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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Hello! Thanks for checking out my web serial. 

Just so you know, it's a slower burn than most stories, but faster than some.

Happy reading~



                

                Erick lightened his grip on the steering wheel. “All I’m saying is that you can call more often. I missed you at college, and this life you’ve chosen won’t be easy.” A moment passed in silence. Trees whizzed by, but no cars. Theirs was the only vehicle on the highway. “You’re going to be—”

“Dad,” Jane stressed. “Come on. We’ve gone over every bit of this already, including the danger. I’m going into the CIA, and that’s that.” She added, half-whispered, “If they’ll have me.”

Streetlamps pooled yellow glows onto the road, like ponds of light in a 4:00 am mist. The sun was still hours away, but both of them had napped in the backseat as needed. Neither wanted to spend a night at a hotel. They were wide awake, each with their own cheap gas station coffee in their respective cupholders. Erick’s coffee was empty. He almost wanted to stop for more, but that would be yet another unwanted delay. He’d get more when they stopped for breakfast. 

Jane relented, “I’ll call whenever I can.”

Erick smiled, glancing over to his daughter. She was all grown up. 22, college graduate, ready for the world. She was also bodyguard certified and boot camp trained, though Erick tried not to think too deeply about that, else—

“As long as you don’t lecture me about my life. Understand?” Jane sipped her coffee. She frowned. It must be cold already. “I might even tell you about some of my crazier days.”

Erick smiled. “I’d like that.” He added, “And of course they’re going to want you!”

“Internships don’t always end in a job offer.”

“And sometimes they do.”

“My record isn’t spotless. I’m not a legacy. I’m only fluent in English.”

“You can speak Russian and Chinese!”

“Mandarin, Dad. And I can barely speak it.”

“That’s more than most! Of course they’ll want you.” 

“… I’m scared, Dad.”

Erick nodded, silently. 

Jane said, “This is the start of everything it’s… It’s what I’ve wanted for a long time, and I don’t know if I’m going to get the job. I don’t know if I’m good enough.”

“I still think you could have taken that summer elective in China. Immersion has always been the best way to learn a language.”

Jane waved him off. “Taking that semester was never an option. I could have been seen as being compromised by an enemy actor. No. I did it the right way. My record is… mostly spotless.”

“I could’ve gotten those fights purged from your highschool records.”

“It would look weird for the actual black marks to be removed when all other evidence demands I have some marks somewhere.”

“That’s unreasonable— Huh?”

One of the highway lamps was lit all the way from base to tip. Compared to the monotony of the last twenty miles, the light pole was the most conspicuous thing in sight. Erick stared at it as they passed by, not slowing down from eighty miles per hour. 

“It’s not unreasonable, Dad. It’s prudent to—”

Eager to change the conversation and feeling that Jane wanted to, too, Erick pointed back toward the light pole. “Did you see that lamp?”

Jane looked back. “Huh.” She stared. The light pole was almost out of sight. “That’s odd.”

Up ahead, two more lamps were thin poles of light instead of the usual light-on-top.

Jane settled back into her seat. “There’s two more?”

“Must be a promotion. Some advertisement.”

They whizzed past the two light poles, one on each side of the highway. They were kinda pretty in an unearthly sort of way, like a waterfall of illumination in the morning mists. But whatever they were for, it wasn’t readily apparent, and the fog was getting thicker. Erick kept his eyes on the road. Jane pulled out her phone. Up ahead, there were more. 

Erick said, “There’s more.”

Jane flipped through her phone with one hand, sipping her cold coffee in the other. Erick glanced over. She was googling for an answer. He looked back to the road. Minutes passed. There were a lot more light poles than before. 

He said, “A lot more.”

There were more light poles than streetlamps, now. Their forty foot tall glows turned the highway in a diffuse hallway of yellow-white light, fit more for giants than for Jane’s Ford Focus. As he stared, one of the remaining lamps turned into a pole of light. One second it was a lamp, then suddenly the light raced down the pole, illuminating the whole thing. 

Maybe they should have spent the night in a hotel. Erick was clearly hallucinating. Maybe he should have let Jane drive when she asked to switch at the last stop. 

The car rocked like they hit a rumblestrip on the sides. Jane’s cold coffee went everywhere.

“Jesus Christ, Dad!” 

He was already slowing. “I’m still in my lane!” He went slower. Sixty turned to forty. The road got worse as more lamps turned into lightpoles. He slowed to twenty. “What the fuck is happening out there.”

“Just stop, Dad! Fu—” Jane must have seen what he had already seen three times; yet another lamp turned into a light pole. “That’s not right.”

He slowed. Theirs was still the only car on the road, if anyone could call it a road, anymore. It felt like he was driving on gravel, all bumpy and shifty. He stopped the car, and the road probably was gravel, considering the way the car slightly sunk into the ground. 

No one cared about the spilled coffee. 

Every single lamp in range was a light pole. 

Jane took off her seat belt as she rolled down her window. She looked down. “We’re on gravel?”

Erick did not open the window to look down. He could already see the gravel.

“Put it in park—”

Erick was way ahead of her. The car was parked, but not off. 

“— I’m getting out.” Jane opened the door and stepped outside. She kicked the ground. “This isn’t a highway anymore. I don’t think it ever was." She lifted her phone, the light of the screen glowing in the mist, turning this way and that. “No signal either.”

She said, “Let’s go back.”

Jane slid back into the car. In moments, Erick had the vehicle turned around, his emergency lights flashing in the dark in case someone was coming up behind him. He would have gotten onto the other opposite bound lane if he could, but it wasn’t there. This gravelly road was the only one in sight.

Jane echoed his thoughts, “We’ll have to go slow and hope no one is on this road besides us.”

After five minutes going fifteen miles per hour on the lonely highway, they hit a pothole, crunching the car down and back up before either of them could react.

“Dad! Holy fu—”

“I was watching for potholes!” He slowed down further. “There wasn’t one!”

Jane pointed. “And now there’s lots!”

She was right. The headlights showed a dry, but damaged stone and dirt path. There were a lot of potholes. The car lurched again. Erick controlled it better this time, but he couldn’t stop the car from suddenly veering to the side. He regained control, but slowed the car to a crawl. 

He yelled, “Where did they come from!”

“I don’t know!”

One of the light poles blinked out.

They both cursed. The car sputtered, the engine dying as the car dropped into another pothole. Something crunched into the undercarriage. The wheels started to spin in the dirt. 

The ground rumbled.

Fog swept in, heavy and dark. Another light pillar blinked out. Black night flooded the area. Another pillar blinked out. Darkness folded around the car like a dangerous friend. The car engine failed, leaving the warm headlights to flicker into the mist. The headlights flickered once, twice. Gone. Erick and Jane Flatt were alone in the darkness, no light save for the flickering of Jane’s smartphone and two utterly inadequate light pillars each more than sixty feet away. 

No one spoke.

Erick cracked a joke. “Do you think we’re dead, or—”

He shut up as a swirl of darkness in front of the car became more than that. It became an unseen monster, only known to Erick by a massive upper and lower jaw filled with softly glowing pearly white teeth, each the size of a person. The teeth were too big. The mouth opened too wide. Something flapped in the gloom, like the sails of a ship snapping in a sudden wind. Then the teeth snapped shut, and if not for the shifting darkness, Erick would have thought the monster gone. But it wasn’t gone at all. It was there. Erick couldn’t see it, but it was certainly there. Something rumbled the air; a minor avalanche, or the monster.

Erick cracked another joke. “Are you getting Jurassic Park vibes yet, Jane?”

Jane quietly rolled up her window, muffling the sounds of outside, then whispered, “Dad.” 

Both of them utterly focused on the shifting gloom. It moved around the car. It was big. Easily the size of the light poles. It flicked around the vehicle, all at once and soundless, like the shadow of a cloud, flickering the light from the two remaining light poles as it passed. The darkness stilled in the deeper gloom on Erick’s side of the car, watching them.

Erick cracked another joke. “You remember Jurassic Park, right Jane?”

“What’s Jurassic Park?”

Jane eep’d. 

The Darkness asked, so Erick answered, “It’s a book and a movie where some people resurrect some dinosaurs and then the dinosaurs eat them because that is what dinosaurs do.”

Jane punched Erick in the shoulder with all the force of a stiff breeze. She had probably meant to hit harder than that. That was understandable. In a more normal situation, he would have rolled down his window to better communicate with the entity. Neither of them were in top form right now.

“Haha! Dinosaurs would do that!”

“It’s a pretty terrifying movie. Jane here saw it when she was eight years old and couldn’t sleep for a month. In her defense, showing that movie to a child was one of my worse ideas.”

“Dad. Please stop talking to the darkness.”

Erick couldn’t help himself with that perfect of a set up. He started singing, “Hello Darkness my old friend~ I've come to talk to you again~...”

The Darkness shifted as Erick ‘sang’. Erick did not sing well. It was a poor rendition of the original. He sang too fast, he did not hit the right highs or hold certain words for as long as he should have. Simon and Garfunkel would be appalled. 

But the Darkness seemed interested. Though, what did Erick know? Not much, for sure. He wasn’t eaten yet, though the day was far from over. It hadn’t even truly begun. 

Erick's words failed him as he was halfway through the song. The Darkness stirred as silence grew. 

“That cannot be the end of the song.”

“I am utterly terrified and cannot remember the rest.” 

“…Take care, then.”

The world split somehow. 

The darkness and the Darkness were gone, replaced by fluffy white clouds, a bright, bright sun overhead, and a sudden, whistling drop. 



- - - 



Red and yellow fast food wrappers hovered through the air. A plaid pillow and an afghan blanket floated above the back seat, while a D&D guidebook held half open, hiding amid the fabrics. The horizon continued to tilt. Gravity was a lost constant, and all Erick could think about were those zero-g plane rides that they used to acclimate astronauts to weightlessness. He always wanted to go on one of those flights.

He looked to Jane. She wasn’t wearing her seatbelt. She was currently floating above her seat, her face pressed against the ceiling. 

With the elegance of a freight train passing through a busy neighborhood, Jane announced to the world:

“FUUUUUUCK!”

She ripped at the seat, holding herself down. Fat lot of good it did her. They were spinning and everything was pulling in odd directions.

She announced, “FUCKING HELL WHAT THE FUCK!” 

“Are we dead yet?” Erick asked. “Please let me know when it’s over, if you could please.”

Jane’s eyes blazed as she locked sight on her father. Erick knew that look. He was in Deep Shit, and Jane was going to Get Him Out. Well. Better to roll with these sorts of punches. She let out a stream of curses as she tried to unbuckle him from his seat, the curses getting louder as the world continued to tumble.

And then she was stuck to her side of the car, out of her seat, pressing against her door via the spinning of the car. Erick would have been stuck to his door, too, if not for his seatbelt mostly holding him down. 

She yelled, “Take off your seatbelt! We could survive a fall, but we won’t survive a crash!”

Erick fumbled with his seatbelt. It was locked in tight. This was a problem.

He really should be more terrified right now.

But he wasn’t. 

“I love you, Jane. You be good now.”

Ah. That pissed her right off. That was probably not the Right Thing To Do.

She reached out from her seat on her door like they weren’t in some sort of gravity-based carnival ride from hell. She swiped the knife she kept in the passenger door pocket through Erick’s seatbelt. Erick thought he told her to put that somewhere safer. Good thing she didn’t listen to him. 

Erick crashed completely into his door, then kept going. The door had opened somehow. Or maybe the glass broke and he slipped through. He was a bit bloody and— 

HOLY SHIT THERE’S THE GROUND.

He promptly flipped back over.

The sky was a much better sight. So blue. So big. So nice.

Falling through the sky does not sound like being in a hurricane, though Erick himself would have made that comparison had he never experienced today’s impromptu skydive. He had been in a hurricane years ago when he went to Florida to help with a hurricane relief effort and promptly got stuck in a second hurricane. This did not sound like that. This was a thousand times worse. 

In a sudden rush of disapproval from his beleaguered digestive tract, there went his midnight snack and accompanying coffee, spewing out across the sky with all the grace of a hurggleurkurk and a uhghuuuuooospat.

He felt much better after that. Less on his mind. Less in his body. He had probably pissed himself somewhere in all that, too, but who keeps track of those sorts of things? Certainly not Erick. 

With the grace of a drunk cat, he threw an arm out, trying to steady himself on the wind. It was all kind of intuitive. Kinda like holding your hand out of a moving vehicle, feeling the air. With a second hand thrown wide and a bit of control—

Jane was rocketing right toward him, arms at her sides, face forward, eyes squinting from the wind. She brushed into him, and suddenly he was a squid, latching onto his daughter for dear life. She was obviously more skilled at this whole skydiving thing than he knew. She must have done this before. Well, maybe not this exactly. But she had done a lot of dangerous things in her life! It was entirely possible that one of her crazier friends had her practice skydiving in a falling vehicle.

Crazier things had happened!

He looked up. The car wasn’t there. 

He really didn’t want to look down again.

Jane yelled, but it was barely more than a whisper compared to the wind. 

He yelled, “What!”

She yelled in his ear, “Keep yourself flat! Don’t watch! Don’t land on your head!”

He screamed, “I’m sorry you didn’t get to work for the CIA! I should have been more supportive!”

She said something, but it was too quiet to hear.

She separated from him. He scrambled to get back to her, but it was too late. The ground was vast and unrelenting. It was time to meet his maker.

A second before they hit, there was a chime and the beginning of a long series of messages, all expressing themselves through floating blue boxes that may or may not have been floating in front of his eyes, or possibly only in his head. Making sense of such a thing was beyond him at this point in time. 






	
Unknown Entity detected!

We see you!

Initializing mana integration…


















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    The original form of this chapter was edited to remove most of the song lyrics. Sorry! Go listen to the song somewhere if you want. It's a good song~
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                The ground was a lot harder than he thought it would be. Good thing the landing was over almost as soon as it began. And hey! His thoughts were still inside of his head. So that was good news. 

But he couldn’t move. His eyes were locked forward at the blue expanse above, and at a rather expansive box of text. The whole thing was concerning, but the box was static. Whereas before it was typing lines of text at him, now it was still. He looked the whole thing over. He was not in his comfort zone.




	
Unknown Entity detected!

We see you!

Initializing mana integration…



Adult <Species: Human> detected! 

Welcome to Veird!



Beginning adult <Human> registration. 

Scanning…



… Unauthorized metaphysical influences discarded.

… No innate magical traits discovered.

… No historical magical influences discovered.

… No desire for magic discovered.

ERROR.

Higher priority requested.

Higher priority obtained.

Reorienting scan… 



No approved influences detected!

Warning! As a <Species: Human>, registration is required to use magic!

Warning! Major physical damage detected!

Warning! You are far below 0 HP! 

Warning! You are dying!



Sorry! We are not able to support your life choices at this time!

Consult your local priest or registrar for further assistance.

YOU ARE BARRED FROM MAGIC.



Registration paused. Returning to basic interface.



ERROR! Catastrophic physical damage!

A child’s assistance <Species: Human>: Casting <Greater Treat Wounds>.

You are at 1 HP. You have stabilized.

A child’s assistance <Species: Human>: <The closest registrar has been contacted.>

<Your location is known. Someone is on their way!>








Erick read the whole thing again and again. Eventually, a vague idea of what was happening took hold. He was obviously not on Earth anymore. Or maybe he was dead. Or maybe something else was happening. As his thoughts drifted away from the message, it began to fade. In moments, the blue sky stood unobstructed.

Another message flashed into view.




	
Special action! 

You have survived a near-death experience!

+1 point! 








The second message came and went. Somewhere between the two blue boxes he could feel his fingers. He could wiggle his toes. He rolled over—

Fuck no. Not rolling over. Too much pain. 

He tilted his head. 

Jane was there. She was sitting up, her back to him. She was bloody, but she moved well enough as she looked around, propped up on one arm, the other cradled out of view. She flinched. She crashed back to the dusty brown ground. A thin cloud rolled away from her landing.

She screamed out, raw pain in her voice, “DAD!”

Erick whispered, “I’m here, Jane.”

Immediate, racking hard sobs shook through Jane’s body. She cried out to the sky. If she could cry like that, she was probably okay. A sudden tension relaxed inside Erick. Tears welled, cutting partially clean lines through the blood and dust on his face.

Erick said, “So. That happened.”

Jane’s sob turned into a laugh. Erick laughed with her, but stopped as a twinge spiked through his chest. He groan-coughed. Jane lurched up at his strangled sound, twisting to see him straight on. He waved at her.

“Hello.”

She laughed again. “You look like shit, Dad.”

“Yes,” He agreed. “There’s probably some shit somewhere in this mess.” He coughed. He moved his hands around. He lifted his leg a fraction of an inch. “How the fuck did we survive? How am I not paralyzed everywhere?”

Jane rose to her feet, unsteady. She said, “We can think about that after we get to safety. Take a look around. Looks like a desert, but not like any I’ve ever seen.” She stumbled over to Erick, offering her hand. “Come on.”

“I don’t think I should be moved—”

She crumpled to her knees next to him, poking him. 

“Ow. What—”

“I’m testing for broken bones.” 

Erick eyed her, giving Jane his best impression of an unimpressed person. 

She poked harder, this time with a white glow on her fingers.

“Ow!”




	
Healed for 5 HP!








“Ow?” Erick tried to sit up. He didn’t get far. He would have fallen back, but Jane’s hands were there to hold him steady and upright. “What was that?”

“I got a point for a special action and spent it on the only healing spell I could. Lesser Rejuvenation.”

Erick stared at her. “What?”

Jane poked him again with another glowing white finger. He healed for 5HP again, but this time the words were more a feeling, not actual words. No blue boxes this time. He felt a lot better. His breath didn’t catch, his bones didn’t ache. Well. Didn’t ache as bad. 

“The description says that the spell will transform into Rejuvenation once I matriculate, but I’m not really sure what that means. Probably has to do with this ‘children’s assistance’ thing. You got a point too, didn’t you? For surviving a near death experience.”

“… What?”

“Dad.” She shook her head. “Look around. You’re going to have to think faster than this. We’re in a survival situation and it would be best if we take everything at face value. Including those blue screens.”

“You got those screens, too? I thought I was hallucinating.”

“We’re not hallucinating. We’re not dead. This isn’t Earth.”

Erick looked around. The horizon in all directions was a hazy line of mirages, flickering in the rising heat. Over there, maybe a thousand feet away, were the remains of the car, burning, streaming black smoke into the still sky. 

But mostly he focused on the crystals. The largest ones were ten feet tall. Prismatic white, they dotted the brown dirt landscape, countless smaller but no less impressive crystal spikes crowding the main spire. They reminded Erick of desert succulents, but impossibly large and crystal. Maybe they were natural? Smaller crystal succulents crowded the larger ones, but none of the growths took up more space than a minivan. None of the ‘plants’ were within 500 feet of another ‘plant’. Erick would have had to be very unlucky to land on one of those. That would have killed him for sure, even with these ‘child assistance’ messages, whatever they were. 

“Right,” he said. “Not Earth. Survival is the goal."

“Yeah.” Jane rose to her feet, bringing him up with her. “Not Earth. Probably ‘Veird’.”

“I’m not convinced we’re not dead.”

“Don’t jinx us. That could still happen. Especially with you singing at the Darkness.” She suddenly shouted, “What the fuck was that, anyway!”

“I panicked. You know me.”

A stranger’s voice said, “Good show. The strange language and the part about the Darkness really helped to bring it all together.”

Erick and Jane watched as a humanoid person stepped onto the ground several yards away. His skin was purple. Horns poked out of his black hair. His clothes were well-made Renaissance Faire shtick, all black leather and white cloth accented in gold. The man stared at them. They stared at him. Then Jane stepped in front of Erick. 

He said, “But I don’t believe anything about you.”

Erick whispered, “I would really like it if everyone calmed down.”

The man said, “I would like that as well, but then you people pull this shit, and I have to waste resources to respond to a child in need. Explain yourself.”

Jane yelled, “Who are—”

The man lifted his finger and pointed at the smoking ruins of the car. A thin ball of black and white shot from the man, instantly impacting the car and exploding into white that morphed to yellow, then orange, as it blossomed into a bright red inferno. Heat washed over the desert. The car was still there, but it was even blacker now. It had stopped smoking. Everything flammable must have burned away. 

“Who am I? Really?” The purple man said, “I changed my mind.” For the first time, Erick noticed that the man’s words did not match his mouth, like there was some sort of automatic translation happening. “We’re not doing this. I don’t care how you tricked the Script into considering you children and I won’t be a part of your Quiet War. What I am going to do is point you in the direction of the nearest appropriate settlement. But first! A forced matriculation.” The man tapped the air in front of him. 

Words appeared. 


	



	
Welcome to adulthood, Erick Flatt!

Congratulations! 

Experience gain unlocked!

Here is your current Status!












The first screen vanished. Another appeared.






	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 0, Class: None

Exp: 0/100

Class: -/-

Points: 1





	
HP


	
11/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
160/160


	
170 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
17


	
+0


	
[17]








The screen began to fade. Erick focused on it, and it came back. 

“That way.” The man pointed toward the horizon over Erick and Jane’s shoulders. “About two days.” He glanced at the burned out car. He frowned. In a flourish of white and black shadows, two canteens dumped onto the ground in front of him. “Tell your superiors to quit this plot. This is your first and only warning: Messing with the Script is a serious offense.”

He vanished in a glitter of white and black.

Another box appeared.






	
Registrar Quest Accepted!

FIND THE SETTLEMENT

Mandatory Quest

No reward








Jane swiped her hand through the air. Erick did the same, aiming for the box. The box moved out of his vision at his touch, but it was not solid. He felt nothing as he touched the screen.

Jane said, “Quests!”

Erick watched her, trying to figure out what she was doing. She was obviously using the blue boxes, but how? He wasn’t bad with computers, but he was no gamer like his daughter. 

“Status! Hud! That doesn’t work. Hmm. Overlay! Nope. UI! Nope. Menu! Ah ha!”

“Did you notice that that guy’s mouth did not line up with his words?”

“Yeah,” Jane said, swiping at the air. “Probably a translation spell.”

“You’re really rolling with this, aren’t you?”

She smiled. “Yeah. I might be— OH!” She jolted, then pointed to the remains of the car, in the distance. “You have a point! Put it in Mend. We might be able to salvage some stuff if we hurry!”

At that, he had to laugh. “How the fuck would I do that?”

She said, “Say or think this really hard: Menu. Abilities. Search for Spell: Mend. 'Status' works, too. It's a multi-input system, or whatever you would call that.”

Menu. Abilities. Search for Spell: Mend

A series of blue boxes burst then collapsed, except for the last one that stayed open. 






	
[Mend 1], instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a small non-magical, non-complicated object and restore it to its prime. 



Purchase [Mend 1] for 1 point? Yes/No








What the hell? Why not.

Yes.

A tiny idea shifted in Erick’s mind. And then he looked down at his torn and disgusting shirt.

“[Mend].”

Fabric shifted, holes mended. Creation from nothing, but maybe not nothing. Something else shifted as Erick cast the spell. Something inside of him was calmer, now. Like there was less of some essential thing. But his shirt was whole.

Jane laughed, loud and happy. Then she poked him with a glowing finger, saying, “[Rejuvenation].” Then she looked up, a flash of worry across her face. She glanced at the canteens sitting on the ground over where the man came and went. “Stay here. I’ll get those. don’t muddy the path between here and there because I have no idea where anything is and I want to keep this track clean, to point us in the direction of the settlement.”

She was already walking over to the canteens before Erick could suggest otherwise. Part of him was worried that the canteens might be trapped, but what did he know about anything? He can apparently cast magic now by just saying a few words. One word, actually.

He focused on his shoes. 

[Mend].

The left shoe was a bit torn up from the mile fall through the sky, as most things would be. Now it was back to storebought perfection. You know. Except for all the blood on and inside the shoe. He did the same for his right shoe. 

He breathed in and out the desert air, feeling a bit lightheaded. 

Status!

Ah. That’s why he was feeling lightheaded. 






	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 0, Class: None

Exp: 30/100

Class: -/-

Points: 0





	
HP


	
24/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
130/160


	
170 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
17


	
+0


	
[17]








“Dammit, Dad.” Jane demanded his attention, so the status window vanished. Jane was looking at his feet. “Don’t go wasting mana. We don’t know how much we’re going to need. You see those regen rates, yeah? This is not a world of free magic.”

“All I have is [Mend], and I need to use it to level, right? My experience went up 30, so far. So stand still. I’m going to do your shoes, too.” 

She sighed, then nodded. Erick leaned down and touched her shoes, quickly spending 20 MP. Now he was woozy. But only a bit. Jane looked concerned, but that was her normal facial expression. 

“How much MP do you have?”

“It’s at 110 out of 160.” He smiled, “But I’m at fifty out of a hundred exp for level 1.”

“Yeah. Looks like the base level raises based upon how much MP you spend. Probably works the same for spent HP but that seems like a monumentally bad trade off. Though if this is how weak you get from MP loss, maybe my thinking is wrong.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “[Rejuvenation].”

“13 HP that time.” He felt A LOT better, now. “What changed?”

“No longer a child, apparently. [Rejuvenation]." She poked him with a healing finger again. "Look up the spell sometime, but don’t buy it. [Rejuvenation]." And another poke. "We got other things to worry about and we might need an attack spell. I’ve already got my eye on a few prudent buys. Come on.” She started walking toward the burned out car. “Let’s see if anything is left.” She started walking slow, but then suddenly shouted out in glee as she sprinted forward to pluck a half-buried black square from the dirt. “My phone! And it’s not broken! Fuck yea!”

Phone retrieved, she practically skipped toward the car. 

Erick smiled. If she was happy, then he was happy. 

Then he remembered his phone. He still felt the familiar weight in his right pocket, but it was not in a familiar shape. He reached in, gingerly, and pulled out a fractured hunk of plastic and glass. 

[Mend]?

The plastic barely shifted. 

Fuck.

… but the plastic did shift! 

Status: Mend.






	
[Mend 1], instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a small non-magical, non-complicated object and restore it to its prime. 

Exp: 60/100








I guess it’s only Mend 1. I shouldn’t expect that much from it.

“Dad!” Jane was already at the remains of the car. “Hurry up.”

He jogged to catch up. She was already pulling burned debris out from the twisted hunk of hot metal. A blackened book. A crispy blanket. Erick moved to the other side of what used to be a car and pulled out what he could, careful of the glass and the larger, sharper bits of debris. He didn’t get far before he had to stop.

Something in the trunk caught fire again.

“Fuck!” Jane pulled back from growing heat. “Damn...”

Erick managed to grab a large hunting knife out of the glove box before he had to get away. It was warped, the hilt smashed. It wasn’t the same knife as before. How many of these did she have?

[Mend].

The knife unwarped, the hilt straightened. 

Jane yelled an expletive at the sky as black smoke billowed upward, once again. Erick joined her on her side of the bonfire. She was clutching the charcoal’d book and a scrap of fabric. She saw the knife in his hands and smiled. 

“Good. You found it.”

He handed it to her. “This isn’t the other one. What happened to that?”

“I have no idea. It’s probably out here somewhere. I was hoping for the larger one, but I’m glad you found any at all.” She looked up at the bright sky. “It’s going to get cold around here at night.” She looked toward the nearest crystal succulent. “I don’t know if those burn, or if we should even try. Something tells me it would be a bad idea to cut them.”

“I still don’t understand how you’re so comfortable at this.”

“I'm not comfortable at all. But this is survival, and I’ve done that before.” She slapped him on the shoulder, saying, “I don’t understand how you started singing at the Darkness! What the fuck was up with that!”

He smiled. “I panicked. But it worked out, didn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t call this ‘working out’.” She swung an arm out, pointing at everything, as she started walking away from the car. “But it’s better than a dragon’s stomach.”

He caught up to her. “That wasn’t really a dragon, was it?”

“Hell yes that was a dragon.” She squeezed the remains of the book and blanket against her chest. Erick couldn’t make out the words on the front cover, but that was clearly a dragon underneath the soot. She whispered, “And it was magnificent.”

Erick almost laughed. That dragon was certainly something. He wouldn’t call it magnificent, though. Pants shittingly terrifying, was more apt.
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                “Status! Reveal.” Jane pushed a blue box toward Erick as they walked. “This is mine.”

 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 0, Class: None

Exp: 45/100

Class: -/-

Points: 0





	
HP


	
78/120


	
160 per day





	
MP


	
108/150


	
200 per day





	
Strength


	
12


	
+0


	
12





	
Vitality


	
16


	
+0


	
16





	
Willpower


	
15


	
+0


	
15





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
20








 

Erick repeated her words, then pushed his status her way. 

After a moment, he declared, “I have one more willpower than you!”

Jane threw him a mocking look, then glanced down at their feet to scan their trail. She looked up at the sun then over at the nearest crystal splash, making a minute course correction. She ensured they were still on the correct path every ten minutes. Thanks to that, they probably were still on the right path. 

She looked over his status again, then closed the window, saying, “Looks like trekking in the desert takes some constant HP. Let me know if you get low.” She looked at a nearby crystal plant, that was still forty feet away. Neither of them wanted to get anywhere near the probably-deadly flora. “I wonder if those make good tequila.”

Ah. Yeah. They did look like giant crystal agaves.

Erick closed Jane’s status window. “They’re probably poisoned.”

“Or full of spiders. Something has to live out here besides the plants.”

A breeze flowed across the land, setting the sparse crystal growths to tinkling. They had both decided a bit ago that, yes, the crystal agaves were definitely plants. Unless this world had flexible crystals, too. Which was a possibility considering what they’d seen so far. But still, flexible crystal was a long shot of an explanation. They were more likely disguised plants. 

Erick almost took a sip from the canteen, but decided against it. That registrar had summoned the canteen with a shoulder strap, so it wasn’t that heavy of a weight to carry around. But it was starting to weigh on him. If the settlement was really two days away, they would need all the water they could get. Though the phrase 'Hydrate or Die' was very true, Erick didn't really feel thirsty.

Jane said, “Good news: Looks like MP refreshes. I gained three back since we landed.”

“You’re taking this so seriously.”

“Because I know you won’t.”

Well that was true. When Erick encountered physical danger he usually laughed it off. He had the same reaction to ridiculous social constructs, like avoiding the gangs who lived in his town. He had been mugged twice because of that, but he had also helped several young gang members get back on their feet and out of their violent lives. For the last few years he had even attended the Quince Fiesta the gang threw every month. He waved to the dealers on the streets, and sometimes they waved back. 

… He was going to miss them. Really some of the best beef empanadas in the world at that party.

“You know… There’s help for understanding the Script, if you want it. The command is Menu Help.”

Ah. She had misconstrued his silence. That’s okay, he’d roll with it. He was kinda mad at the blue boxes. Magic was supposed to be mystical! Not this video-gamey nonsense.

“I’m not doing that. This whole magic thing is stupid.”

“It’s crazy to not use the systems given to everyone. You’re no ascetic, Dad.”

“Okay. Well. That’s a different argument entirely, but tabling that for now— I’m not ‘Eight Strength’, or 160 max MP.”

“Your Status says otherwise.”

They walked in silence under the temperate sun. The walk wasn’t as bad as Erick thought it would be. It was dusty and dry, and sandy in a few places, for sure. But it wasn’t ‘desert hot’. 

Oh. 

He laughed.

“What?”

“No man-made climate change on Veird!”

Jane smiled. “That’s the spirit!” She thrust her huge knife forward, punching the sky. “No more big problems! Only survival!”

“To not dying of dehydration!”

“To cooking a rat over an open fire!”

“To walking away from a skydive!”

“To adventure!”

They laughed together, their voices floating away on the breeze as they walked toward the unknown.

 

- - - -

 

Hours passed. The sun was on its way to the horizon. Erick had already [Mend]ed the scrap of blanket twice, bringing it back into existence, and handed it over to Jane. She carried a few other things to be mended inside the thick cloth. The [Mend] on the book went less well. One[Mend] accomplished almost nothing. Books must be complicated objects. 

Erick had no idea how far they had gone, though his HP had dipped below half three times. Jane topped him off when he asked, and one time when he didn’t, but they had driven through the night before they landed on Veird. HP did not seem to be a problem, but exhaustion was. 

Jane said, “Fuck I’m tired!”

“Let’s stop.”

“Where!” Jane threw her hand wide. “There’s nothing but crystal agave for miles and miles!”

“We should sleep on the blanket while the sun is still up—”

Jane slapped her forehead. “Duh. Of course. Monsters might come out at night. We’ll need to be awake for that. Work out some shifts.”

That was not what Erick meant. “Fuck. You think so?”

“Well yeah. What were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that I could sleep for 12 hours.”

“… Yeah. That too.” She looked around. She looked up. “This is as good a spot as any.” She stepped to the side of the path, then took out her knife and carved a deep groove into the ground, along the direction they were going, ending the carving in a large arrow “I’d love a compass but this is the best we have.”

“We’re both close to level 1. There might be more points and more survival skills.”

Jane nodded, then stepped away from the path. Erick followed her to a spot similar to all the rest; well away from the agave and in the middle of nowhere. She unwrapped the blanket from around her chest, then set it down, carefully extracting what they had managed to salvage from the crash. The gaming book. Erick’s phone remains. A fried car charger. A piece of a paper coffee cup. A shred of a diet coke bottle, all melted and twisted onto itself. A piece of the windshield. It was more trash than treasure, but it might be worth something in the future. Jane seemed to think that they could use something called a ‘scry’ on the windshield fragment to find the car, if they wanted to. The charger was to make charging the phones easier, if they could somehow manufacture the right electrical current. The cups were for additional water containers, if they found any sources of water out here. Jane was sure that the phones themselves could probably be linked together as communication devices, if maybe they had access to other magics. There were a lot of ‘if’s, but that’s how life was sometimes. 

Jane plopped down on her half of the blanket, her face pointed outward. Erick took his position on the other half of the blanket, looking in the other direction. If there were monsters out there, they were well hidden. All Erick saw were tall crystal agaves and lots of flat dirt. 

She asked, “What’s your HP at now?”

“22.”

“Fuck! Dad!”

“What? I’m fine.”

Jane poked him in the side. 

 




	
+13 HP!

+13 HP!








 

He sat up in time to see her sitting up and poking him with another glow on her fingers, for another 26 HP. Then again. He realized something was different after the third healing poke. He should have noticed right away, but damn was he tired. 

“It’s healing twice now?”

“Yeah. [Rejuvenation] got to 2. One extra second of healing per level.”

“You leveled?”

“I did.” She laid back down. “I got two points and about a dozen different ideas of what I want to do with them, so I’m saving ‘em for now.”

Erick laid back down, too. There were no changes either locally or on the horizon. 

“Is there a cleaning option in those menus?”

“It’s called Cleanse and I think I’m going to take it, but not right now. You’ve noticed that there has been no wildlife at all ever since we landed, right? Either this land is truly dead, or that Darkness marked us, somehow. Maybe a scent marker? Maybe something else.”

“Ah.”

“Yeah. Like. I know we must smell like food because I don’t even want to talk about what kinda gore slipped out of my pants while we walked. But we really should have been attacked before this.”

“…Right.”

A moment passed.

He asked, “What’s your plan?”

“Teleporting paladin.” 

Rolling with the idea, Erick said, “Don’t you have to pledge to a god, or...”

“Maybe. Maybe not. If there’s a god out there that embodies my ideals, I might pledge to them. If that’s how Veird works. I don’t know enough to make a call like that right now, but teleporting is obviously a real thing. We’ve been through at least one teleport, and I'm not sure what I would call our arrival on Veird, but that was sort of like a teleport. That purple dude for sure teleported.”

“That registrar was an asshole.”

“That didn’t bother me. This system, the Script? That’s what bothers me. It seems horribly unbalanced.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“Not enough parameters, for one. There’s no way to express the complexities of a person with only four main stats. HP, MP, and the two regens are just direct numerical expressions of the four main stats.”

“Does your healing spell still cost 5 MP at level 2?”

“And that’s another thing! It is still 5 MP, and it adds another tick every level. The most basic damaging spell is 5 MP for 10 damage plus half your Willpower. Now… I don’t know if you can cast twenty damaging spells at the same time for 200 plus ten times your Willpower in damage, but I’ve tried to cast two rejuves at once and it either wasn’t allowed, or I just couldn’t do it. I think there's a global cooldown, or something.”

“Maybe that just means the makers weren’t trying for balance.” He added, "Or balance as we think of balance."

“… Yeah. I guess so. Hmm.”

Erick closed his eyes.

He was almost asleep when Jane huffed.

Jane said, “I can’t sleep like this. I’m setting up a ward.”

“A what?”

“A [Ward].”

The air shifted in a ten foot circle around the blanket, marking the edge of the space with a slight dent in the ground and a glitter in the air. Erick almost sat up, but he was really tired. 

Jane said, “An Alarm Ward, first. Then… [Ward].”

The air sparkled again. The same edge of the space took on a red glitter. 

Erick almost wanted to touch it, but he wanted to sleep more. 

“First one is to let me know if something crosses the edge. The second is to prevent fifty points of damage. They should last for 24 hours, or until dispelled.” She laid down. “And it looks like level 2 requires the same amount of experience for both your skills and your personal level. 200 experience needed.” She whispered, “Good night, Dad.”

Eyes closed, Erick said, “Good night, Jane.”

She whispered, “The second ward was the expensive one. 60 mana. 10 to start, then it’s a point of mana to prevent a point of damage.”

Erick said nothing.

She whispered, “Unbalanced.”

Erick whispered, “Good night, Jane.”

“The sun isn’t even down yet!”

She brought up a good point. He had way more mana than he needed, and most of it would likely be back by the time he woke up, if his sleep wasn’t interrupted. He [Mend]ed his pants and the phone charger. Then he poked Jane in the shoulder with a [Mend], fixing her shirt. 

“Hey!”

“Serves you right, poking me with healing.”

 




	
Level up!

+2 Ability Points








 

“Plus two ability points? That’s it?”

“Yeah. Kinda underwhelming.”

 




	
Mend has reached level 2!








 




	
[Mend 2], instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a small, non-magical, non-complicated object and restore it to its prime. 

Exp: 0/200








 

“Mend didn’t change at all.”

Jane snorted. “Needs more levels!”

So many problems. 

Erick said, “Fuck. I’m hungry.”

“… Are we going to beg when we get to the settlement? Are you comfortable with that?”

“Shit.” He asked, “Are there any ‘create food’ spells?”

“Look it up!”

“But you already know the answer.”

“… Look it up, Dad.”

Grumbling, Erick thought really hard about Menu, then Abilities, then Search: Create Food. Nothing. Maybe his search was wrong. Summon Food. Create Meal. Delicious Food! Food! Water! Sustenance!

Menus flashed in and out as he Searched, each of them returning the same answer.

 




	
Ability not found. Please try again. 








 

“Fuck.”

“Yep,” agreed Jane. “On the plus side, [Cleanse] sounds like it would work on anything edible. Might even turn a crystal agave into food, if they’re actually organic.”

Search: Cleanse.

 




	
Cleanse 1, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 








 

“Meters!?”

Jane just laughed. 

 

- - - -

 

“Ah!!”



Erick shot awake at Jane’s scream. 

Jane instantly said, “Sorry, sorry. Nothing happened. Neither ward triggered.”

Crisis averted, Erick stared outward. The sky was black with a billion billion stars adorning the heavens. The slivers of three moons accented the darkness. One small pink, one large grey, and one small white, the moons were fuzzy on their sun-touched edges. They might have had atmospheres. 

Jane whispered, “Good news: Apparently when we rest our regen scores turn from ‘per day’ to ‘per hour’. So I added two more wards while you were sleeping. One for warmth when it got cold, another when a big bug landed on me. It didn’t bite, or anything. Just plopped on my pants. I woke up and kicked it away.”

Erick breathed out, staring at the sky. 

“… It was the size of a small bird. I don’t know how it got past the damage and the alarm ward.”

“That is good news about the regen rates.” 

“Yeah… it is...” 

Erick looked over to Jane. She was not doing well. With a short shuffle, he scooted over and wrapped her in his arms. She folded onto him without complaint. Soft sobs came and went as Erick whispered that everything was going to be okay. He was a liar, of course, and she called him on it, but having hope was better than falling to despair. 

They laid down, their backs pressed tight against each other, staring out into different darknesses. 

 

- - - -

 

Morning shone over the horizon, bringing with it a raging thirst and a full bladder. 

And full HP and MP.

He was the second to wake, of course. Jane was walking back from somewhere beyond the [Ward] boundary, her arms crossed, hugging herself as though she was freezing. She quickly relaxed as she crossed the [Ward] threshold. 

“It’s fucking cold out there!” She thumbed over her shoulder. “You need to go?” She handed him the knife. “Use it to dig, not to bury.”

He took the knife. “I’ve been camping since before you were born.”

She smiled. “Don’t go too far, or get too close to the crystal agaves.”

“Oh? Do you think I should ration my water as well?” he asked, sarcastically, and in a wholly good mannered way.

“Yes. I’ve calculated that one sip per hour should be appropriate,” she responded in kind.

“Thank you, Daughter," he said, smiling.

“Anytime, Father.” 

He stepped to the edge of the ward and poked it with a knife. The knife passed through the space with no resistance. 

“Thank God.” Jane said, “I thought I would have to take it down for you and then suffer in the cold while I waited. Guess it doesn’t work like that.” She added, "And we're not rationing water."

"Yup." Erick said, "Hydrate or die, as they say."

Erick walked about thirty feet away, dug a hole in the ground, ditched his drawers, and popped a squat. When he was done, he found a nearby stone and used that as toilet paper. It was not his most dignified moment, that’s for sure. 

This is intolerable. I’m buying Cleanse as soon as I can.

Their daily routines buried in the desert, Erick and Jane each drank enough water to wet their throats, and not much more. As they broke camp, which amounted to little more than gathering up their few non-pocketable possessions and wrapping them in the blanket, Erick had a thought.

“How big of a bug was it? Did it look edible?”

“It was fat fucker, for sure. Big beetle-thing, all shiny black. Probably fry up real good.”

“Mmm. Fried bug and waffles.”

“Lotsa maple syrup.”

“Can’t forget the homefries.”

“Dee~licious.” 

Jane went right to the line in the dirt she carved yesterday. It was still there, untouched. They followed the arrow, making sure they lined up with the correct path, setting off a little bit left of sunrise. One and a half more days go to. Hopefully they’d see something besides crystal agave before then. 

 

- - - - 

 

Erick wished he had not wished to see something besides agave. Agaves are great! Agaves are beautiful!

Agaves did not want to eat them, as far as he knew. The thing chasing them? There was a 90% chance that thing wanted to eat them, and a 100% chance it wanted to murder them.

The Spike Monster crashed through yet another agave, cutting itself on the sharp crystal. Black blood scattered across the desert. The monster hurt itself each time it smashed through an agave instead of run around, like Jane and Erick were forced to do, but it didn’t care. It was ten feet tall, made solely of six long arms that each ended in a five foot black spike, with no visible mouth. It had lifted up from the ground twenty minutes ago and gave chase at a little faster than a jog. They couldn’t outrun the monster, but it either couldn’t, or wouldn’t, catch up.

There was another problem.

“Heal!” 

Jane poked him with a [Rejuvenation] as they ran.

Running ate up HP. A lot of HP. But as long as Erick was full, running was easy. This right here? This almost-sprint? Erick could do this all day. He couldn’t have done 10 minutes of this back on Earth.

ROOAAR!

“It has no mouth!” Jane complained, “How is it screaming!”
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    so they're supposed to be speaking a different language, but it doesn't show up properly on mobile. So i'll have to figure something else out to solve that problem. sorry about that break in immersion! If you want the full experience, read it on a computer, otherwise, ... now you know what they're saying

 

lets go with a strikethrough for now.



                

                The Claw Monster smashed through another crystal agave, spilling black blood and crystal shards across the brown soil. Aside from the occasional crash into shrubbery, the constant thump-shunking of the monster’s heavy tread had been the predominant noise for the last two hours. That, and the heavy breathing of two worried humans.

“I’m at half mana! This is not sustainable!” 

Erick joked, “But we’re making such good time!”

“How are you judging that?” Jane poked him with another [Rejuvenation] for another 26 HP. “You see something new out here? Anything besides desert and crystal?” She poked herself with a [Rejuvenation]. “’Cause I don’t!”

She was right. This was not sustainable. But Erick had ability points and an idea for a way out of this endless run. Hopefully it would work, because with as much damage as that thing was doing to itself, there was no way that a damage spell was the answer.

 




	
[Cleanse 1], instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

 

Purchase [Cleanse 1] for 1 ability point? Yes/No








 

Yes.

[Cleanse]!

A flex of air pulsed directly on top of Erick, lingering against his skin as it went to work. Sweat, blood, dirt, dead skin. All of that turned into nothing, or maybe something else was happening. Erick wasn’t sure of the specifics, but he felt a heck of a lot cleaner. 

He focused on Jane’s back. 

[Cleanse]!

Watching the spell act on another person gave him a bit more information. The air flexed around Jane like heat rolling up from a hot road, only to linger on her body and clothes, turning dirt and dried gore into a scentless breeze that held thick in the air as it flowed away into nothing. 

“What did you do, Dad!”

“A [Cleanse]!”

The thumping-shunking of Spiker changed. 

ROOooaar? oar?

“Ha!” Jane laughed.

Neither of them stopped running.

The monster roared in the distance, softer, almost forlorn. The humans did not stop running away. The monster mewed as it lurched forward, then it turned left and thump-shunked out of sight. Still, Erick and Jane ran. Legs pumping, arms swinging. Breathing heavy. Full on HP but not out of danger yet. 

Half an hour later, Jane finally said, “That’s far enough.”

She slowed. Neither stopped. Erick kept right beside her, smiling. Running like that was kinda fun. “I haven’t felt this good since I was a teenager.”

Jane smiled. “It’s a good look on you, Dad.” She pointed forward. “That’s a welcome sight, too.”

Something had changed on the horizon! A crystal agave straight ahead was different than all the rest! It was smaller. All the other ones were rather similar in size, and if Erick had to put a bet on it, he’d bet all the rest were exactly the same size. This one was only five feet tall instead of the usual ten.

And then he frowned. “I don’t know if that means anything. Spiker back there destroyed more than a few agaves in the chase. This one might be the fresh growth of a similar historical event.”

Jane pointed forward, slightly higher. “Look again.”

Far, far ahead was something a bit taller than the flat horizon. Whatever it was, it was too far away and past too many crystal agaves to make out through the heat mirage of the desert, but it might have been a wall of some sort. It stuck up from the ground a bit higher than the rest. He wasn’t exactly sure if it was an actual difference, but Jane was sure it was. And she might have been right.

They were almost headed in that direction anyway. With a bit of course correction, they were.

But there was a problem. Honestly, Erick knew this was coming. This problem had already been explained to Erick as to why Jane did not want to purchase or use [Cleanse] until they were out of the desert. The Darkness had obviously marked them somehow. It seemed to piss off, or possibly alert, the Spiker, but that marker was also the only thing keeping the rest of the wildlife of this crystal desert in hiding. 

Now that [Cleanse] had worked its magic, it was clear that this desert was not nearly as dead as it seemed. Small motes of long lights, like living streamers, danced in the air, floating on the breeze around the crystal agaves, their glow barely visible in the sun. Scarce bees, or maybe something that filled the same biological niche as the bee, buzzed around, into, and out of the surrounding agaves. A trio of small mammals with crystal spines dashed from one plant to the next. A rolling ball of translucent goo nestled against the base of an agave, among the smaller crystalline growths. There was even life in the desolate spaces between the crystal giants. Thin brown tendrils wafted from the ground here and there, flinching in time to Erick and Jane’s footfalls before vanishing completely as the two of them neared. If those were the sum total of their encounters, this desert marathon might have been a magical experience. 

But nope!

“Holy— What is that?” 

Glad to know Jane had no idea what it was either. 

Directly ahead of them, on the path to whatever-it-was in the distance, there was a monster. What it looked like was a crystal agave, but when the trio of crystal porcupines neared, the agave’s stiff leaves whipped out, spearing the largest porcupine, dragging the body inside while the other two porcupines fled. The not-plant munched and crunched, and then it was still. 

Jane whispered, “We probably walked close to multiples of that and we never noticed.”

“No small growths around the base, though. Easy to see through the disguise if you know what to look for, and now we do.”

Jane gave an affirmative grunt, then retook point, walking toward the maybe-wall in the distance, keeping their path well clear of the hidden monster. Erick followed, eyes darting between agave and not-agave, studying the differences between the real plant, and the faker. No bees on the fake one, no smaller growths around the base. Glow worm streamers didn’t seem to mind the monster.

They walked in silence, eyes peeled for disruptions to the ecosystem. They spotted two more agave mimics, as Jane called them, on their journey toward the rise on the horizon. After even a little bit of walking in this direction Erick had to admit that Jane was right about there being something there. It was not a mirage.

Five hours later, they found out what it was. It was a wall. 

A really, really, really big wall, with sides that bulged thick at the base and a mostly level top. The whole extraordinary thing was more mountain-sized than city-sized.

“How the hell can you call that a ‘settlement’? That’s metropolis sized! Multi-metropolis sized.”

Jane said, “No outward obvious signs of life. No markings on the wall. There’s a few blocks or bricks missing in a few spaces near the top, like right there. See that? Maybe it’s abandoned. Oh. Or maybe it’s a brand new wall? They have magic. I bet someone could raise a wall like that, no problem.”

“I’m not taking that bet.”

“… Or. The big wall is not our destination.” Jane pointed to the left. “That looks more like a settlement… and I just got quest completion.”

While the large wall dominated the land, to the left there stood another wall, much more reasonably sized. It was still far away, but even from this distance the smaller wall was nothing compared to the larger one. It was an ant to a human, a grape to a grove.

 




	
Registrar Quest Complete!

No reward.








 

“Quest Completed. That’s the settlement.” Erick drank the last drop from his canteen. “Good timing.”

Jane finished off her canteen. Whatever came next, they needed to be in top form. 

Well. As ‘top form’ as two very hungry, very thirsty fresh-to-this-world people could be. Erick wasn’t expecting a cheeseburger and a soda, but bread and water might be in the realm of possibilities. 

… Hopefully the settlement was friendly.

 

- - - - 

 

The approach to the settlement took longer than Erick thought it would. As they walked, the reason for that became abundantly clear: The ‘settlement’ wall was frickin’ huge, too. Maybe sixty or a hundred feet tall, with towers that poked out from the main structure here and there, probably to provide vantage points for people defending the wall from ground forces. Erick didn’t know much about castle defense, and even less about city wall defense. It might have been a good design?

But the landscape changed well before they got anywhere near the settlement wall.

They had left the crystal agaves a mile behind and passed some sort of unseen border on their way to the city. Green grass and weeds grew from the brown soil, but those were just the preamble to some of the densest farmland Erick had ever seen. Trees and flowers! Orchards and groves! Rows of carrots, maybe. Trellises of tomatoes, probably. Fields of wheat, oh yes that was definitely wheat, for sure. Apple trees and other fruiting plants, wading ponds of what was probably rice or fish and maybe both. And chickens everywhere. So many chickens. Roosting in the trees, flying onto and off of a warehouse, pecking at the ground between what might have been spicy chilies. 

A pair of forty pound cats caught and killed one chicken right in front of Erick and Jane, but the cats rushed off as soon as they appeared, carrying their prize with them into the wheat fields. Was that supposed to happen? Neither of them had any idea, but they hoped that the cats did not attack people. 

And there were lots of people. Not humans, but definitely people. If it weren’t for them, Erick would have launched himself right into those pond-farms and drank himself into a stupor.

… And gotten immediately arrested and full of dysentery. 

As it was, Erick and Jane held themselves back, sticking to the middle of the road, cautiously watching the various people as they walked toward town. Most people ignored them. And then there was a pair of redscaled people in armor, each of them with two long spears. Erick and Jane froze on the road. The armored people took note of Erick and Jane, but besides a semi-concerned eyebrow raise, they kept walking and talking to themselves. There was some clear draconian heritage there, if Erick’s knowledge of popular Earth fantasy wasn’t wrong. With their obvious disinterest, Erick and Jane both breathed a bit easier. That’s when they started people-watching in earnest. Some of the people even stared at Erick and Jane, but all of them seemed to have work to do. 

There were more types of people than the dragon types, but the dragon types were the most prevalent. There were a few purple people with horns here and there. As they walked, there was an orchard tended to by very tall mostly human-looking people. Or at least they looked human from this distance. They might have had green skin. Erick couldn’t really tell. But one thing he could tell was that the different types of people did not mix on the individual farming plots. Was this family style farming? Serfdom? Or something else?

They were closer to the wall, now, but it was still a bit away. That’s when they came to the first real disturbance to their plan of ‘walking up to the town and hoping for the best’.

Four shirtless scaled people, each a different color, waded in a pond, working in sync to take green shoots from floating rafts and plant them under the water’s surface in clear lines. A shorter pink scaled person in shorts and a tight tank top moved in and out of the water, replacing empty plant rafts with fresh baby plants off of a pallet sitting to the side of the pond. She saw Erick and Jane and stopped fast in her tracks. She squealed, spiting out words that caused the farmers to look up. All but one of them didn’t care. That one yelled at the pink girl something that was probably the equivalent of ‘get back to work!’ It certainly wasn’t English. Or any language Erick had ever heard.

The pink girl didn’t get back to work. She dropped the pallet she was carrying and rushed over to Erick and Jane.

“Here we go,” whispered Jane. 

“Hellothere! Whoareyou? WhatbringsyoutoSpur? You’rehumans,right?”

“Oh no.” Erick said, “I hope that was her speaking really fast. I didn’t catch a single word.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t understand your language,” Jane said in her most calming voice. “We’re not from around here. Is there a registrar we could talk to?”

“Fudge!” The girl yelled back to her people, “They can’t speak! What do I do?”

“You do nothing. You get back to work.”

“But Daad!”

“No! Young lady, we’ve got ten fields left to do. If you want to skip out and help them, you’re skipping that party tonight, too.”

The girl tsk’d, then pointed to the open city gates, saying, “Go that way. Ask a guard. Sorry I can’t help you right now.” She pointed up. Huh. There were clouds in the sky. That’s a first. “Weatherwitch says it’s gonna rain and we gotta—”

“Now!” The man in the water stood without any baby plants in his raft, and both his hands on his hips. He wasn’t the only one annoyed at the girl. One of the other farmers was already wading through the water to get to the pallet of baby plants. 

The girl pointed toward the town, waving them off as she rushed back to work. She muttered something and the other worker muttered something else. Voices were raised, but quickly turned silent as the machine of farm life resumed operation.

Jane said, “We go to town.” 

“I’m ready to help them plant if they’d give us food. Think that would work?”

Jane looked at him for a moment, then started walking toward town, muttering, “I’m not becoming a fucking farmer.”

Erick almost muttered ‘well maybe I am’.

The entrance to the city stood open ahead of them, a thirty foot tall purpose-built hole in the sixty foot stone wall, a pair of iron-bar portcullises rolled halfway up to allow egress. People walked in and out, past two guards that looked bored of their jobs. One of the guards was a blue dragon person, but the other was the most gorgeous man Erick had ever seen. And also the tallest. And also the most slightly green, which wasn’t as offputting as Erick thought it would be.

The man was eight foot tall, muscular, with a jaw that could cut steel and piercing blue eyes. Black hair and strong arms. Those breeches were too tight, and that open flap in his shirt? Exquisite. Erick certainly wasn’t complaining. And Oh My God, there was another beautiful giant in the shadows behind the first one. A woman this time, darker green than the man, with large assets and flowing, sun-kissed hair. 

“Jaw off the floor, Dad. They’ve seen us.”

Erick schooled his face as the Most Beautiful Woman walked toward them, a spear in her hand and a swagger in her steps. Oh, wow, those green eyes. Wow. 

“What’s a pair of humans coming from the wrong direction want in Spur?”

Erick smiled. “I have no idea what you said, but it sounded lovely.” 

“We’re looking for the registrar for a translation spell and some guidance, if possible.” Jane said, “We’re not sure how this all works, but I couldn’t find a translation spell in the Script.”

Beautiful Woman shook her head. As she spoke, tiny lower fangs sometimes appeared. “Ach. What language is that, Ghemm?”

“Fuck if I know.” Gorgeous Man said, “I’m not a polyglot.”

“You’re close, though!”

“Not anything I’ve ever heard, but the sentence structure sounds like it might be similar to ours.” The man shrugged and frowned, revealing larger lower fangs than the woman’s. “What’s more important is that those canteens look like the work of that Incani Registrar on the other side of the forest. I don’t see any magic on them, and I get the feeling that they’re rather low level, so my recommendation is to just send them to Irogh.”

"Does this sound good to you, Jane?”

Jane calmly said, “No idea, but their body language looks fine.”

“I don’t like how the guy is looking at me.” Beautiful Woman said, “You do it.” 

“He’s eyeing me, too.” Gorgeous Man spoke to the blue scaled dragon person, “You’re up, Rookie.”

The blue scaled man rose to his feet. Beautiful Woman said something, pointing from Erick and Jane to Bluescale. She repeated her words and Bluescale waved them forward as he began walking into the city. He turned around after a few steps, waving them in again. Message received. Jane and Erick followed Bluescale into the noisy city. 

Too many unknown words filled the air, like noise in a school cafeteria. It was disorienting. It was wonderful. A thousand conversations were going on everywhere at once, because this was the marketplace that serviced the farmlands. The crowds! The noises! The smells! The smells alone would have driven Erick crazy, if this was a marketplace on Earth and he had money to spend, but this was somewhere on Veird, and here, for now, the people were the main attraction.

Scaled people of every color of the rainbow and stone, though shades of red were the most common. People with horns and skin from red to blue, though mostly they were shades of purple, like that first registrar. Beautiful giants. So many beautiful giants. What the heck was up with these giants? How was every one of them so perfect? Okay, maybe he shouldn’t stare like that. They noticed the staring. Let’s look at something else. Oh. People made of metal, but shaped like the other types of people, though wearing what looked like clothes made out of their same-color metal skin. There’s a steel dragon person. A dark black, beautiful giant man. A silverish dragon person. What’s up with that?

Erick supposed the city was pretty great, too. But it was standard stuff, really. Here, in the marketplace, there were covered stalls and crowded roads. Past those he saw stone buildings, wide roads, and glass windows. Deeper into the city, past this market stall's part of the marketplace, were people hawking wares on blankets, some with artful three-foot-tall stacks of fruit, some with piles and piles of melons, or grains. Most of the goods he had seen were fruits and grains. There weren’t many meats, but there were definitely some. Those were dried sausages over there. Lots and lots of headless chicken bodies hung up in that stall. They didn’t look prepared in any way. Maybe they were magically preserved? Oh man. Erick was hungry. He was thirsty, too. He would have loved to have an apple. His mouth would have been watering if he had any water to spare. Man, was he thirsty. 

Like a gift from god, they rounded a corner and suddenly there was a communal water fountain. Attached to the wall in a shaded alcove, just outside the marketplace, the large fountain poured three streams of perfectly cylindrical water from an upper level basin to a lower basin on the ground. The calm-looking streams of falling water made no noise as then plunged into the lower level of the fountain. Two people were in line, three people were filling containers, but with three streams the line emptied as Erick was watching.

“Excuse me.” Erick caught Bluescales attention, then pointed to the fountain, holding his canteen upside down to show it was empty. “May we?”

Bluescale waved them to the water fountain. 

“I didn’t know what I was gonna do if he said no.” Jane rushed to the fountain, immediately filling her canteen. “Yeeeeesssss.”

It took four seconds to fill up his canteen. He drank down half of that, then felt like he could lie down and sleep, right there on the street. But he didn’t, of course. He refilled his canteen, then rejoined Bluescale and Jane. She had kept herself more composed through the whole experience than he had. 

“Good water?” Bluescale said, “I know how you feel. I’ve had to go on forest walks, too.”

“Ah. Yes? Maybe.” Erick gestured enthusiastically at the water, smiling and saying, “Very good water.”

The buildings were larger now that they were further from the gate. Grander, too. Most of them had carved pillars, or fresco facades. Some of the outsides even had ‘neon signs’ that were more holograms than visibly connected to any surface, like standard neon would have to be. Though these signs weren’t like the mostly-gaudy nature of neon signage back home. All of the floating, glowing letters here were muted white with black outlines, and had images to go along with the words. That place was obviously a restaurant, with two utensils crossed over a simple plate. Over there was a sword and some variation of what was probably an anvil. Food place again. Clothes. Clothes. Clothes. Food again. 

Everyone was wearing really nice clothes the further they got down this street. Three people so far had scanned Erick and Jane up and down in obvious judgment. There were some jewelry shops. Another jewelry shop. That corner storefront was covered in gold, or maybe it was an illusion. If it was an illusion it was a very good illusion.

“I think this is the really nice district.”

Jane silently nodded. Bluescale looked backward, smiling. 

They rounded the gold store and walked down a different street. The buildings here were even taller, but the people were few and far between. Trees occupied what was likely incredibly expensive land, creating small parks here and there. Water flowed in bubbling fountains, adding much needed moisture to the air. The desert was far away from this place. 

Apartment buildings. Apartment buildings. Some sort of guildhouse. Merchant guildhouse, probably, what with the floating images of coins hovering on the outside of the second floor. Legal businesses over there, for sure. There’s a courthouse, maybe, redscale guard lounging on the big steps. Do all courthouses have huge steps leading up to the building— 

We’re going up the courthouse steps.

Erick spoke with awe in his voice. “This is a hundred times nicer than what I expected out of a settlement.”

“Yeah,” said Jane, simply. “But those buildings over there… They’re empty.”

“What?” Erick looked backward. “Oh? That one’s even missing the top few floors, now that I can see it from this angle. And you know? There aren’t that many people. Not enough to account for a courthouse this big.”

Jane whispered, “There’s no one here except for that guard laying on the steps.”

Bluescale guard led them past the redscale guard relaxing on the courthouse steps. The two of them spoke in passing, Redscale waving Bluescale off, Redscale only sparing a momentary glance at Erick and Jane. Up the stairs, between massive pillars holding up the front of the courthouse, they walked into the building. Past a pair of massive stone doors, there was an empty guard station. Bluescale walked right past the empty station. The inside of the building was grey granite floors with black and white inlay, grey marble pillars and arched stone ceilings. Sunlight fell through skylights here and there, but the courthouse would have been dark if not for floating yellow-white light orbs hanging in the archways. Bluescale led them past the center dome. A massive yellow-white light orb hung in the center of this central space. It was obviously a globe. One shining dot on its surface glowed brighter than the rest. Erick wanted to study it, but Bluescale was already moving on. 

Jane glanced at the globe, too, but she made sense of it with just that tiny look. “We’re almost in the middle of a continent, but there’s water to the south. Maybe a way to the ocean. We might have ended up there if we took a right perpendicular to our path to this place.”

A flat-grey metal dragonperson was suddenly there, walking forward but with her face down, reading papers. She stopped and looked up, startled at the appearance of three people in her path. Greymetal looked at Erick and Jane, her face twisting. She shouted at Bluescale. Bluescale shouted back. Greymetal said something calmer. Bluescale pointed down the hall to an office with a blue door, very similar in color to the blue boxes of the Script.

Greymetal lit into Bluescale, pointing at Erick and Jane’s canteens. Bluescale lit right back into Greymetal, saying something else, looking pointedly at Erick and Jane. He repeated his words, miming them to drink from their canteens. 

Erick and Jane readily complied. 

Greymetal frowned. She said something else, then exaggeratedly looked away. She walked away, saying something that was probably unkind, because Bluescale clacked the claws of his left hand together once, like he was trying to make the sound of one hand clapping. Greymetal whipped around at the tiny sound, glaring daggers. Bluescale made the gesture and sound again, right at Greymetal. Greymetal huffed, but walked away. 

Those two did not like each other, at all.

Erick and Jane followed Bluescale to the blue door. He knocked. They waited. There was a response from the other side. Bluescale opened the door, saying something to someone, maybe to them, maybe to the person inside the room. A deep voice called out from inside the room, and Bluescale ushered them inside, past the blue door. 

Understated opulence was the inspiration for this room. Smooth lines, comfortable furniture, bright lighting. One wall was entirely of three large waist to ceiling glass windows, with the central one open. The room was nice. Then they crossed the threshold of the room, and suddenly it was even nicer because they had stepped into air conditioning.

Erick let out a groan of happiness. 

A small laugh escaped from the eight foot tall new Most Handsome Man in the world. He was obviously the registrar, being that he was the only person in this room and he was sitting in a large white chair behind a large white desk. He said something to Bluescale. Bluescale responded. There was an exchange, then Bluescale left the room and closed the door behind him. Erick tried not to stare at the registrar, but that would be asking for too much. 

Seriously. What were these people eating? This guy was stacked, and his greying hair only made him look better. Unless there were immortal shenanigans afoot Erick and him might have been of a similar age. If not for the man’s inhuman perfection, Erick would have definitely hit on this dude. Maybe he would anyway. And yet, he was hesitant. Erick was happy with his body. His various lovers over the years had always been happy with him, too, and those that weren’t didn’t leave any lasting impression. Feeling intimidated like this was new. 

At least these beautiful people weren’t human.

They probably weren’t human. 

Frick. What if they were human? Was Erick ugly as sin?

The man spoke, and even his voice was perfect, though his words did not match his lips. “So you’re the two humans from that crash in the desert that my counterpart warned me about. Mind telling me what’s up… Hmm.”

The man stared at Erick. Then he looked away and typed at the air. He glanced at Erick before returning to whatever invisible screen floated in front of him. He glanced at Erick again.

Now Jane was looking at him, silently demanding to understand what he had done.

He hadn’t done anything! What’s with all these judgmental stares!

“Hmm.” The Most Handsome Man cleared his throat, moving right along. “The leading theory is that you two are outsiders from some part of the Planes that the Script never touched. That happens. Rarely, but it does. If you’d like, we can go ahead and make that your official story.”

“… That’s it?” Jane said, “No. No no. I would like some answers, please, since this is such a common occurrence. We were in the desert for two days— Correction: we were in some dark tunnel, where some dark dragon—”

The man typed at his invisible screen.

“—where some dark dragon decided against eating us only to teleport us way up in the sky, dropping us into the desert. The desert wasn’t so bad, but then a monster with obvious ties to the dark dragon chased us until my dad here cast a pair of [Cleanse] spells. All that was fucking crazy, but what I really want to know is why is your magic system so unbalanced!” She pulled out the D&D book scrap and shoved it at Erick. “[Mend] that more.”

Seeing no reason not to comply…

[Mend], [Mend], [Mend], [Mend], [Mend],—

Damn this was taking a lot of [Mend]s.

[Mend], [Mend], [Mend], [Mend], [Mend]. 

and… [Mend]! 

Okay. A little light headed now. Let’s not faint in the handsome man’s office, please. 

While he was [Mend]ing, Jane was going off. “How are we in a world with magic that is so close, yet so far from the game I play in my world?” She took the completed book from Erick’s hands and put it on the registrar’s desk. “How did we get here! How is this system I play games with related to everything?”

The registrar picked up the book. He flipped through a few pages. His eyes went wide, but then he frowned. The air flashed around the book and suddenly there was another copy. He pushed the original back toward Jane who grabbed it and held it against her chest. The man flipped through his copy.

Eventually, the registrar came to a conclusion, “The Script attempts to control all magic entering Veird, and those people who wholly refuse to be controlled are sent back to where they come from, or deleted if return is not possible. There are problems, of course. The only major disruption to the Script is Melemizargo. The Darkness Dragon you claim to have met. A word of warning: don’t mention Melemizargo outside the office of a registrar. People will think you’re tainted. And you probably both were, and still are in some way. Now the real question is how did you think to spend a point on [Cleanse], Mister Flatt?” The man eyed Erick, and it was not a comfortable stare.

“Uh. She thought of that. She’s the gamer, not me. I think magic is kinda ridiculous.”

The man nodded once, slowly.

Jane said, “When that other guy unlocked leveling and menus I started looking up everything I could think of in order to powergame your Script. The games I’ve played before. The usual ways to break a system. I think your healing is way powerful. More so than I thought healing had any right to be.”

The man nodded, assuredly this time. “The Script was designed to stop the abuses of magic which tore Veird apart fourteen hundred years ago in the Sundering. As magic settled down from that catastrophe, the human gods, the dragon lords, and the demon kings, worked together for the first and only time in history in order to change the very nature of magic. The resulting Script removed three specific categories of spells from magic, restricted many more, and empowered the common person to stand up to the abuses and slavery of the Old Wizards. One of the many changes was to take healing out of the hands of the gods and give it to everyone.” 

“… Okay. So. Lore is helpful to know.” Jane said, “Makes sense, too. Gotta kill the slavers. Easier to do that when everyone can heal themselves.”

The registrar laughed. “Healing isn’t the half of it. You rarely personally hear of this, but everyone has a story about how a relative knows a guy who knows a guy who got the Class: Slave and was automatically teleported to safety out of some ship’s hold, or some asshole’s mage tower, who then led a Kill Quest against the slaver.” He added, “Except for demons. Those guys have a whole culture surrounding slavery. Demon slaves don’t get the automatic teleport or issued a Kill Quest.”

“Demons?” Erick paled. “Those are real? As in walking around and killing people, kinda real?”

The registrar smiled. “Of course they are! But you’re as likely to see a demon as you would an angel, so I wouldn’t worry too much about those people.”

Erick blanked. Eventually he said, “I’m not really the religious type.”

The man laughed again. “Okay. That seals it.” He typed away at the invisible air, then put both his hands on his desk. “Rozeta’s personal Deep Scan shows you as real humans, but with so many odd things in your bodies that there’s no way you’re not from some other fragment of reality. Your complete lack of knowledge, decorum, and anything approaching the sensibilities of the common veirdling, is what convinced me that you really are outsiders.”

“You’ve been scanning us?” Jane deflated a bit. “Okay?”

“That and a lot more. Well. Not me, personally. Rozeta. Dragon goddess of the Script. She says memories of your caliber are impossible to fake and she wishes you well on Veird.” The registrar frowned, reading from the air. He focused on Jane. “Rozeta would like you to know that you should not pledge yourself to a god until you have lived on Veird for a number of years and seen for yourself who the gods truly are. You are too naive. Hopefully, in a few years, you would have seen her good works, and the works of others, and she would have proven herself as the best choice. If you can prove yourself worthy to receive her favor, she will prove herself more than worthy of your devotion.” 

“… I’m going to need time to think about that.” 

“Of course.”

Erick asked, “Are we stuck here? Is there a way to get home?”

“You are very stuck. Dimensional magic was locked out by the Script, therefore research into the phenomenon which brought you here is functionally impossible. No one is really sure how outsiders end up on Veird. Maybe a planetary alignment thing. Maybe something more esoteric. Probably something on your end, to be honest. But it’s not like you walked through a portal, right? All the outsider stories are the same: You were gradually pulled here, like crossing a thousand small steps, only to find that you’ve gone the distance of a galaxy before you knew what was happening. It’s the same story for every outsider that manages to live this long.”

Erick deflated at the same time a chill raced down his spine.

‘Live this long’?

Jane spoke before he could. “Live this long?”

“You probably didn’t feel your body shutting down because Jane kept healing you, but as outsiders you’re biologically unfit for life on Veird. But don’t worry. The Script has a standardized outsider care package and the spells have already been cast. [Language Acquisition] and [Bacteria Ecology Transmutation] are the main buffs. They’ll both last for about a month and will make acclimation to Veird much easier. You’re really lucky you didn’t eat anything before you got to me. If you had, you probably wouldn’t have made it. You should be fine now. Maybe don’t try Wrought cuisine. Beyond that, you’ve also—”
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“—gotten a small boost to starting your life on Veird, on account of not getting a proper Matriculation from a non-excitable registrar. That guy didn’t even give you a reward for his mandatory quest. Very unprofessional. Hopefully the extra points takes the sting out of having to spend two points on abilities you might not have wanted.” He leaned back in his chair. “And that brings us to this: I would like to have a real Matriculation with you both, right now, if there are no objections.” 

Erick didn’t even know what he would be objecting to, so he just waited for the man to continue. 

Jane seemed to have a similar thought process, though according to her focused face she was a lot more invested in this whole experience.

“Congratulations on Matriculation into the Script, Jane and Erick Flatt.” The man smiled, and everything seemed like it was going to be okay. “My name is Irogh. I’m the registrar for this town of Spur, which is the primary adventurer town for the Dead City, Ar’Kendrithyst. Anything you say to me inside or outside of this room is always under the Holy Seal of the Silent Script. This room is also warded in various ways to prevent spying of all kinds, so if you have something important you want to talk to me about and you don’t want others listening in, talk to me here; my door is usually open. With your Matriculation into the Script today, I will assist you in planning your builds to the best of my ability, be you plotting the downfall of a nation, god, demon king, or dragon lord, or if you want to become the best darn farmer on Veird. I am here for you, and your needs.” He looked from Jane to Erick. “Would you two like to Matriculate together, or separately?”

“Together,” Jane said at the same time Erick said, “Downfall of a god?”

Erick quickly added, “Together. Yes.”

“I know you’ve all been in the desert for a while. So—” Irogh waved his hand and simple food appeared. Crackers, cheese, and sliced fruits, piled high and artfully arranged on multiple plates. Three glasses and three large water pitchers also materialized, one pair next to each person. “Please enjoy. We can continue when you are feeling better.”

Not only was Irogh the Most Handsome Man in the world, he was also a joy to listen to and those tiny fangs of his were pretty cool. And there was food! Erick immediately took a plate, moving only slightly slower than Jane. Irogh poured himself some water, waiting for one of them to talk.

Jane spoke first. It was an exhaustive conversation. Most of it went over Erick’s head except the part where Jane decided that she wanted to explore the Dead City with an adventuring squad. Apparently, ‘adventuring’ was going to be a heavy part of her ‘teleporting paladin’ plan. That was worrying, but she was grown and could make her own decision, even if those decisions were about crazy magic... 

But now that he was listening to Irogh discuss the finer points of Jane’s plan… If Jane focused on the teleporting side of her build first, she should be able to teleport in a few months. She would probably be safer on Veird than she would have been in the CIA! She would be able to teleport out of danger at will! 

Amazing! Wonderful!

She could come home whenever she wanted!

A tear of happiness fell. He brushed it away before Jane noticed, but not before Irogh saw. The Most Handsome Man just smiled, not hinting at what he had seen to Jane.

Erick had no real idea of what he wanted to do on Veird, but he knew he needed money and to be a part of a community again. This town, Spur, seemed nice. It was certainly full of beautiful, helpful people. 

And Jane was making plans to live here for the foreseeable future. 

With a bit of a back and forth, Jane and Erick decided that both of them would stay in Spur. Irogh assured them that there was plenty of space for them, and that though Spur wasn’t a human town, it would certainly be more welcoming to other worlders than the nearest human city, Frontier. 

And then it was Erick’s turn to talk with Irogh. 

A lot of what Jane had said stuck with Erick. He really liked Jane’s ideas about auras, but they didn’t seem workable for her. Auras used too much mana. Auras were not a common build for anyone, but if Erick was going to try and make a living in the city, which he was, everyone was always in need of high level [Cleanse]ing and [Mend]ing, and if he could support an actual aura, he could easily find a place for himself in the city. 

Not many people built for mage jobs, but Erick could see himself as a mage of some sort, now that it had all been properly explained to him. He didn’t really care to ‘exploit the system’ like Jane seemed to want, or kill things like adventuring demanded, but cleaning and fixing everything around him? He could do that. He already had most of the base stats necessary. 20 Focus was important for future plans, but that could come in as little as a few days. 

But needing to cast spells for five to ten hours a day left little room for the stats necessary to survive on Veird. At 8 strength, Erick was already well below the recommended safe level of HP. If he had [Ward] he could make a skin-tight shield for an extra 50 HP per day. He almost bought [Ward] right then, but Irogh kept talking, and other ideas took precedence. Despite the proximity of Ar’Kendrithyst, Spur was a safe city. Monsters rarely got inside the walls and almost everyone had ‘adventurer experience’. Even the most intrepid ‘shadeling’ rarely survived a moment of public exposure.

Three hours after they began their Matriculation, Erick and Jane had individualized plans.

Erick might even have a job! It was supposed to be an easy money maker that would dovetail nicely into his future plans. There was only one problem. Well… One major problem. The job was [Cleanse]ing the sewers of Spur. Monsters lived in the dark. Supposedly, Erick wouldn't need to go into the actual sewers for the specific job that Irogh had recommended, but that didn’t make Erick feel any better about his chances. He bought [Ward].

Jane called him short sighted. 
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                “But you have [Ward] and it was great in the desert. No reason not to get it!”

“And now, thanks to Irogh, I realize that purchasing that skill was a mistake. If I use [Ward] more than I have then I’m going to get classes I don’t want, and now is the most important time to cement my future build. I need to be using [Strike] and [Blink] and [Rejuvenation] and train to exhaustion.”

“I don’t like [Strike].”

“HP is not your physical wellbeing. It’s a buffer to damage; a resource exactly like MP.”

“… I don’t want to talk about magic anymore.”

Erick and Jane walked out of the courthouse, into the sun. He held a map of the city of Spur, making sure that they were headed in the right direction. Jane had her own map marked up with directions to the Adventurer’s Guild, but it was in her back pocket, along with her letter of introduction from Irogh. Erick’s letter from Irogh was in his own pocket. 

Jane remained quiet for all of ten seconds.

“I want to talk about magic, Dad. You’ve had a slower start than me. I’m already at 20 Focus. It only took one point to buy Concentration for double daily MP regen.” They stepped down onto the road in front of the courthouse and headed right, further into the city. Jane continued, “You need that too, and you can’t get that without first spending 3 points in Focus. That’s all of that special reward and—”

“I’m almost at level 2. I’ll get the points. It’ll be fine. I’m going to be fine.” He turned left at the next intersection. This part of the city had more people than the legal district. A few old whitescales watched Erick and Jane walk by, but went back to playing their boardgames. It was a straight shot from here down to Erick’s destination which was ‘impossible to miss’, so he put away his map. No need to appear like a total tourist to anyone who might be watching. “I’m more worried about you than I am about myself. An adventurer? You’re really going to go out there and kill some wolves?”

The city here was half deserted. The buildings were several stories tall, but there were only four visible people; two giants walking together one way, two redscales walking together the other way. Spur was big, but it wasn’t very full once you got away from the marketplaces.

“They’re shadowolves, Dad. They’re not innocent wildlife displaced by people encroaching on their territory. They’re maneaters that flow out from the Dead City unless they’re culled into manageability.”

The road angled left to accommodate a park. The green space was empty save for trees and a public water fountain that burbled in the center. After the park, the road angled back to the right. Some of the buildings down here were clearly in disrepair. Missing glass in the windows, broken walls, absent upper floors.

“You could hunt slimes in the sewer. That’s supposed to be a good starter mission.”

“Yes. But hunting slimes is a solo endeavor, not a group mission. I need to be a part of the community in order to understand this world, and don’t forget: we’re humans in a non-human town. There are incani around here and they seem to hate humans.”

Jane had tried to change the subject. Erick wasn’t going to let that happen. 

“I’m probably going to have to hunt slimes to pay for us tonight. What’s it called? That thing that the slimes have that’s worth—“

Jane rattled off, “Rads. All living things condense rads in the body. Those that don’t -or can’t- constantly expel their rads will turn into monsters. Rads are easiest to see in a slime; they’re part of the slime’s core. Finding them in the entrails of other monsters can be a difficult but rewarding task, since rads are what you use to make enchantments. Because rads are used to both make and renew enchantments, and of course enchantments fade over time, rads define the value of everything else.” She glared at Erick. “Learn the basics, please. Irogh repeated this information several different ways.”

Erick smirked. “I might have to hunt slimes all on my own. I might even have to spend another point on a damage spell. I’m thinking [Force Shrapnel] because it sounds cool. What do you think?”

Jane grumbled, frowning. She said nothing.

Erick continued to tease, “I’m glad that resting turns MP per day into MP per hour. Otherwise those [Mend]s you had me do—”

“You can stop it now. You do you. I’ll do— Look lively. We’ve got trouble ahead.”

“What?” Erick scanned the streets. He understood Jane’s concern. “Them?”

A pair of Incani sitting on a nearby porch stared daggers at Erick and Jane. Erick waved at them. They hopped down from their porch. Jane cursed, saying something unkind about Erick’s willingness to be friendly to obviously dangerous people. 

“A pair of humans around here? In Spur? Kinda shifty. Kinda concerning.”

“I agree, Brother. We might have to call the guards. Maybe even the army.”

They moved in tandem, the larger one stepped in front of them, the smaller one moved behind Erick. Another Incani watched from the front of a nearby apartment building, but made no move otherwise. A pair of dragonkin children noticed what was happening and quickly vanished around the corner of a house. In moments, only five visible people were concerned with the confrontation in the street. 

And Erick and Jane had stopped walking. That was a mistake. Erick knew he should never have stopped walking, but freezing in the face of obvious danger was practically instinctual. With how Jane looked, though, she didn’t freeze like Erick. She had chosen to stop when Erick had stopped. She was protecting him. 

“Hello.” Erick said, “What’s happening, my dudes? Ah. Dudette for you. Sorry about that. Not from around here as I’m sure you’re now aware.”

“They don’t speak the language? Sister! These people need an education.” The larger male incani patted the knife in his belt. “What would they pay us for such a service?”

“Everything in that blanket they’re carrying, for sure.” The smaller woman touched the knife in her belt, eyeing the blanket wrapped around Jane’s chest and shoulder. “Give us the blanket, please?”

Irogh had told them many things about the Script and a few things about the law in Spur. Erick wasn’t worried for Jane. He wasn’t worried for himself. He was worried for these people if they continued on this path. Their body language had them on a crash course in pain. 

Erick said, “Please don’t make my daughter hurt you.”

“I’m not going to throw the first punch. Irogh was very clear on how Spur works.”

As the three of them waited for any reason to start a fight, Erick decided to try something else. He calmly walked forward, briefly touching Jane’s shoulder. “Keep walking. I shouldn’t have stopped. That was my mistake.” Erick walked forward. The man did not move out of the way, so Erick stepped clear to the side, nodding at the man, pausing beside the mugger to say to Jane, “I’d like to go now.”

Jane huffed, moving to follow. 

The two muggers stayed behind. The male mugger waved to Erick.

Erick replied, “Nice to meet you, too.”

Erick did not run away, but he kept a steady pace. Jane lingered as she followed Erick down the street, her eyes locked on the pair of incani, and the one to the side who remained out of the conflict.

There were no other incidents all the way to the ‘sewerhouse’. 

Thank the gods and goddesses for small favors.

 

- - - -

 

The sewerhouse was a solid gold two story building with holographic pipes floating around the entirety of the flat, blocky structure. There were no windows on the ground floor and few on the second. Beside the wide-open and well lit entrance were two holographic monsters, one on each side, each looking like jello molds with a golden light in the center. Erick wouldn’t have thought them monsters, because they had no eyes or anything else monstrous, but they were animated. They bounced. They wiggled. That was the first major clue that they were monsters sculpted from light. The second clue came when Jane called out—

“Slimes!” She laughed. “So cute!”

“Those are slimes?”

“Duh!” Jane walked into the open building. “Come on, Dad.”

Ignoring his own lack of monster knowledge, Erick focused on the building instead, saying, “I expected some sort of smell. Maybe a plain brick building? Open water pits, etcetera.” As he stepped into the building, even more oddities appeared. The theme of this place was clearly overstated opulence, and, of course, there was A/C. “I did not expect this.”

Bright lightorbs illuminated a gold-pillared show room floor that only had a single exhibit to showcase: A glass case sitting twenty feet inside the room. But then Erick immediately noticed a massive dragonkin standing to the left, inside the open front room, seven feet away. Erick looked up at the man. The man was silent, except for the singular release of a heavy huff of air through the faceplate of his black, full body armor. The only reason Erick knew he was a dragonkin was because his armor did not cover his fingers or palms; large claws capped the tips of blackscaled fingers. 

“Hello, custo— Humans?” A cheery voice cracked out from behind the front counter. A purplescaled woman stood there. She coughed small once, mumbling something. She beckoned them to come to the counter. “Sorry. We don’t get many humans in there. Please don’t mind Savral. He’s a great guy.”

Erick walked forward while Jane kept glancing at the big guy. “Hello. I know you can’t understand me. I can’t understand you, either. I have a letter here for Al—” He pulled out the letter and set it on the counter while Purplescale stood dumbfounded at the words coming out of his mouth. “I was informed that I could work here, using [Cleanse] somehow. I’m not interested in killing slimes, but I understand that might be a part of the job.”

Purplescale frowned but took the letter. She read the cover, then said, “One second.” She called to Blackscale, “Keep an eye out.” She smiled serenely as she rapped a knuckle on a bell sitting on the counter. It made no sound. “He’ll be with you in a moment.”

Jane looked at the bell. She looked at Blackscale as the giant dragonperson moved slightly closer to the door. She looked at Purplescale smiling like an idiot. Erick just mimicked Purplescale's smile, trying to keep calm in a situation that had every indication of rapidly decaying.

Erick said, “Jane. Please relax. If we can’t survive this, we can’t survive Veird.”

“I don’t think they like us.”

“I don’t think they know us and are just being cautious because we’re human.” Erick changed the topic by pointing at the items under the glass. “What do you think these things are? They’re obviously for sale. But why would a sewerhouse be selling crystals? And powder? Do you think these are drugs?”

Jane spared the glass case a glance. “Not drugs. Not sure what those are.”

Purplescale asked, “Are you interested in purchasing some rads today? Or are you selling?”

Blackscale said, “They’re too poor to afford rads, Bacci.”

“I think Blackscale insulted us.”

Erick said, “Probably.”

The echo of heavy footsteps carried on the air from somewhere in the back of the room. “What’s happening, Bacci!” An absolutely enormous man walked up from a hidden staircase, stepping into view. “Humans? How quaint.” 

The man was impeccably dressed in something that was a cousin to both a gangster’s pinstripe suit and a sultan’s fancy flowing clothes, and he looked good. Seriously, the giants of Spur were too pretty. He had short black hair, deep black eyes, light brown skin tinted green, and, of course, obvious muscles underneath all those loose clothes. Scars on his face and his hands just added character. A hint of gold near the collar of his neck was the perfect accent to his whole look.

Purplescale handed the giant Erick’s letter of introduction. 

This must be Al. 

Oh gods, I’m going to have to work with this dude?

“Hello, sir. I understand you—”

The man held up one hand to silence Erick, flipping the wax seal off of the letter with the other. He quickly read it, then read it again. The man smirked at Erick. The letter turned to ash in a puff of red fire. Uhhh. Was that supposed to happen? Was that a good sign, or a bad sign? Irogh had refused to tell them the exact contents of the letter, saying it was better this way. But was it really? Erick supposed he could learn to kill wolves with Jane if he needed to do that in order to live, if this didn’t work out. But he really didn’t want to kill anything. 

Al said, “This one might be a new employee for us. The girl might end up an adventurer. The man comes recommended by Irogh, though I’ll have to get him into shape first, of course.” He leaned behind the counter and pulled out a piece of bread, hidden in the cabinet below the display case. He crushed it into crumbs, then scattered the crumbs into two piles on the pristine floor. “[Cleanse].” One of the piles vanished into wisps of air. He gestured to Erick. 

Easy test. [Cleanse].

The other pile vanished, same as the first.

“Silent casting? You’re only level one, though, so we have a long way to go.”

“A level one?!” Blackscale blurted. “But he looks so old!”

“Exactly! And he wants to be an aura mage, too. This might be perfect.” Al said, “He doesn’t know the language yet, but he’s had [Language Acquisition] and [Bacteria Ecology Transmutation] cast upon him, so that won’t take long to fix, and those first levels always go fast. Just have to talk around him and he’ll pick up what you’re putting down. As for the low level, he’s an outsider. We’re his first experience with Veird, so let’s make it a good one.”

Purplescale said, “If you say so, Boss Man.” 

Jane mumbled, “This is all very confusing.”

“An outsider?” Blackscale said, “Should we keep that under our helmets?”

“It’ll probably get around fast enough, but I don’t want either of you spreading it around. The girl is going to become an adventurer and that’ll out her, for sure. Come with me, Erick Flintt.” Al gestured to follow as he walked back to where he came from in the back of the room. “We’ll get you what you need today. Your status is mostly there.”

Blackscale said, “You got his status?”

Erick turned to Jane. “I guess we’re starting right now. Um. Do you—”

“Yes, I got his status.” Al frowned at Blackscale. “That’s why I destroyed the letter.” 

“I’m not going into a sewer, Dad. You go do your thing. Either meet me at the Guild, or I’ll come back here. Hopefully one of us will be able to rent a room and buy food tonight.”

And then Jane was gone, out the door and on her way. It happened so fast Erick had no chance to—

“Coming?” Al waited by the stairs. “Don’t worry about your daughter. This is a safe city! Come, come! Down this way, future mage.” Al’s heavy footfalls carried him out of sight. 

Erick followed. 

Further inside the sewerhouse, Erick realized that it wasn’t just the front room that was opulent. Thankfully, yellow-white light orbs clung to the ceiling every five feet, shedding bright light, chasing the shadows away. This whole place was as expensive on the inside as it looked on the outside. And for a sewer, the smell was nonexistent, the lighting was plentiful, the ground was clean. Actually, for any business at all, all those things were still true. Down the stairs there were other rooms, a few of them filled with couches and pillows and tables, while others looked like offices for kings, or at least minor lords. The ground and walls were clean, light brown stone, like the walls of the city, but of a nicer texture. Smoother, maybe? Polished, for sure. And the space! So much space. Erick felt like a child in a castle, and even Al’s head was still three feet from the roof. This place had either been built, or rebuilt, with people like Al in mind. 

Past that hallway a winding, wide staircase led into the depths. The air was heavy with moisture, but the walls were clean, devoid of moss, mildew, or stains. [Cleanse] was a truly wonderful spell. The spiral staircase ended in a landing overseeing a deep underground river that frothed and seethed far below. Aside from that main torrent down there, a secondary flow of water emptied into the underground river from an unreachable wall on the other side of the cavern. 

A thick railing kept Erick apart from the torrential depths, and from worrying too deeply about falling in to that dark river, but some primal part of him still worried at the possibility. 

What monsters might live in those ancient waters? Terrifying. 

Al patiently waited for him to stop staring at the cavern. When Erick recovered himself, Al kept walking to the left, into a short, hundred foot hallway that ended in a person-made dome room. Five doors occupied the room, all of them metal and each somewhat equidistant from the entrance hallway. One of them a vault door compared to the other four, which were still giant-person-sized. Erick kept right behind Al. Al turned right and opened the nearest door; the vault door drew Erick’s attention, but that was not their destination.

Now this was more of a sewer that Erick was thinking of when he thought ‘sewer’. There was still no smell, though. The main feature of this room was the cesspool that took up most of the space. The other features included a catwalk over the center of the cesspool and a dark barred hallway leading into the rest of the sewers. Very large metal bars blocked anything larger than a mouse from crossing over from the greater sewer into this cesspool room, but holy hell, the yawning darkness beyond those thick metal bars was terrifying. The water that poured from there was… not clean. But honestly not that nasty. 

No… it was bad. This was bad. 

The light orb hanging in the center of the room was not bright enough. 

This was a bad idea.

Before Erick could run away, Al walked across the cesspool’s catwalk to stand in the very center of the circular room, then bade Erick to watch. Erick watched, not sure what his other options were. Air flexed from Al as a massive [Cleanse] tore through the whole area, pulsing deep into the cesspool, all the way through the water to the very edges. The water cleared in seconds. A massive torrent of twisting air held contained to some invisible barrier just bellow the catwalk, dissipating down the cesspool’s outflow. The water that continued to pour into the pool was [Cleanse]d as fast as it poured in, but those twisting tendrils of thick air washed out through vents in the ceiling. 

That had to be an aura. It was still active. It was not a one-and-done cast like how Erick had cast [Cleanse] before. And then Al cast another spell while maintaining his aura. It might have been a [Ward]. It probably was a [Ward]. The air certainly glittered like it was warded. 

No. Wait. That wasn’t just a [ward] glittering. Sparkles floated out of the water, into the air, only to crash into the space in front of Al like they were falling due to gravity. As Al maintained his [Cleanse] Aura, the [Ward] did the work of gathering the sparkles. In a minute, most of whatever Al was gathering had settled into a shimmering cloud. He pulled out a bowl from a pocket and held it under the sparkling mass. The mass fell into the bowl. Al dismissed the [Ward]. Then he dismissed his aura. The water below began to turn murky again as the inflow resumed dumping dirt into the cesspool.

Al walked over to Erick with the bowl of sparkles. He took a knee to get eye-to-eye with Erick. Erick’s heart beat a bit faster, but he ignored that for now. The bowl was filled with fingernail-sized sparkles amid grains of crystal sand and white powder. Al opened the upper flap of his shirt with a single, sexy move of his fingers. He pulled out a gold chain necklace with a rough-poured gold bar as a centerpiece. The bar was the size of a giant’s pointer finger, but it was still more gold than Erick had ever seen in person, aside from that one trip to the Shipwreck Museum when Jane was ten. 

Al held the bar in one hand and the bowl in the other, then pretended to be a balancing scale. 

The message was clear.

The bowl and the bar were the same price.

“Haha!” Erick laughed. “That’s a lot of money!”

“You can make a good life for yourself with this job.”

Erick paled. “I understood that.”

Al stood up, smiling. “[Language Acquisition] is a good buff spell. You be learning fast.”

Erick laughed again. 

Okay. The job might be shit. But it’s not like Jane’s plan of being arms deep in monster guts is any nicer. This is just picking up the money. But… 

Why are there so many sparkles in the sewers?

Why are the sparkles so expensive?

Erick thought about his words, then asked, “Why are sparkles so expensive?”

Some of that might have gotten through. Erick hoped it was enough. It wasn’t, of course. It took five tries and a lot of gestures before Al understood the question.

Al put a cap on the bowl and put it in his pants pocket, saying, “Because you make magic items out of them. Enchanting.”

Not a very clear answer, but Erick was getting there. 

Cheers to progress!

But seriously. Did he actually want this job? 

There was one question that would make or break this for him. Erick used his hands while he spoke, hoping he was speaking correctly, “How often do you clean these four pools?” He had to ask the question eight different ways. His main breakthrough in communication happened when he made a sun with one hand and arced it over his other arm, held flat, to indicate a day. 

Al said, “I clean pool every four days.”

Erick smiled. That was a good answer. What came next was a bad answer.

“I hunt slimes every day.” He picked out one of the largest sparkles in the bowl. “Rad slime bigger than this. You no hunt slimes. Oozes in sewer last few days. Oozes will eat you alive.”

Ah. No hunting for Erick then. That’d be fine.

Al gestured that it was time to go. Erick left the room first. Al closed the door to the cleaned cesspool with a heavy clank. Then it was time for Erick to clean his own cesspool behind a different door. The vault door remained closed at the end of the hallway, and Erick was thankful for that.

When Erick couldn’t manage to clean his whole cesspool at once, Al just laughed, saying something that might have been cheerful disparaging about low levels. Al kept pushing Erick to cast again, and when Erick was finally spent, down to his last fourteen mana, they went back upstairs, back to one of the pillow rooms. Al burst his cleaning aura, then pointed Erick to the couches. Erick gratefully laid down as Al left to go about his business elsewhere. 

Erick really, really wanted to nap. His HP had even taken a hit with all that casting. But he had gained some skill in [Cleanse] as well as two base levels, and he had points to spend.

Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 3, Class: None

Exp: 90/300

Class: -/-

Points: 7





	
HP


	
75/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
14/160


	
170 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
17


	
+0


	
[17]








 




	
Ward 1, instant, short range, 24 hours 

Create a small ward that can have minor effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 + Z MP 

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Mend 3, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or small complicated, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 10/300








 




	
Cleanse 2, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 80/200








 

He had 7 points. It was, honestly, a lot of points. They just started to add up. He needed to spend some. It was time to start the plan he had worked out with Irogh.

+3 Focus first… Done.

Then comes the 20 focus double regen ability…

 




	
Concentration 1

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.0

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 0/100








 

And the prerequisite for Aurify… Where is it… There it is! 

 




	
Mana Shaping 1

Alter AOE in subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 0/100








 

And now for what Irogh called arguably the most important skill. 

… I shouldn’t buy it yet. Look at those downsides.

 




	
Meditation 1

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Immobile, blind, deaf, ten minutes to begin.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 0/100








 

Gotta be honest, Meditation does not look good. Not at level 1. I’ll keep those points in reserve for now.

Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 3, Class: None

Exp: 90/300

Class: -/-

Points: 2





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
10/160


	
400 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 

Using [Meditation] here was a bad idea. Blindness and deafness in the sewerhouse? With the darkness only a thousand feet away? No thanks. Not to mention the raging underground river which is, FOR SURE, full of monsters. Strangers all around. Slimes. Monsters worse than slimes. There’s metal doors on each pool, but who can trust a door when it comes to monsters?

‘Oozes will eat you alive’.

What the hell is an ‘Oozes’?
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                Erick woke up in a startled second. 

He was alone. Drool stuck him to the pillow clutched in his hands. Yellow-white lightorbs cast steady light from the upper corners and center ceiling of this pillow/resting room. The sound of rushing water was far away, but audible. His MP and HP were full. Did that wake him?

Erick stood up and cast a [Cleanse] where he had laid, standing himself in the burst of thick air as it went to work. Eleven more of those and he’d reach spell level 3. He brushed his clothes down. He had already [Mend]ed everything of his and of Jane’s, but maybe, if the pay here was good, he could buy some local clothes soon. He was wearing a traveling outfit when they fell to Veird, and he was still wearing that traveling outfit. Jeans, t-shirt, shoes and socks meant for car rides more than hiking through the desert. Jane was in the same boat. 

“I wonder what’s happening with her.”

A giant appeared in the doorway.

“AHHh! Oh.” Erick tried to not look like an idiot. “Sorry.”

Al smiled, saying, “Back to work! You have more mana, yes?” Al beckoned Erick to follow.

“Yes.” Erick followed. “Full on mana.” Then he remembered the one [Cleanse] when he woke. “Uh. Mostly full.”

“Concentration?” 

“And Mana Shaping.”

“Mana Shaping we can work on later. [Meditation]?”

“No [Meditation]. Not yet.”

Al nodded. “We get you to level five today. Buy the necessary skills. [Meditation] very important. You work on that on your own until you can meditate without afflictions.”

Erick tried to work out what he was saying. Working on [Meditation] on his own? That sounded about right. Makes sense. But Erick didn’t want to Meditate in the sewerhouse until he thought he was safe to do so. 

- - - -

 

Down the staircase they went, past the terrifying underground river, back through small metal door #2. The trip wasn’t as terrifying the second time. That darkness past the metal bars of the cesspool room, though… That was still terrifying.

Erick dumped 12 [Cleanse 2]s and three [Cleanse 3]s into that cesspool, chunking two and three meter holes into the settling sludge, but the pool itself was something like ten meters across and several meters deep. The water was almost as nasty after his cleanings as it was before. Al didn’t seem to mind that Erick couldn’t clean the whole thing. He just made Erick go back to the pillow room and lay back down. This time, Al left Erick with some bread, cheese, and water, then went across the hallway to his well appointed office and shut the door. 

The cheese was strong and so good. Erick would have eaten more, but being at 6 mana was exhausting beyond belief. He laid down.

- - - -

 

He woke up, startled. His HP and MP were full. 

Jane snored on the couch next to him. The little food that he had left on the one plate was completely gone, but there were two plates on the table in the center of the room. Did Al give Jane some food, too? That was really nice of him. 

Maybe working here was a good idea. It’s not like it was a full time job, since the pools got cleaned and processed every four days. Maybe that’s how long they took to fill up?

Status: Cleanse.

 




	
Cleanse 3, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 50/300








 

Erick did some quick calculations based on what he knew. Skills only go up to level 10, according to Irogh. So the pool itself was probably exactly ten meter across… Or probably less to account for water depth. That meant a max level [Cleanse] was necessary for this job. He wasn’t sure about how long it would take to get to level 10. Jane would know. He’d ask her later.

Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 3, Class: None

Exp: 250/300

Class: -/-

Points: 2





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
160/160


	
422 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 

422 per day? The heck? Oh. Right.

 




	
Concentration 2

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.11

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 56/200








 

I guess it levels based on what actually regenerates? Every MP past my cap must have been lost. 

Hmm. And it didn’t give base experience, either. Maybe skills like this get their own exp based on what they do, but my exp doesn’t go up unless I am spending resources? Yet another thing to ask Jane.

Erick looked at Jane. She was sleeping soundly on her couch, her blanket wrapped around her body. The few trinkets left from the car crash were tucked just under her couch.

A blackscaled monster loomed in the doorway.

“HOLY FU—!”

Jane launched to her feet. She immediately calmed, then glared at Erick.

“Calm down! Stupid humans!” said Blackscale, shaking his head. He was out of his armor, wearing a simple dark tunic and dark pants. “I came to invite you to dinner, not get screamed at. Dad wants to talk to you more.”

“Of course.” Jane composed herself. “We would love to have dinner with you all.”

Blackscale spoke to Erick, “And you should spend some mana on [Cleanse]. We’re done for the day.”

Blackscale waited. Jane turned to Erick, and waited. 

Erick shot out 15 [Cleanse]s across the room. There was a level up notification in there somewhere, but he ignored it. The room was clean before, and it was still clean now. When he was done, he turned to Jane. “What’s your training regimen like?” He paused. That wasn’t all English, was it? 

And then Jane responded in non-english, but every word was understandable, “I got this here—” She pulled a black stone from her pocket. “It’s a piece of hard stone that I can [Strike] with my finger.” She demonstrated by holding the stone in her hand and tapping it with that same thumb. The air cracked at she ‘struck’ the stone. Then she glowed with the power of a [Rejuvenation]. “Then I heal myself, and [Strike] the stone again. There's a global cooldown of a second between each activation of each ability, but that's fine.” Which she did. “It’s all pretty zen, once you get into it.”

Blackscale smirked. “I remember that stage of growth. A friend cast the healing spells on me for me. I’ve focused on other things.”

Jane walked forward. “But why would you not want the option of healing yourself?”

Blackscale laughed, then started walking toward the stairs leading up. Jane followed.

Erick hurried to catch up. He listened to their discussion from his position in the rear, taking in all the new words. Jane must have talked to a lot of people today. Many more than Erick had.

 

- - - -

 

Blackscale opened the door and walked in, saying, “They’re here, Dad.”

“Welcome! Welcome, Erick and Jane!” Al appeared in the doorway, waving them inside. “Come in! Come inside to my home!”

“Thank you for your hospitality.” 

Erick and Jane walked in and Al nodded. 

Now this place was more Erick’s style, but it was all giant sized. Stone flooring and lots of carpets. Warm wood furniture with canvas cushions. Big picture windows. Half of the upper room was open, containing the kitchen and the living room. The other half was a wall with three doors, one of them open and leading to a bathroom. 

“Dinner is later, but for now, we have wine! How long will it be, Savral?”

Blackscale, Savral, Al’s son, said, “An hour. Everything is prepared already.”

“You have a nice home,” Jane said.

Erick said, “A really nice home.”

“I enjoy it here. Thank you.” Al pulled the cap off of a black bottle then poured wine into giant-sized goblets. He handed one each to Jane and Erick, then took his own, leaving Savral to pick up his own glass, which he did. “To your health.”

“To your health!” 

They all drank at once. Erick was suddenly hit with a sense of vertigo. No, not from the wine. That tasted great, and everyone was smiling. No. The vertigo came from how similar this was to dinner with new friends, or old friends, or any one of the thousands of times he had experienced this exact same interaction, but back on Earth. A sudden pang of homesickness struck. He sighed.

Al frowned. “Is something the matter?”

Erick waved him off. “No. No. Just a sudden homesickness. Usually, I was the one to start these sorts of dinners.”

Al smiled wide. “I look forward to eating a meal in your home one day. But until then, come, come.” He waved them toward the living room part of the common room, to a pair of couches set up across from each other with a coffee table sitting between them. “We can sit and talk while Savral cooks. My son is a great cook, but still no wife! Or husband.”

“Dad.”

“What? It is true enough.” Al said to Erick, “He is too reluctant to commit.”

“Father.”

“Ha ha! I kid, I kid.”

Savral was already cooking and doing his best to ignore his father. There was no wall between the kitchen and the rest of the room, so Savral could participate in the conversation while he prepared dinner. It was a nice design. As for how he was cooking: it looked almost like a normal Earth kitchen. The stove was magical, of course, with summoned flames from a dark metal slab that adjusted the heat from a series of touch-based runes on the edge of the metal slab. Everything else was completely normal. Well-seasoned black woks, black pots, and black pans. Cutting boards and chef knives. Strange-looking vegetables and seasonings, though. 

Erick sat down on one end of the couch, Jane the other. Al took the facing couch and brought the wine bottle with him. 

Speaking quick, Al went right to business. “So you two are from another reality.”

Jane nearly spat out her wine. Erick did not control his own reaction that well; a bit of drink came out of his mouth without his say so.

Al just pulsed a tiny [Cleanse] and kept right on. “What type of world were you born on? I have known a few outsiders in my time. One was from a reality of what she called ‘spaceships’ and ‘warp drives’. She was not human, though. Close, but pointy eared and unusually skilled in plant magics. She used to call herself an ‘elfin’.” Al shook his head. “Fate was not kind to her. She used that word around a clan of orcols and they murdered her for it.”

Jane held her breath.

Erick couldn’t help but say, “Just casually murder someone? Over a word?”

“Ah. So you come from a kinder world.”

Jane said, “Well. Maybe not. I’m sure there’s a case of someone saying some seemingly innocuous thing around someone else and getting killed for it.”

“You seem like good people.” Al said, “So don’t ever call an orcol an elf. The beauty you see is part of a long history that started with the Sundering, the destruction of all the elves, and the sudden combination of one people and one monster because the Script misfired. The Rage and the Genocide Wars followed, where the Goddess of Beauty was dying because her people were already dead and the only way to save herself and stop the War was by becoming our Goddess of Brutality. To this day, she gives us the tools, but we cull the Rage from ourselves. There are some side effects.”

That was all great to know, but mainly Erick was ecstatic for one specific reason. “Oh, thank god you’re not human!”

Al chuckled, “What?”

“My self-esteem just got a massive boost.”

“Ha!” Savral said, “You thought an orcol a human?”

“I’m not from around here.”

Al just laughed.

Erick was about to speak when Jane spoke first, “We’re from a world— One world, just humans. No magic. Do you know the population of Veird? The size of your planet? It’s hard to judge comparisons.”

Al looked up, humming.



Savral said, “Maybe five hundred million people? Not sure.”

“That doesn’t include the Wrought, either. There’s too many down there and they don’t let any non-wroughts into their cities.” Al said, “Veird is maybe 25,000 krin across? I think that’s right.”

“Krin?”

Jane said, “It’s practically the same thing as a kilometer. They also use a base 10 metric type system.” She turned to Al. “Our Earth is half that size, but with eight billion humans.”

“Crowded!” Al said.

“Yes.” Jane asked. “Were you always a sewermaster?” 

“For about 25 years. I used to be an adventurer until Savral’s mother dropped him in my lap.” Al smiled. “I’m happy for the outcome, but I miss travel.” He pointed at Erick. “I hope you skill up fast. I want to take a vacation soon!”

That was a big load to drop in Erick’s lap.

Really?

“Really?” Jane said, “That’s a bit crazy.”

“Don’t get me wrong. The Mage Guild gets very angry if they don’t get their shipments on time. I just want another aura mage that I can trust to do the job and keep the rads flowing so I can leave Spur for a week or two, every so often. I’ve trained up several aura mages over the decades but the last one left for greener pastures over a year ago. I’ve had a standing request with Irogh to point any new aura mages in my direction.”

Erick let that all sink in. Al was primed to let him.

Erick said, “Sounds great to me.”

“YeesS!” Al cheered, sloshing wine. Some spilled on the carpet. A tiny [Cleanse] followed as Al stood up to completely fill everyone’s wine glasses, saying as he did, “Another bottle!”

Erick drank to that. So did Savral.

“How much does this job pay, anyway?” Jane asked, sipping her wine.

Al rummaged around for another black bottle of wine, saying, “We pull an average equivalent 5400 gold from the pools per month, 4100 is immediately deducted by the City of Spur, as is their due.” He opened a new bottle and rejoined them on the couches. “1300 is left. 400 of that goes into sewer maintenance which is handled through daily [Mend] and [Cleanse] quests posted at the Adventurer’s Guild.” He sipped his wine, which was more like taking a huge gulp, then filled his glass before setting the bottle on the coffee table. “Leaving 900 for pay. I take 600 of that since I personally do the magic and the business necessary to control the sewerhouse. 80 goes to Savral, 60 to Bacci. There’s another pair of employees at the other gold building in town, you might have seen it? They both take another 50. That leaves 60 for any part-timer that wants to cast the correct spells, correctly, and who isn’t a liability.”

He looked at Erick. “Can you do the work, or are you a liability until you can?”

Smiling, Erick said, “A liability for sure, but I still want to get paid.”

“Ha!” Al said, “Half pay, provided you do your best to level. If I think you’re slacking, you’re fired. You’ll also need [Ward] at some point in time, but that’s easy to level. [Ward] is also useful to make money outside of this sewerhouse.” Al pointed at the window and down. “See those lights in the streets outside? I made those. Some last for years, but a good warder is never destitute for long. The Mages Guild organizes all that, so talk to them if you want to do some warding.” Al turned serious for a second. “But this job comes first, okay.”

“Of course— But! I need to buy [Ward]?” Erick smiled at Jane. “Jane here thought it was a bad buy.”

“I don’t know what the hell I’m talking about sometimes. It happens.”

Savral and Al laughed. Erick smiled. 

The smells of frying meat and grilled veggies filled the air as two earthlings talked with two veirdlings about nothing in particular, and about everything that everyone should know. For instance, Erick and Jane could probably buy a house in the human part of Spur for cheap, maybe four hundred gold, while 1 gold a night was the average price for a decent hotel room. They would spend tonight here at the sewerhouse, though, Al wouldn’t take no for an answer. The resting rooms downstairs were made to be rested in, and if the sound of water bothered them, Al could close the door to the river room

Erick enthusiastically wished for the door to the river room to be closed for the night.

Dinner was great. Fried meats, vegetable stir-fry, and a rice-like grain that was brown and round.

When it came to the topic of killing shadowolves, Erick was widely panned for his pacifist views. 

Night had come in full while they ate. Al cleaned up the mess with a simple [Cleanse], leaving the plates and utensils on the table where they had been since before dinner was served. Al bid them to retake the couches for more talking before Jane and Erick went downstairs for the night, so they did. 

As Erick sipped his wine, he looked out over the dark city. Sure, there were lights here and there and the streetlight orbs illuminated the roads, but the buildings mostly stood dark against the night sky. Either there was no night life here, or something else was wrong with the city. Erick was leaning toward the second possibility. 

Al noticed Erick’s stare. He said, “If you’d listen to any of the wrought who lived through the Great Purge of Spur over a hundred years ago, they would tell you stories about this city being a beacon for all adventurers. A jewel of the crystal forest. A beachhead keeping Ar'Kendrithyst contained. Overpopulated in the extreme.”

Jane sipped her wine.

Erick asked, “A hundred years? And it still hasn’t recovered?” 

“It can’t. Fundamentally, Spur will always be weak from now on. The Human city of Frontier was established after the Great Purge, and then the Incani built to the west in response to the Humans.”

Savral spoke up, “You two are the only humans in Spur.”

“Well that’s fun,” Erick said. 

Jane added, “Humans are a drag, anyway.”

Savral laughed.

Al said, “When I spoke earlier about you buying a house in the human district for cheap, I meant the former human district. That part of Spur is a ghost town. People have been asking for it to be torn down to make way for parks and permanent farmland, but the Mayor, Silverite, won’t allow it. I hope you two choose to stay in Spur. Maybe you can even revitalize that part of town.”

With a yawn from Jane, the night was over. With compliments to Savral’s cooking and a ‘good night’, Al led them downstairs then rolled a vault door over the entrance to the underground river. How had Erick not noticed that door there before? Maybe he was just too scared. Whatever the case, he felt a lot better about sleeping here for the night. Al pointed out the employee washroom, and pulled out some blankets for both of them, trusting them to find their own accommodations inside the first resting room.

Erick cast 16 [Cleanse]s, making sure Al saw. He did. He smiled. He bid them good night.

Erick hit the pillow and instantly fell asleep. 

He woke up later, cast 15 more [Cleanse]s, used the wash room, cast a [Cleanse], then went back to bed. This time he stayed asleep for the rest of the night.

 

- - - - 

 

In the morning Al brought down breakfast for the three of them. Toast, fruit jam, and hot tea. He gave Erick five gold as an advance on his job as apprentice Aura Mage; 3 gold coins and twenty silver. Erick handed most of it to Jane, who could already spend it on getting them a room at the Guild and opening a Guild bank account. She was going to start hunting in Ar'Kendrithyst with another group of rookies.

When she left, Erick almost broke down and cried. “She’s taken so well to this world, but there are people-eating monsters around every bend in the road.”

“There are.” Al nodded. “But she’s already stronger than most rookies that I’ve ever seen. I checked up on her while you were resting yesterday. I doubt you have anything to worry about.”

Erick looked at him.

He laughed. “What did you expect? That I would allow strangers in my house? I have friends everywhere in this town, and they tell me many things.”

Erick nodded, saying, “That’s sensible. More sensible than I’ve been.”

“You’re almost as bad as I was with Savral! He was much worse than your daughter. Bumbling into slimes. Letting shadowolves surround him. Failing out of the Guild’s close combat course three times. Though your daughter lacks the levels to back up her obvious skill, levels will come with time.” Al asked, “What was she doing before she came here?”

Now it was Erick’s turn to be mysterious. He smiled, and said, “I can’t tell you that.”

“Ha ha!” Al stood. “And that is your right as a father. Come! Let us begin. Have you leveled from yesterday? Assigned your points?”

“Mostly.”

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 4, Class: None

Exp: 420/500

Class: -/-

Points: 4





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
160/160


	
466 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 




	
Cleanse 4, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 220/500








 




	
Concentration 4

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.33

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 36/500








 

I should have bought Concentration when I was at 0% MP or 100% MP. That non-round number is going to bother me, I can already see it happening. 

“Very nice. Do you have [Meditation] and Mana Shaping yet?”

“Uh.”

 




	
Meditation 1

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Immobile, blind, deaf, ten minutes to begin.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

 

Purchase [Meditation] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Yes.

“Yes.”

Keeping a point or two in reserve was already the plan, in case he needed to buy some sort of defense, like [Force Shrapnel].

 




	
Force Shrapnel 1, instant, forward cone, 5 mana

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 5 + ½ WIL physical damage.

 

Purchase [Force Shrapnel] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

No. Not yet.

Those numbers were pretty low, but as an AOE spell it was eligible for Aurify. 

Which would unlock at Mana Shaping 5. 

… Which might take a while depending on how the Mana Shaping gains experience. 

 




	
Mana Shaping 1

Alter spell AOE in subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 0/100








 

It looks rather expensive.

“We will walk and talk, then.” Al led the way, having already opened the river door earlier. As they descended, Al explained some of the finer points of magic. “Proper Mana Shaping —not just with the skill’s effects— is the start of being a real mage. Everything else you’ve taken, all the spells you have cast, they mean nothing in the shape of true mana mastery.” Al paused, then said, “Ah. Sorry. I forget you are not a youngling.”

“I’m rather new at this, so it’s fine.”

Al nodded, continuing downward. The sounds of the river echoed in the twisting staircase, but Al’s voice stayed above the noise, “The mana costs the Script gives you are approximate costs. [Cleanse] is usually 10 mana, but if you control where the magic happens, it could be more or less expensive. It takes skill, and years of practice to achieve this, so for now, you should be aware of this possibility. Do not try to alter what the skills are enabling you to achieve. Not yet. Just pay the costs and get to a higher level.”

The river room was as loud as ever as they crossed the threshold of the staircase. Below the balcony the torrent of water held the same power as it had yesterday, rushing like a dark frothing snake, traveling faster from left to right than Erick thought he could run. 

When they stepped into the left hallway leading to the settling pools, which was a much better name than cesspool, Al resumed talking, “I expect you to spend most of the gold you earn buying some equipment to boost your base stats. Leveling will be easier once you have a Circlet of Willpower, and you have an extra hundred mana to spend.” Al opened up door #1, the leftmost door. He looked inside, then stepped into the room, saying, “They run about ten gold for the cheapest version. Now try using Mana Shaping to [Cleanse] this pool and keep the [Cleanse] focused on the bottom.”

Erick stood near the edge of the dirty, motionless water. He knew how deep the pool was, so he focused on a point out of sight, then thought [Cleanse]. A huge hole of pure water opened up in a perfect sphere, only to be swallowed by muck sliding into the freed space.

“You need to link your Mana Shaping skill with the [Cleanse].”

Right. He did not do that. Whoops.

Mana Shaping. 

Hold that thought, focus on a different part of the pool. 

Down and out [Cleanse]!

Below the surface of muck, there was a vacancy. The entire underwater surface layer of brown seemed to fall, clouding the water as it went.

Oh god. This is such a nasty job.

“Vomit into the pool if you have to, ha ha!” Al laughed, saying, “This is why I cannot find good help! It is a nasty job, but someone has to do it.”

Seven Shaped [Cleanse]s later, the pool was emptied of muck, but more yet poured into the settling pool from the inflow. One final unshaped [Cleanse] wiped Erick out.

“Now we go back up and you can rest then work on that [Meditation].”

Erick was all too happy to comply. 

 

- - - -

 

Sitting in the pillow room, Erick wanted to sleep, but Al would not let him.

They both sat on their own couches. 

“[Meditation] is one of the most disorienting skills to work on in the beginning. The blindness and deafness are absolute. Some enjoy the experience. I did not. You may start whenever you wish. For now, I will remain here while you meditate.”

Erick frowned. This was not going to be a pleasant experience. 

“Focus on the skill. You should feel something click—”

Everything was darkness. Erick screamed into the swallowing abyss but there was no sound. 

Al’s hands gripped his shoulders, shaking him awake. He stopped screaming.

Al sat back down, saying, “That was an uncommonly bad reaction.”

“… Fuck.” He said, “I’m going to try again.”

Al nodded.

Erick focused on [Meditation]—

He slipped into darkness. He held his scream inside, like holding the lid on an overflowing pot. He breathed, but he could not hear himself breathe. He waited there in the center of the abyss, either holding himself still or forced to not move, he couldn’t tell. 

The darkness shifted.

Erick started humming to himself, and mumbling the same song he sang to the Darkness before. 

He felt another shift in the abyss. Something moved. An eye appeared, then looked away. A feeling of amusement flowed across Erick. And then he felt at Rest. Mana started to flow; his mind started to focus again as exhaustion began to ebb away. 

When Erick opened his eyes, Al was still there. Laid back on his own couch, one arm behind him, Al’s giant body pulled the fabric of his outfit tight in all the right ways. He smiled. 

“Welcome back. You only sang about half the words of your song, but it was still pleasant.”

“Ah. Sorry. Kinda lost it in the darkness. That wasn’t my song; just a song from my world.”

He sat up, asking, “Did you level in anything?”

“… There’s progress.”
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Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 5, Class: None

Exp: 241/800

Class: -/-

Points: 5





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
160/160


	
466 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 




	
Concentration 4

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.33

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 196/500








 




	
Mana Shaping 1

Alter spell AOE in subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 70/100








 




	
Cleanse 4, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 310/500








 




	
Meditation 2

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Immobile, blind, deaf, five minutes to begin.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 51/200








 




	
Mend 3, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or small complicated, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 10/300








 

He also had:

 




	
Ward 1, instant, short range, 24 hours 

Create a small ward that can have minor effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 + Z MP 

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Exp: 0/100








 

But he hadn’t used that yet.

“A gain in base level, and a gain in Meditation. Meditation experience is base experience?” Erick said, “Shaping those [Cleanse]s for 20 mana gave 10 experience to Shaping and 10 to [Cleanse]. Is that normal?”

“All of that is normal.” Al smiled. “I find your questions astounding, but then I must remind myself that you are not from around here. You don’t expect to spend 20 mana and get 40 experience, do you?”

“I kinda did. Like, I got base experience for Meditation, and that seems odd. Concentration doesn’t give base experience… Wait. Meditation is active. Concentration is passive. That’s the difference.”

Al smiled. “Meditation is active, that is the difference, yes. Meditation is one of the few skills that gains you resources, too. [Second Wind] is the HP equivalent, though that one is vastly different from Meditation in almost every way.”

“What sort of questions did you expect?”

Al rattled off, “What is the purpose of [Cleanse]ing the pools when they fill up again? Why not have a gate over the intake that you can shut? When do you open the big door in the back? What’s with the river opening being right there? What sort of [Ward]s do you have active so that there’s no smell? Where do the pool outflows lead? Why is the sewer system behind the settling pools’ barred inflows not illuminated? Those and a thousand more smaller questions, constantly.”

Erick smiled. “I might not have been born in this world, but I know enough to guess at all that. Except for the vault door. And the light-behind-the-inflow thing, but honestly I would rather not see what’s in the darkness.” Erick shivered. “No thanks.”

Al laughed, loud and booming. He stood. “Come! You, I will show what’s behind the big door.”

“Uh.” Erick said, “But I really should level up these various—”

“Nonsense!” Al quickly added, “Well. Not nonsense.” He hmm’d. “You’re right. There’s only so many hours in the day. Shape some [Cleanse]s into this room. Experiment with it, dumping all your mana. Then you [Meditate] to full, and do it all over again. I will be across the hall in my office. I expect at least three iterations of the whole process. More will be impressive, less is unacceptable.”

Erick nodded. “Sounds fine.”

Al smiled. “Tell me if you still feel that way at the end.”

“What? So you can increase my quota?”

“Ha!” Al nodded, walking away, “Exactly.”

When he was alone, Erick took in the box shape of the room and imagined his [Cleanse] wrapping around the room without touching the middle contents. As he prepared to cast, he concentrated on altering the flow of mana inside of himself.

Shaped [Cleanse]!

His plan did not work. The spell distorted, for sure. Wisps of thickened air touched areas outside of the basic sphere of the spell, but not far outside the sphere, and not where he imagined them touching. 

He kept at it, dumping another 140 mana trying to shape the spell properly. He almost collapsed when he hit 0, but he maintained consciousness. The ‘subtle ways’ part of Mana Shaping’s description showed itself as an ironclad rule. While the specifics of shaping were up to him, it was still just a subtle shift in the spell’s original area of effect. 

Meditation.

The darkness returned. Shadows swirled in the abyss. An eye opened like a far-away star, to stare into Erick’s soul. A glowing fang flashed, larger than the teeth beside it. The eye closed. Mana flowed around Erick like a warm river. 

The first part of the skill was still terrifying, but the second part was nice. Erick felt more in control of himself this time, too. 

He opened his eyes. He was alone in the room. HP and MP were both full. 

He dumped another 8 shaped [Cleanse]s into the air, trying to feel how the mana moved. Mana Shaping had gone up a level, but rank 2 read ‘better, subtle ways’, instead of just ‘subtle ways’. With all these new levels, it was easier to feel how the potential power of his personal mana transitioned into magic to act upon the outside world, but he knew he knew nothing. He was a man groping in the darkness, touching an elephant and thinking that rough skin was what made an elephant an elephant. 

But Meditation was level 3 now. At level 3 there was no pause before the Rest started. Erick went under and the warm river immediately surrounded him. Mana flowed into his body. And, he could still hear the sewerhouse. The river room sounded up the bottom of the spiral staircase, the churning of dark water a gentle echo to Meditation’s warm stream of mana. Erick stayed under until his mana return to full. 

He opened his eyes. He cast another 8 shaped [Cleanses], then began another Meditation.

When he came out, he was still alone. He almost immediately started another round of spells when he read Meditation 4… 

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 6, Class: None

Exp: 401/1300

Class: -/-

Points: 7





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
160/160


	
488 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
16


	
+0


	
[16]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 50/800








 




	
Concentration 5

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.44

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 176/800








 




	
Mana Shaping 3

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 10/300








 




	
Meditation 4

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Immobile

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 31/500








 

… But he felt like absolute shit. He wanted to lay down and Rest for real, not Meditation's fake Rest. No. He needed an actual nap. He also needed to know what time it was. He tried to stand.

He fell onto the floor. 

 




	
Hit for 5 HP damage!








 

“Ughhhh.” He called out, “Little help here.”

“Coming!” A heavy chair scrapped across the floor in the room across the hallway. Heavy footsteps slapped against stone. Al stood in the door. He was smiling. “How many was that?”

“Three,” Erick said, his face still pressed against the ground.

Al lifted Erick up by the shoulders. “You did well.” He laid Erick on the couch. “Faster than I expected you to get there. I forget that you don’t know anything! Most people space the iterations so the mana exhaustion doesn’t ruin them.”

“What time is it?”

“It’s not even midday. Do you want to keep going?”

“Meditation got to 4, so no blindness. I think I can do it with my eyes open.”

Al nodded. “Yes, you can. A high level of Meditation is a crucial part of becoming a mage, for at the highest level and a nod to the skill, you are always at Rest.” He frowned, sitting down on the other couch. “But don’t meditate like that unless you need the mana. I can go several days in Meditation without seeing the hallucinations, but that’s only because I have Scion of Focus.” 

Erick leaned back on the couch as he listened. He said, “Irogh said I needed to invest all my extra points in Focus. Is that true?”

“Are you ready to listen to some math?”

“Hit me.”

Al cocked his head. “Hit you? Are you sure? That seems...”

“It’s just an expression. Sorry. I think if you actually hit me I’d die.”

Al laughed, looking away for a moment. When he looked back, he was composed. “Consider this: More focus is necessary to eventually cast a small spell constantly; to have an aura. This is the goal of all aura mages. But if you only run on 16 Willpower, you will never be able to cast any of the larger spells. With [Mana Shaping] 10, you can make ANY spell into an AOE spell. With this, you can transform a high level [Mend] into a very large aura, and rebuild large swaths of… for example: The Human District of Spur. That costs 510 mana a second, though.”

“That’s a lot.” 

“Not really. All of the larger effects cost a lot of mana, all at once. Being an aura mage is not cheap, either, but it’s a constant drain.” He said, “[Cleanse Aura] is a base cost of 36000 mana per hour. With [Clarity] 10 for 50% reduced spell costs, but not choosing [Cleanse] as a Favored Spell for 25% more reduced mana cost, that’s 18,000 mana per hour. With 50 focus and the purchase of Scion of Focus —you can only have one Scion skill— for 4 times base MP regen, in addition to Concentration 10 for yet another 3 times base regen, you have 6000 mana per hour. That’s assuming you’re at Rest with Meditation 10, and thus able to cast while you’re at Rest.

“Thinking about this easier, [Cleanse Aura] under the stated conditions costs 5 mana per second, but you only regen 1.6 mana per second. With 160 max mana, you will bottom out to 0 very quickly. But before you do that calculation, you have to keep in mind the cost for the gravity [Ward] which is the only way you’re going to collect the rads in the settling pool fast enough. That [Ward] is level 8 of the skill and costs 35 base mana, but you need to supplement it with Shaping 3, for another 30 mana, for a total of 65. 

“So your mana available for your aura is actually only 95. That’s 19 seconds of [Cleanse Aura]. 

“It takes 30 to 45 seconds for the gravity [Ward] to empty the pool.

“During those 19 seconds you’re regening, though, so that’s another 31.6 mana, meaning another 6 seconds of use, meaning another 10 mana. Meaning another 2 seconds of use, at which point it’s negligible to continue with that math. 

“Take it all together, and you only get 27 seconds of a [Cleanse Aura], which is not enough time for the gravity [Ward] to work.

“But if you had 200 base mana, or even 400 base mana with the double base mana skill at 20 Willpower, then whoa!” Al smiled. “You can hold your aura for as long as you need. Almost 100 seconds! Getting the necessary amount of regen to achieve the same thing is much tougher. A balance is necessary.”

Erick said, “I got some of what you just said.”

Al waved him off. “Don’t worry about it. You have lots of time to understand the demands of this job. The sewer system is designed to make it very difficult for the rads to be stolen before a harvest.”

“Oh. I got that part. But...” Erick thought for a second. “It almost seems like being anything but an aura mage would be the mathematically better choice. Am I wrong?”

Al smiled wider. “Yes! You are wrong! Because a good aura mage can choose who is affected by their aura, and because of that, they’re able to explode a [Fireball Aura] out of themselves while their adventuring party is fighting monsters all around. The beauty of being an Aura Mage is not the ability to do this job, but to do almost any mage job you could ever want.”

“… Because an aura mage can turn any AOE spell into an aura.”

“Now you understand!”

“… Why isn’t every mage an Aura Mage?”

“Because they’re stu—!” Al paused. He frowned. “I lost myself to the math. Other mages have told me why they forgo aura magic and Scion of Focus many, many times.” He said, “You need to be in the middle of the fight to use an aura, and most mages have HP in the low hundreds. A personalized [Ward] helps to supplement your low HP, but you will never stack up to the HP of an actual warrior. Add to that, Scion of Focus quadruples your regen, but Scion of Willpower quadruples your base MP, and since you can only pick one Scion skill, many choose to pick the one that lets them cast four times as many spells, or cast a personal [Ward] that absorbs 4 times as much HP. 

“Scion of Willpower is a lot flashier than Scion of Focus. For some people, that’s important.

“As an aside: 6000 MP at 50 Willpower for the base version of a Scion of Willpower is equivalent to a warrior’s Scion of Strength that gives 6000 HP. Fights between mages and warriors are complicated, so we won’t talk about those yet, but it’s good to be aware of possible people you’ll encounter in this world. 

“Let’s focus on Willpower versus Focus. Even being generous and assuming that the Willpower Scion also has 50 Focus, that’s only 1500 regen per hour.” Al added, “You’re resting in all of these scenarios, of course.”

“Of course.” Erick was catching about half of the numbers thrown at him. “This written down somewhere?”

“Later. As I was saying, here’s the common way to compare the two Mage Scion skills: Will-Scion and Focus-Scion are stuck in Ar'Kendrithyst. Both of them are constantly harried by enemy forces. Both of them kill enough enemies to stay ahead of the horde. This takes about 10 minutes and costs 1000 mana. These numbers are not imaginary; they’re well documented needs for those going inside the Dead City. Will is down to 5000 MP. Focus is down to 500 MP. Looks bad, right? Wrong. During those ten minutes of fighting Focus regenerated 1000 mana, and is still at their mana cap of 1500 MP. Will is at 5250 MP.

“As you can see, Focus never runs out of mana. Will could have dumped 2000 mana and cleared enough enemies for a larger break. Maybe they could have done something else special. Point is, in most scenarios, Scion of Focus is able to cast spells all day long. Scion of Willpower can cast larger spells, but then they’re spent.

“I need that on paper to understand it all.” Erick breathed deep. “But I am feeling better.”

Al smirked. “Scion of Focus also means no Mana Exhaustion. You can spend 1500 mana on a personal regenerating damage [Ward], and don’t feel bad about it. Spend 1530 mana on aurifying a [Mend] for three seconds, restoring houses or repairing the small magical objects of your adventuring party, and then do that four more times in the next hour. Focus is the best choice, but many people don’t feel that way and I don’t understand them.” He got up, stretching. Erick did not stare too much. “But that’s enough talking. Would you like to continue casting? I said the minimum is three iterations, but any more than six and you’ll be puking your guts out for three days.”

“Time for a break, then. I think I’ll go bother Jane, or look into housing in the Human District.”

Al walked away toward his office. “I’ll have some reading for you when you come back.” He paused and turned around. “Will you be spending the night here?”

“Thank you, but I’ll see what Jane wants to do.”

“Dinner will be at the same time, but we won’t wait for you.” 

Erick smiled. “Thank you.”

Al walked into his office, muttering, “Of course, of course.”

Erick almost got up to begin the trek to the Adventurer’s Guild. But...

He had a lot of extra points. Was it necessary to get 20 in Willpower, and unlock the extra MP skill, Discipline, and then buy that skill? No. Nothing about this magic seemed strictly necessary. But it was nice. And it would be even more nice to be able to cast more spells before he needed to Rest.

Did he need to buy this right now? No.

Did he want to? Yes. 

So he did.

 




	
Discipline 1

Multiply your base MP by 2

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 0/100








 

His Status looked a lot healthier. He felt healthier, too.

More… expansive. That was probably the correct word. He felt more expansive. 

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 6, Class: None

Exp: 401/1300

Class: -/-

Points: 2





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
160/400


	
488 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 

… And look at that low MP. It would regenerate over a few hours, but his skills would probably end up with odd experience numbers. Should he meditate right now and solve that issue before it becomes a problem? Yes. Yes he should.

So he did.

By the time he was full, a few other things had leveled and destroyed his idea of keeping to nice, even, round numbers. Looking at the last blue box, he really should have seen this coming. 

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 6, Class: None

Exp: 663/1300

Class: -/-

Points: 2





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
422/422


	
488 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 




	
Meditation 4

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Immobile

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 293/500








 




	
Concentration 5

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.44

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 438/800








 




	
Discipline 2

Multiply your base MP by 2.11

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 166/200








 

‘Multiplies by 2.11’

Nice. But also: Damn.

 

- - - -
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                    math math!
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                “Hello there, old human! How does the day find you?” said the male incani.

“The day found him unlucky for sure, brother,” said the woman incani.

Erick had walked the mostly-straight road heading out from the sewerhouse to the courthouse. In hindsight, he should have taken a different street. Jane probably didn’t walk this way. She would have known better. Erick should have known better too, but everyone he’d met so far had been friendly. Everyone except for the incani. He’d forgotten about them.

So now he was flanked by two horned purple people, each with knives, while a third watched from a porch. It was almost exactly the same situation as before, but this time Erick was their only target.

He slipped into the most welcoming version of himself and rolled with the situation. “The day finds me well. How are you, young whippersnapper?” Erick tried to walk forward, but the man stepped into his path. Erick tried to step the other way, but the man stepped into Erick’s path again. Erick stopped trying to get around the incani. “Are you asking me for a dance, or do you do this to all the old men you meet?”

The man smiled wide. “You’ve learned the language rather quickly.”

“It’s a miracle!” said the woman. “That makes this much simpler.” 

“Oh?” Erick gave them their prompts to move the encounter along, “What’s so simple about ‘this’?”

“I’m glad you asked!” The man stepped back, bowing. He stood straight, a smile cracking open his fang-filled mouth. “Since you’re new in town and you’re probably looking for friends—”

“With friends like you, there’s no need for enemies.” 

The man’s smile widened. 

A sharp pressure touched Erick’s lower back.

 




	
Hit for 27!








 

And then the pressure was gone, the woman had withdrawn her knife and stepped away. A single drop of blood dripped from the first inch of her blade. The smile that blossomed on her face was filled with pure, malicious joy, but it was quickly schooled into a half-crazed smirk.

“He stumbled into your knife rather deeply there, sister.”

“All I did was hold it! He did that all himself!”

“It’s okay. No one would be so excitable as to be upset over such a small tap.”

“But he’s already made so many mistakes, brother.”

“He has, hasn’t he.” The man stared at Erick. “You’re not welcome in Spur, pink piggy, but if you choose to stay, there is a way to make yourself welcome.” He stepped to the side, saying, “We’ll talk later, I’m sure. You can either come back here tomorrow, or we can come calling on you at the sewerhouse. Or we could just talk to your daughter. Either works for our purposes.”

Two spells hit him in quick succession. 

 




	
Healed for 290!








 

And then the air thickened, twisting into a heat mirage. Blood vanished into the breeze flowing through the street. Erick almost touched the place where he had been stabbed, but this was not like any situation he had ever been in before. He didn’t want to move too fast. 

The man said, “You’re free to go.”

The woman called out, “See you later, pink piggy!”

Erick stepped forward. He walked past the man, and kept going.

He went straight to the courthouse.

 

- - - -

 

Normally, Erick would not seek help from the law over a casual gang encounter. As he had never been an officer on any planet, involving the law had always led to an escalation of hostilities that made solving the systemic problems of any community more difficult. So he wasn’t going to the courthouse to snitch.

That’s what he told himself, anyway.

He wasn’t exactly sure what he was doing at the courthouse, but he would find out soon enough.

The redscale guard from the other day was on duty, sitting behind his desk. Today was a busy day compared to the last time he was here. Two dragonpeople in suits walked across the center globe room, while another dragonperson spoke to Redscale at the desk, her bright yellow scales the color of the sun. Erick waited his turn with Redscale, but as a moment turned into a minute, Erick realized that the guard’s talk didn’t seem like courthouse business. It was a casual conversation. 

And it wasn’t ending. 

Erick took a step closer. Redscale eyed him, but continued to talk to Yellowscale. 

Erick took another step closer. Yellowscale eyed him. 

“Excuse you.” Redscale said, “What are you doing?”

“I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing. But I’d like to know what the usual response is to a person being stabbed on the street.”

“Not even three days and it's Quiet War shit already.” Redscale sighed deeply. “Do you have any evidence?”

“Of course he doesn’t, Taro.” Yellowscale said, “Let me guess. Two incani flanked you while you were alone.”

Erick had thought his mugging a usual mugging, but in light of the Quiet War that the black and white Registrar had spoken of, and now this dude’s mention of it… 

Erick did not want to be involved in a war, at all. Hopefully Jane hadn’t run into anything too awful out there. These people didn’t seem to be too worked up over hearing that something had happened to him, so maybe she was fine? 

… She was probably fine. She could take care of herself. But Erick needed visual confirmation to be sure she was fine. He wasn’t that worried. She could take care of herself, couldn’t she? 

Try not to worry. Try not to worry.

“I can neither confirm nor deny that series of events.” Erick asked, “But what would the response be if I did file a report? … are there reports to file? Complaints to be made? What usually happens in cases like this? I’m not making a report.”

“You’re not… actually filing a report?” Redscale perked up. “No street fight yet.”

“Did they actually harm you? I’m Hera.” Yellowscale, Hera, offered her hand. “Sorry about your poor welcome to Spur.”

Erick shook her hand. “Erick. And there’s no evidence of harm done aside from a hole in my shirt.”

“So no fight happened,” Redscale stressed. “Just to be clear.”

The guard looked both relieved and happy. That was odd.

Hera admonished, “Oh, Taro.” She said to Erick, “Don’t mind him. He has a bet going. Anyway, you seem like a nice enough human, but you’re obviously uninformed, so let me explain some background to you: The Mayor wants all the races to come back to Spur but the humans never returned after the Great Purge. Thus, there are some hundred year old laws that prevent any non-human from purchasing land in the human district. The incani routinely harass every human that looks like they might become a part of Spur. Their goal is to get a human to buy a building and then sell it to any other non-humans. The incani used to force the human to sell to them, specifically, but the Mayor was exiling whole incani families for that nonsense. With this new scam, everyone except the humans benefit from putting property on the open market, so the Mayor is reluctantly forced to accept the outcomes of this scam.”

“It’s a mostly academic fight,” said Redscale, Taro. “Spur is underpopulated anyway. The Incani just don’t like that there’s space set aside for any humans who want some.”

Something didn’t add up. Erick said, “But wasn’t the Great Purge a hundred years ago?” They should have been able to work a scam like this to conclusion long ago.

Hera laughed. “The Mayor is an immortal wrought. Her timescale is different than ours. What’s more surprising is that you didn't get into some huge brawl, with several dead.”

“I bet on ten days till there was a big fight and a stabbing doesn’t count. Especially if he’s not filing a report.” Taro smiled, saying, “If you wait seven more days I’ll split the pot with you.”

“… Irogh said that assaults were dealt with harshly.”

“There’s no stopping you people from fighting,” Taro said. “We exile the surviving incani, but new ones come right back in to maintain the incani presence in Spur.”

Hera said, “Most of you humans know to stay away from Spur, but not you. Why is that?”

Erick frowned. “Is there a way to opt-out of this Quiet War?”

“Ahh,” Hera said, “That explains it.” 

As Taro exclaimed, “Pacifists!” 

Hera side-eyed Taro. “Even demonstrated pacifists can’t escape the Quiet War.”

“Automatically makes them better than most humans.” 

Hera said, “You might be able to work something out if you actually are pacifists, but if you buy and sell a house in the human district then the Mayor will exile you immediately.”

It seemed that Erick and Jane had stepped into some problems by stepping into Spur. Erick couldn’t see an easy solution. Maybe they should move on to the human city? But Erick had already lived for 48 years among other humans. Obviously humans in a fantasy world with magic and monsters would produce a drastically different human society than the one on Earth, but would it? Really? 

Erick would have to discuss the problem with Jane. He kinda wanted to stay in Spur. She might not want to. No. Correction. She would definitely not want to. She wanted to explore the world.

Erick was the one that wanted to make a home.

Erick said, “Thanks for the information.”

“Glad to help.” Hera spoke with a smile. “I’m one of the prosecutors around here, so don’t go making trouble for me, but I hope that whatever happens goes in your favor. The Incani Property Scam is one of the few disgusting parts of Spur. We have too many empty houses as it is, we don’t need their brand of racism in what is supposed to be a neutral city.”

Erick smiled. “I used to be a social worker before events brought me here, so I know about keeping the peace and working out problems for the benefit of all. But I’ve never been this close to the war before. It’s a shock, and I am not dealing with it well.”

Hera got a far off look in her eyes. “It’s not great that Spur is technically a part of your frontlines.”

“It’s not that bad, Hera.” Taro said, “Hey, can you go away now, Erick?”

“Of course.” Erick nodded. “Sorry for bringing up bad memories. It was nice to meet you both. Hera, Taro.”

“Sorry… about…” Hera focused again, saying, “Good luck.”

Erick walked out.

Down the courthouse steps, Taro caught up to him, saying, “Hey. Hold up.”

Erick did.

“I didn’t mean to chase you away like that, but… There’s a history. If you’re actually going to be a part of Spur and you’re an avowed pacifist, you should go to the Interfaith Temple. Get some proof of it and then pin it to your shirt. It might not stop the harassment, but it might.”

Erick smiled. “I’ll do that. Thank you, Taro.”

“Down that way.” Taro pointed. “Big white building surrounded by a vineyard. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks.”

“Sure.”

Erick stepped down onto the street, waving farewell. Taro was already leaving. Hera stood the top of the stairs, her gaze heavy, forlorn. She waved goodbye, a quick motion more perfunctory than sincere, as she followed Taro back inside the courthouse.

 

- - - -

 

Higher than most of the buildings in Spur and at least half again as tall as the city walls, the Temple of the Faithful was stark white buttresses, peaked roofs, and bright stained glass, in the center of a green and purple vineyard twice as wide as the Temple itself. Here and there under the sun dappled trellises, there were people. A lot of people, in many different groups under the extensive grapevine canopy. Most of them were Dragonkin. Some of them were the metal people, the Wrought. A smattering were the beautiful giants, the Orcol, and Erick was much more mindful of his wandering eyes than he had been before. The Orcol did not appreciate all of the blessings of their patron god. A few Incani noticed Erick, but then ignored him completely. Here and there, in even rarer numbers than the crowds they were servicing, were people wearing what were probably priest robes.

The Temple was located firmly in a heavily populated part of Spur, too. Getting here was an exercise in dodging crowds and navigating people. As he approached the entrance to the gardens, a redmetal fake-dragonkin was there, wearing his metal flesh like a priest’s robe. 

“Welcome to the Interfaith Temple. How can I help you?”

“I’ve heard that I can get a proof of pacifism here and that might help me mitigate the Quiet War from happening to me inside Spur. Is that correct?”

Redmetal’s face scrunched up. “It’s possible.” He looked to people gathering behind Erick, then pointed to the right of the garden, speaking to the new arrivals, “That way for the end of the line, fair farmers.” The newcomers left in the direction the priest pointed, saying ‘thank you’. The priest pointed behind him as he spoke to Erick, “Follow the path right to the main doors. Someone will be able to assist you inside.”

Erick walked along the path, eyeing the groups of people as he went. The soft sound of the wind and the gentle voices of people reciting lines filled the vineyard. Almost all of those gathered here wore simple clothes, most of them with mud or grass stains. All of them were sitting on the grass, or standing around, in groups of ten, with one priest to a group. He even spotted the little pinkscaled girl who spoke to them on the way into Spur. She was sitting in a group with the man from that day, too, while a priest recited lines to the group.

A group buzzed with light, all at once, then went quiet. The participants quietly broke group, bowing to the priest as they went—

Erick was at the main temple door. An older silverscale dragonkin stood there in a nice, plain white dress, as though waiting for him. She supported herself with a cylindrical staff of straight, dark wood, in the firm grip of one hand. The other hand held something, unseen.

Her voice crackled, “Hello, Erick Flatt!” She shoved the unseen thing in her hand into Erick’s hands. It was a silver, four-pointed star. “You’ve come for this, and this you shall have! You are now an avowed pacifist in the eyes of the Temple. Congratulations!” She smiled. “But there’s no quest text to this, so you’ll just have to trust me. By the by, you’re still allowed to smack a brat that knifes you in the street, but maybe when you’ve got a bit more HP, hmm!”

“Uh.” Erick looked at the star pin. It might have been made of silver. “Thanks?”

“Now git! The Old Bastards are telling me that you might be deep in the sewerhouse for the foreseeable future, but it’s your daughter that’s in deep shit.”

“Uh… —Okay!” Erick nodded, smiled, then turned right around, saying, “Thanks!”

“Pin that on your shirt, right now!”

“Right.” Erick did so. “Yes. Thanks again!”

“Go! Go!”

And Erick went. He wasn’t about to dismiss a nebulous warning from this priest. No way. 

Up ahead, past the edge of the vineyard and past the redmetal priest, were three unknown incani directly in the middle of Erick’s path. One of them took immediate notice of the pin and pulled the other two away. Erick continued forward. He would have walked right into them, had they not made themselves scarce. 

Well that was pretty cool. 

Erick thumbed the four-star pin on his chest. 

Useful, but I’m not sure how or why it works. 

Just like magic!

 

- - - - 
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                The ‘Adventurer's Guildhouse’ was a sprawling campus that took up two city blocks with various shops of all kinds located both inside of the campus and outside, in the surrounding neighborhood. Restaurants of every kind both fast and formal, armorers, blacksmiths, vendors and buyers of monster parts, money changers, alchemists, three general stores of all about the same size, a Mage’s Guildhouse, even more alchemists, one really fancy weapon shop, and a ‘Wayfarer’s Guildhouse’, whatever that was.

But more than half of those businesses were dark inside, the holographic signs that would have glowed their names a distant memory. The only way to tell what had once been, were the faded paint images on some windows. There was a breadbasket on the window of one dark building, with a central counter and shelving for bread in the back. It was probably a bakery. The former restaurants were easy to pick out. The open floorplan and the tables and chairs stacked to the sides of the front rooms were a dead giveaway. As were the armorers and blacksmiths, with images of anvils and swords and shields engraved in the stone facades. But the ring of blacksmiths striking metal was a distant memory. The scents of food from dozens of cultures did not fill the air, though some of the food sellers were doing a brisk business. 

Vendors did not hawk their wares to passersby. There were barely any passersby to hawk to. Only one general store was open, but it was the second largest one. The Mage’s Guildhouse had a sign that said... something unreadable, because —Erick just realized— interpreting the images on every sign was easy, but he hadn’t yet learned how to read. Hopefully [Language Acquisition] was still active. He had to find a book!

He’d probably have to have someone read it to him, too.

Lost in that particular thought, Erick made his way to the building that was probably the ‘house’ in ‘Guildhouse’. Three stories tall, with a large gold-lettered sign on the front of the building, a rough looking group of five non-humans walked out though a wide open set of double doors. The incani and dragonkin in the group looked at Erick, but resumed their talk with the rest of their people. 

Erick walked into the building. It was air conditioned. 

Temperature [Ward]s are great, aren’t they? He really should level that skill.

While Spur’s courthouse was stone elegance, this place was wood lodge chic. Three stories tall, the guildhouse had a bar and restaurant area on two of those stories, and full-sized trees for pillars. A receptionist’s area was done-up like a bank-teller’s, with three, eight foot wide privacy stations and metal bars separating the receptionists from the rabble. 

There was a lot of rabble and they weren’t shy about noise. Erick tried to ignore their indiscriminate jeers and shouts from the left side of the guildhouse as he walked over to a receptionist. But the black metal orcol receptionist was staring across the guildhouse, at the rowdy bar. 

So he gave the sight a second look. And then a rapid third look.

Jane was squaring off against a very large incani in armor similar to Savral’s, but no hands had been raised, no weapons had been bared. That was good for Jane; she was still unarmored and weaponless. She yelled something, but it was too quiet to be heard over the circling crowd.

The man threw a punch. It was so fast he couldn’t see the movement, he could only feel as his stomach dropped to his feet. 

But Jane had moved, too, twisting under the arm, grabbing—

The man kicked out. Jane flew across the room. She smacked into a wooden wall and bounced to the floor.

And then Erick found himself standing between the man and his daughter, yelling, “What the hell are you doing to my—”

A punch like a semi truck was headed for his face. The gauntlet of the fist was steel. It was well cared for. It was also odd that Erick was so focused on the—

The armored Incani was smacked away, like a rag doll kicked by a giant. And what a giant! An orcol woman with short black hair and huge muscles stood where the incani man had once been. How she had gotten there, Erick did not know. But he was thankful, no matter the magic or skill involved. She had just saved his life, and Jane was—

Erick rushed toward his daughter, heedless of the silent crowd. 

Jane was trying to stand. Erick helped her to her feet. She was bleeding a bit, but her eyes were focused. There probably wasn’t a concussion— And, she was healing herself now. Gently glowing with her [Rejuvenation], she was going to be okay.

The orcol woman spoke to the crowd, “Fights are fine. No biggie. But that human is wearing a Silver Star. You all know the rules in my Guildhouse. We respect those who denounce the Quiet War.” She turned to the armored man who was just now stumbling out of the plaster, onto his feet. “THERE’S NO WAY YOU DIDN’T SEE THE STAR. You finally, FINALLY, handed me a reason to kick you out of the guild, and I’M GOING TO TAKE IT. GET THE FUCK OUT.

“NOW.”

The now-silent guildhouse echoed with the power of her singular voice. 

She glared at three other incani, all huddled together. “Are you going to be a problem?”

“No Ma’am!” “No.” “No way.”

“Good.”

Jane whispered, “You shouldn’t have helped, Dad. Bulgan—”

“Shut up, insolent child.” The orcol woman was suddenly standing four feet away, talking to Jane. “Bulgan would have killed you. He was going to kill you. If not today, then as soon as you stepped into the Dead City. I’m sure he’s done it before, but I could never prove anything.” She turned to Erick and bowed quickly, once. “I’m sorry for what almost happened to you, sir.”

Everyone else stopped, confused as to why the obvious Guildmaster had bowed to Erick. She turned around and glared. The room was back to business as usual, and then her eyes were back on Erick.

“I’m Mog, guildmaster of this house.” She glanced at the Silver Star. “We respect pacifists here. Especially ones apprenticed to Al. He gives us a lot of business every month, and has saved the lives of many rookies down there in the dark.”

Erick smiled wide. “He’s a really good guy, isn’t he! I didn’t know what I expected when I started, but I got more than I bargained for. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Mog.”

She waved him off. “Phshh. Just ‘Mog’ is fine. ‘Miss’ feels strange.”

“I’m Erick Flatt, but I guess you already knew that. I’m Jane’s father. Just ‘Erick’ is fine.”

“Yes you are, but Jane never told us you were an avowed Pacifist.”

“I didn’t know he was, either,” said Jane. 

“Me either! Events conspired to send me to the Interfaith Temple because I had heard about this star and a priest inside the temple just handed it to me. And then she was speaking of stuff she shouldn’t have known, and telling me I had to get over here as soon as possible.”

“You… Just got it? Today, even? Really?” Mog frowned, glancing to where the injured incani was limping out of the front door. He moved a bit faster. “Oh. Huh.” She asked Erick, “That priest. About you-tall, older dragonkin woman, silver scales, straight wooden staff?”

“Yes! Who is she?”

Mog nodded, like a light had gone off. “Darenka. The gods and otherwise give her specific missions sometimes, but to qualify for a Silver Star you need a Deep Scan and personal validation from Rozeta herself. That usually takes months. Not… whatever you went through to get it.”

“Irogh did a Deep Scan on us both a few days ago, Guildmaster Mog,” said Jane.

“He did? Hmm, That could… Explain… Sooo many little things adding up to form a proper picture.” Mog smiled. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Erick. Please give my best to Al.” 

“Of course.”

“Go home for the day, Jane.”

Jane hung her head. “Yes, Guildmaster Mog.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick waited till they were out of the guildhouse district to say, “Soooo… Looked like you were being bullied.”

“Like a fucking child!” Jane spat, “I couldn’t do shit, either!” She calmed down, asking, “How the hell did you know about the pacifist thing? I found out about it yesterday but Head Priest Darenka said I’d never qualify.”

They were walking through a market of the Scaled District, produce piled high and organized in open air stalls, people of every color of the rainbow and the earth buying and selling. A few perked up when they noticed that two humans were walking through the street, and at least one person stared directly at the silver star on Erick’s chest. No one made to impede them, but a few milling through the crowd definitely altered course to listen in on Erick and Jane’s conversation. 

Erick was sure to speak loud enough for his audience, but not too loud. 

“So there I was, walking out of the sewerhouse, headed out to explore the city like any normal person, when those two incani from the other day flanked me on the street...”

Recounting the story took all of five minutes. 

“And then I stepped between you and that big incani— What was his— Bulgan! Looked like a real piece of work, that one.”

Jane was both calmer and angrier at the end. If any of the nearby dragonkin had stuck around for the full story, Erick didn’t know. 

“Sooo… what happened between Bulgan and you?”

“Nothing on my part.” Jane pointed at what was probably both a bakery and a sandwich shop, according to the holographic sign. It must have been pretty popular, too, according to the number of people walking in and out. “What do you think they have for lunch?”

“… We should buy sandwiches for the guys at the sewerhouse, too.”

They bought a reusable canvas bag for 3 silver to hold eight meat and cheese packed sandwiches. The food itself was 4 silver for all 8; 5 copper apiece. The sandwiches were selling off the shelves as fast as they were getting made by three frantic people behind a large piece of glass. Not long after Jane paid for their order, the shop was sold out for the day. It was not quite noon.

They took a less controversial path to the sewerhouse that Jane knew of, steering well clear of the incani.

But there was a small problem. The path took them through the orcol part of town. Jane didn’t seem to have a problem keeping her eyes under control, but Erick struggled. 

Erick vowed to find a different way through Spur, next time.

 

- - - -

 

Savral eagerly took his paper-wrapped sandwich. “Thanks!” He flipped back the faceplate of his helmet, a smile spreading on his blackscaled face. “They always sell out before I can get one.”

“All we saw was the crowd.” Erick handed a sandwich to Bacci, asking, “They’re good?”

Bacci took her sandwich. “Monster meat, cured for at least a month. It’s usually boars or saurs from the western forest, but sometimes you get something more exotic. Whatever good meats the adventurers bring to the shops, really.”

Erick took another look at the sandwiches in his hands. Jane took another look, too, but with those wide eyes she was clearly fascinated, not repulsed. 

Al’s heavy footsteps carried up the back staircase. “You brought food?”

Erick already had two sandwiches out to hand them to Al. “Uh. Monster meat?”

“Not really!” Al laughed, gladly taking his lunch. “The butchers of Kin Alley don’t add enough of the good stuff to their cuisine, but the filler meat is good and the cheese is the best around.” He gestured to Jane, then to the star on Erick’s chest. “What’s the story there?”

Jane’s face turned red. 

Erick smiled. “There are many stories from today! Let me tell you every one of them.”

Jane’s face turned redder.

“Come, come! Let’s take this conversation to the Resting room.”

 

- - - -

 

Al finished his two sandwiches and then a third while Erick recounted his day on the town. Jane ate in silence. Afterward, Al asked questions, mainly about the facial features of the muggers and the people who ran away from him outside of the Interfaith Temple. 

A silence descended, framed by the sounds of rushing water down below and Erick eating. He almost picked out the slice of strangely colored meat, but it smelled pretty good. It tasted pretty good, too.

“I have failed you as a mentor. I’ve not been proper about warning you of the dangers of the incani. I have also underestimated the incani in front of the sewerhouse. I knew of Bulgan as a real threat, but he keeps his hands clean inside of Spur and Jane would not be allowed into the Dead City for at least a month. Now… I’m not sure of anything.” He paused. He said, “Maybe you should both stay here in my house until you’re at level 10 with some combat experience.”

“I’m almost at 10.”

Erick stared at his daughter. “What?”

She stared at him. “What level are you?”

“6.”

“You could do better, Dad.”

Al guffawed. “And I thought your father was tenacious! Level 2 when he came in! Were you the same?”

“Yeah. But I think my skills might work together better than my father’s.” She pulled out a black stone from her pocket. “[Strike] the stone with one hand and cast [Rejuvenation] on yourself with the other. I’m gaining at least twice as much experience as my father as I'm using both Health and Mana to level.” She looked at Erick, who was trying tapping his thumbs to his fingers, trying to get a feel for the process. She said, “It takes some practice to get going as fast as you can.”

Al said, “A good method. But it leads to problems down the road. Achieving level 9 this way in so short a time is commendable, but you will be a paper dragon on the battlefield.”

“That’s what other people have said, too. And the stone can only withstand a level one version of [Strike], so 10 HP at a time means a lot of [Strikes]. It’s not a fun leveling method.” She put the stone away. “But I’ve trained much more on Earth than a lot of the level 20s at the guild.” She turned to Erick. “That’s what the fight with Bulgan was about. I kept thrashing his level 30 teammates in the training ring and they were getting pissy. But he’s a level 55 Scion of Strength with over 6000 HP. He’s got all the levels and magical combat experience that I do not.”

Al asked, “If you don’t mind, could you explain your build?”

“Uh. Sure. It’s not as rare as I thought it would be, actually. Pretty standard all-rounder with a movement skill. [Rejuvenation] and [Strike]. The 2x-3x base value skills for Strength, Willpower, and Focus. I just got [Blink] and that is a lot more disorienting than I thought it would be.” She smiled wide. “But it’s very, very fun.”

“You must be exhausted.” Al stared at Jane. “You should have experienced both Mana Exhaustion and Health Fatigue. How did you continue to exploit the Script in your condition?”

Jane nodded. “Vomiting from too much healing? Falling down after regenerating too much mana?”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t seem that bad to me. I’ve had worse.” Jane laughed. “Broken bones. Smashed ribs. Blood loss. Gunshot wounds. Stabbings. Ruptured eardrums. Running for days in the desert— not the crystal forest desert. An actual desert. Snake bites. Not to mention common colds, food poisoning, and the flu being four times worse than healing fatigue and mana exhaustion.” She turned to Erick who was about to object to at least two of those confessions. “Sorry for not telling you about some of that.”

Erick focused on the worst offense. “Who the heck shot you!”

She ignored him. “Veird has magical healing. It’s honestly too easy to ignore the problems of over training on this planet. So I ignored them. I asked about long term side effects. Everyone said there was none that they knew of.”

Erick just sighed. 

“Ha ha!” Al laughed and eyed Erick. “I should increase your minimum iterations to six per day!”

“I am not my daughter.”

Everyone laughed but Erick. He just ate his sandwich. 

After they finished lunch, Al had a proposition. “I would like to see you in action, Jane.” 

“What’s your idea?”

Al said, “There have been signs that an ooze is in the sewers, but no one has seen fit to kill the beast.”

“There’s that word again!” Erick said, “What’s an ooze?”

Al answered, “Slimes are always the first monsters to spawn in a magically dense area, like we have in the sewers. Basic slimes only eat dead and rotten things, turning the detritus of life into healthy biological material, and condensing mana into rads. This is a good thing. But when someone improperly dumps magical waste in a place like the sewers, it starts a chain of events where healthy slimes try to eat the magical waste and die due to magical corruption. Someone started this process about ten days ago, but no one caught on to what had happened until the damage was already done.

“Because of that, there were a lot of dead mutated slime bodies rotting in the dark.

“Eventually, you end up with a slime who has developed a taste for other slimes, and for everything else that moves. These monsters are called oozes.

“Oozes are fast, carnivorous pools of acid that blend into their surroundings when they’re not stalking prey. They’re smart, they’re deadly. And we have one in the sewers.”

Jane asked, “How do you kill it?”

“I know how I would kill it, but how would you kill such a monster?”

Jane smiled. “I’d like to find out.”
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                Al had written up all that math for Erick to read, so he decided to go get that, as well as some easy-reader children’s books because Erick couldn’t read. Al admitted he should have realized that. Anyway, the children’s books should be around the house somewhere. Upstairs? Or… In the back of his office! No. That’s not it. The closets in the storage trunks? Maybe. Hard to say. He’d be back when he found them.

Mostly, he needed to leave because Erick all but explicitly said that he needed to have a Discussion with his daughter, so Al made himself scarce. 

After Al left, Jane began the ‘Discussion’ by shoving her Status at Erick.

 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 9, Class: None

Exp: 4605/5500

Class: -/-

Points: 1





	
HP


	
554/554


	
160 per day





	
MP


	
510/510


	
554 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
20





	
Vitality


	
16


	
+0


	
16





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
20





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
20








 




	
Concentration 8

Multiplies base MP regen by 2.77

Exp: 1911/3400








 




	
Strong 8

Multiplies base HP by 2.77

Exp: 889/3400








 




	
Discipline 6

Multiplies base MP by 2.55

Exp: 351/1300








 




	
Rejuvenation 8, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + WIL per second per level of Rejuvenation

Exp: 800/3400








 




	
Strike 8, 10-35 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level 8: Deal 2x damage, + 1.5x other damage (Please select a damage type!)

Exp: 700/3400








 




	
Blink 5, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 25/800








 




	
Ward 1, instant, short range, 24 hours, 10 MP + Z

Create a small ward that can have minor effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers.

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Exp: 80/100








 

“… So you’re capable of taking a hit.” Erick shoved the floating blue boxes away. “Al said an ooze was a pool of acid. Are you going to punch a pool of acid to death?” Erick frowned. “I don’t see that working out for you.”

“You’d be surprised what a punch can do, but no. I wasn’t thinking that. I’m sure I could find a rock somewhere and smash the ooze,” she said, sarcastically. “Rocks have higher base damage than my fists.”

“That isn’t funny!”

“Then stop treating me like I’m a joke, Dad!”

“I’m not treating you—”

“Yes you are.”

“… Then I’m coming with you. I’m going to kill some slimes, too.”

“… Show me your status.”

Erick floated several blue boxes her way. She frowned as she read them.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 6, Class: None

Exp: 663/1300

Class: -/-

Points: 2





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
422/422


	
488 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 




	
Concentration 5

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.44

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 438/800








 




	
Discipline 2

Multiply your base MP by 2.11

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 166/200








 




	
Meditation 4

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Immobile

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 293/500








 




	
Mana Shaping 3

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 10/300








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 50/800








 




	
Ward 1, instant, short range, 24 hours 

Create a small ward that can have minor effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 + Z MP 

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Mend 3, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or a small complicated object, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 10/300








 

“Dad,” she stressed, like she could not believe the shit she had to deal with.

“Daughter,” he said with the same tone, for much the same reason.

“You don’t have an attack spell!”

“You don’t have a weapon!”

“Fine. Fair. And you could just buy some attack spell right now to shut me up but whatever. You win that round. Still, you only have 80 HP. According to what I’ve read at the guild, the common slime has somewhere between 50 and 300 HP and hits for 30 damage. There was a lot of reading to do, so I didn’t get around to oozes. But… They’re bad, Dad.”

“Good thing you’ll be there.”

She groaned.

“We don’t have to go today. I could get [Ward] up to… whatever level it takes to get the personal ward. That would help, wouldn’t it?”

“That’s level 6, Dad…” She paused. “1900 experience. Like, 5 of your mana bars.”

Erick looked at Jane in a new light. Which, as soon as he realized that he was looking at her in a new light, he knew he shouldn’t have. Jane had always been this way. She was eminently capable, and though she might fail sometimes, it was never a personal failure. If there was a visible obstacle in front of her, she tore at it until it gave way. She was driven. She was strong. 

She even had the skill, Strong. That was level 8, too.

Erick needed to let her do her thing. He had known this ever since Jane was 14, when she kicked the shit out of another kid who had the bad luck to pull a knife on her, thinking Jane was an easy target.

And their first injuries on Veird had been a skydive without a parachute. They both survived that. 

… But a living pool of acid? Erick did not feel good about Jane’s chances. Or his own chances, for that matter.

Al stuck his head into the room, gauging whether he could come in or not. 

He joyfully strode inside. “I found them!” He carried several colorful, thin books in one hand, and thicker books in the other, paired with loose sheets of paper on the top. “These are the starter books, including a few in other languages that you should consider learning while it’s easy.” He set the thin books on the coffee table in the center of the room. “These two are the most mathematically and philosophically accepted arguments regarding Scion of Willpower versus Scion of Focus.” He set those books down, and put the loose papers on top. “This is all the math I was talking about.”

Jane looked at the thinner books. “I thought everyone spoke and read Ecks?”

“They do, until you get to the small villages outside of normal trade routes. Then you got the Gargantual of the Orcols, Draconic of the Dragonkin, Inferni of the Incani and demons, Karstar of the Angels and human nobility. Not to mention regional dialects. There’s Archaic Script, too, which is both the language of the Wrought nobility and enchanting, and which never changes. If you know Ancient Script and you come across an unknown magical item, you’ll know what it’s supposed to do as long as it’s not layered with a fake facade. Some enchanters like to obscure their work.” Al warned, “You can only learn one or two before your [Language Acquisition] wears off. That buff is stressed by quantity more than quality.”

Jane frowned. “I think I have to take up Karstar and Inferni.”

Erick said, “I think I have to kill some slimes.” He picked up the children’s book with a dragonkin, an orcol, and a wrought on the front. “After I learn Ecks.”

Al smiled, then pushed forward a different children’s book. This only had a single redscale dragonkin on the front cover. 

Erick happily changed his choice. “I refuse to feel embarrassed. It’s already been established that I can’t read.” He cracked open the book. “Let’s see what Redscale has to say about… tree? And… water? No! Lake. No… pond. Pond? It’s ‘pond’, right?”

Al laughed loud.

“Dad.” Jane said, “It’s an insult to refer to a dragonkin by the color of their scales.”

Al laughed again. “That’s not quite correct. It’s an insult to get the color wrong.”

“Ha! Hear that, Jane? You’re wrong sometimes.”

Jane glared at him

… Okay. She was right. He might have pushed too far.

He offered an olive branch. “I’d like to go into the sewers to hunt the ooze with you, Jane. I can get [Ward] up to 6 and buy some offensive spell, too, so I don’t drag you down. It might take a day. Can you wait till I’m ready, too?”

“I think that is a fine idea!” Al smiled. “And if you train like your daughter, you can get [Ward 6] by tonight. Just in time for a good sleep, to be ready in the morning.” He paused. “You have Discipline now, yes?”

Erick enthusiastically said, “Yup!” but inwardly he was dreading the inevitable Mana Exhaustion.

Al said, “You’ll make a fine mage someday soon, Erick.”

Jane sighed, “Fine,” as she picked up the twin tomes advocating for Willpower over Focus, and Focus over Willpower. “They don’t have these in the Guildhouse. Everyone only cared about Scion of Strength, and the less said about Scion of Vitality, the better.”

Al’s eyes brightened. “Then let me be the one to extol to you the greatness of Scion of Focus, and why it’s so much better than Scion of Willpower.”

“I would like to hear that.” Jane she set the books down beside her on the couch. “Hit me.”

“Your father said the same thing! This expression. I like it. But don’t tell an orcol this, or they’re liable to actually [Strike] you.” Al smiled. “You’d make fast friends, though, so this might be a good thing.”

While they talked to each other, Erick read about Redscale the Explorer, a young man who liked to go around calling out the names of everything in sight. The book was probably designed with [Language Acquisition] in mind, because it didn’t take long before Erick began to understand the play-by-play.

Jane and Al’s discussion was heating up. Al was winning, but Jane was putting up a good fight. It seemed she knew the MP costs of some of the massively expensive spells and was using that as a foothold against Scion of Focus.

Erick mostly ignored them as he continued to read about Redscale. The dragonkin went far and wide, exploring a land full of ‘sheep’ and ‘bees’, and cracks in the ground that let ‘Underworld monsters’ spill out across the land and kill the unsuspecting. 

That’s the body of a ‘shadowolf’.

That’s a ‘crystal mimic’, torn to shreds.

That’s a ‘dragon’ ‘corpse’. 

And this is how you make ‘monster-meat sausages’.

And this is the ‘marketplace’ where you buy the sausages.

 

- - - -

 

Jane was in the second Rest room, learning [Meditation] under Al’s tutelage. She knew she needed the skill, but she also understood how bad the level 1 afflictions would be. She wasn’t willing to put herself in that position of vulnerability inside the Adventurer's Guildhouse. Al and Erick had rapidly agreed that she had made the right choice.

So Erick was left alone in room #1. 

And the race was on! Both Erick and Jane were going to get [Ward] to 6, and [Meditation] high enough that it was usable down in the dark.

Erick dumped 400 mana into a [Ward] to prevent 390 damage done to friendlies in the area. As a brilliant white glitter manifested, the world seemed to drop out from under his feet. He managed to stay upright on the couch, but barely. The white glitter soon settled. The majority of the magical disturbance faded, but a ring of white light remained all around Erick, five or six feet from him in all directions. He looked behind him. The magic bubble clipped the edge of the room, leaving a glowing white curve of light halfway up the wall. 

Two notices popped up. 

 




	
Ward level up!








 




	
Ward level up!








 




	
Ward 3, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a Ward however you wish. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 100/300








 

That’s going to eventually be a very large text box, isn’t it?

Erick settled into the couch. 

[Meditation].

As he stared out across the pillow and couch filled room, mana flowed around him like a warm, gentle river. The skill was much better now that he wasn’t blind and deaf the whole time. He closed his eyes anyway. Briefly, a large white eye stared into his soul, but the eye had never done anything besides be scary. Erick opened his eyes. The large eye blended into the room, then vanished, like a waking dream.

[Meditation] was a lot like looking at a forest and seeing scary things in the trees. Yelling faces and reaching arms. Eyes leering over branches, frightful bodies waiting behind trunks for your eyes to turn in a different direction. [Meditation] was terrifying at first exposure, but now… Now it wasn’t so bad. 

He closed his eyes again and the darkness was there, warm and vast.

Almost an hour later, he felt like it was time to get out of the hot tub.

800 base experience; 400 from [Ward], 400 from [Meditation]. 400 passive experience for Concentration and 400 for Discipline. There were some level-ups in there… But am I going to collapse when I stand?

Erick tried to stand. He collapsed, clipping his head on the corner of the coffee table.

 




	
50 damage absorbed!








 

“Ow.” 

He wasn’t bleeding, but he thought he should have been bleeding. He probably should have been bleeding a lot. He tried to stand, but nothing happened. His arms were jelly.

“That looked like a critical hit.” Al was there, picking up Erick and laying him back down on the couch. “That’s enough for both of you. The ooze is still four days from emergence. We have time.”

Erick looked up at Al. “For both of us?”

Al smiled. “Your daughter is strong, but even the strongest metals can be over-forged. She’s sleeping. Really sleeping, too. She won’t be up for at least several hours.”

Erick relaxed. “Good.”

“I’ll shut the river door. Sleep well, Erick Flatt.”

“Thank you.” As Al was leaving, Erick turned to say, “I almost forgot to tell you. Guildmaster Mog told me to tell you thank you for all those quests.” Erick laid back down. “She seems almost as nice as you.”

Al left silently, with a smile. 

Erick quickly cast a 400 point [Ward] again, before he thought of it as a Bad Idea.

He instantly fell asleep. A small snore soon joined the quiet sound of a far away river and a second snore, echoing out from the Rest room right next door. 

 




	
Ward level up!








 




	
Ward 4, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 200/500








 

As hours passed, Erick’s exhaustion-snore went away. Erick relaxed into a deep sleep. Another 400 experience added to each of his Concentration and Discipline while he Rested. Those skills were looking good, but they were far from capped. 

 




	
Concentration 6

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.55

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 438/1300








 




	
Discipline 4

Multiply your base MP by 2.33

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 466/500








 

[Meditation] did not grow as much as it could have grown had he gone through another iteration, but it would probably be enough. It was usable while awake and moving around, now.

 




	
Meditation 5

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Slow movement

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 193/800








 

And another base level! 

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 7, Class: None

Exp: 563/2100

Class: -/-

Points: 4





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
466/466


	
510 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 

Erick dreamed of levels and numbers, beautiful giants, and monster-meat sausages. It was an awkward dream.
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                Waking to the smell of bacon was like falling through several dreams. 

The first dream was a displaced time from over two decades ago, when he had a different person in his bed every night. He was almost always the first one to wake in the morning, and he always made breakfast; bacon, eggs, and toast. But no, he was 48 now. His 20s were long gone. The dream was recognized, and then it faded.

And then came an impression of three months ago, when Jane showed him the letter of acceptance for an internship at the CIA. They had gone out for Sunday breakfast like they had done every week, when she was a little girl; a tradition that they hadn’t done for the last three years; she was at college. Jane loved her bacon growing up, and that day was no different. She got three orders of bacon and one order of toast. Erick was trying to cut back, as per doctor’s orders. Erick got a cheese omelet and home fries. A far cry from when he used to match Jane pound for pound with the bacon. That day was full of sobering moments. He had kept himself together in front of her, but after the joyful hugs were done and she went to bed in her old room, Erick went out to the old treehouse and silently cried for an hour.

He opened his eyes to see a stone ceiling and colorful pillows all around. Al was setting down a tray of something on the coffee table in the middle of the room, but most of Erick was still asleep, and looking at Al… Al was a great guy and basically a supermodel.

Erick wasn’t ready for that kind of dream. He turned to face the wall.

Rushing water sounded up far away stairs. 

The sounds of voices all around ended a forgotten dream of darkness.

Erick sat up. Al and Jane were still talking about Scions, but this time there was a large tray of empty plates sitting on the coffee table. One plate of food remained; it had been set aside from the rest, but Erick hadn’t the wherewithal quite yet to understand what kind of food it was. 

“Good morning, Dad.”

“Welcome back, Erick.”

Erick sighed deeply. “You two still arguing about the best Scion?”

“Oh, I know the best answer,” Al said. “But your daughter likes to fight.”

“Speaking of. Dad? How far did you get before you crashed?”

Erick looked at his Status, rubbing his eyes, glancing through menus until he found what he was looking for. “Uh. [Ward 4], [Meditation 5].”

Jane smiled. “[Ward 6], [Meditation 6]. Base Level 10.”

With that bit of smugness, Erick took the time to study the remaining tray of food. There was fluffy yellow stuff that was probably eggs, thin bread like a crepe, and long strips of red meat. Breakfast Tortillas, probably. He began making himself one. There wasn’t a whole lot left, but it should be enough to make two wraps.

Jane prodded, “What? No response?”

Erick looked up from wrapping his tortilla. “You’re a monster, Jane.”

She cackled as Al laughed. 

Erick asked, “Are we going in the sewers today?”

“Not until you get [Ward 6], Dad.”

And for some reason, Erick was feeling a bit more miffed at the whole existence of magic than usual. It might have been the ‘grinding’ as Jane called it, or maybe the fact that, yes, they did already survive a skydive without a parachute. It could have been the mana exhaustion talking. But the cumulative effect was that Erick’s hesitation regarding killing a known threat in the sewers was, for some reason, nonexistent. 

Feeling such a weird ‘killing’ feeling caused him to pause in thought. As the strange feeling overtook him, he had almost instantly blurted out about them going to the sewers right this second. Now, he was not quite sure. He was a pacifist, for sure. But did that pacifism include killer monsters? On Veird, ‘pacifist’ meant something vastly different than on Earth, mostly dealing with how an incani or a human viewed the Quiet War. 

No one had the hangups regarding killing monsters that Erick seemed to have. Jane was probably right, that shadowolves should be killed, because otherwise they would kill people. There wasn’t anything to ‘talk out’ with monsters that viewed him as their next meal. 

—But he was sure that if he found some monsters that talked, his first instinct wouldn’t be ‘KILL IT!’.

Erick wasn’t about to kill some harmless slimes, though. 

That thought led to a different question. “Hey, Al? Why aren’t oozes threats as soon as they spawn? What’s with the 10 day timer?”

Al shook his head, saying, “That timer is only an approximation. The ooze will come out of the sewers when it can’t find slimes around every corner. That is the real timer. But you must understand that Spur is an old city, with the same sewer system for the last three hundred years and a strict allowance for new adventurers to hunt slimes. When an ooze appears—” A bell chimed across the hallway. Al stood up, sighing. “Seems I am needed upstairs.”

Erick said to Jane, “Let’s go kill that ooze, Jane. After I finish this breakfast tortilla.” He almost took a bite of his wrap, but added, “And I find a good damage spell to take.”

Jane smirked. “Sure. But that’s not a breakfast tortilla. It’s a 3pm tortilla. You slept almost all day.”

“… Okay then.” Erick ate his afternoon tortilla. It was pretty good.

Jane pointed to a pair of straight staffs propped up in the corner of the room. “I got us some starter weapons, too. 5 silver apiece. You can get a spear for a gold, but I didn’t want to go down to 1 gold. But with a trip through the sewers, we might be okay for a while. One adult slime core contains one rad and they’re 3 gold on average.”

“I don’t want to kill any slimes if we don’t have to.”

“I’m not going to go out of my way to chase them down, especially when there’s something as dangerous as an ooze prowling the darkness. But we need the money.”

“… Fair enough.”

Al walked into view. 

Along with Guildmaster Mog.

He said, “There’s been a change of plans.”

“Al and I are headed in to take care of the oozes, but he seems to think that it would be good experience for you two. I think you would get killed. You should stay here, Jane. Erick.”

Erick paled. “Oozes? Plural?”

Al said, “A rookie squad of four level 15s went in this morning with clearance to tackle the ooze kill quest I posted in the Guildhouse. One returned. She reported that there are at least three oozes. She’s coming with us to claim whatever is left of her friends. Do you wish to come as well? I would not hold it against you if you wish to stay behind.” He pointed upward. “Savral and Bacci are staying here and the sewerhouse is going into lockdown until I return.”

“… Maybe three oozes are too much.” Jane said, “I’ll stay here with my father. Thank you for the warning, Guildmaster Mog. Sewermaster Al.”

“Smart girl.” Mog walked back upstairs.

Al nodded to Jane and Erick. “I’d suggest you stay here while we go into lockdown, but I won’t enforce this suggestion. What do you say?”

“We’ll stay here.” Erick asked, “Do you expect something to actually happen while you’re gone?”

Al laughed. “The Sewerhouse’s rules are well known, so there’s a saying about times like these. ‘Don’t ever think you’re safe, because that’s when the monsters get you.’ But Savral and Bacci can handle most threats.” He almost walked back up, but then he paused and asked, “What attack spell were you thinking of buying, if you were going with us?”

Erick looked over the spells he was thinking about. There was his first choice in [Force Shrapnel].

 




	
Force Shrapnel 1, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 5 + ½ WIL damage in a cone

 

Purchase [Force Shrapnel] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

But that might not have been the best. There was also [Force Wave]

 




	
Force Wave 1, instant, pulse, 15 MP 

Pulse a wave of damaging mana from yourself, dealing 15 + ½ WIL physical damage.

 

Purchase [Force Wave] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Maybe he should take the safe, single-target spell. Constant collateral damage seemed like a bad idea.

 




	
Force Bolt 1, instant, long range, 5 mana

A bolt of hardened mana unerringly strikes a target, dealing 10 + ½ WIL physical damage. 

 

Purchase [Force Bolt] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

No, no, no. 

Three blue windows rapidly vanished. 

“Which one should I take?”

Al glanced toward Mog walking upstairs. “Bolt or Beam. Shrapnel is also a great choice, but it’s only useful when Shaped. The AOE ones are important for Aurify, but— I have to go.” Al walked away. 

[Force Beam]?

 




	
Force Beam 1, instant, medium range, 25 mana

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 1 second

 

Purchase [Force Beam] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

No. 

Where are all the fireballs and lighting spells, anyway?

Erick asked, “They’re going to be okay, right?”

“I think I know the rookies Mog mentioned.” Jane was staring off into the distance. “Other people called them ‘slime hunters’, like it was a bad thing. They were the only adventuring party to hunt slimes together, so maybe it was an insult. There were four of them.”

Jane got real quiet. She leaned back on her couch.

Three minutes later Savral and Bacci joined them in the Resting room. Bacci silently cast [Cleanse] and began stacking the cleaned plates off the table, to the side of the room. Erick almost helped her, but she was too fast for him. 

“Sewerhouse is in lockdown, so we’re all stuck here for the next few hours.” Savral sat down by Jane, the weight of himself and his armor not even creaking the couch. He set his helmet down on the floor as he set a deck of cards on the cleared coffee table. “Let’s play some cards.”

Bacci sat down by Erick, saying, “No customers all day long, and then this. When it rains it floods.”

Erick asked Bacci, “Are they going to be okay?”

“Those two monsters?” Bacci smiled. Sarcastically, “They’re going to die down there.”

Erick tensed, saying, “Please tell me this is a cultural thing where you say stuff like that to ward it off from actually happening.”

Bacci’s smile faltered. She quickly said, “Yes. Sorry.”

“Entirely my fault.” Erick relaxed. “We have a saying, too. ‘Break a leg’.”

All this time, Savral was handing out cards. They were sized for an orcol’s grip and thickened with some protective coating. Not wax. Savral’s huge claws did not scrape the paper. He finished passing out five cards to each person then separated the remaining cards into three uneven stacks.

Rolling with the circumstances, Jane gathered her cards. “What are we playing?”

“Wizard’s Towers.” Savral said, “Simple rules. I’ll explain.

“We each control five adventurers charged with taking down the towers of the Old Wizards. These are represented by the five cards in our hands. On your turn, you attack one of the towers in front of us by playing one of the cards in your hands. The card you play determines how many floors you can take. You’re always attacking the towers from the top. The game is also known as Wizard’s Dungeons. The goal is not only to tear down the towers, but to attack smartly, because when anyone plays a card another player can match that card exactly to intercept the attack and take not only the attacked floors, but all other cards used in the attack.

“Many cards can take multiple floors at once. For simple rules, these are the cards with numbers 6 or higher. Those cards take two floors at once.

“Whatever floors or other ‘adventurers’ you capture go into your resource pile, including the card you used to attack that floor in the first place. There is no discard pile.

“You can only have 5 cards in your hand at a time, and you can only refill those cards at the end of your turn. You refill from the cards in your resource pile, but only at the end of your own turn. Your resource pile is face down for everyone but you. Your hand is also kept secret at all times. For simple rules, the towers are face down, too. 

“You must attack a tower on your turn, if you have any cards in your hand when your turn comes.

“The goal is to get the most resources.

“The game ends when all three towers are destroyed. There are special rules for when the last floor of a tower is taken, but we’re not doing that.

“If your interception takes more than one second, your interception has failed. A proper game of Wizard’s Towers uses a timer, but we’re also not doing that.

“Simple rules,” Erick said, thinking that not much about Wizard’s Towers was at all simple. He picked up his cards. “What’s with the guy in the robe?”

Bacci said, “That’s above 6. The Archetype cards are above 6 in simple rules. Mage, Warrior, Dragon, and Planar.”

Smirking, Savral said, “You can go first, Erick.”

Erick played his 1, taking the single top card from the shortest tower. Jane and Bacci laughed. The tower card was a 9, which Erick put into his hand, the 1 going to his resource pile. Savral grumbled, amused. 

Erick said, “You think I’d play that card when you obviously have one?”

“Yeah. It could have happened.”

Savral smiled as Jane played a 7, taking two cards from the tallest tower.

Savral played his Mage. Erick instantly threw down his own Mage, then Bacci played her Mage. Three Mages and two cards from the top of the shortest tower went into Bacci’s resource pile. Savral shrugged.

“All part of the plan,” he said.

 

- - - -

 

“How long is an ooze hunt supposed to take?” Erick asked.

They had moved up to the second floor a while ago for Savral to make dinner. The sky shone orange and red to the west. Down south, visible above the far walls of Spur, were the tall brown walls of Ar'Kendrithyst. Stars were appearing in the east, though night was still an hour away. But inside the sewerhouse, bright yellow-white orbs hung in the corners of the room, keeping alive a bright and cheery atmosphere.

Occasionally a flicker of red light appeared in the air outside. Some bug or something had touched Al’s [Ward], but nothing had gotten inside or overly disturbed the protected space. If something had, there would have been a massive burst of red light.

Savral tossed vegetables in the wok, while Jane and Bacci talked about people they had met, in Jane’s case, or people they knew, in Bacci’s case.

Savral said, “Fifteen hours is too long. Five is fast. There’s only so many kilometers of tunnels down there and Dad knows them all.”

“Well here’s another question, then.” Erick asked, “Why are all the damage spells ‘force’ spells? I thought there’d be more...” He flexed his finger in the air, like he was casting magic. “Lightning fingers and flaming fingers. Stuff like that.”

Bacci laughed. “Why would you have expected that?”

“I expected more fireballs and chain lightnings, too,” Jane said.

“What?” Savral added a mostly-liquid sauce to the veggies. Steam billowed from the hot pan. “You expected the Old Wizard spells? For the Script to hand them to you?”

Jane said, “The first magic we saw on Veird was a black and white fireball from the incani registrar from that incani town, Kal’Duresh. I thought he was normal. I realized my mistakes after I spent some time in the guildhouse, reading from the free public library. Dad hasn’t had that opportunity yet.”

Bacci asked, “What did you learn from what you read?” 

“To unlock a real damaging spell you need to take the broken down basics that the Script gives you and forge something on your own with relevant skills, like Mana Shaping and Mana Altering.” Jane added, “Apparently it’s very easy to make a bad spell, but if you don’t like what you’ve made you can delete it and try again.”

“Yeah. That’s pretty much the whole story.” Savral pointed to the window. “That lockdown [Ward] is a special spell Dad created. That registrar’s black and white fireball is probably the same.”

Bacci added, “Fireball’s creation is well documented. I don’t know about that black and white one, but ‘Optimal Fireball’ is a high level [Force Bomb] which serves as the base spell, and Mana Altering 5, which transforms force damage into fire damage. A proper Fireball will do something like 150 damage and set fire to everything it touches.”

“Those spells don’t level like the spells you buy with points, either,” Savral said. “You’re stuck with what you’ve made.”

Erick thought out loud, “[Force Bomb] and [Mend]? Mana Shaping to make Mend an AOE spell?”

Bacci and Savral both said, “Uhhh.”

“Nope.”

“Don’t think that works.”

“[Rejuvenation] and [Strike],” said Jane.

Savral asked, “Now what would that accomplish?”

Jane mocked, “You will take your healing and you will like it!”

Savral laughed.

“I don’t think it would work.” Bacci said, “Or it would, and it would be, like, a torture spell. I don’t think you’d like that on the record of your Script.”

“So a non-starter of an idea,” Jane said.

Erick said, “How about—”

The air flashed crimson, a crack tore across Erick’s sight, as Al’s red [Ward] crumbled like the popping of a soap bubble.

Savral leapt into action. “Fuck fuck! Fuck you!” He slammed off the stove and grabbed his helmet, putting it on as he rushed downstairs. As he did that, Bacci yelled, “Everyone downstairs! Right now!” The world flashed yellow. “Secondary ward won’t hold long!”

Jane pulled Erick along. The other three people were already moving before Erick realized he should be moving, but his brain soon caught up. He raced down the stairs, pausing only briefly on the first floor landing to look out across the front room. Blast marks edged the door. Something slammed into the reinforced steel door as glass crashed upstairs and a flash of yellow marked the death of the secondary ward.

They made it to the office and Rest room hallway before Erick asked, “Do we defend here, or—”

Savral kept moving forward, saying, “All this is expendable. We are not. Down the stairs.”

Bacci ran past the open river door, down the stairs to the river room. Erick followed her, Jane followed him, and Savral closed the river door from the river’s side. Down they went, and soon a loud bang reverberated down the stairs. And then another. And another, but the roar of the river was loud down here. 

Bacci was at the edge, hugging the railing, pointing down at the dark water. Purple glitter exploded in the air and water crashed against some new obstacle in the torrent. It was a ward. The new obstacle was a ward cast by Bacci. The air exploded in purple glitter again and the river shifted, again, but softer this time. 

‘Shh,’ she mimed, with one claw pressed against her lips.

And then she hopped over the railing.

 

            


012


                Jane picked Erick up like he was a sack of potatoes. She spent two whole seconds eyeing the cylindrical path that Bacci had made down through the dark water, then she leapt. With Erick in her arms. Erick had a few things to say about that, including, but not limited to: 

“Glad to know that if all your friends jumped off bridges, you would too.”

“At least you looked before you leapt.”

“Let’s pretend that dampness is water. On an unrelated note: Who wants a [Cleanse]?”

“How the FUCK are you so strong!”

Erick clung to his daughter for dear life. He was not used to this sort of thing. He should probably get used to this sort of thing before this sort of thing killed him. Maybe he should run more. His heart was likely beating too fast to be healthy. Do they have heart attacks on Veird? They must have, right?

 




	
Hit for 32 HP!








 

Jane had held him all the way down to the bottom of the torrent, cradling his head as they landed, but the impact of landing was there. There was no splash. All around them was a ripping, silent darkness, just beyond the purple sphere-edge of a [Ward]. Jane groaned in pain, then glinted white as a heal washed over her. She was still holding Erick.

Bacci whisper-shouted over the roar of the river, “Move!” as she pulled them to the side.

Savral landed right where Erick and Jane had been. 

A white light ebbed from Jane as she tried to set Erick to his feet. He did not collapse, but he did find himself sitting on wet stone.

 




	
Healed for 25!

Healed for 25!








 

The [Rejuvenation] light kept ticking off a heal every second. No one said anything. Erick doubted that anything could be heard over the rush of the river above them.

And then Bacci made it worse. She waved her hand above them, dismissing the first ward. Dark water resumed its course, plunging Erick, Savral, Jane, and Bacci into total darkness. 

Somehow, it was quieter now. The ever present roar of the sewerhouse thrummed through the stone at their feet, but it was not the same sound as from the surface. The yellow-white light from above had changed, too, replaced by midnight waters all around and barely visible lights above, like distant stars. There was at least twenty feet of water above them. Maybe more. Erick imagined that if enough time passed and his eyes adjusted to the light, it might not actually be so bad down here at the bottom of the river.

But only about 5 seconds had passed since Bacci erased the upward tunnel. More than 5 seconds would have to pass for Erick to feel better about this whole situation. 

Jane grabbed his shoulder and he almost screamed. He turned. There was a tunnel leading off into the rock of the riverbed. It was big enough for an orcol and it was dry, because Bacci had put another water ward up, completely voiding the tunnel of water. Savral was already walking inside. 

Erick casually stood up and stayed up thanks to Jane, then followed Savral through the tunnel. Jane kept behind him. Bacci took one more look up, and after stepping into the tunnel, dismissed the second purple ward. The river retook its basin with little chagrin, the air bubble that was the warded space annihilated into bubbles like it was never there. The tunnel ward ended right at the river.

Further in the damp tunnel there was a room that had probably always been ‘dry’, but after a small orb of yellow light floated into the air above Bacci, Erick could tell that this room had not seen use in a long while. Bacci threw a [Cleanse] into the space. Green molds and fuzzy growths withered. The space cleared in a second. Even the air smelled cleaner, which shouldn’t have been surprising, but the room smelled fresh. Like a mountain breeze. 

Savral said, “We’ll go back out when they’re gone.”

Sudden relief! Erick collapsed to the ground near the wall of the room, his ass hitting hard, wet stone. He said, “I was not expecting this sort of strategy. I thought we’d be dying to fireballs.” 

Bacci breathed out. She gasped out a short cry, and then it was over. 

“It’s okay, Bacci.” Savral moved to her, putting his hands on her shoulders. She leaned into him. “We’re safe as can be down here.”

“I never thought we’d have to actually use this place!” She shouted, “I thought! …I don’t know what I thought. I’m worried for your father. Both him and Mog, though? They should be okay. I hope.”

Savral said, “They’ll be okay. Even if they’re walking into an ambush, or if the story of the dead rookies is true… Either way, Dad and Guildmaster Mog together are more than a match for… For most anyone.”

Now that he was a bit calmer, Erick could feel the stone vibrate with the force of the nearby river. It was the same reverberation that had always been in the Sewerhouse, though it was certainly closer, now. Erick was… Not used to it, not really. 

Which brought up another concern.

Erick said, “I thought there were monsters in the water.”

“There are.” Savral said, “Slimes.”

Bacci pulled away from Savral to sit in the back of the room. Erick felt the ambient mana shift as she began to meditate. After the initial shock was over, she wasn’t worried about anything was she?

Erick stared at the darkness, then started laughing. 

Something clicked through the stone. Like a god striking the earth from the heavens, the room shook, but it did not move. Erick’s laugh turned into a small ‘eep’. Jane stood by her father, her hand tense on his shoulder, her nails digging into his skin. 

Savral laughed. Bacci giggled. Erick and Jane were dead silent.

Jane regained her voice. “What— What was that?”

“They opened the big door!” Savral laughed out. “They didn’t check for traps?”

So… They weren’t worried. They were laughing. They were okay with this series of events. These facts, half formed in Erick’s mind, caused him to reevaluate his world. The first thing he noticed was that the tempo of the river had changed since the large click. Savral eyed the water down the tunnel, grinning. Erick and Jane eyed the water too. There wasn’t much to see, but… 

Water definitely rushed in a different direction than usual. Erick couldn’t see it from here, but he could hear it, as the right-to-left torrent combined with the sounds of… left-to-front, maybe? And something like a waterfall? There was already a smaller waterfall in the river room, but now the waterfall sounded bigger and was audible through the stone all around them.

Bacci breathed out in relief. “Give me a bit, then we can go reset the system. It should be over soon.” She closed her eyes. “Everyone thinks we have a lot of money here, but we never carry that much yellow. I'm glad our emergency training sessions weren’t a waste of time, but I would have preferred to never use this place.”

Savral said, “Honestly. Assholes come in to my house and try to rob and kill us? Serves ‘em right.”

Erick still didn’t know what exactly had happened, but Savral and Bacci looked calmer. Jane was holding it together but she was obviously unhappy, from the tension in her shoulders to the glare in her eyes, to the way her nails pierced the skin of Erick’s shoulder.

 




	
Squeezed for 1!








 

Jane instantly let go, mouthing ‘sorry.’

Erick asked, “How long can we stay here before the air runs out?”

“Runs out?” Savral asked, “Why would it run out?”

“This room is vented?”

“No. That’d be a terrible design. Someone could send an attack through the vent. If the air gets bad enough for you, use a [Cleanse].”

“… Right. Because [Cleanse] obviously restores oxygen to the air. Silly me.”

“Oxygen?”

“… Never mind.”

After a minute of nothing else happening, Jane, arms crossed, said, “I’ve never been down past the river door. I didn’t know there was a river here. Of course I could hear it, but seeing it and then jumping in was...”

Erick nodded. Yeah. That was terrifying. 

“Sorry about that, Jane.” Bacci said, “This river freaked me out for the first three years, too. Still does, sometimes. I used to swear there were slithery things in the water, but Al put a grate across the whole river one day just to prove there wasn’t. For three months, the only things we ever caught were slimes.” 

Savral said, “The only monsters in these waters are slimes… And probably oozes, now that I think about it. But primarily slimes, and only the ones that climb up into the beginning parts of the sewers. The river here moves too fast and the intake miles below is protected by a meter-thick grate with fist-sized holes. On the other side of that grate is a much larger river; there’s nothing on that side that would want to come through to this side.”

Miles below? Meter-thick grate? Things on the other side? If that was supposed to make Erick feel better about monsters in the water, it did not.

Bacci laughed once, then said, “Because fear is based on logic. How I forget sometimes.”

Savral huffed in annoyance, then leaned on the wall next to Bacci. 

He said, “If you went out and killed some monsters maybe you wouldn’t be so—”

Bacci glared at him. Like a smart man, he shut up.

That looked like the beginnings of an old argument where neither person gave any ground but the ground was already so tread it was hard to get truly upset over the whole sordid affair. Erick looked toward Jane. She was calmer now. They had had similar arguments over the years. They were in the middle of one of those arguments right now, about killing monsters. 

Erick knew he was wrong in the vast majority of cases. He also knew that—

“Why didn’t we fight?” Jane asked, “How do you know the attackers up top would want to kill us?”

Savral smiled. “I would have liked to have fought them too, but Bacci doesn’t fight and your father doesn’t either. Decisions were made years ago regarding what we’d do in case of an attack and we stuck to those decisions.”

Bacci said, “There are only two historically recorded outcomes to an attack on the sewerhouse. Either everyone who works here dies, or all the attackers do. There is no middleground. That’s why the pay is so good. Us hiding like this is a version of the second outcome.” She stressed. “You might not understand this yet since you’re not from Veird…” She looked at Jane. “Or maybe you’re very familiar with the concept. It’s called the ‘Illusion of Levels’. It’s a famous essay written at the start of the Script that’s still relevant to this day, but you’re already experienced with this, I think. When you were taking down level 25s in the training rings, at what? Level 5?”

“Yeah. Levels 5 through 8.”

“There are no easy fights." Bacci said, "Levels are an illusion. People die through critical hits all the time, no matter their HP or other defenses. The most likely outcome of a fight was Savral and you surviving. In the very best case, Erick —you’re a great guy— but you would hesitate when it came to killing a killer, and—”

A green glow came from the tunnel. 

Bacci reacted first. A purple haze filled the air. Savral reacted second. Gleaming black, he moved in front of the tunnel right as a green dot floated into sight, smashing right into Savral. Cloying green mist flowed across black armor, filling the air of the small room. Almost all of Bacci’s purple ward faded as a small blue box scrolled across Erick’s eyes.

 




	
147 absorbed!








 

And then another.

 




	
Decay! 21 absorbed!

Decay! 4 damage!








 

“Erick! [Ward]!” Bacci shouted. “As strong as you can!” 

Before she could tell him to make it as strong as he could, he was already casting. Erick dumped 450 mana into a [Ward]. White glitters filled the air.

 




	
Decay! 25 absorbed!








 

Almost a quarter of Erick’s [Ward] faded as everyone in the room took decay damage.

Savral waved his hand through the air. Five drops of light appeared, hovering, quivering. Waiting for something. Two more decay messages came and went. Almost all of Erick’s [Ward] was gone. Sweat broke out across his back and neck as a stab of fear crawled into his mind. The next decay message did not come. 

Bacci said, “That was an expensive attack. Tracking, Decay, force bomb base spell. Almost 250 damage to each of us. Didn’t blow up when it touched the water. Maybe 300 mana. 400, badly cast.”

A green glow appeared far down the tunnel, in the water of the river. Two of Savral’s light drops whipped out from their hovering positions, racing down the tunnel to crash into two green flickers. Green explosions of light rocked the dark river, one right after the other. 

Erick and Jane tensed. 

Bacci calmly said, “900 mana gone. If it’s a Will-Mage we might not need to worry. If it’s a Focus-Mage then we need a different plan.”

Jane muttered, “I’m completely outclassed.”

“Me too,” Erick said. “I need to do better. If we survive.”

“… Yeah.” Jane nodded. “Yeah.” She asked Bacci, “What can I do? I’ve got 530 mana and [Ward] 6.”

Bacci said, “Put a 500 point Ward on top of Savral and both of you start meditating.”

The air blinked white. Erick and Jane both pulled mana into their bodies as they forced themselves into a Rest state, transforming their mana per day recovery into mana per hour.

“Done,” Jane said. “Meditating.” 

Bacci stood. “I’ll run out part 2 of the trap.” 

Savral stepped aside as Bacci walked forward. Another two of Savral’s light drops shot forward to intercept two more green glows, exploding them inside of the river. Erick guessed that the green mist still appeared, but was instantly washed away. Savral waved his hand again, setting five more light drops into the air, to wait for another attack.

Bacci stood in direct sight of the river, darkness rushing past the edge of her purple water ward four feet away. She raised her arms. Purple light flooded forward, taking shape into a wedge.

Half of the entire dark torrent shifted upward as Bacci’s purple light flickered, then broke, and the river washed down again, back into its basin. Bacci did it again. And then a third time, each repetition lasting a little longer than the one before. After the fifth repetition, she left her ward active for a full minute.

Erick felt the world shake under him, like an earthquake, every time Bacci redirected the flow of the river. With every repetition he felt a little bit smaller. 

Bacci lowered her hands. She said, “Two kills. Both after the second ramp. 2% participation for 58000 experience apiece, meaning level 20s. Maybe exactly level 20?”

“I think you’re right.” Savral sighed, “Young idiots.”

All four of them waited for something more to happen.

 

- - - - 

 

Twenty minutes passed. 

Savral said, “They’re gone.”

Bacci agreed, “One way or the other.” 

Erick asked, “How do we get out of here?”

“Easily.” Bacci said, “But there’s a chain of events that happens when a place like the sewerhouse is attacked.” She turned to Savral. “What would your father want us to do?”

“Preserve the secrecy of the trap. We go out and chase away any guards that might be snooping.”

“Right. Okay.” Bacci rolled her shoulders, then raised her arms towards the river. “Follow the path, walk up the stairs. I’ll go last.” Purple glitter extended into the water, pushing it aside as the [Ward] made a path to the left. She lowered her arms and stepped into the tunnel through the water. “Should be good.”

Savral took point. He was weaponless, just as he had been at the start of all this, but he had his claws and his armor. Bacci waved Erick and Jane forward into the tunnel with her. Jane walked forward. Erick almost had to be pulled inside, but a pointed glare from Jane set him to rights. 

They walked in the darkness, forward through the river. The [Ward] tunnel ended in an upward path. Most of the river rushed to the side, but a lot of it rushed up that path, until Bacci created another [Ward], completely encapsulating the space. Up they went, hands slightly out so they didn’t slip on the stone and fall back down. 

The upward path took them through winding tunnels, up, down, then through another twist, finally ending in a great opening with a familiar light on the other side. A huge vault door hung open at the end of the tunnel, into a familiar space beyond. Bacci had to reapply her [Ward] a few times for them to get here, the river hugging the back of the last [Ward] all the way to this point; the main room of the four settling pools. The four smaller metal doors in the room were also open, but two of them had been battered inward hard enough to twist the metal into the frame.

Savral hopped into the main room and cast those five drops of light again before moving off to the side, to the nearest settling room. He looked in the room. He cast some sort of spell, blinking black light into the air that rolled outward, touching walls and continuing to bounce, but seeming to do nothing.

“I don’t see or sense anyone.” Savral frowned. “The Mage Guild isn’t going to be happy.”

“Check the other rooms, Savral.” Bacci stepped into the main room and threw a massive [Cleanse] into the center. She smiled as the air cleared. “That’s a bit better.” She turned around and gestured for Jane and Erick to come forward. “Pop a damage absorbing ward if it looks like we have trouble, Jane.”

Both of them stepped down into the room. The three of them, together, watched Savral move from room to room, closing the doors as he went. When he came to a broken door, he cast [Mend]. Metal untwisted, popping the metal door back into a proper configuration. Savral then closed those doors, too. When all four settling room doors were closed, he moved back to the large vault door. Bacci made a smaller, more localized purple ward over the space that the vault door would occupy when closed. Savral closed the vault door, locking it tight, then [Mended] the whole thing three times. The vault metal moved slighty after the first [Mend], then slightly again after the second. The third [Mend] did nothing. 

Bacci dismissed the tunnel [Ward], waited a second, then dismissed the [Ward] over the vault door. 

A tap of water hit the other side of the vault door. There were no leaks. 

The rest of the night passed in a slowly unwinding terror as no other dangers appeared. The city guards appeared, of course, but Savral was the one charged with giving the official report. Erick and Jane, as they were both guests and new in town, were side-eyed by the guards, but they were not officially questioned. Savral even stepped in when two guards tried to ask unofficial questions, on two different occasions. Bacci resumed her guise of a scared girl.

The city guard took it upon itself to guard the Sewerhouse for the remainder of the night, but they were not allowed inside. Apparently, Jane and Erick’s jaunt into the inner workings of the Sewerhouse was quite an anomaly, and both Savral and Bacci told them so on multiple occasions. 

Besides the guards doing their guarding duty, Bacci asked Erick to help her [Cleanse] and [Mend] the various broken parts of the Sewerhouse. The river had gone all the way up out onto the street, though the guards took care of that specific cleanup. During the interior cleanup, it became apparent that Al’s office and the three Rest rooms were ruined by more than just the river. Burn marks decorated a lot of the space. Why the intruders would have bothered fireballing this space, no one had any idea.

While Erick and Bacci cleaned and repaired, Jane and Savral made dinner. When they finished, it was a late dinner, but it was good. They were all alive, and the danger had passed. 

The investigators would be out tomorrow to [Scry] and [Witness] Savral’s story for themselves, but for now, it was over. 

Al showed up at midnight, angry as a rabid dragon when he saw the city guards standing guard, but his anger quickly dwindled as Savral stepped into view, safe. Al broke into tears, rushing his son and almost crushing the large dragonkin in his orcol arms. It was good that Bacci, Erick, and Jane were alive, too, but none of them mattered to Al as much as Savral mattered. 

Al’s anger at seeing what remained of his office, though, that would stick around for a while.

 

- - - -
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Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 7, Class: None

Exp: 1823/2100

Class: -/-

Points: 4





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
510/510


	
532 per day





	
Strength


	
8


	
+0


	
[8]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 




	
Concentration 7

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.66

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 48/2100








 




	
Discipline 6

Multiply your base MP by 2.55

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 76/1300








 




	
Ward 5, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 150/800








 




	
Mana Shaping 3

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 10/300








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 170/800








 




	
Mend 4, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or small complicated, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 50/500








 




	
Meditation 5

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Slow movement

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 543/800








 

Erick woke up early. He couldn’t sleep. He could only stare at his skills, wondering where he had gone wrong.

One [Ward] last night was all he was good for, and it was eaten by one attack.

No, wait. Not one attack. The [Ward] was eaten by the decay damage of one attack. If it was his [Ward] up there instead of Bacci’s at the beginning, they would have all died.

No. That’s not right either.

He would have died. Just him. Jane has over 500 HP. Savral for sure has more than that. Bacci might, too? No way of knowing and it was rude to ask.

And the enemy threw… Like 5 of those green fireballs. Erick couldn’t remember. It was probably 5. If Savral had cast those drops of light faster, maybe the first green fireball would never have happened. Then Erick would have been completely useless.

“Hey, Dad.” Jane was looking at him from the other couch. “You’re awake too, huh?”

Erick sat up. “I’m awake.”

“I was completely useless.” Jane stared up at the darkened room. There were a lot of things broken in the attack, and the specialized wards that were the light orbs were one of them. Al replaced some of them, but not the one in this room; not yet. “I don’t even have [Mend] or [Cleanse], so I was useless on cleanup, too.”

Erick didn’t want to argue with that. She was right. 

No. Wait. She was wrong.

“You saved my life jumping me into that river. I could never have done that on my own.” Erick stressed, “You’re good at this, Jane. This fighting, this protecting. You’re a shield, and you’re damn good at it. You just need some time to adjust to a world with magic and murderers.” He added, “Well. More murderers than Earth. Maybe. Maybe not. I’m not solid on the actual numbers, but I’m pretty sure that earthling bank robbers try not to kill anyone.”

Jane looked at him. She smiled. She whispered, “Thank you, Dad.” 

A minute passed in the darkness. Erick thought Jane might want to say something else, so he left space open for her, and he was still concentrating on how to fix his HP. Did he really want to dump almost 7 levels into getting his Strength to 20? He could. But should he?

Unlocking a Scion skill took a base stat of 50. Which meant levels in the 30s, at least, which would be the level of a proper adventurer; someone who goes out into the countryside and rids the world of threats to civilization. Erick did not think that was a realistic goal for him. He didn’t want to go out and kill wolves, no matter how much experience they granted, but he would have to if he didn’t want to be stuck at 18. 

Apparently, skills only gave you experience until they hit level 10.

Even if a person only took skills that gained them experience, they’d cap out at level 23.

All of this was explained in the math on the papers Al wrote up. Those had mostly survived the attack, and when Erick [Mend]ed them, he took a minute to read the underlined TL;DRs at the bottom. 

Jane had correctly deduced that the numbers behind the Script’s experience requirements was the Fibonacci Sequence. Jane was happy about that —because vindication— but also worried because of massively compounding leveling requirements. Most everyone who was not an adventurer got their necessary skills then dumped points into the base stats to get them to 20, and then budgeted one or two more points for the 2x – 3x HP, MP, or the recovery skills, and then called it a life. Usually sticking to the 20 strength one, or the 20 willpower one. Jane getting three base stats up to 20 and then taking the multiplier skills, all before she was a rookie adventurer, was a path only for those who started off with high numbers in every stat. Which she had.

Or a path for those who got some extra points. Which she also had. Thank you Irogh. 

… And that crash in the desert, I guess. In a way. 

In an unkind and traumatizing way. Seriously though. I think I might have a thing against heights now. I completely froze at the river room ledge. I had just seen Bacci jump. Why couldn’t I?

Jane said, “What are you thinking about?”

“Numbers and stats and how abysmal my HP is.”

“You can get that up to 12 or 14 Strength without spending points, you know.” 

“No. I didn’t know that.” Erick asked, “How?”

“The healers at the Guildhouse thought I might have had monster-meat poisoning because I was trouncing level 25s in the training ring, but they cleared me for combat after an examination. Apparently, one of the big reasons those monster meat sandwiches we bought were so popular is because eating most monsters gives the body a natural, permanent boost in Strength. You just can’t overdo it or you’ll poison yourself, and it only works till 20 strength, though 20 would take decades so most people don’t do that. It works best when you’re below 14 Strength, anyway. Part of the dragonkin culture —of all Veird culture, actually— is adding a little bit of monster meat to children’s meals.”

That was really good news. Erick smiled in the darkness. “Is that 20 Strength how you were able to treat me like a 40 pound sack of potatoes?”

“That was mostly adrenaline.” She laughed, small and happy. “Maybe a bit of it was the 20 Strength.”

“So what you’re saying, is I should go and buy some dragonkin children’s lunchables.”

Jane laughed again, louder this time. “God! Do you remember when I was 12 and you filled the fridge with those things? Those were terrible!”

“I only bought one package of them on a lark, but then you went and grabbed a box every day for a week, rushing out of the door, barely saying ‘hi’ to me as you ran to the bus stop. I thought you loved them.” Erick laughed. “You’re the reason you ended up eating those for a year.”

“I don’t remember that. What I remember is you looking happy stuffing one in my backpack.” 

“They were so easy! I was always so tired, too, working two or three jobs before I got that community job.”

“Yeah… I remember that.” 

A moment passed. 

Erick said, “I would’ve had 15 starter Strength when I was 22.”

Jane laughed. 

“I had abs for days! Always in the gym! Maybe even 16 starter Strength.”

Jane laughed louder. 

A few second later, a light appeared in the hallway, casting a glow across the entrance to the room. 

“Hello? You two awake?” Savral said, “There’s still breakfast if you want some.”

Jane leapt at the chance. “Hell yes I do!”

Erick followed her up the stairs.

 

- - - - 

 

Breakfast was mostly over by the time Erick and Jane got to the dining room on the second floor. There wasn’t enough to feed an orcol, but there was still plenty left to feed two hungry humans. 

As they were eating, Erick said, “I want to get better at this job, but also afford a house of my own for Jane and I. And last night was terrifying. I hope to never be here again for an attack like that. Is this a problem? What happens now?”

Jane watched as Al answered.

“It’s not a problem.” Al smiled faintly as he leaned back in his chair. “Bacci is taking a vacation while the pools replenish and I redo the layout of this place. Savral is going adventuring into Ar’Kendrithyst with some of his friends. The sewerhouse is closed for now. I’ll still pay you for learning the job, of course, either 10 gold per tenday, or 1 gold a day, however you wish. 

“But yes, you might want to look into some outside work. The Mage Guild has listings for young mages. Mostly odd jobs around town, like replacing [Ward] lights, mending, and cleansing. [Grow] can always earn you some money or food out on the fields, especially if you Aurify it and can hold that aura for an entire day. Replacing [Ward] lights can earn you some passable money if you have a good eye for color, and if you have some artistic talent then a lighting job might become a nice source of gold.” He quickly added, “You’d have to get [Ward] up to 10 if you want to take those warding jobs. No one wants lights that only last a day.”

Erick said, “Thanks. I’ll look into that, after I finish three iterations.”

Al smiled wider. “Of course.”

Jane looked to Savral. “Do you have space for—”

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m not taking anyone under 20, no matter how good you are.” 

Al looked to Jane. “I agree with that assessment. It’s too dangerous.”

Savral added, “Especially without any basic gear. No weapons, no armor, no plus-Base-stat accessories. It’s a thousand gold investment in gear to start adventuring. You should look into joining a party into the Crystal Forest. The monsters there are better than slimes.”

Jane smiled. She nodded. “I’ll look into that.”

“In other news...” Al looked out the window, down toward the street. “The city investigators will be here before noon. I would like it if you two added your stories to my son’s. Be aware that they’ll question you rather hard, but there should be no violence, no matter how much they threaten.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll work through some iterations before they come and then go out to the Mage Guild.”

“Me too,” Jane said. “But the Adventurer’s Guild.”

 

- - - -

 

While Jane practiced her craft by throwing out 500 point [Ward]s and then meditating until the investigators showed, Al took Erick around to try Erick’s hand at crafting light [Ward]s. The relevant part of [Ward] for this task came from [Ward 3]. 

 




	
Ward 3, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

...

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

...

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 








 

They stood in the front room. The doors to the street were shut and locked, while the room itself was barely lit, save for a single light orb hanging in the front, over where the glass display case was located. The glass case had been found and [Mend]ed last night, but it was empty. The rad dust and individual rads were likely swept out by the river flood that Bacci used to clear the sewerhouse of threats. If the rads weren’t in someone’s pocket or nestled in the cracks of the city outside of the sewerhouse, then there was no telling where they had gone.

“Watch me first, then you can try to do the other ones.”

Al lifted his hands to the ceiling to the left of the closed front door. Mana swirled around him, a dark black glitter the same shade as Savral’s, but the black shifted to yellow. A [Ward] sprang up above his hands like a cradled sun, blossoming into pure white-gold light. 

He lowered his hands. “There’s one light. It’s a short one for now. I can do permanent level 10 ones for about 300 mana apiece, but I might be changing up the sewerhouse completely in the coming month.” He looked around. “Go ahead and make anything you wish. Spend all your mana and learn how to make some proper lights. Mana Shaping can help you with this process, so you might use that to get an initial feel for how to shape a special [Ward], but level 3 of [Ward] does not require you to use Mana Shaping to make a perfect special ward. You’ll figure it out.” He stood up straight. “Before I forget. Do you want to be paid daily, or every 10 day?”

Erick thought for a second. “Daily for now would be great.”

Al took his hand and placed ten gold pieces in the center of Erick’s palm.

“Uh?” 

He tried to hand it back, but Al refused. 

“This is not a perfect, calm job. There is a hazard to working here. Hopefully you won’t have to experience something like that more than once or twice in your career.” He smiled. “Bacci made it five years before she actually had to use the training I demanded of her.”

Erick looked at the gold in his hands, then put it in his pocket. “Thanks, Al.”

“You should look into opening a bank account at the Mage Guild today while you’re there.”

Erick smiled. “I probably will.”

 

- - - -

 

“No! Not like that!” Al waved his hand through the malformed purple and blue [Ward]. It moved at his touch. It was not supposed to move at his touch. “Have you never seen the sun?”

“That is literally the 6th specialty [Ward] I have ever made.”

“Bah!” Al shook his head, walking away. “Put up lights wherever. I don’t care.”

“I’m out of mana.”

Al stormed out of the room.

Meditating on his failures and [Meditating] for his MP, Erick watched the flows of mana around him, trying to understand the difference between his 6 horribly misshapen light orbs and Al’s perfect white-gold orb. 

He was not understanding much. 

180 exp to Mana Shaping and 323 exp to [Ward], though. The ‘varies’ part of [Ward 3] was hard to pin down, but it was easily 50+ mana to make a light ward actually light up, not to mention take the proper shape. That tracked with what Al had said waited at [Ward 10], when compared to his own admission that it took 300 mana to make a good light orb.

 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

...

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

...

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

...

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 

The problem was, that this was the first part of the Script that seemed more about ability than numbers. It took skill to shape mana. It also took experience —not Experience— to know how to do what you were trying to accomplish. 

Being told how to cook a steak was not as great a teacher as actually cooking the steak yourself. 

And you know? Having specialty [Ward]s turn out this way was actually the best thing that had happened to Erick since coming to Veird and witnessing this weird magic system that was way too numerical. Where was the whimsy? Where was the imagination? 

Where was the magic?

Well, as it turns out, the magic was always there. Erick just needed to get to the level where he could start mixing and matching the Script through his own personal lens. 

His MP returned fast enough.

Erick created many, many more [Wards], going through three more iterations with a distribution of 180 exp to Mana Shaping and 321 exp to [Ward] going down, and 500+ exp in [Meditation] going up. 

There were some level ups in there. Erick ignored those. There was a lot of exhaustion; Erick tried to ignore that. And still, he continued. This was really, really fun. 

He wasn’t even done, but already the front room was awash in horrible and malformed light orbs, some lime and blue, others orange and purple. Some were red and crimson, swirling and ebbing a violent light. Two were pale blue wisps that shimmered in the air like mirages, casting glows as powerful as any other bright light, but barely visible themselves. Three were almost perfect spheres of white gold, except one was as radiant as a phosphorus burn. That one had to be dispelled immediately. The other two were too dim to ever be useful.

So. 

Progress.

Not very good progress, but taken together as a whole, the room was quite—

“This is a mess,” said Savral. 

Erick glared at him. “It’s not that bad! I think it’s quite pretty.”

“No way, dude.”

Jane came up the stairs behind him. “Wow, Dad. Looking kinda abstract up in here.”

Next came Al. “Not… Not great. Progress though!”

“I’m getting there!” Erick frowned at his latest specimen. It was a green thing that looked almost like cut glass and glowed like it was radioactive. “This one is kinda pretty. I don’t know how I got it to look like crystal glass, but I like it.” 

Jane stood next to him, looking at the green light orb. “Looks like Mountain Dew.”

“It is NOT Mountain Dew. It’s Depression Glass. Like at Grandma’s. You know?”

Jane slapped a fist into her hand. “Oh! It’s glass armor and weapons from The Elder Scrolls!”

Erick said, “I don’t know what that is.”

Savral asked Al, “Do you have any idea what they’re talking about?”

“Nope.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Erick changed the subject back to his light orbs. “I’m getting there!” He gestured to the green glass orb. “I want to keep at this kind of orb. I think it’s pretty. What do you think?”

Al stepped closer to the orb. He put his hand through the space. The [Ward] distorted, grains of wardlight clinging to his fingers, like pulling sand up from under the waves of a beach. Slowly, the grains fell back to their place on the green glass orb, but the damage had been done. The illusion of glass had been broken. Al’s fingers left a mark on the [Ward] that could not be healed. 

“You broke it,” Erick said.

“I like the idea and the execution.” Al said, “But you still need to learn how to mimic sunlight. Are you still using Mana Shaping in conjunction with the casting of the [Ward]?”

“Yeah.”

“Try it without Mana Shaping. How many iterations are you at?”

Erick looked up. How many had it been? “Four? I think?”

Al’s face broke into a big smile. “Good man! Aurify?”

“Almost.”

“Excellent!”

*Knock Knock*

“Right! Them. The reason we came downstairs.” Savral strode to the front door and opened it wide. “Sorry about that. We got distracted in the front room.”

Two dragonkin in well tailored clothes walked into the sewerhouse, both of them with leather shoulderbags wrapped around their torsos. It was a jarring look, but it seemed like they moved comfortably. Both immediately gawked at the light orbs. 

Savral added, “The male human is working on his light orbs.”

“They’re quite…” The bluescale male dragonkin said, “Something.”

Yellowscale said—

“Oh! I know you.” Erick smiled. “Hello, Hera.”

Hera smiled wide at Erick. “Are these yours?”

“This is attempt 1 through 24 of making a light orb. I kinda deviated into art somewhere along the line, and a few were too ugly or too bright so they had to go. I thought you were a prosecutor?” 

“I am.” She stepped over to the blue-mirage light orb. She said, “Nearly invisible light. I like it.”

Bluescale grunted at her. 

She said, “Right. Right. Let’s get down to it. Felair will be casting [Witness] while I [Scry]. When we’re done we will have some words for you all.” She looked around. “Where is Miss Kygron?”

Savral spoke with an edge to his voice. “Bacci is at her house preparing for a vacation. The sewerhouse is closing for a month and a lot of us are going our separate ways for a while.”

Hera frowned. “This looks bad on her.”

“She didn’t do shit.” Savral said, “No one here did.”

“We’ll determine that for ourselves.” Bluescale said, “Thanks for greeting us —eventually— but you can go away now until we need you. Stand in your corners. Whatever. Just don’t get in the way.”

“Don’t vanish just yet.” Hera said, “I need to see all of your Statuses. You can show me now, or—”

Savral said, “Where’s your warrant.”

“I am with my son on this.” Al stood firm. “I’m going to need to see the warrant before I show you my status, and it will be done in private.”

Hera produced a slip of paper from her shoulderbag then handed it to Al. While he read the paper, Erick wondered at how easy it was to counterfeit things in this world, like coins, or identifications, or government search warrants. Savral and Jane craned their necks to look at the paper in Al’s hands.

Al handed the warrant back to Hera. “Fine. Come to my office when you’re ready to read mine.”

“I’ll be upstairs,” Savral said. 

“I’ll be downstairs,” Jane said, and then left, following Al.

“Well here’s mine.” Erick said, “Status: Reveal All.”

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 9, Class: None

Exp: 247/5500

Class: -/-

Points: 8





	
HP


	
80/80


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
532/532


	
532 per day





	
Strength


	
8
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Vitality 
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Concentration 7

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.66

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 2060/2100








 




	
Discipline 7

Multiply your base MP by 2.66

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 788/2100








 




	
Ward 6, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 642/1300








 




	
Mana Shaping 4

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 430/500








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 170/800








 




	
Mend 4, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or small complicated, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 50/500








 




	
Meditation 7

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Normal movement, small actions/spells.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 455/2100








 

Huh. He leveled quite a bit. No wonder [Meditation] felt so much better. He could even cast ‘small spells’ and take ‘small actions’ when meditating, whatever that meant. And look at that [Ward], it was up to 6! He could make a personal [Ward] now. Cool. And he wasn’t feeling quite so bad about spending so much… mana…

Nope. No, that wasn’t true. Mana Exhaustion was creeping on strong. He could use a nap.

He probably wouldn’t get a nap, today.

Hera swiped her hands through the floating blue boxes, dismissing them. She looked at him oddly, then the scales on her face tinted pink. She looked away, saying, “Sorry. Terribly sorry.”

He laughed. “That bad, huh! I’m the one who should be embarrassed, but I’d like to know what is so embarrassing.”

Hera looked like she didn’t want to speak but she couldn’t help herself. She blurted out, “You’re still leveling basic skills?”

“Ahh… Yeah. I’m not from around here. Still getting used to the Script. Human, yes. Extra planar, too. Or something. Irogh said something along those lines.”

“Oh?” Hera’s blush faded. She nodded. “That explains a lot.” She eyed him up and down. “Nothing bad… You are a human, but not like any of the ones I’ve ever met. This explains a lot. Including how easily you got a Silver Star.”

“So what next? Do I… spit in a cup? You touch my forehead and experience the last week of my life? You do a Deep Scan on me, whatever that means.”

“A Deep Scan? … No.” She frowned, like Erick was a child needing guidance. “You really are new to Veird.” She pulled a small glass stone from her shoulder bag. “I’m going to ask you some questions...”

 

            


014


                “Have you ever ventured into Ar’Kendrithyst to deliver information on Spur’s Incani population to the neighboring town of Frontier, or any other human settlement?”

Hera’s questions had gotten progressively more esoteric as the interview turned from ‘some questions’ into an hour-long interrogation, with more than a few of her inquiries asked in subtly different ways than she had before. When it looked like the interview would take more than two minutes, Erick suggested they move to the couch nearby. Hera agreed. Now it seemed like he was stuck to the couch, forever forced to answer the same damn questions over and over. Erick hoped that his torture would be over soon.

“No. I have never been in Ar’Kendrithyst or delivered information to any humans, anywhere.”

The stone in Hera’s hand glowed pink, meaning that Erick had lied somewhere along the way.

Hera eyed him.

“Uh. I have never been in Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Green stone.

“I have never delivered information to any humans in Frontier.”

Green stone.

“I have never delivered information to any humans anywhere.”

Pink stone—

“OH! Right. I probably delivered a lot of non-Veird information to many humans back on Earth through the years.” He went back to answering Hera’s question, “I have never delivered any information on any incani anywhere to any humans on Veird, except for to my daughter Jane. You know… Because they’re out to kill us.”

Green stone, throughout. 

Hera wrote down notes onto a pad of paper she used for the interview. She wrote for a full minute. She straightened her back. “Final question—”

Oh thank god.

“Do you know last night’s Sewerhouse intruders, what they wanted, or anything about them, at all?”

“They attacked fast, but Savral and Bacci responded fast, too. They saved our lives. That’s all I know about what happened last night, except that the attackers used some green fireballs that caused Decay, which I already described to you. And I almost died.” He added, “The intruders might have come for the rads? I honestly don’t know.”

Green stone.

Hera put away her interview equipment, saying, “Thank you for your time, Mister Flatt. If only all my victims were this easy to talk to.”

“Victims?” Erick chuckled. He felt annoyed and angry after an hour of questions, but he wouldn’t call himself a victim. It wasn’t that bad. “You make yourself sound sinister.” But maybe she meant what she said? 

“Ah. That’s not what… You’re right.” Hera moved to the back of the room, heading toward the other three interviews she had to give. “I hope Spur treats you better than it has.”

Erick laid down on the couch while Hera walked downstairs. The interview was over! 

… Now he had to wait for all the others to finish.

Damn.

He almost fell asleep on the couch, right there and then, but someone cleared their throat across the room. Oh. Right. Bluescale was still there. Wasn’t he in a trance, staring at the ceiling? When did that stop?

Felair said, “[Witness] revealed you’re all innocent of any wrongdoing, and that’s what I’m telling Merit. The Mage Guild is going to bitch, claim you should have defended the Sewerhouse, but they’re idiots. They weren’t here.” He moved toward the back of the room, muttering, “And that fool child needs to [Scry] already but she can’t help gnawing on a secret.”

Erick barely watched as Felair descended the stairs. His eyes were already closed.

Naps are wonderful. 

 

- - - - 

 

Jane poked him awake, saying, “They’re gone and we’re done, Dad. Let’s go get lunch. Al’s buying.”

“I most certainly am!” Al said. “You all did great last night and deserve a reward.”

Erick stomach rumbled. Lunch was a great idea. 

Al treated them to a restaurant meal in the Orcol District. The prices were huge. The meal was massive. The people all around him were so beautiful, and so tall, that Erick had to keep his eyes down at the food the whole time. They ate a lot, and it was quite good, but if asked to describe his meal, Erick would have flubbed something about ‘good meat’ and ‘nice atmosphere’. 

Al introduced Jane and Erick to several remarkably pretty people. Jane might later recognize whoever they talked to, but Erick could only hope that he hadn’t embarrassed himself by openly staring. 

Every single orcol was a physical masterpiece. Beautiful shades of cream-green, to ebony-green, to forest green, with luxurious hair, piercing eyes of every color from red to blue to black, tiny and cute fangs or big and menacing fangs, sharp jaws and firm asses, and muscles and breasts and—

When lunch was over, Erick was thankful that he hadn’t made an ass of himself. Or, if he had, that no one had mentioned his wandering gaze. 

It wasn’t till they were one street away from the Sewerhouse that Erick noticed something slightly different in his Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 9, Class: None

Exp: 247/5500

Class: -/-

Points: 8





	
HP


	
90/90


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
532/532


	
532 per day





	
Strength


	
9


	
+0


	
[9]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]








 

He checked his notices and— Yup! There it was. 

 




	
Congratulations!

You have grown Stronger

+1 Strength!








 

“I got plus 1 Strength from that meal.”

Al laughed loud, patting him on the back, almost sending him sprawling to the ground.

Savral laughed too, saying, “Only took a hundred gold of monster meat.”

Erick paled. 

Al just laughed again, saying, “You all survived! Be happy!”

 

- - - -

 

“Hey, Jane? Have you seen our cellphones?”

 

They were back at the sewerhouse, preparing to move on to do their own things for the rest of the day, which mostly meant giving Jane most of the gold Al gave him so she wouldn’t have to immediately go out and risk her life killing monsters. Erick liked it that way. 

But he did not like that look she was giving him right now.

Jane stared at him. “You didn’t.”

A chill crept up Erick’s spine. Jane’s eyes were filled with an icy fury.

“I took it… out…” He took his phone out of his pants the night before last, and never put it back on his person. The batteries were dead. It was dead weight. Why would he want to carry it around? Besides, the Sewerhouse was a pretty safe location. “Uh.”

Jane deflated, crashing her ass onto the couch. “You lost it, didn’t you.”

“Neither of us have our wallets either so—”

“Wallets are just paper and IDs that don’t matter! Our phones are actual technology!”

“They’re dead weight! I didn’t even consider that it might be lost until now!”

Erick waited for her to say something. She turned to stare at the wall.

“It’s okay, Dad.” Jane sighed, her fury ebbing away. “I still have mine. It might be dead weight but it’s never left my pocket. I couldn’t find much from home in the wreckage of last night. I had hoped you would keep yours on your person too. There are photos on there. Music. Books and more. But I guess that doesn’t matter.” 

Thinking about it like that… That wasn’t a viewpoint Erick considered. He never really took pictures with his phone… Or did anything with it that Jane apparently did. 

“I’m sorry, Jane.”

“I hoped to use them to talk to each other, too, someday. Find a spell to utilize whatever was already there… So while I’m off wherever and you’re somewhere else we can still talk to each other. Maybe you’d stay here? Maybe we move to another city? I don’t want to go to Frontier or to any human city, though. Military service is mandatory for humans. So Spur is good. But our phones! I… I had hoped…”

I’m sorry, Jane.

“Oh!” Jane looked up. She smiled wide. She said, “Irogh duplicated my D&D book! He might be able to do that for my cellphone.” Relief washed over her. “He probably won’t, but that’s okay. If the magic exists at all I might be able to duplicate my cellphone on my own some day.” She looked away. “Though ‘duplicate’ doesn’t appear when I search the Script.”

And just like that, Jane was full of joy. Her enthusiasm washed over Erick and he smiled.

Jane muttered, “Too bad I can’t seem to find anything I want in the Script.”

Erick had searched the Script for abilities he might want to use, too, but nothing ever jumped out at him, screaming ‘PICK ME PICK ME’. All of it looked rather bland, truthfully. 

There were the basic damage spells in all varieties; beam, cone, missile, expanding wave, etcetera, and of course your telekinesis and your other fantasy mumbo jumbo, like [Conjure Weapon] and [Conjure Armor]. Erick only really knew about all that fantasy junk because Jane loved her D&D, and he wanted to be a part of her life. He wasn’t an expert on the genre at all, but he knew enough to know that some staples were clearly missing from the Script’s searchable database of skills. 

Where was [Fly]? Where was [Turn into Toad], or whatever they called it around here? Where was [Create Food] and [Create Water]? Where was [Create Illusion]?

You know… Flying would be pretty cool.

Erick asked, “Have you come across [Fly] somewhere in the script?”

“No.” Jane sighed, loud. “I’m guessing [Fly] is one of the ‘Old Wizard’ spells, and has been reduced to its component parts strewn throughout the Script. Maybe it’s sort of self-[Ward], combined with some other skills. Anti-gravity? I don’t know, Dad.”

“Oh. Right. Combining magic.” 

Erick was almost disgusted by magic all over again. It was too formulaic! It was too numerical! But that was how this reality functioned. So Erick played around with the Script for a moment, thinking how to make a good [Fly] spell. Soon, he was poking at a blue box in front of him that read [Telekinesis].

 




	
Telekinesis 1, instant, self, 10 MP

Slowly move minor objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell.

 

Purchase for 1 point? Yes/No








 

No.

“How about [Telekinesis] and a personal [Ward]? Not level 1, obviously.”

Jane read the air in front of her. She said, “Might be.” She cocked her head. “1 minute per spell level seems useful, too. Maybe I’ll take [Telekinesis]… after I ask Al.”

“Ask Al about what?” Al poked his head into the room. “I couldn’t help but overhear spell talk.”

Jane said, “[Telekinesis] and a personal [Ward]. Would that make [Fly]?”

Al stepped into the room, moving to the empty couch, saying, “You’d want a personal anti-gravity [Ward] tuned to negate whatever of your own weight you’re comfortable with, as well as a level 10 [Telekinesis]. This is so that you can move quickly and hover without concentrating on holding yourself in a hover. A good version of the spell would cost somewhere between 100 and 150 mana and last 20 or so minutes.”

Erick stepped out of the room, saying, “That’s all great to know. See you later.”

“Before you go!” 

Erick stepped back into the room.

Al said, “Before you go, I need to ask you two something. Are you two interested in living in the Sewerhouse? I’m redoing the whole thing and I could add a third floor. It would mean you would be here for any future attacks. I offer this to all of my apprentices when I feel that they have what it takes to go the distance, but they usually turn me down.”

Erick looked to Jane. “Thoughts?”

“Thank you, Al. You’ve been very kind to us. But I want to live off my own power.” Jane stood. “I think… I need to start killing monsters today.”

Damn. So she was going to start today? Erick wasn’t happy about that, but he kept that thought to himself. He said, “Thank you for your hospitality, Al, but I can’t go through an attack like that again.” Erick said, “I agree with what Jane is saying, too.”

“Had to ask.” Al smiled. “But, Jane, don’t go anywhere just yet. Let’s talk magic. Warriors are boring. No one should be a warrior. You should be a Scion of Focus, like your father! I’d even grudgingly accept Scion of Willpower, but warriors are a terrible option. I was so disappointed when Savral chose to go that route.”

Jane sat right back down, ready to debate. “I’m already considering what you’ve said about Scion of Focus, but what I really want to talk about is spell creation. I have ideas for many spells that, as far as I can see, just don’t exist.”

“This is also a good topic.” Al leaned back in his couch, getting comfortable. 

As Jane verbalized possible spells and how to get them, Al honed her ideas, not-so-subtly weaving in his own ideas regarding Scion of Focus. Erick quickly decided that the whole thing was ‘too magical for him’ and hiked up the stairs. The rainbow shine of the front room greeted him with the warm glows and vibrant colors of almost two dozen malformed light orbs, but he left that behind too, as he stepped out onto the street. He turned south, headed toward the Mage Guild. 

And yes, he was aware of the irony of fleeing a conversation about magic, only to pursue a conversation about magic in a different location. 

 

- - - -

 

The Mage Guild District was glitter and luxury. Everything was done in grey-brown stone with huge clear windows, with [Ward] lights on every corner illuminating well-tended streets. The Mage’s District was a part of town that was not half-deserted, like the Adventurer’s Guild District, but it was also a quarter the size. There weren’t many people on the street, though the alchemist shops and general stores and magical item emporiums were all active, with people either milling through aisles of herbs, or speaking to people behind counters. 

The Mage Guildhouse itself was a building half-again the size of the surrounding buildings, with a tasteful placard of gold script on black metal prominently displayed in front, reading ‘Mage’s Guildhouse; City of Spur’. Two towers composed the majority of the structure, one reaching at least ten stories into the sky, the other barely poking above the slate roofs of the neighborhood. The front double doors stood open, cool air flowing out onto the street, showing an interior that was the same grey-brown stone as the exterior, and the rest of the Mage District. Now that he noticed, the stone here was slightly greyer than most of Spur. Were all the districts made of different stone? That was kinda weird. 

Erick ran his fingers through his hair then patted his clothes, hoping that he was—

There were stains on his shirt.

[Cleanse].

A personal burst of thick air washed over Erick, transforming dirt and stains into nothing.

Feeling much better, he walked forward into the Mage Guildhouse. 

There were a lot of things to see inside. From the dragonkin children in robes rushing up a staircase, calling out that they were going to be late, to a pair of greybeard orcols poking at magic over a table in the sun, to a ‘bank teller’ area where two paper pushing dragonkin called ‘next!’ to a waiting line of people. There were several people in another ‘lobby-type’ area, with two large wooden placards prominently displayed on a large wall that were absolutely covered in small pieces of paper. This place looked like an active business as well as something of a school. 

And right in front of Erick, was the receptionist’s counter. A pair of women sat behind the counter, one an iron-flesh wrought in the shape of an incani with medium-sized backswept horns, the other a purple incani with upturned horns. The actual-incani gave Erick a dirty look as he approached the counter. The wrought frowned at the incani’s reaction, then backhanded the incani’s shoulder in a friendly sort of way. 

Erick stepped to the counter. The incani had already put on her most professional face.

“Welcome to the Mage’s Guildhouse, sir. How may I help you?”

“Hello. I’m interested in both a bank account and getting some wardlight work. Or any other jobs you may have? I’m not sure how any of this works; I’ve never had an experience with a mage guild before.”

“Of course. To join the Mage’s Guild and to use our banking services we require a 50 gold—”

The wrought’s playful slap of the incani’s shoulder was less playful this time. 

“Ow,” said the incani, not actually hurt, her face full of barely restrained anger.

“Take a break.”

The incani stood up and walked away, huffing as she straightened her back and sauntered out of sight through a doorway.

“Ah. Sorry.” Erick said, “I didn’t mean to offend her?”

“You and your daughter are making quakes, Mister Flatt, yet you haven’t been in town a single tenday.” said the iron-flesh not-incani. “Some would say too many quakes, but those of us who remember Old-Spur welcome the presence of strangers, and keep our judgments private until sufficient evidence has been presented.”

“It’s not my intention to cause problems.”

“We’ll see.” She said, “The bank isn’t here, though. That’s down on Merchant Street.” She pointed out the door. “Head to the Western Gate. Big building, you can’t miss it.” She raised her hands around her. “In this building we deal with schooling and mage work, but mostly schooling. Other than that, we’re pretty much exactly like an adventurer’s guildhouse, but we’re in tune with the interior economic heart of Spur, rather than the more combat oriented, monster jobs you’d find in an adventurer’s guildhouse. When someone wants some intermittent mage work done they come here and post a ‘help wanted’ ad for a single silver, detailing pay and expectations. Usually, the job is completed to satisfaction, following the laws of the surrounding town and the etiquette required of all guild mages. To accept a job, you must be certified to accept that type of work.

“Mending is the easiest of certifications, tied with Cleansing. You only need to have the skill. Lightwork is a common request but it’s hard to break into that scene. Most of the prominent listings from our better clients have artists they contract directly. This includes the public lightwork requests issued by Spur. 

Her cavalier attitude turned a bit menacing, in a polite yet firm way. “All itinerant and intermittent mage work in a city with a Mage Guild is handled by the Guild, and requires 1 silver to go through the Mage Guild, one way or another.” She switched emotions. She was all iron smiles as she said, “That’s the basic rundown. Guild signup is 5 silver. This bookwork fee is non-negotiable.

“Would you like to sign up as a guild member? This is the only way you’re allowed to do non-permanent, non-apprentice mage work in this city.”

“Uhh.” Erick shrugged his shoulder, then put on a happy face. “Yes! I do.”

“Very good! My name is Anhelia, nice to meet you.” She glanced down at something behind the counter, then looked over Erick’s shoulder. There was a big clock there, above the entrance door. “You can have a seat in the lobby.” She pressed something under the lip of the counter. “I’ve just rung the intake officer. They’ll be with you shortly.”

Erick nodded. “Thanks.” 

He wandered over to the lobby area, but did not get a chance to sit down before an orangescale dragonkin arrived from behind the front desk. The newcomer talked to Anhelia, who pointed out Erick.

Orangescale walked over to Erick, saying, “You?”

“Me!”

“Come on then. I’m Tamarim.” They walked through the lobby, then under an archway that separated the front rooms of the guildhouse from a two story hallway with rooms on each side, and a tall picture window at the end. Tamarim opened the second door on the right, on the first floor. Erick couldn’t see how anyone could access the second floor. “In here.”

Tamarim went in first. Erick followed. 

The room was basic stone, twenty by twenty feet, maybe ten feet tall, with a window opposite the entrance. Several simple chairs were stacked in the corner by a short, mobile desk. Tamarim moved the table away from the wall then set down two chairs, one on each side of the table, before pulling out a sheet of paper and a pencil. 

Tamarim sat down, ready to write. “Name?”

“Erick Flatt.”

“What certifications are you trying for?”

“Uh. [Mend], [Cleanse], and lightward work, but I’m not very good with lightwards yet, so I’m not sure what sort of qualifications I’m going to need. Or… Where to go from here.”

Tamarim nodded, checking off boxes on his paper, then scribbling something else down. 

“What—”

Tamarim said, “The first two I don’t need to certify. If it turns out you’re a liar, then you’re in for a bad time. Though for lightwork, I need to see something. Give me a few of your best and one of your worst.”

“… okay.”

Erick moved toward the center of the room then began casting, exactly how he had a few hours ago, trying to recreate that faux-cut-crystal orb. He burst 20 mana into [Ward] and started Mana Shaping for 30 at the same time, creating the basic structure of his lightward. He poured mana in to the spell in 1 point increments, flowing around a blob of white light, like grains of sand rushing around a glittering sphere cotton candy, pulling stray threads of light into a better form. 

A surface formed, hard-looking as glass but soft as an illusion. Still, he poured mana into the [Ward], shaping a dozen cuts in the surface all at the same time, twisting the carving around the whole, leaving behind a pattern of perfect geometry. The color shifted from white, then kept shifting. He thought to hold the color to white, but he knew as soon as he thought to do that, the whole thing would mess up.

Which it did.

65 mana spent, this [Ward] was a failure.

Tamarim asked, “Were you trying for a lumpy pink and orange shadowolf?”

Erick tilted his head at the lightward. “Shadowolves look like that?”

“PFFFT.” Tamarim snorted. “In an unrealistic cute sort of way.”

“No… I was not going for that.”

“Keep going.”

The next orb was a 75 mana perfect glass sphere with cut lines and radiant white light. 

But the sphere itself was invisible.

Shit.

“Invisible light source is an interesting choice,” Tamarim said. “Continue?”

The next lightorb was an attempt at a 35 mana [Ward 3], with no Mana Shaping. It was an orb of green sludge that actively dripped onto the ground. The drips vanished after a second. The main sludgeball did not. 

“Are you trying for an artistic wardlight license?” Tamarim said, “Because that’s not a thing you can get certified for. You get noticed by patrons and they give you work. That’s how that works.” 

Erick grumbled, then tried again. 

52 mana, a half-baked idea, and a quarter time spent shaping the mana, produced a fractured crystal of daylight that was like looking at the sun through a splintered mirror.

Tamarim leaned back in his chair. The incani from the front desk was leaning against the doorframe. She sniffed, then walked away. Tamarim, though, he looked interested.

“I like it.” He said, “I like it a lot.” He quickly added, “But nothing I’ve seen qualifies you for lightorb work. Would you like to keep trying?”

“I got more in me than that.”

“I’m sure you do, but if I can’t see you produce three perfect sunlight orbs in a row I’m not qualifying you for lightwork.”

“… Fair. I still got levels to go on [Ward] anyway, so this isn’t a waste of time. Not for me, anyway.”

“Your [Ward] isn’t capped?” 

“Only level 6 right now. Why? Does that do anything for me?”

“Probably not.” Tamarim waved toward the empty space in the room. “Keep going?”

“Yes.”

45 mana, most of an end-goal thought, and half crafting time, made a perfect sunlight orb. 

“Huh.”

“Very good then,” Tamarim said. “Two more to go.”

45 mana, most of an end-goal thought, and half crafting time, made a blacklight. The sclera of Erick’s eyes shone purple, the white of his shirt glowed purple, even his jeans took on a purple tint. 

“Of course,” Erick said. “The exact opposite of what I was going for.”

“Well that’s an odd one. Don’t do another. Just— One minute.” Tamarim left the room.

Erick waited.

Tamarim returned with Anhelia in tow. She glanced at a few of Erick’s lightorbs, but stopped on the fractured sun and the blacklight. She moved from one to the other, not sure which interested her more.

But what interested Erick was that the blacklight turned Anhelia into a glowing purple person.

“Hmm,” she said.

Anhelia walked around, half of her iron body soaking in the sun, the other half fluorescing purple. 

“Dismiss the rest, except for these two.”

Erick went and did as she asked. As each competing light source vanished, the effect of the fractured sun and the blacklight increased. Before, she was grey-black with yellow highlights and a purple side. Now she was black with gold highlights and a radiant purple shadow. She looked amazing.

“Okay. These are beautiful.” Anhelia turned to Erick, looking the part of a demonic goddess. “You don’t qualify for lightorb work, but this is good anyway. If you can duplicate any of these lights you’ve just made, you will have people asking for your light orbs across the world. But I don’t think you can, because almost no one can actually make these things. Over the next twenty four hours we will be dissecting these orbs to figure out how you made them. If we can, you will be well compensated.” She frowned. “Don’t get your hopes up. They look like random chance masterpieces. These things happen.”

She turned toward the blacklight orb, her horns shining purple in the light. She sighed.

Tamarim said, “If you wish to continue the examination we will do so in another room.”

“Uh! Yeah. Let’s do that. I still got mana.”

40 mana produced a sunlight orb.

42 mana produced a sunlight orb.

41 mana produced a misty grey orb that screamed. Erick didn’t know how it was screaming. Neither did Tamarim. Light orbs were not supposed to make noise! Erick dismissed that orb as soon as Tamarim pronounced it a failure, which was exactly 10 second too late to stop other people from investigating the room. 

Anhelia said, “I don’t know how you did that, but wardlights should not scream.”

“I’m not even capped at the skill. I have no idea how that happened!”

“Okay. So. It’s cute how you think that that is supposed to be an answer to how you caused an impossible thing. But it’s not.” She left the room as quickly as she arrived, saying, “I don’t think that was a [Ward 3] at all!”

Tamarim turned on Erick. “Was that something other than a [Ward 3]?”

“It was a [Ward 3]! I wasn’t even using Mana Shaping for the last lot.” Erick deflated. He wasn’t low on mana, but he was already tired. “I’ve gone through five mana pools today. I’m done.”

Tamarim nodded. “Okay.” He scribbled on the paper he had been writing on, then handed it to Erick. “This is your filled out form. Hand this into one of the receptionists up front and pay your fee, and we can come back to this lightorb certification some other day.” He pointed at the two floating sunlight orbs Erick had managed to make. “You’re very close. You were almost at 3 in a row. You can dismiss them now.”

Erick waved his hand and his certification failures vanished.

 

- - - -

 

Erick turned in the paperwork and waited half an hour to be called over to the receptionist. The bronzescale girl behind the counter handed him a silverish metal token that looked like a dogtag, with his name on one side and his guild number on the back. ‘SPR-179b105-1317’ was the only understandable part of the number, the rest of it was a swirling design that flowed around the entirety of the badge.

“The badge costs an extra 3 silver, for a total of 8 silver today,” she said. “Would you like to purchase a chain to turn the token into a necklace? This is an extra 2 silver.”

They always get you with the upcharges, don’t they? 

“Sure”, he said, annoyed, but trying not to show it. 

He slid the receptionist a gold; she slid him the badge on a thin silver chain. 

“The Mend-Cleanse-Light job board is that one over there. You’re only certified for the first two portions of that board.” Bronzescale pointed to a large wooden panel on the side of the lobby, lined roughly into thirds. It was absolutely covered in tiny pieces of paper, affixed to the panel with tiny tacks. Three people were currently reading from the board. Next to that was another wooden panel of roughly the same size. “The one beside the MCL Board is the Esoteric Board. Skills the requester thinks you’re going to need are listed with the most prominent skill first. The whole thing is alphabetical, but most listings this time of year are for [Grow]. Preservation [Ward]s are always popular, too, but not quite popular enough for the MCL Board to become the MCLP Board.” Bronzescale smiled. “Good luck! Welcome to the guild, Erick.”

After perusing the MCL board for a bit, and picking out a job, it was time to open a bank account.

 

- - - - 

 

Opening a bank account was a non-event, thanks to his Mage Guild membership. Still cost him 1 silver to open the account, though. The Mage Guild liked their silver. 

 

- - - -
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                Erick arrived at the [Mend]+[Cleanse] job full on mana. He knocked on the large front door. Thanks to [Meditation 7] he could walk and regen at the same time, but he was already on his 6th mana bar of the day. He was doing too much. Bed time could not come soon enough… But… 

Where would he sleep tonight? Would Al really add a third floor to the Sewerhouse, making space for Jane and Erick? That would be good enough for him, but Jane wanted—

The door opened. The sounds of screaming kids filled the street.

“WHAT!” 

The pink dragonkin woman standing in the front door looked chastised as soon as she yelled the word. Red paint marred her face and shirt. Blue paint accented her trousers and hair. Yellow paint was, simply, all over. Her face, her hands, her entire self, had been messed by… 

And here came the screaming dragonkin kids themselves, similarly looking like a Jackson Pollock painting, all of them every color of the rainbow, each one with different colored scales. Each of them wearing what had once been nice clothes.

Really nice clothes. 

Erick looked around him. He was in a nice part of town. This was a big house. They were rich people. 

Ah. Mana Exhaustion. He really shouldn’t walk around like this. He should have noticed the neighborhood before now. Was he dressed properly for this sort of place? No. Not in the least.

“Hume—” She cut herself off, saying, “Welcome to the Atriz house— Stop that, kids.” The screaming kids were pulling at Pinkscale’s clothes. She gently batted them away, speaking over the screams, “Are you from the Mage’s Guild? You really should wear your badge in view.”

“Oh!” Erick pulled out the badge from behind the collar of his shirt. “Sorry about that. I’m Erick Flatt from the Mage’s Guild here for a CL job at the Atriz house. I apologize for my manners and appearance. It’s been a long day. I’m a bit out of it.”

Pinkscale laughed loud. Tears trickled. She stopped herself before she started to cry.

Something happened among the kids and all five of them tore off, back through the house, screaming as they went, playing with each other in some strange, kid-like way. Why did they run away? Did Erick say something he shouldn’t have? Oh, no. Erick was really out of it. He shouldn’t have taken this job—

Pink lady didn’t give him a choice. “Thank all the gods and demons you’re here.” She stretched back, head to the sky. “Please, [Cleanse] me, right now. Big as you can. Grab as much of the house as you can.”

Shaped [Cleanse].

Thick air washed over Pinkscale, evaporating paint, continuing into the rest of the house like a stiff breeze. Unwanted paint footprints vanished from the wooden floor as hand and clawmarks disappeared from the papered walls. 

 




	
Mana Shaping Level up!

Aurify unlocked!








 




	
Aurify 1

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

Exp: 0/10000








 

If that’s level one, it can’t level like a normal skill. Right?

Pinkscale sighed in relief. “That feels so much better.” She smiled, ushering Erick inside. Erick walked two steps into the house. It was air conditioned, of course. “Wait here while I make this a bit easier. The Guild can never send enough of you guys.” The sounds of screaming, giggling, laughing kids began to return, like a police siren coming up from behind. With her voice a gentle warble, Pinkscale called to them, “Come here, kids! Meet the nice man.”

They screamed and laughed as they came forward. 

The lead kid stopped, proclaiming, “He’s a cleaner! Run away!”

“[Cleanse] them, now!” Pinkscale pointed. “Now!”

The kids yelped and rushed to flee.

[Cleanse].

Pinkscale laughed as thick air washed over the kids and that whole section of the house, turning paint into a mirage, dirt into nothing, and screams of laughter into tortured sighs and drawn out ‘why!’s. The kids stopped in their tracks to pull at their clothes.

Pinkscale whipped a hand through the air. The air around the kids warped, a sphere of clear-something trapping them all together.

Silence descended, but the kids were obviously still yelling. All five of them pounded on the surrounding invisible sphere with their tiny fists, clawed at something, doing no damage. Two of them wailed, silent to Erick, as they crashed to their butts. 

“Ah! Some quiet!” Pinkscale said, “I’m only allowed to do that for half an hour a day so we gotta hurry.”

One of the kids, Goldscale, had pulled out what was probably a pocketwatch, or something similar. Goldscale kid waggled his finger like a metronome at Pinkscale and Erick, as he held up the probable-watch.

Pinkscale pulled Erick along. 

A whirlwind tour of the house demanded 270 mana spent on [Cleanse], 120 on Mana Shaping, and 150 on [Mend]. He had to Meditate for a bit in the middle there to make it all the way through Pinkscale’s CL job.

With ten minutes left on Pinkscale’s [Force Wall] cage, the job was over, the house was clean. She signed Erick’s work order as she begged him to come back tomorrow, preferably after dinner. When everything was done, she dismissed the [Force Wall] surrounding the kids.

Two of them were napping but they were quickly roused by their compatriots to once again terrorize Pinkscale and the rest of the house. 

Pinkscale stood in the open doorway. “You were great. Thanks, Mister Flatt.”

“Glad to help.” Erick stood outside. “By the way, what was your name?” 

Pinkscale said, “Redalia. Sorry. I thought I told you?”

“You might have.” Erick smiled. “It’s been a long, long day.”

“Don’t I know it. Thankfully, Paint Day is only once a month at the Atriz house. Good bye.” 

 

- - - -

 

Erick trudged into the Mage’s Guild with his completed job order and handed it to the receptionist.

The Atriz job was worth 3 silver. No tip. They didn’t do tips in Spur, and the receptionist was a bit stiffer after Erick asked. Erick accepted the cash payout to lessen the dent of 1 gold it cost to sign up for the mage guild. Tomorrow he would do several of these jobs and direct deposit it all.

He left the Mage’s Guild feeling lightheaded, exhausted, and hungry.

When he arrived at the Sewerhouse and saw Jane alive, he felt a lot better. 

Jane was more than just alive, too. She was highly successful in her first hunt. Where did she hunt? In the sewers, of course. She had found 5 slimes, two with above average cores, and a rusted sword that Al mended to perfection. It was better than her knife! 

She had turned the cores into the Adventurer’s Guildhouse for a 1 gold quest completion, 10 gold for the pair of large cores, and 9 gold for the three smaller cores. She had brought a bottle of wine and part of a pig with most of her earnings. How she carried 200 pounds of meat through town was beyond Erick, but 20 Strength had a bit more of an effect than just more HP. Al was already chopping the pig up for dinner. He would be cooking tonight; Savral was out on an adventure in the Dead City. 

As they sat down to eat, Erick said, “You did really good, Jane.”

“She did!” Al raised his glass. “To your first hunt!”

Jane raised her glass, first to Al. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Al. Thank you for everything you’ve done for both of us.” She turned to Erick. “And you, Dad. I’m so glad you ended up on Veird with me. If you hadn’t… I think I might have ruined any chance for a good life here, trying to get back home. I love you, Dad.”

Al smiled at both of them, but remained silent as tears began to well in Erick’s eyes. 

Erick raised his own glass to clink Jane’s, and Al’s. “I’m glad we survived.”

“To more than survival!” Al shouted, “To the future!”

“To the future!” Jane agreed.

“To the future!” Erick said. 

Dinner was great. Wine was delicious. 

“Oh yeah. Al? I got Aurify today. That’s a funky looking experience requirement for level 1.”

“What is it?” Jane asked.

Al smiled, then said, “Level 2 Aurify needs 10000 experience. It looks like a lot, but it’s not. You don’t get experience from Aurify, either. There are a few other funky skills like that out there, but I doubt you’ll run into them.”

Jane ‘huh’d.

“Well that’s a shame,” Erick said. “I was hoping for a huge level boosting skill.”

Al laughed. “Everyone would be an aura mage! It’s 1 million experience for level 3, which is the last level, but the final level isn’t that important. It’s only two auras at once. The second level of Aurify is the good one. Aurify 2 lets you chose who is affected by your aura, or not, and doubles the range of your auras. Tripling your range at level 3 doesn’t feel that much different than level 2.”

Jane declared, “Funky skill!” 

Erick said, “Now if only casting all this magic didn’t grind me down like a toddler after a snack.”

Al started, “Sci—”

“Scion of Focus means no Mana Exhaustion,” Jane continued, smiling. 

Al laughed. Erick chuckled. 

Jane said, “I’m scouting housing tomorrow. I want you to come with me, Dad.”

Erick smiled. “I’d like that.”

“But it’s late and all the hotels are too far away! You sleep here tonight.”

“Thanks, Al.” 

“Thank you.”

 

- - - -

 

Earlier in the day, Al had spent all of 4 seconds Aurifying a Mana Shaped [Mend] for 510 MP per second, inside of his office. Every scrap of paper that had been burned, every fragment of his desk, everything that had been trashed in the attack, was remade in those 4, short seconds. 

Part of what Al recreated were the papers and notes he had given Erick.

Erick spent some time after dinner lying on his couch, reading those papers, while Jane snored softly on the couch next to him. They were abbreviated lists, curated by Al, and with a few of his personal notes strewn throughout. One of the lists was of skills that gave a hint as to the greater workings of the Script. He went over that list first.

 




	
Skill 


	
Effect


	
Cost


	
Requirements





	
Strike 1


	
Hit for damage + damage


	
Variable 


	
10 STR





	
Defend 1


	
Take a % less HP damage


	
Variable.


	
10 STR





	
Strong 1


	
2x-3x HP


	
passive


	
20 STR





	
Scion of STR


	
Quadruples HP, no other effect


	
passive


	
50 STR, can only pick one Scion ability








 




	
Skill 


	
Effect


	
Cost


	
Requirements





	
Second Wind 1


	
HP recovery per day becomes per minute for 1 minute.


	
1/2 HP cap level 1, 1/10th cap at level X


	
10 VIT





	
Precision 1


	
Lower HP cost of skills by 5% to 50%, Favored Attack for extra 25% off for 4 selected attacks


	
passive


	
10 VIT





	
Enduring 1


	
2x-3x natural HP regen 


	
passive


	
20 VIT





	
Scion of VIT


	
4x natural HP regen, no healing fatigue.


	
passive


	
50 VIT, can only pick one Scion ability








 




	
Skill 


	
Effect


	
Cost


	
Requirements





	
Mana Shaping 1


	
Alter spell AOE 


	
Variable


	
10 WIL, 





	
Mana Altering 1


	
Alter spell effects


	
Variable


	
10 WIL





	
Discipline 1


	
2x-3x MP


	
passive


	
20 WIL





	
Scion of WIL


	
Quadruples MP, no other effect


	
passive


	
50 WIL, can only pick one Scion ability





	
You need all of these except Scion of Willpower.








 




	
Skill 


	
Effect


	
Cost


	
Requirements





	
Meditation 1


	
You are at Rest while Meditating. 


	
Free. 


	
10 FOC. 





	
Clarity 1


	
Lower MP cost of all skills by 5% to 50%, Favored Spell for extra 25% off for 4 selected spells


	
Passive. You need Clarity eventually. Buy after you pick your attack spell.


	
10 FOC, 





	
Concentration 1


	
2x-3x natural MP regen


	
Passive 


	
20 FOC





	
Scion of FOC


	
4x natural MP regen, no mana exhaustion.


	
Passive 


	
50 FOC, can only pick one Scion ability








 

Clarity was nothing special. Just less MP costs. Cheaper spells were absolutely needed to keep an aura up for long, but Clarity wasn’t important right now. First level gave a Favored Spell, too. He could save up his Favored Spells, but that seemed like a waste.

He glanced at Jane, tucked in to herself, sleeping on top of five pillows and under her blanket. 

Maybe I should go hunting slimes with her tomorrow. I still can’t believe that she was out killing monsters and making so much more money than I did. But that’s what risking your life does for you. I’m not about to start killing monsters for money, though.

But if those Incani attack me… Ugh. Not great.

He read Al’s attack spell list. He needed one of those. Probably Shrapnel.

 




	
Force Bolt


	
A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target for 10 + ½ WIL damage if you can’t aim, take this.


	
5 MP





	
Force Shrapnel 


	
Sharpened forward blast of mana for 5 + ½ WIL damage Take this as soon as you can. If you’ve the personal skill, the shrapnel can be Mana Shaped to all strike one target.

Basis of much of an Auramancer’s arsenal. 


	
5 MP





	
Force Wave


	
A pulse of rolling mana for 15 + ½ WIL all around you.


	
15 MP





	
Force Bomb


	
Launch a ball of tightly packed mana that explodes on contact


	
25 MP





	
Force Beam


	
A thin beam of piercing, slicing mana Can you aim?


	
25 MP





	
Force Trap


	
A meter-wide trigger mechanism explodes into damage Z


	
10 MP + Z





	
Force Crash


	
Rain AOE destruction from on high. Better than Force Bomb


	
50 MP





	
Force Wall


	
Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana.


	
25 MP





	
Force Platform


	
Create a mobile platform of hardened mana that moves with you


	
25 MP





	
Conjure weapon


	
Create an unbreakable weightless weapon


	
50 MP





	
Conjure armor


	
Create unbreakable weightless basic body armor on yourself


	
50 MP





	
Conjure item


	
Create an unbreakable non-specific item


	
50 MP +variable





	
Envelop item


	
Envelop an item in unbreakable mana. 


	
50 MP +variable








 

Utility spells… 

 




	
Name


	
Description 


	
Cost





	
Cleanse


	
Remove Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in an area


	
10 MP





	
Mend


	
Repair objects


	
10 MP





	
Prestidigitation 


	
Create small magical effects, Can cook with this and cause lights to attach to your person and walls. Useful, but not recommended.


	
10 MP





	
Mage Hand


	
Move small objects for a time


	
10 MP





	
Identify


	
Discover the properties of an object touch range! Don’t go touching magical objects if you don’t know what they are!


	
50 MP





	
Tongues


	
Speak and Hear in any language Registrar Only. Sad.


	
25 MP





	
Create Food and Water


	
As it says in the name. Registrar Only. Very Sad


	
variable





	
Ward


	
Prevents damage in an area + more


	
10 MP + variable





	
Invisibility


	
Light passes through you, except for your eyes Certain cultures don’t like you to have this, like human and incani. If you do, you are ostracized. Spur is not one of them, but you are required to report that you have this skill. Also, human and incani are the two cultures who use this the most.


	
100 MP





	
Blink


	
Instantly move from one location to another within sight


	
25 MP





	
Teleport


	
You and [hands] number of people reappear in a known location

Must have Blink 10 for Teleport to appear for purchase


	
250 mana per person








 

And yet more skills and spells.

Spells, other:

 




	
Telekinesis 1


	
Move a small object with your mind. Might be good. Your choice, of course.


	
10 MP + variable





	
Control Item 1


	
Control a non-living object to move how you want


	
5 MP + Weight in KG





	
Fabricate 1


	
Using provided materials, create an object you know how to create. Supposed to be Registrar Only, but it’s not. Good luck finding a teacher.


	
50 MP + variable





	
Duplicate 1


	
Using provided materials, create a copy of an object. Supposed to be Registrar Only, but it’s not. Good luck finding a teacher.


	
50 MP + variable





	
Telepathy 1


	
Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 


	
1 MP per minute + Variable





	
Conjure Force Elemental


	
Conjure a non-intelligent monster made of hardened mana to attack your enemies for 1 minute per spell level. Very stupid creature. Hard to make good, but can be done. I have witnessed very impressive summons before.


	
10 MP level 1 

100 MP level 10





	
Dispel 


	
Uncreate an ongoing magical effect Situational. Hard to say if it’s good or not. Better for Scion of Willpower than Focus


	
MP of spell you’re trying to Dispel





	
Induce Emotion


	
Induce an emotion in yourself and then the target. Restricted by law and by Script. Mind Magic is frowned upon by most cultures, so don’t buy stuff like this


	
25 MP, minor, 100 MP major.





	
Find Target 


	
Find a target near you. The basis for many homing spells. EXPENSIVE


	
5 MP + 5 per square meter searched





	
Interception 


	
Take an attack meant for another. Jane might like this.


	
5 MP + 5 MP per meter moved to intercept





	
Detect Magic


	
Detect ongoing magical effects Good? Probably.


	
10 MP, aoe pulse 





	
Grow


	
Cultivate a single plant, or induce growth in an area. Absolutely necessary for Mage Guild work. Do you need it? Your choice.


	
5 MP





	
Stoneshape


	
Control a minor volume of stone and dirt for 1 minute per spell level. Necessary for construction work


	
10 MP, same growth as telekinesis 





	
Watershape


	
``, but water


	
``





	
Airshape


	
``, but air


	
``





	
Fireshape


	
``, but fire None of these create, just control 


	
``





	
Lightshape


	
``, but light Useful for fighting in Ar’Kendrithyst, but not directly. 


	
``





	
Shadowshape


	
``, but shadow Useful for fighting in Ar’Kendrithyst


	
``










And then, of course, there were some healing spells, though these came with a message attached at the beginning. Erick didn’t think he was going to get many of these, and certainly not right now.

 




	
You can pick one healing spell with no worries, but multiple healing spells require Registrar or priestly approval. Pick carefully, or not at all. I would stick to a high mana personal [Ward]. You’ll see why when you get to [Ward X]











	
Rejuvenation 1


	
Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + ½ WIL per second per level of spell. One of the best. Consider it, but you don’t need it.


	
5 MP





	
Healing Word


	
Speak, and heal 25 HP + ½ WIL Very fast casting spell. Most spells take a second or so to activate. You can cast this as fast as you can speak.


	
10 MP





	
Healing Beacon


	
Stationary light orb heals all in range for 10HP per second, per level of the spell, for 1 minute. Heals ALL. Don’t use in combat.


	
25 MP





	
Heal


	
Touch a creature, instantly heal 50% HP Have to have clearance from a god or other similar entity to get this spell. Cannot buy it.


	
5 MP per 50 healed.





	
Soothing Light


	
Instantly put willing target into state of Rest, removes pain.


	
25 MP





	
Treat Wounds


	
Heal long term damage for a single target over the course of a day; restoring limbs, fixing teeth, etc. Restore all HP over 24 hours. Damage breaks effect. Don’t buy. Go to a priest or doctor


	
50 MP





	
Mass Treat Wounds


	
Heal long term damage for all in range over the course of a day; restoring limbs, fixing teeth, etc. Restore all HP over 24 hours. Damage breaks effect. Only a priest or doctor can get this


	
100 MP








 

There were entirely too many options. What should he pick? There were thousands of basic spells out there; the ones on these papers were just a part of Al's curated list. There were undoubtedly more attacks than just [Strike], too.

What sort of build was Jane planning? What skills has she bought lately?

…

… Erick bought Mana Altering, Force Shrapnel, and Force Beam, before he could talk himself out of it. And then he bought Clarity, which prompted a Favored Spell, which, thankfully, he could put off selecting.

As hovering boxes appeared and disappeared, Erick had a thought.

I think I made a mistake.




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 9, Class: None

Exp: 1713/5500

Class: -/-

Points: 4





	
HP


	
90/90


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
532/532


	
554 per day





	
Strength


	
9


	
+0


	
[9]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Favored Spell waiting!








 




	
Concentration 8

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.77

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 1055/3400








 




	
Discipline 7

Multiply your base MP by 2.66

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 1886/2100








 




	
Clarity 1

Reduces spell MP costs by 5%

Requirements: 10 Focus

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Mana Shaping 5

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 140/800








 




	
Aurify 1

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increases an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

Exp: 0/10000








 




	
Mana Altering 1

Bludgeoning, Slashing, or Piercing Damage

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Meditation 7

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Normal movement, small actions/spells.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 926/2100








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 460/800








 




	
Mend 4, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or small complicated, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 200/500








 




	
Ward 6, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 987/1300








 




	
Force Beam 1, instant, medium range, 25 mana

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 1 second

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Shrapnel 1, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 5 + ½ WIL damage in a cone

Exp: 0/100








 

Damn. That’s a lot of little boxes.

… I hope I can aim!

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So many spells! 

So many more not listed.
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                “As you can see, the previous residents left this home in quite a shamble.”

Jane, Erick, and the housing agent, Xemal, stood at the entrance to a home that was more rubble than house. This was the fourteenth ‘house’ the agent had shown them since the three of them arrived at the Human District two hours ago. All of the houses she showed were in various states of disrepair, all of them right next to other, better looking houses, or apartment buildings, or mansions, that weren’t one wall and three rubble piles. Erick and Jane could never afford one of the mansions, of course, but it would have been nice to look inside.

The problem, Erick unwillingly reflected, was probably the agent.

Xemal was an incani with a perfectly practiced professional personality. She was perky, she was insightful, she was ‘helpful’. She was also something of a terrible person. 

Now… Erick didn’t want to be that way, but the facts were adding up. 

In one instance, there were two of the exact same house, but one was half rubble. Guess which one Xemal showed them, and which one she refused to go near, or even to allow them to see what the rundown house would look like when they fixed it up. When Jane suggested she take a peek anyway, Xemal not-so-subtly threatened legal action against anyone who ‘trespassed’. As a legal representative of the city, she was obligated to report on any illegal activities she saw, and she was obligated to let the potential offender know that what they were planning was illegal. 

And that was another thing!

All Human District property was owned by the City; agents of the court were the only ones allowed to show property to potential buyers. Xemal was the agent the court shoved Jane and Erick’s way, to show them around the district.

Jane was having fun with the whole situation. 

Thank god for that, because Erick was infuriated.

“What do you think, Dad? Could be a winner!” Jane pointed at the intact wall. “One wall is all we really need, for now. We could push the rubble together into a pair of nests and sleep under the stars. Cozy!”

“Oh for sure!” Xemal said, “Use a few of the larger rocks as pillows. Maybe throw a blanket over that hole in the ground. This is a good choice.”

“Exactly!” Jane said, “Or we could [Mend] the building.”

Xemal fake-frowned. “You’re going to—”

“Need a permit for that.” Jane smiled. “Of course. How much are those again?”

“Oh they’ll run you about 2000 gold for a house like this.”

“But the house itself is only 500 gold?”

“Yup! Don’t forget the 50% monthly interest on a loan, though. That adds up quick.”

Jane asked, “What’s the approval time on a Mending Permit, again?”

Xemal waved her hand. “Oh~ Only a few months. Not a big deal.”

Something crashed down the street. 

Another something crashed, louder than before.

All three stepped around the broken house wall, looking for the source of the noise.

Down the street, three incani were tearing up a building, crashing through stone walls with their bodies, punching out supports with their fists. They were not enthusiastic construction workers tearing apart an old building to make way for something new. They had to be 15, maybe 16 years old. Their clothes were torn up. They were dusty with debris. They laughed the whole time they deconstructed the former home, shouting ‘die piggy’ and honking at the sky.

Jane laughed. “That’s cliché.” She turned to Xemal. “This is just silly. Are you going to report them for vandalism? For trespassing?”

“Who? Those kids having fun? No need to get the guard involved.”

Jane pointed across the street at an intact house. “And if I wanted to see the inside of that?”

“I’d have to report you to the guard.”

“Of course!”

Erick clenched his teeth, whispering, “Of course.”

They must have spent too long in sight of the teenagers, because the rampage stopped. Three sets of feet padded toward Erick and Jane, barely audible below the sounds of a ‘song’.

“Piggy piggy where are you! Piggy piggy run you through!” 

They were getting louder. They were closer.

“Piggy piggy don’t you cry! Piggy piggy time to die!”

[Ward]. 

A 400 point [Ward] popped up around Erick and Jane, clipping a bit into Xemal. She leapt back, declaring the [Ward] an invasion of her space. Erick frowned at her and immediately activated [Meditation]. 

The first teenager, a young girl with one horn in the middle of her forehead, came full into view, stopping only 15 feet away. She yelled, pointing, “I thought I smelled pigshit!”

“They already warded up!” said the boy, right behind the girl, and then three steps closer to Erick and Jane. “Scared piggies!”

“Scared piggies!” echoed the second girl, right beside the boy.

Jane said, “This is just so offensive. What the fuck, Xemal?”

A blast of sharpened mana erupted from the second girl, splashing across Erick and Jane, each blade ripping a dozen points off of Erick’s [Ward]. Erick was flat out stunned. What the hell? Anger stabbed through his body, but with so many different possible outlets, he didn’t know what to do. Jane had no such problems.

Jane ignored the attack, turning to Xemal, saying, “Are you going to report them now?”

“For a few points off your [Ward]?” teased the boy, laughing.

The other two laughed, the second girl blasting them for a second time, eating 30 points of damage from the [Ward]. And that 30 damage was just the damage that Erick could see. He couldn’t see what damage the attack had done to Jane, but his [Ward] was much dimmer than it was before the girl’s attacks. 

Xemal asked, all cheery, “What would I report them for? I didn’t see anything.”

Jane looked at the kids, joyful anger in her eyes. “So if I spanked these kids to 1 HP, but you first, Xemal, because this is obviously a setup, would you still be selectively blind?”

The second girl blasted them with another [Force Shrapnel]. It didn’t hurt. Yet.

No one was laughing anymore. Wind whistled through the half-destroyed neighborhood. The rest of Spur was far away, but only ten streets over. Between Erick and Jane and safety were three purple teenagers with murder in their eyes and mana in their hands. 

Xemal broke the silence, saying, “You could down the old man but the daughter would kill you, and I won’t step in to save you. Run along, kids. This is not worth any of our lives.”

Two of the kids matched Erick’s glare.

The one horned girl smirked, putting a hand on the other girl’s shoulder, saying, “Come on.”

The boy left first, followed by the first girl. The girl with the [Force Shrapnel] glared at Erick and Jane as she backed away. The second girl lingered the longest. By the time the other two were two blocks away, she was only thirty feet distant. 

For a few seconds, she was alone. That was probably why the shadowolves targeted her. 

A shadow the size of a person lunged from the darkened edge of a nearby house, silent and full of white teeth. It raced through the girl’s legs, and she fell to the ground, confused. She only screamed when the second shadow appeared behind her, latching on to her shoulder, trying to drag her away, down a side street. 

Erick blinked, frozen, watching the scene in front of him not knowing what to do.

Jane had no such problem. 

A clear blue sword appeared in Jane’s right hand. A clear blue shield appeared on her left forearm. She moved in a blink of blue light, and the world moved around her. Forward, she smashed, covering 35 feet in the same instant she donned her weapons. 

One wolf went flying; crashed against Jane’s shield. Her sword slipped into the head of the wolf at the girl’s shoulder. The girl screamed again, tears in her eyes, blood on her dusty shirt. The girl blindly cast a [Force Shrapnel] into the air, clipping Jane’s stomach. The spell drew a line in the fabric but not much else. Jane ripped the sword out of the shadowolf, slicing up as she did. Black blood sprayed. That wolf wasn’t ever getting up again.

Two more shadows detached from two more houses. 

Jane grabbed the screaming kid and threw her twenty feet down the street to her friends. By this time her friends had turned around and realized something was wrong; they had raced back for the second girl. They were close to where the second girl landed. They grabbed her. The one-horned girl loosed a beam of bright purple that sliced across the battlefield, scoring hits against the three living wolves and Jane’s suddenly raised shield. 

Jane laughed—

She kept laughing as she reappeared next to Erick. 

The whole event, so far, had taken less than 10 seconds. 

She held her sword hand up. Black blood dripped from the weapon. “Did you see that? Killed one instantly—”

The three shadowolves prowled around, circling closer to Erick and Jane.

“—Fricken [Conjure Weapon]! I knew it was a good skill, but damn! 508 damage, critical hit! Slid right in like the wolf wasn’t even there.” Jane flicked the sword, scattering black blood on the ground. She smirked at the space behind Erick. “Our minder is gone.” 

Erick turned around. Yup. Xemal was gone. Erick turned back toward the shadowolves. He only saw two now, and one of them was dragging the body of the first wolf off the street.

“Hey, Dad.” Jane calmly walked beside Erick, protecting his left side, her shield at the ready, her sword relaxed in her hands. “I don’t know if this is an incani setup, but we have to be prepared for that. Also, we can’t run. Shadowolves either try to kill you where you stand, or chase you somewhere better. Did you pick a damage spell yet?”

“UHHHhhh—” 

“Dad. Calm down. They’re still setting up the attack. I can’t tell how many there are, but there’s at least 4. Are you still meditating? Do you have mana? Did you pick a spell?”

“I did! I did! [Force Beam]. I practiced with it already. I have some mana left. Uh. Clarity leveled some in there. Wow, they’re like tiny Darknesses.”

She spoke in English, maybe to confuse potential listeners, “Here’s the plan. Hit the forward one with your spell, then rush forward. They’ll try to hit us from behind and the sides, but they won’t commit because they think we’re running. Then I attack them and you stay safe. If you can hit the forward wolf in the head, I think you can crit. Think like you’re shooting a gun; if you hit well, you’ll bypass most of his HP shield.”

She hunkered down a tiny bit. “Are you ready?”

HELL NO. I CAN’T MOVE MY LEGS.

“Yes.”

Growls echoed from all sides. Sweat dripped. 

Jane smiled.

“Your go, Dad.”

Erick had tried [Force Beam] before now, alone in the river room, shooting the water and hoping no one caught his abysmal failures at working a proper damage spell. Al probably saw him, but Al said nothing. Erick quickly learned at least three things about himself. One, he was bad at magic. Two, he wanted to be better at magic. And Three, he did not like how the Script activated basic magic in the same way for everyone. 

He was supposed to activate [Force Beam] with a pointed finger. 

That was stupid. He did not like that. He couldn’t aim for shit with a finger. But he could certainly look at the part of the monster he was supposed to hit.

[Force Beam].

A two second long beam of clear white cutting mana pulsed from just in front of his eyes, staying on the shadowolf’s skull as the beast tried to run and dodge. Erick stared at the monster, cleaving the shadow from face to spine, with a bit left over to scar the stone road. 
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Everyone was too surprised to stick to the plan.

Jane yelled, “Damn, Dad! You splattered tha—!”

A growl and a slap of shadow sounded from behind. He turned. Jane swung her sword at a 200 pound mass of shadows and teeth that she had locked down underneath her clear-blue shield. The wolf slithered out of the pin, escaping Jane’s strike, running away behind a pile of rubble. The shadowolf ambled behind a low wall, barely visible but for flickers of darkness that fluttered above the stone, and then it was gone.

“You didn’t run forward, Dad. That was probably a good thing since they didn’t swarm us like the textbooks said they should have. Walk forward. Slowly. If you see another wolf come for the one you killed, kill it.”

With all of his tenacity, Erick took a step forward, down the street, toward the wolf corpse in the middle of the road. Then he took another. Growls vibrated from the shadowed eves of nearby buildings. Erick stopped as he was about to exit his [Ward].

Jane noticed, and stopped with him. 

One wolf stood up from the roof of a house in front of them, maybe a hundred feet away. Another stood up from the roof of the opposite house. Both of them were outside the range of his [Force Beam]. Medium range did not go that far.

Behind him, Jane cursed, then said, “They aren’t going to let us go. Some of your [Ward] is still left so we fight here. Slowly look behind us, Dad.”

Erick did. There were three more shadowolves prowling toward them. Two of the shadowolves were out of range. The last one was ten feet away. 

[Force Beam].

The close wolf skittered backward, but not before Erick clipped its face, neck, flank, and the road again.
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Jane cheered, “HELL YES!” then vanished in a [Blink].

She reappeared thirty feet away, cleaving a shadowolf’s head from its body. She [Blink]ed back to Erick’s side, just in time for the remaining wolves to descend, all at once. 

Erick shot out two more beams. He clipped some wolves, but they were too fast. Like eels in a river, they slipped this way and that, crushing for the kill, jaws wide, growling, snarling. Jane crashed into one, tossing it into a wall. She sliced into another and that wolf collapsed to the ground, two legs severed, left behind to sit on ground like the incani girl’s legs over there in the middle of the street. Jane spun and inserted her sword into the downed wolf’s chest, and then she was moving to the next target. There was a kill message, but Erick didn’t bother to read it and the box vanished as soon as it appeared. 

Black blood scattered and wolves raced toward Jane’s feet, but she dodged, sliding her sword into writhing not-flesh, scoring more hits, scattering bodies.

Suddenly, three more wolves were dead and one wolf was leaping right at Erick’s face. Jaws latched around his arm and the monster pulled Erick to the ground.
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A sword pushed into the monster’s face, and the monster let go. He had almost hit 0 HP.

A rush of white light wrapped around Erick.
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Jane’s [Rejuvenation] ticked lots more. Erick couldn’t get up in time, the last wolf was coming for him. 

[Force Beam].

Like so much shadow, the monster burned under Erick’s withering glare.
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All around them were shadowy bodies. 

A breeze swirled through the street. There were no more wolves.

And then a yowl echoed from a darkened street, like a horror movie’s rendition of a tiger’s meow. Two cat eyes stared at them from the darkness, both of them bright, bright yellow, but small, like twinkles in the night sky.

The eyes closed and the darkness vanished. Light returned. The sounds of a far away city came back to Erick and Jane’s section of the destroyed Human District. Battle receded, but Erick’s heart kept right on chugging, boom boom boom boom. He stood. 

Was it over?

It was over, wasn’t it?

He stared around him, trying to make sense of everything. Nothing was sensible. Everything was fantastical, shouldn’t-be-happening. Crazy and foreign. 

Jane moved to one of the monsters and stabbed her sword into the body. She rooted around inside the chest cavity. Black blood got everywhere. What was she doing?

Erick’s voice returned to him. “What are you doing?”

“It’s supposed to be next to the heart in shadowolves but I didn’t expect the insides to be so strange and— Ah ha!” She pulled out a crystal fragment —a rad— its glittering warmth barely visible through the black viscera. “This one’s worth 5 gold!”

Erick promptly vomited up breakfast. 

Jane said, “We should hurry and get the rads and get to town.” She looked all around at the carnage. “I don’t think this was a setup, but it might have been. And that shadowcat! Fuck! That’s a level 25 kill quest!”

As Jane went and did what she wanted to do, Erick threw up again. He did not want to throw up again, but this day did not seem to be the kind of day where Erick got to do what Erick wanted to do.

Sometimes life was like that.

There were a few level ups and several completely missed blue boxes, but Erick would deal with that later. They had to get to the nearest guard station as fast as they could. They had killed up to ‘monster G’, meaning 7 kills, but Jane only found 5 bodies, including the first one that had been half-dragged off the street, meaning two bodies had been dragged away by hidden forces. At least two more wolves were hiding in the decrepit Human District, probably a lot more than two, and they were being led by at least one shadowcat.

Erick and Jane did not retrace their steps to the beginning of the Human District; they went straight to the closest part of town, which happened to be a part of the sprawling dragonkin district, which was less of a district and more of the glue that held the rest of Spur together. After the locals stopped screaming and realized what was going on, Erick and Jane found themselves herded toward the nearest guard station.

Just to make sure that any scheming incani didn’t try to contradict the truth, Jane had cut off 5 shadowolf tails, hauling them with her like some macabre trophy. Apparently this was a completely normal way to vet your kills with the Adventurer’s Guild, because the guard took sight of the tails, the black and red blood, and the story of wolves and cats at face value. At the mention of a possible cat, the crowd that had gathered around Erick, Jane, and the guards, started talking louder among themselves. 

The next thing Erick and Jane knew they were [Cleanse]d and standing in a courtroom in the courthouse, opposite Xemal and three surly teenagers, one of the teenage girls still missing her feet and having to sit because of it. Standing in the audience behind the incani were two more incani, one of them the bystander for the mugging attacks, the other unknown. Behind Erick and Jane was Al, and strangely enough, Guildmaster Mog. The story of a shadowcat in Spur had spread through the town like wartime news. Mog was here for the official report on what might be a prelude to disaster. 

In the lawyer and judge’s area were Hera, Felair, and a shining bright, completely silver wrought in the shape of an aging female dragonkin. The silver wrought was wearing actual clothes like a normal person, instead of her flesh shaped into robes or armor like all the other wrought Erick had ever seen. 

She was Silverite. She was the Mayor of Spur. She had been the Mayor for the last 550 years. 

She took her seat in the judge’s booth; the rest of the courthouse took their seats at her sufferance. 
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                Silverite observed her domain and was unhappy. That’s what Erick felt, anyway. She glared at Xemal. She glared at Jane. She glared at the footless incani girl. After lingering on the girl, she nodded to Hera who had been waiting for a signal. Hera took her truth crystal out from her bag and stood there with the crystal in the palm of her hand, for all to see.

Two of the three teenagers gulped. Xemal almost spoke up, but both Hera and Felair slowly shook their heads at her. She held her tongue. 

Silverite asked the footless teenager, “What’s your name?”

The girl spoke up from her seat, “Zimmy Saker, Mayor.”

The truthstone glowed green in Hera’s hand.

Silverite said, “Before we begin, let me remind everyone that these sorts of shenanigans end in exile, all the time. A little fight now and then is not a problem. The Quiet War in my streets is a problem. It is a major problem, and you already know this.” She turned her glare on the child. “Relay to us now the order of events as you recall them, starting with the minutes before you received your first wounds.”

Zimmy tried to speak, “Uh. We were… We saw them and we— we…” tears rolled down her face as she whispered about how she had no one outside of the city, and she couldn’t get exiled.

The male teenager yelled, “We said words at them and they said words at us and we left!”

Silverite’s eyes glanced at the green stone. She returned her eyes to the people in front of her. She spoke, “The problem with the Quiet War is that the loss of life and property it creates, ripples across generations, either to spark into an inferno right then, or to lie dormant until something stirs the flames in some other far corner of the world. I won’t have that spark stir to life in my town, but I also won’t cause unneeded loss, adding to the tinder myself. Zimmy.”

Zimmy looked up.

“I know your family. I know your history. The Sakers have been a part of Spur for a hundred and fifty years. Your father behind you is a valued member of the community. He does some of the best metal work in the city.”

The bystander of the muggings stood up. “Please forgi—”

“Silence,” Silverite’s voice was hard as steel. And then it softened, “To all three children and Mister Saker: you will not be exiled today, but you came close. We will assign the blame for today’s activities due to misplaced fear, and the childrens’ fresh Matriculation clouding their judgment. Please leave the courtroom—”

The kids and the father sagged in relief.

“—and prepare to report for civic duty in the coming weeks, after we deal with these shadowolves. Mister Saker, you too. Don’t think I haven’t heard the stories about you skirting the line of public decency. You will all be restoring parts of the Human District at my leisure. I hope you know [Mend], or it’s hard labor until I decide you’ve had enough.” 

The boy almost whined, but Mister Saker clipped him in the back of the head. They all bowed as best they could, then left as fast as they could, Mister Saker carrying his daughter away in his arms. Zimmy curled up against his chest, softly crying. Of all the incani who had shown up to the courthouse, only Xemal and the unnamed incani remained. Xemal sat facing forward, perfectly still, like she was waiting for execution.

Silverite watched the father and the kids leave the room, and the door shut behind them. 

She turned to Xemal, 

“Stand.”

Xemal stood, and stiffened. 

Silverite said, “You’re too good at your job, Xemal. You make this town run better in every possible way, except when it comes to humans, then you’d throw your career, your life, your morals out the window. You should never have been allowed anywhere near two humans looking for property in their district, but you wormed your way into a position of power over them. You knew you should not have done this. I know what happened to you; it was a tragedy. I’m sorry for that. I’d love to exile you for this stunt, but I’m not going to. Not this time.”

Part of Xemal’s perfectly statuesque demeanor cracked with relief. She smiled, but the smile was gone as fast as it had appeared.

“Report on what you saw, Xemal.”

She did.

She reported on the entire fight.

The ENTIRE. FIGHT. She had been watching, invisible, from the sidelines, the whole time. Unable or unwilling to help, she did not say, probably because to do so would out her as a liar, or negligent in her duties as an agent of the city. She spoke with eloquence and poise, in a clear voice that held no room for disagreement. Erick found that every word she said was true compared to what he remembered, and some of her words painted Jane in a good light, but that was likely on purpose. Over the course of Xemal’s report, Erick realized that he had missed a lot of details. Like how Jane had saved his life at least seven times while he wasn’t looking in the right direction. As Xemal’s rendition of events came to a conclusion, Erick concluded that he was a fricken terrible combatant and that he should stay as far away from all fights as humanly possible, from now on. 

Erick also concluded that Jane was awesome. But he already knew that.

“… and then the shadowcat made itself known on the sidelines. I cannot attest to why it chose to stay out of the fight, but it is my understanding that they are cowardly masterminds. That might have something to do with how it chose to act.”

The truthstone had been green the whole time.

Silverite said, “I could call you a cowardly mastermind, too, but you were prepared to step in if necessary, right? Hera, cover the stone.”

Hera covered the truth stone.

Xemal said, “Yes. Of course I was.”

“Thank you, Xemal. I’m thankful for your report. Uncover the stone, Hera.”

Hera revealed the green truthstone again. 

Silverite turned toward Jane and Erick. “You two have been well behaved so far. One of you even got a Silver Star, almost as soon as you arrived out of the Crystal Forest. Why do you think that is, Mister Flatt? I think it’s because you’re an other-worlder and you have never heard of the Quiet War before you arrived on Veird.”

Xemal gasped, poise broken, shame writ upon her face as her eyes dashed back and forth. Hera could not school away her smile. Neither could Felair, but his smile came with a laugh. 

The man in the audience behind Xemal cursed, quietly. 

Erick was missing something important. Why was Xemal acting like that? Was it an act? Irogh made ‘outsiders’ seem like a common enough occurrence that no one would really care about his origins. Erick never even tried to hide the fact that he wasn’t born on Veird. Al knew. Savral and Bacci knew. Silverite and her people obviously knew, but that information didn’t get around the office? Was Xemal an outcast among her officemates? 

Odd.

Silverite spoke again, this time to Xemal. “You didn’t know that, did you? You went off into battle without your sword. Remember this feeling, the next time the Quiet War clouds your judgment.”

Ah. Maybe she heard a rumor and thought it false.

Xemal turned toward Erick and Jane, bowing deeply, saying, “I’m truly sorry for how I acted! I thought you were human. I had no idea you were truly planar.”

The stone stayed green.

Erick was stunned. Not human?

Jane said, “Planar? Uh? It says ‘human’ on the status.”

Silverite said, “You’re not from Veird. A Deep Scan has proven this to both Irogh and Rozeta—

Xemal retook her seat, more stunned than Erick at being called ‘not human’. The incani behind her cursed again, louder this time.

“—You have no racial history in the Quiet War, and that racial history is what matters to most of the human and incani leadership. Boots on the ground, though… That’s a different story. They’ll see your face and call you human. Don’t go thinking anything has been solved by the actions of today.” She turned her eyes on Xemal. “But there’s a lot of problems that might go away, now that the incani in charge know that you’re not a trueborn Veird-human.”

Xemal said nothing. 

“Now for the meat of the meal.” Silverite said, “Jane Flatt. Please describe the shadowcat.”

Jane stood. “It was smaller than a shadowolf, but larger than a common house cat. Maybe. I couldn’t tell exactly. It was covered in living shadow that was thicker than a shadowolf’s shadows. Maybe 20 kilos. Sharp yellow eyes. An echoing growl. The shadows all around it were deeper than normal, out to a space of ten or so meters. Maybe larger? Uh… I think it had multiple tails? Not sure on that last one.”

The green stone stayed green.

Silverite nodded. “Two truth-verified reports are enough for me.” She spoke up, “Guildmaster Mog, consider the kill quest issued. Standard reward unless the situation changes. There will be no more authorized incursions into Ar’Kendrithyst until the shadowcat has been slain and its body shown to me, or you, or to someone else that can verify its death. You know the relevant people.”

She turned to Erick and Jane. “Do you two like it here in Spur?”

Erick didn’t have to think long. He stood, and words came to him. “I do, Mayor. I’d prefer less excitement, but the ease of cleaning and fixing broken things is amazing. And everything is within walking distance! And magic! I’ve never done magic before I came here. But… It’s all very new. I think I could learn to love Spur quite a lot, especially if Jane chooses to stay.” 

The truthstone stayed green.

Silverite let a small smile grace her visage. She turned to Jane.

Jane’s answer was different. “Since this world has [Teleport] options I would love for my father to live somewhere safe. Anywhere, really, because I can visit him at any time. But Spur is not safe.”

Xemal said, “I’m so sorry, Ja—”

“Had they killed my father, I would have killed those kids and then you, Xemal. Your deaths would have been a righteous crusade, for you would have been served exactly what you were dealing.” She stared at Xemal. “That is my line in the sand and it is eminently reasonable. Someone kills my dad, I kill them. But since nothing happened, nothing has to happen. I would prefer to keep it this way. I would prefer to not be a part of this Quiet War at all, but I’m not like my father. I’m not above going for the neck when someone comes for mine.”

The stone stayed green the whole time. Erick felt a pit open up in his stomach. 

Silverite sighed, saying, “And this is why you did not qualify for a Silver Star.”

“I never expected to receive one. I know what I’m about.”

“You are making this harder on everyone with that attitude.”

“I’d argue that if I didn’t have this attitude, my father would already be dead.”

That was a sobering thought. Erick stared at the green stone, not sure how he felt.

Silverite said, “Very well. That is your line on the ground; let no man cross it, or you.” She breathed in and out, thinking. She said, “You two have proven yourself competent and useful and Al seems to like you. Mog has withheld judgment, but she might have just changed her mind—”

Erick turned to look behind him. Mog was smiling at Jane, then she nodded at him, still smiling. Damn, but orcols are beautiful. He turned back toward Silverite.

“—I want humans back in Spur. I want the Quiet War to go away. But I’m also a realist.” She turned to Xemal. “After the threat of the shadowcat is gone you will issue Erick and Jane a house in the Human District, free of charge. Their choice. Make it easy on them.” Silverite spoke over Xemal’s ‘Yes, Mayor.’ turning to Erick and Jane. “Whatever house you chose will prove if you’re a good match for Spur, or not. If you’re a detriment to my city, you will be removed.” She stood, and the rest of the courtroom stood with her. “Guildmaster Mog. I want to know your plans before you implement them. Meet me in my office by tonight. The Human District is officially under quarantine until the cat and the wolves have been eliminated. You’re all dismissed.”

Silverite left the room through a door behind the judge’s podium.

 

- - - -

 

In the afternoon sun, on the giant steps of the white stone courthouse, a flustered Xemal quickly apologized to Erick and Jane, before running off back into the courthouse. What did she say? Erick didn’t know. Neither did Jane. 

Mog laughed loud, as she walked toward the Adventurer's District, tears streaming down her face as she laughed again and again. Erick watched her get twenty feet down the road and laugh again. 

For their own retreat from the events of the day, Erick and Jane followed Al back to the sewerhouse. 

They did not walk through the incani neighborhood. 

 

- - - -

 

There was a third floor to the gold-colored sewerhouse, that was not gold at all. Above the holographic sewer pipes and gold slimes of the first floor, the second floor was a patchwork of gold wall and grey-brown stone, stretching upward into a pure grey-brown. 

“Even if you don’t use it, I’m redoing the whole Sewerhouse, anyway. Two of the Resting rooms are on the third floor.” Al said, “Come and see!”

Erick stared up at the third floor. It looked really nice from the outside. Lots of windows. A little balcony.

“How did you even do this?”

“[Stoneshape] and Aurify. Takes a lot of mental concentration, but if you can do it, you can make most anything you want out of stone.” He added, “Don’t go digging down until you know what you’re doing; get a certification from the Mage Guild. Too many people have died testing out non-existent architecture skills.” Al walked to the door and unlocked it. “Let’s go see!”

The front room had not changed. It was still full of opulence, with the glass case for rads center stage and everything colored gold. The stairway leading up to the second floor was the same. The rushing sound of the river was still there, downstairs, but as they reached the third floor, the constant thrum was considerably less. 

Al led them on to the third floor. This new kind of Resting room looked almost exactly the same as Al and Savral’s apartment on the second floor. There was the kitchen, there were the two rooms on the side, there was the living room that wasn’t separate from the kitchen. The pillows and two of the couches from the downstairs Rest rooms were in the living room. Through the open door to a bedroom, Erick saw more pillows, and a couch. The couches were as big as beds, anyway, so that was all good. 

Erick smiled. “It looks really nice, Al. I accept. For now.” He added, “Jane does too.”

Jane walked forward through the space, saying, “Of course I do. Thank you, Al.”

Al’s smile beamed wide. “Ah ha! Very good!” He stepped backward. “Explore the space at your leisure. I won’t put up the alarm ward until much later in the day, so— Ah… hmm.” He turned to Erick. “Do you have [Blink], or anything like that? You both can come and go as you wish. I made a landing out there for you for that. But I do put up the alarm [Ward] at night.” 

Erick eyed his Status. There were some points left, but there were changes and messages waiting for some downtime, so he quickly bought [Blink] and exited the Script before it all overwhelmed. 

“I do now.”

“Good man!” Al turned away, stepping down the stairs. “Good show in the courtroom, today. I’ll make dinner later!” 

And then he was gone.

Jane went to a couch and collapsed, exhausted.

Erick went to the nearest room and did the same.

 

- - - -

 

He woke to the smell of food. Something spicy and probably meaty. The sun was still high in the sky, outside of the windows of his room. When he stumbled out into the rest of the apartment, he saw Jane cooking in the kitchen with two bags of groceries behind her. 

“Nice nap?”

Erick said, “Wonderful nap. What are you cooking?”

“I opened a bank account at the mage guild then went down to the market and found some stuff.” She pushed around some sliced meat in a pot, with green not-chives and some sort of sauce. “Got some sausage; not sure what kind of meat but the samples were delicious. Some onion-like things, bread, some maybe-tomatoes. This and that.” She pointed to the bags behind her and Erick went to investigate. “I also had a nice chat with some farmers about the produce.” 

Erick pulled out a bulbous two-foot long white root-thing. There was an unidentifiable fruit, as well as a sweet smelling fruit. And lots of bread. Jane loved bread, so that was no surprise. As he was pulling out stuff, he asked, “What about the produce?”

“[Grow] is a generalized accelerated growing spell, but it can also be used to cultivate a specific outcome. If you do it right, you can create a new kind of real living plant. Like accelerated selective breeding.” Jane smiled. “Like turning this—” she held up a not-chive. “—into a sweet onion. Only without the generations that it took humans on Earth. You could have a viable product in a few months.”

Erick eyed the not-chive. “Really?”

“Yeah. There’s a catch, though. If you do it really wrong and make, like, killer kudzu, you’ll get a god-quest on your head to hunt you down and all of your plants.” She waved her stirring spoon at him, careful not to drip the sauce. “Don’t go making killer-kudzu.” She returned to stirring the pot. “What’s your status like now, anyway?”

Erick ignored the blue boxes at the edge of his sight. “I’ve been ignoring it.”

“Pffpt! Dad!” Jane pointed at the couch in front of her. “Don’t ignore the problem.”

“Jane, but—”

She glared at him.

Erick walked over to the couch and pulled up all the boxes he had been ignoring.

Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 10, Class: None

Exp: 2297/8900

Class: -/-

Points: 5





	
HP


	
90/90


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
554/554


	
554 per day





	
Strength


	
9


	
+0


	
[9]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Favored Spell waiting!









Spoiler: Spoiler



 




	
Concentration 8

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.77

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 1855/3400








 




	
Discipline 8

Multiply your base MP by 2.77

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 586/3400








 




	
Clarity 4

Reduces spell costs by 20%

Exp: 200/500








 




	
Mana Shaping 5

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 140/800








 




	
Aurify 1

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

Exp: 0/10000








 




	
Mana Altering 1

Bludgeoning, Slashing, or Piercing Damage

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Meditation 7

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Afflicted ailments: Normal movement, small actions/spells.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 1726/2100








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 470/800








 




	
Mend 4, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical medium sized object, or small complicated, and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 200/500








 




	
Ward 7, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 97/2100








 




	
Force Beam 2, instant, medium range, 25 mana

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 2 seconds

Exp: 175/200








 




	
Force Shrapnel 2, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 5 + ½ WIL damage in a cone

Exp: 5/200








 




	
Blink 1, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 0/100








 







 

Clarity’s experience value looked like it operated off of total spell cost, and not some small percentage of whatever it was reducing; it would be easy to level. All the other spells didn’t seem to care about less mana spent, either. Erick was thankful for that. He didn’t want to deal with a whole bunch of tiny numbers everywhere; it was already bad enough.

[Ward] was getting bigger. It was the easiest to level, though. One 500 point [Ward], and boom! 510 experience. Easy peazy, lemon squeezy. Leveling all those DPS spells, though. Ugh. [Force Beam] leveled in 25 point increments, so that wasn’t so bad. [Force Shrapnel] probably wouldn’t be that bad as soon as he practiced it with Aurify.

Looking at his new level 10, Erick felt dirty. He must have gotten almost 5000 experience from that fight, including the spells he cast. Killing things really was the best way to level base level, wasn’t it?

Erick felt like he needed a bath. A nice hot shower. Maybe a hot tub.

… He could make himself a hot tub. 

He had never had a hot tub!

He leapt to his feet.

Jane looked ready for anything. “What happened, Dad?”

He turned at her, and with a deep, solemn voice, said, “I could [Stoneshape] a hot tub and then use a temperature [Ward] to make the water hot. It would require zero maintenance because I have [Cleanse]. I have no idea where I would get the water but I could figure that out later! Ahhaha!”

Jane almost threw the wooden spoon at him. Erick could see it in her eyes, that urge, the tension in her grip. But she went back to stirring dinner, or lunch, whatever it was, a smile creeping up on her face. Ah. It had to be lunch. Al said he would make dinner.

She said, “You knooow, Daad~ There’s a bathhouse in the orcol part of—”

“I cannot do that, Jane.”

She laughed loud and happy.

Erick already knew full well there was a bathhouse in the Orcol District. 

But when the Most Beautiful People all go somewhere to enjoy a bath, nude, as a cultural thing? Erick felt out of place before he even got to the front door, no matter that there were also dragonkin and incani in the area. Fleeing that place was not one of his proudest moments, but he ran anyway. He ran very fast, and the less Jane knew about all that, the better.

Jane called out, “Hey, Al! Want a late lunch?”

Al’s voice carried up the stairs, “On my way!”

Jane smirked. Erick paused. She was planning something. Oh no. What was she planning?

Al appeared in the doorway then stepped inside, saying, “Smells good!”

“Before we have lunch~ Dad is embarrassed to be seen at the bathhouse, but he wants to go and enjoy a lot of hot water. Is there some cultural thing preventing him, or…?"

Erick almost died right there. 

Al answered, laughing as he did so, but Erick was so deep in the throes of embarrassment he couldn’t hear the words around him even if he wanted to. It was decided, without one iota of Erick’s own choice, that Al would take Erick to the bathhouse tomorrow morning, when the crowds are small. ‘There’s nothing to be embarrassed about, but you’ll likely get more than your fair share of stares. Not many humans in Spur!’

Or at least that’s what Erick thought someone said in the middle of their awkward lunch. Of sausages. A lunch of sausages. Thanks for that joke, too, Jane!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    There's a language barrier in this chapter, but it might not work on mobile. Might not even work outside of my own text editor! haa

Edit: Yup. Doesn't work. Oh well. You get a strikethough, too, Ancient Script.

The spoiler box is his Status.



                

                Erick and Al went to the orcol bathhouse in the beginning of the day. 

The less said about that experience, the better. 

But there are a few things to say! The whole place took up a whole city block. The architecture was amazing. Huge waterfalls, deep pools, tile everywhere and almost all of it was artistic, or tasteful, and most of the time both. Public pools cooled the weary under huge almost-oak trees, interior spaces were reserved for those desiring simple gym-type baths. This place was fit for a sultan, or a king, but it was filled with normal people. 

‘Normal people’. Ha! 

When the predominant people were literally blessed by the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, ‘normal’ was relative. Sure, there were some dragonkin and incani, and even one wrought, but they only accented the people who made this place what it was.

Don’t focus on the people. You’d only stare and make a fool out of yourself. 

…Okay. Maybe you can stare at them just a lit— 

NOPE. That guy saw you looking. 

To not gaze upon perfection? Impossible! Water glistened on perfect skin, like diamonds in the sun. 

Don’t look down don’t look down don’t look dow—

Fuck. He’s looking at you. She’s looking at you, too. And you’re looking at them. Everyone is looking at everyone else. This is uncomfortable. That old adage ‘don’t look down in the gym showers’ is as true at 15 as it is at 50. But come on! It’s really hard to ‘not look down’ when the Perfect People are 8 to 9 feet tall, and their ‘looking down’ is your eye level and no one is allowed in the pool areas while wearing clothes.

Okay. Just. Look at… 

Look at that architecture… over there? It’s just so… perfectly distracting! 

Don’t mind Erick, he’s just dying in the pool. Falling under until no one can see. He was embarrassed for so many reasons, not the least of which was that he was almost fifty years old and skinny dipping in the public pool was supposed to be culturally completely normal. He wasn’t some kid out to get his rocks off! That was just an unfortunate side effect to a communal swim. At least there was no obvious sign that he was enjoying the experience. He wasn’t 15 anymore, thank god.

… The less said about that, the better.

But Al seemed to find the whole thing hilarious, the whole way through. Afterward, he even had some words of encouragement, “We shall go again another day! We must rid you of this embarrassment.”

“Thanks, Buddy.”

And knowing what Al was packing under his clothes? The less said about that, the better. 

There will be no elaboration on that front.

 

- - - - 

 

Erick walked into the Mage’s Guildhouse feeling a lot better than he had in the previous days. [Cleanse] was no substitute for a nice relaxing time in a lot of hot water and a brisk swim in a deep, cool pool. His clothes were [Mend]ed to perfection, his shoes felt good. His jeans fit him better than they had in years. Maybe all the walking around town was good for him. He might not have been 25 anymore, but he was moving around more these days.

Maybe, one day soon, he could use the public pools and not feel completely inadequate. 

Ah, but that day was not today. Today was a day for work!

Erick walked over to the Mend-Cleanse-Light Job Board, with a spring in his step and a smile on his face. He waved to Anhelia at the receptionist desk, and she waved back. The guild was busy today, and the board was full, like it was most days. How did it stay so full? Why weren’t these jobs all gone? This was basically free money.

“Hey, Stranger.” 

Erick turned. Anhelia was standing beside him. He greeted her, “Hello, Anhelia. How are you today?”

“I’m doing great. I hoped to see you yesterday but you were absent, and wow, has the rumor mill been active about you.” She smiled. “Planar, huh?”

Erick almost frowned. His good mood took a hit, but he had been through rougher situations than… an entire town talking about him and his daughter? Ah. No. He had never been in a situation like this. Was this going to be a problem? No one had given him weird looks on the street.

Okay. Well. Not many people had given him weird looks on the street. About the same number of people as usual, actually. 

“As far as I know, I’m human.”

“Well yeah.” Anhelia laughed. “But not one of our humans.” She must have noticed his concerned face, because she tried to wave off his concern. “There’s nothing to worry about with a tiny secret like that. Honestly, I should have known by your clothes alone; it’s not like you ever tried to hide yourself. But there is someone here who would like to apologize to you, if you’d let her.” She pointed back toward the receptionist area. The incani from the other day was hiding behind the door behind the desk. “Her name is Sizzi Zago. She’s the daughter of the Guildmaster, Master Zago. I don’t think you’ve met her yet?”

Ah. The daughter of the guildmaster? He should go accept that apology. He was going to anyway, but that last bit of information made his decision for him. He relaxed and walked over toward the receptionist desk. Sizzi stepped out from behind the door, her face a perfect mask. She walked forward.

Erick held out his hand. “Sorry for getting off on the wrong—”

Sizzi shook his hand one quick time then ran off in the other direction.

Erick stood there, his hand still held out to no one. He slowly retreated, saying, “Uh. Okay?” He turned toward Anhelia. “That was weird.”

She nodded, not smiling. “The incani messed up big time. I only know the barest bit of the vein you struck by coming to Spur, but I’m no rumor mill.” She looked over to the job board. “You should know: ‘destruction’ has been added to the Esoteric Board. Limited time, big pay from the city if you’re good. Nothing if you’re not. If you are good, though, you might be invited back tomorrow. They’re clearing out the human district one building at a time.”

“Clearing the district? Like… leveling the buildings? To the ground?”

“And also digging up the sewer system from below.”

“What spells?”

“Many different ones. And before I forget: we couldn’t figure out how you did that ‘blacklight’ orb, as you called it. So no payout. Sorry.” Her eyes turned hard. “But if you catch wind of wardlight like that in the city, you let me know and we’ll track down whoever might have lied about not knowing how they’re made.” She turned bubbly again, smiling as she sat down at the receptionist’s desk. “You might get a payout then.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick did not take a ‘destruction’ job. He had no relevant skills for that.

Though he thought about [Stoneshape] again…

But no. Not today.

 

- - - -

 

Two Mend-Cleanse jobs done and two signatures obtained, one of those signatures from the beleaguered Redalia at the Atriz household, Erick arrived at his last job for the day. The day’s last job was at an enchanter’s shop. Erick was expected to spend over a thousand mana mending various things that the owner couldn’t spend the time, or mana, to [Mend]. It had to be done individually, too. No Aurify and Mana Shaping 10 here, not that Erick was capable of that feat anyway, because that might mess up the delicate enchanting on unfinished items. 

‘Ulrick’s Unusuals’ was writ in gold upon the air outside of a nice looking, but not too extravagant, shop at the end of Merchant Street, a block from the towering city walls. The shadows were deeper here, but the light orbs were much more plentiful. Erick entered through the front door. A chime announced his entrance.

A voice called out from the back room. “One minute!”

Erick waited, and looked around. The walls of the display room were lined with glass display cases. A double set of waist-high display cases occupied the center of the room. Items occupied those cases, each of the items separated from the next by a foot of space. It was a very repetitive space. This was Erick’s very first ‘magic item shoppe’ and it was almost exactly what he had expected. And yes, the extra ‘pe’ of ‘shoppe’ was entirely necessary, for every single item in this place looked high class and homemade. 

There were daggers, chiefly. A lot of daggers. Each of them etched with script, or more accurately, Ancient Script. Erick couldn’t read the Ancient Script, but little plaques in front of each dagger, written in common Ecks, described each dagger’s purpose. A lot of them were simple cutting implements enchanted to never dull, as long as the rad in the hilt remained. A few were firestarting knives; others lit with white light when activated. An array of throwing knives were enchanted to [Blink] back into their provided sheaths. Several of the daggers were casting aids, made to apply specific Mana Alterings to whatever spell was cast using the dagger. A Decay Dagger was priced at 1500 gold, and it was ‘rated up to 50 MP spells, ~50-500 uses’.

That seemed pretty useful. Erick didn’t know about the pricing, though.

Besides daggers, there were wands, all of them made of the same metal and of the same shape. A lot of them were meant as teaching aids; the wands let people play with a spell to see if they liked it, before they bought it with an ability point. Other wands looked like they were more than teaching aids. The wands for [Conjure Armor], [Healing Beacon], and [Treat Wounds], were ornate things, made of thick steel twirled with a lighter material. While the script on those were not visible, the prices were visible. 

The prices for everything were printed right there on the plaques, and Erick was beginning to see a pattern.

100G or 200G for a sharp knife, a fire knife, or a light knife. 500G or 1000G for a [Blink] knife. The [Conjure Armor] rod was 1000G; there was only one price on that rod. [Healing Beacon] was 500G. Erick didn’t know about the spell used for the first knives, or why the [Blink] knives were one of two prices, but he looked up [Conjure Armor] and [Healing Beacon] in the Script. 50MP for the first, 25 for the second. 

Were the item prices just MP cost x 20? Erick would have to go to other shops to see if that was true, and that formula was obviously untrue for the Decay Dagger. There were probably some market forces at work behind the scenes, too; flat costs for magical items seemed… off, somehow. 

But, wow! Money, money, money!

“Sorry about— Ah! A human!” A tealscale dragonkin appeared from the back room wearing comfortable clothes, brown leather gloves, a brown leather apron, and brown leather boots. “Pardon the appearance, my curator is out killing shadowolves so I’m running both sides today. How can I help you?”

Erick held his mage guild badge out at the man. “I’m here about a mending job. I understand it’s a thousand expected mana.”

“Ah. Yes.” Tealscale said, “I’m Ulrick Ulrick, and there’s lots to be done. Come with me.”

Ulrick led the way into the back—

The air popped in the middle of the room. An orcol appeared, covered in wounds. She eyed Erick, then saw Ulrick. In a millisecond, she grabbed a pair of huge rads out of a bag at her side, saying, “I need the [Healing Beacon] and [Treat Wounds] rods, right now!” She slammed the fist-sized glittering rads on the cashier counter, then stuck her hand through the [Healing Beacon] and [Treat Wounds] display case, shattering glass, grabbing the rods in a quick second. “Sorry about your shoppe!”

She vanished as fast as she appeared.

Ulrick pointed to the destroyed display case, “[Mend] that first, please.”

Erick was slow to start. As he moved toward the broken glass case, he asked, “Is that normal?”

Ulrick had already gone into the back and returned, carrying two magic rods with him. “Oh? Hmm? That? Yeah. Too often, but she’s a good customer and the adventuring community takes good care of me. If I was actually robbed there’d be hell to pay and I wouldn’t be footing the bill.”

[Mend].

Thick tendrils of air flowed from broken wood and glass on the floor, dissolving them, as the spell flowed mass and structure back into its original position. After the glass case finalized its repaired form, Ulrick opened the case and replaced the two rods that the orcol had taken. 

Ulrick grabbed the two glittering mega-rads from the front counter, muttering about ‘needing to add credit to her account’, and walked into the back. Erick waited for him to return, but Ulrick called out, “The job is back here.”

So Erick went behind the cashier counter. 

The backroom was a large workshop, twice as big as the front. There were three well-lit wooden desk-like spaces and one entire wall full of what looked like metal filing cabinets. The rest of the space was open walkway, but not much of it, because almost all of the room was occupied by bins and bins of weapons and scraps. Shredded metal and twisted blades. Bent wands and chips of steel. And several bins of metal cubes, nearer to the desks than the scrap bins.

Ulrick stepped up to the only two empty bins in the room. He said, “No [Cleanse] in this room. Pick any of the filled bins, and [Mend] one item at a time. If it turns into a dagger or a wand— anything besides a block of metal, put it in one bin. If it turns into a metal cube, put it in the other. No Aurify [Mend], because I’m always in the middle of making new items and I don’t want you to mess up my work.” He looked around. He said, “I think that’s it. Got any questions?”

Erick moved to a bin. [Mend]. A bent wand turned into a steel cube. He said, “This is the job? I don’t know much about enchanting… How is all this—” He gestured to the room. “How is this the outcome of writing Ancient Script?”

“What you write often contorts the base material, but sometimes it’s salvageable.” He shrugged. “I don’t expect many non-cubes. The job ends after a thousand mana, but if you do more then I’ll pay more, in thousand mana increments.”

It was then that Erick realized he might have a problem.

 




	
Mend 5, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical complicated medium sized object and restore it to its prime. 

Exp: 80/800








 

Non-magical.

[Mend] had leveled to 5 earlier in the day, but Erick still couldn’t do magical items.

Erick said, “I don’t have a [Mend] that can do magical items. Is this a problem?”

Ulrick frowned, but then shrugged again. “Not really. What’s your [Mend] at, if you don’t mind?”

“5, leveled earlier today, too.”

“You don’t get magical mending till 10.” He frowned, saying, “I had hoped that the mender they’d send would be 10, but I get what I pay for. Do what you can.”

As Ulrick moved to a wooden desk in the back of the room, Erick went to work. He activated [Meditation], picked up a piece of scrap, and cast [Mend]. Then he did it again. And again. And again.

Cube. 

Cube. Cube.

Cube. Cube. Cube.

Cube. Cube. Cube. Cube. Cube.

Cube… 

Erick turned trash into workable scrap, many, many times.

 

- - - -

 

Erick had to stop. He was low on mana, even with [Meditation] active and Clarity dropping [Mend] from 10 MP to 8 MP, then 7 MP near the end of his first iteration. Clarity 5 should have made [Mend] 7.5 mana, but there were no half-MP costs and the Script rounded up; either 1 MP was the lowest discrete particle of MP, or that’s how the Script chose to enact magic in the world. Erick bet the second one was the correct answer.

But hey! [Mend] leveled. Though nothing had changed this level, so he didn’t even notice when it happened. [Mend] outside of odd levels did not change. What would happen at level 9?

 




	
Mend 6, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical complicated medium sized object and restore it to its prime. 

Exp: 30/1300








 

[Meditation] leveled, too, before this last job, actually.

 




	
Meditation 8

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Normal movement, moderate actions. May attack or defend. Damage done or taken breaks Rest.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 976/3400








 

[Meditation] felt close to natural, now. Mend felt better, too, but there was still no variation from creating a cube. Though he had only gone through 600ish mana, it spent pretty damn fast once he got going.

He needed another twenty minutes to get going again. He looked over at Ulrick. The tealscale dragonkin had been turning metal cubes into magical items in the back of the workshop for the last thirty minutes. 

When the man leaned back in his chair to stare at the ceiling, Erick saw his chance.

He asked, “Ulrick?”

Ulrick turned. “Done already?”

“Not yet. At 600ish, but I’m going to 2000, and then I’m going to stop. I wanted to know if I could watch you while you work, for a bit. I’m Resting right now and I’ve never seen enchanting before.”

Ulrick looked at him for a moment. “Sure. I can show you twice.” Ulrick pointed to a spot on the floor three feet away from him. “Stand there. Don’t talk. Don’t move. I’ll tell you when you can move again; only then you may ask your questions.”

Erick quickly complied.

Ulrick picked a metal cube from a nearby bin and placed it on the table in front of him, in the center of an array of 5 rads worth 3G apiece. He didn’t seem to care about picking a specific cube; he grabbed the one nearest to his hand. With the metal cube in front of him, in the center of the array, and Ulrick sitting still in his seat, the flow of mana around him changed. Erick could see that change with his [Meditation] active, but he didn’t understand the change.

Ulrick stared at the cube, dancing his gloved fingers in the space around the metal. All at once the rads vanished and the cube deformed like a gelatin splashing. The liquid metal folded into itself, stretching into a wand. 

Ulrick began to whisper words in a language Erick had never heard before. 

 

“A bit of here, a bit of there, a bit of all of everywhere, close your eyes and you will see, all the places you can be. A bit of here, a bit of there, a bit of all of everywhere, close your eyes and just you think, all the places you can [Blink].”

 

Ulrick leaned back, letting the magic settle.

The wand glittered then cracked in half. The two split halves twisted around each other.

Ulrick sighed. He tossed the wrecked wand into a nearby trash bin. He opened a small box kept on the far side of the table and pulled out 5 more 3G rads, and placed them on the enchanting array. Another metal cube was placed in the center of the array. The flow of mana changed, and Ulrick began enchanting again. 

 

“A bit of here, a bit of there, a bit of all of everywhere, close your eyes and you will see, all the places you can be. A bit of here, a bit of there, a bit of all of everywhere, close your eyes and just you think, all the places you can [Blink].”

 

This time the metal stabilized in the air, arcs of teal cascading around the metal form from hilt to tip. The wand slowly fell to the table’s surface, but Ulrick was still focused. Nothing was happening. The ambient mana looked stable. But… 

After a minute, Ulrick leaned back, sighing, smiling. He turned to Erick. “Worked that time.” He picked up the wand. “[Blink] wand. One charge, but it can hold 50, which is as good as you can get without spending thousands on better metals.” He set it aside. “I’ll leave the charging for later. Any questions?”

“How do you learn Ancient Script? Was that rhyming and then casting the spell at the end? Is all enchanting like that? What’s with all the little rads?”

Ulrick laughed a little. “You truly haven’t seen this before, have you?” Ulrick stood, then walked the other way, toward the filing cabinets. “I’ll just...” He pulled one out, then shoved it closed. He opened another, but that one wasn’t it either. “Where is...” He looked up, then down. He opened one more— “Ah ha! Found it.” He pulled out a text book. He handed it to Erick. It was a textbook on Ecks to Ancient Script, along with the common laws surrounding the practice, as enforced by the Mage Guild. “Bring it back whenever. It’s an old textbook, but it’s still good.” He looked around. “You won’t be able to finish this all today, anyway. Just get as far as you can.” 

While Erick began leafing through the textbook, Ulrick went back to work enchanting metal cubes into… flip flip flip… According to the textbook… Ah!

… 500 gold hunks of metal, according to the textbook’s pricing formula. 

Well. Not exactly. A single wand of Blink, fully charged, cost 500 gold, like Erick had theorized. But with a bit more reading, the truth behind that cost was a lot more complicated than the spell MP x 20. Items with only one charge —freshly made magic items— were 1/10th the fully charged price, with partial charges costing—

“So? [Mend]?” Ulrick said, smiling at him.

Erick was back to mostly full MP. He put the book into the shoulderbag Jane had bought him.

Cube. 

Cube. Cube.

Cube. Cube. Cube.

Cube. Cube. 

Cube… 

He hit 1000 mana spent on [Mend], and kept going. He Rested a bit, watched Ulrick make two more [Blink] wands, then went back to [Mend]. Before he hit 2000 mana spent, [Mend] leveled again. It wasn’t much more useful to Erick, but it was nice to see progress.

 




	
Mend 7, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical uncomplicated large object and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 10/2100








 

Because of Clarity, he was only spending 7 mana per 10 [Mend] experience gained. It felt nice to go further on the same tank of gas, but also like he was cheating experience. It wasn’t a real problem, though. Erick would hit his experience cap whenever his skills stopped leveling, and that would be that. He didn’t want to get into any monster fights ever again.

He wasn’t sure of the math, but Jane had been sure that he could expect to get to level 14 or 15 without killing monsters, if he spent the rest of his points on base stats. If he bought skills that gave experience, he could go a bit further, but not much.

And another thing! Clarity made getting to 2000 actual mana spent take quite a lot longer! Thankfully he hadn’t put [Mend] as a favored spell, or this job would be impossible.

Or just take a whole lot longer.

Ulrick was walking through the room when Erick finally finished.

“Done!”

“2000 mana?”

“Yup! Maybe a little more.”

Erick wobbled to his feet and pulled the work order out his shoulderbag. Steadying himself on the nearest bin of cubes, he handed the work order to Ulrick, who instead of signing it, pulled a clear stone from his pocket.

“Have you spent at least 2000 mana mending this trash into cubes, and not one of them turned into an item?”

Erick said, “Yes. I have spent over 2000 mana mending stuff into cubes, and not one of them turned into anything other than a cube.”

Green glow.

Ulrick put the stone away and took the paper, signing it big and bold, and twice. He handed the paper back to Erick, as he looked around. Over five trash bins had turned into a little over three cube bins. A far cry from the whole back room. But still, progress.

He said, “You’ve saved me quite a lot of mana and exhaustion. Too bad you already have a teacher or I’d want to swipe you up myself.”

Erick smiled, folding the paper and putting it into his bag. “Al’s a good guy but there’s not much to do after the attack, so it’s odd jobs for now. If this job is still on the board tomorrow, I might come back.” 

Ulrick smiled. “You do that.”

Before he ushered himself out of Ulrick’s shoppe, Erick realized he had a question. “Say, Ulrick. I noticed no stat boosting items out there. Are those not worth making? You seem pretty high end, but I just don’t know. Al said I should look into some basic boosting items sooner or later, is why I’m asking.”

Ulrick took a moment to answer. At first he looked maybe-angry, but that quickly changed into gruff determination. “I’ve got an established customer base and I like what I do. There’s money to be made in items like mine and people don’t expect them to last forever. But all those plus Strength and plus Willpower belts and crowns? They always break at the worst possible time, because they always break when they’re stressed.” He waggled his gloved claw. “Mark me, don’t go buying some plus 30 Willpower crown and expect it to last more than 3 or 4 mana pools.” He paused. He relented. “A plus 30 Strength belt, though? That’s useful. For one battle. Maybe two. Enough to save your life, I admit. But no matter what, if you get into basic enchanting, someone is going to die because the item you sold them gave them too much unearned confidence. You don’t want those bodies on your conscience. Enchanting might make you a lot of gold, if you’re good, but that’s not what real enchanting is about. Real enchanting is about saving lives on battlefields you’ll never see.”

Erick thought about that for a moment. It was good advice. 

A chime rang from the front room. A voice called, “Hello? Ulrick?”

Erick took that as his cue to leave. He went out into the front room first, then bowed out of the shoppe, saying, “Thanks for the advice, Ulrick.”

Ulrick waved him off, already talking to a pair of dragonkin customers. 

Erick turned in his three jobs to the Mage’s Guild; direct deposit, all three. The first two for 4 silver and 5 silver respectively, and the last one for 10 gold, twice. Enchanting gigs were nice, though Erick could already see why they paid out so well, and why the jobs weren’t snatched off of the MCL board as soon as they appeared. It was exhausting work! But he already knew he would go back tomorrow. 10 gold was 10 gold, and 10 gold twice over was even better.

That would happen tomorrow, though; today was done, even if the sun was still in the sky. Erick went to the Sewerhouse and [Blink]ed to the top floor’s landing. Dinner would come around soon enough, but until then, sleep! He glanced at his status before he crashed on the living room couch. One day soon he could ignore the passive skills, but for now, it was nice to see the numbers go up.

Oh. He had gained a base level, too, and… Ouch. Look at that level requirement. At 14400 exp to next level, Erick might already be staring at the mountain.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 11, Class: None

Exp: 610/14400

Class: -/-

Points: 7





	
HP


	
90/90


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
576/576


	
576 per day





	
Strength


	
9


	
+0


	
[9]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!











Spoiler: Spoiler





 












	
Concentration 9

Multiply your base MP regen by 2.88

Requirements: 20 Focus

Exp: 2363/5500








 




	
Discipline 9

Multiply your base MP by 2.88

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 1094/5500








 




	
Clarity 7

Reduces spell costs by 35%

Exp: 1470/2100








 




	
Mana Shaping 5

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 140/800








 




	
Aurify 1

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

Exp: 0/10000








 




	
Mana Altering 1

Bludgeoning, Slashing, or Piercing Damage

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Meditation 8

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Normal movement, moderate actions. May attack or defend. Damage done or taken breaks Rest.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 2689/3400








 




	
Cleanse 5, instant, short range, 10 mana.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 710/800








 




	
Mend 7, instant, touch, 10 mana

Touch a non-magical uncomplicated large object and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 1510/2100








 




	
Ward 7, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 97/2100








 




	
Force Beam 2, instant, medium range, 25 mana

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 2 seconds

Exp: 175/200








 




	
Force Shrapnel 2, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 5 + ½ WIL damage in a cone

Exp: 5/200








 




	
Blink 2, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 25/200








 











 

Jane was probably already skill-experience capped. That girl of his was driven.

… But whatever! Sleep now! To Rest, to lie down in slumber. Such a wonderful thi...ng…

… z… zz… zzZZzz… 

 

- - - -

 

He woke to the sounds of people talking downstairs, and the smell of cooking meat. Night had fallen not an hour ago. The sky outside was still vaguely bright. Footsteps touched upon the stone floor.

“Oh good. I was just about to come get you.” Jane walked over to him. “Dinner’s almost ready. Have a good sleep, Dad?”

Erick rolled upright. His eyes didn’t focus. 

“Hey?” Jane looked at him. There were two Janes. “Dad?”

He shook his head. “I’m okay. Just out of it.” He stared, and there was only one Jane. “Too much mana spent today… something like 3000? More than that.”

Jane helped him to his feet. “That’s a lot. Savral is back; that’s part of my day. He’s downstairs cooking, actually. His team was recalled. The shadowcat hunt might be a lot worse than anyone thought.”

While Erick had been groggy, ‘worse than anyone thought’ woke him right up. 

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I might need to start putting the big list of boxes into a spoiler.

Thanks for reading!
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                Erick and Jane stepped into Al and Savral’s apartment.

Savral chopped up vegetables before adding them to the skillet. A roast was already in the oven, practically done. He had been cooking a dinner large enough for everyone, including Guildmaster Mog, who was currently sitting in the living room talking with Al. She was looking as good as ever with her short black hair and muscly arms, but she also looked a bit run down. She had seen better days.

She was saying, “It’s just tough, you know?”

Erick said, “Smells great, Savral. Thanks for the invite.”

“It’ll taste great, too,” he said, with a smirk.

Al turned to see Erick. “And the last person arrives!” He almost looked like he could laugh, but there was a pall in the air. “I got a messenger from Ulrick Ulrick a bit ago. He wants to snatch you up.”

Erick smiled. “I think you’re stuck with me, Al. Don’t know if I’ll ever get to Scion of Focus though, not without killing some monsters, and we all know how that almost turned out.” The gloom in the air returned, as almost-smiles turned to flat grimaces. Erick walked toward the living room, Jane following. “I heard today was bad.”

Al frowned, but not at Erick. Mog stilled. 

A professional facade overcame Mog. “Six rookies were killed today. All of them over level 20. Seven assistants from the Mage guild lost their lives. The Guard is maintaining the quarantine but that’s about all they can do; the shadowcats are constantly testing our frontlines. Merit is easily holding her own, so I don’t feel an incursion into the rest of Spur is possible, but it’s also not possible to dislodge the shadowcats from their various hideouts without more firepower. I would like to believe that they’ve been living there for a long time, because the alternative is worse. Shadow tunnels are everywhere.” She paused as she broke her facade. She asked Al, “How was that?”

Al said, “Silverite will tear you a new one, but you’ll survive. No one expected multiple cats.” 

Mog sighed, and then stood. “I can’t stay for dinner. I have—”

“Now wait a minute.” Al said, “You need to eat, too.”

“I’ll get something on the way. I can’t do this right now. I thought I could, but I can’t.” She turned to Savral. “Thanks for the invite.” She turned to Al. “I’m going back out there.”

Savral said, “Wait wait.” He pulled the roast out of the oven. It was as thick as an orcol thigh and roasted brown. He sliced off an inch thick cut, the knife slipping right through the bone in the center. One quick pluck and Savral pulled out the bone, and with two more quick actions, the dripping meat was soaking two slices of bread on each side. “Here.” He handed the hot sandwich to Mog.

Erick was impressed by both Savral’s speed and also how damn sharp that knife must be.

Mog smiled small, taking the sandwich. “Thanks, Savral.”

“Anytime, Guildmaster.”

Al added, “You stay safe out there, Mog.”

Mog nodded, blowing on the hot sandwich as she stepped down the stairs. In a moment, Erick saw her on the street outside. The sandwich vanished in two bites. A little after that, she was out of sight. Savral let the roast rest on the counter while he tossed vegetables in an oiled skillet, making sure they were caramelized just a bit, but soon, dinner was served. 

Ten minutes into dinner, Erick stuck his two-tined fork into a not-potato, and paused. A question had been percolating in his mind since he saw Mog. He asked, “How bad was it?”

Savral instantly argued, “It wasn’t that bad. Yes. People died. Yes. Mog is in some deep shit since this happened inside the city and she and Merit have never gotten along. But if you ask me, the people who died today only died because those people got cocky—” He quickly added, pointing his finger at Erick and then Jane, “But I never said that. Okay?”

“Understood.” Jane asked, “How did people die, anyway? I saw the preparation that went into the operation. It seemed like overkill, but it obviously wasn’t. You guys had maps and plans and routes and sections. It all seemed very professional, like this was not your first time doing this.”

“These sorts of things happen.” Al said, “Spur is only half-populated, so there’s lots of room for monsters to hide. That said, I’m not sure how three cats managed to hide for this long. Or how so many people managed to get themselves killed.”

Savral said, “I only know for sure about one of the teams. Cerulean Sky. They were formed a few months ago and had spent all that time honing their tactics in the Crystal Forest. They should never have gone against a known shadowcat without spending at least a month in Ar’Kendrithyst. Everyone else in the kill squads had that kind of knowledge. Cerulean Sky fucked up. They left their back lines exposed, their mages didn’t have enough HP, they didn’t set up enough wards. The whole team didn’t account for basic Dead City strategy.”

Jane said, “I talked to them in the beginning of the day. They set up multiple fallback points. Everyone did, all over the place, all in accordance with the plans. Every mage I talked to had put on a full strength personal ward hours ahead of time.”

“And that’s the crux of the problem, isn’t it? The plan was fine for one shadowcat. No one is going to fault Mog for that. But when the other two appeared… When was it? Just after noon? Everyone should have changed tactics. We did. Cerulean Sky did not. They expected their defenses to be there waiting for them, but a shadowcat’ll send two wolves to fight against each other in those fallback points, and then there won’t be a fallback point because the wolves hurt each other to kill the emplaced [Ward]. Shadowcats are smart enough to pick their battles; they likely saw that Cerulean Sky was full of untested rookies.” Savral said, “That’s what I heard and saw, anyway. I believe it’s the truth. Not sure what happened to the other teams that lost people… Dark Bloom, though? That team is full of overconfident idiots, but they’ve spent years plundering Ar’Kendrithyst. I don’t know how they lost three mage guild people. No one knows. Zago is furious. There’s going to be an inquiry there, for sure.”

Erick said, “I was thinking about taking a destruction request, but...”

Al instantly said, “I don’t think you should. Shadowcats are smart. A single cat is a 1000g Kill Quest. You don’t even have a fortification destruction skill yet, do you?”

“I’m two thoughts away from [Stoneshape].”

“Even still.” Al shook his head. “Three shadowcats.”

Erick frowned. “If they’re so smart, why aren’t we talking to them?”

Savral held back a laugh. Al glared at Savral. Jane looked curious. 

Jane said, “I’d also like to know the answer to that.”

Savral glared at Jane. Then he relented, and said, “Technically we could, but they’d use the opportunity to ambush us. There are two outcomes here: either you join the long and well documented list of people who died talking to the shadows, or they’d use you, and you would end up killing the rest of us. In human culture, talking to monsters is a major crime because it’s usually provable that your interaction has led to at least one death.”

Al added, “The rads inside of their monstrous bodies drive them to eat and grow by either eating other monsters, or eating people. There’s no middle ground. Even people who can’t constantly disperse their own rads will turn into monsters. They’re all people eaters, every last one.”

Erick stared at his meal. He almost lost his appetite, but he was way too hungry and tired to give up a meal. He said, “Well that’s enough about that. I guess I won’t be taking a destruction job.”

Jane let out a long, relieved sigh. She smiled. 

Dinner resumed. Erick got through half of his dinner before he called it quits. There was too much food. It was great food, but there was too much. Savral was a great cook.

And then Erick asked about enchanting, questioning what he had seen Ulrick do with a small rhyme and some rads in a magic circle. That started a whole long conversation where Savral hated mandatory item pricing, Al said that the prices had to be that way, and Jane was only interested in how enchanting wasn’t a skill in the Script.

“Yeah!” Erick said, excited. “It’s like it’s real magic.”

Savral phhbtt’d. Al glared at his son.

“What?” Erick said, “You make up some rhymes and out pops an item!” 

“Not that simple.” Al said, “Ulrick was using a few skills he didn’t show you. Likely [Metalshape]. Maybe [Control Item], too. Probably a custom tier 2 spell.”

“Maybe. But...” Erick looked out across the room, at the city. Night had fallen. The darkness was broken by light orbs, but overhead hung the vast blackness of the heavens, and in the distance loomed the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst. He asked, “Could you do other magic that way? Like… cast a [Force beam] magic?”

Al and Savral laughed. Jane frowned. 

Al said, “Go ahead and try.”

Savral complained, “It’s not the normal way to make a tier 2 spell, but—”

“Not a combination spell.” Erick said, “A new spell entirely.”

Savral smirked. “In that case then good luck with your error messages. I hope—”

“Oh hush, Savral.” Al turned to Erick. “Go ahead.”

“Okay. Let me think.” Erick paused in thought. “Okay. I got it. I’m going to try for a lightning bolt.”

Al gestured toward the window. “Shoot in that direction, please.”

“Hold on.” Savral said, “Describe the spell you’re going for.”

Al huffed, “Let him try whatever he—”

“I don’t need details.” Savral was looking from Erick to the air. “A general idea is good enough.”

Erick said, “A lightning bolt. From the sky. Not that hard to grasp.”

Al laughed. Savral took his eyes off of the blank air to watch Erick. Jane sat back from the table. After a few moments of mouthing the words, making sure they all worked, Erick moved his chair so he could focus on something far away, like the top of that building over there. It was cast in shadow; it seemed deserted. 

Al said, “Don’t actually cast a spell. Try to ‘enchant’ the spell out of the Script.”

“Well duh. Otherwise there’s no point.”

“What building are you going for?” Savral asked, with half a smile. 

Erick pointed. “That one.”

Jane said, “He doesn’t even have any rads. This isn’t a proper experiment.”

“That building is abandoned. The harpies and owl shifters use the ones closer to the walls, so that one should be a fine target.” Savral said, “And since you’re putting so much effort into this, I’ll help. [Ward].” The air glittered black, a scintillating line of darkness falling around the room. Savral’s absorption [Ward] encompassed all of them. “For safety.”

Jane demanded, “Is anything going to actually happen?”

“Shh,” Al said. 

Savral said, “Let him try.” 

Erick focused on the dark, empty tower, maybe a thousand yards away. He mouthed the words again, making sure they were something like what he heard Ulrick do. When he was ready, he pointed to the tower, and spoke, “From ground to sky, and cloud to mount, from flash we mouth a subtle count, a strike of three from there to thee, marks the end of ancient trees. From ground to sky, and cloud to mount, from flash we mouth a subtle count, from high to low be now call’t, in this place, a [Lightning Bolt].”

Nothing happened.

And then two things happened. 

Erick fainted because his mana dropped to 0.

Lightning struck the tower in the distance.

 

- - - -

 

Awakening, Erick experienced a few different events all at once. Firstly, the sun was up. Sunlight streamed in from a nearby window, and it was way too bright. Like a migraine making itself known, Erick knew pain. That pain expanded to fill his entire body, as a deep, deep wrongness flexed across his skin, settling into his bones. 

There were also some blue boxes.

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Call Lightning 1, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 mana

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <Damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lightning bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+3 ability points. 








 




	
Good use of the basic underlying nature of the physical world, but let’s try something a bit more original next time, shall we? 

—Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script








 

Erick laid there, reading the boxes in front of him, trying not to move too much, or breathe too deep.

“Ah?” Al’s voice carried from across the room. A book closed. “You’re awake. Here, let me...”

A gentle light enveloped Erick, and the pain lessened. A vice loosened from around his skull. His skin was no longer on fire every time he breathed. He shuddered, and felt better.

Erick groaned, “Is it supposed to hurt this much?” He mentally pushed the boxes away, accepting what they had to say. “Points are nice, though.”

Al laughed. He touched a metal rod to Erick’s leg. A warm glow passed through his body, exactly like before. The pain receded, but did not go away. It was manageable now, though; that was better than nothing. Erick sat up. The rod in Al’s hands looked familiar. 

“That’s one of Ulrick’s rods.”

“He does good work. I’ve had this one in my collection for a few years. Hardly ever used it until today, and then ten charges. Poof! How are you feeling?”

“Like I fell out of the sky, but worse.”

“Hungry?” Al got up and moved into the kitchen. “Savral made sandwiches out of last night’s leftovers. You’re probably starving.”

He was starving. Now that Al mentioned it, Erick’s stomach grumbled with hunger. “How long have I been out?” Erick looked outside. A great black stain marred the broken top floor of the tower in the distance. “Uh.”

“Almost a full day. What’s your spell called?”

Erick willed the box to appear and then willed the box to move to Al. It was easier that way.

Al read the box a few times, his eyes wide at first. “Yup. Alpha spell, too.” He added, “Similar to spells already in the Script, though.” He dismissed the box. “I’m surprised Rozeta approved that. Surprised for multiple reasons.” Al pulled out two sandwiches from the cold box and cast a heating [Ward] on the kitchen counter. He slid the sandwiches on a plate into the [Ward]. The bread began to toast as the meat sizzled. “Look up [Lightning] and [Nature’s Fury] in the Mage Guild’s archives the next time you’re there. They’re both tier 3 spells, made by combining basic Script spells into two unique spells, and then combining those into [Lightning] or [Nature’s Fury]. They appear for purchase once you get their prerequisites, like how [Teleport] appears after [Blink] hits 10. If you’re smart enough to understand how [Blink] can be made into [Teleport], you could try to invent [Teleport] yourself and not spend the point, but most people buy that spell outright.” He pulled the sandwiches from the heating [Ward] and walked them over to Erick. “Eat.”

Erick relaxed in front of the steaming food. “What tier is my spell?”

“That’s the thing, isn’t it? Your spell is basic tier, even with that crazy mana cost. Your spell will appear in the Script for purchase by anyone, just like [Force Beam], in a year.” Al added, “Basic spells… They don’t happen. Until they do, and then many things change. Basic Magic classes at the Mage Guild have to adjust their curriculum. People will go to their local registrars and have them delete their entire [Lightning] and [Nature’s fury] skill trees in order to restart with [Call Lightning]. Ocean travel will be a lot less dangerous if people can kill storms using that ‘reduces the duration of natural storms’ bit of your spell. That sort of thing.” He turned toward the window. He stared at the black mark on the tower. “You have to have a fantastic idea of how the spell is supposed to work in order to create a basic spell, and you have to be the first one to get there. For comparison, not a single new Force spell has been added since the beginning of the Script. If you think you’ve made a new Force spell, you just haven’t explored the Script well enough.” Al smirked, then turned to Erick. “How do you think lightning works?”

It took Erick several minutes to comprehend exactly how much he changed the world with an offhand experiment that he never expected to amount to anything. Then he stared at his sandwich. Then he looked through the window, to the black-marked tower, recalling what he knew about lightning, trying to organize it all into a coherent idea. 

He said, “Clouds are a mass of positive and negatively charged particles, all jumbled together and generally balanced against each other. Lightning is a phenomenon that occurs when there is an imbalance. When there’s an imbalance, negatively charged particles in clouds fall to the ground in invisible lines of power, seeking to restore net balance by taking a positive charge from the largest source of positive particles: the ground. When the negative line from a cloud gets close enough to the ground, the ground —or something on the ground— responds by sending out its own line of positive particles. When the positive line meets the negative line, all of the charged particles along both parts of the line move very, very fast, in order to reassert balance to the whole system. This is lightning.” Erick looked up. He looked out. He looked to Al, and said, “I think I got that right. Ah. Lightning can also occur between clouds, of course. Anything with two massive differentials in electrical charge, really.”

Al sat there, listening. Quietly listening. When Erick stopped, Al asked, “And you put all of that into that enchanting-like rhyme last night?”

“I tried to.”

“And you did.” Al looked away. He sighed out, “You need to take better care of yourself.”

Erick winced. “What happened after I… crashed?” 

“Eat your sandwich.”

Erick began eating his sandwich. 

Al held up his rod of healing. “Mostly this rod of [Treat Wounds]. But in the seconds after you collapsed? Jane cast her healing spell on you and when that didn’t work she almost went crazy trying to demand a better healing spell from the Script. Before she could get far with that, Savral had retrieved the rod. We stabilized you, and Jane relaxed a little. She watched over you while you slept, but your main ailment is mana exhaustion, and that takes time to heal.” Al pointed at him with the rod. “You’re still exhausted, you know. That pain you’re feeling? Jane can power through it because she’s young, but it’s going to catch up to her, too. Maybe in a decade, maybe in a year. She’ll burn out, and it won’t be pretty. But you? You’re not young.” 

Fuck.

Erick tried to hide the sting from that truth, but he didn’t hide it well. Al’s eyes softened. Al looked away and let a minute pass before turning back to Erick. If there were tears, Al didn’t see them.

Al said, “No more magic for a few days. Creating a new spell takes a huge toll and you were not ready for that expenditure at all.” Al looked out the windows again. “Jane went with Savral and his group this morning to kill some wolves. They’ll be fine. Worry about yourself, so she doesn’t have to. Hera showed up after the kids left, asking questions and getting truthful answers. Mage Guildmaster Zago sent a messenger about three hours after that. You’re required to report for a debriefing by your guild as soon as you’ve recovered. I told them it would be at least two days.”

“… Am I in trouble?”

“There’s a hefty fine for casting magic like that in the city, but Master Zago paid it for you. That was also in the message she sent. She likely expects a detailed report concerning what you did and how you did it. If you tell her what you told me, she will be more than satisfied. I didn’t know you created a basic spell until you showed me the Script for it, so right now, this drama is just a personally amazing thing that you’ve done. The fallout of this will have to wait for another day.” Al paused. He leaned forward. “I know I told you to do a lot or else I’d kick you to the curb, but there’s a balance between moving forward and letting your body heal. You’re doing more than enough.” Al smiled, saying, “Let’s relax a bit, okay?”

Erick nodded as he finished the first sandwich, so he began on the second. He paused after a bite, to ask, “How do you think lightning works, Al?”

Al laughed. He said, “I thought it was concentrated light, exactly how I was taught, and how everyone else at the guilds are taught, but that’s obviously wrong!”

Erick smiled. That would be a laser, Al. 

Or maybe a phaser?

The people at the guild didn’t know how my blacklight orb worked, either. Could I make one now, now that I know what to look for? Hows does the light spectrum go again? Shorter wavelength for blue and ultraviolet, which is past blue. Longer wavelengths for red and infrared, which is heat. Could I actually do that? Heat wards are already part of the [Ward] skill… hmm… 

Al said, “I see you’re thinking. Plotting. Stop that. No more magic today. Maybe no more magic tomorrow. Jane already promised to hurt me if she returned to find you dead.”

Erick smiled. “That sounds like Jane.”

“Finish your other sandwich. And then!—” Al smiled. “We must visit the beerhalls and get you good and drunk, to celebrate your accomplishment!”

Erick laughed. “Sounds great to me.” 

 

            


020


                He did not get blackout drunk, but there was a need to use the rod of [Treat Wounds] in the morning. 

Jane had some words to say about that. Al and Savral both laughed.

And then there was a massive conversation about the spell Erick had created and OH MY GOD, Jane. She could not stop talking about ripple effects and the danger of fame in a world where they knew almost nothing about anything, except apparently enough to do real damage. Erick promised to not talk about science to anyone, unless he had to, which Jane was less than happy about, but the damage of [Call Lightning] had been done. The spell was going to be in the Script, in under a year. 

Al and Savral seemed to be okay with the new magic. They were impressed, but they were also okay with it. The <damage> part was somewhat unnerving, but after a bit more discussion, Al and Savral agreed that [Call Lightning] would likely be just another thing to defend against, and if the caster fucked up, they would be dead in the retaliatory strike. At 500 mana, even with Clarity and making it a Favored Spell for 125 mana, Mana Alterings and Shapings would quickly balloon that 125 back up to 500, or more.

[Call Lightning] was just too expensive for common use. 

But, apparently, ‘super long range’, to use the local vernacular, meant ‘war spell’, and 2500 MP war spells shifted whole battles. 

That was another not-fun conversation.



- - - -



Erick and Al spent the day relaxing in the bathhouse hot tubs and cool pools. This second time in the bathhouse was much better than the first. Erick was too sore to be anything but a blob of a person, relaxing into the water to let his worries drift away. Erick left the bathhouse feeling great, and Al was happy to see that Erick’s second time in the pools was easier than the first.

They stopped to have lunch at a nice place on the way back to the Sewerhouse. Erick paid for the day’s outings and meals, and felt emotionally better as well as physically better. He had started to feel like a sponge, taking Al’s goodwill and never reciprocating, but paying for a day of events helped to balance the scales, if only a little. It was a 5 gold kinda day, but that was okay every once in a while.

A young bluescale messenger waited outside of the Sewerhouse for their return. When the kid saw them, he quickly handed them a wax sealed envelope bearing the impression of Spur’s Mage’s Guild; a stylized crystal agave. Bluescale waited while Erick opened the letter. 






	
Dear Mister Erick Flatt, 

Please come to the Guild as soon as you are able. There are events to discuss and your debts to erase. 

- Guildmaster Zago










Al read the letter over his shoulder. “She reads pushy, but she’s… She’s actually kinda ruthless, now that I think about it. Do you want to go today? You’re still not healed.”

“Uh...” 

Bluescale asked, “Do you have a return message, sir?”

Erick still wasn’t feeling great. He said, “Tomorrow. Please convey my apologies, channeling mana hurts right now. I’ll be there in the afternoon and I’ll tell her everything about what happened.”

“Of course, sir.” Bluescale waited, eminently polite. 

He kept waiting.

“Ah.” Erick pulled a silver out of his pocket and handed it to the boy. “Thanks.”

Bluescale smiled, taking the silver piece. He jogged away toward the Mage Guild.

Erick turned to Al. “How about visiting the quarantine? Can we do that?”

“Not unless you’re ready to defend yourself.”

“… We’ll do that tomorrow, too.”



- - - -



Tomorrow came soon enough.

Jane did not want Erick anywhere near the front line, so Erick and Al did what any respectable parent would do; they showed up anyway. They did not go in completely unprepared; that would have earned Erick a severe dressing down and he would have deserved it. So, to prepare, Erick had cast a personal [Ward] earlier, then meditated until all his mana came back. After two days of rest —not just Rest— casting spells was refreshing. Like that first jog after healing from a broken leg, and finding out that you were really healed.

His preparations didn’t seem to matter to Jane, however, who had been in the Rest area when Al and Erick showed. Two city blocks had been flattened near the Human District to create a command center and Rest area —people were calling it the command courtyard— but Jane focused on Al and Erick as soon as they appeared on the other side of the space, almost a full football field away.

How she managed to spot them so fast, Erick would never know. She walked right through a kitchen, where people served food to waiting warriors. She skirted around [Ward]s that were like giant pixelation spheres, occluding everything inside. She ducked under tall tents with people pointing at maps.

She strode right up to Erick.

“What are you doing here? It’s dangerous! The cats are constantly trying to attack this place.”

The Human district was two streets away, but the frontlines were five away; they had checked with one of the patrols in the area before they came to the command courtyard. According to Al, Jane was worried over nothing. According to Jane… Well… one didn’t have to understand human nature very much to understand that Jane was rightly miffed. 

“I put on my personal [Ward]. Al’s here.” Erick thumbed toward Al. Al smiled. “We’re in the middle of safety and I wanted to see what was happening. And now that you’re here, you can show me.”

Jane glared.

“I’ve got some mana to kill.” Al looked across the courtyard. Several people took notice of him. “How about I help destroy some buildings? Flatten some rubble. Where’s Savral? Is he with you? Are you with him?” Al must have seen something he needed to see. “Ah! Not Savral, but it’ll do.” He walked into the command courtyard, nodding at the guards posted on the edge. They nodded to him. He glanced backward. “Coming?”

The guards at the edge of the zone never said a word as Jane followed Erick who followed Al into the command courtyard. Al greeted a few people on his path as he walked toward the largest visual disruption sphere in the center of the courtyard. When they reached the space, two guards told him to go right in, if he wanted. Al went in. Erick followed second, but Jane was a close third. She was eager to get in here for some reason. 

Beyond the censoring veil of multiple layered [Ward]s that were probably level 2’s ‘Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward’, were several people arguing over a miniature map of the Human District. One of them was Mog.

Mog declared, rather loudly, “We’re not doing that.”

An aged, violet incani with small, upturned horns and white hair, countered, “Let us try it, Mog.”

“We’re not using war magic in the city.” A flat-grey steel dragonkin said, “Do not bring the subject up again.”

The incani woman said, “We could be done by tomorrow if you two could agree to—” She saw Al and Erick. She tossed her hands in the air. “You know what? I’m done with this argument. There’s better things to be doing.” She snapped her finger at Erick. “You. We’re talking. Now.” She pointed to the side, at a seating area inside the larger occlusion ward. Another occlusion ward popped up over the seating area, just large enough to cover the smaller space.

Al nudged Erick forward. “Talk to your guildmaster. Want me to wait for you before I go and destroy whatever they want destroyed?”

Guildmaster Zago walked into the sphere. 

“Uh… Yeah. Actually. I do. Thanks, Al.”

“Don’t vanish on me, Dad. I’m taking you home after this.”

Erick almost laughed her off, but Jane had that glare in her eyes. So he said nothing, following Zago into the warded space, thinking of what he could do without worrying Jane. Now that he took a moment to think about it, he really did want to see what sort of ‘destruction’ Al was planning. But first! … Whatever the Master of the Mage’s Guild wanted. If she was already here and she wanted to talk, there was no reason to deny her. 

Erick walked through the edge of the visual and audio ward. Zago was sitting in a plush seat. A coffee table centered the space. Erick sat across from her, in an equally plush seat. She eyed him the whole time. It was not a comfortable look, so he eyed her right back. Guildmaster Zago was a handsome white-haired woman, with pale violet skin and horns, and well dressed in a lavender robe. Not a thick robe, like Erick envisioned when he thought ‘wizard’, but a gentle garment that accented the wearer; she could have easily looked like an old lady bundled up against the cold, but she did not. She had a power in her posture, and in her violet eyes.

Guildmaster Zago spoke with voice honed against children, “A [Scry] revealed to us that the lightning that struck that tower was barely unnatural; that it was a spell originating from your location. Subsequent [Scry]s failed to reveal the exact nature of that lightning spell. The Mage’s Guild of Spur would like to know what you invented, exactly.”

Erick was all ready to have a nice discussion about electrical charges and the nature of clouds, but then… That tone. He knew that tone, and it was the tone of authority. He had used it himself a few times against unruly kids, but it wasn’t polite, and sometimes it horribly backfired. Whatever she was going for, it had backfired. Erick found himself set against her, even though he did not want to be.

Well. No. The first thing was probably the incani thing, but that wasn’t his choice either.

In other problems: Erick had done a little research in the past few days regarding spell creation. Not much, because he couldn’t go to the guild as mana exhausted as he was, but Al and Savral and even Jane knew a lot about what happened to people who discovered new spells. Erick had a pretty good idea about what to expect, in a normal case.

Nothing.

Nothing happened because people were making new spells all the time. The new spells were all tier 2 spells or above, however. New basic spells, tier 1, were thought impossible. Everything had already been made that could ever be made. All the secrets of the universe had already been plundered. People just had to take those pieces and put them together how they wanted.

Al’s gravity ward that only picked up rads was one such variation. He didn’t even invent that. It was invented by some guy 1300 years ago, in the early years of the Script. Al just bought the prerequisites and created that special ward using the ‘recipe’ as outlined by the Mage Guild. It took him a few times, but he got the rad-specific gravity ward he wanted. He didn’t have to spend a point to buy it, but he could have. He did spend a point to buy [Teleport], though. Most everyone bought [Teleport].

Savral’s [Interception Bolts], those five droplets of magic that intercepted incoming hostile spells, however, was invented entirely by Savral. He did not like the one produced by the Mage Guild’s recipes. He did not get +3 points from inventing his version of the spell, but he did get the exact spell he wanted.

Aurify was one of the largest contributors to spell creation. 

There’s no [Cleanse Aura] in the Script. But there is [Cleanse] and there is Aurify. 

People made new spells all the time out of the basic spells of the script. But new basic spells were unheard of. So why was Guildmaster Zago acting all… quiet? Basic spells don’t happen. 

Al had said that he did not think anyone would know that Erick had created a Basic Spell until Erick decided to out himself to the world. But after some more discussion, Erick did not believe that. He didn’t think Al was lying, but he also didn’t believe in Al’s version of reality. 

[Scry], in the hands of a real talent, would have shown all of Erick’s steps leading up to that bolt striking that tower. Therefore, Guildmaster Zago, who was both the best [Scry]er and most knowledgeable mage in Spur, had to know that Erick had tried for magic that was ‘outside of the Script’, and that he had succeeded. 

Or more realistically, someone had spied on him and heard him talking about a Basic Spell at some point in time. Erick didn’t want to be paranoid, but the incani presence in Spur set him on edge. 

Hopefully they weren’t watching all the time.

So, with all that taken into account, what was the game here?

Erick asked, “What’s the game here?”

She glared. Her voice shot out, “I don’t know what—”

“Sorry.” Erick said, “Sorry. Didn’t mean it like that. I meant: You know that I invented a basic spell. I know that I invented a basic spell. So… pardon me if I’m more than a little wary when the incani in this town have tried to swindle, kill, mug, and deny me basic decency from day one. I would like to pretend that none of that happened, but it did.”

He gave her space to talk. She said nothing. 

Erick said, “Does being planar actually change anything? Was all of that an act, not only by Xemal, but also your daughter? I haven’t been harassed in the last two days, though there’ve been plenty of opportunities. Maybe it wasn’t an act. But I don’t really know.”

Guildmaster Zago said nothing as her face settled into a slight frown.

“Are you… Are you not going to say anyth—”

“I’m thinking.”

Erick sat back in his chair, letting her think. He looked around. These security wards were rather confusing on the outside, but looking out from inside wasn’t that bad. He could almost see what was happening inside the command ward, not ten feet away. Al, probably, was talking to Mog, maybe, and the grey-metal dragonkin, for sure. Jane was there. That was easy enough to understand. She was the only short person in the… Ah. No. That might be another dragonkin. That other one might be Jane. … or maybe that other one was Jane?

Guildmaster Zago asked, “Are you going to continue participating in my guild?”

Erick turned to her. “I’d like to. That’s the plan.”

She nodded. “Attend a basic class or three, at your leisure. Any topic you choose. Anhelia or Sizzi will be able to direct you further. We will continue this discussion at a later date.” She stood up, ready to leave. The privacy ward popped like a soap bubble.

Erick supposed that was good enough for now. He stood up. 

Before Guildmaster Zago could get very far, Al called out, “Zago! They approved artillery spells.”

Zago stopped. A sharp, contained glee filled her face. “Really?” She eyed him. “Why?”

Al cocked his head. He asked, “Did you not tell her, Erick?”

“Not… really?”

Zago casually turned toward Erick, saying, “We decided to save the conversation for later.”

“Ah. Well.” Al gestured to an entirely black orcol. Black like living metal black. Black eyes, black fingernails. Black teeth. “Killzone arrived and set Liquid straight.”

The black orcol wrought, Killzone, wrapped a friendly arm around the much shorter steel grey dragonkin wrought, shaking the smaller wrought in a friendly manner, saying, “Shucks, Liquid does her best for everyone and it’s always great, but we had another death today. It’s time to pull out the big spells!” Killzone smiled at Erick, all black teeth and black eyes and black lips, with a twang in his voice. “I can’t wait to see what Erick there invented. Al said it was a basic spell, too! Heck. I might want to buy it next year, if’n it’s a good ‘un.” 

Erick glared at Al.

Al shrugged at him.

Fine. Might as well debut in front of everyone, eh?

Zago smiled like a child given candy. Then the smile was gone, and she coughed small into her hand. She said, “May I see the spell beforehand, Mister Flatt?”

He called it up. The spell looked a bit different from two days ago.






	
Call Lightning 4, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 mana

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lightning bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Exp: 400/500










Specifically, it had gained 1000 experience, like he had cast it twice.

He willed the spell box toward Zago.

She read it. She read it again. She tilted her head. She said, “That’s… expensive.”

Killzone ambled toward them. “What’s it say?”

Zago moved the box to Killzone.

He immediately went, “Ooowee! That’s expensive. But that is a tier one spell. Basic magic. I’d recognize one of those anywhere. Congrats, Mage Erick Flatt.” His eyes glinted darkly. “Let’s go see it in action!”



- - - -



Erick joined Army Captain Killzone, Sewermaster Al, Guildmaster Zago, and several other people he had never met before, on top of one of the tallest buildings closest to the quarantined Human District. It had been prepared for the gathering of bombardment mages only 10 minutes prior, to deny the shadowcats an idea of what was happening. [Force Wall]s and [Wards] had been scattered around the whole thing, shoring it up from possible retaliation, denying entry points and shielding the vulnerable people on top. But if the cats or the wolves got up to the roof anyway, that’s what Killzone was for.

Looking out over the destruction, Erick did not understand how the shadow cats were still alive. 

The Human District resembled those wartime photos Erick would sometimes see on the news; demolished buildings, smoking craters, rubble everywhere. Single walls standing tall, like silent gravestones over what had once been a thriving city. The streets of the Human District were barely visible amongst the destruction. All the trees that had existed were long gone, turned to ash or debris, it was hard to say.

As he stared, people moved around him, but Al stayed at his side.

Killzone said, “Can’t rightly see anything from this far away, can ye?”

Erick asked, “No one has telescopes? Why are we up here, then?”

“Tele… scope?” Killzone looked up at the air. “I don’t see that one. Telepathy, telekinesis… No telescope.”

Erick decided. “I need to get [Metalshape] and [Glassshape], don’t I.”

Al said, “Glass shaping is a part of [Stoneshape]. You can even do gemwork if you’re good enough at the skill, though that usually requires a tier 2 spell.”

Erick bought [Stoneshape] right there.

Zago stood to the side, silent, erecting a [Ward] of some sort. It was the second such [Ward] she had done; the first one was already set near the back of the roof, not giving any obvious clue as to its purpose. She finished, and a radiant violet glitter descended around her, before vanishing into the roof at her feet. She moved five feet away and started making another one.

Erick turned back toward the Human District. He asked, “How are the shadowcats still alive?”

Killzone answered, “They hide in shadow. There’s lots of shadow in rubble, and those darn cats target the stoneshapers first. We’re holding the quarantine line, but advancin’ is difficult. You can’t see ‘em now, but wolves lurk under alllll of that.”

Zago announced, “Fourth one is done. Al? Take whichever one you want. Erick? Come take this one right here.” She stepped out of the [Ward] she made. She looked out. “No one needs line of sight, correct?”

“Nope,” Al said.

An incani man, a dragonkin, and an orcol, all said variations of, “No, Ma’am.” 

Zago looked at Erick, who had yet to take his spot in the [Ward] she had created. “Is there a problem? You don’t need line of sight, do you? Your spell description did not seem to require such a thing.”

Erick just looked down at the rubbled district. He had a few arguments against killing things, but all he could think of right now, was, “I don’t even have a target—” followed quickly by, “I think I might need line of sight.” He looked up. The sky was empty, like it usually was. “Not sure how this works...”

Zago frowned, then walked over to the leading edge of the roof. She began casting another [Ward], two feet from the edge. 

Killzone pointed forward, but spoke to the nearby incani man, his voice strangely devoid of his twangy accent. “Prepare to take down the [Force Wall] for Erick Flatt and reestablish if necessary.”

“Yes, sir, Killzone, sir.”

Killzone nodded to the man, then he turned toward Al, “Just needin’ that signal from Merit, and you can begin at your leisure. Like Erick here said, I’m doubten’ we’ll have many a target before you can flush them out.”

“Done.” Zago stepped aside from her small ward. “In here, Mister Flatt.”

Everyone seemed to look at him.

Okay. Okay. Pep talk time, Erick. You can do this. They’re murderous monsters who have invaded your town. YOUR TOWN. Yes. You live here now. Look at the people around you. Yes. They’re looking at you. You gotta do this, because this is how things are done. 

Erick stepped into Zago’s [Ward], and suddenly—

He.

Could.

See.

Everything.

“Frick! No wonder you guys never invented telescopes!”

His eyes weren’t a part of his body anymore. They were everywhere. He could see the pores on his own face. He looked past the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst and saw smokey crystal. He looked down into the Human District and saw shadow under the rubble a thousand feet away. He—

Zago pulled him out from her [Ward], saying, “I cannot believe that you immediately went looking for the monsters.”

Far below, in the center of the Human District, shadows were moving. 

“They got spooked!” Killzone lost his twang as he shouted. “Give the signal from our end. Al! Do your thing! Everyone else: positions! Kill the bastards!”

An incani man beside Killzone shot something into the sky. It burst vibrant black. Four more signals followed all around the Human District, like dark fireworks, as Al stepped into Zago’s ‘eyeward’ in the center of the roof. The air shifted around Al. 

Zago rushed to her own eyeward as a dragonkin took an eyeward for herself.

Killzone said, “When Al begins— There he goes. Erick? You cast your spell and do what you can.”

Erick was probably supposed to hop back into the eyeward, so he could aim better, but right now all he could do was watch as the ground shifted far, far below, on the edge of the Human District. He couldn’t quite see from—

Erick, feeling like an idiot, hopped back into the eyeward.

Now he could see what was happening down there. Somehow, in fits and spurts, the ground was flexing here and there, in 15 or 20 yard circles. Like some god touching the floor of the city and turning it into airy sand-water; rubble vanished into the ground, and shadows welled upward, into the light. The ground did not stay flexed into water in those small locations for more than half a second, but it provoked a massive reaction from the whole of the district. 

Shadows leapt out of vanishing rubble, wolves and more wolves. Like a sea of darkness stepping into the light, the monsters were there. And Spur waited for them. All around the Human District were city guards, adventurers, and Jane too, standing with Savral, all of them prepared to fight the dark tide. The monsters yelled, and the city of Spur answered with a roar of their own, swords slamming against shields; the sound of a battle soon to be joined.

That horde was going to wash over everyone, including Jane.

Erick’s ethical problems against killing monsters vanished like water under a desert sun.

[Call Lightning].

The skill leveled to 5 as the sky darkened, 300 mana evaporating into the air— thank you, Clarity. Flashes skittered in the gloom above. Far below, the wolves howled. And still, the ground pulsed here and there, ridding the Human District of rubble and hiding spots. Whatever Al was doing, he concentrated his magic on the space in front of the quarantine line first, ridding it of ambush spots and exposing wolves to the front line.

And the front line noticed the new targets. Lines of fire, bursts of acid, pillars of light; magic of all kinds exploded in the densest parts of the monster horde. Smaller spells erupted like machine gun fire across the advancing enemy, carving holes in the darkness. 

Killzone called out, “Fire at will, Erick.”

Erick picked a target. It was a writhing mass of shadow in the center of the horde. 

Tracers of energy arced from the clouds above Erick, searching for its pair rising up in the center of the monster horde. When the two streams of potential met, the sky cracked at the connection. Energy followed paths of least resistance, chaining from one shadow to the next shadow, boiling blood and tensing muscles in ways they were never meant to be used. Bones broke under unnatural stresses. Nervous systems fried.

About 15 death notifications filled Erick’s vision, all of them for shadowolves, all 90%+ participation.

10 more notifications came in the moments after fireballs, and crushing squalls, and green rain, impacted the area near where the lightning had struck. Those were only 30% participation.

Erick struck again. 

22 death notifications filled Erick’s vision. All shadowolves. More notifications came as the other bombardment mages followed his attacks.

He struck again. 

7 notifications that time. More wolves. More follow up notifications.

The cloud above him was an airy thing, not much mass and not much there. It was still the size of a building, though. So ‘not much there’ was only true when comparing it to an actual thunderstorm. It had one bolt left. 

He scanned for another target. 

A peculiar nest of shadows stood separate from all the rest, except for tiny tendrils that linked it through the rubble all around. The shadow itself was just off center of an open space; it did not look like it was hiding, but it also didn’t look like a good target.

He stepped out of the eyeward, then stepped back in. He stepped out again, and pointed to the spot he was looking at, with the weird tentacle shadow. “Is that a cat?”

Killzone was right there, beside Erick. He ducked in and out of the eyeward. “It just might be.”

Erick sent the last lightning bolt at the thin mass.






	
You have slain Shadowcat B!

25% Participation

+794527 exp










Erick almost fell on his ass, but a dragonkin was there to help him stand. Erick muttered, “I got kill credit on a shadowcat. 25% participation. Almost 800000 experience.”

Killzone laughed loud, then asked, “How much damage did you do?”

“Uh.” Erick looked. “None listed.”

Killzone’s joyful mood turned serious. He nodded. He asked, “Got enough mana to do that again?”

Erick began meditating. “I will in a bit.” He looked up. Some of the cloud was still there, but without his spell active, it was dissipating in the winds above the city. Then he looked at his mana. Huh. He was pretty close to another 300 mana. “Three minutes.”

“Pull up the kill credit screen.”

Erick did so, then showed it to Killzone.

Killzone studied the little box. He dismissed it, then turned. “Anyone got another cat spotted?”

Al sighed out of his eyeward, shaking and pale. A pair of dragonkin caught him before he fell. Erick almost rushed over to the orcol, but Al was already collecting himself off of his rescuers, saying he was fine and thank you. No need to worry about him.

Killzone said, “Good work, Al. Battlefield is almost set.”

“I can go again in ten minutes.” Al said, “How’s the frontline doing?”

Killzone demanded, “Report, private.”

An incani in an eyeward said, “Minimal casualties. Horde is probing toward the wall. They might be making a break for it through an unknown tunnel but Merit is there. Mog is shoring up her side opposite Merit. No problem areas reported. Frontline looks stable.”

Al said, “They’re not going through the sewer. I took down the sewer there the other day.”

Zago called out, “I found a cat!” 

Killzone turned to Erick. “You’re up again.”

[Call Lightning].

A billowing grey cloud roiled into existence high above Erick, folding in upon itself, gathering charge and casting a gloom across the city. The cloud towered well into the sky, almost to the height of Ar’Kendrithyst’s walls. [Call Lightning] leveled to 6.






	
Call Lightning 6, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 mana

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lightning bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Exp: 100/1300










But it was the level 5 version of the spell that gathered in the sky above him.

Erick stepped into the eyeward to gaze upon the battle. Jane was doing fine. She wasn’t doing much, either, but she was doing fine back there in the front lines. Ah. Look at that. She saved that person’s life, killing that wolf before the wolf could—

Zago’s voice dominated Erick’s senses. “I’m marking the target now.”

Erick’s sight zoomed across the battlefield to a violet glow among a tangled string of darkness, woven through several downed buildings. Erick would never have noticed the tangly shadow if not for Zago.

Lightning struck. A kill message filled Erick’s vision.






	
You have slain Shadowcat C!

1% Participation

+31781 exp










Zago called out, “Kill confirmed. Shadowcat C dead.” She added, “I’m getting a [Premonition] that the last cat will not be controlling anything. It will try to run and hide, and I won’t be able to see it.”

Killzone said, “Probably right. Erick. Sweep up as many as you can. Don’t worry about the remaining cat. Help our troops.”

Al stepped back into his eyeward. The ground on the battlefield resumed flattening in spurts and spots, exposing more shadowolves with every remolding of terrain. Erick targeted the exposed monsters, careful to keep his lightning well away from the advancing frontline. He got 45 more kill messages by the time the last bolt from [Call Lightning] was spent, but like the last shadowcat kill, he was stuck at 1% participation.

He was kinda glad for that. He was starting to feel really sick. Not physically… Though maybe there was a bit of that in there. Mostly… Killing was not good. Even if they were monsters. Even if they were killers…

Erick was not cut out for this sort of thing. 

He gave one last look to Jane and saw that she was in her element, killing monsters and keeping her people alive, before ducking out of the eyeward. He immediately fell to his knees, knocking away the hands that tried to help him up, rushing to point his head in a good direction before the vomit could come. And out it came. There was no stopping that. He puked until he had nothing left to give. Then he dry heaved, tears streaming down his face.

Oh, god. He was a wreck. This was not a good look for him.

He stood up, activated a quick [Cleanse], and tried to salvage his dignity in the eyes of the several onlookers who were staring at him, probably wondering what the fuck was his problem. Did he have a problem with killing monsters? With helping the city? What could have possibly caused this reaction?

Was he an idiot, or something? 

Honestly, probably: Yes.

“Sorry. Not used to death.” Erick said, as he continued to meditate. “Really not used to this sort of thing.” He pointed around, “Prefer not to… Ah. Hmm. You know what? I’m going to meditate and see about getting ready for another one, if you need me.”

Killzone studied Erick the whole time he was going through his emotional and physical breakdown. At the end of it, Killzone said, “Good man,” then promptly went on to dealing with the concerns of the rest of the people on the roof. “How’s it looking, Zago?”

Erick relegated himself to a corner of the roof. He sat down and relaxed, saying hello to an incani and a dragonkin nearby who eyed him a bit too much for it to be normal eyeing. They stayed silent. 

That simply would not do. 

Erick asked them, “You guys kill lots of monsters?”

The incani frowned. “Yeah. We do.”

The dragonkin said, “The threat to our families will be gone because of people like you. Thank you.”

The incani relented, adding, “What he said.”

Erick felt… Not better. But… better.



. . .



An hour later, Zago announced, “Shadowcat A destroyed. We’re at the cleanup phase. I will begin marking targets now.”

Erick looked over the edge of the roof.

Down below was a mess. The Human District was marred with shadow corpses and people searching to make more corpses, and still Al did his magic, turning rubble into flat ground, flushing out more monsters. But without the cats, there was an observable change in the shadow horde. Some wolves moved like rabid animals, charging lines where there was no hope of success. Others ran, four of them, from a single advancing person. The horde was an unorganized mess, harried by fireballs and [Force Beams] and explosions of every color.

And then Erick saw another spell begin to spread among the shadows. A violet light, gentle yet sharply visible in the sun, outlined shadow after shadow. The spells and attacks from the people of Spur targeted those shadows. Some purple glows tried to hide, to shuffle through the front line and make it to the safety beyond, but those were cut down with extreme force. 

Erick saw the purple glows try to escape, and could only think:

These things must hide everywhere. Spur is not safe, at all. 

Another thought came.

People live like this?

Gradually, the purple glow outlined every shadow. At about the same rate, shadows fell to the blades and spells of the encircling frontline. Spur closed like a noose around the shadows, and now a different sort of problem appeared. 

A spell from one side of the frontlines caught another spell from the other side, splashing magic across people who had strayed forward. But just like that, the potential problem went away, as all magic stopped. People started slaughtering wolves with swords and spears. 

When the final wolf was dead, and the purple glow vanished, a cheer went up from the human district. Roars echoed across Spur. The battle had been won. 

Erick was impressed by the whole thing, but mostly he was impressed by Al. The Human District was flat, save for a few low walls here and there that Al must have left intact on purpose. What sort of spell was that supposed to be?

He looked over to Al. The man was outside of the eyeward, his light brown-green skin looking lighter than normal. Erick walked over to him. 

“So that was impressive.” Erick said, and Al smiled. “What the heck was that? Did you even leave any houses for me to [Mend] back together?”

Al chuckled. “I left some walls down there. You can make something out of one of them.” He stood up a bit straighter, stretching. He breathed deep, his chest expanding, muscles flexing under loose clothing. “Now what you did. That was impressive.”

Killzone suddenly loomed over them, saying, “Yes—”

“Fuck!” Erick took a half step away, holding his chest. He breathed. He calmed. “Sorry.”

Two soldiers chuckled nearby. 

Killzone ahem’d, then said, “You killed two cats. By rights, you deserve a portion for the reward from the Kill Quest, twice over. Good work.” He turned to face Zago, who had also walked closer when Erick wasn’t looking. “Anything I should be worried about?”

Guildmaster Zago said, “Not right now, but [Purple Fog] will last for a day and spread to fill the rest of the city in hours. Any living thing with a rad in its body will begin to glow purple. I’m sure we’ll get a few false positives among the populace, so be aware of that and make adjustments as necessary.”

Killzone nodded. “That’s a useful spell. When did you create that?”

“A few years ago. Never had a chance to use it until today.” She looked down at the battlefield. “It requires a defeated monstrous enemy and Irogh has already warned me against extensive use. I’m barely this side of the self-propagating magic ban.”

“Good. I was worried about that.” The twang returned to Killzone’s voice, as he announced, “We’re good ta’ go. Thank y’all for coming and assisting with the defense of the city. Liquid n’ Mog n’ Silverite’ll figure out pay and such in the coming weeks. Whatever they decide. I’m not dealin’ with that.” He nodded, saluting the group with a quick, unprofessional double-tap of his fist on the center of his chest. The sound was like a blacksmith’s hammer striking an anvil. “Later!”

Killzone sauntered off. As he left, his soldiers took down [Force Wall]s from the air around the roof, then followed their captain down the stairs. Wind flowed across Al, Erick, Zago, and a few others. The scent of over three thousand monster corpses came to Erick, but the corpses were fresh. 

The smell wasn’t all that much different than a normal day, to be honest.
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                Al and Erick descended the rooftop on their own, but Guildmaster Zago caught up with them on the street. Two other mage guild members flanked the older incani, one a brozescale dragonkin, the other a white-blue wrought in the shape of a dragonkin. 

“Hold up.” Guildmaster Zago stepped away from her entourage, saying, “You… You did good magic, today.” She looked like she wanted to keep talking, but she didn’t. 

“Thank you. You too.”

“No. That’s...” She seemed to steel herself. Her words came like disease out of a lanced wound, all a jumble and all at once. “Don’t go into Ar’Kendrithyst. Don’t let your daughter go into Ar’Kendrithyst. Bulgan… Bulgan did this. These shadows? He did this. When Mog kicked him out of the guild, Silverite exiled him. He retreated to Kal’Duresh, but within the day they caught him talking to shadows. He was then exiled for consorting with shadows, which led to… There are movements that you are not aware of…” She paused in thought, like she wasn’t sure how much she needed to say. “Bulgan wants to kill you and Jane, very much. I don’t know the full extent of his plots, but he used his contacts inside Spur to bring the shadowcats inside the walls. There is evidence that he is the one who planted magical corruption in the sewers in order to prepare oozes for the arrival of two level 0 humans out of the Crystal Forest, and I’m still not sure how that happened exactly. But since everyone always starts killing monsters in the sewers, it seemed to him to be a safe bet. The two children who tried to mug you when you first arrived were some of his contacts… Until they were involved in the attack on the Sewerhouse.”

Al stood by, fury hidden under a calm facade. Erick barely felt anything over Zago’s words, until the attack on the sewerhouse came up. Then he felt his stomach twist. The rest of her words began to sink in. Erick barely remembered a ‘Bulgan’. He was the giant incani who kicked Jane into a wall and would have punched Erick’s head off, if Mog hadn’t intervened, wasn’t he? Didn’t Jane mention that he was a Scion of Strength with over 6000 HP? Level 50 something? If today’s shadow incursion was because of him, that did not bode well, because if Zago knew about this, then the rest of Spur’s leadership knew about this, and with all these people knowing all these things, something about the battle would have looked different. There would have been people trying to kill Bulgan, or… Something. Was Bulgan in hiding?

Was Killzone waiting on that roof for Bulgan to show? 

Was Bulgan waiting down at the battle, to kill Jane?

No. Probably not. From Zago’s story, it seemed like Bulgan wanted to be responsible, but not hold the sword himself, for some reason. 

If the problem of Bulgan had been solved, then Erick fully believed that Zago would never have said a single word to Erick about anything, therefore Bulgan was still alive. And he wanted Jane and Erick dead. And Zago needed to tell Erick about all of this, for some reason? Maybe as a gesture of good faith? Something to do with the ‘planar’ designation?

And Guildmaster Zago kept talking.

“Everyone in the attack on the Sewerhouse is now dead. The shadows still living in Spur will be purged by the end of the day; you can count on Killzone and Merit’s soldiers and guards to complete that task. Mog has been systematically destroying the poison Bulgan has allowed into our city, so that’s taken care of, too. But Bulgan himself is nowhere to be seen. He’s not in Spur. He’s not in Kal’Duresh. He’s certainly not in Frontier.” Zago paused. She breathed. She said, “It is my opinion that he has become a Shade in the Dead City.” 

Al cursed in some unknown language, full of hard sounds and emotion. The bronzescale and wrought who had been flanking Zago reacted to Zago’s theory with perked eyebrows and stunned expressions. This must be news to them, too.

Zago continued, “The upper echelons of Spur were made aware of Bulgan’s moves after he was denounced as non-incani, but until that first shadowcat showed itself, none of us believed that he would move this far against the people of Spur. I hope I am wrong about him becoming a Shade, but… With the extent of the shadowcat incursion revealed today, I feel I am right.” She breathed. She looked away. “The Quiet War is poison. Sometimes that poison is medicine, making us stronger by providing an enemy, but sometimes it’s just poison.” She paused again. She said, “I have penned a full report on Bulgan’s possible activities and will be amending it today with what I now know. As a show of good faith, would you like a copy?”

She waited for Erick to say something.

He said, “Okay. Thanks for telling me all this. I’ll probably come by the guild tomorrow to see about those basic classes, maybe take a few more odd jobs. I might get a copy then. Thank you for the offer.”

She stared at him. He almost smiled at her, but then thought better. He kept his face neutral. Eventually, Zago nodded and walked away, her minders trailing behind her. Erick held his tongue as she walked well out of sight. When he was sure she was gone, he resumed normal breathing. 

Al’s anger overflowed. “Those fucking delinquents! I watched them grow up! I watched all of them grow up! Those oozes killed a trio of rookies who grew up with Savral! FUCKING—” Al smashed a fist into a nearby wall, cracking stone, huffing loud, then huffing softly. He removed his hand from the wall. A smear of blood was left on the grey-brown wall, and on his hand. He breathed out, calmer than before. “Damn… kids… dammit.” He flashed magic at the broken stone and it flowed together, removing evidence that Al had almost punched through the stone. Then he looked down at Erick, and said, “Are… Are you okay?”

Erick thought for a moment. He said, “Not really. But… it is what it is… I need to go get Jane.”

“Yes. I… I need to go get Savral, too.”

Al walked off in what was probably the right direction. Erick followed. 

A violet glow heralded a shadowolf poking its head out from behind a small wall.

Al flashed. The wolf disintegrated. 

The pair of them walked past where the shadow used to exist. The wolf was a settling pile of ash.

So that just happened.

They eventually made their way to the command courtyard. All around were people in adventuring armor, standing in three lines and talking to each other as the lines progressed toward six people in robes. The six people were paired off into groups of two, one of them holding a green truth crystal while the other wrote on papers on a small table in front of them. When an adventurer got to the front of the line, they showed Script boxes to the pair and the person with the green crystal— Oop. Pink crystal. There’s an argument starting. Now the guards are stepping in— The adventurer is backing off.

Green crystal. Normal operations resumed. 

And there’s Jane and Savral!

“There’s Savral and his team.” Al said, “And Jane.”

Erick didn’t know what he expected from Savral’s team, but he certainly did not expect a bird person, a not-human with a mask, and an orcol priest in armor and robes. The orcol was ‘normal’ enough, but a bird-person? That was new. Erick and Al walked right up to them, ignoring the frowns and groans from the people further down the line. 

Jane saw him and her eyes lit up. “Dad! Holy fuck!” She almost stepped out of line but Savral pulled her back in, and she let him. “Right. Can’t leave the line but, Dad! That was amazing!”

“This is him? I mean. Obviously.” The masked person said, her white hair— Nope. Her white feathers, glinting in the sunlight. “Human and all. And reaction from Jane. Very rudimentary math there.” She nudged the other feathered person. “You’re up.”

Al moved close to Savral and spoke in whispered tones while the line moved forward one person at a time. Normally, Erick would have focused on Al talking to Savral, but the white feathered person had nudged the sand-colored bird person at Erick, and the sand-feathered person looked like she was holding back something important to say. The woman, girl maybe, wore a practical pair of shorts, to allow her bird-like legs free movement, and a short t-shirt tunic, to allow her winged arms free movement. Her hands were like the fingers of a bat, at the joint right before her long feathers appeared. She clutched a no-nonsense wooden battlestaff in those funky hands.

Her face was human, and it was full of worry.

“Uh.” Erick held out his right hand. “Hello. I’m Erick Flatt. What’s happening?”

Like a dam broke, her words poured out, “Howdidyoudothat?I’mgoingfor[Nature’sFury]butthatlookedlikesuchabetterversionthatyouhavewreckedmyplans!Idon’tknowwhattodonowandJanesaidthatTHATwasabasicspell?Impossible!Pleaseyouhavetotellmehowyoudid—”

“Okay okay!” Erick said, “Uh. Wait." He heard 'basic spell' somewhere in all that. He looked at Jane. "Did you tell people?"

Jane moved forward with the line, saying, “That was pretty fuckin’ flashy, Dad. Everyone started theorizing around me. I don’t know how it started, but people figured it out, because… I kinda lost my poker face. So that’s that.” Then she frowned. She accused, “And you showed people in the command tent! Blame yourself.”

“Right… I did do that.” Erick frowned. He said, “So does everyone have names, or?”

“Ikawa Kali," said the sand-bird person, half shy, half so intensely focused Erick was almost weirded out. 

“Gorgush Ammer,” said the bald, green orcol in priest robes and plate mail, almost like Savral’s. He was barely taller than Savral, but he was already massively muscular, with a spear strapped to his back. 

“Lanore Oleo,” said the masked, white-feathered person, all nonchalant. Her clothes were normal adventuring stuff, but light weight versions. Mostly cloth with a bit of leather. She had no visible weapons, but then again neither did Savral.

Or Jane. The three of them must use [Conjure Weapon].

The line moved forward. Savral was three people from the front.

Ikawa quickly asked, “What was that spell you did?”

Erick looked from Savral, to Al, to Jane, and decided to just answer the question. He brought out the spell description and willed the blue box toward Ikawa. She focused on the spell, so much that Lanore had to edge her forward when the line moved. Lanore read the spell over Ikawa’s shoulder, but just enough to read it. She did not study it like— 

Sand Harpy! That’s what she is!

He knew he had heard Savral mention harpies before—

Wait. Was Lanore the harpy, maybe? She doesn’t look like a harpy… 

And then it was Jane’s turn at the front of the line. Savral had finished while Erick wasn’t looking. 

Jane willed over a dozen blue boxes into a straight line in the air. She spoke to the wrought writing on the table, beside the dragonkin holding the green stone, “Jane Flatt. 28 kills, ranked from highest to lowest kill participation box.”

The wrought at the desk glanced at the green stone then studied the boxes, writing down some crucial parts of what they were seeing. Then they said, “Your participation has been logged. Next.”

Jane quickly moved out of line. Erick followed her to the side of the command courtyard. In the shade of a building, Savral, Al, Jane, and Erick, waited for the rest of Savral’s team. 

“You look a bit stunned, Dad.” Jane explained to him, “The Mage Guild is going to clean up the fight and divvy up the rads and such based on what you contributed to the fight.”

“I got that.” Erick went with the conversation, even though the precision he saw before him was not the reason he was ‘a bit stunned’. “This is so organized, and right after a battle? I expected… I don’t know.”

Savral said, “Something like this hasn’t happened since I was a kid but the people in charge remember how it goes. They’ll be done with this part today. Cleanup in the next two.”

Lanore joined them in the shadow of the building, saying, “They said rads or gold will be available in a ten-day. How true is that?”

Al said, “More like three days. They told you ten days to keep the rush from coming right away.”

“Nice!” Lanore’s eyes brightened, her white feather-hair rising. “I’m going tomorrow.”

“You’ll just piss them off,” Savral said. “I’m going in seven days.”

“Hmm… Maybe I’ll go in seven days, too.”

When the final person in Savral’s team exited the line, Jane, Lanore, and Gogrush wanted to celebrate at a tavern. But Savral said, “We’re going to the Sewerhouse and I’m cooking, but go buy beer. And meat. A lot of people will have leveled today; so hurry.” 

Jane eyed Erick, whispering to him, “How much did you level today?”

Erick saw a bunch of blue boxes hovering just outside his vision, waiting for confirmation. He did not answer Jane’s question, and she looked a bit put out by that.

As Gogrush and Lanore called for her to join them, Jane said to Erick, “See you at the sewerhouse. We have lots to discuss.”

Erick couldn’t hide his reaction to that. So he covered for whatever was happening with his face, by saying, “Yes, we do, Jane. Lots and lots. Don’t wander off into Ar’Kendrithyst, okay?”

Jane cocked her head in confusion. Lanore and Gogrush were already down the street. Jane paused, then nodded, and rushed to catch up to Savral’s teammates. Well. Two of Savral’s teammates. The remaining one walked with Al, Savral, and Erick, back to the Sewerhouse, clutching her battlestaff in one wing-claw, looking like she wanted to say something the whole way, but not working up enough courage to actually speak. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick excused himself upstairs to his and Jane’s apartment. He collapsed face-first onto the living room couch. After a minute of eyes-closed quiet, he opened his eyes and took notice of the blue boxes hovering around him. There were… too many level ups. He almost puked, again. He did not like killing things. 

Oh, he could eat meat, for sure. Who doesn’t love a barbecue?

… Maybe he should change his stance on not killing things. 
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Human, age 48

Level 19, Class: None
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

Freakin’ level 19.

Erick had thought, rather recently, that 14400 experience to next level was the start of the mountain. Looking at 400000 to level 20 put his previous thoughts into perspective. Damn, but the Fibonacci sequence was brutal. How did people get to high level—

People got to high level by killing monsters.

But how did monsters get to high level? The same way? 

That didn’t track. There were way more monsters than people. Erick didn’t see any monstrous spells at the battle, besides the shadowy nature of them all, so they didn’t level based on skills, did they? Erick was missing something foundational—

Wait. Duh. They killed people—

No. That wasn’t it.

Hmm. Well...

Slimes spawned in high concentrations of mana. Were slimes the basis of the monstrous growth cycle, like plankton in the ocean? Did monsters gain levels by eating other monsters? That sort of tracked. That might be the exact answer... But there would need to be millions of slimes everywhere for a ‘plankton theory’ to be true. Erick had not seen those millions out in the desert, so maybe the ‘plankton theory’ was wrong. Erick would have to ask Al. He probably knew the answer. 

… Zago definitely knew. He could save his question for her to try and build a rapport, or something.

It’s likely that anyone could answer Erick’s question. A simple fact like the monstrous growth cycle seemed like something that everyone should know, especially of they’re in the business of killing monsters. The only ones who didn’t know must be children, and Erick. 

Oh, look at that. Concentration lost its ‘exp’ notification line. A few others were pretty close, too.


Spoiler: Spoiler



 




	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Discipline 9

Multiply your base MP by 2.88

Requirements: 20 Willpower

Exp: 4531/5500








 




	
Clarity 8

Reduces spell costs by 40%

Exp: 2157/3400








 




	
Mana Shaping 5

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 140/800








 




	
Aurify 1

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

Exp: 0/10000








 




	
Mana Altering 1

Bludgeoning, Slashing, or Piercing Damage

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Meditation 9

You are at Rest while Meditating.

Normal movement, moderate actions. May attack or defend in small ways.

Damage might not break Rest.

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 616/5500








 




	
Cleanse 6, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 50/1300








 




	
Mend 7, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a non-magical uncomplicated large object and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 1510/2100








 




	
Ward 7, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you can. Skill at mana manipulation determines final outcome. 

Exp: 874/2100








 




	
Force Beam 2, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 2 seconds

Exp: 175/200








 




	
Force Shrapnel 2, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 5 + ½ WIL damage in a cone

Exp: 5/200








 




	
Blink 2, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 25/200








 




	
Call Lightning 6, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lightning bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Exp: 100/1300








 




	
Stoneshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape.

Exp: 0/100








 







 

Erick kinda wanted to cast another two [Call Lightning]s, just so Discipline would cap out right now, but that would likely attract some unwanted attention. 

Eh. He could sit on the roof and Aurify [Force Shrapnel] for a while. With [Meditation] active. And Mana Shape it, and Mana Alter it to something else. Bludgeoning, for now? That would be a good chunk of levels, right there. Hmm. 

He had a long way to go to be a real mage, even if Killzone called him one in that weird way.

Killzone was kinda hot, in that southern charm sort of way. And in that Orcol sort of way. 

Damn, but why are orcol so… so the way they are?

Ah. Erick already knew the answer to this. Right. 

Aloethag, the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, formerly known as Aloeth, Goddess of Beauty. 

Erick rested his eyes until he heard more people than he recognized. Then he sat up. There was a staircase running around outside his windows, leading up to the roof.

And there’s Jane!

Jane slid open the terrace glass door, calling out to Erick to come up to the roof. He went. Al was already up there, transforming part of the space into a barbecue pit and the rest into an outdoor seating area. He had wound a pair of staircases up both sides of the Sewerhouse for ease of public access, and people were already showing up. Jane, Gogrush, and Lanore had brought an entire half of a cow from Market Street, two kegs, and more people, all with their own food. Lanore tapped the first keg as Jane brought out the mugs, and the party started. 

This is a great way to end the day of a battle. 

Savral lived at the grill, tossing meat patties on heat [Ward]ed iron slates, checking every so often to see that the half a cow was cooking nicely in the pit. He added spices and basted the cow and cooked up even more meat. Beer was handed out like water. People talked about the battle. More strangers showed. More food came in more containers. Al had to extend the side of the building to support more people. 

As the sun edged lower in the sky some people got out their instruments and started playing music. Loud and happy. But the sun was still up there, still blazing hot.

Several dozen people all demanded some cloud cover via Erick’s [Call Lightning].

He obliged. Of course. Jane and Al both rushed to say that it might not be a good idea. Bah! What did they know? Well… Probably the law and various other things. But! Clouds! The party watched as the sky filled with crackling white clouds. 

But nothing else happened. He wasn’t going to actually throw some lightning. Some people asked for it, but there’s no way that Erick would do such a thing. So nothing happened but some nice shade.

…Aside from the sudden arrival of the city guard, the simultaneous placement of maybe 30 [Ward]s all around the party and nearby streets —and a few thousand more [Ward]s that Erick could not see— all of different colors, several dozen people shouting variations of ‘what the fuck!’, and other assorted events.

Nothing happened but some lazy clouds up above, blocking out sunlight over a good 3/4ths of Spur. 

Toward the end of 6 minutes of alternating silence and a call to see some lightning, raindrops began to fall across the city.

The cheer that rose from the party was enough to rock the neighborhood. Everyone asked him to keep casting, even the guards who were half ready to throw him into a cell and let Silverite sort him out. 

It took a minute to work up the mana to cast it again, but he did. A gentle rain descended from the growing dark cloud. Small flashes of light and rolling thunders accented the shadowed sky. The party got real quiet. Quiet enough to hear Savral complain about the food getting wet, but in a joking way. Lanore still punched him for it, though. Ikawa just stared at the sky the whole time, feeling the raindrops on her face. More than one person did that, actually, now that Erick looked around. 

Oh. Discipline leveled to X. That was cool. 600 base mana felt pretty good.

When the spell ended the cloud lingered until it rained itself out, which only took about a minute. Soon enough, the sun returned to dominate the clear skies over Spur. And then came the people who called themselves farmers, asking Erick if he could come out to the fields tomorrow and do that again. 

They’d pay him, of course. How often could he do that? Could he make it last longer? 

Erick spent the rest of the party talking to farmers.

It was the farmers who convinced him to buy [Grow]. He was already on the fence about that one, thanks to Jane theorizing about how he could make vegetables from Earth. But then the farmers confirmed Jane’s theorycrafting, and other possibilities. They, and Erick, wondered if he could make a tier 2 spell with [Call Lightning] and [Grow]. Something that could extend the growing season by months, instead of just the time when the underground watertable was at its highest. 

 




	
Grow 1, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.

Exp: 0/100








 

Maybe he would become a farmer. 

He turned to Jane, “Hey, Jane! Maybe I will become a farmer!”

“That’s nice, Dad. Make me some potatoes.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    all this exp is being tracked for real! I'm not pulling these numbers out of nowhere!

Well. I guess I am, technically. 

But the thing is, is that you can see the numbers here and extrapolate to what comes next, and how the exp from the monsters is being calculated. (except for the participation % itself. that is different)

Thanks for reading!
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                Erick was not dreaming, because Rozeta, Goddess of the Script, the Ever Moving, the Golden Sky and Gentle Star, had said multiple times now that he was not dreaming. And yet…

“So… I’m… Not? Dreaming?”

Erick was having some trouble. There was just something about standing in the clouds, talking with a four mile long white-gold serpentine dragon, the average thickness of a school bus, that did not lend itself to believability. She was constantly moving, too. Was she right in front of him? Was she twenty miles away? Were her scales the exact color of the clouds? The answer to that last one was ‘sometimes’, and only when the light did not catch on her scales and split into rainbows, or when she glittered gold. Which led to the next question: Were the clouds her? Or what?

She also had the annoying habit of stopping to speak, and moving while she listened. When she stopped to reply, it was often from a direction you weren’t looking. Erick had almost tripped over himself trying to remain face-to-face with her house-sized, catfish-whiskered white visage.

Rozeta sighed and the clouds moved. She spoke, and exasperation tainted her voice, “Please. Can we move on?”

“Sure,” he said, magnanimously. To illustrate this, he reclined on a cloud. It was bit stiff of a cloud, so he reached around and fluffed it up. “That’s better.” He turned to Rozeta, snuggling into the air as he spoke, “What’s this about a dream?”

She eyed him, her giant eyes like miniature suns. “[Call Lightning] is too strong. I’ve gotten complaints from a dozen different relevant entities. Most particularly, a Goddess of Storms from Nergal —that’s the continent across the ocean south of you— has threatened divine action if your spell is allowed to enter the Script. Personally, I think she’s an airhead, but she’s happy and non-disruptive as long as her faithful are the only ones allowed to have actual storm magic. As you can probably guess, your use of the physical laws of the world crossed a deep theological line with her and her people. But. You did use the natural physical laws of this universe, so the magic is going to stay. About the same number of relevant entities want your spell in the Script, but stronger. Or some other variation. The rain-thing makes a lot of people happy so that’s going to stay as well, but the <damage> will not. Do you have a solution? If you do not, then I will have to implement my own solution, and you will not be happy.”

Erick thought for a moment. “It won’t work through a weather [Ward], will it? I kinda thought that was a glaring flaw, but I didn’t really know.”

Rozeta blinked, and the world dimmed for half a second. She slowed along her ever-moving journey. She stopped. “It would have, until now. Enough relevant entities are happy with this solution that I am comfortable pushing this change into the Script. +1 points to Erick Flatt, how about that!” She moved, then spoke from the other half of the sky, “Any questions before I go?”

Erick thought for half a moment. He said, “I want to try making a blacklight orb, but I’m worried about causing radiation. Is radiation a concern, with magic? How are the cancer rates on Veird? Is there a [Cure Cancer], or other cure spells for other long lasting physical ailments? Are there long lasting physical ailments on Veird? Am I in danger of a heart attack like my doctor on Earth was concerned? Speaking of cancer, what about curing aging? Like— telomeres are repetitive chains of nucleotides at the ends of chromosomes that prevent deterioration of DNA caused by cell division, but they fall apart as cells copy and divide. This is one of the main reasons for cancer and aging. Is there a way to restore telomeres using magic?”

Rozeta slowed as Erick spoke, eventually pausing altogether as he asked his last question.

She spoke, “Probably not.”

The dream ended. 

Erick awoke on the living room couch. It was barely morning; the sun had yet to crest the walls of Spur. For all of three seconds Erick was not angry. Then he yelled at the ceiling, “That’s a shitty answer!”

“Dad!” Jane yell-groaned from inside her room. “Keep it down. Shit. Fucking hangovers even with fucking healing magic. Fuck.”

Erick checked his recent notifications. 

 




	
+1 points to Erick Flatt, how about that!








 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 19, Class: None

Exp: 273912/676500

Class: -/-

Points: 22





	
HP


	
90/90


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
600/600


	
600 per day





	
Strength


	
9


	
+0


	
[9]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

Back up to 22 points.

22 was way too many extra points. He needed to buy something. Some base stats, for sure. Maybe he should talk to Al, first. Maybe Al was awake? Erick sat up—

Ohh… He should not have sat up so fast. He laid back down and horizontality was almost as bad as near verticality; his head was swimming. He groaned. He slowly sat all the way up this time, it was easier if he went slow, then looked around.

It had been a pretty good party, but if someone would have told him this place held one of the largest parties Spur had seen in several years, he would not have believed them. The place was clean. [Cleanse] probably had much to do with that. It dissolved unwanted trash like cow bones just as well as it rid the world of vomit and other bodily expulsions. [Cleanse] really was one of the best things about Veird. [Mend], too. And HP, now that he thought about it. And magic. 

Veird was pretty great. Erick hadn’t felt this fulfilled in…

Well. Helping people on Earth get money from the government and have better homes, helping kids out of gangs and into college. Food drives and Habitat For Humanity whenever he could. All of that was nice. It was fulfilling. He liked his previous life.

But Erick made it fucking RAIN yesterday. How cool was that! 

Well. Hmm.

Helping people pay for cancer treatments was one thing. It was one, very, very nice thing, that he had managed to do more than once. Helping people always made him feel better about the world, and it was fulfilling. He liked his life on Earth. But if he could straight up cure cancer on Veird? Wow. 

Hmm.

He still didn’t know if cancer existed on Veird. Aging certainly did.

He shook his head. 

One thing at a time, Erick. Let’s get out of bed and get ready for the day. Besides, you’re no scientist. All you know is what you’ve read. How about we throw some ideas into the world and see if there’s smarter people out there than us?

Disseminating information was a better idea than experimenting all on his own. 

He stood up—

And promptly crashed back on his ass. 

He laid down on the living room couch. More sleep was a good idea.

 

- - - -

 

A second sleep was a good idea. Erick awoke refreshed and relaxed, sunlight falling across his legs. But he didn’t awaken naturally; he had heard a noise in the kitchen. He leaned up and saw Jane was there, making herself a sandwich out of left over pulled beef. It wasn’t actually beef, though. The animal was close enough that Erick and Jane both didn’t bother with trying to mentally call it anything else. The animal was a cavert, in Ecks, but translated to English, it might as well have been ‘cow’. 

Jane saw Erick sit up. “Morning. Want me to make you a sandwich?”

“I would love one. Please. What time is it?”

“Early afternoon.” Jane sliced off more meat from the leftover ‘cow’, saying, “You got a lot of mail, and not all of it on paper. Guildmaster Zago ‘requests your presence’; that came by envelope. Silverite sent Hera over here to ‘say hello’; Silverite seems to be taking a less direct approach to courting your favor. That pinkscale girl we saw when we first arrived came by to deliver messages from the farmer’s council. You remember her? Her father is on the council. You met him last night. I think you met most of them last night.”

Erick recalled last night through a haze of alcohol. “Valok? And… Apogough?”

“Valok. Yeah. Father to Delia. Pinkscale. What’s your plan? Where’re you going first?”

“… I need to talk to you, first. I got some insider information yesterday about the reasons for the shadowcats in Spur.”

“Oh?” Jane had two sandwiches ready to go into a heat [Ward], but she paused, a spark of concern tainted her voice. “What did you hear?”

“You remember Bulgan, right? Well, Guildmaster Zago said...”

By the end of that conversation, Jane promised not to go into Ar’Kendrithyst, for any reason.

Erick’s news helped to put several things into perspective for her, too. Most notably, Savral and his team had been discussing offering her an invite for their next journey into Ar’Kendrithyst, but then, at the party, that invite was rescinded as ‘premature’. That rescission had been followed by phrases like ‘sorry, maybe next time’ and ‘we go in there all the time, missing out on a few trips is not a big deal’.

She was disappointed about her invite vanishing, but now she knew why they couldn’t take her. Jane explained that the Shades had their own society inside Ar’Kendrithyst, like some dark mockery of life. They were the hurricanes of the Dead City; you didn’t fight them, you got the hell out of the way. But Jane and Erick were actual targets to a Shade. Not just fun toys to torment, like what usually happened to adventurers unlucky enough to draw the attention of those monsters. 

Maybe Jane would never get to explore Ar’Kendrithyst. That’s what usually happened to people who drew the ire of a Shade, and managed to survive. And whoa! If you killed one? You were on every Shade’s shitlist. Silverite didn’t exile you when that happened, but only because she didn’t have to; everyone else forced you out of town. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick entered the Mage’s Guildhouse without much fanfare. A few people on his walk to the guild had given him weird looks. They were friendly looks. They were almost like the ones he used to get back home from gang kids, or teachers, or students that knew and approved of him. But it was still odd to see strangers look at him like that. Not to mention that they were either draconic, orcol, wrought, or incani. He still wasn’t used to all the different peoples.

And then, just when he thought he could have a normal day of guildwork, Anhelia, all grey-black iron and smiles, rose from her seat at the receptionist’s desk. She called out, and her voice was amplified to fill the guildhouse, “Welcome, Mage Erick Flatt! Planar Mage of Spur! Caller of Lightning and Bringer of Rain!” As guildmember after guildmember turned to witness Erick at the entrance hall, Anhelia’s voice returned to normal “Though dominion over the sky isn’t that rare.” She smiled wide and happy. 

The people in those front rooms of the guildhouse were like iron to Erick’s magnet; the first person to get close was the bronzescale Erick had seen at both Zago’s side and as a receptionist. She spoke quick, “I need to see it,” she said. “Please. Just take the spell out right now.”

Erick did so. Bronzescale read the spell then passed it to another, who passed it to another, then another and another. But by that time, Erick had lost track of who was talking around him.

“How did you come up with the idea?”

“What is lightning to you?”

“There wasn’t rain in the battle, so how did that happen?”

“Was the rain a side effect?”

“How did— Guildmaster Zago!” The speaker, and the rest of the crowd backed away from Erick.

Guildmaster Zago looked through the crowd. She quickly pointed at several people, saying, “You, you, you, you, you. With me.” She turned to Erick. “We’re having a little talk, now. If you please?”

Erick said, “Of course.”

Erick followed Zago up the staircase of the big tower part of the guildhouse. The people she told to follow, followed behind Erick. One of them was Sizzi; he didn’t know the other 4, but Bronzescale was there, as well as the white-wrought. After them came a Crimsonscale man and a rather short orcol woman, maybe only 6 feet tall, with long black hair and seagreen skin.

Zago led them into a small lecture hall with chalkboards and student desks. She pointed toward the middle chalkboard, saying, “Take some moments if you need to, Mage Flatt, but I will understand how you managed to create a basic lightning and storm spell from a simple rhyme done in Ecks. It’s bad enough that you didn’t do your incantation in Ancient Script, but… That’s a problem for the theologians. Not for us, and not for today. Explain to us your understanding of Lightning.” She took a seat at the front of the lecture room. “At your leisure.”

The rest of the designated mages took their seats near the front of the room.

Erick… Did as requested, he supposed. He walked up to the chalkboard, picked up the chalk, and started with electrical charges. This immediately led to Sizzi asking a question, but Zago silenced her, and urged Erick to continue as if nothing had happened.

Erick soon realized he might have to go a bit more basic than ‘what is electrical charge’.

“So… This is an atom...”

 

- - - -

 

“… And that’s how you get lightning. The phenomenon of electrical charges is demonstrable on a much smaller scale with, like, if you’re wearing socks and you rub your feet on the carpet, and then you touch something metal, you get a shock. Usually.” Erick had drawn some sock-covered feet on the chalkboard next to some cloudy messes with a bunch of pluses and minuses. He was trying to explain it all and not doing a great job. “That was my first experience with electrical charges as a kid.”

Zago’s purple lips were held in a thin line. She looked to Bronzescale.

Bronzescale said, “Sorry, Mage Flatt… Are you sure about… All of that?”

“Do you have a carpet and some natural fiber clothes? I think I can actually demonstrate this right now.”

“No, no— That’s not it. I’m aware of that phenomenon. But…” She turned to the young orcol. “Krigea?”

Krigea took a nod from Zago as permission to speak. “Uh. Hi. I’m not from around here, so it’s very nice of you to allow me this opportunity. I’m Krigea Gadaroth, a graduate student for natural studies, from Oceanside Arcanaeum overseen by Headmaster Kirginatharp. I’m headed into professorship. To get to the topic: It’s kinda hard to not see the creation of a new basic spell and realize that we’ve had something fundamentally wrong for a very long time.” She pointed at the chalkboard. “I’m sure Guildmaster Zago has some ‘Small Shock’ experimental supplies somewhere—”

“I can go get them,” Bronzescale offered.

“— But I don’t think we need them, since we all seem to have the same experience there.” Krigea shook her head. “Back to the point: There is a disconnect in current lightning magic theory between the Small Shock experiment, [Lightning], and [Nature’s Fury]. You’d think we would have something truly Basic in the electricity vein before now. Like the Small Shock, but bigger. So I can only conclude that everyone must have misunderstood the phenomena, for all these years. I’m sure that part of this disconnect is that those two higher spells are derived from Mana Shaping 7 to Lightning. There has been no base lightning magic before you created [Call Lightning] that was not granted to followers of gods or certain demons, and… I can appreciate those deific forces in my life, but they’re not the most scholarly, and Rozeta never tells anyone how anything works.”

Zago must have seen Erick flinch. She asked, “Something wrong, Mage Flatt?”

“I had a conversation with Rozeta about my [Call Lightning], just this morning.”

The room got very intense. Krigea sat down, looking stunned. 

Erick barreled on, trying not to lose focus. “Rozeta said ‘enough relevant entities don’t like your spell’ so it has to be changed. She mentioned a goddess of storms from Nergal who was ‘particularly unhappy’. She also said that ‘a lot of relevant entities like the rain part, so that’ll stay’… Or something to that effect. But the outcome was that [Call Lightning] doesn’t work against a weather [Ward] now.”

Krigea said, “Huh. But weather [Ward]s don’t stop mage lightning.” 

“We’d have heard pretty fucking fast if something like that changed!” said Crimsonscale.

White Wrought said, “We must test this, right now.”

“Theory today, Rilas.” Zago said, “Weather [Ward]s have always stopped natural lightning, but with even the smallest amounts of a mage’s mana directing that lightning, a weather [Ward] is turned useless.” A smile spread upon her face. “This seems like a good basic spell, now. It was wildly too powerful before. Now, anyone can defend against it, just like how absorption wards are good against basic spell damage.”

Krigea said, “This spell will still be widely used, just not as much as before.”

“It’ll make more kids take [Ward].” Crimsonscale said, “More kids need to take [Ward]. I don’t know why they all don’t.”

“Because if they’re not a mage they can’t support the 500 point absorption wards everyone expects mages to have," Zago said. “Armies were already routinely using weather [Ward]s anyway, so this makes [Call Lightning] rather weak, but I’m sure that if you were to cast it with a Mana Alteration for Lightning, you could get around this restriction for a few hundred mana more.”

Crimsonscale said, “A 700 mana spell? That’s balanced against [Nature’s Fury], not counting the prerequisites.”

“Quite.” Zago said, “Moving right along~ How about that rain, Mage Flatt?”

Erick admitted, “I have no idea where that came from. I just wanted to make some lightning and the clouds and water are needed to create that lightning. I’m as pleasantly surprised as everyone that the rain is usable all on its own.”

That cause some pause among the group.

Krigea said, “500 mana, long duration, multiple uses… [Call Lightning] is not a basic spell, but it’s the one he was going for, and it is, technically, a basic spell. Something is not right.”

Another silence spread. 

Zago said, “I disagree. The natural process described here is purportedly something so normal that everyone, thinking that lightning was something so grand, just couldn’t envision how simple the whole process truly is. The mana cost is a side effect of the necessary space needed to cause this natural process to begin. The duration is the same as for [Stoneshape] and other shaping skills, but there are not unlimited lightning bolts in a single [Call Lightning]. Every bolt called drops the… The ‘electrical charge’ present in the cloud. I think the true nature of this spell is that it creates the cloud and makes it rub up against itself, in some grand game of carpet and sock, with minimal mana spent to actually link the spell with the designated target. The rain is likely a result of throwing your mana into the air to create a watery cloud, and then not using that cloud. That mana in the cloud then decays and the natural result is rain.”

Her words hung in the air.

“Guildmaster Zago, I think you are wrong about that last part.” Krigea said, “There are no known cases of mana decaying into water.”

Zago hummed, then said, “The rain didn’t start until nearly the end of the first spell. The second spell was cast almost immediately, which might have captured some of the previous cloud that had yet to dissipate. This is when the rain really started, but even so, it was not a strong storm. I might not have all the facts yet, Krigea, but the logic is there.”

Krigea looked mollified as she nodded.

Crimsonscale said, “I think Krigea is correct about something being not right, though. Looking at all the other basic spells, [Call Lightning] does not fit. I think there is another gap, here, one that we could exploit to create a whole new set of lightning spells, as long as we think small and personal. Like how there are many different Force spells.”

Erick said, “I wouldn’t do that… I think you’d kill yourself if you tried to personally cast lightning.”

Crimsonscale asked, “And why is that?”

Zago gasped, excited. 

Zago said, “Because the exchange of electrical charge is what causes damage! If you cast real lightning from your fingertips, you would also be subject to all the damage you have done.” She announced, “I think we have solved a real mystery here today, gentlemages! The reason why no one has invented real lightning magic without using the Mana Alteration for lightning is because they have, for one reason or another, not accounted for the damage done to themselves by the lightning they seek to control!” She laughed. “The Script knocks you unconscious with error messages if you try improper magic, but it also knocks you out if you try to harm yourself with your own magic. There are thousands of ways to cause error messages, and there’s no way to tell which Script protocol you tripped!” She laughed again, but only her daughter chuckled with her.

Krigea said, “I would accept that explanation. Preliminarily.”

Bronzescale said, “This is all well and good. But I’m going to require Erick to explain everything he said, all over again. Preferably with more detail.”

“Of course!” Zago smiled, saying, “Please, Mage Flatt. Start from the beginning again. We may have questions this time.”

Erick smiled. “Sure. So, this is an atom—“

“Right. That.” Zago cleared her throat, and said, “I got distracted, because you did create a spell and Rozeta has approved it, and all of that wonderful discussion. But infinitesimal magic is forbidden by the Script, so… Did Rozeta mention anything about that? It seems to me that you’re skirting a line. You should have gotten a warning from Irogh, at the very least. Rozeta would have said something about this, if it was a problem. So. Why is this... atom stuff, not a problem?”

Crimsonscale added, “Adding to this: we’ve known for a long time that fire consumes material to create itself, but we cannot make a fire spell by directly exploiting this property. We have to use Mana Altering 5 for Fire, in each and every case of fire spell creation. Can you explain this discrepancy? Why is ‘electricity’ allowed but fire is not?”

“A good addition,” Zago said. “Mage Flatt? Do you have an answer?”

The other people in the room stared at Erick, all of them waiting for an answer.

Erick thought for a moment, about what ‘infinitesimal magic’ could possibly mean—

Atomic magic. She’s talking about atomic magic. So is Crimsonscale.

“Ah! That? Rozeta did not mention anything about this being that sort of problem, but this isn’t really infinitesimal magic, if that is what I think you’re talking about. Electrical charge is the top-most layer of all atoms, and that layer is as changeable as clothes on a person. Electrical charge runs all living bodies and all brains, too, so electrical magic should not be interacting with the infinitesimal layer. Fire breaks down molecules, releasing energy from other molecules to make more fire and so on and so on, in a process that runs until all relevant materials are consumed, but electricity is not fire. They might look the same in some ways, but there is a fundamental difference.”

There was another pause.

Krigea said, “That would explain why lightning damage paralyzes the target.”

Crimsonscale said, “And why fire magic needs to go through Mana Altering 5. Fire seems in direct violation of the Sundering ban on both infinitesimal magic, and self-propagating magic.”

Zago chuckled, “More mysteries solved! Just like that!”

There were a few reluctant nods around the room.

“Okay! So!” Erick went back to the chalkboard, erasing old drawings and making new ones, explaining as he drew, “This is the modern visual representation of an atom. You got the proton and neutrons in the middle, and the electrons in a cloud on the outside. Atoms try to balance themselves with their surroundings to achieve the lowest possible energy state, usually with a net 0 electrical charge. This is a normal hydrogen atom. It always has 1 proton in the middle, 1 electron on the outside, and almost always 0 neutrons. This is an oxygen atom. It always has 8 protons in the middle and usually the same amount of neutrons or a little more, with some electrons on the outside. Hard to know the exact number of electrons there, because electrons are friendly, you see. They move around.

“Electrons are the glue that holds much larger friends together. I know these larger friend groups as molecules. Water is a molecule, one of the most interesting, and it’s composed of 2 hydrogen and 1 oxygen, with each hydrogen sharing its single electron with the oxygen. I’m focusing on water, because water is naturally electrically unbalanced. See the bend I have drawn here? This bend exists because of the nature of electrons. This makes the molecule have a positive charge on the hydrogen side, and a negative charge on the oxygen side, and because of this bend, this natural electrical propensity, a lot of things dissolve in water. Don’t ask me why, I kinda forgot why.

“It’s because of this ability to dissolve things that water is capable of carrying electrical currents, for only with some free electrons from some dissolved solids, can an electrical current move through water without turning that water back into hydrogen… and… Hmm. That part might be too complicated for now. Let’s erase that and talk about that later. For now, let’s focus on the free electrons, floating through space, and how that relates to electrical charge...”

The resulting lecture and conversation took the rest of the day. By the time the sun dipped down to the walls of Spur, everyone was ready to stop. For the day. They’d resume tomorrow in the morning, because that’s what Zago decided, and that was fine with Erick. She didn’t ask if that was okay, but it was. On the walk home, Erick was very glad that he remembered almost all of Jane’s high school and college-level physics homework.

… He probably got some of it wrong.

Shit. 

… Oh well!

Ah! Fuck. He told the farmers he would go to the farms today. 

Dammit.

Oh well.

Erick arrived at the Sewerhouse just in time for a massive dinner cooked by Savral, in which all of his team attended. They had invited Jane out for a test run in the Crystal Desert tomorrow, and she was eager to go. All of them kept calling it the Crystal Forest, though, for some bizarre reason. Erick still didn’t understand that, and all of Savral’s team didn’t understand why Erick didn’t understand. That was okay, though. Jane was on his side. 

Al was on Erick’s side, too, because he didn’t understand the local custom either. He wasn’t originally from Spur. He was originally from ‘all over’. When Erick called him on that nonsense answer, Al just laughed. 

 

- - - -

 

As Erick closed his eyes on yet another day on Veird, he wondered how magic actually worked. 

Where did [Call Lightning]'s rain come from?

What happened to the thick air from a [Cleanse]?

What was mana, exactly?

How was it all connected?

Ahh. That was a good one. Good, mystical thoughts.

Erick didn’t need answers, but it was good to imagine them!

This is what magic should be. 

… Sure, Erick was answering questions at the guild about scientific stuff, but that was just science. Science was great. Everyone should know more facts about how the physical world worked. Science lifted man to the moon and killed smallpox and made the internet.

But it wasn’t magic.
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                After breakfast Erick wished Jane and Savral good luck out there in the Crystal Desert, then had a conversation with Al in Al’s living room.

“I need some advice on some math stuff.”

“Hit me.”

Erick smiled. “You know, if you said that to an orcol, they might actually punch you.”

Al smirked.

“So about these mana costs.” Erick said, “It’s going to be 250 mana per cast after I level Clarity to 10. How can I have [Call Lightning] up all the time? The goal is rain, and that only comes from chain-casting. I’m at 20 Focus, 20 Willpower, and I have 22 points to spend.”

“Do you have any Favored Spells left?”

“All of them.”

“Favored Spell is a good option. That would put [Call Lightning] at 125 mana per cast, which means 750 mana per hour, which means 25 Focus, which is a good idea anyway. If you find out you don’t like [Call Lightning] as a Favored Spell, then Irogh can undo that for a grand-Rad, which costs 1000G. It’s a large price, but you might be able to afford it with the reward from those shadowcats. You might even get a grand-Rad as part of your dispensation from the fight.” 

Erick thought about all that.

Al frowned a bit, then reluctantly said, “You don’t have to go for Scion of Focus. It’s a great option, but with those sorts of mana costs and the pressure that’s going to be on you to perform this magic… Put another 5 points in Willpower.” Al struggled to say, “Maybe even 10.” 

Erick smiled. He said, “I’m still going for Scion of Focus. Mana Exhaustion is horrible.”

Al chuckled. “Good to hear.”

“All of that was good to hear from you, too! I didn’t know I could reassign stuff by paying a registrar.”

“Bah! Don’t count on that. It’s damned expensive and only available once a year. Even small changes cost a grand-Rad. Most people can’t afford Rozeta’s fees or timetables, so they accept Registrar Quests for smaller, more exact changes. Reassigning a Favored Spell would fall under that category. But Registrar Quests are almost worse than the fees. I did one once. Had to go around the world and deal with a dragon.” He smiled. “Savral was an unintended side effect of that quest, though, so it wasn’t all bad.”

Erick wanted to ask how that worked, but it felt impolite to ask where dragonkin come from when one of the parents was a non-dragon. Just… Imagine what that would look like between Al and, like, Rozeta. 

… Adoption is an option. Right. Adoption does exist. 

Rather than ask about any of that, Erick just smiled. “Registrar Quests are a thing?” Erick said, “I mean… One of those led me to Spur. I shouldn’t be surprised that a registrar quest can do things besides nothing.”

“They can do a lot.” Al nodded. “So? What are you going to do with your points? Have you decided?”

“15 in Focus, 7 backup. Favored spell [Call Lightning]. 35 Focus will be 1050 regen per hour with [Meditation] active. I think it’s a good plan.”

Al smiled. “A good plan.”
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“Looks like 150 mana right now. Clarity is only 9. Can I sustain… Ah. Nope. I can’t. Not yet. [Call Lightning] is only level 6. It only lasts 6 minutes aaand… that’s too much math for me.”

“You’re close.” Al said, “But before all of that, you need to talk to Silverite and get some clearances before you start raining rain across the city.”

“Right! Of course.”

“Chain-cast it with Aurify to level that as well. Once you get to Aurify 2, the range on [Call Lightning] will double, and that will be a sight to see. You won’t be able to make an actual [Call Lightning Aura] until you get [Call Lightning] to 10. But you’ll hit your daily mana exhaustion limit in a few hours, anyway. A good rule to gauge your limits is to take your daily regen and multiply it by 5, which gives a mage with 35 Focus a little over 5000 mana used before mana exhaustion really takes hold.”

Erick blanked. More Focus meant a higher daily exhaustion cap? That was a thing?

Al must have noticed Erick’s reaction. He winced. “I am sure I told you this. Did I not tell you?”

“No you didn’t freaking tell me!”

“I don’t tell people to wipe their asses either, but I assume—”

“AL. I’m literally not from this planet.”

“Right. That slipped my mind. Honestly did not realize I needed to say something.”

Erick paused. He said, “Don’t worry about it.” He looked out the window. “What are you doing today?”

“Remaking the sewers and streets in the Human District.”

“If you see a mage tower near a farming area, I think I want it.”

Al laughed. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick popped into the Mage’s Guild and was immediately directed to the room from yesterday. Everyone from yesterday, along with fifteen new people, were already there, already arguing over the stuff he had drawn on the three chalkboards. Zago arrived shortly after he did and began to organize the rabble. 

Erick started his lecture by saying, “I promised the Farmer’s Council I’d see them yesterday, but I was stuck here, and I also need to get clearance from Silverite to use the spell again. So I will talk about what I said yesterday, and then go away for a while, and then come back in the afternoon.”

Zago said, “Sounds agreeable. You may proceed whenever.”

Erick cast [Cleanse] over the chalkboards and ten people yelled how they weren’t done with that.

He gave another lecture, answered ‘why the rain’ with ‘because you can’t have lightning without the sky rubbing against itself, and water is a large part of the sky’, then he told them he’d be back later. He checked the chalkboards for legibility, fixed a few things here and there, then left. 

Interclass arguing began before he left the room. 

He ducked back in. “Don’t try casting lightning with yourself as one of the electrical sinks. You will die from the charges balancing… Or? It’s just an error message, right? …I don’t know. I wouldn’t chance it.” He left again. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick arrived at the Courthouse without any problems.

The front guard, the redscale dragonkin Taro, said, “Take a right at the Globe. Offices are all down there. Hera should be in, but if she’s not then someone else can direct you to Silverite. I think she’s here. She moves around a lot. Sorry if you can’t catch her.”

“Thanks, Taro.”

Hera was in her office. So was Silverite. In a minute, Erick was sitting in the Mayor’s office, in front of the silver-wrought ‘dragonkin’ herself. Hera waited off to the side, leaning against a shelf of books, her bright yellow scales like a beacon in the warm space of Silverite’s office. Erick had been inside a few judge’s offices in his time; Silverite’s beat them all. Shelves and shelves of books of all sizes and colors lined one wall. The opposite wall was full of knickknacks; globes, crystals of every color, stone artifacts from archaeological finds, metal and glass contraptions that gently rotated, bells, and photographs. Lots and lots of— not photographs, paintings. Mostly landscapes, but a few portraits here and there. In Erick’s experience, most people preferred large paintings, if they had paintings at all, but Silverite seemed to like miniature versions of grand vistas. 

And, of course, there was her desk; a rather normal, large wooden thing, but still solid. Immovable. Her chair seemed normal enough. Maybe a little big, but comfortable looking. Behind her was a grand triple window, with a grove of large oaks just outside, and a fountain in the center of the comfy, green space. 

Erick had to say, “You have a really nice office.”

Silverite smiled from her seat. “Thank you, Mage Erick Flatt.”

“You can call me Erick.”

“I would prefer to keep this part professional.”

“Ah.” Erick paused. He said, “Of course, Mayor Silverite.”

“Thank you. How may I help you?”

“I would like dispensation to use [Call Lightning] in the city, for its rain making capability, for the benefit of the farmer’s council. They have expressed interest in extending the growing season outside of the yearly rise in the underground water table and I would like to help them.” 

Silverite nodded slightly. “They have come to me with the same desire. I’m willing to grant this ability to you on a provisional basis. There are a few rules.”

Erick said, “Yes.”

“Magic like yours usually has many laws and regulations to prevent abuse and track criminals. Human culture— Apologies. Human culture on Veird, keeps track of these sorts of powerful casters with tattoo magic, while simultaneously locking down any sort of easy learning like what you’re doing at the Mage Guild. We’re not doing any of that, since Spur is an adventuring city, and people with magic like yours live on every corner. I personally know all of the Archmages in Spur. I know most of the mages, too, and if I don’t know them personally, my people do. Abuses of magical and physical power are dealt with very harshly in Spur. We have a very good community here, Mage Flatt. Everyone looks out for everyone else, or else they’re exiled, or worse.”

She left the air open for Erick. 

Erick said, “I understand, and hope to comply with your reasonable demands.”

“You don’t even know what my demands are, yet.”

“Still. I’m sure they’ll be reasonable.”

She nodded. “I like to think they are.” She moved a sheet of parchment toward Erick. He picked it up and began to read, while she spoke loud her written requirements. “I’m sure there will be some public complaints regarding my plans, but the idea is that you produce rain on a schedule, and the people of Spur can adjust to the time table. I’m thinking initially every three nights, for two hours at a time. The Farmer’s Council will be the ones directly responsible for deciding the real schedule, but these are my initial thoughts on the matter.

“It never rains in Spur so there might have to be some architectural changes moving forward. This is not your concern. Your spell will alter the environment of Spur, but I doubt we will have to account for a greater environmental shift, like leafy green trees in the Crystal Forest, or unscheduled rains.”

“Is that possible?” Erick asked, concerned that he just reinvented a Global Warming kind of problem. “A permanent change in climate?”

Silverite grinned. “It is good to see your concern for the fallout of your actions, but there are already a few safeguards in the Script to prevent outcomes like climate change. One of the major solutions to this is [Cleanse]. ‘Corruption’ refers to many things. Excess heat, magical pollution, stray spell outcomes, poisonous light. All of that sort of thing.”

Erick smiled wide. “Do you have any idea how valuable a spell like [Cleanse] would be back where I’m from? Immeasurable. Just… Priceless.” 

Silverite nodded, smiling. “Back to the subject—”

“Right. Right.”

Erick still wasn’t over how fascinating the [Cleanse] spell actually was, but he forced himself to listen to Silverite anyway.

“—You will be issued two minders. One of them will be with you while you are casting, the other will be out of sight. They will kill you if you attack the people of Spur.”

Silence descended.

“… Will they at least be friendly until they decide to kill me? I mean. I don’t plan on— I know I won’t attack people. I’d prefer not to be surrounded by assholes, though.”

“They will be utterly professional. You will accept this or you will leave my city.”

That was a lie. Blatant and obvious, though neither Silverite or Hera gave it away. 

“That’s a false threat. You want me here, but I have basically nothing tying me to Spur besides the fact that I like the place and the people.”

Silverite leveled her shining gaze at Erick. “The only thing special about your magic is how different it is, not how much damage it can do, and we here in Spur have lots of experience with reckless mages. Do you see people throwing fireballs in the street? Shaping buildings into mush, trapping people inside? No. you do not. Do not think yourself above the rest of us, Mage Flatt.”

Erick thought about bringing up Bulgan and the shadowcats, or the mugging and the Sewerhouse assault by those now-dead incani, or all the other small abuses he suffered at the hands of Silverite’s administration. But discretion seemed the better part of valor. He said, “I did not mean it like that.”

“Then please explain yourself.”

Erick said, “There’s a saying where I come from. To get someone to do what you want, you can either use the carrot, or the stick. You can offer something nice and hope that they do what you want. Or you can threaten them. What you just did was threaten. I would appreciate if you could try another method.”

“There’s a saying where I come from. Don’t invite Wizards into your home.”

Hera had maintained a perfectly professional facade until Silverite mentioned Wizards. At that, she gasped small, her yellow scales turning a bit whiter. 

“I’m not a Wizard.”

“That remains to be seen.”

“Still.” Erick slid the parchment outlining Silverite’s demands back onto her desk. “Please try another method.”

Silverite breathed. Erick watched her think.

She took the parchment and began casting some small magic over it, shifting ink around, “[Call Lightning] is not [Cleanse]. The side effects of your spell are what we care about, but those don’t come without subjecting ourselves to the possibility that you could literally lightning strike us at any time.

“You will be assigned two bodyguards until such time as I deem they are unnecessary. One of them will be with you, the other will be hidden most of the time. Barring any disastrous revelations with your magic, you will be paid 10G a day for accepting a to-be-determined rain schedule, in addition to being granted the housing of your choice in the Human District. I understand that you wish to experiment with plants, as well? You will be allowed to use your [Call Lightning] in that case, as long as you can keep the storm confined to the Human District as much as possible.

“I would appreciate if you never use the lightning aspect of your magic without clearance from Killzone or Merit, but I understand that [Call Lightning] is one of your most damaging spells. If you are in actual danger and you are required to throw lightning, be aware that you will be required to report why. Any damage to non-aggressive parties will be dealt with extremely harshly.” She slid the parchment toward him.

Erick took the paper. It read exactly how she said, but with a bit more bullet points and a lot more wordy. “Thank you. I accept.”

Silverite stared at him. “You are an unknown entity, Mage Flatt. I hear good things, but time tells all, and not enough time has passed since you came to Spur. Don’t make me regret trusting you.”

“I hope to prove myself as a valuable member of this society. I was to my own; I will be again.”

She nodded. She put her palm to the side, to the air, and Erick felt a tug on the parchment in his hands. A copy curled into her hands. She kept the paper in front of her, saying, “Since we have come to an agreement, this unsigned paper will serve as an informal guideline for what is expected of us both. I won’t be making laws regarding [Call Lightning] until the full extent of this new magic is revealed.” Silverite stood from her chair. “The laws will come, but not today.”

Erick stood. 

She said, “Thank you for coming in and allowing this conversation to happen in an agreeable manner. Hera here will be your temporary bodyguard until two volunteers are found. This finding process should only take a few days.”

Erick looked to Hera. She smiled at him. 

He said, “I accept.”

“Good Day, Mage Erick Flatt.”

“Good day, Mayor Silverite.”

Erick turned to leave, but then he had another thought. He asked, “I’ve heard some things about Bulgan. Are they true? Do I need to be worried?”

Silverite sighed. “If Bulgan truly has become a Shade, or if he shows himself to you, you have my dispensation to fry that fucker. The damage he would cause outweighs possible repercussions from Ar’Kendrithyst, and based on your ability to fry two shadowcats, this [Call Lightning] might be exactly the ‘stick’ we need to never fear a Great Purge ever again.” She paused, staring off into space for half a moment. Her distraction did not last long. She leveled her glare at Erick. “Do not injure anyone else, or there will be repercussions. Besides the abysmally low possibility of Bulgan making a direct move again, the leaders of the Guard, the Army, and both Guilds, are all aware of the ongoing problem. There is nothing that you, or your daughter, need to either do, or worry about, with regard to Bulgan.”

Erick said, “Thank you.”

“It is the duty of a leader to keep their people safe, Mage Erick Flatt.” Silverite stood up straight. “It is my sincere hope that you continue to prove yourself as one of our people here in Spur. Actual citizenship requires a year of residency, though.”

With a smile this time, Erick repeated, “Thank you.”

He left Silverite’s office.

Hera followed him out of the room.

When he was far enough away from Silverite, he said to Hera, “I feel like I really fucked up somewhere along the line.”

Hera nodded, saying, “Yeah. I can point out several places where you could have done better, if you’d like.” She waved to Taro on the way out of the Courthouse. “Or, you could tell me what problems you think you have created, and I might be able to alleviate some of your concern.”

“That’s basically the same thing.”

“Yup!” She said, “What I did there, was offer you no way out that I didn’t already approve. What you did, was call me on my bullshit, instead of actually attempt to steer the possibilities into a direction you approved. Now, we are at an impasse and you have ceded me authority to dictate how the rest of this conversation is going to go, and this is how I have chosen to go.” 

Erick stopped in the middle of the street. He looked at Hera, and said, “I’m not that bad off, am I?”

“Not if you stop teaching those classes this very day!" Hera said, "I used to be apprenticed to Zago. I know all of her tricks, and you skirted some of them, but you fell right into the rest. I still have trouble believing that you actually went and taught a concise, clear lesson. Not even the barest attempt at obfuscation! It’s like you’re begging to be the spark that ignites the Quiet War. Did you even see a single human in that class? I know I didn’t, but you were actually there.”

Erick felt his stomach drop.

Hera noticed. “Good. You are beginning to realize the depths of what you have done.” She sighed. She asked, “Where to? Farmer’s Market, and the Council? You’re going to love and hate Krakina, but I think she’ll be good for you.” 

Erick felt heat rise on his face. He said, “Maybe if you assholes wouldn’t solve problems with firepower, then a bit of knowledge wouldn’t be a problem. It could lead to better lives.”

“Oh. Wow. You’re serious.” She said, “Maybe if you were talking about better ways to [Cleanse], you might have a claw to fight with, but you went and added a 500 mana tier 1 war spell to the Script. You fucked up. A lot. This is part of the outcome of your actions, and honestly? It’s going rather well for you, so far. Things could be far, far worse.”

Erick stomped off west, toward the farming district.

Hera followed.

 

- - - -

 

The Farmer’s Market was much the same as Erick remembered it the first time. Way too many people buying fresh vegetables and grains from cloth-tent stalls. A few people tried to greet him, to show him some wares, but all Erick could see were greedy eyes and yawning purses, waiting for him to fill them.

Shit. Why did Hera have to talk like that? He knew he was being played by Silverite, but was he being played by everyone? What’s wrong with helping people?

Hera smalltalked to passersby as they went through the market, toward the farms beyond. She seemed to know everyone, and that just pissed Erick off even more. Here she was, saying that he had fucked up by trying to be a part of a community, but she was also being a part of that community with every action she took.

Erick knew he was new to this town, to this world. But he had lived in places like this before; small friendly communities where everyone knew everyone else, but who were suddenly suspicious when you tried to actually move in. He wasn’t welcome, right now, but he had thought he was working toward that goal. Obviously, he was wrong. When the local leaders start talking about murdering you if—

Okay. So Silverite’s precautions were completely reasonable. If Erick murdered someone, even accidentally, he would expect to be murdered back by the locals, or someone else. But just because it was reasonable, didn’t mean that Erick didn’t have a primal, emotional reaction to having his life threatened. 

Thinking back to the meeting with Silverite, she had said something he had forgotten.

‘Actual citizenship requires a year of residency’. She meant legally, of course, but in Erick’s experience, it took a year for anyone to socially integrate into a new town. That was not news. Erick already knew this. Silverite was a reasonable person, with reasonable worries, with reasonable threats.

But then Hera had to go and be all like that.

He glanced back at her. She was still talking to random people.

Erick was starting to feel bitter, wondering how much he had been used in the past few days. But, fuck, that was a tiring and alienating way to think about the world. Erick did not want to feel that Hera was using him. He didn’t want to feel used by anyone.

By Zago.

By Silverite.

He didn’t want to have these sorts of dark thoughts, either.

Erick did not want to be the kind of person who was so paranoid about their neighbors that they never left the house. He had helped several people like that in his life. Even if their sort of paranoia was true and helpful on Veird, he did not want to live that kind of life.

So Erick decided to view the past few days through a different lens.

Silverite had hit on Erick’s problem pretty hard. Many other people were capable of more destruction than Erick. Al, for instance, could literally remake the streets and sewers and buildings of an entire city, all by himself. But everyone trusted Al, because Al was a part of Spur. He had been here for a long time already. 

Erick was an unknown.

Erick did not want to be an unknown. Part of this change would take time. The rest was up to him.

There would be a few changes going forward. Hera was right about a few things, and one of them was that there were no humans in the classes Zago organized. That was a problem Erick could solve. That was a problem Erick would solve.

Ah. And there’s Valok, father to that Pinkscale girl, member of the Farmer’s Council. He was talking to a rice seller about something. Erick put on a happier face, then walked up to the redscale dragonkin.

Valok noticed him. His demeanor turned icy, a far cry from the warmth he had talking to the rice seller. He said, “You.”

Erick paused. “Me?”

“Ready to work?”

Erick frowned. He felt his anger rise, and if he had not tempered himself against his anger moments ago, he might have said something disastrous. Instead, he said, “Nope. Let’s talk, first.”

Valok grunted, then nodded. “Questions?”

“A concern. I’d like to talk about what sort of plan you want from me. Also, I went to Silverite and she drew up a preliminary schedule. Nightly rains, every few days. That sort of thing.”

Two other people had come up to them while he was talking to Valok. One was the orcol farmer from last night, Apogough. He was also a member of the Farmer’s Council, and had roughly the same status as Valok. The other was a sand harpy. Erick did not know the harpy, but her feathers looked familiar. Erick wasn’t about to mention that, though, it might have been a grave insult for all he knew. 

Valok turned to the orcol, smiling, “Apogough!” Then he noticed the sand harpy. His icy demeanor returned. “Krakina,” he said, with a light nod. 

Apogough spoke to Valok, but Erick didn’t hear much of that conversation, because the sand-harpy was barreling right at him. Krakina got all up in his face.

Krakina started accusing, “You’re here to take my job, but you have another thing to learn, idiot guildmage! The skies belong to those of us with the skills to fly them, not some upstart hue-man with big ideas and bigger holes in his head!” She yelled, “I have been the WeatherWitch of Spur for the last 35 years, and when I am dead, the job will pass to my granddaughter, and then her granddaughter and more and more, just as it was passed to me from my grandmother!”

Erick stepped back, saying, “I’m not here to take your job.”

“Then leave! You are not wanted! You upset everything! You are a wizard!”

There was quiet enjoyment and some frowns among onlookers, until she called Erick a wizard. Quiet descended. There was a lot of that ‘quiet descended’, now that Erick thought about it. He had been in confrontations that got all quiet before today; he was usually able to defuse those. But it was hard to take the threat of being called a ‘wizard’ seriously. He did not laugh at her threat, here in the middle of Spur’s Market, but in another time and place he would have.

He said, “All I know are a few tricks and I already explained everything to Zago and a few other mages at the guild. Smarter people than I will decide if there’s more to what I said, or if I’m full of shit. But there’s no way to undo all of that. I acted before I thought. One of the consequences to that was explaining myself in the guild.”

Krakina almost had more to say, but she closed her mouth, scrunching her features in both disgust and probably pity, if Erick was reading that right. Krakina said, “You told them… everything? All of it? All the secrets of your weather magic?”

“There wasn’t much to tell! I didn’t think it important to hold back. The only reason I knew anything about this stuff at all was to help a kid with their homework, years ago.”

Krakina frowned deeper. “You are not a wizard. I am sorry for calling you that. But you are stupid! Telling secrets of the world to Zago. That sand-tick! I bet there weren’t any humans in her class, were there?”

“There were not.” Erick frowned. “I’m just now realizing how much damage I might have done.”

Krakina said, “That bloodsucking mage guild has their talons on all knowledge, so it is not surprising that you were sucked into that pit. But you are still not taking my job!”

Erick said, “I don’t want your job. What I want is a place for my daughter to be safe and a life for myself without too much hassle. If I can help other people, then that’s all the better. That’s all I was trying to do with explaining how [Call Lightning] works.” 

Krakina narrowed her eyes at him. She said, “Erick Flatt. I will be the first in line to redo my entire build when your spell is added to the wider Script, but you will be long dead by then, killed by a human for failing to pledge your devotion to the angels, or by an incani from the depths of hell. Or a thousand other forces. You are naive! You are a blundering fool and it is painful to watch!”

“It’s been a wake up call for me, too.”

“… painful to watch.” She frowned. “But not unattractive.” She huffed, and left. 

“Krakina is a storm all to herself.” Hera asked, “What will you do, when your magic causes a war? What will you do when they come for you?”

Erick said, “I’ll struggle to make sure my daughter survives and likely die to prevent the worst outcomes, like all good fathers. What will you do when war breaks out?”

“That plan has never changed.” Hera said, “I have a city that stands behind me.”

“Maybe I need to get me one of those, too. Does Spur have any vacancies for idiot human mages?” 

Hera smirked. “Check back in a few months.”
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                Valok and Apogough walked Erick around the farming area. Hera trailed behind.

They said some words and they sounded nice, but Erick was too entranced by the green all around to really listen. The problem with living inside Spur, is that the city was fundamentally a desert city. There’s green here and there, cultivated specifically to alleviate the browns and tans and greys of the stone buildings, to give a bit of life to the desert. But out here, among the farms? Green as far as he could see. Well. Maybe not that far. 

The green extended for maybe a mile or two or three all around. Past that were the tans and browns and occasional crystal agaves of the Crystal Forest. In the distance to the south were the dominant walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, rising from the desert dirt like a mountain range. 

Spur was north of Ar’Kendrithyst. Somewhere on the other side of the Dead City, laid Frontier, the human city that the human kingdoms founded after the Great Purge of Spur. Somewhere far to the west of Spur was Kal’Duresh, the incani city that was created in response to Frontier. 

Somewhere far, far, far to the south, was the nearest bit of water, an ocean.

And the sky stretched above, an endless vault of blue, lit by a brilliant yellow-white sun. 

Cluck Cluck CLUCK.

A chicken raced across Erick’s feet, wildly clucking. A 40 pound cat crashed through exactly where the chicken had come from, but the cat saw Erick, Valok, Apogough, and Hera, and dashed back through some underbrush.

“Damn cats!” Valok said, “They’re supposed to eat the rats. Only the rats!”

“There aren’t enough rats, Valok,” Apogough said, “Another gift from Bulgan for allowing those monsters in our city.”

Erick was almost stunned by that casual revelation of ‘Bulgan’. “You all know about that?”

Valok spit on the ground. “How could we not? All the wives are gossiping.”

Hera chimed in, “And all the men aren’t gossiping enough. Some of you knew how bad he was but never came forward until after the damage had been done. We might could have stopped this.”

“Bah!” Valok glared at Hera. “The Quiet War is a blight and there’s nothing we can do except weather the storm and hope that these two humans being planar is enough.”

Apogough said, “It is not Erick or Jane’s fault that Bulgan went too far. Erick even has a Silver Star, for Rozeta’s sake!” He turned toward the orchards they were walking through. “The apples here will need more [Grow] when we start adding more water to what we pull from the ground.”

“We can afford more mages.” Valok said, “We might be doubling the size of the farm if Erick’s magic can reach that far.” He stopped. He looked around. “This is a good spot. Do it, Erick.”

Erick looked around. They were… Probably in the very middle of the farms. But something didn’t seem right. Valok wasn’t this much of a brusque asshole at the party. What had changed? Was it the alcohol? Maybe Erick not showing up when he was expected… That was probably a good guess.

Erick said, “Hey, Valok. I want to work with you, but I’m going to need some better treatment than this.”

Apogough frowned. Hera smirked, but only the slightest bit. 

Valok’s red scales turned redder. He grit his teeth, and said, “A farm is a living, breathing, growing entity. We work on a tight schedule to keep everything here in order. Chaos is the enemy. Everything is timed. From [Grow], to Krakina releasing the water, to the planting and the harvesting. You not showing up on the day you promised to show up fucked over a lot of planning, and today? We are not ready for you. So pardon me if your feelings are hurt. You’ll get treated right when you act right, and not a moment before.”

“… Fair enough.” Erick looked up. “Right here?”

“Right here,” Valok confirmed. 

[Ward]. [Call Lightning]. Meditation.

A spark of white light spread around then settled into a [Ward 2: Weather], with a glittering white edge. The sky twisted as clouds sprang into existence. Fluffy white at first, they grew, darkening, blocking out the sun up above, then spreading outward, wide. In the depths of that cloud, Erick’s Meditation made him see shadowy monsters, but he knew they were fake.

And as soon as he realized they were fake, they vanished. Did Focus help with that aspect of Meditation, too? Al had said that he could go days without seeing Meditation hallucinations, and Al had a high Focus. Erick hadn't actually seen Al's Status, but Al's Focus had to be above 50.

A minute passed. The crackling thunderhead had filled out, then stopped. The clouds covered a space maybe two miles in diameter. It didn’t cover all of the farm, but it covered most of it. 

Apogough had sat down to stare at the cloud overhead. He asked, “Why the weather [Ward]?”

Erick said, “Rozeta changed the spell. She said many relevant entities liked the rain part of it, but the lightning was too strong. It won’t strike through a weather [Ward] now, and I wanted everyone to feel safe.”

Hera said, “But you can take down your [Ward] at any time and leave us vulnerable, while you [Blink] or such away.”

Erick frowned at her. 

“What?” she said, innocently. “You need to be aware of what you’re doing, and while Valok and Apogough would never say or act like what you just said could be construed as a threat, other people would. Incani certainly would.”

Erick reluctantly said, “Right. You’re right.” He turned to the farmers. “Sorry.”

Apogough said, “I have a personal [Ward] on. I’m not worried. Why don’t you have a [Ward] on, though?” He pointed from Hera to Erick. “Seems like you’re in some trouble, and mages usually wear [Ward]s when they’re out and about in Spur. The wolves have been gutted from the city, but there are always more hiding in the dark shadows.”

Valok just stared at the sky, waiting for the rain.

Erick said, “I didn’t think to do it. I’m honestly not used to violence and would prefer all of that as far away from me as possible.”

Apogough said, “This isn’t an orcol town. The people in adventuring towns have a tendency toward violence, and Spur is not much different than the rest.”

Erick sighed. “I believe that.”

“Why are you still here, anyway?” Apogough asked. “Why not journey down to Frontier?”

Erick smiled. He had an answer to that question. “Because I heard that all humans on Veird are required to serve in their military. I’ve known enough cultures like that back where I’m from, to know I want no part of any army, or any culture where the army is such a basic part of life.”

Apogough nodded. “Yeah. I can see that.”

“My daughter doesn’t want to be involved in a war, either. She’s pretty set on killing monsters, though.”

Apogough laughed. Valok looked to Erick for a moment, before returning his gaze to the sky.

Valok sighed, smiling, as the first drops of rain pattered against the roof of Erick’s [Ward]. The first iteration of [Call Lightning] was almost over.

[Call Lightning].

The spell was one level higher for the second casting, level 7 now, and the cloud that sprang forth above filled the space of the previous one and went a bit further. Rain fell gently across the green farms of Spur.

It wasn’t much rain, but it was rain, and Erick had caused it. 

The sky rumbled with tiny thunder. Flashes of inner light rimmed the deeper parts of the thunderhead. Valok, Apogough, Hera, and Erick, all stared upward as water rolled around the ward. Eventually, the sky rained itself out. 

Before Erick cast another one, Valok said, “That’s enough for today, Erick. We need to check on yields and growth rates and quality of product. Can you come back at the same time tomorrow?”

Apogough added, “A bit later would be better for us. Late afternoon.”

Valok nodded. “Late afternoon, then.”

“Sure. This spot tomorrow, late afternoon.” Erick said, “I’ll be here, on time.”

The farmers nodded and went their separate ways, leaving Erick and Hera to find their own way back. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked into the Mage Guild and Anhelia immediately went to him, saying, “Thank the Script you’re back.” She quickly spoke around him, “Hello, Hera.” She stared at Erick. “They’re in the bigger room, just past the one you used. You need to get up there right now.”

“Okay!” Erick said, with more than enough enthusiasm to cover a sudden growing dread. “On my way.”

An orangescale dragonkin was stationed outside of Erick’s original lecture room. Tamarim. The door had been shut and it looked as though Tamarim was meant to keep people out.

Erick said, “Hello, Tamarim.”

“Mage Flatt! There you are.” Tamarim pointed up. “They’re two floors up. Main Lecture Hall.” He thumbed at the door behind him. “Can’t use this room anymore. Too many people showed up. Some of those people got too enthusiastic and now we have to [Mend] this room back together without destroying the notes you wrote on the board.”

“… I can write them again.”

Tamarim shook his head. “There’s more important things to be doing upstairs than going over old notes. Zago is protecting you with all of her might, but religion made itself involved. Head Priest Darenka is assisting you, too, but she’s mostly making fun of the interlopers.”

Erick looked up the stairs. He cast a personal absorption [Ward], full strength, using 500 mana out of his 600 limit, and kept Meditation running afterward. He said, “I’m going to wait here for a few minutes.”

Tamarim and Hera both nodded. 

After a moment, Tamarim asked, “What other spells are you going to invent with electricity?”

Hera intercepted the question, “If he’s smart, none at all. Or, he could gift an idea to someone like Headmaster Kirginatharp at Oceanside Academy. That would be the second smartest option, and could potentially earn him some powerful friends.”

Erick thought about possible new spells. Two ideas popped into his head. One of them extendable to wildly useful, the other maybe more a toy but much flashier. Erick had really no idea which was which without actually seeing them in action, though.

Erick asked, “Would Kirginatharp prefer a flashier one, or a useful one? Granted I don’t know which is which until they’re created.”

Tamarim slowly exhaled. He looked to say something, but then didn’t.

Hera had no problems correcting Erick, “Don’t ever say Headmaster Kirginatharp’s name without using ‘Headmaster’. He hates that. If you wish to speak in shorthand, ‘Headmaster’ is acceptable. And I think he’d prefer the potentially flashier one. You could grant him both, but then he would think you were holding out on him and that would not go well for you. If you truly have two new spells in mind, you must hold one for yourself, yet be prepared to lose both before going into any confrontation with the Headmaster.”

Tamarim hummed noncommittally. 

Erick said, “Maybe I have a third one, but it’s so non-useful that I doubt anyone but me would want it.”

Hera frowned. Tamarim hummed noncommittally, again.

“It would be a toy, like [Prestidigitation].”

“Ah.” Tamarim said, “Keep that one. The Headmaster would want something his students could use against monsters.”

Erick stared at the stairs, still meditating. He tried to spend 510 mana on his personal [Ward], for a 500 point barrier, but that is not what actually left his body. Clarity dropped mana costs by 45%, but a personal [Ward] doubled the costs. So what he actually spent was 561 mana, and he felt drained. The [Ward] shimmered white against his skin. It was rather visible; everyone would know he had it on. But Apogough’s words about every mage having a [Ward] on at all times were true; Tamarim had a personal [Ward] active. His was orange, visible on the edges of his scales.

At 600 max mana, with Clarity X for 50% mana costs, he could get close to an effective 600 HP with a personal [Ward], almost as good as a rookie warrior, but that extra ‘health’ could not be healed by healing magic. Since personal absorption [Ward]s did not stack —you could only have one at a time— he would need more Willpower to make a better personal [Ward]. Al had warned Erick about this. Smaller [Ward]s were one downside to forgoing Scion of Willpower.

He was still going for Scion of Focus, though. Mana Exhaustion sucked.

People had been going up and down the staircase all this time, occasionally looking at Erick, Tamarim, and Hera, but one of them, the Guildmaster’s daughter Sizzi, was not just traveling along the staircase to somewhere else. She had come down the stairs for Erick. 

“Mage Flatt.” Eloquence filled Sizzi’s voice, “Your presence is requested upstairs.”

Erick’s mana was not full, but it was better than before. Maybe he could delay a little longer.

“Before we go.” Erick asked, “Why the ‘mage’ title? What were the necessary events for me to pass to get that? Are you a mage? Is everyone here a mage? Have I been offending everyone by not using that title before?”

Sizzi side-eyed him. Then she blinked, realized something, then said, “The ‘Mage’ title is earned by those who create a high functioning war spell on their own, or reach spells of the fourth tier. The qualifications for that title will need to change with the addition of your tier 1 war spell to the Script, but for now, and for you, the title holds.” She added, “I am not a mage. Spur has no arcanaeum, so we don’t have many actual mages, but many of the non-mages here could become a mage, if they wanted. Most could create their own war spells with the prerequisites we already have, but we do not, because having war magic means you are required to report for duty in the case of any large scale assault, among other things.”

“Thank you, Sizzi.” Erick’s mana was better. He moved to follow her. “Let’s go.”

Sizzi nodded and led the way upstairs.

Erick could hear the yelling before Sizzi could open the door.

Sizzi opened the door and walked right in.

Erick hesitated. 

On the other side were at least thirty people, scattered either in small groups around the large lecture hall, or gathered closer to the chalkboards. Some of them were diligently checking ancient tomes against chalk writing on the blackboards that was not Erick’s, but looked the same.

Almost all of them were talking rather loudly at each other. Some would even call it ‘yelling’.

The people were all different types. Some were dragonkin, mostly reds and blues, but also some metallic colors. Incani populated almost every group. Orcol were here and there; Krigea was writing on a different chalkboard near the front and talking to people sitting in chairs in front of her. All among all the groups, were wrought, like metal facsimiles of the other three races. None of the wrought here wore clothes like Silverite; all of them were dressed in their own skin shaped into clothes. 

One woman looked human, but her hair gave her away as something else; it was feathered like Lanore’s. She seemed to be yelling the most, at anyone who would listen.

Aaaaand. Let’s count heads and check for any humans… 

Yup. No humans. 

And there’s Zago. 

And now they all see him. Some stopped talking. Some of them began to yell directly at him. Then the rest began to yell at the rest.

“There he is!”

“Blasphemer!”

“Shut up, sycophant!”

“Theology has no place in magic!”

“Eat a dick, mage!”

“Suck my asshole, hag!”

Erick walked into the room, and Zago put herself right there, next to him. She yelled over the crowd yelling at him, staving off the worst of the verbal assault, but that didn’t stop the woman with the feathered hair.

Feathered woman yelled, “Blasphemer! Usurper! Adulterer!”

‘Adulterer’ was the one that caught Erick offguard. He muttered the word to himself in disbelief. 

And then the silver dragonkin priest from the Interfaith Church, Darenka, the one who gave him his Silver Star, stood between them. “Tiza Nindi! You hush! Your Goddess approved the spell!”

Tiza yelled, “Sininindi does what she wants! And so do the rest of us! Erick Flatt has brought dishonor to the sky by demanding it heed his demands!”

Erick had to laugh at that. So he did, but just once. Tiza went bright red in the face. Before she could speak again, he said, “As Sininindi does what she wants, I will too. Get the hell out of here unless you’re here to learn.”

She yelled, “You put yourself above the gods!?”

“Rozeta is also a goddess.”

The woman flickered with lighting.

Darenka descended upon her, saying, “Foolish child. Look around you then get out of here before you do something truly stupid.”

All eyes were on Tiza. Some of those eyes glowed with power. But some of the people stepped toward the feathered woman, as though in support. Gradually, the atmosphere of the room charged. Like the sky preparing to strike—

Zago stepped in to the middle of the room, speaking as she moved, “Mage Flatt is correct. If you are not here to learn then you must leave. We have had enough of your disruptions and arguments. If you have a personal problem with the nature of our world being revealed, then you are on the wrong side of history, Priest Tiza.” She turned toward the feathered woman’s side of the room. It was the smaller of the divide. “Those on the wrong side of history are purged by the rest of us.”

Moments trickled past like the cracking of a glacier. Tiza’s glow faded. She stepped back.

She vanished in a pop of air.

Five other people vanished in similar pops. 

Zago sighed, “Gone as quick as they came. I guess I can’t fault them for not acting like proper Storm Priests.” Gentle talking resumed around the room as Zago asked, “Mage Flatt, we have lots of questions. Are you ready to begin again?”

Erick said, “I would love to answer a few, but I’m going to need some human mages in here—”

Zago did her best to not flinch, but Erick saw anger flash across her face.

“—so that this won’t be a spark to a new round of atrocities in the Quiet War, with one side having a massive start on the competition.” He asked, “Do you have any suggestions?”

Zago looked like she might have an aneurysm right then and there— 

Krigea spoke up, “I have some suggestions from the Headmaster.”

Zago sighed out, tension leaving her body, pure politeness taking root in her voice, as she said, “I approve of whatever the Headmaster suggests, of course.”

Krigea said, “The Headmaster expresses his thanks.” Her eyes glowed briefly. “They will be arriving now.”

The air popped with the arrival of three new people in the center of the lecture hall floor. All of them looked pretty darn human, from where Erick was standing. Two men and one woman, all in comfortable mage-type clothing, all of them rather young looking. They carried unbound sheets of paper and opened books. If Erick was guessing right, they had just picked up their things and [Teleport]ed right here.

Zago’s face scrunched in disgust. She whispered to Erick, “They were already watching us, you know. Your request was already one of the Headmaster’s demands.”

The humans smiled at him as they took their seats in the lecture halls. 

Erick smiled back, then said to Zago, “I’m literally not from here, Guildmaster Zago. I have no idea who is watching at any point in time, so please forgive my ignorance.” He stepped across the lecture hall, then up the small stairs leading up the stage, to the lecturer’s podium and half-filled chalkboards. “And now they can ask questions!”

Zago waved him off, saying, “They were already asking questions through Krigea, too.”

The middle human, a brown-haired green-eyed dude with a medium build, effused, “I just want to say before we begin that you have already unlocked an entirely new branch of ice magic, Mage Erick Flatt. Using your ideas about molecules, I created a new spell just yesterday. All it took was understanding that molecules exist!”

The room erupted into another round of yells. 

Zago’s voice boomed, “Hush! Hus— SHUT UP.”

Silence returned.

Zago strained to say, “Please introduce yourself, and describe what you have accomplished.”

The human said, “Eduard Rokva, graduate Ice Mage of Oceanside. I got 1 point from producing the new basic spell, too!” He lifted his hand through the air and a blue box zoomed over to Erick. “It’s nothing compared to your [Call Lightning], but it's a start!”

 




	
Frozen Mist 7, instant, 1 minute, medium range, 10 MP

Cool a <small area>, dealing <damage> per second and slowing everything caught in the area for <1 minute>. Creatures leaving the area remain slowed for <1 hour>, or until they achieve sufficient warmth. <Effect increases with multiple castings.> <It is not possible to freeze a target with this spell.>








 

Erick asked, “It’s all the little alligator mouths that mark it as an alpha spell, right?”

That earned him several weird looks, most notably from Zago, but Erick passed her the blue box and she said, “Ah. Those. Yes, they do.” She passed the spell along. “They exist in a few non-alpha spells, like [Blink], but the historical texts tell us that when you see them on something like ‘damage’, that is the mark of an alpha spell. They are the parts of spells that are subject to change. If you don’t have eyes, like wrought, for instance, their [Blink] does not look like my or your [Blink].”

Erick took a look at his [Blink].

 




	
Blink 2, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 150/200








 

Eduard continued to talk about his spell, “The damage and the slow are nothing compared to the most basic tier 2 cold spell, but something like this starts the tier process at 1, instead of needing to go through Mana Altering first, making those higher spells much cheaper. And more importantly, the options are wider. We don’t even know what these new spells will lead to.” He smiled. “Seems like the sky is a good indication of a possible outcome, if [Call Lightning] is any indication.”

The human woman muttered, “Why did fire have to be blocked by a Sundering ban...”

There were several quiet agreements of the woman’s complaint from around the room.

Erick chuckled, saying, “That’s pretty cool.” 

When no one made a peep at his joke, Erick said, “… Get it? ‘Cool’? No? Fine.”

Eduard smiled wide, but did not laugh. No one did, but Zago did grumble as she sat down.

“Right.” Erick moved to the lecturer’s podium. “So! Uh.”

Zago asked, “Can you go over the lecture again, from the top? We can keep the notes on the board in this room. Let’s save the questions for later.”

There were some grumbles, but more than a few ‘Yes, good idea’s and ‘Yes, thank you’s.

Erick paused in thought.

He looked across the room. All eyes were on him. He nodded to Zago, and made a few decisions about the future, right there. He threw a [Cleanse] across the chalkboards, then started drawing.

“So, this is an atom...”

Erick gave the lecture again. He didn’t leave much out. He talked about dissolved solids, and other easy experiments with water. He redrew various things as he went, to make them more legible. A few clarifications were asked for, and Erick gave them, but larger questions were asked to wait till the end. He struggled to give the most complete, well drawn lecture he could have possibly given, considering that he didn’t really know much about anything at all. 

Hera sat in the back of the room the whole time, listening. Glaring. Judging. 

 

- - - -

 

The lecture came to a close. Erick put down his chalk; he had gone through several of them this time. Eight chalkboards were full of information about atoms, and bonds, and electrical charges. There were some heavy disclaimers about molecular bonds; Erick knew he didn’t remember much about how those worked. But he did remember more about water, from the electron structure, to the polarity, to the degree of bend —104.5 degrees!— and all of that was up there. Water was one of the most important molecules to fleshy lifeforms, though he wasn’t sure if wrought cared about water or not. 

He did not mention any specific atomic forms except for hydrogen and oxygen, or that the proper way to differentiate atoms from one another was by looking at their proton count. That would be for other people to figure out.

He turned to the audience. Some of them were writing on papers, others were studying the blackboards with intense stares. Others looked lost. Most looked excited. Darenka had stuck around for the lecture; she looked quietly happy.

Erick went to the lecturer’s podium. He put his hand on the sides of the wooden pedestal. 

“So that was all of that. And there’s more. I could tell you a lot about a lot. But I have been enlightened about a few things recently that terrify me. Firstly, war. I don’t like war, or want war at my door. Two, I have no door of my own, but I’m hoping to live here in Spur, and Silverite, the Mayor, has said she wants humans back in town. She also does not want the Quiet War anywhere near Spur, so keep that in mind while I say my little piece, here. I’d like to use this opportunity to speak to the rest of the world to help her fill out a bit more of the town, and I’d like to foster an attitude of giving and accepting and what have you. But I don’t have any authority here, and I might have just pissed off Silverite by suggesting any of this. 

“And this is me rambling on, trying to get to a point about how life would be great if everyone could be good with each other. All I want is my daughter safe, a nice life in a decent part of the world, and to help the people around me. Spur seems like this sort of place. I hope I haven’t screwed up my chances, here.

“When I created [Call Lightning] and started these lectures, I thought that learning about the physical world might help those around me… I don’t know? Have some more options in life? Learn a bit more and solve a few systemic problems? Like how to make it rain in a desert town. The rain was a very good outcome to a random experiment. I thought more good outcomes like that would come from others having the same experience as I did.

“I thought all this new magic would be good. Now that some time has passed, I have had some time to reflect on my actions. People have told me how the next eruption of the Quiet War is going to be all my fault; how I’m going to be murdered in under a year; how I’m taking people’s jobs and ruining everything. This is not what I wanted. Obviously, I have made some mistakes in the dissemination of knowledge, but to forestall any potential assassins, be aware that lectures like this will never happen again. 

Erick closed, saying, “I know I asked some of you to wait for the end of the lecture to ask your questions, but I’m sorry. I won’t be answering any questions. Let’s see what happens with what I’ve already shared, before we move on to anything else.”

Before Erick could take a single step across the lecture stage, or the voices of the crowd could turn loud and demanding, Krigea stood up. She spoke and her voice was not her own. It was a deep, sonorous male voice, full of fire and quakes.

“Greetings, Mage Erick Flatt. I am Headmaster Kirginatharp, speaking to you with the assistance of my lovely graduate student, Krigea. Your words today have a great weight, especially those last ones. I agree with the slow dissemination of knowledge, and much more that you have said besides.” Krigea turned to the humans in the audience, who were staring at her in awe. “Children. Become valued citizens of Spur.”

Several things happened all at once, after that.

Krigea collapsed into her seat. The blond girl rushed over and cast a healing spell. Warm orange light flickered across Krigea’s body, settling into her seagreen skin. Gradually, Krigea woke up. She laughed, whispering ‘that was not pleasant’. The blond human agreed, smiling.

Several people said variations of ‘Fucking hell!’ and ‘But where is the fire, water, air, and stone!’ and ‘I see! I see! Yes! I understand!’.

Some people just slammed their books in outrage.

Some smiled. Happy that this would be the end. Darenka was one of those people.

Hera was standing in the back of the room by this point in time. She was smiling wide, too, but she was also holding a small green stone in her hand. She mouthed the words, ‘green the whole time, eh?’

Action slowed as everyone realized Erick was really done talking. There would be no questions answered today.

And then Zago stood. She moved to the center of the room, and said, “Thank you, Mage Flatt. Upon reflecting, you are probably right. This is more than enough new magic in the world for now. Everyone! We are done here. The classroom will be [Cleanse]d in one hour. Take your final notes now, or never.” She bowed to Erick. She walked up through the amphitheater seating, then out the classroom door. 

Sizzi followed Zago out of the room. Two other incani and a few of the rest trailed out, after that.

The rest of the people in the classroom were either stunned, still lost by the science of the lecture, or grumbling. Except for the humans. They had packed up their stuff by now and were all looking at Erick. Krigea was looking at him, too.

Krigea stood up, then said, “Thank you, Mage Flatt, for this opportunity.” She turned to the humans, “Maia, Eduard, Ramizi. The Headmaster wishes you well, and to inform you that Ar’Kendrithyst is not to be taken lightly. Even you three could die in there. He also wishes to tell you that if you are lawfully exiled from Spur by Silverite, you are not welcome in Oceanside.”

Maia, the woman, said, “Well duh. I saw the writing on the wall before I [Teleport]ed here.” She nodded to Erick. “See you around.” She grabbed her book and papers. “Come on. Let’s go find some accommodations. Any place you’d recommend, Mage Flatt?”

“Please, call me Erick.”

Maia smiled. “Erick, then. I’m Maia, then. Nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you, too.”

Ramizi said, “Goddesses, it’s going to be so damn hot living here. I’m already sweating.” 

“Let’s just go to the Adventurer’s Guildhouse.” Eduard picked up his books and papers. “We can figure out the rest later.” He nodded to Erick, then said, “Erick, then?”

“Yes.” Erick smiled. “Eduard, Maia, and Ramizi?”

“That’s the name!” Ramizi said, “And that was all rather interesting, but holy hell you actually spoke to Rozeta and you asked her to change your spell to be stopped by a weather [Ward]? I don’t know if that was genius, or stupid. You need to test it out with some Mana Alterations and see if you crippled yourself, or not.” 

Erick grinned. “I’m not big on killing things so I don’t think it matters much.”

“That’s weird.” Ramizi frowned at him. “You’re weird. See you around.”

The three of them left. So did many others.

Soon, the only ones remaining in the classroom were Erick and Hera, and a few other stragglers, struggling to make sense of the chalkboards, going back and forth over the notes they had taken from the lecture. 

Erick asked Hera, “Is Silverite going to hate me for this?”

“What?” Hera laughed. “What?”

“… Fuck. It’s that bad, huh?”

“No way! This is good! She already thinks you and Jane are some of the best things to ever happen to her city.” Hera stressed, “Getting more reasonable humans to join Spur is something she thought might take years, but it only took you a few ten-days to go from a complete unknown, to getting Headmaster-approved adventuring humans pledged to become citizens of Spur. If she isn’t in the middle of a bottle of her finest quicksilver, I’ll be flabbergasted.”

Erick spat out, “I thought she hated me!”

“What?” Hera looked stunned. “‘Hated’? What the fuck? Why?”

“Oh! I don’t know! Casually mentioning murder!”

“… Oh. Oh? Is this…? Hmm… I think this is a misunderstanding. Most likely a cultural difference.” Hera frowned. “Silverite likes both of you. Quite a bit. Sorry. Uh. How… How did you come to that conclusion, anyway? Uh. I… I don’t know what’s going on here.”

Erick frowned. Reluctantly, he admitted that his recent interpretation of events might have been due to cultural misinterpretation. He waved off that concern and asked a different question, “How would she know right now, anyway?”

“… Oh.” Hera frowned. “You don’t know that either! Of course you don’t? I can fix that problem! Okay. So. When you’re meditating, you sometimes see hallucinations, yes? Sometimes, they aren’t hallucinations. Like. Go ahead and meditate right now.”

A sudden chill crept across Erick’s skin. Suddenly, he really, really, did not want to meditate.

Hera put her hands on her hips. “Just do it. I’ll show you. It’s not scary.”

Reluctantly, Erick began Meditation. Now that it was active, he could see maybe a thousand thousand eyes floating all around in the ebbs and swirls of the lecture hall’s ambient mana. Usually, he considered those hallucinations. But maybe they weren’t. Almost all of the eyes were not looking at him, but instead looking at the chalkboards.

A ghostly yellow eye appeared in front of him, between him and Hera, looking almost exactly like Hera’s own open eyes, but bigger. Yellow, slitted like a cat's, and glowing, Hera’s third eye moved around her.

Erick vacillated between terror that the eyes he had seen were real, and the casual conversation that Hera was trying to have with him. He could have either pissed himself or laughed at the whole thing. It was a tossup as to which was going to actually happen.

She said, “This is one of the primary applications of [Scry]. If you know what to look for, you can see these eyes through the other hallucinations.”

Erick laughed. “So that’s what those are!”

“Yeah.” She tilted her head. “You’ve probably had a few of these on you, haven’t you.”

“Oh? Yeah. Not often, but sometimes.”

Erick tried to ‘see through the hallucinations’ right now. Almost all of the eyes in the room vanished, except for maybe a hundred. They were all looking at the chalkboard. A few were looking at him and Hera. One of those eyes was bright silver. Hera pointed to that one. 

“We’ll get to the eye problem later. But that’s Silverite. We’re communicating with [Telepathy], right now, but she can see you with this.” Hera said, “She wants you to know that she is very happy with what you have done today, and she apologizes for any miscommunications and offense she might have given.” Hera added, “But you do want to have a war spell active in town, so, like, come on, Erick. No one is comfortable with that hanging over their heads, and she has to think about everyone. And yes, she knows about the weather [Ward] thing. But like Zago and the new human mage said, a bit of Mana Altering and you could do some damage on a whim. Maybe even accidentally.”

“Right. Right.” Erick stared at the silver eye floating in the mana in front of him. “Right. Right.”

But all he could see was the giant shadow in the background, sticking to the edges of his vision.

Watching him.

He asked, “Is there a way to prevent people from spying on me?”

“Right. The eyes you have seen.” Hera said, “There’s an easy solution, there. Just throw your Willpower or Focus at them and they usually pop, but it would be impolite to do such a thing in a place like this. Go ahead, and try to pop mine.”

At that, a lot of Erick's paranoia vanished. He felt better. He focused on the yellow eye, trying to bat it away with his mind.

“For a Focus attack you need to pierce the eye; pop it like a bubble. For a Willpower attack, you smash it. Try again.”

Erick imagined a needle, popping the eye. Hera’s yellow [Scry] eye burst into fragments of magic that drifted away to join the sea of ambient mana. 

Hera’s eyes dimmed back to normal yellow. “Good job. So? About the eyes you have seen?”

“I don’t want to talk about that right now. I can figure that out myself, and there usually aren’t eyes by the Sewerhouse. Al probably pops them all and he didn’t want me to freak out. I need to lie down.”

“Then I’ll escort you to the Sewerhouse, and leave you when we get there. Someone else will be there in the morning to bodyguard you in this trial period.” Hera added, “If this keeps up like I think it will, I doubt you’ll have a bodyguard for more than a month.”

Erick nodded, then led the way out of the lecture hall, and out of the Mage’s Guildhouse.

The giant shadow did not follow. 
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                Erick met his new bodyguard in the morning on the front porch. His third story front porch. Aside from that awkward start, Poi was a very proper bluescale dragonkin, who was thereafter always, at most, 15 feet away from Erick at all times. With a straight back and no-nonsense attitude, Erick immediately tried to get Poi to smile, or joke, or talk, or anything, except stand at the side like a monolith carved out of sapphire, dressed up like a city guard.

Aside from that, his first day after calling it quits as a teacher was very boring. He mostly stayed inside the apartment and read Ulrick Ulrick’s book on Ancient Script for the Beginner Enchanter. There was some aura practice on the roof, but he didn’t want to wear himself out, so he kept it to one iteration. 

He definitely did not miss his date with the farms. He showed up for that appointment an hour ahead of schedule. They were more or less ready for him by then, so Valok told him to let loose, and he did. He cast [Call Lightning] three times in a row. By the third casting, the rain was coming down slightly stronger than before. Maybe twice as hard? The rain was still pretty gentle, but now it came down like a proper Summer shower. Valok had planned on 4 or 5 castings, but the revelation of harder rain by cast 3 meant that Erick was done for the day. 

On the way back to the Sewerhouse, Erick stopped at the market to buy some produce from several farmers, but when he went to pay, many of them dropped their prices in half. One nice older greyscale even gave him a bag of not-zucchini for free. Erick paid for the bag, though. The bag was nice, tough canvas. He made a point to overpay on that, and the man just smiled. 

Taking mental stock of all the items Erick had ever bought in Spur that included canvas bags, maybe he needed to start carrying around two or three in his shoulderbag at all times.

And then he was home! He cooked dinner for himself and Al one night, and then Al cooked dinner the next. And then the process repeated. Personal [Ward] in the morning, study the Ancient Script book, a bit of aura practice, and then a stop at the farm for some afternoon rains. Cap it all off with dinner with Al, who had been doing his own things all day, too. He was still remaking the sewers and setting the Human District to rights. 

The Sewerhouse settling pools were still settling, so that job was still at least 15 days away, and probably more like 20. As it was, Erick was involved in a whole lot of nothing except raising his various skills; mostly numerically, in the form of experience.

Jane would have laughed at him and called it a ‘training montage’ if she was here. She was still in the Crystal Desert, though, still hunting crystal mimics and the occasional rock elemental with Savral and his team, constantly on the lookout for crystal slimes. But thanks to Al having [Telepathy], Erick was able to check in with Jane at night and hear all about her days, while Al checked in with Savral. Erick put [Telepathy] on the short list of spells to get, but [Telepathy] was one of the restricted-by-law skills, because it affected the mind. He could buy it, sure, it was right there in the Script for 1 point, but he probably shouldn’t, not right now. 

Jane had a bit of a big revelation though. Jane and Erick had apparently encountered a crystal slime on the trek to Spur, all those tendays ago. Erick remembered now; it was that jelly-like thing that had been nestled at the base of a crystal agave. All crystal slimes were over level 50, but they could sense danger for miles around, so finding one before it left the area was the only hard part. If only they had killed it, which was supposed to be really easy, they would have gotten almost 1.8 billion experience split between the two of them. 

That’s when the jokes started. Jane and Erick encountering a crystal slime and not knowing the crystal slime for what it was, was a pretty common occurrence. No one hunted for a crystal slime and then actually got one, but everyone knew a precocious neighbor child who told stories of playing with a crystal slime. Or some rookie adventurer, running from a crystal mimic only to fall on a crystal slime, killing it, then immediately buying up to Scion of Strength. Or someone dying of thirst in the Crystal Forest, only to be led to water by a crystal slime. 

Erick started a little argument about killing something that was obviously a good monster, but Al and Savral shut that down pretty hard. ‘There are no good monsters, don’t fool yourself.’ Slimes are as neutral of an existence as possible in the monster kingdom, but they’re mindless, and if one of them found you wounded and unable to move off the ground, there was an even chance of it accidentally smothering you as leaving you alone.

Aside from hearing about Jane’s adventures, Erick didn’t experience much of life outside of his apartment and the Farmer’s Market over the next few days. Al had suggested he lay low for a while, but that was already Erick’s plan. Poi seemed to be fine with guarding Erick in Erick’s apartment, but Erick didn’t really know how Poi felt about anything. The man was unnaturally silent. 

So, for three days, Erick stayed away from the Mage’s Guild, generally in the apartment, save for trips to the farms. [Call Lightning] gained 1500 experience a day, since Valok wanted him to cast it three times in a row each time. [Ward] leveled, too, since he was putting on a 510 mana personal [Ward] every day, but the experience gained was counted without Clarity, which had leveled to 10. So every 510 point [Ward] gained him 1020 [Ward] experience. [Ward]’s blue box was getting bigger with every level, but it was only level 9.

Meditation leveled to X in all that casting. That skill read much cleaner, now.

Today was the fourth day since he had given his last lecture and then hidden away from most of Mage society. This afternoon he would return to the Mage Guild, but not before he finished up a few other tasks. One of the tasks he had finished yesterday was reading the Ancient Script book from Ulrick Ulrick, and learning the language. He could now comfortably read and write in Ancient Script. With a little bit of conversing with Al, he could even speak the language. Ancient Script sounded very beep-boopy crick-cracky when Erick spoke it. He didn’t like how it sounded, but it flowed so easily into itself that rhyming was rather simple.

Erick thought that maybe that ability to rhyme was why Ancient Script was widespread in enchanting. Al did not believe that for one second, but it was hard to argue with Erick’s creation of a new spell in Ecks.

When Erick tried to read another one of Al’s language books, it might as well have been Mandarin. [Language Acquisition] had run its course. He’d have to learn new languages the hard way, from now on. Or, he could pay Irogh 1000G and get the buff reapplied. 

As for his own magic, Erick wasn’t anywhere near rank 10 with anything and thus able to actually make a real aura skill, but he was plodding forward, making progress. Right now, he was up on the roof of the Sewerhouse, preparing to put in more steps toward that goal.

The sun shone down upon Erick and the rest of Spur. Erick sat on a small jut of stone atop the center of the Sewerhouse. There were no obstacles around him; Al had [Stoneshape]d the roof mostly flat, ridding the space of any evidence there was ever a party up here. Poi waited to the side, as usual, well out of Erick’s area of effect. 

Erick centered himself, activating Meditation and preparing a chain of mana connecting three of his skills, to twist what was to come into something else.

Aurify. 

Altering: Bludgeoning.

[Force Shrapnel].

Orbs of hardened white mana erupted from Erick, like a hundred billiard balls, all going every direction, spaking and cracking against the stone and each other as they swirled around Erick in a mockery of orbital physics. They crashed in and out, but not against him; this was his aura after all. Erick held his mana open wide, feeding the aura. He could not sustain it for long, only 4 minutes without Meditation, and an extra 30 seconds with Meditation. And that was fine, because 4:30 was already near his limit of personal focus; it was hard to maintain all these spell effects at once.

If his Force Shrapnel was level 10, he could create an actual [Force Shrapnel Aura: Bludgeoning], and not have the spell demand his total concentration. But [Force Shrapnel] wasn’t 10. None of his spells were level 10. [Call Lightning] was close, but it was not there. Not yet.

Erick’s mana gave out. The billiard ball aura vanished like so much spent mana.

He relaxed into the sun, leaning backward, breathing. Just, breathing. 

And there’s another 1350ish exp for a few more spells... 

Status.

As he stared at his status screen, part of him held a deep regret for not recognizing and killing that crystal slime. His experience had grown, for sure, but it hadn’t noticeably grown since the battle with the shadowcats. Erick was going to be 19 for a very, very long time. 

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 19, Class: None

Exp: 265281/676500

Class: -/-
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MP


	
600/600
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Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Shaping 5

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 140/800








 




	
Aurify 1

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

Exp: 5400/10000








 




	
Mana Altering 8

Bludgeoning, Slashing, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blind, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, hard to see, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x 1.5

Exp: 100/3400








 




	
Cleanse 6, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.

Exp: 150/1300








 




	
Mend 7, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a non-magical uncomplicated large object and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 1510/2100








 




	
Ward 9, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost

Exp: 375/5500








 




	
Force Beam 2, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 2 seconds

Exp: 175/200








 




	
Force Shrapnel 8, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 20 + WIL damage in a cone

Exp: 205/3400








 




	
Blink 3, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 150/300








 




	
Call Lightning 8, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Exp: 3200/3400








 




	
Stoneshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Grow 1, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.

Exp: 0/100








 












 













At least Meditation leveling to X made Resting as easy as flipping a switch in his mind. Now that he knew what to look for in the ambient mana, he popped scrying eyes whenever he saw them, too. The roiling shadows weren’t that scary anymore now that all the eyes were gone.

The shadows were still there, though. Erick had pointed them out to Al one night. Al told him he needed a higher focus, or to not meditate so often. 

Erick looked over the new Mana Altering 8. 

Force to Decay was probably what made those green fireballs in the Sewerhouse attack.

… Aurify was coming right along. 

Erick was kinda scared to try a [Call Lightning] Aura. He felt like he needed to get far, far away from Spur before he started experimenting with his magic in that way. Especially if he started experimenting with [Call Lightning] and stuff like Mana Altering: Decay. Acid Rain would definitely be considered ‘attacking the populace’.

As Erick looked over everything he had to level, and realized that none of it would get him another actual level, he felt disheartened. Sure, he could make tier two spells—

Ah! Right! He wanted to make a [Call Lightning] [Grow] Aura! That would be pretty cool. Too bad Valok didn’t want him today, or he’d work on [Call Lightning] some more. Maybe he should go down to the farms anyway, plying his trade casting [Grow]. He might be stuck at level 19, but there were still goals to be won, and a [Grow] Aura was a good idea, anyway.

Smiling, Erick turned to Poi, “Hey, Poi! Let’s go to the guild!”

“Of course, Mage Flatt.” 

Erick ducked back into the apartment and saw the enchanting book Ulrick had lent him. He was supposed to return that to Ulrick… Several days ago. Shit. Erick grabbed the book and put it in his shoulderbag.

And then he looked at his clothes. 

He was still wearing the jeans, tee shirt, shoes, and underwear that came with him to Veird. He’d seen what other people wore for shoes and underwear, so maybe he’d keep his and not adopt the local style, but the shirt and jeans? Those could go. He could be a local.

He should do that, today!

Training montage and a clothing montage! Jane would be proud. The only clothing Jane had bought were new shirts and the shoulderbags for both of them. She still liked her jeans. … Erick still liked his jeans, too. And his shirt, for that matter. With [Mend], he could keep these clothes for the rest of his life, if he wanted.

No. Bad idea. It was time for new clothes. Be a local! Buy local clothes!

Get out of the house and get back into society!

He turned to Poi. “Where would I buy some decent working clothes? Kinda like what I have on now?”

“Market Street,” Poi said, resolute to keep his arms-distance demeanor intact. 

“To Market Street we go!” Erick patted his shoulderbag. “I can give Ulrick back his book, too.”

Wordlessly, Poi followed Erick out onto the third floor landing. Erick looked down at the street—

[Blink].

—and then he was there. Poi popped into the air five feet behind him.

 

- - - -

 

“Ulrick is not in today.” A lovely young pinkscale girl behind the counter said, “Might I be able to help you, Mage Flatt? I’m Soux, Ulrick’s frontgirl and apprentice. Is there something you might be interested in purchasing?”

“Not buying anything right now.” Erick shook his head as he swung his shoulderbag around and pulled out the old textbook. “Can you give this back to Ulrick for me?” He set the book on the counter. “I told him I would return it to him the next day, but everything kinda got difficult after that. I read it all, though! Learned Ancient Script, but then my [Language Acquisition] ran out. Can you tell him ‘thank you, very much’ for me, please?”

Soux slid the book closer to herself. “Of course, Mage Flatt. Is that all?”

“Maybe— Are those [Mend] jobs still up at the guildhouse? I haven’t checked in a while.”

She shook her head. “Apologies, but no. He only posts those when I go out adventuring, or when I need to deal with some unruly shadowolves.” She smiled. “But I’m back now. And two levels higher, too.”

Erick grinned. “Good to hear. Then… Take care, Soux.”

“You too, Mage Flatt. And thank you for the rain.” She bowed. She stood. “Hearing an afternoon shower reminds me of my grandmother’s house in the rainforest mountains, far to the east.” 

Erick smiled a bit wider, then nodded, and left the store. Poi kept right behind him, maintaining a respectful 5 to 7 foot distance at all times.

 

- - - -

 

Erick stepped up to the counter and set his badge on the marble divide between him and the bank teller, “Hello. I’m here to check on my account. Erick Flatt.”

“Of course. Just need to check authenticity.” The teller was a grey-black wrought dragonkin. Her metallic flesh looked exactly the same as Anhelia’s, the iron-flesh wrought incani at the Mage Guild. She took his badge and passed it over a truthstone, which had been glowing green this entire time, but glittered a brighter green when the badge passed close. She held onto the badge for the moment, asking, “How can I help you, Mage Erick Flatt?”

“Balance check, and probably a withdrawal. Have you guys sorted out the shadowcat money yet?”

“We have indeed.” She wrote down Erick’s badge numbers on a small slip of paper then turned to her assistant, a young male greenscale. She said a few quiet words, then handed him the paper. He ran off. She turned to Erick. “We’ll have your numbers pulled in 30 minutes. Would you like to make a withdrawal before your numbers are validated?”

“No. I guess not. I have enough cash on me for now. I’ll be back later.”

She handed him his badge back. “We shall see you then. Good day, Mage Flatt.”

30 minute wait for a check and withdrawal?

Erick was sorely tempted to try and reinvent the internet and modern banking. But then, he realized, he did not need any of that in his life. Not again. Fuck that noise. He liked the slow life. 30 minutes to check on balances? That was fine with him. He had clothes to buy and… 13 gold to buy them with! That was like 1300 dollars. 

He was rich! 

… Wasn’t he?

 

- - - -

 

Turns out cloth clothes are way expensive. Everything except leather was way more than he wanted to spend; the leather was only cheap because the shadowolves from Bulgan’s shadowcats had been turned into more leather. Erick didn’t want leather. 

The problem was that Spur was both a rich town because of the adventuring opportunities of Ar’Kendrithyst, and it was very isolated. There was no cotton in the desert, after all. All fabric had to be imported. Importing wasn’t that bad with [Teleport]; many of the meat sellers actually had their farms far away from Spur itself. But the cotton fields were much, much further away than the cattle ranchers.

A third problem existed in [Mend]. The people who made clothes only made what fashion demanded, or the best damn shirts or pants or whatever, that money could buy.

Erick had to walk away from one store where everything was 14 to 25 gold. The next store was not much better, and the dragonkin vendor could not take his eyes off of Erick’s shoes. Erick’s shoes were synthetic rubber, leather and cloth sneakers. They were the most comfortable shoes he had ever owned, and Erick was not going to sell them for any price, thank you very much. 

He found a much nicer store just a bit down the way, run by a nice older orcol woman. She sold him some ‘children’s clothes’ that were simpler than what he had found elsewhere. They were the right price, too. Erick thanked her, and she smiled at him, probably finding it funny that a human was wearing clothes sized for orcol kids. When Erick asked her about that, she said that the other races bought orcol children’s clothes often enough that it wasn’t a real scandal; other races liked simple clothes, too, but not many tailors were willing to work on such throwaways. 

He paid her 11 gold, and then walked around for a bit, sporting a nice cream-colored shirt and nice tan pants. His other clothes were in his shoulderbag, save for his shoes and his underwear; he was still wearing those. His Silver Star was displayed prominently on the left side of his chest, over his heart, and his Guild Badge hung from a silver chain around his neck. It felt nice to wear local clothes in Spur, in the sun. Everything felt loose and breezy. 

Erick ran a hand through his hair and felt his face. He hadn’t shaved in all his time here on Veird. He was never capable of growing a truly imposing beard, but what he was capable of growing had gotten a bit scraggly in the last few weeks. He used to have black hair, but it had all gone salt-and-pepper in the last few years. A lot of his hair had to be whiter since had gone through several near-death experiences in the last few weeks. 

He pulled a bit of his bangs in front of his eyes. Yup, more white hairs among the black. Of course, that could just be his imagination.

His imagination, and his Meditation, had told him there was a giant shadow following him the whole day, but no one else seemed to see the shadow. Erick forced himself to think that his imagination was lying to him.

Maybe it was time for a haircut, and a shave.

But first! The bank!

 

- - - -

 

The iron wrought presented Erick with his balance.

1000 gold for one shadowcat, 100 gold for the second cat. 210 gold in various direct deposits in the last little while, and 148 gold from killing shadowolves, with the shadowolf portion available as either gold, or rads.

“1458 gold? I don’t have to work if I don’t want— Ahh. So that’s why the MCL job board is full.”

The receptionist of the Mage Guild bank smiled, saying, “But doing all those MCL jobs does help the community. We get complaints when they’re left to rot, and that’s not fun for any of us.”

“Right. Right.” Erick asked, “What about the grand-rads from the cats? Did something happen to them?”

Her perfectly practiced neutral face returned. “Unfortunately, magic of your caliber destroyed many of the rads from the shadowolves and both grand-rads we expected to recover from two of the shadowcats. Please do keep this in mind when expecting to recover rads from monster corpses in the future.”

“Ahh. Bother. Okay. Good to know. Thank you. I would like to withdraw a hundred gold.”

“Would you like that in rads, or metal?”

Erick thought for a moment. 

He’d leave enchanting for another day. 

He said, “Gold, please.”

“Of course.” She nodded to her helper, and Greenscale left. In moments, Greenscale returned with a small bag and set it in front of the receptionist. She counted it out in front of Erick, emptying the bag, then she put the coins back in the bag and handed that to him, saying, “100 gold has been deducted from your account. Is that all?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

“Good day, Mage Flatt.”

Erick put the gold into his shoulderbag, then left the Mage Guild Bank. Poi silently followed at a respectful 5 to 7 feet. 

 

- - - -

 

After a quick stop at the Sewerhouse to stash most of the money—

Poi interrupted him. “Sir. You have scrying orbs around you right now.”

Erick activated Meditation. Yup. Two eyes were looking at him from several feet away. One was red, the other blue. Erick frowned at them. They vanished, and Erick moved to another part of the house to stash his money.

“Thank you, Poi.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

“Is there any way to stop those, permanently?”

“Not without a lot more effort than is comfortable. Thankfully, the Script makes it very difficult for a [Scry] to hide, if you know what to look for.”

Erick smiled. “Thank you very much, Poi! That was the most you’ve said since you started this gig.”

Poi said nothing. 

“Dammit, and now you’re back to silence.”

Poi said nothing, but he did allow himself a smirk.

Erick tried, “Were those [Scry]s just a nuisance, or were they an attack?”

Poi said, “It’s best to discourage theft whenever you can, but in the event of theft, our investigators can [Witness] and [Scry] to find the culprits. But even if we do find the thieves, they’re usually gone from town after a robbery. Not much we can do besides put them on the Guilds’ Watch Lists.”

Erick smiled. He had figured out how to get Poi to talk.

 

- - - -

 

Erick, and thus Poi, walked into the Mage’s Guildhouse in the early afternoon. 

Anhelia waved him over to the front desk. What could she want? Sizzi was not there. The rest of the guildhouse looked rather slow; not a whole lot of people in this afternoon.

“Hello, Anhelia.”

She smirked. “Hello, Mage Flatt.”

“You can call me Erick, if you want. That title still feels weird to me.”

“Erick, then. So what brings you in today, Erick?” She teased, “More curriculum to disrupt?”

Erick relaxed. This was actually perfect. He said, “Can I buy you a drink somewhere? I’d like to hear a lot more about what has happened in the last few days.”

Poi grumbled behind Erick, but before he could wonder what that was about—

Anhelia smiled wide and stood right up. “I love it! Yes! Let me just find Sizzi; she’s around here somewhere.” The grey-black wrought dashed off behind the counter, into the inner hallways of the Guildhouse. She returned in 17 seconds with a slightly winded Sizzi. “You’ve got the floor, Sizzi!” Anhelia plopped a slightly red faced Sizzi into her receptionist seat, then Anhelia wrapped her arm around Erick’s and guided him out of the Guildhouse, saying, “We’ll be back later!”

Her guidance might have been gentle and loose, but her arm still felt to Erick like holding onto a skyscraper’s I-beam. Anhelia was a very tough woman.

 

- - - -

 

Anhelia closed her menu and passed it to the waiter, saying, “And I’ll have an iron bar, thank you.”

Anhelia took them to a little place on the edge of the Mage District, on the second floor of a bakery, overlooking one of the few green spaces in the city. A fountain bubbled down below, while not-oaks shaded everything and a cool breeze flowed down through it all. There were a few others in the tea house, drinking tea and eating bread. Mostly incani, but no other wrought. A few of them eyed Erick, but their glances were simple appraisals; not the glances of people planning harm. 

She said, “I love this little bakery and tea shop. The family that runs this place has been in Spur for over 400 years and I’ve only been here for a little longer than that. You’ll love the plum tea and biscuits I had you order; everyone says they do.” 

Anhelia smiled, and if her iron flesh wasn’t so perfectly natural looking, if she didn’t move so fluidly, Erick would have thought her one of those street performers who paint themselves all one color and play the part of a statue. 

She must have seen him looking. “You’ve never casually talked to a wrought before, have you?”

He felt his face flush. “Ah. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it!” She laughed. “You can’t offend me. Unless you plan on stiffing me with the bill. That would be pretty offensive.”

Erick chuckled. “Are you that expensive of a date?”

She smirked. “Only if that’s what this is.”

He grinned. She was fun. Erick flirted, “How would that even work?”

Okay. That was some bad flirting. How out of practice was he? A month and at least 8 traumas? That was probably a correct number.

Anhelia smiled. “Some hefty physical fortification spells for you and a rod of [Treat Wounds] at the ready, as per any interracial relations, but especially when it comes to wroughts.”

Erick laughed. “I’m not looking for anything right now, but I expected to pay the bill when I asked you out for a chat.” He asked, conspiratorially, “How much is an iron bar, anyway?”

“Inconsequential~”

Poi frowned from the sidelines. Now what was that about?

But as Anhelia avoided the question, their orders arrived. For her, a plain grey bar of metal served on a doily on a circle of wood, maybe 7”x2”x2”; for him, a small porcelain plate of five purple cookies and a pitcher of purple tea. The waiter presented Anhelia with her order, then filled a small tea cup and presented Erick with his. 

Erick asked, “How’s the guild been while I’ve been absent?”

She placed her hands on the iron bar and began pinching it into bite-size pieces, like Erick would have pinched dough to make rolls. He expected the action to make some horrible screeching noises, but the metal became putty in her hands. She finished, then popped one of the bites into her mouth, then swallowed.

She said, “There’s a lot of impurities in the metal you get outside of the major cities, but Spur has always been good about having good iron, among other metals; Silverite has connections to mines all over the world, you see.” She ate another bite, then said, “The guild has a lot of impurities in it, too. Magic as a whole has always had this sort of problem. No one thinks about the physical world, because there’s really no need. Do you know what magic was like before the Script?”

Wherever she was going with this, it sounded thorough. Erick had taken a bite of a cookie, and it was delicious. Sugar, fruit, and chewy cookie; it was wonderful. 

He said, “Not much. Haven’t been in many libraries yet.”

“You should spend some tendays in the library.” Anhelia continued, “But anyway, I wasn’t there; none of us were. Wrought might be the oldest living race except for the dragons, but we were created by the Script. And I’m not that old anyway. Anyway, magic used to be a lot more open before the Script. All it took was a strong will and a connection to the manasphere and a wizard could manifest their dreams as reality.”

Conversation ceased at a nearby table of two when Anhelia said the word ‘wizard’.

Anhelia ate another bite of iron. “Then something like 1400 years ago the Old Wizards decided they wanted something else. Maybe they wanted to be gods, maybe they wanted to kill something. No one really knows, but the result was the Sundering. And then Rozeta and a whole bunch of others put the world back together, created two more moons, and wrought magic into the Script. That’s where we Wrought come from. We’re like little pegs holding the Script together, but that doesn’t grant us any abilities beyond what we choose to pursue. Like any normal person.

“That’s history. This is relevant today because the way that the Old Wizards used magic was very, very different from how the world actually works, but a lot of the Old Wizards survived and adapted to the Script, and thus their ways of thinking tainted the new world order, right at the beginning. And this brings us to the impurities in the guild, in arcanaeums all across Veird, and in the casual thinking of the average Mage.

“The old traditions of magic based upon imagination are not wrong. Not exactly. But current magical theory is like language, you see. You can speak a language you call [Stoneshape], and bend the ground to your will, but that’s your interpretation of how the world is, imposed upon the world. [Stoneshape] is a mental construct; it’s not affecting actual ‘stone’, but what the shaper thinks is stone. 

“There are safeguards to prevent people from thinking of magic differently and thus abusing magic in ways not intended by the Script, of course, but mostly, magic is a mental construct.

“For example, in the real physical world, the composition of dirt is wildly different from biome to biome. If [Stoneshape] relied on real world physical properties, then a mage would need a dozen different versions of [Stoneshape] in order to function the same way in a deep swamp with half its murky bottom biological, versus a desert with relatively pure quartz sand which, by volume, is mostly air, versus a granite mountain.

“And so we come to the impurities in the magical community. Did you know that Fire, Water, Stone, and Air, are some Big Thoughts in the arcanaeums around the world, and in the Script? There’s even shaping spells for darkness and light. I can tell you right now that many people don’t believe that darkness actually exists, but then we look at a shadowolf and see shadows licking off the body, and that throws all proper experimentation out of the window, because ‘obviously shadows exist, there’s one right there’.

“What you’ve done, is to prove to the magical community that there is some underlying physicality to the world that operates independent of mana. You’ve given the Small Shock experiment a grand stage. You’ve explained why people are creating ice spells all over, but no fire spells, because bursting molecules apart is strictly against the Infinitesimal Ban. And stone spells just don’t work, because, apparently, there’s nothing ‘stone’ about stone, if you get my meaning. Everyone is trying to make air spells into lightning, but no one has succeeded at all, except for you. Probably because everyone still thinks of lightning as a fire spell. Light spells are being made across the world, and dark spells might truly not exist, except to absorb the light.

“You’ve started a revolution in magical thinking, turning this relatively dull part of local history into world history. With a few lectures and the addition of the first basic spell to the Script in a millennium, you have set Spur on the world stage. You’ve shown yourself as a kooky planar human who gave his daughter’s homework to the Headmaster and stumped the old dragon, and everyone else, for the first time in 1300 years.”

Erick had finished three of his cookies by now, and most of his tea. 

He ate another cookie. Anhelia ate another bit of iron.

He sipped his tea. He was still thinking.

He said, “If it already works— I mean. If the shaping spells already work, and people already believe in them, then they exist. Social constructs are as valid as physical constructs.”

“You are correct.” Anhelia smiled. “But even if you say that, you can’t unring this bell. Changes are rolling down the mountain, and people must either get out of the way, or ride the waves of history. The only other option is to be crushed.”

The gravity of it all began to weigh on Erick.

“Fuck. How many lives have I ruined?”

“Oh! I’m just being melodramatic.” Anhelia chuckled, “Those societies based around elemental magic are going to be just fine. Mana still turns imagination into reality, and [Stoneshape] is still one of the most useful spells in the world, no matter that there might not be a particle version of the spell. That’s what people are calling your brand of magic, by the way. ‘Particle magic’. Elemental magic has a long and deep history, but now there are new options. Ones where mages can make it rain, Erick.

She repeated, “Rain. At tier 1. How neat is that?”

Erick tried to focus on a better subject. “How much has the rain helped?”

“Farms are booming. Production is up. Krakina is pissed. But she’ll buy [Call Lightning] as soon as she can, and then you’re out of a job because she has much deeper roots here. The Kali family will have a lean farming season, but that’s about it. The whole farming community here is pretty transient, anyway. They come in with the highwater and go back to the eastern mountains for the rest of the year.” She smiled. “Though, if you can make it rain all year long, we might have a whole new Spur on our hands. Everyone is very excited. And just so you know, if anyone is talking about killing you, they aren’t saying it near any of my information sources.”

Erick chose to not focus on people wanting to murder him. “The Kali family, as in Ikawa Kali? The one in Savral’s team?”

“Yup! That’s Krakina’s granddaughter. She’s set to inherit Krakina’s title of WeatherWitch when she comes of age and can drag a storm across the desert to Spur, all by herself.”

Poi stepped closer to Erick. “Sir, you are about to reach your limit of questions based on the money you brought with you to this encounter.”

Erick turned to look at the man. Then he turned back to Anhelia.

“Oh, Poi. Don’t worry about the full price. Whatever he has on him is fine.” Anhelia said, smiling, “I’ve got another ten minutes to kill. Ask anything you’d like, Erick. And I meant what I said earlier; you won’t offend me unless you stiff me on the bill, so don’t leave any questions off the table. I want you to be satisfied when you leave.”

“Sir, I must warn you that Anhelia sells to anyone. Don’t speak what you don’t want known.”

For the second time since he sat down to talk with Anhelia, he realized the gravity of his situation.

Anhelia sighed at Poi.

Erick said, “Thank you, Poi. I do have some questions I’d like answered, since I’m paying for it anyway.”

Anhelia smiled wide, waiting.

“What do the incani think of Jane and I since all this has happened, from Bulgan, to the shadowcats, to particle magic, to getting those three humans moved into Spur?”

Anhelia nodded. “Broadly, you’re fine. Like I said, no one is plotting murder or anything else against you. You’re too valuable. If anything, people are plotting against each other to allow you to ‘live a quiet life and have your daughter safe’, and then they’re going to race to use what other bombs you drop on magical society. The incani, Zago in particular, are rather repentant for what they tried to do. Except for a few discontents you’re mostly considered ‘not human’, and thus not a target of the Quiet War. 

“Bulgan is a Shade in the Ar’Kendrithyst. That was confirmed yesterday. He will try to get to you and Jane, but no one knows what will happen there. Will he leave the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst? Maybe. But when Shades move, you notice. When they move to attack, they can’t hide, even at night. Spur can fight back one or two, and since Bulgan is a new Shade, he likely doesn’t have the clout to force all the Shades against you. You might even have some unexpected allies inside Ar'Kendrithyst, but fair warning: Dealing with shadows will get you on everyone's shitlist, no matter what good you can do. 

“Only the most paranoid people think we’re in danger of a Great Purge.

“The humans you invited to Spur are being watched. There have been a few altercations, but nothing major. They’re staying on their side of the line you drew and none of the incani are willing to cross that line either. Now that Bulgan is a confirmed Shade, his transgression has put a heavy damper on local incani patriotism. 

“And particle magic is proceeding about as good as I said. That Ice Mage has made two new basic spells so far. There’s the tiny cold AOE he showed everyone and a freezing beam spell he invented yesterday. With the addition of another spell that looks similar to another one of the Force spells, a lot of people are experimenting to find the corollaries to the other Force spells.

“You have time for one more question.”

Erick nodded. It took him a second to think. He asked, “Are dragonkin… Al said that Savral is his son. I don’t want to ask if he’s adopted… But… ”

Anhelia laughed. Poi might have frowned, but he was too professional to keep the frown for too long.

“This is your last question?” Anhelia said, “Well—”

“No. Sorry, that would be rude to Al and Savral both. Instead, what are wrought? Are you [Metalshaping] your body from a central core? Or…?”

She smiled. She said, “There’s a book in the guild library called ‘Sex and the Humanoid’. You should look that up.” She finished the final bite of her iron bar, and said, “And that’s our time.”

At her final bite the waiter came over and placed a face down slip of paper on the table, then took away the cleared plates. Erick went to pick it up—

Anhelia said, “Don’t worry about what it says on the paper. Whatever you have on you is fine.”

… Erick looked at the paper. 

That was more gold than he was carrying, alright.

He emptied his pockets and his shoulderbag, placing all 55 of his gold on top of the slip of paper. Anhelia smiled gently at the small pile, then put her hand over the gold. All but two pieces slipped into her iron arm; the remaining two left for the waiter. 

Erick said, “Thank you very much.”

“Anytime, Mage Flatt.” 

Erick left the bakery cafe first. Poi followed.

The plan was to go back to the guild, but now he went to the bank and withdrew another 20 gold.

Then he went to the guild and picked up one of the [Grow] quests from the Esoteric board; they were all the same, so he only needed one. His job and pay would be determined by the Council members on site. 

Anhelia waved at him both on the way in, and on the way out. He waved back both times, saying hello, and feeling like he really didn’t know much about anything about Spur. Not yet, anyway.

 

- - - -

 

Valok took a look at Erick, with his mage guild badge hanging out around his neck and the paper for a [Grow] job in his hand, and said, “You’re rather dedicated, aren’t you.”

Erick said, “The plan right now is [Call Lightning] and [Grow] combined as a tier two spell, possibly using Aurify for double to triple the range on [Call Lightning]. I’m hesitant to use Aurify on [Call Lightning] though. I’m not sure how the magic would react. [Force Shrapnel] as an Aura was already rather unexpected.”

Valok listened to Erick. Then he thought for a minute.

Valok said, “It won’t work with our current system, which you will be experiencing today. We’ve had to change everything. When you make this spell, we can test it out on the north side of Spur, where the water does not come close to the surface. Other than that, we’d need to… We’d need to do a lot. And you can’t cast this over the city. You want trees and roots and such destroying everything in a mad press to make space for itself?”

Poi said nothing, but he did look a bit closer at Erick.

Erick said, “Uh. I did not think about that.”

Valok nodded. “Plain rain is fine. No need to get fancy. The only thing stopping farm production is water usage. Your experiment has merit, but not for us, not right now.” Valok said, “I’ll take you to Apogough.”

 

- - - -

 

Apogough stood by as Erick stood in the middle of an empty plot of land.

Erick held an apple in his hand. He took a bite. It was sweet, well grown with a nice crisp texture and a bright red, thin skin. In his other hand, he had a seed from the same kind of apple tree.

“[Grow] for cultivation is just as important as [Grow] for generalized growth.” Apogough said, “Now that you’ve tasted the apple, think crisp. Think juicy. Think that size of apple. Keep that taste in your mind as you plant the seed and activate [Grow] at the same time, whenever you’re ready.”

Erick took another bite, then held the seed, and thought—

[Grow].

— as he thrust the seed into the fertile soil. He withdrew his hand. The magic had happened. What was supposed to happen next?

Three seconds later, a tiny green shoot poked out from the brown ground. It uncurled into the sunlight, bright green, sprouting more leaves and tiny branches as it reached up, slowly. Slower. It stopped growing.

Apogough said, “Now use [Grow] in a small area for generalized growth.”

“Can I Aurify it?”

“Hmm. Not— Eh. Sure. Go ahead.”

Meditation. Aurify. [Grow].

The sapling began to grow. The apple in Erick’s hand exploded into several tiny plants, falling out of Erick’s hand to then hit the ground, and take root. Startled, his aura—

Apogough said, “Don’t cut off your aura now.”

Erick maintained his aura. Experience in [Grow] and Aurify steadily ticked up. 

 




	
[Grow] has leveled!

Level 2!








 




	
Grow 2, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.

Exp: 5/200








 

Erick’s aura doubled in size. The ground around him sprouted grasses and weeds, but the saplings rose above the non-food plants. And still they grew. The saplings from the apple were twining together, strangling each other for growth, until one rose above the rest and several thin brown saplings rotted in the presence of their older sibling. The one Erick had cultivated was three feet from the strangler apple, quickly rising tall in Erick’s aura. 

They made noise as they grew. The sound was like a creaky door slowly opening and someone pushing a broom across the floor. 

Now the trees were both waist high. Shoulder high. 6 feet tall, and growing, branching all the way. Erick backed up as the branches threatened to cage him between the trees. And still they grew. 

 




	
[Grow] has leveled!

Level 3!








 




	
Grow 3, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.

Exp: 5/300








 

Erick’s aura pulsed larger, and so did the trees. Apples appeared on the tree born from the apple like bright red orbs, but on the tree Erick cultivated, the apples were pink. And still, the apple trees grew taller. Higher, twisting upon each other. Apogough said nothing as he watched the growth. Erick just stepped back a bit further as the trees got even taller. 

“Stop!”

Erick stopped. The apple trees relaxed. 

A gentle breeze rustled the two-tree orchard as Apogough reached up to a pink apple and plucked it from the branch. He took a knife to the fruit, cutting it into pieces like a scientist dissecting a frog. He pulled off the skin, he rooted through the seed-filled core, he sniffed the white flesh, and then he put a small piece on his tongue.

He tasted. He chewed.

He didn’t die! So that was good news. Erick plucked a pink apple for himself, then looked to Apogough. The orcol nodded, and Erick tasted his apple. It was a pink lady, but much more actually pink. Pink ladies were Erick’s favorite apple, so maybe his mind wandered while he cultivated?

Apogough said, “Your mind wandered while you cultivated, but the outcome is decent. What do you want to call them?”

“Pink ladies.”

Apogough smiled. “A good name.” He pointed down a row of freshly picked apple trees; not a single tree in the whole orchard held a single apple. “Go aurify [Grow] that orchard. Cast until you see an apple fall, then move on; that’s how I judged when these two trees were done. If an apple falls to the ground and you’re not quick about it, that apple will start growing more trees, and that’s just disorganization. We don’t like that. I’ll check in on you in twenty minutes.”

Erick did what he was told. He had used some mana on those first two trees, so he had to pause halfway through the orchard. But quickly enough, he was done. He had used a little over 600 mana.

 




	
[Grow] has leveled!

Level 4!








 




	
[Grow] has leveled!

Level 5!








 




	
Grow 5, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.

Exp: 545/800








 

But he had gone through all of the orchard! Since everything was organized, and he had used a little over 600 mana to [Grow] a single orchard, it was highly possible that the orchard was designed with a 600 mana limit in mind. Everyone used the same Script, after all, so organizing along Script-defined stats seemed like a natural thing to do.

But Erick didn’t have [Grow] 10 yet, so when Apogough returned, Erick was still putting the final [Grow]s on the last remaining trees. 

Apogough said, “Good job! Now I sign off on that paper once, Krakina comes in and does the water while the pickers come and do their thing, and then you can [Grow] it all again. We do this until you can’t go anymore.”

Erick smiled. “I can do this four more times. That was only 670 mana.”

Apogough asked, “If you don’t mind me asking, are you going for Scion of Focus, or Willpower?”

“Focus. I can’t handle Mana Exhaustion.” 

“A good choice if you expect to use a lot of mana every da—“

Krakina announced herself by saying, loudly, “You!”

Erick agreed, “Me!”

Krakina bustled right up to him. “Now you’re [Grow]ing, too? Are you not rich enough!”

“I’m technically homeless right now. So yes. I am not rich enough. By the way, I heard good things about your granddaughter out there in the Crystal Desert, killing monsters alongside my daughter.”

Krakina’s sand-colored feathers fluffed a tiny bit, but at mention of her granddaughter, a smile came over her face. “I hear good things about your daughter, too! Very good with a sword. Good with all weapons. Spear, sword, daggers, shields! What do they teach you all where you’re from, to fight with so many different weapons? She is like a whirlwind of variety!”

Erick laughed. “That’s just Jane. She’s been training for this sort of life her whole life. She knew what she wanted to be at a very young age.”

As pickers came into the grove, very few of them actually picked apples by hand. They walked past the trees, and apples floated into crates they towed behind themselves, like kids with little red wagons. Erick watched, trying to figure out how they were—

Apogough said, “It’s [Telekinesis].”

“He knows—” Krakina turned to Erick, eyeing him. “You didn’t know what they were doing?”

Erick smiled. “They were using [Telekinesis], of course!”

Apogough chuckled.

Krakina smirked as she walked away, to the side of the orchard.

With one quick stomp on the ground, in what was probably one specific spot, water burst up from the ground and caught in the air above Krakina. She held it there above her, somehow, the water bubble quickly reaching the size of an elephant.

Apogough said, “She’s using [Watershape].”

“I am not!” Krakina said, “I am using something much better!” She sealed the hole in the ground using some unseen method and walked through the orchard, dipping the water across the ground, letting it soak into the soil. The elephant-size water orb was gone by the time she reached the other side of the orchard. “Done!”

She moved on to the next location. 

Apogough said, “Let me see your paper.”

Erick handed it to him. He signed off once, in perfect print, right across the top, leaving lots of room for more signatures later. He handed it back to him, then pointed to a waist high squat pillar near the road, maybe ten feet away. 

“When you’re done, sit there. I only knew you were done because I was looking for it, but all the [Grow] mages sit on one of those by the road, so that we know it’s time to come clear their field. See you later.”

Erick stayed where he was until his mana reached full. 

Then he went and Aurify’d [Grow], all over his orchard. 

This process repeated three more times.

5 signatures was worth 15 silver. It wasn’t a good paying job, but it was necessary.

And hey! He also got a whole bushel of Pink Ladies, a lot of not-potatoes, some not-onions, two bags of not-rice, and even some not-tomatoes, all for free! It wasn’t a good paying job, but there were benefits. 

Like [Grow] leveling up to 8.

 




	
Grow 8, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.

Exp: 1705/3400








 

Damn he was tired, and carrying all these vegetables wasn’t exactly easy. But he had help.

He turned to Poi. “How much are you paid every day to follow me around?”

Poi carried three bags of groceries. “Not the 10 gold you’re paid per day, whether you make it rain or not.”

“Oh right. I do get that, don’t I?”

Poi frowned at him.

 

- - - -

 

Al made dinner using much of the produce Erick supplied. 

Al said, “You should get some meat next time.”

“When rain is capable of making cows grow from thin air, I will be sure to get you one.”

“I accept this as a promise.”

“… I’m not sure you understand how rain works.”

“It makes the grass which feeds the cows which I then eat!”

“That’s not thin air.”

“I should hope not! I want a very fat cow.”
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                The next morning, Erick went to the farms immediately. He chose to forgo leveling his billiard ball aura in order to get more [Grow] in the fields. And with that choice, after 6 rounds of apple growth, and a little more, [Grow] hit 10. 

 




	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters.








 

Aurify had hit level 2 somewhere in the first [Grow] cycle yesterday. But he didn’t really care about that until [Grow] itself had hit 10; it’s not like Aurify gave experience.

 




	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 9700/1000000








 

And by these powers combined, Erick created a masterpiece, maybe 4 seconds after [Grow] hit 10.

 




	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.








 

He could opt out of growing the weeds and grasses, now. He could focus on the trees entirely. He wouldn’t get dirty looks from telekinetic pickers forced to drag their carts through high grasses! His new aura was better than he expected. 

Part one of his plan to become the world’s best farmer was complete!

And then came another message from the Script.

 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 2 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+1 ability points!








 

But wait, there’s more!

He had only gone through about 4200 mana by that point in the day. Sure, he was tired, but compared to before, this was nothing. And since he was here in the morning, and since Valok, Apogough, and Krakina had decided that they could amp up production a lot more with more water, they had him [Call Lightning] 3 times in a row.

Rain fell across the farms, far and wide, and larger than the day before, because [Call Lightning] had leveled, too.

 




	
Call Lightning 9, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Exp: 1200/5500








 

“It might be getting too big,” Apogough said.

Krakina shushed him, “Bah! You’re scared of a little storm like that! I have rounded up thunderheads bigger than Ar’Kendrithyst! This is a little shower at most.”

“Krakina is right,” Valok said. “This isn’t bad. And it’s covering the whole farm.”

“Keeping the water table high,” Krakina said. “Makes bringing up water easier.”

“Production is up.”

“Markets are full.”

“Needs more [Grow] mages, though.”

Erick said, “I’m too tired to keep [Grow]ing today, but [Grow] finally hit 10. Got [Growth Aura] immediately after, too.”

Apogough nodded. “What version did you get? If you can’t designate targets, consider abandoning the spell.”

“I got that one.”

Valok smiled. “Lucky. Took me five tries. Five wasted days. Not a pleasant experience.”

“Do I need to go to Irogh if I don’t like the combined spell I create?”

“Nah.” Apogough said, “Just grab the text box and try crushing it in your mind. But don’t crush your new aura; you might not be able to remake the same one without a lot of trial and error.”

Krakina nodded. “My daughter, bless her soul, did this weird thing with [Stoneshape] and [Telekinesis], trying to get a spell to pull rads out of living monsters. She got the idea from the Mage Guild’s Library, and the spell she made did what she wanted, but it grabbed only the smallest rads. Wasn’t useful on anything past a slime. So she abandoned that spell, then she had to abandon that spell fifty four more times! Nothing she could make was as good as that first attempt. She got powder and fragments every single time!” Krakina lowered her voice, saying to Erick, “Powder isn’t good because all of us have powder inside.” She laughed. “Usually it comes out naturally, though!”

As the rain fizzled out, Valok asked, “You coming back in the afternoon?”

“Sure. Twice a day?”

“For a little while. We’re all pretty enthusiastic about this. We want to see if it’s sustainable.” Valok added, “Thanks for this opportunity, Erick. All of us make much more money here than in many of our homes. A lot of us would prefer to live here permanently, but we can’t because it’s impossible to farm like we normally would.”

Erick looked across the green land. As the rain was stopping, more people were kicking into high gear, casting [Grow] auras and picking plants with [Telekinesis]. 

Erick asked, “This isn’t normal farming?”

“Heck no!” Krakina said, “We got to gouge those transient adventurers as much as we can! Have you been to the Adventurer’s District lately? I went yesterday. That place is PACKED.”

“Word is getting around that Spur might be a tough life, but it’s getting easier with the rain, and the Headmaster’s call to action has spurred a lot more human visitation.” Apogough smiled. “Even humans from Frontier are coming over to buy our produce. That never happens.”

Erick smiled. That was all really good news. He said, “I’m tapped out. Back in the afternoon?”

“Yes. Same time. Same place.” Valok said.

“See you later.”

“Later!” Krakina said.

Apogough just nodded, and walked away with Valok.

 

- - - -

 

Erick got his quests validated, took lunch in a dragonkin cafe, then headed home for a nap. He had gone through 4575 mana by then. Just enough left on his 5250 daily limit to exhaustion to finish up three more rains in the afternoon. He was doing a lot more magic than before; without Clarity X cutting all costs by 50% and Favored Spell cutting [Call Lightning] by another 25%, he’d be in a heap of hurt. 

He almost overslept, missing the afternoon rains, but he didn’t; Poi knocked on the door to his room. In minutes they were out of the apartment, on the way to the farms.

Valok and Apogough were waiting for him when he got to the farms.

Three more [Call Lightning]s and the day was done! 

 




	
Call Lightning 9, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Exp: 2700/5500








 

Erick was near his limit. This was a good thing, because by tomorrow afternoon, after casting [Call Lightning] 6 more times, the spell would hit 10. Then he could try making an aura with both [Call Lightning] and [Grow]. 

Wouldn’t that be a sight to see!

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, Erick arrived at the farms on time for a morning rain. 

[Call Lightning]

wait 8 minutes...

[Call Lightning]

wait 8 minutes...

[Call Lightning]

Erick sat on a stone seat someone else had made, under someone else’s weather [Ward]; Valok, Apogough, and Krakina, sat beside him, each in their own seats. Poi stood to the side, ever ready. The seats and [Ward] were there when Erick got there. There were many similar bubbles all over the farm, where people took a break while the rain came down around them, the sky crackling with faint lightning, far above.

Erick said, “[Call Lightning] is going to hit 10 this afternoon, but I need to experiment with it as an Aura to see what I’m working with.” Erick said, “I want to try it out in the desert somewhere. Maybe even get it to 10 right now and see about making a [Grow Rain], or something.”

Poi nodded.

Valok, Apogough, and Krakina looked at each other.

Apogough said, “Ask him, Valok.”

Poi took extreme notice.

Erick, suddenly a bit more wary, said, “Ask me what?”

Valok said, “The Council has been talking among ourselves and our people about our future plans. We came to a preliminary decision last night. We want to try opening some farm land north west of this farm. There’s no water table over there, though. So we’re considering cattle and other livestock, and we need a pasture to feed them. But all of that relies on your participation.”

Oh? That’s all? That was great! That fell pretty much exactly in line with Erick’s plans.

“I accept.” Erick quickly added some caveats. “But I want a cut.”

“Of course you get a cut!” Krakina said, “I’m going to demand a cut, too, when I take back my job.”

“How much money are we talking?” Erick asked, “What’s the plan?”

Valok said, “Your 10 gold a day for the rain will turn into 15. You will be offered a job as an official employee of the City, like Krakina and Al, for example. But your only duty will be the rain. We’ll work out a proper schedule later, but if you keep coming out to the farm like this, then we can work with you instead of assigning a time to cast the rain.”

Apogough said, “We’re thinking of bringing my father in to start the farm. He’s been a cattle rancher for decades, and he already has a connection here in Spur. His plan is 50 cattle to start, and he already has a stock able to arrive as soon as we’re ready. Spur is a very high-mana area, so the cattle’ll grow faster than normal. If they become monstrous, which we think they will, each cow will sell for 300 to 400 gold and reach maturity in three months. If they don’t, then it’s a 10 month timetable, and only 40G to 60G per head. We’re offering you 5% of the profit on meat sales. Meaning anywhere between 2 to 17 gold per cow, for you. Best case scenario, with 50 herd of cattle, you pull in an extra 10G per day.”

Valok said, “The cows will eat a lot of food if they become monstrous. If you can make a [Grow Rain Aura] then we’ll need to recalculate costs, and you will get a bigger cut. Either from meat profits, or from your role as an employee of Spur. Potentially up to 20 gold per day, for now.”

Krakina said, “This is all talk and speculation! We do this proper in the Courthouse under a truthstone if you want to go forward.”

“If the cattle become monstrous, then we can also start selling off the kill rights.” Apogough said, “Monstrous cattle can be anywhere from level 10 to 25.”

Suddenly dismayed, Erick said, “Level 25… cows?”

“Yeah. I once saw a level 30 cow. That thing was terrifying. They let it live for way too long.” Apogough said, “If we start selling the kill rights, then that’s even more money. You’d get 5% of that, too.”

Erick joked, “I could start my own farm and grind out experience all on my own!”

Krakina laughed, but Apogough and Valok frowned.

Valok asked, “Are you interested in that sort of thing? Would you like to be a cattle rancher? That is another option, but we didn’t know how you felt.”

“Heck no!” Erick laughed again. “I’ll get paid by the city and take some profit from being the only one in the world with this magic, and thus the only way you’re ever going to get this operation off of the ground.” 

He let that sink in a bit. 

Krakina smiled. Valok and Apogough’s frowns vanished, in a business sort of way.

“So let’s make this profitable for everyone because I sure as hell ain’t gonna start a monster ranch on my own.” Erick said, “But I want access to the books to make sure I’m not getting bent over by some big business.”

Valok and Apogough smiled. Krakina laughed.

Apogough said, “We’ll agree to that.”

Erick smiled, adding, “I might want to get in on that monstrous cattle slaying, too. I could use another level 30 kill. That’s what the shadowcats were, right?”

Valok and Apogough looked at him like he had said something strange.

Krakina said, “Participation percentage on your own raised monsters is not great. Very low. Better to sell the rights to the freshly matriculated. Oh! I know.” She pointed toward the desert with a long grey wing feather. “I take you out and you zappy zappy a crystal mimic or three! Can you fly yet?”

“Not yet. But I was—” 

“Bah! Making storms before you can fly! Terrible, terrible! Such bad discipline! What is Al doing with you! Do you even have the spells to make a [Fly]?”

Erick smiled to himself, waiting for his turn to speak. When it came, he said, “I was joking about killing the cows. I’ll eat it and participate in their growth, but actually killing them? I can leave that to the kids.” Erick asked, “Where does the participation percentage come from, anyway?”

Valok nodded, saying, “The God of Death doesn’t like people killing monsters they raise, so he drops the participation to 1%. He drops the participation to 1% anytime anyone kills a monster too easily. Even when we sell the kill rights for a monster cow, the buyer has the option to enter a battle ring and kill the cow that way for a chance at a higher percentage.”

Apogough said, “I’ve seen people die in those rings before. Not pretty.”

“A god decides Participation?” Erick said, “I didn’t know that.”

Then he remembered Bacci saying that she got 2% Participation from killing the Sewerhouse intruders. 

A sudden spike of dread shot through Erick. Another question came to him, and he almost didn’t want to ask what he needed to know. “Some god in charge is actively choosing that number? That’s horrifying. Do they decide the experience granted by killing people, too? Are people just walking bags of experience?”

Erick looked at Poi. Poi looked rather normal; he didn’t look suddenly wary. If someone asked a question like that around Erick, it would be setting off all sorts of red flags. Alarms would be blaring. 

But. Apparently. Erick was the only one feeling a chill in the air.

Krakina chuckled. 

Apogough shook his head.

Valok said, “If someone were to attack you first with the intent to kill, then there might be some Participation awarded, if you won. But…” Valok frowned. “No. People aren’t walking ‘bags of experience’.”

Apogough said, “There’s duels. Those grant 100% experience.” He added, “Dueling is illegal in Spur.”

Poi joined the conversation, “There is another exception to this rule. While Phagar, the God of Death, decides the vast majority of Participation, the Abyssal Legion and the Celestial Choir determine the Participation of any fight between a human and an incani.”

Cold welled inside Erick’s chest.

Krakina added, “You’re a Planar though. No Angelic prod at your back, telling you that killing any incani would give you 100% Participation.” She looked toward Spur. “I hope those humans in town are gonna be okay.” 

Apogough said, “Silverite had a lock down on Human/Incani fighting for hundreds of years before the Great Purge. Not sure how she managed to do that, but she knows what she’s doing.”

“It’s an evil thing those angels and demons do to the rest of us.” Valok spat on the ground. 

Erick’s voice was a squeak, “No kidding.”

A warm breeze blew, the clouds overhead cleared enough for the sun to peek through.

Apogough said, “He didn’t know.”

Poi and Valok frowned.

Krakina said, “I’m sure Spur will be fine. Not your fault that Angels and Demons are assholes. And people make their own choices! Don’t forget that.”

The rest of them nodded, watching the skies clear. Erick watched too, the final seconds of his spell dissipating into a flowing cloud, drifting to pieces on the desert winds. 

Erick tried to relax by changing the subject. “Where’s the expansion? I’d like to level [Call Lightning] to 10 and see about creating that [Grow] spell today.”

Valok said, “Yeah. Sure. Krakina?” 

“I’ve got time and mana to step into the forest.” Krakina walked out of the weather [Ward], toward the Crystal Desert. “You might be able to zappy zap a mimic, too! Good fortune, if so!”

Valok said, “And, Erick? You can work on your magic and go home for the day. Don’t worry about the afternoon rain. With as much water as I think you’re going to dump over there, the water table under the farm will be full to bursting.”

“Yes yes!” Krakina said, “Let’s go, Erick.”

Erick put on a happy face, stepping to walk beside Krakina, trying not to think about demons and angels incentivizing murder. But he couldn’t stop thinking about it. As they walked past fields of lush wheat, and farmers scything down the golden stalks, Erick asked, “Are angels different from gods?”

“Oh my yes.” Krakina said, “It’s all exceedingly complicated!”

Erick waited for a better answer.

“And?”

Krakina laughed, “And? And I know next to nothing about all of that! I hear it’s all exceedingly complicated, and that’s as much as I poke my nose into the racial wars of other species. I hear dragons are also complicated; they eat each other!” Krakina shivered, her grey feathers puffing up. “War is understandable; people are dumb and angry. But cannibalism! Creepy!”

Erick almost stopped in his tracks. Dragons eat other dragons? What the fuck? 

Erick looked at Poi. Not really for confirmation, but because he had a sudden thought about Poi chowing down on some other unfortunate dragonkin.

Poi nodded, saying, “Dragons are cannibals when they can get away with it, yes. But you never see a dragon in their natural form unless they’re monsterized and eating everyone in sight. They’re always [Polymorph]ed as some other species. One of the very few dragons to live openly is the Headmaster of Oceanside Academy, and he only lives that way because he’s as old as the Script and no one messes with him, if they want to stay alive.”

Not why he was looking at Poi, but okay.

As that was sinking in, Erick thought back to the Quiet War and about angels and demons incentivizing war with Participation values.

It was all pretty fucking fucked up, is what it was!

There was a lot of fucked up shit on Veird!

Erick said, “That’s all pretty fucked up.”

Krakina said, enthusiastically, “Oh yes! I agree! But funny enough, dragonkin aren’t cannibals; I was worried about that when I first heard dragons ate each other when I was a hatchling. But dragonkin are probably the least fucked up people on Veird, so Spur is a pretty great place.” She glanced over at Poi, smirking, “Nice to look at, too.”

Poi smiled at that.

Erick looked at Poi. Really looked. He said, “I gotta say, the scales are really pretty.”

Poi smiled a bit wider, and walked with a bit more bounce in his step.

 

- - - -

 

Erick, Poi, and Krakina stood under separate weather [Ward]s well outside of the farms, exactly in the middle of where the expansion would be, if everything worked out as everyone hoped. It was a thirty minute hike to get out this far. Walking back might be easier or harder depending on what a lot of rain did to the land around them, and how an Aurified [Call Lightning] operated.

Erick looked across the Crystal Desert, all around them. The nearest crystal agave was a hundred feet that way; the next nearest 200 feet in the other direction. Glow bugs floated in the air. 

Aurify.

[Call Lightning].

Nothing seemed to be happening, but. Yes. There was… something. Something small. Four seconds passed. Erick felt the loss of a single mana flowing away, soaking into the wind. A faint, almost invisible fog hung in the air around him. More seconds passed. More mist joined the air.

Krakina said, “The air feels moist, but it’s barely fog.”

Erick felt more mana leave, as slow as before. He was afraid of billowing lightning, filling the land and spreading like a crazy uncontrolled storm, but this was… 

Ah. This was still mentally taxing. Like holding a 1 pound dumbbell above his head, he was not about to do this for however long it took to see a response. If this was the aura, then he’d wait until he made an actual aura to see how it operated. He sealed off Aurify and [Call Lightning]. The fog around him remained like a gentle whisper, before the wind carried it away. 

Erick looked up.

[Call Lightning]

125 mana left his body, 500 experience added to [Call Lightning], and the sky above darkened with roiling clouds. 

[Call Lightning].

The sky roiled deeper, harder. Flashes of light appeared overhead. Thunder rolled across the Crystal Forest. The agave a hundred feet away began to tinkle and crinkle in the wind.

Krakina asked, “Is that two of them at once?”

“I wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but yeah. It’s two at once.”

Rain fell across the land, splattering sand at first, but then wetting it down, turning dry dirt into a solid wet mass. Streams appeared in the soil as the rain came down harder. 

“Yup!” Erick said, over the noise of the rain. “Right to rain! No need to wait.”

The weather [Ward] stopped the rain from hitting from above, and as Erick watched streams form in the wet sand, it appeared the [Ward] also stopped water flowing in from the side. 

Meditation.

There were no shadows or eyes out here except up in the sky, and those were all tricks of the light. [Call Lightning] was one cast away from 10, so it was time to experiment a bit more, now that there were clouds above him to control.

Aurify.

[Call Lightning]

The mist was instant this time, spreading across the land like a fog rolling in, filling in the gaps between the rain and blocking sight past 30 feet. Erick pulled with the second aspect of Aurify, trying to choose who or what was affected by his aura, or not.

Mana flowed out of Erick, 6 mana gone in a second, and the storm yawned open above him. Blue sky appeared in a 50 yard circle of clouds, like a sightless god looking down from above. The storm was pushed to the side. Rain fell everywhere but around the three people and their weather [Ward]s.

Krakina stared at the sky in awe. Poi stared with a perfectly poised face.

Erick pushed again with his aura. 6 more mana flowed, and the sky changed again. 

The hole above closed. Dimples appeared in the rest of the storm.

Hmm. That’s not what I wanted.

He tossed mana at the sky through his aura, 60 all in one go. The sky moved. Holes appeared everywhere. That seemed to be the wrong move, because the original spell disrupted. The tiny flashes of lightning ceased as wind began to drag the clouds away. Erick had accidentally killed the [Call Lightning] in the sky; all he had left was his foggy aura.

“Were you trying to do that?” Krakina asked.

“Not really.” Erick brushed a hand at the heavy fog around him. “But the spell is still here.”

“Can you make that fog discharge?”

“I don’t know.”

Erick hummed. As the rain eventually stopped, the fog seemed to be more solid. Slowly, mana flowed out of him, into the fog. 

A crackle of light appeared in the depths of the fog, near the ground.

Erick exclaimed, “Oh! I get it!”

The fog was the spell brushing against itself, generating charge, but the process was disrupted by the rain. Now that the rain was gone, the charge was coming back. He had kept a close eye on his mana the whole time, too, so that was another clue as to what was happening with the lightning part of his spell. 

He said, “I’m going to try a strike, now.”

Poi said, “Okay!”

Krakina said, “FINALLY!”

Erick willed a bolt into the ground a hundred feet over there—

Craacchhthck-BOOM-OOM-OOM!

The land filled with reverberating lightning as a thousand tiny sparks joined into a crash of power that blanketed the air in a thousand foot sphere, a hundred feet away, surrounding Erick’s [Ward] in a wash of white death. The blast cleared, but lingers of lightning skittered across the ground, rushing up and over Erick’s [Ward] like a sudden infestation of lightning spiders.

Krakina cackled with joy. “Do it again!”

“NO!” Poi and Erick yelled.

As Krakina grumbled and Erick thought he might need to [Cleanse] himself, he ended the spell. Erick tried to relax. He tried to breathe. His nose filled with the orange tang of ozone. It was actually a rather nice smell, but it was overpowering in some primal way. 

Two blue boxes appeared, confirming Erick’s hypothesis. 

 




	
Call Lightning X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.








 




	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.








 

Yup. Just like he thought: He was impatient the first time; he didn’t wait long enough for the spell to charge. 

The numbers were roughly close to [Call Lightning], if a bit higher. 

Favored Spell carried over to the Aura.

All good things! Terrifying things, but… ‘good’, too, he supposed.

As the fog completely cleared, Erick gazed across the land, and the land was scorched. 

Okay. Maybe this wasn’t a good outcome.

Yard and foot long filaments of sandy glass had been blasted out of the ground like iron filings standing up on a magnet. The devastation was larger at the center of the blast, rivaling the size of the nearest crystal agave…

… of which there were none in sight. Erick had fried— Ah! There was one, outside of the blast. Huh. It actually looked just fine. It glowed a bit stronger than usual, though. Hmm.

Poi let out a long, drawn out sigh, audible from over 20 feet away.

“Damn! Look at that!” Krakina shouted, “I’ve never seen anything like that before!”

“Never using that again...” Erick muttered.

The crystal agave sparked.

Erick stared at it. “What’s happening with that?”

Poi said, “It won’t hit us from here.”

Krakina cackled, “I’ve seen those spear people out of the sky! I hope we’re all lucky!”

Uh-oh. 

Erick watched as the crystal agave pulsed brighter. Brighter. It was radiant now—

BOOM!

The agave’s crystal spike-leaves flew off in every direction like projectile weapons, as a controlled explosion rocked the plant’s core. A crystal spear shunked into the soil 10 feet from Erick. It still glowed, but that glow faded, and the plant laid still. Erick’s heart beat hard. 

“That was close,” Poi said.

“They’re easier to pick up like that,” Krakina said. “Blast the rest of them!”

“NO,” Erick and Poi said at the same time.

“Bahh! No fun!”

“I’m plenty of fun, but all of this…” Erick waved a hand at the spiky, glassed ground all around him. “I’d like my magic to stop making me look like a bad guy, gunning for armageddon.”

Krakina said, “You have no perspective! I might not have seen something like that before, but I have seen impressive acts, and yours doesn’t even punch through a weather [Ward]!”

And I hope it never does.

Erick said, “I’m starting again.”

Krakina shrieked in joy. “Go go go! Do it!”

[Lightning Aura]

Fog returned in sparse drips of mana. Holding his aura open this time was like flipping a switch; the tiny weight on his mind nonexistent. This was much easier than using Aurify.

[Grow].

The land around him did nothing. Erick hummed. Maybe… 

[Grow Aura]

The fog vanished as mana dropped out of Erick at a steady rate of 5 every two seconds. He cut that aura fast; he was already kinda low. Meditation brought his mana back up, but not fast enough compared to how he could spend it. 

Erick looked to Krakina. “How do you usually combine spells?”

“You cast them both at the same time! Easy.”

“Two auras?”

“Same way.”

… Then what was he doing wrong?

… Maybe the problem was fundamental. There was an easy way to test his hypothesis.

Erick said, “I’m going to try to Mana Alter the [Lightning Aura] into bludgeoning. You two have damage wards up, right?”

Poi and Krakina both instantly popped with different glittering absorption [Ward] light. Krakina’s new [Ward] was pale green; Poi’s was bright blue. Both overlapped. 

Poi said, “Careful, Mage Flatt.”

“I know, I know.”

Mana Altering: Bludgeoning 

[Lighting Aura]

 




	
ERROR!
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                    Some mysteries solved, others exposed! Stay tuned for further details!

Thanks for reading!



                



027


                Erick woke under a blue sky; his weather ward faintly visible above. 

Two shadows loomed ovehead. As Erick’s eyes regained their ability to focus, one of the shadows resolved into a grey feathered Krakina. The other became a sapphire bluescaled Poi. Poi reached down as Erick reached up, and lifted Erick to his feet. Poi helped Erick remain upright, before stepping away. 

Krakina looked him over. “Error message?”

“Yes. Can’t use Mana Altering on [Lightning Aura]. I don’t want to try it with [Call Lightning].”

Krakina frowned. She squinted her eyes at Erick. “Truth?”

“I could try it again, but—”

“Try again!”

Poi said, “I must insist that you try again as well. This is very important.”

Erick looked at Poi. The sapphire dragonkin was as focused as Erick had ever seen him, even more so than when Erick was talking with Anhelia, the information broker of Spur’s Mage Guild. So Erick nodded.

He tried again.

Mana Altering: Bludgeoning 

[Lightning Aura]

 




	
ERROR!








 

Poi held Erick upright.

When Erick’s senses returned, he said, “Error, again.”

Poi insisted, “Try something else. Alter to Fire.”

“Are you an idiot!” Krakina slapped Poi on the shoulder with her wingtips. She shouted, “We would all die!”

“We have to know. We’ll go back to the absorption [Ward]s we put up. Erick stays here.” He said to Erick, “Sit down, and try it with Alter to Fire. The Lightning Aura you made is enough for us to know. If you tried this with [Call Lightning] that much mana clashing against an Error would lay you out for days.”

Erick looked into Poi’s eyes, and realized Mana Altering failure was a big deal. Erick already suspected it would be, but seeing Poi’s face really brought home that truth. That truth made Erick happy.

Erick smiled. “If this doesn’t work, that means [Call Lightning] is impressive, but trivial to negate. The aura is easy to negate, too. Just throw a [Call Lightning] up first, and the rain will dissipate any building charge. It’s a perfect counter to itself.”

“… The bigger issue is if you cannot Mana Alter the magic,” Poi stressed.

Erick grinned. “You two want to go back to your [Ward]s now?”

Both of them hurried over to their [Ward]s. 

Erick sat down on the ground and stared at the blue sky. 

It’s like you answered a prayer I didn’t know I had, Rozeta.

Erick threaded his mana through his skills.

Mana Altering: Force to Fire.

[Lightning Aura]

 




	
ERROR!








 

Erick was already on the ground, so he didn’t fall. He knew what was coming, so he didn’t lose consciousness. In fact, he felt a surge of relief. 

He called out, “Error message! Can’t alter to fire!”

“FUCK!” Krakina yelled, at the same time— 

—Poi yelled, “YES!”

Erick laughed loud, saying, “You don’t like being my ‘bodyguard’, Poi?”

“Ah!” Poi cleared his throat. “Ah. Sorry, sir. That was not my intent.”

“It’s okay. I’m happy, too. But this is going to make a rain grow aura much more difficult!”

“IT’S IMPOSSIBLE, NOW! How would you even—” Krakina shouted, “FUCKING—”

Krakina continued to shout, transferring from Ecks into some unknown language. As she cursed the sky, Erick reviewed his backup plan to making [Growth Rain]. Maybe it would work, maybe not. Maybe it would lay him out for another three days, but he was going to try anyway.

He relaxed. Poi shushed Krakina in the background. Meditation filled Erick’s vision with shadows as ambient mana trickled into his body. He wasn’t full, but that was okay. He opened his mana, and began:

“A world of wheat, a land of green, a thousand different delicious beans.

"Peaceful rain to grow the land, kingdoms linked hand in hand.

"A world of wheat, a land of green, a thousand different delicious beans.

"Peaceful growth devoid of pain, bloom the land with [Miracle Rain].”

The sky shifted.

Erick collapsed backward as his mana drained to 2. Then it went to 1, then 0.

As consciousness left him, the pitter patter of tiny drops of rain filled his ears.

 

- - - -

 

Rozeta’s voice brought Erick back to reality.

… Or as close to reality as this place could be. 

“Dear Relevant Entities of the Script, today we have before you a man who some would call Wizard, others Heretic, and still more would call Saint.”

Rozeta’s voice carried on the clouds all around them, but this was not the middle of the skies, and Rozeta was not a four mile long dragon. She was a woman made of white metal, maybe 6 feet tall, wearing a receptionist’s outfit; prim and proper. 

Erick stood at the center of a blackened caldera, the edges of the dead volcano hundreds of feet away and scraping upward like daggers. Fluffy white clouds flowed through those obsidian daggers, cutting into the blackened space only to reform as a thin mist around Erick.

A hundred faceless people or more, of all kinds, were in that mist.

Some of them were the mist; half there, half elsewhere.

There were dragonkin and orcols, humans and incani, dragons and other, harder to describe species. A winged maybe-human. A black spot on the world like something was missing. A cube, slowly spinning on one corner. A gentle glowing star, bright silver, attached to nothing, just hovering in the mist. They all talked among themselves, but the words were too quiet to understand.

Four people stood out from the misty crowd. 

To his left: A blue-skinned maybe-human woman, but tall like an orcol, 9 feet at least, with long hair billowing backward on some unseen breeze. She wore the torn sails of a ship as a dress that was only held on by the wind.

To his right: A muscular, darker skinned human woman, in a loose, gauze-like dress. She wasn’t obviously an orcol, no fangs or green skin, but she could have passed for one considering her perfect beauty and also 9-foot tall body.

And, of course, in front of him, the only one that looked like a wrought; Rozeta. She was pure white metal in the shape and size of a human woman. Gold glittered upon her skin, but as she moved that gold revealed itself as white.

The last person present was a man. He looked like a grandfather, or someone Erick’s age. He was human and human-sized, wearing black pants and a black tunic. He stood a dozen paces behind Erick.

Rozeta spoke above the murmur of the audience, “Allow me to introduce the primary complaints. We have Sininindi, Goddess of the Storm. She stands against the accused, denouncing him a Wizard and Heretic. We have Atunir, Goddess of Fertility and Field. She stands for the accused, claiming he is a Saint. We have Phagar, God of Death and Time. His is the final judgment.” She turned to Sininindi. “You may level your complaints now.”

Sininindi stepped forward. “This man has introduced a poison into our world. A poison that breaks down the very nature of our reality. It is our duty as tenders to this world to end this man and his daughter, and call upon all of our followers to purge this knowledge of Particle Magic from Veird.”

Atunir stepped forward. “Mana Altering seems to have failed with Erick’s [Lightning Aura]; These strong magics will never be truly devastating spells. [Call Lightning] and [Lightning Aura] destroy each other, and all Particle Magic is stopped by the proper [Ward]. We have solved all of the actual problems with Erick’s Particle Magic before they truly began. All of your complaints are theological, and therefore have no place in today’s judgment.”

“This man’s new spell will ruin your worship, Atunir. How can you not see that?”

“I plan on forcing this man to be my champion, and thus his newest spell is available only through me.”

Until then, Erick was holding his tongue because he didn’t feel like being a red stain on the black caldera. But what tumbled out of his mouth was not some great argument against what they were saying, but the very first thing that came to mind.

He shouted, “I will not be the champion of gods that allow the human and incani war to be incentivized with experience gains!”

Okay. Maybe staying on topic would have been a better idea. That was a weird complaint when it seemed his very life was on the line.

Atunir looked down at him. So did Sininindi.

Atunir ignored him. “He’s a bit ignorant, but that’s not a big deal. He works hard. He does what he can for the people around him. The rest will come with time.”

Sininindi turned to Rozeta. “And what happens when he causes another Sundering, without using magic at all? We’ve all seen his Deep Scan. We have all seen the videos of atomic bombs. He might not know how to make them, but others will figure it out.”

“Fusion and Fission are already part of the Sundering Ban.” Rozeta said, “Even if someone were to refine uranium and then do everything else right, it would still not cause a nuclear reaction.”

That riled Sininindi up. She yelled, “The fact that these forgotten magics have been revealed at all is a problem! We know, they’ll know! I won’t have my oceans ruined by an idiot wizard!”

“You worry for nothing.” Rozeta said, “Nuclear weaponry is impossible, as I have said.”

“She is right, Sininindi.” Phagar stepped forward. “I have checked all my sources. Atomic magic is still Banned.”

Sininindi breathed, and the air moved, smelling of salt. “Fine. Then I suppose I must believe you. But!” Sininindi accused, “He promised not to release new magic into the world, and most of us were okay with his existence after that. I thought everything would be fine. Now he has broken that promise. At the very least, this is cause for concern. I put forth that this concern is enough to end him right now. We should not suffer a wizard to live.”

“But all of his goals are peaceful, Sininindi.” Atunir said, “The lightning spell was a fluke, triggering deep magics that have laid dormant for millennia and that none of us thought existed anymore. The lightning might have attached to him, but we can limit the spread of the rest of this Particle Magic. We could even put [Call Lightning] behind other gates. Like worship of you, if I get—”

A very quick, pronounced ‘NO’ reverberated around the misty caldera.

“I would accept only my worshipers having access to—”

A much louder ‘NO’ echoed across the land.

Sininindi huffed, but then schooled her emotions flat. 

Phagar, God of Death and Time, said, “Don’t forget that talk about telomeres and the end of aging. I’m as fair as the next guy, but that would not be fair to those to come. I will not allow immortality back onto Veird.”

Erick was starting to feel very non-concerned with everything happening around him. Why was he even here? They didn’t seem to be including him in this conversation. This was as good a moment as any to interrupt. 

Erick spoke to the audience, “You could expand into the rest of your solar system. New worshipers on new ground and all that.” 

Every god, goddess, demon, angel, and dragon in the audience stared at him.

Well that was a weird reaction.

“You all… have a solar system?” Erick asked, incredulous. “Right?” 

Sininindi declared, “Wizard.”

“Wizard,” Phagar agreed. “And also a Saint, if misguided.”

“My Saint.” Atunir looked down upon him, saying, “Or I walk away and you’re on your own.”

The air tensed. 

Erick said, “How about an alternative to all of that.”

Gods and otherwise began to grumble, but Rozeta stepped forward. “What do you have in mind?”

Erick began, “I’d like you to stop dragging me out for shit like this—”

Sininindi stormed, “Then stop adding spells to the Script!”

A round of assents were followed by demands to ‘shut up!’.

Erick continued, “Do you all really not want better lives for your followers? To stay stagnant in this world? What’s wrong with knowing how things work and then using those facts to make magic easier? Granted, I’m probably going too fast with all of this, and [Call Lightning] was way too much, but what’s wrong with some good magic?”

As the audience began to complain, Rozeta spoke, silencing all discontent, “Nothing is wrong with any of that.” Rozeta gestured to everyone in attendance. “We are all simply scared that the Script is changing. Besides the individual variation at tier 2 and higher, the Script has been the same for the last 1241 years, which was the last time someone added a basic spell. And that was after everyone already thought the Script was completed 23 years prior. Obviously, we were all wrong.”

Sininindi asked, “Why not block all Particle Magic? We do not need these complications.”

The crowd grumbled various forms of ‘yes’ and ‘maybe we should’.

Rozeta’s voice rose above them all, “Everyone needs to understand this, because it seems we have forgotten!” Rozeta spoke to the silent gathering, “The Script is a guide and barrier, and mana is a raging ocean. Particle Magic is a vulnerability, a crack in that barrier, and I am not comfortable with this vulnerability remaining. We have two options: We either control this new magic with new barriers and new guides, or we watch it tear the Script apart. Even if we were to wage a Forgotten Campaign against Particle Magic, that will not change the fact that this vulnerability is too deep to add another ban to the Foundations. This problem is fundamental. It is not going away just if civilization forgets.”

Sininindi, Atunir, Phagar, and the rest held silent.

Eventually, Phagar asked, “Do the Sundering Bans still hold?”

“Yes.” Rozeta said, “The Foundations hold strong. For now. Which is why we are here to decide on what to do with Particle Magic, and what to do with Erick Flatt. This is bigger than a fight between gods.”

The silver star in the mists stepped forward, resolving into a pale, lithe human man with small incani horns. The new person wore very little in the way of clothing. Erick felt a spike of nostalgia for his own former 22 year old body.

Rozeta said, “We recognize Koyabez, God of Peace, the Silver Star.”

Erick liked the guy even more, now.

Koyabez spoke, “There’s no danger of this being another Sundering because, while powerful, Particle Magic does not come close to a [Reality Warp], or [Apocalypse]. It only feels big because it follows natural grooves in reality. Particle Magic is, in fact, a self solving problem, if we allow it to be. We’ve already seen what happened when Erick tried to use his [Lightning Aura] on his own [Call Lightning]. One spell killed the other. We can simply alter the Script so that this functionality occurs in all situations of Particle Magic, and thus it will become just another school of magic, like the Shaping spells, or Force spells, or Mental magic.

“We have come a long way since the Sundering. Many of us who were there are no longer here. Many of us who are here were never there. We aren’t here today to fight, but to ensure the survival and solidity of the Script. I feel that the only one true worry of this gathering is in the mind of various Relevant Entities, and their various agendas.”

Mists swirled, and no one said anything.

Sininindi broke the silence, “I have a problem with how easy it is for him to make new magic.”

There was a round of assents across the caldera. 

She added, “Even if I accept that he’s pioneering Particle Magic, why is the magic he’s making so incredibly good? That Ice Mage in Spur is barely doing better than the equivalent Force spells. His experience is more normal.”

Rozeta said, “I could point to that meeting with Melemizargo, or the fact that Erick created a new school of magic, or that he thinks of magic very differently than the rest of us, but honestly? I do not know. As far as we’ve been able to work out, he and his daughter came to Veird through some quirk of reality. A tunnel that opened and is now as though it never existed, exactly how it is for most of those like him. There was no rhyme or reason to their arrival; they had no patron pulling them here.

“Atunir might have been closest to the truth. Erick might be ‘loved by the lightning’. That particular magic has roots in the collective mind of Veird as old as the Fey, may they rest in peace, and the Old Magic still blooms here and there in strange Classes or alternatively tiered spells.”

Her words hung on the air. The gathered crowd spoke among themselves. 

Sininindi exclaimed, “That’s the answer! Lock the magic behind a new Class. Particle Mage. He hasn’t gotten to level 50, but that’s a formality. I’m willing to lay down my sword for this compromise.”

Atunir yelled, “No! [Miracle Rain] will be a spell for all of my people! I won’t see it locked behind some pitiful generalist Class!”

“Atunir. We’re not doing this dance with you, when we wouldn’t entertain the idea with Sininindi.” Rozeta said, “I’ve already gotten a 73% approval for Sininindi’s suggestion. … 85%. 91%.”

“Do I get a say in any of this?” Erick spoke, “I don’t want this to keep happening every time I make a new spell.”

Phagar stepped around Erick. He asked, “Why are you making new magic? Are the options not enough for you? Until your arrival, I always felt we were rather thorough in growing the Script to its full potential. Your [Call Lightning] is mostly already there; under the name [Nature’s Fury]. I know it wasn’t what you were going for, but there’s no need to reinvent the wheel.”

No one spoke among the crowd. All eyes were on Erick.

“… I arrived on Veird and saw the Script, and thought it nice, but not how I wanted to experience magic. I like the mystical, and I have a problem with such organized arcana.” Erick pointed all around him. “I have a problem with this too. This almost-courtroom setting. It’s all too formal, organized. There’s not enough magic in your magic, though I gather that was what you were going for.” Erick added, “But for what it’s worth, I’m glad that you’ve banned atomic magic.”

Some yelled at him, some smiled. Most held neutral faces.

Phagar chuckled. “Fair answer.” He said to Rozeta. “Make him a new Class. Restrict [Call Lightning] and this growth rain spell behind that prerequisite. And don’t call it [Miracle Rain], for Reality’s sake. No non-divine source is getting any abilities labeled ‘Miracle’.”

Now that Phagar was talking, something bugged Erick about what the God of Death and Time had said much earlier. Something about immortality. 

Erick asked, “Aren’t wrought and dragons immortal?”

Phagar laughed. “And don’t I hate it! But you aren’t making anyone else immortal, young man.” He smiled, he frowned. He tilted his head. “I changed my mind. I doubt you’re going to be able to do it with one of those little rhymes, but if you can make someone immortal, I will allow its application in one instance, if only so Rozeta can squash that quirk of the Script.”

Rozeta asked, “Are you sure about that, Phagar?”

The God of Death nodded. “I am.” He added, “It’ll be ageless immortality, though. Not complete immortality. No reviving from a single drop of blood or any of that horrid nonsense.”

Erick thought about watching Jane grow old and instantly changed his mind on immortality. 

Erick asked, “What if I just wanted to reverse aging?”

Phagar smiled. “That’s already in the Script. Go look for it.” He looked all around. “Unless there are any objections, we’re done here.”

The mists of the black caldera flowed away, the gathered crowd vanishing with the fog. Atunir slipped away with a frown and a whisper of promises of priestly visitations. Sininindi blew apart like so much storm tossed seafoam, her shipsail dress flying off into the distance. Phagar was gone from one blink to the next.

Koyabez, God of Peace, The Silver Star, lingered. “As long as Angels and Demons and the people who create them exist, the Quiet War will flourish in the loud open spaces, and in the quiet, private hearts of the living. But as for Participation values, Silverite knows the secret to dropping that number to 1%, and she’s already implemented this fix in the land surrounding Spur.

“This fix of hers is one of the reasons why Frontier and Kal’Duresh exist.”

And then he, too, vanished on the mist.

Rozeta and Erick stood in the middle of a black caldera.

He asked, “Am I going to be dragged off like this every time some deity gets a hair up their ass about me trying to make a new spell?”

Rozeta, stunned, stared at Erick for a moment. 

Then she burst out laughing.

Erick frowned.

Rozeta collected herself. “Sorry. It’s… This is the best they’ve behaved in a thousand years. I don’t think you understand exactly how much you’ve upset normal affairs. 91% approval for an idea? Literally never happened before. Maybe with all this cooperation they’ll stop sending their followers after each other long enough to see they could be doing better things with their time, and with my time.” 

“Better things with my time, too.”

“Quite.” She said, “You’re getting this class and your new spell as soon as you go back. I’ll organize everything on my end, but are there any requests?”

“What’s a Class? I never even thought to care about that part of my Status.”

She smiled. “I like that about you.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick grumbled awake. A book closed nearby, while the sun shone across his legs. 

He grumbled, “This is a familiar situation.” 

Al said, “Jane is pissed. She’d be here in a few hours but she got outvoted by her team.”

Erick sat up on the couch. Al was sitting on his own couch, his book at his side. He frowned at Erick.

“Okay.” Erick said, “I get it. I’m mad too. Probably not why you’re mad, though.”

“Oh? Why do you think I’m mad?”

Erick dodged the question. “How long was I out?”

“Only a few hours, this time. So. Why do you think I’m mad?”

“Reckless endangerment of self and others.” Erick looked at the rod of [Treat Wounds] on the coffee table between them. “Use of limited items. The fact that I’m not young anymore and you warned me about over eagerness. In my defense, I had only spent maybe a thousand mana by that time of day.” He groaned. Soreness stretched through his muscles and needled his skin. The pain wasn’t bad this time, but it wasn’t great, either. “Passing out the first through third time was my fault, but those were tiny. The fourth time... I can truthfully state that the fourth time I passed out was due to godly intervention.”

“… That would explain part of the problem.” Al sighed. “What happened?”

“Had a chat with 5 Relevant Entities of the Script while surrounded by all the rest.”

Al’s frustration turned to surprise. “Fuck!”

“Lots more news than that! Particle Magic is now a separate school of magic, like the Force spells or the Shaping spells. Particle magic and Mana Altering are officially incompatible. Particle spells now have special anti-interactions with other Particle spells. And...” Erick was looking over his Status and skills as he spoke to Al, and... Yup. There it was. “And [Call Lightning] is part of my new Class. Particle Mage.”

Al stared at him like he had grown another head.

Erick said, “I really would like if all the gods and such would not abduct me in the middle of my experiments.” He continued to read his new Status, and spells. “Oh. Wow. I like this spell. Oh! Points! This is tier 3.”

Al stressed, “I need to see.”

Erick smiled at him. “Okay.” He pushed some boxes Al’s way. “What do you think?”

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 19, Particle Mage

Exp: 287621/676500

Class: 6/6

Points: 10





	
HP


	
90/90


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
600/600


	
1050 per day





	
Strength


	
9


	
+0


	
[9]





	
Vitality 


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]





	
Willpower


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Focus


	
35


	
+0


	
[35]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 




	
Call Lightning X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lightning bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 3 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+2 ability points!








 




	
Exalted Storm Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Particle Mage, 6/6

Your ability to unlock new Particle spells is greatly increased.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Your ability to affect the Particle spells of others is greatly increased.

Your own Particle spells are less affected by the abilities of non Particle Mages.

Your Particle spells deal more damage.

You take less damage from Particle spells.

<I gave you most of the Force Mage skillset except with a few additions and subtractions and relevant changes. You’ve also gotten the Class unlocked at max level, because I need to witness this new magic unfold. This is all subject to change. ~Rozeta>








 

Al read the blue boxes hovering in front of him.

Erick watched him read. 

Eventually, Al said, “A Class before level 50, and without a Registrar Quest. And fully leveled, too. And you’re the recognized creator of a new branch of magic.” He laughed, loud and happy. “Glad to know you before you become a mover and shaker! Ha ha!” He held up the [Exalted Storm Aura] spell. “And this! A full day of casting to achieve free food! Most casters would need to assign a Favored Spell to it for 900 MP an hour instead of 1800 an hour, but...” Al breathed out. “They’re going to do that. A lot of people are going to spec for Scion of Focus, too. Though... Class requirements… To specialize in magic which is stopped by all wards and itself…” He shook his head. “They’re going to, though. Someone in every kingdom is going to take this class. At least one. Probably two or three to keep the first one in check. This is… This is…”

A voice in the air said, “You’ve changed the world, Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Erick turned. The air shimmered gold, then flattened. Like a video call, a man appeared upon the flat screen of light. He was a human man, maybe in his sixties, wearing formal yellow and white robes like some Chinese emperor. He held a steaming cup of tea, as he sat on a porch, overlooking a craggy ocean shore. He set his cup aside.

Normally, Erick would have launched out of his seat and hid, if a strange spell effect just appeared in front of him. Al did; he was already by the stairs, almost completely hidden. But Erick was quite tired of a lot of today’s shit, and if asked ‘why didn’t you run from the funky spell’, he would have answered with ‘because I didn’t think it was dangerous’. Though the real answer would be that he couldn’t move that fast anymore.

“Greetings, Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Erick knew that voice, but it was much gentler this time. Maybe not running was both the correct choice, and the very incorrect choice. 

Erick asked, “Headmaster?”

The man smiled. “That is correct.”

Erick turned to Al. He was watching from the stairs. Al made a shushing motion with his hands.

That was weird. 

Erick turned back to the Headmaster. “Uh. To what do I owe the pleasure of your company?”

“It is I who must owe someone, to have one such as yourself appear in such an otherwise boring part of history. I am sure you have had a trying day, but I simply had to appear to offer my congratulations.”

“Uh. Thanks!” Erick smiled. “Is this where you threaten me? I’d like to hurry this up and take a nap, so if you could, go ahead?”

The Headmaster frowned. Slowly he returned to gentle neutrality. “No. I never would have done that. I had wished to offer you a free enrollment at Oceanside or at any of my arcanaeums around the world; to court your favor in that regard. But I see now that my offer would be taken as something violent. Something that it is not. If you change your mind, the offer is open, but please do not feel that acceptance is necessary for anyone’s wellbeing.” He tilted his head forward in a small bow of courtesy. “Good day, Archmage.”

“Good day, uh, Headmaster.”

The [Video Call], or whatever it was, ended with the magic screen flitzing out like so many glitterbugs scattering to the wind.

Al gradually walked back into the room. 

It was time for a joke, and Erick had a good one. “What the fuck, Al? Are you secretly a dragon and you’re scared he’s going to eat you?”

“N—NO! No! Why—” Al composed himself. “Why would you think that?”

… Not where Erick thought that was going to go.

“… Okay.” Erick pointed all over Al. “I’m not stepping into whatever that was, right there.” Erick changed the subject. “I want dinner at that orcol place you took us to. I’m buying. You’re coming. I have to stop by the bank, first.”

Still looking quite a bit uncertain about everything, Al chanced to say, “… Use your Mage Guild badge to charge the bill to your account.”

Erick shouted, “How the hell don’t I know that already! I’ve been carrying around gold all this time! Fucking hell.” He asked, “Do all the shops work on this system?”

Al looked at Erick for several moments. 

“No. Just the expensive places.” Al said, “Let’s go. I’m hungry, too.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick ate too much. He drank too much. He probably ogled too many orcol asses and tits and biceps and bulges and wow, those faces. Her inviting eyes. The stubbled jaw on that dude. That long hair on her. 

But who cared! Not Erick. He was three sheets to the wind and two plates deep —appetizers and then first course!— into monster meat. Monsterized chicken was tonight's featured meat.

Monster chickens! How clucking funny was that!

And then he showed off [Exalted Storm Aura] to the very hot waiter, and the people at the table next to him.

Al wasn’t fast enough to stop him. 

The entire restaurant exploded into a great big party after that. Erick wasn’t buying his own food or drinks anymore. Everyone else was buying for him. 

Apogough showed up. He started drinking, laughing and celebrating.

Valok showed up with Krakina in tow. They started drinking and laughing. Krakina was pretty damn pissed that she wouldn’t get to play around with [Call Lightning] herself; she was an adamant WeatherWitch. But this meant that she could get a lot more done with her own magic, too. The size of the farms might easily quintuple! She did have to prove the power of her Class, though, now that Erick had one. She showed off [Nature’s Fury], turning the sunset sky into crackling wind. A tornado—

Even the guard was here now! What a fun party. 

And there’s Silverite! Everyone else got quiet, except for Erick.

“Oh hey! Silverite!” Erick sloshed his… sixth drink? Maybe his seventh. “Have you heard the news?”

“I have, Archmage Erick Flatt.” 

The restaurant erupted in shouts of ‘Archmage!’ for about the fortieth time. 

Silverite smiled, and brought out a black bottle. She held it up to the watching crowd, her thumb cracking the cap off the bottle without any apparent effort. “A toast, to a prosperous Spur! Congratulations, Erick!”

She took a swig, and the rest of the restaurant drank with her.

There were some other random events after that, but Erick was on his eighth drink now.

He wouldn’t remember a damn thing in the morning except that he hated hangovers.

            


028


                Erick sat on his seat in the middle of the farm, under a weather [Ward] someone else had provided, on stone seats someone else had conjured. His usual group had expanded by a few members, and the space had been expanded to accommodate the newcomers. Killzone was there, in all his darker than black orcol self. Mog was there, too. She had a habit of smiling at Erick when he wasn’t looking. Silverite sat on the seat closest to him. Valok, Apogough, and Krakina sat in their usual spots. Mage Guildmaster Zago was there, too. She had a smirk that would simply not leave her face. She tried to school her joy away several times, but it always returned because every three seconds she was focusing on a different part of the farm all around them.

And up above, it rained. The spell took ten minutes of misty foggy glows to get up into the sky and start operating properly, but that was a while ago. Silver light had been raining for the last twenty minutes.

[Exalted Storm Aura] was a glowing white cloud that stretched for miles across the sky, heavy with silver that fell out of the cloud as drops of platinum light. Erick watched the rain fall, alongside everyone else. To his meditating sight the cloud was a brilliant roil and the shadows around him were pitiful things, too small to matter. The shadows were nothing compared to the radiance looming above.

And still, mana flowed through Erick, 1 point out every 4 seconds, 1 point in every 3.5 seconds, because:

 




	
Exalted Storm Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 

He had made [Exalted Storm Aura] a Favored Spell. Obviously. 900 mana an hour was doable with Meditation and his 1050 regen, but 1800 mana an hour? Not happening for many, many more levels, and Erick probably wasn’t getting any.

Fuck. 

He needed that Scion of Focus if he was going to do this for an entire day.

His exhaustion cap was still around 5250.

The movers and shakers of Spur talked among themselves while watching the cloud, the farms, and occasionally Erick, from their dry seats inside a larger than normal weather [Ward].

“A bit slower growth than normal,” Valok said.

Apogough said, “Yeah, but its water and [Grow] and nutrition, all at the same time.”

Valok agreed, “No need to treat the soil with potions every evening.” 

“You two! Business business, always business! Just look at it!” Krakina said, “It’s three times the size of [Call Lightning]!”

“It’s only going to get bigger with Aurify 3,” Zago said.

Valok said, “We’ll have a lot less need for growers, but a much, much greater need for pickers.”

“He can’t keep this up all day long, though. Mana Exhaustion,” Apogough said.

“Yes. That is a problem.” Zago said, “Scion of Focus is necessary for the last part of the spell to activate without greatly stressing the caster. You could use some Focus jewelry to artificially extend mental fortitude, but that would be… I think it would be economically unsustainable. I’d have to do a lot of math to be sure.” 

Krakina said, “You were going for Scion of Focus, anyway? Erick?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “But I don’t have enough levels yet.”

“And that, too! A Class before 50!” Zago said, “Unprecedented.” She gazed upon the rice paddy in front of her. The plants in the water had filled out to yard tall, thick sprays of green leaves. Those leaves had then begun to peel back, revealing heavy golden grains on long stalks. “The rice has matured… so the water is rising! Fascinating.”

Mog said, “We can get you those levels, Erick. I have good local teams willing to take you anywhere you want. I won’t trust any transients with something this important, no matter how good they might be. I’ll personally escort you into the Crystal Forest myself, too, if that’s what you’d prefer.”

Killzone announced, “You gotta kill some monsters, Archmage. Anyway you cut it, you gotta get those levels and those ability points. You gotta do it fast. Today, if’n you can.”

Erick paled. Murdering monsters still seemed wrong, somehow. Especially after finding out that Shades were shadow monsters with sapience. 

Silverite gestured at the whole of the farms. “People are picking apples in the rain, and then those branches grow more apples. This is a never ending harvest. This is a magic that changes nations; it changes everything.” She turned to Erick. “You’re going to get a lot of offers in the coming days and weeks. I vow to protect you—”

“Me too,” Mog said.

“Aye,” Killzone said.

“Of course!” Krakina said.

“Me as well,” Zago said.

“— but this is going to be difficult. You need more understanding of what you have done, as well as more levels to combat those who would see this as an attack.” Silverite continued, “Both professionally and personally I think you should go out and kill some monsters, then take Mog’s training courses. She is very good at helping people learn how to help themselves. Beyond that, 20 Strength and then Strong for 600 HP would go a long, long way to keeping you safe from many different threats. More Willpower would be good for a better personal [Ward], too. Have you hit 10 with that yet?”

“Not yet. Close. Another day or two to [Ward 10].”

Silverite said, “The final level will be very important for you.”

Zago was listening, but also not. She muttered, “This grain is just sitting here.” And then she probably cast [Telekinesis], because all of the matured grain in the rice paddy sliced off at the water’s surface, then floated into the air, bundling together to then float down by Zago to sit in neat stacks. “Look! It’s growing again from the severed stalks! This is amazing.”

A few others, Erick included, leaned over to get a better look at the rice paddy. And yes, Zago was right. The stems she had sliced were regrowing, soaking up drops of platinum water, poking fresh green leaves into the glowing rain.

Silverite brought them all back to attention. “Ah-hem! As I was saying… Erick?”

Everyone looked at him.

Fuck.

Erick was not such a pacifist that he was unwilling to see that he was changing the world a bit too much. There were going to be consequences for his actions; might as well face the music with a better Level. That would probably make Jane happier, too.

Jane was currently not happy.

Al had dropped the local drama upon Savral, Savral’s team, and Jane, with an impromptu morning [Telepathy]. Jane was both very proud, and very, very mad. It was hard to overstate the severity of Erick’s current Jane Situation, so he decided to ignore that problem until they all came back to Spur tomorrow. But ignoring a Situation was never a good idea. He knew that from vast experience.

But killing monsters? That would go a long way to solving many problems.

Jane would still be mad, but she won’t be as mad as she could be.

“Okay. Fine. I guess… I need to do this. So let’s make this easier. What’s the best [Fly], Zago?”

Zago smiled, and said, “It will take several days for you to level the relevant skills. You should just walk out there and kill some mimics today and get what you need for Scion of Focus; finding the mimics would be the only hard part. Then, when you’re ready, you come to the Guild Library and I will help you with anything you need.” She looked across the farm. “You could also invent some more spells to get some ability points. You seem to be rather good at that.”

He could do that, too, couldn’t he? In fact, that seemed like a much better idea than killing monsters.

Erick joked, “I was thinking of inventing a new school of light magic.”

The sound of the rain washed across the farmland.

“That was a joke,” he said.

Zago hummed. “You have a Class Ability in Particle Mage which helps you unlock new spells. Best to stick with that, and unlock whatever you can think to unlock, as soon as you can.”

Right. He did whip that out at the party last night, didn’t he?

Erick said, “You’re right.”

Zago said, “There’s a major rush to discover new spells. If you wait too long you might… You’ll… You’ll probably invent something that no one else has thought to create. However, all of the low hanging fruit will have been picked.”

Mog said, “There are some easy achievements that you could get… Ah. Wait. No. All of the easy achievements are from killing monsters on your own. Uhh. Eat more monster meat?”

“There are several non-combat achievements for an extra point here and there,” Zago said. “Creating a tier 4 spell gives 3 points. Tier 5 gives 4 points. But failing to create the correct tier 4 spell means waiting a full 100 days to try again. Failing at tier 5 is 1000 days of downtime. Failing at tier 6 is 10000. You see the pattern. It’s very punishing, especially for us non-immortals.” She turned to the rain, and said, “But you seem to have created exactly what you wanted with an enchanting rhyme. I have researched this phenomenon extensively over the last several days. I have found that ‘singing out your magic’ has a long tradition in some mage cultures. Particularly in the Songli Highlands, where the people are known for weaving song into almost all of their high-tier Script usage. I have ordered some more books on the subject so that I might try their methods. See what I can do with a song.”

Apogough pointed at the sky. “How are you even doing this? What was your thought process?”

Erick smiled. “It’s magic.”

Zago instantly groaned. “No it’s not!” She added, “Maybe the [Grow] aspect is magic, but you’re also renewing the land. There’s not a single yellow blade of grass or malnourished tomato on any of those vines over there. Your spell is granting vibrancy to the land as well as water and rapid growth. All for 1 mana a second! The sheer efficiency boggles the mind!”

Yellowed grasses?

“I’ve never seen any of those problems before.” Erick looked to Valok. “Have you?”

Valok smiled. “We fertilize the crops at sunset and spread potions at sunrise. Krakina ensures these aspects of the farm are well integrated into the land well before the pickers and growers show. If we didn’t do this, then all of the growth you’ve seen would result in yellowed leaves and withered fruits, as Guildmaster Zago says.”

Krakina pointed toward a trellis of not-tomatoes with a grey wing feather. “They’ve picked that grove four times since you started. Those tomatoes should be withered tiny things by now, but they’re not.”

Zago repeated Apogough’s questions, “How are you doing this? What was your process?”

Erick explained, “The rain is an extension of [Call Lightning]'s rain ability. The [Grow] aspect seems rather normal, if slightly slower than using [Grow] itself. I’m surprised the spell costs as little as it does since [Growth Aura] is so damned expensive. I suspect that might be because [Grow] is very, very magical, and thus probably not that great for plant life, which Valok just confirmed with that bit about potions and fertilizer. When I spoke those words to cast this spell, I concentrated on what a better version of it all would look like, together. I considered nutrients for the plants. I concentrated on nitrogen fixing and how beans are pretty good about enriching the land, though I’m not sure how they do all that, exactly. I do know that nitrogen is a large part of all the air we breathe, though. So I thought about [Grow] working through the nitrogen in the air, fixing it so it’s usable by the plants it rains upon.

“But nitrogen isn’t the only thing plants need to grow. There’s a whole host of other compounds and such needed for proper growth, but a lot of that is also airborne. In fact, there are a lot of plants that can grow on nothing more than the air they breathe and the water that falls on them. Looking over everything today, it all seems rather poetic; all the pieces are there, they just had to be put together. Don’t ask me what nitrogen is or what all the other compounds the plants need; I’m not nearly as knowledgeable about all that as I am about water."

Erick continued, "People probably shouldn’t be standing out in the rain, though, like I said before we started. What’s good for plants isn’t always good for people.”

Platinum rain fell across the farms of Spur, while the leaders of the adventuring town silently listened. 

Valok said, “You’re worried over nothing. Spells specifically state if they’re capable of poisoning, and yours does not.”

“We’ll still test all the food with [Cleanse],” Apogough said. “Of course.”

Erick looked at his [Cleanse], saying, “But [Cleanse] doesn’t say poison?”

 




	
 

Cleanse 6, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.

Exp: 270/1300








 

“Yes it does.” Krakina smirked at him. “Not all toxins are poisons, but all poisons are toxins.”

Huh!

Maybe I'll make tier 4 version of this platinum rain… to automatically cleanse everything afterward?

Ah. Hmm.

Zago spoke, “It occurs to me that a lot of the knowledge of magic we might have had in the past has been lost to the ease of the Script. No one knows anything about ‘nitrogen fixing’, as you have called it, or that this ‘nitrogen’ is in the sky; in the air we breathe. I know how some plants enrich the land for future crops, and some drain the land. About crop rotation to ensure a constant, good product. About the potions and bone fertilizers necessary to keep Spur’s farms in top condition in the growing season; I’ve even helped to create such potions and fertilizers in my younger days.”

Silverite said, “The alchemists and others will be able to transition easily enough into new work; we’re an adventuring town, after all. And we’re growing. Rapidly. I have over fifty teams waiting for approval to enter Ar’Kendrithyst. Dozens are already in the Crystal Forest, searching for crystal slimes and settling for mimics; lots are actually harvesting the agaves themselves. Some are even venturing into the entrances into the Underworld, to the north. The point is, is that people are coming to Spur in record numbers. [Exalted Storm Aura] is now worldwide news. This new magic has already angered a great many people.” She looked across the farm. “You can cut the spell now, Archmage.”

Erick did so. The glowing silver clouds began to wane, to float away on the desert winds. The final drops of [Exalted Storm Aura] fell. Platinum waters soaked into the ground, vanishing from sight, and slowly, the farm stopped growing. 

Silverite said, “The people of Spur will be able to adjust to this new ability and whatever complications it brings because that is what adventuring towns do; we adjust. Alchemists can transition to more health potions and mana potions to keep up with adventurer demand, instead of needing to make fertilizer and soil potions. Growers can transition into pickers and planters. But this new magic is dangerous. You have changed the world with this ability. I wish to ensure that you are protected from those who will see this as an attack on their very ways of life. I would like to assign your bodyguards to you as actual bodyguards, full time. Poi has already expressed interest in continuing his appointed duty, if you will have him.”

Erick had no problem instantly saying, “Poi’s a good guy. I'll keep him. And I hear what you’re saying. I don’t plan on venturing anywhere. I will see about making some smaller spells, though. Maybe get Scion of Focus that way.”

“You should also work to get 20 Strength, if just for the HP.”

Erick smiled. “I think I’ll be fine.”

Killzone spoke, and his accent was gone. “My people prevented a threat against your life, last night: A male incani from Kal’Duresh, who, when the guards casually questioned, did not seem right. It was quickly discovered that the man had three blacknight daggers on his person, which are violently poisonous to humans. When he was brought in for formal questioning, it was revealed that he believes that you turned Bulgan to the Shades. As he did nothing except come straight here from Kal’Duresh and went straight for you, we had to let him go. He was an idiot. There are a lot of those in the world, but there are also a lot of smart people, too.” Killzone spoke, and Erick felt cold creep into his chest. “You need allies and we’re them. Please accept our advice with a greater weight than you are. We like you here. We want to keep you here, and happy, and alive. Some mutual protection is expected; it’s part of what makes a community a community. But we don’t want to have to protect you as much as you’re making yourself a target. You need to be able to protect yourself, too. Please make better decisions.”

The rest of the group nodded in their various personal ways.

Erick slowly nodded, saying, "Okay," reeling from what Killzone had said, barely understanding that someone would want to kill him. His throat felt dry, as he said, “That’s enough talking for today.”

Silverite said, “Poi will be along shortly.”

The air felt primed for more bombs to drop. 

Erick tried to break the tension, “Am I ever going to meet the invisible second guy?”

Silverite smiled. “You already have.”

“Oh my god that’s almost as annoying as when Rozeta doesn’t answer a question.”

Silverite and Killzone tensed.

Silverite relaxed before staring Erick down. “… Please try not to blaspheme so much. Best not to talk about the gods at all, really.”

“… right. That was probably… Thanks for the advice.” Erick said, "Sorry for being... Uh. I'm not used to any of this. Sorry."

"Not a problem." Silverite gave a short, quick bow. “And, now, to tend to the rest of the day.”

Valok said, “The Farmer’s Council is going to need some time to investigate what you have done to this land, Erick. You can come work if you want, but we’re not going to want rain for three days. We’ll tell you when that changes.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat in his apartment. Poi stood to the side, at a respectable 10 feet. 

Erick turned to the dragonkin. “Glad to see I didn’t chase you off.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Are we both employees of the city, now? I didn’t get a chance to ask anyone that, yet.”

“I have been an employee of Spur for the last seven years. You have been for a little while.”

“What does that mean, though?”

“Your duties are as before. Mine are as a full time bodyguard. Technically you’re a contractor for the army, like I am. Beyond that, we do need to go to the Courthouse and start finalizing what all this means, whenever you feel like going.”

“… I’m not doing that today.”

Poi nodded. 

“… Actually. Maybe I am.” Erick got off the couch. “No... Wait. Let’s go look at property— No... Damn.” Erick sat back down. “Jane will want to do that with me. I’ll do all of that tomorrow.”

Five seconds passed.

Erick hopped off the couch, saying, “Nope. I’ll go now.”

Poi nodded, and followed Erick out of the apartment. 

 

- - - -

 

Xemal stood in front of a perfectly flat field of stone, maybe 20 yards by 20 yards, or somewhere around there. She said, “They’re all almost the same size, since Al came through. He really did a number on this place. You could build practically anything you want on any of them.” She looked over to the neighbors. “They did alright.”

Almost all of the Human District was flat orange and brown stone, except for small walls here and there that Al had left untouched, a few trees and green spaces that had been cultivated, and one nice looking, four story tall mage tower and accompanying house. The house was the home of the three mages the Headmaster had asked to become citizens of Spur. It was a nice looking house. Certainly big enough for three people.

Whoever made their house knew what they were doing. Erick wanted a mage tower like that. It looked right and proper. There was even a small garden around the whole thing. 

Wait a second.

A tall tower.

A double peaked round-top house attached directly to the tower.

And greenery all around. Bushy greenery.

Erick asked, “They have to know... Are they aware that their house looks like a dick? And balls?”

Xemal snort-honked a laugh, then said, “Their plans have another tower on the other side, but now that I look I see the rest of it is not up to code.”

“Not my business, I suppose.” Erick pointed to a plot of land with a short wall, maybe 50 yards away. “What did that house look like?”

Xemal peeled her eyes away from the dick house then looked at the wall Erick indicated. She scrunched her face. Realization came. “A tower, I think? Yeah. That’s a mage tower.”

“Oh?”

“You can [Mend] it up, if you’d like. See what you’re working with. If you don’t like it I can get someone to level the ground again.”

Erick took a look at his [Mend].

 




	
Mend 7, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a non-magical uncomplicated large object and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 1510/2100








 

“What size object does a house count as?”

“Large complicated. You'll want [Mend 9] at the least. It takes several hundred mana to fix a house, anyway. A house of that size might take 2000.”

“… What if I only have [Mend 7].”

“No time to raise your level like the present.” Xemal said, “If that is what you’re going to do, I’ll leave you to it?”

“Yeah. That’s what I’m going to do.”

Xemal bowed. “Good day, Archmage Flatt.” She looked to the dick house. “I have some papers to file.”

Suddenly wary of Xemal kicking up the Quiet War, Erick asked, “Uh? Are you going to…?”

Xemal blanched, her purple skin turning pale. She said, “I learned my lesson. But I can’t let that ...thing... remain!” She pointed. “It’s a giant dick!”

Smirking, Erick said, “Okay. Thanks for your help today, Xemal.” 

She nodded then began to walk away, pausing for a moment to laugh at the dick house again. 

Erick looked to Poi. “No time to raise my level like the present!”

Poi said nothing. He maintained a respectable 8 to 10 foot distance at all times. He was very good about that. Erick walked a short distance to the short wall and laid hands on the orange stone.

[Mend].

The orange stone flexed outward, gaining height and length. Maybe another foot on all sides. A corner had appeared on one side; this was a corner wall of some sort.

[Mend].

[Mend]. [Mend]. [Mend].

[Mend]. [Mend]. [Mend]. [Mend]. [Mend]. [Mend]. 

[Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend][Mend]... 

- - - -

Erick stood in the middle of the bottom floor, of what might one day be a house. A short wall up to his knees rose all around him, showing Erick the foundation and the edges of the building. The first floor looked rather basic. A large open room, a side room, another side room that was probably a porch. That was a bathroom; Erick had mended a stone toilet back into existence. That one might have been a kitchen; maybe a bath. No! That one was a bath. That made that other one a kitchen. All in all, It was a very boxy building. If there was a mage tower here, Erick wasn’t seeing it. A tower would have curved walls, right?

“Poi? Is it supposed to look this basic? It’s [Mend 7], so I guess that might have something to do with it, but… Isn’t a mage tower supposed to have curved walls? Where’s the curve?”

“All buildings in Spur are required to have square-ish foundations.”

Erick looked over at the dick-house. “That house looks rather curved… In multiple locations.”

Poi did not bother to look at the dick house. “There are likely more complaints lodged against that house than for their illegal foundation.” He pointed up at the empty air. “Past the first floor you are allowed to have curved towers. I suspect this house we are in is such a place.”

Erick looked all around him. “How defensible does this foundation look to you?”

Poi looked around. “Three points of entry. Looks like a garden space out there, a front door, and a servants door. Nothing unusual so far. Two staircases, one grand one not… Exterior walls are thick. Very thick. This foundation looks as defensible as any other nice house. You’d need to hire some proper staff to keep this place feeling good, but that’s for another day. You could both host social gatherings and have plenty of guests. You'd have workrooms. In-house servants quarters, too. All of that is likely somewhere in this house, once restored to full.”

With Poi’s evaluation, Erick felt a pang of unwelcome extravagance. 

“… is this the sort of house I should be looking for? It all seems rather extravagant.”

“Honestly, yes. With a minimum 20G daily personal intake, you should consider something of this size. Maybe larger." Poi said, "Unless you intend to become a hermit, I foresee you entertaining many people.”

Erick frowned.

He certainly wasn’t going to become a hermit.

He touched the stone wall.

 

[Mend].

[Mend]. [Mend].

[Mend]. [Mend]. [Mend]…

 

- - - - 

 

Erick stood away from the house to get a better look at the whole thing and Rest for a while.

The first floor was coming together; the walls had restored themselves up to the second floor, revealing more rooms. A curved mage’s tower was starting to appear out of the southern side of the house and the whole thing was certainly large enough for Jane and Erick, and more people besides. It even had multiple rooms for guests; if Jane wanted to bring home a theoretical adventuring team there was room enough for all of them. There was at least at a third floor, too, since the staircases kept going up. But, right now, the whole thing was reminiscent of a child’s melted sandcastle. 

[Mend] had a problem restoring long-gone objects, like a house that had been reduced to a single wall. But it could recreate the stone mass of the house in more or less the correct places. After that, Erick would need to hire a stoneshaper to fill out the detail work. Or, he could do all that himself, too. He had [Stoneshape], after all. 

“You know, Poi? I could get used to living in a nice house.” Erick looked back at the dragonkin. He said, “Could you live in a place like this? If you’re going to be my full time guard?”

Poi smiled at Erick, and said, “I could.”

“Where I’m from, I would want to hire you directly.”

“That sounds like a human custom to me, sir. We don’t do it like that around here since that would split loyalties. I’m an employee of the city, and I like it that way. You’re an employee of the city, too.” Poi said, “The citizens are protected, and we are the people who are expected to protect them. With our loyalty defined in this way, we have connections to easily and officially draw upon the assistance necessary to be able to discharge our civic duties when needed.”

Erick scrunched his face. “Okay.” He looked around at the flattened Human District. “Have you met the second guard I’m supposed to have?”

Poi shook his head. “No, I have not.”

“Are they a real person? Or was that a bluff?”

Poi smiled. “They’re real, whoever they are.” He looked to the left. “Silverite doesn’t bluff.”

Erick followed Poi’s sight.

“Hey! It is you!” A short human woman with short yellow hair was walking toward them. “Hey neighbor, Archmage! You moving in?”

It was Maia, from Oceanside. One of the Headmaster’s graduates. 

“Hey, Maia.” Erick smiled. “Just checking the place out for now. My daughter is coming back into town tomorrow and we’ll make some sort of decision then.”

“Welcome to the neighborhood, anyway! We saw that rain earlier!” She laughed. “Just when Eduard thought he was hot shit making two spells, all these restrictions came rushing down the Script at him and then you go and solve agriculture. Anywho: Just wanted to say hello. Come on by sometime! We’re the only other house in the neighborhood. You can’t miss it.” She pointed toward her house. “It's the one that looks like a cock!”

Erick snorted a laugh.

Maia smiled. “It won’t look like that for long. We’re just pissing off an old woman with nothing better to do with her time than annoy her new neighbors. You’ll probably meet her soon enough; greyscale by the name of Ratchet.”

That’s an appropriate name for a neighborhood busybody. 

Erick smiled, saying, “I accept your invitation. Right now, if you have time.”

Maia clapped her hands in excitement. “Really? Great! Ram made tomato cake yesterday. If you showed up tomorrow, it’d be gone.”

“… those purple fruits that grow on the vines? The savory ones?”

Maia cocked her head. “Yeah?”

Erick smiled. “Sounds great!”

 

- - - -

 

‘Tomato Cake’ was pretty damn fantastic. Apparently, not-tomatoes could be treated with a few drops of ‘Sweet Potion’ to turn all of the savory tomatoe-ness into sugar; effectively turning purple not-tomatoes into giant cherries. The taste and consistency was rather close to a cherry cheesecake, in fact, and it might have been one of the most delicious foods Erick had ever eaten.

“He likes your cake, Ramizi,” Maia said, smirking.

“Of course I do! This is fantastic!” Erick said, “How did you make this?”

Erick had arrived at the ‘Human House’, as they called it, and been treated to a whirlwind tour of the place. The three graduates of Oceanside had moved in to Spur over the last several days, bringing with them three libraries of various sizes, a large amount of herbs, vegetables, and fruits, and more arcane equipment than Erick had names for. 

There were… 

 

Baubles and trinkets, spin jets and pipettes,

Glass flasks, bronze burners, face masks, pot turners,

Bio reactors, high duty compactors 

Freezers and fume hoods, tweezers and chipped wood

Heat disks and cold sinks, small whisks and chain links

Jars of green slime and clocks stopped in time

Bone fertilizer and auto-resizers

Shakers and mixers, plant growth elixirs

Books about runes, and boxes of shrooms

Humidifiers and drawers full of pliers 

Wax for more candles and twine to make sandals 

A blood centrifuge and damn—! 

That motherfucking thing was huge!

 

That’s where Erick had to stop the tour. What the hell did they need a blood centrifuge that big for? But then Maia and Ramizi set him down for some not-tomato cake and he couldn’t rightly leave before he had cake. That would be rude!

Ramizi said, “I made this cake using that centrifuge you saw. The big big one. Sugar sells well.”

“… It’s not a blood centrifuge?”

Ramizi and Maia laughed. 

Maia said, “You can fit four people in that thing! Why— Oh.” She smirked. “We’re not spinning people to death in there. I mean. We did torment those freshmen last year. But they deserved it.”

“Scrying for test answers! Tsk tsk!” Ramizi said, “Should have spun the brats ‘til they puked.”

Erick smiled as he ate his purple not-tomato cake. It was quite good.

“Where are you all adventuring? Jane told me she's just going for levels right now, but what do you actually do out there? ‘Adventuring’?”

“Haven’t been to the Dead City yet, but that’s just an approval away from happening. Mostly we hunt monsters for rads, then use those rads to make things.” Ramizi said, “Monster parts can be used to make things, too, but that’s pretty rare.”

“Monster parts?" Erick said, "I haven't heard that before."

Maia explained, “The shadow that lives on the monsters of Ar’Kendrithyst doesn’t always go away when you kill one of them, if you kill them right and butcher them correctly. You can use that for a lot of minor things, but one of the main uses is to make a full set of armor. It’s damned expensive, but if your entire body is covered by shadow armor, you can ‘eat’ the armor to permanently get the [Shadowalk] skill. It’s like a [Blink] crossed with a weightless [Ward] and a [Magic Mouth] and a host of other smaller effects, but only usable in the shadows. Doesn’t always work out for the person using the armor, though. Sometimes you get inferior versions, like [Shadowblend]. That’s basically a bad [Invisibility].”

Erick immediately saw a problem with shadow abilities. “Wouldn’t using a skill or armor like that in town get you killed? I once saw a guy disintegrate a shadowolf to ash with a single look.”

Ramizi nodded. “Yeah. Don’t [Shadowalk] near Ar’Kendrithyst.”

“That’s a minor restriction.” Maia ate a bite of her own not-tomato cake. “Ar'Kendrithyst is one of only three spots in the entire world with this concentration of shadowmonsters.”

Ramizi said, “Outside of here, shadow abilities probably won’t get you gibbed by some dude with a hardon for murdering shadows, and they’re incredibly useful. Even the most basic ability, [Shadowsight], lets you see in the dark. It’s black and white, but still a fantastic ability.”

“Is a lot of stuff like that? A full set of special armor and you get special abilities?”

Maia hummed, thinking.

Ramizi said, “No. I wouldn’t say so. But you can get a lot of weird abilities if you know where to look.”

Maia scowled. “There’s quite a few, Ram. There’s [Shadowalk], [Fire Body], and all the rest of the elemental Body abilities. [Stone Body] and [Water Body] are the two most useful, and all of them come from a full set of elemental armor, which is used and then gone forever.”

“And the only two you didn’t mention were [Lightwalk] and [Air Body], and that’s literally all of the Body abilities. So no. I wouldn’t say that there are a lot of stuff that you can wear and get abilities from.”

Maia scoffed at him. “Feh!”

Ramizi continued, “You can get a lot of weird abilities if you know where to look. It’s rare, but occasionally you do find strange rads that have crystallized monster skills. To use those rads you have to have the Class: Monster Mage, but you can get a lot of weird skills. The Script for monsters is a lot more open than the Script for people, but it’s all small-time I-desperately-need-to-live shit. Mostly survival stuff and killing-things-smaller-than-you stuff.”

Erick asked, “You can only have one Class, right?”

“Correct,” Maia said.

“Then I guess I’m full on that.”

“About that.” Ramizi, a bit more intense than before, casually said, “Show me your Class, I’ll show you mine.”

Maia punched Ramizi in the arm. “Sorry, Archmage. Ram’s an asshole.”

“What?” Ramizi protested. 

Erick smirked. “I could—”

“No.” Maia said, “You really shouldn’t entertain the idea of showing your Class to people. I know you already have, but only because you didn’t know what you were doing.” She glared at Ramizi. “You want to tell him why it’s a bad idea to show off the specifics of your Class?”

Erick said, “It’s not a big deal—”

Ramizi sighed. “It is a big deal.” He said, “Sorry. I should not have asked for that. It’s like asking to know the weaknesses of the person you’re talking with. It’s… It's a very private affair. Or a prelude to violence.”

Erick glanced at Poi. Poi nodded, but remained silent.

Maia said, “I know you’re not from around here, so it might not seem like a big deal to you, but it is a very big deal to show off any part of your Status, and especially your Class.”

Erick hmm’d. He said, “Okay. Well. How about an overview, then? Because I don’t really know what’s so private about the whole thing and I’m interested in knowing some more about what a Class actually does.”

Maia frowned. 

Ramizi said, “I’m a Force Mage. All my Force spells are cheaper and they do more HP damage.”

Maia frowned at Ramizi.

He just smiled at her.

Erick said, “Particle Mage. I can invent Particle spells easier—”

The both of them perked up, a lot. 

“—and there’s some stuff about ability to affect Particle spells. Have you guys gotten all the memos on Particle magic? You said that a bunch of restrictions came rolling down the Script. But what happened, exactly?”

Maia said, “You’re… You’re just leaving ability points out there for others to take!”

“… That’s the part you focus on? Not what Particle magic actually is?”

“Whatever! I can’t use it. Now about those points! Archmage Flatt, you must—”

“It’s perfectly okay for me to leave points on the table. If other people actually understand what I’m doing, and are expanding upon what I started, then that’s a good thing. No one builds good public works if they don’t allow the public to participate.” Erick was almost going to say some trite comparison to ‘They didn’t build Rome in a day’, but Al could have built ancient Rome in, like, seven days. Probably. “I might be able to build a city all on my own, but I wouldn’t want to live there by myself.”

Maia said, “Your analogy is weird; I can kinda understand what you’re saying. But at the same time, I really, really can’t. You’re not the adventuring type. I’ll be surprised if you ever get past level 35, which means you have, at most—”

Erick smirked. “Now who’s talking about who’s privates?”

Maia shook her head, and continued, “You have at most 32 more ability points in your career, not counting inventions and other achievements. And that’s only if you go out and kill some monsters and get some levels. The thing is, is that you could easily spend all 32 of those points on abilities or spells, but you don’t even have a Scion yet. And only 20 Willpower!” Flustered, she said, “Pardon my forwardness, Archmage, but you’re making a mistake by not making more spells while you can.”

Erick finished the last bite of his not-tomato cake, and said, “Thank you for your concern. I probably will be making more spells, soon. Lord knows my daughter would love me to start thinking like her. But that’s just not who I am. If other people get there before I do, then that means the knowledge is spreading, and that is a good thing.” Erick stood. “Thank you for your hospitality. You two— Three? You three should come over when I finally get a house in the neighborhood. Where is Eduard, anyway?”

Maia sighed, then laid back in her seat. She spoke to the ceiling, “When his new spells got restricted yesterday he tried to push against those restrictions. Error backlash laid him out for the night; he's still recovering in bed.”

Erick winced. “Yet another reason to leave the experimenting to others. Tell Eduard I said hello, and good luck. Good luck to both of you, too.”

“You’re making a mistake, Archmage.”

“It’s my mistake to make.” He added, “And it occurs to me that you said you did not think you could create any fire spells. I think you are wrong. Stop thinking of fire as consuming and destroying. Think of it as particles moving faster, like how cold is particles moving slower.”

Maia went from uncaring acceptance, to completely focused, to realizing what she looked like and settling down a bit. She nodded.

Ramizi said, “Let me escort you out, Archmage.”

“Thank you. You can both call me Erick, you know.”

Ramizi smiled. “Between Mages that’s fine, but you went and invented a school of magic and a whole lotta shit besides. You’re an Archmage, Archmage. Good luck with that.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick [Blink]ed up to the third floor of the Sewerhouse. Poi stayed by his side.

Erick walked in to his apartment and sat on the couch. He almost laid down for a nap. But then he didn’t. He stared at the ceiling. 

He turned to Poi. “Am I making a mistake?”

“Like you said: It’s yours to make.”

Erick nodded. 

Then he got up, and said, “I guess I have mana to spend.”

Poi nodded. “To the roof?”

“To the roof!”
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                Erick had a long way to go before he started experimenting with electricity. He needed targets. He had no targets, except for the single jut of stone in the center of the roof that Al had put there so Erick could practice Aurifying spells. 

… He needed to finish Aurifying [Force Shrapnel], now that he thought of it. 

But first! [Stoneshape]!

 




	
Stoneshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape.

Exp: 0/100








 

[Stoneshape].

Nothing seemed to happen. 

“A bit anti-climactic.” 

Poi asked, “Were you expecting a quake?”

“No… Not really. But you understand my apprehension with new magics.”

“Quite.”

Erick focused on the stone roof under his feet. Ah. No. That was a bad idea. He focused instead on the stone seat Al had made. He pushed at the 3 foot tall stone cylinder with [Stoneshape].

Nothing.

No! Wait! There was something. A piece of chipped stone at the base of the cylinder wobbled. 

Erick focused on the wobbling chip and it lifted into the air.

“Ah ha!”

Erick moved the chip—

The spell cut. A minute had passed. The chip skipped across the ground. 

“‘Minor’ is very small, isn’t it.” 

Poi did not answer. Erick didn’t really need an answer, since the answer was self evident. 

[Stoneshape].

Erick practiced with the chipped stone. He moved it this way and that. He spun the stone in the air. He struck the stone into the roof, creating more chips. He gathered up the chips—

He crumbled the chips into sand.

Ohhh. Now that was interesting. He floated the sand—

The spell cut.

Mmm.

Aurify.

[Stoneshape].

Erick picked up all the sand, all around him. Ohh. That was impressive. Aurifying [Stoneshape] took a stream of constant mental energy, but the mental energy needed seemed to be directly comparable to the mana it consumed per second. Aurifying [Stoneshape] only took 5 mana a minute, which was an immediate 1 mana, then some small amount of mana per second. That fraction was too small for Erick to bother calculating. Al would probably know. Whatever the number, this was much less effort than a 1 pound dumbbell over his head; he could hold this mental strain for a while. So he did.

Soon, a blue box appeared.

 




	
[Stoneshape] has leveled!

Level 2!








 




	
Stoneshape 2, 1 minute per level, medium range, 15 MP

Move minor amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape.

Exp: 15/200








 

As the next round of [Stoneshape] began, Erick felt a difference in the spell. Not only did it cost more, but it moved everything around him faster. The sand and chipped stone moved like water though the air, instead of like molasses. He didn’t have any fine control, but he could move sand in streams and chips in swirls. [Stoneshape] itself felt more like a second sense, too. An earthsense—

No. Not an earthsense. A Veirdsense. 

But, as Erick thought about how to translate that to Poi, there was a problem. Ecks didn’t have a word for the ground like English had ‘earth’ back on Earth. The ground was either ‘stone’ or ‘dirt’ or ‘sand’ or some other descriptor. They didn’t pick up a handful of dirt and say ‘hmm, this is good veird’. They would say it was good dirt. The closest to the English equivalent to ‘earth’ would be ‘stone’ in Ecks. 

So Erick ignored trying to properly translate his new magical sense, and just said to Poi, “It’s almost like I have a Veirdsense.”

Poi looked at Erick with a strange scrunched expression. “I don’t get it, sir.”

“That’s okay.”

Erick went back to playing in the dirt.

 




	
[Stoneshape] has leveled!

Level 3!








 




	
Stoneshape 3, 1 minute per level, medium range, 20 MP

Slowly move small amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape.

Exp: 30/300








 

Now this? This felt good. He stepped, and the stone under his feet flexed. Not very fast, mind you, but fast enough to be felt. Like he was walking on molasses that he could control. ‘Small’ seemed to be a great deal more than ‘minor’.

Wow. Aurify was great. Stoneshape was great. He could see where the skill was going, and it looked highly promising. If he had started on this route instead of that experiment with lightning at dinner…

Everything would have been different, wouldn’t it?

Erick smiled. He had learned long ago not to yearn for the might-have-beens. [Stoneshape] was pretty cool, but lightning was pretty damn cool, too. And so was rain—

Erick had a realization.

“That’s where I get the water for my personal hot tubs! From the sky! Duh!” 

Erick played in the stone for a while, but while his stonesense dipped into the ceiling of his apartment, he kept his play to the topmost layer of the roof. [Stoneshape] was a hammer and the world was putty. He picked apart the jut of stone in the middle like a child would destroy a sandcastle; in great big splashes of power, scattering sand and stone into the air. Fine control eluded him, but Erick mostly controlled the fall of stone. With enough material floating around him, he had an idea. He began to smash rocks together, forming irregular stones. That wouldn’t do, so he ground them against each other to shape 9 spheres of various sizes. The largest one was head-sized. The one Erick focused most of his attention on was only fist-sized. 

Poi watched as Erick formed Earth’s Solar System. 

Erick explained:

“My Very Eager Mother Allegedly Just Served Us Nine Pies.

“This one is Mercury. It’s a tiny red thing, blasted by the Sun, which is me in this scenario. 

“This one is Venus. It’s a cloudy average sized planet, where acid rains from the sky and the very air would crush you to stand on the surface.

“This one is Earth. It’s where Jane and I are from. Only humans. No magic. This is the only place with current life in the Solar System. We landed on our moon, Luna, before I was born, and everyone thought we’d have houses up there by now. That never happened. 

“This one is Mars. This red planet might have had life in the distant past, along with a breathable atmosphere. Some of us want to send people to Mars to see if we could live there. Seems farfetched to me. But who knows? Personally, I think we should try to live on Luna, first.

“This string of debris is the Asteroid Belt. It might have been a planet in the very distant past, or maybe this is just where the forces of gravity decided to put all the floating junk in the system. I certainly don’t know. 

“This big one is Jupiter. A great big gas giant. The largest planet in the Solar System. Something like 1300 Earths could fit inside one Jupiter. It has a perpetual storm we call the Great Red Spot that we’ve never seen stop storming in all our observations. I tried to recreate that storm here on the sphere. See? I think I did okay.

“This is Saturn. A bit smaller than Jupiter, but it’s beautiful because of the giant rings. These giant rings might be from some ancient collision; we don’t really know. But the ring of orbiting ice and stone is constantly grinding itself up; there’s no chance for it to ever reconstitute into a moon.

“This is Uranus. Another gas giant, but smaller than Saturn. Uranus rotates on its side. It’s the only one that does that; it’s a little funky that way.

“This is Neptune. Another gas giant, about the same size as Uranus. Not much that I could tell you about this one. It’s named after an old god of the oceans.

“This little one is Pluto. It’s rather small. Smaller than Earth’s Moon.”

Erick moved the planets more or less on their corrects orbits. He did a terrible job of swinging them around at the correct speeds. They weren’t rightly sized, or correctly distanced. None of the spheres of orange stone matched the actual planets they represented, except maybe Saturn and Jupiter. But while exactitude was lacking, the emotion was there. The Solar System was Erick’s previous home, and something very similar to that old place floated around Erick. 

Keeping the spheres orbiting was rather easy, actually. After some adjustments and some rearranging, everything flowed around Erick in a lazy, beautiful, diorama of a far away, eternal dance. 

It was too much. Not physically; Erick felt that [Stoneshape] could do a great deal more than this, and especially when he got to a higher level. The spell was only level 4 right now; it had leveled somewhere in making the miniature Solar System. 

 




	
Stoneshape 4, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Move small amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape.

Exp: 35/500








 

This was too much emotionally.

He gradually gathered the planets and set them to the side. He looked up at the blue sky. Veird’s sun was still hours away from setting in the west. The color of the sky and the stars were close to Earth’s, but the three moons rising in the east were not like Luna at all. One was small and pink. The next was large and grey; almost the same color as Luna. The last moon was small and white.

Where am I? How would I find out where this is?

As if knowing what Erick was thinking, Poi said, “You should consider visiting the Mage Guild Library.”

Erick looked at him. 

“No, sir. I am not reading your mind, but humans are easy to read.”

“Ha! I am, am I?”

Poi said nothing.

Erick nodded. “I should visit the library. But not right now. It’s time for some experimentation.” 

Erick used [Stoneshape] to pop two spheres of stone out of the roof, then he set those spheres on two chest-high thin pillars about 5 feet apart from each other, on the very edge of the roof. Erick walked to the other side. Poi stayed well clear of whatever Erick was doing. Then he popped a small blue [Ward] around himself. 

Erick turned to the stones on their pillars. 

He paused. 

He turned around and looked down. The ground was awfully far down. “Hmm.” He looked over to the stones he had set up. “Hmm.” Erick walked back over to the two spheres and shoved them back into the roof. “We can do that some other day. Let’s go to the library.” He picked up the Solar System to store in the apartment. 

Poi was silently grateful. He did not show his relief in any overt way, but Erick could tell. 

Erick didn’t want to accidentally get launched off the roof, either.

 

- - - - 

 

The library was the smaller tower of the two towered Mage Guildhouse. Books on wooden shelves lined the walls here on the first floor, and as Erick walked into the middle of the library, he looked up through the center of the tower, to at least three more layers similar to the ground floor. 

The bookshelves were ten feet tall and made of rich, dark wood. There were dark wood shelves, and even dark wood chairs and tables. Small wardlights sat inside conical metal hoods on the tables, illuminating papers and people at five different desks, each of them studying their own stacks of books. There was space down here for fifteen more students. If there was space in the upper floors for more people, then the library had space for maybe a hundred students at a time. 

There had to be at least 100000 books here; maybe a lot more.

Tamarim whispered beside him, “It’s not the largest library in a thousand kilometers, but it’s pretty big. Looking for anything in particular, Archmage? Hehe.”

Erick looked to the orangescale dragonkin. He was smiling. Tamarim wasn’t the first to joke around with Erick’s ‘archmage’ title. Anhelia joked, too, and Erick wanted to like her, but he was still reeling from his first experience with the guild’s information broker. 

Erick smiled back, whispering, “What do you have on—”

“SHHhh—it.” The kid who shushed them turned right back around, whispering, “Sorry.”

Erick walked to the side of the room anyway, to what looked like a checkout desk. Tamarim followed then stepped behind the desk.

Erick whispered, “I’m looking for an introduction to cosmology.”

“Pre-Sundering, or modern?”

“Uhh? A comparison? Maybe? And how does your library work?”

“5 silver for a search. If we have what you’re looking for, I will retrieve your book for you and set it down at whichever table you want. You cannot take the books with you; trying to leave the library with a book is a major fine of 5 gold and suspension of library privileges as the librarian deems necessary. Repeated violations increase the fine by 5 gold each time. You may peruse the stacks at your leisure, but any books you take out you must leave out; I will refile them and charge you 1 silver per restocking. We have paper and copy services, those are also 1 silver per page copied. You don’t pay here; we deduct it from your account. Ah! And no food or drink inside the library.” Tamarim said, “All pretty standard stuff, but I know you might not have much experience. Sorry if an unexpected fee crops up later. Almost every normal service or fee is 1 silver, except for search and retrieval.”

“Sounds good to me. So, about that comparison cosmology...”

 

- - - -

 

There were several planets in the current Veird cosmology. Did their names matter? Did their positions matter? No, none of that mattered because Erick was instantly caught up in 1400 year old history and the facts of the Sundering. 

The pre-Sundering cosmology was well documented. The Old Wizards were either super advanced or super sideways-evolved, because they had explored all of their universe and even terraformed barren planes into verdant lands.

Their ‘universe’ was probably much smaller than Erick’s previous one, though. 

Maybe.

Erick still wasn’t sure about all of that.

Pre-Sundering Veird was a planet adrift in a sea of mana with no known end and no known beginning; there was no sun, or moon, or stars, as there were on modern Veird. Instead, there was the Day-light, which post-Sundering would become a part of today’s Sun, the Silver Star, yes, that Silver Star, which would become the large grey moon, and Starlight, which would fall to Veird and elsewhere to become the rads inside monsters. 

Normally, Erick would have put all that in the ‘obvious mythology’ box and move on. 

But the Old Wizards had actually gone out and visited the Daylight, the Silver Star, and the Starlight, and even collected a Star. One well known starlight still existed; it was on private display at Oceanside Academy and was considered the largest rad on Veird. They used it to charge rare and valuable magical artifacts, but only twice a year and for astronomical fees. As long as they didn’t use it too much it would recharge, just like grand-rads recharged if used sparingly. 

The original Veird had originally been one of many Planes in a multiverse of Planes and Demiplanes. Their whole pre-Sundering universe was theoretically within the grasp of any Old Wizard with the desire to move among the Starlight. The Old Wizards only had to cast a [Planeshift], or ride an Astral Ark out across the sky, following currents of mana to destinations well known, or to places yet to be seen. 

To the Shadowrealm, to the Wild Places, to the Elemental Plane of Fire or the Maelstrom Sea. To the Fathomless Hells or the Infinite Heavens. To countless worlds, some waiting to be discovered and flush with native life, some waiting for life to return to reclaim the wastelands, some lost forever until the Mana Ocean flowed just right to allow visitors, and some twisted to nefarious or benevolent ends by ancient gods and primeval monsters, but well trod and easy to reach. 

Veird wasn’t even the biggest of the previous planes, or the original plane of the Old Wizards; it was simply the most stable and the most populous at the time of the Sundering.

Of the books Erick read, there was a constant theme: proving that the Sundering happened by showing evidence of the previous worlds, peoples, and cultures. Erick quickly realized that he was not looking at a mythology, but a real and well documented history.

There was just so much history lying around on Veird that proved the old cosmology used to exist. Like the Ancient Orrery, maintained by the Monks of Rozeta in the Splinter Mountains. Or the Underworld, and the Deep Artifacts of the Old Cosmology that people occasionally discovered in those dark depths. The fact that the Underworld existed at all was proof of some major historical magical fuckery, though that fact likely only occurred to Erick. The Underworld was at minimum five times the surface area of the Surface, and if that didn’t scream ‘Magic is doing this’ then Erick didn’t know what the fuck was happening with Veird’s plate tectonics. And then there were the stories of the Gods, the Angels, the Demons, and the Dragons. Ask any of the thousands of immortals who were there for the Sundering, who took part in the Old Cosmology, and they’d tell you stories that would leave you weeping. 

Because the Sundering had happened, and everything changed. 

Veird popped into a universe with real stars, and everyone who was able to help struggled to save whatever they could save. 

The Fathomless Hells became the small pink moon, the new home of the Demons. The Infinite Heavens became the small white moon. The former home of the Angels was now a place of dirt and stone. The Silver Star became a real moon, with real mass, and was placed between the Angels and the Demons to prevent those ancient enemies from crashing together and destroying even more of the Old Cosmology.

So, yes, back to Erick’s original question: There are planets in Veird’s solar system. They’re what was left of the Old Cosmology; Planes and Demiplanes, twisted into planets to fit into a new Reality. The Day-lights of every plane that survived, and all of those who didn’t, were taken from those individual planes and combined into one and set as the Sun, upon which all the new planets revolved.

The Mana Ocean survived, too, but now it existed individually on each planet; tiny seas of mana; puddles compared to what came before.

Not every plane survived the Sundering, or the transition into planets. Untold trillions died in the initial cataclysm, and in the roiling aftermaths. Many documents showed that the ‘Infinite Heavens’ and ‘Fathomless Hells’ truly were too large and too populous to have an end. It’s highly likely that many, many, many more died than ‘trillions’.

Countless civilizations were lost. 

The Elves, the oceanographers of the Sundered Mana Ocean. The Fey, whose Primal Forests were burned away by elemental fire. The Dwarves, whose underground lives were cut short by planequakes. The Elementassi, the children of elementals and mortals, dead in the first moments of the Script’s trials to repair the damage. The Orcs and the Trolls, a proud people and a monstrous species combined into one and driven to Rage by another failure of the Script. The Alvani, a people born of angel and human, but gone now, their immortal souls forever mourned by parents unable to forget, or forgive.

A universe was killed. 

Now Veird wanders in a new universe, unsure of what is coming or where it is going, only that it must go where it goes, and hope that whatever comes is not as bad as what came before. 

And that’s too much for me!

Erick closed the book. He set it aside. 

“That’s enough existential dread for today.” He turned to Poi. “Holy crap that’s depressing.”

Poi said, “That’s why I stay away from those books, sir.”

“You could have stopped me!”

“With all due respect, I disagree.”

“… You’re right.” Erick looked across the library. He said, “I need a drink. Let’s go find Al.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick was on his third stein of beer. It was a thick beer, hearty and good. He drank it while eating from a plate of fried monster chicken strips. The meal came with a delicious pale purple-red not-tomato sauce. Erick would have called it ketchup, but it was not. It was spicy and creamy, and it suited the crunchy fried chicken well.

Al had his own double order in front of him. He was also on his third beer. 

By this point, Erick had been moping for a while.

And Al had had enough. “What happened? I thought you’d be happy. Everyone is talking about changing everything to accommodate your new magic. I saw the rain. It was great! Beautiful silver color, too. Perked up the gardens around town.”

Erick frowned. “I read a book about the Sundering today. The cosmology of your solar system. Holy fuck it’s depressing.”

Al sipped his beer. He nodded.

Erick said, “Trillions dead? Worlds gone? Holy crap.”

Al nodded again. “Every so often you get people claiming that it’s all a lie concocted by Rozeta and the gods in order to control people, or some shit like that. But there are people alive today who remember the suffering. Who went through it all.” He sipped his beer. “The naysayers usually get run out of town if they’re normal idiots.”

“… What if they aren’t normal idiots?”

Al sighed sadly. “Fifty years ago…? No. Sixty, I think. Sixty years ago a republic of incani kingdoms far to the west started some nonsense like that. It was just some normal ‘the Script is bad’ sort of thing. But then it went another step. Eventually they ended up with a bunch of low level people who couldn’t take care of themselves without the help of their leveled army and leveled rich. It’s an old story; it’s happened several times throughout Veird’s history.”

“Let me guess. The low leveled people were taken advantage of by those in charge.”

“That was just setting the [Force Trap].” Al ate a bit of chicken and washed it down with beer. “Eventually it got so bad their doctrines were spilling into the rest of the world. That’s when some Ancient Ones —the Headmaster was one of them— they went to the people and showed them a [Memory] of the Sundering. After that some revolutionaries killed their kings and queens and generals and set off a whole chain of back and forth violence. Civil war after civil war. The last war finally died down maybe ten years ago, but the land was a blasted wasteland forty years ago. That’s even what people call it these days, ‘the Wasteland Kingdoms’. Whatever they were, they’re not that now.”

Erick whispered, “Fuck.”

Al nodded. “The Sundering might have happened 1400 years ago, but it’s still the largest event to ever happen in the history of Veird.” 

Erick ate a strip of chicken, and started thinking.

He ate his last piece of fried monster chicken and finished his beer.

He ordered another beer and more chicken. And more sauce.

Eventually, Erick said, “Hey, Al? Would helping people like those in the Wasteland Kingdoms with this [Exalted Storm Aura] be a good idea, or a terrible idea?”

Al smiled, gentle and warm. He said, “A terrible idea, until you’re capable of defending yourself from nations.”

Erick nodded. He ate another chicken strip.

Al added, “And it sounds to me like some transient farmers would like to make a permanent home in Spur, if the good weather would hold.”

Erick could have smacked himself. “You’re right! Duh!” He declared, “Think global, act local.”

 




	
Special action! 

You have grown Stronger!

+1 Strength!








 

“Hah!”

“What?” Al asked. 

“Plus 1 Strength.” 

Al chuckled. “Congratulations.”
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                    Rest in Peace, Old Cosmology
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                “Dad!” Jane rushed across the road to hug Erick. She buried her head against his shoulder. “I’m so glad to see you.”

Erick embraced his daughter, laughing, saying, “Hi, so-glad-to-see-you. I’m Dad.”

Jane left the hug. “That’s terrible.”

“You ran right into it.”

Erick stood back and looked Jane over. She had gone out wearing cloth, jeans, and a shoulderbag. She had returned wearing the same, but with her hair cut short and her skin a shade darker. And dragging a cart of… stuff? Bumpy stuff covered by a brown cloth. Savral arrived in the same dark armor as he always had, but as Erick looked, his armor dissolved into mana, revealing his normal tunic and pants. Ah!? He was using [Conjure Armor] all this time? Was Jane using that, too?

“What’s in the cart?” Erick immediately followed that question with, “What’s your [Conjure Armor] look like?”

Jane smiled wide, then she transformed.

Solid bands of silverblue laid crisscross around her body, loose and mostly unconnected. Threads of blue light zipped back and forth through the bands, layering across her form, holding the bands together in loose fashion. Soon, Jane was wearing the most plain looking ‘armor’ Erick had ever seen. It was a winter jacket and thick jeans. She had gloves now, but they were just blue gloves; not gauntlets.

What the fuck was this? Living in a fantasy world and this was the best she could do?

All wonder and amazement left Erick like a stale fart. Pfft! Then gone.

Erick complained, “Where’s the spikes! Where’s the wings! Where’s the design!”

“That’s what I said!” Savral laughed loud. 

“Looks rather plain,” Al agreed. 

Jane got both huffy and smug, saying, “This can take a center stab from a crystal mimic. Savral’s armor can’t do that without crunching in and needing to be reformed.”

Al looked to Savral, and Savral reluctantly nodded. 

Erick still wasn’t over the bad design. “It looks hideous, Jane. At least work some embroidery into the design. You can do that, right? Maybe some flowers?”

“Phhbt! I’m not wearing flowers!” Jane moved around as she spoke, “The gambeson has full range of movement, has no weak spots in the joints, it’s breezy and easy to live in, and no one expects it to hold up as good as it does. It’s basically just clothes!”

“She has proven her armor many times over the course of the trip.” Savral pointed to the cart. “Though I’m not sure if those are going to work like you think they will.”

Erick looked to the cart.

Jane dismissed her ‘armor’ then stepped to the cart. She tossed the tarp off, revealing… Bumpy stuff. And a few chopped short crystal agave leaves. The leaves were at least 14 inches wide and twice that long, nearly filling the cart completely. Their sliced portions revealed a fully translucent core. The only color on the leaves was a faint blue tint to the skin, and the bumpy-lumpy blue and a bit of brown lumps at the end of the leaves. The bumps jiggled in the sun. They had to be an animal, of some kind. Not crystal slimes; Al had said what those looked like and these bumpy things were not balls of clear goo with a ‘diamond’ at the center. They were like bluish bean dip on large tortilla chips.

Erick asked, “What are they?”

Jane announced, “Mimics! They’re everywhere out there, on every single agave. The only ones that give experience are the ones large enough to copy an agave all on their own. Those are all around level 30. Did you know the mimics are what keeps the desert a desert? We found an oasis out there and it should have been growing green but mimics were clearing out anything green.”

“… Why do you have them?”

Savral answered, “She has something special in mind, but they have to be eaten alive.”

“They’re alive!?”

Erick rushed closer for a better look. Al frowned, and stayed where he was.

The lumpy bumps were slowly moving. Faster now as time went on. Jane covered them back up with the tarp.

She said, “They don’t like direct sunlight.”

Al narrowed his eyes, “To what end?”

“She wants to become a Monster Mage,” Savral answered. 

“Jesus Christ, Savral.” Jane said, “I can answer my own questions.”

Savral smiled, shrugging.

Jane sighed, and said, “Mimics gain [Polymorph] at higher levels. I want [Polymorph]. Since I’m not going to take the chance of talking to a dragon, nor do I want to fight a dragon and eat its heart, I’m going this route.” She looked down at the crate, and said, “They’re toxic like this, but the alchemists in the Adventurer’s District know how to remove the toxins without destroying what I need, like how [Cleanse] would. Lanore turned me on to the idea; A lot of people from around the world come here to get this kind of service performed. I’m not able to get the Class, yet, but I can learn the spell.”

Erick frowned. “What’s [Polymorph]?”

“By Rozeta!” Al huffed out a great billow of annoyance. “How do you not know that?”

Erick looked at him. “I don’t know a lot of the more funny-named spells people have been throwing around in Spur. People kept referring to [Nature’s Fury] but I had no idea what that actually was until a few days ago, and I still don’t know because the guards interrupted Krakina. Do you know about gamma radiation? Or 401ks? Or the difference between a car and a truck?”

Al balked. “Well… No.”

“Gamma radiation has to do with rads, right?” Savral guessed.

Erick said, “Incorrect!”

“Damn.”

Erick turned to Jane. “So? What’s [Polymorph]? Exactly?”

“Transform into monsters!”

Erick frowned. “Gonna need more than that, Jane.”

Al answered more correctly, “Transform into any living creature that you know.” Al said, “The more familiar you are with a creature, the better your transformation. If you don’t know what the hell you’re doing, you hurt yourself with Error messages. Familiarity is usually gained through living with the creatures, or eating the heart and brain of the creatures. Familiarity through observation maintains your mind, which is a bad thing if you’re trying to fly without the instincts of a bird. Familiarity though eating shifts your mind towards that of the new body, which is bad if you transform into some murderous kind of animal and you have a low Willpower. Any Willpower under 25 is considered ‘low’ in the case of [Polymorph].” He added, “It’s a very specialized spell.”

Erick started Al’s monologue with a frown. That frown only deepened as Al kept talking. 

Jane said, “I want to explore the entire world, Dad. Swim in the oceans, fly through the skies, see in the dark and live anywhere.” She patted the crate with the mimics. “And [Polymorph] is how I do that. My armor that you think is stupid? It can be altered to fit any body type. [Conjure Weapon] works with natural weapons, too.”

“It’s just weird, Jane. You’re going to hunt monsters and then eat them—” Erick paused. He conceded, “Okay. Now that I said the words, I think it’s better than killing monsters for experience.”

Savral smirked off to the side as he said, “She’s going to do that, too. She wants to get to level 100.”

Al scoffed. “Never happening.”

“What level are you now?” Erick asked. 

Jane smiled, then said, “Why don’t we go inside, first?”

 

- - - -

 

Jane, Erick, and Al sat in the living room while Savral began chopping up vegetables and meat in the kitchen. Jane was on the edge of her seat with big news and big questions.

Jane started, “What is Scion of Balance, Al?”

Al nodded. “It’s considered the second weakest of the Scions because it requires many more points in Vitality than most are willing or able to commit, as well as giving up the x4 multiplier of the three major Scions in return for only a x2 modifier to all. There are a few cultures that cleave hard into Scion of Balance, though. The wrought in particular are fond of Balance, as well as several orcol cultures, since we usually start with a high Vitality anyway. Scion of Balance also doubles your resistance to Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion.”

Erick asked, “Why not tell us about that one, too?”

“Because.” Al huffed, “You should both go for Scion of Focus. Mana Exhaustion is the real killer for mages. All Scion of Balance does is give you, at minimum, 1500 of your HP, MP, and regen statistics. That’s not enough for any of the high-maintenance spells.” He said to Erick, “Like your [Exalted Storm Aura], which is … 15 times 60 times 24… 21600 mana for a full day of rain. At your current 35 focus, that gives you an exhaustion cap of 21000 if you went for Scion of Balance AND you’d need to spend a lot more ability points to get 25 in Strength, Vitality, Willpower, AND Focus, AND all four of the x3 skills.”

“Okay.” Erick said, “That’s… not something I think I want or am capable of. No mana exhaustion would be preferred.”

“Exactly!” Al said.

Jane smiled wide. “I think I have to go for Scion of Balance.”

Al said, “But you won’t have the benefits of high stats! Scion of Strength for 6000 HP! You won’t even die if someone took an axe to your neck. Not to mention having 50 strength; you could punch a juvenile dragon or a very large bear away. Willpower for 6000 Mana? You got yourself a 6000 point absorption [Ward], and that same axe would have the same problem with your same neck. Focus for 6000 Mana regen AND no Exhaustion? You’re a workhorse, able to lift cities from the desert or—” He turned to Erick. “Or turn that desert into farmland!” He digressed, “6000 HP regen isn’t that great, I admit. Scion of Vitality is the weakest of the four Scions.”

“Five Scions,” Jane corrected.

“Fine! Five Scions!”

“And with 1500 mana I can Favored Spell [Ward] for a 3000 point absorption [Ward].”

“Favored Spell on [Ward] is a nice, safe choice. Rather bland, but very safe.” Al said, “But! You could do that with Scion of Willpower for a 12000 point absorption [Ward].”

“Yes.” Jane said, “But those Scions of Willpower [Ward]s regen only 600 an hour, so there’s no point, whereas my 3000 point [Ward] would regenerate 1500 an hour.”

Now Erick was lost. He asked, “Regenerating [Ward]?”

Jane’s mirth vanished. She was six years old and someone had knocked the icecream off of her cone.

Uh oh. She was mad at him, wasn’t she? And Erick had just reminded her that she was mad.

“Dad.” Jane spoke with an undercurrent of anger, “What level is your [Ward]?”

Erick called up the box for [Ward], saw this was a problem he could fix, and dumped all of his mana into a personal [Ward]. The spell was going to level when he got around to casting his daily personal [Ward], anyway! 

No slackers here, no sir!

 




	
[Ward] has leveled!

Level X!








 

Damn that box was huge— OH. That’s what Jane was talking about.

 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours, 

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 

“I just didn’t read it close enough. It says right here: Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.” Erick nodded, then closed the box. “So you’re going to make [Ward] a Favored Spell? That seems good to me.”

Jane stared at him, her anger fading, relief taking hold. She breathed out. She said, “I think it would be prudent.”

Al added, “Your Rested regen rate. If you were a Scion of Focus, your [Ward] would be up to full in a matter of minutes. And don’t discount the ability to shape a [Ward] with [Force Shrapnel] or other cheap spells inside. You can make some nifty higher tier magic that way. Like this one—” Al pushed a box over to both Erick and Jane.

 




	
Blade Barrier, instant, medium range, 5 minutes. 350 MP

Create a freely modifiable large area of vicious force blades that deal 55 damage per second to everything inside, while active. 200 MP spellpool. Drains 5 MP per second while active. Restores 2 MP per second.








 

Al said, “It restores 2 mana to its pool of 200 every second. And that 55 damage is highly misleading. Against a large creature and a well shaped [Ward], it’s more like a thousand damage a second. Anything that can’t move will die.”

Jane read the spell a few times. She dismissed the box, saying, “That’s something to consider, sure. But I’m not going to be a mage like my father. Besides. Lanore, Gorgush, and Savral all said that it’s easier to obtain stranger Classes when you have Scion of Balance, and Polymage is a strange Class.”

“Polymage?” Erick dismissed Al’s blue box. He felt lost again. Then he latched onto a problem. “You didn’t even tell me Classes existed, Jane. Or any of you. And then I got one shoved at me!”

Jane looked at him. “It’s been in your Status since we got here! You never thought to talk to anyone about those blank lines?”

Erick ignored that fact. “What’s a Polymage? Someone who specializes in [Polymorph]?”

“Broadly, yes,” Jane said.

From over in the kitchen, Savral said, “It’s the official name for Monster Mage. And yes, it’s a weird class. All of the blendy mage and warrior classes are weird and harder to get than usual.”

Al sat back in defeat. “Whatever Scion you pick, or if you pick none, your stats determine what Classes the Registrar will allow you to Quest for.” He narrowed his eyes. “You really want to be a monster mage?”

Jane said, “What I want is to be able to fly, and swim, and explore, and live anywhere and do anything. To go everywhere. To talk to the mermen in the ocean, or the harpies in the mountains. Or any number of people anywhere they might be. Killing and eating monsters is very low on my list, but I don’t want to be scared of anything, either.”

“Adventurers will see you as a monster unless you’re careful.”

“I can be careful.” Jane said, “And I’ll have a 4500 buffer either way. [Ward] every morning!”

Savral repeated, “[Ward] every morning!” like it was some sort of mantra they had formed habits around.

Now Erick was scared. Erick vividly remembered Al blasting that shadowolf to ash. But he couldn’t tell Jane not to be who she wanted to be; to not become the person she wanted to become.

Erick said, “You really need some embroidery or something on your armor, Jane. Something flashy that says, ‘I’m not a monster’.”

“Okay.” Jane relented, “Maybe Polymage, specifically, is not a good idea. I won’t know for a long time. I’m only level 32. But I am buying Scion of Balance. I am a fighter, and a mage. This is who I am.” She looked up in the air, then said, “There we goOoOOoo…” She paused. She said, “That felt weiii…” She laid back and closed her eyes.

Erick stared, stock still, his voice a whisper, “Jane—”

She started snoring. 

Savral and Al laughed. 

Savral said, “She ran herself ragged out there! I’m surprised she didn’t crash as soon as she sat down.”

Al asked. “How many points do you think she assigned?”

“At least 25. She was waiting to hear what you had to say, but she already knew what she wanted. She’s really good, Dad.” Savral spoke to Erick, “Your daughter is one of the best talents I’ve ever seen. She certainly has the range to make it as a Polymage.”

“Truly, Savral?” Al asked.

Savral said, “Dropping down to almost a third HP and MP here with Scion of Balance is much worse than anything that happened out there. She’s really good.”

Al and Savral joked about making monumental Script decisions in the living room.

But Erick could only watch Jane, as she laid there snoring gently. He looked upon his daughter and knew that she would be alright, but the thought of Jane in danger still scared him. It was a primal fear and well known, etched deep into his very core, born when Jane was a little girl he held in his arms and fed with formula every night, then nurtured by helping her grow into a very strong young woman, and seeing how the world treated strong young women. 

The crucible of life turned some people hard, and Jane was one of them. 

Erick’s fear for Jane had grown from those simpler times on Earth, to become a multifaceted terror on Veird. He had always managed to push the terror away with denial and wilful ignorance, but sometimes fear reared out of the darkness with flashing white teeth and burning white eyes. He couldn’t conveniently forget his fears today, not at this moment, as it mutated into something even more horrible.

Of Jane, dying as a monster on the end of some idiot’s sword.

Of Jane, falling from the sky as her wings gave out.

Of Jane forgetting who she is, and becoming a beast.

Of Jane reveling in the murder of monsters first, and then people.

Of Jane deciding that a person needed to die for what they had done, or did not do.

Because that was the real darkness; the real fear. Erick had known, ever since Jane held a knife at a kid’s throat in highschool, that she was capable of murder if she deemed it necessary. She wasn’t psychotic; not by a long shot. She was very simply, a very moral person, in the way that a soldier has morals, or that a country has morals. 

What would happen when Jane’s morals caused her to take a life?

What would happen if it was Erick’s own death, or murder, that precipitated Jane’s fall from grace? 

Dark humor sprang forth an answer:

You won’t have to live with the consequences.

He laughed to himself, and Jane blinked open her eyes. Not even 5 minutes had passed.

Erick put on a smile, and said, “You feeling okay, Sleeping Beauty?”

She stretched. She yawned. She said, “I think so. I… I actually feel really good.”

“That’s that doubled Fatigue and Exhaustion resistance.” Al said, “You’ve been burning the candle from both ends, haven’t you?”

“I have!” Jane yawned again, then said, “We have that expression, too. Kinda nice hearing it on a different world.” She smiled, then said, “So…? How about some show and tell! Come on, Dad. I want to see how much you’ve progressed.”

Al held up his hand. “One second.” A burst of sparkles flowed outward, and soon, the windows and the whole room were obscured, probably with [Ward] Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption. Erick felt he was getting better at identifying the spells around him, and maybe he actually was. Al said, “There. Shouldn’t be showing your status out in the open, Jane.”

Erick looked to the obscured window. “I wonder if Poi will dislike that.”

“Don’t think I didn’t notice your personal bodyguard, Dad. But first things first. Here.”

Jane shoved a bunch of floating boxes his way. Al read over Erick’s shoulder.

She asked, “Where’s yours?”

“Right.” Erick gently pressed his Status toward her. “Now don’t get mad at me until I’ve had a chance to read all of this.”

It might take a while.




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 32, Class: None

Exp: 110034012 / 352457800

Class: -/-

Points: 6





	
HP


	
742/1500


	
1055 per day





	
MP


	
781/1500


	
1500 per day





	
Strength


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Vitality


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Willpower


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Focus


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 




	
Scion of Balance

Doubles HP, HP regen, MP, and MP regen.

Doubles resistance to Healing Fatigue

Doubles resistance to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: Strong, Enduring, Discipline, Concentration

Requirements: 25 Strength, 25 Vitality, 25 Willpower, 25 Focus








 




Spoiler: Spoiler





 












	
Strong X

Multiplies base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 




	
Enduring 2

Multiples base HP regen by 2.11

Requirements: 20 Vitality

Exp: 42/200








 




	
Discipline X

Multiplies base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiplies base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Rejuvenation X, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + 2x WIL per second per level of Rejuvenation








 




	
Invisible Rejuvenation, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + 2x WIL per second for 10 seconds








 




	
Strike X, 10-40 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Piercing Force> damage








 




	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink








 




	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Interception X, instant, close range, 5MP + 5MP per 10 meters moved

Instantly move to intercept an attack meant for another. Lasts 1 minute or until used.








 




	
Conjure Weapon X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon. Lasts as long as held, or 1 minute per level not held.








 




	
Conjure Armor X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create weightless armor of whatever design you can create. Lasts until catastrophic damage.








 




	
Conjure Item X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create an item of up to large size. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 50 points of damage.








 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours, ~{Favored Spell}~

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 150901/1000000








 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.








 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 




	
Invisible Shard Aura, 4 MP per second

A storm of invisible blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage.








 




	
Radiant Shard Aura, 4 MP per second

A storm of brilliant blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage, driving back the darkness and blinding those who would raise their weapons against you.








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen








 




	
Defend X, 1/10th HP cap

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 




	
Silent Movement X, 1 HP per meter moved

All actions are muffled.








 




	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 











 

Erick finally said, “Wow.” He dismissed the boxes. “You did a LOT out there, didn’t you?”

“I haven’t showed you my Status since well before the Crystal Forest.” Jane smiled, saying, “You’re the one that did a lot while I was out there, Mister Particle Mage.”

Erick joked, “That’s Archmage, to you, young lady.”

Jane scoffed. “I heard… but really, Dad?”

Savral almost scoffed too, but then he stopped; he had looked to Al for confirmation and found it. 

Al said, “Normally you’d need to create a tier 9 spell, but creating a whole school of magic is a good workaround to that requirement. Even the Headmaster called him an Archmage, so I think he qualifies for the title.”

Jane nodded slowly, saying, “Tell me everything.”

Al took down the obscuring [Ward]. Poi was outside on the porch, not directly looking inside, but the corners of his eyes were visible. He nodded at Erick through the window, then resumed guarding from the outside.

Jane looked at the sapphire dragonkin. “Starting with him. What’s all that about?” 

And so Erick began talking about the previous days. A lot had happened to Spur in the time Jane and Savral had been exploring and plundering the Crystal Forest.

 

- - - - 

 

By the time lunch was ready, Jane had begun her story of the last several days in the Crystal Forest.

It involved a lot of monster murdering and corpse dismembering. 

Erick almost lost his appetite, but Savral knew how to cook; Erick didn't want to put down his not-fork. Jane switched focus to the experience of being in a team with Savral, Lanore, Gorgush, and Ikawa, when she saw she was losing Erick. Erick was thankful for the change of topic. Apparently, Jane really liked being in a team, and Savral liked having her there; so did everyone else.

They might head out to the Underworld next, but that was a trip for the unknown future. The Sewerhouse was almost ready to reopen and Bacci was back in town from her vacation. The team was going their separate ways for the immediate future. Gorgush and Ikawa were talking about creating little gardens; most of the people in town were talking about making small gardens, or working to help the farms expand.

It might be months until the team gets together for another adventure.

“And you never found the Black Spiker?” Erick asked. “Not a single sign, even?”

Jane shook her head. “Wherever the Black Spiker could be, it wasn’t out where we were.”

“We kept a lookout.” Savral said, “Whatever it was, it was likely some monster from Ar’Kendrithyst, fallen or dumped off of the wall and struggling to survive in the Forest. The Shades are always experimenting and dumping failures out every now and then. Almost none of them survive for long in the constant sunlight.”

“Speaking of!” Jane’s eyes lit up. “I need to see Ar’Kendrithyst for myself. I know you don’t want to go right now, Savral, but I need to see the city.”

A cold yawning chasm opened up in Erick’s heart. He stilled, rather than lash out. That would have been disastrous. But Jane had heard the stories of the danger lurking inside the Dead City, probably more stories than Erick had. How could she consider going in there when she was on a Shade’s shitlist?

But Erick said nothing. Not yet; not while cold and anger swirled inside.

“You can’t go.” Savral said, “Once you’re on a Shade’s kill list, you’ve entered into the greater drama of the Dead City. Some of them would want to kill you; others help you. No group would take you because the smart adventurers are all about killing the monsters and getting rads and then getting the fuck out of there before the Shades notice them.”

Jane nodded. “So what? I’ll go on my own if I have to. Maybe even taunt Bulgan into a fight. Kill him and get myself off their kill list. That’s an easy solution.”

Al spoke, stopping Erick and Savral from jumping to speak, “Do not think you have the power to kill a Shade, Jane Flatt. Some of those monsters are ancient. Even the youngest have killed more stupid adventurers than you have slain monsters these past days. Especially do not forget that the reprisal for murdering one of their own is far greater than you have the ability to stop.”

“That’s why it won’t be a murder; It’ll be a duel to the death.” Jane stared, saying, “If these ‘Shades’ are anything like who Bulgan was before, then I know I can cut a swath through at least one of them without the rest swarming.” As she spoke, her eyes began to glow blue. “Besides! Do you want someone like Bulgan growing to full power inside there? Someone who knows enough about Spur and the rest of the towns around here to call the Wrath of Darkness down upon us all? Right now he’s plotting to murder all of Spur, and especially Frontier! All he needs is time to prepare to strike. I don’t plan to give him that time! Do you?”

Savral made an objection. Al backed up his son. Jane rebutted their complaints, her eyes glowing the whole time. Somewhere in the argument Jane had stood up, and so had Savral. Erick held himself back, unsure how to stop her from getting herself killed.

In a lull in the argument, Erick broke his silence, “I don’t want to see you die, Jane.” He couldn’t stop her, but maybe he could limit some of her more dangerous tendencies. “Promise me that you won’t do this until you’re absolutely sure that you’re doing the correct thing.”

Jane stared, blue light slowly leaving her brown eyes. She nodded. She said, “Of course, Dad. I wasn’t going in there tomorrow. Maybe not for years.” She looked to Al and Savral. “But the problem of Bulgan is not going to go away.”

Silence stretched. 

Erick got up, and went to the door to the porch. Poi was still out there. 

Erick opened the door, and said, “Hey, Poi. Sorry if I’m not doing this right. Do you want to come inside?”

“No thank you, sir. I’m perfectly fine out here.”

“Ah. Okay. Let me ask a different way. As a person in Spur’s army, please come inside and give me your appraisal of my daughter’s plan to lure Bulgan out with a duel challenge, and what it would mean if she won, or if she lost. Just… A general risk assessment. Is this a bad idea? Or a good idea? Also!” He tried to smile and knew he failed. “Please come meet my daughter.”

Poi looked over Erick’s shoulder, at Jane. She stood away from the table.

Jane frowned at Poi.

Poi walked past Erick, into the apartment, saying, “Greetings, Jane Flatt. I am a bodyguard assigned to your father. There have been a few attempts on his life so far, but we estimate there will be many more, and that eventually the whole of Spur will need to be involved to defend your father. Though that is a worst case scenario that we have in place for many citizens; not just your father.”

Jane blanched. 

Erick almost blanched too. The whole of Spur? When did that happen?

But that didn’t matter. Jane looked to be cycling up for another round of well-reasoned arguments. 

Erick started before she could, “I’m going to learn some defensive spells and get some levels. I’ve already decided to take Mog’s classes, though I have no idea what those are, or what it all means. But Poi and the rest of them are already taking good care of me.” 

He waited for Jane to say something, but she did not. She nodded with the professionalism of a soldier.

Poi began, “Your idea has merit. We have had to kill off problematic Shades before, but it is not something that is done on a whim, or without proper preparation. Bulgan is indeed one such Shade that we would like to see dead. He has been making enemies and allies inside the Dead City. He is gearing up for something. We believe that it is a push against Frontier’s adventuring community, and then against the city itself. Only then will he come for Spur, but he will come. Of that we have no doubt.”

Savral and Al cursed.

Poi continued, “If you were to challenge him right now you would die. But also, a challenge from you would likely be the only way we could draw him, and only him, out into the open. I’ve already briefed Killzone about your idea. He approves of your basic idea. But you need experience in the actual city before anyone would agree to you poking the dragon’s nest of Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Erick asked, “You already briefed Killzone?”

“Yes, sir. I almost always have [Scry] and [Telepathy] active, as well as a few other low cost threat assessment skills. Briefing my superiors about potential dangers to Spur is a necessary duty of any soldier.”

Jane said, “Did you know you have a spy in your employ, Dad?”

“I am not a spy, young mistress. I am a soldier in Spur’s Army, just like your father, and it is my duty to protect the citizens of this fair city from the Dead City.”

Erick lied. “Of course I knew. That’s why I asked for his opinion. I just didn’t think it would happen this fast.”

Savral, Al, and Jane all eyed him. 

“… What!”

Savral and Al said nothing.

Jane said, “Well. Fine. Whatever.” Jane turned toward Savral. “Your team is done adventuring, for now, right? You wouldn’t want to go in there with me?”

“Absolutely not.” Savral said, “You’re good, Jane. You really are. But the locals only antagonize the city so much; we know when to stop. As a matter of fact. If this is your plan, and Killzone has already given you preliminary approval, you need to move out of the Sewerhouse. Today. Both of you.”

Al immediately disagreed, “What! No. They— Okay. Jane probably should, but Erick doesn’t have to go.”

“Jane should go, but I shouldn’t?” Erik felt a pang of hurt at that. “Really?”

Jane was furious.

“Fuckin’ fine!” Jane said, “Let’s go, Dad. Right now. Fuck you too, Savral.”

“By Rozeta!” Savral paced, pointing south to Ar’Kendrithyst, saying, “You just don’t get it, do you? You’re talking about poking the Dead City, and the Dead City always pokes back. We run the adventurers who are stupid enough to antagonize the Shades out of town. That’s why there’s an approval process to enter the city. I’ve seen Shades chase fools down crystal boulevards and spray them across ten city blocks. I’ve seen Ar’Kendrithyst’s walls turn dark with a Shade’s black eyes, and giant mouths call out the names of those they’re willing to leave the city to collect. I’ve even seen shadowspiders clamber through the streets of Spur, taking a Shade’s vengeance out on some stupid out-of-towner foolish enough to talk to the wrong shadows. You saw the shadowcats, and then fought against them! We’re not untouchable.”

Jane stood mollified. She said, “You’re right. That was unkind of me. I’m sorry. But I’m still going to kill Bulgan if I ever see him. I won’t rest easy until I know that I’m leaving my father somewhere safe, and as long as Bulgan is alive, Spur is extra unsafe.”

“Then you need to leave the Sewerhouse. I won’t put my father in danger, either.” 

Jane moved toward the door. “You’re right. Neither of you have any part in this, and it would be wrong of me to involve you.” She bowed deeply to Al. “Thank you for your hospitality, Sewermaster Al Noraki. Savral Noraki.” She stood tall. “It was an absolute pleasure to live under your roof, Al, and to adventure with you, Savral.” She sniffed. She turned and walked out to the porch, then [Blink]ed out of sight.

Erick was still in the apartment. He turned to Al—

Al said, “You should go with your daughter. You’re going to that house you’re working on in the Human District, right? It’s a good choice. Do you mind if I come stay a few days and help you put it together right?”

Erick felt warmth unfold inside of his stomach, chasing the cold away.

Erick said, “I’d like that, a whole lot. And I’m still your apprentice! You still gotta show me how the Sewerhouse works so I can give you a vacation some time.”

Al smiled, warmth filling eyes so dark green they were almost black. “Yeah. I do, don’t I?”

“I’ll see you later.”

 

- - - -

 

Three seconds after walking onto the porch, Erick turned around.

“Shit. I forgot everything. Uh. I’ll just… Uh…” 

He began walking around, gathering up the small things he had accumulated so far. Another set of clothes. Jane’s stuff she left in her room. Neither of them had much to show. Jane had already stored all of the irreplaceables in the Mage Guild Bank, like her phone and her charger and other earthly possessions. There wasn’t much in the apartment besides—

Erick looked at the planets he had set on holders on the wall. 

Al said, “I’ll bring those to you.”

Erick turned to him. “Thank you, Al.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick [Blink]ed onto the ground next to Jane. She was waiting by her cart. Erick gently placed their stuff on the part without the moving lumps.

Jane’s face was red, but if there had been tears, she had rubbed them away already.

She said, “The Adventurer’s Guild’s hotel is a gold a night, but they’re worth it and I have the money.”

Erick smiled, turning north east toward the Human District. “I started [Mend]ing a house yesterday. Didn’t think we’d need it so soon, but after we spend a few thousand more mana to fix it up all the way, we can sleep there. And hey! I got [Stoneshape] to fix the smaller problems that might arise. We’ll [Ward] ourselves up, anyway. We’ll be fine.”

Erick looked at his daughter, and she looked away, to the south, to the mountainous walls of the Dead City.

Jane whispered, “[Ward] every night~” like it was a mantra she had formed habits around.

 

- - - -

 

The Human District was as flat as before, save for Erick’s melted sandcastle house, and the not-a-dick mages’ house. Theirs was a boxy structure, now, with two square towers on either side and a three tiered house in the middle, with porches and verandas up past the first floor. 

“Nice house over there.” Jane said, “Ours is the stone pile, isn’t it.”

“You are quite correct! Our neighbors are pretty nice people. I told you about them? The three mages from Oceanside?” 

Jane pulled her cart behind her as the both of them went to the pile of orange rock walls. 

Erick said, “The neighbors are all alchemist adventurers. Or maybe just Ramizi. Maybe they could help with your [Polymorph] problem—” Erick was about to say more, but then he remembered that the Mage Trio was raring to go into Ar’Kendrithyst. So instead he said, “I visited them yesterday. They served not-tomato cake, and it was as good as cherry cheesecake. Maybe better.”

Jane smiled. “Sounds nice.”

Erick and Jane trundled up to their property. The orange pile looked most the same as it did before. 

She said, “This is pretty big, Dad. You sure about this?”

Erick looked Jane. “I think I am. I’m going to be entertaining guests and if I don’t have space for you and all your adventuring buddies, then what good is anywhere I choose?”

Jane held back, silent and staring at the orange stone. She breathed in, then out, deep, calming breaths. She said, “You’re right. This is going to be good. And it’s free! So the price is right.”

“There’s taxes, I’m sure.” Erick said, “Those’ll be a kick in the nards.”

Jane snorted. She dropped the handle on her cart, and said, “Let’s get to [Mend]ing!”

Erick walked over to the nearest wall and began turning the orange wall into a slightly taller orange wall. “Al said he’d be around sometime to help fix it all up and stay a few days, too. I’ll ask him about his [Ward]ing schemes, then.”

Jane [Mend]ed as she replied, “I’m sorry about that, Dad. I shouldn’t have blown up at Savral. Or Al.”

“I don’t think you hurt me, at all. I can live wherever. But you certainly kicked your own future’s ass.”

She nodded. She stopped. 

Erick continued to [Mend], keeping Jane in the corner of his eye.

She smiled wide, and looked up at the orange stone. “I could do that! Right.”

Erick stopped. “Do what?”

“I’ll show you.”

She walked through where the front door would have been, and stood in the middle of the front room. Erick began meditating. He saw the flows of mana all around her, curling into—

Jane radiated power that washed around the house, spilling through reforming walls and up through recreated ceilings. Mana flowed out of her, all around, freely touching upon what was not there and bringing orange stone back into where it had once been, long ago. 

In 6 seconds, the house was back to most of its former glory.

One large tower facing south toward Ar’Kendrithyst. A shorter tower on the north side of the house, only two stories tall. A multi-tiered house with verandas and porches stretched between the towers, taller toward the southern side. It was almost the same style as the Mage Trio’s house, if a bit bigger, and partially melted here and there in the smaller details.

Jane breathed hard from the front room.

Erick asked, “What the fuck was that!” 

Jane laughed loud, then said, “[Mend] as an AOE spell with Mana Shaping X, Aurified, and a smaller application of Mana Shaping to focus the spell on the walls. Even made a tier 2 spell out of it.” She pushed a blue box Erick’s way. “Looks good, yeah?”

 




	
Mend Structure Aura, long range, 550 MP per second

Restore a very large, very complicated, non-magical structure to its prime. Time since the structure was destroyed may alter final results. This spell automatically adjusts its area of effect and range to maximize its ability to repair. 








 

Erick smiled. “You’re a lot better at this world’s magic than I am.”

Jane laughed. “Whatever you say, Archmage!”

“You’re right!” Erick acted smug. “I noticed you don’t have any tier 3 spells. Such a slacker! You’re missing out on 2 ability points.”

“Shit. You’re right.” Jane played along. “All bow down before the master archmage!”

“Thank you, thank you. I accept oaths of loyalty and bribes of coffee.”

Suddenly serious, Jane said, “I need you to [Grow] me coffee, Dad.”

“Oh my GODS yes. I need coffee too. I have a long mental list and coffee is on that list.”

“I’m still waiting on those potatoes, too. I wasn’t kidding about that.”

Erick looked up at the house, then to the left, at a flat orange surface large enough for many various things. “We have room for a garden. Gonna have to turn that stone into dirt, though. Not sure about how that works.” Erick turned to Poi. “Any ideas?”

“The sewers are 10 meters down; everything else is rocky soil except for the first 3 meters below the city’s surface. That space is solid stone and already plumbed to wick water away from the city and into the sewers. [Stoneshape] in the streets or past 1 meter depth is illegal, but you are able to turn the stone in your front yard to sand, and then enrich that sand into soil however you feel you can. You can buy compost or soil from the Farmer’s Market to speed up the process. I would suggest adding a drain to whatever growing field you choose to create, especially if you’re going to rain for a whole day.”

“Thank you, Poi.” Erick said, “Hear that?”

Jane called out from somewhere inside, “Can’t hear you! Exploring!”

Erick decided to go explore his new house, too.

An hour later Al showed up and helped Erick and Jane fix the little melted bits that remained from Jane’s new spell. Al was impressed, though. As a generalized reconstruction spell, Jane’s spell was one of the better ones Al had seen. She could hire herself out for multiple gold a day with that spell, if she wanted. Some adventurer in town was always damaging something somewhere, after all.

As Al worked, Erick was falling in love with his new house.

Ceilings tall enough for an orcol, amenities sized for humans, all the ambiance of stone. Orange and yellow stone walls, all bright and happy. This was the best interior of house he had ever owned. Al even did a little plumbing, though there was no turning any of it off; water pressure kept water flowing up from down below, through two fountains and down the drains. One fountain in the kitchen, the other in what would become the garden area. Al even adjusted the front yard for a garden. It was sand right now, but that would change with a trip to the Farmer’s Market.

Standing outside, Erick just stared at the exterior of the house for a while.

He was in love. After a lot more fussing from Jane, she was in love, too. 

Jane wanted ‘Victorian Architecture’. Al had never heard of ‘Victorian Architecture’. Eventually Al had given up trying to understand Jane and just did what he knew how to do; he was an accredited Stonemage after all. He had done houses in every popular style of the last hundred years. ‘Victorian’ was kind of like ‘Newood’. Whatever it was or wasn’t, the style Al chose was close enough to what Jane wanted that she was happy, and therefore Erick was happy. Al wasn’t exactly happy; Jane kept asking him to fix small details.

But the style was good for rainy climates!

Al was happier when Erick said he was buying dinner. 

Jane insisted that no, she was buying dinner. She had found two thousand, three hundred and fifty gold in rads, out in the desert. She was flush with cash… for now. Gaining the [Polymorph] skill would likely cost her 1500G.

            


031


                Erick’s first night in his stone house was a lot easier after Al installed proper bathroom fixtures. Having a working toilet, even if it was just a raised hole in the ground with water running across the bottom, was a good thing. No sink or shower, though. Only [Cleanse]. That was probably the hardest thing to adjust to, when it came to living in Spur. 

In other, non desert cities, there might be cisterns in every building, or fresh water pumped in from reservoirs; Spur only had extra running water 3 months out of the year. Al would have to go around town and shut off three out of every four water sources in 45 days, when the underground water table usually dropped.

But that was a problem for the future. The people in the Courthouse were already thinking of extra ways to capture Erick’s rain. Reservoirs were already being built; Al had worked on a few of them, in fact. 

The next morning everyone went their separate ways. Jane to her guild to do some adventurey stuff and buy kitchen things. Al back to work. Erick went to the Mage guild for some odd jobs and to meet more of the locals. Watching Jane whip out that big [Mend] spell lit a fire in him; his own [Mend] was still almost a thousand casts from level 10.

Erick's jobs took him to the Atriz Household, where the pinkscale nanny Redalia was all too happy to receive him. She was more reserved than normal, and her five charges were the same; they were screaming, playing, until Erick showed up, then they were silent, hiding around corners and peeking out when Erick wasn’t looking. Erick [Cleanse]d their house, and [Mend]ed several broken toys. 

Eventually, Redalia confessed, “I cannot believe that you are still doing these jobs, Archmage.”

Erick smiled. “How else would I get to know my neighbors?”

“Still… Thank you for your assistance.” Redalia glanced behind her. Her kids were quietly staring at Erick from around a door. Redalia whispered behind a raised hand, “I don’t have to use The Cage when you’re here. It’s a nice change.”

His jobs took him to new neighbors. To people he had seen on the streets but never spoken to. 

His jobs took him to people he knew, but did not know where they lived. Like Anhelia’s house, which was in a mixed district of dragonkin and incani. She welcomed him with a smile and a tray of purple plum cookies, and the task of [Mend]ing a sitting room with glass antique cases that a client had destroyed in anger. She tipped him an extra gold.

Everyone wanted to talk, to chat, to shoot the shit. It was nice. Erick felt like he was really a part of the town. But everyone wanted to know why he was still doing these jobs.

“There’s a lot of jobs on those boards! Someone has to do them.”

“Well that’s alright, I suppose. Here: I just finished making these cakes/pies/cookies, have some.”

Erick didn’t need to eat lunch after his morning of indulgence. Instead, he went straight to the woodworkers in town to buy some furniture. Sleeping on beds Jane made from [Conjure Item] was alright, for a short while, but it was not a long term solution. He needed more kitchen stuff, too, but Jane was going after all that, except for the stove. Al had gifted Erick the stove they had used in their apartment.

Erick wandered down to the working side of the city, near the east gate. Over here the buildings were much larger; the space necessary for larger industries like metal working and furniture making. Erick soon found what he was looking for: A warehouse kind of store with wooden furniture displayed on the outside and half of its land dedicated to [Grow]ing specific strains of trees.

In the middle of the woodworkers store, Erick felt a pang of happiness. He did not realize how happy he would be buying new furniture. There were beds and chairs and tables and everything else to get! And the process they used to make the furniture was also quite captivating. Erick watched workers [Grow] trees and then chop them down, to slice them into planks with metal tools and bring the whole thing together with [Woodshape], which was a tier 2 spell combining [Watershape] and [Grow].

A greenscale man walked over to Erick. “How can I help you, Archmage Flatt?”

“I have no idea! This is all quite fascinating to watch!” Erick paused. He said, “No. Wait. Yes. I came here for furniture. How does that work? I see you have wares for sale, but I’m looking to outfit a whole house.”

“New place? Never been furnished?”

Erick smirked. “The rumor mill is well informed.”

“It’s not that large of a town.” Greenscale smiled, then said, “Either you can pick out what you want and the guys will deliver it to you, or we can come and check the place out and give you an estimate for the whole property. We do everything, from cabinets to beds to sofas to bookcases; any wooden furniture you could possibly want.”

“How much for two— No. Three bedrooms. Three beds like that one.” Erick pointed at a king sized bed, well made, thick and sturdy, like the orcol-furniture at Al’s place. “And some dressers like that one. Probably just six pieces of furniture right now.”

“35 G per bedroom set, which includes a bed like that, one of those dressers, some tables of assorted sizes that can either remain tables or become simple writing desks, and your choice of bookshelves or shelves. Mattresses and other cloth products are not included. Would you be interested in a dining room set, too?”

Seemed expensive, but reasonable. Better than clothing prices on Market Street. He was buying nice furniture, after all. How much did a mattress cost, though?

Erick said, “I am interested in a dining room set, but I don’t see anything I like except your beds and dressers. I’m going to shop around and be back later.”

Greenscale countered, “32 G per bedroom set. Dining room set for 30; draw up any design you want. My people can work with you on site through all the pieces you purchase. You won’t get a better deal in Spur, or a faster job done. We can do the whole thing in a week and move everything there ourselves.”

Erick glanced toward Poi.

Poi nodded, oh so little that it was hard to tell he nodded at all.

Erick told Greenscale, “Sold.”

Greenscale smiled wide. “Half up front, half upon completion.”

Erick scrunched his face. “Is that normal?”

Poi said, “Yes, sir.”

Greenscale moved toward the cashier’s desk, saying, “I can draw up the paperwork right now.”

Erik followed him to the register. “Where would I find mattresses and such?”

“We work with them, all the time.” Greenscale pointed out the front door, to across the street. “The mattresses in the store here are theirs; they have more products you might like.”

Erick smiled wide. “Very good!”

 

- - - -

 

Erick spent way too much money.

And then he turned to Poi, and said, “I forgot to buy your stuff.”

“No need, sir. I can furnish my own living quarters; I already have various things I can bring to your home from the barracks.”

“Really?” Erick said, “I feel like I’m using you. It’s not a good feeling.”

“Speaking of, sir. We should drop by both the Farmer’s Council and the Courthouse to finalize some details on your terms of employment.”

Erick grumbled. “You think I’m being used, too.”

“In the same way any responsible member of society is used by the rest of us.”

“Hmm. Well. I suppose that’s not bad, then.”

Erick headed toward the Courthouse.

 

- - - -

 

Erick read through the contract for the third time. It wasn’t very long; only three pages of normal sized script. But it was hand written, like all of the books and papers and everything else he had seen on all his time on Veird, and Hera’s handwriting was a bit… loopy. Nice to look at; hard to read. 

He set the contract down. He said, “Let me make sure I am understanding all of this correctly: I get paid 20G per day, and then 5% of the taxes gathered from farmland rentals, paid monthly. I am expected to provide 24 hours of rain per tenday week, however the Farmer’s Council decides to split the hours. Meat sales are different, as we don’t know if they’ll be monstrous or not. If they are monstrous, then I will be getting 5% of the profit of all monster meat sales raised on the farms— The deal I already worked out with the Farmer’s Council. If the meat is not monstrous, then that whole system will be scrapped, and all I get is 5% of the farmland tax.”

Hera and Silverite sat across the table.

On his side of the table, Erick sat with Al. 

Erick had swung by the Sewerhouse and asked Al to come along, and reading these terms, it was a good thing he did. Al didn’t speak, but he didn’t need to; Erick saw the annoyance written on his brown-green orcol face. 

He asked, “How much in taxes does the current growing season generate? How much is 5%, each quarter?”

Hera looked over some paperwork in front of her, and said, “Spur rents 10 by 10 plots of land for 1 silver per day in the water season to anyone who wants a plot of land and proves themselves able to utilize that land for the benefit of the city. The Farmer’s Council currently owns all 922 farm contracts, and they pay Spur 92 gold each day for that privilege, or roughly 8300 gold per water season. 

“They make about 20 times that amount, or something like 160000 gold, divided however they divide it among all of their roughly 300 people. For three months of back breaking work, each of those people makes 550 gold on average, or 6 gold per day. But the cost for itinerant farmers to live in Spur is roughly 2 gold a day. So the average take is 380 gold per 3 month season, per person.” Hera paused. 

Hera said, “But that’s for the farmers. For you, right now, 5% of Spur’s farmland rental taxes, paid monthly, would be 138 gold. With the expansion of the farms expected to add 5 more 9 square kilometer blocks of farmland, for…” She read over her notes. “A total of about 5400 ten by ten plots, or 540 gold per day in taxes, for a 30 day 5% cut of … 810 gold.” Hera looked up from the papers, and smiled. She quickly added, “As long as things work out like we think they’ll work out, you will get an additional 810 gold per month in addition to the guaranteed 600 you get from the 20G daily pay… in addition to whatever monster meat deals might occur outside of the scope of this contract.” 

Erick sat back for a moment.

“Those are certainly a lot of numbers. Thank you for them. But.” Erick said, “I don’t know what sort of deals most of the people get around Spur, but this offer seems a bit low considering I have been working in the Sewerhouse for a while. I know how much that public office creates, and Al’s cut is 25%. 5% in farmland taxes? For 3 more quarters of growing season? How about 25%.”

Silverite said, “You have to understand that Al does—”

“40%” Erick replied.

Silverite said, “What you have to understand, is that you will be devaluing a great deal of that work. Many people will—”

“Fif—”

“No. Archmage Flatt.” Determination steeled Silverite’s voice, “Do not test me on this. Please. Let me finish.”

Maybe he was pushing too hard? Erick nodded, letting Silverite have the floor. 

“Thank you.” Silverite continued, softer than before. “If this works, we are going to transition into something more sustainable. What you have to understand, is that you are simultaneously creating a great opportunity, as well as devaluing a current way of life. And I mean that very literally. The 810 gold per month Hera stated is based on current operations. The 1 silver price for a plot of land will likely drop to 5 copper, or less, meaning you would get an extra 400G per month.

“The harvests will come slower and more methodical, with active harvests occurring only during your rain, instead of ripping everything we can out of the land, though I’m sure some of that will still happen. If Spur can become a year round breadbasket of the area, trade routes will open. We’re not the only city out here in the Crystal Forest. Not only are Frontier and Kal’Duresh looking to purchase food, so are many other places. Like Vindin to the far north, and Outpost to the north west.

“We will be transitioning into something better for everyone, and a much higher population. This means Spur will need money to pay people in the Courthouse and the Army, and especially in the Guard. Don’t forget: we’re going to need to protect all that new land out there. Monsters crawl out of the Forest all the time. Spur is expanding, Archmage. This is going to take a lot of money and we are going to get most of this money from farmland revenue, until we can transition to a more stable adventuring-based economy. Please don’t butcher the golden chicken, looking for eggs that aren’t there yet.

“And don’t forget: This entire system might not work. This is a very unstable proposition, because it all depends on one person. This all depends on you.” 

Erick looked at Al. He wasn’t frowning anymore. Al nodded.

Erick said, “I hear what you’re saying. 10%”

Silverite countered, “7% and no more.” She added, “And keep this close to your heart: if people come here and try to set up a life and you fail them, I won’t be able to save you from a mob of angry farmers. I’ll try, but I won’t be able to. No one will.”

“… Deal.” 

Erick held out his hand. Silverite shook it, as Hera made adjustments to the contract.

Silverite signed first. Erick signed second. 

Silverite sat back, gently smiling. “Thank you for coming to Spur, Erick. This old city is going to see some major changes going forward. So take care of yourself!”

“Thank you, Silverite.” Erick paused, realizing there was something else to ask Silverite. “Do you know about the [Polymorph] spell? My daughter is thinking about becoming a Polymage.”

She hummed in silent thought. 

Erick added, “She took Scion of Balance yesterday, if that makes a difference.”

“Scion of Balance makes a major difference.” Silverite nodded, saying, “Advise her to put all her extra points into Willpower from now on. Polymage is a good Class, if you can navigate the troubles of changing your body into monstrous forms. 25 Willpower is the minimum safe number, but 30 to 35 is a much better range. Does she already have [Polymorph]?”

“I’ll tell her that.” Erick smiled. “And no, she does not. She captured some juvenile mimics from the Forest and she’s taking them to an alchemist, but I’m not sure what happens past that point.”

“I’m sure she can find the relevant people in the Adventurer’s District. How is Poi working out for you?”

Poi was outside of the room right now.

Erick said, “He’s great. Already picked out a room in the house.”

“Would you be opposed to a few more guards stationed in your home?”

Erick felt a chill. “… Do I need them?”

“Only if you want them. Poi was stationed in and out of Ar’Kendrithyst for the last several years; there are more like him who would prefer to have some quiet downtime outside of the Dead City, and yet remain employed in the Army, without having to reposition to the Guard during their leave.”

“I’ll think about it.” Erick stood. “Timetable for rain is still up to the Council, correct?”

“Correct. Good day, Erick.”

“Good day to you, too.”

Erick collected Poi in the hallway, and together with Al, they left the Courthouse.

 

- - - -

 

Halfway down the Courthouse steps, Erick asked Poi, “Do you have any friends that would like a… a vacation? I guess? In my house? Silverite put forth that some other soldiers would like some downtime without having to transition out of the Army.”

Poi smiled. “I know several people who would appreciate such ‘time off’.”

“Not too many, though.” Erick frowned. “This is all kinda weird for me and Silverite suggesting I needed more guards is kinda freaking me out.”

“I understand, sir.”

Al nudged Erick. “You’re going to be as rich as me! Stop worrying and enjoy it all, already.”

Erick tried to smile. But instead, he said, “I get the distinct feeling that the one incident Killzone told me about was the only incident that was palatable enough to tell me about.”

Al laughed, then slapped Erick on the back. “You worry too much! But we can do some [Ward] work and get you some of the better [Ward]s. Maybe this will make you feel better? And if not: there is always beer!”

Erick chuckled. “Yeah. Let’s do that.” 

Poi remained silent.

 

- - - -

 

The three of them stood outside of Erick’s house, in the vast, open stone fields of the Human District. 

Several glittering white spherical [Ward]s were scattered around, alongside several glittering no-color [Ward]s. Al tossed a stone into his no-color [Ward]. The stone caught on gravity and flowed around the spherical space, bobbing back and forth through the air, eventually settling into a hover in the middle of the sphere.

Al tossed a stone into the white [Ward]. 

The stone bounced right back out.

Al did not yell, but he did speak loudly, “I do not understand how you are this bad at [Ward]ing. I don’t understand how anyone is this bad. This is basic spellwork.”

“I’m feeling some deja vu, aren’t you?”

Al went silent, staring at Erick. Al walked away.

Erick didn’t try to stop Al. He went back to his [Ward] work. Meditation kept his mana higher than it would have been; Clarity ensured the whole endeavor was a lot cheaper than otherwise.

 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 

It truly was an ungodly large blue box.

Erick dismissed the box and went back to trying to making a proper [Gravity Ward]. [Gravity Ward] was a weird kind of magic, and that made Erick hesitant. Usually, when he tried to do weird magic, it worked out for him. It usually worked out too well. 

The problem with [Gravity Ward] is that he didn’t want to accidentally create a miniature black hole.

Erick whispered a small prayer to Rozeta, “Rozeta, if you can hear this, I do not want to create a black hole. Do not let this happen.”

[Gravity Ward].

A glittering white sphere appeared in front of Erick. He waited. He watched.

Success! No black hole!

Erick picked up a stone and tossed it into the sphere.

It fell through the sphere and clattered against the ground. Nothing else happened. He threw another stone into the sphere. More clattering. Again, nothing. More stones indicated that the [Gravity Ward] might look like it was there, but it wasn’t actually doing anything at all. 

Hmm.

[Gravity Ward].

He tossed a stone into the new [Gravity Ward]. This one caught on something and gently fell up, then hit the top of the [Ward] and fell back down. The stone proceeded to roll across the edge of the spherical [Ward] until clattering back to the ground. 

Erick chuckled. 

Al was angry that Erick couldn’t work a proper [Gravity Ward]. Possibly more angry than he had been when Erick failed at lightwarding, weeks ago, the day after the attack on the Sewerhouse.

Erick couldn’t work [Gravity Ward] properly, but magic was still truly wondrous. He had cast both of his most recent [Gravity Ward]s with the basic idea of ‘pulling everything toward the center’. Whatever changed from the first to the second, or through the 7 he had made previous, was beyond Erick. He thought he had done every single one the same, but apparently he hadn’t. 

Thankfully, though, nothing like a black hole had formed. That would have been terrifying. The whole [Gravity Ward] experience was kinda terrifying enough as it was.

Maybe he should move on to something else for a little while. He hadn’t tried wardlights any time recently. Those had been fun. Now he had [Ward X] and a whole lot more experience with magic. Maybe this time would be different?

Now… How did this go? Have an idea and flash out 50 mana, quick as a whip?

[Special Ward].

A brilliant white, head-sized orb appeared in front of Erick, spilling radiance across the orange and yellow stone ground. Erick smiled at the lightward. It worked. It worked, perfectly. 

[Special Ward].

Another brilliant white lightorb appeared. Good. Good. Let’s try for something slightly different.

[Special Ward].

A brilliant sunlight orb appeared, a replica of the sun above, done in miniature. Erick looked as close as he could without blinding himself, but could swear that there were eddies of yellow-orange light on the lightward’s surface, and maybe even miniature solar flares.

[Special Ward].

Another sunlight orb.

[Special Ward].

Another sunlight orb. 

“Ha ha! I got it!”

… And now for something slightly more different. Erick focused on the same process, but smashed the idea with a shattering hammer at the last moment.

A shattered sunorb appeared, fractal at the edges and glittering sunlight in all directions as it gently moved around itself, like some kind of crazy three dimensional kaleidoscope. It was even better than the one he had accidentally made during his failed lightwarder test; this one moved upon itself!

“I love it.” Erick said, “This is amazing. Good job, Magic.”

One more test to go. Erick focused the color blue, then took a mental step to the left, away from the reds and yellows, toward the shorter wavelengths of light, just past the visible.

[Special Ward].

A pale blue orb appeared, misty and insubstantial. He looked at his tunic; no glow. Erick realized the problem. The sun was high in the sky—

“No wait! No problem at all.”

[Stoneshape].

Erick pulled up a clump of stone and formed it into a thin sheet, dense enough to block the sun, wide enough to block a lot of light. One clump didn’t go very far. So he brought up four clumps and turned them into more stone sheets. He held them around himself and the blue orb, blocking out a lot of the sun.

“Success!” Erick cackled with laughter, “I did it!”

His off-white tunic was glowing in the light of the blacklight orb. Erick pushed the stone sheets into the ground and stepped away from his blacklight orb. And then he scratched his head.

It could be a fluke. 

He looked at the lightwards he had made. Every orb came out exactly how he wanted. But to be sure, he created another blacklight orb, and another fractured sun ‘orb’. They appeared, exactly how Erick wanted them to appear.

Something had changed. It was a lot easier to make the kinds of lightwards he wanted. Maybe it was all the practice he had gotten in with his daily personal absorption [Ward]. Maybe it was the fact that [Ward] had reached level 10. Something had changed, and Erick had no idea what.

“Whatever! It’s magic! Magic can be mysterious. It can have secrets.”

Erick liked it that way.

[Gravity Ward].

Erick threw a stone into the fresh [Ward]. It lazily caught on some hidden current and drifted toward the center, to rest there. To outside observers it looked like it was hovering, but to the rock, it probably seemed at rest. 

Ah!

That’s a better way to think about it. No black holes here. Just higher potential energy on the edge of the [Ward], and 0 potential energy in the center. Let’s not touch any thoughts of ‘gravitons’ or ‘the higgs particle’.

[Gravity Ward].

This time the rock he threw ‘fell’ straight to the center of the gravity ward, and after wobbling for a bit, stayed there, looking to all outside observers like it was hovering.

“Cool.” Erick said, “Now Al said to try with a Mana Shaping to bring the ‘center’ of the well to a point easy to reach from outside of the [Gravity Ward]. I also need to be able to designate specific objects.”

Erick watched the flow of mana, imagining it catching only what he wanted caught, and bringing those objects to a point at the edge of a warped [Ward]. Mana moved through the air as Erick began to cast.

Mana Shaping.

[Gravity Ward].

A cone with a rounded bottom appeared, the cone point pointed at Erick. Erick walked to the side, studying the space with Meditation active. Streamers of mana were flowing through the weird cone [Ward] and stopping at the point.

Erick picked up a stone and tossed it into the [Ward]. The stone hit the edge and flowed through the space well enough, but it started whipping around as it got closer to the cone’s point. It flung out of the [Gravity Ward] well before it reached 0 potential energy.

Erick looked at his mana. He was kinda low. If he had Scion of Focus, he would already be full; he wouldn’t need to stop to Rest. But he had enough mana left for two more spells. Maybe he could solve his [Gravity Ward] problem now that he knew what to aim for.

Erick experimented with cutting the personal gravity of everything in the space to a lot less than what they actually had, to make them practically weightless, so that they moved slow enough to not fling themselves out of the [Ward]. He combined this with the differences in potential energy from the outside edge to designated sink, to be as little as possible, so that there would be no stones or anything whipping around.

[Gravity ward].

Erick threw a stone into the [Ward]. The stone caught, and slowly flowed down to the designated catch at the side of the [Gravity Ward]. But something didn’t feel right. He had to test this [Gravity Ward] with other objects, but all he had were rocks. He had to improvise. 

Haoock—ptew!

Erick spat into the [Ward]. His loogie caught, and sunk down to the gravity sink.

“Ah. Not exactly what I wanted.”

That [Gravity Ward] worked out well enough, but it caught everything, and thus it was a failure. 

And with that thought, Erick created the next [Gravity Ward] with the idea of focusing on decreasing the mass of everything with a specific gravity, like only light things turned near-weightless, or only heavy stone turned near-weightless, and thus only those specific things were slowly drawn to the designated 0 potential energy well in the [Ward].

[Gravity Ward].

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 

“Ah ha!” Erick said, “I got it, Poi! [Gravity Strainer].”

Poi said, “Very good, sir.”

Erick threw a stone into the [Ward] he had just created. The stone floated to the sink.

He hocked another loogie into the space, and his spit just fell right through.

“Success!” Erick paused. “Ah. Hmm.”

He realized he was still missing something else to complete his apprenticeship with Al. His [Cleanse Aura]. But his [Cleanse] wasn’t even 10 yet. 

… It wasn’t even level 8 yet. It was almost there, but not quite. [Mend] wasn’t even 10 yet; it was only 8.

… He could work both of those later. 

Right now, he had to go shove [Gravity Strainer] in Al’s face. Bad at [Ward] work? Bah! Look at that fractured sun lightorb. Look at that blacklight orb. Look at this [Gravity Strainer]! Bad at magic? Bah! Al was a bad teacher! 

… Erick was probably a bad student, too, so… There’s that.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat down on a stone stool, on one side of a stone table. Al sat on the other side.

Al stared at Erick’s spell. He had been making adjustments to the kitchen when Erick walked in; creating counters and a cold box, a dining table, making the sink a bit bigger and sturdier, a hood for the range and a stone oven space to put a heating [Ward] inside. Now he was just reading Erick’s spell over a few times.

Eventually Al dismissed the spell, saying, “This is the best version of the spell you could possibly have gotten. People try for years and never achieve this. Mine only works on rads because that’s what I was going for. Your spell can do anything.”

Erick whipped out a shattered sun lightward, saying, “And I figured out how to make these things. And this, too!” He whipped out a blacklight orb. Inside of the house, even with smaller light orbs in the corner of the stone room, the blacklight made Erick’s shirt glow. “I’m going to take them to the Mage’s Guild and see who wants to buy one. Anhelia expressed great interest. Ah. I need to get lightward certified, first.” 

Al laughed. “You’re really motivated, aren’t you?

A sudden bout of melancholy struck. 

“Yeah. I am.” Erick said, “It’s all because Jane’s… Rather more motivated than I thought possible. I didn’t expect her to take [Cleanse] and [Mend], too, and then surpass me so easily. She whipped that reconstruction spell out with practically no effort—” He paused. He said, “Ah. No. That’s wrong. She earned that herself. Not like she unlocked [Mend] at level 10, or Mana Shaping at 10, either. I’m just a bit jealous, is all. And I worry that I won’t be able to keep up with her… That she’s leaving. That she won’t be safe out there on her own.”

“Like how she constantly worries about you?” Al smirked. “It’s kind of cute, really.”

Erick scoffed. “She’s going where I can never follow. I’ve made as much peace with that as I feel is possible. I just didn’t expect her to jump up to level 32. And now she’s talking about turning into monsters? It’s all a bit much, Al.”

Al shook his head. He said, “The early levels are easy. Crystal Mimics are all around level 30. The way levels work is that it’s very easy to get to a plateau because certain monsters are naturally certain levels, but very hard to get much higher than that. Jane likely killed one mimic in the beginning, and if she did it herself, jumped all the way up to 24.” Al looked at Erick. “For your own concerns, you only need to kill two or three Mimics to be a lot safer than you are.”

“I might not be as safe as you, or Jane, but I certainly feel a lot better these days, even with all this craziness with the rain and Particle Magic.” Erick looked to the door of the kitchen. “Having Poi around helps.”

Al smiled. “I remember you jumping in fright all the time!”

“Ugh. Yes. Thank god that’s… Mostly gone.”

Al laughed.

Erick almost laughed, but then he had a thought.

He had a thought, which may or may not have been a very important thought. Maybe there was a real reason his magic was weird in the beginning, and worked out a lot better when he was playing around with stuff he knew, like lightning.

“What?” Al asked, “You’re thinking about something.”

“I am thinking about something.”

There was a simple enough test for Erick’s growing hypothesis. 

[Special Ward].

A perfectly formed, tiny sun appeared on top of the table, exactly how Erick envisioned. Even the tiny solar prominence were beautifully crafted, arcing away from the tiny sun.

Now for the test.

Erick thought of Jane dying as a monster, of Jane and him both exiled from Spur and left to wander the deadly desert, of assassins' knives in the dark. Of his magic causing horrible destruction. 

A cold terror bloomed in his chest.

[Special Ward].

A malformed ball of yellow and purple light flickered back and forth.

Erick breathed a few times, ridding himself of the worst of his cloying fears. 

“Hey, Al. Say something nice to me.”

Al laughed. “You have beautiful eyes.”

Erick felt his face flush as fear evaporated under a much more fun emotion: lust.

[Special Ward].

A brilliant sunlight orb appeared. 

It worked!

Erick said, “You have nice eyes, too, Al. And fangs. I didn’t think those would be hot, but they are!”

Al laughed, happy. He pointed toward the newest orb. “What was that about?”

“Fear is the mind killer. Apparently.” 

Al scrunched his face. “Is it?”

“Maybe not for you, which —if that’s true— is about as unfair as how handsome your whole face is, even scrunched up like that.”

Al smiled.

Erick pointed to the failed lightward, and said, “It’s all rather evident, isn’t it? The first time I tried making lightwards was the day after the attack on the Sewerhouse. I was pretty fearful then. It’s rather easy to call up that fear, even today. With this test I just proved that, for me, at least, magic works better when I'm emotionally primed to work that magic.” Erick added, “It certainly helps that while some things are still terrifying, magic is not one of them. It never was. It’s all rather… beautiful.” Erick looked at Al. “Very beautiful.” 

Al smiled. He stood. “Want to see how the Sewerhouse restructure is progressing?”

Erick stood. “Yes.”

 

- - - -

 

Poi waited outside the Sewerhouse for Erick and Al to return to the surface.

Erick followed Al down into the depths, the roaring river a reminder of more fearful times. But when Erick arrived at the river room, it was well lit, with light orbs inside the water, too. The river still churned and roared, but it wasn’t a tenth as scary as before.

Thinking about it, practicing magic this close to something that had terrified him, had likely played a great role in mutating his early attempts at magic. He would have to bring up this theory with Zago, or someone else; Al didn’t seem to think it was true.

Erick followed Al past the river room, to a circular room with ten doors. It appeared even Al was planning for the city to expand. The huge vault door wasn’t present, though. 

“What happened to the huge vault door?”

Al smiled. “This iteration is a lot more complicated than the old one, though the basic principle still holds. This design was one of the originals; all others came after. Savral and Bacci will know the correct way, but for now, we can just poke into one of them.” Al opened the second nearest door. “All of the correct ones look like this, now.”

On the other side of the door was a short staircase leading down. Light orbs showed the way. 

Erick followed Al to a settling pool a few stories down. It looked similar to the pools from before. A wide cavern, maybe 20 yards across, with dirty water rushing into a hemispherical pool maybe 15 yards across and half that deep. A stretch of stone arced over the water; if someone were to cast a [Cleanse Aura] in the middle, they would hit the entire pool.

But the sewer intake this time was a simple tunnel, 1 yard wide. The outflows were hidden below the sides of the rim walkway. The water itself was murky, like always, but there was much less substance to it than the full settling pools Erick had seen before. A layer of [Ward] kept any smells on the other side of an invisible barrier; the air around Erick only smelled of river water, and that smell had followed them from the previous room.

This was all nice to see; the Sewerhouse would once again be open for business. But this wasn’t what he expected when Al suggested to ‘Show Erick the new Sewerhouse’. Erick thought there had been some sort of connection between them. He smiled to himself, and realized that he’d have to be a lot more direct in the future.

Al pointed to the walkway over the water, and said, “Go try out your new spell.”

Aurify.

[Cleanse].

[Cleanse] ticked up to level 8 after three seconds, which was a good thing, because Erick wasn’t going to hit the whole pool on [Cleanse 7].

The water in front of Erick cleared, thick not-air exploding from the pool to catch upon the [Ward] above the water, to then flow away down the outflow. 5 Mana a second was pretty easy considering he had 600 mana. Still, it was a drain, and 5 mana a second was a hefty dumbbell; much more than [Force Shrapnel]’s 5 mana every 2 seconds. Still, he maintained. He stepped onto the walkway, holding onto the rail. He walked to the center, over the pool. [Cleanse 8] would normally hit an 8 yard sphere, but Aurify 2 ‘doubled’ that range.

The point was, that Erick was thankful that his 16 yard diameter [Cleanse] touched every part of the settling pool, as soon as he settled into his spot in the middle of the space. He looked down. The water was crystal clear; pure. Erick smiled. 

Rain was a big deal to Spur, but if [Cleanse] ever made it back to Earth… 

[Cleanse] on Earth would cause catastrophic environmental damage, because no one would care about the environment anymore, and also solve so, so many problems. Like toxic waste, and CO2 emissions, and pharmaceuticals in the ocean.

Erick looked down at the pure water. Magic was wonderful.

[Gravity Strainer: Rad].

The air flexed as a series of gravity tunnels conjured up from the water, like wheat growing to harvest size, their points all joined together in front of Erick’s outstretched hand. Tiny glittering rads flowed up from that water. 

A stone bowl appeared at Erick’s side. He looked over, Al had [Stoneshaped] him a bowl. Erick took the bowl and held it under the gravity tunnels, just in time for a stream of powdered crystal and tiny rads to fall into the orange vessel. 

After a few more seconds, the rads and dust stopped coming. Erick cut the [Gravity Strainer] first. Once he was sure that was gone, he cut his [Cleanse]. The world swam around him for a brief second, but he held on tight to the railing, and the stone bowl. He blinked. He turned to Al, holding the bowl. 

“Success!” he said.

“Success!” Al agreed.

Erick looked at his [Cleanse]. 

Still only level 8.

 




	
Cleanse 8, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 

Exp: 640/3400








 

He could pop that out to level 10 by the end of the day, maybe, if he focused on nothing but that. He had done similar stretches with [Grow].

Erick walked over to Al and handed him the bowl. 

Al took the bowl, saying, “Too bad you cannot become a Stonemage. I could leave this whole job to you.”

Erick laughed. “You’re not going anywhere on me, are you?”

Al smiled. “No. But it’s always good to have a backup. I approve of you taking more soldiers into your home. The Army is full of strong young men and women.”

Erick sighed. “I wonder how much they aren’t telling me. Maybe I am a bit weak compared to the rest of you, but I can handle truths. At least I think I can.”

“You wear yourself clearly and the people of Spur are all accustomed to fighting monsters; they see that you are not comfortable like they are.” Al said, “But you did not flinch once on the walk down to these dark depths. You are growing.”

Erick laughed. “Maybe I am.”

Erick followed Al out of the room.

Al closed the door behind them, saying, “Mog’s classes will be good for you.”

“Yeah.” Erick nodded. “I gotta go take some of those, too.”

They walked up staircases, but Al stopped just before the river room. He turned to Erick.

Al said, “I don’t do relationships, not since my… I don’t do relationships. I still wish to keep you as a friend, and I hope that you can be content with the same.”

Erick froze. He quickly thawed. He chuckled, saying, “That’s fine. I like you as a friend, too.” He teased, “I’m sorry if I’ve ogled you overmuch.”

Al laughed. “You can ogle all you want.” He flexed a massive arm, and winked at Erick. “We orcol are supremely beautiful creatures. Some of us do not like this fact, but I am not one of them.”

Al was an 8 and a half foot tall muscular man with brown green skin, rugged features, whose flowing desert sultan mobster clothes did not leave much to the imagination. All orcol were like him, in their own unearthly rugged ways. Some flaunted it, others hid it, and right now Al was flaunting. Erick's heart beat hard, and for a brief moment, his hormones surged like a teenager's. 

Erick tried not to stare overmuch. He changed the subject, “It has to be magic, right? Orcol always give me funny looks when I look. I try not to stare, but it’s impossible.”

Al put down his arm. He smiled. “It’s the Touch of Aloethag, the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality. We know when people are watching.”

Erick lamented, “All these beautiful people and I can’t look at a single one.”

Al laughed again, loud and boisterous. 

 

- - - -

 

At the top of the stairs, Al paused again. 

He turned to Erick. “If you still feel this way, we might have a date once you reach level 50.” 

Erick scoffed, “Level 50!”

Al quickly turned away, adding, “And not before.” He went stock still. He said, “I shouldn’t have said anything. Forget I even said that. We are not ever dating.”

Erick joked, “I don’t knoooow~! Women and men might be throwing themselves at my feet, soon enough. Level 50 might be waiting too long~”

Al looked at him, trying to suppress a smile. “We are never dating, but if you hit level 50 and you still have no one, I might still be here.”

“Why level 50 though?”

A veil of sorrow seemed to fall across Al. He spoke, his voice full of pain, “You burn too brightly, and I am scared of loss.”

Ah.

That was a sobering thought. 

Erick nodded, and said, “I understand.”

 

- - - -

 

Back home, by himself, Erick began working toward a clearer future. 

Poi was there, of course, but he didn’t really count. He just watched out for threats and probably gossiped with his fellow army buddies with [Telepathy], or something.

Anywho! Erick began working toward a clearer, better future, by first leveling all his magic. 

[Cleanse] popped to level X after entirely too much mana. Holy shit, he had been neglecting his own future. He was almost at his 5250 cap for the day; he hadn’t been paying much attention to the actual amount of mana he had been spending, but he felt that familiar sluggishness in his bones near the end of leveling [Cleanse]. Exhaustion was coming.

And then, with one more expenditure, a blue box appeared. 

 




	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.








 

Aurify 2 jumped [Cleanse Aura] from 10m to 20m, though that number wasn’t represented in the actual box. There were a lot of things about spells that weren’t reflected in their boxy descriptions. Like [Cleanse], for instance, also cleaned the air, restoring oxygen and doing a whole bunch of other stuff, probably even purging cancer from the body, for all Erick knew. Cancer was a corruption, wasn’t it? Or was it a disease?

Erick asked Poi, “Do you guys have cancer on Veird?”

“What is ‘cancer’, sir?”

“Ah…” How to explain it… Erick tried, “When there are tumors or growths in the body that are not the result of some monster, but just what happens to people, usually as they’re growing older.”

Poi thought for a moment. He looked in the air.

He said, “Cancer does exist sometimes, but [Cleanse] purges that from the body. You only ever find this strange corruption in certain cultures who choose not to use [Cleanse], but those kinds of cultures abhor the Script entirely. You occasionally find people with this affliction in the Wasteland Kingdoms to the far west. Sometimes they travel here, or to Kal’Duresh, to seek a [Cleanse] from anyone who will not care to trace them back to their Kingdoms.”

“… Cancer. Growths inside the body. You’re sure?”

Poi looked into the air. After a moment, he spoke. “Growths inside organ tissue and bones are the most common, though breast tissue is also high on that list. If there is a growth in the brain it is much harder to treat, because the void left from that vanished growth might collapse the surrounding brain tissue. This outcome is usually more dangerous than the ‘brain tumor’ itself. If the person survives, there are almost always personality shifts.”

Erick started laughing, and he didn’t stop until he couldn’t laugh anymore; tears streamed down his face and his sides hurt. Breathing was hard, but still the laughter came. The entire time Poi was half concerned, half weirded out, trying to get Erick to stop laughing, and asking him if he was okay.

Eventually, Erick said, “I’m fine, Poi! Truly! I’m fine.” He sighed out, giggled once more, then said, “My mother died of malignant breast cancer, years and years ago. I hardly knew my father, but he died of bone cancer well before that. And here’s the kicker! I’m at their age, the age when they died, right now. It should be my turn to up and die on my daughter. But it’s not! Because I’m here, where you can cure cancer with a [Cleanse].” He looked at Poi. “Do you know how much of a relief it is to know that I won’t die of cancer? Of that slow death that robs you of everything and leaves you shitting out the poison the doctors give you, to try and kill the growths inside of you and not kill you at the same time?” Erick laughed again.

Poi said, “I’m sorry, sir. It sounds like your home was a rough place.”

Erick waved him off. “Just different terrors, I suppose. Here, you have to worry about monsters gobbling you up in the middle of the night.” Erick smirked. “But at least you can stab the monsters of Veird to death, or slice them apart with a spell.”

“Almost always, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

It was getting late in the day. Dinner needed to be made, but the cold box Al had created was empty. Erick would need to get in the habit of putting a [Cold Ward] in there every morning and evening, but for now, the emptiness was the main problem. 

Erick went to the market and got everything he might need for dinner tonight, and for tomorrow. He also got seeds for various vegetables, enough meat to feed ten, a great big iron pot to cook it all in. He was going to make dinner for days, though with Al over it might only last two. Erick also bought two large chef's knives and ordered ten huge burlap sacks of soil. He paid a runner a gold to deliver it all to his house.

Erick followed the cart home. While the runner set the bags of soil by the sandy garden space, Erick started making dinner with strange cuts of red meat, strange herbs, and strange vegetables. He tasted everything before he put it in the pot, of course. He also made sure to chunk the meat and sear it on all sides. When the initial cooking was done, he popped a [Temperature Ward] into the oven space, setting it to what he felt was maybe 350, and placed the pot inside the [Heat Ward].

Even cooking was easy on Veird! He should do this every night.

… Maybe he would.

He looked to the cooking iron pot. Hopefully everything would turn out okay. He had included some bitter herbs that didn’t taste that great, but Poi had suggested Erick put them in. They probably tasted better once cooked. 

 

- - - -

 

Jane showed up with more food and a whole lot of other things besides. Utensils, plates, knives, pans, pots, tea kettles, cups, bowls. Everything anyone could ever want in a kitchen, she bought then organized in the open stone cabinets. She had even planned on cooking dinner, but she was too late! Erick was already on the job, and the stew was starting to smell good. 

Al showed up before sundown, carrying a keg of beer. 

Savral came with him, carrying a tray of cookies, followed by Lanore, Gorgush, and Ikawa, each of them carrying something of a housewarming gift. While Savral and Jane exchanged apologies, everyone else dumped their gifts on Erick, which he gratefully accepted. Blankets, bed sheets, pillows, and cushions. A lot of soft things, which was nice. Lanore even gifted him a flower vase, and all four of the adventurers offered to help paint the exterior or interior with permanent [Special Wards].

“You can do that?” Erick asked, admiring a huge blue blanket Ikawa gave him. “This is so soft. Thank you, Ikawa.”

She gushed, “I wove that pillar thread myself!”

Al asked, “You didn’t think I put real gold on the outside of the Sewerhouse, did you, Erick?”

“I thought it was paint! Not a [Special Ward].” Erick ran a hand over the soft objects Savral’s team had gotten them. “It’s all so lovely. Thank you all, for all of this.” He looked toward the kitchen. He turned back toward his house guests. “I made dinner for 10 people, so let’s eat.”

Gorgush rumbled, “Smells great! I’m hungry.”

It even tasted great, to no one’s surprise except Erick’s. He was not sure everything he put in there was going to work out, but it did! And Savral and Jane were talking again, too. Erick did not think that their fight was over, but at least they were civil.

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, Erick went to the Mage’s Guildhouse. 

He spoke to Sizzi at the front desk, “Guildmaster Zago said to come by when I wanted to learn the prerequisites to the [Fly] spell. That’s what I’m here for.”

Sizzi nodded. She paused. She said, “Her laboratory is at the top of the main tower stairs, Archmage. She has time for you now.”

“Thank you, Sizzi.” 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    [Ward]s blue box truly is too big.
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    There is a very large box in early on in this chapter that might not translate well to mobile. Sorry!



                

                Erick eventually reached a landing at the top of the grey stone stairs. Chairs had been set out like in a small waiting room, while a desk sat in front of an open door. In the other direction was the exterior wall and a great big picture window, giving a wide view of the south. The city of Spur spread out before Erick, and above the grey and orange and yellow stone, loomed the mountainous walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, far in the distance. 

“Eh-hem.”

Erick turned around. Bluescale, Zago’s messenger kid, stood in the doorway to Zago’s laboratory. 

Bluescale said, “She’ll see you now,” then took his space at the desk. 

“Thanks,” Erick said, as he walked through the open door. 

Poi stayed behind. The door remained open.

Zago’s laboratory took up almost the entirety of the top floor of the guildhouse’s larger tower, and though they called it a ‘laboratory’, the room was half as much an office as anything else. Yellow and teal were the dominant colors of the rugs, the drapes, and the fabric cushions of comfy looking chairs. The room was rather similar to Silverite’s office, with collections of books on shelves and doodads everywhere they could fit. But there were also tables set with magic circles, and spiny magic orbs that hovered in one corner of the spacious, greystone room. Two cats, one black one white, lounged in the sun next to a window. 

A great many chalkboards on rolling stands had been scattered around the room, some around tables and full of arcane symbols, some layered against a wall. Zago stood in front of one of the chalkboards right now, but it was a big metal chalkboard; not a thing made of slate like most of the rest of the boards. Dozens of small pieces of paper had been attached to the metal with what were likely magnets, in a grid that could have contained a hundred such papers.

Guildmaster Zago noticed Erick. “Archmage Flatt.” She was floating a book in front of her, but she moved that to a nearby table, setting it on top of several other open books. “Good to see you.” She gestured toward the metal board. “Care to see how many new spells have been discovered, so far?”

Erick was suddenly very interested in that metal chalkboard. He walked over.
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Erick studied the board for a while. The ‘someones’ were actual names, but there was no way in hell Erick would remember any of them. He did take note of some of the names, though. Zago, Maia, Eduard, and the Headmaster were all up there. He was up there too, as the only name on the right hand side of the board, and in two different places.

Now that he was looking… What was [Call Lightning]? It could have been advanced [Watershape] for sure, but also [Airshape]. But the last line on the board, ‘electric’, was probably the proper place for [Call Lightning]. But that still didn’t seem right. Now that he really considered everything in front of him, Erick knew he wouldn’t have put his spell on this board.

Erick said, “Particle Magic doesn’t follow the style of the other schools. This doesn’t make sense.”

“Yes, I agree.” Zago said, “This system is wholly inadequate, but it's the one being used around the world right now, for those of us in this exploding community. The inadequacies of this system showed themselves early, when people started inventing multiples for the same category. Metalshape in particular is prolific, like we had no real understanding of metal at all! It’s almost criminal how much we did not know.” 

A lot of particles are metallic, so that made sense to Erick. If only they had a periodic table instead of this mess, they’d have a much easier time. 

… But wouldn’t interacting with individual particles be against the Infinitesimal Ban? Erick would have to save that question for later; Zago still had more to say.

Zago pointed to the minor [Metalshape] box, saying, “All of the new [Metalshape] spells seem to be about refining metals out of ore in a way that is much easier than using [Metalshape]. The new spells don’t seem capable of much more than that, but with a basic understanding of particles as discrete objects, getting the tier two spell [Goldshape] out of [Metalshape] is so much easier than before. But someone went and invented [Gold Grab]. Basic, tier 1 Particle spell. I expect that to be made illegal; possibly even registrar restricted, like [Create Food and Water]. After [Gold Grab] happened, [Silver Grab] and [Platinum Grab] were quickly invented. Thank the Demons none of that happened here.”

“I would think targeting a specific atom like gold would be against the Infinitesimal Ban.”

Zago paused. She hummed. She said, “It’s possible that all of the ‘atoms’ of gold are in fact ‘molecules’?” Zago paused again. She turned and wrote something in a book beside her. She said “These new spells could actually be missing a fair bit of gold. Maybe if we used some sort of mechanical process to make the gold individualized… That could solve these looming currency problems?” She didn’t sound very sure of herself. “Maybe.”

Erick saw people inventing new spells, and for the first time, felt a strange worry. “Are you concerned about using up the magic?”

Zago turned and looked at Erick funny. She paused. “Oh? You’re serious?” She looked at the board. She paused. “No. I don’t think it’s possible to ‘use up’ the magic. Mana can neither be created, nor destroyed, only change shape and function.” Zago explained, “That’s something we’ve tested so many times, it’s in Introduction to Magic, 101. Principles of Magic. The major proof of this can be validated in any antirhine chamber, which any accredited arcanaeum possesses. With all of manasphere cut off, save for what is inside the chamber, a person inside casts [Cleanse], or any other non-destructive spell, as much as they are capable. The level of ambient mana in the chamber never drops. The record is 1 year inside. This concern you have is irrelevant, because we know for a fact that mana does not ‘get used up’.”

“I’ve never heard of ‘antirhine’. Is it a very heavy grey metal, ductile and malleable? Soft, in its pure form?”

Zago stared at him, “… You know what antirhine is. What it actually is.”

Erick smirked, then changed the subject. “So mana is a particle. Like water. It never goes away, only changes form.”

Zago dropped a piece of paper she had been holding. She stared at the board. 

She laughed, then picked up her paper, saying, “You gave me a fright. Ah. No. Mana is not a Particle particle. You cannot hold a cup of mana, but mana exists in the cup you’re holding. It might be a Particle, but not one capable of interaction outside of magic.” She smiled. She paused. “That’s an interesting concept, though.” She paused. She exclaimed, “That’s how antirhine is able to block mana!” She scribbled down a quick note on the book beside her. “Interesting theory, Archmage Flatt!”

Erick smiled. He had tried to hide something from Zago, but instead revealed something else.

Erick returned to the board. “Has no one unlocked Particle Mage yet? I assume that’s why everything Large and above is still blank.”

“You are correct.” Zago stepped to his side. “The Class, like the spells you invented, won’t be available for another year. The rest of us might be plundering the ability points on the lower rungs, but you have an entire year to create the stuff at the top.”

Erick poked Zago’s name on the Electric line. “I see that.”

Zago smiled at him, her violet face briefly turning a shade darker. She gave a run down on the spells she had invented. “[Small Shock], pretty much exactly like the experiment. Minimal personal damage but that can be negated with a personal [Weather Ward]. [Electric Link], designate two close targets and they both shock each other for minimal damage whenever they’re two or less meters apart. That one’s a good one. So many applications for crowd control. [Shocking Curse], designate a medium range target and for the next 10 minutes they take damage from moving. [Weather Wards] negate all electric effects, but everyone picks a damage absorption [Ward] unless you’re flying somewhere, and unless you’re a Wardmage, you can only have one personal [Ward] at a time. Of course none of that matters against monsters. The vast majority of them don’t have [Ward]s. And it’s cheap enough to throw a [Weather Ward] at your feet and dismiss it if you’re forced to move.”

Erick had been thinking about a spell like [Electric Link]. That’s why he had created those two stone spheres on the roof of the Sewerhouse. If he hadn’t chickened out, would he have created the spell before Zago?

“When did you make [Electric Link]? I was thinking of the same thing.”

“The night after your first lecture.”

Erick laughed. “Truly?”

“Yes.” Zago said, “Some of my contacts— Overzealous spies that I have already told to stop, really… They reported that you attempted something with two stone orbs on the Sewerhouse a few days ago. Sorry. It would not have worked. I got there first. [Electric Link] was the very first one I tried to make. I only went and did [Small Shock] for another ability point.”

“I’m not mad.” Erick looked up at the empty half of the board. “I can just take the smaller spells of others and do them myself on a much larger scale, for 3 ability points for each one.”

Zago stared at Erick.

“Yes!” She laughed loud and sudden, throwing her head back to let it all out. “You can do that! I did not expect that from you.”

"Everyone has surprises sometimes." Erick smiled as he gazed upon the half filled side of the board. “And that still leaves other people to learn more about the universe Veird has been in for the last 1400 years.”

“And it’s just so very different, isn’t it?” Zago said, “All of these Particle spells are vastly cheaper than normal spells, too. In my opinion, that is the big game changer. And! There might be just as many variations of Particle Spells as there are with Mana Altering and the Force spells. This is like doubling the Force school of magic. There are drawbacks to Particle spells mainly of the [Ward] variety, and the fact that each spell only does one thing.” She explained, “That’s actually the largest drawback to Particle Magic. Each spell only does one thing, but each spell still requires 1 point to buy, whereas you can make variations for every occasion by spending 2 points with [Force Bolt] and Mana Altering, for example. But you can’t use Mana Altering with any Particle spell.” 

“Mana Shaping still works.”

She conceded, “Mana Shaping still works, of course. I foresee Particle Magic becoming a highly popular branch of magic, but in the way that most things are popular; Some delve deep into a subject, while the rest of us just dabble.” 

That was good enough a segue as any. Erick said, “Speaking of combining spells and popular magic. How about that [Fly]?”

“Right!” Zago walked over to her desk. “I have a few books for you.”

Erick followed her. 

She set down three thin books in front of Erick with the titles facing him. [Fly] and You, The Skies Beckon, and Nuebus’s Guide to the Major Variations of [Fly]. The last one was colorful, like a child’s book. Erick picked that one up. It even had pictures. 

It was still written by hand, though. At least the guy had good handwriting—

I need to invent the printing press.

… Or maybe they already have something better?

“How are your books made? One at a time, or several at once?” Erick inspected the book’s construction. It looked rather handmade, with threaded pages and glued bindings, and a tooled leather cover. “Where do they come from?”

“Several at once, usually. A derivation of [Mage Hand] in most cases. Some are [Duplicate]ed, though that spell is heavily guarded by larger Mage Guilds than this one. We order our books from libraries and bookbinders all over. The closest books come from the mostly human Greensoil Republic to the East where many of our farmers hail. There’s also Portal, the largest ocean port for all of the Crystal Forest. They’re almost directly south from here, spread out on the coast, servicing all trade on the Letri Ocean. And then there's the worldwide Arcanaeum Consortium. They have offices in basically every major city everywhere. Spur used to have an arcanaeum, back before the Great Purge.”

“No mass production in any of those places?”

Zago looked at him. She said, “Not hundreds at a time, if that’s what you mean.”

Erick indicated the books. “So what’re all these books about?”

Zago grinned, then picked up the nearest to her, The Skies Beckon. “I’m fond of this one.” She turned to a marked page, then flipped the book toward Erick. “I feel that this is the best [Fly], but someone like Krakina with her own wings would disagree. I urge you to seek multiple opinions.”

Erick set down his book and picked up Zago’s. 

The recipe looked fairly simple. [Airshape] and [Weightless Ward] leveled to 10 and combined for [Soar], which was great for overland travel; not delicate aerial positioning. Then came [Weightless Ward] and [Telekinesis] to create [Precise Positioning], which was exactly as the name implied. Then, those two tier 2 spells together would create [Precise Flight].

A good version of the spell would look something like this:

 




	
Precise Flight, 10 minutes, 240 MP

Fly quickly and precisely through the air, unaffected by the wind.










Or:




	
Precise Flight, 50 minutes, 340 MP

Fly precisely through the air, unaffected by the wind.








 

Erick saw a problem. “All of these use [Weightless Ward]. Does that mean no [Absorption Ward] at the same time as [Fly]?”

“Yes. That is a downside to the spell. There are some varieties that don’t require a [Weightless Ward], but those feel clunky. There are some workarounds… But I wouldn’t recommend them. For example, you could enchant a pair of boots or something with [Precise Flight], but that gets hideously expensive unless you’re an adventurer with…” She thought. She said, “With 170 gold in rads to spend every time you want a 50 minute flight.” She waved her hand, adding, “And magical items outside of spell wands are a deathtrap, anyway. Save your money for a rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] and then keep that rod somewhere you can [Teleport] to when needed. And don’t use a flight spell anywhere you expect to be in combat; it’s a small enough restriction to work around.” 

Erick looked over the books. “Can I take these books home for a while?”

Zago pushed the books toward him. “Absolutely. You might even find something in there you like better.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick found Krakina in the farms. Valok was with her.

“And the rainmaker returns!” Krakina said, “You don’t need to be here today?” She turned to Valok. “[Grow] requests still up at the guild?”

“Nope.” Valok said. “All [Telekinesis] quests, now, and none posted until tomorrow.”

“I’m actually here to talk to you, Krakina—”

“Me?” Krakina puffed up, smiling. “Yes yes?”

“— What’s the best way to fly?”

“[Airshape] [Telekinesis] no [Weightless Ward],” she answered immediately. “You need your [Absorption Ward] and everything feels loopy when Veird no longer pulls you toward her. It will take personal skill to use this sort of [Fly].”

“… Would I need wings to use that sort of [Fly]?”

“I can’t help if you were born wrong!” Krakina huffed, “Go away. You’re not needed today. Come back tomorrow! We’re working on the fields now.”

Erick looked across the farms. Some people were clearing crystal agaves far away, while others tilled the land into the soil, flipping weeds and unwanted growth into the ground to serve as fertilizer for what was to come.

Erick said, “I can’t help if I was born wrong, either.” Erick stared out over the fields. Some people were opening up what might have been rice paddies by digging out long trenches, then throwing seed down behind them. “Looks good out there.”

Valok said, “We understand we’ll get 24 hours every tenday. We intend to use two 4 hour days, then eight 2 hour days for this next cycle. So 4 hours tomorrow. All in the morning. We want to fill those trenches there with enough water to have rice paddies and we won’t be using any underground water at all. We want to see if this is feasible in the dry season.” He added. “But we may only be capable of two hours in the morning. If we have to break, we’ll break then, then we’ll have a Rest until everyone recovers their mana and come back to the fields in the afternoon. Can we count on that?” 

Valok may have said ‘that’, but what he was really asking was ‘Can we count on you?’.

“I’ll be here after breakfast.”

“We’ll be set up and waiting.” Valok nodded. “See you then.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick got back home and sat on a stone chair set Al had made in the living room, under a window. He set the books in front of him on a table, also made by Al, and began reading.

Broadly, there were three categories of ‘good’ flight spells.

All the ‘great flight spells’ used [Weightless Ward], but Erick immediately shot down all of those. He wasn’t going into any sort of battle without a good [Absorption Ward] active. He only had a hundred HP.

The second category of good flight spells avoided giving up [Absorption Ward] by using [Force Platform], which was a disk of hovering hardened mana that moved with you, that you controlled. If you combined [Force Platform] with [Airshape] you could fly pretty fast, and have rather good control. [Force Platform] flight was cheaper and lasted a lot longer that the rest of the options, but had the downside of the user possibly falling off the platform, or having the platform shot out from under them. The books complained that a [Fly] made out of [Force Platform] would always feel horribly unnatural compared to one based on [Weightless Ward]. 

But Erick could see himself riding a motorbike across the skies.

And the last category of flight spells were pure [Airshape] variants. These all relied on the caster already having wings. Dragons, harpies, and owl shifters could use these variants; everyone else was shit outta luck.

Erick might have been able to make something with particle magic, but messing with gravity… 

Just, no.

[Weightless Ward] probably got around the problem of people flying off the planet because of magical mystical reasons. Actually removing the background gravity field from a person, and especially from himself, seemed like an idea no sane person would touch. 

But maybe there was some particle magic he could do.

Superconductors.

Once attached to magnetic lines of force, superconductors stayed on that track. 

How to make a track? 

Uh. What is a superconductor, exactly? 

Oh dammit. That’s too much. I don’t know anything about all that.

Wait. Maybe I don’t need to know anything about all that. Maybe the work has already been done for me.

 




	
Force Platform 1, instant, 10 minutes per level, 50 kilograms per level. 25 MP

Create a stable floating platform of hardened mana. You may move this platform around at will. 

 

Purchase Force Platform 1 for one ability point? Yes/No








 

No.

“Poi? Do you know how a [Force Platform] works? Or a [Force Wall]? What is ‘Force’?”

“Not exactly, sir. I can conjure a [Force Wall] if you would like to poke at it.”

“Yes. Let’s—” Erick paused. He would have to explain to some people if he were to start throwing lightning bolts at a [Force Wall] in the Human District. He didn’t want to do that. But there might be a workaround to that problem, too. “Were you there at the shadowcat fight, Poi?”

“I was not, sir, but I might be able to answer anyway.”

“Did the [Force Walls] around the bombardment tower move when I shot those lightning bolts?”

Poi looked away. He paused. He said, “No, sir. They did not. We would have noticed something like that.”

“Do [Force Walls] ever move in response to anything? In response to attacks that miss them?”

“Nope. They break in response to direct attacks. They do not move in response to missed shots.”

Erick hummed at nothing in particular, then asked a longshot question, “Do you know if a [Force Platform] moves in response to anything Mana Altered into Lightning? What about a different Force spell, like a Bolt or Shrapnel?”

Poi looked up. He said, “Force does not move in response to anything but the caster’s desires.”

“Damn. There goes that idea. Who are you talking to anyway?”

“Killzone, primarily.”

“Can you tell him ‘thank you’?”

“He says ‘No problem-o, Archmage-o’.”

Erick looked up [Airshape] and [Telekinesis].

 




	
Airshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of air around you for 1 minute per level of Airshape.

 

Purchase Airshape 1 for one ability point? Yes/No








 




	
Telekinesis 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor objects around you for 1 minute per level of Telekinesis.

 

Purchase Telekinesis 1 for one ability point? Yes/No








 

Yes. Yes. 

Might as well try making the spell and see if I like it.

Wait a second.

Zago mentioned boots of flight. 

Flying boots are enchanted spells like [Precise Flight], but those spells used [Weightless Ward]. So that means you could use an item with a [Weightless Ward] and it wouldn’t nullify your own [Absorption Ward], right?

“Poi. Can you use Boots of Flight and an [Absorption Ward] at the same time?”

“Of course, sir, but I would advise against considering magical items. They always fail when you need them to work. We try to keep most magical items like that from being sold around here, but some adventurers still like them.”

Erick shook his head. “That wasn’t why I asked that.”

“Very good, sir. Thank you for not making my job difficult, sir.”

Erick frowned at Poi then stood up from the stone chair and went into the kitchen. He got a wooden spoon. Focusing on the end of the spoon, he cast a tiny spell.

[Absorption Ward]

A glitter of white settled around the bowl of the spoon in the shape of a sphere. Erick waved the spoon around, and the [Ward] waved around with it. 

… What. 

The. 

Fuck.

Erick felt like an absolute idiot. 

He could cast his flight spell on something else and give everything in the sphere weightlessness. 

… Everything of a certain size half weight. Not weightlessness.

He quickly looked through the books.

Yup! There it was! Under group flight.

 




	
Group Precise Flight, 50 minutes, 300 MP

Designate a person or an object. The controller of a designated object becomes the designated person for the purposes of this spell. The designated person and all others they choose in a large area fly precisely through the air, unaffected by the wind. 








 

Tier 3 spell. Doable. 

Erick looked at his spoon. He dismissed the [Absorption Ward] and did something else.

[Special Ward].

A blacklight orb appeared on the spoon. Erick picked up the spoon and moved it around. 

Erick still felt like the world’s most absolute idiot. He really should have known he could move [Ward]s around before now. How did he not know this? Why was this ONLY NOW being revealed to him, and only through his own experimentation?

He turned to Poi. “Did you know you can place [Ward]s on objects and the [Ward] will move with the object?”

“Of course, sir, but objects like that are easily torn away from the user in any fight against any competent force. We don’t do that around here; too many people have died to a [Violent Telekinesis] from a Shade, or one of the other monsters in the Dead City. Never set a [Ward] on a movable object; they will be stripped from you. This is one of the first things we warn adventurers against, and one of the primary killers of people inexperienced with the Dead City.”

Erick eyed him. “Really?”

“And artists don’t put [Permanent Special Ward]s on objects, because those objects can be stolen.” Poi shook his head. “We don’t use mobile [Ward]s around here for many different reasons. ‘No mobile [Ward]s of any kind’ is actually a local tenet of both the Adventurer's and Mage’s Guilds.”

Erick still felt like an idiot, but at least it was good to know he wasn’t alone. He said, “You can continue to do that. I’ll be doing it this way so I can also have an [Absorption Ward] at the same time.”

Poi sighed. He said, “Please attach such a flight [Ward] to your undergarments, or something... Anything really hard to steal, sir.”

“Of course! That’s only good sense!”

“And be aware that anyone looking with Meditation will be able to see that your undergarments are imbued with magic.”

“… You can do that?”

Erick looked at Poi with Meditation on. There wasn’t much different about him. Maybe there was a glow… Nope. 

“I don’t believe you.”

Poi let out a long suffering sigh. “Look at the entirety of the manasphere. For the cheap spells I have on right now, you should still be able to see a bend in the local currents. For a more expensive spell, you will see eddies and sinks.”

Now that he knew what to look for, Poi was right. There was a slight flowing stability around Poi, when compared to the rest of the mana flows.

Erick grunted. “Okay. I believe you.”

“Active magic is easy to see; you need [Detect Magic] to see magical items. Even so, one of the primary ways murders happen amongst adventurers is to rip their magical items away and then kill them. Ripping away that wooden spoon you’ve just [Ward]ed would be child’s play to any competent assassin.”

“… That’s depressing.”

“An assassin could also cast [Dispel Magic] around a person, killing all active spells except force spells, magical items, and personal [Wards], or at the very least, severely decreasing spell duration. A flight spell on your undergarments would fall under this category, and thus be subject to hostile dispelling. Personal [Ward]s are naturally twice as hard to dispel as anything else you could dispel.”

Poi was making several good arguments.

But Erick had a foolproof counter argument. “I’ll take all that under advisement, and stay far, far away from any hostile people.”

“… Please don’t make my job harder than it is, sir.”

“I’ll try not to!”

 

- - - -

 

There wasn’t much to do for the rest of the day but to level his magic, working his way toward [Group Precise Flight]. Once he had that, he’d go out into the Crystal Desert and find a monster and…

… And kill it.

Ugh. 

Erick shivered. 

Then he remembered Jane, all gung-ho, shooting for the stars, and probably able to get there. 

And monsters killed people, dammit! Fuck the monsters!

He could kill a monster. He would kill a monster. Maybe even several monsters.

And fly around in magical underpants!

Ha ha!

 

- - - -

 

With only today remaining until he began working at the Farms, where anywhere from 1800 to 3600 of his mana would have to be set aside for [Exalted Storm Aura], Erick had a choice to make. 

He could finish leveling [Mend], which would be the entire day’s mana supply.

He could level [Mend] and Mana Shaping, which would level neither to full, but get him further along on both.

Or he could start prepping for [Fly] with all of those prerequisites. Like [Telekinesis].

… [Telekinesis] was pure sex. He had to go with that way. He was eventually going to go all ways—

har har

—but for now! Moving shit with his mind seemed too cool to pass up!

And plus! [Telekinesis] is what the farmers used to pick and plow their fields. And Erick had a field. Well. It wasn’t a field right now. Right now it was mostly just a kid’s sandbox. A very large sandbox, but still, it was his! He was the kid in this situation. And he had new toys to play with!

Erick stood in front of the 15 yard by 20 yard sandy lot that was to be his garden. Ten burlap sacks of soil sat to the side. Two blue boxes hovered in front of him, waiting for him to decide how he wanted to do this.

 




	
Telekinesis 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor objects around you for 1 minute per level of Telekinesis.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Mana Shaping 5

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 140/800








 

Time to level some skills.

Oh! And Aurify, too. Cost per second should be low enough.

Aurify.

Mana Shaping.

[Telekinesis].

All around Erick, the manasphere shifted, and to his Meditation enhanced sight, he could see exactly how those shifts occurred. Here and there, whenever he focused on a spot, the mana shifted, and he felt the pressure of the shift—

The spell cut.

1 minute was not very long at all. Erick had a feeling of deja vu, leveling his magic the slow way. He had done this sort of thing with Stoneshape just the other day. Well. There was an easy solution to shorten this training time. It took an instant to activate the magic, and he couldn't seem to cast faster than once a second, but that was fine.

[Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. [Telekinesis]. 

 




	
[Telekinesis] has leveled!

Level 2!








 

15 mana per cast this time. Exact same progression as [Stoneshape], too. [Airshape] would probably follow this same progression. All Shaping spells probably followed the same progression. Erick decided to plow ahead until he got a workable version of [Telekinesis].

[Telekinesis]. x14!

 




	
[Telekinesis] has leveled!

Level 3!








 

That only cost 100 mana. And now the spell was 20 mana per cast, or 10 with Clarity. It would be 150 mana to get to the next level. Erick decided to go for it.

[Telekinesis]. x15! 

 




	
[Telekinesis] has leveled!

Level 4!








 




	
Telekinesis 4, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Move small objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell.

Exp: 5/500








 

Erick did some quick math. It would be 250 mana to get to the next level. Maybe. He wasn’t that great at math. But 25 went into 500, 20 times, and 20 was the number of casts to get to the next level. 20 times 25 was then 500, but divided by 2, gave him 250 mana. Yes. 250 mana. His mana pool could handle that. 

He looked out at the manasphere. It was rather turbulent from casting all these spells, but Jane had leveled like this in the first days of arriving on Veird. She did that thing where she struck that rock and healed herself with [Rejuvenation] before the spell was done working. This was, if not responsible magic, then at least necessary. Erick felt a little bit weird about powerleveling, like he was wasting something, but mana didn’t get ‘used up’; Erick was just a part of the mana cycle, and right now, he was a very fast part.

[Telekinesis]. x20! 

 




	
[Telekinesis] has leveled!

Level 5!








 




	
Telekinesis 5, 1 minute per level, medium range, 30 MP

Slowly move medium objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell.

Exp: 5/800








 

Erick’s mana pool was well below half. Now, it was time to see how this spell worked, for real.

[Telekinesis]. 

Erick had another sense, like proprioception, but wider, that included everything in whatever small space he focused upon. He could feel the ground with a pressure he controlled. He moved the pressure around, feeling the stone, then running his not-fingers through the sand. The sand moved in front of him like someone had stuck their fingers in to make furrows in the dirt. Erick ‘reached’ over to the bags of soil and ‘wrapped his hands’ around the bag. 

It wouldn’t budge. He wasn’t strong enough. 

“Too heavy for a medium obje— Wait.”

Aurify.

Mana Shaping.

[Telekinesis].

Erick felt the world around him with a thousand small feelers. He felt himself, and that was odd. He looked to Poi—

Poi was standing outside of his range. Poi smiled.

Erick laughed, then went back to the bags of soil. He still couldn’t pick up the bag, but he did pick up a knife and slice the bag open, from five feet away. As soil spilled out from the bag, he grabbed at it in clumps; a hundred tiny hands making short work of a heavy load. He emptied the bag, dragging out the contents, throwing dirt into the sand pit. He emptied another bag, then another. Then two at once, two hundred tiny hands scattering soil across the sand. He emptied the final bags, and then looked at his mana. It was slowly rising; Meditation was winning out over the tiny drain of Aurified, Shaped, [Telekinesis].

Erick laughed. This was amazing! 

He dug into the sand, mixing soil into the orange grit. The hands weren’t strong enough to mix very deep, but they didn’t have to mix that deep, they just had to spread everything around in more or less the correct locations. With hundreds of tiny hands, there was more than enough power in each one to do whatever Erick wanted.

Erick looked at the emptied bags. He needed more soil. The garden was too sandy right now…

How to fix that… Hmm… 

He could try to [Grow] clover out of one of those grass seeds he bought from the market. Clover was supposed to be a good ground cover and biomass crop. Erick might be able to make something like that. After he got the clover growing, he could [Exalted Storm Aura] with Mana Shaping to make it rain only over his house.

Actually! The Farmer’s Council had already solved one of Erick’s problem!

Erick used his [Telekinesis] to pick up a seed packet—

His hundred hand technique shredded the packet, spilling seeds across the orange rock ground. He grumbled, then dismissed the spell as he walked over to the seeds. He picked up the shredded packet. It was for apple seeds. Meh. Apples. Erick physically rummaged around, looking for—

He found it! A packet of Ground Grass. Ground Grass was a short hardy grass the Farmer’s council planted on the farms when the season was over that eventually took over the whole place, because Ground Grass was the only thing that could survive the harsh desert life. It also happened to be a small thing that generated a lot of biomass. When the farmers came back for the water season they could [Grow] the Ground Grass to a heavy density and then till it back into the soil, making a sort of ‘green manure’ to feed all the growth yet to come. 

Erick manually opened the packet and walked out onto his garden, spreading tiny seeds as he walked. 

He put the rest of the seeds away, using Aurify and [Telekinesis] much more carefully this time. Without Mana Shaping the spell felt a little clumsy, so he wouldn’t use this version of the spell again, but it was enough to put the seeds away inside the house.

Erick cut his [Telekinesis] and threw a [Weather Ward] out beside the garden, then looked up at the blue, empty sky, judging how controlled he would have to make his next spell. Poi moved into Erick’s [Weather Ward] with him. Erick looked up, and focused on what he wanted.

Mana Shaping

[Exalted Storm Aura].

Mist flowed out of the manasphere around Erick, like a fog rolling into reality, and then up. White clouds spun up around Erick, racing into the sky to hold above in a rough column shape. Silver light flashed inside the white, as a cloud spread for a wispy hundred yards around, and a thousand fluffy yards up. 

Silver light cascaded down through cloud, a rolling grumble following the light, like a chain reaction ending in a muted thunder. 

Like a god had opened up a spigot in the sky, down came the rain.

Poi and Erick watched as platinum rain came straight down, upon the house and the garden, to soak into the ground, and for a hundred yards around. Orange stone and sand turned brown in the presence of water; soil turned black. Tiny green shoots of spreading growth began to tumble up from the sandy soil, twisting into flat, horizontal leaves, in small spots at first, then slowly over the entire garden. Erick watched. Minutes passed, rain fell, and green growth spread. The world seemed to turn just a bit nicer, just a bit easier, as a slow green carpet grew across a small part of Veird.

Soon, the entire garden was covered in dense green horizontal leaves, stacked dozens deep, from the very surface of the garden, to several inches above. Erick cut the rain. The thunderhead flowed away on the wind.

Poi said, “That really is quite miraculous, sir.”

Erick laughed. “They wouldn’t let me call it [Miracle Rain].”

Poi smiled.

Erick turned on Aurify, Mana Shaping, and [Telekinesis], and tried to become a lawnmower, but apparently cutting grasses was too much for [Telekinesis 5]. Instead, Erick acted the part of a kid pulling up weeds and then punching them down as far as he could punch. It worked out well enough, considering he had a maybe two hundred ‘hands’ with which to pull and punch. It did take a good half an hour to set the garden to rights, though. 

He knew he should have left it to compost… 

… But playing in the sandy dirt was quite fun!

He threw out another [Exalted Rain Aura] and punched the growth back down again.

By the time he finished playing around, the ground was equal parts green manure, soil, and sand. The resulting pile of stuff stood a foot taller than the surrounding orange rock, and would have spilled outside of the designated garden if not for Erick [Stoneshape]ing a foot tall, foot wide lip to keep it all contained.

He would leave it to compost from there. 

The most surprising thing about the whole experience was that no one showed up, wondering about the giant pillar of rain. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick arrived at the farms bright and early. Compared to four days ago, the farms of today were much, much larger, and much more barren. Countless [Weather Ward]s sparkled in every color, all around the brown, freshly tilled grounds. He couldn’t even see the edge anymore, and zero crystal agaves grew in the distance. The orchards were still there, and so were the vines of not-tomatoes and many other vining plants, but all the grasses had been tilled into the soil, probably using much the same methods as Erick used yesterday in his own garden. 

And everywhere, there were people, watching as Erick walked down the center road, to the center of the farms. He had to walk past where he usually sat; the farm had been expanded by a lot.

Poi walked beside and a little behind Erick. 

And as Erick walked, people took notice; some of them moved in the direction he traveled. Not too long later, Erick finally saw the new center of the farms. A small gazebo of stone had been raised in the middle. That must be Erick's destination; it looked a bit crowded already.

Erick walked forward. As he got closer he saw Krakina, Valok, Apogough, Killzone, the silverscale Head Priestess Darenka, and a new bright orangescale woman, bustling around the gazebo in last minute preparations. About ten other people whom Erick did not know operated outside of the stone gazebo. Most of the extra people were wearing priestly robes. Some were setting up incense burners; a sweet smell already wafting upward on the wind. Others organized life-sized statues on top of waist high pillars, making sure they faced whatever correct way they were supposed to face; some looking inward to the stone gazebo, others to the east, or the west, or straight at Ar’Kendrithyst. Some statues faced the sky.

As Erick paused a fair distance from the gazebo, dozens of others were were already waiting at roughly the same distance, not alongside Erick, but well away from what looked to be a holy place, in a stretch of land that seemed made to be stood upon by an audience. Some of the people in today’s audience were obviously farmers, wearing rough spun clothes made to take a beating. Others were dressed in their Sunday Best; greyscales and older orcol women wearing big, fancy hats, men in suits but some in robes. Some incani wore decorations on their horns, while the wrought had their metal flesh done up in facsimiles of fancy clothes similar to their neighbors’.

In the center of the gathering, at the gazebo, Krakina and Killzone took notice of Erick first.

Poi whispered, “We should move inside of the Ring of Gods, sir.”

Erick looked at the statues again. 

So that’s what they were.

To the right of the road to the gazebo was obviously Koyabez, the Silver Star and God of Peace; even in sculpture he wore nothing save an artistic loincloth. His tiny horns were framed by stone waves of hair.

And there’s Rozeta on the other side of the road, done up like a grey metal wrought receptionist, the only sculpture that was obviously metal instead of stone.

Erick did not recognize the rest, because he began walking forward after a polite, yet firm, whispered ‘sir’ from Poi.

As Erick approached the gazebo, he did recognize one more sculpture; the largest one. Toward the back of the gazebo, this largest sculpture took up a great deal more space than any of the others.

She was a sturdy woman with a gentle smile, twice as tall as the rest. Instead of standing on a waist-high stone pillar, the woman stood surrounded by stone versions of all the grains and fruits and vegetables and eating animals that Erick had ever seen in all his time on Veird, and many that he hadn’t. Her left hand rested on the head of an obviously happy not-cow, her right hand lowered to the viewer and holding a round fruit. 

Erick knew who she was. She was Atunir, Goddess of Fertility and Field. 

Erick’s worldview shifted a few degrees. He had thought ‘gazebo’ when he saw the structure from afar, but being here, now, he had a much better description for what had been created at the center of Spur’s farms.

It was a temple; an 8 pillared open air temple to a goddess of the harvest, with people scattered outside, waiting for Mass to begin, and for Erick to arrive. 

Erick approached.

Head Priestess Darenka moved to the top of the temple steps. Krakina, Apogough and Valok took their place to the left, while Killzone and Orangescale stood to the right. 

Everyone was silent.

Erick almost made a joke, but that would have been disrespectful. This looked like a very big deal to these people. Erick had tried to be more respectful about religious matters ever since Silverite had chastised him. He often failed to be respectful, but he wouldn’t fail this time.

Erick stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

Darenka smiled at him, nodding at him to stay there for now.

She spoke to the crowd, and her words carried.

“We’re all here because we all gotta eat, and this is gonna be great. New ways of harvesting! All you idiots out there take note! I kicked a few divine asses to get this whole thing lined up proper, and I am quite capable of kicking non-divine asses, too. We’re doing this right. We’re doing this correctly. Now bow your heads and pray to whatever fool in the heavens you know does you best.”

Erick stood dumbstruck.

Darenka coughed once, cleared her throat, and spoke to everyone, across the whole farm, “We pray to you, in the bad times and the good, we bring you our hopes and our dreams, and you bring us comfort in the cold dark, and laugh with us in the warm light. You teach us to rise above ourselves, to goad us into positive growth, and fruitful change. We ask you now to join us in this momentous occasion, to share in the joy of a harvest, and to help us ensure that the future we have chosen is a bright one, full of joy, full of family, and with a healthy, happy community. Praise be.”

That sounded like a much more normal sermon. 

Erick said a silent prayer to both Rozeta and Koyabez…

And then to Atunir.

 




	
Rejoice!

Atunir accepts you as her Champ—








 

The box vanished before it could finish its message. Another box popped up.

 




	
It’s better for everyone if we pretend that never happened. ~Rozeta 








 

The second box vanished as soon as Erick read the thing, and when he looked in his recent notifications, there was nothing there.

Pretend like it never happened, eh? Sure! Why not.

Darenka spoke to Erick, “Do you have any words you’d like to say?”

Erick shook his head. If he was going to say anything, it would be a joke at someone’s expense, and that seemed like a momentously bad idea. 

Darekna smiled. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Erick asked, “Can I come inside, first?”

“Ah!” Darenka moved aside, “Of course!”

He whispered, “So no ill effects of rain on people?”

She whispered, “The gods launched a Deep Scan of the spell because some of them don’t like the others having nice things; if they had found anything, they would have said, and we would not be here today.”

Erick felt a surge of relief. He bowed to Darenka. “Thank you. And thank them, too.”

Erick turned on [Exalted Storm Aura] and began walking up the temple stairs. Clouds manifested across the land, like fog rising from nothing, to rise on unseen winds into the sky high above. Erick placed his left foot onto the staircase and slowly made his way up the five steps to the temple floor. 

By the time he reached the top, platinum rain drops were already falling across the farms.

Erick turned around; he was just under the eave of the temple roof. Rain was falling across the brown fields in drips and drops. The audience watched as the ground turned wet and green shoots began to grow. The apple orchards turned lush, as pinpricks of red began to bloom into full sized apples. Water soaked into rice paddies, and green grasses poked upward. After a while water began to fill those paddies, and grasses turned into more than they were before, gold grains spilling out of green stalks like Midas himself touching the harvest.

Tomatoes dripped from trellises. Grapes weighed down vines. Wheat waved in the silver light of the storm. Pasture grew to foot tall greens, ready for the cows to come. Chickens explored the growing lands; more than a few were eaten by prowling cats. 

And people were harvesting. [Telekinesis] was widely employed by both farmers and people in nice clothes. 

Erick turned to Valok, Krakina, and Apogough. “You three organized this rather well.”

Krakina smiled wide. “Of course we did!”

Valok said, “This was good timing, Erick.”

“Don’t lie, Valok!” Apogough laughed, then mocked, “He was ready to go find you.”

“I said I’d be here.”

Valok grumbled, “I’m glad you are. Now. If you’ll excuse me, I have jobs to oversee.” He bowed to both Darenka and the statue of Atunir, before swiftly vacating the temple.

Krakina and Apogough followed him. 

The crowd began to disperse when the Farmer’s Council started to move away from the temple.

Erick just watched, feeding mana into [Exalted Storm Aura].

Darenka stepped up to Erick, saying, “Atunir is making a big stink at me. What’d you do?”

“Best if the whole thing is forgotten. I’m not exactly opposed to what she wants, but I’m not too crazy about the whole thing either, especially if she wants to make this spell hers.”

“Ah! So it’s like that.” Darenka agreed, “Your magic didn’t come from her; it’s not hers to take. We give the gods much of ourselves, and they give us much of them, but there is a limit to decency. But… Best to be seen saying a prayer to her every so often, anyway. It makes her happy, and her worship does provide food to anyone in need, as well as care for children.”

Erick had no objections to that. He gently smiled, saying, “Sounds good to me.”

Darenka stepped off down the stairs, through the rain, calling as she went, “Good luck, Archmage Flatt!”

Killzone approached with Orangescale beside him. Orangescale was a strong looking woman wearing the casual generic armor of a city guard, but much more well made and maintained than the armors he had usually seen guards wearing. 

Killzone said, “This is Guardmaster Merit, Archmage Flatt.”

Merit gave a quick bow, then said, “Nice to finally meet you.” Her voice was warm like strong honey. Erick felt instantly at ease. “The city guard is stretched thin, but we’ll survive. And grow.” She looked across the farms, then up. “I can’t wait to see what happens next.”

Erick followed her gaze. [Exalted Storm Aura] was as wide as ever; from Erick’s raised position, he saw that platinum rain was falling over the whole of the farm. Rain was even falling outside of the current boundary.

Merit asked Killzone, “Spare any more people?”

Killzone said, “Can’t do that, Merit. The Shades are equally afraid and joyous that Spur is growing. I’d be concerned, but word is that they’re more happy than afraid. More people for them to try to kill.”

Erick shivered. Killzone noticed.

Killzone stressed, “To try to kill, Archmage Flatt. They enjoy their cat and mouse games just as much as the next genocidal megalomaniac mostly trapped in a prison with other megalomaniacs.”

That was a lot to unpack. 

Erick turned to Merit. “Nice to meet you, too.” Very seriously, he asked both of them, “Is this here a problem?”

Killzone said, “Not for me. Or for you. Got two army grunts headed your way for a ‘vacation’, as well. Should be there tomorrow, if’n that’s okay.”

“That’s okay. I’m also working on a [Fly] spell, just so you know, so I’m gonna get out there and kill a few dozen mimics, pretty soon.”

Killzone and Merit both seemed to relax.

Merit said, “The Guard is fine, and Spur will be, too. We’re hiring more people as more people are moving to Spur; we’ll be at capacity in a few weeks as long as the vetting process doesn’t turn up anything too crazy, and if the weather holds,” Merit said with a smirk. “We can handle the adjustment.” She asked, “Are you doing well?”

Erick looked out across the farm. Platinum rain fell, crops grew, and people harvested as fast as they could. This was a lot of food. This was going to change Spur into something else. Everyone seemed to be happy with the change, though. Erick was happy, too, now that he took a moment to think, and evaluate. 

A home with his daughter. Food in his belly. A good place to live with a nice community, and problems he could solve. Magic was wonderful, and every day he discovered something new and amazing. 

He looked south. The walls of Ar'Kendrithyst were a dark mountain range, looming in the distance, covering the horizon. Darkness lived in there, and occasionally spilled out into the world, but there was always a darkness on the horizon, no matter where he lived. That fact would never change; only the specific circumstances.

Erick said, “I think I’m going to be more than fine.”

 

- - - -

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 19, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 312811/676500

Class: 6/6

Points: 6





	
HP


	
100/100


	
150 per day





	
MP


	
600/600


	
1050 per day





	
Strength


	
10
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15
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Willpower


	
20
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35
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 




Spoiler













	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Shaping 6

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 940/1300








 




	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 28934/1000000








 




	
Mana Altering 8

Bludgeoning, Slashing, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blind, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, hard to see, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x 1.5

Requirements: 10 Willpower

Exp: 100/3500








 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 








 




	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.








 




	
Mend 8, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a non-magical uncomplicated large object and restore it to its prime.

Exp: 880/3400








 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 




	
Force Beam 2, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 2 seconds

Exp: 175/200








 




	
Force Shrapnel 8, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 20 + WIL damage in a cone

Exp: 205/3500








 




	
Blink 5, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 

Exp: 50/800








 




	
Stoneshape 5, 1 minute per level, medium range, 30 MP

Slowly move medium amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape, OR gain fine control over minor amounts of stone and sand.

Exp: 285/800








 




	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in an area equal to spell level in meters.








 




	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.








 




	
Telekinesis 7, 1 minute per level, medium range, 40 MP

Slowly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell.

Exp: 1600/2100








 




	
Airshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of air around you for 1 minute per level of Airshape.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Call Lightning X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Exalted Storm Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Particle Mage

Your ability to unlock new Particle spells is greatly increased.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Your ability to affect the Particle spells of others is greatly increased.

Your own Particle spells are less affected by the abilities of non Particle Mages

Your Particle spells deal more damage

You take less damage from Particle spells.

<I gave you most of the Force Mage skillset except with a few additions and subtractions and relevant changes. You’ve also gotten the Class unlocked at max level, because I need to see how this all works out. This is all subject to change. ~Rozeta>








 











 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    The spoiler is his stats up to this point; I haven't posted them in a while, so here they are.
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    short chapter! this could have been at the end of the last one, but I felt it better like this



                

                Erick hung out in the temple with Poi, letting his [Exalted Storm Aura] wash across the land. The two of them were the only people under any sort of cover; everyone else in the fields were either working in the rain, under a personal [Weather Ward], or just letting the rain wash over their bodies. 

Wary of what Darenka had said about his spell, Erick still stepped into the platinum rain for a moment. It felt like water; it tasted like water. Pure water, too, with a hint of ‘light’, which Erick still couldn’t make sense of even after tasting the water several times. 

He quickly came to a decision: This was great. He loved this. It was nice to sit and watch the rain for a while, but he couldn’t do much except pop the various scrying orbs that wandered into his vision. Quite simply: this was boring. He’d better damn well get to Scion of Focus faster; not only would it remove mana exhaustion, but it would allow him to extensively train his magic during this time.

He was spending 1 mana every 4 seconds, but gaining 1 mana every 3.5 seconds; he couldn’t powerlevel his spells, like Jane would have put it, like he had done with [Grow] and [Cleanse] and [Telekinesis]. But he could do some smaller spells, spaced out further. 

So aside from [Scry] eye popping whenever Erick saw one, he cast [Stoneshape 5] enough to get that up to level 6. 

 




	
Stoneshape 6, 1 minute per level, medium range, 35 MP

Move medium amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of Stoneshape, OR gain fine control over small amounts of stone and sand.

Exp: 25/1300








 

Once it was up to 6 he played with the second half of the spell, making miniature sculptures of various scenes in the fields. He made lots of tiny farmers. Several dozen small trees, maybe only a foot tall. Then he moved on to vegetables and fruits he remembered from Earth. Zucchinis, eggplants, squash, durians, dragonfruit. He moved on from there to cows and horses, tractors and cars. He quickly scrapped the tractors and cars, and went back to manual farming stuff; he was going to leave this stuff near the big shrine to Atunir in back of the temple. He didn’t want to leave any facsimiles of technology in a space dedicated to field and fertility. It just seemed wrong.

… Field and fertility.

Erick turned toward the great statue of Atunir. … Leaving her a dildo would probably be a bad idea. Atunir’s fertility aspect didn’t seem to be paired with images of genitalia, like how it was for Earth cultures.

And so, Erick made miniature people and objects on a desk of stone, for four hours. Valok, or anyone else, didn’t come to get Erick after two hours, but Valok and Krakina did come at the end of four hours. Valok looked uniquely happy; he was even smiling, which was a rare event on the gruff no-nonsense redscale. Krakina looked like a teenager holding in a sugar rush, her grey feathers flexing out every so often.

Valok walked up the stairs toward Erick, saying, “We’re ready for you to stop. Thanks for going strong the whole morning.”

“Alrighty then!” Erick stood and stepped away from his desk. He stretched, and turned off [Exalted Storm Aura]. Like taking off a pair of pants after a long day at the office, Erick felt relieved. He yawned. He asked, “Same time tomorrow?”

Krakina jittered as she said, “Yes! This was a good time! GREAT TIME! Everyone is very happy! Work in morning, count money in the evening!” She giggled. “So much counting!”

Erick smiled. “How much did you manage to harvest?” 

“Two days normal harvest!” Krakina spread her wings wide as she cackled, “Multiplied by 5 farms! AhHH hah haH haH haH!”

She laughed like an old witch. Erick loved it.

Valok said, “We’re having lunch. We—”

“We can SHIP EVERYWHERE! To Frontier! To Kal’Duresh! To Vindin and Outpost! Fuck Portal’s tradelock!” Krakina hugged herself, practically singing, “We are rich! Gold! Lovely gold!”

“—we want you to come, Erick. To lunch.” Valok turned on Krakina, “And stop that. The costs of bulk transport are gonna—”

“RICH! RICH, I SAY!” Krakina spat out, “Do not impede my enjoyment, Valok, you old fool!”

Gradually, the rain stopped falling, the clouds above having emptied themselves across the land. Desert winds blew across the green fields, and as Erick looked upon the fields and saw the tired, happy workers, he was happy too. He also saw their massive loads of grain and huge carts of apples and bushels and bushels of not-tomatoes and not-carrots, and everything else they had managed to harvest.

Erick was happy for them because they were obviously happy, but what the hell were they going to do with all the food? Where did they put it all? Were there secret warehouses in Spur he didn’t know about? Did they ‘ship it out’ right away? They had to ship it out right away, right? But where were the ships?

It had to be [Teleport] ‘shipping’, right?

All good questions, but Erick was hungry, and the farmers seemed to know what they were about; that side of this farming business was not Erick’s concern. 

“Let’s go eat!” Erick said, “Where we going?”

Krakina leapt in, “We are going to get piss drunk in a bar! You! Me! Drinking contest!”

Erick laughed. “What are we betting?”

“I bet you I can drink you under the table, is what I’m betting!”

Valok smiled, flashing white fangs. “Apogough is already cooking. I’m sure he’ll have beer. I understand your daughter is already there, waiting for you along with her friends, and Sewermaster Al.”

“I’ll be ready in a minute.” Erick went over to his miniatures, and activated [Stoneshape] to pick them up. “Just one more thing to do.”

He floated the miniatures through the air, tiny farmers and tiny cows, life sized dragonfruit and tiny apple trees; all of them went to the massive statue of Atunir, the Goddess of Field and Fertility. Since there were already a great deal of stone fruits and harvests as a part of the statue’s base, Erick set the fruits he had made among the harvests, but kept the people and smaller trees apart. He set those just outside of the main structure, on a small lip of stone around the sculpture. With a tiny push of [Stoneshape] he attached them to the statue.

When he was done, he stepped back, then closed his eyes and bowed his head to the goddess. He made a small, indistinct prayer; nothing too specific, just a feeling of warmth and a hope for good harvests. When he was done he lifted his head and turned around. Valok and Krakina were there behind him, saying their own silent prayers. Erick moved aside, then waited for them by the short temple stairs. Valok finished first. He audibly breathed in, then turned around to Erick. Krakina finished up her prayer with a quick curtsy. 

The three of them left the temple behind, talking to each other about the day’s harvest on their way back to town. Poi followed, maintaining a respectable 5 to 7 foot distance.

The rest of Erick’s day went rather normally.

- - - -

The day of the people spying on him was already in the shitter.

Look now, a ways away, over the fields away from town, to the edge of the farm. Right before green became brown, on a bit of flat land undisturbed by grasses or weeds or anything else, there was a disturbance in the air. Most anyone looking would have seen nothing; that was the point of standing on nearly barren ground. 

Merit, the orangescale Guardmaster of Spur was not just anyone. 

She appeared out of nowhere, directly behind the disturbance.

The Disturbance almost shat itself. 

Merit spoke, in her deep, handsome voice, “Howdy, stranger.”

The Disturbance dropped to the ground. 

“What say you drop the [Invisibility] and we can have a Nice Little Chat.” 

The Disturbance complied, revealing a skinny young human boy, barely 16. Merit almost felt sorry for him, but he did have several parasitic needles stashed on his body, and likely the spells to drive them straight through any [Ward]. He would have been a classic assassin, if he lived to see his 20s. 

Merit said, “Strip naked, please, then after some questions, you’re free to go get lost in the Forest.”

The boy instantly complied, quickly stripping down to bare skin.

“And the needles in your hair, and in your mouth, too.”

The boy spat out his last ditch poisons and pulled the parasitic needles out from their secured ties in the hair on the back of his head. The dried critters burned to ash the second they left the boy's fingers. He couldn't even tell what spell Merit used.

“I’d shave you, too, just for a bit more humiliation, but your masters will probably have enough of that to give you when you get back.” Merit asked, “Who are your masters?”

The boy said, “The Green Circle.”

“Are you going back to them?”

“I’d like to, ma’am.”

“Will they send you back here?”

“No, ma’am. I was just on reconnaissance, not on a mission, and I’ve seen what I needed to see.”

Merit nodded. “Thank you for being much more cooperative than your friend.”

The boy broke out in a cold sweat. “May— May I please know my associate’s fate?”

With a practiced motion, Merit reached for a loop on the backside of her belt, bringing a severed hand into the light of day. It was a human man’s hand, from someone in their 50s who had done delicate but difficult jobs their whole life. She tossed the hand at the boy’s feet. A dark green jade ring adorned the ring finger.

The boy reached for the hand, but could not bring himself to pick up the dead flesh. He whispered, “Master...” A dampness clouded his eyes.

“He was caught parasitizing food in the Flatt Estate and in his new garden. That was smart of your former master; Erick [Cleanse]s that place rather damn regularly. Still didn’t work, because we’re here, but it was a smart move. A lot of you types are moving on from the cheap poisons, but it won’t help you, because, like I said, the Guard is here and Spur knows all your tricks.” Merit looked across the farms, and felt great. “I have a message I’d like delivered.”

The boy reached down to the hand. With a smooth, detatched motion, he plucked the ring from the finger. He stood tall, staring into Merit’s bright orange eyes. “I’m listening.”

Merit nodded. “We like taking care of people who cannot take care of themselves. That’s what it means to be an adventurer, after all. We’re here, on the front lines of the greatest danger on the surface of the continent, keeping the Shades in check, making life easier for people like those in your Greensoil Republic. And we got lucky. A fantastic person from another world walked into our town. He decided he wanted to stay, and thus he become one of the many swords we raise against the Shades. He might be a bit naive and indirect sword, but I severely doubt Erick Flatt will remain this way for long.” Merit paused. She asked, “Did you know that volcanoes are a function of Particles?”

The boy paled. 

Merit continued. “I was surprised myself. They teach you certain things in school, and then you learn that no, that was wrong, this is how the world really works.” She explained, “You know Maia, the girl from Oceanside Academy —who you would also make an enemy if you continue along this path— you know her? Just the other day she made this spell that turns rock into lava. I thought lava was rock with elemental fire inside, and that’s sort of true, from a certain angle, but also fundamentally not. The thing about Maia is that she already has [Lavashape], so she can swing that lava around like nobody’s business. Now, for Erick? An S.L.R version of Maia’s spell is one rhyme away, and if push comes to shove, we can protect him long enough for him to turn your world to ash.” Merit asked, “Do you understand? Did you get all that?”

The boy said, “Yes, ma’am.”

Merit took a big step to the left. She extended her right arm toward the Crystal Forest. “Run along now.”

The boy ran, and kept running. 

When his heart stopped pounding and his fear waned low, far away from Spur, he stood still, and stared at the wide blue sky. In the wide open spaces between crystal agaves and what was probably a crystal mimic, since there were no bugs around that one, the boy slipped the band of green jade around his own ring finger. He stared at that ring for a long time, until he didn’t. 

In a wisp of air, the boy vanished, his [Teleport] carrying him far to the east, far from the growing town of Spur, far from the towering walls of Ar’Kendrithyst.

            


034


                Today was Erick’s third day at the farms, and his and Jane’s 30th day on Veird. 

30 days was a full month, by the local calendar. All the months were 30 days long. One year lasted exactly 370 days, or 12 months, with one tenday ‘week’ of Festival in the middle of winter. It made sense that their years and months were all perfect; the gods and otherwise had crafted Veird from the corpses of the previous worlds, after all. Currently, Spur was in the middle of spring, and the snows of the far away northern mountains and Crystal Forest were steadily melting, sending water both deep down into the Underworld, and under the sands of the Crystal Forest. He knew all of this not only because he had picked it up over the last few weeks, but also because someone had left a farmer’s almanac in the temple. 

Erick was learning a lot of little facts about Veird because of that book. Not only about the timetables of local events, but also [Grow] techniques and ways to ensure that whatever you created could not propagate without natural pollinators, or [Grow]; no one wanted a Kill and Exterminate Quest issued against them by a god or otherwise. 

Bees and flowers and seeds were the preferred method of natural propagation, and honey was always great to have. Someone had even brought in some bees to one of the plots of land near the middle of the farm. They were thumb sized bugs that buzzed hard and flew far.

The bees seemed ambivalent to the platinum rain.

The cows a kilometer north loved the rain, though. Erick could hear their happy moos from his spot in the temple, reading with his back against a pillar and his butt on a bench. They kept mooing and Erick kept reading.

They mooed louder. And louder? What—

mooOOOO!

That one was a cow scream. Erick leapt up and out of his seat only seconds after Poi went on high alert. 

Erick asked, “What is it?”

As fast as Poi alerted, he calmed. He said, “Mimics attacking from the Forest, but the guards are already on it. Should have raised a wall... yesterday…” Poi paused. He said, “Killzone says they’re not going to raise a wall at all. As long as the area looks undefended, the Shades don’t care. Right now this whole farm looks like a great big target, and… Killzone says that makes them complacent.”

Erick looked at Poi. He didn’t know the man very well, but he knew enough to know when Poi’s professionalism was strained. Erick asked, “You don’t agree?”

Poi remained silent.

“You’re allowed to disagree with your commanding officer.” Erick added, “At least privately.”

Poi said, “Killzone has been at this job for a lot, lot longer than I. He has done well in organizing the army that contains the Shades. He knows the enemy. He knows how they react to certain stimuli.” Poi sighed. “This just means that the Adventurer’s Guild needs to point more adventurers at the mimics. They shouldn’t have been able to muster a mob this close to town.” Poi paused. He said, “It’s possible that they have seen the green and have come to rip it out of the ground, in force.”

Erick asked, “If the crystal mimics clear out everything green, is the whole continent a desert?”

“No, sir.” Poi said, “Only this part of Glaquin is a Crystal Forest.” Poi looked over at the book in Erick’s hands. “Is there no map in that farmer’s almanac?”

The cows had stopped bleating by now. They resumed gently mooing at the rain. Whatever had happened, it was over.

Erick answered, “A political map, and not a very good one.” He turned to the map and stared at the thin black lines and tiny dots. He said, “I’m having trouble with the vastness of this place.”

Spur was located in the lower middle half of a desert, roughly 6000 km from East to West and 4500 km from North to South, with major variations due to the various mountain ranges that surrounded the Crystal Forest. In the whole desert there were only half a dozen markers for cities, while just past the Mondariska mountains to the East, there laid a civilization called the Greensoil Republic, which occupied about the same geographical size as the Crystal Forest, with hundreds of smaller cities and several larger ones, and probably countless unnamed towns strewn throughout. To the West, past another set of mountains and nestled between two ranges, were the Wasteland Kingdoms; a much smaller place, only a thousand kilometers wide, but 3500 km from North to South. 

The almanac only covered a quarter of the continent of Glaquin, which was 1 of 4 such massive continents on a planet that was half water. The rest of the continent was largely unexplored, ancient forest. That did not make much sense, considering Earth was almost completely known, and the humans of Earth had done all their exploring without magic that allowed them to fly and dig and survive practically anywhere. 

But looking at the distance gauges on the maps and with a bit of mental math, the fact that Glaquin was mostly unexplored began to make some sense.

The Crystal Forest was about 27 million square kilometers large. The Greensoil Republic was 25 million. 

Africa, back on Earth, occupied 30 million square kilometers.

“This map doesn’t go into any real detail.” Erick confessed, “And I’m still having trouble understanding the size of Veird. I think your planet is at least twice, no... four times as big as Earth? Probably larger.” Erick was still digesting all that information. He paused. He said, “And the map is political. I don't see forests or otherwise on this map.”

Poi nodded. “The surrounding mountains keep the crystal mimics contained because they don’t like the cold and the mountains are very tall. The only gap in the circle is at the Wasteland Kingdoms; those incani keep the mimics out of their lands as best they can. And the coast, of course. Mimics can't swim. Beyond that are the forests and the grasslands and the cultural and architectural remains of people who failed to hold back the monsters.”

“… So this entire land is a desert because of those guys...”

“Correct, sir. It’s my understanding that people tried extermination campaigns long ago, but mimics either hide or breed, so you can understand how they failed.”

“… And they’re killing our attempts to keep this land a farmland.”

“Also correct, sir. I doubt they’ll get far, though. We can defend against even the largest Monster March, provided they’re just crystal mimics.” Poi looked up. He turned to Erick, and said, “It’s noon. You’ve done almost two and a half hours, so far.”

“Right.” Erick stopped feeding mana to his [Exalted Storm Aura] and set down the farmer’s almanac where he found it. “Time to finish this, too.”

[Telekinesis].

 




	
[Telekinesis] has leveled!

Level X!








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

Erick dismissed the spell, and began working on [Airshape] as he stepped down the temple steps, walking home, with Poi slightly behind and to the left.

 

- - - -

 




	
[Airshape] has leveled!

Level 6!








 




	
Airshape 6, 1 minute per level, medium range, 35 MP

Move medium amounts of air around you for 1 minute per level of Airshape, OR gain fine control over small amounts of air.

Exp: 25/1300








 

His mana was pretty low now, and he hadn’t even made it back to town. 

Aurify.

Mana Shaping.

[Airshape].

Erick breathed, and Reality breathed with him. He felt the eddies in the air, the evaporating moisture from his rain, and the gentle respiration of the plants near him.

“Sir,” Poi said. “We are in public.”

Erick cut the spell. A few of the farmers around him were giving him a wider berth than normal; some of them were still collecting the lasts of the short day’s harvests, while others did not step onto the road as Erick walked their way.

Erick nodded, said “Sorry about that,” and kept on walking. 

Erick went right home, [Cleanse Aura]d himself for a few seconds inside, making sure to clip the bathroom and his bedroom, then curled up on his nice new bed. The movers had installed the beds yesterday while Erick was at the farms and Jane was home. The rest of the furniture would be coming soon enough.

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke up an hour later, full on mana, just in time to greet Al and Jane coming through the front door. After making all of them sandwiches from a leftover roast, Erick grabbed a rod of [Treat Wounds] he had bought from Ulrick Ulrick and handed it to Jane. She frowned, but nodded. All of them moved into the back yard. It was time to make some magic!

Erick turned to Al and Jane. “Thanks for spotting me.”

He popped a large [Weather Ward] across all of them, and Poi. Then he popped a [Temperature Ward], too, to keep the area at a nice and cool 75ish Fahrenheit. 

He began, “A—

“Are you… Are you just going to start? Just like that? The [Ward]s are good, but...” Al looked out across the flat Human District. “You shouldn’t do this so openly.”

“Jesus Christ, Dad.” Jane had been holding in her displeasure, but it was coming out now. She quickly said, “You have [Stoneshape]. Put up some walls.”

“Uhhh.” Erick winced. “I don’t think walls are a good idea.”

“Should I put up some walls?” Al frowned. “Or perhaps we should move into the Forest?” He pointed at the city wall. “It’s not a far walk.”

“No no no.” Erick thought. He said. “Put up a very very large visual distortion [Ward]. That would be better.”

Al nodded.

The air glittered with light, then all around, maybe fifty feet away in all directions, a bubble appeared, and the world outside that bubble turned a bit fuzzy. 

Erick asked, “Poi? We’re clear?”

“We have been for an hour now, sir.”

“Thank you. It should stay in the sky. If not, that’s what the [Temperature Ward] is for.” He paused. He pointed at the city wall. “Just so we’re clear… There’s nothing over the wall, way over in that direction, right?”

Everyone stared at him.

Poi announced, “We are now ordered to vacate the city, and to do all this out there. Killzone is coming and will meet us in the designated location.”

Erick frowned.

 

- - - -

 

North of Spur, Erick, Jane, Al, Poi, and Killzone stood under several different [Wards], along with Zago, who had arrived in the middle of setting up, running across the sands, yelling, ‘Wait for me!’. 

Erick gazed across the land. There were a few agaves and a lot of tiny creatures out there, but this spell shouldn’t hit any of them. Erick had done his research in the Mage Guild’s library; if this spell worked, it wouldn’t affect any of them. 

But… if there were crystal mimics out there… 

Erick gazed at the sky, and opened himself to the manasphere. Meditation felt like second nature; it felt right, it felt good. Meditation felt like a connection to something much greater than himself. He was a little part of a great, great system, like a diver at the bottom of a tropical ocean, staring up at a vast weight of warm life overhead. 

Erick spoke to that vastness now, and it rushed to hear him speak.

“A cleansing wind to sear the land of all corruption, damn the damned~

“Of breath of life and death I sing, to all who fear to hear the ring~

“Of cleansing wind to sear the land of all corruption, damn the damned~

“Out life comes, slithering, in this domain of [Withering].”

The manasphere shifted; 500 mana ripped out of Erick.

He fell backward into Jane’s arms. She jabbed him with the glowing rod of [Treat Wounds]. Erick managed to stay awake, sitting on the ground. Jane applied another hit of [Treat Wounds].

Nothing much happened beyond the visual distortion [Ward], out in the desert. The air was a bit thicker here and there, like someone had thrown a low powered [Cleanse] across an exceedingly large area. But that was it. If they were outside of Zago’s [Distortion Ward], they might have seen something more than a general impression of the new spell. 

Zago asked, “What did—”

Monsters screamed in the desert.

A notification appeared.

 




	
You have slain Crystal Mimic A!

95% participation!

+20693935 exp










Then another.




	
You have slain Crystal Mimic C!

95% participation!

+20693935 exp








 

And another.




	
You have slain Crystal Mimic B!

95% participation!

+33483491 exp








 

A few more notifications popped. Erick recognized two of them.




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Withering 1, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+3 ability points. 








 




	
I like this one a whole lot. Good Job, Erick. ~Rozeta








 

There were some leveling notices, too, but he’d deal with those later. 

“Help me to my feet, Jane. You can dismiss the visual distortion, Zago. It’s over.”

Jane easily pulled him upright as Zago dropped the distortion [Ward], revealing the northern deserts in all their sandy flatness, and the faint twirl of thick air still wafting across the land; If Erick wasn’t looking for the remnants of his spell, he would have thought it a heat mirage. 

Erick pulled out [Withering] and handed the spell’s blue box to Zago and Killzone, then he handed out more copies to Al and Jane. Zago read her copy a few times. Killzone read his once and smiled wide, before dismissing the box. Jane seemed to frown a little, while Al chuckled, both of them summarily vanishing the boxes Erick gave them. Zago held on to hers until Erick spoke. 

Erick said, “It’s a spell that targets anything with a 10 or more mana rad inside its body, then purges all liquid water from those targeted creatures. Supremely simple. Highly useful for killing monsters, and nothing else. This is about as comfortable as I am with killing.”

“I’m glad we came out here,” Killzone stressed. “Rads accumulating in intestinal pockets is a more common ailment than you’d think, Archmage.”

“I read that in the library, which is why I focused on rads worth 10 mana or more. [Withering] should ignore almost anyone with minor rad poisoning. But besides that, this spell wasn’t the one I planned on casting inside the city. That one would have stayed in the air.”

Killzone smiled, nodding. “Then this is a mighty good spell you got here. I feel privileged to have witnessed the first cast of [Withering].”

“I’m guessing a [Weather Ward] would stop it.” Erick said, “But the point is, is that you shouldn’t need to use a [Weather Ward] for almost all applications of this spell.”

Zago finally spoke, “There’s an even chance that Headmaster will be absolutely livid that you invented his spell out from under him, or relieved that you chose to go this particular direction. You’ve created something… Something very good for the world.”

“Aye.” Al said, “This was good, Erick.”

“I wholly agree.” Killzone looked out across the land. “But did you manage to kill those monsters out there? Or did the spell end before that?”

“I got notifications for 3 mimics. A, B, and C.” Erick said, “I’m going to wait for my mana to come back then go see what they look like. I… I don’t think this was a kind death.” Erick gazed at the Crystal Forest. “Not sure where they dropped, either. [Withering] seems to cover a lot of ground.”

Killzone exclaimed, “It certainly does!”

Zago asked, “Are you going to try for another spell today?”

Erick shook his head. “No. This…” He sighed. “This was a toll.”

Zago and Al frowned. Jane sighed at Erick.

Kilzone spoke softly, without malice, “Crystal mimics are a blight. There is no end to them. You could fly across the land with this as an aura and still not make a dent in the never ending horde.” Killzone said, “Or maybe you could. It’s okay to kill the bad things, you know. They would kill you if you gave them a chance.” Killzone gestured at the desert. “This whole Crystal Forest is them trying to kill everyone except themselves.” 

“Doesn’t mean I have to enjoy kill—”

“Shu—!” Killzone spoke a bit louder, more animated. “Those fu— Those monsters kill people every year. The shadowcats— We succeeded in killing them, but...” All mirth vanished from Killzone. “They killed 7 young adventurers. Did you know that?”

Erick said, “I thought—”

“You don’t think! That’s the prob—!” Killzone stopped himself. He calmed. Authority filled his voice, “I expect to see you learning with the other rookies in a few days when Mog’s monthly class restarts. Be there. You need to learn of the dangers a spell like yours can negate from this world.”

A breeze flowed across the Crystal Forest, kicking up scattered sand.

“You’re completely right, Killzone. Sorry.” Erick said, “I intend to be at those classes.”

Killzone relaxed. “Good. Good.” He asked, “How are the new guys working out?”

The new guys were one middle aged orcol woman named Teressa, and one young redscale named Rats. Rats had a real name, but he went by ‘Rats’. Teressa was twice as silent as Poi and constantly in armor, like she was some silent war golem waiting for orders. They were both off… somewhere. Doing something. Erick wasn’t exactly sure. They had worked out the schedule for guarding Erick on their own; when they weren’t around him, they were doing whatever they wanted to do.

“Well. As far as I know. One is usually at the house, one beside me, the other… not sure where.” Erick said, “And that’s fine.”

Killzone nodded. He said, “Then I’m off. Good luck with Mog’s classes, Archmage.”

Killzone vanished in a black blip. 

Erick turned to Jane. “Want to search for monster corpses with me?”

“Yes.” Jane smiled. “I do want to search for monster corpses with you.”

Zago said, “One moment.”

She glittered violet as she pointed into the desert. Three pillars of dark purple smoke began to rise off in the distance. 

“The smoke won’t last long. But you should be able to find the bodies before it wears out; targeting rads is a difficult skill, but one supremely necessary for any growing mage, and especially for an Archmage.” Zago bowed. “I shall take my leave, Archmage.”

“Thank you. For the smoke.”

Zago smiled. “No trouble at all. Thank you for letting me witness history.”

Zago vanished in a crash of purple light.

Erick sighed out, “I really need to get [Teleport]. That looks convenient.”

Al laughed. “You make yourself weak if you [Teleport] everywhere! Those two just have too many duties to attend.” He gestured toward the desert. “Come! Let us walk the sands and find your bounty.” He started walking toward the closest purple pillar. “It looks rather close!”

It looked far to Erick, but he didn’t complain. 

They walked in silence.

A lot of things were currently bothering Erick, but one stood out from the rest.

Erick asked, “Jane? Al? Am I being too much of a pacifist? I think I upset Killzone.”

“Yes.” Jane answered, instantly. “You have this power to make the world better. Use it.”

He expected that answer from Jane. The only major stress in Erick’s relationship with his daughter had always been, and would probably always be, Erick’s pacifist nature. 

Al took more than 0 seconds to formulate his answer. “It is a good thing to realize that violence begets violence, but monsters… Anything with a rad inside of it… They’re not capable of anything except violence.”

Erick asked, “Do they peacefully raise young? Do they communicate with each other? Do they see people arriving with swords and decide that they have to fight for their lives? Are the monsters monsters because you force them to be monsters? Or… what?”

Al walked across the sands, silent again.

They arrived at the first corpse. It looked like crystal agave ten foot tall with all the water removed; a withered crystalline succulent that had cracked open under internal pressure, so dried out that the flesh that hadn’t turned to powder had instead turned solid and blue. The crystal mimic had turned into massive sapphires, scattered across the sand. 

Among the rubble there were lumps of blue-brown gunk, gently pulsing, trying to move. Juveniles. Barely able to live on their own, because of him, because of a spell he—

“Dad.” Jane said, “I know what you’re thinking, and you're wrong. These things are not innocent babies left abandoned by a mother you killed. They are the juvenile form of a plague.” She stepped across the broken corpse, moving straight to the middle of the body with a [Conjured Weapon] in the shape of a mining pickaxe. With a quick strike against the largest lump, Jane split the monster’s hardened center in half, revealing a glittering rad to the light. “Hell. These things attack all life that is not them or the natural agaves. They are not part of an ecosystem. They are monsters who destroy the land to suit their own needs, without regard for the lives they displace.”

Erick sighed. “Jane… please.”

“Dad.” Jane grabbed the rad from the corpse. She stared at Erick. “Please.”

Erick stayed silent.

On the way to the next corpse, Al spoke, “Your daughter is correct. Rads drive monsters insane as soon as the rads attach to the heart. There have been studies where people have tried removing rads without killing the monster… Some of them have succeeded. What results is an empty body, without a soul, without a mind. As soon as the rad reaches the heart, the soul is consumed and whatever was is no more.”

“… Is the rad a monster’s soul?”

Jane shouted, “That’s your takeaway?! Fucking hell!”

“I’m trying to understand, Jane!”

Al spoke, “Rads are crystallized magic which is poisonous to all living things. They’re naturally expelled by all people and all animals. But this is not the case for monsters. Monsters are born with rads inside of them. For us, rads are only a problem after they’ve torn through the digestive tract and traveled to the heart. Once they attach to the heart, they consume the soul and transform the brain.” Al stressed, “Monsters are born with rads already inside of them. They cannot be saved, they can only be exterminated. Erick. This fixation you have with believing that monsters are not monsters… It is foolish in the extreme; it makes you look like a fool.”

Erick asked, “What if you were to take the rad out of the body without killing them?”

“This has been done. The result is a living corpse, unable to do anything except drool and shit.” Al went on, “And if you’re thinking of starting with two living corpses, and breeding young to remove the rad at the stage of conception, or some other variation of a theme, know that this has already been done a thousand different ways. The result is yet another living corpse. These experiments have been done many, many times before, by people much more learned than I.”

They arrived at the second crystal mimic. 

Al pointed to the shattered blue corpse. “This is a kinder fate than most. You killed it within seconds, without damaging the environment. You even [Cleanse]d the remains! There are toxic monsters out there that most adventurers cannot fight, who use poisonous magics and corrupt the land. Go to the Wasteland Kingdoms and see the truth for yourself, if you must. Witness the corruption of toxic monsters left unchecked by naive young minds. Journey to Oceanside and see the experiments they still perform, for the sake of people like you and the occasional uneducated noble, to inform you that which the rest of us already know.”

Erick stared at the blue gems of a corpse. 

Al said, “Most monsters are not evil. They kill. They corrupt. This is their unalterable nature. If you want to give them your pity then you are welcome to do so, for kindness is more beautiful than green land in the Crystal Forest. But know this: mercy for monsters means death for us all.”

Jane swung her pickaxe against the solid corpse. A glittering rad tumbled out from hard blue flesh.

Erick looked toward Spur, then beyond, to Ar’Kendrithyst, as they walked toward the third corpse.

Al and Jane followed his gaze, but said nothing.

Poi said, “Those monsters are evil. They were all people, once upon a time. They each inserted a rad into their body and let it consume them, their transformation from person to monster guided by the Cult of the Dark Dragon, Melemizargo. If those creatures had their way, your [Withering] would be turned around to affect only those without rads inside. The Shades would spill out from their half-prison and sing the Song of Melemizargo to the rest of the world, corrupting people into shadeling worshipers bent on helping their masters.” He added, “Luckily, even if they did manage to corrupt your spell into their own version, we can pop a [Weather Ward] to prevent its use against us.”

They arrived at the third corpse, and Jane did much like she did before. When she was done and the crystal mimic was nothing but blue litter, she handed all three rads to Erick. 

He looked at them. Really looked at them. 

Each of them was the same size, roughly worth 10 mana, or 5 gold, depending on if you were to use them in enchanting, or as currency. They were each a clear whitish, pointed ovoid crystal, which a jeweler on Earth would have called a marquise cut. Unnaturally faceted, unnaturally brilliant, they glittered with unnatural light. 

But what was ‘unnatural’ in a world of monsters?

Erick thought. 

… Monsters are natural, but so is arsenic, and death, and pain, and sorrow. 

He looked across the Crystal Forest, to the north, the west, and the east. He picked the direction with the most agaves, though any direction he picked would likely end up with the same result. In the end, he chose northwest, and northeast.

[Withering].

Air shifted in front of him as mana slipped out, following channels it had already burned in the Script, and in his body. He turned.

[Withering].

Another 250 mana slipped away. 

The air shifted in an 180 degree arc of land, north of the city, hitting maybe four square miles. Maybe less, maybe more. The effect was not immediate. But here and there, Erick witnessed heavy twists of wind, slipping into the sky like dust devils. [Withering] was a spell that killed, pure and simple. Erick had created it for this reason; he would use it to ensure his world was a bit brighter, even if it meant putting down monsters. He just expected to use it as a last resort, not as a tool to wield against an unending horde.

Notifications rolled in. Erick noticed them, and put them away. He did not turn away from the death he had caused, not today, not ever again. He turned to a stunned Jane, a sad smiling Al, and a proud Poi. 

Erick walked toward the city. The other dead mimics and their rads could stay wherever they fell; he was done harvesting corpses. Maybe in death, their bodies could nourish the land in ways they prevented their entire lives.

 

- - - -

 

Erick laid in bed, staring at the ceiling, and at various boxes.

After the first [Withering], the subsequent two had slain 6 of one level of monster, probably level 30, according to what people had told him about mimics, and 5 level 31s. All of them were for 95% Participation. Phagar, the God of Death and Time, must have approved of his spell.

Erick stared at his new Status box.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 31, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 15104040/217830900

Class: 6/6

Points: 33
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100/100


	
150 per day
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+0
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20
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35
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

10 points into Strength. 1 point for Strong.

… 5 points in Vitality. 1 point in Enduring.

Erick paused. He felt… Considerably different. Like he was… a teenager again?

Whoop there’s an erection! Ha ha! What the fuck?

Erick laughed at nothing in particular. 

But then gloom returned and everything calmed down a bit. This must be why everyone at the Adventurer’s Guild likes Scion of Strength. Or maybe it’s the Vitality. It has to be the Vitality. Pornstars would go for Scion of Vitality, wouldn’t they? Well bully for them, Erick felt better about himself, but he had a long way left to go. 

16 points left. Just enough for the big one.

Erick threw 15 points at his Focus, then bought Scion of Focus.

He slipped outside of himself.

 

- - - -

 

He opened his eyes and saw clouds.

“The Five Scions are a special category of skills, because we designed them that way.” Rozeta, the Dragon Goddess of the Script spoke from one side of Erick. She was a four mile long dragon again, gleaming prismatic and golden white, in an endless blue sky filled with fluffy clouds. She had stopped speaking to zip around the sky, or maybe she zipped around the sky because she had stopped speaking. When she spoke again, she was in front of Erick, her house-sized head large enough to see the entirety, but not close enough to threaten. “50 points in any one stat, or 25 in all of them; these are investments. These are seeds planted for a future harvest, unlike taking a skill to acquire immediate power. Tell me: What are you investing for, Erick Flatt? What do you hope to reap?”

She was speaking of hope, but Erick's thoughts went straight to fear.

He knew exactly what he did not want. He did not want to see his daughter die. He did not want to cause a black hole. He did not want to kill anyone. He didn’t even want to kill monsters, but he was starting to make peace with that necessity.

But Rozata was speaking of hope, and Erick couldn’t help but eventually think about what he did want to happen in his life.

He also knew he didn’t want to be governed by fear. Fear had made him fuck up his magic. Fear had driven a wedge between him and his daughter. The fear of other people for Erick had caused them to guard Erick like he was a fragile egg, able to be cracked under the least amount of pressure. 

Killzone, Jane, Al, Poi, and probably a great many other people… They had all looked upon Erick and seen a weak person; someone to be protected. 

Jane had taken it upon herself when she was younger to protect her father, seeing clearly at a very young age the same facts that everyone saw.

But the way Erick saw it, the way life had been on Earth...

Erick made a life out of helping people…

Other people had taken it upon themselves to help Erick.

This was normal. This was civilization. Erick had always considered this the best possible version of life. But there was a disparity, right now. On Spur, Erick was failing his own responsibilities to the social contract.

Erick realized a truth.

Jane was leaving him because she couldn’t be around him anymore. She had protected him for too long, and seen that he was all too willing to get himself into trouble, just as much as he was unwilling to ensure that he made it out the other side intact. On Earth, this had not been a major threat, no matter what Jane’s personal opinions declared. But on Spur, this was a problem. The people of Spur would likely leave him behind, too, if he didn’t step up to the plate.

Jane was right. She was wrong, but she was also right. Erick always had a handle on the local gangs and problems on Earth. He knew who to talk to to solve the problems in his neighborhood, he knew how to help the gang kids that needed help; sometimes that help came from inside the gangs themselves. He knew how to talk his way into extra medical care for his poor clients. He knew who and how to threaten to get the court to back off from others who were already trying to be better people. 

But… On Veird, all of that was useless. 

Because Erick had forgotten a basic fact about life.

You cannot help others when you are powerless.

Right now, other people were helping Erick, but that would not last.

Because, right now, Erick was powerless.

Right now, he needed actual, willingness to kill, anti-assassin, knowing your neighbors and counting on them, power. He needed to clear the Crystal Forest around Spur. He needed to turn the land green. He needed to hold his fate in his own hands, and then help everyone around him.

He needed to not be a burden.

Rozeta had not moved the entire time Erick thought.

She said, “You have found your fields and readied the soil. You have planted the seeds just in time for the first rains of the season. I hope your garden blooms brightly, Erick Flatt.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick awoke to blue boxes.
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 




	
Strong 3

Multiply your base HP by 2.22

Requirements: 20 Strength

Exp: 44/300








 




	
Enduring 3

Multiply your base HP regen by 2.22

Requirements: 20 Vitality

Exp: 44/300








 




	
Scion of Focus

Multiply your base MP regen by 4

Immune to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: 50 in Focus








 

Erick also awoke to Jane sitting in a chair at the foot of his bed, reading. She noticed him. She put her book to the side. She looked at Erick, in that resigned, quiet way a person gets when they’ve had enough and they’re going to inform you of the decisions they’ve made regarding you.

Erick waited for her to speak. 

“I’m very jealous.” Jane sighed. “[Withering] is a perfect spell, and if I hadn’t been so absorbed in my own messes, I… I’m not sure what’s different about us, Dad...”

Okay. Maybe Erick had read that wrong. This didn’t seem like she was mad at Erick, but maybe at herself? That was a possibility. … Erick had never seen Jane angry at herself. This was a new experience.

Jane continued. “I tried making some magic of my own. Light based spells. Photons and all that. Didn’t work. So I threw myself at this [Polymorph] spell idea… The alchemists fucked up the potion, which is normal, so I have to go out there and kill more and collect more… Gold and specimens and rads and all of that… But in the meantime, you revolutionized fighting monsters. You went about it a lot differently than I would have.” She paused. “I’m just… what I’m trying to say is that I’m very jealous. And I don’t know how to handle this. It’s really weird and I don’t like it.”

Erick sat up in bed. 

Jane sighed.

Erick said, “What about your cellphone? Weren’t you going to do something with that?”

“That’s why I got [Scry]. But if your phone is out there, it’s out of my sight, and [Scry] doesn’t work like I want it to work. At the same time I was trying all that, I was also working on a version of [Mend] that would restore electronics to full charge. Also didn’t work.” Jane sighed. “I think my problem is fundamental. I’m not sure where I’ve gone wrong. How do you do it?”

Erick considered. 

“Have you felt the manasphere? Really felt it?”

Jane looked around. “Yeah. I’m looking at it right now. Nothing… seems special about it, but if you’re trying to sell me some mumbo jumbo horse shit about some mystical—” Jane paused. Exasperated, she mumbled, “That’s exactly that, isn’t it?”

Erick laid out a theory he had been holding close to his heart. “Magic is alive and the Script is a chain. I’m not judging what the gods and everyone else had to do to survive coming in to this reality, but what I’m saying is that magic is a lot more than what you think it is. Magic is alive, and I think monsters are magic’s way of fighting back against the Script, in the only way it knows how to fight; primal and full of emotion.”

“What you just described is one of the major tenets of the Cult of Melemizargo, and while most decry all of that as untrue, it certainly seems true. At least factually. But facts are messy things, Dad. Facts aren’t always true, especially when it comes to 1400 year old facts.”

Whatever Erick had expected from his big revelation, it was not that!

Erick was too stunned to think very clearly. Erick scoffed. “Name one fact that isn’t true!”

Jane explained, “Back on Earth, movies were grossing more and more every year. Some would have said that it’s a fact that movies today are better than they used to be, because it’s a fact they’re making more and more money than ever before. But it’s also a fact that the population of Earth is increasing, and that inflation exists. Which one is a truer fact? They’re all relevant. They’re all true.” Jane concluded, “But some facts are more true than others.”

Erick scoffed again. “Name another.”

“Violet exists on the edge of blue, but violet is not purple. Purple doesn’t really exist. It only exists in your head because your eyes have three color receptors, and through some funky brainy way, the brain is tricked into combining light from both far ends of the spectrum into what we see as purple. Our eyes tell us that purple exists in the world around us; this is a fact. Purple doesn’t actually exist; this is another fact. Both are true, and they directly contradict each other. One of them is more true than the other though, in my opinion.”

“You always were so factual.”

“Because I like order.” Jane said, “Took me a while to realize order isn’t very ordered, though.” She looked at Erick. “Have you had any other realizations today?”

Ah! Now she goes to the part where she’s rightfully mad at me. Clever. 

But two can play at this game.

Erick joked at her complaints, “Yeah. With Vitality and Strength at 20, and with the relevant skills, I want to hit up the local red light district. Does Spur have one of those?”

“Gross.”

Erick laughed again, then said, “How about this then: The Script is unbalanced to reward people with better bodies with investments into Strength and Vitality, while Willpower and Focus do nothing but allow more magic.”

“True; they did that because magic broke their universe, because warriors were powerless in the face of unlimited magical power.”

Erick confessed, “Okay. So. That makes sense, when you put it like that.” 

Jane waited, frowning.

Erick sighed. He said, “I have realized two things: You can’t help others from the bottom of a hole, and I’m at a bottom of a hole. I’m sorry, Jane. I’m going to start clearing monsters from around the farm, starting tomorrow. Helping out the guard and keep the farms safe; that sort of thing.” Erick said, “I just got Scion of Focus, so I’m going to burn through all my skills tonight, leveling them to 10. Then it’s time for the flight spell, and maybe another Particle spell. Don’t know if I’ll get that far tonight, though.” 

Jane slowly smiled. She relaxed. 

“Do you want some help with your magic?” Erick teased, “It’ll be like highschool again!”

“No thanks.” Jane stood. “I’m going to start dinner. Are you going to do a [Strike] and healing spell rotation like I did to raise your Strong and Enduring to 10? Do you have a healing spell yet?”

“Ugh! No. None of that. Can’t I just, like… hit myself, or something?”

“[Swift Movement] and a healing spell is also an option. Moving fast feels amazing, and is incredibly useful. You should consider a healing spell. I like [Rejuvenation].”

“… I’m out of points— And my [Ward]s regenerate 6000 points per hour! Why do I need a healing spell?”

“Invent another spell! You need a healing spell, Dad. If not for you then for those around you. Go to the Interfaith Church and do some research.”

“Fine fine! But!” Erick teased, “Speaking of inventing magic: Where’s your tier 3 spell!”

“… It’s a work in progress.” Jane walked out of the room, saying, “I’m working on dinner, right now! You go work on your magic!”

Erick followed her out of the room. Teressa, the large orcol woman in grey armor, was seated in her chair at the end of the hallway. She stood up when Erick came out, then followed him down the stairs and outside the house, maintaining a respectable 5 to 7 foot distance the whole time. All of Killzone’s people seemed to be all about that respectable distance; it probably had something to do with [Interception]. 

Outside of the house, in the stone yard, Erick cast magic. 

It took him half an hour, but [Stoneshape] hit 10. 

In the next thirty minutes, [Airshape] hit 10, too.

The whole time he had been using Mana Shaping. That hit 10, as well. 

Dinner came, and went. Erick stepped back outside and kept training. Next, came [Force Shrapnel: Bludgeoning Aura]. That quickly hit 10, along with Mana Altering, and produced, funnily enough, [Billiard Ball Aura]. 

The sun was beginning to set by then. Erick went inside and grabbed a wooden spoon from the kitchen. In the dining room, he started breaking it with his newfound strength, over and over, casting [Mend] to set the spoon to rights each time. Getting that spell up to 10 was a damned slog, but he did it! 

Al showed up after dark, just to see if Erick was okay. Erick showed Al his Status, and Al smiled wide.

“Scion of Focus?”

“I did, Al. And it feels great.” Erick smiled. “I think I’ve spent dozens of thousands of mana since I woke up. I’m not quite sure, but I am sure that magic is wonderful. I’m very glad you pushed me toward Focus.”

“I am glad you took my advice!” Al chuckled. “You did well out there, today. [Withering] is being discussed all over town. People want to see it in action.”

“I need to get that up to 10, too. Then a [Withering Aura] and a flight around across the land outside of the farms, after I invent my flight spell. Gotta drive back the monsters. That sort of thing.”

Al smiled softly. He nodded. He said, “This is a good look on you. Not just the Focus, but you went for Strength and Vitality, too. This was a good decision.”

“Strength and Vitality is a good feeling! I’m getting erections every 10 minutes. I haven’t felt this good in 25 years.”

Al laughed, wide and happy. “We need to go drinking! I will be your spotter and we shall get you a proper bed warmer for these cold Forest nights.”

Erick laughed. 

 

- - - -

 

Al helped Erick set up the nightly [Alarm Ward]s around the house, then set up some final [Absorption Ward]s of his own. Al left with a promise from Erick to go drinking tomorrow.

Erick was drained by the time he went to bed, but he wasn’t Exhausted. He still had [Force Beam] and [Blink] to level to 10, but those weren’t that important right now. He’d make his [Mend Aura] and [Group Precise Flight] tomorrow, too. Heck! He still had to actually play with all of the spells he had leveled, both to get a feel for how they worked, and because magic was damn cool. 

Ohh! [Thousand Hands Aura] made from [Telekinesis] and stuff. That sounds like a good one.

Erick looked over his Status before going to bed. Tomorrow was going to be a wonderful day.
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Scion of Focus

Multiply your base MP regen by 4

Immune to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: 50 in Focus










 





	
Strong 3

Multiply your base HP by 2.22

Requirements: 20 Strength

Exp: 96/300










 





	
Enduring 3

Multiply your base HP regen by 2.22

Requirements: 20 Vitality

Exp: 96/300










 





	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower










 





	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus










 





	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus










 





	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower










 





	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower










 





	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 68294/1000000










 





	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower










 





	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.










 





	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.










 





	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 mana.

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.










 





	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost










 





	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration.

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.










 





	
Force Beam 2, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 2 seconds

Exp: 175/200










 





	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone










 





	
Billiard Ball Aura, short range, 5 MP per second

Crashing balls of mana bounce erratically, inflicting 25 + WIL damage per hit.










 





	
Blink 5, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink

Exp: 50/800










 





	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP










 





	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in an area equal to spell level in meters.










 





	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.










 





	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP










 





	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP










 

Particle Mage:

 





	
Call Lightning X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Particle Mage Only










 





	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.

Particle Mage Only










 





	
Exalted Storm Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only










 





	
Withering 5, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second, then Cleanse the land around every monster purged in this way.

Particle Mage Only.

Exp: 400/800










 





	
Particle Mage

Your ability to unlock new Particle spells is greatly increased.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Your ability to affect the Particle spells of others is greatly increased.

Your own Particle spells are less affected by the abilities of non Particle Mages

Your Particle spells deal more damage

You take less damage from Particle spells.

<I gave you most of the Force Mage skillset except with a few additions and subtractions and relevant changes. You’ve also gotten the Class unlocked at max level, because I need to see how this all works out. This is all subject to change. ~Rozeta>
















 

- - - -

 

BreeEEE! BreeEEE! BreeEEE!

An [Alarm Ward] blared. Erick shot up out of bed, his feet landing on the cold stone floor. Night hung heavy outside and inside his room. There had been a lightorb in his room. What happened to the light?

Mana Shaping.

[Special Ward].

A string of lights sprung out from every edge of his room, and every other edge of his entire stone house, inside and out, like immaculately placed Christmas lights suddenly switched on. 

Except for in one upper corner of his bedroom, by the window, where the lightorb had been. 

An eight foot wide spider made of darkness waited there, seven long legs latched into the stone, one long leg touching the [Alarm Ward] of the closed window, triggering the spell again and again.

Mana Shaping

[Wither—

The spider vanished faster than the speed of thought. 

Erick rushed out of his room, screaming, “Where the fuck is everyone!”
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                Erick stumbled out of his room, screaming, “Where the fuck is everyone!”

Strips of lightorb gripped the edges of everywhere, shining sunlight onto orange stone.

And a body. Large, grey armor, Teressa. No head. Red blood everywhere. Head must be somewhere—

Two bodies. Bluescaled Poi, surrounded by his own lake of red.

Poi was dead.

Erick screamed, “JANE!” He ran through the hall—

Poi coughed and Erick rounded on him. 

His rod of [Treat Wounds]! Erick rushed back into his room and grabbed the rod from the dresser beside his bed. He raced back to Poi and slammed a charge of [Treat Wounds] into the dragonkin, who coughed out something far too quiet for Erick to hear. Erick hit him with another charge.

Poi gasped, “He— Heal Teressa!”

Erick did as he was told, even though Teressa had no head.

Teressa’s head began to regro-OLY SHIT that’s creepy! Erick had to hold back a barf.

Jane.

Erick dashed to Jane’s room. 

She wasn’t there. The bed was rumpled. The window was open—

The window was torn open, off its stone hinges. Erick rushed through the room to the window, sticking his head out into the night. The light of his lightward had covered a great deal of the house, shining bright sunlight into the darkness, like he had strung the place up for Christmas.

There was nothing out there, save for the normal lights of the far away city, and the flat land of the Human District. 

Poi lurched into the doorway. “They came too fast—”

“How long since they took her?” Erick spat out, “Are you in contact with the Army?”

“Shadowvenom blocks many mag—”

“GUESS.”

Poi forced himself to stand a bit straighter. “Based on my blood pool… 3 minutes. Maybe less. They should have tried to taunt you and they wouldn’t have done that unless they were sure of their escape. What did they s—?”

Erick didn’t answer; he didn’t have the time to answer. He was furious. Anger was a poison, and it was all consuming. Erick moved as fast as his body would allow.

Aurify.

Mana Shaping X.

[Airshape X].

[Telekinesis X].

A brand new spell popped out. 

 




	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 

Instinct gripped Erick as he gripped the windowsill with a hundred invisible arms. He launched himself out of Jane’s room, leaving Poi behind, looking for a trail, holding on a thousand pockets of air with a thousand unseen hands, racing two stories above the ground. 

A very distant part of him flew across the land in wonder, marveling at magic.

A very present part of him was beyond anger. 

The [Alarm Ward] on the house had been silent, and keyed to everyone. He fixed this oversight now with another [Alarm Ward] and raced through it, triggering a blaring warning in his own voice.

“Shadowspiders in the City! Shadowspiders in the City!”

The alarm repeated, loud and vibrating. Having been triggered, it would run out of energy soon enough, but the message had been delivered. The Oceanside Mage’s house lit up. Out in the rest of the city, lightorbs bloomed in the night. 

Erick saw a shadow slip over the northern wall, carrying a bundle, the dark silhouette limned by silver-pink moonlight. Anger turned to hate, as Erick said a prayer of thanks to whoever was the goddess of chance, as he raced across the land, picking up speed. 

[Special Ward].

A massive spotlight of brilliant white light sprang into existence 50 feet up, illuminating the northeast wall of the city. Two spiders were climbing up the wall, their stark spindly forms like black etchings against orange brown stone. 

Mana Shaping

[Withering].

300 mana flowed through Erick as he splashed his [Withering] against the spiders far ahead, wrapping the spell up and over the wall, then letting it flop and adhere to the other side in a mile-wide semicircle.

Two spiders winked out, falling into their own shadows. Not dead; [Shadowalk]ed away, probably.

A visual alarm came up from the wall, two hundred yards left of where the spiders had been climbing. Someone was there and lighting [Special Ward]s of their own. Orange globe things; Erick didn’t know what they were supposed to mean, exactly.

Erick felt a tingle on his mind.

Killzone’s voice came though, ‘Erick. Are you there?’

This is [Telepathy]? They took Jane. They’re still here.

Erick was at the wall. There were no signs of spiders, but how would there be? They didn’t seem to leave web trails wherever they had walked; they weren’t slugs. Erick flew up and over the city wall, his thousand hands finding the tiniest of purchases, and when they didn’t find a spot to hold on to, they gripped air and that worked well enough. Erick flung himself over the wall.

Three half-moons shone down upon a dark land studded with ten foot tall gems.

 




	
You have slain Shadowspider F!

35% Participation!

+84552359 exp








 

Far below, a thousand feet from the wall, was Jane. She was wielding a shield of light and pulling a sword covered in dark ichor out of a dark dead thing. Erick spread his aura wide to glide across the distance. 

“Jane!”

She turned to see him fly in. “Dad!” 

She laughed as Erick touched down, throwing her sword and shield to the desert sands. They raced into each other’s arms.

“Are you hurt!?”

“I couldn’t cast anything until your spell dried out the webs!”

“You’re safe? You’re good? You—”

“I’m good. I’m good.” She gasped. “Is everyone else—”

“They’re fine.” Erick hugged Jane tight. “I don’t know how I didn’t wake—”

“It happened fast. I woke up in webs halfway out of the window.” Jane hugged tight. 

She shook a little, and Erick held her tighter. He was probably shaking a little, too. Erick stood there, holding Jane until both of them stopped shaking. 

She sighed out, and Erick sighed with her.

Jane pulled away, asking, “How did the [Alarm Ward]s fail?”

“The only reason I woke up...” Erick breathed deep, then said, “I woke up because one of them purposefully triggered the [Alarm Ward] by my window. They must be able to see the [Ward]. I thought Al and I had hidden them better, but… I think I need to get a [Solid Ward], or whatever you call it. Bacci and Al both have one, but they can only have one [solid ward] at a time… It was on my to-do list.” 

“Mine, too.” Jane looked her father up and down. “That’s a handy spell you got there, Dad.”

Erick chuckled, the terror of the last minutes evaporating. He breathed out, and said, “It kinda just… Seemed natural.” Erick focused on his FoaTH Aura, silently laughing that the acronym was at least intelligible. The air shifted around him. His thousand hands touched upon the soil, the air, and the corpse of the spider. Eww, that felt nasty. “Uh. Should we take it with us?”

Jane smiled at him, and then at the spider corpse. “Yes. Absolutely. Be careful with it, too. See that flickering shadow? No one kills these things. They’re worth a lot of money.”

Erick was immediately faced with an oddity. “That’s… corruption, isn’t it? It didn’t [Cleanse]?”

“That’s shadowstuff; not corruption. And I killed it. So it didn’t [Cleanse].” She chuckled. “I had some help, of course, but I got the kill.”

Erick smiled as he inspected the monster. There were flickering shadows around the joints, the spinnerets, and the fangs. So that’s what he was feeling with his aura. Eww. Shadowstuff looked like dark fire, but it felt like he was like sticking his hand in a bowl of cold, slimy macaroni, like the ones Erick set out every year at the rec center for the neighborhood kids’ Halloween party. But worse. Shadowstuff was definitely worse than cold, slimy macaroni. Though it wasn’t corruption! That was good to know.

He picked it up without complaint. 

“You look really weird right now, Dad.”

Erick looked at himself. Nothing seemed that strange, but with Meditation active, he saw the streamers of intent that connected him, in some vague airy sort of way, to a thousand clumps of controlled air and force in the shape of tiny human hands.

Erick said, “Let’s go home. I can carry you, too.”

Jane smiled in the light of the moon. “I love you, Dad.”

Erick picked her up like she was a kid again, in the crooks of magical arms that were and were not his own. He held her in a seated position on his right. On his left he held the spider. He pushed himself into the air, and with a few hundred telekinetic hands, made his way over to the wall and up, into the spotlight he had created—

Killzone blinked into existence on the wall beside them.

Jane shouted, “FU— oh.”

Erick’s telekinetic arms were almost upon Killzone, but he pulled his punch; Killzone noticed, but didn’t seem to care. After Erick’s heart stopped pounding, he just glared at the man. The solid black orcol-shaped wrought seemed content to let Erick figure out the rest of his response. Eventually, Erick decided to set Jane and the spider down on the three yard wide walkway that was the top of the city wall.

“Howdy,” Killzone said. He pointed at the spider. “That’s going to be a problem. Who actually killed it?”

Jane said, “I did. What are you talking about? Problem?” She almost turned angry, but Erick could tell she was holding it in. “They attacked. We defended.” She corrected, “Dad defended. He gave me the opportunity to counterattack.”

Killzone spoke with authority. “That’s one of Tania’s spiders. She lent them out to Bulgan six days ago.” He said, “Don’t get me wrong. It’s good that you didn’t get captured; that would have been a bad day for everyone. But you might’ve tipped a power balance over to Bulgan’s side. Tania might kill Bulgan, or she might ally with him. The politics of the Dead City are on a precipice and the whole thing could crash one direction or the other. Whatever the case, I’ll need to inform Frontier that they might be receiving some pain.” His voice turned heavy, “I’m sorry my people couldn’t defend against some spiders.”

Erick’s anger returned. He barely kept the rage out of his voice, “What would happen if I flew into the air and cast [Withering] into their city?”

Jane stared at Erick. Erick kept his eyes on Killzone.

“If they didn’t shoot you out of the sky?” Killzone spoke without passion. “They would retaliate in force. Your new magics would likely help a great deal, but Spur would fall. There’s no question about that. Thousands would die. We could kill 4 out of the known 38 Shades and empty the city of many shadows. Those of us who survived the attack would be able to venture deep into the Dead City, clearing out those who remained. In seven months, we would either have the head of every Shade on pikes atop the gates of Spur, or Spur would be a pile of stone.” He added. “I am comfortable with this risk.”

Erick’s anger gutted low; a raging fire turned to cold embers. 

Killzone said, “But you are not comfortable with this risk. And that is fine. Choose your battles, Archmage. Grow stronger. Strong enough to kill those that need killing.” He turned to the spider corpse, and Jane. “If you’re going for Polymage, you need to eat that spider, Jane. The whole thing; shadowstuff and all, within 2 days. If you don’t have enough gold, the spider should have a grand-rad inside the belly area.”

Jane nodded. “Thank you, Captain Killzone.”

Killzone turned back to Erick. “Thank you for saving Teressa.”

“How is she alive after that?!” Erick blurted. 

“It’s the troll heritage. She’ll be odd, for a while, but she’s gone through this before. The Shades like to pluck orcol heads off if they can; orcol are rather impressionable after recovering from that trauma. If she wants out of her ‘vacation’, please let her.”

And that was enough. Erick was done with excitement, tonight.

“That’s enough insanity for one night.” Erick said, “I’m ready to go home.” He picked up the spider corpse and waited for Jane to be ready. She was. He picked her up. “See ya, Killzone.”

“Later, Archmage.”

Erick turned off his spotlight [Ward] on his way to the house; his [Alarm Ward] about spiders in the city didn’t need to be removed, it had blared and then died all on its own.

 

- - - -

 

Hours had passed. Erick found himself unable to sleep, and now sitting at the kitchen table.

“I want a cup of coffee,” Erick said.

“Oh my gosh!” Teressa beamed, from her own nearby seat, “What is coffee?”

The mage trio and a few others had come over to see what was wrong, but they had left hours ago. Jane discovered that Ramizi had made [Polymorph] potions for each of him, Maia, and Eduard. She quickly haggled out a deal, and handed him the spider’s grand-rad, but would not part with the corpse itself, even after they offered her 10,000 gold. They were all gone now, back to their homes. Jane had even gone back to sleep, after making sure the spider was in both a [Preservation Ward] and a [Cold Ward].

And Erick was left with a very bubbly Teressa. He couldn’t sleep. He was still jittery. Sitting there with Teressa was rather awkward, though. She was quite different after recovering from headlessness. She was a gorgeous green woman with short golden hair, a bright smile, and emerald eyes. She refused to wear her armor, and she wanted to know everything. Erick had been answering her questions for a while, now. She was a good distraction from his own dark thoughts. 

“Coffee is a bitter-sweet drink made from the dried and roasted beans of the coffee tree. You don’t have it on Veird; it’s from Earth, and I miss it terribly.”

“Oh! That’s so sad! You should [Grow] yourself some.”

“It’s on the list to [Grow].”

“What else is on your list?”

“Potatoes. A starchy root vegetable. Corn, a great feed crop for animals and people. Uh. Pineapple! Right. Pineapple is on the list.”

“What’s a pineapple?”

“Fruit that tastes like sunshine.”

“Oh! I want a pineapple! Can you make me one?”

“I’ll try, Teressa.”

Rats was also awake and nearby, bustling in the kitchen. He hadn’t been in the house during the attack; Killzone found him in some young woman’s bed halfway across town. Right now, the young redscale was making breakfast, trying to make up for his absence in any way he could. The man still looked as terrified now as he was when Killzone unceremoniously dumped him in the front foyer. 

“Breakfast will be ready soon!” Rats said, his voice vibrating with tension.

Erick said, “You don’t have to make breakfast right now. Sunrise is still hours away.”

“I can make breakfast again at that time!” Rats tried to chuckle, but it came out as tiny screeches. “We have to be ready for the day! Always ready!” 

He tried to stifle a sob, but Erick still heard him. 

Teressa chimed, “What’s ‘day’?

“It’s when Veird turns to face the sun, and light pours across the land.” Erick looked around. He asked, “Anyone know where Poi is?”

“I know!” Teressa smiled wide.

Erick waited.

Erick asked, “Where is he?”

“He’s out talking to Killzone!”

Rats dropped about five plates and a pan of his egg rice, muttering curses before the pan and plates crashed against the stone floor, then yelling curses as they hit. The whole tumble took less than a second, but Erick saw that it broke Rats all over again. Rats tried to hide his tears, but he couldn't.

“Oh! Fun words!” Teressa asked, “What do they mean?”

“Expressions of displeasure.” Erick stood and walked over to help Rats. 

Rats was kneeling in the mess, staring at scattered rice and fluffy egg and broken stoneware. Erick flashed a [Mend] with Mana Shaping X. Plates flowed together; the chipped floor where the pan had crashed restored itself. Another flash of [Cleanse Aura] cleaned up the mess, and wiped away the tears streaming down Rats’ face. 

Erick knelt down to gather up the plates, the pan, and then when those were on the counter, he knelt next to Rats, and said, “You’re okay. We’re okay. Right now, we’re fine. You did nothing wrong.”

“Please don’t…” Rats breathed hard. He said, “I did many things wrong… sir.”

“We both fucked up quite a bit, but that’s okay. We’ll do better.”

Rats looked up at Erick. “You did more than any of us. If it weren’t for you...” He looked to Teressa, who was humming some nonsense song as she played in the table spices. “If it weren’t for you, we’d have suffered grave losses tonight. I’m sorry I wasn’t… I wasn’t here.”

Erick held his hand out to Rats. “I tried to run away from my duty, too. But I’m here now, and so are you.” He smiled as Rats took his hand. “So up, up!” Erick pulled the man upright, 20 Strength making Rats as light as a feather. “We’re okay. And we’re going to do better. You and I are both going to do better.”

Rats nodded. A tear fell from his face, but he rubbed it away, and went back to making breakfast with a fresh set of eggs and another pot of water for more rice.

Erick went back to the table and sat with Teressa. 

Teressa asked, “What’s running down his face?”

“Just some tears, Teressa. They’re an emotional response to… heightened emotions.”

Rats laughed, and this time it sounded real.

Erick made plans in his head until breakfast was ready, answering Teressa as needed, then he ate, making small talk with Teressa and Rats. Jane woke up just in time for Poi to walk in the front door. While those two talked over the remaining eggs and rice, Erick made more plans. He cleared a few things with Killzone, via Poi, and then it was time to start the day. The sun still hadn’t risen, but it was time to start the day, anyway.

The first thing he did was go into the garden, and by the light of a few [Special Ward]s, he used [Grow] to create some caffeinated, bitter-sweet coffee facsimiles, out of some tea-bush seeds. Ain’t nobody got time for coffee seed drying or roasting, and Erick wasn’t sure of that whole process, anyway. He wasn’t even sure if he could get caffeine out of [Grow]. This whole thing was a grand experiment, so tea transformed into not-coffee would be good enough. 

As the bush grew, Erick plucked the fresh green shoots with his flight aura, then he took those leaves and muddled them inside a mortar and pestle he conjured out of the ground with [Stoneshape]. The crushed leaf mush went into a pot of hot water, and soon, Erick had a cup of not-coffee in his hands. A [Cleanse] indicated the concoction was not toxic —no thick air came up from it— so he drank some down.

He had made a bitter tea. It was not coffee. So he started again, this time roasting the leaves in a [Temperature Ward] first. The result this time tasted almost exactly like coffee. He had two cups. Jane had three. They savored the drink, sitting on the second floor porch, watching the sun come up over the city walls, half an hour after it had come up over the horizon.

As their 31st day of life on Veird dawned, Erick felt a familiar caffeine rush. He gave Jane a hug goodbye, then headed out to the farms.

Poi followed close behind. Teressa and Rats came too, but Rats was only in charge of keeping Teressa out of too much trouble. Erick smiled at them; it was kinda funny to watch a 5 foot 5 inch redscale dragonkin try to keep up with an 8 foot tall orcol, as that orcol went everywhere, investigating everything.

 

- - - -

 

A major part of the new farms were four massive silos and three large warehouses, each with enormous threshers. They were built just out of town, a few hundred feet from the walls. Roads had been carved throughout the whole farmland that led to these granaries. The geographical center of the farms might have been the temple, but this was where everything happened. 

Erick strolled up to the granaries. After some directions from a farmer he didn’t know, Erick found Krakina and Apogough talking over some raw wheat.

“We can take the loss—”

“Sell to other people! Portal does not deserve our bounty!”

“We can’t do that, Krakina. We’re contracted—”

“They are breaking the contract first!”

“Eh-hem.”

Apogough and Krakina turned. They stared at him like they were trying to decide if he was a hallucination, or not.

Erick asked, “Is something wrong?”

Apogough said, “I can’t believe you’re here, after what happened.”

—At the same time Krakina threw her arms wide and rushed Erick in a hug, saying, “You are unhurt! We have heard! Spiders! Awful beasties. Clambering through our city like they have power over us.” She broke away. “I am so glad you are safe. And you even killed one! Marvelous.”

“Was anyone hurt?” Apogough asked.

“Yes.” Erick turned to see Teressa picking apart some wheat. “Decapitated. But recovering. I did not know you can do that.”

Apogough and Krakina looked past Erick. 

“No. Not everyone.” Apogough said, “She looks okay, though. Standard inquisitiveness… Any physical problems?”

“Not that I’m aware. So. Are the mimics around here a problem today? I’ve got a new spell that I want to use to kill about a thousand of them. A show of force, as it were. One that is also useful.”

Apogough and Krakina frowned, silently thinking.

Poi said, “Silverite has agreed with Killzone’s judgment that a show of force is both necessary and desired. We are informing you of what will happen, and if you have any suggestions, we might listen, but this is not us requesting your permission.”

Erick frowned, but said, “What he said, but nicer. Sorry.”

Valok had walked into the warehouse somewhere in the middle of all that. 

Valok said, “We can organize a retaliation instead of a harvest, today, if the powers that be decide we need to do that. Mimics got into the eastern fields last night. They managed to push half a mile in before the guards caught on.”

“The fields are too big to defend every night.” Apogough said, “We might have to give up the ground that we can, and deal with the damage in the morning. You don’t have to do this, Erick.”

“You’re wrong.” Erick said, “We’re going to kill every mimic for at least three miles in every direction. In one hour.” He turned to Krakina, “I got a flight spell, too.”

Valok and Apogough went silent.

Krakina put on a brave face, saying, “Let us see this new flight spell, and this new [Withering]!”

 

- - - -

 

In the desolate lands directly north of the farm, Krakina took to the air with the practiced ease of a WeatherWitch. She looked for all to see like she simply chose to switch from walking, to hovering, to sitting back in the air, her wings extended, gently keeping herself in whatever part of the sky she wanted. Poi took flight next. One second he was on the ground, the next he was in the air, precisely, exactly. 

Erick activated [Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura]. He gripped the very air and hovered high, 10 yards up, 20, 30, higher still. Fifty yards into the sky, Erick kept pace with an advancing Krakina.

“Ha ha! You fly strange! But you fly well!” Krakina’s words carried to Erick’s ears on the desert winds. “Ha ha! I wish you would have created this flight thing before you created [Withering]. I wanted to take you out to see your [Call Lightning] fry some mimics! Whatever your new spell looks like, it cannot be as good as lightning!”

“It gets the job done.”

“So does walking everywhere! But flying is so much better! Ha ha!”

Erick ‘flew’ forward, hearing Krakina’s words but focusing on the land below.

Flying was amazing, now that he had a moment to appreciate the view, and the pure freedom of the skies.

The greens and browns and blue standing water of the farm extended all below Erick, like a splash of life on an otherwise dead land. But it wasn’t dead. From up here, Spur was a termite mound, studded with colorful people, in the center of a vast country of sand and blue-white crystal spikes. To the south was Ar’Kendrithyst, and they were probably watching him right now. Erick had spotted two [Scry] orbs, both of them white surrounded by black, and popped them both. 

Erick turned to the lands north of the farm. He breathed. He prayed. He Shaped a [Withering], dropping a ten foot tall, three square mile blanket of death, that edged the farms and extended off into the distance. Erick paid attention to where it stopped; that would be the line to drop the next one.

This whole scenario was strangely similar to his first experiment of Shaping [Cleanse] into the bottom of the Sewerhouse’s settling pools. 

Fourteen notifications popped. Erick, Poi, and Krakina watched the land sputter up thick air here and there. [Withering] leveled to 6. 6 minutes was way overkill; 1 minute inside a [Withering] was more than enough to kill a crystal mimic.

The breeze blew across the land, through the sky, and across Krakina, Poi, and Erick, but it did not move them; all of them had [Airshape] in their flight spells. Poi looked excited, like someone was laying out presents for him for Christmas. Krakina… Krakina looked much less enthusiastic. 

“Did anything happen?” she asked. 

“Yes. 14 mimics died. Look for the thick air, like you get from a [Cleanse].”

“… oh.”

Erick Shaped another [Withering], dropping the spell directly north of the previous one. More notifications popped as more thick air joined the breeze, but most of the spell’s effects were too far away to witness. 

Erick said, “That’s about 6 square mi— 15 square kilometers, cleared of mimics.” He pointed left, to the west. “I’m moving that way and doing the same thing, as mana allows.”

Krakina turned to him. She had nothing to say, but her eyes glinted with fear. She nodded.

“[Withering] is keyed to only affect anything with a 10 mana rad or more, inside of them. It doesn’t work on people.”

Krakina faked a smile, and nodded. But she didn’t say anything. That’s how Erick knew it was a fake smile. 

By the time Erick had cast [Withering] number 12, the last of the set, directly facing Ar’Kendrithyst, he had spent over 3600 mana on [Withering], 1800 on [Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura], and taken about an hour to do the whole thing. He had covered 90 square kilometers with [Withering]. 112 adult mimics, and nothing else, lay dead at his hand, each of the mimics counting for 95% Participation. Phagar, the God of Death and Time, seemed to approve.

Krakina did not. She wasn’t talking. She wasn’t laughing. She was scared. 

Erick didn’t approve, either, but what he had done was necessary. Erick went to the temple in the middle of the garden, turned on [Exalted Storm Aura], and checked out his Status. His numbers had certainly gone up, but no matter how much he tried to [Cleanse] himself, he still felt dirty. 

He put 5 points into Willpower, then closed the screen and waited for his mana to fill. It didn’t take long; not with 50 Focus and Scion of Focus. Erick renewed his [Personal Absorption Ward], this time for 730 damage.
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Erick did not buy a healing spell. Instead, he just used [Swift Movement] as much as his Meditation induced Rest state would allow; Resting also turned HP regen per day into per hour. 

But he didn’t move much. All he did was stare out onto the green fields, watching the platinum rain… 

This was enough stress right now.

 

- - - -

 

Valok said, “Hey, Erick.”

“Hello. What’s up?”

“You can have a day off. A few days, even.” 

Erick sighed. “Is Krakina scared of me?”

“Yes.” Valok said, “But this is not about that. We want to try for a full day of rain. If we need to use next week’s timetable to do it, we will.”

“Okay.” He tried to joke, “But I expect some entertainment!”

“… We can see about getting some… Dancers? Books?”

Erick wanted to laugh that off, but he couldn’t. “Sorry, Valok. That was a joke. I can entertain myself. When do you want to do this?”

“In four days. We’ll expand the farms a bit and feed the cows and water the plants the old way. Then you come and we do a full day of rain.”

“So why did just you come to tell me this?”

“… Krakina is high strung and Apogough is keeping her company.”

“Was there something wrong with killing mimics? They’re a plague, aren’t they?”

“Yeah. They are.” Valok turned and walked away.

Great.

“Put it on the schedule, Poi! Four days, then I get to find some way to stay awake for 24 hours. Good thing I invented coffee-tea. 'Coftea'? Maybe..." Erick said, "If the monsters are watching then they’ll probably attack then.”

“Affirmative, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick begged Al off of their night of drinking. 

So, Al brought a keg and they got drunk together at Erick’s house. Al spent the night in the guest room.

It was a much better night than the one that came before.
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                The next morning, Erick strolled toward the Adventurer’s District, but couldn’t get within four blocks without hitting walking traffic. He scuffled though a thin road with a bakery and a dozen people pushing to buy bread. He bypassed an alchemist's shop with too many customers, taking a side street through a more open neighborhood, but even that road was crowded. It was only after he passed a large building with lightwards proclaiming it the ‘Wayfarer’s Guild’, that the crowd seemed to thin, like he had passed a bottleneck. That made sense, since the ‘Wayfarer’s Guild’ controlled the only sanctioned [Teleport] services in the city; he would need to avoid this path tomorrow. 

It was hard to imagine people teleporting in every morning, but there was a clear dearth in crowd density after he passed the Wayfarer’s Guildhouse, and all of the people nearby shared one characteristic: They were all young; smaller than normal incani, short orcols, short dragonkin. All of them were barely into their 20s, or still in their teens? Hard to say, except that they were obviously young, both in stature and in cheerful exuberance, or restrained ‘above it all’-ness; Erick had certainly seen enough of that last one to know what it looked like, no matter the species. There were no wrought that weren’t full sized adults, but who could guess at a wrought's actual age? Certainly not Erick. 

Erick turned to Poi after they passed the bottleneck. “Why do so many young people [Teleport] into the city every day? Or is this just today?”

“Spending the night in Spur is considered a great risk.”

Erick frowned at the dragonkin. “Really?”

“You’ve been here for a while… Do you not agree?”

Erick quickly decided that, yes, it was dangerous to spend the night in Spur.

Had he really been this blind before last night? Before he decided to [Withering] the land of mimics? Before he invented [Call Lightning] and before he fought off those wolves with Jane, and then the shadowcats? Before the local incani declared him ‘planar’? 

… Looking back, he had been blind for a lot of that, actually. Jane had been in danger everywhere she went, and so had he. He had been blind for a long time. He wanted to believe the best in people, and almost everyone around him had proven him right. But Spur was not just a city of adventurers, it was smack dab in the middle of countless, unending monsters.

Erick said, “Life here is exceptionally dangerous. But if you can handle it, you grow up fast. Or at least learn some nice life lessons.”

Poi smiled, then schooled his expression away. He nodded.

“Has there been a response from the Dead City about yesterday’s mimic culling?”

Poi shook his head. “Not a peep, sir.”

Erick nodded, then looked up. They had arrived at the Adventurer’s District, and it had changed.

People, everywhere, easily double the expanded crowds at the Farmer’s Market, but the roads were more than wide enough to handle the new traffic. Fresh coats of [Special Ward] had turned the stone of the district into every color of the rainbow, with the most prevalent colors being lighter yellows and rust reds. By far the biggest change were four huge trees that had been [Grow]n at the corners of the Guildhouse’s central property. The new trees towered fifteen stories tall with perfectly straight 8 foot wide trunks, and wide, tangling canopies. They were majestic, they were beautiful, and as Erick looked up, he saw a harpy fall and take flight from the nearest tree.

“Oh thank god.” Erick looked up at the rest of the trees, and saw more people. “Those look like such a security risk, but if people are actually using them… that’s okay.”

Poi said, “Many peoples are partial to trees. Despite the risk, these trees are going to stay.”

Erick navigated the crowds to step across the threshold from street to Guildhouse property, passing through an environmental [Ward] of some kind, into a whole new part of the city. Like stepping into a northern forest, the air was cool and a little damp, the sky covered by a gently shifting canopy, dappling the grass and flowers with sunlight. Ahead, the massive doors to the guildhouse stood wide open, people already streaming in and out, going about their business. 

Jane came here every day, but Erick hadn’t been here in a month. The place had changed from a run down high-society wilderness log-warehouse, into a bustling, occupied, high-society wilderness log-mansion, hotel, and training ground. People walked in and out of the main building, almost all of them heavily armored and in groups. A few were loners. Some of them looked over slips of paper, then turned to walk a different direction. 

A brownscale beside the nearest tree spoke out, his voice carrying on the air to the whole guildhouse, “[Teleport] service to the northern entrance to the Underworld will be departing in thirty minutes. Please report to the North West Tree for departure. This is the only announcement; the caravan is already departing.” 

Brownscale was already surrounded by several people, but at his announcement, more people started coming out of the guildhouse to walk his way. He organized seven of the nearest people into linking hands with him. They vanished in [Teleport] blip.

Erick said, “That’s a lot of mana. And trust.”

“Fork is a well known Wayfarer,” Mog said. 

Erick turned to see Mog standing beside him. She looked much the same as the last time he had seen the orcol; massive, muscular, with short black hair and bright eyes. Smiling wide, she said, “He’s not quite as much of a rising star as you, but he’s a fixture in Spur. Welcome to the Adventurer’s Guild, Archmage Flatt.” 

A few people had noticed him by now, standing to the side of the path. With the guildmaster at his side, those casual glances became gazes of recognition. 

Erick said, “Hello, Guildmaster Mog.”

“Please, call me Mog. I respect those who are able to step out of the wars of this world.” She added, “A casual relationship would also go a long way to letting others know that we disapprove of the Quiet War.”

Erick smiled. “I’d prefer Erick, too, but I think you already know that and you’re teasing me.”

“Erick,” Mog giggled. The large, strong woman actually giggled, and Erick found her incredibly endearing. She asked, “Monthly lessons start today; did you come to try your hand at the adventuring lifestyle? Perhaps get an adventurer badge, to go with the mage one around your neck?”

A bit of mirth left Erick, but he tried to hold on to that good feeling. He said, “I’m here to get my ass kicked in the training ring, or whatever it is you do. Jane doesn’t really tell me these things after a lifetime of me asking not to know; I’d love to be a pacifist, but I’m learning that monsters deserve no mercy.”

Mog’s eyes brightened, almost glowing in the sunlight. Her pale green face turned a shade darker, before she turned toward the guildhouse, and said, “Monsters deserve no mercy, this is true.” She added, “I heard what you did around the farms yesterday; [Withering] is fantastic.” She turned to him, smirking. “My kids are already complaining: ‘Why’d he have to kill the close ones?’ ‘Those were our kills!’. It’s all quite funny. I think you should go around the entirety of Spur, next, not just the farms.”

Erick paled. 

Slowly, he said, “[Withering] works against monsters… But… It’ll affect anyone with a rad inside.”

A breeze blew. Mog studied Erick.

She said, “I’ll make sure people know.” 

“Thank you.”

Mog stared outward. 

She spoke, “Every powerful mage I have ever known has a story where they made a mistake and accidentally killed someone with a monster-only spell, or threw a fireball too close to the front lines. But if I was surrounded by monsters and you were there to help, I would expect you to trust me enough to cast the spell anyway, and know that I have [Ward], and my own healing spells.”

Erick felt a sudden rush of both relief and… something nicer. 

He said, “Thank you. For that.”

“What [Ward] is used against [Withering], anyway?”

“Weather, I think. I intended it that way, but I haven’t actually tested the spell against a [Ward].”

She harrumphed, then said, “It’s good to worry, but too much thinking has killed almost as many rookies as too little. Spur is an adventuring town, long known to the rest of civilization as a dangerous place, and recently propped back on to the world stage because of your new magic. People coming here know to expect the unexpected.” Mog smiled, adding, “And almost all of my rookies are either working on [Ward] right now, or adventuring with someone they trust who already has it. Don’t fill your head with the wrong sorts of worries. There’s plenty enough to concern yourself with already.”

“You’re quite right.”

“Of course I am!” She laughed. “I wouldn’t be the guildmaster if I was wrong all the time. Let’s get you to those classes.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick felt vastly out of place. His feeling was not just a feeling, either; it was reality. He was out of place. If it were possible, he should have gone through these classes at 17, not 48. Everyone else around him was 17 or 18, though there were a few 20-somethings in the lineup on his side of the sandy, open aired gym. No wroughts, though. Just dragonkin, incani, and orcols. On the other side were two 30-somethings, one an incani man named Draz who was every part a drill instructor, and a silent bluescale woman who stayed by the wall. 

Everyone was wearing normal clothes, all looking of roughly the same worth, though there were a few people with expensive embroidery or shiny leather boots and gauntlets. A few of his fellow students looked his way, then quickly averted their eyes when he caught them staring. A few others openly wondered at the identity of ‘the old human’; those ones were quickly smacked by their conversational partner, and quietly informed about the ‘old human with the Silver Star’.

Draz shouted, “Attention, Rookies! You have cleared your own nations or citystates’ rules to become a proper adventurer! You have journeyed far from home, seeking fortune in the Crystal Forest, where our monsters are plentiful and Ar’Kendrithyst is full of fortune waiting to be seized out from under the eyes of the Shades. But you fucked up! You didn’t know the basic rules of adventuring in the Forest, or in the Dead City!—”

Erick had an ‘oh shit’ moment, as he realized he never read Spur’s Rules of Adventuring anywhere.

“Luckily, you were caught before you became a problem! You were caught before someone died! Now, your ability to take missions has been revoked, because YOU WILL KILL SOMEONE IF YOU KEEP ACTING LIKE YOU ARE!”

Draz took a breath, then calmly said, “We’re starting from the bottom.” He flicked a finger up, and a tiny white orb with the number ‘5’ appeared in front of Erick. “Find your partner. We’re doing Stances.”

People groaned.

“And if I hear another complaint, another groan, a murmur of insubordination, you fail this class, and you have to wait till next month to try for recertification.”

Erick was in the right class; this was where Mog put him. Recertification must also mean entry-level.

A few people grabbed the orbs in front of them; the orbs were solid light. Must be a special type of [Special Ward]. Erick grabbed his number 5-white, and rather instantly found his partner. Erick knew his partner, because she was the girl who had cast [Force Shrapnel] at his face and then got her legs ripped out from under her by shadowolves. She did not look happy, holding onto her own 5-white orb.

“Zimmy Saker, right?” Erick asked.

She whispered something.

“Sorry? I didn’t catch—”

“I’M SORRY.” 

A few people looked their way, but quickly returned to their own pursuits. 

Erick said, “I accept your apology.” He looked around. People were still finding their partners. “What happens now?”

Zimmy muttered, “They put us in … and … … then … …” 

“Sorry? Didn’t catch—”

“We stance at each other and then more stuff.”

“… I know what I mean when I hear ‘stance’, but what do you mean?”

She didn’t get to answer, because Draz shouted, “You’ve found your partner. Separate with your partner, away from every other group. Fill the room. Go go.”

Erick followed Zimmy across the room to a middle ground.

Draz called out, “A mimic is attacking. What do you do?”

The paired people around the room moved, and all Erick could do was watch.

Some pairs popped [Ward]s. Others popped armor and weapons. Several popped lights in their arms, or in the air. Erick did nothing. He was lost. Zimmy was not; she popped on armor, likely using [Conjure Armor]. Her armor was proper fantasy armor, too, with horned skulls over her shoulders and elsewhere, and with a helmet that covered most of her face but let her large violet horns protrude from two holes in the top; Erick approved.

Draz turned to Erick, one of the few people who had done nothing. He stared at Erick for a long half-second, then turned to face a young greenscale who had also done nothing.

Draz spoke at the girl. “The mimic has now gored you to death.”

“With all due respect, sir, I am ready exactly like this.”

He yelled, “I didn’t ask if you were fucking ready! I asked for a stance! An actual response! Now display something!”

“… I don’t have [Prestidigitation], sir.”

“Cast a [Special Ward].”

“… I don’t have the mana to do lightwards like Stancing would require, sir.”

“What DO you have?”

“High damaging area spells, sir.”

“Congratulations, you are now gored to death by a mimic.” Draz spoke to the room, “Stancing is about quick thinking and displayed response. This is basic, this is level 0. This is one week after Matriculation. Now, everyone: Stance with your partner and don’t lie; you’re only doing yourself a disservice.”

The other groups started talking amongst themselves, one saying something and the other responding in a small way.

Zimmy said, “I stab you in your neck,” as she conjured a small dagger and shook it back and forth.

Roughly brought back to the moment, Erick could only respond with a delayed, “… What?”

Zimmy frowned. She sighed. “I say a thing, prove that I have the capability, and you try to counter it by proving your own capability. It’s a mind game. You can only use an ability once, unless you can use it multiple ways.”

“Oh?” Erick smiled. He had gotten most of that from observation, but the actual rules made it sound fun. He blipped on [Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura], keeping the hands close to his body. “I pick you up and set you aside.”

Zimmy’s frown deepened. “Call.”

“… Wha—? Oh! You don’t believe me?”

“… It doesn’t look that impressive.”

“Are you looking with Meditation?”

“Yeah. Duh.”

“Okay. Uh. Here—” 

Erick gently picked her up with a few dozen hands and set her a foot to the left. She sputtered a complaint the second she was moved, but not very loudly. When she was back on the ground, she sighed.

“Okay. Fine. I guess you won that round.” She muttered, “This isn’t fair.” Quieter, she mumbled, “I get a fucking archmage.”

Erick laughed. “I matriculated last month, too.”

“Yeah! Well. Your weird ideas certainly helped you get ahead. What the fuck am I supposed to do against an archmage?”

A few neighbors had looked over at Erick and Zimmy by now, but with that outburst, all of them took a small step away. 

Erick smiled. “I don’t know? Try to have fun with it? I’ve played this game before, but much, much differently. One person would say a thing, anything at all, and the next would say something that conquered that thing, back and forth until one person duplicated an answer, or was stuck in a corner.”

“Phhhph! What’s the point of that!” She dissolved her [Conjure Armor], then said, “If you can’t prove you’re capable, what’s the point?”

“To have fun.” Erick added, “We don’t have monsters where I’m from.”

She muttered, “Lucky bastard.”

Erick said, “I’ll go next. [Call lightning]. I’m not actually going to show that, though.”

Zimmy stilled. She quickly relaxed, and said, “We’re in a building. Under trees.”

“Good! So then, [Force Shrapnel] Aura.”

Zimmy waited. “Well?”

“I’m not going to do that either. Why don’t we just trust each other’s capability?”

“Fine! [Blink] behind you and stab you.”

“700 point [Personal Ward].” Erick poked one hand against the other, ticking a point of damage from his white [Ward], revealing its existence; he had gotten much better at making it mostly invisible in the last week. “Does that mean I’m on the defensive, now?”

Zimmy frowned. “This is basic stancing.”

“Oh! So there’s advanced versions?”

“Yeah. But…” Zimmy shook her head. “And I can’t deal with that! 700 points? Damn.”

“Sure you can. [Force Beam] to the head? I crit a shadowolf one time for 350 damage that way.”

“… I don’t have [Force Beam].”

“Shaped [Force Shrapnel]?”

“… Shaped [Force Shrapnel]…” She looked away, muttering, “To the head.”

“There you go! You got it!” Erick spoke a bit softer, “Though this is mightily uncomfortable to talk about hitting each other.”

“… Yeah.” She breathed. She said, “My cous— Never mind.” She stared at Erick. “Let’s start from the top.”

Erick smiled. “Okay.”

“[Blink] at you and attack.”

“Handy Aura and slap you away.”

“Shaped Shrapnel.”

“[Blink] behind you and attack with a few hands…”

“Decay [Strike].” Her dagger glinted green. “It stops [Ward] regeneration and healing for about 4 seconds.”

“It does? Then I fly up with a handy aura.” Erick lifted a foot off the ground.

“I wait you out, keeping up with [Swift Movement] or [Blink].”

“Scion of Focus.”

“Phhhfh!” Zimmy dissolved her dagger. “I’m done.”

Erick frowned. “Why?”

“I can’t deal with that kind of flight, and if it’s an aura it doesn’t matter if I [Dispel]. You just cast it again. Or you could wait me out any number of ways.” She looked over at Draz. “And I think—”

Draz yelled, “SWITCH! Random seed.”

Zimmy said, “Just pick someone.” As she was walking away, she muttered, “I’m sorry about my cousins. They were real assholes.”

Erick watched Zimmy go. He had known there was some connection between her and the two that attacked the Sewerhouse. He hadn’t known they were cousins. Erick felt a pang of grief—

The greenscale who got chewed out by Draz appear before him.

“Hello, Archmage Flatt.” Greenscale bowed. “I’m Kiri.” She smiled full of teeth, and said, “Want to go ~theoretical~ with me?”

Erick laughed. “You’re much too young for me.”

She blushed, her cheeks turning deeper green. She sputtered, “I mean… Stancing without displays.”

“Sure. [Handy Aura] you away.”

“Call.”

“You ask for theoretical and then you call?” Erick gently picked her up and moved her a foot away, saying, “Not very sporting of you.”

“… You shouldn’t have been able to move me.”

“Why?” 

“Because I have [Dispelling Aura] on.”

Erick looked at her with Meditation. There was something funky just beside her skin, like a gap in the manasphere. Huh. Odd.

“I do have a thousand of these hands and your aura looks rather thin. Can you use that at the same time as a [Personal Ward]?”

“… No. I just thought… Never mind. Let’s go strictly theoretical.”

“Sure. Handy Aura to move you away.”

“[Blink] out of range, [Invisible].”

“Invisibility Purge. [Force Beam].”

“… You have [Invisibility Purge]?”

“We’re just theoretical, aren’t we?” Erick added with a smile, “Careful now, I’m starting to get suspicious that this is not simple Stancing.”

Kiri paled, but quickly recovered. She stated, “… If you must know: I’m taking the tragedy of my forced recertification by pushing faux combat with an archmage. This never happens, and I am taking advantage in every way I can. I apologize for pushing too far.”

“Sure. We’ll go with that. So? What’s your response? [Invisibility Purge], and… [Fireball].”

“[Reflection].”

“[Blink], [Call Lightning].”

She smiled. “[Weather Ward].”

“On the ground or…?”

“On myself.”

“[Decay Tracking Force Beam].”

“… That’s a bit overkill, don’t you think?”

“Yes. I do think that.”

Kiri frowned.

They began again. Erick mostly stuck to what he had, but added enough variation to throw Kiri off and win a few more rounds. When it came time to switch, no one wanted to go to Erick; he was having fun with Kiri anyway, so Kiri gladly stayed. Eventually, she started winning, especially when Erick stuck to what he had. He wracked his brain for combinations of Force spells and Mana Alterings, but more often than not, met her absolute defenses and counterattacks. She did have one glaring weakness though: her flight spell was tied to her [Ward]. But as for himself? So many weaknesses. For starters, he just didn't have enough magic, and he wasn't fluent in magical combat either way. In a straight up fight between him and any other person on Kiri’s level, he would lose. The only way for him to win would be to run away and attack another day, or to rely on others to give him openings.

Which was why adventurers traveled in parties, so Erick didn’t feel too behind-the-curve; he didn’t need to be able to do everything himself.

Stancing didn’t seem to have much value when Erick began, but it showed its worth quickly enough. 

After an hour of Stancing, Draz began the actual physical combat lessons; no spells allowed. Erick thought the term ‘lessons’ rather loose. Draz didn’t do much more than tell people to pick a spot, whereupon the people beat each other up for the rest of the day. Erick and Kiri both used staves, but Erick was the one who ended up with his face in the sand 9 times out of 10. Draz did come by and help once or twice, though. Those were the only times Erick won, and only because Kiri let it happen. 

The damage from Kiri’s staff would occasionally cleave the whole way through Erick’s [Ward], and if that didn't give Erick enough of a fright the first time it happened: hitting 0 canceled the [Ward]. He had to recast it every time that happened, which began to happen with alarming frequency. More than once, a strike —not a [Strike]— got through both a full strength [Ward] and a few dozen HP. Kiri was pulling her strikes; she knew exactly how far to go, how strong to hit, to get through 800 points of damage.

Erick was reminded of what Bacci had said, weeks ago: ‘HP is an illusion; never trust it.’

The class broke for lunch, then came back together for more sparring. Draz mixed up some of the groups, re-pairing people as necessary, but he didn’t switch Erick or Kiri away from one another.

Erick ended the day with his face in the sand, and very, very sore.

But not dirty! Thank you, [Cleanse]. 

Goddamn, he loved that spell. Best spell ever.

After dinner, and because he saw exactly how much he needed [Teleport] thanks to the day’s Stancing, he leveled [Blink] to 10, then bought [Teleport]. [Blink] and [Teleport] were an odd pair of spells; linked to each other, but both tier 1 and you couldn’t buy the second without the first, there were a few other spells paired in this way, but not many. [Strike] had the most variants. Thanks to the day’s Stancing, he discovered [Blood Strike], which was vampiric in nature, and [Delayed Strike], which was as the name implied. There was also [Ward Strike], which did double damage to [Ward]s, and [Mercy Strike], which would do normal damage, but always leave 1 to 10 of the enemy’s HP remaining. Kiri never visibly showed any of those skills in the actual sparring, though, which led Erick to believe that Kiri was also lying a bit in the Stancing portion of the day. Or maybe Erick just didn't recognize [Strike] for what it was.

That second option was probably more correct. 

[Strike] was a really weird attack, anyway. A warrior could use it against anyone with just a tap of their finger, but it would do damage based upon the full force of the weapon used, applied in the most damaging way upon whatever surface they struck. Using [Strike] with the lightest tap of a finger, against a person’s arm, would be like driving that finger ramrod straight against that arm, with the full force of a person’s whole Strength score.

[Strike] was a strange attack.

… Reflecting on his lack of skill, after dinner, Erick went ahead and leveled [Force Beam] to 10, and used [Swift Movement] as his HP would allow. [Force Beam] got to 10, and Erick discovered he could use multiple beams at once; this was why people used their fingers to point the beams, not their eyes. This was so they could fire and maintain five to ten beams at once. 

[Swift Movement] leveled, but lagged behind.

With Jane’s help, Erick started really working on [Swift Movement]. The skill got a bit higher, but when Jane’s healing spells started to heal for less, and Erick started to feel a bit dumb, that was the start of Health Fatigue. It was time to stop.

Jane put Erick to bed just before midnight, kissing his forehead. 

“Good night, Dad. I love you.”

“I’m proud of you, Jane. To do all this at 600 HP? It’s a… a word for … something. It’s inspiriting!”

Jane smiled. “I’m proud of you, too.”

 

- - - -

 

The next day, the recertification group was missing several people. In the same room as before, but much more open, Erick proceeded to get his ass handed to him by Kiri for the rest of the day.

By the time he made it home, Jane had a surprise waiting for him in the kitchen: She had learned [Polymorph] from Ramizi’s potion and cleared the center of the room. She promptly turned into a bear, but not a very good one. She was a great big, kinda funky, human-ish bear, with a great big mouth and sharp teeth and a fuzzy little bum with a cute tiny tail, with human feet and tiny little button ears that flicked back and forth. She was a cross between something very cute and very terrifying, and the whole effect was pure insanity. Erick laughed. Jane sat her cute furry bum on the stone floor while Erick laughed himself out.

Finally, Erick said, “Don’t you remember what a bear looks like!?”

“Ra raah ra roO.”

Erick laughed and laughed.

Jane ignored him and clawed the shadowspider into the center of the kitchen. Erick vomited at the first crunch. He rushed out of the room on the second.

When he returned an hour later, Jane was a giant black spider who had weaved a message in black spider silk on the side of the room.

‘It worked!’ read the message, along with, ‘Doo dee doo I’m a big ol’ spider, very very big.’

Erick vomited again. Jane turned to see him.

She was terrifying.

Erick asked, “What’s your Willpower, Jane?”

Jane-spider spoke in a crackling, chittering voice, “30, right now. Points go into Willpower from now on, like you said.”

Keeping his multiple terrors at bay, Erick said, “Good. Good. Now stop this, please.” Erick looked over to see who he could blame. He saw Teressa, standing in the back of the room, still not wearing her armor but more herself than she was the day before. She didn’t deserve what Erick was going to to do her. “Teressa is getting scared.”

Teressa immediately stared daggers at Erick, who just mouthed ‘Sorry’, as Jane turned to face her.

Teressa took the bullet, saying, “Yes, ma’am. Very scary.”

Jane reverted to human, quickly grabbing her nearby towel and wrapping it around herself. “Sorry, Teressa. I should be more aware about holding a form like that within a thousand miles of Spur. And… Your recent trauma.”

“Don’t worry about it, ma’am.”

Erick mouthed, ‘Thank you.’

 

- - - -

 

There were even fewer people at the Adventurer’s Guildhouse recertification course on Erick's third day. They had started with 30, but they were down to 15. Kiri and Zimmy were still there, though.

Draz said, “Another day of Stancing and Sparring. Have at it.”

For as simple as the instructor’s regimen was, Erick had never gone through basic training or anything like it before; he felt he was learning quite a lot. Everyone else who failed to show had probably had enough of Draz’s monotonous exercises; Kiri confirmed as much when the class broke for a Rest between the Stancing and the Sparring.

“Of course it’s designed more as a punishment than instruction.” Kiri said, “There’s more places to farm mimics than Spur, but people need to show they know their stuff before they’re allowed inside Ar’Kendrithyst. I hear Frontier is a lot more lax about letting people enter from their side, but that’s only because they don’t have the Spur’s presence and power in the Dead City.”

Erick had heard some of that before, but it was interesting to hear an outsider’s perspective. “How much of a presence does Spur have?”

Kiri said, “I’ve heard they control a whole city block. A few square kilometers. The army fights the daily fights, but they evacuate when the Shades come around. Killzone stays. I hear Killzone has killed any Shade that ever attacked Spur’s Forward Base, even hunting them back to their own lairs.” She added, “He’s carved out his own niche in the Dead City, using the blood and bones of Shades to keep it under his control, when necessary.” She asked, “What have you heard?”

“The residents go in and kill monsters, rip out rads, and then get the hell out of there. Only transient adventurers go in further to look for treasure… I hear the Shades like to kill the shadowmonsters for their rads, too, then use those to enchant some pretty horrific things. But if you’re going to steal from a Shade you can only do it once; if the Shades don’t kill you, you better not come back to Spur.”

“I’ve heard that, too.”

Draz shouted, “Rest over! Time to spar!”

Erick grabbed his training staff, then moved to the sands, saying, “En garde!”

“… What’s that mean?” Kiri grabbed her own staff and moved to join him.

“A phrase to signify the raising of weapons and the joining of battle.”

Kiri smiled. “En garde!”

Erick was promptly flipped onto the floor.

He muffled into the sand, “I really should be using [Swift Movement] all the time.”

“Of course you should! And you should get a healing spell.”

Erick got back up. “Not yet.”

“Why the heck not?”

“… I have a specific reason for this, and that is all I am going to say on the subject.”

Kiri’s eyes glinted in the way that they did when she spotted a hidden truth. She had many of these moments the last two days, but this one was definitely the most prominent. Erick would have abandoned her as a partner if she ever pushed a subject, but every time, she backed off, giving a little nod; whatever subject Erick said ‘no’ to, became taboo. 

Erick was starting to like Kiri; she was a bubbly, happy girl, driven to succeed, well versed in both magic and physical combat, and as understated as she could be without being a doormat. 

Erick asked, “Where are you from, anyway?”

“Greensoil Republic. Tower Academy town. I came out here to—”

Draz interrupted, “Too much talking, not enough hitting.”

Kiri leveled her staff, nodded, and said, “En garde.”

Erick moved swiftly, his HP draining 1 point every second and more, as exertion demanded. He stepped to the side and pushed Kiri’s staff away. Kiri pulled her staff. She stepped to the side, swinging it wide. Erick blocked—

His staff snapped where Kiri struck; her staff clipping through to hit him in the thigh, sending him to the ground and carving deep into his [Ward]. Hundreds of points vanished, just like that, but they were already coming back thanks to [Ward X]'s regeneration ability.

Erick sighed out against the sand. He got up. He [Mend]ed his staff. He went back to Kiri and started the spar again.

Rinse, repeat, over and over again.

Somewhere in the middle of the afternoon, she stopped, and said, “You’re really bad at this. I expected some improvement. You’re getting the forms down a bit, but… You’re not executing them well. At all.”

Erick got up from the ground, again. He wasn’t surprised that he was this bad at sparring; he was surprised he was physically capable of sparring at all. He wasn’t young; but he wasn’t really in pain, either. Sure, there were bruises and blood, and broken calluses on his hands, but that kind of pain was normal, expected pain. There were no aching bones or sprained wrists, or a back that refused to bend properly, or knees that just ached for no reason at all. He wasn’t getting much better at this whole fighting thing, but he wasn’t in pain either. As he stood there, ready for another spar, he felt great.

Emotionally, he was winded; no one gets flattened to the floor by a person half their age for three days and doesn’t feel a bit inadequate. But physically? He was fine. He wasn’t good at this, not by a long shot, but he was physically capable, and that made Erick get back up, every time.

Erick said, “I think… I could do this all day.”

“Yes, well… Doing this all day and getting better at it are two different things.”

“Then I’ll do [Swift Movement], and you don’t.”

Kiri smirked. “Okay.”

Erick ended the spar on the floor again, but it took Kiri ten minutes to accomplish.

Erick stood. “Again.”

And again, and again, and again.

When the day was done, Erick said to Kiri, “I won’t be here tomorrow.”

“Everyone’s talking about it. A full day a rain, eh?”

“Yeah. The farms are prepared for a great harvest. A lot of people have tilled their own plots of land to see what kind of beans sprout. I won’t do this often; this might be the only time it happens.”

Kiri nodded. “How does it work, anyway?”

“A lot of nutrients plants need are already in the air. The spell converts those into usable form, and then provides everything needed for a good [Grow].”

“That’s what I’ve heard. I thought there might have been more to it.”

Erick smiled wide. “Of course there is. A lot more.”

“Such as?”

“A lot of magic.”

Kiri harrumphed. 
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037


                Erick had gone to bed early and woken up with the sun. No attacks came in the middle of the night; the day was already better than what Erick had expected. Jane made coffee-tea, and however she had done it, she had accomplished a brew much better than Erick’s attempts.

“Big day,” Jane said, sipping her coffee on the veranda. The sun had yet to rise above the city walls, but already the sky was awash in golds and reds. “Are you prepared?”

“Should be.” Erick refilled his cup from the pot nearby. “Are you going to join me?”

“Yes. Some of it. Most of it, actually.” She held her coffee. “Mog asked a lot of people to be there, mostly on the sidelines. I was going to be there anyway. Something is going to happen, for sure.”

Erick smiled. “You haven’t been out to the farms for a rain yet, have you?”

“I’ve met everyone, but no. I haven’t been there for a rain.” 

Erick drank his coffee-tea. Gazing at the hot green liquid, he said, “I hope there’s some non-sacrilegious way to take a piss out there.”

Jane chuckled. 

She went quiet. 

She said, “I felt like you were going to get yourself killed until a few days ago when you went and destroyed those mimics. Then you rescued me from the spiders, and went on to kill a hundred mimics around the farm… Now you’re getting beat up every day at the Guild. But you’re also getting up every time.”

Erick joked, “That’s making news, eh?”

“It is! And… It’s…” She blurted out, “It’s nice. Okay? It’s nice to know that you’re here. I didn’t think you were really here-here, seeing what I was seeing, until… Until very recently.”

Erick set his coffee down. He listened.

“You have this trusting nature and I didn’t… I’ve never respected it. Especially lately.” She blurted, “Thank the gods we were labeled ‘planar’ or else… I don’t think the incani would have stopped with the attack on the Sewerhouse. One of us would have died and I don’t know which would have been worse. You leaving me, or me leaving you. I’m just…”

Erick felt his eyes cloud, but he held back. Jane wasn’t done.

“I’m glad that didn’t happen. I’m glad you killed those mimics. You always used to talk about the social contract when I was a girl, about helping your neighbors as a way to help yourself; that expecting a return was failing to understand that the contract is never about getting a return. It’s about faith.” She sniffled. “I’m really glad to see your faith hasn’t been misplaced—” She looked over to Poi standing at the side. “Guards are still weird to me, but I’m glad they’re here. I’m also glad to see that you’ve stepped up to your end of the social contract.” She smiled, looking away from Erick, at the rising sun. “I hope I can keep up with you.”

Erick watched the sky, listening to Jane.

He said, “Life on Veird isn't that different from Earth.”

Jane sipped her coffee, then nodded, saying, “Sure… There’s monsters and gods and everything else. But. We’re just closer to the front lines on Veird. It’s a luxury to be able to fight over school funding and zoning; here, luxury is carved out of the desert with blood and sweat, then served up on the dinner table.”

Erick nodded.

Jane and Erick both watched the brightening sky.

 

- - - -

 

The temple was the same as before; massive, 8 pillared, with a statue of Atunir in the back. The only change to the center of the farms was a small, four walled, no-roofed hut with a hole in the bottom, located just outside of the Ring of Gods. As far as bathrooms went, Erick had seen worse. At least the room was stone and sturdy.

The farms themselves looked a lot dirtier than the last time Erick had seen them. Most of the land had been tilled under, but the small grasses in front of Erick were yellow. Erick pointed out the yellowing to Valok.

Erick said, "They were perfectly healthy before, weren’t they? Shouldn’t some water still be in the soil, or did they really dry out this fast?”

Apogough answered, “That’s [Grow] fatigue, not drying. We tilled and planted new crops in every field, but it looks like we missed some weeds.” 

“Look here, now.” Valok pointed toward the temple. A few young dragonkin were hanging out; one of them was Pinkscale, Valok’s daughter. “We got runners for anything you want. If you don’t ask for them, they’ve been instructed to stay away and not make much noise.”

Erick looked to the temple, then looked beyond, to Ar’Kendrithyst.

Apogough asked, “What’s wrong?”

“I’m just waiting for the drama to start. I’m expecting fireballs, but I’m also expecting to be surprised.”

Valok, Apogough, and Poi, joined Erick in looking at the walls of the Dead City.

Poi said, “We have contingencies in place. If there are interruptions, then there are interruptions. This experiment will be cut short upon first violence. Hopefully, nothing happens, but we are prepared for many possible events.”

Erick nodded. “Then I guess… We’re ready?”

“Ready,” Valok said.

“Whenever you are,” Apogough said. 

Krakina was not there. Erick felt a bit sad at that. 

But the show must go on.

Erick said a prayer to the gods, then—

[Exalted Storm Aura].

Fog rolled in, then up. Clouds began to roil, spreading across the farms, then a bit further. Muted thunder echoed across the Crystal Forest as silver light coalesced in the sky. Platinum rain fell. Yellowed grasses perked right up, turning green, but no further; they weren’t proper targets for Erick’s magic. Apple trees, wheat fields, rice paddies, vines of fruits and bushes of spicy peppers; every crop began to [Grow], as every waterway began to fill. The cows joyfully mooed in the gentle rain as their pasture turned lush, vibrant, and tasty.

Erick moved out of the rain and in to the temple. He went to his bench and took a book out of his shoulderbag. It was one of several novels he had borrowed from Zago after he returned her books on flying, and showed off his unusual aura. 

She had said his [Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura] was a good flight spell, and quite similar to the usual one already in the Script; but no one bought that version of [Fly]. Upon reading the description, Erick could see why they didn’t, and why neither Zago nor her books recommend the option.

 




	
Intentioned Flight Aura, 10 MP a second, short range.

Grip yourself and the air with your mind. Fly at walking speed.








 

10 mana a second for walking speed? Utter shit. How could someone even make that, when the base costs for [Airshape X], [Telekinesis X], and Mana Shaping X, added up to 600 base cost every 10 minutes? Even the most basic version of Erick’s Handy Aura shouldn't have added up to 10 mana a second.

Zago had no explanation for the inflated costs, but just that ‘sometimes it’s like that’. Erick either got really lucky, or maybe his understanding of the spell was different than current understanding, which both of them agreed was probably the case.

Erick listened to the rain, and went back to his borrowed book. The light in the temple was a bit dim for reading, so Erick cast three light orbs into the air, each at a varying height and distance. Together, they gave off some good, varied reading light.

Jane showed up shortly after the rain started. She settled into the bench across the temple from Erick, then took out her own books. They looked new, or possibly freshly [Mend]ed. That was odd.

“Did you buy those?”

Jane held up her book. The title was in some foreign language. “Political history of the Crystal Forest. Bought it yesterday down in Portal.”

Suddenly stricken between loss, and anger, Erick asked, “… You went to another town?”

Jane’s eyes went wide. She schooled her expression. “Yeah. I did.”

“And you didn’t invite me!”

Suddenly serious, Jane said, “You can’t go anywhere without your guards.”

Erick was more than a little mad, but he got over it. He sighed. He said, “Maybe I should get [Polymorph] and take a trip incognito, too.”

Jane shook her head. “Sorry, Dad. I tried transforming into other people. Can’t be done without looking like a toddler’s clay sculpture. I mean, you can— The books in the Mage Guild’s Library say you can, but you gotta eat a person to take their form. I’m not doing that.”

“That’s disturbing and wow! Nasty.”

“Yeah.” She asked, “Want me to pick you up something the next time I’m there? I’ve only been twice.”

“Books on mechanical engineering. I want to make a typewriter and a printing press.” 

“I think they already have those. I could buy you a typewriter, if you want. Don’t know about a printing press, though.” She smirked, asking, “You want to write a thesis and nail it to a church door somewhere? Distribute some leaflets?”

“Phhbt! No.” Erick held up his book. “What I want is books written in legible block text.”

"... And how would you do that?"

"I'm not sure. Take a book written by hand, and feed it through some sort of magic? That's my working theory."

"Quite a working theory."

Erick grunted, then went back to reading. 

Not much happened except for some reading, and some harvesting.

Erick’s story was about a dragonkin on the high seas who—

A field to the south exploded in darkness. Poi rushed to Erick’s side. Jane moved to Erick’s other side. Mog materialized in front of the temple, and the farmers in the fields abandoned whatever they were doing to either run away or materialize armor around their bodies. The kids in the temple ran away, quietly, surely. Erick never stopped the rain; he wasn’t about to let some singular explosion stop him.

A voice carried on the air, “Hello, denizens of this turd-of-a-city, this steaming pile of poor architecture north of our great Kendrithyst!” The explosion had passed; dust and debris were washed out of the air by platinum rain. In the middle of a field two hundred feet away, where wheat had been growing, there was a non-distinct man made of shadow, but thin; stretched out in the arms and legs. He raised a hand at the walls of the Dead City behind him. “Prepare to receive the words of my master!”

Erick waited for someone else to kill the Shade. “That’s a Shade, right?” When no one did, or answered him, he asked Mog, “Want me to [Withering] him?”

“No. That’s not a Shade. You’d know if you saw a Shade.” Mog stepped closer to Erick. “They love their drama. Don’t interrupt yet.”

The great mountainous walls of the Dead City, seven miles away, shifted in hue, the brown and white and grey and orange stone drifting through to black, to grey, to dark brown. 

Mog whispered, “That’s a Shade.”

Erick stared.

A deepness took hold in the black on the Dead City’s walls, like someone punching a hole into darkness, and in that darkness there bloomed a white light. One light at first, then two, horizontal from each other, thousands of feet apart, dozens of feet wide. Spur was seven miles away from Ar’Kendrithyst, but the thing that dominated the walls was still intelligible, even through the glowing rain and the vast distance. White expanded, filling with black; the whites were eyes, staring across the land and down at Spur. They were the same kinds of [Scry] eyes Erick had seen before, and so very similar to the very first eye he had seen in the darkness of his first Meditation. But the eyes on the wall were massive; If the walls were a mile high, then those eyes were thousands of feet tall.

Below those eyes there formed a crack of utter darkness; a window to an abyss. The crack moved; a pulsewave of sound blasted out across the sands of the Crystal Forest, to crash against Spur, and the farms.

“Tania greets you, mortal ants! Bow and be spared, stand and be severed.”

22 points of damage ticked off Erick’s [Ward], but not a single person bowed. The people of Spur, having secured and readied themselves, stood tall, chins up, facing the darkness with eyes wide open and mettle in their souls. 

Erick muttered, “Oh thank god.”

“Did you think we would ever bow to them?” Mog asked, a smile on her face.

“I didn’t think I'd see a giant face yelling at me for 22 points of damage, either!”

Mog smiled wide at him. “She’s going to want something. Likely from you. But—”

Silverite’s voice carried on the air. “What do you want, Tania Webwalker, Foul Shade of the Dead City?”

Her voice came from above! Erick moved out of the temple, into the rain. Yup. Silverite was standing atop the temple, feet firmly planted on the domed roof, waiting for Tania’s response.

“To gobble you all up, of course! But I am willing to trade for something lesser. The living body of one Jane Flatt, delivered to me, giftwrapped in platinum slave chains. For this small trifle I am willing to spare your hovels and your selves.”

As Tania’s voice ticked for a dozens points here, thirty points there, Erick felt his stomach drop. He felt cold. Tania was going to take Jane. Silverite would let it happen. Maybe even sanction—

“Fuck off, Tania.” Silverite shouted.

Erick never should have doubted Silverite, not even for a second.

The darkened walls of Ar’Kendrithyst rumbled as Tania’s great maw opened and shut. The rumble was low at first, but quickly rose, loud enough to hear like far away demolition, loud enough to drive fear into the hearts of all who listened. Laughter. She was laughing. A sudden peal of joy, louder than her chuckle, came out like an avalanche, thunderous and strong, rolling across the land, a visual wave of pressure heralding its arrival. Rain bent, clouds shredded. Erick felt the temple stones crack and his bones shudder. 

386 points of damage rocked across his [Personal Ward].

Erick felt an entirely different sort of drop in his stomach. He was in real danger. He looked right. Jane looked fine. She looked ready for anything. He looked left. Mog looked ready for anything, and also relaxed. All across the fields, people were looking his way; looking at Silverite and Mog, and probably him, too.

He should relax. People were staring, their own [Ward]s either flickering against their skin, or against their domed [Ward]s. Erick tried to relax, knew he failed to be relaxed, but kept trying anyway. Breathing came a bit hard, but as Tania’s laughter struck for another hundred damage, Erick realized he could do something.

… Might be able to do something.

First, he turned off his [Exalted Storm Aura].

Then, he began:

“The air doth still, and vibrate not.

“A cry goes up, but travels till

“it cannot move, save breath and stop.

“A time for rest, put down the quill

“I beg of you, now [Standstill].”

250 mana ripped out of Erick. Out of 750, 250 was nothing, but it still felt awful. Mog caught him as he went to one knee. Poi jabbed him with a rod of [Treat Wounds]. He felt much better as a set of familiar boxes appeared. Some free points from Rozeta, thankfully, as well as the spell description, which showed that he had accomplished what he set out to accomplish.

 




	
Stillness 1, instant, 1 hour per level, super long range, 250 mana.

Drop all <sound> to the level of a <speaking voice> in a super large area for 1 hour.








 

No ‘Particle Mage Only’, either!

Erick laughed, painfully, as he showed Mog the box, and said, “Thank you, Poi.”

Poi just nodded, then stepped back.

Mog smiled as she held Erick and [Stillness]’s blue box, saying, “That’s gonna take some of the wind from their sails.”

Silverite looked down from atop the temple. “Please stop helping, Erick,” She gazed south, and frowned. “You made her mad.”

Mog complained, “She’s already said her piece, Silverite. You know what always comes next.”

Silverite grumbled, steeling her gaze at the Dead City.

The rain rained itself out, but the air still held some strange solidness. Seven miles away, Tania’s great mouth opened wide. Sound poured out like a bomb, rolling across the land, only to hit thick air, striking with a force that transformed into huge pops of white light, a chain of detonations cascading across the edge of [Stillness]. Tania’s voice was much quieter than before.

“Take that down this instant!”

Silverite yelled, “Fuck you, Tania,” producing her own sonoluminescence reaction; like pops of brief light all around her. She whipped her hands through the air, trying and failing to brush the popping light away. 

Erick would have laughed if not for what the shadowman in the fields said next.

“Prepare for bombardment, foolish mortals.”

He vanished in a puff of black.

Silverite said, “Preamble done. Erick. Don’t do anything unless it’s to— Ah. [Withering] that, please.” 

Mog saw what Erick could not. “Oh yeah." She pointed. "That needs a [Withering].”

Erick stepped up the temple steps to get a better view. Mog guided him up the stairs, but he hadn’t created a big spell; he was more or less okay. He was not okay when he saw what Mog was pointing at.

A section of Ar’Kendrithyst’s walls, a very tiny portion near the bottom, had opened. 

Correction. Three tiny holes had opened. Darkness swamped out to cover the Crystal Forest. From this distance, those ‘tiny holes’ had to be hundreds of feet tall. Whatever was coming out, was the same size as those doors, but along with those monsters came a thin blanket of black, churning up dust as it raced forward, ahead of its larger fellow dark soldiers. 

Shaped [Withering]. 

Shaped [Withering]. 

Erick dropped two five-foot tall sections of death across the land, covering much of the seven miles separating Spur from the Dead City, the area of effect extending well outside of the direct path from there to Spur. But mostly, he concentrated on covering all the land directly outside of the portals. 

Kill notifications started rolling in. Crystal Mimics, of course, as well as other monsters.

Tania started laughing again, which was only slightly confusing; she was an obviously unhinged megalomaniac who could see that her monsters were dying and her noisy attack was nullified. What was highly confusing, was what she did next. Pinpricks of black dropped from the tops of the walls, scattering into the advancing horde, blowing them up like confetti scattered to the wind. 

She was killing her own army?

“What the fuck is she doing?” Mog asked.

Good thing Erick wasn’t the only one confused.

Silverite answered, “This wasn’t about us. It never was. She turned on Bulgan.” She leapt down from the temple roof. “What kill notifications are you getting, Erick?”

Thousands of notifications burned across his eyes, but he focused on one, then another, then dismissed the rest, and said, “Wolves. Mimics. There’s one cat.” Another notification popped. “And… Giant?”

Mog said, “Those would be the big ones.”

“She’s clearing out Bulgan’s amassed forces.” Silverite said, “Wolves are easy to control with a few cats and cats attach themselves to Shades like ticks. Giants come next; they’re just a show of power away from winning them to your side.”

Tania, or her people, rained destruction down upon the tide of darkness leaving the city.

And Erick couldn’t see a damned thing. All he saw was a general impression of darkness across the land. Where was Zago when you needed her? Wait! Jane had [Scry]! 

Erick turned to Jane, “What do you see, Jane? With [Scry]?”

She said, “Wolves. Some very tall monsters; Giants. So glad we’re not fighting those. I can’t see any cats. They must have run? All I see are… The monsters are just… dying. Thousands of them. Running forward and dying, drying out into husks that are then trampled by the ones still to come, who then die themselves. Where’s Bulgan?”

Silverite said. “Killzone is informing me that Bulgan is attacking Frontier right now.”

Erick immediately said, “I need to help them. I have [Teleport].”

“We already are helping them.” Silverite said, “But. You’re right.” She turned to Mog. “Take him to a good spot in the sky, drop a [Withering], and get out.” She looked to the air, “I’ve just informed their leadership that help is coming and to prepare [Weather Ward]s.”

Mog held out her hand. “Ready? In and out. Turn on your flight aura, we’re popping into the sky.”

Everything was happening so fast. Erick took a moment to think. He didn’t think long. He activated his Handy Aura and took Mog’s thumb; her hand wrapped completely around his.

The world shifted. 

Erick and Mog popped into the air high, high above a stone city much like Spur, but smaller, with no farms. The buildings were taller, too. The walls—

Darkness was inside the city; black dots in the streets were attacking other dots wearing brighter clothes. Blots of color bloomed here and there as the defenders sought to destroy the monstrous tide with [Fireball]s and [Force Crash]es and other bright spells. But the place was infested; like fleas in a catlady’s house, or poppy seeds on a bagel, and rat turds in the attic. Here and there, there were dark giants, ripping apart buildings with their bare hands, kicking in walls with their feet, burying people in debris. [Ward]s popped, and people died.

Erick looked toward Ar’Kendrithyst; streamers of monsters poured in from the north. The walls of the Dead City looked much the same from this angle, but there was no face on this side, instead, there was a dark wind, between the human city and Ar’Kendrithyst, heading for Frontier, and also the size of Frontier.

The dark wind was racing, hellbent on destruction, kicking up showers of sand, thumping the air with the sound of massive footsteps, running forward with three giants inside the windy darkness, each of them smaller than the dark figure in the center of the attack formation.

Erick had to help. But… 

There’s no way Frontier was ready with [Weather Ward]s.

Mog said, “Bulgan has seen us. Cast your spell where you feel is best. We need to leave.”

The dark wind on the path to Frontier was the same size as Frontier, and it was racing closer. A whistling sliced the air; Mog yanked Erick a hundred yards left, just in time to avoid a non-existent blot on reality a hundred feet wide. Like an invisible meteor, the attack missed Erick and Mog, but the air it displaced still made a sound like a close call with death. If Mog wasn’t here, Erick would have died. 

Erick breathed. In and out. He breathed hard. He decided. 

Shaped [Withering].

A twenty foot tall [Withering] occupied the city, and some of the lands beyond, covering up to the second story of most houses and a little bit beyond.

Shaped [Withering].

A ten foot layer of death stretched over the invading forces, and all of Bulgan’s path, clipping into the dark, monstrous wind. Giants tripped, Bulgan yelled, a blast of force—

The world shifted again, and Erick was on the temple steps. Desert winds had pushed aside the last remnants of his [Exalted Storm Aura], revealing green fields and an entranced audience.

Ahead of him, Tania destroyed Bulgan’s forces, while Spur watched.

A hundred miles away, monsters died.

Erick prayed his [Withering] didn’t kill anyone it wasn’t supposed to kill. But when a notification for Human A, 1% Participation, came rolling in, he couldn’t do anything but stare at the fleeting clouds. When Human B, 1%, came in, he was already numb to the world.

Silverite was beside him. Mog and Jane, too. Jane sat holding Erick, and he was glad for her company. Jane and Mog and Silverite talked, but Erick couldn’t hear their words, all he could do was stare at the kill boxes for Human A, and Human B. 

A and B! How about that. Not even a name. 

How… 

How awful. 

After a while, twenty minutes, maybe an hour, long after Tania finished off the rest of Bulgan’s forces and yelled some inane threat, Silverite’s voice carried on the air, “Spur has repelled the attack, and Frontier has routed their horde. Bulgan flees back to Ar’Kendrithyst.” White bubbles popped around her face. 

The farmers, and all of Spur had been watching this entire time; from behind walls, from under [Ward]s. Now, they cheered, and the sound was still subject to Erick’s [Stillness]. Popping bubbles of light filled the land like tiny firecrackers. He would have laughed, but instead he just dismissed the spell, and the sounds of a cheering city rolled across the land.

Erick tried to feel good about the battle, but he couldn’t.

“A few monsters got through Erick’s [Withering] and Tania’s cleanup,” Mog said. She had been directing the adventurer response from Erick’s side all this while. “But my kids killed them all. A few hundred wolves and three giants. Nothing much.”

“Dad.” Jane put a hand on Erick’s shoulder. “Talk to me.”

“Two humans dead, Jane. I did that. I murdered them.” 

Jane moved her hands in front of Erick’s eyes. “Put them away, Dad. Now.”

Erick willed the boxes away, but he knew he would pick them up again later.

He asked Silverite. “Is Frontier saying anything?”

Silverite stood strong, and said, “Frontier was already infested with shadowcats; they’re lucky they didn’t get routed in the first minutes of the fight. The final death counts will come in the following days, but they lost thousands. They would have lost one hundred thousand, if you didn’t drop that [Withering] on the city. 2 people dead is a tactical loss that any commander would be happy to hear, Archmage Flatt.” She looked out across the Crystal Forest. “I expected at least a thousand deaths in Spur whenever Bulgan got it into his foul head to attack, but you’re incredible. You turned back two tides of darkness, and even nullified a Shade’s [Force wave].” She stared at Erick. “Prepare yourself. You’re our new deterrent.”

“Ohhh.” Erick felt something break inside. “Don’t… Don’t say that.”

            


038 - End of Book 1


                 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 36, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 2197527594/2415781700

Class: 6/6

Points: 6





	
HP


	
576/576


	
576





	
MP


	
750/750


	
6000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
25


	
+0


	
[25]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

For all those death notifications, Erick had only gained one level. 

That felt appropriate. 

Jane said, “Dad. Speak to me.”

Erick was still inside the temple. The battle was over, and people had arrived to see and speak to him, but he couldn’t bring himself to say more than a few words.

He said, “What.”

“I’m worried, Dad.”

Joylessly, Erick said, “Hi Worried, I’m Dad.”

“You’ve said that joke twice, now. Last time I was ‘Concerned’. I’m still concerned, but also worried.”

“You’re a lot of people.”

Silverite stepped into view. “I want you to [Withering] Spur. All of it. From the sewer to the towers.”

Erick snapped to attention. He screamed, “FUCK YOU! I’M NOT KILLING ANYONE ELSE!”

[Teleport].

Erick landed in the sand, seven hundred kilometers north of where he was, the max distance his [Teleport 7] could take him. He looked around. Nothing near him. All the crystal agaves were real ones; not mimics. 

No. Wait. That one was a mimic.

Erick lifted into the air with his Handy Aura, [Stoneshape]d a clump of sand into a stone, then cast [Weather Ward] on that stone. He floated high above the immobile mimic, then dropped the stone. The mimic was now inside of a faintly white, glittering [Weather Ward]. It twitched toward the stone, but stopped, slowly returning to ‘hiding’. 

Erick dropped a [Withering] directly beside the mimic, putting himself and the monster in the sphere of the spell’s influence.

Nothing happened to either of them. 

The [Weather Ward] stopped the [Withering], exactly how Erick had intended. Erick waited the [Withering] out, watching as the magic dissipated from the air. He flew down close enough to cancel the [Weather Ward] on the stone, then flew away to find a clear spot to land, well away from everything else. The mimic did not move to follow, or do anything else, besides pretend to be a crystal agave.

Once Erick was sure he was safe in the middle of nowhere, he set down on the sand and had a great big cry. Bawling, snot nosed, horrific and nasty. Tears flowed and everything hurt. The tears stopped, but only for a little while, then they started again; more tears, more pain. He laid back on the dirt, staring at the sky, letting his tears flow freely down the sides of his face.

He Rested with Meditation, feeling the ocean of mana above him, watching the currents, and watching for [Scry] eyes. There were lots of currents, but no eyes. No giant shadow, either. He hadn’t seen that thing in several days.

When everything started to hurt less, ten, twenty minutes later, he breathed, he [Cleanse]d, he stood up. He Handy Aura’d into the air, then he [Teleport]ed back, into the air above the farms. 

Silverite, Mog, Poi, and Jane were still there at the temple, waiting for him. Everyone else was gone; off to wherever they needed to be.

Erick set down between the metal statue of Rozeta and the stone statue of Koyabez. 

Silverite walked toward him. Mog stayed behind at the temple with Jane. 

Erick breathed. 

Silverite waited.

Erick said, “I am ready to flush out Spur.”

Silverite nodded, saying, “Thank you, Archmage.”

“Of course, Mayor.”

“I have already spoken to the people, the doctors, and the priests. Everyone who thinks they might have intestinal rads has been located and secured. [Weather Ward]s have been provided for anyone who is wary, or the people have provided their own. Spur is ready.”

“I have just confirmed with a bit of experimenting out in the Forest that, yes, [Weather Ward]s do block [Withering]. So if you give me the order, I will [Withering] Spur, right now.”

Silverite said, “Then you have your order. Do it, Archmage.”

Erick nodded. He took to the skies, flying above the walls of Spur, above the people. They watched him fly overhead; some of them ducked into [Wards], some stood out in the open, cheering. Some scrambled under cover, hiding as Erick flew overhead. He raised his head and looked forward as he flew toward a central tower, the same one he had struck with lightning weeks ago. The tower still bore the black marks from his lightning; it was still uninhabited and half dilapidated, too, one wall gone, one wall collapsed, the roof looking like it had never been there in the first place. 

He passed the tower, and went down to a street he had seen in passing, but never really traveled. The usual crowd on the street parted for him. Erick was ashamed that they felt the need to step aside, as he walked toward the public entrance to the sewer. 

The sewer entrance was an arch of stone and two guard booths, with five guards out of their booths. The guards on duty must have known he was coming, because they held back a crowd of complaining people who were angry that they were removed from hunting slimes. But as Erick stepped toward the entrance, the crowd went silent.

The sewer entrance ahead was a slow descent into the bowels of the city, 20 feet wide and lined with light orbs. He had never been down there, but he knew enough of the layout to know that there was only one way to do this properly.

Mana Shaping X.

[Withering].

Like an invisible tsunami released, [Withering] flooded through the sewer entrance, racing through the dark tunnels underneath the city, floating above the waters, settling against stone, filling in every nook and cranny like some giant intangible slime monster. The spell filled the sewers completely; nigh-invisible [Withering] ooze started to spill upward, through storm drains and up into Spur, through every possible entrance it could find.

Notifications for slimes appeared first. 

Shadowolves came second.

Erick looked all around him, judging distance, waiting a few minutes for his mana to get back up to 500.

Mana Shaping X.

[Withering].

Another near-invisible tsunami exploded through Spur, joining the first still oozing up from the sewers. Erick’s second [Withering] filled up the city to the tops of the walls, then climbed up the towers, clinging its thick-aired, intangible self onto every building and across every surface. It washed across [Weather Ward]s, unable to penetrate, but touched everything else.

Shadowolves died. 

Two shadowcats perished. 

Erick said, “Two shadowcats, eh?”

The crowd around him got a lot quieter. 

A guard asked, “Shadowcats, sir?”

“Yeah. Two of them. I’m not sure where, though. People will be finding shadow bodies for days.” Erick roughly counted up the boxes. “Looks like… 20 slimes. I thought they only had small rads in them? Maybe 400 wolves. Hard to tell. Two cats.” 

The crowd murmured. 

“Four hundred!”

“That’s… a lot.”

“Gods protect us!”

Erick waited.

The spells began to unravel. 

The second spell flowed downward, as the first one vanished, slipping into the sewers like so much thick air. Then it, too, began to unravel. 

Erick said, “That’s it. No more wolves or cats in Spur, unless someone protected them in a [Weather Ward], or they killed people to get into a [Ward].” 

Erick nodded goodbye to the stunned guards, turned on his Handy Aura, and flew away, across the city, back to his home in the Human District. 

Silverite, Jane, Teressa and Rats, were all waiting for him. Poi, who had been following him through the air this whole time, except when Erick had [Teleport]ed away, silently touched down behind him. 

Silverite asked, “Final count?”

“20 slimes, 400 to 500 wolves; I’m not counting all those boxes. 2 cats.” He paused, then looked at his previous notifications. “And so, so many wolves in the attack. Thousands. Multiple thousands. And then… 10 giants. Some more Participation than others. Most are at 15%. Two more cats. Two humans.”

Silverite said, “Thank you, Archmage. I would like to call upon you to perform this service occasionally.”

“Of course, Mayor. I’m glad to help.”

She nodded. “Valok would like me to inform you that he has rescheduled the full day of rain for tomorrow. If you are able, the farmers would appreciate your acceptance of their request.”

“Of course, Mayor. I’ll be there.”

“Thank you, Archmage.” She breathed. She said, “Thank you, Erick.”

Erick tried to smile. He couldn’t. He just nodded. “Anytime.”

“If you’d like someone to talk to, my office is always open. I’m not always in there, but someone can find me easily enough.”

Erick remembered something important. 

But what Silverite had said was important, too. Erick said, “Thanks, Silverite. I’ll swing by tomorrow— Ah. No. Raining tomorrow.” Erick looked at the ground. He looked up. “I’m going to make some board games and look for players tomorrow, if you want to join me in the temple.”

She smiled, her silver scaled skin flawless perfection; her eyes, also solid silver. She said, “I would like that, very much.” She bowed, “Good day, Erick.”

“Good day, Silverite.”

Silverite walked away, across the flat orange stone of the Human District.

Erick went directly to Jane and wrapped her in his arms. She was stiff for a moment, but then she wasn’t. Silent tears rolled down Erick’s face and touched Jane’s shoulder, soaking into her shirt.

She said, “It’s okay, Dad.”

“It’s no—”

“Yes.” Jane’s voice was solid titanium steel. “It’s okay. It was necessary. Because of your actions the outcome of Bulgan’s attack was a thousand times better than what it could have been.” She broke the hug and held Erick by his shoulders, and said, “I went to Frontier. They’re damaged, but they’re alive. You did good.”

Erick wasn’t about to argue with her. 

Poi said, “She’s right, sir.”

Teressa grunted, “Losses are inevitable. Wins are not. Take the win.”

Rats said, “What she said.”

Erick sighed. They were right, but he was suddenly, very, very tired. It wasn’t even noon, but he needed to sleep. He nodded to Jane, Teressa, Poi and Rats, then went in the house. He [Cleanse]d himself and plopped into bed. Sleep was not immediate; he didn’t think he could actually sleep, staring at a pair of blue boxes that he knew were going to haunt him for years to come. 

Sleep eventually came, though. Sleep always eventually comes.

 

- - - -

 

A shove and a voice woke him up.

“Wake up, asshole!”

“Yeah! Wake up!”

Erick opened his eyes to clouds.

Fuck-a-duck, he was not in the mood for a Rozeta dream.

“Go away.” Erick said, “I’m tired and terrible and would like to wallow in my own self pity, thanks.”

“Too fuckin’ bad!”

A slap came out from the left, clipping Erick across the face. Erick looked around. Where did that fist come from? All he saw were clouds. 

“If you must resort to physical violence, then do so methodically.” Rozeta’s draconic form flew through clouds, whispering, “Calm and focused; concentrate on the now.”

Erick tried that—

Another slap came from the right.

“Not you! She’s talking to us!” The palm belonged to a tall pale woman with brown hair. “Good! You can see us now.”

There was a tall woman, and a shorter man. Both of them looked browned by the sun, like they had spent years in the desert. The woman looked older, far older than Erick. Wrinkles lined her face, her muscles had withered with years. The man… 

The man was a boy. A boy still in his teens.

Erick blinked, and they were both 20-somethings. 

The woman said, “Holy Heavens! He’s more than half my age! You’d think he’d know this crap by now.”

“But he doesn’t,” said the man, eyes full of sorrow. “I didn’t know until I died. Some people will never know; some people never have a chance to learn.”

“Who are you?” 

The woman said, “An old biddy who lived well past her prime. I spent the last minutes of my life protecting my granddaughter from wolves while my insides poured out of me.”

The boy said, “A kid who couldn’t move much, on an adventure with my father and my sisters. My life is over, but he’s going to blame himself all the way till the bitter end.”

The people he had killed?

Oh. No. Erick could not handle this. He had to run, he had to—

The world rippled.

“Don’t you get gone yet!” The woman latched on to Erick, digging her nails into his shoulders. “I got something to say to you!”

“Me too,” said the man. 

“I’m pissed as all hell!”

“I hate you, a little bit.”

“But that was then.”

“This is now. And now, we see a lot more than we saw before.”

“Thank you,” said the woman.

“Thank you,” said the boy.

“Because of you, my granddaughter is safe from wolves.”

“Because of you, my father was able to save my sisters.”

“You saved our futures.”

“You saved our families.”

“Even though you didn’t save us—”

“—You still saved everyone else.”

“And that’s enough.”

“That’s more than enough.” 

The woman and man faded, slowly at first, then all at once.

Erick was suddenly very, very alone in the sky. 

Rozeta’s voice carried on the wind, “Hundreds of thousands of Warriors Against the Dark would have joined these two in death, if not for you, Erick Flatt.”

The Dragon Goddess of the Script appeared, as a long winding dragon, directly before Erick.

She spoke, “Do not fret and fear for those who go before; for you are here, and now. There are much more pressing needs for ones such as yourself.”

Erick yelled, “Of course there are more pressing needs! I need to be stronger, to keep my daughter safe. I need to be quicker, to act sooner, because I know people died while I was stuck thinking. I need to be smarter, so I’m not stuck thinking so often! I’m just having difficulty, you know? Accepting the mortal condition, and all that shit. Fuck! I don’t need a pep talk. I need time to come to grips with what I already know.”

Rozeta looked down upon him. In a flash, she was person-sized, and wrought-bodied. She stood next to him in the clouds.

She asked, “Time is easy, up here. Time is harsh, down there. I can give you as much time as you need, but I can’t give you eternity. You still have a part to play in mortal affairs.”

Erick almost laughed, but instead, he just laid back on the clouds, and said, “Thank you.”

Rozeta said nothing. She just sat next to Erick, as Erick stared at the drifting clouds.

Time passed. 

Maybe, a lot of time passed. 

Erick asked, “Are souls real?”

Rozeta nodded. “Yes.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke up.

His room was empty, but sunlight came straight down through his window, while the smells of spices and meats drifted up from downstairs. He sighed out, laid there for a bit, then rubbed out moisture from his eyes and got up. 

Al and Jane were there for a lunch that Savral had cooked. Erick had missed Savral’s cooking. He was really good with the local spices in a way that Erick and Jane were both still learning. There were some platitudes laid out for Erick, by everyone, though he could tell that Jane was holding back; mostly watching him for signs of breakage. 

Sure, he was breaking, but sometimes that was a good thing. 

After lunch, Al and Savral left with an invite to come to the farms tomorrow, then Erick [Stoneshape]d a boulder from the flat ground outside and floated it inside, to the south tower; his tower. He made three board games; chess, checkers, and the one that took him the longest: not-scrabble. He had no idea how many of each letter to make, or how many points they were worth, or how the board even looked. Was it 20 x 20? No. That didn’t look right. 21 x 21? That seemed better. 21 x 21 it was; the middle row was perfect for the starting star and the triple word scores. 

21x21 was a big board, though.

Oh well. Should be fine.

The sizes for chess and checkers were much easier to remember: just line up all the pieces for chess and that’s the size of the board for both games. Castle x 2, Knight x 2, Bishop x 2, King and Queen, and then 8 Pawns, per side. 

When he finished that and set them aside, he went out, and at Poi’s direction, he found what he was looking for in a general store on Merchant’s Row: Cards for Wizard’s Towers. He had liked the games he played with Bacci and Savral and Jane in the Sewerhouse, before they were attacked. As he looked at the thick paper card box, scrawled with ‘Wizard's Towers’ in fancy script, he chuckled. For such a bad word to be used so openly, this card game was a little scandalous, wasn’t it? He bought the cards from an exceedingly polite man behind the counter, and put them in his shoulder bag.

Then Erick went to the Courthouse, since it was on the way back home. He waved hello to Taro, the redscale guard at the front. Taro was busy with some people off the street, so he just waved Erick through a pair of guards stationed further in the Courthouse. Taro went back to talking to the people off the street; occasionally instructing a fresh-faced orcol recruit standing behind the guard station, behind Taro, on proper procedure. 

Erick nodded to the two guards as he walked past them, and they nodded back. Erick had never seen any more guards in the Courthouse except for Taro and a few others; these two didn’t look new, but where they were stationed was certainly new.

At the floating, lightward globe of Veird in the center of the Courthouse, Erick looked right, toward the public offices and Silverite’s office. Then he turned left.

The solid blue door of Irogh’s office was already open. 

When Erick approached, Irogh’s voice called out, “Come on in, Erick.”

He turned to Poi. “Please stay out here.”

“Of course.” 

Poi moved to the side of the blue door, and stood, waiting. Erick walked inside, then shut the door. It clicked; the blue of the surface gently glowing for a brief second.

Irogh was much the same as Erick remembered; an exceedingly handsome man. But after living in Spur for over a month, Irogh was no longer the Most Handsome Man in the world. Sure, that short sleeved shirt did amazing things as it bunched up around his shoulders and his chest… And his arms. And that stubble was great—

“How can I help you?” He gestured toward the seats. “Please. Have a seat.”

“Sorry. That touch of the goddess is still very entrancing.” Erick joked, “And 20 vitality is doing a number on my physical responses. I feel like a darn teenager.”

Irogh laughed. “Don’t trouble yourself with such a concern.” He smiled. “There are much bigger shadows out there to concentrate on.”

Erick took a seat. 

He breathed.

He thought.

Irogh waited, patiently.

Eventually, Erick said, “I want to kill every single Shade and empty Ar’Kendrithyst of shadows, but most importantly, I want to kill Bulgan —any Shade at all, really— the next time they attack, or show their face. Utterly, ruthlessly. Dead and gone forevermore. I’ll give up the idea of fighting inside Ar’Kendrithyst for the ability to murder any Shade that steps out of the Dead City. How should I proceed?”

Irogh smiled gently, then he started talking.

“Firstly, you must know that Shades are trapped, not by any spell or any power, but because that’s where all the other Shades live, for Ar’Kendrithyst is a trophy; the brightest jewel in Melemizargo’s dark crown. Kendrithyst was the first and largest wrought city to ever fall to the Dark Dragon. When the Dead City surfaced from the Underworld 950 years ago, the Shades— the priesthood of the Dark Dragon, they rushed to claim it, and they succeeded. Save for a very, very small section overseen by Killzone, the city is the Shades', utterly and completely, and it is massive.

“Ar’Kendrithyst is 140 kilometers wide with an average 50 kilometer depth, but it goes a lot deeper; the line between the Underworld and the Dead City is not always obvious. Inside the city, there are districts ten times the size of Spur, and those are the small ones. Bridges are everywhere, buildings are dozens of kilometers tall. There are still locations inside the Dead City unseen by mortal eyes and unknown by mortal minds, for nearly a thousand years. Finding a Shade when they don’t want to be found is almost impossible, for they look nothing like how they appeared on the walls, or the dark wind attacking Frontier. 

“The manifestations you saw today were due to an ability called [Avatar of Melemizargo]. Killing an Avatar would kill the Shade, but the caster can abandon their ability at a moment’s thought, returning to their bodies inside the city. And inside the city, they are much, much more dangerous, because they have all their powers as an Avatar of the Dark God, but in their original, person-sized, bodies.

“[Withering], without modifiers, covers about 1 cubic kilometer. The dead city occupies almost a million cubic kilometers. If you wish to cull the city of shadows, you will need to get much, much stronger, or figure out some new way to use [Withering], or some other spell, because every Shade still has access to all the magic they had in life.

“All of them have [Ward].” Irogh added, “And now they know to use it.”

Irogh went silent, waiting for Erick to speak. 

Eventually, Erick said, “All of these are problems to overcome; please help me do so.”

Irogh nodded. “Certainly.”

They talked for hours.

 

- - - -

 

END OF BOOK 1

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And there we have the end of Book 1!

Thank you for reading!

Updates will continue as I feel like it, but I've been going 1 update every 2 or so days and I don't expect that to change. There might be a little break, though. Look forward to the start of Book 2, soon enough.

If you like my story, please consider rating or reviewing!

Thanks for reading, everyone.

And for those of you curious as to most of the actual kill count, it's under this spoiler:


Spoiler: Spoiler



 








10116 wolves, 95%

168254 exp per wolf x 10116 = 1702057464

 

4 cats, 95%

7904380 x 4 = 31617520

 

1 giant, 85%

333249436

 

9 giant, 15%

58632253 x 9 =527690281

 

1 human 1%

1493035

 

1 human. 1%

262017467

 







 

The fibonacci sequence makes leveling off of lower level monsters incredibly time consuming.

It's a fun mathematical sequence! Every number except 0 and 1 is the sum of the previous two numbers.

- - - -

EDIT FROM THE FAR FUTURE: Ar'Kendrithyst now has a topwebfiction page! If you like the story, please boost the listing for visibility. 



                



039 - Jane.


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And now for something a little different.

Here's a refresher for Jane's Status, under the cut:


Spoiler: 



 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 33, Class: None

Exp: 381,601/570,288,700

Class: -/-

Points: 2





	
HP


	
1500/1500


	
1500 per day





	
MP


	
1800/1800


	
1500 per day





	
Strength


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Vitality


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Willpower


	
30


	
+0


	
30





	
Focus


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

 




	
Scion of Balance

Doubles HP, HP regen, MP, and MP regen.

Doubles resistance to Healing Fatigue

Doubles resistance to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: Strong, Enduring, Discipline, Concentration

Requirements: 25 Strength, 25 Vitality, 25 Willpower, 25 Focus








 




	
Strong X

Multiplies base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 




	
Enduring X

Multiples base HP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Vitality








 




	
Discipline X

Multiplies base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiplies base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Rejuvenation X, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + 2x WIL per second per level of Rejuvenation








 




	
Invisible Rejuvenation, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + 2x WIL per second for 10 seconds








 




	
Strike X, 10-40 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Piercing Force> damage








 




	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink








 




	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Interception X, instant, close range, 5MP + 5MP per 10 meters moved

Instantly move to intercept an attack meant for another. Lasts 1 minute or until used.








 




	
Conjure Weapon X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon. Lasts as long as held, or 1 minute per level not held.








 




	
Conjure Armor X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create weightless armor of whatever design you can create. Lasts until catastrophic damage.








 




	
Conjure Item X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create an item of up to large size. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 50 points of damage.








 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours, ~{Favored Spell}~

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, of Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 390001/1000000








 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.








 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 




	
Invisible Shard Aura, 4 MP per second, close range

A storm of invisible blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage.








 




	
Radiant Shard Aura, 4 MP per second, close range

A storm of brilliant blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage, driving back the darkness and blinding those who would raise their weapons against you.








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen








 




	
Defend X, 1/10th HP cap

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 




	
Silent Movement X, 1 HP per meter moved

All actions are muffled.








 




	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 

Poly and Monster skills:

 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 2/6

~Jane Flatt

~Shadow Spider








 




	
Shadowblend, instant, close range, 5 MP per second

Become one with the shadows.








 

 







 

 



                

                Eight year old Jane watched the neighborhood kids play with sticks like they were swords, in the park next to her childhood home. She wanted to play, too. She didn’t really know why, but something in her gut pulled her toward the swords and the hitting and the running. The chase and the victory. She wanted to play, so badly.

So she ran out there, picked up a stick, and joined them.

Erick came rushing out to the park two minutes later, terrified that he had lost his daughter. But she was fine; the other kids’ parents knew Jane, and Erick. One of them was just about to go get him, but since he was here now, everyone went back to playing in the park.

Jane became the Black Knight who terrorized everyone else, who burnt down the crops and stole princesses from castles. 

For an entire summer she had new friends; everyone attacked everyone else as ‘good’ and ‘evil’ roles passed around like game controllers. It was a wonderful summer. It was magical. It ended early when a ‘sword’ ended up in a friend’s guts, one weekend in July. The stick only went in two inches. Nothing bad happened except for a lot of crying and some antibiotics and a trip to the hospital, but then that friend moved away, and Jane was shunned by the rest.

She was still 8 years old. 

When she was 10, she had a reputation: 

Head in the clouds and a fist in someone’s face, watch out for Crazy Jane or she’ll leave you bleeding on the concrete and your parents will move you away to Hawaii. 

Some kids actually wanted to move to Hawaii, though. This rumor proved to be very detrimental to the health of many local kids. Many, many broken bones were set into casts by the local doctors. Jane though? Jane was the one who did the breaking. Jane thrived.

Jane got into lots, and lots, and lots…

And lots…

And lots of fights that year.

And so, so many Parent Teacher conversations. 

The first time she had ever seen Erick drink himself to sleep was after one of the rougher Parent Teacher meetings, when she was 12. She changed, after that.

Oh, she still beat the ever loving shit out of whoever came and gave her grief, that did not change. What did change, though, was that she always did it quiet, now, making every effort to keep the markers of violence off of the visible body parts of her challengers, never leaving any lasting damage, and stamping down any hints of further violence instead of inciting them to grow. She even started snuffing fights before they started. She paid attention to what Annie-down-the-street heard, then she got pro-active and either stayed away from certain people, or beat them down hard enough that they stayed away. On one memorable occasion, she took a baseball bat to certain bicycles, to make sure they couldn’t catch her after school, when they planned to go at her 5 versus 1.

In the course of becoming the biggest baddest girl in school, Jane’s actions had a ripple effect on many different aspects of school life. One of those came to a fateful conclusion when she beat up a bully who was trying to move up the ladder, toward Jane. That bully had been picking on some nerds, and they wanted to show her their appreciation. They weren’t trying to shove in on her; they were genuine. 

Somehow, in some way Jane never actually knew, she made true, real friends with the nerds, and the nerds loved D&D.

Turned out, Jane loved D&D, too. She was as surprised as anyone, and her father was thrilled that she was spending time with some calmer kids. He cheered her on, and soon, Jane had all the D&D books and fantasy stuff she could have ever wanted. 

She could also do all the violence she ever wanted, among a bunch of like minded folks. It was imaginary violence, but it still scratched that itch. She loved it. Her friends loved having her, too; no one touched them all the rest of grade school.

Jane still had to beat down some uppity bastard every now and then, but mostly she killed imaginary mindflayers and evil dragons. In one memorable campaign, they played the part of the evil king's enforcers. When they finally crushed the last of the resistances, that campaign ended, and the next campaign was them fighting for a new resistance against their old characters. 

Jane took immense satisfaction from personally beheading her previous Blackguard with her new Paladin. She still remembered that moment, years later.

Flash forward to the end of highschool: Jane had been playing D&D and a dozen other table top RPG settings for the last 6 years. She knew how to work a system. She knew how to both powergame, and metagame. Though she didn’t know what she wanted with the rest of her life, constant roleplaying had helped her form the backbone of her philosophy.

Much like how her father chose to help people; Jane wanted to help people, too.

He was all about the peaceful solutions, working the local powers and working with the local powers to help the individual; keeping a community well tended through constant, vigilant work. When Jane was a girl, Jane’s philosophy of life was tied to her father's. As she got older, it changed, and while she still saw her father’s work as important, Jane was not her father. Where he saw fields that needed tending so peace and prosperity could blossom, Jane only saw how Erick put himself out there, vulnerable, one hidden knife or pulled gun away from death. Her fears were proven true when she stopped one of the kids in her school from using his knife on her father, but all anyone saw was Jane with a knife at another kid’s throat.

Erick believed her when she told him what had happened. He always believed her, so she tried to never lie. But still, some part of Jane knew that she had crossed a line. The way her father viewed her had changed, fundamentally. 

Erick managed to talk Jane’s way out of juvenile detention, as well as solve the problem of a kid gunning for him with a knife, by talking to the kid’s mother and getting them both out of their house with their abusive grandfather. Jane never saw any of that. All she saw was the knife in the kid's hands.

Erick made everything so much more complicated than it had to be.

Arguably, he got better results than Jane.

But that didn’t matter. She couldn’t watch her father put himself in danger. That’s why she went to college four states away. She still wanted to help him and the world, in some massive way, but she couldn’t watch him make himself vulnerable.

In college, away from the trials and tribulations of small town midwestern life, Jane played D&D with new people, and learned about theaters of war in far off nations. 

She knew then, what stage she wanted to live upon.

Flash forward 4 years, and college was over. Jane had been playing D&D with a steady group for 4 more years, and done, so, so much more than just get a BA in Communications and play D&D.

She knew three languages, a bit of computer programming, how to professionally throw a punch and take a hit, how to shoot and aim, how to use everything around her as a weapon, even some science and mathematics. She could tell you the exits of every room she glanced through, and the best way to escape any situation as quickly as possible. She had go-bags, she had wilderness training. She could run as fast as the fastest people at school, and she could parkour with the Street Running club. She could dance, and sing, and be a social butterfly, if life demanded it of her; though she tried to avoid those situations. She lifted weights. She ran on treadmills and through the woods. She watched the news, both local and international. She knew her armors and her weapons, though all that was just an immensely fun hobby; she never expected to need her RPG stuff in her daily life, going forward. Her credit score was even great: 770, which, on the surface, seems like a funny thing for a field agent to need, but thinking about it a bit more, good credit is vitally important. Can’t have agents tempted by foreign money, after all. 

And then she fell to Veird, with her father, on the way to her internship in Langley, Virginia. 

And Veird? Veird was great. Better than anything Jane could have ever asked for. Better than working for her old government, better than playing D&D. This was real. This was here. This was now.

Monsters! Magic! 

Violence!

The most necessary violence Jane had ever seen!

Even working at the CIA wasn’t as necessary as the work she was doing now. 

… the work she would be doing. Right now she was still leveling. Still gathering power.

Jane was SO READY for this kind of life. Danger that needed to be cut down, right outside the city walls. Threats to the world ten kilometers away. This was great! It was motherfucking terrifying, sometimes, but that was a small price to pay for living on a world with magic. A world with a surface area thirty times the size of Earth, if you counted the Underworld.

Jane counted that Underworld, oh yes, she very much did.

Sure, her dad had some emotional stuff to work through, but he was coming around. 

What wasn’t coming around was this stupid fucking spell.

This FUCKING, SHITTING, stupid SPELL that would just not COMBINE CORRECTLY.

Aurify.

Mana Shaping X.

[Airshape X].

[Telekinesis X].

 




	
Handy Aura, 5 MP per second, short range

Grip the air and fly, if you are able!








 

Jane stood in the north tower of the house; her tower. All around her, her magic held the air, a dozen clumsy hands gripping air that was not enough to hold her up. Sure, she could grab the stone and pull up that way, but [Handy Aura] would not FUCKING let her just FLY THROUGH THE AIR like her father.

Erick had handed her his own spell days ago. She looked at it now.

 




	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 

Jane played around with her [Handy Aura] for ten minutes, climbing up the interior walls of her tower like she was a spider. She was not a spider right now; being a spider in Spur was a very bad idea, and she was a little ashamed that Erick had had to tell her that. 

Teressa still wasn’t talking to her.

Jane set down on the floor, grabbed the box for [Handy Aura], then ripped it to shreds. She felt a twinge inside of her soul as the spell was forced apart; some necessary linkage between all of those spells damaged by breaking [Handy Aura]. She could use those parts separately, of course, but she would have to wait a full day for them to be healed enough to try to combine them again.

She looked outside, to the west.

Platinum rain fell across the farms.

She smiled. For all of her dad’s difficulty in adjusting, he was doing exceedingly well with the Script. Not bad for a guy who never liked fantasy stuff! Today was the second attempt at a full day of rain. Jane had spent the first three hours with him, but she had come back home to experiment with her own magic for the last two hours. Which she had. Now that that was done, and her six desired spells —no wait! Seven; there’s the flight aura now. Now that her seven desired spells were met with either Error messages or failure, she could check the box on another day of experimentation. It was time to go back to the farm.

But first! Lunch!

Jane went down to the kitchen and inspected the larder.

It was full. 

She stared at the meats and the vegetables and all the rest...

Jane didn’t want to cook. She recast a preservation and a low-temperature [Ward] inside the box, Shaping both to fit the container. Blue glittering light briefly filled the space, before settling inside like filling a mould with resin. 

Teressa was sitting in the kitchen, alternately reading or looking off into space.

Jane asked, “Want to go to lunch? My treat.”

“No thank you, ma’am. I’m on duty, right here.”

“Alright.” Jane tried a different tack to have a friendly relationship with her father’s guards. “Want me to bring you something? I’m going to bring Erick something, too.”

Teressa looked into the air. She went back to reading. “No thank you.” 

“… Alright.” 

Jane skipped out the front door.

She frowned. Though she very much doubted that her father’s guards could ever actually be ‘friends’, it would have been nice. She was not that good at making real friends. 

Her problem probably was that she didn't really consider people she wasn't around as part of her life anymore. She never stayed in touch with her old D&D groups; she just left people behind.

It was a personal failing, for sure.

Jane put that problem out of her mind, and walked southwest. She exited the human district near a bustling dragonkin neighborhood where three generations ago, the people here had been living on the island archipelagos of Nergal. A pair of young adventurers had moved over 15000 kilometers to come to Spur, over 60 years ago, across what was just barely Veird’s largest ocean; the Letri Ocean. Jane only knew this because the old greyscale vendor had told her all this to keep her in her stall longer; she didn’t need to bother, though. Jane had smelled the flavor on the air, and she knew this part of Spur would quickly become her favorite.

Peppers and dried seeds, ground into powder and stacked high, in colorful pyramids of purple and yellow, orange and red. Hundreds of weird spicy mushrooms, and at least one strain that was mildly psychedelic. Sprigs of dried herbs, hanging from clips, strung across the back of the store. Pots of dried not-orange rinds, and strips of curled bark. And, of course, massive barrels of salt, both mined and from the sea. This was not an alchemist supply store, it was much more specialized, and quite a bit smaller, because this place held spices from all over the islands. Some were grown in Spur, by Ratchet’s daughter, but most were imported.

Though with Erick’s platinum rain, that might change. All of these spices needed constant tending and a stable environment to reach peak flavor; Ratchet and her family were still experimenting with growing this stuff in Spur.

The old greyscale behind the counter saw Jane. She shouted, “Jane! How is my favorite human today!”

“Better than yesterday, Ratchet.” Jane smiled. “I don’t want to jinx it, but today’s rain looks like it will proceed as planned.”

Ratchet laughed, “Ohh~ child! I saw that spell of your Da’s and it was something! The new ones, doncha’ know. [Withering] and [Stillness]. Shut that Tania up right good!” She busied herself behind the counter. She pulled out a small stone container and set it on the counter. “Here. A token of my thanks. Now I know you said he doesn’t like the spicy stuff like you do, so I made this one up with the citrus and herb blend. A lot of flavor; goes good on pale meats.” She brought out another small jar. “And this one is for you. Don’t get the two confused now!” She smiled. “This one is powerful strong.”

“Thanks, Ratchet. How much do I owe you for mine?”

“53 gold, 8 silver.”

Jane handed over her Mage Guild badge, saying “I’m Jane Flatt”, as Ratchet quickly swiped it over a truthstone. The stone glittered green, and Ratchet quickly wrote out a bill of sale, copying Jane’s guild number onto the bill. When she finished, she handed the bill over to Jane to sign, which she did. Then Ratchet handed over an ingredients list of the spices used and their individual prices. Jane briefly read over it, then said, “Looks great. Thank you.” She put the stone containers at the bottom of her shoulderbag. 

“You be good, now!”

Jane smiled. “I try to be.”

Her next stop was only five minutes down the road: A popular eatery that had only grown as Erick’s rain brought more and more food and people back to Spur. They served meat, cheese, and bread, and their name, in big bold lightwards hanging outside of their two story restaurant and sandwich shop, was exactly that: ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’. 

It might not have been the most healthy thing on Veird, but by god, the food was delicious. Meats sliced and grilled, or deep fried, or full steaks. There were just so many ways to put meat, and cheese, and bread together, but Jane already knew what she wanted. She bought two cheesesteak sandwiches, special ordered, then had them wrapped in butcher’s paper and stuffed in to her shoulderbag. Four silver for two massive sub sandwiches was a rather decent price, too. Then, she went to the farms.

The farms were lush and green, as platinum rain fell all around, but not on the main path; someone had put up [Weather Ward]s all along the two kilometer road to the center of the farms. Strolling through the dry path, watching the rain fall all around her, was nice, at first. But her sandwiches were getting cold. She turned on [Swift Movement], and began moving three steps for every one she took. 

She felt someone staring at her well before she got to the temple. She slowed. She looked around with Meditation. There were a few eyes, so she popped them, slapping them with Willpower, shattering them like they were crystal spheres. None of them were the typical light-in-darkness of a Shade, but still, having [Scry] eyes watching her was freaky. 

Killzone popped onto the road in front of her. 

She stopped. “Captain Killzone.”

Killzone smiled, and spoke with a twang in his voice, “Welcome back to the defense of your father, Jane. Nothing much happened while you were away.” He added, “Thankfully.”

Anger bubbled. She kept it under control. “I’ve been defending him since I was 10.”

Killzone paused, then glared.

Jane paused. She asked, “Was that supposed to be a report? Or were you deriding me for a failure?”

Did he think Jane wasn’t good enough? She was the one who figured out someone had tampered with their food. She didn’t know it was parasites, and she didn’t capture the guy, but she kept her eyes wide open all the time. 

Killzone spoke hard, “You need to lose that attitude or keep it under control when you’re speaking to me. I do not speak in riddles; I do not speak in code. If I was deriding you for a failure, I would tell you. Do you understand?”

“Not at all!” Jane said, “Please tell me what part of this interaction I have fucked up, because it certainly sounded like you getting mad at me for taking a break.”

Killzone paused. He said, “Don’t push back so hard, Jane. I have been thinking about giving you permission to enter the Dead City, but I can’t let you in there if I think you’re gonna fly off the handle when someone says the wrong thing.” Killzone relaxed into a twang, “Heck. I even started off talking like this, tryn’ ta build a rapport.” 

So, aside from Killzone’s belief that talking in a twang was anything more than something a psychopath would do, and there was a lot of everything wrong with what he said, for once, there was too much good for Jane to focus on, she chose to focus on the good.

Jane felt butterflies rumble in her stomach. He was thinking of letting her into the city? What changed?

“What changed?”

“I want you to join Spur’s Army.”

That… was an idea.

Jane waited for more than that. 

Killzone said, “Bulgan is almost the lowest man on the pile, right now. I want the rumors of you as the newest member of Spur’s Army to drive his value even further into the ground. This is your opportunity to get into the city, and I have to offer it to you, because if I don’t, they’ll think I’m weak; unable to capitalize on a situation.” Killzone asked, “Do you want to become a member of the Army? You can explore the Dead City and get paid to kill monsters. You’ll be level 45 in under a week. More, if you push.”

Jane said, “Why do I have to be a part of the Army, and what does that mean?”

“Because if you’re not, then you’re on your own in there." Killzone explained, “Our duties include keeping our territory safe, and rescuing adventurers, but we cannot give the adventurers we rescue more than the barest support. But if you’re in the Army, you can tell any Shade you meet —and you will meet more than a few— that they can take up any complaints they have with you, with me. And as far as what that means? It means you’re going to kill a lot of monsters, 12 hours a day, five days out of every ten, with a group I place you with. You might even go on rescue missions.”

“… What about Tania?”

“She’s telling people that she sent her worst spiders after you, which might be true. So if she went after you, she would prove herself a liar.” Killzone said, “Though they all lie all the time, so take that as you want. I put the odds at 20% that if she were in a room with you, she’d kill you. If she saw you on the streets, though? She’d 100% pursue, if only for a conversation. Those odds are only slightly higher than normal. If you react fast enough, you might be able to [Shadowalk] away—” He paused. He asked, “What shadow skill were you able to get from the spider?”

“[Shadowblend].”

“Eat a thousand more shadow essences as a spider and you’ll upgrade that to [Shadowalk].” He continued, “You’ll need it: conventional [Teleport] is blocked in there as soon as you come under the attention of a Shade. This is one of the most dangerous aspects of Ar’Kendrithyst.” He finished with a twang, “That there’s the spiel. What happens next is up to you. Talk to Liquid in the Courthouse if you wish to get the ball rolling.”

Jane looked over to the temple, still at least a kilometer away. 

Killzone almost turned away, probably to [Teleport] back to Forward Base.

Jane said, “Absolutely yes. I agree. Don’t tell Erick.”

Killzone laughed. “Oh. No. That’s not going to happen. If you being in the Army is going to be a problem, then… No offense, but I’d much rather have him, than you, no matter how good Mog and others say you are.”

Jane almost glared, but she stopped herself. “Sorry, sir. I meant…” She said, “I’m going to tell him; no one else should. Right after lunch… Er—” She looked across the green, rainy fields. Thousands of people were harvesting and moving produce as fast as it came out of the ground. She didn’t want to interrupt this massive undertaking, and her father certainly wouldn’t want an interruption, either. Telling him now would not be fair; he’d want to blow up at her and she wanted to talk him down, in private. “I’ll tell him tomorrow, after he’s slept.” 

Killzone eyed her for a few seconds. He said, “Carry on, almost-soldier.” 

She bowed to Killzone. “Thank you, Captain.”

He vanished in a blip of black.

Jane controlled her gleeful outburst into a simple, quiet, “yeeessss,” then went on to the temple.

 

- - - -

 

Jane stepped up the temple steps, out of the [Weather Ward] tunnels people had built along the road, into the open aired holy space dedicated to Atunir, Goddess of Field and Fertility. Her father was sitting back in a cushioned chair, reading by lightward. Poi and Rats were nearby; Poi standing his usual guard, Rats walking around the Ring of Gods looking happy in the rain. Poi noticed Jane well before she got anywhere near the temple; he nodded at her as she crested the temple steps.

“Hey, Dad! I got lunch!”

Erick’s face brightened as he turned to see Jane. “Welcome back! Eat any nice monsters lately?”

Jane went to the table near him and moved the chessboard aside, saying, “Ugh. No. I was trying to make a Handy Aura of my own, but failure! Again. I might just have to eat a bird and get proficient with [Airshape]. But which bird? There are dozens of options. I’ll probably go with some magical bird, like a firebird.” She set out the sub sandwiches, then set out the spices she got from Ratchet. “This one is yours. I told you about Ratchet, right?”

Erick walked to the table. “She’s the spice woman, right?”

“Right!”

“Still haven’t seen her in person, though I’ve heard stories.”

“She made up some spice blends, and one of these she made for you, free of charge.” Jane sat down, checking the spices. That one smelled like citrus and pepper. Probably not hers. She stuck her pinky into the white, black, and green powder and tasted it. Oh… Really good. But not for her. This other one though— OH YEAH. Eyes already tearing up. This one was hers. She kept that one then slid the other to her father, next to his sandwich. “You should like this. It’s mild but flavorful.”

Poi frowned behind her father. Erick didn’t see Poi’s frown, but Jane certainly did. She grabbed back Erick’s spices before he could try some, and showed it to Poi. Erick turned, then frowned himself.

Jane asked, “Want to try it?”

“Thank you.” Poi dipped one claw ever so slightly into the salty mixture. He tasted it. “Good.”

Poi moved away from the table.

Erick smiled, then unwrapped his sandwich. He smiled wider. “I love this place!” He picked out a mushroom. “And you even got them to add mushrooms!” He ate the shroom.

But Jane was still thinking about Poi’s reaction. Guards are weird. Spices trigger a response, but the food doesn’t? Maybe wet things were okay; the really bad parasites were dried, apparently. 

… But that still didn’t make much sense.

So she asked, “Why the response against spices, but not against the sandwiches?”

Poi said, “I enjoy Ratchet’s spices, but they’re always so expensive. Importing from Nergal is a chore.”

He smirked. 

That bastard tricked her into thinking that there was a security risk, just to get some spices! 

Erick activated his own Handy Aura, slicing off half of his sandwich, then pushing it toward Poi, along with the spices. “Here! Have some. I can’t eat all this anyway.”

“Gladly, sir.” Poi took the portion then liberally applied the spices, setting the stone container back in front of Erick. “Thank you.” He stepped away and ate his portion.

Jane looked over and saw Rats trying not to look their way. She sighed, then called out, “Want some of this, Rats? I can’t eat it all, either.” She telekinetically sliced off half of her sub, too.

Rats scrambled up and gratefully accepted his portion. He eyed the stone containers of spice.

Jane pushed both of them forward. “This one is spicy. The other is mild.”

Rats quickly picked the spicy one. With one quick pinch, he sprinkled some flaming red salt and stuff onto his portion, then licked his fingers. He shivered. His eyes watered. His red scales turned redder. 

He squeaked, “Other one, please.”

Erick pushed his spice toward Rats, who gratefully accepted.

Jane smiled, picking out a pinch of red for herself and testing it out.

It was okay. Good. Spicy, for sure. Not as hot as she expected. Not as hot as she wanted. She put a lot on her sub sandwich, and as she kept adding more, Rats’ and Poi’s eyes went wider and wider. Erick just smiled as he ate his own, much more temperate sub.

When they wanted water, they drank platinum rain from cups Erick had made.

It was actually quite a delicious drink, for being nothing but water and ‘light’.

 

- - - -

 

She played chess with her father for three hours, then Silverite came to the temple, and Jane went home to prepare some coffee-tea. She harvested leaves from the plant with [Telekinesis] then went to the kitchen and heated up a heavy wok in a [Temperature Ward]. When the wok was hot, she took it out of the [Ward], dumped the leaves inside, and constantly tossed them. She stopped when the leaves were browned and dry, with a little bit of caramelization from their high sugar content. Then she crumbled them up, wrapped them in a fine cloth she had bought to use as a filter, then put them in a specialized stone jar that would also act as the brewing pot. 

Jane stopped on the way back to the temple to buy dinner, but by the time she got to the temple with more subs, she saw that other people also had the same idea. Silverite had gone back to town, but Al and Savral had showed with two big iron pots of not-curry and not-rice. Valok and Apogough came a bit later. Krakina showed up later still, but only stayed for five minutes, talking quietly with Erick before going back to town. Krakina was spooked.

Judging from her hushed tones and the odd looks from everyone else, she was spooked by Erick.

Jane wasn’t sure she read that right, so she pulled Savral aside when she could. “What’s up with Krakina?”

Savral turned away from Erick, saying, “WeatherWitches have a supernatural sense for danger, but sometimes they get stuck when they get tripped too hard. I heard from Ikawa that Krakina thinks the storm has passed, but also that her grandmother is usually more sure about these things.” He looked out at the rain. “Her uncertainty is probably related to the unnatural weather. Her predictions have been somewhat… off, lately.”

While she had him here… 

Ah. No. I shouldn’t do that. Not here.

… She would not talk to Savral about Killzone’s offer. 

“Okay. Thanks, Savral.”

He looked at her for a moment. Then nodded, and went back to the small party.

Night time approached and everyone had coffee. Erick tried making the coffee out of the leaves Jane had prepared; but he didn’t manage to do it right. Jane was quickly tasked with going back home and grabbing a cutting, so Erick could stick it in the ground near the temple and let it [Grow] more coffee-tea, so he could continue to experiment.

Jane went, cut some branches from the bush, and rushed on back.

Light orbs hovered all across the farm by the time Jane returned. The farmers still wanted to work, even at night, but they were moving much slower than they were this morning. But by the temple, the lights were brilliant, and pointed in every direction. The temple light illuminated the night for miles. Everyone was drinking Erick’s coffee. They were all laughing with each other, too. Jane didn’t want to interrupt, so she just went around back and stuck the clippings in the ground near the back of the temple. 

The clippings immediately started growing, vining up the back of the statue of Atunir, twisting up a few feet, then directly horizontally out, like green clouds forming in the sky, with flat bottoms and a tiered structure. That was unexpected. This was not supposed to happen. The clippings came from a bush not... 

Not whatever this was.

Jane called out, “Hey, Dad! Come look at the coffee you made.”

At Jane’s words, Erick poked his head out to see what was up, then he went back inside to rush down the stairs, into the platinum rain, around to the back of the temple. Al, Savral, Poi, and the rest, all came with him. Erick walked over to Jane, followed closely by Poi.

He looked at the twisting, [Grow]ing coffee-tea-tree, and said, “Pretty.”

Four cuttings had spread roots and grown up into a single tree, which spread out from the back of the temple like someone was making art out of the plant. Green leaves suddenly shifted to glowing platinum, like someone switching on a fiber optic light inside of the tree. 

Jane had a good idea of who that ‘someone’ could be. She was witnessing the touch of a god on Veird. Something stirred inside of her, like a flame flickering to life, like her eyes opening for the first time. A presence seemed to stand above them all, like a weight descending to lift them up.

Erick had a completely different reaction. 

Erick laughed, smiling, saying, “I bet this coffee tastes delicious!”

Valok and Apogough were feeling the same sense of wonder Jane was feeling. Their eyes were closed, they were praying. Al, Savral, and Rats joined them. Poi kept his eyes wide open though; constantly scanning his surroundings. 

Jane turned back to the platinum plant. Platinum leaves on rich brown trunks and branches towered up the back of Atunir’s statue, covering almost all of the west end of the small temple, looking like a multi-tiered thunderhead frozen in time, in miniature.

Erick said, “It’s like, a perfect bonsai tree. But normal size. It’s a normal tree, ha!” He activated his Handy Aura and quickly took off a thousand individual leaves. They began growing back almost instantly. “Nice.”

Valok almost exploded at him, but Jane casually stepped between him and Erick. Valok stamped his anger down, not saying a word. Jane casually stepped back to where she had been.

Al and Savral struggled not to laugh.

Apogough said, “Uh! Erick!”

Erick turned, several invisible arm fulls of platinum leaves hovering in the air beside him. “What?”

Valok went blank, like the sacrilege was too much to comprehend anymore.

Apogough said, “She… Atunir obviously claimed the tree for… For her holy self.”

“Phshh! That’s crazy! The leaves are already coming back, and I made this coffee myself. But I must admit, I am very eager to taste what she has added to the brew.”

Apogough reluctantly said, “Oh…. Okay.”

Erick turned to Jane. “How do you make it so good?”

“I’ll show you!” Jane, had attached the heavy wok with a string to her shoulderbag. She tapped the heavy metal now, saying, “We can keep this one here; I can get a new one for home.”

Erick smiled wide. “Sounds good to me.”

Thirty minutes later, Jane had prepared the platinum leaves exactly how she would have prepared normal leaves, but the leaves didn’t turn brown like normal. They certainly dried out and there were bits of caramelization here and there, but the prepared leaves did not look like tea leaves.

Everyone was watching her the whole time, except for Poi; he was still looking outward.

Jane was glad for taking that two week long tea ceremony and coffee creation class.

Jane powdered the leaves and placed them in a very fine tea cloth in a strainer above a large stone pot. She began slowly pouring another pot of boiling platinum rainwater, first in the center of the leaves, in the center of the strainer, then slowly circling the pour against the leaves, then up the cloth. She went slow the whole time; gradually, methodically.

When she was done, she had a very large pot of densely-opaque platinum ‘coffee’.

She poured the first cup, then went over to the statue of Atunir and placed it among the bounty.

The cup and liquid inside turned solid, affixing itself to the statue, like it had always been there. Apogough and Valok sighed in relief. Jane started handing out other cups. They all got theirs, and then Jane poured hers, but everyone looked reluctant to actually drink it.

So, Jane went first. 

It tasted like the best coffee she had ever had; medium bold, smooth, caramel and vanilla, with hints of cream and a lot of ‘light’, with only the barest bitterness.

Erick tasted his next. He smiled. “Delicious. Like espresso and cream.”

Around the group the tasting went. Everyone described something a little bit different.

Al said, “That’s divine food, for you.”

Nothing happened for the rest of the night. Some people drifted away, some came back. Valok, Apogough, and Krakina, went away for the rest of the long night.

Divine coffee certainly kept Jane, Erick, Poi and Rats all awake, though. She expected to flag somewhere around hour 20, but she kept going strong, and so did everyone else. They played board games, and told stories. 

When the sun arose on the other side of Spur, they were at hour 23, out of 24.

Valok, Apogough, and Krakina, showed at 30 minutes till the end, at a prepared field next to the temple. Krakina was silent, but she was present. That mattered a lot, to Jane. Looking over at her father standing at the end of the prepared field, she saw that Krakina’s presence meant a lot to him, too.

When sunlight finally spilled over the walls of Spur and struck the empty fields, tiny green shoots lifted from the ground, twining around trellises, growing across holes in the lattice work, then budding with platinum flowers. The flowers wilted, and groups of bean pods appeared. Inch long things at first, the pods quickly grew to a seven inches long and thick as an orcol’s finger. The trellises were absolutely packed with beans.

Apogough and Valok each picked one, while Krakina looked over Valok’s shoulder.

Erick picked one, then opened it in front of Jane. They looked like kidney beans, but bright white with little silver striations; the color of Erick’s magic and [Exalted Storm Aura] mixed together. Jane threw a very small [Cleanse] at the beans in Erick’s hands. Nothing happened. 

“Looks safe enough,” she said.

Apogough, Valock, and Krakina were already eating some. They chewed, silently, thoughtfully. Erick popped one into his mouth. He chewed. He offered the beans to Jane as he popped another one into his mouth. She took one and ate it. She chewed. Some people spit out the beans, then tried another. Everyone was chewing, tasting.

Judging. 

She finished eating the bean. She said, “Tastes like beans.”

Erick smiled. “Yup. Tastes like beans.”

“Success!” Jane smiled. “Great job, Dad.”

Erick shouted, “Success!”

Al and Savral shouted over their own open bean pods, “WooooOOO!”

Valok did not shout, but Apogough did. Krakina did a small cheer, but Jane could tell she was still scared. Their shouts started a chain of cheers from the farmers. 

Erick shut off the rain.

The skies cleared on another wonderful day.

Jane groaned, “I am fucking tired.”

“Gods above! Me too.” Erick said, “Let’s go home.”

Jane giggled. “What the heck? ‘Gods above’?”

“I like the local curses.”

Jane laughed. 

They both said quick goodbyes, left the board games and the coffee stuff at the temple, and went straight home. 

“Yo,” said Killzone, outside and beside their front door. “Howdy.”

“What’s wrong?” Erick asked.

“Nothin~” Killzone smiled. “But you and those three—” He gestured to Poi, Rats, and Teressa. “Y’all ‘ave been up for a whole darn day! I’ll take over while everyone sleeps.”

Teressa mellowed immediately, saying, “Thank all the gods and demons. I am shit-tired. Good night, everyone.” And then she walked inside, toward her room.

Jane giggled. That was the most Teressa had said all day long.

Then Jane realized she had giggled. Oh. She was getting loopy. 

Rats quickly followed Teressa, saying, “Thank you, Captain.”

“Shucks. Ain’t no big deal!” Killzone smiled wide, his utterly black skin, teeth, eyes, and everything, still a bit disconcerting, but his voice was so nice. “Y’all sleep well.” 

Erick went in, saying ‘Thanks’, followed by Poi, saying nothing. Jane lingered, just a little.

Jane said, “After we sleep, I’ll tell him. Thank you, for this.”

Killzone grinned, speaking softly, “You and your father are the best recruits I’ve ever had. I expect good things, Jane.”

Jane grinned. “I expect to hit level 60 by next month.”

Killzone tried to hide his joy, but he couldn’t. He just nodded, and took a further step from the front door. 

Jane walked in, went to the bathroom, popped out a [Cleanse], then went to bed. [Cleanse] was wonderful; washing machine, toilet paper, shampoo and conditioner, toothbrush and shaver —if you used it right— [Cleanse] really was one of the best spells ever. That, and [Ward]. The damage mitigation alone—

Ah. She had forgotten to renew the house’s [Temperature Ward].

Jane opened her eyes. She flooded the house with a Shaped X [Air Conditioning Ward], which was like a [Temperature Ward], but not; kinda like how the chickens around Spur were not actual chickens. 

And now she was thinking strange thoughts.

She relaxed into the cooler air, letting out a sigh of contentment as she closed her eyes and snuggled into her comforter. She adjusted her pillow for maximum goodness.

… Her words were slipping.

… And so was she.

 

- - - -

 

Jane woke at sunset. She made dinner.

As she was cooking, everyone else woke up. Jane verbally said ‘later’ to Killzone, with a promise to meet tomorrow. Teressa, Poi, and Rats, probably all had their own words to say to the solid-black wrought orcol, but they kept them telepathic, if Jane was correctly judging the little silent looks between them all. While she grilled five steaks and scrambled a dozen eggs, Killzone left, right before Erick came downstairs.

When Erick saw her there, waiting for him at the table, steaks and eggs and salad already set up on his plate, he paused. With the most resigned, deadpan voice, he asked, “What’s happening.”

Jane began, “I’ve been invited to join the Army because Bulgan is the lowest man on the totem pole and me being there, flaunting him, will keep him down at the bottom, and not a threat to Spur. Or anyone else that he wasn’t already a threat to.” She paused. When Erick didn’t immediately interrupt, Jane continued, “I’m going to accept. [Teleport] is blocked if a Shade so much as looks at you, but as soon as I eat enough shadow essences, I’ll be able to [Shadowalk], both as a spider, and as a person. That skill still works in my human body.” She added, “That’s one of the main reasons the Mage Trio were willing to pay 10000 gold on the corpse.”

Erick gazed at her, saying nothing.

She waited.

Erick remained quiet. He stood there at the entrance to the kitchen dining room, thinking.

 

He sighed.

 

“Good.” Erick sat down at the table, in front of his plate. “I approve. Be sure to run away as fast as you can if you ever see a Shade. They don’t look like those big monsters we saw yesterday… Ah… No two days ago.” Erick stared at her, saying, “They look like they looked in life, but with all the powers of those giant forms.”

“Um. Yeah? Okay?” Jane was flummoxed. Her words didn’t work right. Erick was supposed to yell and scream. Not… Accept what Jane was saying. But. She could take the win. “Well. Sure. Uh.” She started digging in to her own plate of steak and eggs and salad. She stopped. She turned to Erick. “It’s called [Avatar of Melemizargo]. I’ve read up on the place and the various known dangers… rather extensively. Both first hand accounts and accredited treatises. I’ve done a lot of research before I decided to pursue this option. Ar’Kendrithyst is home to some of the highest level monsters on the continent… unless I were to go mucking around in the forests nine thousand kilometers up north. But the rogue dragons up there are much more dangerous than giants and… And other things… in the Dead City.” She quickly added, “And unless I attack the wrong things, I might not ever see a Shade. There’s only 38 known and another 2 suspected Shades, in nearly a million cubic kilometers of dense cityscape. Stay away from the Spire and the Gardens, and the territories, and you… you should be safe.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I approve, Jane. You’re smart, you’re good. Just promise me that you’ll always escape instead of fight, if you look overwhelmed.”

“… I promise to help my teams and myself survive to the best of my ability.”

“… I guess that’s as good as I’m going to get.” Erick sighed. “I’d love to tell you not to go searching for so much danger, but that’s impossible. We’re in danger all the time; but you’re aware of it, and you’re proactive. I approve.”

Jane had dished out dinner, and now sat down at her seat, unsure of everything.

As Erick cut in to his steak, Jane still didn’t know what was going on. She expected a massive fight. She glanced over to Teressa and Poi and Rats, who were divvying up the other steaks Jane had cooked; they had been expecting a massive fight, too.

What was going on, here?

She asked, “What’s going on here, Dad? I expected a fight.”

“You’ve been right about a lot of things. And I had like… four days to think about this, I think? Time was funny during a godly intercession I had with Rozeta. She introduced me to the souls of the people I killed, and there was some closure, and then I spent a lot of time thinking.” He shrugged. “These are my conclusions.”

Rats almost dropped the food, but Teressa and Poi were right there to stop a problem before it happened. A plate still clattered, though. Jane turned away from the drama in the kitchen to focus on her father. He pointedly looked away from Rats, too.

Jane said, “Okay. That’s… Good? Good conclusions.”

“Yup!” Erick had already eaten a bite of steak; as he sliced into the rest, he said, “This is good.” 

“… Thanks, Dad.”

“You used those spices from Ratchet, yeah?”

“I did. A bit of both blends, actually.”

“It’s good!” He took a bite of salad. “I miss ranch dressing, though.”

Jane giggled. 

The change of atmosphere from some dreadful thing to talking about ranch dressing was par for the course, for her father. He liked to keep things light and airy, except when he didn’t.

Jane had expected this to be a heavy conversation.

But it wasn’t.

Jane returned to eating her olive oil and vinegar dressing salad.

Then she had a thought.

“Ranch dressing is...” Jane rattled off, “Equal parts mayo, buttermilk, sour cream, a bit of chives, onion powder, garlic powder, and more dill than the other herbs. And salt, black pepper, and lemon.” Jane paused. She waved off, “And something else, too. Parsley? Maybe.”

Erick stopped eating, then laughed. He asked, “Why haven’t you made any! You love it, too.”

“It’s just food. And I don’t have [Grow].”

“Food is wonderful! You should get [Grow]!”

“You know what’s wonderful? Potatoes. I miss potatoes, Dad. And corn! Grilled corn to go with the grilled steaks.”

“I’ll make some when you make me ranch dressing~”

Jane smiled. “I’ll write down the recipe. Not sure how to make mayo, though.”

“Oh! That’s easy. Oil, egg, mustard seeds, and salt. Blend, then drizzle more oil in slowly while blending really well the whole time. Add some lemon juice at the end. I made some spicy mayo for the last neighborhood party and got to shove that gourmet mix right in Francine’s face. You remember her— of course you remember her! Well! My bowl was empty. Hers was full.” He stopped. He said, “I need to make lemons. Lemon juice is in everything.”

“Don’t forget the potatoes!” She paused. She asked, “How do you make sour cream? Can’t have mashed potatoes without sour cream.”

“Cream and lemon juice!”

Jane laughed. Erick smiled.

Jane liked seeing her dad smile; he was usually full of laughs and jokes, and while most of them were terrible, he tried so, so much harder than the dads of all of the other kids, back when Jane was a kid herself. He was a really good guy. Jane hoped that this adjustment she was seeing was something good; something to be encouraged. Not just a candle flickering bright right before it guttered to ash.

Jane and Erick both stayed up for a few hours, then they both went back to their own beds.

They both slept till the sun came up.

Poi, Rats, and Teressa took turns staying awake, though, each of them catching a few more hours of sleep during the night.

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, Jane did some stretches, had a light breakfast, said ‘later’ to her father, then went to the Courthouse to sign up for Spur’s ‘Army’. She filled out her paperwork, then got called in to the Lieutenant’s office. There sat Jane’s first problem, in the form of a grey metal wrought dragonkin named Liquid, second in command to Spur’s Army.

“DENIED.” Liquid gleefully smiled as she slammed a red stamp across Jane’s paperwork. “You’re missing several necessary skills! Good bye!”

Jane almost phhhbt’d. “What am I missing?”

Liquid slid Jane back her failed paperwork. “I’m not your mother; do some research.”

Jane snapped up her paperwork, then went to figure out where she fucked up. Jane had heard stories about the logistical side of the Army being led by a grade-A asshole, but to actually see it in person was a different experience entirely. 

She paused in the middle of the Courthouse. She remembered back to her first day, when she and her father were being led by a bluescale rookie to Irogh’s office, and the bluescale got into some yelling match with a grey metal wrought dragonkin; that grey metal wrought was the one Jane had just spoken to. 

That had been Liquid.

Jane experimentally clapped with one hand, like Bluescale had done.

Redscale Taro was walking by, on his way to somewhere, but he stopped and laughed when he saw Jane clap with one hand. “She’s kind of a sandflea, isn’t she?” He clapped with one hand, his claws clacking against scales.

“What does the hand thing mean? I’ve never seen anyone else use the gesture.”

Taro shook his head. “No one knows; but it pisses her off.” He pointed to her papers, “Don’t do it while you’re actually in the Army, though. She’ll make your life hell.”

She asked, “Would you happen to know the full prerequisite—”

Some other people rushed over to talk to Taro. The new people looked concerned and talked loudly.

Jane said, “Nevermind. Thanks, Taro,” as she walked away. 

Taro waved her goodbye, but was already trying to defuse whatever situation the new people were throwing at him.

Jane looked around, trying to decide where to find out what she needed to know. She had thought she was prepared; she had read up on the prerequisites for joining the Army, and she had already ticked off every box. But apparently she hadn’t.

Irogh’s blue door was ajar.

Well that was as good a lead as any.

Jane walked across the courthouse and knocked on the open blue door.

“Come in!”

Jane entered. “Hello. Quick questions, if you have a moment?”

Irogh set down his book. “I certainly do.”

Jane stepped into the room. She did not sit down. “What prerequisites am I missing to get past Lieutenant Liquid and into the Army? Killzone invited me, and I checked all the boxes, so… I’m not sure what’s the problem.”

Irogh made a small gesture with one hand and the blue door shut. He said, “There are several unlisted prerequisites: [Telepathy], [Prestidigitation], and some way to kill 10 to 20 shadowolves at once, under ideal conditions. Most people achieve this with [Force Crash: Decay], or [Chain Force Beam], or some other method. If you have [Shadowalk] you can forgo the kill requirement, but there’s no way around [Telepathy] and [Prestidigitation]. The first is used to communicate, the second is used to communicate when the first can’t be used, and to leave trails for others to follow. You are also required to have 2 free points that a commander can call upon to spend how they see fit, at any point in time.”

“… Literally none of that was in the paperwork.”

“Yup.” Irogh just nodded, like he could say more, but also he couldn’t.

“What other requirements can [Shadowalk] let you ignore?”

“Do you have [Shadowalk]?”

Jane frowned. She did not. She asked, “Is there a way to get about a thousand more shadow essences?”

“Yes. You could go to the Underworld entrance, to the north; a lot of shadow monsters spill out from the Sinkhole. Though you should be exceptionally careful about using your spider form there; being an adventurer is already dangerous enough without painting a target on your back, and there are a lot of adventurers in that area. Other than that, you should be able to find a shadow essence every hundred wolves or so.”

Jane felt her stomach drop. So much for wolf farming.

“One last question: I thought [Telepathy] was restricted by law?”

“It is. But you won’t get prosecuted unless you abuse it; every soldier has [Telepathy].” Irogh asked, “Are you sure that’s all your questions? I can help more than this.”

Jane thought. She asked, “Would wading into a pack of wolves with a [Force Shard Aura] check off that box of ‘capable of killing 20 wolves at once’?”

“Yes. They swarm when they can. So, if there aren’t any cats directing the wolves, and you can survive such a maneuver, an invisible [Force Shard Aura] will satisfy this requirement. But wolves won’t approach if they see danger flying all around you. They’re dumb, but not that dumb.”

Jane smiled. She already had [Invisible Shard Aura]. 

 




	
Invisible Shard Aura, 4 MP per second, close range

A storm of invisible blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage.








 

Jane said, “Thank you very much, Irogh.”

He gestured at the door; it opened with a click. “Anytime, Jane.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane stood on the Courthouse steps and looked at her Status.

 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 33, Class: None

Exp: 381,601/570,288,700

Class: -/-

Points: 2
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Favored Spell waiting!
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2 free points. Enough for [Prestidigitation] and [Telepathy], but not enough to satisfy the ‘2 free points’ requirement. 

… She could do this. She could get this done today. One more level was only, like, 30 mimics? That’s… doable. Theoretically. Jane frowned. For not the first time, she was more than a little jealous of her father, and especially of [Withering].

Jane rushed over to the Adventurer’s Guild and picked up a kill quest for 10 crystal mimics. Getting the quest itself didn’t take long. Mimic kill quests were basically just rolling up to the window and telling the receptionist that you’re going to kill some mimics. But Paril, the tealscale on duty, liked to talk.

“Are you venturing with anyone else?” asked Paril.

“Solo,” said Jane. “Not sure where, though.”

“You be careful out there, love. There’s hunters out there in the Forest.”

Jane thought this would be a quick trip to the Guild, but hearing ‘hunter’, Jane paused. “Hunter?” she asked. “Really?” She looked to the board. “Is there a bounty? What level are they? Where are they?”

“Oh, gosh, no. No bounty yet. A team came in missing four of six people not an hour ago, claiming the killers were at least level 40. Mog’s debriefing them now.” Paril said, “The quest will probably go up this afternoon but hunters don’t like to stick around. Or maybe they will? This particular group was out west at the thousand kilometer ring. So just don’t stick around that and you should be fine. But you never know with adventurer killers. Sickos sometimes stick around, taunting others into ambushes in hopes of a high level payday.” Paril chastised, “Don’t get suckered into those kinds of fights, Jane!”

“I don’t plan on it, but if there’s no quest, then I have work to do. Thanks for the warning, Paril.”

“You take care, now, and watch your back!”

Jane smiled, nodding. She would have eight eyes out there; she could certainly watch her own back, and front, and sides, and the skies, all at the same time.

 

- - - -

 

Jane stood under the open sky, far from Spur, but her view was from a thousand feet above, with a [Scry] eye. She was alone out here, as far as she could see. She had to [Teleport] twice, traveling 1570 kilometers east with two trips, to get to this barren hunting ground. 

There shouldn’t be any interruptions. She wasn’t anywhere near the thousand kilometer ring around Spur where adventurers liked to congregate. 

She plotted a preliminary course, her [Scry] eye traveling fast and sure, from the crystal mimic in front of her to the next, and the next. Jane stopped at four mimics, then she returned to herself. She stripped, and for a brief moment, the sun felt good on her bare skin, and wind flowed through her hair. She breathed. She relaxed. She read her skill one more time. It hadn’t changed since she ate that entire spider. 

 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 2/6

~Jane Flatt

~Shadow Spider








 

She had read a lot of books about [Polymorph] and spoken to several people in the Guild, and the Oceanside Trio, about [Polymorph]; they all said the same thing. [Polymorph] is perfectly safe as long as you keep 2 or more under your Familiar Form cap. At 1 Familiar Form slot every 5 Willpower, she had room for 2 more forms before problems started to happen.

[Polymorph].

Everything turned to numb, unfeeling mush, for one bright second. 

Feeling came back, slowly, first with thousands of tiny air currents across hundreds of thousands of sensory hairs, all across her body. Then came sight from eight eyes, two large forward eyes evolved for maximum hunting ability, six smaller ones to make sure nothing and no one was sneaking up on her. Her fangs felt like daggers attached to her lips, her feet gripped the sand and sunk in a bit. She tapped the ground with her forelegs, she tapped the ground with her back legs. She wiggled her long abdomen and tapped all around with each leg. 

[Scry].

A ninth eye, a nightsky blue, appeared in front of Jane’s forward two eyes.

Shadow spiders had a lot of innate abilities, but aside from this one's [Shadowblend] that even worked in Jane’s normal form, none of the spider’s abilities were listed under any Script description that Jane could find; she wasn’t a [Polymage]. She could only activate monster abilities by knowing what they were. Her eyes were the easiest to activate; they were always on. Some sort of [Detect Magic] ability was obvious enough; that’s how the spiders saw the house [Ward]s so clearly. There was also [Darkvision] and [Detect Heat], though Jane was sure the abilities, whatever they were, weren’t called that. The point was, is that Jane saw her own [Scry] eye looking like a floating ball of magic, even without Meditation active. 

And Jane saw herself at the same time.

She was a terrifying monster; absolute black with flickering darkness here and there, but the shadows on her were less than those on the original spider. 

Jane-Spider was an 8 foot wide hunting spider of unequal measure. She had a long, tapered abdomen with spinnerets able to produce several types of thread, including sticky, steel, anti-magic, gossamer, and net versions of spider silk. Her legs were strong, able to fully utilize her 25 Strength; she could bend inch thick metal bars in both forms. The Guild had lots of those so people could prove their Strength, and Jane had taken one home with her for her own experimentation. Her fangs were massive, combat-knife type fangs, and could apparently suck a cow dry, though she never tried that, nor would she want to. They should be able to also inject paralyzing venom, [Decay] venom, and [Anti-Mind] venom —accounts were hazy about the specifics— but Jane only felt one venom sac behind each of her fangs.

Diet probably accounted for the various known effects. 

Jane would likely never have access to anything except [Decay] venom.

She had doubts about her ability to produce anti-magic silk, too. She had tested many different types of silk on herself, and none of them produced the absolute disconnect from the Script that Jane remembered. This was also likely a failure of diet that she would have to live with; she wasn’t about to go live life as a spider. 

With the preliminary study of her body done, she abandoned the [Scry], and prepared for the combat portion of her experimentation.

Flex. Then—

Hop!

Jane-spider launched fifteen feet into the air. 

She laughed, and her crackling, spider-voice carried on the wind.

The world seemed to unveil itself as she reached the ultimate height of her jump. She saw so, so much, her eight eyes picking up so many details that her human eyes would have missed completely. Her [Detect Magic] effect, or whatever it was, picked up on every Crystal Mimic for miles; they were little beacons to her spider sight. It was beautiful; it was surprising.

Jane was still working out exactly what abilities she had.

Except for one. 

 




	
Shadowblend, close range, 1 to 10 MP per second

Become one with the shadows.








 

[Shadowblend] was the only skill that translated into her normal self, and, like all monster skills, only had one rank, and almost no description. Normally, [Shadowblend] would have been considered a failure; people want [Shadowalk]. But Killzone seemed to imply that she could upgrade [Shadowblend] to [Shadowalk] if she ate enough shadow essences as a spider.

How many essences to [Shadowalk] if you started off with the body of a shadowol—

Too much thinking. Get your head in the game, Jane. You’re here for a reason.

[Conjure Armor].

Brilliant blue cloth armor folded around her black chitin, enveloping her body. She gathered up her clothes and wrapped them in a bundle of normal silk, pulled from her spinnerets. With a bit of sticky silk to attach the clothes-sack to her abdomen, she was almost ready.

[Conjure Weapon].

A pair of foot long blue blades attached themselves to her raised forward legs, like spikes at the end of spikes. She attacked the air with them, testing balance. 

Jab! Jab! Jab!

Balance felt good. Weight was great. Weapons seemed quick, and sure. They felt like punching daggers, but made her long legs look like spears. They were probably the correct choice of weapon. She would find out soon enough. This was her first time experimenting with her spider-self in a combat setting. 

She turned to the crystal mimic, still fifty feet away, still playing the part of an agave, but Jane saw through the lie. It was so easy! With her spider eyes, she saw the magics in the monster’s body; the location of the rad at the mimic’s heart, and the streamers of magic that flowed in veins through the rest of the crystal form. She wouldn’t even need to [Scry] between mimics; she could just jump and spot the next nearest one. 

Shadow spiders seemed the perfect ambush predator, especially if this [Detect Magic] ability translated to people using ongoing magical effects.

Too bad Jane was more the direct-type.

She tore across the sands of the Crystal Forest, rushing with six main legs, preparing two forward punching daggers to tear deep into the mimic. Tap tap tap. The mimic noticed. Tap tap tap. Jane ran faster; the mimic started to move. Taptaptaptaptaptap—

Leap! 

[Invisible Shard Aura]!

A hundred blades of invisible force swung around Jane, sweeping in from the right like the start of a concentrated, glass-filled tornado. Jane’s six back legs found perfect footholds on the edge of the agave’s sharp spines, then grabbed hold with all of her Strength score behind them. The monster thrashed, but couldn’t attack, not through Jane’s superior, 6 legged leverage. Jane’s forward spear-knives slipped deep into the monster’s center, directly left and right of the central rad, ripping through magical and mundane arteries. Her shard aura shredded the monster, as she held there, digging deep gouges into crystal flesh, spilling clear goop across the sands.

The monster flailed. It didn’t matter.

Twenty damage here, forty damage there; the monster tried to stab, but couldn’t land a direct blow, Jane’s grips and Strength keeping its most dangerous spines in check, her invisible storm of blades constantly slicing deep into faux crystal flesh, clipping off 50 HP, five times a second. 

Bigger monsters suffered more with AoE auras, and Jane's aura covered the whole body of the mimic.

The monster thrashed. One spider-foot slipped, a hundred damage cut into her [Ward] as her leg skidded along the sharp edge. More heavy damage came as Jane lost her footing. She leapt away before the mimic could land a critical blow, [Strike]ing her own two swords wide as she left, ripping through the central stalk, almost splitting it in half. The monster screamed, shrill, then quieter. 

The mimic tried to run, tried to fight, but it just bled out, too much damage done near its central mass for it to survive. Jane watched as it died. A message popped up out of the corner of her vision.

 




	
You have slain Crystal Mimic A!

95% participation!

+20,693,935 exp








 

The whole fight took about ten seconds.

Good experience, but the kill was kind of sloppy. Dad was right about at least one thing: no need to inflict excess suffering, especially on a pest species. This mimic had suffered too much. Jane could definitely do better. She harvested the rad from the mimic, and slipped it into a silk pouch. By the time she made her way to the next mimic, her mana and her personal [Ward] were both back up to full. 

She killed Mimic B much quicker. The key was [Strike]ing multiple times in quick succession, which was easily accomplished with two quick thrusting forelegs. Everything else was the same, from holding down the counter attack, to attacking around the central rad.

Mimic C went even faster. She used [Silent Movement X], this time.

The remaining mimics never knew what killed them.

 

- - - -

 

Jane finished off mimic #22 with perfectly practiced silent ease, when the notification came. She leveled. 

 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 34, Class: None

Exp: 13,255,031/922,746,500

Class: -/-

Points: 4





	
HP


	
1500/1500


	
1500 per day





	
MP


	
1800/1800


	
1500 per day





	
Strength


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Vitality


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Willpower


	
30


	
+0


	
30





	
Focus


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

She bought [Prestidigitation] and [Telepathy].

 




	
Prestidigitation 1, 1 hour, short range, 10 MP

Create minor magical effects that last for 5 minutes per spell level.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Telepathy 1, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 

Exp: 0/100








 

A few hours had passed since she started killing mimics, but she was done, for now. If she really needed to, she could probably push to level 35. Maybe 36, if she really had to, but that would take hundreds of mimics.

… She could do that.

But did she need to? No. She planned on getting into the Dead City today. Even though her Mana Exhaustion limit was something like 15000, she had already gone through a few thousand by now. Who knew how much she would need to keep in reserve once she got inside the walls? 

She dispelled her weapons and her armor.

[Polymorph].

Jane slipped out of her spider self, back into human form. The spider silk bag that had been wrapped around her abdomen now hung loose around her legs. She felt her skin as she extracted herself from the silk net. Yup. All normal skin. She felt her scalp, and slipped her fingers through smooth, human hair that barely touched her shoulders. Two eyes, no fangs. Just to be sure nothing was off, she looked at herself with [Scry].

Yup. All normal. 

There had not been a single instance where she had retained other-animals body parts after she had transformed back, but still… She was a little paranoid. Transforming into that not-bear abomination had really freaked her out.

She ripped open the silk bag and put on her clothes, then placed the sack of rads into her shoulderbag, leaving the rest of the spider silk behind, to dry out in the midday sun. It was good to be human again, so she took off on a light jog toward Spur. Jane reveled in the feel of blood pumping through her body, savoring the desert air. Her hair hit her in the face, though. She slowed. She took a hair clip from her bag, and put her hair up in a bun at the back of her head. She had had short hair, but every time she came back to her own body, her hair was shoulder length, again.

When she had enough of a jog, she stopped to stare at the sky.

In a blip of blue, Jane moved a thousand kilometers closer to Spur, then in another blip, she was one kilometer from the eastern gates. Here and there in a wide open part of the Crystal Forest around her, other people were either blipping in, or blipping out, in teams or singular. There weren’t any roads to Spur; [Teleport] was the only way to travel. If you weren’t in the Wayfarer’s Guild, the Guard tended to frown upon people ‘porting into the city proper.

She said hello to the guards at the gates; they said ‘hello’ back. They knew her well.

 

- - - -

 

Jane turned in her mimic kill quest by verifying the truth of her actions over a glowing green stone.

“They caught the hunters,” said Paril, the tealscale receptionist, writing down Jane’s actions in her ledger. “It’s so weird, too!”

“Who were they?”

“The guy who came in lied to Guildmaster Mog. He was the hunter, trying to cover his ass.” Paril handed over 15 gold—

Jane put her hand up. “Ah. Direct deposit, actually. Sorry about that. What about this liar, now?”

“Sure thing, hon.” Paril took the gold back. “This guy thought he could pull one over on us! Anywho, he’s sitting in jail now, but he’s headed for execution unless a [Witness] reveals something we don’t already know. The nerve of some people. Are you going out again?”

“Not for any quests, no.” Jane smiled. “I like talking to you, Paril, but I won’t be able to talk for a while. I’m joining Spur’s Army, if I can get through the prerequisites.”

Paril paused. She frowned. “Jane. You’re reckless. Don’t get your father mad. He’s liable to blow a hole in that wall if you die, and then we’re all screwed.”

“I have [Shadowblend] and I’ve read about how the city works.” Jane smirked. “I’m glad to know where your concern actually lies, though.”

“Adventurers got to look out for themselves, then everyone else. I used to be out there with all of you, till I saw one too many people lie down and never get back up. Don’t let that happen to you, you hear?”

“I won’t let that happen to me.” Jane waved, walking away, saying, “See you later, Paril.”

“Bye, Jane! I mean it! Be careful in there.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane laid an updated application on the receptionist’s desk. In a few minutes, she was called in to see Liquid. The grey metal wrought was not very gleeful, this time. 

This time, Jane had added [Telepathy] and [Prestidigitation] in the ‘extra competencies section’, along with 2 extra points to spend, and her ability to wade into a pack of monsters with an AOE damage aura, as well as [Shadowblend]. The application made no hint that any of that was needed. All the application expected of the applicant was at least 600 HP, 600 MP, the ability to kill shadowolves, a 1 month commitment to start, and a letter of recommendation or a contact in the Army. Jane had no letter, but she listed her contact as ‘Killzone’.

Liquid sighed. She picked up a different rubber stamp, and said, “Approved,” as she stamped the word across the application. Liquid looked straight at Jane, saying, “This is not a game. You should have taken the failed application and stuck to the world outside the Dead City. People like you die all the time in there.”

“No offense meant, ma’am, but you’ve never seen anyone like me.”

“I am two hundred and eighty years old. I have seen every single type of person there ever was, or ever will be.” Liquid frowned. “And I have loved every single one of them like they were family. 90% of them died in the first year. I keep telling myself to stop caring for the new kids, but I can’t help it. So if you could, be more of a bitch so I can write you off early.”

“Then maybe we should kill all the Shades, ma’am, and take back the city.”

Liquid full stopped. She began to chuckle, breaking into a full laugh. Then she sighed, and said, “If you can do it without inciting Great Purge… More power to us all.” She frowned. “You have been accepted into Spur’s Army. Your contract is renewed monthly at the discretion of me, up to the first year, where you can then sign on for a longer contract and be awarded better duties. As a new recruit, your main duties will be monster killing, and whatever the officers on location demand of you…”

Jane listened. She knew everything Liquid was saying before she signed up, but it was Liquid’s prerogative to make sure Jane knew what she was getting into. Jane wasn’t ready to commit years to Ar’Kendrithyst, but after a few months, who knew? Maybe she would. From what she had read and heard around the Guild and around town, the Army and the Guard were two of the best jobs around, and in the Army, Jane could expect to help a lot of people, and gain a lot of levels.

The Army hadn’t been Jane’s initial choice, but the soldier life might actually be better than the life of a solo adventurer. 

Liquid handed Jane some more papers, saying, “Even if you haven’t listened to everything I’ve said—”

Okay. Maybe Jane should listen a bit more.

“—Hold this in your heart: Spur’s Army is not traditional. We are an army of irregulars, since transient adventurers do become soldiers of Spur for short periods of time. Our two main goals are to secure our territory, and rescue adventuring teams from themselves, UNLESS they are under direct attack from a Shade. In the case of a Shade, if the team can make it back to Forward Base on their own, they’re safe. We WILL NOT rescue people from Shades outside of our territory. You can let people try to rescue their own members, but be aware that letting anyone fight a Shade will only end in them dying, too. Even if an unfortunate soul is just one step outside the boundary, we will not rescue them from a Shade. Do you need me to repeat any of that? Have I made myself clear?”

“As air.” Jane gathered the papers. They were directions to Forward Camp, a map of the camp and the surrounding area, processing papers for the person on duty there, and a map of Ar’Kendrithyst. Jane flipped through the main map; it was several pages long and about as detailed as any other map she had been able to find. A top layer, three middle layers, three bottom layers, most of them with great big blank spots. A lot of blank spots, actually. “What’s with the blank spots?”

“Killzone is waiting for you.” Liquid put her right fist over where her heart would have been, if she were an actual dragonkin and not a grey metal wrought. “Dismissed. May the Relevant Entities of the Script look kindly upon your soul.”

Jane stood, put her fist over her heart, and walked out of Liquid’s office.

 

- - - -

 

First, Jane went to her dad.

He was in the garden, making not-lemon trees. Greyscale spice lady Ratchet was there, talking with him about the citrus he was [Grow]ing, as they cut into the sunshine yellow fruits for a taste.

“Oh! So sour!” Ratchet said, her mouth scrunching. “I like it!”

“This one’s the winner!” Erick saw Jane. “Jane! Welcome back.”

“I got approved for the Army. I’m going there right now.” 

While Erick’s face suddenly dropped, Jane turned on [Telepathy], and spoke to him in her mind.

‘I also got this, so I’ll ‘call’ you whenever.’

Erick smiled wide, rushing to hug Jane, flooding the feeler of her own mana that linked her to him, projecting his voice into her mind, ‘Ah haha! Good! Yes! Call me and talk to me!’

They embraced, then Jane pulled away, thinking,‘You can probably ask Poi if you want to talk to me, you know. Otherwise I’ll call you every… Every other day. I’m going to be very busy.’

‘Yes yes! You will. I’ll be busy—’

“What’s all this quietness!” Ratchet asked, “Am I losing my best customer to the Army?”

Jane smiled. “Yes, Ms Ratchet. Going there right now; just had to say good bye to Dad, but also ‘I’ll talk to you tonight’.” She turned to Erick. “I love you, Dad. I’m not going very far, but you should not come. I don’t want you in the Dead City, okay?”

“You’re worried about me?” Erick said, “I’m worried about you!”

“I’ll be fine. Don’t go inventing any more world altering spells, though, please.”

Teressa was guarding Erick right now; from her position several feet away and without a helmet on, she was faintly smiling. 

“I’ll try not to, but who knows what the future holds?” Erick smiled, a tear quickly falling, then brushed away by the back of his hand. “I love you, Jane. Call me when you get settled.”

“I will.” Jane pulled her shoulderbag around to her front, then pulled out the spidersilk wrapped rads she had harvested from the mimics. “And these are for you.”

Erick stepped away from the silk bag. “Please don’t tell me that’s an egg sack.”

Jane burst out laughing. “No! It’s rads from mimics!” She shoved them at her father. “Take them!”

Erick reluctantly held the spider silk bag. Then he set it down on the ground.

He said, “When I get grandchildren, they better be humanoid.”

Jane laughed again. “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you, too, Jane.” He wiped a tear away. His voice choked, “Ca— Call me later. Okay?”

“I will.”

Jane stepped away, waved, then blipped into the desert north east of Ar’Kendrithyst. 

She stared at the sky.

Then she had a little cry. 

When she was done, she looked up at the Dead City. She frowned. Her [Teleport] was supposed to get her a little closer than this. 

Were the Shades already looking at her? 

They might be. 

They were. Definitely. One of them was, at least; probably that one. 

Probably.

She gazed at the massive, towering walls, then looked right. Spur was somewhere far off in the distance, maybe 40 kilometers in that direction. She turned back toward the wall, to look up, and up. And up. The Dead City was at least two miles away. She could walk… but she had the mana. And she had to make sure of what she was seeing.

[Teleport].

She blipped three feet to the left, not gaining any forward distance. She knew she hadn't gone far because she looked to the right, and saw her footprints in the sand.

Yup. That Shade was here, watching her, preventing her [Teleport].

Jane started walking.

The walls got much, much bigger than she ever thought they could be.

It was early afternoon by the time Jane saw the first overt evidence of the magic of the Dead City. The sun was just over the walls; its shadow in front of Jane a clearly marked line of darkness. The shadow flexed as it crept forward, keeping pace with the sun’s travel across the sky.

Jane smiled and stepped through the dark line. Cold crept up her jeans as the sun vanished. She sighed. It was a refreshing cold. Bracing. Invigorating. Not nearly as deadly as she expected. The line of shadow wasn’t the Shade watching, it was just a well known effect of the Dead City. The Shade was somewhere else.

Soon, Jane saw the Crack in the Wall and the flapping blue flag; she was right on course. As she neared, the walls seemed to loom directly overhead, and the sheer magnitude of it all finally began to feel real. 

Jane shook a little, and whether that was from excitement, or fear, she couldn’t tell.

Probably a bit of both.

The Crack beckoned; a massive rent a third of the height of the wall, wide enough for ten people to run side by side. A giant solid blue flag on a hundred foot pole, right in the middle of the Crack, flapped on a strong breeze streaming out from inside the city. As Jane neared, the flapping of the flag and the wind were the only sounds for miles around. The Crack was dark black just inside the edge of the wall, which showed the wall’s browns and whites as nothing more than a thin, foot-wide veneer. Jane walked past the flag, into the Crack. The walls did not feel oppressive from this angle, because, as she walked further, darkness gave way to brilliant crystal light.

She easily passed a hundred feet of dark stone wall, and now, the walls were not black at all.

Deep reds, smokey grey glows, shimmering violets; The wall was not a wall of stone, stacked and manufactured by long dead artisans, but rather, it was grown. And here, Jane was seeing for the first time, exactly what the Dead City truly was.

Ar’Kendrithyst was a geode. 

Kendrithyst was both the name of the original city, and the name for the red-violet-smokey crystal that filled the interior.

Jane walked down the sands that had filled in the Crack, into the wind pouring from the interior of the Dead City. She smelled nothing. The air was moist, but not full of life. The light of the afternoon sun bounced in the walls all around her, shimmering smoke and red and purple inside the solid, cracked crystal city wall. The path ahead of her was flat, and clear, with shimmering kendrithyst lights playing across brown sands. There were no obstructions; this path was routinely cleared, but not by the Army.

“HellooOOooooOO! New SoOOldier!”

Jane paused. She had been expecting this.

A very old woman appeared on the sands in the middle of the path. She was a human, wearing rather boring clothes; tunic, pants, no shoes. But the staff in her hands was kendrithyst crystal, and her eyes were black with white irises. She was Fallopolis, Fall of the Metropolis, the only Shade everyone knew was absolutely crazy. All the Shades enjoyed tormenting new people, so the Crack had never been sealed, but Fallopolis actively and openly worked against the other Shades. 

That’s what people said, anyway. Mostly, Fallopolis just kept the Crack open, and generally ensured people made it to Forward Base.

Generally.

Jane waited for the Shade to say something else; she wasn’t about to hang herself with her own words, at least not right now.

Fallopolis had paused, too.

Five seconds passed.

“OH oh OH!” Fallopolis spoke with a wide, happy grin, “It’s yoOOu! You’re on your own, girly. Better run! They’re coming for yoOOu!” She instantly vanished.

The barking of shadowolves crowded the Crack.

Jane ran forward. She had one brief moment to enjoy the view, so she took it.

Ar’Kendrithyst truly was a jewel. The afternoon sun spilled across a landscape of crystal towers and countless bridges, all made of shimmering reds and dozens of violets and smokey quartz of all kinds. There was no horizon, no end to the magnificent crystal city, and all of it glowed brilliant in the sunlight. 

Ahead of Jane, the sands of the Crystal Forest spilled directly onto a dark red crystal road.

To her left and her right, were about a hundred wolves on either side, running through the crystal buildings, for shadow played with light everywhere in Ar’Kendrithyst, and if you had the ability, you could walk through the kendrithyst itself.

Jane activated [Swift Movement] without a conscious thought; the skill was so ingrained that she used it almost unconsciously. The next skill did take conscious thought, though. 

[Radiant Shard Aura].

Pure radiance flowed from Jane as she raced directly ahead, Forward Base was a good two kilometers away at the end of the red crystal bridge. Nearby wolves cried out in pain; the light blinding to everyone but her. As she left the sands and touched down on the road, her radiance crashed through the road, blinding a hundred more wolves who had been waiting for her. Some of them failed to lift through the road and attack. Others fell from their perch, howling as they fell down, down, into the city, dozens of feet if they were lucky, thousands if they were not.

Jane raced forward, quickly leaving the ambush behind. Her aura scraped and crashed against the crystal road, but whatever kendrithyst was, it was far, far stronger than a tier 2 [Force Shrapnel] aura. 

A giant hand appeared in front of Jane; grasping, reaching.

[Shadowblend].

If the wolves could do it, so could she. Jane turned off her aura and melded into the crystal bridge.

This was the easiest [Shadowblend] Jane had ever done. She stayed inside the bridge until she passed the giant—

Until she passed two giants!

She popped up onto the bridge, racing forward, Forward Base was still far, but she could still see what awaited her. Soldiers stood behind barricades at the end of the bridge. Killzone stood behind the soldiers.

Jane [Shadowblend]ed back into the bridge as a third giant tried to slap her into paste with a ten foot wide hand. He slapped the bridge instead, and the bridge cracked. Jane was already past the impact. She slipped onto the surface, out of shadow, as the bridge behind her began to break. Three hundred wolves had been chasing her, but now they weren’t. They scrambled to—

Killzone spoke to her mind, ‘Run faster.’

Jane ignored whatever was going on behind her and ran.

She ran straight ahead for two minutes, [Swift Movement] active the whole time.

She crossed the finish line to zero applause. 

… She hadn’t been expecting applause. But she was expecting something. Anything, really. 

A nearby orcol with a bit stronger bearing than everyone else, said, “Welcome to Hell Month, rookie. I’m Sargent Nanark. You are the lowest woman on the team, right now.” He pointed back the way Jane had come. “For your first mission, kill your welcoming committee. Giants require concentrated head shots and Decay magic.”

Jane turned around. 

Firstly, she noticed how magnificent everything was. Spur-sized towers of crystal, smaller towers of crystal; red, violet, and smokey white, all glittering in the sun. Bridges of crystal ran throughout the whole tangled mess. 

Then she looked at the giants. Three of them, each five hundred feet tall, climbing around the city like they were toddlers on a jungle gym. Hundreds of shadowolves followed their own paths through the kendrithyst.

A redscale soldier next to Jane asked, “You don’t also have [Withering], do you?”

“Afraid not!”

“Figured.” Redscale readied a staff. “They wouldn’t let you in here if you did.”

Sargent Nanark stepped to Jane’s side. “Do you have [Force Beam]? Some other long range attack?”

“No sir, but I do have 2 points to spend and 1800 mana. Scion of Balance as well.”

Nanark schooled away a quick smile. “Buy [Force Beam]. Decay it, if you can. Giants constantly heal themselves. Aim for the heads.”

Giants roared as they crashed forward. Shadowolves echoed that roar with a shrill, cascade of anger, as they poured up from the darker depths, up through kendrithyst towers, onto the only bridge leading to Forward Base. Wolves raced around giant feet, rushing forward, slobbering for an easy meal.

 




	
Force Beam 1, instant, medium range, 25 mana

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 25 + ½ WIL damage for 1 second

 

Purchase [Force Beam] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Yes.

[Force Beam].

Jane’s new [Force Beam] skill was one of twenty different beams and several different varieties that erupted from Forward Base to strike the first giant. Redscale next to Jane released one of thirty fireballs that exploded the horde. Dozens of specialized [Ward]s clipped into the bridge. Wolves who were trying to pass through the red crystal struck the [Ward Wall] and went tumbling down into kendrithyst depths.

One giant went down. A hundred wolves perished. The second and third giant died much faster, once the rhythm of Forward Base swung into high gear. Jane cast [Force Beam] enough to get up to level 5, sweeping the enemy lines with destructive force, activating the spell as fast as she could, enough to have multiples going at the same time. With Chain, from Mana Altering 9, and Decay, from Mana Altering 8, [Force Beam] cost almost 40 mana a shot, but one beam hit dozens of wolves, though the damage dropped off significantly past the first impact. That was okay, though. Jane saw why Nanark recommended Decay; the wolves couldn’t meld with the kendrithyst crystal bridge while Decay was active, either because they physically couldn’t, or because the pain of Decay destroyed their ability to [Shadowblend]. Decay also prevented healing, but she didn’t get much of a chance to observe that with the giants; they died too fast.

Jane would need to test Decay on herself to make sure she was understanding what she was seeing.

And with that bit of introspection, she looked around the courtyard; Jane was the only one going all out, firing four beams at once into the rushing horde. 

This kind of attack was common. Jane needed to pull back a bit. Conserve her mana. With [Force Beam 5] lasting 5 seconds, it was already pretty efficient, but 40 mana a pop added up rather fast.

Jane eased her counter attack, making sure to keep her mana high with Meditation and only attack when the wolves got within 50 feet. Half an hour later, the final wolves chose to break from the assault rather than die to the defenders of Forward Base. 

Jane was pumped. She almost smiled at her soldier neighbor, but refrained, when no one else seemed to be smiling. 

Nanark spoke to her mind, ‘Inside, rookie.’

Jane turned, blood still pumping hard. Everyone except for Redscale and a few other defenders were going back inside Forward Base. She couldn’t even see Nanark, or Killzone. What she could see was Forward Base. 

Like few other buildings in sight, Forward Base was very opaque, and very, very large. Easily two or maybe even three normal city blocks in diameter. From this angle, Forward Base was deep purple. Almost black. The exterior had spell slits and a few platforms for shooters, but aside from the courtyard grounds where Jane and others had repelled the assault, which was itself only about forty square feet and sandy, Forward Base was extremely plain. Like a tower in the middle of a field, with zero ornamentation, Forward Base was definitely a military structure.

‘Inside, rookie. Now,’ Killzone said.

Jane obeyed. She rushed across the small exterior grounds, toward a darkened door.

No. Not a door. A [Ward], solid black.

She frowned. She knew a little bit of what to expect from Forward Base and the monster response to someone entering from the Crack, but she was very much at the end of expectations. She did not expect a solid black [Ward], or the actual base to be occluded from sight. She poked her left hand into the [Ward], and when it came back fine, she walked through.

Jane entered into a room of bright sunlight and happy voices, of comfortable furniture and people talking and someone slinging beer behind a counter while a fountain bubbled in the center. Killzone stood right in front of her, wearing his usual solid-black orcol body, and a small smile.

“Welcome to Forward Base, rookie.” Killzone handed her a beer. “Welcome to the Army.”

Jane refrained from laughing for joy, but she did take the beer and a hearty gulp of the gold, cold brew.

A cheer rolled up from the rest of the people in the room.

“Welcome!”

“She shot good!”

“[Shadowblend], too! Welcome aboard.”

“Bulgan is going to show, though.”

Forward Base rocked with the sudden words, “FUCK BULGAN!”

Jane toasted to that, saying, “Fuck Bulgan!”

“FUCK BULGAN!”

Jane was too giddy to put anger into her cheer, but when all the people of Forward Base said those words a second time, she felt their animosity. She understood their hatred. If Bulgan showed, these people were all prepared to kill him, no matter what it cost. 

Joy at arrival turned to shared anger, and she remembered, again, one of the main reasons she joined the Army.

She was here to kill Bulgan.

 

- - - -

 

Outside, at the edge of the receiving courtyard, Redscale complained to his neighbor, ‘I want beer.’

Crimsonscale said, ‘We’ll get drunk soon enough. Long as nothing else happens.’

Redscale practically shouted, ‘You just had to jinx it, didn’t you! Idiot rookie.’

Crimsonscale spat back, ‘I’ve been here for two years! Superstitious veteran.’

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    15500 words! Too long? 
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Welcome back!



                

                Jane had only been gone for two days, but Erick was already missing her. He needed to send her a care package. It didn’t take long to figure out what to send her: Jane had wanted potatoes for a while, therefore, Erick wanted potatoes.

It was a simple want, but there was a fundamental problem. 

Potatoes grew underground and you had to kill the plant to harvest the potato. Potatoes, as they were, were simply not a good crop for standard Spur farming practices, where the best veggies they could [Grow] were the ones telekinetically picked off of a vine, or a tree, and then the vine or tree could regrow more food from the same spot.

There was a lot more to farming in Spur than that, but thanks to [Exalted Storm Aura], most of the problems these days came from inefficient harvest methods, storage, distribution, the rest of the logistical train, and [Grow] fatigue. [Grow] fatigue was the only complaint that made it up the chain from farmer to farmer, to Council, to Erick, though.

When Erick showed genuine concern over [Grow] fatigue, everyone just laughed it off. 

‘[Grow] fatigue is your biggest problem? Nice, buddy. I’ve got cats eating all my chickens’.

The newcomers to Spur’s farms would have said, instead, ‘Nice, buddy. I’ve got monster worms eating all my farmhands.’

The whole thing was reminiscent of the ‘first world problems’ meme that went through the kids at school a few years ago, back on Earth. But, still, Erick didn’t want to add an inefficient plant to Spur’s farms; he wanted potatoes to be popular enough so Jane could order fries in a restaurant, and he wanted them to be hardy, with as little fatigue as possible. 

So, he improvised with one of the hardiest type of plants the Farmer’s Council knew: vines.

Luckily, his [Exalted Storm Aura] beans were perfect for this plan.

Erick stood at the edge of a freshly tilled garden plot on the back side of his house. The successes went in the front yard; the failures and the experiments started in this field. He had tilled this secondary field under several times by now, cleaning up past mistakes. The land was ready for Erick’s potato experiment. 

He held a white and silver bean in one hand, and concentrated...

Starchy, solid till you cook them. Bland, but takes well to flavor. White flesh, thin edible skin—

[Grow]!

Erick shoved the bean into the ground. A few moments passed. 

Green tendrils slipped up out of the ground, moving along the soil, leaves uncurling in the afternoon light. Growth slowed. Erick Handy Aura’d a sprinkler of platinum water into his hands, then turned that off and slowly showered water onto the green plant as he activated [Growth Aura]. The vine grew, flowing across the new garden in three separate paths, leaves blooming wide, buds forming here and there in the sunlight. 

Big white flowers bloomed then curled up, and something other than a bean pod grew.

Pale green, bulbous, getting big and then bigger. 

The green bulb settled, then stopped growing after it was the size of two fists, but the rest of the vine kept growing across loose soil, plunging roots into the ground. Erick sprinkled platinum water from his sprinkler over the whole length; The plant soaked it up. More green not-potatoes bloomed here and there. Soon, he had a full crop. He turned off [Growth Aura] and set the sprinkler bucket down to the side of the garden.

Erick plucked a not-potato with his Handy Aura and lifted the fruit to his face. It was the right size and shape, if a bit big, but it was green. Pretty good for his first attempt. Lemons had taken several iterations away from Spice-Lady Ratchet’s not-limes to get right.

Erick pried into the not-potato with his Handy Aura. He pushed into it—

It crunched open like snapping a carrot; the inside was solid.

No seeds, no beans.

Good, good. Green flesh though? Thin skin… It even had the tiny potato eyes here and there. It looked good, except it was green. But how did it taste? Ah. Getting too far ahead.

[Cleanse].

No thick air. Good. Good. No toxins.

Erick tossed the demolished not-potato into a large compost pile at the back of the house, under a [Scent Ward] Al had helped Erick add to his repertoire. 

 




	
Scent Ward, 10 days, close range, 350 mana

Block all scents under a medium size moldable ward.








 

Erick plucked another not-potato and washed it in the bucket of platinum water. As he was doing that, he cast a [Heat Ward] into a cauldron of cooking oil set up nearby. When the not-potato was clean, Erick sliced the not-potato into quarter inch thick slices, still marveling at the sheer versatility of his Handy Aura, days and days after making the skill.

The oil began bubbling. Erick dumped the slices into the oil. 

The slices bubbled in pale yellow vegetable oil. The scent of fries rolled into the air. Erick could practically taste them already. Maybe this was a winner? On his first try? Even if the not-potatoes were green, they smelled and looked mostly correct.

Erick smiled as he watched the slices of not-potato fry, because the green turned milder, barely green at all. Mostly gold, actually. Erick fished out the slices with his Handy Aura, then shook off the hot oil as he killed the [Heat Ward] in the cauldron. 

They smelled like fries. They looked like fries made from green potatoes. Erick let the air aspect of his Handy Aura brush against the slices; they cooled down rather fast as droplets of hot oil flicked away from Erick. Erick pulled the wind away from his aura, then picked a slice out of the air with his actual hands. 

Still hot!

Erick bit into it— 

—and tasted heaven. 

They were green! But they were potatoes!

“Success!” Erick pointed at the vine. “Potatoes!” He Handy Aura’d some slices at Poi. “Fries! Here!”

Poi took two, then bit into one. 

Erick waited. He added, “They need salt, of course.”

Poi took another bite. He finished off the first slice of fried potato, then started on the second. He nodded, saying, “These are good. I understand why Jane wanted ‘potatoes’.”

“I need to grow some more! This entire field can be potatoes!” Erick paused in his mirth. He held a green potato and said, “This is good, but I can do better.”

Erick plucked one of the green potatoes and used that to start his next batch, on the other side of the experimental garden.

The next iteration was brown-gold skinned, white inside, with five potatoes to a flower bud.

They tasted better than the green ones. 

Erick ripped the green not-potatoes out of the ground and tossed the whole vine in the compost pile. He said a small, silent prayer to Atunir about a path not taken, then returned to his brown-golds. He grew five full crops of his new potatoes, then went to the garden in front and planted one potato in his original field, alongside his other successes. After ensuring that potato bloomed into a full plant, he inspected the rest of his success-garden.

Lemon trees, vining onions, tomatoes, vining lettuce, and now vining potatoes. Vining plants were just so nice. Everything could grow back multiple times on a vine without killing the original plant. [Exalted Storm Aura] beans were wonderful! 

Erick took his roughly 500 potatoes he had grown in the back yard, into the house, into the storage room next to the kitchen. The potatoes went into [Stoneshape]d bins prepared with cold and preservation [Ward]s.

These were more than enough potatoes for Jane, but as Erick was making them, his plan for a simple care package had bloomed into something much larger. He would need invitations and a menu and many more Earth foods for the plan forming in his head.

But first, Erick had to make sure these ‘potatoes’ still cooked up properly.

Mashed, fried, baked, twice baked, roasted—

“Frick! I need to make garlic!” Erick Handy Aura’d a piece of chalk to write ‘Garlic’ onto a chalkboard mounted on a wall of the kitchen. “And rosemary!” Erick added rosemary to the list. 

He decided to start with mashed potatoes. Erick filled a big iron pot with water from the fountain in the kitchen, then set it on the stove and turned on the burner. The burner sputtered. That wasn’t supposed to happen. He checked the rad compartment—

Empty.

He fished a rad out of the nearby drawer, and paused as he was about to shove it into the burner. This rad had been inside Jane’s spidersilk sack. Erick shivered, blinked, then put the rad into the stove compartment, and put all thoughts of spider grandchildren out of his mind. Potatoes went into the pot as water slowly heated; Erick had found indirect heat was better for certain foods, and plus, he wanted to cook how he knew how to cook. [Heat Ward]s were like microwaves; good for some things, bad for others.

Erick paused.

“And pepper!” Erick added pepper to the list. “Can’t have mashed potatoes without pepper.”

White pepper was preferred, but Erick didn’t even have normal pepper. 

How does pepper grow?

Eh. Probably on a vine.

… mashed potatoes also needed butter, milk, cheese, and salt, which Erick already had in spades. He checked the cold box just to be sure. Yup! Lots of all the good stuff!

Erick stopped still. He turned to Poi. “Do you have ice cream?”

Poi frowned. “Sir?”

“Milk and cream and sugar together with sweet spices, or maybe berries—” Erick added ‘strawberries’ to the list. “And then blended together in a [Cold Ward] or some other way. You end up with a creamy, sweet, cold dessert.”

“Icies,” Poi said. “You’re talking about icies. I’ve had them before, but not in Spur. We do have cows and fresh milk, now, so that might change. Sugar cactus is always plentiful.”

“Oh thank the goddess.” Erick turned back to his boiling potatoes, saying, “I can’t believe I forgot about ice cream.”

Three seconds passed.

“Frick! Pizza!” Erick added ‘pizza’ to the list. “I have the tomatoes now, too! … I need to get on that garlic, though.”

 

- - - -

 

Days passed. Erick worked. 

Erick bought all the various spices that Ratchet could supply, which wasn’t much, actually, as well as [Grow]ing the missing items on his menu. He personally delivered invites and talked to several people who were surprised they were invited to the Archmage’s house for any reason at all, let alone a house party.

All of that was punctuated by telepathic conversations with Jane.

She was doing well. The Army was an easy job. She mostly just killed monsters at range as they rushed into Forward Base at all odd hours. She met one Shade so far, but that Shade only guarded the Crack in the Wall; Fallopolis had well documented history as an eccentric, but she didn’t do much, according to Jane. 

Which was probably exactly the point of Fallopolis, Jane postulated. If Fallopolis looked and acted like someone capable of having a non-murderous conversation, then that just sets the [Force Trap] that is Ar’Kendrithyst.

Also according to Jane, she was as safe as she could be in a city full of ancient monsters. Forward Base could survive everything except a direct attack by a Shade, and if that ever happened, she could run away through the kendrithyst crystal using [Shadowblend].

Erick didn’t believe all of Jane’s story, but he wasn’t able to interfere with whatever she was doing with her life, in there. He had tried interfering in the past and it never went well. So he just said ‘ah ha’, ‘oh’ and asked the questions he was supposed to ask, and put all thoughts of her dying a horrible death out of his mind.

After his third such conversation with his daughter, Erick laid down in bed, and cried a little. 

Then he steeled himself.

The invites were out, RSVPs came back; tomorrow was the event. 

It might have looked like a simple party, but though the planet and the people might have changed, Erick had done these types of behind-the-scenes events many times before.

Hopefully he didn’t fuck it up.

 

- - - -

 

A banquet of potatoes and other foods waited in the dining room.

Two dozen twice baked potatoes rested artfully on one side. Several huge bowls of cheesy mashed potatoes with not-bacon gravy took center stage. Piles of fries and a dozen baked potatoes rested around the edge. Salt and spices bought from Ratchet sat around the display in labeled stone containers. Garlic and pepper and onions were inside all the foods they were supposed to be, including several pizzas of various styles; meaty, extra cheese, veggie, and plain. 

Two bowls of homemade plain sour cream he had made himself, from cream he had bought from the owners of the cows he helped to live in the desert, waited with spoons for dipping. A bowl of spicy red sour cream offset the white of the other two bowls. The ranch dressing was a failure because it lacked dill, but it tasted good enough to put out there, anyway.

Herbs were rather tough to [Grow]. Rosemary-vines took him a dozen tries. Garlic-vines took five.

Kegs of tapped beer sat on short tables beside the window, along with bottles of wine both purple and white. Coffee-tea, both normal and platinum, was ground and waiting to be made; he would make that after dinner was over. 

He even had two bottles of quicksilver, iron bars, and a few other metals on their own separate tables for the few wrought he had invited. 

In cold storage, ice cream waited for the end of the party.

Erick looked over his banquet, kept at the appropriate temperatures under appropriate glittering white [Temperature Ward]s, and had a pang of fear. There wasn’t enough. 

No. There was more than enough.

No! There wasn’t enough.

Erick downed some beer and pushed all thoughts of inadequacy out of his mind. He had planned on several orcols, but he also planned on people inviting other people. They’d all focus on there not being enough meat, anyway. Erick laughed to himself. This wasn’t about meat, this was about foods from Earth… 

… and other, assorted plots.

Everything was set. 

Rats was kept away from the food; Erick had seen him drop one too many things and finally put together why he was called ‘Rats’; it was rather poetic in that soldier kinda way. Rats was tasked with clean up. Teressa had gorged herself on Erick’s test recipes over the last few days, but she was already salivating over today’s event’s spread. She was tasked with whatever she wanted to do, and she wanted to guard the food. She’d also answer questions about the food, since she’d already tasted it all. Poi stayed with Erick; one of them had to.

Erick had another beer, and in the middle of that beer, Al showed up, with a heavy knock on the front door that vibrated through the house. Erick rushed to the front door and swung it open.

“Hello!”

Al wore a fancy version of his mobster-sultan outfit, and carried yet another keg under one massive arm. “Thanks for the invite.” He flexed on the keg, asking. “Where do you want this?”

“In the kitchen. But...” 

Erick looked to the left.

Savral stood with his father, carrying a giant iron pot that wafted the smell of delicious meat into the air.

This was a problem.

Erick looked at the pot in Savral’s hand. “You shouldn’t have.”

Al frowned at his son. “I told you.”

Savral frowned at both of them. “What! You love my cooking!”

“I want people to love my cooking, too.” Erick stepped into his house, ushering Al and Savral inside. Al left Savral with Erick, as he went to put his keg in the kitchen. Erick turned to Savral. “I’ve spent days getting today right, Savral.”

“Bu—”

“I’m keeping it and I love that you made and brought something. But that is going into storage under a [Scent Ward], only to be brought into the kitchen when everything else is gone—” 

Anhelia, Sizzi, and Zago walked together, across the flat land of the Human District, toward Erick’s house. The sun was still in the late afternoon sky; they were early. Early was fine. Erick was ready.

Go time, Erick!

Al cried out, “WOW! These ‘mashed taters’ are good!”

Erick turned on Savral who was still standing in the foyer with his giant pot of food, looking sad. 

“I love you for this, Savral. But… Please.”

Savral nodded, then took his cast iron pot into the dining room. The storage room was through there, and Teressa would help him find a spot in the cold for his hot dish.

Erick heard Savral shout, ‘That’s a lot of food’, and Al say, ‘Try this one!’, as Erick turned to welcome Zago to the front door. 

“Zago! Anhelia! Sizzi~ Welcome.”

All three of them were wearing magnificent dresses… Well, Zago and Sizzi were; Anhelia’s dress was just her metal body in a pleasing form. All three of them glittered in the light of the evening sun, be it trinkets attached to horns, or the shimmer of their [Personal Ward]s, which reminded Erick of another piece of his plan.

“Good evening, Archmage.” Zago curtsied with all the elegance of a matronly mage who knew she was a big shot. “Thank you for welcoming us into your home.”

Sizzi and Anhelia curtsied, in turn.

Erick stepped into his house, saying, “Come on in!” When they did, Erick said, “And I have a gift for you, Anhelia.” Erick took a plain stone from his pocket and, quick as a whip, dumped 300 mana into an ultraviolet, foot-wide, [Permanent Special Ward], onto the stone. Anhelia, and all the white clothes between all of them, started to fluoresce brilliant purple. Zago and Sizzi’s horns shone brilliant violet. “I figured out how to make this work.” 

Sizzi went speechless as she poked at her own clothes. Zago simply smiled, then forced her expression down to a grin. Anhelia’s glowing body matched her radiant, happy face. Erick held the stone out to her; a faint blue haze of light, maybe a foot across, moved with the stone. 

Anhelia whispered, “Dear Rozeta.” She tentatively held out her hand, then pulled back. “You know the secret of the Glow Lights.” She said, “I cannot take this. You don’t know what this means.”

“You’re absolutely right. But I know you like it, and that’s enough for me, right now.” Erick reached out to Anhelia’s hand, and put the stone into her palm. “If you knew the secret, you’d kick yourself. It’s rather simple from the right perspective.” He wrapped Anhelia’s iron fingers around the stone, but only because she let him. Her hands were warm. “It’s Permanent. Have fun.”

Zago laid a gentle hand on Sizzi’s forearm, guiding her to the dining room, saying, “Thank you, Archmage—”

“‘Erick’, please.”

Zago paused. She smiled. “Erick. You may call me Sirocco, if you wish.” She spoke to Sizzi, “Let’s see about these ‘potatoes’, Sizzi.”

“Yes, mother.” She curtsied to Erick, muttering, “Archmage,” before following Sirocco to the dining room

Erick stood alone with Anhelia.

Anhelia stood there with the stone in her curled fingers, still fluorescing violet light, visible even under the lightorbs of the room and the afternoon sun outside the open front door. She stared at the stone in her hands, silent.

Erick waited for her to say something. He listened to people dig in to the food in the other room. He leaned to the side, looking just beyond Anhelia; more people were coming.

Anhelia turned and saw the other people. One of them was Silverite.

Anhelia rushed out of the house, intercepting Silverite at the edge of the property. A few people paused at Anhelia’s sudden arrival; Valok and Krakina. Others kept right on walking up to the house; Ulrick Ulrick and Mog. Erick didn’t hear what happened between Silverite and Anhelia, but he saw Silverite’s exposed skin light up, brilliant white-violet as Anhelia passed the stone to Silverite, saying something. 

Silverite swallowed the stone, and the light vanished into her chest; her torso must have been larger than the diameter of the [Ward].

Mog approached, “I hear you have strange foods!” Mog smiled as she stood between him and whatever was going on with the blacklight stone. “I hope you have lots!”

Erick put the ultraviolet lightward out of his mind as he stepped aside, welcoming Mog, saying, “I hope I do too! It’s all in the dining room. Teressa is overseeing it all, but if you want some to grow yourself, I have seeds and clippings!”

Mog walked in, saying, “I’d much rather be invited to dine by you.”

Erick was about to welcome Ulrick Ulrick in, but he flushed, his new Vitality supplying more than enough blood to his cheeks, and… other places. He said to Ulrick, “We— Welcome, to you too, Ulrick.” His voice cracked. 

Mog laughed, walking through the house to the dining room. 

Tealscale Ulrick smirked, saying, “She has that effect, doesn’t she?” as he walked through the house.

Krakina walked up, saying, “I smell something good on the air.”

“I hope you like potatoes, Krakina.” He turned to Valok, “And you as well, Valok.”

“Thank you for welcoming me into your home, Erick.”

“I smell fried things!” Krakina pulled Valok into the house, saying, “I love new fried things.”

Erick turned just in time to see Silverite, but no Anhelia.

“I’d like to talk to you, Archmage.”

“Uh...” 

“Those kinds of lights are artifacts that no one has ever been able to duplicate. They reveal shadow monsters, as well as wrought. Even shadows that hide in plain sight.” 

Erick felt a chill. Oh dammit. What had he done, now?

Silverite maintained her serious expression for all of three seconds.

She burst out laughing.

Erick frowned with every part of his body that could possibly frown. “That’s not funny.”

Anhelia poked out from behind the edge of the door, smirking. “It’s a little funny.”

“We had you going, didn’t we?” Silverite slid the stone through the center of her chest, where the [Ward] was too small to see, to her arm, where the blacklight showed through, to her hand; her silver skin shifting even more radiant white-purple as the stone appeared in her palm. “These are just fun trinkets that one company down in the Underworld has monopolized as a party supply. Like funny hats and streamers. I don’t think they have any real use.” She added, “Besides being ungodly expensive. A permanent one is 5000 gold, cast on a location. Consider your taxes paid for a year, if you make me one.” She handed the stone back to Anhelia.

Erick frowned, a tinge of anger curling through his thoughts. “That’s not funny, Silverite.”

Silverite said, “That wasn’t a joke. How would you price a mobile one of these, Anhelia?”

Anhelia laughed louder, placing her ungodly expensive trinket onto the back of her hand. Suddenly serious, she said, “Priceless.”

“Hahhh.” Erick gestured toward the dining room, trying to regain control of the situation. “I’ve got iron and mercury and a bunch of other metals imported from Portal.”

Anhelia giggled as she went to the dining room, savoring the glow of her own skin. 

Silverite paused.

Erick noticed. “I mean: quicksilver. We call it mercury where I’m from.”

Silverite smiled softly. “Thank you, Erick. I’d like to taste these ‘potatoes’, too.”

Now it was Erick’s turn to pause. 

“Did you think I couldn’t eat anything but quicksilver?” Silverite laughed. “A few wrought can eat fleshy foods, and I’m one of them. I don’t get anything but taste, though.”

“You’re welcome to it, then!” He looked behind Silverite. “Do you know if Irogh is coming?”

Silverite smiled. “He’ll be late, but he’s coming.”

“Good! I invited lots of people. The plan is to get potatoes and pizza popular enough so I can order them in restaurants. Help me ensure this plot succeeds and I’ll make you one of those blacklights, too.”

“Blacklights? I like it.” Silverite smiled wide. “Is that your only plot for this evening?”

“Of course not!” 

Silverite smirked and made her way to the dining room. People were already talking amongst themselves as they moved around the house, in and out of the dining room. Erick left the door open as he went to—

“Hello again!” came a barely familiar voice, from outside.

Purplescale Bacci was walking up to the front door, wearing an elegant black dress. 

Erick smiled wide. “Welcome back to Spur! I never got a chance to say hello. How was your trip?”

“Kendry is like fish; great for the first two days, then it starts to stink. I was one argument away from dismembering my cousins.”

Erick laughed. “Come on in, people are already in the dining room and the rest of the house.”

“Is Savral here, yet?”

“He’s in there, somewhere, yeah.”

Bacci adjusted her dress, smoothed down the scales on her eyebrows, nodded, then walked past Erick. She was a woman on a mission; let no one stand in her way.

Erick stood by the door for a moment, savoring the sounds of people talking about lots of little things, and about his food, at his first real house party. Blacklights being priceless threw him for a major loop, but his emotions were settling; if he couldn’t handle something as inane as money, the rest of tonight’s plots would be impossible.

Outside, the sun was starting to set. He looked over to the Mage Trio’s house. Would they…?

As he watched, the first of the three walked out of their house. Maia waved at Erick. Erick smiled wide, then waved back. 

With a quick burst of Shaped X [Special Ward], Erick lit the outside of the his three story house like it was Christmas; white lights glowed above every exterior crease of rock, around every window, up the edges of walls, to line every [Stoneshape]d fake roofing tile.

With another burst of magic, Erick paced lines of white light on his front yard, edging the walkways around the gardens, to the road, and everywhere else in a hundred feet around his home. Small streamers of light flowed up lemon trees to illuminate the garden.

Maia shouted, “I love it!” running closer.

Eduard and Ramizi were close behind Maia.

Erick said, “I hope you love the food more. Come on in.” 

Maia smiled wide, coming inside. Eduard and Ramizi followed. All of them wore formal-looking mage outfits, with large, singular white ‘O’s on each shoulder of their Script-blue robes.

Erick left the door open and followed the Mage Trio into the large dining room. Many guests had already gathered food, but when he saw the state of his display, he knew he had not made enough. 

He quickly found Savral talking to Bacci in the second dining room, and said, “We’re going to need your food. Thanks for bringing it, Savral. Thank you, so much.”

Savral smiled wide. “Of course. I’ll put it out.”

Mog laughed with Valok over slices of pizza. 

Anhelia showed off her glowing self to Al, and everyone else who would look. 

Ulrick spoke to Eduard about something magical, no doubt.

Krakina and Maia were eyeing the last twice baked potato—

Krakina snatched the last one. Maia frowned, settling for more fries.

Erick grabbed a plate and got himself some pizza and some mashed potatoes, with lots of spicy sour cream. 

More people showed. Ratchet, and some of her family. Other people Erick had met but now couldn't remember.

Erick had not made nearly enough food, but he certainly had enough potatoes for everyone who came to grow their own. Erick checked the [Temperature Ward]s over all the various foods, found them adequate, then helped move a few items aside so Savral could put his cast iron pot on the table. Savral opened the lid, and the scents of roasted meats flowed into the air. Several people perked up at the new smells.

Erick said, “I do love how you cook, Savral.”

Savral smirked. “And your potatoes are pretty good, too.”

Erick made himself a plate of roasted meat that fell apart under the slightest touch of his fork, and mashed potatoes. With a good helping of gravy, Erick was ready. 

Time to make the rounds.

 

- - - -

 

“Enchanting for new magic.” Ulrick Ulrick said, “And you didn’t even speak in Ancient Script. I’m impressed and surprised.”

“I was rather surprised, too.” Erick said, “Why do you use Ancient Script, anyway? I mean. I read up more on enchanting. You don’t have to use Ancient Script.”

Zago moved to join the conversation.

Ulrick said, “Guildmaster Zago has a better answer, I’m sure.”

“I suspect Erick hasn’t tried to enchant any items, have you?” Zago asked, her fork speared on a fry.

“I have not. I thought I would have, but there’s lots to do and very little time in which to do it all.”

Zago nodded. “It has to do with the separation between casual language and the solidity of Ancient Script. Ancient Script hasn't shifted in 1300 years, according to everything I've ever read. So when you’re trying to imprint a specific spell into an item, that solidity of over a thousand years of unchanging meaning ensures more successes, and fewer error messages or failed enchants.”

Ulrick grumbled at her final words. “I tried using Ecks in college, but all I ever got was days and days of forced downtime.”

"Everyone tries. I was no different." Zago asked Ulrick, “Have you tried to make any Particle spells?”

He shook his head. “I have too much work to get bogged down with errors. Eduard told me he’s lost days to recovery, and that does not sound pleasant.”

Erick said, “Recovering from a successful spell also takes a while, but that rod of [Treat Wounds] you sold me helped a lot, Ulrick.”

“That’s suddenly become one of my best sellers.” Ulrick laughed. “It always was, but I sell ten of those a day, now. Got a backorder twenty long.” He looked across the room to Maia who was talking to Al. “Those three have bought seven, with two more on backorder.”

Zago asked, “Do you need me to increase your rad allotment?”

“If you could, I could use them.”

“How do you get enough?” Erick asked. “How does that all work, anyway?”

Zago said, “Adventurers like to buy things with rads. Merchants then sell those to the Mages guild or use them as currency themselves. We transfer the rads we get to enchanters and such like Ulrick, and then those enchanters collect gold to pay for the rads they’ve gotten from the guild.”

Ulrick smirked, “You lot take a good cut, too. Don’t forget that part.”

“And Spur takes a cut, too.” Zago grinned. “And we all prosper from the actions of violent adventurers and the thousands of kilometers of monsters everywhere around Spur."

Erick asked, “With all the new adventurers going into Ar’Kendrithyst, what does this mean for the guild?”

Ulrick breathed deep, thinking.

Zago guessed, “I’ve been going over the old ledgers from before the Great Purge; I know what to expect, but actually seeing the numbers go up everywhere is… Both wonderful and strange. We’re going to need to expand back to pre-Great Purge size, and soon. This won’t be a problem for us; I have the utmost confidence in my people. It just takes time.”

Ulrick said, “I’m going to need to hire a second enchanter. Don’t know where I’m going to find a good one.”

“I have some names I can give you.” Zago asked, “Or I could direct them your way?”

“The second one. Thank you, Guildmaster.”

“Of course! This is what I do.”

Erick asked, “What about the Shades? Won’t they see this as an attack? Spur growing larger?”

Zago went quiet, thinking.

Ulrick said, “All of the people who come into my shop who’ve been in the Dead City say that the Shades are happy.”

Zago said, “I’ve heard that too. And that scares me.”

Erick firmly said, “I’m already working on a few new spells for defense.” He smiled, holding up his beer. “I live here, after all.”

Ulrick held up his beer. “I’ll cheer to that.”

“Hear hear!” Zago held up her wine glass, grinning. “Good show. And if you’d like to work together, I do have resources at my disposal that you might not, Erick.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe I will. Thank you for the offer, Sirocco.”

Zago smiled.

 

- - - -

 

Valok stood beside Erick’s garden of successes, holding a plate of sliced red tomatoes in one hand while nibbling on another slice. Krakina had already finished off her tomato slice and was inspecting the other vines in front of her. Sunlights shone down on the garden. Darkness loomed in the rest of the human district.

Valok said, “Why red?”

Krakina declared, “I like purple! Why not purp—”

‘Hey, Dad!’

Jane’s happy voice came into Erick’s mind. 

“Sorry, Valok. Krakina. Jane’s calling me.” Erick said, “Go ahead and pick whatever.”

Valok smirked, then set his plate aside on a table beside the garden. He walked among the green, careful where he placed his feet. Krakina joined him, picking her way among the vines.

Erick turned away to face the empty, dark lands of the Human District, and said, ‘Hey, Jane! Everyone loves the potatoes I made.’

‘Where’s my care package!’

‘I have it all set up. Just need to deliver it to the Courthouse, tomorrow.’

‘I need it now. Hold on—’

Erick smiled. He imagined Jane opening up the burlap sack Erick had prepared and crying for joy. She did that sometimes. 

‘Killzone is coming to get some samples.’

Erick smiled wider. ‘Good! Tell him he was invite—’

Killzone blipped into the air in front of Erick’s house. Krakina squawked as she leapt away from his sudden appearance, cursing in surprise. She switched to louder, more direct cursing, as Killzone walked up to the house and in the front door. 

‘He’s here now.’ Erick walked over toward the front door. ‘I’ll tell him myself.’

‘Hows the party going?’

‘Very well. A lot of people are here. I know almost all of them.’

‘I love you, Dad. You sound busy. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’

‘Love you.’

The gossamer thread of thought that connected them broke like so much dried out spider silk.

Erick found Killzone talking to Silverite in the foyer. 

“Captain Killzone!” Erick said, “I sent you an invite!”

Killzone turned, saying, “Your daughter will not shut up about the potatoes.”

Erick laughed loud, then said, “I’ll get you some!” 

But before Erick could get them, Anhelia intercepted Killzone with the blacklight stone affixed to a finger, like it was a giant diamond ring and Anhelia was its angelic, violet caretaker. Killzone though… Killzone shimmered radioactive purple, almost as bright as a lightward. He stopped moving, then began to gaze at his own body.

Silverite stepped into the room, saying, “Wow, Killzone. That’s a good look on you.” 

Erick had to watch… whatever was happening to Killzone right now. He was having some sort of deep emotional response, and even if Erick didn’t understand it, he could see it. Rats was nearby, so Erick asked, “Can you please get that care package I made for Jane, for Killzone?”

Rats, and now Teressa, stood in the foyer, looking at Killzone, who looked like a purple wardlight. Rats didn’t move. He just stared, along with the rest of them.

Killzone eyed the stone on Anhelia’s hand. “Can I—”

“Heck no! This one is mine! Ask Erick if you want one. He’s already going to make Silverite one—” She smirked, adding, “—If he knows what’s good for him.”

Killzone tore himself away from the faint blacklight [Ward], to look at Erick.

Silverite stared at Erick, waiting.

“Okay!” Erick stepped to the front door and [Stoneshape]d two dense pebbles from the ground outside. He stepped back inside, asking, “How big do you want your blacklights?”

“I love that name, by the way,” said Silverite. “And Anhelia’s size is fine.”

Killzone stared, pure want in his radiant purple eyes. He blinked, he said, “Uh. Very, small. Tiny, tiny.”

Erick whipped out two blacklights, one about a foot across, the other the same size as the thumbnail sized stone; both of them seemed to pour out the same amount of ultraviolet light. Silverite eagerly took her larger blacklight. Killzone, however, froze. Erick had to reach up and take the man’s warm hand, then unfold his massive metal fingers to place the stone in the center of his radiant purple palm. Killzone stared at the stone, then let it fall into his flesh. Suddenly, he was back to solid black, save for the rim of purple glow from Silverite and Anhelia’s lights.

Poi held out Jane’s burlap sack care package to Erick. “Sir.”

Erick took the —oof! Heavy!— bag and held it out toward Killzone. “I hope my daughter isn’t giving you too much trouble.”

Killzone looked at the bag he had grabbed. He broke from his trance. Scrawled in dark ink across the bag was ‘NOT SPIDER EGGS’.

Erick smiled.

Killzone laughed. He held the burlap sack like it was 5 pounds of potatoes, and not the 50 it was. “We got her running missions with the other people with shadow skills. She’s already saved several adventurers. She’s a good fit for the Army, if a bit hot headed.”

Now it was Erick’s turn to be stunned. 

She’s really going to be okay, isn’t she?

Erick said, “Thanks for taking care of her.”

Killzone nodded, stepped back, and blipped away.

Anhelia said, “I’m glad I told him about the blacklights. That was just adorable.”

Al called out from the other room, “How do you make this coffee, Erick!”

Erick rushed into the dining room to start making coffee.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat with Silverite on the porch while people talked in the garden in front of them. Silverite had her blacklight in her chest, almost completely occluded by her body, and her clothes.

Erick asked, “What happened in the Great Purge?”

Silverite breathed, then said, “I fucked up.” She went quiet. She said, “In those days, there were many more Shades than today. Usually over two hundred. Three hundred, sometimes. We were killing them every other week, but more would show up just as fast. For hundreds of years it was a game for them, and, I admit, for us, too. Some adventurer from Spur would kill a Shade and the other Shades would laugh at whoever got taken down, and then the rest would forcefully recruit from whoever they could capture.

“Someone arose that challenged the Shades too much. This was the start of the problems, though we never saw it as a problem in those days.” She got a far off look in her eyes, as she said, “He killed Shades by the dozens. More were dying than they could forcefully recruit. When they did try to find victims, he was there, and he killed them for their evil. Eventually, this man’s actions galvanized their society. A separate, infighting, immortal-except-for-idiocy society, became whole. Fractured factions banded together. The man was still tearing through them all, of course. Nothing they did mattered.

“I’d love to blame the Great Purge on the Dark Dragon, but all that Void did was stand in the background while a hundred Shades simply avoided the man, and killed Spur instead. The man, for all his power, could not defend against a hundred Avatars of the Dark Dragon.”

Silverite said, “One hundred and four years later, we don’t kill Shades unless we have to, and they stay inside their city. It’s a very simple truce: If we attack in force, they kill people who can’t get away, and if we do normal adventuring, they don’t force people to become Shades. Bulgan was actually the first person in ten years to become a Shade.”

“What happened to the man? The one who killed Shades?”

Silverite sighed, “He went away.” 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat in the second dining room with Mog, Al, and a twenty pound plate of fries that had been forty pounds when Mog set it down twenty minutes ago. One almost-empty keg sat to the side.

And Erick had just said something strange. 

“You thought I was 30!” Mog laughed, “How could you possibly think I was 30?”

“Blame it on your goddess!” Erick pointed at Al, “Al looks like’s hes 30, too, except for the little bit of grey. How old are you, Al?”

“48. I think.” Al looked up and away, in the middle of sipping his tenth beer. “Is that right?” Al shouted behind him. “Savral!”

Savral sat with Bacci in the loveseat in a corner of the room. He looked away from her, to yell at Al, “What!” 

“How old am I?” 

“You’re 50! And drunk!” Savral returned to sharing a moment with Bacci. She giggled, as Savral whispered something too quiet for Erick to hear.

“Get a room!” Erick shouted, “In your own house!”

Mog giggled, downing her twelfth beer. She said, “I’m 46, Erick! Two years younger than you.” 

Erick rushed to change the conversation. “Either of you know about the guy who caused the Great Purge?”

“It’s one of the wroughts in town.” Al said, dismissive. “It has to be Killzone.”

“It’s not him!” Mog declared, “It’s Silverite, for sure, back when she was ‘he’.”

Savral yelled, “You’re both wrong. It’s—”

Bacci pulled Savral’s face back to her. Erick looked away.

“Why do you ask?” Al sipped his beer.

“It just sounded interesting.”

“You know what’s interesting?” Mog smiled, pressing her huge muscular arms against her equally ample chest, nearly spilling herself out of her slippery, silky red dress. “That this dress holds up this well. What do you think about this dress, Erick?”

Al chimed in, “Oh no no no! He and I have a promised date when he reaches level 50.”

Mog shrugged. “I’m comfortable having two boyfriends.”

Al laughed loud.

Erick had a plan, going into this conversation, but…

“I’ll have to talk to you later.”

Erick stood, pushing down his obvious enjoyment of this particular scenario, much to Mog’s and Al’s delight, and promptly rushed out of the room. There were too many balls in the air—

No. Um...

Too many assets to juggle—

Not right either.

Too many crushingly important investigations, with depths in need of plumbing and hard, so hard, problems that needed gentle, loving massaging—

NOPE. 

Too many people to talk to.

Sure. Let’s go with that.

 

- - - -

 

“The wind tells me many things, Erick.” Krakina drank coffee in the moonlights and the glows of the house lights. “They talk all funny these days, though… Your rain is nice. I love the lightning! Boom! Crash! But magic formed by the hands of people is not the most natural thing on this world. It confuses the wind.”

“I heard. Sorry about that.”

Krakina shook her head. “The good outweighs the bad. Spur is green! I have gold. I am satisfied.” She took a deep breath of night air, holding her coffee cup in one wing-hand, flexing the other wing out, feeling the dark air of the human district. “Are you satisfied?”

“No.”

Krakina withdrew her hand from the dark, laughing loud. “What! How! Look at your house! Look at the city! It glows! It grows. This is because of you!”

Erick said, “I would like my daughter not to get herself killed. If there was a way to empty the Dead City of Shades, then I’d like that to happen, for sure.”

“Phhbt!” Krakina said, “Your daughter is as thickheaded as they come. If you stopped one terror she would run around the world, trying to find another. She is like Ikawa! My granddaughter wants rid the Crystal Forest of mimics! Foolish children, chasing impossible dreams.”

Erick smiled. “But that’s what kids do, and it makes me feel young again to be around them. 20 Vitality certainly helps, too.”

Krakina cackled. “That’s right! You’re planar! Do they truly have no magic where you are from?”

“None that I knew about, but there had to be some, right? I mean. I’m here, now, talking to you. Technology certainly didn’t get me here.”

A breeze blew across the yard.

Krakina sighed out, happy and content. “The wind is telling me you are trouble. That the world is balanced, right now. It’s not a great balance for everyone, sure. But balance does exist, and we are in an age of balance. Don’t go poking too hard at my reality, Particle Mage.”

Erick stared into the darkness, alongside Krakina, both of them sipping their coffee.

 

- - - -

 

Maia slurred, “Yoouuu ned to go to Oshen-sad. Headmamer wants to kill all Shads, tao.”

Erick said, “I’ve heard from multiple sources that concentrated attacks on the Shades is bad.”

“Dey’re dum degelodaniacs! Yoush get one fight other! Do all da work of killsing demselves, demselves.”

“That is one idea.” Erick looked over to Eduard, slurring his speech at Ramizi, whose hand was in Eduard’s pants. “I think another idea is you three go home. You’re drunk.”

Maia shouted, “I’M NOT DUNK!” She muttered, “Otay. Aybe ‘m dunk.” She threw both hands wide. “BUT I GOT THIS! [CLEANSE]!”

Thick air spilled out of her, and Eduard, and Ramizi.

All three of them blinked. Ramizi instantly pulled his hands out of Eduard’s pants.

Maia groaned into her hands. “I’m so sorry, Archmage.”

Eduard shuffled off with Ramizi and Maia in tow.

“Wait!” Erick stopped them before they got all the way gone. “Take some potatoes! And some ice cream— Icies.”

Eduard paused. “… You have icies?”

Ramizi laughed. “I want icies.”

Eduard smacked Ramizi, but not that hard.

 

- - - -

 

Erick spotted Anhelia, still enjoying her blacklight, but now standing at the balcony railing of the second floor veranda. She was alone. An open bottle of quicksilver sat on the railing, while half an iron bar sat on a nearby stone table. The moons shone overhead. Anhelia fluoresced purple; brighter than the wardlight streamers strung around the house.

Erick walked to her.

Anhelia spoke before Erick could, her back still turned to him. “You’ve finally decided to come to the information source, have you? A girl would think you were teasing her, talking to everyone else first.” She turned and looked behind Erick. “And you’ve lost your ‘bodyguard’.”

Erick sidled up to the railing. The successful garden was on the other side of the house; there was no one below to witness his conversation with Anhelia. A quick check with Meditation revealed no eyes in the air, either. He had already popped several eyes since the start of tonight's events; none of them reappeared. 

“I wasn’t sure what I was going to ask, before now.” Erick looked at the blacklight stone on the top of her hand. “I also didn’t know what I was going to offer as payment, until I realized we’re overbalanced.”

Anhelia smiled. “Personally, this will get you a lot of answers. Professionally, I can only talk like this a few times without being seen as playing favorites.”

“I’m torn between asking after who thinks you play favorites, why that would matter, and asking what I came here to know.” Erick looked down across the darkened district, toward the wall and the houses to the south. The wardlights of the city twinkled in the darkness. “And between just enjoying the night with friends.”

“Now you are teasing me.”

“Maybe.”

Anhelia smirked. She said, “If Shades were truly monsters, they wouldn’t be able to do anything but kill. But since they can do things like threaten, and coordinate, and even have a society —however wretched it is— they’re only monsters in the technical and psychological sense. They’re the worst people you’ve ever known, but gifted with vast amounts of stolen power by an ancient terror, with no limits on how they use that power except for one commandment from their god: Keep Ar’Kendrithyst under his control.”

She stared out into the darkness. 

She said, “The Dark Dragon has only ever rescinded his command once, and that was during the Great Purge. Some would say you would need to bargain with the source of the Shades in order to clear Ar’Kendrithyst. Others say you’d need to kill dozens of Shades, and then kill him when he appeared in defense of his interests.”

“Do you know what he wants?”

Anhelia smiled softly, then not at all. “The Shades say the Dark Dragon holds a terrible truth about the Sundering and the Script, and until an ancient injustice is rectified, the Shades are here to stay. Others say that he captured some fragment of the Old Cosmology and he uses it like any delusional megalomaniac would; for more and more power, built on more and more lies and lives. All I know is that Shades lie all the time, about anything and everything, and if the Dark Dragon cared about anyone or anything, he wouldn’t murder everyone he meets.” 

Erick had no idea what to say to that. Melemizargo didn’t murder him or Jane.

But he wasn’t about to bring that up, not here, not to her, not to anyone.

Anhelia looked south, and then up. Erick followed her gaze. Ar’Kendrithyst was a black void below a star filled sky. 

“My grandmother used to live there, you know? Back before it became the abomination it is today. The original fighting only lasted three months because the Dark Dragon destroyed some fundamental structure, and the city rose from the Underworld. A quarter of a billion people perished all at once.” Anhelia turned to Erick. “If you want someone to help you kill the Shades, or even just one or two, I’ll help. The Shades have killed my grandmother, my mother, and too many of my children for me to think about right now. We could murder one, or two. Ten to forty. Ideally I want to kill every single one of them, and then the Dark Dragon, too. Killing a single one is exceedingly difficult, but you and I? We could do it with just the two of us…” She looked away. “…Maybe.” 

Erick said, "But the reprisal...”

She nodded. “Yes. The reprisal.”

Erick stared at the night. 

Anhelia eventually said, “Bulgan’s death is assured. All he has to do is show himself, and Spur will rally to kill him. All of the other Shades will stand back and watch as Spur does it, too. Might even cheer us on.”

“… how do we get that confrontation, and how do we ensure we win?”

“If I were a betting woman, I would bet on you being the key factor to that, somehow. Some way. If you figure something out and you need my help, I’m available for this, all the way.” She smiled sadly, “But these kinds of conversations are best kept quiet. Your main detractors for any sort of grand plan are Silverite, Zago, strangely enough Mog, and even stranger: Killzone. Though you won’t get those stories out of me. I have to think about my own position in this world.”

Erick nodded.

 

- - - -

 

Vanilla Icies were served, though Erick insisted on calling them vanilla ice creams. The ice cream was a major hit, but the only reason for that was because of the vanilla. It had been a very short hop from ‘Erick beans’, as the farmers had called them, to vanilla beans. Ratchet already had her vanilla clippings, but several other people wanted some, too.

Erick gave them away. He gave away quite a lot, that night. Some unexpectedly priceless things, some spices he knew were priceless, as well as enough of everything else to cover the true nature of the evening.

Erick was planting seeds, in some cases quite literally, in preparation for a future harvest.

Some people saw through Erick’s machinations. Silverite, Anhelia, and Krakina, for sure.

Others had their own agendas. Zago wanted Erick’s knowledge, Ratchet wanted his spices, Ulrick wanted various things from everyone at the party who was not Erick, and even Eduard wanted something. Eduard saw the vanilla icies and talked about the future. 

Valok was totally on board with Erick’s potatoes, though. Someone would want to grow them, and Valok knew the right people for all of that. Valok also knew the proprietors of almost every restaurant in Spur, too. Potatoes would be on many menus by the end of the week. 

Jane would be thrilled.

 

- - - -

 

Irogh showed up after everyone else had already gone home, wearing his normal clothes and walking with unearthly grace, through the open door of Erick’s house, then into the dining room where Erick and Rats were cleaning the remains of the spread; there wasn’t much food left at all.

Not much, but there was still some food remaining. Rats promptly dropped the only dish that held all the remaining mashed potatoes. White mush went everywhere.

Teressa rushed into the room. She saw the mess and swore, “Dammit, Rats!”

“Sorry!” Rats squeaked.

“It’s okay. It’s okay.” Erick dropped a [Cleanse] across the ground, then Handy Aura’d the dish together. One [Mend] later, the baking dish was good as new. Erick set the dish down, then turned to Irogh. “Hey! Welcome! Let me make you some fries.” 

Irogh smiled. “I didn’t come for food.”

Erick turned to the storage room. He frowned. “I’d offer you vanilla icies, but that’s all gone, too.” He turned to Irogh. “Why didn’t you come sooner? Everyone was here.”

“Rozeta told me to wait till the end.”

Rats would have dropped another plate, had Erick not already had his Handy Aura out and active. Erick placed the plate back on the table, but he didn’t get a chance to say anything to Rats, because Rats vacated the room. Teressa and Poi also left. In seconds, Erick was alone with Irogh in the dining room.

Eventually, Irogh said, “How goes your plan to rid the world of Shades?”

“… Do you know more about the guy who killed enough Shades to make Melemizargo let them off their leash, to attack Spur?”

Irogh remained silent.

“That’s a ‘I can’t tell you’?” Erick frowned. “How about: How did they do it?”

“That is a dead end of inquiry. You have your methods, why haven’t you put the pieces together? What are you waiting for?”

“Because even if I did do this all on my own I would fail, or trigger another Great Purge. I don’t want to do either of those, and I’m only one man.”

“Then enlist help.”

“I’m working on that.”

“Why am I here, Erick? And don’t say ‘doesn’t she know?’. Deities are allowed to be cryptic; when mortals are cryptic it’s just tiring for everyone involved.”

Erick frowned. “What is Melemizargo’s ancient truth about the Sundering and the Script?”

Irogh immediately said, “He claims that if the Script were destroyed, he could revert the New Cosmology back to the Old. Of course, he omits the fact that this is not guaranteed to work, would probably fail, and either way, everyone would die. Except for him and maybe his Shades.”

Erick breathed out, trying to take all of that in. “Does he have the power to do such a thing?”

“Not directly he doesn’t, and he never did.” Irogh said, “So he tries to kill all the wrought he can, in order to destabilize the Script at its base. If he were to succeed in killing the species that sustains the Script, then the Script would fall apart, all on its own. This would lead to a series of catastrophes, the first of which would likely be the Mana Ocean of Veird blowing away on cosmic wind as the surface is scoured of all life.”

Erick felt existential dread blooming. He tried to crush that horrific emotion.

Erick tried to change the topic, “… Is that why he teleported Jane and I into the sky, here? Instead of kill us? Because we’re not wrought?”

Irogh said, “You tell me: Do you really think he spared you, at all? Melemizargo saw two innocent people pop out of a tunnel from another world, and then he sent them up here, to his largest stronghold on Veird. Jane immediately goes into Ar’Kendrithyst as one of the brightest martial talents Spur has seen in a generation, while the other contributes a whole new school of magic to the Script. Both of you genuinely want to kill Bulgan, and everyone in the town does, too.” Irogh stressed, “The Dark Dragon’s plots are never kind, or direct, least of all to his own Shades.”

Erick’s anger spiked. 

Erick said, “I’m not a pawn of the Dark Dragon.”

Irogh said, “No one in Spur thinks you are. I don’t think you are. The gods don’t think you are, either. But your words have power, and power corrupts more often than not.”

“You’re wrong. Power reveals.”

Irogh paused. He read the air for the briefest of moments.

Irogh grinned at Erick. He nodded. “That might be true, too.” He looked to the open door to the storage room. “I can’t stay, but I’d love some potatoes. You just fry them in oil, right?”

The heavy moment passed, like a shadow in the night.

Erick smiled, saying, “Yup! Let me get you some to take home.”

 

- - - -

 

Killzone sat on the edge of the bowl of his stone bed, in his room in the very pinnacle of the kendrithyst spike that was Forward Base. The room was ringed in uninterrupted windows, giving him an unobstructed full view of the upper layer of Ar’Kendrithyst. The lights of the moons draped the land in pink and silver light, glinting off and through massive crystal spikes and bridges as far as the eye could see. 

Wrought didn’t see with their eyes, though. They saw with their whole bodies, and the glowgem [Ward] —the blacklight— sitting on the table in front of Killzone, in front of his entire, radiant purple body, was the second most beautiful thing Killzone had ever seen. ‘Blacklight’, as Erick called it, was magnificent. Only one secretive people down in the Underworld, known as the Gemslicers, made these, and they didn’t make them for just anyone. They made ‘blacklights’ for the crowns of kings and queens, to give legitimacy to lineages and opulence to thrones. Wars had been fought over blacklights. Dynasties toppled. Lives and loves lost, for all time. All for beautiful trinkets. 

And land and power, of course. 

But the stories, the rumors, the news, had always been about the glowgems; the completely useless blacklights.

Killzone stared at the stone for a while longer, answering telepathic questions and orchestrating solutions to developing problems, but none of the problems laid at his feet were that serious; he could stare at the stone a while longer. He could dream. 

He could remember.

He could laugh as a planar Archmage toppled a priceless, bloody currency.

When he was done, he picked up the stone. He held it for a moment. He wrapped the stone in a black cloth and put that cloth into a stone box, then he tossed that box into a drawer in his desk. He shut the drawer. He thought no more of his old life, down there in the Underworld, where he had been a very different person with a very different future, until a Shade came to his geode, and everything changed.

Killzone sent to Jane, ‘If you want to go Bulgan hunting, let’s go’.

Jane’s reply came almost instantly, ‘Absolutely, yes!’

 

- - - -

 

Erick didn’t want to wake up so damn early, but he had to. He had to go back to Mog’s adventuring classes. He had missed too many days already.

Draz, the ‘drill sargent’ incani who ran the class, dressed Erick down in front of everyone with as much politically polite vitriol as he could possibly muster. 

There were much fewer people in the class; only 4 had stuck around till day 10. Greenscale Kiri, from the Greensoil Republic, was still there, along with Zimmy Saker, the [Force Shrapnel] girl. Erick didn’t know the others; one crimsonscale male, one young long haired blond orcol woman. Kiri greeted Erick. The others did not.

When sparring began, Kiri promptly flipped Erick onto his face. Most of the rest of the day proceeded with Erick’s face smashed into the sand in various, uncomfortable ways, until mid afternoon, when Draz announced a change.

“Time to head into the Crystal Forest. I’m going to see how you all kill mimics—” Draz looked directly at Erick, to say, “Without your fancy spells.”

Erick turned to Poi. Poi shrugged and nodded; the message was clear. If Erick wanted to go, they would.

Erick said, “Okay then. Time to get my hands dirty.”

“You’ll be fine.” Kiri said with a smile, “Just don’t ask the mimic to spar.”

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Chapter one, of book 2 is here.

 

Thanks for reading!



                



041


                After some hiccups with security concerns, thank you Poi, the whole group eventually [Teleport]ed to the Thousand Kilometer Ring, a mostly nondescript region of the Crystal Forest where adventurers sometimes congregated, since 1000 kilometers was the maximum range on [Teleport]. 

The afternoon sun shone down from the western skies, glittering off of 10 foot tall crystal agaves in every single direction. Somewhere in those agaves, probably everywhere in those agaves, were mimics, who glittered just as well as the agaves, but who only fooled the unaware. There was one difference in this part of the Crystal Forest, though: A spire of stone, an obelisk, maybe 500 feet away from where their [Teleport]s dropped them.

A few strangers were standing by the obelisk, fiddling with something at the base. Apparently there was a natural fountain there, but Erick couldn’t see over that distance.

Kiri stood nearby, but not too close, taking pains not to eye the closest person to Erick: Guildmaster Mog.

Mog shouted, “Let’s kill some mimics!”

Draz said, “You didn’t have to come, Guildmaster.”

“Oh yes I did! I’ve got a special interest in this one right here—” She laid a broad hand on Erick’s back. “But do your thing, Draz. I won’t interfere.”

Draz turned to the other members of the remedial class. A crimsonscale male kid, maybe 18, named Lowhit. A long-haired blond female orcol, likely also 18, named Waelog. Zimmy Saker, the [Force Shrapnel] girl. And Greenscale Kiri, from the Greensoil Republic, who was probably either a spy, or just really motivated and lucky. Erick still didn’t know which, and at this point, even if she was a spy, she seemed nice enough.

There was also Poi, Mog, and Draz, but those three didn’t count for this hunting party.

Draz said, “Each of you is going to kill a mimic on your own, using tier one spe— normal basic magic, or martial technique. I am going to evaluate each of you, one at a time, and then I am going to fail you, and then tomorrow we’re doing it again, and again, and again, until you get it right.” Draz looked around. “Waelog! Find your mimic! Everyone else, follow Waelog! Don’t help her!”

Erick trudged in the sands several people behind Waelog. Poi stood behind Erick; Mog at his side. 

Mog whispered, “This takes me back.”

Draz whipped around to stare at Mog, but said nothing.

“Sorry, drillmaster.” Mog smiled, throwing up her hands in mock defense. “I’ll be quiet.”

Draz frowned, speaking to the group, “Treat this as a hunting exercise. Silent, deadly, like we’re in Ar’Kendrithyst and monsters can pop up out of the ground at any moment.”

Erick felt a chill. He whispered, “That can happen?”

“Yes, Erick!” Draz shouted, “Constantly! Now shut up!”

 

- - - -

 

Waelog found her mimic and, being 8 foot tall herself and basically a walking tank, as soon as she donned her boxy, solid [Conjure Armor], she grabbed two of the largest spines, ripping the monster wide, then stomped. The mimic never stood a chance. She exposed the rest of her body to countless stabs, but the mimic couldn’t get one attack through her armor, though it did stab some spines between Waelog’s not-metal plates. She didn’t seem to mind; most of the mimic’s counterattack slipped off of Waelog’s boxy armor. After twenty seconds, Waelog stood over the monster’s pulped corpse, holding a shiny rad like a grain of salt between two huge fingers. 

Draz said, “Good armor design. You took too much damage. Fail.”

Waelog didn’t look like she had a single scratch on her, even after she dispelled her [Conjure Armor].

She didn’t argue with the drillmaster.

 

- - - -

 

Lowhit flew backwards, next to the ground, staying just out of range of the mimic, while shooting [Force Beam]s at the monster. Eight of the ten seconds of [Force Beam] went wild, reflecting off of crystalline flesh, scattering through the air.

Erick complained, “But… It’s Force, not light?” 

Draz took Erick’s complaint as a reason to yell at him. “Crystal Mimics have a natural [Reflection] active at all times, rookie! Even if a force spell manages to hit through its [Reflection], it only hits for a fraction of its original damage!”

Mog whispered to Erick, “Altered force doesn’t get reflected.”

“Correct again!” Draz said, “But we’re not using mana altering today!”

Lowhit eventually killed the mimic, but not before scattered beams clipped through the onlookers once, and himself three times, slicing off hundreds of points each time. 

Every time that happened, Draz automatically, and enthusiastically, yelled, “Fail!”

 

- - - -

 

Kiri threw a [Decay Force Crash] over her mimic. Like localized acid rain, the spell burst in the air and soaked into the monster, reducing it to mush in seconds.

Draz said, “No rad; Fail. Mana Altered spells; Fail.”

Kiri nodded. “I will do better next—”

“I didn’t ask for excuses!”

 

- - - -

 

Zimmy shot her mimic full of [Decay Force Shrapnel], earning an easy victory, but another failure.

 

- - - -

 

Erick frowned. His mimic was a hundred feet away, and it looked perfectly at peace.

Then he remembered the ‘peaceful’ looking walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, and flew into the sky—

“No flying!” Draz shouted.

Erick frowned. He looked to Lowhit.

Draz said, “I must be getting old! You’re right! Lowhit failed for that, too. Sometimes it’s hard to keep track of all of the failures in a single rookie.”

Erick turned back toward his mimic.

Can’t hit it with [Force Beam]. Can’t Mana Alter.

Oh. No. So? 

Fuck him?

Right. 

Mana Shaping X. [Withering].

Erick’s slime [Withering] rolled forward across the land like a tidal wave released, slipping across agaves and sand, but sticking to every mimic it found. A shrill keening filled the air in front of Erick, as a small portion of the near-invisible [Withering] held on top of the mimic, and the rest traveled onward. Liquid burst out of the monster as every crystalline leaf cracked open like a broken water main, spraying clear goop into the air. In seconds the monster was dead. Thick air flowed into the sky, transforming the monster’s liquid remains into gasses, or whatever [Cleanse] actually did, as similar scenes played out across the land, each tableau of death too far away to see.

Notifications started pinging. Mog laughed loud.

Draz said, “Mog. This is intolerable.”

Mog was still laughing. She said, “You could have at least tried, Erick!”

“You’re entirely right. My bad.” He pointed away from his still-expanding [Withering]. “We can probably find more in that direction.”

Kiri asked, “How many is that killing right now?”

Erick walked away from the expanding [Withering], counting up, “20… 25… 30… a lot.” 

Zimmy looked a bit scared. The others looked impressed.

Erick led the way to the next mimic, inspecting his [Withering] as he walked.

 




	
Withering 9, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.

Exp: 4700/5500








 

I’m out here. I might as well level this to 10 and actually make the ooze version.

Erick was learning quite a lot in this class, but it was a slog. Draz didn’t seem to be trying, like, ever. Was this really what one of ‘Mog’s Classes’ that everyone told Erick he should take…

Was this really how it was supposed to be?

Ten minutes later, Erick found another mimic; it wasn’t hard, they were everywhere once you knew where to look. While everyone else waited well away, Erick began [Stoneshape]ing a massive, twenty foot long, ten foot wide, rolling pin of stone. It took twenty seconds to make, and then a few more seconds to shape properly with a few spikes here and there to catch and crunch, and it was much, much too large to actually lift and swing with [Stoneshape]. So he simply took control of what he could, and rolled the stone across the land, charging a suddenly active mimic who had no way to escape.

SquICK!

Erick released his [Stoneshape], letting momentum take the rolling pin another twenty yards past the remains of the mimic’s mangled, flattened corpse. With his Handy Aura, Erick plucked a glittering rad out of the pressed remains. 

Mog laughed loud while Draz sighed. Kiri smiled. Poi kept his expression mostly schooled, but the sapphirescale dragonkin couldn’t help but grin a bit. The other three students looked like a deity of Insight had personally come down to Veird and showed them a new way of fighting. Lowhit’s mouth was fully open, his eyes wide.

Mog said, “That used to be a popular technique, but how much Participation did you get?”

Erick looked at the notification box. “95 percent.”

“What!” Mog laughed loud, saying, “You should have gotten 30!”

“I did all the work!” Erick pointed at the rolling pin. “I made that.”

Mog laughed again.

Draz frowned. “Was that just [Stoneshape]?”

“Yes, sir.”

“… You still fail.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll do better next time, sir.”

“… See that you do.” Draz added, “Rookie.”

Mog laughed again, and she wasn’t the only one. Draz seemed to be having a bad day, though.

 

- - - -

 

Jane did not call that night. Erick tried not to freak out. He failed. 

He asked Poi, “Is Jane okay?”

Poi looked into the air. A moment later, he said, “She is on a mission and cannot speak. Killzone is with her, and expects no difficulty.”

Erick relaxed. “Good.”

 

- - - -

 

The next day of classes began with a trip to the Crystal Forest, but the whole group only traveled one kilometer out of town, to the north. Mog did not come, but Draz had brought in a specialist, who Erick already knew. Sizzi Zago, daughter of Guildmaster Zago, of the Mage's Guild. Erick suspected they wouldn’t be hunting mimics today.

Erick and company stood on one side of an empty space in the Crystal Forest. Sizzi stood on the other side. Draz stood in the middle.

Draz said, “Miss Sizzi has been kind enough to help us with some training exercises because mimics are too easy and none of you are actually learning anything.”

Actual teaching? How novel! Erick probably failed to keep the sarcasm off of his face, because Draz shot him a miffed look.

Draz said, “Waelog! You’re up first. Prep for normal combat.”

Waelog nodded, conjuring her blocky grey armor along with a massive grey spear. She swung the weapon around once, then thumped the base hard into the sand. 

Sizzi lifted her hands to the sky. Pale violet light flowed out of her like streamers of sparkles, hitting something invisible, soaking into nothing, gradually revealing a toothy maw, then a jaw, then skin, then a face leaning against Sizzi’s hands. As mana poured out of Sizzi, a monster was gradually revealed, like flour hitting an invisible man. A menacing face was attached to a short neck and powerful shoulders. Two long arms, one arm made of a dozen tentacles, the other sporting a massive crab claw. A strong torso came next, with a thick waist. Two front legs and two back legs made the violet translucent monster something of a centaur, but instead of hooves there were three-clawed almost-chicken feet. A thick, whipping tail with serrated edges flowed out of the monster’s back end.

The monster was twelve feet tall; built to take a hit and dish out pain.

When Sizzi was done, the monster moved like a tamed beast. It nuzzled against Sizzi’s hands, and she laughed to pet the massive monster. She spoke softly to it, and the monster immediately shifted to attention; ready for instructions, or battle, or whatever.

Erick’s eyes were wide the whole time.

No one else seemed impressed. Zimmy picked at her fingernails with a conjured knife.

“Oh, come on! That’s impressive!” Erick said, “What is it, though?”

Sizzi blushed.

Draz answered, “[Conjure Force Elemental]! Sizzi here is on her way to becoming one of the best summoners in Spur! Don’t think this’ll be easy, Waelog. Summoners are almost like Shades; you have to get through a thousand monsters in order to attack the summoner themselves. But you’re not attacking Sizzi,” Draz pointed at the monster. “Your goal is to kill Zog! Ignore Sizzi herself. Get ready!”

Waelog moved like the wind, taking off from a dead stop to rushing across the sands, dirt flying, spear flowing forward, aiming for a direct center mass hit against the monster; against Zog. Sizzi’s monster was still a hundred yards away, but that didn’t seem to matter to Waelog. It didn’t seem to matter to the monster, either, who didn’t move a single limb.

Sizzi rushed away from her monster, though, while Draz similarly evacuated the ‘arena’.

About a hundred flying magenta bunnies appeared out of the ground, right under Waelog, thirty feet in front of the monster. Like suddenly soaring groundhogs, they had always been there waiting for her approach. Waelog repositioned, instantly kicking off the ground, flying left, but not actually flying. She was pure martial power. Meditation didn’t reveal much magic on her at all, except for the armor and the weapon.

Sizzi shouted, “Zog! Dodge and flow! Occupy!”

Zog had moved when Erick wasn’t looking; it was preparing to strike, but instead slipped down a fraction, and leapt away, twenty feet, directly backward, while the—

Sizzi shouted, “Bunnies! Go for the kill!”

Waelog landed away from the bunnies, but they followed. She didn’t charge forward, but instead to the side, guiding the bunnies to attack one at a time, slicing and smashing the flying magenta-things as they attacked, and she curved around toward Zog. The ‘bunnies’, who were not bunnies, and never had been, each vibrated once, as they flew around Waelog, searching for a stray body part to attack.

Each translucent, flying magenta bunny, inverted, into bright, blood-red spike monsters. Too many teeth, too many exposed tentacles and guts, too large of a central eye. They glowed bright red, and then they cackled.

The monsters cackled, and they all sped up.

Erick smiled and laughed. “They’re so cute!”

Zimmy whispered, “They’re ungodly monsters...” 

Well, yes. They were ungodly monsters, but this whole summoning-thing looked like the workings of a child who wanted friends, who only had conjured monsters to work with. Erick might have been way off on that guess, though. But kids back on Earth drew crazy monsters all the time. If they had access to [Conjure Force Elemental], Erick wouldn’t be surprised if some of them made creatures like Sizzi’s.

Erick really should pay more attention to the fight.

Waelog blurred. She was an orcol with a ‘fast forward’ button. Countless bunny-monsters ripped out of the air as Waelog smashed and crashed, but she was still surrounded. She zipped out of the melee; the bunny-monsters trailing her. Three stuck to her body with long tentacles, trying to gnaw at her armor, but she was past that distraction. Her spear was pointed at Zog, and Zog wasn’t moving.

Something really fast happened. Erick didn’t see what. 

But Waelog was on the ground, groaning. Zog’s crab arm was gone, but its tentacle arm was wrapping around Waelog—

“All stop!” Sizzi shouted, “All retreat!”

The monster-bunnies flipped inside out again, hiding the red monster inside, revealing the fluffy pink-violet outside, with big floppy ears and long hoppy feet. Zog leapt away from Waelog.

Waelog stayed on the ground, staring at the sky, defeated. She sighed, more resigned than angry.

Sizzi petted Zog’s flank, while the remaining bunnies hopped around her feet. Sizzi shed violet mana like a tree in fall. Mana soaked into Sizzi’s monster. Zog’s crab arm regrew. Seven bunnies became 10, those 10 became 20, then 30.

Erick looked up [Conjure Force Elemental].

 




	
Conjure Force Elemental 1, variable duration, close range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a Force construct under your command. Constructs operate based on mana.

 

Purchase [Conjure Force Elemental 1] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Not yet.

Erick asked, “Is this some specialized spell with stuff I’m just not seeing, like [Ward]?”

Kiri whispered, “Extremely. Later ranks of the skill let you infuse your monsters with extra mana and skills they can use at your command.”

Lowhit said, “I can kill them.”

Zimmy said, “I don’t think I could. That’s a lot of bunnies.”

“Put up or shut up, Lowhit!” Draz turned to Sizzi. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said.

Draz shouted at the still downed Waelog. “Get up, Failure! Clear the arena!”

Waelog lifted her legs up fast then tucked into a backward roll. She lifted to her feet with subtle grace, then walked over to join the audience, as Lowhit walked into the makeshift arena.

Lowhit started flying.

Four seconds into the flight, he screamed, as fifty pulsing tentacle bunnies reflected his magic back at him like they were all crystal mimics, each using [Reflection]. 

“How come [Reflection] isn’t in the Script when I search?” Erick asked.

Lowhit flew away, trying to avoid the rampaging monsters, testing them with various Altered spells. Decay Shrapnel did nothing; they weren’t organic, so that made sense. He had much better luck with fire Shrapnel, though. The bunnies burned, and knocked into other bunnies, which also burned.

Kiri said, “[Reflection] is not a base spell. It’s from [Ward], and it's very specialized. It doesn't have an option to buy, like how you can buy[Teleport]; you have to get [Reflection] some other way, like how [Polymorph] comes from a Mimic Potion. Some people spend years learning [Reflection]. Aside from Crystal Mimics, you almost never see someone outside of Archmages with [Reflection], and even then—”

Lowhit screamed; a tentacle bunny was attached to his leg, the others were close! He shot out an unaltered Shrapnel, and dozens of the Force shards reflected in dozens of directions; some right back at Lowhit.

Erick asked, “Is it expensive? They seem to have an endless amount of [Reflection].”

Kiri said, “She must have a good version of the spell. Look closely at her; she’s still shedding mana into the ground—” 

Erick looked. She was; violet mana dripped from Sizzi’s skin into the ground like tiny drops of water.

Kiri continued, "—The bunnies must be horde monsters, and she’s constantly feeding them new mana through hidden paired bunnies in the sand below her.”

An explosion of fire rocked out from Lowhit, blowing apart twenty bunnies. He had cleared a path to Zog, but he was obviously injured. Blood dripped from his arms. His robes were in tatters. 

Sizzi said, “Stand down!”

The bunnies retreated to Sizzi’s side, where she infused them with more mana. 

Lowhit shouted, “FUCK! Dammit. I thought...”

Draz slowclapped as he said, “Great job, Lowhit! Bunnies took you down! FAIL!”

Lowhit grumbled, moving off the field, as Sizzi finalized repairs on her monsters. Shrapnel wounds vanished, burns healed over, translucent pink-violet not-flesh returned.

Kiri strode out into the field. She bowed to Sizzi. “Thank you for this opportunity.”

Sizzi smiled, then turned to Draz. 

“Whenever you’re ready!” He shouted. “Go!”

Kiri took to the sky, straight up.

The bunnies leapt and tumbled, crossing the field and then flying up, straight at Kiri.

Kiri pulsed, bright green, and the air flexed. A wave of fire crashed out of her, cascading down the bunnies, hitting each one on the way to the ground, and then booming sand out, causing a minor crater. One of the bunnies closer to Kiri instantly popped and exploded in fire, burning another one, that then one popped, spreading the fire. Dozens popped, then all of them popped, scattering violet and red remains into the air. 

Kiri pointed at Zog, her finger bright, bright green; the world around her seemed to dim.

Zog dashed to the side to avoid what must have been a specialized [Force Beam], because the thin line of light that came out of Kiri’s fingertip came out all at once, not over ten seconds. It did not crater the ground like her other attack; it just went in deep, like a nail from a high-powered nailgun.

Draz said, “Stop!” 

Sizzi recalled Zog, and began recasting her bunnies. Kiri flew down to the ground.

Draz said, “You fail today because you’ve taken this opportunity to learn direct combat, and turned it into yet another way to avoid direct confrontation. If you hover above 10 feet, you’ve lost the learning opportunity.”

Kiri looked like she was about to say some casual thing, but halfway through, she seemed genuinely mollified. She nodded. “I apologize for wasting time. I will do better if you see fit to give me another chance.”

Draz said, “Back in line, Kiri. Zimmy! You’re up.”

Zimmy stepped forward, and said, “I cannot fight the horde. Please let me try against Zog.”

Draz frowned. “Sure. But that’s a failure, and you’re going against that horde today, or you’re out of the class.”

“Yes, drillmaster. Thank you, drillmaster.”

Draz turned to Sizzi. “Okay?”

Sizzi recalled her bunnies to her side. When they were all next to her and still, she sent out Zog, a translucent violet 12 foot tall crab-squid-centaur monster, to face Zimmy, a 5 foot 5 inch girl with large horns. Erick tried not to think about Zimmy being turned to paste.

Sizzy said, “Slow roll, Zog. Attack.”

Zimmy dashed to the side, avoiding a claw grab. Zog hopped around the small girl, 4 feet proving much faster than 2, but Zimmy dodged again, under the claw. She sliced upward, clipping into Zog’s torso. Her tiny dagger dug deep, but there was nothing vital to the construct; it whipped around like nothing happened, trying to grab Zimmy with its tentacle arm. Zimmy [Blink]ed directly onto the monster’s centaur-back, riding the monster like she was a cowgirl, her daggers—

She blinked 50 feet away, immediately, shouting, “Fuck!”

Draz yelled, “It’s a bad idea to jump on most monsters.”

Zimmy went to one knee, groaning. That’s when Erick realized something was wrong. Everyone else realized, too. Zog pulled back at Sizzi’s command. Zimmy fell to the sand. Erick almost ran to her, but Poi and Draz were faster. Poi already had the rod of [Treat Wounds] in his hand. 

But Draz got to Zimmy first. He flashed a deep purple magic into the teenager. She groaned, mumbling incoherent words. Draz said something to her as he helped Zimmy back to her feet. Blood covered Zimmy’s lower [Conjure Armor], like she had wrapped her legs around wet red paint.

What happened? 

Zimmy said more quiet things to Draz. Poi returned to Erick. Draz said quiet things to Zimmy.

And then Kiri gasped, in recognition.

Erick turned to her. “What happened?”

Draz said, “Anyone care to guess what that was?”

Kiri said, “Anti-melee [Reflection]!”

Sizzi smirked.

Erick wondered if that was impressive. It must have been, right? And was Zimmy really okay, now?

Lowhit said, “Damn. Now that’s impressive.”

Waelog asked, “That’s what I felt?”

“[Melee Reflection] is correct, Kiri!” Draz said, “You will meet many monsters in this world, and none of you are ready for the breadth or depth of what’s out there. Even with tricks and luck, pain comes.” He patted Zimmy on the back. “Best to be prepared with items and others to cover for your inadequacies before you set out into the world.”

Zimmy said, "Yes, sir. Sorry, sir."

Zimmy looked like someone had given her a bloody beating, but no one else seemed to care, now that she was walking around like nothing was wrong. Erick looked away from Zimmy. He needed to get used to this sort of thing; everyone else obviously was.

Draz shouted, "Start again! from the top!"

What? No. 

Erick said, “I want to try against the summons.”

Draz frowned. He sighed. He turned away, saying, “Fine.”

Erick walked into the arena space. Bunnies crowded around Sizzi, hopping back and forth over each other, while Zog stood at her side. She streamed mana into them, topping them all off. 

She curtsied. 

“Thank you for this opportunity, Sizzi. I didn’t know this spell was this good.”

Sizzi blushed dark purple. “Tha— Thank you, Archmage.”

Draz shouted, “Begin!”

The air around Erick shifted as he took control of his space with [Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura], just in time to meet the approaching bunnies. Seeing them bounce around all playful, like magenta fluffballs, was cute, but seeing them flip inside out, exposing tentacles and teeth and eyes, was exactly like seeing the violent drawings of a tormented child come to life. It was scary, but also heartbreaking. Erick did what he had to do, though. 

Erick flew backward, staying near the ground, not giving the not-bunnies a chance to surround him; he had seen how poorly that went for Lowhit, and Waelog. Those two had tried to gather them in front of them like this, but only Kiri, and now Erick, succeeded. The bunnies came at him one at a time, and Erick prepared to… 

… to rip them apart… 

Aww. Poor bunnies.

Erick grabbed the first bunny and tore it apart with quick telekinetic slices and yanks. The next one leapt into his aura and found itself immediately dismembered and sliced in half. A few more leapt at him, tentacles snapping, teeth gnashing, but Erick kept them away with gentle brushes from his aura, managing the horde as he saw fit. There were only 40 bunnies after all...

There were only 40 bunnies. 

Erick had a thought. He stopped running. He simply grabbed every bunny and held them away from himself, with five hands or ten, it didn’t really matter. There were more than enough hands to lighten the workload. He had control of the situation, and control of every whipping tentacle and gnashing set of jaws, as well. Erick set down on the ground, the bunnies and their tentacles still trying to reach him, but Erick held firm.

Erick said, “Okay. We can just… ignore these guys, then? Sizzi?”

Sizzi cordially nodded. “Bunnies, retreat. You’ve done more than enough, thank you.”

The bunnies stopped struggling and folded back around to their warm and fuzzy sides. Erick set them down one at a time. They hopped and flew back toward Sizzi, as Erick turned to face Zog.

Zog was different than the bunnies.

If Erick was a guessing man, he would think of Zog as the creation of a learned woman, trying to make up for all the inadequacies she had seen over her lifetime. The claw was a nice touch, but it seemed to serve as a distraction from the tentacles, which were likely the real problem, as Erick had just demonstrated with his own ‘tentacles’. 

So Erick asked, “Do the tentacles extend?”

Sizzi nodded. “Yes, Archmage.” 

Zog’s tentacles extended to what might have been their full length: 20 feet. Zog was suddenly more squid than crab or centaur. 

“And the tail looks rather wicked, too.”

Sizzi nodded. Zog flicked his tail like a whip and carved a 10 foot long, three foot deep trench, within tentacle reach of him. 

Sizzi says, “Zog’s tail was very helpful against Waelog.”

“That’s what hit me!?” shouted the orcol.

Erick said, “I can pretty confidently say that I have no way to deal with that, aside from running and throwing lightning, so my choice in a battle like this would be to run.” He added, “But… I gotta try, so. Let’s try.”

Sizzi went slow.

If she had gone fast, Erick would never have stood a chance. The first attack came from the tail, at what must have been quarter strength and speed; Erick saw it coming, thanks to [Swift Movement], but still, his Handy Aura wasn’t strong enough. The tail carved through a hundred telekinetic arms before Erick caught the whip and severed the bladed part.

The second attack was a charge, with the twenty-foot tentacles leading the way. If Sizzi had attacked with her full force, Erick would have lost, but because the tentacles only came in at half speed, and because he was using [Swift Movement], he caught them and broke them all.

Flying above the monster now, and with no way for Zog to attack him, Erick severed both of its arms at the shoulders, ending the fight.

Erick floated away, saying, “If this wasn’t a training scenario, you would have won, Sizzi. Your monster is really good.”

No one said a word.

Erick looked around. Kiri, Zimmy, Waelog, Lowhit, and even Draz, were silent. Kiri was smiling, though. Sizzi was tending to Zog, gently pouring mana into the monster’s violet body like she was caring for a hurt animal, regrowing his not-flesh, treating him like a wounded animal. Which was probably how Sizzi thought of the skill. Poi was simply beaming pride.

These reactions were strange, though. He clearly lost, right?

Erick asked, “What did that look like to you? Because Sizzi pulled all of her attacks.” He looked at Sizzi. “You pulled your attacks, right?”

Sizzi turned to him, smiling, saying, “Zog was limited to about half power, which is as much as I used against anyone else. According to arena rules, you won that fight, fair and square. I could have given them different skills, but that wouldn’t have been good remedial training.” She turned back to her monster, whispering, “You did really good, Zog. Good boy, yes you are. You’re a good boy.”

The monster seemed to smile, as much as a massive jawed, demon-beast of a chimeric creature could smile.

Draz spoke up, “You still failed, though, Erick! Obviously! Still weeks of learning left to learn.”

Erick smiled. “I’ll do better next time, sir.”

“SEE THAT YOU DO!” Draz cleared his throat. “Uh. Archmage.”

 

- - - -

 

Everyone did a lot better the second time, including Erick. [Swift Movement] was crucial for all fighting scenarios. In retrospect, this fact was obvious. Moving faster made everyone else slow down, and slower things were easy to deal with, duh. When they broke for a rest on benches of stone Erick [Stoneshape]d from the ground, Erick learned something else interesting.

“You’re a Scion of Focus, too?” 

Sizzi said, “Yes, Archmage. I fell in love with [Conjure Force Elemental] before I matriculated, and the only way to make it work right was to have an endless supply of mana.”

“Ah. That would explain why I haven’t seen other people use the skill. People don’t like Scion of Focus for some reason.” Erick almost asked her about her thoughts regarding Willpower versus Focus, but he wanted to stay on topic. “So how does this skill work, anyway?”

Sizzi frowned. “Most mages use their little guys to trigger traps. Or even worse, as extra bodies on the field, just to tie up the monsters long enough to gather them all in one spot, and then fireball them all.”

“Are your constructs conscious?”

Sizzi stared out across the sands, across the crystal agave horizon. Wind blew across the land, causing the nearby agaves to tinkle and chime in the breeze. Eventually, Sizzi said, “No. They’re not conscious. I wish they were, but they’re not.”

Erick smiled softly. “Ah.” Then he added, “It would be hard for me to send childhood friends against monsters, too, even if they were imaginary. But people aren’t immortal like the mana ocean; maybe the same particles have been through your summons more than once.”

Sizzi paled, then relaxed, then tried not to smile as she sighed.

Draz shouted, “Break time is over!” Then he spoke to Sizzi, “Can you do two more rounds?”

She shook her head. “Sorry, Draz. I only have time for one more.”

“That’s fine. Thanks for coming.” He shouted at Waelog, “You’re up!”

When it was Erick’s turn, he utterly demolished every bunny and dismembered Zog, but stopped before he took Zog’s head. [Swift Movement] was truly crucial for keeping himself ahead of Sizzi’s monsters.

 

- - - -

 

After Sizzi went back to town, Draz returned the class back to the sandy arena in the Adventurer’s District, where Erick proceeded to get his face smushed into the sand, quite a lot.

But he might have been getting better. He felt more comfortable using [Swift Movement], even with the constant HP drain the skill demanded.

When the class was over for the day, Erick’s day still wasn’t over. 

Erick and Poi [Teleport]ed out into the Crystal Forest, 800 kilometers north-northwest of Spur. It was time to finish off a skill, and build another one. After Meditation revealed no eyes, and a high flight into the sky revealed no people, as far as Erick or Poi could see, Erick began.

Shaped X [Withering].

A slime [Withering] fell to the ground, and expanded to the north, rolling over everything and killing dozens of mimics as it flowed.

Five minutes later, another slime [Withering] flowed south, killing dozens more mimics, and Erick got one more notification.

 




	
Withering Level up!








 




	
Withering X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 

Erick was pretty comfortable with the skill now, but there were two more steps to take. After seven minutes of Meditation and a flight dozens of kilometers to the east —flying was such a great part about life on Veird— Erick was ready for the first hurdle. 

Shaped X [Withering].

As the near-invisible spell dropped to the sands below like a god dumping a bucket of heavy air, another notification appeared.

 




	
Withering Slime, 10 minutes, super long range, 1000 MP.

Unleash a super large wave of semi-sentient magic that searches for monsters and purges them of all water, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 

Erick set down on the sands below, next to the dried out sapphire corpse of a crystal mimic. He Handy Aura’d the largest block of blue not-stone apart, then plucked the glittering rad out from the center. He put it in a pocket, then did something slightly new.

Aurify.

[Withering Slime].

The manasphere seemed to realign in some fundamental way around Erick, as a notification appeared.

And the sky rumbled from horizon to horizon.

 




	
Domain of the Withering Slime, 2 MP per second, aura, super long range 

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.








 

“Okay!” Erick yelled, as the sky opened up, though it was already a perfectly clear day. “That’s different! But I like it!”

Something vast and near-invisible reached down from the cloudless sky, like a gentle pseudopod, like a giant, silent friend, expanding, expanding. Poi yelled something, but Erick couldn’t hear; he was too focused on the vastness rushing down from on high. It wasn’t really there, but it made a noise like the loudest rainstorm Erick had ever heard. 

The empty sky seemed to reach for Veird; for Erick. Erick lifted his hands to the magic, and the magic responded like an invitation granted. An ocean of otherworldly warmth flowed down and through him as it rushed across the sands of the Crystal Forest. White light glowed in the air five feet away from him, coalescing in an amorphous blob. The light flexed, and suddenly Erick was the center of a pale white orb, the center of a twisting intangible sea of mana. Erick was the core of the largest slime Veird had ever seen.

Mimic death notifications pinged.

Poi sent Erick, ‘Are you okay, sir?’

Erick looked around. Poi was gone. ‘Of course I’m okay! Where are you?’

‘I am about four hundred meters up and away from you, because you’re currently in the middle of a very, very large monster.’

Erick laughed. ‘It’s my aura! It’s not a monster! Though the spell description might beg to differ. Does it look like a monster?’ Erick spoke to his spell, “Are you a monster? No you’re not!”

The spell did not respond, which was okay, but kinda disappointing.

Erick sent, ‘Touch it? It shouldn’t hurt you.’

Poi sent, ‘Uhh… That seems like a bad idea.’

‘Oh nooOO!’ Erick mocked, ‘I see some assassins out here!’

Poi spoke right beside Erick, “That’s not funny.”

Erick yelped, quickly stepping to the side. He turned to Poi, who was standing in the glowing white ‘core’ of the Withering Slime, looking rather perturbed. Erick frowned; Poi frowned right back. 

“Thank you for showing up in my hour of need. You’re my hero.”

Poi sighed, then turned to the pale white sphere. It was almost completely translucent, but it was still certainly there. Poi touched the edge of the white sphere. Nothing happened. Poi stepped completely out of the white sphere, into the 'goo' of the Withering Slime. Still, nothing happened. 

Poi dropped a shimmering blue [Weather Ward] where he stood. Erick could only tell it was a [Weather Ward] because the Withering Slime expanded away from that space. Poi’s skin stopped shimmering; he must have been wearing a [Weather Ward], too. Poi reached for the edge of his [Ward]…

He paused.

Erick said, “Just touch it!”

Poi stuck his hand beyond his [Ward], into the Withering Slime. 

Nothing happened. 

Poi sighed in relief. “Mind if I look at the spell?”

Erick handed him the box for [Domain of the Withering Slime].

Poi’s eyes went wide. He dismissed the box. “Are you near Aurify 3, yet?”

 




	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 728,109/1,000,000








 

“Not quite yet.” Erick said, “I still got a ways to go.”

Mimic death notifications flicked across Erick’s vision.

Erick looked out across the Crystal Forest. “The range on this thing is pretty huge, isn’t it?”

Poi said, “If you saw it from the air, you would not be so comfortable at its core.”

Erick looked around. “Is it actually a slime core?”

“It certainly looks like one, but it’s obviously not.” Poi added, “… Probably.”

Notifications still rolled in. 

Erick wondered how far his Domain actually reached.

… Notifications still rolled in. 

Hmmm…

Erick waited till the notifications slowed, one every ten seconds, then he turned off his aura. Erick watched as thickened air turned thin, the white ‘core’ around him unlayering, like ash drifting into the sky, peeling away with the wind, rejoining the manasphere.

Erick said, “That was all quite impressive. But! It's time to go home...” He looked at his notifications. “… And deal with all these.” 

With a blip of white, Erick [Teleport]ed both Poi and himself back to Spur.

 

- - - -

 

When Erick called down the Withering Slime to Veird, he killed every single mature crystal mimic in 10 kilometers. He didn’t see what came after he left, though the crystal mimic life cycle had come up twice now during his nightly telepathic conversations with Jane; he knew what would happen in the space he had cleared.

Over the following hours and days, juvenile mimics slithered out of their hiding spots in the real agaves, to soak up the mana in the air that the dead adults could not, to crystallize a rad from their own dust supplies, and from the mana in the air; to grow. Many matured faster than their counterparts, and thus dominated the absorption of resources in their area. When one of those fresh adults found a dried out mimic corpse, since it was organic and not an agave, they ate it and the rad inside, like beef jerky spiced with rock candy. Those who ate the rads instantly bounced from level 30, to 31; they didn’t have to wait to grow their power on their own. 

And thus the cycle of life in the Crystal Forest continued, barely interrupted. 

 

            


042


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    the spoiler is his Status



                

                Erick went over his Status. He had leveled twice after killing over 350 crystal mimics, every one of them for 95% Participation.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 38, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 3,575,676,381/6,324,598,600

Class: 6/6

Points: 10





	
HP


	
600/600


	
600





	
MP


	
750/750


	
6000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
25


	
+0


	
[25]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!











Spoiler


































	
Scion of Focus

Multiply your base MP regen by 4

Immune to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: 50 Focus








 




	
Strong X

Multiply your base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 




	
Enduring X

Multiply your base HP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Vitality








 




	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 728,109/1,000,000








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 








 




	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.








 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 mana.

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 




	
Force Beam X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 50 + 2x WIL for 10 seconds.








 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 




	
Billiard Ball Aura, short range, 5 MP per second

Crashing balls of mana bounce erratically, inflicting 25 + WIL damage per hit.








 




	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 








 




	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in an area equal to spell level in meters.








 




	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 




	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 




	
Stillness 2, instant, 1 hour per level, super long range, 250 mana.

Drop all <sound> to the level of a <speaking voice> in a super large area for 1 hour.

Exp: 150/200








 

Particle Mage:

 




	
Call Lightning X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Exalted Storm Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Withering X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Withering Slime, 10 minutes, super long range, 1000 MP.

Unleash a super large wave of semi-sentient magic that searches for monsters and purges them of all water, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Domain of the Withering Slime, 2 MP per second, aura, super long range 

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Particle Mage

Your ability to unlock new Particle spells is greatly increased.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Your ability to affect the Particle spells of others is greatly increased.

Your own Particle spells are less affected by the abilities of non Particle Mages

Your Particle spells deal more damage

You take less damage from Particle spells.

<I gave you most of the Force Mage skillset except with a few additions and subtractions and relevant changes. You’ve also gotten the Class unlocked at max level, because I need to see how this all works out. This is all subject to change. ~Rozeta>








 

















There were quite a lot of boxes.

Erick focused on the 10 points, and thought about where to put them. His mana costs were going up, a lot. The only reason he was able to cast [Withering Slime] was because Clarity dropped that cost to 500. This is what most mages saw when they looked at their status, wasn’t it? Not the need to sustain a spell for a long time, but the need to be able to cast a spell at all. 

He put five points in Willpower, bringing his base mana up to 900, and kept five points in reserve.

Tomorrow he would go to Draz’s class for a few hours, then he would need to excuse himself to go to the farms for two hours, then it was back to class. Draz might not approve, and Erick didn’t want to force the issue, but if he had to, he’d just walk out. Which would be a shame. For as much as everyone else seemed to hate their time hitting each other with sticks, or getting called a failure, Erick felt he was learning a lot. If nothing else, he was learning how to take a hit and get back up.

… As long as that hit wasn’t too hard.

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, as the sun rose above the walls of Spur, there was an unexpected occurrence at Draz’s recertification class. Kiri wasn’t there. Erick needed to spar with someone else. The problem was…

Draz said, “This is ridiculous. One of you has to stand up and put this archmage into the dirt.”

“Nope,” said Lowhit.

“Not happening,” said Waelog.

“Sorry!” said Zimmy. 

“Did Kiri quit?” Erick asked. “I liked her.”

That must have struck a nerve, because Draz’s words were unusually hateful, “She just takes days off sometimes, like the rest of you fuckups.”

Erick started, “You know, you’re—”

“A terrible instructor!” Draz shouted, “Fuck it! Fuck you, Archmage! I quit, too.”

And then he walked out of the room—

He got to the archway leading into the arena, when Mog appeared on the other side. Mog frowned at him.

Mog said, “Yes. I’m keeping an eye on this place.” Then she said to Draz. “You’re not done.”

“I hate that you’re watching me, Mog! Do you think I’d do something to him? Why!” 

Mog said, “Of course not. I was watching because… Well because I can! It’s my guild!”

Draz said, “I can’t do this anymore. Fire me if you want, or not. I'm not teaching this class any more.”

“I’m not firing you, and you’re not quitting. You love your job! Can’t you handle him? He’s perfectly compliant. He’s learning from you, too.”

Draz pointed at Erick. “No one wants to fight with him besides that one crazy girl and he’s driven everyone away. I should have 20 people in this class. Zimmy is only here because she utterly has to pass. Waelog and Lowhit are here for more or less the same reasons.”

Mog spoke up to Erick, and the other students, “You’re dismissed, but we’re still on for tomorrow.” She looked to Erick. “Sorry. You’ve passed and can’t come to class anymore. Come talk to me later, okay?” She put a hand on Draz’s shoulder, guiding him away, “Let’s start the day drinking, Draz. Talk to me? Tell me what’s...” She walked out of sight, her voice fading into the halls of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse.

Several moments passed.

Erick said, “Well damn! Sorry, guys. I guess this is my fault.”

Waelog grunted, “I got shit to do. See the rest of you chumps tomorrow.” She nodded to Erick. “Archmage.”

Lowhit left along with Zimmy; neither of them saying anything.

Erick frowned at the empty sands of the arena.

“Thus ends basic training.” Erick turned to Poi and sighed. “Got any ideas for better training?”

Poi frowned, just a little. Erick waited. 

Poi said, “Would you like to see exactly what threats have been prevented, so you are able to see where your defenses are lacking? Guardmaster Merit has a running list of the larger threats.”

Erick froze. He breathed out. He forced himself to relax. He said, “Su— Sure! Sounds like a good idea, Poi.” He quickly added, “How bad is it?”

Poi said, “Personally, I have prevented 2 casual muggings, 1 mugging that was a genuine attempt on your life, and about 8 home invasions committed by idiot adventurers without any ties we could find to any established powers. Teressa has done about the same. Rats is rats.”

“Oh.” Erick was more than a little stunned by all that. “Okay.”

“Would you like to see Merit? We can discuss the rest under some anti-observation [Ward]s.”

“That would be the responsible thing to do, yes.” Erick said, “Let’s go see Merit.”

 

- - - -

 

Merit, the orangescale tough-woman Guardmaster of Spur, sat behind her solid stone desk, in her castle keep of an office. She waited for Erick to finish reading, a small smile on her lips.

Erick read the list she had given him over again, making sure he understood it all.

 




	
Plot


	
Desired result


	
Outcome





	
Master assassin from the Green Circle, Greensoil Republic, parasites in food, extremely high threat


	
Death


	
Assassin executed, apprentice sent away





	
Mages from Wasteland Kingdoms, pushy, low threat


	
Theft of property/ideas


	
Shooed away





	
Warriors from Wasteland Kingdoms, violent, high threat


	
Theft of property/ideas


	
Two executions, three dismemberments





	
Common Mages from Greensoil Republic, Blueberry, no threat, but there were 15 of them.


	
Theft of property/ideas


	
Shooed away





	
Archmages from Greensoil Republic, Tower Academy, extremely high possible threat, but no overt actions taken


	
Theft of property/ideas


	
Unresolved





	
Clerics of Atunir from Greensoil Republic, high possible threat, but not a real threat


	
Theft of property/ideas


	
Erick gives away his plants





	
Knife guy from Kal’Duresh, no threat


	
Death


	
Sent packing





	
Big business from Portal, wants Erick to move there, medium threat


	
Coercion 


	
Unresolved





	
Big business from Kendry, wants Erick to move there, medium threat


	
Coercion 


	
Unresolved








 

Merit said, “Your face seems to be saying that you see this as a problem; that you see yourself as a problem. Am I reading that correctly, Erick?”

Erick slapped the paper down on her desk. “Yes! What the hell! This is crazy! Death and coercion! Parasites?! What’s this about parasites?! Does [Cleanse] not work— Of course [Cleanse] doesn’t work on parasites. Fuck!”

Merit smirked, saying, “We have crazy powerful adventurers come through Spur all the time. If we couldn’t defend against these minor threats, then we don’t deserve to call ourselves guards.” She lost her smile. “Those spiders, though. That was rough. I’d like to say that there was some inadequacies we could fix, but the simple truth is that they entered and exited Spur in less than 10 minutes. It’s hard to defend against attacks like that and the Shades have been working against us for hundreds of years. All the people you see on that list, though? The only one that almost got through was the assassin, but Jane saw the strangeness in your foods and that whole situation sort of gained momentum very fast. We had that guy's head in under twenty minutes.”

“… Jane saw...” Erick’s voice failed him.

“Have you tried learning a solid [Ward] yet?” Merit asked. “Anti-teleporation [Ward]s are a double edged sword, but something you might consider researching. Defense of people or places is such a dense topic; we could spend months discussing all the necessary spells or enchantments to secure a home. You can never have enough defenses.” She said, “As far as personal defenses: I’ve heard about your Handy Aura; that’s rather good of a start. Someone could shut you down with a large and powerful enough [Dispelling Aura], though they’d have to eat through all the magical effects on you, too, so with a large enough [Personal Ward] on yourself, dispelling your Handy Aura would be kinda difficult. That’s a whole other conversation, though. We’d have to talk about direct layering of magic and a whole host of other topics. An edge case, for sure. Most assassins would just try to kill you when you were unaware and unprepared; some 2500 point critical attack. No need to bother with dispelling.”

Erick went silent.

Merit smiled. “Am I going too fast for you?”

Erick went back to the paper. “What’s this coercion about? From Portal and Kendry?”

“Bribes with money and status and blah blah blah blah.” Merit said, “All rather standard business stuff. Rather boring. They want you to move to their cities, to either destroy Spur’s new prosperity, or to make themselves prosperous. Probably a mix of both.”

“And all this theft?”

“You don’t write anything down!” Merit laughed. “That’s the best part. They try to steal stuff that isn’t there. It’s hilarious, really.” She added, “Oh. But some clippings of your plants are missing. We’re good at defending a target, but not that good. Fast attacks on a non-primary target, and all that. And your plants are right out there in the open. And you give them away, too. So. We stopped trying to defend those days ago. Usually we wouldn’t stop; the principle of the thing, you know? But resources and patience are not unlimited. We just try to catch them after they’re done, now, which is easy enough. Then we beat ‘em up a bit or whatever the situation warrants.”

“… and the executions?”

“The Northern Wasteland Kingdoms Warriors. They’re the most violent of the bunch, too. They were going to kidnap you and torture you for information. So yeah. Execution for two. Dismemberment and banishment for the other three. They cooould talk to a priest back home to grow those arms back. But!” She sarcastically said, “Oh wait! They can’t because they don’t like the Script! Sucks to be those assholes.” She laughed. 

“… and this Tower Academy… stuff? Unresolved?”

Merit exclaimed, “As far as we could tell, your sparring friend, Kiri Flamecrash, is not a real spy. Color me surprised! I lost a bet, with that one.” She explained, “But Kiri does have ties to Tower Academy, and somehow, some way, Tower Academy got notice that Kiri, one of their failed graduates, was sparring with the creator of Particle Magic. Long story to relevant information: Tower Academy wants Kiri to grill you for all the information you have; she doesn’t want to. They never graduated her for some reason, politics, as far as I could gather, but they’re willing to graduate her with top honors if she performs to their specifications.”

“… Is she in trouble?”

“And you still think of others before yourself.” Merit smiled. “It’s a great attitude to have and I would applaud you for it, if you weren’t the focus of everyone’s attention. Shouldn’t you be concentrating more on the fact that aaaall these people want something that you cannot, or should not, give them?”

“Can you give me a basic run down of the situation, and tell me where Kiri is right now? I’d like to solve this problem, both from my end, and her end.”

Merit leaned back in her chair, smiling. She said, “It’s like this…”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood in front of an apartment building on the lower east side of Spur, several streets removed from the main thoroughfares of the city. Erick wasn’t alone on the street —Poi was there, as always— but Erick was the only one standing in the middle of the mostly-empty road, looking at the apartment building, deciding how he wanted to do this. The four-story multi-apartment buildings here were built in the solid stone style prevalent throughout most of Spur, meant to support people who were staying in Spur for months or more, as opposed to the day and weekly rentals of the hotels that surrounded most of the Adventurer’s District. There were also quite a few eateries and restaurants around here, and though Erick smelled fries nearby, he didn’t come here to explore a new part of Spur. He came here to talk to Kiri. 

He didn’t know where to start, though, and there was the problem of the ambush waiting for him on the second floor.

So it was very convenient that Kiri walked out of the front archway of her apartment building. 

Probably too convenient, but it jived with what Merit had told Erick.

Kiri stopped. She stared at Erick. She was wearing her normal adventuring gear, with most of it cloth and some of it leather, tied over that cloth. She looked nervous, like someone was after her. According to Merit, Erick’s guess was not far from the truth.

Erick said, “Hello, Kiri Flamecrash. It’s my understanding that you’re in some trouble right now. I would like to offer my assistance.”

Kiri almost broke into a smile and started to say something, but her words cut. She seemed to curl in on herself. Tears edged her vision. She turned away. She rushed back into her the apartment building.

“Well I’m not following her, so that’s that,” Erick turned to the various [Scry] eyes on the street. He pointed over to the eatery that smelled like fries. “I am going in there, for about an hour. Come talk to me. I don’t bite.” He walked over to the eatery and went inside. 

He had brunch. It was pretty good. The place sliced their fries into discs and served them topped with meat, gravy, and cheese; almost like poutine. Several [Scry] orbs flitted about here and there during the meal, but no people walked in; no one joined Erick for brunch. Erick was the only patron in the restaurant, which seemed to be more than enough for the proprietors of the establishment. The husband and wife, the Cook and the Face, fussed over Erick’s dining experience, making sure he had plenty of water and large portions and even a few of their dessert items that they’d been working on, for free. Erick was still going to pay for the meal and extras, of course, but they insisted on showing off their potato items, and Erick let them. Poi even had some food, too, which was nice.

At the end of an hour and a half, Erick paid 15 gold for the meal and the service, which was 3 times the actual cost of his dining experience. He even fixed up some of their stone tables and wooden chairs, then leveled the stone floor at their request. 

And then he was back out on the street, in front of Kiri’s apartment. 

He started popping [Scry] orbs, and then completely avoided the front door to the apartments by flying up to the third floor balcony of Kiri’s apartment building. Poi followed. Erick landed on the balcony, and knocked on the glass sliding door. Kiri was on her bed, crying, but at Erick’s knock and sudden appearance, she launched to her feet, prepared for anything. Erick smiled. He had seen Kiri with this sudden determination in her eyes many times before; whenever he managed to knock her to the arena sands, in fact. He didn't win their spars often, but it did happen.

Kiri walked over to the glass door and opened it up, saying, “So you know.”

“Not all, but most. Is your family safe?”

Kiri cry-laughed, “Not all, but most!”

“Where are they?”

This time, Kiri laughed without crying. “They’re not going to show now that you’ve avoided their main trap downstairs. You’re the only archmage I’ve ever seen so willing to put yourself out there. I suppose that makes sense, since you’re not really an archmage.”

Erick smiled. “But the title does help.”

The air glittered teal—

Kiri looked toward the glitter, disbelieving. “Or maybe they will show. Huh.”

Erick knew this spell. He had seen it before when the Headmaster spoke to him.

—teal light resolved into a viewing pane. On the other side was an older man with long, dark hair and pale white skin, wearing a grey robe and holding a straight wooden staff, standing in a grey stone room. A clear, two foot diameter orb was at the bottom of the viewing pane, hiding some of the man.

Utter disgust and contempt filled Kiri’s greenscale visage. She didn’t look like she could speak without saying something angry and hateful. She kept her mouth shut.

Erick said, “Hello, stranger.”

“I am Archmage Quel, Master of the Tower. Simply put, we need you to give another lecture at the Tower, regarding any topics at all you chose to discuss. For your time, we will provide ample monetary compensation, as well as the best accommodations in the world. The Tower does not lack for money, or power, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick instantly answered, "Thank you for your generosity, but I will have to pass. I will not be doing any more lectures, for you, or anyone else. Not only do I already have responsibilities here, but you have your hints; the rest will come with exploration and experimentation.” 

“Is this offer the same for everyone?”

“Yes.”

“Is there a way to change your mind?”

“No peaceful ways, and I would prefer to remain peaceful.”

“We would prefer this to remain peaceful as well.” Quel said, “But we do have agents with which to dispense violence. What if we were to provide assistance against a mutual enemy? Would this change your mind?”

Erick almost flew off the handle, but he reoriented. Quel seemed desperate, and trying not to show that desperation. He spoke eloquently, and calmly, but exceedingly direct. Kiri was better at sussing out secrets than this man, and this man was the one who was talking to him? Either he really was high up, and truly desperate. Or… Erick didn’t know what the other options would be. Too many to even guess at, for sure.

Erick was probably way out of his depth; all this man did was a calculated act. But of the names Merit had given Erick of the people in town who were forcing Kiri’s hand, none of them were Archmage Quel, Master of the Tower.

Erick asked, “Aren’t the Shades your enemies, too?”

“No.” Quel said, “Simply put, your monsters are in the middle of a distant part of the world, surrounded by uninhabitable land, where adventurers play enough games of life and death with the Dark Dragon’s head priests that they have no reason to seek out more entertainment.” Quel seemed to break a bit, like his patience was gone. He said, “And we have enough problems in our own over here. It’s wyrm season and the Dead Lords are using new Particle spells to annihilate villages and animate armies from the fallen. They have rolled across Odaali as of two hours ago and now threaten the Central Kingdoms.” 

Erick was completely out of his depth. He usually was, and he usually knew that he was, but this was something else entirely. Dead Lords? Worm season? Particle magics turned upon people?

Quel spoke, “Archmage Flatt. This is not me asking for power for power’s sake, but to overcome new spells that we have seen on the battlefield. New spells which have just killed a Kingdom City in a matter of hours.”

He looked to Kiri. 

Kiri’s green scaled face was a shade lighter; sea foam green. She spat, “Odaali could never fall!”

“Shut up, girl. This is a conversation between Archmages.”

Kiri went silent, anger writ large across her face.

Erick looked to Poi.

Poi said, “Sources say this could be true. We already knew about some new trouble with the Dead Lords, but for one of their major cities to fall since this morning seems a bit of a stretch. Wait…” Poi blanched. “It might be true— Yes. Odaali has fallen. People are still evacuating. The dead are rising and killing those who still remain.”

Kiri gasped.

Quel declared, “I would not lie about the deaths of three hundred thousand people.”

Erick succeeded in holding himself together, mainly because he had never heard of Odaali or the Dead Lords and their undead hordes; this was like hearing about war crimes in another part of the world. Heartbreaking, but hard to fathom, hard to consider real.

Erick turned to Quel. “I would like to help in this specific scenario. Please explain what you were trying to accomplish with Kiri, and then explain your problem with these Dead Lords. And if you’re lying and this is some sort of elaborate ruse—”

“I am not lying. The original plan was for Kiri to coerce information however she could, and then we would grant her her diploma and Tower Certification. There were threats made about her family, but they were false; the only damage done would have been financial.” 

Quel waited. He was looking at Kiri.

Erick turned to Kiri. 

Kiri said, “Yes. I… I was a spy. I’m sorry, Erick.”

“That’s not what I’m looking at you for. Do you believe him?” 

Kiri paused. She looked up at Quel. Quel, for his part, didn’t look mollified or chastised or anything; he was secure in the fact that he believed he was working for the greater good. Which, if what he was saying was true, then he was working for the greater good.

Kiri said, “I believe him about Odaali.”

Erick turned to Quel. “So about these Lords and their new spell?”

“It was some sort of invisible, scentless atmospheric spell. Two days ago, people were dying in cellars and no one knew why. This morning, the main attack started and ended in a matter of three hours. An entire city choked in the open air. Thousands of HP and personal [Ward]s ripped away in a matter of seconds. Healing did nothing. Dispelling did nothing. Many people realized it was a ‘dead air’ attack, and were smart enough to use [Cleanse], but it only worked as an aura. The Dead Lords figured out a way to produce dead air on a level never before seen, and a Kingdom City died for it. It has to be a particle spell.” Quel said, “This is your fault, Archmage. Help us fix this before another city falls.”

Erick was not ready for something like this to be laid at his feet, as his fault. But he would try to help, anyway. Erick had a suspicion about what had happened, but he had to be sure before he gave away another secret, especially one that lent so well to a different sort of city killing; one that involved oxygen and lots and lots of fire. 

“What is ‘dead air’ to you?”

Quel answered, “The air you breath out. You have absorbed all life from it and thus what comes out is dead air. Dead air has been a goal of the Halls of the Dead for a long time, because it kills so well. They’ve never been able to accomplish this goal until Particle Magic came into being.”

“And you’re sure they used dead air? They didn’t lace the air with something toxic?”

Quell looked off screen. He turned back to Erick. “There are so many various delicate plants all around the city in hot houses and private gardens that widespread toxicity would have killed something. We know how dead air kills, because people encounter it in the Underworld now and then. This was for sure a dead air attack. They found a way to create it on demand.”

“Was Odaali in a valley?”

Quel’s face turned a shade of red. “Was! Was!” He calmed. “No. Odaali was not in a valley.”

Exasperated, Erick asked, “What do you want me to do, Quel? I know nothing of undead! I don’t know how to help you with that.”

“Give me something! Anything!”

“Okay. This is off the top of my head. Cities in valleys are vulnerable to this sort of attack, because dead air is heavier than normal air. Watch out for cities in valleys going forward.” Erick paused. He said, “Wait! They must have used the city walls against the city. Does Odaali have high city walls?”

“Yes.” Quel blanched. “Some of the largest and most beautiful walls in the Republic.”

Erick said, “Particle spells don’t move past [Ward]s, so watch out for someone putting up [Weather Ward]s on the openings to your city walls to create an artificial low spot. I have no idea how they managed to make this work on an entire city, all at once. As far as I know I’m the only one who has been able to make a SLR Particle spell. Have you heard different?”

Quel looked to the side, then back at Erick. “No other spells larger than Medium sized have been created. Everything Large and above seems locked behind Particle Mage.” He said, “This is helpful, please continue. Theorize, if you must.”

Erick said, “If this truly was a dead air attack, then they would have had to build and maintain the dead air over several days, or… I’m not sure. Somewhere nearby there had to have been a… An opening to the Underworld, or maybe an underground… somewhere they could store a city’s worth of dead air, to be released all at once, and then there would have to be a path to the city… which would be easy enough to achieve with some clever wardwork. They would need to have enough dead air to fill the city 2 to 3 times over, just to account for the wind pushing away the top layer of dead air. Was there any wind there, today?”

Quel frowned. “There was not. Today was unusually still. And the Underworld in Odaali were sealed many centuries ago. If they were using some sort of underground base, someone would have known. This is helpful, but I think it is a dead end.”

Erick thought.

“Plants can be magical, right?”

Quel frowned. “No. They can be monstrous, which is slightly different from what I think you’re thinking, but we would have seen those because monstrous plants..." Quel went silent. He frowned. He asked, "Why plants?”

Erick said, “It could be possible that they adjusted a plant to produce the dead air. Something innocuous and widespread, that would eat up all the good air and give off dead air. They could have planted it in lots of places, and then kept it alive with [Growth Aura]s, or something. When you explore the city, or… Sorry. Can’t do that. Undead hordes, right. When you think they might attack somewhere else, if you have a natural flame burning and the flame goes out, you’ll know you’re under dead air. But, you probably already know that if you know about pockets of this stuff in the Underworld. Smaller animals will die first— There weren’t any other animals left alive in Odaali, were there?”

Quel looked to the side. He looked back to Erick. “We cannot check for sure, but some of the survivors who have Underworld experience managed to survive this attack and save others, and some report that their cats or their birds died first… Yes. One woman says she knew something was wrong when her birds died first, and it reminded her of her time in the Underworld. Exactly like that. No strange smells. No visible change in the air.”

“Can I speak to a survivor?”

“Yes. Hold on.”

Seconds passed. Something was happening on Quel’s end of the viewing screen.

A grey metal human-shaped wrought was guided into view by a human woman, gently holding the wrought’s hand. The wrought was human-shaped in only the most general way; he was blobby around the edges, his hands were not fully formed. Quel took one step to the left, as the wrought was positioned on the right. The woman whispered to the wrought. 

The wrought looked around the room. He gurgled, “Hello? Who are you?”

The wrought was obviously deeply broken.

His minder said, “Listen, Vin, this man will ask you some questions, okay? Try to answer them.”

“I don’t think I can be Vin anymore.” The wrought turned away from the woman. “Vin is gone.”

“Vin is here for a while longer.” The woman held Vin’s forearm tight as a tear rolled down her face. “Please.”

The grey man stiffened a bit, his edges came together. He turned to Erick, and asked, “What do you want, Archmage?”

Erick tried to make this fast, “Where were you when the attack began?”

The wrought drooped, saying, “Everyone was talking about how people down in cellars kept turning up mysteriously dead, no wounds, no poisons… So I was tasked with grabbing the kegs from storage in the cellar. The sun had yet to rise. We were about to open shop. I heard a thump upstairs. Then a scream. But not very loud. When I got up there… They were dead. I went out on the streets and the fishmonger was dead. Someone upstairs screamed. But… Then they were dead, too. The people in the towers lasted the longest, I think. They were throwing fireballs out against… someone… But the fireballs faded before they could hit... the skeletal...” The man looked around the room; his face was melting. He asked the woman holding his arm, “Who are you?”

Erick said, “That’s enough.”

The woman, now openly weeping, took the wrought away.

Erick said, “Most plants naturally turn dead air into live air. But at night some of them go the other way, turning live air into dead air. That’s why my first thought was to check the plants in Odaali. Some of them might be monstrous, or maybe they’ve been super charged with [Grow]. I don’t really know enough to speculate more on that matter.”

“We can’t check because of the necromancers—” Quel paused.

Erick waited. 

Quel said, “We’re getting confirmation of a Kill and Exterminate Quest from Atunir among some of the survivors of the attack. The plant is called Daydropper. You might get a notification—”

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Atunir has identified a global danger to Veird!

Kill and Exterminate! 

Arrox Geller of the Halls of the Dead, 

Parox Geller of the Halls of the Dead, 

Denutha Odaari of the Halls of the Dead, 

and their creation: 

the monstrous Daydropper Vine.

Fully grown, the Daydropper transforms living air into dead air at an unprecedented rate.

Reward: 10 ability points, to each of the 1000 people who most contribute to completion of this Quest!








 

Quel waited while Erick read.

Erick said, “Two Gellers and an Odaari, and their creation: the Daydropper Vine. Okay.” Erick tried to take that all in. He said, “I suggest you watch out for people seeding this somewhere else and [Ward]ing in… a city. Or a town. Or… If it's a plant casting a spell? You… You probably know more about this than I. This is a bad one, isn’t it?”

Quel seemed to relax a fraction. He breathed out, and said, “Yes. It’s bad. A global danger. But those who pursue this Quest will have Script guidance leading them to every plant and all three people. This is better than we could have hoped for. The Halls of the Dead might have killed themselves with this action.” Quel laughed. “Such is the fate of necromancers. Thank you, Archmage Flatt.” He turned to Kiri. “Congratulations on graduation.”

The viewing pane blinked to black then cracked teal, then fractured, then suddenly disintegrated to glittering, vanishing teal light. 

Erick looked to Kiri. Kiri was a quick step from anger to furious violence, because two men were standing in the now-open door to Kiri’s apartment. Erick didn’t know either of them; they looked perfectly nondescript. But Kiri knew them. When the fuck did they show up?

Kiri yelled, “Get the fuck out of my apartment!”

They didn’t move. They just bowed to Erick, then dropped a scroll on the ground and blipped away, one in a spattering of grey, the other in a glittering of orange. The scroll had a large, grey wax seal, with a grey ribbon pressed into the wax. It looked fancy. Kiri rushed over to the scroll and stomped on it with her feet, cursing about blood money and dirty deeds. 

Poi looked perfectly poised the whole time, though his hands were slightly tense, and his eyes were super focused. He said, “I would appreciate you keeping slightly more aware of your surroundings, sir. We should go now.”

Erick said, “Yeah. Okay. Just… Kiri.”

Kiri froze, then turned to face Erick. 

Erick said to Kiri, “I’m sorry you were put in this position because of me.”

Kiri looked at him, then nodded. “I’m sorry, too.”

Erick left the way he came; flying out of the balcony, back down to the street. Poi followed close behind.

 

- - - -

 

Erick stared at the ceiling of his bedroom for thirty minutes, thinking, mourning. He couldn’t mourn for long, though. He had to go to the farms; work didn't stop because he was feeling sad. 

He got up and went downstairs. Poi was reading a book by the window.

Erick asked, “Has anything else happened with Odaali?”

“Yes.” Poi put down his book. “Archmage Quel spoke in hyperbole. The battle for Odaali is still ongoing, though at least 200,000 people are dead. The Halls of the Dead are building their forces inside the captured Kingdom City, while the dead air is now pouring out of the city and into the surrounding countryside. Many surrounding villages have perished, but many more survived. Now that people know about the plant, they are spotting it everywhere. The immature vine is green with a light purple underside to its plain leaves. The mature vine is completely plain, but found surrounded by deep purple droppings; the purple underside is actually condensed dead air. The adult plant gathers this resource all the time, but continually activates and drops it during the day, like flaked ash. The plant also defends itself against fire by bursting dead air when flames get near, killing most fire; especially the magical fire from [Prestidigitation] or Mana Altering. But if fire is not used, it does nothing to defend itself. This is why no one noticed a monstrous plant growing all around their kingdom.

“But the battle itself is still ongoing. In a rare showing, many kingdoms in the Republic are joining the fight. Most suspect this is because of the reward from the Kill and Exterminate Quest. The Halls of the Dead are attacking multiple locations now, all throughout the Odaali Kingdom. It seems they’ve seeded Daydroppers far and wide. Attacks like this usually take years of planning, though. They were ill prepared for your discovery of the problem so quickly.”

Erick sunk down into the chair across the table from Poi. “I guess it takes recognition of a dangerous plant before the quest comes down from on high?”

“Yes.”

Erick asked, “Is this my fault?”

“No.” Poi said, “We don’t blame the gods for giving us [Force Beam]—”

“The Wasteland Kingdoms do. Without the Script, you wouldn’t have [Force Beam], you wouldn’t have [Grow]. You wouldn’t have Shades.”

“We also wouldn’t have [Cleanse], or [Mend], or even Veird itself. The Sundering would have ended this world. These are the compromises we make in life.”

Erick sat in silence, thinking.

He said, “Don’t blame the bomb, blame the bomber.”

“Exactly, sir.”

“… Am I the bomber?”

Poi stared at Erick. “No, sir. You are not.”

Erick gave a sad smile. “Time to go back to the farms.”

 

- - - -

 

People on the streets seemed normal enough, but as Erick got closer to the farms, something was vastly different; no one was preparing for a harvest. Fields that should have held people, were empty. Carts were abandoned by roads. Fields had yet to be tilled. Valok was nowhere to be seen, either; he was usually present for the start of a rain, but Erick didn't see him anywhere.

 

- - - -

 

Kiri was in the temple, waiting for Erick.

She said, “Are you looking for a secretary? I want to make Spur my home, and I want to work for you, and you’re losing way too much money and you’re not defended enough —no offense meant to the Army— and, quite frankly, you’re not god damned angry enough, Erick. It sickens me.”

Erick frowned. “That’s a heck of a sales pitch, Kiri.”

“I’ll also kick your ass in the arena any time you want.”

“I’d want to laugh at that, Kiri, but I just can’t.”

“Odaali falling is a massive tragedy, and being sad about it is fine, but… Quel should have made you angry. That utter asshole— FUCK.” Kiri tried to calm. “He just… That shtick with the wrought might have been real, but the woman crying with him? That was completely fake. In a perfectly 'Quel-move', he used tragedy for his own gain.”

Erick suddenly paled.

Kiri ranted, “Quel didn’t lie about Odaali. He exaggerated, sure. Exaggerates enough that it’s a lie. All of that whole talk was theater and drama to get you to do exactly what he wanted. And you did. Thank the gods and demons he wanted something good for the rest of us, this time.” Kiri said, “The point is, is that… Is that I have [Sense Intent], and yes! It’s mind magic and it’s unregistered, but it tells me that you’re a good person, who Quel will attempt to contact again with slightly better offers and you’re going to fall for one and I would like to be there to stop that from happening. I hate the fucking guy. And you should, too!”

Erick had a lot of suddenly dark thoughts about Quel, too, but those could wait for another day.

“What do you want, Kiri?”

“I want to be a Particle Mage; it’s okay if I have to wait a year for the class to join the Script or if I have to pick up all the rads you leave lying in the desert. Watching you is like watching the Tower mages four years ago, before I knew them for who they are. You’re the kind of mage I thought I was learning from; the kind of mage I want to be. There’s a lot more danger in this world than just Shades. If there were more of you running around, there would never be another wyrm season. You would have also been a stopping block that the Halls of the Dead would have had to attack first, before they could enact their plan, because daily [Withering]s in any city would have stopped that plot before it could reach critical mass.” She looked to Spur, and said, “And you need to start daily [Withering]s here in Spur, now. Today would be good.”

There was a lot correct about what she was saying.

Erick asked, “Threat assessment, Poi?”

“Low. Merit cleared her of actual threat a week ago. [Sense Intent] is minimal mind magic. And I agree with her assessment of daily [Withering]s, though her value as a secretary or anything else is yet to be determined. I suggest you ask her to apply to the Army, though. That way she is in the command structure and the Army will pay her wages and investigate her background for you.”

“If that’s what this takes, I will do that!” Kiri said. “I can get that done today.”

Erick said, “You realize, Kiri, that people do try to kill me. Rather more than I thought they would try, too.”

“I am capable of defending myself, and you, from many forms of attack, but I can organize many other things besides defense. [Sense Intent] is very good for determining if someone intends harm.” Kiri added, “And you still need more people on your side.”

Erick took a moment to think. He liked Kiri; she was driven, she was powerful, she knew a lot more about the world than he. But… 

If it didn’t work out, for some reason, it wouldn’t be because Erick had denied a young woman an opportunity she so desperately desired.

“As soon as you get approved for Spur’s Army, then you’re hired. I guess?—“

Kiri grinned tight, vibrating a tiny bit, nodding with contained joy.

“—Not sure how that works, but we can make it work.” Erick asked, “And tell me about this worm season. The new farmers have complained about them, too. Eating farmhands, and such.”

Kiri smiled, saying, “Wyrms are monsterized dragons.”

Erick frowned. “I thought you were talking about monster worms; the squiggly things like snakes who burrow and live in healthy soil. They’re all over the place, here in the farms. What do you call those?”

Poi said, “Okapahs”

Kiri frowned. “You learned Ecks with [Language Acquisition], right?”

“Sometimes words get confused, and so do I.” Erick said, “Go apply to Spur’s Army.”

Kiri smiled wide and almost ran off, but Krakina and Apogough were walking up the path to the temple. Neither of them looked happy, but none of their anger seemed like it was pointed at Erick. At least not directly. Krakina frowned as she looked off to the side, into the air.

Apogough walked up the temple steps, saying, “No rain today. There’s been an attack in the Greensoil Republic and many of our dragonkin people are from there. Thankfully no humans on the farm, though; this would have already turned bloody.”

Krakina added, “The incani farmers from Outpost and near the Wastelands are cheering. Guards are trying to stop the riots before they start. Ain’t no day for peaceful rain!”

A pit of dread opened up in Erick’s stomach.
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                The destruction of a city using principles of magic that Erick had willed into being, was not something he expected to ever really happen. Hiring Kiri as a secretary was unexpected, too. Mog asking him to never come back to class was unplanned, as well; he still had a lot to learn about personal defense, but at least Kiri was able to spar with him as soon as she got hired by the Army, whenever that might be.

Erick almost wanted to pursue that whole situation with Kiri and the Army, to make sure her hiring was uneventful, but other events and happenings took precedence. 

The Guard and the Farmer’s Council worked fast in dispersing cheering incani from angry dragonkin; the orcol and wrought stayed out of that fight. It wasn’t a direct confrontation anyway, according to Poi; there were no humans on Spur’s farms, yet. There was a worry about the human and the incani at the Adventurer’s guildhouse, though. After the Guard dispersed the farmers, they reoriented to both the Mage and Adventurer’s Districts to set up constant patrols.

Erick didn’t know what the Adventurer’s District looked like, but he could guess.

As Erick walked the streets of the Mage’s District, he passed men and women in the plain steel armor of the Guard, watching out for trouble; patrolling. Erick had come to the Mage Guildhouse to see Guildmaster Sirocco Zago, the matronly incani who ran the place, and ask her about what was happening. But Erick quickly learned from Anhelia that Zago was out of her office, already in the Incani District, trying to do… something. 

Anhelia, all grey metal and looking like an incani, stood behind the welcoming receptionist’s counter, staring Erick down. “This is not your war, Erick. Do not go to the Incani District. Do not try to stop anything or step into this mess. This is not your fault, this is not about you. Stay out of it. Stay very, very, far away, like us wrought, and the orcols, and even the dragonkin, though some of those people might have a specific platform to be angry with certain incani in town. Don’t you go involving yourself in this mess. Silverite is already on it.”

So Erick went home, and tried not to think about what was happening five full [Teleport]s away, and right in his backyard.

He failed.

He decided he needed to talk to the Oceanside Trio; the only other humans he knew in town.

He opened the door to his own house and got one step out, when he saw Silverite and Zago and some human guy walking toward his house. They stopped. Erick stopped. Erick stepped back into his house.

Erick asked. “Hello?”

Silverite said, “May we hold on the introductions till we are settled somewhere inside?”

Erick had no idea what was happening, but he would likely find out soon.

Erick put on his best business face and said, “Of course! Come right in,” as he stepped aside so that Silverite, Zago, and the stranger could enter. Erick guided them to the sun room and opened the curtains to a view of his garden and the city across the human district. The sun was maybe an hour from setting; it cast long orange light through the sun room. Teressa went to make coffee at Erick’s request, while Poi took point outside the room.

All the while, Erick caught glimpses of the stranger. The human man was average, with desert-brown skin and greying brown hair. He had a habit that Erick recognized he shared with Jane; with steely blue eyes, the man casually took in the entrances and exits to the room. The man also had a sure grace to his steps and movements; he was in peak physical condition. Inside the sun room, the four of them sat more or less equally around the two long sides of a rectangular coffee table, while the afternoon sun draped orange light between two pairs of people. Zago made sure to take her place as far away from the man as possible. Erick sat beside Zago, while the stranger sat beside Silverite. Erick touched the Silver Star affixed to his own shirt; it felt unusually warm, but it wasn’t hot.

Seated, and with coffee on the way, Silverite began, “I would like to introduce you, Archmage Erick Flatt, to Viscount Andro Helix, the man entrusted by the Viridian King and Council of Kingdoms in the Greensoil Republic to control Frontier for the last several years. Viscount Helix, this is Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Yet another conversation where Erick was way out of his depth. 

Joy.

Erick said, “Hello, Viscount Helix.”

Helix said, “Salutations, Archmage Flatt.” He continued, “It’s my understanding we have you to thank for two great boons recently. Both for the SLRs you cast across Frontier to drive back Bulgan, as well as the quick identification of the methods used to kill one of our sister kingdoms.” He said, “To cut to the quick: Frontier would like you to cast [Withering] upon our city every now and then.”

As Erick was thinking of how respond—

Silverite said, “And upon Spur at roughly the same rate.”

“And upon Kal’Duresh,” Zago said. "Today, if possible. Tomorrow, if not." 

Erick’s train of thought got thoroughly derailed. “… I heard there were some almost riots today. That’s going to stop, right?”

The Silver Star on his shirt cooled. Was that a good thing?

Zago breathed deep. Silverite stilled.

Helix smirked, and said, “Nothing will happen on our end.” He turned toward Zago. “I can’t make promises for these murderers over here.”

Silverite started, “Now, Za—”

Zago said, “Don’t pretend to be some beacon of propriety, Viscount Helix, when your people murder incani adventurers from Kal’Duresh all the time.”

Helix smiled now. “It’s only fair. Don’t pretend that Kel’Duresh is not still supporting Bulgan—”

Zago yelled, “Slander and lies! Bulgan is a monster! He turned on everyone—”

“And yet his first real action as a Shade was to attack Frontier.” Helix said, "You—"

“Stop.” Erick said, “Please.” 

A calm descended, as fighters returned to their corners.

Teressa entered the room with a tray carrying four mugs and a large pot of coffee, along with milk and raw cactus sugar in little cups with little spoons. She set the tray down on the coffee table, then exited the room, never turning her back to the people inside.

Erick stood up to serve coffee. 

“Helix? Sugar or milk? I recommend both for first time drinkers.”

Helix said, “I couldn’t accept first pour. Please serve Zago, first.”

“Now, Viscount.” Silverite said, “I hope that was not a barb pointed in my direction. I would not allow you to come to harm in my city, and I hope you and your Republic would know this.”

“Of course not, Mayor. I just don’t trust the interests of Kal’Duresh.” Helix looked to Zago. “They have operatives everywhere.”

Zago harrumphed. 

Erick didn’t miss a beat, turning to Zago, asking, “Milk? Sugar?”

“Both,” she said. “Please.”

Erick poured the first cup, and smiled; platinum coffee poured into the mug. Teressa had used the good stuff. Helix raised an eye at the platinum liquid, but Zago just took her cup and instantly sipped the hot drink. She smiled at Helix with what had to be a calculated amount of contained menace. Only after everyone had sipped from their own drinks, including Silverite, and Helix had cast a casual, tiny [Cleanse] at his own mug, producing nothing, did Helix sip his platinum coffee. He paused. He sipped again.

Helix said, “This is… really quite good.”

Silverite said, “Blessed by Atunir herself, though Erick invented the coffee to begin with. I understand it was supposed to be some sort of bean, but the bean version takes too much preparation.”

Erick said, “Beans from trees that grow in large pods and have to be dried and then roasted. It’s a long and involved process; tea is much simpler, and tastes the same. I want to try making chocolate, too, though I suspect that will have to remain a bean and require hundreds of iterations and several years to get it right.”

“Complicated cultivation?” Helix asked.

“It’s hundreds of flavors that all taste like one, and then there’s the preparation. Fermenting and drying and roasting and grinding. You don’t just make tea out of it, either. You eat the actual beans ground into a paste and then… More and more.” Erick said, “It’s a long process.”

Zago set her coffee down. Something seemed to change in the air. 

Silverite and Helix set their drinks down; Erick followed their example.

Zago said, “She is ready.”

Helix frowned.

Zago pointed to her left eye. It began to glow violet. “Baroness Pirazel Xelxex is now in attendance.” Zago said, “Let us discuss the issue we have all come to discuss: the possibility of routine [Withering]s for Kal’Duresh, Spur, and Frontier.” 

Helix put on a professional face, though everyone could tell he was not happy.

Zago spoke with a slightly different voice, slightly deeper, with some strange accent, “Greetings, Honored Mayor of Spur, Silverite, Longstanding Friend Guildmaster, Sirocco Zago, Particle Archmage Erick Flatt,” she spat, “and Helix.”

Silverite frowned. She said, “We’ve already had this part, please can we move on?”

“We can have a little bit more.” Helix smiled. “Planned any war crimes lately, Xelxex?”

Xelxex said, “It’s not my fault your people killed Bulgan’s parents. Reap what you sow.”

“His parents were acting on your orders to kill our adventurers in the Dead City, and so was Bulgan, but that’s all normal shit from your people. But Bulgan crossed a line into joining the Shades to commit warcrimes, and you enabled this transition.” He gestured at Zago. "You even roped this one into going along with your plans."

Silverite sighed. 

Helix laughed, asking Silverite, “The Republic’s offer of Spur becoming another Kingdom is still there, waiting for you. We could rid both of us of Kal’Duresh’s incani menace. Frontier would vanish; our people would move to Spur. Spur would grow, and all it would require is you accepting the title of Duchess.”

Silverite spoke a sentence that she had likely spoken hundreds of times before, “I am not doing that, Viscount.”

Xelxex frowned with Zago's body, saying, “We have disavowed Bulgan and rooted out all of his co-conspirators, executing twelve people and banishing twenty three others. The information we have provided to Spur should prove that we are not the antagonists here, in fact, according to Bulgan’s ancestors, who we could summon and talk to right now if you wish, Frontier’s former Viscount is to blame for transforming Bulgan into someone willing to become a Shade, for when Helix took control, he did nothing to rectify the problems—”

Helix interrupted, “I’m sure your demons will have a real honest appraisal of themselves and the people they murdered.” He added, “If you want to talk to ancestors, how about we call down my predecessor and he can talk about how you systematically destroyed Frontier with plots that I’m still unraveling all these years later.”

“Like your angels could possibly prove impartial.”

“Are we done yet?” Silverite asked, “Everyone measured each other’s Strength, yet? Let’s move on, please.”

Helix smiled. “Of course. Let’s proceed with this [Withering] discussion.” 

Coming in to this conversation, Erick had no idea what was happening, or how it involved him. But now that he was here, in the middle, he saw opportunity. 

A lot of opportunity, to do a lot of good, all at once, while still keeping himself separate from this eruption of the Quiet War happening in his backyard.

Thank you, Silverite. He owed her for this.

Erick said, “I’m not getting in the middle of this; this is not my Quiet War. If you want weekly [Witherings], I am willing, but the only city I will be [Withering] whenever-Silverite-decides, is Spur. Your planned cleanings will be well known ahead of time. I’m thinking once a month. I will, of course, respond to emergencies, such as a Shade attack or whatever monster forces might threaten you, as long as I feel safe doing so.”

Helix said, “We’ll pay you 10,000 gold for monthly cleanings and to forgo Kal’Duresh.”

Xelxex, said, “We’ll pay double that, to forgo—”

“You’ll both pay nothing.” Erick said, “Because I’ll do it for the rads from every monster I kill with the spell during the course of this cleaning, which you will remit to Silverite’s care— If that is acceptable?”

Silverite smiled. “Yes. Spur will take on this responsibility.”

Erick nodded. “In the case of you calling me in to repel a monster attack on your city, I will accept half of whatever rads drop from the monsters I get Participation from.”

Silverite kept her smile. “I think this is a wonderful compromise.” Still smiling, she turned to Helix and Xelxex, saying, “Don’t you agree?”

Helix said, “Agreed. Thank you for making this quick, Archmage."

“Acceptable.” Xelxex said, “Can you please show me the spell you will be using?”

Erick popped out the relevant spells and handed them around the table.

 




	
Withering Slime, 10 minutes, super long range, 1000 MP.

Unleash a super large wave of semi-sentient magic that searches for monsters and purges them of all water, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Domain of the Withering Slime, 2 MP per second, aura, super long range 

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.








 

Erick said, “[Domain of the Withering Slime] covers about 10 kilometers in every direction, at Aurify 2.”

Silverite did not stare too hard at the boxes, but her entire body froze. Zago —Xelxex— openly stared, then poked the boxes away. Helix smirked, then dismissed the blue boxes.

Helix asked, “What’s your Participation, when you use this?”

“I haven’t gotten under 95%.” 

Helix instantly said, “Frontier accepts this spell, and your terms.”

“Are you Phagar’s Champion?” Xelxex asked. “Slimes are his sacred monster.”

“… Are they?” Erick asked.

And then Erick remembered the animated slimes in front of the Sewerhouse, and casual mentions of slimes eating all the bad things and generating a clean environment, and how Phagar thought them cute both physically and philosophically. The wardlight slimes in front of the Sewerhouse were basically a shrine to the God of Death and Time. Erick was sure Al had said that at least once. Maybe.

Or maybe Jane had talked about it? 

It was Jane. Phagar’s monster was slimes; he was the only god who had a favored monster. Atunir liked cows. Rozeta preferred handwritten books. Koyabez liked some small bird that didn’t live in this part of the world. Some tiny silver thing that escaped Erick's grasp right now.

Erick said, “Ah. Well. No. I am not Phagar’s champion, either.”

Though he did have some thoughts about the God of Death and Time, Erick wasn’t about to become his champion. If Phagar offered, Erick would not accept.

“So you’ve had offers.” Xelxex looked into her tea. “Atunir, for sure. Others?”

Erick eloquently uttered, “Uh...”

Xelxex said, “Monthly [Withering]s are acceptable. We will defend our vulnerable behind [Weather Ward]s— It is still blocked by [Weather Ward]s, yes?”

“Yes.” Erick could answer that question with confidence. “Tested and proven.”

“Let’s leave this discussion on a good note, then.” Helix said, “Thank you for your hospitality, Archmage. Feel free to call upon me whenever. I will be in touch with Silverite in the following days.”

Xelxex said, “I—”

Helix blipped away in white light.

Xelxex said, “Good riddance.” She turned to Erick. “Kal’Duresh will be in touch. Good day, Archmage.”

The purple glow faded from Zago’s eye. Her hand went to her forehead as she sucked in a breath through her teeth. She said, “Never pleasant, that.”

Silverite frowned at her. “I cannot believe you allowed yourself to be used by her like this.”

Zago said, “You never would have gotten them in the same room together without explosions. It was better this way, even if this action makes it look like Spur has been already infiltrated by Kal’Duresh interests.”

Silverite eyed her, “Are you sure it hasn’t been?”

“I know where I live, Silverite.” Zago said, “I stopped those riots. I slapped wrists. I am repentant.” She turned to Erick. “I’m sorry for how you were treated when you arrived here.”

Erick glared at both of them. “Some heads up for this sort of thing would have been nice.”

Silverite paused. Zago looked at Erick.

Poi stepped in to the room, saying, “Killzone decided to do it this way.” 

Zago frowned.

Silverite laughed, saying, “I told Killzone to get Poi to coach you!”

“That explains a lot.” Erick sat down. He called out, “You made nice coffee, Teressa!”

Teressa grunted down the hall, out of sight. Zago began refilling coffee cups. Erick breathed out. A weight seemed to lift from Erick’s shoulders; he relaxed, the Silver Star on his chest once again a gentle, unassuming weight. 

Silverite said, “You did well for someone with no time to prepare. Accepting the rads from the monsters you kill was a nice touch.”

“Thanks.” Erick asked, “What’s the fallout of Odaali going to be, with regard to us?”

Zago asked, “What do you know of the Halls of the Dead and the Incani afterlife?”

“Nothing,” Erick said, picking his refilled coffee back up.

Zago began, “The Halls of the Dead is the Wasteland Incani organization responsible for fulfilling the will of our demonic dead, by—”

“Ehm-hmm.” Silverite frowned at Zago. 

“Fine. You do it, then.”

Erick said, “Academically, please.”

“Of course.” Silverite said, “When incani die, they become demons and join their ancestors on the pink moon in the sky. That moon goes by many names, but I’ve always called it Hell. Now, on Hell, which is the last remaining remnant of the Fathomless Hells, the demons live, and can be summoned by incani down on Veird, usually by one of their living descendants. The Halls of the Dead are a terrorist organization responsible for carrying out the will of the demonic dead incani. 

“Humans, on the other hand, when they die and if they’ve fulfilled the desires of their angelic ancestors, they can join the angels on the white moon, Celes, which is the last remnant of the Infinite Heavens. 

“The rest of that discussion is about religion, so let’s avoid that for now, and talk about the facts that we all can agree on. 

“Point is: Incani automatically become demons; they have no choice. Humans have a choice. 

“Except when human souls are ripped from their bodies by necromancers. The Halls of the Dead kill humans and force those humans to become demons.” Silverite said, “Undead, Demons, and Angels are all the same category of being. In the case of the Halls of the Dead attacking the Greensoil Republic, they kill someone then capture that soul as it leaves, then, with the power of their demonic ancestors, twist that soul into a new form and body, in this case: undead monsters to throw at their enemy, who, upon dying for a second time, go on to become a demon.”

Erick sipped his coffee, pretending he was listening to a horror movie. 

Silverite finished. “According to all the necromancers I’ve beheaded over the years, humans are very malleable. Most other sapient souls are not as malleable as the human soul. By contrast, incani souls are the most solid on Veird; they’re always destined to become demons when they die.” 

Silverite was evidently done, because she stopped talking.

Erick asked, “So… this is all common knowledge?”

Zago said, “I wouldn’t have said some of the things Silverite said the way she said them… but yes. The Halls of the Dead kill humans as a part of the Quiet War, to bolster the ranks of the demons, in order to fight back against the many angels whose goals are to kill as many demons as possible, and empty Hell forever.” She added, “When humans go to war against incani they bring soul-scouring weapons, to kill both the person and their soul; to kill our selves and our links to our ancestors, for the only way to kill a demon is to kill them on Hell or as they leave their first body.”

All of that was mildly terrifying, but what Erick focused on the most was how Zago said ‘Hell’. She didn’t say the word with disdain, or with hatred, but with joy, or maybe longing. 

Erick asked, “What is ‘Hell’ to you, Sirocco?”

Zago smiled. “To see my mother and my father as they were when I was a little girl. To live in peace, among the red leaves, on cinnabar shores, talking to archmages centuries gone about libraries long lost and magic that has vanished on Veird. To be able to rejoin Sizzi whenever she chooses to summon me back to this world, or if not, to watch over those who have no one to watch over them.”

Erick asked, “And the Halls of the Dead wish this paradise on their enemies?”

“Some do. Others are just concerned with the Forever War; about bulking up our forces to combat the angels on Celes who desire the complete eradication of all incani.”

Erick tried to take that all in.

Erick knew he was missing a lot of cultural information, but to be missing this much? Wow. This Quiet war —and now this Forever War— sounded incredibly complicated, with cultural nuances and hatreds and way too many forces moving back and forth.

But killing people was still bad. 

He could agree with himself that the Halls of the Dead killing people was bad.

… How the fuck had he almost thought that killing people and warping their souls was okay?!

Erick said, “That’s enough culture for me, for today. When do you want to do the first cleaning, Silverite?”

She looked at him, her silver eyes and skin perfectly placid. She asked, “That’s all your questions?”

Erick tapped the Silver Star on his chest, and said to both of them, “I’m not going to be a part of this cultural [Force Trap], no offense.”

Zago smirked, “None taken.” 

Silverite smiled.

 

- - - -

 

‘Ring ring, ring ring! Hey, Dad!’

It was well past sunset, hours into night. Erick was cleaning up from dinner, but paused when Jane’s voice came to him. ‘Hey, Jane.’ He put the lid over the leftovers and placed the pot into the cold box. ‘Did you hear about the stuff with the Halls of the Dead?’ He moved out of the kitchen, and went to the sun room, sending, ‘It’s been a very busy day.’

‘I heard you identified the Daydropper, too.’

‘This world is very complicated, and I feel like I am losing something about myself.’

‘Maybe you’re just finding out who you are.’

Erick thought about that for a moment. He sent, ‘Are the moons, Celes and Hell… are they hospitable? I’ve looked up at them many times, but they look like dead rock. I need to invent the telescope.’

‘The moons are hostile to organic life, but if you look at them through Meditation, you can see the trees and oceans.’

‘… I’m going to do that right now.’

‘I’ll wait.’

Erick walked over to his back door then stepped out into the night. Rats called out behind him to wait up. Erick didn’t wait. He stared up into the night sky. Celes, the Silver Star, and Hell, were almost full. They shone down white, grey, and pink light, but with Meditation active…

Hell was still pink, but he could see white that might have been oceans. Celes was still white, but there was green and gold in there, too. The Silver Star was still almost completely grey, but even it had blue waters here and there. 

All three of them clearly had atmosphere, too.

Erick sent, ‘Wow. There is an afterlife.’

‘I’ve heard that whichever god you pick guides you to your afterlife, and they’re all different. If you pick none, Rozeta guides you into the Mana Ocean into a karmic cycle. Sort of. Still not clear on that, actually. Religion is complicated.’

‘I don’t know about all that, Jane. All I know is that there’s more than enough problems to solve here without bringing the dead back into the equation.’

‘You know, I thought about ‘solving’ this Quiet War, back when we first heard about it. Then I actually looked into this 1300 year old war. I learned a bit, then considered my place, and I still thought it might have been solvable. But now? With this new stuff happening in the Greensoil Republic… I know those thoughts as pure hubris. There’s more than enough problems to solve right here. I’m glad we got labeled ‘planar’.’

Erick stared out into the night sky. Rats appeared at the doorway, but did nothing but scan the horizon, looking for threats. 

‘Dad? You went quiet.’

‘I’m just thinking. They want me to [Withering] Frontier, Kal’Duresh, and Spur, now. I’ve agreed to do it. Also? I told you about Kiri? Well she’s applying to the Army, too, and she’s going to be my secretary.’

‘… You’re gonna have to give me more information than that.’

Erick smiled. ‘Tell me about your day, first. Did you reach level 40, yet?’

‘42! We rescued some dragonkin party from the lower city after they failed to respond to telepathic check in.’ Jane began, ‘There I was, slipping down the kendrythist sides of Forward Base, into the darkness below. I went spider for the darkvision, you know, and the place just lights up like a themepark, or Las Vegas —I’ve told you, but— It’s really beautiful down there. Anyway. We entered the [Teleport] locked part of the mid city, no problem; Shades everywhere, but none to be seen. We slipped past the Lock, into the lower reaches, and bam! Primal Wolves right there on the bridges! Big fuckers the size of a minivan, and fast, too. But we managed to kill them and then it was time to search for clues. First we...’

Erick listened to Jane talk about her day, rescuing people from the Dead City, as he sat down at the table beside his garden; Handy Aura active. He needed 200,000 more Aurify experience to reach Aurify 3. He needed that level; sooner rather than later.

Jane was doing well in Ar’Kendrithyst, and Erick needed to catch up.

Erick smiled at the night. Making contacts with people in Frontier and Kal'Duresh seemed like a good extension of his plans to rid the world of Shades.

- - - -

 

Erick stood on the massive white stone steps of the Courthouse. The midday sun shone down overhead. Poi and Teressa stood near him, while Silverite and Mog and Killzone stood nearby. Darenka, the silverscale dragonkin head priest of the Interfaith Church, was present, alongside Zago. 

It seemed that everyone wanted to see the spell. Erick would not disappoint. 

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

This time, the slime did not come from on high. There was no rainstorm noise. White light flowed around Erick, gradually solidifying into the shape of a medium sized dimly opaque [Ward], all around him. As that was happening, from every direction across Spur like a near-invisible, completely intangible ocean surge, thick air spilled into the sky. The body of the Withering Slime manifested from the manasphere, like it had always been there and was just hiding.

Shadowolf notifications started rolling in. 

A monster cow notification appeared.

“Whoops!” Erick said, “Monster cow. This good boy slime reaches rather far.”

“Good to know that the meat is monstrous, though the city will have to pay for that one.” Silverite smirked, saying, “We can prevent that from happening next time.”

Mog laughed, saying, “I bet someone is screaming over there, though.” She mocked, “Oh no, my cow! It’s beef jerky!”

Erick laughed.

Silverite’s eyes glowed silver as she said. “Continue until I say otherwise, Erick.”

Erick watched as a silver [Scry] eye drifted up into the sky.

Crystal mimic and sewer slime notifications came next.

Erick let the spell run for as long as his audience wanted. His audience mostly just watched. They watched him, watched the sky, watched the slime as it moved across buildings, up and down, into the sewers, everywhere it could reach. 

Monsters died.

Five minutes later, Silverite said, “You can cut the spell, Erick. Killzone. Mog. Please escort Erick to Frontier, then to Kal’Duresh, then back home.”

Erick released the spell. The white orb flaked away again, just like it did the first time he used this spell, but everything else about it had been different. No noise. No entity reaching from the skies. No invitation granted. 

Probably because the invitation had already been granted well before today.

 

- - - -

 

Erick had never been on the streets of Frontier. He had seen it from the sky, sure, but being on the ground in peace time was a much different experience than watching the city get overrun by a dark tide, while blooms of color tried to fight against the darkness. 

Killzone had teleported both of them into the center of a large town square somewhere in the center of Frontier. The nice-enough looking square might have held tents and vendors at some point in time, but now it held people. 

Humans!

Not a lot; maybe twenty humans, but Erick felt like he had forgotten what other humans looked like. There were brown people and white people and tan people. There was flowing cloth and tunics and armor and leather; stuff you’d wear around town, or to the job, or maybe to see something, or to be seen by others. Some had jewelry, others had fancy hair. There were a lot more hair colors than the black-blond-brown-red spectrum Erick was used to. That person had blue hair. That one had orange hair. That woman’s hair was bright, bright green.

Some of the people were looking at him, but most were looking at Killzone. 

And there’s Helix, wearing nice clothes similar to Al’s, actually, now that Erick took the time to see; Helix also looked like a cross between a mobster and a sultan, but no turban.

Helix said, “We’re ready when you are, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick didn’t even have time to take it all in, before it was time to get to work.

“Alright. Here we go.”

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

The crowd gasped as thick air lifted off of every surface in sight, and the slime’s white core materialized around Erick. Notifications started pinging. Moments turned to a minute.

Erick said, “Lots of wolves. Up to… 40, so far. Still going up. It’s reached the mimics outside of town. It extends about 10 kilometers in every direction, so—”

 




	
You have Slain Daydropper A!

95% Participation!

+123 exp








 

Erick plucked the Daydropper box out of the air and held it out to Helix. “Uh. Here. Viscount.”

Killzone and Mog both got a look. Killzone frowned. Mog’s eyebrows went up. Helix frowned. The crowd murmured. Helix gestured with his fingers for Erick to pass him the notification. Erick did. Helix read it, then dismissed the box.

Helix smiled, saying, “Not a person. Just an anomaly.”

The crowd seemed to calm. 

Four more Daydroppers popped. Each of them for 123 experience. 

Erick said, “4 more of those, lots of mimics. Wolves are done. Let me just count… 70 wolves. Mimics are slowing. I can probably cut the spell now, if you wish?”

Helix said, “Thank you, Archmage. That will be enough.”

As white ash flaked into the sky, Erick counted up the totals. “75 wolves. 5 of those things. About… 55 mimics.” 

A woman standing behind the Viscount stepped forward, holding onto a green stone. “Approved.”

Erick said, “In case of emergency you can telepathy… someone?” He looked to Killzone.

Killzone spoke with a little twang, “Y’all can send to Liquid, or me. We will respond appropriately, and timely.” Killzone put his hand on Erick’s shoulder. “Good day.”

Erick, Mog, and Killzone blipped away in a tiny crash of black light.

 

- - - -

 

They reappeared well outside of a large, walled city, built upon what had to be a minor mountain. 

A white city wall encircled a great mage-castle town. White towers piled high across the raised city. Dark blue roofs stood out against the lighter blue sky; some roofs were domed, most were peaked. Buildings crowded up against each other, but in the center of it all was a grand castle, kinda lonesome, built around into itself, like the spiraling, spiked shell of a conch. Here and there among the whole of the city was the green of plant life, but in the center, on an upper part of the spiraling castle, was a massive tree that hugged much of the castle's upper reaches. 

From Erick’s position on a sandy hill well outside of Kal’Duresh’s walls, that tree and the inner castle had to be hundreds of feet tall.

Everything seemed to glitter.

The whole place was easily twice the size of Spur.

Holy shit, Frontier was a hovel. Humans, what are you doing! Have you no pride? 

Erick said, “This is amazing.”

Mog smirked, saying, “You’re the only human I know who could look at an incani stronghold and not fly into a violent rage.”

“That’s untrue.” Erick said, “You know Jane, too.”

Mog laughed. Killzone hummed.

Mog walked forward, saying, “We’re expected. Baroness Pirazel Xelxex may be a baron in title, but the power she commands in the Wasteland Kingdoms is much closer to that of a duchess.”

“Do these people hate the Script, too?”

Killzone said, “Nope. These are the powerful ones.”
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                Kal’Duresh’s white city walls rose up a hundred feet into the air, a hundred feet away; blue-roofed watchtowers dotted the tall walls as far as Erick could see. What Erick couldn’t see, was a gate. There was no visible way into the place.

“Uh?” Erick asked, “Do we fly inside?”

Killzone stood tall. “We’re waiting for an escort.” He waved to someone up top.

Erick looked up. Guards on the wall waved back. One of them sparked light blue; like a bit of reality peeling away, a wide transparent sky-blue staircase appeared, leading from the top of Kal’Duresh’s walls to the sands ten feet in front of Erick. 

Mog walked forward, smirking back to Erick, saying, “I’ll take point,” as she stepped onto the staircase, one hand on her hip, walking forward with a slight swing. “And that’s all the flirting I get.” She walked like a soldier. “Shame.”

Erick walked behind her. In any other scenario, he would have looked at what Mog was shaking, but that seemed like a bad idea in this situation.

No-nonsense Killzone took the rear.

Soon, Erick was standing on ten foot wide, white stone city walls. The walls reminded Erick of pictures he had seen of the Great Wall of China. One incani man and one incani woman, both of them with violet skin, white hair, and curving white horns, greeted them as Erick walked onto the wall. Both of them wore shoulder guards and a chest plate atop easy-to-move-in cloth and leather clothes that seemed more decorative than functional. Erick had seen their type of armor before; it served as a decorative ‘scaffold’ for [Conjure Armor]. 

“Greetings, Archmage Erick Flatt of Urth. Killzone, and Mog,” said the man. “I’m Captain Cazo. This is my second, Sargent Biloi.” The woman bowed. Cazo gestured toward the city, saying, “We have an appointment at the Castle, but I would like to extend Kal’Duresh’s hospitality. This would also give us time to prepare our citizenry with [Weather Ward]s. Would you care to see our great city?”

Erick smiled, but what he was thinking was about certain Earth governments inviting foreigners to ‘come see how great our country is’ and ‘whoops! You weren’t supposed to see the wooden shacks behind that wall’. He crushed that personal response, and tried to keep an open mind.

Mog and Killzone looked relaxed enough.

Erick said, “We can have a tour.”

Cazo smiled wide, saying, “Excellent! Let us start with the Pearl Quarters.”

Biloi cast another staircase on the other side of the wall that arced into the streets of Kal’Duresh, like a gentle sky-blue rainbow. Biloi took point, while Cazo followed, talking about the city in front of them, then went Mog and Erick, with Killzone in the rear; the huge dark wrought orcol acting calm, but with a surety of movement that belied his readiness for anything. 

 

- - - -

 

The streets of Kal’Duresh were filled with well maintained flowerbeds full of rainbow arrangements, and fountains on every street. Grey stone streets contrasted white walls and tall towers, with large glass windows and people in loose white clothes. White and blue seemed the predominant colors of the city, and the clothes, but there was just as much variation here as he saw in Frontier. Hair seemed mostly black, white, grey, or violet, while skin was anywhere from deep purple, almost black, to magenta, to pale violet, to even human-colored, but with a purple tinge to the browns, tans, and pinks. 

Some incani saw Erick and company walking their way, and moved out of the street; others saw Cazo and two 9 foot tall people, and acted like nothing was strange at all. A few people gave Erick uncomfortable looks, but nothing happened beyond that. No assaults, no threats, just a gentle tour of the city. One dude did see Erick and drop a whole tray of eggs, though; he was unloading from a cart to his shop, but all of a sudden he was faced with cleaning up a mess.

Once they were past the egg guy, who began cursing at himself, Erick had to ask a question and interrupt the speech Cazo had been giving this whole time. Erick had tuned out the man minutes after he began talking; all he seemed to talk about were local landmarks. 

Cazo exalted, “And this tower once belonged to one of the wealthiest man in Kal’Duresh, but he lost it playing Towers—”

“Sorry to interrupt, Cazo—”

“No worries! What would you like to know?”

Erick was about to ask him where they got their farmed goods from, but another question that he failed to get answered yesterday, popped into his head, demanding an answer.

“Will the recent destruction of Odaali by the Halls of the Dead cause friction between our three cities?”

Mog grumbled. Killzone was still silent, but it seemed like his was a deeper silence than before. They were in the middle of some random street, without many people around them, but there was a dragonkin over—

Oh hey! A non-incani.

Cazo spoke with seriousness. “The Halls of the Dead should rename themselves the halls of the idiots. They are terrorists who promote ultimate violence against a sleeping beast. The Greensoil Republic, with humans alone, outnumbers the incani of the Wasteland Kingdoms 10 to 1. With the addition of the other people, they outnumber us 25 to 1. The Halls of the Dead might have doomed our people by igniting the Quiet War into all out war.” He said, “I am ashamed to be allied with those terrorists and I hope we can pull back from further acts of overt aggression.”

Erick let that sit for a moment, then nodded, saying, “I’m glad to hear that. But was that a dragonkin I just saw? I thought you guys were xenophobic?”

Cazo had a response, but it transformed into a grunt of disbelief. Baloi went googly eyed, like someone had smacked her with a fish and she was still processing what had happened.

Mog laughed, though, asking, “Why would you think that?”

“Look! Okay. I’m literally not from this planet and I’ve not had a very kind treatment because of my species and I may look old but I’ve only been here… what? 45 days? Maybe? I might have assumed a lot that was likely untrue.”

Cazo pointed down another street, saying, “Let’s go visit the demi district!”

 

- - - -

 

Orcols, woughts, dragonkin, and… not humans? Certainly not incani. They had horns but they were smaller, almost not even there.

The district here was much larger and more active than the other parts of the city Erick had seen. It was like walking through a cleaner, brighter Spur. Heavy cooking spices carried on the wind, people haggled with vendors. An orcol crafted [Special Ward]s as white paint across grey stone. A bread shop with large glass windows and larger crowds served a constant stream of people, while bakers put more bread out all the time.

Mog was visibly relaxed. Killzone seemed to move a bit easier.

“What’s a demi, though?” Erick asked. 

“Half-incani,” said Cazo, who had not said a word as they walked through this demi district. “Unwelcome in the Republic, but cherished in the Wasteland Kingdoms, demis are proof that peace and love can exist between our peoples, but also proof that humanity is incapable of embracing that love. Demis are banished from the Greensoil Republic, without exception.”

“Oh.” Erick said. 

“Do you know the story of the Alvani, the Script, and the Horror of the Angels?”

“No. But I remember that name from… somewhere.”

Cazo nodded. “Let us walk for a while longer; the Baroness will want to explain that story herself. She is almost ready.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked past lakes and tiered farmlands, which were nothing compared to Spur’s new farm land, but were still nice to see. He walked through neighborhoods with kids of every species. He kept an eye on Mog and Killzone, too. Both of them were still on high alert, but both of them also looked very interested in what they were seeing. 

Eventually, their path led them up toward the central, spiraling castle, and the massive layered tree that grew from multiple trunks and hugged the whole airy, towered, tiered, marvel of architectural engineering, that was Kal’Duresh Castle. The whole trip, Erick hadn’t really seen guards, but up here, there were a few castle guards, wearing bright blue versions of Cazo and Biloi’s armors. They weren’t here for visual sake, though; Cazo went up to the first one, and that guy led them across garden grounds, toward the castle. 

The garden was a flat portion of land around the Castle, with low hedges and clear sight lines across a hundred yard space, filled with greenery and bright pink flowers. 

… They weren’t walking toward the Castle. They were headed toward a small gazebo in the center of the garden. The stone, airy gazebo was oddly reminiscent of the temple in Spur’s garden, but smaller, more cozy, and done in white stone with a table in the middle. Surrounding that table were smaller chairs. Another guard waited nearby, but outside of the gazebo. 

Inside of the gazebo, waited an older woman wearing flowing pale pink robes, who stood upon seeing Erick walk up through the garden; her garden. Erick had been briefed on what Baroness Pirazel Xelxex looked like, and this woman was her. With long white hair, magenta skin, and two uneven, curling horns, Xelxex was an unmistakable figure in Wasteland Society. 

She stepped to the edge of her gazebo, saying, “Welcome to Kal’Duresh, Archmage Erick Flatt. I hope you enjoyed the tour? It’s my understanding that you have not been exposed to incani society, so I hope you will forgive me for trying to lessen the evils you might have heard.”

Straight to it then? Erick could have applauded her honesty. But she would have known that he would applaud her for that, so the effect was only marginally effective.

“At this point, acknowledging that I’m being manipulated is only a partial relief.” Erick smiled, saying, “But you do have a very nice city, and some of my misconceptions have been laid to rest. I would like to lay some more to rest. I understand you have a story about the Alvani for me, Baroness?”

She smiled, and it might’ve actually been genuine. She gestured to her table inside the gazebo, saying, “Join me for tea? We can talk, and it should take just the right amount of time for our vulnerable or wary to be placed under [Weather Ward]s.”

More than enough time had passed for them to get that done, but Erick went along anyway.

Erick said, “Of course.”

The gazebo was not overly large; maybe ten foot across and about that high. It was not sized for orcols, but it was sized for 6 foot tall people. Mog just nodded at Erick; she would want to take an outside position anyway. Erick stepped into the gazebo, while Killzone took position outside, gazing at the castle and the tree wrapping around the white stone towers.

Erick sat down on one side of the central table. The Baroness sat on the other. She served tea herself from a dainty tea pot, into a nice set of cups and saucers. She took the first sip, then Erick took one too. It tasted of citrus flowers; nice and light. Erick surprised himself; the old him, before the planar-thing, would have [Cleanse]d the tea, and probably started this whole meeting off on the wrong foot.

Baroness Pirazel Xelxex began, “Back before the Sundering and the Script, there were no incani. There were, however, the Alvani; a people born of angel and human. Some had wings. Most had uncommon magical ability. They were a blessed people, but their blessings ran out within the first few iterations of the Script, when the Ancient Demons broke something fundamental in order to attempt to win the Forever War.

“When the Old Wizards tore the universe apart, the Alvani suffered like all the rest, but they actually survived that cataclysm and landed on Veird as intact as anyone else. Several Alvani became quick architects of the Script, trying to hold onto whatever they could reach. Somewhere between the Creation of the Wrought and the First Script, and the transformation of Orcs and Trolls into Orcol, all of the half-species who had survived the Sundering, suddenly did not. The Elementassi died, all at once. The very nature of the Alvani, killed them. The dragonkin died; the dragonkin survived. No one is sure how that last one happened, only that it did; some of these genocides caused by the Ancient Demons obviously went deeper into the nature of Reality than others. 

“When the next iteration of the Script came into being, the attempts to fix what had been broken only cemented what the Ancient Demons had done.

“No longer would children be born between the union of Angel and Human. Now, the Demons and the Humans would produce mortal offspring, with souls destined for Hell. 

“But the Ancient Demons messed up. 

“The first generations of Incani who sprung forth from the carnal and military desires of Ancient Demons, would indeed die and go to Hell, thus giving new life to the war against the heavens. But we were so much more powerful than the Ancient Demons had imagined. Our people usurped and murdered all the Ancient Demons in under five generations. Now, Hell is a resting place for our kind. Hell has been under the control of the Incani for eleven hundred years.” 

She sipped her tea. 

Erick drank his.

She said, “But the Angels did not see the destruction of their old enemies as a win.

“They could only see that their Alvani were replaced by demonic offspring; they believed that Hell had just changed hands, as it had supposedly done so many times before the Sundering. The Ancient Angels fight for impossible solutions, while they indoctrinate the gullible and the power hungry of their flock into murdering the very souls of every Incani they can.

“And so, the Incani began life as a persecuted people, enslaved by Ancient Demons, and hated by the angels of humanity for the crime of existing in place of their own children. We solved one problem by destroying every Ancient Demon, but the other problem is impossible; the Forever War continues to fuel the Quiet War, to this day.”

She sighed, “From there, the lists of warcrimes goes back and forth. Soul-killing weapons for them. Soul-twisting magics for us.” She looked to Erick. “Dinnamoth now sits on the Red Throne as the current Demon King. He has been the Demon King for three hundred years, after the previous Demon King willed the throne to Dinnamoth. 

“Dinnamoth has recently passed down a decree to all who would listen: ‘The Halls of the Dead are hereby excommunicated from Hell for the danger they have planted on Veird.’ If they take no steps to repent, upon their deaths, he will reap their souls and return them to the karmic cycle, himself.” 

She shook her head. “The Halls of the Dead are not going to repent, though.”

Erick had a lot of things to research, now, but he would save all of that till later. He had finished his tea. He said, “That was all very enlightening.”

She smiled softly, saying, “But you must bear out your own research. As one does.”

A shrewd question came to him. He asked, “Have you publicly disavowed the actions of the Halls of the Dead?”

“Of course.”

“… Did you do that because you wanted to, or because Dinnamoth led the way?”

“Yes.”

“… I’ve heard demons practice slavery. What does this mean?”

Xelxex paused, with a similar fish-to-the-face expression that Biloi had when Erick brought up xenophobia. Xelxex reoriented quicker, though. She said, “Incani participate in slavery in name only. If an incani does not enter in a Pact— if they do not accept an [Enslave Soul] spell cast upon them by their chosen demonic household, when they die they will drop onto some random location in Hell, where they automatically join the ranks of the peasantry, or return to the karmic cycle, if they desire such a thing.” She spoke seriously, “If you want to know about living slavery —actual slavery— with people beaten to death by uncaring masters for any perceived slight at all, or the sexual crimes enabled by cultures and individuals, we can talk about the human cultures of Continental Nergal.”

“… Um. I’ll talk to someone else about that.” 

“We are ready for your spell, now, anyway.”

Erick said, “Okay. Then—”

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

Thick air spilled up from the ground, all around, while the white core of the Withering Slime formed around Erick; encapsulating the gazebo and Xelxex.

Xelxex smiled as the air transformed. She said, “This is all very marvelous. There are spells that can already do this; ways to clear a city of harmful things. But you either have to go through buildings individually, or level the city and rebuild. In either case you have to evacuate, but someone always fails to evacuate, and by doing that you open yourself to an attack. No no… This is just… amazing. We need to get a Particle Mage.”

Erick realized he had a new goal, in addition to all the rest.

… it would likely be impossible.

But maybe he could make all the SLRs for every Particle spell, and lock them behind ‘Monster Only’.

Xelxex asked, “Any monsters yet?” 

Erick came back to himself, and looked at his notifications. “Yes. … Quite a lot. That’s… at least 200 wolves… Five cats. Wow!”

Xelxex paused, eyes wide, head tilted just a bit. “Come again?”

“Seven cats. That’s a lot of wolves, so I’m going to have to take a minute to count them—”
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“That’s a Daydropper.”

Daydroppers B through H popped, then came the first crystal mimic, as Erick handed over the Daydropper kill box to Xelxex. She stared at the box. Erick handed her several shadowcat kill boxes, too. She stared at those as well.

“Eight Daydroppers. There’s the first crystal mimic. It’s reached the walls, now.” Erick smiled as he looked up at the thick air of his spell. “It’s a hungry boy— Whoops. There’s two more cats. Those things are supposed to be really smart, right? There has to be more than this if there’s 9 of the little fuckers. I bet at least one has hopped into someone’s [Weather Ward].”

Xelxex spoke quietly to her nearby guard. Erick did not listen in. Instead, he looked over to the spiral castle past the garden; the Withering Slime was slipping over the massive hugging tree, poking through open windows, killing more wolves.

Erick asked, “Shadowcats drop grand-rads, right?”

Mog said, “Usually!”

Erick turned to her. She was looking both joyous and terrified. She saw him looking at her.

Mog said, “9 fucking cats! Seriously?”

Erick pulled out nine shadowcat notifications, and handed them to Mog.

“FUUUUuuck,” Mog said.

Xelxex spoke louder to her nearby guard. Erick tried not to listen in, so mostly he just heard angry words and the guard talking to people who were not there; likely with [Telepathy].

He said, “Wolves are still pinging, but they’re slowing. It’s mostly mimics I’m seeing, now. I’m honestly surprised that—”

“Thank you very much for your service, Archmage Flatt, but please.” Xelxex held one hand to her head, her eyes glowed under closed eyelids. “I need to contact many people right now. Please just keep the spell… running… Thanks.” She went silent, her eyes darting back and forth underneath closed lids.

Erick said, “Sure.” 

Five minutes later, Erick was still collecting occasional pings for crystal mimics, though death notifications for everything else had long since ceased. Xelxex came out of her trance, sighing. She poured herself some more tea.

“Sorry, that was rude of me, but confirmed cats is a major problem.” She asked Erick, “Would you like more tea?”

“No thank you. The tea was nice, though. I have a final count for you: 9 cats, 8 Daydroppers, 827 wolves, 66 mimics.” Another mimic ping came in. “67 mimics.” 

Erick considered the fact that he had killed 67 mimics, but Kal’Duresh was much, much larger than Frontier, and he had killed 55 mimics around Frontier. There was a limit to his spell’s range… 

Maybe Kal'Duresh didn’t clear out around their town that much?

Xelxex paled again. She breathed deep, then schooled herself, turning over her hand to reveal a green glowing stone in her palm. She said, “Thank you very much, Archmage Flatt. I believe I have a bit of work to do now.”

Erick stood. “Right right.” He cut the spell. Thick air turned natural; breezy. White ash flaked from the core, away from the white gazebo, as Erick stood, saying, “Thank you for your hospitality.”

Xelxex stood, saying, “Farewell.”

Erick walked to Killzone and Mog, whispering, “I got this one,” holding out his hands to both of them.

Mog smiled, placing her pointer finger in his grip, while Killzone did the same, but without Mog's sexy smirk. 

[Teleport].

The world split. 

In the garden, Xelxex yelled, “9 goddamned cats!”

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat in Silverite’s office with Mog, Killzone, Merit, Zago, and Silverite. He had just finished giving his report on what had happened. Mog and Killzone already knew about everything that happened. Merit and Zago looked appalled. Silverite seemed calm.

Silverite said, “We don’t have to worry about Daydroppers in the Crystal Forest; the Mimics take care of all green life, including monstrous plants. Erick will continue to [Withering] Spur, and I will ask Darenka and the doctors in town to be diligent in diagnosing intestinal rads; to make sure their parishioners and patients are aware that [Withering] might spill out into the town at random intervals. Kal’Duresh and Frontier will likely request cleanings quicker than the one month timetable put forth yesterday. Are you willing to do this, Erick?”

“Yes.” Erick asked, “But what does this mean for Spur? Did the Halls of the Dead come out here? Or did someone else, just carrying the vine and hoping to hurt more people? Was there a goal?”

Silverite said, “Those are questions we need answers to.” She spoke to the room. “I expect everyone here to do their part to find out what happened. No secrecy; do your investigations out in the open. It was good that you chose to be subtle with Helix, Erick, but we will not be subtle going forward. I’ll be sending Felair and Hera around to [Witness] and [Scry] as necessary.”

Erick asked, “What happens if the Daydroppers get inside Ar’Kendrithyst?”

Killzone instantly said, “The Shades will have access to this Quest; they’ll see the daydroppers around them. Most will choose to root them out. Some will choose to plant them in a secured location, to provide another danger to adventurers.”

Erick had a question about that; everyone seemed to think that there was some way to see the daydroppers with this Quest. But he hadn’t seen the option anywhere…

Maybe he was missing something. 

Erick brought up the Quest box, then mentally poked at it, thinking about searching for the remaining—

The box changed.
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An invisible ripple pinged out of Erick, like an intangible inch-thick layer of air moving at the speed of light, out of the room and beyond. If Erick had blinked, he would have missed it. Heck, if he had been looking for it, he would have missed it.

Mog and Merit laughed. Then Mog glared at Merit. Merit simply smiled at Mog, like a cat who caught a mouse.

Silverite smiled, asking. “And what does your Scan say?”

“No results, yet.” Erick said, “I didn’t know you could do that with the Quest box.” He laughed. “We could have used this option to find Spur, back when Jane and I were in the forest.”

Erick was going to have to rag on her for that, when they spoke tonight.

Silverite smiled, and said, “The box from a Kill and Exterminate is a bit different than most other Quest boxes. Its power to [Scan] is directly related to your own contribution to the Quest.”

A box appeared.

 




	
Scan complete.

No Relevant Targets within 2500 kilometers.

No Daydropper Vines within 2500 kilometers.

Please supply 5000 mana or wait 24 hours if you wish to scan again.








 

Erick said, “No targets or vines in 2500 kilometers.”

Silverite said, “I only got a thousand kilometers.”

“500,” said Zago. Followed by “Same,” from Mog and Killzone.

Erick asked, “Is it 5000 mana to scan again, for you?”

“Yes.” Zago said, “Though Clarity does apply.”

Silverite said, “If the appearance of Daydroppers in Frontier and Kal’Duresh is a continued problem, or just a one off problem, then we’ll know by the reappearance of the vines in one of the three cities. The range on a divine [Scan] increases up to 10,000 if Atunir decides it is needed, but since the [Scan] is still a varied distance for everyone, I am not worried.” She stood up behind her desk, and said, “With that, we are done. May Rozeta watch over us all.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick almost went home, but there were things to do, and people to talk to. Under the yellow lightward globe of Veird, Erick caught up to Zago before she could get too far.

“Sirocco. Hold up a second, could you?”

She turned. She looked worried; lines marked her face. But she tried to put on a professional mask, as she said, “Yes, Erick?”

Erick forgot all about what he was going to say, and instead, asked, “Are you okay?”

She turned slightly hard, saying, “… No. But thank you for your concern. Is there something else I can help you with?”

“Two questions: Why did no one see the Daydroppers before I killed them? And is Scan available for purchase, somewhere? I see [Find Target], but 5 mana per 1 meter searched is terrible.”

Zago relaxed. She said, “Let me answer the second, first. I’m still thinking about the how the Daydroppers eluded everyone, and my thoughts on that are all ajumble.”

“Sure.”

Zago said, “[Scan], in all its forms, costs a great deal of mana, and is nothing compared to the perfectly formed [Scan] of a divine Quest. All mortal variations of the spell are highly limited. This is what mine looks like.” She handed him a blue box.

 




	
Search the Land, instant, super long range, 3500 MP

Release a pulse of intent across the land that catches on your desired items, or a specific known person, returning to you the direction and distance of all you’ve discovered.








 

“It doesn’t search inside closed spaces, and if you use it inside a city the range is eaten to practically nothing, but on open land the spell will reach about 30 kilometers, which is a very good range, just so you know.” Zago explained, “The mortal ‘[Scan]’ spell in the Script does exist, but it also costs 5000 mana, and only reaches 10 kilometers, and you have to purchase every single spell up the chain if you want to get [Scan], itself. This would cost you…” She looked into the air, saying, “[Find Target], [Force Wave], [Scent Tracker], [Scry], [Rebound], and [Identify]. So 6 points to start, then 5 points for the combined spells; [Force Wave] and [Identify] are the base spells here, and are used to thread the groundwork together for [Scan]. Then it's 2 points for the tier 3 spells, [Search] and [Discover]. And then you have one last point for tier 4’s [Scan].

Zago added, “It’s very inefficient. Many people, myself included, just make do with whatever spell they craft themselves. Most people, however, just don’t bother. A good [Scent Tracker] will get many people much of what they’re looking for in a [Scan], anyway.”

Erick did not have that many points lying around.

Or that much patience. 

Okay. 

New plan.

Erick said, “Thank you, Sirocco. That was very informative.”

“What’s your plan? If you don’t mind me asking.”

“It was a [Withering Slime] that would move thousands of kilometers very fast, or maybe last for hours, to search out and destroy daydroppers and other monsters, but…” Erick asked, “How feasible do you think this is?”

“Extremely difficult. Where’s your thought process on this?”

“I was really impressed with your daughter's summons. When I found out you could attach a spell to them, that’s what got me thinking. Could I attach this [Domain of the Withering Slime] to them?” Erick said, “But maybe I should just fly around with the slime over a large area instead. But… Now that I’m saying the words out loud, I realize that this has the potential to kill a lot of unintended targets. Is humanoid exclusion from spells possible?”

Zago frowned, saying, “Humanoid exclusion is not possible without soul magic.”

Erick recoiled. He settled, saying, “Okay. Well. There goes that idea!”

“It’s rather minor soul magic, but it’s not available in the Script, and I can’t teach you any.”

“That’s just as well.” Erick said, “Time to head back to the drawing board.”

“For your needs, you might consider, instead: [Familiar], which consists of [Telepathy], [Scry], and [Conjure Force Elemental]. [Familiar] creates a semi-permanent summon that you can [Scry] and control at will, though that spell is one of the most horrendous spells to combine correctly; I never managed it. Sizzi is still working on hers. You don’t want the [Familiar] already in the Script; it creates a being that thinks and feels and can die, and you will lose forever.” Zago added, “The constant mana drain of a correctly combined [Familiar] should not prove to be a problem for a Scion of Focus.”

Erick said, “Thank you, Sirocco.”

Zago smiled, saying, “Anytime, Erick.” She frowned, and said, “And about your first question, and as to what was concerning me: I can only imagine that the plants were contained behind antirhine shielding, until you either popped it open somehow, or they opened that shielding to allow you to kill those daydroppers. I’m not sure which is worse, or what any of it all means.”

That sent a chill down Erick's spine. 

Erick hummed, then said, “Thank you.”

 

- - - -

 

Sitting at home, Erick looked over his status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 659,812,659/10,233,415,500

Class: 6/6

Points: 7





	
HP


	
600/600


	
600 per day





	
MP


	
900/900


	
6000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
30


	
+0


	
[30]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

He had gained one level from the day’s activities. 

He had lost a few plans, gained a few plans, and had a few adjustments to his world view, all in all: Big Day.

[Scan] was too many points, and though he would try to create a Particle Spell [Scan], where would he even start? DNA linking? Mass spectrometry? What even is, mass spectrometry? Erick didn’t know much about ‘mass spectrometry’ past the name. A Particle [Scan] seemed outside of Erick’s hodge-podge of general Earth knowledge, but he would work on such a spell anyway.

His plan of ‘Release the Withering Slime!’ was less than half-baked, and would likely result in the deaths of many people, which was intolerable. But this was a problem to be solved. Solved through soul magic, though? Probably not.

But [Familiar] seemed awesome! A spell that could use his own spells at range, seemed great. He would need two of them in a ‘horde-type’ setup, like he had seen with Sizzi’s bunnies; one to feed mana into, the other to use [Teleport] and then whatever [Scan] spell he worked out, then [Domain of the Withering Slime]…

That wouldn’t be, like, a war crime, would it?

Even if his plan was doomed at the start —wouldn’t everyone use magic this way if they could?— the individual components of [Familiar] were all useful, in their own ways.

 




	
Conjure Force Elemental 1, variable duration, close range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a Force construct under your command. Constructs operate based on mana.

 

Purchase [Conjure Force Elemental 1] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Yes.

Easy purchase. 

Sizzi’s summons were amazing. Learning about [Familiar] sealed the deal. He didn’t want a thinking, feeling creature that would likely be the target of enemy magic, but a nice tuxedo cat? Or maybe a calico…

No. Siamese. He’d need two of them. 

How fast could they run, anyway? 

Probably very fast, if they used Erick’s Handy Aura to get around.

 




	
Telepathy 1, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 

 

Purchase [Telepathy 1] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Yes.

According to Jane, all soldiers had [Telepathy], and since Erick was technically in Spur’s Army, no one would bat an eye at him having this bit of mind magic. Jane also told Erick that no one would have batted an eye at him having [Telepathy], anyway, because all soldiers everywhere were required to have the spell, and enlistment was mandatory in all human cultures anywhere near Spur. If there was an adult human running around on the continent of Glaquin without [Telepathy], well, then that person likely had an interesting story to tell, and also a reward on their head from whatever kingdom they had escaped.

Erick found it hilariously ironic that both he and Jane did not want to go into human lands because they would make them join the army, and instead, both of them had voluntarily joined a different army. Spur’s Army killed monsters, though. The human armies, from what Erick had read and heard, either killed other humans, killed incani, or killed monsters, with the monster killing far behind the other two options.

 




	
Scry 1, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen.

 

Purchase [Scry 1] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

Yes.

Also an easy buy. Maybe he could join Jane on a rescue mission with this spell, watching over her shoulder as she worked. He would have to ask her the next time they talked. She would likely say no... 

Erick was still going to ask her.

Erick looked for [Sense Intent], but it wasn’t in the Script under [Sense Intent]. Either it wasn’t actually called that, or it had some odd prerequisites, like Polymorph, or soul magic. It was quite good, in Erick’s opinion, that soul magic was not in the base Script.

Looking over his recent acquisitions, Erick felt great. Thinking back over the day, Erick felt much better about his place on Veird. 

… He should probably talk to some other humans about Xelxex, though.

Erick placed his hand over the Silver Star on his chest; it was cool to the touch.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    There's probably typos in there, but I can't look at it any longer.

Thanks for reading! 

If you like Ar'Kendrithyst, please consider rating or upvoting the reviews you like.
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                Tomorrow was a scheduled day of rain, so Erick spent most of the night and a bit of the morning dumping mana into [Conjure Force Elemental], [Scry], and [Telepathy], with the barest nod for actually using the spells as intended. He needed those levels; he’d play around with the actual spell at the farm, when he had nothing better to do. When he was done eating through 21,450 mana, and at the end of several hours, the spells had barely changed from their previous versions.

 




	
Conjure Force Elemental X, variable duration, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a number of force constructs under your command equal to spell level, or one Large summon, or infuse your constructs with mana. Constructs operate based on mana. 








 




	
Telepathy X, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 








 




	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen.








 

That ‘Variable’ had been key to leveling the spells quickly.

Some notable experiences of dumping 870 mana into his new spells included:

A white blob of a summoned monster, the size of his three story house, that squished and burbled and crushed his experimental garden and got the guard called on him; Poi was able to clear that up rather fast, though. Erick popped out hundreds of smaller blobs after that. The smaller blobs tumbled across the land like bouncy, glowing white basket balls, hopping and plopping across the empty Human District, not getting very far until their mana ran out.

‘Variable’ in the case of [Telepathy] helped to speed up the process considerably, because, since both he and Jane had the spell, they could send each other images across the link. Sending images took up a lot more mana, and granted a lot more experience than simple words. Jane loved seeing Kal’Duresh…

But viewing Ar’Kendrithyst through Jane’s eyes was an experience.

Erick had heard about the Dead City before Jane showed him, but hearing about the crystal spires and seeing the crystal spires were very different experiences. Through Jane’s eyes, and with the emotions she transferred through her connection, Erick realized why the Dead City was considered the largest jewel in Melemizargo’s dark crown. Erick witnessed spires of red-purple-smokey crystal, sun glinting across a fractured land, bridges everywhere that connected everything. A glance below the surface crystal showed a deepness, calling up from below, that glinted white in the darkest parts. Ar’Kendrithyst was magnificent; it stirred something primal inside Jane, triggering emotions in his daughter that Erick could barely understand.

Erick stared at the images Jane sent him for quite a while.

She wouldn’t let him [Scry]-follow her on missions, though.

After [Telepathy] reached level 10, [Scry] provided the largest disruption to the night: Erick’s 870 MP [Scry] was a massive white eyeball rimmed by the dark night, the size of a house. The guards rushed over to investigate this disturbance, too. 

That was an embarrassing conversation. 

No, the giant white [Scry] eye was not the eye of a Shade; white was just the color of Erick’s magic and the night was dark. Erick stuck to summoning horse-sized eyes, fully inside his house, after that. 

There was still a bit of [Scry] left to level, but he would do that in the morning.

 

- - - -

 

Platinum rain fell across the land while the morning sun hid behind silver clouds. In the temple in the middle of the fields, Erick practiced with [Conjure Force Elemental] under the stone gaze of Atunir. Last night’s leveling helped him to understand the spell a bit, but today’s experiments would refine his new magic into something he could use. 

Erick prepared an idea in his head, exactly how he would have cast a lightward, then he readied 15 mana. Quick as a whip, he cast—

[Conjure Force Elemental].

Out popped a cute white cat; four legs, tiny claws, a long tail that was probably longer than a normal cat’s tail, a cute face with cute triangle ears, and long whiskers. The cat did not move right, though. The eyes were completely white. The cat angled into a half-sit; having its ass halfway to the ground was apparently enough of a sit, because the cat stopped moving completely. Its tail flopped to the temple floor like a dead snake.

This was nothing like Sizzi’s summons; those monsters moved like natural creatures. At least last night’s blobs acted like blobs, bouncing around like blobs were wont to do. This cat was not a cat at all. Erick dismissed the cat, then tried again.

The second cat was better than the first, but something was wrong; this cat flopped over in the sun and didn’t bother to get up. Didn’t flick its tail; didn’t blink. Maybe it was happy in the sun? Probably not. Erick was obviously doing something wrong. 

He considered a slightly different approach. This time, he would imbue the idea of a cat into his summon. Now, what is a cat, emotionally? Independent, clean, whisker’d and tail’d, with a penchant for relaxing in the sun and hunting small animals with big jumps and large claws. There weren’t any small animals in Spur besides rats, other cats, and chickens…

Erick would dismiss the cat before it killed anything.

Erick re-prepared his catty ideas, then—

[Conjure Force Elemental].

The knee-high thing that popped out of the air was a cross between a white kitten and an albino velociraptor, with a long tail, huge back legs, smaller front legs, claws that were way too big, and the face of a cat with long whiskers. It moved rather cat-like, despite appearances; flicking its tail, arching its back, slipping to Erick’s legs and rubbing against his pants. Not a huge success, but enough of one to keep going.

Erick released mana into the cat with the ‘infuse’ part of the spell. Curling white fog flowed away from his skin, swirling into the creature, who purred —it purred!— and promptly stretched. Its long claws scratched into the temple floor. The not-cat fell on its side, soaking up Erick’s mana; its tail curling back and forth, flicking against the stone ground.

Except for the shape, it acted like a cat.

Poi cleared his throat, on the other side of the temple.

Erick looked at him.

“Why a kitten, sir?”

“Kitten?” 

Poi pointed outside of the temple. 

Erick looked over to the edge of the Ring of Gods, around the temple. A pair of farm cats were lounging under an awning, atop a raised platform someone had built for them, gently grooming each other and their three small kittens. Erick saw what Poi meant. He looked back down. His cat-raptor was vaguely bigger than an Earth house cat, but much smaller than a fully grown Veird farm cat; those things were 20 kilos. 

“I guess I am?” Erick said, “Sure. Why not. I'm making kittens.”

Poi looked away; back to guard duty.

Erick cut his infusion; the white fog from his skin stopped, the not-cat meowed once, annoyed. Okay. That was cute. Maybe this one was okay? Erick bent down to touch—

The not-cat ripped at Erick’s hand, carving 45 damage from Erick’s [Personal Ward] as it ran away. Erick yelped, pulling his hand back. A few drops of blood welled from the side of a finger, but the cut was barely a paper cut. Erick dismissed the veloci-cat-or. It vanished like a popped bubble of smoke; white mana dispersing into the rainy air. 

Erick frowned. “Maybe cats are a bad idea. Something with no weapons would be better.” He thought back to last night. “Slimes are kinda cuddly. Should I do a slime? Would that be stepping on godly toes, Poi?”

Poi said, “I’m not a priest, so I don’t know about that, but if you make a slime monster, someone will automatically try to kill it.”

“That’s a really good point. …What about birds?”

“There are no birds in Spur except chickens. If someone saw a bird, they would likely question their experience first, then correctly identify the bird as a summoned monster, due to its coloration and transparency.”

Erick sighed. “I wanted to surprise Jane with the siamese cat song sung by some cats. She loved that song as a kid. But…” He had a thought and stood up straight. “Isn’t Koyabez’s favored animal some small bird?”

“The Starling, sir.”

“What’s it look like? Disposition? Peaceful, I assume.”

Poi paused, then he said, “Here you go, sir.”

Poi opened a telepathic connection to Erick; an image of a memory came down the path. When Erick had done this with Jane’s memories of gazing out over Ar’Kendrithyst, he experienced Jane’s monumental feeling of cosmic wonder like it was his own; a clear image of crystalline towers from horizon to horizon that had yet to falter due to the passing of years. Poi’s bird was image-perfect, too, but the surroundings were faded green; everything about the memory-image was focused on the animal in the center of the frame.

The feelings that came with the bird were still fully intact, too, still rock solid. Erick felt a profound sense that someone had asked a question of a god, and gotten a genuine response. This was not an image translated from one person to the next; Erick had tried cycling memories between himself and Jane, and that turned out about as well as a game of telephone. This bird was a deeply personal memory.

Erick had to ask, “Is this your memory, Poi?”

Poi looked away, saying, “From a trip to the green forests north of the northern mountains, eleven years ago.”

Erick smiled softly. “Thank you for sharing this memory with me.”

Poi looked at Erick, then nodded.

Erick smiled. This bird was the most personal thing Erick had yet to find out about Poi; He had to do it justice. He studied the memory; the bird itself was better than intact. Looking upon this animal was like gazing at a hyper-real painting. 

The bird was flying overhead, glittering in the midday sunlight. Aside from the bright silver plumage which was perfectly straight except where the wind curled against its feathers, the bird was an unassuming bird. It had a medium-sized beak, like a parrot’s. Its eyes were bright silver flecked with white; the bird was looking down at Poi as it flew, its neck just a bit longer than a pigeon’s. Wide wings, like an owl’s; and like an owl it made no noise as it flapped and soared. Its tail plumage flared out straight behind, like an arrowhead. The bird formed a cross in the air, similar to the Silver Star pinned to Erick’s chest.

[Conjure Force Elemental].

Erick cast the spell while he still held onto the image and feeling in his head: peaceful exploration, witnessing the world from on high, and forgiving of those who had done wrong; not for their benefit, but for his own; for Poi’s own benefit. 

Three bright white birds appeared on the ground in front of Erick. Each of them were knee-height. Each of them moved a little differently. One had a larger beak than the other two; it fluttered into the air and landed on the railing that surrounded the temple, just outside of the rain. One had bigger wings; it flew into the air, out the temple entrance, into the rain, over to the statue of Koyabez to land on the statue’s head. The last one, with a tail too long, just hopped across the ground, flapping its wings once to land next to the temple steps. 

They moved like birds. They plucked their own plumage. One trilled out a minor ‘chi-chiiirl!’ that sounded like a songbird’s call.

Erick said, “I like this.”

Poi smiled, his eyes lingering momentarily on the birds, before he looked away.

The three white birds faded one by one, like ghosts released.

Erick made birds for the next hour. Meditation returned 3 mana to him every 2 seconds, while [Exalted Storm Aura] drained 1 mana every 2 seconds. He easily kept his mana above half as he played around with birds. He quickly discovered that image and emotion and ideas all needed to flash together properly for the animal to turn out correctly. He’d done plenty of image work with his light wards, but this emotional and idea work was vaguely new. 

He had a bit of experience with putting emotions and ideas into new Particle spells, though.

He made small birds, big birds, skinny birds, fat birds. Nine small birds that flew slowly in formation while one bird stayed behind on Erick’s shoulder, soaking up mana for all 10. One bird, infused with 200 mana and [Flight of a Thousand Hands], that took off at the speed of fast, racing out across the farm, through the air like a slow bullet, or a fast arrow. That bird lasted a while; almost 3 minutes. He couldn't infuse them with two spells at the same time, but he could have a pair of them, one to fly around, the other on his shoulder, while he infused spells into the one on his shoulder, and the other one activated them. He did that for a while, switching between [Airshape] and [Swift Movement] to see which one worked better. Neither worked well; [Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura] was the best choice for small movement; [Teleport] was best for longer distances.

The birds accepted mental commands just as easily as audible commands, but it took a push of 2 to 5 mana either way and each time to overwrite their current command. If Erick gave them no commands, or if they completed the task he pushed into them, they milled about like birds. Chirping here, flitting onto that god’s head over there, flying away from cats that saw something new flying overhead and desired to eat it. The rain didn’t seem to bother the birds; it wasn’t coming down that hard, anyway.

Birds were better than cats. Definitely. 

Experimenting with damage auras would have to come later, when Erick was far, far away from town.

One thing bothered him, though. Why was the skill [Conjure Force Elemental], when the description was about constructs? Poi didn’t have an answer; he wasn’t a mage. That was okay. Erick wanted to go to the Mage Guildhouse to talk to Sizzi about her summons, anyway.

 

- - - -

 

Erick entered the Mage Guildhouse and walked up to the main desk. “Hey, Anhelia. Is Sizzi in? I wanted to talk to her about her summons.”

“She’s off today.” Anhelia added, “But Zago is in her tower, if you want to talk to her.”

“That works.”

 

- - - -

 

Zago’s office was as plush, and yellow, and teal, as Erick remembered. The same exposed grey stone walls and floating doodads and hanging rugs were in mostly the same places. The many chalkboards and many arcane circles that were strewn about the room last time were now mostly stacked to one side of the room, or simply not there. The black and white pair of cats were still there; they were eating from a pair of dishes beside Zago’s desk.

“Because they are elementals,” Zago said, from her chair behind her desk, in answer to Erick’s question. “A construct is an elemental is a construct, though people usually say ‘construct’ when they talk about something created by a person. ‘Elemental’ is used when talking about something found in nature.” She gestured toward the western windows of her tower office. “You can find stone and air elementals out there in the Crystal Forest, if you’re lucky. They’re just as mindless as the ones you summon, though.”

Erick sat back in his seat. He thought. He said, “The ones I’ve summoned don’t seem mindless. They act like normal birds.”

Zago smiled. “Then you’ve already reached a rather decent proficiency with [Conjure Force Elemental]. But don’t fool yourself; they are not alive.” She explained, “It’s like this: The manasphere carries souls to their destinations, or dissolves them into itself if the soul cannot sustain themselves without a body. This intimate relationship between souls and the manasphere leads many to conclude that the manasphere is alive itself, but it is not; what people are seeing are echos of life; memories and ideas. Sometimes these echos catch onto each other, culminating in a spark in the world that transforms whatever it sparked upon into an elemental. Rolling piles of rock, twists of air that never dissipate; these are elementals. They appear alive, but they are not; they have no soul; they are constructs of mana. Even monsters have souls. Every living thing has a soul. 

“[Conjure Force Elemental] takes this echoing process and puts it in the hand of a mage. If you are able to produce a clear enough echo, the spell picks up on that, and out pops something that looks and acts very much alive, but it is not. It has no soul.” Zago said, “The [Familiar] in the Script, though… That creates enough of an echo in the manasphere to produce a minor soul; a truly living being that will grow into a real animal, if it lives long enough.”

Erick frowned, taking that all in.

“Mana… is not a soul?” he asked.

“Souls are not mana, mana is not a soul. Is a cloud in the sky, the sky? Is a jelly in the ocean, the ocean? No, of course they aren’t.”

Erick took a look at the [Familiar] in the Script.

 




	
Familiar, instant, close range, 500 MP + Variable

Create a permanent, thinking, feeling, telepathic, level 1 being, that is predisposed to like you, who will change as they grow based upon how you raise them.

See through their eyes, Variable

Imbue them with spells, Variable

WARNING! Unkind treatment of a Familiar may result in your Familiar acquiring Class: Slave, and then killing you for 95% of your experience points.

 

Purchase [Familiar] for 1 point? Yes/No








 

No!

“Wow.” Erick said, “That warning text! Why is this spell even in there?”

Zago nodded. “All spells have their own quirks which make them special, and [Familiar] is no exception. Of all the random nuances to combining [Conjure Force Elemental], [Telepathy], and [Scry], none of those combinations will ever create what the Script [Familiar] creates, at tier 2.” She said, “It is speculated that the Script’s version of [Familiar] is a lock, and also a warning, that removes the possibility of accidentally creating a soul when you’re trying to make your own [Familiar].”

“So I won’t accidentally create something that will murder me?”

Zago smiled. “Only if you use [Telepathy] and [Scry] in the creation of [Conjure Force Elemental]s above tier 4. [Telepathy] with [Conjure Force Elemental] is fantastic because it allows a long-lived [Conjure Force Elemental], like a [Familiar], to grow with every mental command you give it, retaining an echo of your commands as part of its very being, but that growth is limited by the tier of the spell. Tier 2 and 3 are safe. Tier 4 is iffy, but okay for things that don’t last long, though most would see that as cruel, if they understood what they were looking at. With tier 5 and above, you’re putting more than enough mana and thoughts into your elemental to cause its internal mana to spark into a soul; the elemental then becomes a real being, separate from you, and no longer an elemental.” She added, “To some summoners, this creation of life from nothing is the ultimate pinnacle of their art. To almost everyone else, this is an evil act, that you deserve to be killed for. This type of magic is technically soul magic.”

Erick frowned. Then he nodded, saying, “Thanks, Sirocco.” Erick gestured toward the space that used to hold the chalkboard with people who had discovered new Particle spells. “Where’s the list? Everything discovered, yet?”

“Oh, my, no. Most of us in this little circle upgraded to a list that is still shifting around…” Zago paused to rummage through a cabinet in her desk. “We transferred to this. One second.” She pulled out a thick folder of loose leaf paper. She put it on the desk between them. “Take a look. We’ve started organizing by item, now. Iron, gold, water. That sort of way. It’s actually much cleaner, though messier at the same time.”

Erick opened the folder. It was full of handwritten notes and tiny maps, from places all over Verid.

… Yup. Zago was right. This was much messier. Though…

… Going over the papers… 

… [Gold Grab]… 

… Daydropper theories. Oh. Erick would have to read more about that…

… people trying to control the weather through applications of water… 

… progress on that front. Some lady invented dust devils, hitting the ceiling of ‘medium-sized’ spells…

Erick read for a bit. Zago watched which ones Erick read. Soon, he stopped. He had read enough, for now. According to Zago’s folder, a lot of people were focused on a few aspects of particle magic, namely hot, cold, water, metals of all kinds, air, electricity, and light. Erick could use those focuses to create some SLR particle spells that would only work on monsters, or be unable to be used to directly kill. Erick was completely sure that whatever he created could be mutated into a kill spell by some nefarious person or persons, but he could head off the deadlier, more obvious uses.

“I’m going to try and create some SLRs for a few of these that only work on monsters. I’m pretty sure I’ve already created the water, electricity, and sound spells.”

Zago scrunched her face a tiny bit. She hummed. 

“What?” Erick asked.

“I don’t think it’s that simple.” She relaxed. She said, “But you’re welcome to try.”

“… Why is it not that simple?”

“Because particle magic is vast. Even if most people are locked to medium-sized spells, the pure variety I’m seeing makes me think that it might be as large as Basic Magic 101, which is 2 years of study and covers 350 spells. So far, for Iron alone, there’s 20 new spells that I know of.”

“Oh.” Erick said, "Well that's something to think about, for sure." 

"Quite."

 

- - - -

 

Erick knocked on the door to the Mage Trio’s house. 

A quiet yell came out from within, “One sec!”

A moment passed. A light blue [Scry] eye appeared to Erick’s left. He waved at it.

Something crashed on the other side of the door. Someone cursed, loudly. 

Eduard opened the door, wearing a disheveled robe tied tight. He exclaimed, “Archmage!” Eduard stepped out of his house, closing the door behind him. “Uh! Hello! What, uh, brings you here? Uh?”

Erick smiled. A linger of thick air was drifting away from Eduard’s clothes. If Erick was a guessing man, he would have bet that he had just interrupted Eduard and someone, likely Ramizi, getting up to some shenanigans. That might have been Ramizi's voice Erick heard cursing earlier.

Erick stamped down his smirk as he said, “I’m making some desserts and would like to know if you three would like to come over and talk about stuff, like about the Quiet War and Kal’Duresh, and I want to invent the SLR versions of some popular spells that the community seems to be pursuing so that they’re locked to monster only. I would like to know what you think about my thoughts.”

Eduard went from obviously flustered, to intrigued, to worried, then ecstatic. He contained his mirth, as he said, “Absolutely, Archmage. What time?”

Erick looked to the sky. The sun was a few hours from setting. “Either in a few hours, or tomorrow afternoon.”

“How about both!?” Eduard cleared his throat, then spoke calmer. “We can talk a bit later, then do more tomorrow?”

Erick smiled. “Sure.”

 

- - - -

 

Maia sloshed her beer, saying, “That fucking Quiet War— Eduard and I shoved off that nasty business when I was fourteen and my Da wanted Eduard to join Kendry’s army.” 

“Fuck the angels!” Ramizi said, for the second time.

Eduard laughed, “Fuck the angels! Grandma in particular.” Eduard shivered.

Ramizi and Maia laughed, while Erick chuckled over his slice of lemon meringue pie. He was really quite happy with how the pie turned out without having access to cornstarch. What even was cornstarch? It appeared the Mage Trio was happy with the dessert, too; they were on the second pie.

Erick asked, “Did you hear about the daydroppers in Frontier and Kal’Duresh?”

Maia groaned. Eduard did too, but much less animated.

Ramizi said, “Yeah. How did that even happen? I pinged my Quest at noon. When did you go to the cities and kill the daydroppers?”

“Before noon, and then after. I think.”

“Yeah! Makes no sense. They must have had antirhine shielding, but I haven’t heard anything about anyone finding rooms lined with antirhine.” Ramizi said, “I’d hear about something like that; we’ve been looking out for such a thing for a while, now, for unrelated reasons.”

Erick would get back to those ‘unrelated reasons’ later. He asked, “Is antirhine expensive?”

“Shouldn’t be.” Ramizi said, “Almost all mines refine their ore using [Metalshape]; antirhine just falls out, untouchable. It’s pretty common, but it is tracked and is artificially expensive, because it takes a skilled blacksmith— like, actually skilled, not with a Skill— it takes a skilled blacksmith to turn that soft shit into anything usable.”

Eduard held up a fork full of lemon pie, saying, “Yeah. But… The divine [Scan] of a quest can be tricked because it’s a spherical pulse that won’t see something behind antirhine, but if an oozy spell can find a hidden daydropper, then a city guard’s top-tier [Scan] spells should have found it, too.”

Maia said, “Well now they know to personally investigate those blank spots on their mana sense.”

Ramizi said, “Like I said: I would have heard about that before now. I’ve been looking around here, and in Frontier. Can’t go near Kal’Duresh, though, for obvious reasons.”

Erick smiled. There was just so much to learn about magic. He asked, “I’ve never heard of [Mana Sense]. What’s that?”

Maia shook her head. “It’s not a spell or a skill. It’s… not an upgrade to Meditation, but it kinda is. You won’t find it in the Script. You just have to get really good at seeing mana. Ramizi’s got a great mana sense.” She grabbed another slice of lemon pie.

Ramizi said, “It’s easier to get in tune with your mana sense if you drop down to using Meditation 1 and practice for a while with all those handicaps. Immobile, blind, you know. If you have the knack for it, you might be able to see the world how ambient mana sees the world.” He sipped his beer, saying, “It’s like wardwork; some people are better than others. Here. I’ll show you.” He got a far-off look in his eyes, as he said, “You can tell I’m not using [Scry], right now, right?”

There was no glow in his eyes, but Erick looked with Meditation anyway. He had no visible spell effects going except for a [Personal Ward]. Erick smiled, saying, “That could be possible.”

“I’m not lying!” Ramizi said, “Hold up some fingers behind your back.”

Erick laughed, then held up two fingers behind his back, saying, “This is a great party trick.”

“Two fingers!” Ramizi said, blinking, shedding tears. “It’s a sting to switch between modes, but a good mana sense is crucial for a lot of different applications. Great for alchemy; you can see if the plants you’re using have the correct amounts of innate mana.”

“That sounds really nice.” Erick said, “I’ll have to work on that later. I love the parts of magic that aren’t in the Script.”

Eduard and Ramizi laughed. 

Maia smiled, saying, “You would say that, wouldn’t you.”

“When I got here, I thought the whole idea of magic was just ridiculous. Like, imagine if you fell to a world where there was no magic, 90% of your life is using mechanical assistance of some kind, and the only semi-magical thing you have are [Scry] and [Telepathy], but they’re not your own; you have to tap at books to use those abilities. How would you react?”

Maia frowned. She sipped her beer. “Poorly. I would miss [Fly] the most.”

“Tapping at books?” Ramizi grimaced. “Can the books do whatever I want?”

“If you’re really good, you can talk to people and discover things you shouldn’t, like the ability to take money from bank accounts that aren’t yours. But not only would it take years for you to reach that proficiency, you’d get government agencies after you. The only semi-magic you have is [Scry] and [Telepathy], and not even those, really.”

Ramizi grumbled. “No thanks.”

Eduard said, “There’d be a learning curve. I think I could do it.”

Erick smiled. “I’m still on that learning curve. But I think I really like magic, now that I’ve been here for a while. Wardlights and [Grow] and flying! Oh my gods flying is one of the best things ever. I don’t like people using magic to hurt others, or the rigidness of the Script, but everything else about this whole experience has been quite amazing, and I can appreciate that the Script is a liferaft from another universe.”

Maia smiled softly, then said, “You really should meet the Headmaster sometime. He’s a great guy. People and countries come to him with monster and murderer problems and he sends out teams to solve those problems. Us three might live here, but we still go on missions for Oceanside.”

“That’s those ‘unrelated reasons’ I was talking about.” Ramizi said, “We’re trying to find a necromancer who set up somewhere north of here, but the Crystal Forest is just so massive and the guy might be underground and ugh! Not a great assignment. You always suspect that these people are hiding behind some antirhine shielding, but I never sensed any obvious blank spots around Spur. Or Frontier.”

Maia grumbled, “We knew every quest he gave us would be like this, Ram, well before we came out here. Spur is the only happening place in the middle on a vast, vast nowhere.”

“I can still whine about it if I want.”

Erick asked, “Is your necromancer related to the Halls of the Dead? How would you search the Crystal Forest for something like that, anyway?”

“Over and over and over, is how you search the Crystal Forest.” Ramizi refilled his beer. "Over and over and over..."

Eduard said, “We use [Familiar]s imbued with [Scent Tracker] and [Ultrasight] along a grid. When they catch a whiff of dead flesh or see something out of place, they alert us. Then we go out and do some searching spells, while Ramizi uses his mana sense.” Eduard looked toward the window; it was dark outside, an hour past sunset. “We don’t expect to find anything unless the necromancer messes up, though. Our [Familiar]s have been re-searching the same lands for days, but the Headmaster will let us know if plans change.”

Maia said, “We’re not sure of the species or the age, or anything about the necromancer we’re after, really, aside from their magical signature, and the knowledge that they reaped a village then cut a bloody swath through the jungle to the port city Eidolon. The city turned them back, but they still killed thousands of people. The Headmaster tracked the necromancer up here, so here we are, for now. ”

Erick asked, “How is the Headmaster able to search the world like that?”

Maia smirked, then said, “Tier 9 [Eyes of the Goddess]. The Headmaster might be Second to Rozeta, but it's still a massive spell; he has to use a ritual. [Eyes of the Goddess] can search the whole world, though, inside and out, narrowing down a search area for anything or anyone to 500 kilometers. He’s always sending people out on rough assignments like this.”

“Wait wait.” Erick asked, “Second to Rozeta? That sounds important.”

Maia laughed. “Huh?”

“You didn’t know that?” Ramizi asked.

“I don’t know a lot of things,” Erick said.

Eduard said, “If Rozeta ever dies or retires, the Headmaster will instantly ascend to God of the Script; he’s Rozeta’s Second. That’s what that means.”

Erick laughed. “Okay! Maybe I should meet the guy.”

Maia chuckled. “You really didn’t know that?”

“I’m learning!” Erick said, “There’s a curve.” Erick looked to the remains of his lemon meringue pie. “Maybe I’ll bring him a pie.”

Ramizi chuckled, saying, “He would love a lemon pie. That's not sarcasm, either. He has a weakness for sweets."

Erick smiled, then said, “So. About these spells—”

The Oceanside Trio emotionally snapped to attention; physically, though, Maia just sipped her beer, Eduard stuck his fork into his slice of pie, Ramizi grinned. They were playing it cool.

“— Zago said that inventing them at all would be a fool’s errand, because Particle Magic is turning out to be truly vast. But I still think I should invent some monster-only spells, to give a correct base for those who come later. What do you think about this?”

Eduard relaxed into silence. Maia did much the same. 

Ramizi eventually said, “You have to do it. There is a void in the upper reaches of Particle Magic right now, and you have a responsibility to fill that void responsibly. Even if you’re just creating a few starting points. If the first spells available to future Particle Mages are [Withering] and some anti-monster fire spell, then that's a good start.”

Erick smiled. “I agree.”

Maia spoke with an exasperation in her voice that sounded personal, “Where would you even start?”

Erick answered, “Hot, cold, metal, and light. I think water, electricity, and air are already done. Namely [Withering], [Call Lightning], and [Stillness].”

“Is that really all the complexity you see, here?” Maia asked. “I’ve made three heat spells, thanks to the clues you gave me, but… people have made hundreds of particle spells. Other people have made heat spells now, too. Iron has a dozen variations each from minor, to small, to medium.”

Eduard said, “The initial gold, silver, and platinum spells, from minor to small to medium, have all been made, and locked behind Registrar Only. But people are still making them. They’re getting points, but the spells are all getting taken away and becoming Registrar Only. Then you’ve got iron; that’s a big one and people are allowed to keep those spells. This one guy back in Oceanside made [Molecular Iron] which is a minor-sized spell that strings iron out into a super-thin string that can slice through almost anything, but breaks down as soon as it touches an [Absorption Ward]. This other dude made another minor-sized iron and electricity spell, [Magnetize], that creates permanent lodestones. Not having to buy those things will be nice, but… I don’t think it’s possible for you to create the spells you want to create, and ‘lock out’ other variations that other Particle Mages might make.”

Ramizi said, “You’re thinking too close to the problem, Eduard.” Ramizi turned to Erick, “Create more spells like [Stillness]. Drop the temperature in an area to a specific range. Prevent strong light or dark effects. Make metal… Unresponsive to magic? I don’t know. I lost the wave on that one. Maybe just prevent damage all together? No idea how anyone could make a spell like that, though.”

Erick paused. He smiled. He said, “You know, Ramizi? That’s a really, really good idea. Thank you.”

 

- - - -

 

The next day, in the afternoon, after the rains upon the farm, Erick, Maia, Eduard, Ramizi, Zago, a bronzescale attendant to Zago, along with Poi and Teressa, stood on a 10 meter by 10 meter platform of stone, erected twelve kilometers north-east of Spur. A few chairs and tables and overhangs provided a few creature comforts, but the place was hastily constructed; it was not meant to last. 

Zago had been a little miffed upon formally meeting the humans; she would likely always be miffed at them, but she was a consummate professional. She greeted them with a mien of a guildmaster to people who should have checked out her guild already, but hadn’t. After the talking got going, though, she seemed to warm up. The Oceanside Trio started warm and stayed warm, though.

Zago stood under a stone awning, shaded from the sun, and eventually said, “I think your idea of creating the anti-spells first has great merit, Mage Ramizi. Particle magic is already attuned to the denial of other Particle spells.”

“Thank you, guildmaster,” said Ramizi, under a separate awning. 

Erick asked, “No one have any ideas on how to make an anti-damage spell, though?”

Zago shook her head, saying, “The conclusions my people are finding are not promising.”

Eduard said, “The Headmaster said he will look into it, but expects zero results; HP and [Absorption Ward]s already do this, and are already incredibly complicated magics within the Script.”

Zago said, “We have time to create this magic; it need not be made today, with some half-baked idea of what ‘damage’ actually is, or what have you. A badly conceived idea will just return an Error.”

“Not today, then. I agree.” Erick looked out into the Crystal Forest. “The anti-extreme temperature one should prove the easiest.”

Immediately, a dozen differently colored [Temperature Ward]s and [Weather Ward]s popped up around the gathered audience. Erick nodded. He walked to the side of the stone platform, and put up his own pair of [Ward]s, one to the left, one to the right, with himself in the middle, in the Venn Diagram center under both white [Ward]s; he would need to see which one of the [Ward]s actually worked with the spell he was about to create. 

Erick breathed in the air of the Crystal Forest, feeling the ocean of mana above him. He chose to go with an imperfect rhyme, to drop the cost to 250 and make the spell available for everyone, like with [Stillness]. He spoke to the sky, his voice vibrating the air.

“A gentle breeze, a day of calm.

“Today we take extremes and twisted,

“an ocean soaks, creates a balm.

“Fire fails as ice turns liquid.

“Hate may form, but is [Restricted].”

The sky shifted. Erick fell to Poi’s waiting arms. A glowing rod of [Treat Wounds] touched Erick’s shoulder. He waited for something else to happen. But the shift in the sky righted itself. A great big nothing happened. And then… 

Like raindrops, blue boxes struck Erick, one after the other.

 




	
Error!








 




	
Error!








 




	
Error!








 




	
Error!








 

A deluge of blue boxes crowded out Erick’s sight, but all he could see was red. Warmth flowed down his face, tasting of salt and iron. Poi jabbed him with [Treat Wounds], while yelling something Erick couldn’t hear; his ears were bleeding, too. People moved all around Erick; people moved Erick around. He couldn’t breathe; he couldn’t move. He was a man locked into his body, and his body was dying.
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Error!








 

The world split. Erick was somewhere else. Blue boxes kept filling his blood-wet eyes. Someone was yelling. Another person yelled back. Erick felt underwater; nothing was close, nothing was real.
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A pair of silver dragonkin appeared among the blue of boxes and the red of blood. One of them cast something. Then they cast the spell again. And again.

Erick gasped out blood, then gasped in air. He breathed. He could feel something besides pain.

 




	
Error!








 

The silver dragonkin cast the spell again. And again.

Erick laid back. Error boxes slowly closed. Pain ebbed away, like a receding tide. He breathed. He listened to people argue nearby, some loud, some quiet and deadly.

A new box appeared.

 




	
Processing!








 

Erick did not have enough strength to move his body, but he could breathe. 

He could read.

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Zone of Peace 1, instant, 1 hour per level, super long range, 500 MP

<All magic cast inside Zone of Peace with the intent to harm, or entering a Zone of Peace with the intent to harm, is transformed into a Cleanse of commensurate size.> Zone of Peace has no effect on ongoing magic.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+12 ability points. 








 

And then came a personalized blue box.

 




	
It’s like this, Erick:

 

That was not a good spell.

And

Zone of Peace is now under Koyabez’s control. I’ve already removed it from your available spells. If you wish to regain this spell, then you must talk to him. For what it’s worth, he’s happy and will likely be amenable.

 

The problem has arisen because the manasphere loves you, and with that love, it veered off from particle magic and tried to control the Script. Don’t do this again. I won’t be allowed to allow you to survive a second time. Truthfully, I’m not sure I should have allowed you to survive this time.

 

The Relevant Entities are watching, and they are pissed.

I’ve stripped your Class down to 1 unlocked ability to appease the Relevant Entities. Even though you and I both know that you never did anything with your Class abilities, this is enough for Them for now. The Relevant Entities are starting to call you wizard, and I can’t blame them.

 

Because you are.

 

You would have been one of the greats. You would have been there to help us stop the Sundering, or helped us pick up the pieces after we all failed. If you had turned up in the Old Cosmology, at the right time, maybe the events that lead to the Sundering would never have happened. 

 

But you came to us in the wrong time, and this is the world we live in.

 

Sorry it had to be this way.

This message will vanish as soon as you are lucid enough to understand what it says.

 

~Rozeta








 

Erick read the message a second time, and just like Rozeta said, the message vanished from his notifications. Erick brought up his Status, and his Class.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 659,855,559/10,233,415,500

Class: 1/6

Points: 16





	
HP


	
600/600


	
600





	
MP


	
900/900


	
6000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
30


	
+0


	
[30]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 




	
Particle Mage

<empty>

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

Just like Rozeta said, [Zone of Peace] was nowhere to be found in Erick’s Status.

Erick closed his eyes. Sleep was a great idea. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick opened his eyes to a grey stone room. The sun shone in from the left, onto the floor. He was comfortable, but people were talking nearby. Erick sat up, groggy. He was on a plain bed in a grey room, with an open archway leading to a much larger room. Someone walked past the room, carrying linens and wearing the robes of an acolyte. Erick swung his legs off of the bed and sat up, grumbling. 

Darenka, silverscale head priest of Spur’s Interfaith Church, appeared at the doorway. 

Erick said, “Hello-oww.” He clutched his left side as a twinge of deep pain scattered through his chest.

“Bah! Still got a pain, eh?” Darenka walked over, hand glowing. As she touched his shoulder, Darenka’s magic spread through him like a warm balm. “You made a right mess of yourself and sparked a lot of hatred. The only gods on your side are Atunir, Koyabez, Rozeta, and Phagar. Powerful friends, for sure, but you’re already not Sininindi’s favorite person, and aligning with Koyabez puts you at odds with the Demon King, the Crown of Heaven, and Sumtir, the God of Righteous War.” She frowned. “I ain’t never seen someone so recklessly piss off so many gods; they’re bitching at me like never before.” She confided, “This old priest feels quite out of her league, presently.”

Erick’s face slowly fell into more of a frown the longer Darenka spoke. “I’m sorry.” 

Darenka folded her arms, standing a few feet away, waiting for more.

Erick had a lot of thoughts, right now, but all of them were pointed in the same direction. 

He said, “I feel guilty. I brought particle magic to your world, on a whim and now there’s daydroppers and…”

I dug too deep.

Just like the Old Wizards.

Darenka said, “A bit of guilt helps people keep their head on straight, but don’t you go taking on my world’s woes. This nastiness over in Odaali is not your fault; you are not my savior, you are not the savior of the Greensoil Republic.”

“I never said I—”

“Don’t act like it, then! They got their own heroes and villains over there. If one of them comes to you, make ‘em coffee and talk about their problems, but you ain’t done shit except try to be a good man.” She added, “And for the most part, you’ve succeeded.”

Erick breathed.

There was a lot of sense in Darenka's words. Erick didn’t want to be a hero, but if he kept trying to put himself out there like this, touching the extremes of magic, he might accidentally become a villain. The people around him might not have called him a wizard, but Rozeta had; the people of Spur might not be far behind.

And that was more than enough of a shock to make him reevaluate his whole outlook.

He said, “Okay. You’re right. I need to take a step back.”

Darenka blanked, then laughed. “‘Okay’?! Just like that? No! Don’t you just accept what I say as truth! I had this whole conversation laid out in front of me and you are not about to deny me my priestly duties. So come on, tell me why I’m wrong. I can take it.”

Erick smiled, asking, “And what if one of the villains comes to me? How would I even know the difference? What would I say?”

“I’ve spoken to my fair share of villains in my time." Darenka smiled at him. "[Sense Intent] helps to know if it’s time to defend yourself.” 

She was using [Sense Intent] right now, wasn’t she?

“How do you learn that spell?”

“Don’t you already have at least one God you need to talk to? Maybe Koyabez can help.”

Erick asked, “What if I actually am some player on the world stage? What if I am responsible for being someone’s savior?”

“You already are, though.” Darenka said, “All the new farmers in Spur moved here because you promised them a life outside of the Greensoil Republic, and outside of the Wasteland Kingdoms. You want to take responsibility for your actions? Take responsibility for that one.”

Erick chuckled, softer than before. He said, “You’re absolutely right.”

“Of course I am.” Darenka said, “And once you get a [Familiar], you can leave that little tyke at the farms while you go on and do anything else you want to do. Heck! You could even explore the world with your daughter, if you wanted.”

Erick smiled. He said, “You're right.”

“Course I am! Everyone gots problems. I’m just here to help.”

Erick paused. In another time, in another place, Erick would have said those same words to someone else who was also facing problems too big for them to handle on their own. 

Erick said, “Thank you, Darenka.”

“Glad we got all that cleared up.” Darenka stepped away, saying, “You’re taking up a bed and we don’t have all day for you to get to your feet, so get out, and come back if you ever have any more problems. The Interfaith Church and I are here to listen, and to guide.”

Poi stepped into view, just outside of Erick’s hospital room. He nodded at Erick. It was time to go.

Erick stood up from the bed, and said, “Again: thank you, Darenka.”

She smiled, “You’ll get a bill later. It won’t be too much, but the Church has to keep its doors open.”

Erick chuckled, nodding. “Of course.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick went to the farms. He was only a little late.

Redscale Valok was there in the temple, along with sand harpy Krakina and orcol Apogough. 

Krakina said, “Oh thank Sininindi! You’re alive.” Her feathers fluffed as she quickly added, “I knew you were alive! I wasn’t worried. You’re late, though!”

Valok just glared. 

Apogough asked, “Are you okay, Erick?”

Erick turned on [Exalted Storm Aura]. Mist rose from all around, turning into fog, condensing upward into clouds overhead. Erick said, “I was sleeping off some trouble.”

Valok seemed to relax. He said, “I was worried.”

“I made a promise to you three and to everyone else on these farms; I’ll be here on time, and if not, I’ll have a [Familiar] soon enough who can still bring the rain.”

Valok frowned. “I meant... I was worried about you, personally. We all heard what happened. You left several bodies' worth of blood on the ground out there and inside the Church.”

Erick paused. After that initial terrible image, Erick felt a tug at his heart. They were worried about him, personally. Erick felt that sentiment, deep inside. It was a bittersweet feeling. Like being back on Earth when his friends and coworkers welcomed him back from a hospital stay.

He said, “Sorry to worry you. I’m better, now.”

Valok nodded. “See that it doesn’t happen again.”

Erick grinned.

Apogough smiled wide, then said, “Glad to see you’re okay, Erick.” He looked out into the platinum rain. “Time to work.”

Krakina, Valok, and Apogough walked into the rain. Erick watched them go.

Krakina turned back, and went up to Erick. She looked like she was about to say something, but she stopped, and wrapped Erick in a quick hug. Erick returned the gesture, but Krakina pulled away almost as soon as it started, then preened her disturbed feathers with her clawed fingers.

She walked away, saying, “Don’t you dare do that again!” She added, “Idiot human!”

 

- - - -

 

While Erick was playing with summoned birds, Al showed up with lunch and a frown.

“Jane contacted me when you weren’t available.” Al set out hot sandwiches and disc fries onto a table in the temple, saying, “She panicked, but she couldn’t get away from assignment. I told her you were fine, and everyone else was telling her that, too. But I just didn’t know. So. Are you? Okay?”

Erick sat down at the table. “Right to it then?”

“Right to it.” Al sat down across from Erick, and slid him his sandwich.

“I’m mostly okay.” Erick took his sandwich and unwrapped the butcher’s paper, saying, “Class mostly rescinded, the spell taken away, a general slap down by a deity.” The sandwich was meat and cheese, from the very same eatery Jane loved. “I won’t be trying to create any new Particle magic for a while. I will be creating [Familiar] when I’m more comfortable with the spell. I'm going to explore normal Script magic, I think.” Erick looked out into the rain. “Particle Mage down to 1 ability out of 6 doesn’t seem to have affected this spell, though.”

Al nodded, holding his sandwich. He said, “The spell you lost… Was it good?”

“[Zone of Peace]. In a super large area, turn all magic cast with the intent to harm into a [Cleanse] of commensurate size. No effect on ongoing magic.”

Al nodded, saying, “Sounds like a good one.”

“Yeah. I got 12 points for the creation.”

Al laughed. “12!” He smiled. “That’s a good start for a beginner Mage.” 

Al started in on his sandwich. Erick ate too. It was delicious. The fries were great. Platinum water washed it all down. Erick was hungrier than he thought he was. Being out of it for a day would do that to anyone.

When Erick finally slowed down, he asked, “Have you heard any more about the Daydroppers? Or about a necromancer hanging out north of Spur? The Oceanside Trio is supposed to be going after a necromancer north of Spur.”

Al shook his head, then took a sip of water. “First I’m hearing of this.” He added, “Maybe you could take some quests at the Adventurer's Guild. Talk to people you normally wouldn’t talk to.”

“I could do the same with Mage Guild quests.”

“No you can’t.” Al shook his head. “And don’t do any more Mage Guild quests, anyway. This is an open secret, but don’t go spreading it around: Almost all of those quests on the Mage Guild Quest Boards are posted by people opting to pay half their taxes through the Mage’s Guild, instead of through the Courthouse. Those boards are always full because the Mage’s Guildhouse spreads the quests they get from the populace out over the course of a full month.”

Erick stopped eating his sandwich. “What!”

Al chuckled. “The practice allows itinerant adventurers to pay their bills around town, which keeps us all afloat. A lot of people see it as their civic duty to participate, though not many people expect an adventurer to actually show up on their doorsteps. But then again, some people like to get to know the strangers around town. Sure… you can take those quests if you’re a resident, but it’s kinda… not done.” 

Erick was still reeling. “They can’t all be fake!”

Al said, “Anhelia personally taps people for the big quests if she think you’re suited for the job.” He added, “There are real quests on the boards, but not many. Everything above a gold reward is usually real. I mean… technically they’re all real. But the ones that are needed are the expensive ones, and those get snatched up quick.”

Erick laughed. “I was doing tax work.” He added, “Except for Ulrick, I guess? And the farm work?”

Al looked out over the farm. “The farm quests are tax work, too. All the Adventurer Guild quests are real, though.” He paused. He said, “Except for the ones I post. That's just more taxes at work.” 

Erick smiled, then turned to Poi. “Want to go on an Adventurer’s Guild quest somewhere, Poi?”

“If I must, I must.” Poi said, “But doesn’t that seem beneath you?”

“Not at all! Being an adventurer is part of growing up in Spur, is it not?”

“It is.” Al said, with a smile, “Usually people start off a bit younger.”

“No time like the present! Speaking of young adventurers… Hey, Poi? Have you heard about Kiri lately?”

“She’s been assigned to Ar’Kendrithyst so she can raise her level to something more appropriate for the defense of an archmage. She should be ready to return to Spur in 20 to 30 days.”

Erick was stunned. After a moment, he asked, “When did that happen?”

“She entered the Dead City yesterday.”

“Well damn. I hope she’ll be okay.”

“She is… adjusting, sir.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Whew! How about those taxes!? I've been waiting to reveal that for a while. Though Al might not have gotten everything correct, right there, the general impression is true.

... What? That wasn't the big event here?

Before you get the idea that Erick has been unduly nerfed, read the next chapter and leave a comment, before voting closes! (Voting has closed, but I'm leaving this text here anyway)

 

Thank you to my patreons for being so awesome and supporting my work! It's incredibly validating.

Arkeus, Beau brennan, Erling Egilsson, KingMinnow, Luke Wickenheiser, Morzul, and Seadrake!

Thank you so much!
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                After Al had gone home and the scheduled rain was done, Erick walked through the farms, feeling secure in the fact that he knew where he was supposed to be, and that place was here at the farms. A few people waved to him as they finished picking the last harvest, or started preparing the fields for tomorrow. Erick waved back. More than a few people smiled at him.

This was a good feeling.

He glanced at his Class. 

 




	
Particle Mage

<empty>

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

Sure, it was mostly empty, but that just meant it got to be filled again! Maybe this time he could choose what went in those <empty> slots. He didn’t care much for the extra damage done by Particle spells; the rest were alright, though. If a bit bland. Erick recalled back to when he talked to Ramizi about Class abilities, and Ramizi had said something about his Force spells costing less mana.

That would be a good one. What kind of reduction was it, though? Percentage based? Flat?

It had to be percentage based.

… An extra 25% off? Like for Favored Spell, maybe? 

That would make [Call Lightning] completely free. No way was it an extra 25% off. No way.

... Area of effect would be good. Erick smiled. Yes. More area would be great.

And so, Erick found himself walking up the Courthouse steps, waving to redscale Taro who was busy talking to someone, and taking a left at the globe in the center of the main hallway. Irogh’s Script-blue door was open. Erick approached, and after asking Poi to stay outside, knocked on the door.

“Come in!”

Erick walked in and shut the door behind him. Irogh was as handsome as ever. 

“Hello, Erick.”

Erick sat down in the chair. “Hello, Irogh. So. About this Class business?”

Irogh nodded. “I’ve already been informed. Rozeta just threw your Class together, but since you are pursuing this yourself, you can now guide how your Class grows.”

Erick smiled, relieved. He said, “I would like to get area, cost reduction, and… I’m not sure what else.”

Irogh said, “I have a list for you,” and flicked a hand through the air.

A very large blue box appeared.

 




	
All Spell Cost Reduction 10%


	
More Mana x 2





	
All Particle Spell Cost Reduction 20%


	
More HP x 2





	
All Ability Cost Reduction 5%


	
More Mana Regeneration x 2





	
Less Spell Damage Taken, General x 0.75


	
More Spell Damage Done, General x 1.25





	
Less Spell Damage Taken, Particle x 0.25


	
More Spell Damage Done, Particle x 2





	
Finer Spell Control, General 


	
More Area of Effect, General x 1.25





	
Finer Spell Control, Particle 


	
More Area of Effect, Particle x 2





	
General Spell Duration x 1.25


	
Particle Spell Duration x 2





	
Less enemy effect on your Particle Spells


	
More effect on enemy Particle Spells





	
Lingering Particles, continue to disrupt enemy Particle magic for the duration of the previous spell, in the area of the previous spell


	
Particle Spell Creation, Easier time creating Particle Spells





	
Particle Shell, Mana spent on Particle Spells grants you False HP equal to mana spent, up till base HP. Lasts 1 hour, renewed with new Particle Spells. 


	
Particle Ripper, offensive Particle Spells rip away a % of enemy HP. Less effect on stronger enemies.





	
Particle Healing, your non-offensive Particle Spells restore HP to all people in the area commensurate to the Mana you spend.


	
Particle Poison, offensive Particle Spells corrode enemy HP for a % of damage done over spell duration. Less effect on stronger enemies.





	
Monster Killer, 2x damage done to any monster


	
Killer, 1.5x damage done





	
Sculpt Spell, All Spells are always affected by Major Mana Shaping, for free. Greatly reduced cost to alter ongoing Auras.


	
Particular Insight, for 100 mana, probe the manasphere, discovering if a spell might be possible before you risk an Error





	
Mana Shield, damage taken is split between MP and HP


	
Blood Mana, spend HP and MP to fuel spells





	
Sapping Particle Spell, gain False HP from hurting your enemies, lasts 1 hour, is renewed with more damage done to enemies.


	
Particulate Force, able to create spells that blur the line between Particle and Force magic. WARNING! Errors will occur.








 

Erick read, and read, and re-read. 

He quickly decided. “Yup! I’m not qualified for this! I have no idea which ones are the best.”

Irogh laughed. “Let me help you—”

“No no no. You’re great and all, and no offense meant, but I need to get my daughter in here.” Erick looked over the big blue box again, and his eyes glazed over. “This is, like, what she does.”

Irogh chuckled, smiling as he said, “I’ll try not to take it personally that this isn’t also what I do.” 

“You’re great and all, really, but she would murder me if I didn’t talk to her first.”

Irogh smiled softly, then said, “Of course. Any questions, though?”

“I have no idea where to even start.” Erick asked, “Can I just [Telepathy] her now?”

Irogh nodded as he quickly touched the air in front of him, then said, “Go ahead.”

‘Hey, Jane! Are you—‘

‘FUCKING HELL, DAD!’

The connection was not ‘unwanted’ or else Erick would have been mind blasted for 150 damage. Erick counted his lucky stars that she was only screaming at him.

‘Okay. I can talk now.’ Jane sent,‘I’m just peeling potatoes, over here, wondering IF MY FATHER IS ALIVE, sitting next to his greenscaled spy, wondering if she had anything to do with what happened—’

‘I love you and I’m fine. But a lot of things are happening fast and I don’t have time to get properly chewed out right now.’

‘… I love you, too. I was just worried. A lot.’

‘I know! So the basic run down is that I dug too deep and the Manasphere loves me and there was a lot of blood and I got 12 points for the creation of a spell which denies all harmful magic in a super large area— With me so far?’

‘Yes. Continue.’

‘My next stop after this is the Church to potentially talk to Koyabez about that spell but I got slapped down by Rozeta because the Relevant Entities didn’t like what I did, and she took away 5 of my 6 Class abilities and I’m in the Registrar’s office right now, talking to Irogh about getting them back. And HOOOLY fuck, there are a lot of options. I am not qualified for this. Please help?’

‘… Send me an image of the options.’

Irogh interrupted, “If she wants to see the options, she needs to come here.” A bit chagrined, he added, “This is supposed to be a sacred event between you and Rozeta; usually people are a bit more private about this.”

Erick relayed that to Jane. Jane promptly started cursing up a storm, then told Erick to wait.

Erick waited. 

Irogh waited.

‘So are you—’

‘I’m hurrying!’

Erick closed that connection and turned to Irogh, saying, “Soooo… Iroogh… Have you tried the fries around town, yet? A lot of places are serving potatoes in various forms. Oh! I made some really nice lemon pies, if you ever want to stop in for coffee or somethi—”

There was a knock on the door. Irogh flipped his hand and the door clicked open. Poi stood disbelieving on the other side as Jane walked in, looking mad, glad, and excited all at once, and quite a bit stronger than the last time Erick saw her. She was lean and mean, with shoulder length hair tied up in a clip at the back of her head, piercing brown eyes, and tanner than normal. Her clothes were loose. Her hair might have been a bit blonder, too.

Erick stood. Jane rushed into his arms. 

Jane spoke into his shoulder, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

“You got stronger, didn’t you!” Erick pulled back a bit. “You look great, Jane.”

“You, too, Dad.”

Jane smiled, sighing out, pulling away from Erick. Irogh flipped his hand through the air; the blue door to the room closed with a magical click. Erick sat back down in one chair in front of Irogh’s desk. Jane sat in the other.

“I don’t have a lot of time.” Jane said, “Show me.”

Irogh said, “I need your verbal permission to show her, Erick.”

“I give you permission to show my daughter my Class options.”

Irogh nodded. The blue screen he had shown Erick, now appeared in the air atop Irogh’s desk, writ large.

Jane’s mouth formed an O. “That’s a lot of options.” She began concentrated reading.

Erick read with her, mentally choosing the ones that looked good to him. More Mana, sure. More Regen, yes. More Area of Effect, bigger rain storms, yes. Particular Insight, seemed like a must. Healing, great. Particulate Force seemed like the only way to create something like [Exalted Storm Aura] ever again without tripping out the Manasphere. Sculpt Spell and Particle Shell seemed really nice. More HP was a safe choice.

All Spell Cost Reduction… Hmmm…

Erick asked, “Am I really allowed to get the Particle Spell Creation option back?”

“Yes.” Irogh said, “You don’t have to, though. I suggest you pick up Insight, if you pick up Creation, to avoid most future problems like this.”

Jane asked, “What does duration mean with regard to Auras?”

Irogh said, “The every-second cost on the spell description will either go to every 1.25 seconds, or every 2 seconds in the case of a Particle Spell, cutting the cost of those spells in half. Be aware that some of these options will exclude others; you can’t have both duration options, for example.”

Jane nodded, but Erick had heart palpitations. 

“Woah woah woah.” Erick paused. “Really!?”

Irogh said, “Yes. But every single one of these Class Options requires a Quest to unlock. For the Duration quest, you need to keep a spell going for 24 hours. You’ve already unlocked that based on previous actions. The rest of them are similar. You might not want to take the damage options, since those require Kill Quests.”

Erick read over the list again. 

Jane asked, “What about changing these later?”

“That will take a grand-rad and then you must complete the Quests for whichever Class ability you want. If you’ve already unlocked the new ability, or you’re switching between abilities you’ve already unlocked, all it takes is 1 grand-rad; no Quest.”

Erick said, "I should have a few grand-rads coming in from killing cats in Kal'Duresh."

"Let's try to get this right the first time," Jane said.

Erick read the list again. So did Jane.

Eventually, Jane said—
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                    VOTING IS CLOSED.

For posterity, I have left the original text of this closing box under this cut:


Spoiler : 







 

WHAT DOES JANE SAY?!

Leave your comments below.

I reserve the right to 2 of the 5 open slots.

And, like, if you guys aren't responsible to Erick's character... I might just take all 5. But you are speaking in the maner of Jane, who is a power gamer. She might be able to convince her father of almost anything.

I'll keep this open for a few days. You have some time to think about your comment. Not a lot, but some.

For those of you interested in his Full Status, this is current as of this chapter:


Spoiler : 







     


	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 659,855,559/10,233,415,500

Class: 1/6

Points: 16





	
HP


	
600/600


	
600





	
MP


	
900/900


	
6000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Vitality


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
30


	
+0


	
[30]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!








 

 


	
Scion of Focus

Multiply your base MP regen by 4

Immune to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: 50 Focus








 

 


	
Strong X

Multiply your base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 

 


	
Enduring X

Multiply your base HP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Vitality








 

 


	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 

 


	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 

 


	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 

 


	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

 


	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

 


	
Aurify 2

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 1 aura at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Doubles the range on an Aurified spell.

Exp: 728,109/1,000,000








 

 


	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, of Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

 


	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.








 

 


	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.








 

 


	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 mana.

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 

 


	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 

 


	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration.

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 

 


	
Force Beam X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 50 + 2x WIL for 10 seconds.








 

 


	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 

 


	
Billiard Ball Aura, short range, 5 MP per second

Crashing balls of mana bounce erratically, inflicting 25 + WIL damage per hit.








 

 


	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink








 

 


	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 

 


	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

 


	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or an induce plant growth in an area equal to spell level in meters.








 

 


	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.








 

 


	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen.








 

 


	
Telepathy X, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster.








 

 


	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

 


	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

 


	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 

 


	
Conjure Force Elemental X, variable duration, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a number of force constructs under your command equal to spell level, or one Large summon, or infuse your constructs with mana. Constructs operate based on mana.








 

 


	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 

 


	
Stillness 2, instant, 1 hour per level, super long range, 250 mana.

Drop all <sound> to the level of a <speaking voice> in a super large area for 1 hour.

Exp: 150/200








 

Particle Mage:

 

 


	
Call Lightning X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>.

Particle Mage Only








 

 


	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.

Particle Mage Only








 

 


	
Exalted Storm Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 

 


	
Withering X, 1 minute per level, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 

 


	
Withering Slime, 10 minutes, super long range, 1000 MP.

Unleash a super large wave of semi-sentient magic that searches for monsters and purges them of all water, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way.

Particle Mage Only.








 

 


	
Domain of the Withering Slime, 2 MP per second, aura, super long range

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.








 

 


	
Particle Mage

<empty>

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

 

EDIT:

This is his old Class:

 

 


	
Particle Mage

Your ability to unlock new Particle spells is greatly increased.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Your ability to affect the Particle spells of others is greatly increased.

Your own Particle spells are less affected by the abilities of non Particle Mages

Your Particle spells deal more damage

You take less damage from Particle spells.

<I gave you most of the Force Mage skillset except with a few additions and subtractions and relevant changes. You’ve also gotten the Class unlocked at max level, because I need to see how this all works out. This is all subject to change. ~Rozeta>
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Jane said, “Insight, Creation, More Mana, More Mana Regeneration, and either Healing or More Particle AoE, though I don’t think you really need either. Sculpt Spell is also a winner; it reads like you could choose to avoid raining on the town; you wouldn’t have to move the temple. It would also help with your Handy Aura, Dad.” 

Erick was stunned. This was his power gamer daughter? She didn’t want Killer, or Poison? Even he could see how those would be useful against Shades. Wouldn’t they? Sapping spell didn’t even have a listed cap—

Erick asked, “If I have a [Familiar] and Sapping, would the [Familiar] grant me False HP way beyond the cap listed under Particle Shell?”

Jane glanced at Erick like she had seen an unexpected oddity. Like a rhino appearing from the sky, or the walls turning different colors.

Erick said, "I'm learning, Jane. It's just taking a while."

Jane's eyebrows rose, but she said nothing.

Meanwhile, Irogh moved the floating blue box of Class Abilities to the side, to hang up against the wall. He read the air for a moment. “Not directly.” He hummed. “I see how you would think that. It doesn’t specify Particle Spells Only in the description but it… it should. Sorry. This is a very new Class. We’re still working out the bugs—”

The blue box for Sapping Spell changed.

 




	
Sapping Particle Spell, gain False HP from hurting your enemies with Particle Spells, lasts 1 hour, is renewed with more damage done to enemies.








 

Irogh said, “You’d need a [Particle Familiar] to make that work, and it wouldn't grant you False HP, but it would grant the [Particle Familiar] False HP. But, yes, Sapping has no cap, as you can see. But in order to create such a [Particle Familiar] you would likely need to take Particulate Force.”

Jane breathed calmly, but she turned to Erick with eyes full of pain. “Do not take Particulate Force, Dad. Please. Just… Don’t. Don’t try to combine Particle and Force magic ever again. That’s why I didn’t suggest Sapping.” She calmed, saying, “You almost killed yourself with this latest magic. Either you tried to do too much or you didn’t have a clear understanding of what you were asking for or— I don’t know what happened there, exactly.” She spoke, and her words were steel, “I cannot watch you kill yourself. Do you understand that? I want you to understand this: I’m never talking to you again if you take Particulate Force.”

She was serious. Erick had rarely seen his daughter like this. Jane had drawn a line in the sand, and Erick was at that line. He took a step back.

Erick said, “I won’t take Particulate Force. I’ll always use Insight before trying to make a spell, too.”

Jane stilled. She smiled, but a tear rolled down her face. She brushed it away, quickly, then sniffled, and said, “Thank you.” She breathed. 

She relaxed.

Erick tried to relax, too, but he was still startled by Jane’s ferocity. 

“Just so we’re clear:” Jane turned to Irogh, “If he doesn’t take Particulate Force, does that mean he is locked out of that kind of magic? There’s no chance to create a [Particle Force Familiar], even with a song?”

“If he has Particulate Force, he will be allowed to complete his song to the end, and he will accept all the Errors it will cause. If he does not have Particulate Force, then he will be automatically struck with a moderate Error at the end, but there will never be any spell created, because now the Script has a…” Irogh scrunched his face, “A ‘buffer’? Am I using that term correctly? We have a buffer now for any sort of spell creation.” He spoke with confidence, “A buffer for all spell creation. Errors have been mostly normalized. Unless you take Particulate Force, in which case you might be hit with non-standard Errors.”

Erick didn’t know what to make of that.

But Jane’s face had gone pale. She said, “He won’t be taking Particulate Force, so that shouldn’t be an issue.” She turned to Erick. “Right, Dad?”

Erick said, “Yeah. I won’t take it. Not that one. Seems like a trap?”

Jane nodded. “It’s a double edged sword and you might kill yourself with it.

And then Jane started in on him, “We also have to talk about your Favored Spells. Didn’t you Favor your [Call Lightning]? See about getting that undone and Favoring [Ward] instead. I’ve got 40 Willpower right now, which, with all my boosts, gives me 2400 mana. With Clarity for half cost and then Favored Spell for another 25% off, drops all [Ward]s to 25% of the original cost, which gives me a [Personal Ward] of 4700 points. That darn thing has saved my life so many times...” She frowned. She said, “[Ward] has been really good. Everyone says that Favoring [Ward] is boring, but boring works. Gambesons work better than plate in almost all scenarios. A shot to the head is better than trying to hamstring a giant. Fiscal responsibility means no clubbing and normal clothes, but it also means you have enough left in the tank for emergencies, and on Veird, for an adventurer, there are only ever emergencies.

She kept going, “If it were me taking this Class, I would go for Killer, More Mana, Sapping, All Spell Cost Reduction, and maybe Sculpt Spell, just so I could use some theoretical Particle Aura in the middle of my team or to concentrate damage in one area.

She continued, “All Spell Cost Reduction is massive, Dad.” She got a far off look in her eyes, thinking, saying, “With [Ward] Favored, and another 10% off, you’re spending 15% of the mana needed to make a [Ward]. With those prerequisites and 1000 mana, a [Personal Ward]… 15 goes into 100 6-point-6 times, but divided by 2 because [Personal Ward] is twice the cost… 1000 mana will give you a 3300 point shield. Or 3100 because you don’t want to be at 0 mana, but whatever. At my 2400 mana, that would give me a… 7800 point [Personal Ward]. If I got More Mana and all of this? … Uh… that’s a 15000 [Personal Ward]. 30,000 if I put it on the ground instead of on myself. If you put 1000 mana into a [Ward] on the ground, it would be worth 6600 effective HP.” She came back to herself, to say, “[Ward Strike] from a competent assassin would probably get through most of that, but not all.

“I’ve researched assassinations in my spare time and while there’s always overwhelming force in some scenarios, mostly, you’re looking at 5000 to 7000 damage for a top-end single attack. A ranged hit for 5000 is a lucky crit from a good spell, like [Force Beam Bolt], which is a [Force Beam] shot all at once. A melee [Strike] can be for more, but that’s only in melee.

She looked to Erick. “I used to think that HP didn’t matter because everyone around town says it doesn’t matter, and to some extent this is true, but when you’re looking at over 8000 effective HP, it does mater. It matters a lot. I think that the people around town are mostly Classless, and only a few of them have Scion of Willpower, so, on average, with —I’m guessing— 1000 mana being the top end, just like you, they only have 2000 point shields and only if they Favor [Ward], which many don’t, because everyone here likes Strength based builds and even the mages don’t have the natural regen to keep up a [Ward] through the casual damage of multiple fights in a row.

“People see these powerful adventurers running around, tanking giants, with just their pure Strength holding up these massive shields, effectively multiplying their HP by unknowable huge margins, protecting everyone and turning the tides of battle all on their own… Then they see mages destroying hundreds of wolves at a time, but also falling to the smallest critical hits because mages get into a lot of trouble when they’re pinned down.

She stressed, “Shades can pin down mages, quite well.”

Irogh rested with a light smile, for all of Jane’s speech.

Jane said, “Back to the point: 2500 point [Ward]s are not that great, and the main contributor to why people don’t Favor [Ward]. But a 10,000 point [Ward] is fantastic, and you can get that with enough multipliers. Having a Class is a huge boost to your survivability, and you need to crunch those numbers right. Take the boring, survivable options, Dad. Sculpt spell is fancy, and I think I like it. Do you really need more area? I don’t know. Your choice. Healing seems fancy, too, but I’ve been talking to people, and more and more of the people coming into Spur, either to adventure or to farm, and are choosing to go with Focus builds, so that they can use [Telekinesis] more often; there’s some manual labor involved on the farm, but not much. You don’t expend that much HP using [Telekinesis] to pick vegetables.”

There was a hiccup in the beginning where Erick almost interrupted —a 4700 point [Ward] saved her life!?— but then she kept going. Jane was in life and death situations all the time. Erick could have smacked himself for forgetting where he was, and who Jane was. She was right about a lot. She was probably right about all of what she had said.

“I will endeavor to get this right.” Erick said, “This is a big help, Jane.”

“Good.” Jane smiled softly. She stood up, saying, “You can tell me all about your abilities later, Dad. I gotta go.”

Erick stood up. “Already?” A pang of loss ripped through his chest. “You could stay for dinner!” He bargained, “You could stay for the end of this?”

Jane smiled wide. “I love you, Dad. I gotta go. Besides!” She spoke without sarcasm, “This is supposed to be something sacred between you and Rozeta. I gotta go.” 

She hugged Erick, and Erick felt yet another pang of loss, but softer this time.

Jane let go. “I’ll talk to you later.” She asked Irogh, “One last thing before I go: Will he have to kill anything for any of these quest completions?”

“Not for the ones you have specified.”

“Good.” Jane bowed to Irogh. “Thank you for allowing me to participate in this event.”

“Rozeta thanks you for your participation.” Irogh gestured to the air. The door unlocked with a click. “May all the Relevant Entities of the Script watch over you, Jane Flatt.”

Jane hugged Erick one more time before rushing out of the door, past Poi, then vanishing in a blink of blue light, above the white marble floor of the Courthouse. Irogh waved his hand through the air again, and the door shut with another magical click.

Erick sat back down, and sighed. “It never gets easier to watch her go.”

Irogh nodded, but said nothing.

Erick asked, "How would I go about un-Favoring my [Call Lightning]?”

Irogh said, “1 grand-rad, and a Quest.” Irogh looked up, then back to Erick, saying, “UnFavoring [Call Lightning] will also unFavor [Lightning Aura], since the aura is a pure version of the original spell. You will only get one instance of Favored Spell back, though. If you want, I can issue you this quest right now, and you can complete it by fulfilling both conditions, in any order you wish.” 

Erick said, “I think I’ve made my decisions about all of it, actually. In addition to unFavoring [Call Lightning], I’d like the quests for Insight, Creation, More Mana, More Mana Regeneration, and… Sculpt Spell! Ah. Wait… Jane had a lot of good points about All Spell Cost Reduction.” He asked, “What do you think?”

“How high in Willpower do you think you will go?”

“Probably 50, at least. Not sure.”

“You’ll have 3000 mana with the More Mana Class Ability. With all the bonuses she spoke of, spending 2900 mana will get you a 9570 point [Personal Ward]. Without All Spell Cost Reduction, and just Favored Spell, that’s a 5800 point [Personal Ward].” Irogh said, “Stacking cost reductions is rather powerful in the case of [Ward], especially if you have enough regen for that [Ward] to come back multiple times over the course of a day. And you will, with 12000 regen from the Double Mana Regen option. There was a lot of good to what she said.”

Erick said, “Okay okay. You’re both right.”

“No one is ‘right’, Erick.” Irogh said, “This is all personal choice. If you want Healing, take it. If you want Sculpt Spell, take it. If you want Cost Reduction, take it.”

Erick breathed. He said, “Insight, Creation, More Mana, More Mana Regeneration, and… Sculpt spell. And unFavoring [Call Lightning].”

Irogh smiled, saying, “Of course.” He tapped the air several times. 

Blue boxes appeared.

 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Ask for and receive a Relevant Entity’s Pledge of Insight, to assist in Spell Creation, 0/1

Reward: Particular Insight








 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Create 1 new Large-Sized or greater Basic Particle Spell, 0/1

OR

Create 5 new Particle Spells by upgrading a known Particle Spell to a higher tier, 0/5

Reward: Your ability to Create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased








 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Mana, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 0/1

Reward: Double your Base Mana








 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Mana Regen, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 0/1

Reward: Double your Base Mana Regeneration








 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Reach Aurify 3, 0/1

Reward: Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.








 




	
Status Change Quest!

Be struck by natural lightning and survive, 0/1

Grand-Rad, 0/1

Reward: {Favored Spell} on [Call Lightning] returned to you, to be used on another Spell.








 

All of the Quests looked as fine as Erick expected them to look.

But that last one... 

UnFavoring [Call Lightning] felt wrong, somehow. Erick didn’t like it, in some instinctual, unknowable way. Be struck by natural lighting? As though accepting some final parting glance at what had been, in favor for what might come? He stared at the box for a few moments.

Erick said, “I decline the Favored Spell switch quest, please.”

Irogh said, “Done.”

“Can Rozeta be my Relevant Entity for Insight?”

Irogh glanced at the air for a moment, then turned back to Erick, and said, “She cannot. She has already been seen as favoring you too much. If you find a single Relevant Entity willing to help, she can do nothing, but if you truly have no offers, she will help.” He added, “She would like me to explain that she is supposed to be truly neutral; The Script is for everyone, from people like Bulgan, to people like you. Registrars hear and guide people down a neutral path, but we do not judge those who kill, or those who maim, or those who heal, or those who help.”

Erick’s skin prickled with goosebumps.

“Remember what I said when we first met?” Irogh spoke as though from a script he had memorized long ago, and made his own over the years, “I will assist you in planning your builds to the best of my ability, be you plotting the downfall of a nation, god, demon king, or dragon lord, or if you want to become the best darn farmer on Veird. I am here for you, and your needs.” He added, “I suppose, for you, I should also add ‘crown of heaven’ to the list, just to round it out.”

“… That’s why you’re not more popular around town.” Erick felt a chill, realizing that the orcol in front of him was truly dangerous, in his own way; in a way sanctioned by a neutral goddess. “You helped Bulgan. Did you help him become a Shade, too?”

Irogh said, “I cannot talk about the decisions of those who have walked through my office.”

Erick stilled. He said, “Okay.”

Irogh nodded softly. “This is why I avoided most of your party.”

Now that just pissed Erick off. Tension broke, as Erick said, “You avoided my party for…!” He frowned. He said, “I worked damn hard on all that food! You should have come anyway. It’s not your fault Bulgan chose to do what he— It’s not your fault, right?”

Irogh said, “I give guidance to all, but I do not make choices for anyone.”

“Do you wish people would do better with their choices? Do you wish people would murder as much as they do?”

Irogh smiled softly. “I do not wish for people to harm others, but I must remain neutral in all proceedings.”

“Then! Fuck. Come on by sometime for coffee or something. I almost always have some dessert laying around. I know you can’t share stories about people who’ve done wrong, but I know all about trying to help people who just can’t help but hurt themselves and others.” 

Irogh said, “Maybe some other time.”

Erick looked at him for a moment, then said, “Okay.” He stood up. “Then I guess I better get working on these quests.”

Irogh nodded. “Do you require any guidance as to where to start?”

Erick glanced at the quests again. “Looks like I need to go to the Church and talk to some Relevant Entities to get Insight, and then pump out another 25,000 experience into Aurify. Figure out another large-sized Particle spell somewhere in there; I’ll stay away from the SLR stuff for a while. I think I’ll go talk to the Mage Trio regarding that. Then it’s time to research enchanting… I probably need to buy [Metalshape]…” Erick looked up [Metalshape]; it was just past [Stoneshape], at tier 2. “Then I need to buy some metal from somewhere… Am I forgetting anything?”

“Gems hold enhancement enchantments better than base metal, and if you stress the enchantment, it will break. Don’t wear the items until you’re ready to complete the quest.” Irogh said, “Or do, just to see how they work.”

Erick nodded, “Then I can create a particle spell to make as many diamonds as I need. They’re just carbon arranged in a crystalline structure, you know.”

Irogh winced. 

“What?”

“Diamonds are okay for enchantments. They’re cheap enough, anyway. Perfectly round pearls are the best, though you’d likely have to go to Portal to find enough of a supply to make up for failed attempts.”

Erick smiled. The world seemed to be opening up for him.

He said, “Maybe I’ll do that, anyway, just to see some other part of Veird.” Erick nodded, saying, “Thank you, Irogh.”

Irogh flicked the air; the door to the room unlocked. He said, “May all the Relevant Entities of the Script watch over you, Erick Flatt.”

“And you as well!” 

Erick walked out of Irogh’s office, rejoining Poi in the hallway. Irogh’s Script-blue door swung almost closed; remaining open a foot. Light spilled out into the already bright hallway.

“Where to next, sir?” Poi asked.

“First, I gotta do this.” Erick thumbed toward his back as he turned on his Handy Aura, but restricted it to between his shoulders, like tiny, tiny, handy wings. It was a major alteration to his aura so it cost more mana to maintain, but his regen could handle it; if he kept this up for the rest of the day, he could knock off his Sculpt Spell quest by tonight, and get Aurify 3. “Is this weird?”

Poi smirked. “You’re already plenty weird, sir; that will not stand out.”

Erick laughed, then said, “And now we go to Church.”

 

- - - -

 

The Interfaith Church was more like a cathedral than a ‘church’. It was as magnificent today as it was the first time Erick saw it; all white stone with flying buttresses with huge stained glass windows, surrounded by a green and purple vineyard twice as wide as the temple itself, which was already larger than all other nearby buildings. The sun streamed through the vineyard, to touch a scattering of people praying under the vines in their own, private ways. There were some larger trees here and there, with simple little stone shrines nestled next to them; the tree at their back almost growing completely around some of the more ancient-looking shrines. Wind blew through the city, rustling leaves in a peaceful way.

A redmetal wrought in the shape of a male dragonkin, with his metal flesh shaped like priest robes, stood at the entrance to the garden. The man noticed Erick’s approach and stepped up when Erick came closer. He looked slightly nervous; he stood a bit too straight, moved a bit too solidly. 

“Greetings, Archmage Flatt. A few Relevant Entities have decided to grace us with their presence. If you would please follow me.”

“Okay?” Erick said, “Sure! Why not. Is Darenka okay?”

“Head Priest Darenka is busy with provincial matters. My name is Abraxis; it is a pleasure to meet you, Archmage.”

“Nice to meet you, Abraxis.”

“This way, please.”

The red wrought walked down the path through the vineyard to the Interfaith Church, through the wide open doors, into the central room. Pews lined the church, just like back on Earth, all of them pointed toward a blank wall and a blank podium all the way at the other side of the massive room; most of the ornamentation in this room was blank, in fact. That blank back wall and all the rest would be [Stoneshape]d into appropriate imagery depending on which god they were venerating on that day. Each Relevant Entity had their own days of the year they decided on as holy, while several of the major gods held particular days of the month. Today was no one’s day, though, so the Interfaith Church stood blank. 

But it wasn’t plain, not by a long shot.

The high, cathedral ceiling and all the pillars and corners of the church were adorned with ornate, geometric stone, that left ample space for people to [Stoneshape] imagery into the large blank spots around the room. The pews were rich brown, heavily carved wood, that had supported hundreds of thousands of people. This place was holy in a very real way. The most beautiful parts of it had to be the multicolored stained glass windows, draping everything in rainbows; the windows were abstract, geometric designs, done in all colors, equally.

Erick smiled. He hadn’t been to Church for anything except business; he would have liked to explore it all sometime, but that just felt wrong, somehow. These weren’t his religions; he didn’t think he really had a religion, even back on Earth.

But maybe today he’d find, if not a religion, something to complement his own faith in what life should be. Abraxis walked down the central aisle, and Erick followed. Several people prayed silently around the room; not one of them within five meters of each other. 

The main room of the Church was technically ‘blank’, but where Abraxis took Erick, was very much not blank at all. To the left and right of the stage and black backdrop, behind the preacher’s podium, were two archways that were connected by a winding hallway. Entering one archway would eventually spit you out on the other side, but all along that path, there were alcoves; some larger than others, some deep enough to hold a dozen people. All of them filled with stuff, and sculpture. Books, paintings, stone imagery, incense and offerings, little bits of gold or silver, gems, poetry, gilded things and plain rocks. Back on Earth, Erick would have thought of these almost-rooms as dioramas, displays, or exhibitions. But here, they were full of divinity, where Relevant Entities had invested themselves with minuscule fractions of their power, so that they might form a connection to those living on Veird.

With Meditation active, several of the alcoves blazed with a strange power that was like hearth fire in an ocean of ambient mana; all flickering and welcoming. Abraxis stood at the entrance to the hallway; he went no further, but he bade Erick to continue. 

Poi stayed behind; he would not follow Erick down this path.

Erick turned away from Poi, and walked down the hallway.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat down on a tree stump, beside a dark skinned woman, sitting on her own stump, in the only green space in the center of an endless field of golden wheat. There was no sun; there was no need. Everything was made of light.

Atunir spoke toward the wheat, “Keep making your new plants; I like them a lot.” She said, “I’ll help you [Grow] some good things, but I’m way too busy to grant you a Pledge of Insight. You’ve tossed down dozens of new vegetables and fruits and vines and trees for me to fit into the ecosystem. Everyone wants some or all of what you’ve created, and you’re not my Champion. My Champion might come your way, soon, though. That’s up to her. She’s dealing with this Daydropper mess. It’s going well, in case you were wondering.” She turned to Erick. “Tell me about chocolate.”

Erick smiled. Then he talked about chocolate, from seed, to tree, to beanpod, to fermentation then drying then roasting. Processing past that was a detailed affair, about sugar content and cocoa butter and grinding the beans very, very fine. All the way through all of that, Erick sprinkled in anecdotes about the taste and the variety, from cakes to drinks to bars to cooking, to tempering, to sculpting. It was a nice conversation. Atunir listened. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood in the air, above a dark, storm tossed ocean, while hurricane winds blew sideways rain and flashes of lightning illuminated everything; but there was no noise. None of the rain struck Erick. 

Sininindi said, “I probably had some reason for talking to you, but there’s a war in Nergal and you like lightning and storms. Not as much as me or any decent storm priest, but… Meh. I’m busy now. Go away.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat at the table beside his garden of successes. 

Another Erick sat across the table; a game of half-played chess waited between them.

It was hard to tell which pieces were Erick’s and which were Phagar’s, because there were no black pieces, or white pieces; every single chess piece was a type of slime. The pawns were little sewer slimes, all wiggly and greenish yellow. The knights were furry slimes, that sniffed the air. Bishops were wispy, airy slimes, that were mostly tendrils. Rooks were stone slimes, dark grey, completely opaque. The king slimes were dark metal, and barely moving. The queens were brilliant crystal slimes that glittered in the sunlight.

Erick was not winning, but he wasn’t losing, either. He felt like there had been some close calls, but he had pulled away from defeat before, and Phagar didn’t have a clear path to victory, yet. 

But the God of Death and Time would win, in the end; of that there was no doubt.

Phagar said, “I’ll help with this Pledge of Insight. If you wish to become my Champion, you could do that, too. I haven’t had one of those in a long time. I’ll help even if your ultimate goal is to 'defeat' me.” Phagar shrugged. “I don’t consider myself a poor sport by any stretch of the meaning, but everything dies, even if you do manage to reinvent immortality-in-a-spell; souls still flow, and someone has to keep this mess in order.”

“… Do you like slimes that much? I mean— To name me your Champion? To be okay with me poking around with immortality? To help me poke around with immortality?” Erick admitted, “I think the little slimes are cute, too. But about all the rest of this… I’d call you a liar in some sort of way, if you were a person, and not a god. Do gods lie?”

“We try not to. Lies ripple and break. Truths affirm and solidify.”

“Break what? Solidify what?”

“Everything.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick looked up, and saw a hazy planet, swirling with atmosphere and blue water and white clouds and green life.

Erick looked down, and all around him was a half-there reality; silver sands that supported figments of trees, shadows of houses that spilled out laughter and love into the air, a flying river with silver fish that glinted under the lights of four celestial bodies; Veird, the sun, pink Hell, and white Celes. 

A loincloth wearing half-incani, half-human, with pale violet skin and tiny white horns, stood on the silver sand in front of Erick.

Koyabez said, “You managed to make some normal magic, and it almost cost you your life, but the spell you created has already saved thousands of lives. My head priests, all across Veird, are already holding peace talks between embattled peoples, in spaces where everyone knows there can be no hostile magic.” He pointed to Veird. The continent of Glaquin glowed all along the edges, then that light moved inside, like a flashlight concentrating to a point, down to the south east of the continent to become a bright spark upon the globe, on the southern coast of the Greensoil Republic. “The Halls of the Dead still plague the land with guerrilla warfare, but the Wasteland Kingdoms and the Greensoil Republic are debating all out war, instead of heading out to fight. This is only possible because of [Zone of Peace].” 

Koyabez waved his hand, and Veird turned in the sky; several bright sparks appeared all across the surface. 

Koyabez said, “There is hope for peace in many parts of the world, and there is more to come.”

Erick felt tears run down his face. He saw people around the world, helping each other, reaching out to their neighbors and lifting them up out of the dirt, or out of danger. 

“I’m glad.” Erick looked back down to Koyabez, and the god looked sad. Erick had been about to ask for a Pledge of Insight, and his spell. But suddenly, that seemed impossible. “What’s wrong?”

Koyabez said, “I cannot give you the spell, and I cannot help you with a Pledge of Insight; not as you are right now.”

“Why?”

“Because you have pledged to kill all the Shades, and I am the God of Peace. If you promise to give up your conquest, I will grant you as many ability points as you want, a Pledge of Insight, and uncommon help in constructing all of your future spells. Do you want to know the secrets of immortality? Do you want to be my Champion, to try and end this war between Melemizargo and everyone else? I can grant all of that to you, if you turn from this path you have chosen.”

The mirage of a ghostly heaven all around Erick evaporated as he felt the fires of anger glimmer to life inside his chest.

The Shades were immoral murderers. Tania Webwalker wanted Jane giftwrapped in platinum chains for the ‘crime’ of killing a shadow spider who had come to kidnap her. Bulgan tried to annihilate Frontier, and before that, Bulgan's people had tried to murder Erick and Jane in the attack on the Sewerhouse.

The old, naive Erick would have said yes. But now? No. Arguing with people who wanted nothing more than them on top and everyone else bloody under their boots, was worse than futile, it was deadly.

There was a limit to peace.

Erick demanded, “Why would you try to make peace with genocidal megalomaniacs?”

“Because I was once friends with Melemizargo, back when he was a god of magic, and everything was different. I will not move against his forces, for he would rise in reprisal, and I will not have my people be the ones to cause him more pain.” Koyabez said, “Melemizargo is insane with grief, and his terror seeps out through his clergy. Fear drives them to violence. Violence begets fear. And the cycle is never ending.”

“Would Tania have killed everyone in Spur if we had let her?”

“Yes.”

"You would rather have had Spur been annihilated?”

“No.”

“If Spur wasn’t there, would the Shades spill out into the land, singing the song of Melemizargo to turn the people of the world into their unthinking servants?”

“Yes. They have before, but concentrated efforts by worldly powers have always managed to push them back to their city.”

“So you plead for peace with people unwilling and unable to try.”

“Yes.”

“… good luck with that.”

Koyabez smiled, his deific face full of understood pain. “The Path to Peace is foolish, but sometimes fools change the world.”

“I would love to believe you, but I cannot afford to be a fool.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat down to chess with Phagar, next to the garden.

He asked, “Do you have a problem with me trying to kill all the Shades in Ar’Kendrithyst, and… I don’t even know what to do about an insane old god of magic. How do you fight that?”

Phagar, in a copy of Erick’s body, laughed. “Does the God of Death and Time have a problem with an old god finally passing on?” He smiled, saying, “No. I do not have any issue at all with the dying of an age. Though this task you have set for yourself is not as easy as you think.”

“Thank you for your concern, but that is my cross to bear.” Erick said, “I’m in. Please give me your Pledge of Insight. I’m gonna need to think about the Champion thing, though. Where are your thoughts on all this daydropper and necromancer stuff? Will people find it strange if they find out I’m working with you?”

Phagar nodded, smiling, and said, “Gods deal in the realm over here, Erick. We help guide those of you on your side who feel like listening, but your lives are your own. That business with you— the one where we all stood around to decide your fate? That was one of a handful of times anything like that has ever happened on Veird, and the end result in every case, except one, was that we chose to do nothing. Your lives are your own.” He added. “I feel you may have a skewed view of what life on Veird is like for the average person.”

“Jane has said as much.” Erick said, “I think she’s having a much more normal life on your planet than I am. Just tell me: is working with you not some cultural faux pas? Are people gonna treat me different?”

Phagar laughed. “I won’t tell if you won’t.” He said, “But if you do: Some will come to you, others will flee, some will be terrified, some will find comfort, because, just like this conversation, sometimes everything ends before you’re ready.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked out of the opposite stone archway, on the other side of the Interfaith Church.

Some boxes appeared.

 




	
QUEST COMPLETE!

Ask for and receive a Relevant Entity’s Pledge of Insight, to assist in Spell Creation, 1/1

Reward: Particular Insight








 




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

Erick had a lot more to ask Phagar, but that’s life and death for you.

Poi and Abraxis were looking down the other side of the curving hallway.

Erick called out, “Over here, Poi.”

Poi whipped around to glare at him, then relaxed, then quickly walked across the room, whispering, “You were gone for 2 seconds.” He calmed, looking around. “Don’t yell in the Church.” He added, “Sir.”

Erick smiled. 

Abraxis arrived in the intervening seconds. He whispered, “All is well?”

Erick said, “All is well. Thank you.” He looked behind him with Meditation active; whatever was going on before with that weird ethereal mana fire was gone, now. “I think it's over.”

Abraxis softly, saying, “If not for the dissipation of divine energy, I would have thought you [Teleport]ed.”

Erick said, “Thank you for your assistance, Abraxis.”

The man bowed. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick went home and promptly took a nice nap. 

When he woke up, he turned on his Handy Aura, keeping it close to his back, while he went back into town, to the Mage’s Guild, to research the god Phagar. The orangescale librarian on duty, Tamarim, was not concerned over Erick’s inquiry at all. 

… From what Erick read, Phagar was the kindly old man who guided souls to their chosen, or inevitable, destinations. Of all the gods, he was the one who kept the most out of mortal affairs, because he was always there in the end, anyway.

 

- - - -

 

Jane didn’t call that night; Poi said she was busy making up for her unscheduled absence.

 

- - - -

 

Just before bed, and because he had been holding his Handy Aura next to his back all evening long, Aurify finally leveled.

 




	
Aurify 3

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 2 auras at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Triples the range on an Aurified spell.








 

And a quest completed.

 




	
QUEST COMPLETE!

Reach Aurify 3, 1/1

Reward: Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.








 




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

Erick was in the kitchen when it happened. Suddenly, everything felt more fluid. He relaxed his Handy Aura and it stayed nestled against his back. Erick smiled. He didn’t have to spend more mana to hold it in this odd configuration. Erick gently pressed outward; his aura flared full, filling the room—

Jars knocked over, silverware went flying.

“Whoops!” Erick said, “Too big!”

Erick pulled his aura back to manageable size, carefully, then went around the room, picking up what had fallen, using his handy aura like it was the most natural thing in the world to tidy up with air and thoughts. He picked up a plate, then [Mend]ed it, while also pushing scattered tea into a pile, and righting a jar of platinum coffee-tea, and putting silverware back on the table.

Erick paused. 

He activated [Cleanse Aura] at the same time as his Handy Aura. The fallen tea in his telekinetic hands swirled away as thick air. Both his auras worked at the same time. Two auras at a time! He giggled. He laughed. He put everything in the right spots, and cut all of his auras, and smiled. Poi was standing at the door to the room.

Poi asked, “Something good, sir?”

“Aurify 3. We won’t have to move the temple in the farms because I can control it all quite easily.” Erick pondered, “I wonder what they’re going to say, if anything.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Here's how I counted up the vote:

If you said something positive about an ability, it got a point.

If you said something negative about an ability, nothing happened.

If you voted multiple times... it got a bit messy, and some of those just weren't counted.

If you gave a good reasoning why Erick should pick something, it might have gotten an extra point.

In the end, a few abilities were close enough that Erick just picked ability #5.

I did not actually reserve any of his abilities! This was all you guys.

Thanks for voting!

 

    


	
All Spell Cost Reduction 10%


	
OOO


	
More Mana x 2


	
OOOOOOOOOOOO





	
All Particle Spell Cost Reduction 20%


	
OOOOOOO


	
More HP x 2


	
OO





	
All Ability Cost Reduction 5%


	
 


	
More Mana Regeneration x 2


	
OOOOOOOOOOO





	
Less Spell Damage Taken, General x 0.75


	
 


	
More Spell Damage Done, General x 1.25


	
O





	
Less Spell Damage Taken, Particle x 0.25


	
 


	
More Spell Damage Done, Particle x 2


	
O





	
Finer Spell Control, General 


	
O


	
More Area of Effect, General x 1.25


	
 





	
Finer Spell Control, Particle 


	
OOOO


	
More Area of Effect, Particle x 2


	
OOOOOOOOO





	
General Spell Duration x 1.25


	
 


	
Particle Spell Duration x 2


	
OOOO





	
Less enemy effect on your Particle Spells


	
 


	
More effect on enemy Particle Magic


	
 





	
Lingering Particles, continuing to disrupt enemy Particle magic for the duration of the previous spell


	
OO


	
Particle Spell Creation, Easier time creating Particle Spells


	
OOOOOOOOOOOOO





	
Particle Shell, Mana spent on Particle Spells grants you false HP equal to mana spent, up till base HP. Lasts 1 hour, renewed with new Particle Spells. 


	
OOOO


	
Particle Ripper, offensive Particle Spells rip away a % of enemy HP. Less effect on stronger enemies.


	
 





	
Particle Healing, your non-offensive Particle Spells restore HP to all people in the area commensurate to the Mana you spend.


	
OOOOOOOOO


	
Particle Poison, offensive Particle Spells corrode enemy HP for a % of damage done over spell duration. Less effect on stronger enemies.


	
 





	
Monster Killer, 2x damage done to any monster


	
OOO


	
Killer, 1.5x damage done


	
 





	
Sculpt Spell, All Spells are always affected by Major Mana Shaping, for free. Greatly reduced cost to alter ongoing Auras.


	
OOOOOOOOOO


	
Particular Insight, for 100 mana, probe the manasphere, discovering if a spell might be possible before you risk an Error


	
OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO





	
Mana Shield, damage taken is split between MP and HP


	
OOOO


	
Blood Mana, spend HP and MP to fuel spells


	
O





	
Sapping Particle Spell, gain False HP from hurting your enemies, lasts 1 hour, is renewed with more damage done to enemies.


	
OOOOOO


	
Particulate Force, able to create spells that blur the line between Particle and Force magic. WARNING! Errors will occur.


	
OOOOOOOO








 



                



048


                When Erick woke up, he Favored [Ward] for 75% less cost, which turned his 870 mana daily [Personal Ward] into a 1740 point generalized damage shield. Jane was right; he should have done this a while ago. It didn’t feel or look different than normal; he could still feel the air on his skin, his touch was not dulled. The subtle white glint on his fingernails and in the crook of his elbows had not changed, even though the [Ward] had doubled in power.

He almost spent 10 more points on Willpower so he could have put 1170 mana into his daily [Personal Ward], but his Class Ability Quest to double his mana said: 

 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Mana, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 0/1

Reward: Double your Base Mana








 

Something told him that increasing his mana by 1200 points would be harder than increasing his mana by 900 points. He did buy [Metalshape], though, which was right past [Stoneshape], since he would need to enchant his gear himself. 

 




	
Metalshape, medium range

Move medium amounts of metal around you for 5 minutes. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move medium amounts of metal around you for 1 minute. Fine control. 50 MP








 

[Metalshape] was practically a carbon copy of [Stoneshape], but much smaller.

 




	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

There was no [Jewelshape]. [Stoneshape] could work on jewels and glass, if the mage was skilled enough. Erick could already do glass to a certain extent; well enough to fix a window without [Mend] anyway. He would need to learn how to work with gems, but he needed the gems, first.

Hmm! Now that Erick was looking at [Metalshape] and [Stoneshape]...

Were there comparable skills for all of the Shaping spells? What was above [Airshape]? Anything? Erick searched the Script for [Plasmashape], then [Skyshape], then [Windshape], but got nothing; no results. Maybe there wasn’t a comparable skill—

[Soundshape]!?

… Nope. No [Soundshape]. That was the problem with searching the Script; unless you knew the exact name of what you were looking for, Search always returned zero results. Whatever! There was too much to do today to be worrying about the secrets of [Airshape], if there were any secrets in the first place.

Erick was ready for the day. Soon, he was outside of the house, Poi following, just as the sun was cresting over the eastern walls of the city. The sky was blue and cloudless, but there was hardly any noise. Sure, there were the distant sounds of a city waking up, but Erick missed the sounds of birds… 

He missed the sounds of birds a lot, actually. Welp! No time like the present to pop out an attempt at [Familiar].

[Telepathy].

[Scry].

[Conjure Force Elemental].

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Summon Birds, close range, 270 MP per bird + Variable

Conjure a semi-permanent, random bird, that might, someday, not be a terror. Max of 9 birds available. 

See through their eyes, Variable

Imbue them with spells, Variable








 

That text was disturbing, but the ‘bird’ that appeared on the ground in front of Erick did not look that dangerous. It was a cousin to a kiwi bird, if anything. Flightless and cute, like a fuzzy white coconut on chopstick legs, it looked at Erick and clicked its chopstick-like beak at him, before trilling out a melody of birdsong.

Erick laughed loud.

Erick’s laugh startled the poor little thing, but only for a second. It went right back to birdsong; chirping and singing some random sing-song trills and squeaks, extending its neck and body-length beak out ahead as it hopped and strutted over to the garden. Erick turned to Poi, to see that Teressa had come out of the house, following the noise. She stood behind Poi, smiling at the bird, then walked back inside, humming some tune. 

“No songbirds in Spur, eh?” Erick asked. “No migratory birds, either?”

“None, sir.” Poi said, “Rats tend to flourish well enough, especially now that the shadowolves are dead, but the farm cats hunt everything that isn’t a chicken.”

“I’ve seen cats kill chickens before?”

“Everyone has to eat, sir.”

“True enough.” Erick nodded, then turned back to his kiwi bird. The white coconut was gently stepping through the potatoes. Erick put some mana into his thoughts, and pressed at the bird.

‘Hello, little guy.’

The coconut bird instantly crouched down, then looked around. He turned and saw Erick.

‘Yup. It’s me talking to you.’

The bird went abso-fucking-lutely insane, screaming a shrill cry into the sky as it leapt up and raced at Erick, its beak snapping in rage, its claws tearing across the dirt, its tiny, tiny wings flapping as hard as they could flap. Erick, startled, pulled the plug. The bird vanished in a poof and swirl of white mana, its corporeal form nothing more than a memory.

“Okay. So. That was a failure. I didn’t mean to get waylaid with this, but...” Erick looked up at the lemon tree. “Let’s start off in the air, perhaps.”

[Summon Birds].

A parrot appeared on a branch, then squawked loud enough to raise the dead. That one turned to white mist, too. So did the next seven birds, each of them posing their own problem. A rooster crowed at the sunrise, louder than the parrot. A hummingbird instantly starting attacking Erick the second he touched the bird’s mind. An ostrich the size of an orcol was not given the opportunity to do harm; that was was an instant banish. He tried to summon two birds at once, but only got a single quail that did nothing but run away. He tried to summon two birds, again, but got a single eagle that he quickly banished; its eyes were full of hunger, and it was looking at him. Then came another parrot, then a pigeon, neither of which were good for anything at all. 

Then came a starling, summoned atop the stone table by the garden.

Erick touched its mind, and it did not recoil, or attack; it just stayed there, gently looking at Erick with pure white eyes. 

‘Hello, little starling. How are you this morning?’

The bird cocked its head, but did nothing.

‘My name is Erick Flatt. Would you like to join me to walk around town today? I’ve got some errands to run. Or, you could just stick around here.’ Erick gestured to his house, then the garden. ‘Any place you want.'

The starling turned toward the house, then silently flitted up to the second story veranda to latch onto the railing and look out across the city.

Erick pushed a different bit of mana at the bird, trying to [Scry].

His viewpoint switched, just like with the normal spell, but the starling’s eyesight was much better than Erick’s. He could count the veins on a leaf, a hundred feet away. The starling moved its eyes as though Erick was controlling a [Scry]; the animal was under his control. Erick released the [Scry]. After his sight returned to his own eyes, Erick tried to cast a spell through the bird. He started with [Cleanse Aura], but the aura popped up around him; not the bird. Thick air flowed around Erick for a second before he canceled the spell and tried again. 

His aura did not pop up out of the white starling. Erick had encountered this problem with the normal [Conjure Force Elemental]; he needed a matched pair of birds to cast an aura at range. And since he couldn’t seem to summon a pair of birds at a time with this spell…

Just to be sure. He summoned another bird, aiming for something small. A parakeet appeared on his open palm. Before the bird freaked out, Erick began releasing mana into the air. The parakeet fluffed in anger, but quickly relaxed and stayed on Erick’s palm, soaking up mana, flicking his tiny fluffy body like he was in a bird bath, splashing bits of white mana through the air.

The starling on the second floor veranda just stared.

Erick pushed [Cleanse Aura] into the smaller bird, aiming for the starling on the railing, but the starling did not get a [Cleanse Aura]; the parakeet did. The parakeet also instantly flew into a rage and was summarily banished. Erick frowned. Then he looked up at the starling.

Erick held out his arm like it was a bird stand; level and strong enough to support the starling’s weight, then mentally commanded the bird to land on his arm. The starling winged down to Erick, making no noise as it landed on his arm. The bird was a lot heavier than it appeared; it was under a foot tall, but it stared into Erick’s eyes, understanding what was about to happen. 

“If I can’t imbue spells at range, then this is a failure.” Erick said, “Sorry, little guy.”

The starling spread its wings wide as it turned to mist. 

Erick frowned at the dissipating cloud, then mentally grabbed the box for [Summon Birds] and crushed it, breaking something inside of himself at the same time. [Telepathy], [Scry], and [Conjure Force Elemental] all felt a tiny bit different; like old friends who had lost touch with one another. They couldn't reconnect right now, but they could heal, then rejoin in some other way, some other day. 

Erick sighed. 

 

- - - -

 

The lady at the bank had Erick’s account ready in ten minutes. 

She slid Erick a slip of paper, “Here is your current balance, sir.”

Erick’s dispensation from cleaning out Frontier and Kal’Duresh had come in; 5200 gold in 10 mana rads, each worth 5g apiece, as well as 9 grand-rads, each worth 1000g. His account balance before this was only 2400g, but now it had ballooned to…

To something that was not enough, considering his talks of adventuring gear with his daughter. The sort of gear Erick wanted was too expensive. He had to make it himself, of course, and that cut the cost considerably, but then there were mistakes to account for, as well as learning, and probably a whole bunch of smaller costs that Erick had yet to even imagine.

He needed to drop by the Mage Guild. He wanted to talk to Sizzi, anyway. Maybe they had remedial enchanting classes he could take, or at least some books on the subject. Erick had read that one Ancient Script for enchanting book Ulrick Ulrick had let him borrow. Knowing the Ancient Script had given him a starting point, but he needed actual reference material.

Erick thanked the bank lady; he would be back later.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat with Sizzi in a corner of the lobby of the Mage’s Guildhouse; she had already handed him a small journal detailing her personal journey of failed [Familiar] attempts for the last several years.

“Tier 3 is as high as a responsible summoner will go, so it’s not a big deal to take a decade to get a [Familiar]. Some of us even consider [Familiar] —not the one in the Script, mind you— to be the pinnacle of the art.”

“You don’t want to create a living creature; I understand.”

“Exactly. I can already do practically everything I want with the base spell, so a [Familiar] is technically a luxury, and as a luxury, there’s a list of requirements.” Sizzi said, “It’s all in that journal; I recorded the results of each day.” She explained, “I need the ability to imbue the [Familiar] at range through either a paired summon or as a basic ability. To summon the same [Familiar] with the same false-mind each time. To have it be under five kilos and an acceptable shape; I’ve aimed for everything from rabbits to cats to birds, but almost anything is acceptable. To have it not decay too quickly. And finally, for it to have all the normal abilities of a [Familiar] with [Scry] and [Telepathy]. As a bonus, speaking through it would be good, but not necessary.” She said, “It’s a very basic list, but it’s very, very hard to hit all of those buttons.”

“How would you rank those in terms of importance?” 

“The only one that’s unimportant is the shape, but that’s also the easiest to hit.” She said, “If you can’t hit them all, then you’re creating something that will never last; the point is to have a [Familiar], not something that needs a year to figure out what it is, every time you summon it.”

“Have you considered letting the creature choose its own form?”

Sizzi winced. “Yes. That does not turn out well. I do it that way every tenth day, anyway, just to try out something new. Most of the time you just get a collection of horrors, like tentacles or spikes or mouths. I actually hit almost all my goals once, but the creature that came out was a three meter-tall collection of fangs.” She shivered. “I could not keep that one. If it was smaller, I might have, but just— no. Not happening.” She added, “Go ahead and try to combine the spells any way you want, but if you don’t get all those aspects I listed, you’re better off breaking the spell and trying again. And by the way, I’m glad to see you’re doing okay.”

Erick smiled. “I’m feeling a lot better, but I’m taking a step back from SLR Particle spells, for now. Going to try for some large-sized stuff, though.” 

Sizzi frowned. “Are you… sure?”

“Yes. I switched out a Class ability.” Erick said, “What happened out there should not happen again.”

“Oh?” Sizzi paused in surprise, then said, “Good? Good! Mother will be glad to hear that.”

“How did it look for you guys?”

Sizzi paled, saying, “Mother says that blood just started pouring out of you, flowing red for only the briefest moments before coming out as clear water. She’d never seen such a thing before; everyone was panicking. Poi jabbed you with that rod of [Treat Wounds] as fast as he could; the red would return only to be washed away again.”

Erick shivered. “Can you tell her that I’m sorry for giving her such a fright?” 

“Of course.”

Erick added, “Oh. And I need to know what sort of books I should buy to learn more about enhancement enchantment. Do you have any idea where I should look for that?”

“You can buy those sorts of books in the Library. Just ask Tamarim. I think he’s the librarian today.”

“… I can?”

She said under her breath, “Most people can’t.”

Erick laughed. 

 

- - - -

 

Orangescale Tamarim loaded Erick up with three textbooks from the enchanting course taught at the Mage’s Guild, and two advanced books, special ordered and kept in stock for special people passing through Spur, or people like Erick.

“We’re in the middle of a semester right now, but if you want to attend class, you can. It’s mostly remedial stuff and it’s all in these first three books, anyway. You’d be in class with 17 year old kids; freshly matriculated.”

“Maybe some other time. How much are these books?”

“20g for the normal textbooks, 117 for the other two. The advanced ones are put out by the Arcanaeum Consortium, and are updated every five years.” Tamarim grinned, saying, “I cannot wait to see what next year’s edition holds. They’re probably going to have to switch to new editions every year for a while.” Tamarim stilled. He chuckled. He smiled as he said, “Maybe... There’ll be new editions every year for the rest of my life.”

Erick laughed as he collected his books into his shoulderbag. “Thanks, Tamarim. Charge my account?”

“Of course, Archmage.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood under a [Weather Ward] just outside of the temple in the farms. Valok, Apogough, Krakina, and Poi stood nearby. Platinum rain fell all around them in a very peculiar pattern, because the sky was a checkerboard of silver clouds and blue, for miles and miles around; well past the edge of the farms. Erick felt his mana strain, gradually dipping down. It was actually difficult to maintain this configuration, even with all of his modifiers and Sculpt Spell. He let his [Exalted Storm Aura] flex back to almost normal; clouds flowed together, slowly. Erick tried to keep the cloud mostly out of Spur. But just to make sure...

Erick cast a [Scry], high into the air, then rushed it up, through the glimmering storm. He broke the upper surface and turned the [Scry] eye around, to look down. 

Looking down from on high, the silver storm looked like a moon being eclipsed by Spur; like someone had taken a bite out of a cookie. The edges of the cloud were well past the farmland, and even with his initial guesses to correct for the new edge of the storm, he was raining in the city; Erick made minor adjustments here and there so the spell stayed out of Spur. This was much easier than the checkerboard pattern; that was just showing off. Erick could hold this new configuration without any problems at all. 

Erick came back to himself, and said, “It’s sorted, now. We won’t have to move the temple.”

Krakina said, “Show off! Sculpt Spell, yes?”

Erick smiled. “I switched out some things after that accident.”

“This is good.” Krakina nodded, saying, “I have Sculpt Spell, too. It is a good choice! Much better than whatever nonsense you were doing before.” She pointed to the sky with a wing, saying, “That square pattern was impressive, though.”

Apogough said, “I agree.”

Valok said, “We’ll need to talk about increasing the size of the farms.”

“We’re already meeting all of our orders.” Apogough said, “We can increase the cattle pasture, though. Things are getting tight there and my father is looking to expand.”

“Then we'll have more mimics to deal with.” Valok looked out across the rainy land. “This is a lot of land to defend.”

Erick said, “Do you need me to clear out the mimics every day?”

Valok shook his head. “No. The Adventuring Guild is packed; there’s more and more people coming to Spur every day, and a lot of them start off hunting mimics. Some of them always show up bright and early to kill the mimics that have moved near the farms. The problem, is at night, when the mimics come into the farms and the only defense is the Guard.”

Krakina chanced, “Pasture land should tie the mimics up long enough for them to not get too far?”

“I agree.” Apogough said, “Since we can’t build walls, let’s try pasture land for a while. We’re not going to forgo this opportunity.”

“Agreed,” Valok said.

“How are the monster cows coming along, anyway?” Erick asked.

“Rather well.” Apogough said, “There was that one that got turned into jerky, but it tasted great, so… There wasn’t even any problems with the butchering, because it was automatically [Cleanse]ed. There’s a small debate over whether it was ethical to kill the animal that way, but some people are weird about how they like to butcher animals. It died practically instantly, so those people are in the minority.”

Krakina said, “Those people were just mad they didn’t get to sell the kill rights.”

“Enough chatting.” Valok said, “Good work, Erick; now we gotta do the same.”

"See you later," Erick said.

Valok started walking away. Krakina and Apogough each gave a farewell nod to Erick before they followed Valok down the path, each to their own jobs. 

Erick and Poi went to the temple. Under a stone roof, out of the rain, Erick took out his beginner enchanter book and began reading, while platinum rain fell all around, and the sounds of joyful cows mooing rounded out a peaceful farmland ambiance. He used [Scry] occasionally to check and see if his aura was raining across town. It was. He pulled back his aura a bit here and there; [Exalted Storm Aura] mostly stayed in place.

Sometimes people popped his [Scry] eye if he got too close; sometimes they waved. 

He didn’t [Scry] for very long; only long enough to ensure the rain was where it needed to be. The rest of the time, he read.

 

- - - -

 

… how to construct a rhyme in Ancient Script, yes, yes. Erick had used this schema many times, but seeing it laid out before him in an academic setting was quite different than what he had been doing. Apparently, proper enchanting created a resonance between the rhyme and the spell. Ancient Script was used for multiple reasons, but also because all the words sounded so much alike that this helped to reinforce that resonance…

Erick read that chapter a few times.

… spell circles to enchant force-based spells, or healing magic, or mana alterings, all of them slightly different, because this is how magic propagates…

… this is how magic resonates...

How mana propagates and resonates? Eh. Sure. Erick rolled with that reasoning, though he had no idea what it actually meant.

… shaping spells are difficult to put into a wand, and this is why…

… mental imagery, yadda yadda yadda...

That made sense. In Erick’s experience, Shaping spells required a lot of mental imaging. It made sense that Shaping spells did not take well to being enchanted, because enchanted objects were static replicas of an enchanter’s ability.

… Base Stat enhancements are done like this… 

Oh!

Oh! Enhancement enchantments. Now this was interesting. Hmm. If Erick was understanding this right, creating a Stat enhancement enchantment was about creating a resonance between the enchanter’s own Stat and trapping that resonance inside a suitable item. Good materials for this trapping included diamonds, at the very bottom of the list, then there were rubies, or other red gems, for the physical stats, or sapphires, or other blue gems, for the mental stats. Perfectly white pearls were the best for all enhancement, though. 

Well that seemed completely arbitrary!

Erick switched to the more advanced tomes… 

… And almost instantly went back to the textbooks. The tomes were chock full of diagrams and numbers and math. So much math. 

Veird might not be as technologically advanced as Earth, but they certainly had a lot of math. That graph looked like calculus, that other graph looked like sine and cosine stuff. Tangents and areas plotted out in three dimensions, spheres and bouncing internal waves based on— Erick was out of his league.

Enchanting was a lot of math, and Erick appreciated all of that, but he could not do this level of math.

Erick quickly went through the table of contents and found the section on enhancement enchantments.

… He read for a while, switching back and forth between books, trying to understand what he was reading. After a while, he did discover something that he might have to ask a real mage about, because, like he had guessed, using colored stones to ensure a better enchantment might actually be correct, but not because of the color.

Erick had a working theory, but revealing it would be revealing the nature of light.

The resonances of the four different stats were all different, and each of them had a secondary resonance past the first that translated into the actual MP or HP or either Regen stat. To create an enhancement enchantment was to replicate a portion of one’s own matching resonance inside a gem. The various colors of red matched Strength, Vitality, HP, and HP regen, while the various colors of blue matched Willpower Focus, MP, and MP regen.

To sum it up: Base Stats either had a resonance that was predominately Red, or Blue, and thus, those types of gems helped to resonate with those Base Stats.

There was a reason clear diamonds were poor, but acceptable, enchanting items, and that was because they picked up on all resonances equally. Diamonds took a very skilled enchanter to get them properly enchanted. There was a reason pearls were great, and that was because they were, firstly, something that bridged the gap between magic and flesh, and secondly, they were opaque, and blocked out all other resonances. The second factor was actually both a drawback and a bonus, because it took a lot of skill to press the desired resonance into the pearl, but once it was in there, it stuck around for a long time. The first factor, with pearls bridging a gap between magic and flesh, was because they were very, very similar to a rad, and that boosted all resonances up, doubling the effectiveness of the enhancement enchantment.

One factor all gems had in common, though, was that perfect spheres were best. 

To make a gem hold an enchantment, you needed to ‘skip’ the enchantment around the interior of the gem. Anything that prevented this perfect containment of the desired resonance, from interior flaws, to outside edges, would weaken the enchantment, and cause it to fail faster than it would otherwise.

Because, what enhancements were doing, was increasing a person’s resonance with a Stat in a specific way. ‘Equipping’ or ‘using’ that enhancement would eventually break down an enchantment past the point of emergence into Reality, as a person’s personal magical resonance was always shifting, while an enchantment was static.

But if a mage enchanted their own gear, then the resonance between a mage and their gear degraded much slower than someone just going to a store and buying an enchantment. Enchanting your own gear also made repairing that gear much easier...

Erick was going back through all of the books for the fourth time, when Poi stepped up to the side.

Erick turned to him. “Uh?”

“We’ve been here for an extra hour, sir.” Poi gestured to the farms. People were still farming. “Though I don’t think they mind.”

Erick turned off the rain, stretching as the mana drain on his body relaxed. He said, “I’ve got some questions for some enchanters.” He began packing away his books. “You know anyone besides Ulrick Ulrick? Though I think I’ll go there first.”

“I would have recommended him, anyway, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

‘Ulrick's Unusuals’ was located at the end of Market Street, near the wall, which should have been a dark part of town because of all the tall, narrow buildings, but it was not. Lightwards of all kinds lit the area with multicolored glows; some of them streetlights, some of them new businesses that had opened up since the last time Erick had been this way. Erick looked around at all the new shops, then opened the door under Ulrick’s large glowing business sign, and walked in. The store was as full of enchanted knives, wands, and rods as it was all the other times Erick had been to see the man, or to buy one of those rods of [Treat Wounds]—

Oh. That reminded him: he needed to pick up some of those grand-rads at the bank and store his rod of [Treat Wounds] next to the grand-rads, so that it could recharge. 

— Ulrick kept under thicker glass, toward the back of the showroom floor. The showroom was empty right now; Erick was the only one in the store besides the pinkscale cashier behind the counter, named Soux. She smiled as Erick walked to her.

“Greetings, Archmage,” said Soux. “How can I help you?”

“Just wanted to ask Ulrick a few questions about enchanting. Is he in? Would he mind talking for a little while? I’ll buy some desserts and teas at that new shop across the way. It looks nice.”

Tealscale Ulrick stepped out from his workshop in the room behind the counter, saying, “I thought I heard your voice. I’m ready for lunch. I’ll pick the place; let’s go.”

Erick smiled. “Following you, then.”

 

- - - -

 

Ulrick picked an upscale place located on the fifth floor of a building on Market Street. The restaurant was built high up enough to see over the city walls, with a large view that went from the northeast, to the west, to the south. It also looked expensive. There were only six tables in view, and all of them were semi-private, with ferns or ornate wooden dividers or architecture separating them. 

Before Erick knew it, a goldscale server had guided Erick and Ulrick to a table beside a large window, the farms of Spur stretching out to the west; vivid green and golden wheat under a blue sky, surrounded by the browns of the Crystal Forest. Erick had vivid flashbacks of his first time talking to Anhelia, until—

“I’m paying, so order whatever you want. They can make anything.” Ulrick spoke to the server, “I’d like the lunch platter, as usual.” He said to Erick, “It’s a little bit of everything on their menu; they had fried potatoes the last time I was here two days ago.”

“I’ll have the same.” Erick added, “With some fried chicken?”

Goldscale said, “As you wish, sir. And to drink?

Ulrick said, “A bottle of Crim’s Son’s Red.”

The server bowed and walked away.

Ulrick smiled, sighing, looking out to the west. “It’s so nice to see the farms so green. And huge! I hope its going well out there. I saw that checkerboard stunt at the beginning and I have a bet going; Class Ability change, right?”

Erick chuckled. “Yeah. Sculpt Spell.”

Ulrick smacked one hand into the other. “I knew it!”

“They’re going to expand the pasture land for now, so it should get even greener in a few days.”

“It’s really beautiful to see this change, Erick—”

The server arrived with a bottle of red wine. He uncorked it, and began pouring into two cut-crystal glasses. Ulrick took his; Erick took his, and remembered his first trials with light wards. He loved that green cut crystal one he made; he needed to make a few more and scatter them across the house. In fact, he could redo all the lights in his house. They were all kinda plain.

Ulrick held up his glass. “To a wonderful, green Spur.”

Erick smiled, holding up his glass. “To a green Spur.”

The wine tasted nice; a bit bitter, but it was a good red, and Ulrick seemed to like it. 

“So! Enchant me with your questions.”

Erick smiled, and began, “Why the focus on gems? Why not use colored glass? I see it in the church’s stained glass windows. It can’t be that hard to make.”

Ulrick smiled. “You’re talking about enhancement enchantments. I thought we were going to discuss spell enchantments. Maybe even getting one of your new spells into a staff. Eh. Eh?”

“Not today.” Erick shook his head a little, then quickly changed the subject; he was not about to let his magic out into the world until he had a better idea of what it would do. "So why not colored glass?"

Ulrick sipped his wine, asking, “Have you tried enchanting something yet?” 

Erick grinned. “Besides entirely new spells?”

“Yes.” Ulrick chuckled. “Besides that.”

“Just got the books today. I’d like to really know about the gems thing, though. It seemed as though you only use gems because of the color and pearls, specifically, because they’re semi-magical, and almost like a rad.”

“Today?” Ulrick laughed. He smiled, saying, “You don’t use glass— Eh. You can use glass, but the enhancements you get out of it are weak; glass cannot handle the magical resonance needed to produce something past a single stat point increase. You want a strong, pure gem that is able to handle the resonance you’re putting in. Conversely, with a spell enchantment, you want pure metal; something that you can imprint with a spell, and then someone can activate later.”

“About that: What’s the difference? Can’t you put a spell into a gem?”

“Enhancements are drawn upon all the time; you need something that can take the constant stress of being linked to someone’s personal resonance. Thus, a gem, with a contained enhancement. But you don’t use a spell all the time— Ah. Correction: If you’re making an aura-wand, you want to use both a high, high grade pearl, and a metal rod. You can’t get away with a wand for those types of enchantments. You’d probably be better off using a staff, anyway.” Ulrick added, “Anyway. For the all-the-time-drains of an enhancement, you need a resonant gem. For the sometimes-drain, you need metal.” He added, “And glass can’t do any of that.”

Erick sipped his wine while Ulrick talked. He asked, “How strong is your glass?”

“It’s not about strength.” Ulrick tapped the glass window. “They thread this stuff with metal—”

“They do?” Erick looked at the window again.

“— They do. And it’s damn strong, physically. But it resonates, physically, when exposed to enchanting magics. Glass can’t handle the stress of multivariable magical resonance. So. We use gems. Red for physical stats, blue for mental, because those colors automatically resist non-related resonances. Along the array of Red and Blue, there are specific colors that are better for certain enhancements. Crimson is great for Strength, while Cinnabar is great for Vitality, for example.”

“What about for non-Stat enchants? Like, for cost reduction? Can you do that?”

“Yes, but like all enchantments, you have to have that ability already within yourself to be able to reproduce it into an enchantment.” Ulrick waved his hand, saying, “And all of those types of enchantments burn out after one, maybe two, uses. Expensive to make for little gain. Maybe 3 percent? 5 at the max, and that’s with grade XX pearls. Though cost reduction is one of the most powerful uses of an XX pearl; no one would fault you for trying to produce such an item.”

“How much are those worth?”

“A basic 5 pearl will take a 5 of a Stat, or 100 of HP, MP, or a Regen, and run you a 100 gold, and last anywhere from 10 to 50 drains, depending on how strenuously it’s used and if you’ve enchanted it yourself. An X pearl will take 10 Stats, 200 secondary Stat, and is worth maybe 1000g.”

“I mean… how much do those pearls cost me? Not if I wanted to sell something like that.”

“100g for a 5, 1000g for an X. Double-X pearls are 5000 to 6000 gold. You don’t see many of those XX pearls, though, the price isn’t very stable. You can use those for 20 base, or 400 secondary stat, but people only use those for stuff like cost reduction. You can also put Cost Reduction in a rod, but that'll still run you—" Ulrick frowned. He said, "The pricing for certain items is very difficult to gauge. A 50% Cost Reduction rod could be 500 gold, because it only works as Clarity, while another 5% reduction rod is worth 10,000 gold, because it works after Clarity and Favored Spell. But that's a deep topic and we don't need to get lost in the forest, just yet. Let's get back to the pearls.”

Erick waited, listening, drinking his wine.

“You can sell enchanted pearls for double that buying price, but if you’re good, and your stuff lasts a long time, and you’re known for making quality products, you can sell for 3 to 5 times the material costs, and no one would think poorly of you.”

“I know enhancement enchantments get ‘used up’, like rads, but how does it happen? Can you recharge them like spell-wands?”

Ulrick scrunched his face. “That’s a complicated topic. If you take care of an enhancement enchantment and don’t stress them too much, too fast, you can salvage the parts for another enchantment, after the original enchantment drops below its emergence value. If you have a little bit of enchantment ability, you can even use rads to tap-in to the enhancement enchantment in your item and spin it up, back past its emergence value and up to full strength.” He said, “I don’t recommend that while you’re out in the field, though; you risk breaking the item prematurely.” He added, "And you can't just leave your old plus-20 rings in a bowl with your grand-rads and expect them to charge; it takes finesse to get them back up to full power."

“How much are diamonds? For enchanting.”

“1g? 5g? Cheap. Maybe 10g for a diamond already cut for enchantment?” Ulrick said, “I haven’t done those in a while. The metal I use is— I saw the wrought bars you had at your party. You know how expensive that stuff is. We use the same grades of metal for enchanting.”

Erick winced. “Ouch.”

Ulrick smiled. “Yup.” He added, “But people are inventing these [Iron Grab] spells all over the place; I foresee metal prices dropping by a lot.”

The server arrived with two Lunch Platters. Both of them had a wide variety of finger foods; flat breads, sauces both savory and creamy, pan-fried vegetables, slice meats, fried potatoes, tiny salads. Erick’s even had some fried chicken strips. And the smell? Divine! Erick’s mouth salivated. 

Erick stared at his food, grinning. “This looks great.”

Ulrick smiled. “It tastes better than it looks.”

Erick started with the bread and a creamy-looking violet-tinted sauce. He tasted it, and yup, it was purple, not-tomato based. He asked, “How many enchantments can a person wear at a time? Is there a limit?”

Ulrick was already dipping his flat breads in his orange sauce and adding meat to it, like Indian cuisine. He said, “Not really. The more you wear the faster they all burn out, so people stick to one or two pieces—” He shook his head, frowning. “And then they die, when those fail them at the wrong time.” He held his orange bread in one hand, saying, “Like I told you that one time: enhancement enchantments kill people. Stick to spell-rod enchanting if you want a clear conscience.” 

Erick nodded, eating his lunch.

After a bit, Ulrick said, “Those 500 gold belts and diadems you see in the shops around here? The ones that give you 30 of a base stat? They do that by stringing together multiple inferior gems, producing a product that lasts only 2 to 4 pools, at most. Those enchanters are a menace.”

Erick countered, “But if you don’t use those stats, those items can be a lifesaver.”

Ulrick frowned, then he nodded, saying, “Reluctantly, I agree. For most mages, a cheap 30 Strength belt can last many adventures.”

Erick chuckled. And then he had a thought.

Oh. 

Damn. 

He should get one of those belts, shouldn’t he?

 

- - - -

 

Lunch was great; the discussion was almost as good as the food.

Ulrick refused to give Erick an idea of where to go to buy one of those 30 Strength belts. The tealscale enchanter hated all of the ‘charlatan con-artist’ Stat enchanters in Spur. He hated the whole profession, and could not, in good conscience, direct Erick toward any of them. 

If Erick ever wanted to make a [Domain of the Withering Slime] staff, though, Ulrick was the man for the job. Erick would have to think about that before he made such a thing.

… He would have to think about that, quite a lot.

Poi knew where to go to buy a 30 Strength belt.

 

- - - -

 

‘Ruby’s Reds’ was a landmark of Spur, and a franchise that was popular in all the neutral cities of the Crystal Forest, from Portal, to Spur, to Outpost, to Vindin, in the far, far north. The outside of the store was covered in lightwards that looked like huge red dragon scales, or they might have been normal-sized dragon scales; Erick had never officially met a dragon. A dragon's scales could be a foot wide; Erick didn't know.

Erick passed under an archway of ruby scales, into a store lined with all sorts of magical-looking paraphernalia and shimmering doodads. Swords hung on walls, glimmering with fire and light. Gently glowing red potions were stacked seven deep and twenty wide, next to a similar display of blue potions, and then smaller displays of orange, then teal. Ornate robes hung on plain mannequins, next to staffs topped with huge spherical gems. A hundred rings of all kinds were under glass, next to crowns both ornate and plain, with necklaces and belts much the same; a lot of them holding at least one visible gem, or pearl, while some of them had no visible enchantment anchor at all. Erick would have mistaken some of them for boring pieces of leather, if not for their positions under glass, and under the watchful eyes of guards and salespeople.

One of those salespeople walked toward Erick from the other side of the glass counter. She was a beautiful incani woman, with bright violet eyes and skin, with wavy white hair and wearing a nice, pale pink dress. Her backswept horns were decorated with simple gold rings.

“Hello, Archmage Flatt,” said the woman. “Welcome to Ruby’s Reds. I’m Carnelia. How may I assist you, today?”

Erick smiled, pointing to a belt in the display. “Are these Strength belts?”

“Yes they are. Would you like to see one?”

“How high do they go, Stat-wise?”

Carnelia reached into the glass case from her side and pulled out two belts, one of them ornate, with several or a dozen red gems encased in metal rivets around the length, the other plain. Erick couldn’t tell where the gems were on that one until Carnelia flipped the belt inside out; the gems were on rivets on the inside. In both cases, the red gems were under a layer of glass. Each gem had to be under half a centimeter, and spherical.

She said, “It’s just a matter of preference, really. Both of these provide 20 Strength, though we have some that go as high as 50, and others as low as 5. We guarantee that all of these basic belts will last at least 2 pools before their resonance drops below emergence. If you find fault with one, you can bring it in and testify to any of our salespeople under truthstone and get a replacement, for free.”

Erick touched the belts. He liked the plain one. 2 iterations was more than enough. “How much for this one?”

“200 gold.”

“And a similar one in 30, and 50?”

“500, and 5000.”

“Oh. That goes up pretty fast.”

Carnelia smiled, saying, “We have a duty toward quality, sir.”

“I’m not complaining.” Erick pointed to the plain belt. “Can I see this in 30 Strength?”

Carnelia smiled, and with a little bow, said, “Of course, sir.” She placed the belts back into the display case, saying, “And I must say that I truly appreciate the rain.”

“Enough for a discount?” Erick smirked.

“How’s 10% off sound?”

Erick laughed. “Good to me.”

“I can extend you this discount for almost all goods you wish to purchase at my store, so don’t be afraid to come on in for all your enchanting needs.”

“Oh? This is your store? You look so young, though.”

Carnelia smirked. “Flattery will still only get you 10% off.” She stepped away, saying, “I’ll be right back with a belt in your size.”

Erick watched her duck through a room divider of hanging red-glass beads. The beads didn’t have a chance to settle before Carnelia returned, carrying a simple brown leather belt. She held the belt up, then wrapped it around her own waist, then set it on the counter in front of Erick.

Erick paused. “Why wrap it around your own waist?”

Carnelia paused. Then she said, “Because it is customary to do so when retrieving an enchanted item from out of view, before you let the customer inspect it, to show that it isn’t cursed.”

“… That’s a thing? Cursed items, I mean?”

Carnelia nodded. “The Shades like to create such items and sprinkle them around as traps. Unsavory people sometimes sell them to merchants, and those merchants sometimes resell them to the unwary.”

Erick looked to Poi.

Poi said, “She is correct, sir, and has been a valued citizen of Spur for many years. The Guard has never had a valid complaint against any of her wares.”

Carnelia touched the belt on the counter, saying, “Please, see for yourself. For you, this one is 450 gold.”

Erick nodded, uncommitted, then picked up the belt. It looked very plain, which was the point. Equally spaced around the inside of the belt were red spherical gems, in iron rivets and under glass. Erick put it on. He felt a large shift in his body, like he had suddenly shifted the last five years of his life into too much time spent at the gym. He checked his Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 659,855,559/10,233,415,500

Class: 3/6

Points: 15





	
HP


	
600/1500


	
600





	
MP


	
900/900


	
6000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+30


	
[50]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
30


	
+0


	
[30]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!








 

Carnelia said, “The first iteration up to full HP does not count for our guaranteed 2 iterations.” She added, “If you naturally gain up to your cap, the enchantment will last much longer. If you force it with healing, then we can only guarantee the 2 promised iterations. With careful consideration and minimal draining, you can easily make one of our belts last 10 or more iterations.”

“What happens if I get this HP and take the belt off?”

“They turn into False HP, and you will gradually lose them.” Carnelia said, “The rate of decay is based on many different factors, but the main ones are time and activity. Please understand that taking the belt off and losing those HP will count against the guaranteed 2 iterations.” 

“I have to wear it the whole time, then?” Erick took off the belt, and felt drained. “Ohh. That’s a… That’s strange.”

Carnelia said, “Wearing it all the time is the only way to keep the benefits, yes.”

Erick looked at the belt. He thought. He asked, “Do you have Strength rings? Or something easier to wear and not have to take off?”

Carnelia gestured to the rings and jewelry in the glass case three steps to the right. “Over here.” She pulled out a steel ring with one thumb-nail sized, red spherical gem. “This one is 10 Strength and is 500 gold, or 450 for you. Wearing more than one magical ring on one hand will cause destructive resonance.”

The price just kept going up; likely because there were so many fewer gems used in this one’s construction. There were at least 10 gems in the belt, and that gave 30 Strength. One gem here gave 10 Strength. This one gem must have a much better enchantment than the belt. 

Erick looked to the belt, and then to the ring. The ring… He could certainly wear that all the time. 

“I’ll take the ring.” 

Carnelia smiled softly, and did a small curtsy. “As you wish, Archmage.”

After Carnelia resized the ring with [Metalshape], and after Erick paid for the ring with his Mage’s Guild badge and some paperwork, Erick walked out of Ruby’s Reds with a subtle red ring on his left hand, pointer finger. He felt a lot stronger, like he was in the prime of his life. Though he didn’t suddenly grow muscles, he felt healthier in a very primal way. 
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Human, age 48
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Favored Spell waiting!








 

His HP was already ticking up. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stopped by the bank on his way home and picked up three grand-rads at the bank. 

This was the first time Erick had seen a grand-rad. He did not expect to be given what he was given.

All three of the grand-rads were slightly different, and none of them resembled the marquise cut of a thumbnail-bone-sized 10 mana rad, or the thumbnail-sized 5 mana rad. Grand-rads were each unique, and all three of the ones the bank had given Erick were palm-sized; each of them looking like a dozen different crystal-clear gems cut for maximum brilliance, all perfectly mushed together. There were no seams in these jewelers' nightmares. 

According to Erick's enchanting books, all he’d need to do to recharge his rod of [Treat Wounds] was to store them together in an open-air environment. So that's what he was going to do.

 

- - - -

 

Erick stored the rod of [Treat Wounds] with two of the three grand-rads in a stone bowl on the kitchen table. After making himself some coffee, Erick got down to reading Sizzi’s journal in the sun room. It was light reading, mostly just tiny doodles and a list of check boxes, separated into bigger boxes with a date written large in the upper corner. Sometimes there were notes, but most of the time there were just boxes in boxes, either with check marks, or not. 

The first page of the journal listed what the boxes meant.

{_} mana cost

[_] same familiar

[_] imbue at range, or a multi-summon

[_] slow decay

[_] all normal abilities

[_] acceptable shape

(_) total abilities

At the beginning of the journal, Sizzi was consistently hitting 2 out of her 5 goals. Toward the end, she was hitting 3 or 4 out of the 5. This journal looked like it only covered 4 years, though. There were a few notes here and there, and Erick read them, but the notes were all about the weirder results. She recorded the Script Spell box of each interesting result, but most of those Script Spell boxes were rather boring.

And then Erick found the entry for the 3 meter tall collection-of-fangs that hit all 4 of Sizzi’s big requirements. It had failed the proper shape requirement, of course. But beyond that, there were a few other obviously terrible parts to the spell that made the whole thing untenable.

 




	
Summon Xerzeril, medium range, 417 mana + Variable.

Summon a Xerzeril to do your bidding. 

Xerzeril persist until killed or dismissed.

All Xerzeril are the same creature; to know one is to know them all. 

Maximum 10 Xerzeril; summoning more than 10 will cause the least controlled to wander completely out of your control. 

Imbue your Xerzeril with spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Xerzeril. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Xerzeril. Variable








 

Sizzi had also taken the time to draw several pictures of her Xerzeril.

It looked just like the Black Spiker; the one that had chased Erick and Jane in the Crystal Forest.

Erick frowned, mumbling to himself, “Either someone else created a Xerzeril, or that thing in the Forest was Mel’s. Since it chased us so methodically when it could have easily caught us… probably the second option. Maybe even both.” Erick set Sizzi's journal down. He sighed, “Like a lost dog chasing after its human.”
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049


                ‘Are you okay, Jane? You didn’t call last night, again.’

Erick had awoken as normal; purple and gold stretched across the sky outside of his window. In the middle of swirling hot water over grounds of coffee tea into a large coffee pot, he decided to call Jane. There was no immediate answer, but that was okay. Erick left the line open and went about making the rest of breakfast for everyone. Rats was already up. Rats poured himself some of the communal coffee and was now sipping from his own cup in his seat at the kitchen table. He looked like he was talking to someone with [Telepathy]; two minuscule lines of intent were coming out of his head to fade into the surrounding mana.

Erick cracked eggs into a large bowl with his actual hands, using a pair of Handy hands to keep the freshly cracked yolk and white separate from the rest, to make sure the egg wasn't bloody. Erick had already experienced enough of that on Veird to know not to add fresh eggs directly to a full bowl. He also used his Handy Aura to turn the stove on and get the pans and butter into position. As he was adding the eggs to the hot pan, Jane’s voice came through.

‘Hey, Dad. Sorry about the delay. It’s been a busy night and I’m still in the middle of it.’

Erick smiled. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

Jane seemed to groan on the other side of the connection, like she was just sitting down for the first time in 48 hours. ‘I’ve been killing shadows for the last day trying to rescue a pair of idiots from the Middle Reaches, inside the Teleport Lock Zone, directly under the eyes of a Shade.’

Erick remained calm by virtue of needing to not burn breakfast; these were the last of the eggs. ‘Go on.’

‘Fallopolis— I told you about that one, right? She’s an old Shade who watches everyone who comes through the Crack. Well these two idiots I’m beside right now decided to piss her off, even though this is one of the specific things an Ar’Kendrithyst permit specifically requires people to acknowledge is a bad idea.’

Jane continued, ‘Fallopolis alerted her displeasure to another Shade, Porter. Porter, you need to understand, is capable of forcefully [Teleport]ing people into prepared locations. The other Shades contact him when they want to fuck over some adventurers in some unique ways. Which is what happened yesterday morning.’

The eggs were done. Erick pulled them from the fire and put a lid over them, as he listened to Jane.

‘Porter [Teleport]ed these two people into the Arena, which is a common punishment game overseen by a Shade named Gora. These people managed to beat the Arena, so now they just had to escape back to the Crack to make it to freedom. But Fallopolis was waiting for them and she kept them on [Teleport] lock. They were able to get a message to Forward Base, though. Somewhere in the middle of that, Fallopolis struck a deal with Forward Base: She would allow me and one other person to escort these people back to the Crack, and if all four of us managed to make it, she would let them go unmolested. Otherwise she was just killing them right then and there. Tormenting two people is not as fun as four, Fallopolis said.

‘Kiri and I are currently in the middle of this. We’re about 40 kilometers away from the Crack. 

‘Fallopolis noticed your [Telepathy]. After some hectic bargaining regarding the exact wording of the rules she laid out, she is allowing us a break so that I may talk to you.’

Erick felt cold. He sent, ‘I’m sorry.’

‘The Shades are all horrific monsters, but Fallopolis is the most… Eh. Well she’s not honorable. But something like it. Don’t worry about it too much, okay? I have five more minutes.’

‘Uh.’ Erick stumbled. ‘Uh. What… I don’t remember why I called.’

‘Something to do with your Class? We can have a much deeper conversation later.’

‘Uh. Is this a normal event for you?’

‘This is the first time I have had to do this sort of thing, but other people tell me that it happens from time to time. None of the Shades have ever reneged on their sides of these sorts of bargains as long as we stick to the rules, so we should be fine. It’s still dangerous, but mostly there’s just primal shadowolves and umbral giants. We’re not on a set course; we’re just running through the Middle Reaches, avoiding the more dangerous parts of the city while Fallopolis watches and tries to force us into those more dangerous parts.

‘Please call me when you’re through.’

‘I will. I’ll talk later. I love you.’

‘I love you, too.’

Jane cut the connection.

Erick found that he was sitting at the kitchen table, over a plate of untouched eggs. He looked around. Rats and Poi were eating eggs and toast at the table with Erick, but Poi was watching him, worried.

Erick asked, “My daughter is currently being chased across the Dead City by Fallopolis. She and Kiri are escorting two adventurers back through the city, through the Middle Reaches, toward the Crack. How much danger is she in? Why is she doing this, and not a veteran?”

“I’m hearing about it right now.” Lines of intent filtered into Poi as he said, “There are risks, but Kiri and Jane should make it back to Forward Base without undue injury. Fallopolis does not usually kill except in error or exuberance. I don’t know about the people they’re escorting; apparently one of them propositioned Fallopolis in a carnal manner. The reason it's Jane and Kiri, is because those two are at the relative strengths of the two they’re escorting. And when the time came for someone to step up, both of them volunteered for the mission.”

Erick felt a sudden rush of pride, like a warm drink radiating from inside his chest. And then he tried to think about how he could help. “Do you guys use magical items in there?”

Instantly, Poi said, “It has already been decided that any Staff of the Withering Slime you produce will not be allowed to enter Ar’Kendrithyst, under penalty of the Shades actively attacking Spur.”

Erick paused. 

Fuck.

Then he ate his eggs.

He cleaned up, silently. 

He made more coffee, and then it was time to go to the farms.

After starting the rain, and failing to make a proper [Familiar]—

 




	
Summon Wisp, close range, 1 hour duration, 109 mana

Summon a wisp! It doesn’t do anything but think.








 

Erick looked at the spell he had created. He said, “That’s funny, Script,” as he crushed the box, separating the component spells back to their own corners. He really should have paid more attention to what he was creating. He really should be working harder to kill all the Shades. Right now he was in a reactive state, preparing for something bad to happen, feeling a dread for the unknown, waiting for the hammer to fall.

Erick stared out into the sky, watching the ebbs and swirls of ambient mana flow downward, alongside platinum rain from silver clouds. 

He thought he was being proactive. He was getting to know his neighbors in preparation for turning the city against the Shades. He was creating new magic that would prevent specific threats. He was even thinking about visiting the Headmaster and enlisting the old dragon’s help; Maia kept dropping hints that the Headmaster would be more than willing to help Erick rid the world of Shades.

But then this Daydropper shit happened—

That reminded him; Erick pinged his Daydropper quest. A split second of intent shot out of Erick and the speed of light. One minute later, the Divine Scan returned 0 results, for 2500 kilometers around.

—And then this Daydropper thing happened, and he had to visit the other two towns and clear out their Daydroppers. And his new magic failed, and his Class was stripped to the bones.

The point was, is that he knew he should be more active. This morning’s talk with Jane reminded him of his goals, and that he still had at least one part of his plan to visit the Headmaster that he could salvage. Erick had responsibilities in Spur, but there might be a way to make it rain as needed, and also visit Oceanside, which was some 10 [Teleport]s away.

[Conjure Force Elemental].

Two white parakeets flitted through the air. One of them landed on Erick’s shoulder. The other landed on the table in the temple. Erick began threading a tiny stream of white mana into the one on his shoulder, aiming for the one on the table. He pumped them both with 100 mana each, then, through the one on his shoulder, he imbued 500 mana and [Exalted Storm Aura] into the second bird. 

A gentle mist rose up across the farms, but it was hard to see under all the rain. 

That would be the bird’s aura.

Erick cut off his own aura as he maintained the flow of spell and mana through the paired parakeets. To anyone on the farm, it looked like nothing had changed; the rain was still coming down, just as before. To Erick, with Meditation active, the parakeet on the table in the temple was the center of a storm of mana that rushed out in every direction, keeping the silver clouds full and raining. Erick remained physically still, but magically, he was prodding and feeling out his spell, making sure the connection held, and that he was flowing enough mana through the paired birds to keep the rain coming, and to keep the birds intact.

Poi watched.

Erick turned his own aura back on. 

Two [Exalted Storm Aura]s flowed into the air, and that was okay. 

 




	
Exalted Storm Aura, super long range, 1 MP per second ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 

As a Favored Spell, it only cost Erick 900 mana an hour. He regenerated 6000 an hour with Meditation, as a Scion of Focus. But, as Erick looked out across the fields, the rain was coming down quite a bit harder than normal. Plants were suddenly growing faster. Erick dismissed the second aura. He’d ask the Farmer’s Council about doubling the rain before he deployed this method; if they thought it was a good idea. 

He waited for his mana to tick back up a bit, then he imbued the table-parakeet with [Scry], and then with [Teleport]. The bird blipped white, vanishing, taking the [Scry] eye with it.

The parakeet reappeared a thousand kilometers to the north. Erick’s [Scry] still active. Looking through the bird, he saw that it was in the air and flying around. He waited a bit for his mana to come back, again, then he [Teleported] the bird another thousand kilometers north. 

And again, and again. He had to reorient back toward the horizon before the last [Teleport]; the bird was already in the clouds.

Suddenly, Erick’s parakeet was flying in the sky over the largest mountain range Erick had ever seen. Craggy grey and green depths stretched up into white capped mountains in every direction. The parakeet tumbled through the air, buffeted by strong winds; it was not made for this sort of environment. Bits of white flaked away from its body as fast as Erick could pump mana into the bird, restoring the spell’s integrity. Erick quickly tested [Exalted Storm Aura] through the linked birds. 

Four thousand kilometers from the farms of Spur, silver mist lifted up around a flying, near-frozen parakeet, before turning into a spell of life and growth, blanketing deep green forests with platinum rain. Erick held his magic open for a minute, making sure he could actually sustain this spellwork. He could. This was sustainable. Erick dismissed the extra aura, and the birds. He kept his [Scry] orb open for a little while longer, there above the green forests, watching the sky rain itself out.

Erick eventually returned to himself, back in the temple in the center of Spur’s Farms. 

Just to make sure he wasn’t being an idiot about something that everyone else knew was possible, he tried to activate [Exalted Storm Aura] on himself twice…

Nope!

Auras didn’t work that way. Erick chuckled. 

With that test out of the way...

Erick moved on to another part of another plan; his enchanting plan. He started with thinking up a rhyme, stringing together words and thoughts and physical science in his mind. 

Now… how did diamonds actually work? He didn’t really know, but he did know that they were fully carbon with strong covalent bonds, which sounded like they were bonds that were fully integrated, but that was just a guess. Magic could probably fill in the gaps in his knowledge, if he gave it enough of a head start.

“Hey, Poi.” Erick asked, “Do you guys have coal anywhere?”

“… What do you mean by ‘coal’?”

“It’s a black rock that burns. You usually find it underground. It’s completely non-magical. Back on Earth, people used to throw it in stoves and burn it to stay warm in the cold months.”

Poi looked into the air. He said, “Yes. It’s considered useless, though. People use rads and [Prestidigitation] stoves for that, if they don’t want to burn wood or use a [Ward].”

Erick nodded, then turned away to face the rain. He had an idea in his head along with words and intentions and emotion, as well as physical structure and the strong, strong nature of a diamond, and about the compression of coal. Erick touched upon his Class Ability: Particular Insight. A hundred mana flowed away into the sky.

Erick’s own voice returned to him, but different: ‘The minor version of this spell has yet to be invented, but it won’t be invented this way because purposefully arranging specific atoms in a specific way violates the Infinitesimal Ban. You might be able to achieve your desired outcome with several spells layered on top of each other, but not by the way you have laid out. Find another way.’

Erick would have been disappointed if he hadn’t expected that answer. There were probably many other ways to get the carbon needed to make a diamond and then arrange that carbon; Erick just needed to figure out one of them. He shelved his idea of heat and pressure, and began to work on the problem from another angle. After a few minutes, he had another idea. Erick silently worked on a rhyme, a goal, a natural process that he would mimick that would not require heat and pressure, and then he tossed a hundred mana into a question.

The answer came back, ‘Clever. It would work. You’re not directly violating the Infinitesimal Ban. This is a grey area, but there’s already precedents for this kind of skirting the rules.’

Erick said to Poi, “Can you get Rats or Teressa to buy a few cheap diamonds in town, and bring them out here? Loose gems, poor quality. They have to be diamonds, though. Clear preferred; no color.”

Poi looked to the air. After several moments, Poi said, “Rats will be here shortly with several types of loose diamonds that should total you no more than 50 gold. He will be paying this money out of the Army’s account, and then your account will be deducted this amount. This is the decision that Liquid has made.”

“Sounds good to me. Thank you. All three of you.”

Poi nodded.

Erick worked out his rhyme and what the magic required while he waited.

Half an hour later, Rats came walking down the path, carrying a small box. Erick was almost ready for him; he had [Stoneshape]d a large bowl and left it under a downspout to collect rainwater. He had tossed a full strength [Absorption Ward] across the temple’s interior, just in case of catastrophic spell failure. His rhyme was good to go and Insight said it might work. When Erick saw Rats, he retrieved the bowl, sloshing with platinum rain, and placed it on a table to the side of the temple’s interior. The bowl was three feet wide and about two deep, and completely occluded by platinum glows. The platinum glow might actually be a bad thing in this case, so Erick threw a [Cleanse] at the water.

The platinum water remained platinum.

Obviously nothing happened, because the platinum glow wasn’t a toxin. Erick was uncertain of the effects of the magical water on the gem he wanted to make. But. Eh. Whatever. He would leave it like that for now, just to see what happened.

Erick threw a hundred mana at the sky anyway, questioning this platinum addition to his spell.

A voice responded, ‘It might still work, but not how you intend.’

Erick frowned.

Rats walked over to him, holding out the box, saying, “Sir. Your gems.”

“Thank you, Rats.” 

Erick took the small wooden box. Inside were seven small, fine-cloth bags. He opened them all atop another table, away from the table with the bowl of water. Diamonds were cheap on Veird, so there was no need to be careful with them; the ones Rats had gotten were no exception. Each of them were kinda clear; most of them were uncut. Three were cut into the most primitive spheres, likely made by someone who was using them for practice [Stoneshap]ing, before they got to the real gems. From what Erick could see, whoever shaped these still needed practice. It was obvious no one cared about these particular diamonds. Erick picked one of the clearer stones, and placed it in the bowl of platinum water. He couldn’t even see it at the bottom. That shouldn’t matter, though.

Erick focused on the gem in the water, on the process of crystal formation, on the seed crystal growing, and a usually hot, dense process, lifted up into magical ease. Of pieces of the atmosphere slip-sliding into proper order, using the water as a medium for easy growth and to keep out unwanted interlopers. Erick's spell would be like taking a box full of puzzle pieces and shaking it around, with luck turned up to 11 in some cases, and 1 in others. The cumulative effect should be growth, though.

And then he went small.

“Here we have a little gem

“the stuff of life, it does comprise

“an anointment for a diadem 

“if only more would [Crystallize].”

As the water bubbled, a box appeared.

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.
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Crystallize Diamond 1, close range, 1 minute per level, 25 MP

Cause a diamond to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>
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Erick waved the boxes away so he could look at his spell. The water bubbled; the air smelled of something vibrant. Erick couldn’t place the smell but it was probably oxygen, if he got the spell right. The platinum water was clearing; he could see the diamond, now. All the platinum glow in the water was falling into the gem. When the first minute passed, Erick let the spell end there. 

The gem that went into the spell was pinky fingernail size and off-clear; maybe a little white. The one that came out was silver, like a piece of actual silver, but shaped like two pyramids stuck bottom-to-bottom, with the triangular sides full of extra, thinly-raised triangles. All together the gem was rather rounded.

And two centimeters large.

Rats said, “Ohh. That got big.”

“It certainly did!” Erick said, “And the water got clear, too.” He looked closer at the water. “Mostly.” 

Erick held the silver gem in his hand and activated [Stoneshape], fine control, focusing on the gem, not trying to break it, or mold it to some other shape, but to shave away everything that wasn’t part of a perfect sphere. Silver diamond dust flecked onto Erick’s hand. He rolled the gem inside his power, curving the cut, trying to get it into a perfect sphere—

He stopped. He should invent another spell for this.

He threw another hundred mana into the sky. 

The results came back immediately, ‘Perfect spherical gem polishing has already been invented; there’s only going to be one of those, too. That girl that invented it is already making a name for herself down in Nergal.’

‘Damn,’ Erick thought.

Erick went back to polishing his platinum diamond with [Stoneshape]. It didn’t take long to get something approaching satisfaction; maybe 10 minutes. When he was done, the gem was now only 1.5 centimeters wide. 

It was still the biggest damn diamond Erick had ever seen in person. It wasn’t very pretty, though; it looked like a ball bearing. Erick set it down with the other diamonds and picked another at random. This new seed diamond was clear-ish, uncut, naturally octahedral. The water in the stone bowl was a bit cloudy, though, so Erick cast a [Cleanse]. A tiny bit of thick air spilled up from the water, into the temple and out into the rain. Whatever had been in the water, a side effect of the diamond process or platinum leftovers, it was gone now. Erick placed the new gem into the fresh, clear water, and cast [Crystallize Diamond].

The water bubbled again, but softer this time. Erick watched as the gem tossed and flipped in the bowl, as water swirled around and something seemed to soak into the gem, steadily growing it from a large grain of sand to something visible, to a centimeter across, to more, before the spell cut. Erick renewed the spell, and the gem kept growing. 

He went to the table and picked out the closest gem. He moved it away from the others, setting in onto the ground, as he cast [Crystallize Diamond]. That one flipped as it touched the temple floor, wind moving around the seed diamond, causing it to jump like a flea without a destination. The floor-gem grew—

The water gem stopped bubbling. Erick renewed that spell; [Crystallize Diamond] leveled to 2. The spell would last 2 minutes per cast, now. Erick renewed the spell on the gem on the floor, which was still growing and jumping, but not as fast as the gem in the water. And then he went and did all the other gems.

By the time Valok and Krakina showed up an hour later, half an hour after the designated stop time, Erick had seven gems growing in seven deep bowls filled full of water. Growing the gems in the air was substantially slower than Erick's original growing plan.

Krakina paused when she saw the bowls. “What is going on in here?” She pointed at the bubbling, jumping water. “What is that?”

Rats laughed. “The devaluing of a gem.”

Erick glared at Rats, then said to Krakina, “I’m growing diamonds for enchanting.” He added, “I haven’t figured out color yet, but all that takes is some proper doping, I think. I can do platinum diamonds just fine, but none of us know if platinum diamonds are good or bad. I’m guessing they’re bad.”

While Krakina and Valok stood there looking confused, Erick walked over to a bowl of clear water that had stopped bubbling. He cast a [Cleanse] at the water, spilling thick air into the temple, then he Handy Aura’d the gem in the water into view. The diamond glittered in the light, a perfectly clear and internally flawless octahedral diamond the size of a fist. 

“Holy gods!” Krakina rushed to the gem. “Can I hold it?”

Erick handed her the diamond. She grabbed it in her wing-claw hands, stunned. The outside of the gem was a mess of different growth plates, all triangles over every surface, but it still caught the light; some captured radiance showed through even such a messy outside. 

“It’s beautiful!” Krakina asked, “And it’s diamond?”

“Yup.” Erick said, “We found out that one of the starter gems I used was not diamond, but I just broke off a piece from one of the real diamonds and started growing that, instead.”

“They’re too big for enchanting.” Krakina handed Erick back his diamond, asking, “What are you going to do with them?”

“Sell a few and buy some gems for enchanting.” Erick took back the fist-sized diamond, saying, “This diamond is completely out of my skill, but Ulrick might want to buy one. From there it’s learning how to enchant, and seeing what that can do for me.”

Krakina asked, “Can you do anything with these? At all? Besides cut them into jewels.”

“I honestly don’t know!” Erick laughed. “I’ll find out, though.”

 

- - - -

 

“I’ll give you two hundred gold.” Ulrick held a clear, fist-diamond in his hand. He stood behind his counter in the back of his shop, while the other six gems laid atop the glass. Three silver diamonds, and four clear diamonds, total. He set the clear one down and picked up the silver one. “300 for this one, just because I’ve never seen it before. I’m ninety percent sure that they’re completely unworkable.”

Erick scoffed. “At Ruby's Reds they had staffs with huge gems at the top. You mean to tell me that one of these couldn’t be used in a nice staff?”

Ulrick looked at Erick like he had said something that was so uneducated, he didn’t even know where to start calling Erick wrong. He sighed. He relaxed. He said, “I’ll trade you a rod of [Treat Wounds] for two of these gems. One silver, another clear. You need another one of them, right?”

Erick smirked. “Yes. I could use another rod. I’ll take that deal.” 

“I feel like I’m getting screwed, here,” Ulrick muttered.

"And I think you doth protest too much."

Ulrick tried not to grin.

Erick said, "The only way you’re going to get any diamonds of this size is through me. Even if they’re useless for enchanting, they’re still a novelty that you’ll never get anywhere else.” Erick added, “For at least another year.”

“Yes yes.” Ulrick picked out his two gems, taking only the barest moments to decide. He took them into the back room, saying, “Be right back.”

Erick put away his other gems into one of the many burlap sacks he kept in his shoulderbag.

Ulrick returned with a filigreed steel rod of [Treat Wounds], and handed it to Erick, saying, “Those big gems on those staffs are not gems, but glass. They’re little more than aiming devices. I don’t know what specific staff you were looking at, but I guess they were staffs of fireball. Aura staffs don’t need to be aimed; the radiating gem needs to be protected. It would never be exposed like some ‘huge gem on top’.”

“I learn something new every day! Thank you, Ulrick.” 

Erick smiled, taking the rod from Ulrick. He then handed the rod to Poi, who put the rod behind the metal thigh-guard of his armor.

 

- - - -

 

On the way home, Erick noticed something new along Market Street, besides the crowded streets that were easily twice as full of people as when Erick and Jane first walked into Spur. There was a peculiar addition to the floating business signs and the glows of street lamps.

Someone had hung Script-blue text boxes along the street, every ten meters and on both sides. Some people were reading the signs. Some people were talking about the signs as they walked away from the blue boxes.

“Are those new?” Erick asked Poi.

“Yes.” Poi frowned, lines of intent floating away from his head, as he said, “They went up while we were out at the farms.”

Erick stopped at the third blue box.

 




	
Attention, People of Spur!

Due to the increased threat of Daydroppers, and our ability to easily handle them, the city of Spur will be experiencing daily, random [Withering Slime]s in the near future, for the foreseeable future. All blank spots to Mana Sense will be investigated thoroughly, beginning today.

[Withering Slime] targets organic beings with 5g (10 mana) rads inside of them!

[Weather Ward] blocks this spell.

If you or your loved ones are suffering from Intestinal Rads, we urge you to make plans to get treated before this program is rolled out in two days, on the 28th of this month! The Interfaith Church, the Adventurer’s Guild, the Mage’s Guild, and the people at the Courthouse, can easily check you for Intestinal Rads as well as remove them, free of charge.

This spell will kill you if you are suffering from Intestinal Rads.

May all the Relevant Entities watch over us.








 

“So.” Erick said, “Okay. That’s happening.” Erick started walking down the street, saying, “I expected that, but there’s a difference between expecting it and seeing the signs for it posted all along the street.” 

Poi nodded, staying 5 to 7 feet away from Erick at all times.

 

- - - -

 

Halfway home, Erick turned right, and went somewhere else.

 

- - - -

 

Erick caught Silverite in the hallway of the Courthouse, just outside of her office.

“Erick!” Silverite asked, “What brings you here?”

“I saw the signs, and I wondered if you want me to [Withering] today. Or if there’s something else I need to be doing.”

“They put those up already?” Silverite frowned. “I told them— whatever.” She shook her head, then paused. She looked to the air. She looked back to Erick, and said, “No [Withering] today, for Spur. But Viscount Helix spoke to me earlier requesting your services. I was going to visit you this evening to ask for your cooperation, but if you want… I think we can do this now.” She checked the air again; tendrils of intent faded away from her body. She was talking to at least 5 people. She turned to Erick. “Maybe in an hour. Yes. In one hour.”

“Sure. But...” Erick said, “I have a question regarding the use of [Conjure Force Elemental], and ranged spells, like my [Withering] aura. Is that considered a crime? It seems like it would be a war crime.”

Silverite said, “There are many styles of fighting that give little Participation but great reward; summoning is one of these. If you wish to fulfill Helix’s request in this manner, I will not stop you. Many of Spur’s Archmages interact with society in this way.” 

Erick thought, then said, “I’ll be back here in an hour.”

“Mog and I will meet you at your house.”

“You’re coming?”

“Yes. If you uncover more Daydroppers, I want to be there.”

 

- - - -

 

There weren’t many weeds in Spur, but still, some had managed to grow in Erick’s garden. When he got home he spent ten minutes weeding the garden with his Handy Aura, a little while watering the plants with a localized rainstorm, and then a little while longer preparing the back garden and making sure the [Scent Ward] over the compost pile was still functioning. He turned over the compost to ensure it rotted properly then recast the [Scent Ward]. Then Erick moved into the southern tower of the house; his mage’s tower, that he had yet to really utilize.

He had stored some seeds in a chest, and installed some benches and shelves with [Stoneshape], but for the most part, the tower was empty. The only real decoration in the room were the 9 planets of the Solar System Erick had carved when he first started experimenting with [Stoneshape]; those rested in individual holders attached the ceiling, frozen in time in orbit around a bright sunlight orb. Natural sunlight shone into the room through huge picture windows that faced south, toward Ar’Kendrithyst. 

Erick’s tower was in a good position to remind him of the enemy.

Erick laid out his 5 remaining fist-sized diamonds atop an empty bench. This was a good room for enchanting, so he might as well get started. But as he looked upon his huge diamonds, he knew that shaping them into spheres was going to be a problem; he wasn’t very precise with [Stoneshape]. How would he fix that if he couldn’t use a spell—

Oh. 

You use a tool. 

Duh. 

Maybe he could make a lathe… 

Yes! Lathes were the progenitor of all machine tools; you can’t make the complicated stuff if you ain’t precise, and the best way to ensure precision was to carve away from a stable spin. Erick wouldn’t put the diamond on there, though. Diamonds were simply too hard to spin on a lathe...

Eh. He’d try it anyway, once he got himself a lathe.

Then Erick had another idea. A better idea than spinning the diamond on a lathe was to create a perfectly spherical grinding cup and fill it with diamond dust and grind and grind and grind! Erick could even put the diamond onto a ‘pottery wheel’ and grind it from multiple directions at once. Hmm. Yes. That could work. Erick left the diamonds on the counter and went to find—

Teressa was right there, walking from somewhere to somewhere else. She would do.

“Teressa!” Erick asked, “Have you ever heard of a lathe?” He gestured with his hands, helping him to explain, “Its a spinning metal tool that holds a thing like this— and then it all spins like this— and then you use this action to cut a thing down in a controlled sort of way.”

Teressa sent lines of intent into the air. She answered, “Yes. They’re expensive. 400 to 700 gold for a good one, according to Liquid.”

“I need to go shopping for one. Maybe not today, though.”

“I’ll find out where to get one, sir.” Teressa looked away. Then back to Erick, saying, “But Guildmaster Mog and the Mayor are here.”

“Thank you, Teressa.” Erick walked away, down the hallway toward the front door, saying, “I guess it’s time to visit Frontier.”

 

- - - -

 

Okay. So. Maybe Erick misjudged Frontier the last time he was here; they were obviously rebuilding from Bulgan’s attack last time. This time, life had obviously improved in Frontier. 

Erick sat at a garden table in a mostly open-aired, sand-garden courtyard, in the second to the top level of one of five castle towers. Except for some hallways and the rest of the castle, Erick could see Frontier all around him, in every direction but east. The castle to the east was a purely functional thing; all solid orange stone multiple feet thick. Multiple curtain walls and dozens of smaller towers dotted the outer walls; places where defenders might strike at forces both within and without. There was little care given to comfort in the castle; no ornate, green gardens, or thin flourishes of stone among the staunch strength of the castle. Nothing besides smooth, strong, orange rock. 

The city beyond the rebuilt castle, to the north, west, and the south, was not much different than the castle. Thick walled houses were made with small windows pointed north, toward Ar’Kendrithyst, while larger windows pointed toward the open south; though there were some clear violations of this building practice. As for coloring, the city of Frontier was more orange than Spur, about twice as thick in all of its construction, and a lot, lot less green. 

Though that last fact was probably due entirely to Erick’s rainy contributions to Spur. Both cities likely had the same access to underground water; a fountain bubbled up in the rocks in the center of the sand garden, but there were no plants here. Water was precious; the fountain itself was probably an ostentatious display. The garden around Erick was sand and a few outcroppings of rocks, along with decorative lines someone had raked through the sand in swirls and lines, with concentric circles radiating around the larger outcroppings of rock. This ‘garden’ was likely the only purely decorative thing in Frontier’s Castle; at least on the outside. Erick had not been inside the castle; they weren't invited past this sand garden.

That was okay. Erick liked the sand garden.

Helix walked in through a stone arch of a hallway, accompanied by the woman Erick had seen with him last time. Mog stood behind Erick and Silverite, slightly away from the both of them, who were sitting at the table when Helix appeared. At Viscount Helix’s entrance, Silverite stood; Erick stood with her. 

“Greetings, Archmage. Mayor.” Helix bowed just a tiny bit, with only his head, before continuing his walk toward Erick and Silverite. “We are ready when you are.”

Erick said, “Sure thing.”

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

A white sphere of light slowly materialized five feet in every direction around Erick. Thick air flowed up from every surface. Erick turned toward the city of Frontier, watching as thick air turned into a slime monster that flooded out across the entirety of the orange city. Notifications started to appear almost immediately. 

“Shadowolves— Mimics already?” Erick said.

Helix moved closer to the edge of the courtyard, to look out across his city. “It’s bigger?”

“Much.” Erick said, “About 15 kilometers in every direction, now.”

Erick watched as the slime slipped through the town, touching everything, and as he watched, he saw that it moved differently. More than just Aurify 3 differently. Before, it moved like water, rushing here and there to search out new places. Now, Erick's spell moved like caffeine overloaded slime. Thick air silently splashed across the city, racing with the wind, searching for monsters.

After a minute, Helix asked, “Nothing unusual?”

Erick looked through his notifications; it was all mimics now. Past mimic Z, the ‘numbering’ system was a little weird; it looped back around to A and then proceeded adding the whole alphabet again. Erick was currently up to ‘EB’, which, with a little easy math, equalled 132, but that number was still ticking up.

“Just mimics, now.” Erick said, “No daydroppers, or anything else, really.”

Helix smiled. He said, “You can cut the spell. Thank you, Archmage.”

Erick cut the spell. The white orb around him flaked away like dispersing ash. He asked, “Did you find out where those Daydroppers were? Who was growing them?”

Helix said, “Part of me was hoping that your efforts today would give us another lead to follow. The larger part of me is simply grateful that we have no more reason to fear those pestilential things.” He asked, “What is your total count?”

Erick looked up his recent kills. With a bit of math… “99 wolves, 146 mimics.”

Helix’s Girl Friday, still standing near him, held up a green stone, and said, “Agreed.”

“Thank you, Veil.” Helix nodded to Erick. “The rads will be remitted to Spur by tomorrow. Thank you for coming. Now, if you excuse me, the requirements of leadership are neverending.”

Silverite did a small curtsy as she said, “The pleasure is Spur’s. Call upon us any time.” She turned to Mog, and nodded. “We’re off.”

Erick gave a short bow to Helix, then walked over to Mog. 

In a flash, the three of them were outside of Erick’s house again.

Silverite instantly cursed. “That fucking liar. He completely evaded your question.”

Mog frowned. “I thought so, too.”

Erick felt lost. He asked, “What?”

“You directly asked where they were, and who was growing them.” Silverite said, “And he gave some unimportant response about how he ‘hoped your spell would provide another lead’. Perfectly political response, and completely out of the place in a discussion about the tactical vulnerability of us all. And then he instantly changed the topic and rushed us out of there.”

“Yup.” Mog said, “That’s what I thought, too.”

“He sounded like a normal politician to me… Which is a problem. I see that now.” Erick asked, “Why do you think he had anything to do with his Daydroppers, though?”

“Because that is what humans and incani do,” Mog said. 

Silverite said, “Because the Greensoil Republic saw a weapon of mass destruction, and didn’t care that it was part of a Kill and Exterminate Quest.” She frowned. “They’re going to use it against the incani, as they have before and will do again. And right in my own dammed neighborhood!”

Mog added, “All your spell really did, Erick, was confirm that their protections around their daydroppers are good enough to keep you out.” 

“They’ll probably deploy soon.” Silverite spat, “Dammit.”

Erick asked, “What about what happened in Kal’Duresh? Was that also Frontier deploying against them? Or was that Kal’Duresh preparing to deploy against Frontier?”

Mog frowned.

“We have lots more to discover, and to decide. Do we want to step into this? It was good and right to step in to help clear their cities of shadow monsters, but this is the Quiet War.” Silverite paused. She said, “We have to prove that this hypothesis is true, before we do anything else. And then...” She frowned. “I’ll keep you informed, Archmage.” Silverite walked away, saying, “Be careful, Erick.”

Mog nodded one last time to Erick as she followed Silverite, moving to stand beside the Mayor as they both walked across the flat land of the Human District. A line of telepathic intent connected them to each other. After a moment, several lines of intent spilled out of both of them, floating away into the manasphere. 

Poi stood in the open door to the house. “Welcome back, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick was fucking tired of reacting to the problems around him.

It was time to be proactive, at least in his own way.

Erick sat in his mage tower, staring at Ar’Kendrithyst in the far distance, while the late afternoon sun draped in from the west, coloring the browns and oranges of Spur with pinks and yellows. He had smashed a clear diamond into fragments on the workbench in front of him, just so he would have more seed crystals. They glittered with sunset colors, while Erick thought.

Erick got up and went to the kitchen to make some coffee. 

Soon, he was back at the bench, staring, brooding. 

Thinking.

A tendril of thought connected to his mind, and all of Erick’s thoughts crystallized into pure relief.

‘Hey, Dad. I’m safe. Everyone is good.’

Erick wanted to smile. But all he could do was say, ‘Thank you for being okay, Jane.'

‘… what happened?’

‘What happened with you?’

‘Some stuff. But we’re fine. You don’t sound fine.’

Erick breathed. He said, ‘There’s a lot that happened since you helped with my Class Abilities. Yesterday, I got my first magic item, a nice ring for plus-10 Strength, and then today I made some diamonds using this workaround of the Infinitesimal Ban, and I think Frontier is planning on killing all of Kal’Duresh with Daydroppers. Silverite isn’t sure if the reverse is also true.’

‘Oh boy.’ Emotions like a person sitting down, flowed through Jane’s connection. She sent, ‘Tell me about this Daydropper stuff, first.’

‘It’s like this...’

Erick talked.

After a while, Jane understood Erick’s day, and Erick hoped, most of his problems.

Jane said, ‘What do you want to do about these undetectable Daydroppers?’

‘I want to kill them all, obviously.’

‘… that’s really not obvious to me, Dad, which is probably a good thing. Right now people aren’t treating you like a player. This is one of your greatest strengths, if you can leverage it without actually making a move.’

‘I’m not a player?’

‘No.’ Jane waffled back and forth, then said, ‘Well. Yes. But not directly. You’re a deterrent and a defense mechanism. You do not want to be seen as a player.’

Erick let that lie, and continued, ‘I see a lot of problems to solving this Daydropper crisis. One: Withering does not target monsters with 5 mana rads; it only targets those with 10 mana rads. Some daydroppers must be slipping under the radar, like the smaller slimes do. So, do I try and increase that radar and risk the spell targeting people? Or do I find some other way? Compounding this is that these Daydroppers are already invisible to the Divine Scan, probably because they’re behind antirhine.’

‘Combine your Domain with a close-range, powerful scanning spell. Something that can punch through antirhine.’ Jane added, ‘Or you could just call it lead.’

‘… I don’t think it’s possible for anything to pass through lead, least of all magic, so there’s no getting around this restriction.’ Erick paused. He said, ‘Maybe I could add something to the Domain that makes it eat through lead shielding. Like how I did with random chance striking CO2 into C and O2.”

‘Even if you did, it’s probably under a [Weather Ward] by now. The only reasons you found anything at all, was because they dropped the [Ward] so you could test their defenses. Kal’Duresh was probably also testing your ability to test them.’ She added, ‘If that is indeed what is happening here.’

‘Shit!'

‘Even if you did manage to use this work-around you discovered with the Infinitesimal Ban to use some lead product to strip away lead shielding… I don’t think you want to go using this functionality on an attack spell. It seems fine on a spell that concentrates something onto an item, though.’

‘… Give me ideas, Jane, not more problems.’

‘Here’s a major solution, then: This isn’t your war. Stay out of it.’

Erick frowned.

Jane continued, ‘Or. Ask one of them gods for help. You seem to be getting along with them.’

Erick almost told her about the offer to become Phagar’s Champion, but he wasn’t about to put that out into the world, even to discuss the idea with his daughter. Not today, anyway.

‘They have their side of things, we have ours. Got another idea?’

‘Start beating people up until someone falls out of the woodwork?’

Erick frowned, but sent, ‘I love you, Jane.’

Jane laughed through the connection, then sent, ‘I love you, too, Dad. Now talk to me about these diamonds. I would love to see a six-inch diamond.’

Erick smiled, then sent Jane an image of the diamonds in front of him. After she ooh’d and ahh’d, only half sarcastically, Erick started talking about enchanting, and about his Class Quests, while keeping Insight purposefully vague.

As the sun set, the conversation wound down.

Toward the end, Erick asked, ‘Do you remember what sapphires and rubies are made out of?’

‘The same thing. Aluminum Oxide. AL-2 O-3. Everything about the red or the blue are just inclusions, but I forget what those inclusions actually are. It would be hard to find aluminum, either way. I don’t think you need those gems though; just create a color mask. Use a [Special Ward] to absorb every color except red, or blue, or whatever.’ She added, ‘Or better yet: try to create a something that increases every stat, all at once.’

Erick was floored by multiple parts of Jane’s reply. ‘A color mask! Duh! But... Are there All-Stat items? I haven’t seen anything like that in these books. They all talk about single Stat, singularly enchanted items.’

‘There also wasn’t Particle Magic until you came along. So. Ya’ know.’

Erick laughed, sending, ‘I'll test it out.'

‘It’s getting late, Dad. I love you. I’ll think about the daydropper problem. Call you later.’

‘I love you, Jane. Talk to you later.’

Erick broke the line of intent between them. And then he grabbed his enchanting textbooks, and started reading from the very beginning.

 

- - - -

 

Around midnight, Erick got to his first practical exercise. 

And right there, in a colored box beside the text for the first practical exercise, was Jane’s idea for a [Special Ward] color mask, written as a tip for the beginner enchanter, to keep costs down. Erick smiled at that. He would have to tell her tomorrow. Erick whipped out 50 mana, and the entire room filled with the proper red color for Strength enchanting: Crimson. Not a red light, though; just a color mask.

Erick picked up one of his smaller diamond fragments, around a centimeter across, and began [Stoneshape]ing it into a sphere inside his Handy Aura, constantly turning the gem around and around, seeing his work from all sides, gradually shaving away everything that wasn’t a perfect sphere. After a few minutes, Erick thought that what he had created was close enough to what the book required; this was beginner enchanting, anyway.

Erick transferred the spherical diamond to his actual hand. The gem was about one centimeter across, and in this red [Special Ward], the gem appeared red. Erick focused on his—

He still had his Strength Ring on. He should take that off; the books all warned of wearing enchanted items while trying to enchant other items. If he took it off fast and put it back on before the False HP vanished, then it should maintain its resonance. Erick took off the ring and set it aside, so that it wouldn’t interfere with imbuing a resonance into the gem in his hand. 

And then, on a whim, he threw a 500 mana Absorption [Ward] into the air, which produced a 2000 point shield throughout the room. Better safe than sorry.

... Erick hoped he didn’t become some paranoid archmage. From what he’d heard about other archmages, paranoia seemed to be a recurring theme.

—Erick focused on the gem in his hand, creating a link between his own Strength Stat and the gem. He opened his eyes to Meditation, and tried to feel the resonance, somewhere inside of him, inside of his Strength. In a way that was completely counter intuitive, but was listed by the textbook, Erick pushed a point of mana through his Strength Stat.

Nothing.

He tried two points of mana—

...mmMmmMmmM...

Oh! Erick felt that; it was like a tiny hum in the center of his self, but not in the center of his physical self. The hum came from elsewhere. The hum probably came from the Script, itself.

He pushed more mana through his Strength. Another hum touched his entire being, like the sound of a muted television, or fluorescent lighting. Erick set a path for his mana, then started a stream, through his Strength, through his hand, into the gem in his palm. His hand glowed red, and if he wasn’t in this red [Ward], Erick was sure the glow would have been white; the color of his own magic.

The glow soaked into the gem, skittering around the inside, maybe even finding equilibrium. 

Erick cut his stream of mana and the red [Special Ward]. The diamond was still perfectly clear in the light of the sunlight orb up above. Erick picked up a blank iron ring setting that he had already made with [Metalshape], and with another application of [Metalshape] and the careful placement of the diamond, Erick had a diamond ring. He put it on his finger.

According to the textbook, this was a rousing success!

But Erick felt a little underwhelmed.
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Not bad for his first try. Erick took off the ring he made, and put on the ring he had bought from Ruby’s Reds. 

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, Erick went right back into his tower and read more about enchanting. In particular, one aspect of the previous night’s enchanting bothered him: Was white mana predisposed to an easier time creating Stat enchantments?

After a bit of careful reading, including some parts of the textbook he had skimmed over last night, he discovered that, no, the color of a person’s mana did not matter for enchanting purposes, because the very act of flowing mana through a Stat or Skill changed the color of a person’s mana. Color did matter for the longevity of a Stat enchantment, but anything besides a perfect color match didn't matter; perfect matches lent a Stat enchantment to lasting indefinitely.

Erick took his Strength ring off, and set it to the side.

Erick [Metalshape]d the diamond from last night out of its metal ring. He placed the spherical diamond on his open palm and flowed mana through his own Strength Stat, into the diamond. A muddle of all different red lights came out of his palm, soaking into the gem. Crimsons and carnelians, maroons and scarlets, like a tiny crash of every kind of red, from vibrant to subdued, from pink to near-black, all soaked into the diamond.

The diamond vibrated. Erick didn’t have time to understand what was happening. The diamond shattered in every direction like an m-80 detonating in his open hand, carving hundreds of points of damage from the [Ward] Erick had put in the room last night and stinging like a mother-fucker. Erick flinched back, hard, leaping away from his seat, holding his hand. Teressa appeared at the doorway.

“I’m fine!” Erick said, stopping Teressa from rushing into the room. “Ouch.” He unclenched his hand, slowly, flinching at the lingering pain, saying, “Bad enchant. That’s on me.”

Teressa nodded, staying out of the room, but remaining in the doorway.

Erick looked at his hand. There was a bit of blood, but not much.

And then he stood up straight, holding out his hand. He strung mana through the rest of his Stats, in order, producing prominences of light out of his palm, like he was holding rainbow fire.

Strength produced a small radiance of every red.

Vitality was also red, but a shade more orange.

Willpower shone brilliant blue, like the sky and the ocean and blueberries all at once.

Focus radiated blue, but more teal, and a bit lighter all around.

HP radiated Strength’s colors, but shifted deeper, like someone had turned up the contrast. HP Regen was a heavily contrasted version of Vitality. Mana and Mana Regen followed this same trend.

“Huh.” Erick said, “Neat.”

Erick’s next experiment was flowing mana through both Strength and Willpower at the same time. It worked, sorta. Out of Erick’s palm came every color of magenta, purple, and violet under the sun. Another experiment with this new magenta light and another prepared diamond instantly caused another explosion, but Erick and Teressa were both ready for it, and the [Ward] in the room had already regenerated to full. Creating an All-Stat item was going to take some skill, and some time, and it might even prove impossible, but creating enough Willpower and Focus gems to complete his Class Ability Quest might only take another day or two.

Erick looked over his workbench and put his 10 Strength ring back on. He might not be able to make a plus 30 Stat gem, but he could certainly string together fifty of the smaller ones. For Erick's immediate needs, the enchant would only have to hold a moment, anyway. He would feel a lot better about his ability to defend himself when his daily [Ward] was worth 5800 points and could regenerate a thousand points every 5 minutes.

Erick packed up his enchanting books, tomes, and some diamond fragments into his shoulderbag; it was time to head out to the farms.
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                When Erick asked about dyes on the way to the farms, Poi directed him to a cloth weaver’s business along the way. A helpful young bluescale man was glad to sell Erick some dyes, but warned him, in a legal sort of way, that death is the punishment for selling inferior enchantments in Spur. 

Dyeing gems was quite normal, if one was just learning the trade, but the sale of such an item was quite frowned upon. While Erick was still digesting that information, Bluescale directed Erick to their pre-made dye kits containing 8 perfect color-matched Main and Secondary Stat dyes, formulated for the aspiring enchanter. The kits were 255 gold. Erick bought one, but knew it would likely go unused. 

Dyes were damn expensive.

 

- - - -

 

With the sky raining platinum and a 300 gallon water basin already filled and inside the temple, Erick dumped two diamond fragments into the huge basin, and cast [Crystallize Diamond]. On a bit of inspiration, he turned on [Cleanse Aura] while the gems bubbled in the basin. [Cleanse Aura] was a major drain, 5 mana every second; he couldn't keep both [Cleanse Aura] and [Exalted Storm Aura] active for more than 5 minutes. But he didn’t need to.

The platinum in the water shimmered bright as it sucked into the growing gems. Thick air bubbled up from the basin. After four minutes, all the platinum had soaked into the gems; the water was clear. The thick air coming up from it now was much less than before. Erick didn’t know what kind of toxins he was creating out of the platinum rain, but thankfully, [Cleanse] was here to solve that issue before it became a problem.

Erick cut his [Cleanse Aura], and turned on his Handy Aura. This was a much easier drain; his mana began to tick back up. He Handy Aura’d the gems into the air; they were each three inches across, with a silver interior, and a layer of clear diamond over that. Erick [Stoneshape]d a fragment of the clear exterior of one diamond and put those fragments into the water. With another [Cleanse] and another two [Crystallize Diamond]s, the water resumed bubbling. Erick put the partially silver gems to the side; he would not be using those.

He renewed [Crystallize Diamond] on the new seed crystals as needed, and [Cleanse]d the water every now and again, but mostly, he left the basin and the two growing gems to their own devices, while he practiced color masking with [Ward].

Over the last few days, a great deal more memories of time spent helping Jane in school came rushing back. On the subject of color: Light was additive, but pigment was subtractive. And [Special Wards], well…

[Special Ward] was special.

Erick worked on the left side of the temple while his diamonds bubbled on the right. 

[Special Ward].

A red-mask [Ward] popped up, five foot across, in the air. Erick nodded. This was good. Looking through the otherwise-invisible [Ward] was like looking through a red lens.

[Special Ward].

A blue-mask [Ward] popped up, five foot across, in the air, similar to the red mask in every way but color. Erick nodded. This was good.

But the intersection of the two [Special Ward]s was a pure black void; the two [Ward]s, each attuned to a different frequency of light, were each blocking the only light that the other one let through. Erick frowned. Just to make sure he was casting the spell correctly —selecting the color to come through based on wavelength, and not something else— Erick popped out seven smaller [Special Ward]s in the air, one right after the other, each slightly touching their neighbors.

 Violet. Indigo. Blue. Green. Yellow. Orange. Red.

Very good. Erick was able to choose the light based on wavelength. He wasn’t exactly sure how he did all that, but it involved a lot of visualization and applying his own measurements to reality. Violet was 1, with the shortest visible wavelength, while Red was 100. Erick had completely forgotten the correct scale, but it was supposed to be in nanometers. How the heck was he supposed to remember that? There were bigger problems, here.

Like how, sandwiched between each of Erick’s otherwise-invisible [Wards], was a bit of black, where the combined denial of all wavelengths created a void.

Erick tried a different experiment: Instead of a mask, he produced orbs that gave off light. This time, the lightorbs combined where they touched, producing teal and seafoam, amber and umber. That made sense. They were a source of light, and not a mask. They were also terrible for enchanting. Lightorbs did not block interfering wavelengths of enchantment; they just hid what was actually there.

On a lark, Erick produced three overlapping lightorbs: Red, Blue, and Green. And yup, they worked like light. Between red and blue was magenta, blue and green made cyan, green and red made yellow. At the intersection of all of them was white light. So that was obviously working correctly.

The obvious solution to a two-part enchant was a mask that let through two wavelengths of light. 

[Special Ward].

A mask attuned to red and blue appeared, like an otherwise-invisible magenta blot on the world. Erick put his hand inside, and yup, his hand was now magenta. Erick dismissed all of the [Special Ward]s, and cast an [Absorption Ward] across the whole of the temple—

Poi interrupted, “Sir. Do you really want to experiment with exploding diamonds… inside the temple?”

Erick paused. He looked over at the possibly-delicate statue of Atunir at the back of the temple. He could [Mend] the statue; that wouldn’t be a problem. But then he looked out over the farms. He said, “Shrapnel could fly pretty far, couldn’t it?”

Poi, relieved, said, “Yes, sir.”

Erick nodded, walking over to the basin. The spell was still going; bubbles broke the surface, while diamonds tumbled underwater. They had gotten big. The real winner here, though, was that the water was completely purified. Not a trace of platinum. Erick went and grabbed the stone bowls he had made yesterday and stored beside the statue of Atunir. With a bit of Handy Aura and the opening of dyes, Erick soon had four bowls filled with very specific shades of red and blue, in perfectly clear water. 

With a bit of [Stoneshape], Erick had four seed diamonds plucked from the new clear diamonds. He dropped one each into the Strength-Crimson, Vitality-Cinnabar, Willpower-Ultramarine, and Focus-Cyan water. He started with the Strength-Crimson bowl.

[Crystallize Diamond].

Erick watched the diamond spurt around in the red water, but nothing changed. The red did not get sucked into the diamond like the platinum had. Erick let the gem bubble and stew, and went on to the other three bowls, setting each of the gems underwater to bubbling, smiling a bit to himself, thinking back to coloring Easter eggs with Jane when she was ten. 

And then he frowned and laughed, as he remembered Jane pummeling the neighborhood boys with hardboiled eggs.

He went to his enchanting books to pick up where he left off. He renewed [Crystallize Diamond] as he let his mana recover to full. He did not [Cleanse]; that would probably destroy the dye.

Half an hour later, Erick checked on the diamonds. None of the color had been sucked into any of the gems, in any of the pools, but something did happen in each case. The Strength-Crimson diamond was vaguely pink; the color too dim to matter. He would have to leave that in the bowl overnight, like the dye suggested, if he wanted it to turn red. But Erick wasn’t going to do that. He put the barely-pink diamond aside then [Cleansed] that water and dumped it out. Vitality-Cinnabar was brown. Not a bad looking brown, but not the color needed for enchanting; this one was a failure. Erick pulled that gem from the bowl. Then he [Cleanse]d the water, destroying the color and any leftover toxins before he dumped the water out. Willpower-Ultramarine was brown, too. That bucket of water met the same fate as the rest.

Focus-Cyan dye and [Crystallize Diamond] created a yellow diamond. 

It was a pretty yellow diamond; almost the color of sunshine. But it wasn’t what Erick wanted. Physical dyes in conjunction with [Crystallize Diamond] probably did something with the elements composing the dye, instead of just sucking the dye into the diamond. Erick either needed a magical dye, like how [Exalted Storm Aura] made platinum rain, or he needed the color mask [Ward]s to work. 

And since the color masks already seemed to work, Erick decided to go forward with the masks.

But first! Another attempt at [Familiar]!

Erick had taken Sizzi’s advice to heart; if his [Familiar] didn’t have absolutely everything it needed, then it wasn’t good enough to stick around. So with that in mind, Erick chained together four hard needs, one desire, and three spells.

[Telepathy].

[Scry].

[Conjure Force Elemental].
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A two foot tall jumble of ice appeared in front of Erick, in the rain just outside of the temple. It didn’t do anything but sit there; if Erick hadn’t just summoned it he would have thought someone had lost their ice. But. Ah. Now that he was looking closer... Not ice. Those were octahedral diamonds. All of the Rocky’s body was made of force, but it looked like diamond. Erick chalked that up to his own muddled thoughts.

Erick poked the creature with [Telepathy], but the pile of rocks did nothing. He tried using the mental commands of [Conjure Force Elemental], but this was not [Conjure Force Elemental]; there was no innate mental link. Not only was the creature mindless, but it seemed to be missing even the barest bit of [Conjure Force Elemental]’s telepathic control system.

Erick called out, “Hey, Rocky!”

The jumble of rocks responded. Its ‘head’ lifted from its ‘body’. Five or six disconnected ‘arms’ held the little guy off of the ground. It ‘walked’ toward Erick, its tumbling, spinning body parts propelling it forward, the not-diamonds of its body glittering in the gentle platinum rain. 

Erick winced. He dismissed the summon and ripped apart the spell. The Rocky brought a limb to the ground and cracked in half. The creature fell, disintegrating, scattering white ash across the ground, vanishing into a white mist that disappeared under tinkling platinum rain.

Erick frowned, then proceeded to clean up his dye experiment. Water was [Cleanse]d and dumped, dyes were put away. Erick set those four bowls into the rain, then got six more to fill with platinum water. He chipped ten platinum diamond seeds from the first diamonds of the day, making sure that the gem chips he got were completely platinum. 

With a look to the sky, and a push of intent, rain soon fell harder into the bowls, which he had to adjust with [Stoneshape] to better catch the downpour. Erick threw the platinum seeds inside the bowls, cast [Crystallize Diamond], over all of them, then went back into the temple to read his enchanting textbooks. 

For the next hour, he cast [Crystallize Diamond] as needed, and [Cleanse] every 10 seconds.

And he read.

When the day’s scheduled farm was over, Erick had 10 perfectly platinum octahedral, messy diamonds, each 7 inches across. Now… if they were good for enchanting? Erick didn’t know. They certainly glittered in the sun nicely, though.

 

- - - -

 

It occurred to Erick, as he and Poi walked through the streets of Spur with about 22, 6-inch-plus diamonds in multiple burlap sacks, that he knew someone who probably knew how to shape a gem.

Al, the Stone Mage.

 

- - - -

 

The Sewerhouse was as gold and covered in holographic pipes as Erick remembered, with two animated bouncing and jiggling gold slimes flanking the entrance. It was still three stories tall, too. Erick walked between the slimes, into the front show room. Savral was there, just inside the entrance like usual, all black scales and black full plate armor, while purplescale Bacci stood behind the rad sales counter. She smiled as Erick walked into the store. 

Erick smiled back. "Hello, you two.”

“Hey!” Savral said, “How’s it going, stranger?”

“It’s going great.” Erick asked, “Is your dad in?”

Savral didn’t get a chance to answer before heavy footfalls sounded up from the back of the room. 

“I thought I heard you!” Al appeared up the stairs with a smile on his face and a bounce in his step. He looked quizzically at Erick’s bags, but asked, “Did you come to invite me to lunch?”

“I suppose I did!” Erick rolled with it, but held up a bag, saying, “But first I have some things I’d like you to take a look at.” Erick held out a burlap sack he had organized for Al, before he had walked through the door to the Sewerhouse. “Here.”

“Ooh?” Al took the bag, then looked inside. He froze. “Oh.”

Al just stared.

Erick smiled, at first, but Al was acting a lot stranger than Erick expected. Al was just staring into the bag. Savral frowned next to Erick, peering over into a bag in Erick’s hands. Erick handed Savral bag #2 of four. Savral took out a diamond and promptly frowned. 

And then his face lit up.

“Holy gods!” Savral clutched the diamond in one hand, looking into the bag, saying, “How many of these do you have!?” Savral instantly looked to Erick, accusing, “And you’re walking around Spur with these!?”

Bacci abandoned her post, quick-stepping to Savral, saying, “Oh wow. They’re diamonds, right?”

“My claws won't scratch, so I'd say they were.” Savral handed Bacci the bag, saying, “But I don’t know what the platinum ones are.”

“They’re all diamonds.” Erick said, bereft of bags. “I invented a diamond spell to serve my enchanting needs.”

Al blurted out a laugh, finally moving, then laughed louder, fuller. He picked out the yellow diamond from the bag Erick had given him, pulling it out into the light. In a flash, a spell ripped across the octahedron, sending shards and dust into the air, revealing a black sphere. 

Al froze, again.

Al quickly thawed, saying, “You dyed it! Blasphemy!” Al unceremoniously tossed the offensive black gem to the ground; it rolled across the room to some forgotten corner as he picked up a different diamond from the bag. One of the clear ones, this time. Another spell ripped across the diamond, revealing a clear, perfect sphere. Al yelled, “Good!” as he ripped another spell across the gem.

Al sighed, satisfied and smiling, as he held a 5 inch, diamond sphere, with what had to be about a thousand individual perfect cuts across the whole newly-prismatic surface. The gem glimmered in the light, catching and revealing an inner fire. 

Erick smiled, saying, “You can have that whole bag, by the way.”

“Can you do rubies and sapphires?” Al asked, obviously hopeful. "Or emeralds?"

“Nope!”

Al cursed, then laughed, holding his cut gem, saying, “Just as well. This is magnificent. I don’t know what you’d do with them but to look at them, but they are very good for looking at.” 

Erick pointed at the gem in Al’s hands. “That’s sort of what I came to talk to you about. How’d you rip that into a sphere?”

Al smiled. He picked up a messy, raw silver diamond. In another flash of light, the gem became a perfect, silver sphere. Al had looked like he was going to say something else, but then he asked, “It didn’t blacken?”

“Made with platinum rainwater.” Erick said, “I’m not sure how it worked, though.”

Al nodded, holding the spherical platinum diamond. He held it up, saying, “I was never good at enchanting, but I can cut a sphere quite well.” He looked down at the bag. “I can keep these?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “Spend ‘em now, because the spell to make them is coming to the Script in a year.”

“Spend them!” Al said, “Preposterous! I’m keeping them, and they’re going to be beautiful. My skill with gem shaping is much better than this! This was just a test,” he said, hefting the cut clear diamond. “You should learn the cut yourself. Get a wheel and the tools; learn through a thousand hours of grinding and polishing. Feel the stone, capture light inside your heart and inside the stone.” He stared at the platinum gem in one hand, then the clear gem in the other. “Though I have no idea if you can even enchant something this big.”

“I haven’t tried the silver ones yet.” Erick asked, “You want to give it a go?”

Al shook his head, saying, “They always explode.”

Erick smiled. “Then let’s go to lunch.”

Al nodded. In moments, Erick had left all of the diamonds with Bacci, who was all too happy to play with them; she also had some skill cutting gems. Erick bade her good fortune, and to have at it.

 

- - - -

 

“There’s really no way to do what you did without the practice? Physical practice?” Erick asked, over a plate of fried chicken and fries. 

Al spoke over his own fried meat and vegetable platter. “Nope. Repetition is the key! You must build that mental callus with your physical hands, grinding and grinding, so that you know what you want from the spell.” He added, “You could buy the tier 2 [Gemshape] spell if you want, but it will never be as good as properly executed [Stoneshape].”

Poi ate his own lunch at another table, watching over Erick.

And Al spoke of gemcutting like it was an old lover he had spent many nights wooing, but never quite catching. 

 

- - - -

 

When they got back to the Sewerhouse, Bacci showed off one diamond she had cut into dozens of smaller, beautifully radiant, clear jewels. They weren’t good for enchanting, but they looked magnificent. 

Erick happily left her with her own bag of gems, then he remembered how her solid [Ward] activated the trap in the Sewerhouse, saving them all from the attackers over a month ago. 

“Oh yeah.” Erick asked, “What’s that solid [Ward] you used, called? To ramp the water?”

Bacci said, “[Water Ward], but it’s only useful against water. [Solid Ward]s are tough to make and you can only have one; one in your Status and one active at a time. Al’s is better than mine.”

Al said, “[Stoneshape], [Ward], and [Airshape], all at the same time. Took me a decade to make.”

Erick frowned. “Something else to work on in my spare time, I guess.”

On the way home, Erick stopped at a wrought marketplace to pick up some quality iron.

 

- - - -

 

Back in his mage tower, Erick stored away his unworked gems and placed dozens of spherical diamonds onto the counter. Al had been kind enough to cut Erick various perfect-spheres of both the silver and clear variety.

Al had recommended that Erick [Stoneshape] some walls across everything that he didn’t want shrapnel to destroy, which was a good suggestions, so Erick went and did just that. There wasn’t enough raw material in his house to be moving the floors around all willy-nilly, though. So Erick went outside and fed logs of stone through the side of the house, into cleared spaces in his tower. 

Back inside, he Aurify’d [Stoneshape] to roll the logs of stone up across his bookshelves and cabinets, fitting everything that could collect shattered gems with a layer of stone, like raising shutters. He didn’t have anything valuable that could break, but putting up these shutters was a good step to take for the future. 

When everything was fitted and cleanup looked like it would be a breeze, Erick threw an 850 mana[Absorption Ward] across the whole space and down the hallway, so that anyone standing outside of the open archway to his tower wouldn’t get clipped by stray exploding diamonds. 

A 3400 mana [Ward] would have to do, for now.

Erick took his ring off and put it to the side.

[Special Ward].

Willpower-Ultramarine filled the room, turning everything brilliant blue. Erick placed a one centimeter, spherical, platinum diamond gem on a stone pedestal holder he had made earlier. The books had said that channeling onto your palm was easier, but also more dangerous; using a pedestal was an acceptable degree of separation.

Extending a finger, Erick channeled mana through his Willpower, feeling the resonance within, watching it erupt into Reality as a bright, Ultramarine glow; all other hues denied. He held the flow open, refining the flare of mana into a radiant, steady fire, like that of a propane torch. 

He steadied his nerves, then touched the platinum diamond.

Ultramarine flared off of the gem like a light from a mirror. 

Erick kept the infusion up for two minutes, yet nothing seemed to penetrate the surface of the gem. He pulled his mana back, the flare from his finger fading. A quick check with [Metalshape] and a bracer to hold the platinum gem, proved that nothing had gotten through the mirror surface—

Erick had an idea.

He rushed to the kitchen to fill a bowl with clear water drawn from the fountain. As it filled, Erick dropped a sliver of clear diamond into the bowl, casting [Crystallize Diamond] as it fell. The water bubbled away under the surface, Erick [Cleanse]ing it every few seconds. When the bowl was full of clean water, Erick rushed outside, Teressa slowly but certainly following.

Outside, Erick threw an Ultramarine [Ward] into the air, then placed the bowl down into the [Ward]. He started channeling Willpower into the water, while it was bubbling; while the gem was growing.

The gem soaked up Erick’s resonance through the water, but imperfectly, slipping outside of the jagged triangles all over the gem’s surface as tiny flashes of light that blinked through the water and were gone. He went slowly, trying not to overwhelm the bubbling gem. 

When the gem stopped bubbling, Erick stopped channeling. He pulled out a blank metal bracer and placed the octahedral gem into the setting. For a brief moment, it was enchanted for 7 extra Willpower, but then it was 5, then 2, then 1, then gone. 

After removing the gem from its holder, Erick threw out a 400 point [Absorption Ward] at his feet, then began [Stoneshape]ing the imperfect gem into a sphere. Erick had proven that he could enchant through water, into the gem. This was good. Now, he needed to test if he could trap the enchantment into the interior using platinum rain.

When Erick had regenerated enough mana and carved the gem into enough of a sphere, Erick tossed the gem into the water. Inside an Ultramarine part of the world, Erick gently channeled Willpower into the water, and into the gem. Resonance flowed inside, bouncing around inside the sphere; little of that light escaping now that the gem was spherical. Erick opened his [Exalted Storm Aura]; a pillar of silver clouds stretched directly upward. Platinum rain fell like a sudden summer downpour, straight down, instantly soaking through all of Erick’s clothes, and soaking into the water. 

[Crystallize Diamond].

Erick’s blue flare started to flash through the reflective platinum water as bubbles appeared; Erick pumped up the flow of mana through his Willpower, increasing what might be getting through to the diamond. The gem crusted over, a thin layer of platinum covering the sphere, growing into triangular plates, fully covering the clear center.

Or at least that’s what Erick thought was happening. He couldn’t see through the water as soon as platinum mixed with the clear. Erick continued to channel Willpower into the experiment, though. He even cast [Cleanse] near the end, having forgotten about that detail this whole time. Thick air spilled into the storm. 

Erick let the storm rain until the diamond stopped bubbling. 

When he pulled out the gem, under a clearing sky, Erick realized he did not need to go so far with the rain, or the mirror shell. No color had soaked into the 3 inch diameter silver octahedron. 

Erick put the unwieldy gem into the metal bracelet, then put that bracelet on. 

Yup. No enchant.

Or...

Wait.

Erick began carving away the outside of the gem, practicing his spherical carving, scattering platinum diamond dust onto the ground. He stepped out of the Ultramarine [Ward] to better see what he was doing, though that didn't really help. After a minute, Erick might have carved deep enough, down to the original clear sphere inside. He locked the gem back into its bracer, and got a surprise. 

It was a plus eleven Willpower bracer. 

And then Erick remembered that, except for rings, Willpower and Focus items needed to be placed around the head for them to work best; Strength and Vitality could be placed anywhere. Erick [Metalshape]d the gem back out, then turned the bracer into a diadem. He placed the gem into the diadem, then put it on his head.

It was a plus thirty-one Willpower diadem.

Erick felt a little heady as his Willpower jumped to 61; this was nothing like the power he felt having a higher Strength, but there was still some kinda expansive feeling to the experience. And then he laughed; this was perfect! He held the diadem to his head, hopping up and down while the white clouds of his [Exalted Storm Aura] flowed away with the winds above Spur. 

The diadem crumbled around his head like so much fragmented force, ash to dust.

 




	
QUEST COMPLETE!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Mana, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 1/1

Reward: Double your Base Mana








 




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Double Base Mana

<empty>

<empty>








 

Erick scrunched his face in a small display of anger, laughing at his goal completing but mad that his item was gone. He sighed. He felt calmly expansive. As his mana slowly started ticking up, Erick realized he had a lot of extra points to spend. He dumped 10 of them into Willpower.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 4,257,054,608/10,233,415,500

Class: 4/6

Points: 6
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600 per day





	
MP
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Favored Spell waiting!








 

“Now that’s some healthy mana!” Erick said, a renewed feeling of stretching taking hold in his body. “Hmm.” He frowned. He was feeling quite stretched, actually. “Hmmm.”

Teressa asked, “Are you okay, sir?”

Erick looked to her, as his feelings of expansion turning to queasiness. “Ah?”

“You’re tilting, sir.” 

Erick blinked, trying to understand. Oh. Yes. Everything was slightly leaning left, wasn’t it; or rather, Erick was leaning right. He stood up straighter. He blinked again. Queasiness dialed down to expansion, then began to settle into the background. Erick felt his space, steadying himself, looking all around. Equilibrium slowly returned. Breathe in; breathe out. He hopped on one foot; he stretched his hands up to the sky, then he touched his toes. He still felt a little stretched, but the feeling was almost gone, now.

“Okay. It’s fading.” Erick asked, “Is that normal? For a big Willpower and Mana boost?”

“Yes, sir.” Teressa said, looking out across the Human District. “Would you like to do the rest inside? Perhaps with a downspout leading into your tower? After a change into dry clothes?”

“Oh!” Erick was soaking wet, wasn’t he. He laughed. “Yes. I think I will, Teressa. All excellent ideas.”

 

- - - -

 

Clean water wasn’t a part of what [Cleanse] could disperse, so Erick changed into another set of clothes. When he was dry again, and after making some afternoon coffee, he set to work changing how his tower handled rain, and water. 

With the ease of his Handy Aura and [Stoneshape], Erick refitted the top of his mage tower into a series of gutters that led to a space on the right of the tower, at about knee height. Inside the tower, Erick built a trough. At one end of the trough was the intake; at the other, an exit. With another application of [Stoneshape], Erick opened the hole in the tower and connected the trough to the gutters outside. 

Erick started up the rain. Platinum water fell across Erick's house in a torrential downpour, racing down the gutters to splash everywhere inside of the tower. 

With a few frantic adjustments, Erick eventually had a constantly refilling and emptying trough of platinum water, seven feet across, three wide, and three deep. He wouldn’t actually grow the diamonds in here; the growth process gave off toxins of some sort and he wasn't about to become a Pollution Mage, if such a thing even existed. He would use this trough to refill stone bowls as needed. 

… He certainly was using a lot of water in his magic, wasn’t he?

Erick bought [Watershape].

 




	
Watershape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of water around you for 1 minute per level of Watershape.

Exp: 0/100








 

… The temptation to level a new useful skill was great, but Erick had needs, and he needed 50 Focus in some enchanted gear.

So he got right on that.

He had several properly sized. clear-spherical diamonds already, thanks to Al, so he skipped the growing process, since infusing a growing gem with a Stat didn’t seem to do anything besides produce a minor light show.

With three, 2-centimeter spherical gems in a bowl of platinum water and a Focus-Cyan maskward in the air, Erick channeled mana through his Focus, producing a cyan glow. He put his hand entirely into the water, making sure he touched each gem under the reflective platinum surface, to infuse them directly. He pulled his hand back, but still fed the experiment with Cyan resonance, hopefully still charging the gems out of his sight. A quick activation of [Crystallize Diamond] locked in the glow, as platinum soaked into the gems. Erick turned on [Cleanse Aura] and thick air escaped into the tower. Erick cut [Crystallize Diamond] early, with a push of his own mana to disrupt the ongoing spell, only 20 seconds into the experiment.

At the bottom of murky water, rested three octahedral, platinum diamonds.

The outsides of the gems didn’t matter when they were this thin, so Erick picked up one gem and placed it into an iron crown. The crown gave him 21 Focus. Erick quickly [Metalshape]d the other two gems into the crown. He felt as the gems connected to each other; as the enchantment in all three began to resonate, and then calm. 

It did not explode. 

Erick breathed a sigh of relief. And then he put the crown on his head.

 




	
QUEST COMPLETE!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Mana Regen, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 1/1

Reward: Double your Base Mana Regen








 

Erick saw the blue box as he felt the crown disintegrate around his head. There was no opportunity to inspect his Status before the crown vanished, because he fell backward, onto the stone floor of his tower. And then he sat up. He blinked a bit. There was a shadow looking down at him.

With her blond hair flowing over grey armor, Teressa grunted, “Hm.”

Erick said, “I’m good.”

“Massive Stat swings are not great. I would advise against continuing to experiment in this way.”

Erick smiled. “You sound like Poi.”

Teressa grinned as she held out her hand. Erick took it, and was suddenly placed on his feet by the very tall, very muscular, armored woman. She said, “You should go to bed early.”

“Another great idea!”

There were a few chores before bed, though.

Erick renewed the Air Conditioning [Temperature Ward] in the house. Then he used 2100 mana to create an 8400 point [Absorption Ward] throughout the whole place. Sculpt Spell proved itself valuable, yet again, making the [Ward]ing process much easier than before; he didn't have to use Mana Shaping X for 500 mana. And because it was so easy, Erick redid all the [Alarm Ward]s and several lightorbs that looked a bit dull; they were not up to his standards anymore.

By the time Erick had [Cleanse]d himself and the rest of the house, he was feeling quite mentally exhausted, but he was still able to spend 2300 mana on a [Personal Ward] before he went to bed, giving him 4600 points of protection, on top of the 8400 point [Ward] already inside the house. 

Erick hadn’t felt this secure in a while; there was still the [Solid Ward] to learn, though. He’d chase after that tomorrow, along with several other valuable pursuits.
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Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.
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- - - -

 

Erick briefly woke up when Jane touched his mind.

‘Huh. Whazzat. Sleeping.’

Jane laughed, sending, ‘Early night, eh?’

‘Class Quest completion. Wiped out.’

‘Then I’ll keep it short: Neutrinos.’

Erick woke up a little; enough to think, and to send, 'A scanning spell attached to neutrinos that goes off when it touches the thing I'm scanning for.'

'Exactly! You can use the neutrinos from the sun, too. Just need to stand with the sun at your back.'

'Maybe. I'll work on it. Love you. Good night.'

‘Love you, too. Let me know how it goes!’

 

- - - -

 

Erick had forgotten to put his Strength ring back on last night. 

When he put it on in the morning and his HP started to tick up, it crackled. The ring dropped from plus-10, to plus-3. 

Well that was shitty!

Erick went to his tower and promptly made a plus-23 Strength ring with the technique he had created yesterday. It barely looked different from the red one, but when that platinum thing slipped on his hand! Oh man! He was a college frat bro pumped up from the gym and ready to PARTY. It took a hot minute for Erick to realize he was not, in fact, a college frat bro. He forcefully calmed himself. He smiled. 

He made several other enchanted objects and tested them out with Poi and Teressa's help, swearing both of them to silence because it was more fun that way. When it was time to go to the farms, Erick put several of his new items into his shoulderbag.

 

- - - -

 

The walk through Spur was different today than it was yesterday, or even the day before. People seemed quieter. [Weather Ward]s had been erected all over. The blue signs that had read of random [Withering]s happening throughout the city ‘two days from now’ had been replaced with signs saying that random [Withering]s would be happening today, and for the foreseeable future.

Erick wondered if this mass preparation was the kind of reaction Silverite had hoped for. 

 

- - - -

 

An hour into the rain, and one more failed attempt at [Familiar], passed without remark. Erick read about enchanting while the cows mooed, the bees buzzed, and farmers farmed. And then Silverite and Mog showed, walking up the temple steps. 

“Uh!” Erick said, “Hello, there! What brings you out here?”

Mog smiled, about to say something else, but she paused, and said, “You look different.”

Before Erick could answer—

Silverite said, “Kal’Duresh is asking for you. It shouldn’t take long, but please leave the talking to me. But for now, can you please [Withering] Spur, first?” She added, “I’ve already informed Apogough; there is no need to worry about the cows.”

She wanted to do this in the middle of farming time? It wasn’t a problem, not with Erick’s new massive stats, it just seemed odd. Erick took care of the maintenance of his [Exalted Storm Aura] first, by popping out a pair of parakeets with [Conjure Force Elemental]. He transferred the storm to the one not on his shoulder.

He said, “Okay. Sure. But everyone knows to put up [Weather Ward]s now. Won’t that stop potential Daydropper hideouts?”

She smiled. “You’re not the only archmage in Spur, you know.”

Erick had a moment of inspiration. “… Can you [Scan] specifically inside [Ward]s?” He added, “It would decrease the area your [Scan] needed to cover by quite a lot.” He asked, “But how do you punch through antirhine?”

Mog chuckled. “Finding it is the hard part, and Mana Sense just isn’t enough.”

Silverite said, “There are better ways.” 

Erick had another moment of inspiration, but he kept it to himself. 

He nodded, asking, “Right now?”

Mog asked, “Can you reach the whole city from here?”

Erick frowned at her, saying, “Of course I can.”

Mog smiled; she was teasing him. 

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

A white sphere formed around Erick; thick air spilled into the sky. Shadowolves died as the Withering Slime crashed across the city, like a hyper, intangible tsunami. Pushing the spell east caused Erick a bit of a drain, but not enough to actually dent his 12,000 regen; seriously, he had so much mana now, looking back to a month ago… 

Erick was a completely different person. 

The first mimic came through Erick’s notifications, and was immediately followed by twenty more. 

After two minutes of crashing, intangible air, Silverite said, “That’s enough, Erick.”

Erick cut the Domain, while maintaining the rain. White ash flaked away from the core around him, as he said, “56 mimics, 81 wolves. I expected more mimics, honestly. There’s quite a bit more people killing mimics around town, aren’t there?”

“It’s pretty great.” Mog said, “Four times as many people in Spur now as compared to same time as last year.”

Silverite said, “Preliminary results are good. Merit has been informed—”

Mog frowned, deeply.

“—about several interesting locations we did not know about before, but that is her job, now. We have another task, in another part of the world.” Silverite held out her hand to Mog. “If we could all please depart, with all possible haste.”

“I didn’t see anything, though?” Erick asked, “What happened?”

“Your Domain is great for hiding a large [Scan].” Silverite beckoned with one hand; her other already in Mog’s. “Let us be off.”

She seemed in a hurry; she had probably timed all of this precisely. 

Ah. She was doing this while Erick was at the farms because everyone expected him to be at the farms.

Erick put his hand in Mog’s—

 

- - - -

 

Erick reappeared in Kal'Duresh in the garden he had visited before, about ten feet from the gazebo from before, while the white castle and its hugging tree loomed close by. Baroness Pirazel Xelxex stood inside the airy white gazebo; two guards flanked her outside of her regal space. In any other time, Erick would have taken a long moment to notice that Xelxex’s magenta skin was beautifully offset by her lovely green dress, but he was on the clock.

Silverite stepped away from Mog, saying, “Greetings, Baroness.”

Xelxex said, “Please proceed.”

Silverite looked to Erick, who took his cue well. Soon, Kal'Duresh was filled with crashing, thick air. Erick watched Silverite with Meditation active the whole time, trying to see if she was casting anything, or if any strong magics were coming off of her. And then he saw it. A pulse of dense magic, heavy but super thin, radiated from Silverite at roughly the speed of a blink; if Erick had blinked, he would have totally missed it. And now that Erick saw the spell, he saw that it did not actually come from Silverite, but from her belly. 

Something was inside of her, casting a spell.

Xelxex asked, “Anything yet?”

Oh. Right. Erick was cleaning Kal’Duresh right now. He looked over the notifications. 

He said, “Wolves. Mimics. If there are Daydroppers then I’m not seeing any.”

Xelxex nodded, but she did not seem relieved. Erick gave a bit of thought toward his parakeet back on the farm, still providing rain; the chain of mana and spells flowing from Erick, to bird, to other bird, seemed stable. Erick gently prodded his ongoing spells, making sure all of them remained stable, as he turned back to Silverite. 

Now, Erick wasn’t about to hold his growing theory up as a surefire answer, but he was sure that inside of Silverite was a [Familiar] or a [Conjure Force Elemental] from one of the other archmages she had mentioned.

Silverite spoke, “My sources tell me that there are five likely spots where someone could be storing Daydroppers.” She held her hands out into the air. An intricate blue [Special Ward] appeared, looking like a miniature map of the Kal’Duresh, but with large red spots here and there. “These are the culprits.”

Xelxex took a step off of her gazebo, inspecting the map Silverite had created.

After three seconds of looking at the map, she said, “Pop them.”

Another blast of invisible force rang out from Silverite’s belly.

Erick stilled as twenty four new notifications came into his view. “I just got notifications for 24 Daydroppers.”

Xelxex did not have to turn to her guards. They were already moving. Erick saw dozens of telepathic lines come off of all three of the incani. 

More notifications came.

“Uh.” Erick said, “Seven shadowcats.”

“Fu—!” Xelxex turned a shade of darker magenta, spitting, “Why are there still cats!” She forced herself to calm. If he hadn’t seen it, Erick would not have guessed Xelxex was spitting mad just a moment ago. She said, “One problem at a time. Silverite. Thank you for your assistance. And also, thank you, Archmage Opal. Archmage Flatt. You may turn off your spell, now.”

Archmage Opal? At least Erick had a name, now. 

While the white sphere around him disintegrated into the breeze, Erick checked his Kill and Exterminate Quest, just to make sure his next question hadn’t already been answered. It hadn’t. So he asked, “If someone is purposefully doing this… Growing Daydroppers to use on a population... Why haven’t their names been added to the Kill and Exterminate Quest? They’re actively working with a systemic threat to Veird, right? This seems pretty weird to me that no one else has been added to the list, now that we've uncovered someone preparing for a killing.”

Xelxex looked to Erick. Silverite turned her gaze to Erick as well, but the Mayor's look was one of slight displeasure. Baroness Pirazel Xelxex looked like a cat who had found a new toy. 

Erick continued, “Or is it weird to find it weird?”

Xelxex innocently asked, “Who do you think should get added to the list?”

The Silver Star on Erick’s chest suddenly turned warm. He touched it. The metal didn’t burn, but it would burn if given enough time. Erick frowned. He said to Xelxex, “Whoever is guilty of planning mass murder via Daydropper should get added to the list.” The star got hotter. Erick clutched it, then said to the sky, “That’s just fucking stupid, you know. It’s probably not the humans. It has to be a Shade. There were cats down there.”

The Silver Star went cold in Erick’s hand, like a switch had been flipped. 

Xelxex harrumphed. 

Erick looked to her.

Xelxex's eyes were narrow, her lips taut. She sighed out, then said, “You’re probably correct. This might not be the work of Helix and his ilk. You can’t hold shadowcats against their will and you can't control them unless you're a Shade.” She frowned, looking away to the east. Far, far in the distance, laid Ar’Kendrithyst, looking a tiny raised portion of all the other brown land. “Kill and Exterminate Quests don’t add new people to the list unless they've used the plants to purposefully harm sapient beings; accidental killings have a much higher threshold for inclusion on the list." She paused. She said, "Now that you mention it: I’m surprised Planter hasn’t already been added, but this would explain why; he would want the debut of whatever new evil he’s made to be world news. What better way to accomplish that than by killing one of Ar'Kendrithyst’s connections to the greater world and putting himself on the Kill and Exterminate Quest.”

“I assume ‘Planter’ is some Shade?” Erick asked. 

Xelxex said, “He likes to seed Ar’Kendrithyst with Changeling Vines to see what grows, while he keeps his Arbor full of the nastier stuff, like Sweeping Angel mushrooms and Onyx Rain trees. He also maintains some of the rarest medicinal herbs on the entire planet, like Sword-Spike and Radiant Lilles—” She paused, listening to a tendril of intent coming off of her head. “We’ve just gotten confirmation that an uncovered Daydropper has appeared in the Arbor in Ar’Kendrithyst.” She paused again. “And everywhere else.”

Silverite was scanning the sky while Xelxex spoke. She pointed, saying, “There it is.”

Erick looked up. 

A white [Scry] eye, rimmed in darkness, floated far, far above, barely visible against the blue. Erick would have never noticed it if Silverite hadn’t pointed it out. But now that everyone had seen it, it floated down.

Erick popped it with a smash of Focus, scattering the spell like so much ash, saying, “Fuck that guy.”

Xelxex laughed once, then she stilled. 

Erick went still, too; probably for the same reason as Xelxex. A familiar notification appeared and then changed, right before Erick’s eyes.

 




	
Atunir has identified a global danger to Veird!

Kill and Exterminate! 

Arrox Geller of the Halls of the Dead, 

Parox Geller of the Halls of the Dead, 

Denutha Odaari of the Halls of the Dead, 

The Shade known as Planter, of Ar’Kendrithyst,

and the plant: 

the monstrous Daydropper Vine.

Fully grown, the Daydropper transforms living air into dead air at an unprecedented rate.

Reward: 10 ability points, to each of the 1000 people who most contribute to completion of this Quest!








 

Mog asked, “I wonder who he killed?”

Silverite said, “People go missing all the time, unfortunately.”

“From here, as well.” Xelxex frowned, then said, “Well! I'm glad I don’t have to lead a purge against Frontier.”

Silverite produced a glowing pink truthstone.

“Bah.” Xelxex turned her nose, saying, “Allow a Baroness her little lies, Silverite.”

Silverite said, “We’re leaving.”

Erick looked through his notifications, quickly adding up what he saw, to say, “105 mimics, seven shadowcats, 24 Daydroppers, 181 wolves.”

Silverite held up the now-green truthstone, saying, “Quite an infestation you have here, Baroness.”

“When you have a city as large as mine, Mayor, these are problems to be mitigated.” 

Silverite smirked, putting a hand in Mog’s. Erick gave a nod to Baroness Pirazel Xelxex; he was met with a gentle smile in return, as he grabbed Mog’s other hand. 

 

- - - -

 

Back in Silverite’s office, the very first thing Erick did was activate his daily [Divine Scan]. Silverite and Mog noticed; they waited for the results. Sure enough, the Scan returned several dozen results, all of them to the south, between 20 kilometers and 160 kilometers away. The Shade called Planter must have been standing out in the open, too, because the Scan showed him to the south as well.

Erick started off with, “So these Daydroppers in our neighborhood were not part of some machination from Frontier. It was just another Shade.” Erick stressed, “That we should kill.”

Mog looked at Erick, her eyes slightly squinted, her mouth in a frown. Then she turned toward Silverite.

"What?" Erick asked.

Silverite kept her face completely calm. “Frontier had Daydroppers.”

“What!”

“They were experimenting on them.” Silverite said, “Several hours ago, in the early morning, several agents of Spur infiltrated an antirhine-shielded laboratory under the streets of Frontier. Inside, they discovered mature Daydroppers and mages researching the plant. When Helix was confronted with this proof, and when I threatened to deny him any help with further Shade attacks, Helix decided to turn on the researchers. I remain completely unconvinced that Helix was not completely aware and complicit in the acts of these plant mages, but the fact remains that Helix chose to play the part of an honorable man.” Silverite added, “Since he will be administering his own justice to those plant mages, I fully expect many of them to disappear into the Greensoil Republic, never to be heard from again, but fully involved on other projects.”

Erick listened. He said, “Okay. So. The only problem we have in front of us now is this Shade called Planter?”

Silverite frowned, shook her head a little, then nodded, saying, "Correct enough to be true, as far as all the information we have tells us."

“Then...” Erick said, “We should send out an expedition to murder this Shade for what he has done to whoever he killed, and for whatever he threatens to do to us outside of Ar'Kendrithyst.”

“It’s not that simple.” Mog said, “We can’t kill a Shade without—”

“Without angering the rest of them. I know, I know.” Erick said, “But this is different. This is a problem. Not some nebulous threat that needs to be worked around. Planter needs to die.”

“We cannot send someone directly against Planter.” Silverite spoke, “But I basically agree with you, Erick.”

Mog protested, “I wasn’t disagreeing! But there’s complications, you know?”

“There are always complications, but Planter is visible to the Divine Scan as long as he isn’t behind antirhine.” Silverite said, “Killzone has already sent a team to investigate one of the nearby Daydroppers. We will know more in the coming hours. Right now, my preliminary plan is for you, Mog, to gauge the people walking through your door, to see if they could actually kill a Shade.”

Mog said, “I already know several people I can tag for this.”

“Good. Then the plan will be to assist those people; Spur will not be taking on this fight directly.”

Erick said, “I would like to be included in this, somehow.”

Silverite stared at Erick; not harshly, but methodically. 

Erick waited. 

Silverite said, “Okay. What can you do?”

“You mean besides a Staff of the Withering Slime?”

Silverite frowned a little. “You can already make one of those?”

“Not yet, but I’ve made—” Erick picked his shoulderbag off of the ground by his seat. He started pulling out a few small items and setting them on Silverite’s desk. “I’ve made some really nice Stat items.”

He set out four rings; one of each Stat, for 25 points in that Stat. Two bracers; one for 35 Strength, the other for 36. A crown for 51 Willpower, and a chain link belt for a whopping 55 Strength. Not a single one looked good; Erick was not the best [Metalshape] artist, but he was getting better. The problem was, was that every one of them had prominent, spherical platinum gems, central to their designs, and Erick was not proud of that vulnerability.

“Before you try one out,” Erick held up his platinum ring, saying, “This ring is 22 Strength. I, personally, can’t handle the higher Stats. And there’s another problem:” He held out the Strength ring he had bought from Ruby’s Reds; it was blackened, fully cracked and useless. “The Stat items I made seem to destroy all the other Stat items you’re wearing, except for other Stat items also made with platinum gems.” He held up his ring again, saying, “Poi and Teressa helped me strain this one before it was time to leave for the farms. I did 4 full HP iterations, Poi did 4, and Teressa did 4; Rats would have helped, I'm sure, but it was his turn to sleep. This ring was 23 Strength before all that testing. It’s 22 Strength, now." Erick added, "I will not be making a Staff of the Withering Slime; I am very aware of the danger posed in creating something like that. But you tell me if Stat items have the same issue.”

Silverite picked up the Willpower ring; Erick only recognized it as the Willpower ring because he had put a tiny Ultramarine blue [Ward] mask onto the stone. She put it on her finger. It slid into her skin, but only slightly. She hummed, probably looking at her Status.

Mog picked up the belt, smirking, saying, “I could use it as a bracelet.”

“That’s 55 Strength, Mog. It will break any other items you’re wearing and make you feel funny.”

Silverite paused. She and Mog locked eyes, then both of them looked at the belt in Mog’s hands.

“55!” Mog asked.

“Yup.” Erick said, “And let me tell you, testing that thing was an embarrassment for everyone involved.”

Mog laughed, holding the belt with a bit more reverence, saying, “I got nothing on me to break; I don’t wear Stat items around town,” as she wrapped the belt around her wrist. She gasped. She breathed hard. “Ohh.”

Silverite picked up the Strength ring and slipped it onto a different hand than the Willpower ring. Her silver skin fluttered under her clothes for a brief second. “That’s a heady experience.” She took both off, and turned slightly stiff, saying, “Ouch. That did not feel good.”

“They don’t play well with each other. One is good, two is not great,” Erick said, still looking mostly at Mog. “Higher Stats feel really weird.”

Mog flexed her arms; her clothes stretching with the motion. She said, “It feels… pure.” She looked at the belt on her wrist, then slowly took it off. She blinked hard as the item fell into her other hand. “That’s some adjustment, alright! I gotta take a nap. Ha!” She set the belt onto Silverite’s desk, saying, “That’s a quarter-million gold item, right there, but people don’t buy or sell these. They kill for them.”

"What!" Erick exclaimed. 

Silverite decided, “This is what I’m going to do. Firstly, you’re not allowed to sell any of these to anyone—”

“Buh!” Erick said, “What!”

Silverite, disbelieving Erick’s sudden outburst, added, “Mog just said that people kill for these! So! Firstly: No selling any of these items. Instead, you will be assisting Spur in the indirect killing of Planter. Mog can set this up with a quest from the Adventurer's Guild, but what we will do is have one of... something… I don’t know. A crown for 55 Willpower or this belt for 55 Strength— which is all quite absurd, mind you.” Silverite jabbed her finger at the chain link belt, saying, “Any one of these losing 1 point every 12 iterations is even crazier.” She continued, “We will have the items you make as rewards for the team that kills Planter. I was already planning on a gold reward, but this is much better, and should attract much stronger people. Are you amenable to this idea, Archmage Flatt?”

Erick was very amenable to that idea, but... He frowned. He said, “I was thinking I could make some smaller things, like rings or whatever, for the Army. What do you think about that? Poi says they don’t usually use Stat items because they're so unreliable, but these seem pretty tough… So?”

Silverite thought.

Mog seemed to be thinking, too.

“Maybe.” Silverite said, “Strength rings for the mages, Willpower rings for the warriors. If they fall into the hands of the Shades, I don’t think it would matter much, considering the Shades would have to give up all their other...” Silverite stood up and went to the shelves at the side of her room. She plucked a tiny red-jeweled ring from from an open box. She slipped the red ring on one hand, then went back to the desk and picked up the Strength Ring, to slip on her other hand. The second she was wearing both rings at the same time, the red ring cracked; smoke escaping from a blackened jewel. Silverite hummed. Then she took off both rings, and said, “This is a wonderful trap.” She smiled wide. “I love it.”

“Good! That’s what I was thinking, too.” Erick added, “Like anti-cursed items.”

Mog laughed. “Do you think they’d break cursed items, too?”

“I’m not even sure what a cursed item is. The books didn’t say much about them.”

“They’re items that drain Stats, or Health, or Mana, which cannot be removed except with the help of a priest or a doctor.” Silverite said, “They can be very deadly because when you drop below Stat multiplying ability thresholds, those abilities turn off.”

"Yup." Erick said, “That's all the books said about cursed items, too.”

“I have some cursed items I can test,” Mog said, picking up the Strength ring. “I’ll let you know.”

Silverite picked up the Willpower ring, saying, “I will give this ring to Darenka for testing, as well.”

Erick smiled wide, saying, “And I’ll go home and start making some more rings.”

Mog asked, “How are you making these, anyway? I’ve never seen silver gems.”

“They’re diamonds.” Erick said, “I invented a diamond making spell and the rest is technique.”

Mog laughed loud, like Erick had said the funniest thing she’d ever heard.

Silverite just smirked, saying, “You should not answer that question ever again, Erick. That’s why I did not ask.”

Erick grinned, calling her on her bullshit, “Don’t pretend you didn’t already know.”

Silverite laughed. 

- - - -

In the middle of grinding diamonds with [Stoneshape], as the evening sun painted the sky outside of Erick’s mage tower in shades of pink and gold, Poi appeared in the archway leading to the rest of the house. He cleared his throat. Erick turned toward the sapphire dragonkin.

Poi said, “Your rings destroy cursed items, but they are lessened and eventually consumed in the process, turning to naught but dust.”

Erick smiled. “Awesome.”

Erick went back to grinding diamonds.

He had already ground out [Stillness] to level 10 by throwing the spell into the sky and dismissing it, over and over, hours ago. [Watershape] was also level 10, just because he could; it made working with water much more fun. [Crystallize Diamond] got powerleveled to 10, too. The only thing left to grind was diamonds and higher tier magic.

So Erick ground diamonds into spheres, preparing to outfit an army.

He paused. 

He threw a hundred mana into the air, along with a question about attaching [Scan] magic to neutrinos.

His own voice returned to him, ‘Nope. Electrical charges are easy to manipulate because everything interacts with electricity and electricity interacts with everything, but these ‘neutrinos’ are barely there. This is a hard-no, Erick.’

Erick nodded; he figured as much. 

Over the next hour, while grinding diamonds into spheres, Erick rephrased his question multiple ways, attaching different ideas to possible neutrino-based [Scan]ing spells. Every time, the answer came back the same: 'No'.
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                Erick practically locked himself into his mage tower, crafting rings. He stopped for the necessities, like eating, sleeping, raining at the farms, bathroom breaks, his daily [Familiar] attempt, but otherwise, he made diamonds, and then cut them to spheres, and then he enchanted them. For a full two days, he made Strength rings and Willpower rings. His Strength rings varied as high as 28 and as low as 24, while Willpower varied between 27 and 25. He was almost through his first shipment of 50 rings, in the process of making ring #48, when #48 turned revealed itself to be only 18 Willpower.

Something had gone wrong.

The 18 Willpower ring was done the same as all the rest. Erick had no idea what had happened; he was going to find out. But the enchanting textbooks gave little hints at how to diagnose a problem. Erick suspected he was supposed to have an enchanting teacher who knew how to troubleshoot these sorts of complications. He had no teacher, though, so he needed the next best thing: tools. In this case, a jeweler’s loupe. But...

“What do you mean there aren’t jeweler’s loupes?” Erick complained, “I know you guys didn’t have telescopes, but no loupes, either?"

Poi said, “I don’t know what you mean by any of that, sir.”

“[Ultrasight].” Rats said, “If you want to see better, use that.”

Erick frowned, then looked up [Ultrasight].

 




	
Ultrasight 1, 10 HP per minute.
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Erick dismissed the box, asking, “10 HP a minute?”

“It goes down to 1 HP at level 10, like [Swift Movement],” Rats said. “I have it on all the time.”

“… They put the only way to see better under an HP cost.” Erick frowned a bit. He said, “Makes sense, since the Script was made to control the abuses of the Old Wizards.” He added, “Whatever! I will teach you guys about the magic of lenses.”

Poi grinned. “We know what lenses are, sir.”

“Pah!” Erick asked, “Then why don’t you have loupes for looking at the imperfections of jewelry!?”

Rats said, “Because Ultrasight is right there. 1 point. Basic ability.”

Poi nodded, agreeing with Rats.

Erick thought back to one of the Mage Trio, probably Eduard, saying he linked [Ultrasight] to his [Familiar], and asked, “Can you combine the HP drain abilities with the MP cost spells and create tier 2 stuff that costs both?”

“No,” Rats said— 

At the same time Poi said, “Yes.”

Rats turned to Poi. “It never turns out well.”

Poi frowned. “The answer to the question asked, was ‘yes’. The main problem of combining an HP ability and an MP spell is that the costs are multiplied significantly.”

Rats relented, “Yes. Fine. You’re right. The answer is ‘yes’.”

Well that was all interesting, but what Erick was thinking, was that maybe having a real [Familiar] gave it HP to use for stuff like [Ultrasight]. Or maybe he could just imbue HP and the HP cost stuff onto his [Conjure Force Elemental]. 

… Yet another thing to test!

Erick bought [Ultrasight], just to fix the problem in front of him; he’d work out jeweler’s loupes and telescopes and all that other stuff some other day. 

Inside his mage tower, Erick turned on his new ability and felt his HP tick down. Erick had never needed glasses, but he’d helped enough people to know how they reacted to their first pair. ‘Trees have leaves!’ and ‘I can read the street signs!’ were not uncommon reactions. [Ultrasight] was like that. Erick could count the whorls in his fingerprints with his arms fully extended. He saw how wardlights reflected off diamond dust and moisture in the air. He gazed upon the pre-enchanted spherical diamonds sitting in front of him, on his workbench, and saw how this part wasn’t curved correctly, how that part was too flat to be part of a proper sphere.

After he carved away the outside platinum shell of his 18 Willpower ring, he saw the problem; the gem had cracked. A hairline fracture, barely visible even to Erick’s new [Ultrasight], ran through the gem, just off center. Because of that crack, the gem was leaking Ultramarine light in tiny sparks inside the gem’s clear interior; much too small to see without [Ultrasight]. The diamond probably would have exploded under normal crafting conditions; enchanting under water stabilized most of the process, but not all. 

As to why people didn’t normally enchant underwater? Very simply: resonance absorbed into water, so while some of it was going into the gem, it was also coming out at the same rate; this was especially true for clear gems, like diamonds. Erick got around this quirk of enchanting by locking in that resonance with a layer of platinum. 

The 18 Willpower ring was a waste; broken beyond repair. Erick relegated it to a big stone box of rejects, along with a vast majority of his fully-platinum diamonds. He’d get around to throwing them out some day, or maybe even finding a use for them, but for now they could sit there, looking pretty.

… And now that Erick was looking at the rest of his work under [Ultrasight], he realized that he might need to redo all of his rings, because all of them were not spherical, at all. Ovoids, peach-shaped, potato, and more; very few of them were actual spheres, once Erick could see them under [Ultrasight]. They were probably worse under their platinum exteriors.

Erick let [Ultrasight] lapse. 

He blinked out tears as his eyes readjusted. 

The world looked normal again. This was a good thing; [Ultrasight] was too much for him, but it was nice to see the world through a microscope, in small doses. 

Erick told Poi, “The first shipment is going to be delayed. I need to remake all of them.”

Poi frowned, but said, “Yes, sir.”

“And I need to get some tools for gem shaping.”

“Teressa has done some research on lathes, like you requested.”

“Perfect.”

With Teressa’s help, a man from Portal delivered Erick’s items to Liquid, the quartermaster of Spur’s Army. From Liquid, Erick’s new tools came via Rats to the house. For 950 gold, a bit of time, and a bit of remodeling, Erick was the proud owner of a foot-operated jeweler's lathe, a larger lathe meant for metalwork or woodwork, and a grinding wheel. All of them were foot-powered via a large, heavy rotary stone to maintain a constant speed, and a lot of tough metal cogs. The rad-powered ones cost three times as much as these plain models, and were completely unnecessary. Erick’s Handy Aura was better than any automatic power system.

With his new equipment, and a slight learning curve, Erick began zipping through the regrinds. 

Enchanting turned out to be the easy part. After regrinding, all his rings were worth 29 to 31 Strength or Willpower. Properly spherical gems made a huge difference! 

Over one more day, Erick finished crafting his first 50 rings, 25 each of Willpower and Strength. Rats took them to Liquid, who was given the task of distributing them however she saw fit. Erick wasn’t privy to that process; he didn’t need to be. The rings would get to whoever wanted, or needed one. Liquid’s response to the rings was a curt, ‘Thanks’. Her heart wasn’t in it, she didn’t know what she had been given; she was being forced to accept something that had a historic precedence of going wrong.

But Erick was feeling rather secure in the stability of his enchantments. 

Before the first shipment was dropped in Liquid’s hands, Erick had taken off the 22 Strength ring and put on a 29 Willpower ring, and burned through 4100 mana, 35 times. The 29 Willpower ring only dropped by 1 point. Spherical, perfect carving, and flawless gems of the correct size, were essential to a proper Stat enchant. Erick briefly considered wearing both a Strength and Willpower ring at the same time, but that experiment caused extreme vertigo; he stuck to his 22 Strength ring.

When the next shipment of 50 rings was ready, six days after Planter was added to the Daydropper Kill Quest, and two days after Erick’s first shipment had gone to Liquid, Liquid showed at Erick’s house to pick up the rings, in person. 

Erick met the matte grey dragonkin-shaped wrought at the door. “Hello! I don’t think we’ve formally met, yet, but you’re Liquid, right? The lathes worked out very well; thank you for speeding up that process. Come on in.” Erick stepped to the side.

“Hmm.” Liquid, who had a reputation for being harsh and acerbic, stepped three steps into the house. She stopped in the foyer, saying, “I wish to apologize for thinking and acting like your enchantments were shit. Stat enchants, especially by new enchanters, are never good, but I suppose someone had to go and prove that rule wrong; might as well have been you, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick smiled wide, asking, “Do you want to see the process?”

“I can’t stay. I just came for the next batch, to apologize, and to ask if you can add a few Focus and Vitality rings to the next shipment, which will be the last shipment for the foreseeable future.” Liquid said, “Your rings have already saved lives, but Killzone, Silverite, and I have decided to limit the influx of Stat rings into the general operations of the Army.” 

Rats came into the foyer carrying the box of rings in his hands, which he handed to Erick. 

Erick took the box, then handed it to Liquid, asking her, “Is everything okay?”

Liquid took the box, saying, “There are always problems when treasure is distributed. Nothing we can’t handle, but there is an adjustment period, and we don’t want people to start thinking they’re getting two of these things. Some people seem to be able to handle two, but most cannot, which of course leads to discord and the usual Strength-waving contests.” She lamented, “I will count myself blessed if I never have to see two young idiots try to outdo each other ever again.” 

Erick smiled. “I can understand that.”

Liquid nodded.

“How is Jane, by the way?”

“She’s adjusting quite well; if I were the kind of person who believed in fate, I would say that she was born for this role. She’s rescued dozens of people from hard missions.”

Erick relaxed. “She said something about a hard mission last night; I’m glad to hear she’s doing well.”

“It was a difficult mission; some younglings decided to go after a Daydropper nest.”

“I heard Planter has trapped them all, but Jane would not elaborate.”

“Quite trapped; quite deadly. Three of the five adventurers died before they could be rescued. Jane and Kiri retrieved the remaining two from inside the stomachs of Changeling Vines.”

Erick had heard about those vines. They ate people then became those people, in order to eat more, in a cycle that only got worse as the vines got bigger. Many people considered Changling Vines a nastier version of the crystal mimic.

“How is Kiri? Jane keeps calling Kiri a spy, but I’d like to know your opinion on the matter.”

“Kiri is a spy, but only for herself, which is hard to fault when she uses that knowledge to defend those around her. She is doing well. She will be rejoining you under Poi’s command in 9 days. She is very eager to learn from you, and as far as we can tell, she is a capable, smart young mage.”

Erick sighed in relief. “I’m happy to hear that.”

Liquid nodded, hefting the ring box under her arm. “If you have any further questions, feel free to contact me directly, or through Poi.”

Before she could walk out the door, Erick asked, “Is there anything you would like, specifically? In the way of enchanted items, I mean.”

Liquid paused. She said, “Something that would increase the maturity of my subordinates.”

Erick laughed. 

Liquid nodded, and then walked out of the house, carrying her second shipment of rings.

 

- - - -

 

Poi walked into Erick’s tower. “Sir! We have an unannounced guest of supreme importance!”

Erick laughed as he looked up from the jeweler’s lathe, blindsided by Poi’s remark. “What?”

“Champion Yetta, Chosen of Atunir, has graced us with her presence.”

Erick stopped what he was doing and took a moment to look at Poi. The sapphire dragonkin man was nervous; his posture was too straight, his gaze too darting. This was a serious event, apparently. Erick Handy Aura’d away his tools and set his workstation to rights. He dusted himself off, mussing his hair to get rid of some of the diamond flakes. His skin sparkled. He frowned. 

He shrugged. He needed to cut his hair, and his beard, and he needed a bath, but none of that was going to happen right now, so he just [Cleanse]d himself, the diamond dust on his arms remaining, and said, “Let’s entertain some guests.” He asked, “Or is it just the one?”

“The Champion is accompanied by four stewards; two childhood friends, one prince of Odaali, and one mage of the Tower. Not an archmage, but connected, nonetheless. All of them at least level 65, according to our threat assessments.”

“Okay! That seems high.” Erick said, “Fun times.” 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stepped to the top of the stairs and looked down upon his human guests, as they looked up at him.

Yetta was obvious; the very air around her crackled with divine fire. She held herself like Jane would; strong armed, hard faced, watching every entrance and exit and planning accordingly. Her skin was the color of dark wood, her hair curly, but short. She wore nice clothes, but not too nice; if she were a dragonkin, and not a human, she could have easily passed as a farmer in the fields of Spur, if her divine gift weren't so completely obvious. Her entourage was much nicer dressed; with crisp white outfits on two of the men, while a woman wore metal armor, and the last man wore clothes much, much nicer than everyone else, with gold buttons and tessellated brocade.

“Hello.” Erick said, “Welcome to my house. Would you like some coftea, and some cookies? I always make sure to keep something available for guests.”

“Greetings, Archmage Flatt. I’m Yetta Wheat, Champion of Atunir.” Yetta gave a curt bow, while the other four did not. She said, “Thank you for your hospitality. I have come to speak to you of matters of utmost importance; I apologize for upsetting any schedule you might have had.”

Erick smiled, gently. He walked down the stairs, gesturing to his left, toward a conveniently placed Rats, saying, “Rats will escort you to the banquet hall, while I prepare the coftea—”

Poi’s mind touched Erick’s, ‘We can organize everything, sir.’

‘Uh? Okay. Sure. Thank you, Poi.’

Erick shifted gears, as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “Actually: I’ll escort you to— uh— the sun room? Over this way.”

Yetta nodded, saying, “As you wish, Archmage.”

The afternoon sun filled the sunroom like a lazy cat. 

The only one who joined Erick in the room was Yetta. 

As Erick sat down, and Yetta sat down across from him, he asked her, “Your friends? They don’t want to join us?”

“Not right now. This is a private conversation between you and I.” Yetta asked, “Do you know how they made the Daydropper?”

Erick answered, instantly, "I have an idea of how they made it, but I don’t know how they did it exactly.”

Yetta paused in thought as she stared at Erick. 

Poi entered with platinum coftea and lemon scones. Erick almost complimented him on his speed, but this conversation seemed to be a serious one, so he waited for Yetta to break the silence. Erick picked up a lemon scone and sipped his coftea as Poi exited the room. Erick nibbled while he waited for Yetta to continue. 

She looked to the dessert, and broke the silence with, “What are these delightful yellow breads?”

“Scones. These are made with the yellow-fruit lemon trees you might have seen out there. Lemons are useful in all sorts of foods.” Erick added, “Put some in cream to make sour cream, and though the name is unimaginative the product is amazing. Great on potatoes, for example.”

Yetta tasted the scone. She nodded. She set the scone down then picked up the platinum coftea, and took a sip. She nodded. She set the drink down.

Erick politely waited for her to organize her thoughts, but he was really hoping that she would have said something good about the platinum coftea. Everyone else seemed to love it.

When she said nothing, Erick realized that Yetta was playing the part of a guest, only putting up with her role long enough to get to what she came here to say. There was a certain clarity to Yetta’s personality that Erick liked, but she seemed completely out of place in the social setting Erick had prepared.

Eventually, Yetta said, “I want to rid the world of all Daydroppers. Can you help me with this goal?”

“Yes, I can and I will help you with this goal. But there are certain things I cannot do. One of these restrictions is that neither myself nor my magic can enter Ar’Kendrithyst. Archmages aren’t allowed in there.” Erick added, “I would like to kill every Shade, but I don’t believe I could without them retaliating in kind.”

Yetta nodded, once. “I have heard this restriction.” She asked, “Could you help us in the Republic, to take back Odaali and the surrounding lands?”

Erick paused. He wanted to say 'yes', but...

Yetta continued, “Since you are an Avowed Pacifist, I will not be asking you to help us against the Halls of the Dead. But the Corrupted City has turned back even our strongest magics and people. The Daydroppers that killed the city are much stronger than we feared. If a person is not under a [Cleanse Aura] within twenty kilometers of the Corrupted City, they will die, and their deaths will feed the growth of the Mother Vine. We suspect it’s already level 90.”

“Wha—” Erick coughed to the side, spilling his coftea. He turned back to Yetta. “Level 90!”

Yetta slowly nodded. “All of the vines that sprouted that day killed many people, gaining a lot of power. The larger vines born of that atrocity killed their smaller cousins as they mutated into even larger, active hunters.” Her voice turned solid. “I will not allow my homeland to become like Continental Nergal, with monster plants infesting the land. I would like your help. Any way you can give it.”

Erick thought. He said, “I want your people to kill Planter. When you do, I’ll gladly assist you in taking back your city.” One way to help immediately sprung to Erick’s mind. He asked, “Do you have masks that allow you to breathe clean air?”

Yetta smiled softly, and in that one moment she looked like a happy 20-something, without a care in the world. “And thus, we strike a bargain.” The happy moment passed. She said, “We have [Cleanse] masks, yes, but they’re a detriment when facing higher level monsters who can rip them away; useful for the rookies holding back the tide, useless for striking at the heart.”

Erick frowned. “Are the vines sapient?”

“They learn, like any high-level monster.” Yetta stood, and bowed; but only a little. “In exchange for the killing of Planter, you will assist us in clearing Odaali of the Daydropper threat. Any assistance past this will be met with gladness, but is not expected.”

“I agree.” Erick stood, saying, “I have some help I can give you right now.” Erick pulled out of a pocket five rings he had picked out of the pile, in case his conversation with Yetta went this way. He held them out to her, saying, “They’re very well enchanted; but you can’t wear them with any other Stat items. They destroy other Stat items.”

Yetta looked at the rings, not frowning, though her eyes did narrow. She took them, glancing at the ring on Erick’s finger. “You wear one, too?”

“Yes. 22 Strength. The ones I’ve given you are all 30 Strength or 30 Willpower. There’s a little ‘S’ or a ‘W’ on them to tell you which one is which. They’re pretty good, from what people have told me. One of these kinds of rings went through 33 iterations before it dropped 1 Stat point.”

Yetta held the rings a bit more cautiously. 

Erick added, “They also consume cursed items, but they can’t do that many times before they turn to ash.”

“… Huh.” Yetta said, “Thank you for… Thank you for your contribution to the cause.”

“So, you must tell me: I’ve never been in a situation like this. Do you have any suggestions for preparing for my time in the Republic?”

Yetta blanked. She quickly found her words. “Most people are not this willing to accept that they will have to keep the bargains they have struck with me.” She put the rings Erick had given her into a pocket. “Nor are they so willing to provide such monetary assistance.”

Erick smiled. “I’m sure that’s untrue. Your friends are helping you, right?”

Yetta held still, then she nodded, ever so slightly. She said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

“You can call me Erick.” He added, “What should I call you? Do people actually call you ‘Champion’?”

Yetta nodded, slowly. “‘Yetta’, is acceptable.” She added, “Any 5 star quest at an Adventurer’s Guild would prepare you for your time in the Republic.”

“I will go do that right now, then. Oh! Do you have somewhere to stay in Spur? There are lot of extra rooms in my house; more than enough for each of you to have one.”

Yetta grinned for a moment, then her grin was gone. “We already have lodgings, but thank you.”

And then she walked out; out of the sunroom, out of the house, taking her people with her. None of Yetta’s entourage said anything to Erick on their way out. Their combined exit was rather abrupt. Erick kinda just watched them go, not sure if he had done something wrong, or what. Upon asking Poi, Teressa, and Rats of their experience with their guests, they all said that Yetta’s people were perfect guests, but completely silent, except when turning down the refreshments Poi had tried to offer. 

Erick said, “So they’re going to kill Planter, and then I’m going to help them take back Odaali.”

Poi did not frown; he didn’t have to. His displeasure came out in his words, “I suspected as much.”

Erick added, “And to that effect, Yetta suggested I try out a 5 star quest at the Adventurer’s Guild to get a feel for what attacking Odaali will be like.”

Poi frowned. Teressa hummed, slightly smiling.

Rats laughed once in disbelief, then said, “It can’t be that bad! Odaali’s only been dead for, what, 15 days?”

Poi’s frown deepened. “It’s a Kill and Exterminate Quest, Rats.”

“I get that.” Rats said, “But 5 Star, already?”

Erick cut short whatever argument Rats and Poi were getting into, by saying, “I want to go to the Adventurer’s Guild and see what a 5-star quest looks like for myself.”

Poi said, “Of course, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

The crowds in the Adventurer’s District were as large as they had ever been; maybe even larger. 

As the sun dipped down in the west, the four, several hundred foot tall trees of the district glowed from below and within, the light of hundreds of lightorbs chasing out all shadows in the entire district, leaving not a speck of darkness in the streets. People in armor walked around, laughing with friends in robes, eating fried things wrapped in paper. Dragonkin in leathers spoke with people wearing hooded cloaks. Voices filled the air, right alongside the scents of meats and breads and all sorts of foods and their various spiced ways. 

And not a single restaurant, or apartment building, or shoppe, or hotel, stood vacant; there were even signs of new construction on top of the smaller stone buildings. The bars were absolutely packed.

More than a few people noticed Erick walking in the crowd. Some waved; Erick waved back, though he did not know the people who waved at him. Some took a look at Teressa, in her full grey armor, and Poi, at Erick’s side, and quickly went the other way. A few guards said hello to Erick; one pair jokingly asked if they were going to get Stat rings, too. Erick paused, taking a moment. He told them he’d bring it up with Merit and Silverite. The pair of guards left, happy and hopeful.

The Adventurer’s Guildhouse was a sprawling, log cabin wilderness mansion, under four enormous trees, surrounded by an [Environmental Ward] of some sort that made stepping onto the property like stepping into a thousand year old forest. Wardlights illuminated everything, but light still spilled out from the two open doors of the main structure. 

Erick walked forward, into the building. He had been here for classes a week or two ago, but even in that short amount of time, the place had grown even larger. The front room which had been split into two floors, was now split into three. There were at least two full restaurants; the largest remained on the bottom floor, to the left of the entrance, but tables had been strewn everywhere. High up, on the third floor, Erick saw people sitting near the railing, sipping drinks; Erick had heard about the restaurant up there, but only those with permission to enter Ar’Kendrithyst were allowed up past the first floor, and Erick had yet to even get his adventurer’s license. The main adventuring board had been moved to the back left part of the thousand-square-meter main room; people stood in front of it, studying the requests and the rewards.

A young tealscale man approached Erick through the crowd; he was wearing the tan with cyan-accents uniform of the Guild. “Hello, Archmage Flatt. How can I assist you?”

“I’m going to sign up as an adventurer, but I’m probably only going to take one or two quests and then call it there. I just want to know how everyone does this sort of thing; you understand?”

Tealscale nodded, his eyes going wide for just a moment, before saying, “I will be happy to assist you with this. Please follow me.”

Tealscale brought Erick to another tealscale teller at a booth similar to the style at the Mage’s Guildhouse, saying, “This is my sister, Paril—”

Paril smiled on the other side of the metal bars and marble counter that separated the receptionist space from the public space. “Hello, Archmage.”

“—who has many years of experience, and who I am sure can help fulfill your needs of experiencing the life of an adventurer.” 

“Thank you, Wade.” Paril said, “I’ll take it from here.”

Wade bowed a little, as he moved away.

Paril smiled wide, her sharp draconicteeth showing for a moment, as she said, “Welcome, Archmage. Are you finally going to sign up with us? Get yourself an official badge?”

Erick smiled. “Yes. I’m also interested in 5 star quests. What are those, exactly?”

Paril stilled for a brief moment, then said, “You certainly don’t start off small, do you?” She slid some paperwork under the metal bars, across the marble counter. “If you could please fill this out. Since you’re already affiliated with the Mage’s Guild, we can use that badge, if you want, and link all of your dealings here with your dealings there.” 

Erick began filling out the paperwork on the marble counter, using the quill set out for just such a purpose. “Is that what everyone does?”

“It is very common, yes.” Paril said.

As Poi said, “Yes, sir.”

Erick took off his mage’s badge and placed it on the paperwork, which was surprisingly easy to fill out. Do you have at least 600 HP? Check. Do you have at least 600 MP? Check. Can you comfortably spend 1000 HP or MP per hour? Yes. Name, age, city of residence; each of which were optional declarations according to the paper. There were a few other minor questions regarding a Mage Guild affiliation, which Erick filled out truthfully, because that part linked his Adventurer’s Guild badge with his bank account. Then he slid the paper, and his badge, toward Paril. 

Paril took the paperwork and his badge, and said, “This will take twenty minutes.” She looked over Erick’s shoulder. “It appears Guildmaster Mog is here to see you.”

Erick turned around. Mog stood there, smiling.

“You’ve finally decided to join my guild!” Mog said, “Took you long enough.”

Erick smiled. “I promised the Champion of Atunir if she killed Planter, that I’d help her assault Odaali. She said it would be similar to a 5 star quest, so I came to see what that actually meant.”

Mog whistled low, then said, “That’s a high bar to set for yourself.” She frowned a little. “Let’s talk somewhere a bit more private.” 

Erick followed Mog across the main room, past people at tables talking amongst themselves, up a staircase to the second floor, then up one more staircase. She sat down at a table near a railing on the third floor that had sightlines to the receptionist area and the front door. Erick sat across the table from her.

Mog asked, “Do you know how the star ranking system works?”

“Mostly. Jane said that 1 star quests were about killing wolves in town.”

Mog smiled. “Those quests are almost all gone, now. There’s still sewer slimes and repair jobs down below, but the starting quest level in Spur is 3; Crystal Mimics. They’re actually really tough to take down in a fair fight.”

Erick smirked. “Why would anyone play fair?”

“Because, my dear archmage, you can’t always stoneroll your problems into the dirt.” Mog added, “Usually.”

Erick asked, "What are the other 3 star quests like?”

“Venturing into the Sinkhole up north to step into the Underworld to fight Ar’Kendrithyst’s rejects. That’s a solid 3 stars. Sometimes 4, sometimes 2. 3 stars is also the start of the Hunter quests; to kill known killers. Exiles sometimes get kill quests attached to them as they’re booted out the gates, but those only get put up a day after the booting.

“4 star quests usually involve some nasty monster that’s decided to wander into the Crystal Forest from elsewhere, or that burrows up from below as a part of its natural life cycle. Wyrms are the usual wanderers; there’s at least 50 known wyrms out there right now, but finding them is half luck, half destiny. They gorge themselves on mimics, staying far away from each other and from Ar’Kendrithyst. You usually gotta go through two teleports and days and days of searching via flying to find one. But they always have at least 3 grand-rads inside of them, so they're worth it. Desert Roses are a life cycle kinda monster; picture a bright blue flower the size of the trees out front, but fond of [Force Beam Bolts]. Very difficult to kill without specialized tactics. This isn’t the season for Roses, though.

“5 star quests are stuff like the weaker Shades, later stage Desert Roses, and old wyrms. Cloud giants vacillate from 4 to 6, depending if you caught them hunting the Forest for food, or near their cloud castles, which are usually invisible.” Mog spoke seriously, “Shades, on their own, are 5 to 7, but together, they’re an 11 star threat; which is why killing a Shade is illegal in almost all scenarios.” She added, “Except for 2 of them, that is. You can kill Bulgan if you see him; he's a 6. Planter is fair game now, too. Planter is 4-stars on his own, but he’s 7 at his home in the Arbor; maybe only a 6 in the Garden. A lot of the Shades are like that.

“Everything above 5 is ranked at the discretion of the guild overseeing the quest.” Mog said, “We try to be exact with our rankings, but we always rank stuff inside Ar’Kendrithyst with an extra star. This quest to kill Planter is ranked 8, just so you know. Some people could get really lucky and find him outside the Garden, planting a new trap, but I doubt it.”

Erick listened. When Mog was done, he asked, “What sort of reward are you offering?”

Mog smiled wide; little fangs showing on her lower jaw. “What are you offering? I thought that was why you came in tonight, and with two guards, too.” She added, “I’ve been hearing some fun things from the Army.”

Erick smiled. “Single gem rings I can get up to 31 or 32 in a Stat. If I link two of those, I can get 60 in a belt, or a crown. Maybe a bit more. That 55 Strength belt you tried on? I made that with three gems. A bit of testing has revealed that each new gem I add to the product halves the time to losing a point of resonance. So: Your choice. What would you like? You'd know better than I.”

“If you’re offering...” Mog grinned. “I’ll take one of everything.”

Erick liked the flirting, honestly. But he didn’t know what it meant, either in orcol culture, or on Veird, so he kept his reaction professional, though his 20 Vitality certainly had something to say about how Mog moved one massive arm and pushed her ample chest forward. 

Erick swallowed, then tore his eyes upward, to say, “I’ll fulfill your request to the best of my ability.”

Mog laughed. She said, “I’m sure you will, fill it right. Up. Good.”

Ignoring that particular flirt, Erick asked, “How is Draz and his class, doing?”

Mog sighed, her smile fading, as she said, “He’s doing a lot better now that you’re not there. That’s not a personal dig, but… He once saw an allied archmage welcomed into his camp, who then immolated herself and almost his entire company. When he came to Spur he wanted to start over and leave all of that behind, but archmages still freak him out.”

“… Oh.” Erick said, “I’m sorry, then. I suppose it was strange for me to be in remedial lessons.”

“Don’t make a big deal about it and you’re golden. Draz is already embarrassed that he let it get to him.” Mog said, “I can’t let you take a 5 star quest right away, but if you want to do some 4 stars, hunt a wyrm or take down a cloud giant, then I could see about approving you for a 5 star quest.”

“Sounds fine to me.”

Mog giggled, and Erick flushed red. 

She said, “You’ve never seen a wyrm, have you?” She stood up. “Let’s go to the armory.”

“Oh…? Okay?”

 

- - - -

 

Mog led the way. They didn’t have to go far. The ‘Armory’ was on the second floor of the guildhouse, past an open aired walkway that ran beside and above a sandy arena Erick recognized.

The armory was a library. Erick laughed.

A small, cozy library, with ample lighting and a bored incani girl on duty, the ‘Armory’ served a purpose: to instruct people on the capabilities of the monsters they would be facing. Mog didn’t have to tell Erick that; the sign painted across the archway into the library did. It read, ‘Learn their weaknesses and take their heads!’

“Knowledge is power!” Mog said, as she pulled a book from the shelves, shoving it at Erick. “A book of wyrms! Read up then sign up for a quest. Paril should have your paperwork done by then.”

Erick took the book, saying, “Thanks, Mog.”

“You can thank me...” Mog smiled. “By coming back with some battle experience.” She walked away, swaying her hips. 

Erick watched her go.

It was a wonderful sight.

 

- - - -

 

Erick read.

Gnashing teeth and biting claws, a whipping tail and glaring flaws that draw you in so they can strike, from up above or with a spike pulled from their backs, quickly regrown; wyrms eat and rage, they are renown for killing teams, down to the man, they eat and eat until they burst. They’re naught but meat that lives a semblance of a beast; it certainly looks like a cheat when they stand on limbs made of the deceased. Wyrms will give your heart a pause, for how’d you ever catch this monster? In the middle of a cycle? It obeys no natural laws! All it does is live to slaughter. With brand new scales shining in light and fangs flexing in working jaws, watch now as the beast takes flight, with gnashing teeth, and biting claws.

… Uh. Wyrms seemed pretty damn far out of Erick’s league. If [Domain of the Withering Slime] didn’t work…

He would need to kill the monster anyway, using Decay magic, which the book said was an absolute necessity for fighting a wyrm. The book recommended a minimum of Scion of Strength to harass the creature into one spot, along with exceedingly high mobility in whatever ranged attackers joined the fight. Erick had the mobility and the Decay, but he would need to buy several new spells...

He was still going to do this. There was nothing in the book about wyrms having [Teleport Lock], though they did have magic. What they used was a blend of high tier magic unique to each wyrm and rapid fire basic spells. Erick would not know what he was flying into until the fight started, but he should expect fireballs, [Force Bolts], and [Blink].

[Blink]ing horrors; now there’s a nightmare for ya.

Erick set the book down, and turned to Poi. “Have you ever killed a wyrm?”

Poi had kept his face neutral this whole time, but now, he frowned a bit. “Yes, sir. They are difficult fights but ultimately necessary, like all the quests here at the Adventurer’s guild.” Poi added, “Except maybe the mimic quests. Wyrms roam down from the northern mountains and kill unprepared adventurers all the time, so if they’re not culled, they will eventually roam all the way down here.”

Teressa giggled.

Erick shivered to hear Teressa giggle. It was as disturbing of a sound as Erick had ever heard, because her giggle echoed inside of her armor, and Teressa rarely ever expressed herself. Erick turned to her. She chuckled again, then lifted the faceplate of her armor. She was smiling wide, but only exposing the tips of her lower fangs. 

Teressa said, “I love hunting wyrms.”

Poi grumbled.

Teressa said, "Please. Let's go hunt a wyrm."
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052


                There were many things to do before Erick rushed out into the Crystal Forest to kill a wyrm. 

Firstly, he read up on wyrm hunting in the Adventurer’s Guild Library. Books upon books had been written up on the subject, of the wyrms’ unnatural biology, of how to actually kill it. First hand accounts told Erick of what he needed to prepare, and he needed to prepare a lot. This was not just a one-day, rush out the door, tackle a task, sort of thing. Not at all. 

So Erick read about wyrm hunting, and when he started to read the same information over and over again, he went out to talk to people.

 

- - - -

“How do you hunt a wyrm?” Erick asked.

Teressa answered, “With days in the Forest, watching the skies, listening to the land and the air, always ready, always hunting! When you find it, you armor up, bash the beast, and let the mages tear it apart.”

Erick grumbled. 

 

- - - -

 

“How do you hunt a wyrm?” Erick asked.

Poi answered, “You leave it to other people, but if necessary, find a good tracker mage. For the actual fight, you stay far, far away, and you let the warriors hold its attention while you do the actual killing.”

Erick hummed.

 

- - - - 

 

“How are those gems working out for you?” Erick asked, genuinely curious. 

Ulrick Ulrick stood behind the counter of his shop, and laughed, once. “The silver one is terrible in all ways. I suspected that if I could even get an enchant into the thing, it would hold well, like with a pearl. But nothing sticks, and I suspect you already knew that.”

Erick frowned. “Sorry, Ulrick. I was hoping that you’d find a use for them.”

“No bother. I still have my livelihood.” Ulrick grinned wide. “Now as for the silver-crusted flawless diamonds that the Army has? Those are driving the Stat enchanters in town crazy.”

Erick winced. “Uh. Whoops.”

“They’re all predators; don't worry yourself over their wellbeing.”

“If it’s any consolation, they’ll be able to do the same in a year.”

Ulrick nodded. “Maybe.”

“… Have you ever hunted a wyrm?”

Ulrick flinched. He quickly recovered, saying, “Demons and Angels, no! I have not hunted a wyrm! You’re not going out to hunt a wyrm, are you?”

“Well—”

Ulrick declared, “Don't go risking your life for some stupid grand-rads. There are easier monsters to hunt and kill to refill your stock.”

“I’ll take it under advisement.” Erick said, “Thanks, Ulrick.”

Ulrick looked at Erick, concerned.

 

- - - -

 

“How do you hunt a wyrm?” Erick asked.

Mage Guildmaster Sirocco Zago, smiled behind her desk, saying, “I’m glad to finally see that you’re up and about; well enough to give me a visit.”

“Good to see you, too.” Erick said, “And that reminds me. She wasn’t downstairs.” He took out Sizzi’s [Familiar] journal and put it on Zago’s desk. “This was a great help, but I haven’t managed more than 2 requirements.”

Zago laughed, then said, “I hope to never see a failure like I saw out on that stone platform, but these smaller failures certainly make the rest of you seem more real.” 

“I hope to never experience that kind of failure ever again.”

Zago nodded, saying, “You’re carving quite an irreplaceable niche for yourself here in Spur. Rain was a large enough change on its own, and now I hear you’re enchanting special Stat items and growing diamonds?” She spoke a bit harder, “So it pains me to hear that you’re now going after wyrms… for what? The lark of it?”

“Ah.” Erick nodded. “It does make me seem like a reckless idiot, doesn’t it?” 

Zago did not respond to that; she just waited.

Erick explained, “Champion Yetta came to me, asking for my help in clearing Odaali. I said I would, but only if she kills Planter.”

“A reasonable request for unreasonable times.” Zago frowned, but nodded. “So? You’re doing this wyrm business in order to understand what kind of fight you have pledged yourself to fighting?”

“Got it in one.”

Zago thought. She said, “A tracker from the Wayfarer Guild would get you near a wyrm in under a day. But if you want to hunt one yourself—”

“Which I do.”

“—Then you must learn some sort of long range [Scan] spell. I suggest…” Zago paused. She asked, “Have you tested to see how fast you can fly with your [Flight Aura]? Perhaps you only need [Scent Tracker], [Ultrasight], and [Perfect Hearing]; combine them into [Tracker’s Instincts]. They’re part of the Ranger line of skills. [Swift Movement] and [Silent Movement] combine into [Lightfoot]. [Tracker’s Instincts] and [Lightfoot] combine into [Hunter’s Instincts]. With that, and a starting point, you can find almost anything that isn’t covering its tracks; even if your prey is airborne.” She added, “Though that would be a Vitality build, so maybe only pick out part of all that.” She continued, “Have you considered [Defend]? It’s rather necessary for fighting tougher opponents. It costs a tenth of your HP every time you use it, but you take 10 to 50 percent less HP damage for 1 minute. HP damage only, mind you. It doesn’t work with [Absorption Ward], but its not a bad option.”

Erick said, “That seems… niche. I have [Teleport] and [Blink] already.”

“That is a better option, in most cases.” Zago paused. She said, “I have [Defend]. It’s saved my life more than once.”

“You do?”

“Rank 10: 50% less damage taken, and you cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.”

“… I should probably get that, then.”

"It's not perfect, at all. But if you can take the 1/10 HP drain necessary to activate [Defend], it does help when you're running away, or to absorb one stray critical hit. As a mage, you should not expect [Defend] to save your life. We already don't have much HP, and the skill doesn't function well when you're already low."

Erick nodded.

“For a [Scan] for your needs, [Force Wave] and [Scent Tracker] for carrion would probably do it. Or you could fly around with [Scent Tracker] and [Ultrasight], either combined or separately. Combining them usually turns out well, if you know what you’re combining toward. [Perfect Hearing] is nice, but you might get overwhelmed out in the Crystal Forest.” Zago added, “As for actually killing the beast: you want [Force Bolt] and [Force Beam] for [Force Beam Bolt], then alter that into Decay.” She stressed, “And if you’re flying around, the wyrm will go after you, no matter what your people on the ground are doing. Even one meter off the ground is enough to anger the beast to targeting you.”

Erick smiled. “Thank you, Sirocco.”

Zago nodded, saying, “And don’t be such a stranger! You can come in any time, you know?”

“Speaking of strangers… I’ve heard of other archmages in town. One by the name of Opal? She popped the [Ward]s surrounding the daydroppers in Kal’Duresh from at least three kilometers away… How do you think she did that?”

Zago said, “[Dispel] for sure. But you shouldn’t try to combine [Dispel] with Particle magic; people have been laid up for weeks recovering from Error messages when they’ve tried to get around the [Ward] restrictions of Particle spells.” 

“… There goes that idea!”

Zago looked at Erick, saying, “Quite.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick bought [Scent Tracker], [Defend], and [Force Bolt].

 




	
Scent Tracker 1, 10 HP per minute.

Smell clearly. 

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Defend 1, 1 minute, 1/10 HP

Take 10% less damage for 1 minute

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Bolt 1, instant, long range, 5 MP

A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target 10 + ½ WIL

Exp: 0/100








 

His Status looked a little anemic; he would like to have more available points than one, before he went out into the Forest. He’d save [Perfect Hearing] for later.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 8,453,833,868/10,233,415,500

Class: 5/6

Points: 1





	
HP


	
1260/1260


	
600 per day





	
MP


	
2400/2400


	
12,000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+22


	
[42]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
40


	
+0


	
[40]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!








 

… It was time to make some magic.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sent a parakeet with [Exalted Storm Aura] to the farms, while he and a few others went to the platform in the Crystal Forest, where he had almost died. The platform was still there, still a 10 meter by 10 meter square of stone with the barest comforts of civilization; a few stone overhangs acting as umbrellas against the high sun, a few scattered thigh-sized pillars acting as chairs. 

The corner of the platform where Erick’s blood had turned to water had a strange sheen upon the orange stone; there was no dark, dried blood, the place had been [Cleansed] by someone. But the ground was definitely not normal stone. Erick stood upon where he had almost died, and organized his thoughts. Poi was ready, with a rod of [Treat Wounds] in his hand.

Maia, Eduard, and Ramizi stood ready, too.

An hour ago, Erick had gone to the Mage Trio’s house, to say hello and to ask for their help; this time in a much less ambitious way. He wasn’t trying to negate any other spells. Today’s experiment would not result in war magic. He wouldn’t even lock these spells to ‘monster only’; the assault on Odaali would require spells that could harm the undead. 

Erick would try to keep the ‘Particle Mage Only’ tag off of these spells, too, because Maia and Eduard would only agree to help if they got to direct the creation of the final spells, which they would then buy in a year; Particle Mages were the only ones who could make Particle spells larger than medium sized. This was fine with Erick, the average Fireball would be larger than what he made today.

As Erick looked across the sands of the Crystal Forest, he hoped he was doing the right thing.

“I’m first, right?” Maia said, stepping to the side of the platform to stand next to Erick. “I can’t wait to see this but larger.” She pointed at the ground in front of her. “[Incandescence].”

Four meters away, the ground glowed a foot across, sand melting into glass as heat rolled up and away from the burning land.

Eduard stepped to Maia’s other side, saying, “[Frozen Mist].”

The glowing ground shifted; the air cracked as sudden cold burrowed into the molten ground. Melted sand turned solid, fracturing at the temperature change; the whole hot space turned normal as the spells canceled each other. Erick couldn’t see the molecules themselves, but he understood how both Maia and Eduard had done what they did. 

 




	
Particle Spell Unlocked!








 




	
Incandescent 1, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Heat a small area to brilliance, dealing <damage> per second. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 




	
Particle Spell Unlocked!








 




	
Frozen Mist 1, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Cool a small area, dealing <damage> per second. Creatures caught in the effect are slowed if they cannot become warm. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 

“Unlocked. Small areas, but medium range. So a medium spell?” Erick read Eduard’s spell, again. “Wasn’t [Frozen Mist]’s box a lot larger?”

“Story of the century!” Ramizi joked, “Cold causes shrinkage.”

Eduard glared at Ramizi, as he said, “It’s gone through a few changes. The mana cost used to be 10, but it also used to only last one minute, so I guess it’s a good change. The news coming from Oceanside is that there’s normalization happening everywhere.” He gestured to the blackened sands, saying, “A lot of spells are getting direct opposites; after Maia made her version, mine changed to match.”

Maia said, “Mine was simple; his was complicated. Of course his basic spell got gutted.” She looked at Erick, saying, “You’re sure what we want is available?”

“It’s large sized, so it should be,” Erick said.

Maia smiled, brightly. “Nice.”

Erick nodded as he turned toward the sands of the Crystal Forest, and threw a hundred mana into the sky, making sure nothing had changed. 

Phagar’s imitation of Erick’s voice came back to him, ‘All good. Go for it.’

“Okay.” Erick said, as he popped a large, white [Temperature Ward] across the platform. “Good to go.”

Maia, Eduard, and Ramizi each popped more [Ward]s around the whole of the platform. Poi just watched, ready to rush in when he was needed.

Erick spoke:

“Restless air and churning heat,

“A spark of change, a bit of tinder,

“A hundred thousand glows accrete, 

“Ignite the tiny little cinders

“In to a rushing, brilliant [Shimmer].”

Notifications rolled across Erick’s vision as Poi held him upright, tapping his shoulder with the glowing rod of [Treat Wounds]. 

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Shimmer 1, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

Tiny specks of incandescent heat fill a large space, igniting flammable objects and dealing <damage>. <Shimmer can gain or lose damage based on the material inside the spell>.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+2 ability points. 








 




	
Interesting choice ~Rozeta








 

The air turned into fireworks, mating season for a billion fireflies, the factory air above splashing pools of molten metal. Fire swirled, thirty meters away from Erick’s platform, touching upon the floor of the Crystal Forest in a ten meter sphere, ripping the sand into blackened glass, pulling bits of molten dirt into the swirl. The air crackled with heat. And then a minute passed, and the spell was done. Cinders fell to the ground, molten glass splattered. Heat lingered, but nothing penetrated the [Temperature Ward]s around the platform.

Maia stood entranced the whole time. When the spell ended, she whispered, “It’s beautiful.” 

Erick handed her a copy of the spell.

Maia read the spell, and brushed away a tear. “Thank you, Archmage.”

Another box appeared in front of Erick.

 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Create 1 new Large-Sized or greater Basic Particle Spell, 1/1

Reward: Your ability to Create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased








 




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Double Base Mana

Double Base Mana Regen

Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.








 

‘Thank you, for that.’ Erick thought, to no one in particular. He said, “So then! Eduard? Any last minute changes?”

Eduard smiled. “Nope.” He added, “Even if you don’t make it how I want it, I think I can eventually manage it on my own.”

Maia punched him in the shoulder. “Don’t be an ass.”

Erick grinned, then turned back toward the Crystal Forest. He spoke:

“A chilling fog rolls 'cross the land

“Stilling those who cannot flee

“Freezing air that does not stand

“but wraps around all those that be

“In this time of [Wintry Sea]."

Erick felt a spike of pain rush through his body, but Poi was there with the rod of [Treat Wounds] again. 

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Wintry Sea 1, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

A large designated space rapidly loses all heat, dealing <damage> to all inside. Damage from Wintry Sea automatically slows. <Wintry Sea attaches to those most affected by itself, and will switch to another target if the most affected target perishes>.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+2 ability points. 








 




	
Another interesting choice ~Rozeta








 

Erick groaned out, “I’m done,” as he handed Eduard his spell, and the air shifted.

Eduard briefly read the spell, smiling wide, as he turned his gaze upon the magics taking form in front of them.

A sharp, glittering, faint blue light, breathy and insubstantial, floated in the air ahead. The air crinkled and cracked. The blackened ground under the blue spell frosted over as moisture in the air coalesced into tiny spikes of ice, atop blackened cinders. 

And then the spell moved, rapidly left, across the ground, seizing upon a mimic that had been at least a hundred meters away from the spell. The mimic screamed, shrill. The spell ended before it could do anything but touch the monster. The mimic, enraged and very much alive, abandoned its idea of hiding, charging across the vast distance between itself and the platform—

A radiant red dot shot out of Maia’s hand, impacting through the center of the ten foot tall blue crystal monster, coming out the other side as an engulfing fountain of flames. The mimic was a brief conflagration of whipping blue spikes before it fell to the sand, burning, burning, dead.

Erick got a notification for 5% Participation. He laughed. “What the heck was that?”

“Fire [Force Beam Bolt].” Maia said, “Much too high of a spell for it to ever be subject to [Reflection].”

Erick watched the burning corpse for a long moment. He asked, “Have you guys ever hunted wyrms before?”

“We have. Many times.” Ramizi said, “Our [Familiar]s are still searching for that necromancer, though, so we’re stuck in this downtime. It’s been great for learning how to use all the new foods you’ve made, but not much else.”

Erick smiled. “You three can pick anything out of the garden, you know. I already told Ratchet she could as long as it's for personal use, but all she likes is the lemons.”

Ramizi smiled wide. “I will take you up on that offer!”

Erick asked, “How would you three kill a wyrm?”

“Overwhelming firepower!” Maia grinned, then said, “If you think you’ve hit it enough, you are wrong.”

“I lock the wyrm down with ice magic.” Eduard said, “Then these two boom-happy, magi-tyrants unload on the insane dragon with everything they got. If that doesn’t work, it's usually because the wyrm’s magic protects them somehow, so we all run away and put up a listing with what we know about what we found, so someone else will know what they’re going after. Don’t be afraid to run away.” He asked, “Are you going after wyrms?”

“Yup.” Erick said, “I promised the Champion of Atunir that if she killed Planter, I’d help them clear out Odaali. I’m preparing to keep my promise.”

Maia said, “She executed two merchants who went back on their promises of assistance, so that’s a healthy attitude you have.”

Erick paled. “Really?” 

“Oh yeah.” Maia said, “They were merchants from Wellok, across the river from Odaali, and when Yetta helped them clear out their lands, they told her to take a hike. So she killed them and took their lands for herself.”

Ramizi said, “They had it coming.”

Eduard grumbled, “We’re not having this argument again.” He said to Erick, “Thank you, Archmage. The spell is exactly what I want, and in a year, I’m going to buy it.”

Erick said, “Thank you for allowing me access to the spells you have already created.”

Eduard said, “Let us know how your wyrm hunt goes. Don’t be afraid to run away; a higher Participation is not worth your life.” He held out his hands for Maia and Ramizi.

In a blink of cyan, they were gone. 

Erick breathed the dry, Forest air in and out, relaxing for a moment. Crafting spells took a toll, but one application of [Treat Wounds] seemed to be more than enough to undo the damage of creating a 250 mana spell.

It was time to go back home, to make some final preparations. But first: Erick felt his link from the parakeet in his pocket to the parakeet out at the farms; mana was still flowing to where it needed to go. Looking to the south west, silver storms rained onto green farms, though the farm itself was much too far away to see without [Scry]. 

Erick looked over his new spells.

He spent a point on [Perfect Hearing].

 




	
Perfect Hearing 1, 10 HP per minute.

Hear clearly. 

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 39, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 8,454,869,064/10,233,415,500

Class: 6/6

Points: 4





	
HP


	
1260/1260


	
600 per day





	
MP


	
2400/2400


	
12,000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+22


	
[42]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Willpower


	
40


	
+0


	
[40]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Favored Spell waiting!








 

- - - -

 

Teressa was waiting for Erick and Poi in the kitchen. 

She greeted them with a smile. “Thank the gods you're back. I have already prepared everything we could ever want. All we have to do is actually leave. We don’t even have to come back to town for days! Nights under the stars are wonderful.” She offered, “Or you can [Stoneshape] a castle, if you want. Some people do it that way, but we don’t have to.”

She had been busy. Four packs had been prepared; one large and three smaller sized. 

Teressa pulled open one of the smaller ones, saying, “I’ve got all the camping tools in mine, but the food has been split rather evenly, and we’re going to be using [Conjure Item] beds and bedding. I’ve got jerky of all kinds, cheese and alcohol and— we’ll have lots of water, anyway. So I just packed the canteens, which we will fill before we actually leave. Breads, jellies and teas, and coftea. Desserts and nuts and berries, you know. Everything we could ever want!”

Erick smiled, and said, “Great! But before we head off... What kind of Stat items do you all want? I can’t believe that I haven’t given you all something.”

Teressa grinned like she was having a double Christmas. She giggled a little, as she forced herself to not dance, and said, “A Strength ring and a Vitality ring.”

“… You can handle that?”

Teressa answered, “Absolutely! It's easier than Strength and Willpower, for sure.”

Now that Erick thought about it, he should make himself a Vitality ring as well, maybe even two; it would increase his Healing Fatigue limit by a lot, and would allow for a lot more uses of his new abilities. And, of course, he couldn’t forget a Willpower Ring in the beginning of the day for a larger [Personal Absorption Ward]. He absolutely needed one of those.

Erick asked Poi, “How about for you?”

Poi said, “Strength ring.” He looked around. “Rats would likely take a Strength ring, too, but I’m not sure.”

“He’s sleeping.” Teressa said, “Trying to get some shut eye in before we depart.”

Erick said, “I still need to pick up the quest—”

Teressa whipped a piece of paper from the larger bag. “Right here!” She pulled out even more papers. “And these are all the known wyrms on file! I know you read up on them, but Rats will want to read about them, too. It cost 15 gold but it’s necessary.”

Erick smiled. Teressa was really into this. Erick said, “Okay... Then… I’ve got most of the proper rings made, but I haven’t made many good Vitality ones, yet. After that, and after Rats wakes, we can go.”

Teressa forced herself to stillness, saying, “Very good, sir.”

Poi added, “Might as well make a few Focus ones, too. Rats might also pick Focus; hard to tell.”

Erick paused. He said, “It occurs to me that I have no idea what any of you can actually do.”

Teressa giggled.

Poi looked from Teressa to Erick, saying, “That’s been on purpose, sir.”

Erick laughed once. “Really?”

“Really, sir,” Poi said.

“Okay?” Erick looked from Teressa to Poi, grinning as he said, “Keep your secrets, then.”

“Thank you, sir.” Poi said. “We will do so.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick learned that two +28 Vitality rings forced him to take a detour to an unused bedroom for a hot five minutes. And then again. He had to take one of the rings off. 

When he experimented with the Vitality ring and his Strength ring, the combined effect was rather muted compared to his experiments with Strength and Willpower, or two Vitality rings. Wearing Vitality and Strength, together, was actually quite easy, like Teressa suggested. Maybe the resonant differences between Strength-Crimson and Vitality-Cinnabar were complementary, somehow? While the resonances of Strength-Crimson and Willpower-Ultramarine were destructive?

Whatever the case, that would be an experiment for another day.

After wearing Strength and Vitality for several minutes, and feeling good about the experience —but not too good!— Erick decided to wear the Strength and Vitality ones from then on. He was ready to spend HP on his skills as needed. He was ready for wyrm hunting.

 

- - - -

 

Erick finished enchanting his rings, but Rats was still asleep. So Erick began reading the Wyrm Report Teressa had bought. It didn’t tell him anything he didn’t already know.

After Rats woke up, Erick wanted to take them all out to a great big, late lunch, but all three of them said that was unnecessary. When Erick responded with the fact that everything in life was unnecessary, Teressa changed her argument. 

She wanted to go. To be out in the blue! To walk the sands, and feel the wind!

So they went.

 

- - - -

 

The heavens stretched north, east, south, and west; an endless expanse of blue. Crests of grey, white, and pink accented the sky in the east; the moons were rising, while the sun was already on the way to the western horizon. Cold winds blew down from the north, where far, far in the distance, stood the white capped Wyrmridge Mountains; the northern, nigh-impassible barrier of the Crystal Forest. The Forest around here was sparse compared to the Forest around Spur. There were still mimics and crystal agaves, but they stood hundreds of meters away from each other. This was open, cold country. 

But everyone was prepared for the chill, and it wasn’t that bad; like a brisk autumn day. 

Erick turned on [Ultrasight] for a moment, and looked at the distant agaves. That one was an agave. That one was a mimic.

And they walked south. 

Teressa dispensed nuggets of wisdom along the way.

In case of a [Dispel] wyrm, we run. In any other case, we stick to the plan. 

If this happens, do that. If that happens, do this.

Teressa said, “Don’t use [Cleanse] while we’re out here. Half of a successful hunt is making yourself a target.”

“… okay.” Erick asked, “Could we make ourselves a target, then? Cut this experience short?”

Teressa rounded on Erick, a wild gleam filling her green eyes. “Do you want to try that?”

“Er… Maybe not.”

Teressa shrugged. She sniffed the air. “I don’t smell any wyrms or carrion, but we’ve only been out here for an hour. We would have to be uncommonly lucky to find a wyrm already.” She sighed out loud, stretching her arms, reaching for the sky, her grey armor creaking under her massive strength, which was even more massive because of the two rings glinting on her hands. “It’s so good to be outside!”

Erick smiled a little. It was good to be outside.

Rats frowned, muttering, “Finding a wyrm is not what I’d call lucky, but okay.”

Erick turned on [Perfect Hearing]. The sounds of the Forest washed over him in a cacophony of life.

Little glow bugs buzz buzzed in the air. Rats breathed beside him, while Poi breathed behind; Teressa crunched through the sand, her heart beating with joy, her grey armor not clanking at all. She had remade her armor for the long hike, and was breathing easy. Rats and Poi had switched out their own usual guard’s armor for hiking leathers that creaked in well used ways. Here and there, but never closer than ten meters, brown tendril worms squirmed out of the ground, catching the bugs that floated too close; crunch crunching them in tiny jaws. An ever-present tinkling in the air was like background rain; it was the sound of wind rushing across crystal agaves.

Erick sniffed the air with [Scent Tracker], and his world opened up.

He didn’t really want to, but he couldn’t help but smell his companions. Rats smelled of cinnamon. Poi was the ocean. Teressa was a dark forest. Erick focused on other scents; the ground was filled with all sorts of life, not quite earthy, not quite sandy, but more like a faint compost pile. Erick lifted his head to experience the wind coming from the north; he smelled frost and trees, a little decay but a lot more growth, with strange musks and the slight smell of flowers.

No. Wait. Erick smelled the air around him. The flowers were closer. 

The agave smelled like flowers. It was a pleasant smell, like candy and roses.

Erick smiled as he hiked south across brown sands, under a blue sky, sniffing the air every so often, smelling the flowers and feeling great. He said, “This is nice, Teressa. We were cooped up for too long, weren’t we.”

Teressa turned to glance at him; smiling. She faced forward, saying, “It’ll be nice when we find a wyrm, too.”

Erick asked, “Any particular scents I should look out for? I know about the carrion.”

“That's the only one I know about.” Rats said.

Teressa said, “With the wind at our back, we will smell them coming if they are behind us. But you also need to listen.” Teressa sighed out, into the sky. “Listen to the sky." She stomped her foot. "Feel the stone under your feet. Silence is not safety, but it is a close cousin.”

The Crystal Forest was practically silent without [Perfect Hearing]; Erick’s troupe, or, more properly, Teressa’s Troupe, was a wrecking crew of noise compared to the land around them. Boots crunching into sand, the occasional rock getting kicked by someone’s foot. Armor and backpacks making noise as stuff shuffled around.

After ten minutes, Rats broke the not-silence, saying, “I need a direction. Something to walk toward. Please.”

Erick almost laughed, but then he looked to Rats, and with [Scent Tracker], smelled a stab of fear. Erick said, “I would appreciate one as well.”

Rats grinned, briefly. 

Teressa pointed southwest as she walked forward, saying, “Vindin is 1500 kilometers that way. Or would you like something closer? If we continue just south, we’ll eventually hit the thousand kilometer ring around the city.” She offered, “We could even visit the city itself to see if their Adventurer’s Guildhouse has more information on wyrm sightings.” She glanced backward to see Poi. “Poi?”

Erick looked back.

Poi shook his head, saying, “We should stay away from the ring, as well. Any known landmarks are not a good idea. There are hunters out here, too.”

“Well that sort of defeats the whole purpose of this outing.” Erick asked, “Are you three going to come with me to Odaali, too? Because I have to go. Reneging my promise to Yetta is not an option.”

“Yup,” Rats said, as Teressa said, “Yeah.” 

Poi sighed, then said, “Let’s head for the ring, then. Where’s the obelisk, Teressa?”

Teressa pointed directly south. “Directly south! If we don’t deviate, we’ll hit the obelisk in 10 days, but we should encounter a wyrm in 5. Maybe 6. Maybe tonight! But for sure, we’ll start to see people in four days.”

"Acceptable," Poi said.

Rats sighed out, relaxing. “That’s perfect. We’re heading for the Eastern Obelisk of Vindin. Thank you.”

Erick smiled at Rats, then at the sky. 

 

- - - -

 

Living in a city where assassins had tried to kill him and monsters regularly attacked had wrapped Erick in an unhealthy amount of paranoia. Spiders had invaded his house, and then began to invade his dreams. At night, he sometimes saw Jane wrapped in a cocoon. Once, he even saw Jane wrapping other people in cocoons. 

But out here, the coils of paranoia around Erick’s heart were beginning to loosen.

Sure, they were hunting hard-to-kill horrors, but the air was clear, the skies were bright, and the scent of happiness rolled off of Teressa, and even Poi and Rats to a lesser extent. This was a good outing; Erick was happy for recent decisions. Champion Yetta was probably fighting through Ar’Kendrithyst right now, gunning for Planter, while Erick was out here in the wide open spaces, preparing for her victory, preparing for what came next.

Erick breathed as his legs pumped him forward, a gentle burn already settling into his feet and his thighs, but this was an easy excursion, even if the pace was quick. Erick was much stronger now than he had been back on Earth, even without the 22 Strength or the 28 Vitality rings. He was no orcol, but he was closer to his own ideal than he had been in 15 years. His stomach was flat again; walking to get anywhere in Spur had been good for him. His arms were toned, and his legs looked great. 

Paranoia flowed away; Erick was still on high alert, but there were no hidden horrors here. He could see for dozens of kilometers in every direction, he could smell anything coming at them from behind, and everything was sand, or dirt, or crystal agave, or the perfect blue sky.

Walking was rather slow compared to how Erick used to travel—

Erick remembered something he had forgotten, like a bolt from the blue.

Jane’s car!

He laughed.

Rats asked, “What?”

“I’m just remembering the vehicle that came to Veird with Jane and I. It might still be in the Forest west of Spur.” Erick added, “Utterly trashed. Even if it was [Mend]ed all the fluids it would need to run are gone.”

“… A flying vehicle?” Rats asked, hopeful.

Erick laughed again. “Not at all! It was never meant to leave the ground, but it was faster than walking, for sure.”

Rats frowned, grunting out a hum. “Sounds like a wagon.”

Teressa said, “We’re not using a wagon! We have to smell the wind, to feel the sky; the wyrms will come to us, and we must be ready.”

Erick smiled. “Yet another reason to just enjoy the outdoors.” 

So they walked. 

Erick hitched up his pack, tightening the straps. Teressa had gotten some nice packs; Erick’s pack fit him almost perfectly.

And they walked.

A stone fell into Erick’s shoe. After digging it out, Erick decided that the shoes needed a [Mend]. So they got [Mend]ed. 

Erick, Poi, Rats, and Teressa, continued to walk across the brown and orange sands of the Crystal Forest, while a cold wind blew from the north. 

 

- - - -

 

“Okay.” Rats stopped walking, holding his canteen upside down. Two drops came out; empty. “I’m ready for a refill.”

The group quickly came to a halt, hours after they started the hike. 

Teressa declared, “I don’t sense anything around us, not for kilometers and kilometers. It’s safe for rain.”

Erick smiled. “Good.”

Everyone ditched their packs and had a nice stretch, preparing for some sort of ambush or the sudden appearance of monsters as soon as Erick used his magic, which Teressa had stressed was a high possibility.

When everyone was ready, Erick lifted his hands. [Stoneshape] and Aurify worked together to create a large pool, five meters across and two meters deep. A quickly shaped [Weather Ward] not only held above Erick and everyone else, but also extended the ‘bowl’ of the pool another five meters in every direction; it was sure to catch a lot of rain, very fast. Erick blasted out a [Cleanse Aura], clipping across the pool and the whole adventuring party; thick air flowed away—

Teressa hummed.

Erick looked at her. Erick pointed up. “This is going to be a spectacle, and I’d rather not be a smelly adventurer. No offense meant to your hunting style.”

Teressa smiled. She said, “All valid points.”

Erick looked to the sky, activating [Exalted Storm Aura]. Clouds lifted up from the ground, flowing into the blue, turning from white to silver, into a tall, tall thunderhead. Platinum rain fell onto Erick’s spellwork like a hurricane of rain, loud and everywhere, flowing and into the stone pool, like someone had opened up the floodgates to drown the world. The white [Weather Ward] crackled under the weight, but it held; this was only rain. Erick soon cut the spell, but rain still came, slower, and eventually, not at all. Clouds drifted south, on the cold breeze.

With less than 10 seconds of rain, the stone pool had filled with platinum water, to the brim. Some of it was even flowing out, through the [Weather Ward], since it was no longer airborne weather. 

Erick asked, “Platinum water, or clear water?”

“This is fine,” Rats said, as he took out his two canteens and began filling them. He splashed water on himself, saying, “Oh~ that’s better~”

“Take down the [Weather Ward] so we can smell the wind,” Teressa said.

Erick dismissed the [Weather Ward] as he used his Handy Aura to grab everyone’s canteens except for Rats’. Poi and Teressa watched the horizons as Erick and Rats filled canteens. Slowly, surely, Teressa and Poi came off of high alert. Everyone drank their fill of platinum water, with stone cups courtesy of Erick.

Soon, it was time to move on.

Erick [Stoneshape]d the pool into sand. The waters inside soaked into the ground. By tomorrow, it would be like any dip in the terrain, but they wouldn’t be around to see that; they were already walking south. 

They walked, across sand, past real agaves and mimics pretending to be crystal plants. Erick worked on his HP drain abilities now and then, but not overmuch. What he did work to full, though, was [Force Bolt].

Shining specks of pure white mana coalesced in the air, at Erick’s discretion, to fly off at a spot of ground Erick had picked out as a target. The basic spell made almost no noise except for a tiny hum when it was in the air, and a pap when it hit the dirt. 

At 5 mana a pop, the [Force Bolt] looked like it would have taken forever to level, if Erick’s experimentation hadn’t revealed that he could cast them as fast as he could think. A bolt didn’t need to strike a target for Erick to have another one in the air, already cast and firing, following the first. Erick played around with the spell, like he was a gunner at an emplacement, altering every fourth [Force Bolt] into fire, watching as it streamed into whatever patch of dirt he decided needed to die, with little regard for where he was actually aiming. He aimed at the sky, and the bolt hit the designated ground. He aimed at the ground, and the bolt hit the designated patch of sky, to then continue out into the air, fizzling as it got way, way out of range.

He aimed at a glowing bug, and the bolt clipped the glowbug out of the sky… He didn’t expect it to actually hit the bug. Those bugs zipped through the air rather fast. Erick stopped aiming at bugs; even though he had probably killed hundreds of smaller animals in the rest of his spell experimentations, actively aiming for them seemed wrong.

He aimed at a patch of dirt, behind another patch of dirt, but the spell hit the patch of dirt directly in the way. Erick had discovered a limitation of the spell. Apparently, it could curve, but not much. The best results came when he aimed at what he wanted to hit, and nothing else was in the way. He wasn’t willing to practice on any more moving targets, like the glowbug, but that one experiment had revealed that the spell would curve to hit a moving target. But, like the rest of the curving, it probably wasn’t much.

Erick fired off into the sky like a gatling gun of flaming red ordinance, once per Script Second, his spells brightening the coming night—

Erick actually looked at the sky. Purples and golds colored the heavens.

“Oh.” Erick asked, “Should we stop for the night?” as he kept walking.

Teressa looked up as she walked. The sun was at the horizon. She said, “We can stop if you want. Are you done practicing?”

“Mostly.”

 




	
Force Bolt X, instant, long range, 5 MP

A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target for 15 + ½ WIL








 

“14200 experience goes by pretty fast when you can cast every second, but I gotta say, the progression on this spell is quite tiny.”

Poi said, “It’s because the spell is a basis for many other magics.”

“I guess so.” Erick looked to the sky. “Let’s try this one, then.”

Erick kept walking with the group as he pointed his finger at yet another unimportant patch of dirt. He imagined a rush of shattering magic erupting out of the air in front of his finger, impacting the ground and blasting it away.

[Force Bolt].

[Force Beam].

As the spells came together, Erick instantly realized what was happening in a way he never had before. Erick saw and felt within himself the perfect harmony possible between the two magics as they mingled in the air, like two lines of a poem, working together to create a pristine image of power. 

Erick held onto that image, imagining two separate powers cresting at the same time, holding together, each spell amplifying the other.

A bright shot of white light blasted out Erick’s outstretched hand, impacting the ground with a murderous thunk. The ground where the spell hit slowly crumbled downward, about a foot.

 




	
Pure Force Beam Bolt, instant, long range, 100 MP

A bolt of pure mana unerringly strikes a target for 250 + 3x WIL








 

“Ha!” Erick stopped walking, to say, “What the heck!”

Poi asked, “Sir?”

Erick looked up [Force Beam Bolt] in the Script, as the whole group came to a halt.

 




	
Force Beam Bolt, instant, long range, 150 MP

A bolt of mana strikes for 150 + WIL








 

Erick laughed again, as he turned to Poi, and said, “I will keep my secrets, thank you.”

Poi smiled, as Teressa laughed loud, into the growing night.

Rats just said, “Well I’m a healer and I want to know what just happened.”

Erick gladly showed Rats the box for [Pure Force Beam Bolt].

Rats went, “Holy shit.”

Poi read over Rats' shoulder. “How did you do that?”

Teressa simply asked, “Will it help you kill a wyrm?”

“That is a high possibility.” Erick said.

“Good!” Teressa said, “We’re camping here.”

Poi asked again, “How did you do that, though? Mine isn’t that good.”

Erick smiled at the sapphire dragonkin. “So I guess you’re a mage?”

Poi frowned. He sighed. “Something like that.”

Erick just laughed, then said, “There’s a very close resonance between [Force Beam] and [Force Bolt]. Try matching those resonances when you make the spell.”

“… I guess that’s one way to do it.” Poi lost his frown. “Some other day. Not in the middle of a hunt.”

Teressa was already unpacking her massive pack, unloading bedding supplies. She cast a hand through the air, and grey cots appeared. Erick recognized the spell as [Conjure Item].

Teressa said, “What kind of perimeter do you want, Poi?”

“The usual,” Poi said. “I’m on it.”

“I’ll help,” Rats said. 

Erick said, “I guess that leaves me with dinner!”

“I will help cook,” Teressa said. “It wouldn’t be a hunt without food on a fire under the open sky.”

Teressa got out the camping equipment; the [Prestidigitation] stove, some pots and some pans. Meats and veggies and spices and all that. Erick [Stoneshape]d a kitchen table from the dirt, and got to work along side Teressa cutting meats and veggies, as Poi and Rats set up a perimeter. 

Under Bug, Temperature, and a vast field of Alarm [Ward]s, Erick, Poi, Teressa, and Rats, had steaks and potatoes, as the sky darkened. They talked of tactics, and Erick listened.

Erick took first watch, because Jane had yet to call. When she finally did, they had a nice telepathic conversation about Jane’s first night adventuring in the Crystal Forest with Savral’s adventuring team. Erick described how Poi and Rats had set up the defenses, and Jane declared them good. When that conversation ended, Erick went back to staring out into the star filled night, activating [Scent Tracker], [Perfect Hearing], and [Ultrasight] every so often, keeping his HP high, as he gained levels and efficiency in all three skills.

When it was time to switch shifts, they did. 

Morning came, sure enough. Nothing happened all night long.

After packing up the tools of camping, and after a bit of rain to refill the canteens, they were off again, headed south; packs on their backs, sun rising to the left, snow capped mountains far behind to the north, the moons setting to the right, as open country spread out all around them.

They took breaks as needed, bathroom or otherwise.

It was a brisk stroll, but it wasn't rushed.

The Crystal Agaves and Crystal Mimics of the Forest were still sparse, the air was still cold this far north. Erick suspected that most of their journey would be a nice, cool trek across the land…

… Until it wasn’t.

- - - -

Another day passed with little to report, and a lot of walking.

Erick practiced his skills, but kept his HP high, just in case.

He was also sure to send a parakeet at the appropriate time back to Spur, to rain across the farms.

- - - -

Mid morning on their third day, Erick smelled a change in the air. It wasn’t carrion; he had been wary for that smell, and though the smell of carrion did appear occasionally, it always turned out to be a mimic munching on a dead thing.

This smell was like…

Teressa sniffed the air. She grunted, “Hmm.” She asked, “Anyone want fish? I don’t.”

Rats perked up. “You smell goldfish?”

“That’s fish?” Erick asked, still not sure what he was smelling. “Smells like… leather? Apple leather? No, that’s not it. Wet leather? But not in a bad way.”

Rats said, “That’s fish.” He looked around. He looked backward, to the right. “We don’t have to, but they’re coming this way. I’ll take one.”

The group turned. Erick saw nothing. 

[Ultrasight].

Far in the distance, above the mirage of the sands, floated specks of orange.

Teressa’s voice took on a sharp quality, “They’re coming directly this way.”

“Bah!” Rats said, “No they’re not. They’re going to miss us. This isn’t...” Rats went quiet. “Maybe not?”

Teressa grunted. She took off her bag. “Everyone, get ready. They might be luring.”

“Are they monsters?” Erick asked. "Luring?"

Rats and Poi took off their bags. Erick removed his, and his heart beat a bit harder. They all seemed worried, but Erick hadn’t smelled any carrion.

“They’re not monsters.” Poi said, “Just native wildlife, floating along on air magics. But they have the habit of escaping monsters by finding the nearest adventurers and dropping those monsters onto the adventurers.”

Erick instantly ditched his bag, watching as the orange specks came closer. They were churning sand and dirt into the air, rushing past agave—

The orange specks were the same size as the agave they were floating by. 

A chill rolled over Erick, as he said, “Uh. They’re rather big, I see.”

“Yup!” Rats smiled, licking his lips. “All we need is one!”

“Head in the game, Rats.” Teressa said, “They’re luring something big.”

Rats went still. “Shit. They are, aren’t they.”

Erick felt the ground rumble. Orange specks showed through the sand clouds. They were like goldfish, but with long bodies and billowing orange fins, riding the air like it was water, churning up sand and dust, hiding themselves from whatever was chasing them.

The scent in the air changed. Carrion, overpowering and all pervasive, the stench of dead meat filled Erick’s nostrils. He almost vomited up breakfast right there, but he shut off [Scent Tracker] and recovered. 

Teressa spoke, and gave proof to what Erick had smelled. “There’s a wyrm chasing those fish.” She smiled.

“Fish are that smart?”

“Yes.” Poi said, “They should disperse when we engage the wyrm. Erick. [Absorption Ward]. Like we discussed.”

Erick dropped a 2000 point [Absorption Ward] for 8000 damage mitigation, long and low, across the party, but still 9 foot tall; large enough to cover all of Teressa. His mana would be back, soon enough. Teressa moved to the edge of the Ward, then several meters forward; she was planning on getting pushed back. A grey shield appeared over one of her hands as the other suddenly held a massive mace. She took to the sky, just a meter up; high enough to make her the largest, meanest looking target around. 

Except for whatever was in the dust cloud behind the fish.

“[Weather Ward] forward, Erick.” Poi said, “To stop the sand the fish are churning.”

Erick cast and shaped a [Weather Ward] forward, creating a thin wall ten meters tall and two dozen wide, thirty meters forward, that should stop almost all of the goldfishes’ dust cloud. Erick was low on mana, but the monsters were far away; he could recover. Another thin [Weather Ward] stretched across the ground, but two feet above it, twenty meters in every direction; sapphire blue. Poi’s [Weather Ward] should tamp down any dust that would rise from the fight.

The ground thrummed from the monster tearing across the land behind the fish. Some churning, long thing; it ripped across the sands then leapt up, through the fishes’ cloud of dust, almost catching a goldfish that dodged forward at the last possible second. The monster’s head was as half the size of a fish; the whole creature had to be tens of meters long. 50? 100? Impossible to tell right now. Erick caught better glimpses of the beast as it rushed toward the party.

The monster, the wyrm, was yellow, but bleeding from countless wounds. White bones protruded out of the scaled hide. Limbs came out at all odd angles; some functional, some broken beyond repair, hanging limp. 

“Positions.” Poi said, backing up, well behind Teressa. “Everyone. Positions.”

Erick took his position directly behind Teressa, quick as he could, even activating [Swift Movement] to get where he needed to be. His mana was recovered enough for this next part. He breathed, waiting.

Teressa sent to him, ‘[Telepathy] up.’

Erick linked to all of the party, all at once.

Teressa spoke, “We’re gonna be fine Erick. Calm your nerves. I can practically hear you shaking.”

Erick might have been shaking a little bit! So what! 

There was a horrific, normally unkillable monster rushing at them!

His mana was above a thousand, already. The wyrm was still too far away to engage, maybe a full kilometer. He had time to relax and collect himself. 

‘It’s just… kinda scary,’ Erick sent, to the group.

‘I agree.’ Poi sent, ‘But necessary. We’ll probably find bodies in the beast’s corpse.’

‘We might have to escape.’ Rats sent, ‘We don’t know what kind of unique magic it might have.’

‘We’re leaving if it's a [Dispel] wyrm.’ Teressa sent, ‘For everything else, we’re staying!’

Rats sent, ‘Is it weird that I want it to be a [Dispel] wyrm?’

‘Get ready, Erick.’ Poi sent, ‘It’s almost in range.’

Erick had not taken his eyes off of the swarm of goldfish or the beast following them, now only half a kilometer away. The swarm was hundreds of fish anywhere from three meters long, to the size of a housecat, flowing all over each other as they flowed across the sands of the Crystal Forest, dodging the wyrm in their dust cloud. Most of the time they succeeded in dodging. Sometimes they failed. The wyrm didn’t seem to care. Did it actually eat them? Obviously yes; the fish vanished from the swarm. But the wyrm was too hungry to ever be full.

Poi sent, ‘Erick: fire as soon as it appears then [Blink] back here.’

Erick waited for the monster to reach his [Weather Ward]; to come out of the dust cloud.

Teressa laughed. ‘It’s so damn huge!’

The goldfish, all dozens of thousands of them, crashed through Erick’s [Weather Ward], revealing themselves in all their golden, shining glory. 

And then came the wyrm. 

Events started to occur very quickly.

Every perfect, beautiful thing the goldfish were, the wyrm was not. It was a pus dripping, broken boned, flaking scale horror, that did not care for itself in any way, except to fill a stomach that was surely also broken. It caught one of the larger fish, swallowing it like it didn’t even matter, quickly snapping up four more, now that it was out of the cloud.

Erick peeked out from behind Teressa, taking aim at the monster.

[Pure Force Beam Bolt: Decay]. [Pure Force Beam Bolt: Decay]. [Blink].

Erick reappeared next to Poi and Rats, 70 meters behind Teressa. 

The first bright bolt of brilliant green light ripped through a fish before it impacted the direct center of the wyrm’s face. Erick got notifications for killing a fish and for 370 damage to the wyrm; it had no critical points, it was a mass of meat. The second brilliant green bolt caught the monster in the center chest, drilling in for another 370 points of damage. Both of Erick's spells began ticking for almost a hundred damage a second, Decay magic working deep into the monster’s body.

The beast shifted course, straight for Teressa. A thousand bright yellow eyes, all along the broken yellow surface of the wyrm’s putrescent form, locked, all at once, all together, onto the person who seemed like they had shot it. It did not roar, it simply moved.

The eyes were terrifying, but the absence of a roar is what freaked Erick out the most. 

Teressa laughed, yelling, “Come get me, fucker!”

Rats sent, ‘Fuck fu—’

‘Clear the line.’ Poi reprimanded. ‘Tactical discussion only.’

Pale red light flashed around Teressa; Rats was casting something as he hunkered down into the sand. Then Rats targeted Erick, and he realized what Rats was doing. 

 




	
Overheal!

+125 False HP!








 

Another box appeared right after the first.

 




	
Overheal!

+125 False HP!








 

A series of smaller messages appeared. Overheals for 25 HP, spaced a second between.

The wyrm met Teressa with a bone crunching SNAP, as its head, jaws and all, went flying up and away, leaving Teressa behind, no longer floating, her feet sunk into the ground up to her knees. She had withstood the blow. She was stronger than a wyrm.

‘FUCK YEA!’ Teressa yelled, quick-stepping out of the sand.

Poi reprimanded, ‘Tactical discussion only.’

Teressa was a grey sentinel, never moving unless she wanted to move, and the monster had met its match. Goldfish swarmed up away in every direction; they had lost the monster chasing them onto Erick’s party. The yellow wyrm only had a thousand eyes, and they were all on Teressa.

But the beast’s body was a hundred meters long, two meters wide, and momentum like that doesn’t just stop because a stone appeared on the path. Sinuous muscle and a dozen arms, and claws, and legs, crashed around Teressa, smacking into someone who could not be moved. The monster wrapped around her—

She reappeared just inside of Erick’s [Ward].

Rats sent, ‘No sign of special ability.’

‘Too many eyes.’ Teressa sent. ‘Watch them.’

The entire wyrm glowed, each eye staring at Teressa, each eye flaring into brilliant yellow. A thousand [Force Beams] erupted from the monster, crashing together, toward Teressa.

A grey shell wrapped around Teressa; obviously some kind of [Force Wall].

Before the beams impacted, Poi sent, ‘Domain, Erick.’

The sky shifted as Erick brought his [Domain of the Withering Slime] into being. White light wrapped around him, as thick air rolled up from all around. A dense keening filled the air, coming from inside the monster’s long, reorienting, and now flailing body. Teressa reappeared in front of Erick; a grey shell wrapped around the both of them right before countless eyebeams zipped across the sands—

Blood poured from Teressa’s grey armor, as she sent, ‘Retreat.’

Erick grabbed for Teressa as yellow light cracked the grey [Force Shell] around them. 

[Teleport].

 

- - - -

 

Erick fell with Teressa to the ground, back to where they first started this trek, right beside Poi and Rats. Erick held the large woman while Poi rushed over with the rod of [Treat Wounds].

No one said anything as Teressa’s breathing steadied under two more applications of [Treat Wounds]. She sat up on the sands. She sighed.

Eventually, Teressa spoke, “Eye beam wyrm. Not the most dangerous, but high up there. The Domain was only on him for a second; I’m not sure it did anything.”

“It was working.” Erick said, “I’ve never gotten any numbers off of it, but I heard that keening.”

Poi spoke, “That monster is a rookie murdering machine. We have to kill it. We know what it can do; we just have to prepare better.”

Erick said, “Right.” He laughed, nerves or deflection, he couldn’t tell, as he held onto Teressa’s shoulder. “That was awesome! You knocked its head up and away! Just— BOOM, deflected!”

Teressa started laughing. She relaxed, chuckling underneath her grey armor. And then she stood, and Erick let go. She said, “Let’s go again. Right now. We’ll lose it if we don’t.”

[Scry].

Erick looked upon the previous field of battle. The wyrm was not there. Erick looked around frantically, and then he saw it. The monster was headed south, stopping to eat every agave and mimic along the way.

Erick came back to himself. Teressa and Rats were looking at him, and at Poi. Poi’s eyes glowed blue as he stared off into the distance; he was probably [Scry]ing the monster, too.

Erick said, “It’s headed south, eating anything it can. The fish are gone.” He said, “New tactic. How about I [Teleport] next to it and throw down what I need to throw down, and then leave.”

Poi came back to himself, frowning. “A valid tactic. We might need to do that.”

Teressa said, “Those eyebeams are too much for me.” She spat out, “I’ve killed eyebeam wyrms before! But that one… It's too much for me. I can’t control that fight.” 

Poi looked at Erick, asking, “Is your mana full?”

“Close.”

Rats muttered, “I should have gone for Focus.”

Erick said, “I gave you that Focus ring.”

“And I’m wearing it.” Rats said, “I’m just muttering, anyway. Don’t mind me.”

The cold northern winds blew, as Erick waited for his mana to return. It didn’t take long. “Okay. I’m ready.” He said, “In. Drop some spells. Out.”

Poi said, “No. I changed my mind. We can’t risk—”

“You have that wrong.” Erick stared at Poi, and said, “I won’t risk you three.”

Erick briefly checked the target with [Scry], turning on his Handy Aura.

[Teleport].

Erick appeared in the sky far above the beast.

It instantly noticed Erick.

In a flash, Erick was surrounded by teeth and flesh—

In another, faster flash, Erick was OUT OF THERE HOLY FUCK. 

He landed next to Teressa, Poi, and Rats. They said nothing; they didn’t have to. Erick was breathing hard, holding himself upright, and those wet spots on his pants were not there before his brief experience being so close to such a horrific monster.

Erick turned to Poi, saying, “I am so sorry. I really should have listened to you. That was probably the stupidest thing I have ever done.”

Poi looked angry, happy, and terrified, all at once. He settled into a calm, slow nod, but said nothing.

Erick felt about the same way. He sat down. He [Cleanse]d himself. He popped out ten parakeets.

He said, “That wyrm is going d— down.”

It might have been a more powerful statement, had Erick not been so terrified his voice was cracking.

 

- - - -

 

Nine white parakeets flying in formation, each with a thousand arms of intent, descended from the sky around the yellow wyrm. The wyrm saw the birds and lunged, catching two in its maw; snapping and cracking its own bones, as it swallowed. Handy Arms ripped into the beast from the outside, but the outer shell of the monster didn’t seem to care. The arms were not strong enough to break or tear, and anything that did manage to come loose quickly regrew.

A billow of blue light flowed out from one of the birds; like an amoeba, the blue light attached to the yellow wyrm, flowing along its length. The wyrm writhed across the sands of the Crystal Forest, but kept chasing after the birds; it ate another one. The blue spell didn’t seem to slow it down at all.

A splash of thick air spilled out of one bird, crashing into the wyrm.

A dense keening filled the air, as liquid began to pour out from the monster; but the monster moved faster, and faster, snapping at one bird, then another, eating two in quick succession, flying— [Blink]ing away from the thick air, away from the blue air. The yellow, thousand-eyed wyrm vanished, and then it reappeared. 

Chomp! Chomp!

Two more birds, gone. 

A hailstorm of green bullets rained from the remaining two parakeets. 

A flash of yellow filled Erick’s [Scry] eye, and his last two parakeets were suddenly not there anymore.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself, cross legged on the sand; the last parakeet of the first ten sitting on his knee, soaking up mana for nine birds that were already gone. Erick sighed. 

Rats asked, “You didn’t kill it, did you?”

Erick shook his head. 

Teressa’s helmet was off. With a tiny frown, she looked concerned. 

Poi said, “That is an uncommon wyrm. You must kill it, any way you can.”

“Noted.” Erick said, “Give me a minute.”

 

- - - -

 

The sinuous form of the yellow wyrm writhed across the brown sands of the Crystal Forest, gobbling up anything it could reach. Crystal Mimics went screaming and crunching into its maw. True agaves vanished down its throat, tinkling like wind chimes before vanishing forever.

Nine white starlings darted from just above the ground. Half snaking left, half winding right. One staying right there, catching the eye of the monster as it erupted shot after shot of green, burrowing, slicing force. The wyrm crashed against the ground to chase the bird, who hovered just above the land, racing away, distracting the monster from the real danger:

Another bird, on the other side of the monster, glowed as a white sphere surrounded it, and thick air spilled up from the ground.

A different bird called to the sky, and the sky responded with dark clouds, threatening rain, thundering with power. 

A caw went up from the flock as lightning struck the yellow beast. Tiny green bolts sunk into its flesh from every direction. Red and white and brown and yellow liquids poured from every broken surface of the writhing, sparking monster. 

Yellow eyes began to glow, a thousand individual fires stoked from within. 



Bright beams flashed in every direction; a hellscape of Force knives. Four birds died, even with evasive maneuvers. The white orb was broken; the white orb transferred to another bird, still dodging yellow [Force Beam]s. The sky darkened further. Rain began to fall as lightning sung from the sky, tearing across the monster, again and again and again. 

Tiny green bolts splashed across the creature’s flesh, aiming for eyes, splattering them, Decaying the eyes and their sockets, preventing regrowth, preventing the beast's counterattacks. Every spot the green light touched, stopped automatically coming back together. A hundred eyes closed forever, and then the full thousand.

Blue light flowed through the rain, latching onto the yellow wyrm, freezing into its body. And then came another blue light, and another, alongside a constant barrage of tiny green lights. Frost formed as lighting tore into the creature, both spells worming inside the insane monster.

Only five birds were left, but they were enough. 

The lightning ceased as electrical charges faded, but the white-orb bird held strong, wrapping thick air into the creature, as blue lights were renewed. Fluids froze as they left the wyrm. And slowly, slowly, the wyrm stopped moving. The birds circled like vultures, renewing blue lights, ensuring the power of the Withering Slime remained upon the beast. 

When the beast finally slowed to nothing, all twitching gone, only then did the birds get closer. 

While the White Orb bird watched, and the blue lights maintained their fascination with the beast, a Handy Aura bird went to work with slicing [Force Beam]s. 

First, the wyrm was sliced in half. 

Both halves came back together, instantly.

The slicing bird went to the head and sliced that off, pulling away the whole half-rotted skull. The head did not struggle to reconnect to the body. The slicing bird went down the wyrm’s form, slicing chilled sections of meat away from the body and then ripping those sections away before they could reattach. 

One slice. Another slice. 

Ten slices. 

On the twelfth slice, there was a change. A brilliant orb of yellow light reflected the bird’s [Force Beam] right back at it, killing the bird instantly.

Another bird took over, more careful this time. 

Careful, careful, slice the orb away, but don’t strike it with the beam. 

The second Handy bird gave one more great pull, and the yellow orb came free from the wyrm’s frozen body.

The blue lights instantly shifted to the birds, freezing them out of the sky.

A hundred kilometers away, Erick cursed.

More birds eventually returned to the yellow wyrm, which was now fully falling apart, completely dead. One of the birds picked up the yellow orb, and with a blip of white, both it and the yellow orb disappeared.

 

- - - -

 

Erick blinked to return to his body. He was sweating and shaking. Poi was nearby, holding the rod of [Treat Wounds]. Erick waved Poi off; Erick felt drained, like doing a hundred math problems all at once. His mind had been stretched, and only now was he coming back together.

Teressa and Rats stood beside the yellow orb, ten feet away. The yellow wyrm’s yellow grand-rad was massive; at least a meter across, with countless rad-shards poking up from the whole thing, like some giant crystalline kidneystone. Rats poked it; the stone glittered. 

Teressa turned to see Erick, smiling as she asked, “Only the one?”

Erick looked over his notifications; he had missed them while [Scry]ing.

“I got a kill notification.”

“Then you killed it!” Teressa laughed, asking, “What’s your Participation?”

“Just… Give me a minute.” Erick breathed, still coming back to himself. “One sec.”

Erick again, looked at his notifications. There were only 8 mimics even with all that stray damage. The goldfish only gave a few thousand experience, at 95% Participation. The big winner here was clearly the wyrm. Erick had leveled, big time, over that monster. He was level 39; now he was much higher.
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“What if I said it was 95 percent?”

Teressa laughed.

Rats said, “I’d call you a damned liar.”

“I’d say you were marked by the gods,” Poi answered, finally giving Erick something to work with.

Erick quickly threw a hundred mana at the sky, asking, ‘Can I get a fake one of these Participation boxes, for like, 1%?’

His own laughter came back to him, along with the words, ‘This is not the intended use of this ability, but sure.’

Erick said, “1%”, as he showed his fake box to Teressa.

Teressa smiled, to say, “A journey of a thousand kilometers begins with a single step.”

“Unless you buy [Teleport],” Rats added.

"That's a terrible addition to a sacred saying, Rats," Teressa said.

Erick laughed.

Poi just looked at Erick, then nodded, ever so slightly.

“So we’re going to actually go kill a real wyrm, the good way, right?” Teressa said, “Because it’s utter shit that we ran into a [Force Beam] wyrm like that.”

Erick stood up from the sand, a little shaky. “We still have to inspect the rest of the body, right?”

Poi said, “Correct.”

Erick looked to the sky. “Gotta do this, too, though. I think I’m already late.” Erick popped out two parakeets and sent one [Teleport]ing back home. With four hops, and a final [Scry]-assisted placement, Erick started an [Exalted Storm Aura] far, far away. Valok was standing in the middle of the Temple, but at the appearance of the bird and the rain, he got angry for a minute, then visibly relieved. Erick came back to himself. “And now we go back to the dead wyrm.” He held out a hand.

He and Teressa [Teleport]ed to the battlefield; Poi took Rats.

 

- - - -

 

The smell was awful; Withering did not kill the wyrm, so there was no automatic [Cleanse]. Erick rectified that problem with several dozen [Cleanse]s, as the four of them got to work. Poi and Erick dug through the monster with [Telekinesis] and Handy Aura, slicing it up with [Force Beam]s as necessary, separating the body into pieces. 

All of them searched the slices with [Metalshape] and manually, pulling out coins, armor, and the reason that they were digging through the monster in the first place: guild badges. 

Over the course of two hours, seventeen Adventurer’s Guild badges came out of the monster, along with thousands of golds worth of gems, metal, and enchanted items. Erick was able to fix most of the small magical items with [Mend X], but rods and wands only flexed back to wholeness; they would need to be re-enchanted.

When all was said and done, Rats was wiped. Poi was frowning. Teressa was fully silent again, staring at the seventeen Guild badges, each representing a death.

Poi suggested, “Let’s go back to Spur. We can come back out another day and we have too much stuff to continue hunting. We have to turn in the badges, anyway.” He turned to Erick, “All this loot is yours, by kill rights. What would you like to do with it?”

Erick quickly said, “That’s not going to happen. This was a group effort and I only did 1% of the work. What would you normally do in this situation?”

Rats said, “The grand-rad is yours for sure. Get that thing in the bank where they can protect it. We can split the rest later.”

Teressa said, “We should donate the currency and items to The Fund, but Erick can have the grand-rad. I’ve only seen a few that size; they’re rare, even in wyrms.” She added, “I want to go home.”

Erick had heard about The Fund from Jane. Many adventurers and otherwise contributed to it; The Fund helped provide for the families of adventurers who died killing the monsters that threatened everyone.

Erick said, “That’s a great idea. Let’s donate the grand-rad, too.”

Rats said, “No way!”

As Teressa said, “That’s going too far.”

“You should keep it, sir,” said Poi.

Erick looked at the three of them. “I’ll think about it, I guess?”
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053 - Jane


                Jane stood atop the sands in the Crack, roughly at the midpoint between the Dead City and the Forest, looking at the flag at the beginning of the opening in the wall, and at the sky just beyond; the ridge of sloping sand blocked her view of the actual Forest. 

She was here on a mission, half volunteered, half by necessity, placed in this mid-ground spot by a compromise; she was where she needed to be. This was the way of things, when one was dealing with the Shades.

The Crack loomed above, a wide, hundred meter tall rent in the red-purple-smokey crystalline walls of the Dead City, while the sun beat down from high noon, scattering through the kendrithyst crystal all around Jane like she was at a rave party. A strong wind blew from inside the Dead City, through the Crack, causing the blue flag atop the pole at the entrance to flap wildly, spacking and cricking as it whipped in the air; the only real noise for kilometers around.

And right beside her, in the best possible central position inside the Crack, stood Fallopolis, an old Shade of unknown age, who looked, and even sometimes acted, like the kindly old grandma she resembled. Fallopolis stood in the middle of the Crack for the same reason as Jane. But as time ticked on, Fallopolis’s reason for being here had changed from at least one reason, to at least two. It was Fallopolis’s second mission that was starting to grate on Jane’s nerves.

Jane’s nerves were already very, very frayed; but she held it together. She could hold it together until she didn’t need to.

“YoOOu should invite your faAAther to visit when this Champion kerfuffle is oOOver.” Fallopolis said, adjusting her hair with one hand, while holding a kendrithyst crystal staff with the other and checking herself in its reflection. “This is your faAAther’s ploOOt, after all. I woOOuld congratulate him! With tea and caAAke! Once Planter is dead! Ah haAA!”

Fallopolis had said the same thing several different ways since they started their waiting game. Jane did not rise to the bait then; she would not rise to the bait now.

“Damn this hair.” Fallopolis picked at her wispy white hair, trying to get it to stay in place. “Ugh!” She pulled; her hair came out, her hair grew back. “Speak, child, or I will violate the agreement! I murder you, right now.”

Jane immediately said, “My father is an archmage, and none of your compatriots would allow such a thing to go unchallenged. In this current political climate, I cannot condone such an action.”

“Damn this hair!” Fallopolis let go of her staff. The crystal hung in the air where she placed it, as she used both her hands to pull at her unruly grey mop that supposedly passed for hair. She huffed. She dropped her arms to her side. She asked, “How would yoOOu curl your hair?”

“I would not.” Jane pointed to the clip around her held-back hair, saying, “I do this with [Conjure Armor].”

“Phhbt!” Fallopolis asked, “How would yooOOOu straighten it?”

“Between two hot pieces of metal.”

“An idea! I could try this.” Fallopolis hummed. “I shall not murder yoOOu today.”

Jane said nothing.

Fallopolis suddenly stood straighter. “SHE’S HERE!” The Shade demanded, “Tell me my hair looks good!”

Jane looked at Fallopolis, because to not look at her before she answered would be a grave mistake; emphasis on the grave. Jane pointedly did not look too far backward. She had already seen what the Shades had prepared to welcome the Champion and her party, and if Jane looked at it too much, she would lose her mettle. Fallopolis’ hair, though, Jane could look at that. The hair was a mess, as always, but it was an organized mess; part of her costume. 

Jane said, “Your hair looks good.”

Wild-eyed, Fallopolis demanded, “Tell me the truth!”

“Your hair looks like an organized mess.”

“PERFECT!” Fallopolis turned to shadow, to air, wisping away into the walls of the Crack. “Don’t tell them about me! I am making entrances!”

Jane did not ignore Fallopolis, not at all; to ignore her was to tempt fate. But she did pretend to ignore her, as the old Shade flitted through the crystal to lie in wait under the third most obvious natural shadow in the stone. Jane was pretending to ignore quite a lot, right now.

Jane stood taller, watching the ridge of the sands at the top of the Crack; waiting. 

A dog appeared over the edge of sand; brown and shaggy and obviously a summoned elemental of some kind. The dog looked at Jane. Jane waved, curt, once; just to acknowledge the dog’s presence. 

The dog spoke, “What the fuck are you?”

Jane answered, “Normal human; Jane Flatt. You probably met my father, Erick Flatt. I’m with the Army. Consider me a continuation of your quest.”

The dog looked up and behind Jane, then back to Jane. “What the fuck is going on here?”

“I will not repeat the speech I have been given to a dog. This is neutral territory, in as much as anywhere can be neutral inside A—” Jane cut herself off. She had almost called the city ‘Ar’Kendrithyst’ while the Shades were watching. That would have been a mistake. Jane continued, “Inside a great city such as this. I have been given a declaration to share with the Champion and her people.” She dutifully added, “And you will hear it, upon pain of the city opening, and every Shade adding itself to ‘Atunir’s little quest’. End quote.”

The shaggy dog said nothing.

Jane waited.

The shaggy dog asked, “Some binding terms from the Shades watching?”

“They will give none. You are entering their territory, and I am the one who got tagged to give this speech, so come on out, or go away. Those are the only options.”

Jane cringed, hoping that they would pick one of the given options, and not the obvious third—

“We could just kill you.” The dog said, “And every single Sha—”

A chorus of boos filled the Crack, like a stadium of angry voices, vibrating the sand into a mire. Jane did not sink into the sand, but the dog did. Some of the more notable objections included:

“You would kill your quest giver’s daughter!? Shame!”

“SHAME SHAME SHAME!”

“Kill the dog, kill the dog!”

Jane stood strong, but her bones felt like jelly. Damage ticked off, 10 here, 30 there. 500 points of her [Personal Ward] vanished in three seconds. 

The objections turned into a cheer, just as loud, just as damaging, when five people stepped into the entrance to the Crack. One of them was a brown-skinned woman, Jane’s own age, wearing yellow maybe-leather armor, the color of wheat. She was Yetta, obviously, according to the divine energy surrounding her, and the voice of Killzone speaking into Jane's mind. 

The feed of telepathic communication between her and the Command Center gave her lots of information every second; she was not in danger right now, but if anything changed… 

Behind Yetta came a dark-skinned man, wearing brown leathers and clutching two long daggers; Basil Bay, childhood friend to Yetta. A burly woman crested the sand ridge beside Basil, completely covered in grey plate armor a bit darker than Teressa’s grey magic; Dorthy Bay, also childhood friend to Yetta, sister to Basil. Dorthy was human, like all of them, but she was one of the largest humans Jane had ever seen. Next to that large woman was a skinny man, completely covered in black scale armor; that would be Allan Trow, mage of the Tower. And finally, came a pale blond man in white cloth, with gold accents; Prince Cyril Odaali.

The ‘audience’ ‘behind’ Jane went quiet.

Yetta walked forward. She stopped fifteen feet from Jane. “State your speech, then remove yourself from my sight.”

Jane did not hesitate, “Firstly: You will refrain from popping any [Scry] eyes. Every eye you pop, means someone dies. The City has prepared for you, Yetta, and this is one of the many new millstones you must carry on your journey though this dark place.”

Yetta went still. She nodded.

Jane said, “Secondly: 25 Shades have each prepared a dungeon for you. Every prepared dungeon contains a Door Guardian, a Mid Boss, a Final Encounter, and a Daydropper nest. For every dungeon you do not clear, you will find an appropriate encounter from that dungeon aiding in Planter’s defense. As a reward for clearing a dungeon, besides preventing a future threat, you will also be rescuing people from certain death. These are the same people who will die if you pop the [Scry] eyes.” Jane added, “You need to be aware, that the second you step into the Garden, then the people at the bottom of every dungeon that you have not cleared, will die. The Army believes that there are 350 people in total.

“These are the threats and the games that the Shades have prepared for you."

Yetta nodded, narrowing her eyes.

Jane continued, “The Army has declared the whole thing unfair, and in the course of the Shades' preparation for you, the Army has gained you several concessions.”

Yetta glared, her voice a heavy weight, “What have you bargained for in my name?”

Jane nodded. “The concessions are as follows, and no more: I am allowed to guide you, if you wish, and I will not be overly targeted by the Shades. 

“You have the option to send the Army into any dungeon you wish. You just need to kill the guardian protecting the front door, so that we might rescue these people in your place. Using your Divine Scan will reveal the general location of every prepared dungeon; they all have Daydroppers growing inside. 

“You have one week to complete as much as you are able, and then all semblance of this prepared order will be abandoned. Whatever you have not completed will happen as it is wont to happen.

“And lastly, if you abide by the spirit of this event, you might even get help from the Shades whose dungeons you clear, or who you please in some way. This is one such encounter, right now.” Jane turned, gesturing, and finally looking at the monster behind her. “Your first event is this Umbral Wyrm.”

Down where the sands of the Crack touched the red crystal road leading to Forward Base, twenty meters out, began the body of a black wyrm made of shadow and bone. Two hundred meters long and as wide as the highway itself, the sinuous creature wrapped around and through the kendrithyst crystal, its half-shadow body half inside the road and nearby towers, just as much as it was exposed. Shadow licked across the whole, completely silent monster. It had been staring at Jane since the moment she had begun waiting for Yetta to appear, but now, the dark monster was staring at Yetta. 

The Shades were controlling its insanity somehow, and none of the learned mages at the Command Center quite knew how. The veterans all suspected it was being controled through sheer telekinetic power.

And not to be undone by the horrible monster, countless black-rimmed white [Scry] eyes filled the air, everywhere; the Shades were watching.

And not to be undone by all of that: Fallopolis finally made her entrance. 

A grandmother’s voice echoed in the kendrithyst crystal all around the Crack, “HellooOOooOOooOO, new CHAMPION!”

Jane moved left, getting well out of the way. 

Cheers filled the air as Fallopolis strode out of the stone, from every direction all at once, shadow gathering like iron filings slamming into a magnet in the center of the Crack. She danced one foot out of her own shadow, kendrithyst staff swinging wide; a parade marcher’s baton. Shadows flashed, and she was wearing something like a tuxedo, but spikier. Spotlights came all around, lighting her up, casting shifting darkness and brilliant illumination throughout the red-purple-smokey crystals of the Crack. 

Fallopolis sang, “Greetings! ChoOOsen of AtuniiiIIIr!”

Boos filled the Crack, directed at Yetta.

Yetta and her people were prepared for a fight, but they did not move. They waited, just as silent as the umbral wyrm staring at them. They were talking to each other with [Telepathy], though, if the lines of intent around their heads were any indication of a truth.

Fallopolis gestured toward the umbral wyrm with her kendrithyst staff. “I’ll kill it for yoOOu, if one of you take Planter’s place, as the next Shade of the Gardens!”

The mage from the Tower, Allan, instantly said, “I accept!”

Fallopolis went still. 

Murmurs filled the air.

Fallopolis asked, “You accept?”

“Yes,” said Allan. “My conditions are that we kill all the daydroppers and Planter and the Kill and Exterminate Quest completes, and I get completion credit, along with the 10 points.”

Giggles filled the air, along with some grunts, some whispers, and some angry words.

Fallopolis said, “ThoOOse are caveats, if I’ve ever heard!” She turned to the watching [Scry] eyes, and the wyrm, putting on a show for them as well as for herself, “I accept!”

A violent air seized Reality around the wyrm. The umbral wyrm began to struggle as something invisible held it in place. Bolts and Beams and fire and light shot out from the monster in every direction as it realized it was under deadly attack, but all of the wyrms efforts were redirected back into the beast; a trick of Shade magic, or another application of some other unknown spell, Jane didn’t know; no one really did.

Fallopolis swung her arms wide, bringing to bear the full force of her awesome power. The wyrm was pulled from the highway, with the ease of pulling a loose thread from the hem of a shirt, and all the horror of pulling a heartworm from an artery. The monster split here and there. Blood poured. 

And Fallopollis pulled. 

She pulled the umbral wyrm apart in a cascade of gore and terror. Bones fit for a whale flung in every direction, driving into crystal towers and falling into the darkness of the city below. Blood and viscera flowed. Dark flesh smoldered here and there, surely full of shadow essences. The umbral wyrm was dead, in the single most entrancing and awful display of power Jane had ever witnessed. But the show was not over.

A brilliant white grand-rad, two meters across, hung in the air, gently floating toward Fallopolis. Loud boos rocked the air, fifty damage here, a hundred there, decrying killing for her own personal gain, but she didn’t care; Fallopolis merely welcoming the grand-rad to herself. As the white crystal touched her body, it cracked, breaking apart and coming back together, condensing into a brilliant star the size of a raindrop, to disappear into Fallopolis' chest.

The crowd was still booing.

“Shut thy mouths!” Fallopolis spoke, and the air died. [Scry] eyes were pushed back. Light and shadow played across the Crack as Fallopolis turned back to Yetta, then stared at the Tower mage. She pointed at the man. “You’re now bound, by ancient pact; we’ve all agreed, and now it’s fact.”

No one had a chance to move before a cold darkness flowed through the crystal of the Crack, stabbing into Allan, through the slits in his dark armor, into his fingers, seeping into his body. If he cried out in pain, Jane did not know; shadows clogged his throat. And then it was over. The man stood, he shook. He stilled. He breathed.

Allan sighed, and said, “A pact, then.”

Fallopolis laughed from every direction at once as her body shattered into shadows.

Jane stood to the side of the Crack. The road to Forward Base was empty, save for countless [Scry] eyes, watching, waiting for the Champion to begin her assault on the city. Where would Yetta go first? There were no wolves or giants prepared to strike; the only creature for kilometers had been the wyrm, and that threat was gone, now. The Dead City was dead silent.

Yetta and her people were silent, too. The Champion did not turn to scold the man in the dark armor; she hadn’t tried to stop him from bargaining with Fallopolis, either. She just regarded him, like blocks had fallen into place; like the most obvious thing in the world had happened.

Yetta turned to Jane. “What are you still doing here?”

“I’ve been appointed as your guide to the City. The Shades think it’s all rather hilarious; like you now have a double quest giver.” 

“I don’t accept you.” Yetta said, “Get out of my sight.”

Jane nodded. “Gladly. I will be leading the charge into whatever dungeons you decide to open for us, though, as well as retrieving any people you tag as ‘rescued’." She stressed, "You must actually tag them and say ‘rescued’, just so you know.”

Yetta’s face filled with righteous outrage. Jane couldn’t blame the Champion for her rage; Jane was angry, too. She just hid her anger, for now. 

Yetta stormed, “Is this all just some game to you! I need to save my homeland! But now I have to trudge through this shit! This amusement park that should have been blasted to dust centuries ago!” She yelled, “I don’t give a shit about any fucking adventurer who got themselves trapped in this Dead City, trying to steal from Shades! We have the rest of the world and my homeland to worry about!” She turned to her people. “We’re going straight to Planter.” She turned to Jane. “Away with you, shadeling.”

The old Jane would have tried to smack the shit out of anyone who insulted her like that; to call someone a ‘shadeling’ was like telling all the watching Shades that there was a new minion to be had. Jane was already on thin ice, in that department. Tania Webwalker still hadn’t accosted Jane, but Jane had seen more shadowspiders, staring at her from crevices and from around corners, than anyone else in the Army had seen in their entire careers. 

Today’s Jane just bowed, demure, saying, “Champion,” as she stood even further to the side of the Crack.

Yetta, Basil, Allan, and Cyril started down the sandy path into Ar’Kendrithyst, pretending to ignore Jane, but Jane was openly staring at each and every one of them. They were each poised for an attack from any direction. That was smart of them. Tendrils of thought connected them to each other. That was also smart. They were probably screaming at each other right now, if Basil’s twitching face and Yetta’s narrowed eyes were any indication. That was not smart. They needed to either control their expressions or wear complete helmets if they lacked such control; two of them were wearing full plate, the rest of them could, too. 

Allan, in his full black armor, walked tall; either thinking he could get out of a pact made with a Shade, or expecting to die well before completion.

… Or maybe he expected to extract help from the Shades, by giving them an obvious plaything. That was a valid angle, too. It was widely suspected that Bulgan did much the same thing, running the gamut of the Shade elites, extracting pacts, running the risk of becoming a shadeling well before he got enough of whatever-it-took to become a Shade. 

But if Allan expected Killzone, or even Jane, to allow another person to become a Shade, then Allan would be dead before he left back for Odaali.

Dorthy lingered on the path, coming even with Jane. 

Dorthy asked, “Maybe you can tell me how it’s possible for anyone to work alongside these monsters? That’s what I’d like to know.”

Jane said, “They have been rapidly preparing for Yetta’s arrival, ever since Planter put himself on the Kill and Exterminate Quest. In their original plan, we had no way to rescue the people they have captured. Now, we do.”

Dorthy paused. She asked, “What was their original plan?”

“The Shades’ original plan still involved the dungeons, but they were also going to throw their worst at you, right away, killing hostages every hour Planter remained alive.” Jane said, “We talked them down to what it is today, and to give you a week.”

Yetta yelled behind her, “I would have preferred the gauntlet!”

Jane almost argued that Yetta had no idea what the fuck she was talking about, but she kept her mouth shut.

Yetta stood where the red highway started, and the sands of the Crystal Forest ended. The entirety of Ar’Kendrithyst revealed itself to her, and she either paused to gauge the danger, or to stare at the beauty of all that crystal under the noon sun. Allan, Basil, and Cyril flanked her, having much the same unknowable reaction.

Dorthy walked down the sands to join them, saying, “I want a guide, and I want to save some of the people, Yetta.” 

Yetta said, “Every day we delay, more people die in Odaali.”

Dorthy said, “Then we conscript the people we save. They’re Ar’Kendrithyst adventurers; they have to be higher level than the people we have defending the front lines.”

The wind blew, while Yetta remained silent, thinking.

Yetta sighed, saying, “You have a point.” She looked back, frowning as she appraised Jane. “What level are you? What’s the most dangerous monster you’ve killed?”

Jane strolled down the sands, toward Yetta’s party, saying, “Level 49. Vampiric Kraken.”

Basil spat out, “On your own, nitwit!”

Jane repeated, “Vampiric Kraken.”

Basil laughed. Black-armored Allan turned to regard Jane through his thin-slitted face-plate.

Yetta asked, “[Shadowalk]?”

“Yes. Like I said, I won’t be under your power, and you’re not expected to defend me.”

“Good.” Yetta said, “I accept your offer as a guide. I will not be defending you; you are not part of my party. If we are in danger, you are expected to run.” She declared, “We will be saving the people on the way to Planter, and that is all.”

Jane asked, “Could you perhaps just kill all of the Door Guardians? The Army would like to save the hostages, even if you cannot.”

Dorthy said, “We could do that, Yetta.”

Yetta frowned. “Fine.” She turned back to the city. The thin pulse of her Divine Scan blasted out from her in a sphere of thick air. A second passed. She pointed down into the depths of the city, into the darkness to the right of the red highway. “First stop is down there.”

Everyone else gazed into the dark depths of the city, but Jane did not have to; she had been running all across this city for the last month. She knew what Yetta’s Divine Scan had revealed.

Jane declared, “That would be Fallopolis’ dungeon. Expect wolves and some tips for adventuring in the city. She doesn’t like to kill people unless they piss her off; she might even have tea and cakes set out for you—” Jane smiled, adding, “Because Allan here just betrayed the rest of the world.”

Black-armored Allan flinched, but he otherwise ignored Jane. A dark [Scry] eye floated down from him into the depths. 

Yetta glared at Jane. “How much information are the Shades feeding you?”

“None.” Jane said, “Killzone is quite talkative, though.”

In truth, Killzone was only one of five voices feeding Jane tactical information, but he was mostly quiet after the initial confrontation was over; he only spoke when absolutely necessary. But Yetta, and more importantly, all the [Scry] eyes watching, did not need to know that.

Tactical lies were necessary. Guiding Yetta through the Dead City was only one small part of the massive machinery that the Army had organized for today.

 

- - - -

 

In the middle reaches, down a wide staircase carved into the kendrithyst, where sunlight stayed above and the crystal was black as night, laid the entrance to Fallopolis’ dungeon. The walk down here was easy; lightorbs had been strung the whole way and all the monsters native to this part of the city had either been banished or eaten. 

It was also rather illuminated, down here, because the entire path to Fallopolis’ dungeon had been littered with lightwards that spelled out hints for tackling the Dead City. Watch your back. Watch the crystal. Don’t make noise. Don’t anger the Shades. Be proud, but not too proud. Be angry, but not stupid. The sorts of helpful knowledge that anyone should know, but not everyone cared to believe. 

The fact that a Shade put those tips into the air, though, would drive people to ignore such normal caution, which, Jane reflected, was probably part of the reason for putting those tips into the air at all.

The dungeon entrance itself was at the end of a black bridge, where crystalline doors had been ripped out of a solidly dark kendrithyst tower; the dungeon was open, but the lightorbs and lightsigns that had littered the way here, were not present inside of the dark tower. Shadows loomed inside. Someone was crying in there, but a slap shut them up.

A musical note escaped, but another slap, harder this time, quieted further noise.

Everyone noticed the inconsistencies, but what they mostly noticed was the object sitting in front of the dungeon. 

A two-meter tall meat cake rested in front of the dungeon’s entrance, atop the black crystal road. The cake was two layers of meat and fur with white bone protruding here and there. The very dead monster had obviously not been a meat cake until maybe ten minutes ago. Parts of it were falling off of the whole, while Jane watched from her place at the back of Yetta’s party.

“What the FUCK is that supposed to be!” Basil yelled, holding knives in his hands, ready for almost anything, but he was clearly not ready for a meat cake. “Hell!”

Yetta asked, “Jane?”

Jane said, “75% chance the cake is really dead. I think Fallopolis has made a welcome out of a test."

“HelloOOoOO!” A dark, grandmotherly voice called out from the shadows, “WelcoOOme to my dungeoOOn!” Fallopolis made her appearance, slinking out from darkness behind the meat cake. “I have put on teEEa, for theEE, and a little shoOOw!” 

She clapped.

The middle reaches for kilometers around flashed to light, and life. Pastel illusions of fluffy monsters bounded and played through the air. Pink shadowolves with overlong fangs clipped at each other, while purple shadowcats tore them apart with too-long tentacle-tails. It was a mockery of life and death, where nothing really died; the monsters just split into smaller monsters, who went careening around the middle reaches, playing and eating each other.

If Jane hadn't seen what Fallopolis had done to the umbral wyrm, this light show would have been an immaculate display of power and ability.

Behind Fallopolis, in the first room of her dungeon, light appeared, illuminating seven naked, bloody people, each with a musical instrument grafted in the place of their hands, or their mouth, or in place of arms or legs. Jane winced as they played completely out of tune; they were trying. Jane would make sure they got proper treatment as soon as Fallopolis finished whatever it was she was doing.

Yetta’s party rearranged, silently, tendrils of thought connecting all of them together.

Jane’s own tactical helpers back at the Command Center were silent; waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Only 4 seconds had passed since Fallopolis turned on the lights.

Yetta called out, “Release the hostages.”

Fallopolis ignored her, turning to Allan, saying, “Have teEEa with meEE, my little shadeliIIng.” 

She gestured, and a grand set of tables and chairs and porcelain cups appeared atop the black crystal highway. Doilies and draperies covered the surface; a pile of cloth. A long-limbed shadeling servant appeared like a mockery of a butler, with a full bedsheet draped over one arm as he held a canteen of steaming water in the other.

All the while, horrible ‘music’ filled the air, as bloody, naked people, struggled to appease their jailer. 

Allan said, “I have prior engagements; I cannot sup with yo—”

“He would love to!” Jane interrupted, “As soon as this dungeon is actually cleared and the people have been rescued. Things must be done in the proper order.”

Allan was probably glaring at Jane; she couldn’t tell through his facial armor. He stated, “I will not sup with a Shade.”

Fallopolis watched Jane’s interruption, obviously hopeful, but at Allan’s refusal, she announced, “Kill the hostages!”

Two shadelings appeared by the frantically playing hostages. ‘Musical’ notes turned worse, sounding like screaming children, as long dark arms sharpened into blades—

Jane said, “I won’t tell my father to come for tea if this is how you behave, Fallopolis. Allan obviously has prior engagements, but his spirit has been willing, so far.”

Fallopolis held her hand up; the bladed shadelings stilled. Discordant notes still filled the air, as people hyperventilated, or panicked; so very close to death. Fallopolis frowned.

“Release the hostages!” Fallopolis stared at Jane. “Take them and go. You have helped enough for one hour, Jane Flatt.” She frowned. “You speak so nicely, but try to keep that tongue from wagging too far out of your mouth. Someone might want to rip it out.”

Jane bowed, then stood straight as she walked across the dark highway, past a bewildered Yetta and Basil, past a relieved Dorthy, though it was hard to tell through her grey armor. Jane only guessed she was relieved because her stance was a little more solid; more focused on Fallopolis, and less on the hostages. Allan remained silent, though all five of them had tendrils of thought connecting them to each other. 

Jane strode past Fallopolis’s tea set, past the Shade herself. She walked through the blood dripping out of the meat cake, purposefully striking a strong walk. She stepped into the dungeon. Fallopolis’s shadelings parted as Jane neared, melting back into the shadows to the sides of the stage supporting the seven hostages. As Jane neared the hostages, a wave of rancid smells assaulted her nose. 

Jane would need to remind Yetta to not [Cleanse] near hostages. The Shades liked to grow cancers into important body parts; a [Cleanse] could kill someone if they didn’t immediately get a [Greater Treat Wounds]. These hostages here were certainly full of cancers, now that Jane was close enough to see them in all their horror. Wind instruments had been sewn directly into their faces. Alien biology had grafted drums onto their legs, and their stomachs. Arms had been turned into bones and strings. They did not look to be in as much pain as they should have been, but that was likely because they had organs grown into them that produced morphine, or something similar. A [Cleanse] would remove such organs, and likely kill them out of shock. 

They stared at Jane like she was a savior.

Jane said, “I’m going to [Polymorph] into a shadowspider, with eight legs to teleport you all out of here, all at once. You’ve all been very strong to survive this long. Don’t panic; not now.”

Two of them started panicking, but they were adventurers cleared for Ar’Kendrithyst and they were probably drugged half out of their minds; they controlled their panic. Hopefully their torture had only been for the last few days. As they calmed, Jane nodded, dissolving her [Conjure Armor] clothing with a thought as she [Polymorph]ed into a shadowspider. The two panicked again, sending harsh notes scattering through the air, but they breathed strong, controlling themselves, their horrific musics tempering to something quieter. 

Jane spoke with gravel in her voice. “We’ll be out of here, soon,” as she moved onto the tortured orchestra, carefully positioning one leg each, next to what remained of the hands of each person, saying, “It’s okay. It’s okay. Just relax. Grab my legs, just like that, yes. Prepare to accept the [Teleport]. We’re getting out of here. Don’t cry yet, we’re almost done. Hold it together.”

And then, with seven hands each grabbing a leg, Jane yelled out, “Please allow us to go, Fallopolis.”

Fallopolis had been talking with Yetta’s people, but at Jane’s voice, she turned, and said, “You look so much better as a spider, Jane. You should just stay like that.” She lifted her hand, and the tiny itch that Jane recognized as a [Teleport Lock], vanished. “See you lat—”

Blip!

Jane, and seven horrifically mutated hostages, fell into a prepared room of the Interfaith Church, back in Spur.

She [Polymorph]ed back to her original body, conjuring armor around her self as she cut all telepathic conversation, as others took over the tragedy she had dumped in their waiting room. Dozens of nurses, and priests, and a few doctors, swarmed the flailing, crying, mutated people, and that was it; Jane was done, for now. 

They asked a few questions and Jane answered, and when they were done with her, Jane rushed out of there, careening down a stone corridor, into the break room beside the command center. Tears were already streaming down her face, anger ripping at her heart. She grabbed a pillow from the couch and crushed her face into the softness, just so she could scream out the pain of being forced to treat with Shades, and maybe the pain would go away. She wanted to break the world; she wanted to kill every single monster. 

Jane breathed hard, harder. She was hyperventilating, and she knew she was. Breathing into her pillow helped, so she breathed into fabric. Eventually, she calmed enough for the tears to come. When those dried up, and her mana was above a thousand, she got up.

She prepared herself to see many, many more sights like what she had just witnessed, before the day was done.

She [Cleanse]d herself. She redid her [Conjure Armor] into battle-ready perfection. The break room had been outfitted with tea and desserts and mana potions, but if she wanted actual food, she would have to have someone order it for her; she was busy. She couldn’t wait for real food, anyway. Jane stuffed her face with a stuffed donut, eating her feelings. She downed a mana potion, multiplying her mana regeneration by a significant amount for a short while. Then she made herself some tea. 

She rested for five minutes, sipping tea, recovering mana, eating another donut. Then she left the breakroom and turned right, heading to the Command Center.

The Command Center was one stone archway down the grey stone hallway. Voices trickled out of the room beyond that archway; people talking to each other about what they were seeing, and assigning resources where they needed to go. Jane entered the room.

A dozen large panes of magic, some specialized form of [Scry], showed off Yetta’s party from multiple angles, while a map of Ar’Kendrithyst in the back of the room showed Yetta’s position inside the city. Yetta had moved on from Fallopolis. They were walking across the broken bridges of the middle layer, headed toward the next nearest Daydropper, which was actually away from the Garden; away from Planter.

Below all those [Scry] panels and maps, were people, all around the room; soldiers and tacticians, mages and warriors. The room should have been loud, but it was not; all the major tactical information was flowing through telepathic channels, with only larger, overview-centric information being relayed through voice. The people in this room were organizing the rest of the Army, and even some forces from Frontier and Kal’Duresh. Almost everyone outside of this room was still on standby, though; waiting for the signal to dive into a dungeon, to rescue whoever they could.

Jane listened for a moment. According to the conversation floating through the room, Yetta was planning on killing the door guardians. That was good. Jane had said there were 350 missing people, but the tacticians put the real number at a thousand, or more. The Army only expected to rescue 350 people, and that was the highest estimate. The actual number floating around was 'maybe a hundred.'

Taking it all in, and then judging it, Jane felt like the Command Center was just a larger version of Forward Base’s daily operations. 

Killzone, like usual, stood in the back, a black wrought in the shape of an orcol, always holding multiple telepathic conversations at once, but not enough to actually hamper the man’s ability to be present in the situation. He had seen Jane, and was walking toward her. 

He spoke softly, “Good job. It’s only been 30 minutes; if you go back in then you will face repercussions from Fallopolis.”

“Send me somewhere else before I go back to Yetta's party.”

Killzone smiled wide, as his telepathic connections changed. ‘Telepathic connections reestablished.’ 

A flood of voices narrowed to three inside Jane’s head, apprising her of the situation inside Ar’Kendrithyst. Yetta’s team just cleared the entrance guardian for dungeon #2. They were currently headed toward the next nearest dungeon, still headed away from Planter. Door Guardian #2 had been a trio of Primal Shadowolves; instantly dispatched by Allan’s magic, some sort of [Force Beam Disc]. The Champion and her team did not linger at all.

Killzone asked, “Do you need any mana potions?”

“Already taken, and already full.” Jane asked, “Do I need to be worried about Allan? Does he know that he’s under the Curse of the Shadeling, now?”

“We think he knows.” Killzone said, “Archmage Quel of the Tower isn’t talking. We'll let you know if this changes.”

Jane waited for orders.

Killzone nodded, then paused, then said, “Yetta’s people are not accepting telepathic communication, so you’re going to have to appear to them, after you go and help the team entering dungeon #2. You’ve got thirty minutes to kill, and a lot of monsters besides.”

“Yes, sir.” 

Killzone sent her an image. “That’s your destination; the team is already on site. [Teleport Lock] is negative. Go.” 

The large wrought was already talking to someone else as Jane nodded, accepting her mission. 

She blipped away— 

—directly into a firefight.

 

- - - -

 

Glowing sea foam green Bolt Shrooms crowded the entrance and tunnel of Dungeon #2, like villi inside intestines; they were not there four seconds ago, in the image Killzone had sent Jane. These sprouted, all at once, dense inside the dungeon, but even outside, on the crystalline surfaces all around this part of the middle reaches. 

Green Decay [Force Bolts] fired from each one, aiming at Jane, and the four people tagged for this dungeon. But Kiri had thrown up a [Force Wall] in all directions just as fast as the Bolt Shrooms appeared, blocking the bolts before they could reach. 

Jane only recognized Kiri; she didn’t know the other three people. Orangescale, human, and bluescale; those designations would have to do.

Only three seconds had passed since Jane [Teleported] in. 

Kiri’s [Force Wall] was holding, easily, in fact. The air was filled with ten thousand Decay [Force Bolts], but they were like rain, and Kiri was a mountain.

Jane asked, “Why haven’t you cleared them, yet, Kiri?”

Only three seconds had passed; of course Kiri hadn’t cleared them. Jane just liked to give her a hard time.

Kiri frowned at Jane as she stuck her hand through an opening in the [Force Wall]. Flames flew, coating the kendrithyst, instantly popping one tiny shroom as the fire flowed across hundreds, each of them exploding in turn, spreading the blaze even further. Kiri moved to another hole in the [Force Wall]. More fire blasted out of Kiri’s hand, impacting large groves of the shrooms, clearing almost all of the immediate danger. The tunnel into the dungeon was still full of Bolt Shrooms, but Kiri knew not to risk throwing fire into there.

Kiri said, “Do your thing inside that tunnel. I won’t risk the hostages.”

Jane smiled, then ‘did her thing’. She conjured a shield, see through blue, and a sword, super thin, yet super strong; almost invisible. She had long ago learned something very miraculous about [Conjure Weapon]; it wasn’t a revelation, really, or even unique, but it was exactly the sort of realization that elevated Jane’s [Conjure Armor] into something stronger than plate. Everyone made weapons that were normal, weighty things, meant to toss monsters away just as much as they were meant to injure, but Force was stronger than any natural material. Force could make a super thin blade, able to cleave through even the toughest monster’s bones. Jane just had to move fast enough to get away from the severed body parts; momentum was still a deadly event.

Jane had learned a lot more than that, though.

A month ago, she would have relied on [Ultrasight] and [Perfect Hearing] to scout her surroundings, to see what was inside the tunnel before she leapt. But then she bought [Scent Tracker], to try and combine them all into [Tracker’s Instincts], which she heard from the veterans was so much better than the individual parts. When all of her combinations got her shit like [Heightened Senses], she just straight up bought [Tracker’s Instincts]. And then she bought the combination of [Swift Movement] and [Silent Movement]; [Lightfoot]. 

The combination of all of that, [Hunter’s Instincts], was an easy buy; a failed tier 3 spell took a week of recovery to try again. Jane didn’t have that much time to waste on failure. With a bit of experimenting and playing around with [Hunter’s Instincts], Jane bought Precision, too; the Strength-centric version of Clarity. Applying Favored Ability to [Hunter's Instincts] was a no-brainer.
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Turning on [Hunter’s Instincts] was like making the entire world make sense. She could see the ways monsters moved before they moved. She could feel the wind and understand there were monsters waiting around the corner. She could touch the stone and know every ambush lying in wait.

The effect was multiplied by ten when she was a spider. But she wasn’t a spider right now; she didn’t need it, because she saw everything inside that tunnel, and she knew she could handle it.

A blip of blue, and Jane stood in the throat of the dungeon. She activated two auras at once. Blue fire crashed out of her body, filling the tunnel, at the same time her [Cleanse Aura] kept the air clear of all toxins and smoke; the fresh oxygen of the transformative [Cleanse Aura] even ramped the fires of [Flaming Shrapnel Aura] up to eleven, while it kept the air easy to breathe. Hundreds of Bolt Shrooms had zero time to react to the new stimulus before they turned to ash, and that ash swept away on thick air. 

Hidden snakes, hissing and fast, jumped out from the dying grove of Bolt Shrooms. Two were sliced apart instantly, as Jane’s [Hunter’s Instincts] revealed them well before they leapt. She gracefully slipped around another two, slicing them apart like one would draw a line through the air with a laser, holding her thin sword at exactly the right angle for maximum severance. 

In moments, the tunnel was completely clear of threats, as debris and death turned into thick air. But beyond that tunnel, there was a very large threat, and because of the Bolt Shrooms and the vipers, Jane knew who this dungeon belonged to.

Jane cut her auras and stepped back from the tunnel.

A voice echoed in the hallway, “I demand you become a spider for the rest of this. They’re much prettier than you stupid bipeds.”

The voice belonged to Treant. He was likely some biped in the distant past, but he had transformed himself into a tree sometime far in the past, too. 

Jane bowed to the darkness down the tunnel, and said, “Of course, Treant.” 

She discarded her weapons and her armor with a thought, then became a spider. She remade her armor even before the blue mist in the air from her previous armor had had time to vanish back into the ambient mana.

“You’re so pretty like that.” Treant said, “This is enough, and I’m bored of your incursion. I’m sending up the hostages now. Be sure to taunt Yetta that she should have come down here herself. I was prepared to greatly help her kill Planter.” Treant shouted, “That man would better serve the world as a compost pile! Cultivating Daydroppers! The nerve. The squirrels and the birds and the toads are perfectly acceptable meat sacks!”

Command Center whispered in Jane's mind that the Daydroppers in Fallopolis' and Treant's dungeons were now gone.

Spider-Jane lifted up on her eight legs, playing to her strengths when it came to Treant, displaying her eight-legged body, and took a bow, saying, “I will tell them this, if you agree to give Yetta some true assistance in killing Planter. Perhaps some lesser boon?”

“… Sure.”

Jane hated to bargain for such a thing; Treant’s gifts were horrific things, but there’s no way that Treant wouldn’t interfere in the fight with Planter anyway. Her words had been personally chosen by Killzone, though, so maybe they were the right words.

Jane watched the tunnel ahead of her, with all eight of her eyes. The darkness was non-existent to her in this form, so she saw the unfortunate hostages well before they entered the light. They were corded through with fungi and dripping poison. They shambled. They made no noise. 

The hostages were all dead. 

The fungi inside of them was controlling their bodies; there was no magic where their brains were, like there was in any living person. Knowing this trap before she sprung it on the people back at the Command Center was one of the many reasons Jane had this job. 

But she betrayed nothing of this knowledge, either through her words or her posture. As the hostages silently took their positions around Jane, each of the five taking hold of a leg, Jane pretended, “Don’t worry. You’re safe now. Here we go.”

She teleported the hostages into a clean room, nowhere near the Command Center, then teleported herself to another clean room, where she dismissed her armor and [Polymorph]ed into a flame slime.

Jane was fire and air, flickering and insubstantial, barely able to see her surroundings with a slime's primitive Mana Sight. With [Ultrasight], though, she was able to turn an impression of the world into something workable; she was in an insulated, stone room. Liquid had gotten this slime for Jane a week ago, in preparation for what she was doing right now: when dealing with Shades like Treant and Planter, it was necessary for Jane to be able to immolate herself, ridding her body of all the spores and parasites and other living things some Shades liked to inflict upon others, like the ones that had transformed Treant’s hostages into hosts. 

Eating the slime’s core was not pleasant; it was on fire. But Jane had healers nearby for the experience, and she gained the first step on a long, long road to [Fire Body].
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After getting the flame slime, and seeing the road to [Fire Body] lying ahead of her, Jane ramped up her acquisition of Shadow Essences for [Shadowalk]. She was still a few hundred short of that goal, but Jane was nothing if not persistent. 

It took her days of uncomfortable, persistent eating, but two days ago, weeks after joining the Army, Jane finally finished consuming all the Shadow essences needed for [Shadowblend] to transform into [Shadowalk]. If she ever slurped the insides out of a shadowolf ever again, it would only be for pure survival purposes. 
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You are the night. 








 

In the clean room, Jane turned on [Flaming Shrapnel Aura], burning everything around her, as she burned in her flame slime body; the room had been built expecting this kind of abuse. Jane felt the parasites inside of her ignite, as they whined, as they popped and flickered to ash, as they leapt from her slime into the rest of the room. That would not do. She turned on [Cleanse Aura] and the flames around her burned blue; twice as strong as before. Jane waited. When she was sure she was clean and the people watching gave her an 'all clear', she turned off her flame aura, leaving [Cleanse Aura] active for just a bit longer. She plopped and rolled down the room. Someone opened a wall, and she slipped through. The wall closed behind her. 

She waited.

“All clear,” came a voice, like hearing someone underwater.

Jane [Polymorph]ed back into a person, conjuring her woven armor back onto her body, clipping her hair back up behind her head. She was standing in a room with a doctor and a priest, both of them behind a [Temperature Ward].

The doctor, wearing the white vest of his office, said, “None of the rescues were salvageable, but private Kiri and her people came back clean. You’re clean too, according to our scans.”

The priest, wearing the white robe of her office, said, “We’re not sure if the Champion and her people are in danger; the Bolt Shrooms didn’t appear until after they killed the Door Guardian. You will need to warn them.”

Jane nodded, saying, “Thank you for your hard work.”

Jane went back to the break room. She grabbed another mana potion and downed it, along with another two donuts. She needed one more level; she needed Polymage. If she had that, she would be able to use all of her monster abilities in all of her forms. That meant the [Eyes of Magic] of the shadowspider would always be available, at all times. But that was a mission for another day. 

She refocused on the current mission.

And then she went to the Command Center.

When Jane rounded the corner, Liquid intercepted her with a little bag. 

The grey metal dragonkin wrought said, “Take some of your father’s rings. The Champion ran into a cursed dungeon. Animated objects. They already burned through their first sets of rings. Since the three people we know who have [Fire Body] are not available, there will be no rescue on dungeon #4.”

Jane took the bag, slipping it into a pocket of her [Conjure Armor]. Liquid sent Jane an image of Yetta’s current location on a black bridge, and then sent another image several hundred meters away; Jane’s [Teleport] target.

Liquid said, “Go.”

Jane went.

 

- - - -

 

A blip of blue put Jane on a ragged, broken facet of a dark tower, in the lower middle reaches of Ar’Kendrithyst. A foot slipped, dislodging stone, but she quickly regained stability. Shards of kendrithyst crystal still clipped down the side of the tower, setting off a ringing, tinkling echo into the shadowy darkness all around. 

Jane went still, waiting for the darkness to make a move.

The darkness seemed somewhat shy.

Jane almost became a spider, just so she could get a better look at her surroundings, but she was running [Hunter’s Instincts] right now, and that, alongside her own developing instincts, told her that becoming a spider right now would be a very bad idea. Yetta and her people were nearby, and they shunned all communication with anyone outside of their own party; if they saw a spider hanging around, for any reason at all, they would try to murder it with everything they had. Jane would have to do this as a human.

Jane decided: in for a penny, in for a pound. 

She threw a bright [Special Ward], a twenty meter long fluorescent bulb turned up to spotlight bright white levels, down into the canyon of the middle reaches. She [Shadowalk]ed into the stone at her back, well before the fireworks could begin. 

And begin they did. 

Shadelings waited in ambush. They lifted out of the kendrithyst like bobbit worms sticking up from the sea floor, all around, on every tower, atop every bridge. Red fire and blue lightning crashed into where Jane had been standing, but she was already moving, [Shadowalk]ing, keeping to the very top surface layer of the kendrithyst tower, flowing down, from one bridge to the next. She reached the first set of three shadelings and conjured her sword to slash through all three skulls. Jane moved like a dancing assassin. 

The shadelings were mindless; they had accepted someone’s command to kill whoever entered this territory, and Jane qualified. She chopped heads off of shoulders, dodging deadly magic, flowing into the dark crystal at her feet as needed, in and out again, [Shadowalk]ing from one side of the canyon to the other. Taking heads and leaving the bodies behind, [Hunter’s Instincts] guiding Jane’s actions. Sword and intent and every instinct Jane had, began to flow together, playing a song of surgical destruction alongside the thrumming beat of her heart.

In two minutes, the ambush was cleared; that’s when another ambush came.

A buzzsaw of Force crashed through where Jane was going to be, if she had not noticed the attack, if three of her handlers had not reinforced what she was sensing, four seconds before it happened.

Jane, for her part, merely let the buzzsaw pass by, then she flowed into the crystal at her feet and backed up, as a second Force buzzsaw, invisible this time and unnoticed by her handlers, zipped through where she had been standing. The invisible buzzsaw clipped through the crystal, her handlers going silent for a brief moment, then profusely sorry for having missed the invisible spell. Jane sent back feelings of brushing it all off; she was much too focused on her surroundings to take or give offense at a missed attack. Dodging and weaving and living on the battlefield was why she was out here, anyway. It was her job to see what other people could not.

Jane lifted from the dark bridge, like some magnanimous princess shedding robes made of shadow.

Yetta, Allan, Cyril, Basil, and Dorthy, were a hundred meters down the dark bridge. 

Jane’s massive tube light illuminated every dark and shadowy thing for kilometers, like someone had brought the sun down into the lower layers of the Dead City, revealing that the crystals down here were full of ever-twisting darkness.

Yetta and her group walked toward Jane, as Yetta said, “Welcome back.”

Jane bowed, quick and done. “Thank you for clearing the Door Guardians. I’m being told that nineteen people have been rescued, so far.”

Basil demanded, “How the fuck did you manage to get a shadowspider! I’ve been looking for one this entire time!”

“A lot of luck. A lot of help. A bit of skill.” Jane asked, “Would you prefer I guide you as a spider?”

Yetta shook her head. “Then they’d send spiders after us, and we wouldn’t know which you were.”

“Well then she has to guide us as a spider, Yetta! I want one.” Basil turned to Jane. “Spider form, yes.”

Jane looked to Yetta. Their whole group stopped ten meters away from Jane. Jane was comfortable in all of her forms, but being a spider down here was a really, really good idea, if Allan could lay off of trying to murder her.

Yetta frowned, then said, “Spider form, then.”

“Yess!” Basil laughed. “I’m gonna get me one of those fuckers!”

“As you wish.” Jane nodded, saying, “And— One of the shadelings dropped these.” 

Jane pulled out the ring pouch Liquid had given her. She lobbed it, underhanded, toward Yetta’s group. The ring pouch caught in midair, slowly descending toward Allan. He telekinetically opened the pouch when it came close enough. Several silver-diamond rings floated into the air.

Small laughter echoed through the otherwise silent city, originating from several of the dozens of [Scry] orbs hanging around Yetta. Smaller voices spoke of quest givers giving help in the middle of the quest. Some complained of too much help, too soon. Most of them were silent; watching.

Allan and Dorthy each took a ring. When they put them on, Jane saw the diamond rings smoke and sizzle, along with a bracelet wrapped around Dorthy’s left gauntlet, and a belt wrapped around Allan’s right leg. The belt and the bracelet turned to ash, while the silver diamond rings held steady.

Dorthy said, “Most appreciated.”

Jane nodded as she ditched her armor, [Polymorph]ed into her spider form, and coalesced her blue armor again, practically all at once. 

Several shady voices gave small approvals.

Basil said, "Don't shoot the spider with the armor! That's easy enough to do." Basil nudged Allan. "Right, Allan?"

Allan said nothing.

Yetta nodded, then pointed down to a lower layer, practically in the Underworld. “The next one is there.”

To Jane’s [Eyes of Magic], the glow of the Dead City around her was like looking at a parade of lights, but down there, in the deep, actual darkness, there was no light. Jane knew who made the next dungeon, and she was worried.

She attempted to telepathically link to Yetta, but was rebuffed for a hundred damage. 

Yetta glared at Jane.

Jane chose her next words carefully. “That dungeon number 2? That one was created by Treant, and though he left you with gifts, he would have given you a lot more if you had cleared his dungeon.”

Yetta threw a telepathic connection at Jane. ‘What the fuck does that mean?’

Jane sent all the most pertinent information as quickly as she could, ‘I said that to fulfill a promise to the Shade known as Treant to tell you about missing out on loot. You need to check yourselves for parasites. Treant is going to help kill Planter and you might not like his help. And the next dungeon is made of antirh—’

The crystal all around Jane and Yetta, vibrated. Damage ticked as Shades began to boo.

“We want banter!” “Too much [Telepathy]!” “Spider’s good, tho.”

Jane cut her connection with Yetta, saying, “Gotta give the audience what they want.” She pointed toward the next dungeon with one long, spidery leg, saying, “That’s going to be a dark time.”

“I love these little clues,” whispered a Shade.

Another Shade whispered, "She's quite good at this."

Yetta said, “Lead the way, then, guide,” as she sent some messages around her team.

Allan and Cyril began casting some sort of healing magics, and a few ‘tsk!’s echoed from a few [Scry] eyes.

Jane grabbed the edge of the dark bridge and set down thread, before she slipped off of the crystal highway, falling down into the illuminated depths, headed toward the darkness. When she touched the bridge below, she anchored her thread and moved aside. Dorthy came smashing down, one hand on the thread, two feet crashing into the bridge, giggling the whole way.

“This is better.” Dorthy looked up to see Allan and the other three descending on a [Force Platform]. Dorthy turned to Jane, saying, “Traveling like that makes me sick.”

Jane normally wouldn’t have noticed, but with eight eyes and [Hunter’s Instincts], she saw through the slits of Dorthy’s armor. Dorthy had winked at her. 

Dorthy was playing the game, and she might have always been playing; misdirecting the Shades as much as she could. Maybe they all were? Well... Of course they were? Jane wasn’t so sure.

Jane would have smiled, but with the fangs that was a bit tough, so she just nodded her whole three-meter body, and began to lead the way, down the dark bridges of Ar’Kendrithyst, under the watchful eyes of every single Shade of the Dead city, further and further down, to where the lights of the Dead City died.

Hopefully, the Army’s part in all this was going as well as Jane’s.

By the time this was over, the Army would have a good lead on Bulgan, more information on every Shade, and at least one enemy of Spur would be dead; Planter had overstepped himself in the eyes of his people. Even if Yetta failed, if she only managed to weaken Planter, the other Shades would rush to kill him, hoping to qualify for the 10 ability points reward of the Kill and Exterminate Quest.

That was the rumor, anyway. 

Now… If it were possible for Shades to complete that Quest? Jane had no idea.

Killzone and Silverite seemed to think they could.

 

- - - -

 

As Jane walked down a broken crystal bridge and touched down onto dirt of the Underworld, where parts of the city were completely dark and there was no crystal, she wondered if her father had left for his wyrm hunt, yet.

A quick check in with Command informed Jane that, yes, Erick, Poi, Rats, and Teressa, had all left for the extreme northern reaches of the Crystal Forest an hour ago. They would likely be gone for several days.

Jane silently wished him luck, as she guided the Champion and her people deeper into the darkness.
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                “Can you guys see down here?” Jane asked, tapping ahead of Yetta’s party.

Even with her spider senses and eight watchful eyes, the sunlight of the world above was a very far thing, all the way down here. Jane, Yetta, Dorthy, Cyril, Basil, and Allan, were at least forty kilometers below the towering peaks of Ar’Kendrithyst. Down here, the crystal was kilometers thick and space was at a premium; the gaps between the kendrithyst sometimes only a meter wide. 

Yet the land down here was not truly dark; not yet, and certainly not to Jane. The crystal glowed dark purple and darker red; even normal people could eventually adjust to the darkness down here. But most normal people never got the chance. Shadows moved inside the crystal, always waiting, always watching. Monsters lived down here, but they were either the small ones, that were able to move in the cramped quarters, or monsters able to move through the kendrithyst like it was an ocean. 

Jane watched those monsters now, deep in the crystal, all around. But the monsters never attacked; they never stuck a single tentacle out of the crystal to swipe at anyone.

The danger down here was compounded by the terrain. If you couldn’t glide through the crystal, you had to walk along the walls, or create your own paths. Jane walked along the walls. She had expended more HP through physical exertion and [Hunter’s Instincts] than [Shadowalk]-sticking to the outside of the crystal, as she guided Yetta and her crew through the maze of the lowest, lower reaches. The occasional [Invisible Rejuvenation] kept Jane’s health high, while her mana never dropped below 2900.

Yetta said, “It’s not that dark.”

Yetta’s party each followed Jane in their own way. The Champion herself glowed with a [Fly] spell, as she moved through the air with the greatest of ease, sticking close to Jane, ruining everyone’s nightvision. But she wasn’t the only one glowing. Allan and Dorthy floated on a dark [Force Platform] Allan had conjured, while Cyril floated on a glittering white cloud of his own, keeping to the center of their formation.

Basil was a brown owl of some sort. He flew completely silent and completely dark, in an easy, lazy way, [Airshape] holding him aloft. Command didn’t know Basil’s Class, but they suspected it was Polymage. Jane almost had questions for him, but now was not the time. 

Not when the eyes of Ar’Kendrithyst were upon them, and they were walking into an ambush.

Yetta had her [Cleanse Aura] on right now, too, probably as a precaution against Daydroppers, considering the air didn’t get around much this far down into the city. Thick air flowed around Yetta, touching everything for tens of meters, spilling clean air though tunnels that were not used to movement.

Jane looked forward, saw the danger waiting, and decided that her previous warning about the darkness was not being taken seriously. Jane said, “It’s very warm down here in the lower reaches, isn’t it?”

Yetta looked at Jane. Telepathic conversation fluttered between her and her party, as she said, “It’s warm, but we’re okay.” She asked, “Are you?”

“[Shadowalk] is pretty cooling, all on its own.”

Jane watched Yetta with a backward-facing eye, as she simultaneously scanned ahead, trying to decipher the ambush waiting for them in the open space beyond the tunnel. Yetta gave no indication that she was preparing for anything. 

… Jane would just have to trust that Yetta was capable. 

Tap tap tap, were the last sounds Jane made, as she fully activated [Hunter’s Instincts] and [Shadowalk], and all her movements turned completely silent. The hair on her legs picked up the faintest vibrations; she knew there was some sort of danger waiting for them in the vast open space just beyond the tunnel; where nothing moved yet violet light poured into the tunnel. But she didn’t quite understand what she was seeing. As soon as she rounded the bend, gliding into the room, Jane [Shadowalk]ed fully into the crystal under her feet, scurrying around the edge, preparing for pain.

The room in front of the dungeon was like two football fields, one tilted and dumping onto the other, the lower one full of kendrithyst shards deep enough to form something of a flat floor, while the larger field above was slanted, save for outcrops of dark crystal here and there. Hangings overhead, like crystal stalactites, gave off a violet glow, casting the room into deep shadows. 

Between the shard pit and the slanted part of the room, was a hole; the start of the dungeon. The dungeon was completely dark to Jane’s [Eyes of Magic], because even though it was through the kendrithyst, the tunnel was also full of antirhine. This was Rutile’s sanctum, the Blacksmith, and Jane was very worried about Yetta’s chances. No one ever gave Rutile enough respect as an enemy; antirhine weapons carved through all magic.

And that shard pit looked weird. It was partially invisible to Jane’s [Eyes of Magic]; there was lead in that pit, but why?

Boom boom boom.

The tunnel behind Jane began to collapse. Yetta and her team rushed out of the tunnel, following Jane into the larger room, as the ceiling of the tunnel fully caved in, billowing dust and debris across the much of Yetta’s people. Yetta, Cyril, and Basil spread out as chunks of crystal crashed into the shard pit below. Dorthy and Allan moved in, but not much. They stabilized just outside of the collapsed tunnel, riding Allan’s dark [Force Platform], waiting for something more to happen. 

Where the chunks of crystal hit the pit, the shards began to glow, began to swirl, and to Jane’s eyes, it was like a million separate pieces of a scattered monster were coming to life, as threads of power wound through each individual shard of crystal, but not all the way. Something was strange; and Jane thought she knew what it was, when she noticed that the monster’s threads of power which should have been whole and unbroken, were instead dotted; like half the pile of stone shards was blocking her vision.

That was probably exactly it. Rutile made golems; this was not a monster. It was, somehow, a lead golem.

The golem flowed together, rock tumbling over rock; sounding like an avalanche and a groaning, straining beast all at once. 

Allan threw two dozen [Force Buzzsaws], gleaming white and black things that ripped through the air, but the golem flexed, bringing together its lead parts against Allan’s spell. The buzzsaw touched the golem only to spark apart into dust and loose mana. 

The shard pit fully came together, lifting from the bottom of the ravine like a monster made of stone tentacles, standing upon pillars of itself as it clutched the ceiling. Every single shard was not actually a shard, but a piece of kendrithyst with a ring of antirhine fully encircling what was probably a buffering layer of kendrithyst, and an inner enchanted center. 

The golem reached for Yetta, but she moved much too fast for such a slow attack. Yetta casually eyed the failed attack as bits of the golem splashed against the kendrithyst at her back. Yetta flew further out of the way, avoiding the chaotic jumble of half-lead pieces that ricocheted off the wall, half of the golem-parts breaking as they hit the side of the cavern, sending kendrithyst dust and chips of lead into the air.

This wasn’t a very well made golem; but it didn’t have to be. All it had to do was touch one of them, and they were dead. If any of their flight spells failed they would fall into the ravine, into the churning, crushing swirl of stone and lead that was the golem’s base. If that didn’t kill them, all the monster would have to do was to sit down, and any of them would die under tons and tons of lead.

Yetta and Basil flew around the room, distracting the golem with tiny [Force Bolts]; it didn’t seem to care. The golem flexed so that the bolts touched lead; the spells did nothing. 

Allan gathered power, ripping fire out of the air, throwing it around the room in steady arcs, igniting the air around the monster, as he flew himself and Dorthy out of range of a counter attack. Allan's spell was an indirect attack, meant to heat the air and thus melt the lead of the golem. It might have worked, if the golem didn’t instantly recognize the threat and swing itself through the airborne spell, shattering the magic sustaining the heat. 

Tentacles of smashing stone whipped around the room. Basil dodged a hail of shards that crashed into the wall behind him. Most of that attack slid to the bottom of the room, to rejoin the storm of shards rising back into the air, while the golem was already attacking Cyril. Cyril dodged, but shards clipped the clouds holding the prince in the air; he didn’t fall, the cloud didn’t break, but less of the cloud was there than before. Cyril quickly pumped out a white-gold cloud of magic, that reinforced his flight spell; he suddenly moved a lot faster than before.

But if the lead golem decided to become a hurricane, every single person in the room would die; a [Teleport Lock] hung in the air, pressing against Jane’s consciousness like a bad memory.

Jane could probably make it out, though. [Teleport Lock] didn’t block [Shadowalk].

Yetta yelled, “We’re moving on!” She ignored the hole in the ceiling that led straight up, and the wide, open road at the top of the slanted room. Yetta pointed at the third most obvious way out; a crack in the nearby stone that led to a dark canyon. “Move it, Jane!”

Jane yelled, before the boos from the audience could rival the noise of the golem and anyone had a chance to move to the exit, “Rutile always makes fantastic weapons! It will help you kill Planter!”

The audience of Shades went silent, except for a few cheers; they wanted to see a fight. They wanted blood and death.

The golem became a wave, became a moving mass, crawling up the walls of the room, aiming for all of Yetta's party, all at once.

Dorthy held onto Allan’s force platform as Allan flew around the arena, casting some sort of glowing, minor magic, like he was scattering flying grains of glowing, black rice. A wave of lead-rimmed shards flowed to reach for Allan, dispersing much of the armored mage’s black rice magic, but some of the black rice touched the kendrithyst space behind the lead rims of the golem's body.

The magic links between the shards of the golem vanished as black rice turned into buzzsaws, ripping through the enchanted kendrithyst centers of each piece of the golem. The spell didn’t get far, but it didn’t have to; Allan was chain casting his spell. More black rice filled the air, continually cutting through more and more of the golem, sending more and more of it to the bottom of the ravine; broken and unmoving.

Jane watched, as everyone avoided the golem’s multi-pronged attacks like they were nothing. Allan’s magic did all the work of slowly, methodically, disassembling the golem from the inside out.

It took ten rock crashing minutes, but the lead golem was reduced to actual shards, with little actual difficulty. Cyril had to redo his cloud several times, and a piece of Allan’s force platform came loose and Dorthy had to scramble to keep in the sky, but killing this lead golem, which Jane had no idea how she would even begin to disassemble, was easy for them. Yetta and her people just had to make the decision to actually kill the golem.

That’s probably what made Jane angrier than anything. 

It made the people talking in Jane’s mind rather mad, too.

She yelled, “What the fuck! I’ve never even seen an antirhine golem like that, and you guys tear it apart! What the fuck, Allan! Why did you accept that pact! You could have killed that Umbral Wyrm!”

A dozen Shady voices agreed, and Jane realized she fucked up. 

Jane yelled out, just as loud, “Nevermind! I don’t need to know.”

That got a round of minor booing out of the Shades.

‘Everything they show is another tactic that Planter can plan against,’ Killzone sent.

Jane felt mortified. Of course Planter could plan against anything he saw; Jane knew this. She just let her anger get the better of her. She tried to salvage the situation, saying, “Maybe Rutile will have the perfect weapon to use against Planter.”

Tiny laughter filled the otherwise silent canyon.

Killzone sent, ‘That might have been good; we’ll find out.’

Yetta glared daggers at Jane, while [Telepathy] bounced around their group. Basil flew closer to the tunnel, like he wanted to go inside. He hovered outside of the dungeon, while the rest of their party adjusted their positions around the room.

The golem in the ravine might have been transformed into dust and debris, but that didn’t stop Allan from feeding buzzsaw rice down into the shardpile, making sure the creature was dead, while they talked amongst themselves. 

Jane watched as shapes moved through the dark kendrithyst walls of the room; none of the shapes looked particularly worrisome. 

Allan stopped scattering black rice and flew his platform toward the tunnel; Yetta and Cyril followed, with owl-Basil taking up the rear. Dorthy leapt from Allan’s platform, onto the ground in front of the tunnel, just a meter away from the shard pit. 

They were going in.

Jane almost cheered! They were going to rescue the hostages!

Violet light errupted into the air, fully illuminating the room, as ribbons of white light flowed out from the tunnel, not touching the antirhine walls as they unfurled in front of Yetta's people. The ribbon lights crawled everywhere, across the ceiling, illuminating the whole of the shard-golem's room. 

Above the dungeon tunnel, the ribbons spelled out, “Congratulations! You have a choice! Delve for the hostages, or accept a weapon to use against Planter!”

“Weapon,” Allan said, with zero hesitation.

Jane wanted to scream. 

So she did. “Allan! You mother fucker!”

The ribbons of light changed, “If Jane wants to rescue the hostages on her own, she can! I’ll even tone down the difficulty, Shade’s Honor!”

Yetta floated in the center of the room, speaking to Jane, “We will not enter this antirhine dungeon, if we don't have to. We will take the weapon. If you want to risk your life in there, go ahead.” A thin pulse of intent flashed out of Yetta. “The Daydropper here has been killed. We have no reason to venture into certain death. Neither do you, Jane.” She pointed up, at the hole in the ceiling. “We’re going to the next dungeon.”

‘What about us? Are we sending anyone inside?’ Jane asked Command.

Killzone sent, 'We’re having an argument about. If you want to go, you can. Your choice; make it fast.’ 

Jane decided. She said, “I’m going in. I’ll meet up with you later, Yetta.” She pointed toward the hole in the ceiling that Yetta had indicated. “That’s a dark zone; people don’t come out when they go in there. You want the road over there.” She pointed a long, spidery leg toward the wide, relatively bright road that dumped onto the upper platform of the room. “That is an open path to the Lake. There will be krakens. They appear from the crystal, and from the water.” She asked, “How far away is the next Daydropper nest?”

Yetta looked where Jane had pointed, saying, “About thirty kilometers directly above us.”

Jane quickly said, “That’s likely the Toymaker. Once you reach the Lake, you can head directly for that Daydropper. Expect disguised monsters once you get close to him.” 

Yetta stared at Jane, slightly frowning. She said, “Be careful.”

“You too.” 

One of the larger spikes of crystal in front of the road out of the room shivered, as lights spelled out, ‘Here’s your prize!’ A compartment in the crystal opened with a ding, revealing a long mace, completely dead to Jane’s [Eyes of Magic]; it was fully antirhine. Jane felt her spidery stomach roil with embarrassment, as the air filled with tiny laughter.

“Antirhine,” said Cyril. “Completely.”

“We’re not taking that.” Yetta decided. “Leave it there.”

Owl-Basil cawed, “Guide fail!”

Dorthy said, “Leave off it, Basil.” She looked to Allan. “Let’s go.”

And just like that, they left.

Jane hung on the wall of the cavern, alone with the dead golem, alone with the antirhine mace, alone with several Shady [Scry] eyes. About a hundred expletives flowed through her mind, but there was work to do. The offical call came down from Killzone; there would be no rescue in this antirhine dungeon unless Jane wanted to do it all by herself. She very much did. 

Jane [Shadowalk]ed to the tunnel’s illuminated entrance, stopping just short of where the crystal had been layered with silver-white lead. 

And then she looked up, toward the second floor of the room. A short [Shadowalk] brought her in front of the crystal spike that held the mace. The mace was a long rod of some lead compound, maybe three feet long, topped with a spiked ball of more lead, attached to a conveyor belt inside the hollow crystal spike. 

She muttered, “Well fuck you guys, I’m going to use it.”

Jane pulled the mace out of its container with one strong spider grip, and felt the world dim a little. 

This was not Jane’s first experience handling lead weapons, either as a human, or as a spider. She knew what would happen, and it would happen like this: her [Personal Absorption Ward] would unravel at the point of contacting the lead, and would eventually unravel completely. Jane relied on her [Ward] for a great deal of her defenses, but she was going into a lead dungeon; her [Ward] was as good as gone, anyway. Her [Conjure Armor] would be okay, as long as it didn’t directly touch the lead, but even that was likely to be stripped from her, if the shard golem was any indication of what sorts of traps waited in the dungeon.

Casting external spells would be more difficult; auras were just plain impossible when actually touching lead. Magic, at its base, was mana given form and intent by a mage. Lead removed that intent. Without that intent, magic was just mana, aimlessly floating around, ambient, and nothing more.

Jane shivered a bit, imagining what lead poisoning would look like on Veird, but she had never heard of antirhine-poisoning, so maybe there was some biological thing happening in the background to remove lead from people. 

Her imagination took a turn south as she envisioned how bad Rutile’s dungeon could actually be. He probably just dumped buckets of powdered lead on invaders, and then proceeded to smash people between two lead walls. That's what she would do, if she were him.

The good news was that lead didn’t stop internal magic, like [Hunter’s Instincts], and it didn’t rip away HP and MP, though Jane suspected it really should have, if this anti-magic nature of lead was actually natural. [Telepathy] took a small hit to functionality; speaking to Command Center was like talking through static. If there were a lead-shower in this dungeon, [Telepathy] would go away completely. 

Jane sighed out. Then she swung the mace around, experimentally. 

She looked over the upper ledge of the room, down to the shard pit. An idea began to form.

Jane scurried down the wall, holding the mace in her two front legs, the claws of her back legs latching into the rough crystal. She stopped in front of the dungeon.

The ribbons of light swirling out of the antirhine tunnel, adjusted. Words retracted, leaving ribbons of white to hang just above the antirhine, illuminating the grey walls that led down into danger. The dungeon had absolutely no shadows; but there was no [Shadowalk]ing on lead, anyway. 

Hmm.

There were lots of pulped kendrithyst shards and lead pieces, down in that pit. Jane set the mace down beside the dungeon’s entrance. She needed to experiment a bit more with lead, just to make sure her plan was going to work. First, she asked Command Center if what she was about to do would kill her; they responded that it was going to hurt like hell, but it shouldn’t kill her.

Free of the lead mace, Jane [Shadowalk]ed into the pile of kendrithyst shards and shattered lead, and fuck did that hurt! She instantly, almost automatically, retreated right back out of the pile, a bit bloody, but intact. Lead ripped away some of her self, but she could do this. A few [Rejuvenation]s solved her HP issue. To solve the issue of exploring this dungeon, Jane walked out a little ways into the remains of the golem, and started selecting the broken pieces with the least amount of lead on them. To make even less of an issue, she picked the pieces up using [Shadowalk], leaving behind rims of kendrithyst-crusted lead, and leaving her with pure kendrithyst shards.

[Stoneshape] didn’t work well with regard to kendrithyst crystal, but [Shadowalk] allowed Jane to pry off plenty of big-enough pieces from the pile, which she tossed behind her, near to the dungeon entrance. When she had enough, a few hundred pieces or so of clean kendrithyst, she went to the clean pile, and began wrapping them up with spider silk, into groups large enough to make an easy [Shadowalk] target. With a bit of careful engineering, Jane attached four silk sacs to her torso. 

She tossed a fifth sac of crystal down into the tunnel. Nothing happened.

For the next part, Jane picked up the lead mace, then began setting up kendrithyst at the dungeon entrance, like she was setting up golf balls. With a hop onto her back four legs, and standing somewhat upright, Jane used the lead mace like a golf club. She began knocking kendrithyst shards down into the dungeon entrance. 

Spack! Crack! Ting!

Shards bounced around, making it maybe ten meters down into the tunnel, though a few chipped and hopped far down the way, into the dungeon and out of sight.

Five Shade [Scry] eyes watched Jane the whole time; the majority had moved on to Yetta. 

Jane kept clubbing crystal shards down the—

Quick as a thought, Jane threw a [Scry] eye down the tunnel, zipping through the turns, finding out everything she could before—

Someone popped the eye. 

That was okay. Jane saw where she had to go. She cast a black and white [Special Ward] down the tunnel, around the bend, past the swinging scythes and over the pit of spikes, above the molten lead, her shadowy light ward breaking down a bit due to the airborne lead, through half of the dungeon, ending directly at the midboss. The [Special Ward] was a twisted, easy-to-[Shadowalk] path through the air. 

Which is exactly what Jane did.

She abandoned the mace, abandoned every misdirection she was creating, even the sacs of kendrithyst shards, and leapt right into the middle of a solid kendrithyst room —not a room of lead— right above the mid-boss. Shadows played in the glowing purple walls, but Jane would not test them with a [Shadowalk]; that seemed like a royally bad idea, because the shadows in these walls were definitely monsters waiting to strike. White lights blinked alive around the room. And the mid-boss woke up, right below Jane.

At one point in time, the monster might have been a giant lizard, or maybe an alligator; some kind of threat. It was the size of an elephant but it was skinny. It might have been fast at one point in time, too, but now it was covered in lead scales and its own red blood. It was a creature of antirhine; a mutant, a mistake. Wild hissing came out of the beast as Jane landed upon the monster, but she grabbed on with eight strong legs and jammed her fangs in between the scales covering the monster’s spine. The lizard tried to throw her, it tried to run, but Jane held strong, pumping corrosive venom into the creature.

Jane leapt up and away from the lead on the beast. She cast another black and white lightward into the air and [Shadowalk]ed inside; ripping away a few dozen HP as she went. The lead upon the lizard was soft; some of it had stuck to Jane, but that all went away when she retreated into the shadows. She cast seven more such shadowy [Special Ward]s, dropping from one to the next, hopefully keeping her actual position somewhat unknown.

The monster died, hissing and bleeding. It took thirty seconds to die. That was more than enough time for a few Shade [Scry] eyes to rejoin Jane inside the mid-boss's room. 

A tunnel opposite of the entrance broke open, the kendrithyst wall shattering to reveal another tunnel, through an archway that was not there before. Jane’s [Eyes of Magic] saw someone working the kendrithyst in front of her, actively moving the dungeon at their whim; probably Rutile.

Jane did not wait, she did not pause, she threw another two shadowy lightwards down the way, not knowing where to go exactly, but having enough control over the [Special Ward] to make it bounce around down the air-filled space. The shadowards were mainly there to distract from Jane’s [Scry] eye, hiding among the shadows. 

There were no lead traps between this room and the boss’s room. It was just a straight-shot crystal hallway, about two hundred meters long through the kendrithyst. The tunnel opened up into an arena, where a pillar of light fell upon several people, each strapped onto a ten meter tall humanoid golem, like they were armor. Blood flowed; the people screamed as the golem moved, recognizing an enemy was approaching.

Jane’s arachnid heart beat hard. She could not help but hiss. She was PISSED.

[Shadowalk] brought her instantly into the room. She quickly took stock of her surroundings as she hung in the air, gravity yet to assert itself, [Hunter’s Instincts] flaring hard, each hair on the exposed parts of her legs telling her everything about the room that her eyes could not.

The large room was an arena carved out of deep-red kendrithyst; wide and sandy in the center, with raised seating all around. As she entered the room, the arena filled with a bright red-orange light. There was no visible way out of the arena except the way Jane came in, but she could leave by diving through the kendrithyst down here, if absolutely necessary. She’d escaped bad situations by diving through the crystal before, instead of staying to the surface like she usually did, but there were monsters in the deep redness of the crystal here, for sure. Maybe even umbral wyrms; they looked long and sinewy enough to be wyrms. The shadows in these red walls looked almost exactly like the wyrm Fallopolis had killed. 

Jane didn’t have time to worry about that right now, though; if she had to, she would escape that way, because the entrance to the room had already silently shut behind her. Jane was trapped, and everyone knew it. Some Shady voices cheered her on, while other voices demanded a show. They wanted blood on the sands.

The arena itself was a coliseum-type sandpit, but it was not filled with normal sand; it was filled with magic-dead lead shavings. The humanoid golem standing upon the lead didn’t seem to care about its footing. It wasn’t made of lead itself, but it was fully covered in chainmail that was likely lead-based, because Jane couldn’t see through the chainmail. She couldn’t see through the golem’s weapons, either; one two meter long lead sword, and one lead shield to match. 

And the worst part of all, were the people strapped to the golem. Humans, incani, orcol, and dragonkin, each of them still alive, each very naked, they had all been broken and secured to every vulnerable part of the golem; one person wrapped around the head, one person for each upper arm, one person each for the front and back of the torso, two people again for the legs. Seven people in total had been crafted into armor, their bones broken to fit a design created by an enemy of the world.

Jane was livid. Venom sacs filled to dripping, hair stood on ends, as Jane took in every little bit of movement all around her. Jane wanted to kill Rutile in the worst possible way. But she couldn’t. Not today, maybe not ever. 

What she could do was maybe, somehow, kill this golem.

Without killing the people. 

Two seconds had passed since Jane [Shadowalk]ed into the brightly-lit arena. Gravity finally regained control of her body. She flashed out another shadowy lightward well around the golem, aiming for the other side, to see what else she was working with, if anything. She dipped inside of the floating shadows, flowing around the golem—

The golem kicked lead sand into the air, directly at the shadoward.

Jane came tumbling out of the shadoward, lead sand disintegrating her [Absorption Ward] to nothing, dispersing her [Conjure Armor] into ambient mana. She landed on the lead sands of the arena, naked as a normal shadowspider, defenseless and covered in lead dust. One final sputter of static filled Jane’s telepathic connection to Command Center, and then that was gone. She was on her own. 

Jane stood upon sands of anti-magic, facing a ten meter tall golem, with legs and arms like telephone poles and a sword and shield to match. The sword, and likely the shield too, though she couldn’t see that from her perspective, were a part of the golem, jointed to the contraption like all the rest of its joints; in a ball socket joint, under a protective layer of accordion rubber, and draped over with lead chainmail. Jane saw magic sparking under the rubber, under the chain, but could she destroy that covering somehow, and let the lead of the arena destroy the golem from the inside out? 

The joints were an obvious weak point to the creation, so they probably weren’t a weakness at all. 

But sometimes, weaknesses were exactly what they appeared to be. 

The golem took a step back, to stand tall on its half of the arena.

Jane almost attacked, but [Hunter’s Instincts] was still working; that was an internal process, aided by the thousands of sensing hairs on Jane’s spider body, aided even further after her [Conjure Armor] had been dispelled, revealing all of Jane's spider body to the world. Lead sand had gotten in her eyes; she was half blind, but four eyes was still more than enough to gauge her surroundings. [Eyes of Magic] was an internal process, too, and with that, Jane witnessed as the seating of the arena began to fill.

Shades appeared. 

Jane watched the new arrivals as she retreated to her side of the arena, rapidly grooming herself, her palps picking out pieces of lead from her always-open eyes. She managed to clear all eight of them by the time the red lights of the arena began to alternately dim and brighten, like the show was going to start soon. 

And still, Shades kept appearing.

Jane was drawing a crowd.

[Telepathy] reconnected Jane to the Command center; she rapidly sent them images of what she was seeing. She was seeing a lot, but voices in her head informed her of who she was seeing.

That one was Tania Webwalker, behind and to the left of Jane’s side of the arena; Jane knew Tania already, though. The Spider Shade was a human woman dressed in white gossamer spider silk; something between lingerie and a queenly dress, with her hair wrapped up in white webbing. Two black shadowspiders, both smaller than Jane, flanked Tania. Tania noticed Jane noticing them, and waved, reserved and with a smirk, like she and her were part of some great conspiracy. 

Several meters away from Tania, appeared Fallopolis, eating from a bag of candy.

Jane recognized the Shade known as Porter on the golem’s side of the arena; he was a nondescript orcol of smaller than normal proportions. A meter from Porter sat Gora, the Shade of the Arena; he was an incani dressed in the gold and green motley of a jester. 

Four other Shades appeared, and Command Center knew all eighteen of them, along with the one who put on this horror show: Rutile.

Rutile appeared in a flash of black on the stadium seating to Jane’s right, as the red-orange lights of the arena began to brighten to white, fully illuminating the grey-white lead sand, the arena seating, and the bloody golem Jane would have to dismantle. Rutile was a large orcol man with pale, almost-white skin, faintly green, with white hair and holding a large hammer in his right hand. He was decked out in plate armor, black and spiked, that doubled his already large size. 

Jane was still frantically cleaning herself, rubbing lead out of her ever-open eyes with her palps, but she knew she was going to get lead sand kicked at her again; probably even as an opening move.

A spotlight appeared on Rutile as he spoke, “A consolation fight! But first, a vote. Unfair, of course, but all the more entertaining for it. Should we decrease the challenge, as it is presented?”

“No,” Jane said.

Murmurs of ‘no?’ filled the room. 

More Shade [Scry] eyes started to appear among the stands. 

“No!” Tania said, smiling wide. 

Fallopolis grinned, adding, “No.” 

A few more ‘No’s filled the air.

Rutile asked, “Should we increase the challenge?”

Jane remained silent.

Porter yelled, “Just show us your damn golem already!”

Gora, the Shade of the Arena, joined in, “Golems are shit monsters! They don’t even grant experience!”

“Shut the fuck up, Gora!” Rutile scowled, saying, “Shouldn’t you be entertaining the Champion with your own stupid no-experience challenges?”

“My arena gives life experience! Much more valuable than actual experience. Besides!” Gora looked to the air, saying, “They’re still at Toymaker’s pavili—” The gold and green motley Shade paused, then said, “Whoops!” as he vanished in a shattering of shadows.

Rutile announced, “No increases or decreases! Live and die tackling the challenge you chose.”

The audience lighting vanished, leaving Jane alone on the grey sands of an antirhine arena.

The golem began to move, slowly. One step forward, shield pointed at Jane, sword held back; ready to strike. Jane moved to the right, the hairs on her legs and her eight bright eyes taking in everything around her. The Shades were watching, silently, and they might even stay that wa—

The golem burst into movement, scattering lead sand, sword swinging forward, whistling the air as people screamed on the golem’s body. 

Jane dashed, a spider trying not to be squished, kicking up grey sands, the internal activation of [Hunter’s Instincts] alerting her well before the golem kicked sand at her. Jane tried to [Blink] away, but the spell didn’t work; the lead was too close. Jane would have kicked herself for trying to cast [Blink] if she had a millisecond to spare. 

Grey sands cascaded over Jane, but she raised her palps over her eyes fast enough to block most of the lead sand. She raced left with enough speed to avoid the swinging sword. Her [Telepathy] cut out; she was on her own. The golem did not retract its sword to ready another strike, but instead swung left, while the sword was still in the sands. Lead cascaded into the air. 

Jane realized something she should have already guessed: It was a golem, it didn’t move like a normal person with normal bone structure.

She leapt straight up. The golem’s sword followed her, the sharp edge aiming at her body. 

She caught the edge of the sword, her spider feet digging into the metal, her Strength giving her purchase as the golem adjusted to the new weight on its weapon. Jane did not hang on to the sword for long; the golem was trying to smash her between its sword and its shield. Jane dipped down, almost casually rolling away from the attack, attaching strong silk to the sword as she fell.

The golem transferred into a downward stroke, right on top of Jane, but she was already moving. Swiftly, she ran behind the golem. Just as quick, the golem spun on its torso. It didn’t need to move its legs to twist its entire upper body backwards. It pulled its sword in close, spinning hard at Jane. 

Air moved well before the golem did, though, and Jane felt every movement all around her, from the pained breathing of the people strapped to the golem, to the Shades watching, to the golem’s line of attack. 

There was a simplicity to the construction. The golem moved in straight lines, only altering course a little in order to maximize the power of its impacts. It wasn’t much to go on, but it was a start. She backed up, shedding lead dust from her body as she moved; kicking up just as much as she left behind.

The golem’s sword followed, the chainmail of the creation jangling, the people attached to it crying in pain. Jane leapt; the golem followed her trajectory. She grabbed the sword again, then prepared to move as only a spider could. The golem’s shield crashed down. Jane grabbed the shield, quickly transferring to the space behind the shield. 

The golem's sword went through the shield, destroying the shield, trying to get to her—

“What the hell, Rutile!” Porter yelled, “What—”

They bickered, while Jane moved faster. The sword cleaved through the shield, cutting the forearm that held the great lead barrier. The golem tossed its sword wide, fully removing the broken shield from itself. The lead shield crashed to the sands as Jane left behind threads on the arm formerly holding the shield, jumping to the ground, moving around the golem. The golem tried to cut her as she dodged around its legs, scurrying fast. Whatever mistake of programming made the golem attack its own shield, was not present to make the golem attack its own legs. 

Jane threaded the air with spider silk, racing around the golem. It didn’t work. The golem noticed. It stood wide, breaking the threads attached to its arms and half wrapped around its legs. 

A tiny plan formed in Jane’s mind. She leapt into the air, grabbing the sword as it swept low then up to meet her. She set down thread, her strongest kind, as the golem tried to smash her between the sword and its nonexistent shield. Jane moved a little bit, still holding on to the sword, letting the severed forearm strike the sword, right beside her. She quickly wrapped her thickest thread around the forearm, and around the sword. 

She was burning through a lot of HP, but [Invisible Rejuvenation] and constant Meditation helped to alleviate some of that burn. [Invisible Rejuvenation] was thankfully internal, exactly like [Hunter’s Instincts].

The golem must have had a seizure, or something, because it stopped moving, it stopped trying to attack. Jane didn’t stop, though. She wrapped more thread, thicker, joining the sword and the forearm together—

“You win!” Rutile called out, as the lights in the arena came all the way back on. “Leave the failure alone.”

Jane instantly leapt away from what she was doing and furiously began grooming herself, in preparation for whatever might come next. [Telepathy] came back, full of angry and then suddenly hopeful voices. 

Tania was laughing, loud and full. Fallopolis was smiling.

Gora reappeared beside Porter. He instantly cursed about missed fights and obvious outcomes.

Rutile spoke, “Choose: Hostages, or the actual weapon to use against Planter.”

“Hostages,” Jane instantly said.

Rutile huffed.

Tania laughed louder, but tried to speak through her mirth, “That’s— ha hA! RUTILE, you dumbass! Ha ha! Of course she’s going to pick the hostages! That’s WHAT SHE DOES!”

Fallopolis smiled, asking, “You’re not really this far gone? Are you? Rutile?”

The atmosphere of the entire arena changed; Jane felt it in her [Hunter’s Instincts]. In one small statement from Fallopolis, metaphorical blood filled the air. Fallopolis had cut deep. She kept cutting.

“This was your golem to use against Atunir’s Champion?” Fallopolis asked.

The room was silent, except for Jane still furiously cleaning herself and the pained breathing of the hostages. If she needed to, she would cut them away from the golem with [Shadowalk], dragging them with her into the shadows, doing a lot of damage, but they might still survive. 

Rutile said, “This whole room is primed with exploding antirhine. If you attack me, you’re going to die first, Fallopolis.”

Tania glared. “Jane here performed perfectly! Honor your agreement!”

“Tania is right.” Fallopolis said, “Let her take the hostages away. She doesn’t need to see what happens next.” The grandmotherly Shade looked to Jane, and said, “Detach as many as yoOOu caAAn, sweEEty! The groOOwn ups neeEEd to talk. AloOOne.”

Jane cast a shadoward into the air, and, prepared for pain, [Shadowalk]ed up to the hostages. Half her HP and at least two legs ripped away, splashing black blood onto the lead-white sands. She dropped into the air above the golem. With a quick re[Polymorph], Jane was human for a moment, then a spider again, with all eight legs intact. She precisely positioned herself onto the front of the golem, directly onto one of the hostages, who suddenly started screaming again. 

Jane tried to be as calm as possible, as she said, “I’m here to take you back to Spur. Please— Please be quiet and focus on the legs I’m putting on you.” The frontal hostage wouldn’t stop screaming as Jane positioned herself as quickly as she could, stretching around the unmoving lead golem like a nightmare game of three dimensional twister. “Please, if you can, just accept the link I am giving to you, for [Teleport].” 

An argument grew in volume all around Jane; she needed to get gone.

But the itch of a [Teleport Lock] still tickled the base of Jane’s arachnid skull.

Jane tried, “Please release your [Teleport Lock], whoever you are.”

‘Be very careful, Jane.’ Killzone sent, ‘Watch what you say.’

Rutile erupted, “No! You know what? We’re going again. I have another—”

Tania argued, “No! She passed your stupid trial! You failed! Your golems failed! You would have failed even worse against the Champion!”

The screaming hostage stopped screaming, suddenly. He was foaming at the mouth, now. Jane touched a [Rejuvenation] at him, but it didn’t help. She would have to leave him behind; [Teleport] required the teleportee to have a conscious connection with the teleporter— 

A hand of one of the hostages gripped Jane’s leg, hard as they could, but not hard at all. A voice struggled to whisper, “We have antirhine in— in our bones. We can’t [Teleport].”

Jane steeled herself. She would have to [Shadowalk] them first.

“We’re going again!” Rutile shouted. The golem began to move—

Jane [Shadowalk]ed, pulling six people along with her, leaving so much of each of them behind. 

She raced away as fast as she could, through the shadoward—

The shadoward broke, dumping her onto the kendrithyst room of the mid boss; the putrifying corpse of the lead lizard still dissolving in Jane’s Decay venom, leaving dull, powdery plates of untouched lead in a pile. Jane held the living remains of six people in her spider claws. Frantically, she cast more shadowards, then raced along through the darkness. 

Up the tunnels. Casting more shadowards as she went— 

The shadowards broke; dumping Jane and her precious living cargo into antirhine tunnels. Someone was actively breaking her shadowards; she was not accidentally casting a shadoward at lead.

Her eight eyes revealed the culprit. Porter was breaking her shadowards. The smaller than average orcol smiled at her, floating in the air in the middle of the antirhine tunnel, four yards away.

Jane escaped through a seven-part [Shadoward] that led in every direction at once.

A notification appeared; Jane read it with one of her eight eyes.

 




	
Shadoward, long range, 75 mana

A path of scattered shadows leads in every possible direction.








 

Porter broke Jane out of her [Shadoward] three feet out of the dungeon entrance, right beside the shard pit golem; she was only carrying two living bodies. Porter laughed, playing with her like he was preparing to rip off her legs.

[Shadoward].

A brilliant spark detonated, casting light and darkness in every direction, all at once. 

Jane and her cargo escaped—

She came right back, picked up the antirhine mace, and whipped around, catching Porter across the jaw, sending him into the shard pit full of lead shrapnel. Jane dropped the dead bodies of the people she could not save, and leapt into the pit after Porter, smashing him with her lead mace, smashing, smashing. Pulping Porter’s body into little bits. 

He tried to turn to shadows, to escape, but he made the mistake of directly retreating, directly into the shard pit. 

The air filled with a scream as Porter dove into lead. He came right back up, directly under Jane. Jane smashed some more. She bore down on him with all her might, smashing the monster in humanoid clothing. Black blood scattered. 

The [Teleport Lock] died.

Porter died, too.

There was a notification, and Jane read it. She touched Porter's unmoving body and cast the lead mace aside. She raced to grab the remains of the two hostages; maybe they were still alive, somehow.

[Teleport]. 

Jane landed in a clean room Killzone had cleared for her. She instantly [Polymorph]ed back into a person, and put her [Conjure Armor] back on.

Killzone was there, waiting with a blanket. 

Other people took Porter’s body. 

Doctors and priests raced to heal the two hostages, but they were dead; even [Greater Treat Wounds] was useless. 

At that, Jane couldn’t hold it in any longer. Tears flowed, but there were no heaving, racking sobs. The tears just came, like water, falling down Jane’s emotionless face. Killzone wrapped her in the blanket, then began guiding her out of the room, down the hallway, to another room. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. 

Jane knew she fucked up.

Not only did she fail to get anyone out —and fuck did that make Jane’s heart hurt to think about— but she killed Porter. You don’t kill a Shade without repercussions. But she had to kill him to get away, didn’t she? The [Teleport Lock] ended when Porter died. She couldn’t even rescue the hostages without killing him first. How badly, exactly, did she fuck up?

So it was a surprise, when over a fresh pot of tea in a pillow-filled break room, Killzone set her down, and said, “This is a good thing you have done. Not short term, but long term, for sure. Porter was the only one who ever used [Force Teleport]; if any of the rest of them know the spell, they have not used it.”

Tears still rolled down Jane’s face. 

And then she blinked, breathed, and sighed. She tried to banish her tears away; they still came. But softer, now. Manageable. She wiped her face with the edge of her blanket. She redid her [Conjure Armor] to something more presentable. She discarded the blanket to the back of her chair.

Killzone glanced to the air, then said, “Rutile is dead. Gora is claiming responsibility.” He looked to the air again. “Fallopolis and Tania are standing over the place where Porter was ended.”

A small sob fluttered through Jane; there and gone. 

Killzone looked to Jane. “We’re telling people that I killed him, because he was taunting your escape, and he killed your rightfully freed hostages. Fallopolis is laughing at this. Tania is smiling.” His words took sudden weight, as he asked, “Are you good to go back in?”

Jane breathed. She did not answer right away. But she answered quick enough, “Yes. I’m… I just need to regenerate… and re-[Ward]… And walk around for a while.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I can do this. I can do this.”

“I know you can.” 

Jane nodded.

Killzone remained sitting with Jane, but lines of intent filled the air around his head like a plasma ball; he was talking to a lot of people right now.

He asked, "Are you going to be okay, for now?"

"Yes, sir." Jane breathed. She said, "I will. I am."

Killzone nodded, but he stayed seated across from Jane. He was worried about her.

Jane deflected, “What level are Shades, usually?”

Killzone smiled, ever so faintly. “Some of them don’t become Shades till much later in life. Fallopolis is expected to be level 85, or so. Others, like Bulgan, make it to their Class, or a bit beyond 50, and then become Shades. We know this because Shades don’t gain experience; they’re barred from growing with the power of the Script. But they’re not cut off. They can’t be, for whatever unknown, arcane reason, but we assume it has something to do with how the Script encompass all of magic, all at once.” Killzone asked, “What level was Porter, do you think?”

Jane went over her notifications. 

 




	
You have slain Shade A!

95% participation!

+5,617,223,933,850 exp








 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 52, Class: None

Exp: 35,773,866,027/5,331,629,117,300 

Class: -/-

Points: 10





	
HP


	
1500/1500


	
1500 per day





	
MP


	
3000/3000


	
1500 per day





	
Strength


	
25


	
+0


	
25





	
Vitality


	
25
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25





	
Willpower


	
50


	
+0


	
30





	
Focus


	
25
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25





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!








 




	
Congratulations, Jane Flatt!

You have reached at least level 50!

You are eligible for a Class!

Please speak to a registrar in order to start on this amazing journey of self discovery.








 

“Five-point-six trillion experience... so...” Jane said, “Level fifty... I'm not sure.”

“Fifty six.” Killzone said, “That should put you well over 50. If you want to go to Irogh, you can.”

Jane nodded, saying, “I’m going to talk to Irogh about the Class quest, while I cool down.” She asked, “If I may, sir.”

Killzone nodded. “As you wish, Team Leader.” He looked to the air. “Yetta and her people are ripping through the door guardians. They’re on dungeon #11, now, but they’re not going inside any of them. We’ve rescued a hundred people, so far. Mostly the Shades are just pushing their hostages out of the dungeon, like with Treant, and Fallopolis. The ones like Rutile, are part of a darker scenario. We think that the Shades are cleaning house and using this Champion business as an excuse to kill their own, though we're not a hundred percent sure about that. We’ll let you know if anything changes.”

Jane nodded, taking it all in.

Killzone remained seated for a moment longer. Then he got up, and left Jane to herself.

Jane teleported directly out of the break room, back into her bedroom at home. She put up a silence ward, and was about to scream at the world, but nothing came up. Nothing came out. She just breathed.

When she was ready to continue, five or ten minutes later, she went to the kitchen and made herself some of the good platinum coffee. Coffee was so much better than tea. This coftea wasn’t real coffee, though. Roasted beans were better than roasted leaves. Maybe Erick would make real coffee soon enough. 

Jane sat for a while, thinking about nothing in particular; zoning out.

 

- - - -

 

Irogh’s office was open. 

Jane knocked on the Script-blue door. 

“Come in!” Irogh said.

Jane walked in, and Irogh nodded, indicating for her to take a seat. She did. He waved his hand through the air; the door to the room shut with a magical click. 

“How may I assist you today, Jane?”

Jane had words she wanted to say, so she forced herself to say some of them. “I am here with regards to my class. I would like Polymage.”

Irogh said, “Of course. Are you sure you want that one? There’s a vast list—”

“Do you have a Class for killing Shades?” The words came out before Jane could think, but she approved of what she said, so she continued, “I want to kill… I want to kill all of them. And Melemizargo, too.” A tide of wants poured out of her. “I want to nullify that fucking [Teleport Lock]. I want to separate them from their powers. I want to dive into their skulls and rip out whatever makes them so wrong. I want to murder them before they can turn yet another person into yet another victim!” Jane breathed hard. After a moment, she said, “I want to be immune to all of their power, so that I might cast them down into the darkness, and have them stay there.”

Irogh waited while Jane spoke. When she was done, Irogh said, “Magehunter does a lot of that. There’s also Mind Mage, though you do not qualify for that one; you could though, if you learned five mind magics. You only know [Telepathy], right now. As for animals, and continuing with your original Polymage idea, there are several animals and monsters in the world that you might consider finding, which will also do a lot of what you want.”

Jane listened. 

Irogh talked, and Jane listened, and it was all about min-maxing and personal growth and it was such a nice thing to talk about, after all of Jane's recent experiences.

He talked for a while, and it was nice.

Irogh continued, “You’ve started to collect Flame Essences, in addition to your Shadow Essences, but if you also went after Air Essences and developed up to [Air Body], then you could travel anywhere you wanted inside 99 percent of Ar’Kendrithyst, without worry. Essence Hunter is one class that is great at this, as it allows you to consume Essences without having to actually eat them, like you did with the flame slime’s flame core, or...” Irogh said, “Quite frankly, the incredible number of shadowolves you ate.”

Jane laughed. She couldn’t help it; a chortle bubbled out. But the laughter soon turned to sobbing, and tears, and that would not do, so she locked that emotion away. She dried her face. She blinked. 

She nodded for Irogh to continue, saying, "Sorry about that. As you were saying?"

“But as a Polymage, and if you were to eat a unicorn, you could use their [Aura of Freedom] to make yourself and a small area around yourself immune to the controlling effects of others. This would negate hostile [Telekinesis] and the [Teleport Lock] you have mentioned, among other, lesser effects.”

“What! How did I not know...” Jane almost laughed again, this time for real, to say, “Unicorns exist! Of course they do. But they aren't in the Adventurer’s Armory? Nothing about them was.” Jane asked, “How would I get one of those? Where are they? Is [Aura of Freedom] innate, or can I use that without Polymage? They’re not… They’re not another people, are they?”

Irogh said, “Unicorns are not a people; you don’t have to worry about that. They are responsible for the deaths of many children in the forests across the mountains further west of the Wasteland Kingdoms. It’s rather unincorporated over there; but there are some large cities that would give you a starting place. Unicorns walk into the rural towns and villages, entrancing people into worshiping them, whereupon they eat a few children before they vanish for another year. You need to be immune to mind effects to hunt a unicorn, which would come from any of several kinds of animals; anything without a brain. Slimes work, and you already have one of those. If you worked on your slime form by consuming more Flame Essences, then you could hunt a unicorn as a slime of uncommon ability. Your spider form is already as good as it could ever be.”

Jane smiled softly. “I was not imagining something like that when you said, ‘unicorn’.” She said, “I’ll take the quest for Polymage, please.”

“I only spoke for half an hour about all your options...” Irogh said, “There’s a lot more than half an hour of material. Would you like to hear more?”

Jane shook her head, saying, “Thank you; I’ve done a lot of research on my own. I was just angry and sad and… I want Polymage. I didn’t know about unicorns, though. That just… That just makes this whole thing much easier. Polymage: Yes.”

“Very well.” Irogh tapped the air, as he said, “If you change your mind before you complete this quest, then getting a different class is an easy task. All you have to do is come in here and talk to me again.” He finished tapping the air. “But if you complete this quest, you get the class. Changing classes after you already have one is among the most difficult things anyone can do in their entire life.”

 




	
Class Quest!

Abandon your initial Familiar Form 0/1

OR

Acquire an aquatic Form 0/1

Acquire an aerial Form 0/1

Acquire a fiery Form 1/1

Acquire a grounded Form 0/1

Acquire a hidden Form 1/1

Acquire a mesmerizing Form 0/1

Reward: Polymage Class








 

Irogh added, “There is no way for me to help you get back your original body, if you chose to abandon it, though that information does exist out there in the world.”

“I won’t be doing that.” Jane asked, “What is a mesmerizing form? I assume the unicorn counts. This quest looks patterned for one of each Essence.” Jane asked, “Except dragon?”

“Dragon counts as hidden form, but I would caution against trying to acquire [Dragon Body]. Consuming a dragon essence means that you’ve entered into their cannibalistic society, and are thus a target for consumption. This is why acquiring a draconic form is not a part of this quest.” Irogh said, “You are correct about the pattern, though. Anything with a naturally occurring light essence would count for the mesmerizing category. Couatls are a popular target, but unicorns or sirens would also qualify.” 

Jane sat back in her chair, taking it all in. 

This was much better than the horrors of Ar’Kendrithyst. She liked the idea of setting off on an exploratory quest around the world. She liked that idea a whole lot, actually. But Jane would never abandon her duty to the Army.

"Also..." Jane asked, “I have my one heal in [Rejuvenation], but I would like [Greater Treat Wounds] as well.”

Irogh nodded, then read the air. “You’ve been approved for the easy version of this Spell Quest.”

Jane felt her heart lift —something today would be easy!— as a blue box appeared.

 




	
Spell Quest!

Provide great aid to the terribly wounded 41/50

OR

Buy [Greater Treat Wounds 1] for 5 points.

Reward: [Greater Treat Wounds 1]








 

Irogh said, “[Teleport]ing the terribly wounded directly to people who can help them, counts for this quest.”

Jane smiled softly, saying, “Thank you.”

Irogh suddenly said, “You’re doing a lot of good work out there, Jane.”

Jane nodded, standing up, repeating, “Thank you.”

 

- - - -

 

The air shifted, a blip of blue in the twilight, as Jane reappeared on a ledge in the upper-middle reaches of Ar’Kendrithyst. She glanced up, taking in all of her surroundings with all of her senses, and [Hunter’s Instincts]. A navy blue sky glittered with tiny stars, high above, in the narrow spaces between barely glowing red-purple-shadow crystal. True night was minutes away; the nightly glow of the Dead City was still ramping up to full strength.

It was easy to see threats in the Dead City at night, even without [Eyes of Magic]. The shadows in the crystal nearby were wispy, airy things, dancing in the rising light of the crystals; none of the shadows around Jane were thick enough to hide a monster. 

Yetta’s party was currently fighting a Twilight Giant, about a kilometer away. Jane would have to wait for Yetta to come to her, so she sat down on the stone, and called her father while she waited. 

Erick responded right away. Jane succeeded in keeping her emotions out of the line, as they talked about easy subjects. Erick talked of his first day hunting for wyrms; they’d found none, of course. Jane asked after his defenses and sleeping arrangements. Poi had set up all of that. Jane smiled, secure in the fact that her father was okay, for tonight. 

Erick sent, ‘And oh yeah! I made this really nice spell. [Pure Force Beam Bolt]. Here’. An image came down the line, a snapshot sight of [Pure Force Beam Bolt] and another of normal [Force Beam Bolt]. 

Her father’s version of the spell, was, of course, twice as good as the original. 

Jane laughed.

‘I thought it might help you to know that there’s a resonance between [Force Beam] and [Force Bolt]. They’re already so close, you just have to feel that resonance and match the spells together. Imagine constructive interference. I would have never felt it if I didn’t know about enchanting.’

Jane smiled. ‘I’ll have to try that later.’ She added, ‘I made a new spell today, too.’ Jane sent him an image of [Shadoward], sending, ‘Lets me escape any situation with [Shadowalk].’

Erick’s happiness flowed through the line, as he said, ‘That’s really good, Jane.’

Yetta and her people appeared at the end of the road. Jane stood up, making herself obviously visible to anyone with eyes to see. Yetta's entire adventuring party froze for a brief moment.

A telepathic connection from Yetta touched Jane’s mind, ‘Jane?’

‘Yup! Sorry about the delay.’

Yetta’s party walked across the glowing bridge toward Jane. Dorthy waved. Yetta cut her connection to Jane.

Jane sent to Erick, ‘I’ll talk to you later, Dad. I gotta go. I love you.’

‘Love you too. Good night.’

‘Good night.'

Jane [Shadowalk]ed to ten meters away from Yetta. [Scry] eyes filled the air around the Champion, but at Jane’s entrance some of them transferred to her. Night had fully seized the sky while Jane was communicating with her father. Ar’Kendrithyst glowed from within, illuminating everyone and everything in brilliant reds and bright violets, while shadows relaxed inside the crystal.

Yetta asked, “Rutile is dead?”

Jane nodded, choosing her words very carefully, and with great help from Killzone, “I took him by surprise, but I did not kill him. His downfall was his own arrogance. A dungeon of antirhine? What sort of idiot does that?”

The laughter of every single Shade around Jane and Yetta echoed across the glowing kendrithyst towers of the Dead City; an orchestra of schadenfreude. 

Yetta simply nodded, as she pointed forward, past Jane. “The next Daydropper is over there, twenty kilometers. We have ten dungeons left until Planter. There will be no rest until he’s dead.”

Jane had slept in till noon for exactly this reason. She was ready for a full night of work, and rescues.

She nodded, saying, “That would be Skyhook. Expect monsters made of air.” 

Basil asked, “Spider form?”

Jane obliged, dispelling her armor, transforming, and remaking her armor, practically all at once. 

Yetta and her team fell in behind Jane, as Jane led the way, her spider legs tapping across the glowing red and purple roads of Ar’Kendrithyst, far under a starry sky.
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                Tiny twinkling stars accented the deep blue of the night sky, while the half-light of pink Hell, the Silver Star, and white Celes loomed above, shining down upon Ar’Kendrithyst, their light empowering the red-violet crystal of the Dead City to glow half as bright as the sun.

Jane stood upon the fourth tallest tower of kendrithyst in the Dead City; the tallest peak near to the Gardens, her eight legs holding her secure to the crystal underneath. A strong wind blew across her spider body, catching on her sharp hairs, telling her, along with her sensitive feet, everything of the sky and land around her that her eight eyes could not. It was a quiet, still night, the shadows were asleep, slowly swirling inside the kendrithyst.

But outside of the kendrithyst, outside of Jane's senses, the shadows and the Shades that cast them were wide awake, and very busy.

Several [Scry] eyes floated near Jane, maybe to take in her perspective as the audience, maybe to put her on edge; Jane didn’t know. They weren’t really watching her. They were watching the procession down below, at the edge of the green, vibrant Gardens.

The Gardens was a palatial estate in the south east part of the Dead City, where some Shade or even the Dark Dragon himself, had cut and stacked and dumped the natural crystal towers of the city, into flat, wide land, only to then bring in dirt and vines and other such sundries to equip the estate with the space necessary to support plant life. From that destructive beginning, and generations upon generations of Shades like Planter, the Gardens had been raised into what it was today:

Glowing blue water pumped up from below to flow across the green land in falls and ponds, under dainty crystal bridges and beside walking paths. Water lilies grew where the blue ran deep. Green grasses flourished everywhere. Glowing fungi grew in artful arrangements on trees and in soil here and there. Hundred meter tall many-branched trees grew around glowing spikes of crystal, themselves glowing amber in the cracks of their bark; their branches dripping with bioluminescent green leaves and magnolia-sized flowers in every color of the rainbow. Glowing ferns grew across the Garden like splashes of green on a forest floor, while roses of brightest pink nestled in the hearts of bloodthorn vines. Everything had been arranged in a precise growth pattern around glass greenhouses and the larger trees, leaving wide walking paths through the whole of the Garden, and ample space for the main attractions. 

The Gardens was home to some of the rarest monstrous and medicinal plants on Veird. Tulips which made pregnancy assured and easy. Wide-Cap fungi that increased the health, both HP and natural, of everyone who breathed the spores. Dewy grass that gathered and secreted Water Essence, along with other monstrous plants that each gathered essences of their own.

But there was no animal life. The Gardens was a place of plants, and their Tenders.

Shades of the Gardens have always had a myriad of ways to keep the Garden lush and full of tempting prizes to lure adventurers into Ar’Kendrithyst. Some used animals, some used slaves. Planter used high-tier summoned creatures; his Tenders. When one of them failed in a task, Planter would personally murder and compost the failure himself.

The Tenders were living beings created with a high tier summoning magic, each of them with souls and levels, and each of them, without exception, further created minions of their own loyal to themselves, to Planter, and to the daily, methodical, careful cultivation of the Garden.

Planter stood at the top of the hierarchy of the Garden, with his army of fanatical followers always prepared for war. He had prepared well for today, though you would never know it, if you were just looking at the Garden from above. It looked as peaceful and idyllic as normal; the Tenders and their Ilk weren’t even out tonight.

Which was the biggest giveaway that the Garden was poised for combat from all sides.

But there was a much more subtle preparation committed here than the absence of gardeners. Command Center spoke into Jane’s mind about the differences from what the Garden had looked like two months ago, and everything had changed; practically all of the rarer, mythical plants, had all been removed. The Onyx Rain tree was gone. The Sword-Spike grass was not growing where it should have been. The Sweeping Angel mushrooms, the Doldrums Point, the Hornshredder; all of the parasitic and horrible fungi traps had been removed. Tonight’s Garden, lit up from every angle by the remaining plants inside, the kendrithyst towers outside, and even the occasional spotlightward that had been trained onto nothing, was kinda empty. 

Jane moved a little, tapping forward across the top of the kendrithyst tower, to look down.

Not too far below, Yetta, Cyril, Dorthy, Basil, and Allan, stood upon the main bridge leading into the Garden, each of them brimming with power; this was their show and they were ready. Jane had gotten them this far. The rest was up to them.

Jane would watch for a little while though, because someone was coming up on Jane, and making their presence very well known before they actually appeared. 

Tap tap tap, came the eight-legged vibrations of the crystal under Jane’s feet.

According to Command Center, Tania Webwalker rode a four-meter wide white spider, that was tapping up the back of Jane’s kendrithyst tower, taking no measure to hide itself or its Shade rider from Jane, or anyone else. Several Shade [Scry] eyes turned to watch her ascend. 

Jane was ready to take off in an instant if necessary, but Killzone spoke into her mind, telling her that this could be a good thing; Tania was approaching without obvious anger. Jane tried to believe him, as a white spider much bigger than her, and ten times the size of its Shade rider, drew near. 

Jane turned toward the Shade, just as long, hairy white legs of her mount crested the ridge of kendrithyst. The red glow of the crystal turned the monster and its rider into a blood-soaked horror; Tania smiled wickedly, exacerbating her terrible image as a decadent queen of the spiders. 

More [Scry] eyes appeared around Jane. 

Tania spoke, “Greetings! My little not-my spider. How does the evening find you?”

Jane tried, “Benevolent, Tania.”

“And you do it so well, too!” Tania smirked. “Would you care to have a private chat?”

Jane said nothing. She made sure her escape routes were unblocked; they were. Killzone vetted that no one was sneaking up on her from some other direction, but that didn’t mean that she was completely in the clear. She did not like the look of the white spider, though. It was massive, and absolutely laced with magic, with two massive front eyes, larger than the rest, pointed directly at Jane, like it was sizing her up as a meal. 

Maybe it was.

“No tricks! No danger from me or any of my lovelies, to you.” Tania added, “In fact! I will guard you with my very life, while we are having our conversation. No harm shall befall you while my many, many eyes are watching.”

Jane felt the wind shift. Something was different, but she couldn’t place it.

‘What’s going on there, Jane?’ Killzone sent.

‘Something feels off in the air.’

Killzone sent, ‘Agree to her terms, then look behind you, back at the Garden.’

Jane went still. She said, “We can chat right here.”

Tania laughed, riding high upon her white spider. “Lovely!” 

The air shattered, briefly. 

And then someone dumped lead sand all over her head.

There was a monumental moment of panic, because Jane, Tania, and the white spider, were not on the kendrithyst tower overlooking the Garden.

Jane hissed, then—

“Don’t take that tone with me, young lady!” Tania teased. “It’s just a little change of scenery; you’re still safe.”

Jane casually looked around, trying not to freak out. She was in a large violet cavern the size of an Ar’Kendrithyst city block. Spires of brighter crystal, hundreds of meters long, spiked up from the ground, touching a mishmash of crystal spikes that dropped from the ceiling. And all over every part of the entire violet space, were spiderwebs; shadows upon the light, dotted with thousands upon thousands of reflective black eyes, from spiders of every size. Jane was in the heart of Tania’s territory; one of the many dark spaces in the city from which no one ever returned.

“What do you want, Tania?”

“Oh do try to keep up! I won’t kill you, or even harm you.” Tania slipped off of her white spider, onto the webs of her domain. The white spider silently moved aside, but did not retreat; it stayed to watch. “I just find it so damn tiring to keep up the game in front of all those eyes. I was never meant for the stage, like Fallopolis.”

[Telepathy], [Conjure Armor], and Jane's [Absorption Ward], were all gone. But [Hunter’s Instincts] told Jane quite a lot about where she was, and she did not like it one bit. She started to brush away the lead—

“Leave it there, please.” Tania said, “If you remove the antirhine, keeping my word will prove very difficult.”

Jane stopped cleaning herself. She said, “What do you want, Tania?”

Tania frowned at her, then threw her hands up and down toward Jane, saying, “You ate Befami!” She paused. "At least I think it was Befami." She threw a hand wide, exclaiming, “They eat each other all the time, but I have to give some semblance of propriety when everyone is always watching.” Tania conjured a simple solid chair with armrests, and sat down. “Before we go any further, I need you to understand that you killing and eating Befami is a monumentally big deal to me, but you’re doing so well with their form, that I can’t help but admire everything you do. You’re really quite good at being a spider, Jane.”

Jane remained silent.

Tania asked, “Do you know what is happening in Ar’Kendrithyst, right now?”

Jane would have gasped if she had human lungs. Had Tania really just called the City ‘Ar’Kendrithyst’? 

Jane tried to keep up, saying, “Yes. You Shades are challenging the Champion to—”

“Yetta is completely unimportant.” Tania said, “Don’t get me wrong; her presence is important, but she is not. Planter is going to die by the end of the night, because he is both an idiot and an overachiever, and we are all going to help Yetta accomplish her goal. Because, what is important, is that more Shades die. We’ve culled seven Shades, today.”

Jane remained silent.

“Eight Shades, really. You killed one of us, too.”

Jane remained silent, [Hunter’s Instincts] flaring hard. Being in a room of webs made feeling for vibrations in the air and in the ground the easiest thing Jane had ever done; nothing seemed to be sneaking up on her. A [Teleport Lock] held in the air, but if she had to, she could [Shadowalk] away. 

Maybe.

Jane tried to cut a terrifying conversation short, “What is your goal, Tania?”

Tania seemed to brighten, her skin flushing darker in the violet light. She said, “I want to tell you a little story. It’s not that long, so listen up. 

“One day, an incani man named Bulgan fell into my webs, and he said such nice things that I had to let him go. That was the beginning of a working relationship. You see? I want to kill every human on Veird. Not you, and I guess not every human, if we’re being completely honest, here. But the sentiment still holds.”

Tania removed the white webwork over her hair, revealing a hairless scalp, and tiny horns. She cast a white lightward into the air. She wasn’t human, but she wasn’t incani either. Her skin was the barest shade of purple.

She said, “I’m a half, or a demi, as they say. There’s a lot of trauma there, but I’m mostly over it when it comes to talking to specific people who have done me no wrong.” She added, “Just so you know, you have done me wrong, but you’ve done it so well, I can’t feel bad about it. You and I? We’re neutral right now, with just a hint of fondness for yesteryear.

“Anyway. Kill all humans, and all that. Bulgan tickled my fancy, so we began a working relationship. He told me when humans came into Ar’Kendrithyst, I went and murdered those humans. We got closer. We had a relationship. I’m actually the one who transformed him into a Shade. It was an easy process for him; he had so much hate in his heart that remaining himself afterward was... was mostly easy.

“But there’s a complication. And I don’t mean how disastrous his attack on Frontier went, or how he got poor Befami there turned into a weapon to use against us. Those are part of this tragedy, but not the root cause. This complication came from a much deeper source.

“You see...” Tania leaned forward in her chair, saying, “Someone sang a very nice song to Melemizargo, a little over two months ago. Melemizargo’s [Familiar] caught wind of people bearing his scent, but then those people evaded the spiky little pet. Purodhalia came to me, practically crying, that he couldn’t find and protect the people his master had sent to him.” She frowned. She said, “Honestly, this was the only reason that I didn’t immediately send my best at you; that I didn’t go for the kill after you ate Befami. That I continue to allow you to live. But that’s me getting ahead of myself.” She added, “And that’s all changed with how wonderful you’ve taken to your spider form, anyway. So: back to the story:”

Jane would have been sweating buckets if she had the capability. As a spider, she just stayed very, very still.

Tania sat back in her chair, and continued, “You’re both planar. Your father has invented new magic. You both came out of the desert. It doesn’t take a genius to put all these parts together. Unfortunately, for Bulgan, he was working with half the information. He got some information from his sources in Kal’Duresh and immediately went after you two, well before I had the chance to talk to him, and even after that whole fiasco, and after he fully embraced Shadehood, and after he got the correct information, he continued to go after you.” Tania sighed.

She continued, “And so we come to today’s events, regarding the Champion.

“Bulgan has displayed a remarkable lack of the cunning and deadly man he was before he became a Shade. Filled with power, he immediately failed to kill Frontier. There have been other incidents, but you don’t need to know about those. There are a dozen Shades like this, all throughout our little community. We're all tainted by a little insanity, actually. This is because Melemizargo is insane, and the power we draw from him is tainted with his madness.

“But he has shown more sanity in his observation of you and your father than he has shown in hundreds and hundreds of years.

“So the goal, dear Jane, of me and all the other Shades of the Spire, is to kill all of those who cannot be saved, like poor, idiot Rutile—” Tania spat out, incensed, “Who decided to renege on his agreement with you! Really now! ‘We’ll go again’? Keep on doing the same thing, waiting for you to make a mistake in the fight? Increasing the challenge past what he set forth, just so he would inevitably win? That undermines everything we Shades stand for! Lying and cheating destroys our credibility as actual threats to the world! Everything else he did was fine and his skill in golemcrafting was magnificent, but we won’t abide liars.”

To Jane’s [Eyes of Magic], Tania lit from within, a thousand dozen streamers of intent, attaching her to every single spider in her entire nest, and likely everywhere else in the entirety of Ar’Kendrithyst. She was a demi, a child of human and incani, but Jane would have called her a demigod; a spark of divine fire lit her from within, casting shadows upon the rest of the world. Jane recognized that form of divine fire; she had seen something very similar to it all day long, burning inside of Yetta.

Tania was Melemizargo's Champion. 

Tania sat upon her ordinary throne, and said, “With Planter dead by the Champion of an enemy god, Melemizargo will show, and with his new lease on sanity, he will empower all of his most loyal to utmost glory.” She added, “Our entire plan is quite simple, when you look at it from our perspective.”

“… Why are you telling me this?”

Tania smiled, saying, “Because I have absolutely no idea where you and your father fit into this impossible knot of intrigue! How did you get here? Why are you here? Your father invented a new school of magic, darling Jane!” She added, “You seem to be pretty shit at magic, though. Even worse than normal non-Arcanaeum adventurers.” She stared. “Why is that?”

“… why do you refer to this city as Ar’Kendrithyst?”

Tania paused, then laughed. “I did? Didn’t I?” She smirked, saying, “I talk to a lot of people about a lot of topics.” She nodded. “Thank you for reminding me of this shortcoming. I would do well to meet my Maker with the proper words upon my lips.”

“May I go, now?”

Tania smiled, and spoke with a blood-thirsty gleam in her eye, “Is this conversation over, then?”

“Of course not.”

Tania muttered, “Shucks.”

Jane started cleaning the lead sand from her body, saying, “This conversation will never end, but there will be lulls.”

Tania laughed loud, dropping the itchy [Teleport Lock], saying, "Lulls mean a change in approach, from both of us, but I agree to this arrangement."

Jane needed to get gone—

Everything shook; the ground, the air, the very threads of magic weaving through reality, vibrated once, like some fundamental part of the manasphere had altered. Jane furiously cleaned the lead off of her body. 

Command Center reconnected to Jane’s mind. Five voices shouted at her, asking where the fuck she was, and why they fuck did she go dark for five hours. 

Killzone took sudden precedence in her mind, saying, ‘Get to the Garden, right now, soldier!’

“Five hours gone!” Jane rapidly cleaned herself, preparing to [Teleport], saying, “What did you do!”

“Just a little sleep spell! Not harmful at all. It works so well on my spiders, so of course it works on you.” Tania spoke, her words plunging ice into Jane’s heart. “And I couldn’t tell you our plans while you had any hope at all to stop what was happening, could I? That would just be stupi—”

Jane [Shadowalk]ed briefly, shedding the rest of the lead on her body, ripping away hundreds of HP, before she vanished in a blip of bright blue.

- - - -

Under the light of an early morning, Jane appeared on the same tower of kendrithyst that she had left. She rapidly recast her [Absorption Ward] at half strength, along with [Conjure Armor], draining 1600 of her mana; hopefully that would be enough for what was to come. 

She tried to take in everything her eight eyes saw, as fast as she could, while Killzone yelled in her mind what he needed her to do.

The Garden was a pyre and a desolation. Billowing heat rose into the sky from multiple fires. Trees had been cast down by vast, cutting magics. The air was twisted into ripped distortions here and there. Tentacled bodies littered the land. And in the center, a hundred meter tall statue to depravity had been lifted from everything available. Kendrithyst, tentacled bodies, vines, trees, and magic, all of that, and four living humans, had been twisted into the shape of a person praying to some unseen force in the sky. 

Yetta, Cyril, Dorthy, and Basil, formed the head, the heart, and the hands of the statue, their bodies likely twisted into their current living-corpse shapes by the seven Shades that hung in the air around their creation; singing in a coven around their victims, around the statue, hands raised to the sky in the same shape as the statue, power calling to power.

Strange words and deep vibrations thrummed through the manasphere, an ode to the hidden. 

Jane set aside the horror of the moment, and got to work. [Teleport Lock] hung heavy all around her; she would need to [Shadowalk] to rescue Yetta and her people, which was the reason everyone speaking into her mind was very mad at her. She was only one of two people with [Shadowalk] able to respond to this situation. The other one was Killzone. 

Bright flashes and distant explosions rocked the Dead City on the other side of the Garden; that would be Killzone. He was trying to rescue Yetta and stop the ceremony all at once, but now he was just creating a distraction for Jane.

But it was too late.

The sky shifted.

A single second had passed since Jane landed on the tower near the Garden. She was already too late. The song of the Shades transformed into laughter, as the seven floating Shades each dispersed away from the statue. 

Jane moved, [Shadowalk]ing across the entire distance, landing onto the center of the statue, directly on top of Yetta, able to reach her and Cyril, but not Dorthy or Basil. Yetta was the face of the statue, her arms wrapped in the stone and vines behind her, her eyes wide open, staring at a darkness blossoming above that grew in size and strength with the rising sun.

Yetta recognized Jane. She touched Jane’s mind, saying, ‘Yes’.

Cyril linked to Jane in the same instant, saying, ‘Go.’

She grabbed at Yetta and tugged on Cyril, [Shadowalk]ing them out of the vines covering their bodies, ripping away their flesh that was already a part of the statue. 

A few Shades laughed louder; a few others mocked that Jane was too late.

Jane moved further away, faster and faster, until the itch of the [Teleport Lock] was gone. 

In a blip of blue, Jane dumped Yetta and Cyril into intensive care, and blipped again into the break room. She telekinetically grabbed two mana potions and drank them right down, before blipping back to the Dead City.

Jane was rushing back to the Garden, back into the [Teleport Lock], when the sky finally ripped open.

High above the Garden, dark claws pulled apart the sunlight coming over the edge of Ar’Kendrithyst’s walls. A rip and a tug pulled the rent in Reality wide. 

Jane watched what was happening, but she was also headed straight for the statue. Somewhere in all of that, Dorthy and Basil had connected to Jane’s mind, through Yetta’s insistence. They knew to prepare for pain; they waited for Jane. 

Jane landed on top of Basil and Dorthy, each of their bodies mutated into twisting hands raised to the sky, as Melemizargo made his entrance. 

Time stopped. 

Jane stood above Dorthy and Basil, cupped in hands made of out of the adventurers, between the dark god floating above, and the people she was trying to save. Jane couldn’t move. Nothing moved. The air was still, and the laughter of Shades was silent. [Telepathy] connected to no one; or maybe it did, and no one was speaking, or able to.

With eight eyes, and able to see mana, Jane saw more than she ever wanted to. 

Melemizargo was a gravity upon the manasphere. Fully black, but glowing with bright white mana, the Dark Dragon was a contradiction. He was also the only dragon Jane had ever seen, in all of her studies of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse Armory, that was four legged, with a long tail, a snakelike neck, and giant wings, four times the size of his body. Horns twisted up from behind his head, while dark whiskers fluttered long beside a maw filled with glowing white teeth that Jane deeply remembered fully open and ready to swallow her, her father, and her car, all at once, only two months ago. 

The Dark Dragon was the only moving thing in sight, and he was moving toward Jane, his long wings spread wide like an eagle just before snatching a fish from a lake. Jane had never imagined herself a fish, but here she was, about to die to a legendary, magnificent monster.

Jane took in the sight of it all: Melemizargo’s huge wings, the shadows licking off of his dark scales, his gleaming white eyes and his long whip of a tail... 

The Shades were all horrific monsters, and the Dark Dragon was, too, by extension and fact, but, as Jane watched her approaching death, she admitted that sometimes there was beauty in horror. A sword flashing through an enemy, to save a family. A bullet ripping through a chest, to prevent a bombing. A death to give a life. Every world was based on horrific calculus, and right now, that equation was adding up to Jane finally biting off more than she could chew. 

Melemizargo silently landed in front of the statue, and the statue was still smaller than the dragon. 

He looked at Jane, with eyes of brilliant white. He was about to say something, but he paused. He tilted his head this way and that to get a better look at her. His fangs came out, and Jane, frozen in time, could do nothing but scream in her own mind, as he opened his mouth completely, his fangs bright enough with magic to rival the sun; his maw wide enough to swallow a school bus. But he did not eat her. 

Melemizargo took just the tiniest nibble out of one of her legs. He didn’t pierce far; just a drop of her spider blood dimmed the white glow of one of his massive fangs, but the barest touch of his three-meter long fangs sent her to 1 HP, 1 mana, and ripped away her entire personal [Ward] and blue [Conjure Armor]. He licked the blood off of his fangs, with a long, straight tongue. He paused. 

He pulled away and closed his mouth. He spoke,

“You are not one of Tania’s! Have we met?”

Jane felt her body loosen. All her magic was denied to her; the Script would not respond to Jane’s command; she could not [Shadowalk] away. But she could move again. So she fully turned toward the Dark Dragon.

She said, “Yes. We have met.”

“But I don’t know any spiders. I gave them to Tania; they're hers. But you're not hers. You’re not Tania, are you? Who are you?”

“… If you would permit me the use of [Polymorph], I could turn back and tell you.”

Melemizargo shook his head. “You may revert your shape if you are able, but there will be zero easy magic in my presence.” He started talking louder, angry, “The Script has made you all so soft—”

“Then please forgive me! I have only been on Veird for two months, and almost every attempt of mine to do magic, Script or otherwise, has failed! Miserably.”

Jane had absolutely no fucking clue where this conversation was going, or why it was going where it was going, but when dealing with an insane god, being demure, thoughtful, and repentant, was probably the best course of action.

Melemizargo nodded, his massive head shifting the air with his movements, his wings beating once, then relaxing, folding in to stay beside his body, as he sat down upon the destroyed Garden. His head still loomed over Jane; if she was a hundred meters above the Garden floor, his head was at a hundred and five.

He spoke with the voice of a teacher; easy and understanding, “Script magic has its place, but that place is not in the Summoning.” He chided, “You should have mastered this skill before today, youngling. Why are you in center stage?” He said, “With all the harmonies laid bare, and all the Twists flattened, even the lowliest person can rise to greatness in the Script, but the Script is a stepping stone. You must rise above! You have obviously [Polymorph]ed into this spider, so [Polymorph] back, without using the Script. You must simply find the harmony of your previous form, and sing that Reality through your soul.”

“… May I try something that will not leave me a gibbering mess if I fail? I am rather good at [Shadowalk], as well?”

Melemizargo laughed, and the world shook. “Yes. You may try this instead.”

Jane had been [Shadowalk]ing for days now.

… Not the most auspicious start to attempting to please a dark god thousands of years old, but it was better than accidentally putting her brain outside of her body. Messing up with [Shadowalk] would probably just cut off a limb, or four.

… How to even start, though?

“Let me help.” Melemizargo said, “This is the harmony you are looking for.” 

Melemizargo hummed, and something clicked inside of Jane as the manasphere responded to the Dark Dragon's gentle song. The shadows of the city, even locked in this [Time Stop] between the Dark God and Jane, grew like grass under the sun. Darkness flowed into the sky, and Jane felt the darkness inside of her grow to match.

Jane had felt the melody coming out of Melemizargo, every time she stepped into the shadows. But with this new display, she felt Reality and the Manasphere like never before, like her entire being was made of shadows, like her soul and all of her connection to magic was resonating with Melemizargo’s gentle tune.

In for a penny, in for a pound. 

Jane joined the song, vibrating her soul and her magic like she never knew she could.

Suddenly, she was [Shadowalk]ing, her spider legs disappearing into the shadows under her feet; sinking into the deformed bodies of Basil and Dorthy.

And just like that, Jane remembered where she was, and what she was doing. She stepped up and out of the shadows, up and out of Dorthy and Basil, stilling her soul; her magic. “I think I got it now. I will have to work on the rest later. That was most informative.”

Melemizargo smiled wide, showing countless fangs. He flicked his wings wide—

He went utterly still.

“I remember you, now! Yes! You were with that nice man that sang me a song in the Underworld! How is he doing these days? What is your relationship to him?”

Jane went still, but said, “He is doing well. I talk to him every night; he’s my father.”

“Your father! That’s wonderful! He’s added such a nice variety to this stagnant Script.” Melemizargo flapped his wings, hovering into the sky without moving the air. “Keep working on your magic, Jane. I’m sure you’ll get a claw into it sooner or later. I didn’t start learning spells until I was thirty five years old. Rather old for a dragon, but that’s how it is, sometimes.” He gazed off into the sunrise above, saying, “Speaking of fathers and daughters, I wonder how Rozeta is doing?” He looked down to Jane. “Have you heard anything about her? We don’t talk as much as I would like.”

“… They call her the Ever-Moving, so I think she’s rather busy.”

Melemizargo laughed a bit, shaking the world, then said, “She is, isn’t she!” He looked down. He frowned. “This garden is such a mess.” He pulsed.

The Garden of Ar’Kendrithyst returned to the glory of last month, with tall trees and well kept streams and lakes. Grasses regrew, as fungi began to glow in the early morning twilight. Moisture layered the air in fog and life, as Melemizargo breathed out across the land, a breath of pure magic, that soaked into the soil, growing and repairing everything it touched.

The statue of inhumanity under Jane remained under her, Basil and Dorthy still frozen in time, along with the rest of the world, but the vines and crystal and growths of the statue turned green and vibrant, mossing over the cruelty of the Shades; a layer of fluffy jade.

“Take care, then!” 

Melemizargo slipped through a rent in Reality. 

Time resumed.

Everything happened really fast.

Basil and Dorthy both screamed in pain under Jane’s feet and fangs. 

The Shades resumed their laughter, but that cut out almost as fast as it came back. They knew something was wrong. 

Jane’s HP was at 9, but her MP was… also at 9. She had not been meditating while talking to Melemizargo; she tried, but she couldn’t. As the Script returned to Jane, she immediately began meditating as she slapped Favored Spell onto [Shadowalk] —which looked a bit different, but now was not the time for that— while at the same time grabbing Dorthy and Basil and yanking them along with her into the shadows, down and away, fast as she could go, faster. Faster.

Suddenly, Jane stood upon the red bridge, next to the sandy courtyard right outside of Forward Base, with Basil and Dorthy in her spidery legs, both of them horrifically deformed and dying. Forward Base had been emptied for the Champion’s quest; no one knew how bad it would get. No one was there when Jane arrived.

Jane sent to Killzone, to Liquid, to anyone who could listen, telling them she needed assistance and mana potions at Forward Base, right now. 

Killzone responded, ‘What the FUCK DID YOU DO!’ as he popped into the air beside Jane. He grabbed Dorthy and Basil. In two more blips, Killzone was gone then back again, tossing two mana potions onto the ground, saying “Debrief! Now!”

On zero mana and very little HP, Jane caught the mana potions and tipped them into her spider mouth. Swallowing, she said, “Tania put me to sleep as a spider, because that’s a thing she can do to spiders. I woke up after whatever happened—” Jane looked at the Kill and Exterminate Quest; Planter’s name was gone. “—After they killed Planter and were put in that statue? Then Melemizargo came down—”

“And you took an opportunity from us.” Fallopolis floated in the sky over the red bridge, asking, “What did you get for it, Jane?”

Fallopolis and Tania floated in the sky, over the red bridge leading from the Crack to Forward Base. As they floated, waiting for an answer, an [Avatar of Melemizargo] crawled out of a far tower; a giant of shadow and air, dimming the light all around. Another Avatar stood up to the left of Forward Base, while another stood to the right. Jane and Killzone were completely surrounded. Killzone stepped to stand beside Jane, his eyes locked on the Shades in front and the Avatars all around; watching everything all around him, just like Jane. 

Another Shade floated above the top of Forward Base, behind Jane and Killzone, wearing full-length, fully concealing black hooded robes. Jane didn’t know that one. Killzone glanced at the third Shade, and went still for a brief moment.

Killzone said, “You’re all encroaching on my territory. Leave, or I will force you to leave.”

“I won’t speak for all of us—” Fallopolis said, “But this Champion ordeal is over, the day’s events are done, and I will leave, but only after Jane tells me what she got from my god.”

Jane tried to think if she got anything—

[Shadowalk]?




	
Greater Shadowalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable ~{Favored Spell}~

You are the everlasting night.










Oh yeah. [Shadowalk]'s blue box had majorly changed, but more than that, it felt different. Jane felt the spell inside of her Status, inside of her soul, like it was a muscle long neglected but finally working again. [Shadowalk] vibrated, and as Jane matched herself to those vibrations the spell slipped over her body like a fine moisturizer. It was a funny comparison, but after going without moisturizers and shampoos for two months, using [Shadowalk] now was like feeling good in her skin. Really good. Her mana was already coming back from the potions Killzone had given her, so she [Polymorph]ed back into her self—

She came back to her human self, losing half of her senses, but feeling even better than how she felt as a spider. [Conjure Armor] replaced her clothes, and with her human eyes, she saw what her channeling of [Shadowalk] looked like to everyone else around her. 

As her soul sang of the hidden, the dark, and the other side of sight, the shadows inside the crystals of the Dead City danced to life under her inner song, all around Jane, and her [Conjure Armor] turned midnight blue. Jane looked at herself, cutting off [Greater Shadowalk] wondering if something was really, really wrong with her body, or her magic, or her self. She didn't know. She looked up at the Shades.

Tania laughed, vanishing in a shattering of shadows, followed quickly by all the rest, except Fallopolis. 

The grandmotherly Shade smiled upon Jane, saying, “She's groOOwing up so faAAst!”

Then she turned with a giggle and floated away, toward the Crack, toward the sunlight, laughing as she went. 

One by one, the Avatars of the Dark God retreated into the kendrithyst towers, like shadows melting. Sometime when Jane wasn’t looking, the hooded Shade had vanished. 

With the sky above turning a brighter shade of blue, Jane felt like something had gone right, but also terribly wrong. She picked at the hem of her [Conjure Armor], poking at the darkness in the color of her magic; it didn’t go away. Jane flashed out a brief [Greater Shadowalk], and the shadows of her armor only darkened. She relaxed her magic back inside of herself, and the color stayed. Maybe her magic was just dark blue, now. Maybe… Maybe something really bad had happened when she talked to Melemizargo, but she didn’t feel any different than normal. 

How would she know, anyway? She would know if she had been changed, wouldn’t she?

Killzone said, “Your eyes aren’t black and white; you’re not a full Shade.”

Jane looked to Killzone and felt her blood run cold, then warm. Quietly, she said, “Good,” the word gutting out of her like viscera yanked out of a fish.

Killzone sighed, his posture relaxing. “Do you have enough mana to send some images of what you saw? To give a better, full debriefing?”

“Not… really… I’m at a few hundred.” 

Jane looked up, at the sun peeking into the city, spilling through the Crack in the wall to catch upon the red crystal road, and the towers all around her. A wind picked up, flowing into the Crack, carrying with it the scent of the Crystal Forest. 

She asked, "Is it… Over?”

“For today. Yes.”

Jane breathed, trying to relax.

She asked, “What’s the final count for rescues? Is Yetta's team okay?”

“Two hundred and four people saved from dungeons. Permits into the city will be paused for a while, though we won’t deny people entry. Even with all this excitement, the Shades will still want more.” Killzone said, “Allan killed himself in the battle with Planter; activating some final magic to kill the Shade. It worked. They tried some other stuff beforehand; that did not work.” Killzone looked to the air. “Basil and Dorthy are dead.”

Jane felt a tear fall. She didn’t speak for several moments, because her voice was sure to break. She liked Dorthy. She was starting to like Basil. When she could, she said, “It could have been worse.”

Killzone agreed. “A lot worse.”

“Tania told me...” Jane said, “They were killing each other to...”

“To summon Melemizargo. We understood that… way too late. Silverite says that the last time Melemizargo was summoned, it took the deaths of fifty Shades. She's thinking now that the number needed is probably proprotional to the number of Shades alive."

Jane asked, “How did Yetta and… How did they end up in that statue?”

“That was Gora, Treant, Skyhook, and Rodel, all working together, while all the rest either watched, or sang.” Killzone frowned. “I’ve never felt so powerless to stop them before.”

Jane dried her tears, and said, “I would like to request some time off to go hunt certain monsters for [Polymorph], and to complete my Class. I’ve heard that unicorns have this ability called [Aura of Freedom], that would negate many of the controlling effects employed by Shades, and I would prefer to have this ability before resuming my duties. Tania can put spiders to sleep, so I have no doubt that she can do worse.”

Killzone smiled, faintly. “Granted. Provisionally. After we know the new lay of the land. It might take a week. Or maybe just a day.” Killzone added, “Hunting unicorns is crazy dangerous, Jane. Was Tania putting you to sleep the first time you experienced that sort of mind magic?”

“Yes.”

“Unicorns are entirely mind magic. It gets a lot worse than a sleep spell.” Killzone added, “And I’m sure you’re right about Tania having stronger stuff to use against spiders. Now that I'm thinking... I'm going to have to take you off duty for a while. Or at least forbid you from using your spider form inside the city.”

“She’s Melemizargo’s Champion, you know?”

Killzone looked across the city, saying, “Yes. We know.”

Jane nodded, watching the sun through the Crack. She turned to Killzone, her voice a heavy thing to get working correctly. “I’m not becoming a Shade, am I?”

Killzone shook his head, saying, “If all it took to become a Shade was to meet Melemizargo and have a nice chat with that monster, then Veird would fall to chaos and death in a matter of moments.” He explained, “No one accidentally becomes a Shade. Not even Dark Mages are in danger of becoming Shades, though there is a bit of a stigma against them. No; becoming a Shade is a process, which starts with the guided implantation of a rad upon your heart, a time of struggling to emerge victorious against insanity, and culminating in another Shade personally assisting in your resurrection. It is not something that happens in one sunrise.”

Jane felt calmer.

He looked to Jane. “You don’t have a rad inside of you. I’m not worried.”

“Is there a way to change the color of my magic back?”

“Not without a great deal of effort and psychic mutilation. Just chalk it up to today’s trauma.” Killzone said, “No one would doubt such a thing. I bet a lot of people's magic will look different after today.”

Jane nodded, slowly. “What now?”

“Now, we go back to Command Center.”

In a blip of black, Killzone vanished from atop the red crystal bridge to Forward Base.

In a blip of midnight blue, Jane followed. 

A gentle cheer and the clapping of several pairs of hands echoed across the Dead City, in front of Forward Base, along with calls of 'good show' and 'I can't wait till next time'. 

- - - -

Jane stepped inside Yetta and Cyril’s semi-private recovery room. Sunlight streamed in from the window across two beds, one of them empty, the other splattered with blood and a deformed Cyril. Yetta was gently breaking his bones back into position, under the careful eyes of a doctor. 

Yetta had recovered all on her own as soon as she was out of Shade control; she was a Regenerator. Healing from horrific mutilation was par for the course, for those of her Class. She wouldn’t die unless she was killed and burned to death, or she chose to turn off her Class abilities. 

Cyril was not so lucky. His body had been twisted around the exposed heart of the statue. [Greater Treat Wounds] healed fast and well, but some traumas ran deeper than others, especially those of the magical kind. Only time would tell if he would ever willingly return to the battlefield. Many people who Jane and the Army had rescued today would never again venture out into the world to fight monsters. 

Crack!

Yetta held Cyril’s freshly broken arm into the proper position, while tears ran down Cyril’s face. She said soft words to the pale man, while the doctor applied gentle magics to Cyril’s arm.

“Enough— Enough—” Cyril whispered, gulping, begging. “Give me a— a minute. Some time.”

“We gotta keep going, Cyril.” Yetta said, “Gotta straighten your left leg, now. We can regrow the right one, later.”

Yetta had asked for Jane, but Jane did not want to be here for this. She stayed, though. Yetta had asked for her, so Jane stayed. 

Cyril said, “Is Jane here, yet? Is that her?” Cyril looked right, staring at Jane with wild eyes. “I can’t really see.”

The doctor said, “We can excise your eyes and the worms therein when your bones are in position and the [Regeneration] won’t do more harm than good.”

Jane looked to Yetta.

Yetta looked to Jane, her eyes full of sorrow. “Yes, Cyril. Jane is here now.”

“Thank you.” Cyril said, “We went in there expecting to die. Allan—” He choked, but brightened as he said, “Allan was a good man. He gave his life— None of us expected to live through this. Thank you. I just… I just don’t want you thinking bad of Allan. He did all that knowing he was going to die. Thank you for… For rescuing us. Even though you couldn’t get Basil and Dorthy— It’s okay. Basil and Dorthy are in a better place.” He chuckled, then sobbed, then stilled, to say, “They might still help us with what comes next, right, Yetta? They would have chosen to become angels, wouldn't they?”

Tears fell from Yetta’s eyes. She shook her head. “No. They might have talked like that, but they were both always a one-and-done kinda people.”

“Ah.” Cyril lost what little brightness he had. “Ah...”

Yetta looked up to Jane. “He has to sleep while the recovery magic works, but he wanted to speak to you before that. He's done talking now. Thank you for coming. I would talk to you later. Please.”

Jane nodded. She turned, and walked out of the door.

Cyril breathed, and said, “Keep going, Doc. Yetta. I’m ready.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane had a detailed and descriptive personal debriefing via Killzone. It was not a fun experience, but it was necessary. She told the truth, about everything that had happened inside Ar’Kendrithyst. Killzone asked for clarifications here and there, but mostly, he accepted what Jane said at face value.

There was no truthstone in the room… Or at least not one that Jane could see.

An hour after that, there was another debriefing.

Jane met Killzone and Silverite in a stone conference room with no windows, and little furniture. 

A green truthstone sat on the table in front of them. 

“Please have a seat, Team Leader,” Silverite said. “This shouldn’t take long.”

The truthstone glowed green.

Jane took a seat.

Silverite asked, “Are you positioned to become a Shade?”

“I hope not, and not to my knowledge.”

Green. 

Silverite asked, “Do you wish to continue to be a part of Spur’s Army?”

“Yes.” Jane said, “I do.”

Green.

“Why?”

“Because I like rescuing people from danger. It’s what I was born to do, and I enjoy it.”

Green.

“Is today the first time you have met Melemizargo?”

“No.” Jane said, “I’ve met him before in the Underworld, probably same as you, but likely under vastly different circumstances. And just so you know: I never sought him out. Every time, he has just appeared, and every time it has been unwanted.”

Killzone smirked at the green truthstone.

Silverite frowned. She said, “That is enough. Thank you, Team Leader Flatt.”

Jane looked from the black orcol wrought, to the silver dragonkin wrought. Neither Killzone or Silverite looked like they had anything else to say. So Jane stood up, and walked out.

Killzone said, as she reached the door, “You’ve got tomorrow off, if you want it off. Otherwise we’re all back at Forward Base in the morning.”

Jane turned back briefly, to say, “I'll be there."

 

- - - - 

 

Jane collapsed into bed. 

She woke up just in time for dinner, and because she heard a knock on the front door. A quick [Cleanse], [Conjure Armor], and [Shadowalk], put her in her foyer, in front her door. People were on the other side. People she had rescued. 

Jane didn’t move.

“I can hear you breathing in there,” said a woman. 

Jane chuckled.

A man said, “Let’s go get drunk! Our treat, as thanks for saving our lives!”

“… Sure. Just… give me a moment.” Tears had fallen, but Jane brushed them away. “I’ll be right back.”

Jane rushed to her room and put on real clothes; something that couldn’t be dispelled by some annoying drunkard. In two minutes, she was back by the door. She paused.

She opened the door.

“Good evening, madam!” A 30 year-old human man with orange hair spoke with a flourish, “You might not remember me, but you rescued me from Fallopolis.” His legs and arms were skinny under his average looking tunic and pants. He pulled back the sleeve of his shirt, smiling, saying, “I swear, I used to be a lot more muscular and better looking than this. Gimme a month of that good old orcol cooking, and I’ll be a sight to see.”

Jane giggled. 

The orcol woman with the man, and likely the same age, was similarly skinny, but about eight feet tall and dark green. “We got bank accounts, and I want to get wasted. Know any good food joints around here, my savior?”

Jane held back her emotions. She couldn’t speak through the lump in her throat. 

“It’s a joke!” The woman said, “We’ve both rescued lots of idiot adventurers in our lives.”

“But we never thought we’d end up being the idiots.”

Jane smiled, saying, “Sure. I know just the place.”

 

- - - -

 

Spur was loud with news of the Champion killing Planter, and drunk off of the successful quest. Divine Scans revealed 0 Daydroppers in Ar'Kendrithyst, or anywhere else for 2500 kilometers. Rescued people and volunteer Army personnel partied in the city, right alongside other, normal adventurers. In the bars and the streets, in the restaurants and in the guildhalls both Mage and Adventurer, people swapped stories of their time under the power of the Shades, and of the brave people who pulled them out of the darkness.

Jane drank and ate alongside new friends; some she had rescued, and some she had worked alongside. 

Most people spoke of how they were never going back in there, of the horrors they had seen, but also of the treasures hidden in the kendrithyst. They spoke of ten meter tall crystals of gold, under the watchful eyes of the Shade of the Lake. Of enchanted items for plus-hundred Strength, and plus-hundred Vitality, used to keep prisoners alive while the Toymaker played with their insides. Of groves of rare plants, both monstrous and medicinal, scattered all throughout the city, now that Planter was dead and Treant had claimed his spot as Shade of the Garden. Of essences dripping from grasses, and Wide-Cap shrooms boosting the health and Strength of anyone who breathed the spores; just sitting right out in the open. Of the Shades remaking the city into something deeper, something darker. Of how the Champion had killed ten Shades and torn a bloody swath through the crystal streets. 

That last one was a lie that Jane could not stand. 

Jane cleared what she would do next, before she actually went and did it; soldiers were generally forbidden from speaking of what took place inside Ar’Kendrithyst. Killzone came back with an affirmative; Jane was authorized to spread truthful information with regard to who killed the Shades, and why, but nothing else.

So Jane shouted down the liars and the fabricators. The Shades had killed their own in order to start a Great Purge, or something worse! Jane quickly realized she shouted the truth into deaf ears; people were drunk. Tongues wagged at her, explaining how she didn’t know anything at all.

One particularly offensive dude called Jane a lying soldier out to keep the wealth for herself. That guy lost several teeth, and would have lost a lot more if the guards and the other nearby soldiers hadn't stopped Jane.

But rumors had a way of spreading, and ears opened wider for beautiful lies, than for harsh truths. 

People were openly speaking about how they should kill all the Shades, and take their treasures for themselves. Jane watched, as even her own companions for the night spoke with greed in their voices, and hope for shiny, beautiful things in their hearts. She left those two idiots to their own devices. She couldn’t watch people regurgitate lies at each other. 

“Where are you getting this information?” Jane asked another pair of rescued liars, after she cooled down enough to not punch someone.

“From the mouths of the Shades themselves,” they said, drinking beer.

“What was their wording, exactly?” Jane demanded.

“ 'The Champion got so much blood everywhere! How are we ever going to resist the rest of the Adventurers!' ” They repeated, drunkenly. “I’m telling you! The Shades are ripe for the picking!”

Jane left before things turned bloody. Several other fellow soldiers left with her, all of them tired of blind fools. 

Jane went straight to Silverite, who was working overtime in the Courthouse.

“You know what they’re saying, right?” Jane asked.

Silverite spoke with disgust at the world, “I am fully aware of these baseless rumors spreading in my city, and believe me, there will be no unauthorized entry in to Ar’Kendrithyst. That is about all I can do, but it is not nothing.” She spoke seriously, “This is the good outcome, Jane. Even when the Shades lose, they set up the board for the next time around. There are already Shadelings the entire world over, spreading rumors of Yetta’s ‘easy time’ conquering the Dead City.” Silverite said, “You did very well in there; might have even prevented a Great Purge, or whatever other dark thing they were planning. I doubt it was as nice and clean as ‘they’re not insane anymore’, which is what I’m gathering from the [Witness]es we’ve employed to verify what you said in your debriefing.”

“What were they planning, do you think?”

“We’ll never know.” Silverite added, "But if you find out, please tell me."

Jane knew where she had to go next.

 

- - - -

 

Yetta sat to the side of Cyril’s hospital bed, reading a book under a small lightward. Cyril looked whole again, but deeply skinny, and paler than before. Yetta set her book aside as Jane appeared in the doorway, and brought a finger to her lips; shushing.

Jane pointed down the hallway, toward the break room. She left and went to the break room and started making tea. Yetta joined her in the breakroom after several minutes. Jane poured tea for both of them. They sat together at a table in the back of the room; they were the only ones there.

“So,” Jane started.

“So,” Yetta continued. 

Jane sipped her tea. Yetta did the same.

Jane said, “They’re holding you up as a savior.”

Yetta spat, “And you want me to tell them we couldn’t have done it without you?”

Jane shook her head. “No. I want you to tell them that the Shades culled their own in order to trigger the arrival of Melemizargo. They used the necessity of a Kill and Exterminate Quest to force you to play their game. That it was not an easy time, and that a lot of good people died, because the Shades are genocidal megalomaniacs with too much power and too much time on their hands.”

Yetta frowned. She wiped her face. She said, “I lost three of my— My best friends, today. I cannot have a conversation regarding political tactics right now. I need you to tell me… Why they died. How come you could not save them, too?”

Yetta was holding back floodgates of her own. Jane almost lost it, herself, but she held it together. It was easier to be stronger around other people.

Jane said, “I’m sorry. I can’t answer that question, because I don’t know.”

Yetta’s hands shook a little as she sipped her tea. She set the cup down, and waited.

Jane said, “What... happened back there?”

Yetta breathed. She said, “Planter splattered me across the sidewalk as an opening move, so I missed the first five minutes.” She loosened, and words began to pour out of her. “I have almost 20,000 HP. Planter’s spell was not a crit. It was just a pure hit for two hundred thousand Force damage. I had [Defend] up and it was only one hit, but I only survived because I’m a Regenerator. Everyone else managed to evade his subsequent attacks. Allan—” She said, “Allan had really good Mana Sense. Cyril, too. But nothing like Allan. He saw the attack once, and was able to tell when it would come again. Allan is the only reason we had any hope of winning; we won because of him.

“Planter might have started off as an orcol, but he immediately went into his [Avatar of Melemizargo] and became a tentacled monstrosity. Limbs like trees, with the length to reach halfway across the entire Garden in one attack. He tore up his Garden to kill us. Dorthy did her Juggernaut thing and bounced his most obvious attacks right back at him. Basil was on minion duty; Allan was on minion duty, too, but sweeping up the smaller targets was Basil’s forte. Planter had a lot of minions, but we ventured down to Nergal and got Basil a Flare Snake expecting minions. Do you know about Flare Snakes? They’re these really big snakes that flash-ash everything they touch. It worked well; Tenders and the smaller wretches were literally falling apart as Basil zipped around the battlefield.”

Yetta got a far off, happy look in her eyes, as tears fell, as she talked of her friends.

“Cyril— Warder. Just so you know. He threw 10,000 point [Ward]s on each of us. His [Ward]s regenerate really fast, too. Scion of Focus… Dorthy was a Scion of Strength. Allan was a Scion of Willpower, though he often lamented that he should have picked Focus. Basil was a Scion of Focus." Yetta laughed, once. "Basil and Cyril would always rag on Allan...”

She went silent.

Jane asked, “But the Daydroppers have only been out for 17 days, or something?”

Yetta smiled, saying, “We’ve known each other for a lot longer than that. Allan was a neighborhood kid who went to the Tower and got himself a ‘right ‘n poper edu-ma-cation’.” She laughed. “Allan came back home to say ‘hi’ to his momma a few years ago. One thing led to another and he joined up with the four of us, forming a nice adventuring party. We’ve been killing monsters around the world for years. When we were kids, Cyril would escape from his gilded tower to come play wyrms and knights with us in the dirt and the fields. Dorthy was the one who got us out of trouble; Basil was the one who got us into trouble. Always deep into the shit, with Basil. He wasn’t a Polymage; he just liked everyone to think he was. He was actually a Seeker. He never told us what he was looking for; always said he’d know it if he found it.”

Yetta breathed. She said, “Anyway. Planter’s minions were taken care of. Planter himself was between an anvil and a hammer; Dorthy on one side, me on the other. Allan raining destruction from on high— Battlemage. Very good at killing; only got stronger as a fight drew on.” She said, “And we killed him. There were no real surprises past the first splatter; once Allan’s Mana Sense got ramped up and he could tell us every spell before it happened. And then… Allan killed Planter, and the rest of us helped.” She laughed. “The rest of us even managed to stop the watching Shades from striking the final blow. They got no credit. Each of us got between 18 and 20 percent; they got nothing. They’re not going to qualify for the Kill and Exterminate Quest, at all.” She sighed. “Then… they all attacked at once. A few as Avatars… A few as themselves. And we ended up in that statue.”

Yetta stopped talking. 

Jane filled the silence with her own story, “I was stolen away by Tania. She has mind magic over shadowspiders, greater than anyone in the Army knew. They drilled me pretty damn hard on what to expect from her, and from being a spider inside Ar’Kendrithyst...” Jane said, “Tania only woke me up to taunt me, saying that I couldn’t do anything because their summoning was complete. But… I could. I saw you down there and I rushed to save you two, first. When I came back… Melemizargo interrupted me from saving Dorthy and Basil. I’m sorry for your loss.”

Yetta’s eyes were wide, staring at her tea, as she listened. She sipped her tea.

Jane added sugar to her own tea, then had a sip.

Yetta slowly came back to herself, and said, “Thank you… for saving Cyril and I.” 

“Thank you for not killing me right at the start of this whole horrific ordeal.”

Yetta laughed loud. “That was just… unfair of me. Sorry.”

“The whole thing was unfair, Yetta. None of it was your fault.”

Yetta sighed, long and low. After a moment, she said, “When I accepted this Championship… It was a group decision. We all knew that there was a very high chance something like this was going to happen. We didn't expect Shades, but... But when Atunir came to me, Odaali was already dead; there was no one to name in our Final Affairs. Everyone we knew was gone. All of us were hungry for vengeance and all of the people on the quest were known terrorists that we had no problem killing. Everything just… sort of happened very fast. And it’s not over yet. The vengeance is still there, but its a quieter thing, now that my— my family is down to just… to just Cyril and I.” 

Jane nodded. Her tea had gone cold already, but a tiny bit of [Prestidigitation] warmed it right back up. 

Yetta asked, “So how was Melemizargo? I think I would have shit myself.”

Jane smirked. “I probably dropped some spider thread, for sure.”

Yetta scrunched her face, exclaiming, “You met the dark god as a dark spider?”

“Believe me, it wasn’t intentional.” Jane explained, “Apparently Tania Webwalker is Melemizargo’s Champion. And she has the spiders, and Mel is a bit confused and one thing led to another and I ended up talking out of my ass to save my skin, I guess? I’m not even sure. But Silverite said that this was a win, and she would know, so I’m going to take the win.”

Yetta stared at her tea. She cast a bit of [Prestidigitation] fire into the cup, warming the tea to steaming. She almost took a sip, but then she set her cup down, and said, “I need something stronger than this.”

Jane smiled. “I’ll get the alcohol and we can keep talking about a lot of things, because I’m probably going to come with you to Odaali. If I can; if you'll have me.”

Yetta smiled, then softly said, “Okay.”

Jane blipped home, grabbed the good alcohol she had kept stashed in the back of the cold room, and blipped back to Yetta. 

Yetta was sobbing into her tea. 

Jane set out some shots on the table in front of Yetta while Yetta cried. Yetta briefly came back to herself, did three shots, then went back to crying. For a little while, there were a lot of emotions; most of them sad, but some of them happy and full of laughter. Somewhere in the middle of that, Cyril woke up. Jane and Yetta were already smashed. Cyril promptly joined them in drinking their emotions. 

It wasn’t very healthy to drown emotions, Jane reflected somewhere in the middle of the night, but it was nice. 

“Healthy?” Cyril shot, “We could all die tomorrow and I’m not drunk enough to handle that.”

“That's fair.” 

Yetta stumbled to the door, saying, “Let’s go fuck up a bar.”

Cyril laughed. “You sound like Basil.”

Yetta said, “Well someone’s gotta be an irresponsible idiot! Might as well be me!”

Jane would later reflect that the night after Planter’s death, bar hopping with Yetta and Cyril, was full of pain and strong emotions, but it was also one of the best bar crawls she had ever been on. And the company was pretty great, too.

They got a lot of free drinks. 

and

They punched so many idiots.

- - - -

When the soldiers of Spur's Army would later return to Forward Base the next day, they would find bouquets of roses and other flowers laying on the red road. After a quick check in with the proper people, fireballs would rain down on the bouquets, incinerating roses, orchids, succulents, and lots, and lots, of parasites. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Thank you for reading, commenting, voting, and upvoting!

I hope you enjoyed Jane's chapters. 

We will return to our regularly (unscheduled) scheduled Erick updates, post haste.



                



056


                The Crystal Forest disappeared with one more white blip, as Erick reappeared on the flat orange land of the Human District, a hundred feet from his house. Teressa let go of his hand, hefting a three-foot long tarp-covered object in her other arm; the giant yellow grand-rad they had gotten from the eyebeam wyrm. She carried almost every camping supply they had brought with them in her massive backpack, but Erick was still weighed down. His own pack had been rearranged to contain everything that was headed toward the Adventurer’s Guildhouse; it was quite heavy, with hundreds of gold wrapped up tight so as not to jangle, and lots of minor magical items that someone might be able to recharge.

A sapphire blue blip revealed Rats and Poi, twenty feet away. 

Teressa walked toward the house, laden with the grand-rad and camping supplies. After Poi transferred his own pack to Rats, Rats followed her, carrying his and Poi’s packs toward the house.

Rats turned around, waving. “See you later.”

Teressa gave a small wave behind her, as she too walked into the house.

Poi stepped toward Erick. “To the Adventurer’s Guildhouse?”

Erick breathed in the air of Spur. It smelled like stone and wind, and dry; it smelled like home. Erick smiled, then said, “Yup.”

“I should warn you, that the Champion did her battle with Planter yesterday. You will probably be expected to hand off whatever treasure you agreed to make either today or tomorrow.”

“Really? That soon? Good.” Erick smiled, checking the Kill and Exterminate Quest, and yup, Planter’s name was gone. “How’d it go?”

Streamers of intent connected Poi to other people, as he said, “I’m just getting the updates now—” He paused. He said, “They had… quite a lot of difficulty. Three of them died. And hundreds of others.” He added, “It was quite bad. Jane would want to talk to you about that, and about what comes next.”

Erick felt a sudden chill. He lost his smile. The weight of his pack seemed heavier, filled as it was with the possessions of the dead. Erick said, “Let’s get this stuff to the guildhouse for the Fund, first.”

Poi nodded. 

 

- - - -

 

Quite a lot of people walked through the Adventurer’s District from one location to the next, from lunch to armorer, or alchemist to home. So many people, all of them walking in so many different directions. There was a slowdown of traffic into the Adventurer’s Guildhouse ancient forest land, but Erick eventually made it to the front door, through the crowds inside, to step up to the teller behind the counter.

Paril was on duty today; the tealscale dragonkin who registered Erick for his adventuring badge.

“Hello there, Archmage Flatt.” Paril asked, “Did your hunt go well?”

“Yes.” Erick pulled out the generic paper for the quest, filled out with details of the hunt, then slid it across the marble divide, under the metal bars, saying, “Eyebeam wyrm, singular grand rad, meter long.” The truthstone behind the counter, at Paril’s side, glowed green. Her eyes went a little wide as Erick said, “I have 17 guildbadges to turn in, and this loot to place into the Fund.” Erick unslung the pack from his back—

Paril said, “Please do not take those out here. We do not deal in treasure or the acceptance of lost badges at this window.” She put on a cheerful face, asking, “Eyebeam wyrm? Was it yellow?”

Erick put his backpack back on, saying, “Yes. Bright yellow.”

Paril frowned as she pulled out a small folder from behind the counter and set it in front of herself. She opened it, revealing perfectly realistic drawings of various monsters; most of them looking like wyrms, but some of them were not. The only ones Erick understood, as Paril flipped through papers revealing other body horrors like the wyrm, was a red dog-like monster and a blue bat-like maybe-snake, before Paril flipped over to the yellow eyebeam wyrm. She laid the paper in front of Erick, asking, “Is this the monster you killed?”

The image was mostly the same. Maybe there were slight differences. Maybe not?

Poi said, “Yes. That’s the one.”

“That’s the one,” Erick agreed. 

The truthstone glowed green for Poi, but pale pink for Erick.

Paril looked at Erick.

“I’m not exactly sure. It probably is.”

Poi said, “It is.”

Green for Poi, and now green for Erick, too; that was good enough for Paril. “This update to the known monsters of the Crystal Forest came through yesterday.” Paril said, touching the folder of monsters. “A few people in Vindin are going to be very happy that you killed that wyrm. As for yourself: you are now 500 gold richer,” Paril moved the sheet of paper with the yellow wyrm on it to the side. “Quite a bit more than the 250 gold for a 4 star wyrm. Your yellow wyrm was 5 stars, but it should have been 6, if you recovered seventeen badges. Unfortunately, you can blame this lack of 6 stars on Vindin; they’re notoriously stingy with properly identifying threats. And because of that, unfortunately, we only pay out on the difficulty set forth on the quest, not what you may have actually encountered.” She said, “Your own badge, please. How would you like to be paid? If you want gold, it will take a day.”

She spoke so professionally about death and danger, that she unnerved Erick. But, he reflected, this was the world he lived in. He was going to hunt more wyrms, for sure. Just to prevent more tragedy like this. 

Erick handed over his badge, saying, “Put four hundred of the gold into the Fund, and the rest into direct deposit. Where should I take this stuff? Which is also for the Fund.”

Paril smiled, taking his badge and quickly filling out her paperwork, writing upon Erick’s paper and the paper of the yellow wyrm, saying, “Thank you very much, Archmage Flatt, for your dedication to the cause. I’d get someone to escort you to deposit your loot, but Mog is standing right behind you; I think she wants to take over from here.” She handed him back his badge.

Erick took his badge and turned around, smiling. Mog was as muscular and beautiful as Erick remembered, in her usual brown leathers with teal accents; her Guildmaster outfit. People at other windows eyed Mog, but kept on with their own business. Mog was not smiling.

Mog said, “Hey. Come with me.” She turned to Poi. “You’re aware he has tails on him, aren’t you?”

Long-suffering Poi, said, “Yes, Guildmaster. All of them are keeping their distance.”

Erick froze. Then he lied, “I’m aware as well.”

Mog looked to Erick, smirking. “You’re a terrible liar.” 

“… Yeah. I was never good at it.”

Mog said, “Come on; this way.”

 

- - - -

 

In a private room beside the receptionist area, on a smaller table covered in soft green fabric, Erick set out the seventeen badges they had retrieved from the body of the yellow wyrm. A blue-skinned incani woman named Owlin took down the numbers on the badges, touching each badge reverentially as she did, while Erick set out the rest of the loot they had retrieved on a larger, dented table, that looked used to this sort of thing. Mog watched the whole ordeal. When Owlin was done with the badges and began moving onto the loot, she thanked Erick for his donations. Erick left before they finished counting it all up; he didn’t need to know how much it was.

With his pack now empty, Mog took Erick up to a private booth on the third floor, away from prying eyes, and bought him a drink. 

“Congratulations on the kill. I read up on the yellow wyrm.” Mog sipped her beer, saying, “That should have been classified as a 6 star threat. How’d you kill it?”

“From very far away and with as little danger to myself as possible.” Erick said, “I’m going to keep killing wyrms when I can, and probably the same way.” He asked, “Do you have any other mindless targets that need to not be a problem anymore?”

Mog’s face did several happy things. She smiled, her eyes lit up. She sighed, and then, with a slight tilt and running a hand through her short black hair, she said, “You know just what to say to a girl, don’t you?” She dropped her hand to the table, her lower fangs flashing a little, as she added, “I have lots of targets like that, yes.”

She was beautiful. 

Back on Earth, the solution to this situation was painfully obvious, but this was not Earth.

“Sooo?” Erick added a bit of his own flirt, enough that anyone looking would have trouble identifying it as a flirt, as he asked, “What happens next?”

Mog laughed a sigh, saying, “Unfortunately, while I like such an open ended question from you, work comes first: I’ve had a chance to talk to Yetta; she’ll tell you what she wants from you. Her attack on Ar’Kendrithyst went about as well as could be expected. Three of them died; Yetta and the only living prince of Odaali survived. They only survived because of your daughter. In total, ten Shades are dead. Melemizargo was summoned at the end of it all, but as insane gods sometimes do, all he did was leave.” She said, “The adventuring community is booming; much too large to be safe for any of us. So I urge you, when people come to you and speak of killing Shades, asking you to give them a quest, too, listen to the horror stories people rescued from the Dead City will tell you, and keep in mind that poking a wyrms' nest sometimes drops treasure, but it usually just drops wyrms.”

Erick felt an anger rise, subtle but furious. He calmed himself before saying, “We should kill them all.”

Mog smiled softly, saying, “Again. I urge you to understand, from many more sources than just I, that to do this would be to invite destruction upon us all. The remaining Shades are the most powerful ones of the Dead City, and they’re changing everything inside of their walls. They’re conquering and absorbing the lairs of their former comrades, expanding their powers, growing even stronger than they were before.”

Erick stared at Mog. For such a tall muscular woman, she appeared unusually soft right now. Erick breathed, then said, “You’re right. I don’t have any idea of what happened in there. Or what would happen, if we got more agressive."

Mog relaxed. “Thank you.” She sat a bit straighter, and said, “As for killing this yellow wyrm, you’re cleared for 6 star quests, now. I do have more targets for you; mindless disasters that need to die that no one can really get near. But you have a promise to keep with Yetta about Odaali, do you not?”

Erick said, "I do.” 

Mog nodded, then waterfall’ed the rest of her beer. She smiled as she stood up, setting the empty beer mug on the table, saying, “I’ll have a list when you get back, dear Archmage.” She added, “You should probably [Teleport] home. We have some uninvited guests into our conversation that need a lesson in civility.” She cracked her knuckles, then vanished in a colorless splash of air.

A loud BOOM rocked the side of the guildhouse. The entire front room went quiet for a brief moment, before people started rushing for the front door, talking loudly, asking about what happened.

Erick immediately turned to Poi, “What the fuck, Poi? We were being followed?”

Poi stared at Erick. “You’re being followed ninety percent of the time you’re out and about on the town, sir. I would have told Guildmaster Mog to ignore them, but it is not my place. She might know more about those specific people than I.” He added, “And you do lie horribly. You would have given away that we were being followed, and thus deny me the opportunity to vet our stalkers as zero-threat. Which I did.”

“… I would like to know when we’re being followed, from now on. I can keep a straight face.”

“Very well, sir.”

“How are you vetting them, anyway?”

Poi said, “It’s a combination of [Scry], [Ultrasight], [Identify], and a few other abilities, such as [Sense Intent].”

Erick hummed. 

Poi said, “And just so you’re aware, it is hard to defend you when you lie to me. So please, in the future, refrain from lying to any of Teressa, Rats, or I, about things such as you getting much more than 1% Participation from a monster kill—”

Erick winced. 

“—Because Phagar is a perfectly acceptable god to worship. Considering your history and personal accomplishments, it would be completely normal for him to accept your kills as necessary and prudent, and to even award you full Participation.”

“… Oh?”

Poi frowned a little. “You’ve been getting full Participation for a while, haven’t you?”

“… Yes. I just… I didn’t want to look weird. You’ve already complained about that.”

“That's not a problem. What is odd —but still not a problem— is that you got a fake kill box.” Poi said, “But I’m not going to ask after that, or any other casual oddities. What is a problem, is that casual lies could start a trend which could lead to something terrible happening because of conflicting information. I would never lie to you, sir; it would irrevocably damage my credibility as a resource for your protection, and for the protection of Spur’s own future. I would hope for the same from you, for much the same reason.”

Erick smiled, softly. “Heard loud and clear, Poi. Sorry.”

Poi simply nodded. 

Jane’s voice cut into Erick’s mind, ‘Hey! Dad! I heard you’re back. Let’s meet at the house. Yetta and I want to talk.’

‘See you there.’ Erick briefly turned on [Perfect Hearing], listening to the growing argument outside. He asked Poi, “Who were our followers, anyway?”

“Business men from Portal, who I distracted by informing the nearby guard, but who appear to be painfully pushy.” Poi listened to the air, over the noise of the guildhouse. “Very pushy.”

Erick instantly said, “We’re [Teleport]ing home.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick and Poi blipped onto the orange stone outside of his house. 

Jane stood at the front door, wearing her normal around-town clothes. Her shoes from Earth, pants and an airy tunic; perfect for the desert weather of Spur. Her hair was pulled back into a clip, and she was smiling. They both walked toward each other, and met in a hug. Erick held his daughter; she was warm and healthy, and most importantly: she was okay.

Erick softly said, “I heard a little about what happened, but not nearly enough.”

Jane laughed into Erick’s shoulder, saying, “We’ve got a lot to talk about.” She pulled away.

Erick let her go, saying, “Did you get a chance to test the harmony between two Force spells? I’m working on the pieces for [Tracker’s Instincts] to work my way up to [Hunter’s Instincts] using this method.”

Jane smiled wide, saying, “That’s a very good ability to have, dad; I use it all the time. But I haven’t done much tier work. We’ve got a lot to talk about until Yetta and Cyril get here later.” She walked to the house, saying, “Let’s go inside.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane made good coftea; roasting the leaves just right, filling the kitchen with that wonderful caramalized bitter coffee scent. Erick had missed her coftea. He had missed her. They’d only been fifteen miles apart for a month, and they talked almost every day, but it was still difficult knowing that she was in danger all the time and there was nothing that he could do to help her. 

Finding out about the harmonies possible between different magics was something he felt could be very important to her success; to her ability to fight the monsters and survive on Veird. But she brushed him off twice now, redirecting the conversation in some other direction, or cutting off conversation entirely. She likely had a very good reason for this, and she seemed to be gearing up for an involved and troubling talk, if her meandering and quiet words around the kitchen were any indication.

Jane cut up cheese and bread on the kitchen counter, while Erick sipped coftea, sitting at the kitchen table, listening to the chop-chop-chop of the knife meeting the cutting board, waiting for Jane to start talking. She almost started a few times, her mouth opening, but she stopped; her words didn’t seem to want to come out. 

So, Erick started, “Hunting for wyrms is pretty nice; until you meet the ones that can cut through a [Force Wall] with their thousand [Force Beam]s. I ended up killing it with a swarm of [Conjure Force Elemental]s. I still got a long ways to level all the parts necessary for [Tracker’s Instincts], but the first trial of my new insight with the harmonies of magic is going to be a [Familiar] spell. When I get all of that together, I think I’ll hunt as many wyrms as I can.” 

“Mm-hmm.”

“We found seventeen adventurer badges inside the wyrm we killed; so they’re yet another monster that needs to die.” 

Jane listened, but kept her mouth tightly closed. She brought the cheese platter to the table and set it between Erick and herself, as she sat down. 

Erick waited for her to speak, but she didn’t.

Jane only ever got like this one other time; when she told Erick that she got accepted to her CIA internship, and that she was going forward with her plan to become an international special agent. Her telling him she was joining Spur’s Army was easier for her than this. 

Erick was starting to worry, but he shoved that emotion down hard so it wouldn't consume his every thought.

He continued, “Do I need to put up anti-spying measures for this?”

Jane froze. She slowly nodded. 

Erick flashed out a pair of [Ward]s to cut off the kitchen from the rest of the spying world; one [Visual Distortion Ward], transforming everything outside of the kitchen into a Picasso painting seen through terrible TV reception, the other a [Sound Distortion Ward], making the rest of the world a static-filled void. Poi, Teressa, and Rats were already elsewhere; they had vacated the area to give Jane and Erick some privacy.

Erick started, “We should be safe now—”

Jane blurted out, “The Shades used your quest, and the Champion’s Kill and Exterminate Quest, to cull their own; they killed eight Shades, I killed one. When Yetta and her team killed Planter, the Shades trapped her, Cyril, Basil, and Dorthy, into a giant statue in order to summon Melemizargo from the Underworld. Allan had already given his life to kill Planter. I ended up talking to Melemizargo, directly, as a spider. There was a very tense conversation for me, but for the Dark Dragon, I think he thought he was teaching a child about magic. He sang a song of [Shadowalk], vibrating the manasphere, and I sang with him, transforming my [Shadowalk] into [Greater Shadowalk].” Jane handed Erick the box for [Greater Shadowalk].

 




	
Greater Shadowalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable ~{Favored Spell}~

You are the everlasting night. 








 

Jane continued, “Tania Webwalker is Melemizargo’s Champion. She knows that you sang a song to Melemizargo, and both she and he said that they liked that song. The purpose to summoning Melemizargo this time, was so that Melemizargo, restored to more sanity than he has had in centuries because he has been watching us, Dad, would be to remove some of the insanity that he has leaked into his Shades.

“The Shades twist people into musical instruments, they infect adventurers with parasites, they send shadelings out into the world to tell people that Yetta killed ten Shades and that Ar’Kendrithyst is ripe for the picking so that more people will come to them, so that they can work even worse horrors upon the world. 

“I want to murder every single one of them, Dad. One was not enough.” Jane stressed, “They all need to die, but we are not strong enough. I saw their true power, and it was worse than I imagined. I am not strong enough. You are not strong enough. I don’t think anything less than a full worldly coalition could actually kill them all, but even that would fail against Melemizargo. And he said that Rozeta is his daughter.”

Erick listened. 

When Jane was finished, he collected his thoughts for a minute. She ate cheese and bread, waiting for him to say something.

Erick eventually said, “I did not know most of that, and it’s good to know, but it doesn’t change my plans. I want to kill them all, too. I’ve been talking to a lot of people here and there, trying to gauge the best way to tackle the situation—”

Jane relaxed. She grinned, as she put some cheese onto some bread and ate it.

“—Silverite is fully against truly standing up to the Shades; she’s seen the horror of a Great Purge. Her actions to kill the Shades without care led to the destruction of Spur a hundred and four years ago. Killzone is against killing all the Shades, as far as I know, and I'm not sure why. Mog and Zago are against murdering the Shades, though I’m not sure about any of their real motivations, either. But ‘We don’t want Spur and our families to die’ is a pretty darn good motivation, if you ask me.” Erick said, “Anhelia— you know her? She’s a receptionist at the Mage Guild; she’s the information broker of Spur. She has a direct lineage out of Kendrithyst, back before Melemizargo killed the city and turned it into what it is today. She’s fully for killing every single Shade as well as the Dark Dragon himself, but I’m not sure how to use her as a resource to accomplish this goal. Anhelia has said, however, that if I and her wanted to go Shade hunting, we could do so, and we could probably work through the whole of them, killing them in secret or what have you. I’m not sure what her plans were exactly. But we can’t really do that… because of the reprisal.” Erick stopped, because Jane looked like she had something she wanted to say.

Jane said, “My magic changed, Dad.” 

“Show me?”

Jane grinned, as she cast out a [Prestidigitation]. Her hand flickered with mightnight blue light.

Erick said, “It looks like midnight—” He paused. He asked, “Is that why Killzone is so dark? Did the Shades try and fail to do something to him, too?”

Jane laughed loud. She said, “I love you, dad.” She added, "And Killzone is just black... I think."

“I love you too, Jane.”

Jane looked at the midnight glow around her hand, saying, “They did fail, didn’t they.”

“Of course they did!” Erick asked, “Do you want to see what battling a wyrm looked like, for me?”

Jane threaded [Telepathy] to him, sending, ‘Show me.’

Erick started in on the cheese and bread as he showed Jane the fight against the yellow wyrm. She added telepathic commentary here and there about what she was seeing versus what Erick had seen. It didn’t take Erick long to realize, for about the hundredth time, that Jane was a supreme fighter; Erick himself had a long way to go to get on her level. 

And then Jane showed Erick images from her time guiding the Champion through Ar’Kendrithyst.

Erick watched, horrified beyond the vast majority of many words, unable to eat, only speaking during her tale to let her know that he was fully listening, and to say, at the end, “They all need to die,” and, “We’re not strong enough.”

“I don’t think it’s possible to actually harm them if they’re prepared.” Jane said, “Porter only died because I surprised him in a very specific position, I doubt that would ever happen again. Planter only died because a god demanded his death, and because his death was part of the Shades’ plans. All the rest were murdered by their own, but I doubt that any of them were that much weaker than Planter.” 

Erick said, “We shouldn’t move against them right now, anyway.”

“I agree.” Jane looked to the air as another thread of intent connected her to someone else. She said, “Yetta and Cyril are coming over now.”

Erick asked, “Any idea what Stat items they want?”

“Not sure.” Jane stood up, picking up the empty cheese and bread plate, saying, “But I’m coming with you to Odaali, so I might take something, too.”

Erick smiled wide. “You are? That’s great!”

“I’m happy about it,” Jane said, [Cleanse]ing the dishes and putting them away. “I hit 50 and got my Polymage Class Quest.”

“You did!”

“Yup. The Class Quest takes one of every type of monster with one of each essence type, except dragon. I’m going for a unicorn for the light essence monster because, not only are unicorns horrible child eaters, they also have this ability called [Aura of Freedom] that makes them immune to most adverse mental and physical magic.”

“… Of course unicorns are child eaters.” Erick sighed. “Every monster is some horrible awful thing, aren’t they?”

“I’m pretty sure; yup.”

 

- - - -

 

Yetta sat in the sun room, sipping coftea along with Cyril, on their side of the coffee table; Erick and Jane did the same on their side of the table. Yetta was not the same reserved, highly suspicious person she was the last time Erick had seen her. Now, she was a bit bubbly, and a bit more open with her face. Jane had said that they had gone drinking and punching through several bars last night, so maybe this was due to that? Or, more likely, Erick reflected, she was just pushing down the horror of having her friends die as a sacrifice to a dark god; she was putting on a good face, and planning for the future when the Halls of the Dead were a distant memory and Odaali was not occupied by murderous plants. 

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Erick was finally able to say, after they had all sat down. 

Cyril suddenly looked a wreck, with skinny arms and thin hands clutching his coftea, but he kept a mask of pleasantness firmly in place, saying, “They died giving their all for a better world. I can only hope that my own death buys the rest of humanity such a boon.”

Yetta smiled sadly, nodding.

Erick said, “I heard a bit of it from Jane. I saw some of it through her memories she shared. It was… Pretty bad.”

Yetta spoke without a hint of pain, saying, “It was bad. And it’s not over.”

Erick nodded, then asked Yetta, “What kinds of Stat items would you prefer?” 

Yetta said, “About that. Cyril has something to ask of you, first. Then we will decide on our items.”

Erick looked to Cyril.

Cyril said, “Thanks to the efforts of our king, our coalition, and the people of the Wasteland Kingdoms, just this morning, the powers that be in the Wasteland Kingdoms have disavowed the terrorist group known as the Halls of the Dead. In a joint effort to rid the world of Daydroppers and those who made them, the Wasteland Kingdoms, and in particular, Queen Tiz, and King Porli, will be supplying the Greensoil Republic and Odaali-in-exile with tactical information regarding the Halls of the Dead. We have already made inroads upon the enemy; discovering their base, and a major complication.”

As soon as Cyril mentioned the Wasteland Kingdoms, Erick expected his Silver Star to turn hot, but it did nothing.

Cyril asked, “What I ask you, is this: Will you help us destroy the Halls of the Dead, too?”

“Uh.” Erick said, “I’m not killing any people. Hard-no.”

Cyril nodded, saying, “We would not expect you to; but there are now two Queen Daydropper Vines in the Greensoil Republic. One at Odaali, the other at a newly discovered research station deep in the Mondariska mountains; the research station where we suspect the Daydroppers were born. Destroying both of the Queen Vines is crucial to ending the Daydropper threat.”

Erick felt his Silver Star. It was still lukewarm; unresponsive to all this talk of killing incani and becoming a part of the Quiet War. Erick asked, “Does Koyabez sanction this action?”

Cyril said, “Normally there would be a conflict between the Avowed Pacifists and taking part in something that looks, superficially, like the Quiet War. But this is not the Quiet War at all. Koyabez’s clergy was instrumental in forging this temporary alliance between our two people. They used some large scale magic called [Zone of Peace] to facilitate the talks which enabled this coming together of nations to fight a common foe. It is my understanding that you invented this spell, just a little while ago, yes?”

Erick thought back to his vision of Koyabez, in the Interfaith Church, where he showed Erick a dot of glowing hope for peace on the southern coasts of the Greensoil Republic. This must be that.

"So... This isn't the Quiet War."

"Not right now." Cyril said, "And we hope it stays that way."

Jane said, “I’m going to help them infiltrate and kill the Halls of the Dead, both at Odaali and at this research station. You don’t have to decide now, dad, but just know that I’m going.”

Erick looked to Jane, then to Yetta and Cyril. This was a lot bigger than just assisting in killing plants.

Erick asked, “Is this a step toward a complete cessation of the Quiet War? At least on Glaquin?”

Cyril said, “I don’t know. Maybe? It's possible that the Wasteland Kingdoms are just looking to avoid an all out war, but that is good enough for me; we've never been on peaceful terms. For now, at least, the Quiet War will be quieter, yes.”

Erick said, “I won’t be killing people, but… I might be able to assist you in taking back both locations.”

“Fair enough.” Cyril said, “The aid we desire from you will never include overt murder, or participation in a war.”

Erick nodded, a cold weight settling into his chest; a worry, sitting on his heart like iron. 

Yetta said, “Cyril and I are leaving Spur tomorrow morning. The assault on Odaali begins in three days. Send me a message, and I can come back for you at any point before the assault, or Jane can come and get you; she’s coming with us tomorrow morning, too. I would prefer you be in place and ready twelve hours beforehand, but four hours is good enough, meaning you have two days before I come and get you. What say you to this?”

“… I will be ready and able to—” Erick looked to Jane. She nodded. Erick looked to Yetta. “Uh. Soon. Tomorrow evening.”

Yetta nodded. “Your [Withering] will be instrumental in taking back my homeland with as little damage as possible; thank you.”

Erick changed the topic, “Anyway: What kind of items do you want?”

Yetta smiled. She asked, “What are our options?”

Erick said, “I’m wearing a Strength ring and a Vitality ring right now; Red Stats seem to play nicely together. Blue Stats play nice on their own, too. But having a Red and a Blue Stat item together is not a good experience— Ah. You know what? Let’s just go to my tower, and you can try on whatever you want of what I have available, or I can make you whatever you want. Or, I could just make you the gems themselves. I don’t mind, either way. I’ll make you five items— ten items, actually. How about… maybe fifteen gems?”

Yetta smiled softly, as she looked to Cyril. 

Cyril said, “We would like twenty gems, and to pay you for more—”

“I will not be paid for any of this. You did a quest for me, and you deserve a reward for the horrors you have taken upon your shoulders, but I won’t accept money for further gems. I won’t be selling anything I make; probably not ever. Not happening.”

Cyril frowned a little, but kept his political mask on, saying, “I am the last remaining heir to the throne of Odaali, working with a Champion of Atunir, with companions who were heroes to my decimated people and politically connected to the Tower, who gave their lives to rid the world of a new horror. I ask you now, to please relax your personal motivations and help me get my nation back on its feet, for the sooner I can reestablish order, the sooner I can get back to helping those displaced by this attack. I will need a great deal of help in the coming months and years, if we don’t all die fighting the Halls of the Dead. Some mythical-level Stat items would go a long, long way, to securing my position, once I take back my homeland from a world-ending threat.”

“… Fifty gems, and only after we’ve had a long and thorough conversation so I can be sure that you’re not some secret murdering king, who eats babies, or some shit like that. Only twenty gems, for now.” Erick said, “All I’ve really heard about your republic is that some dragonkin are moving to Spur because they don’t like it over there, for whatever reason, but I’m starting to suspect its because humans are in charge and the dragonkin are second class citizens—” Erick added, “And your Green King tried to murder me! With an assassin from the Green Circle! Jane’s the one who found parasites in our food.”

At first, Cyril and Yetta looked about to laugh, and Jane looked embarrassed, but Erick kept going, and Cyril’s face dropped. Yetta frowned. 

Jane said, “Dragonkin aren’t able to hold political position higher than knight. A lot of the problems between human and dragonkin of the Greensoil Republic stem from that, as is my understanding.”

Yetta grumbled.

Cyril said, “I wouldn’t want to support some dictator, either. We can have some talks—”

“Not now, and not while the danger is still out there.” Yetta’s voice turned hard, but not harsh, “I completed your quest; you will assist. Past that, we can see what happens. I would like to leave the political talk for another day.”

“I can agree to that,” Erick said.

Cyril said, “Aye.”

Yetta relaxed. She said, “I would like to get a feel for what items I would want; can we try some on?”

Erick stood. “Let’s go to my tower.”

Yetta stood up, forcing a small smile.

 

- - - -

 

Yetta eventually settled on a two-gem belt for 60 Strength, and a ring for 30 Vitality. When she put them on together there was a moment where she looked like she was having a heart attack, or some other terribly drastic event. But she came back to herself saying, ‘That’s a RUSH,’ and it all seemed good. Cyril was much more conservative, opting for two rings; Strength and Vitality, with a backup Willpower ring for casting the bigger spells when needed. Erick sent them off with their own treasures and a promise to create 10 Strength gems, 5 Willpower gems, and 5 Vitality gems; they would work out actually setting them into jewelry themselves. 

They would return in the morning to take Jane with them.

They never commented on the state of Erick’s tower and Erick never made an attempt to hide any part of his diamond-growing vats, or rain catcher set-up, or his lathes and diamond grinders. The ease in which Erick promised to have their gems ready by the appointed time seemed to unnerve them, though, if only slightly, like they weren’t really trusting what he was saying to be the truth. But they didn't push, and Erick didn't volunteer extra information.

When they were gone, Erick made Jane a set of Willpower and Focus rings; she wanted to practice her magic, using what she’d learned both from him, and from the old god of magic:

Harmonies in the Script lead to stronger spells? That the Script itself was a stepping stone to greater magic? Maybe, or maybe those were purely surface statements, meaning exactly what the words meant.

Inside his mage tower, Erick said, “I think he was just talking about high tier spells. About harmonizing the base magics into something bigger, more… Orchestral. Less one-man band, attaching every instrument to your body and swinging around hoping to make music; more using two or three instruments well. Or maybe using one instrument really well.”

Jane paused. She slowly nodded, humming, and said, “Maybe.”

“I’m going to try and create a multi-Stat item, though.” Erick asked, “Want to watch?”

“… Yes. I do.”

Erick smiled wide. “But first! Dinner?”

“Very yes.” Jane smiled as she said, “I want to go to a restaurant and order fries, because that’s a thing I can do now. Thank you, dad.”

“Oh~” Erick exaggerated a blush, saying, “It was just some political maneuvering with giving away priceless magics.”

“Oh? Really?” Jane chuckled. “You’re going to need to explain that.”

“Sure. But it involves the nature of light, which may or may not have something to do with these harmonies Melemizargo mentioned, so we probably shouldn’t broach that subject in public.”

“Short version; and then I want fries.”

“Ultraviolet light is just a step up in frequency in the visible light spectrum, and ultraviolet [Special Ward]s are used as a token of royalty in wrought society. Some ancient order of special enchanters called the Gemslicers makes them for kings and queens. And now I do, too.” 

“Ah… huh. Okay...” Jane said, “Uh. Okay.”

“Blacklights make wrought fluoresce; Killzone is the brightest purple person I have ever seen.”

Jane laughed loud.

 

- - - -

 

Dinner with Jane, out on the town, talking about the little things that had happened to them in the past month of not physically seeing each other, was nice. Jane even talked of her time drinking with Yetta and Cyril the previous night; she had a lot to say about who they were as people, and most of it was good. Yetta and Cyril were good people, who did good things for those around them, like save villages from monsters, or, most recently, walk into Ar’Kendrithyst and kill Planter knowing that some of them would die. 

Killing monsters and saving people is one thing, but Erick wanted to know who they would be as rulers; and Jane didn’t know much about that at all. Cyril never expected to take the throne, Yetta never expected to be a Champion; figuring out how to resurrect their kingdom would take them a long, long while. There would surely be disasters of all kinds, assaulting them from all sides the entire time. Yetta’s harshness in dealing with some of the events directly after the murder of Odaali, like killing those two merchants who failed to deliver on aid for Odaali, would surely come back to bite them in the ass.

Jane would keep an eye out for all of that, once they were over in Odaali.

“It might be nice, or it might be horrible, to have an enemy in front of us we can actually end,” Jane said, over her second plate of fries.

Erick stopped eating his chicken wrap, to say, “I understand what the Halls of the Dead did, but do we really have to be so bloody about killing them? Can’t we feel a bit more bad about the tragedy of the Quiet War? The horror that we need to… do this... at all?...”

Jane looked at Erick like he was stupid.

Erick dropped the subject and went back to eating his wrap.

 

- - - -

 

Back home, Jane decided to go right to bed. But Erick had enchanting orders to fill, not only from Yetta and Cyril, who would be getting twenty gems, initially, but he also had to clear out his last 50 ring delivery to Liquid. A casual question posed through Poi revealed that Liquid was fine with Erick taking as long as needed; she expected him to take a month producing the first batch.

So with that small weight off of his back, Erick spent the evening and a bit of the night grinding gems into spheres for Yetta and Cyril. He would enchant them in the morning when Jane could watch.

Erick woke up to the smell of bacon; Jane was cooking breakfast. After a nice meal of meat and pancakes, while the sun had yet to brighten the sky, Erick was ready to enchant. Jane was ready, too; she had even glanced through some of Erick's enchanting books in preparation.

With steaming coftea in hand, Erick and Jane walked up to the second floor and entered the southern mage tower. The orange city was quiet, dark, and blue with pre-dawn light, outside of the large picture windows. To the south rose the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, while across the flat land of the open city, was the rest of Spur. Lights were turning on; other people were also waking up. The farmers would be waking up now, ready to start the day by readying the fields in the cool morning air. When that was over, they would break for breakfast, to get ready for Erick’s rain and the harvest. 

Erick cast an audio and a visual [Distortion Ward] into the tower, extending just past the windows. 

Jane stood back a bit from the vats and the main table, looking at the distorted city outside the window, asking, “Do you do that all the time? I’m not sure if that’s a good thing, or a bad thing. They can’t see you, but you can’t see anyone.”

Erick said, “Poi suggested I do this, if I was ever to actually talk to someone about what I was doing. I’ll trust his judgement.”

“… We could just use [Telepathy], Dad.” 

“Nope!” Erick gazed out at the distorted city, saying, “Concentrating on active magic outside of what I’m trying to do makes the end product much less than what it could be. These [Ward]s are the best solution.” He took off his rings and set them aside, adding, “And enchanting while under the effects of other enchants also leads to an inferior product. A [Personal Absorption Ward] doesn’t seem to matter, though.” Erick began, “To begin—”

“Don’t tell me; I want to see if I can understand what you’re doing on my own.”

“Well… Okay. I can do it that way.”

In front of Erick were three stone vats, each empty. A much larger cistern sat to the side of the mage tower; it was meant to hold platinum rainwater, and it was also empty. Erick [Stoneshape]d open the funnel leading from the outside into the larger vat, and turned on [Exalted Storm Aura]. 

Rain fell from straight above in a sudden, heavy rush of glowing platinum water, gathering in gutters as it flowed into Erick’s tower, into the cistern. Erick cut the rain. Ten seconds was all it took to fill up the cistern with all the platinum rainwater he would need.

Erick said, “Ask me any questions at any time, Jane.”

She hummed, then sipped her coftea.

With [Watershape], Erick pulled up three measures of platinum rainwater. He split the water into three and deposited it into three prepared vats, like pouring pudding into a mold. Erick let go of the rain, and it sloshed level in all three containers. He moved to the prepared, spherical gems, and picked up ten with his Handy Aura, one at a time, and carefully deposited them into the first vat of platinum water. The bottom of the container was already carved into dimples; each gem barely separated from their neighbor, though you couldn’t tell where they were under the opaque water unless you had experience enchanting gems in this set-up.

Erick turned to Jane. She shook her head. Still no questions? 

Erick cast a Strength-Crimson mask [Ward] over the vat—

“That.” Jane said, “How did you make that?”

“Ah?” Erick looked at the red mask [Ward], saying, “Color matched for Strength-Crimson; it only lets that specific wavelength through.” Erick held up a hand and flared mana through his Strength, producing a radiance of every color of red across his fingers. “Push mana through your Strength, and let the maskward kill all interfering wavelengths.” Erick stuck his glowing hand into the water, into the mask [Ward], touching the gems, saying, “Empower the gems a little each, but keep moving between the gems, letting them all get the same charge. Keep going back and forth until you’re sure they’ve absorbed as much as they can. Then you turn on [Cleanse Aura].” 

Erick flashed out thick air, but not much changed in the room; everything was still clean. “Then you cast this [Diamond Aura].” Erick flashed a tiny aura that he had created days ago, directly into the water. Each diamond rapidly sucked in platinum glows, growing a mirror shell, while he still channeled Strength-Crimson into the gems, flaring mana through his Strength hard for the last few seconds before the shell completely formed, as the water cleared. He cut off [Diamond Aura]. Thick air continued to spill into the room, turning the now-cloudy water completely clear. Erick lifted the newly enchanted gems out of the water with his Handy Aura. “And that’s how you make ten gems at once.” Erick took out his two diamond spells and showed Jane.

 




	
Crystallize Diamond X, close range, 1 minute per level, 25 MP

Cause a diamond to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>








 




	
Diamond Aura, close range, 1 MP per second.

Cause the diamonds in a small area around you to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>








 

“So many questions.” Jane frowned at the spells. She asked, “How did you manage to get around the Infinitesimal Ban?”

“I didn’t. This is random chance breaking up atmospheric carbon; some of it adding into the diamonds, some of it probably transforming into something dangerous. Hence the necessity of [Cleanse Aura].” Erick looked at his wet hand. "I don't think I'm in danger of any exposure to anything deadly, though. [Cleanse] does a lot, apparently."

Jane kept frowning. She said, “I don’t know enough about nuclear power to know if this is a disastrous precedent with regard to uranium 238, or not.”

Erick shook his head. “I doubt it. Diamond is very stable, and a crystal. Is uranium a crystal? No.”

“Is it?” Jane asked.

“Uh.” Erick, suddenly unsure, said, “Probably not a stable one, at any rate.”

Jane hummed, then looked back to the spells, then dismissed them, saying, “You’re likely right.” She asked, “And this mana cost? So cheap!”

"No?" Erick said, “500 for Mana Shaping X plus 25 mana for the spell, lasts 10 minutes, so times 6, so 3150 mana per hour, or like… 50 per minute. 1 mana per second is actually higher than what it should be.”

Jane sighed out, “Sure.” She added, “Meanwhile, my ‘Handy Aura’ can’t get below 7 mana per second.”

Erick looked at Jane. “That’s weird. It shouldn’t cost that at all.”

Jane shook her head, saying, “Don’t worry about it. Let me see one of those gems.”

Erick smiled as he handed a silver gem to Jane. She inspected the silver ball as Erick used [Metalshape] to pick off a lump of iron from a waiting bar. With a bit of crude artistry, Erick stuffed a gem into a ring, and then put the ring on.

“Plus 31,” Erick said, feeling stronger than usual. He took the ring off before it made him feel too funny. “Since they were all enchanted at the same time, with the same frequency, they can all easily slot into the same item. Four gems at once for plus-110 of a Stat is the highest I can safely do; five explodes, without fail. But more than two gems makes the item decay much, much faster than normal.” Erick put the freshly enchanted gems aside as he picked up two spherical unenchanted gems, saying, “And now we try the actual experiment.”

Erick dismissed the red maskward and cast a four-part color mask over the second vat of platinum water, creating a spot of vibrant purple upon the world. He slipped two unenchanted gems into the platinum waters, saying, “This is a color mask denying everything but Crimson, Cinnabar, Ultramarine, and Cyan; the four Stat colors. Now, we will see if this does anything at all; I’m expecting an explosion.”

Jane flashed out a midnight blue [Absorption Ward], fully filling the room. 

Erick looked around at the darkness, and said, “My [Personal Ward] is for 4600, Jane. Yours should be much higher.”

Jane shrugged, saying, “I worry. So what,” as she looked at him, then looked back to the purple maskward.

Erick channeled mana through all of his Stats at once, producing a flickering, ugly mess of purple light. He stuck his hand into the purple mask. All the radiance of his messy soul turned clean, leaving a perfectly purple glow. He pushed his hand into the water, touching the gems under the platinum exactly how he would for any other enchantment. 

[Cleanse Aura].

[Diamond Aura].

Erick flared purple, as the diamonds under the water soaked up the platinum. He cut the [Diamond Aura], letting the [Cleanse Aura] clean and clear the water. The gems looked okay, at the bottom of the vat. Erick picked them up. With [Metalshape], he stuffed one into a ring. He put the ring on. 

“Hmm.” Erick said, “Plus 7 to all Stats.” Erick felt… Nothing? He said, “I don’t feel any different at all, either.”

“That’s supposed to be impossible.” Jane smiled at him, saying, “Maybe don’t make any more of those, for a while.” She added, “I’m glad you could do it, though.” 

Erick made the other gem into a ring, and put them both on at the same time. He paused. He said, “This one is plus 8 to all Stats.” Erick looked at the two rings on his hands, and felt weird, but not because the rings made him feel weird. He still didn’t feel a Stat Swing at all, and that was exactly the opposite of what should be happening. He frowned, saying “This feels completely natural.” He took the rings off and held them out to Jane. “You try them on. Tell me if they make you feel different.”

Jane looked at the crude rings, then put them both on. She paused. She said, “I got nothing. Stat Swings usually feel like… something.” She looked to the remaining vat of platinum water. “Make more.”

“But you just said—”

“I know what I said—” Jane cut herself off, taking both rings off and giving them back to Erick, saying, “No. I was right the first time. Don’t make any more.” She frowned. She added, “They’re probably going to break as soon as you stress them, anyway.”

Erick put one of the rings back on. “Ah.” He looked at it. “Already lost a point. Down to plus-six.”

Jane sighed, smiling softly. She said, “Probably for the best.” Jane said, “And now I’m changing my mind back again. Go ahead and make more; if they’re this weak, then you should find out why.”

Erick looked at Jane and laughed.

“What?”

“I’ve never seen you this indecisive.”

“Dad. You are making impossible things.” Jane said, "And it makes me nervous.”

Erick said, “They need to be tested, for sure. I think you might be right about them being novelties... The rate of decay over four different Stats being used all the time... It's gonna kill these rings super fast.”

“They're pretty, but functionally useless.”

“Maybe!”

Erick put both rings back on. They would need extensive testing to see if the rate of decay leveled off, or not; his 22 Strength ring hadn’t lost another point past that first loss, even though he had spent a few dozen HP pools leveling his HP skills while he was out hunting wyrms. 

Jane asked, “Want to try creating a [Familiar], now?”

“I’m going to finish up here.” Erick looked outside, at the brightening morning, saying, “I’m going to try for the [Familiar] at noon, after the rain, at a thematically appropriate time.” 

“I can’t fault the mysticism not working, just… Don’t get too flightful, Dad. It could go really bad.”

“I won’t. What are you going to do?”

“I’m leaving with Yetta and Cyril.” Jane had a thread of intent coming off of her head. “They’re already on their way.”

Erick smiled softly, whispering, “Of course.”

“You’re going to be over there this evening, anyway.” Jane joked, saying, “I think we’re going to be lucky to get a tent.”

Erick waved his hand, saying, “I can just make us something out of [Stoneshape].”

Jane pulled him into a quick hug. Erick held her, as he held in his emotions. 

Back to war, back to the fight. Killing monsters was necessary; Erick had learned that lesson. Thankfully, he did not learn that lesson the hard way. But with a lifetime of solving his problems with words, Erick didn’t think that he could ever be as correctly violent as his daughter. Erick could fake the necessity of the violence; he could do what needed to be done. But that just wasn’t him. 

“I love you, Jane.”

“I love you, Dad.” Jane pulled away, saying, “Talk to you when I get there.” She looked to the archway to Erick’s mage tower; at the swirling, dampening pair of [Distortion Ward]s covering the space between. “They’re here now.”

Erick followed Jane to Yetta and Cyril. He greeted them with a heartfelt ‘Good morning!’ but there was a sadness in his soul. He managed to make the three of them stay for a little while, while he hurriedly created the rest of Yetta and Cyril’s gem order. He set the gems in a small stone box, each perfect silver sphere in a dimple of its own, and handed the box over to Cyril. Cyril thanked him in some perfunctory way. 

And then Yetta created a yellow tear in reality in the living room, a rent torn wide connecting two different parts of the world, very similar to the one Erick had seen through Jane’s memories of when Melemizargo was Summoned to the Garden. Yetta said it was a [Gate]; a very advanced form of group teleportation gifted to her by Atunir for the duration of her Championship, that it was nothing at all like [Teleport]. 

Then Jane, Cyril, and Yetta, were gone, stepping from orange stone onto green grass, from a city waking up, into the early morning sunshine shining down onto green hills, traveling thousands of miles in a single moment. 

The [Gate] vanished with a yellow blip, the warm bright sun of another part of the world closing off, bringing back the dark. As the sun rose outside upon the desert city of Spur, Erick felt colder than before.

 

- - - -

 

All throughout the rain at the farms, Erick experimented with [Telepathy], [Conjure Force Elemental], and [Scry], casting constantly to understand how mana changed as it ran through his magic. And then he moved onto the next part of his experiment: he ran mana directly through the spells inside of him, like he was enchanting through a Stat. 

Each spell produced a white flare of magic that was not white at all. [Perfect Hearing] and [Ultrasight] helped Erick hear and see what he was actually seeing and hearing, and while white was the color of Erick’s generalized magic, up close, it was filled with hues and shades of white; sometimes brighter, sometimes dimmer, for each spell was a specific uniqueness all its own.

[Telepathy] produced tendril glows of white around Erick’s hand, and a harsh, discordant song, like countless people speaking in a crowded room. Most importantly, this spell, used in this way, was full of sounds of people working on a farm; Erick would never have heard or seen or sensed this foible of magic had he not been in the middle of the farm, where many people were looking over at him when they thought he wasn’t looking, thinking to themselves ‘what is that fool archmage doing?’. 

A quick [Teleport] to Handy Aura into the air above some random part of the Crystal Forest showed that, yes, [Telepathy] used in this way was picking up on the thoughts of the people around him.

A quick [Teleport] back to the farms also showed that Poi was very easy to make understandably concerned, if Erick just up and [Teleport]ed away from him without saying something beforehand. 

The mana glow produced by [Scry] was a sphere of white around Erick’s hand. But [Scry] itself was a deep, terrible silence, and not actually silent at all. [Perfect Hearing] helped Erick understand that the silence of [Scry] was actually an ultra low frequency hum. It was an unearthly sound, one of giant monsters watching you while you slept, or an enemy figuring out your secrets, or a storm rumbling far away. Poi even commented, to ‘please stop that, sir, it’s making me very nervous.’, which was about the same as Erick’s feelings on the sound of [Scry]. Spooky stuff!

[Conjure Force Elemental] was the sound of being underwater, of a whirlpool concentrated into a dot; of a mind emergent, one step removed from being a soul. It was the sound of an amoeba, or a flatworm. The white glow that came out of [Conjure Force Elemental] flowed around Erick’s hand like water around a globe, to catch here and there in streams and eddies. 

Erick thought how to combine all of that, as platinum rain fell across farmland. 

Erick imagined: [Familiar] seemed to call up a mind out of the ocean of a collective unconscious, put it in a body, and give control of most of that body to the caster, while the parts that were not under direct control were emotionally under control because of… some deep seated horror imprinted upon the [Familiar]?

No… That can’t be right. That seemed… Wrong.

Erick set that problem aside and went through the rest of his spells, looking for a possible harmonizing magic to go with [Familiar] recipe of [Scry], [Telepathy], and [Conjure Force Elemental].

Highlights of those experiments included:

[Call Lightning] was a primordial force given life; a song unto itself, about oceans crashing and mountains crumbling as the sky ripped everything apart. The white glow of [Call Lightning] even shocked Erick a little, leaving tingling lights on his palm that cracked and sparked as they dissipated. 

[Pure Force Beam Bolt] was a pure, high ring, a nail upon a bright chalkboard; a perfect spike of white light, flowing out of Erick’s pointed finger.

[Domain of the Withering Slime] was an undulating mass of underwater sounds and a similar undulating mass of white and grey light. That was an odd one. Grey light? Weird.

[Exalted Storm Aura] was a primordial force that had seen some shit, and had chosen to lay down and start a nice life for itself in a place where it wouldn’t be disturbed. The white flare from [Exalted Storm Aura] was similarly sedentary, but not; the light built upon itself, like a cloud slowly growing larger. Erick smiled at that one. He had no idea where these feelings were coming from, when he channeled mana through his spells, but the emotions coming off of [Exalted Storm Aura] were very relatable. 

[Airshape] was a wind; flowing high and free across the land, whistling as it danced through grasses, tumbling as it crested dunes, playful, and an extremely airy white light.

[Stoneshape] was a dense, solid sound, producing a solid, unwavering white light. 

[Watershape] was, surprisingly, or perhaps unsurprisingly, a swirl of primordial soup, charged and ready to facilitate life, if only it were given a chance. The white glow from [Watershape] was clearly too strong and soul-producing to put into a potential [Familiar]; Erick was not ready to give ‘birth’ to a being made of magic. 

[Airshape] though… [Airshape] had possibilities.

Erick channeled mana through the elements of [Familiar], listening to them, feeling them out, understanding where the harmony lay between the three. 

And there was none. 

Oh, sure, maybe if he listened in a different mood, or if he had a different state of mind, or if he plugged his ears and decided that discordant and disturbing was actually delightful and desired, he could hear a harmony emerge from the ether. But there was no real harmony; not to Erick’s ears. Not, however, until he added a fourth, stabilizing sound: [Airshape].

The horror of all-sight touched upon the sky, and was given wings to see the world. The disaster of looming in the minds of others was given space to be itself. And the swirls of concentrating mana, now concentrated in a rhythm.

Erick sat to the side of the temple, in the middle of Spur’s farms, flowing mana through his spells, listening to them, and feeling them, while platinum rain poured all around from silver clouds; a gentle, constant static, to the emotions and feelings and sounds emanating from his Script-magic. 

The sounds he made were small sounds, echoing in the temple, not traveling very far. He wasn’t going to pump up the power and actually try to combine the spell like this, not yet, not while he was using [Exalted Storm Aura]; that spell seemed reluctant to play well with others. 

When the scheduled rain was over, Erick [Teleport]ed home. He had things to do, and they needed to be done right now.

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood upon the roof of his mage tower, a dozen meters above the ground, surrounded by air and unencumbered by others; except for Poi, who stood at a respectable 5 to 7 feet away, prepared to assist, if necessary. Noon was seconds away; the sun was almost directly above. The winds of the Crystal Forest washed over the northern walls of Spur, flowing around Erick, hot, but cool as they flowed into his loose clothing, touched his hair, carrying upon the breeze the scent of dry sand. He started to sweat, but it was an easy, pleasant feeling. Now was the time to try for [Familiar].

He faced south, toward Ar’Kendrithyst; let them see his work if they were able. 

He began to channel mana through the necessary skills, ramping up his mana into something that complemented his words. Or maybe his words only served to complement the vibrations in the manasphere? Either way, he began:

“An eddy turns Transcendental,  [Conjure Force Elemental]

“Caught on Force, ever Sightful,  [Scry]

“an air carves soft, Instrumental,  [Airshape]

“Fear may be, but never frightful,  [Telepathy]

“Appear! Be here, my [Elemental].”   [Conjure Force Elemental]

Erick’s mana drained out of him, funneling into the air. He faltered, but he did not fall; a lot of mana had just left his body, but no new paths had been carved by new particle magic. This was normal magic, and it was magnificent. 

A space tore open in the sky in front of Erick, three feet wide but impossibly deep, full of light and booming with a full, coordinated orchestra of spells and sounds Erick had never heard. The space inverted, suddenly and without warning, a world of music turning into something much smaller, but still three meters tall; a creature made of too many wings and so many eyes, floating upon the air on a muted song. Every eye was pure white and took in the world from every direction. Every wing was too white, and flickered in every possible way, somehow keeping the creature made of air and sight in the sky, under its own, completely controlled power.

A huge blue box briefly filled Erick’s view.

 




	
Summon Ophiel, medium range, 1505 mana + Variable.

Summon an Ophiel to do your bidding. Maximum 10 Ophiel permitted.

Ophiel persist until killed or dismissed.

All Ophiel are the same creature; to know one is to know them all. 

All Ophiel naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Airshape], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

All Ophiel are able to change their airy shape, as they are wont.

Imbue your Ophiel with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Ophiel. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Ophiel. Variable








 

Ringed in light and made of wings and eyes, the ophiel hovered in the air, gently undulating in small, pleasant noises; sounding like a flock of birds on the wing.

Erick smiled. “Welcome to the world, Ophiel.”

The ophiel did nothing but continue to look in every direction and at Erick, hovering in the air, unmoving. 

Erick hummed. “I guess you’re not sapient?” It did nothing, so Erick said, “Let’s see how you work, then?”

“Sir.” Poi gutted, behind Erick, “Please dismiss it.”

The ophiel gazed at Poi with its hundreds of eyes. Erick turned to his bodyguard. The sapphire dragonkin was a shade of sky-blue; considerably lighter than usual. That wasn’t good. Erick turned back to his ophiel.

Erick asked, “Uh. I guess I overdid it with the angelic imagery.” He asked, “Can you transform into something smaller, and quieter?”

The ophiel just kept staring, floating in the sky, 10 feet tall and gently making small noises.

Erick pressed a gentle command into the creature, like he would with [Conjure Force Elemental]. A dozen white wings collapsed into four, two large, two small, around a central body made of dozens of eyes, but much, much smaller than it was before; only two feet tall, now. With another gentle mental command, the creature further reduced in size. Now the size of a small parrot, the ophiel landed on the railing in front of Erick. It held on to the stone with its lower wings, and looked up at Erick; one larger eye surrounded by smaller eyes.

An ever-present song in the air, like a distant wind, vanished, as it touched down and went still.

Erick knelt down, getting eye level with the summon, saying, “You’re kinda cute.”

“When it’s not three meters tall and blaring out horrors!” Poi stammered, “Uh. Sir.”

“It wasn’t that loud, was it?” Erick turned to the tiny creature, saying, “You’re not a noisemaker; you’re just a baby.” Erick sent, ‘Can you understand me?’

The response that came was just, ‘?’ Not really a word; not really a coherent thought, but a blank question at the world, and right now ‘the world’ was Erick.

Erick explained to Poi, “Sizzi told me about this: it might take years for a rudimentary intelligence to form, but until then, I should treat the creature like a pet in training. Commands and rewards. Starting off small, but strict, and treating it how I want it to act in the future.” Erick thought for a moment, then flexed a command at the not-bird to get on his shoulder. The ophiel breezed into the air and alighted on Erick’s shoulder, securing itself with its lower wings; there were tiny claws in there, hidden under all the feathers. Erick turned to Poi. “Don’t scare the baby bird, Poi.”

Poi’s sapphire color returned to his face. He spoke seriously, “That is not a bird, sir. I have no idea what you have summoned, but I feel you must have your spell looked at, to make sure you haven’t created a life that will turn on you.”

“You’re absolutely right.” 

Poi declared, "And that's no angel, sir!" 

Erick asked, "What? It's not? What do angels look like on Veird?"

"Like humans!" Poi exclaimed.

"Okay. Well. I guess I should have seen that coming." Erick gently petted ophiel's wings, cooing, "You're not a veirdly angel at all, are you? Cute little thing, you are. Yes you are."

The ophiel didn't seem annoyed at the petting, nor did it seem happy. It just seemed... there.

Erick stopped petting it, saying, "We'll work on that."

- - - -

The mage guildhouse had two towers, five days ago. Now, it had three grey towers, and one of the nearby buildings must have been consumed by the guild, because the grey structure was twice as large as it had been the last time Erick had seen the place, and it sat in the middle of a rather open area. Traffic in the Mage District was similarly increased as it was in the Adventurer’s District, but walking through the grey streets here was considerably easier compared to the density of everyone wearing armors and carrying weapons in the Adventurer’s District. Here, people wore easy clothes like tunics and muffling robes. Even the noise was less, which seemed like a good thing when it came to introducing Ophiel to Spur.

Ophiel was simply entranced the whole stroll to the Mage’s Guildhouse. Erick spoke telepathically with it, explaining what it was seeing, and pointing out new things as they came into view. Ophiel occasionally made windy noises, but mostly, it —he? she? they?— stared at everyone, and everything, unblinking eyes opening and closing along its body to take in more sights as needed, but quickly dismissing many of the extra eyes when it had seen all there was to see. Guards got a heavy stare at first, but Ophiel ignored them past the second group. A man wearing bright pink suit got a response of several new eyes grown quickly, but those vanished just as fast as they appeared. Ophiel seemed to really like the trees, though; greenery, especially greenery moved by the wind, got and held the attention of at least two eyes at all times.

Erick entered the open double doors of the Guildhouse. Sizzi was seated behind the front counter, along with Anhelia, both of them discussing some quiet thing, until Erick walked up.

Anhelia looked to Erick, and smiled a bit, nodding in greeting. 

But Sizzi’s reaction was priceless; she saw Ophiel and stood up, wide eyed and with a gasp. She lost all sense of decorum; several nearby people looked at her like she was a disruptive child in a toy store; that wouldn’t have been far from the truth. 

“You made a [Familiar] you like!” Sizzi exclaimed, loud and happy, “It’s so cute!” She asked, “I need to see the spell.”

Erick smiled. “All that, and more. Let’s go to a private room, first.”

Anhelia said, “Go ahead,” but Sizzi had already grabbed Erick’s hand and was pulling him into a back room.

In a plain, heavy duty stone room, five meters by five meters and meant for spell experimentation, Sizzi quickly set out two chairs; one for her, and for Erick. She sat down. Erick sat down across from her as he pulled out Ophiel's spell description and handed the blue box to Sizzi. Her eyes went wide as she read. Then her eyes went wider. She pursed her lips, then recoiled just a tiny bit. She read intently, her eyes flickering back and forth between the winged creature on Erick’s shoulder, and the box in her hands. 

Ophiel’s reaction was quieter, but he had grown several tiny eyes to watch Sizzi and her fun reactions.

When she kept silently reading, Erick interrupted, “It’s not a real creature, right?”

“No.” Sizzi instantly said, “No. This is just a very, very good [Familiar]. Shapechange is huge. Innate spells? That’s amazing, too. But the biggest, most incredible feat, is that it has its own mana and regeneration. Summoned creatures like this live off of their mana; their mana is their HP. If it has your MP, and your regeneration...” Sizzi stressed, looking at Ophiel on Erick’s shoulder, “Ophiel has… a lot of HP.” 

Ophiel tittered, like a tiny bird; he seemed to like Sizzi's attention, but Erick realized now that he was just anthropomorphizing the little guy. And just like that, Erick decided that Ophiel was a ‘he’, and that a little bit of anthropomorphizing was okay.

Erick said, “He’s quite a good little guy, for sure. But there’s no danger of me accidentally having made a slave, right?”

“No. None.” Sizzi shook her head. “[Familiar] in the Script blocks out all tier 2 soul creation. Even if you used more spells than necessary, at tier 2, you couldn’t create a soul-filled being.” She asked, “You added [Airshape] to the recipe, yes?”

“Yes.” 

“How!?” Half-incredulous, Sizzi asked, “How’d you— How did you do any of this!”

Erick smiled. “I sang it into existence with a short rhyme to harmonize the spells together, casting the necessary spells as needed as I went. I started with [Conjure Force Elemental], then—”

“Hold on—” Sizzi summoned a pad of paper and a pencil from the air. She started writing, saying, “I’ll have to write it down properly later, but go ahead.”

Erick nodded, smiling. Then he explained how enchanting was all about stringing mana through one’s magic, and how he used that harmony to create Ophiel. Nothing too groundbreaking; just a bit of lateral thinking to harmonize what was already there. [Airshape] was crucial to that harmony; [Scry] and [Telepathy] felt way too paranoid and scared of each other, or maybe even themselves, to combine without a great deal of luck. Erick cautioned against Sizzi using [Watershape]; even if she believed it was not possible to create life with a tier 2 spell, Erick still felt that [Watershape] was asking for trouble.

Sizzi was thrilled the whole time.

When the explanation was done, Erick showed off Ophiel’s true three meter size, complete with billowing wings and a thousand white eyes. Sizzi laughed with joy to see such a beautiful creation. Poi, though, calmly asked Erick to put away the summon after a minute of full exposure. With a small command, Ophiel quickly returned to blue-bird sized, then sat upon Erick’s shoulder.

Erick said, “I hope that you can use some of my success to create your own, because I couldn’t have done this without your help, Sizzi.”

Sizzi smiled softly, saying, “I only hope mine can be half as good as yours.” She added, “But. Yes. This is vastly different from how I was doing it. It might work, but even if it doesn’t work this well… adding an innate shapechange ability might be the perfect solution to all my problems, though that might make the combination all the more difficult. I’ll find out!” She sighed out. “If only that Xerzeril wasn’t three meters tall… But that’s the past.” She smiled, bowing a bit, saying, “Thank you, Archmage.” 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stopped into the Sewerhouse and took Al out for drinks and an early dinner. Erick talked of wyrm hunting, and of his new familiar, who was still sitting on Erick’s shoulder this whole time, hopefully learning a bit about everything.

Al smiled over beer and fried foods, saying, “That is quite a set of accomplishments, Archmage.”

“Oh don’t you start with that, too.” Erick said, “I’m not nearly paranoid enough to be a real archmage.”

Al laughed loud.

 

- - - -

 

The air ripped open, a yellow scar glowing upon the flat lands of the Human District, as twilight began to fill the skies of Spur. Yetta stood on the other side of the [Gate], along with Jane, on a dark grassy field; a night sky stretching overhead, filled with stars. A cool wind blew out from the [Gate]. It was time to go.

With Ophiel on Erick's shoulder, Erick, Poi, Rats, and Teressa, each hefted their own packs, and stepped through onto the Greensoil Republic. A minor war would start tomorrow. Hopefully it would go better than Yetta's time in Ar'Kendrithyst.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh my gods, readers. Massive migrane. Better now, but it took a day. Sorry about the late update; this should have been up 12 hours ago, at least. Whoops!

Thanks for reading and supporting Ar'Kendrithyst!

Your votes and upvotes and patronage and reviews go a long way!

And now for a question, for you: This chapter was 12000 words. I could have broken it up into smaller, faster releases. 

Do you like the long chapters, or quicker, shorter releases? Personally, I feel the work is better when it comes out in bigger chunks. 
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                Erick stepped from the twilight of Spur onto a dark, grassy hill, lit by stars, the moons, and a far off glow on another high hill, and another, and another. All around Erick, every hill on the surrounding endless prairie was topped with stone towers, some small and singular atop their hill, some large and crowded, with peaks and raised porches, every one of them looking like organized piles of legos, or stone trees. Sunlightwards glowed in the air around the bases of those towers and on streets of muddy dirt that connected one hill to the next. Men and women in armor poked up here and there among the crenelations, like birds in stone trees, each of them holding spears, watching the night. Several of them watched Yetta and Erick and their whole party as they arrived on the grassland.

Erick would never have seen any of that without [Ultrasight]; he needed to level all of that up to [Hunter's Instincts] as soon as possible.

A cold wind blew across his small party, snaking into Erick’s loose desert attire, bringing with it the smell of freshly tilled dirt, and the whispering night. People in those stone trees were up and awake; some talking about war, some talking about food. Erick would have listened more, but Yetta, dressed in nicer yellow leather armor than what Erick remembered, and Jane, in her midnight [Conjure Armor], were both looking at Ophiel on Erick’s shoulder.

Yetta tore her eyes away from the winged, eyed creature, saying, “Welcome to Odaali-in-Exile, Archmage Flatt.” Her voice was strong. “We will be having a small get together with the appropriate people, like I explained, if you do not mind.”

“I’m good for anything,” Erick said. 

Yetta nodded, saying, “Thank you.” Yetta glanced at Erick’s clothing. She said nothing. “If you would follow me.” She began walking down the hill.

Erick tugged at his clothes. What was wrong with them? Sure, they weren’t the nicest things he owned, but they weren’t farm-clothes. Who was he meeting, anyway? Army people? They shouldn’t care.

Yetta began walking down the hill.

Erick followed Yetta down the hill to a dirt road nestled between the grasses of the prairie, casually surrounded by Teressa, Poi, and Rats; they were forming a perimeter around him. Erick felt a bit nervous at needing to be surrounded by guards, but Jane walked at his side, and that made him feel better. When they got to the dirt road, Yetta turned on her [Cleanse Aura], turning tiny bits of the land here and there into thick air. Now why was she doing that? Erick felt a bit more nervous than before, guessing that Yetta was protecting them from stray killing clouds of dead air; this must be why all the buildings were on top of hills, on top of towers.

Erick quietly asked Jane, “How’s it been?”

Jane sent, ‘We’re being watched.’

‘Well duh. How bad is it?’

‘Not that bad. I’ve already caught people testing my ability to find them sneaking into my rooms; [Greater Shadowalk] has a lot of new applications; I’m still learning. I don’t think the spies are a problem, but they are annoying. And what the hell is that thing on your shoulder?’

Eyes had blinked open everywhere across Ophiel’s tiny body; the little guy was taking in sights from everywhere. He watched as Yetta’s thick air played in the wind flowing across the grassland. He extended his wings, feeling the sky move around his little place in the world.

Erick sent her an image of Ophiel’s blue box, sending, ‘I made my [Familiar].’

Jane read the spell description, sending, ‘You made a damned angel, Dad. What the hell!’

‘Veirdly angels are people, Jane. Ophiel won’t be mistaken for an angel here, at all.’

‘You know what I mean!’

'Yes, I do.'

Erick smiled as their group reached a stretch of the dirt road that was different than what came before, it was slightly darker. Yetta’s [Cleanse Aura] billowed thick wind everywhere. What had just happened? 

Erick didn’t have much time to ponder that, though. No one seemed nervous except for him, and Ophiel tittered; kneading Erick’s shoulder with its wings, touching Erick with a tendril of [Telepathy], asking a wordless question about flying.

Erick sent back, ‘No. You have to stay here with me. You can go flying later.’

Ophiel seemed to focus on their surroundings, his wings folding down against his sides. Maybe he had picked up on Erick’s nervousness. Ah. That wasn’t good. Erick wanted a strong [Familiar]; he tried to put on a stronger persona, standing up straighter. Ophiel seemed to stand taller on his shoulder, following Erick’s example.

Jane sent, ‘It’s not a real angel, is it?’

‘It’s not a real anything; just a mana construct. That was Sizzi’s opinion, anyway, and I’m starting to think so, too. It’s starting to pick up small mannerisms, but they’re only the mannerisms I expect it to have.’

Jane looked at Ophiel, sending, ‘I hope it helps keep you out of danger.’

‘We’re all in danger, all the time, Jane. Ophiel here will help me survive it.’

Jane smiled a little, as she looked out into the night.

Erick changed the subject by asking Yetta, “Why the [Cleanse Aura]? Are we that close to the front lines?”

Yetta said, “There’s no sewer system here; all of this went up three weeks ago, and it’s constantly being expanded.”

“… Oh.” Erick looked at the brown dirt path. “Want me to [Stoneshape] this path to raised stone?”

“No. I want this place to be as temporary as possible. I would have preferred huts.” Yetta said, “But some people have different ideas of what is necessary.” She pointed to a hill two hills away, to a taller tower than most crowded with a small, ornate palace on top. White stone shimmered under brilliant light orbs; warm lights pouring up and out of an interior courtyard, coloring the night sunlight-yellow. A mishmash of towers ringed the central, unseen courtyard. “Duchess Wilhelmina Dominair and Duke Cyril Odaali are waiting for us in the Temporary Palace, along with several other important people, as I explained.” She glanced back. “I have to ask: What is that thing on your shoulder?”

“A [Familiar].” Erick said, “I made him six hours ago, so he’s still learning.” 

Erick suddenly remembered that he still had learning to do, too; he had gotten quite a few points from leveling off of the yellow wyrm. He allocated 10 points into Willpower, in preparation for an expensive battle to come.
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As his mana ticked up and his two All-Stat rings remained at 8 and 6, a gentle feeling of expansion sunk into his soul. The night seemed a bit brighter; a bit warmer. Like something inside of him had ticked one more measure toward balance. Erick smiled as he touched Ophiel’s wings. The little guy wasn’t quite as stiff as the last time Erick petted him; he pushed into Erick’s touch, like a dog enjoying a pat.

Erick asked Yetta, “Will I be expected to speak?”

Yetta answered without turning, “A little. I suspect most people are sticking around this late just to get a glimpse of you, or maybe to talk, and then they’ll start heading home.”

Erick suddenly said, “I’m sorry, Yetta. I did not think that Ar’Kendrithyst would be that dangerous.”

Yetta kept her face forward. She walked in silence for a little while, but eventually said, “I know you didn't think it would.” She sighed, then said, “But you’re here now, and we will take back my home.”

Erick said, “Of course. It will be done, and it will be done swiftly.”

Yetta stared forward, saying, “I hope so.”

Erick sent to Poi, ‘How are we doing?’

‘Good so far.’ Poi walked beside Erick, sending, ‘People are watching and there’s at least two invisible people around us, trailing our path, but they don’t seem to be hostile.’

Erick kept a straight face, and sent, ‘See? I can keep a straight face.’

‘Very good, sir,’ Poi sent, a hint of amusement to his thoughts. 

As they approached the white tower, the gentle sounds of music carried on the wind. Ophiel perked up; Erick told him to settle down. The sounds of violins, cellos, flutes, and smaller voices carried on the air, growing stronger as Erick walked up to the white stone-tree tower palace. 

Yetta led the way to a three-meter wide staircase that wound around the base of the tower. Two men in white armor stood at the base; they stood straighter as Yetta stepped up the dirt path, coming toward them, and the palace. Yetta paid no attention to the guards; she started right up the curving, white staircase.

Erick, Jane, Poi, Rats, and Teressa, followed; dirt knocking off of their boots as they ascended behind Yetta. The path circled the tower, flowing up into the center, past murder holes and through open stone gates, into a space of stone and light; a castle courtyard a hundred feet in the air, complete with small fountains, gentle voices, and a get-together already waiting for Erick and his people. 

A small band played to the left of the staircase, scattering music into the air. Ophiel hugged onto Erick’s shoulder, seemingly excited at the music and at everyone, a dozen eyes fully open and flipping around to stare at everything and every person. Erick felt like his inner child was sitting upon his shoulder; he too, felt excited at the prospect of visiting kings and queens. It didn’t really matter that an assassin who tried to kill him was linked to these people; Erick felt nervous and giddy all at once.

Past the landing at the top of the stairs began an open-air veranda-courtyard, filled with sunlight orbs. It was a space large enough for a hundred people, and there were at least that many in attendance. Humans filled the space, from pale to dark, blond to black, they were all dressed in fine suits or fine dresses. Jewelry sparkled in the light. Some wore polished armors with dress swords or maybe real swords at their hips. Wine glasses abounded; some were drinking dark red, others drinking a pale sparkling yellow. People spoke under arches to the side of the courtyard, or around standing tables here and there. The music did not stop at Yetta’s entrance, but several people turned Yetta’s way, to look at Erick and his entourage. 

A guard— No. A butler, in black and white, just to the side of the entrance, asked, “Your bags?”

Teressa said, “We can do that ourselves; just point the way.” She turned to Erick, whispering, “I’ll take yours and Poi’s.”

Poi was already handing Teressa his pack. Erick did the same. People at the party were glancing at him, while some openly stared. Teressa and Rats vacated down a side hallway, away from the party, Rats giving one last glance toward Erick that seemed full of ‘I’m glad I’m not going into that’.

And just like that, Erick’s party was down to just Jane and Poi. Yetta was already stepping into the party, but she stopped short, seven feet from Erick. Cyril, decked out in white and gold clothes more expensive-looking than usual, was standing up from a table nearby, set up at the top of a tier of the slightly stepped courtyard. He walked toward Yetta. At his side at the table had been a woman similarly expensively attired, but done up in green. Emeralds and gold lined her brown hair and her thick-fabric regency dress. She looked twice Cyril’s age; maybe even older than Erick. The woman strolled alongside Cyril, toward Yetta and Erick.

The music ceased, as Cyril and the woman stepped to what was probably an appropriate distance from Yetta. The entire gathering was looking their way.

Yetta announced to the rapt audience, “Presenting Archmage Erick Flatt, planar human, here to assist in the assault on the devils inhabiting our homes; to kill those who created the abominable Daydropper.”

Yetta yielded the floor to Erick as all eyes turned on him. 

Erick was still processing if Yetta had just roped him into killing people, as he said, “[Withering] will not work through a [Weather Ward]. If someone has set up [Weather Ward]s, someone else will need to pop them. The spell will target anyone and anything with a rad inside, so if you have intestinal rads you should not be a part of the assault. If there is no 10 mana rad inside of a person, or a monster, then the spell does nothing.” He added, “I hope rebuilding after this tragedy goes well for everyone.”

Several small claps passed around the late-evening party. 

The music started up again, and with a bit of [Perfect Hearing], Erick heard some of the conversations that resumed; they were about him. But the woman in green and Cyril were stepping closer, and he could not listen to the wagging tongues of others any longer. Poi was at Erick’s back, Jane was at his side, and that was a good enough security blanket as he was going to get in this strange land.

In a speaking voice, Yetta personally introduced, “Crown Prince Cyril Odaali, and his grandmother, Duchess Wilhelmina Dominair, Lady of the High Court, eighth cousin of the Viridian King, his Majesty Drundi Raivo.” She remained where she stood.

Cyril said, “Welcome to the Greensoil Republic, Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Erick sent to Poi, ‘Is it proper to bow, here?’

‘I would never bow to these people.’

Wow! Okay, Poi. Erick wasn’t going to get any help from him, so he just said, “Thank you for having me.”

Yetta put forth, “I would like to discuss the battle plan for tomorrow. Now.” She added, “Where is Captain Denarth?”

“Yetta.” Cyril tried, “The battle isn’t starting until the day after tomorrow.”

“Cyril.” Yetta countered, “We could start right now, in the middle of this night, if we wanted. Do you think we need the whole of the armies, now that we have the ability to desiccate the Queen Vine out from the center of Odaali? We do not.”

Erick said, “I would like to know exactly what I’m facing, please. But yes; if everyone is ready, we could go now. Fly in and drop [Withering Slime]s on the city.”

Yetta’s face went from motionless-anger, to a righteous smirk.

Cyril said, “I wish it were that simple.”

Yetta countered, “We worked hard for this, Cyril. It might be.”

Wilhelmina ignored Yetta, and spoke to Erick, her voice husky, “We have all seen the validity of your power, dear Archmage, via our ever-patriotic Viscount Helix of Frontier, but if power was all that was needed, then we would have been able to oust the interlopers from Odaali ourselves.” She explained, “Undead of all kinds have infested Odaali from tunnels to towers, while the rank and file of the Halls of the Dead maintain and [Grow] the Queen Vine with the bodies of our own former citizens, binding ever more souls and ever more power to the Queen Vine itself. The Queen Vine started displaying spellcasting ability days after the destruction of our people, and it has only grown in power since then.” 

Yetta said, “This is why we should gather our forces now and strike while the Queen Vine sleeps, while they’re still expecting us to attack in two days.”

Wilhelmina shook her head, saying, “Champion Yetta is a force of nature, and you might be too, Archmage Flatt, but we are fighting a force of nature, and caution is better than discarded chances for surprise.” She said, “Yetta and we have two other archmages bargained for the battle, each with great magic of their own. I do not fear, but I do certainly know, that it will take every one of you and all of our armies combined to take down this creature and the people feeding her.”

Yetta sighed, then looked to the sky, right before blipping away in yellow light.

Wilhelmina frowned at the empty space, but turned toward Erick with a smile, saying, “A pleasure to meet you, Archmage.” She gestured to the rest of the people on the veranda, saying, “I would love to introduce you to some of the other guests, if you are willing?”

Erick looked out at the people at the party, and an echo of the party he threw a few weeks ago came back to him; he could ask these people about trades for gems, or services, or try to entice them to come to Spur to kill more Shades… But. Erick had never expected the Champion to run into any trouble at all. Honestly, he should have expected deaths. He was shortsighted and naive, and Melemizargo was beyond anything Erick could ever hope to do, or at least anything Erick could hope to do right now. 

He would have to leave politicking for the deaths of Shades for another day; one where Odaali was firmly on its feet, and able to be a tight friend to Spur. 

Erick said, “Thank you, but I must decline. I would much rather know who you are, who Cyril is, and what the Greensoil Republic actually is. I have read up some, but there’s just so much to learn, you know.” Erick joked, “Just a month ago, I got out from under the impression that monsters could be reasoned with.”

Wilhelmina smirked, and there was no doubt in Erick’s mind that her smirk was the calculated visage of a very powerful woman. Wilhelmina gracefully gestured to the high table, where she and Cyril had been sitting. “Then please join Cyril and I, where we may speak about our Great Republic.”

She walked to her chair; Erick walked with her, “Yetta said that this whole place is only a few weeks old? It looks rather well made for that.”

“It is well made; formed by the expertise and power of many Stone Mages.” Wilhelmina touched a chair next to her own, before sitting down. “With all the carrion eaters circling the corpse of my homeland, one must bribe them off with a show of power and goodwill, lest one be eaten alive by one’s own countrymen.” 

Erick suddenly paused, but he sat down in his chair anyway, as Wilhelmina twirled a hand through the air. Two servers in butler-black rapidly and perfectly delivered one wineglass to Erick, as well as refilled Wilhelmina’s glass with a sparkling red wine, then filled Erick’s glass with the same.

Erick smiled. He liked this openess of Wilhelmina's, even if it was a calculated manner.

Erick said, “I truly do hope that rebuilding goes well for your people, but I would be remiss to blindly hope for the success of people who have tried to have me killed.”

Wilhelmina held up her glass, smiling to say, “Then, a toast: To reconciliation.”

Erick raised his own glass, repeating, “To reconciliation.”

She sipped hers first, and only then, did Erick drink. It tasted like wine. 

Wilhelmina said, “I have been made aware of the events surrounding your run in with the Green Circle, and the Viridian King apologizes for the overzealous actions of his people. There’s no excuse but that we thought you were a threat. A while has passed since then, though, and it appears you were telling the truth about who you are as a person.” She added, “If you are willing to leave the past in the past, then we would be grateful for such forgiveness.”

Erick smiled softly. He changed the topic, “I’ve just gone on my first wyrm hunt, and that was an eye opener, as well. How do you prevent wyrm attacks in your Republic? I’ve heard it's much more densely populated than the Crystal Forest.”

Wilhelmina smiled, gesturing to Cyril who had sat down beside her, saying, “Adventurers like my grandson here are the ones responsible for keeping the northern barriers intact. Odaali has had a long history of supplying men and women and sustenance for the frontlines. All that has stopped, for now. The Greensoil Republic must survive without us, and likely for a decade or more. This destruction by the Halls of the Dead will have heavy, longstanding problems, that we won't know are coming until they are upon us.” 

Erick felt a pang of loss as he looked out over the crowds, while Wilhelmina spoke. The people in the crowds were not dressed in perfect finery; Wilhelmina was, for sure, but there were little things among the crowd that gave away the truth of this gathering. Jewelry on one woman was not matched to the man she was with, or the clothes she was wearing. The sword on one man’s hip had an ornate jeweled grip, but the sheath was bare wood. And most telling, everyone seemed to be wearing more clothes than they likely needed; all the people were all exceedingly skinny. A great deal of them looked as skinny as Cyril, and Erick knew what Cyril had gone through. 

He looked upon the tables, at the plates holding tiny finger foods that had been dispersed throughout the event; many of them were empty. The waiters in butler-black were not replacing them fast enough, or maybe they couldn’t.

Erick whispered, “Do you all have enough food?”

Wilhelmina asked, “Would you like to sample some of the local delicacies?”

“No. I mean—” Erick paused. He said, “Everyone here is rather skinny, and you just said that you supplied sustenance to the front lines. Was Odaali a breadbasket of the area?”

Wilhelmina said, “We are not destitute, Archmage. Yes, there have been hard times, but we will survive.”

“I apologize. Forget I mentioned it.” Erick sipped his wine. “This is a lovely vintage.”

Wilhelmina frowned a fraction, then schooled her expression to neutral as she looked at Erick, silent and thinking.

Erick was fully aware that she expected him to offer assistance on his own, but if she wasn't willing to ask for it, Erick wasn't willing to offer it for free. To do otherwise would start a dangerous precedent when it came to people in power; people like Wilhelmina.

Erick sipped his wine, looking across the party, [Perfect Hearing] telling him many small tales. Of scattered battles with the Halls off the Dead. Of burned fields, seeded with daydroppers and undead. Of a new spell developed by the Halls of the Dead, that corrupts the land and inhibits the growth of any other plants at all. Of disastrous food shortages.

Erick asked, “What’s this spell that corrupts the land do, exactly?”

Cyril answered, “It doesn’t corrupt; it picks up the topsoil in a large area and [Teleport]s it to a location.”

“Ooh.” Erick said, “That’s devious.”

Cyril asked, “And to answer your previous question: We do not have enough food—” 

Wilhelmina shot her grandson a pointed look.

“—and would appreciate your assistance in this matter, once the city has been retaken and the Halls of the Dead have been delivered to their makers.” Cyril continued, “Personally, I would like to have you start the rain right now, if you are able. We already have a starter field tilled and prepared, hoping that you would see our plight and step up to the cause.” He added, “I am glad that it only took seeing our best, to see that we are actually very deep in the shit.”

“Cyril.” Wilhelmina whispered, “You are making mountains out of hills. Odaali is not that poor, nor are we weak enough to need handouts. We have bargained for our successes; we are not beggars.”

Cyril turned away to look at the party, saying, “As you say, Grandmother.”

“I still want to help,” Erick said, “Let’s go see those fields.”

Cyril stood right up. “I would love to.”

Erick stood up, smiling.

Wilhelmina brushed a hand through the air, saying, “Then I suppose tonight is over.” She stood up, saying, “It was a pleasure to meet you, Archmage.”

Cyril was already walking away from the party. 

Erick said, “A pleasure to meet you as well, Duchess.”

Erick got out of there as fast as he could, but not fast enough to get away before people could start talking about him, and dissecting his manners. Apparently, he was a ‘certifiable bumpkin’, and ‘not fit for court’, but also ‘that’s how those adventuring types are; completely unwilling to play the game’. Poi and Jane followed Erick, following Cyril, Jane giggling ever so slightly, as they walked down a white stone hallway, away from the party.

 

- - - -

 

Dozens of spotlights filled the sky, turning night into day, illuminating a vast field of tilled, dark soil, waterways, roads, and storage sheds, all around Erick and the people who brought him out here.

Yetta had come back from wherever she had gone and now stood by Cyril, who stood by the farmers at the edge of the field. Everyone, and even Yetta a little, was skinny, like they hadn’t gotten enough food for a while. Erick felt bad about this whole situation, now that he saw the problem laid out before him like this. Even if they were a part of some conspiracy, if people chose to appear before him in pain, Erick would help.

… Erick was not paranoid; he was simply open-eyed. There’s no way that they made these fields in the five minutes it took to get here.

Poi and Jane stood around Erick, watching the land and the people and the sky for threats. Erick consoled himself that a bit of paranoia was a good thing; there were people out there who wanted to kill everyone here. The Halls of the Dead were just the most prominent local threat.

Erick linked telepathically to Ophiel, still on his shoulder, who had been watching everything, and who was staring at the wind in the sky above. Erick explained to his [Familiar] what he was prepared to do, and to learn that this was going to be one of his main responsibilities. 

Ophiel seemed playful, pawing at Erick’s shoulder with tiny claws hidden in his lower wings. Erick let him go and he shot off into the air with a gusting wind, guided by gentle mental nudges. One moment flashed into the next, and Ophiel expanded, two dozen wings, a hundred eyes, flying high and free, echoing the music it heard at the party, violins and flutes mixed together in some alien way, quiet but carrying on the wind. 

Poi relaxed, whispering, “Thank all the gods and demons; it learned some better music.”

Erick smiled, guiding Ophiel’s flight into the sky, feeling the pure joy coming off of Ophiel, as he looked around him to check on the reactions of the others. 

A small smile grew wide upon Cyril’s face, his eyes softening under the harsh lights from above, his white and gold clothes shining in the night. A few farmers behind him quickly did some strange hand sign; two fingers of their right hand pressed over their hearts. 

Jane whispered to Erick, “I really hope you didn’t create some actual angel, Dad.”

“Pah! He’s not an angel, Jane.” Erick looked to the sky, at Ophiel flying and spinning through the air, expanding to his full size. “I just hope he grows right and good. He’s still developing.”

With another gentle command, Ophiel hovered above the spotlights and relaxed into the air. His wings extended all around, holding him in a fluttering hover, like some starfish in the sky. Feelings of contentment flowed back to Erick; Ophiel liked existing in the sky, and if he got to do more than that, then he was even happier. 

Erick imbued mana into himself, into Ophiel’s blue box, feeling for an imbueable connection that shouldn’t need direct contact; the connection was there, in the blue box. Good. Erick grabbed hold of that connection and began flowing [Ward] into Ophiel. Ophiel took the spell and fidgeted in the sky, not sure what to do with the new magic. After he played with the spell for several seconds, Erick had Ophiel put on a [Personal Weather Ward], like a father gently stuffing his fussy child into a winter jacket.

Ophiel put on the [Personal Weather Ward] without great difficulty, but feelings of oddness flowed back to Erick through his connection. 

Then, Erick imbued Ophiel with [Exalted Storm Aura]. 

Ophiel trilled out pure joy and immediately the air filled with mist, the spotlights above catching heavy on a rising fog. A song of violin storms rose into the sky, expanding across the night, silver glows roiling upon each other, growing and growing, until platinum rain fell upon the soil. 

Erick stopped feeding the spell to Ophiel and the spell stayed active; it shouldn’t have surprised Erick, but it did. Ophiel had his own mana, so of course he could maintain the spell on his own. All he needed was a copy of the spell in the first place. 

“Huh.” Erick uttered. 

Jane asked, “What?”

“I’ll tell you later.”

Ophiel gently spun in the sky while platinum rain fell all around. 

Already, wheat, yellow and bright, was coming up from the soil, while Erick, Cyril, Yetta, and everyone else stood on the road, watching Ophiel bring succor to a nation in distress. 

Erick summoned another Ophiel. There was no rip in reality that inverted into a winged and eyed creature; Ophiel simply appeared in his tiny version, exactly how Erick had intended. 

Briefly, there was a flicker of confusion between the two winged [Familiar]s, but the second one was the same as the first; they were just experiencing the world from two different perspectives. The original continued to hang in the air above the farms, raining platinum upon the fields. The second flitted onto Erick’s shoulder, content and happy, and now happier that it was in the air, and also on Erick’s shoulder. Ophiel seemed to like being nestled onto Erick, according to the emotions coming off of his telepathic connection.

Platinum rain fell onto the gathered people, though a few had [Personal Weather Ward]s on; like Cyril and several farmers. Yetta stepped out onto the growing grain, her face raised to the rain, a hand touching the thickening wheat. She smiled. She laughed. 

The farmers around Cyril began rapidly deploying into the fields. 

All around the whole of the farms the same scene was playing out; hungry people going out into the fields, gathering food, [Telekinesis] widely employed to pluck wheat right from the ground and place it in large covered wagons. At least that’s what a gentle use of Ophiel’s [Scry] ability was telling Erick; it also told him that Ophiel didn’t need to be moved, he was already in the center of the farms. But there was a problem; the farms here had been seeded and tilled in a space to rival Spur’s own fields; they were much larger than the space Ophiel was currently raining upon.

Ophiel, using his own mana, didn’t benefit from any of Erick’s other abilities, like Clarity, or Aurify’s area multiplier. Erick hummed. Erick tried to fix this. He tried to imbue Aurify into Ophiel. 

Aurify didn’t go. It wouldn't go.

This was a complication.

Multiplying abilities did not work that way? Just to make sure, Erick tried to imbue Scion of Focus into Ophiel. Again, nothing; except a little whine from both the large and little guy. Erick stopped trying to imbue abilities onto him. Ophiel was already benefiting from Erick’s own MP and mana regeneration, so it was probably fine to have a 3600 mana drain per hour, when Ophiel regenerated 15,000 per hour—

Wait. 

No Clarity or Meditation on Ophiel. That meant that Exalted Storm Aura would cost Ophiel 3600 mana for one hour of rain and he only had 3800 mana, but he would naturally regenerate 15000 per day, which was only 600-ish per hour, so one hour of rain was about all Ophiel could do, and he had to support himself in the sky while he did it.

Erick started channeling his own mana, and his own abilities, directly through Ophiel, flashing the rains out wide, onto the rest of the farms, to farmers waiting for their own crops to start growing under the many, many spotlightwards. Ophiel relaxed, gently feeling Erick’s mana flow through him, into the sky, his own reserves left to his own devices. 

Jane popped out a [Weather Ward] across herself, Erick, and Poi, saying, “That’s enough rain on me for now. But good show, Dad.”

Cyril said, “Thank you, Archmage. This will be a great help.”

Yetta called out from the fields, “Those fuckers in Wellok can choke on their inflated prices.”

Cyril called out to her, “Trade is a part of keeping the Greensoil Republic intact, Yetta.”

Yetta threw her hand in the air at Cyril in some quick, rude gesture, then returned to feeling the rain upon her skin.

Erick said, “You made the farms too big for me to support this action all night long, but if you reduce to a kilometer across, then I can see about supporting this all day and night for a while. Right now, this is only going to last an hour. I need to sleep.”

“As you wish, Archmage.” Cyril nodded to Erick, saying, “My men need to sleep as well, but they will sleep much easier knowing there is grain to thresh and grind, and bread to bake, waiting for them tomorrow. An hour of this is more than enough, for now.” He added, "But if you can go longer, it would be much appreciated."

"... Maybe."

Erick sent a request to Poi that they had worked out beforehand; now seemed like a good time for this next part. Poi reached into a bag at the base of his back, and took out a small cloth bag Erick had put together as another small gift. Poi handed the package to Erick. 

Erick held out the bag to Cyril, saying, “Here’s some seed potatoes for diversifying your crops. Plant the eyes on the potatoes to get more of the same kind; plant the seeds from the white flowers if you wish to experiment with different breeds. Potatoes are great; just boil and eat, if you can’t do anything else like butter or salt. They won’t taste good that way, but they will provide sustenance.”

Cyril smiled as he took the bag, holding it close, saying, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

“Glad to help.” Erick said, “And now, I’m ready to say ‘til tomorrow’.”

Cyril stared out at the farms, and the growing fields. “Until tomorrow.”

Erick added, “Oh. And just so you know? If there’s something here that is not a produce, it won’t grow when I have not allowed it to grow. So you shouldn’t need to worry about someone slipping Daydropper seeds into the fields.” He said, “I’d imagine that would be a problem, yes?”

Erick eyed the ‘farmers’ in the fields. Armor peeked out from under some of their tunics. They moved with eyes half gazing into the night, expecting something to leap out, or attack. Several had swords, and all of them looked capable of holding their own on a battlefield. 

Cyril said, “We expect something to happen, but we are prepared. It is good to know that daydropper seeds won’t sprout, though.”

“At least not under my power.” Erick added, “I hope. I’ve never actually tried it, or been near them. What do they look like, again?”

Yetta spoke from the yellow fields, “Like ivy with purple undersides, surrounded by purple shards.” She added, “But even if some sprout here tonight, they aren’t called ‘Daydroppers’ for nothing. They have to build up their dead air purple undersides at night, before the sun forces them to drop it during the day. [Grow] speeds this process, but it is still a process.”

Erick said, “Good to know.”

With a hand held out to Jane and Poi, Erick blipped away in a flash of white. 

Ophiel remained in the sky, continuing to anchor Erick’s [Exalted Storm Aura] across the fields, while also clinging to Erick’s shoulder, staying with the whole party as they made themselves at home in their rooms in the White Palace.

 

- - - -

 

Erick’s rooms at the White Palace were spartan, in that there was no furniture at all. This was actually perfect, considering that everyone expected to be sleeping in tents. Teressa had already conjured appropriate beds and tables and chairs, as well as wash basins and everything else any of them could have wanted. 

… Erick bought [Conjure Item], and just because he could, he got [Conjure Armor], too. 

 




	
Conjure Armor 1, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create weightless armor of whatever design you can create. Lasts until catastrophic damage.








 




	
Conjure Item 1, instant, 5 MP + Variable

Create an item of up to minor size. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 5 points of damage.








 

Now was as good a time as any to power level these skills, while he met with everyone around a table, to openly discuss what was going on all around them. Erick flashed dense, complicated conjured items between his hands; ornate Faberge-type balls, with sparkling swirled carvings and layered, spinning inner structures. Each one cost several hundred mana, and granted several hundred experience.

Erick started with, “So they had that field ready to go for me. I went along with it because they looked like they needed the food, so please don’t begrudge me helping where I can help.”

Poi said, “I was going to, at first. But it is as you say: they needed it.”

“I’m glad you’re back to some of your old town council crafty self, Dad.” Jane said, “As for me? This entire day, since I got here this morning, has been people, one after the other, trying to trick information out of me.”

Erick flashed ornate, bejeweled gauntlets on his hands, with a hundred tiny eyes and four dozen tiny wings, leveling [Conjure Armor]. “As long as that’s all they’re doing.”

Jane looked at Erick’s gauntlets. “Are you powerleveling [Conjure Armor] and [Conjure Item]?”

“As well as testing these two rings.” Erick said, “They’re still going strong at six and eight.”

"Really!" Jane's eyebrows went up. "Well okay then."

Teressa, Poi, and Rats looked at the rings on Erick’s fingers.

Rats asked, “Those aren’t the same ones—”

“Don’t answer any of Rats’ question, sir.” Poi said, “Like Erick says, as long as they’re just trying to be friendly, I think we’re fine.”

Erick asked, “Has anyone found out if Cyril would be a good king, or if Odaali is a government that should be reinstated?”

Poi said, “They are as good as the rest of them, sir. Continuing on this path is the only way forward you have, anyway. If I were you, I would put this question out of my mind, for now.”

Erick grumbled, “It would be nice to know if I should prepare for something awful down the line.”

Jane said, “From what I've seen, the humans around here seem like standard humanity. Faults and horror and pain, same as anyone else. Probably a bit more cloak and dagger than Spur, back when the incani there were trying to oust us from the city. But that’s only in the extreme, and right now we're in an extreme time. Usually, they’re just out for their own.” She added, “Which seems normal enough to me.”

Teressa sighed a little, saying, “You humans are so unnecessarily violent with each other. Come to a proper orcol town, and you’ll see exactly how fucked up humanity is.”

Erick smiled. 

Jane said, “Probably true, according to everything I’ve heard and seen.”

Erick asked, “Where are the dragonkin towns?”

Rats frowned directly at Erick.

“What?” Erick asked. “Did I say something wrong?”

“Yes, sir. You did.” Poi said, “Dragonkin come from all races and ourselves; we live everywhere. To relegate us to our own civilization is backward thinking at best, and leads to the death of countless dragonkin, at worst.” He added, “There’s historical precedence that you just don’t know about, so it's best to leave that alone, and never talk about Dragonkin being forced into reservations ever again.”

“… Sorry, Poi. Rats.” Erick said, “I did not know.”

“Think nothing of it, sir,” Poi said.

“Anyway! About you humans:” Rats explained, “It’s always something with the humans —no offense— but they’re always at war with one another, or someone else. Always with the banditry, too.” Rats said, “Ya know? That’s probably the largest problem going forward with Odaali. Even if liberated— actually, especially if liberated, this whole part of the world is gonna become a hotbed for organized crime. All these castles and towns, emptied by Daydroppers and the Halls of the Dead? Odaali is ripe for turning rotten.”

Teressa nodded, “I agree with that. They’re going to have a hard time with people getting their lives back on the road.”

Jane said, “We’re getting a little ahead of ourselves, aren’t we? There’s two Queen Daydroppers. I saw them earlier. They’re… Odaali-sized.” She added, “And deep. Buried in the Underworld, through tunnels that should have long ago been closed.”

Erick flashed ornate, high-mana-cost armors around his arms, and set down onto the table trinkets composed of a dozen moving parts, saying, “How did you… do that? Investigate the Queen Vine already?”

“My new spell lets me do a lot.” Jane lifted her hand and darkness flowed around the limb, to twine out from her elbow, to form a shadowy second forearm and hand. She waved with both of them, her natural and her shadow hand, before dismissing the shadow back to nothing. “I probably shouldn’t explain it, considering people are listening to us right now. Or talk much about what I saw until it's go time.”

Erick looked at the walls of the room, saying, “I’d be upset, but I expected it.”

Poi said, “We all expect it, and are prepared.”

Teressa asked, “I’m on first watch, then.”

Erick dumped a bit more mana into ornate, useless things, and then started dumping HP into [Defend], [Perfect Hearing], [Ultrasight], and [Scent Tracker]. Ophiel sent a quiet question, wondering what he was doing; Erick sent back an explanation of ‘raising his skills’ and ‘nothing that important right now, but for the future’. He said, “I’m going to work on this while its raining out there.”

Everyone went their separate ways, but Erick remained in the living room, working on his spells and abilities, occasionally checking in at the farm. 

And then he realized that he had taken Yetta’s [Gate] to get here. How was he supposed to rain at Spur’s farms tomorrow, when he had no known [Teleport] path to get home? He could probably rely on Yetta to make another [Gate] for a copy of Ophiel to fly through, but that seemed like a poor solution to what looked to be a longstanding problem. 

So he created another Ophiel, and gave them all [Teleport].

Erick sent the third Ophiel up into the sky, and then west, using the [Familiar]’s innate [Scry] to ride on his shoulder for a little while. Ophiel loved the open night sky, with stars above and wind flowing strong. He sang to the world as he [Teleport]ed west, over prairie, over forest and vast, never-ending mountains, above ice capped peaks and over the Crystal Forest, with Crystal Agave and mimics glittering in the night. They witnessed land and sky that neither of them had ever seen before. 

It was a nice trip. They stopped at several interesting locations and cast hundreds of spells; Erick leveling up some other things that he had neglected until now, but that he would need for the battle tomorrow.

Erick and Ophiel also got hopelessly lost.

After an hour or two of exploratory [Teleport]ing, Ophiel finally managed to get close enough to Spur that a [Teleport] to ‘above the house’, put the winged [Familiar] above the Human District. He let out a trill of happiness; he had found his destination! And then he [Teleport]ed away, super fast, because someone was firing some high-powered spell in his direction. 

A rushed telepathic link from Poi struck Erick with, ‘What are you doing, sir! [Teleport]ing your creature into Spur like that!’

‘Finding the way home, Poi,’ Erick patted the Ophiel on his shoulder, sending, ‘He’s going to spend the night there, too, watching over the house.’

‘… Okay. They know, now.’ Exasperated, Poi sent, ‘Good night, sir.’

‘Good night, Poi! Thanks for always looking out for us.’

‘… You’re welcome. It is a pleasure.’

While Erick strung mana and [Exalted Storm Aura] to the Ophiel at Cyril’s Farm, going on what looked to be an appreciated hour number three, he directed the Ophiel closer to Spur to find the best way from there to the White Palace, while flashing out ornate [Conjure Armor]s and delicate [Conjure Item]s. 

Soon, Erick had plotted a direct course between the White Palace and Spur, gotten a lay of the land, and seen exactly how much destruction the Daydropper had created out of Odaali.

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel hovered high in the cloudless, dark sky, [Ultrasight] and [Perfect Hearing] ticking down against his mana instead of against his HP, since he had none of the latter. With a hundred eyes, he gazed upon the enemy, and the enemy was vast. 

White walls a dozen meters high and thousands long, surrounded a minor mountain, capped with bright white searchlights trained on the land outside. Erick focused on the outsides of the city, first.

Devastation and destruction laid everywhere, houses torn from their foundations, trees scattered, but there were no fires; fires didn’t survive under the blanket of dead air that dominated this land. Nothing lived out here except for daydroppers; nothing moved except the undead, and there were a lot of undead. As far as Ophiel could see, shambling corpses moved among the debris of their former lives, echoing pain into the sky, screaming; heard by no one but themselves, and Ophiel high above. 

Larger undead monstrosities, amalgamations of bone and viscera, prowled in the darker places, watching the night with dozens of eyes scavenged from the dead. Ophiel saw as one of the horrors ripped out of its hiding hole to snatch a zombie that had gotten too close; munch crunch went the lesser undead, its mass added to the larger monster. 

Ophiel turned to the white city. Someone had scrawled large black graffiti on the walls, reading ‘Kill and Exterminate Quest: Humans!’. Ophiel flew higher still, up above the searchlights pointed outward, to see into the darkened interior. 

Ophiel [Teleport]ed higher still, as some fire magic engulfed it, but failed to do more than half of its [Personal Ward] in damage. Still, Ophiel needed to move faster, so Erick imbued him with [Swift Movement], and Ophiel flew faster, quicker, [Airshape] propelling him to be the wind and be just as untouchable. Fire lanced out from the city, streaming from unknown sources in the darkened city interior. 

But it wasn’t dark. It was a [Distortion Ward], Erick recognized the characteristic Picasso-esque scattering of reality under the dark upper layer of the city’s airspace as a plume of fire snaked out from below that distortion, looking like a red static until it breached the surface and turned into a radiant animated fireball that flew into the sky, giving chase, racing to catch Ophiel. 

Ophiel sang louder, violins and flutes booming out of the creature as it flapped and moved across the darkened, obscured undead city of Odaali, keeping ahead of the hungry flames.

Erick had seen enough; he couldn’t see anything. 

Ophiel [Teleport]ed far away, one [Teleport] chasing the next, back toward Spur, leaving the screaming undead and destruction of Odaali far behind. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself after he left Ophiel at Spur. 

Tomorrow was going to be a big day. 

He checked on Ophiel-over-Cyril’s-farms; he was doing fine and happy, raining across people who needed food. This was hour four of the rain, and people were slowing down. The silos were getting full, and there was nowhere else to put all the growing grain. Erick dismissed that Ophiel; the rain was done, for now. Ophiel-over-Cyril’s-Farms went into non-existence with a gentle whisper of wind; now there were two Ophiel in total. Erick patted Ophiel, then went to bed.

Tiny Ophiel hung on to Erick’s headboard, watching over him as he slept, while also watching over the house in Spur. 

 

- - - -

 

Breakfast was a quick affair, punctuated halfway through by Yetta who burst through the front door, shouting, “There will either be spellfire or there will be archmage blood spilled by my hand!”

Everyone was suddenly tense. Poi stood rigid over a stove of hashbrowns, while Jane casually set down the pancake she was grabbing. Teressa sighed out, catching Rats’ plate before it hit the ground.

Yetta yelled, “Give me your answer!”

“Fucking hell, Yetta!” Erick said, “I’ve already scouted the place and have a plan for killing not only the undead prowling around the outside of the city, but also the rest of it. Calm, please!”

Yetta stared at Erick. Poi poised for an assault, while shadows flickered behind Jane’s eyes. 

Yetta looked around her, and said, “Fine. Start your assault when you are able. None of the other archmages are willing to go first.” She looked away, saying, “Sorry. It’s been a day, and it hasn’t even begun.”

Erick said, “I don’t pretend to understand what you’re going through, but I am here to help, and I am understanding in my own way.” 

Yetta frowned. She said, “Start in on the outside of the city, whenever you are able. The other archmages will take their cue from you— and before you ask, no, they won’t share who they are or what they’re capable of, and if they think I am giving away their secrets, they will pull out of the fight.”

Erick nodded over his plate of eggs and bacon, saying, “I’ll begin the assault in one hour; and it will be very, very obvious.” He reluctantly said, “I hope I am as effective as you hope.”

“… I pray for that as well.” 

She blipped away in a smattering of yellow light.

Erick breathed. He sighed and said, “I’m going to be defenseless while I’m doing this. Are we good to go?”

Jane asked, “So you went to Odaali last night? With Ophiel, I guess?”

“Just into the sky,” Erick said, as Poi sighed in the background. Erick continued, “High white walls, a dark [Distortion Ward] covering the whole city, undead prowling around outside.” 

"So I guess it's time to talk of what I saw." Jane said, “It’s not just one [Distortion Ward], but thousands, and it’s not just blanketing the top of the city, but all the way throughout the whole space.”

Erick looked at Jane. “How much of Odaali did you already explore?”

“I've only seen about as much as any competent spy should be expected to see.” Darkness flickered from Jane's hands up around her body, as she said, “Spying is very easy, now. And I had all of yesterday, too.” She whispered, “I can see through this stuff.”

Teressa said, “Killzone is going to love that.”

Jane smiled. “He already knows, and you are correct.”

“… Can I get a map on this table, here?” Erick gestured at the breakfast table. 

Jane said, “Yes.” She stabbed a hashbrown with her fork, adding, “After breakfast.” 

Erick started summoning Ophiels outside of his window, saying, “That’s fine. I have to summon the full squad, anyway.”

Ophiel trilled as more and more of himself appeared beside himself, flying outside of the windows of Erick’s rooms at the White Palace. Erick let them go explore, for now. The battle would begin soon; there would be no time for peaceful flight when the spells started flying.

After his mana was back, and breakfast was over, Erick asked, "So tell me what you saw?"

Jane began, "So what I saw was this: The city is full of undead and living patrols..."

- - - -

Seven Ophiels flew in a cloudy sky, high above troops stationed on thick stone walls that cut through farmland and estates. The hastily erected stone barrier was the front line of the containment effort; it rose from the ground twenty kilometers away from Odaali, a full encirclement of the captured city, but even at that distance it was barely able to contain the undead and the daydroppers that spilled out of the white walled city. 

On both sides of the wall, as far as Ophiel could see, was destruction. Past the wall, toward Odaali, was blackened ground and prowling undead terrors, but even on the defended side there was horrendous damage; the Coalition Army had had to push in toward the city, fighting all the way, destroying homes and town halls and everything that had taken hundreds of years to build, in order to take back the land and create the front line wall. But this was as far as they could go. The undead were too strong, the daydroppers too plentiful the closer one got to Odaali. 

The front line wall had even been breached in several locations last night, but the Coalition Army pushed back the undead and took back the front line. Fires still smoldered on both sides of the barrier; oxygen was able to exist here, but not any closer to the city.

Ophiel flew high, across the barrier, spreading out as he traveled closer to Odaali, taking in the sights, getting a lay of the land in the daytime, while Erick decided on the best way to attack. The white walls rose twenty kilometers in the distance, but the fight was also right below. 

In the daytime, Erick could clearly see the undead horde that had been raised out of the populace. Thousands of people stood everywhere, like desiccated corpses walking around on puppet strings, shambling and plodding from here to there, some barely clothed except with tatters, others in the armor they had likely died wearing. They strolled aimless, across most of the land, but directly underneath Ophiel, they looked up at the winged [Familiar]. 

With purple eyes gazing skyward, the horde underneath Ophiel took notice of the winged creature above, and they stopped being shambling, directionless creatures. They moved smoother, they walked faster, they tried to remain under Ophiel, but when they couldn’t, the horde up ahead was already staring at Ophiel.

There was some semblance of a hive mind in there, according to Jane, and it seemed to be true. Erick reflected it would have been nice for Yetta to speak about what she wanted out of the assault, of the best way to attack, but Yetta was probably herding her own cats right now. She expected Erick to see what needed to be done, and then do it. Erick hoped he lived up to that demand.

Ophiel flew forward and the landscape changed from blackened devastation, to devastation covered in green. Green vines blanketed the land, thickly covering the remnants of destroyed buildings, twining around dead trees, covering farm fences and roads, choking out groves of trees, while fragmented purple shards layered below the Daydroppers.

A dense magic held in the air; some variant form of [Airshape] that locked the underlying layer of dead air from blowing away, like an invisible smoke holding ten meters above the ground. If Ophiel were a breathing creature, it would be dead the second it flew below that layer of variant air. Luckily, it wasn’t, and it would never need to get that close, not for what came next.

Now was as good a time as any to start killing; he was far enough away from the front line wall. Erick would be using his own mana for this part. 

A white orb materialized around the central Ophiel of the flock of seven. Thick air crashed outward, spilling hundreds of meters down to the ground, suddenly inundating the green and purple land ten kilometers in every direction. A riotous keening filled the air from all sides, as daydroppers suddenly withered and died. Plumes of clean air burst up through the layer of dead air, scattering thick air into the sky.

Ophiel spread out further, preparing to take evasive maneuvers, and fire back at anyone—

Lances of light sparked up from the undead horde below, aimed at every Ophiel; Ophiel dodged, [Blinking] around under his own mana. With [Ultrasight] and a hundred eyes for each body, Ophiel saw every attack before it came near; evading came naturally to him. Ophiel was the flier; Erick was the gunner. Erick was thrilled Ophiel could dodge this well; this was so much easier than doing everything himself. 

Erick maintained the [Domain of the Withering Slime], but went back to his body to check on a few things. He was sitting at the cleared kitchen table over a map of the city, and—

Wilhelmina sat on the other side of the table. 

The Duchess said, “Good morning, Archmage.”

“Uh.” Erick looked around, then gestured at the map in front of him, saying, “I’m in the middle of… this.”

Rats delivered a cup of steaming tea to Wilhelmina, while Jane sat by Erick’s side and Poi stood behind him. Teressa was by the door, arms crossed, wearing her full body grey armor, standing next to a similarly armored man who was rather intimidating and probably a very large human, but who was still two feet shorter than Teressa.

“Don’t mind me.” Wilhelmina said, “I’m here to provide assistance to the only archmage who seems willing to attack. If you don’t need my help, then you don’t, but I would be remiss to not provide said help, when I am doing nothing but entertaining people who want a piece of the pie before it’s even come out of the oven.”

Erick checked his notifications while he listened to her, and yes, there were lots of Daydroppers dying as he fed his [Domain of the Withering Slime] into the battlefield. 

Erick nodded, saying, “Okay. Then. Update: Withering is working well on the battlefield south of the city. Looks like I’ve already taken out… two hundred daydroppers, or more. Number is still going up. They’re all low level?” Erick looked over the notifications. “Maybe… level 20ish?”

Wilhelmina did not seem to take this news as good. She just calmly said, “The Queen Vine eats all of those who get above level 25; we discovered that rather early after establishing the front line. All the smaller undead are around that level, too. The larger ones are level 40, but we’ve only ever managed to kill two of those; they exist as a mind that moves from soul to soul, and can escape through the horde if there are any other nearby undead.”

Erick said, “Thank you for the information.”

Wilhelmina dipped her head, then lifted her face to look at Erick, saying, “Of course, Archmage. When I heard Yetta had just thrown you into the battle, I knew she wouldn’t have given you enough information about the forces you face. Yetta might be a Champion, but she was an adventurer for many, many years before this recent addition, and that is how those types are, unfortunately.” She added, “Feel free to question me about anything you might be seeing out there, at any point in time.”

Erick nodded; Jane had given him much of what he needed to know, but Wilhelmina would know more, if Erick needed more answers. 

Erick went back to Ophiel.

Ophiel dodged lancing beams of white light with simple rolls and experienced [Blink]s, but with seven bodies and without Erick’s direction he had taken some large hits to his [Personal Ward]s. There were still seven Ophiel flying around, though. And Ophiel was getting better. He was gaining battle experience faster than he was losing integrity. Erick shored up the mana of several who were low, and then went on the offensive. 

Down on the ground, the white beams were coming out of walking corpses without any real rhyme or reason; he would need to destroy a vast many of them. But as Erick watched, he saw that the attacking horde was getting better at attacking Ophiel. There were minds at work in that horde. Erick knew each of them was a human soul trapped in an undead body, working under the commands of those in the city, but it appeared some of the horde also maintained their intelligence into undeath.

Killing them was a philosophical question for another day.

Erick was far enough away from the front lines, and there were more than enough enemies here, that a [Wintry Sea] would likely stay in the area. Erick imbued the spell into Ophiel, and directed Ophiel to unload upon the undead.

 




	
Wintry Sea X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

A large designated space rapidly loses all heat, dealing <damage> to all inside. Damage from Wintry Sea automatically slows. <Wintry Sea attaches to those most affected by itself, and will switch to another target if the most affected target perishes>.








 

Glittering blue spheres of cold blossomed across the horde below. Seven at a time, three times in a row. Twenty-one orbs of blue glittered in the daylight, and raced off. Ice formed on the edges of fences and bricks. The effect upon the undead was immediate; legs broke off, frozen to the ground, while the body continued forward without control, smashing down, breaking into blackened chunks of frosty flesh and bone. [Wintry Sea]s rapidly scattered across the land, moving through the horde like hyperactive children, left and right and forward in lunges and spurts, focusing on a target long enough to break it, and then moving on. Within moments, the lancing white beams ceased. The horde in this small part of rural Odaali had been routed, but pieces of it still remained; the blue spells scattered fast and far while generally moving north, toward Odaali, following the largest concentration of undead but skipping some targets here and there for whatever indiscernible reason. 

Ophiel followed the blue spheres north, keeping pace with them from the air as they ripped apart the undead, while the [Domain of the Withering Slime] cleaned up every daydropper in sight, the bursting [Cleanse] of every daydropper death carving ten meter holes in the purple droppings that layered the ground.

The manasphere shifted, as some massive spellwork took hold of the ambient mana. The sky churned. The air turned sharp. Sparks filled Erick’s vision—

He came back to himself, sitting across the table from Wilhelmina. 

“Uh.” Erick tried to reconnect to Ophiel, but the seven at the battlefield were gone. One was still there in Spur, and another two were nearby; one on Erick’s shoulder and the other hovering high in the sky above, keeping several dozen eyes on everything around the White Palace. But the Ophiel Erick had sent into the city were destroyed in some massive spellwork. Erick said, “They killed all of them.” 

Wilhelmina spoke, “Yes. The counterattack has begun. They’ve activated the Queen’s [Shard Storm].”

Erick touched the Ophiel on his shoulder; he seemed sad, but at Erick’s touch, he trilled out excitement. He was ready to go again. Erick would be ready to go, soon, too; as soon as his mana came back. He summoned the first of seven more Ophiel directly out of the window to his room, and sent a [Scry] orb high, high into the skies above the battlefield. 

- - - -

A storm of something had filled the world; it immediately consumed Erick’s [Scry] orb. 

- - - -

Erick came back to himself. “What the fuck?” He leapt out of his seat to look out the window. 

Odaali was several hundred kilometers away, but with how high that something was— 

Wilhelmina said, “I thought I would have seen it from here the first time she activated, too. But you can’t.” Wilhelmina explained. “We’ve cleared the lands surrounding Odaali of both undead and daydroppers twice before, but each time, once there is enough damage done to the surroundings, the Queen Vine activates her mana storm. It reaches out halfway to the front line and high into the sky, doing several small actions all the while killing everything that the Queen does not permit in her presence.”

Erick listened to Wilhelmina and sat back down, his mana recovered enough to pop out another Ophiel; so he did, right outside his window to join the other one. 

She continued, “In some arcane, unknown order, it gathers the souls freed from destroyed undead, either creates or repairs the bodies destroyed and stuffs the souls back inside, and reseeds the land with daydropper seeds. All the while ripping the manasphere into a [Force Shrapnel] storm on the level of a goddess.”

“Downtime?” Erick asked. 

“None.” Wilhelmina said, “She can reactivate her mana storm at will, and while she does, the entire sky turns to dead air. Our frontlines are currently holding open many, many [Cleanse Aura]s, in order to keep the effects on the rest of the Greensoil republic to a minimum—” She paused, listening to the air; lines of intent connected her to at least three other people. She said, “Archmage Tenebrae is unable to [Dispel] the mana storm, but Archmage Opal seems to be having some luck understanding the spell.”

“Archmage Opal is here?” Erick asked, turning to Poi.

Poi said, “I doubt it. She lives near Spur and does not move for anyone or anything; her [Familiar] is likely on scene, though.”

Wilhelmina said, “Your guardsman is correct.” She paused again. She sat much straighter, and said, “Opal says that the [Shard Storm] is not truly originating from the Queen Vine. It’s five people working in concert to create the spell—” She frowned. “You can do that?” She shook her head, saying, “No. It can’t be; ritual casting is not capable of linking with monsters! That just doesn't—”

The air sparkled atop the table, above the map of Odaali Jane had created out of [Conjure Item]. A sphere of shimmering opalescence appeared. Erick looked around; he, Jane, Teressa, Wilhelmina’s guard, and Rats, were not expecting this appearance. But Wilhelmina and Poi were nonplussed. Poi looked at the opalescent sphere like it was perfectly normal to see such a thing just appear before him. Wilhelmina gazed upon the sphere like it was an annoyance. 

Wilhelmina started in on the floating orb, “You will do what was bargained for, Opal.”

“I am.” Opal’s voice emanated from the orb. It was a wispy, scratchy thing, belonging to a woman who had smoked at least two packs a day for forty years. The orb turned toward Erick, “That [Wintry Sea] of yours is a menace. You should never use it outside of a situation like this.”

“I am aware,” Erick said.

“Good.” Opal said, “Then to fulfill my bargain: Erick. I have fully seen the entirety of Odaali and the land underneath. If you send your [Familiar] up high and drop those [Wintry Sea]s from outside of the sphere of the [Shard Storm], and I pop the [Ward]s protecting the city, I have no doubt that that awful spell will fall into the city and disrupt several of the components sustaining the storm. The [Shard Storm] won’t go away, and that won’t be the end of the fight; that Queen Vine has much worse tricks up its sleeve. But it will enable the rest of the plan to come together.” Opal turned back to Wilhelmina. “They have plans to blow the city if they cannot hold it. Keep your men out and plan on rebuilding.”

Wilhelmina suddenly yelled, “That is unacceptable! You must take back the city intact!”

Opal’s floating orb said, “I will be taking down the various [Ward]s layering the roof of Odaali when you are in position, Erick. Expect to get pushed aside by Tenebrae as soon as that old asshole makes his appearance—”

Wilhelmina stressed, “You will take back the city without letting them blow it up, Opal. Find a way. That’s what you archmages do, isn’t it? Find unlikely magical solutions to otherwise impossible scenarios?”

Erick asked, “How are they going to blow it up?”

Opal spat out, “Overcharged grand-rads at every city block—”

Wilhelmina gasped, as Erick drew a complete blank.

“— laced in with the Queen Vine; when she dies, the city dies.”

Wilhelmina said, “Then we shall kill the people! And when the defenders of the city have fallen, we will take our time extricating the Queen Vine.” She demanded of Erick, “Don’t you have some spell that targets people?”

Erick froze, then quickly came back to himself, shouting, “NO! I DO NOT!”

The room went quiet.

Wilhelmina’s face turned hard; distant. After a moment, she spoke with authority, “Do what you must, and I shall pray my city doesn’t become a crater at the end of today.”

Opal said, “A crater might be preferable, Wilhelmina. No one will want to live in Odaali after it has fallen this far; Spur is only recovering because of Erick, and my city has been trying to recover for a hundred years.”

“Is there a way to enchant rads from a distance?” Erick asked, a sudden idea springing to mind. “Sorry, that was nonsensical. I meant: Could we disenchant the rads that they’ve primed to blow?”

“No.” Opal said, “A few hundred years ago, sure, back when rad-bombs were pathetic little things. But not these days. The ones they’ve created in there are the good kind, too. Top of the line; Odaali will be a memory if they trigger.”

Wilhelmina sighed into her seat. 

“Okay...” Erick tried, “Do you know how a Shade’s [Teleport Lock] works? I’m sure they’re planning on escaping the city before they blow it, right?”

Opal’s orb vibrated with laughter. “Not the slightest idea! I’ve been trying to figure that out for the longest time. They get the spell from Melemizargo himself; its deity-granted magic. It’s not even in the Script. There are ways to prepare an area to lock out almost every kind of magic, including teleportation, but they’re expensive and take time to create. A Shade’s [Teleport Lock] is absolute and they can turn it on and off at will. Near as I can guess it’s an aura of some kind. But even people with [Eyes of Magic] looking at Shades operating the spell can’t figure it out.” She added, “I doubt you can, either.”

“… If I figure it out and lock them down, would they give up? Or would they go down with the city?”

Jane giggled, and Opal went silent. Wilhelmina looked hopeful for half a moment, but quickly turned to resignation.

Wilhelmina said, “I doubt it. They’re prepared to die.” She sat a bit straighter. She said, “Forgive me my lack of decorum. Attack the city, any way you can. Let them blow it up if they wish. Depriving the enemy of a stronghold in the center of the Greensoil Republic is more important than saving a city that might never recover.”

Opal said, “I agree.”

Erick’s mana had mostly recovered, so he summoned four more Ophiels outside the window of the room. He was back down to low mana; he needed to wait to recover. He asked, “So? The plan?”

Opal said, “The upper reaches of the city are layered with [Weather Ward]s and—”

“Wait.” Erick said, “Could I [Grow] the Queen Vine instead? Have it turn on its masters?”

The room went quiet again. 

Opal said, “You would likely get added to the Kill and Exterminate Quest.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Never mind that idea, then.” Erick had another idea. “How about producing a plant that is parasitic with the daydropper, neutralizing its ability to create dead air? And then I [Grow] that one?”

Opal hummed. “What were you thinking?”

Wilhelmina did not look hopeful; she just looked more resigned. 

“A [Cleanse] vine,” Erick said.

Opal hummed again. She said, “The danger in attempting to create such a thing is that you create another problem for the environment, and besides: whose version of [Cleanse]? A plant might grow and mutate into applying [Cleanse] in a way you will never expect. It might view the bacteria in the human body as an infection. Or worse: it might grow to view humans themselves as an infection. That could be worse than the daydropper. People have been making and dying to monstrous plants for a long, long time, because those plants almost always turn on their creators, and then themselves. The Daydropper is among those that do not follow this trend, and so we are in the middle of a Kill and Exterminate Quest to get rid of it.” Opal’s sphere rotated once. She said, “A [Cleanse] vine is a bad idea. Creating a magical plant should only ever be done under controlled conditions and with priests of Atunir in attendance and in approval; never on the battlefield.”

Erick’s mana was full enough, for now. He said, “Then no [Cleanse] Vine.” He had another idea, “How about normal rain? And then I freeze the Queen Vine with multiple layers of [Wintry Sea]?”

“Oh?” Opal hummed. “Maybe?” The orb stilled. 

Everyone waited for her to speak again.

The opalescent orb dropped to the table and rolled a foot, coming to a stop on a wrinkle on the map.

“Uh.” Rats asked, “Was that supposed to—”

The orb righted itself, floating into the air, Opal’s voice coming out of it, “I just checked. Freezing the Queen Vine might explode the ordinance, or defuse them. They’re using high-grade Tower designs popularized five years ago over on Nelboor, and those things worked well all up and down that war-tossed continent." She hummed. She said, "Colder temperatures do negatively impact the explosive yield of rad-bombs, either way. It’s a toss-up; I have no idea if this will work.”

“Do it.” Wilhelmina said, “I give you permission. Those bombs did not work so well in the winter, Opal. Check your sources again.”

"I guess I will!" Opal asked, "We’re going with this plan?”

"Yes," Wilhelmina demanded, a spark of hope in her voice.

“Yes,” Erick agreed. 

“Tenebrae has been notified.” Opal said, “He’ll do his thing once we’ve started the attack. This is what we’re going to do...”

- - - -

Far and away, south of Odaali, but within sight of the city, seven Ophiel [Teleport]ed into existence, each holding rocks that had been anchored with area [Absorption Ward]s provided by people with more than enough mana to spare to create powerful area protections. Each Ophiel also gently flickered white with [Personal Absorption Ward]s. Three of the Ophiel held opal orbs, in addition to their [Ward]ed rocks. 

The sky in the north was a hurricane of Force shards, flowing from left to right, whistling loud. The [Shard Storm] touched the clouds and ripped across the land. All inside of that dangerous sharp space, under the storm, undead were piecing together, like piles of body parts reconnecting, but waiting to stand up until after the storm was gone. Around the undead, green growth blanketed out from crevices, across destroyed houses, shedding purple fragments as the new daydroppers grew ever larger.

Ophiel flew directly up, staying well outside of the [Shard Storm]. 

Another [Teleport] brought the whole flock into the high, high sky, directly above Odaali. They were kilometers up, but still the [Shard Storm] reached this far. [Force Shrapnel] buffeted them, but they maintained position, their area [Absorption Ward]s doing heavy work. If they had teleported directly above the city, this tactic would have failed, but the [Shard Storm] was weaker up here where the churn of shards was less directed, less whipping around the center with sustained force. 

Far down below, past the [Shard Storm], lay Odaali, a dozen kilometers wide, situated around a minor mountain and layered with black [Distortion Ward]s and [Weather Ward]s, and more. 

Opal’s orbs pulsed, the energy of the pulse taking a second to reach the city below. All across the blackened roof of layered [Ward]s, holes appeared, exposing the towers and buildings of the city. The orbs kept pulsing, popping every type of [Ward] except absorption; like throwing darts at a wall of balloons at a county fair. 

All seven of Ophiel cast [Wintry Sea] after [Wintry Sea], dropping glittering blue spells through the [Shard Storm], into the city, into the holes opened up by Opal, while Erick cast [Call Lightning] after [Call Lightning]. 

The sky was already filled with Force shrapnel, but now it filled with dark, foreboding clouds. Rain started almost immediately, falling down into the [Shard Storm], clouds and rain carrying away on the twisting wind.

But the clouds piled higher and higher. Lightning flashed. All seven Ophiel were in the middle of the thunderhead, now. Rain flowed, stronger and stronger. 

A bomb cyclone formed over Odaali, at Erick's command. Night overtook the day. 

And still, Erick cast [Call Lightning] into the skies above Odaali. And still, Opal popped [Wards]. 

Ophiels started disintegrating under the force of the [Shard Storm]; one gone, two then three. When only two were left, Erick stopped focusing on [Call Lightning] in order to funnel mana into the remaining Ophiels. Opal’s orbs shattered; Ophiel was alone in the sky, while Erick rapidly tried to save them from disintegrating. 

Something shifted in the [Shard Storm]. 

As lightning charged through the thunderstorm all around Ophiel, the [Shard Storm] suddenly dropped, its radius lost by over half. Some important thing had broken inside the city. Ophiel was now outside of the spell, but still over Odaali; now hidden in the roiling thunderstorm. 

Ophiel dropped down to get a look at the city and ran right into the maws of two flying fire snakes. 

He disintegrated to fragments of mana in an instant.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself. 

A display screen hung in the air to the side of the room, projecting the battle of Odaali for everyone around him, and from this perspective, Erick wondered if he would ever be the same after seeing what he was capable of causing. 

White walls rose in the distance, but they were frosted over. Spikes of ice crashed up and out of Odaali, growing taller and thicker under a deluge from above, like a river had opened up in the sky and turned into icebergs as it hit the city.

Wilhelmina stared at the image. Rats and Teressa were looking from Wilhelmina’s guard, who had his hand on his sword, to Erick. Teressa’s full helmet was on; Erick had no idea what she was thinking. But Rat’s redscale face was openly slack, tiny ‘wows’ and ‘oh my gods’ escaping from his mouth. Poi stood near Erick, watchful. 

Jane broke the near silence, saying, “Well fuck. That’s quadratic mage for you.”

“It’ll stop raining in seven minutes,” Erick said, trying to negate some of the reality he was seeing. “It’s not that— It’s not...”

Jane asked, “Can other mages do that? How do you guys still have civilization when this is possible?”

Wilhelmina said, “Archmages are few and far between because most are not capable of combining magic into...” Her voice faltered, “Into a force like this.”

Jane said, “Well damn.”

“How many [Call Lightning]s is that, sir?” Poi asked. 

“Uh. Twenty. I think.”

Opal’s voice came out of the viewing screen, “Here comes Tenebrae.” She added, “The Queen Vine is active, some bombs have detonated; most have not. It appears you were right, Wilhelmina. Those bombs don't work so well in the winter." She added, "Oh! The Halls of the Dead have fled the field.”

The image moved slightly left. 

Someone —Tenebrae, Erick suspected— had decided that they did not like living on the ground; so they made a floating castle. That floating castle, all solid grey stone and military-minded, hovered in the sky to the left of the white-walled city, staying well outside of the bomb cyclone and devastating blue spells wreaking havoc inside Odaali.

Erick said, “Now that’s impressive! A flying castle! I can’t do that.”

“Not yet,” muttered Rats.

Erick glared at the redscale, but Rats didn’t care; he was staring at the viewing screen. Erick looked back to the screen.

A monster stirred in the city. 

Under the ice, cracking up through layers upon layers of frost, up into the freezing rain, flowed deeply green and purple vines, like trees growing a blizzard. Growing upward, rising into the sky, a hundred spiked branches of the Queen Vine flowed into the storm. 

The [Shard Storm] suddenly contracted, gathering close to the vines, to the trees, churning around the Queen Vine like so many sawblades, carving away at the constricting ice, freeing the monster from its frozen prison. It thrashed into the sky, hundreds upon hundreds of meters long in every direction; violently powerful.

Coruscating beams of kaleidoscopic light flashed out from the entirety of the Queen Vine, pummeling into the grey castle. 

The attack did not reach. The prismatic beams flashed against an invisible sphere surrounding the grey castle, reflecting randomly to splash across what remained of rural Odaali and into the sky, ripping up the land, tearing away the clouds.

An invisible pulse tore out of the grey castle, spreading in every direction, tossing dirt and debris, pressing back against Erick’s still raining [Call Lightning], but doing worse to the Queen Vine. Tendrils shredded, the sawblade spell faltered. The Queen Vine rippled as the grey castle advanced—

Wilhelmina stood, saying, “This location is no longer safe. The Halls are attacking.”

A boom echoed somewhere outside of Erick’s room. The viewing screen flickered and died.

Opal’s voice said, “Get out of there! Now!”

Everyone moved at once. Jane grabbed Erick; Erick grabbed Jane. Rats shouted that ‘It's time to go! Where, though?’ Erick had a location in mind. He flashed out another small Ophiel, to go with the one on his shoulder. He had enough hands like this to take everyone with him at once, including Wilhelmina and her guard.

Wilhelmina grabbed her guard’s hands, saying, “Yetta and Cyril are fighting the Halls of the Dead right outside; I suggest you stay out of their way. I’ll be in touch.”

The Duchess and her guard vanished in a blip of grey.

Erick reached for Jane and Poi, while Ophiel reached out for Teressa and Rats. Erick said, “Come on! I got a location scouted already.”

“Good enough for me.” Rats linked with Ophiel. 

Everyone gathered fast as the whole building shook. Briefly, Erick held in the air, as the ground and the building all around them began to collapse under the guidance of some unknown force, but the [Teleport] situation had already been worked out. In a blip of white, Erick and his people left the crumbling White Palace. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick, Jane, Poi, Teressa, and Rats, reappeared on the plains to the west. Nothing but flat green grasses stretched from one horizon to the next.

Jane let go of Erick’s hand, and said, “I love you, Dad, but if Yetta and Cyril are fighting back there I’ve got to go help them.”

Erick looked at Jane. He breathed. He said, “Okay. Be safe.”

Poi interrupted, “We’ll keep him safe, Jane.” 

Jane looked like she was going to say something to Poi, but he beat her to it; Jane smiled, nodded, then said, “Thank you,” before vanishing in a blip of midnight blue.

A wind blew across the prairie. 

The battle, and the Queen Vine, were far away. Erick, Poi, Teressa, and Rats were safe, but no one else was.

Was Erick okay with this? 

No. He wasn’t, but he had to look after his own before he could secure everyone else.

Rats broke the silence with, “I knew you were an archmage, but seeing is different than believing. You iced that city!” He added, “Uh. Sir.”

Erick said, “Anyone could do that. Jane said it best: I don’t understand how your civilization hasn’t crumbled by now.” 

Rats said, “Wilhelmina had it right; you literally invented every spell you used out there. No one else can do that.” Rats added, “And how much mana did you use this morning? Thirty thousand? More?” 

Teressa said, “Ophiel has his own mana. So maybe fifty thousand, altogether.”

Rats said, “And you claim to not be a real archmage? Bah! You’re the archmagey-iest archmage that ever archmage’d. Uh. Sir.”

“That’s enough, Rats,” Poi said. “We should prepare defenses.” Poi turned toward Erick. “And then?”

Erick said, “And then I’m going back in.”

“Very well, sir,” Poi said.

Erick breathed before considering the path forward. And then he felt the rings around his fingers. They were still at plus 6 and plus 8 All Stats, even with all the mana and HP he had used today. That made him about as nervous as what he had done to Odaali. And then, to make it all much, much worse, he looked at his notifications. Four people were dead at his hand; four incani, each for 95% Participation. 

Erick promptly puked up what little remained of breakfast.
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                Erick tore into the prairie underneath his feet with [Stoneshape], riding the descending surge of stone and dirt into the ground like an escalator, quickly creating a space under the grassland surface for himself, Rats, Teressa, and Poi, to hide. Some dirt was simply pushed down and away, some was turned into solid stone, compacted and solidified into structural support. Erick didn’t go very deep; just far enough to not be seen on the surface and to have a roof overhead. When he got deep enough, he flashed the loose dirt outward, crushing it into solid stone, creating a solid five by five meter space under the surface with a dome roof and stone supports. He flashed a ring of wardlight into the dome overhead, colored to mimic the sun; illuminating the brown stone all around. One [Cleanse] into the space removed a pervasive, earthy smell, and also cleaned away the bad taste still inside Erick’s mouth.

Teressa followed down the stairs, saying, “Looks good.”

Poi followed right behind her, saying, “We got you, if you want to go back.”

Erick created four nice chairs with [Conjure Item] and promptly took one, Meditating for mana, as he asked Poi, “Is this normal warfare, Poi? I remember when Krakina tried to show me her [Nature’s Fury], but that got stopped before it really happened. I remember the green wind in the sky being very large, though. Super Large Size, actually.” Erick finally asked, “Where are the other archmages?”

Poi stepped next to one of the chairs, but did not sit, saying, “It all comes down to a matter of being able to either combine a spell correctly, or purchasing the Script version and having enough Stats to back up that spell. Most people don't bother.” 

Rats came down the stairs, simplifying Erick’s problem by saying, “The other archmages are in hiding.”

“That is a factor, yes.” Poi added, “The world is large, and there are many places to hide from people who would use someone who could combine a useful high-tier spell; or create one, in your case.”

Teressa stood next to the largest chair Erick had made, saying, “The world is large and full of terrors. Sometimes those terrors are archmages who separate from civilization and lose their empathy in the wilderness. Sometimes those terrors are the monsters, and a friendly archmage will swoop in to save an adventuring party from an untimely end.” She said, “I hope you decide to stay in Spur, sir. You’re a good guy, and we need more people like you.”

Erick felt a beat of emotion pulse through his chest. 

Rats added, “But damn, sir. You’re gonna get a lot of propositions after today.”

Poi sighed, saying, “Unfortunately true.”

Rats said, "And yeah. Who can make a good spell? Not me. I tried and gave up years ago. That [Pure Force Beam Bolt]? That shit's crazy."

"Oh?"

"Yeah!" Rats said, "Never seen anything like it."

Oh.

Erick realized the problem, and it was systemic. The most recent example Erick had seen of this problem was in his [Pure Force Beam Bolt] versus regular [Force Beam Bolt], and how the ‘pure’ version Erick had made was twice as good as the one in the Script. Another major example was that the [Scan] in the Script cost 5000 mana, as well as 6 points for the starter spells, more points for the intermediary spells, and then one more to purchase [Scan] itself. And [Scan], according to Zago, only [Scan]ned out to 10 kilometers. 

And then there was all the trouble Jane had been having with making a good Handy Aura. 

Erick’s Handy Aura looked like:

 




	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 

But the Handy Aura in the Script looked like the ones Jane had been able to make; absolutely awful:

 




	
Intentioned Flight Aura, 10 MP per second, short range

Grip yourself and the air with your mind. Fly at walking speed.








 

Erick said, “These spells in the Script are not good at all. I— I knew this, but I didn’t really understand what it meant.” He added, “Not really.”

Rats looked to Poi, smiling, asking, “Got a bad spell to show him, Poi?”

Poi frowned, saying, “Remaking a tier 2 is one day of rest. Tier 3 is 10 days of downtime. Tier 4 is 100. Tier 5 is a thousand.” He brought out a blue box, but held it close, not letting it go. His frown deepened. “It gets worse from there. To become an archmage usually takes a useful tier 8 and accreditation from an accredited arcanaeum, which means hundreds of proper spell combinations, or spending fifty points to get one spell that, while good, isn’t great.” He shoved the blue box at Erick, saying, “That bubble popping from Opal is only tier 5. This is the failed version. It’s almost a thousand mana more expensive than the Script version.”

 




	
Ward Destruction, medium range, 10921 mana

Dispel a [Ward] in medium range.








 

Erick read the box, and his face scrunched. “How is it that expensive!?”

Poi sighed. “[Dispel] multiplies costs significantly and for [Ward]s you have to be able to eat away at the entire amount of mana spent on that [Ward] in order to [Dispel] that [Ward]. This version is failed, yes, but it will still take down almost any [Ward], even 50,000 point [Absorption Ward]s.”

Erick was still waiting for mana. Poi obviously needed help, and Erick wasn’t ready to get back in the fight yet anyway, so he asked, “Have you tried to make any smaller spells with that harmonic suggestion I mentioned on the wyrm hunt?”

“Haven’t had the time to explore that possibility in depth.” Poi said, “But I did try it with [Force Crash] and Mana Altering for Fire. I got the standard [Fire Crash] you would find in the Script. I repeated this process with every Mana Altering I could, and all of the spells I created were almost exactly the version you’d find in the Script. So I think you’re doing something else that you’re not aware you’re doing. Have you considered formal mage training? Find out what it is you’re doing different? It’s not an arcanaeum, but there are classes at the Mage Guild in Spur.”

Erick asked, “Are you formally trained?”

“No, but I have completed all the training taught in Spur.” Poi added, “And studied under… An archmage.”

Rats smirked, adding, “The betting pool has seven names on it, but Opal is highest on the list.”

Poi frowned at Rats, then said to Erick, “Every great mage has their own method to magic because magic is nuanced and fickle; some would even call it alive.” Poi summed it up, saying, “Not everyone finds their calling, their way of magic that works for them. I’m still searching for mine.”

Erick sat back in his chair, considering… well. Everything.

And then Teressa brought him back to the moment, saying, “Because of their power and ability, many archmages turn to evil, become selfish, only caring about themselves or their work. Sometimes they get called ‘wizards’ and are hunted down for their actions. Sometimes they simply go into hiding. And sometimes, they go to Ar’Kendrithyst, and become a Shade. Almost every Shade can do something similar to what you did this morning.” Teressa added, “If the Shades ever decided to really attack Spur, we would have to defend against [Comet Swarm]s, [Psychic Terror]s, and [Grand Abomination]s, each of which is much worse than what you did to Odaali. We would fail. Spur would be a smoking ruin. History has proven this.”

Rats nodded. Poi stood still, his arms crossed. 

Erick focused. He was in a war right now. He needed more mana. He needed more regeneration. He needed to leave the big questions out of his mind, for now.

And he had killed people who were not low level. He had gained power from those deaths, and though it sickened him to puking, he looked over those notifications. He saw the first one, and couldn’t bear to look at the rest; bile threatened at the back of his throat.

 




	
You have slain Incani A!

95% participation!

+3,471,623,313,529 exp








 

Erick looked at his Status, instead. He had gained six levels. He put those twelve points from those six levels evenly into Willpower and Focus.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 51, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 384,845,538,951/3,295,128,009,900 

Class: 6/6

Points: 4





	
HP


	
1020/1020


	
1020 per day





	
MP


	
3017/4200


	
16,800 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+14


	
[34]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+14


	
[34]





	
Willpower


	
56


	
+14


	
[70]





	
Focus


	
56


	
+14


	
[70]





	
Favored Spell waiting!








 

Erick felt balanced, but expanded, like driving fast over a hill and feeling slightly weightless on the downhill side. He floated for a moment, letting the feeling wash through and past. When it was gone, he started summoning small Ophiels to go with the few he already had, dropping back down to low mana. Soon, he would be ready. As mana flowed in, restoring his pool, he sent out [Scry] orbs to find out where he should go first.

 

- - - -

 

A grey castle floated in front of an iced over Kingdom City, the white walls barely containing the icebergs. The rain had stopped, but the Queen Vine had not. She raised her tendrils from the ice, deflecting against invisible pulses of air that rocked out of the floating grey castle. But she did not stop them all. Something thick and vicious ripped into the ice of the city, and into the Queen Vine. 

The Queen Vine recoiled from the attack, ducking under the ice, but the grey castle did not advance. 

The Queen’s retreat was a feint. Vines and tendrils, green and purple, ripped up from the ground outside of the white walls of the Kingdom City, racing into the air around the grey castle, grabbing hold of the invisible sphere that supported the floating structure. She wrapped around the castle—

An Ophiel popped into the air above Odaali and immediately loosed [Domain of the Withering Slime]. A white sphere surrounded the dozen-winged [Familiar], as thick, crashing air spilled down into the hollows in the iced city and out across the land under the grey castle, wrapping around the Queen Vine from all directions. 

A great keening filled the sky and rumbled through the land. The Queen Vine shuddered, twitching in great spasms. Green tendrils and purple leaves shriveled and died, a hundred thousand rivulets of dark water springing forth from cracks and breaks in the thick flesh of the monstrous daydropper vine.

The grey castle tore loose from the vines ensnaring it; flying higher. Billowing grey clouds rocketed out of the castle’s bottom, striking the land where the Queen Vine had dared to reach skyward, drilling into the dirt, burrowing, doing somethi— 

A flare ripped through the grey cloud, into the land, dancing out from under the dirt like auroras bursting from a rib cage, spewing boulders and stone and plant matter into the sky.

Ophiel had been watching for a counter attack, but it came too quick to avoid; a vine reached up from below and carved the [Familiar] in half.

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself in the underground stone room.

A grey stone man stood by the staircase. Cylindrical legs, thick arms, he was a man carved from grey marble, wearing nothing at all. Erick only guessed it was a ‘he’ because of the general male humanness of the creature.

Teressa was standing between Erick and the stone man, while Rats and Poi flanked the creature.

After taking a single second to understand he was seeing, Erick yelled, “What the fuc—!”

The stone man interrupted Erick, speaking like a rich gentleman, saying, “Archmagister Tenebrae of the Wyrmridge Enclave sends his greetings. He desires for you to forgo attacking the Queen Vine. He is perfectly capable of killing it and likely would have killed it, had it maintained its grip on his Estate.”

Erick stood up from his chair, demanding, “How did you find me?”

Rats spoke up, “My fault. I made the mistake of accepting a telepathic connection.”

Poi deeply frowned at the stone man, saying, “Tenebrae faked a connection from Killzone.”

“You can fake a telepathic connection?” Erick asked, not sure if he was focusing on the correct problem or not.

The stone man spoke fast, and rough, “My Master says this: ‘I can, idiot; you’re lucky you’re able to put your own shoes on in the morning’. My Master also wishes me to inform you that, ‘You are out of your league, planar man. Go home and entertain your Shades.’ End quote.” 

Everything was happening very fast. As Erick was trying to come up with a response to that—

The stone man switched to eloquence, saying, “Please accept this advice with the care it is being delivered, as we are in the middle of a battle, and not, perhaps, the subterfuge or apparent threat such a delivery might instill within your group.” He lamented, “My Master simply has no patience for people of any kind; but if he were to become your enemy, he would be very thorough in letting you know this fact, before he struck at you. It is the hope of us, his Stone Men, that he has not garnered undue hatred from his actions today, as he so often does.”

Erick asked, “You’re going to help with the second Queen Vine, too, then?”

The stone man paused, then said, “My Master wishes me to inform you that, ‘Fuck you. All I need is this one Queen, and I won’t allow its corpse to be desiccated.’ End quote.”

Erick stood straighter, saying, “No deal. I’ll desiccate that thing to woodchips if you don’t help with both. And do you have a plan to deal with the rad bombs in there? Or should I toss more [Wintry Sea]s down?”

The stone man lamented, saying, “Master Tenebrae says, ‘Keep your cold magic away, idiot! I’ve already disabled the bombs. I’ll kill the second Queen, too. Now stop bothering me, and go away.’ End quote.” The stone man bowed, then rose, saying, “Thank you for acquiescing to my Master’s requests.”

The stone man vanished in a grey blip.

After a second, Erick shouted, “What the fuck!”

Rats joked, “I thought archmage Opal was just mad at him! But nah? He actually is a pushy asshole?”

“We need to move,” Poi said. “I’m not willing to accept that wasn’t a threat.”

“Shit.” Erick asked, “How many ways are there to track people down like he did?”

Poi frowned. “None that are that easy; now that we’re officially on [Telepathic] lockdown and all communication is going through me. You might get some more communications, sir, but I’m capturing them first to quarantine and verify the connection and their senders.”

“Again!” Rats said, “Sorry!”

Poi looked to Erick, saying, “Please allow this to happen, sir.”

Erick began, “Allow wha—”

Something shifted in Erick’s perception of the world as a vague sense of Poi being nearby magnified and then faded into the background, but he was still there. If Erick focused he could feel Poi’s mental presence inside his mind. 

“That,” Poi said.

“That’s… weird,” Erick said, mentally poking at the perception of Poi stuck in his head. “Was that necessary? What spell was that?”

Poi said, “[Telepathic Interception]. And apparently, it is necessary.” Poi winced. “If you poke at it hard enough it will go away, but it really hurts every time you do. Sir.”

Erick stopped mentally poking at Poi, then turned to Rats, saying, “Don’t worry about it, Rats.”

Teressa frowned, saying, “He should worry about it, sir.”

Rats seemed to crumble slightly, mumbling, “Sorry.”

Five minutes later they were in a new location a hundred kilometers away, almost the same as the first. Erick needed the time to recover his mana, anyway. 

He summoned several more Ophiels; the squad wasn’t up to full, not yet. 

 

- - - -

 

A single Ophiel hovered into the sky above where the White Palace had been. Rubble and fire had replaced the surrounding stone towers and grasslands. Vast swaths of stone had been raised as haphazard walls across the hilly area, while some people held low to the ground, behind walls or behind rubble. 

Other people had more active ideas of how to win a war. Men and women fought across the varied space, swords flashing against swords, magic blossoming against walls and battle lines. Some wore white armor, but most wore varied robes or plate or chainmail of every color. Chaos reigned. 

Erick had no idea what the fuck he was looking at.

He watched for a while; Ophiel automatically dodging minor spells that tried to hit him, [Blink]ing left or right, but otherwise doing nothing.

Then he saw someone trying to [Grow] a daydropper.

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

A white sphere flashed around Ophiel, spilling thick air onto the battlefield far, far in every direction, causing countless locations to burst with a [Cleanse] from the deaths of daydroppers Erick had not actually seen. A cascade of retaliatory spells tried to shoot Ophiel out of the air, but Ophiel dodged with [Blink]s and [Swift Movement] and [Airshape]. A few tracking [Force Bolt]s managed to clip him, but they did almost no damage.

Other fliers were not so fortunate as to have eyes all around their body. Erick watched as other people tried to fly, tried to hover into better positions to aim their spells, or to gain the high ground. Almost all of those unfortunate people were shot out of the air as soon as they became an easy target.

People were still trying to shoot at Ophiel, but they were having little to no luck. Erick took notice of the people shooting. With [Ultrasight], he could see their skin was purple or magenta or pale violet, while everyone else, who was not shooting at Ophiel, was tan or brown. There were no horns on the incani, either through their helmets or on those with exposed heads; they must have shaved them off, or something, Erick wasn't sure. 

There was a glut of soldiers in white on one side; those were humans. There was a glut of soldiers in darker greens and greys on the other, those were incani. But the rest of the people were wearing so many different colors that telling one side from the other was not simple. Red and blues and greens and oranges. People wore black and grey, or cyan or teal. Whoever the colorful people were, they were not all trained soldiers of Odaali-in-Exile; they were irregulars, and too many of them were of the Halls of the Dead for Erick to feel comfortable blasting any part of the battle down below. He couldn't just... Kill people? Could he? No. He couldn't. Not yet.

But not all of the people down there were still people. 

All across the war torn fields, but mostly around the incani sides, people were fighting for their lives, but some of those people were already dead. Undead fortified the incani forces, forming the bulk of the attackers, now that Erick took a minute to understand the battlefield. The undead moved like a coordinated tide into the human lines, while well-hidden casters hung out behind the undead; fortifying the undead with a magic of some sort, but Erick had no idea what.

Suddenly, some great tide of mana burst forth from inside the incani battle lines, so great a power that the flex of the manasphere was visible to the naked eye. The withered grey husks of undead people suddenly bulked up, and raced across the battlefield in hail-mary attacks against the humans. Some humans hunkered down in fox holes, casting spells into the horde, blasting apart bodies, but the undead were stronger now; spells struck them and bounced off, doing little damage, halting none of the undead advance. The humans that hunkered down paid for that decision with their lives as they were physically torn apart by empowered undead. 

Those who ran fared little better. Shimmering beams of white light shot out from the advancing horde, cutting through fleeing soldiers, ricocheting off of hastily erected [Force Walls], clipping through the human defenses. 

Not one minute had passed since Ophiel had entered the sky above.

Erick was overwhelmed. People were dying to those already dead, but there were still living people in the middle of the horde. He couldn’t fire at a battlefield like this, could he? He decided that yes, he could kill the necromancers, for sure, But aiming where he knew people on the human side were going to die? Ophiel dodged while Erick tried to find an opening. Erick looked over his spells, and decided, as he saw one young woman torn to shreds, that he would have to do something.

 




	
Shimmer X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

Tiny specks of incandescent heat fill a large space, igniting flammable objects and dealing <damage>. <Shimmer can gain or lose damage based on the material inside the spell>.








 

Erick layered [Shimmer]s into the undead lines. Sculpting the spell to maximize coverage, aiming where [Ultrasight] showed that everyone was already dead. The spell wasn’t perfect; many undead escaped coverage, but many living humans escaped coverage, too. Several necromancers did not escape the fire.

Bright specks of light flowed up through the undead, turning dried flesh into burning meat, then to ash. Fires already burned on the hills, but [Shimmer] kicked up burning debris into globular spheres of fire that held the line, brightening to an inferno. The undead inside were burned to a crisp; they could not get through.

And then they could. 

Bursts of what had to be [Temperature Ward] filled the [Shimmer] from the inside out, ripping the spell apart, scattering dying motes of flame into the air. Undead that had not fully burned began to stitch together, magical force transforming into withered flesh; shambling, burned bodies, restored to fighting strength.

They must have figured out Erick was using Particle magic based on the attack on Odaali.

Erick had Ophiel layer more [Shimmer]s into the enemy line, into different locations. The Halls could burst the spell apart with a proper [Temperature Ward], but they still had to spend mana and time to break the spell, and that time cost them everything. While they were distracted by flaming air, the human line reorganized. Spells unaffected by [Temperature Ward] ripped into the distracted Halls of the Dead, cutting down undead and incani alike. The Halls were routed; they just didn’t know it yet. Without their undead swarm, the human lines advanced against the Halls.

Erick looked away. This section of the battle was won. Odaali’s forces summarily broke the Halls of the Dead and then began to move inward, to advance against the other battle lines all across the rest of the hilly land. 

Ophiel flew high, higher still. 

From high above, Erick witnessed the true scope of the battle.

Odaali-in-Exile and the Halls of the Dead clashed over a dozen kilometers in every direction. Bright explosions and flashing swords. Blood and mud. Death and undeath. 

All Erick had done was save one squad, and killed a few hundred undead. He was lost; he had no idea where to go next. He wasn’t a commander; he hated war movies and everything about this situation. He liked the romantic comedies and the dramas. He had no idea what to do, so he sent a telepathic link to someone who would know: Yetta.

293 damage and a major headache poked out from the inside of his skull. Erick briefly came back to himself, sitting in the stone room, clutching his head as the pain began to ebb away.

“Fuck.” Erick said, “That hurts.”

“Sir?” Poi asked. 

Erick sat back in his chair. “Tried to contact Yetta to find out what she wants, but she’s not accepting connections."

“She's contacting right now.” Poi said, “She said to coordinate with Jane.”

Erick nodded, summoned up the last of his ten Ophiel, then sent to Jane, ‘Jane? Are you there?’

Two seconds later, Jane replied, ‘Quite— Quite busy! Dad! What!’ 

‘Yetta said to coordinate with you. Who should I shoot?’

After a long moment, Jane sent him an image from her perspective of a magenta-skinned man in enormous bright blue armor, racing across a battlefield. A mad grin showed in the slit of his helmet, the only section of his body that wasn’t covered by thick plate. He wielded a sword made of radiance the size of himself. Bodies lay bisected in his wake. 

A location came next, along with the words, ‘This fucker!’ A pause. She sounded calmer as she sent,‘Parox Geller from the Kill and Exterminate Quest. He’s never fought unless he thinks he can win, and right now he’s right. He’s murdering the rank and file and avoiding the big hitters. Every time any of us get near he laughs and runs, while his people fight better than ours. It’s lose/lose for us to fight him, Dad.’ 

Erick hesitated for one, long, excruciating second.

Then he made a single Ophiel [Blink] rapidly across the battlefield, flying out of range of enemy spells, into the fray ahead. 

Parox Geller was a guillotine of blue, flying across the ground, his sword of light held to the side, flat and long, as he swept through a soldier in white armor. Red erupted, but none of it touched Parox’s pristine blue armor. As Erick watched the soldier fall to the ground, dead, the man’s white [Conjure Armor] vanished, leaving him in a rough spun tunic and brown pants. The man was just a kid, seventeen at most. He was a kid who tried to stand up to a mass murderer and failed. 

The kid was not alone. A dozen such bodies laid around the hilly fields. Several dozen other soldiers in white fought other incani in irregular attire, some in robes, some in armor, all across the greater area, but in this singular location, the soldiers in white were facing Parox on his own, and Parox was winning.

Multicolored beams of light shot from the surrounding soldiers.

Parox moved in a straight line to his next victims, avoiding every single beam but a few. He cut down another two soldiers. The beams that did manage to hit Parox reflected wide, carving burning or freezing or decaying trenches in the land around him. Parox didn’t care about the minor hits; they did little to nothing against him.

Erick had only been in the air, riding Ophiel’s senses, for four seconds.

Erick fired a storm of [Pure Force Beam Bolt]s through Ophiel, at Parox, altered to invisible Force. 

Parox noticed, but he danced through the battlefield as though expecting to avoid normal [Force Beam Bolts].

 




	
Pure Force Beam Bolt, instant, long range, 100 MP

A bolt of pure mana unerringly strikes a target for 250 + 3x WIL








 

But these tracked, like a [Force Bolt], carrying with them a lot more power than most.

One clipped the man in the shoulder, knocking him off balance, burrowing in for 230 points of damage, surprising him, leaving a smoking hole in the blue armor. The next two strikes hit his legs for the same amount. Five of them struck his helmet, almost at the exact same time; four of those for 230 damage, but one for 2300, a critical, a lucky shot that had gotten into the slit of his helmet, followed instantly by another. 

Parox faltered, looking to the sky—

Just as a rapid [Call Lightning] connected the man to the gathering clouds above; a brilliant stab of electricity that shimmered around Parox.

Around Parox.

He laughed at the sky, standing there as another bolt erupted, doing fuck-all as much as the first, wrapping around and over him, but not through him; he had put on a [Personal Weather Ward]. Somehow, he knew what to do. That shouldn't have surprised Erick as much as it did; people were always talking in his own ears these days. But still, it pissed him off.

Someone flashed a dark spell to the side of the area—

Just as the third lighting bolt smashed through Parox Geller, frying him from the inside, doing uncountable amounts of damage, locking the warrior’s face in a rictus of laughter as his body fried from the inside out, and his blue armor melted around him.

Parox Geller died. His body stood there, locked into a melted metal coffin, steam rising from his corpse.

 

- - - -

 

Erick recoiled out of Ophiel, into the stone room, breathing hard in the underground space. 

He glanced at the Kill and Exterminate Quest. Only Arrox Geller and Denutha Odaari’s names remained, along with the daydropper itself. 

Jane’s thoughts came to him, ‘I know you’re beating yourself up right now, but I need you back in the battle, Dad. You turned the tide.’

Erick breathed, staring at the ringed sunlight orb in the damp, underground ceiling, trying to wrap his head around what he had done. Poi stood nearby, looking at him. But Rats is the one that spoke up.

Rats asked, “You okay, sir?” After a moment, Rats added, “Erick?”

“I’m...” Erick said. “Parox Geller of the— the Quest is dead. I killed him.” Erick added, “Me and… Someone. Someone dispelled his [Personal Weather Ward]. I think that’s what happened.”

The stone room was silent. 

Rats said, “Good. Fucker deserved to die.”

Erick tried to speak, but it came out as, “You’re… This is… is this just… This is just how it is. Isn’t it.”

Rats said, “He killed thousands of people. He developed the Daydropper. If he had his way, all life except the life he wanted to support would be dead. People like him deserve to die.” He added, “Get your head out of your ass.” Rats stressed, “Sir.”

Poi glanced at Rats, but looked away. Teressa maintained her focus on the staircase leading into the underground room.

Erick laid back in his chair, looking at the notification for Parox Geller.

 




	
You have killed Parox Geller!

75% Participation

+79,576,573,932,922 exp








 

The notification stared Erick in the face; it even had Parox’s name in the box. Erick checked his Status; he was level 56 now, and with 14 points to spend. He used eight points to raise Willpower and Focus up to 60, each, then went back to Ophiel.

Ophiel wasn’t there; there was no one to go back to. Someone must have shot the [Familiar] out of the sky.

Yetta’s voice connected to Erick, halfway frantic but still controlled, ‘This is the next location. It’s teleport locked; we can’t get in the normal way. We need this barrier down. NOW.’  She sent along location data and imaging of the situation; a massive red dome dominated the hilly prairie, flickers of red lightning crackled around where the dome touched the land. ‘Kill the Necromancer Arrox Geller, before she can summon her husband back as demon.’

‘I don’t think I can kill—’

‘Then provide air support.’

Yetta cut off communication.

Erick spent three seconds hesitating, and then he remembered that hesitating got people killed. 

He summoned one more Ophiel to fill out his squad. He was dangerously low on mana, but it was coming back quicker than ever. Ophiel could use his own spells for the coming fight, anyway. Erick sent five Ophiel to the red dome, keeping them high in the sky. 

Erick wasted a hot seven seconds coming to grips with the size of the red dome barrier.

The red dome crackled with black light under a meter-thick clear red shell. The remains of crumbled stone towers dotted the land all around, while the dome itself spanned at least a dozen hills, rising half that height into the air. 

Undead hordes and their necromantic masters raced into the dome, rushing through the apparently not-solid surface, disappearing once they passed the red edge, while the explosive and slicing spells of the human forces detonated on the red surface; unable to pierce. In one minute, the surrounding land was cleared of all Halls of the Dead forces; either defeated by Odaali-in-Exile or forced to retreat, either into the red sphere or vanished to some other unknown location.

Yetta connected to Erick, ‘FUCKING bring it DOWN, ERICK!’ Her voice turned frantic, ‘NOW!’

‘HOW!? Where’s Opal? She’s the one that brings down [Ward]s!’

Yetta seemed to screech a lament in Erick’s mind, before saying, ‘She says she can’t do anything! It's soul magic that absorbs the mana spent against it. We need sustained damage that does vastly more damage than it costs.’ She yelled, her voice taking on a desperation that Erick had never heard before, ‘It’s a Breach Barrier! They're summoning a Breach Demon! DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND?’

Erick almost said that he did not understand, but he didn’t really need to; Yetta’s tone told him more than enough. He sent, ‘Tell her to keep the [Weather Ward]s off of it—’

‘YES. Please gods just DO SOMETHING!’ 

Erick had all five Ophiels cast [Personal Weather Ward]s, then linked [Lightning Aura] into all five. He chose [Lightning Aura] because it seemed like the largest, cheapest of his spells.

 




	
Lightning Aura, 1 MP per second, super long range ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP.

Particle Mage Only








 

The Ophiel soared into the sky, each trailing mist, each cracking light into the air around them, each of them filled with anticipation, worry, and joy in equal, dizzying measure; piggybacking off of Erick’s own uncertain emotions, but adding their own joy at being able to summon so much lightning. They trilled with the sounds of violins as they spread out around the top of the red dome, each more than far enough to not be struck by the other’s auras; without Aurify's area of effect multiplier backing their spell, it was much smaller than Erick’s.

Erick cast [Call Lighting] into the sky, speeding up the gathering of power. Mist turned to clouds, turned to rain. Flashes of light blinked through the air over the red dome and for kilometers around. Erick called a bolt of electricity, linking the sky to the dome in a pillar of flashing brilliance. The dome glowed brighter, more solid. 

But hairline cracks had appeared in the red surface. The cracks vanished almost as soon as they appeared, but they were there, for sure.

The Ophiels each unleashed a strike of their own. Lightning crashed across the red and black dome like a million skittering spiders, crackling against the Breach Barrier, turning it brighter and brighter, as white cracks raced across the spellwork. The darkened space under the dome briefly turned visible.

A vast pit of bone and blood the size of a few football fields stood exposed in the hills in the center of the Breach Barrier. A dozen thousand undead raced across the intervening land to throw themselves into the crimson pit, instantly liquefying as they touched the red surface. 

A woman in red stood on the top of a spiraling stone spire in the center of the pit, her hands raised to the sky. Twenty or thirty necromancers stood on the spirals of that spire, guiding red light and blood from the pit ever upward, toward the woman. In turn, the woman took that offering, and gave it form: a man who had yet to become a man hovered in the air above the woman in red. 

The red dome healed, darkness swept shut under the red barrier.

The Ophiels unleashed another blast of lightning, crackling across the dome with a million feelers of power. The dome broke, imperfectly. Huge chunks of meter-thick barrier dislodged from the rest, and began to rain down into the ritual space, but instead of crashing into the necromancers, they transformed into more power, into blood and bone, into useable mana flowing into the body atop the spire. The summoning suddenly doubled in speed, as more and more light and energy flowed into the nascent demon.

Lancing red light cascaded from several of the casters on the spire, aiming for the Ophiel. They dodged, [Blink]ed, and [Airshape]ed to get away, but the red light twisted and turned at right angles, or tighter. 

Erick lost his connection; the Ophiels had been destroyed. 

Erick summoned three more Ophiel and sent them to the battlefield. 

The red dome was shattered as though it was thick glass, and not a construct of magic; the ragged edge near the ground was still there, still a meter thick and ten meters tall, a physical barrier preventing most of the soldiers from assaulting the necromantic ritual in the center. Ophiel had no such problem avoiding the ground barrier, flying over it, and as he looked, neither did at least fifty other people; each of them taking to the air, up and over the cracked edge of the red dome, to assault the ritual in the center.

A dense, echoing cackle as though from a hundred witches filled the sky.

A red light flashed across the heavens, pushing Erick’s [Call Lightning] storm aside like so much ambient mana.

An image of the pink moon of Hell appeared in the sky, as though through a two hundred meter wide [Gate] opened horizontally. A dot of blue light descended through that portal, even as beams and bolts and crashes of spellwork fought to disrupt the hole in the sky, but when the spells touched the portal, they simply passed through. When offensive magic struck the dot of light, the magic did nothing; the dot of light didn’t seem to actually be there. When the spells struck at the spire in the middle of the carrion lake, at the people casting the spell, the lake itself rose up to block the magic; blood and bone a thicker proof against enemy magic than the red dome had been.

[Call Lightning].

Each of the three Ophiel at the site switched over to [Call Lightning], each of them casting the spell on their own. The sky rapidly clouded over, blocking the sight of Hell, as Erick and three Ophiel each demanded electricity from the air. Four bolts attempted to wrap through the descending droplet of light, continuing on to the ritual below, but the lightning touched upon a [Weather Ward] that spread up from the bloody spire, up across everything, including the [Gate] to Hell above, protecting the necromancers, the waiting body, and the demonic soul summoned from Hell. Electricity flashed around red barriers, grounded onto the lake of blood; useless.

Erick nearly screamed.

Opal’s scratchy voice came to Erick, ‘Let me help you with that.’

The [Weather Ward] protecting the ritual popped like an old soap bubble.

Lightning from four different sources erupted across the ritual. The droplet of light exploded. The waiting body shattered. Smaller [Weather Ward]s went up across individual necromancers, but they popped again, and again. Lightning tore through the spire, carving down into the surprised necromancers, turning mass murderers into dead mass murderers. 

Ophiel and Erick continued to call lightning through the ritual, making sure everything was actually dead, and would stay that way. After a second round of [Call Lightning]s and ten more bolts, Erick stopped. 

Odaali-in-Exile had pulled back, away from the ritual, fully away from the gently dissolving red remains of the Breach Barrier.

The air cleared. The portal to Hell above was gone. Sunlight showed onto a spire of dead necromancers and their failed attempts to resurrect an enemy of the world as a demon.

Yetta’s voice came to Erick, ‘I think you got them.’

Erick came back to himself. He was safe in his stone room. Teressa was at the door, watching the way up. Poi stood nearby, arms folded, head down, several tendrils of thought coming off of his sapphire scaled head. Rats sat nearby, picking at his fingernails. 

Erick croaked out, “Everyone okay?”

His three bodyguards turned to him. 

Poi spoke first. “The Halls of the Dead would have summoned a Breach Demon if not for you.”

Rats paled, his red scales turning pink. 

Teressa went still.

“Yetta said something— Something about a Breach Barrier?” Erick’s breath shook out of him, halting and stunted. “What’s a Breach Demon?”

“A demon able to summon more demons.” Rats said, “The summoning of a Breach Demon has always heralded a transformation of the Quiet War into open war. FUCK.” Rats asked Poi, “How the fuck?”

“Odaali had some relics, apparently,” Poi said, “I don’t know the whole story. I doubt we ever will.”

Yetta’s voice came back to Erick, slightly crazed, ‘They killed two thirds of my people. Again.’ She added, ‘Soldiers this time, but we’re all soldiers, really, when it comes to the Quiet War. Some more than most.'

She sounded unhinged. 

Erick tried to change the topic, ‘Do you want to assault the other Queen Vine, now? Is Tenebrae done with the first one? I never got a notification for it. I made him promise to help with the second.’

A long moment passed. Yetta’s voice was a broken, sharp thing, ‘He has killed the Queen Vine in Odaali. He made sure only he would get full credit before he killed it, too. Yes. I mean. Yes. Kill the second one. Yes. I want to kill the second one.’ Her voice turned sharper. ‘I will lead you there. Where are you?’

Erick sent, ‘Just find one of my Ophiel and take it with you.’

‘… Yes. Of course. You’re—’ Yetta’s voice turned wild, ‘You’re not actually on the battlefield at all, are you! No danger to the archmages, no sir! Can’t have that. No! We gotta fight—’

‘Stay strong, Yetta. You killed two of the big bad guys today. You did that. Not me. I was just here to help you, because of what you’ve done to help others.’

Yetta’s voice came back calm, ordered. Detached. ‘Sure. We’ll go with that.’

Erick saw Yetta through Ophiel’s eyes. She grabbed one of them, probably harsher than necessary. Erick felt Ophiel whine at the rough treatment, but he consoled his [Familiar] and let him be [Teleport]ed twice in quick succession. 

 

- - - -

 

A hundred white-capped mountains rose from horizon to horizon. Between the crags lay deep green valleys, while white clouds nestled the taller peaks. It was here, on a plain mountainside, in a hidden crack in the stone, that a research station had been created. 

That research station was not as intact as it was two weeks ago; if the Queen Vine inside had not outgrown its confines, Erick doubted that anyone would have ever been able to find this place.

The mountains of Veird were a good place to go to get lost and forgotten.

… Erick pulled himself away from that thought.

Yetta retreated while Erick brought in several Ophiels. They flew in the turbulent winds of the Mondariska Mountains, reveling in the wind, as Erick studied the problem. 

The research station currently had a river of greenery growing out of the crack in the mountain, spiraling down the high mountain valley sides, growing into what had once been a lush green valley below. Bright green leaves grew upon the vine, and all around the monstrous plant laid purple fragments of dead air, like a purple carpet it had rolled out for itself. The Queen Vine had reached the valley floor a while ago. From that fertile valley floor, the Queen Vine had sent up trees larger than all the rest, shedding purple fragments onto other greenery it did not care for, blocking out the sun for every other plant with its three-meter-wide leaves.

The non-daydropper trees had been completely covered by smaller daydropper vines, like kudzu in the mountains of North Carolina in the summer. Those trees were still green, but they were fading; they would soon be dead, choked out of sunlight and resources, if this continued.

And then Erick saw the deer and the birds, rotting on the valley floor, surrounded by purple fragments, half-covered by green and purple vines.

[Domain of the Withering Slime]. 

As Erick cast his own Domain from one of the seven flying Ophiel, the other six each activated their own version of the spell. Seven white orbs formed around seven winged familiars. Thick air crashed to the ground. A violent shudder rocked the land as dark liquids poured out of the Queen Vine, and every smaller daydropper in the valley.

The Queen Vine retaliated, briefly. Beams of coruscating light slashed across the flying formation of the Ophiel. But the exposed parts of the Queen in the valley withered to nothing faster than Erick thought possible. It could not counterattack when it was falling apart this fast.

She didn’t go down without a fight, but the fight was determined in those first few moments.

Slowly, but surely, the Ophiels and their Domains cleaned the valley of the Queen and its spreading progeny, their spells sending bursts of [Cleanse] up and out of the layer of dead air that blanketed the land. With some direction, seven Domains poured into the research station, into the depths of the mountain, desiccating the second Queen Vine where it grew, killing it with little fuss. This one had not fed upon a hundred thousand people; nor had the necromancers of the Halls of the Dead bonded it with more than a few souls. This Queen Vine likely only had a few extra souls joined to itself, just to make sure the procedure worked like the Halls of the Dead wanted it to work. Or at least that’s what Yetta’s sources were telling her, according to what they were seeing through their [Scry]s sent inside the research station.

And then it was over. 

The Queen Vine was dead; the notification hovered in Erick's sight, 95% Participation. It must have been in the low 50s, because Erick did not gain a level. He had already gained a lot, today. Too much, in his opinion. 

- - - -

Yetta hovered beside a single Ophiel, holding position in the raining silver sky, above the valley outside of the research station. Ophiel was covered by a [Personal Weather Ward] but Yetta was not; she smiled at the cold rain upon her skin, goosebumps visible on the back of her neck.

Platinum rain washed away what remained of the carpet of purple fragments below and grew the forest back to vibrancy. The animals were gone, but they would come back, eventually.

Yetta’s connection held much of her relief, as she stared down into the growing greenery, and sent, ‘The Queens are dead. The Gellers are dead, and you destroyed Parox’s soul; he’s not even a demon anymore.’ She said, ‘And so begins the clean up, and the destruction of seeds. The Divine Scan should switch to long-range in a few days to facilitate that necessity.’

Erick asked, ‘What about Denutha Odaari? The last name on the quest?’

‘She’s already been captured.’ 

Erick’s surprise carried along the telepathic connection.

Yetta smirked, saying, ‘She turned up in Greendale at the start of your assault on Odaali this morning. She put herself into the custody of the Green Circle.’

‘What the fuck?’

Yetta laughed. ‘I know, right? She ~claims~ all she wants is for the Viridian King to hear her story before she’s executed. They’re still deciding if they’ll listen to her, so that might take a while.’ She added, ‘The Odaari’s are an offshoot of the Odaali family, you know? She’s actually Cyril’s cousin. I met her once, years ago.’

‘Did she seem like… someone who was capable of this?’

‘She’s a talker and I didn’t feel like talking, so I didn’t stick around. I’ve heard a lot about her since this started, though: Devout Atunirite, valued citizen. Researcher into magical plants, who spoke out against their creation every chance she got. History buff.’ Yetta said, ‘It surprised Cyril when her name was on the quest. Crushed him, really. They grew up together.’

‘… sorry to hear that.’

Yetta sighed. ‘It’s not over. At all. But I think… We can start to rebuild.’ She added, ‘After we’ve scoured the city for traps left by the Halls. Would you mind going over the battlefields with your Withering?’

‘Ah!’ Erick said, ‘Of course I can do that. It won’t catch seeds, though. And. Uh. I don’t really want to do that on top of people.’

Yetta smiled softly, saying, ‘We cleared our soldiers of intestinal rads days ago as soon as we knew you’d be coming. And besides that: There’s no people in those lands, Erick. Not anymore. If you find any undead, leave them, or round them up in a stone cage. Now that we have time, we’re going to need to cleanse their souls of the demonic taint left by the Halls of the Dead.’

‘… Understood.’ Erick sent, ‘Talk to you later, Yetta.’

‘Thank you, Erick.’

‘Glad to help.’

Ophiel [Teleport]ed away from the valley, leaving Yetta behind in the sky, under the lingering silver storm above. The storm rained itself out soon after Ophiel departed. 

The sun began to show through the clouds, onto a vibrant green land, onto a glowing yellow Champion who hovered above the mountains, breathing in the chill air, letting her tears fall where they may. 

Archmage Tenebrae and his grey castle never showed.

 

- - - -

 

Erick began sending Ophiel around to every battlefield he knew of, but mostly into and around the Kingdom City of Odaali. Much of the city was a ruin of ice and stone, but the tall white walls still stood strong, though the words ‘Kill and Exterminate Quest: Humans!’ were still writ several meters large and a hundred meters long across the white expanse. 

The words were a [Permanent Special Ward], not paint; [Cleanse Aura] did not clean them away. Erick didn't have [Dispel]...



He bought [Dispel]; he was flush with points, anyway.




	
Dispel 1, medium range, 10 MP + Special Cost

Dispel a magic.

Costs as much mana as the spell you are trying to dispel.

Exp: 0/100








The first cast of [Dispel] against the giant letters cost 750 mana —once Erick figured out how much mana to spend on the [Dispel]; he had to guess more than once— only targeted a single one-meter section of black lettering, and caused that meter section to explode, damaging that Ophiel for half of his mana and sending a crack up the wall. The rest of the words did not care that a small portion had been erased.

It was not a [Permanent Special Ward] at all. It was a trap.

Erick wasn't qualified to remove this magic. He left it be, and moved on.

Ophiels everywhere turned on [Domain of the Withering Slime] as they flew across the city and across the land, bursting daydroppers down to dry wood and turning ten meter spheres of scattered purple fragments into so much thick air. Yetta was right; there were no people in these lands. But there were undead. Without a necromancer controlling them, they were mindless, shambling corpses, walking down the centers of streets or trapped behind fences. Erick locked those corpses down with [Stoneshape], wrapping them in piles of stone up to their shoulders, and placing them in easy-to-see locations, like to the sides of streets. 

He also made sure to activate the Ophiel over his home in Spur, to move him out to the farms, to bring the rain at the appropriate time. He was only a little bit late.

Jane rejoined Erick, Poi, Teressa, and Rats in the underground lair, which Erick had fitted out to be a bit more comfortable after the battle was over. He'd disassemble it all when he was done clearing the land of Daydroppers, but until then, Jane waited, along with the rest of them, in a bit more comfort than before.

Eventually, hours into the afternoon, Erick was sure that he had cleared Odaali and the surrounding lands of every single daydropper he could. Most of that land was a disaster, with scoured fields of blackened stone, and entire towns and cities of little more than ashen logs sticking up from cracked foundations. They would have a tough time rebuilding; of that there was no doubt.

A message came through Poi: Yetta, Cyril, and Wilhelmina wanted to speak with him, inside a new White Palace, whenever he was ready. 
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059 - End of Book 2


                Jane sat at the stone table in the underground bunker Erick had carved under the prairie, eating fruits and cheeses she had bought from some town some long ways away. Rats and Teressa ate, too, but Poi did not. Erick’s main guard stood to the side of the room, Meditation showing multiple lines of intent radiating around the man’s sapphire scaled head; a slight difference in the ambient mana, and not nearly as clear as how Jane saw through her spider’s eyes. Erick was slightly jealous of how a shadowspider saw the world, truth be told. Jane had thought that was hilarious, when Erick had mentioned it before.

Teressa and Jane both turned to Erick, noticing he was back in the room with them.

“Done with Ophiel?” Jane asked, “Ready to see the people in charge, then go home?”

Erick said, “There are a lot of undead out there. I could gather up a lot more.” He added, “And I could help them recover their farms… But I should probably coordinate that with them, if they even know how to coordinate.” Erick said, “This battle was a shit show. Wilhelmina showing up was great, but what happened after that?”

Jane nodded sadly, saying, “Assassins killed at least five high ranking army dudes that I know of, and all three of their Mind Mages. Most of the assassins didn’t get away, but they didn’t need to; the damage was done.”

Erick felt his heart sink. 

Jane continued, “You don’t have to clean up everything yourself. In fact, you shouldn’t.” She added, “This isn’t your homeland and if you do more than what you’ve already done, your neutrality in the Quiet War is going to come into question.”

Erick felt the Silver Star pinned to his chest. It wasn’t hot or cold. Erick frowned, saying, “I don’t think that’s true. Besides: these people need help and I can give them that help, with practically no effort.”

Jane turned to Teressa and Rats, asking. “Do you think there’s going to be a problem?”

Teressa shook her head, saying, “Not with Silverite.” 

Jane scrunched her face. “Really?”

Teressa added, “Not after today’s events, and probably not if Erick chooses to help with a recovery effort.” She looked to Erick, saying, “If he chose to stay, though. That would be a big problem.”

Erick shook his head, thinking about the people at the party last night, talking about him like he was some rube to be played like a fiddle. “I’m not staying in human lands.” And then he thought about being forced to fight incani, either because the rulers in charge declared it necessary, or because the incani decided he needed to die for choosing the humans’ side. “I won’t be a part of this war.”

Rats grimaced.

Jane looked to Rats, saying, “You look like you disagree with Teressa, Rats? Will there be a problem with the incani in Spur?”

Everyone except Poi turned to Rats; Poi was still in the midst of a lot of [Telepathy].

“I don’t know.” Rats said, “Those two leaders over in the Wasteland Kingdoms— King Porli and Queen Tiz— They chose to provide intel and aid to kill the Halls of the Dead, but only because of a Kill and Exterminate Quest, and that might have been a smokescreen. It’s happened before. Some big event comes along and one side or the other capitalizes on it, and then the response is all guile and treachery that makes the whole thing a lot worse.” 

Teressa hummed, then said, “Yes. There is that. That king and queen likely helped to harm, didn’t they?”

“Uh?” Jane asked, “Explain, please.”

Rats stressed, “The Halls would have summoned a Breach Demon, and they could not have done that without direct assistance from Hell itself. You two must not know this, but the summoning of a Breach Demon is a massive, far reaching historical event.” Rats thought for a second, saying, “I think… Yeah. The prevention of a Breach Demon is a historic first. Once they get all the pieces together, a Breach Demon is summoned; I don’t think there’s ever been an interrupted summoning before.” 

Erick asked, “Really?”

“I know that a Kill and Exterminate Quest is historic...” Jane asked, “But Breach Demons, too?”

“Yes! Even rarer, too. A lot of people have to die in a specific way for that summoning to happen.” Rats said, “What makes them so bad is that Breach Demons summon demons directly from Hell into mortal bodies, killing the person inside and replacing their soul with little more than a gesture. Entire cities fall overnight.”

Teressa hummed, then added, “And the Breach Demon would have been Parox Geller, but also not. Not technically.” 

“Yeah!” Rats said, “That asshole would have gotten around the Kill and Exterminate Quest by already dying once. He would have been in the perfect position to lead a war through the Greensoil Republic. He already knew everything about this land.” Rats added, “All I’m saying is that those bombs in the Queen Vine? What if Parox had planned on detonating them and killing the Queen himself? With all those new levels he’d be unstoppable.”

Jane said, “I still don’t understand.” 

Erick said, “Thank the gods I’m not the only one.”

Jane asked, “Explain demon summoning to me, please.”

Rats got a sudden desperate look in his eyes, but it vanished as Erick looked to him for an answer.

Teressa crossed her arms and looked at Rats, too; her helmet was off, she was frowning slightly.

Rats controlled himself, and said, “When demons are summoned to Veird they arrive with all of their Stats and Skills and Spells they had in life, but they can’t gain anything else because they’re not really here. But when demons are called with a high-tier summoning, they are granted a real, unused body that is their own. They can Matriculate again.” Rats said, “They start at level 0, but they have an entire previous life —all those Stats and Skills and Spells— backing them up at the start.”

Teressa’s frown deepened, but she nodded. “Yup. Breach Demons are bad news.”

“What?” Jane said, “No! Shouldn’t they get knocked down to level 0? All the way knocked down, I mean?”

Rats said, “What they tried to do today was a mish-mash of summoning a being with powers all their own, and creating a new person to integrate into the Script. I don’t know why this is the way it is, just that it is.”

Jane sat back in her chair, thinking.

Teressa grunted, saying, “One person with 300 points to their name can do a lot.”

Jane asked, “Can anyone reincarnate?”

Erick looked to Jane. She had just used the word Erick was thinking of, but while Erick was stuck trying to remember the corresponding word in Ecks, Jane had just used the English word, instead.

Rats frowned. “Reincarnate? What’s that?”

Teressa said, “Never heard that word before.”

“I don’t know the word for it in Ecks, but what you just described is reincarnation,” Jane said. “A process where an old soul is granted a new body, gaining the ability to grow again from the beginning but retain all of its former power.”

“You guys have a word for this? We just call it high-tier summoning.” Rats looked from Jane to Erick, saying, “Are you two reincarnated?”

Erick instantly said, “Doubt it.”

Jane looked to Erick, saying, “You believe all this mystical stuff in a way you never did before, but you don’t believe in reincarnation?”

“Magic wasn’t real back home, Jane.” Erick said, “Souls weren’t either.” He paused. He said, “But now… I don’t know. I guess souls would fit in new bodies custom made for them? Sure. And I guess undead are also soul-trapped people, or something. So sure? Reincarnation? Sure. Why not. How about resurrection, too?”

Teressa shook her head, mumbling some words in a language Erick had never heard as she made some fast warding sign with a hand.

Jane said, “I looked that up. They don’t have [Resurrection].”

Rats remained quiet.

Erick said, “They have to have [Resurrection], Jane. If all it is, is putting a soul back in a container, isn’t that [Resurrection]?” He added, “I bet its one of Phagar’s divinely restricted magics.”

“That is untrue,” Rats finally said.

Everyone looked to him.

Rats said, “In this specific area, I am a healer who knows what he’s talking about.” Rats stared at Erick, saying, “All souls begin to deteriorate upon death, with the larger level souls deteriorating faster than lower level souls. Unless care has been taken ahead of time to prevent this deterioration, and you’re not dealing with the rigid soul of an incani or a human destined for Celes, which is outside the scope of [Resurrection], the most you can hope for is to bring back something that looks and sounds like someone who has died. Souls deteriorate fast.” Rats frowned, saying, “Don’t ever try to bring back someone who has died; they won’t be the person you were hoping for.”

Erick sat in silence. Rats had some secrets, didn’t he? Well... Erick wasn’t about to go poking at what seemed like a rough subject for—

“How do you know all this? That’s more than I was able to uncover. They wouldn’t let me look at the locked up books on necromancy.” Jane asked, innocent as can be, “So you’re a necromancer?”

Rats huffed, saying, “Not everyone who knows how necromancy works is a necromancer.” He looked at Jane, saying, “You’re certainly pretty good with those shadows. Are you a Shade?”

Jane went utterly still. Rats just stared at her. The air charged, but a moment passed, and no one said a word.

Jane said, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to— Sorry.”

Rats just looked away. “Don’t worry about it.”

More moments passed in silence.

Poi came out of his trance, saying, “We should go back home. As soon as possible.”

Everyone instantly turned to him, but Erick was the first to ask, “What’s happening?”

“There are telepathic pulses of people looking for us.” Poi said, “We’re not in danger; I think they just want to speak to you, Erick. They’re people from the party last night and they have paperwork.”

Erick leapt out of his chair. “Let’s get going!”

 

- - - -

 

“We apologize for not attending to you in a location appropriate for your station, Archmage Flatt,” Duchess Wilhelmina said, seated upon one of two plain, brown stone thrones, in a brown stone room. She added, “It will take months to sort through and repair the rubble of the actual White Palace, so we hope you don’t mind.”

Cyril sat beside his grandmother, upon a second brown stone throne a meter away from the Duchess. Yetta stood by Cyril’s side. All of them seemed to be wearing their best. Bright green for Wilhelmina, and white and gold for Cyril, while Yetta wore sunshine yellow [Conjure Armor].

This throne room was part of a larger castle-like structure built on the land to the north of the previous stone towers, north of the battlefield. The afternoon sun shone across the room, through large glass-less windows, as a cool breeze flowed through the space, bringing a slight scent of offal into the somber chamber.

Erick and company had walked through several large rooms, below this throne room, to get up here. Down there, the rooms were filled with bloody cots occupied with soldiers, while nurses and doctors and priests attended all those who managed to live through the battle, but who were still greatly injured. Triage had ended hours ago. Longer care came next. Cremations had already begun; the humans of the Greensoil Republic didn’t like to leave bodies lying around for necromancers to steal.

Erick stood in the middle of the throne room, with his people at his back and his daughter at his side, and said, “Sorry I couldn’t help more. I understand that there were assassins this morning, which made communications difficult.”

Cyril spoke, “We apologize for not including you more in the battle operations. I don’t think you ever met Captain Denarth. He was supposed to be at that party last night, but he was detained by readying the troops. He was the man in charge of the coordinated armies. Assassins got to him first.”

Yetta said, “That was the reason I burst in there this morning. I was… running off half-prepared.”

“I heard about the assassinations after the fact." Erick said, "I am sorry for your losses.”

“Thank you for your understanding.” Wilhelmina said, “But now that the battle is over and the enemy is routed, there’s still the matter of reconciliation for that unfortunate spot of almost-assassination that almost reached you in Spur. To that end, I invite you to my estates in Greendale, and to take audience with the Viridian King. You stopped a Breach Demon; this requires celebration, and if we don’t celebrate a victory then all we have is the horror of the event.”

“Ah.” Erick did not want to go to a party; probably not for a while. He changed the subject, “I was just hearing about those Breach Demons. That’s… Quite good that it wasn’t summoned, wasn’t it?”

Cyril said, “Yes. The danger posed by the Halls of the Dead had been underestimated at every turn.”

“You’re a Hero of Humanity, Archmage Flatt.” Wilhelmina said, “It would be wonderful if you would allow us to treat you as such.”

Erick lowered his head, slightly smiling, saying, “Thank you for the compliment, but I cannot accept. I can’t be a hero to the Greensoil Republic without becoming a villain to the Wasteland Kingdoms. And I live in Spur. I hope you understand.”

Yetta frowned, sadly, but saying nothing.

Wilhelmina calmly said, “I understand your answer, but it is dangerous to get involved with those incani. We sent an assassin after you, but they sent Shades. Until you were declared ‘planar’, they were working in concert to make your life hell, just because of who you are.”

Erick remained firm, “I would prefer to remain neutral in this Quiet War.”

Yetta blurted, “They tried to summon a Breach Demon! If they had their way, we would all be dead.”

A flicker of [Telepathy] passed through the air between Yetta and Cyril. She went quiet, though her divine inner fire of a Champion flexed outward. After a moment, the fire inside of her calmed. If Erick hadn't been looking with Meditation, he would have never have seen it flex outward at all.

Cyril changed the subject, “We wish to employ your [Exalted Rain] to fix some of the land around Odaali for a period of several hours a day for one month. Would you help us in rebuilding our nation?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “I can leave some Ophiel here and they can do the majority of rain themselves, but they will be raining over smaller plots of land than before.”

Cyril nodded. “That is acceptable. Five Ophiel, then? And how about those gems? 500?”

“Three Ophiel, who can hang out above this castle; just send me a message when you figure out exactly what you want out of this. I’ll send you some gems another day.” Erick said, “We’ll see from there.”

“Thank you, Archmage Flatt,” Cyril said.

Wilhelmina said, “We wish you safe journey, and to know that you will have friends in Odaali, should you ever need us.”

Yetta stepped forward, saying, “We couldn’t have won this war without you, Archmage. Your power was crucial; as well as your willingness to do what needed to be done.” She added, “I had severe doubts at the beginning, what with the Avowed Pacifist... stuff—” She paused. She half-shouted, “Those!—” She stopped herself. She blinking hard, her lips crushing against each other like she was holding back something that would shatter the tense moment into a deadly, cutting thing.

Erick saw her have this emotion, and it was easy to put together all the pieces of why she would feel the way she felt. Erick understood, in the vague sort of way that one understands history, exactly what had been prevented this day. He also understood, in a lot more solid way, and from seeing the bodies and the land and the war, how much Yetta had lost, and how much it had hurt her. When he looked to Cyril and Wilhelmina, he saw something similar to Yetta’s emotions, but much more schooled, try to hide away from their faces. 

As the tense silence stretched, Yetta broke that silence, by asking, “Do you know why we came to you, for help with this Daydropper quest?”

There were a dozen reasons Erick could think of off the top of his head. He picked one, saying, “Because Atunir told you to?”

Cyril and Wilhelmina sat straighter.

But Yetta simply chuckled, and said, “Not many people would guess at the hand of a goddess right away, but you’re not most people.” She spoke through her emotions, saying, “Before Planter added himself to the Quest, Atunir told me to seek you out for guidance on the nature of the Daydropper, to ask after your use of Withering to improve our war effort. I failed to do this—” She held back angry tears, saying, “Because I failed to accept what was happening around me.” Her voice cracked as she asked, “If— If I had come to you, right away, would you have helped clean the land of Daydroppers?”

Erick answered honestly, “No. I would not—”

Yetta sighed in relief. 

“—Because, as I have said, I will not join the Quiet War.”

“Why?” Wilhelmina asked. “You are not blind. You see what they did to us. You might be planar, but you’re still human. If you had landed on Veird in the Wasteland Kingdoms, you would have been dead in an hour.”

“That is likely true.”

Wilhelmina demanded, “Then why!”

“Because there are more dangerous things in this world than a war that only continues due to its own momentum.” Erick said, “Like the Shades. Like Melemizargo. Like the wyrms and all the other monsters out there that I don't even know about yet.” He added, “My eyes have been opened to a lot since living on Veird for this little while, but I don’t think I would ever approve of war just because my dead ancestors demanded it of me. It is very rare that both sides to an argument are equal in pain and truth, but as far as I can tell, this is one of those times.” He added, “What was the result of this war? Just death! Everyone lost. No one gained.”

Yetta laughed. “No one gained, but only because you were able to stop a Breach Demon.”

Erick said, “And next year when you get your own Particle Mages, you can buy [Call Lightning] and do the same.” He added, “Though I have no doubt that the Class Quest for Particle Mage is going to be crazy difficult.”

Wilhelmina’s face turned hard, but she just nodded, and said nothing.

Yetta stepped back, staring off into the distance for a long moment. She breathed hard, but then calmed. 

Cyril said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt, for your service.”

Erick said, “Glad to help.”

Yetta relaxed, asking, “Would you like a [Gate] back to Spur?”

“That would be great. Thank you.”

Yetta glanced to the left, toward where the sun spilled into the room. A yellow [Gate] blinked open, like sunbeams gently parting. On the other side of the [Gate] laid a bright, sandy land of crystal agave, and a desert city in the distance, surrounded by green. 

Yetta bowed. Cyril and Wilhelmina leaned over in their thrones; it was sort of a bow. Erick stood tall, but nodded. 

His party moved through the [Gate]. Erick left three Ophiel behind, then followed Jane through the portal to Spur.

From there, Erick and his Ophiel [Teleport]ed everyone directly to the house. 

- - - -

The house rose in front of them, two mage towers, one north and one south, with three floors, and one lush green garden out front. Greyscale Spice Lady Ratchet and Force Mage Ramizi were in that garden, picking lemons and tending to the tomatoes, respectively. 

Ramizi noticed Erick and the others. He stood up from the dark soil, saying, “Hey! You’re back.”

Erick smiled, happy to be back in Spur. As the others began walking into the house, Erick said, “Do you like the red tomatoes more than the purple ones?”

Ramizi held a red tomato in his hand, saying, “They’re different. Can’t turn them into sugars, though that industry is being shoved aside in favor of cactus sugar, anyway. That plant loves the platinum rain.” He added, “These red tomatoes go great in cheese pies and sauces, though.”

“Glad to see you return to us in one piece, Erick.” Ratchet had come over carrying a basket full of lemons, saying, “These lemons are great. I haven’t been able to grow any of the other citrus I usually carry in that rain of yours, but I’m working on tweaking these. Gonna grow my own crop. Soon as I get the flavors right, I’ll give you some.”

“I’d like that.”

Erick smiled, happy that people were enjoying the food he had made. Enjoying his food was much nicer than enjoying his ability to kill. He didn’t want to be the guy that Champions asked to destroy a Particle Magic threat, but he had become that guy, and that was just the way of the world.

He did not blame Yetta, Cyril, or Wilhelmina for their positions or what had been done to their people. Their anger was, if not good, then at least righteous. But righteous people can do a lot of harm in their pursuit of ‘good’. Erick wasn’t going to judge how the people in Odaali chose to live their lives, or what they did in response to what had been done to them; it wasn’t his place to judge any part of the Quiet War, and he desperately hoped it stayed that way.

The Silver Star on his shirt hung there, cool to the touch and still pristine. Erick didn’t feel pristine, though. He had killed a lot of people, today.

He spoke a little while longer with Ratchet and Ramizi, talking about what was happening around town, and then asked if they wanted to come inside for a drink or a coffee. Neither of them could stay; they were just there to check on the plants and keep them tended while Erick was away. Ratchet left first, saying it was time to start dinner. 

“I’d like to come over and talk magic with you, in particular, Ramizi, maybe some other day?”

Ramizi smiled, saying, “Anytime.”

“Have you caught that necromancer out there, yet?”

Ramizi suddenly frowned. “No. They’re still out there, somewhere in the north, but they haven’t made a move and our [Familiar]s haven’t picked up anything.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Eh. They’re not currently murdering anyone…” Ramizi paused. He said, “Probably. They could be creating summons with souls, but with all this downtime, we’ve been able to investigate what happened in Nergal. This necromancer doesn’t seem like that kind of necromancer, so whatever they’re doing out there, it doesn’t seem to be hurting anyone.” He looked up, then toward his house. Eduard stood by the door. “Ah. Look. I gotta go. Talk to you later.”

“Later.”

Ramizi rushed off to his house with a basket of red tomatoes. Erick waved him farewell and went inside his own house. 

Silverite showed up ten minutes later.

 

- - - -

 

Silverite and Erick sat around the stone table by the garden, beside the house, under a tall lemon tree. A breeze drifted through the trees and across the vines of red tomatoes and brown potatoes. The air nearby smelled of life, while the wind smelled of dry desert air. 

The Mayor of Spur wore a comfortable, airy white dress, while her metal skin shimmered silver under the dappled afternoon light, shining through the trees. 

“So.” Silverite started. “You prevented a Breach Demon’s summoning.”

Erick paused. He said, “That’s not where I thought this was going.”

“We’ll get there. I’m starting with this.”

Erick smiled a little, then said, “I understand that Breach Demons are bad, but I’m still at a loss for how bad they are.”

“They're horrific, but only for those who live in human lands. Imagine a Shade loosed upon the world. This is how bad they are.”

“… Is this going to be a problem? In Spur, I mean.”

Silverite was silent for a long moment. Erick let her have her time.

Eventually, she said, “Yes. But also no. This won’t be a problem for Spur, not immediately, anyway.” She took a moment, then said, “If some incani comes to you with a request on the level of Yetta’s, I urge you to consider all the angles, and then accept the request.” She spoke from what seemed like a personal, horrible experience, saying, “You might be required to kill humans to fend off the summoning of a Converter Angel.”

Erick felt a sudden, heavy tiredness come over him, as everything in the world seemed too difficult to bear. He slumped over the stone table, groaning. He wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for a week. He stayed like that for a moment. The moment passed.

He straightened up, and groaned out, “A Converter Angel? Really?”

Silverite spoke without rancor, “You don’t think that the incani were the only ones with crimes of this magnitude to their name, did you? It’s all but proven that the Wasteland Kingdoms became the Wasteland Kingdoms due to the actions of a Converter Angel. It’s not explicitly proven, though, because Converter Angels are much more capable of subterfuge than a Breach Demon.” Silverite said, “Breach Demons bring incani back to Veird, while Converter Angels forcibly create new members for the regimented Celestial Army. Hell is people, but Celes is order and purpose magnified.”

Erick sighed out. He asked, “Don’t they know that there are more dangers out there than each other?” He immediately said, “Sorry. That was childish. Of course they know. They just don’t see it.”

“Not all are blind, but it only takes a few to start a war.” Silverite said, “It takes many to end a war. One of these many is Koyabez. The God of Peace is one of the major blocks to the Quiet War, and is one of the major reasons that total war isn’t always happening all the time.” Silverite cracked a soft smile, saying, “Koyabez likely saw that a Breach Demon was on the table, and guided you into stopping the summoning.”

Erick touched the Silver Star on his chest, saying, “Is that why it never heated? Even when I was killing incani for a human success? It still feels wrong that he was okay with this.”

“Many people make the mistake in thinking that peace is always peaceful.” Silverite said, “If it was just the Halls of the Dead versus Odaali-in-Exile, then I doubt Koyabez would have done more than try to facilitate peace talks through his clergy." She added, "He never would have accepted that the Halls of the Dead were not a part of the Quiet War. Your Avowed Pacifist status would have been ripped from you in a burst of molten silver the second you decided to step through Yetta’s [Gate] to Odaali. Your Star would have been hot whenever the subject came up.”

Erick felt a minor spike of panic. “Really?”

Silverite continued, “But when it comes to Breach Demons and Converter Angels...” She said, “The Silver Star stands between Celes and Hell, in many ways, Erick. One of those ways is physically keeping them from crashing into each other. Koyabez, the Silver Star, does this through pure, constant force.”

“I’m not sure I like being a pawn to the gods, even one as… benevolent as Koyabez.”

Silverite laughed, small and happy, then said, “You weren’t going to say ‘benevolent’, were you?” She added, “He’s a pushy prick, for sure. Especially when it comes to his Avowed Pacifists. All the gods are like that, when it comes to those who have been annointed with their highest ideals. But I believe they have our best interests at heart.”

Erick thought for a moment, then asked, “Rats said that Breach Demons are always summoned once they get the parts together. Is that true?”

“Rats is almost correct, though popular fiction would have you believe that he is completely correct.” Silverite said, “In all the stories you read about Breach Demons or Converter Angels, there’s always some Hero of Peace trying to stop it before it happens.” She sighed, small and sad. “They always end up a caricature of tragedy, though. They never kill who they should. They never see the reality behind the schemer’s eyes. They never succeed in any of the stories or the songs.” She stressed, “But in history? In history, they do succeed, every now and again.”

Erick frowned at nothing in particular, saying, “How did you kill the Participation around here, for incani versus humans?”

Silverite smiled, saying, “That’s easy, and now that you have directly asked the question, and I feel I can trust you with this responsibility, I can answer.” The silver metal of her hand parted, revealing a tarnished four-pointed Silver Star; almost black. “You’re looking at the Head Priest of the Black Order.” The blackened Silver Star vanished back into her silver skin, as she said, “It used to be silver, but then I became ‘The Mayor’ of this neutral town 550 years ago. I’ve had to kill a lot of minor angels and demons along with their summoners and necromancers in order to get the rest of them to back off. That’s the only reason that Quiet War Participation is 1% around Spur.” She said, “You Silver Stars are the face, but we Black Stars are the fists.” She added, “That’s an open secret, but you should probably keep it under your shirt anyway.” 

Erick sat, stunned. Silverite was a Head Priest to Koyabez? Did that mean that she knew what Koyabez had said to Erick about Melemizargo? 

Erick whispered, “Koyabez told me that Mel…” Erick looked south, toward Ar’Kendrithyst, saying, “That he used to be friends with him. Back before the Sundering.”

Silverite nodded. “True. And the plan used to be to kill all the Shades and knock some sense into the Dark Dragon. But that never worked, not once since the Rise of Kendrithyst and the transformation of that once great city into a dead home for Shades, 950 years ago. A hundred and four years ago, that plan changed with the Great Purge. We managed to knock some sense into him, though the toll...” Silverite paused. She resumed, “Now, we’re waiting for him to come to his senses.” She said, “It’s a hard wait.”

A spark of anger came to life inside Erick. He said, “But… They do all those horrible things!”

Silverite spoke solemnly, “Yes. It’s a hard wait.”

Erick demanded, “How can you live with this decision?”

Silverite spoke softly, “There’s no decision, Erick. You might as well ask me if I like living with the fact that the sky is blue. Neither I nor you can do anything to change the color of the sky, nor can we kill all the Shades, and we especially can’t kill Melemizargo. Not even if we wanted to. Peace in strife is the only option.”

Erick’s anger gutted. He asked, “And if I found a way to rid Melemizargo of his insanity and kill all the Shades… Would you try to stop me?”

“Only if it looked like you were going to fail.” Silverite said, “And from where I’m sitting, right now, you will. So, as of this moment: Yes, I would stop you, and it would start with a banishment.” She sighed, heavy and tired, as she asked, “And now I must do my due diligence, and likely fuck over every single farmer that has come to Spur, looking for a new, peaceful life, and ask you:” She brought out a green truthstone from her other hand. “Are you going to try and kill the Shades before you are capable of actually following through with your stated goal?” 

Erick said, “I will not directly move against them. Not until I’m sure I’ll win. And that includes against Melemizargo.”

The stone stayed green.

“There’s a lot of leeway in that statement. But...” Silverite sunk the stone back into her body, and stood up saying, “Good enough.”

Erick stood as well, saying, “They need to die for their crimes and what they would do if given the chance, Silverite.”

Silverite ignored what Erick had said, saying, “After today, after revealing that the Halls of the Dead were working on a Breach Demon as their true goal, a Converter Angel response will be coming. That’s how they do things up there. One of them tries some shit, the other responds.” She stressed, “Be ready, because the incani will call upon your help to kill that angel, and you must do it, if you wish to remain neutral in the Quiet War, and a citizen of Spur.”

Erick asked, “Why would they come to me?”

“Not only did you stop their Breach Demon—” Silverite gestured to the flat land of the Human District all around, saying, “But you’re one of the easiest to find, most famous archmages on the planet, Erick! Did you know that Guardmaster Merit has the rookies run daily random ‘find the spy’ missions all around the border of this district?”

Erick paled. “No. I did not know that.”

“Ask her about it some time.” Silverite dropped her hands to her sides, saying, “Don’t get me wrong. I think it’s great that you’re here. Everyone does. But have you met any other archmages, yet? I don’t think you have, have you? Or at least not in person.”

“… I understand.”

Silverite paused, looking at Erick. She said, “I don’t think you do, but I pray to all the Relevant Entities that you will.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick went right to Rats. 

Rats was getting ready for bed, sitting down for some tea by the window of his room, reading from a book. He noticed Erick stand by the door.

“Hello? Something wrong?” Rats asked.

“Will there be a Converter Angel response?”

Rats froze for a moment. Then he calmly set down his book, and said, “A very high possibility. Maybe years away. Maybe less. The humans of the Greensoil Republic will look off continent for a mass of incani to soul-kill to power the summoning.”

“What stuff and spells do they need to create a Converter Angel?”

“Relics of some sort. I’m not sure. And the spell itself. The spell is tier 9, but anyone can buy up to it if they know the recipe, and no, I do not know the recipe.”

“And here’s what I don’t get: What’s the difference between summoning a Converter Angel and a normal angel?”

“A regular angelic or demonic summon is like…” Rats looked up. He said, “It’s like you copy a painting you saw at a gallery. Your painting isn’t the real painting, but it looks the same.” He quickly added, “The analogy breaks down a bit because with a summon, if you do it right, the original demon or angel can activate that body at a distance as though it was their own. A high-tier summon is like reaching through Reality and stealing that painting from the gallery, while you’re at your house. It’s not a perfect analogy, but it works.”

“… So that Breach Demon summoning— That [Gate] in the sky reached all the way to the moon?”

“Yes.” Rats said, “Hence them using so many souls to power the spell.”

“… Zago said that mana is not souls, and that souls are not mana.”

“That is true.” Rats said, “Souls hold a different sort of power than mana.” Rats quickly added, “But that’s what people have told me.”

“… Thank you very much.” Erick walked away.

Rats sat there. He did not pick up his book. He cradled his head in his hands, and whispered to himself, ‘Why’d I open my big mouth?’

 

- - - -

 

Erick laid in bed, staring at the ceiling, trying to come to grips with what had happened, and what would happen, bouncing around from one concern to another, to the next.

Who would come to him, and where would they try to create a Converter Angel?

Surely Koyabez would let him know, instead of just maneuvering him into position this time, right?

What sort of magics did the Shades use? Teressa had mentioned a few… But what was a [Comet Storm], and how would Erick counter that spell? How about a [Grand Abomination]? Was it a summon, or a twist of people into horrors? [Psychic Terror] seemed pretty straight-forward, but it also seemed like the most difficult to protect against; Erick had no idea how to defend against mind magic, and [Psychic Terror] had to be mind magic, right?

But Poi was likely a Mind Mage. Maybe? Could Erick ask him?

What was Teressa? A defensive person, for sure. Also rather defensive in general; she rarely talked, but she opened up rather well when they went wyrm hunting. Erick would have to go wyrm hunting again; not only to kill more dangers to the world, but to get Teressa to open up again. She was a lovely person all the time, but it was nicer when she talked.

And what was Rats? A healer, for sure; his healing spell was at range, granted False HP, and healed over time, so that had to be from a Class Feature. Maybe. What was his connection to necromancy? Erick wasn't worried, but he was curious. 

…Erick’s repertoire of magic was sorely lacking. That was the main reason he had not spent any more of the points he had gained from… 

From killing people.

Erick shoved that heavy emotion aside, and glanced at his Status.
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He would likely be creating more Particle magic and gaining more points that way, but 19 points was a good start to plumbing the depths of normal magic. What would he do first, though? He should probably take some normal magic classes, like how Poi suggested.

But first, he would go talk to Jane, and see if she was okay. She’d been through a hell of a lot more than him, lately. Erick got out of bed.

 

- - - -

 

“Knock knock.” Erick tapped on the stone archway to Jane’s tower.

“Hey, Dad.” Jane sat on a chair by the large window, flaring mana through her hand, producing glows of dark blue unrefined magic. “What’s up?”

“What’s up with you?” Erick walked into the tower, saying, “Are you okay?”

Jane sat a bit straighter. She let the glow fade from her hand, then asked, “Are you okay?”

“No. But I think you’ve seen more horror this last week than I have.”

Jane’s lips quivered a bit. She opened her mouth to breathe, then closed it. She said, “We already talked about what I saw. Tell me about what you saw. Today.”

Erick pulled up a chair, and sat across from his daughter, and began, “I saw a woman get torn to shreds by an undead horde. I was only in the sky for a minute. But the Halls of the Dead empowered their undead while I was still debating how to help. They killed dozens while I watched. But I was only in the sky for a minute.” Erick felt his eyes go watery. He sniffled, then said, “I hesitated, again. And someone died for it. It’s a problem, and I need to fix this problem, but I don’t think I’ll ever be used to combat.”

Silence filled the mage tower.

Jane offered, “We could move, Dad.” 

“Move?” Erick asked, unsure if he heard her right.

Jane said, “I [Teleport]ed around some of the Greensoil Republic while I was there. I saw how normal people lived. Level 20 is high level. The most common monsters are slimes, and the people only kill the slimes when they get into things they shouldn’t. Like the grain, or the water. If monsters like oozes show up, the people message over to the larger towns, requesting adventurers to come to their town to take care of the problem." She said, "People use cow-driven wagons to get around, or cow-less, magical wagons if they’re rich. They grow things based on the season, instead of through magic. People are lucky to have one Stat in the 20s. Almost everyone levels exclusively through buying skills and leveling those through daily work.” She finished, “It’s a lot quieter.”

Erick thought for a moment, but already knew his answer. He said, “No. Even if I discounted my responsibilities here, I’m not retreating from this fight. I’m going to hunt wyrms… Try to get a feel for the combat. This is life on Veird, and I need to get better at it. I’m glad that the people in the Greensoil Republic can live that kind of life, but my eyes are open. I’ll never be able to ignore the horror out there, Jane. Not now. Not ever.”

Jane looked at Erick; really looked at him. And then a happy, singular laugh escaped from her. She smiled. She said, “Good.” She sighed out, “I’m glad for that, Dad. I want to stay, too.”

“I want to powerlevel the rest of these HP-cost abilities, too.” Erick asked, “Can you help me with that?”

Smiling, Jane said, “Of course I can help with that. You need to get [Silent Movement] too, though? You gotta get all of them for [Hunter’s Instincts]. It’s a fantastic skill. Saved my life so many times when I was escorting Yetta through Ar’Kendrithyst. And in Odaali.” 

Erick went ahead and bought [Silent Movement]. “Yeah. I remember the memories you showed me.”

Jane scooted her chair closer to him, her finger glowing with a heal, as she said, “Go ahead and start whenever.” She added, “And tell me about the rest of what you saw.”

Erick started talking, using all of his HP cost abilities as his Health would allow. Jane listened, poking him with a [Rejuvenation] occasionally, renewing the heal as needed. It healed for 105 HP every second. 

Erick talked for a long time, leveling his skills as he did. The sun dipped down in the sky by the time he was done. Health Fatigue crept up on him before the skills could finish leveling; he could feel his words getting harder to string together, well before he ran out of things to say. He had to stop the training, for now.

By that time, Jane had started talking about her own last few days. About what she saw during the battle between the Halls and Odaali-in-Exile. She had to stop several times, but it was good to talk; it was nice to listen to her. 

A few times, Erick had had to fill the silence with a terrible joke to get a smile back on Jane's face. He was successful, most of the time, but even when he wasn’t, Jane deriding his bad jokes was okay, too.

They ordered cheesesteak subs and fries from ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ for dinner, enough for everyone in the house, but Erick and Jane ate alone on the second floor veranda, overlooking the front garden and the sunset over Spur. The air was cool. It would be another cold night in the desert. 

Jane coated her fries and her sandwich with a super spicy mix Ratchet had personally delivered while they were out getting dinner. Tears welled down her face as she ate, saying, “She got it spicy enough this time.”

Erick laughed as Jane took another bite.

She offered him the spice shaker. “Try it! You might like it.”

“I’d prefer my intestines intact, thank you very much.”

"You're missing out." Jane ate her sandwich, tears happily running down her face.

Erick said, “You know? I thought I’d miss television more.”

Jane laughed, saying, “I’m perfectly happy here, though I do miss playing D&D with a group. I don’t think anyone would want to do anything like that here; too close to reality.” 

Erick nodded.

“I like rescuing people from the Shades, though.” Jane added, “But I can’t go back there; not yet. Killzone’s orders: I can’t return while the Shades want to toy with me.”

“You gonna get that unicorn?”

“And the rest of the full set.” Jane tapped her head with a clean finger, saying, “I’ve telepathically talked to more than a few people since then. Even contacted some Knowledge Mages and gotten some better information.” She added, “They’re like search engines but they’re people. Anyway: I figured out the animals I want.”

Erick scoffed, “Knowledge Mages?”

“Over in the Greensoil Republic; we have none in Spur.” 

“What’s your plan?”

Jane set down her sandwich, and said, “I have the slime and the spider, for fire and shadow. I need to play around with the slime form more to get a feel for combat before I attempt the unicorn, but I should be able to consume more fire essences as a slime. So I’m going to visit some fire essence locations and get enough fire essences to upgrade —at least— to [Flame Step]. That’s like, four tiers above what I already have. That trip will take me to the Wyrmridge Mountains up north.”

Erick ate his sandwich while she spoke.

“And then there’s the unicorn, which will be a trial, for sure. That takes care of light essence. Stone is going to be a Kerikil. It’s a dog-like monster in the Underworld. Nasty thing equivalent to the shadowspider of Ar'Kendrithyst, but much easier to acquire, though [Stone Walk] is nothing compared to [Shadowalk]. Basil had a Kerikil…” She got a far off look in her eyes for a moment, before saying, “Air essence is a Bapuali. It’s a near-invisible super fast bird that swarms in groups and preys upon travelers in the Mondariska Mountains. The plan there is to spin a web to catch a dozen of those and pick the best one. Water is a prismatic octopus. Easy choice, that.” She stressed, “The oceans of Veird are terrifying, Dad.” She shivered. “Best to hide and have a form that is useful outside of the water, too.”

Erick asked, confused, “Octopuses can live outside of the water?”

“These ones can, and do; almost exclusively. They're an apex predator on the archipelagos of Nergal. That’s the farthest monster, so I’ll hit that up last.” She picked her sandwich up, saying, “Honestly, I could go the slime-route for all of them except the unicorn. Slimes are really versatile creatures. It’s no wonder they live everywhere.”

Erick joked, “When I get grandchildren, they better be humanoid.”

“Phbbpt!” Jane said, “You might need to get busy making another kid. I’m thinking spider babies.”

Erick laughed as he shivered, saying, “Please gods no, Jane!”

“A whole horde of them.”

Laughing, Erick said, “I’ll disown you!”

Jane scoffed, “What do you have for me to inherit, anyway?”

“Uh! Uh! How about a whole school of magic? Eh? Think about that!”

“Particle magic is for suckers.” Jane said, “Polymage is so much better.”

Erick laughed, happy that he could joke like this. But then he remembered all the people who died. He lost his smile. He sighed out a little.

Jane said, “I won’t leave right away.”

Erick smiled softly. Then he said, “I’m worried for you, sure. But only as much as any parent worries about their children. You’re doing a lot better than I am, Jane, and I’m proud of that. I was actually thinking about all the… the deaths… today.”

Jane breathed deep, then nodded, saying, “It was rough out there, for sure.” She asked, “I told you I got the Skill Quest for [Greater Treat Wounds], didn’t I? I completed it today, too.”

Erick put down his sandwich, shocked. “What! You can do that?” He quickly added, “I knew you could, but— How difficult was it? And congratulations!”

Jane smiled wide. “I got the easy version. I had to ‘provide great aid to 50 terribly wounded’.”

“That’s fantastic!” Erick felt light; weightless and joyful. “I feel… so much better about your chances out there.”

“I do, too.” Jane, still smiling, asked, “After dinner, do you want to keep going? With the skill grinding?”

“Heck yeah!” Erick said, “I’m feeling a little less stupid.” He added, “And I want to see about making a [Conjure Armor] that works like yours. That shit’s fan-freaking-tastic! Did you model it like kevlar, or like graphene?”

Jane paused. “I could try to make it like graphene, couldn’t I?” She leaned in, saying, “Invent a graphene spell for me, Dad.”

Erick laughed.

Jane added, “It’s basically like you did with the diamonds, isn’t it? Make me a space elevator, too.”

Erick laughed louder. "Whatever for!"

"I don't know! I just think it would be cool."

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke up bright and early the next morning. Jane made coftea, eggs, and pancakes; enough for everyone, including Rats and Teressa who were just about ready to go to bed. 

Kiri Flamecrash showed up at the front door, half an hour into breakfast.

Erick pulled the door open, saying, “Kiri! Hello! Welcome back, Kiri! Poi said you were coming. Glad to see you!” He stepped aside. “Come on in; Breakfast is in the kitchen if you’re hungry. Are you ready for an apprenticeship— or was it a secretary position? I forget exactly what we agreed upon.”

Kiri Flamecrash was dressed in a fabric [Conjure Armor] that looked similar to Jane’s kevlar-fabric type armor, but vibrant green. Kiri herself glittered green in the sunlight; just as much of an emerald-scale as Erick remembered. She smiled, saying, “I have satisfied Killzone and Liquid’s requirements for archmage-duty, and would love to come in, take part in the duties of bodyguard, and also to begin my apprenticeship and all that that will entail, today.”

Erick nodded, “I accept. But I’m not exactly sure what you expect out of this.”

“Perfectly fine!” Kiri stepped into the house.

Jane stepped out of the kitchen. “You!”

Kiri froze, then glared at Jane, saying, “You!”

Jane softened, saying, “I won’t be able to torment you for a while, Kiri, so take care of my dad, will you?”

Kiri gave a slight bow, saying, “It would be my honor.”

Erick asked, suddenly worried, “You’re not going today, are you, Jane?”

“Definitely not now that Kiri is here.” Jane gazed from Erick to Kiri, saying, “Maybe I want to sit in on every lesson. For a week!”

Kiri tensed, gritting her teeth, saying, “It would be my honor.”

A telepathic connection twisted the air from Jane to Kiri, for the briefest of moments, Jane smiling the whole time, while Kiri forced a smile of her own. And then the connection broke. 

Jane clapped her hands, saying, “Okay then!” She turned to Erick. “What’s the first lesson?”

Erick said, “Well...” He turned to Kiri. “Uh. Right into it? Don’t you need time to move in, first?”

“I would like to see you make a spell, as soon as possible.” Kiri touched the strap to her shoulderbag, saying, “I have everything I need in here, and will buy the rest when I can.”

Erick grinned. “Sure. We can have a lesson now, I guess?” He thought for a second. He said, “How about a normal spell? I haven’t tried for it yet, but I need a [Solid Ward]. It’s on the to-do list.” Erick added, “And you can tell me what you think afterward.” He brought out [Pure Force Beam Bolt] and passed it to Kiri, saying, “I made this the other day, and—”

Kiri stood straighter, her eyes going wide, as she read the spell. 

Erick paused.

Kiri dismissed the blue box, saying, “I would love to participate in this training.”

“Excellent! Maybe you can help me get better, too? I’m sure there’s spells out there that I want, that I just don’t know about. Do you know a lot of magic?”

Kiri smiled wider, saying, “This is wonderful. Yes. I know practically every good spell up to tier 4, and the combinations to get to tier 6 for a few. But— Yes— I need to see how you combine them first.” She adjusted, “I would appreciate learning about your methods before I cloud your judgment with my own.”

“Sounds fine to me. You’re staying here, right? There’s plenty of room.”

Kiri nodded. 

“Good. Uh. Just pick whatever room isn’t lived in.” Erick gestured toward the grand staircase at the back of the foyer. “Up that-a way.”

Jane rushed forward to Kiri, saying, “I’ll show her around!” 

Jane took Kiri’s arm, and Kiri let herself be taken, though Erick could tell there was some friction in that action. But before Erick could say a contrary word, Jane had whisked Kiri up the stairs. 

Erick stood in the foyer, smiling a bit, happy that Jane had made a friend; or at least that’s what Erick hoped all of that was. Jane was always hardest on her friends. Hopefully Kiri could handle it. 

Erick needed to find out more about his solid [Ward] idea, though. He pulled that plan out of nowhere, after Poi had told him that Kiri was coming to stay. And speaking of Poi: Erick looked over to see Poi standing by the doorway to the kitchen.

“Ah! Good. There you are.” Erick said, “I need to see Al for a minute.”

Poi nodded, “I’m here and ready, sir.”

Erick rushed out the front door, Poi following close behind.

 

- - - -

 

Erick caught Al behind the rad counter of the Sewerhouse, all on his lonesome.

“What?” Erick asked, walking in the gold-colored building, “No Savral or Bacci?”

Al smiled as he saw Erick come in. He stood taller behind the counter, saying, “I heard you iced a city.”

Erick paused.

Al saw the pause, and said, “Ah? You think you did something wrong?”

“Well. Yeah.” Erick walked up to the counter. “But also no… not really.”

“It is good you have these morals.” Al shook his finger at Erick, saying, “But be sure to draw the line where it is good to draw lines.” He put his hands down. “Sympathy for the Shade gets you killed.” 

Erick said, “I lost my sympathy for those people after Jane shared some images with me.”

“Bah! It is a multi-purpose saying.” Al asked, “What brings you here so early?”

“Apparently, I have an apprentice now— have you met Kiri Flamecrash? Green scales, young woman?”

“I have not.” Al smirked. “But it is amusing that you have an apprentice. Are you going to fill her head with knowledge of your magic from home?”

“I’m going to be learning more from her than she’s going to be learning from me.”

Al chuckled. “I felt the same way after having you as my apprentice for such a short while.”

“Always learning!” Erick smiled. “Anyway: I wanted to know how you made that solid [Ward], to see if I can duplicate it. You told me once but I forgot.”

“Easy request: [Ward], [Airshape], [Stoneshape].” He added, “But if you are shooting for the best, you need all the shaping spells, and [Ward], all together, all at the same time.” He smiled. “Good luck making that.”

Erick groaned. “I don’t even have all the shaping spells.”

Al shrugged. “Most people do not. And if you try to combine them, you will fail anyway. I know of only one being that ever managed to create that [Solid Ward], and you are no Champion of Rozeta.” He shook his head a little, saying, “Not all of those base spells are useful, anyway, so no one even tries for that [Solid Ward] except for people with the Class: Shaper. [Fireshape] is only useful for the firebugs already throwing around fire. [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape] are really good for non-[Invisible] invisibility, and some other edge cases, but they are also not great.” He declared, “[Airshape], [Stoneshape], [Ward]; this is all you need to make a great [Solid Ward]. Adding [Watershape] weakens the structure in all cases, so don’t bother with that one.”

“… But why those spells?”

Al paused. “What do you mean?”

“Could I make a [Solid Ward] out of [Ward] and… [Force Wall]?”

Al hummed, then wide eyed, said, “I remember now! This is [Force Cage]. [Dispel]able for 50 mana, or breakable for 100 to 500 damage. It doesn’t regenerate like a proper [Solid Ward] regenerates; this is why people don’t rely on this method.” He added, “I’m sure you could try? Though the [Solid Ward] I told you about can easily absorb a lot more damage than 500 before breaking. Thousands or more. And people can walk through it, too.”

“… Those are good reasons.”

“Yes, they are!”

Erick smiled, saying, “Thanks, Al." 

"Any time, my friend."

Erick added, "And just so you know: I’m over level 50, now.”

Erick laughed, leaving Al to sputter as he walked away, out of the Sewerhouse, headed back home. He had a class to teach! He had substituted for gradeschoolers before, this would just be like that, wouldn’t it?

 

- - - -

 

On the way back, on one of the less crowded streets, Erick asked, “Poi? So Kiri cleared everything required of her, right?”

“Yes, sir.” Poi said, “She’s going to be the fourth guard at the house and under my command, but mostly she’s free to do as you wish.”

“And… Is she a good person? Or… I’m not sure. She has some mental magic, right?” Erick added, “But so do you and I trust you but… How bad can a mentalist be? Should I be worried about mind control?”

Poi smiled softly, saying, “Mind Mages are highly regulated by other mind mages and various regional powers. Kiri is not one of us; she only has [Sense Intent]. Though she’s very good at [Sense Intent], in all the time she has been observed she has never used her skills for selfish gain. She’s only used her mental spell to steer clear of life threatening trouble, which is one of the major tenets of proper Mind Magic.” He added, “Whoever taught her likely saw a young person in danger, and desired to give her the tools to rescue herself.”

A weight seemed to fall off of Erick’s shoulders. He said, “That’s great to hear.” He added, “But you didn’t say anything about dangerous mental magic?”

Poi frowned, saying, “[Psychic Terror]. This spell causes all sapient minds in a super long range to experience limitless fear as long as the caster concentrates. Mind control exists, but all the other Mind Mages out there work to ensure people are unaffected by this category of magic. In any case, you can resist all hostile mind magics if you have a resistance. [Telepathy] even helps you build that resistance.”

Erick glanced south as he walked home, glimpsing the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst through the spaces between the orange stone buildings. He said, “Good to know.”

Poi added, “People are usually more scared of Soul Magic, sir. That stuff changes who you are at a base level and is nearly impossible to fix once the damage has been done.”

Erick uttered, “Well that’s suitably terrifying.”

“I try not to think about it, sir.” Poi said, “Soul mutilation doesn’t really happen outside of human or incani lands, anyway.”

 

- - - -

 

When Erick got back home, Jane and Kiri were drinking coftea and laughing near the garden about something, but when he approached, they saw him and rushed over.

Jane said, “Come on! Get with the teaching, already.”

Erick smiled.

It didn’t take long to redo two of the third floor rooms into a studio space. Erick knocked down a wall with [Stoneshape], redid a few windows, and put up a blackboard with [Conjure Item]. He would have to buy a permanent one later, but for now, just having something to write on would be fine. He considered making chairs and tables out of stone, too, but he wanted those to eventually be permanent, and sitting or writing on stone was uncomfortable. So he [Conjure Item]’ed some combination chair/tables, like they had at the gradeschools back home.

Kiri eyed the strange chair-table, then, with a whispered apology, made her own, much more normal individual chair and individual table. With a silent smirk, Jane did the same. They sat down at what they had made. Erick dismissed his creations, and threw some [Distortion Ward]s across the inside of the windows. Sunlight still came in, but it came in as a Salvador Dali painting; all melted and soft-looking.

Erick said, “So I’m not sure how you want this to work, but it’s my understanding that you’re the fourth guard at this house and under Poi’s command, but are mostly free to do as I wish.”

Kiri said, “That is my understanding, too. Is there something in particular you would like to organize right now?”

“Yes, actually. Not right now, but I would like to continue our sparring, and I’m even thinking of taking up remedial magic classes at the Mage Guild in town… would you want to sit in with me for those, or…?”

Kiri’s eyes seemed to glow, but she controlled her obvious excitement as she said, “Through my unfortunate time under the direction of Archmage Quel of the Tower, he mentioned that the Headmaster was trying to woo you.” Kiri said, “I really, really, suggest you allow yourself to be wooed into classes at Oceanside.”

Erick smiled softly. “Ah. Yes. The Headmaster has had a lot of glowing reviews from a lot of people. Maybe I should do that. Would you like to go there?”

“Very much yes.” Kiri cleared her throat, then said, “Uh. Archmage, sir.”

“How is your family, anyway?”

Kiri nodded, smiling as she said, “Thank you for asking after them. They’re a lot better, now that Quel isn’t breathing down their necks. They’re actually thinking of moving to Odaali to help with reconstruction and to make a new life there.” She added, “I thought they’d never leave Tower town, but time makes liars of us all.”

Erick said, “Cyril seems like good people. I’m helping them with some platinum rain, but they have yet to ask after that resource.”

Jane spoke up, “Cyril is way out of his depth. Like. Way way way out of his depth. Wilhelmina is going to be the one actually running that country for a long, long time.”

Kiri exclaimed, “Oh thank the gods. That’s good news." She giggled, relieved. "I was concerned when some nobody was slated to be the new Duke of Odaali.”

“You know her?” Erick asked.

“I know of her.” Kiri said, “Duchess Wilhelmina Dominair hates the nobility and strives to include the peasantry in all of her decisions, so that automatically makes her better than ninety percent of the rulers over there.”

Erick laughed.

Jane smiled, saying, “That’s a shining endorsement if I’ve ever heard one.” Jane teased, “Wilhelmina isn’t threatening your family now, is she?”

Kiri sighed out, “They should just move to Spur, shouldn’t they. I might have to convince them.”

“Heck yeah.” Erick said, “Spur’s great!”

Jane said, “It’s grown on me, too.”

Erick said, “Anyway. Glad to see you again, Kiri. I hope this thing you’ve embarked upon works out for both of us.”

“I do, too,” Kiri said.

Erick turned to the blackboard, then stopped, and turned back to Kiri and Jane. “Uh. So I’m going to make a [Solid Ward] with [Airshape], [Stoneshape], and [Ward]. I’ve heard its a good one. Is it?”

Kiri smiled, saying, “The base version of that [Ward] is called [Stony Air Ward]. Since you have the base spells, it should be available for purchase in the Script. Now that you know the name of the spell, you can look it up, if you wish.”

Erick did.

 




	
Stony Air Ward, instant, short range, 12 hours, Solid Ward, 250 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large barrier, that absorbs Variable damage before breaking.

Stony Air Ward regenerates integrity based on half of your mana regeneration.

You and people you touch while casting this spell are able to pass through the barrier at will, all others are blocked. 

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.

 

Purchase Stony Air Ward for 1 point? Yes/No








 

No.

“Okay.” Erick asked, “Do you have a recommendation for a better [Solid Ward]?”

“[Stony Air Ward] is one of the best [Solid Ward]s known.” Kiri added, “Unless you’d like to try for [Prismatic Ward], which is all of the shaping spells and [Ward] combined? One of the easiest [Solid Ward]s is [Ward] plus [Force Wall], but not many people take that one; it’s very limited in what it can do. This is because Force, once cast, doesn’t like to change form. A [Solid Ward] made with a shaping spell can regenerate and absorb damage, rather than chipping and cracking and collapsing all at once.”

Erick grinned. “That’s some of what I've heard, too.” He almost went back to the blackboard, but instead, asked, “What kind of barrier is a Breach Barrier?”

Kiri answered as though reciting for an oral exam, “A Breach Barrier is created through [Ward] and vast, vast amounts of blood magic. I do not know the specific spells, but I do know that to create a Breach Barrier requires a highly secretive combination of spells that all stem from a variant of [Watershape], known as [Bloodshape]. What is most secretive and odd about Breach Barrier, is that it is not referred to as [Breach Barrier] in any text; which could mean nothing, or it could mean everything. It might even be a Skill, and not a Spell. But whatever it is, it is far out of my area of expertise.”

“Thank you, Kiri. I was just curious anyway.” 

Kiri nodded.

Erick said, “Let’s begin.”

Erick began stringing mana through his spells, producing white lights and more from his hands. The first spell was [Airshape]; It hadn’t changed since he made Ophiel. [Airshape] was the sound of flying free across the land, playful and happy, and an extremely airy white light that flickered up from his open palm like a breeze given form.

Kiri looked confused, but she said nothing.

So Erick explained, “What I’m doing now is flowing my mana through the spells I already have. Not too much mana, but not too little; just the right amount. It’s different for each spell, but you should know when you reach the point where the magic really arrives, if you know what I mean. It’s like how you enchant gems, but instead of stringing through your Stats, you’re stringing mana through your spells. This is [Airshape], for example. Can you hear the wind, free and breezy? Playful, even?”

Kiri tilted her head, just a little. 

Jane said, “I can hear it.”

Erick looked to Jane. She was smiling. She really could hear it!

Erick grinned, saying, “Good!”

Kiri said, “Maybe. I’m not sure.”

“Try it with your own [Airshape], or whatever.”

Kiri flickered green light above her open hand, like a flame nurtured and crackling in the grip of her well-manicured talons. It sounded of hearth and home.

Kiri dismissed the flame, saying, “This is all… very peculiar.”

“Yes. Poi said something similar when I talked to him about this method.” Erick said, “But it works! At least for me. It might work for you, too.” He strung the next spell through his hand, and it came out like a dense, singular hum, and a solid light. “This one is [Stoneshape]. Sounds like solidity, to me. But it also sounds like planets in gravity, too. Or at least what I’d imagine planets in gravity would sound like.” 

Kiri tentatively asked, “Are you... Are you hearing emotions?”

“… Probably?” Erick said, “Does your magic not feel emotional to you?”

Kiri shook her head. “Would you allow me to use [Sense Intent] here?”

Erick shrugged. “Go ahead.”

Kiri went from looking at Erick, to gazing at him. She blinked. She went back to simple looking, as she said, “You’re… Very empathic, you know?”

Jane laughed, joking, “Is that his problem?”

Kiri shook her head, saying, “Not a problem. I would like to talk about this in depth, but later. It is unimportant right now. Continue, please!”

Erick strung mana through the final spell, producing a plasma ball of white light around his hand, and a static noise. He said, “And this is [Ward], of course. Sounds like… static? No— Ah ha! Sounds like white water in river rapids. A layer of distortion that hides the life in the depths.” He added, “A lot of magic has watery sounds. This one is more crashing-rushing than most.”

Kiri and Jane watched, saying nothing.

Erick thought as he said, “Now I have to figure out how to put them all together in a way that makes sense, and that the magic would appreciate. And I do mean that literally. They need to like being together, or else you get disharmony.”

Erick went up to the chalkboard, and wrote down some ideas.

 




	
Airshape


	
Stoneshape


	
Ward





	
Playful, exploratory 

Extrovert

Breezy, windy


	
Immobile, contemplative

Introvert

Solid hum


	
Defensive, mystical

Homey 

Rushing water sounds








 

“So that’s that.” Erick said, “I don’t usually do it this way, but here, you can see the pieces that need to come together in order to make a harmony.” He paused. He brought out the box for Ophiel, then handed it out to Kiri and Jane, saying, “This is a [Familiar] I made using this method. He actually likes music, so let’s have him help me on this.” 

Erick summoned an Ophiel while Kiri’s eyes were bugging out at the spell, and Jane smiled softly. A dozen-winged, dozen-eyed Ophiel, three foot tall, appeared in the air beside Erick. Ophiel immediately trilled out a violin and flute sound as he hovered, light as a feather, beside the blackboard, a multitude of more eyes opening up across his body, taking in the new sights. There were already several Ophiel flying around out there in the world, but they were on hold, flying around in the sky near where they needed to eventually be…

Erick quickly checked on each of the ones he left out there. The Spur-Farm Ophiel was doing well; he was watching the farmers prepare for the morning rain. Some of the farmers looked at Ophiel, but most ignored him. It was almost go-time for Erick to bring the rain, but there was still half an hour before that needed to happen. 

The Odaali Ophiels were doing okay, floating around the sky in formation. They weren’t anywhere near the brown castle, but that brown structure remained in sight, far below; some people were even in the process of [Special Ward]ing the stone castle to white.

Erick came back to himself—

Kiri shook the blue box in the air, saying, “This is amazing! And Ophiel is pretty, too, but wow. This! Now, this is a [Familiar].”

Ophiel trilled in obvious enjoyment of being praised.

Erick smiled, saying, “Okay okay. He’s amazing, yes, but I don’t want him getting a big head.” Erick patted Ophiel, and the [Familiar] pushed into his hand, happy to be touched, as Erick said, “Ophiel is very young, but he likes to mimic sounds. He picked up the violin and flute after hearing them for a few hours, though he prefers the violin, I think.” Erick lifted his hand away. Ophiel held in the air, near Erick, waiting for something more to happen. Erick pushed mana through his spells, asking Ophiel, “Help me figure out how to make these sound good together. It’s okay if you can’t—”

Ophiel immediately began singing and glowing with some arcane song of dense air, wrapped around him like a protective shell. A home made of structure and ease.

“… Perfect.” Erick smiled, saying, “What I’m hearing is a song about an easy home, where people come and go as they want, but it’s still a home. There’s still walls to keep out those who would do harm." Inspiration struck. Erick said, "A home of [Crystalline Air], that reforms as needed.” He began:

Erick stopped. He held out his hands to Kiri and Jane, saying, “I need to do this outside.”

Kiri and Jane each grabbed a hand. 

In a blip of white, the three of them reappeared on the roof of Erick’s mage tower. The winds of the Crystal Forest flowed over the northern walls of Spur, twisting around the crenelated roof of the tower. After a moment, Ophiel joined them, hovering alongside Erick, unfurling to his full, three meter, two dozen winged height. Ophiel sang of magic; a duet with Erick, as Erick called to the sky.

“A defense against harm [Ward] 

“Founds a home, solid lair. [Stoneshape]

“Add a sky twisting charm, [Airshape]

“Cast a [Crystalline Air].” [Ward]

The air shifted around the tower as a minor amount of magic flowed from Erick, into the surroundings. In a crinkling, all-encompassing rush of sound, ten meters out in every direction, a glint fractured the light, like a massive soap bubble frosting over. A layer of clear crystal formed a sphere with Erick, Kiri, Jane, and Ophiel at the center. 

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Crystalline Air, instant, short range, 24 hours, Solid Ward, 50 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large barrier, that absorbs Variable damage before breaking.

You may increase or decrease the size of your Crystalline Air for an increase or decrease in Variable cost.

Crystalline Air regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to pass through Crystalline Air at will. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 

Erick smiled as he read the box. He handed a copy to both Jane and Kiri, then said, “I permit air to move through this barrier.”

Nothing changed.

Erick pushed mana and intent into the spell, repeating, “I permit air to move through this barrier.”

The usual winds over Spur had stopped after [Crystalline Air] went up, but at Erick's granting of permission, the wind resumed. Erick canceled [Crystalline Air], and the layer of clear ice all around him vanished. Erick recast the spell. Sure enough, the winds of Spur kept flowing through the barrier. Erick laughed, happy that the spell remembered his settings, because apparently that’s what permission meant, in this case.

He was also quite glad that he wouldn’t accidentally smother himself in his sleep, or something, if he ever forgot to permit ‘air’ into the bubble. It was a concern Erick had had ever since he learned about [Solid Ward]s, but he was glad to see there was no problem. Erick shivered at that gruesome thought, and tossed that concern away.

Kiri smiled as she read the spell, her eyes going back and forth from the box, to the spell hanging in the sky, to Erick. Jane had already read the box and tossed it away.

Jane said, “Good job, Dad.”

Kiri dismissed the box into the ambient mana, and said, “Thank you, Archmage, for allowing me this opportunity to learn from you.”

“There’s more where that came from.” Erick felt like being corny, and said, “But with great power, comes great responsibility.”

Jane almost groaned—

But Kiri bowed, saying, “I understand.”

Feeling even more melodramatic, Erick said, “I pray to all the Relevant Entities of the Script that you do.”

Jane glared at him. “Really, Dad?”

But Kiri seemed deeply humbled. She bowed again, saying, “I understand.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Sorry. Someone said that to me this morning, so I felt the need to pass it along.”

Kiri stood tall, saying, “It’s good advice.”

Jane asked Erick, “So you ripped that off of someone else, too?"

Erick laughed. 

Kiri frowned at Jane. “It’s still good advice.”

“You are correct!” Erick dismissed the [Crystalline Air], then activated his Handy Aura and stepped off the side of the tower, floating down, saying, “Now go make a spell of your own. I’ve got farms to rain on. I’ll catch up with you later.”

 

- - - -

 

END BOOK 2

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Thank you for joining me on this journey into Veird. There is more to come, but there will be a slight break.

If you enjoy Ar'Kendrithyst, please know that ratings are important for visibility. 

Ratings, reviews, upvotes on other people's reviews; all of it helps a lot, and I love comments. 

If you are a patron —FIRSTLY! THANK YOU!— you should know that I do talk on my discord occasionally. If there were more people, we could even discuss Veird, or what characters you might like to see more of. 

Thanks for reading! 

More will be coming, soon enough. I just gotta plan some of it, first.

EDIT: We have some fanart! 


Spoiler: Spoiler



https://www.deviantart.com/henodus2/art/Cloud-Castle-X-Daydropper2-846305195
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- - - -

EDIT FROM THE FAR FUTURE: Ar'Kendrithyst now has a topwebfiction page! If you like the story, please boost the listing for visibility. 
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Welcome back! For this book, I'm going to try smaller, more constant releases, 4 or 5 days a week, in the 2500 to 4500 word range.

But my patreon will have the full chapter releases, all at once, more or less as they happen.

I published 385,000 words for book 1 and 2, in 90 days. I wrote a lot more than that. That pace was unsustainable. This should be doable, though. 



                

                The Harvest Temple at the center of Spur’s green farmland was the same as Erick remembered. Eight pillars with a domed roof, a dozen meters across on the inside. The main floor of the temple was several steps raised from the ground, while the whole temple was surrounded by the Ring of Gods; a holy space filled with the statues of various deities, each sitting upon their own waist-height pillar, each pointed in their own direction. 

Erick walked past the statue of Koyabez. The half-incani, half-human God of Peace held his gaze at the road to the Harvest Temple, his grey stone body wearing nothing more than a loincloth. Erick seemed to feel a sight upon himself as he walked by the statue, though nothing watched him from the manasphere; Meditation revealed no [Scry] eyes, or anything else, really. 

But there were more than a few farmers watching him walk to the temple. They were in the fields, and ready for work. They were waiting for him to start the rain. Erick hadn’t actually shown up in person in a week, so some of the farmers were noticeably startled when they saw Erick walking down the dirt road to the temple. 

Erick ignored Koyabez’s statue, wondering where the God of Peace actually drew the line when it came to committing violence to prevent the larger confrontations between the incani and the human nations of the world. 

The sun shone down, warm and inviting, while the green land all around gave a sense of life and moisture to the otherwise dry Crystal Forest air. Erick breathed deep. 

He never expected to like living in a brown and orange land of sand and crystal, but he did, he liked living here quite a lot. Maybe he wouldn’t like Spur if it was truly a desert, but his [Exalted Storm Aura] provided more than enough water for everyone, and the farms. At least right now.

But water season was ending soon. The underground water table would drop a hundred meters; Erick’s rain would be the only way that Spur could survive with all its new farmland intact and productive. Normally they survived through heavy trade with Portal, but maybe they wouldn’t need to do that this year.

Erick started up the temple steps, thinking.

Poi spoke from behind Erick, “Heads up, sir. Business men from Portal are coming here, and Silverite can’t stop them this time. They’re threatening to enact a trade embargo if they are not allowed to speak with you.”

Erick had been expecting this. He paused at the top of the temple steps, saying, “Thank you for the warning. Time frame?”

“Ten minutes.” Poi followed behind Erick, saying, “It appears that after the merchants in Odaali failed to get to us, the people from Portal decided to up their game.”

Erick nodded, then walked to the center of the temple, to pause and stand before the statue of Atunir that dominated the back half of the holy space. The grey stone of the statue matched the stone of the temple, while platinum leaves curled up and around the edges of the stone; the coftea tree at the statue’s back had grown since the last time Erick was here. 

Atunir’s left hand rested on the head of a happy cow, while her right hand held a round fruit outward. All around the goddess were stone sculptures of fruits and vegetables; copies of that which grew on the farm all around Erick. Some of the stone harvests displayed here were even fruits and vegetables from Earth; Erick had added those himself. 

Erick bowed to the statue, then stood and said, “I hope the rest of the Daydropper quest goes well. I pray for Odaali’s recovery, and for Yetta and Cyril to have a better future.” 

A full silence filled the air.

Erick nodded and turned away from the statue. He started the rain. Silver mists materialized all around the green land, to then fall upward. Soon, the sky was filled with roiling silver glows in heavy, thick clouds, blocking out most of the sunlight overhead. Platinum rain began to fall. 

Golden wheat stretched up from tilled fields. Green stalks sticking up in rows from ponds, grew tall, then split, spilling out stalks of golden rice. Potato vines of all kinds, red, brown, white, and gold, filled out with above-ground potatoes. Grape vines drooped with purple fruits. Tomato vines filled out with purple orbs, though some people had planted the red tomatoes Erick had made. Carrot stalks grew tall. Trellises filled with vines, and then with bean pods, like thick orcol fingers growing downward from nodes of leaves. Apple trees filled with juicy red, or pink, or golden apples. Out in the distance, on the edge of the rain, too far to see, were the fields of sugar cactus; they liked Erick's rain, but not too much of it.

Bees buzzed, hiding from the rain, while cows mooed, reveling in the downpour. Fish in rice ponds schooled together, the silver flash of their scales an organized flicker under the water’s mostly clear surface. The standing water of the rice ponds did not turn platinum; the rice sucked up that magic as soon as it touched down. Cats raced to hide under roofs and the [Weather Ward]s of farmers scattered throughout the land. Chickens, so many chickens absolutely everywhere, clucked and pecked, trying to eat whatever they could—

… What did they feed all the chickens?

Erick paled, as he remembered corn. Erick had forgotten about corn. He needed to make corn, to make fat cows and fatter chickens. Like, holy crap, how had he forgotten about corn?

Why hadn’t he made corn yet? Cornflour for cornbread. Cornstarch for crispier fried chicken. Popcorn. Cornflakes. Corn for vegetable oil. Tortillas and chips. Corn was necessary, and Erick needed to make it as soon as possible. Seriously! How had he forgotten about corn?

Erick smiled. Corn was next on the list.

Erick gazed out over the fields as more than a thousand farmers plucked their harvests with [Telekinesis], while a thousand more replanted as necessary. Incani, orcol, dragonkin, and even a few humans… Humans? When did they show up? Erick paused, trying to remember if he had missed the human additions to the fields. No… He had not. When did that happen? Where were they living?

Erick smiled wide, saying, “There are humans, Poi. That’s new.”

Poi said, “And here comes more.”

Erick stepped over to see what Poi was seeing. 

Three humans, two men and one woman, were walking down the [Weather Ward] covered road, leading from town to the Harvest Temple. All of them wore the loose, billowing white fabrics common to the people of Crystal Forest, when they weren’t farming, anyway, but these three also wore shoulder cloaks. The man in front of their group wore a black shoulder cloak, while the man and the woman in back wore blue. All of them had short hair; buzzed short. Erick would have mistaken them for monks, if he didn’t know better.

The man in the back looked around at everything around him, but the flanking woman and the front man stared directly at Erick. Erick’s stomach dropped, seeing the awful look in the front man’s eyes. This was not going to be a fun conversation.

Erick stepped to the top of the stairs leading into the Harvest Temple, and waited. 

The people from Portal entered the Ring of Gods and stepped to five meters away from Erick; coming no closer. 

Black shoulder-cloak said, “Greetings, Archmage Erick Flatt of Spur.” The man paused, waiting.

Erick just looked at him. When two more silent moments passed, Erick frowned.

Black cloak asked, “You have no idea who we are, do you?”

“Am I supposed to?”

The woman glared. The other man, who was still looking all around, fixed his gaze at Erick. Now all three of them were looking at him like he was a slab of meat, or an unruly child; probably a mix of both.

Black cloak said, “Anyone else would have. Take a gander at the farmers nearby.”

Erick glanced at the nearby fields. In every direction, people stole glances at this confrontation. Erick looked back to Black Cloak, and then behind him. Valok and Apogough, two of the three people on the Farmer’s Council of Spur, were coming down the road, moving fast, toward the temple.

Noticing Erick’s glance, the woman looked behind her. She said, “Here they come.”

Black Cloak said, “Intercept. Do no harm.” 

The man and woman moved to intercept Valok and Apogough.

Erick said, “This strongarm stance is doing you no favors.”

Black Cloak said, “Silverite should have spoken to you about us if she was doing her job correctly. She has obviously not. So I tell you now: we are not here to win favors, archmage. I am Caradogh Pogi, the Lower-Trademaster of Portal. You may call me Caradogh.” 

The man and the woman stood on the road to the Harvest Temple, blocking Valok and Apogough at the edge of the Ring of Gods. They did not use violence; violence wasn’t necessary. Valok and Apogough stopped two meters before reaching the man and woman.

Caradogh continued to speak to Erick, “We have sought you out to deliver a message, and a desire. You are hereby ordered to cease your disruptive activities—”

Valok heard Caradogh’s proclamation, and shouted, “Fuck off, Portal. Go home!”

By now, several nearby farmers had heard Caradogh. They raced out to tell others. The rumor mill was kicking into full gear. In seconds, other farmers were standing nearer to the Harvest Temple area, while still more were coming from farther afield. 

Caradogh didn’t care about any of that. He continued, “You must cease this rain. Let Spur’s growing season end. We demand that you set this spell aside, forevermore. You are causing people all along the supply chain from the Republic to the Kingdoms to go poor and hungry.” 

“They should move to Spur.” Erick said, “We still have lots of room for more people, despite appearances.”

“Spur dies; routinely. And not just with the water season. Monsters attack and kill dozens. The Shades are gearing up to do something horrific, no doubt.” Caradogh says, “So what happens when you die? These people will be uprooted yet again. Spur cannot live like this. Your foolishness produces hardships for everyone. Please see reason and stop this rain while it is still just a novelty. Stop this before it becomes a deadly way of life, doomed to catastrophic failure.”

Erick had deep worries of what would happen to the people of Spur if he ever let them down, or if he died. But everyone here wanted this rain, as far as he knew. And Erick wanted to give it to them. So who was this asshole to deny new, better ways of living, just because it disrupted the old ways?

Caradogh was either scared, or angry; which was probably just another form of fear. There was a third option, of course: He was greedy. 

Erick calmly said, “The people of Spur want this rain. They want a new way of life in a new place, or they have always liked Spur and just couldn’t stay the whole time, or a myriad of other reasons. As far as I know, I am providing an opportunity that they want, and that I want to give.” Erick said, “You’re going to have to provide some other reason for me to deny local prosperity than ‘other people in other parts of the world’ are losing money.”

Caradogh asked, “Do you wish for a trade embargo?” He said, “Ninety percent of all trade into the Crystal Forest passes through Portal; we are the gateway to the rest of the world. We are the bottleneck to the rest of the world. If you wish for this to continue, almost everything in Spur that is not made here will vanish over the coming months.”

“Ah.” Erick nodded, then had an inspiration. “So! You are wishing for me to create permanent [Gate]s between all the major cities, now? Maybe I’ll start with one from Spur to Odaali. That would be pretty awesome, wouldn’t it? Gods know they need the help.”

Caradogh almost said something, but the words caught in his throat. Valok and Apogough already stood at rapt attention, but at Erick’s proclamation, they smiled. The man and the woman with Caradogh turned to stare at Erick, disbelieving what they had just heard.

After a moment, Caradogh caught up to himself again, asking, “Can you do that?”

“I haven’t thought to try! No reason to, you know? [Teleport] is convenient on a personal level, but I can see how the mana and opportunity cost of [Teleport] would put it out of the realm of moving tons upon tons of cargo. But I saw Yetta use [Gate] a few times and it looked really useful. I bet I could make a big one. Large enough to drive a wagon train through.” Erick asked, “How would you feel about Portal becoming obsolete, because of your actions here today?”

Caradogh paled. By now, more farmers had shown up to stand outside the temple. Twenty people, some incani, some orcol, and some dragonkin, stared daggers at Caradough, but said nothing. Some of them looked to Erick, with mixed expressions, but mostly expressionless. 

Erick added, “Or maybe there’s no need for such a thing. At least not right now.” Erick said, “Besides! Aren’t you tired of all this empty Crystal Forest, filled with nothing but agave and mimics? If you block me now, how am I supposed to turn back the mimics and reclaim all this land? You’re being really short sighted, here.”

Caradogh stood straight. “I am prepared to offer you double what you already make, in order for you to never again spread this platinum rain.”

“Denied.”

Caradogh soldiered on, saying, “Two-point-five times what you already make and an estate in Portal, much greater than what you have here. You may employ this rain there, providing just as much opportunity to these people, as well as a much larger opportunity to drive back the Crystal Forest, without the threat of Shades looking to kill all the people here just because they feel like it.”

“I like this town, and this town seems to like me.” Erick added, “Or at least they like what I can do for them. So. Again: Denied.”

“If you are being held hostage by your ‘bodyguards’, then we are prepared to—”

“I am here of my own volition, and it is rude of you to suggest otherwise.”

Caradogh slowly said, “I am the incentive, Archmage Flatt. You do not want to see the alternative.”

“Firstly, I want to thank whoever told you to come at me with this anger and with these vague stories of people’s livelihoods in trouble in some other part of the world. I am responding to your desires with as much honesty and clarity as possible, because you have come at me with a similar honesty and clarity. Or at least the appearance of such.” Erick said, “If you had tried to sugarcoat this bitterness you’re selling, with platitudes and charm, then… Well… That simply wouldn’t work. Probably. So good on you for doing your research.” He added, “But I am not going to change my mind, and I hope you do not enact this trade embargo, for if you do, then none of us are going to be happy with the outcome.”

Caradogh calmly listened, then said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. I had hoped to resolve this issue without getting everyone involved, but I see now that you are adamant in going forward with your desires to make Spur a breadbasket.” He said, “Our business is thus concluded. I will take your word with me back to Portal. Expect a response in the coming days and weeks.”

“Good day then, Lower-Trademaster Pogi.” Erick added, “And your response better not be assassins.”

Caradogh frowned, saying, “I do not deal in those kind of people.” 

Erick did not believe that for a second.

Caradogh quickly bowed, then whipped around and walked away. His man and woman fell into line beside him, as they moved aside from Valok and Apogough. Caradogh paused for the briefest of moments, whispering some quick words to Valok, but even though Erick immediately activated [Perfect Hearing], he had no idea what had just been said. The redscale farmer turned a bit redder, though he gave no response to Caradogh, except to glare at the man’s back, as Caradogh walked away. 

The other farmers who had gathered to hear the confrontation, also dispersed back to their plots of land; the rain was still falling, after all, plants were still growing. 

Erick called out, “If it’s assassins, you won’t be happy with the outcome!”

Caradough waved his hand up through the air, but gave no further response. His woman briefly turned back to Erick and smirked at him, before she too, turned to face forward, continuing to walk to Spur. 

The other man continued to glance around at everything. And then he telekinetically stole a potato off of a farmer’s wagon. Erick, Valok, Apogough, and a few farmers, all watched as the wandering-eyed man bit into the raw potato. He spit out the bite and threw away the potato, into the rain, where it promptly started to grow in another farmer’s wheat field.

Erick didn’t know how he felt about all of what had just happened. Annoyed, for sure. A spark of anger fluttered around inside his chest, yes. But it was only one potato. Best to let that sort of thing go.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                     Thank you for reading! 

Welcome back to Veird!
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                Valok and Apogough walked up to the temple, then up the stairs. 

Erick smiled to see them approach, saying, “Hey guys. How’s the farm been?”

Apogough started the pleasantries with, “It’s going—”

“Fantastic.” Valok launched into anger, saying, “But that asshole is trying to ruin everything. You need to never speak to him again. He is a shadowspider. He will twist your words to put you under his power. He’s been talking to our people; putting the fear of gods into their hearts, trying to make them give up on this life we’re building.”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “He backed off, though I doubt that’s the last we’ll see of him.”

Valok frowned. “Yes. Especially after you threatened a permanent [Gate].”

Apogough scrunched his face in thought, as he asked, “Can you do actually that?”

Erick shrugged. “I don’t know. Never thought to try. Never been a need and I didn’t even know if it was possible.” Erick asked, “… is it possible?”

Valok said, “Possible, though not likely.”

Apogough said, “There used to be permanent [Gate]s between the Old Dragonkin cities in the forests north of the Wyrmridge Mountains. They hail from the first years after the Sundering, before the destruction of all halves. People have tried to get them and bring them back to civilization, but they’re hundred ton metal structures; the most anyone has ever gotten is images of them, and images of all the wyrms defending them.”

“Really? I pulled that out of my ass, but they actually exist?” Erick laughed, then asked, “Maybe I should go get one? Try to remake it?”

Apogough said, “That’s walking yourself to the executioner’s block.” He looked down the road to Spur, but Caradogh and his flankers were already long gone. “Worse than that whole exchange was asking for the same.”

Erick grumbled, then groaned out, “Assassins.”

Valok joined them looking down the road to Spur, and said, “Maybe. It’s… really hard to tell. I’ve been coming to Spur for every Water Season for the last twenty years. I’ve been on the Farmer’s Council for fifteen. There’s always been some friction getting our goods to market. But it’s never been this bad. They like us dependent. Independence scares them.”

Apogough said, “A trade embargo would be bad.”

Poi stepped into the conversation, saying, “Silverite has been watching this unfold. She would like me to inform the Farmer’s Council, and you, sir, that whatever this business with Caradogh was, Spur is prepared to weather the storm and come out smelling like money. There will be no changes to any farming practices.”

Valok smiled, saying, “Good.” He nodded to Erick, before stepping down the stairs of the temple. “Back to work then. Good to see you, Erick.”

Apogough lingered in the temple, saying, “I heard about Odaali.” He added, “Tough business, that. Glad you stopped the Breach Demon.”

Erick looked out over the fields, glancing at the incani here and there. He asked, “I’m worried I won’t be seen as neutral. Have you heard anything?”

“There’s been some grumbling, sure. But there’s also a lot of relief. There’s hatred here, sure, but no one here really wants a war. Trade is getting big, and that means that a war is a huge interruption.” Apogough asked, “Want me to let you know if that changes?”

“Yes, please.” Erick said, “Oh. And what do you feed the chickens and cows? There’s a feed grain that I was thinking of creating for them that might be good. People would love it, too. It’s easier to store and harvest than wheat or rice.”

“Feed grain?” Apogough hummed, then said, “Chickens eat pretty much everything. Bugs. Greens. If you want to make a feed grain, then I won’t stop you. Not sure how much good it’ll do. There’s no shortage of food anywhere, Erick, for the animals or for us, and that’s all thanks to you.” Apogough said, “But I gotta go. Glad to see that guy didn’t ruffle you. Take care.”

Erick said, “Later.” 

The tall orcol walked away, under [Weather Ward]s, back down to the fields while platinum rain fell all around.

After being alone with Poi for a minute, Erick turned to his guard, asking, “Assassins?” 

Poi stared out into the rainy distance, lines of [Telepathy] flickering out of his head, saying, “We’ll keep our eyes open, as always.”

Erick said, “Thank you for looking out for me, Poi.”

“It is my honor, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel flew high above the clouds, wings unfurled all the way, catching the easterly wind like it was a river in the sky, and he was the fastest fish in the ocean. He raced over cloud peaks, while the sandy land far, far below seemed to move at a standstill. 

A caress of control fluttered through his body. He trilled out the sounds of a hundred violins before vanishing in a blip of white. Erick needed him! Time to work.

 

- - - -

 

Erick smiled as Ophiel appeared in the center of the Harvest Temple, wings unfurled and singing a song of strings, a dozen new eyes flickering open across his body to take in his surroundings. 

Erick said, “You’re taking over the rain. You can get back to flying around later.”

Ophiel trilled. Erick flowed [Exalted Storm Aura] through Ophiel, briefly filling the sky with two silver storms, before he cut off his own aura. 

Erick asked, “Do you want to stay in here, or float above the temple?”

Ophiel made a quizzical trill, but nothing else. 

Erick wasn’t sure Ophiel was learning, or not, but Erick wanted him to do the job right, so Erick said, “You can stay inside.”

Ophiel gave another uncomprehending trill.

Erick just said, “Okay. Good boy. See you later.”

Erick left Ophiel in the temple to rain on the farms. Originally, he had planned on sticking around and creating the rain himself, but the confrontation with Caradogh reminded him: He had skills to level and HP to spend, and a mighty need for a wand of [Rejuvenation] to speed up the process. He needed to be prepared for the unknown future… 

The mostly unknown future. 

Assassins were pretty much assured, now. It’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you!

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked down to the end of Market Street, to shop at a store near the wall, where most of the light came not from above, but from lightwards of all colors and shapes, plastered over every shoppe entrance. Ulrick’s Unusual’s was the same, nice little shoppe as it was the last time Erick was here. Through the window, Erick saw counters of enchanted knives and shelves full of wands and rods. The door chimed as he swung it open, and strode inside.

Ulrick’s pinkscale cashier, Soux, smiled from behind her counter, saying, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt.”

“Hello, Soux.” Erick was the only one in the store right now. He asked, “I need a wand of [Rejuvenation].”

“Certainly. Just one?”

“I’ll take four. They’re a hundred gold apiece, yeah?”

“Yes, sir.”

Erick took out his Mage Guild badge, which doubled as his bank account authentication, and said, “Four then. Thanks.” He asked, “Is Ulrick in right now?”

Soux pulled out a box from below the counter. She counted out four wands, as she said, “Not right now. He’s at the Mage Guild.”

“That’s fine. Can you tell him I said hello?”

“Of course, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick had another task today, before he could go back home.

The Adventure’s District was as packed as it usually was, though it seemed larger than before. Buildings seemed taller, and that’s because they probably were. Construction happened on the third and fourth floors of buildings on both sides of the street. Some people shaped the stone up there to make the walls and the staircases and everything else, while others stood on the streets, near carts laden with raw, orange stone. The people by the carts floated the raw stone to workers waiting above, [Stoneshape] doing just as much work as the people using the spell.

Erick smiled at the new construction as he made his way to the Guildhouse. 

In the center of the Adventurer’s District laid the wilderness log house mansion that was the Guildhouse. It was situated between four towering trees, each with four meter-wide trunks and canopies that tangled into a green cloud that cast almost all of the district into a cool shadow. 

Erick crossed the threshold from the roads to the Guildhouse property. Cool forest air caressed his body, tangling through his loose clothes; he had passed the threshold of some unknown [Ward] created by the four pillar trees. He liked this part of the city. The guildhouse itself stood open, like always; yellow light spilling out from open doorways and the windows. If there weren’t so many people around, the effect would have reminded Erick of a scary cabin in the woods, but with all the armored and robed and strong looking adventurers loitering around or drinking or hanging out, the space felt boisterous, and happy. 

Erick walked right in. 

Within moments, he was seated with Guildmaster Mog at a table on the third floor, with a leather folder open in front of him, and dossiers spilled out over the table. Erick looked the papers over, while Mog waited. They were monster reports, and each one of them came with a last known location map, and an image of the monster. This one was about a red snake with white feathered wings. That one was about a rocky looking thing. That one was—

Mog pointed to the report of a seven-headed black hydra, saying, “This one is the most dangerous monster. It kills anyone it sees, and leaves kilometers of poison in its wake. A Toxic Hydra. No one knows what the beast is doing this far out of the Wasteland Kingdoms. What’s worse, is that no one knows how it was able to survive this long in the dry air around here. It’s been two weeks since the initial sighting, and the monster only looks to be getting stronger.”

Erick looked over the papers. There were twenty one monsters here. Mog had gathered the reports of every monster that no one but an archmage would be able to safely kill. 

Erick’s eyes caught on the description under the red flying snake, called a ‘Flare Couatl’. He read it again, to make sure he read it right, then looked up at Mog, asking, “It helps adventurers by killing hunters? What’s a hunter, again?”

“Hunters are those who kill other adventurers. Either for gear or gold, though most start down this path because of experience gains. For a level 10 to kill a level 60 person, even with just 1% Participation means level 45, right there.” Mog frowned, saying, “I had to deal with a whole group of Hunters last month. Seven executions, all in all. Zago told me she had four of them, just last week. It’s getting worse, now that Spur is getting better.”

Erick felt an indistinct pain, as he said, “That’s awful.”

“I’m not sending you after Hunters.”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “Thank you. But… I was more ashamed that people would want to get levels by killing other people. But that's just how it is, isn't it?” He asked, “There’s no way to force 0% Participation, is there? Like how Silverite forces 1% for human and incani around here?”

Mog smiled, then said, “You can do that by taking a monster into seclusion and healing it before you kill it completely. If you do this enough, you’ll drop the participation of other people in the fight to 0. Phagar doesn’t like that, though, so you have to have a good rapport with the god before you attempt such a thing.” Mog shook her head, saying, “Other than that? No. Can’t force people to automatically get 0% participation, and especially not in an assassin scenario.”

“Ah. Well. Okay.”

Erick read the report for the Flare Couatl again. The monster had been responsible for interrupting three verified hunting attempts in the last two weeks. Attached to the monster report were the individual reports of the three teams saved by the monster, as well as speculative reports on the nature of the beast.

Erick asked, “How did a Flare Couatl get it into its mind to help people, like this?”

Mog frowned deeply, saying, “The going theory is that it could have been some Beast Master’s pet, but no one really knows. I’d hate to put it down because it’s obviously a variant couatl and raised with great care, but the master is nowhere to be found, and the beast is going to go insane, sooner or later.” She poked at the Toxic Hydra’s information, saying, “This one and that one showed up at the same time, about two weeks ago. The Toxic Hydra might have killed the master. Least that’s the theory. That hydra is already incredibly vicious, so it tracks. I’ve looked into the theory on my end, but no one seems to know a Beast Master who had either of these monsters. So this ‘Beast Master’ theory doesn’t seem to hold much weight. At least not right now.”

“The Flare Couatl is obviously still a good beast. Right? Can some other Beast Master take the couatl?”

Mog smiled sadly, saying, “A Beast Master imbues a control ring onto a monster’s rad while they’re young. This control ring allowed the Beast Master to alter the monster’s tendencies into something productive. But make no mistake, Erick. They’re still monsters. Once they get loose from their old masters, they must be put down. Control rings are unique to each Beast Master. No one else can control another Master’s beast.” 

Erick frowned at the images of the Flare Couatl and the Toxic Hydra, saying, “I guess… I understand.” He began packing away the dossiers, saying, “I’ll let you know what happens.”

Mog smiled, saying, “Thank you, Erick.”

Erick said, “Anytime.”

Erick did not rush to leave, but he was also done. And Mog hadn’t flirted with him; not once. He was all prepared to return her flirts, but the expected interaction never happened. 

Erick left the Adventurer’s Guildhouse, feeling slightly down.

- - - -

On the way back home, Erick stopped to pick up lunch from ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ Jane really did love the place, and it was growing on Erick. The place itself was growing, too. The husband and wife team of Rendar Skytouch and Julli Skytouch had needed to expand the business a week ago, to take advantage of the increased popularity of Spur, and the addition of fries to their menu. Erick felt that they pulled off their expansion quite well. Huge new glass plates separated a grilling station with three different cooks from the people waiting for their meals, while huge vats of hot oil simmered with [Heat Ward]s, already bubbling with fries held in metal baskets.

Noon was minutes away, so the place was starting to get packed. But the sit-down area of the restaurant wouldn’t get full until after the farmers came off of the farm; a lot of places were like that these days. People had started to plan accordingly. Erick stood in line with people who were not farmers, but likely merchants or adventurers, based on their clean business-like clothing, or their armor and leathers.

When it was Erick’s turn to order, Julli Skytouch, the bluescale wife half of the husband and wife team, who also manned the register, instantly joked, “Shouldn’t you be raining out there?”

Erick smiled. “I got it covered.”

“What’ll you be wantin’ today?”

“Seven sandwiches, two baskets of fries.”

Julli smiled. “That’s what I like about you. Always buying for other people. 1 gold, 2 silver.”

Erick paid her two gold, saying, “No change.” He asked, “How are you liking the fries? Have you tried out the method I told you about, yet?”

Julli took Erick’s gold as she smiled, saying, “Yes. It works well. Fry them once, freeze for the next day. Fry again. Crispy fries!” She smiled, “Thank you, Archmage. People love these fries in a way I don’t really understand.”

“That’s easy to explain!” Erick said, “Everything tastes better fried.”

Rendar, husband to Julli and co-owner of the establishment, and currently cooking up a storm of meats on the grill, called out over the glass divider, “Everything tastes better fried!”

Erick smiled.
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                Walking everywhere and running errands took long enough that Erick stopped the rains, right at noon and right on time, as he reached the front door to his house. Ophiel gleefully returned to the skies above, while Erick walked into his own home, carrying lunch. 

He set the food on the kitchen table. Poi started in on his own sandwich, but Rats and Teressa were likely asleep, so Erick set their lunches into the cold box. He renewed the [Cold Ward] inside the box, then went to go find Jane and Kiri. 

Erick heard his daughter and his apprentice arguing in Jane’s mage tower well before he saw them.

Erick paused around the corner, listening.

“It doesn’t work that way, Jane!” 

“It obviously does.” Jane said, “And now we’re being listened to, so you can tell him yourself.”

Ah. That was Erick’s cue. He walked around the corner to see Kiri and Jane each in front of their own chalkboards. Kiri’s was full of magic circles and arcane diagrams. Erick recognized a few of them from his enchanting books, but he never understood them then, and he certainly didn’t understand them now. Jane’s chalkboard only had a few words that filled up the whole space; ‘you are wrong’.

“Ah. Hello.” Erick said, “Didn’t mean to listen in. All I heard were the last two whatevers— I got lunch! From that place you like, Jane. It’s on the table.”

Jane smiled wide, mocking Kiri, “It’s like the taste of victory, I think. Something like that is happening right now, and I love it.”

Kiri suddenly looked both ashamed and furious.

Erick controlled his own frown, asking, “What’s happening here?”

Jane answered, “She thinks you’re fucking up all of your future magic for short term gains.”

“That's not—!” Kiri said, “That is not what I said.”

Jane waved her hand at Kiri’s chalkboards, saying, “I summarized.”

Erick felt a tiny panic, and said, “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Kiri said, looking mollified. And then she found her backbone, saying, “But your approach to magic is incompatible with several of the well established schools of thought that have already produced some of the greatest, most stable archmages Veird has ever known.” 

Kiri hit her stride, saying, “[Airshape], for example. You claim it is ‘playful and free’, but after I got to thinking, I remembered something from the my time at Tower Arcanaeum. There was a Primal Wind Mage who who rose to prominence in the 1105 War of the Sands. I forget his name; it’s not important. What is important is that he cast for South Nelboor and was famous for scouring the flesh from the bones of entire armies with his [Grand Sandstorm]. He went on to found the School of Wind.” Kiri stressed, “The School of Wind was an emotionally based school of magic.” She said, “That was the problem. He pounded into people’s heads that proper [Airshape] required hatred and pain. That man is now a cautionary tale because his technique was wildly successful...”

Kiri paused. She said, “This is what I was referring to when I mentioned your naturally high empathy. You have latched onto a branch of magic that does very, very well, in certain things, but that unfortunate Arch Wind Mage could do nothing with [Airshape] except flay people. Ten years after founding his school, he killed all of his students, saying that the wind told him to do it. And then he killed himself.”

Erick frowned.

Jane listened, then added her own spin, saying, “Sounds like a tragedy broken down into such a small factoid, that there’s no way it’s not completely wrong. Maybe he had intestinal rads? Maybe he turned monster.”

Kiri ignored her, saying, “Though it is rare, some people are capable of using their state of mind in order to facilitate greater magic. I feel you are one of these people, sir. It’s not really a bad thing, and especially not since you are obviously using positive emotional reinforcement. But the danger comes from what happens when you try to combine all those emotions you’ve imbued into your magic, into higher tier magic.” She asked, “How do you reconcile the creation of a higher tier spell with two parts, one part a positive emotional [Airshape], while the other part has a negative emotional [Airshape]? How would you combine a magic that is made by thinking one way, with another magic that was made by thinking the opposite way?”

Jane crossed her arms, waiting.

Erick looked between the both of them, then turned to Kiri, saying “Uh? That’s… not really that difficult.” Erick thought of Yin and Yang, of Life and Death, of Dark and Light, of Good and Evil. He said, “Duality is an easy concept. Death gives way to Life. Trees grow in the light, but the roots reach down through darkness. The sun gives way to the night, and the night gives way to the sun, and thus we all live in a world of multiple forces, each of which contains some of the other.”

Jane smirked, uncrossing her arms to say, “I told you!”

But Kiri’s frown deepened. “I don’t think it's that easy, sir, but I will admit that I do not have nearly as many accomplishments to my name as you.” She said, “I merely wished to discuss this issue before it became an issue.” She added, “And you might want to put out of your mind the idea of Dark and Light coexisting. That just… doesn’t make sense at all. The sun makes the light, and without the light, we would all fall to complete darkness.” Kiri looked straight at Erick, and said, “There is no balance between light and dark. There is a constant fight of the light against that which would kill us all.”

“Well that’s true,” Jane agreed.

Erick admitted, “You’re correct about that. The analogy is more about the duality inside of people, not about any real thing.” Erick said, “I might need to look into Arcanaeum techniques.”

Kiri said, “Maybe. Maybe not. I was also reminded of a test for this sort of thing, if you want to try?”

“Sure.” Erick said, “Hit me.”

Jane interrupted Kiri’s question, saying, “It’s an expression.”

Kiri squinted at Erick, then relaxed and said, “[Force Bolt], Altered to Ice to create [Ice Spike]. Then you Mana Alter [Ice Spike] to Fire. The goal is not to produce [Steam Spike] or [Water Spike], but to produce a spike with a great deal of force behind it. If you get it right, you create [Glacier Spike]. If you make it wrong you usually produce a blob of hot water, and no spell creation. In this way you can try multiple times without actually creating a spell. Mana Altering is very useful for this method, in fact. As long as you’re actively denying [Water Spike] or [Steam Spike], this type of spell creation will not lock Mana Altering or [Force Bolt] from rejoining multiple times in a single day.” She said, “This separation of opposing natures to feed creation is easily understood with—” 

Kiri pointed to two diagrams of circular words, then to a third one. The only thing Erick really recognized about it all, was that the circles were Ancient Script, but written weird, circular. They were all the spells and alterings Kiri talked about, but written very different from how they were written in Ecks, and then combined in a way that left a rift between the words. This was how his enchanting books had written out their spells, but Erick still barely understood any of it. The circular words certainly looked pretty, though. Like multiple disks of words overlapping to produce an ever more complicated kaleidoscope. 

“—with this diagram, here. Do you know Ancient Script?”

“Yes.” Erick looked at the diagrams, and said, “But I’ll try my way and see what I get.”

Kiri smiled softly, saying, “That is good, but knowing these diagrams is also important, because this is how you can create larger, more permanent magical effects. Like a [Teleport] locked room, or such.”

“Oh?” Erick looked at the circular words again, suddenly more interested, but still not comprehending very well. “Is that how you do it?”

“There’s a method to finding out the diagram to any spell you create. I don’t know much about this aspect of magic, but that’s not important right now. What I do know, is that if you know this diagram, and you can inlay the diagram into a space, to create the spell effect in that space.” Kiri said, “Creating a [Teleport] locked room requires the diagram for [Teleport] and the diagram for [Dispel] overlaid and then inlaid in high-quality wrought-level metal, in a precise manner around a room, by someone with those magics, and for those diagrams to be maintained with the proper concoctions of potions. Most of these potions are daily applications of dusted rads. For a ten by ten meter room, you’re looking at a hundred gold worth of rads per day of use.”

“Can you put these diagrams into an item, to create a rod or wand of whatever?” Erick immediately followed up with, “Is this related to a Shade’s [Teleport Lock]?”

Kiri paused. “Uh. Yes… I think so. But maybe not. It’s much easier to just rhyme at the metal… I think. Uh. I wasn’t very good at enchanting. Um...” She thought, then said, “About the [Teleport Lock]: I’ve been in a [Teleport] blocked room, and experienced a Shade’s [Teleport Lock]. They feel nothing alike. This works from the outside in, and requires a set up—” Kiri paused. She turned to Jane, her eyes alight, hope in her voice. “Did you ever see any strange symbols like this in the shadows?”

Jane shook her head. “Nope.”

Kiri cursed, then composed herself, and said, “That’s not how a Shade’s [Teleport Lock] works, then.”

Erick waved a hand at the chalkboard, saying, “I’ve got my method, but that’s all very interesting. So the takeaway is, is that you can’t make a magic without first having it, right?”

“Correct.”

“But this [Teleport] lock on a room… is not the spell [Teleport Lock].”

“I see what you’re saying, but that is not what is happening here. This is basically the counterspell function of [Dispel] in action. A Shade’s [Teleport Lock] seems to be a complete denial… somehow.”

Erick mumbled, “Counterspell?”

Kiri looked at Erick like he was an uneducated child, but she quickly shoved that expression off of her face, and said, “We’re getting way off track...” 

Erick said, “I agree. So basically, you want to see if I can pass this test, to see if my method is able to go further up the tiers, where the magic requires ideas and emotions that run directly counter to one another?”

Kiri looked at Erick for a blank second, then said, “Yes. Exactly.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I got lunch for everyone. First, we eat, then we can go magic making— Ah. Wait.” Erick asked, “Before that: I offered to Mog to kill some of the more dangerous monsters prowling the Crystal Forest.” He asked Kiri, “Do you know how to get a [Familiar] to track down a target?”

Kiri shook her head. “Academically, yes. Practically? Not really. You’d need to use like… [Tracker’s Instinct], I think. At least.”

Jane said, “We’re working on that. And then [Hunter’s Instincts], too.”

Kiri asked Erick, “You’re going for some HP abilities, too?”

“Yeah.” Erick said, “But if you don’t know how to get a [Familiar] to track a target, then that’s fine. I needed to talk to the Mage Trio, anyway, so I’ll save that question for them. They’re still hunting for that necromancer from Nergal, last I heard.”

Jane said, “Wait a second. You’re just going to kill Mog’s monsters from here? With Ophiel?”

“That’s the plan.”

Jane said, “That’s cheating!”

“You want to see the dossiers Mog gave me? These monsters deserve to be cheated out of a fair fight.” Erick added, “Except for the Flare Couatl. It’s helped people fend off hunters, but it runs away after the fight, every time. That one will be the hardest to put down, but Mog says that Beast Master pets always go insane when the master dies.”

Jane’s eyes went wide. “Flare Couatl, you say?”

Kiri, who had been quiet as soon as she heard the word ‘Flare Couatl’, suddenly said, “Oh! I bet some Beast Master was experimenting with dragon essence. Flare Snakes and Couatls should not be able to breed, but dragon essence is a melting pot.” She added, almost dismissively, “You likely don’t have to worry about that one. Some hidden dragon is probably already salivating at the thought of eating it.”

Jane’s takeaway was, “Not a [Polymorph] target?”

Erick jumped in to say, “You’re not allowed to go after these targets, Jane. They’re all nine-star melee threats. Besides. How would you feel about eating someone’s pet that has done nothing but kill hunters?”

Kiri paled, “It’s killing the hunters? Oh. Wow. Okay. That’s a dangerous monster.”

While Jane sighed, saying, “I’m not eating someone’s pet, no matter how cool it would be to be a flying Flare Snake.” She said, “You both saw the images of Flare-Snake Basil tearing through Planter’s minions? That was spectacular. He just touched them, and poof! Ashes.”

Kiri smiled softly, saying, “It was nice to see, wasn’t it.”

 

- - - -

 

Out in the Crystal Forest, on the ten meter by ten meter stone platform where Erick had created [Zone of Peace] and [Wintry Sea], he was now prepared to try for [Glacial Spike], to see if his magical methodology was capable of combining conflicting natures. ‘Conflicting natures’, according to standard magical practices, anyway.

Kiri, Jane, and Poi were in attendance, standing away from Erick. 

Out in the desert, ten meters away, was a stone pillar Erick had raised from the ground with [Stoneshape]. The pillar flared out at the top into a meter-wide target; perfect for testing his magic, but not his aim. [Force Bolt] always struck the target unless something else interfered. 

Erick looked over his base components.

 




	
Force Bolt X, instant, long range, 5 MP

A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target for 15 + ½ WIL








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

Erick pointed at the target.

Mana Altering: Ice.

[Force Bolt].

A spike of white ice shot from Erick’s finger and struck the target in the very center. It shattered to a layer of cold, maybe a hand across, in the center of the target; like Erick had tossed a snowball at the stone pillar. 

The effect was rather unimpressive. The Script likely agreed, as no spell had been created. Erick wasn’t really trying, anyway, so this much was expected.

Erick channeled mana through [Force Bolt], producing an even hum, like the unheard, unfelt background noise of the universe, heightened to the barest whisper. 

Mana Altering for Ice was a bit tougher. Flowing mana through that skill produced a cacophony of noise and feeling; a chill flame, zapping across his skin, leaving mush in its wake and numbness everywhere. Not actually, though. That’s just what it felt like. The flare of white produced by the skill was similarly chaotic. 

Erick channeled mana through Mana Altering, focusing on narrowing to just the ‘ice’ portion of the skill. His mana vibrated through cold and heat, through light and lightning, but he kept at it. Success came all at once. The race to absolute zero. The heat death of the universe. An end to light, to dark, to everything. The chill touch of not the grave, but of the end. Erick felt his arms go numb, like he had been out on a cold day for too long, and it was too late to make it back inside.

Erick pulled back from that feeling, releasing the flare of cold mana from his hand. He wrapped his arms around his shoulders, rubbing his arms through his tunic, trying to warm himself. The sun beat down, hard and strong, helping to chase away the cold. Erick stood there, in the light, happy to feel the warmth of that sun upon his skin.

After a moment, he resumed his experiment. 

This time, he envisioned that emotional cold, like a spike of frost, so dense and compacted by time and gravity, that it was clear and blue; all the air squeezed out. A chip of a cold eternity, broken off from the whole and sent flying—

Mana Altering: Ice

[Force Bolt].

A spike of blue crinkled the air, milliseconds before it launched from the space in front of Erick’s finger. The spike hit the target, impacting into the stone, sending a wild crack up through the target. A blue box appeared.

 




	
Ice Spike, instant, long range, 22 MP

A bolt of pure ice unerringly strikes a target for 55 + WIL








 

Erick searched the Script for ‘ice spike’.

 




	
Ice Spike, instant, long range, 20 MP

A bolt of pure ice strikes for 50 + WIL








 

Erick turned to Kiri, saying, “My [Ice Spike] does 55 plus Willpower for damage, for two more mana than the original. And it kept the ‘unerringly’ portion.”

Kiri laughed, small and happy, as she narrowed her eyes, saying, “That’s great? Wow. Uh? Really? Ah. Keep going.”

Erick turned back toward the target. 

He didn’t want to seem like an asshole when Kiri had brought this up as a problem, so he did not directly counter her thoughts, at that moment. But now, he would. There was a duality to almost everything, and ice and fire were no exception. Erick knew this, for sure, especially after what he had felt as he channeled Mana Altering.

Erick did not want to go this big, but started off with imagining the Big Bang. That cosmic beginning to everything, that spewed out creation; that would end in cold death.

He channeled mana through Mana Altering’s Fire, and felt the never ending heat of that primordial explosion; a ripping tear in reality that sent forth everything else. A burning, consuming conflagration, a soup of particles so densely packed, that they had nowhere to go but out.

Erick pointed at the target. He lined up his spells, and he cast.

A rocket of ice, a meter long and almost black it was so blue, launched from his hand, ripping into the stone target, shattering it completely before continuing on to strike the land beyond. A dull thunk reverberated through the soil, sending up a plume of sand into the air. All around, the glow bugs of the crystal agave dimmed, while the brown worms that usually lifted up from the soil here and there, vanished underground; loud noises always made them retreat. 

 




	
Glacial Crash, instant, long range, 55 MP

A shard of pure ice strikes a target for 200 + 2x WIL








 

He looked up [Glacial Spike].

 




	
Glacial Spike, instant, long range, 50 MP

A shard of ice strikes a target for 90 + WIL








 

“Huh,” Kiri said. “That shouldn’t have happened. It should not have been that easy.”

Erick stepped toward her, handing out copies of his spell. Jane took a look, but didn’t seem to care overmuch. Poi politely declined. 

Kiri said, “It costs more. But the damage is a lot more, too.”

Erick said, “It lost the ‘unerring’, this time.”

“That you kept ‘unerring’ into [Ice Spike] was surprise enough.” Kiri dismissed the spell, saying, “Your [Glacial Crash] is a variant, and a great stepping stone to the other, deeper ice magics, than [Glacial Spike]. You want very simple spells with large numbers when making higher tier spells. The more lines of text you get, the harder it is to make the next tier.”

“What’s the top tier ice magic?”

“[Iceberg] is the big ice spell. Tier 8. There are a few ways to get there, but I only know half the steps. This [Glacial Crash] is tier 3, and a good start along that journey.” Kiri shook her head, saying, “But— I still don’t understand. How did you make a directly contradictory spell combine correctly at all, without knowing the formulas?”

Erick said, “I had a very good foundation for this specific idea. Do you have another test?”

“Uh.” Kiri thought for a moment. “Besides the [Prismatic Ward] of all the shaping spells and [Ward] together?… Uh. Hmm. Oh. No...”

“If it helps, I was really bad at making Ophiel.” Erick added, “Though, I think that was only because I failed to grasp the many nuances of what I was trying to do.”

Kiri paused. She looked to Erick. She lowered her gaze, and said, “If it works, it works. I am the student, here, and I accidentally forgot that fact.” She lifted her head. “Thank you, Archmage. But if I could ask…” Her words seemed to stick in her mouth. “What emotion did you use for this?”

Erick began, “Let me tell you of the Big Bang, and of the endless march to Entropy.” 

Jane smirked.

Erick said, “It all began with the Big Bang; a spot of immense energy at the beginning of everything that exploded out and made the universe. No one knows what came before, though some believe that the spot of energy that would explode into the universe was the result of the death and gravity-combination of the previous universe, into that spot of energy. Some believe that the universe is cyclical. Others, and me included, believe that the universe started with a bang, and it will continue on into infinity, and when the spaces between what is, and what isn't, gets too large, it will all rip apart.”

Kiri paled.

Erick said, “And then another spot of energy will form, creating another Big Bang, and a whole new universe, completely unlike what came before.” Erick continued, “That’s what I imagined when I cast that [Glacial Crash]. A spot of deep, endless cold, propelled into infinity by a strong starting explosion.” Erick said, “The emotions were tied into all that.” He flared some mana through Mana Altering for Ice, then for Fire, producing a chill white light, and then a flickering, snapping glow, saying, “Cold and hot go together very well.”

Poi smirked, looking off in the distance. Jane rolled her eyes a bit, but not a lot.

Kiri shivered in the sun, saying, “That’s the most frightening thing I’ve ever heard.”

Jane burst a sudden laugh. “What? You have Shades and wyrms right next door— You were there for Yetta’s trip through the Dead City! And yet the Big Bang scares you?”

“To know the universe could… could rip apart at any moment!” Kiri said, “Yes. This is terrifying.”

Jane said, “Veird’s universe already ended though, according to your own history.”

“Yes!” Kiri said, “And it’s fucking terrifying to consider that this universe could end, too!” 

Jane said, “The chances of that happening in your lifetime are zero. Not gonna happen. Besides! Magic doesn’t even extend past the moons, and it's too thin to be worked out past the atmosphere of Veird. So nothing that happens here is going to Sunder that universe out there.” Jane said, “If Veird got transported to my universe, or if I got transported to where ever your planet ended up, I’ll never know. But if this universe is anything like my old one, you do not have to worry about the universe ripping apart. It’s literally never going to happen in our puny mortal lifetimes.”

Erick added, “I agree. Estimates for the age of our old universe were… what? 14 billion years old?”

Jane said, “13-point-8 billion years.”

“Close enough,” Erick said.

Kiri, with a pale green face, declared, “That’s enough magic for me for today, please.”

Erick looked to Kiri, asking, “Are you okay?”

“… I will be.” Kiri shook a little, but stood strong, saying, “I will. Thank you for your concern.”

Erick narrowed his eyes, but said, “Okay. I have monsters to hunt and skills to level, anyway. I’m working on [Hunter’s Instincts], next.”

Kiri regained some color to her face, saying, “This is a good ability. You should consider [Precision]. [Hunter’s Instincts] is 10 HP per second.”

“I got a long way to go.” Erick said, “Maybe I will, maybe not. Ophiel is going to be the one to use it, anyway, and he can’t use my skills. And speaking of which, you’ve just reminded me that I have to test their ability to search for what I want them to search for.” 

Erick opened his arms and poured mana into the summoning of four new Ophiel. The air filled with the sounds of violins, as a hundred white wings pulled apart into four new Ophiel, each with dozens of white eyes blinking open over all of their feathered bodies. He imbued them with [Ultrasight], to help them see from high above. Two of them immediately burned mana to use their new ability; their eyes taking on a brilliant white sheen, as they gazed out across the sands, and at Erick. Then Erick gave them a mental push, into the air, to search for large discrepancies among the Crystal Forest. Something larger than an agave.

They rocketed into the air, each headed a different direction. 

Erick said, “I have no idea if they even know what I’m asking, but I'll find out. We can go back to town, though.”

“Right…” Kiri looked off into the distance, and shivered again, saying, “Right.”
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                Erick had not been home ten minutes, had not yet finished making afternoon coftea, before one of the Ophiel reported in something interesting. 

It was a porcupine. A whole little family of crystal porcupines, actually. 

Porcupines were clearly smaller than an agave. Erick sent disapproval, and sent the Ophiel onward.

Three seconds later, another Ophiel reported in that he saw people. Erick checked in on that one. Adventurers were firing spells at him, but Ophiel dodged and flew faster. He got away perfectly okay.

A different Ophiel danced in the sky, evading a different set of adventurers’ [Force Beam]s from three increasingly ‘desperate to kill the monster’ people. Ophiel just trilled out violin vibrations, happy to play around with people, like he played around on the battlefield.

Erick told that Ophiel to move on, too.

The first Ophiel noticed yet more crystal porcupines—

The third noticed more people—

The fourth noticed a particularly interesting rock. He got closer, and from his new perspective, Erick saw that the rock was actually a toilet some adventurer had [Stoneshape]d out of the ground, and then failed to disassemble. Erick turned it back into sand and [Cleanse]d the area, and made that Ophiel move to the next target.

After five more quick interruptions, Erick sent out a gentle pulse of thanks, and dismissed the four searching Ophiel. This was obviously not working out like Erick had hoped.

He checked up on the Ophiel over Odaali, while he was at it. They were still flying high in the sky. The battlefield looked organized, now. But bodies still laid in lines, waiting for the pyre, which sent up plumes of black smoke into the sky. The three Ophiel did not like that black smoke, they flew well clear of the body fires. A few [Teleport]s revealed even more black-smoke body pyres across the land. They were burning undead corpses.

Erick gave a small, indistinct prayer for the souls of the dead, as he watched the gloomy work.

He came back to himself, standing in the kitchen, with a pot of cooling water in one hand and a setup to make coftea still waiting for him on the table. And Jane standing there.

Jane smiled, asking, “You gonna finish making that coftea? I want some.”

Erick set the jug of cooling water down, saying, “Have at it. I need to ask some mages about [Familiar] training. Ophiel has no filter. He can't alert me to the things I want; he alerts for every little thing.”

Jane took the parts of the coftea set up from Erick, and said, “Have you considered normal pet training? Or even child training? You did alright with me, you know.”

Erick felt a warmth spread in his heart. He said, “I always hoped I did.”

“You should probably keep the little guy with you all the time. That would probably help.” Jane cast a [Heat Ward] into water; watching it come back to a boil, saying, “It’s probably not good for him to spend all that time on his own, away from you. You want a coworker, right? Or what? What exactly are you going for with Ophiel, anyway?”

“A defender.” Erick summoned a tiny, four winged Ophiel, who instantly fluttered onto his shoulder and started looking around. “And you’re right. He should stay with me at all times. Or… at least one of him, anyway.” Erick walked away, saying, “I’ll be back later. Gotta ask some mages about some training.” 

 

- - - -

 

As Erick followed Maia into their living room— 

Eduard rushed down the stairs, his brown hair a mess, his face flushed, as he gushed, “I didn’t know he could turn small!” Eduard stepped to several feet from Erick, purposefully not getting closer as he composed himself. Eyes opened up across Ophiel, taking in the new person. Eduard asked, with a happy voice, “His entire body is malleable, isn’t it?”

“Yes, he is.” Erick smiled, gently petting Ophiel on his shoulder. The little guy was focused on Eduard and Maia, though; he kept his eyes on the new people and did not care at being touched. Erick said, “He’s very well behaved. I guess. But I’m wondering about how to raise him right. And how to get him to focus on the right targets, when I assign him to go hunt targets in the forest.”

Maia said, “I already offered him a set of [Familiar] rearing books, but we waited for you.” Maia said to Erick, “Like I said, Eduard practically raised all three of our [Familiar]s. They’re very well trained, and only because of him. Rozeta knows I’m shit at raising anything.”

Erick smiled, saying, “If you have any tips, I’d love to hear them.”

Eduard instantly said, “Keep him with you at all times. Don’t make extra ones unless you need them for specific tasks; he needs to be focused on you, and your needs.” He asked Maia, “Which books?”

“The Headmaster’s gui—”

“No no no. He hasn’t had to raise a [Familiar] in Rozeta knows how long.” Eduard said, “They might have a copy of ‘Greendale [Familiar]s: Rise of the Sentinels’ at the Mage Guild library. It’s one of the absolute best training guides to come out in recent years.” Eduard asked, “What is your goal for this [Familiar]?”

“To be able to do anything I ask of him.”

Eduard scrunched his mouth sideways. “Unreasonable. This is not a being. It is a creature that only resembles a being. Go smaller.”

“Uhh…” Erick said, “I want him to be able to search for targets I want in the Forest, to evade attacks, and to look out for danger. And to recognize and understand all of most things.”

“Much more reasonable. Though that last point will likely never materialize.” Eduard said, “You know… I think I have a copy of Rise… Actually— I’m sure I do— You’re going to want it. Hold on.”

“Okay—”

Eduard rushed upstairs. Erick heard him crashing around in a room up there. In a minute, he came rushing back down. He held a book in his hands. He almost handed the book to Erick, but he paused. 

He said, “I want to test him.” Eduard looked to Ophiel. Then he glanced down. A brilliant blue fox materialized out of the manasphere. The fox slinked around Eduard’s legs, almost like a cat. It was sleek thing, with spines sticking out of the fur along its back, and eyes of brilliant cerulean light. Eduard said, “This is Icy. Sit, Icy.”

The blue fox went from serene, to sitting, just like that. It looked up at Erick, and at Ophiel. It yawned, with jaws opened wide, showing off its large icicle fangs.

“That is a pretty fox,” Erick said.

Eduard said, “It won’t take long, and the process will help me gauge where he falls on the trainability spectrum. This in turn will allow me to recommend some specific books for you.” 

“Ah? Sure. Actually. Yes. That would be a great help. Thank you, Eduard.” Erick was all for a little ‘dog-show’ as it were. “When? Now?”

Eduard’s eyes lit up. He controlled his excitement, and said, “Yes.”

He handed Erick the book.

In a minute, Erick, Eduard, Maia, and Poi, had relocated to the backyard. The flat orange stone of the Human District was as inviting as any other training location. Eduard quickly set out, then stopped twenty meters from the house, and began to masterfully craft sculptures of ice, running his hands through the air, cyan ice forming where he paused. In three seconds, he had made a vertical ring of ice, a meter from the ground, and a meter wide.

Eduard was going to make a whole obstacle course, wasn’t he? Erick felt like he was using the man; he had only come over to ask a few questions, not to get a training lesson. Erick resolved to do something nice for them, in turn.

Eduard expertly duplicated his magic three more times, creating and carving three more ‘hoops’, each a few meters from the last, though only the first one was an actual hoop. The others were a triangle, a square, and a tall oval.

Ophiel watched, entranced, the tiny claws hidden in his lower wings pinching into Erick’s shoulder, like a cat kneading dough. 

Eduard came back to the waiting group, asking, “How old is he? I forgot to ask. And his name?”

“Ophiel is only a few days old, but he’s been very good about dodging and attentiveness.” Erick said, “He was dodging on his own in…” Erick went silent. He said, “He was already dodging on his own against half an army, as of a few days ago.”

Eduard smiled, looking at Ophiel as he said, “You’ve already started raising him as a dodging type, then. This is good. He must be pretty smart, too. Has he ever taken instruction from someone else? Meaning a telepathic connection?”

“I don’t think so.”

“I would like to try, if I could.” Eduard said, “You’d need to control him if he gets overly agitated. This can rile a new [Familiar] up something fierce.”

“Uh?” Erick touched Ophiel, and the little guy looked all around, at everyone looking at him. Erick said, “Go ahead. I got him.”

Eduard said, “Hello, Ophiel.”

A telepathic connection filtered through the air, connecting Eduard to Ophiel, and then it flashed with white and cyan light, like a tiny bolt of lightning. Ophiel whined loud, digging into Erick’s shoulder as even more eyes slammed open across his body, glaring at Eduard, as Eduard clutched his head and a flash of blue cascaded across the man’s body. He groaned. 

It happened so fast. 

Erick almost panicked—

But Maia laughed.

Erick mentally held down Ophiel, as Ophiel struggled to reach for Eduard, to claw his eyes out, to rip him apart. Erick easily stopped Ophiel’s rampage, but the imagery coming out of the little guy gave Erick pause. Blood and viscera. Death and fire. Eduard just groaned slightly, unable to do much more than stand. Maia chuckled, but stood with Eduard, holding the man upright and stable.

"There there. You're okay," Maia said.

Eduard grumbled, holding his head.

When Ophiel was once again calmly sitting on Erick’s shoulder, Erick asked, “What happened?”

Eduard squeaked, “Too young. My mistake.” He held his head, saying, “Too early for that.” He pointed at the book in Erick’s hand, then at the obstacle course he had set up. “Ouch. Uh.” He squinted, saying, “This training course is all explained in there. I can’t continue. Sorry. Try it out on your own.”

“You're not okay, are you?” Erick mentally held onto Ophiel, asking, “Are you?”

“My mistake.” Eduard squinted as he waved off Erick. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about it.”

Maia giggled, saying, “It’s fine, Archmage. He’s had worse experiences, I’m sure.”

“I’m going to bring by some desserts later.” Erick said, “Sorry.”

Eduard nodded as he went back to his house.

Erick watched him go, saying again, "Sorry."

Maia lingered, watching her brother walk away. She asked Erick, “Can I see the box for Ophiel?”

Erick instantly produced Ophiel’s blue box and handed it to her, asking, “Is something else wrong?”

Maia’s eyes briefly went wide as she read. She hummed again. She relaxed, and dismissed the box, saying, “We’re just going to need to use the rod of [Treat Wounds]. That’s a very good summon you got there. He’s either going to be a handful when he grows up, or an absolute fortress.” She bowed, saying, “Good to see you, as always, Archmage. If you’ll excuse me, I need to go tend to my brother.”

Erick’s heart sank. “Is he going to be okay?”

“Yes. He likely got hit for a few thousand points of mental shock. It will take some time to recover.” Maia said, “It can’t kill you, but it can make you much easier to kill. Good day.”

Eduard had already entered his house, leaving the door to the backyard open. Maia did not rush to follow, but she did walk quicker than a normal pace. Erick watched as Maia entered her house and shut the door behind her.

“Fuck.” Erick said, “I’m going to need to make that up to them. That was… not great.”

Poi hummed, then said, “He really should have known better. Connecting to another mage’s [Familiar] is a hazard, at best. But connecting to an archmage’s [Familiar] is asking to be laid out on the ground.”

Erick still frowned, holding the book Eduard gave him, saying, “I’ll need to make it up to him.”

Poi nodded.

- - - -

Back home, Erick immediately set to work making a lemon cake with buttercream frosting. Ophiel watched. When Jane turned up, she declared that she wanted one, too… 

So Erick made two lemon bundt cakes. 

Maia was glad to receive the cake, but Eduard was still sleeping off the mental shock. 

Erick still needed to talk to Ramizi, too, to ask after Force magic and to see if he could make a trade, or if what he had in [Pure Force Beam Bolt] was worth a trade; he had already made and traded a pair of fire and ice spells to Maia and Eduard, after all. But Ramizi was still out and about, picking up various supplies from Portal and elsewhere. Oh well.

- - - -

Under the light of the afternoon sky, with the sun on the other side of the house, the experimental garden on the house's east side lay under shade. The air was cool, but it was still bright enough to see. It was perfect for working on a new project. Erick had gathered up some of the silver and white Erick Beans produced by [Exalted Storm Aura]; he kept a few vines of the beans growing in his front yard. It was time to try his hand at making corn. 

Ophiel watched as Erick imbued magic into a bean, and then stuck it in the dirt. Erick stepped back. Stalks of not-corn rose from the ground like bamboo; straight up, but then branching into leaf-covered fruits. Erick and Ophiel watched the plant's growth, together. It paused part way through growing, but Erick just turned on his [Growth Aura], and supported the plant to maturity. Erick [Watershape]d some water from a pail onto the soil when needed. When the plant was tall and laden with maybe-corn, Erick cut his various magics, then manually pulled off an ear. He pulled back the leaves, revealing a jumble of beans that spilled out on stringy tendrils. 

Erick said, “This might take a few iterations.”

It took twenty-three iterations, in fact, along with bouts of [Exalted Storm Aura], [Stoneshape] to churn the field back to vibrancy, yanking out bad iterations and adding them to the compost pile with his Handy Aura, and lots and lots of [Grow].

The sun was beginning to set on the other side of the house, by the time Erick stood before a true field of real corn. The sky was purple, the wind was cool, and Erick stood in front of a field that smelled of life and success.

Jane came up beside him. She said, “Corn?”

Erick laughed. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

“It’s not… But why?”

“Tortillas. Cornbread. A third grain to add to the rice and the wheat of Spur’s farms. And this one regrows from the stalk so you don’t have to cut down and regrow the whole plant. Grow Fatigue is a problem that I can't solve, but I can lessen. Besides, I’m thinking corn will be very popular, considering you don’t have to thresh it… Well. Not much anyway.”

Jane tilted her head back and forth, then said, “Okay. You’re right. I agree. I miss tortilla chips and salsa, anyway.”

“And cornstarch.” Erick picked off an ear of corn, revealing rows upon rows of bright yellow kernels. “Though I’m not sure how to get that from this.” 

“Someone will figure it out when you tell them it’s possible. You probably gotta blend them. Separate the bits somehow.”

“Yeah.” Erick looked out into the coming night, then down to a pile of cooked and barely eaten corns, next to a cistern of water he had used to boil them. He had gotten the form of the plant correct after only ten iterations, but it took thirteen more to get the taste correct. He handed Jane the ear of corn in his hand, saying, “How about corn for dinner?”

Jane smiled, saying, “I showed up at the farmer’s market in town for the first time in a month and every little old man and woman working their stalls practically shoved their vegetables at me. For free. It was nice. Really nice.” She looked out at the night, saying, “Dinner’s ready. It’s vegetables.”

Erick smirked, saying, “Good thing I like vegetables.” He said, “I grew up near enough to a farm... We got lots of free vegetables there, too.” He added, “I tried to give that to you, but…”

Jane wrapped her arms around Erick, saying, “You gave me lots, Dad.”

Erick hugged her back. Ophiel cooed, as he stepped from Erick’s shoulder, onto Jane, then spread his tiny wings over both of them. Jane giggled, then pulled away. Ophiel casually transferred on Jane’s shoulder, and decided to stay there. Erick smiled.

The three of them stood there for a moment, in front of the gentle corn, watching the dark take over the eastern sky, beyond the walls of Spur. Stars began to appear; tiny pinpricks of twinkling light. 

Jane turned and walked into the house, saying, “Time for dinner,” with Ophiel clinging to her shoulder.

Erick followed Jane into the house. Yellow sunwards glowed in the windows, spilling light into the cool, twilight evening. 

Monsters prowled outside the walls of Spur. Adventurers died to threats outside of their ability to handle. Assassins were likely coming for him. Businessmen wanted a piece of him, too, and likely for completely selfish reasons. Erick did not truly believe Caradogh’s story that ‘people were going hungry’ because of him; some might, and that thought gnawed at Erick's thoughts, for sure, but the times were just changing.

Particle Mage would be available for everyone in 300 days. So would [Exalted Storm Aura]. 

If Caradogh thought one Erick was bad for his business, what would he think when every town had the ability to produce all this bounty on their own?

Erick did not believe, not for a single second, that he was unique, at all. He just knew a little more about some small aspects of life that other people were already discovering. The only reason that he was good at magic, at all, was probably exactly for the reason Poi once told him; Erick simply knew who he was, and what he was about.

… After he got over his initial fears, anyway. 

Erick glanced back at the dark night, and did not shiver at the sight of the giant shadow that loomed in the gloom. Erick just walked into the light streaming from the open door to his house, and used 4050 mana to cast a [Crystalline Air] across the whole exterior of the house. It would absorb 8000 damage before it broke, because Clarity halved the mana cost, and it would regenerate 17,000 per hour, for 24 hours. Erick considered getting all the shaping spells and trying for [Prismatic Ward], or whatever the all-shaping [Solid Ward] was, but this [Solid Ward] was good enough for now.

Erick watched as panes of not-glass layered across the entirety of the orange stone, bunching up around the exterior edges of the house like precipitated crystal, while the flat surfaces of the house, as well as the windows, remained perfectly clear. Erick quickly designated Poi, Jane, himself, Kiri, Ophiel, Rats, Teressa, and air, as permissible entities for the [Solid Ward] to let through. He stuck his hand in and out of the layer of not-crystal, the spell deforming into sparkling fragments as he did, just to make sure that yes, it was working as it claimed to work.

But when the shadow touched the not-crystal layer of air around the house, a tiny crack appeared. The shadow backed off, the top half of it opening wide and closing rapidly; it was laughing, silent and only visible to Erick. 

The crack in the [Crystalline Air] healed soon enough.

Erick stood in the doorway, rimmed with light, as he watched the shadow outside move through the tiny cornfield, then up and over the walls of Spur, into the night.

Erick shut the door, and went to dinner.

- - - -

Kiri laid awake in her new room, in the dark, her green eyes locked on the ceiling. A distortion in the air layered across the walls; no one outside of this room could see her, or hear her. She had adopted the habit of sleeping inside [Distortion Ward]s ever since she entered Spur’s Army. It was hard enough to sleep in a room full of people, let alone with the lights on. The [Distortion Ward] did not block all the light and the sound, but it blocked about half, and turned the rest into a nice, even rustling sound; it reminded Kiri of trees in the breeze. 

Kiri missed the trees. Spur did not have enough trees. Spur had more than enough existential crises, though.

So Kiri laid in bed, in the dark, and with her eyes still open. She couldn’t sleep.

She had heard a tale today. A tale that stuck in her mind. A tale of a universe without magic, but born from a primal fire. She had teased out enough of Jane’s previous world over the course of 25 days, fighting with the woman and fighting beside the woman, to be able to paint a grand picture of ‘Earth’, and of the ‘Science’ Erick had used to create Particle Magic.

Her time in Ar’Kendrithyst was pandemonium and death, but she was glad for it. She was level 54 now, and with dozens of extra points to her name. Her Class would be Particle Mage, for sure, so she’d have to wait a year for that, but that was not a problem, not really. With her apprenticeship to a man who was obviously going to be one of the greatest archmages Veird has ever seen, she was set for life. All she had to do was walk the path she had forged for herself.

She even made a few strides forward with her own magic using Erick’s methods.

 




	
Flare Nova, instant, long range, 8771 mana

A designated spot explodes into a large conflagration, igniting flammables and enemies, dealing 350 + WIL damage every second for ten seconds. Enemies slain by this fire explode into small conflagrations, igniting flammables and enemies, dealing a quarter as much damage every second for five seconds.








 




	
Fire Wrap, instant, touch, 19501 mana

Wrap a target in fire, dealing WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 

They were both horrible failures, but only because of the costs. It reminded Kiri of when she had wasted [Force Bolt] and [Mana Altering], combining them as high as she could go, to get 15 extra points for breaking all the way through to tier 6. But these two spell creations accomplished nothing; less than nothing, actually. These spells took up valuable opportunity costs.

The first one was just an extension of a spell she already used. It was more a test than anything. She didn’t need it, it was just an experiment, really…

She repeated that thought silently, to herself, hoping that the thought would stick one of these times.

The second one, though…

Horrible! But… also not horrible.

[Fire Wrap] was tier 4 —the lowest possible tier for this sort of magic— so she would have to wait a hundred days to remake the spell, because she had to remake it, once she understood Erick's methods better. [Fire Wrap] was horrible in every way, except the way that mattered. She had made it using a non-standard combination, anyway; it didn’t limit her planned future tiers. 

Not much, anyway.

But [Fire Wrap] was a damage spell that worked until the target died. [Death Spiral Fire] was the pinnacle of fire magic, and Kiri had reached one of the milestones to that ultimate magic, using a non-standard combination. At age 19.

Did Erick have any idea what he was truly capable of? 

Thank the gods he was a pacifist. 

Kiri thought… was his method… perhaps… the correct way to make magic? Was Kiri limiting herself with her academic mindset? 

Kiri mulled over that thought for a while.

She decided that her methods worked. But so did his. At least in the short term.

Perhaps she didn’t stress enough that complicated magics were end-tier magic. That to have more than a single line of text in a spell meant that making any other good spells out of it was practically impossible. But what need was there for tier 8 spells when Erick did all of what he did at tier 1? It was Particle Magic that he had invented himself, sure, but it was still vastly more powerful than other tier 1 spells. 

Kiri had a thought for how Rozeta would handle this problem, of how she might alter all Particle Magic to make it fit with the rest, but Kiri’s thoughts were so unformed, that to call them premature would be a kindness.

Too much happened today. There were dozens of conversations that she had wanted to have, but there just wasn’t time. She would have time to bring up this concern, in detail, tomorrow. Or the next day.

There was a discrepancy here, and Kiri would get to the bottom of it. 

… As soon as she stopped thinking about the birth of a universe from one impossibly hot seed that bloomed out into infinity, for 14 billion years. 

Kiri stared at the ceiling, considering the Old Cosmology she had learned about at Tower Arcanaeum. 

The professors and the history books claimed Veird was hundreds of thousands of years old, and born from the bodies of dead gods that accumulated in the Old Mana Ocean. There were even two independent expeditions that managed to survive the journey to find the fabled Core of Veird. They saw that core, bringing back samples and images and tales of horror alike. So Kiri knew, for sure, that Veird was a created planet. Veird had been created long before the Sundering tossed everyone into this universe. Veird’s core was some hundreds of thousands of years old, though it was scattered with the dream-remnants of other much older worlds, from the Old Cosmology, and those worlds were much older. 

But billions of years old? No one ever considered that anything might be that old. 'Hundreds of millions' came up occassionally, as a possible age. But Billions? No one ever seriously postulated this possibility.

There was a vast discrepancy here. 

Kiri didn’t know where that discrepancy lay, but it certainly existed. 

Was Erick’s universe really billions of years old? Both Jane and he seemed very sure about that number. They must have had a test for such a thing. Was there a way to test to see if Veird had landed in Erick’s universe, using their method? If the ages lined up, that would answer some very interesting cosmological questions.

Very interesting indeed. 

Kiri stared at the ceiling, thinking. 

Eventually, her thoughts turned to whispers, and her eyes closed on their own. She fell asleep thinking very large thoughts. Her dreams were filled with worlds.
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                Erick laid in bed, reading from the training manual Eduard had lent him, while Ophiel clutched the headboard, looking down at the book from over Erick’s shoulders. Erick even read the little guy a few passages, telling Ophiel what Erick expected out of him. When Erick got to the part where the book repeated what Eduard had said, mainly about only having one [Familiar] out for while the [Familiar] was in training, Erick dismissed all but the one Ophiel clinging to his headboard. After that, Ophiel got a lot more attentive, crawling down into Erick’s lap to look at the pages while Erick read. Eventually, Erick fell asleep.

Erick woke up to see the little guy curled up on the pillow beside him, eyes almost completely closed. Erick smiled at him, watching as Ophiel’s big eye at the center of his body struggled to remain closed, but several smaller ones couldn’t help but blink open across his wings, eager for Erick to be awake and start the day. As Erick sat up, Ophiel let out a tiny violin sound, inquisitive and happy.

“You did good, little guy.” Erick stretched. Ophiel mimicked Erick’s stretch, his big eye slamming full open as his wings unfurled to their full, tiny length. Erick pointed to his shoulder. Ophiel happily fluttered to the indicated perch. Erick said, “You know? I haven’t slept the whole night through since I was a teenager. Always an ache or a pain. Or a full bladder halfway through.” He whispered to Ophiel, “Now the bladder waits to wake me up after eight, nice hours.” 

He looked out through his window, at the layer of [Crystalline Air] covering his window. He got out of bed and flashed a [Cleanse] into the room, just to freshen up, as he began making the bed, tucking the sheets into the corners with a quick application of Handy Aura. He renewed the [Temperature Ward] into the house, renewing the air conditioning like he usually did in both the morning, and the evening. Once his magic was back up to full, he renewed his [Personal Ward], spending 4400 mana out of his 4440 max, to make a barrier worth 8800 points. 

A layer of mitigation wrapped around his body, under his clothes. The [Ward] would remain invisible except when struck, and even then it would just flash a tiny white glow. He was getting good at [Personal Ward]ing.

Erick went over to the bathroom to do his daily routine. Ophiel got left outside the door, but pawed at it until Erick came back out. When Erick came out, Ophiel leapt up, all the way to Erick’s shoulder. Erick laughed, giving him a pet. 

It was time to make breakfast! With Ophiel clutching his shoulder, Erick walked downstairs to the kitchen to start. 

The sounds of knives cutting across stone plates accented the air, while the smell of cooked breads dominated the room, and coftea flavored the space. It smelled lovely. Rats and Teressa were already eating, but for them it was dinner. 

“Good morning!” Erick said. “I still don’t understand how you guys can drink coftea before bed.”

“Morning,” Teressa replied. “We left you stuff to make.”

Rats swallowed a mouthful of pancake, and said, “It helps me relax.”

“I guess,” Erick agreed.

Erick saw the kitchen. It was an organized mess, with a bowl of eggs ready to be cracked into a pan, and a bowl of pancake mixture sitting to the side of a stove already equipped and ready to go; Erick would just have to turn it back on. He smiled, then set about doing just that. As he got the butter out and dumped a helping onto the pan on the stove, he turned the stove on, and said, “Thank you.”

“No problem, sir.” Rats said.

Erick said, “I never really ask you two… But are you comfortable with the night shift?”

“A lot more, now that you have a [Solid Ward],” Rats said. “I tested it out; walked in and out without an issue.”

Teressa smirked, saying, “This is going to be really nice once we get back out there hunting wyrms, eh, eh?”

“Gods yes.” Rats said, “We can probably sleep underground, too. That would be even better.”

Teressa frowned at Rats, but said nothing. 

Erick poured pancake batter onto a sizzling, buttered pan, saying, “I was reading about the best practices for raising a [Familiar] and they say that hunting big, obvious targets, is a good way to get them to begin to recognize what I want them to go after. So. I’d like to finish leveling these HP skills and then try to make [Hunter’s Instincts], but after that, I would like to go wyrm hunting again.”

Teressa clapped her hands together. “Yes!” She added, “This time I show you how to hunt a wyrm for real. The last time was a misstep. A one-in-a-hundred wyrm.”

Jane finished yawning as she walked into the room, saying, “I’ll go, too.”

Erick said, “Sure. But this time I’m going to try sending out Ophiel in all directions. Speed up the process to a single day. Maybe...” He asked, “Unless you’d like to spend a night out there?”

Teressa said, “I would, actually.”

“I liked camping on the sands,” Jane said.

“Underground is good, and multiple nights is better.” Rats said, “The city is nice and all, but… I like the Crystal Forest. It’s really nice this time of year.”

“How bad does it get outside of water season?” Erick asked, cracking eggs into a bowl.

Rats said, “So very dry. Hotter, too. Followed by chill and dry, then the occasional snow elemental drifting across the desert at night, then we’re back to damp-dry and cool.” He added, “You showed up at the best possible time.”

Erick smiled, and said, “About the hunt, and the raining schedule... After a few normal days, there’s going to be a few days of heavy rain, but after that, we’re breaking for two days. No rain. We can leave that afternoon on that day, okay?”

Teressa laughed, saying, “Sounds great!”

Rats said, “Last time was a bit scary, but with a nice [Solid Ward]… this would be good.” He added, “And underground.”

“This is too much, Rats.” Teressa scoffed at him, saying, “You must feel the wind and smell the smells! Not coop yourself up like some chicken at night. You are a warrior of Spur! Act like it.”

“Yeah yeah.” Rats pointed his fork at Teressa, saying, “I prefer my nights to be spent indoors, please.”

Erick smiled as he flipped fluffy white pancakes and stirred bright yellow eggs, each in their own pans full of sizzling butter. 

Erick’s mana was full again, so he recast [Crystalline Air] across the whole exterior of the house for 4200 mana. He renewed the [Alarm Ward]s as breakfast continued all around him. Ophiel watched the whole time.

Jane took the first round of new food, after making new coftea. Poi showed up after that and took the next round. Erick finally got to eat his own food, but he made more and set it aside for Kiri; the sixth person of the household. After breakfast, Poi went to the sunroom to telepathically communicate with whoever he always talked to, while Teressa and Rats each went to their own spaces in the house, to wind down for their bedtime. Jane went her own way; she briefly said that she was ‘going out for a few days’ and ‘not to worry’. Erick didn’t press, but just smiled as he watched her leave the room. Jane came back into the kitchen after several minutes, with her bag on her back and a smile on her face. She hugged Erick goodbye; Erick watched her leave the house. His eyes watered, but no tears fell. 

Kiri eventually came into the kitchen, as Erick was cleaning up the mess. 

Erick smiled, setting the plate onto the table with his Handy Aura, as he pulled the syrup and salt and butter back out of the cold box, saying, “Good morning, Kiri! Coftea is made. Here is breakfast.”

Kiri looked down at the plate, then up at Erick, saying, “Thank you.” She sat down, then glanced to the window. The sky was still pink with sunrise. She looked down at her food, and took up her utensils, saying, “I feel that I did not stress something important yesterday. Your methods to magic are obviously working, but any spell with more than one line of text makes it very hard to use that spell to make higher tier magic.” She said, “You can consider anything with four or more lines of text to be end-of-the-line magic.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Something to keep in mind.” He added, “[Exalted Storm Aura] feels like an old man, unwilling to move outside of his garden. So what you said jives with what I already know.” He looked up a few of his other spells. There was one huge outlier. “[Ward] doesn’t feel like that, though.”

Kiri smirked, saying, “[Ward] is special. And so is [Summon Ophiel]. The first because that’s just how it is. The second because to make something out of that spell would create a living being.” Exasperated, she added, “And unless modern magical training is a complete lie, [Crystalline Air] should be end-tier magic, too.”

Erick couldn’t help but smile. Then he strung mana through [Crystalline Air]. A gentle, fractal light flowed from his hand, endlessly complex, but perfectly balanced. Erick stopped channeling, and said, “It feels harmonious. To add something else would disrupt that harmony. So I think you’re right.”

Kiri smirked, then frowned. She said, “I might be right, but not for the reason I thought I was right. The spell should already be too complex to add something else… But looking at it from another angle… [Crystalline Air] is already in harmony. Disrupting that harmony would disrupt the magic already there.”

Erick said, “Tomay-to tomah-to.”

Kiri scrunched her face, then said, “I don’t understand that, but I think I understand… something.”

- - - - 

After breakfast, Erick took Ophiel out to the desert, back to the platform where he made spells. He was still reading through the book Eduard had given him, but he had read enough to decide to run Ophiel through a few of the [Familiar] evaluation tests laid out in the beginning of the training tome. 

Erick walked across the orange sands outside the platform, the brilliant yellow sun beating down from the cloudless, blue eastern sky. Wind flowed down from the north; dry and warm, curling into Erick’s loose shirt and airy pants, drying out the little sweat that begun whenever Erick stepped outside.

Erick used [Stoneshape] to raise large hoops from that orange sand, into the air. The hoops were five meters wide, but thin enough to break if Ophiel happened to slam into the stone. Ophiel watched from Erick’s shoulder, eyes blinking open, but lazily; he had seen this sort of thing before. It wasn’t very impressive.

Erick paused for a moment, marveling how a bit of magic had become routine.

Magic! Routine!

Erick laughed, saying, “Magic is pretty amazing, isn’t it?”

Poi watched from under the shade of the platform. It was just him and Erick out here, right now; everyone else had stuff to do. Even Kiri was working on her own magic, in another part of the forest. 

Erick raised a dozen more stone rings into the air, all different shapes and sizes. A square, a triangle, an oval. Some were raised on two pillars, some on three, some on one. When he was done, the final count came out to 20 rings. 

From the stone platform, Erick looked out over his creations; they would serve.

Erick was telepathically connected to Ophiel this whole time, explaining to him what was to come, and what he was doing with the rings. Now, with the setup complete, it was Ophiel’s turn to make magic. 

Erick turned to the little guy on his shoulder, and sent, ‘Go ahead and fly through the large ring, then come back.’ Erick then sent Ophiel an image of the largest ring, and an idea of what Erick wanted him to do.

Ophiel blinked up at Erick, unmoving, except to paw with his tiny hidden claws at Erick’s shoulder.

Erick hummed. 

Erick raised a bird perch from the platform, small and slender, and controlled Ophiel to move him onto the perch. The little guy leapt from Erick’s shoulder, onto the perch. He latched on to the stone with his lower wing-talons. 

Ophiel whined, flutes and cellos; he sent Erick a wordless desire to be on Erick’s shoulder. 

Erick sent back, ‘After we’ve trained for the day.’

Ophiel paced on his perch, whining. 

Erick felt a sinking feeling. He really should have trained Ophiel better. He should not have used him on a battlefield. He had already planned training him every day, but the true need of such a thing failed to reach him until now. 

Erick pushed that sinking feeling aside, and sent the image of the large ring to Ophiel. When Ophiel didn’t move, or even look out into the desert to see the large ring right in front of them, Erick took a gentle control to Ophiel, and pointed his gaze toward the large ring. 

Ophiel must have realized what Erick wanted at that; Erick let go and Ophiel leapt into the air, racing toward the ring. He flew into the ring then turned right around and came back… to Erick’s shoulder.

Erick let it happen. As Ophiel’s wings touched Erick’s shoulder, Erick patted his head.

And then he put Ophiel back onto the perch. A pat on the perch reinforced the idea of staying on there, maybe. Erick sent Ophiel an image of Ophiel flying through every single ring, in order, and then being able to land on Erick’s shoulder, and go home. 

Ophiel whined in cellos, deeper than violins. A hint of flutes echoed as he fluttered his wings, unwilling to fly. Erick frowned. And then he employed another technique of the books, for those [Familiar]s who were unwilling to do what you wanted on their own, and who were created with non-standard spells.

Erick stepped into the air with his Handy Aura, then strung [Airshape] through the air, creating a stream of fast moving wind that started from Ophiel’s perch and strung through several rings. Erick hovered into the air stream, flying ahead of Ophiel, beckoning—

Ophiel was already following the wind, trilling in violins, chasing Erick.

Erick laughed as he flew through the larger ring. Ophiel followed. Erick chuckled as Ophiel chased him through several rings, spinning through the dry desert air, catching on Erick’s [Airshape] to propel him forward, faster. Ophiel was soon riding the wind near Erick, as Erick floated through a square stone ring, and then a triangle. 

This could work!

Erick made a flight plan, through several of the rings in front of him, then layered [Airshape]s through the space and sent that plan to Ophiel. Ophiel took off, riding the wind, whipping through the rings in order, faster and faster. Erick casually floated back to the platform, watching Ophiel fly through the stone rings. Violins, tiny and happy, played in Ophiel’s wake. 

Erick smiled.

Poi said, “That seems to be working.”

“It’s basically a trail of treats the whole way.” Erick said, “I’ll know it’s working when he can do it without the treats.” He added, “Or at least that’s what the book says.”

Ophiel got two thirds through Erick’s flight plan before he stopped and looked around. He spotted Erick by the platform and immediately flew for him. Erick let Ophiel land on his shoulder.

He said, “We’re learning, aren’t we, little guy?”

Ophiel recognized that Erick was talking to him, and trilled out violins, as eyes blinked open and shut across his body. Erick put Ophiel back onto his perch, against Ophiel’s objections, and proceeded to lead Ophiel through the obstacle course again. Flying was great fun, anyway. 

Erick didn’t touch down on the platform again for the next two hours. This was great training for Erick, too. Flying was just about the greatest thing since [Cleanse]. Erick whooped and laughed, chasing Ophiel through the stone rings, as Ophiel chased him. Erick bumped into the rings about fifty times with his Handy Aura, but he easily remade them. Ophiel had no such problems.

They only stopped flying around because it was time to rain on the farms. 

- - - -

Erick read Eduard’s training manual while platinum rain fell all around, and Ophiel sat on his shoulder. 

After the rain, and after lunch, Erick went back out to the training area. 

Ophiel hadn’t improved, but Erick sure did. Flying was fun.

Like… REALLY fun. Butterflies in his stomach, the sky below the ground, gravity pulling him down but his momentum shoving him left and right. Corkscrews and barrel rolls through rings of stone, while Ophiel led the way, or followed. Erick laughed as he chased Ophiel. Ophiel squeaked in delight as he chased Erick. 

Ten minutes into it, Erick called to Poi from ten meters up, saying, “Poi! What’s your flight spell like? Want to join us?”

“My stomach is not as robust as my spell, sir.” Poi said, “I prefer the ground, thank you.”

They flew around for hours. Erick gave out before Ophiel did; the [Familiar] was a being of mana, a machine, able to go on forever with zero rest, or need for food or water. Seeing that fact play out before him was a bit of a wakeup call. But Erick still thought of Ophiel as a pet; a companion. A defender. Hopefully, Ophiel could become all of that, and more.

But that was enough flying around, for now.

Back home, Erick burned through most of a wand of [Rejuvenation], healing himself as he burned through HP to level his skills. None of them were level 10 yet, and Erick wasn’t capable of pushing himself like Jane could push herself. The second he started to feel stupid with Health Fatigue, he stopped. 

After a day of middling progress, and easily imagining a scenario where doubling the length of time he could use [Hunter’s Instincts] would keep both him and those around him healthy and alive, he decided to go ahead and buy Precision. 

 




	
Precision 1

Reduces HP costs by 5%

Requirements: 10 Vitality

Exp: 0/100








 

He didn’t want to spend the point, but he did. He was down to 17 extra points after buying Precision, and though he probably needed all of those, [Hunter’s Instincts]’s base cost was 10 HP per second. He thought he would have been comfortable with that, but talking with Jane and seeing what she saw, and seeing what she could do… It was the responsible thing to take Precision. It was the responsible thing to train properly. Who knew how much he would need to rely on these skills in the future?

On the plus side, Precision enabled him to spend a lot less HP for the same amount of experience gained for his HP skills; just like how Clarity let him gain so much more spell experience with the same amount of mana spent.

- - - -

Kiri was off on her own, the whole day. When Erick finally saw the greenscale girl around dinner time, Kiri spoke of practicing her magic, but she didn’t ask Erick any questions. Erick didn’t really have any questions for her, either.

- - - -

The next day, Ophiel was much better about following the pattern of stone rings Erick set out, and Erick was much better at controlling his own flight. Erick also burned through thousands of HP in leveling the rest of his HP skills. He was closer to capping all of them out, but it would still take him at least one more day before he could start combining. Precision helped him to go much further than before, too. He felt pretty good about that buy, now that he was using HP abilities like this.

Jane messaged in that evening that Flame Essence hunting at Firemaw Mountains in the Wyrmridge Range was going well. So far, she had eaten dozens of Flame Slimes. She had even danced across lava flows, as a flame slime herself. Those little guys were practically immune to fire. She was already up another level of the [Fire Body] skill line. [Flame Touch] was no more; now she had [Flame Strike]. Which was basically the same thing as [Strike] with a fire augment, but still: Progress!

 




	
Flame Touch, touch, 1 MP

Burn a tiny part of your surroundings.








 




	
Strike X, 10-40 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Piercing Force> damage 








 




	
Flame Strike, touch, 1-50 MP

Strike with a weapon made of fire and mana for 2x weapon damage








 

That <Piercing Force> could easily be fire damage, according to Jane. She just went with Piercing Force because it was the cheapest option. 

The next day went much the same as the previous day, except for the fact that the farms were scheduled for six hours of rain, two days in a row. While it rained, Erick read from the training manual, or worked on his HP skills. [Ultrasight] capped out, alongside [Perfect Hearing] and Precision. Precision capping out also gave him four instances of Favored Ability, that he could apply to four HP draining abilities, for yet another 25% less HP cost. Precision was the same as Clarity, in almost every way.

 




	
Ultrasight X, 1 HP per minute.

See clearly








 




	
Perfect Hearing X, 1 HP per minute.

Hear clearly. 








 




	
Precision X

Reduces HP costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Vitality








 

[Scent Tracker] and [Silent Movement] would cap out tomorrow. He would try to make the secondary skills and then [Hunter’s Instincts], before they went out to hunt wyrms.

After the rain, Erick took Ophiel back out to the stone rings for flying and training lessons. Ophiel was learning quite quickly, too.

- - - -

Erick occasionally sent an Ophiel over to Odaali, to see how things were going.

The country was as war torn as Erick remembered, though parts of it were looking repaired. Odaali itself was mostly dry, though there were still some icebergs melting in town squares here and there. The [Force Trap]ed black words on the white walls of the Kingdom City, ‘Kill and Exterminate: Humans!’, was gone. Erick smiled at that. He was glad to see that gone.

He had Ophiel buzz the small white palace next to the battlefield. Soldiers waved to him, but when Erick had Ophiel get closer, they backed off. They said nothing. They had nothing to say? They were just waving. Ah. Odd, that. Ophiel waved at them, and then flew away. Erick watched as the soldiers visibly sighed with relief. 

Erick asked Poi, “No word from Odaali, about helping them with farming, or the recovery effort?”

Poi said, “No, sir. We’ve sent inquiries on your behalf, every day, as well.”

Erick frowned. “What’s up with them? Some soldiers waved at Ophiel and I went to talk to them, but they backed up all scared.”

Poi shrugged, offering, “Different cultures? Spur is very cosmopolitan. Not everyone is comfortable being near people who could kill them in an instant.” He added, “Portal could have embargo’d them from trading with us. They don’t actually need you to recover, so they probably capitulated. But that’s just a guess, sir.”

Erick felt like he sank into himself. He sighed. He asked, “Should I just go grow some potatoes or something next to a hungry looking town?”

Poi frowned. Tendrils of [Telepathy] arced from his sapphire scaled head. “No.” He added, “That would be an international incident that Silverite does not want to deal with.”

“That fucking toady, Caradogh.” Erick said, “If I find out he’s stopping aid… I don’t know.”

Poi just nodded.

- - - -

Erick woke up bright and early. Today they would go to the Crystal Forest again, to hunt wyrms to preemptively save lives, or to rid the world of killer insane dragons. Today, he would also try to combine his HP skills into the higher tiers.

Erick did his morning routine with Ophiel scratching at the door, then he left the bathroom, and with Ophiel on his shoulder, he went downstairs to make breakfast.

Kiri was up and flipping pancakes over the stove when Erick walked into the kitchen. Rats and Teressa were already eating. Erick smiled, as he walked over to get some coftea. The room smelled of bread and sizzling meat, though if there was sausage somewhere, Erick didn’t see it.

“Good morning,” Kiri said.

She sounded different than usual. Maybe a bit perkier? No. That wasn’t it. 

Erick poured coftea into a mug, saying, “Morning to you, too. You’re up earlier than usual.”

“Actually I’m up very late.” Kiri asked, “We’re still leaving this afternoon, yes?”

That explained her edge. Erick said, “Jane should be back by noon. We can leave after that.” He added, “I’ve got to cap two skills before that, then I’ll try combining them all. I can work on [Defend] out there. How about you? Made any good spells lately?”

Kiri flipped a pancake, and then, happily said, “Nope! All failures!” She amended, “Well. No. That’s untrue. They’re failures, but only because of numerical values. I’ve been re-reading how to reduce the costs of higher tier magics. I already employed all the methods I knew of, but there’s actually some after-the-fact methods, too.” She slid the golden brown pancake onto a plate, then slid that plate to Erick, saying, “One great method— The Monks of Rozeta at the Splinter Mountains? The Protectors of the Ancient Orrery. Those ones. Give them five years of your life as a monk of their order and they can give you the tools to ‘purify’ your spells, adjusting them to lower costs or more damage or whatever. They will actually enact those methods for outsiders and spells that Rozeta declares as necessary.” She shook her head. “Won’t work for me, but it worked well for every Champion of Rozeta that ever came along. So I know the process exists, but I also know I’m never going to get it.”

Erick ate his pancake as he, Teressa, and Rats listened. 

Kiri made more pancakes, saying, “The method everyone uses though, is to remake your spells. I knew this beforehand, but only now—!” She looked up at the ceiling, at nothing in particular, then back down to her frying pancake, saying, “Only now do I understand that I need to learn a lot more before I try to make the spells I want to make.” She blurted out. “I fucked up a tier 6!”

Rats went, “Ouch. That’s horrible. Sorry, Kiri.”

Teressa said, “That’s why I don’t do magic.” She pointed at wild-eyed Kiri, saying, “I can’t handle that stress right there.”

Kiri shouted at herself, “It’s my fault! Entirely! Twenty seven years to try again!” She held in a breath, and then she let it all out at once, saying, “Shit.” She spoke to the pancake, sizzling in the pan, “I shouldn’t have tried. I know I shouldn’t have....” She gusted, “But I was so close.”

Erick asked, “What happened?”

Kiri explained, “I was too eager. I reached too far. The tier 5s came out… Okay. I was using your harmony method and I guess my hearing must be fucked up…” She said, “Fifty thousand mana. That’s the price of my hubris; the cost of the spell. [Death Spiral Fire]. Sinister name, sinister spell. But it’s a wyrm killer. Cast one spell. Kill one wyrm. End a threat as soon as it appears from the forests to threaten the Republic. Become a power that can’t be taken advantage of, because they need you.”

She went silent.

Erick thought, as he ate his pancake. After a minute, he finished, and grabbed one of the many more pancakes Kiri churned out in silence. Rats and Teressa finished breakfast, saying small condolences as they left the room. Soon, Erick and Kiri were alone. She was still making pancakes in silence. She had a stack of twenty of them, and a full tub of batter left to go. Erick couldn’t possibly eat another, but he finally had a question to ask Kiri.

Erick offered, “What was your thought process in making the spell?”

Kiri paused, staring at her frying pancake. Then she stood straight, and turned to Erick. She said, “Thank you, but this is my burden to bear. I just needed to vent.” She happily went back to her pancakes, saying, “I’ve fine. Thank you for your concern.”

“Okay.” Erick smiled, asking, “Have you tried to make a Particle Spell yet?”

“Yes.” Kiri laughed at herself, saying, “After the failure, I tried to remake the exact spell I wanted as Particle magic. Molecules moving faster is heat. Molecules moving slower is cold. That information is already out there— Anyway. Failed to make it out of Particle Magic, too.” She said, “Error message yesterday, laid me out for hours.”

“You can use the rod of [Treat Wounds], you know?” Erick looked to the kitchen table. One of the rods still sat in the bowl at the center of the table, alongside two smaller grand-rads; the rod wouldn’t lose charges while it was ‘stored’ like that. “That’s what that rod is there for.”

Kiri’s greenscaled face darkened a shade. “I did. Still had to take a nap.”

Erick asked, “Then crush the spell and buy it from the Script for a point?”

Kiri shook her head. “Even if I wanted to, I can’t. Once you fail a tier creation, you must destroy the spell and wait for them to be available for combination, before you’re even able to spend a point on the higher tier spell. I’ve already destroyed the spell...” She added, “And all of the bad ones before that. I gotta wait 27 years to try again.”

“Ouch, Kiri.” Erick said, “That’s not great.”

“… I know. I think I might have been too hasty.” She added, “The Script version of [Death Spiral Fire] is horrible, like all the rest. Once you get up past tier 4, every Script version of every spell is, like: 10 damage, lasts one second, sort of bad.” Kiri smiled, small and sad, saying, “If you can’t make it yourself, you’re fucked!”

“Live and learn. You’re still young.” Erick realized he had a question about life on Veird, that he never thought to ask before. “Right? You are still young, right? How long do people live on Veird? Eighty was old back on Earth. Pretty routine age, though. Barring accidents and disease, of course.”

Kiri paused. She stared at Erick, and said, “Oh my gods? Eighty? That’s…”

Erick sighed. Of course people didn’t live long on Veird. Monsters and everything else. No real medicine. Healing magic, sure, but parasites probably killed a lot of people, too.

“That’s horrible!” Kiri said, “That would mean Great Aunt Risal would be dead twice over.”

Erick guffawed, then said, “Twice over!”

Kiri said, “Granted, if you lead any sort of dangerous life at all, you’re lucky to make 25. But 120 is a good, old age. You’re still moving around like you were at 40, at 120. People start to deteriorate fast around 150. Great Aunt Risal is still going strong, though.”

Erick laughed. A weight fell from his shoulders. He could enjoy life here for a long time. He smiled, and a happy tear fell. He laughed again, saying, “You’ve got lots of time!” He felt a sudden chill, as another thought entered his mind. He quickly asked, “Are humans the same?”

Kiri waved him off, saying, “Everything except Wrought and Dragons has about the same life span. If you pick up some dragon essence you can live a lot longer.” She kept making pancakes, as she said, “Those types are immortal. But they also eat each other. So. There’s a trade off.” She added, “27 years is still a kick in the head.”

“Well yeah.” Erick offered, “You know? I gave a talk about atoms to the world, after I made [Call Lightning]. The information is already out there, but if you want that lesson from the source, I can give it to you, too.”

Kiri smiled, saying, “Yes. I would like that.”

Poi walked into the room, saying, “Good morning. Sir. Kiri.”

“Good morning,” Kiri said, a smile.

This time, Kiri sounded actually happy, and not just faking for the sake of propriety. She was still, obviously, dead tired, though.

- - - -

After a quick nap, Kiri was up and ready for that lecture.

Back up on the third floor, with the windows covered in [Distortion Ward]s, Erick conjured three chalkboards. Kiri sat at her table in the center of the room with a blank journal sitting on the table in front of her and several ink pens. The journal was real, too; not some [Conjure Item] journal, but something Kiri could keep lasting notes within. Poi stood in the room to the side, lines of telepathy coming off of his head, but with his eyes focused on the chalkboard.

Erick picked up his chalk, and started drawing water molecules: hydrogen and oxygen, protons and neutrons, electrons and electrical charge. 

He turned to Kiri, and indicated what he had drawn, saying, “So this is an atom...”

Kiri asked questions, and this time, Erick clarified. He wasn’t able to answer all her questions, and he didn’t answer when she asked about proton and neutron count being intrinsic qualities of what made an element an element. But he didn’t need to answer, anyway. His silence on certain subjects told her more than enough. 

Erick still gave her the lecture. 

This was Erick’s first real test of anyone’s character. He gave this lecture about atoms and water to Zago and all those other people because inertia demanded it of him; he had no doubt, weeks and weeks after the fact, that if he had not given that information away, he would have been torn apart by dozens of factions. From the incani to the humans to Oceanside and the Headmaster. Everyone would have wanted a piece of him. By giving it all away to everyone, all at once, they were able to work on their own particle magic and focus on each other, instead of on him. 

That’s what he told himself, anyway. 

It was probably true.

Kiri, though… For Kiri, who had been vetted by Spur’s Army and Jane, this would be a test for all of her future as his secretary-slash-apprentice-slash-student. From Kiri’s look, all focused and attentive, and from her precise questions, Kiri was fully aware that all of this molecular information was a lesson, and also a test.

- - - -

After the lecture and the questions, Kiri smiled wide, saying, “Thank you, sir.”

Erick sat down in a conjured chair, saying, “Probably best not to mention that you got the extended, answered version of this lesson.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.”

“I wasn’t planning on any of this, either. But it happened.” Erick added, “But in addition to not giving out potentially damaging information about how this universe works, I would like it if you could make something useful for civilization with this knowledge. Everyone seems to be working on stuff that hurts other people in some way.” Erick said, “From [Gold Grab] to the daydropper. Maia made some harmful fire spells, while I made the mistake of making [Wintry Sea] for Eduard. I hope Rozeta nerfs that one; it’s way too chaotic. Everyone is making something harmful. I can only hope that people start making something useful, instead. Or at least in addition to what is needed to kill the monsters out there.”

Kiri was silent for a moment, before asking, “What sort of positive things did this sort of knowledge create on your planet?”

Erick smiled, then said, “Everything. From medicine that inoculated us against disease, to putting people on the moon, to sending probes past the Solar System and into the rest of the universe, and having those probes return to us images of other planets.” Erick glanced up at the chalkboards, filled with the barest fraction of high school physics homework, and said, “This is nothing compared to what it took to make all of that happen, but it’s a start.” He looked to Kiri. “I don’t think you guys have the luxury of living in peace long enough to make some of these discoveries, nor the need. Magic does almost everything you need in life, does it not?” He added, “I’m not complaining; I love it. But it does negate a lot of the need to improve or die, I think.”

“… Did you all not have wars?”

Erick scoffed, then backtracked, “Sorry. I gave you the wrong impression. Yes. Wars. Too many of them, concocted over too little resources or a bit of land or differing ideologies… or a myriad of other reasons.”

“… How did you know the age of your universe?”

Erick paused. Then he thought. He said, “I have no idea. Some people took some measurements, somehow. Pointed some tools at the sky and did some math, I’m sure.” He asked, “How old was Veird’s universe?”

“Millions of years.” Kiri added, “Measured through the spells of an esoteric field of magic called ‘Manasphere Archaeology’. Through some specialized [Scry] spells and hundred upon hundreds of ambient mana measurements, some mages have found that the oldest age of some parts of the manasphere measure between four and seven million years old.” She said, “The hardest part of those sorts of measurements is keeping those numbers in mind. Some people are capable of grasping ‘a million’, but most people are not.”

Erick smiled. “That’s a lot more precise than my answer.”

“Veird itself is a created world about 250,000 years old. We know that number because the same mana tests have been done near the Core of Veird, with samples taken from that core proving to be only 250,000 years old.”

Now it was Erick’s turn to be impressed. “Only 250,000?”

Kiri added, “Parts of it are much older, but the age of the planet is determined by the age of the Core.”

“… Older than the rest?”

Kiri smiled, saying, “Dead gods and forgotten lands gathered in the Mana Ocean, creating a core and a surface, 250,000 years ago, birthing the first remnants of life onto Veird, shaping the very stone into most of what it would eventually become. The Sundering magnified the size of Veird, many, many times over, as the deities and people who survived that cataclysm struggled to gather and save what they could.” She added, “That’s just the most accepted theory, anyway. Ask a different immortal, get a different answer, though most are just variations on a theme.”

Erick hummed in thought.

Kiri glanced over her notes.

Erick asked, “Ever combined an HP skill?”

Kiri looked up, and said, “No, sir. I bought them.”

“… Were you using [Hunter’s Instincts] on me when we sparred?”

Kiri smirked, saying, “No. You’re just bad at fighting.” She quickly added, “Uh. Sir.”

Erick laughed.

Kiri said, “I bought [Evasive Stance], but only after I got into Ar’Kendrithyst and discovered a lack of ability in myself. [Swift Movement] and [Perfect Hearing]. The monsters or the maniacs in this world usually always alert through sound, first.” She added, “But if you’re going for [Hunter’s Instincts], that’s far better than [Evasive Stance]. I just don’t have the points to spend.”

Erick scoffed again, “Are you low on points? Didn’t making your tier 6 give you five?”

“I have plans, and they demand what I have. There is no room for...” Kiri frowned at him, asking, “You’re not spending points without a plan, are you?”

“Of course not!” Erick lied. He deflected with, “I’ve just gotten, like, twenty extra points from particle magic?”

“… Leveling past 50 is incredibly difficult, sir.” Kiri added, “Though Ar’Kendrithyst is stronger now than it was before. A lot of monsters killed each other; feasting on the unprotected realms of those Shades killed in Yetta’s passing.”

Erick stood up and dismissed the conjured blackboards, as well as the [Distortion Ward]s across the windows, saying, “Levels don’t mean much, anyway. They’re just points. You should be getting some of those extra points, soon, after you start making Particle magic.” He looked to Poi, still standing silent in the corner of the room, and said, “Thank you, Poi, for providing the security for this.”

Poi relaxed, tendrils of thought pulling back into his head. He spoke to Kiri, “That notebook is a bomb. You need to protect it.”

Kiri touched the notebook, saying, “I am aware, sir.”

Poi just looked at her. 

Erick said, “I hope you were able to learn something, too, Poi. If you wanted, anyway?”

Poi smirked, saying, “I know my magic, sir, and it is not this. But thank you, anyway.”

Erick smiled, then walked away. It was time to make some magic of his own. There was a problem with that, though. One he had never encountered before.

- - - -

Erick reclined on a plush conjured chair on the rarely used second story of his mage tower, thinking, with a cup of coftea next to him and the stone planets of the Solar System hanging above and to the right, over the central empty space of the tower. It wasn’t a large space up here, on the second floor. It was basically just a jut from the wall, attached to the side of the tower, just enough for a chair and a small table. This area was only accessible with a flight spell, anyway. Erick had made this small space, thinking he would like a somewhat hidden space in his tower. 

He looked up and to the right, at the hanging stone spheres of the Solar System, and at the bright sunward he had cast into the center of that diorama. 

He had a problem. It was not a new problem —he had realized his failing the same day he had thought to go for [Hunter’s Instincts]— but he just didn’t want to think about it too much. Now, faced with all of the necessary skills at level ten, the problem stared him in the face, demanding an answer.

Erick looked at his hand, and tried channeling Health through [Perfect Hearing]—

Screeching, screaming, pure unadulterated noise, filled his ears. Erick cut the flow of health. He sighed. He tried channeling through [Ultrasight]; the world turned to static and light, as brilliant flashes blinded him. He tried [Silent Movement]; his body locked into position, completely immobile. He cut that channeling fast; he couldn’t breathe doing that, and he was pretty sure that his heart had briefly stopped. He tried [Swift Movement], and almost launched himself out of his chair at the tiniest gesture, like he was having a seizure. [Scent Tracker] was awful. He almost vomited at the smells of his clean body.

And now he was down to half HP. Erick was used to channeling a lot of mana, without regard for how much it actually cost. Scion of Focus was amazing, after all. But he had no such ability when it came to channeling HP.

Erick briefly considered just trying to combine them and seeing what happened, but he knew the result would be bad. He needed these skills out there, while he was hunting wyrms and saving lives. He needed Ophiel to have [Hunter’s Instincts], too, so that he could hunt for all the monsters on Mog’s list, and save even more lives. 

This world was dangerous. Shadowspiders stole people in the middle of the night, for Shades to play with in the morning. Wyrms rampaged down from the mountains, eating everything in their path. Crystal Mimics were a plague that had turned an area the size of Africa into a desert, where only one kind of plant was allowed to exist, and everything else was hunted down. Daydroppers murdered a nation. Demons and Angels drove their sons and daughters to kill those on the other side. 

And assassins wanted Erick dead.

Erick didn’t want the power to change the world, but that power had been given to him, and he was good at it, so he would step up to the plate and make Spur just that much safer. 

This was his goal, now that this was his life.

And since he could get more points through the creation of previously-unknown magic, Erick would do everything he could to make his part of the world a little better, but that required him to be better in body, too. But all these HP skills worked on a completely different system than his mana skills…

… That was it, wasn’t it? Health worked differently than Mana. 

It was a simple concept that Erick hadn’t really understood, or even noticed…

… Except when he looked back. Obviously Health and Mana were different. They were related, but they were different. Mana was the stuff outside of the body. Mana was communicating with the world, and the world responding. Health was the integrity of the body; the ability to resist outside forces.

… Maybe. 

Higher Strength certainly made Erick feel magnificent, and a higher Vitality was like a sexual drug. Willpower and Focus left Erick with an expansive feeling. Like touching and becoming a part of the sky.

Erick sat up in his chair. He Handy Aura’d down to the center of his tower, then went to find Kiri. 

- - - -

In an arena pulled up from the sands of the Crystal Forest, under the bright sun and layered with an [Absorption Ward], stood two mages. One of them was a green dragonkin wearing loose clothing, and wielding a staff. She was barefoot; her taloned toes gripped the sand of the arena. The other was a human man wearing a similar outfit, with a similar weapon. His bare feet slipped across the sand; he had lost his footing more than once. He was flagging. But she stood strong, breathing slightly faster than normal. Dragonkin did not sweat, but they did breathe flames when they got worked up, so the tiny flames that licked out from her mouth should not have surprised the man, but they did. 

Erick leaned hard against his staff, breathing heavily, gasping out, “You breathe fire?”

Kiri barked a laugh, twirling her staff. She said, “Seems you breathe excuses!”

“I’m old!”

“You are not!” Kiri said, “You purport to have a balanced build, and yet you cannot stay strong in the fight, let alone land a hit.” Kiri shouted, “You have a massive [Personal Ward]! This [Ward] around us is worth fifteen thousand damage! Poi is waiting there with a rod of [Treat Wounds]!” She leveled her staff at Erick, and demanded, “Ready your staff, and hit me.”

Erick firmed his grip on his staff. His arms felt like jelly, but he could power through. Kiri hit hard, now that they were in a real training situation and each of them used as many melee skills as they desired. This was so much more compared to Draz’s remedial classes. This was rather close to actual combat. 

Erick gripped his staff, the wooden five-foot length feeling rough in his already blistered hands, and readied to strike. The sand of the arena gave slightly, forcing Erick to compensate, adding more physical power than otherwise, as he launched forward, [Swift Movement] active. Staff forward, Erick struck.

Kiri easily deflected the obvious strike; her eyes tracking Erick the whole time, except for one small moment where she saw him, looking at her, and she purposefully gazed at his incoming staff, and oh so easily, flicked it away with her own. 

Erick went spinning through the air, as Kiri flipped him, in some unknown way, over and over. He landed, two meters from where he began his attack, having sustained about a thousand points of damage as a result of the brief exchange. He rolled to his back and laid on the sand for a moment, staring at the sky. He took brief stock of where he had been struck, and tried to recall how Kiri had hit him. Erick felt his chest. She had struck there, for sure, as well as his neck, somehow, all while he was flipped through the air. If it weren’t for all his defensive layers, he would have died. 

And this was normal training.

In fact, it was pretty light training.

Kiri said, “Had enough, yet?”

Erick stepped to his feet. He wiped the sand off of his face, and off of his arms, saying, “Again.”

Jane called out from the sidelines, “Your form is all wrong, Dad. You’re not improving.”

His daughter was sitting beside Poi, on the raised stone seating of the arena, wearing her midnight blue [Conjure Armor]. She looked perfectly at peace, watching from the sidelines.

Erick paused. He asked, “When did you get here?”

Jane laughed. “Five minutes ago.”

Erick ignored Jane, and asked Kiri, “How are you a mage? Are all mages at your Tower Arcanaeum trained like you?”

Kiri chuckled. “I would have easily been near the top of my class, but I had to put some idiot noble boy in his place one too many times. That was the start of Quel gunning for me.”

“Ah!” Erick stood straight, and smiled, “I knew you were good, but this is great! I picked a winner.”

Kiri smirked, angling her staff at him, saying, “More talk? Or shall we continue?”

Jane interrupted, “At least teach him properly, Kiri.”

Kiri dropped her stance and slammed her staff into the sand. She stared at Jane, telling her off, “This is how I was taught. Besides! He’s still scared of getting hit.”

“I am?” Erick asked. 

Jane and Kiri said, “You are.”

Kiri said, “You flinch.”

Jane said, “All the time.”

Kiri said, “The only way to get rid of it is to get hit.”

“You can train that out later,” Jane said. “Form and function is important, too.”

“He needs to train it out now,” Kiri countered. “Flinching in a magical fight is just as bad as in a melee fight.”

Jane almost said something, but then she just nodded, saying, “Can’t fault that.”

Kiri laughed once, then said, “Of course you can’t! Because I’m right!”

Jane said, “There are better ways to train out a flinch.”

“How?” Kiri asked, disbelieving.

Jane leapt down from the stands, landing softly on the sand, saying, “I’ll show you.”

Kiri frowned at Jane, then mocked a bow. She backed up to the edge of the arena and let Jane take center stage. Jane conjured a hundred-pound. meter-tall black punching bag attached to a wooden support that held the bag in the air. She then conjured a pair of boxing gloves over her hands. She looked down at Erick’s hands. Erick didn’t have to be told something this obvious; he dropped the staff to the dirt, and conjured his own set of boxing gloves. 

Jane stood beside the bag, and said, “To train out a flinch response, you hit the person. But a better way is to let them focus on attacking the punching bag, and to gently punch them back during the normal punching training.”

Kiri frowned slightly, but said nothing.

Jane looked to Erick, saying, “Go ahead, Dad. I won’t hit you hard, and you’ll see it coming. That’s the point, after all.”

Erick hadn’t trained with a punching bag in… Ever. Even when he was in his twenties, he was a free-weights kinda guy. Not the punching and kickboxing kind. But he stepped up to the punching bag, and… Punched it. He supposed.

Jane frowned at him. “Really?”

Erick slammed his fist into the bag. It moved a little.

Jane smiled. “You can do better than that, Dad. Take a stance. Punch the bag. I’m going to tap your core, so keep your abs tight. I’m also going to tap your head, and your arms. You need to punch the bag, and keep your face relaxed. This is the exercise.”

Erick took a stance, and punched the bag. Left hook. Right hook. Maybe those were the names; he didn’t know. But he punched, and then Jane tapped his stomach. He wobbled as his eyes automatically shut on their own.

Dammit. He was flinching. Was it really that bad?

The answer was ‘yes’, it was that bad.

Jane said, “Tighten up that stomach. Punch that bag. Relax your face; you’re scrunching.”

Erick silently did as he was told. Jane tapped his stomach. Erick tried to relax his face, but the taps and the thrown punches quickly had stress pulling his face rigid. He focused on open eyes, as he punched the bag. He focused on maintaining composure. Left fist. Right fist. Stomach tap, tap, tap. He blinked. He scrunched. He took a moment to relax, and then he started again.

Jane tapped his head—

Erick instantly pulled away. 

“It doesn’t work if you pull away like that,” Jane said.

“Just… Give me a moment.” Erick said.

Kiri had moved nearby, for a better view. She said, “It seems to be working. Or at least it would, after a while.” 

Jane smiled, saying, “Yup! It does.”

“What do you call this bag?”

“A punching bag.”

Kiri mocked a frown, saying, “Of course you do.”

Jane said, “I have a lot more training tools than this. I tried to get Liquid and Sargent Nanark interested, but they were having none of it.”

“… I would like to see these other training instruments,” Kiri said.

Jane smiled, saying, “Sure.” 

Jane walked to the side of the arena, and conjured a vertical spinning log with several smaller wooden poles sticking out from the log. Next came a head-sized punching bag, that dangled at head height. The last thing she created was a man on a curved, weighted base; punch it, and it would roll backward, then come back at you. Erick knew of all of these items, but he did not know what they were called.

Jane said, “There’s more, but this is the basic stuff. I’m not even sure what this log-thing is called, but it hits back every time you strike the logs. You can make a more complicated one if you want, but you get the basic idea.” She added, “Back on Earth, the focus was on fighting other people, but here it’s all about monsters. So this stuff is useful, but not that useful.”

Kiri said, “It’s so simple. But… I can see how this would be effective. Simple is best, almost always.” She added, “And yes. Monsters are the focus. Besides sparring, people just go out and kill monsters. Sparring is only really useful for those expecting war, and to train out unwanted habits. There aren’t many humanoid monsters out there.”

Erick said, “That’s enough training for now, now that you’re here, Jane.”

“Did you make your skills yet?” Jane asked. 

Erick shook his head. “I’m just gonna try to make the skills, and see what I get.”

Jane smiled, waiting. Kiri looked to him, also waiting. Poi glanced at him, but kept his eyes on the surroundings. Erick looked up the skills, first.

[Swift Movement] and [Silent Movement] made:

 




	
Lightfoot, 2 HP per second

Move quick and silent.








 

[Ultrasight], [Perfect Hearing], and [Scent Tracker] made:

 




	
Tracker’s Instinct, 1 HP per second

Hunt clearly.








 

Erick said, “Running Health through the skill doesn’t work like mana does with spells.”

Jane smirked, saying, “I know.”

Kiri nodded. “I tested this, too.”

Erick added, “So I have no idea how to combine these.”

Jane smirked wider, saying, “This was my problem, too.”

Kiri said, “They combine with the same method that normal mages use to combine spells: with circular Ancient Script.”

“Just try it, Dad,” Jane said.

Erick plowed forward, feeling his well of Health in his body, trying to piece together the components to [Lightfoot] in his mind. And then he just went for it.

[Swift Movement]. 

[Silent Movement].

 




	
Fast step, 6 HP per second

Move quickly, with less noise.








 

Erick hummed. He immediately tried to make [Tracker’s Instinct].

 




	
Tracker’s Hunch, 4 HP per second

Hunt, if you can.








 

Erick frowned, saying, “Sooo... Something went wroooong.”

Kiri frowned. “How bad are they?”

Erick showed them the boxes.

“Ouch,” Kiri said. “Might as well rip those apart.”

“Oh hey!” Jane smiled. “Those are worse than what I made! I don’t feel so bad anymore.” She added, “I just went and bought up to [Hunter’s Instinct]. No one is able to make a good one of those.”

Kiri said, “That’s almost true, but it’s not.” 

“Huh?” Erick asked.

Jane went, “Eh! I’m 95% correct.”

Kiri elaborated, “Pretty much across the board, the Script versions of HP skills are vastly superior to mana based spells. They’re very well made; near perfect in most cases. The Script was invented to prevent the abuses of the Old Wizards, after all.” Kiri said, “Warriors got a leg up on everything, including skills to buy. But they cap out at tier 4 for good skills. Everything past that is a waste, according to every warrior I ever talked to. They always go for more Stats after they get the skills they want.”

“No worries.” Erick destroyed the abilities, and felt the corresponding skills go slightly numb and distant from each other. At least that disconnected feeling was the same. He said to Kiri, “I’ll work on these and then [Hunter’s Instincts] after I understand the process better.”

“It’s time to hunt wyrms, anyway!” Jane dismissed the equipment she had summoned, saying, “I saw three of them while I was hunting fire essence in the Firemaw Mountains. Three wyrms, all over the course of a single day. But all three of them dove directly into the lava. They didn’t come back up.”

Kiri said, “If only they would all do that.”

Erick clawed [Stoneshape] through the stones of the arena, tearing it back down to sand, saying, “Teressa and Rats should be awake soon enough.”

- - - -

The sun was a blazing ball of fire, beating down from the western sky, as the group traveled south, across the sands of the Crystal Forest. The Wyrmridge Mountains loomed to the north, a grey white-capped wall of jagged stone, and deep green valleys. Practically impassible to all foot traffic, and too cold for Crystal Mimics to tear into. But that didn’t matter to wyrms. They came down from those mountains, insane with hunger, eager to eat the mimics that lived in the Crystal Forest. 

Teressa pointed to the barren land all around them, leading the way, as she continued her narration of the normal wyrm lifecycle, “And once they get down here, the insanity really takes hold. They eat so many rads inside so many mimics that they truly become monsters. The ones you see north of the Greensoil Republic are level 30 to 50, with a few Cannibal Wyrms growing to 60—” She added, “They’re all cannibals, of course. So the moniker is redundant. But the Cannibal Wyrms will only eat other wyrms, and they usually stay in the forests and the mountains. That is, until they grow so large that everything looks delicious. At that point they venture out into inhabited lands. Anyway. The wyrms you get in the Crystal Forest are level 50, at least.” She swept her arm across the land, saying, “Up here, they’re level 50. If they last long enough to get to Spur, which almost never happens, they can get to level 70. Those things are true monsters.”

Rats trundled alongside Jane, his feet sinking slightly into the sand, adding, “Mog usually goes out and kills ‘em if they get that close. Or Killzone, if he’s available. Opal has killed a few, too, when Mog or Killzone couldn’t go for whatever reason. No one ever sees Opal’s fights, though. We just hear about them after the fact.” 

Poi walked beside Erick, looking to him to say, “You might get called to provide such a service, occasionally.”

Erick hummed, and nodded, as he strode across the cool sands of the Crystal Forest, his feet gently sinking into the sand.

Jane gripped the straps of her backpack, adjusting the load, as she asked, “Why not let the adventurers do it? Surely someone would want to kill a level 70 anything. That’s a major boost.”

Poi said, “Because by that time, the wyrms have usually killed dozens, or a hundred people.” He added, “And besides: There’s a limit to allowing a monster near Spur. As soon as anything above a five star threat gets within twenty kilometers, a decision is made between Silverite, Mog, Killzone, and Merit. That decision sends the Army or the Guard out to kill the threat.”

Rats deflected, “Level 70 wyrms are super rare, anyway. Maybe once every four years?”

“About that often, yes,” Poi agreed.

Rats said, “It’s 3000 kilometers to Spur from here. Vindin kills almost every wyrm that manages to come through these parts.”

Teressa laughed, staring forward, saying, “But we are at the headwaters! They will come through here, and we will fight!”

Kiri strode across the sand beside Erick saying, “Isn’t everyone here over level 50, though? We get no benefit from this. Others would. We are denying easy kills to young warriors and mages.” She quickly added, “I see the benefit in killing monsters, of course. But… Well. You get what I’m saying, right?”

Teressa said, “A valid criticism. But here is where the breaker wyrms begin. We might find easy targets. We might find rookies in danger. We might find an easy target killing rookies, which then becomes a difficult target. Wyrms still gain levels. They are insane, monstrously hungry dragons, but they are still dragons.”

“I get that. I really do.” Kiri said, “Wyrms are pouring down from the forests north of the Greensoil Republic, right now. Some of them are evading towns and wyrming through the empty spaces, hitting central lands.” She paused. She said, “I guess what I’m saying is that shouldn’t we have some rookies with us, or something, and power level them? One percent Participation is still a lot of experience at level 20.”

Poi shook his head, saying, “No unknowns. Not at this time. Maybe not ever.”

Teressa glanced back as she walked forward, but quickly turned to face the path ahead, saying, “Poi is right. Wyrms are dangerous the world over, but the ones that make it through the Wyrmridge mountains are a tougher breed. Vindin is the major wyrm hunting town, and they do not allow anyone in to adventure there who is not already level 40.”

Erick trudged across the sand…

And so did everyone else.

Except for Ophiel. Tiny Ophiel flew just above Erick, with his eyes wide open, gazing across the Crystal Forest, looking for threats. Erick sniffed the air with [Scent Tracker], smelling greenery and cold, and not much more.

Erick looked around at his team. Jane wore her midnight blue [Conjure Armor], looking like a woman on a mission. Kiri and Rats trundled along under the weight of their backpacks. Poi stood strong at the rear, eyes alert, nostrils flaring occasionally, tendrils of thought coming off of his head, fading into the manasphere, like invisible strands of air. 

And Teressa took point, leading the way, walking with a spring in her step and an obvious joy in her heart.

Erick looked to the west; the sun was hours away from setting. “So… How about ten Ophiel to speed this along?”

Teressa laughed. “As long as you don’t fight the wyrms all yourself!”

Jane said, “Go for it, Dad.”

The other three gave non-committal answers, but Rats suddenly looked more nervous than before.

Erick summoned three Ophiel, creating a flock above. Ophiel instantly moved to fly in formation with himself, as Erick asked Rats, “Want one to stay with you to [Teleport] you out of danger, if needed?”

Rats said, “Yes. Thank you.”

One of the Ophiel landed on his backpack, an extra tiny weight for Rats to carry. Ophiel trilled out a violin song as he settled into position. 

Rats walked a bit taller, saying, “That’s a lot better.”

After several minutes of walking, Erick summoned another. And then another. Teressa occasionally glanced up with anticipation in her eyes as she gripped the straps of her backpack, causing the leather to squeak under her fists. After half an hour, Erick was up to the full ten. Eight flew in the sky, while one each rested on Erick’s and Rats' shoulders.

The Ophiels puffed up to full, three meter height, as they fanned out, flashing brilliant white wings and eyes in the afternoon sun, singing a song of violins and flutes. Erick told them they were hunting wyrms, and they seemed to understand. Maybe they actually did? All of the last few days training with Ophiel seemed to have stuck some knowledge into the [Familiar]. Hopefully it was the right kind of knowledge.

Erick asked anyone who could answer, but mainly Teressa, “Anyone know a wyrm hunting song?”

Poi said, “Please no singing.”

“Not on your life, Poi!” Teressa said, smiling wide, flashing her fangs as she looked up at the Ophiels. “I know one! It goes like this—”

Teressa sang, a deep, resonant song in some other language. Her words carried across the land, carried with the wind. Like a woman praying for fortune, and then going out to make her fortune. At least that’s the impression Erick got. Looking around the group, Rats and Jane walked almost the same as before. But Kiri and Poi strode across the sand, listening; Kiri hearing something primal, for sure, while Poi seemed to just enjoy the song. A slight smile alighted upon Poi’s lips. He was enjoying the song, now that it was actually in the air. Erick enjoyed the song, too, though he had no idea what it really meant. 

Ophiel, though... Ophiel took up the song, the second Teressa had finished, booming out a semblance of her words, but without language, out across the Crystal Forest. Words turned to vibrations, and those vibrations harmonized into feeling. 

Teressa laughed, saying, “They cannot say the words, but they understand the song.”

Erick sent them out, each in a different southern direction, along with a greyscale image of the yellow wyrm Erick had killed the last time he was out here. Their song changed, as a goal materialized across the chorus. Teressa laughed louder, saying something in another language, waving at the scattering Ophiel.

The song receded as Ophiel flew into the sky, south, hunting for wyrms. 

Teressa said, “They’re going to find at least one. And it’s going to happen soon.”

Erick imbued them all with [Scent Tracker] and [Ultrasight], along with his recollection of the smell of carrion. The instructions were set; Ophiel was on the job. 

After ten minutes, with no false positives, Erick felt that Ophiel might have actually understood what Erick wanted.

- - - -

Ophiel hummed Teressa’s song on Erick’s shoulder, as they walked across the sand—

“One of them vanished.” Erick stopped. The group stopped. Erick checked with a [Scry]. “Yup. Wyrm sighted.”

“Yes!” Teressa called out. “Where?”

Erick had the remaining seven Ophiel [Teleport] back to the group. They appeared by the group in ten foot tall blips of white. Kiri inhaled, readying herself. She dropped her bag. The others quickly followed, depositing their bags in the pile Kiri started.

Rats asked, “We’re really [Teleport]ing to the wyrm?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “But a kilometer away, like Teressa decided.”

Jane flashed out a long sword. Erick looked at the sword. It was three meters long, slightly curved, and dark blue. Jane tilted the sword so the edge pointed away from Erick, and the sword almost disappeared. It was thin. Super thin, actually.

Erick asked, “Is that strong enough?”

“If I use it right,” Jane said.

Teressa scowled, looking at the sword. “This is not being a proper defender. You must deflect the monsters from your group. Cutting them does not help with this task.”

Jane looked down at her sword, saying, “I’m usually on my own… Want me to play the proper warrior?”

“… No.” Teressa summoned a two meter long club. It was Erick’s height, but on Teressa's three meter frame, it looked appropriate. “This is fine. Do what you must.” She asked Erick, “Seen a special ability yet?”

Erick checked back with [Scry]. The wyrm had moved on, but it was still within sight. It was grey, and racing south, directly at an agave. The agave moved, it was a mimic, it tried to get away but the grey wyrm snapped it up. The wyrm’s head had been the same size as the mimic, so the whole monster was roughly the size of the yellow wyrm, if a bit smaller. 

Erick watched as the grey wyrm tried to snatch up another mimic, but the mimic dodged. Jaws snapped shut across half of the mimic’s crystal spines, cutting the mimic in half, leaving the mimic with smoking wound—

No. Not smoking. Melting. 

The wyrm ate the rest of the mimic, spilling green fluids across the sand as it moved, leaving melting, noxious puddles in its wake. Erick understood at least one part of the grey wyrm.

Erick came back to himself, and said, “A Decay wyrm, I think.” 

Tendrils of thought connected from Teressa to everyone in the group. She sent, ‘Show us.’

[Telepathy] passed around, connecting every person to everyone else, and then to Poi, who took the tangled mess and made it something solid.

Erick sent to her, and then to everyone else, an image of what he had seen. ‘I did not see any spells, but it left a mimic melting before it ate the whole thing. Puddles of melted green sand left behind, too. It’s grey, and slightly smaller than the yellow.’

Poi sent, ‘I agree with this statement. The Decay ability means it likely has nothing else, besides the usual [Blink] and otherwise.’

Teressa smiled. ‘Full armor. Complete coverage. Don’t get splashed unless you’re me or Jane.’ Teressa flashed with grey magic, fully covering her body in thick grey armor, with a slit left open for sight. ‘I agree with Erick and Poi, but I disagree that the wyrm only has one trick. Decay is a lesser alteration. It might have more.’

Erick made himself as ready as he could be, layering a white [Conjure Armor] over his clothes. It looked terrible, like a skinny hazmat suit; but today was not the day for dressup. Hopefully all stray liquids would slide off of him. Everyone else did the same, with their own variation of whatever armor they thought was best. Jane glanced at Erick's armor and made a face behind her faceplate, but said nothing; it was time to work. Erick made Ophiel touch each member of the group. 

Erick asked, ‘Ready?’

‘Ready,’ came the group reply. 

In a blip of white, all of them moved two hundred kilometers south, south east. The Ophiel instantly transformed to their small bodies, and moved to Erick’s side, like a flock of inquisitive cats; each of them looking past the other to get a better view of what was happening in front of them.

The wyrm tore up the land in the distance, undulating across the afternoon sands; a grey sidewinder snake 70 meters long, its body barely touching the sand, its head moving to a point of stability until its body caught up, and then the head moved again. 

The grey wyrm stopped. It whipped around, its milky white eyes latching onto Teressa; the largest morsel on the sands. It had seen them arrive. 

Teressa raced forward, Jane at her side. The wyrm, silent as their kind always were, mimicked the silence of Teressa and Jane’s pounding footsteps. Teressa lifted into the air, a foot, then two and three. Not much, but enough to make a flying target. The wyrm’s grey eyes went wide, crazy, as the beast raced to meet Teressa, a kilometer distance still yet to cross.

Jane’s footfalls turned silent. She dipped low to the ground, her long sword trailing behind her. She darted right, preparing to strike from the side. Teressa hung there in the air, two meters off the ground, her mace pulled back behind her legs, a similar-sized shield appearing on the wrist of her other arm.

The wyrm came on, slamming across the sand, silent. Its body was a corpse in different states of decay. Clawed arms popped out of the body here and there, desiccated and dry, or wet and rancid. Its hide was half scaleless. Gore dripped from open wounds. Bones jutted out here and there, while its grey eyes glittered green—

That was a change. 

Brilliant green mucus poured from the corners of its mouth, from the gaps in its skin. It was salivating. It was destroying itself from the inside out. It was hungry. 

‘[Ward]s,’ Poi sent. ‘Like we planned.’

Erick [Blink]ed beside Teressa, then threw out a 2050 point [Crystalline Air] around her, like they planned. Yet another aspect of coming out here and hunting wyrms was to test abilities, and [Crystalline Air] had a very interesting one.

 




	
Crystalline Air, instant, short range, 24 hours, Solid Ward, 50 MP + Variable

...

You may increase or decrease the size of your Crystalline Air for an increase or decrease in Variable cost.

...








 

Decreased cost, meant 100 mana produced a 50 point [Solid Ward], but that 50 was then multiplied by four, because a Large spell had been transformed into Small. Meaning that Erick’s 2050 mana spent, after Clarity yet again doubled the effectiveness of his mana spent, materialized a 16,000 point sphere of sized-small, solid air around Teressa’s hovering form, briefly hiding her behind a storm of fractured light, as the very air turned hard. Teressa could still move through the space, though. She smiled, as the edge of her mace trailed a disturbance of fractal air through the [Solid Ward].

Erick [Blinked] back to his Ophiel, to Rats. Poi stood ten yards away, with Kiri. Jane hid in the shadows of the sand beside the path the grey wyrm would take to get to Teressa. As the spell turned clear, revealing Teressa still hovering, still taunting the wyrm, the wyrm had gotten much closer. Erick’s heart beat hard. His mind raced. He hoped the plan worked. 

The wyrm reached the party. Its head was the size of the [Crystalline Air]. Teressa blinked backward, to her secondary position, as the grey wyrm chomped—

It tried to chomp. 

Its head broke as it swallowed the four meter wide pearl of solid air, down its gullet, distending the body, breaking something inside of itself in order to swallow the magic. The crystal [Ward] did not break, but the wyrm did. It crashed around the sphere like a garden hose thrown against a tree. Somewhere in all that, the side of the wyrm’s body broke, releasing the locked-in-space [Crystalline Air]. The [Solid Ward] came out of the wyrm, intact; dripping with green slime. That didn’t stop the wyrm, but it did rob the monster of all momentum. 

Which was enough for Jane to descend upon the beast like it was a lamb and she was a butcher. Her long sword flashed as the monster whipped around to strike the suddenly airborne target near it. Jane carved off three decayed limbs, then [Blink]ed away. The wyrm caught nothing but air. Jane had already [Blink]ed twice more; she was thirty meters away, and striking at another part of the monster’s body. 

It couldn’t catch her, and there were other, larger threats right in front of it. Teressa launched at the monster, her mace swinging to catch the wyrm upside the head. Teressa connected. The wyrm did not. Its head went flying backward, splashing green goo from every wound along its body as the entire beast shook with the power of Teressa’s strike. 

Teressa laughed loud. 

Kiri launched a speck of fire at the body of the wyrm, not aiming, just trying to hit something. The speck struck an arm and ignited the body. Fire crawled across the beast. It didn’t get far, maybe only seven meters in every direction, but it burned the beast, and it kept burning. 

The stench of carrion wafted over Erick like a passing dumpster. A dumpster that was on fire. Rancid, burning barbecue, was all Erick could think about. It was a horrible smell, but there was also something otherworldly and delicious about the stench. Erick almost puked. 

Rats fired off healing spells. Erick saw him glow a faint white, almost pink, in rapid fire, like a strobe; five spells at once. Teressa, or Jane, or both of them, repeated Rats’ light, but much dimmer. 

Erick, for his part, first dismissed the [Crystalline Air], then—

Jane leapt into the monster’s side, carving a great chunk from its body— 

Carving through the monster. A third of the grey wyrm stopped moving and crashed to the ground, inert. The grey wyrm whipped around, eager to start devouring the largest thing in the area: itself. Jane moved again, faster this time, then cut off another ten meter length, while it tore into its own rancid flesh.

Teressa just watched the carnage, and Jane carved off yet another ten meter section, this time just behind the neck. The body flopped, and Jane cut again.

And that was almost the whole fight, done in a few cuts from a ten-foot sword by an accomplished warrior. 

The wyrm stopped moving completely; the front half had been carved from the monster’s grand rad core. Jane leapt at the still wiggling section of the body, cutting deeper, severing meter sections from the body at a time, while the wiggling mass tried to recreate a head, to eat all of itself that had been scattered across the bloody, melting ground. But Jane got to the cores —three of them— and pried them out of the monster, one after the other, out of the flesh that enabled the cores to keep growing, severing the dragon’s corpse from its grand rad masters, who had driven the beast to an all-consuming insanity.

Jane [Cleanse]ed herself, spilling thick air into the sky, erasing green goo from her full-body coverage. She telekinetically picked up the three grand rads, [Cleans]ing them too, as she walked away from the carnage, throwing her sword back into the ambient mana. 

Erick was the first to speak. He exclaimed, “Wow! Jane! That was amazing!”

Teressa dismissed the helmet of her armor, grinning as she said, “That’s why they made you a team leader so fast.”

Jane dismissed her helmet, too, smiling as she said, “Those things have a lot of HP, don’t they?”

“Regeneration and defense, is more like it.” Teressa said, “Getting through that defense is tough— and you move way too fast!”

Jane asked her, “Do you have [Polymorph]? It’s helped me get in touch with my physical existence in a way that I never thought possible...”

Rats was the first to ignore Jane and Teressa’s conversation. He moved to the corpse; the rest of the party soon followed. 

An hour later, the corpse had been dissected and combed over with [Telekinesis] and [Metalshape] for any telltale signs that it had killed and consumed people. There were no badges inside of this one, nor chest plates, or coins, or enchanted gear; there was no sign that the beast had consumed any unlucky adventurers at all. After a while, Teressa commented that this was how a hunt was supposed to go. 

Erick asked, from upwind of the carrion pile, “Did the [Crystalline Air] help?”

Teressa stared at the wyrm corpse, saying, “It was very good for stopping a charge and starting the fight."

Rats said, “Much less terrifying than what you did last time.”

Teressa smiled at Rats, saying, “I like it; if you want to keep fighting this way, I would not object.”

“Yes, please.” Rats said, “The [Solid Ward] makes a better blocking target than a person who could get bitten in half.” He shivered. “That’s never nice to see.”

“I have [Greater Treat Wounds],” Jane said. “Don’t get yourself killed and we’ll be fine.”

Kiri, Poi, Rats and Teressa, all stared at Jane for a moment.

Rats yelled, “How! I’ve been working on my quest for three years!”

“And the rich get richer,” Kiri droned.

Poi said, “Here for three months? And already with [Greater Treat Wounds]? Hard to believe.”

Teressa laughed, saying, “We shall hunt wyrms without worry!” She sang a line of her hunting song, and Ophiel instantly joined her. She said, “This is great!”

Jane glanced down from Ophiel, to Rats, asking, “What’s your quest like?”

“900 more terribly injured people!” Rats demanded, “What the fuck!”

Jane scoffed, “Oh my gods, Rats. What version of the quest did you get?”

Rats emphasized, “Uhh!” Then went, “The normal one!”

“The normal one sucks,” Jane concluded.

Rats said, “Yes. It does.” 

“Do you want time to go volunteer at the church, Rats?” Erick asked.

“No.” Rats said, “It’ll take a while, that’s all. Don’t worry about it.”

Kiri glanced at the sky; twilight was near. Soon, the sun would set in the west, turning the heavens to pink and red. She said, “We’re about an hour from sunset. Another hunt? Or dig in for the night? And are you ready for me to burn the body away?”

Teressa said, “This was a good start. We can hunt more tomorrow. Don’t burn the body.”

Kiri said, “I have [Cleaning Flame]. It won’t cause a Feeding Frenzy.”

“Oh?” Erick asked, “[Cleanse] and altering to fire?”

“Yes,” Kiri said. 

Teressa hummed, then said, “I was thinking a [Scent Ward] over the flesh instead, and then to burn it with actual fire, tomorrow, to attract more wyrms—”

Kiri asked, disbelieving, “Do you want to start a feeding frenzy?”

Teressa smirked, saying, “Yes.”

“Oh.” Kiri paused, then said, “Well. Okay. We can do that? Uh.” She narrowed her eyes at Teressa, asking, “You sure?”

Teressa smiled wide, saying, “Yes.” She added, “Look at us! Archmage, Jane, Poi and us! We can do a Feeding Frenzy. Easily.”

“You’re talking about attracting wyrms, right?” Erick asked.

Teressa answered, “Many wyrms.” 

“I think we can handle it.” Erick said, “Then I’ll do the [Scent Ward]. Or—” He imbued [Scent Ward] into Ophiel, and sent several of them to layer the spell across the body. “They can do that.”

Five Ophiel flew across the land, to the piled body, layering [Scent Ward]s across the decaying corpse of the grey wyrm.

Kiri asked, “Are you sure we can handle a Feeding Frenzy?”

Teressa said, “Jane and Erick can both kill one of them on their own. That leaves the four of us to take care of the rest. It’s the middle of the season, so we should get about four.”

Kiri turned to Erick. “Are we really doing this?”

All eyes turned to him. 

Erick decided, emphatically, “Yes. We are. Worst case scenario, we all [Teleport] away, and I set Ophiel at them.” Erick patted the Ophiel on his shoulder, saying to the group, “Camp a ways away? Come back in the morning?”

Poi said, “Yes, sir.”

Erick had Ophiel turn tiny and move, one to a person, to rest on their shoulders. “Please keep your arms and legs inside the vehicle at all times.”

Kiri stared at her Ophiel, and Ophiel stared at her. “What is that supposed to—” 

The group vanished in blips of white.
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                Erick crafted a deep lair of [Stoneshape], ten meters down, with air vents to the surface, and [Crystalline Air] layered on the inside. Stone supports held a five meter roof, while [Conjure Item] produced all the beds and chairs and tables they would need for a nice, restful night. 

Mostly everyone stayed on the surface, though. Before Erick knew it, someone got a fire going. It was Kiri. She had [Grow]n a dense firewood for fuel, while he was downstairs making sure the place was ready to go. Consequently, they all needed water, because Kiri had used up four canteens to get that plant made, so if he could hurry up please, Rats was thirsty. Erick laughed. Kiri said the platinum water had a funny taste, so Erick obliged the request for water with a quick, concentrated downpour of [Call Lightning]. Clouds laid on the horizon, here and there in the twilight; no one would notice a downpour right on top of their camp.

Night came on, deep and restful, and cold. All the extra moisture in the air certainly didn’t help matters. Chill wind blew down from the north. Erick bundled himself in a thick [Conjure Armor], as did many others. Erick still had yet to decide on his armor, but for now, it was a comfortable, fluffy white thing. Others added fur lining to their usual armors; Erick was the only one in what was basically a blanket. Ophiel, reduced to one body, did not mind the cold. He danced in the wind over the camp. After ten minutes around the fire, Jane popped over to Spur to pick up ‘essential supplies’. She returned with two kegs, much to everyone’s joy. Beer went well with the sausages, cheeses, and breads Teressa and Kiri had packed. 

They talked, about unimportant things. About the time of year, and what it meant when water season ended. About the memorable Shade incursions into town. About the hunt for Bulgan, who was still nowhere to be found. He might be dead, but no one really believed that.

Sometimes during the night, Erick played around with [Cleanse] and Mana Altering: Fire, to produce [Cleansing Flame].

 




	
Cleansing Flame, instant, medium range, 15 MP

A smokeless flame gradually consumes and transforms a large amount of organic material to naught but air. 

Deals no damage.








 

Kiri laughed, saying it took her a week to get that right. Rats demanded more celebration, for the creation of yet another successful spell, but Erick knew it was half a joke, half self-deprecation, and half whatever reason Rats could find to break open the second keg. Erick might have been a little drunk already, his math was suffering.

Eventually, the group settled around the fire, roasting sausages on metal skewers, telling stories.

Teressa smiled wide into the cold night, her white teeth flashing gold in the light of the fire, as she spoke of the past, “My father— He and my tribe. He took me on my first wyrm hunt when I was 17.” She giggled. “The first wyrm I ever hunted was a [Force Bolt] wyrm. My dad nearly shit his pants when about a hundred bolts flew at me.” She clanged her non-beer holding fist against her chest, saying, “But I had a shield! I blocked all of those bolts. The shield was in tatters afterward, and I was down to a sliver of health. But he said he had never been prouder. We hunted ten wyrms by the end of the month. I got thirty levels by the time we were done.” She stared into the fire, suddenly quiet. “It was a great time.” She reached for more beer, a slight sadness in her eyes.

Kiri picked up the slack, saying, “My first experience with a wyrm was when my grandparents took me to see a Killing.” 

Teressa’s bout of melancholy vanished; replaced with subtle anger. “A Killing! They still do that over there, eh?”

“Not all the time, but yes,” Kiri said.

Erick looked to Jane, wondering what a ‘Killing’ was. Jane shrugged at him.

Kiri held her beer with both hands, saying, “The Wyrm Knights had captured their namesake, and trussed the beast up with thick chains and thicker [Binding Ward]s, in a huge pavilion just outside of Tower town. The wyrm was red, but you could hardly see that, through the blood pouring from its open wounds. It was a Vitality wyrm. It couldn’t do anything except bleed more. The stench was awful. I was eight and I puked.” She laughed, saying, “Grandma chastised me. But it didn’t matter. We had arrived just before the Killing. The wyrm’s body had been angled and held to expose the grand-rad area for the chosen noble.” She said, “I don’t remember the kid's name, but he was the son of the magistrate. In front of a crowd of hundreds, this kid was given the opportunity to kill the wyrm. He had just Matriculated, I’m sure. Well! He took this enchanted sword, and started carving. Blood poured.” Kiri paused, then said, “The kid slipped on the blood. The sword went up, and then down.” She sipped her beer. “They couldn’t do anything to save him. The sword had carved right through his head by the time anyone realized what had happened.”

Erick sat, horrified for multiple reasons; he couldn’t decide which was worse.

Teressa said, “Ouch.”

Rats went, “Unpleasant!” 

Jane said nothing, while Poi poured himself more beer. 

“What happened after that?” Rats asked.

“I fainted.” Kiri paused, then said, “Years later, I heard that four Wyrm Knights lost their heads because that kid couldn’t hold onto a sharp sword.” She frowned, deeply, saying, “Only dragonkin knights executed, though. No human knights, despite the humans being up front and in charge the whole time.” She sarcastically said, “But I’m sure that’s just a coincidence.”

The fire crackled. Cold wind blew from the north, stirring across the wet ground. 

Jane said, “Shit like that really does happen, huh.”

“Yup.” Kiri quickly wiped her eyes, then said, “I had forgotten about the executions, until now.” She shook her head, saying, “I’m not even sure why grandma took me to the Killing. I think it might have been the only thing happening that weekend.”

Teressa said, “Taking kids on hunts is all well and great. But Killings… These are not good.”

Poi said, “They do it to stack the early levels and prevent easy assassinations. The mortality rates on young human nobles of the Republic is fifty percent to age twenty five.” He added, “I have no doubt that those people found guilty likely did have something to do with the kid’s death.”

Kiri frowned, saying, “Perhaps.”

Poi glared at Kiri, saying, “The Scaled Union was a society for the advancement of dragonkin into positions of power in the Greensoil Republic, where no positions exist for our kind. They came into being fifty years ago, but the whole organization quickly fell in with the incani and the Quiet War. They were radicalized into the Scaled Horns. Where there was once hope for change, now there were Wasteland-influenced radicals hiding in human lands.” Poi said, “It is widely theorized that if it weren’t for the Scaled Horns, we dragonkin would have had positions higher than knighthood in the Republic twenty five years ago, back when forty-five years ago, the kingdom of Odaali was the backbone of a push for equal rights.”

Kiri looked surprised. Her eyes were wide, as she asked, “That almost happened?”

Poi said, “Baron was the title they were aiming for. This would have opened up a great many opportunities, but then the Halls of the Dead got involved… They wanted war, so they planned many smaller attacks to undermine Odaalian influence.” He said, “It worked. Killing a noble’s kid through dragonkin proxies was one of their tactics. I have no idea about your specific experience, but it tracks through what we know of the Scaled Horns. But who knows? Your experience might have even been a normal abuse of power. Those were also rampant. I have no idea, and I don’t think you do either.” He added, “The Scaled Horns still exist, though mostly as chapter houses in the Wasteland Kingdoms. We don’t allow them in Spur, as they have taken a side in the Quiet War.” He stressed, “We take no sides, Kiri.”

Kiri stared into her beer. 

The fire crackled.

Rats eradicated the silence with a happy, “My first real experience with a wyrm ended up with half my group dead.”

“Oh my gods.” Erick said, “I’m so sorry, Rats.”

Rats smiled to himself. He started to say, “Don’t worry about—” He paused. He said, “I was six years old. They were necromancers trying to capture a wyrm for experiments. They put a slug [Familiar] on my shoulder and sent me out across the Forest, with a canteen and a pack of meat. They found a wyrm before I did.” He smirked. “The slug vanished from my shoulders, and I wandered the Forest for two days before ‘a child’s assistance’ triggered. I ended up in Spur’s Orphanage, growing up with the priests. It was a lot nicer than what came before.”

Teressa and Poi looked away from Rats, but Jane, Kiri, and Erick looked to him. 

Erick said, “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

Rats grinned at the fire, saying, “It’s in the past. But thank you, anyway.”

The night turned somber. The fire crackled, providing light and heat to the group, but the air of friendliness had vanished. 

Erick tried to revive that air, by saying, “So I’ve gotten some 9-star melee threat monster dossiers from Mog. Anyone want to hear about them?”

Poi said, “Yes. All of them, please.”

“Gods yes,” Rats said.

“Please,” Kiri said.

Teressa nodded, as Jane smirked at the fire.

Erick smiled. He bade Ophiel to fetch his bag, down in the underground bunker. Ophiel returned clutching a bag… But it wasn’t Erick’s. It was Poi’s. Poi just looked at the bag, knowing it was his.

Erick said, “One second.” He took the bag. The bunker was out of [Blink] sight, so with a quick pair of [Teleports], Erick grabbed his bag. He reappeared on the surface with the leather folder. He began with handing the folder to Poi, then said, “So the first and largest problem is a Toxic Hydra. It sticks around the western thousand-kilometer obelisk of Spur, so we don’t have to worry about that. But this far north, we might find a Grand Stone Elementals, or maybe a Blood Cloud...”

The group listened as Erick rattled off what would have been ghost stories on Earth, but were deadly real threats on Veird. Poi handed out dossiers. Kiri and Jane eagerly read, both of them creating small wardlights to read by. Rats and Teressa shook their heads when offered the papers, preferring to listen to Erick.

Jane held the papers for the Toxic Hydra, flipping through them saying, “Wow. This is a monster.”

Teressa looked over, saw the dossier in Jane’s hand, and scrunched her face. “Toxic Hydras are the worst. They originally came from Nergal, you know? Some human introduced them to the Wasteland Kingdoms. They’re one of the primary reasons the Wasteland Kingdoms are the Wasteland Kingdoms.”

Erick frowned, saying, “That’s awful.”

“A lot of things are!” Rats said, smiling, drinking beer.

Erick spoke of monsters, as the night deepened, and the beer kegs were emptied.

Erick turned in first. He walked down the staircase into the ground, spilling solid fractals into the air as he passed through the [Solid Ward] barrier that laid across the top of the steps. Sunlightwards threw light into the underground lair, across the bunkroom setting. Six beds sat out in the open under an arched ceiling made of stone. 

Stone vents on the north side of the room poured cold air into the space, the funnels on the surface catching the wind, while vents on the south side of the room let the air continue on, back to the surface. Erick picked a bed on the edge. Ophiel, just the one, curled up on his own bed, beside the vent. His white feathers fluttered in the draft. He trilled out tiny violin chords, happy as a clam to be in the wind, even underground. Erick smiled at his [Familiar], but still gently shushed him. Ophiel went quiet; the only sounds in the deep room the sound of wind flowing. Sleep came, soon enough.

 

- - - -

 

With the bright sun shining in the east, Erick and company blipped onto the sands of the Crystal Forest, along with ten Ophiel, a kilometer east of the grey wyrm pile; not upwind, but not downwind, either, keeping the sun out of their eyes. They had already scouted the pile not ten minutes ago, so they didn’t dare get closer than this. There was a slight problem with the plan. Or. Maybe not a problem. But a complication.

Kiri was the first to discover that the [Scent Ward]s across the decaying flesh were not enough to stop the wildlife from finding the pile. A hundred Crystal Mimics crowded the corpse, like jangling upright chandeliers, their white-blue flesh glittering in the morning sun as they walked upon their food. And two of them were not their normal white-blue color. They were bright red and twice as large as the common variety. All of the other mimics avoided the reds, giving them a wide berth. 

“Two mother mimics,” Rats said.

Erick said, “I’ve never seen a red one.”

Teressa said, “They only show themselves as red when they gather like this. They’re still only level 31.” She said, “Kill it with [Withering], before it can turn back to blue. The dried out body of a mother mimic makes powerful healing potions, but only while it’s red.”

Erick said, “That’ll send [Cleanse] into the corpse, though. It’ll vanish?”

Kiri frowned, asking, “Has your [Cleanse] ever cleaned up a mimic corpse?”

“Well. No.” Erick said, “But… The wyrm corpse underneath could vanish, too. That there is more rot to that than flesh.”

Teressa said, “If it cleans the corpse away, don’t worry about it. Mother mimics are worth the lost time and effort.”

Poi said, “I agree. Those kinds of potions heal thousands and thousands of HP.”

“Well… Okay.” Erick looked to the wyrm corpse, and all the swarming mimics. He said. “It’ll certainly get dried out, either way.”

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

A bubble of translucent white formed around Erick, as thick air spilled up from the ground, all around. A shrill vibration cracked across the sky, as the semi-sentient slime crawled up from the wyrm corpse, wrapping around every sparkling mimic, strangling fluids from all hundred or more of the jam-packed plague monsters. The blue ones died. The two red ones launched into the air, rushing to go in any direction that would free them from their attacker, but their attacker covered kilometers of the Crystal Forest. There was no escape. They both managed to get twenty meters outside of the carrion pile before they succumbed to the [Withering].

Automatic [Cleanse]s erupted as mimics died, one after the other, but the wyrm corpse did not vanish. If the [Cleanse]s did anything at all, Erick couldn’t tell.

But both mother mimics spilled across the sands like broken ruby dolls. 

Rats said, “Wyrm corpse is still there.”

“Good,” Teressa said, smiling to make her fangs show.

Erick cut his aura as he sent four Ophiel to telekinetically pick up the remains, asking, “What are health potions usually made out of, anyway? And for that matter: what are mana potions?”

Kiri watched Ophiel pick up the ruby corpses, saying, “A combination of rad dust and other materials. Garnet dust and cow’s blood are main ingredients of the lowest level health potions, while Cyan Lilies and heavily diluted water essence make decent mana potions. Don’t want to use too many of them, though. It leads to intestinal rads, and that can lead to monsterfication.” 

Erick had Ophiel [Teleport] the red mimic corpses back to their underground base, saying, “Oh?”

Jane said, “I drank so many potions escorting Yetta through Ar’Kendrithyst… I would have had to have surgery, if I couldn’t just turn into a flame slime and spit the rads out.”

Erick stared, wide eyed at Jane, asking, “Really?”

“Yup. But surgery here is easy, Dad. It’s not like it is on Earth.” Jane paused. She corrected herself, “Ah. Well. Not easy. They just drain you to 0 HP in a [Health Drain Ward], then they cut you really fast, yanking out every bad thing. They heal you up afterward, though. It’s considerably more violent, but the recovery is fast.” She flashed her three-meter sword into her right hand, asking, “So? We ready for this? How long will it take before they start showing up?”

Teressa looked south, saying, “We should get one wyrm by noon.”

Erick put the thought of Jane with intestinal rads out of his mind. It was time to clear out some threats to the world. He looked around him, at his group. Everyone wore [Conjure Armor] of their own design. Erick’s own [Conjure Armor] was a plain white cloth suit, like Jane’s; he hadn’t really sat down and tried for a look, yet. Everyone except Teressa had a [Personal Ward] shimmering against their skin. Teressa had her mace and shield. Jane had her long, thin sword. The plan had been made hours ago, and refined based upon yesterday’s performance. They were ready.

Erick asked, “Okay?”

Teressa nodded. Everyone else kept their eyes either on the grey wyrm corpse, or on the horizon. 

The Ophiel who had stored away the red mimics, [Teleport]ed back beside Erick. All of them turned small, and maneuverable. He was ready.

The mimics had done a number on the corpse, eating maybe half of it. The automatic [Cleanse] from the Withering Slime did not fully destroy the corpse, either; but it likely did scrape off another half of the remaining flesh. There was still tons and tons of rotting meat left on the sand. Erick dismissed the [Scent Ward]s across what was left of the corpse. A virulent, nasty smell, immediately filled the sky. Even though the air blew from the north to the south, and they were all positioned a kilometer to the east, the smell still reached them. Erick almost puked right there.

Rats slapped a hand over his nose, saying, “Holy gods! I thought there was a [Cleanse]!”

Kiri coughed, her eyes watering, saying, “A [Cleanse] should have at least killed some of the smell.”

“I think it made it worse.” Jane uttered, trying to maintain a stoic stare into the distance.

Teressa just smiled wide, breathing in the air, saying, “The [Cleanse] worked fine! They usually smell worse than this.” She chuckled. “It might be six hours till a wyrm shows.”

Kiri offered, “I can make it… make it smell more? If you want?”

Rats exclaimed again, “Holy gods! How could this possibly smell—” He turned to the side, and puked up breakfast.

Teressa patted him on the back as he continued to puke, saying, “There, there. You must go into battle lighter, anyway.” She said to Kiri, “Do it.”

Kiri blipped closer to the corpse, did something, then blipped back. Erick was barely able to keep track of her position, and would have lost her completely, had he not used [Ultrasight]. In the distance, a fire bloomed, dark and green, crawling across the corpse.

Kiri grimaced, saying, “Get ready. It’s gonna be bad.”

Rats puked, while the group prepared.

Erick watched the burning corpse, and then saw a force pulse through the sky, tossing stone and sand inches into the air. The pressure wave passed through the group, and now it was Erick’s turn to lose his breakfast. He turned to the side, and hurled.

Jane said, “Oh gods, Kiri. It smells like a thousand dumpster fires.”

Erick cast a [Scent Ward] across the group and filled the air with his [Cleanse Aura]. In a single moment, the air turned tolerable, then nice. Erick stood, dusting the sand off of his white [Conjure Armor] gambeson.

Rats said, “Thank you.”

Kiri wheezed out, “Thanks.”

Teressa mocked displeasure, smiling as she said, “But how will we smell them coming!”

Rats went ‘blegh’, spitting at the sand.

“What spell is that, Kiri?” Erick asked, as [Cleanse] cleaned out his mouth.

Kiri breathed deep, and easy, saying, “[Adjust Scent] and [Prestidigitation], for—” She glanced at Jane, then said to Erick, “[Dumpster Fire].”

Jane laughed.

“It won’t last long.” Kiri said, “It’s very useful for annoying the hell out of uppity nobles. I also have [Fish Stench] and [Rotten Eggs].”

Jane laughed, as Erick smiled.

Poi said, “Cut the chatter. We have an early arrival.” He sent, ‘Combat silence. Look to the south.’

Poi layered a telepathic network onto the group, as everyone turned south, and tension filled the air.

Far away, a dust cloud rumbled across the Crystal Forest, churning up sand and air alike. A wyrm. Purple and black, the wyrm flowed through its own minor dust storm, like it was riding a wave. 

Teressa sent, ‘Variant wyrm. No idea what that spell is— No. Wait. [Stoneshape]. It’s a [Stoneshape] wyrm. Difficult… but… up to you, Poi?’

‘I agree. It’s a [Stoneshape] wyrm.’ Poi sent, ‘We’re not fighting that. Kill it, Erick.’

Erick sent a full-sized Ophiel into the sky, a hundred meters above and in front of the wyrm. Stone swirled in the air around the wyrm, as it saw Ophiel. It blinked into the air, moving faster than Erick thought possible, the very ground turning to long spikes, like the wyrm had dragged the ground up with it.

The wyrm’s maw opened wide. Rotten teeth flashed in the early morning sunlight.

Opheil turned tiny, then created a minor-sized [Crystalline Air] around itself. The purple wyrm swallowed Ophiel, but got stuck on the [Familiar]’s [Solid Ward]. Its body snapped forward, like a snake slapping sideways on a stick. Ophiel’s [Solid Ward] ripped out of the wyrm’s body, but the wyrm was still alive. The [Crystalline Air] did its job; the wyrm’s momentum was gone. It hovered in the sky, spikes of stone breaking up to swirl around the beast, as it tried to eat Ophiel again.

Three more Ophiel, each full sized and covered in eyes, appeared around the wyrm, each of them casting [Force Beam] after [Force beam] from eye after eye, five, then ten white eye beams per Ophiel, the cutting spell trained upon the purple wyrm with perfect precision. The beams did nothing, at first, except piss off the wyrm. But they cut through the wyrm's HP fast enough, and then they began to cut the beast itself. 

The purple wyrm struggled, snapping through the air, trying to catch an Ophiel and failing each time. Stone rain swirled around the monster, also trying to pelt the winged [Familiar], but Ophiel [Blink]ed, and dodged, using [Airshape] or [Swift Movement] as necessary. 

The purple wyrm snapped lucky, once, chomping down on an Ophiel. But Erick just sent another in, then conjured another Ophiel to replace the one he lost to a lucky strike. 

Soon enough, purple wyrm slices and pieces and arms and legs, rained from the sky, as piece after piece was severed from the whole. Eventually, after ten minutes, the wyrm was a five foot section of flesh that covered itself in solid stone, and fell to the ground. But Ophiel kept layering [Force Beam]s onto the monster, forty or fifty beams at a time, cutting through the stone, cutting the beast down to its pulsing core. [Force Beams] glanced against the core once or twice, and flashed wide, but Ophiel easily withstood its own beam. With the monster reduced to a pulsing tumor, four Handy Auras ripped the tumor apart, pulling out two purple grand-rads, finally killing the wyrm for good.

The team watched from the safety, and rather nice smelling, staging area; several hundred meters from the slaughter, and from the scattered piles of purple flesh.

Rats sent, ‘That was terrifying.’

Kiri’s eyes were bright and full of life, as she sent, ‘That was FUCKING AMAZING.’

‘Sure. That, too,’ Rats sent.

Poi sent, ‘A [Stoneshape] wyrm in the Crystal Forest is death for half of all parties. We likely could have handled it, but we are here to hunt wyrms and end threats, not for jollies.’

Teressa reluctantly sent, ‘Right right. We get it, Poi.’

‘What level was it, Dad?’

Erick looked over his Status. He was still level 63, so the wyrm was below him, by quite a bit. ‘Level 50-something.’

Jane frowned into the distance, sending, ‘None of us are going to level from this, are we?’

‘Likely not.’ Kiri sent, ‘Especially if Erick kills them all.’

Teressa sent, ‘There will be more wyrms.’ She added, ‘Though we should get used to the smell since we'll be fighting out there. Might want to kill this [Scent Ward], Erick.’

Rats sent, ‘Uh. Yeah. She’s right.’

Erick looked up at the faint glitter of the [Scent Ward] around them… and dismissed the spell.

“Oh gods!” Rats held his breath, then let it out slowly, saying, “I can smell without breathing!”

Erick laughed loud. Then he puked up one final spat of breakfast. Another [Cleanse] cleaned out his mouth. 

Ophiel took the purple wyrm’s cores to the underground hideout, while Erick and everyone else, watched the horizon. Waiting for the next monster to appear.

 

- - - -

 

Another two wyrms showed. Each time, Erick stopped them with a [Crystalline Air], ripping thousands of points of initial damage out of their body, as the [Solid Ward] ripped through their flesh and stole their momentum.

The first one was another grey wyrm, but much, much smaller than what came before; maybe only twenty meters long. It cast about ten [Force Bolts] a second, which, while they struck those who they intended to strike, only did 50 damage a pop. Erick held a shield for the first time, blocking many of the bolts before they could reach him. Kiri, Rats, and Poi, each chose Erick’s method of mitigating the bolts, each with a shield of their own. Jane just dodged them, but she did not fight. 

Only Teressa and Rats and Poi were up for this fight. Teressa blocked bolts as needed, but mostly she bashed the wyrm, whenever it tried to bite her. Rats healing more than made up for the damage the wyrm tried to inflict, while Teressa caved its skull several times over the course of the five minute fight. Rats ran low on mana; but he did good. Teressa said that her HP never went down below 75%. From Erick’s position, it looked like Rats and Teressa killed this second grey wyrm all on their own.

What did Poi do? He breathed a bit harder, sure, but Erick couldn’t quite tell, and he was too ashamed to ask at the moment.

Jane and Kiri took the second wyrm. It was bright blue, but just as covered in open wounds and rotten flesh as all the rest. Kiri stayed low to the ground, flying fast, left and right, [Blink]ing as needed, avoiding snapping jaws, igniting fire across the blue wyrm, like napalm. Jane kept back, for this wyrm was an [Airshape] wyrm, and it controlled the very sky around its body. She tried to leap onto it, tried to flash her sword through the beast, but a draft held her in the air; a stable and easy target. She [Blink]ed away before the monster could snap its jaws over her. 

Erick’s heart almost leapt out of his chest, but he stayed back; this was their show. This wyrm seemed to move a lot faster than the last one.

Three seconds later, Jane found an opening. She sliced the wyrm in half, her sword trailing the barest line of red blood, as a third of the beast flew out of its control, to crash against the ground like so much rotten meat. The blue wyrm turned on itself, racing to the ground, trying to consume its own flesh. From there, it was an easy kill. Kiri burned, while Jane cut.

Eventually, Jane hoisted out a bright blue grand-rad, two foot across, from the center of the beast. Ophiel took the rad, and stuffed it back with the other obvious loot, back in the underground hideout.

Over the course of the day, another two wyrms showed up. A black, and a red; another [Stoneshape] wyrm, and then finally, a [Ward] wyrm. Erick killed the black [Stoneshape] wyrm, netting them a single near-perfect, spherical, head-sized grand-rad. 

The red [Ward] wyrm was the most difficult wyrm of the day, but only because [Ward] itself was so varied, and the monster absolutely covered the field in [Ward]s of every kind.

The red wyrm cast dozens of what had to be 5000 point [Absorption Ward]s across the battlefield, and itself. It did almost no damage, but it also took no damage. Jane’s sword bounced off of glittering red scales. Kiri’s fire smothered under [Cold Ward]s. It cast [Heat Ward]s, but those didn’t matter; as soon as living flesh touched them, they burned out. The [Drain Wards], a [Ward] Erick had never experimented with yet, were slightly more dangerous; but they didn’t drain very fast. [Gravity Ward]s caused all sorts of trouble, tossing Teressa across the battlefield, and disrupting all coordination, as sand fountained from the ground, or someone flew sideways. [Special Ward]s blinded. [Distortion Ward]s blocked line of sight. 

The battlefield moved away from the initial point, just so people could see what they were doing.

This was not a fight for less than the whole team. Soon, everyone, including Erick, was attacking it, burning through countless, endless area [Absorption Ward]s, trying to crack the egg, so to speak; trying to inflict enough damage to enable Jane to cut through the red monster.

The only moment of absolute panic came when the red wyrm managed to snatch Teressa in its jaws, but that was a short lived panic. The wyrm had bitten through its own area [Absorption Ward], chewing Teressa, killing the [Ward] and allowing Jane to slice its head off. Fires covered half the monster’s skin, and every Ophiel was throwing dozens of [Force Beams] at the beast, but it was only just enough for Jane to save Teressa from getting swallowed. 

When Teressa was finally clear of the monster, Erick had had enough. This was not a monster to be learning from. This was a monster to kill. He unloaded on the beast… or at least, he tried to. The sky darkened with five [Call Lightning]s. Four Ophiel and Erick drew lines of power through the monster, sending bolt after bolt through the beast, but only five actually managed to get through the [Weather Wards] scattered across the land. 

Five out of fifty bolts was not enough. But it created an opening. As the rain barely came down, as the spell was spent from the sky and clouds began to disperse. Jane leapt across the field, [Shadowalk]ing under the monster. 

Great spears of darkness pierced up from below, impaling the red wyrm and breaking off from the sands, holding into the body of the beast like Jane had driven telephone poles into its body. It had no hope of its [Absorption Ward]s blocking that sort of constant damage. 

Jane finished off the red wyrm, all on her own, with her long sword carving away half of the creature’s flesh, then another half. Then another half. Jane got down to the singular, bright red grand rad, bright as the sun, maybe only half a meter long, and yanked it from the wiggling body, and the body laid still. 

Wyrm corpses and body parts laid scattered across the sands of the Crystal Forest. The sun was an hour from setting. They had fought the beast for the better part of an hour.

Erick declared, “Holy shit. Was that the last one?” He yelled out to Jane, who was still walking across the corpse, “What the fuck was that darkness stuff!”

Jane called out, carrying the bright red grand-rad, “I got [Shadowshape] a while ago.”

Erick mumbled, “Well that was a good buy.”

Rats spoke, barely able to stand, “I can’t go on.”

Poi said, “I’m spent, too.”

Erick laughed, then turned to Poi. “Like. No offense. But what did you do?”

Teressa laughed loud. 

Erick felt a flush of heat across his face. Did he miss something? He said, “Sorry, Poi. I just—”

“No no.” Poi said, “It’s perfectly reasonable to assume that the Mind Mage did nothing. Even though every time the monsters would have struck, I altered the course enough so that they didn’t.” He turned to Teressa, “Sorry, Teressa. You should never have been chewed on.” He said, “I was low on mana.”

Erick felt like he had been slapped upside the head. “Really? That’s what a Mind Mage does?”

Jane said to Poi, “You’ll have to excuse my father. He’s very ignorant when it comes to magic.”

Rats and Kiri burst out a laugh.

Poi smiled.

Teressa touched the grey armor of her stomach. Five minutes ago, that’s where her intestines were spilling out through the holes in her armor. Now, her wounds were gone, thanks to Jane’s [Greater Treat Wounds]. Teressa had had to remake her armor, but that wasn’t really a problem after the issue of spilled intestines had been fixed.

Teressa said, “Thanks for being there, Poi.”

Erick threw his hands wide, saying, “I didn’t know!” He asked, “Is that part of how you know when people are around?”

Poi almost said something, but he crouched, sending out to the group, ‘We’re under atta—’

A bolt of fire clipped through Rats' stomach, leaving a burning hole where his spine should have been. He collapsed to the ground, as five of Erick’s Ophiels each took burning, straight-through wounds, dispersing their forms into disintegrating feathers. The other five Ophiel managed to dodge. 

Hot, rushing panic filled Erick’s mind.

Erick instantly made the surviving Ophiel cast small-sized [Crystalline Air]s in the space around the group, blocking from multiple directions at once. He wasn’t fast enough to stop the burning orb that hit his own stomach. Almost all of his 8800 point [Personal Ward] ripped away, leaving spots of fiery brilliance clinging to his white [Conjure Armor]. Erick turned—

A firebolt went through the air where his head had been. 

One firebolt spacked off of a [Crystalline Air], slamming through Kiri’s arm, blowing it away. Another firebolt clipped another [Solid Ward]; the assassin’s spell missed striking Teressa’s head full-on. Fire burned away half of Teressa’s face, while another bolt went through her stomach, burning away flesh and bone. Poi dodged a blow to his head; completely. Jane turned to shadow; the two flaming orbs that would have struck her, passed harmlessly through her body. 

Two seconds had passed. 

Fire orbs struck the [Crystalline Air] hanging around the group, cracking and breaking through, but deflected enough to allow Erick a second to think. 

Jane thought faster, rushing to Rats, her hands glowing with healing magic. 

Aurify. [Stoneshape].

As Poi sent out a wild, ‘Down! Down!’

Erick was already casting. A wall of stone, all around Erick, all around everyone, rose up into the sky, ten meters thick. And Erick took the party down, down. Kiri fell to her knees. Jane held tight onto Rats. Poi fell next to Erick. Erick barely stayed upright. 

Firebolts followed down the hole, but struck the side of the new tunnel. They were [Fire Bolts] of some kind, but their unerring was minor compared to the pure damage of the spell.

The sky was a dot of light above. Erick moved the group down, and then left, casting a spot of wardlight when the sunlight vanished, illuminating the dome of stone around them, and the expanding puddles of blood, from three different people. Erick dodged their underground stone cart into a twist, curving the tunnel he had made into Veird, hoping that the assassins up top would see a twisting tunnel and decide not to follow. And then he cut off the entrance to the surface all together, locking them into the ground, without easy access to the surface. He stopped the stone cart. Two Ophiel blipped into the air beside him; the others were killed.

A blue box appeared. Erick couldn’t read it right now. Kiri was screaming, holding her stump; she had started screaming up there, and down here it echoed. Jane had one hand on Rats and another on Teressa. 

Poi whipped out the rod of [Treat Wounds], sending, ‘Jane. Focus on Rats. Teressa will be fine, now.’

Jane was already on Rats, but she moved all of her focus to the scarlet dragonkin, pumping magic into his body, her face numb, his body…

Not coming back together. 

No wait! It was! The hole healed. Rats coughed. He was alive. He had lived. 

Everything was okay.

A rush of absolute terror passed Erick by, like he had almost stepped unthinking into traffic. Rats coughed again. Jane kept healing him. Teressa’s face pulled together, the wound in her chest already repairing with the magics Jane cast.

Poi rushed to Kiri, slamming a [Treat Wounds] into the girl. She stopped screaming. She calmed. 

Poi said, “We’re not safe here. When we’re stable, we’re running.”

Teressa roared awake, upright, screaming, “We’re killing those fuckers!”

Jane pressed her bloody hands to Rats, still prone on the ground but breathing, now. Tears streamed down her face. “We’re killing them, Poi. Tell me where they are.”

Kiri cried, holding her stump in the wan light of Erick’s single lightward.

Poi said, “I am not arguing. I am commanding.”

Erick felt numb. He breathed hard. He touched his face. Tears had streaked his cheeks, and blood, too.

That firebolt had not completely missed his head. He felt the side of his face. Half of his left ear was gone. He stared at the shine of red wetness on his fingers for a brief second. And then came anger. A cold desire took root in his mind, spreading through his body. Not a hot anger, like usual. But a cold, dark thing. A hatred. A want. 

An absolute need. 

Erick asked, calm as could be, “Those were hunters, right? They kill people, right?”

Jane looked at Erick, and Erick saw the pain in her eyes. 

Her eyes went wide. “Holy fuck you’re—”

“It’s just an ear. I’ll heal it later.” Erick said, “We came here to rid the forest of threats. This is a threat. They could be assassins, from Portal. Or they could be hunters. I need to know. We will take this information from their bodies.”

Poi looked to Erick, and Poi flinched away. 

Rats stabilized, he sat up. Jane moved to Kiri, touching Erick with a bright heal along the way. Erick felt a burn on his face, a rapid pain across his ear, as nerves repaired. Soon, the feeling passed; his ear was back.

Erick sent, ‘Will they expect us to come after them?’

Poi sent, ‘I’m low on mana. Everyone is. Maybe… Kiri. Are you a Scion of Focus?’

Kiri sent, ‘I haven’t picked, yet. I can’t do it here, anyway.’

Erick sent to the group, ‘Is there a spell for transferring mana to someone else? Did anyone bring potions?’

Kiri sent, ‘This spell does not exist except—’ She winced, in pain, Jane touched her stump of an arm, applying [Greater Treat Wounds]. ‘Except as a Class feature. Mage Hunter and Font; one to take, one to give.’ She added, ‘They were likely invisible, anyway.’ She groaned a harsh laugh, sending, ‘If you actually had [Invisibility Purge]— It’s [Invisibility] and [Dispel].’

‘I would have noticed [Invisibility]’ Poi sent, ‘It wasn’t that.’

‘What happened out there, Poi?’ Erick asked.

‘… I can only blame myself and combat fatigue.’

‘That doesn’t matter right now.’ Jane reconstructed Kiri’s arm; it was currently a tendril of thin bone covered in thickening flesh, as she sent, ‘I need cloud cover and shadows, Dad. I can find them.’

Poi sent, ‘They’re likely long gone. But yes. If you want to do this, we will go out there spells blazing.’

Erick summoned another two Ophiel and sent them up. They were instantly shot out of the sky.

‘Fuck.’ Erick sent, ‘Ophiel was shot the second he appeared.’ Erick summoned ten normal [Conjure Force Elemental]s, shaped to look like Ophiel, but basically just flappy, wing-like monstrosities. The real Ophiel whined in flute sounds. Erick imbued his fake-Ophiels with [Teleport], and sent the group up. Checking with [Scry], the fake Ophiels scattered, flying around with a Handy Aura. Five of them were shot out of the sky, before someone noticed the [Scry] orb, and popped it. ‘Fuck.’ Erick sent, ‘Fake ones shot out of the sky, too. What spell is that? Is there more than one of them?’

Jane smiled, as Kiri breathed softer. Her arm was back. Kiri panted as Jane pulled away, tiny flickering fire escaped from the edges of her mouth. 

Kiri sent, ‘It’s… [Fireball] on a [Force Bolt]. But condensed. Somehow. I think. It’s unerring, but not perfect. There’s too much power behind the spell to make it properly unerring.’

Jane stood back from the group. She had healed everyone more than enough. She sent, ‘Cloud cover, Dad.’ 

Jane’s midnight blue [Conjure Armor] vanished. She stood nude for the briefest moment, before her flesh morphed, expanding. Eight legs, blacker than night. Eight brilliant eyes that glittered in the light of the orb on the floor of the room, while her front two eyes, much larger than the other six, were large enough to act as a dark mirror. Erick saw a reflection of himself and his two remaining Ophiel in his daughter’s eyes. And then he looked down, to the blood still there, on the stone. 

Erick sent an Ophiel upward. 

Before Ophiel died to a dozen firebolts, the sky blackened with a fast triple cast of [Call Lightning]. 

Erick sent, ‘Wait to see if they [Dispel] it, first.’ He added, ‘And they stuck around after seeing me slam lightning into the [Ward] wyrm. They are either idiots who have lived under rocks, or assassins who know our capabilities.’ He stressed, ‘They know what we can do, Jane.’

Jane nodded with her whole spider body, sending, ‘And that won’t save them.’

Erick sent directly to Jane, and no one else, ‘Tania put you to sleep.’

Jane sent, ‘And right now, Poi is blocking all harmful mind magic.’

Erick instantly turned to Poi. 

The sapphire scaled man nodded, sending, ‘We thought shadowspiders were immune to mind magic, anyway; but it turns out they’re just highly resistant, and specialized spells work especially well on them. But we are prepared now, Erick.’

Erick breathed hard, preparing himself. He sent another [Scry] upward, into a different part of the battlefield. It was dark out there, the rain came down in sheets. The [Scry] orb popped.

‘How the FUCK are they noticing my [Scr— They’re still out there. Somewhere.’ He sent, ‘You’re up, Jane. Good hunting.’

Jane sunk into shadow, rippling the cooling blood on the ground as she left the underground room. 

Erick flashed a [Cleanse Aura] into the room, and cast a brighter wardlight, onto the ceiling. Blood and char vanished. Erick breathed easier, now. He checked the blue box that had appeared earlier. 
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Erick sent a [Scry] orb upward. 

Surprise filled his entire being; a monster had joined the fight. A monster the size of a wyrm, but not a wyrm.

A radiant red snake with glowing white feathered wings, flew across the battlefield, burning away the clouds and rain above. It swooped down, quick as a lightning strike, dashing through a group of five humans below, burning one instantly to ash. The other four humans managed to [Blink] away from the monster. 

Seeing the beast in person was so much different than seeing it on paper. It was the Flare Couatl, and it was much bigger than the last report indicated. 

Jane, still a spider, just stood on the surface, wrapped in deep shadows, watching the carnage. 

Erick said, “It’s the Flare Couatl.”

Rats winced out, “Good. Is it killing the assassins?”

“Yes.” Poi said, “And turning them to ash, which means we won’t know who they are.”

Rats said, “That’s okay!” He touched the fresh red scales across his stomach, then moved his feet… Or at least, tried to move his feet. He scowled. “Nerve damage. Not healed enough yet.”

Poi moved over to Rats with the rod of [Treat Wounds], and began healing the redscale.

Rats relaxed after a gentle touch from the rod, saying, “Thank you.”

Erick conjured two more Ophiel, and sent them upward—

“You attacking the couatl, now?” Teressa asked.

“No.” Erick said, “But I am going to kill one of them so that—” Erick looked through Ophiel, and paused. “Uh.” He said, “We need to get out there. No danger right now… maybe.” One small Ophiel each blipped next to Kiri, Rats, Teressa, and Poi. “We’re going up. No spells blazing.”
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                 Erick, Teressa, Rats, and Kiri, appeared in a blip of white next to human-Jane; she had transformed back to human in the last second or five.

The clouds were ribbons of dispersing moisture, the ground wet, but drying. And in the sky, in a sunbeam of light, hovered the bright red Flare Couatl, its white wings spread wide. It hovered above several piles of ash, the land around those piles scarred with tracks of melted sand; dirty glass. 

The monster was a hundred meters long and curled up in on itself, just hovering there, like a draconic deity, its flat-nosed, sleek boa-constrictor like body, in a state of repose, or contemplation, or rest. Its nose was pointed down, while its eyes, to the sides of its head, were orbs of fire, and completely focused on Erick’s group.

It was acting just how the reports said it would act.

Soon, it would—

“Greetings, mortals.” The Flare Couatl’s voice boomed out across the Crystal Forest, further rending the sky and Erick’s [Call Lightning]. It said, “You were under attack, and now you are delivered.”

Kiri whispered, “Holy shit it really can talk.”

Poi said, “It has to be a trained message.”

Jane said, “I want to eat it, but that’s a bad idea for a hundred different reasons.”

All of them spoke over each other, arguing about what was happening right in front of them, but Erick stepped forward from the group, calling out to the monster, “Thank you! You have saved our lives. Is there anything we can do for you?”

The Flare Couatl remained hovering in the air. 

“This is different from the report. It should be moving on.” Jane stepped to stand beside Erick, asking, “Is it actually intelligent?”

The Flare Couatl shifted slightly.

Teressa sent, ‘Combat protocol.’

‘No one move, yet,’ Poi sent.

The monster gently slithered through the air, like the sky was water and it was inquisitive. The monster’s giant red head was the size of a wyrm's, but its head was sleek and healthy where a wyrm’s was jagged and rotten. The head slowly approached Erick. The beast moved like a cat, but its body was relaxed. Erick didn’t feel like it was going to strike, but that didn’t matter to Erick’s heart; the beating organ threatened to pound right out of his chest. 

Erick sent, ‘Ophiel will take us out of here if need—’

The Flare Couatl stopped, twenty meters away, hovering like the sword of Damocles. Its scales glittered with fire. Its eyes were twin suns. Erick felt a wash of heat across the land.

“Do you know of the Cinnabar Hand?” Its voice was a calm thing, completely in line with the monster’s lazy, floating form. “I am looking for them. These were not them. They were common hunters.” 

Poi said, “Independent hunter association.”

Erick spoke to the monster, “I knew of no Cinnabar Hand until now. I thought these people were assassins.”

“They were a group of common hunters, gathered to hunt uncommon archmage prey, but nothing more than that.” The Flare Couatl slipped backward, sighing, saying, “I would have known, otherwise.”

Erick quickly asked, “Did the Cinnabar Hand kill your Beast Master?”

The air thrummed with subdued rage. Erick might have just fucked up.

The monster roared, “They killed my VILLAGE.”  

“Apologies,” Erick said. “I did not know.”

The monster breathed deep, then said, “No one knows, but now you do. Beware, for the Cinnabar Hand consumes the flesh of others, and hides in the crowd. They are skinwalkers who strike with the hands of neighbors you have known for years. They destroy, for they are happiest covered in blood, and I will see them put down.”

Erick felt the Flare Couatl’s malice, but it was not directed at Erick; it flowed across the land like an ocean of hatred, searching for enemies. Erick understood that hatred. This monster— No. This being. This Flare Couatl wanted people dead, for the crimes those people had committed and the pain they had caused. 

In that bright second, Erick felt a kinship.

Poi whispered, “All true. No Cinnabar Hand sighted in Spur for years, though. We do routine random checks for that sort of thing.”

The Flare Couatl must have heard Poi, for it said, “There are none in your city, for they hide in the wilderness of this open country, preying on the young ones who try to tame the world. They are all over. Everywhere! And yet nowhere! MY SEARCH IS ENDLESS! If you want to help, then make a Particle [Scan] spell, and root out these evildoers from our midst!”

Erick spoke, as though to a colleague, “Is the Toxic Hydra on the same mission?”

The Flare Couatl’s skin shimmered brilliant red. It spoke with a heavy voice, “Yes. And he has lost his way. Put him down, if you must, for I… I cannot.”

“Are you a [Polymorph]ed person?” Erick asked, “I too, would like to prevent hunters from preying on the young, but everyone thinks you are a monster.”

The Flare Couatl chuckled, a deep, resonating sound, then said, “I am not a mortal. I am not a monster. I am vengeance given flesh and function. Cast your [Withering], and prove it to yourself, so that you may call off whatever hunts your guilds have set.”

‘Get ready,’ Erick sent, then said, “Okay.”

Poi, Teressa, Kiri, Jane, and Rats, each stood straighter, or stronger, or ready to move. Six ‘Affirmative’s came back to Erick.

[Domain of the Withering Slime].

A sphere of white light flowed into existence around Erick, translucent, as thick air spilled up from the Crystal Forest, washing across the talking monster. And nothing happened. Crashing air touched the Flare Couatl, passing across and into the monster’s opening mouth. 

The Flare Couatl closed its mouth, then said, “No [Weather Ward]s. No grand rad inside. No insanity. You have your proof. Take this proof back to your people, and call off your kill quests. Stopping the youngsters from attacking me takes up valuable time.” The not-monster added, “Though… Kill the hydra. If you can. He has lost himself. He has given himself to the mana, and the mana has taken him, transforming him into a Scion of Destruction.” 

A blip of red filled the sky. When the light passed, the Flare Couatl was gone.

Just like that. A decree, and then a [Teleport], and he was gone. Erick felt loss, somehow. He wanted to talk more. To ask more questions. To find out what was really happening with the Flare Couatl, and the Toxic Hydra; to ask if any of the other ‘monsters’ in the Crystal Forest were not monsters at all.

Jane asked, “What the fuck was that?”

Kiri said, “I have no idea.”

Erick stared at the sky, saying, “A village destroyed. A path of destruction. Not-monsters from Nergal hunting for hunters. I need to talk to the Mage Trio.” Erick said, “But first, I should tell Mog about this.”

Poi said, “Silverite and Killzone are being briefed, right now.” He added, “Mog is in the loop now, too. [Witness]es will come, soon. We should wait for that to happen.” Poi pointed up.

Erick followed Poi’s finger. He watched as a silver [Scry] orb appeared in the manasphere next to Poi, followed by a blue [Scry] orb, and a black one, too. The orbs looked around. The black orb quickly vanished, while the silver lingered for a moment. Both the silver and the blue orb vanished at the same time. They were only in the air for five seconds.

After the [Scry] orbs vanished, Jane asked, “That couatl wasn’t a [Polymorph]ed person, was it?”

“No. I saw a part of its mind, and it was wholly a…” Poi looked at the blue sky, and the dissipating clouds, saying, “That was a monster. But not a monster. I don’t know what the fuck that was. I have never, ever, heard of anything like this, ever before.”

Teressa said, “A lot of dragon essence in that couatl. That’s the only way it could have gotten that big.”

“And a lot of other magic too, no doubt,” Poi said.

Kiri asked, “Why hasn’t another dragon eaten it, yet?” 

“That’s a very good question,” Poi said.

 

- - - -

 

The next two hours proceeded very fast. Silverite, Felair, and Hera appeared in a blip of silver, on the sands in front of Erick and the group. While yellowscaled Hera and Silverite asked questions of everyone present, bluescaled Felair cast [Witness]. Staring into the sky with eyes fully blue, Felair began piecing together what had happened during the hunter attack, when Erick and everyone were forced to retreat. 

The first thing Felair discovered was that all eight hunters had ties to a [Teleport] location four kilometers away, and that they had been watching since before the morning even started. They had noticed the carrion pile, left under a [Scent Ward], and knew that people would be using it to start a Feeding Frenzy, soon.

This instantly started an argument over ‘how come we didn’t take this into account’. The answer came from Jane, ‘Shit happens. We could have taken them. All they had was the surprise.’ Felair relayed what he saw, and agreed with Jane’s assessment. All eight hunters had the same ‘fireball’ ability, but not much beyond that. Each one of them looked like young rookies, out on the hunt to kill some high leveled people. They were actually talking amongst themselves about leaving, but then the [Ward] wyrm came, and they saw how beat down everyone was, and they decided that it was now or never. They chose to attack, and then the Flare Couatl showed up, as if summoned somehow, in some way.

Erick had an idea about that summoning, but did not give voice to his half-formed notion.

Felair relayed the entire experience of talking to the Flare Couatl to Silverite and Hera; Hera wrote it all down. And then Felair went over the scene again. And again. Just to make sure that they got everything. While they did all that, Erick and the group went over the bodies of the wyrms, giving a pass across the ones they had already checked, and then the red [Ward] wyrm, which they had not checked since they had been interrupted by hunters.

The total count of grand rads, at the end of the day, was:

Three head-sized grey grand-rads from the first grey wyrm. Two complete, dried-out red mother mimics. Two chest-sized purple grand-rads from the purple wyrm. A single, chest-sized grey grand-rad from the second grey wyrm. A nearly meter-wide long blue grand-rad, from the blue wyrm. The spherical head-sized grand-rad from the black wyrm. And finally, the brilliant, shining, torso-sized red grand-rad, from the red [Ward] wyrm. All together, it was maybe 12,000 gold, for just those items alone.

But they found seven guild badges inside the [Ward] wyrm, along with the crushed equipment of at least two groups of adventurers. That killed a lot of the joy of the evening. 

This time, the loot was split evenly. There was a bit of a fight over the shining red grand-rad between Kiri and Jane, so Erick took that one as his sole loot from the day. Problem solved! 

As evening came on, Silverite was still investigating the Flare Couatl with Felair’s [Witness].

Erick and Kiri ignited [Cleansing Flame] across the fields of bodies. White and green heatless flames consumed rotten flesh, transforming it to naught but air, quickly clearing the land of the ever present scent of carrion. 

As the fires ate through the corpses, vanishing dead flesh, five more guild badges fell out of the red wyrm's body. Three guild badges lay shining on the sands, where the black [Stoneshape] wyrm was laid to rest. Two badges were found crushed against each other where the purple [Stoneshape] wyrm was put down. 15 badges were retrieved from the wyrm’s corpses, in total. Scouring the burn sites revealed another 1500 gold in various crushed and broken metals. 

Feeling a heavy mix of emotions, Erick reconvened with the group, over the pile. Silverite joined them.

Silverite stood over the sheet where they had gathered all the objects they had found. Gold and grand-rads glittered in the twilight. The Mayor looked upon the spoils of war, and said, “You’ve saved a lot of future lives, today. No one will ever know it, but you should raise your heads high. You have ended threats against the world. Good job.” She smirked, and said, “And just so you’re aware, I’m counting up 20,000 gold here. Taxes are 10,000 gold. Fun times!”

Groans and grumbles started—

Erick barked a laugh. He joked, “I thought I was immune to taxes for at least a year.”

Silverite nodded, saying, “16,500, then. Which means 8300 in taxes for the rest of you.”

Kiri said, “Take whichever grand-rads you want. We’ll split the rest.”

“Nope!” Silverite said, “I don’t take bribes, Kiri. I honestly do mean taxes, for real. And you will pay them as normal, through normal channels.”

“Ha!” Erick said, “I’m sure she didn’t mean...”

Erick looked at Kiri and Silverite, as they looked at him, and then back at each other. Silverite just looked at Kiri, while Kiri paused, her eyes going wide.

“Oh?” Erick said, “That was… real?”

Kiri froze. She sputtered, out, “I didn’t mean to impugn upon your—”

“I would not have been able to remain the Mayor of Spur for 550 years, young lady, if I was willing to succumb to corruption, or take offense at every little thing. I understand that normal operating procedure is different in the Republic, but we tend not to do that sort of bribery around here.” Silverite looked south, saying, “Or rather, three thousand kilometers that way, anyway.” She added, “Don’t worry about it.” She said to the group, “Anyway! Those hunters? Felair was able to link the hunters here to other hunters reported in Vindin. That Flare Couatl cleared up a tidy mess, here.”

Erick asked, “What was that non-monster, anyway?”

“No rad, so it’s not a monster, means it’s not a Beast Master’s pet.” Silverite said, “My guess is someone created a being through summoning magic, then gave it some dragon essence. The beast’s intelligence smacks of necromancy, though. It would have had to have been in that form for a very long time for Poi to not pick up on a humanoid intelligence. This is the work of a powerful necromancer.” Silverite said, “This is nasty business, Erick.”

Erick asked, “You know the Oceanside Mages have been hunting a necromancer in the forest, yeah? This has to be related, right?”

Silverite said, “This is my feeling, too.”

“I want to help them.”

Silverite asked, “The mages? Why?”

“Not the mages. The Flare Couatl.”

Jane groaned. Kiri frowned. Teressa and Rats both went ‘tsk’. 

Silverite frowned.

Poi said, “It’s not a person, Erick. If that is a necromancer’s work… It’s a soul in a monster’s body. The Toxic Hydra went monster. I… I am sure this one will, too.”

“That is my feeling as well.” Silverite turned to Erick, adding, “But if you wish to help this Flare Couatl, then make your case, Erick.”

Jane turned to Silverite, saying, “What!”

“Erick.” Silverite said, “Your thoughts?”

Erick breathed in the twilight air. It was clean, and bright, now that the wyrms had been burned away. The moons hung in the sky, crescents on the horizon, as stars began to appear in the deeper purples of the eastern heavens. A cold wind blew from the north, like always. 

He said, “I think we should reconvene with Ramizi, Maia, and Eduard, then continue this conversation.”

Silverite pursed her lips, then said, “Fair enough. But you and I are going to have a private conversation before all of that.”

 

- - - -

 

The journey back to Spur took minutes, once Erick got his Opheils on everyone and secured the loot. 

Blip. Blip. Blip. Then one more, semi-complicated blip, for 9 people to split into two groups. Jane, Kiri, Rats, Teressa, and the loot, went home. Silverite, Hera, Felair, Poi, and Erick, blipped onto the steps of the Courthouse. 

In a few more minutes, Erick stood alone in Silverite’s office, with the door shut.

Silverite leaned against the front of her desk. Erick waited for her to begin whatever it was she was doing.

She started, “I’m gonna be honest with you. We have approved necromancers in Spur. They’re not that bad of a people, when they employ their abilities correctly. In public, I say that I kill necromancers, because I do. Often and with extreme violence. But only because necromancers usually seek to conquer and enslave. I think I even know the necromancer that they’re looking for, now that I’ve seen that Flare Couatl up close. But this is not about her. It’s not about them. It’s about you.” Silverite asked, “Are you looking to become a necromancer?”

Erick stood there, and with complete honesty, said, “No. I am not. But the Flare Couatl is not an evil being that deserves to be put down. It’s not even a monster that deserves to be pitied! I don’t understand how any of you can talk like it needs to die. It is a good being, doing good work, saving people from murderers.”

Silverite looked at Erick. She said, “In this instance, with this necromancer, Poi was wrong about the Flare Couatl turning monstrous. That beast will stay out there, hunting hunters, killing killers, until the necromancer finds the Cinnabar Hand they are looking for.” She added, “If this is the necromancer I’m thinking of.” 

She continued, “If I were you, I would kill the Toxic Hydra, ignore the necromancer’s request for a [Scan] spell to root out the Cinnabar Hand, and train every single day, using every tool at my disposal, to get better.” Silverite stressed, “Because the only time that Flare Couatl broke its normal speech, was when you spoke to it. And then it handed you a task. Make no mistake, Erick, this not-monster is undoubtedly still connected to its master, and this [Scan] spell is not a high priority for her. At least for right now. This does not mean that her request will remain a low priority.”

Erick listened, and he heard what Silverite was laying out. He understood what she was saying to him, deep down, but this understanding did not bring him comfort. It brought him pain. Because it meant—

Silverite said, “You are weak, Erick.” 

Yup. He was. There was no arguing against that point.

Silverite said, “I say this with kindness, but I say it again: you are weak for your position. A real archmage would have killed those hunters the second they decided to attack.” She stressed, “Decided to attack, mind you. A real archmage would have seen those hunters plotting and positioning, throughout the entire day. Poi is about the best detector a non-archmage is capable of being. If it weren’t for him, you would have all died.”

Silence filled the room, weighing entirely on Erick.

Silverite said, “Leave this necromancer work to the professionals. Learn how to see the assassins and the hunters and the dangers coming. There’s magic for all of that, out there. And you seem to be pretty good at that sort of thing. So get better.”

Erick frowned, but there was a heavy truth to Silverite’s words. He could still imagine where his ear had been burned away. Erick steeled himself, and said, “You’re right.”

“I know.” Silverite said, “And it’s awful that I am.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick, Mog, Zago and Silverite, sat on one side of a long, heavy wood table, in a conference room of the Courthouse. Ramizi, Maia, and Eduard sat on the other side. Introductions and initial questions had already been exchanged, though Zago had said that she wished to speak to Erick afterwards; alone. Erick agreed. And then Poi gave his detailed report of the Flare Couatl, with telepathic imagery of the event, like it had been recorded with a camera, except the camera was Poi’s own eyes and ears.

Poi stood at the head of the table, ending his report with, “It vanished with a [Teleport].” He sat down.

Dozens of half-hidden emotions had already been thrown across room, as Poi’s testimony and imagery unfolded. No accusations, though; not yet. Ramizi had been mostly miffed and quiet. Maia, miffed and loud. Eduard, cold and calculating, his eyes furrowed, a slight frown upon his face. As for Erick’s side of the table, Mog just sat listening, while Zago and Silverite sat poised, ready to verbally attack, if needed.

Eduard started with, “You know our necromancer?”

Silverite said, “Yes. But to answer the question you really wanted to ask: we are not harboring her. And to throw our own accusations across the table: you know her, too. Or at least the Headmaster does. She never comes out of the jungle. Ever. She is a storm and she destroys by her very presence.” She scowled, saying, “And to level yet another bit of disgust— What the fuck were you thinking! Not telling us that she was here! We find this out, weeks after the fact, through no help by you, after she’s already infested the Crystal Forest with her monsters!”

Silverite’s words permeated the air, a damning accusation. 

Maia and Ramizi’s demeanor shifted to professional. Eduard sat straighter. 

Eduard spoke with authority, saying, “She has violated the agreement she constructed with the Headmaster three hundred years ago. She has left her jungle. Messalina has forfeited her life.”

Zago sharply inhaled, but kept outwardly calm. 

“Thank you, for dropping the act.” Silverite asked, “Who wants to explain to the rest of the group?”

Erick just sat there, listening, as a silence filled the room.

Maia broke the silence, saying, “Messalina is also known as the Life Binder. She is an unparalleled necromancer. She has kept to her jungle, the village the Flare Couatl mentioned, for the last three hundred years. The story goes, that if you seek a fresh start, the Life Binder will give you that, in exchange for all that you are. What she actually does is she creates a monstrous body, then she puts a petitioner's soul into that body, in exchange for 25 years of service in protecting her village.” Maia said, “A month ago, a group of the Cinnabar Hand murdered that village.”

“We’re not sure how they managed to accomplish something which should have been impossible, or where they are right now.” Ramizi said, “But what we are sure of, is that the Cinnabar Hand has always had a presence in the Crystal Forest, and that Messalina knows this.” Ramizi looked to Erick, saying, “That the Flare Couatl actually asked you to create a Particle [Scan] spell, cinches it. She wants to eradicate the Cinnabar Hand, but even the highest tier [Scan] magic cannot uncover the vast distances and other bodies that the Cinnabar Hand utilizes to hide itself.”

Erick scoffed. “Really? No magic can do this? Surely someone would have invented this spell by now?” He turned to Zago and Silverite, asking, “Can we get Opal in on this? Isn’t she really good at detection?”

Silverite said, “If she wanted to be a part of this, she could. But she doesn’t. I can safely say, though, that this magic that [Scan]s even a small part of the world for specific people, no matter who they currently look like or what precautions they take, simply does not exist. If it ever did, then the hidden dragons of the world would murder anyone who had such a power.” She added, “Conversely, if one of those same hidden dragons had access to this spell, we would quickly find one more dragon in this world who could match the Headmaster for power, and threaten his position as Second.”

Erick said, “These ‘hidden dragons’ people keep mentioning haven’t gone after this Flare Couatl. Doesn’t that thing have dragon essence in it? Or…?”

Ramizi said, “An average dragon could not kill that Flare Couatl, so they leave it alone.”

“False.” Mog said, “That Flare Couatl was 30 meters long at last report.” She said, “I bet some dragons did try to kill it, and they failed.”

“Oh,” Erick said.

Ramizi amended, “Or that, yes. That could have happened, too.”

Zago said, “Don’t make this spell, Erick. You already have a large enough target on your back.”

Mog said, “Aye.”

Erick said, “I wasn’t… I won’t. But…” Erick paused. He said, “Tell me if I have something wrong, here. I want to help the Flare Couatl, now that I know it's not a monster, but instead someone who volunteered for a new body. The necromancer is not some murder-y necromancer, but someone out to kill people who kill others the world over. We should be helping this Messalina. And then when she’s gotten her revenge, she’ll go back to her jungle, and we’ll be less a few dozen Cinnabar Hand.” Erick added, “They steal people’s faces, right? With [Polymorph]? That means they have to eat the person’s heart and brain, to do that, yes?”

Eduard’s face went red as Erick spoke, but he held his tongue. Maia frowned. Ramizi just sat back, dispassionate. Mog sighed, while Zago was expressionless. Silverite just looked at him. 

When Erick finished stating his piece, Silverite said, “I agree—”

Eduard erupted, “What the FUCK!”

“— but for none of the reasons you have stated, Erick.” Silverite turned to the Trio, continuing, “The Headmaster hates Messalina for personal reasons, and whatever he said to you three, is not the full truth. But this is not my truth to tell, so I will leave it at that. Messalina, for her part, is a hedonistic, power hungry cultist, who is the head of a cult all about her. When you get her angry, she is one of the most vicious women I have ever had the displeasure of knowing.”

Erick paled. Shit. He had made the wrong call.

Silverite continued, “But she is not evil. Her methods of ‘helping’ people are illegal in the vast majority of the world, but not where she lives. She treats her people with dignity, and respect, and gives new lives to those who would be dead otherwise. When their 25 years of servitude are over, she makes those that desire such a thing, new, young versions of their old bodies. Most of them choose to live the rest of their natural lives in that village, in a speck of paradise surrounded by some of the most dangerous jungles on Veird. The Messalina I know does not use mind control, despite history claiming otherwise; she just provides a wonderful life.” 

Maybe… Erick... hadn’t made the wrong call?

Eduard said, “It sounds almost as though you approve of her and her actions.”

Silverite ignored Eduard’s taunt, saying, “Due to this new information, Spur will quietly start a Cinnabar Hunt. I don’t know what happened to cause the Toxic Hydra, but Erick will put that monster down, and then we will let the Flare Couatl hunt Hunters for as long as Messalina desires.”

Eduard practically growled out, “Messalina needs to die for her crimes against Civilization.”

“If you can find her, go ahead. It’s your funeral.” Silverite said, “You three are great additions to this town, and let’s not forget the magic you have invented because of what you have learned here.” She scoffed, “But not telling me that Messalina is outside the city? That is a major mark against you. We will protect you against Messalina if you should find and fail to kill her, because it is the duty of civilization to protect its people from the monsters outside the walls. But keep in mind that citizenship in Spur demands my constant approval.” She added, “Don’t make this situation here more difficult than it has to be.”

Eduard countered, “Messalina killed hundreds on her rampage to Eidolon. She tore apart a school. She murdered a church of people in the middle of worship. She performed acts of necromancy in the streets, ripping souls from bodies only to trap them into decaying earth and wood elementals, as punishment for imagined slights. Those people died multiple deaths, over and over again, until an old woman stood up to her. That old woman died, too.” Eduard seemed to cool, somewhat. He said, “And then Messalina came up here. So, since the three of us are already here, it falls to us to put this monster down.” Eduard said, “We could use your help.”

Silverite listened, then said, “I never said she didn’t deserve to die. I just said that Spur will not step into the fight when she’s killing killers. If that changes—”

Eduard interrupted, “The Toxic Hydra is killing all sorts. Messalina brought that here.”

“I’m going to kill the hydra.” Erick looked to the darkened windows of the conference room, saying, “I can do it tonight. I just need to find it. I’ve already got a list of terrible monsters that need killing, thanks to Mog. The Toxic Hydra is on that list.” He added, “I could actually use your help doing that, if you’re interested.”

Ramizi spoke up, “We are. We’re interested in the other targets on that list, too.”

Mog frowned, looking at the mages, saying, “None of those targets are safe for anyone except at a hundred kilometer range. If you [Teleport] near them, you will die. That is why Erick is cleared for them, and they’re not on the boards.” She added, “You’re not cleared to fight them, and I won’t clear you. If you attempt this, your adventuring license in Spur will be rescinded, at the very least.”

“We won’t fight them, then.” Ramizi said, “But allow us to help. Please.”

“Why?” Mog asked.

Silverite sighed, saying, “Answer the question, Mage Fieldsend, and then back to the topic, everyone.”

Ramizi glanced from Silverite to Mog, saying, “You likely have a Desert Rose on that list. I want its heart, and its seeds.”

Mog breathed in, then huffed out. “If you can use your [Familiar]s to assist in clearing the list… If you can prove that you won’t go actually fight them. Then I can give you a copy.” She added, “These are uncommonly terrible monsters, you understand. They will kill you, most of them by just being near.”

“We will abide by your ruling.” Ramizi smiled, then schooled his face. He said, “Thank you.”

Maia spoke up, “Our [Familiar]s have run into the Toxic Hydra twice. We have tried to kill it once, but we were completely unsuccessful. We won’t be trying that again. Our voluntary report of that monster should be part of the packet you got, Archmage.” 

Erick looked to Mog. 

Mog said, “One of five, but still true.”

Maia spoke to everyone, saying, “So you see? We come to you when we know you will help. But in this specific case, with Messalina, the Headmaster forbade us from disclosing the full amount of our knowledge, but since the dragon is out of the cave: The Headmaster would like you to know that your reluctance to do what needs to be done has been noted.”

Silverite glared, saying, “You still should have come to us.”

Erick just looked around for a golden [Scry] orb, or whatever.

Maia saw Erick looking, and said, “He’s already [Cleanse]d himself of this situation." She looked to Silverite, saying, "The extent of his words just now are the last he will to do with any of you, regarding Messalina.”

“Good.” Silverite said, “He still should have told us.”

“Why?” Maia asked. “You’ve said yourself that you won’t do anything against her.”

“There’s nothing to be done, Mage Rokva.” Silverite said, “She is outside of Spur. She has not attacked the city. She is somewhere only Rozeta knows, and we are not imperialists! I have enough problems already. Chasing after the Headmaster’s vendetta is what you signed up for; not me, and certainly not Spur.”

Eduard said, “The Headmaster has no doubts that Messalina will escalate her monster creation if she cannot find the Cinnabar Hand and track down the people who killed her village.”

Silverite said, “If we find any members of the Cinnabar Hand in Spur, using conventional methods, we will execute them, then dump their corpses on the sands to the north in a suitably noticeable way. Messalina will take these corpses as gifts, and as an incentive to leave. If she does not, we might be having a very different conversation in a few weeks.” She added, “But I doubt we will find the Cinnabar Hand in Spur, anyway.” Silverite stood, saying, “I can tell you still have objections, but I have no time for them. We’re done here. Good luck on your hunt.” She added, “Please be on your way.”

Eduard stood up, starting, “Messalin—”

“Good night, Mage Rokva,” Silverite said.

Eduard went silent. He nodded. Ramizi and Maia stood up. Eduard led the way, as the other two followed him out of the Courthouse meeting room. 

Ramizi turned at the door, looking at Erick, to say, “We’ll look for the Toxic Hydra. We have a rough idea of where it is, so it shouldn’t take us more than an hour to find it. We’ll come over when we have its location.”

Erick said, “Sounds good to me.”

 

- - - -

 

Everyone cleared out of the room, back to their own duties or lives, except for Zago, Erick, and Poi. Silverite was the last one of the others to leave. When she left the room, she looked to Erick and Zago, saying nothing, as she closed the door behind her.

Zago sat in her chair, with her hair pulled back in braids, and small gold rings on her small upturned horns. Her dress robe was almost white it was such a faint purple; much lighter than her violet skin. She did not look angry. She looked curious. And then she noticed Erick trying to figure her out.

With a small smile, Zago said, “I’m glad you made it back safely. I am not… mad, at you, for killing a Breach Demon. Is that what you think?”

Erick said, “With all due respect, I honestly don’t know.”

Zago lost her smile, as she nodded. “The Quiet War is messy and complicated. It’s hard to know what anyone on the other side is thinking.” She sighed. “But the incani of Spur are happy that a Breach Demon was not summoned. All out war has been avoided. Maybe there won’t be a retaliatory Converter Angel loosed in the lands of our extended families. But praying for that is like planning for rain in the Crystal Forest; a fool’s endeavor.” Zago added, “Though. Perhaps. Maybe Koyabez’s priests will see this one coming, too, and put blocks on the release of that inevitable tragedy, too.” 

Erick listened; he heard what Zago was saying. 

He answered her directly, “If it happens, I will… if I am able to help, I will.”

Zago sat with poise, a tiny smile on her lips, but a sadness in her eyes. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Erick nodded. He changed the subject. “So I was thinking of taking some formal magic classes.”

Zago flinched. She said, “Maybe… Coming to the Guildhouse… right now? This might be premature. I know I said that we’re happy that war will not come. But happy with that, and with you, are two different things.” She added, “I’m… Sorry. Erick. I just don’t want my young ones to be consumed with the fact that there is an archmage in their presence. At least not right now. In a month things should have settled.”

Erick smiled sadly, saying, “That’s okay. The Headmaster offered me classes once. I had considered to ask him, too. But with this new development… Did you know about Messalina?”

“I did not know she was here. It’s slightly terrifying, truthfully. She’s in several old stories.” Zago spoke with false reverence, “Messalina the Life Binder, the greatest necromancer of Nergal. Half of the greater monsters running around that jungle are attributed to her, though the actual number is likely much less. Flare Snakes were her creation. The original hydra was not, though she added dozens of varieties, and I think we can safely say, now, that the Toxic Hydra is her creation.” She added, “And if you can kill this toxic hydra, there are many more of those monsters that prowl the Kingdoms, that need to die. The Kingdoms would pay handsomely for this service, too.” 

“Maybe.” Erick looked to the dark window, and the night sky outside, saying, “I won’t go there until I can defend myself, though. This hunter attack...”

“Yes. It looked quite bad.” Zago breathed, then looked away, then looked to Erick, saying, “You should go to Oceanside. The Headmaster will try to maneuver something out of you for your ‘temerity’, tonight. He doesn’t like being told ‘no’.” She smiled softly, adding, “But you did threaten to recreate a [Gate] network in this modern era. So maybe he’ll just want you to get going on that.”

Erick winced. “How big of a splash did that make?”

“Very large, and very wide. Anhelia has been thoroughly occupied as of late.” Zago chuckled. “Barely at her desk!” She said, “Though, if you do decide to go forward with this idea, you simply must get some proper help. Which, again, brings us to proper arcanaeum training. I am glad you are seeking this out. Your methods of spellwork are greatly successful, but there is much you simply cannot know, and cannot prepare against; at least as you are, right now.”

Erick nodded, then altered the subject. “Did Sizzi make her [Familiar], yet?”

Zago’s eyes lit up. “Yes!” She laughed. “She didn’t tell you? Oh that poor child. She must have lost her nerve.”

Erick smiled, asking, “She made one she likes? That’s great!”

Zago waved her hand through the air. “It took her a few days, but what are days of rapid progression compared to years of stagnation? She made this whole big production of it, too. A stone stage out in the Crystal Forest, carved in imagery and light. She got Anhelia to play the harp while I tapped away at a drums. I’m not very good at music, but all I had to do was keep a beat. When everything was set, we went out there at noon, and she sang at the sun.” Zago grinned, saying, “[Telepathy], [Scry], [Lightshape], and [Conjure Force Elemental]. [Summon Rokkel]. It’s a three meter tall fractal crash of light, and also a tiny bunny. Perfect [Familiar].” Zago said, “Thank you, Erick. Sizzi is thrilled.” 

Erick smiled wide, saying, “I’m glad it worked.”

“I’m going to have to tease her about being unable to tell you, though.”

Erick laughed.
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Ar'Kendrithyst reached #100 in the top list today! It's a Holiday Miracle! And it's all thanks to readers like you. 
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063, 1/2


                ‘It’s easier to see at night, anyway,’ Ramizi sent.

Erick had left the Courthouse and arrived at home half an hour ago. The Mage Trio showed up at his house ten minutes after that. They had found the Toxic Hydra. The four of them repositioned to an empty room in Erick’s house, where chairs were conjured and Poi stood in attendance, providing a telepathic network so that they could communicate while they were riding their [Familiar]s. Erick transitioned his senses to Ophiel, and they did the same for their own [Familiar]s.

Eduard sent, ‘You’ll have three seconds once it notices your Ophiel.’

‘Likely less,’ sent Maia.

- - - -

 

Ophiel flew high in the sky, racing across the dark vault of the empty heavens. Twinkling stars and the slim crescents of the three moons were the only light up here, though Ophiel himself gave off a tiny, almost imperceptible glow. His companion was similarly dark. A blue streak of a fox flew next to Ophiel, completely at ease flying this high up, his icicle fangs glittering in the dim, cold light.

A tiny blip of red bloomed beside the pair of [Familiar]s, scattering yellow and orange light into the dark; Maia’s firebird, [Teleport]ing in for duty. She was two meters from wingtip to wingtip; still smaller than Ophiel, but more than large enough to carry another [Familiar] in her claws. Ramizi’s slick weasel, clear with a touch of white, flopped between both of the bird’s eagle-like claws, but the weasel gave no complaints as he stared forward, at the clouds ahead. The only clouds in the sky. 

The fluffy upper reaches of that singular cloud were pristine white, but down below, the cloud was green, and glowing, and touching the ground. An arcane sickness laid heavy in that strange air.

Erick sent, ‘It’s a cloud in the desert. Just like in the reports.’

Ramizi sent, ‘It noticed our scouting and sent up that cloud, but it should still be in there.’

‘It monsterified, so it can’t [Teleport],’ sent Eduard. 

Maia sent, ‘Your magic will be greatly diminished, too. You’re going to want to start off strong.’

Erick sent, ‘I read the report, but I want to see what all those words actually mean.’

‘Fair enough,’ Eduard sent.

The ice fox and the firebird slowed to a hover. The weasel in the bird’s claws slinked onto a suddenly materialized [Force Platform]; now they weren’t moving so fast, he could fly around on his own. The Trio’s [Familiar]s remained where they were, as Ophiel flew forward; this was his show, now.

Seven Ophiel blipped into existence in the sky around the hovering group. They turned small, and silent. Three of them stayed behind, while the other four spread out, up and down, left and right, as they flew closer to the cloud. Four kilometers away, then three. Then two. The wind was calm tonight; the grounded cloud was wispy at the edges, but mostly solid. As the three Ophiel neared, the cloud’s green glow turned brighter. A putrid light illuminated the cloud from the inside. Brighter, and brighter still.

Ophiel dodged, rapidly, each a different direction, each of them [Blink]ing again and again.

Seven beams of green brilliance carved out of the cloud, like searchlights, trailing after each of Ophiel’s four bodies. The beams did not hit; Ophiel was fast and quick with the [Blink]s. But the beams didn’t have to hit. The very air around each beam, for dozens of meters in every direction, was laced with green. This secondary effect was practically invisible to the Ophiel trying, and failing, to evade completely. Four Ophiel disintegrated under the onslaught of barely-there danger, while three Ophiel watched. 

The beams arced a kilometer or two through the air, before they lost cohesion, turning into so much green liquid. That liquid fell to the ground where it started to smoke and gather in puddles. 

There were no agave down there. There were no mimics, either. The Toxic Hydra had killed everything for dozens of kilometers around. That was okay. The hydra was an ecological disaster, but not an impossible one to fix, apparently. If no one attacked the hydra, the crystal mimics of the Crystal Forest could heal all this damage over the course of a day, or at least that’s what Mog’s report said. 

But seeing the beast in action, and seeing what surrounded it, Erick wasn’t sure if Mog’s assessment was entirely true. 

Two more Ophiel [Teleport]ed in, bringing the count back up to five. One of the five split from the pack, going right, as a white orb materialized around his body, spilling thick air into the night, down to the ground. The sands below crawled with rushing, charging pseudopods made of thick air that raced to the green cloud, crashing against the windwall like so much splattering gel. But some of it snaked below the cloud; some of it got through, and probed deep.

A brilliant shock of green light tore through the cloud, shredding it from the inside out, cascading green fog across the dark Crystal Forest. A roar shook the land. A monster stood among the mist; revealed to the night. 

Erick felt his heart beat hard, even though he was nowhere near his body.

The front halves of seven wyrms had been artfully attached to the body of a massively oversized Tyrannosaurus Rex, but there was nothing rotten about this beast. Pristine black scales covered the entire monster, while brilliant green eyes drank in the night. Pristine black spikes jutted all along the back of its seven heads and necks, trailing down to a thick tail, large enough to counterbalance the whole heavy front of the monster. But where the dinosaur would have had tiny front arms, this Toxic Hydra had dragonkin arms, each as large as one of the wyrm bodies on top. Its legs were similarly huge; the Toxic Hydra looked like it could stand, and race, and move, if it wanted, but right now, it laid in a sea of green light, flicking its tail back and forth in the green glow, looking around with seven heads, screaming from each one, searching for its attacker.

Its head pitched back, opening wide, green light pouring from every mouth to slice the fog in every direction, spilling more green liquid everywhere, spilling more clouds into the sky.

Ophiel’s Domain snaked through that green sea, thick air breaking apart atop the glowing waters, but there was more than enough of the spell to reach the hydra. Withering wrapped tight around the monster, and the beast howled. Green fissures appeared between the perfect, black scales. Dark green blood poured to join the glowing sea already under the hydra.

Thick air pulled poison out of the monster, as dark green eyes searched for its attacker, and found nothing, because its attacker was seven kilometers away, and hidden. Ophiel had moved into a divot in the sands Erick had made with [Stoneshape].

The monster dipped two heads into the sea at its feet, drinking down the poison. It bled, a lot. It kept bleeding, as it kept drinking. Dark blood flowed, forming dim swirls in the glowing sea. The hydra drank it all down, in a visceral, bloody cycle.

The hydra stopped howling. And it drank.

A minute passed. Five minutes. Eight. The hydra had long since stopped roaring green magic into the sky; now it just guzzled poison with two heads, as the other five scanned the sky to see what was hurting it. It either didn’t recognize that the thick air around it was a danger, or it couldn’t track the visual distortion to its source, or the very clouds of its own toxic sea served to disguise Erick’s attack.

But it wasn’t enough.

Erick sent, ‘So… I guess I have to try this, then.’

The other three mages just watched, silently agreeing with him that another tactic was required.

An Ophiel rapidly blipped right above the hydra, his body already disintegrating, but not fast enough. He released a glow of blue that crashed down onto the hydra, and blipped away. 

The hydra groaned as the blue glow crawled over its body, eliciting green icicles from the seeping green blood here and there. The hydra didn’t seem to care much. After thirty seconds, the blue glow was half of what it had been before. After a minute, it was gone. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat up, saying, “Huh.” 

Poi stood to the side of the room, looking on, while Rats stood at the archway, eating from a bowl of potato chips. Jane sat on a couch, also eating from her own bowl of potato chips. Maia, Eduard, and Ramizi, gradually came to; sitting up in their chairs.

Jane saw Erick come back to himself, and munched on another chip.

“Is that a [Dispel] Aura?” Erick asked the mages.

Ramizi said, “No. Spells just don’t last long against him. A lot of toxic monsters are like that.”

Jane frowned, but kept eating chips. 

Eduard said, “You can tell which monsters are strong against constant effects based on the glow. A strong green glow like that usually means spells do a lot less damage.”

“Your [Withering] seems to do well, though. Or at least it’s powerful enough to make it to him.” Maia said, “He actually had to start drinking his own poison.”

“A ten-kilometer area of effect can do that,” Ramizi said, smirking.

“It was still breaking apart, though,” Eduard said.

“[Cleansing Fire] on the pool?” Erick asked, “Ever tried that?”

Ramizi laughed. “If you can set water on fire, please tell me how.”

Erick said, “Let me guess. This is one of those monsters that you have to approach with a full-time [Cleanse Aura] active, but unlike other aura spells, like say [Force Shrapnel Aura], [Cleanse Aura] doesn’t suffer from this weakening effect, whereas [Force Shrapnel Aura] does.”

Maia said, “Yup. Common knowledge— Wait.” Her eyes went wide. “You didn’t know that, did you?”

Eduard went deep in thought. 

Erick thought, while everyone else went quiet; they were likely thinking their own thoughts on the subject, either regarding the hydra, or Erick.

Ramizi blurted out, “Do not create a way to set water on fire, please.”

Maia glared at Ramizi, saying, “Why in Celes not!”

“I wouldn’t be setting the water on fire, anyway.” Erick said, “Just the radiation.”

“Radiation?” Eduard asked, using the English word Erick had just used.

Erick said, “I don’t think you have a word for it. What do you call a… an energy in the air that harms living things, and that sticks around.”

Eduard said, “Decay.”

“I think we’re talking about different things.” Erick offered, “What about the [Familiar]s, then? Why do they Decay when exposed to the hydra’s glow? They’re not organic. Right?”

Eduard frowned, slightly. Maia thought.

Ramizi said, “[Familiar]s are Force constructs, so you’re right that they’re not subject to Decay.” Ramizi added, “But there are different types of Decay. This hydra’s Decay is also Natural Decay, and everything is subject to that, even Force.”

Maia elaborated, “Decay is Decay. Natural Decay is a form of Fire… Uh. Wait.” She frowned. She said, “Fire... is not actually an element. According to Particle magic. So maybe Natural Decay isn’t Fire at all?”

Jane asked, “Where does Decay fall on the elemental spectrum? That always confused me about Mana Altering.”

Eduard answered, “The pieces to Mana Altering were decided in the early years of the Script, to add back several things that the Script blocked. In particular, fire and lightning magic.” Eduard elaborated, “A lot of ancient history is being dredged up around the world, because of the invention of new magics and Rozeta taking no steps to hide that she is banning several of them and taking away others. Like [Gold Grab]. This tidbit about Mana Altering is one of those facts that a lot of people just forgot about from the early days of the Script, but it was right there in the older books.”

Erick pulled out Mana Altering because he suddenly saw the skill in a new light, and this Toxic Hydra’s Natural Decay seemed very similar to another lesson from Jane’s High School physics background. Or maybe Erick had heard about radiation from somewhere else. The fact was, was that Natural Decay, or radiation, as Erick thought of it, ate away at magic, and that was really weird. 

 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

Nothing stood out in particular, at least not right now. That ‘Generate New Effects’ was highly suspect, but Erick would have to play around with that later.

“But… Natural Decay?” Jane asked. 

Eduard said, “Ah. Right. In the Early Script, it used to be called ‘Extreme Light’, but it got shortened to ‘Natural Decay’, and then, since the part that got put in the Script wasn’t natural at all, it became just ‘Decay’.”

Maia asked, “Is light not a variation of fire and wind?” Maia added, “It has long been suspected that shadow is actually the joining of stone and water...” She frowned, saying to herself, “But that’s not true at all, is it.”

Erick put on his best bewildered face, and shrugged like he wasn’t suddenly tiptoeing around another very dangerous part of the natural world.

Jane ate a chip, saying, “I wouldn’t know.”

Eduard, Maia, and Ramizi, each glanced from Erick to Jane, and then at each other. 

Rats ate a potato chip, crunching it with all the enthusiasm of a man watching a drama.

“Back to killing the Hydra!” Erick said, eagerly, hoping to deflect the topic of the nature of light and radiation to another day. “Just so I’m understanding this correctly, these types of glowing Decay monsters feed off of their own Decay. Yes?”

Eduard remained silent; thinking. Maia mimicked her brother, but with a frown.

Ramizi said, “Yes. Broadly.”

So that meant some creatures used radiation as a form of magical healing, but radiation also disrupted magic. Lead also completely disrupted magic, but none of the heavier metals disrupted magic, when they all blocked radiation just as well as lead, if not better.

Well wasn’t all of that mightily interesting.

 

- - - -

 

The [Familiar]s had moved little while Erick and everyone talked. 

Four Ophiel still flew by the firebird, the weasel on his platform, and the floating blue fox. The fifth Ophiel, the one anchoring the Withering Slime to the world, was several kilometers away from the others, to the far right of the Toxic Hydra, still layering thick, desiccating air, over the monster; still hiding against the ground.

That Ophiel stayed there, continuing to provide an anchor for Erick’s [Domain of the Withering Slime].

One of the Ophiel in the group of four, peeled off, casting a [Personal Special Ward], masking out all light except cyan. The Ophiel turned from white, to a bright Focus-Cyan, and with a blip of cyan light, appeared far behind the Toxic Hydra, but close enough to hover over the Hydra’s glowing green sea. 

Ophiel did not disintegrate, at all. The maskward had successfully blocked out the most damaging wavelengths of the Toxic Hydra’s radiation. Ophiel trilled in happiness, mirroring Erick’s.

And then a hydra head turned around and blasted Ophiel with its radiation breath. The [Familiar] survived long enough to blip away, back to the group, but Decay glows clung to gaps in his [Personal Special Ward], like pockets of poison. The other [Familiar]s screeched, flying away from the toxic Ophiel. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick dismissed that one, as soon as he realized what had happened, saying, “Ah. So it clings.”

Eduard frowned a little.

Maia said, “Yes, it clings! But our [Familiar]s always die before it even gets a chance to cling. Your [Familiar] lasted through a blast.” She demanded, “What was that weird cyan [Ward]?”

Eduard watched Erick, but said nothing.

Ramizi said, “Just blast it with lightning.”

Erick looked away from Maia, saying, “No more experimenting. Kill the monster. Right.”

 

- - - -

 

Cyan [Ward] masks covered each of four hovering Ophiel. In the distance, glowed a sea of green, under a dark monster. The monster roared out into the sky with five heads. It was racing back and forth in its own glowing filth, while thick air clawed into its body, pulling out green blood. Two heads greedily drank from the pool as it searched, futilely, for its attacker.

Erick felt a profound stab of sadness for the creature. The Toxic Hydra had been a person, placed into a beast’s body by a necromancer of the highest order, but then left to its own devices. This former person fell to the magic, to insanity, to becoming a monster, for whatever reason. Maybe it was made improperly, and it couldn’t expel the naturally condensing rads in its body. Maybe Messalina made it this way, desiring a true monster, to hunt down the monsters that had killed her village. Erick didn’t know, and he didn’t want to ask the Life Binder about her choices; he just needed this monster dead.

The Flare Couatl had it right; the Toxic Hydra was a Scion of Destruction, irradiating the land, killing everything in sight. It needed to die.

The actual process of killing took little more than Erick deciding to end its life. After Erick made peace with himself for needing to put down a person, four Cyan maskwarded Ophiel blipped around the green sea, each approaching the hydra from a different direction. [Call Lightning] went up, blanketing the sky in actual, non-poisonous clouds. The radiation of the green sea heavily damaged the spell; crackling clouds were more like crackling wisps. But it was enough, for a start. 

Lightning ripped across a green sea, tearing through bleeding black scales. The hydra retaliated, roaring beams of green light across the offending lightning clouds, disintegrating the spell. 

The Ophiel simply recast the magic, multiple times, evading blasts from the hydra as needed; with their cyan maskwards, collateral radiation was not enough to harm them. Soon, rain fell, heavy and wet, pushing down poisonous green mist, dimming the green sea, diluting whatever power laid there. 

Lightning blasted through and across the roaring hydra. One head and neck laid limp, half gone, while five heads tried to drink from the sea. The seventh head, still standing up, still roaring out green light, was the tallest object in the area. Lighting struck that tower of flesh, exploding the head and crashing through the body, killing three more heads and buckling the hydra’s legs. The monster crashed to the green sea, twitching. 

Each Ophiel surrounded itself with a white orb, pulling thick air from the sky and the land, as they moved in, closer. 

In bloody, quiet moments, under the power of four domains, the Toxic Hydra dried out, among a sea of its own making, gently roaring a plaintive gasp. The murmurs went quiet. The beast lay still. And then every single remaining head looked to the sky, all at once, and spoke a string of foreign words.

A forty meter [Cleanse] pulsed from the creature, ripping across the dim green sea. Turning green light into thick air, and the night back to dark.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself. His face was wet. He sniffled, asking, “It spoke?”

Maia’s voice was a heavy thing, “It… He. He said, he was sorry.”

Erick sighed a stuttering breath. 

Ramizi spoke up, “They do that, sometimes. At the end. The last flare of a soul, clawing to the surface as the body and rads that trapped it are dying.” He added, “It happens a lot when you’re purifying the demonic taint from undead.”

Erick wiped his face, and put on a stronger persona. He said, “Thank you for coming over, and assisting in the location and destruction of the Hydra. Feel free to scour the body for whatever clues you need.” He added, “But while the Toxic Hydra has killed people and destroyed the land, the Flare Couatl has killed killers, and saved adventurers. Now that the balance is toward the Couatl, I cannot participate in hunting down Messalina.”

Ramizi just nodded, while Maia frowned, but quickly wiped away her visible displeasure. 

Eduard kept his voice level, as he said, “If this is the extent of her actions here… If she doesn’t start assaulting towns and cities herself… I can see why you would choose this stance. I’m not happy about it, and I think you are being shortsighted. But...” He spoke without rancor, “But we have a duty toward the dead, and to the greater good. The last time the Life Binder left her jungle she left for smaller reasons, and ended up destroying twelve arcanaeums and two nations before the Headmaster pushed her back to her jungle. We cannot allow this pattern to repeat in any shape or form.”

“Thank you for putting the hydra to rest, Archmage.” Ramizi stood, saying, “We have clues to gather, as you say.”

Eduard said, “Quite true.”

Everyone stood up from their chairs.

Erick said, “Before you go...” He said, “The thing is, I was thinking of taking the Headmaster up on his offer of schooling, or whatever it was he offered.”

The three mages each switched from cold acceptance of the facts of the day, to sudden interest. 

Erick continued, “I’m not sure what he offered, or the terms of any of it, but I have been informed that, as an archmage, I should have seen those hunters well before they attacked, and I should have been able to… I don’t want to say ‘kill’, but I would have preferred to subdue them, somehow, before they could have attacked.” Erick turned to Ramizi, and said, “And I would like to know, from someone who is in the know, if this is good. Perhaps you and I can trade for something, like how I traded with Eduard and Maia.” 

Erick took out the box for [Pure Force Beam Bolt], and handed it over to the suddenly interested Force Mage. Ramizi’s eyebrows went up as he read the box. Maia peeked over his shoulders, while Eduard looked on from outside of the pair. The Ice Mage was obviously happy, but he was unwilling to show it beyond a tiny smile, for whatever reason. 

Ramizi said, “Thi—” His voice cracked. He soldiered on, “This is a very good base! Uh.” He asked, “How? Uh. How did you? Uh. So?”

Erick said, “Take your mana and push it through your spell, like this. This is [Force Bolt].” An even, tiny hum of energy and white light surrounded Erick’s right hand. “And this is [Force Beam].” A similar hum, but brighter and sharper, focused into the air in front of his fingers. “Find the harmony between the two, and push that harmony high as you combine them.”

Ramizi’s face went blank, looking at the blue box for [Pure Force Beam Bolt]. Maia and Eduard each frowned, in their own unique way. Eduard was vastly more disbelieving, while Maia seemed more self-reflective in her expression. 

Erick said, “I wanted to show you this, because Maia and Eduard got their spells and it felt rude to leave you out.” Erick decided, right then, to go contrary to what he had planned, “Actually. I changed my mind. I don’t want anything in exchange, but I want things to be balanced.” He nodded. “Yes. This is better. Balance.”

Ramizi instantly shook his head, saying, “Nonsense! Uh! Archmage, sir. Uh.” He said, “What sort of high tier force magic are you interested in? I can. Uh. Trade?”

The man seemed to stumble over himself, trying to find an answer that wasn’t there.

“I have no idea what any Force Magic leads to.” Erick added, “Or what it is, really.”

Ramizi smiled wide, saying, “Force is the basis of all magic! It is the canvas upon which everything is painted. The ground below the ground. The sky above the sky. The medium through which all intent touches all else.” Ramizi said, “You know what? If you’re going to Oceanside, I have contacts— I was already thinking of pointing you toward them, but some of them are right assholes who wouldn’t give Rozeta the time of day. But if you come at them with this, and demand a trade from them, they will open their libraries to you.” He amended, “Well. Some of their libraries.” He added, “They’ll still be assholes, though. So. You know.”

Erick almost begged Ramizi off, to ask him to forget the whole thing. But this was better. Erick smiled. “I can guess.”

Eduard said, “You’re going to need to have certain spells and Stats and Skills before you go to Oceanside. Uh. You probably already have most of them.” He looked to the air, and then back, saying, “I forget the whole list.”

Erick said, “I’m not going right now, anyway.” He added, “Still a lot to get done here, and then we all have to prepare. And I still need to know exactly what the Headmaster wants from me for such an opportunity.”

Eduard smiled, saying, “I’ll get you the requirements list and talk to the Headmaster about what he is expecting; he’s indisposed right now but he should be able to talk soon enough.”

Maia asked, “Are you actually wanting to take classes? If not, then the enrollment requirements aren’t that important.”

“I’d like to take a few classes. Yes. Depending on how this plays out.”

Ramizi said, “You’ll definitely want to fulfill those requirements, either way. Some of the professors would love to call on an archmage in their midst. If not for an answer to a question, then to make you look foolish and them better.” He took one final look at the blue box for [Pure Force Beam Bolt], then dismissed it, saying, “But we have to harvest that corpse before it rots too much. I’ll get that list of contacts for you by tomorrow. Thank you, Archmage.” 

Erick saw them out of the house, revoking their entrance permission as soon as they passed through the [Crystalline Air] across the front of the front door.

 

- - - -

 

An hour later, Maia showed up at Erick’s front door with eight green grand-rads floating on a [Force Platform], seven of them a foot across, while the eighth was almost a meter wide.

Erick looked at the rads, then turned on his [Cleanse Aura], saying, “You should keep the rads.”

Maia laughed as thick air spilled around her, and over the rads, doing nothing. “Nope.” She said, “You’re going to need them where you’re going. The main currency of Oceanside is grand-rads. You’re also going to need these.” She pulled out two envelopes, one thick, one thin, and handed them to Erick.

Erick took the envelopes and opened the thinner one, first. He pulled out a single sheet of Script-blue paper, with immaculate writing in white ink.

 




	
Dear Archmage Erick Flatt, Planar Human of Earth, Resident of Spur, of the Crystal Forest of continental Glaquin,

Thank you for your interest in Oceanside. 

You have been approved for provisional enrollment of this Summer of 1436, meaning that you will not be allowed to attend classes for graduation credit, but you may audit classes at your leisure. 

For the duration of your residency, the Guest House of Windy Manor has been opened for you. This premier location has room for 10 people, and will be completely yours for the duration of your stay. Windy Manor is the primary location for visiting heads of state, and other such dignitaries. 

For these allowances, it is hoped that you will give 1 lecture shortly after you arrive, regarding your Particle Magic, to 10 of our interested professors. These professors will be coming from around the world, whenever you decide to give this lecture.

In exchange for this boon, these 10 professors have each promised favors for you, to be determined then, or later, or however you wish to enact such a process.

- Headmaster Kirginatharp of Oceanside Arcanaeum, Overseer of the Arcanaeum Consortium, Second to Rozeta








 

“Favors from professors, for a lecture. Okay.” Erick said, “That seems ominous.”

Maia’s eyes went a little wide. “That’s what that says?” She added, “Good luck. Those people are ruthless. Usually not violent, but I wouldn’t discount the possibility.”

Erick chuckled as he opened the second, thicker letter. He pulled out five sheets of folded up paper, and read the first one. He flipped through the other four. He lost his good humor. 

… It was a good thing he saved up 17 points. It wouldn’t be enough, though.

But the fifth page detailed a way to make at least a dozen extra points, by throwing trash spells together to unlock the accomplishments, and the accompanying points, for breaking into the higher tiers of magic. There was also a heavy warning to not do this with any spell he thought he would want to use later. Recommendations included [Force Bolt] and Mana Alterings, or [Force Wall] and alterings. Erick didn’t want to do any of that, but there were points just sitting there, waiting for him to take, as soon as he actually created higher tier magic. Erick had yet to break into tier 4 or above. Which meant… 3, 4, 5… 12 extra points, just waiting for—

Maia cleared her throat. 

Erick looked up from the paper. She had set down her [Force Platform] and dismissed it, depositing the Toxic Hydra’s grand-rads on the ground… 

The ground outside of Erick’s front door. In the dark of the night. With only the lights outside of the house to see by. Where she stood, outside of the [Solid Ward] of [Crystalline Air] layered over the doorway, separating her from coming inside. Erick suddenly felt very rude.

Erick immediately said, “Sorry!” He moved aside, granting Maia permission to enter through the [Crystalline Air]. “Would you like to come inside? I think I have some lemon cake left, unless Jane has eaten it all. You guys got away without getting any.”

Maia smiled softly, remaining where she was, as she said, “It’s getting late. Thank you, though. I just need to know your answer.”

“Yes. Soon. The answer is yes, I want to attend.” Erick read the first paper again, looking for a date. “When am I expected?”

Maia smiled. “Whenever you decide to arrive. Though classes for the semester have just started.”

Erick laughed. “Okay. That works for me. I'll be along shortly, then.”

“Good night, archmage.”

“Good night, Maia.”

Maia walked away, back into the night, then turned right to walk across the flat land of the Human District, to her house. She waved. Erick waved back. She continued. Erick revoked her [Crystalline Air] permission again, then Handy Aura’d the Toxic Hydra’s grand-rads into the house.

Now that the plan was approved from the Headmaster’s side, it was time to really discuss a trip to Oceanside with everyone else.

 

- - - -

 

The air bit at Erick’s exposed fingers; cold one moment, freezing the next. White layered the ground. Flakes of snow drifted across the path, gently swirling on the chill wind. 

Erick crunched forward, one heavy footfall, then the next—

He paused. He looked around. The trees were there, but also not. Snow layered the ground, but also… not. He had arms and legs, but they were wispy, insubstantial, dreamy things. 

This was a dream. This was not a Rozeta dream. But it was something similar. 

“Hello!” He called out, to the pale white land. “Who’s there?”

No response. The wind did not change. Snow continued to fall, uninterrupted, from an unseen sky. 

Erick mumbled, “How the hell did I get here?” He looked around. “This is a dream, isn’t it?”

With nothing better to do, and nothing behind him except for trees and snow, Erick walked forward, down the path. He didn’t walk far. Five more steps took him to a different part of the forest, and a split in the path.

To the left, was a land of green. To the right, the forest became golden, with sparks and lights among the trees. 

Erick said sarcastically, “This is a difficult decision.”

He looked left. The forest was vibrant and wild. Eyes hid among the trees, but they weren’t watching him; they were watching each other. Savagery and death prowled through the darker places, and in the light. A snake ate a bird. A badger ate a spider. A wolf ate a lion. 

Erick looked right. The forest was gold and bright, with a rainbow fractured and scattered among the canopy. At this second look, Erick realized that this gold forest was perfectly ordered. Trees laid on lines. Leaves grew in patterns. 

And none of it made any sense.

Erick spoke to whoever was doing this, “I feel that we are at a cultural misunderstanding. I have the vaguest idea of what options you’re giving me, but we lack a common language, here.” Erick sat down on the path, between where he came from, and where he could go. He said, “Obviously, I could hack down the forest between the paths, and create my own way through this world.” Snow flurried around him, piling up against his legs, against his back. “Or I could stay here and let the snow bury me.”

He grabbed a wooden ladder next to him, saying, “Or I could seek a different path, all together.” He looked up, and saw a platform above the ladder; a space to look out over the whole of creation, and see what lay ahead of all his possible choices. He let go of the ladder, and the platform; it vanished as soon as his hand left the hidden structure. “But that’s just a variation of path number 3.”

Erick sighed. He stood. Snow dusted from his insubstantial body. 

He said, “So you want me to make this [Scan] spell, right, Messalina?” He added, “Or is this some deity? If you’re some deity, you’re not one that I know.” He postulated, “Or maybe this is the Headmaster? It’s all very peculiar.” He slapped his hands together, saying, “Ah! Either way. This is a trap. Well then—”

[Telepathy].

Several wrong things happened, all at once. Erick felt an emptiness where his mana lay. The Script was gone. Meditation revealed no manasphere. Status brought up no blue boxes. 

“Huh.” Erick said, “Well that’s... ominous.”

Snow tickled his left ear, as cold bit his face and his extremities. Erick stared out at the falling white snow, and at the two paths in front of him; Green, or Gold. 

He looked to where the ladder had been. It reappeared out of the corner of his eye, then turned solid as he looked directly at the wooden rungs, leading up. He turned away from the ladder, and considered his path. 

Then he opened the door at his feet, and stepped out of the dream.

Laughter followed him out.

 

- - - -

 

Rats yelled, “He’s fine!” Rats amended, “Physically. The parasite is gone, but the connection was made, Poi. This is on you. Not me.”

Poi said, “Gods damn it! We have to take him to—”

Jane interrupted, “He’s back.”

“Oh thank the gods!” said Poi.

As Rats gutted out, “Fucking shit. Thank the gods.”

Erick opened his eyes and groaned out, “Hello?” 

He was on the couch, in the sunroom. Sweat drenched his body. Everything felt sticky. He looked around. Poi and Rats stood where the coffee table had been, while Jane sat at the other end of the couch, sitting on the armrest. Erick sat up, and almost collapsed back down, but Jane slid off the armrest, to sit beside him. She held him upright, holding his arm, blinking out moisture. Not tears; not yet. But it had been close.

Everything felt blurry, indistinct, but as Erick returned to himself, in the moment, he realized: something bad had happened.

Jane held his hand, her fingers firm against his own, saying, “Hey, Dad.” 

Erick blinked hard, asking, “What happened?”

Jane said, “You were parasitized.”

“We caught it, though,” Rats said.

“The corruption has been purged, too,” Poi added.

“Oh? Okay?” Erick felt woozy at that, but Jane’s hand glowed, and he felt better. “Okay?”

Rats said, “A Dream Worm. We’re still trying to figure out how, and who.” He asked, “What did you see? It’s very important to know what you saw, because you’re going to forget it all very fast.”

Jane pulled Erick’s hand into her own, asking, “What happened? In your dream? Don’t think too hard; it’ll go away as soon as you focus on it.”

Erick brought up his Status, to see if he was connected to the Script again. The blue box came up, and all the numbers were correct. The Toxic Hydra and all of those wyrms had barely put a dent in that level. 

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 63, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 461,871,911,414,091/1,061,020,985,772,300 

Class: 6/6
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Ah? That HP was rather low. Very low, in fact.

Jane pulled him back to the moment, squeezing his hand and his shoulder, saying, “Dad.”

Erick looked away from his Status, dismissing the box, saying, “I was in the woods. Snow. One path led to green where animals hunted and ate each other. The other path led to a forest of gold and rainbow lights. I think I made a ladder appear… And...” He frowned. “I did not take the ladder. I exited… some other way.”

Erick felt his memories of the dream fade into waking, like rain disappearing on an ocean’s surface.

“I’m not sure how I got out.” Erick looked to the darkened window; to the darkened garden just outside. He asked, “What happened?”

Rats frowned.

Poi said, “A Dream Worm. We’re not sure how it got to you, but we’ll find out.”

Erick said, “I didn’t do whatever they wanted. It seemed… Like a test?”

Poi said, “Dream Worms are meant to screw with you. They’re a… a vector for easy mental magic.” He quickly added, “It got implanted just today— I’m sure I would have found the worm if it had been implanted sooner. It must have happened in the last—” He asked, “What was the last thing you remember?”

Erick thought back. He said, “I got the acceptance letters from the Headmaster, from Maia.” He smiled, changing the subject by asking, “By the way: do you all want to go to Oceanside?”

Jane’s face dropped. She said, “You already asked us. Before you turned in early.”

Erick froze. He thawed, saying, “Oh. Okay. So I lost some time there… Fun.” He felt some kind of nervousness, but he forced a smile anyway, and asked, “What were the answers?”

Jane said, “You really should be more upset at this invasion, Dad.”

Erick said, “I am. But Poi is already freaking out enough for all of us, I think.” Erick looked to the man, whose face had been sky-blue this whole time; he was usually sapphire. “What’s your verdict?”

Poi breathed deep. He paused. He stood straight, and said, “My verdict is that I have failed you.” He looked straight ahead, standing at attention, saying, “I am sorry. I am unqualifi—”

“You stop that right now.” Erick said, “We are attacked. We defend. This is how it works, right?” He added, “This is what life is, isn’t it?” He stated, “I am not going to become a hermit. Neither are you. No one failed. We were tricked… or something.” 

Poi frowned, staunch in his stature, color returning to his face. Rats grumbled, while Jane… Jane just held Erick’s hand, and his shoulder, her eyes downcast.

Erick asked, “Right?”

Poi kept frowning, silently.

Erick said, “Someone say something.” He looked to Poi, asking, “You’re not leaving, okay?” Halfway begging, “Please?”

Poi blinked slow, then breathed out, saying, “I apologize for missing this Dream Worm.” He added, “And for my outburst just now. I will not abandon my post.”

Erick smiled wide, saying, “Good! Don’t worry about it. Where was the worm anyway? How was it… Placed?” He winced, and because he didn’t really want to know whatever operations he had to go through, he changed the subject. “Where’s Kiri and Teressa? Are they okay?”

Rats said, “They’re out getting help.”

Poi said, “They’re back.”

Erick listened, trying out [Perfect Hearing]. Equilibrium vanished. He could have crashed left, if Jane hadn’t been holding him. Sound vanished from his left ear, while his right ear heard the telltale ‘blip’ of someone [Teleport]ing in, just outside of the sunroom.

“We’re back! With a surprise!” Kiri called out, from outside the room. Footsteps came down the hallway. Kiri appeared in the doorway. She instantly saw that Erick was awake. “Ah! Good! You got him back.”

Kiri walked into the room, along with Teressa, and an old silverscale woman; the High Priestess of the Interfaith Church, Darenka. The old woman followed the other two into the room, her white dress swishing around her legs. She eyed Erick, as Erick’s own eyes went wide. Erick almost asked what she was doing here, but that answer was pretty damn obvious; he was obviously not at a hundred percent. Darenka started off looking at him with a frown on her face, but she quickly turned that into a smile.

Rats stared at Darenka, but whispered to Kiri, “You got Darenka?”

Darenka said, “I got myself, young man. Atunir and a few others yelled at me. You know how it goes.” She strode over to Erick, her eyes suddenly squinting, as she half bent over and stared him straight in the eyes. Her own silvery eyes glowed with a faint divine fire. She stopped a meter from him, still staring. “Hmm.”

“Hello. Uh. Darenka.” Erick, still seated, and getting a bit nervous at her stare, said, “I think we have some lemon cake, if you’d like some.”

Darenka stopped squinting, and returned to a casual smile. “Yes; but later.” She stood up straight. “He’s fine!” She looked up at the ceiling, saying, “He’s fine.”

Erick looked to the ceiling, too. 

She spoke to the ceiling, “Well of course he did!”

Rats, pointedly, did not look up. But Jane, Kiri, and Teressa, did. Erick did, too. The ceiling was orange stone, exactly the same as before. Poi glanced up, but did not stare like most of the rest of them.

Darenka dropped her gaze back to Erick, saying, “Someone would like you to know that it was Messalina who did this to you.”

Poi gritted his teeth, anger briefly showing.

Erick frowned. “As if I didn’t have enough reasons to get away from Spur for a little while.”

Darenka nodded. “Make me one of those lemon cakes before you go to Oceanside.” She held her hand out to Kiri. “Back to the Church, please. [Teleport], go go.”

Kiri instantly took her hand, then looked to Erick, full of relief, saying, “Be right back.” With a blip of green, both of them left.

Rats said, “I can’t believe Darenka— Whatever.” He clapped his hands together, saying, “Well! So we’re all off to Oceanside, then?”

“You changed your mind, Rats?” Jane asked.

“Changed his mind?” Erick asked.

Teressa looked down at him, asking, “You don’t remember, eh?”

“Of course he doesn’t.” Poi said, “It wasn’t really him that said any of those things.”

“Uh!” Erick asked, “What happened? While I was out?”

Teressa, Jane, Rats, and Poi, simultaneously said, “Nothing.”

Erick frowned, deeper. And then he looked around. “Where’s Ophiel?” Erick sent a tendril of thought out, and found Ophiel nowhere. “I dismissed him? What the fuck!”

Erick instantly summoned a tiny Ophiel. The little guy popped into the air, a hundred small eyes open all across his tiny, tiny body. Cellos and flutes filled the air, along with something darker, deeper, and stranger. And then, he shifted. The deeper song stopped. A quiet violin played. 

Erick smiled at his feathered [Familiar], saying, “Hey there, little guy.”

Ophiel leapt at Erick, his small wings folding around Erick’s chest, hugging him, tickling his nose and his neck. Erick hugged back, giggling. 

Erick looked up from the mess of feathers and eyes, asking, “Did I give a reason for dismissing him?”

Jane’s eyes were slightly narrowed. Rats scrunched his face. 

Poi said, “You said he was bothering you.”

“Well that’s obviously some mind control there, Poi.” Erick asked, “So? What happened while I wasn’t me?”

A silence descended.

In a flash of green, Kiri blipped back into the room. She almost said something, but she saw the silence all around her, and joined in.

Erick asked, “Kiri? What did I do? Earlier?”

Kiri looked around at downcast faces, and said, “A whole lot of angry words. Small things became huge things. Stupid things were turned into serious things. In retrospect, obviously you were not you. And if we could all pretend it never happened, then that would be for the best.” She added, “I don’t even know what Messalina was going for with all of this, but I bet it was to get you to stay away from Oceanside.”

Ophiel trilled while he pushed against Erick’s petting hands. Erick scritched him harder. That seemed to be what Ophiel wanted because he curled up on Erick’s lap, turning even smaller; perfect lap-dog size.

Poi spoke out, “I think you need some extra mental resistance training, sir.”

Erick said, “Add it to the list!” Erick picked up the trilling Ophiel, and moved him to his shoulder. Ophiel held on as Erick stood. Erick instantly fell back to the couch. His head spun. “Whoa.”

Jane held him with a dark blue, glowing hand, asking, “We had to… to remove your left ear to remove the worm. It’ll take some time for your equilibrium to come back to full working order.”

Erick ignored the sudden surge of body horror coursing through his body. He said, “Help me back up.” With his daughter’s help, Erick slowly got to his feet, steadier this time. He smiled, saying, “From the ear? Like an earworm that keeps you awake at night with a… dream? Hmm. No. That joke doesn’t fly.” 

Jane smiled.

Erick said, “I’ll have to work on that one.” He stepped toward the door, and grasped Poi’s shoulder on the way, saying, “If it wasn’t for you, we all would have died today. You do really good work, Poi. I’m sorry I didn’t understand how you fight.” Erick patted his shoulder, saying, “Don’t worry too much about this.” He looked around to everyone, and said, “This is just how life is, now.” He paused. He asked, “So. Uh. Are we all going to Oceanside?”

Rats said, “Yes.”

Poi breathed in, then said, “Yes.”

Teressa said, “Of course!”

Kiri’s eyes sparkled. “Yes.”

Jane said, “No.”

Everyone winced, except Erick, who just looked at his daughter, holding his hand, helping him keep steady as the world seemed to slip this way and that. 

Erick said, “I understand. You got your own ways, and your own necessities.” He looked around, adding, “I take it, that this is not how the original conversation went?”

Jane’s eyes brightened as she looked down and away. She smiled softly, and said, “Don’t worry about it.”

“Then—” Erick pointed onward, and upward, saying, “Back to bed, please!” But he stopped stepping forward. He turned and glanced at the darkened window of the sunroom, asking, “This [Solid Ward] does nothing against people teleporting in, does it?”

Rats said, “Nope. But. Like you said. We get attacked, and we defend.”

Kiri asked, “Do you want me to look into anti-teleportation arrays?” 

Erick shook his head, saying, “Yes. But that’s a solution with problems all its own. So yes, but just to know what it would cost and require. We won’t put it up. Probably.”

Kiri nodded, saying, “Yes, sir.”

Erick left the sunroom and walked upstairs, with Jane to help him and Ophiel a tiny weight on his shoulders. He considered all the myriad of conundrums popping up all around him. If there was a teleport lock, Darenka would have been locked outside until they got the barrier down. Erick had no doubt that someone could break the [Solid Ward], if the need arose, but the reality of a [Solid Ward] was the same as a lock on the door; a deterrent, and nothing more. Shadowspiders shadowalked. Mind control and assorted magics could make Erick just walk outside, or take down the spell himself. Or worse, turn him against his people; which, from the sounds of it, was almost what had happened.

If someone wanted him harmed, they could do it, even with whatever measures of protection Guardmaster Merit had going on out there, and whatever protections Erick came up with, on his own.

Erick was weak, and he needed to be stronger.

He asked Jane, as they neared his room, “What sort of spells would they use in those games you played, to stop all of these horrific events?”

Jane helped him into his room, saying, “I’m thinking [Dispel] and [Ward] and whatever spell you want to stop. It’d be temporary, but it might work.” She added, “No fricken’ clue how to deal with parasites, though.”

Erick crawled back into bed, saying, “Yeah… The parasites… Me either. No idea.”

Jane leaned down and kissed Erick on the forehead, while Ophiel purred in violins as he turned around atop his own pillow, then plopped down, his wings curled up around his body.

Jane stood back up, saying, “I love you, Dad.”

“I love you, too, Jane.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane put her father to bed.

She walked downstairs. 

She got to the bottom of the stairs before she collapsed onto her ass on the final step, and broke down in quiet, sobbing tears. The next thing she knew, Kiri was there, sitting beside her on the staircase. The tears rolled down Jane’s face, but Kiri remained seated, silent, waiting.

Eventually, Jane controlled herself. She said, “Someone is going to kill him, Kiri, and I can’t do shit to stop it. I don’t think anyone can.”

Kiri slowly breathed out, nodding. She said, “This is why archmages tend to hide. But I’m thinking he will learn a lot about how to stay alive from Oceanside, and from the Headmaster.” She added, “We need to get gone from this vulnerable location. The sooner, the better.”

Jane sniffled. She said, “I know.”

“Life is going to be extremely difficult for him because of what he has already done.” Kiri added, “It will also make your life more difficult.”

Jane waved her off. “I’m fine. Or at least I will be. Soon enough.”

“… I’m sorry I came at your father like some child itching to steal knowledge.” Kiri said, “I realize now, that he’s… a really good person.” She joked, “Barring when mind control is involved.”

Jane laughed, a sad sound. A pulse of sadness threatened to force another cry, but she locked that down. When she was ready to speak, she joked, “I’m not sorry how I came at you.”

Kiri laughed. “Here I was, trying to be nice. Serves me right.”

Jane agreed, “Serves you right.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stared at the dark ceiling, listening to Kiri and Jane talk. He didn’t mean to listen in, but he heard Jane cry, and that meant he had to use [Perfect Hearing]. Somewhere in the middle of listening, but only being able to hear with his right ear, his left ear cleared. Full hearing returned.

Eventually, after Jane and Kiri stopped talking, and after another twenty minutes of worry, Erick’s eyes finally closed. When he turned off [Perfect Hearing], his left ear remained healed.

This time, there was no dream.
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                    Thanks for reading!

This should have dropped tomorrow, but I got impatient. Patrons already have up to 64, and will get 65 soon enough.

Your upvotes, reviews, and ratings are important for visibility.

Happy Holidays!
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                Erick woke up late, covered in sweat. The sun had risen and brought light to the world from the eastern sky, on the other side of the house. Erick’s room was still dark, but it was certainly past morning. Ophiel faintly whined in flutes, as Erick threw off his covers, revealing that all of him and his bed was soaked through. His shirt clung to him; a thin white fabric that made him look like the fifth place runner up at a wet t-shirt contest. He sat up, and everything swam left and right, but he didn’t fall back down. He clutched the edge of his bed, remaining upright, still seated. He flashed a [Cleanse Aura] through the room. After the thick air passed, his shirt was still soaked, but it was just water, now.

‘Jane?’

Jane sent back, ‘You okay?’

‘Woozy.’

The air blipped dark blue. Jane stepped into the room, frowning slightly. “Good morning.” 

She touched him with a deep blue glowing hand. The air seemed to clear, his eyes focused again, as the world calmed, stabilizing under his feet. Ophiel rubbed against his side. Erick pet him, a little, then blinked out sleep, and breathed in the morning.

“Thank you.” Erick said, “That’s a lot better.”

She frowned. “Healed sense organs take a while to rejoin the rest of the body, but one night should have been more than enough.”

Erick joked, “I’m slow to integrate.”

Jane smiled. She said, “We got a message from Messalina. Two of them, actually.”

Erick listened. 

“The first letter was full of warnings regarding the Headmaster. Poi read it, but… It could be propaganda. So I did not. You can make that choice for yourself.” Jane said, “Poi said it was all rather standard warnings for dealing with known dragons, as well as a few specific dangers regarding the Headmaster himself. The second letter was thanks for killing the Toxic Hydra, and an apology for dosing you with the Dream Worm, as well as a claim that the worm would have vanished on its own if you would have played along.” Jane frowned. “But that’s me being generous with her words. I read the second letter. I don’t like this woman.”

Erick decided, saying, “I don’t want contact with her, so I’m not reading them. This was enough. Thank you, Jane.”

“More than past time for you to get up, though. It’s time to rain on the farms.”

A twinge of panic passed through Erick. He summoned another Ophiel and instantly sent him out to the farms. Jane was right; people were standing around in the fields. Erick began flowing mana through Ophiel, into silver clouds. He set Ophiel into the center of the Harvest Temple, as the platinum rains began to fall.

Erick came back to himself, saying, “You could have woken me.”

Jane smiled as she held out her hand. “I was just about to. You’re only a few minutes late.”

Erick took her hand, and she pulled him to his feet. He said, “Valok was probably pissed.”

“Yeah. Well.” Jane held Erick upright, saying, “He can be pissed, Dad.”

Erick tested his sense of balance, moving his head back and forth. No wooziness. Not right now, anyway. He asked, “Anyone show up to figure out what happened? Merit, maybe?”

“Merit and Felair came over this morning. They left hours ago.” Jane added, “No answers. Merit was pissed.”

Erick nodded, and he felt stable. He let go of Jane’s hand, and said, “I’d like to do some brainstorming with some magic and some defenses. You and Kiri free for a bit?”

“Yes.” Jane added, “We can find Kiri.”

- - - -

Erick stood in front of a blank blackboard. Kiri stood in front of her own blackboard, while Jane leaned against the wall, near her own similar setup. [Distortion Ward]s covered the windows. Poi stood in attendance, but less for mental cover and more because he had heard what Erick wanted to discuss, and he wanted to be a part of it. He also stood beside his own chalkboard, but he refused to pick up the chalk. Teressa and Rats were woken up, at Poi’s insistence; those two sat sleepily in their own corners. They did not care to really participate. 

But Ophiel was all happy to be surrounded by all these people. He sat on a perch next to Erick’s blackboard, humming in violins, eyes open all across his body.

“Thank you all for participating in this.” Erick said, “This is just the brainstorming session, anyway.”

Kiri smiled as she spoke, “This is all highly unorthodox and I love it.” She added, “I must repeat, for the sake of thoroughness, that I have the recipes for some really good spells.”

“I know, Kiri.” Erick said, “And I’ll probably go that route, anyway. But before we get to the proper schooling, I want to see if there is a way to do this stuff without all the ‘proper’ recipes. I would also just like to know about some of the larger spells, and how to defend myself in this world.” Erick looked to Poi, adding, “Which is why I didn’t want to involve Merit or any of the others in this discussion. At least not yet.”

“Of course!” Kiri bubbled. “Don’t want to taint your thinking with overly orthodox measures. I can appreciate that.”

Poi watched, waiting.

Erick began, “Let’s start with the big one.” He started writing on his blackboard, as he said, “[Teleport Lock]. In my mind, it’s [Teleport], [Dispel], and Aurify. But there are problems with this. According to my own maths, this would require so, so much mana, every second. This is likely not what Shades do.”

Jane added, “It would also cover a thousand kilometers in every direction if this is what they did.”

Kiri’s face dropped to concern. 

Erick nodded, saying, “Maybe they drop the cost by considerably dropping the range. Not sure how to do that, though.” He wrote on the board ‘less range for cheaper costs’, and said, “But it’s an obvious avenue to success. If it works.”

Kiri shook her head, saying, “This does not work. You can’t really… decrease the cost of something.”

Erick said, “My [Crystalline Air] would disagree.”

Kiri added, “And that right there is crazy, you know?” She shrugged, saying, “Maybe that is exactly how a Lock works, but I doubt it. Someone would have gotten it by now if this was all it took. [Teleport], [Dispel], and Aurify together, make tier 2, meaning you can try again every single day.”

Erick nodded. “This is true. But do you know of any spells that are like [Crystalline Air]? With the costs reduced by having a smaller area?”

Kiri said, “Anything with [Find Target], of course. Scanning magic in general is cheaper with smaller areas. Though none that I know of are adjustable in the completed spell like your [Crystalline Air].”

“Are there cheaper forms of [Teleport] than [Teleport]?” Jane asked. “Perhaps this lock is just an application of [Shadowalk]? But what is [Teleport], exactly?”

Erick channeled mana through [Teleport] producing a white double glow from his hands. He moved his hand through the air, and the double glow split, leaving one behind and the other in his hand. He said, “I have no idea how to describe this.”

Jane said, “It’s not dimensional magic. That’s blocked. Is it speed magic?”

“Is there speed magic?” Erick asked. 

Kiri frowned, saying, “It’s not speed magic. All of that old magic has been lost to time.” 

“No [Haste] or [Slow], Dad.”

Erick said, “I don’t even know what those are.”

Jane sighed, saying, “I know you don’t.”

Teressa joined the conversation with, “No speed magic. No slow magic either.” She turned to Rats and Poi, asking, “Right?”

Rats yawned, saying, “Right.”

Kiri said, “We’re getting off topic, anyway.”

“Well. No.” Erick asked, “What is [Teleport], anyway?”

Kiri said, “Spatial magic. You put yourself into a different, known, part of the manasphere.” She explained, “Historically, the spell used to be vastly more complicated. The Old Wizards had to have perfect control, or they’d end up inside rocks or splatted against a wall. When the Script codified all magic, it streamlined the spell and removed much of the danger; if your [Teleport] isn’t perfect, it still works well enough.” 

“Regarding a Block:” Kiri continued, “[Teleport] doesn’t work inside a [Teleport] blocked location, until you throw enough [Teleport]s around to break the block.” She said, “A Block, constructed of [Teleport] and [Dispel] runes, and charged with rad dust, is valued based on the amount of mana it takes to break it. For every 250 mana of rad dust spent to charge a blocked space, a properly made [Teleport] blocked room will block 1 [Teleport]. Like most things, this is just a deterrent from most attackers.” She clarified, “A space usually has a dozen Blocking runes, each holding at least 500 mana. When the block activates, it pulls 250 mana evenly from the network.”

Jane asked, “So does it… Block the [Teleport]? I mean. The [Teleport] goes off, but then it fails to work?”

“Yes,” Kiri said.

Poi said, “Yes.” He added, "A [Teleport] with an end of the spell in a blocked area will result in a smattering of light, and no movement."

Kiri said, “This is yet another difference from a Shades’ Lock, versus a Block. In the Lock, you lose access to the spell. You can’t even spend mana on it. But in a Block, you can; it just fails to work.”

Jane said, “On my first day in the Army I entered the edge of Fallopolis’ Lock and was able to [Teleport]. But I ended up to the side instead of going forward. Though once I was inside the city, and actually inside the Lock, I couldn’t even spend mana on the spell.”

Kiri nodded. “Yup.”

Erick held out his hand to Ophiel, as he strummed mana through [Teleport], creating a double of his white glow, saying, “Ophiel? Can you copy this sound?”

Ophiel stared at the white glow, and began to hum a sound. It was a pure sound, and Erick finally understood what he was hearing. Travel and exploration. The journey and the destination. 

Erick said, “I’m thinking a Lock is just destructive interference, somehow.” He wrote down ‘destructive interference’ on the blackboard, then patted Ophiel, saying, “That’s enough. Thank you.”

Ophiel hummed the [Teleport] sound, but at a much lower intensity. 

Jane asked, “But how?”

Kiri, wide eyed, asked, “What is ‘Destructive Interference’?”

Poi said, “Undoubtedly a very large topic that does not need to be discussed right now.” 

“Fine,” Kiri said.

Erick said, “Quite right. This is further than we’ve gotten with a Lock, anyway. What comes next is testing.” He said, “Next topic. How to defend against parasites.”

“Deal with them as they happen,” Rats said, yawning. “Hard to be preventive with those.”

“Rats is right.” Poi said, “Mostly, we try to fix the damage before it gets too catastrophic.” 

“There’s a [Bug Ward].” Jane asked, “But no [Parasite Ward]?”

“None.” Rats said, “The problem is that parasites make themselves a part of your natural biome and then they wreak havoc. You can’t clear them out without hurting yourself in the process; they become part of your Health Status.”

Jane asked, “How about some way to make your biome hostile to parasites?”

“It already is,” Rats said. He amended, “Well. It isn’t. Actually. It is in the beginning, but then it’s not.”

Erick saw something in that statement. He asked, “How are these parasites made?”

Rats said, “They create them out of lumps of flesh and corruption spells.” He yawned. “It’s more complicated. But that’s the gist of it.”

“Corruption spell? Elaborate, if you can?” Erick asked, writing in another section of his chalkboard ‘parasites and corruption’.

Rats said, “[Blind]. [Deaf]. [Dumb]. [Weak]. They’re all Health abilities. Like [Strike]. Range of touch.” He yawned. “Dunno how you actually make the parasites themselves, but it involves a lump of human flesh and then imbuing that lump with one of those spells, and then that flesh somehow comes to life, and then you put that parasite in a human. You use dragonkin flesh to infect a dragonkin. Orcol for orcol. Etcetera. Very disgusting. Very disgusting.”

Erick touched the left side of his face, and tried not to think about some person’s flesh crawling around inside his ear. He shivered.

Poi added, “Accomplished parasiteers can also put mind magic into the parasites.” 

Erick declared, “Table that, for now! No more parasites!” 

Jane chuckled.

Erick asked, “Is there a way to solve this shadowspider prowling, thing?”

Poi smiled, saying, “Yes.”

Erick felt a rush of small joy, saying, “Oh thank gods. How?”

Rats frowned. “Ugh. Really?”

Kiri winced. “I can’t sleep anyway. Might as well make it all the way terrible.”

“This means I can’t do a lot of stuff, too, Dad,” Jane said.

Erick looked around the room at all the unhappy faces. “What is this reaction!” Erick said, “Just tell me.”

Poi answered, “[Lightshape] and [Ward]. Banish all shadows in an area.”

Everyone except Erick and Poi groaned.

Erick said, “I can see how that would be hard to live in.”

Kiri said, “No shadows anywhere. Including under your covers. Behind your eyelids. Anywhere. The base version of the spell is [Banish Shadows], and it’s one of the few magics that is already combined well.”

Erick went ahead and spent 3 points, for all the other shaping spells. 

 




	
Lightshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of light around you for 1 minute per level of Lightshape.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Fireshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of fire around you for 1 minute per level of Fireshape.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Shadowshape 1, 1 minute per level, medium range, 10 MP

Slowly move minor amounts of shadow around you for 1 minute per level of Shadowshape.

Exp: 0/100








 

He said, “I needed the other shaping spells, anyway. I’ll look into [Banish Shadows] later.”

Kiri offered, “You could also work on your mana sense? You likely already have a high affinity for this skill, but I do not, so I cannot help you with this. A high mana sense would allow you to see the world sort of how Jane sees it, as a spider.” She looked to Jane, adding, “If I’m correctly understanding what you said you could see?”

“You are—” Jane paused. Her face flushed red. She said, “If I had transformed… If I had been a spider at any point in time during that entire Feeding Frenzy, I probably would have seen those hunters.”

Erick instantly said, “It’s okay, Jane.” 

“It’s not okay, Dad.” Jane said, “It’s… It’s not okay.”

Kiri did not look to Jane, but she went quiet.

Erick frowned, as he wrote ‘Mana Sense’ on the board. Ramizi had told him about Mana Sense before, but he had just not pursued that option. Now, he would.

Poi spoke up with, “There’s also…” He hesitated. Then he said, “There’s also a mind sense you could work on. Increasing your mental capacities should increase your ability to resist things like a Dream Worm, or other mind control in the future. A good enough mind sense and you could have seen those guys, too.” Poi admitted, “I should have seen those hunters, as well, but I was too focused on the wyrms. I apologize, sir.”

Erick just smiled small, and said, “Don’t worry about it, Poi. It’s okay.” 

Jane shared a silent look with Poi, as Erick wrote ‘Mind Sense’ on the board, and then a large question mark.

Jane asked, “[Telepathy] transformed into some sort of detecting spell, and Aurify, for a [Mind Sense]?”

Poi said, “It’s not a spell you can buy or achieve. This is also a topic for another time. I merely brought up the possibility.”

“Okay.” Erick said, “Let’s talk about that [Ward] wyrm, then. I felt useless. It was sheer dumb luck that lightning struck that monster at all.”

“I could teach you about more fire magic.” Kiri said, “[Death Spiral Fire] really is a ‘one spell, one kill’ kind of magic, and now that you have [Fireshape], you likely have all of the necessary pieces. It would have worked through all of those [Ward]s, though the [Cold Ward]s would have smothered some of the spell as long as the monster was inside one.”

Erick wrote on the board, ‘[Death Spiral Fire]’ and ‘Fire Magic’.

He turned to the group, and asked, “Here’s another topic: What am I actually expected to defend against? What necessary spells and such do you think I need for the good of Spur?”

Poi instantly said, “The murder of monsters such as the Toxic Hydra. The deployment of [Stillness], in the event of a sonic attack, such as [Pulse Wave], which is the most common form of attack and taunt from the Shades. The defense of yourself, firstly, and Spur, secondly. Everything else beyond this is welcome, but not expected. Though with as much as you are doing for the farms, if you fail to keep up this responsibility you have assumed you would likely be punished by thousands of people, and not just Silverite.”

Erick laughed. He could already imagine Valok punching him if he ever stopped raining.

Rats said, “You’re already doing a great job, sir.”

Jane smiled, softly, as Kiri and Poi looked on, at Erick.

“I need better goals than this.” Erick said, “I’ve already been told in very explicit terms that there will be no more overt plotting to kill Shades, even if a Kill and Exterminate Quest is involved.”

Erick was still totally plotting to Kill All Shades, though. It would just take a while.

Kiri gave him a sideways glance, then said, “Well...”

“Learn [Comet Swarm], Dad.”

Rats laughed. “Yes! [Comet Swarm]. What is it? A lot of [Stoneshape] and [Force Crash]. Or maybe [Force Bomb]?”

Teressa chuckled, a sleepy sound, saying, “No no. Just need to learn [Reflection], and pump it up high enough to reflect every enemy spell.”

Poi said, “Do you want the most chaotic battlefield ever? Because this is how you make everything into a crater.”

“A spell to nullify all enemy magic!” Rats offered.

Erick laughed. “I already did that. It got taken away.”

“Oh right.” Rats smiled. “I knew that, already.”

Kiri blanched. “Fuck! You did?”

Erick said, “Super long range, too. [Zone of Peace]. It’s Koyabez’s spell, now.”

“We need to get ourselves a priest of Koyabez, then,” Rats said.

Erick acted all affronted. “Am I not good enough for you?”

Rats smirked, saying, “Not if you can’t nullify every hostile magic ever. What kinda bargain bin archmage shit is this?”

Erick laughed. Jane smiled, while Teressa and Poi grinned, and the color returned to Kiri’s face. 

Erick said, “New goal, then. This [Prismatic Ward]. I’m going to get that— What does it do, anyway?”

Kiri practically bubbled, saying, “Not just an empty shell of a [Solid Ward], but an absolutely solid area of [Solid Ward]. No movement for anyone who is not approved. Six times defense for every single point of mana you spend. You have to dispel it six times for it to go away.” She added, reverent, “And holy shit, if you can get that Variable cost for Variable area, too? Unprecedented defense.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “That’s amazing.”

Jane said, “That’s some good shit.”

“Oh my, yes.” Kiri said, “There are so many top tier spells that… that you might be able to make, sir. A [Gate] network. A [Prismatic Ward]. [Death Spiral Fire]. You don’t really need to make [Iceberg], because you already have [Call Lightning] and enough Ophiel to drop a tsunami onto a city and then ice it over with [Wintry Sea], but— There’s just something interesting about flash-freezing that much space without the wind up.” She added, “[Grand Telekinesis]. It’s some form of [Telekinesis] along with every shaping spell, I think. I could be wrong about that, but that’s the theory on how a Shade’s [Grand Telekinesis] works.”

Erick wrote Kiri’s spells onto the chalkboard, glad again for his decision to go for all the shaping spells.

Poi said, “There are some very good high tier spells that don’t require combining to get. But they do require an extra twenty points to buy up to them.”

Kiri frowned, saying, “Like what!”

“Like [City Shape].” Poi said, “Create a city out of a prepared area, rerouting water from the Underworld and changing the surface to support what buildings would come next. It’s what made Spur, so long ago.” 

Kiri frowned, then said, “That barely qualifies as a good use of magic, and only because it can reroute the Underworld, though any good Stone Mage can do the same.” She added, "It would just take a while."

Poi continued, “[Cleanse The Land]. It’s just [Cleanse] on a massive scale, but a hundred kilometers is still a hundred kilometers, and without this spell, the Wasteland Kingdoms would fall to Toxic monsters over the course of a month. [Scan] is great, despite its detractors. You can search for a lot, but not everything. And don’t forget [Weaken Monsters]. Every monster in a hundred kilometers suffers from reduced levels.”

Erick almost asked after that last one, but—

“That last one is poison.” Kiri said, “Surely you can’t actually recommend these spells?”

Poi countered, “They are options. [Weaken Monsters] is actually a good way to become recognized as an archmage—”

“A shitty pretend archmage that does more harm than good!” Kiri looked to Erick. “Every spell he just mentioned costs at least a dozen points, at least. You also have to buy every single previous spell for the higher one to appear, and that leaves you with practically nothing left.” She looked to Poi. “[Weaken Monsters] is especially heinous. It makes people think that monsters are easy to kill, and when the spell ends, the monsters go berserk!”

Poi said, “That’s why they don’t ever let it lapse in the Greensoil Republic.”

Kiri gritted her teeth, saying, “Now, that, is untrue.”

“What?” Erick asked.

Kiri clarified, “[Weaken Monsters] lasts a month. But monsters roam. So the edges of the Greensoil Republic are always under attack by berserk monsters with almost double their usual level.”

Poi frowned. He added, “High tier damaging spells are useless. But the high tier utility spells do have their uses. Some of them, anyway.”

Rats added, “Casting [Weaken Monsters] in the Crystal Forest is a crime.”

Poi relented. “It’s also a crime in the Wasteland Kingdoms. But the point still stands.”

While Kiri glared at Poi, Erick wrote the spells on the board behind him. [City Shape] got a star by it; Erick was interested in that one. When he was through scratching chalk on the blackboard, he turned back to the group. A tension still held in the air. Everyone but Teressa looked affected; her eyes were half lidded. A bit of drool hung at the corners of her mouth. She must have dozed off in the last few seconds.

Kiri tried to vanish the tension, by saying, “There’s also whatever spell Tenebrae used to float that mountain. That’d be a good one to have.”

Poi’s frown vanished.

Jane asked, “You want to make a floating castle? We could hunt down a cloud giant’s cloud castle. They’re invisible, but they’re up there, out there in the Crystal Forest.”

Erick turned to Jane. “Tenebrae didn’t make that stone fortress himself?”

Kiri said, “Now hold on. He might have.” Kiri’s eyes sparkled. “We could research floating castles.”

Rats said, “It was just a matter of time.” He added, “I knew you would get a floating castle! I knew it. I want a room with a good view, please.”

Erick laughed. 

Kiri ignored Rats, saying, “[Force Platform] as a base spell, for sure.”

“Oh right. Where was that second letter from the Headmaster?” Erick asked, “The one with the list of required spells for enrollment?”

Teressa stood up, yawning, saying, “I’ll go get it.”

Erick looked to the tall orcol, smiling, saying, “Thank you.”

Teressa walked out of the room.

“As another topic:” Erick said, “I want something that will renew my spells, so that I don’t have to re-cast them all the time. Does such a thing exist?”

Kiri practically squeaked with anticipation, as she asked, “You want to make an artifact?”

Jane countered, “There has to be some word misuse or mistranslation here. Artifact? Doesn’t that mean some special item that won’t decay, like normal magical items decay? I thought those didn’t exist.” She said, "That's not what he is talking about."

"No no." Erick said, "Go ahead, Kiri."

“Uh." Kiri said, "Technically, artifacts don’t exist. But they do. It’s like you told me that one time. Purple exists, but it also doesn’t.” Kiri paused. She said, “When it comes down to it: The thing that makes an artifact an artifact is that it requires zero upkeep. You start off with a large enough grand rad in the center of the item, and it continually casts whatever magic you want it to cast, using the array you’ve set up, without eating away at the grand-rad in the center faster than the grand-rad can renew itself from the manasphere.” She elaborated, “Like… the easiest ‘artifacts’ to make —and probably not what you’re going for— are Grand [Prestidigitation] stoves. Go to any noble’s house in the Greensoil Republic, and you’ll find kitchens with specialized grand-rad stoves that never need to be refilled with 10 mana rads, like the ones you have downstairs in this house.”

“Ah.” Jane said, “They’re artifacts, but like… Not really. They decay constantly. But they’re also constantly renewing.”

“People still call them artifacts, though,” Kiri said.

Erick said, “That’s not exactly… I want something that will renew the spells I have active without needing me to constantly recast them.” Erick clarified, “Preferably a spell itself, so that I only need to cast it once and everything else renews.” He added, “I guess I could try to make it myself. I’d call it [Renew].”

“Doesn’t exist,” Rats said.

Poi agreed, “Doesn’t exist, as far as I know.”

Kiri said, “Maybe… some other application of grand-rads could do this? I’m not sure.”

Erick turned around and put it on the board: ‘Learn how to make artifacts work for active spells’ and ‘[Renew]’

Erick said, “You use rads to make magical items. I bet someone else has already figured out how to make this process work for active spells.”

Kiri said, “Maybe.” She added, “But, I believe, the process of anointing runes to create or deny spell effects in an area is the solution to this problem you are trying to solve.”

Erick hummed and shook his head. “No?”

Rats said, “Invent this [Renew] spell.”

Teressa walked back into the room carrying the Headmaster’s second letter packet, saying, “I caught about half of that.” She handed the packet to Erick, asking, “Why do you want this spell anyway?”

Erick took the pages, saying, “So I can cast one spell and renew everything around me. Durations, damage absorptions, all that stuff. Or. Rather. Cast one aura, and gradually renew all the ongoing magic around me. And not just me.” He looked around the room. “A [Renew] spell would allow Spur to get some archmage defenses, and then have normal people [Renew] them as needed. No need for the vulnerable archmage to stick around. This would also lead to a lot fewer points of weakness in a potential defense.”

Poi stood straighter, uttering, “Oh.”

Kiri said, “Ambitious.”

Teressa said, “I like it.”

Rats nodded.

Jane said, “Maybe… find out how grand-rads renew items, and see about duplicating that process with your own spell?”

Kiri said, “There’s an idea, but I highly doubt that would work.”

“It’s an avenue of research, though,” Erick concluded, as he wrote Jane’s suggestion on the board.

No one else spoke; they were all deep in thought, looking over Erick’s blackboard. So, Erick read from the packet, and immediately felt that same rush of inadequacy from last night, when he first read the first parts of this very same packet. He needed a lot more spells in order to begin to be a proper mage, to protect this place he called home and himself, and to break into the higher tiers of normal magic.

As Erick read the list a few times, he realized, that he loved this. Making magic. Protecting people. Guarding himself from the threats of the world, as well as guarding others. Poi’s instant description of Erick’s duties and responsibilities was spot on. These spells, and a trip to Oceanside, would help Erick to remain faithful in the duties he had chosen to accept as part of the Social Contract of living on Veird. 

Erick took his chalk and began writing down every Script spell the packet recommended, that he did not already have:

[Force Crash], [Force Wave], [Force Wall], [Force Bomb], [Force Platform], [Prestidigitation], [Adjust Scent], [Husbandry], [Detect Magic], [Identify], [Alter Size], [Alter Friction], [Fabricate], [Envelop Item], [Control Item], [Find Target], [Rebound], [Interception], and [Polymorph]. 

Jane asked him, at the end, “That’s a lot of spells.”

“Yup.” Erick said, “I don’t have enough points.”

Kiri looked at the list, saying, “You really don’t have any of those?” She instantly added, “You lied to me about that tracking decay force beam, when we were first sparring!”

Erick snickered. “Yup.”

Jane smiled wide, as she said, “[Polymorph] doesn’t require points.”

“It’s the only one!” Erick said, as he looked over the list. “Oh, hey. I’ve been meaning to ask. How do those little truthstones work?”

Poi read the blackboard, as he said, “[Truthsense]. It’s mind magic; it’s not in the normal Script. Most mind magic isn’t.”

“Ah. Not gonna get that one, then.” Erick nodded, then turned and added more words to the list.

‘One of the [Body] spells. [Air Body]?’

‘Savral’s [Interception Bolts].’

‘More particle magic. A [Solid Ward] of particle magic? A particle magic [Renew]?’

Erick asked, “Anyone else have any goals they’d like to accomplish while we’re at Oceanside?”

Poi smiled, while Teressa yawned happily and Rats just grinned.

Kiri said, “I would like to accompany you throughout your whole Oceanside trip, sir.”

“You don’t have to follow me around.” Erick said, “I’m sure they’ll let you go to whatever classes you want.”

“I would prefer to be by your side.”

“… Pick out some classes, then, and I’ll go to them, too.”

Kiri smiled softly, saying, “Very well.”

Jane said, “I’m going back to the Firemaw Mountain. But I’ll message you whenever.”

Erick said, “I expect you to get Polymage soon, Jane.”

“Just gotta kill some monsters, first!” Jane flashed her teeth, adding, “And then eat them.”

Erick exaggerated a shiver. Jane smiled.

Poi said, “I’ll be accompanying you wherever you go, too, of course.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you, Poi.”

Rats said, “I’ll find something to do when I’m not watching you. They have to have a hospital there, so I might look into that. Make some progress on my [Greater Treat Wounds] quest.”

“Sounds good,” Erick said, then, “Teressa?”

Teressa said, “Don’t worry about me. I’ll find something. That island is supposed to be really peaceful, but I doubt it.”

“Okay then.” Erick asked, “Ah. That reminds me. How are everyone’s rings holding up?” A flash of tiny panic came and went. “I haven’t made the rest of the rings for Liquid.”

Teressa smiled, saying, “My rings are still at 25 each. More than good enough.”

Rats said, “Mine too. They’re fine.”

Poi said, “Killzone is thrilled with the rings. Liquid is actually slightly scared, according to the captain.”

Everyone in the room turned toward Poi.

Poi continued, “Your rings should have failed by now. They’ve been worked hard. But they’re not failing. The vast majority of them have stabilized around plus 20 of a Stat.” He smirked. “You're speaking of learning how to create artifacts and this [Renew] spell, while you’ve already made something worthy of being called an artifact.” He stressed, “A real artifact, too. Not a kitchen stove artifact.”

Jane laughed, while Kiri paled again.

Erick simply said, “Huh.” He looked at his own All Stat rings. They hadn’t changed, either. He dropped his hands to his side, ignoring the world-altering repercussions on his fingers, and said, “So. Anyone want new rings? Kiri? Do you have any, yet?”

Kiri looked to the rings on Erick’s fingers, and then on Poi’s and Teressa’s. She said, “Willpower and Focus would be great.” She tentatively added, “If they don’t break, might as well go big with the good Stats?”

Erick said, “I’ll get them to you by tonight. I’ll also finish Liquid’s final order of 50 in a few days.” He thought for a second. He added, “And I’ll send 50 to Cyril and Yetta, too. See if that will get them to talk to me about that rain they asked for.”

Poi nodded. “Very good, sir.”

And with that, the meeting wound down. Teressa and Rats scampered off back to their own beds, while Jane went to buy and gather supplies for her trips, and Kiri went off to gather resources for her stay at Oceanside. Poi and Erick were soon alone in the classroom.

Erick’s blackboard was full of writing, while all the others stood completely empty.

Erick wasn’t quite sure where he was going with this meeting, when he started, but looking over his board and reading what he had written down… The brainstorming helped him, at least. There was still something else that needed to be done, though. Now that Erick was alone with Poi, this was as good a time as any.

Erick looked to Poi, and said, “So! If Silverite hasn’t filled you in already: Here’s a possible problem you might have with me and what I want to do with my life here in Spur.”

Poi stood a bit straighter, his eyes darting to meet Erick’s, but quickly moving back to stare at the blackboard.

Erick casually said, “I want to kill all the Shades. It’s going to happen. They’re going to die. Not sure how. Not sure when. But I’ll figure it out, and then I’ll do it. When I decide to kill them all, they won’t be able to do a damn thing to stop it, either. So don’t worry about me going off half-cocked.” 

He added, “And then I’ll kill every wyrm, or stop them from spawning. I’ll murder the Cinnabar Hand, too, and any organization like them. Melemizargo is an unsolvable problem, but I’m not really looking to solve that one. These are my long term greater goals. They won’t happen until I’m absolutely sure I can pull them off, without a retaliation.” 

He continued, just as matter-of-fact as he had started, “Whatever horrors there are in your world, that need to die, they will die. These are just the ones I know about, right now. These are the ones I am preparing for.” Looking at Poi, Erick asked, “I also hope to live a nice, quiet life here in Spur, probably working on the farm and killing whatever threats Mog deems necessary. How do you feel about this?”

Poi stared at the blackboard, his eyes unmoving, his breath steady. His face was unreadable, but his eyes glistened in the distorted light from the windows. And then he smiled; tiny, almost not there at all. He said, “Every day, I feel even more assured that I made the correct choice to volunteer to be your bodyguard.” 

This moment was, perhaps, the only time Erick had ever seen the man without tendrils of thought radiating from his bluescaled head. 

Poi almost said something, but he stopped himself. A moment passed. 

Poi said, “This is what I want, too. Thank you for sharing this with me. This means… This means a lot.”

Erick looked at the man, and said, “Whenever you feel comfortable enough to tell me who your enemies are, we can see about bringing them to justice, too.”

Poi glanced from the blackboard to Erick. After a short moment of looking at each other, Poi gave a tiny, silent nod. 

Erick left it at that.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading!

Thank you, Epiclosses, for the spell idea that lead to [Alter Size], and thank you, Beeschan, for the spell idea that lead to [Husbandry]. (My discord is active, occasionally! If you're a patron, come join us!)

Your upvotes, reviews, and ratings are important for visibility. Thank you!

Happy New Year!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    A slightly early chapter.



                

                Alone in the classroom, Erick dismissed all of the blackboards except his own; it was the only one with notes on it. With a few sheets of actual paper, he recorded what he had written down, and then dismissed that final blackboard, too. And then he bought a lot of spells; 11 points worth, out of his remaining 14.

 




	
Force Crash 1, instant, long range, 50 MP

Rain small destruction in a medium area, dealing 10 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 5 crashes.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Bomb 1, instant, long range, 25 MP

Launch a quick ball of mana that explodes on contact in a medium area for 25 + WIL damage.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Wave 1, instant, close range, 15 MP

A pulse of rolling mana deals 10 + ½ WIL to all around you.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Wall 1, instant, medium range, 25 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Platform 1, instant, close range, 25 MP

Create a mobile, hovering platform of hardened mana that moves with you. Absorbs 100 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Prestidigitation 1, instant, close range, 10 MP + 1 MP per effect

Create minor magical effects that last for 5 minutes per spell level. Prestidigitation lasts 1 hour.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Detect Magic 1, instant, medium range, 10 MP

Detect ongoing magical effects.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Identify 1, 1 minute cast time, touch, 50 MP

Discover the properties of an object.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Find Target 1, concentration, close range, 5 MP + 5 MP per meter searched

Find a target.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Interception 1, instant, close range, 5MP + 5MP per 10 meters moved

Instantly move to intercept an attack meant for another. Lasts 1 minute or until used.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Rebound 1, Variable MP

A spell bounces.

Exp: 0/100








 

There were still several spells left to buy or acquire, namely: [Fabricate], [Control Item], [Envelop Item], [Adjust Scent], [Husbandry], [Alter Size], [Alter Friction], and [Polymorph]. The last one came from a potion; not points. Jane had bought her potion from the Mage Trio. Erick would have to see them about getting one of those for himself, but he had a lot of skills to level, and not a whole lot of time to get it done. Maia had said that Erick was expected ‘whenever he arrived’, but Erick wanted to be there, at Oceanside, within the week. Which meant not only would he have to level all of this magic, but he would also need to find the [Teleport] path to the arcanaeum. That path apparently went over the Letri Ocean; the ocean that spanned the whole equator south of the continental Glaquin.

Looking over his new spells, the damaging ones looked… not very important. What was much more interesting were the utility ones. [Force Platform] and his [Stone Travel] he made the other day looked like they could mark the beginning of a flying castle, or at least a flying platform large enough to carry a lot of people. 

Oh! Add in [Teleport] and he’d have a [Teleporting Platform], maybe. That’d be cool.

And what the heck did [Rebound] do? All the really nifty HP abilities had tiny texts, exactly like [Rebound]. Jane’s [Greater Shadowalk] was just ‘You are the everlasting night’. [Hunter’s Instincts] was just ‘You are the predator’. 

Could [Rebound] bounce spells off of him? Like, could someone shoot a spell at him, and he’d bounce it back? Or would that be [Reflection]? [Reflection] came from [Ward], somehow, but it was probably related to [Rebound].

And what about [Find Target]! It was just ‘Find a target’, but that mana cost was huge. Erick recalled that [Find Target] was a component of [Scan], and [Scan] scanned over 10 km, if Erick recalled correctly, so that definitely explained why [Scan] cost 5000 mana a pop.

Speaking of 5000 mana a pop. Erick brought up the Kill and Exterminate Quest. It had changed, slightly.

 




	
Atunir has identified a global danger to Veird!

Kill and Exterminate!

Denutha Odaari of the Halls of the Dead,

and their creation:

the monstrous Daydropper Vine.

Fully grown, the Daydropper transforms living air into dead air at an unprecedented rate.

Reward: 10 ability points, to each of the 1000 people who most contribute to completion of this Quest!

Adjustment to Divine Scan: Burn daydropper seeds within your area.








 

Erick ignored the adjustment, for a second, because Denutha’s name was still on there, and that sight made him frown. A lethargy took hold in his chest, like a denial of hope. He did not envy the people deciding on Denutha’s fate. From what Yetta had said, and the fact that Denutha turned herself in, knowing they would kill her, just so she could tell her side of the story, Erick had a hard time believing that she knowingly and willingly worked with the Halls of the Dead in order to create a genocide-plant. 

Erick sighed, then mentally pressed on the quest, trying to trigger the [Scan]. 

The blue box vanished. A brilliant orb of yellow light appeared. That was different.

The orb pulsed, and Erick winced. This was really different. A ring of yellow light appeared around the orb, then settled horizontally around the sphere. The orb pulsed again, forming another ring, below the first. Erick took a step back as a third pulse created a third ring, above the other two.

“Okaaaaay—”

Erick eep’d as the world flashed yellow. Light tore from the orb, ripping through the room and into the beyond, unaffected by walls or ground, expanding, expanding. Erick raced to the window. He watched as yellow light washed across the sky, looking green along the edges; the wave was already past the city walls. As Erick watched, the glow vanished completely, likely traveling well beyond the horizon.

Poi appeared at the door to the classroom, asking, “Sir!”

“It’s the Kill and Exterminate Quest!” Erick said, “I just chose the second option!”

Tendrils of thought flew around Poi’s head.

Erick continued, “I didn’t know it was going to do that.”

Erick could only see the yellow returning to him through the sky, out of the corner of his eyes, before it washed through him, turning everything bright, bright yellow, for one radiant moment.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Scan complete.

No Relevant Targets within 5000 kilometers

No Daydropper Vines within 5000 kilometers

Burned 3809 seeds and 0 adult plants.

Please supply 5000 mana or wait 24 hours if you wish to scan again.








 

“It scanned 5000 kilometers.” Erick said, “And burned 3809 seeds.”

Poi frowned, saying, “Silverite is aware. She—”

Silverite’s voice came to Erick, full of sarcasm, ‘Thank you for this sudden crisis.’

‘Burned 3809 seeds,’ Erick instantly replied, hoping to head off whatever steam Silverite was building up.

There was a long pause.

‘… Just… warn me, next time.’

‘I had no idea it was going to do that!’

‘… It usually only does that for a Champion.’ Silverite sighed, ‘Or the leads in the Quest. Which is you, I suppose, so that makes perfect sense. I honestly should have expected this and been prepared, or at least prepared you. Talk to you later.’

She cut the connection.

Erick looked to Poi, and said, “I guess I’m a lead in the Quest.”

Poi lost his frown. “I guess so.”

Erick clapped his hands together. “Let’s go cast some magic!”

Ophiel clapped his wings together, mimicking Erick. 

Poi did not sigh, but his look was one of those long-suffering sort he got every so often.

 

- - - -

 

Crystal Mimics raced away, across the ground, their blue-white crystalline arms churning sand and stone as the horizon turned to fire, to Force, to Decay. Explosions rocked the land, pulsing light and thunder across a tiny part of the world, and the mimics ran.

An archmage hovered in the sky, leveling his skills. A pointed finger carved a tiny explosion against a stone pillar one second, and a massive, all consuming fireball the next, completely obliterating the stone target. Force rolled out from the archmage’s flying form like a ripple expanding; horizontal one cast, vertical the next, half the size the next time, and four times as large the next, but super thin, like a ring of dilating laser light. 

He hung walls of Force in the sky, then blasted them apart with crashing rains of fire, and of light. Rains of force flew sideways, or upside down, or at 45 degree angles, or condensed down to a small area where a dozen bolts of force, summoned over the course of one second, blasted the same space with destruction. Mostly those crashes just flew off into the Crystal Forest, or dissipated into the sky, but sometimes they hit the ground, throwing up huge plumes of sand and stone. Thunder rocked the land, as spell after spell crashed and blasted.

Fires burned on the ground, and then became whirlwinds of flame under his gentle touch, while shadows and light flickered and flashed. The touch of magic was small at first, but quickly turned from motes of change, to tendrils, to rushes meters wide. The world flashed dark around the archmage, then bright, then became a dual play of shadow and light.

The archmage smiled the whole time, happy to see the light show, like this was the Fourth of July and he was the fireworks. He purposefully picked an area with as few agave as possible, but that just meant it was full of mimics. The archmage took no such measures to avoid hitting the mimics; most of those kind had taken the hint and run away, when they realized they couldn’t attack the flying target.

The archmage methodically emptied his mana into the sky, or against targets, or against nothing in particular, getting a feel for the magic he had acquired.

By the time he was done, the land was a melted, burned, charred thing. Seeing what he had done, and done with his magic, for now, the archmage went over the ground with [Stoneshape], turning it back into sand. The archmage had cast magic into the air for hours, and he was done, for now. 

The archmage extended a hand to his sapphire guard, who had watched the whole thing from within the safety of a crystallized sphere of air. Hand in hand, the archmage and the guard vanished in a blip of white. 

Brown worms peeked up from the sand, to begin remaking their burrows

 

- - - -

 

Almost everyone went their own way for dinner, or in Teressa and Rats’ case, breakfast, but Erick had gotten enough sandwiches from ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ for them all. He put the extras in the cold box, and sat down at the kitchen table to eat with Jane and Kiri. 

He pulled out three boxes and handed them over, saying, “So I leveled these to 10, along with most of the rest. These changed a lot, but the rest didn’t.”

 




	
Force Crash X, instant, long range, 100 MP

Rain small destruction in a medium area, dealing 15 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 15 crashes.








 




	
Force Bomb X, instant, long range, 50 MP

Launch a quick ball of mana that explodes on contact in a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL damage.








 




	
Force Wave X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A pulse of rolling mana deals 10 + WIL to all around you.








 

Jane took a bite of her sandwich, reading over the boxes, and looking into the air.

Kiri said, “What are you going to make with them?”

Jane’s eyes went wide as she read, saying, “[Force Crash] is so much freaking better than bomb!”

Kiri shook her head, saying, “No it’s not. It’s a stylistic choice.”

Jane paused. “What am I missing here? 50 Willpower means… Ah? [Force Crash] is really random?”

“Yes.” Kiri said, “To make it work as well as it can, you’d need to apply mana shaping every time, which massively increases the cost. And even then, it’s not that much better. You’d go from 2 out of every 5 blasts hitting a small size target, to 4 out of every 5.”

Erick said, “That’s not a problem. I have Sculpt Spell and that’s basically a hundred free mana every cast.”

Kiri added, “Don’t forget: HP is a shield. The bodies of many monsters are basically immune to the smaller spells, and that includes [Force Crash]. For the vast majority of those fights with those wyrms, they were at 0 HP.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I wondered about that.”

Kiri continued, “[Force Crash] is great for knocking out a lot of that Health shield, but to actually do damage against a wyrm? Your [Crystalline Air] ripping through their body was much more effective than hundreds of [Force Bolt]s, for example. Lightning was also pretty good. Physical objects or high-powered spells do a lot more than a hundred tiny taps.”

Jane ate a fry, nodding.

Kiri added, “Those firebolts that those hunters used? I’m 95 percent sure those were also shaped from some combination of [Force Bomb] and Mana Altering to Fire, but instead of exploding outward, all that destructive force was condensed to a single strike.” She held a fry in her talons, saying, “It’s really a stylistic choice for which one you prefer. Though Bomb is one strike, and Crash is, like, 8. For me, anyway. Crash’s cost expands very, very fast, too.” She asked, “How many crashes were you able to make strike a single target?”

“Eleven.” Erick said, “They start shooting wide near the end.”

Kiri smirked, saying, “That’s pretty good.”

“I’m going to try to get ‘unerring’ on it,” Erick said.

Kiri nodded. “[Force Bolt Crash]. Though getting ‘unerring’ onto any spell beyond the basic [Force Bolt] is quite diffi—” She amended, “Usually quite difficult. You did manage to get ‘unerring’ on [Pure Force Beam Bolt], and [Ice Spike], after all. But just like the firebolts from those hunters, once you get enough power behind the spell, ‘unerring’ doesn’t do much besides basic course correction.”

Erick looked up [Force Bolt Crash].

 




	
Force Bolt Crash X, instant, long range, 500 MP

Rain unerring small destruction, dealing 15 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 15 crashes.








 

Jane asked, “Show me?”

Erick plucked the box from the air and handed it to Jane. 

Kiri said, “It’s around a thousand damage but it takes a second to happen, you can roll out of the way of a lot of it, if you time it correctly, and 500 mana is not a cheap spell.”

Jane dismissed the spell, asking, “Is this how you get to [Comet Swarm]?”

Kiri said, “Adding ‘Unerring’ makes that recipe much too expensive, and [Comet Swarm] is… tier 8? Yes. Tier 8.” She said, “I’m guessing, but [Stoneshape] and [Teleport] are in there, for sure.” She amended, “Sorry. Not [Teleport]; [Teleport Object]. [Comet Swarm] falls down from above the clouds. It’s super long range. At least that’s what the books say.”

“What about the ‘Generate new effects’, from Mana Altering?” Erick asked. “Instead of trying for [Stoneshape].”

Kiri nodded. “That’s an option. But… You know how Particle magic is so cheap? That’s because it uses what’s already there. For the vast majority of magical history, according to what I was told, everyone thought that the primary elements of Stone, Air, Fire, Water, Shadow, and Light, were the ‘particles’ of Reality. This is because when you used them to create magic, the end result was much cheaper than a Force version of whatever you were trying to do.” She added, “So, prevailing theory is that you use [Stoneshape] instead of Alternate Effects, or even Altering to Bludgeoning, because using actual stuff in the spell makes it cost less, and it does more damage.” She added, “Of course, you actually have to have the stuff there with you, in order to do such a thing. Force has no such restrictions.”

Jane said, “This is why weapons do more damage than spells. Actual damage, I mean.”

“Correct,” Kiri said.

Jane said, “So Particle Magic is just really efficient magic.”

“Gods yes.” Kiri said, “But it took a planar guy with knowledge that…” She paused. She said, “I don’t think we ever would have gotten this knowledge of atoms or electrons without outside intervention. The Elements as we know them obviously exist, but… they might have been the components of Reality from our pre-Sundering universe. When my ancestors were translated to this universe… everything else was translated, too?” Kiri paused. She said, “I have no idea.” 

Erick ate his sandwich, while Jane and Kiri did the same.

Kiri said, “I just find it hard to believe that no one else thought to check on what this Reality was actually made of. Sure, the arcanaeums are full of pompous asses, but we also have more than enough insightful geniuses of our own.”

“That’s an easy answer.” Erick smiled, saying, “Magic is easy, and great. What need is there of knowing anything more?”

Kiri hummed, not approving. She paused again, then said, “I guess… There’s something to be said for a life without magic, since it forced your people to adapt to this Reality in order to travel to your moons without needing a ritual [Gate].”

“Just ‘moon’.” Jane smiled. “We only had the one.”

Erick took a bite and swallowed, then said, “Let’s talk about [Comet Swarm] some more. What sorts of ways do you envision the spell coming together?”

“Okay.” Kiri ate a fry and said, “You know how I said I have the recipes for a majority of the nicer high tier spells? The fact is, is that there are ways to get to something that looks like them without actually being them. Alternate Combinations, they’re called. So keep that in mind, as I tell you how I would combine to get [Comet Swarm]. The first half I know is correct. The second half is conjecture.”

She summoned a tiny blackboard, next to the dinner table, already filled with a branching diagram.

 

--

t1[Teleport] + (other) = t2[Teleport Object] (This is arguably the most difficult part)

t1[Force Wave] + Mana Alter Fire, over stony surface = t2[Lava Pool]

t2[Lava Pool] + Mana Shaping, extreme = large range t3[Lava Sea]

t1[Stoneshape] + t1[Fireshape] = t2[Lavashape]

t1[Force Crash] + Mana Shaping, extreme = extend to Super Long Range t2[Force Crash SLR]

t2[Lavashape] + t3[Lava Sea] = t4[Lava Orbs]

t4[Lava Orbs] + t2[Teleport Object] = t5[Lava Rain]

t5[Lava Rain] +t2[Force Crash SLR] = t6[Lava Swarm]

t6[Lava Swarm] + Mana Alter, Bludgeoning = t7[Meteor Swarm]

t7[Meteor Swarm] + Mana Alter, Fire = t8[Comet Swarm]

--

 

Kiri said, “The big cost increases here are the mana shapings. The big decrease, here, is [Teleport] to [Teleport Object], and only combining two spells at a time, so that you can combine them for minimal costs. Everything else, should, if it’s made correctly, be kept below Apparent Costs.”

Erick read over the blackboard.

Jane asked, “What’s Apparent Costs?”

“Ah?” Kiri had taken a bite of her sandwich. She chewed and swallowed, then said, “The costs it should increase by, according to the basic math of it. Take [Telekinesis], for example—”

 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

“—The ‘Quick’ version, according to the math, should cost you 300 mana to keep running for an hour. But when you Aurify this, according to the math, it should only cost you 1 mana every 20 seconds. This is the Apparent Cost. But because Auras are a constant drain, it’s rare to see the listed cost of an aura cost less than 1 mana per second. In the case of Aurify, the Apparent Cost is out of touch with the Actual Cost.” Kiri said, “That’s because the opportunity cost of being able to turn your aura on or off is also worth some number Rozeta only knows. And the area is increased by a lot, of course.”

Erick looked over the board, and threw out a number that felt right. “This [Comet Swarm] is 3500 mana?”

Kiri smiled. “If you’re lucky. Maybe. The [Teleport Object] and the Mana Alterings at the end add a considerable multiplier because of the vast amount of material that is being ‘ported and altered. If your [Teleport Object] is fractionally worse than perfect, your costs could go from 3500 mana, to 10,000 mana.”

Jane waved a hand at the board, saying, “Couldn’t you just… not do a lot of that? Like just use stone, by itself? And focus on impact damage?”

Kiri said, “Sure. You can make [Comet Swarm] a lot of ways. Just like you can make [Fly] a lot of ways.”

“Ah!” Erick said, “Right. You’re not referring to an actual spell when you say [Comet Swarm]. You mean the idea of [Comet Swarm].”

“Sort of.” Kiri said, “There is an actual [Comet Swarm] in the Script, and its about where I guessed at, I think. For the spell itself, if I recall correctly, it’s 10,000 mana, and throws 10 flaming boulders down from two kilometers up. The listed damage is 0, but it's still boulders dropping from the sky and setting fire to stuff.”

Jane smiled, and said, “How about… none of this fire magic, except to propel the stone faster into the target? No [Lavashape] at all.”

“But the point is to do widespread damage, and fire does that. Stone is just—” Kiri thought, then said, “Wham, slam, and you’re done. Fire decimates everything that wasn’t directly damaged, leaving lava where it struck the surface.”

“What do you need this for, though?” Erick asked, “What monsters?”

Kiri said, “Ah. Well. [Comet Swarm] is usually used against armies. Or cities. Like Spur. What monsters? Not many. A Cloud Giant castle, sure? Maybe— Oh yeah. A Desert Rose. For sure.”

That was interesting, but all Erick could focus on was the fact that [Comet Swarm] was an existential threat to Spur. He asked, “How do you defend against that?” He added, “Since you’re using raw material… [Dispel] doesn’t work, does it?”

“Not on the whole spell, but [Dispel] will remove the vast majority of the damage of a properly made [Comet Swarm]. Since there are so many individual comets, you won’t have to guess with the amount of power to put behind your [Dispel], either. You can safely guess at 1000 mana per comet; unless they’re using an aberrant version that costs twenty thousand mana, or such.” 

Jane said, “And then your side would have wasted time and mana throwing ineffectual defenses at the swarm.”

“Exactly. [Dispel] doesn’t de-spell unless you spend the full amount of mana to unmake whatever you’re trying to unmake, though it will punch holes in auras, and it partially works when a spell is carved into parts, like [Comet Swarm]. Clarity does work when calculating [Dispel] costs, but every mage has Clarity, so that hardly helps you.” Kiri said, “But even with [Dispel] you still have multi-ton comets coming toward your front lines, or your buildings.” She swiftly added, “This is all academic, mind you. I have no actual experience fighting against a [Comet Swarm].” She said, “I don’t know who wo— Merit would. Guardmaster Merit would have that information. And Killzone. And Silverite.” She held a fry, saying, “Lots of people in Spur would have that sort of experience.”

Jane said, “I’d like to try my hand at this idea of spell creation.” She gestured toward an empty space beside the kitchen table. A blackboard appeared, with a detailed diagram of creation. “Ah. No.” She gestured again, and a slightly different board appeared. “Yes. That’s it.”

Kiri read the board, teasing, “Don’t worry, Jane. You’ll get the hang of correct item conjuring eventually.”

Jane exaggerated, “Haaa.”

Erick smiled as he read.

 

–

t1[Force Crash] + Mana Alter Extreme = t2[Sky Fall]

t2[Sky Fall] + [Force Bomb] = [Sky Bomb]

t3[Sky Bomb] + Mana Alter, Bludgeon = t3[Sky Crash]

t4[Sky Crash] + Ice = t5[Sky Ice Crash]

t5[Sky Ice Crash] + Fire, to propel it faster = t6[Comet Swarm]

And no need for stone to start!

–

 

“Nope.” Kiri said, “You won’t get [Comet Swarm] at that level. You might get [Meteor Swarm].”

“What?” Jane asked, “Why?”

“Because each tier has a...” Kiri paused. She said, “Prevailing theory is that each tier has a certain amount of damage it is able to do. Higher tiers can do more damage, or have larger effects. Erick’s [Call Lightning] kinda broke that theory, though.” She added, “And fire and ice? Really?”

“You saw what Erick was able to do with ice and fire.” Jane said, “Besides! Comets are ice and stone. The only reason they have a fiery tail is because the sun boils away the icy surface into a plume of particulates the closer the rock gets to the sun.”

Kiri frowned. “There is a lot to be said for the validity of sympathetic magic with proper imagery… But...” Her frown deepened. “This is the point where I would normally argue that you have no idea what you’re talking about. But I can’t tell if you’re teasing me, or not.”

“This is one of the rare times Jane is not teasing.” Erick said, “Comets are hunks of ice and stone. And you don’t want one anywhere near your planet. A real comet would cause the death of everything if it actually hit Veird.”

A silence filled the room, as Jane nodded.

Kiri breathed at her sandwich. She looked up to Erick, asking, “Really?”

Erick said, “They’re multi-kilometer wide hunks of rock and ice, traveling at….” Erick looked to Jane. “Help me out here.”

“50 kilometers per second?” Jane guessed. “That seems right. And yes. You don’t want them anywhere near Veird. The impact of an actual comet would kill all life… Actually. I’m not sure. You guys have gods.”

“Yeah.” Erick agreed. “The gods would likely step in at that point in time. Hopefully.”

“There’s a lot of terrifying shit out there.” Jane said, “Black Holes.”

“Gamma Ray Bursts,” Erick added.

“Comet and meteor impacts.”

“Antimatter explosions.”

“Oh yeah. The Tuskegee Event thing?”

“Yup— Uh. Tunguska Event, I think. Tuskegee was something else.” 

"Ah. Yeah."

Erick nodded, saying, “And black holes traveling at the speed of light could just suck up the whole planet in a millisecond. All very terrifying.” He looked to Kiri, and suddenly reconsidered what he was saying. “Uh. But none of that is likely to happen!”

Kiri breathed harder, more focused. Her green face seemed to be a slightly different green.

Jane looked at Kiri. A slow smile crept upon Jane’s face. She almost said something, but Erick shook his head. Jane settled back into her chair, wearing a wider smile

Kiri softly said, “Okay.” She returned to eating her sandwich. She whispered, “I don’t even know what all that is… but... it sounds… not great.”

Jane said, “An actual realistic [Comet Swarm], would be like a mini-Sundering. But I guess there’s some artistic license when it comes to naming spells. And your gods already protected against one Sundering already.”

Kiri sharply inhaled. 

Erick whispered, “That’s enough, Jane.”

Jane rolled her eyes, whispering, “Yeah, yeah.”

 

- - - -

 

The sun rose in the windows of the classroom, while Erick stood with Kiri, in front of two blackboards; one was his, the other hers. The goal was [Death Spiral Fire]; Erick wanted to kill wyrms without putting other people in danger, and he wanted to do it efficiently. 

Kiri’s board read well.

 

–

t1[Force Beam] + Mana Alter: Fire = t2[Fire Beam] 30 mana

t2[Fire Beam] + t1[Conjure Weapon] = t3[Fire Whip] 100 mana, lasts until dismissed

t3[Fire Whip] + t1[Fireshape] = t4[Fire Wrap] 500 mana, lasts until dismissed, drop down to WIL damage to keep the costs down. (Range is still touch. This is the point where the spell can get wildly expensive)

t4[Fire Wrap] + Mana Shaping, 500 mana = t5[Endless Fire Wrap] 1000 mana, change range to close.

t5[Endless Fire Wrap] + Mana Shaping, 500 mana = t6[Death Spiral Fire] 1500 mana, increase range to long, size to cover the whole body. Damage might become 2xWIL.

–

 

Erick’s board read not so well.

 

–

t1[Force Bomb] + Mana Alter: Fire = [Fireball]

t2[Fireball] + [Conjure Item: Napalm] = t3 [Cloying Fireball]

–

 

Kiri read his board, and said, “So.”

Erick agreed, “So.”

“What’s Napalm?”

“I’m not sure. It’s stuff that burns and doesn’t stop.”

Kiri frowned. “Alchemist Fire?”

“Maybe.”

“[Conjure Item] doesn’t conjure magical items. And besides, as soon as a conjured item takes damage, the Force matrix that gives you the illusion that the item is there, disintegrates. [Conjure Item] isn’t very useful for further spell creation.”

“Ah. Right. Napalm isn’t magical, but yeah… the ‘disintegrating’ part of that negates the ability to use it as fuel for a fire, anyway.” Erick asked, “What about [Teleport Object], for something you make yourself? I saw that spell as part of your [Comet Swarm] last night.”

“[Teleport Object] is one of the necessities for creating many of the higher magics; [Comet Swarm] is only one of those. Your theoretical ‘napalm’ spell would be another, if you made the napalm yourself and kept it in a secure location somewhere. But at that point, you could just use Alchemist’s Fire. But this is not the way to get an endless fire spell; Alchemist’s Fire burns away.” Kiri said, “And you don’t want the [Teleport Object] in the Script.”

 




	
Teleport Object, touch, instant, 250 MP per kilogram.

An object you touch moves to another known location, max 10km distance.








 

Erick agreed, “One kilogram per 250 mana… Not great.”

“Yup.” Kiri said, “And the one in the Script doesn’t allow you to [Teleport] something to yourself, or something from some other place, to some other place. I’m still working on my [Teleport Object]. It’s only tier 2, so I try every day. Never turns out well.”

Erick nodded, then glanced at a different blue box he had open.

 




	
Prismatic Ward, instant, close range, 12 hours, Solid Ward, 100 MP + Variable

Create a small, solid area that absorbs Variable damage before breaking.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.

 

Purchase Prismatic Ward for 1 point? Yes/No








 

‘No.’

Not only was [Prismatic Ward] just a spot of solid air, that Erick doubted he could walk around inside, but it was limited to size Small. The [Prismatic Ward] in the Script was a house locked tight; a fortress. Not a home, at all.

Erick dismissed the box, asking, “What happens when I have two Solid Wards?”

“You’re asked which one you want to keep.” Kiri said, “The other is destroyed.”

“I don’t have to tear apart [Crystalline Air] before I try?”

“No?” Kiri asked, “Why would you think that?”

Erick waved her off, saying, “Overthinking.” He looked over Kiri’s [Death Spiral Fire], and asked, “So… What is this spell supposed to look like?”

Kiri stared at her blackboard, and said, “Like a rippling red [Personal Ward], with fire burning through the surface to the core, leaving behind nothing but the grand-rad at the center.” She got a far off look in her eyes, as she said, “I saw a Tower Mage use it when I was a child. Looking back, she probably cast the spell more than once… 

“A [Shadowshape] wyrm had just left the treeline. It evaded detection until it made it all the way to my home village. Hunger must have gotten to it by then, because it came over the walls like a shadow. Everything went dark, as it pulled shadows around itself, and began devouring people. It tore through our house…” Kiri breathed. She said, “Then she showed up. Flying in the sky, glowing like a torch. The wyrm instantly went for her. She dodged. She cast. One spell. One second. And that was all it took. The fight was decided. The wyrm burned too brightly to hide in the shadows. But it wasn’t a flickering flame. It was steady, solid fire, that wrapped around the monster; layers of orange and yellow. The wyrm chased her, and she evaded. The wyrm died atop the walls. Nothing else burned; just the wyrm. It was… it was a fantastic fire spell. Control and destruction, all together.”

Erick felt Kiri’s words in his soul, for she had seen the jaws of death, and she had seen the flame of hope burn away those jaws. It was a powerful image.

Kiri looked up at the blackboard, saying, “It was…” She said, “That’s who I hope to be. Someday.”

Erick said, “You will!”

Kiri chuckled.

Erick said, “I don’t have [Conjure Weapon], though. So I can’t do this.”

“You can use [Conjure Armor], but you have to make the offensive version of that spell, first.” Kiri said, “It’s called [Bind]. Many consider this version of [Death Spiral Fire] to be a better version, because this drops the spell a whole tier. If you make it right, you can skip the part where you transform the whip into the wrap.”

 




	
Bind, instant, touch, 100 MP

Conjure restrictive binds upon a target. Lasts until the target can free itself.








 

Kiri added, “But this version of the spell allows the target the ability to free itself by thrashing around enough, which is the opposite of what you want. So.”

Erick nodded. “So I need [Conjure Weapon].”

“It’ll also allow us to spar without your weapon breaking all the time. [Conjure Item] for a staff just doesn’t compare to [Conjure Weapon] for a staff.”

Erick went ahead and bought [Conjure Weapon]. He said, “You sold me.” He looked over Kiri’s spell again, asking, “Do you mind if I try for this, using your method? It seems like a spell that’s close to your heart.”

Kiri smiled softly, saying, “I would love for you to successfully craft this spell.” She looked at the blackboard again, saying, “I’ve got 27 years to go before I can try again.” She added, “I might try for an inferior version before that, though.”

Erick’s eyes widened slightly. 27 years was a long time to try to remake a spell. 

… Erick couldn’t help but be reminded of his own mortality. He was already 48. He could live to be 120, on Veird. There was something to HP and [Cleanse] and the constant struggle that ensured long lives on this planet, or at least that’s what people said. Erick was happy for that. These days, he was feeling his age less and less. He was practically a young man, according to the idea of 120 being ‘old’. But still...

Mortality was a part of reality, but hardly anyone ever made it the full run. Monsters took their fair toll. Other people took the vast majority of the rest. 

Erick flashed a [Conjure Weapon] sword into his hand, then dismissed it, then summoned another, saying, “I guess I have more skills to level.” He dismissed the sword, and summoned another, getting a feel for the magic as he created a whip, this time. The length of white Force curled to the ground. Erick asked, “Want me to tell you when I try for this spell? It’s going to be today.”

Kiri breathed. She stared at the blackboard. She said, “Thank you. But no.”

Erick said, “Very well.”

 

- - - -

 

The morning rains came and went, and so did lunch. Inside of his mage tower, Erick summoned countless weapon variations, from daggers to swords, from maces to spears. And then he summoned a bow. It was a fantasy staple, was it not? Elven archers, or rogues, or what-have-you. Erick only knew the vaguest sort of information about all of that, but only because Jane loved it, and he had to purchase so much of it in the form of presents or gifts. When they could afford the extra expenses, anyway. They weren’t rich, back on Earth. But they had enough.

They were filthy rich on Veird, though. It was a nice change, but Erick could do without the monsters and assassins and hunters and worldwide politics. 

Erick ignored all of that train of thought, for a moment, as he held his bow. It was white and completely typical, in the way that Erick thought a typical bow should be.

Erick sent, ‘Hey, Jane? Busy?’ 

Erick turned the bow over in his hands, and plucked the string. With another summon of [Conjure Weapon], he had an arrow. The bow did not bend well, or Erick wasn’t strong enough. So he remade the bow, and this time, it bent, as he slotted the arrow on the string, and pulled back.

Jane’s reply came, ‘Not really. What’s up?’

He sent her an image of looking down the sights of the bow, his left eye closed, his right eye just above the notch in the back of the arrow, sending, ‘They don’t have bows on Veird, do they?’

Erick loosed the arrow at the wall. The bow cracked, the string broke, the arrow flopped over and tumbled to the ground, where it disintegrated into so much ambient mana. He chuckled.

‘Don’t close your eyes when you shoot.’ Jane sent, ‘And nope, no bows on Veird. They have [Force Bolt]. And I think the process of making a bow is too involved. If they couldn’t do it in hours, then I don’t think it got done. It’s like metal working. Not many metal workers on Veird, either. Or at least not many on Glaquin.’ Jane asked, ‘So you got [Conjure Weapon]?’ 

Erick remade the bow, focusing on flexible strength, sending, ‘Yup. It’s a large component of [Death Spiral Fire].’

‘You know… All these big spells you’re looking at… They’re vastly illegal in most of the world. But since you’ve been declared an archmage by the Headmaster and you’re already famous, people expect you to have these spells already.’ Jane said, ‘I hope you’re taking this seriously, Dad.’

Erick nocked a new arrow on his new and improved bow. The string broke as he pulled it back. He remade the weapon, and re-nocked the arrow, sending, ‘I am, Jane. Very seriously.’

He loosed the arrow. The white arrow cracked against the stone walls of his tower, shattering into ambient mana. He nocked another arrow, better made this time.

‘I hope so, Dad.’

Erick loosed the arrow. It sunk into the stone, two inches, sending a wild crack two foot up through the stone. He smiled. He dismissed the bow, and [Stoneshape]d the wall back together, sending, ‘See you tonight?’

‘Yeah. I’ll be back for dinner. I’ll head to Firemaw Mountain in the morning.’

‘I will have to make a special dinner, tonight!’

‘I’d be more impressed seeing a [Death Spiral Fire], Dad.’

‘… I’ll have to make that, too.’

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood under the afternoon sun, in a desolate stretch of the Crystal Forest, different than the one from yesterday. Except for Poi and a trio of Ophiels he was alone; Erick and Poi had both become much more diligent about checking for hunters and people in the area ever since the incident the other day. 

Erick pulled out a piece of paper from his pocket, and read it over again. He put the paper away.

He channeled mana through Mana Altering, feeling the heat of Fire wash across his skin, like being in the center of a non-existent bonfire, as flickering white light rolled up from his hand, like a plasma. [Force Beam] produced an even, cutting light; this was also a plasma, but something deeper. The sounds were close. Very close. 

Ophiel took those sounds, and all three of him began to sing a chorus of plasma and heat.

Erick started the cast, and a blue box appeared the very moment a radiant line of red fire erupted from his pointed finger, to strike the sands. The spell practically came together, all on its own.

 




	
Pure Fire Beam, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A burning beam of fire deals 3x WIL damage per second for 10 seconds, and WIL damage for 10 more seconds.








 

Erick moved the beam across the sand, leaving a trail of clinging fire where the line of radiance touched. 

The spell ended. Ophiel stopped singing. 

Erick channeled mana through [Conjure Weapon], producing a spike of light that laid in his hand, ready to be gripped and wielded against the world. It was the empowerment of self. The ability to carve a bloody hole in this monstrous world, and then to make a home from the carcass. It was the sword on the mantle. The triumph of intellect to create weapons to match the claws and maws of the beasts roaming the land.

[Conjure Weapon] was the most powerful tool in the world, in the right hands. 

Ophiel took up that song, and married it to [Pure Fire Beam].

It was a song of cutting. Of the edge of a primal fire, slicing through worries and fears with bright flame, disintegrating enemies into pieces, and warming oneself with those burning remains. It was a violent song, for a violent time in a violent world. 

It was a hair-thin line, weaving between destruction and safety; a line that moved based on the flow of battle, but that would come back to lop his own head off if he wasn’t careful.

Erick was totally going to lop off a limb if he tried to make a [Fire Whip]. 

This was a bad idea.

Erick had Ophiel halt his song, and strung magic through [Telekinesis]. It was control at a distance; a faint white light on his palm, but an intent that spread far, meters, even, out from Erick’s glowing hand. 

Ophiel took up the song of [Telekinesis] and [Conjure Weapon]. It was ranged destruction. A song of someone calling the shots from afar. Of sending swords to distant shores to guard the vulnerable homeland.

Erick cast. 

A meter long sword, sharp and white, hovered in front of Erick, along with a blue box.

 




	
Flying Weapon, instant, close range, 100 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that flies at your command. Lasts until dismissed.








 

With a mental push, Ophiel took up this new song and joined it to [Pure Fire Beam]. The resultant harmony sounded like a degree of resigned separation; a divorce of power from intent, that would allow that power to run rampant, to do what it must, while the center controlled the fight from the outside. 

Erick focused on that idea, on a song fulfilled, on the perfect harmony of wanton destruction wielded at a distance.

The flying sword vanished. In its place, appeared a dagger made of white flame.

 




	
Plasma Cutter, instant, medium range, 133 MP + Variable

Create a controlled, flying weapon of flame that deals weapon damage, and leaves burns for 3x WIL damage per second, for 10 seconds. Weapon lasts until dismissed.








 

Erick dismissed the dagger, then recast [Plasma Cutter], creating a line of white fire in the air. Erick controlled the thread-like weapon to dance like a snake, and it did; perfectly. Erick moved the line of fire til one end held the other. He set it spinning. Motes of white plasma laced from the burning ring; a buzzsaw blade of flame.

Erick thought about Allan, of Yetta’s former team, and was conflicted. He tried to kill Jane, but he didn’t really. He would have known that Jane would have felt that invisible buzzsaw coming for her, right? It was all just an act? Whatever the case, it was hard to feel mad at a guy who knowingly sacrificed himself to kill Planter.

… Erick wasn’t strong enough to kill any Shade. Not like this.

He dismissed the thread-weapon, then pulsed another burst of sword-like [Plasma Cutter] into the air, twice, three times. Soon, seven white blades, each five foot long and flaming, hovered in front of Erick, like the bars of a jail cell. White flame transformed to yellow and orange as plasma flowed away from the blades, into the air. But the air was not overly hot; the force of the fire was constrained to the flying weapons. Erick looked back to Poi, who was suddenly standing another twenty yards away. Erick smiled.

Erick called out, “I was just about to ask you to stand back!”

Poi replied, “I could tell!”

Erick set the flaming swords around himself, handle pointed toward him, blades pointed outward, equidistant from each other. With a push, he sent the blades spinning, like the world’s most scary hula hoop. Waves of heat rolled up from the spinning, circled blades, as they spun faster and faster, whirring in the air like the sounds of a helicopter. Erick held the reins of this power, and knew that this was not his way. He would not use this weapon like this; it was too foreign. 

Adding to that, the constant drain of that ‘Variable’ part of the spell had eaten away a thousand mana in under thirty seconds, even with his regeneration being as high as it was. 

He stopped the spin, dismissing all but one of the blades. With [Fireshape] he pressed upon the weapon, and while the flames moved at his command, the weapon had been made; it wouldn’t budge. Erick dismissed the sword, and brought back the thread. This time, [Fireshape] flared the flames of that thread out into a blanket of controlled destruction. 

Erick held that weapon in the air, and turned to the ground. [Stoneshape] pulled a curving, mini-wyrm from the ground. It was a crude sculpture, with exaggerated eyes and limbs all organized down the length; not at all the crazy jumble and decay of a real wyrm. But it would serve. 

Erick wrapped the thread around the wyrm. It sizzled; a tiny char burned the stone under the flaming thread, but it was most ineffective. He dismissed the thread and summoned a length of chain, a hundred individual links, each brilliant white, each covered in fire. He wrapped it around the stone wyrm, and saw that, yes, this might work. Sort of. The extra width of the chains charred an inches-thick band of space under the chains.

… But if one of those lengths broke, the entire spell would break. 

The solution, was obviously, slimes. No wonder Phagar liked the little guys. Erick smiled, as he summoned another [Plasma Cutter], imagining a cloying, moving flame, a thing that started as a ball, but splattered into a covering goo.

A white flaming orb appeared in front of Erick. He threw it at the stone. 

It bounced. It landed on the ground, and rolled; a tiny line of fire licking up from the ground where it touched.

“Ah.” Erick said, “Let’s try this.”

[Fireshape]. [Plasma Cutter].

An undulating ball of white materialized, sputtering with fire, and much more liquid than the previous incarnation. Erick threw the ball of not-water at the stone wyrm. It struck, like a booger spat out. It did not move much, but the flames of the snot ball did crawl across the stone.

… This was not what Erick wanted.

He went back to chains, but combined in them the idea of sticky metal, able to meld in with itself and stick. This attempt broke apart under its own internal stresses before it touched the stone; as soon as the ‘weapon’ part of the spell broke, the spell broke.

Erick pulled Kiri’s plan out of his pocket, and read it over again. 

… At this point in the combination process, Kiri was still working with a touch spell. Erick was not. But that didn’t help him. 

He stuck the paper back into his pocket, and began channeling mana through [Plasma Cutter]. The sounds of a ranged strike came to him; something to cut the enemy and burn the land. But Erick needed something deeper for [Death Spiral Fire]. Something to end the threat, completely. 

Shades and wyrms needed more than a blade to their throat. 

Erick cast. 

[Fireshape]. [Plasma Cutter].

White flames splashed across the stone wyrm, enveloping the statue, burning, crawling around limbs, joining to itself. Stone blackened. The spell held like a living flame, searching the stone for something more to burn. It wasn’t a slime. It was flame given solid existence, and meaning: to burn until nothing was left.

 




	
Plasma Wrap, instant, close range, 599 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing 2x WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 4 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+3 ability points!








 

A twinge of hope flowed through Erick’s chest. This was a good spell. It was fire given form. But it could be better. 

He channeled mana through the spell, and heard the idea of burning away a problem till not even ash was left. But it was an impure sound. A sound of holes in the attack, and danger left for someone else to deal with. It was chaotic destruction. 

Erick needed organized destruction. Methodical. 

Erick had Ophiel sing, while he listened to the clicks and pops in the music, the unbalanced… balance. There was something there, for sure, but it could be better. Smoother. 

Yes. Smoother. That was it, exactly. Erick smiled to himself, happy that he had picked a winner in Kiri; she knew what she was talking about, for sure. Her story came to Erick, and one part stood out from the rest: a fire that coated completely, that burned away until it killed, leaving nothing behind.

Erick dismissed the partial white fire over the stone wyrm, and then cast.

[Mana Shaping]. [Plasma Wrap].

Flickering white covered the entire stone wyrm; a layer of fire, inches thick, and focused entirely inward. The only thing that leaked from the spell was light. 

 




	
Endless Plasma Wrap, instant, close range, 1101 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing 3x WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 5 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+4 ability points!








 

It was a good spell. 

The stone wyrm crackled and popped, as moisture trapped in the stone violently escaped. The stone cracked; the head of the sculpture tumbled to the ground. [Endless Plasma Wrap] remained on the body of the sculpture. 

The tail broke off. 

This spell would leave a lot of debris, wouldn’t it?

Erick had an idea for how to improve this spell.

Erick loved [Cleanse], anyway, and clean air caused fire to burn better. Might as well keep going to tier 6, but in a slightly different way than Kiri outlined. Close range was close enough; Ophiel would be administering this spell, anyway.

Erick channeled mana through [Cleanse], and discovered something he hadn’t known. He had channeled through [Cleanse] before, of course, but today’s creation had altered Erick’s perceptions, or something else had happened, because Erick was open to the magic, right now, and it was speaking to him of deep secrets. 

[Cleanse] produced a clear, brilliant fractal of light, that poured out of his hand in every direction, like complicated snow. It was an endless, recursive magic, that reflected the body of its user upon the rest of the world. It was, perhaps, the most complicated tier 1 spell Erick had ever thought to hear. [Cleanse] was an artful mess of clean perfection. A restoration of order through endless complexity, where everything could go wrong, and yet nothing did; there was something simple to this magic, and yet not.

[Cleanse] was the most gentle doctor’s scalpel, and the words of a kind matriarch. The touch of a father, holding his daughter upright for her first bike ride. [Cleanse] was both the training wheels on that bike, and the helmet on the girl’s head. It was a guidance to a nicer place, where certain dangers were guarded against. 

It was the touch of a god. A guiding, divine hand, and Erick was going to use it to make a harmful spell burn brighter. It seemed wrong; it seemed to go against the very nature of the spell itself. 

Erick stopped channeling mana through [Cleanse], and the snow of the spell dissipated into the manasphere. 

He breathed out into the flowing air of the [Crystal Forest]. Ophiel sang a tiny song of [Cleanse]. The sun shone down from a clear sky; hot, and bright. Sweat dripped down under Erick’s loose clothes. The stone wyrm cracked and broke, finally ‘dying’; [Endless Plasma Wrap] ended, the white glow around the stone vanishing into so much ambient mana. 

Erick [Stoneshape]d the wyrm back together, and after his mana came back, he went for [Death Spiral Fire]. 500 more mana journeyed through Mana Shaping, to meet [Endless Plasma Wrap], combining into a spiky sheet of crawling, tearing magic, that ripped into the stone wyrm like it was soft clay, breaking the wyrm down faster than the fire could burn it apart.

 




	
Death Spiral Plasma, instant, close range, 17,009 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 6 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+5 ability points!








 

Erick hummed. ‘Is this success?’ he thought to himself, as the stone wyrm churned into flaming pieces. It was certainly a kind of success, but not the best kind; not one he could ever cast himself.

Erick smiled at the sky, and opened himself up to the manasphere. He said, “Thank you for helping me to create this spell.”

The sky did not respond. But Erick had said his piece, and felt better about giving thanks where thanks were due. The wind blew across his body, and Erick relaxed into the feeling, as Meditation ticked his mana back to full. 

After a while, Erick was ready to continue.

Erick had already strung his mana through all the Shaping spells, and come to one conclusion: Each of them was a piece of a puzzle. Each of them was a lens with which to view the world. The energy of Fire, the life of Water, the solidity of Stone, or the freedom of Air. The brilliance of Light, and the depth of Shadow. Each of them were sides of the same coin, a fraction of Reality.

And Erick was going to build them a home, through love and care.

Erick summoned three more Ophiel to assist, bringing his number up to six. He gave each one of them a piece of the puzzle, while holding onto the endless, mutable protectiveness of [Ward] himself.

He sang a song at the deep blue sky, his words traveling across the Crystal Forest, catching on the wind.

“Free to roam, but here to play      [Airshape]

“A protected space, free of strife      [Stoneshape] 

“A hearth of flame, a place to stay      [Fireshape]

“Drink deep, and nurture gentle life       [Watershape]

“A light protects the door; a knife       [Lightshape] 

“A dark to sing defensive chord       [Shadowshape]

“A home for us, [Prismatic Ward].       [Ward]

The air shifted over the Crystal Forest, like a storm brewing, as Ophiel sang his six-fold parts, and Erick sang the words to bring those parts together.

Thick air formed around Erick; a [Ward] taking shape, in small, flickers of rainbow. Light shifted. Dark swirled. Heat and moisture balanced. Then broke. The air cracked. Solidity broke against freedom. Light warred with Dark; they separated toward their own corners. Fire boiled moisture, as Water turned frosty along the edges of the angry space. The [Ward] distorted, like a sphere smushed in, dented; imperfect.

 




	
Prismatic Ward, instant, close range, 12 hours, Solid Ward, 309 MP + Variable

Create a medium, solid area that absorbs three times Variable damage before breaking.

Prismatic Ward regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to pass through Prismatic Ward at will. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 

Followed by another blue box.

 




	
Choose which Solid Ward to keep:

Prismatic Ward

OR

Crystalline Air








 

[Crystalline Air]. 

[Prismatic Ward] broke apart inside Erick’s mind; like friends parting til tomorrow. He breathed as the rainbow air disintegrated, like so much ambient mana. He trailed a hand through the breaking spell. Flickers of mana curled around his body as he moved, filtering through his fingers like so much rainbow air. 

He had messed up somewhere. Ophiel ceased their song. Erick would go back to the drawing board tonight, and try again when he could. He relaxed.

One more spell to try for. 

For the next hour, Erick cast [Teleport], holding onto a rock, trying to move the rock, and not himself. 

Now that, was a complete failure. Erick had no idea what he was even doing wrong. He [Teleport]ed back and forth; his entire self, and not just the rock. He even sang a song at the spell, but all he got was a minor Error. Poi walked over and tapped him with the rod of [Treat Wounds], and Erick decided he needed to know much more about Teleport before he decided to continue this line of spellwork. Erick went home with two and a half failures out of three attempts, and a headache.

But [Endless Plasma Wrap] was still more than good enough.

Probably.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading.

Patrons already have 66, posted just today, and access to my discord, where we talk about stuff occasionally. (Come join us!)

Your upvotes, reviews, and ratings are important for visibility.

Thank you!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Published just a bit early.



                

                With a Handy Aura, a rough plan, a quick trip to the market, and a stop by Spice Lady Ratchet’s store, Erick had all the pieces to start dinner. He had three hours to go till dinner, and more than enough food to make; he might not even make it, dinner might be late.

He started with dessert first. Lemon bundt cakes soon filled a table, while iced cookies filled four baskets. Two of the cakes were destined for other people, but those cookies were for Jane and the household.

Dinner would, of course, prominently feature potatoes. So Erick got right on that. Sliced, fried, then set aside until he could fry them again right before go-time, the potatoes were easy to make. Chicken came next. It was carved into popcorn sized pieces and breaded and fried, with spices so pungent, Erick had to conjure gloves and a face mask to stop his skin from burning. 

When Rats woke up, Erick sent him out for beer. The redscale man smiled and gladly accepted this wonderful new responsibility. He would get the best beer, and it would only cost a few hundred gold. That was okay, money would not be tight for tonight’s service. Erick also told him to buy some fancy breads, too. Rats nodded; he knew just the place.

Erick roasted all sorts of vegetables, from carrots to corn, and not-eggplant and not-zucchini. He even managed to make a passable Ranch dressing with the spices Ratchet sold him, and sour cream he had made the day before. It was slightly different Ranch than how Erick remembered, but when Teressa woke up and tried it, she thought it was wonderful. 

Jane showed up half an hour before sunset, walking home with Rats, both of them carrying kegs and bags of food. 

Erick had decided to make pizza, too. Buffalo fried chicken pizza. The two-foot wide pizza came out of the oven, perfectly melted and singed, just as Jane tapped the first keg.

As the sun set over western Spur, and the sky turned cold, as winds flowed from the north, Erick laid out dinner for his daughter, and everyone else in the household. It was a nice, calm event. Erick burned his mouth trying out the spicy fried chicken, though he was not alone in that regard. The only one able to stomach the powerful spice was Jane, who absolutely loved it. Kiri almost managed to eat a whole fried tender, but rushed for the milk one bite to the end. Jane laughed, while Teressa and Rats chuckled. Poi ate his non-spicy chicken, smiling as he watched. The pizza was an absolute hit. The Ranch went fast, too; Erick had to make more of that, so he did.

Erick felt a joy, in this moment, in this time.

After dinner, Jane made coftea, while Erick sliced up cakes and set out cookies. Dessert was nice, too. Teressa spoke of the places she had seen and the monsters she had killed, while Rats talked of the people who had come through Spur. Poi spoke of history and facts, while Kiri talked of magic. Jane would go hunt Flame Essences tomorrow, but before she went, Erick had presents to give.

It had only taken him twenty minutes, scattered throughout the afternoon cooking, to go to his tower and actually enchant the blanks he already had, and now, he was going to give them to his people; if they wanted them. Erick excused himself from the kitchen table, and went to his tower to collect the presents. 

Erick came back to the kitchen. Dirty plates and half eaten cakes laid scattered across the dark wooden table, while warm mugs of coftea steamed into the air, and people spoke of other places and different times. Nothing had changed between him leaving and coming back, but now, Erick carried ten rings in his pockets, and they felt heavy.

Poi was the first to go silent, and look up to him. Kiri looked up next. Conversation ceased.

Erick said, “I made rings for everyone. But these are special. If anyone ever finds out you have something like this, you might become a target, but we’re already targets. So...”

Kiri breathed in, sharply. Teressa and Rats frowned. More silence.

Jane said, “I think it’s a good idea. You all could do with some more defenses.”

Poi asked, “What are they?”

Erick pulled out his ten rings, and Handy Aura’d them out. The rings floated on unseen hands, to sit beside their designated people. The rings were unassuming things; a silver, plain sphere, set in a thin band of iron. There were no flourishes upon the jewelry, but everyone stared at them like they were priceless, or dangerous, or interesting.

Jane put hers on, first. Left ring finger, right ring finger, and done. She tilted her head, then sat calmly, saying, “That’s some good quality.”

“They’re a bit better than mine, but only by a few points.”

Jane said, “A few points adds up a lot.”

“Well. Yeah,” Erick agreed.

Rats took off his old rings and put on his new ones. He shivered. A moment passed, as he read the air, blinking. His mouth dropped open. He almost said something, but he chose to remain silent. 

Poi, Kiri, and Teressa quickly put theirs on. 

Erick watched, as eyes lit up, and brows furrowed, and Poi glared daggers at absolutely everyone except Erick. Poi’s look was one that declared that questions would remain questions.

Poi looked up to Erick, and said, “Thank you. These will do nicely.”

Kiri chuckled. “Oh my gods— I don’t want to know how. But I want to know. You know?”

Rats said, “Best not to.”

“Yes.” Teressa said, “Don’t poke around at this, Kiri.” She looked at the rings on her fingers, and said, “I’m not even sure we should have these.”

Rats said, “This solves so many problems for me. I’m using them.”

Kiri said, “Me too.”

“Me three.” Teressa said, “But… There is a danger, here.”

Jane said, “Danger is everywhere. Rats almost died the other day.”

Poi said, “The argument is a valid one to have. But we are using these rings. They solve a lot of problems for me, too.”

Kiri glanced up to Erick with a hunger in her eyes, but she looked away, to the rings on her fingers, and said nothing.

Jane looked to Kiri, then to Erick, smirking, as she asked, “How’d your [Death Spiral Fire], go, Dad?”

Erick exaggerated a frown at his daughter, as he glanced to Kiri.

“What!” Jane asked, all falsely innocent.

Erick decided to pull the bandage off quickly. “I did not get it—”

Kiri sighed out a happy, silent chuckle. 

“—but I got something very similar—” 

Kiri held her breath.

“—and something that is good enough to use in the place of [Death Spiral Fire].”

Kiri deflated, but quickly regained her composure. 

Erick pulled out the box for [Endless Plasma Wrap] and handed it to Jane, across the table. At Kiri’s barely concealed look of supreme want, he handed her a copy, too. Kiri’s eyes went wide, as her breath hitched.

Jane took the spell, and spoke for the group, “Three times Willpower damage until the target dies. 1101 mana. Close range, though that’s not a big deal with Ophiel.” She dismissed the spell. “That’s a wyrm-killer!”

Kiri smiled softly, as she read the spell. She said, “It will serve.”

Erick changed the subject. “Anyone have any idea how [Teleport] works? I couldn’t get anything past the basic spell.”

Kiri kept her soft smile; remaining silent.

Poi said, “I have no idea.”

Teressa and Rats both shrugged, each of them touching the rings on their fingers. 

Kiri said, “Uh! Yeah. It’s difficult to get [Teleport Object]. Proper training will help.”

“[Prismatic Ward] didn’t get made well, either.” Erick sat down and carved himself another slice of lemon cake, saying, “I did the rhyme and everything, but I think it was too simple. That spell is seven moving parts, all at once.”

Kiri asked, “How bad was it?”

“It was better than the Script version, for sure. But it was only 3 times Variable, and an unchanging area. Medium sized.”

Kiri paled, guttering out a long, drawn out, “Haaaa.”

Jane laughed loud.

Erick ignored Jane, saying, “So, Kiri. I was thinking to try a few Particle spells, and see about having you make them, and me copying them. Would you be interested in this?”

“Yes!” Kiri said, instantly.

Jane laughed again.

While dessert rolled on, and they spoke of magic, Erick went ahead and bought the rest of the spells necessary for Oceanside.

 




	
Fabricate 1, 1 minute, close range, 50MP + Variable

Using provided materials, create a permanent object you know how to create.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Control Item 1, instant, touch, 5MP + Variable

Control a non-living item to move how you desire, for 10 minutes per spell level.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Envelop Item 1, instant, touch, 50MP + Variable

Envelop an item in nigh-unbreakable mana. Lasts for 1 hour per spell level.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Adjust Scent 1, instant, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Change a Scent.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Alter Size 1, instant, touch, 10 MP + Variable

Increase or decease the size of a target. Damage breaks effect. Lasts 1 minute per spell level.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Alter Friction 1, instant, close range, 10 MP

Increase or decease Friction upon a small target. Damage breaks effect. Lasts 1 minute per spell level

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Husbandry 1, instant, touch, 50 MP + Variable

An animal’s opinion of you improves.

Exp: 0/100








 

He’d have to work on leveling those tomorrow, along with all the rest of the spells, as well as take another shot at [Prismatic Ward].

 

- - - -

 

Jane left in the morning, with a pack of lemon cookies and a lot of leftover chicken, and a large stone jar of the pepper spices Ratchet had made her. Erick’s rings were dull things on her fingers, while her eyes were bright brown, and full of joy. They spoke of talking every other night, or at least when they could; though Erick’s night would end up being hours ahead of Jane’s, and Jane might actually go out of range. [Telepathy] covered a vast, vast distance, but it wasn’t world-wide. 

Oceanside was on an island country, south east of the Greensoil Republic, near the equator, while Jane would be traipsing all across continental Glaquin, as well as a final pass through the islands of Nergal, on the southern hemisphere. 

Erick could barely get a [Telepathy] signal from here to Oceanside; he would have enough trouble providing the rains for the farms. Talking across double that distance was just unfeasible. At least with Erick’s basic tier 1 [Telepathy], anyway. 

Jane was prepared for a long journey. Months, maybe. But she would be back in Spur, sooner or later. Spur was home, and her father was here, after all.

Erick cried as he hugged Jane beside the garden of their house, one final time. Wind rustled the lemon trees, and the vines and the corn stalks.

“I love you, Dad.”

“I love you, too, Jane.” Erick hugged her tight, asking, “You got a map, right? You know where you’re going?”

“I have a plan.” She said, “I know where I’m going.”

“I know you do.” He said, “I love you.”

Jane giggled, saying, “I love you, too, Dad.” She pulled away, then wiped away a tear of her own. She blinked up at the sunlight, shining across the roof. “Kiri can not have my tower.”

Erick laughed. “Okay.”

“I’m serious about this, now.” Jane smiled. “I’ll see you later, Dad.”

“Later.”

Jane blipped dark blue, and she was gone. The air was empty. Wind blew through the space that had just held his daughter, while she, herself, was a thousand kilometers away, and likely already blipping again, headed north, back to the Wyrmridge Mountains. Firemaw Mountain was her goal; to work on her [Fire Body], before she tackled the unicorn.

Erick stared at the air where his daughter had been. 

Then he went back inside, to his tower. He stared at the ceiling, where the model of the Solar System hung. He stared for a while. Thinking, and not thinking. When he was done with that, ten or twenty minutes later, he got to making diamonds. Liquid had one more order of 50 rings left to fulfill, while Odaali and Cyril had 50 coming to them, too. 

Erick sent Ophiel out to rain on the farms at the appropriate time, while he continued to toil in his tower. Diamond dust flew from jewelry lathes, and layered against Erick’s skin, and his face mask. Exalted rain funneled through gutters, into a cistern. Maskwards layered over pools of platinum water, as Ultramarine, Cyan, Cinnabar, and Crimson, sunk into spherical gems, to be sealed inside, under layers of platinum-laced diamond.

Artifacts were born, five, ten at a time. 

Liquid got her order in the middle of the afternoon. At the same time, Erick delivered two lemon cakes to High Priest Darenka. She loved them. 

Cyril, and Odaali, would have to wait till the morning for their shipment, because not only did Erick have no way to contact them, but Poi said they were not accepting anything from him. Well fuck that! Erick made a promise, and they were going to accept their items, dammit. 

Erick would have pursued that conversation more, but at that moment, Al showed up at Erick’s front door, half an hour till sunset, wearing nicer clothes than normal. 

 

- - - -

 

Al was a 9 foot tall hunk of orcol man, with brown-green skin, short black hair, deep black eyes, and light scars that crisscrossed much of his face. The scars were barely noticeable in normal light, though from his time in the bath house, Erick knew those scars covered a lot of the man’s body. But he was fully clothed, right now, and wearing an impeccable gangster-sultan’s loose, black and gold suit, over his massive muscular frame; Erick was completely unprepared for such a sight. 

The sun glinted through the solid, flat [Crystalline Air] that surrounded the house, separating Al from Erick, who stood in the doorway, wearing a diamond dust covered tunic and breeches, looking rather destitute. He brushed sparkles out of his hair, and realized he needed a haircut. Shaving was hard enough—

“Good evening, Erick.” Al asked, “May I call upon you tonight, for a night on the town?”

Erick stood, stunned.

Al cleared his throat, adding, “This is not a date. I don’t date.”

Erick broke out in a laugh, while Al’s face turned darker and his arms loosened on his sides. He frowned, as his open hands clenched.

Al said, “I am sorry for the imposition.” Al turned to walk—

Erick quickly said, “Sorry! Not laughing at you. Just— Yes! I want to go on a non-date.” He patted himself down, adding, “I am quite underdressed, though.”

Al froze. He turned back to Erick, his face bright, as his eyebrows went up and his dark eyes sparkled. He stood straighter, stating, “Apologies. I… I have not done this… in a long time.” He tentatively asked, “Your… Your flirting, was real, yes?”

“Yes,” Erick said with a smile. He moved aside from the door, mentally pushing at the [Crystalline Air], giving Al permission to enter, saying, “Come on in. I. Uh. I need to get ready?” 

Al looked over the [Solid Ward] around the house, then touched the surface. The solid air parted at his touch. Al pushed through, breaking the [Ward] into fractals across his entire body, as he stepped into the house. He overshadowed Erick by at least two feet. Erick smiled to look up at the man, as Al’s face flushed. The tall man looked away, smiling. 

Erick stepped back, again, asking, “What’s the plan for tonight?”

Al glanced back to the [Solid Ward], touching it again, eliciting cracked air around his finger. 

“Oh yeah!” Erick said, “I never showed you this, did I?” Erick pulled out the spell and handed it to Al.

Al briefly read over the spell, and smiled to say, “You are a lot more prepared for the trials of this world than you were when you first arrived upon my own doorstep.” He dismissed the blue box. “I am greatly pleased by this.”

“I am too.” Erick said, “Jane’s still worried, though. I sent her off today. She’s out gathering forms for Polymage. Oh! I did make this spell that burns a thing till it dies. It’s not [Death Spiral Fire], but it’s close. Still working on the rest of the standard archmage-repertoire, though.”

Al smiled wide, his lower fangs peeking out. He laughed, happy, saying, “This is good! Are you trying for that pesky mana sense skill, yet?”

“Just got [Detect Magic] the other day, and Kiri says that will help develop the skill, but I’ve yet to actually sit down and attempt such a thing.”

“It is a difficult skill.” Al smiled, saying, “But this is good! We shall celebrate!”

Erick smiled, softly, repeating, “What’s the plan for tonight?” He pulled at his clothes, scattering diamond dust, adding, “How much better should I dress?”

Al said, “I would be honored if you would accompany me to see the opening fights.”

Erick didn’t know if he heard that correctly. “The fights?”

Al paused. “Did you not know they were happening?”

“I have been kinda… occupied. Lately.”

Al smiled. He said, “In three to five days, the underground river will drop to a trickle, and water will have to be manually pulled up from below. This is when we hold the fights.” Al said, “Blood is spilled in friendly combat, to bless the lands and in prayer that the water will come again. Whoever has the most points by the time the water drops, wins. The fights this week promise to be the largest fights in a hundred years.” He added, “That’s the rumor, anyway.” He frowned at Erick, asking, “Did you really not know of them?”

Erick looked back toward Teressa, standing on the edge of the room in her monolithic grey [Conjure Armor]. She stood firm, without her helmet. She looked resigned; maybe slightly sad. 

He asked her, “There are fights?”

“Yes, sir.” Teressa said, “I talked about it while you were making that dinner for Jane, and this morning, but it seems your mind was in another place.”

“Sorry. Yeah.” Erick agreed, “Probably.” 

Teressa simply nodded.

Erick asked, “I guess I’m going to them. Wouldn’t you want to go, too, Teressa? Or, Poi, can be the guard? And you can just go to the the fights. You didn’t ask me for the night off, did you? Or… did you ask Poi?” Erick looked around. “Where is Poi, anyway?”

Teressa brightened, but she settled down, saying, “It’s me and Rats here, tonight. Poi is off doing whatever. We can go with you, though. Uh.” She said, “If you wish.”

Al readily said, “Yes! Yes. Let us all go!” He whispered to Erick, “This is not a date.”

Erick grinned. “I’ll go get ready.”

 

- - - -

 

Teressa watched Erick walk up the stairs to his room, then turned to Al, smiling wide, before she rushed off to her own room to go change. At a sudden thought, she burst into Rats’ room, waking him up, saying, “We’re going to the fights!”

Rats froze in his bed. He was awake, for sure. Teressa heard his heartbeat sledgehammer in his chest. Slowly, wide eyed, he turned over in his bed, glaring death at Teressa.

Teressa only smiled wider, saying, “We’re going to the fights.”

Rats breathed deep, then said, “Fucking hell and heaven, Teressa. Please don’t ever wake me up like that ever again.”

“Why are you still in bed, anyway!” Teressa said, “Get up, get up!”

Rats began extracting himself from his covers, muttering, “Bloody gods damned orcols and your bloody blood sports.”

Teressa squee’d just a bit, saying, “Yes yes! And we get to see them in person, this year!”

“Yeah yeah...”

 

- - - -

 

Erick rushed to his room. Once inside, he promptly stripped and then [Stoneshape]d the diamond dust off of his body. He cast a [Cleanse] and put on his best outfit; a pure white set of what he normally wore, and since this was a nightly event, Erick grabbed his nice brown cloak, too. 

Ophiel watched him the whole time. He had watched Erick while Erick was shaping diamonds, too. As Erick walked out of his room. Ophiel followed, hovering through the air like he was floating on a lazy river.

Erick was the last one to enter the foyer; Teressa and Rats were waiting for him, alongside Al. Erick’s guards had dressed nicely, both of them wearing finer fabrics than their usual army-assigned armor, with nice belts and nicer cloaks. 

Al looked up at Erick stepping down the stairs, and smiled. “Ready?”

“Ready!”

Rats said, “I’ve already checked in with security, so we’re cleared for arrival.”

Erick asked, “Security?”

Al smiled, saying, “People are throwing around high tier magic and weaponry. Of course there’s security.”

 

- - - -

 

The northern gates of Spur had been set opened. A ten meter wide, thousand meter long, road had been made out of sand, linking from the city, to a hill of lights off in the distance. Light orbs hung on the sides of that road, while countless people walked north, with friends, or family, or adventuring partners. Guards did not line the road, but they did man the gate from Spur.

The walk was a short one, all things considered. Cold threatened on the air, but a lot of people were here, on the road, and Erick’s cloak was thick enough without needing to resort to some [Conjure Armor]. Others on the road were not so lucky; Erick clearly saw in the singular colored cloaks or the singular colored armors, that some people were outsiders, who needed to learn how to dress for the hot and cold climate of the Crystal Forest.

Stone rose high at the end of that road, and Erick saw the hill was not a hill at all; it was a coliseum. It was a structure that was not there yesterday, and might not have been there this morning, either. Thick columns supported high walls, with arches on top of those columns, and stadium seating beyond. Lightorbs and lightsculptures adorned the structure; weapons, explosions, beams, and people of all sorts, locked in a battle, hovered in a ring of multicolored light atop those columns and arches, providing a diffuse rainbow of color, that added up to a prismatic glow, bathing everything in the colors of a festival. 

In the center of that veritable wall of the exterior coliseum, sprung a fountain. Cascading from on high, blue and white lights flowed inside water, to crash upon layers of stone; pools for which the water only took a brief break, before falling down again, to other waiting shelves. 

“I need to see that fountain,” Erick said.

“And so you shall!” Al declared, just one loud voice among the throng of people, walking to the fights.

Ophiel rested on Erick’s right shoulder, his eyes open wide to the world.

The roar of the cheering crowd on the other side of that stadium wall rocked across the twilight Crystal Forest, but the noises of the exterior of the coliseum were loud, too. People were everywhere. 

And as they got close, the scents of food washed over Erick. Fried things. Cheesy things. Sugar and sweets. Meats and breads. Overhangs of stone and tables made of rock were everywhere across the sands, providing ample seating or respite, while countless food stalls sold brisk business to people eagerly awaiting their food.

Erick smiled. “I want to try some of everything.”

“And so we shall!” Al said, “But the fountain is over there.”

They made their way through the crowd, to stand at the base of the fountain. Water poured from on high, like glowing blue and white rain. The final crash of water ended in a bright pool, littered with light orbs and copper coins, though Erick spotted glints of gold and silver here and there amongst the rippling water. 

All around Erick, other people were tossing in coins, and then closing their eyes in prayer, while guards watched from the sides of the pool. A sign in front of the glowing pool declared, ‘All donations go toward the Interfaith Church of Spur.’

As Al threw in a gold coin, Erick looked at the fountain again. The gods were in the waters; statues or reliefs, here and there, in muted glory. Rozeta hovered high on the multi-story fountain; a long dragon weaving among stone clouds. The water started among those stone clouds by Rozeta, but fell down onto other stone clouds, then all the way to the pool at the bottom. On one of those clouds stood Koyabez, with the Silver Star illuminated at his back, while Atunir stood under the rain among glowing stone wheat grown all around her. Phagar stood to the side, in a secluded space, with several slimes around his feet.

Erick threw in a gold coin, and made an indistinct prayer for a good future. 

And then it was time to get back to the party. Al led the way back to the food carts, and promptly ended the idea of a discussion about who was going to pay; Al was paying. Erick revived the conversation by shoving money at the next stall before Al could. Al just laughed. From one eatery to the next, the balance of who-paid-for-what might have been even, but Erick was already three beers into the night.

In the middle of their fourth food stall, Poi showed up.

Erick shoved some beer at the dour man, saying, “Drink up! It’s a festival, didn’t you know!”

Poi took the beer, almost saying something that was surely a buzzkill, but he stopped, and said, “Very well.” He sipped his beer, and said, “Teressa and Rats want to participate in the fights, you know? They left you behind twenty minutes ago.”

“No!?” Erick said, “I did not know!” Erick turned to Al, declaring, “We must go cheer them on.”

Al pointed over the crowd, saying, “Onward! To the arena!”

Erick finished his beer and got a fifth on his way through the crowd, to the arena proper. 

The coliseum was only half of a coliseum, specifically, the southern half. There were no two sides to this conflict, only the one side: Spur. The seating for all of Spur took up hundreds of rows, up and down the veritable mountain of stone that had been moved in for this event. Three such seating areas had been made, and all of them looked down onto a hundred meter wide oval of bare rock and sand, and the dark expanse of the north, at night.

With [Ultrasight] Erick saw two groups of people already fighting in the oval, under bright spotlights that illuminated everything, though one of the fighters was in the sky, shooting [Force Bolt]s. Ophiel trilled to see the man in the air, as though asking, ‘Why aren’t they all flying?’

Erick asked, “Only half an arena?”

Al carried his beer in one hand, and pointed with a tray of donuts in the other, saying, “They start down there, but they often end up elsewhere.” He added, “And besides! It’s bad form to use the audience as a shield, even accidentally. These guys look like rookies, but we might see a real fight by the end of the night.”

Erick glanced backward at the fight, as they walked up the seating area to find a nice spot. Swords flashed under spotlights. Beams carved across the sand. A man leapt at a woman, as the woman vanished, and reappeared behind the man, striking hard. The man crashed across the arena to spack against a boulder. The audience all around Erick both cheered and winced.

People on the sidelines at the arena edge rushed to the downed man, but the man stood back up, to a minor cheer from the crowd. But he was bleeding from that attack; he was out of the fight.

“Hello there!” Al said, to someone.

Erick turned back to see Al greeting Mog. A few other people Erick had never seen before sat with the guildmaster. All of them wore armor; all of them looked ready for a fight. Mog wore a powerful red armor that protected her more than anything else Erick had ever seen her wear, hiding much of her massive musculature, and making her look twice as huge as normal. A powerful smile finished off her powerful look. 

Mog said, “Why hello there, you two beautiful men.”

“Mog!” Erick said, “Hello! The Hydra is dead.”

“I know.” Mog smirked, asking, “What about the rest of them?”

“Ah. Well.” Erick said, “Soon I’ll be off to Oceanside for some archmage training, if that's what you’d want to call it. But if you get any sightings, I’m always open to a [Telepathy]. Or Poi is.” Erick looked behind him, to see Poi. “Maybe?”

Poi spoke up, “Any time, Guildmaster Mog.”

Mog said, “I’ll hold you to that.”

Al said, “We must talk about this Oceanside trip, Erick.”

A man with Mog leaned over— It was Draz, from Erick’s remedial adventuring training. Erick smiled to see the man, as a tendril of thought connected him to Mog.

Mog sighed, looking over Erick and Al, and said, “We’re up—”

“You are? Already?” Al asked.

“Yup.” Mog and her team stood from their seats. “Keep our seats warm, would you? I’d like to talk to you about Oceanside. After we win.”

Erick said, “Certainly! Good luck.”

Mog smiled, to say, “We make our own luck.”

“Good fight, Mog,” Al said.

“Later, Al.” 

Mog walked down the aisle, as other people walked up. The half-stadium was getting full, as twilight ended and stars took hold of the northern sky. A cool wind should have blown… But the air was rather still. It was chilly, but someone must have layered [Weather Ward]s out there.

Al sat down where Mog had been. Erick sat down beside him. And they watched the fights. 

People in the crowd occasionally blipped away, only to reappear later with more food, and to a guard standing where they blipped back; scoldings played out across the stadium, here and there, while most people just watched the battles down below, cheering, and booing, and laughing, and roaring at the good show. 

Al looked like he had something to say, but nothing came. 

Erick said, “Thank you for inviting me out, Al. I had no idea this was happening. I was going to [Teleport] out to Oceanside the day after tomorrow… But I was going to see you right before that.” He looked up to the blushing orcol, and said, “I was beginning to wonder if you had gotten cold feet after I dropped on you that I was over 50.”

Al sat straighter. “I understood what you meant.” He reluctantly added, “I just did not know… What to do with this information. Spur is a melting pot, but I have no idea how to interact with a human… in this scenario. We haven’t had humans in Spur in a very… Ever since I moved to the city.”

Erick smiled. “I don’t bite, unless you want me to.”

Al laughed loud. It was a good sound.

Erick joked, “I was actually trying to flirt with Mog the other day, since it looked like you weren’t interested—”

Al blushed dark.

“— But I think I might have done something to offend her.”

Al suddenly laughed again. “Mog loves to flirt, but as soon as affection is returned, she shuts down. It is an old problem with her.” He added, “But this is good news for me. It means I have at least a year to make a move on you. If we are your only suitors, that is.”

Erick laughed. 

Al asked, “Are there any other rivals for your affections I should be aware of?”

Erick forced falsely-serious words through his smile, saying, “I’m hot stuff. Everyone wants a piece of this platinum rain action.”

Al laughed loud.

 

- - - -

 

When Team Mog’s turn came, the arena cheered like thunder rolling across the land. 

Her opponents never stood a chance. Mog instantly zipped through the space between her and those four unfortunate people. By herself, in bright red armor, she bashed a leg in half, sent a guy flying, turned an arm into a broken thing, and accepted the surrender of the fourth guy. She casually cast a conjured sword across the fourth guy's cheek, spilling several drops of bright red blood to the sands of the arena.

The crowd cheered, again.

Erick sent Ophiel down for more beer. And fried chicken. And fries. Couldn’t forget the fries!

The vendors were only slightly worried about Ophiel’s half-enlarged appearance, but everyone knew who he was from his time providing rain for the farms. Ophiel handed over gold, too, so that smoothed a lot of ruffled feathers. 

 

- - - -

 

Mog walked up the stairs, without her group, and without her armor. She wore a red dress, instead. A warm cloak wrapped around her shoulders, but her dress was cut to reveal. Erick’s Vitality had already prodded at him this entire night, but now, with Al sitting on one side and Mog suddenly sitting down on the other side, Erick just chuckled to himself, as his pants were a bit too tight. 

Mog leaned into him, asking, “How’d you like our fight?”

Erick smiled. “Was that a fight? It looked like a beating.”

Al laughed. “You never gave them a chance, Mog!”

Mog leaned back, putting on a false offense, as she said, “They were our opponents! I did what anyone should do.”

“You smacked them up right good,” Erick said.

“I did.” Mog grinned, looking down at the fights in the arena, adding, “It’s what rivals deserve.” She looked to Al, saying, “My very best.”

Erick looked up from Mog, to Al, saying, “You know? For the longest time, I thought you two were an item.”

Mog laughed at that, while Al coughed up his beer. The people on the seats below looked up; Erick mouthed ‘Sorry’, but they just turned back around, eyes intent on the arena.

Mog said, “We would have been.”

Al added, “You wanted what I could not give.”

“And it’s an old argument that doesn’t bear repeating.” Mog said, “But now, we’re just friends who meet around town, and occasionally in each other’s beds.”

Al choked on his beer again, but contained the spilled beer to himself this time.

Erick just smiled to himself, saying, “Ah. Well I’m not that… Ah.”

Mog sat straight, saying, “I didn’t mean to imply that you were. Uh.” She went silent. She stared down at the fight. She said, “Sorry.”

She vanished in a blip of grey.

Al said, “Sorry about… Uh.” He looked to Erick, and said, “Oceanside will be good for you. Very good. Just don’t get taken in by the Headmaster. Uh.” He paused. He said, “This is all very awkward, now. She should not have said that.”

Erick looked up to the man, and said, “Don’t worry about it.”

A bright flash of light on the arena drew Erick back toward the action.

As the arena turned to flame, and the crowd went quiet, Erick added, “Ah! Let’s watch this one.”

Al agreed, obviously glad for the sudden distraction.

Three people set out against three others, one team in blue, the other in yellow. Blue light streamed down from the sky, striking yellow adventurers, exploding into blue conflagrations. Sand melted, as yellow men and women vanished and reappeared in the blue formation. Yellow pulses rocked the arena, like drops hitting a calm pond, striking blue armor and fracturing into further explosions. 

A blue arm went flying. 

Somewhere in the middle of that, blue swords carved against yellow helmets. A yellow breastplate streaked with red; first blood. They were out of the fight. They were also unconscious.

The chaff was discarded; only two people remained. 

A blue man stood against a yellow woman, the others having already fallen. The heavens opened up again, raining blue [Force Bomb]s that scattered across the field, exploding in blazes of glory. But yellow moved faster than blue. She pulsed with rings of yellow; Force exploding where it touched something that was not already yellow. 

Blue flew into the air, away from the audience. Yellow chased, flying, sword drawn, a seven meter length of unwieldy weapon. Not a drop of blood yet spilled from either combatant.

Blue opened the sky with crashes of blue Force, but Yellow twisted in the air, dodging nebulous blue bullets the size of her body. Yellow retaliated with concentrated explosions of her own that burst around Blue, completely obscuring the man. But Blue was already forty yards away, in another part of the sky. A cacophony filled the night as yellow and blue light danced a song of destruction. 

A stray explosion struck the ground of the arena, too close to the stands, sending sand into the audience. Some cheered. Guards stood up and cast [Force Wall]s. 

Whoever Yellow and Blue were, they were not rookies; they were veterans, and evenly matched. Blue struck with waves of lightning. Yellow deflected with barriers of Force. Yellow struck with a [Blink] and a swipe. Blue retaliated with a reactive explosion that sent Yellow hurling backward, and faintly on fire. 

Beams of green light ripped through the air from a dozen different sources around Blue, converging on Yellow, as Yellow swiped a hand through the air, and the beams reflected back to Blue. 

“How did she do that!” Erick asked.

Al answered, “[Reflection]. An exceedingly good version. You get it through [Ward].”

“How?”

“[Rebound] and [Ward]. Somehow.” Al said, “Very difficult to get right.”

“Wait! I think I knew that. Did I? I might be drunk.” As the arena flashed with a hundred small blue explosions, Erick added, “I need [Reflection].”

Al smiled, saying, “It is a good spell.”

Tiny sized Ophiel stared at the fight with a hundred open eyes. Being that he was only, all together, five linear foot of wings, a hundred eyes upon him made him look quite nightmarish. Erick went to pat Ophiel, to calm him down a bit, but he was unsure of where to touch to not touch an eye. Ophiel solved Erick’s hesitation by pressing his open eyes against Erick’s hand.

It was not the most pleasant experience. It wasn’t wet; Ophiel wasn’t organic. But it was… icky. But Erick just laughed, and petted anyway. Erick returned his own eyes to the fight in front of him, burning [Ultrasight] to see more clearly.

After ten minutes a winner appeared: Yellow. But only because Blue fell out of the sky, mana spent. With nothing left to give and too tired to move, Yellow stabbed Blue in the side; a tiny cut, releasing drops of blood onto the sand. 

Erick turned backward toward Poi. “Are Rats and Teressa going out later?”

Poi said, “They’re not going to fight. They weren’t willing to disclose their enchanted equipment under truthstone.”

“Probably for the best.” Erick said, “I was waiting for them, but if they're not going then that’s enough for me, Al.”

Al grinned. “Me too. Let me walk you home.”

Erick smiled.

 

- - - -

 

At Erick’s front door, Poi went inside while Erick and Al remained a few feet outside of the [Crystalline Air]. Erick looked over Al, briefly remembering their time at the bath house, and everything that those clothes hid, while Al looked down at Erick, with a slight smile and his lower fangs protruding. 

Al stepped away from Erick and gave a quick bow, saying, “Thank you for the pleasure of your company.”

“Thank you, Al.” Erick said, “That was unexpected, and thoroughly enjoyable. Though I must admit I enjoyed the company more than the blood sports.”

Al chuckled, then said, “Enjoy your time in Oceanside. I eagerly await your return.”

Erick opened his mouth, but then shut it. He said, instead, “I’ll see you later, Al, but the rains will still come. You have [Telepathy], right? You can contact me, if you wish.”

Al smiled softly, then said, “Learn lots, Erick. Talk to you later.” 

And then he left. Erick watched him go, for a little while. Al turned around and waved. Erick felt his face heat, as he waved back, and went inside.

Erick did his evening routine; even washing himself off with a [Watershape]d orb of soapy water; a rarity, in Spur, while he held [Cleanse Aura] open. After that, Erick went upstairs. Kiri was awake and busy in the classroom, working on ideas for spells; Erick had told her he would help her make a Particle spell, but only if she made something that would be useful and not destructive. She was working on that. She was still in the idea phase, too. 

So Erick went to bed. Ophiel curled up on the pillow beside him. It was already midnight. Jane had not checked in, so Erick bothered her with a [Telepathy]. She yelled at him; she was sleeping. Erick just laughed, happy that she was okay. He wished her a good night, and she reluctantly did the same. 

Erick dreamed of black dragons, both the long kind, and the kind with tails and wings the size of their body. 
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                    Thanks for reading.

Patrons already have 66. 67 is chugging right along, but I've got eye strain, so it might take a little while longer than normal.
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                The sun hung low on the sky, but still ascending. It was a nice, breezy morning, as Erick walked across the flat orange land of the Human District, toward the Mage Trio’s house. He passed his garden, smelling the air, loving the smell of lemons and greenery on the breeze and the scent of a freshly baked lemon cake in the stone basket in his hands. 

He approached the front door, and it opened before he could knock. An icy fox appeared on the other side, like a child answering the door for their parent. Ophiel fluttered on Erick’s shoulder; eyes opening up to take in the sight of the other [Familiar]. The ice fox howled in tiny mews, calling backward into the house.

Eduard appeared in a blip of blue, next to his fox, looking at Erick with surprise on his face. “Uh! Hello?” He looked down to the basket in Erick’s hands. “Uh?”

Erick smiled, pushing the basket out to Eduard, saying, “As thanks for help with the Hydra, and to say that if you want anything out of the garden, that you can go ahead and take anything you want. Or Ramizi, can, anyway. He’s the only one of you that’s into plants, unless I’m mistaken.”

“You are not mistaken.” Eduard took the basket and lifted up the lid to look inside.

“It’s a lemon cake,” Erick said.

Eduard nodded, then shut the basket’s lid, saying, “You really should consider hunting Messalina with us. She is a menace.”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “I have no interest in denying someone her vengeance against those who killed her family.” He added, “But if you spot any monsters on Mog’s list, or any more aberrations like the Toxic Hydra: I’m only a [Telepathy] away.”

Eduard continued, undeterred, “As of right now, your potential Particle [Scan] spell is only one avenue for Messalina to use to find the Cinnabar Hand, but finding people in the Crystal Forest who don’t want to be found is exceedingly difficult. There’s no doubt in my mind that the Hand are laying low. They will not be found; they know who is after them.” Eduard said, “Eventually, Messalina will grow tired of her fruitless pursuit. She will start to make real monsters.” He stressed, “These monsters will attack every single person they find, and eventually Messalina’s plan to find the Cinnabar Hand will mutate even further. She will kill every single person she finds outside of the major cities of the Crystal Forest.”

Erick felt a sudden lethargy. “Please don’t be hyperbolic at me.”

“I have every reason to believe what I say. Though a few centuries have passed, she is the same as always, according to everything we have found.” Eduard said, “Time will tell which one of us is correct, and I just want you to know, now, that when the time comes, we will welcome your help in giving Messalina the justice she deserves for the crimes she has committed.” He sincerely added, “Thank you for the cake. Please enjoy your time in Oceanside.”

A sudden anger overtook Erick. He asked, “Why don’t you help her find the Hand? You cannot possibly believe that her reasons for leaving her jungle are wrong.”

Eduard frowned. He kept his voice even, saying, “The Cinnabar Hand is a known enemy factor taken into consideration everywhere. City Guards take care of all of that; and civilians are forbidden from acting on suspected impostors. Messalina is an outsized threat, living outside of the city, that spawns other threats.” He said, “Dopplegangers are murdered on confirmation, but it is up to adventurers and mages like you and me to deal with those like Messalina.”

Erick breathed deep. He said, “I came here for a few other reasons, too. I need a [Polymorph] potion for Oceanside enrollment. I want to buy one from you, or however Jane went through this process. Is [Reflection] just [Rebound] and [Ward]? And… I understand what you’re saying, Eduard. Really. I do. She killed random people in anger, and she doesn’t sound like the best person in the world. But right now, she is hunting hunters.”

Eduard said, “[Reflection] is indeed [Rebound] and [Ward]. Good luck. Ramizi is selling a brisk market of [Polymorph] potions. I can get you one; they’re a thousand gold and a grand rad. Or two grand rads. Whichever you prefer.” He paused. He added, “Messalina’s balance of souls is hundreds of thousands in the negative. Whatever she does in the future— whatever good she accomplishes will always be tarnished by countless lives taken before their time.”

“Are you talking about murders, or reinstating people in other bodies.”

Eduard blanked, then said, “There is no difference.”

Erick stood there. Then he gave a mental push to Ophiel on his shoulder. Ophiel blipped away in a smattering of white light. He reappeared in moments; Handy Aura holding the bright red grand rad taken from the red [Ward] wyrm, and one of the eight green grand rads taken from the Toxic Hydra. Eduard’s eyes went wide as he looked upon the bright red grand-rad.

“Uh.” Eduard said, “Just the red one, is fine.”

“Nonsense.” Erick took the grand rads with his own Handy Aura, and set them on the front step in front of Eduard. “The price is two. This is two.”

Eduard looked down to his icy fox [Familiar]. The blue fox blipped away and right back, daintily carrying a dark glass flask in his icicle-filled mouth. Eduard took the flask and handed it over. Erick took the potion. Pearlescent black light flowed inside, like warm honey. It almost looked sinister.

Eduard said, “You must drink it all at once and then nothing else for an hour. It helps to Meditate while the potion takes hold, making sure the change settles in like a fine liquor. If you don’t get it right your guts will spurt out of both ends for about an hour, but Ramizi’s potions have a ninety percent success rate.”

Erick held the potion in his hand, then said, “Thank you.” He asked, “Is Spur treating you three okay? I saw some other humans out in the fields the other day, but not much else besides that.”

“Spur is a fine city. The Headmaster has wanted agents out here for a while, but no one was willing to take the post, and subject themselves to the disharmony of the city and its neighbors. And then you showed up.” Eduard said, “It has been a wonderful experience, getting to know this Spur.”

Erick nodded, and held up the potion, saying, “Thank you.”

“Anytime, Archmage.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat in the sunroom. Poi stood to the side, watching. The rod of [Treat Wounds] and the [Polymorph] potion sat on the table in front of Erick. 

Erick asked, “Was it just me, or did that feel like a particularly awful talk?”

“He did not invite you inside.” Poi said, “He is exceedingly angry, but he is good at hiding it. He was exactly as polite as normal city-life demands, and not a touch more than that.”

Erick frowned. “I thought so.” Erick asked Poi, “This thing with Messalina… What do you think?”

“I think Messalina needs to die for her crimes and that she is a threat to the security of this household. Taking into account her murder of murderers, and her… version of recalcitrance in her letters? I don’t know. She is an unknown factor, but many things are.” Poi said, “I cannot say, sir. But I do wish her the best in a speedy resolution to her vengeance.”

Erick breathed deep. He stared at the polymorph potion as he thought. 

He said, “You know, Poi? In my world, historically, revenge was almost never the correct, best choice of action. Accomplished revenge makes the person think that their actions were justified, and upon getting their pound of flesh, they realized they only want more, against other real or imagined slights. Violence begat violence.” He added, “And there’s the fact that just ruminating on revenge makes a person crave additional violence. And there’s the fact that revenge never restored what was lost in the initial act of violence.”

Poi listened. 

Erick turned to Poi, asking, “Is that thinking correct at all, here?”

Poi frowned slightly. He said, “I don’t know, sir. But even you had courts and justice, right? What are those, but revenge organized by the state? What are those, but a community coming together to say that a person’s revenge is the correct action to undertake?”

“There’s a degree of separation and communal judgment when a court is involved. It's not revenge.”

Poi said, “I can tell you right now that if Messalina showed up and asked for Spur’s help in locating the Hand we would be honor bound to execute her for her many, many, well documented necromantic crimes.”

Erick sighed out, saying, “Fuck.” He asked, “Is putting some willing person’s soul into a new body, murder?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Poi frowned. “Because they died.”

Moments passed. Erick stared at the black potion, wondering if soul transferral really was murder, or not. Maybe he just wasn't understanding what 'soul transferral' truly meant. He decided to put those thoughts out of his mind for now.

He asked, “How bad were the letters Messalina sent us, warning us about the Headmaster?”

Poi said, “She is a self-involved cultist devoted to the temple of herself. But this does not make her wrong about at least one thing. The Headmaster is not Rozeta. He is not neutral. He takes a side, and never wavers.” Poi smiled, saying, “The Headmaster is rather famous for his desire to see both the moons of Hell and Celes destroyed.” 

Erick would have laughed, if the subject wasn’t so heavy. He said, “That’s one way to end the Quiet War.” Erick picked up the black potion. It had been sealed shut with [Stoneshape]. With a bit of his own [Stoneshape], Erick unfurled the pinched-glass bottleneck. “Here’s to good resolutions, whatever they may be.”

“I hope so,” Poi said.

Erick downed the potion, all at once. It tasted of licorice and body modification, which was a very weird taste. Erick Meditated. Tingles and touches flowed through his body, under his skin, along his bones. Through his guts and further down. Like an internal, gentle massage, the potion did its thing.

And Erick Meditated, feeling the mana all around him, like a warm ocean. His own mana flowed out, as new mana flowed in.

After 45 minutes, the potion stopped squirming. A blue box appeared.
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Erick breathed in, and left the skill at that. Jane once spoke of a slime body and the ability to remove unwanted invaders with a pluck of [Telekinesis]; maybe Erick needed to get a slime of some sort, too.

But that was enough of that. It was time to rain on the farms and to find the proper [Teleport] path to Oceanside. 

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel blipped across the empty sky, blue all around, wind under his wings. Far below laid the sands of the Crystal Forest. He blipped again, and still, the sky was blue all around, and the Crystal Forest stretched out in all directions. The sand here might have been a shade darker than before, or maybe not. Crystal Agave and Mimics plagued the land in every direction.

This place truly was an ecological disaster. 

Ophiel, and Erick, ignored the thousand year old environmental problem under them, and blipped again.

Sand met the sea; theoretically. Ophiel couldn’t see anything at that juncture of land and ocean, because the land was covered in Crystal Mimics. The jangling, blue-white monsters picked at the beach, stabbing green kelp that had washed up on shore, slicing it into bits and eating those bits. This was no place to have a nice picnic, but if someone was so inclined, they could probably get a lot of experience here. But only if they were at a level that could both handle this number of monsters, and still get something from the killing. 

A red mother mimic prowled among the rest. 

Ophiel stared at the monster, but then decided to ignore it. 

Another blip sent Ophiel deep into the sky above the ocean. Blue above; darker blue below. 

Blip.

Ocean.

Blip. Blip. More ocean.

… Blip. Blip. Blip

… Blip, blip, blip-blip-blip-blipblipblipblipblip—

Land! 

Now… if this was Oceanside, it would have… This was not Oceanside. This island was a tiny thing. Trees dotted the land just past the beach, and past that was a hill, but past that, was more ocean. This was not Oceanside. This was just a tiny, nowhere island. 

Ophiel blipped north. Then blipped again, and again. Then he vanished; dismissed.

Erick came back to himself, sitting in the sunroom, looking over the maps set on the coffee table. 

… Okay. Back to the original plan. Full [Teleport]s east, ten times, then three south. Fuck trying to find a shorter path. Oceanside really shouldn’t be this hard to find. It was a freaking two thousand kilometer long island, for Rozeta’s sake! Like, twice the length of New Zealand, but it was skinny the whole way from northeast to south-southwest. Erick might have overshot it, actually. 

It took Erick forty five more [Teleport]s to find Oceanside, but he finally found an ‘island’ which was absolutely covered in mountains, beaches, seaside cliffs, and trees hundreds of meters tall. Flying high in the sky over the center, Erick barely saw the ocean on one side, and after flying rapidly east, the other ocean came into view. 

Another blip took Ophiel north. Over the ocean. Nothing but ocean, in every direction.

… Another blip south repositioned Ophiel over the actual Oceanside academy. Elation carried through from Erick to Ophiel, and Ophiel reflected that happiness back to Erick; they had finally found their destination. It really shouldn’t have been this hard to find. The city was the size of the lower half of a ten kilometer-wide mountain, after all. 

Smooth cream-colored towers stretched up from densely packed city with roofs and buildings of every color. The city grew upon the arms and back of a crescent of mountain that long ago must have been the site of a massive celestial impact, or a long dead volcano. The land of the city stretched out into the ocean, like arms enfolding the water, while cliffs stretched north and south of the city, separating a thin beach from the treelines above the water. Oceanside was the perfect, naturally protected harbor, in the middle of a coast of tall cliffs. 

Boats flying every color cloth and design sailed in and out of that harbor, while people flew around on [Force Platform]s, or on their own, from one place to the next. 

Erick spent the next hour plotting a better course to Oceanside, and making sure his mana still flowed to the Ophiel over the farms; it did, the farms were getting their rain. When Erick was done plotting that course, he came back to himself, sitting in the sun room across from Kiri. 

Erick laughed, happy to see Kiri; to have someone to talk to about what he had just done.

“Welcome back.” Kiri asked, “Did you find the path?”

“I did!” He exclaimed, “Magic is fucking amazing! I could go there right now, if I wanted. Back on Earth a trip like this would take planning and organization, and I’d have to pack myself into a tin can that flies and sit there with my legs cramping up for hours. But no! Not on Veird!” Erick gusted, “Wonderful.”

Kiri smiled, saying, “It boggles me how your people managed to live without magic.”

Erick switched gears. “It boggles me how a few bad apples in your societies don’t use the Script to just kill everyone they want.” Erick said, “Sure, you got killers on Veird, too, but if the average person on Earth had access to this level of weaponry we’d have had an apocalypse on our hands.”

Kiri paused. She scrunched her face at Erick, asking, “Really?”

“Yes,” he said. “Undoubtedly.” 

“But wouldn’t people like that tend to die early, and quickly? That’s what happened to the people like that back in Tower Town.” Kiri said, “We call people like that waywards; those who cannot maintain the politeness that city life demands. They usually become hunters living outside the walls, if they can live long enough to not get executed by the Guard.”

Erick said, “We just didn’t have access to this level of power, Kiri. Not on the individual level. Earth and Veird’s circumstances are vastly different, in almost every way. We didn’t live in walled cities. We didn’t have monsters outside those non-existent walls.”

“… Surely you still had violence?”

“Physical violence was a very small part of life.” Erick thought for a second, and said, “My life, anyway.” He thought for another second, then said, “Mostly.”

“Oh. Emotional violence, then? That’s pretty common.” Kiri seemed to speak from experience, “Very common.” 

Erick nodded. “The first time I ever killed anything was when I came here. Back on Earth, I was just a guy in the system, trying to get by and help others in the process.” Erick said, “Most people were like that.” He added, “But actual violence was rare; the State was supremely powerful. You couldn’t act against them; not really.”

“That sounds almost exactly the same as here, though.”

“Imagine only the state having the Script.”

“… Oh.” Kiri said, “Well. They’re the only ones that use their power inside city limits. So it doesn’t really sound all that much different.”

Erick smirked, saying, “Maybe so.”

Kiri nodded, then said, “I found my spell.”

“Ah!” Erick smiled wide. “Fantastic! So? What is it?”

Kiri conjured three sheets of paper onto the coffee table between them, saying, “I’ve had to pop seven [Scry] eyes today. I can see why you don’t write anything down.”

Erick chuckled, picking up the papers, saying, “Only seven? That’s pretty low.” He started reading. There was a lot of information here, and a lot of it was extrapolations from Erick’s own magics. “I don’t think [Crystallize Diamond] would be useful in this way. But I can see where you would get that idea.”

Kiri said, “Maybe not something like [Crystallize Diamond], specifically, but the idea of a solid matrix is an old standby. An extrapolation from [Crystallize Diamond] is only one possible way for this spell to work.”

Erick set down the papers and asked, “[Harden Wall], though? Surely someone has made this before.”

“It is true that [Harden Wall] is already a spell along the [Stoneshape] line, but I want a Particle version that makes [Unbreakable Wall] and is usable with any medium; even air. The name is a placeholder, mainly because it’s easy to rhyme with ‘wall’.” Kiri said, “I don’t actually have a [Solid Ward] yet, but I want to know if this is possible. If this works, it could trivialize [Force Wall].”

“This seems like an application of all the other Shaping spells, too.”

Kiri said, “Well… More like [Force Wall], and an Altering or a Shaping, and sometimes both. But: yes.”

“I almost had it right.”

Kiri smiled. “Almost.”

Erick read over what he was looking at, and threw a hundred mana at the air, asking for Particular Insight into Kiri’s particular spell. No response came. Erick looked to the ceiling of the sunroom and saw orange stone lit by wardlights, and a normal enough manasphere; like soupyness to the air. 

He frowned. 

He threw another hundred mana through Particular Insight. 

A voice came to Erick, along with a divine twist of the manasphere; Phagar spoke, ‘Oh hello there. Busy busy! Uh. This spell… It should work if you made it. Not sure if it will work if she makes it. There’s obvious problems.’ A pause. ‘Already been made, though. Well… Mostly. I’m looking through the registry now, and it looks like… Oh. Over a thousand new spells.’ Another pause. ‘Looks like Rozeta is going to do some culling, soon. Go ahead and make this spell. If it’s different enough, or even better, this spell might replace the one already out there.’

‘Thank you.’

A whisper of divine light left the room. Erick looked down to Kiri. Her emerald eyes were wide and unblinking. At Erick’s glance she looked down to stare, with her entire being, at her papers. 

Erick said, “Looks like a spell similar to this one has already been made, but a culling of excess magic will take place soon. If this one is better than the one already out there, this one will remain.”

Kiri’s eyes traced around the room, eventually coming back to Erick. She whispered, “How do you know that?” She instantly said, “Nevermind!” She stood, slightly frantic. “Let’s go make it?”

Erick smiled, remaining seated. “First, I want to talk about this part here...”

“Uh!” Kiri sat back down. “Sure!”

For almost twenty minutes, Erick worked with Kiri to perfect her spell.

 

- - - -

 

The sun held high in the sky, in a semi-random part of the Crystal Forest. Agave and mimics, and all that; it was still kinda beautiful to see, but after witnessing the tall trees of Oceanside, Erick wanted to spend some time in an actual green place for a while. Not just green farmland that only existed because of his own daily magics.

… When he got back, he was going to find some way to turn some part of the Crystal Forest back to green, without the mimics coming back to ruin the whole thing. 

Erick stood beside Kiri on a stone platform. “Go ahead and get in touch with the magic.” 

Kiri frowned a little but she schooled her face, and stared out into the sky. The air flowed across her body, ruffling her clothes—

“This is really stupid.” Kiri said, “I don’t understand this— this singing thing.”

“Okay okay.” Erick asked, “But? Do you really have to understand? Not everything has to be understood to work. I don’t know why electricity and gravity exist, but I know they work. Besides, there’s already a well established heritage of rhyming in enchanting. And this is what you’re doing: Enchanting a spell out of the manasphere.”

“… Enchanting and… this, are completely different.”

“They’re really not.”

Kiri breathed deep, the dry air. She said, “You… might be correct.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe I am. Maybe I’m not. But what worked for me, was communicating with the mana, and working with it to create what I want. In this way, this process is exactly like enchanting. Only instead of communicating with the Script along predetermined lines, you’re communicating with the Mana.”

Kiri latched onto that, saying, “That is the difference, and it is huge.” 

“If you’re scared of an Error, both Poi and I each have—”

“I’m not!—” Kiri spoke calmly, “I’m not scared of an Error.”

Erick nodded, then silently stepped back.

Kiri said, “I’m just… never mind.” 

Erick watched as Kiri breathed deep.

Kiri stared north, at the blue sky. She held her head high, her green scales sparkling in the sunlight like dew on leaves. Her shoulders relaxed. Her arms opened up. She said a few quiet words; a prayer of some sort. She sang,

“Objects object to solid stable, where time seems froze as though a fable 

“but here be once where naught is moved; a picture snapped, a myth is proved. 

“But time’s not froze, it’s simply stabile; space can’t change, it is not able!

“A domain fast struck with heavy zeal, lock down this lot: [Hermetic Seal]!

Erick mostly noticed Kiri falling to the ground. He rushed to her, rod of [Treat Wounds] already out and glowing. He caught her before she struck the sand, his free arm catching her by her back, lowering her to the ground, as he knelt behind her to support her weight and tap the rod to her stomach. Magic flowed into her, as she sank to the ground. Her eyes fluttered. Erick held her upright, and tapped her again with the rod of [Treat Wounds].

She sighed out, “Fuck. Literally all my mana.”

Erick chuckled, supporting Kiri on the sand. Both of them looked up at the air. 

There was no wind. There was no visible wall. With Meditation, though, the air was solid green. For about ten meters to the left and the right, and maybe five meters up, a blob wall of green laid upon the sands of the Crystal Forest, like an unmoving slime. Erick flipped Meditation on and off a few times, and was amazed at the difference, and at the pure invisibility of the spell outside of Meditation.

A blue box hovering to Erick’s side was a small distraction from the sight in front of him. Erick almost read the spell Kiri had made, but he wanted Kiri to see it first, to understand what she had done, as soon as she stopped blinking and was able to actually look at the land in front of her. 

Kiri sat up and away from Erick, wonder in her eyes.

Kiri reached out, forward. She touched the invisible green air. She stood up, giggling, touching her spell with both hands now. She leapt to her feet and traced the invisible magic. She laughed loud, then said, “It’s not cold!” Kiri turned to Erick, one hand still touching the solid air, saying, “I thought it would be cold! Cold is zero molecular movement, right?”

Erick smiled as he stood and slipped the rod of [Treat Wounds] back into his pocket. “Heat and cold are more differentials than solid ideas. If something is able to warm itself by stealing your heat, that is cold. If something loses heat to you, when you touch it, that is warm.” Erick paused. “But I guess that’s all a little confusing. Anywho—” Erick stepped to the solid, invisible green air beside Kiri, and touched it; it was not hot, it was not cold. It was unchanging. Frozen in the moment, but not really frozen at all. Erick said, “This won’t impart or take away heat, therefore it is not cold, or hot. What it is, is probably the perfect insulator, though.”

Kiri exclaimed, “Oh! Insulators don’t allow changes to pass through them. You said that.” 

Her eyes trailed to the air; she was reading. Erick decided to read the spell, too.

 




	
Hermetic Seal 1, instant, medium range, <250 MP>

A <medium sized area> becomes unchanging, for 1 hour per spell level. <Damage dispels Hermetic Seal.> <Hermetic Seal fails when cast on living creatures.>








 

Kiri laughed again, happy to say, “Medium area! That’s the top of what’s possible!” She quickly added, “For me, for now.” She read the spell, saying, “That last bit is somewhat true of [Force Wall], too, but when [Force Wall] is cast upon a living thing it just fails to reach where the living creature had been; the spell doesn’t fail completely.” She read the air, then tapped the [Hermetic Seal]. Her eyes went wide as she pointed into the spell, saying, “[Hermetic Seal] doesn't completely fail either! Glowbugs did not make it fail, they just carved a minor-sized hole in the working.”

Erick looked where she was pointing. “You’re right.”

Tiny glowbugs were trapped by the spell, but as they moved, the spell disintegrated around them. One particularly industrious bug trapped near the edge had poked at enough of the air around it to crack a path outside of the spell. As Erick watched, that crack widened.

Kiri said, “They’re making it fail, though.” 

“Cast it again; trap nothing. See if you can shape it to expand from the center, and push out living things.” Erick said, “Though that would likely be an expensive shaping.”

“… I have no mana.” Kiri said, “I really need to pick a Scion.”

Erick chuckled. “I like Scion of Focus. No mana exhaustion! Endless mana. Class skills can double your mana, anyway, if you’re into that sort of thing.”

Kiri said, “Valid points.”

Erick tapped the solid air again. The tapping made no sound, except the sound of his own bones and flesh vibrating from the hit. He said, “You know, this line of thinking could be used in a hundred different ways.” He added, “It’s completely invisible except through Meditation, too. You could shape this into rather deadly traps.” He considered, then said, “Or use this same methodology to create other spells. Like [Hermetic Whip], and [Hermetic Slicer]. Maybe even a [Hermetic Death Spiral Cutter], or whatever you want to call it. The word ‘Hermetic’ has some heavy religious overtones back on Earth, but it also means a space protected from outside influences, and that sort of insular protection can make a very fine knife.”

Kiri’s eyes lit up, sparkling green in the sunlight. And then great big drops of tears began to roll out, sliding down her face as she laughed and cried at the same time. She said, “Thank you.”

Erick sniffled, smiling as he looked away, then he exaggerated a previous joke, “With great power, comes great responsibility!”

Kiri laughed, happy tears rolling down her greenscale face.

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood alone in the Crystal Forest, with Poi several meters away. Kiri would have stayed to play around with her spell, and to watch Erick work on his, but her eyes were heavy; she needed to sleep off her spellwork. They would be going to Oceanside in hours, if Erick got this next spell right. 

… They’d be going in a few hours anyway, but the trip would be a lot more complicated if he failed.

He channeled mana through [Teleport], producing a sound of travel and an afterimage of light, as he moved his hand through the air. Next came [Stone Travel]. 

 




	
Stone Travel, instant, medium range, 50 MP + Variable

A large area of stone stabilizes around you, then quickly moves at your discretion across or through other stone. Lasts 1 hour.








 

A solid, horizontal light flowed from Erick’s hand. The top was solid, like a disk, but the bottom trailed off into nothing, like stalactites or moss dissipating into the ambient mana. It was a sound of travel. Almost exactly the same as [Teleport], but different. 

[Force Platform] came next.

 




	
Force Platform X, instant, close range, 50 MP

Create a mobile, hovering platform of hardened mana that moves with you. Absorbs 100 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 

The mana display from his hand was very similar to [Stone Travel], if a bit more solid.

Three Ophiel around Erick, each 3 meters tall and fully feathered, each took up one of the sounds, becoming a chorus. Together, they created a song of travel, of vast distances covered, and heavy loads supported.

If that was all that happened, Erick would have felt good about the spell. But one of the spells was not like the other. [Stone Travel] was too solid. It was a methodical, singular sound; a walk from one point to the next, while the other two were airy enough to go anywhere.

Erick quieted the [Teleport] Ophiel, for now; it was the most odd of the two airy travel sounds. The music between [Stone Travel] and [Force Platform] joined into a beat, and a rhythm. A perfect harmony. Erick smiled. 

[Stone Travel]. [Force Platform].

For five meters in every direction, the yellow and brown sand under Erick’s feet turned to solid, flat stone. Ophiel trilled in violins as the three of him fluttered away, into the air. The ground shifted; Erick lurched to the side, but stayed upright, spreading his legs wide and throwing his hands around to catch his balance, as the flat land under his feet lifted, up, and up. Erick laughed as the platform moved through the air. He watched Poi, still on the sand, from his floating platform.

 




	
Stone Platform, instant, close range, 107 MP + Variable

Create a mobile, hovering platform of stone that moves quickly at your discretion. Supports a medium amount of weight. Lasts 1 hour.








 

Erick smiled as he flew around in the sky like a man on a giant, stone surfboard. Wind ripped at his clothes as the ground became a distant thing. The sun beat down, warm and bright, but Erick felt cold; the [Airshape] in his Handy Aura usually kept the wind off of him, but this spell had no such protections. 

Still, Erick laughed as he flew. Ophiel trilled out violins, happy to join in the flight, the three of him flying around Erick like an honor guard, flanking him and flying ahead.

Erick called out to Poi, still on the ground, “I don’t know which is better! [Cleanse], or [Flight]!”

Poi smiled, all the way down on the ground, giving no reply but a small nod of his head; Erick could tell with [Ultrasight].

When Erick was done experiencing his new spell, and spending another hundred mana on the Variable portion of the spell, flying around, Erick set back down near the ground, near Poi. He channeled mana through [Teleport] and [Stone Platform], and with Ophiel, he found a song of travel.

Erick cast, and magic combined. The stone under his feet crumbled and remade itself as Erick and the platform reappeared twenty meters to the right, but the platform looked different. A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Teleporting Platform, instant, 197 MP + Variable, 204 MP per person + Variable

Create a mobile, hovering platform of stone that moves quickly at your discretion. Supports a large amount of weight. Lasts 1 hour.

You and the people or objects on your Teleporting Platform appear in a known location, max 1000km distance. 








 

Erick read over the spell, then dismissed the box and looked to his feet. The platform was different than before. Where it had been sand turned into solid stone, now it was stone with white words carved into the surface, like a hundred slashes all jumbled up in a circular runic pattern. The words were Ancient Script. [Teleport] had been inscribed upon the platform, in deep, white lines of Force, in that same circular writing that Kiri showed him that formed the basis for modern mage training.

With a push at the spell, the platform moved through the air the same as before. 

With a deeper push, Erick and the platform [Teleport]ed down to the ground, next to Poi.

Poi yelped, then complained, “Sir!”

Erick laughed, saying, “I got our ride to Oceanside. You ready to go?”

Poi breathed in, calming himself as he looked down at Erick’s [Teleporting Platform]. He asked, “It… can [Teleport] all of us?”

“Yup!” Erick said, “All at once, too. Might have to take a break halfway through, but I got a delivery to make to Odaali anyway.”

Poi frowned. “You’re really going to give them unwanted… artifacts? Sir?”

“I will not be seen as someone who reneges on their bargains.” Erick said, “I’m still mad at Tenebrae for failing to show up to kill the second Queen Daydropper.”

Poi said, “Very well, sir.” He looked over the platform. “So… We just stand on it?”

The platform was only a foot off the ground, but Erick dropped it all the way to the sand, saying, “Yup! Hop on up.”

Poi read the writing, but said nothing as he stepped onto the platform. Erick dismissed all but one Ophiel, and turned that last one small enough to sit on his shoulder. Poi set his feet a bit wider, then nodded.

With a crash of white, the platform, Erick, Poi, and Ophiel, all [Teleport]ed, back to Spur, directly in front of the house.

 

- - - - 

 

In the front yard, Kiri stood upon Erick’s [Teleporting Platform] and read over the Ancient Script for the third time, while Erick continued to step out of the way so she could read. 

Kiri spoke as she read, saying, “This is… As far as I can tell, it’s a perfect diagram of the [Teleport] rune.” She stood up, waving a hand saying, “The last time I didn’t know, but I looked it up.” She gestured at the [Teleporting Platform], saying, “This is how we know of Ancient Script and of the Runes; sometimes they appear on uncommonly good spellwork. Higher tier [Teleport] spells almost always get the Ancient Script inscribed upon them.” 

Teressa stepped onto the platform and set down two huge bags, right where Kiri was pointing, saying, “Done inspecting the spellwork?”

Kiri frowned at the disrespect of the magic, moving aside for Teressa, saying, “You all really should respect this level of magic more.”

Rats followed Teressa onto the platform, plopping more bags where Kiri was reading, saying, “Time to get this show on the road.”

Kiri pouted, narrowing her eyes at Rats, as she continued to read the platform. Rats just smiled, as he sat down where she was reading. Kiri harrumphed. She folded her arms together and ignored the floor at her feet.

Erick asked, “Don’t you have bags to get, Kiri?”

Kiri sighed, then hopped off the platform to walk past Poi, into the house. 

Poi set his bag on the platform, saying, “Odaali has been informed, and they’re not happy.”

Erick frowned. “Yetta, Wilhelmina, and Cyril? None of them want what they bargained for?”

“That is correct,” Poi said.

Teressa said, “That’s disappointing.”

“They’re missing out!” Rats said. He looked at the platform, saying, “Doesn’t the Wayfarer’s Guild have one of these?”

Poi said, “Yes. Two of them. The Farmer’s Council has both of those mages contracted out for the foreseeable future, though. The Wayfarer’s Guild of Spur is happy. Usually this spell goes unused.” 

Kiri came out of the door of the house, carrying a bag, saying, “Ready!” She hopped up onto the platform, saying, “All good.” She turned to Poi, saying, “No important documents left.”

“Good.” Poi said, “Then I’m ready, too.”

Teressa stood tall on the platform, her grey armor glinting in the afternoon sun, saying, “Ready.”

“Good to go!” Rats looked up at the sun, shading his eyes as he said, “It’s going to be dark by the time we arrive if we leave any later than this.”

“Quite right.” Erick looked around at the flat, orange stone of the Human District, and his garden out front. Lemon trees swayed in the breeze, while the house stood tall, and firm. It was a good house; two towers, three floors. Plenty of space. Erick breathed in the desert air, and said, “Okay.”

Ophiel hovered over the platform, singing in soft violins in his tiny, tiny form, as he set down on Erick’s shoulder. He settled in with tiny, hidden talons gripping into Erick’s shirt, as his eyes winked open and shut, taking in the sights.

Erick said, “Okay!”

Blip. 

They reappeared a thousand kilometers to the east, a hundred meters up from the ground, exactly on track to where Erick had pathed earlier in the day. Wind blew, and Rats laughed as he looked out across the land. Teressa smiled. Kiri stared, while Poi was as calm as ever. Rats, Teressa, and Kiri each sat down, each with their own expressions of sudden surprise on their faces; Poi and Erick remained standing. 

Rats said, “I don’t actually have a flight spell.” He looked out across the land, saying, “But I can see the appeal.”

Erick said, “We should get you one! I can help, you know.”

Rats smiled, saying, “No thanks. This isn’t for me.”

Poi said, “You should get one. I foresee us traveling like this quite a lot.”

Rats chuckled as he edged toward the edge, looking down, “Maybe I should.”

Erick glanced at his mana. [Teleport]ing 5 beings and their stuff seemed to cost 600-ish mana, meaning he could do seven [Teleport]s until he needed a rest. Good to know. He said, “Here we go.”

Blip. Blip. Blip.

The Temporary White Palace laid in front of Erick and his people. Odaali-in-Exile had retaken the Kingdom City a while ago; almost everyone who had been here was back in Odaali by now. This place was only left as a monolith to the lives lost.

It was a solitary building, now that the battle was over and the battlefield cleaned up. It was also empty, save for one person who stood at the entrance to the White Palace; Yetta.

 

- - - -

 

Yetta stood tall in the doorway to the Temporary White Palace. Yellow leather-like [Conjure Armor] protected her dark skin, and held back her curly hair. Bright brown eyes watched as Erick’s [Teleporting Platform] descended to ground level. 

Erick hauled out an orange stone box from a bag at his feet, as Poi stepped down onto the grasses next to the platform. Kiri, Teressa, and Rats remained behind as Erick stepped down to the ground, carrying his stone box under an arm. Ophiel lifted up from Erick’s shoulder and took, gently, to the air, as Erick walked to Yetta.

Erick called out, “Hello, Yetta!”

Yetta said, “You should keep those gems with you, and leave.”

Erick paused. He was ten meters away from the Champion. He frowned. He kept walking to her. 

Yetta stressed, “Odaali rescinds their bargain struck with you. We need no further support. Please leave.”

Erick paused, again. He asked, “What’s going on here, Yetta?” He asked, “You are Yetta, right?” 

Yetta flared a twinge of Divine Fire, flickering the manasphere with an unseen heat. She said, “Of course I am.”

“Then why?” Erick stood three meters from her, now, holding the stone box of gems out to her, saying, “These are artifacts. You can sell them or use them, or what have you. I want to help your nation repair itself.”

Yetta’s eyes flickered from dark brown, to wheat-yellow. She spoke, “I want to accept your help. Odaali wants your help. But we cannot.” 

Erick relaxed his arms, holding the box to his side.

Yetta continued, “We have struck deeper bargains with stronger organizations than one singular archmage. A major part of those bargains is to cut ties with you.” She said, “If I were to accept those... artifacts… I would imperil my nation. I cannot do this.”

Erick held the stone box, frowning. He asked, “Who is doing this?”

“The rest of the Republic. From there, I think the true foe lies in wait, in Portal.” Yetta said, “Portal is not just the gateway to Spur and the Crystal Forest, but to almost every nation everywhere with a border on the Letri Ocean.”

Erick frowned deeper, saying, “Caradogh Pogi, the Lower-Trademaster of Portal. He’s a really big deal, isn’t he?”

Yetta's facade cracked. She gusted, “Yes.”

“What the fu—” Erick looked over Yetta, his words cutting out when his eyes saw her waist. Yetta was missing the belt Erick had made her. The artifact belt, worth 60 Strength. At another look, her ring for 30 Vitality was also gone. Disgusted, Erick demanded, “Where’s your belt! I made that for you. What about the other stuff?”

Yetta sighed, saying, “I destroyed them; it was part of the deal.” She added, “All of that which you gave us we destroyed.”

Erick breathed deep. He exhaled, then he said, “Fuck that fucker!”

Yetta chuckled, then frowned again, saying, “Sorry, Erick.”

“I’m sorry, Yetta. I pissed off that asshole and now he’s denying you the ability to accept my help.” Erick said, “The plan to create a [Gate] network is going forward.” He asked, “Does Odaali want a permanent [Gate] to the Crystal Forest? To Spur? That’s what I’m going to work on, now.”

Yetta smiled, softly, and a little sad. She said, “Maybe.” She tilted her head. She looked at Erick then held out her hand, saying, “I’m being told to do this...”

Divine yellow light flowed from her brown hand, like [Teleport], but wider. She moved her hand through the air. There was no dual light, but a flow, a path; a tunnel, somehow. Erick stood straighter. And then the light cut, but the sound did not vanish. Ophiel hummed the tune as he floated beside Erick. His song was a reflection and recreation of Yetta’s —or rather Atunir’s— [Gate]. 

Erick bowed, saying, “Thank you. Yetta. Atunir.”

Yetta nodded, silently.

Erick briefly looked back to the platform, before turning back to Yetta, asking, “If this box were to fall off the back of the [Teleporting Platform], would that be a problem?”

Yetta said, “We would have to throw such a thing into a grinder and then heavily [Dispel] and [Cleanse] the remains, so that no stray magical corruption was allowed to flourish.”

Erick sighed, saying, “Sorry this couldn’t work out.”

“It is what it is, and nothing more.” Yetta said, “We are rebuilding. We are culling the growing banditry from our wounded nation and bringing scattered people back to their homes. Odaali is coming back. We will be fine without your assistance, though we will always appreciate your help in getting to this point.” Yetta said, “Atunir appreciates your contributions to the world, as well, but she would like to know when you’re going to try making that ‘chocolate’ you talked about.”

Erick smiled, a touch of mirth returning to the day. “Soon. Chocolate is not an easy thing to make.”

Yetta said, “Atunir wishes you to know that there is a tree that produces beanfruit in the jungles of eastern Nergal. You can likely find of this red and white striped fist-sized fruit in Eidolon. It is called ‘Tarip’, and every part of the fruit, seeds and all, are used to make a complicated, sweet and savory, oily jam. This might be a good start.”

Erick made a mental note of ‘Tarip’, and said, “Thank you.” He added, “Good luck with the rebuilding. If your situation should change, I’m not too far away.”

“Thank you, Erick.” Yetta stood tall, saying, “Good luck with your [Gate] network.”

Erick nodded, holding the stone box tight. He turned, saying, “Farewell, Yetta.”

“Farewell, Erick.”

 

- - - -

 

Liquid walked into her office, and paused. A stone box sat on her desk. She left her office, demanding, “Where the fuck did this box come from?”

Her secretary, Thom, said, “Archmage Erick’s [Familiar] dropped it off, just now.”

Liquid turned back to her office, and glared at the box, her grey metal skin rippling; it was another box of artifacts, no doubt. Did that idiot not understand what he was doing? He was just making artifacts! And then handing them out!

But maybe she was wrong? Maybe it was something else?

Another ripple of fear passed through her grey metal body. Maybe it was something worse than artifact rings. She tiptoed over to the box. She undid the stone latch, and opened it.

“Slag,” Liquid said, seeing row upon row of silver spheres, each the size of a pebble, each locked into a bar of metal, waiting to be [Metalshape]d onto the fingers of their recipients. “More fucking rings. Dammit.”

“Oh?” Thom stuck his head into Liquid’s office, asking, “Can I get one of those this time? Willpower would be great.”

Injecting as much sarcasm into her voice as possible, Liquid said, “Sure! Would you like a million gold while I’m at it?”

Thom deadpanned, “I could use a raise.”

Liquid slammed the door in his face.
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065, 2/2


                Ocean as far as the eye could see. Clouds piled high. Wind blowing hard.

Rats shivered, saying, “Where the fuck are we? I’m so damned cold.”

“Okay okay!” Erick said, “Just give me a minute! I already pathed it once. I must have over corrected somewhere in the last two jumps.”

Blip.

More ocean. More clouds.

Kiri frowned, sitting down on the [Teleport Platform], saying, “If we die up here, I’m going to be very cross.”

Poi said, “We’re not going to die up here.”

“He’s right.” Rats said, “We’re going to die screaming, falling into the ocean.”

Erick frowned.

Blip.

Green forests stretched out—

“Oh thank the gods!” Rats said, “But it’s still too cold.”

… Green forests stretched out ahead of Erick, and everyone else. Pinks and golds painted the sky, as the sun dipped down in the west; Oceanside would have a lot of nice sunsets, wouldn’t it? Erick smiled. 

“There it is!” Kiri squealed. 

A kilometer away, rose the hundred-meter tall, cream-colored towers of Oceanside Arcanaeum, and the crescent-shaped bay and mountain that the school grew upon. The entire place was a study in pastel color, blues and reds and yellows; mostly on the roofs, but some of the smaller buildings were colors aside from cream, too. People flew in the air, in patterns, and with a bit of [Ultrasight], Erick saw that they flew along paths laid in the air that glowed; likely [Permanent Special Wards]. People flew from towers to ground, from the forest to the city— Oh!

Erick stepped to the side of the [Teleporting Platform] and looked down. In the twilight forest below, houses and lights lit up the spaces between the fifty-meter tall trees. The people and their places were mostly hidden from the air, but as Erick moved the platform toward the city, he saw more and more houses and otherwise down in the forest.

And as Erick looked forward, with Meditation active, his breath caught in his chest as he saw a dual meaning in the word ‘Oceanside’.

The manasphere moved like a second ocean over Oceanside; a solid rush of mana that rolled in from the west, but filled with eddies and swirls. As that intangible ocean hit the crescent harbor of the city, and the city itself, mana rolled up and over buildings and rock and into the woods, like a crashing wave; an intangible hydraulic jump. Compared to the manasphere’s gentle flow in the Crystal Forest, this area was practically a river. 

Erick stared into that river, and smiled.

“It’s beautiful,” Kiri said.

Poi said, “Incoming.”

Erick turned eyes-forward, ignoring the brilliance of the manasphere, just in time to see a trio of people in cream-colored robes flying up from the city. They flew directly at Erick’s platform.

Erick stepped forward, while Kiri, Poi, Rats, and Teressa, stepped behind him. He stopped the platform’s forward movement.

The lead person—

It wasn’t a person at all. It was a robe, and it hovered in front of Erick’s platform like it was a sentry. It was an animated, empty robe, with boots, and a mask, and it was all one color: cream. All three of the not-people were the same. All three of them set themselves in the air in front of Erick’s platform. They were magical constructs, and if Erick wasn’t wildly wrong, they were likely [Familiar]s.

The lead one spoke, “Name and business?”

“Uh.” Erick decided to answer, “Erick Flatt, here at Headmaster Kirginatharp’s… idea.”

The three not-people went still. Then the other two bowed as the lead one spoke with eloquence, saying, “You have been approved. Welcome to Oceanside Arcanaeum and City, Archmage Erick Flatt and guests. If you could please wait here, your appointed liaison will soon arrive to properly welcome you to our fair city.”

Erick said, “Thank yo—”

The world’s shortest orcol blipped into the air, ten meters away from Erick’s platform. She was the size of a tall human, maybe 6’5”, while her long black hair was tied in a braid down her back. She wore a cream-colored tunic and breeches while a short green cloak wrapped around her shoulders, complementing her seagreen skin. Erick knew this girl, but he had forgotten her name.

She immediately hovered closer, saying, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt! You might remember me? I’m Krigea Gadaroth. I was there during one of your original lectures.”

Erick smiled. “I remember, now. How have you been? Weren’t you on your way to a professorship?”

“It’s a process.” Krigea smiled wide, exposing her lower fangs, saying, “Welcome to Oceanside. For the duration of your stay, I have been appointed as your liaison.” The sunset turned her cream-colored clothes pinkish, as she asked, “Would you like to do some exploring before we go to Windy Manor? Or straight to the house? The Manor is always open and staffed with professionals, so dinner can either be provided, or you can seek sustenance in the city.”

Rats suggested, “Manor, please.”

Poi nodded.

Erick deferred to his companions, saying, “Manor first, if you could.”

 

- - - -

 

It was a short flight to Windy Manor. Krigea led the way, over the cliffs that stretched north of the city, over the tall forest, to a place where tall trees surrounded a well-tended property, and the crashing waves below were a distant, pleasant sound. Salt vaguely scented the air, but up here, the air was clean and clear, and moist.

The house itself was a wood and glass affair of several stories, set back from the cliffside by two dozen yards, and with no obstructions between the house’s tall windows and the ocean to the west. Sunlights illuminated the wood and stone interior, while the sun set on the horizon, painting everything a bit darker, a bit more red and gold. Erick stared out at that sunset, down on the water, for a good moment. He had never lived by the ocean; this would be a treat.

Krigea said, “Welcome to Windy Manor!”

Krigea set down on the space between the cliff and the house, on a granite stone walkway, amid a well maintained grassy yard. Erick set the platform down over the grass.

Rats immediately hopped off the platform, saying, “I love the ground.”

Erick followed, looking over the house, saying, “It’s quite lovely. Thank you.”

Krigea said, “It’s even better inside. Ah! And here come the groundskeepers.”

A door to the side of the house’s main windows opened. A man and a woman stepped out, both of them wearing black and white outfits similar to that of a butler and maid, but from a culture Erick had never known. The man was incani with small horns and pink skin, while the woman was human and pale, with blond hair. 

While Teressa, Kiri, and Rats gathered the bags, Erick followed Krigea to the groundskeepers, while Poi stayed behind him. 

Krigea introduced, “Groundskeepers Vinsez, and Powell. They will be overseeing their normal maintenance of the house and the grounds, until you tell them otherwise.”

The groundskeepers bowed, then stood. 

The man, Vinsez, said, “Welcome to Windy Manor, Archmage Flatt.”

“Glad to be here!” Erick asked, “So this whole place is for us, for the duration?” 

“Correct.” Krigea said, “For however long you decide to stay.”

“It will be a little while, but not overly long.” Erick said, “My daughter is out traipsing around the world right now and she might be gone for months. I might decide to do the same.”

Krigea’s seafoam green eyes lit up. “That would be wonderful.”

Vinsez and Powell both bowed, but said nothing.

Teressa moved up with some bags. “Which way?”

“Right this way,” Powell said, quickly taking point, showing Teressa into the house.

Erick walked inside, following the flow. The immediate structure of the house reminded him of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse in Spur; with the large open room and multiple floors open to that central space. Erick turned around, happy that this central space had a veritable wall of windows, overlooking the outside, and the ocean.

Nice, heavy furniture dotted the room, in nooks and corners, while other open areas on the top floors held space for semi-privacy, while still allowing for the view of the ocean. The other end of the house was filled with rooms, both for sleeping and work. A small library held hundreds of books; most of them in Ecks, too. 

Erick explored, while Poi talked to Vinsez, and everyone settled in.

Krigea left soon after dropping everyone off at Windy Manor, and making introductions and plans for tomorrow. The groundskeepers stuck around a little while longer to explain some of the workings of the house, like the [Teleport] Blocking runes and the anti-[Scry] runes scattered around the house. None of them were powered, though. Erick was expected to do that himself, if he wished for such a safety measure. 

Teressa fired up the kitchen down on the first floor, quickly filling the central room with the smells of meat, testing the kitchen, as twilight crept into the house, and the groundskeepers departed to their own house, on the eastern side of the property. Wardlights were either cast, or revealed, as Kiri went around flicking open iron spheres in the corners of most of the rooms, allowing the radiance within to shine. Erick looked out over the darkening ocean, listening to Rats joke about scales rotting in the moist air, as Kiri told the redscale off, telling him he just needed to take care of himself properly. 

Erick thought, ‘This will be a nice place to stay, for a little while’.

 

- - - -

 

Soon, dinner was over, and the five of them were alone in the house. Erick surveyed the house and shaped a [Crystalline Air] around the property, while Poi did his detection magic and the other three went from room to room, scoping the place out. 

They soon discovered that while the place looked like the guest house of a king’s palace, it was fortified like a wartime installation. The walls were a meter thick in some places, and solid throughout. If there were hidden passages in those walls, Poi could not find them. 

Erick experimented with [Detect Magic] and Aurify, finding nothing but the magics of the lights, the rads they had brought with them, the magic on each person, and the rads in the appliances scattered in the kitchen, and in the bathrooms. This place had hot and cold running water. Erick could barely wait to take a real bath, but he would wait for the all clear from Poi.

After three hours of going over the home with all the magic at their disposal, they all gathered in the front room, beside the window overlooking the dark ocean, around a table with a large book upon its wooden surface. Kiri spoke of the anti-[Teleport] and anti-[Scry] runes she had found in the house, and declared them likely exactly what they appeared to be. If Erick wanted to use them, he could. Teressa and Rats found nothing untoward anywhere, either. Poi took that all in, and declared that the house was probably exactly as the Headmaster declared it to be: one of the finest places for visiting dignitaries to live, for an indeterminate amount of time. 

Erick looked over the book on the coffee table; it was a primer for the Arcanaeum, and he had already looked it over and decided what he wanted. He gestured to the book, asking, “Anyone know what they want to do, yet? I’m going for Spatial Magic 1-point-1, Enchanting 1-point-1, Defensive Theory 1-point-1, which should cover Mana Sense and Anti-Parasite defenses, and Esoteric Magic, which should cover everything else. That last one isn’t part of a series, but more a round table discussion on theory. There’s also Warrior Training for Mages. Might take that, too.” Erick looked to Kiri, and said, “And whatever you’d like to do, too. Did you pick any classes out, yet?”

Kiri had been smiling ever since she saw the cliffs and city of Oceanside, but now her smile went wide. She said, “Those sound like fantastic choices! I got halfway through the second year of all of those before— No matter. The point is, is that I can help wherever you want. Maybe not in Enchanting but—” She added, “I would like to attend Destruction Magic for the Potential Archmage. It’s not in that book, but they should have that class here; it’s not a standard class and we might have to go looking for it. I think you would benefit from it as well.”

“Sure.” Erick asked the other three people, “Rats? Poi? Teressa? You three want to do anything in particular?” He looked to Rats, “What about working on your [Greater Treat Wounds] quest?”

Rats said, “Eh! Maybe.”

Poi interjected, “We’re here to guard you, sir.”

Teressa agreed with a wordless grunt.

“But aren’t we in one of the safest spots in the world?” Erick asked, “There’s no Dead City right out the door. There’s just the ocean, and a forest full of people living and going to school.” Erick pointed at the huge glass windows, saying, “And there’s a hundred meter cliff between the ocean and us, too.” 

“Oceanside is one of the safest island nations in the world,” Kiri said, frowning at Poi. “The Headmaster’s Elite deal with any and all problems, including murder, and they track the offenders across the world.” She said, “I’m almost a hundred percent sure that Powell and Vinsez are Elites.”

Erick thought back to their groundskeepers, saying, “That makes me feel better.”

Poi sighed, saying, “If no single incident happens after a week, then we might think about relaxing our guard.”

“If nothing happens, I might go see about working on my quest,” Rats said. “They should have a hospital around here, somewhere.”

Teressa frowned, but said nothing.

Ophiel just watched everything and everyone from his perch on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick broke the silence, “I don’t want any of the anti-magic runes in this place on, because I would like to continue to be able to [Scry] and [Teleport] myself, but how would we go about charging all of that?”

Kiri piped up, saying, “Powell told me that they sold the potions for that sort of thing in town. Or we could crush up some of the grand rads we brought with us. One of them should provide a few days of [Scry] protection. If it’s not overly stressed.”

“I haven’t seen any [Scry] eyes since we arrived. It’s kinda nice, for a change.” Erick said, “Anyone seen any?”

“Nope,” Rats said.

Poi said, “None.”

Erick smiled. He had been popping a dozen eyes every day for two months, now. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat in a cozy corner on the second floor, surrounded by thick walls and nice wooden paneling, reading from Eduard’s [Familiar] training manual, while the night sky twinkled beyond the thick glass paneling of Windy Manor’s main room. Ophiel rested on a conjured pillow on the floor.

Poi walked up the wooden staircase in front of Erick, saying, “Sir. The Headmaster wishes to know if he can visit for a short while.”

Erick flummoxed Eduard’s book down onto the table in front of him, saying, “Uh! Sure!”

Poi said, “He has been informed, and will be here in minutes.”

Erick launched to his feet, as Ophiel launched into the air to land on Erick’s shoulder. Erick said, “Do we have any coftea left?” He mentally commanded Ophiel to stay in the front room, saying, “Not right now. You can watch, though.”

Ophiel whined as he went back down to his pillow.

“Teressa has been informed, and is already making some.”

Erick smiled, walking past Poi to step down the stairs, saying, “You guys are really good.”

Poi said, “Thank you, sir.”

Erick reached the first floor, just in time for a bright flash of gold light to fill the night, outside of the glass windows. Kiri eep’d next to the staircase, but Erick just continued to the door, beside the windows. For the absolute briefest of moments, a gold shadow illuminated the night, but then that shadow condensed to a point; to a person. The Headmaster was a small, old human man, who stood with a regal bearing, wearing gold and white embroidered robes like he was some Chinese emperor or classical dignitary. His hair was white, his skin was tan, and his eyes glowed amber. In the dim yellow wardlights of the front lawn, he looked almost like a golden ghost.

Erick opened the door to the front lawn, saying, “Hello, Headmaster! Thanks for the invite.”

The Headmaster smiled, saying, “Thank you for accepting.” He turned to the lawn. A wooden table and a pair of chairs were suddenly there. The Headmaster conjured them, certainly, but it happened so fast and so precisely, that Erick never even knew he had cast a thing. “If we could please discuss your participation in Oceanside and the proceeding events of your stay?” The Headmaster sat down on one of his chairs. “It shouldn’t take long.”

Erick paused, then said, “Sure.” He sat down in his chair, asking, “So what’s the plan?”

Teressa walked out of the house, wearing immaculate grey clothes that she was not wearing earlier, and carrying a small tray with glass cups and coftea in a glass pitcher. Steam rolled up from the coftea; a warm mist in the calm light of the night and the yellow wardlights scattered around the grassy lawn.

The Headmaster smiled wide, saying, “Oh, good! I was hoping for some of this.” His entire demeanor went from quietly professional to gushing happiness, as Teressa set down the tray on the table. He asked, “This is that ‘coftea’, correct?”

Teressa bowed and nodded like a professional butler, saying, “Yes, sir.”

“And milk and sugar, too.” The Headmaster said, “I’m glad the house has been properly opened and someone is there. Haven’t had a guest in years. Are you happy with the location, Erick? Teressa?”

Teressa answered, “Full pantry, full wine cellar. It’s great.”

“Thank you for your hospitality, Headmaster.” Erick said, “It’s all quite nice.”

Teressa bowed, and exited; back to the house.

The Headmaster served himself, but paused when it came to adding milk and sugar. He asked, “How do you drink it?”

Erick poured himself a cup, then added milk, saying, “I usually just do a bit of milk.”

“Then I shall try the same.” The Headmaster put milk in his coftea, then took a sip. He paused. He took another sip. He said, “Bitter, but there’s stimulants in here, and the milk does a lot to negate the bitterness. I take it you drink this for the perk of energy?”

Erick smiled, saying, “Yup. Everyone worked a lot of hours back on Earth, and coffee was a part of that culture.”

The Headmaster sipped more, saying, “I can see how that would happen.” He tentatively asked, “Would you, perhaps, [Grow] some of this, here? For us? Sometimes the students just are not prepared in the morning.”

“Of course.” Erick said, “Culture is best shared, and how am I going to get a cup when I’m out of the house if I’m the only one who has any?”

The Headmaster smiled, small and quaint, then said, “True.” 

They both sipped coftea for a little while. Erick waited for the Headmaster to speak; this seemed like that sort of scenario. 

The Headmaster said, “I heard Messalina wormed you.”

Erick frowned at nothing in particular. He set his drink down, and said, “Yes. But I pop dozens of [Scry] orbs every day. I think Poi intercepts and backlashes every [Telepathy] attempt made against me.” He looked to the air, saying, “I killed her Toxic Hydra, but her Flare Couatl is still killing hunters in the Crystal Forest. As long as her goals are to kill killers and there are no more incidents like with the Dream Worm, I can’t very well fault her for her methods of getting in touch with me.” He added, “If it would have actually gone away on its own.” He looked to the Headmaster, and said, “Well. I probably should fault her, for all of that. She mind controlled me, and was able to get a letter to me the next day. She had every chance to contact me without needing to enforce her will, first. She’s obviously not a good person, but she’s killing killers… So that’s that. For now.”

The Headmaster sipped his drink, then said, “Your unwillingness to involve yourself in the affairs of others is admirable, for power should never be used to inflict one’s self upon the world.” He said, “But power should be used to excise those who would do harm to others. Messalina is one such person, as you have already personally experienced, and will surely experience again.” He added, “Though I do not have to prove this to you; time will tell, and then you will become involved on your own volition.”

“Probably.” Erick said, “She wants me to make a Particle [Scan] spell that would work to find anyone without regard to how they hide themselves. She overestimates my capability.”

The Headmaster nodded, saying, “It would be a good spell, though it would certainly fall into a worldwide threat of a magic. You could uncover anyone hiding anywhere.”

Erick laughed, saying, “So even more surveillance than normal?”

“I take it that this was not the case on Earth?” 

Erick knew he was being pumped for information by one of the most powerful people on Veird. He knew this. But he didn’t want it to be this way. He wanted comradery. So he acted like a friend, and hopefully that would be enough to make it a reality.

Erick looked out at the darkness, and said, “Surveillance on Earth was pretty bad, but you still couldn’t just spend some mana and [Scry] anything you wanted to [Scry]. Information never vanished, though. Here on Veird you have books and ‘Knowledge Mages’, though I’m still not sure what those are, but your information goes cold. Someone could disappear if they wanted, and it would be difficult to find them without a starting point.”

“Are you looking to get lost in the world?”

“… It’s what Archmages do, right?” Erick said, “I certainly don’t want to vanish, but I am aware of the violence of your world. I’m here to learn how to defend myself from that violence so that I don’t need to go into hiding.”

The Headmaster nodded, saying, “You will have access to much knowledge, while you are here.” He added, “Dissuading others from their [Scry]ing ways is easy enough; any of the methods you will learn at Oceanside will provide you the privacy you seek. But you have provided many new ways of thinking, and magic, and even a whole new Class. You will need to prepare a great deal more for the trials of this world than most others.”

Erick smiled. “Got any tips?”

The Headmaster grinned out at the darkness, saying, “There are five people who have agreed to the terms of shared learning I have already outlined in the letter you received. It would have been ten, but the other five decided to be difficult regarding the bargain of trade.” He began listing names, “Tasar, Tenebrae, Ryul, Syllea, Hocni—”

“Tenebrae!” Erick said, “That asshole?”

The night shifted. The manasphere vibrated. Then the Headmaster laughed loud, three times, followed by a descending giggle. A sudden burst of mirth filtered out into the dark night, like a gong, much larger than the small man’s small body, reverberating through the forest, shaking the windows of the house. Erick felt both a reflection of that unbridled joy, and also like he would piss himself if the laughter went on for much longer. Thankfully, the Headmaster stopped laughing, but a brightness still filled the air.

The Headmaster said, “Tenebrae is certainly that way, but he is also one of the best Stone Mages to come along in four and a half centuries.”

“I’ll take your word on that,” Erick said, struggling to keep his voice even.

The Headmaster smiled, saying, “Tasar the Summoner. Tenebrae the Stone Mage. Then you have Ryul and Syllea; both Force Mages, though one is pure Force and the other is all for Alterings. Hocnihai is a Warder of uncommon ability. All of them are archmages. All of them have agreed to a bargain of trade. And I, too, will be sitting in, and trading.”

Erick joked, “I thought boarding and protection was a pretty good trade. Powell and Vinsez are part of your Elites, are they not?”

The Headmaster smirked into his coftea, saying, “They’re mostly here to knock down the students who decide to test you; Oceanside is a very safe place, even for famous archmages.” He added, “But feel free to knock down any wandering younglings that decide to bother you, though take care to not kill anyone. Lessons must be survived to be learned.” He frowned a little, adding, “Necromancy is forbidden in Oceanside.”

“Even for archmages looking to protect themselves?”

The Headmaster said, “Soulwork is for the advanced learners and those who have proven themselves a boon to society, who would not misuse such knowledge.” He added, “You are almost there, and that Silver Star helps your case a lot, so I will simply say that the option to learn soul magic will open up for you, but not right now.”

“Fair enough.”

The Headmaster finished his coftea and set his cup down, and stood up. Erick followed suit. As soon as he left the chair, both chairs, the table, and the tea set, vanished. Erick and the Headmaster stood alone on the grasses in front of Windy Manor, while wind blew through the tall trees outside of the garden-light lit property, and the stars twinkled in the cold sky. Erick spent a moment looking at where the tea set had been. 

The Headmaster said, “I cleaned and placed the tea set back in the cupboards.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Thank you.”

The Headmaster said, “Krigea will be here in the morning to attend to your scheduling. If it is alright with you, I would like to schedule your lecture for the morning after tomorrow.”

“That’s fine.”

The Headmaster nodded, asking, “Is there anything else you would like to speak of, before I go?”

“I’m interested in a renewal-type spell that would renew and strengthen whatever spells there are going on around me. The opposite of a [Dispel]; a [Renew]. Any ideas?”

The Headmaster scrunched his face, then said, “If it weren’t for Particle magic I would call this spell an impossibility, but we are living in a new age of magic.” His eyes twinkled amber, as he said, “I thought you were going to ask about creating a [Gate] network.”

“You can see how the parts would work together.” Erick said, “Unless I have that completely wrong.”

The Headmaster paused. He asked, “You don’t simply wish to use grand-rads to power such a device?”

“No.” Erick said, “Shouldn’t we be working to kill all the monsters, anyway? When they’re gone, how would we work the magic that requires rads to function?”

The Headmaster went utterly still, and then he smiled, as he breathed out. Sadness filled his eyes. “The impossible dreams of youth.” He said, “This is why I run a school, you know? To hear these dreams, and nurture those hopes.”

Erick felt the crushing weight of sorrow-filled years as he gazed at the Headmaster, in his immaculate white and gold robes. The man-shaped dragon was ancient. At least 1400 years old, but likely much older, since he was there for the Sundering and he was one of the ones to shape the plane into a planet; to set Veird spinning around the newly-crafted sun. 

Erick said, “Times change quickly once technology comes along. For my own world, we went from swords to starships in a hundred years. Would you like to see some of my world’s history?”

The Headmaster stood as tall as his body would allow. A tendril of thought connected him to Erick, as he said, ‘I would love to see some of the history of another world.’

Pure need flowed along that connection, and Erick obliged. 

The exchange was quick. Erick sent along pictures he remembered of the history books and shows he had seen over the years, giving small explanations here and there. He started with Ancient Greece, but quickly moved to Rome, then Great Britain bringing almost the entire world under their flag; almost never peacefully. Then came the printing press; books and words available to much of the world, speeding along ideas and information to the far corners of the globe. The industrial revolution came next, with brick towers belching smog into the air, but creating the wonders of cars and clothing and everything else on a scale never before seen on Earth.

A hundred years ago, people were dying to disease, but advancing microscopes and scientific study brought forth the cures from moldy cantaloupe, and antibiotics, and vaccines that managed to eradicate one disease forever, and hamper many others. People began to live longer, healthier lives. Food grew on modern farms, and everything got better. Computers made travel to the moon possible, and then humanity achieved that goal. Sure, missteps were made, and people suffered, but they also prospered. 

Erick said, “The computers came about seventy years ago. The people back on Earth are probably going to start a colony on either Mars or the Moon in a few decades.” He smiled. “Interstellar travel is obviously possible, too. So… Who knows what could happen from here?”

The Headmaster stared at the sky, his eyes wide, his shoulders relaxed. He chuckled. He rubbed a tear from an eye, as he said, “Our universe used to be much bigger than one living planet and seven dead rocks.” He sniffled. He said, “Maybe, if you live long enough and your people continue to advance, they might just arrive in our skies one day. Interstellar travel is obviously possible, as you say.”

Erick laughed. “Maybe!”

The Headmaster turned to Erick, and said, “Thank you. Good night.”

“See you later, Headmaster—” Erick added, “Before you go? Do you mind if I rain over this property? And garden, a bit?”

He smiled, saying, “Go ahead. This house and area are yours for the duration of your stay.”

The air blipped yellow. When the light dissipated, the Headmaster was gone.

Erick went inside. Tiny-sized Ophiel instantly landed on Erick’s shoulder. Erick petted his [Familiar] as Teressa, Rats, Kiri, and Poi, each nonchalantly stood around in the main room. But as the door to the front lawn closed behind Erick, they all spoke at once. 

Rats said, “Fucking hell he really is a dragon.”

“Of course he is, you dumbass!” Teressa said, “You heard that laugh.”

Poi asked, “What did you show him?”

Kiri asked, “Are we cleared for classes?!”

Erick smiled, saying, “Yeah. We are.” 

Kiri gave a high pitched, quiet squeal.

Erick added, “And just some Earth history, Poi.”

Poi said, “Okay?” He frowned a little, saying, “I was worried there for a moment.”

“You made him cry!” Rats said, “How the fuck?”

Poi said, “Leave it be, Rats.”

Teressa said, “I need a beer.”

Kiri rushed to the kitchen, saying, “I saw some good stuff back here!”

Erick said, “Crack it open!”

Poi told Teressa, “You’re still on night shift.”

“A little beer is fine, Poi.” Erick said, “We’re in a new place, with new people, and it’s supposed to be the safest place in the world, right?”

Teressa paused. She looked to Poi, saying, “A small drink.”

“Very small,” Poi agreed.

 

- - - -

 

Erick spent a long time relaxing in the tub. Hot running water was wonderful.

Eventually, Erick started to prune. He got out of the tub and [Cleanse]d the water before pulling the plug. He didn’t have to [Cleanse] the bathwater, but it seemed like the nice thing to do. Soon enough, Erick went to bed in his second floor room with Ophiel curled up on the pillow beside him. Erick slept well, even if it was in a strange, new bed, in a new land.

Nothing happened during the rest of the night. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke up late. The sun shone down from the forest on the other side of the house. After a late breakfast, Erick went out and found Vinsez and Powell. The groundskeepers were in their own house, separate from the main Manor, but inside the property walls.

After clearing it with them, and them showing him where he could plant his garden to the side of the front lawn, Erick planted the seeds for coftea bushes, lemon trees, potatoes, and corn. With a tall stack of [Exalted Storm Aura] reaching into the sky, his garden grew from seeds to mature plants, with platinum rain to speed them along and Erick’s Handy Aura to ensure that the trees grew tall and the rest grew in nice, orderly rows, ready for picking. 

Ophiel watched from Erick’s shoulder.

In a sudden blip of seafoam green light, Krigea showed up in the sky outside of the property two minutes into the platinum rain. She looked to the sky, watching the rain fall, as she hovered to the front lawn.

Erick finished up with the garden, asking her, “Good morning!” He cut the [Exalted Storm Aura]. The clouds overhead began to wisp away in the ocean breeze. “Time for classes?”

Krigea said, “I thought you might like a tour, first. I also thought you might still be sleeping in; the timezone change is rather large.”

“Only five hours.” Erick turned away from his garden, saying, “As soon as Kiri and Poi are ready—”

A door opened behind Erick. He turned around to see Kiri, dressed in some of her nicest clothes, and Poi wearing his usual dress clothes; no armor. Kiri carried two bags; hers, and Erick’s.

Erick said, “I guess we’re ready.” He turned to a plot of turned soil and [Stoneshape]ed some free stone from the ground. [Teleporting Platform]. A disk of stone coalesced from the dirt Erick prepared, three meters wide and laced through with the circular rune for [Teleport]. The platform hovered in the air; a solid step and a vehicle ready for transport. Erick stepped on, saying, “Room enough for us all.” 

Kiri immediately, soundlessly, got on behind Erick, while Poi took more than one second to do the same.

Krigea bowed in the air, saying, “This way, please.”

She flew into the sky, over the cliffs. Wind tugged lightly at her clothes, but whatever spell she used was keeping her safe from the vast majority of the wind. When Erick moved the platform over the ocean, the wind tore at the platform. Poi grunted as the platform shifted slightly out of Erick’s control.

Erick dropped a [Weather Ward] into the center of the platform. The windy weather went away, instantly. 

Poi said, “You could have done that yesterday, too.”

“And miss out on the experience of feeling the wind? No thank you.” Erick said, “Besides, it was fun to tease Rats.”

Poi deadpanned, “Is that the story you’re going with?”

Erick laughed as he brought the platform into the air, past the trees, to see the cream and pastel Oceanside Arcanaeum in the distance. Kiri quietly squealed again, as Erick followed Krigea through the sky, to the city. 

 

- - - -

 

In a hidden section in another part of the world, in a place where coral reefs stretched up from the ocean floor and islands dotted the surface, there laid a lair, in an unassuming section of that coral reef. Much of that lair was hidden, but two exposed parts were covered by complicated illusions; the entrance, and a larger location on the edge of the coral reef, that looked out into the deep blue. The larger of the illusions by far, hid that viewing room on the side of the reef. 

The viewing room was a large amphitheater of flat stone and tall glass, a hundred meters wide and tall. It was a dry, air filled space behind glass and one-way illusions. The view of that room looked out at a deep blue sea of sharks and whales and sunlight. Most mortals would be scared to see nine-meter monsters floating right outside such a large, vulnerable pane of glass, but Headmaster Kirginatharp loved it. For others, the space was a viewing room, but for Kirginatharp, it was his larder. 

Two minutes ago, he had [Teleport]ed into those waters and plucked himself a juicy Great Black shark. The Headmaster was already halfway done eating the shark, but he contemplated grabbing a second one. For, you see, he had a problem.

A hundred meters long and covered in gold scales, Kirginatharp, Second to Rozeta, tossed the last fifth of the shark into the air and snapped it up, swallowing the remains of the beast in one bite. He savored the taste for a moment, then turned back to a conjured blackboard, to the side of his larder. 

… He went and got a second shark.

Dripping saltwater and blood onto the floor of his viewing room, Kirginatharp went over the list again.

 




	
Pros


	
Cons





	
More Particle Magic


	
Too much new magic





	
Possible Scan spell better than [Eyes of the Goddess]


	
Upsets current politics





	
New classes and professorships


	
New classes and professorships





	
Gate network might be possible


	
I have to teach him, personally





	
Computers, technology 


	
A lot of hassle 





	
Printing press


	
 





	
Knowledge of another world that is applicable to Veird


	
 





	
Space ships


	
 





	
He knows at least 2 more hidden magics, likely more


	
 





	
Jane is a good leverage, if needed


	
 





	
I want the Shades dead, too


	
 





	
I want his Scan spell


	
 





	
Kill all monsters


	
Less food? I can live with that.





	
By the Light, a [Renew] spell! Maybe? 


	
 








 

Kirginatharp munched on his second shark, thinking. Contemplating. Debating with himself. Over the next hour, with a precise bit of [Telekinesis] and a tiny piece of conjured chalk, he added several more pros and a few more cons. And he thought.

He frowned. He sighed. That sigh turned into a deep groan of displeasure, rumbling the glass of his larder, scaring away a juicy shark on the other side of the glass. Eh! Whatever! He ignored the quickly vanishing meal; he was full enough, anyway. Best not to overeat. He turned back to his blackboard.

He read, and reread, still trying to decide.

A white and gold voice spoke to the side of the room, “The pros obviously have it. But...”

Kirginatharp turned slightly. Rozeta stood to the side of his larder, wearing her white wrought human-shaped body. Kirginatharp turned back to his lists. 

Rozeta stepped toward the blackboard, walking on top of saltwater puddles tainted red from sharkblood. She reached the board, and picked up the chalk, writing over the entirety of it all:

Melemizargo wants him alive and making magic.

Rozeta turned to Kirginatharp, saying, “That’s the crux of it, son.”

Kirginatharp sighed again, rumbling his lair, agreeing, “That’s the whole quandary, Mother.” 

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Thanks for reading!

Patrons will have 68 tomorrow. I just have to do one more edit.

Your upvotes, reviews, and ratings are important for visibility. Ar'Kendrithyst was briefly #89; just long enough for the Best Rated #90 badge to apply. 

 



                



066, 1/2


                Oceanside smelled of stone and the sea, with salt tainting the air flowing up from the Harbor District, as the sun shone down on the bustling city of learning.

Bright cream-colored stone formed open-aired hallways, while bookshops and bakeries hawked their wares to the mid-morning crowd. Towers and apartment buildings loomed, while kids and young adults, laden with books or bags, laughed and joked as they walked from place to place. But not everyone walked. Above the pastel blue or green or yellow or red roofs, some of the older students flew from the balconies of their residences with personal flight wards, or on platforms of Force, to join a secondary flow of traffic in the sky where the paths were delineated by lines of cream-colored light, instead of by the ground and the markings of the stone roads.

Here and there in the air around the city, floated the police and early warning system of Oceanside: cream-colored Robes, floating like sentinels, who watched and waited for trouble. But traffic in the air and on the ground was perfectly peaceful, today. The Robes would not get involved without justification, or at least that’s what Krigea said when Erick asked about them. 

Krigea had an answer for everything, as they walked around on a tour of the city, while Erick held only a fraction of the questions. Kiri had her own fair share of queries. Poi even had a couple of inquiries, asking for clarification on a few of Krigea’s answers to Erick’s questions. 

They toured the Low Market, where the roads were wide and items of every non-magical kind were sold under tents or in stone alcoves, from clothing to spices, and metal to meat, where voices yelled at each other, haggling down prices from gold to silver, or from 10 mana rads to 5 mana rads; from ‘marks’ to ‘chips’. They traveled through the High Market, where magical goods were kept and traded under the watchful eyes of a Robe every ten meters, and hushed voices spoke over enchanted items locked under glass. Prices were listed in dozens of ‘marks’, meaning 10 mana rads, though sometimes the prices were listed in ‘Quants’; those were the expensive items, because ‘quant’ meant ‘grand-rad’. 

They walked through the town, from place to place. Food was sold on every corner, and the smell sent Erick’s stomach rumbling, even though he already had breakfast. The cuisine of Oceanside came from every part of the world; there were fried bugs and grilled fruit, glazed meats and raw fish. Breads and cheeses. Wines and beers. Tea shops sold pastries to a peaceful crowd. 

And everywhere, young people walked, or talked, or just lived. Every once in a while Erick saw an older person, but they were usually the ones selling the goods, or making them. 

Oceanside was a college town, and Erick loved it. Back when he was Kiri’s age, he had gone to a community college for a few years, but flunked out when sex and beer proved to be more interesting than studying and showing up on test days. It was only in his thirties, while he was taking care of a 6 year-old Jane and completing part-time courses at the local community college, that he scraped together his old college credits and finished a bachelor’s degree in social work. That took years, though; much longer than normal. Erick was only able to take one course at a time. Work, and life, hit Erick hard for the choices he made in his youth. But now, looking all around him, maybe he could make a few better choices. Maybe he had another chance at a proper education. He certainly needed a magical education, at least.

Erick found himself looking forward to the student life. 

According to Krigea, the normal course of study that most students were required to learn included World History, Politics, Geography and the Underworld, Religious Studies, Warfare, Monster Ecology, and Basic Magic. From there, the course load bloomed into every other nuance that Erick read about in the course manual back at Windy Manor: Philosophy, Medicine, Engineering, Advanced Magic, all of that. 

Erick was skipping those requirements, but maybe he should look into some of them. World History and Politics, in particular, seemed like good things to know. If they had a Cultural Studies program Erick would have to take that, too, as well as a course on Law and Justice, if they had such a thing. Back on Earth, those sorts of courses were part of his Bachelor’s of Social Work, and he used that knowledge almost every day; especially when it came to dealing with the police. 

The only time he had ever been hauled before Silverite in a legal sort of way was just after the shadowolf ambush in the defunct Human District. Nothing had happened to him or Jane, thankfully, but ever since that incident, and because of what came later, Erick got the distinct, and correct, impression that Spur existed at Silverite’s discretion. Much of life on Veird seemed to be that way, with benevolent or otherwise dictators here and there, doing what they needed to do to keep their cities intact, but it would be nice to know what ‘law’ actually meant on this planet. 

Knowing the culture of some of Veird might not be what was immediately necessary for survival, but it would make Erick happy to not be a such a blundering idiot.

And then the tour was over.

Krigea walked ahead of them, into the square where Erick had set down his [Teleporting Platform]. Trees grew on the sides of the square, but the center was an open, grassy land; a bit of flat space without nearby towers, located in the south portion of the crescent-shaped, mountain city. Other people set down on platforms of their own, or took off, while cream-colored Robes hung in the sky around the airy, unobstructed square; watching.

Krigea turned back to Erick, saying, “I hope that helped to orient you.”

“Thank you, Krigea,” Erick said. “It was nice being a little anonymous, too.”

Kiri murmured, “Someone should have noticed you.”

Poi said, “They did. And then they purposefully looked away when the Robes looked at them.”

Kiri went, “Oh.”

“Yup.” Erick said, “I noticed them.” He looked to Poi, adding, “Some of them, anyway.”

Poi smirked. 

“I assure you—” Krigea stressed, “Oceanside is one of the safest cities in the world.”

Poi said nothing, as tendrils of thought continued to radiate from his head.

“I think so, too.” Erick’s eyes dropped from a floating Robe, to a gaggle of kids walking past, each of them joking with each other. Half of them were human, the other incani, with a short orcol to round out the group of seven. “I’ve seen a lot of human and incani getting along on the tour. It’s nice to see such a thing. Not much Quiet War here?” 

Krigea said, “Not usually.” She asked, “Is there anything else you wish to do today, that I may assist with?”

Erick looked up at the sky. The sun was directly overhead. Normally at this time Erick would be occupied with raining on the farms, but that task would be postponed by 5 hours while he lived in Oceanside. Almost the entire day was his, and his alone. It was nice.

Erick asked, “Poi? Kiri?”

Poi shook his head. Kiri did the same.

Erick gazed up, to see Central Tower amid the other, smaller towers. He would be giving his lecture somewhere up there, tomorrow. It was a massive structure, a city block wide, twenty stories tall, and one of three. Balconies adorned the sides of all the towers; open-air platforms of stone that served as the entrances to each floor of the buildings. People flew in and out, on organized trails of light that snaked across the whole of the sky. 

The other two main towers of Oceanside were North and South, both of which were currently mostly out of sight.

Erick pointed at Central, asking, “Up there tomorrow, then?”

Krigea looked to the tower Erick indicated, saying, “Yes, sir. That’s the one.”

“Then we can leave that for tomorrow.” Erick said, “I want to learn about Mana Sense. How would I go about learning this skill, here?”

Krigea nodded, then pointed to the tower left of tomorrow’s destination, one of the smaller ones, saying, “Then we should go there.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood in an airy stone room with a private, small balcony, that extended west from the tenth floor of the tower. Far below, the crescent crater arms of Oceanside stretched out before him, laden with city and stone and people, encircling the dark harbor waters. Bright sailing vessels plowed those waters, in and out of the harbor. 

The room around Erick was rather spartan, with a few knickknacks on pedestals on the perimeter of the space and nothing else; stone spheres and little pyramids. The kick-up of the manasphere, as it struck the city, spilled into the room, though, like a second breeze, laced with possibility; a pleasant companion to the salt already on the air. 

Poi and Kiri stood around the room, both of them perfectly patient. Krigea stood to the side of the balcony. Erick continued to look out over the waters of the harbor while Ophiel clung to the railing, enjoying the breeze, letting his wings flutter loose and easy to tangle in the wind. It was a very nice day.

The door to the room burst open, a small woman already saying, “Sorry! Sorry! I took longer than I thought I would!”

Erick turned, smiling, saying, “Don’t worry about it. I’m the one imposing, here.”

The woman was almost a pure white incani, with pale skin, white hair, and white horns, but her eyes were bright red. She looked older than Erick, but not by much, while her strong bearing and nice tan and brown, though dirty, clothes, told the story that she had been in a garden, planting, just minutes ago. 

Erick introduced himself, “Erick Flatt, of Spur.”

The woman’s red eyes sparkled like rubies as she smiled, saying, “Professor Rue Downs! Uh! Archmage, sir. It’s nice to meet you.”

Krigea stepped forward, saying, “The Headmaster wishes for this juncture of minds to go well, but he knows that it might take more sessions than one to impart the wisdom of Mana Sense. He has instructed that a bargain of trade would be prudent, even if this exchange is just a few questions.”

“I accept,” Erick said.

“Me too,” said the woman. “Please, call me Rue.” Rue added, “Archmage.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Erick, then, for me, please. Thank you for taking time out of your day, Rue. When I suggested this idea, I did not expect to take someone out of their life like this. I especially did not expect to be placed on the same level as people who had gone through schooling for all of this. It’s very weird for me to refer to a professor on a first name basis.”

“Nonsense!” Rue added, “Erick.” She said, “Okay so—” She turned to Krigea. “A bargain of trade? Really?”

“Yes.” Krigea said, “This is the price the Headmaster has set for situations such as this.”

“Which is fine.” Erick asked, “Anything you’d like to ask me, first?”

Rue instantly said, “I want to attend your lecture tomorrow. This is all I ask. In exchange, I will assist you in training your Mana Sense.”

“… Okay?” Erick agreed, “Sure. I’ll agree to that.”

Rue smiled softly as she breathed in, then out. She said, “Thank you.” 

“It only took my people a few hundred years to get to the knowledge I gave out.” Erick said, “With magic, it might take you far less to reach the same level. Though the Infinitesimal Ban is going to provide a very hefty block to most possible Particle Magic.” He added, “Y’all are going to have to do things the hard, non-magical way if you want to get past the sky, anyway. From my understanding, the manasphere is too thin up there to be workable.”

Rue smiled wide, saying, “I know. Isn’t it marvelous?” She quickly added, “I always tell students that some things are better done when magic is left at the door. Most of the stronger alchemical properties of many, many plants are only achieved when the plant grows naturally, in their preferred environment.” She said, “We might even be able to reclaim the Lost Planes.”

“The other planets?” Erick asked.

“If there’s a manasphere on them, at all.” Rue said, “Oh, sure. It’s going to be very hard work, but—” She said, “That’s two centuries away, at least. But it’s nice to dream. Maybe my great grandkids will be able to set foot on Yoril or Paal.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe.”

“Ah!” Rue looked around. Everyone was looking at her. She said, “My head is already in the clouds. It’s just that you grow up listening about people just casually visiting other worlds and you want to do this, but you can’t— Ah! That’s a topic for another day.”

Erick smirked. He liked Rue. Unless she was secretly planning on killing him, Rue seemed like a good person to know. 

“Let’s begin!” Rue conjured two large, mostly solid pillows onto the floor of the empty room. She folded her legs, taking an instant, apparently comfortable seat on one of the pillows, sitting with her knees forward and her feet under her butt, saying, “Places to be, both for you and for me, no doubt.”

Erick gladly took a seat on the other pillow, though it took him more than a second to situate himself. When he was seated, with his legs outside of the pillow and his hands on the pillow, he realized that Rue was a lot more flexible than he was. Erick missed the effortless ease of having a young body, but Rue wasn’t young at all. Maybe she had just kept her flexibility in tune as she aged, in a way Erick just never had time for. He needed to get that ability back, and sparring with Kiri did not cut it. 

He needed to do, like, yoga, or something. Maybe they had yoga on Veird? They had something, for sure; Erick just needed to find out what it was.

Rue asked, “How versed are you in the ideas of Mana Sense?”

“Almost zero.” Erick added, “Everyone I ask says that they’re either not proficient, or it’s like [Detect Magic], but different, or that it’s difficult. I only know one person who can do it back in Spur: Mage Ramizi Fieldsend.”

Rue smiled. “I must confess, I was likely tagged for this honor because I am the one who taught Ramizi. He told me something like this might happen, but I did not expect it to be today. Life just happens like that, sometimes.”

Erick had wondered when the first signs of whatever Ramizi’s hand in matters would show. 

Erick said, “Ramizi is a good kid.”

“He is.” She asked, “I will start from the beginning, then.”

Erick said, “Please.”

Rue nodded. “Mana Sense is not a skill to be bought in the Script, but a personal ability, like knowing how to read a language, or understand the stars.” She said, “[Detect Magic] is useful as a starting point. If you have not done so yet, try to Aurify your [Detect Magic], and then activate the resulting ability.” She looked completely embarrassed for a hot moment, her eyes darting to the ground then away, as she added, “Uh! But you probably already have?”

“I have not.” Erick said, “I just know a bit about stuff you all don’t know, and have gotten a leg up on the path of the mage. That’s all.”

Rue smiled softly.

Erick held out his hand, channeling mana through—

“What are you doing?” Rue asked, eyes alight.

Erick said, “Ah.” He stopped channeling mana through his hand, and said, “You channel mana through your Stats to produce a Stat item, but you never tried channeling through the skills themselves?”

Rue’s eyes sparkled as she said, “The people of the Songli Highlands of Nelboor have a rich tradition of using harmonics to influence their spell creation. This method is known, but not widely used, because not many people are able to gain anything from this method, except to get closer to their Mana Exhaustion limit for the day.” She said, “But it helps you? That’s wonderful.”

“It does.”

Erick channeled mana through [Detect Magic], producing a sound of resonance. Like an echo, far removed. That made quite a lot of sense, considering [Detect Magic] was, well, all about detecting magic, or rather, about detecting intent imbued within the mana, which was another way to describe ‘magic’. From there, it was a short jaunt to Aurify the spell.

 




	
Detect Magic X, instant, medium range, 10 MP

Detect ongoing magical effects.








 

Became:

 




	
Detect Intent Aura, medium range, 8 MP per second

See the control imposed upon nearby mana.








 

The mana per second was high, but lower than what Erick thought it would have been. He barely had time to register that nuance, though, because when he used the skill, the world transformed. 

This wasn’t how Meditation revealed vague impressions of intent in the manasphere. 

The very air around Erick was alight with magic. His [Personal Absorption Ward] was a white haze on the edge of his vision. The areas around Kiri and Poi were deeply influenced, with Kiri layered in pale green and Poi layered in blue, while Krigea was a brilliance of almost-teal. Ophiel, sitting on the balcony, was a splash of white, tangled upward, reveling in the rush of thick-air mana and regular air breeze flowing up from the harbor. Rue’s own magics were red, and wrapped around her like a second skin.

Even from his seated position, Erick saw that the city outside the balcony was prismatic; a deeper, more vibrant color to complement the rainbow pastels of the roofs.

Rue smiled to look at him, saying, “Looks like you got a good version.”

“I guess I did.” 

He did not say that his Meditation empowered regeneration was enough to keep his mana full, even with the 4 mana per second drain of [Detect Intent Aura], but it was nice to know he could keep this up all the time, if needed. 

But there was a problem. Everywhere he looked, his sight was tainted with white; it was like looking through a snowstorm. In fact, having had the skill active for longer than a few moments, Erick realized he was seeing the [Detect Intent] aura itself, like he was truly in the center of a snow storm. He was effectively half-blind. This would not do at all. He cut the aura.

Erick said, “I can also see a problem.”

Rue nodded. “The color of your own magic, blocking half your sight.” 

“Yes.” Erick said, “Everything is white.”

Rue said, “This is why people do not use this skill save when necessary, but this spell is a good basis to begin to understand Mana Sense.” She said, “Those highest skilled in Mana Sense are able to see around corners, and understand spells as they are being cast. You will be able to see the mana inside of monsters, and understand the flow of fights against such creatures on an instinctual level. If you have any warrior inclinations, this will help with that aspect of your repertoire as well.” She said, “You will also be able to see those who hide with [Invisibility], or in other magical ways, like with [Lightshape] or [Shadowshape].”

“That’s what I’m hoping for.”

Rue nodded. “A properly developed Mana Sense will accomplish this.” She said, “It is best to be completely devoid of all ongoing magical effects while engaging in understanding the mana, but dropping your [Personal Ward] and your rings would be a bad idea in an unfamiliar location such as this. So you will simply have to make do, and try to learn the skill anyway.” Rue breathed deep, and relaxed, saying, “The order of steps to achieving Mana Sense is similar for everyone. Three steps, each more monumental than the last. 

“To begin: empty your mind of all thoughts. This is the largest hurdle, that most people are never able to achieve. Then, you must become a clear vessel for the mana to flow through you. When you have achieved this second step, you will begin to ‘see’ the world as mana sees the world, where the airy spaces are full of movement, and the solid spaces resist the transferral of mana. You will not be seeing with your eyes. You will be seeing with the mana. The last step is making sense of this shift in perspective.”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “I have never been good at having zero thoughts.”

“Not many people are.” Rue said, “It takes time, and practice. But know this: even if you were completely blind, be it in darkness or as a result of losing your eyes, a well developed Mana Sense will never leave you.” She added, “Some cultures in the Underworld even purposefully blind their children so that they may develop this other sense, for life down in the dark requires many different kinds of sight.”

Erick almost laughed, but couldn’t. Blinding children, even with the prevalence of [Greater Treat Wounds], seemed like a harshness that he was glad to never have experienced, but this was his world now. He still wasn’t going to blind himself, though.

Erick began to empty his thoughts, and instantly failed. 

He thought of Caradogh and trade with Portal. How were Valok and Apogough handling the problems there? How was Krakina? 

How was Krakina? Erick hadn’t talked to her recently. She was avoiding him, for sure. Should he force the issue, and confront her? Probably not. How was Jane? Likely killing fire monsters and eating them, no doubt. 

Erick tried for a minute to empty his mind, and failed miserably. He looked around. With Kiri, Poi, Krigea, and now Rue, all around him, even if most of them were looking away, he would never be able to accomplish an empty mind; at least not right now. 

“Thank you for the instruction.” Erick stood up from the pillow, a knee popping as he straightened out. 

Rue lifted gracefully from her own seat, saying, “Of course. I hope I was able to help.”

“In time. Probably.” Erick flexed his knee out, saying, “See you at the lecture, tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow.” Rue bowed, then left the room.

She seemed nice.

After she left, Erick turned to Krigea, and said, “Time to head to the Manor. Thank you. See you tomorrow, too.” 

“Tomorrow,” Krigea said. 

Erick held out his hands to Kiri and Poi. “You two ready to go?”

Krigea bowed as Erick joined hands with Kiri and Poi. With a firm grip, Erick blipped out of there; a crash of white following them out.

Ophiel, still enjoying the breeze on the balcony, gave a surprised trill of cellos and flutes, before also blipping away in a much smaller white sparkle.

- - - -

Before Erick knew it, it was time to rain on the farms. From 12,500 kilometers away. Maybe more, maybe less. Erick still wasn’t quite sure about the distance. 

He was able to get Ophiel to the farms, though! 

Ophiel, three meters tall, with wings outstretched and eyes alight, hovered above the Harvest Temple. Erick channeled mana through his connection, to lift silver clouds from the ground into the sky. Platinum rain fell right on time. He watched as Valok, standing down by the temple, waved at Ophiel then walked away.

Erick came back to himself sitting in the living room across from Teressa, and promptly puked on the floor. Teressa eyed him, but after nothing else happened, she yawned, and went back to reading her book. Poi just squeezed a lemon in the kitchen, then poured the fresh juice into his tea; not coftea, just tea. Erick expected that Poi had had enough of that bitter drink.

Kiri watched him from the kitchen, situated right next to the living room, stirring the round-bottom pan with a wooden spoon, searing the meat inside; she was making dinner. After Erick’s accident, she immediately asked, “That distance is pretty rough, eh?”

“You could say that.” Erick wiped his mouth, then cast a brief [Cleanse], cleaning up his mess as his mana drained away into Ophiel, 12,500 kilometers away. He felt a sense of vertigo as he funneled mana across the distance. He looked at his Status, and saw his mana tick down, briefly, before Meditation filled it back up. Usually, his mana bar never drained for his auras, but Erick had to increase the flow to make up for the distance. He could already tell that the spell would turn splotchy if he lost concentration. “That’s a hefty drain, too.” He felt woozy, but he could manage this much. 

Poi grunted, nodding as he sipped his lemon tea.

Kiri frowned a little, as she stirred sizzling meat in the pan. She said, “I think…. I’ve decided on Scion of Focus.”

Erick smiled, and almost laughed, but a puke threatened to crown. He shoved that feeling down, saying, “It’s a good choice!”

Kiri paused. Then she blurted out, “What’s your— Sorry. Nevermind.”

Poi glanced at her, before walking out of the kitchen, to exit the living room through the door, to stand outside on the lawn. He liked watching the sun go down over the ocean, or maybe he liked the ocean itself; sunset was still hours away. 

Erick sat back in his chair, funneling mana across a vast distance, wondering if this nauseous feeling would improve, or if he could acclimate. He glanced over at Kiri. She was staring at the meat in the pan, stirring it with all the furor of someone whose mind was somewhere else, entirely. She was purposefully not asking him something.

Erick said, “Just go ahead and ask, Kiri.”

Kiri blurted out, “Does Particle Mage have access to reduced mana costs?”

Teressa grunted a tiny, quiet disapproval. 

Erick smiled at Teressa. He chose to answer, “Yes.”

Kiri smiled softly.

Erick added, “All cost reduction, 5 percent. All magic reduction, 10 percent. All Particle spell cost reduction, 20 percent. Can only take one, of course.”

Teressa set down her book, saying, “What!”

Kiri whispered, “Wow.”

Teressa mumbled, “20 percent is crazy.” She added, “You shouldn’t tell people which one you have, though. Sir.”

“I’m happy with my Class.” Erick said, “I don’t know how easy it’ll be for others to get, though. If Jane’s Polymage Class Quest is anything to go on… Particle Mage is going to be very difficult.”

“I’m just a basic Healer,” Rats walked into the room, yawning, saying.

“Juggernaut, here,” Teressa added.

“Good morning, Rats,” Erick said. “I’ve heard of Juggernaut before. But what’s a ‘Healer’? It sounds very basic.”

Teressa giggled.

Rats eyed her, as he said, “Healer is basic. Some Classes start off basic, only to be upgraded later after you’ve decided your truth.” He added, “Most non-religious healers you meet are ‘Healers’ because advancing to a final healing Class means picking a god.”

Teressa chuckled, eyeing Rats, asking, “Still can’t pick a god, can you?”

Rats said, “I could just get ‘Doctor’.” He mocked himself, “Doctor Rats! Has a nice ring to it.”

Erick smiled, as he channeled mana across the ocean, to Ophiel. 

He suddenly realized that there was something vital here; something important that needed to be understood. How, exactly, was he able to channel so much mana across such a large distance? Why the increased cost to keep the spell working like it should work? Was it a function of the physics of magic, or a restriction of the Script? 

But that was a problem for another day; one where he wasn’t so new at the process, and wasn’t about to puke every time he breathed. 

Teressa said, “Your bedside manner is terrible, Rats. You could never be a Doctor.”

Rats laughed, saying, “I could try! I can carve off a leg as well as the next guy! With [Greater Treat Wounds] I could even regrow it.”

Teressa said, “[Regeneration] is easier to get, you know.”

“Yeah but that spell sucks," Rats said. "The recuperation time is abysmal."

Erick channeled mana, listening to Teressa and Rats talk about doctoring, as he blinked and concentrated.

Rats looked at him. After a moment, Rats asked, “You don’t look so good, boss.”

“Channeling over 12,500 kilometers will do that.” Erick added, “It seems.”

Rats nodded, silently watching him. Now Teressa was watching him, too. Even Kiri was glancing his way.

Erick changed the subject, asking, “What does everyone know about [Gate]? I think channeling mana this far is a part of the spell.” He added, “Probably.”

Rats hummed a little, then sat up, glancing away from Erick. “Sorry. No idea.”

Teressa said, “It’s a portal that takes you from one location to another, anywhere in the world. Distance doesn’t matter.” She added, “That’s all I know.”

Erick said, “Yup. Me too.”

Kiri spoke up, enthusiasm coloring her bright voice as she chopped vegetables on a cutting board, “[Gate] is an advanced form of [Teleport], though it’s not available in the Script.” She said, “I looked up the history of it, and almost every person who was able to produce such a spell found either great success in the Wayfarer’s Guild, or the patronage of a country. All of them were Spatial Mages, though, and were at the top of their careers when they achieved [Gate].”

Erick listened, but mostly he channeled mana across an ocean and half a continent, thinking about the tunnel-like sound he heard from Yetta, and Atunir’s, [Gate]. 

Kiri continued, “The Class quest to become a Spatial Mage requires that the applicant know at least 5 Spatial magics, but only two of them are in the basic Script. [Blink] and [Teleport]. [Teleporting Platform] is another one that’s easy enough to get. Beyond that, most people looking to become a Spatial Mage go to the Wayfarer’s Guild to learn other, more specialized spells.” She added, “They’re not a very popular guild because Spatial Mage is a nuanced class, mostly all about moving around.”

Erick asked, “The body isn’t destroyed and remade as a part of the [Teleport], is it?”

Kiri laughed, saying, “No! Why would you think that?”

“Just thinking thoughts.” Erick asked, “How do you know the body isn’t destroyed and remade in a [Teleport]?”

Kiri said, “Well… We just do? Uh.” She tossed veggies in the round-bottom pan, ground meat flipping over the veggies as she did. “I’m not sure.”

Rats said, “There’s no soul-work in [Teleport], or body healing. Injuries come along with you. I’d say that’s proof enough that your body is not remade each time.”

“Yes.” Kiri said, “That’s how we know.”

“Okay. I’ll accept that. It’s not a dimensional, either, though.” Erick asked, “Because that’s Banned.”

“I’m not even sure what dimensional magic is.” Rats said, “It’s a Ban, but what does that really mean? What is a dimension?”

“Come on now, Rats.” Kiri said, “This Reality is a dimension. The one before the Sundering was another dimension.”

Rats said, “I’m just challenging assumptions, here!” He added, “All I know is that no one really even tries to work against the Dimensional Ban, but every crazy mage and their brother tries to circumvent the Propagation Ban. Now we got people bumping up against the Infinitesimal Ban, too, with Particle magic.”

Teressa got up, saying, “Too much magic for me. Sorry.”

Rats got up with her, saying, “Fine fine, I’ll stop!”

Rats and Teressa walked off together, out the front door. Poi was still out there, somewhere. The sun shone through the huge picture windows of Windy Manor, coloring everything with warm yellow light. 

Erick thought, ‘[Teleport] has to be some sort of quantum tunneling effect. Too bad I have no idea what the heck ‘quantum tunneling’ even means. Maybe Jane would know.’

Erick sat in the sunlight, relaxing, pouring much more mana per second into [Exalted Storm Aura] than [Exalted Storm Aura] said it required, in order to get that mana all the way to Ophiel. It was not a comfortable experience. If he relaxed for even a moment, the silver clouds over the farm would vanish; he knew this, because that’s what happened twice already. A casual check with Ophiel’s [Scry] functional revealed the sky as spotty, until Erick doubled and tripled down, ramping back up to nearly 5 mana per second, on what was supposed to be a 1 mana every 2 seconds sort of spell.

He stretched himself thin, but his regeneration was able to keep up with the draw. Erick looked to the rings on his fingers. He could make some slightly better ones, for sure. That would help with the drain.

Yet another problem for later. Erick looked over to Kiri, who had gone silent.

Kiri set aside the cooked meats she had made, and began to make a dough. Flour, butter, eggs and salt came out of the cupboards and the cold box. With an expertly used [Telekinesis], she combined everything, then kneaded it together. She tucked the white dough into a ball, then aside to proof in an oiled bowl, in a mild [Warmth Ward]. 

“Smells delicious already, Kiri,” Erick said.

Kiri smiled, saying, “It’s going to taste even better. This is haraah beef. It’s ten gold a pound.”

Erick said, “Oceanside is so damn overpriced. You noticed everything was in 5 gold increments, right? Marks, and other stuff.”

“Chips, Marks, and Quants.” Kiri said, “A magical education is crazy expensive.” She added, “Most students are expected to go out and kill monsters between classes.”

“There are monsters on this island? I thought it was safe?”

Kiri laughed a little, then waved a hand north, then south, saying, “Half this island is full of monsters. There’s a mana river flowing directly against the island from the west, so the monsters on the west side of the island are pretty strong. Levels in the upper 30s. On the east they’re only level 20, or so.” She said, “Striders, Hequals, a lot of slimes, too. Oceanside is full of curated dungeons, kept full of farmed slimes.” 

“Uh? Farmed slimes?” Erick asked.

Kiri said, “In a place like Oceanside a lot of mages go out and dig holes in the ground to create spaces and environments for the mana to condense into slimes. Sometimes other monsters move in, but the owners usually try to keep only slimes around. In this way, you know the dungeon, completely, and can farm the slimes for their rads.” She added, “Chips, in the beginning, but in a place like Oceanside slimes with marks will appear fast enough. For grand-rads you gotta go out and hunt bigger creatures, or make a large enough dungeon so that the ecology supports the rise of monsters over level 45.” She said, "Since people are constantly harvesting their slimes, there's little chance for an ooze to spawn. That's always the real danger when it comes to slime farming, but it's a rare occurrence."

"You can do that?”

“Here you can.” Kiri said, “You could probably make one in the Crystal Forest, too. But Oceanside is a closed system. The monsters that live here are mostly easy pickings. The monsters you’d get in the Crystal Forest are true monsters.” She said, “Dungeoneering is big business in places like Oceanside, where the local monsters are all kept under control and the mana concentration is high.” 

“Learn something new every day.”

Kiri nodded, adding, “The sewers of Spur are technically a dungeon. It’s just one that's open to the public, where the majority of the rads gathered are from [Cleanse]ing the waters, and the slimes are left as incentive for people to come to Spur to get a start on becoming true adventurers.”

Erick smiled. What was it Jane talked about, with her games? A ‘Dungeon Maker’ ran those games she played with all those people? That was the word for it, wasn’t it? Maybe Erick could become a Dungeon Maker, too. 

No. Wait. That wasn’t the word for it. Erick would have to ask Jane after the rain was done—

His thread of mana to the Farms snapped. Erick quickly refocused on the Ophiel over Spur, flooding mana down the line to reestablish the connection. Kiri watched as Erick reconnected, then went back to making her meat pies. 

The Ophiel next to Erick, sitting on the headrest of the couch, slowly crawled down, on to his lap, his eyes blinking open in a lazy, quiet sort of way. He trilled in quiet flute sounds. He was obviously in distress. He didn’t seem to be too happy about being stretched this far, either. Erick petted the little guy. 

The connection to the farms stabilized, as Erick’s hand touched his [Familiar]. 5 mana a second became 4. Ophiel trilled in tiny violins, as Erick channeled mana across the ocean, guided by the connection already established from him to both of the currently existent Ophiel. 

That was odd.

… Erick summoned another Ophiel and sent him [Teleport]ing across the ocean, to hover over the waters somewhere around halfway between Oceanside and Spur. Erick focused his mana through the Ophiel on his lap, to the one over the ocean, to the one over the farms of Spur. A network suddenly came into being, and Erick’s mana drain went from 4 mana a second, to 3. 

Erick smiled. This was good. He asked Kiri, “Did you know that you can piggyback a signal from one of your [Familiar]s to the other? I’m raining on Spur right now, and the cost per second has gone from 5, to 3.”

Kiri stared straight at Erick. She frowned. She mumbled, “No. I did not know that.” 

Ophiel trilled, louder and happier than before.

Erick patted his wings, saying, “And Ophiel likes the better connection, too. Don’t you, little guy?”

Ophiel gave a solid, affirmative violin sound. Erick smiled.

Kiri muttered, “Dammit. Now I need a [Familiar], too, don’t I?”
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Dinner was delicious. Kiri outdid herself with the meat pies. Erick needed to up his own food game, too, especially with all the strange and delicious things he saw in Oceanside. He also needed to find that fruit that grew in Nergal called ‘Tarip’, and see about making real coffee and actual chocolate.

But for now, Erick rested in his room, while five Ophiel held a chain of thought into the center of Glaquin. Jane was somewhere around there, for sure. 

‘Jane? Can you hear me?’

Moments passed.

‘Hay, Dad! Howsa joo ban? Yo woods song fungi.’

… Erick added a few more Ophiel to the chain.

‘Repeat that, please?’

‘Oh. That’s better.’ Jane asked, ‘What changed?’

Erick smiled at the ceiling of his room, sending, ‘Five Ophiel were supporting my message across the world, but now seven are. Did you know you can piggyback the signal like this?’

‘Nope. I did not know that.’ Mirth flowed through the connection, as Jane sent, ‘How’s Oceanside treating you?’

‘Oceanside is pretty great. Already met the Headmaster. I didn’t see him in his true form, but there’s no doubt that he’s a dragon.’ He asked, ‘Hey? What were those game masters called? The ones that created the games that you played?’

‘Game Masters.’ Jane laughed. ‘Why?’

‘Because people in Oceanside make dungeons to support the growths of slimes, and then they harvest the rads inside.’ Erick added, ‘Everything is stupid expensive, here.’

‘I’ve heard a little bit about that.’ Jane said, ‘The practice is illegal in the Crystal Forest, but that doesn’t really stop people, and enforcement is rather low. Al is technically a dungeon keeper, but he never uses the term.’ She asked, ‘Are you going to become a dungeon keeper?’

‘No. Well. … No. It’s just amazing that I’m learning stuff again.’ Erick said, ‘Oceanside is nice, Jane. I’m going to take classes and learn about cultures and laws and magic! I haven’t felt this way in decades.’

‘I’m glad.’ Jane sounded both happy, and a little sad.

Erick asked, ‘What’s going on with you?’

Jane said, ‘Hunting slimes in exposed, old lava tubes, funnily enough. They each only have a few Flame Essences, but its only a matter of time before I’m ready for the unicorn. Maybe another two weeks.’

‘You’re not too lonely out there, are you?’

‘… I’ll be back in civilization soon enough.’ Jane quickly added, ‘Don’t worry about me. Worry about yourself. You’re the one with a target on your back.’

‘Yeah yeah. Speaking of targets:’ Erick said, ‘Caradogh Pogi, the Lower Trademaster of Portal, you remember him? Anyway: That asshole got Yetta and all those people who bargained with me for rains and gems, to destroy their gems, and tell me to go away. I’m going to make this [Gate] network and fuck Caradogh over, though. Just watch me do it.’

‘… You’re gonna make me start worrying about you again.’

‘I am well aware of the problems. This would be a catastrophic change to a vast majority of life on Veird, so I won’t do it right now. But if Caradogh wants an enemy, he’s gotten one.’ Erick added, ‘Though I know full well that turning Spur into a breadbasket is already dangerous.’

‘… Are you really aware of what you’re already doing, though?’

‘Yes. Spur prospers, so Portal has less trade, which means less money for those people in charge down there, which means I have a target on my back. This is very simple stuff, and I understand all of it. Doesn’t mean I won’t keep doing the right thing.’ Erick said, ‘I just wish there was more room for advancement, and less people on the top making that advancement difficult specifically because any advancements at all would upset their bottom line.’

‘That bottom line also supports militaries which drive back the monsters.’ Jane said, ‘Portal is home to a million people, at least, and their entire economy is based on trade across the Letri Ocean.’

Erick sent, ‘Well maybe I could just solve this entire problem with providing a [Gate] network for Portal to control.’

A moment passed.

‘That’s one idea.’ Jane asked, ‘You don’t really care about the money you’d make from the network, do you?’

‘Not really.’ Erick said, ‘What I want to do is kill all the Shades.’ He added, ‘Making Spur a launching point for the world to attack Ar’Kendrithyst is a good idea. But, of course, then you’d have a [Gate] sitting next to the Shades, and that would be a bad idea.’

‘I don’t think Silverite would want a [Gate] network in her town, anyway, for exactly that reason. I’m pretty sure she’s humoring the threat you made because it makes her look good and the people of Spur want the farms.’

‘Gods. I really shouldn’t have boasted about making a [Gate] network.’ Erick said, ‘[Gate] is a weird spell. Oh! That reminds me. What do you remember about quantum tunneling?’

‘Uhh…’ Jane paused for a moment, then spoke as though reading a remembered sentence, ‘High energy quantum particles can sometimes cross thin barriers, where classical mechanics say they shouldn’t be able to cross. Not sure what that means, though.’

‘That’s a heck of a lot more than what I remembered.’

Jane sent, ‘I love you, Dad. I got to go. I see more slimes that need eating.’

‘You are taking care to remove the rads you might accidentally eat, aren’t you?’

‘Of course.’ Jane said, ‘Might have enough saved up to fund the rest of my trip, if it doesn’t get too expensive.’

‘Love you, Jane. Good night.’

‘Good night, Dad.’

 

- - - -

 

When Erick woke, it was a rapid morning of prepping his speech on blackboards in an unused room. He had given the lecture a few times before, and even expanded upon it with Kiri, but he wanted a cohesive set of words and ideas to present to the archmages; not a jumble of words and the mostly-formed thoughts he had given to those back in Zago's classroom.

Kiri helped to organize what Erick was going to say and Erick was happy for the help, even if he might have mentioned a few things he maybe shouldn’t have mentioned. But this was do or die time, and Erick needed to be prepared. If he couldn’t trust Kiri to do the right things with the knowledge she was getting from him, then he shouldn’t have ever accepted her apprenticeship, and he certainly shouldn’t have accepted these bargains of trade from some random archmages approved by yet another archmage who only allowed himself to be referred to as ‘the Headmaster’. This whole string of events was risky, but it was a risk Erick had decided to take. 

Poi came into the room half an hour to go-time. “Sir.”

Erick turned from writing on his fourth blackboard, asking, “Yeah, Poi?”

Teressa stood behind Poi, while Rats stood beside Teressa. 

Erick saw the group, and felt a sinking feeling. “What’s up?”

Poi said, “We cannot protect you from archmages. We will try, but we cannot. If something should happen, you must escape, however you are able.”

Erick looked to Poi, and Rats, and Teressa, and said, “You three should stay here.” He immediately turned to Kiri, adding, “You, too.”

“Hell and Celes no!” Kiri said, “No way.”

“That’s not happening,” Rats said.

Teressa added, “We’re going to try, sir. But the fact is, is that we’re nothing more than a temporary nuisance compared to the power of six archmages.”

“Six?” Erick asked, “Who’s the— Oh? The Headmaster, right.”

Poi frowned a little, then said, “No…” He breathed, then said, “Archmage Opal has decided to participate in this congregation of archmages.”

“Really?” Erick laughed a little, saying, “She’s actually here? I finally get to meet her?” He switched back to the main topic, “That’s not important. If you guys are in danger, then you shouldn’t go. But I am going. I want those bargains of trade.” He added, “Unless you think I’m walking into a trap.”

Poi said, “I don’t believe it is a trap, but there is a danger. Opal is aligned with Spur, wholly, so we might have two archmages against the other five and the Headmaster, if that is how it turns out.”

Kiri must have finally had enough. She spat out, “I cannot believe that you all would think that the Headmaster would allow such a thing to happen!” Kiri said, “Honestly!”

“I totally think that he would,” Erick said. “He has to think of the rest of the world.”

Kiri just went still, like weights had fallen and she didn’t know how to pick them up again. She said, “I mean… Yeah. I can see that.”

Poi said, “We’re going with you if you are truly doing this, sir. I just needed you to know the score.”

“Thank you, Poi.” Erick said, “You don’t have to go, Kiri, if you don’t want to go.”

“… I’m going,” Kiri decided. “For sure.”

Erick looked around at his people, and saw Teressa missing her head, and a hole in Rats’ chest, Kiri clutching her missing arm and Poi barely able to stand. And then he banished those thoughts. Today was either the end, or the beginning; he would either gather the power to protect himself, or they would kill him for the disruption he presented.

Erick held no illusions about what today’s lecture really meant. 

Hopefully, he could convince them of the benefits of Particle magic, or at least let them know that this magic was not going away. A door had been opened. The powers of this world needed to get some sort of control on the situation, and Erick was here to help. 

Poi nodded, then left the room, with Teressa and Rats following him away. 

Erick went back over his blackboards, while Kiri helped him organize everything. As moments stretched to minutes, Kiri’s demeanor shifted from resigned, to strong willed. For her, too, today’s lecture would be a vast change. Erick wasn't the only one getting introductions to a small snippet of archmage society. 

A green fire lit in Kiri’s eyes, like today was the beginning of the rest of her life. It was a little scary to see that fervor in Kiri’s sight, but it helped Erick get into the right mindset. He needed to be a little more ruthless than normal, for he had no doubt in his mind that these archmages today would each be just as ruthless toward him.

- - - -

 

Erick strode down the stone stairs of an amphitheater classroom large enough to hold two hundred students. This classroom was at the very top of Central Tower. The walls and floors and desks were cream-colored stone, while the ceiling was a stone and glass roof, and the sky beyond a perfect blue. The sun shone down, illuminating the room, setting the stone to slightly sparkle, as though diamond dust had been pressed into the rock. Maybe it had.

Erick was the only archmage in the classroom right now, but others were there. Krigea, of course; she showed Erick the way to this room. All of Erick’s party stood near the back of the room, while Kiri followed Erick down the stairs, holding his bag. Professor Rue sat in middle seats, to the side, out of the way, smiling and waving to Erick, as Erick looked to her. He waved back, saying “Hello,” as he continued to the professor’s podium and stage.

When he stepped down into the moat of space between the student seating and the professor’s stage, a blip of golden light revealed the Headmaster near the podium. The ancient emperor of a man stood atop the professor’s stage with a wide, bright smile, and sparkling amber eyes.

“Good morning, Erick.” The Headmaster said, looking around; probably spying the [Scry] orbs here and there. Erick watched as a spike of intent from the Headmaster popped several of them with extreme violence. He seemed to clap the very manasphere with a look. The [Scry] orbs responded by invisibly, intangibly, exploding. He turned to Erick, looking like an ever benevolent emperor, saying, “Others will be arriving shortly.” He stepped down the stairs, lifting a hand back toward the stage, saying, “Your show, archmage.”

Erick walked up the stairs, past the Headmaster, asking, “What are you looking for, today, exactly?”

Kiri silently followed Erick up, making herself small as she slipped past him and got out his papers. She set some of them on the main podium, then went to work putting the diagrams up on the blackboards in chalk, exactly like Erick had drawn.

The Headmaster stepped to the first row of seats, turning to say, “Whatever you choose to give will be returned in trade, to be discharged at whatever convenience you individually decide amongst yourselves, before the lecture begins. I am merely here as an arbiter and to provide the platform for you to rise to glory, or to vanish in self-imposed hiding, before your knowledge is lost forever.” 

Erick went still. He looked out across the mostly empty stone amphitheater, then to the Headmaster. He asked, “You don’t believe your society could learn this stuff? On their own?”

“It’s not a matter of believing.” The Headmaster said, “It’s a matter of being alive for millennia and knowing that, for the very first time in known history, actual progress has been made in understanding this Reality.”

“But.” Erick said, “Other planar people certainly had this knowledge.”

“That might be true.” The Headmaster stood in the seating area, in the front row, saying, “But none of them were able to act upon such knowledge before you came along. We do have accounts from many other planar people in the libraries, if you would like to look over them sometime, but I have recently reread many of them and almost all of them either had no idea how their own magics worked— Ah. No. ‘Technology’ is the proper word. Many of the other planar people to pass through Oceanside spoke of Script-like entities governing the worlds they came from. Most of them had no idea how their accoutrements of daily life functioned. Most of them were completely unable to adapt to the Script, too.”

A blip of bright red flashed to the side of the room, in the seating area.

The Headmaster reacted first, instantly saying, “Welcome, Ryul!”

The blip of red resolved into a feathered, winged man, much like Krakina, but this man was wearing airy, barely there clothing, and jewels. Lots of jewels. And gold. A bright red coat of feathers covered his entire body and his bird-like legs, while his arms were wings, with grappling fingers and talons at the final juncture of his longest wing feathers. His face was human, with bare skin from his eyebrows to the bottom of his neck. He was rather handsome, in a birdy sort of way.

And he seemed to like Erick’s attention. 

Ryul’s eyes brightened as he smirked at Erick, saying, “Hello, Headmaster. Hello, Erick Flatt of Spur.”

“Hello, Ryul,” Erick said. 

Ryul took a seat exactly where he popped into the classroom, saying, “I flit around Nelboor, up and down all day long. Let me know when I need to come to Spur to return the favor of today. I'd prefer a private lesson.” He asked, “If that’s alright with you?”

The Headmaster smiled as he looked upon Ryul, but he spoke to Erick, saying, “Ryul is a headstrong warrior, but he has quite a bit of honor for such a young man of 35. I have no reason to believe he would break this kind of promise.”

Erick said, “Sure. I suppose. Uh. What’s your specialty?”

“Force Mage. Pure Force, too. None of this Altering cow shit.” Ryul leaned back in his chair, to put his clawed bird feet onto the desk, saying, “Isn’t Syllea joining us today, Headmaster?”

“She is.”

“Good!” Ryul said, and left it at that—

Because two blips of two more people popped around the room. One was clear, like thick air, but not, revealing a tall orcol woman in leathers, with the most gorgeous long blond hair that curved around her shoulders, and rested upon her considerable assets.

The other blip was dark green. A wrought, human-shaped, but black with a green sheen. She appeared behind the front row, to the left side of the room. She immediately sat down in her seat.

Ryul instantly taunted the orcol woman, saying, “Syllea! Glad to see your sorry face again.”

Syllea completely ignored the bird man.

The black and green wrought, said, “Please don’t be an arsehole today, Ryul.”

The Headmaster interrupted Ryul’s response with a raised hand. The Headmaster spoke, “As you can see, Erick, this community tends to know one another.” He nodded nicely to the orcol, saying, “Welcome Syllea.” He turned and regarded the wrought, “Welcome Tasar.”

Syllea spoke, with a warm, rich voice, saying, “Archmage Erick. I understand you wish to push back the Crystal Forest. I would like to offer my Bargain of Trade to assist you with this endeavor. It has long been my goal to retake the land from those mimics, though the matter is too large for all the magic that has come before. Perhaps with this new kind of—”

Ryul interjected, “Come on, cheepo! A bargain of trade to do something you already want? That dishonors the entire idea!”

Syllea’s face scrunched, as she seemed to hold back a deep, deep anger. She let it go, and came back to herself, saying, “We can figure something else out, too.”

Tasar said, “I would also like to just ‘owe you one’. Though I will say that I want the Shades dead, too.” She asked, “Can we leave it at that, for now?”

The Headmaster said, “All honorable choices. But the matter of acceptance is up to you, Erick.”

Erick had plans for some of the archmages in attendance, but he had no idea what he wanted from these people, so he said, “Sure. We can leave it at that, for now.”

An orange blip interrupted further discussion. An aging, white and tangerine mottled dragonkin stood near the top of the room, near Erick’s companions. Poi visibly startled to see the dragonkin. The dragonkin didn’t seem to care about Poi, though there is no way he [Teleport]ed blindly into the room; he had appeared exactly where he wanted to appear. 

“Welcome, Hocnihai,” the Headmaster said. “One of Oceanside’s truest friends, and a Warder of great respect.”

Poi’s eyes went utterly professional. His stance turned solid. He watched, and did not react, as the tangerine dragonkin blipped again to a different seat, five meters away.

Hocnihai said, “I almost hit the right seat.” He sat down. He said, “The Wasteland Kingdoms would like to pledge support to Erick, on my behalf. Not quite sure how long these bones are gonna keep grinding along.” He chuckled at his own joke, before coughing a bit, and straightening up in his seat. “Damn age.”

Erick said, “Glad to meet you, Hocnihai. I’d love to see your country some time and help with some of your toxic monsters. But I would like assurances of non-violence before I do such a thing.” He added, “And personally, I would like help with both a [Prismatic Ward] and the [Reflection] suite of spells.”

Hocnihai smiled, to say, “I would love to help an Avowed Pacifist with these spells. How’s your [Prismatic Ward] come along so far?” He added, “Variable multiplier, permissions, and size. But if you’d rather not say here, we can talk later.”

Erick looked around the room at the interested faces, and decided to just answer, mostly because Kiri had thought it impressive, and this seemed to be a test from the old mottled dragonkin. “Three-fold Variable, medium sized, and full range of permissions.”

Kiri cracked a chalk behind Erick. She quickly mumbled something small as she picked it up and went back to setting up Erick’s lecture; she was currently drawing water molecules on the blackboard.

“Ah ha!” Hocnihai laughed again, then said, “Good show. Too bad you’re not a Warder. I can work with this. Consider the bargain struck. I’m not allowed in Spur, so I’m afraid I’ll have to teach you while we’re both at Oceanside. I’ll be here for a while, maybe a week.”

“Sounds fine to me,” Erick said.

The air blipped five seats down from the Headmaster, revealing a small, floating opalescent orb.

Ryul frowned at the orb, saying, “Still can’t be bothered to leave Spur, can you?”

“I cannot.” Opal said, “I wish I could, but I can’t, and that’s all there is to it.” She said, “Erick. I’ll try to teach you that [Ward Destruction] skill.”

Erick said, “Accepted.” 

Honestly, Opal had already helped him out of some pretty awful jams there in the final assault on Odaali and she was a trusted ally of Spur. Erick was happy enough to have her along for the ride, even if she wasn’t truly here at all. 

The Headmaster nodded, saying, “One more person—”

The air near the third row of seats blipped with the color of dull stone; grey and brown and solid.

The Headmaster said, “Welcome, Tenebrae.”

A human man resolved out of the blip. He was pale with white hair, and wore slate-grey clothing. He sat down, silently, at his chosen seat. He frowned. He said nothing.

Erick said, “You already owe me a bargain of trade, Tenebrae.”

Opal laughed loud; a singular sound to grate against the tension in the air like a knife through a heart.

Tenebrae glared at Erick. “I owe you nothing. I am here to take my recompense from your fuckup by participating in this farce of magic and hopefully getting something out of your stupidity.” Tenebrae’s voice was a harsh thing, “I would have gained so much from that Queen Daydropper, but then you intervened.”

“There was another Queen.” Erick said, “You could have had that one all to yourself. In fact, that’s exactly what I bargained for you to do, but you failed to show up and claim that one.”

Tenebrae shook his head, saying, “Bah! Who cares about some lowly level 50 shit. I had that level 90 kill in the bag. Full Participation! On my own! And then you intervened.”

Erick stood stunned. 

Now… Erick knew that Tenebrae was only after the experience gain from killing the Queen Daydropper; how else could Erick have gotten 0% from that fight unless Tenebrae worked after Erick’s intervention to secure himself a larger Participation. Mog had told Erick that it was possible, so that’s what Tenebrae must have done. But to hear it stated so openly, that Tenebrae was only in that fight for the Experience of it? Erick was appalled, down to his very core.

“You’re a rather sad person, aren’t you.” Erick immediately added, “I demand full technical and magical knowledge of your floating castle as well as a [Teleport Gate] or whatever it is that the wyrms guard in the forests north of you.”

Tenebrae glared at Erick, then said, “Agreed. Arsehole.” He added, “Maybe you can figure the damned thing out. I’m done fucking around with that piece of trash. And you’ll get the plans to my City, and nothing else! No tours. No help with your spellwork. You hear me?”

Talking to Tenebrae was like getting punched in the face. Erick rolled with it. He said, “Fine. Deliver the plans to me here, and the gate can go—”

“I can’t move the shitting thing. Idiot.” Tenebrae said, “I know where a good one is, and that’s all the help you’re getting from me.”

Opal’s orb vibrated, “I’ll help with investigating the Teleport Gate.”

Syllea stood up from her seat, her long blond hair flowing around her leather-clad body. “I too, would like to help with this.”

The Headmaster said, “I would be very interested in recreating a functional [Gate] network.”

Tasar’s green eyes seemed to glow amid her black, metal skin. “I want to be a part of this, as well.”

Ryul flicked his red wings out across the table, relaxing, saying, “Not me! I got enough stuff on my schedule.”

“Don’t count on me for any adventures.” Hocnihai scratched at his orange and white scales, saying, “Busy busy.”

Erick looked around the room, from face to face. Some of them were friendly, others decidedly crotchety. No one seemed overtly hostile, though. 

This was good. 

Erick said, “Okay. Sounds good.” He turned to the blackboards behind him. They were filled with the diagrams Erick had made, along with Kiri’s handwriting, listing parts of the pictures. Kiri stood to the side, patiently waiting. Erick smiled, then said, “Thank you, Kiri. Looks good.”

Kiri bowed ever so slightly, ever so quickly, before stepping further to the side, almost completely off of the stage. Erick turned back to the podium, to look over the notes Kiri put there, and grinned again. He looked up at the faces in the crowd. The Headmaster had no papers or pens in front of him, but everyone else did. They were all seated; ready and waiting.

Erick began, “I’ll answer questions near the end. This might take a while.”

It took Erick two hours to get through the lecture he had designed with Kiri’s help. They all took a break for lunch, and then came the questions.

The questions lasted two hours, and Erick's lecture soon became a round table discussion affair, with only Tenebrae opting to watch from the side. Rue, also, did not directly participate. Demonstrations were made of [Call Lightning] and [Exalted Storm Aura] and [Crystallize Diamond], which everyone was surprised to learn was not a Particle Mage only spell.

After that, the other archmages decided to show off their own spells. 

Erick gained five new particle spells, but they were nothing special. The Headmaster had a water extraction spell that could dehydrate a monster, but was demonstrated on meat to make jerky, while Ryul had a spell that magnetized iron. Hocnihai had a spell that weakened walls or could tenderize meat, or monsters, while Syllea was able to make an object somewhat heavier than water, into something lighter than water, in a way that was not the levitate magic of a common [Prestidigitation]. 

The only spell Erick learned with immediate practical applications was from Tasar.

It was a spell that drew the oxygen in a medium space into a smaller, concentrated space, maybe a foot across. When cast on a burning object, the object exploded, rapidly burning up. But there was a problem. And Tasar already knew the problem. 

When cast on a burning object, the object rapidly burned, sometimes fast enough to be called an explosion, but if the spell was cast on a free-floating fire spell, like on the tiny flame of a [Prestidigitation] fire held atop a finger, nothing happened. Only when something was actually burning, did this spell help to speed up the process.

Erick had no answer for why this was.

The Headmaster watched the nuances of fire and oxygen, and did a little rhyme to make a Hydrogen gathering spell. Hydrogen was, of course, the other main component of Water, the molecule and parts Erick had already talked about at length in the morning.

Now that spell made a fucking fire.

And Erick got a copy of that spell; his sixth new spell of the day. And then the day was done, for now. 

By the time Erick was back at Windy Manor he was both exhausted and thrilled. As he patted a gently trilling Ophiel in his lap and channeled mana across the ocean to the farms of Spur, he considered the nuances of fire, oxygen, and hydrogen. 

And then it came to him.

“Oh! Right!” Erick said, “Oxygen is an oxidizer. Hydrogen actually burns, though. Oxygen does not burn.” He paused. He said, “Maybe.” He grumbled. “Ah? I don’t know if that’s right.” He looked over to Poi, cooking dinner, saying, “And can you believe that the Headmaster just went and made that spell, right there?”

Rats walked in from the front yard, carrying freshly picked potatoes, saying, “I can’t believe there wasn’t violence.”

Poi deboned fish with a sharp [Telekinesis], saying, “Violence was never a possibility. The Headmaster had that locked down tight.” He looked over to Kiri, slicing lemons, saying, “You were right.”

Kiri shuddered, sharp knife in one hand, lemon slices on the table in front of her. “That was still terrifying.”

Rats agreed, “Hell yeah it was.”

Teressa yawned in her seat by the window, saying, “Glad nothing happened.”

Erick nodded, in complete agreement.

Kiri added, “At least not right then. I bet they’re all talking about a lot of dangerous stuff right now.”

Erick nodded, in complete agreement. Then he asked, “Why would a wrought want an oxygen creating spell?” He amended, “I mean. An oxygen extracting spell?” He added, “Well. Actually. If they can take the oxygen out of metal, it goes back to being metal and not rust. So I can see how that—”

“Holy fuck!” Rats said, “Really?”

Poi and Kiri stared at Erick, while Teressa giggled, looking off into nowhere.

Poi went back to slicing up fish, casually saying, “It wasn’t an oxygen extracting spell. It was an oxygen condensing spell. If oxygen makes rust, then what Tasar had was an assassination spell, sir. She had to know this fact about rust, though. Which means she knows a lot more about particle magic than what she showed today.”

Kiri said, “That’s unfair. It also extracted oxygen. It could very well be a spell that pulls rust out of a wrought.” She added, “If that’s really all Wrought Rust is. I don’t really know.”

Rats said, “Both sides are possible.”

Erick sighed out, tired and weary, as he channeled mana across the oceans, to silver clouds that dropped platinum rain across the only green land in the Crystal Forest. He said, “Syllea seemed nice.”

Teressa said, “She is. She’s the golden girl of the Wyrmrest Tribe in Treehome, you know?”

Rats looked to Poi, and asked, straight out, “But who the heck is Hocnihai?”

Poi frowned deeply at Rats, saying, “One of the original activists of the Scaled Union, who became the Scaled Horns.”

Kiri gusted, “No shit! Really?”

"I wasn't sure until I saw him. But..." Poi said, “That man has thousands of human deaths to his name. And thousands of incani. He is a locus of the Quiet War, and you would do well to stay far away, sir.”

Erick sank further into his seat, touching the Silver Star on his chest. It was cool to the touch. It hadn’t reacted at all, all day. 

Rats joked, “At least Hocnihai’s kept his numbers even.”

Kiri said, “Terrible joke!”

“Bad form, Rats,” Teressa said.

Poi just frowned and grumbled.

Erick whispered to himself, “Fucking quiet war.”
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067, 1/2


                Erick woke with the sun, though it was hard to tell since the sun rose on the other side of the forest at the back of the house. It was early; Erick had not yet adjusted to the time change, but he couldn’t sleep any longer. He got up, then did his morning routine while Ophiel scratched at the bathroom door. When he was done, he exited the bathroom and peered over the edge of the balcony, down into the center of the house. The smell of meat and bread wafted on the air while the faintest tint of gold stretched across the western sky. Ophiel tackled Erick’s leg, quickly climbing up to his perch on Erick’s shoulder. Erick patted the little guy and took the steps down into the main living area, beside the open kitchen and the massive picture windows. Teressa was cooking. 

“Good morning, Teressa,” Erick said. “Peaceful night?”

Teressa flipped a pancake with a spatula, as she said, “Perfectly boring.” She checked if the sausage was burning; it wasn’t. “Boring nights are great. Just the way I like it.”

Erick smiled. He asked, “Is Rats around?”

Teressa looked to the windows that were the western wall of Windy Manor, saying, “He’s out there working on something.”

Erick briefly looked to the window, then turned to Teressa, asking, “I have to ask: What was the fight we had when I was under the influence of that Dream Worm? Did Rats not want to come to Oceanside for some reason? Maybe to do with his [Greater Treat Wounds] Quest?” Erick added, “It’s gonna be hard to finish that thing here.”

Teressa smiled faintly, her lower fangs barely visible. “You weren’t yourself and when Jane made a joke about learning necromancy here, you focused in on Rats and his past. If you must know, you basically called him a necromancer. That started a whole big fight that does not matter because it wasn’t you saying those words.”

Erick listened, and he frowned. He asked, “Should I apologize?”

“No, you should not.” Teressa lifted the golden pancake from the pan and set it with a dozen others in a [Heat Ward]. “Best not to dwell on actions that were not under your control.” She poured more butter and batter into the pan, adding, “A lot of weird shit happens in Ar’Kendrithyst and we’ve all seen a lot of it; we know not to take offense at people under the influence of magic.”

Erick wondered how he felt about that, but whatever feelings swirled around in his chest, they were too complicated to vocalize. So he just said, “Okay.” He changed the subject, “Do you have any magic you want to work on while we’re here?”

“Not really.” She said, “But I heard about some of that Mana Sense training. If you’re going to do more of that, I’d like to come to those classes.”

Erick brightened. He said, “Absolutely! We can certainly do that.” He commiserated, “I’ve never been good at clearing my mind, so you might get a lot better than me at Mana Sense.”

Teressa flipped her pancake, saying, “From what I heard from Poi about your exchange with Professor Rue, a good Mana Sense should combine well with [Hunter’s Instincts].”

Erick hummed in thought. There might be a truth there, between [Hunter’s Instincts], Mana Sense, and an ability that seemed to be shared by both. Erick said, “She did mention something about feeling the flow of battle.”

Teressa said, “Yup.” She flipped the browned sausage into a [Heat Ward] to keep it warm, then put more sausage into the grease, saying, “I’ve never been great at clearing my mind either but it’s a common practice in hunting to ‘become one with the forest’.” She mushed the sausage into the grease, speaking with a somber tone, “I might be able to get some of it back.” She forced cheer into her voice, saying, “If any of those skills are related there might be something to pursuing Mana Sense through multiple vectors.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Maybe they are.”

Teressa went silent.

Erick asked, “Can I help you with anything? Anything else, that is? I want everyone to be comfortable here, since we might be sticking around for a while.”

Teressa looked out of the picture windows, saying, “Rats is out there. I think he needs more help than me.” She spoke softly, “Thanks. I’ll let you know if my answer changes.”

“Very good then.” Erick nodded, then went off to find Rats.

- - - -

Outside, the sun rose on the other side of the house, casting pale yellow glows across the tree tops. The blue, early morning twilight still hung heavy in the air, while the sound of churning waves, a hundred meters down the far cliffside, carried up across the grass lawn that separated the house from the edge. The garden to the right of the front lawn did little to muffle the sounds of the crashing waves, but it did serve to hide a redscale man, sitting crosslegged under a lemon tree, writing on a pad of paper.

As soon as Erick opened the door to the outside, though, Rats stood up from his spot.

He dismissed the paper, and said, “Morning, Boss. What’s up?”

“Teressa said you were working on something.” Erick said, “I was just wondering what it was, and if I could help.”

Rats briefly frowned toward the house, then said, “Just putting together what I know about parasites, trying to come up with a way to better defend against them.”

“I’m planning on taking Defensive Theory and Practice. That should cover some parasite defensive measures.” Erick said, “You’re invited, to that class, or any others.”

Rats smiled softly. “If it’s alright with you, I would like to try this stuff out on my own, for now.”

Erick pushed no further. He said, “Of course. Let me know if anything changes. And if you need me to do anything to make your stay more comfortable. I’m not sure how long we’ll be here.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

As Erick left Rats behind, Rats gazed out over the ocean, then went back to writing on his papers. 

- - - -

Krigea showed up half an hour before morning classes. Erick invited her past the [Crystallize Air], into the house, and offered her coftea. Across from one another in the main living room, with steaming cups of cofftea on the short table beside the large windows, they began to hash out Erick’s schedule. Kiri and Poi were cleaning up breakfast, while Teressa finished eating hers at the kitchen table, further in the house.

Krigea said, “You’re welcome to stay and learn as long as you wish, but further bargains of trade might be prudent when it comes to some of the non-basic classes.” She added, “Though the library in the back of this house is stocked with all the books of this semester, so you won’t have to worry about purchasing those.”

“I noticed the books. Thank you, Krigea, and Headmaster. I’ve already looked over the books for the classes I want.” Erick said, “I can do more bargains, too. So that’s fine.”

“Has your list of classes adjusted since last we spoke?” she asked. 

“Not really.” Erick listed, “Basic Spatial Magic, Basic Enchanting, Basic Defensive Theory, Basic Culture and Law, Basic World History, Warrior Training for Mages, Monster Ecology, and Esoteric Magic.” He added, “I’d also like to sit in on Ethics for the Warrior, and Dungeoneering, just to see what they’re all about.”

Krigea smiled. “Most of your chosen courses require more reading than attendance, though don’t tell the professors that. Therefore, there is no further need for you to pay to attend them.” She said, “But the Warrior classes, Esoteric Magic, and Dungeoneering, are hands-on courses, which might need further bargains or payment depending on the individual professors. Enchanting is also the most expensive course we offer; students are expected to provide their own materials.” She added, “Professor Rue Downs is one of the professors for Esoteric Magic. If you wish, I could make sure she is your professor. This would negate the need for another bargain of trade, as the Headmaster feels that you have already given Professor Rue more than enough.” 

“That sounds fine.”

She asked, “Is this the full list of courses you wish to attend, then?”

“Oh. Uh.” Erick turned to Kiri, by the kitchen. “Which ones did you want?”

Kiri, her hands on a cleaning cloth, went from forlorn to overflowing excitement, to contained mirth, all in the span of half a second. She calmly said, “Destruction Magic for the Potential Archmage.”

Erick repeated to Krigea, “Destruction Magic for the Potential Archmage.”

Krigea asked, “The Headmaster will gladly teach you Archmagic, but this course when taught at Oceanside is much more than just the destructive magics taught at Tower Academy.” She added, “In particular, you would vastly benefit from Basic Defensive Theory, before you began Archmagic.”

Erick paused. “Really? He’s teaching it—” He said, “Oh. Right. Kiri said it was a non-standard course.” 

Krigea looked off to the air, as a tendril of thought wiggled between her and elsewhere. She looked to Erick and said, “You’re only a week late for the new semester, and while that is easy enough to catch up on, the Headmaster would prefer to start Archmagic after midterms, in five weeks. If you are amenable to this idea, of course.”

“Two months? Okay.” Erick said, “That shouldn’t be a problem.” He said, “If financials become a problem I can just go hunt more wyrms.” He called over, “Right, Teressa?”

Teressa softly smiled, saying, “Aye, sir,” as she ate her pancake.

- - - -

Basic Spatial Magic had Erick sitting in a corner in the back of an auditorium of two hundred students. Kiri sat on one side, Krigea on the other, while Poi held near the back wall, standing with a few other bodyguards. Erick was obviously not the only big shot in the class room, but he was the only person over 40 in the audience; the other people with bodyguards must be young nobles, or something like that.

Of the class itself, Erick felt lost. Over the course of an hour, Erick discovered he had literally no idea what the fuck the professor up front was talking about. He also discovered that he needed to read at least three books before trying this class again. There was a lot of math involved; Erick was completely out of his comfort zone. So he just sat there, looking at the numbers the professor put on the board, vaguely knowing what they were, but not understanding how they all went together.

Kiri seemed to love the class, though. She zipped right along through the books, exactly in tune with the lesson plan going on up front. 

Erick left that auditorium feeling drained, but there was no time to feel tired. The next class was already starting.

Basic Culture and Law was all about wars and treaties and history that Erick had never heard of, but he did get the distinct impression that his first opinion about what ‘The Law’ meant, was correct. For most of the world over, law was a byproduct of the various dictators around the world. Veird was a world of cities and enough countryside to grow enough food, and not much else. 

Lunch came soon enough.

After lunch came Enchanting. All the professor talked about was taken word for word from the textbook, about using the rhymes in the textbook and pure metal and the appropriate amount of rads to pay for one instance of the spell, in this case: [Force Bolt]. If done correctly, meaning exactly how the book instructed, then the outcome would be a wand of [Force Bolt], with 1 charge. There was no space for ingenuity. There was no room for change. There was only the textbook.

A minor altercation occurred when one student raised his hand and the professor called on him. The student stood up, then looked back at Erick, then directly at the professor, and asked about other possible rhyming schemes. The professor shouted the boy down. The student rapidly sat back down, as the professor glared directly at Erick, and went right back to his lesson. 

Erick kept his face perfectly even and innocent. He stayed for the rest of the lesson, because getting up and leaving would be a rude disturbance. The professor continued to teach from the book, sometimes reading whole passages, word for word.

And then the day was over.

In front of the picture windows of Windy Manor, Erick sat on the couch on one side of the tea table, with Ophiel on his lap and a book on Spatial Magic in his hands. He read about math, and diagrams, and edge cases, and tests other people had done, all while channeling mana through 8 Ophiels, across the ocean to the farms of Spur. 

Papers laid spread out on the table in front of him, along with books of all kinds. Occasionally, Erick would switch from one book to another, trying to understand what he had just read. He did not understand a vast majority of what he was reading, but he understood some of it. When he got to the book on [Teleport]’s history, he understood that one a lot better, though it was still dense, with too many names and too many locations and not enough maps. 

Kiri sat on the other side of the table, on the other couch, also reading.

- - - -

Erick stood on the front lawn of Windy Manor, and practiced [Teleport]. He had never really practiced the spell, because it always worked how he wanted it to work, until recently; until he wanted the spell to work how it wasn’t supposed to work. The problem, according to the books, was partially based on [Teleport]'s history.

[Teleport] was originally not part of the Script. Even a century after the Sundering, the scattered peoples of the world were dying due to a hundred different reasons, from the Rage of the Orcols causing a world wide war, to the new monsters unlike all that had come before, to the death of all the Halfs, including the Old Dragonkin and the death of the original dragon settlement in the northern forests of Glaquin. No one was safe, anywhere. All of the Alvani had just been killed by the Old Demons. It was a tumultuous time. And what was worse, was that cities under siege called for help from the rest of the world, only for that help to arrive too late. Civilization itself was dying. 

Ultimately, the monsters of Veird were too strong. 

[Teleport] was the solution to this problem. It allowed help to move around the world. It linked people and cultures. It strengthened the backbone of Civilization, and allowed people to fight against those who could not use such magic, like the spreading wyrms, and the Raging Orcols, and the monsters.

After decades of horror, [Teleport] proved its power. Problems were contained, or solved, or learned to live with. But then came the aftermath, where [Teleport] was used, and then abused, almost causing yet another apocalypse. And then Rozeta changed the spell.

For the rest of history up until today, [Teleport] has remained the same: a difficult spell, purposefully made that way, that only shifts for those who truly know what they’re doing, or for Champions. Erick had no real idea what he was doing, and he wasn’t about to become a Champion; not today, anyway. His only hope of progressing on this spell would be to use some knowledge from Earth. Maybe.

Erick conjured a thin wall of stone, maybe an eighth of an inch thick. He put his hand on the wall, and imagined a tunnel from his side of the structure, to the other; a hole, a [Gate]. [Teleport] merely put him on the other side of the stone. He turned around to look at the wall. He frowned. He tried again, and again. And again. Nothing changed; he just [Teleport]ed from one side of the wall to the other.

As the sun began to set, Erick summoned two [Teleporting Platforms], then set them vertical and apart, like two doors separated by five meters of air. Both of the platforms were completely identical, right down to the ‘teleport’ symbol carved in white Force into the stone. Erick pressed his hand against one, and cast [Teleport], imagining a tunnel connecting him from one platform to the other. Erick popped out of the air next to the other platform, with no blue box, and no [Gate] summoned between the stones. 

Erick channeled mana through [Teleport], revealing a second white hand that trailed his original as he moved his arm through the air, like he was seeing double. 

He hummed. He activated [Detect Intent Aura]. Twilight became a snowstorm as Erick channeled mana through [Teleport]. He saw his own hand, and the secondary hand, exactly as he had seen them without [Detect Intent Aura], but with the aura, the brightness of the secondary hand was more than enough to overcome the snow in his vision. Erick slammed his infused hand against one platform, imagining the second hand going all the way to the other platform, still hovering five meters away. 

Imagining the second hand moving did nothing. 

Erick expected that. But he had another trick up his sleeve. Erick had played around a lot with [Teleport]. He had gotten more than enough skill with the spell to ‘halfway-activate’ the spell; to choose the destination without actually appearing there. Upon choosing the destination —the second [Teleporting Platform]— the second white hand vanished. Erick frowned. He lifted his hand from the platform and chose a different destination, one right next to him. The hand appeared in the air beside Erick. Okay. That made perfect sense. Obviously he couldn’t see the secondary hand when it was out of sight. Duh.

With a little bit more testing, Erick discovered that he could ‘control’ the white hand by adjusting his own [Teleport] destination. Occasionally, he overshot his ‘half-cast’ of [Teleport] and actually [Teleport]ed, but mostly, Erick learned a bit more control. Soon, he was wiggling white fingers, while his flesh and bone fingers stayed still. And then he realized what he was doing.

Erick moved the ‘target’, exactly as if he was choosing a destination for his [Teleport].

“Oh my gods,” Erick said, disappointed in himself. “The duplicate hand is the destination. Right. This is what I am proving to myself, isn’t it.”

Erick cut his [Detect Intent Aura]. The snow over his sight vanished, and so did the control he had over the white hand, or rather, the controlled white hand vanished, only to be replaced with the normal, uncontrollable second hand he usually had when he channeled mana through [Teleport]. 

Erick turned [Detect Intent Aura] back on. His ability to control the white hand came back. Or, no; that was wrong.

He flipped his detecting aura on and off, and quickly came to a conclusion: while he was channeling mana through [Teleport], the white hand was the destination, but he could only see that destination when his detecting aura was active. Otherwise, he just saw the normal, secondary white hand that was normally present when he channeled mana through [Teleport], that he had no control over. 

What was [Teleport], exactly? Did Erick simply switch places with the ghost whenever he used it?

That had to be it, right?

So how the hell did [Gate] work? It sounded like a tunnel, but… maybe it wasn’t?

Erick dismissed one of the [Teleporting Platform]s, and turned the second one horizontal. He sat down on the edge of the second one and stared out into the twilight sky. He had missed the sunset, the sky was already dark. Ophiel fluttered to the platform, and nuzzled against his side. Erick patted the tiny guy, and thought.

Soon enough, Kiri came outside, saying, “Dinner is ready.”

Erick hopped off the floating platform, and went inside, still thinking. After dinner, he wrote down his thoughts, and went back to studying. After studying, and seeing nothing in the text that lined up with his own experience, that was enough for one day. He went to sleep, feeling slightly unfulfilled. 

- - - -

A knock struck the door to Erick’s room, and then again. 

Knock! Knock! 

Erick managed to open his eyes just in time to see Poi open the door, and Ophiel leap into the air. Ophiel trilled in flutes at the unexpected disturbance, his feathers flaring out. Erick silently agreed, as he sat up in bed. 

“Sir.” Poi eyed Ophiel as he said, “A Blood Cloud has been spotted in the Crystal Forest, about 150 kilometers north of Spur.” He added, “You’re not expected to kill the monster, but it is being offered to you as the second line of defense.”

For five seconds, Erick processed Poi’s words. The first thing that came to him was that he should have been much more worried about being woken up; they could have been under attack. Erick’s heart pumped hard, as visions filled Erick’s mind, of dark spiders in the shadowy corners of the room, and blood on the floor. 

After breathing out the tension, Erick said, “Okay.” He added, “I remember that one. It was in Mog’s notes.” He extracted himself from his covers, and said, “Okay. I’ll kill it. Where is it right now? Has anything already been done? Wait.” Erick paused. A cold pit opened up in his stomach. “You said ‘second’ line of defense. What happened?”

Poi said, “The Blood Cloud will reach the city in five hours. The city has already tried to turn it away, but with all the new people in town, organizing a kill squad is a lot more dangerous than Mog expected. Several rookies went out and got themselves killed, thinking their long range spells were long range enough. Now people are arguing.” He added, “Mog is hoping that you can just ‘deal with the thing’, sir.”

Erick sat on the edge of his bed, and thought. He said, “Maybe I should reposition for this. It’s faster and cheaper than summoning seven Ophiels, which I’m going to have to do anyway.” He blinked hard and forced himself to wake up. [Teleport]ing over the ocean at this hour? Crazy! Erick stood, saying, “Nope. No repositioning.” He sat back down and summoned five Ophiel, almost bottoming out his mana. As soon as they came into being, Erick strung the six Ophiel he had into pairs, and sent them [Teleport]ing across the ocean. He looked up at Poi, and now at Teressa and Rats who stood behind Poi. “Hello, you two.”

Rats said, “We’re here if you need us.”

Teressa nodded, her grey armor glinting in the light. “We have mana potions, too.”

Erick said, “Thank you. I’ll let you know if I need them.”

Erick Meditated, his mana returning quick enough. Ophiel was already somewhat positioned across the ocean, so Erick helped him get into the proper positions. Soon, Ophiel formed a chain that stretched all the way to sands north of Spur. Erick let his mana come back to him as he hopped the easy [Scry] connection between his [Familiar]s, making sure everything was okay. 

Erick came back to himself, and asked, “Poi? Where’s the monster? Precisely?”

Rats stood in the doorway while Poi sat in a chair opposite Erick’s bed, inside his room, with lines of intent radiating from his slightly bowed head.

Poi came back to himself, lifting his eyes to look at Erick. He sent, ‘Here’.

An image of the battlefield came to Erick. 

- - - -

Three moons hung near-full in the cold sky; pink, silver, and white. They bathed the Crystal Forest in light enough to walk the sands without worrying about monsters in the dark, for there was not much darkness down there; not tonight. But up ahead, this fact did not hold true.

A single cloud loomed in the distance, but it was not like the silver, wind washed, barely-there clouds that sometimes naturally appeared over desert. It was dense and tall and red. 

The Blood Cloud hovered hundreds of meters above the land, but dragged lines, like cables, across the sand. The cables touched upon Crystal Agave, and did nothing. The cables touched upon mimics, and wrapped tight around the suddenly struggling monster. The mimics flailed, but one after another, here and there across the land, the cables pulled the mimics upward, into the seething mass of red light and air, high, high above. 

The Blood Cloud was hungry, and it had already taken Ophiel an hour to get into this position, and for Erick to regain enough mana for a fight. The monster was only four hours away from Spur, now. 

Ophiel trilled out violins into the brilliant night sky, as chill air threaded over his many wings and hundred eyes. A blip of white flashed in the air beside Ophiel, revealing another Ophiel. They looked at each other, briefly, before focusing their many eyes toward the monster up ahead.

The second Ophiel flew forward, racing against the wind, directly at the indistinct, red cloud. 

He slammed into raised tendrils that only appeared after they had been touched. As they wrapped around Ophiel, squeezing, they burst from the inside out with small spikes all along their lengths, trying to inject poison into Ophiel’s body.

A flicker of [Endless Plasma Wrap] trailed out from Ophiel’s tangled body, seconds before the tendrils dragged him into the red mist above.

A brilliant white flame spread among the clouds but it did not get far, for that illumination revealed the creature for what it truly was: a collection of gas bags that were invisible most of the time. One death spell sent one monster falling to the ground, trailing white flame as it crashed to the sand far below.

[Endless Plasma Wrap] was not the solution, here, but it needed to be tested, anyway.

Blood Clouds were horde monsters, like small blimps all crowded together, each with several tendrils each a kilometer long, and each naturally invisible and hidden in a red mist, until they latched onto something. They captured meat on the ground and incapacitated it with the help of their kin, only to drag them up, up into the sky, to a hundred eager maws. They captured meat in the air, too, with invisible tendrils floating out ahead of the horde. If something got within a kilometer of the horde, it was food.

So the solution was simple, really.

Ophiel hovered in the path of the horde. A white sphere of light surrounded him, as thick air spilled out into the night sky. The core of the [Domain of the Withering Slime] held in the air while most of the actual spell fell to the ground, but at an extra push, the ground-bound spell lifted up, into the Blood Cloud, over the gas bag monsters. 

A dense, echoing keening filled the night. The red cloud transformed into a bumbling, shaking, floating landscape of red meaty spheres each four or five or seven meters across. Tendrils thrashed wildly, as monster after monster deflated. They were old birthday balloons left out in the living room for too long, and now they were coming down, one right after the other. They crashed to the sand, bodies piling up, tendrils going slack. Thick air swirled as [Cleanse] after [Cleanse] burst around the downed monsters.

Five minutes was all it took for Ophiel to deflate the Blood Cloud out of the sky. Soon, the sands of the Crystal Forest were layered with tendrils and dried out monster. 

Ophiel flew around, looking for stragglers, layering the land and sky with his aura.

Here and there, more blood bags dropped from the air. They were at the edge of the effect and trying to escape under their natural invisibility. Or at least they were, until [Domain of the Withering Slime] caught them, and killed them.

Ophiel flew around for a little while longer, but could find no more monsters. 

Not wanting to leave all this organic material around for the mimics to feast, Ophiel dropped down to the ground, and began layering [Cleansing Flame] among the piles of corpses. 

Soon, a four kilometer bonfire of clean burning monster lit the northern skies of Spur with a bright white glow. In minutes, all the evidence that there was ever a Blood Cloud at all were the small rads scattered across the land like diamonds on a beach, glittering in the moonlight. 

- - - -

Erick came back to himself. 

Poi stood from his chair, silently nodded at Erick, and walked toward the door to Erick’s room.

Erick stopped Poi before he could leave, saying, “Those kids didn’t have to die. What stopped Mog from calling sooner?” Erick felt a hole in his chest, as he asked, “Should I have stayed in Spur and searched for each and every one of these monsters before I left?”

Rats frowned, saying, “It’s our job to provide a home, not solve every damn problem out there.”

Before Erick could object—

Poi said, “Blood Clouds don’t happen unless the entire cloud is at least level 50. If those kids had managed to kill several, then they would have gained enough levels to gain a Class. They would have instantly become true adventurers.” He said, “It is not okay that those kids died, but they chose to attack the Blood Cloud, ahead of all planning and coordination. As Rats said, sir: The function of Spur’s Army is not to defend people from themselves, but to defend the homeland. While it is sad, those kids’ deaths are on them.”

Erick said, “Very well. Can you tell Mog I’m glad I could help? In the future, we now know that it will take about an hour for any response to happen, so plans should be made accordingly. I can’t change that. Not yet, anyway.”

Poi nodded as he stepped out of Erick’s room, saying, “Of course, sir. I will let her know. Good night.”

Rats saluted at the doorway, and closed the door.

Erick stared at the closed door for a minute.

He dismissed all of the Ophiel except the one in his room. That last one remained on the extra pillow on Erick’s bed. Ophiel trilled in tiny violin sounds, his eyes blinking open as Erick continued to remain upright. But when Erick laid down, back to his sleeping position, most all of Ophiel’s eyes shut.

Erick stared at the ceiling for a while before he managed to fall back asleep. 

- - - -

Morning came, and so did breakfast, and classes.

- - - -

Erick sat near the top of the small, amphitheater-style classroom, with about twenty students in attendance. He had not sat down for long, before Professor Apell Calloway, a green wrought with the shape of a human woman, seemed to waltz in through the door near the professor’s stage. There were small murmurs and conversations happening all around the room, but at her entrance, the talking ceased. Some of the students smiled to see the professor. Professor Calloway returned those smiles with one of her own as she took the stage and turned to her students. 

“Good morning, everyone!” Professor Calloway said, “Welcome back to Dungeoneering! Today we have a guest auditor near the back of the room, but I’m sure you’ve already all noticed, Archmage Erick Flatt. Planar Particle Mage.”

Erick plastered on a smile as the curious faces of the students all turned to him. They had finally been given permission by a higher authority to look upon the famous person sitting in the back of the room, and they were going to milk it for all it was worth. For his own part, Erick played along. He even waved a little.

Professor Calloway directly asked Erick, “Since this is a hands-on sort of course, I would like to delay my bargain of trade for another week. It won’t be a big deal, but I would like to share the results of my bargain with the class, if that’s alright with you?”

Erick spoke up, “Uh! Probably okay? Sure.”

“Good enough for me.” Professor Calloway said, “Now that the obvious distraction has been addressed, back to the lesson plan, students! Eyes front, eyes front!”

Erick had no idea what he had just agreed to, but what was the worst that could happen?

… Okay. A lot of bad things could be possible, but come on! She’s a professor who seems to be loved by her students, and she even wants to share her bargain with the class. It’s probably nothing that bad.

… Erick would not let paranoia get the best of him.

The students, and Erick, watched as Calloway began [Stoneshape]ing a jumble of rocks at the back of the stage into a complicated pillar. At the top of the pillar was an entrance that led to a series of floors and staircases, all done in miniature, that finally bottomed out in a vast cavern populated by tiny balls of rock that Erick guessed were supposed to represent slimes.

Calloway spoke as she carved her pillar of stone, saying, “We’re going to take a slight detour back toward the last few classes, before catching up on the assignments I gave each of you.” She pointed to the top of her sculpture, where a vent seemed to lead from the top directly to the bottom, saying, “This here is the inlet for the advanced dungeon I have modeled for you. The inlet is important, as it will govern the entire growth of your dungeon. It needs to be open toward the prevailing direction of the oncoming mana, and be a one-way plummet from the surface, to the end of your entire growth zone.

She pointed to the cavern at the bottom of the sculpture, saying, “The growth zone is way down here, and is the starting point for where the mana will begin to condense into slimes based upon the nature of your growth field. Now the best way to get these little critters to grow is to have some sort of non-magical plants and such that can live down in these depths, or some other constant influx of biological material.” She smiled as she said, “For all you fleshy types, the sewers of your cities are perfect for this, and if you take the time to actually visit them, you can learn a lot about how to create a proper dungeon.”

Calloway spoke of twists in the tunnels meant to keep slimes in the dungeon until harvest time, and elaborated on the importance of proper staircase design. You want people to be able to walk in, but for the slimes to stay put. As Calloway called herself a Dungeon Keeper and spoke of valuable types of slime to harvest, from metal slimes to gem slimes, and of how to get them started, Erick smiled, and wondered why Al never called himself a Dungeon Keeper. 

Soon, the remedial lesson must have been over, because Calloway called the first student up to the front of the classroom, where that student then [Stoneshape]ed the pillar Calloway had carved, into something else. Mostly, the dungeon the student carved was smaller; cruder. 

After the student gave a verbal defense of their work, Calloway called on other students to critique the dungeon. Flaws in design were pointed out, from the architecture of the walls that one student thought would collapse as soon as slimes were introduced, to another saying that the mana intake was too small to support the underground structure.

The lesson went on like that, through every student, but after it was all done, the twenty students voted on the dungeons they liked the best, while Calloway held herself in reserve until after the tally. When the votes all came in, Calloway announced the winner, the runner up, and then she announced that third place went to a ‘textbook’ dungeon that wasn’t even in the running.

In the next class, they would meet at the dig site, and create the first of the three dungeons.

And then class was over. 
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                Erick sat with a circle of seven students, while Professor Rue Downs sat directly across from him, on the other side of the circle. Her white hair framed her white, smiling face, while her ruby eyes looked out across the group. She was obviously happy, and she was not afraid about sharing that happiness with the world.

Joy filled her voice as she said, “Welcome back, everyone. To start us off today, I’d like to ask Archmage Erick, if he has any Esoteric questions for us.”

Right to it, then? That was fine with Erick. Erick smiled, as the group of seven students, and Rue, looked at him. Some with strange fascination in their eyes, others with emotions too muddled to understand at a glance. 

Erick asked, “How does [Teleport] work, exactly?”

Rue smiled softly, as she turned to a human male student in the group, asking, “Tuppert?”

Tuppert shifted from a muddled expression, to pure fascination, to utter terror. He suddenly shook his head, and went completely quiet.

Rue said, “That’s fine. I’ll answer. [Teleport] works by moving a person or object from one place to another, without that person or object occupying the space in between.” She added, “Intent does occupy that space between start and destination, though.”

Erick frowned a little. He wanted more than that.

Rue said, “I see you want more than that.” 

“Well.” Erick admitted, “Yes.”

Rue smiled, saying, “You must keep in mind, Archmage, that the Script has taken a great deal of what the Old Wizards had to do manually, every time they wanted to enforce their will upon the manasphere, and put those techniques into reproducible, always-available blue boxes. The lessons you might get here at Oceanside in spatial magic are how one joins that known path. It’s a good path created by all those who came before, who each contributed a bit of themselves to this grand tradition in order to engrave that tradition upon the Script. If you learn Arcanaeum magic, it will work for you. But it is a path that never shifts. This is both a good thing, and a bad thing, as I’m sure you can understand without me needing to explain.

“But our personal truths also give shape and form to mana. Sometimes this emotive force produces a deeper magic more powerful than what the Script says is possible. Most of the time, though, this ends in failure.

Rue’s words resonated with something deep inside Erick. 

“… Is that true?” Erick asked, unsure if he wanted her words to be real, or not.

Rue shrugged. “It is, and it isn’t. Truthfully, there are many schools of thought to tap into, to reach the pinnacles of power. Some would say my words are sacrilege. Others would find wisdom. The proof is in the cake: both schools of thought have their own champions, and more come out every year, though the Arcanaeum side does have a lot more successes than the emotive side. Archmage Ryul is an Oceanside graduate whose genius at Arcanaeum magic propelled him to his first useful tier 9 spell at age 22, and his second one a month later. And then we have you, who came to Veird with an entirely new kind of magic, never before seen.” She smiled. “Ryul has an entire magical civilization backing him up. You have nothing but a sympathetic, empathic connection to the natural world, and a whole lot of belief, as far as I can tell. But you’ve tapped into something quite real, or at least real to you. 

“So the question then becomes ‘how did this happen’? And the answer is that no one knows. Personally, I think you have tapped into the emotive side of mana, and with a bit of knowledge about how this Reality works, you have given the Script the ability to work new magic for the first time in 1300 years.

“But no one really knows how magic works, except maybe Rozeta but she’s not talking. But we do know how magic works well enough. We know the mana responds to imagination, and with Reality and the Script, the mana creates something tangible.” She said, “That said: there are traditions around the world that each use the Script in their own way, and these other ways of thinking might help you with [Teleport] in ways that the math and the study of Arcanaeum Magic cannot. A lot of those traditions are religious traditions, but we don’t cover those in this class except to mention that they exist. We mostly cover the secular, quiet magics, that aren’t magics at all. From pouring out a shot of alcohol for the fallen, hoping that their bodies don’t rise as undead, to carving eyes around your house in a prayer that whatever danger threatens will be revealed before it draws too close.” She added, “This is Esoteric Magic. This is not an easy path to power. But it is a sideways path. One full of emotion, and imagery, and stuff not directly covered by the Script. Usually our endeavors end in failure, but sometimes they do not. Mostly, we just try to understand the world around us in a way not codified by any Arcanaeum.” 

“I also teach alchemy. So that crops up rather often.” Professor Rue said, “Topics we usually discuss range from alchemy, to thaumaturgy, to superstition, and Luck.” She smiled toward Erick, saying, “This is also most of the same speech I gave last week, for our first class. Do you think you would like to stay?”

Erick wholeheartedly said, “Yes. I’m staying.”

Rue clapped her hands together, smiling as she said, “Great!”

- - - -

Basic Defensive Theory had Erick in the back of a room of two hundred, again, but this time an orcol woman was the professor. Professor Egallia Stomp was a 65 year old woman with fire in her voice and her step, who went back and forth from the blackboards to the students, demanding answers from the audience while her braided red hair flipped around with her movement, and a telekinetically controlled piece of chalk ripped across the blackboard at her discretion. 

Today’s lesson was a continuation of the previous lesson: how to place anti-spell runes around a house. To serve this lesson, she had drawn blueprints on the blackboards, as well as the diagrams for the anti-spell runes she needed placing around the house. Today’s main rune was an anti-[Teleport] rune. But there were also counter-runes for Mana Altering to Fire, and [Stoneshape], set to the side of the blackboards.

At first, her questions and lecture made zero sense at all, because all she talked about was math and design, but as time went on, and students failed or flourished under Stomp’s questions, Erick began to see a pattern in the geometric layout of runes Stomp laid upon those house designs. The layout of a properly made defensive rune array might have had something to do with how mana moved through the air. There was something eerily similar to the Stomp’s diagrams today, and the mana flow methods taught in Calloway’s Dungeoneering class. There was a lot more math involved in Stomp’s designs, but it looked—

“Archmage Erick!” Professor Stomp called to him in the back of the room, as she telekinetically drafted a blank blueprint on the blackboard. “How would you defend this location!”

Erick felt his heart flutter at being called upon, but he quickly steeled himself, and looked over the new diagram. [Ultrasight] was getting a lot of work today, and every other, with Erick sitting at the back of the classroom like he usually did; he was glad for the skill. He briefly thought about Favoring it, but let that go for another day.

… Looking over the diagram did nothing for Erick. As a hundred faces out of two hundred looked at him, he said, “I don’t know. That’s why I’m here.”

“The only truly correct answer! But still wrong.” Stomp said, “Give me a guess.”

“Short term: Fill it with [Force Walls] to prevent [Teleport]s. Long term, [Prismatic Ward]. Can’t [Teleport] or alter a location filled with a [Prismatic Ward]—” He added, “Unless you have [Ward Destruction]. So then I’d probably hire someone like you to put runes everywhere you feel necessary, and consult you on how to defend against the more esoteric threats. And then of course I’d hire your competitor or similar to make sure you didn’t screw me over somehow.”

A cunning smile spread across Stomp’s face, as she said, “I have very competitive rates, Archmage Flatt, and a perfect track record, no matter the client. Consult me at your leisure, outside of class time.” She turned to a student in the front row. “Same question. But with only anti-[Teleport] and anti-[Stoneshape] runes. Go!”

The student flubbed an answer that seemed much better than Erick’s.

- - - -

Erick woke up at a normal enough time. The sun shone across the tops of the trees, but had yet to touch the house with light. When he opened his door, the scent of baking bread filled his nose. Someone was making something very delicious. He stepped to the balcony overlooking the interior of the house, and looked down. 

Kiri was already awake, as well as Poi. Right now they were decidedly not looking at each other. 

Something was going on. Erick had woken up to some sort of problem.

Erick decided to ignore it, for right now. He went about his normal daily routine, taking his time. Eventually he walked down the stairs to the living room. Kiri was hard at reading her books by then, while Rats, Teressa, and Poi, were all in the kitchen, as Rats pulled a dish out of the oven. It was some sort of casserole, with bacon and bread and eggs and potatoes. 

Erick said, “Looks good, Rats.”

Rats said, “Heck yeah it is.” He put the huge dish on the table, saying, “Good morning.”

Poi nodded to Erick, as Teressa got out the plates and stuck a spoon into the casserole.

Erick looked over to Kiri, who continued to fastidiously read her textbook.

Erick frowned, sighed, then asked, “Okay. What’s going on here?”

Poi said, “There’s been an argument. Hocnihai wanted to come and speak to you.”

Teressa began to pile casserole onto her plate, and dug in, not bothering to participate in the conversation. Rats similarly went silent, as he too, spooned a scoop of breakfast onto his plate. Erick’s stomach rumbled as he looked to the casserole; he liked it when Rats cooked these days. Rats always made some sort of one-pot meal, and though it was never fancy, it was always good. Rats was much, much better about not making random messes, too. 

But Erick had to get to the bottom of this Hocnihai problem.

Kiri continued to ignore the happenings of the kitchen, as she read her book.

Erick asked, “What’s the problem?”

Kiri eloquently spoke, “I wish to understand a man who could at one point in time, champion for the rights of dragonkin in the Republic, then find himself suborned or otherwise by the Wasteland, and turn to the Wasteland, fully. All the way killing whoever was on the other side of the line.”

“And I say she should not even consider the idea of speaking to Hocnihai in this way.” Poi said, “It’s not her place. And besides! He shouldn’t ever be here, anyway.”

“I understand that, Poi.” Kiri said, “I really do. I am fine with unanswered questions—”

A ripple expanded across the front windows; someone had tapped the [Crystalline Air] around the house, near the front door. Everyone turned to look, but it was only Powell, one of the groundskeepers, standing outside the door, holding a small package in her arms.

Poi frowned, then looked to Kiri, his eyes saying that this conversation was not over. Kiri looked right back at him, wordlessly saying the same thing. Poi walked to the door. Erick followed. 

Poi opened the door, asking, “Good morning, Powell.”

“Sirs.” Powell held forward the package. It looked almost like a book, wrapped up in brown paper and tied with twine. “Archmage Hocnihai regrets to say that he is unable to uphold his bargain of trade. Matters have called him home. But he has left this. They are three separate books. The first two are an archmage’s study into [Prismatic Ward] and [Reflection]. The last is a guide on how to spot, defuse, and escape governmental or otherwise control. The last book is illegal in most of the world, just so you know.”

Poi looked down at the package in Powell’s hands. After a moment, he took it. “Thank you.”

Powell bowed, then left, walking away; her job was done.

Poi shut the door and held the delivery in his taloned hands. Lines of intent radiated from his head, inundating the plain brown package. 

Erick turned on his [Detect Intent Aura], and Poi’s investigation of the delivery went from a disturbance in the manasphere, to a bright blue cascade of magic. And then it was over. Poi’s blue magic pulled back. Erick saw nothing untoward about the package, either; it looked like a plain brown-paper wrapped object, with a bit of twine to hold it all together. Erick turned off his own aura.

Poi handed the package to Erick.

Erick said, “This solves the issue of actually talking to Hocnihai.”

Kiri stood beside Erick, looking over his shoulder. “What is it?”

Erick Handy Aura’d the package apart, easily slipping three books out of the brown paper. Two of them looked like handmade leather bound journals. One had [PW] on the front in silver foil, while the other had a big [R]. The last of the three books looked like a mass produced guide. It was bound hard green leather and maybe only the size of a hand, while being as thick as a thumb. It read ‘Foreigner Mage’, and reminded Erick of a traveling bible. 

A small letter slipped out of the first book, through Erick’s Handy Aura. Erick grabbed the letter with his own hands, while Poi winced to the side, almost saying something. The letter was just folded paper; no envelope, no seal.

Erick opened the paper and read.

 




	
Dear Archmage Erick Flatt of Earth, and now of Spur.

It pains me to have to forgo our planned bargain of trade. Death comes for all things, and my time is short. I am choosing to spend it with my family. Hopefully you will not begrudge this old man his final days. Hopefully, my family will benefit from the knowledge you have given me, for I have passed it all along to them. 

If you wish to take the remainder of your bargain from them, they are prepared to trade. The knowledge you have given the world is much more than any one person on Veird could ever afford. My family would welcome you to the Kingdoms should you wish for further recompense, or just to visit. 

Spur has always been a valued member of the Pacifist community. It is truly good to see that someone like yourself has appeared in that ancient city. The Mayor and I used to be good friends.

I hope that these journals of mine, and ‘Foreigner Mage’, will help you survive and thrive on Veird. 

I was able to achieve a good version of [Prismatic Ward] back when I was your age, though I did have 30 years of magical learning under my belt by that time. Some would call my achievement with [Prismatic Ward] a great thing, but for me, it was but one moment in a very long, very confusing part of my life. 

By comparison, you have achieved much more than I in a much shorter time. [Reflection] should prove no problem. [Prismatic Ward] is just a matter of perseverance. 

 

Good Luck,

Archmage Fredar Hocnihai the Freed, of Veird. 








 

Erick held the letter in his hands, and somehow felt a profound emptiness. He asked, “Hocnihai calls himself ‘the Freed’. What does that mean?”

Poi said, “It means he’s absolved himself of the Quiet War.”

Kiri needled, “Exactly. Which means he was okay to talk to.”

Poi ignored Kiri as he looked down to the green book. “The Foreigner Mage is a banned book in both the Republic and the Wasteland. Holding one in those lands is a cause for censure at the very least. Imprisonment and death at the worst. Though it may not look it, Hocnihai gave you a bomb, sir.”

Erick picked up the little green book. “Really?” He opened the book, and read the first few lines.

 




	
Take heed, power seeker, truth speaker, monster slayer!

The vast majority of Civilization is a brutal place, and while the walled cities of Veird are a bulwark against the darkness, a different sort of darkness lives inside those walls, and fear turns many good souls toward hate. May this guide help you navigate the traps set forth for people like you.

Foreigner Mage is a practical guide to identifying and avoiding the widely known tactics by which the many governments of Veird imprison, coerce, subjugate, and brutalize, their high-level populations, with a focus on surviving, fleeing, or negating, the chains that others may attempt to wrap around your body, and your mind. 

 

Take care, out there!








 

Erick flipped through the first few chapters and saw the possibilities of what a life started in the Republic would have meant.

He already knew that if he and Jane had appeared in the Wasteland Kingdoms, instead of Spur, he and she would both be dead. But with a brief read, if what this book said was true, if Erick had displayed the ability to create new spells in the Republic, they would have either killed him as a heretic, or labeled him a ‘Dangerous Mage’, and wrapped him in tattoos that drained his mana to 0 and put him in an immediate state of Mana Exhaustion. 

Erick sighed and closed the book. 

Poi was still standing beside him, but Kiri had moved on to breakfast. Teressa was going for seconds, while Rats was already elsewhere. 

Erick asked, “Is this book true?”

Poi said, “Probably. I haven’t read it, but I’ve heard of it.”

“Tattoos to drain mana?” Erick asked.

“Common practice for most societies.” Poi said, “It’s a temporary measure in most cases, mainly until a decision has been reached. The experience is horrific for anyone who is not a Scion of Focus. For a Scion of Focus, it just means 0 mana. Spur and a few other cities in the Crystal Forest do not do much of what is in that book; we just banish those who choose to be dangerous.” 

Kiri spoke up from her seat at the table. “Hocnihai is not mottled, and his scales weren’t turning white with age, Erick. They were white from being regrown so many times, after being ripped away to inscribe tattoos upon his skin.” She said, “It’s amazing what you can find out from a few Knowledge Mages.”

Poi sighed, long and suffering. “Knowledge Mages sell their information to all sides, Kiri. This is why they’re illegal in Spur—”

Kiri said, “I know how to talk to a Knowledge—”

Poi spoke slightly louder, “Hocnihai is a dangerous man, Kiri. It’s not as simple as—”

“Hocnihai sent a man here at midnight. He wanted to come in the middle of the night to talk to you, Erick.” Kiri said, “But Poi denied him, to wait until you awoke. So instead of getting to talk to you, Hocnihai’s man returned to the archmage with a ‘no’, and the archmage went rushing off back home.” She said, “He wanted to talk to you, Erick, before he dies, and all he knows is lost forever.”

Poi said, “He came calling at midnight!”

“So what, Poi!” Kiri said, “The man is literally dying! He might already be on the pyre!”

Erick cut further argument short, saying, “Of course I couldn’t talk at midnight. But if he really was dying… A choice was made, and it’s fine.” He held Hocnihai’s books, and felt a deep sadness. “I think I would have liked to have talked to him, though.”

Kiri, wisely, remained quiet. She even managed to keep the smug look off her face.

Poi stood tall, and said, “Of course, sir. I apologize.”

“No need to be sorry, Poi. It happened, and you made a decision. Continuing to do what you do is how we’ve all survived thus far. And that is no small feat.” Erick said, “Don’t worry about it.” Erick walked over to the kitchen, saying, “Now about that breakfast. It certainly looks good.”

Erick dug in. 

When Krigea showed up, Erick bade good night to Rats and Teressa, as he, Poi, and Kiri, went back to Oceanside for the day. 

He left Hocnihai’s books at Windy Manor.

- - - -

Professor Tinawa Ulogai, the man in charge of both Warrior Training for Mages and Ethics for the Warrior, shouted at yet another student on the sandy arena floor. Underneath his full body, pale yellow [Conjure Armor], his words were mostly unintelligible, being as forty pairs of students loudly fought across the hundred meter space, bashing each other with staves, or swords, or whatever people felt comfortable conjuring. Some even used [Envelop Item] to protect their real swords with a layer of Force.

For the last hour, Erick had switched around from partner to partner, striking with a staff of his own, sparring with strangers, and mostly flinching. These people had no idea who he was thanks to [Conjure Armor] and a full helmet, so they treated him accordingly. Erick ended up on his back more than once, but with an 8500 point [Personal Ward], and a much stronger layer of defensive [Ward]s stretched across the arena, the chances of anyone actually suffering injury were rather small.

Erick was just another one of the students, wrapped in plain white [Conjure Armor] out to get his ass handed to him by people he had never met before. Some of the people here were clearly on the other side of that equation; they were the ones dishing out the pain. Among those dishing out the pain, was Kiri. Covered in green cloth armor and moving like a whirlwind, Kiri crashed through defenses, flipping people up and kicking them away.

And all the while, Professor Ulogai yelled at people who fought wrong. Compared to Draz’s remedial recertification classes, this was about five levels above that. And Kiri was right; a [Conjure Weapon] staff was much better than a [Conjure Item] staff. 

After a morning of getting punched, kicked, tumbled, and launched, Professor Ulogai called an end to the day’s sparring. 

Erick grabbed lunch with Kiri and Poi at a ‘sushi’ joint; Krigea had already moved on for the day.

“That was intense.” Erick said, picking up one of the rice balls with red fish on top. He gobbled it down. It was pretty good, but there was no soy sauce or wasabi on the table, or anywhere, as far as Erick could tell. “And this fish is good, but you guys don’t do what we do with it.”

Kiri’s eyes were bright ever since she left the arena. She picked up a piece of fish wrapped in rice and dark green seaweed, saying, “Professor Ulogai is amazing. I’ve never had such a competent instructor. He saw exactly what I was doing wrong with my feet, and it’ll take some time to get used to, but I think it’ll help a lot in the long run.” She ate her sushi.

Poi dunked strips of pink fish into a clear vinegar, before sprinkling green dust onto the slices. “This particular class is going to get much rougher. This is only the first week. In the coming weeks, you’re going to be dueling with spells. I’m not sure if you should continue this, sir.” He used two forks to put rice onto the line of fish, and then rolled it up, saying, “But maybe you should. You did… not do well out there, sir.”

Kiri laughed. “You were pretty rough out there.”

Erick smiled. “I suppose I was.”

Poi lifted his head toward Erick’s dish, asking, “What do your people do with sushi?”

“The shapes are all more or less the same.” Erick looked down to the vinegar and the spices, saying, “But we have a salty, brown liquid made from beans, and wasabi, which is just another spicy seasoning, though it’s not spicy in the normal way things are spicy— Ah… Hmm?” Erick thought. He said, “Actually, Jane once told me that the wasabi you get with sushi is usually always horseradish. I have no idea what wasabi is, but I do know the taste of horseradish. I could try to make some. I have no idea where to even begin making soy sauce, though. I’m not even going to try that.”

Poi nudged the container of green dust toward Erick. “Try this.”

“I thought you didn’t like spicy stuff anyway?” Kiri asked.

“I don’t. Normally.” Erick tried the green dust on his next piece of redfish, and sure, it was spicy, but…

Kiri said, “That stuff isn’t nearly as spicy as the stuff Erick made at Jane’s farewell party.”

“I was just about to say that the average level of spicy on Veird is not much compared to Earth.” Erick sprinkled more green dust on his sushi, saying, “But this stuff is pretty good. I like it.”

Poi’s eyes went wide as he saw how much Erick put on his sushi. Kiri frowned a little.

Erick ate his sushi, and as his eyes teared, he said, “Now that is almost wasabi.”

Kiri began a giggle, that turned into a laugh. Erick laughed, while Poi chuckled. Each of them ordered more sushi. Fresh fish like this was a real treat, after living in the desert for months.

Soon enough, it was time to go back to class.

Ethics for the Warrior was held on the same arena, with the same Professor Ulogai. Only this time some of the sands had been shifted into rough benches, and Ulogai’s pale yellow, full body armor had been transformed into casual clothing, revealing the blond-haired, blue-eyed, aged and pale human man underneath. He looked like an old general, and spoke like one, too.

Ulogai conjured a blackboard and spoke of war, and the place of the individual in that war. From Ulogai’s words, Erick gathered that almost everyone in the audience was either here pursuing an academic education, or mage work, but mostly, they were all warriors, holding the line against the monsters in the darkness, or in the forests, or in the mountains. 

Ulogai spoke of battles fought against wyrms, and what to do if your partners on those battlefields should fall. He spoke, mostly, of the nature of war; war against the monsters, and war against each other. Of when enemy generals launch surprise attacks. Of when monsters invade in the middle of the night. Of when it’s a holiday, and a party of citizens reveal themselves as monsterized cannibals. Of the responsibility of the individual when everything goes wrong and all your family is dead and all you have is a thousand mana, [Fireball], a room full of enemies all around you, and no hope of escape.

Of the grim reality that so many people face, every single day, out there, in the forests and mountains and prairies and cities of Veird. Of the need to be hard, and the need to be vigilant.

Erick felt sick to his stomach. But he listened. He learned. He watched. He saw a young kid in front of him puke out all his lunch, as Ulogai went on about a nasty example involving oozes and children. Erick felt sorry for the kid, and for the people in all of Ulogai’s examples. 

- - - -

Back home and feeling a lot more somber, Erick sat in his chair with Ophiel at his side and read about [Reflection], as he channeled mana across the ocean to the farms of Spur.

Hocnihai was a classically trained mage from Tower Town, and his journal reflected that, with lots of math and runic representations for both [Ward] and [Rebound], and how the skills went together. Erick did not understand how all the math fit together, but he didn’t need to know all that right now. He focused on the smaller notes in the margins, and the larger paragraphs here and there. He read about Hocnihai’s purpose; his journey as a mage in search of [Reflection]. 

In the beginning, Hocnihai only wanted to protect what was his. Events unfurled, and that want turned darker. Hocnihai needed to turn back the incani menace, to reflect their sins upon them, and in that singular journey, he achieved [Reflection] after his fifth try. It was easy to redirect spells back at their caster. All magic was based on Force, after all. Hocnihai did not have the best defenses in the world, but he had enough to bring the fight to the enemy. He stayed in the back, and while he mostly protected the other vulnerable casters, he also cast [Reflection] when necessary, sending fireballs, lightning, and ice spikes, all back at the enemy incani lines.

Erick took a break for dinner, then went right back to reading.

The incani incursion struck south from the forests, and from the northern shores of the Republic. The Kingdoms had gained a foothold, and exploited that land grab for all it was worth, killing villages and towns, while harrying the roads between the more distant cities. [Reflection] was not enough. Hocnihai needed [Melee Reflection], for the daggers and the swords and the spears were getting to him. He had almost died twice already.

[Melee Reflection] was not like its spell counterpart, for there was something very different between reflecting Force-derived objects, versus physical objects and other people.

Hocnihai’s breakthrough with [Melee Reflection] came after years of study, when he finally managed to construct a particularly complicated diagram joining the natures of [Reflection] and [Strike]. A Mana-based skill and a Health-based skill made for a very difficult combination. After his breakthrough, Hocnihai waded into battles without worry. He was an unstoppable Warder on a mission: to end the Incani menace forever, for they had taken his brother, mother, and father, and he would take everything from them.

Erick set the book down, and looked at the book for [Prismatic Ward]. He almost picked it up, but it was late. Too late to read more about how one man had fallen to the darkness inside himself, and decided to reflect that darkness back on any who would chose to fight him. Obviously, Hocnihai eventually switched sides, but that was a story for another day.

So Erick went to bed.

When he woke up, he started in on the second book. 

[Prismatic Ward] needed considerably more math to understand than [Reflection], and left almost no room for any commentary. How could it, when seven spells were involved, all at once? Entire sections of the journal detailed how each piece of Shaping magic had to be stripped down to their barest, purest essentials, and then locked together, all at once in some difficult, complicated—

Kiri said, “Erick? We’re going to be late.” She added, “If you want to go to Spatial Magic again, that is. That stuff was dense. Culture and Law seemed okay, though.” She lamented, “Enchanting was a drag. That guy just taught from the book, exactly how my old enchanting professor taught. That was a disappointment.”

Erick set down Hocnihai’s [Prismatic Ward] book, and said, “I barely understand this anyway. Let’s go to class.” 
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                    Patrons already have 069, which a little bit of a treat at 32k words long. RR will get these chapters soon enough. I'm working on 070 right now. 070 should be out tomorrow for patrons.

You guys will get 068 - Jane, all in one chapter on Monday. Splitting that up would ruin the effect. 

Thank you for reading!

Your ratings, reviews, and otherwise are important for visibility. Thank you~



                



068 - Jane
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                    It'd be an extra shame to split this 15.5k chapter into two, so here you go, the whole thing, slightly early:



                

                The scent of sulfur hung distant on the air, like rotten eggs in a neighbor’s trashcan. Sometimes the smell was right in Jane’s face, but mostly, it was on the wind. The smell had been omnipresent for the last few weeks. It didn’t really bother Jane anymore; at least she could get away from the scent at night.

But this was not night; and thus Jane’s nose was filled with rotten eggs, and the smell of fire. With the sun probably somewhere in the thick, black clouds overhead, Jane tensed against a black boulder on the slope of a mountain, somewhere in the chain of volcanoes known as Firemaw Mountain. She glanced down at the corpse she had made of a lava elemental, ten meters away, while keeping her eyes also on the horizon; ever wary that something else might be sneaking up on her.

The corpse bubbled on the blackened ground, the dark shell of the body crumbling into the molten, still-glowing innards that Jane had scattered across the mountainside. Jane held her dark blue conjured sword tight, as it dripped molten slag. The sword suddenly cracked under the heat; the tip fractured, sending a wild break down the length the sword. The blade fell to dust and motes of light in Jane’s hand, the whole thing dispersing back into the ambient mana all around her. She did not immediately remake the weapon. Instead, she watched the corpse, waiting for it to move. But surely it was dead this time.

Lava elementals were fucking hard to kill. But as Jane watched, the glow of the body was already starting to fade, and soon enough, a Participation box appeared: 95%, the normal amount. She had gained level 59 earlier in the week after fighting a particularly large and resilient lava elemental, but this one was only level 50-something. No new level, no real change. But still, the fight was over. Jane breathed out relief as she relaxed against the boulder at her back. After a moment, she hauled her bag around to her front and took out the last of her lemon cookies. It was a bit stale and rather crumbly, but it was still good. 

As she ate the cookie she looked all around her and saw only black, volcanic sand, cooled lava flows, or the blanketed sky. She looked up, trying to gauge the time according to the light in the air, though it was difficult with all the clouds, and the volcanoes around here poured enough light into the sky to make judging time difficult. A few nights of the last few weeks had been bright enough to read by, while the days had been dark as a moonless night. Currently, it might have been late afternoon, though she couldn’t really tell. 

But those clouds up there were a different kind of dark than normal. As Jane watched, a nascent flash of lightning bubbled through the sky. All these clouds and shadows made zipping around with [Greater Shadowalk] rather easy, but clouds like those were a problem. Not a major one, but Jane had learned her lesson about hunting flame slimes in the exposed lava tubes that bore through the countryside all around here; it was a bad idea to do anything but a surface hunt.

Jane looked out across the land with [Ultrasight]. All she saw were three bumbling, plopping, glowing orange and yellow, beach-ball sized flame slimes, half-hidden in crevices and under overhangs, here and there. She looked up again, at the dark clouds. 

Jane grumbled quiet displeasure. Clouds like those meant it was time to quit the field. 

She had made the mistake of being outside for Firemaw Mountain rain, once. Once was more than enough. Acid rain was a lot more painful than Jane thought it would be, and breathing in acid rain was like sniffing razors. Acid elementals were worse than lava elementals, too

As the first drops of rain touched down next to Jane, each one caused a tiny plume of steam to hiss from the ground, and from the corpse of the lava elemental. The rain came down faster. The land began to hiss; to sound like a hundred tiny snakes had somehow snuck up on Jane and decided to threaten her with an orchestra of warning sound. 

Jane took the warning to heart, this time. She wrapped herself in shadows, and vanished.

 

- - - -

 

Jane reappeared on a mountainside far away from the active volcanic range, under a star filled night sky. Three moons hung in the air, peeking out from behind tall, dark trees that had grown large from burying their roots deep into old lavaflows. Jane’s base was through the exposed roots of a tall tree, into the darkness meters away, but she did not instantly go inside. She stood on the grassy, branch-filled forest floor, and stared out into the straight-treed forest, wary for danger, but mostly worried. 

She had completely missed sunset, losing track of time or losing time, but well before that, she also missed a call from her father. Maybe he just didn’t call today? That was the most reasonable answer.

Even though it was late, Jane tried him, anyway. Maybe Ophiel was close enough? A quick cast of [Telepathy] revealed what Jane had already suspected. Nothing happened. She was well out of range, no doubt. They had talked yesterday, though. Erick was doing well at Oceanside, and according to Poi, he was ‘a lot safer than they thought he would be’. 

Jane briefly considered pinging Liquid to ask her to ping Poi, to then ping Erick, but there was no emergency. She’d just be upsetting a lot of people that didn’t need to be upset. Jane sighed out into the night. She was just feeling a little lonely, is all. She had been out here, eating flame slimes for a full month and progressing well enough on her [Fire Body]… But progression sure did start to feel repetitive after a while. Hunting monsters in no-man’s land gave practically zero satisfaction. The only person Jane was serving right now was herself, and that was quite an icky feeling. 

Jane looked to the tangled roots at the entrance to her base, and turned away, back to the night. She frowned out into the clean, dark air, breathing in the scent of the forest—

Carrion.

She dropped into shadow, quickly searching through the surrounding forest with tendrils of darkness and eye-less sight, trying to find whatever smelled so strongly of carrion. Whatever it was, held practically the same scent as a wyrm, but it was close, and nothing was crashing through the forest. Wyrms crashed through the forest; they did not slink or sleep. But since no obvious ‘wyrm sounds’ reached Jane’s ears she had no idea what was nearby, and that was terrifying. 

With eyes as distant as every shadow around her, Jane quickly found her prey. 

It was not a single monster. It was twelve. Maybe. No… Less than twelve? Jane briefly poked her real eyes out of a distant shadow, trying to understand what the darkness told her, for these beasts were unlike any she had ever sensed before.

She barely saw them with her real eyes. A quick shift to spider solved the problem.

Eight thin creatures, humanoid in the vaguest sense of the word, walked through the tall forest, matching the trees for their height, and barely made a sound for their travels. The stretched-out monsters were covered in silver fur, but barely visible to the naked eye. 

The trees were twenty meters to the top, and the creatures were the same. Their actual body was mostly their two legs and two arms, while their tiny body on top of those 18 meter long legs was only a meter long, itself. Of their heads, Jane could see none. 

They walked away from Jane, staying in the moonlight, walking with methodical, trained ease, almost invisible to the world, but not to Jane. They were hunting; they had already found success.

The bodies of four of the creatures were distended, like big bellies atop silver, furry sticks. Dark blood matted some of their silver fur, while two of them, with arms that reached all the way to the ground, each clutched their own half of a monsterized deer. 

As Jane watched, one of the monsters reached down, ever so easily, and with tiny hands barely bigger than its thin, thin arms, the monster picked up another deer that just stood in their path, like it couldn’t even see the cadre of silver furred things looming above. With a grip and a rip and one final bleat before it died, the deer came apart. The monster shoved the front half of the deer into its body, eating it in one bite. Another silver monster grabbed the other half of the deer from the first one’s hand and turned, just enough, so that Jane could see its face.

Its entire torso was the face, and the head. The shaggy silver monster opened itself wide and shoved the deer parts into a gaping, tooth-filled maw. The deer disappeared inside, and the monster closed itself back up, going from sarlacc pit to furry pillow in a single second, but its torso remained distended with its meal. 

Judging from its tiny belly, and the triple-size bellies of some of the others, that particular silvery creature was still several deer short of its nightly feeding goal. 

And in their path, lay the offal and body parts they couldn’t be bothered to gather up and eat. These creatures were half eating to eat, and half eating to kill. If they were hungry, they would have eaten the pieces that lay scattered in their wake.

They were obviously monsters. No doubt about that. Jane’s [Eyes of Magic] revealed the rads hidden in their torso area; like drops of the sun in the center of a ribbons of light that led to all the rest of their long, long bodies. What were they called, though?

What… were… they—

Moon reachers. They were called moon reachers. They hunted in packs and only came out in the forest when the moons were out. Naturally invisible, but slow moving, they moved and ate and killed until they were full, then they wrapped their arms and legs around themselves to sleep off their hunt. Their fur was supposed to be really tough…

And that was all Jane could remember. There was something else, though. Something terribly vital, that she could not remember for the life of her.

If she chose to fight these monsters, it just might be ‘for the life of her’, too. 

And anyway, these monsters stayed away from civilization. Jane didn’t need to risk a fight, because she didn’t need to kill these monsters. From the way they just picked up and ate that deer, they likely had some sort of unnatural invisibility. They weren’t a threat to anyone but other adventurers in the forests, prey animals, or other monsters. Jane decided to let them go. The next time she talked to father, she would ask him to look up ‘moon reachers’ for her; then, and only then, would she even consider fighting a monster that clearly displayed such unnatural ability to capture prey.

As Jane watched, another deer walked out of the forest, into the path of the moon reachers. This one was a buck with huge antlers that drank in the night. It looked up at the moon reachers, and did nothing. Four of the skinnier monsters grabbed the buck and ripped it apart. The buck never stood a chance. Guts and organs and even one leg rained across shaggy silver legs, but the monsters on top of those legs didn’t seem to care. They ate the pieces of deer they managed to grab, and left the rest for the scavengers. The one that got the head plucked the antlers off and tossed them aside, before plunging the head into its gaping maw.

And the group marched on, almost completely silent, their narrow legs and arms gently swaying in the moonlight, like nothing Jane had ever seen before.

Jane, as a spider and half-melded into shadows, fully melded into shadow. She left the moon reachers to their plodding, bloody march through the moonlit forest. She headed to base.

Beyond the twisted roots of a tree, down a dark, thin tunnel twenty-five meters deep, Jane touched upon a tile floor in a room she had crafted for herself out of [Stoneshape]. She had bought [Stoneshape] after seeing how useful it had been to her father to escape those hunters. Since then, she had bought all the rest of the Shaping spells, too. They had each proven themselves mighty useful. [Shadowshape] and [Greater Shadowalk] went together quite well. [Flameshape] would likely prove the same after Jane eventually got [Fire Body].

Jane cast a lightward into the air, revealing her base. She smiled a little, but it was a forlorn smile. 

The room was a standard three meter by three meter box, with a level for cooking and a level for sleeping, though there was no furniture. A vent in the back of the room exited to the surface and bled off air that came in through the front tunnel. The vent up there was angled hard, both to prevent theoretical intruders, and rain. The front tunnel was the same, and only accessible with [Shadowalk] anyway. It was a good defense. Jane would add more before she went to sleep, but this was a good start.

Though some water had still gotten in to the room, somehow. A puddle lay in the dipped edge of the stone space. Jane cleaned out the puddle with a bit of [Watershape], pushing it through the stone. She used a bit more [Stoneshape] to seal up the holes. When that was done, Jane cast a wide [Cleanse] into the room, turning the air vibrant and fresh.

She breathed deep, then set to remaking the furniture. 

In minutes, her bed was back, and just because she could, it was a four poster work of magnificence, with dark wood and a padded mattress, with thick, fluffy comforters and dark black drapes. Jane filled the kitchen part of the room with stainless steel masterworks, like she would have found in any rich person’s kitchen back on Earth. They were just for show, though. Their silver exteriors were fake, their insides were hollow. Jane didn’t need to cook, or eat, because she had already eaten a lot today. 

Flame slime cores did not taste very good, but she had certainly eaten enough of them.

… And she was still a spider. 

Jane fixed that with a quick [Polymorph]. As she moved her body back into human-position, she moved her bag from around her thorax to around her waist, and her rings from the hooks of her spider feet, to around her fingers. [Polymorph]ing items around from human to spider and back again was not an easy thing to do. Jane had messed up more than a few times in the beginning, but she had eventually gotten the hang of it. Using her flame slime body with items was completely out of the picture, though. Jane had tested that out with scraps of cloth and wooden bands, and burned everything, every time she tried. 

Her flame slime form was great. Being a flame slime let her eat other Flame Essence monsters without burning herself. But it was impossible to wear her rings or hold her bag when she was basically a ball of gelatinous fire. 

But for now, she was human again. She tossed her bag onto a conjured table, then conjured a luxurious cotton nightie onto her body, then cast an air conditioning [Ward] into the room. She moved to the bed. Every muscle ached, but it was a good ache. Jane was tired, and sleeping right now was a great idea. 

First things first, though. Jane conjured drapes of bells and aluminum cans across the entrance to the room, and then a tripline leading to more cans, and an [Alarm Ward]. As a final touch, she spent 3500 mana to craft an [Absorption Ward] across the whole space. She looked upon her work, and decided it was good. It was nice to have 4200 maximum mana. Her dad’s rings were certainly pulling their weight. They made her Status look rather nice, too. 

 




	
Jane Flatt
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The results of her Flame Essence hunting were doing alright, too.

 




	
Fireblend, instant, close range, 5 MP per second

Become one with fire.








 

She could move around inside fire like she could with [Shadowalk]; she just couldn’t ‘fire teleport’ yet. [Fireblend] was no [Fire Body], but it was close. Probably. 

Months ago, Jane had gotten [Shadowblend] from eating the shadow spider, and after that, it took her a month of eating shadowolves in Ar’Kendrithyst to get [Shadowalk]. If [Fireblend] was the same as [Shadowblend], then it might hold to the same pattern. Jane did not want to hunt flame slimes for another full month, but she was going to hunt them for a few more days, at least. Flame slimes were much easier to eat than shadowolves; all she had to do was eat the core. 

Ahh. Speaking of a core. Jane had almost forgotten...

Jane dismissed her nightie, and set her rings on a suddenly conjured night stand. 

She briefly [Polymorph]ed back into a flame slime, once last time for the day, and felt around inside herself for any rads. As her orange and yellow goopy body plopped to the floor, she plucked out tiny fragments of crystallized mana from her wiggly self. The fragments were nothing even remotely dangerous, but eating cores meant eating rads, so it was better to be safe than monsterized. 

Monsterfication was a process, anyway; Jane was only worried about becoming a monster in the way that one worries about breaking a bone, but Jane had broken a fair amount of bones in her time on Veird. So Jane plucked rad shards from her body, and felt better about herself. It was better to be safe, than sorry.

She [Polymorph]ed back to human then conjured another cotton nightie as she put her rings back on. With one final [Cleanse] refreshing the air and herself, Jane crawled into bed and wrapped herself in her fluffy comforters. She telekinetically shut the drapes on her four poster bed, then closed her eyes, feeling a bit safe. 

Safe enough for being on the edge of a forest of monsters, anyway.

 

- - - -

 

Jane woke to a mental poke.

‘Hey, Jane!’

Jane blinked hard as she pushed her covers away. She stretched long, as she telekinetically pulled back the velvet covering of her four poster bed. Light streamed in from the room; her wardlights were still active. 

She sent, ‘Hey, Dad.’

‘Did I wake you?’

Jane slipped out of bed, and decided it was time enough to get up. She dismissed her bed and her nightie, then conjured her armor. She pulled her hair back into a clasp and began to get ready for the rest of the day, as she sent, ‘Yeah. But that’s not your fault. My nights are kinda messed up. Hard to tell what’s night and what’s day recently. The clouds have gotten so thick that they block out the sun.’

Worry tainted Erick’s voice, ‘All that smoke! I know I asked you before, but are you breathing alright? Are you really okay up there?’

‘Yeah.’ Jane did a few stretches as she sent, ‘I’m breathing fine. I wear a mask and goggles. It gets bad sometimes, but I have [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Cleanse]. They’re more than enough to deal with a little bit of smoke. And besides: When I’m a flame slime, the need to breathe is non-existent.’

‘I’ll take your word for it.’

Jane changed the subject, ‘How’s Oceanside? Any changes in the past week?’

‘I’m still loving it. I told you about dungeons, but I think I like making places like this a lot more than I thought I would.’ He sent, ‘Still working on that Mana Sense, though. Calloway says that a good Mana Sense is crucial to making the best dungeons. Are you trying to get Mana Sense? It should work well with [Hunter’s Instincts]. Teressa is coming with me now to some private tutoring with Rue, and both of them already have [Hunter’s Instincts]. I’m still working on combining my own physical skills.

“But anyway. Rue confirmed my theory that the flow of battle you sense with [Hunter’s Instincts] is very similar to the flow you get in a fight with a monster with Mana Sense. Teressa is all fired up to learn the skill, and she’s already made some headway. I still can’t clear my head to save my life.’

Jane stretched as she listened to her father. When he was done, she sent, ‘I can’t clear my head, either. Besides, I have [Eyes of Magic] as a spider.’

‘That doesn’t let you see around corners.’

‘… True.’ Jane sent, ‘Eh. I’ll work on it. I’m working on Flame Essences right now. I got up to [Fireblend] the other day.’

‘Really! That’s great!’

Jane smiled as she walked around her room, and her father’s love trickled through their telepathic connection. She had gotten [Fireblend] a lot more than a few days ago, but she waited to tell her father about it until she needed a confidence boost. Apparently today was that day.

He sent, ‘Does that mean another full month of hunting slimes for [Fire Body]?’

Jane’s joy doubled. Her father had never really paid attention to all the make-believe magic she had loved back on Earth, but now he was focused on every nuance of real magic on Veird. He had listened to her talking about her magic, he was able to connect one piece of magic information with the other, and he had gotten over a lot of his reluctance to kill. Erick had changed a lot since the both of them fell to Veird. 

They had both changed a lot…

Well. Maybe Jane hadn’t changed. Not really. 

Jane smiled as she sent, ‘Maybe it’ll take a month. Maybe not. I won’t stick around for that, though. The skills are fundamentally different. Shadows don’t always reach each other, so you can’t move around a battlefield very well unless you have [Shadowalk], or you cast a [Shadoward]. But fire tends to spread. [Fireblend] is good enough for a fight in a forest of flammables.’ Jane added, ‘So it’s only a few more days of this and I’m gone to the Sovereign Cities west of the Wasteland Kingdoms. It’s Spring, and the Unicorn Hunts are starting soon.’

Worry filled the connection, as Erick sent, ‘Have you tried your flame slime against mind control effects yet? I mean the real stuff, too. Not the spells you tested with Liquid’s help.’

‘Not really. But I’ve read up on the requirements to join the Hunt, and they’re either a slime body, or the acceptance of a cut-off collar. Most people take the collar but I won’t be doing that.’

‘I’m glad you’re not taking the second option, but I still worry. I’m also proud of you, Jane.’ 

Jane smiled.

Erick sent, ‘Will they allow you to eat the unicorn afterward?’

Jane frowned, suddenly unsure. ‘Maybe. All I want are the heart and the brain, but I’ll be in a group and the things are so damned valuable that it might be a problem. But even if they don’t, I’ll still gain the experience fighting a unicorn that I can use to hunt down my own unicorn later.’

‘Fair enough.’ Erick paused, then suddenly said, ‘Oh! Right. I remember now what I wanted to say. Just today, I read in Hocnihai’s book on [Prismatic Ward] that he used a unicorn horn to contemplate how to connect all the pieces together.’ Erick sent, ‘I don’t know if it will help, but you should get one and see if you can get [Prismatic Ward].’ He added, ‘I’m still working on that one.’

Erick continued, ‘[Reflection] is a pretty great spell, too. I got a version I’m happy with a few hours ago. It took a few tries because I tried Hocnihai’s methods, thinking of magic as bouncy ball, and it worked well enough. But then I started to consider a dual Particle-Energy theory of magic, where mana is both particle and light. And then blam! A great version! I didn’t tell anyone about the Particle-Energy theory of mana, and it might just be my own experiences reflected upon the mana— That happens with almost all tiered magic according to Rue. Anyway. Here:’

 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 

Erick sent, ‘It’s not very useful in that I already have a [Personal Absorption Ward] active all the time, but it’s good for Ophiel. He can’t really use a [Personal Absorption Ward], anyway.’  He added, ‘And it’s a bit wonky in that it doesn’t seem to reflect all spells equally and it doesn’t work against most of the damage done by physical spells. Like— [Stone Blade] uses real stone alongside the magic that animates the stone. So [Pure Reflection Ward] will reflect the magic in the [Stone Blade], but not the actual blade itself. Kiri got [Stone Blade], by the way. We sparred with it, experimenting and what have you, and the [Stone Blade] did 0 spell damage and broke half the time —likely due to reflecting damage upon itself— but Kiri was still able to get [Strike] damage through, though that, too, was considerably less than it should have been. Probably because the weapon had lost much of its structural integrity.’ 

Jane had conjured a plush chair to sit in while Erick talked. She smiled a little, knowing that her father was gaining a lot of defenses. Maybe she should get [Reflection], too. Her [Personal Ward] was great, but she couldn’t recast it in the middle of combat like Erick could. All Jane was missing was [Rebound]. 

She had the extra points… hmm...

She sent, ‘[Melee Reflection] would also reflect the physical [Strike] damage, too, wouldn’t it?’

‘According to Hocnihai, yes.’

Jane bought [Rebound]. She was down to two extra points, now. 

She sent, ‘You’ve sold me. I just bought [Rebound]. It won’t be useful outside of special circumstances, but I can see it being very useful in those special circumstances.’  She stood up, saying, ‘I’m going to try for Mana Sense and [Prismatic Ward] when I have the time, but I’m not so sure I can make them. I gotta go, though. It’s nice talking to you. I love you, Dad.’

‘Love you too, Jane. If you can’t keep safe out there, be sure to give ‘em hell!’ 

Jane laughed, then sent, ‘I will. Talk to you later.’

Her connection to Erick broke like the skin of a drying soap bubble; slowly, then all at once.

Jane paused in the center of her stone room. There was something else she needed to talk to her father about, wasn’t there? She thought for a moment. She almost called him back; Ophiel was likely still in range. But. Meh. Whatever. Whatever it was must not have been important.

Jane wrapped herself in shadow, and zipped through her base’s tunnel, past mossy silver boulders nestled against the roots of the tree that hid her sanctuary, into the afternoon forest, where the sun came in sideways and light barely penetrated the canopy. 

Zip, zip, zip, and Jane stood under the dark clouds common to the volcanoes, with nary a tree in sight. She would have built her base at the volcano itself, but this place was full of monsters, and lava. The lava wasn’t that bad, but lava elementals were. There weren’t that many monsters in the nearby forest, anyway. Something was probably eating them all; likely wyrms.

 

- - - - 

 

With a two-meter wide [Cooling Ward] attached to her hair-clip and a two-meter wide [Weather Ward] attached to a [Conjure Item] bracelet, as well as a facial wrap and goggles, Jane was protected from the worst of the heat and ash that felt from everpresent, sky-choking clouds. Lightning flickered tiny sparks inside those clouds, but the rains of yesterday had long since fallen. Ash filled the air, now, and not much else. Occasionally Jane flashed a [Cleanse Aura] out, but mostly, she hunted.

Jane moved like certain death across a dark land of exposed lava pools, unstable footing, and monsters. Flame slimes gathered in the myriad of hot spaces. Where a lava tube had cracked and red glows filled the air. Where dips in the land that should have gathered rain, instead gathered tumbling, oozing balls of bright yellow goo, that could not get out of the pit. The slimes grew on the ridges of the main volcano calderas, where bursts of lava knocked them loose, and they came tumbling down the mountainside like incandescent snowballs. 

Mostly, Jane extracted cores. With some well practiced [Stoneshape], she sliced away the goo, revealing the glowing white core. Each of the slimes were worth almost no experience at all, but Jane wasn’t after experience anyway. She took their freed cores, and when she got three or four, she [Shadowalk]ed to a central location, where she dumped the cores, for now.

A lava elemental interrupted Jane’s circuit through Firemaw Mountain when she was only a third of the way through. She dropped the cores to the ground as the lava elemental began to move like liquid steel; heavy and dangerous. It attacked, suddenly, with balls of lava that slammed into the ground where Jane had been, as both of them moved across the blackened sands. Jane avoided the attack, only for those balls of lava to get right back up and follow her every movement. Jane [Blink]ed to the main body, attacking the glowing lava with a conjured greathammer, [Strike]ing with all her might. The lava elemental hardened as her [Strike] hit; its red-orange-yellow body turning completely black at the point of contact. 

Obsidian flecks smashed away from the lava elemental as Jane’s greathammer bounced against the creature. Jane would have splattered the monster across the land, but it had reacted too fast. It didn’t seem to care of the little damage Jane had done, as it just melted again, attempting to flow over Jane. 

Jane melded into shadows, escaping as she simultaneously lifted spears of darkness from the land around her, [Shadowshape]ing them into deadly things that pierced the lava elemental. The lava elemental cared a bit more this time, as torrents of its own glowing body scattered across the land. It melted away from the shadow spears; melting itself, and the spears, as it began to run.

The battle turned. Jane pursued the lava elemental, harrying it with shadow spears and her own conjured greathammer, stabbing and slamming when she found an opening. If she didn’t kill it, it would track her and attack. Jane had made the mistake of letting one go the last time she had been here; never again. 

The fight took her ten more minutes, but she killed the damn thing. These lava elementals were the reason she didn’t hunt for flame slimes as a flame slime herself. Sure, she could sneak around that way, if she didn’t come into direct contact with a lava elemental; the lava elementals liked to eat flame slimes, too. But as soon as she came into contact with a lava elemental it took a lot longer to kill one without the extra Stats of her rings. 20 more Strength and Willpower made her [Strike]s with a greathammer and her shadowy spears much, much more effective than anything else Jane had tried.

Jane went back to the start of the fight. She gathered up her dropped flame slime cores then went to her central location, where she stored the slimes in a depression in the ground alongside with the rest. She looked down at the two dozen cores she had gathered. Some of them were beginning to fade from white to yellow, ever so slightly. She needed to eat them, and soon. 

Now was as good a time as any. 

Jane dismissed her clothes. Her rings and her bag went into an organized pile nearby. 

She quickly transformed into a tumbly, bumbly, pile of yellow-orange goo. Being a flame slime was okay. Jane had hoped that it would be a nicer experience after leveling her Flame Essence skill a dozen times, but the only thing that had really improved had been her eyesight.

Or rather ‘eyesight’.

Jane could now see her nearby surroundings with a normal sort of vision. It wasn’t exactly like normal; she had no actual eyes. But she could ‘see’ everything with perfect clarity out to maybe ten meters. Past that things got a bit fuzzy, though Jane could extend her vision out to a hundred meters with [Ultrasight], or [Hunter’s Instincts].

Jane took a moment to look all around herself with 360 degree vision, making sure that there were no monsters nearby before she decided to get her meal. She rolled over and down the slope, into the depression that held the dozen cores, rolling right over the orbs. The cores popped into her gelatinous body as fast as she could eat them, which, as it turns out, was a dozen at a time. She relaxed around the cores, bursting them with fire, drawing out the essence inside. She felt and watched as a flaming spot of reality soaked into herself with each burst core.

Consuming a dozen cores only took a minute. 

When that was done, Jane turned back into herself and dressed her human body in dark blue [Conjure Armor]. She slipped her rings back onto her fingers, and continued the hunt.

She ate three hundred more slimes that day. And then, because a quick jaunt home revealed the noon-time sun, Jane went back to the mountain and gathered up another hundred slime cores.

Jane was ‘full’ after her first meal of a dozen cores, which would have been a problem if she wasn’t a slime. As a slime, this was no problem at all. Whenever she felt too ‘full’ —which was a strange enough concept to have as a plop of slime— all Jane had to do was leave behind some goo she gained, and she was back to feeling ‘not that full’. 

This was a much nicer process than what she had to go through with the shadow spider.

 

- - - -

 

Jane made it back to base just as the sun was setting. As the moons crested the canopy, the forest lay dark with shadow. It would have been a nice night, if not for an obvious problem.

Something had come through the forest just outside of her base, like a miniature tornado had ripped across the land. The tree and its covering roots had been yanked away, completely. Other nearby trees had been uprooted. Rocks had been torn from the ground. Jane smelled the air with [Scent Tracker] and carrion came to her. It was not an immediately worrying scent, for the smell was distant, old. 

A wyrm had probably come through and torn up the place for whatever reason. 

Jane looked all around, at the thin, shaggy silver trees of the forest. Maybe she should go hunt the wyrm? She needed to investigate her base, first. 

She dropped into shadows as a breeze filled the glade. 

The inside of her base was dark. All but one of her wardlights were gone, save for a single corner glow that cast the room in deep shadows. The tiny glow was enough to show that something very wrong had happened here while Jane had been away. The floor, the roof, the walls, everything had been scratched up, like daggers had been drawn across the hard stone edges of the boxy space. Something had clawed around, searching. 

A lot of somethings had clawed around, searching.

A cold fear crept up Jane’s backside. She flared [Hunter’s Instincts] and dropped into the shadows. She hid. She wasn’t sure why she hid. But she knew, utterly and completely, that if she didn’t hide, she would be dead. It was an instinct simultaneously her own, and not her own. The deep dread coiling around Jane’s mind did not come from [Hunter’s Instincts], but from the shadow spider, and it told her to hide if she wanted to live.

As she hid there in the dark, something scrambled across the stone. Fingers, or nails, or something else, sharp and grasping and wanting to kill, touched the shadows all around Jane, pulling at the darkness, but unable to grab hold. 

Jane shifted inside the shadows, becoming a shadow spider, fully immersing herself in a body that knew how to deal with the dark things of the world. As her uncontrolled shift completed, her rings and her bag dropped into reality; like baubles and wreckage surfacing from a wrecked ship, bubbling up from a pool of darkness. She had no time for any of that, though. 

Because now she could see them, and whatever they were, snakes or feelers, they couldn’t hide from Jane’s [Eyes of Magic]. Whatever mind control the hands possessed, the natural resistance of the spider finally allowed Jane to realize a pall had been drawn around her sense of her surroundings. 

Long, shaggy silver arms, reached across her room, digging at her shadows. Eight arms in total. Seven of them came from the front entrance, while the eighth clawed down from the vent in the back of the room. Tiny hands pulled and prodded at the darkness, searching, but finding nothing.

One hand grabbed Jane’s bag and rushed backward, taking its prize with it. 

One hand managed to brush against one of Jane’s rings. It paused, then grabbed the ring, ever so daintily. It slipped the ring on a finger. Jane’s ring joined a dozen other gold, or silver, or iron rings. All of the hands had rings all over every finger.

Jane moved to the top of the room and exposed herself just enough to [Stoneshape] the tunnel shut. She had set up a collapse expecting some sort of monster, but she never expected this. As tons and tons of stone collapsed on the monsters, trapping six of the seven on the floor of the entrance to her room, they squirmed and they shuffled, but did not seem to care. No blood came, no bones broke. 

All seven of the shaggy arms had sensed Jane peeking out of the shadows. They reached up for the darkness containing Jane, but none of them found purchase, for she ducked back into the shadows too fast for them to grab. Jane used the distraction to grab the second ring resting on the floor and put it on a foot-claw. The silver arms and tiny hands sensed her brief exposure. They tried to grab her, but failed; again. 

If tons of stone didn’t stop them, how the fuck was she going to kill them?

Jane briefly exposed herself just long enough to use a spell she rarely ever used, a [Health Drain Ward].

Dark blue light flashed into the collapsed tunnel, covering six of the seven arms as they all reached for her. They found nothing but slippery shadow. Jane had never used a [Health Drain Ward] offensively. They were primarily used for doctor work, to strip away the Health barrier so that they could cut on the body. [Drain Ward] did no damage at all, but it felt like pure itching hell if anyone except a doctor used it, and Jane was certainly no doctor. 

Jane touched a leg into her own [Drain Ward], and quickly pulled back. Yup. Itching hell, for sure. But the shaggy silver arms didn’t seem to care. They stayed in the [Drain Ward], reaching for Jane, but finding nothing.

Jane peeked out on the very back of the room, instantly casting a modified [Conjure Weapon], and testing for responsiveness, before ducking back into shadow. The arms slammed into where she had been. Jane whipped around the room, taking out her weapon, and taking aim at the gathered arms, under the stone that did nothing to trap them, but certainly helped to keep them stable in one position. 

Jane ripped a giant-sized meat cleaver from the shadows above, powering a [Strike] with all her might, guiding her blow with darkness. She brought down an edge of Force that would have cracked a boulder in half; it had in all the testing she had done, anyway.

The cleaver slammed through six arms, as seven tried to reach for her. The seventh grabbed a back leg. It yanked, pulling Jane to the back of the room, pulling her leg off. Black blood spurted over the stone. Jane dropped her cleaver. 

She was in pain?

… What was she doing again? She looked all around. She took stock of the moment. 

She briefly saw a black spider leg vanish up the vent in the back off the room. 

Something was very fucking wrong. What the fuck was going on? What the fuck were these silver shaggy arms? Where was her other ring? Why was she only wearing—

Where the fuck was her leg!

Jane spat into the air through her fang-filled mouth, “Fuck fuck—”

Jane sunk into shadow. She took the shaggy arms with her; all of them had rings on the fingers of their tiny hands, and each of them were as light as feathers. What did they belong to? Were they attacking her? They had to be what happened, right?

Okay. Okay. Jane had a plan for this sort of situation. She had drilled it into herself a few times. What was it? 

… Always have a plan…

In case of unknown attackers and strange situations—

This was a mental attack! It wasn’t a unicorn, right? Unicorns didn’t have shaggy arms, did they? No. Unicorns were horses and nightmare made flesh. This was something else. And whatever it was, was not in Jane’s memory.

Retreat.

Jane secured the shaggy arms and [Greater Shadowalk]ed the fuck out of there.

She reappeared under the ashy sky, alone on the dark, volcanic fields. She stayed there, as a spider, for a minute, gently bleeding out from her ripped leg, watching all around herself in every direction at once, making sure no strange magics held on the horizon. She breathed hard. But soon enough, she calmed. Jane morphed back to human and conjured clothes. She secured the bendy, shaggy arms in a conjured bag. Her own bags with all her normal stuff were back at her base, but there was no fucking way she was going back in there unprepared. 

Even now, as she looked all around her, she wondered what she was doing. Shouldn’t she be in bed? She was going that direction. But then she looked at the severed shaggy arms at her feet, and terror crawled across her skin to settle in her chest.

Jane opened a channel to Liquid, all the way back in Spur. ‘Team Leader Jane Flatt requesting permission to inquire about something weird.’

Jane stood there on the volcanic sand, breathing out a terror coiling around her heart. 

After a minute, Liquid sent, ‘Report.’

‘What do these belong to?’ Jane sent along an image of the arms. ‘I can’t remember—’

‘Come to Spur immediately, Jane. You’re in danger. Come to the Courthouse right now! My office!’

Jane and her cargo of six shaggy silver monster arms left the field in a blip of dark blue.

She was already freaked out; didn’t have to tell her twice to leave the scene. 

 

- - - -

 

Three quick [Teleport]s landed Jane in Liquid’s office. The matte-grey wrought stood next to her, alongside Guildmaster Mog and a priest. Pure worry crinkled Liquid’s dragonkin face, but at Jane’s appearance, and at the dropping of six shaggy arms into her office, Liquid put on her business face.

Jane said, “Hello. I’m not sure what I’m doing here. Uh.” She looked around. “Hello, Guildmaster.”

Mog nodded at Jane, but it was not a happy nod. It was a look of worry and concern.

Liquid pointed to a chair. “Sit, Jane. That’s an order.”

Jane’s eyebrows went up, but she sat down in the chair, as ordered.

Mog looked down at the arms. She said, “They really are reacher arms, aren’t they?”

“It appears so.” Liquid stepped over the arms to stand next to Jane. 

The priest moved with Liquid to stand next to Jane. She muttered about checking Jane over, so Jane let her. The priest asked Jane to stand and shuck her clothes, so Jane did as she was asked. The priest began poking around at Jane’s body, looking for something. 

Liquid frowned. “Nothing? No wounds?” 

Jane almost said something, but Liquid interrupted her with a stern look. Mog conjured heavy metal gauntlets then began setting the arms across the floor into orderly lines, instead of in a pile.

The priest spoke with practiced authority, “She was definitely touched. No doubt there. But it’s mostly gone, now.”

Liquid asked, “Anything else?”

The priest stepped back from Jane, saying, “The wound was suffered in a different form, and not treated. Probably her spider form.” She pointed to Jane’s side, near her hip. “A leg was torn off.”

Jane looked to her side. Her skin swirled on her hip, like an old wound. Her eyes went wide. “What the fuck.”

“You’re okay now, Jane,” Liquid said, her grey eyes turning softer. 

The priest said, “You can put your clothes back on, now.”

Jane conjured dark blue cloth armor around her body. It might have been a bit more sturdy than normal, but that was only because Jane was feeling a bit more vulnerable than normal. 

Mog pointed to one of the tiny hands on the shaggy arms, saying, “This is one of Erick’s rings.”

A small panic filled Jane’s head. She touched her fingers. “One of my rings is gone.” She looked up. “What happened?” She tried to remember… “I’m not sure where I was.”

Mog stood tall, saying, “You were attacked by moon reachers. They’re one of the monsters in the Wyrmridge mountains that people are warned against. There’s no way you didn’t know about them, so don’t think that this was a matter of going off unprepared. You were prepared. But moon reachers have the ability to make you forget the important details about them.” She said, “They relentlessly track down any people they find. The only way to survive them is to run at first glance, and to not stop until you’re back in a city. The only way to fight them is with a lot of mental defenses, and an uncommonly strong attack.” She gestured to the arms, “How did you manage that?”

The priest said, “She was touched, Guildmaster. She doesn’t know.”

Liquid said, “Thank you, Sister. You can go, now.”

The priest did a small curtsy and left the room. 

Mog watched the priest go, then turned to Jane, “You have no idea how you survived, do you, Jane?”

About a hundred thoughts swirled in Jane’s mind as she sat on the chair in Liquid’s office, while Mog stood over six shaggy silver arms and Liquid stared at her. All of those thoughts were at odds with each other, but the one that came out of Jane’s mouth was, “I don’t even know why I’m here.”

Liquid sighed.

Mog turned directly to Jane, and spoke in a low, calm voice. “Your short term memory has been afflicted by a skill called [Thought Fog]. Moon reachers passively emit the skill. Mostly, it just makes their victims docile as they can’t see the monster for what it is. Most people never survive their first encounter. [Thought Fog] has a compounding effect, and because they hunt in groups it can get pretty bad. If they touch you, that’s even worse. Most survivors report that they didn’t even realize they were missing limbs. If a victim doesn’t get away after the first touch, they probably aren’t ever getting away. Moon reachers like to taunt their prey until their prey can’t even move, for all their thoughts are dust and air. Then they kill their victim, and take trophies from the corpse.” She looked down to the arms on the floor. “There are about a hundred rings here, and I doubt you got all their arms, meaning this pack has killed at least a few hundred people.”

Liquid added, “I’m guessing 500 victims, at least.”

Jane looked around the room. Her thoughts seemed cloudy. “… What?”

Mog spoke to Liquid, “It’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

Liquid nodded, saying, “I know.”

Mog turned to Jane. “When you’re cognizant, ask your father to [Withering] the area where you were. They might still be there.”

Jane paused. “… What?”

Mog turned to Liquid, saying, “She’s vulnerable right now.”

“I know.” Liquid said, “She’ll be staying here at the Courthouse for the night with me.”

“… What?”

 

- - - -

 

Jane woke on a cot, facing a wall of books and knickknacks. A small spike of red-purple kendrithyst caught her eye; it sat in a glass holder, and there were no characteristic shadows inside the glittering mass of stone. 

Memories of last night came to Jane like hazy clouds as she rolled over, tossing off her covers. She sat up. She paused as she saw Liquid, sitting behind her desk, in her office, working on papers. 

“Good morning,” Liquid said, as she scratched a quill across paperwork, not lifting her face to look at Jane. “Do you need to use the facilities again?”

“What happened to—”

“I’m not answering that question. If you can’t remember, then you’re not ready for the answer.”

“… Is there a way to [Dispel] [Thought Fog]? [Cleanse]? Does that work?”

Liquid’s quill stopped. She set the feather into her inkpot, then lifted her head to look at Jane. “You’re back.”

“I think so.” Jane got out of bed. She tugged her conjured clothes back into place, saying, “Moon reachers. I managed to slice through six arms.” Jane looked to a nightstand next to her cot; her other ring laid there. She said, “Mog took the rings, and with Felair’s help, she’s trying to connect them to whatever living people they can connect them to, but they don’t expect any results.” She grabbed her own ring and put it back on her finger. It was still plus-10 All Stats. “That feels better.”

Liquid asked, “Are you going to go back there?”

“Yes.” Jane said, “Now that I know what—”

“Jane.” Liquid stared at her, saying, “Felair came in here while you were sleeping, and at both the discretion of myself, Killzone, and Silverite, you were [Witness]ed.” She said, “You knew what the moon reachers were the first time you saw them. You saw the rings on their fingers. You realized what it meant. You saw these reachers multiple times. But something held you back. That ‘something’ was their [Thought Fog]. You were immune to most of it, most of the time, thanks to being either a spider or a slime every time you went out investigating the scent of carrion on the air.” She said, “But you got sloppy as their Fog began to accumulate. You even used a [Drain Ward] against them.” She frowned. “That’s sloppy.”

Jane took Liquid’s complaints with poise and calm, though inwardly she panicked, as memories of the past two weeks began to surface. 

She had seen the moon reachers multiple times. She instantly recognized their long, shaggy silver bodies. They were a major threat to anyone traveling anywhere near the Wyrmridge. If crafting a base in the volcanic grounds of Firemaw Mountain was possible, Jane would not have camped in the woods. 

But she did camp out in the woods, and she took every possible precaution to make her base as safe as possible. In the end, it didn’t work. They tracked her down, and they almost caught her. She had even used a [Drain Ward] against them! All that did was drain one percent of Health per second or less. That was practically nothing.

Cold sweat trickled down Jane’s neck.

And then cold anger welled in her heart. Those monsters needed to die.

“I can see you have made a decision.”

“Yes, Ma’am.” Jane said, “I’m going to go back and kill them all.”

Liquid nodded, saying, “Then you must prepare. Rest in town for at least another day; you’re still suffering from [Thought Fog]. You’ve been under their influence for at least 15 days, Team Leader. Then, when you go back, you must remain in a non-human form at all times. We’ve set their severed arms aside in a [Preservation Ward] in case you decided to do this. All you need to do is scatter the arms around your last base. The Reachers will smell their arms and they will come to you.” She stressed, “If they touch you, even the resistances of your shadow spider form won’t protect you. If you are successful and you decide to take one of them as a [Polymorph] form, be aware that [Thought Fog] is a result of their diet, in a way similar to the anti-spellcasting venom of the shadow spider. You won’t get [Thought Fog] unless you’re constantly eating people brains in a moon reacher’s body.” 

Jane stood straight. “Yes, Ma’am. Thank you for watching over me, Ma’am.”

Liquid said, “Oddly enough, the reachers didn’t seem to react to a [Drain Ward]. This isn’t usually a valid tactic, but some monsters are so unclean that a mundane [Drain Ward] feels normal.” 

Jane already had that idea, but she kept her mouth shut.

Liquid added, “Sorry about violating your privacy with the [Witness], Jane, but I’m happy to see you working as hard on [Fire Body], as you did with [Shadowalk].”

“Thank you for taking care of me when I was in such a sorry state, Quartermaster.”

“It’s what we do here.” Liquid said, “I would have done the same for anyone, and I’m sure you would have, too.” Liquid said, “Off you go, now. We’ve had people stationed outside of your house, but they’ll let you in. Get some proper rest before you get back to saving the world.” She added, “And there’s no way to [Dispel] or [Cleanse] a [Thought Fog]; it’s an area mental attack that lingers on the wind, where a single second of exposure will eventually lead to disaster. Even if you [Dispel]ed a large area, there’s eight of them. They will overpower your efforts to [Dispel].” She said, “Dismissed.”

Jane nodded, then turned and walked out of Liquid’s office.

 

- - - -

 

The walk home through town felt slightly surreal after having been in the wilds for a month, especially as memories, half-forgotten, came back to her, like remembered dreams. Firstly, she remembered that she had thousands of golds worth of rads scattered in three bases—

Four bases. She had to move to evade the moon reachers three times. The first base was only three meters below the surface. Jane woke up to a shaggy silver arm and tiny hands reaching through the curtains of her four poster bed. She panicked hard, and instantly vacated that base. 

Her next base was thirty meters down. The reachers still found her. 

And then again. And finally, one last time. 

As the sun beat down from the clear, eastern sky, hot and bright, Jane felt cold in the light. She breathed harder as she walked crowded streets, trying to keep her eyes forward. 

She found herself at ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’, just as they were opening for the day. Rendar Skytouch, the redscale husband, was already behind the grill slinging meat over the fire, while Julli Skytouch, the bluescale wife, stood behind the register. 

Julli looked at Jane. She asked, “Honey. You don’t look so good.”

Jane came back to herself. She was standing on the customer side of the cash register. She was the only one in the store right now. Jane tried to force a smile. It probably came out wrong, because Julli’s face turned sad. Rendar looked away.

Jane sniffled, quickly rubbing her eyes on the back of her cloth armored arm, as she said, “Uh! Sorry. I’ll have a cheesesteak. Fries. Lots of fries.” A spike of panic hit Jane. She stepped away, saying, “Sorry. I forgot. No money.” She touched her neck. “My badge is gone.”

Jane remembered losing her badge in her first base. How the hell could she have ever gone anywhere without her badge! Jane cursed under her breath, turning away, muttering apologies. 

Rendar called out, “It’s on the house, Jane!”

Jane froze in her steps. 

Rendar said, “You and your father have paid us more than enough for a few freebies. I know just how you like it, too. So go ahead and take a seat.”

“He’s right.” Julli agreed as came out from behind her counter and moved toward a table, saying, “Come on over here and sit down. You’re the only customer here right now.” She sat down on one side of the table, gesturing to the other half of the two-seater, saying, “Your father is starting up the rain soon enough. That keeps most people busy for a good two hours.”

Jane breathed in and out. She stood straighter, and moved over to her seat. She sat down. 

Julli called out to a kid behind the counter, “Boy! Get the woman a water.”

The boy rushed over to a fountain in the corner of the dining room and took a cup from a nearby stack. He began filling the cup from the fountain. Jane breathed out relief as the boy set the water in front of her. She took a sip. It was nice.

Julli watched the whole time. She said, “You haven’t come in lately.”

Jane laughed, genuine. “Out hunting monsters. Sorry about that.”

“No need to be sorry.” Julli said, “People gotta kill monsters if any of us are gonna make it in this world.” She asked, “Were you… Did you have a team—”

Jane shook her head, saying, “No. No. Nothing like that.” Jane said, “This was all… Just a… A very, very close brush with death. Prolonged and… worrisome. Monsters are… They’re all rather terrifying, aren’t they.”

Julli nodded slowly. “That they are.”

Jane said, “Thank you. I’ll find the money and pay you back—”

“Ain’t no need for that. Not right now. Honestly, Rendar made me feel bad that I didn’t offer you a free meal first. I feel bad enough taking your money anyway. You and your father are making this town pretty damn wonderful.” Julli said, “I heard how you rescued the Champion and the Prince. That’s mighty fine work.”

Jane stared at her cup of water.

The horrors certainly seemed to compound, didn’t they?

Julli said, “You seemed to do okay after that horror show.” She spoke softer. “So seeing you like this is mighty terrifying.”

Jane suddenly sat up. She looked around. Rendar glanced out the corner of his eyes at Jane, while he chopped up meat on the grill. The boy watched Jane from around the edge of the cash register. Julli stared directly at Jane, like she was waiting for bad news. 

Jane breathed again. She said, “Sorry. It was not my intent to cause alarm.”

“No offense taken.” Julli said, “But it would be really good to get that question answered.”

“Moon reachers,” Jane said, suddenly.

Julli’s eyes went wide. She whispered, “Not around here—”

“Not around here at all.” Jane waved a hand through the air, toward the north. “They’re in the mountains. East of Firemaw Mountain. I just… Apparently they’ve been hunting me for two weeks. I only managed to evade them because of… I’m not sure how.”

Julli sighed out. She put on a smile, and it might have been genuine. She said, “Those things are horrible. I’d take the mimics and the wyrms and the Blood Clouds of the Crystal Forest any day of the week. You can run from that shit. Can’t run from monsters as hidden as those fuckers.”

Rendar walked toward Jane’s seat, carrying a huge basket with a sandwich full of dark meat and gooey white cheese, and a large amount of fries. He set the meal in front of Jane, saying, “Moon reachers are awful. Best way to be sure those bastards are dead is spell them from above. Don’t even bother coming at them from the ground.”

Jane smiled at Rendar, saying, “It’s an idea.”

Julli stood up, saying, “Go ahead and eat. We’ll leave you to it. Water’s over there, you know.”

Jane smiled at the sandwich, saying, “Thank you.”

As Rendar and Julli went back behind the counter, and customers started to appear, Jane ate her sandwich in the corner, and looked out across the dining room. More memories surfaced. 

She had been damn lucky. She had been damn arrogant. The first time she saw the reachers, she had thought them a wonderful opportunity to test the mental defenses of her slime and her spider. Both of her alternate forms resisted [Thought Fog] completely, but as time went on, she had made a mistake. [Thought Fog] hung in the air like a poison, even after the reachers had gone. She must have been exposed between [Polymorph] forms, and from there it was all downhill. 

As Jane ate her sandwich and her fries, an awful thought nipped at the back of her mind. Was exploring the world on her own a mistake? The answer was probably ‘yes’.

Nope.

Jane threw that thought away. Sure. She was vulnerable out there all alone, but only because she got cocky. She had thought, that just because she was able to kill almost everything she saw, that this ability was good enough to put her at the top of the food chain. She was wrong. She made a mistake. She had been exposed to a gradually worsening poison. She survived only through the barest amount of luck, and a great deal of her own hammered-in instincts. 

Having [Hunter’s Instincts] on almost all the time helped a lot out there. [Greater Shadowalk] provided eyes in every form, and easy travel wherever light glowed incomplete. Her shadow spider was fantastic for practically all sneaking and fighting, too. Jane was capable of taking on the world, she just needed more experience. 

She needed [Aura of Freedom] from a unicorn, and also her class. Then she would be a lot safer from creatures like moon reachers.

Jane finished her sandwich, and devised a plan. She bused her own table, said ‘thanks’ to Julli and Rendar, and began to walk home. The sun hung higher in the sky. Silver clouds hung to the west, raining onto green land.

Jane walked across the flat orange stone of the Human District, feeling better, even as more forgotten memories popped up with each passing minute. Most of those resurfacing memories pointed toward the validity of the idea that Jane had just messed up, and more than once. If she had turned into a slime at night and slept in a crevice somewhere on the volcano, she would have never encountered the moon reachers. Sure, a lava elemental would have likely come along, but Jane could handle one of those. If she had remained as a spider in her underground burrow, she would have never been afflicted with [Thought Fog]. Sure, it wasn’t comfortable, but it was okay. 

Jane had messed up, pure and simple. She had thought it okay to spend the night in the forest, as a human, instead of as the monster she needed to be whenever she was outside of civilization.

She reached her house. A pair of orcol guards stood beside the garden. Jane knew them from the army. As they greeted her, she greeted them. They were staying in the guest rooms on the first floor, keeping an eye on the house while Erick and everyone else was away. 

That was fine with Jane. She left them to their duty and went inside, after thanking them for looking after the house while everyone was away.

 

- - - -

 

Erick had been right. [Reflection] was a pretty easy thing to make after considering all the facts and going off the idea of a dual Particle-Energy Theory of Mana. And after spending several hours leveling [Rebound], of course. Just to make sure she was doing it right, she even searched the Script for [Reflection]. She found nothing. [Reflection] was just one of those hidden skills. 

Jane stood in her tower as the sun began to set outside, and stared at the blue box in front of her. 

 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 

“Huh. Nice job, Dad.”

As though summoned, her father’s voice tickled the back of Jane’s mind. 

‘Hey, Jane!’

Jane laughed loud.

Erick sent, ‘You seem to be happy. Good news?’

Jane sent him an image of her [Pure Reflection Ward], adding, ‘I just got this, right as you called.’

Pure joy rolled through their connection, as Erick said, ‘That’s pretty great!’

‘It is pretty great.’ Jane looked out at the darkening sky, and sent, ‘How late is it over there?’ 

‘Eh! Time doesn’t matter. I couldn’t sleep— Wait a second. Are you back in Spur? I see the tower floor in that image.’

Jane smiled, glad she didn’t have to tell him. ‘Yeah. I am. For a little bit. Had a close call, so I’m taking it easy for a few days.’

‘… What happened?’

‘I don’t really… I would like to talk about it after the problem is solved. But...’ Jane asked, ‘Could you look up ‘Moon reachers’, for me? What’s the best way to kill them? I’ll be here for a day, but I’m going back to the Wyrmridge tomorrow to kill the group that hunted me.’

‘Okay...’ Erick’s voice held a frantic edge. 

‘Just. Please. Dad.’

A moment passed. Erick said, ‘Hold on.’ A moment later, his voice came back full of false cheer,‘There’s a library in this house and...’ Erick sent, ‘Where were they...’ He paused. He sent, ‘Ah ha! Here they are. Great library… this place...’

He went quiet.

Jane waited.

Erick sent, ‘Oh my gods, Jane. These things—’

‘I know, Dad. I know. Just…’ Jane suddenly regretted telling him anything at all. She should have kept her mouth shut. She should have—

‘[Polymorph] into a creature that is at least partially immune to mind magics, then nuke them from the sky. Fire helps.’ 

Jane smiled softly. ‘Someone else told me almost the exact same thing, not hours ago.’

‘It’s a good way to fight. But hey! [Pure Reflection Ward] will help!’

‘Not really.’ Jane sent, ‘[Reflection] doesn’t work on mental magic. Only magic that actually hits you.’

Erick spoke as though with cheerful authority,‘That may be true of [Reflection], but I practiced [Pure Reflection Ward] with Poi and it reflected his [Mind Spike] right back at him.’ Erick added, ‘It doesn’t work so well on area spells, or on spells with physical components, but it does work against all targeted magic.’

‘… I’m going to try it right now, with [Telepathy]. Contact me until you can connect again.’

Jane severed their mental link, then turned on [Pure Reflection Ward].

Erick sent, ‘Testing. Testing. I am the very model of a modern major general—’

‘The skill is active but I’m still connected.’ Jane dropped the spell, then sent, ‘I’m not taking the chance of a partial success against [Thought Fog], since [Thought Fog] is both targeted, affects an area, is insidious, and the least crack in my defenses will mean… It won’t be good.’

A long silence held between Jane, and Erick.

‘I understand.’ Erick’s voice was hard, as he said, ‘You’re right.’ He sent, ‘I know you’re going to say no. But will you allow me to help you with this? These monsters are not in Ar’Kendrithyst. I can kill them with Ophiel and a Domain, without you putting yourself in danger.’

‘… I…’ Jane steeled herself, and sent, ‘You can’t rescue me every time I’m in danger, but it’s nice to have the offer. Thank you, but no.’

After a long pause, Erick sent, ‘… Okay.’

‘I love you, Dad.’

‘I love you, too, Jane.’ Erick quickly sent, ‘I have to go. I’ll talk to you later, okay?’

‘Okay.’

Their connection popped. Jane leaned against a wall and slid down to the floor. She sat there for a while with an ache in her chest, thinking that she had really hurt her father. First she spilled the beans on the moon reachers, then she denied his help. Maybe she shouldn’t have told him anything, like normal.

Jane let her mind wander, trying not to think too deeply about anything at all.

The line between not-thinking because it was too painful, and not-thinking because she decided to meditate, was a fuzzy thing. She crossed that line, sitting there on the floor with her eyes closed and her shoulders relaxed.

Memories of nerdy discussions with her ‘adventuring squad’ back on Earth played through Jane’s mind, from how best to beat a wizard with too much time to prepare, to arguing over house rules and combat, to how to stat-block a god. Where would you even begin? Life in a fantasy world came up rather often, too. More than once, they spoke of dealing with traumatic stress. How would you do it?

How would one deal with the stress of actually living in a world where monsters ate your neighbors and your family? Where beasts could show up and destroy everything you ever loved in a single, blood and fire filled night? Jane had answered ‘Medication and booze!’ The response from the rest of the group had been a shout-down. There was likely no real medication in Generic Fantasy World A, or whatever, and booze was a self-destructive cycle. They discounted the possibility of magical mental healing, right away, for what could it really do except erase memories, or lessen the impact, both of which would fuck you over in the long run. So what were the options? Not fight? Run away? No, those weren’t valid responses to terror knocking on your door.

Meditation came up as a solution. It didn’t work for everyone, but it did work for some people. 

Because of that conversation, and because she knew she would eventually be getting into some majorly traumatic shit some time in her life, Jane went out and took a transcendental meditation class offered at her college. That was just last year. She didn’t get far with it; meditation seemed rather pointless at the time. But here and now, on Veird and feeling like the walls were closing in? Now was the time to try again.

So Jane sat there, eyes closed, and mentally made the ‘ohm’ sound, without worry for whatever notions would crop into her mind, or whatever terror she might feel. Occasionally, she opened her eyes, just to make sure she was still alone. But then she went back to her silent mantra, filling her head with a cleansing sound, focusing on nothing in particular.

After twenty minutes, Jane didn’t feel much different, but that was expected. 

She opened her eyes. She stood up. She breathed, and then she went to make dinner for herself.

 

- - - -

 

The next day Jane went back to her tower and put up some blackboards. She needed to do some thinking. Her [Fire Body] had gone through several upgrades by the time it reached its current level. Those upgrades were now listed on the board in front of her.




	
Flame Touch, burn minor size

Flame Strike, weapon of fire, not great

Inflame, make a fire bigger, useful but not great

???, forgot this one.

Flame Breath, almost died using it the first time

Flaming Steps, spreading fire, faster movement, burned self so not great

Flame Shield, hovering reactive shield 

???, forgot this one, too

Blessing of Fire, natural fire didn’t hurt self anymore, clothes still burned away, infrasight appeared for the first time

Flame Sustain, stabilizes fire to not need fuel

Flame Armor, wrap self in reactive flame, clothes burned away, vision turned to infrasight

Fireblend, meld into natural fire








Every skill was useful enough on its own, but Jane ‘lost’ each previous one as she went up the chain; the boxes themselves transformed, and the past went out of reach. Mostly. She could still [Strike] by using her whole slime body, and the effect was almost the same as [Flame Strike], but it was decidedly not [Flame Strike]. She still technically had the [Blessing of Fire] in [Fireblend], too, but she did not have [Flame Armor]. Jane actually liked [Flame Armor]. It was useful in every form and still functioned as armor, though she couldn’t use her rings in any of her fiery forms; they’d melt and break.

Jane had researched [Shadowalk] a lot since gaining the skill, and then gaining [Greater Shadowalk]. But looking over this list, and remembering all that research into [Shadowalk]…

There are quite a few shadow abilities before [Shadowalk] that Jane never got a chance to play around with. But as Jane looked over the list and imagined comparables… [Greater Shadowalk] was better than a theoretical [Fire Body], by far. No doubt about it. 

Jane still needed to get [Fire Body], though.

And also… maybe… 

An idea appeared. Slimes were rather bumbling, slow things. But another kind of monster was not.

Jane looked over the board, then hurried out of her house to do some research. 

Her first stop took her to the Armory of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse. When that validated half of Jane’s budding theory, a trip to the Mage’s Guildhouse came next. Then came a quick trip through the Crystal Forest to kill some mimics, to pick up some rads to pay their library fee. After Jane was actually allowed to read the books, she discovered that her growing idea was a thing which many mages did, though the best course of action was different in every case. The books even gave a guide on how to do exactly what Jane was planning, alongside enough warnings to upset the courses of most people. 

Jane was not like most people, though. 

She went to the Courthouse, next. She only had to wait several minutes for Liquid to call her into her office.

Liquid sat behind her desk, her grey metal dragonkin-shaped arms forming a pyramid, her hands covering her mouth. She was obviously upset. She looked at Jane, and dropped her hands to her desk. She said, “Report.”

“I will not be engaging the moon reachers right away. I have another plan I must implement first.”

Liquid frowned a little. “And?”

“It’s technically highly illegal in Spur, but polymages do it all the time. Do you want me to continue explaining?” 

Liquid sighed. Her eyes seemed soft, as she said, “No. It’s a good idea. Just be careful. Those things can get out of control. If I suspected you didn’t have the control needed for success, I’d call you foolish and kick you out of the Army, but you’ll probably be okay.” She asked, “Do you want the arms back, now?”

Jane smiled, softly. “Not yet, ma’am. This should take me a day. I’ll be back for them tomorrow.”

Liquid frowned. She said, “Good luck, Soldier. Dismissed.”

 

- - - -

 

It had taken her all night, and she had to defend her catch from five lava elementals so far, but Jane was ready. She stood nude under a sky of black ash, on a land of black sand, over a pit of bumbling flame slimes larger than most. Over forty slimes plopped around in that depression, occasionally sending up brilliant flashes of light and fire as they fought each other to get out of the hole. Some of them had probably already eaten each other by now, but that was okay. Jane’s rings and bag were already set to the side, under a protective layer of stone. Jane was ready.

Now was the time to evolve. 

In a dark blue twist, Jane transformed into a slime, her bones becoming gel, her skin becoming fire, every part of her becoming something else as she fell into the mosh pit, and started eating. Daggers of shadow weakened her opposition, spilling flaming radiance across the pit with each new attack. Jane gobbled up that radiance, rolling over her neighbors, consuming, eating, growing. 

She was too full after five slimes, but she kept going, past the point of gluttony. If she were human, she would want to puke, but she was not. She kept going. Fifteen slimes and their cores became part of her growing body. She felt like a blob, and she looked like one, too. 

This was okay. The books all said this was a terrible experience. Like the worst overeating Jane would ever know. The writers of those books had access to magical healing, though. They never had to suffer through weeks of rehabilitation from a gunshot wound, or broken bones. Jane had. 

Jane would have smiled if she had a mouth. Instead, she just lifted up a pseudopod and slammed it down on a slime, crushing and consuming it all in one blow. The depression full of forty slimes was soon down to half-size; half of the depression filled with Jane, the other half with slimes scrambling to get away from the blob monster. Jane paused. She took a moment to steady her churning not-stomach; Flame Essences floated around in her slime. Jane added those essences to her skill, then telekinetically ripped out the rad fragments inside of her. As [Fireblend] swelled under the influx of new essences, Jane flung the rad fragments out of the depression.

Jane looked upon the rest of her horrible feast and said a silent prayer to Phagar, sorry that she had to kill such cute little things, but Veird demanded hard answers to harsh truths. Jane lifted up another pseudopod and slammed it down on another flame slime, cracking the smooth volcanic ground underneath. 

Huh. Eating that one wasn’t so bad. Jane paused. She ate two more, easy as another shot of tequilla after she’d already had four. The next seven slimes joined her collective without the slightest discomfort.

Ah. This was the change.

Jane quickly ate the remaining slimes like they were candy and she was starving. This was certainly the change. Jane had to control herself, now. She had to find balance, and calm. She spat the extra rads out of herself, then settled into the depression like 400 gallons of sapient, flaming napalm. 

She held her senses around herself, holding her mind steady as bright, hot pains lanced through her hot-tub sized body. She hummed an ‘ohm’ with her entire self; vibrating, practicing transcendental meditation, holding onto herself as strange desires and crushing needs washed over her mind like so many hurricanes passing overhead. 

She hummed, and she waited, as pain struck, and transformations happened, both within, and without. Soon, the pain began to pass. The need to eat became a distant desire; one she could control. Gentle nudges began throughout her entire gooey body, almost exactly the same as with Ramizi’s [Polymorph] Potion.

That man made really good potions. Much better than the shit she bought—

A spike of pain flared across Jane’s core. 

Jane went back to meditating, back to letting her thoughts touch upon her mind, but gain no purchase. Another spike of pain came, but smaller this time. Then came another, but it almost wasn’t worth calling a pain at all. 

More pain came, but it was unremarkable. More desires came, but they were ethereal, unsubstantial things, compared to Jane’s true goals. 

Ash fell from the sky; black snow that traveled in swirls and gathered in drifts. A layer of black soon covered Jane’s glowing surface. She vibrated her ‘ohm’, scattering her ash blanket to the edges of her pool-like self. Soon, the only visible part of her was a circle of gentle yellow and orange, surrounded by black. It didn’t take long before the deluge of ash covered even that part of her, fully blocking her sight of the outside world. She didn’t mind. Her ‘eyes’ were already closed.

Jane meditated away the pain. She let her worries pass her by. Trials and tribulations vanished from her mind. She existed, and that was enough.

After a while, she stopped vibrating. After even longer, somehow, she slept. 

 

- - - -

 

Jane woke up at the bottom of a hollow, black space. A beam of sunlight shone through a crack in the ceiling, to touch upon the wall just above Jane’s glowing, yellow body. She burbled, waking all the way up, expanding her senses outward, and inward. 

First, she noticed her core was gone. This was good: this was normal. She wasn't a flame slime anymore.

As she looked upon her immediate area with perfect clarity, better than she could have ever hoped to see the world as a flame slime, she checked her recent notifications, and [Polymorph].

 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 3/10

~Jane Flatt

~Shadow Spider

~Flame Ooze








 




	
Special Action!

You have successfully transformed a Familiar Form!

+5 points!








 

Jane relaxed into herself, happy with her progress. 

 




	
Fireblend, instant, close range, 5 MP per second

Become one with fire.








 

That one was still the same, though.

Jane stretched upward, extending a long length of yellow goo up into the crack above. The ceiling broke at her touch, crashing down all around her like so much ash. Jane moved together, avoiding most of the downfall as the thin barrier fell, revealing a cloudy, sunlit sky. With a long tendril extended, Jane moved out of the depression with ease. She hauled herself onto the surface, and looked around with full vision, in every direction all at once. Flame oozes had really good sight; almost comparable to shadow spiders.

As Jane looked out across the volcanic land, she saw flame slimes rolling around in the ash, both as yellow balls, and as pockets of radiant heat. She stared at one slime in particular, watching how it moved, waiting for a reaction within herself. 

But as she waited, nothing happened. She wasn’t hungry, looking at the flame slimes. That was good news. She did not seem to inherit the need to feed common to all oozes; the books had warned against that. As Jane spilled and swirled around, testing herself, testing how she could move, she felt even better about her decision to go for a transformation. She certainly moved around a lot easier as a flame ooze. Before, she plopped and rolled. Now, she moved. 

Jane slammed a pseudopod forward, then dragged herself forward. She pushed herself up onto one pseudopod, then fell forward. Soon enough, Jane figured out how to ‘walk’ as an ooze. It was half a jump forward, half catching herself as she fell. When she had that motion understood, she picked up the tempo. 

She launched herself forward, then caught herself, then did it again. She chained the motions together. Soon, she ‘ran’ across the land; a flame ooze on a mission of self discovery. If she wanted to, she could move faster than this, though.

Jane dipped into [Greater Shadowalk], wrapping her natural radiance in shadows. Like a candle hovering behind smokey glass, ooze-Jane slipped into the darkness all around. And she hunted, and she found her prey.

Like a volcanic eruption, Jane burst out of the ground around the unsuspecting flame slime, swallowing the entire orange beach-ball in one great, glowing gulp. 

A notification appeared.

 




	
Flame Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the flame.








 

Jane laughed in great gurgling, splattering guffaws, though if there were any onlookers, they probably only saw a monstrous flame ooze burbling and splattering a bit more than normal. Laughter and speech didn’t seem to work as a flame ooze. Oh well! When normal communication wasn’t possible, that’s what [Telepathy] and [Prestidigitation] air-writing was for.

Ah. Well. [Telepathy] didn't seem to work as an ooze. It didn't work as a slime, either, but Jane had hoped that she could use it as an ooze, but apparently oozes were also mindless creatures! ... Duh.

 

- - - -

 

Explosions rocked the Firemaw Mountain as a flame ooze crawled across the surface, launching fire in every direction, only to disappear in one pool of fire and come out the other. It played around with lava elementals, taunting them to unwinnable fights, before it ate the elementals. It played around in ash drifts. It bounced across lava flows. It danced into a pool of lava a hundred meters across, heedless of the heat, for the flame ooze was hotter than lava, by far. 

The flame ooze dove into the lava, only to find the lava much denser than it imagined. It did not get far.

Something shifted, and the flame ooze dove into the lava, then came back up, chased out of the molten rock by surprise lava sharks. The ooze came back and killed three lava sharks, and then ate them.

The flame ooze spent a great deal of time on the ridge of the main caldera, next to its much smaller flame slime cousins, staring at the hundred meter tall fountain of lava that always spewed out of the Great Firemaw. And then the ooze rolled down backward, following the example of its smaller brethren; slime after slime after ooze rolled down the sides of the main volcano like snowballs in winter.

For a few adventurers, who were there, and who were scouting for trouble with [Scry] before they decided to try the Firemaw Mountain, seeing a hyperactive flame ooze was more than enough reason to leave the volcanoes well enough alone. They would come back to Firemaw Mountain some other day, hopefully after the flame ooze had moved on.

 

- - - -

 

Jane finished playing around with her new spell, and her new oozy body. [Fire Body] wasn’t very useful outside of her flame ooze form, but the two abilities together were a revelation. 

She knew exactly how to deal with the moon reachers.

 

- - - -

 

The moons hung high in the sky, illuminating the dark forest. Shaggy silver legs carried shaggy silver bodies across the land, while tiny black eyes and well developed noses searched for more food. Six of the eight creatures were unbalanced; one arm of each of them was shorter than normal, but they were regrowing. Prey had hurt them days ago. Each of them were grumpy about it, but they ate and ate, and their arms were coming back. 

A light in the forest caught Leader’s eye.

Prey. Fun prey? Oh. Yes. Fun prey. Prey that runs and does not see. Prey that sits around a warm fire and does not know they are dying, one by one. Leader led the way toward the light, so the rest followed. 

Killing time, tonight. Ripping and tearing time. Feasting time. The Hunt was on. 

And then Leader caught a scent. And then everyone caught the scent. It was a hurting scent. It was a familiar scent. Calm rage spread among the reachers. They knew this prey. They smiled, revealing their bodies as little more than pits of teeth. 

As the group neared, their skin began to itch. It always itched, though. They didn’t care. The Hunt was on!

 

- - - -

 

Jane watched from the firepit as the moon reachers drew close. She had set out the arms hours ago, next to one of the reacher hunting paths. It was pretty damn obvious where the reachers hunted, once Jane’s mind wasn’t foggy; they were as tall as the trees, but the canopy was not open around here. They had to move through normal, open air, until they spotted prey. 

Moon reachers were a simple monster, in a way, if you didn’t fuck up the initial encounter. 

The reachers walked toward faux-bonfire Jane, glowing away as the firepit, hiding herself in plain sight while they stood completely exposed. Jane had constructed a ring of benches around herself and populated those benches with sleeping bodies made of [Stoneshape]. The reachers stayed outside of that ring, moving slowly, their arms and legs draped to the ground.

Jane counted eight reachers; six of them with uneven arms. 

The final one stepped around Jane’s fire pit. The eight monsters completely encircled her and the fake bodies. As the first one reached down to a stone fake, Jane dipped a tendril down into a radiating tunnel she had carved hours ago. Her bonfire-like body did not move on the surface, but she didn’t have to. She cast herself down those tunnels. The effect was immediate, and bright.

Forty meters away, in every direction, fire burst from the ground and set the forest ablaze, ringing the whole camp, except for the direction toward the reacher’s main walking path. 

In a bright second, the forest became an inferno. Jane helped it along, all the while unmoving, all the while keeping her senses on the moon reachers. The monsters screamed, mouths dropping wide open, as fire licked up their long legs, and long arms. 

Jane stirred the fire into a storm of flame.

The moon reachers tried to flee, but Jane had picked this part of the forest well. The trees in every direction were dry, but thick. There was no easy escape except the way they came in, and when they all went that way, it didn’t take much but a few good [Stoneshape]s to trip them into each other. Those long limbs were quite a detriment when so many were trying to escape in the same direction at the same time. 

Silver fur burned quite well. 

Jane fed the flames as the moon reachers collapsed to the ground. They died in fire, one by one, each pinging a notification for 95%. It didn’t take long for all eight to die. It was a good kill.

Jane lifted herself from her bonfire position, and began cleaning up. Fires dimmed under Jane’s command. [Drain Ward]s were dismissed. Half-burned trees were smothered, and left to recover if they could. Soon, the fire was gone. The forest crinkled and cracked as burned wood began to cool. 

Jane left the barbecue’d moon reachers for the forest to clean up; she didn’t want them. All they had going for them was their [Thought Fog]. Otherwise, they were pitiful forms. They couldn’t even run without getting tangled in their own limbs. Jane did take a look at their hands, though. They had a lot of rings on those fingers. It took her a while, longer than the actual kill, but Jane pried the rings off of those fingers with [Telekinesis], and gathered them up.

With one final look around, and finding the threat eliminated, Jane wrapped the rings in a ball of stone, held the stone in her body, and dipped into shadow. She popped up into her last base and transformed from flame ooze, to spider. She picked up her belongings and loot and wrapped them in silk, before traveling to her other bases, picking up more of the stuff she had forgotten about, from clothes to rads, thanks to the moon reachers. 

Back at her first base, Jane picked up her badge, and looked at it for a moment. It was nice to have it again. It was just crazy, pure and utter nonsense, that she had forgotten about her guild badge. She slipped the badge into a silk bag, and left the forest a blip of dark blue.

Firemaw Mountain was over and done with. Thank the gods. 

Somewhere between the mountain and home, Jane transformed back into a person. She put her own rings back on and wrapped herself in [Conjure Armor]. She paused. She sat down on the sand in the dark, glowing night. Moons and stars hung overhead, while crystal agave and mimics glittered all around. 

She took out the rings she had salvaged from the moon reachers. They were a pile of burned and blackened metal and gems. They were the trophies from hundreds of kills.

Jane sat there on the sand, under the sky, with the rings cradled in spider silk in her lap. 

Eventually, she closed the silk bag. The ring bag went into a larger bag, containing hundreds of rads she had gathered from slimes and otherwise. The rads would go to her bank account, but the rings would go to the Adventurer’s Guild, either for Mog and Felair to try and link to families, or to shore up the Fund. Whatever they chose to do with the rings would be fine.

She had gotten more than enough from her trip to Firemaw Mountain.
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Jane heaved the spidersilk bags onto her shoulders. She continued to blip south; headed home. 

The unicorn would be next.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 69 - Jane, a 32k word chapter that may or may not get split up, and 70. 

Your reviews and ratings are important to visibility! 

Thank you for reading!



                



069 - Jane, 1/2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    18,500 word chapter! 069 is practically a novella, at 34k total words. 



                

                It is important to note, dear petitioner, that the Sovereign Cities are not sovereign at all. They like this name because it suits their egos to call themselves powers unto themselves, able to do whatever they wish. In truth, the powers of the region are hateful, awful, and cruel, and the people who live there are a product of their governance, and themselves.

To put it bluntly, the Sovereign Cities are the true arseholes of Glaquin. 

The Wasteland Kingdoms is separated from itself by [Teleport] distances and toxic monsters, while a ruling council decides matters of war and policy, and a lower council decides on trade. They were once a thriving world power, but when toxic ideology took hold and ruined everything, a few hard working young whippersnappers and their level headed patrons reigned in their self destruction. If it weren’t for the few people in charge able to hold together the greater whole of their people, the Wasteland certainly would have become another region like the Sovereign Cities. Some say the Greensoil Republic was responsible for the Wasteland, some say that the Sovereign Cities were the true culprits, but I don’t know the truth. I don’t truck with rumor. 

As for the Greensoil Republic, it took ‘em centuries and they’re still working on it, but those humans managed to carve out a semblance of order from without and within, mostly through horrific acts of violence committed against each other, hand in glove with powerful trade agreements. To this day, the Republic spans one of the largest tamed stretches of land on Veird, and the Viridian King works hard to keep it that way. Some say his Green Circle kills all dissidents; but you didn’t hear that rumor from me. 

The cities of the Crystal Forest are each jewels in the sand, too far from one another to truly impinge upon each other’s brilliance. Besides, there’s monsters outside the walls, dammit! There’s better things to do than get up in each other’s pockets all the damn time. But not all is well in that wild land. I hear Ar’Kendrithyst is gearing up for something big, so you best watch out if you plan on traveling the Crystal Forest. And then there’s the tiff brewing between Portal and Spur. I hear it’s over the price of grain and the abundance of Spur’s new cropland, so try to steer clear of that, too, if you can help it.

The Wasteland, the Republic, and the cities of the Crystal Forest. These are the major players of Glaquin, and in each one, the rule of Polite Society reigns, and there are enough thriving bookmakers and authors to pump out enough dogma and propaganda to keep their governments intact; if you believe in that sort of thing, anyway. Stories of heartbreak and death, of journeys and destinations, of tragedy and comedy. And of course, the backstabbing and the murder and the toppling of opposing kingdoms. That last one is a popular trope in both the Wasteland and the Republic, but not so much in the Crystal Forest.

But in the Sovereign Cities, there are barely any stories at all. Sure, they have the Script, but only for those lucky enough to escape the grasp of their armies, but furthermore: who owns a book? Certainly not Anna-down-the-way. She prefers to seduce her neighbor Tommy into her bed, and then to wring him for blackmail because Tommy is a married man, whose wife is looking for the littlest excuse to legally murder him. Adultery is as good a legal reason as any, in that lawless place.

Those damn little Sovereign city states are all cesspools of violence, hatred, and killing, where the land is tame enough that the only monsters running around are slimes, the occasional ooze, and your fellow man. Though those occasional oozes do manage to kill a few hundred people every now and then, the constant wars of the region do more damage than that. I have a question for you: Which is worse? An ooze or a greedy king! It’s a question that’s floated around for centuries and will likely float around for a lot more.

There, in the Sovereign Cities, is where you will find the brigands of the world. The harlots and the cheats. The dirty and the pitiful. I’m sure if you look hard enough, you might see a young man or woman who’ll become a hero or something, but there’s a mighty higher chance those bright blue eyes or comely backsides or frontsides are just that; a front. You better keep your own watchful eyes on those that speak too-good-to-be-true stories, or ask for just a bit of trust, or to come heal their ailing grandma just two doors down, or to help rescue their cat stuck up a tree. They’ll kill you just as soon as pick your pocket. Oh! And the pickpockets! And the urchins! Don’t forget those little devils. You take your eyes off of them once and a whole herd of em’ll pour out of the shanties and murder you for your gold.

It has been postulated by men and women and otherwise, each of them much more learned than I, that the Sovereign Cities can afford to act this way because they only have the one border against the one real enemy, and Killtree takes care of them. The rest of the Cities don’t do shit against what should be a common foe. 

Make no mistake, dear petitioner. For all the wars and all the killing, there’s only one real enemy: The Forest. And not that ‘Crystal Forest’ nonsense. I mean a real forest, with real trees. Yeah. You know what I’m talking about. Unicorns and wyrms. Moon reachers and shroomspawn. Dragons living out in the open, hunting wolves and deer larger than houses.

In the border villages, nearer to that dark land, they speak of the Forest with reverence and hatred in equal measure. In the southern cities, far from the front line, they speak of the Forest with disdain and dismissal, because didn’t you hear about what North Curio is doing with their wheat prices? Will South Curio rein them in, or will there be another Grain War? Those arseholes will go to war over practically any little thing. 

They’re just going to war to kill the common folk, you know. Everyone with even a lick of sense knows this, but the kids still sign up for whichever force is recruiting, hoping for three square meals a day and the shield of a fellow warrior guarding their blind spot, and a chance to be allowed to Matriculate into the Script. Can’t really blame the kids. They raise ‘em in ignorance over there. Try to keep the people dumb and docile. Book burning is a valued pastime in those places. And don’t you dare speak against the people in charge while you’re over there, or you’re likely to be found dead in your bed from ‘natural causes’.

Anyway. Back to the exposition you paid for. 

North Curio hates South Curio. The going rumor for the last two hundred years is that North wishes to be the only ‘Curio’, and for there to be no distinction at all because South Curio should be a smoldering firepit, not a thriving city. South Curio hates North Curio, because they want to pick a different name, but because of some old laws, they can’t change their name unless North Curio changes their name, first. 

Pearl, nary two [Teleport]s south of the Curios, wishes the Curios would just kill each other already. No one likes those blasted northerners. And they both keep raising the price of wheat! Burn them both and let the slimes take over for all anyone cares; that’s Pearl’s stance.

Charme is of much the same mind as Pearl, but rather than burning both Curios to the ground, they want to burn everything to the ground, including Pearl. Some would say that Charme even wants to burn itself to the ground, too. Pearl and both Curios are mostly indifferent to Charme, because Charme can’t get its bumbling royalty to make up its mind regarding any outside matters. The land of five hundred princes, they call it. If you ever meet a Prince of Charme on the street, run the other way if you value your life. Those people’re just as likely to conscript you into some unwinnable war as they are to shank you and take your gold like some common highwayman. Between you and me, it’s hard to see the difference. A robbery is death by one or two cuts, right there and then, while the army is death by one or two cuts somewhere in the next two months, at the hand of some other poor arsehole standing in the same boots as you, but holding onto a different flag.

And then we’re back to Killtree. For all the ‘good’ they do ‘defending’ the ‘land’ from the Forest, that place is a pile of shit. Full of adventurers looking to die, but with a higher level and in more exotic ways than the rest of us. Best to stay away from that sort of place. 

Ah, but yeah. The Forest. Killtree is the only place that puts any resources to fighting the Forest; they’re the northernmost Sovereign City, so that makes sense. But they’re just doing it for their own good, don’t you know? All they care about is money, too. Grand rads, wyrm kills, unicorn season, experience farms, bordellos and houses of ill repute. That’s what they’re about. 

… What do you mean bordello and houses of ill repute are the same? No, they’re not. Bordellos are classy places… Or was it the other way around? Whatever. They got holes where you can stick your stick, or get stuck, or just do some heavy grinding if that’s your thing. I ain’t judging. 

Black markets are just markets over there. 

Be careful of the meat you buy. That’s all I’m saying on that.

I will say one good thing about that place: They have a hard-on for killing doppelgangers like you would not believe. There’s no laws against killing people suspected of not being who they look like. This, as you can imagine, leads to a lot of problems. But at least there’s no Cinnabar Hand over there.

Killtree is still a shithole, though. Best not go there if you can help it. 

Ah! One more good thing: At least they’re mostly human over there in the Sovereign Cities. Can’t say that about the rest of the lands of Glaquin. 

The Knowledge mage leaned back in his chair. He was an ancient human man, with white hair and piercing, dark eyes. He asked, “That enough of an overview for you?”

Jane stood up from her chair, saying, “Yup. That’s about what I’ve already heard. Thanks for the trouble.”

The Knowledge Mage asked, “You sure you ain’t wantin’ something more specific?”

Jane smiled, then said, “Then you could sell that to someone else.”

“Bah!” He pointed to the door. “Go on then. Go commit murder in the Cities and get yourself a fresh Familiar Form. Not like they can stop ya. I’ll just let you know, though, that the Cinnabar Hand does not recruit people like you, and they do not operate out of the Sovereign Cities. That’s not rumor. That’s fact.”

Jane frowned at the man. She said, “I know you’re baiting me into revealing something, but implying murder? Really? That’s just shameful.”

“Ah! So you’re going after something a bit more—”

Jane walked out of the room, saying, “Bye.”

Light chuckling laughter followed Jane out of the Knowledge Mage’s office.

 

- - - -

 

The Knowledge Mage had been right. Killtree was a shithole, but it was still Jane’s destination. 

Mud layered Jane’s boots while a dreary sky held above, sprinkling a light rain across the land. If the road under Jane’s feet had ever been solid, it hadn’t been solid in Jane’s lifetime. She walked to the side of a practical river of mud, splattering dirt with every step, while cow-drawn carts and people plodded along, scattering brown puddles as they went, each to their own destinations. The unclean scent of mostly humanity struggled against the rain, fighting to make itself known. Jane breathed easy right now, but she knew that she would be choking if the downpour wasn’t keeping the scent down.

Almost all the buildings around her were wooden shacks, but to call them ‘buildings’ was rather charitable. The planks forming the walls were only half there, with inch-thick gaps separating each plank from the next. The roofs were marginally better. From what Jane had seen on her trip into town, the roofs were generally made of wood and thatch. From what Jane had seen of the people, with their torn clothes and dirty faces, if water poured though a rotted roof, she doubted they cared.

Like. The Script was right fucking there. How the hell could people live like this when [Stoneshape] was a single point away? Ugh! It almost drove Jane insane, but she let it go. She tried not to think too hard about whatever governmental fuckery was going on around here. Registrars for the Script were illegal around here; they got chased out unless they got a local patron, while that patron only allowed people to Matriculate if those people joined their army for a period of however many years. Jane wasn’t sure on that part. She doubted that it was a set number of years, at all. 

Some people obviously did have access to [Stoneshape], though.

Grey stone buildings held prominent positions in the city, but they were few and far between. Much more common were squat stone guard towers here and there; like mushrooms growing in a mishmash of wooden shacks. 

What was really strange about the whole experience of coming to Killtree, and what still threw Jane for a loop, was that there was no city wall. Jane had walked past shacks, and guard towers, and farmland under heavy guard to get to here, but she had never seen a wall, at all. 

A child ran past, barely touching Jane.

The child got three meters ahead before she slowed down. She turned, and with a dirty face and matted hair, she yelled, “Whatsa poor prick like you who don’t got no gold! Piss off, wanker!” 

The girl ran off, splattering mud as she stomped away, no doubt to try her pickpocketing against someone else. Jane had prepared for thieves; except for her badge and a few coins hidden in her boots, all of her stuff was in a safe location, back in the mountains that she crossed to get to the Sovereign Cities. 

But something had still led that little thief to believe that Jane was rich. Was it her clothes? Couldn’t be. Jane wore brown leathers and tan cloth, with a brown leather cloak to ward off the rain, like almost everyone else around her. No [Conjure Armor] today. She had even left her rings behind. Jane missed the extra Stats, but she certainly did not need artifacts of that quality on her person, as she traveled this awful land. Besides, she would likely need to resort to [Fire Body] and her flame ooze sooner or later.

Jane looked around. No one else on the streets wore anything nicer than dirty linen or marred leathers. 

Oh. Shit. Duh. Jane was looking around, exactly like a tourist would. She quickly resumed her forward journey, acting like she belonged, not really looking at anything in particular—

That failed thief wasn’t the only one who had spotted Jane. 

To the side of the road, above the mud and atop a short tower of stone, a pair of Killtree guards, wearing full [Conjure Armor], one red, the other maroon, stared down at Jane. Red tapped Maroon on the shoulder, saying something quiet. Jane averted her eyes from everyone and especially from the guards. She walked forward, under the watch of their guard tower. 

The guards called to her. “Oy!”

Jane kept walking.

“Oy! Outsider girl! You don’t stop this’ll go bad for you.”

Jane paused, reluctantly. 

“Yeah. You hear us.”

The air and rain shifted in front of Jane. A blip of red resolved into Red. A blip of dark red resolved into Maroon. Both of them were the cleanest people Jane had seen since her arrival in town. Red was a dude not much older than Jane. Maroon could have been Red’s brother.

Red asked, “Who are you, what do you want with Killtree?”

Maroon held out a truthstone. The stone glowed faintly green under the rain. 

Jane looked at the stone, then at the men. She said, “To kill monsters. I’m here for the unicorn hunt.”

Maroon held the bright green stone up, then hummed.

Red glanced from the stone to Jane, saying, “Good answer. Do you think you can kill one, or should we run you out of town now?”

“I am a hundred percent positive I would be a boon to any Hunt.”

The stone continued to glow bright green, as rain fell all around. 

Red frowned.

Maroon tucked the stone away, saying, “You know where to go?”

“Yup.”

“Good.” Maroon said, “Get there fast.”

Maroon [Blink]ed back up to the guard tower.

Red took one more look at Jane, and said, “Those nightmares are dangerous, you know.”

“They’re not the only ones,” Jane deferred.

Red smirked, then nodded. He blipped away, back up to his tower. He called down to Jane, “You be careful out there, adventurer. If the unicorns don’t get you, other people will. The Hunt draws all kinds.”

Jane nodded at the guards, and walked forward.

Rain fell. Mud splashed. People went where they needed to go. Carts and cows plodded by, each carrying their goods to wherever they needed to be. And Jane continued on her way. She took a right at an intersection, and spotted the Guildhouse. 

The Guildhouse of Killtree was a collection of large stone buildings with a low stone wall surrounding the whole estate. The central structure was largest of the buildings, and twice the height of the stone towers all around the shanties of Killtree. That large building must have been the main guildhouse, for a central pair of double doors stood open. Sunlight shone out of those double doors, into the rain, setting the weather to glittering like suspended diamonds. Jane stepped toward—

Two people in the meager crowd stepped lightly behind Jane. One lifted a dagger to her back, the other stabbed sideways across her neck. Both weapons skittered across dark blue energy, doing little actual damage. Both attackers cursed, loud and quick, as Jane responded to their attack. A dark blue dagger plunged deep into the stomach of the first man. Another dark blue dagger went through the neck of the second. They gurgled, and died. 

Jane had [Hunter’s Instinct] running ever since she left the guards, with [Invisible Rejuvenation] ticking off occasionally to keep her HP high. She had seen her attackers well before they attacked. She had seen their dirty metal knives, and the absolute desperation in their faces. She didn’t want to kill them, but they had honestly tried to kill her first. Whatever their reason for their actions they got exactly what they deserved. If Jane had just let them off with a warning they would have gone on to kill someone else.

It was an awful calculus, but the math did not lie. 

A few onlookers lifted their heads to see her kill her attackers, but no one said anything. Some walked faster. Some didn’t seem to care at all. One man on the other side of the street even laughed as half a dozen children poured out of a nearby alleyway, rushing for the bodies Jane had dropped. One of the kids was the girl from before; the attempted pickpocket. She flashed Jane a wicked smile as she began pulling off the boots from Jane’s first attacker. 

Jane’s eyes went wide at the girl.

The girl must have recognized that Jane was deciding what to do with her, because she instantly dropped the man’s leg, leaving the half-removed boot behind as she ran back into the alleyway, vanishing into the shadows of the shanties. Jane could easily track her… but... should she?

Had that girl just played Jane into killing for her?

While a rare moment of indecision struck Jane to her very core, and her conjured daggers dissipated from the bodies, the remaining kids stripped the fresh corpses of any and all goods. They rapidly left nothing behind but pale remains, face down in the mud. Jane backed away from the dead. She controlled her breathing as she turned toward the guildhouse. She walked on, hopefully leaving behind whatever had just happened.

Jane felt the eyes of people watching her as she walked toward the stone guildhouse, but nothing happened as she stepped past the low stone wall and onto the stone tiles of guildhouse property. No environmental [Ward] hung in the air around this place. It did smell a bit nicer than the rest of the city, though. Like rain and stone, instead of mud and mold and unkempt hair. 

She walked forward, into the light pouring out of the open double doors, into a stone tavern that smelled of spice and ale. Voices carried all around her. People in armor, both real and conjured, sat around talking to each other, discussing hunts and battlefield tactics. Jane stepped to the side as a pair of women in armor walked past her, flipping their hooded cloaks over their heads as they stepped out into the rain. 

Jane tried to ignore what had happened in the muddy streets as she went to find the counter and the quest board. 

 

- - - -

 

A man named Rohn, decked out in full, off-white [Conjure Armor], stood at the head of a classroom. A large blackboard filled the wall behind him while a secretary stood by, ready to change the image on the blackboard at Rohn’s discretion. Currently, half of the blackboard was a map of the lands north of Killtree, while the other half was filled with the image of a cut-off collar. It was a plain band of iron to be worn like a crown. The secretary held an actual cut-off collar in her hands, right now, holding it up for all to see. 

Jane was one out of two dozen new-to-the-area adventurers, sitting on wooden benches in that classroom, listening to the man talk about unicorns. Almost everyone in the room was human. Jane sat mostly alone, but some stragglers for the required lecture had taken up spots close to her; a fidgety looking human man, and the only incani in the room. She was a laid back woman with big black horns and dark purple skin. The incani yawned, as Rohn talked. It was not her first yawn since entering the room.

Rohn took the iron band cut-off collar from his secretary, saying, “We’ve already gone over the map, but now we’ll go over this. This is rather standard fare for a unicorn hunt, as I have been explaining. This is how you put it on.” He put the collar on his head, like a crown. “Very simple stuff!” He added, “If you don’t wear a collar, you—”

The incani woman raised her hand. 

Rohn looked to her, his eyes full of annoyance. He sighed out, “What?”

“Why’s it called a collar when it goes on yer head?”

Rohn frowned at her. “Because it collars a part of you. It is not an enhancing effect.”

“Right right.” The woman smirked, saying, “Thanks.”

Rohn sighed, then took off the collar, and said, “I’ve lists of people who sell these, or you can buy one from the Guild. They’re a hundred gold apiece—”

Several people in the classroom mumbled complaints.

“— and they’ll serve you well. But they won’t block everything.” He handed the collar to his secretary. “Which is why you must venture in groups to hunt unicorns. Unicorns are Light Essence monsters of the highest order. Their most pervasive effect is an aura that makes the world look pretty. Nothing is able to block this effect, for it is not mind magic, but a trick of the light. If the mangled faces of your ugly partners start to look pretty, you better have a blocking effect in place, because if you don’t, you’re gonna start frolicking in the streets and getting frisky in ways you never thought possible.

“But if your partners have their blocking measures in place, what they’re going to see is your dumb ass playing around with knives and your own beautiful innards.” Rohn stressed, “Maybe, if you’ve been a decent enough partner, your teammates will see fit to wrestle you down and slam a cut-off collar on your head.” He added, “Maybe.”

Rohn looked around the room, saying, “Chances are, of the twenty five people sitting here, three of you might make it back. If you manage to kill a unicorn you’ll be hailed a hero, and then be expected to go right back out, only to face slightly better odds. If you manage to make it all the way through a season you can call yourself a veteran unicorn hunter. In such an unlikely event, you’ll have won yourself a nobility from the King.”

“Fuck your nobility,” said a guy on the other side of the room. “I just want to get paid.”

A small chorus of agreement spread, but was quickly stifled by a heavy hatred, spreading in the room like an invisible miasma. Jane watched as half of the room looked at the other half, some with expressions of disbelief, others with open, silent hatred. 

Rohn frowned deeply. He steadied himself and purposefully did not look at the guy who spoke up, as he spoke to everyone, “I can look around this room and tell that most of you are not from here. This is your only warning. Disrespect your betters at your peril. Our King and Queen and entire Court keep this land free so that you can do as you please.” He stared at the offender, and said, “Speak that way again and I will do as I please, and take your head.”

The man in the audience said nothing.

Rohn said, “Good.” He added, “You can listen to your betters. This bodes well for your chances out there and in Killtree.” He gestured toward his secretary. The woman shifted the blackboard to the next image, this time done in colored chalk. Rohn gestured toward the drawing, saying, “This is the classical, undamaged form of a unicorn.”

The unicorn was a thick, white horse. More a clydesdale than an arabian, the monster was layered with enough muscle to shame a bodybuilder. Its mane flowed long, fluffy, and prismatic, like a rainbow cloud. Similar clouds of fur trailed away from its hooves and tail. Its singular horn was a half-twisted, perfect spike of rainbow radiance the size of its long head, while its eyes were pools of black.

Rohn said, “The average unicorn stands at three meters tall, from ground to back, meaning five meters from floor to tip of the horn. We’ve seen unicorns twice that size. We’ve seen runts half that size. The largest ones have an aura that covers dozens of kilometers. We send our Elites after those, so if you see one larger than six meters tall, run and report; this is your job in that specific situation.” He added, “Otherwise you’re expected to kill the beast and bring the corpse in for proper identification.” 

He gestured toward his secretary. She changed the blackboard.

The drawing of a unicorn transformed into a nightmare. The singular horn was joined by a ring of lesser horns surrounding its entire head, like a ring of rainbow light. Its entire body turned dark, like night. The largest change was to its face. The mouth was a maw like a lamprey’s, circular and lined with teeth and tentacles. 

Rohn said, “This is the tame version of a damaged unicorn. It gets much worse than this if any of your people are missing their mental protection. I’ve seen damaged unicorns made of teeth or eyes, or worse. Some of you might think that this means you should go alone. This would be a mistake. You will undoubtedly find other people who have made this mistake and subsequently become thralls to the unicorn.

“The deadliness of the unicorn shows in four ways. The first, is a mental domination effect. If you are subjected to this at any point in time, you will never come back from the hunt. The second is its light-based illusions. This is why you fight unicorns in a group! It is almost impossible for a unicorn to construct good enough illusions to confound and confuse four people, but if you’re a solo hunter, you will die to something you never saw coming.” He added, “Or you could become a thrall. Unicorns are not like normal monsters. Sometimes, the illusions can make you want to remove your collar, or revert your [Polymorph] form. This is obviously a bad thing, but the ability for a unicorn to do this is directly relative to how many people are in your group. Three is the minimum recommended number. Four is better. But quality is better than quantity. If you go in with a bunch of idiots, they could fall to the unicorn and become yet another problem.

“The third danger of a unicorn is their speed and physical power. These monsters are fast and their secondary ability, known as [Aura of Freedom], will make all your attempts to control the unicorn rather useless. Unicorns run through walls of stone. They disappear behind trees. They walk right over [Force Trap]s without triggering the spell. They are uncaptureable. Most of your spells will shoot wide. [Force Beam]s bend. [Force Bolt]s twist and go off course.” Rohn added, “Unicorns will run at the first sign of real trouble. They are fast.”

He continued, “I have already mentioned the fourth danger you will find when facing unicorns, but I will say it this way: unicorns don’t only transform people into thralls. They also capture the minds of other monsters. Vinespawns are a favored thrall, so watch your footing. Light slimes spontaneously generate in unicorn territory, but the unicorns relentlessly hunt, kill, and eat, any light slime they find. There are historical records of radiant oozes killing unicorns, so you shouldn’t find any of those monsters. If you do find a radiant ooze then you will know that the unicorn got what it deserved, and you come right back here and report the presence of the ooze. The Elites will take care of them.”

Rohn said, “You might find yourself facing a horde of monsters, or people, or mixed company, in addition to the unicorn leading them all.” He said, “I will say this so it’s not a shock out on the field: all those people are still alive, but most of them are in the process of becoming monsters. Most of them will try to bargain for their new master, to get you to lower your guard. When that fails, they, and the unicorn, will attack you in some of the most complicated and coordinated formations that you will ever see. Some of the people are monsters already. They won’t have access to the magic they had in life. Some of them are simply dominated. They will cast and [Strike] at you with all the power they had as a free soul.” He added, “Take solace that you won’t have to kill children. The unicorns eat those.”

Rohn said, “A full unicorn corpse is worth 20 grand. If it’s missing the horn, the price drops to 5 grand. If all you turn in to the Guild is the horn, you’ll get 10 grand. The breakdowns for the other body parts are listed downstairs. I know a lot of you are after the Light Essence in the creature, and some of you are even after the [Polymorph] form. This is fine. Good luck controlling the urges of your unicorn form. You should consider the unicorn as taking up two slots, just to be safe.” He said, “If you don’t already have a group, you should get one. Else you’re just going to die out there, or make a bigger problem for someone else.”

Rohn finished with an exasperated, “Your participation in this briefing has been noted in your guild record; you are now cleared for a unicorn hunt. If you wish to purchase a collar they’re for sale downstairs in the guild store.” He added, “A few of you came to this lecture by yourself. Others came in with one or two others. I repeat: any fight with a unicorn without at least two spears at your side is doomed to utter, bloody failure.” He said, “Hopefully most of you are smart enough to avoid the fate of the unprepared adventurer, but I doubt it. I suggest for solos, duos, and trios, to stick around after I’m gone, and to form a quad, at least.”

“One last thing. Those of you hoping to go through this fight with a slime form, you should know that unicorns really like eating slimes. Almost as much as they like eating children.” He spoke to the room, “Those of you that might possess an ooze form should be aware that unicorns will instantly consider you the largest threat on the battlefield, and will act accordingly.”

Rohn left the room. His secretary followed him out. Two dozen people started talking all at once. Several stood up and made for the door.

The only orcol in the room stood up, speaking loud, “Who’s the ooze? I’m a mind mage shooting for certification. This is my final test. I want you on my team.”

A group of five walked out of the room together with one loud guy who said, “You’d have to be an idiot to get on a team with an ooze.” 

A group of four followed the five, mumbling agreements. 

Two people in a three person team poked the third member. The third person, a human man, stood up, saying, “We’re not the ooze. But we could use a mind mage, even if you’re not accredited yet.”

The orcol looked at them. He said, “Nope. You’re all going to die.”

“What!” A woman in the trio stood up, saying, “What the fuck. Fuck off. ‘Mind mage’ my ass.” She grabbed her partners, saying, “We’re out of here.”

Her partners followed her walk out of the room. The room had thinned, fast. The only people remaining on the benchs were solos, duos, and trios.

The incani next to Jane yawned again, then said, “Looks like ya’ right, mister almost mind mage. Those tossers gonna die pretty damn fast.” She stood up, stifling another yawn. She spoke to the remainders in the room, “I’m a Polymage going for a unicorn. I want the heart and the brain, and care naught for the rest of the kill. I don’t have ooze, but I do have more than enough capability in my water slime form.” She tapped a hand on the shoulder of the fidgety human man with her. She said, “He’s with me. Control Mage.”

Jane spoke up, “I’d get in on that. I’m the ooze. I also have [Greater Treat Wounds]. But then we’d have to kill two unicorns. I want the brain and the heart, too.”

The incani woman winced, muttering, “Fuck.”

Three people instantly stood up in the crowd. They all shouted at once.

“You can have the body if you stay all season.”

“I just need one horn.”

“I need the blood for potions of [Heal] and [Restore Mind]!”

The mind mage orcol said, “You have [Heal]?”

“Yeah, I have [Heal]. And [Restore Mind],” said a thin, middle aged man. “I also have [Greater Treat Wounds].”

The mind mage said to him, knowingly, “You best stay home. You’re gonna die if you go out there. Buy the blood from an Elite.”

“Those assholes charge too much.” He said, “This is my last resort.”

“Desperate.” The mind mage said, “That does not bode well.”

The healer man stood staunch. He said, “I see I have made the mistake of allowing you to dictate the flow of this conversation. Piss off, greenskin.” He spoke to the room. “Who wants one of the best healers you will ever find?” He asked a nearby duo. “What are you two going after?”

“Nobility,” said the one.

“The right to build a house of stone,” said the other. “So: nobility.”

“I can last a season,” said the Healer. “Anyone else want to come along?”

The incani woman spoke up, saying, “We’d—”

“I don’t truck with your kind, and all you want is one kill. You can piss right off, too,” said the Healer. “Anyone else?”

In seconds, Healer and four others left, together.

A solo man said, “I think I ought to go back to the Crystal Forest.” He pointed at the blackboard, where the image of the unicorn still lay. “I didn’t expect that.” He added, “Also. This place is a shithole.”

A different man instantly punched the solo man, sending the solo man to the floor, as he shouted, “This is my home, arsehole!”

The solo man held his jaw, then said, “Get chomped, mudman.” He vanished in a blip of orange. 

“Fucking high and mighty—” Punchy man spoke up, “Ooze girl? You from around here?”

Jane said, “No.”

Incani woman instantly turned to Jane. “I’ll hunt for two unicorns.” As the man with her nodded furiously, the woman added, “Maybe you can tell me how you managed to make your ooze, since you’re obviously going for Polymage. Right? We can swap stories. It’ll be a lot easier the second time around, anyway.”

Jane said, “I’m good with killing two of them.”

“Fuck— Fine!” The mind mage orcol stepped toward Jane, saying, “I want in on this. Incani, you two humans. That’s four of us—”

Punchy man, one of only five others left, yelled, “Fucking foreigners. You’re all the same.” He turned to the five other people left in the room, filling the room with his voice as he said, “You all seem like a good lot.” He singled out a guy, saying, “You. You’re from Lancebush, ain’t you?”

“Yeah,” said a suddenly happy sounding dude from Lancebush, sitting with another guy. “Me and my buddy here both. Unicorns killed his sister years ago. We’re finally gitten some revenge.”

Punchy man said, “Now that’s a good dude there!” He slapped the other man’s shoulder, saying, “Hey good for you.” He asked, “You look familiar, too. You got a ma or some woman that looks like you? She run the vegetable shack by the river?”

Happy guy smiled, saying, “Yeah. That’s my Maw!” He added, “Ya might’ve seen my aunt, though. They’re twins.”

The punchy man and the remaining five people all started talking with each other, while mind mage orcol, fidgety man, and sleepy incani, all came to Jane. 

The mind mage orcol, easily eight foot tall with green skin and short black hair, said, “Name’s Marric. Nice to meet you.”

The incani woman said, “Bett.” 

The man, who looked rather wired on coffee, or something, now that Jane was looking at him, said, “Scallion.”

Jane said, “Jane.”

Marric looked to Jane, saying, “You’re rather okay with killing two of them. You haven’t even seen one yet, have you?”

“I killed a pack of moon reachers just last week. Solo.” Jane said, “So why don’t you stop with the judgment.”

Scallion quickly itched his arm, then controlled himself enough to string together, “We have a team— we can work out the particulars back at base— please let’s go I want to go now.” He looked at Bett. “Time to leave.”

Bett lovingly, quickly placed her hand on Scallion’s shoulder. “Go ahead. I’ll catch up.”

Scallion turned from Jane to Marric, saying, “Sorry I just need to—” He vanished in a blip of purple.

Bett spoke over the dissipating purple light, saying, “He’s got a problem. Nothing personal, I hope you understand.”

Jane did not understand at all, but she said, “Sure. That’s fine.”

Bett said, “We got a base over a ways. [Stoneshape]d comfort if you two want to—”

“What the damn.” Punchy stepped toward Bett, saying, “I couldn’t help but overhear that you foreigners got a base on our land?”

Bett sighed out, then said, “It’s not on your la—”

Punchy stepped to Bett—

Bett laid him out with a solid smack to the side of the head, cracking Punchy’s jaw and tumbling the man over the student benches. As his friends looked on in shock, some of them stood from their chairs.

Bett spoke to Punchy’s new friends, “Can you let him know that if he wasn’t trying to come at me, I apologize. Otherwise, I already had to kill five of you mudfuckers since I got here. What’s five more to add ta’ the pile?”

Rohn spoke from the doorway. “Miss Bett.” He pointed at Bett with a stack of paperwork. “Please leave the mudfuckers alive and unmolested when on guild property.”

Bett turned to the guildmaster, saying, “As you wish.” 

Punchy’s new friends tended to him, lifting the semi-unconscious man up onto a bench. Jane almost offered to heal the man. He was obviously loopy and brain rattles could go bad, rather unexpectedly. But she wanted to punch him, too. Bett just beat her to it and had a better reason to lay the man out. Punchy was coming for her, just like he came for that other guy.

Rohn looked from Punchy, then to Bett, then from Marric to Jane. “You three outsiders— Where's the fourth?”

“Already gone to base.” Bett added, “Outside of Killtree. In the mountains, sir.”

Punchy came to, groggy and almost speaking coherent words. His new friends were certainly speaking coherent words, though, and Jane did not like any of the epithets or threats that came out of their mouths.

Rohn spoke over the burgeoning noise, “Setting up an illegal, defensible base on Killtree land is punishable with death, but a base in the mountains is not a base on Killtree land.” Rohn separated a single folder from his stack of documents, and handed it to Marric. The orcol took the paperwork, then nodded. Rohn took another folder and handed it to a man in Punchy’s group. “Why don’t everyone just go their own ways, quick as you can, and we can leave this Strength measuring contest for some other day.” He added, “[Teleport]ing out of Killtree is fine. [Teleport]ing in, is another matter entirely.” 

“A very good idea, guildmaster.” Bett held out her hands to Jane and Marric. “Trust me, yet?”

Marric took Bett’s hand without hesitation. Jane…

Jane grabbed her other hand. Bett smiled. A flash of purple filled Jane’s vision for a brief moment. Suddenly, they were some unknown distance away. Likely a full thousand kilometers if their base was really outside of Killtree land. The sky stretched overhead as green fields of tall grass swayed in the breeze.

Bett said, “Once more.”

Another flash of purple moved Jane, Bett, and Marric another distance away, to the steep slopes of a grey mountain. Tiny flowers bloomed in the cracks of the rocks all around, while the nearest trees were a good hundred meters down the slope. They were not the trees of a forest, just scraggly things, barely more than bushes. Past all that, kilometers away, laid grassy hills absolutely covered in flowers of all colors, stretching out to the horizon.

Bett dropped Jane’s and Marric’s hands, saying, “Thank Hell that’s over.”

Jane turned around, [Hunter’s Instincts] flaring, but finding nothing too alarming.

Bett had landed them near a large depression in the stone mountain. One or both of Bett or Scallion had carved a nice stone house into the solid granite. It was two stories large, at least, and set ten meters deep into the mountainside. It was almost completely hidden from every view, except directly, and even then the architecture was stone-like. It blended in with the rest of the mountain. Even if someone looked up from those flowery fields, they might not see this base of operations. 

Scallion sat on a bench outside the house, looking much more relaxed than in the guildhouse. He wasn’t obviously fidgeting, for one. At Bett’s appearance he stood up and smiled. He said, “That place is a disaster.”

Bett walked toward him, saying, “Yeah. But this is where the unicorns are.” She turned to Jane and Marric saying, “We can put the illusions up when we’re sure we want to stay here. We don’t mind moving.”

Marric looked up and down at the structure. He said, “Looks like good work.”

“It’s not done yet,” Scallion said. “We didn’t know who we might pick up, so it’s not ready yet.” He said, “I— I just had to get out of there. Fuck. I’ve never been somewhere so… lawless. And dirty.”

Bett explained, “We got to the Sovereign Cities last week, hoping to find a group fast, but these shmucks—” Bett asked, “Either of you two have to kill any idiots who try to jump you?”

Marric said, “I didn’t kill them, but it did happen.”

Jane said, “Got jumped by two people.”

Marric asked, “Did you kill them?”

“… Unfortunately.”

Bett said, “Don’t sweat it... Jane? Right?”

“Yeah.”

Scallion said, “I hate this place! No city walls. No proper defenses. The people choose to not Matriculate, just so they won’t have to join the army, but if they did, then they would all kill each other.” He said, “They caused this problem themselves. These fuckers deserve unicorns.”

Jane felt a spike of anger. She blurted out, “No one deserves monsters.”

Scallion flinched. Bett frowned a little.

Marric said, “Monsters are a plague unleashed by the Old Wizards. The solution is the Script, but these people forgo Matriculation and thus, it is their fault that unicorns plague them.”

“Well.” Jane said, “I guess that might be true.” She added, “Still though...”

Scallion frowned a little, but said nothing. Bett’s face turned neutral. 

Marric continued, “Instead of these people solving their own problems they choose to allow adventurers into their lands to solve their problems for them. And of those that do choose to Matriculate, and who survive their time in the army?” Marric said, “Punch-boy back there, and all of his cronies, and Healer and practically everyone there… Guildmaster Rohn was right. They’re all going to die, and it’s going to be their own fault. The only ones in that room who have any chance of surviving this are the four of us here.”

Jane said nothing. She had already said her piece. Scallion wasn’t wrong, but there was no need to be so callous about it.

Bett turned to Marric, smirking as she asked, “You scope me out already, almost-mind-mage?”

Marric said, “You were the only other non-human in that room. Doesn’t take much to realize you’re competent enough to survive Killtree’s usual methods of welcoming people to town. I’m taking it on faith that you won’t be a detriment in a unicorn fight.” He asked, “Are you really a Polymage?”

Bett said, “Give me your best [Mind Spike].”

Marric instantly flickered with a pale teal light. Bett just stood there, without any apparent effect.

“Glad to see you’re actually a mind mage.” Bett just smiled wide, as she tapped her head. “Slime core mind.”

Marric said, “Mind magic is not just mind effects. That trick doesn’t work against a unicorn’s bodily nervous system control.”

Bett waved him off, saying, “I’ll be a full water slime out in the field.” She turned to Jane, asking, “To continue with the show and tell. What’s your ooze?”

Jane knew they wouldn’t want to take her word on faith, so she [Blink]ed out of her leathers to end up twenty meters away, across the slope. Fire crawled across her skin as she burbled out of herself, transforming into a twisting, living pile of flame. The ground around her body scorched and blackened, as her heat expanded outward, flash-firing nearby tufted flowers and scraggly grasses. After her transformation settled in, Jane pulled her fire into herself with [Fire Body], holding her heat close to her orange goo. 

Bett called out, “Dinnamoth’s Tits! You really do have an ooze!” She leaned back, saying “Flame ooze is a good choice. The lack of a core makes them a lot more durable than you’d think.”

“She’s got [Fire Body], too,” Marric said.

Jane burbled toward her group, stretching her body upward. She walked with legs made of translucent orange slime, her bones and muscle reforming as she completed her transformation into a human. As fire dimmed from her skin, she wrapped herself in dark blue armor and her hair into a bun. She flashed a [Cleanse], washing away soot and ash with thick air. She said, “[Fire Body] and [Greater Treat Wounds]. Though it’ll be hard to heal others on the field.”

Bett said, “Don’t worry about us. We’re pretty self sufficient.”

Scallion added, “It’s still good to have the option outside of combat.”

“You’re one of them sloggers, aren’t you?” Marric asked. “Years to get [Greater Treat Wounds], then months at… Firemaw, maybe? And now you’re going for a unicorn. What Class are you? Where did you study?”

Jane said, “We don’t have to know each other that well, right away.” She added, “But you could call me a slogger and you wouldn’t be wrong. I’m in this for the long haul, to gather enough power to kill every monster out there.”

“A good goal.” Marric smirked. “I’m here to qualify for a Mind Mage post elsewhere.”

Scallion stood up, saying, “I feel a lot better about the decision to come here.” He looked to Bett, saying, “We’re both sloggers, too.”

“We’re here for those unicorn auras.” Bett said, “The goal is carving a city out of Archipelago Nergal.”

Marric asked Scallion, “What do you do?”

Scallion gestured down the mountain slope. The air shifted, as a large, subtly purple [Ward] layered down the mountain, like a blanket half a hundred meters wide. Scree and boulders loosed from the ground, to shoot into the air like they were dropped up. As the rocks and dirt left the [Ward], they crashed back down, normal gravity reasserting itself. Stone floated into the [Ward] and back out, finding some sort of equilibrium on the top edge of the purple space.

Scallion’s body turned misty, as his hair trailed away and his fingers wrapped with wisps of fog. He said, “I’ve got [Air Body] and [Water Body], a lot of other control spells, and the ability to exclude people from their effects. I should be mostly immune to a unicorn while like this. I can hold this form for an hour.”

“Well then.” Marric said, “This is really good. All I have to worry about is myself, which I can already do. Nice to meet you, three.”

Jane added, “Nice to meet you, Bett, Scallion, Marric.” 

“Glad to finally find some people who aren’t total murder-freaks.” Bett turned to Scallion, “I told you we’d find some good people.”

“Just had to expose ourselves to the murderous locals for a week, first.” Scallion countered.

Bett smiled as she asked, “Where are the locals not murderous for at least one of us?”

Scallion said, “Portal, Outpost. Pretty much everywhere in the Crystal Forest, and I hear that Spur is finally filling with humans again. Greensoil is fine for me, while the Wasteland is fine for you. Nergal is half okay—”

“Fine fine fine.” Bett said, “Point taken.”

Jane asked, “Anyone want to take on some low level contracts, to see how we do with each other?”

Scallion said, “Sure. But I’m not going back to Killtree without a breather. We finally found a group.” He said to Bett, “You teasing Rohn with ‘Why’s it a called a collar’ almost set him off.”

Bett laughed. She glanced from Jane to Marric, saying, “His speech was a lot worse before I started asking questions. Just one a day, though. That seems to be his limit.”

“I don’t want to go back to town for a contract.” Marric said, “It’s not fun turning away a hundred people a day from looking at you like a piece of meat, or a bag of gold they just have to stab enough to make something good fall out.”

“Same.” Bett said, “Besides! We don’t have to have an adventuring contract to figure out how to play nice with each other. There’s no monsters in this area aside from flowerspawn.” She looked up past the house, up the mountain. “But the Mushroom Forest starts about two hundred kilometers that way. It’s full of shroomspawn and vinespawn.”

Jane said, “I would rather do something productive, if you don’t mind. I volunteer to go back and get a listing.”

“That works, too,” Bett said. “Anything from 4 star to 6 is fine by me.”

“Sure,” Scallion said. “Everyone is waiting for the first unicorn listing to appear so there might be something worthwhile. Bett and I haven’t really looked.”

“I’m fine with a productive kill quest.” Marric looked back toward the house in the mountainside. “What does it look like, inside?”

Scallion said, “I’ll show you.” 

Jane said, “I’ll be right back.”

Jane left them to it as she picked up her leather clothes, then blipped halfway to Killtree. She discarded her [Conjure Armor] and put her normal clothes back on for her trip into the city. Thankfully, the rain had stopped.

 

- - - -

 

Finding an appropriate quest took Jane an hour. 

Most of that hour was spent walking back from the outskirts of Killtree, to the Guild. Her journey was interrupted twice along the way. First, by guards who pointed out that hair clip she had conjured around her hair was an illegal, open use of magic. They let her go with a warning when she told them she was here to hunt unicorns. Jane switched up her hairclip for a bit of string. 

The next altercation came when a street urchin tried to pick her pocket. Jane smacked his head while his hand was in her pocket, sending him tumbling to the mud. The kid must have only been ten years old, but his wild tumble turned professional. He barely touched the mud, instead spinning and landing on his feet and hands. The kid raced off down a nearby alleyway. 

Back at the guild, Jane instantly found an appropriate quest. 

There was no reward listed, but not every place did things like Spur, with upfront rewards. Spur was actually in the minority of how most of Glaquin did quests and managed their guilds. On most of the continent, the monsters themselves were the goal. You just had to kill them, first.

 

- - - -

 

Jane returned to Bett and Scallion’s base with a slip of paper. No one stood outside in the setback between the mountain slope and the stone house, or on the slope itself, but as Jane walked toward the open front door, she heard voices inside. Jane walked through the front door, into a spacious room of light and nice conjured furniture.

Marric, Bett, and Scallion, all sat around a large stone table in the back of the room, talking over the splayed out contents of the folder Guildmaster Rohn had given to Marric. All of them were already in their [Conjure Armor]. Both Bett and Scallion were in purple leathers, while Marric was in teal.

With eyes going wide as Jane walked through the front door, Scallion said, “You came back!”

Bett spoke up from a comfy chair beside the table, “I told you she would.”

“I had doubts,” Marric said.

“I was held up by a thief and a pair of guards.” Jane said, “I found a quest.” Jane walked over and set a slip of paper on the table, on top of the spread out unicorn information packet. She said, “A small, illegal stone town east of Killtree has been overrun with shroomspawn, creating a blight and the beginnings of the Forest.”

Marric frowned as he picked up Jane’s paper. “Ehhh.”

Scallion said, “We could clear a blight. I can [Stoneshape] the buildings into the ground, anyway.” He suddenly said, “Gods! Even their attempts at real architecture are shitty!” He whispered, “What the fuck is wrong with these people?”

“It’s not our problem, Scallion.” Bett turned to Jane, saying, “It’s not a difficult task, but it’ll be nasty enough. Shroomspawn are not fun.”

Scallion said, “I’m just saying that normal, everyday city politeness is a foreign concept around here.” Wide eyed, he added, “Probably literally! Oh! That’s it! Polite Society is a foreign concept, and that’s why they don’t do it.”

Jane wanted to argue for Killtree, but Scallion was right. He would do well to not be so open about it, though.

Marric said, “Shroomspawn… I don’t know.” He turned to look at Scallion, saying, “And you need to cut that shit out. You let it out here, and you might accidentally let it out there, in the field, where people could hear.”

Bett said, “Scallion just hasn’t had anyone else to complain to in a week.”

“I can keep it in my robes.” Scallion desperately asked, “But please, just tell me that you see what I see.”

Jane said, “I see it.”

“Thank you!” Scallion said, smiling brightly. “Yes! Good! I’m not crazy.”

Marric put Jane’s quest information back down on the table. “This is a fine quest. I was hoping to avoid shroomspawn, but it’s fine.”

Bett asked, “What’s the problem with shroomspawn?”

Marric said, “They’re just… disgusting. Emotionally awful, you know.”

Bett burst into laughter.

Marric said, “Jane’ll probably end up doing most of the work. This quest reads like everyone is already dead, and we just have to burn the town to the ground.” He added, “[Stoneshape] it to the ground, too.”

“Something like that,” Jane said.

Scallion said, “So what happens when we discover that the town is full of dissidents, and this quest is just Killtree wanting us to kill their people for them?”

Jane said, “Then we walk away, and I report the quest as incomplete.”

Scallion asked, “And what happens if that becomes a problem?”

“We might have gotten off on the wrong foot.” Jane said, “I’m here for a unicorn; not to make friends with authoritarian governments. We don’t actually need the guild here to help us find the unicorns. It just makes it easier.”

Scallion smiled small, then nodded.

Marric said, “I would like to have a working relationship with Killtree’s guild, if at all possible. But if this quest is a front for state sanctioned murder, we can leave them behind.”

“Guildmaster Rohn ain’t that bad.” Bett said, “Everyone else I could do without.”

Jane asked, “So? Are we doing this?”

Scallion said, “Best to figure out what everyone can do. We still have hours till nightfall. I vote we go.” He added, “I’m arcanaeum trained from Peak Island University, with a Class and Stat-ed for Willpower.”

Bett got up from her chair, saying, “Polymage, Balance. I’ve got [Air Body], [Water Body], and [Stone Body]. Working on [Lightwalk]. If this works out well, I might want to stick around for a while and get [Lightwalk] out of multiple unicorn kills.”

Marric said, “If we need to work out some complicated system regarding the bodies, we can.” He said, “I’ve been given all unicorn season to secure a kill, but if we’re doing multiple kills, I want horns.” He added, “But that’s getting ahead of ourselves. I have some confidence in this group since I’m the only one I need to protect, but unicorns are not easy.” He looked around the room. “What are the worse mind monsters you’ve ever killed?”

Jane said, “You didn’t say anything about yourself.”

Marric said, “And neither did you.”

Jane said, “Flame ooze, army experience up to team leader. With all the non-brainy minds in the group, we won’t be able to communicate with [Telepathy], but I can speak with [Prestidigitation]. I assume Bett and Scallion have some other workaround—”

Bett said, “[Prestidigitation] speech works well enough.”

“I can still talk with [Air Body] active,” Scallion said.

Jane nodded, saying, “I have some medical knowledge with a focus on humans, but I looked up everyone else and my skills should be good enough to remove possible parasites from Marric and Bett, if needed. You already know of [Greater Treat Wounds]. I also have [Hunter’s Instincts] and [Shadowalk]. Scion of Balance. No class yet. Working on Polymage.”

Bett asked, “How many forms do you have?”

Jane said, “The only one I’m going to use around other people is Flame Ooze.”

Bett smirked, then said, “Fine for now, but this might need to change later.”

Marric answered, “Full Mind Mage spell capability, but no Class yet. Scion of Focus.”

“Great!” Scallion said, “And just so we’re all clear. No one needs [Teleport] assistance, right?”

“Nope.” “No need.” “Not for a long time.”

Jane said, “I already scouted the quest location. If you all want to give me a [Scry] eye I can [Teleport] there now, and you can catch up.”

Scallion asked, “You don’t want to see your room, first? Put up your clothes? Get back in [Conjure Armor]?”

“… Probably a good idea,” Jane said, looking over everyone else in their own armors.

Scallion smiled, saying, “Come with me.”

Jane followed the man up a wide staircase to the side of the room, up to the second floor, where three rooms had been crafted down a short hallway. Two of the rooms already had wooden doors over their entrances, but the third’s entrance was completely open. Wardlights inside the third room illuminated the grey granite of the mountain, and nothing else.

Scallion said, “I left it blank. And I’ll leave you to it.”

Jane said, “Thanks.”

Scallion walked out of the room and back down the staircase. Jane looked around the room. It was basically a stone box. It would serve. Jane conjured a small dresser, a door over the entrance, and then switched into her dark blue [Conjure Armor]. She walked back downstairs, ready for battle.

Marric said, “No one answered: What are the worst mind monsters you’ve killed? I’ve hunted Puppetminds before.”

Bett said, “Sirens. Scallion and I.”

Jane said, “Moon reachers, as I said earlier.” 

“I remembered the reachers.” Marric nodded, saying, “Sounds good.” He asked, “Then we ready? I’m ready. Not for a full night, but for a while, sure.”

Jane said, “Same.”

Scallion said, “Us, too.” 

Bett and Scallion summoned purple [Scry] orbs. Marric summoned a teal orb. The orbs moved to Jane’s shoulders, to sit just above her dark blue armor. Jane nodded, then blipped away in a shattering of dark blue light.

 

- - - -

 

Stone houses dotted the prairie like slate grey building blocks tumbled from a child’s toy box. The city was an ode to failed greatness, where nature had come back to break stone and hard angles down to rubble and mounds. Nature was winning. The entire city was crusted in mushrooms.

All across the jumble of grey buildings, white mushroom stalks and webs of mycelium sprouted and stretched. As rain fell, water rolled off of larger umbrella mushrooms, collecting into rivulets. Bulbs of soft white flesh spurted spores under the pressure of raindrops, sending nascent copies of themselves into the air, and into the water. Water flowed away from the town. It collected in pools, where mushrooms grew on the banks. 

Some of the mushrooms were not like the rest. Some of those mushrooms were walking around, like they were people.

Shroomspawn were a completely monsterized species, though when viewed from afar, they would sometimes appear to act like people, or in this case, like humans. This was a human town, after all. Specifically, this was a human town, in Killtree land, and the shroomspawn acted accordingly. 

Scallion spoke at Jane’s side. “That bluecap just [Force Beam]’d that redcap. Did you see that?”

“I saw.” Marric said, “And now that bluecap and five tiny white caps are eating the redcap.”

“Vicious fuckers.” Scallion said, “And I don’t mean the shroomspawn.”

Bett said, “Where’s the ‘brook’ in the town’s name, though?”

Jane said, “No idea.”

The four of them stood on a hill a kilometer away from the former town of ‘Stonebrook’, still trying to decide the best way to attack. While Scallion used some nuanced part of his [Water Body] skill and water held over his eyes like half a face mask, Bett and Marric seemed to be using [Ultrasight], like Jane, to scout the town. Jane still hadn’t transformed to a flame ooze yet, but she had donned a blue raincoat. The rain had moved on from Killtree to here, it seemed.

Jane looked up. She said, “Rain’s gonna make burning the place awful hard.”

Marric said, “We could set up [Weather Ward]s and come back tomorrow. This rain isn’t going to stop any time soon.” He asked, “How does a flame ooze do in the rain?”

“Not well, but well enough.” Jane said, “The problem will be keeping the town on fire long enough to kill everything living there.”

Scallion dismissed the water over his eyes. He said, “I’ll do the [Weather Ward]ing.”

Marric said, “As soon as they see an outsider they’re going to start shooting.”

“Ha!” Scallion said, “What else is new?”

Marric said, “I just meant that they’re all going to respond as one.”

Scallion said, “Now that would be new.”

Jane pointed to the left side of the stone block city, at a dome barely visible beyond a four story building. “See that? It’s a juvenile Bleeding Veil. It’s days away from releasing its first toxic clouds, killing absolutely everything in ten kilometers. The nearest other town is five kilometers away.” She said, “The ecosystem here is strong. It won’t be a pushover, but it needs to be done. A coordinated attack should not deter us, or else there’s no help for us against the unicorns.”

Marric said, “I bet they’re just leaving it so it can become a worse problem, so the people in charge can gain more levels killing the Bleeding Veil. Or whatever their goal is.”

“Yup!” Scallion said.

Bett said, “Probably.”

“Does anyone have an objection to killing and leveling this town?” Jane asked.

“No.” Marric said, “I just want everyone to be aware that this is going to draw some ire from someone up the chain.”

Scallion smiled wickedly, instantly saying, “Let’s kill it.”

“I agree,” Bett said.

Marric nodded.

Jane said, “Then I’m going in.”

Jane walked down the grassy hill, getting far enough away from Bett, Scallion, and Marric to not accidentally burn them. When she stood thirty meters from them, she dropped her conjured armor and shifted, all at once. Flesh and bone turned into orange goo and radiant fire. The wet grass around her instantly sizzled, flash frying as rain came down and turned to mist before it could touch her new form. Jane’s vision swept out to full, as she felt the tremors of the land underneath. 

The majority of the mushroom town in front of her was not the fruiting bodies on the surface, but in fact the network of roots and otherwise that grew under the land. Jane was almost a kilometer away from the town, but still, she felt as something down there moved. 

As fog rolled out from her glowing slime body, Jane wrapped herself in darkness, cutting her flame and her light from touching the world. She slipped through the shadows under the grass and the clouds, hidden by cold cover, rapidly arriving in the outskirts of the town formerly known as Stonebrook. 

Jane’s shadows spread, unseen among the town. She almost started the attack but she paused when she saw the shroomspawn up close. Not-people walked around in pairs or separately, but if you ignored their broad hats and their papery skin, they looked like almost anyone else in any human town. They had normal, human-sized legs. Normal, human sized arms, and torsos. The smaller ones were squat and childlike, and if they didn’t move it would be easy to mistake them for meter-tall mushrooms in a forest, but the large ones looked like people. They even wore clothes made of fibrous layers. Their hats were their mushroom caps, of course, but as Jane watched, one of the adults removed their hat when greeting another adult shroomspawn in the doorway of a house.

If Jane hadn’t checked out this place with her shadow spider before talking to her team, if she hadn’t seen the rads running throughout the entire town, or the hundreds of human, dog, cat, and livestock bodies and skeletons feeding the mycelium in the basement of every stone structure, she would have hesitated. But she had done her research. She had read about the horror that one shroomspawn colony could do, when left to grow unimpeded. There was a story to this town, of how it got here, but that wasn’t important right… 

Jane hesitated.

She went back to her group. They still stood upon the hill.

Scallion jumped at her appearance, flashing out a force bolt that slammed into Jane’s goo, but did practically nothing. He instantly realized what he had done, saying, “Sorry! Sorry!”

With a bit of [Prestidigitation], Jane created a facsimile of a voice. “I want to investigate the town before we burn it down.” It was a scratchy, indeterminate voice, but it would serve.

Marric said, “I think it’s a good idea. We don’t know what we’re really stepping into, here.”

Bett said, “Sure. I can help.” She instantly turned to water. A bumbly, beach-ball sized goo ball slipped out of Bett’s clothes. Her water slime core was an orb of dark blue inside of her blue-white body. A scratchy voice, different from Jane’s said, “Books and personal effects, and anything else that looks good.”

Marric said, “If this was perpetrated by someone I doubt they left much behind.”

Scallion said, “If the bodies were all murdered then that should tell us enough.”

Marric countered, “No it wouldn’t. Obviously someone killed this town, but—”

Bett said, “Ugh! Too much debating without any facts.” The dark blue core of her body turned toward Jane. She said, “Scallion’s been looking for someone else to talk to ever since we got here, and Marric seems happy to oblige. Let’s go.” Bett flowed into the water on the ground, her slime body becoming little more than a raised spot in the mud and the wash. She zipped toward Stonebrook.

Jane followed through the shadows. 

Jane and Bett quickly went through the town, looking for certain things; books, ledgers, personal effects. 

Jane checked through a few basements until she found one of the larger stashes of bodies. She went to investigate. White lace-like growths tangled the bodies together, but they had certainly been piled down here, and elsewhere. With gentle shadows, Jane felt into those piles of bodies, searching for effects and other clues. The bodies were thrown down here wearing all their clothes. Some of them still had items in their pockets. Shroomspawn gathered and play-acted as humans using objects left out in the open, but they did not really care for the hidden things. 

Jane gathered several possible clues among the corpses, including their causes of death. No arms smashed, no skulls bashed in, though there were many holes and gouges among the bones. These people died to some sort of cutting magics, before being dumped into their own basements.

If the shroomspawn had done this, there would be broken bones. 

She checked several other basements, gathering more clues that she held in her shadows while she moved. She made two trips back to the hill outside of town to deposit those items on to a stone table, under a [Weather Ward] with Scallion and Marric. By her third pass the pile was large enough to need its own [Weather Ward]. By her third trip, water slime Bett waited on the ground nearby, outside of the [Weather Ward]s, seeming to enjoy the rain. 

Jane said, “I think we got most of it.”

Marric said, “Time to clear the town.” He looked up at the darkened sky. “Sunset in an hour.”

Bett said, “Looks to me like someone killed the town and planted the shroomspawn.”

Scallion said, “If any of us were in with the locals I think we could get a story out of this from the town down the way, but we’re not, and I don’t want to be.”

“I saw one pair of shrooms mimic the same motions five times.” Bett said, “Creepy fuckers!”

Jane said, “Enough investigation. Time to burn it down.” 

A round of agreements followed. 

 

- - - -

 

In the town square of a dead stone town, where mushrooms lived and everything else rotted, a juvenile Bleeding Veil grew, like a tall, white egg. He grew fat and huge under the near-constant rain, and he was almost ready to hatch. At nearly four stories large, the Veil was the largest growth in this part of the Forest. It couldn’t move, not yet, but it was protected by hundreds of smaller red and blue caps, and even smaller still white caps, who had yet to mature into a battle form, or step out of the white roots surrounding their King. The adult red and blue caps tended to the immature ones by choosing one among five nearby whitecap growths, and plucking out four of them, killing the unborn shroomspawn but leaving one with more than enough room to grow. 

The red and bluecaps were busy all the time. When they weren’t on duty to their King and their kind, the red caps and blue caps moved around their conquered stone kingdom, mocking those who came before. They exchanged pieces of stone for bits of trash. They greeted each other as they passed in the streets. They killed each other for sport, or as their King decided. They practiced making noises at each other. When they had played enough or if they played too hard, they moved to the edge of the King’s domain, laying down their lives, becoming part of the real kingdom; an extension to the ever expanding root system that gave birth to them all.

But something was wrong, in this wet, rotting paradise. 

The shadow of the nascent King flexed. Fire fountained up from the ground; a miniature volcano that immediately set the fetal whitecaps aflame. Adult red and bluecaps raced to the fire, trying to smother the attack. They merely raced into the furnace, and the furnace grew. Fire spread. 

The cradle of the nascent King flickered white as the fire tried to eat the egg. The cradle did not catch; the King survived. The fire surrounded the egg, trying to kill the kingdom before it could truly flourish, but the fire could not catch, for an entire city protected that singular, white egg.

On the very edge of the town, where the white mycelium of the Bleeding Veil ended, the tips of growth caught fire. Rain smothered the flames, but heat still spread. Steam rose, as three more outsiders began their attack. 

A creature of wind and water held in the sky. Purple stretched above the city in bubbles and sheets. Rain had protected the town from the fire, and the land was soaked to the basements and beyond, but now, the rain did not fall. It did not smother. It was only a matter of time before the city caught flame.

The King ordered a counterattack. 

Blackcaps peered out from their hiding places all around town. They cast at the sky, ripping apart the spells layered by the creature of wind and water. Rain fell again, doing much to extinguish the fires growing around the King. 

Flashes of teal struck the blackcaps from out of nowhere. Minds shattered. Spells slipped out of control. Blackcaps fell to the mud as their caps split in half to fall from their decaying heads. 

The nascent King rumbled, trying to move in his throne; in his prison. His four story body wriggled as fire raced around his exterior, spreading itself among those without his defenses. 

Layers of purple covered the sky again, blocking the rain. 

The King noticed another problem.

A bumbling roil of water crashed through a stone street, pulling more water as it rolled through the streets, drying out the city as it passed. Blue caps shot beams of light into the roil but none struck the rapidly moving slime controlling it all. It hid well, somewhere inside the frothing wave. 

All the while, loud, human noises filled the sky, as people yelled at each other from across the town. 

The fire around the King switched tactics. It left the King, and went elsewhere. Bluecaps and redcaps poured out of nearby buildings, trying to smother the flames with their own damp bodies. It worked, mostly. 

Across town, behind the roiling wave, fires stretched up to above the buildings as dried out land and mushrooms caught flame. The living fire and the living water ensured the flame remained, and grew. 

Fire spread. Shroomspawn died. The rain did not save them, for whenever a blackcap tried to rip the covering spells apart, a teal spike of warping light ripped them apart from the inside.

The nascent King watched as its nascent kingdom perished in living fire. Burning death spread first among the outskirts, then among the shroomspawn. The would-be monarch watched, helpless, as the fire came for him. He was too young to fight back. He hadn’t eaten enough meat, or been given enough time to mature, and now, he never would.

 

- - - -

 

Jane, Scallion, Bett, and Marric, each of them back to their normal forms, stood on the hill.

Stonebrook was an inferno protected from the rain. Scallion’s [Ward]s failed here and there from the intense heat rolling up. A little rain fell into the town, but not enough. The monsters burned. The town would soon be cleaned by fire. 

“We’re going to have to put the town in the ground tomorrow.” Scallion said, “I didn’t expect the fire to grow so large. Or for that plan to work out so well.”

Jane said, “[Water Body] was useful. Dried out everything.”

Bett said, “Took me a year to get. How long did it take for you to get [Fire Body]?”

Jane said, “I was kinda lucky. Firemaw Mountain is rather large, but there was no one else there.”

“No one was there because even the ash catches people on fire,” Marric said.

“I could handle that.”

Marric said, “Sure, with [Greater Treat Wounds]. But do you actually have that?”

Jane frowned at him, then glowed her hand with the spell, asking, “Anyone got a wound?”

Marric said, “I got a—”

Jane tapped the orcol on the arm. 

Marric smiled, saying, “Yup. That’s [Greater Treat Wounds], alright.”

“There’s a string of volcanoes down in the archipelago with lots of flame slimes everywhere.” Bett said, “I considered [Fire Body], but that place is too popular. People trawl those gentle calderas all the time.”

Scallion asked, “Do you two want to join Bett and I for dinner? I usually cook for two, but I can cook for four just as easy.” He looked up at Marric, and corrected himself, “For six.”

“I’d love that.” Jane smiled wide, saying, “Have you tried those potatoes that came out of Spur?”

Scallion instantly said, “Those potatoes are so boring. Corn is where it’s at.”

Jane frowned. “Corn! That boring old thing?”

Marric asked, “How is corn boring? Potatoes are boring. They’re practically just roots.”

“That’s what makes them so good!” Jane said, “You can put anything on them and it works.”

Bett gestured to the stone table in front of them, full of the stuff taken from the town. “What are we doing with these?”

Marric said, “I’ve looked a few of the more obvious ones over with [Object Reading]. Like that shield with the un-rusted holes in it, and that book with the knife-like marks. These people were attacked by humans, then stacked into their homes and basements like trash. I don’t know how the shroomspawn started, and I don’t have [Witness], so if you want to continue this investigation we need to start talking to the neighbors down the way.” He added, “The ones who would have died if that Bleeding Veil had bloomed.”

Scallion said, “I don’t want to do any of that. I want to kill unicorns.”

Bett said, “I vote for unicorns, too.” She added, “It seems that we work well together, though we had to change plans halfway through when Jane couldn’t burn the Veil by herself.” She looked to Jane, saying, “I didn’t know their defenses were that high, either.”

“I knew...” Jane said, “But I didn’t know, you know.” 

Scallion said, “This just means that we might need to adjust in the middle of a unicorn fight, and we’ll only be able to adjust once. Everything I’ve read says that unicorns and their thralls are smart enough to call out false orders. Once they hear a voice, they can mimic it.”

Marric said, “Yeah. I’ve heard that, too.”

Bett said, “We’ll figure it out.”

Scallion said, “Anyone need assistance to get back to base? I got mana left over.”

“I’m good,” Marric said. “Scion of Focus. Don’t worry about me running out of mana for most situations.”

“I can get there myself.” Jane said.

“Okay then,” Scallion said.

Bett reached a hand to Scallion, saying, “Take me home, Scallion.”

As the horizon burned and the sun set under rain, Scallion took Bett’s hand. In a blip of purple, both of them left the field. Marric nodded to Jane, then vanished in a blip of teal. Jane took one last look at the burning stone city, then stared down at the table full of items they had scavenged from the bodies underground. With a push of her hands, she [Stoneshape]ed the items down into the ground, into a water-tight casket. With another push, she pulled dirt laden with grass over the unmarked item hoard.

Jane stared across the horizon, at the burning stone city. As mushrooms caught flame and turned to ash on a rainy breeze, Jane gave a silent prayer for the dead. She stared at the scene for a long minute.

She departed the field in a blip of dark blue. 

 

- - - -

 

Scallion cooked a nice dinner of various meats and well caramelized vegetables inside flaky pastry crusts. There was a conversation; it was mostly forgettable until Jane started cleaning up, while Bett, Scallion, and Marric sat by the window, smoking bluegrass.

Jane asked, “You guys really don’t want to figure out what happened to Stonebrook?”

“Absolutely not,” Scallion said. “These people deserve every painful thing that happened to them.”

Jane went stock still for a hot moment. She controlled her anger to a low simmer.

Bett went, “Mmm,” as she blew a stream of blue smoke out of the window, into the night. 

Marric said, “They did not deserve that, Scallion. That was murder by their own people.”

“Okay okay,” Scallion said. “Maybe not. I don’t know.”

Jane resumed putting away the dishes, saying, “I put the stuff recovered from the city in a box under the ground on the hill we were at. We can go back tomorrow and figure out what really happened, if you want.”

Marric said, “I think we’ve done enough.”

“We could do more.” Jane shoved a plate into the cabinet, then turned to Marric, asking, “Don’t you want to figure out what happened?”

“We know what happened.” Marric said, “Other people came in and killed everyone, then stacked the bodies in the basements.”

“That is not the whole story.”

Scallion spoke up, “There’s nothing more to figure out, Jane. I might not have [Object Reading], but I saw what was in that pile.” He said, “There was jewelry, and rings, and nice buttons, and wealthy things. Lace on a dress. Embossing on a book. Gold engraving on that busted shield.” He said, “Stonebrook tried to rise up from those around them, and were put down for their actions. Either by Killtree, who seems to hate building with architecture that lasts, or by a neighbor out of jealousy. It might have been an action of war from one of the other Sovereign Cities. It might have been a confluence of complicated events, of which we will never know. We do know that they were robbed, though. Completely and utterly. Neither of you two found any gold or rads. 

“And it doesn’t really matter what happened, because we’re not going to do a thing about it, because the only way to change this sort of thing around here is to kill everyone who has any power at all...” His voice trailed away for a second. “It gets more complicated from there.”

“He knows about this stuff, you know?” Bett’s eyes turned soft as she looked at Scallion, saying, “We’re trying to make our own town in archipelago Nergal, and you gotta know this stuff if you want to make it work.”

“Thank you, Bett.” Scallion took a puff of his pipe, before saying, “And yeah. It’s complicated. The biggest problem in the Sovereign Cities is that the populace either believes what the people in power tell them, or, when they do choose to go to the registrar and join the Script, they’re instantly indoctrinated into the Army, which is even more indoctrination into the toxic thinking coming from their rulers. The Sovereign Cities are an impossible, generational problem. I don’t even want to try solving it, and it’s not our place to solve. It’d be like spitting into the wind.”

Bett said, “And you can’t just kill the people in charge. If that worked, then the Sovereign Cities would have been solved a long time ago.”

Jane said, “That’s… really depressing.”

Marric said, “I’m not sure if you should even turn in the quest.”

“Ehh! No need to go that far.” Bett paused. She said, “Or... maybe... I don’t know. A few 'incompletes' won't hurt anyone's record and there wasn't a reward listed anyway.” She added, “Scallion and I don’t need any theoretical money.”

Scallion said, “There’s something rotten in this whole region of the world, and it’s obviously the people who live here.” He added, “I don’t want to get involved.”

"I could use some real money." Marric said, “But if we’re going to be sticking around long enough to kill multiple unicorns, then we don’t need to piss off the people in charge. I still think someone planted that town so that they could kill the shrooms it spawned.” He added, “I didn’t get any levels from it, and I doubt any of you did either. But those were some level 40 monsters.”

Scallion said, “I could easily see some noble killing an illegal town and then planting shroomspawn in the bodies, to then go in with a newly raised army to get some levels on them.” He added, “But yea. We got what we wanted out of it. We’re going to work well together.”

Jane said nothing. Scallion was at least right about one thing: They did work well together. 

Bett said, “You were pretty good out there, Jane. Great pyrokinesis.” She turned to Marric, saying, “You killed those blackcaps pretty fast, too.”

“I think this is going to work out,” Marric said. “I’m much more comfortable about sticking around for multiple unicorns than I was before.”

“For sure,” Bett said.

Scallion said, “I agree.”

Jane finished putting away the plates and the utensils and the pots and pans, and said, “I don’t really need the money, but I would at least like to do right by the dead. Whatever happened, a lot of people died. The bodies need to be truly destroyed, or else they’re just going to rise as undead.”

Scallion said, “Ah. Well. We can certainly do that.” He added, “Sorry if I sounded… flippant. I guess I was taking it a bit far. We can go back tomorrow and perform a Final Farewell. I have [Cleansing Flame].”

Bett smoked her pipe, nodding as she looked away, into the night. 

Jane said, “Thank you. That would be enough.”

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, a [Scry] to Stonebrook revealed the presence of an army camped out in the gutted remains of the city. Mages were already taking down the stone buildings and exhuming the bodies. Jane didn’t get much more information about what they were doing than that. None of her [Scry] eyes lasted more than a second; the occupying army popped them as quick as Jane could cast the spell. None of the other three adventurers got much further than Jane. 

It was quickly decided that none of them would ever go back to Stonebrook.

Jane couldn’t shake the feeling that a great wrong had been committed.

 

- - - -

 

A unicorn posting went up in the guild’s job board at noon. The monster attacked a settlement far to the north, but someone had managed to get a message out before they fell under the beast’s sway.

Five teams, each of them staying in town, near the guildhouse, instantly deployed from Killtree. Two teams murdered each other in the streets of the muddy city. Two teams [Teleport]ed directly into the field. The unicorn ripped apart both. The last team cleaned up the efforts of the teams that [Teleport]ed directly into the fight, killing dominated adventurers along with a good hundred assorted monsters and villagers. And then they killed the unicorn.

By the time dinner rolled around, and the victorious team returned, the story was already all over the guildhouse.

Jane, Marric, Bett, and Scallion, sat at a corner table in the bar of the guildhouse, playing Wizard’s Towers like they had all morning long, watching the boards for another unicorn quest. Since the major fuckup at noon, all four of them were now acutely aware of just how dangerous a unicorn hunt actually was, and exactly how non-caring the city of Killtree could be. Their group decision to hang back and let the first unicorn of the season go to someone else was already turning out to be a good idea.

And all around, rumors spread. People spoke of adventurer bodies found in the mud in the streets of Killtree, and of the northern village the Unicorn had brought under its power. The winning team that cleaned up the whole mess also had a lot to say. Right now, the leader of the victorious team held the prismatic unicorn horn aloft like it was a meter-long trophy, as he boasted of their accomplishments, while a teammate of the leader bought out all the beer in the guild. 

They did not buy the guild a round of beer; they bought it out, to deny others a drink. 

Guildmaster Rohn stepped in at that point in time, saying that they could buy an hour of denial for a thousand gold. They bought four hours.

Their leader roared for anyone with ears to hear, how they had won, and how they had killed those that came before. The Healer man from the other day was on the unicorn’s side. The victorious team had to search for the Healer, because the unicorn would sometimes run away, wounded, only to come back fully [Heal]ed. They found the dominated Healer tied up with vinespawn, missing all his limbs and fingers except for one arm and one finger; just enough to administer his magic. They ‘righteously’ killed that ‘monster lover’. It ‘served him right’ for falling under the unicorn’s sway.

Jane almost puked. She almost killed the boaster herself. She almost did a lot of things that would have been very bad, but she did not. She stayed the course. Killtree was not her problem to solve.

Marric had already linked them all into a [Telepathy] network. As Jane shared her revulsion and utter disgust at every other person in the room, Scallion mirrored her sentiments, happy to convert her to his side. 

That was their inner, teammate-only dialogue. Outwardly, they all cheered when the atmosphere of the room demanded a cheer. They all gave the barest amount of praise for the ‘unicorn slayers’, as they were now calling themselves. They all watched from the sidelines, as Guildmaster Rohn oversaw everyone.

Rohn might have also been giving the bare minimum of support to the new ‘unicorn slayers’. But that was just a guess. That morning, when she turned in the quest as incomplete, saying, under green truthstone, that an army came in and was cleaning up the place, Guildmaster Rohn had given her a strange, weird look. It was not a look of surprise, as though saying ‘you couldn’t kill some shroomspawn?’ But a knowing look; one that spoke unknown volumes.

The problem, was that Jane had no idea what that look actually meant. 

 

- - - -

 

The next three days passed without a unicorn sighting, and then two unicorns appeared on the same day. Four teams dispatched for the first sighting, while Jane and her people remained in the guildhouse. They weren’t about to rush out the gate and get ambushed from behind. It turned out to be a good tactic; they were the only people still in the guildhouse for the second sighting.

As Rohn handed them the details of the sighting and the official documents for the transport of unicorn flesh across Killtree soil, he said, “This one is larger than most. If you can’t do this quest either, I suggest you pull out sooner rather than later.”

Jane took the paperwork, saying, “Thank you, Guildmaster.”

 

- - - -

 

All four of them sat in their base ten minutes after getting the target identification from Rohn. 

Jane sent a [Scry] orb flying fast across the land, traveling north from Killtree, then east. From far away, she saw a gentle white glow, diffuse across the muddy land like a white fog kilometers across. It was the light shifting aura of the unicorn. The monster was somewhere inside that obscuring haze.

Jane came back to herself, saying, “Found it.”

Marric came to, saying, “Me too.”

Bett sat up from her chair, asking, “Jane on the monster, the rest support? According to Rohn the unicorn will go after her.”

Scallion stood up from his chair. Bett stepped to his side.

Jane stood up from her chair to walk outside, saying. “I’ll shift. You all can follow Marric if you want to land somewhere slightly safer. Try not to get near me. I’ll be throwing out a lot of flame.”

Scallion said, “That’s the plan.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane blipped onto a field of red flowers, her orange body expanding outward as she tried to find shadows to slip into, but there were none. There also weren’t flowers three seconds ago. The white fog surrounding the unicorn’s domain had shifted, surrounding Jane in an illusion. As Jane looked around, with infrared sight and full surrounding vision, she was both impressed, and worried. To all of her visual senses, the flowers looked real. They caught on the sunlight like rubies after a rain.

But they did not burn, and Jane was a living flame. The very air scorched and flickered with distortion, but the flowers remained whole and unharmed. If Jane had a sense of smell, she might have smelled something burning, but she did not. Or maybe flame oozes did, but they always put out so much of their own heat that taking anything in as subtle as a scent just did not work. [Scent Tracker] and [Hunter’s Instinct] didn’t seem to—

Jane [Blink]ed right, ten meters. She didn’t see anything coming. She didn’t sense anything arriving. Or targeting her, or anything like that. But she did realize that the flowers around her were very pretty, and her mind, even as an ooze, was still subject to standard, non-magical mesmerism. Pretty things still looked pretty.

Jane landed on red flowers that sparkled in the sunlight, exactly how they sparkled before. They might have been arranged exactly the same as they had been before Jane switched locations.

Jane raced forward—

She rolled over something that caught fire in flailing streams. Battle sounded from somewhere close. A fire blazed nearby. Jane saw a flickering heat on the air, briefly, and the heat wasn’t from her.

But oozes did not just hunt by sight alone. They were immaculate ambush predators, where every step and touch and vibration in the ground told them exactly where their prey was hiding. Like in her spider form, Jane felt the land, listening for stomping and running. She spread out like a loose pancake, searching for—

Someone was fighting nearby. A lot of someones.

The image of flowers around Jane broke into motes of light. The battlefield was revealed. A plant horror of a hundred green tentacles raced to get away from Jane; it was already on fire. Its movements only served to spread that fire to other vine monsters. 

Scallion flew high in the sky; a being of water and air and gravity. He cast layers of purple light across the ground, one after another, some wide, some tall, some pointed in directions other than straight up. Vine monsters, already on fire, struggled to hold onto the ground as their bodies stretched upward. People covered in blood and intestines, like warpaint and flower necklaces, tangled into the sky, holding onto each other with knives. 

Bursts of dark light dispelled purple wards, crashing people to the ground. The people recovered like perfect acrobats, barely having to touch the ground to find footing. They raced forward, toward some unknown goal, only for teal spikes of magic to rip into their minds—

The red flowers returned all around Jane, perfect and glittering, as before.

The air shifted. The center of Jane’s orange body splashed in every direction as dark blue light flashed around her self, absorbing and negating most of the damage. Her gooey constitution negated the rest. A hoof print, a meter across, lay in the center of the stomp. The unicorn had turned Jane from a pancake into a donut. Jane reacted, [Hunter’s Instincts] already flaring. 

She slipped back together, unnaturally quick for an ooze. The hoof had already moved on, but Jane lifted upward. She touched something solid, and something furry. She should have been able to catch it, but as her flaming body touched some unknown thing, she tried to dig in, to flare hotter, but she only slipped away. She still managed to burn something.

A roar, loud and breaking, rippled across the land. 

Something cold slashed through Jane’s body. But Jane melted around whatever it was. She caught something, this time, but she already felt herself slipping. The only way she was able to hold on at all, was because she conformed her body to the shape of the object she had grabbed; a twisting spike. For the briefest of ethereal moments, Jane hung in the middle of the air, melting into that spike, frying nearby meat. She couldn’t smell it, but she could hear it. That characteristic sizzle of fat. The flower illusions around Jane shattered. The land around her, and the monster attacking her, appeared. 

Jane hung on a prismatic horn, ten meters from the ground. Pure hate radiated from the pure black eyes of a unicorn, not a body length away. Its face was a scar of burned and blackened flesh, its mane a prismatic fire, and also on fire. 

The unicorn moved backward, and Jane did not. The entire exchange only lasted a fraction of a second. Jane dropped from the unicorn’s horn—

Jane [Blink]ed to where the monster might have been. She impacted something, she couldn’t tell. The flowers surrounded her again.

The flowers vanished. Jane was on the monster’s neck. She wrapped around—

The unicorn moved, and Jane did not. Jane [Blink]ed again, hopefully in the direction of the unicorn, her oozy body blipping across the battlefield in a splash of dark blue. She found nothing. She landed in a field of red flowers. 

Jane’s mind raced. Since no retreat had been called, and since the unicorn focused on her, like they thought it would, and the illusion remained completely intact around her… There were two possibilities. Either the fight was still going, or the unicorn had won and Jane was about to die to some coordinated attack. 

Jane felt the ground, trying to make sense of anything she could. 

She dodged at the last second. A double stomp smashed right where she would have been. She [Blink]ed upward, stretching out, aiming for the general area of the unicorn. She found the beast, like a hidden part of the world, but she could not hold on. She slipped off. She burned multiple meters of unicorn flesh as she went, but she could not find purchase on the beast. 

The illusion shattered. The unicorn stood revealed, again, and maybe for the first time. 

It was ten meters tall, tall as a house, with a ring of horns around its head. Where fur remained on its body, it was as black as night, but Jane had burned a vast portion of the monster, revealing bloody skin and already scarring flesh. Its mane was burned down to a stiff shock of hair, like a zebra’s, but its tail and the fluff around its meter-wide hooves were like dark clouds. The worst part was the face. The unicorn’s maw was a tentacled, dark thing; an opening to a lightless abyss. Its main horn was somehow fully intact. Jane had clung to that twisted spike of prismatic light and burned with a fire hotter than lava, but still, the horn remained pristine. 

And the monster stood there. And Jane stared. It had revealed itself for five seconds already. This was bad. Something was very wrong. Why was Jane still looking at the beast? Shouldn’t she be attacking—

A beam of hissing water sliced across the battlefield, cutting across the unicorn’s neck. Blood erupted from the wound, dark red. The unicorn flinched backward. 

Jane could move again. She instantly [Blink]ed onto the beast’s back, turning herself into a blanket of living fire, burning downward with all the power of her [Fire Body]. The unicorn screamed and bucked. The unicorn was two meters away, and Jane was not, but she [Blink]ed right back onto the monster. The beast moved without Jane, again. She [Blink]ed back onto his back. She couldn’t hold on at all, but she could get back on the monster.

The unicorn began to run, heedless of all other concern. It raced across the land, quicker than [Blink]. If the unicorn was a normal creature, Jane’s fire would have clung and burned and Jane could have easily caught with [Fire Body], but the unicorn even outran the burning of its own flesh. Fire trailed in the air like sparklers for the briefest of moments, before it fell to the churned ground.

But the unicorn wasn’t able to control the light around it anymore; not with the surety it had before, anyway. Shadows clung to the monster’s underside. Jane wrapped shadow around herself and sank into the grass at her feet. She reappeared around the unicorn’s legs, wrapping herself upward, burning anything she could possibly burn.

Occasional jets of high pressure water carved across the unicorn, missing Jane but striking monster flesh; Jane was only a few meters wide at most, but the unicorn was ten meters tall, not counting its horns. Frankly, Jane would have been surprised if one of Bett’s water cutters managed to clip her. 

One perfect water beam lanced across the unicorn’s left eye, half-blinding the monster, causing it to leap right, digging up the ground as it tried to flee. Jane fell to the ground, but she caught back up, quick enough.

Jane and the unicorn left the battlefield and its hundred corpses far behind. Shadow chased the light, burning bright with every radiant touch. 

Something snapped in the monster, a leg or its back, Jane couldn’t tell. The unicorn crashed to the ground. Jane found her opening. She burrowed through its neck. In one horrific second, she severed its head from its body. Blood pumped from the neck in great crimson splashes. The body bucked and kicked with broken legs. A beam of water ripped across the unicorn’s underside. Intestines spilled around its twitching legs. 

In its own shit and covered in char, the unicorn died. 
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Jane retreated from the corpse. She pulled her fire close. She wasn’t sure it was all over, even with the Participation box appearing in the corner of her all-encompassing vision, so she remained a flame ooze, but she got far enough away from the body so she didn’t fry the monster. 

Under an afternoon sky, she waited for her team. She went over her other Participation boxes. Humans, vinespawn, two orcols, one incani. There were even a few shroomspawn in that horde Jane barely saw. Jane froze, as much as a pile of living fire could freeze, as she saw boxes for moon reachers A, B, and C. 

A ball of blue and white goo showed up first. Bett bumbled across the scorched land, avoiding the unicorn corpse to get closer to Jane, but not too close. Jane held her fire back, but she was still radiant. 

Bett spoke with [Prestidigitation], saying, “Intellectually, you know oozes are big bad monsters, but that was something else. Not having a vulnerable core does a lot for survivability.”

Jane asked, “Is everyone okay?”

“Scallion and Marric are fine. We all held back while it was going after you—”

The air blipped teal. Marric and Scallion appeared next to Bett’s bubbling slime body. Marric’s left hand was gone, his forearm wrapped in a second application of his teal [Conjure Armor], while his right hand held Scallion upright. Scallion hobbled on his only remaining leg, his purple armor in tatters, while a teal covering wrapped around his pelvis. Blood covered both of them, marring their armor. Jane cursed. She had considered getting [Conjure Force Elemental] just so she could heal at range in situations like this, but she hated the idea of summoning anything to do her bidding. 

Bett loudly burbled, then raced over to Scallion, saying, “Holy fucking shitballs! What got him!”

Marric waved her off with his missing hand. “He’s fine, Bett. For now.”

“What got him!” Bett burbled next to Scallion’s remaining leg, saying, “Oh gods, I thought we were good. Fucking—”

“I’m fine! Really. I am, Bett. What’s the problem? Why are you still a slime?” Scallion winced. He stressed, “You don’t have to be an ooze either, right now, Jane. The fight is over.”

“Is it, though?” Jane said, “I saw moon reachers in my notifications.”

Scallion asked, “What’s a reacher?”

“Shit,” Bett said. She shed her bubbly body and came back together as dark purple incani with big black horns, for the briefest of moments. Purple leather armor wrapped around her as she held onto Scallion. “You’re going to be okay.” She conjured a seat and took Scallion from Marric. She sat him down in the seat, saying, “It’s okay.”

Marric stood back from Scallion and Bett, saying, “They half-touched him. Pulled him out of the sky by pulling off his armor, which was not transformed into air and water by his skills. Hence why he’s not in shock right now.”

Scallion sat in his chair then looked down at his remaining leg. His eyes went wide as he looked down at his pelvis. “My magic color isn’t teal.”

“I fixed you up.” Marric looked to Jane, saying, “It’s over. But Scallion is going to go into shock, hard. And soon.”

The briefest, most horrific feeling of ‘It’s not over yet’ washed over Jane. She oozed away from her teammates, just a little bit, as she tried to make sense of her gut instinct telling her to run away and never show her face ever again. 

Marric noticed. He said, “Jane. It’s okay. It’s over. It really is. But if you need some time to come to grips with this, then tell me now so I can get Scallion to a healer.”

Jane held herself tight. She could not breathe, but she could relax her body. She oozed outward. Then she said, “Just… One minute.” She added, “Illusions are… rather powerful.”

“I understand.” Marric said, “But there are wounds that need tending, and—”

Jane looked over at the unicorn corpse. She stared across the prairie, and saw nothing in any direction, besides her wounded teammates. She also saw her own oozy body. She was wounded, too. Half of her goo was gone while her fire was considerably less. Luckily, oozes had no cores; she wasn’t critically wounded. She flickered with a dark blue casting of [Greater Treat Wounds]. Her body flexed outward as goo expanded and flickered from orange to yellow.

Her mind cleared. The battle was over, and here she was, worried about more attackers, instead of worrying about her teammates, one of whom was less a hand, and another who was still bleeding from his missing leg. Jane flowed upward, into the shape of her human body, as she transformed back to her most Familiar Form. Back to being human, Jane wrapped herself up in dark blue armor as she controlled the lingering heat and the fire all around her into something more manageable. The grass where she had been was ash, the ground was glassy. Jane stepped out of that cooling crater, quick walking toward Scallion.

Marric smiled as Jane leaned down to the injured man. As Jane touched Scallion’s chest with a glowing hand, the teal wrap around his pelvis disintegrated. Torn meat and body parts filled out. A femur began to regrow, followed by tendrils of muscle, arteries, and veins. Scallion’s eyes went wide as other body parts regrew, plopping out of the remnants of his armor. His face flushed red as he looked away.

Bett burst out in a laugh to hide the pain. She said, “Don’t be embarrassed, dummy.”

Jane smiled.

Scallion looked away, staunchly declaring, “I have nothing to be embarrassed about.”

Marric said, “I’ve seen bigger.”

Jane laughed, as Scallion’s face turned beet red and his mouth crushed into a straight, uncomfortable line.

Bett touched his shoulder, saying, “It’s plenty big enough for me.”
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                When everyone was healed, they stood over the unicorn corpse.

The unicorn was ten meters tall and ten meters long. It was an expanse of burned flesh, black fur, and tangled intestines. Its crown of horns glittered in the afternoon light. Whole and undamaged, it might have been a majestic creature if not for the tentacled maw and the horror it inflicted upon all those it met. Like this…

Like this, it was a sign of improvement. The monster was dead. Jane and her teammates had survived the encounter. With a bit of healing afterward, everyone was whole, too. 

But there was something wrong with this unicorn. 

Jane said, “It’s much too big. This is one of the ones we should have run from. There’s dragon essence in there.”

Bett said, “Maybe. I’d still like the body. I can deal with a little dragon essence.”

“Are you sure?” Jane looked around the group. “How do you two want to do this?”

Marric said, “I just got my Class.” He smiled wide, saying, “I’m good to hunt more unicorns, but I’ll need a few hours to get back to my post and pick up some Ability Quests from a registrar I trust.” He looked to the unicorn. “You two fight over it. I don’t have a stake in this race.”

Scallion frowned. He said, “I don’t like mucking around with dragon essence, Bett.”

“It’s really not a big deal.” Bett said, “I can handle it. All I have are slime forms.”

Jane asked, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but taking in any dragon essence at all opens you up as a target to the hidden dragons of the world.”

Marric said, “Simplistic, but true enough.”

“Exactly, Bett,” Scallion said, looking at Bett with eyes that said a lot more than his mouth.

“That is overly simplistic. It’s fine.” Bett looked to Scallion, saying, “It’s fine.” 

“I’m unwilling to take this risk.” Jane said, “I think we should just sell it, that way no one risks the dragons.”

“This monster is a catch.” Bett stared at Jane with with her big purple eyes, saying, “If you’re not willing, then let me stand up and take that risk. I’m almost at [Lightwalk]. I’m sure this would put me over the top.”

Scallion looked away. 

Jane relented, “Okay, fine. If you want to risk this… I relinquish any claim. I can take the next one. Hopefully it will be smaller.”

Bett squealed in happiness. She hopped once, then said, “I’ll make it up to you, Jane. We’ll get another one, for sure.” She flopped into a gooey ball of crystalline light as her voice came out of the air, “This’ll take me a while.”

Jane chuckled once, asking, “Crystal Slime?”

Scallion said, “Took us a year in Portal to find one. Light slimes are rare enough; might as well go for the prettiest one.”

Bett rolled toward the unicorn, saying, “This is going to get messy. I gotta eat the whole thing,”

Marric said to Jane, “You and I can scour the rest of the bodies.”

Jane looked away from the unicorn, saying, “Sure. We can do that.”

As Jane and Marric walked toward the battlefield and Bett vanished into the corpse of the unicorn, Scallion stepped toward them.

Scallion whispered, “Thanks for this.” He added, “This unicorn is the last step for us. After we’re all satisfied with enough hunts, Bett and I are going to the islands and leaving this life behind. It’s time to start a family.”

Jane smiled. She nodded as she walked with Marric toward the battlefield. 

She asked, “So which ability did you pick out? You get one for completing the Class, right?”

Marric smiled, looking forward. He said, “Mind Mage unique option.”

“Don’t tell me then.” Jane asked, “You guys have your own secret society around the world, don’t you?”

“People think that.” Marric frowned a little, as he said, “But it’s… Well. It’s not a society. You see...” He said, “The class ability I picked? It’s a minor aura. All it does is check to see if people are under mental influences. For the most part, this is all Mind Mages do.”

Jane asked, “How would you know in the case of a reacher’s [Thought Fog]?”

“Trade secret, but I can tell you that it takes training, which I have.” Marric added, “We got all the reachers, Jane. Today’s fight really is over.”

Jane nodded, silently, wanting to believe Marric.

 

- - - -

 

It took ten minutes of walking, but Jane and Marric arrived on the battlefield. Scorched land and severed bodies littered the prairie. It was a gruesome sight, and smell. Entrails and blood, shit and fear. The scents of horror layered a gentle western breeze, as the late afternoon sun turned slight hills and scattered corpses into long shadows.

Jane and Marric began the heavy work of sorting through the bodies. 

Jane conjured white sheets across the ground as funeral shrouds for the dead people. Marric telekinetically moved the long limbed bodies of the vinespawn and reachers into an uncoordinated pile. These reachers had no rings on their fingers; they were young, with arms only several meters long. 

After twenty minutes of sorting through bodies, the monster corpses were stacked and burning with a [Cleansing Flame]. Marric switched to helping Jane with the human bodies. She had only gotten halfway through them all. 

After an hour, all of the human, incani, and orcol victims of the unicorn were laid in their shrouds, and covered. All thirty-seven of them. There were no dragonkin. Jane tried to think if she had ever seen a dead wrought body; she had not. 

Most of the unicorn’s victims were completely nude, with wounds of all sorts. All of them were skinny and shoeless, with bloody feet and a form that could only come from a forced, constant march, with zero food or care for themselves. Some of them were brain dead well before the fight. The rest were a mix of cannibals, and people too strong to leave alive on the battlefield. Of those that did have clothes and items on them, Jane and Marric took their personal effects and laid them on top of the shrouds. 

Jane did not envy Marric, Scallion, and Bett’s side of the unicorn fight; they had had to kill people because Jane couldn’t kill the unicorn fast enough. 

Marric sat beside the tenth body that had items on it. He knelt next to the shrouded corpse, his hand touching a twine and stone bracelet on the white covering; the only item recovered on the otherwise nude body. Teal magic covered his hand, and the item. After a moment, the glow faded. 

Marric said, “The same town as eight of the other nine. The unicorn called to them in the middle of the night. It told them to bring it their children, or kill those around them, and then to serve it until their own death. She brought the beast her twins. They were only four months old.”

Jane breathed calmly, letting the horror wash off of her.

Marric stood up, blinking hard. He said, “I’m going to stop there.” He turned back to the body just before the young mother. A guild badge laid upon that white shroud. “He’s the only one with a badge.”

Jane said, “You going to try again?”

Marric said, “No. That one has been through too much to get any pertinent [Object Reading].”

A telepathic signal came to Jane. Bett’s voice was slightly excited, ‘I’m done. It took well. Do you guys want to see it?’

Marric said aloud, “Absolutely not.” He quickly wove a group connection, sending, ‘No unicorn form in this part of the world.’

‘I figured as much—’  

The air shifted purple. Bett and Scallion stepped onto the field, next to Jane and Marric. 

Bett continued, “—but I had to ask.” She held up a small, prismatic horn; one of the unicorn’s smaller spikes of its crown. “I got [Lightwalk] before I could finish the whole body. No mental abilities, though. I knew I wouldn’t, but it was still odd.” She tossed the small horn to Jane. “Here.”

Jane caught the small horn. It was only six inches long and without any twists, but it caught the light like a prism, holding onto the energy within, shattering white to color inside of itself. “Thanks.” She could not smile standing beside corpses, but she managed to say, “That’s great.”

Scallion looked across the field at the rows of bodies, then back to Jane to say, “Let’s send them off?”

Marric said, “I’ve gone through ten that still had clothing and items on their person. They all seemed to come from the same place except for this adventurer.” Marric gestured to the body behind him. “We can just turn in his badge, after we burn the bodies.”

Bett’s joy faded as she saw the bodies, and then it gutted. She nodded, saying, “Of course. The ground is still wet enough to grow a proper pyre. Anyone else got [Grow] besides Scallion and I?”

Jane said, “I do.”

“Me, as well,” Marric said.

“Let’s make a pyre for… forty bodies, then?” Bett asked, “How many, exactly?”

Jane said, “Thirty seven.”

 

- - - -

 

The adventurers laid thirty seven white-wrapped bodies onto grass that had been [Grow]n to the size of bamboo, and stacked high. As the sun dipped below the western horizon, Jane lit the fire, then bloomed it large to catch under every corpse. Soon, heavy smoke lifted into the sky. Scallion gave an oral prayer to Phagar, asking the god of death and time to ferry these poor souls to wherever their destiny demanded. 

The fire would burn well past sunset, but the adventurers left long before then.

When all eyes were gone, and the only beings around were bugs and field rabbits, another came to the funeral pyre. He descended on the ash and the bones with the touch of the divine. Bones became ephemeral, vanishing from under the ash. Ash became the food for new life to grow. Then he left, quick as he had come.

 

- - - -

 

Marric went back to his preferred registrar, back across the mountains in the morning. He returned after a few hours, ready to continue the hunt.

“You came back.” Jane said, “I had doubts.”

Marric smiled, saying, “I was held up by a thief and a pair of guards.”

Jane said, “I don’t know if I believe that.” 

 

- - - -

 

Marric, Bett, and Scallion stood beside Jane, as Jane held the small unicorn spike up for the old lady behind the guildhouse quest counter. 

The old woman, in a less than professional way, said, “Ach. Good on ye’ then. You’ll be wanten more unicorn quests, will ye? You selling that horn? Tis only worth a few hundred.”

“We want more unicorn quests, but we’re not selling this.” Jane put the spike in her pocket, then spoke for the group, “Any quests that you get.”

“Sure thing.” The woman stamped Jane’s team’s papers with a large ink stamp, ‘complete!’, then spiked the paper onto a nearby metal rod. She asked, “Where you be hanging out? In the lobby with the rest of the schmucks?”

“Aye, ma’am,” Jane said. “We’ve gotten pretty good at Wizard’s Towers.”

The old woman smirked, saying, “Go on, then. Rohn’ll want to speak to you later, I’m sure.”

The four of them went to the lobby and found a good table. 

 

- - - -

 

Scallion’s head laid on the table as he gently snored. Marric laid down a ‘5’ against the Tower’s ‘2’, but Jane quickly laid down a ‘5’ of her own, snatching up both Marric’s card and the floor card. 

They had finished lunch an hour ago, purchased from the guild restaurant. If there was one thing Jane was glad for about Killtree it was that the guild restaurant was pretty darn good. Now, they were back to playing Wizard’s Towers, for about the hundredth time. They weren’t the only ones killing time. Every other table in the twenty table room held a similar group of people waiting for something to happen.

Guildmaster Rohn made his first appearance of the day, walking into the lobby in his off-white armor. He looked around. He spotted Jane’s group. With every eye in the room on him, he called out, “Jane. Marric. Bett. Scallion.”

While the rest of the room groaned, Bett had already jabbed Scallion awake by the time Rohn called out ‘Jane’. Marric and Jane quickly shoved the cards back into their boxes, then followed a very awake Bett and a half-asleep Scallion down the hall, where Rohn had already disappeared.

In a room at the end of the hallway, Rohn stood beside his desk, and another stood beside Rohn.

From the tips of his shiny black boots, to his tailored black pants and jacket and the perfect quaff of his grey hair, this older human man, with piercing blue eyes, was clearly a man of wealth and power. He held himself upright and firm while his gaze traveled from Scallion, to linger on Bett, to pass over Marric, to land on Jane, and stay there. 

Rohn spoke in a professional way, “This is Baron Blackfield. The unicorn you killed rampaged through his land. He is here to thank you and ask you a few questions, if you would be so kind as to oblige.” He said, “He already knows who you are.”

“Thank you for your service.” Blackfield said, “You were very thorough with cleaning up the bodies. This is not how it is done around here, but I will not fault you for your religious practices. I just need to know if you came across a young woman with dark red hair, lots of freckles, and a bracelet made of red twine and riverstone.”

Jane flinched. Blackfield noticed. His face seemed to fall as his eyes watered. 

Marric said, “Yes. We did.”

Blackfield said, “That’s... That’s…” He calmed. He said, “Thank you for avenging her.” He turned to Guildmaster Rohn, to say, “Thank you. I recommend them for the advanced list.” He turned back to Jane, saying, “It was a hard thing you all pulled off. That unicorn must have survived a dozen years of raids on Killtree to get to that size. I don’t know how you managed to do it, but I suggest you keep your methods secret. There are those who would follow you and assault you in the middle of your attack, hoping to kill both you and the monster.”

Marric said, “Thank you for your words of warning, Baron. We will take them very seriously.”

Blackfield nodded. “Quite. And now I must be off. Thank you again for coming to this land. If you four are ever in the need for some assistance with the law or whatnot, I will owe you one.” 

The baron blipped away in a shattering of yellow light.

“That was fast,” Bett said.

Guildmaster Rohn said, “The nobility are very busy.” He continued, “Since Baron Blackfield has recommended you for the advanced list, this also means that you are eligible to cast magic in the city, as long as you keep it quiet. You can [Teleport] in and out of the guild if you want, but if I see you abusing this privilege then it won’t just be your rights I take away.” He added, “And that team from the other day that killed the first unicorn of the season has already died, to the man. You get first shot at the unicorn that took them apart.” Rohn tapped a folder on his desk. “If you want it.”

Jane said, “We do.”

“I thought you would.” Rohn handed the folder over to Jane. “You might have to track it for a bit, but it’s out there. It’s smaller than the last one, but don’t let size fool you. They’re a lot faster when they’re smaller.” 

Jane took the folder. She turned to her team. “Back to base?”

Bett said, “Yup.” 

Scallion put his hand on Bett’s shoulder, then said, “See you there.” 

Both of them vanished in a blip of purple. Marric left with a nod, and a teal blip. Jane followed.

 

- - - -

 

Bett sat on one end of a long bench in the sun on the mountain slope, leaning back, soaking up the rays. Scallion and Marric sat inside on comfortable seats as they [Scry]ed for the unicorn. They had been at it for the last two hours. It was a nice day to be outside, and since Jane was not equipped to [Scry] over time or distance like Marric or Scallion could [Scry], she went outside to join Bett. 

Jane sat down beside Bett. “Did that unicorn have dragon essence?”

Bett sighed out into the sky. “Yes.” She said, “This has happened before, though. It’s not a big deal for me. I just gotta wait it out and take some appropriate precautions.”

“Wait it out?” Jane was genuinely confused. “Dragon essence goes away?”

“Yup. It’s the only one that does.” Bett looked to Jane, scrunching her face quizzically. She looked away, saying, “If you want to be a Polymage this is some important, hidden knowledge that you gotta know.” She said, “If you make yourself meek and mild or if you’re around other, stronger dragons, your dragon essence drains away. If you’re the biggest shit for a thousand kilometers or more, depending on your level of essence, then your dragon essence grows. If you have a low dragon essence, nothing happens. If you have anything except a low essence, then you’re stronger, faster, smarter, and you live longer. Dragons are only immortal because of their unique essence. This is why they’re always hunting each other. Either for territory or for essence.”

Jane listened, her eyes going a little wide. She had never heard this much about dragon essence before.

Bett continued, “If you get low dragon essence and you stay low, it will go away in about a month or two. Quicker, if you take certain steps. You can figure out whatever steps work for you on your own. That’s too personal of a conversation, for me.” She added, “Anyway. Even if you get rid of it as soon as you can, you still go through withdrawl.

“It’s horrible. Puking and shitting everything out, all the time. But it will pass. It’ll take a month, but it’ll pass.” She said, “I’ve done it before. No big deal.” She continued, “Going from the first tiers of [Dragon Body] to zero will make you feel like you want to die, and that lasts for a year. Healing doesn’t work on this sort of pain. I haven’t done that myself, but I’ve heard the horror stories.” She stressed, “But going from high dragon essence, to less, will kill you.”

A breeze blew across the mountainside, warm and comfortable. 

Jane said, “Thank you for that. I didn’t know.”

“I could tell.” Bett said, “I only told you because you’re going for Polymage. Best keep that knowledge under your shirt, and to yourself. There’s a lot in there I didn’t say, and I won’t say. But you’re smart enough to figure most of it out, I think. Don’t go spreading that around, either.”

Jane said, “Good advice.”

Jane sat on one side of the stone bench. Bett sat on the other. 

Jane asked, “Is your water slime bigger?”

“About double the size.” Bett said, “I want to try for ooze. Having a core is way too much of a liability. How’d you manage to do it? You didn’t actually kill an ooze and then try to eat it, did you?”

Jane said, “I gathered forty flame slimes in a depression in the ground then I ate them all as a flame slime. I retained the mass, and meditated away the pain while the transformation occurred. It was still painful as fuck, but I woke up as an ooze. My core was gone. I also got 5 points for successfully transforming a Familiar Form.”

Bett winced. “Fuck. I was afraid you were going to say that.”

“I never planned on going with a slime form so I never really researched slimes, or oozes for that matter.” Jane added, “Until I realized it was a possibility. And then it was just… It was what I needed to do.”

“I had a friend… years ago. They did what you did and it did not go well.” Bett said, “We had to put him down.”

“… Sorry for your loss.”

“Thanks.” Bett looked out across the horizon. Fields of flowers stretched out across the land below the mountain. “He failed to complete the transformation… 25 years ago, by now.”

Jane watched the flowers with Bett for a while. Eventually, they spoke of different monsters. Bett loved her slime forms. She had several, from water, to wind, to iron, to crystal. If she was going to go for an ooze form, she would have chosen a Crystal Ooze, but that would be impossible. Finding forty crystal slimes? When it took a year to find one? No thanks. Her second choice was wind, just because [Air Body] was already so useful. Jane was still partial to her own, non-slimey list, though a water slime would make getting [Water Body] a lot easier. Prismatic Octopuses, which were native to Bett’s Archipelago Nergal, were great on paper, but according to Bett they were shit in practice. All those soft, wiggly arms were easy enough to control, but controlling the skin of the Prismatic Octopus to better blend in with your surroundings? That took years of practice. To top it off, they weren’t that fast in the water. Not compared to a water slime.

Marric eventually came out of the house, saying, “Found it.”

 

- - - -

 

Killing the second unicorn went a lot faster.

Jane knew, this time, exactly what would happen when she plopped onto the scene. And this time, when the world around her turned to fake trees and false flowers, and the five meter tall unicorn tried to stomp her from out of nowhere, Jane flowed upward, blasting the unicorn with fire rivaling a furnace. 

The unicorn took off running, while Marric and Scallion controlled the revealed battlefield, and water slime Bett harried everything she could reach with her precision blasts of cutting water. She tried to slice the fleeing unicorn, but her slice went wide at the last possible second. Jane slunk into shadows, popping up around the unicorn for the second time. This time Jane’s fire furnace attack was too much for the creature. The unicorn fell to the ground, screaming in pain. Jane smothered the unicorn, diving into its tentacled maw, reaching down into the creature to fry it from the inside out. 

Jane had killed the unicorn within a single minute, releasing almost all of the people it had dominated. Marric, Scallion, and Bett had already killed all the monsters.

Pure confusion filled the battlefield as people turned on each other, some of them monsterized and already cannibals, the others just dominated into committing horrible acts. No one had any idea which was which, so Scallion trapped the ten survivors in individual gravitational bubbles. Some of them screamed and cried, hovering in their own private holding cells. Some of them roared and demanded blood. None of them were quiet. 

Marric went around, checking the people. He executed four he identified as monsters, while the other six were let go. None of them gave any indication that they were thankful for the rescue, and since they were in the middle of nowhere right now, all six of them demanded help getting back to town. 

Jane, as a human, said, “Of course we’ll help you.”

Scallion said, “We already gave them conjured clothes. The nearest town is only ten kilometers south—”

A dirty man in conjured, clean clothes, said, “You will take responsibility for us!”

A dirty woman in conjured, clean clothes, said, “That aren’t my home! My home is back that way.” She pointed north. “And it’s gone! I demand money to start a new life.”

Scallion muttered, “Oh holy shit I’m going to kill them.”

“You and what fuck’en army, bloke!” said a young man. “That one-corn couldn’t kill me! You think you gotta chance in hell! Come get it!”

Scallion splattered a [Cleanse] across them all. Jane winced, as thick air tore away dirt and dried blood. The yelling started again, louder.

“How dare you cast magic at us!”

“I aught ta kill ye!”

“Now the monsters can smell us, ya daft arsehole!”

Scallion yelled at the people, “I’m done! Fuck you!” He blipped away in a shattering of purple light.

Marric and Bett both raced to say, “Bye!” first. 

Marric vanished in teal. Bett vanished in purple.

Jane blipped over to the unicorn corpse, which she still hadn’t the chance to eat, then [Stoneshape]d a deep hole, carrying the corpse with her underground. She closed off the entrance, save for a pair of holes leading to the surface. One quick transformation later and she was a shadowspider. 

She spent the next half an hour eating the monster in peace, starting with the brain and the heart. 
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Then, she set to eating the body, including the horns. By the time she was done with the corpse, she had gained her first light essence ability. After she crunched and ate the horns, dissolving their twisting prismatic forms with her decaying venom, she jumped ahead several steps down the path to [Lightwalk]. The horns were practically pure light essence.

 




	
Radiant Steps, instant, personal, 2 MP per second.

Race with the sun.








 

She left experimenting with the form for later. For now, she transformed back into a person and returned to the people they had rescued. 

They were still there, standing in the field, yelling at each other. Some of them had already started looting the other bodies. At Jane’s return they all turned on her, demanding answers. 

Jane pointed south, “I’ll escort you down that way, to that town. Or, I can [Teleport] you to Killtree. Take your pick, or stay here with the dead.”

Two of them instantly picked Killtree. Jane deposited them on the outskirts, then came back to the other four. She walked those four ten kilometers south, to whatever town was next on the unicorn’s path of destruction. It was not a fun walk. The four rescued people demanded Jane give them money for a new life. She remained silent, and walked. 

When they got to the town, the rescued people demanded more from Jane. 

She fled in a blip of dark blue light, reappearing beside the corpses from the battle. She didn’t care about ceremony this time. She just telekinetically shoved all of the bodies together and threw a [Cleansing Fire] at the stacked dead. She left before they finished burning.

She returned to base.

Scallion greeted her with, “Congrats on the unicorn!”

Jane smiled, but her heart wasn’t in it. “Thanks.”

Scallion saw. He said, “We’ll stick around for [Lightwalk], if you want.” He called over to Marric, asking, “Do you want [Lightwalk], too? I’m thinking about it for myself.”

Marric said, “Eh. Maybe I should.”

“Good!” Scallion said, “Yes. You should. We’re capable of killing these unicorns. We’ve proven the first time wasn’t a fluke. Now, if we remain calm and focused, we can get through this entire unicorn season and each of us can end up with [Lightwalk]. Maybe.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane sat across from Bett at their usual table in the guildhall, saying, “But slimes are so boring!”

“They’re not boring!” Bett laughed, saying, “They’re dependable! And aside from your flame ooze, it means you always have some of your necessary element nearby. The power is inside of you, all along.”

Jane laughed, saying, “That is just so saccharine. My teeth are practically rotting out right now.”

“You got weird sayings.” Bett said, “I don’t understand what that’s supposed to mean at all.”

Jane frowned at her, saying, “It’s—” 

“Unicorn posted!” came a yell from the side of the room, near the posting wall. A man Jane didn’t know held aloft a sheet of paper, rushing to a group of people standing around a table, saying, “I got it! Let’s go!”

His team was already out of their seats and ready for action. Several other people around the guildhall were also out of their seats, but those ones muttered angry words almost too quiet to hear. Jane and Bett watched as the yelling guy raced out of the guildhouse. Then they watched as one of the muttering, angry teams got mean looks in their eyes, and all of them stood up out of their seats. The angry team left the building, likely chasing after the first team. 

Bett muttered, “You know what comes next, right?”

Jane frowned. She did not answer Bett.

Scallion came back from the bathroom. He instantly recognized a shift in the atmosphere of the room. He whispered, “What happened?”

Marric continued to snore quietly in his chair. 

Scallion looked at the orcol, then said, “Not much, I guess?”

Bett said, “Unicorn posted. Team A got the posting. Then I’m pretty sure Team Bastards decided to race after Team A.”

Jane said, “Looks like murder again.”

Marric shook awake. He wiped a tiny trail a drool from his mouth. “I miss something?”

Jane said, “Nothing that we need to concern ourselves with. We’ll get the next one.”

Four hours later, Rohn called them into his office. Both Team A and Team Bastards had failed. The second ambushed the first while they were fighting the unicorn. There were no survivors. Rohn handed them the quest paper. They blipped to base. Marric and Scallion began [Scrying] for the unicorn.

 

- - - -

 

Bett and Jane sat on the bench outside their mountain base while Marric and Scallion did their thing.

Bett said, “I heard that if these local adventurers don’t routinely kill big targets like the unicorns, they’re forced to war against their neighbors.”

“I heard that they believe death is not the end.” Jane said, “They keep it quiet, but they believe that if they do well for their leaders, they’ll be resurrected into new bodies.”

“Where’d you hear that?” Bett recoiled, saying, “Necromancy? Really?” 

“I’ve been listening in all around me.” Jane flicked a bit of shadow over her hand, saying, “These unicorns always go for me first and hard, so I’ve been working on my other senses. I can’t be an ooze in the guildhouse, but I can do this.” Shadow flickered downward, crawling in the cracks of the mountainside. Jane said, “It’s almost the same as ooze listening.”

Bett hummed, then nodded. She gazed across the flower fields. “[Shadowalk] is pretty good.” She held up her hand, flickering a white light across her purple skin, saying, “I’m working on this. It’s… difficult.” She extended her hand. Light poured across the ground. Spots of red bloomed atop green sticks, while green blobs spread below, turning a patch of stone ground into false flowers. “It’s considerably easier as a unicorn.” She took her hand away. The ‘flowers’ vanished. “The horn splits the light into colors so I don’t have to, but my main problem is form work.”

Jane looked up, saying, “It’s a bit too bright to show you...” Jane reached down with [Stoneshape] to pull a thin umbrella over her head, casting a shadow across a small space in front of her. With a gesture, a tiny unicorn made of darkness materialized out of the shadows. It was a unicorn of this world; not the ones that Jane had grown up seeing. It pranced around in the shade, its horn a twisted thing. Overall, it was perfectly shaped. She said, “It’s taken a while and I had some help along the way… I don’t have to worry about color, though. So it’s a mite easier.”

Bett smiled, saying, “Still impressive.”

Jane dismissed the dark unicorn, saying, “I’m thinking of going after every body skill.”

“I considered it.” Bett said, “Ten years ago, if I had all the skills you already have I would have gone for it. [Shadowalk] is the hardest. But now? I want kids.” She added, “I hear you get a Special Action for getting all of them. No one I ever talked to knew what it was, though.”

“I read about that, too. But no definitive—”

“Found it! It’s a small one again.” Scallion’s voice came from the stone base behind them. “Come on, girls!”

 

- - - -

 

Jane plopped onto the field. 

This time, they managed to kill the unicorn and save twenty four people. 

After executing four monstrous cannibals, Marric took hard control of the situation, casting a wide calming effect on the roaring, half-naked people. When the remnants of Team A and Team Bastards came out of the rescued people, no one stopped a woman from Team A, named Padarah, from stabbing and slashing and attacking the two survivors from Team Bastards.

Jane just watched, slightly numb to it all, as Padarah screamed out her hatred of the two men. The story of what had happened between Team A and Team Bastards came out in her screams. The crowd took her word as truth. The crowd tore the two men apart, and Jane did nothing to stop them. Scallion and Bett just watched. Marric stood back, his face a stone mask. 

The four of them, and Padarah from Team A, when Team Bastards was truly dead and gone, helped to [Teleport] people wherever they wanted to go.

Jane got the unicorn corpse. 

 

- - - -

 

Jane, Scallion, Bett, and Marric, sat around the dinner table. No one really spoke much since the last unicorn. They ate in silence. Jane had cooked tonight; shepherd's pie, with lots of slow-cooked spicy meat and vegetables under a large layer of mashed potatoes and cheese. Everyone seemed to like it, but no one had said anything. 

Jane broke the silence, “This is getting tough.”

Marric said, “Yup.”

“Yeah,” Bett said.

“We can stop.” Scallion said, “We got what we came for.”

“… Want to burn down the Forest?” Jane asked.

Bett burst out a laugh, while Marric groaned. 

Scallion said, “That just makes the unicorns angry.”

Marric said, “It’s been burned back for two thousand kilometers. The unicorns still come down this way. They eat children in order to reproduce. This is an impossible problem.”

“It’s not impossible.” Scallion said. “These people need walls around their cities. They need to formally institute Polite Society. They need laws. They need a lot of things we cannot give them, and we should not even try.” He added, “We need to worry about ourselves. We need to decide if we’re going to continue, or not.”

Marric said, “It’s getting… It’s getting really hard to kill the cannibals.”

Scallion said, “Don’t judge me too harshly when I say this, but if we just let them all go, including the cannibals, I don’t think the average person’s experience in Killtree will change.”

“Blackfield didn’t seem like such a bad guy.” Jane said, “I was expecting a lot worse than him.”

“Me too.” Scallion said. “But he’s a person in charge, and this is all partially his fault, too.”

Bett said, “I say we keep going. Marric, you still haven’t gotten anything from this.”

Jane said, “Point out the cannibals. I can kill them.”

Marric said, “Ah. No. Sorry. I’m on a quest now to uncover monstrous people and kill them.” He added, “This is as good of a use of my time as any. I’m just bemoaning. Don’t mind me.”

Jane looked to the orcol. Marric looked to his empty plate.

Scallion said, “Then we continue.” He added, “And dinner was great. I might need to change my mind about these potatoes.”

Bett said, “This was a great dinner, Jane. Thank you.”

“Yup.” Marric said, “It was very good. Thanks.”

Jane smiled softly, looking away from everyone. “Thanks.”

 

- - - -

 

Over the next ten days, the height of Unicorn Season came to Killtree. 

Jane, Scallion, Marric, and Bett, killed another seven unicorns. The other adventuring teams in Killtree’s Guildhouse, the ones who managed to survive those bloody first days, managed to bag another twenty-one unicorns between the lot of them. Jane gained [Lightwalk] after the third kill. [Fire Body] and [Lightwalk] went together well. Jane was now able to zip through the sunlight and hold her fiery body onto the fleeing unicorns. Shadows were great, but they were hard to find around unicorns.
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After Jane got her upgrade to [Lightwalk], the unicorns went to Marric and Scallion. Between the both of them, they began stockpiling the necessary parts to create a suit of armor, to try for a [Lightwalk] for themselves. 

They were not able to collect all the necessary horns and bones and leather, before the situation changed.

Upon killing their tenth unicorn, Guildmaster Rohn called Jane’s team into his office.

Rohn stood to the side of his desk, wearing his normal off-white [Conjure Armor], though this time it looked a bit nicer than usual. Flourishes and engravings adorned his chestplate, shoulders, and gauntlets. 

On the other side of his desk stood a woman in dark leathers and long black hair. 

Rohn said, “Welcome, Jane, Marric, Scallion, and Bett.”

Jane and her team entered the office. There was more than enough space for all of them.

Rohn gestured to the silent woman, saying, “This is Elite Redwood.”

Redwood nodded, saying, “Yo.”

Jane nodded at the woman.

“She is here to invite you four on a mission, if you wish to accept.” Rohn said, “The benefit is promotion to nobility. This is a name-only promotion. As you are foreigners, you will not be allowed control over policy or the ability to demand taxes in the city, but you will be allowed to build stone property wherever you wish in Killtree, with regard only given to other nobles. If you choose to create a settlement outside Killtree, you may demand taxes from those who flock to your side. You will be the only ones allowed to live in stone houses, though.” He asked, “Are you interested?”

All four of them had already talked about this possibility, so Jane spoke for the group, “We will hear you out.”

Redwood flashed a smile, then said, “Great! It’s an Elite Promotion quest, so don’t expect it to be that easy, but since you’ve got your flame ooze and two [Lightwalk]s among you, and a Mind Mage and a Control mage? You should have an easier time than most people gunning for a promotion to nobility.” 

Redwood said, “It’s taken us a week, but we’ve found the Ancient Unicorn birthing all of this season’s unicorns. We’re killing it, and you’re helping. That’s the quest. This Ancient Unicorn is about twenty meters tall, not including the horns, but it has a cadre of dominated wyrms. We’ve already identified the four wyrms under this one’s control. Eyebeam, [Ward], [Stoneshape], and [Lightshape].” She added, “Know now that the illusion aura of an Ancient Unicorn is less an illusion aura, and more an actual transformation of the land. Keep that in mind when accepting this quest.”

Rohn added, “Your Participation in the kill will determine how much of the resultant loot you are eligible for. If any of you do enough to get the main horn then that’s an instant [Lightwalk], if you’ve already got some way to absorb the essence. If you choose to have it made into armor and items and to absorb it that way, then there’s a 90% chance of [Lightwalk].” Redwood added, “And we have to kill the unicorn before the wyrms, or else the unicorn will run. So that’s another problem for the pile.”

Jane stuck to the plan, “We would need a few hours to discuss this turn of events. Is there a hard time limit to accepting this offer?”

Redwood said, “I can give you an hour. The unicorn is spotted but it could move on.”

Jane spoke for the group. “That’s fine.” She held out a hand to Marric, exactly like they had planned. “We’ll be right back.” 

Marric took her hand. Scallion blipped away with Bett in a flash of purple. The world turned teal for one brief second. And then again. 

The four of them were back at base.

Scallion instantly said, “So they’re going to try and kill us halfway through, no doubt.”

Marric said, “I’m not so sure.”

Scallion scowled at Marric. “You cannot possibly be that naive! Not after what we’ve seen so far.”

“I’m not.” Marric said, “But we knew this was a possibility. Surely you’ve spoken to some of the other teams. They all say the same thing. This nobility quest is what most of them are going for, and they almost always kill the Ancient Unicorn.”

Jane said, “None of those people would make good nobles. They’re all ruthless killers. Even that woman we saved, Padarah? She went on to join another team and then that team ambushed another, killing them and stealing that unicorn kill.”

Scallion said, “Padarah’s team is directly behind us in kills. If we don’t do this, Padarah’s going to get the offer. They’re going to take it, and she’s going to get control over others. Legal, noble control.” Scallion stressed, “She would kill every single person who wrongs her. She would become part of the problem. This is normal for Killtree. We don’t have to be here.”

Bett said, “Saying it like that... I wonder if Padarah is going to try and kill us right now.”

The four of them looked to the door of their stone, mountainside base. Nothing happened.

Jane said, “That got my heartbeat rising.”

Marric and Bett laughed, while Scallion sighed out a held breath. 

Jane asked Marric, “Have you heard anything about the power of an Ancient Unicorn’s [Dominate]?”

“It’s obviously stronger if it can truly control wyrms.” Marric said, “But no. I’ve never heard anything special about Ancient Unicorns.”

“… Never?” Jane asked.

“Does that mean you’ve never heard of them before?” Scallion asked.

Marric said, “No. I’ve heard of them. But I thought they were a myth. I always heard that unicorns reproduced by eating children and transforming them into new unicorns.”

Bett said, “If there was a damn library or a Knowledge Mage around this town that I trusted I would want to go and find out the truth.” She added, “This discrepancy is uncomfortable.” 

“Aside from conflicting information: this may be a trap of some sort.” Jane said, “Do we want to cut our losses here?”

Bett said, “Yes. I vote we just pick up and leave.”

“I vote to leave,” Scallion said.

Marric said, “I think we should stay. I would have heard something about there being a trap here for unicorn hunters if such a thing were actually happening.” He said, “If we leave, others might die to the Ancient Unicorn.” He added, “I might have been wrong about the reason for unicorn attacks on human lands. It might not be a pregnancy thing. It’s entirely possible that this is a [Thought Fog] sort of thing, where the unicorns need to eat brains to produce their mental abilities. Except they mainly focus on the brains of children. Neither of you two got any mental abilities from your unicorn forms, right?”

“None,” Bett said.

Jane said, “None here, either. I haven’t really played around with the form, though. But the [Aura of Freedom] is there, like expected. [Lightwalk] and [Lightshape] alongside the unicorn’s prismatic horns produces much of the illusions I’ve seen out there in every fight.”

Marric said, “So. I think we should stay. If we kill the Ancient Unicorn, then that’s saving a lot of lives.”

Jane said, “I was already going to vote to stay, but if Padarah is next in line, then keeping her out of the nobility is just as important as killing the Ancient Unicorn.”

Scallion grumbled, saying, “Come on! Both of you can’t really be this dumb.”

“It’s not dumb to want to help people,” Marric said.

Scallion said, “It’s dumb to help these people.”

Bett sighed, saying, “I’ve changed my mind.” She said, “I vote to stay.”

“What!” Scallion shouted.

Bett said, “We don’t have to go in unaware.” She asked the orcol, “Marric. Don’t you have [Truthsense]?”

Marric paused. He frowned. He winced, then said, “I already used it. Neither Redwood or Rohn are directly lying.”

Bett said, “The most forthcoming Mind Mage I’ve ever seen.” She turned to Scallion, saying, “See?”

Scallion said, “I see problems, Bett.”

Bett said, “I see opportunity.”

“You don’t want to live here, do you?!” Scallion asked, frantically.

“No!” Bett said, “But I would feel a lot better about our chances down south if we were able to kill a threat like an Ancient Unicorn. I don’t want to do this for them. I want to do this for us.”

Scallion breathed. He looked up and away. He stayed like that for a moment, before facing the group, and Bett. He said, “Fine. And when this turns out to be a trap, know that I’m going to say ‘I told you so’ loud enough that it counts as an attack.”

Jane asked, “What sort of monsters live in the archipelago, anyway?”

Bett said, “Dragonwhales. Island Turtles.”

Scallion continued, “Water oozes.”

“Oh yeah. That’s a big one.” Bett said, “Leviathans. You get the occasional actual dragon, too. They like to eat the big things out there.” She added, “Black Sharks are a favorite snack.”

Jane asked, “So? Decision reached? A full consensus?” 

Scallion sighed. He said, “Let’s get back to the guild. I’m as ready as I’ll ever be.”

 

- - - -

 

In an otherwise vacant staging area in the mountains far to the north, and far, far above the treeline, Jane stood by an arched window. She gazed out at the green land to the west, and thought. Snow piled up outside the window, while cold wind blew flurries into the staging area. Some of the snow dusted Jane’s dark blue winter coat and gathered in the false fur surrounding her face, but most of it gathered in the crooks and corners of the stone all around her. 

Marric stepped up beside her, wearing his own huge, teal winter outfit. His head was completely exposed, though tufts of teal fur rimmed his green neck. Snow landed in his dark hair, but it melted even as it touched him. He said, “This’ll be the last one. I’m gone after this.”

“Mind telling me where you’re going?”

They had talked around the subject a few times, but now, Jane laid the question out there.

Marric smirked, as he said, “Mind telling me if you’re Jane Flatt of Spur?”

“The others are at least polite enough to pretend I’m not.” Jane teased, “Why would I bother telling you something you already know?”

Marric chuckled. He said, “Because it’s easier on me if you speak of your secrets, that way I’m no longer bound by Mind Mage Law to only speak of what has already been spoken.”

“Oh?” Jane asked, sarcastically, “Is that a thing?”

“Bett spoke of my Law a few days ago, so you already know.”

“Is that what happened?” Jane teased, “I thought that was you drowning us in puzzle pieces and one of us finally breaking under the pressure to put them together.”

Marric acted all offended, saying, “You act as though it was malicious.”

Jane smiled as she turned her gaze from the tall orcol, to the green land, far below. Marric watched the Forest at her side. 

Redwood stepped out of the nearby shadows wearing dark leathers and a dark mask. “Yo!”

Jane casually turned to her, saying, “Hello. We ready?”

Redwood paused. “Usually that freaks people out. But I guess you have [Shadowalk]. You must be pretty good with it.”

“I am.” Jane said, “I also have [Hunter’s Instincts]; but everyone has that one.”

Redwood said, “You’d be surprised the kind of people who try to make it in this life without [Hunter’s Instincts]. Anywho! Are the other two lovebirds done boinking each other? We’re ready when you are.”

Marric looked to the air. He turned back to Redwood, to say, “They’re done. They’re on their way.”

“Good.” Redwood asked, “Have you [Scry]ed the enemy, yet?”

“Yes,” Jane said. 

Marric said, “Twenty meters tall, in a grove of trees four times that size and half as wide.”

“Yup!” Redwood said, “That’s her. This year’s Queen of the Forest. So here’s the plan. We’ve done this with mages with ooze forms before. It makes the whole thing a lot simpler, but it also makes it much harder on that one person. This part doesn’t need the full group to explain, just you, Jane.”

Jane listened. Marric watched the Forest as he, too, listened.

Redwood said, “She will go after you, relentlessly. She will be able to affect your mind, even with your mindless, coreless ooze body. This shouldn’t prove a problem, because she will drive you to attack her with a single, relentless focus. Since you already have [Greater Treat Wounds] and you will be able to retain some of your mind, all you have to do is focus on healing yourself.” Redwood said, “Usually we have to be a lot more complicated about this, but we all got lucky this year.”

Jane’s eyes went wide. She controlled herself to say, “Affecting my mind, through my ooze body?”

“Other mages have reported as such, yes.” Redwood said, “But like I said, it shouldn’t affect you much.”

Jane resolved herself. She said, “Fine. As long as I know ahead of time.”

“Good.” Redwood said, “I’ve been told the effect is a primal sort of triggering kind of thing. So—”

Scallion called out, “Hey!” 

Jane turned. Scallion and Bett walked hand in hand down the stone hallway, toward Jane, Marric, and Redwood. Both of their faces seemed to glow, while Bett had a perpetual smirk. She tried to wipe her expression away, but it came back as she neared the group. 

Redwood said, “Great. Everyone is here. We likely have four hours left in the day. The attack will begin at dusk. The Forest Queen does not sleep, but she does patrol her land slower at night.”

Jane asked, “Any monsters we have to be aware of besides wyrms and the Queen?”

“Reachers.” Redwood said, “But since you’ll all have mind protection anyway and they’re literally all going to go for Jane, they shouldn’t be a problem.” She looked to the air. Threads of intent flickered out from her. “One sec. Getting the teams—”

Three humans, each wearing the same black leathers and black mask as Redwood, blipped into the nearby air in a flourish of orange light; two men and one woman. All of them were taller than Redwood. They all deferred to Redwood, with small bows.

Redwood said, “A trio of great people, here. Hawthorne, Rowan, and Apple. They’ll be leading the incineration efforts.” She turned to Jane, saying, “I’m really glad you all chose to come. You’ve elected to put a bit of trust in us, and we Elites will strive to live up to that responsibility.” She spoke with enthusiasm in her voice, “Since Jane is a flame ooze and this is the Forest, the plan is going to hinge on that.” She added, “I’ve done this four times with an ooze in attendance and five times without, so I’m pretty confident that we’ll be okay. Just a warning. If we can’t kill her within ten minutes of engaging, everyone needs to evacuate. This is the plan...”

 

- - - -

 

Sunlight tilted across the Forest, casting long shadows through a tangled canopy. The land below was dangerous and wild, but it was not dark. Light glittered below the trees, like a second sun, or maybe a moon, peeking out from behind green clouds. Shaggy, long armed silver monsters, with maws for mouths and hands and feet much too small for their bodies, roamed that glittering twilight. Long wyrms, with too many arms and too many legs, and too many unhealing wounds across their entire bodies, undulated around trees thicker than they were, like quiet, well trained snakes. They followed their Queen through the illuminated dark.

For the Queen was everything. 

She was the unicorn above all who walked in the center of a procession of countless monsters. Her subjects cheered for her with guttural roars and with offerings of meat; mostly the bodies of wyrms not fit to join her court, and of course, gifts of children stolen from elsewhere in the world.

Since her elevation to Queen she birthed a unicorn a day. Those progeny had since traveled into the human lands in order to return with gifts of calcified children in their gullets; like the most delicious teacakes in this world, or any other. Sure, some of her progeny failed to return, but that didn’t matter. She could just spawn more progeny. What was loss in the face of decadence? 

And speaking of food! A bubbly, plopping light, appeared on the very edge of her vision. The queen gave a signal. In an instant or less the tiny morsel of light was brought to her. She caught the tidbit in her mouth and devoured it whole. It was delicious. The Queen loved the crunchy bit in the center, but she was always hungry, and these small morsels of light were so very, very small. 

But hers was not the only mouth to feed, it was just the most important.

Watch now as her squads of reachers surround and flank their Queen, swinging their arms in rhythm to the stepping of her hooves, the size of orcols. She is much, much taller than her silver furred infantry, but the reachers are not so small themselves. Look there, as the Forest stretches up around her, the plants growing tall and wild. See her wyrms wrap themselves around those growing trees, flanking and protecting her as she takes her evening stroll. The wyrms are sure to wrap the trees in perfect mirrors of each other, for the Queen demands beauty and order, and her generals comply. She also demands merriment. Delight as shroomlings dance around her heavy feet, and cheer at her stride; they race to catch up, but they only manage to get themselves squished. Even the bugs and the birds flock to hail their Queen, all of them flying in sequence and delight, bringing song and joy to their rightful monarch. 

Her tail is a cloud of white light, floating on an unseen air. Her mane is a cascade of white mist, light and airy, and the fluffiest thing in the world, besides all the rest of her. Her eyes are pools of darkness, drinking in the light. They see everything. The Queen’s mind is as sharp as her eyes, and though the small, inconsequential things sometimes fail to draw her gaze, that which she fails to see, her mind recognizes.

And her horn! Oh, her horn. See as it stretches from her forehead, a spike of prismatic radiance. A testament to artistry. A light in the dark. A second sun. The most beautiful thing to ever grace the Forest, besides the Queen herself.

But what is this? Something untoward appears in the sky. It is not a star, but it falls like one. 

… What’s all that about?

The Queen looks up. The march stalls. 

 

- - - -

 

Twilight wind whipped across Jane’s gooey, orange, radiant body. Tiny droplets of herself broke away, lost forever, no doubt, but she controlled enough of her body to form a tight ball of fire, [Fire Body] helping to secure almost every drop of self. The Ancient Unicorn’s procession was right below her. Jane was right on target. 

The Queen stood at the head while her generals wrapped around the trees, growing beside the Queen. The entire Forest around the Queen looked like an ancient, primeval truth, but it was mostly a lie. When she passed, the trees would return to half of their size. 

But while Jane saw them, they certainly saw her. The Queen looked up. Her nine meter long horn glinted with light. The world around the Queen flashed. The Queen stood revealed to Jane; she stood alone. Her procession became as the trees, melding into the wood like they were never there. 

The Queen was also not twenty meters tall. If Jane had to guess, she would put the Queen closer to fifty.

The Queen’s eyes changed. Recognition dawned. She saw now that Jane was not just a falling ember. Jane felt as the Queen tried to touch her gooey mind. Like a cold spike, or a draining touch. 

As the Forest canopy approached, a subtle rage that had been inside Jane ever since she was a little girl, that she had hammered into utility and tempered with training, shifted into something deeper. All the tiny injustices of her entire time on Veird and on Earth flickered into an inferno. How dare that little girl trick her into killing those muggers on the street! She should have killed her, too, and all the people they rescued from the unicorns over the past two weeks!

And her fucking father! He was the worst of them all! He was at school, while she was here, killing the monsters of the world, working to actually make this shitty, fucking, Veird, into some sort of livable space! And that Bett. Jane saw those eyes of hers, how she looked at Jane with disdain, how she wanted to knife Jane in her sleep. All incani were the same! 

Fuck Silverite! How could she let those purple demons in town get away with any of their shit! How could she possibly choose to live with the Shades! She should have the Army assassinate every single Shade, and damn the weak-willed people in town. They were exactly like the people of Killtree; nothing more than fodder for the flame. If they couldn’t handle the monsters in the dark, then they should all just die. 

Jane’s entire mind stretched wide. What filled the center was pure rage. 

The forest was a tangle of shadows and light. Jane reached the canopy and burst wide open. Fire flared; a life too long hidden, now ignited. She ripped into the shadows, tearing out flame and light. She ripped into the light, tearing out fire and darkness. The Forest burned, and Jane helped that fire spread. In four flashing instants, forty meter tall trees were nothing more than fire, and that fire was spreading. As Jane coaxed fire into a conflagration, she saw yet another problem in front of her.

A three meter wide hoof, silver and heavy, slammed down—

Jane leapt right at the hoof, melding into the light surrounding the attack, spinning up and around the leg, burning white fur and scorching thick, monster flesh. The Queen leapt back, flickering through her own light, dropping Jane to the ground.

The Queen huffed, a great snorting burst of glittering light that blew across the forest floor. Jane did not need to hold on to the ground to keep from flying away. She ducked into the light streaming from the Queen’s nostrils, reaching with fire and hatred into the monster’s nose.

The Queen shifted left, leaving Jane to fall to the ground. But Jane did not fall, she followed the Queen, through the light. 

With the disinterested air of nobility and a flick of her head, the Queen slashed with her horn, splitting the light. Jane fell from the air; a severed ball of flame. Half of her went out. Half of her fell to the ground. The Queen looked down upon the sad creature, as the sad creature looked up at her. The Queen stomped, quick as a meaningless death. Jane splattered against the forest like so much exhausted napalm.

So much for that attempt on her life. Now where was she? Oh yes. Her evening stroll. She stepped forward—

The Queen paused. She lifted her face to the sky. 

Meteors swarmed, igniting the heavens, a hundred specks of fire and stone revealing themselves across the sky, a dozen kilometers in every direction. They fell, screaming, hurtling into the green. Fire and light ignited the night. Trees instantly caught fire. The Queen gestured, and the forest calmed. Fires turned to nothing. Blackened trees grew tall. 

Whatever that was supposed to be, was not nearly enough.

 

- - - -

 

She crawled into a hole in the ground, hurt more than she had ever been hurt before. She was a small thing, glossed over in the flame and the fire of the burning forest. But she would not remain ignored and unknown for long. Her inner instincts screamed at her to do something to change her dire situation. 

She was hungry. She needed to grow. 

But something else, a higher reasoning perhaps, took iron hold of her needs. She needed to cast a healing spell. She could cast magic? Right! She could! She could get away with [Telep—

No. 

She needed to kill the monster walking over her, ignoring her, thinking her dead and gone. If she was a real ooze, she would have been. But she was not. 

She was Jane Flatt. She could do this.

Jane nestled further into the roots of the tree. She was in a tree! She recognized where she was! That was an improvement. But she was still so blind. Almost all of her was gone. She could barely see a foot in front of her goo, but she could see the tree roots. She knew her immediate surroundings. 

As the world shook from heavy footfalls, and twisting wyrms crushed treebark up above, and so many smaller feet danced in merriment, Jane knew what she needed to do next. She [Stoneshape]d the dirt under herself into a hollow, dropping down into roots, into darkness. 

Darkness was her friend. Not too long ago, a fallen god helped her learn a bit more about the darkness, and now, Jane vibrated his song, recalling a deep memory she hadn’t touched in months. Shadows flickered to dim life, then solidified. Jane touched upon a truth.

She saw everything.

Marric, roaring in the center of a treetop far away, yelling obscenities at reluctant people wrapped in black leather. They were safe in their forward base, while Jane was out there dying or dead.

Bett, staring out into the night, standing on a branch larger than herself.

Scallion, screaming ‘I told you so’, as he floated in the air.

Redwood and her mages, all of them wrapped in black leather, stood in their forward base, watching the horizon and the Queen’s procession, from so very far away. They were under a hundred layers of mental protection. None of them were in danger. But Redwood’s mask was off, showing her sad face and tired eyes. She spoke platitudes in the face of a roaring Marric. She said it was all over. Their archmage nearby spoke of his best spells already used. This Queen was abnormal. This Queen was a threat unlike any other.

Marric yelled at them. Tears fell down his face. 

Jane came back to her surroundings. She looked at the Queen.

The Queen stopped. The procession stalled.

She spoke without moving her mouth, “Who is this, that calls the ancient magic at me?” Her voice filled the Forest, from edge to edge. “Melemizargo? Are you here, now?” She instantly said, “No. That is ridiculous. But who...”

[Greater Treat Wounds].

If Jane had a heart, it would have pounded out of her chest. She funneled healing into herself, in that hole in the ground, surrounded by roots and dirt. Her bubble of dim goo became a splash of bright red. Orange light ignited in her center, spreading out to the rest of her, flashing yellow as dark blue light caught here and there, healing, restoring what had been lost.

“Oh. The flame survived?” 

Jane called to the darkness, and the darkness responded. 

Far away, her voice reached her team and the Elites of Killtree. “Commence attack.”

Jane burst out of the ground, a flame reignited. The Forest was a mess of blackened trees and new growth. Reachers surrounded their Queen, reaching for Jane, heedless of the flame. Her generals, each a wyrm of immense power, each cast their own magics. Dense [Ward]s expanded through the trees, like bubbles of protection and fire-extinguishing cold, as light carved knives toward Jane, and the very ground reached up to smash her to bits. A hundred beams of red light rushed toward Jane’s rising, oozy form. 

[Shadoward]. 

A spell she hadn’t used since killing Porter, now scattered a dozen paths of shadow in every direction. Jane rode the path toward the red, eyebeam wyrm, dodging the beams and the knives and the smashing rocks. She dove into the wyrm’s open maw, healing herself, burning fast and quick, racing toward the monster’s heart. She would have been crushed if she was a human, but she was not. She was fire incarnate, and that was enough. She found her target. She wrapped around the glowing red rad at the center of the eyebeam wyrm, and pulled it into her shadow. She vacated the wyrm with a side hop through darkness.

The eyebeam wyrm unwrapped from its tree and fell to the forest floor, good and dead.

The Queen screamed, “My General! How could you!”

Jane dropped the glowing red rad into the Forest, then went back to the battle.

Meteors began to drop from the sky. The Queen slashed the dark paths of shadow with her horn, killing the spell, but Jane had already plunged into the open wounds of her next target; the [Lightshape] wyrm. Jane ripped through the [Lightshape] wyrm, and when the darkness inside the wyrm turned to light, Jane rode the light. She found the wyrm’s rad and ripped it out. The wyrm slumped to the ground.

Jane went back for the Queen. 

The Queen was already right beside her. She slashed with her horn, severing Jane before she could dodge. Jane [Blink]ed up at the Queen’s eye. With all her might, she yanked at the dark and the light inside that eye. 

The Queen smacked her away, a gentle action that splattered Jane against a tree. The Queen laughed, and the Forest laughed with her. “You cannot control me, tiny ambassador!”

Jane burbled against the tree, dim for a second, but as dark blue light flashed inside of her, her fire returned. She grew back to a better size. Jane laughed, and the darkness laughed with her. This was fun. 

Jane spoke through the night, “You can’t control me, either, Queen of the Forest.”

“An ancient battle rejoined, with new players!” The queen shouted to the sky. “Let us have at it, then!”

Jane hummed a dark song, ripping shadows into the omnipresent light. She rode that darkness, back to the wyrms who were trying to sneak up on her. 

Pluck. Pluck. Two dead wyrms!

The Queen flickered through the Forest to appear directly beside Jane. “Not very sporting of you.”

She slashed with her nine meter long horn, severing a burning tree in half, almost catching Jane.

Jane flickered away through darkness, saying, “I’m tiny. Give me a break.”

Meteors crashed from the sky, one after the other, catching the Forest on fire, turning night into apocalyptic day. Jane helped the fire along. Moon reachers and shroomlings died. The Queen chased Jane, as Jane flared fire at her. The fire barely scorched her pristine white body, but she was trying to avoid the larger patches of flame. This was an increasingly more difficult problem; almost everything was on fire. The Queen’s fifty meter tall body flickered around the trees, in and out of the light. She tried to stomp Jane to death and to make sure she got her this time, but she couldn’t seem to land a blow. There was more than enough fire all around for Jane to [Fire Body] anywhere she wanted, now that the cavalry had kicked into high gear. 

Still, the sky rained meteors. Trees burst from the inside out; turned to bombs and shrapnel by the heat. Birds fled, or died. Shroomspawn, covered feet to cap in flame, raced to get away, but only served to spread the fire. 

Reinforcements arrived for Jane in the form of tiny birds. They cast green and blue spells around the Queen, exploding the air with frying lightning and slashing force. 

The Queen roared, “What is this—”

Jane flickered directly into her open mouth, flowing down her distorted, strangely non-tentacled maw, flaring fire just as hard as she healed herself. She was down to a third of her mana. If she didn’t end this now, it wasn’t going to end well.

The Queen flickered left, leaving Jane to hang in the middle of the air. The Queen slashed—

Jane sunk into fire, flowing away to another part of the battlefield.

“Argh!” The Queen yelled in frustration, “Melemizargo! Why must you humiliate me so! You’re forcing me to fight an ooze! I am due the courtesy of my station, Melemizargo. Not—” She moved her head left, deftly avoiding a falling meteor. “Not whatever this is!”

Jane’s not-heart beat hard. There was a lot to unpack in the Queen’s words, but she was having a lot of fun right now, and the Queen needed to die. Jane flickered through the fire, rushing toward the Queen.

The Queen turned, her dark eyes full of anger.

For some reason, Jane stopped in her tracks, fully exposed beside a fallen, burning tree, and a meteor crater. She needed to move. She needed to attack, or hide. She could not just stand there, bubbling orange and yellow in the light of the fire all around.

The Queen stared down at Jane. “What is this about?”

Jane felt her mind release a little. She still couldn’t move, but she could think. She could vibrate the darkness, but the darkness was a slippery thing. It did not respond like Jane wanted. Her voice was small, as she asked, “Do you enjoy eating people? Sending your progeny out into the world to eat children?”

The Queen paused. “Of course I do. They are meat, and I am Queen.”

“Melemizargo would like you to stop.”

“… Stop? What? No. No.” The Queen said, “It is my right as the Crowned Queen of the Forest to do as I wish with those around me. The Dark God has never seen fit to interfere before. Why now?” She immediately said, “Don’t bother answering. I want him to answer me directly.” She yelled out into the sky. “Melemizargo! I know you are there. You are always listening for your name.”

Jane watched the dark sky, high above the fires of the Forest.

Nothing happened.

“That old bastard.” The Queen said, “Whatever. I will continue to do as I wish, and whatever this is—” She turned her huge eyes and massive horn toward Jane. “I do not wish to participate in this farce for one more second.”

The Queen’s horn pointed directly at Jane as it began to fill with an inner radiance. 

Jane almost panicked. She couldn’t move. She thought to blip away, but for some reason, and in a way that was both terrifying, and made perfect sense, she didn’t want to leave the Queen’s presence. As the Queen’s horn turned from radiant, to incandescent, Jane wondered if—

Light, as though from a thousand suns, unleashed.

[Pure Reflection Ward].

Incandescence turned on its owner. Power strong enough to light a world blasted away from Jane like she was a disco ball, slashing through kilometers of trees, cutting up the clouds and the sky, slicing through falling meteors, dazzling through the Queen’s skull. 

The light instantly ended. The Queen rocked to the side, her fifty meter tall body swaying as rivers of glowing red blood poured across the land, extinguishing fires and blooming grasses and trees wherever it touched. 

The Queen’s coat flashed from white, to black. A crown of horns appeared around her swaying head, each of the horns almost as large as her central spike. Her face drooped with tentacles. Her legs locked. She stood tall, as blood poured.

The night returned in a sudden rush. Light failed. 

Jane rushed upward, riding the returning darkness, plunging deep into a hole in the Queen’s chest. Jane healed herself as she burned deep into the Crowned Queen. Finding the heart was easy enough; it vibrated the entire body with its thumping, pumping motions. Jane plunged into that organ, burrowing and burning, killing the Queen from the inside out. Blood poured in, threatening to put out Jane’s light and fire, but Jane sunk that blood into her shadows; it was pretty damn dark inside a body, after all. 

Jane ate the heart out of the Queen of the Forest. It took a minute, and she burned a lot of the tough, stringy meat, but what were oozes good for but to eat everything in sight? 

Somewhere in the middle of all that, there was a notification. The Queen was dead and Jane had killed her. Jane had also gained a lot of levels. She would look at all of that later in more detail, but for now, she healed herself with [Greater Treat Wounds], restoring her glow and her mass, as she extricated herself from her enemy. 

Jane burst out of the side of the Queen; a glowing orange tendril of goo reaching into the night. She followed up with herself, finding herself hanging from the side of the Queen. Without the Queen’s life powering her [Aura of Freedom], Jane easily held on to the burning black fur and scorching skin all around her.

She plopped thirty meters down to the forest floor. A lot of everything was still on fire, but the meteors had stopped. Jane stood alone under the still standing corpse of the Queen. Jane flopped forward, toward the Queen’s front. Her head had dropped to the ground. Her horns, all ten of them, dug into the ground, while her tentacled face lay splayed across the Forest floor. 

Her horns still glittered with an inner radiance, though Jane’s reflective attack had burned holes in several of them, and cut two in half. The main horn looked mostly intact, but it too, had been damaged. Half of it was buried in the forest floor, but a massive crack wound halfway down the center of the horn. 

Jane held her fire close as she picked up a rock with a pseudopod and tapped the main horn. 

A faint ring held in the air. Jane tapped the horn again. She tried to match the vibration of the ring with her own oozy vibrations. Nothing happened. 

A voice called out from twenty meters away and up a burnt tree, “Yo!”

Jane had seen Redwood the second she showed up in her black leathers and her black mask. Considering everything that had just happened, Jane was on high alert for treason right now, and though she might be low on mana, she had enough to keep [Greater Shadowalk] running; this was one of the many reasons Jane had Favored that spell.

But still, it was nice that Redwood took the time and effort to appear harmless and quirky. 

Jane used [Prestidigitation] to speak, “Good show with the meteors. I was expecting a bit more backup. You didn’t really stick to the plan.”

Redwood leapt down from her spot on the tree, landing gracefully on the ground. With a gentle nudge, Jane pulled down the fires around the Queen, preserving the body from further damage. 

Redwood said, “Thank you kindly for taking down the fire, Jane.” She took off her mask, saying, “Now... I don’t mean ‘ta be a spoilsport, but what was all that talkin’? The Queens never talked before, and certainly never about That Guy.”

Jane said, “The Queen also didn’t have a rad in its heart, unlike all her progeny. So if they never talked before, then it was through their own volition.” She added, “If indeed, you ever truly killed one before.”

Redwood paused. She said, “We always suspected that their rads were their horns. When they get this big, that is.”

Jane said, “I don’t believe that for a second. But I noticed that you arrived without my team.”

Redwood sighed. She looked to the air. 

Blips of purple and teal rippled the air a few meters from Jane. Marric, Bett, and Scallion.

Scallion said, “Holy shit you really did kill—”

“How much did you eat, Jane.” Bett stared at the corpse like it was the juiciest steak in the world. “I can feel the dragon essence in there. Like it’s calling to me.”

“Not a lot.” Jane said, “Most of it burned up. I’ll be shitting my guts out next month.”

Marric just sighed with a small smile. He was obviously, deeply relieved. 

Redwood said, “This was a highly unusual kill. Aside from all the rest of what just happened, we scouted a twenty meter tall Ancient Unicorn, but that is no twenty meter Ancient Unicorn.” She added, “I would love for all of us to leave here tonight, not thinking that something evil is going on.” She turned to Marric, “You’re a Mind Mage. Tell everyone if I’m lying, please?”

Marric frowned. But he schooled his face as a gentle teal light threaded through his dark hair. He said, “Go ahead.”

Redwood spoke with authority, saying, “I have killed nine Ancient Unicorns before. One a year for the last decade.” She added, “I missed a year.” She continued, “They have never spoken before. I have no idea what the flip all that was about.”

Marric said, “All true. She’s trying to be truthful, too.”

Redwood continued, “I would dearly like for you four to continue helping us with unicorns. To come back next year, if you could. All of these horns are yours for the taking. This entire kill is yours. We’re fine taking nothing for our trouble. We only do this to help our people.” She quickly added, “We cleaned up all the straggling monsters while you were fighting her, so… You got some time here to gather what you want from the body, but not a lot of time. Dragons do live in this Forest, you know.”

Jane looked up at the dead Queen. Blood dripped out from its tentacled mouth, growing small trees and flowers up through the face of the monster. The Forest nearby was cooled and calmed at Jane’s discretion, but fire still raged in the distance, all around. 

Marric said, “Let’s grab the horns and go.”

Bett said, “Holy Hell. We can’t just leave it here! Those bones. That meat. The blood.” She added, “This is a million gold, staring us in the face.”

Redwood said, “It’s only a million gold if you can sell it.” She spoke quickly to the group, and to Jane, seeming like she was trying to wrap something up quick. “You’re all nobles now. Talk to the King or his Steward. They’ll get you started. We might even see each other again around the castle. From there, you can build a stone house and dress the part and the people will treat you the way you deserve to be treated. The people will know that you killed an Ancient Unicorn, too, because we’re telling them all about it. Maybe not all of the details, but enough.” She stressed, “We’re packing up and getting the fuck out of here. My suggestion is that you do the same. Fast. Now.”

The Forest was a jumble of noises, mostly of roaring fire and cracking trees, but as Jane listened, she heard a far off roar. Something bigger was out there, and it was coming here.

Jane said, “The horns, and then we’re gone. Who can cut them?”

Redwood said, “Cut through the skull. Don’t cut the horns themselves.” She lifted her head. She said, “I gotta go.” She dropped into shadows; gone. 

Bett said, “I can cut ‘em.”

Scallion said, “I can, too. You two stay on lookout.”

Bett, as a water slime and twice her normal size, cut through the skull with precision water blades. Scallion used beams of force. Soon, they had the main horn and five more cut from the skull. Jane scurried up the Queen’s body, to stand on her back, to keep an eye out for incoming threats. Marric did the same but he stayed on the ground.

Soon, the full horned crown of the Queen had been cut off. The brain laid right there. 

Bett called up to Jane, “You already ate the heart. Maybe Ancient Unicorn is an actual different species?”

“It’s not.” Jane called back, “Didn’t you get Participation? I only got 69 percent.”

Bett continued to cut horns loose, saying, “Nope. I killed her parade. I couldn’t risk getting any Participation on such a high dragon essence monster. I’d gain some. Too much, I think.” She added, “You need to worry about that now, too.”

Jane said, “I guess I do.” 

Monsters in the Forest roared, louder than the fires, closer than before. 

From her perch atop the Queen, Jane spotted a flying, serpentine figure in the sky, kilometers away. It was not a wyrm; it wasn’t chasing anything. But it was coming this way. It had to be a dragon.

Jane dropped to the ground, transforming into a human and conjuring clothes, saying, “Time to go! Dragon spotted in the north. Big golden thing, too.”

Bett kept cutting on her current horn, muttering, “Fuck fuck fuck.”

“I’m not fighting a dragon and gaining essence.” Jane put her hand on the largest horn. “We need to GO.”

Bett dropped away from the final horn, transforming back to a person. She conjured clothes as she put her hands on her nearest horns. 

Scallion touched two of the smaller horns; they were still both three meters long, and half a meter thick. He said, “See you back at base.” 

Marric grabbed his own two horns, saying, “See you.” He blipped away in a teal flash.

Bett and Scallion touched their four horns, and blipped away in purple light.

Jane grabbed the nine meter long, main horn. A crack ran through it, but it was still one of the largest, prettiest things Jane had ever seen. She held it tight, and blipped away.

She blipped three times more, landing beside their mountain base, next to her teammates and their own haul of horns. 

Bett and Scallion shouted gratitude to the sky as they held each other tight, jumping up and down for joy. Marric laughed loud and happy. Jane just sat down on her horn, and sighed. The moons cast a gentle light across the mountainside and the fields of flowers down below.

Jane said, “We should move base.”

Scallion smiled, joking, “I think I love you two fuckers, too, but we might never see each other again, and we’re certainly not spending the night here.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Bett said, “We are done in the Sovereign Cities. Killtree can kiss my ass.”

Scallion grabbed Bett’s butt, holding tight, saying, “It’s such a beautiful ass, too.”

Bett laughed at the sky and pulled Scallion in for a deep kiss. She broke away to say, “Oh my god.” She looked to the base, then said, “We could spend maybe five more— No. We can’t stay here.” She turned to Jane and Marric, saying, “I’m not the overly paranoid type, but that was a fucking nightmare. I don’t know what the fuck you even did out there to make that happen, Jane. But if you ever get down to the Archipelago, I want to buy you a beer. We’re going to be—” She winced. “Fuck.” She asked Scallion, “Where are we going? Did we decide, yet?”

Scallion said, “We still haven’t decided.”

Jane said, “Drop me a message. Jane Flatt, of Spur. My dad’s got a home there. You might get some trouble getting him a message, but you might be able to leave one with Liquid, the Quartermaster for Spur’s Army.”

Bett turned to Scallion. “You owe me a grand rad.”

Scallion said, “I owe you a lot more than that,” as he pulled Bett back into a steamy hug.

Jane averted her eyes, looking to Marric, who was looking at her. Jane lost her train of thought.

Marric smiled, saying, “My post is in Vindin.”

Jane found her words. She said, “Uh. My post is in Spur. Maybe we’ll see each other around?”

“I’d like that.”

Bett said into Scallion’s ear, “Let’s clear out.”

Scallion pulled away from Bett long enough to say, “I got mana potions. Who needs one? I know it seems like I’m rushing, but that’s because I am. We should leave this place and never come back.” He turned to Jane, saying, “I’ll leave a message in Spur when we figure out where we’re going.”

Jane stood up from her horn, saying, “I could use a potion.”

“Me too,” Bett said.

Scallion went to the wall next to the door to the base and [Stoneshape]d a box out from the carved wall. He opened the box, revealing blue potions. He tossed one to Jane, and one to Bett. They both easily caught the blue bottles. He offered to Marric, but the orcol shook his head. 

Marric held up his hand, saying, “Let’s just pretend I’m drinking one. To glory!”

Scallion smiled as he held up a bottle for himself, saying, “To a successful hunt!”

Bett held her own potion, saying, “To killing unicorns!”

Jane said, “To killing monsters, and a safe journey home.”

The three of them downed the bottles, while Marric went though the motions, smiling the whole time. Jane felt her mana begin to tick upward from near empty to good enough. She chuckled. 

Scallion asked, “Anyone got anything inside the base? I’m taking it down.”

“Oh yeah.” Jane quickly said, “Just a few things. Almost everything of value is already somewhere else.” 

Bett said, “Me too.”

“And me.” Marric said, leading the way inside.

It didn’t take too long for everyone to collect the various little things that they had accumulated over the past two weeks, that they hadn’t already stashed elsewhere. Jane just picked up her clothes and the small horn from her first unicorn kill. She tucked them all into a conjured bag. She was second to last out of the base. Marric was already on the mountainside, waiting beside Scallion. He carried an even smaller bag than Jane. Bett came out last, carrying a rather large bag.

Scallion gestured, and the mountain rumbled. The base folded into itself, turning into a natural-enough crack in the mountainside. It only took Scallion five seconds to erase everything that he had added to the place since they came to the Sovereign Cities. Jane had lived there for two weeks in a room she had felt safe in, with people she had liked, going out on adventures to kill monsters that needed killing. And now it was gone, like it never happened. 

Scallion and Bett gave one more goodbye, then left together, both of them taking two three-meter long unicorn horns with them. 

Marric nodded to Jane, saying, “See you later, Jane.”

Jane felt a tug as she said, “Bye, Marric.”

Marric grabbed his own horns, and blipped away.

Jane stood there for a moment. Then she took one final look down the mountain, across the land, at the dark horizon far away. She had a lot of opinions about this place.

Killtree was a shithole. The people were awful. The monsters were terrifying. But it was still a good experience. Jane had made a lot of memories here. She had uncovered something weird, too. Something that either had vast implications, or none at all. She would have to talk to people in Spur about what had happened here. Anhelia, the wrought information broker at the Mage’s Guild, she might know something. 

Maybe there was a vast conspiracy here in the Sovereign Cities, and Jane had barely scratched the surface. 

Whatever the case, Jane reached down and touched the nine meter unicorn horn. She blipped to a nearby destination on a different slope, taking the horn with her. After making sure the horn wouldn’t roll down the slope, she [Stoneshape]d out a hidden box, from her own hidden place in the mountains. She opened the box, revealing the rings her father had made her. She smiled at them, then took them out of the box and put them back on her fingers. She checked herself. Badge. Check. Rings. Check. Horns and clothes and other junk. Check. Her Status? Hmm.

She had gained a lot of points today so she threw a fair number of them into Focus. She had run rather low on mana in the fight with the Queen. As those points settled into place, Jane felt a calm balance take hold. She had evened out her mental stats. It was a good feeling, exactly how her father said it would be. 
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There were so many more points to get, though. She could easily do what was suggested in her father’s Oceanside Entrance packet; just make junk spells to unlock the accomplishments for higher tiers. 

Whatever the case, it was time for a break! Maybe she’d even visit her father in Oceanside. That’d be fun. Maybe. 

Jane could make it be fun. 

Jane stood straight and sighed into the night air. She was already missing Marric, Bett, and Scallion. They hadn’t even gotten a goodbye drink. A mana potion didn’t count. Not that there was much to be had in Killtree, anyway. They still could have gone to the guildhouse for a round. 

Ah. But Scallion was right. Time to move on, and quickly; before whatever nonsense happened in that fight with the Queen caught up to them. 

Jane put her hand on the Queen’s horn, and blipped away.

Blip, blip, blip, all the way home, to Spur.
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                    Patrons already have 70 and 71. 72 is coming soon enough.

I hope you enjoyed Jane's Unicorn Hunt~

Thanks for reading!
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                Before Erick knew it, a month and a half had passed him by. Classes came every day, and every day he learned a little bit more. The stability of it all was something Erick had no idea he needed. No monsters outside the walls. No shadows looking at him from darkened corners. No great big problems. And he was learning all sorts of important stuff! About the math and intricacies of [Teleport], about the nuanced, not-magic of Professor Rue Down’s Esoteric Magic. About different spells and different paths to power, and about the truly world-changing spells out there that every mage longed to master. All in all, Oceanside was rather relaxing. 

The most dangerous thing to happen to him the whole time was Erick’s every-other-day beat down in Professor Ulogai Tinawa’s stone arena, where he sometimes won his fights, but not always. Erick’s anonymity in the arena had been ripped away after the third class, just as they were moving on to magical combat. After that, the fights got both a lot harder, and a lot easier. Some of his opponents wanted to give him a polite nod and then scamper off, but some of them were all bravado and power. Erick learned a lot more from those magical fights with young hotheads than he had learned in all his physical combat since falling to Veird. Mostly, Erick learned that he was not cut out for hitting someone with a stick. But telekinetically slapping someone out of the air with a block of stone? That was okay.

According to Poi’s occasional updates and Ophiel’s vision, Spur was doing alright. Erick rained on the farms every afternoon. Mog sent requests every so often for him to kill various monsters headed Spur’s way. Erick responded with lightning and fire and violent dehydration. With a bit of math, and some time to think, Erick took the time to count the distance between Oceanside and Spur and discovered the two were not 12,500 kilometers away from each other, but 13,700. It wasn’t much of a difference, though.

He talked to Jane when he could, though she had been off killing unicorns for a while and that extra distance was a bit harder to overcome, not to mention other emergent problems. Every time he tried to contact Jane she was either busy with her new friends, or busy being an ooze, and [Telepathy] didn’t work on oozes. But she had gotten her unicorn form and she had made some new friends, so that was pretty great.

The updates of the last few days were a bit concerning, but Jane was back home in Spur, and she had told him of most of the hunt, and nothing too concerning jumped out, so that was that. Hopefully Redwood’s story was true, and they weren't being set up to be killed, but they were out of there. Erick was glad Jane escaped that situation as fast as possible. Just yesterday she even talked of possibly coming to Oceanside before she went on to finish her Polymage quest. 

Rats signed up for work at Oceanside’s Hospital after the first week of arriving on the island. He was learning a lot about a lot, especially since people from all over the world came to Oceanside for medical help. [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Cleanse] solved a lot of problems but some problems required technique. Cancers in stranger locations, like inside the brain, demanded knowledge of the body and skilled hands so as not to damage the psyche or personality or memories. Parasites of all kinds were also a major concern, but Oceanside had some of the best anti-parasite magics and techniques known on Veird.

There was no way to truly prevent parasites aside from walking around encased in metal and completely cut off from the world. For most worldly interacting, this was not a valid strategy. You just had to know how to deal with them after the fact, though identifying the vectors for such infections and thus preventing the infection in the first place was helpful in combating common parasites found in nature. Don’t drink water from strange sources, even if you [Cleanse] it first. Don’t eat meat left out for the flies. That sort of thing. 

The parasites created by the Parasite Mages or Parasite Warriors of the world were best defended against like how you would defend against any insidious attacker; through constant vigilance and knowing your enemy. The problem there, was that not many people knew they were under attack by a Parasiteer until they were already infected.

As for Teressa, the grey-armored orcol often accompanied Erick to Rue’s classes. They worked on Mana Sense as a group and individually every so often, but even the other, smaller Esoteric Magics of the world had Teressa chomping at the bit to know more. Teressa would sometimes remark, after classes or back in Windy Manor, that it all reminded her of her tribe’s hunting traditions. She never really spoke past that point. Erick could tell that her past was bloody and uncomfortable, so he never pushed. 

As for his own Mana Sense, Erick was not doing well. 

Poi was ever-watchful, as always, but even he seemed to relax a little as time went on and nothing happened. 

Hocnihai died two weeks after leaving Oceanside. He passed from the world the age of 116, surrounded by his family, friends, and a few other archmages. Daily treatments of [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] helped him to dictate three final tomes of his accumulated knowledge, for the use of future generations. Each tome was three hundred pages long and filled with all of the magical knowledge Hocnihai had accumulated during his long life. These tomes were bequeathed to his grandson, who was already an accomplished Warder, already on the precipice of becoming an archmage himself. 

When ambassadors from the Wasteland Kingdoms came to Erick on Oceanside to tell him this, they also gave him copies of those three tomes and a formal state-backed invitation and an assurance of peace, if he should ever want to visit the Kingdoms. Hocnihai had given the Kingdoms, in detail, every bit of knowledge that Erick had given to him in that singular lecture. They were already developing ‘electricity’ and ‘lightbulbs’, and would love if Erick could see what they had managed on so little information. Erick sent them off with a ‘maybe’. That was good enough for them. 

Kiri was doing fantastically well. Being Erick’s apprentice opened a lot of doors for her, like being invited to classes outside of those Erick chose to attend. She even got an invitation to Professor Ulogai Tinawa’s advanced mage combat classes. She was busy all the time. 

As for Erick himself? He was barely passing almost all of the more ‘important’ classes. The math involved with Spatial Magic was too much for him. He understood the pictures, but when the professor linked those pictures to equations made of squiggles and letters, Erick felt lost at sea with no land in sight. Kiri had no such problems. Kiri helped Erick to understand some of those classes, after class, back at Windy Manor, but not all of it, and Erick was honestly tired of asking for her help. She was way too busy with homework of her own and Erick was not going to hold Kiri back from her own success. 

So Erick read a lot of books, over and over. The lessons were all in the books, anyway.

But as time went on, the math of every single magical class was too much for Erick. From Defensive Theory, to Spatial Magic, to Basic Enchanting, all of it involved math, and all of that math was too much, because none of it involved what Erick would have called ‘real geometry’. None of the math of Spatial magic seemed to be based around real, tangible space; all of the math went off of imaginary, nonsensical insanity. Erick would have called it multi-dimensional calculus, but the professor was adamant that real Spatial Magic never involved other dimensions at all. And besides: Dimensional magic was Banned, after all. 

But not every magic taught revolved around non-real space. For certain disciplines there were diagrams and charts all based in real reality, and all of that seemed rather intuitive. Like how to plot out the best way to place defensive, anti-specific-magic runes around a room, or how to design a dungeon. Basically, you just had to know the rate of mana flow, the direction, and about a dozen other smaller facts based on whatever situation and furniture and lives lived in the space, and the rest was easy.

Defending a house through anti-specific-magic runes turned out to be kinda fun. Erick wasn’t able to do a lot of the math that Professor Egallia Stomp demanded, so Erick failed many of the paper practice tests, but by the time physical tests came around, Erick was able to routinely place anti-[Teleport] runes where they needed to be without doing any math. He just sort of placed them were the mana swirled. It wasn’t perfect placement, but it was 90 percent effective, which was pretty good for just looking at a room and feeling the mana therein. It also only took him a minute to rune a room, instead of the ten or twenty minutes it took to do the proper math. Egallia Stomp was simultaneously furious and fine with it all. 

“Some people just have a natural mind for mana,” she would say. “The rest of us need math.”

A real Mana Sense would have helped, for sure, maybe even allowed for 98 or 100 percent effective rune placement, but the barely-there vision and feelings given to Erick by Meditation was enough to allow him to see and feel the flow of mana all around him. It was enough, for now.

Nowhere was this fact more apparent than in Professor Apell Calloway’s class. While Esoteric Magic and Professor Rue Downs’ continual round table discussions of stranger magics was a delight, Dungeoneering was the single class where Erick excelled. 

Professor Calloway’s class had taken Erick and twenty other students into the deeper parts of Oceanside Island to build dungeons that spun the flows of mana into slimes, and in the rare occasion, into ‘naturally’ occurring elementals. Both of the starter dungeons voted on by the students were partial successes, each with their own failures or bounties, but the textbook dungeon was an all around success providing for the growth of two to three slimes for every one produced in the students’ attempts.

All three of those starter dungeons were all dismantled a while ago. Now, everyone in the class had been charged with building their own dungeon in one of several different locations scattered around the Island, from the western coast where mana rushed against the cliffs, to the relatively calm interior with forests and few mountains, to the beaches of the eastern edge, where eddies and swirls produced odd currents and so many water slimes. 

With all those slimes, the threat of oozes was always close at hand. But the professor wasn't really worried. Water oozes were a danger in every dungeon on Oceanside, but the danger was minimal. 

According to Erick’s Monster Ecology class, as well as his dungeoneering Professor, Apell Calloway, different slimes needed to get to different levels, or to fulfill other requirements, in order to transform into an ooze. For water slimes, the level for a transformation was generally around level 45, and those kinds of levels just did not happen around Oceanside, which was naturally between 20 to 37. It was only when students died in their own dungeons to their own slimes that oozes came out, but even then, those oozes tended to rush for the water to hunt more prey. They were water oozes, after all, and the oceans were the largest source of food around. 

(According to Monster Ecology, monsters leveled differently than Matriculated people. Mostly, they gained levels based on how many rads they ate, or how many essences they gained, or any of a hundred other ways. Age was a major factor for levels, for those monsters which didn’t lose physical power as they grew older, as well as how much they dominated others in their territory. Slimes were one of the monsters that fell into this category. Wyrms were another. Unicorns, were yet another. But really: there was no set path for monsters gaining levels like how there was for people.)

Erick’s own attempt at dungeoneering was not in the western cliffs, taking advantage of the mana river, or the eastern slope to the beaches, but in a relatively calm area north of Windy Manor, in a part of the forest where no one lived for a hundred kilometers. Whereas everyone in the class visited everyone else’s dungeons in order to learn from each other’s mistakes, the Headmaster and Calloway both agreed that Erick’s location should remain a secret. Oceanside was safe, but Erick was an archmage, and certain things were expected to remain hidden. This was fine with Erick. He had experiments to do.

- - - -

Erick stood in the forest with tiny Ophiel on his shoulder. The sun shone down from above, scattering light through leaves. 

The land around here was vibrantly green and full of tall, thin trees. Occasional cracks in the ground broke up a monotony of small hills and slight rises, while a heavy undergrowth of ferns, grasses, flowers, and mushrooms accented the forest floor. This was not an ancient forest, barely tread by people where monsters ate other monsters. This was like any forest back on Earth, near where Erick lived his previous life. It was wild, for sure, but there was this feeling that civilization was just over the next hill, or around the bend. If Erick walked for ten minutes in any direction he felt like he would accidentally end up in someone’s backyard. 

This was, of course, a failing on Erick’s part. Civilization was a hundred kilometers away and this might not have been an ancient forest, but there were monsters that lived around here. 

‘Were’ being the operative word.

Right now, there was no one here except Erick, Ophiel, Poi, and the natural wildlife. Erick had already killed the larger monsters that roamed into this part of the forest with a quick application of [Domain of the Withering Slime], as he had done every time he came here for the last two weeks. 

As the white sphere of Erick’s Domain peeled away like flaking ash, Erick gazed upon an inconspicuous bend in the forest floor near a larger tree than most, like the bend in the ground was a present waiting to be unwrapped. This is because it was. Erick glanced at his most recent notification. It had finally happened. 
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“It happened, Poi!” Erick said, stepping through the underbrush to the entrance to his dungeon. 

Ophiel flitted off of Erick’s shoulder to hold in the air behind him.

With his face falling a bit, Poi asked, “Really?” He eloquently added, “Uh.”

Erick rushed the entrance to his dungeon, located near the ‘roots’ of the larger-than-most tree. The ‘tree’ was fake; it was completely hollow. Erick had [Stoneshape]ed the land upward into a rather well hidden intake system for both the mana flow from the west, and for depositing platinum rain all the way to the end of the dungeon. Here and there, and all around the rest of the nearby forest, were other intake and exit vents that fed and nurtured what laid beneath. 

Erick reached the bend in the forest floor. Poi followed close behind. With a quick [Stoneshape] he pulled up the ground, revealing a tunnel and stairs and bright sunlightwards. Ophiel flew down first, disappearing behind a bend in the hallway. Erick smiled wide as he walked down the stairs, past twists and turns, to reach the first floor of the dungeon. This room was nothing special—

Poi said, “Uh. Sir. Uh. Maybe we should not be—”

“Oh, Poi. It’s fine!” Erick said, “I just cleaned it out. The whole place. There’s no oozes down there.”

The first floor of the dungeon was a flat, boxy set of hallways and staircases that curved around and down. It was designed to keep slimes from coming up. The stairs were too big for them to roll up, while the mana that flowed though here was made to flow down; nothing should ever spawn on these staircases. 

Ophiel did not wait for Erick to catch up; he never did. Ophiel had already flown down, out of sight, headed to the final room of the dungeon.

Poi walked behind Erick, saying, “But the point is, is that you shouldn’t have been able to make a light slime spawning area.”

Erick just laughed.

Poi amended his statement, “I instantly see the folly of my words. No need for the laughter.”

Erick smiled as he [Stoneshape]d the entrance closed behind Poi, then continued down the stairs. 

He had let slip the nature of a lot of random particle interactions over the last month and a half, like how oxygen was crucial for burning, and how atoms were categorized based on the number of protons in their centers. Iron was ‘26’. Gold was ‘79’. Carbon was ‘6’. Erick didn’t know those numbers, like how he knew Oxygen was ‘8’ and Hydrogen was ‘1’. But other people in the school had started experimenting with strange magics that skirted the Atomic Ban; they had discovered those numbers for themselves, and published the results in Oceanside’s weekly newspaper. 

Erick had plans for a lot of particle magic of his own this afternoon, but that would come later. 

He walked down the boxy hallway, ever deeper. Soon, the soft, ambient sunlightwards and their soft yellow glows gave way to something brighter. Whites and reds. Blues and greens. Yellows and oranges. 

Erick had let slip a lot regarding Particle magic, but there was one magic that Erick had not spoken about at all: the nature of light.

Well… He had mentioned it to Jane. She knew. But no one else. According to some personal research about Light Magic, Erick finally understood what was going on with Veird’s understanding of light. 

Light, as understood on Veird, was an infinity of color that formed a perfect circle from purple around to all the rest, then back to purple. This spread of color was most clearly visible in rainbows. Artists understood that magenta, cyan, and yellow were the three primary colors, of which all other colors descended. It was from this misunderstanding that all other light-based magic centered their understandings of the world. 

When a light mage enchanted Stat items, they used pools of color attuned to the specific Stat they were going for, then channeled their mana through that color, into already colored stones, like sapphire and ruby. This was one of the main reasons why those Stat items degraded over time; they did not mask off all light except for the proper color, they just drowned out all light except the proper color. Obviously, this drowning was not a full drowning; impurities filled all normal Stat enchantments. 

Erick, instead, used real color masks; lightwards that cut out every wavelength of light except the one he was enchanting. This discrepancy was a fundamental difference in understanding the nature of light. This difference is what allowed Erick to make his rings, and allowed him success in this dungeon, for Erick did not just enchant normal light colors down here, but also ultraviolet and others; colors beyond the visible.

Erick walked down the stone stairs of his dungeon, but stopped just before the final few turns into the main dungeon floor. Color swirled against the rock ahead; muted this far from the sources below, but bright enough to shine all the way here. Ophiel was already somewhere around those bends in the hallway, giving a performance of violins and his new favorite instrument; the harp. Erick listened for a moment, as song echoed on stone. Ophiel had been growing, too. He liked to sing, now, and Erick liked to listen. 

A small bucket of stone held against the wall. Erick plucked one of several metal bands from the bucket and slipped the band around his eyes, as he hooked the curved metal ends behind his ears. Everything was darker now; the bands had been enchanted with [Permanent Special Ward]s that blocked out half of all visible light, and all of the rest. They were sunglasses, made by Erick; they were rather necessary to deal with what came next.

Poi grabbed his own pair of sunglasses and slipped them over his own eyes, saying, “These would be nice for people wandering the Crystal Forest in the summer.” 

Erick walked forward, saying, “You sound like the Headmaster pumping me for information.”

“At least he stopped trying to bribe us.”

“Oh?” Erick turned the first of a few final corners, asking, “He stopped doing that?”

“Neither Rats, Teressa, or Kiri have reported an attempt in the last few days. I’m slightly worried.” Poi followed Erick, saying, “But you’re about to start classes with him, so I think he’s just decided to change tactics.”

Erick nodded, as he rounded the last bend, into the prismatic light of the main dungeon floor. 

Erick paused in silent joy as he gazed out over a land of curved white stone and flowing water that glittered under dazzling lightwards of every color. Pillars dotted the rolling land, supporting an arched roof five meters high. The ceiling was layered with a hundred prismatic tiles that gently turned in kaleidoscopic fashion, emitting reds, blues, and greens, and transforming into yellows, oranges, and purples, pouring across the bubbling water below. Masses of huge diamonds, rough carved into people shapes and standing around the room like statues at a Greco Roman Bathhouse, poured water out through hidden holes in their hands, or urns, contributing to a main pool in the center of the room. 

Figuring out the plumbing of this place was a fun diversion. For all the complexity, all of those tiny water streams were a part of a single, fully contained pump system, kept moving by one application of [Gravity Strainer]; a spell Erick had originally created to fish rads out from [Cleanse]d waters. Erick had repurposed the spell here for use as a water pump.

Erick looked away from the wall that hid that pump system, to the center of the room, where the path in the dungeon floor wound around a few times to end up at the main pool in the center. Ophiel hovered over that main pool, full sized and outstretched, wings holding in the air as he held himself in the central downrush of mana and wind emanating from the main feeder tube above. Wind and mana blew across Ophiel, carrying his song of violins and harps across the calm, twisting waters of Erick’s creation. 

But there was no plant life down here. This was in direct contradiction to how people normally grew slimes.

But Erick didn’t want normal slimes. The diamonds were for if gem slimes wanted to grow, while the water was for probably-not-happening water slimes, but both of those would have been failures in the face of what Erick was trying to create. He wanted Light Slimes. And he had done it. The one he killed must have been the largest, oldest one, because as Erick stood on the edge of his dungeon, he saw that the one he killed was not the only light slime in the room. 

Tumbly, plopping, rolling and swimming balls of light, played in the water, undulating in time to the Ophiel’s song above. The light slimes rolled across the white floors, up inclines to rush down slides, to splash water in every direction. Their outside edges were white spheres, while their insides were perfectly clear except for a singular, white orb the size of a human hand. From Erick’s vantage point he saw maybe six of the little guys rolling around the dungeon floor. All of them looked smaller than normal sewer slimes; they were obviously still growing. 

Poi stood beside Erick, watching the slimes play. “It’s an accomplishment.”

Erick said, “There’s records of light slime dungeons in the libraries but the mages who made them were all either absentee creators or tied up with plots and deals after revealing their creation. There’s still one active in Nelboor, but that’s more myth than reality. Though I have been given certain hints that it’s still accessible for those with the desire to learn ‘true light magic’, whatever that means.” He added, “I’m in no rush to learn the answer.”

“These Light Mages must have stumbled upon the same truth that you have.”

“If they did, they chose to never speak of such a thing to anyone.”

“Like you?”

Erick smiled. “I’ve spoken of a vast many things, Poi. Just not this. Not yet.”

“Probably for the best.” Poi gestured at the nearest plopping slime, asking, “What are you going to do with them, now that you’ve managed this impossibility?”

“Pass the class.” 

Poi laughed. “Is that all?”

Erick smirked as he watched the slimes bumble around the room. “At first, that’s all this was. But that quickly changed. I haven’t really talked about the secondary purposes here before, yet. I wasn’t sure if I was right, and this failure to produce a [Gate] has given me back some much needed humility.” He looked up at the intricate, kaleidoscopic [Permanent Special Ward]s he had crafted into the ceiling. “I wanted to make something really pretty with some permanency, and I wanted to study that permanency. Did you know that the ‘Permanent’ option of [Ward] is the only permanent option in the entire Script?”

Poi looked to Erick for a moment. He tentatively said, “Yes.”

“Do you know how it works, though?”

“… No.” Poi added, “But I do know that it isn’t true permanency. The streetlamps in Spur need to be replaced every other month.”

“Ah ha!” Erick exclaimed. “Yes! So you see the problem!”

“… Not really.”

Erick pointed out a few different spinning kaleidoscopes in the ceiling, saying, “These are all different gauges of the effectiveness of permanent [Ward]s, in the controlled mana space of a dungeon. I specifically crafted the mana flows across each of these wards in slightly different ways. Look at these. Can you see a difference?”

Poi stared at the kaleidoscopes for a moment, saying, “They’re the same, but the first is spinning slower than the others. The second one is... degraded… slightly.”

“Yes!” Erick said, “Exactly right.” 

Erick avoided a bumbling light slime as he walked to the left, down a path that wound around this final floor of the dungeon. Poi followed along.

He pointed to lightwards he had set up near two weeks ago, saying, “They’re all in different mana flows.” He said, “Dungeoneering is really fun, but I don’t think I want to keep around any slimes, no matter how cute they are. But I’ve been reading practically everything there is on [Permanent Special Ward]s and how they work in different mana flows.

“There’s a problem in your schools—”

“They’re not my schools.” Poi said, “You do that a lot, you know? Conflate individuals with all of civilization on Veird.”

Erick amended, “Okay fine. Yes. You’re right.” Erick said, “The point is, is that I’ve come to a conclusion, Poi. The books of those learned people who came before? The ones upon which all Magic is taught? They all say the same thing. You guys— The professors here, I mean. They’re either teaching the millennium old material, but in a new volume, or some other person’s take on the knowledge of those who came before. Even those books from Hocnihai; all of it is knowledge laid down with the expectation that people follow it exactly.” He stressed, “No one is actually experimenting! And I mean proper experimenting.”

Poi frowned, as Erick continued to lead him around the room. 

Erick continued, “There’s a vastly good reason for this, of course. The old ways work and they work well. The problem is with the tiers of magic. I know why Rozeta and the other Relevant Entities decided to do it this way, but this decision has affected everything that came after. 

“Even if you only stick to tier 2 spells, you can only try to combine them once every day. Experimenting with tier 3 or above that takes a personal commitment for weeks, or months, or years, to try again. So every mage does what came before, because it works, and then they stop experimenting further, because monsters need killing and they can’t afford chancing a bad combination. There are a few instances outside of magic where this reluctance to experiment is frowned upon, like with Alchemy. There’s some proper experimenting there, but still, there are books with knowledge that works, so people make the potions how they have always made them.”

Poi looked around as they walked down the winding path toward the center of the room. He asked, “Did you make this place bigger since last time?”

“A bit.” Erick turned to Poi, saying, “Anyway: Now we have Particle Magic. Aside from a few personal contributions to the Script, namely [Exalted Storm Aura], no one is making tiered Particle magic beyond Aurify or Shaping.” Erick quickly added, “But I guess you can’t do what I did without the Class option— But still! People should be making higher tier Particle magic, using different Particle spells, together! But no one has. This is a tragedy. 

“So when I get back to the Manor, Rozeta willing, I’m going to try for some actual Particle Magic tier magic, to help set the stage for what could happen with tiered Particle Magic. You know: Rozeta willing.”

Beneath the shaded glasses over Poi’s face, his eyes went a little wide. He said, “I feel that Kiri would want to be here for this.” He looked out across the room, saying, “This talk seems to be going all over the place.”

“I wanted her to be here too, and she’ll be there for the experiment if you decide this is a good idea, but I honestly have too much power over her. You’re a much better sounding board.” Erick added, “Sorry. The ideas are kinda jumbled and everything seems to be coming to a head, especially since I was able to do yet another ‘impossible’ thing down here, and make a Light Slime spawning zone.”

Poi just nodded as both men continued to walk slowly across the large, large dungeon floor. 

Erick continued, “But tiered Particle Magic isn’t even that big of a deal. Whatever happens with that will happen. What this room was all for, was for real experimenting. Not just for doing things how the book said, but for discovering if the books were right at all.” Erick stopped. “Here we are.” He gestured outward, saying, “The purpose of this dungeon.”

They had arrived at a jut of stone that poked out over the shallow waters of the central pool. Ophiel floated above, still thrumming like a violin harp. From here, seeing the true purpose of the room was as easy as looking out across the space, and turning on Meditation. 

In every direction, the same scene played out, primarily along the ceiling but also along the distant walls and the pillars of the room. The same kaleidoscope hung against the ceiling, each one slightly different, either spinning slower or faster or damaged in some way, each in slightly different flows of mana that poured against the [Ward]s from hidden inlets above. Some of them were not in flows at all, but in calm areas of mana; these ones were the least damaged of all. They were the control group.

Erick said, “So I’ve gone on a bit of a ramble, but the first thing I have seen that really needs to change is that Oceanside teaches from books and sparring experience, and not much else. There is no method for magical study. There is no scientific magic. Maybe I’m missing something with the math; I admit that all of that is evading me, but I don’t think I’m missing anything at all. The Scientific Method is missing on Veird. But that’s another problem for another day. Hopefully I will prove the importance of such a protracted methodology by the creation of what this room was also meant to create: A [Renew] spell.”

Poi suddenly looked out at the kaleidoscopes of the ceiling again. He said, “This Permanency effect. It’s a [Renew] effect, isn’t it?”

“Yes!” Erick said, “It’s not perfect, but it is if you give it some space! If you were to close off any of the tiny vents on any of those kaleidoscopes out there, the damage you see here —the dimmed lights or the altered colors— all of those issues would go away. This bombardment of mana is what gradually decays the permanency, but in a calm space, the lightward will reconstitute to wholeness over a period equal to density of the ambient, calm mana.” He said, “The reason that lightwards in the streets have to be redone is because there’s ambient mana everywhere and people fire off tiny spells all the time, and that contributed to the decay of those lightwards.”

Erick said, “To sum it all up. This dungeon works, it makes light slimes.” He added, “It also allowed me to test some theories regarding the scientific method and to see if what they said in the books really was the best for creating slime-producing dungeon environments. Spoiler: The books are pretty darn spot on about slime generation, but no one talks about why their ideas work; they just want the students to read and know the material, and never have any deeper understanding other than that.” He said, “This dungeon also allowed me to investigate the permanency effects of lightwards and what they really mean. So far, I think it means that there is some sort of [Renew] effect inherent to permanent [Ward]s. But even more than that...” Erick laid it out there, “I think this [Renew] effect is what makes [Ward]s regenerate at Rested Regen, in the first place. [Renew], in some intrinsic way, is a part of [Ward].”

Erick went silent. He waited for Poi to say something.

Poi looked out over the waters. He watched the light slimes bumble across the dungeon floor and play in the prismatic light from above. One bumped into another, sending both of them plopping in opposite directions. 

Poi said, “There’s a lot to unpack there. [Ward] is already a very large blue box.” He asked, “What’s the ‘Scientific Method’?”

Erick answered, “Ask a question. Do research. Form a hypothesis. Test that hypothesis. Analyze the data. Draw a conclusion. Repeat.”

Poi said, “I was taught to do what I needed to do. It works well enough.”

“Yes! But there’s no advancement, there!”

“I get it.” Poi said, “But I don’t think all of what you said is true. Oceanside has been producing archmages for a long, long time, so they know what they're doing. And that part about [Renew] already being in [Ward] seems… suspect.”

“Maybe.” Erick looked across the room, to say, “It’s hard to keep it all straight. Spatial Magic is still going poorly. I thought I had a breakthrough a few times in the beginning, but as time goes on, I think I’m actually missing something rather crucial.”

Poi asked, “Like what?”

“Years of study, most likely.” Erick added, “Or something else even more fundamental.”

Poi looked down as a light slime bumped into his leg, then rolled away. He asked, “Are you going to do anything with these guys?”

“I’m not sure. Jane says that [Lightwalk] is pretty good. She’s even offered to give me that giant horn she got, but I don’t think I should take it.” Erick looked down at the slimes, saying, “She said Liquid and Killzone still have no news about what happened to her in Killtree, either about the fight between the dark and the light, or the discrepancy in the size of the Queen. Have you heard anything new yet?”

Poi said, “No updates since I last checked. That was this morning.”

Erick frowned. “Nothing? Nothing at all?”

“I heard the story from multiple angles and I still don’t believe it, even though her Mind Mage teammate, Marric, verified her story.” Poi added, “The whole thing seems like a trick of the light. Ancient Unicorns are like that, you know.”

Erick frowned, saying, “There’s a 9 meter long horn sitting in the Interfaith Temple back in Spur. 20 meter tall Ancient Unicorns don’t have 9 meter horns. They have 4 meter horns. That’s irrefutable proof of Jane’s story.”

“I also can’t believe that Jane almost had it stolen from her.” Poi added, “And that she needed to stock it with High Priest Darenka. Though Darenka is rather happy to have it sitting in her own prismatic cathedral.”

Erick looked to Poi. He stared at the sapphire scaled man, then said, “You’re avoiding an answer, Poi. Is this some internal Mind Mage politics, or something?”

“… Something like that.”

“Fine. You can keep your secrets.”

“Thank you, sir.” Poi said, “I shall.”

Erick gestured to the slime bumping up against a nearby pillar. “Is light slime a good Familiar Form?”

“Not around Ar’Kendrithyst. Shadows that strong love a strong light. But for everywhere else? [Lightwalk] does alright since almost everything needs light to see.” Poi said, “Whatever you choose, know that Light Essence is rare. If I were you I’d show this place to the Headmaster and see about working out a deal for some larger plot of land. This dungeon is big, but it could be a lot bigger. Perhaps you could start a light slime farm and sell the rights to someone, or even the Headmaster himself.”

"I was already considering that, but it’s good to know that it’s a decent option.” Erick said, “Anyway. Gotta get back home. Work on that tiered Particle Magic.”

Poi frowned. “Maybe work on not invoking gods so casually, either.”

“Oh, Poi. That wasn’t a casual invocation at all.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have up to 72. 73 is coming right along.

Your reviews, ratings, and upvotes on the reviews of others, are important for visibility.

Thanks for reading!
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                    For reference in this chapter, here is [Ward]

 

 


	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 



                

                Erick stood on dry, rocky land, east of the mountains of Oceanside. All around him lay dips and crags and broken rock, old streambeds and dried ponds. Small brushes and scraggly trees dotted the sunswept stone. A sheen of sweat layered Erick’s skin, but his billowy clothes made in Spur were good attire for this sort of location. This land didn’t get much rain or water at all, aside from when the Autumnal rains swelled all the rivers and streams of Oceanside for a single month out of the year. When that happened, this land washed away. 

Which is why Erick was here. He planned on some very large explosions and this rocky land was well acquainted with flooding rains and complete destruction. Some of the students came out here to experiment with big, damaging spells, but most students at Oceanside just unloaded into the ocean if they had to level a spell, or practice with higher tier magic. 

Erick, Poi, and Kiri had already scouted the area; they were alone. Five Ophiel also kept their eyes open for other people. Ophiel knew something was up since Erick had summoned four extras and set him to generally keep his eyes open for others, but mostly, the five of them quietly trilled in violins as they watched Erick work.

Erick began with [Stoneshape], carving a dry streambed in front of him into something deeper. The land dipped down, then flexed into an oval five meters across at its widest point, and two meters deep. This size was the beginning of ‘Large’ sized spells, so Erick was the only person on Veird who could make spells this big. He would have liked to have done this experiment on a smaller scale but several of the pieces of today’s magic had already been discovered, and Erick’s Particular Insight with Phagar revealed that Rozeta was cracking down on the massive variety of spells coming out of Particle magic. Kiri had had some luck with her [Hermetic Seal] line of spells, but only the truly unique Particle Magic was being allowed into the Script.

That crackdown was one of the reasons Erick decided to try for this kind of magic, to see if he could help bring Particle Magic more in line with what had come before, and to cut a path for others to follow. 

And he was going to do it with a highschool-level experiment. 

Erick looked up at the blue sky.

[Weather Ward]. 

A Shaped white glitter filled the air above Erick, forming a funnel to channel water into the pool in front of him. 

[Exalted Storm Aura].

Mist lifted from the land. Tiny flashes of white light skittered here and there in the air as fog turned to clouds then rose into the sky like a pillar directly above; a line of clouds straight up. Platinum rain fell from that pillar, crashing down against the [Weather Ward], crushing down into the rocky pool. Erick cut his aura. Platinum rain still fell, but tapered off. The pond filled and overfilled, spilling platinum waters down the rocky land but turning nothing vibrant. The land remained dead. Erick wasn’t about to [Grow] the nearby plants just to destroy them later. 

Platinum water sloshed in the pond in front of Erick as the last remnants of his [Exalted Storm Aura] tapered off. He dismissed the [Weather Ward] hanging above.

Erick turned around to see the supplies he had brought for today’s experiment: two dozen bars of wrought-quality copper, a few bars of iron, and bags of salt he hoped he wouldn’t have to use. Erick looked back to the pool of platinum water. With a rod of [Treat Wounds] in his pocket, in addition to Poi and Kiri each having their own rod of [Treat Wounds], Erick prepared for a long day of rhyming. 

He spoke to the water,

“A time of rest, all parts to their places

“Cheer remains alongside good will

“But separated thus does purity grace us

“As water shifts, revelations [Distill].”

Ophiel hummed around the edges of the pool, as white flashed across the water. Countless bubbles rose to the white surface for one rushing second, as magic flashed downward. Platinum glows and muddy swirls and everything that was not pure, clear water, sank down, to the bottom of the pool. Notifications appeared.

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free!

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day.

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Distill 1, instant, medium range, <10 mana>

<Separate out all impurities from a large area of water>. 








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script.

+2 ability points.








 




	
Continue. ~Rozeta








 

Erick smiled at the notifications.

Poi said, “Use the wand, sir.”

Erick said, “It was only 10 mana.” Erick tapped himself with the rod of [Treat Wounds] anyway, saying, “But you’re right.” Erick felt the healing spell wash through his body, fixing tiny problems that he barely even recognized as problems, leaving him relaxed and whole. He put the rod back in his pocket, then looked down at the water. Piles of metal and dirt and debris held on the bottom of the unmoving pool. He turned to Kiri. “Help me get this stuff out.”

Kiri quickly stepped to the side of the water, saying, “Of course!” 

Together, Kiri and Erick used combinations of [Metalshape] and [Stoneshape] to pull the metallic debris out of the large-sized pond, or smooth over the broken, muddy bottom, keeping the water clear. When they were done with the first pass through the pool, Erick threw a [Cleanse] at the water, eliciting practically no thick air. Then they trawled the pool again with another [Distill] and [Cleanse] and more Shaping, ensuring the water was as pure as it could be. 

Soon, Erick stood at the side of a perfectly clear pool of pure H20. 

Erick said, “Pure water is a piss poor electrical conductor, but this is a good starting point.”

Kiri, eyes wide and voice hopeful, asked, “Is that what copper and iron are for?”

“Not exactly. The salt is the backup plan.” 

Ecstatic, Kiri said, “Right! Sorry. Water needs dissolved solids to transmit a current. Iron doesn’t really dissolve.” 

“Well. Uh. I don’t really know about that.” Erick said, “I did this experiment for some highschool students as a substitute teacher and we used something else besides salt because salt produces chlorine gas. But I forget what that mystery substance was. Mainly, I didn’t want to do this with unknown materials in the water and possibly produce toxic gasses. We’re pretty well ventilated here out in the open but there’s no need to take the risk.” Erick looked to the metallic piles Kiri and he had [Metalshape]d into a pile to the side. Erick threw a 50 mana [Dispel] at the piles. Nothing happened. “They’re not magical anymore.”

Kiri looked at the metallic silver piles, and said, “I’m not even sure what these piles of metal dust are.”

“Me either.” Erick said, “So I’m not putting them back in the water.” Erick looked to the metal bars. “Gotta do this part first, anyway.” Erick picked up a copper bar with [Metalshape] then said, “If you please, Kiri, I need long, thin, wires.” He pulled on the metallic orange copper, turning a corner of the ingot into a thin tendril the thickness of his pinky. He waggled his finger at Kiri, saying, “About this size.”

Kiri joined Erick in pulling wires out of ingots, as she asked, “You’re making an electrical circuit through the water?”

Erick continued to pull copper into wires, as he said, “The usual way to make electricity is to spin magnets in wires, but I won’t be doing that.”

Kiri smiled. 

When Erick was sure they had spun enough copper, he took the wires and began laying them out around the pool about where they needed to be.

With precise applications of [Metalshape] to join the wires together, and [Stoneshape] to bury all of them in stone, Erick buried the cable into the experiment. Soon, the only parts of the copper visible in the water were two, one meter copper prongs, each two meters apart, standing up from the bottom of the crystal clear pond. Outside of the pond, on the northern side of the pool, two more copper prongs stood up from the ground, two meters away from the water. These dry prongs had their ends split into U shapes to hold what would come next.

And all the while Kiri’s eyes were wide in anticipation. 

When Erick was done, and everything looked proper, he turned to Kiri, asking, “Can you guess what happens next?”

“Yes! You try to enchant another copper pipe to be electrical and then you will make a completed circuit for the electricity to travel on, with the water acting as a conductor for some reason.” Kiri added, “And you add salt if it doesn’t conduct electricity well.”

Erick [Metalshape]d the iron ingots into the air, molding them into a meter long rod, two inches thick, and perfectly shaped to slot into the copper holders, saying, “Very close. Iron for this part. It’s thematically important for reasons I might explain later.” He looked toward Poi, who stood a ways away, saying, “You might want to stand back, too, Kiri.” 

Kiri quickly retreated to stand beside Poi. Poi flashed a blue [Weather Ward] around both of them. Kiri stared at what Erick was doing, but Poi only had eyes for their surroundings. All five Ophiel had more than enough eyes to look at everything, everywhere, though most of his eyes were now focused on Erick. 

Erick turned back to his experiment. He [Stoneshape]d a pair of hands out of the ground, away from the copper and everything else, and with a gentle touch, locked the iron rod into the stone fists. He put his own hands on the rod for a brief moment. Then he stood up, and stepped back, giving himself two meters of distance from the dark, iron rod. He cast a small [Weather Ward] over himself, glittering the air around him in white, as he lifted his head to the sky. 

Ophiel floated around the land, backing up, watching the sky and Erick, humming the tune of [Call Lightning].

Erick spoke, 

“A primal force, a titan touched, an ancient life carved from stardust

“now metal rod, electrons clutched! Release thyself with flattery 

“become a spark you’re meant to be, like water but, duly trussed. 

“Your current brightens all that comes, in this new form; a [Battery].”

The bright blue sky flickered with white lightning, high above. A gentle boom echoed across the stone land. Ophiel backed away from his inquisitive positions, all five of him going silent as he moved behind Erick and turned tiny.

The meter long iron rod, held in place by two stone hands, flickered. Sparks stretched out into the air from one end of the rod, and then the other. The sky cracked bright. Lightning touched down seven feet from Erick, sliding into the dark iron rod, crawling over the stone hands like too many snakes, flickering, trying to reach for anything at all.

Notices popped up on the side of Erick’s vision but he stared at the glowing iron rod.

Kiri shouted, “Holy shit!” and followed that up with, “What’s a [Battery]?”

Erick laughed. Ecks had no real word or concept of [Battery], so he had to use the English word.

“You okay, sir?” Poi asked.

The iron rod zapped the ground with an arc of bight, skittering lightning. Poi mumbled a curse, and a prayer. Erick just paused to feel if he was actually okay. He felt sore all over— Ah. Right.

“I’m okay, Poi.” Erick pulled out the rod of [Treat Wounds] and applied it to himself. His full body soreness went away after a few moments. He put the rod back in his pocket, and checked his mana. His eyes went wide. “That was a lot of mana, though.”

Nothing else seemed to be happening with the iron rod, so Erick checked his notices. The first one was just the congratulations for creating a new Basic Spell, so he dismissed that one.

 




	
Battery 1, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Electricity flows>. Lasts for 1 minute per spell level.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script.

+2 ability points.








 




	
I don’t even know how to put a damage number on that. Continue. ~Rozeta








 

In the middle of reading his notifications, the iron rod discharged once more, then went quiet. 

Erick looked back to the rod, then said, “Now comes the fun part.” He gave a tiny command to three of the five Ophiel hovering around the experiment. 

Perfectly clear cubes of [Crystalline Air] popped up around the experimental site. Two of them stacked up, one inside the other, seven meters west of the pool. This is where Erick, Kiri, and Poi would stand for the real experiment. A flat layer of [Crystalline Air] popped up between the copper holders for the iron rod, and the pond itself, further separating the sparking rod from the calm water. Three Ophiel had spent all 4000 of their remaining mana to do this; they vanished into dust. The remaining two tiny Ophiel hovered around Erick, flanking him like fluttering parakeets. 

Erick looked over to the cubes of [Crystalline Air], saying, “You two might want to—”

Poi was already walking through the fractal air, into the center of the protected space west of the pool, on the narrow end of the oval waters. Kiri followed him, but she kept her eyes on Erick.

Erick nodded, then turned back to the iron rod. With [Stoneshape] and his Handy Aura, Erick unlatched the rod from the stone hands and placed it upon the copper holders on the north, wide side of the pool. It didn’t look too secure, so he [Stoneshape]d up another pair of hands to hold the iron rod in place against the copper. That looked better. With everything probably secured, Erick sent one Ophiel to float near the rod, while he stepped through [Crystalline Air] to join Kiri and Poi in safety. 

Erick cast [Battery] through Ophiel, onto the rod.

Several things rapidly happened. Ophiel exploded as lightning struck him from the iron rod. Lightning arced from Ophiel to the piles of silver metal, whereupon the silver metal caught fire and exploded. Not a very large explosion, but more than enough to send shrapnel flying. Erick yelped. Kiri laughed. 

But the iron rod, still sparking, was still there, still held in place by the stone hands. The explosion wasn’t that strong. 

He said, “Maybe I put too much power into [Battery].”

Poi casually said, “Undoubtedly.”

Kiri laughed again. 

Erick just frowned as he cast a 3000 point [Crystalline Air] himself, shaping the spell into a U, but without any curves; the walls remained flat and nearly invisible, near perfectly see-through. Erick placed one boxy end of the U to the wide, north side of the pool near the iron rod, while the other wrapped around to the other side of the pool to the south, to give him a good view of whatever might be happening inside the water. Erick walked to the south, around to the pool side, first, watching the iron rod on the other side the whole time. 

The iron rod was still sparking into the air. 

That wasn’t right. It shouldn’t be sparking like that. It might not have a complete circuit in the water, since the water was [Distill]ed but there was still a circuit down there—

Erick stood still, looking at the sparking rod on the other side of the pool. He said, “I fucked up.” He added, “Oh yeah. I fucked up, hard.” He [Stoneshape]d away the stone hands securing the iron rod to the copper lines. The iron rod fell to the ground, sparking the whole time. The copper wasn’t there. “The copper melted?” Erick looked at the stone itself. “And the whole thing isn’t insulated!” He asked himself, “How could I forget about insulating the wires?” Erick mumbled to himself, “Now that’s just poor planning, Erick.” He said, “I don’t have a rhyme for this one.”

Kiri, who had followed Erick out of the bunker-area and now stood beside him, asked, “Do you need to make a new spell for this?” Kiri quickly added, “I’m all for making a new spell, but this one— Just shape a [Weather Ward] around the copper. If that doesn’t work, [Hermetic Seal] makes really good insulation. Though [Weather Ward] should work. [Battery] is a Particle Spell effect.” She added, “I think.”

Erick paused. He said, “Oh.” 

Kiri added, “As for the melting problem: Just make a [Spell Ward] with [Mend]. Layer that through the whole way, too.”

“Right!” Erick smiled. He dismissed the [Battery] on the iron rod, then said, “That’s very smart, Kiri. I hardly ever use the [Spell Ward] function. Thank you.”

Kiri said, “I’ll help.”

It took the two of them ten minutes to get the new set up completed. When it was done, the copper lines ran across the ground instead of under it while glittering green and white [Ward]s surrounded the orange metal. Two [Spell Ward]s charged with [Mend] layered both sides of the copper circuit, both [Spell Ward]s infused with a thousand mana. This time, there were no stone hands holding the iron rod in place upon the copper, but Erick had Sculpted a [Hermetic Seal] to perfectly fit the space. Without Meditation, the iron rod looked like it rested on copper cups, but with Meditation, Erick saw that the iron rod was almost completely encased by immobile, white, insulated air. 

Erick and Kiri moved back to the [Crystalline Air] shelter with Poi. 

Ophiel hovered beside the iron rod. There was just enough of an opening in Erick’s [Hermetic Seal] between the rod and Ophiel, for Ophiel to have a good line of sight on his target. 

[Battery]. 

Sparks flowed across the iron rod, splashing against tight, immobile air. Copper turned radiant for the briefest of seconds, before the [Mend Ward]s kicked in, repairing the almost-melting copper back to where it needed to be; touching the iron rod.

Moments passed. A minute passed. [Battery] had already leveled to a multi-minute spell, so it would last for a while longer. 

Kiri quickly left the safety of the main [Crystalline Air] room, walking through the secondary shielding to the south side of the pool, saying, “I need to see.”

Erick followed her to the south side of the pool, opposite the sparking iron rod. He looked down in the pool, at the spikes of copper under the water. This is where the circuit should have been completed by electricity passing through the water. But nothing happened. No bubbles came up from the copper spikes. 

“Oh!” Erick said, “Right.”

He threw a dozen [Heat Ward]s deep into the water, spreading them out to heat the entire five meter by two meter deep pool. They weren’t very strong [Heat Ward]s, but they would soon raise the temperature of the water to just below boiling.

Kiri asked, “Why the [Heat Ward]s?”

Erick said, “Because reactions occur easier when the temperature is higher. If this doesn’t work, I have a backup plan.”

Kiri just nodded as she watched the water. The [Battery] stopped sparking. Erick renewed that spell. 

They continued to watch the water. After a while, the [Battery] quit again.

Erick said, “Okay. New plan.” Erick said to Kiri, “You might want to go back.”

Kiri took off, back to the safety of the triple layered [Crystalline Air]. 

Erick spoke to the water, 

“Bend and break, join and snap

“careful now, young alchemist

“tear and shake, quake and zap

“watch out for this [Catalyst].”

The pristine, [Distill]ed water of the pond flickered white. Bubbles appeared in the hot water, alongside notifications. 

 




	
Catalyst 1, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

<Enables easier reactions in a large area>.
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A headache threatened behind Erick’s eyes. He tapped himself with the rod of [Treat Wounds]. The headache never materialized. 

Erick looked down at the water, then back up to the [Solid Ward] all around him. He rapidly removed ‘air’ from [Crystalline Air]’s permissions. He had forgotten to do that before, but now seemed like a good time. Erick sent Ophiel over to the iron rod again. From the wide, south side of the oval pool, Erick watched the water.

[Battery].

The rod flickered with renewed sparks. 

Down below, in the oval pond, one meter long copper spike began to simply bubble. It wasn’t much of a reaction, but it was a very clear indication that something was going right. That spike wasn’t very important, though, because the other copper spike absolutely fizzed, sending up a torrent of bubbles to the water’s surface. 

Erick laughed loud. It worked!

Kiri was beside him before he knew it, watching the water, asking, “What’s happening?”

Erick explained, “Electrolysis. By using electricity, heat, and particulates already in the water, these spells, all together, are ripping water apart at the molecular level, producing 2 hydrogen on that really fizzy spike down there, and 1 oxygen on that spike over there. This next part is going to be the explosion. It’s going to be loud and big. Let’s get back to the bunker.”

Kiri quickly led the way back under the triple layer of [Crystalline Air] to the west of the oval pool. Erick followed. Soon, all three of them were under [Solid Ward] protection.

Erick turned back to the bubbling, steaming water. He had planned on doing this next part a little bit differently, but thanks to a few other spells, courtesy of Archmage Tasar and the Headmaster, this would be a lot more elegant than just putting a bubble of [Weather Ward] over the hydrogen-pouring anode or cathode, or whatever it was; Erick had forgotten the proper name.

 




	
Condense Hydrogen X, instant, close range, 25 mana

<Collect all ambient Hydrogen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Condense Oxygen X, instant, close range, 25 mana.

<Collect all ambient Oxygen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 

Using his last remaining Ophiel, floating in the air above the experiment, Erick cast through him, adding an Extreme Mana Shaping to both [Condense Hydrogen] and [Condense Oxygen], ballooning both spells as large as they could go as he placed them over their appropriate fizzing spikes. He made sure to keep both spells separate; he didn’t want an accidental reaction before the appropriate time. He then wrapped the whole pond in a [Weather Ward]; this would keep out the slight breeze blowing across the rocky land. Soon, three glittering white areas held in the air above the pond. 

[Battery] failed; Erick had Ophiel renew the spell on the iron rod. 

The [Mending Wards] and the insulating [Weather Ward]s and all the [Crystalline Air]s from several Ophiel and Erick, all held, as they continued to do what they were set to do. Erick stood beside Kiri and Poi, hoping his defenses would be enough. Erick hoped he had overestimated the reaction, but he doubted he had.

Erick said, “This is going to be a massive, very loud particle explosion. So.” He covered his ears with his hands. 

Poi just looked at him with a little bit of a frown. He popped off a [Cleanse] inside their [Crystalline Air] fortress, turning the air thick for a moment. Everything smelled a bit nicer.

Kiri asked, “Can I see...”

“Oh! Right.” Erick handed her copies of everything he had made, then put his hands back over his ears.

Kiri just smiled as she read. But her smile waned. She hummed, then asked, “None of these have a damage listed?”

“None at all.” 

Kiri frowned a little, but she said nothing. She dismissed Erick’s blue boxes.

Erick and Kiri watched the experiment from behind three layers of flat, clear [Crystalline Air]. Poi watched everything else.

After renewing [Battery] again and letting it run for the time limits of the Condensing spells, Erick said, “Okay. Here we go. This is going to be loud.” 

Kiri and Poi did not cover their ears. 

They were probably right not to worry. Erick still covered his ears, though. He looked up to see Ophiel, still flying around over the experiment. In one moment, Erick ended both Condensing spells, allowing the oxygen and hydrogen to mix under the [Weather Ward]. Then he nudged Ophiel. Ophiel cast a [Fire Bolt] into the center of the—

The ground cracked as everything became fire, and light, and loud. Three of the four [Crystalline Air]s around the pond instantly shattered as sound and heat burst from the experiment. The iron rod flew off somewhere. Copper tore from the ground, but continued to [Mend] as it broke against the last [Crystalline Air] then tumbled past. 

Erick, Kiri, and Poi all fell to the ground after a massive, flexing crack broke across the final [Crystalline Air] surrounding them. Erick flashed completely white as his [Personal Ward] absorbed a lot of damage. Poi flashed blue. Kiri flashed green. Moments passed. The air cleared. The explosion had passed.

All sound was the same, high pitched whine. 

Erick’s ears were not doing well. He was also sitting on the ground. He touched the sides of his face. His hand came away bloody. Ah. No big deal. The old him would have been worried about an injury like this, but he was in shock, and he knew this, for there was barely any pain at all. Or maybe he didn’t worry because of all the magical healing floating around Veird; hard to know the difference, sometimes. 

As Erick tried to stand, he stood; he wobbled, but he still stood. Kiri and Poi struggled to stand, trying and failing to get their feet under them. Erick smiled as he watched them fall back on their butts. He had warned them! And he had been right.

Kiri’s face moved like she had cursed loud. Poi opened his mouth as though yelling. Erick couldn’t hear them, but he didn’t need to. They looked fine, and the experiment was a great success! Laughter filled his body, setting his chest to swell with every boisterous guffaw. He could almost hear himself, but the world was still a ringing, silent thing. Poi took out his rod of [Treat Wounds] and jabbed Kiri with it, and then himself. 

Blood dripped from their ears and eyes. 

Erick stopped laughing. Poi and Kiri did not look good. As Erick blinked his own vision turned red. Poi jabbed Erick with the rod, then said something, but Erick’s hearing was still gone. Poi poked him again. He repeated himself, his lips moving but nothing—

Poi yelled, “—port. [Teleport] Windy Manor!”

Erick winced, saying, “Okay. Okay. [Teleport], yes. You don’t look good.”

Kiri groaned as she fell back to the ground, saying, “Fuck.” She held her head. “I think I need the infirmary. I’m still wobbly.” She held out a free hand, trying to steady herself, but all she could do was flail a little. She said, “I can’t think.”

“That’s—” Poi almost nodded, but he cringed and held his head. He said, “Infirmary. Erick. I can’t think either.” He held his free hand out, almost reaching for Erick, but he stumbled, groaning as he struck the ground. He looked up at Erick; his eyes were crossed. 

Erick blinked out blood as his heart beat hard. He grabbed Poi’s hand, then snatched Kiri’s hand as she tried to stand again, holding both of them steady as he said, “We’re going back.”

Blip. 

They landed on solid stone in the intake room for the hospital. 

Events happened rather fast, after that. 

Aids on duty saw them fall to the stone. They immediately took over. Nurses in cream-colored robes surrounded them, pulling them into the proper direction down stone halls. As Erick blinked out blood and a nurse asked him if he was okay, Erick waved her off, saying that his friends were worse off than him, and that they had already used [Treat Wounds]. But as he answered more questions, his head pounded. The nurse talking at him set him down in a wheelchair and sent him off with Poi and Kiri. 

Rats showed up, also wearing cream-colored robes. He took over for the nurse.

Time passed quickly. Soon, Poi and Kiri were asleep in beds, in a private room. 

Erick watched over them from his own wheelchair, worrying, gently petting a tiny Ophiel in his lap.

Rats stood next to Erick, saying, “Big experiment.”

“It wasn’t supposed to be. I told them it would be loud, but...” Erick said, “I had no idea this would happen.” He added, “I thought it might. But… I didn’t really think, I think.”

“They’ll be fine.” Teressa stood on Erick’s other side. “They’ve both been through worse.”

Rats smiled. “I’ll have to poke fun at Poi for this, though. You told him it would be loud?”

“I did.” Erick said, “I told them to cover their ears.” He said, “I covered my own ears, too!”

Rats nodded, knowingly. “They got a brain rattle, but they should be okay.” He asked, “You did this inside a [Crystalline Air], too?”

“Inside three of them!” Erick said, “I removed ‘Air’ from the permissions, too. [Solid Ward]s don’t flex— Shit. The concussive force came through the ground.” Erick mentally added ‘Air’ back to [Crystalline Air]’s permissions.

Teressa said, “It shouldn’t have. You wrap that spell through the ground, too, don’t you?”

“… Yeah. … I… I always do that, don’t I? Sorry. Not thinking… well.” Erick looked over Kiri and Poi. He asked, “So what happened?”

Teressa said, “Force enough to break two [Crystalline Air]s and damage a third, is what.” She added, “All the Health in the world won’t save you from a mountain falling on you or an uncontrolled fall from the sky.” She glanced to Erick, saying, “Usually. Luck plays a bigger part in those kind of scenarios.” She continued, “Physical effects hurt a lot more than Health can negate. This explosion was a physical effect. Therefore: actual damage. Professor Rue talked about this once. Some people like to call it ‘True Damage’.”

Rats said, “Best that you denied ‘Air’, sir. If that explosion did this much through a few [Solid Ward]s then it would have absolutely ripped a normal [Absorption Ward] apart.”

“...I could have prepared more.” Erick said, “They were only 4000 point [Wards].”

Teressa asked, “How’d the actual experiment go?”

Erick thought for a moment. He said, “Including the Headmaster’s [Exsanguination] spell as a starter, I have all the parts I need to make a Particle version of [Death Spiral Fire] or something similar.” He paused. He added, “Maybe. If you look at it from a certain way.” He said, “But I don’t know if it’s going to happen that way or not.”

“What’s stopping you?” Rats said, “Besides tiered Particle magic evading literally everyone.”

Erick looked down at Poi and Kiri, both of them sleeping soundly in their beds.

Rats said, “Besides that, too.”

“… I have to level the spells I made today.” Erick added, “And I need to talk to the Headmaster. I need to talk to him about Jane, too.”

Rats asked, “Is there something we should know? I had a pair of cute nurses ask me if the story of the Unusually Large Ancient Unicorn was true. Jane’s story is making the rounds.”

“There’s nothing to know right now.” Erick said, “She might be coming here but she’s got to work out some mess first. She wouldn’t tell me what.”

Rats’s eyes went wide. He whispered, “Did she get her hands on some Dragon Essence fighting the big unicorn?”

Erick looked to Rats. “If she has, she hasn’t told me. Is there a problem?” Erick quickly realized what dragon essence meant. He didn’t need Poi to answer. Jane had told him about it months ago, about how taking in any dragon essence at all meant that person was now a part of the hidden dragon societies of the world. “If she has some, would that make the Headmaster target her?”

For a moment, the only sounds in the room were the sounds of Kiri and Poi gently breathing.

Rats said, “Tell her she can’t come here.” He added, “The Headmaster welcomes all people with unexpected dragon essence in them, but they have to openly prostrate and kowtow to him, at all times, and follow him around Oceanside as the world’s most docile servant. This kills their dragon essence very, very fast, but it still takes a week, and if they fuck up, he eats them.”

Teressa quietly said, “I don’t see Jane kowtowing to anyone.” 

Erick felt a rushing cold settle into his core.
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071, 1/2


                The air in the hospital smelled of cold stone. Erick didn’t like it. At first, the smell was normal, not really even there. But as Poi and Kiri slept in their beds and the afternoon came, as he channeled mana through several Ophiel to the farms of Spur so far away, the clean, stone smell of the hospital, became pervasive. Oppressive. Unkind, even though it obviously was. This was a hospital, after all.

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s lap. He was quiet about it, but it was still audible. He looked up at Erick with a few tiny eyes; he must have sensed Erick’s growing unease. The truth was, was that Erick didn’t much care for hospitals. Years ago, his mother died of breast cancer and his father died of bone cancer, and by the time he was old enough to recognize them as his grandparents, his two grandmothers also died of cancer. With all of his medical history pointing toward an early death, it was hard for Erick to be happy about hospitals. 

He expected to die in a few years, laying in some hospital somewhere, dying of some unrelenting disease. But that just didn’t happen on Veird. Erick was safe from death, at least in that specific way. Heck, he even talked to Death occasionally, asking the god of the End about magic.

And so, as Erick looked to Poi and Kiri, both still sleeping under thin white blankets in their individual hospital beds, worry ate at him. The two dragonkin should have woken up a while ago. The doctor had administered [Greater Treat Wounds]. They were healed, according to the doctor, but they had to wake in their own time. Those were the doctor’s words. Erick could do nothing but trust she was correct.

Erick looked away from Poi and Kiri to see beyond the windows above their beds. He couldn’t see much except the sky. The sun slanted in at a hard angle, spilling yellow light across the center of the stone room. Outside of the room, beyond an open door, footsteps tapped on the stone as people walked back and forth in stone hallways, going wherever they needed to go. This hospital was busy, all the time, but it was mostly quiet. Rats had left a while ago; he was needed elsewhere. Teressa stayed. She sat in another chair on the other side of the room. Sunlight fell across her calm face, and closed eyes. She was meditating, trying to get in touch with the mana, trying to develop her Mana Sense. Erick watched the manasphere swirl around her, flowing in and out of her grey clothes and green skin. She smiled slightly.

Her smile failed.

She opened her eyes, blinking hard as she turned toward the door. She stood, then moved to the side of the room, preparing for something to come through the door as she glanced at Erick, sending, ‘The Headmaster is coming.’

Erick nodded to Teressa as he stood. Ophiel flapped up to his shoulder, shrinking to parakeet-sized. Erick continued to channel mana though his [Familiar], across the ocean, as he listened to the sounds of the hospital echoing from the open door. The usual bustle of the hospital turned quieter or stopped altogether, as a person, light on their feet and wearing padded shoes, walked through the hallway. Erick heard a few small gasps out there. He adjusted his own clothes, making sure they were straight and tidy. Ophiel quickly preened himself by flickering his wings and eyes into better, more symmetrical positions, trying to mimic Erick’s preparations.

The Headmaster stepped into the doorway of the room. He was an ancient human-looking man, but also regal, wearing immaculately clean and pressed yellow and white robes. He gazed into the room with amber eyes, and a soft expression. He saw Kiri and Poi, and with a slight frown, whispered, “I hope I am not disturbing.”

Erick spoke normally, saying, “Come on in, Headmaster.” He looked to Kiri and Poi, then said, “They should have been awake a while ago. Maybe I just need to start talking around them and they’ll wake.”

The Headmaster nodded as he stepped into the room. He nodded towards Teressa, saying, “Teressa. I hear you’re doing well in Esoteric Magic.”

Teressa stood a bit straighter. Even though she towered over the Headmaster by a good three feet and a few hundred kilograms, she still seemed like a precocious young girl, as she said, “Thank you, sir. I am trying.”

The Headmaster smiled. He turned to Erick. “You haven’t made a single new spell since you came here, and now you make three?” 

Erick felt his stomach turn. He must have flinched, because the Headmaster noticed.

The Headmaster added, “I’m not chastising you. I just find it odd. I expected you to be leading the charge into this new kind of magic. Not to sit back and let others forage ahead.” He looked to Kiri and Poi, saying, “Have you grown scared of pain?”

Erick looked at his apprentice, and his head guard, sleeping under white sheets, because of an experiment he had failed to fully prepare for. He felt the air go out of him as he said, “Yes.” 

The Headmaster said, “Existence is suffering.”

The way he said it was so foreign but yet so familiar, in a different language and an infinity far from everything that Erick had known before, that a smile came unbidden to Erick, along with a bubble of laughter.

The Headmaster looked at him with eyes askance. 

Erick immediately said, “Sorry. It just— That’s a saying back where I come from. From a religion, actually.” 

Now it was the Headmaster’s turn to be surprised. “… it is?”

“There’s a religion known as Buddhism. I was never very religious, but their first tenet is ‘Existence is Suffering’. The second is… suffering happens because of want and desire. The third is...” Erick thought for a second. He said, “I think it’s... ‘to deny these desires is to stop the suffering’. The last tenet is a guide on how to achieve this goal which I completely forget but it involves a lot of ‘living correctly’.”

The Headmaster looked away from Erick, back to Kiri and Poi, saying, “A wise people, then, these buddhismists.”

Erick smiled again.

The Headmaster asked, “Do you consider yourself religious these days?”

Erick paused. He thought. He said, “The words are the same, but the way I think of religion and how it is here seems to be fundamentally different from everything I knew. If you would have asked me this question back on Earth, I would have said no, because the only thing I ever felt we had on Earth was each other. But here, on Veird? There’s gods that you can talk to, and help from a Script to make life better.” He added, “Am I religious? No. Am I religious? Maybe.” 

The Headmaster stood in silence for a long moment, as the quiet sounds of a hospital in motion played out in the hallways beyond the room. He said, “Your classes with me begin tomorrow, if you so choose.”

Erick said, “I would like that.”

The Headmaster nodded, then turned, and walked out of the room. 

Small footsteps on stone echoed in the sounds of an empty hospital. After a minute, the quiet multitudes of people walking back and forth resumed. Everyone had places to be, after all. 

Erick sat back down in his chair. Ophiel resumed his position on Erick’s lap, quietly harping and singing of violins. A pluck here, a vibration there. 

After another minute passed, and the Headmaster seemed to truly be gone, Teressa sent, ‘I feel like I just missed a wyrm’s charge.’

Erick sent back, ‘Me too.’

Teressa eventually went back to training her Mana Sense, while Erick continued to rain on Spur’s farms. Gentle silence filled the air. 

An hour later, Kiri woke up first with a grumble and a groan.

Teressa smiled wide, as she said, “Welcome back, Kiri.”

Erick rushed to her side, saying, “I’m so sorry, Kiri! I should have put up a stone bunker. I should have [Teleport]ed us all far away. There was no need to do the experiment so—”

Kiri grumbled out, “Not so loud.”

Erick went silent. 

Kiri sighed out into the air, saying, “Headache’s still there.”

“The doctor said you should be fine,” Erick half pleaded, half stated. He calmed, adding, “Soon enough.”

Kiri blinked hard. She asked, “Did you manage to make a spell out of that?”

Erick sighed. He centered himself. He said, “Not yet. I haven’t leveled the pieces, and I’m not sure if it’s going to work, anyway. The Headmaster came in here—”

“What!” Kiri’s scaled green face flushed a darker green as she said, “While I was laid out like this?” She mumbled toward the ceiling, “So fucking embarrassing.”

Erick smiled. Kiri was going to be okay. But just to make sure, Erick went out into the hallway to find the doctor. Kiri was already out of her bed, back into normal clothes and hungry, by the time Erick returned with the doctor. After a quick checkup and another casting of [Greater Treat Wounds], the doctor gave Kiri the ‘all clear’. Kiri and Teressa went down to the cafeteria to get something while the doctor went back to her duties and Erick waited in the room, beside Poi. Soon enough, Kiri and Teressa returned with food, and Rats. 

As the scents of meats and sauces filled the room, Poi opened his eyes.

“Smells good,” he said.

Rats held a fork full of meat, saying, “Heeey! Look who’s awake.”

“Oh thank the gods,” Erick whispered into his rice bowl, thankful that Poi was awake. He set his dinner aside.

Poi grumbled, “It was a mistake to not believe you, sir.”

Erick burst into laughter, and if a few tears fell, then no one said anything. 

“Not so loud, please,” Poi instantly said.

Erick went quiet. He whispered, “I’m the one who’s sorry. I really should have moved us all much further from the experiment. This was entirely my fault. I’m sorry, Poi.”

Poi sighed out, blinking long. Tendrils of thought flowed from him into the world, once again. He said, “What did I miss?”

Rats said, “Nothing major.”

Kiri packed up her dinner into a conjured box, saying, “Let’s go back to the Manor. We can eat there?”

Poi’s stomach grumbled. He said, “Sounds good to me.”

Teressa said, “I’ll go get something from the cafeteria for you, Poi. Any requests?”

“Fish.” Poi said, “And rice.”

Teressa nodded as she walked out of the room. 

Rats packed away his own dinner, saying, “I’ll call the doctor back. You need a once-over before we check you out, Poi.”

Poi sighed out, “Fine.”

Erick smiled. They were going to be okay.

 

- - - -

 

Kiri and Poi were going to be okay, but Erick still didn’t know about Jane.

Erick laid in bed with a tiny Ophiel sitting on his stomach. He couldn’t sleep. He hadn’t called Jane since Rats clued him in that she probably had dragon essence. She must have had it since she came back from Killtree, but she hadn’t said anything, except that she might be coming to Oceanside. 

Surely she knew how dangerous that would be for her? 

Danger never stopped her before, but the fact that she hadn’t even told him about the essence said a lot. Jane didn’t like it when he worried over her. She didn’t like it when anyone worried over her. She was the strong one; that was half of her whole personality. Erick wished she could be a bit more vulnerable with someone, but he also didn’t want her heartbroken, either. 

A lot of jumbled emotions rumbled around in Erick’s head. Moments passed in quiet contemplation, as Erick came around to the same thought: was Jane up for a call? After staring at the ceiling for twenty minutes, he decided to just call her. She could tell him to stay away from her problems if she wanted.

He summoned a few tiny Ophiel and sent them [Teleporting] to Spur. Soon enough, one of them, tiny and quaint, hovered above Erick’s mage tower. 

He opened up a telepathic connection to Jane, ‘Hello? You busy?’ 

‘Hey, dad.’ Jane sent, ‘Not that busy right now. What’s up?’

Erick relaxed.‘Oh, good. It’s been a day, let me tell you.’

A smidgen of mirth came through the connection, as Jane sent, ‘I’m just eating dinner right now, so tell me all about it.’ 

Erick began, and the words came out like a dam broken. ‘So I made a dungeon that makes light slimes and I think [Renew] is a part of [Ward] and...’

They talked for hours. About magic and monsters, dragons and deception, and everything else in between. Jane was the one who brought up she had accidentally taken in dragon essence. Erick freaked out a little, but Jane immediately said she wasn’t coming to Oceanside. 

Crisis averted! 

She had spoken with the Mage Trio next door and decided against visiting the island arcanaeum. The Headmaster did have a track record for eating noncompliant dragon essence tainted people, and Jane was rather unsure she could ever fully commit to the role. Besides, she had found a different way to get rid of her unwanted essence. She wouldn’t give any details regarding what she had found, but her essence should be gone in 25 more days, or so. After that, came convalescence. It was supposed to be bad, but Jane could deal. Erick believed her. 

The conversation turned toward other topics. 

It was nice to hear Jane speak.

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke up with the sunrise. A cold light laid in the sky, outside of the windows of Windy Manor, while the scents of cinnamon and sugar drifted on the air. Erick had ‘invented’ cinnamon a month ago; Kiri was taking well to the spice. It was a bit odd to see [Grow] be used to repair the outermost layer of bark on a tree, but it worked well enough, and Kiri loved cinnamon, and she employed the spell well.

He had ‘invented’ a few other spices since then. Nutmeg and ginger were big hits. Poi especially liked ginger slices on his fish. He had made some middling progress on chocolate, but aside from the proper shape of the Tarip trees to the side of the front lawn, Erick had made little actual process on creating chocolate.

Erick looked down into the center of the house, down to the kitchen at the side, below. Kiri was chopping up onions for breakfast omelets. She must have already had the cinnamon rolls baking in the oven. 

He went to the bathroom and did his morning routine as Ophiel plodded around the floor outside the room, occasionally scratching at the door. When Erick came out, Ophiel flitted up to his shoulder, taking his proper place for the next hour or the whole day, or however long he decided to remain clutched to Erick’s clothes. 

Erick walked down to breakfast.

“Do you want to come to the Headmaster’s lesson today, Kiri?” Erick asked.

“Absolutely not.” 

Erick paused. He looked around the room. Rats read the newspaper on the couch in front of the large windows, while Teressa practiced Mana Sense in the corner of the living room. Poi must have woken up, upstairs; Erick heard the door to his room open upstairs. He looked up. Poi stepped onto the balcony, then went on his way to the bathroom up there.

Erick turned to Kiri, asking, “Are you sure you don’t want to come? This is that ‘magic for the archmage’ class you wanted.”

Moments passed without an answer. Rats read his paper and Teressa blinked in the morning light. 

Kiri shoved around cooking eggs in a skillet, saying, “While I am thankful for his generosity, he is a dragon. I almost forgot that.” She shivered a bit, then said, “I still can’t believe that he came into our hospital room and you talked him down from killing us all.”

Erick exclaimed, “Ohh! I don’t think it was that bad.”

Teressa spoke up, “It was that bad, sir.”

Kiri added, “Particle Magic is too broad. It’s too big. It’s finally starting to become a problem for the people in charge.”

“Yup,” Rats added, flipping through his paper. He asked, “Is Jane still coming to Oceanside?”

“No.” Erick said, “I talked to her last night—”

“Sir!” Poi called out from the second floor balcony. “The Headmaster is coming right now.”

Erick barely had time to react to Poi before the air outside of Windy Manor blazed gold. The Headmaster stepped out of the light, casual as could be. Erick tried to be casual, too, rushing toward the front door, but he caught his toes on the couch leg. His [Personal Ward] flashed white as he yelped in surprise, more than in pain. Ophiel flitted off of his shoulder to hang in the air. 

Erick controlled his steps and ignored the expanding bundle of embarrassment in his stomach as he stepped to the front door. He opened the door in time for the Headmaster to arrive at the entrance. The elderly looking man stood just outside of the [Crystalline Air] layered around the manor.

“Hello.” Erick said, “I wasn’t expecting—”

“I know.” The Headmaster said, “Though I have promised to teach you personally, I don’t have much time to do such a thing. Right now is all the time I have today, so. If you are ready we will be having a quick lesson and then you can get back to whatever else you desire.” He stepped away from the door, saying, “I will wait out here for you to get ready.”

“I’m ready right now.” Erick said, as he followed the old man into the front lawn. He conjured shoes as he stepped onto the grass, following the Headmaster westward, across the lawn, between the garden.

The Headmaster walked along the stone path. He glanced at the churned dirt and the rows of potatoes growing on the vines as he continued toward the cliffs. He studied the cinnamon trees for a brief moment, scenting the air. He paused over the rows of ginger, saying, “I admit, I am in a rush, but these things here… They smell wonderful.” 

“Take whatever you’d like, at any time.”

He nodded, then turned to Erick. He asked, “How did your last attempt at [Prismatic Ward] fare?”

“Decent.” Erick said, “Five-fold defense and full permissions.”

“Nearly there. Do you have an Elemental Body skill, yet?”

“No.”

“You should get one. Perhaps two. Since you plan on killing Shades you might need to get both [Shadowalk] and [Lightwalk]. Just one or the other would be fine enough, but both together would leave them little chance to harm you and also allow you to utilize the same forces they employ.” The Headmaster turned and continued to walk to the edge of the property. 

Erick followed. The sounds of crashing waves far below carried up on a steady breeze. 

The Headmaster stopped meters from the edge, saying, “[Air Body] and [Water Body] might be easier to obtain. I have two dungeons that hold slimes of these types on this island. I could lend them to you, though there would need to be another bargain of trade for such a thing.” He looked to Erick. “Aside from all that: Is there a specific goal you have in mind with my teaching you in the ways of the archmage?”

Erick smiled, looking out into the dark ocean, as the sun rose over the forest behind. He said, “Would you care to see the dungeon I’ve been working on for Professor Calloway’s class? It is pertinent to this discussion.”

The Headmaster said, “Sure.” He held his hand out to Erick. “I’m ready right now.”

Erick took the Headmaster’s hand without reservation. 

Blip.

They appeared in twilight woods. Gold laid across the green canopy above, but cold laid on the ground in a light mist. 

Erick said, “So I made a dungeon that produces light slimes.”

The Headmaster paused, then laughed loud into the sky. He said, “What!” He smiled, adding, “No you did not? No. Wait. You’re not lying.” He rumbled a low, “Hmm.”

Erick continued, “I think that the [Renew] spell I want to make is already a part of the Script, and it’s inside [Ward].” He added, “And I’m not sure how light oozes come about, so I’ve been doing this Domain every time I come here, before—” 

Ophiel popped into the air beside Erick, trilling in cellos and flutes.

Erick smiled as Ophiel sat down on his shoulder, saying, “Ah, you caught up. Good boy.” 

The Headmaster looked from Ophiel to Erick, as he said, “No need for the Domain. Just lead the way to this miracle dungeon. If there is a light ooze I want it alive.” He looked around at the mist, then walked toward a dip in the ground ahead, saying, “It’s here, yes?”

Erick stepped to his side, saying, “Yes.”

The Headmaster gestured to the ground, saying, “Pardon my impatience, but I really need to see this.”

Erick rushed forward and opened the entrance to the dungeon. Glows poured out into the mists all around them as Erick stepped down into the ground, leading the way down stone staircases, into the light. He was mostly silent on the way down, as the Headmaster stepped lightly behind him. 

Down, down. 

When they came to the bucket of sunglasses, Erick put one on himself and handed another to the Headmaster, but the white-haired not-man gently shook his head. He would not need such a thing to protect his eyes from the glares. 

Erick began talking about what was up ahead. His speech this time was much more organized compared to what he had said to Poi. As they stepped on to the main dungeon floor, Erick pointed out the kaleidoscopic Permanent lightwards hanging on the ceiling, gently spinning under mana and air flows. Ophiel stayed on Erick’s shoulder the whole time, his eyes wide and mostly focused backward, at the Headmaster, as the Headmaster’s eyes crawled across every inch of the room, to linger on the residents of the dungeon.

Light slimes, like beach balls made of clear gelatin, rimmed in white and with a core of brightness, bounced around the prismatic room. They played in waterfalls and floated along, carried around the dungeon floor in shallow streams, plopping in and out of the water as they saw fit. The Headmaster saw everything, but he said nothing.

Erick continued to talk. His speech turned to the Scientific Method.

Privately, and admitted to no one but himself, Erick entertained the idea that maybe he shouldn’t knock the system that has thus far kept the civilizations of Veird out of the maws of monsters. 

But then he went ahead and said what he was thinking, “But your system works well for keeping the monsters outside of the city walls.”

Erick went quiet after that, as they walked through ever shifting colored light, and more than a little bit of other, more esoteric electromagnetic waves. Ultraviolet, for sure, but also infrared; special [Ward]s didn’t go much beyond that. Erick had already tried for higher energy lightwards, like gamma, and gotten nothing, while longer wavelength rays, like radio, similarly didn’t happen. 

Soon, the Headmaster and Erick both stood in the center of the room, near the main pool, while light slimes bumbled here and there in the water. There was more of them today than yesterday. Erick silently counted ten slimes, as he watched the Headmaster look around the room. The Headmaster also said nothing. Erick waited. 

The Headmaster eventually said. “There might be some truth to this [Renew] being inside [Ward], though that would be an odd way to look at our common understanding of the spell. The common thinking is that [Ward] is similar to [Mend], and where [Mend] repairs something to what it was before, [Ward] similarly stamps itself on Reality, and repairs back to what it was at the time of casting.” He said, “This bears investigating.” He continued, “But for now, what I mainly see, is that you have managed to discover the secret of the Gemslicer’s darklights. By incorporating them into this dungeon, along with some similarly odd [Heat Ward]s, you have managed to create a light slime spawning zone.”

Erick said, “Well. Uh...”

“Oh?” The Headmaster glanced at Erick, saying, “You did not discover a secret, did you. You knew how to do this without them.”

Erick said nothing.

The Headmaster smirked. He continued, “Also, this ‘Scientific Method’…” The Headmaster smiled slightly. Then he frowned. He sighed, then said all at once, “We teach out of books because, as you say, it works. For the occasional few who wish to reach beyond the power taught in school, there is usually only failure and years of waiting for another chance to combine their magic again. Or relegation to the smaller tiers, where tests and experiments can be carried out once a day, or every ten, for decades.” He added, “I have known so many mages who if they only had a few more tries, they might have made something great. But the Script is set like it is to stop the abuses of magic.” He went silent.

Erick listened to the burbling water as he watched bobbling slimes play in the pond at his feet.

The Headmaster said, “There are a few gods that think you are a wizard.”

“I heard as much from several of them already.”

The Headmaster chuckled. He said, “The more I see, the more I realize that you are not a wizard. You’re barely an archmage.”

Erick joked, “That second title opens a lot of doors for me. I could do without the first one, though.”

The Headmaster smiled. He said, “To be a wizard, you would have to have the ability to bring into existence things which have no basis in reality.” He glanced to Ophiel, saying, “Even your [Familiar] follows a known method of creation.” He added, “Indeed, the only thing that sets you apart from others is that you are using the true physical properties of this universe in order to create new magic, and because of this, the Mana loves you.”

The Headmaster said, “Empathy used to be supremely important for any prospective mage. It was how you felt out Mana, it was how Mana came to understand you in return. Now? Now… Things are different, but not really that different at all.”

He folded his hands behind himself as he looked up into the light, then across the room. “I was three hundred when the Sundering took everything away and landed us in this place. We didn’t have Classes or the Script before then. We had to do it all by hand. Shaping the mana, imbuing it with idea and meaning, taking bits of ourselves and leaving them in all of our workings. But this did not mean that we were throwing around thoughtforms and emotionfeelings without regard to the world around us. Magic only worked when you knew what you were doing, because most people were not Wizards. Those that came before studied Reality extensively in order to become better mages. They practiced thoughtforms under specific schools of thought. They carved emotions out of the sky and measured the angle of reflection and refraction. They knew what they were doing, because imagination was only a small part of the mage process. It was a very large part, but it was still only a small part, if you can understand that. If you didn’t know what you were doing, you’d kill yourself sooner than you’d ever light a torch.

“My previous universe had been plumbed and divined. The pieces of it had been parted out into known quantities. Stone, Fire, Water, Air, Light and Dark; the constituent fragments of Reality. Those that could work these facts were called mages. Those that worked these facts well were called archmages. Those who sang their own mutated truths out of the mana were called Wizards. And then it all ended, and we ended up here.

“But despite the vast differences in fragments from the Old Cosmology to this New Cosmology, it all looks the same, really. We would not have survived if we had not gotten lucky enough to find this new, nearly-the-same universe. But it is not truly the same. Not at all.” He looked off into the distance for a moment. He came back to himself, saying, “You are no wizard. You just know a few parts of this reality and you have the Script to help you along. The rest of us are using ancient shovels, in an ancient land, while you have [Stoneshape].” He went quiet again, as he gazed upon the scattered, colorful lights of the dungeon. He seemed to be thinking of something. His head tilted just a little, then tilted back.

Erick waited. 

The Headmaster said, “Try for [Prismatic Ward] again. Here and now. It should protect you a fair bit more than those [Crystalline Air]s of yours. You have been working on this spell, yes?”

Erick stuttered out, “Yea— Yeah! Sure. Okay. The last time I tried was actually a few days ago.” He summoned another four tiny Ophiels into the air beside him. As the tiny winged guys popped out of a vibrating manasphere and the Ophiel on his shoulder flitted into the air to join himself, Erick said, “Just need to summon a few more.”

“Do whatever you feel the need to do.” The Headmaster added, “I can take more time for this than I thought I could. No rush.”

Erick summoned two more tiny Ophiel. Soon, seven Ophiel floated through the room. 

He directed his attention to the pool of water in front of him, and the light slimes rolling through the water. With a bit of [Stoneshape], the slimes rolled out of the way, to the side. Erick reworked the plumbing with precise control. He set aside the pool’s outflow to another protected part of the water system of the dungeon, leaving him with a perfectly circular pond, just a few inches deep, filled with crystal clear water. With no slimes playing in the pond or streams pouring into the space, the water soon calmed. The only thing that disturbed the perfect surface was the stream of mana and air from above. This inflow set ripples expanding from the center of the pond. 

Erick’s mana had recovered enough to continue with the rest of the setup. He set his seven tiny Ophiel evenly around the pool, as he glanced at the Headmaster. The Headmaster did not need to be asked; he stepped backward, away from the water. 

With a gentle command, separated into seven pieces, Erick commanded Ophiel to expand. Each tiny [Familiar] unfolded with wing and feathers and eyes, one meter tall, then two. Each of them turned symmetrical; jumbles of wings and eyes became artistic grace. This was not their full size, but it was slightly bigger than Erick, and that was the perfect size. He set each winged Ophiel on a different task. He started with the one on his left. 

Seven motes of stone floated up from the dungeon floor, into the air around the first Ophiel, shaped into spheres. The second Ophiel grabbed seven globes of water pulled from the pond. [Prestidigitation] gave rise to orbs of fire, held in place with [Fireshape] around the third Ophiel, while balls of flowing air came from the inlet above the pool and took position around the fourth Ophiel. Radiance circled the next Ophiel, seven perfect spheres of light plucked from the room, while seven orbs of utter darkness held around the sixth Ophiel. The seventh held strong with seven floating balls of diamond, roughly plucked from a nearby statue and quickly shaped into perfect spheres by Erick’s concentrated effort. He scattered the resulting diamond dust into the pool, setting the water to sparkling even more, as hand-sized, smooth and spherical orbs began to float around the last Ophiel. 

Erick cast seven [Wards] across the pool. They were filled with intent, but not much more than that. 

Though he didn’t get all the math in Hocnihai’s books, the ritual and the process called to Erick in some deep way. He hadn’t planned on doing this today, or here, but now was as good a time as any to try and go for the big spell.

With another gentle nudge, he set all seven Ophiel to singing their parts. Erick joined them, 

“Here we lay a solid claim to land roughhewn and gentle made

“by this act of river tamed, by this need of monsters slain.

“Start a pyre, burn the night! Keep us safe and not afraid.

“Feel the breeze and scent the wind, banish all your thoughts of pain

“for all is seen and all is known, for these lights will never wane.

“If monsters crawl we are prepared, for there are ever hidden swords

“here in this hard land, I say! Here in this [Prismatic Ward]!”

Erick flowed meaning and power into his words as Ophiel joined him, surrounding the rippling pool and its layered, basic warding with vibrations and meaning and magic. Each line passed broke one of the [Ward]s over the water, quickly leaving the air empty, but full of resonance. 

The air broke over the pond. 

One second, there was nothing but the changing kaleidoscopic dungeon all around Erick. Even through his sunglasses the room was bright. And then it wasn’t. It was like he had walked indoors from the sun. A gentle, homey feeling overtook him. He smiled as he took off his glasses. The seven summoned Ophiel each put their spheres of matter back where they got them, or dismissed them back into the world. The one with the diamonds just stacked the seven balls in a heap on the floor, as all of them flashed down to parakeet-size and hovered over to Erick. 

Erick stood on the edge of a calm pool of water, as a gentle breeze flowed from above, and a dense feeling hung all around him. He moved his hand through the air. It didn’t shatter the air like how [Crystalline Air] broke at his touch. He just existed, and everything felt normal. 

All around Erick and the five meter wide pond, and another good seven meters outside of that pond in every direction, pressed against the ceiling and against the wavy ground, laid a density. A gravity, almost, but not quite. Outside of that density laid the dungeon, still kaleidoscopic bright and supremely radiant. Of the bright [Ward]s caught inside the effect, they were still bright, but they didn’t burn Erick’s eyes.

The Headmaster stood outside of that density, too, along with the light slimes. Those little balls of light were bouncing along, like before, though some of them bounced at the density, like hitting an invisible thing in the air, before they bounced right back to continue their play somewhere else. Streams of water flowed from outside the space, into the space, while air and mana swirled above, unimpeded. 

The Headmaster’s eyes were a bit wider than normal, but he said nothing. Instead, he looked to the air, like he was reading something.

Erick looked around, too. Where were his notifications? They didn’t usually take this long. 

The Headmaster frowned a little as he said, “Ah. That’s my fault. I was looking at the skill. Here—”

 




	
Prismatic Ward, instant, short range, permanent, Solid Ward, 100 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large space, that absorbs six times Variable damage before breaking.
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Erick was a little sad to lose the ‘You may increase or decrease the size of your Solid Ward for an increase or decrease in Variable cost’ of [Crystalline Air], but he readily chose [Prismatic Ward]. The ability to deny [Teleport]s of all kinds, not just the [Teleport] spell, was too good to pass up; you couldn’t blip into a space already occupied by an object, after all. He gave a sad smile and a deep, deep ‘thank you’ to [Crystalline Air] as he felt it break apart inside of his soul, or his link to the mana through the Script, or wherever was that odd space inside of him where the spells actually resided. 

The Headmaster said, “That is a remarkably good version of the spell. Do you mind if I give that rhyme and method to others who I hold in confidence?”

“I didn’t even know anyone could intercept notifications.”

“Ah.” The Headmaster said, “I usually do not, but this one came through the Script like a charging wyrm.” He added, “I’m technically a Registrar but only because I am Second to Rozeta.” He suddenly looked to the side. He looked back to Erick, saying, “This was a treat to witness, but I must go.” He said, “I will send Krigea to you later. I am very interested in procuring an actual light slime dungeon. If you are interested in a further bargain of trade for such a thing, I am willing to discuss terms. Whatever the case, I do think you should get both [Lightwalk] and [Shadowalk]. Separately, they are not that great for killing or escaping from Shades, but together they are wonderful. Like two halves of a coin. Of course, the other Four Elements taken together are similarly useful—” He looked to the air again. He said, “I must go.”

The Headmaster vanished in a blip of gold light.

Erick sighed out into the air. He watched as seven Ophiel played together, moving in and out of the [Prismatic Ward] without disturbing the space at all. After a few moments of just resting, feeling his mana refill, he set to putting his dungeon back to rights. [Stoneshape] remade floors and plumbing rather quickly. When the pool was back to the endpoint of the water stream curling around the room, and the pipes were back to their proper positions, Erick looked down at the nearest light slime, bumbling against the edge of his [Prismatic Ward].

Did he need a [Lightwalk]? Jane seemed to think he did, and so did the Headmaster. According to both of them, he needed [Shadowalk], too. But these slimes were just too cute. 

...It wasn’t a decision he had to make today, anyway. For now, it was time to go home! Erick dismissed six of his seven Ophiel, then blipped back to Windy Manor. 

He mostly ignored the nagging feeling eating at his gut that the Headmaster had done something to his [Prismatic Ward].
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                Erick returned to Windy Manor in a blip of white light with Ophiel on his shoulder. The sun came down from the east, barely peeking over the tall trees around the manor. Poi waited for him on a bench on the lawn in front of the large western windows. The sapphire scaled guard immediately stood up as Erick appeared, his face tense. But he relaxed as recognition set in. 

“Hey, Poi.” Erick asked, “What’s up?”

“Nothing.” Poi added, “Nothing. Glad to see you’re okay.”

Erick smiled. He teased, “I’m glad to see you care so much.”

Poi deadpanned, “I care about my ride back home.”

Erick laughed. Poi cracked a grin. 

Kiri rushed out of the front door, saying, “Oh thank the gods. When the [Crystalline Air] went down we all started to panic.”

“Ah!” Erick said, “I have a reason for that. Here.” Erick materialized two blue boxes of [Prismatic Ward] and tossed them to Kiri and Poi. 

Poi casually caught his box, but Kiri’s eyes went wide as she snatched hers out of the air. Poi read the box and dismissed it as he gently sighed out into the early morning sky.

Kiri shouted, “Holy gods.” She read the box again. She laughed.

Erick quickly gave permissions to Poi, Kiri, Teressa, Rats, Ophiel, and Jane, as he looked past them, to the house. He lined up his new spell then spent an extra 250 mana to Extremely Shape a 4500 point [Prismatic Ward] across the whole of Windy Manor; over the exposed wooden exterior and massive western windows, past the roof and into the ground an extra meter. The air around the manor shifted in some dense way, showing as a slight bend around the edges of the protected space, but nothing when viewed straight on. As the spell settled in, Windy Manor seemed a bit dimmer, and a bit brighter. Warmer yet cool. And shielded for over 50,000 points of damage.

Erick had originally considered [Prismatic Ward] to be some flashy thing, a brightness and a darkness and everything else all rolled up in one, similar to the fractal crash of [Crystalline Air], but more. That idea had shifted as time went on, for the base idea of [Prismatic Ward] was to protect, to nurture, to ensure survival. Survival was not flashy, or at least it wasn’t flashy for Erick, or for Hocnihai. 

Reading that man’s journals had helped Erick in many ways to achieve what he had achieved today. Erick barely understood all the math in all those pages, but he understood the need for a place to call home. That’s all that Hocnihai was looking for, after all, from the Greensoil Republic to the Wasteland Kingdoms, he had been betrayed and hurt on all sides but he had eventually found a place of his own. 

As Erick watched [Prismatic Ward] fill Windy Manor, he knew that Oceanside was not his home, but it was good enough for now. 

As Kiri watched the spell take hold her eyes went wide and a tiny squeal escaped her lips. When the spell finished, she rushed to the Manor’s entrance, to touch the solid air hanging across the open space. Her hand moved through the dense space without interruption. The air did not fracture like with [Crystalline Air]; it didn’t seem to do anything at all. Kiri rushed into the house, laughing as she moved. 

Poi watched the house, asking, “A permanent spell?”

Erick said, “I wasn’t expecting it, but it’s nice, right?”

“It’s something.”

Erick smirked. He said, “You know… I haven’t added ‘air’ or ‘water’ to the permissions, but water flows through the space anyway. You can breathe, even though it’s solid.” He added, “This is exactly what I imagined when I cast.”

Poi said, “Have you already given me permissions?”

“Of course!”

“Remove them for a moment.”

“… Okay?” Erick removed Poi from [Prismatic Ward]s permissions. “Done.”

Poi nodded, then blipped blue. He did not move, though. He just blipped in place. He hummed. He said, “It denies [Teleport] exactly how we all thought it would. Now… for this...” Tendrils of thought extended from his sapphire head. “That’s not blocked, so that’s good.” He turned to Erick. “Done. Please reinstate my permissions.”

Erick did so, then said, “We’ll still get messages if Spur needs us, then?”

“Yup.” Poi said, “That is exactly what I was testing.”

Kiri rushed out of the house, her emerald eyes glittering as she said, “This is amazing!” She exclaimed, “And it’s permanent! That’s crazy! Magic is supposed to degrade but this doesn’t! How did you even do that?”

Erick smiled. Now was a good a time as any to share his ideas with Kiri. He said, “I think it might decay all the time, but it also regenerates all the time, like how a Grand-[Prestidigitation] stove or a Permanent [Special Ward] recovers over time.”

Kiri stopped in her steps. She said, “Okay?”

Erick walked toward the house, saying, “I have this theory about [Renew] already being a part of [Ward]. The Headmaster spoke about how a Permanent [Special Ward] was more like how [Mend] returns an object back to its remembered state, so I’ll have to research that some more. You can help, but first, let me lay out my ideas and you can have at them, too.”

Kiri frowned a little, but said, “Okay?”

In the comfort of the house, Erick spoke of his [Renew] ideas. Kiri mostly listened. She was willing to accept his reasoning, but surely someone else would have tapped into this possibility before him, right?

“I think we need to research [Mend] more,” Kiri finally said. “I don’t know nearly enough about this spell.”

Erick said, “I agree. But we’ve got time, and lots of stuff to do besides.”

Kiri’s eyes blazed emerald as she smiled, saying, “We do, don’t we.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood beside his wooden desk, looking over a dozen books that laid scattered across the various surfaces of his room, while Ophiel sat on a perch by an open window. A gentle breeze flowed across the winged [Familiar]; he was in his preferred position for when Erick was working in his office. 

Kiri had taken Erick’s idea of [Renew] being inside [Ward] and run off on her own to investigate; her eyes alight with passion. But for Erick, it was back to studying. He might not have gotten far with [Gate], but he was doing well with enchanting despite the math and diagrams and rigidity of the discipline. The dozen books set around him now were all the most well respected books on the subject, each holding clues and rhymes and the runes of all the most common spells. One of the books was a complete breakdown of [Prestidigitation], stretched out to 500 pages of text and pictures that detailed everything known about this most complicated, most basic spell. 

The sheer volume of magical effects produced by [Prestidigitation] was worthy of a few thousand pages of in-depth study, but this smaller tome was a perfect primer on the subject. 

Thanks to these books, Erick was now able to enchant any of his normal spells into rods or wands as needed. He could enchant [Prestidigitation] into knives to make them sharper, too, or make a stove that never ran out of fire or power. He even made a hat that he could pull a ‘rabbit’ out of. It was a ‘rabbit’ made of fuzz and nothing that instantly puffed away as soon as it was released, but it was still a fun little effect to enchant into a hat.

Needles that sewed fabrics together on their own. Needles that sewed lace on their own. Cards that shuffled themselves. Cups that always kept their contents cold, or hot. Gems that turned the wearer’s clothes sparkly. Salt shakers that added salt flavor without actually using salt. [Prestidigitation] was quite fun. Erick had learned a lot trying to form that spell into the desired enchanted effect. 

But enchanting a staff with an aura was quite another endeavor entirely. This was yet another of his goals in coming to Oceanside. A Staff of Withering Domain was a bomb he did not want to create, not right now, but there was another spell in his arsenal that also needed to be made for others to use. A Staff of the Exalted Storm. But there were problems. A lot of problems. 

Firstly, it was damned expensive, and Erick was already running low on supplies. Each try for a staff of [Exalted Storm Aura] took a full grand rad. Secondly, his first five forays into enchanting such a thing leaned against the wall in the corner of the room, their metal shafts blackened and twisted, while the diamond orbs on top were broken, cracked things. Erick left them like that instead of [Mend]ing them back to metal ingots and perfect spheres because how the magic failed to take hold was supposed to tell him how the enchanting failed. Hence the books all around him. 

Erick read over auras and mathemagics, he pored over diagrams and energy rates. He studied pictures of staffs and how enchants failed, trying to figure out what was wrong with his methods. 

He Handy Aura’d one of the less twisted staffs into his hand. The gem on top was cracked in a spreading spiderweb pattern, while the staff itself was simply blackened and pitted. He Handy Aura’d through three different books, looking for the answer. 

According to this book—

Poi stepped into the open doorway, saying, “Sir. A monster approaches Spur.”

“Okay.” With a hundred Handy hands Erick rapidly set book marks into his books, closing them but leaving them where they were, while he set the broken staff back into the corner of the room. He summoned five Ophiel and began sending them across the ocean, saying, “It’s almost time for the rains, anyway.” He asked, “What kind of monster?”

Poi stood tall and said, “It’s the Flare Couatl.”

A sudden, bone deep, dead tired emotion washed through Erick’s entire body, settling into his chest and behind his eyes. He blinked long, simultaneously halting Ophiel’s procession to Spur as he said, “Monsterified?”

Poi said, “Initial reports are inconclusive, but disturbing. He attacked some rookies training outside the city but they managed to escape. Now, he’s hovering outside the walls, demanding that the rookies who escaped be released to his custody. That was five minutes ago. He vanished when Silverite said no, but promised to be back after he gathered enough hostages to force a trade.”

“Silverite would never trade hostages.”

Somewhere outside of Erick’s office, a chair slid across the floor. Footsteps drew near. 

“Exactly, sir.” Poi said, “But there’s another problem. The creature is asking for you, personally.”

Erick groaned, mostly silently. 

Kiri stepped to Poi’s side, watching.

“Okay.” Erick nudged Ophiel to continue on to Spur, as he said, “I need to be there in person.”

“If you wish, sir.” Poi said, “I’m ready when you are.”

Kiri offered, “You just summoned your Ophiel, right? I’ll take us all to Spur.” 

Erick had worked out a system for Ophiel to expend the least amount of mana to [Teleport] to Spur, where a few of them took most of them toward the end and then blipped backward, back into position. But they still ran through 250 to 750 mana each blip; it added up. And there was no room in Erick’s system for them to come back and take him and Poi along for the ride. 

“Sure,” Erick said. “That works. Thank you, Kiri.”

Kiri turned around, toward the balcony that ringed the central airspace of the house. She cast into the open air, conjuring a disk of swirling green Force inscribed with an innate circular [Teleport] rune. Kiri’s [Teleporting Platform] was modeled after Erick’s, though she went for [Airshape] instead of [Stoneshape]. Air was everywhere, after all. Stone was not omnipresent; there was barely any stone inside of Windy Manor. Kiri hopped over the balcony, landing on her platform. She turned to Erick and Poi, waiting for them to join her. Poi went first, over the balcony rail, onto the platform. Erick followed. 

Erick asked, “Did you talk to Teressa and Rats, Poi?”

“They know we’re going.” Poi said, “Whenever you’re ready, Kiri.”

Kiri answered in a crash of green light, blipping the three of them a thousand kilometers northwest, over the ocean. They continued to blip across the wide, wide waters, under Kiri’s power, across prairies and over mountains. Soon enough, they appeared above an endless tan desert where sunlight caught on endless crystal agaves and mimics. 

They continued on, to Spur.

 

- - - -

 

Kiri blipped her platform into the air just outside of the house, in orange Human District of Spur. Seven tiny Ophiel hovered above the roof of the house, while a small crowd had already gathered on the grounds below, in anticipation of Erick’s arrival. 

The two orcol guards who Silverite had watching over his house, Turock and Veel, stood to the side, near lemon trees of the garden. Jane stood by the door. Erick locked sight on his daughter, and though Silverite and Mog were also nearby, he instantly hopped off Kiri’s platform and rushed to Jane, to wrap his daughter in a hug. 

Jane chuckled over his shoulder as she hugged him back, saying, “Good to see you too, Dad.” She let go, whispering, “But there’s a crisis.”

Erick let go of Jane, saying, “Right, right.” He looked his daughter over a little, making sure she was really okay. She was, as far as Erick could see. Same brown hair clipped behind her head, same brown eyes, same wry smile. So Erick nodded, then turned to Silverite, asking, “What’s the score?”

He hadn’t seen Silverite in almost two months. She was the same pure silver wrought in the shape of a dragonkin as before. Silverite was the only wrought Erick ever knew who wore clothes. Today, she wore a nice, simple white dress, with a few frills on the arms and hem. Her face was a harsh thing, though. 

Silverite said, “The Flare Couatl is still a person, but this does not matter anymore. He has decided to gather up adventurers from outside the city and bring them here, to try and force my hand into giving up those who he already tried to kill.” She looked to Mog. “Mog?”

Mog was the same massive pale-green woman that Erick had always known, with huge muscles and short black hair. She wore her leathers today; normal brown. They might have been her conjured armor, or not. Erick had learned a small secret in the past month: Mog could freely change the color of her magic. She was happy with people not knowing what her magical effects looked like; she liked catching people offguard. She was not happy right now, though.

Mog frowned, saying, “In the last week we have had three unsubstantiated reports from two different parties that the Flare Couatl tried to kill them while they were out hunting mimics. The one team that reported twice never came back from their latest hunt. That was two days ago. And now we have this.”

Erick felt a flush of anger at himself. He asked, “Has any Cinnabar Hand been found in Spur?”

Silverite stared at Erick with hard, completely silver eyes. She said, “Yes.”

Erick inhaled sharply, then said, “What? Really?”

“Yes.” Silverite said, “Two of them, two weeks ago.”

“… Anyone I know?”

“I don’t think so.” Silverite said, “I need that Flare Couatl dead, Erick. It has killed thousands of hunters since it appeared but I fear it is running out of targets. It’s also gotten too big. It’s an actual threat to Spur. Merit and Killzone are standing by for this confrontation, as are the other archmages of Spur. They will not move unless—”

The sky cracked with power, like a far away thunderstorm announcing its presence. Red bled across the roof of the world; a mist of blood and hatred and magic.

Mog said, “It’s back.” 

All seven Ophiel held still in the crimson air, their bodies slowly expanding to their full size. Eyes opened up across their flowing wings as they silently gazed north. Erick watched the sky with them, as the entire city of Spur witnessed the Flare Couatl appear in the sky beyond the northern wall. 

Erick felt his blood go cold as his heart beat hard.

The Flare Couatl lazed in the air like an impossibly large sea snake, matching the city walls for width and dwarfing every wyrm that Erick had ever seen. Two hundred meters long, three hundred? Erick didn’t know. The Flare Couatl was a lot bigger than Erick remembered. Blood red scales glittered in the red sunlight, flickering with power, while multiple sets of bright red wings flowed down his back, from behind his massive blunt nose, to his long tapered tail. 

He spoke, quietly but pervasively, his voice carrying through the city, “I am ready for a trade. I also wish to speak to Erick Flatt. Please do not deny me this simple request.”

Erick quickly asked Silverite, “The people he wants— They’re not impostors, right?”

“They are not.” Silverite said, “If you can’t fight it, get it to leave.”

Jane stepped toward the Flare Couatl, but caught herself before she took a second step. She winced. She said, “Fuck.” She whispered, “Shit. I can’t be out here.” She looked to Silverite, saying, “I can’t help. Don’t make me.”

Silverite said, “Then cower in your home like the rest of those who need protection.”

Jane locked up for the briefest of moments, staring daggers at Silverite. She quickly came out of it, nodding. She rushed back into the house, closing the door behind her. Erick stared at that door for a hot second. 

Erick looked back toward the Flare Couatl. He took into the air on his Handy Aura, saying, “I’ll see what I can do to get him to leave.”

It took mere moments to fly over the stone buildings of Spur, to reach the wall. It took less than that for the Flare Couatl to notice Erick flying his way, flanked by seven now-tiny Ophiel. Erick set down on a flat stone tower next to the northern city gates. The Flare Couatl hung in the red sky in front of him, radiating a heat that failed to reach Erick, but that Erick still felt on his skin like a sunburn starting. 

The series of events for Erick to get to this point almost caused him to wander off into thought in an attempt to escape this current situation, but he remained in the present. He spoke to the Flare Couatl, using [Prestidigitation] to increase his voice a little, “Greetings! I heard you were looking for me!”

The Flare Couatl watched Erick, his eyes blazing like miniature suns. Erick felt his stare like the stare of a killer, deciding how best to proceed with the killing. But he did not draw closer to Erick. The Flare Couatl just hung in the sky, watching. Thinking, maybe? Erick wasn’t sure.

The Flare Couatl said, “You are Erick Flatt.”

“For my whole life, so far!”

“I wish to know if you have discovered how to [Scan] through the problems of [Polymorph].”

“I have done some research on the subject in my time at arcanaeum, and I don’t think what you want is possible.”

This was not a lie. He had done some research, but reading a few books on [Scan] and making the spell that Messalina wanted were entirely different beasts. No matter his ideas on DNA, or mitochondria, or whatever possible unique bacteria might inhabit the people of Veird, making such a spell would prove the death of him. So Erick didn’t plumb the depths of [Scan] magic too deeply. At least not yet. 

Besides, if Erick were to make such a spell, it would be Particle Mage Only, and thus useless for Messalina’s needs. Erick might not have a major problem with her using soul magic to move willing participants into other bodies, but there was absolutely no way that he would ever work with her. She was still a mass murderer, even if you discounted all of her soulwork. 

Researching [Scan] was not the only bit of magical history that Erick had looked into. He had also looked into Messalina. The Life Binder, as she was known to most of the world, was a story told to children to scare them into being good, and also a real person, responsible for the deaths of thousands of people, all because of some unknown reason; some schism that happened between her and the Headmaster, centuries ago. 

The Flare Couatl watched Erick with eyes of fire. His mouth opened just a tiny bit, then closed. He spoke without moving, “Then I must continue my work the hard way.” He added, “I know I said that I would bring back some hostages to trade for those that got away, but this was me speaking out of turn. I will not do this if you can tell me that those who escaped my wrath were not hunters.”

Erick honestly said, “As far as I know, and as far as Silverite and the people here have told me, the people you seek are not impostors. If they are hunters, then it is up to the laws of Spur to decide their fates. They are in our custody until such a decision is reached.”

The Flare Couatl shivered in the sky, his wings flickering as he gently undulated. 

Erick continued, “Thank you for what you have done to search out the Cinnabar Hand and to rid the Crystal Forest of those who would kill without care for the damage they do. I wish you the best of luck in finding your true quarry.”

The Flare Couatl slipped left and right, just a little. His eyes stared down at Erick. He said, “They are hunters. Every single person in that group. In due course you will divine what I already know, and you will pass down the same judgment I would have passed. That you take more time to come to my conclusion is of no consequence to me.”

The air singed red. The Flare Couatl was gone, just like that. 

Here one moment, gone the next. 

Erick almost collapsed to his knees. He held himself upright for one brief moment, before blipping back home. As he appeared in front of Silverite and Mog, Erick muttered, “Fuck, he got big.”

Mog nodded, silently.

Ophiel, all seven of him, winged through the sky, quickly coming back to Erick.

Silverite said, “Do you have a spell that can kill him without destroying Spur in the process?”

“… No.” Erick corrected himself, saying, “Maybe.” He added, “I might, tomorrow. I need to level some things. Fire’s not very useful against Flare Snakes, right?”

Mog said, “It works, but not well.”

Silverite said, “You should figure out what you need to figure out, Erick.” She pointed to the empty, red northern sky, where the crimson glow of the Flare Couatl slowly left the air. “That Flare Couatl is talking to everyone. Not just you. His discipline is gone, Erick. Maybe he’s not turning into a monster, but what he is turning into is something much worse: a dragon without the need for a cover. A dragon turning erratic.”

Erick asked, “Then shouldn’t someone like the Headmaster come kill him? Isn’t that how this works with dragons?”

Silverite’s eyes went wide. “I don’t want a fight like that within five [Teleport]s of Spur, and neither do you.” She spat, “And those people the Couatl chased off were not hunters, either.” She seemed to deflate as she said, “They were just adventurers, Erick. Nothing more, nothing less. They got in a spat out there and started fighting each other. To hear them tell it, it wasn’t even a serious fight.”

Erick felt yet another flicker of unwellness pass through his body. He forced that feeling down into obscurity. Erick steeled himself, then said, “Okay. I get what you’re saying. He needs to die.”

Silverite said, “What do you have to use against the Couatl besides fire. Tell me if I need to call someone else.”

“… I’m going to go out and work on it right now.” Erick said, “I will do what I can for Spur and for the people here, Silverite.”

Mog, Kiri, Poi, and the two guards stationed at Erick’s house, just watched, silently. 

Red faded from the sky as the world slowly transitioned back to blue skies and orange stone. 

“Fine.” Silverite blinked long. She eventually said, “Good. Thank you.” She breathed deep, then asked, “Are you going to stick around for the night? If so, there’s some—”

The sky flickered red. All seven tiny Ophiel whined loud as they hovered next to Erick, hiding against his sides. 

Erick whipped around to the north, but the bloody stain in the sky spread out from directly around his house. The Flare Couatl materialized above and in every direction, all at once, like an incandescent snake coiling around the Human District. The Flare Couatl’s head appeared around the garden like any number of wyrms Erick had ever fought, but unlike all those wyrms, an intelligence laid inside this creature’s eyes. The air turned radiant, hot, and deadly. Lemon trees burst into flame. The ground scorched into glass. One of the two orcol guards puffed away, going from flesh to bone to dust in a flashing second. Erick’s skin burned as his own [Personal Ward] went cracking bright white.

Erick reacted through Ophiel faster than he could react on his own. Ophiel cast a rapid fire [Endless Plasma Wrap] out of three of his bodies, layering white fire around the red serpent, as another tiny Ophiel wrapped a [Prismatic Ward] around Erick, catching several of the nearby people in the [Solid Ward]. Erick simultaneously granted everyone around him permissions.

The Flare Couatl vanished again in a smattering of red. 

The entire event had taken a single second.

Poi fell to the ground, bleeding from his eyes and ears. Kiri blasted the empty space where the Flare Couatl had been. Mog rushed into that same space, heedless of Kiri’s fire, slashing at the air with a cleaver twice her own size, hitting nothing. Silverite pulsed silver, rushing to Poi.

A chaotic fraction of a second turned into yelling moments as Jane appeared beside Poi, her hand glowing dark blue. Everyone yelled at everyone else. Silverite frowned at the dead, burned body of Turock. Veel was nothing more than ash on the hot wind.

All Erick could do was ask, “What?”

Poi’s voice cut into the noise, as he said, “I chased it away, but not for long. It’s barely a person anymore.” He winced as he said, “Mayor. This is going to get rough.”

Jane was suddenly by Erick’s side, slapping him with a glowing blue hand, saying, “Wake the FUCK up, dad.” She demanded, “Are you here, now?”

Erick came back to himself. He said, “Yeah. Yeah. Jane. I’m here. Sorry about that. I don’t know what happened.” He added, “I tagged him with [Endless Plasma Wrap] but— I don’t know.”

Silverite helped Poi to stand. Kiri blanched, a dozen emotions crossing her panicked face, her green scales turning a shade lighter. With a quick motion, she smothered the flames burning against the stone.

The garden was completely gone. The Flare Couatl had flashed wood and fruit and vines to ash.

In the distance, all across the city, a warning siren began to blare; a chorus hailing an oncoming death. Erick opened his senses wide, turning on [Perfect Hearing] and [Ultrasight], trying to—

Now was not the time to be stingy with his points. That Flare Couatl was coming back, and he had no time to try and combine a proper physical skill. He would have to do like Jane did. Erick just bought the damn parts, and then the final skill, spending 3 points to do so. This was why people saved points, after all. 

And then he went and Favored it, too.

 




	
Tracker’s Instinct, 1 HP per second

Hunt clearly.








 




	
Lightfoot, 2 HP per second

Move quick and silent








 




	
Hunter’s Instincts, 10 HP per second ~{Favored Ability}~

You are the predator.








 

Like daughter, like father.

Jane said, “All that training helped, but we’re not out of the fire, dad.”

Erick nodded. He took stock of his current situation. [Hunters Instincts] flared, providing him with enough focus to fully consider the lay of the battlefield. 

The [Prismatic Ward] that the first Ophiel had provided, as the Flare Couatl appeared in the Human District, was gone. That Ophiel was down to less than a hundred mana and barely able to fly. The others were all down to maybe half-mana. Erick dismissed the hundred mana Ophiel. He summoned three more. Erick was back down to low mana himself, but he was up to nine Ophiel.

Erick had a freshly summoned Ophiel spend his entire self to erect a new [Prismatic Ward] across the house. Erick was back down to 8 [Familiar]s.

Erick pointed at his house, [Hunter’s Instincts] still active. He said, “It’s a [Prismatic Ward]. It should be about 26,000 points of defense. We can Rest inside.” He looked to Jane, demanding, “Jane. I just got [Hunter’s Instincts]. You go inside. This is not your fight.”

Jane went from looking eager to fight, to visibly shaking, her words trapped in her throat. She did not look at her father as she silently turned and walked back into the house. 

Erick’s eyes went wide as he watched her go. He did not expect that to work. He Handy Aura’d up, into the air, saying, “I’m going to stand up on my tower and kill it when it appears.”

Mog said, “I’ll wait with you.” She blipped up to the flat surface of his mage tower, fifteen meters off the ground, landing inside a bubble of [Prismatic Ward] that extended up from the tower. She called down at him, “It’ll be back soon.”

Silverite hauled a half-conscious Poi toward the house, following Jane into the front door.

Erick landed beside Mog, saying, “I made a mistake, Mog. I should not have allowed it to get the drop on us like that. I should have attacked it out there. I should have trusted Silverite’s judgment. I should have listened to you.”

Mog kept her eyes on the sky, watching for the return of red, as she said, “Yup.”

Kiri landed beside Erick and Mog, asking, “How many Wraps were you able to cast?”

“Three.” Erick added, “From Ophiel, so the effect is less.” Erick flared [Hunter’s Instincts], and the world shifted. As Health drained, time seemed to slow. 

He watched people running to hide indoors, all the way on the other side of the empty expanse of the flat Human District. He saw the glassy stretches of orange stone that ringed his house like a moat. His gardens were gone. The Mage Trio’s house was scorched; Erick hoped they were okay, or not at home. He heard the sirens blaring out their warning all across Spur, but he also heard Poi talking to Silverite in the house below, and Jane roaring at a wall, impotent and hating every second of her torture. He felt his body like it was a tool to use to bring about the destruction of his enemies, and right now the enemy was—

The sky blinked red. Erick simultaneously demanded his highest-mana Ophiel to cast another [Prismatic Ward] right across the top of the tower, right on top of Erick, Mog, and Kiri. An Ophiel disintegrated; spent. 7 left.

The Flare Couatl appeared all around the Human District, scorching the orange stone. His eyes blazed as his mouth opened a dozen meters wide, revealing tower-sized fangs and an endless, incandescent gullet that poured heat across the house like a blowtorch. 

The dense air around Erick, Kiri, and Mog, flexed, but did not break; it would not last forever.

Erick demanded another Ophiel expend himself, casting another [Prismatic Ward] into that gaping mouth. As soon as the calm, dense space appeared, interrupting the torch, the remaining Ophiel [Blink]ed into that space, each of them rapidly casting more and more [Endless Plasma Wrap]s into the glowing insides of the Flare Couatl, wrapping the beast in white, fiery light.

Radiance flickered across the creature’s red scales, brighter than the beast’s own fire, burning bright even in red sunlight.

The Flare Couatl tried to recoil, but his fangs caught on the [Prismatic Ward]. He chomped down; equally unable to break the [Prismatic Ward]. His body flickered behind Erick, on the other side of the house, slamming against the [Prismatic Ward] around him and his tower like an ineffectual avalanche. 

Ophiel called clouds and lightning from the near sky, but the Flare Couatl flared harder, cracking the dense air around Erick and around the house as his rising heat cut through the spell above. 

Erick cast a [Wintry Sea] into the Flare Couatl. 

About three seconds had passed since the attack began. Mog had yet to move; she was waiting for an opening. Kiri cast spell after spell at the red creature, but the Flare Couatl didn’t seem to care about her fire. He didn’t seem to care about Erick’s fire, either. 

But as blue light tore into the red snake, he cared about that, very much. 

He roared, loud and hot, breaking the [Prismatic Ward] in his mouth, igniting the sky, as blue light crawled into—

The Flare Couatl blipped up, then left, then right, each time moving thousands of tons of its own body, trying to get away from the blue light. But the blue light stuck with the red snake, crawling through his entire length, diving in and out of the two hundred meter long beast, as white fire continued to crawl over his scales. Where the blue light touched, the snake's skin cracked like broken ice on a frozen pond. When the blue light passed, blood soaked out of the Flare Couatl.

Erick said, “I could cast more [Wintry Sea]s, but it’s dangerous.”

“Don’t do any more,” Mog said. “Backup is already coming.”

As Mog spoke, a bolt of black, long and sinuous, half the size of the Flare Couatl, rocketed out of the west, tearing over Spur like a bullet from a very, very large gun. It was not a wyrm, though it looked like one, because it was a dragon. Black, long, wingless and in complete control of itself, the dragon ripped through the Flare Couatl with some long bladed spell. 

“Mine!” roared the black dragon. “Mine!”

Thirty meters of the Flare Couatl’s tail fell like a whale thrown from the sky. It crashed into the wall of Spur, breaking the wall as the tail broke into meat and blood and bright white bones. The Flare Couatl screamed as the dragon roared, whipping back onto the snake, black claws and black legs grabbing and tearing into the glowing white surface of the red beast. 

Blood splashed across the Human District, striking stone and turning into pools of fire, as the black dragon fought the red feathered snake in the skies above. It was a one-sided battle. The dragon tore the snake apart, ripping off feathers, pulling it from the sky. In under ten seconds, the dragon cracked the snake across the walls of Spur. 

The snake went limp as its fires died, and the white glow around its body faded. The blue glow attached to the snake transferred to the dragon, but the dragon simply flickered black, and the blue glow died, too. 

Erick got a notification for killing the Flare Couatl, but he ignored that notification for now because the dragon did not stop its assault, and he had not gained a level. The dragon tore into the red flesh of the feathered snake, ripping scales apart from wings, tearing skin from fiery meat. The dragon’s fangs flashed bright white as it ate its opponent like a starved man at a banquet. The very walls of Spur shifted into knives, turning into cleavers under the direction of the black dragon. 

Cleavers the size of houses chopped down through the red snake, carving it up. 

The dragon dove into the snake’s chest, digging out the heart, consuming the organ. It moved on to the head. Chop chop went stone cleavers. The dragon opened the skull, and ate the brain in five quick, messy gulps. 

Kiri puked off the side of the tower. 

Mog just stared at the feasting dragon, wide eyed. 

Erick asked, “Should we be worried, Mog?”

Mog kept staring, as she said, “… No. Probably not. This is just… Rather intense. I knew we had a dragon on staff, but… I didn’t really know, you know.”

Erick watched the feast, saying, “No. I don’t really know. But if you didn’t know either I don’t feel so bad.”

Mog chuckled, or at least tried to. It was a nervous sound that cut quickly. Soon, the only thing Erick could hear was the munch crunch of a dragon devouring its enemy. 

The black dragon paused for a moment, its entire body covered in gore and meat. It looked up. It turned toward Erick. A few hundred meters separated them, but they locked eyes for the briefest of moments.

The dragon, and what was left of the Flare Couatl, blipped away in a shattering of black light. 

Then Erick puked. At least this time he held it in until the battle was over. 

 

- - - -
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!
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Thanks for reading!

Your reviews, ratings, and upvotes on the reviews of others, helps to increase visibility. 
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Defend X, 1 minute, 1/10 HP

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 



                

                Blood and viscera burned on the orange stone all around Erick’s house. Vast crescents of flat land had been turned into rippling, blackened glass, while a breeze flowed through the broken city wall to the north. Ash blew on that wind, like a barely-there snow. 

Erick and Jane’s house was perfectly okay; floating ash parted around the dense air surrounding the house like a gently denied intruder. The Mage Trio’s house had not fared so well. As Erick stood atop his tower and Kiri puked over the side again, he stared at the Oceanside Mage’s house. Cold ran up his spine. 

A broken blue [Ward] hung haphazard around that three story, towered house, like hexagons of shattered ice. The windows of the house were broken, while the yard was charred and blackened. With a quick [Hunter’s Instincts]-powered look around, Erick saw that the rest of the city around the Human District was minimally on fire; people were already coming out of stone houses to put out the small flames here and there. But the Mage Trio’s house was not on fire at all. The house stood there like the remains of Erick’s gardens; inert, unburning.

Had everything already burned away inside the Mage Trio’s house?

Mog blipped grey, back down to the ground beside the door to Erick’s house. Kiri washed thick air across the top of the tower, catching Erick in her own [Cleanse]. The bad taste in his own mouth vanished, but he was barely paying attention to details like that. He was listening all around. Right now, Silverite, Poi, Jane, and Mog, were all inside of his own house; they were all okay. Maybe Ramizi, Eduard, and Maia were, too?

With a quick thought, Erick sent an Ophiel blipping toward the Mage Trio’s house. He rode his [Familiar]s sight, through the charred doorway, into the broken front room, and further, quick as Ophiel could fly.

Couches and beds were ash. Alchemy ingredients were blackened, or on fire. The kitchen was a wreck. A greenhouse attached to the north side of the house was broken; glass and twisted metal scattered everywhere, while the garden itself was full of burning couatl meat and ash. He had only explored for a minute, but it did not look good. Erick came back to himself, but he urged Ophiel to continue his search for people inside the house. Ophiel wasn’t quite smart enough to know them as the ‘Mage Trio’; not yet, anywa—

Why was Erick searching for them manually? He was inside his [Ward]. Any telepathic backlash damage done to him would be heavily mitigated. Erick recalled Ophiel and opened a [Telepathy] line to all three of them.

‘Ramizi? Maia? Eduard? Are you all safe?’ 

Moments ticked by. 

Silverite sent, ‘You okay?’

Erick was startled for a moment, but he sent back, ‘Yeah. Kiri and I are good. But the Mage Trio’s—’

‘We’re all good. Busy. Talk to you later,’ came Ramizi’s response.

Erick continued to send to Silverite, ‘Never mind; they’re good, too.’

‘I already talked to them.’ She sent back, ‘It’s time for all of us to talk about Spur joining the hunt for Messalina.’

Erick stood on top of his mage tower, looking out at the burning Human District. Barely five minutes had passed since the fight ended, but it felt like a week. He sent, ‘Okay. Give me a few minutes out here.’

‘Sure.’

- - - -

Quick as the fight ended, the reconstruction efforts began. Guards in silver armor walked out of the city, into the Human District. Three here, two there. They worked in groups, and they worked fast. Body parts were gathered together and set to [Cleansing Fire]. Blood and ash were simply [Cleanse]d. Broken walls were moved back into positions. The land was turned back to normal stone. 

By the time Erick touched down in front of his house, one of the guards out of a group of three came over to him. A yellowscale guard in silver armor offered to help Erick put his own property back to rights, but Erick told them he could take care of it all himself, later. The dragonkin just nodded, then went on with her job.

Erick repaired the worst of the damage around his house, like the garden that had been turned to ash and then blasted away, leaving a great big hole in the front yard, and a bit around the back near the compost pile that had been blasted away. Erick had failed to fully enclose the house in his [Prismatic Ward], and parts of the building had holes in walls. So with [Stoneshape] and after dismissing the scattered dense airs surrounding the estate, Erick went about casting [Prismatic Ward] properly, this time.

His house was definitely larger than a normal ‘large-sized’, though, so with 5100 mana total, and after Clarity, he had to spend 50 for the base spell and 250 for a Total Mana Shaping, leaving him with 4800 mana left for Variable costs. But he didn’t want to be at 0 mana, so he threw 4600 into the shield. Clarity doubled the power of that 4600 mana, though. The final result was a [Solid Ward] worth just over 55,000 points of damage. 

Dense, pleasant air soaked out across stone and windows. The spell extended up several meters into the air on both mage towers, giving him ample space to stand protected, if he wished, while leaving the exterior doors covered only halfway through the wood. If some unpermitted person wanted to knock on the doors, they could. Everything else was fully covered by [Prismatic Ward].

The fight with the Flare Couatl was twenty minutes ago, and it still didn’t feel real. 

Erick went into the sunroom. Silverite sat on a chair in the sunroom with several lines of thought radiating from her head. Her eyes were closed, but she knew he was in the room. Erick went to the window, and waited. He watched the Human District, and waited.

Across the way, the yellowscale guard spoke to Eduard in the lawn front of the Mage Trio’s house. Erick guessed she was offering Eduard help, too. Eduard waved her off as he pointed backward. Ramizi floated in the air around their southern, broken mage tower, shaping stone back into position. Maia briefly appeared behind a broken upstairs window, before thick air spilled out from that window. The yellowscale guard nodded, then walked away. Eduard continued walking toward Erick’s house. 

Erick occasionally ran [Hunter’s Instincts], just so he could be aware of his surroundings. The battle was over, but it certainly didn’t feel over. It felt like it was just beginning; the Flare Couatl finally attacking Spur was just the opening act.

As he looked out the window, he paused in thought, as he watched the happenings around the only other house in the Human District. Usually this view was blocked by the garden, but that was gone; turned to dead dirt and blown-away sand. Erick had seeds for everything he had grown, while all of his fruits and vegetables and grains were already a part of the farms to the west. Recovering from this blow would be as hard as asking for some clippings from the farmers out west of the city. 

But that was a conversation for another day.

Erick turned to the only other person in the room, saying, “Eduard is on his way over. Just him.”

Silverite opened her eyes. The lines of thought around her silver head gradually winked out, as she said, “Good.” She tilted her head left, saying, “Mog is coming back.”

No one had really said anything around Erick after the fight ended. Poi was sleeping off his own magic in his room. Jane was watching over him with her [Greater Treat Wounds]. Kiri made herself scarce for some reason. 

Erick wasn’t quite sure why no one was talking to him. Were they mad at him? He felt guilty of something. He wasn’t sure what, but he knew he had done something wrong. 

He asked, “Silverite? Is the number of people saved by the Flare Couatl higher than the number he killed?”

“Yes,” Silverite said, emphatically. “He was a power hungry killer in the end, but he also killed over three thousand hunters, at least. Maybe a lot more. Your decision to let him run free for a while was the correct one, based on pure math.” She added, “Sometimes it’s hard to make that sort of decision, but you gave me a good reason to follow your lead, and I took it. But now we have to take a harder stance.”

Erick slowly nodded. He still didn’t feel right, or good, but at least Silverite’s words were… something. Had he really made the right call back then? Maybe he had? Was he really okay with this sort of hard math that Silverite spoke of? It’s not like the extra monsters Eduard warned about ever materialized. According to everything that happened, letting the Flare Couatl run around had been the right choice…

… Except for that part at the end.

Erick spoke for purely his own benefit, to make it all seem more real, “You have to strike a balance between letting the monster-eating monsters roam, and killing what needs to be killed.” 

Silverite said, “Don’t go getting a hero complex on me, Erick. You’re not expected to kill everything that threatens this city; you were just the easiest option for the last two months.” She said, “Besides, I am the one that decided that Spur would not hunt Messalina. Not you.”

Erick smiled. 

A knock came from the front door.

Erick gave Eduard [Prismatic Ward] permissions. He almost walked out of the sunroom to get the door, but he heard another move faster.

Kiri said, “I’ll get it.” 

Erick spoke out into the hallway, “I already gave him permission.”

Erick sat down in the sunroom, across from Silverite, as Eduard walked into the house. Kiri guided the Ice Mage from Oceanside into the sunroom. As soon as she deposited Eduard into the doorway of the sunroom, she took off, eager to get gone; Erick would need to ask her later what that was all about.

Erick said, “Come on in, Eduard.”

Eduard wore pale blue [Conjure Armor] clothes, with an armored section over his chest. He asked Erick, “Are you here to help round up Messalina?”

“… I don’t know yet.”

Silverite said, “Whatever Erick chooses to do or not do does not matter. Spur has now been given reason to find and end Messalina’s involvement in the affairs of the Crystal Forest. To that end—” She paused. She looked to air, to her left. 

The front door knocked again. Erick heard Kiri rush to open the door.

“That would be Mog.” Silverite said, “Please sit, Eduard. This discussion might take a while. I wish to know fully and completely what you know, so that we can end this threat.”

Eduard looked to Silverite, then to Erick, asking, “Why are we doing this here, if he’s not going to help?”

Erick said, “I said ‘I don’t know yet’. That means ‘I might help take her down’. It’s just— Where I came from, I used to work with the dregs of society. The people who were bad off and doing worse to others because of it. I helped people turn their lives around, Eduard. I made my community better for it, and though I failed a lot, I also succeeded a lot.” He added, “The point is, is that my metric for how that system would work on Veird is very, very messed up. I think I made a bad call before, and I would like to know more.”

Silverite continued to sit in her chair.

Eduard gave a quick nod then moved into the room. He sat down across from Silverite, next to Erick, on one of five chairs in the room, saying, “Okay.”

Mog appeared in the doorway, asking, “Did I miss anything yet?”

Erick smiled to see Mog.

“No.” Silverite said, “We were just about to start.”

Mog nodded to Erick as she took a chair next to Silverite.

Silverite began, “Do you know where she is?”

“No.” Eduard said, “We do know that she is not in the Underworld. The Headmaster’s [Eyes of the Goddess] would have told him if she was down there. So she is still somewhere on the surface. At this point, our best guess is that she’s discovered some new method of camouflage, or she might be hiding out in a Cloud Giant city. It is well within her power to be able to kill and re-soul Cloud Giants with people loyal to her.”

Silverite said, “I’m guessing more the latter than the former. But I don’t think she would kill and re-soul them. She’s worked with Cloud Giants before.”

Eduard sighed out in both relief and disgust, muttering, “Of course. The one place we can’t actually go, and she has a history with the Cloud Giants. Fuck.”

Mog asked, “Is the Headmaster’s [Scan] still reporting her as somewhere nearby?”

Eduard resumed his professional facade. He said, “There have been some slight fluctuations in location, but mostly, she hasn’t moved at all in the three months since she came to this land.”

“We put out those Cinnabar Hand corpses last month and she took them.” Silverite said, “Have you noticed anything since then?”

“No.” Eduard said, “We’ve gotten no new leads. Honestly, we’ve never had any good leads until now. She’s a phantom.”

“No new monsters on the level of the Flare Couatl, either.” Mog said, “That slew of monsters you promised from Messalina never materialized, Eduard.” She added, “The reports of hunters are way down, though.”

Silverite said, “I suspect that at least 90 percent of the true hunter population in the Crystal Forest is gone. I doubt this will last for long. Some new wayward is bound to step up into the positions vacated by the dead now that the Flare Couatl is no more.” She continued, “As for the Cinnabar Hand themselves, you might not know this, but we kept track of those bodies we left out. Using our own methods, we tracked down two major Cinnabar Hand strongholds that have been attacked and gutted. Historically, there have been as many as seven strongholds the size of Spur out there, but that was ages ago. The two strongholds attacked were each the size of a small village. Maybe 100 to 300 people each. But Messalina is still hunting. She’s still out there. She has not found the ones responsible for the death of her village.”

Eduard sat stunned. He said, “That’s a lot more than what I knew.”

“We are cooperating with you now, if you will cooperate with us.” Silverite said, “I have received word in the last ten minutes that Kel’Duresh and Frontier would also like to cooperate with your hunt. They have been moved by the Flare Couatl’s brazen attack on Spur. I suspect several other cities of the Forest might look to cooperate as well, but I cannot speak for the whole.” She added, “So. What can you tell us that we don’t already know? Perhaps with regard to what the Headmaster has already told you. Maybe he has a theory on what Messalina might do now that her major tool to hunt the hunters is gone.”

Eduard paused in thought. He began, “The Flare Couatl was a perfect hunter-hunter. If most of the hunters in the Crystal Forest are truly gone, as you and the Headmaster fully suspect, that just means Messalina will start using more nefarious searching patterns. Parasites to infiltrate the cities of the Crystal Forest. Spying monsters. People corrupted through promises of wealth and power to act on Messalina’s behalf.” He added, “Most of that has already happened.”

Erick listened in rapt attention. 

Silverite said, “Are you speaking with the Headmaster right now?”

“Not right now.” Eduard said, “I just finished talking to him, though.”

Silverite asked, “Will he send more people here to help locate Messalina?”

“No.” Eduard said, “To put it bluntly, he doesn’t like that you let the Flare Couatl do what Messalina wanted. He will give you no more help than us.”

Erick watched, and listened, as they talked. Eduard was obviously holding back a vast amount of anger and pain, based on a tiny twitch in his left eye and his tense shoulders, but his voice was perfectly even. 

Eduard said, “But we are not nothing. I would like access to the Cinnabar Hand sites that Messalina attacked.”

“And you shall have them. But if the Headmaster is unwilling to further support this endeavor, then I will be taking a smaller stance than I had initially planned.” Silverite said, “You may tell your Headmaster that until he decides to reconsider his stance, that I will not be placing a quest against Messalina. What Spur will be doing, however, is making smaller inquiries here and there, and taking smaller steps to narrow down on Messalina’s position. We will find her, and then we will inform you of her location. We will give you no assistance beyond this.”

Eduard calmly said, “The Flare Couatl attacked Spur, and this is all you will do.”

Silverite said. “She likely has a whole horde of monsters ready to loose upon her enemies, and my first responsibility is to defense and the people of Spur.” 

Eduard said, “I will tell the Headmaster this, but I doubt he will be willing to change his stance.”

“I know how he is.” Silverite said, “I don’t expect anything to change, so I’m just telling you how it is.”

Erick joined the conversation with, “Why is she still here, in the Crystal Forest, anyway? I mean… I know why she’s here. But.” Erick continued, “This goes beyond ‘the Cinnabar Hand are here, so her quarry is here’. How is she so absolutely sure that they’re still here?”

Eduard frowned, silently.

Mog sat back in her chair, watching Eduard, saying, “I’ve been wondering that, too. If it was me who killed her people, I would have moved on. It’s been, what? Four months since her village was destroyed? But still, she is damn sure they’re still out there, isn’t she? She’s a soul stealing witch, but she’s not insane. So how does she know they’re here?”

Silverite said, “Eduard doesn’t know the answer to that. I doubt the Headmaster would have ever told him.”

Eduard winced. He recovered. He shook his head, then came words, pouring out of him like water from a broken levee. “She parasitized us! Taunting us in our dreams all these past months, telling us how—” Eduard controlled himself. He breathed deep. He said, “She needs to die. I need to kill her. Please, Mayor. Silverite. Please help me more than you are. For the good of Spur if nothing else.”

About a dozen thoughts raced through Erick’s mind. First came the notion that ‘Messalina parasitized them! Fucking hell!’ but that was quickly replaced by other ideas. They had been parasitized, which meant that Messalina was fully capable of infiltrating Spur already, and had likely already done so. Which meant his own experience with her parasites were likely not a singular occurrence. But that was Mind Magic, right? What were the mind mages doing to combat Messalina?

Erick asked, “Is Messalina an accredited Mind Mage, working as a part of their society?”

Silverite shook her head, saying, “No. She doesn’t actually alter free will. Therefore, she is not a target for mental pacification.” 

Eduard half-shouted, “She throws around dream worms like they’re letters! She invades minds, but no! That’s not good enough for the Mind Mages. I tried to get them involved, multiple times. They said no.”

Silverite took his outburst in stride, calmly saying, “Of course they said no.”

Eduard demanded, “Why is no one helping us to kill her? Even you won’t take a real stance against her, and she sent that Flare Couatl after Spur!” 

“I will speak honestly and simply, Mage Rokva.” Silverite said, “No one wants to go out of their way to kill Messalina because she is an evil that does a lot of good.” Silverite said, “Killing the hunters of the Crystal Forest will save untold thousands of lives. Ten thousand. Twenty thousand. Maybe more. This is what Messalina usually does. This is who she usually is. Usually she restricts her methods to Nergal, but that changes every so often. This is one of those times, and unfortunately, her actions have aligned her against Spur.” She continued, “There is a cruel math to letting her run around, and most of us make this calculation, knowing the risks. The only power who truly wants Messalina dead and gone is the Headmaster.”

Eduard sat straight. He looked to Erick. He looked back to Silverite. He said, “I’m surrounded by insanity.”

“But she has attacked Spur, and she knows we must respond.” Silverite continued, “Spur will respond, Mage Rokva. And since the Headmaster is not willing to put actual force into the game, the method of that response is dictated entirely by her actions in the next few days.” Silverite turned toward the window of the sunroom, saying, “Do you need me to repeat any of that, Messalina?”

Mog, Eduard, and Erick all rapidly turned to face the window. 

A small bit of ash held in the air. No. Not ash. It was a creature. Erick flared [Hunter’s Instincts]. What floated on the other side of his sunroom window was a tiny, tiny person, with small, translucent wings, huge eyes, and a big head. The being was only an inch tall, but it stared into the sunroom like it was supposed to be there. 

The creature blipped away. 

Eduard flipped out, launching to his feet, shouting, “That fucking bug! Fuck!” Something suddenly dawned in the man, as he looked at the dense air around him. He said, “It’s a [Prismatic Ward].” He laughed. “That little fucker can’t get in, can he— Ramizi. Maia.” He turned to Erick, glancing at the Ophiel on Erick’s shoulder. “Please. I know your Ophiel can do extra [Solid Ward]s. Please. Put one over our house, right now. Before that bug can—”

Erick was already doing it. He summoned another Ophiel to go along with the quiet one already sitting on his shoulder and sent it blipping over to the Mage Trio’s house. With a quick addition of two people to his list of permissions and a remotely controlled Shaping, a dense air layered around the Mage Trio’s house. The Ophiel who cast the [Ward] disintegrated into the ambient mana; spent.

“Done,” Erick said, before Eduard could even finish asking.

“Thank you.” Eduard went silent as tendrils of thought twisted from his head, into the manasphere. “They’ve been alerted. The bug hasn’t had a chance to get into the house.” Eduard sighed. “Sorry. I haven’t gotten much sleep lately.” He looked around. “It feels good in here, though. Oddly.”

Moments passed in silence.

Erick said, “You’re not okay, are you, Eduard.”

Eduard collapsed backward into his seat. He said, “No. I’m really not.”

Silverite asked, “We’re safe here, for now.” She rolled her shoulders a little, stretching her arms, as she said, “And it feels pretty good in this [Ward], too. What is that, Erick?”

Erick tossed Silverite a copy of his [Prismatic Ward], like tossing a ball through the air. She caught the blue box. She smiled as she read.

She said, “All beings inside are at Rest while inside. No matter what they’re doing, too, I suppose.”

Mog smiled. “I was wondering what that feeling was.”

Silverite turned to Eduard. “Now. Mage Rokva— Eduard. I’d like a complete report on your own efforts to find and combat Messalina, starting from when you first got to Spur, or when you were first informed that this was your mission; whichever is more relevant. I’d also like whatever information you have compiled regarding the event that precipitated her coming here.” She added, “Actually. Start with that. You physically went down to Nergal and [Witness]ed the battlefield, I hope?”

Eduard took a silent moment to respond. He said, “We were already out here in Spur, becoming citizens, when those Cinnabar Hand people killed Messalina’s village. We got tagged for her destruction when the Headmaster’s [Eyes of the Goddess] revealed she was up here. That was when we took over the investigation.” Eduard said, “No one found out the truth of the attack on Eidolon until it was too late to [Witness] the destruction of Messalina’s village. From our and the Headmaster’s subsequent investigation, and through several stories told by the survivors of the attack, we pieced together a series of likely events.

“The Cinnabar Hand show up in Eidolon, aiming for the Life Binder’s village. They immediately take the bodies and assume the forms of the less important members of a merchant caravan that is rumored to bring supplies to the Village.” Eduard said, “Four days later, Messalina rips out of the deeper forest like a tornado, flying in the sky, covered in ripped, dirty cloth and thousands of ghosts, looking like a dark blot on Reality. She then tears through every trading post that the caravan usually traveled through before they arrived at her village, killing absolutely everyone and harvesting their souls, strengthening her own soul storm. She does this all the way to the front gates of Eidolon. The city has had two hours of warning, at this point in time. They’re not ready for the Life Binder.

“An older woman steps out of those gates and confronts Messalina, crossing her hands over a gnarled cane. The old woman is barely able to stand. Messalina stops. Her storm surrounds the old woman, blocking the view from the outside. And then the storm and Messalina suddenly disperse, leaving the old woman’s body on the ground; dead.” Eduard said, “Her name was Wynding. She was the innkeeper for ‘The Dutiful Maid’; one of the better respites just inside Eidolon. Everyone knew her as a tough yet fair kinda lady, though there were more than a few people who were happy to see her dead, but these were all normal dislikes and a few open hatreds. There were no detractors or otherwise deemed to be overly invested in Wynding’s death.

“[Witness]es, conducted by Eidolon’s people, cast on the location of Wynding’s death, reveal that Wynding and Messalina had a telepathic, face-to-face conversation. Neither of them gave any indication of any words spoken. Usually there are sub-vocalizations that a good [Witness] is able to pick up, but there was nothing.

“Everyone who knew Wynding was completely unsurprised that she was willing to stand up to Messalina, but they were all surprised it worked. Wynding was thoroughly investigated. Whatever she said to Messalina must have been a private thing. They obviously had some sort of connection, but further investigation revealed nothing.”

Eduard said, “After that, we came back to Spur and went to work. Our [Familiar]s scoured the area of the Crystal Forest that the Headmaster’s [Eyes of the Goddess] declared to hold Messalina every single day. Every day, they found nothing. But Messalina found us, for sure.

Eduard breathed deep. He sighed. He said, “That’s when the Dream Worms started. At first, they were innocuous things. Normal dreams we never would have taken for anything other than normal dreams. She was feeling us out. She does that, you know. She’s probably already doing that to several people in town.” He thumbed toward the window, saying, “That bug plants the parasites. The parasites go away on their own, too. She’s really, really good at infiltration without you ever knowing, unless she wants you to know.”

Erick listened. Somewhere in the middle of Eduard’s story, Poi stepped to the doorway of the room. He was standing, so that was a good thing; it was much better than him bleeding from the eyes and ears or laying in bed for half a day. He didn’t look too bad. Poi noticed Erick noticing him, and just mouthed, ‘I’m fine.’ Erick nodded. Poi stepped into the room, listening to Eduard.

Eduard noticed Poi. He said, “I expected all the dream worms to get the Mind Mage Society up in arms, but they all said it was not their problem.”

Poi said, “I was not aware of the issue until it happened to Erick. I cannot speak for my society.”

Silverite said, “I will have to file a complaint with them, too.” She stared at Eduard, saying, “You really should have told me that Messalina was in the area, when you first found out, but I suspect that the Headmaster had a lot to do with that refusal to share information.”

Eduard said nothing.

Silverite said, “This failure to champion the needs of your chosen city is a continuation of the mark already made against you months ago when we were having a similar conversation. This splitting of loyalties is a problem, Eduard.” She sat back in her chair, saying, “But I know you are in a difficult position, and I am not up for fighting Oceanside. Therefore, I will simply say that I wish for you to be more open in the future.”

Eduard said, “Thank you.”

Mog asked, “What methods have you used to search the Crystal Forest?”

“Standard grid searching, mostly, but we’ve done it all. Expanding spiral. [Stonesense] searching. Fractured light searching. Scent and sound searching. Linear and windways. [Scan]ing from a [Familiar]. We’ve done what we can to keep our minds separate from potential influence, but then we discovered that we had been infiltrated and then we had to go all the way back to the beginning.” Eduard said, “We were supposed to be enough to bring Messalina to the Headmaster, but the Headmaster is losing faith in us.”

Silverite frowned. She asked, “You mean: you were supposed to be enough to inform the Headmaster of her location? I know I was flippant in our other discussion on this subject, but I hope you don’t mean to actually assault and capture her alive, and then take her into Oceanside.” Silverite said, “If the Headmaster sent you out to do that then he has sent you to your deaths.”

“Yes. Sorry. The first one. We’re just supposed to find her and report her position.” Eduard said, “I’ve not gotten a good night’s sleep in a while.” He added, “She is supposed to be in a roughly 500 kilometer space to the north of Ar’Kendrithyst. This actually includes Spur, but you would know if she was inside your city, right?” He asked, half desperate, “You’re not actually harboring her, are you?”

Silverite answered, “Spur is not hiding Messalina. After the recent trouble with the Daydropper, Merit has done her utmost to see that all the hiding spaces of the city are known.” Silverite said, “But just finding Messalina shouldn’t be this difficult, if she is actually where his [Eyes of the Goddess] says she is.” Silverite said, “At this point, I agree with you that there is only one more place to search, but Cloud Giant cities are no small thing.”

Eduard said, “I can’t go to the Headmaster with an idea of where she is. I need actual proof.”

Silverite said, “Whatever the case, Messalina will respond to the Flare Couatl’s death and this discussion. It shouldn’t take her long, but it also shouldn’t be a deadly response.”

All the bluster and emotion seemed to drain out of Eduard, as he said, “I still don’t understand why you all don’t consider her a major threat, on the level of Shades. She extracts souls and turns people into abominations.” He stood up, saying, “I have to go. I’ll give you copies of all our information as soon as I can.” He turned to Erick, asking, “How long will your [Ward] last?”

“Uh.” Erick paused in thought. Soon, he said, “I don’t know how to keep track of which [Ward]s my Ophiel create. I need to practice that. It could last a few days, or less, depending on if I need to reuse that Ophiel.” He added, “Which is a strange thing to think since they’re never actually ‘used up’ and none of them are numbered. I have testing to do.”

“Days?” A wide smile crossed Eduard’s face. He said, “That’s more than enough. The three of us just need one night, for a good, safe sleep. After I’m done here, I’m going to crash in bed. Thank you, Erick.”

Silverite smirked, glancing at Erick. But she said nothing.

Erick said, “I’m sorry to hear that she was parasitizing you all this time. I didn’t know. I thought my own experience with her was bad enough. I couldn’t imagine months of that sort of torture.” He added, “I heard after the fact that I was a very unkind person.”

Silverite said, “If you are ready to crash, then you can go ahead, Eduard. I have enough, for now. Thank you.”

Eduard nodded. “Then. If you’ll excuse me, I don’t want to be ambushed by that creature before I can make it home. So.” The air blipped cyan. Eduard was gone.

That was an enlightening conversation, but there were other problems to discuss, too.

Erick turned to Silverite, “The people who you assigned to my house? Turock and Veel.” He demanded, “What the hell, Silverite! They got blasted away by half a second of that Flare Snake! What—”

“I know!” Silverite interrupted, saying, “I know. I did not assign rookies to defend your house while you were gone. Please don’t think me that much of a fool.” She said, “Turock and Veel were more than capable of protecting this place from most intruders. Both of them were trusted Scions of Strength, both of them were Juggernauts and in the Army for years, and we were only exposed to the Flare Couatl’s flare for but a brief moment.” She said, “My only guess is that those two were compromised long before today, in the same way that you were.”

Poi frowned. “I talked to them occasionally. Checking in. They were Turock and Veel.” Poi straight-up asked, “Is this soul magic, now? Did we cross into that realm, yet?” He added, “Or were those two just victims of the Dream Worms?”

Erick, suddenly very worried, asked, “Can a Dream Worm kill you?”

“Not directly.” Silverite said, “But it can make you make bad decisions that seem like good decisions at the time.” She added, “And unless Messalina has changed a lot in the last 300 years, she does not operate like a normal necromancer. She has very strict rules, and one of those rules is that she doesn’t use her soul magic to alter souls. She doesn’t even mind control people. Not really. She has more than enough power over people with her Dream Worms, but she doesn’t… The Messalina I knew would not kill someone with a Dream Worm. But...” Silverite said, “This is my fault. I expected the Messalina I knew.”

Poi tsk’d. Mog grumbled.

Silverite said, “I’ll have to get Felair out here to [Witness] the scene… But maybe those two simply [Defend]ed themselves to zero Health.” She added, “I’ll have to ask Jane about them. Maybe she noticed something.” She looked to Erick, saying, “Have Jane talk to me when she can.”

Erick said, “Sure.” 

But all he could think about was Messalina messing around with Jane’s soul. Jane was here, after all, living with Turock and Veel for several days already. If Messalina had gotten to them, she had to have gotten to Jane. And then Erick had a slightly different thought. Jane was here, living with those guys for several days. How was she feeling right now, now that those two were gone? Was she okay?

Poi asked, “What else do I need to be on the lookout for?”

“A lot, Poi. You should be safe inside this [Prismatic Ward], though.” Silverite added, “But… that all depends on how your [Prismatic Ward] works when cast on an enemy or on hostile magic or parasites. When you go over your house, you might find some pockets of non-dense space inside this space filled with hostile entities. Parasites or [Force Trap]s.”

“… Okay.” Erick said, thinking.

The wind blew across the windows, making a whistling sound as it caught on a corner. Normally, there were trees out there to block the wind. Normally, there was a wall to the north, also blocking the wind. Erick listened to the sound for a moment, deciding on what to do next.

Erick said, “I’m not taking the risk of leaving this house to surprise me. I will destroy the place and [Mend] it back to full.” 

Mog said, “Probably for the best.”

Erick said, “I need to go back and get Teressa and Rats, but I’ll be back to help with tracking down Messalina soon enough. I’m not sure how, but I’ll find a way. I’ll be in Spur until this problem is resolved.”

Mog smiled faintly. Poi nodded. 

Silverite said, “Good to have you back. But be careful of giving permissions to Eduard, Maia, and Ramizi. They are compromised, for sure. The last case of parasitizing that I knew about was your Dream Worming. We’ve had nothing else since then. But… I could be wrong about that, too. We’ll find out.”

“… Noted.”

Silverite stood, saying, “There is much to be done. Remove our permissions when we leave, Erick.” 

Erick looked to Mog, then Silverite, saying, “Really?”

Mog frowned. 

Silverite said, “Yes. Really.” She sent Erick, ‘Messalina isn’t Spur’s first evil necromancer, but now that I know to look for the signs… The only people incapable of having been compromised are you, Poi, Kiri, and the other wrought of Spur.’ With a cheerful, fake smile, she reached her hand out to Mog, saying, “Let’s go.” 

Mog sighed out a little, as she put her larger, green hand in Silverite’s smaller silver talons.

Silverite added, ‘Mog is definitely compromised.’

Before Erick could process that, Silverite and Mog blipped away in a spatter of silver light. 

Erick immediately removed Mog and Silverite from his permissions. He turned to Poi, saying, “She said—”

“She told me, too.” Poi added, “We might consider going back to Oceanside for the evening if you wish to leave the Mage Trio in your permissions. The emotion of pure relief coming off of Eduard when you put a [Prismatic Ward] over his house was real, but I don’t know if the rest of it was. Distance might be our best precaution right now. Besides, we have to go get Rats and Teressa.”

Erick asked, “Did Eduard’s excuse about the Headmaster not providing aid seem real?”

Poi thought for a moment. He said, “Eduard thought his reasoning was sound.” He added, “He wasn’t currently under the influence of a Dream Worm, either. I only noticed the one on you because it was active.” Poi said, “A lot of people could have latent worms in them, just waiting to activate."

“… I need to talk to the Headmaster myself. We need more help.” Erick looked around him, at the sunroom. It was almost decorated nicely, with nice, thick wooden chairs, and a nice stone table. The walls were a bit bare, and the floor was rather plain, but it was a nice room, altogether. “Fucking— I liked this room.” He touched his chair. “I liked these chairs!” A sudden rage took hold. Erick spat, “Fucking shitty parasites!”

Poi said, “I’m glad you’re able to consider it simply ‘shitty’. Silverite claims to know Messalina, but 300 years is a long time. This might get a lot more messy than parasites. Messalina is a necromancer, Erick.” Poi paled. “Soul magic is terrifying.”

Erick looked to Poi. The man was holding himself together, but he was obviously a wreck. A sudden thought exploded in Erick’s mind, demanding his full attention. “Shit! What about Jane! We have to take her out of here.” He felt cold again, as he said, “We can’t take her to Oceanside.”

The thought of Jane meeting the Headmaster with parasites in her to drive her into a rage, into possibly attacking the Headmaster… Erick’s heart sunk. Messalina could force Jane to attack the Headmaster, and Erick would have to side with Jane. 

Erick took a long moment to consider that possible string of events.

“That’s a terrifying thought, Erick.” Poi winced. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have listened in on you. My walls are kinda broken right now. Everything is bleeding—” He sat up straighter, saying, “You don’t need to worry about Jane fighting the Headmaster. We can take her to Oceanside. Her dragon essence is gone. After the battle she went to the bathroom and hasn’t come out since.” He added, “She’s fine. But...” He looked up. “You can hear her from all the way down here.” He added, “Actually hear, too. Not… mentally hear...”

Erick felt several emotions at once. The thought that Poi was listening in to his own thoughts was a vague, distant concern, because other emotions took precedence. Relief that Jane was okay came on strong, yes, but there was also a weird, generalized feeling about the minutiae of life on Veird. 

That anyone could just listen to people do their bathroom business would never sit well with Erick, but it was a fact that unless you walked around in [Audio Dampening Ward]s, that other people had [Perfect Hearing], and all their other senses, too. 

Those emotions and feelings bounced around in Erick’s head for a hot minute. As they calmed down, Erick’s final emotion was a combination of ‘everything and everyone needs help that I can’t give them’, and a whole lotta ‘I need a nap’. 

Erick listened to whatever was going on upstairs, though. He totally listened. 

And… Yup. Jane was puking and moaning and cursing at her own life in the upstairs bathroom. 

Erick sent, ‘Jan—’

A massive pang of mental shock slammed into Erick’s psyche. Luckily, the [Prismatic Ward] around his house and his own [Personal Ward] were both rather strong. Instead of a splitting headache, his skin just flickered white for a brief, tiny moment.

Jane filled the house with her voice, “DO NOT DISTURB.”

Erick winced, as he whispered, “I guess the dragon essence is gone?” He turned to Poi, saying, “I’ve got to prepare to make this new spell to fight off other possible Flare Couatls. What are you going to do?” He immediately followed that up with, “Are you okay? You collapsed out there. And your ‘walls are bleeding’? What the heck, Poi.”

Poi smiled small, as he said, “I’m okay. Thanks for asking. But don’t ever tell anyone I ever said that bit about the broken walls, please.” He looked around the room, said, “It actually feels really good to be inside this [Prismatic Ward]. I’m at Rest without Meditation. I can do strenuous magic and not break that Rest.” He added, “I would like to be gone from here and then come back with proper help. If the Headmaster won’t give it, then there’s another place I need to go, and you can’t come with me there.”

“Okay. Well. Sure..” Erick stood up, saying, “Where’s Kiri?” He added, “Jane’s not going to like moving.” He said, “I really feel like we’re relaxing too much. Even Silverite seemed calmer than her normal calm.” He looked around. “Oh my gods is this [Prismatic Ward] a drug?!”

Poi laughed, saying, “Maybe.”

Erick’s eyes went wide—

“Relax!” Poi said, “I saw the box. This [Ward] is not a drug. Silverite was just finally able to relax for the first time in… ever? Oh.” Poi paused. He said, “Now there’s a thought.” He continued, “Eduard was finally able to relax as well, but he’s just a human and he’s been under a lot of magic-induced stress. Mog… I think Mog was compromised. I’m not sure how. I don’t know soul magic. Probably a latent Dream Worm.” He slowly stood up, saying, “But you’re right. We’re relaxing too much. We were just under attack. We’re still under attack. We should evacuate to a safe distance and come back with more help from the Headmaster.”

Erick looked around again. Then he asked, “Where’s Kiri?”
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                Erick found Kiri in the guest rooms, near one of the beds used by Turock or Veel; he wasn’t sure which one this particular bed belonged to. Kiri was staring at the bed. Erick instantly noticed what Kiri had noticed.

A pocket of normal air surrounded one of three pillows on the bed; the [Prismatic Ward] did not form around the pillow. There was something untoward in that soft space.

“Oh,” Erick said.

Kiri said, “I’m not sure what to do with it, or if I should do anything at all.” She turned to Erick, saying, “I’m not sure if I can go back to Oceanside, either.” She quickly added, “No. Never mind. Forget that. I can go back.”

Erick paused, then he asked, “What’s wrong?”

Kiri took a long time to answer. Eventually, she said, “We just saw a dragon eat that Flare Couatl. I can’t help… I can’t help but think...” She went silent again.

Erick understood, but he tried to clarify, “Are you worried about the Headmaster?”

“… Yes.” Kiri whispered, “I forgot he was a dragon. How could I possibly forget such a detail.” She added, “Poi already checked me out. None of my memories have been altered. This is all me. This is my failure. But I have to go back.” She gestured toward the suspicious pillow, saying, “Parasites in a compromised house, or normal terror and the possibility of help. There’s not much of a choice, is there?”

“We’ll solve this problem, and then we’ll solve the rest.” Erick said, “We’re coming back with help, even if I have to give up some secrets to the old dragon. I would like you to be there so I can teach you these secrets, too. Are you interested in this?”

Kiri’s eyes did not sparkle like they usually did when Erick offered to teach her something. She did smile, but it was a faint expression; barely there. She said, “I am interested.”

“Good.” Erick said, “As soon as I can get Jane ready, we can destroy the house and remake everything inside. You need anything in your room?” He added, “Though I don’t know if we can trust any of it.”

“Crash the house to the ground. I have nothing here that can’t be replaced.”

Erick had lived in Windy Manor on Oceanside for the past two months, but his home was here, and he was about to willingly tear it apart because it was obviously infested with parasites. He was going to take [Stoneshape] and turn the house to sand. And it hurt.

It didn’t matter that [Mend] could be Aurify’d into repairing the whole thing back together, because something would inevitably be lost in the destruction. He wouldn't know what had been lost until after he tore the house apart, and put the place back together, and then when he went to go use something, it wouldn’t be there. It would be gone. 

But that didn’t really matter, did it? They were under attack, and Erick would do what needed to be done. This parasitized house was a liability, right now.

“It’s all just stuff, anyway.” he said. “I’ll leave one wall up and the rest as a pile of sand for a while. We’ll spend the night in Windy Manor and come back tomorrow.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood outside of the closed door to Jane’s bathroom, on the second floor of the house. Her room was just down the hallway from his own. 

She retched into water on the other side of the door. It was not a pleasant sound. 

Erick said, “Hey, Jane.”

She puked again.

He asked, “You’re not dying, right? This is normal for losing your essence, like you said it would be, right?”

She spat, then dry heaved. Thick air spilled out from underneath the door. 

Erick winced. He wanted to rush in there and hold back her hair or rub her back. Offer her tea. Something. Anything. He had taken care of her so many times when she was a kid. The flu always hit her hard, and then there was a stomach virus once or twice. Jane got her vaccines when she was a baby, but as soon as she was old enough to fight against the needles she skipped out on the flu shot from age 8 to 16. Sometimes literally.

Erick smiled, saying, “Do you remember that time you ran away for a day because I tried to make you get your flu shot?”

More retching. More thick air slipped out from under the door, followed by a blue glow. She groaned out small curses.

Erick said, “We’re leaving to go get help from the Headmaster. I already told Silverite. She doesn’t think it will work, but she wishes me luck. I want you to come with us, and be safe in Windy Manor while this Messalina mess plays out.”

Jane groaned out more curses. She spat. She said, “I can fight, now. The essence is ghHOOoo—”

Erick winced, listening. He said, “You’re in no shape to do anything. You’re going to be sick for a month and Messalina is apparently throwing around Dream Worms like they’re candy. You might even have one in you. The hospitals at Oceanside are really good. They take everyone in for free and do their best to help mitigate problems exactly like yours.”

“YouUu tAalked to thEem about mEe?” Jane paused. She asked, “What did you say?”

“Not exactly. Not yet. It was on the list to ask the doctors about your specific convalescence, but Rats has been there for weeks now, and all of his stories are about how they’re doing this or that for these long term patients.” Erick said, “I’m sure they have a good program for people in your situation.”

“… Ask them specifically about people recovering from dragoOn esseEEn—” She burped on the other side of the door. She said, “I heard that he eats everyone with essence...” She went quiet. 

After a moment, gentle crying echoed from inside the bathroom.

Erick panicked. He put his hand on the door knob, saying, “I’m coming in, Jane.”

Jane sobbed quietly, as she said, “Fi— fine.”

Erick opened the door. Beneath the window, beside the toilet, Jane sprawled on the stone floor with one arm around the rim of the commode. She leaned back against the wall, staring at the ceiling. Her face was three shades too pale. But she chuckled. Then she started crying again. 

Erick went to her, but not too fast. She didn’t like it when he crowded her when she was sick. He stepped to the side of the sink, five feet from her, and kneeled down. He said, “Hey there.”

Jane glanced at Erick, chuckling. She sobbed again. She said, “This is really fucking terrible. I knew it would be bad. But I never expected this.”

“I don’t know much about dragon essence failures but—”

“No, dad.” Jane shook her head, then stopped, stock still. She quickly stuck her head over the toilet and dry heaved. She flickered dark blue, and stopped heaving. She said, “Healing helps… but not enough. It’s— It’s a soul sickness. Dragon essence failure is a soul sickness.” She added, “But no. That’s not what really sucks. I can handle this...” Tears filled her eyes, then flowed down wet channels already lining her face. “I thought Veird would be more fun than this.” She instantly added, “It’s stupid. I know it’s stupid. I’m stupid.”

Erick did not expect her to talk in that direction, but he rushed to catch up, saying, “You’re not stupid.” He added, “It’s tough. I know it is.” Erick’s own eyes began to water, as he said, “It’s not okay, but it’s okay for now. Okay?” He added, “Monsters and pain and horror. We can handle it. You can handle it. And when you can’t, it’s time for a break.”

Jane smiled. Then she puked bile into the toilet. When she was done, she flashed dark blue again, then flickered a [Cleanse] into the room. Thick air spilled away, across the floor then into the hallway. She said, “I expected adventure and levels and loot and magic. Sure, there’d be some horror. Of course there’d be some horror. But I could have died twenty times over in that unicorn hunt. I would have never seen it coming, either. I’m just now realizing how dangerous Ar’Kendrithyst actually is—” She said, “And now I’m just being a baby.” She added, “I already knew how dangerous this place is. I’m just being stupid.”

“You’re not stupid, Jane.” Erick said, “I never expected this place to be this vicious, either. Now we got Dream Worms in people and Silverite thinks Mog is compromised, among others.”

“I heard.” Jane went silent as more tears welled in her eyes. She eventually said, “I made dinner for… for those two, and me. Last night. Shepherd's pie. Great big platter of it… I used the leftover beef from a whole cow Turock roasted two days ago. Veel liked the way I made my potatoes, with cheese and too much butter.” She stared at the ceiling again, saying, “When I was in the Dead City… Ten other soldiers died while I was in there. We had seven casualties during Yetta’s mission to kill Planter… Not including Allan. And Dorthy. And Basil.” She paused. She said, “That place gets 500 adventurers a month, now. It’s like a theme park where the theme is murder. It’s horrible, dad. I don’t know...” She went silent again.

She suddenly added, “And that Unicorn Hunt! That place is rotten to the core. Something is really, really wrong over there. None of the cities have walls so the unicorns just waltz right in and dominate whoever they want and the people kill each other over the littlest things and I think someone set us up to die, dad. To die. And the Queen of the Forest talked about Melemizargo! And she thought he would respond if she just yelled his name at the sky!” She added, “The gods listen for their names and he’s a god, ergo he listens for his name and fuck, of course he does. It’s all just… It’s a lot. A lot a lot.”

Erick listened. He didn’t catch all of what Jane had just said, but he caught most of it. He would need to talk to her about all of that in a better setting than this, and soon. 

He said, “Oceanside has been really nice for me for the last two months. I was able to unwind.” Erick said, “I rained here every day, and I killed the more dangerous monsters roaming close to Spur whenever Mog gave Poi a call. But I did it all at a very long range.” He said, “You’re a wreck. You need a break. Do you want to go to magic school, too? I can swing the tuition, no problem. Maybe I can help you make a [Familiar] like Ophiel, and you can do what I do.”

Ophiel listened nicely from Erick’s shoulder, like a tiny parakeet. At hearing his name, he trilled in violins.

Jane smiled at Ophiel, then at nothing in particular. She got out, “MaAA—” before she had to lean over the toilet again.

Erick tried a joke to lighten the mood, “I thought it was supposed to come out of both ends.”

Jane seemed to pale again. She stared, wide eyed at Erick, as she said, “Get out.”

Erick quickly left the room and shut the door as burbling sounds echoed loud from Jane’s tummy. A lot of unkind words followed his exit.

Erick tried to convince himself that this was normal. This was fine. She was fine. She wasn’t really okay, but she was okay. For now. 

Erick joked from the other side of the closed door, “Like eating some of those Carolina Reapers, right?”

Jane groaned, “FUUUuuuuuuck.”

 

- - - -

 

Not ten minutes later, as Erick was stringing Ophiel across the ocean, back to Oceanside to talk to Rats, a knock came from the front door. Erick answered it. Bluescale Felair, the [Witness]er of Spur, stood on the other side, along with one other; a matte-grey dragonkin-shaped wrought.

“Liquid! Felair.” Erick said, “Hello. Come on in.” He granted both of them permissions and stepped aside, saying, “I was just about to take down the house.”

“Glad I came here first, then. Silverite’s got a list for me; she’s running me ragged today,” Felair said, looking over the layer of dense air across the doorway. He touched the dense air, and his fingers went inside without pause. He stepped into the house. “Show me to Turock’s and Veel’s room.”

Kiri appeared behind Erick. She said, “I’ll show you.”

Erick said, “That works. Can you tell me what you find?”

Felair said, “Sure. She’s cleared you for that.” He thumbed to the air outside of the door, to the front yard. “Turock and Veel died there with dream worms in their heads. I can’t tell if they were active, but they were there. I can tell you that they did [Defend] themselves to death. I can recognize that ability, for sure.”

Erick felt cold.

Kiri showed Felair down the hallway; the man moved fast. Erick watched him go.

Felair was the only [Witness]er Erick knew of in Spur. Surely there were more, but they were not in the public eye like Felair was. Erick had read about [Witness] back at Oceanside. His respect for Felair easily quadrupled since that day. The only way to be able to buy the spell was to have a really, really good Mana Sense. Good enough to see for kilometers around, passively, through the ambient mana. 

[Witness] was just a twist on that sense that allowed the practitioner to see the recent past. The best users of the spell could even use it through a [Scry], to see the recent past anywhere, but that had some cost that the books did not go into detail about. Erick had no doubt that Felair was one of those ‘expert users’, but the man did seem to prefer to be in the location he wanted to [Witness].

Liquid came in right behind Felair, saying, “I came here to see Jane and ask her about Turock and Veel and inquire into her essence problem.” She stopped in front of Erick, listening to the house, as she said, “But I hear she’s already begun to purge. This is good.” 

“Yeah. She started a while ago.”

“Silverite said something about a temporary evacuation and an attempt at recruiting more help from the Headmaster. Is that true? Are you going to evacuate Jane? You should. She is a liability and Oceanside is a fine place to convalesce from dragon essence exposure.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Yeah. That’s the plan, but how do you know that this is the best option for her, for sure? I was just about to talk to Rats and get him to ask around in the hospital.” Erick asked, “Are you the one she talked to about getting help with her essence?”

Liquid said, “She did not come to me, but I know my way around this world, and around stubborn soldiers. After the story started making the rounds I went to her. You don’t tangle with 50 meter tall unicorns and not come away with some dragon essence, especially if you eat their heart out.” She said, “After I heard that she might be venturing to Oceanside to get rid of her essence, I ordered her to find another way, or to take a full month to recover. She opted for the first path, so I put her in touch with the proper people. I did not expect it to happen this fast, but after the Flare Couatl attacked and I heard she did nothing— I had to come and see for myself.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Thank you for helping her.”

Liquid nodded. “If she’s already in the convalescence stage then she’s cleared for Oceanside’s hospitals. I have done this routine with dozens of other people well before Jane came along. They’re always so headstrong after they get some accidental dragon essence so I usually have to seek them out, and Jane was certainly no exception in that regard.” She added, “But since she is Jane Flatt and you’re you, you’re going to want to provide something to Oceanside before they squeeze a favor out of you.”

Erick smiled again. He said, “I am aware. Thank you. I already have a plan for that.”

“Good.” Liquid asked, “So? Is she okay? Aside from the bodily functions, I mean.”

Liquid looked at Erick with worried eyes. There was a lot of actual worry, there, too. This woman deeply cared for her charges, and Erick was glad for that.

Erick said, “She’s upstairs. She should be empty, but she keeps finding something else to disgorge.”

Liquid said, “You need to get her to Oceanside. If she’s on the internal bleeding stage, then she needs real care. And lots of liquids.”

“I am. As soon as she can move.” Erick felt a deep need to get going, right then and there, but a sudden set of questions nagged at him. He asked, “Did Jane talk to you about her time in Killtree? She talked about something being really rotten over there. We talked, but… Not about everything, apparently.” 

Liquid said, “The Sovereign Cities are slag pits and worse. Killtree is marginally better than the rest, but not by much and only because they do truly stand against the monsters. There’s definitely something rotten over there, but I doubt there’s a conspiracy. The place is just full of terrible people.” She added, “I’m glad Jane made it out alive.”

That didn’t feel like Liquid’s full feelings on Killtree, but Felair walked out of the hallway, back into the foyer, interrupting the conversation. Kiri trailed behind him. 

Felair said, “I can’t get shit inside this [Ward]. I don’t know what this spell really is, but it’s one of the brightest ones I’ve ever had to work around, and I just couldn’t do it. No answers today.” He added, “And I’m not touching that empty space around that pillow.” He turned to Liquid, saying, “Onto the next one.”

Felair walked out of the house without another word. 

Liquid followed Felair, but looked back to Erick, saying, “Get her out of here.” She called out, “I know you can hear me, Jane. Go away for a while. Come back when you’re better.”

Jane yelled from upstairs, “FuuuuUUckin FINE. I’m gooOOOughk.”

Liquid said, “And there she goes again.” She spoke to Erick, “Best move her when it’s coming out the front end.”

Kiri bubbled out a laugh, then quickly schooled her face, saying, “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh.”

 

- - - -

 

After Liquid and Felair left, Erick’s chain of Ophiels managed to reach Oceanside. 

‘Hey, Rats. You busy?’

After a minute, Rats said, ‘Not so much, boss. What’s up? Did something happen in Spur?’

‘A lot of things. I’ll keep it short. There was a fight with the Flare Couatl. It’s a great big mess up here. Messalina is apparently dream worming people. She got to the two soldiers stationed in the house; Turock and Veel. They were blasted away in the first seconds of the battle with the Flare Couatl because they were wormed. Felair said they [Defend]ed themselves to death.’

Rats listened silently, but Erick felt a deep resolve through their telepathic connection.

Erick continued, ‘A long black dragon came through in the last seconds of the fight with the Flare Couatl and took the kill. Somehow that made Jane lose her essence. She’s puking out her guts upstairs right now, but Liquid said we should bring her to Oceanside. Liquid has pointed dozens of convalescing people like Jane toward Oceanside, so we’re going to do that as soon as she’s good enough to move.’ He sent, ‘I need you to make arrangements, however they need to be made.’

Rats sent, ‘I know just who to talk to. I’ll have it ready in half an hour.’

Relief flooded through Erick. He said, ‘Good. Thank you, Rats.’

‘I’ll see you all soon?’

‘Yes. In an hour. We’re spending the night there or whatever, and I’m going to try and get the Headmaster to help with this Messalina problem.’

‘Then we’re all going back to Spur, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. See you soon.’

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood at the open front door of his house, still inside the dense air of the house, looking out onto the orange stone and sand of the front yard. He was not happy. The guard had come through and repaired enough of the Human District that it looked like the battle with the Flare Couatl had never happened, but they couldn’t repair his garden. 

The lush green trees and vines and cornstalks of the garden to the right of the door were gone, completely. Erick’s stores of seeds and such, still in his house, were untrustworthy. A thorough check through the house for other areas of non-dense air revealed nine more spots like Turock and Veel’s pillows. The house was fully compromised. He had to abandon this place, for now. After Messalina was dealt with, then he could go about remaking his garden, and the house.

Mostly, Erick focused on his garden, which was a problem he could fix, because if he thought about the people Messalina had put in danger or outright killed...

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s left shoulder, and on his right shoulder, and in the air around him. Five of them held around Erick; he wasn’t about to dismiss any of them while they were still in danger, and a target. They picked up on Erick’s growing unease and anger at the whole situation and played a tiny, whispered concert of unhappy flutes and melancholy cellos.

At least Ophiel was doing okay, mana-wise. The [Prismatic Ward]'s ability to put everything inside at Rest applied to Ophiel, too. Normally, the little guy was completely unable to rest, but the forced Rest effect apparently applied to Ophiel, too, turning his 20k regen per day, into per hour; exactly as though Ophiel was using Meditation. The five Ophiel who floated around Erick were each at Erick’s 5100 mana cap. 

Erick took control of one of the floating Ophiel to cast a bubble of [Prismatic Ward] into the front yard. Dense air filled a space fifteen meters across, and that Ophiel disintegrated. Erick summoned another. 

Kiri came down the stairs in the center of the house, saying, “She’s ready. Don’t know how long it will last.” 

Erick said, “Just come on down. It’ll be ready in a second.”

Kiri rushed back upstairs as Poi walked into the foyer. Poi stayed silent, but several lines of thought radiated from his bluescaled head. He was talking to a lot of people right now.

Erick turned back to the front yard. He summoned his [Teleporting Platform] inside the dense air. Stone floated up from the orange ground, solidifying into a disk five meters across. White runes circled the center of the floating, five-inch thick disk. 

Poi suddenly said, “Okay. There’s lots to talk about.”

Erick looked back toward Poi. “Anything urgent?” 

Poi said, “Nothing too urgent, just stuff to know. Plans being made. Silverite wants us gone and back as soon as possible.”

Erick said, “Understood,” as he watched the stairs, waiting for—

Kiri came down the stairs, supporting Jane on her shoulder. Jane did not look good. She looked skinny. Erick felt a pang of rage at the world that anything would ever put his daughter in danger like this, but he kept it quiet, like he usually did. He wasn’t even sure who he should be mad at, except for Messalina, and she hadn’t done this to Jane. There was plenty to be mad at Messalina for, but Erick couldn’t be mad at her for this.

Erick led the way out of the door, into the dense air in the front lawn, followed closely by Poi. Jane suddenly let go of Kiri and rushed out of the house, past Poi, past Erick. She fell to her knees on the orange stone. Bile and blood came out of her mouth, turning the stone a darker shade. Erick rushed to—

Jane said, “I’m good. I’m good.” 

Erick helped her back up to her feet, anyway. She mumbled something small, impossible to hear. Erick helped her to the [Teleporting Platform]. She crashed onto the stone, sprawling out onto her side. Erick almost panicked again, but Jane meekly held up a hand; thumbs up. She breathed, and was okay, for now.

Kiri went to Jane and sat down beside her, on the platform. Poi stepped onto the floating stone and nodded. Erick turned back to the house. 

He dismissed the dense air around the structure with a thought. With another thought, Ophiel scattered into the air around the house; a [Stoneshape] aura pinging off from every single one. 

The two mage towers, each three stories tall, on the north and south sides of the house, turned crumbly. They crashed downward, like sandcastles drying in the sun. Nothing held them together as stone became rubble, became dirt, became dust. Diamond lathes and bottles and [Permanent Special Ward] lights appeared briefly in the fall, only to be piled high with more dirt, or they held in the air where they had been cast. The globes Erick had made of Earth’s Solar System fell down into the orange sand, becoming sand themselves. 

The three stories of the main house came down in a crash. Furniture and clothes and bedding and glass; all of it broke under tons of crashing stone. Soon, the only things that remained of the whole house were all the lightwards that stood revealed in the sun, and the front and rear stone door; Erick had left the doors intact, as a starter location for a future [Mend]ing. Everything else that made his house a home was gone and buried under tons of dirt. 

In one more display of magical ability, Erick dismissed most of the glowing, floating [Permanent Special Wards] that had once illuminated the house, but not all of them. He put up most of those lights, but not all. He couldn’t bear to look at his ‘house’ any longer. Someone else could [Dispel] what remained, if it bothered them. He stepped onto the platform as Jane began to moan in pain. 

He said to whoever might be listening, “This was the wrong move, Messalina.”

Blip. Blip. Blip. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick might have left Spur, for now, but he left a trail of Ophiel behind. One of them floated over to the farms. Soon enough, while Erick was busy getting Jane into the hospital, under the care of the nurses and doctors and Rats, platinum rain began to fall on the farms, right on time.
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073, 1/2


                This hospital room was a lot nicer than the one that Poi and Kiri had used. This one was meant for long term care. 

In a tower of the hospital, in a room half made of windows overlooking the western ocean, because Jane had chosen the ocean view, Jane laid in her bed, against the wall, watching the blue waters roll into the crescent, deep harbor of Oceanside. Her eyes blinked small, and inconsistently, as a metal rune in the headboard of her bed glowed dimly. It was the [Sleep] spell, inscribed by a Mind Mage and activated by that same Mind Mage; a doctor at the hospital, a human woman named Alibeth. That rune was the only thing that was able to stop Jane from needing to puke over the side of her bed every two seconds.

It had taken them some effort and a lot of [Cleanse]ing to get Jane to that bed, but she was there, now, and it made Erick feel some kind of better. Not wholly good, but good enough for now. There was still a lot of work left to be done, now that Messalina’s parasitizing of Spur had been revealed and her Flare Couatl had attacked. 

But for now, Erick watched over Jane from the side of the room. 

Rats had come and gone; he was still busy with his hospital work. He had offered to move to this long term unit to help with Jane’s recovery, but Jane had insisted that he not worry about her. He had his [Greater Treat Wounds] quest to complete, and Jane wasn’t about to take him away from that. She had said this over several broken, sobbing, disgorging sentences, but she had said it just the same. 

Teressa was meditating in the corner of the room, working on her Mana Sense. This long term care unit was apparently stocked full of doctors and nurses that were more than capable of defending their weakened patients, some of whom were foreign princes or the daughters of warlords, but most were just fishmonger’s wives, or other sick loved ones. Oceanside took in all kinds, regardless of their ability to pay, and protected them all the same, but Erick still felt safer knowing that Teressa was here and personally looking over his daughter. 

Poi and Kiri were out of the room, filling out paperwork; Erick had already filled out most of it, but apparently there were subsequent pages that dealt with other things. 

Oceanside took in and treated all kinds of sick people, regardless of their ability to pay, but that did not mean they helped for free. Jane, being a soldier of Spur’s Army, meant that she was here, officially, as a member of that Army, meaning that Spur would get the ‘bill’. But it wasn’t really a ‘bill’. As Erick understood it, there would be a heavy favor owed someday, maybe. Months in the future, weeks, years… Who knew? Whenever the Headmaster decided to call in that bargain of trade, he would call it in, personally. At least that’s what the admitting doctor said. 

It all sounded rather sinister to Erick, but the doctor listed off several usual bargains, like putting up some Elites in the area for a month, or procuring supplies from the area like shadow essences, or coming to Oceanside to teach a class… They were all normal things, according to the admitting doctor, but as they listed those possibilities, they also looked at Erick with a bit of a stronger concern in their eyes. Erick had little doubt that whatever Jane and Spur were on the hook for, he was on the hook for, too.

And so Erick sat in a chair beside his daughter, watching over Jane, while she struggled to accept the [Sleep] washing over her. Ophiel watched from Erick’s shoulder. The little [Familiar] had tried to comfort Jane; to sit on her bed and gently nestle up against her leg, but she thrashed and puked, so Ophiel had to watch from Erick’s shoulder. 

So Erick waited, watching his daughter the whole time. She was still in pain. If he could take this pain from her, he would, but the doctors and Alibeth all said that healing from Disintegrated Dragon Essence took time. It was a soul sickness; a corruption that told the body it was wrong. Right now, a battle raged between Jane’s body and her own ‘essence’, which was another name for ‘soul’. 

And no, according to the doctors, ‘souls’ were not ‘essences’, just how all four-sided objects were not all squares. But it was a useful terminology for treating DDE, since dragon essences were more akin to souls than all the other essences. It was Alibeth who cleared up the confusion left for Erick by the other doctors. The Mind Mage had said that Jane’s own soul had started to change, and the removal of the dragon essence had halted that change.

The desert of her soul had tried to grow a tree. And though the tree had been killed, there were still a lot of roots in the ground, and leaves scattered on the dirt, and a whole trunk and lots of branches all just sitting around; dead. It would take time for the desert to reclaim what had tried to exist. 

And so Erick sat beside Jane, watching her try to breathe calmly and fail, watching her struggle to sleep. 

An old voice whispered from the open doorway, “Pardon my intrusion.”

Erick looked up. The Headmaster stood in the doorway, the same regal old man with white hair, wearing the same yellow and white emperor's clothes as always. Kiri and Poi stood behind him. Erick nodded, gesturing for him to come in, but he said nothing. The Headmaster nodded back, and walked into the room. Kiri and Poi followed, then shut the door behind them. Poi looked perfectly at ease, but Kiri looked paler than normal, as she tried not to look at the Headmaster. She was not nearly as pale as Jane, right now, but there was a similarity. 

Erick asked, “Have you heard about Spur, yet?”

The Headmaster nodded, then said, “Since Spur stood aside from Oceanside’s goal of bringing Messalina to justice, I have given your city all the help I can give.”

Erick had hoped that Eduard was lying, or misrepresenting the truth, somehow, but that hope was a false hope. Erick asked, “Why? People are dying, now. Two soldiers stationed at my house were compromised by her Dream Worms; they [Defend]ed themselves to death, the second the Flare Couatl showed. The situation on the ground has changed, and Spur must now fully commit against Messalina.” Erick added, “I know you have the power to help. Please do so.”

The Headmaster turned his amber gaze toward the windows, briefly. He turned back to Erick, saying, “I have helped. My people gave warning, and Silverite chose to get in bed with the Life Binder instead of cutting off her head. I cannot work with Silverite any more than I already do. So, since Silverite still exists as the power in Spur, the Spur that spurned me still exists, and thus there is no option for me to help.”

Erick went silent.

Jane groaned a little. 

The Headmaster frowned as he turned his gaze from Erick, to at the metal rune over Jane’s head. He stared at the rune. He said, “That rune is misaligned.” He looked to the air. 

A quick knock came at door. The Mind Mage doctor, Alibeth, opened the door, saying, “Hello. Headmaster. Everyone.” She walked past Kiri and Poi, headed straight for Jane’s bed, saying, “So this rune is misaligned, I hear?” 

The Headmaster said, “Not badly, but bad enough.” He looked to the rune. It shifted under his gaze, ever so slightly, barely at all. “It must have happened when she was thrashing around.” 

Alibeth looked mollified, with her eyes down and holding a tiny bottle of glowing white oil, saying, “Terribly sorry,” half to Jane, but maybe half toward the Headmaster, too. She reached over Jane’s head, to above the rune—

Jane groaned, her eyes fluttering open, “Wha—”

Alibeth placed one hand on the rune as she upended the vial of white oil into a hole in the top of the headboard. Oil trickled into a reservoir inside the wood. Alibeth’s hand flickered white and the rune flickered back to life. White light glowed from the dark metal, for a brief moment. When the light died down, Jane was finally sleeping again. Really sleeping, this time. She breathed easy. Her eyes were closed for the first time. 

Erick sighed out. He smiled, saying, “Thank you, Alibeth.”

Alibeth nodded fast, then watched the Headmaster. He nodded to her. She raced out of the room. 

Erick said, “Thank you, Headmaster.”

The Headmaster said, “Helping people is what we do, here, but when people spurn my help I cannot help them later. I have rules. I follow these rules so that people don’t begin to think I am some unstable creature of chaos.”

A long moment passed in silence.

“Okay.” Erick said, not really understanding. But he wasn’t an immortal being, forced to watch the world change around him as he struggled to stay the same. Maybe that was the Headmaster’s deal? Maybe Erick was misunderstanding him; but that didn’t matter right now. Erick asked, “What if I offered something else?”

“Then I certainly would not be having this conversation here.” The Headmaster looked to Jane, saying, “And I am already providing you with a service unlike any other on Veird.” 

Erick steeled himself. He said, “Which is why I am prepared to offer you something very large. It will be a lecture similar to the previous one, but much, much more detailed. And different.”

The Headmaster paused, gently looking down at Jane. 

Erick waited. The line had been set. All he could do was hope it was enough to get a nibble.

The Headmaster turned to Erick, saying, “I am open to this sort of transaction.”

First hurdle passed! Good gods, maybe this was going to work after all!

The Headmaster continued, “I will meet you in the auditorium where you gave your previous lecture in two and a half hours. There is a class up there right now, but they will be gone after that. We will discuss whatever you want to discuss, and then I will decide how much help your information buys you.”

Erick barely contained his joy, as he said, “I already promised Kiri she could watch, if that’s okay with you.”

The Headmaster gave a tiny grin. He said, “Then I will also invite one other person.” He asked, “What is the nature of your trade? So that I might prepare a suitable second set of eyes and ears.”

Erick laid it out there, “The nature of light.”

Kiri winced. Poi looked away. 

Erick glanced at both of them, uncertain of what that was all about, but he quickly refocused on the Headmaster. And now that he was looking at the Headmaster...

The Headmaster frowned a little. He said, “I might have to goad you into something larger, but we’ll see. I’ll be in the auditorium at the appropriate time, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick saw right through that bluff. The Headmaster was truly, very interested, but he had to save face. Right? Erick just hoped that he wouldn’t try to save face like this when the discussion turned to electromagnetism and waves. Erick would have never tried to talk about any of those things before now, before he had weeks of learning under his belt, and before he had a chance to really remember what he knew about the subject. For he had remembered a lot more about his daughter’s homework and what he had done to prepare for substituting as a science teacher, for the few times he had stepped in for a friend. There were videos and worksheets and way too much math, which he was never good at at all, but he certainly remembered all of the diagrams and colorful dioramas and picturesque examples of particles in motion.

Well… most of all of that. 

… enough to matter, anyway!

Erick said, “I think you’ll be surprised.”

“… Maybe.” The Headmaster took one final look at sleeping Jane, then said, “See you soon. I hope you do not disappoint.” He vanished in a blip of gold light.

Poi instantly said, “The secret of blacklights will not convince him to come to Spur’s aid.”

Kiri added, “He’s a Light Mage, Erick. He already knows all there is to know about light!” She turned to Poi, “What’s a blacklight?”

Poi did not answer her; he just stared at Erick.

Teressa kept quiet, but she frowned, alongside the other two.

Erick felt suddenly and increasingly unsure about everything.

Erick asked, “Was he being serious about me needing to offer something larger? I thought that was just him saving face.” Erick added, “And yes. He’s a Light Mage. I know that. But that doesn’t mean he knows everything there is to know. I’m a Particle mage— Okay. Okay. I can already see your objections, Kiri. He’s been at this for a very long time and I have not.”

Kiri said, “At least since the Sundering and the start of the Script.” 

Poi continued to frown at Erick.

Erick looked to the sapphire man, saying, “Not you, too?”

Poi ended his frown. He said, “I have to keep relearning that I shouldn’t doubt you, but every time it’s still hard.”

Erick blurted, “There’s four fundamental forces in the universe, and light is a part of one of them. I don’t think you two understand just how big that really is, and how disastrously wrong they teach the subject here.” He added, “Professor Stomp, bless her soul, is just so damn wrong about light— It’s incredible just how wrongly it’s taught.” He corrected himself, “Though for detecting invisible people, maybe there’s something there. I’m not sure.”

Kiri asked, “Really?” She scrunched her face, sarcastically adding, “You’re not sure, huh?”

Erick whispered to himself, “Oh my gods.”

- - - -

Erick stepped down the white stairs of an amphitheater. Up above, the sky was black, with white stars here and there. The three moons hung in the sky—

Erick paused. None of this felt real. 

Something had shifted in Reality. Erick tried to access the Script, to bring up a blue box, any box at all. His Status came up, and all the numbers were correct. But the boxes came up slow, like there was a lag in the system. Erick tucked away the boxes, then looked around. 

“What is this?” Erick said, “I was just talking to Kiri and Poi.”

“And now you are talking to me.”

Erick turned.

A mostly white wrought in the shape of a human woman sat neatly in a student’s chair, to the side of the stairs, beside Erick in the amphitheater. Her eyes were lined in gold, while her eyes were solid white. Erick’s first thought was that she was a Shade, but that was obviously not true.

Rozeta said, “Hey, Erick. Long time no talk. Impressive spells you made so far, but everything is starting to get way out of hand, and I’m gonna need you to reel it in, or help me limit this light stuff you’re talking about.” She added, “I’m getting in front of this one, this time.”

Erick took a short moment to put together what was happening. 

He was speaking to Rozeta in a divine visitation. Sure. Why not? 

When he got back, though, he was certainly going to get himself checked out for Dream Worms; if Poi and Kiri weren’t already panicking over his prone, thrashing body.

Rozeta said, “You are not in a dream worm dream. This is me, coming to you, for a talk.”

Erick rolled with it. Her answers would determine the rest of this conversation—

And that he was able to have that thought, at all, gave a little credence to the validity of this being a divine visitation. And if not that, then at least this was a really, really good facsimile. 

“… Okay. How much do I need to explain to make sure we’re on the same page?”

“Nothing.” Rozeta said, “I’ve been watching you and your mind for some time now. So I know all about the wave-particle duality of light and how that is inadequate for explaining what light really is. I know all those dark thoughts you’ve had about gravity and how horrific the whole thing could get, and the half-thoughts about the ‘strong’ force and the ‘weak’ force.” She gestured to the seating on the other side of the stairs, saying, “Sit with me for a minute or twenty.”

That was a good answer. Erick willingly took a seat. 

Rozeta said, “My main concern is with opening another can of beans when we haven’t nearly finished the last one.”

“… Cap the points people can get from new magic?”

Rozeta nodded, saying, “That is one possibility, but I want a scalpel, not a hammer.” She said, “That part you said to your guardsman about people not experimenting with the world really stuck with me. I’m not going to change higher tier magic… probably not ever. But lower tier magic is meant to be experimental. Tier 2 and 3 are there for that exact reason. Basic, tier 1, even more so. And people do experiment with it, all the time. The problem here, is that magic is partially based in culture. A communal influence on the world brings about the strongest magic, hence ‘all that math’ in the arcanaeums of the world. When you get a chance, you should look up ‘Ritual Casting’.

“But I digress.” Rozeta said, “I’m here to ask you how you think I should limit this light magic.”

Erick answered honestly, “I’ve just been using [Special Ward] to get the job done. Do you really need something else?”

A long moment passed, as Rozeta thought in silence.

Rozeta sighed. She said, “It’s probably the most elegant solution, but that blue box is way too big.” She said, “This method means zero new points, zero new basic spells. This is good.” She frowned. She steeled herself. She said, “I have to do it this way, don’t I?” 

Erick said, “If it’s any consolation, I don’t think the Weak force or the Strong force would work through the Infinitesimal Ban.”

Rozeta smiled as she laughed. 

Erick smiled with her.

She gazed out into the distant sky, saying, “The Ban is holding rather strong against individual-atom spells.” She smiled for a moment longer. Then she turned to Erick, saying, “So tell me where you’re going with this electrolysis spell.”

“Cast it on a Flare Couatl, and the water that comes out turns to hydrogen and oxygen that is kept separated until there is a critical mass, and then it explodes.”

“I thought that’s where you were going.” She turned to gaze out at the dark sky again. She asked, “If you were designing for particle magic, how would you do it?”

Erick had thought about that question a lot before he tried to make his explosion spell. He answered, “Put the individual gathering spells, like [Condense Oxygen], at basic tier. And then you have the manipulation spells above that. Spells like Kiri’s [Hermetic Seal] would be some higher tier than basic. My [Call Lightning] would be tier 4, to make it fit with [Nature’s Fury]. Or maybe something higher because it is better in some ways. Whatever the case, you’d get there by starting from [Condense Hydrogen] and [Condense Oxygen]. You could also use this method to create an explosion spell, but for [Call Lightning], you would use this combination to get [Create Water]. Then you take [Create Water] with the 500 mana shaping option to make a cloud. And then you’d take that and [Battery] to make [Call Lightning].” He added, “Obviously, all of that doesn’t seem to fit with the current [Call Lightning]. There are some kinks to work out. In particular there’s the fact that [Call Lightning] creates a LOT of clouds out of nothing, and that doesn’t really fit with Particle magic at all. Maybe there’s a collapsing wave function or possibilty in there, somewhere, or maybe energy is just transformed into matter. Does the water come from somewhere, or is it generated by the magic?” 

Rozeta just smiled, not answering, like she usually did not answer.

Erick said, “Whatever the case, this method would make [Call Lightning] much more than 500 mana.” He added, “And [Battery] is really strong. I did not expect it to be that strong.”

Rozeta laughed again. She said, “You invoked ‘A primal force, a titan touched, an ancient life carved from stardust’! What did you think would happen with that iron rod?”

Erick defended himself, “I thought I was being poetic. Stars produce iron in their cores through fusion, but that’s the last step before they die, and iron is a great conductor.” He said, “[Comet Swarm] is apparently a spell, too, and that one is definitely not what I think of when I think of ‘comets’.”

Rozeta smiled. She said, “Back before the Sundering, there was this phenomenon where rogue bits of broken stone floated through the mana ocean. They were maybe the size of a house, at the absolute largest. The ones larger than that would stabilize in the ocean and became homes for life, starting with slimes. If that life succeeded, then that Stone would grow, as the life there demanded more space to live. If life failed, then they broke apart, into smaller and smaller pieces, until eventually they rejoined the currents. ‘Comets’ were those broken hunks of dead rock, aiming themselves at the living, trying, in the worst, most violent way, to rejoin the living.” She said, “The physics of the Old Cosmology and this one are very different, Erick, but the names we have for certain phenomena are the same, even if they point at radically different things.”

“That is… rather different, alright.” Erick was lost in thought for a moment. Eventually, he asked, “How did light work in your Old Cosmology?”

Rozeta said, “It went slower, for one. You could watch the day-lights rise over the hills of any plane, and that light would fill the land with a gel, like a thin water.” She added, “It’s very similar to how the manasphere seems, right now. Imagine light moving like that; like a thin, thick, there and yet not, water.” She said, “Oh! Think of it like waves. Yes. Kirginatharp will love that double-slit experiment you’re planning. Now if you can figure out the rest of that experiment to prove light is also a particle, that superposition exists, and then prove it all to him, that would be something to see. For now, you can just try to convince him, but he is rather stubborn. He’s always been like that.”

Erick smiled to himself. He said, “I never expected to use all this knowledge. I just learned it all to help my daughter pass her classes, and substitute for a physics teacher friend. I’m glad my memory is doing okay. I expected to die of cancer well before now, you know.” He added, “I have literally no idea how my DNA describes how my future will turn out.”

“That’s a good segue.” Rozeta asked, “So what’s going on with this [Scan] spell they’re all talking about?”

“… I don’t think I should even try.”

“I think you should.” She added, “As soon as you make it, I’m going to lock it behind ‘Registrar Only’.”

“Really?!”

“Nope.” Rozeta smiled. “You’re not gonna get out from under your repercussions that easily.” She looked at Erick, saying, “It’s gonna be out there. ‘Particle Mage Only’, as you have already guessed, but it’s still gonna be out there.”

Erick looked at Rozeta. “So you’re saying DNA doesn’t change when you [Polymorph]?” 

Rozeta smirked as she said, “I’m not telling you how magic works.”

Erick went with his train of thought, anyway, saying, “Then what the heck does [Polymorph] even do? Like… What does it actually do. Does it change the body to one already known? Does it… Is this another collapse of a wave function, or something? I’m starting to think a lot of magic is like that, but I also think that I’m very wrong.” He asked, “How come you can eat and eat and then [Polymorph] out and then back and then not have a full stomach, but still feel full?”

“All good questions.” Rozeta nodded, saying, “You should get a [Polymorph] form and do some experimenting instead of just reading books all the time.”

- - - -

Poi said, “I told you not to invoke the gods so—” Poi paused. 

Erick stood in Jane’s hospital room, exactly where he was before. Kiri stood in front of him, while Jane slept to the side, and Poi looked at him. Poi’s blue eyes seemed to bore into Erick’s mind.

Poi asked, “What the fuck just happened to you? Erick? Are you okay?”

Kiri looked to Poi, then to Erick, then backward to Teressa. She turned back to Erick, asking. “Did I miss something?”

“Erick was visited by someone,” Poi said. “A divine someone.” He stared into Erick’s eyes, then said, “Not a dream worm parasite. There’s a touch of divinity to it.” He breathed out. “Thankfully.” He quickly added, “Maybe.”

Kiri paled, again. 

Erick took a moment to find his bearings. Ophiel twittered on his shoulder. Erick asked, “How long was I out?” He added, “And it wasn’t a dream worm?”

Poi took it all in stride, saying, “Maybe a second.” He shook his head. “Maybe not even that. And it wasn’t a dream worm. I would have noticed that.”

Erick declared. “Then I’m reasonably sure it wasn’t a Dream Worm. But I’m still going to get a doctor to look me over before I talk to the Headmaster.” He added, “I have a lecture to prepare and help to secure. So. Uh. Kiri?” Erick looked to his greenscale apprentice, asking, “You can help?”

“Yes!” Kiri said, “Sure!”

Erick took one more look toward Jane, and said, “I’ll be right back, Jane.” He looked over to Teressa.

Teressa nodded, saying, “I’ll stay here. But I’m pretty sure she’s safe as could be.”

Erick smiled. “Thank you, Teressa.” He looked to Kiri and Poi, and said, “Back to the Manor for a bit? Ah. Wait. Doctor, first.”

- - - -

According to two different doctors that specialized in anti-parasite warfare, Erick had no parasites that they could find. 

That was good enough for Erick.

- - - -

Windy Manor was the same as they had left it, with his garden out front and the house rather lived in, with blankets on couches and the smell of last night’s spicy pasta still in the air. But the dense air around the house was gone. This was not a large problem, though.

Erick had used Ophiel to cast a [Prismatic Ward] across the Mage Trio’s house, so casting the [Ward] himself shouldn’t take down the one still up in Spur. Whatever the case, Erick had left his extra Ophiel existent; they were flying across the ocean, enjoying themselves, just in case it was a problem. He wanted to be able to recast the [Prismatic Ward] over the Mage Trio’s house rather fast, if this didn’t work out like he thought it would. 

Erick dumped 5000 of his own mana into a [Prismatic Ward], layered across the large windows and dense wooden walls of Windy Manor. Dense air took hold across the building.

And with a quick check through Ophiel to Spur…

The dense air around the Mage Trio’s house was still active. 

Good.

Kiri looked up at Windy Manor, asking, “Aren’t you worried about unlocking another branch of magic?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “It’s all going under [Ward]. Rozeta said.”

“O—” Kiri’s voice cracked. “Okay.”

Events proceeded quickly from there. 

Erick recalled his Ophiel to Windy Manor. Most of them just lounged around in the house, recovering mana in the presence of [Prismatic Ward]’s enforced Rest, but one of them went out into the forest, to prepare a place for Erick to level his skills, while he organized his thoughts on electromagnetism inside the Manor. As soon as a fresh pool of water and another iron rod were set into a mostly-contained [Hermetic Seal], Erick cast [Distill], [Battery], and [Catalyst] through Ophiel, to level the spells to 10. He couldn’t combine them outside of their level 10 versions, after all.

But mostly, for the next hour and a half, Kiri’s eyes were wide, and her voice was small, as Erick spoke of what he remembered regarding electromagnetism, and of all the lies he had previously told her regarding particles. 

She had a lot of trouble with the particle-wave duality of Reality. Erick had to explain that several times.

- - - -

Getting into the classroom was easy; Krigea, the teal, ‘only’ two meter tall orcol who worked with the Headmaster, was waiting for them when they arrived. She let them in, and then took her place beside the door, on the outside of the room.

The amphitheater at the top of Central tower was the same as Erick remembered; cream-colored stone that sparkled in tiny ways here and there, with two staircases into the student seating area and a large stage and podium for the speaker. The roof was a spectacle of glass, while the sky overhead was dark. Sunset had come and gone while Erick prepared for his lecture and accompanying experimental evidence. Stars glinted in the dark sky. 

As Erick stepped down into the room, down the stairs, toward the stage, he realized he missed dinner. He turned to Kiri, also walking down the stairs with him, and said, “We missed dinner. Are you hungry? We should all get something good to eat after this.”

Kiri whisper-shouted, “How can you possibly think of food right now?”

Erick stepped down into the separating space between the student seating and the stage. Right now, it was only him, Kiri, and Poi, in the room. Poi stayed up in the back of the room; casually out of the way, like usual. Glancing up at the sapphire man, Erick sometimes wondered if Poi was bored with his position, but then he always noticed the lines of intent radiating from the man’s head, and he realized that Poi was likely never bored. 

Erick asked Kiri, “Are you going to be okay?”

“Eventually. Sure.” Kiri said, “But… Like… Some of those things you said…” She quickly added, “Don’t worry about me. I’m fine.”

Erick said, “Kiri. It’s going to be okay.”

Ophiel, clinging to Erick’s shoulder and staring down at Kiri, twittered in harps and flutes, as though agreeing with Erick.

Kiri eyed Ophiel. “… Sure.”

Erick stepped up onto the stage and began conjuring the tables and equipment he would need. Kiri stepped up behind him and began conjuring the blackboards; making sure that what Erick had written was put up properly. 

They were mostly through the setup when the rest of the party arrived. 

A gold blip in the student seating resolved into The Headmaster, looking as regal as ever in his gold and cream emperor’s clothes. 

Beside him, the air blipped red. Ryul, the harpy archmage, appeared. He wore bright gold jewelry around his barely clothed, red-feathered body. He smiled to Erick, as he said, “Hello again!”

Erick smiled back, saying, “Hello. I wondered who he would bring.”

Ryul said, “You have yet to collect on your first bargain of trade, Archmage Flatt, but now I understand I am to be even further in your debt.” 

The Headmaster said, “He is a jokester. There will be no official bargains of trade today. This is a transaction. Knowledge of light, for assistance in tracking down and eliminating Messalina, the Life Binder.” 

The Headmaster spoke with a partial disdain in his voice, which Erick was sure was intentional. Either he was being purposefully obtuse, to hide his interest, or he genuinely believed that Erick had no real knowledge about light. The Headmaster was a Light Mage, after all. This was his thing. He should know everything there was to know… Or at least that’s the air he was giving off. 

Erick countered with, “When we’re through with this lecture, you might not think it such a small thing, sir. This is not just about the blacklights in my dungeon”

The Headmaster’s frown deepened, as he said, “We shall see.”

Erick nodded. He put his hands to the side of the professor’s podium, and began with, “This is a very, very complicated topic, for light is a fundamental force in this universe, so we will get off topic.” He added, “There are four fundamental forces, just so you know. Or at least that’s how many there were before I fell to Veird. After some initial testing, the experiments that I remembered produced exactly what I expected them to produce, so wherever we are, it might be my universe, or it might be someone else’s. I don’t know. Whatever the case, I am reasonably sure that light works on Veird like how it worked back home.” He said, “This discussion is going to get very, very confusing. Take what I say with a lot of skepticism, for I have remembered a lot, but not all of it. Understand that there are experiments that you can do to test this all out on your own. I will be explaining these experiments to you, in this lecture. I encourage you to actually run the tests yourself. Maybe even do a double-blind study. But that’s for later.” He said, “Whatever the case, this is how I am able to make artifact level Stat items and the Light Slime dungeon, so bear all that in mind as I begin this talk.”

During Erick’s speech, the Headmaster lost his frown. Ryul laughed, once, then sat down. The red harpy pulled a shoulder bag around his body, and pulled out papers and pens. A few [Scry] orbs appeared here and there as Erick spoke, but as soon as Erick said ‘four fundamental forces’, the Headmaster smashed those [Scry] orbs to smithereens, and cast a wide ranged [Ward] across the room, turning the view of the night sky above into a dark, murky vista. Erick was sure that if anyone was looking in from up there, all they could see were blobs. 

The Headmaster listened to Erick, until he finished his introduction. Then, he asked, “Are particles not a fundamental part of the universe?”

Erick instantly said, “No. They are not. They are—”

The Headmaster looked to Erick’s left, to behind him to Kiri. “Your apprentice does not look so good.”

Erick turned around. Kiri was barely holding it together. She was pointedly not looking at the Headmaster, or at Erick, or at anything at all. Her eyes were open; possibly too open.

That wasn’t supposed to happen.

Erick asked, “Kiri?”

Kiri slowly turned toward Erick. Her greenscaled face was the color of pale seafoam. 

Without warning, her eyes rolled into the back of her head as her knees buckled. 

Erick caught her with a rapidly deployed Handy Aura, muttering, “Shit. Shit,” as he conjured a bed nearby, off of the podium, and placed her on the soft mattress. “Dammit.” He dismissed his Handy Aura out from underneath Kiri.

The Headmaster was suddenly beside the young girl, beside her bed. Poi was walking down the stairs, rapidly closing the distance between him and Kiri, while Ryul held back, frowning slightly; concerned, but with his eyes glancing back to the diagrams and writings on the blackboards on the stage.

Erick focused on Kiri. She was breathing shallow, but she was still breathing. 

The Headmaster flicked a small vial of powder into his one hand, then popped the top with a thumb, before sticking the small vial under Kiri’s nose. 

Kiri’s eyes slammed open. She instantly saw the Headmaster and Erick, both standing over her, Erick on the professor’s stage, and the Headmaster on the ground beside her bed, as Poi walked up to also stand nearby. She winced. She looked like she wanted to crawl into a hole and die. She whispered, “Fuck.”

The Headmaster looked from Kiri to Erick, then back to Kiri, “Tell me. Did Erick ask you to assist him in creating his lecture?”

Kiri could not bear to look at the Headmaster, as she answered, “Yes.”

“And your feelings on that?”

“… unknowable.” Kiri rapidly added, “Sorry. It’s...”

Erick breathed in relief. Kiri was okay. Now as for the rest of this conversation? Erick had no idea.

“No need to be sorry.” The Headmaster hummed. He stepped away from Kiri, then looked up to Erick, saying, “That you have shared the secret of your artifact Stat items and the nature of your light slime producing dungeon with your apprentice, and you were about to share it with Ryul, your guardsman, and I, makes me think you need… A great deal more archmage training. I bear some of the blame for this malformed lecture. We are in the midst of a new era of magic, and I had forgotten this.” He said, “This discussion will still happen, but it will not happen tonight, and it will happen in a more secure location.”

Erick felt a lot of ways about what the Headmaster was saying, but the words that came out of his mouth first, were, “What about Messalina and all the parasites she’s spreading?”

“Yes…” The Headmaster paused. He said, “I suppose I must send some Elites to Spur.” The Headmaster said, “The three already on location seem to have been compromised by the Life Binder. I expected them to do better.”

Erick said, “I expected her to find the people who killed her village and then go away.”

The Headmaster said, as though it was no big deal, “There is no way she has not found her targets.”

Erick said, “What!” Erick stepped down into the area separating the student space from the professor’s podium, to stand on the same floor as the Headmaster and Kiri. He asked, “How?!”

Poi, who had taken a step back, frowned. Kiri just winced, still laying on the bed Erick had conjured. Color was slowly returning to her face, a reddish green; she was either embarrassed or angry, Erick couldn’t tell. Probably both.

“Messalina is a pestilence with parasites everywhere, is how!” Anger flashed across the Headmaster’s face. His glowing gold eyes turned darker as he calmed himself. He said, “She is a self-indulgent hedonist. A being who had the power to do so much good, and who chose to do evil. She murdered seven of my arcanaeums—” He blinked long. When he opened his eyes again, they were back to perfect amber; back to normal. He said, “She killed five thousand of my students and tortured them into new bodies, three hundred years ago. I will never forgive her for that. She will die for leaving the sanctuary of her self-imposed exile.” He spoke with authority, saying, “I had hoped that Spur would immediately join me in my crusade against that necromancer, but, like always, it takes a personal danger for you mortals to understand that ancient evils will never stop being evil.” He concluded, “Oceanside will lead the charge against Messalina. You will remain here, and remain uncorrupted by her efforts.”

Erick said, “Thank you for helping, but I won’t stand aside when I can help, too.”

Half incredulous, the Headmaster asked, “Do you not see that you are being corrupted by Silverite, too?” The Headmaster spat, “Spur is a nest of shadows! Just as they choose to profit from Messalina’s wrath they are choosing to profit from endless war against the dark instead of ending the threat of Ar’kendrithyst, once and for all!” 

Erick spat right back, “Then let’s kill all the Shades too while you’re in the neighborhood!”

A pause seemed to stretch through the turbulent mana of the room.

The Headmaster opened his mouth. He closed his mouth. He paused. He said, “There is no way Silverite approves of this. Nor Kal’Duresh, or Frontier. They all profit from Ar’Kendrithyst. Every society on Glaquin chooses to live with that dark city, for it makes them stronger. It gets them levels in exchange for death and danger.”

“I’m working on all of that.” Erick said, “But I won’t move unless all my ducks are in a row. Just like you, I suppose.”

The Headmaster asked, “Did you come to Veird to kill Melemizargo?”

The mana in the room had swirled roughshod this way and that, as voices rose and fell and emotions raged, but at the mention of the Dark God’s name, the mana went still. Everyone noticed. Ryul glanced around. Kiri paled, again. Poi seemed to freeze in place. 

But Erick and the Headmaster just stared at each other. 

Erick did not answer the question, because he did not know. But he did know something. Erick said, “He kills wrought all the time, doesn’t he? His goals don't matter, if his way of accomplishing them is to murder innocents. Besides, I’m pretty sure that the universe you’re in right now is larger than your previous one. It’s just harder to get around, and it’s going to take a lot more than magic to do so.”

Several strange emotions passed across the Headmaster’s face. Disbelief, for sure, but also pity, anger, and others. Erick was pretty good at guessing emotions, and he was usually correct, but whatever the Headmaster was thinking was too deep for Erick to guess. 

Erick continued, “And his goal of returning Veird to the Old Cosmology is just weird. Either your old universe still exists, or it doesn’t. What’s he trying to do? Return to a void?”

The Headmaster said, “He is insane. But I am glad to see you are not. I would still urge you to remain here, while my Elites take care of this infestation in Spur.”

“I cannot do that.”

The Headmaster frowned. He said, “Fine.” He looked to Kiri, who was now sitting on the edge of her bed. He said, “Since you have taught enough of this new magic to another to give her a faint, then if you get yourself killed, at least your magic might live on.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide as she stared at the ground, away from the Headmaster.

The Headmaster said, “You are welcome to come back to Oceanside whenever you wish. I am taking your light dungeon and expanding on the location. Easy access to light essences will make killing Ar’Kendrithyst much easier.”

“I will help with that, too,” Erick said, feeling the flow of the conversation finally turn his direction. There had been some sort of hiccup with actually dispersing his half-knowledge of light and electromagnetism, but now it felt like this was what the Headmaster was truly after; at least for now. “I might even take a light slime form and work on [Lightwalk], myself.”

“Then you will expand the dungeon to ten times the size, but it will remain under my control. You will be forbidden from creating a second light slime dungeon for a period of ten years.”

“Then I fully expect you to take care of it while I’m not present, but I, and any who I designate, will have access to the location whenever I need or want, and you will also provide locations for other experimental dungeons. I will also be provided with fifty percent of any revenue produced by any of my dungeons.”

“Twenty percent, and as long as you do not bring danger to Oceanside, I will agree to these terms.”

“Thirty, and experiments bring inherent danger, but I will strive to be responsible.”

“Twenty five, and I want an initial light dungeon created in five days or however long it takes you, before you go back to Spur and get yourself killed by a targeted parasite. Krigea or Apell Calloway will assist you in deciding a new location. In the meantime, my Elites will journey to the cities of the Crystal Forest to begin the process of de-worming the populace and bringing Messalina to justice.” He added, “But I say all this with one major caveat: I cannot promise to help those who are unwilling to accept my help.”

Erick wasn’t happy about not going right back to Spur, but he said, “Agreed.”
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073, 2/2


                Dinner was spicy fried fish and rice and beer, ordered down in town and brought up to Jane’s room, to a table conjured in front of the large windows that looked out across Oceanside’s crescent harbor. Lights glowed on the ships in the harbor down below and across all the rest of the city. Oceanside was a college city, after all; there were a lot of people out and about in the well-lit night. 

Jane was still sleeping soundly; she did not wake for all the scents of food around her, but after a few minutes into dinner a nurse on duty came in to the room, saying that the spices were too strong; they were stinking up the place. Erick cast a [Scent Ward] across the room and apologized. The nurse left, closing the door behind her. Erick almost added an [Audio Dampening Ward] to the room, but all the patients who needed sleep were under [Sleep] runes like Jane, and the nurses gave no indication that loud noises were a problem for anyone. If that changed, he could always add one later. 

Erick asked Teressa, “Nothing happened while we were gone?”

“Nope.” She said, “Quite boring, which is just how I like it. How was it with you all?” She looked to Kiri, who was chugging her third bottle of beer, asking, “Tough?”

Kiri asked, “How can you just talk to him like that, Erick!”

Rats joked, “You’re not dead or maimed, so it can’t have been that bad, Kiri.”

Poi said, “Erick secured Oceanside’s aid against Messalina and made initial plans to construct a ten-floor light slime dungeon, which is also for his benefit, and the benefit of Civilization.” Poi said, “And he didn’t have to give up any real secrets to do it.”

Erick almost added, ‘Not yet’, but he decided not to. 

Rats held up his beer, saying, “Cheers to that.”

Kiri finished off her beer and reached for her fourth, saying, “This is crazy. The Headmaster is Second to Rozeta. He’s the only dragon living openly in the whole world. He has eaten every single dragon that came for him, and he eats all of those who try and fail to kowtow to him. Oceanside and the Headmaster lead the Arcanaeum Consortium. You know of those, right? Archmage Quel is beholden to the Headmaster. The Arcanaeum Consortium are the people who raise those who lift the first spears and spells against the monsters.”

“I get that…” He didn’t get her point at all. So they were famous and powerful, so what? Erick asked, “But what’s the problem, Kiri?”

Kiri whisper-shouted, “You promised to make a light slime dungeon and you got 25 percent of the proceeds. Forgetting the very real possibility that he’ll let people use it for free, and you shouldn’t have asked for anything in return for helping to make the world a better place?” She said, “He won’t sell the rights at all. He’ll give it away and demand bargains of trade.”

Rats ate his dinner in silence. Teressa and Poi did the same.

Erick said, “I don’t think he’s petty enough to deny the spirit of that 25 percent, but even if he does get around it, it’s not a big deal. I’m glad to help civilization, Kiri. But the fact is, is that I cannot allow myself to be run over, and this way I can get [Lightwalk] and he can take care of the actual dungeon, doing whatever he wants to do with it, and the bonds between Spur and Oceanside can grow. I needed to do something to restore that bond, so I did what I could.” He added, “I did not expect there to be that much resentment or bad blood or whatever between the Headmaster and Silverite, but there is obviously something there that doesn’t need to be there.” He turned to Poi, asking, “Do you have any idea what was going on with that? I expected some of that, but the Headmaster talked of profiteering off of Ar’Kendrithyst like it was a choice of Silverite’s, and not the result of the Shades being Shades and the dark dragon being himself.”

Poi said, “Accusing Spur of profiteering is a normal enough occurrence. Neither the Army nor Silverite cares too much about all of that.” He added, “We know what we’re about, no matter if the world thinks otherwise.”

Erick said, “Silverite knows something about what happened between Messalina and the Headmaster. She wouldn’t say, but I got the impression that there was something personal, there.”

Rats said, “I heard something like that, but from this end. Messalina was a prominent student at Oceanside before she killed those seven arcanaeums.”

Kiri said, “Sorry. No.” She went back to, “That’s… not what I mean. It doesn’t matter if you made a good deal or not.” Her eyes seemed to glaze over as she stared into the distance, saying, “Nothing is real. Nothing matters.”

Erick laughed, then instantly corrected himself to a stern face, because Kiri was obviously in some sort of crisis right now. He said, “Everything is real, Kiri. Just because particles are waves and real and nothing is as we see it, does not mean that it’s not all still real.”

Poi laughed once, but as Kiri paled again, he did more or less the same thing Erick did to cover up his reaction; turning stern in a moment. Teressa and Rats just ate their dinner; silently watching the show.

Kiri said, “But it’s not real, is it? It’s all just packets of energy. We can’t really know anything about anything, can we?”

“Sure we can!” Erick said, “Right now, I know that Messalina is actively hurting the people of Spur, and that we’re doing what we can do prevent that.” He held up his fried fish bowl, saying, “I know that this is delicious.” He held up his beer, saying, “And I know that this is pretty good, too.” 

Kiri looked down at her untouched food. She said, “Is it?”

Erick asked, “Focus on this, then: Do you want [Lightwalk]?” He smiled at Kiri as he said, “I’m making a dungeon full of light slimes, you know. Getting the skill is only a matter of time once everything is up and running.” He looked to everyone else, to Poi, to Rats, to Teressa. “Even if I don’t get endless amounts of money from the place, you’re all welcome to try for the skill yourself. Properly made ten floor dungeons are supposed to produce a hundred slimes a day, meaning one elemental body skill for one person every twenty to thirty days, give or take a week… I don’t know if light slimes are the same as other slimes.”

Teressa looked up for a moment, thinking. She said, “That’s 7500 gold in small rads.” Rats said, “Holy shit. Maybe I should make a dungeon.” He looked to Erick, adding, “And I want [Lightwalk], if you’re offering.”

Kiri just stared at her dinner.

Poi said, “[Lightwalk] is good, but as I’ve said: the shadows of Ar’Kendrithyst are strong enough that a strong light only makes them more powerful.”

Erick said, “That reminds me of a question I had: Are there such a thing as darkness slimes? What is the difference between darkness and shadows? Why are they called ‘shadow essences’, and not ‘darkness essences’?”

Teressa said, “True darkness is just death.”

“That’s not it.” Rats said, “Darkness is wizardry. Because yeah: Darkness does not actually exist. It takes a wizard to make darkness.”

Poi said, “That’s closer to what I’ve always been told. I can agree with that.”

Kiri seemed hollow, as she asked, “Is darkness a fundamental part of your Reality?”

Poi hummed, looking at Erick. Rats and Teressa went silent again.

Erick said, “No?” He amended, “Probably not.” He thought for a moment. “Oh! Wait. Uh. The universe that I came from was expanding faster and faster, due to some unknown energy. We called it ‘Dark Energy’, but that was just because we couldn’t see what was actually doing the expansion. Not because ‘darkness’ was a building block of Reality, but because we were just ignorant of the truth.”

Kiri sat still for a moment. Then she chugged her beer and grabbed another from the ice bucket. 

Poi said, “So that’s probably enough talk of the dark for now.”

Kiri blurted, “I need you to talk about superposition again.”

“I think I told you everything I know.” Erick said, “I watched a ton of videos on the stuff to try and learn for a semester of coursework, but I really don’t know that much.” He said, “I think the problem here, Kiri, is that the magic they teach here is all about knowing and plotting and understanding, but the problem with quantum mechanics and magic is that they are inherently unknowable, until you know, and then they’re no longer wave functions.”

Kiri said, “I’m so confused but that just sounds so wrong.”

Erick didn’t argue. 

Rats said, “If it’s any consolation, Kiri, I have no idea what he just said.”

“Me either,” Teressa said. 

Poi just smirked.

Kiri glared at Poi, demanding, “Do you understand what he said?”

Poi said, “Of course not. I know what my magic is about, and it’s not about ‘superposition’ and ‘wave functions’.”

“Dammit.” Kiri drank her beer.

Erick ate his dinner, saying, “This fish place is pretty good.”

Poi said, “You can’t get fish like this in Spur.”

Rats said, “You can if you can catch them. Airfish are pretty good.”

Poi blurted, “You have no idea how much I wanted to catch those airfish that lured that yellow eyebeam wyrm at us.” Poi said, “Oh my gods, those things are the most delicious fish in the whole world.”

Teressa said, “Oh yeah. Slice ‘em up with salt and pepper.”

Erick said, “I should make you guys some lemon pepper fish. You might like that, Poi.”

Kiri swayed a little as she downed her fifth beer. Everyone else was halfway through eating, but she had yet to touch her food. She looked down at her bowl of fish and rice, saying, “I miss beef.” She suddenly teared up, saying, “I really miss beef.” She sniffled a little, then set her beer aside. She dug into her rice bowl.

Erick asked her, “Did your parents decide to stay in Tower Town, or did they actually move to Odaali?”

Kiri offhandedly said, “They moved to Odaali just last week. The whole family. All twelve of them started a new life in some new town just south of the Kingdom City. On a hill.”

Erick said, “Good for them!”

Rats said, “I heard the reconstruction is going decently. A lot more people survived the Dead Air Catastrophe than they thought. There’s a woman downstairs from the Republic talking all about how everyone’s mad that so many people are coming back to the city, but none of them stayed to fight.”

Teressa said, “Typical. People love to carve up territory that they had no part in settling.”

“Anyone heard anything about Caradogh or Portal?” Erick asked.

“Not much.” Poi said, “Just that Spur is really making a go of cutting them out of the loop. Kal’Duresh opened up an industrial district, outside of the main city walls. They’re making a lot of the stuff that Portal threatened to cut, and has cut. Most raw metals have been cut off entirely. None of the wrought are happy about that, but with all the new metallic Particle spells, the refineries of Nergal and the Greensoil Republic are a lot less important.” He added, “Outpost is opening up a new mine. So that problem might be solved.”

Erick said, “Caradogh really could have gone the other direction. He could have sought to export from the Crystal Forest.” A bolt of thought struck Erick cold. He said, “If that man thinks to work with Messalina.” Erick said, “Dammit! She’s probably already contacted him. Can you guys think of anyone else who would have a lot of influence and knowledge of the people of the Crystal Forest? Caradogh is just the first one that springs to mind. This might be a good vector of inquiry.”

Poi said, “Silverite is already on that. Nothing has appeared, yet.”

Kiri said, “I got no idea. Except the Shades, of course.”

Everyone stopped eating, except Kiri.

“I considered that at first. But...” Erick said, “She wouldn’t work with them, would she?”

Poi said, “Messalina is purported to be a strictly self-interested actor, so the possibility of her getting into a team with the Shades is very low… But, honestly, she could. She can operate through parasites and intermediaries without a degradation of skill, meaning that she would never need to meet a Shade in person.” Poi thought for a moment. He said, “When a major power starts operating in the Crystal Forest the possibility of a Shade plots is always the first concern raised. The verdict handed down from Silverite and other city leaders as of last week, was that Messalina was likely not working with the Shades, but if all of those people are compromised, then… We’ll have to revisit this question.”

Rats said, “Until Bulgan, if people worked with the Shades, they were roped around for a while and sure, they did some bad stuff— Like there was that serial killer in Spur two years ago. But that man ended up in Ar’Kendrithyst at the Crack and Fallopolis killed him in front of everyone.”

Teressa added, “The small antagonists quietly get turned into shadelings, but the big ones get dead. She makes a spectacle of it, too, every single time, and they always think that it won’t happen to them. That they’re only moments away from becoming a Shade themselves. Fallopolis would kill Messalina, for sure.”

Erick said, “Sounds to me like they kill the ones that make a spectacle of themselves, but probably more because they don’t want more crazy Shades added to their number.” He looked around, asking, “Does that sound reasonable? After what we saw in Yetta’s trip to kill Planter?”

Poi hummed. Kiri tilted her head back and forth. Teressa drank her beer.

Rats said, “I can see that. It might be right.”

Erick continued, “Messalina is famous, but she’s also a hedonist and an ‘evil necromancer’, according to everyone. Sounds like perfect Shade material, to me.” He added, “But if she’s not that kinda person, then I bet she’s trying to find conspirators that will help her search the Forest— And that’s another thing!” Erick said, for the benefit of Rats and Teressa, “I don’t know if I believe it, but the Headmaster said that she probably found her targets already, but she didn’t want to run back to her jungle yet… For some reason.” Erick paused. He said, “He didn’t actually say the reason. He changed the subject.”

“There was nothing left for her in that jungle, was there?” Kiri said, “They’re all dead, and unable to be re-bodied, or whatever the fuck necromancers like her do.”

Erick said, “And yea! There’s that, too! So they died, so what? She’s a necromancer, right? A necromancer that puts people into new bodies.” He looked around, asking, “What’s up with that?” 

Teressa said, “I hadn’t really thought of that.”

Poi ate his fish and rice. 

Rats said, “It just means the people she’s trying to find are necromancers, too, and they destroyed the souls of everyone there.”

“Oh.” Erick said, “Well. Yeah. I guess it does mean that.”

Kiri spoke up, “How much do you think everyone on our side is lying?”

Erick burst a nervous laugh.

Poi said, “The normal amount.”

“I would hope just the normal amount,” Erick said.

Jane snored in the background.

 

- - - -

 

Erick wanted to spend the night in the hospital with Jane, but that would mean everyone else would have to stay there, too, and that wouldn’t be fair to them. So he went home, and slept.

The next morning came soon enough. 

After checking up on Jane, and seeing that she was perfectly fine, but still sleeping, it was time to begin to fulfill his end of the bargain he made with the Headmaster. He would need to make this light slime dungeon, and it would need to be ten floors large. Fortunately, when Krigea came to Erick to relay the Headmaster's wishes for this new construction, she came with help. 

 

- - - -

 

Professor Apell Calloway, the 430-ish year old, normally pale green, human-shaped wrought professor of dungeoneering, stood beside the central pool of Erick’s dungeon, staring out across the bright, white and prismatic underground space. About two dozen light slimes bounced and played in the streaming water in front of Apell, in the kaleidoscopic light, and on the stone floor around her. They were entranced by a new light source that had entered the room; Apell, herself.

Because all wrought fluoresced in the presence of ultraviolet light, apparently. 

While Poi stood a few meters away, Erick stood beside Apell, wearing sunglasses to ward off most of the bright, damaging lights of the dungeon. He could barely tell that Apell was fluorescing; she might have been ever so slightly brighter green than normal. But the light slimes all around her could definitely tell. 

Erick did not interrupt this moment for her. She was obviously having some sort of emotional reaction similar to Killzone’s, or Anhelia’s, when they first saw one of Erick’s blacklights. Her eyes were wide, and her face was stunned. She had gasped when she first stepped into the tunnels coming down here, but as the two of them descended the stairs, she had gone silent; reverent. And now she stood in the center of the dungeon, surrounded by blacklights, staring at everything.

Erick waited. 

Eventually, Apell said, “I can see about a thousand possible improvements. That intake up there is way too small and you have a hundred smaller intakes all over the place. What is up with that?” She pointed up at the nearest spinning kaleidoscopic wardlight, then to the next one, saying, “And those aren’t even spinning at the same rates! This place is too turbulent. I’m surprised anything grew at all!” She leaned down and patted the closest light slime, saying, “I know they’re practically mythical monsters, but surely they can grow in a more orderly environment.”

Erick laughed. 

Apell stood up, saying, “What?”

“You’re not going to say anything about the blacklights?” Erick added, “The fluorescing lights.”

Apell looked at him like he was an idiot. She said, “I’m not going to say a lot about a lot. These lights are yours and I will have nothing to do with them. But I will ask you— Why no plant life?” She instantly answered her own question, saying, “Ah. Water slimes. I knew that.”

Erick said, “I was testing a theory that light slimes are photosynthetic.”

Apell scrunched her face. “Like a plant?” Apell looked back to the slimes around her feet, saying, “Maybe.”

Erick said, “It took a week to put the dungeon together, but three weeks for the first slime to appear. That was five days ago, and there were only seven of them. Now there’s two dozen. I think we should leave this area as a spawn zone and make a new dungeon in another location, in case there is something special about this location that won’t happen in a new dungeon.”

“I agree.” Apell said, “I would like to try for a space without all these extra wards. That would allow for people not in on the secret to participate in the dungeon. This new dungeon is going to be big, and that means that secrets are going to be out in the open. The Headmaster has already expressed to me that he wants to bring [Lightwalk] out of the power of the Sovereign Cities.”

“Is that his goal?” Erick asked. “I heard a lot about that place from my daughter. Seems like a place that needs help, not to have their only connection to the outside world taken away.”

“More help than you could possibly know.” Apell said, “Sometimes tough-love is the best.” She smiled. “The Sovereign Cities would agree with that statement if you were talking about screwing over their own people, but not if you were talking about screwing over their conglomeration of cities, as a whole.” 

Erick grumbled, “The more I think about it, the more I’m pretty sure they tried to kill Jane and her entire team.”

Apell said, “Not any more than they were trying to kill their own. Don’t take it too personally.” She added, “Or do take it personally, and be happy that this will take away their main way to attract people like your daughter and her team to their yearly unicorn hunt. Or at least the [Lightwalk] aspect of it all. People are still going to want [Aura of Freedom] and the smaller unicorns are going to grow into larger ones to threaten Killtree, like they always do every year.”

Erick frowned at nothing in particular, thinking over Apell’s words.

Apell asked, “Can you show me the plumbing?”

“It’s over near the entrance.” Erick turned and started walking. 

Poi silently flanked him from a short distance away. 

Several light slimes bumbled around Apell’s feet, following her glow as Apell followed Erick, saying, “I have an old dungeon that’s seven layers deep in the southern mountains. If you’re amenable to this, then I’ll tell one of my graduates and they can go get it started. Open it up, and such.” She passed one of the roughcut diamond statues that poured water into the streams that carved across the dungeon floor, looking at the statue. “And I know it’s just diamond, but its still massively huge. These things would have been priceless just last year. We can’t have them in the new dungeon.”

Erick walked over a short stone bridge, over a stream, saying, “Sure we can. The light slimes need sparkly things to look at. They like them, too.” He exclaimed, “Oh! Maybe we could get a Crystal Agave or ten in the new place, but without the mimics in there, of course.”

“Crystal Slimes?” Apell shook her head, saying, “No. The Headmaster won’t take the chance to allow mimics to spread.”

“We could do this on an island, if you got one.” Erick said, “Might be good in case a radiant ooze spawns, too.”

“… Maybe.” Apell hummed, then said, “Might be a good idea just because we don’t know a whole lot about light slimes...” She spoke with authority, saying, “But we’re not trying for crystal slimes with this dungeon. We’re going for light slimes, and we’re going to do it well. No distractions. At least not right now.”

“Fair enough.” Erick reached the wall that hid the plumbing, near the staircase coming into the dungeon floor, saying, “Here we are. The stronger blacklights are in here, so I keep my stays in here to a minimum. I was using a [Gravity Strainer] to move the water in the beginning, but now I’m using a plain [Gravity Ward]. It lasts a lot longer, and all I’m moving is water.” With a methodical [Stoneshape], he first pushed back the light slimes gathering around Apell, blocking them behind a short wall, then he turned his attention to the wall that hid the pump room. Seams appeared in the wall, as a five foot thick, meter wide section of the dungeon wall began to slide down. Loud, crashing rushes sounded from the breaking wall, as a solid beam of bright light carved out from the interior of the pump room. Erick yelled over the roar of water, “It’s a bit loud.”

Erick revealed a bright white cavern—

Apell shied away from the opening, yelling, “Holy gods that is bright!”

Erick instantly cast a cyan maskinglight into the air, turning off the brightness. He yelled, “Sorry. This should be better.” He added an audio dampening [Ward], too, saying, “That’s better, too.”

Apell touched the cyan space surrounding Erick, that led into the plumbing area. “Okay. That’s… interesting.” She walked into the cyan maskinglight. “Okay. That’s weird. It’s not a normal lightward. I feel… mostly blind.”

Erick smiled. “Of course it’s not a normal lightward.” Erick took off his sunglasses, saying, “It blocks out all light except cyan.”

Apell frowned a little. For a moment, she looked like she wanted to ask questions, but she just turned her attention to the pump room.

The room was split into two layers. The top layer was the olympic-sized pool that supplied water to the whole dungeon floor, while the bottom pool caught that water. The streams and rivers of the main dungeon floor flowed due to natural gravity, emptying water out of the bottom of the larger pool, into dozens of smaller stone pipes that went everywhere.

But the noise, and the functionality of it all, came from a meter-wide tunnel of a white [Gravity Ward] in the lower pool. Hundreds of thousands of gallons of water per hour shot straight up through that [Ward], directly into a tunnel in the ceiling. That tunnel then led to the larger pool, where it dumped all that water back down, in a great waterfall, directly in the center of that larger reservoir.

A small waterfall of overflow water dumped over the side of the upper pool, back into the lower pool. Erick had already worked out the exact waterflow needs of the dungeon floor, but having this overflow allowed him to adjust the space out there, without overly affecting the system. Besides, evaporation was a thing that happened; as long as there was this tiny overflow, he knew that the dungeon was properly filled and operating exactly how it should.

Apell looked over the whole system, but did not venture past the cyan masklight. She did not step into the room itself. She watched the water flow, saying, “That’s a good [Gravity Ward]. Uncontrolled gravity removal is a lot easier than a strainer.”

“I agree.” Erick smiled.

She turned back to the dungeon floor, saying, “Okay. I’ve seen enough. I’m going to do some [Scry] mapping of the system here to try and see what I can improve upon later, but we can start planning the actual dungeon next.” She gestured toward the sunglasses in Erick’s hands, saying, “We’re going to need a lot of those for the grad students I’m going to enlist.”

Erick smiled as he put on his sunglasses, saying, “We’ve got a bright future ahead of us.”

Apell just looked at him. “Sorry?”

“… I guess it didn’t translate well. Maybe I should have said: We’ve got an...” Erick searched for the right word in Ecks. “We’ve got an illuminated future ahead of us.”

“Ah. It was a joke.”

Erick frowned at her.

She shrugged. “Sorry. I don’t like puns.”

Erick sighed as he walked out of the pump room. Apell followed him back onto the main dungeon floor. With a quick [Stoneshape], he closed the wall, then he dismissed the cyan masklight. From there, they walked the dungeon floor, talking of the new construction, and where it might be. Erick wanted an island, but all the islands in a thousand kilometers were already taken by a group or an individual; island property around Oceanside Island was very, very expensive. Normally, this did not matter. They could have theoretically gotten an island further from Oceanside City. But the Headmaster had already given strict instructions. He wanted the new dungeon to be within a single [Teleport]. 

That left the mountains down south, which was where the starter seven floor dungeon lay, or a new construction, somewhere else.

Erick decided to at least see the seven floor starter dungeon. He could decide later.

 

- - - -

 

A small mountain range ran down the center of the southern half of Oceanside Island. On the eastern side of that range, where it was always dry, was where Erick had created his [Battery] and other spells. But on the western side of that small range of peaks, the land was carved into cliffs and plateaus by nature and people, and every vertical surface bore the brunt of the westerly tradewinds, the dense mana stream, and the natural rain. Every horizontal surface was crowded with trees and bushes and ferns and flowers, while streams and waterfalls cascaded down here and there.

Erick, Poi, and Apell, had blipped onto one of those horizontal surfaces, into a part of the forest a little more than halfway up the mountainside.

The blue ocean stretched out, far to the west; a vista of darker blue that made a line from north to south, while fluffy white clouds drifted in the cyan above. Those clouds floated toward Oceanside, in a gentle, endless procession. 

Erick stood on the edge of a cliff, surrounded by tall trees. Wind whipped up from far, far below, stirring in his hair, billowing through his clothes. Poi stood to the side, out of the way, but Ophiel hovered in front of Erick. Ophiel was half his true size and riding the wind with his many wings, gliding this way and that, not bothering to use [Airshape] to keep himself afloat; there was no need for that right here. He sang in harps and violins, exultant in the breezy, rushing moment. 

Apell spoke behind Erick, “This place is a mess. I didn’t know it had gotten this bad.”

Erick turned. Apell stood with her graduate student, a young shifter man named Calzin. Erick hadn’t seen a shifter since he had last seen Savral’s adventuring friend, Lanore. She was an owl shifter, with white feathers in her hair, who wore a feathered, half-mask, that covered the top half of her dark-skinned face. Calzin was also an owl shifter, but he was pale skinned with dark feathers in his dark hair. He also wore a half mask, with great big eyes on that mask. Other than their feathers and their masks, they looked basically like humans. Or, at least Erick guessed they looked like humans. He still hadn’t seen one outside of a mask. Both Apell and Calzin had elected to check out the dungeon before Erick entered, and now that they had come out, neither of them looked happy.

Calzin said, “It’ll take a while to clear it all out.”

“What’s wrong?” Erick asked.

Calzin frowned, saying, “Unknown monsters and failing architecture.”

Apell said, “I can get some other graduates to clear it out. The Headmaster has deemed this a priority, so it shouldn’t take more than a day, but until that happens, I don’t feel safe letting you go in there as it is, Erick.”

Erick looked beyond Calzin and Apell, to a hole in the ground, not ten meters away. The hole stood at the base of another vertical surface of the mountain, that led up to another plateau of trees, twenty meters up. That hole was the entrance to the dungeon.

“Architecture is a problem we can deal with.” Erick said, “I can deal with monsters. I won’t damage the architecture, either.”

He walked past Calzin and Apell, both of them wincing, seemingly unsure what was going to happen, but neither of them saying anything to stop him. Erick stopped two meters from the hole in the mountain. It was easily three meters wide, and mostly dark, but Calzin and Apell had both cast minor lights into the top of the tunnel. Erick could only see to the first bend in that tunnel; ten meters down. Walls were broken, or cracked and looking to break. Roots had gotten in from the ceiling. Rubble layered the staircase leading down. Erick decided to clean this unknown place in a different way than normal, because he wanted the spell to sit down there for a while; working.

[Withering Slime].

An intangible tidal wave of thick air rushed down the hole, like a reservoir suddenly shoved through a hose. Notifications began to pop in Erick’s vision, as the semi-sentient [Withering Slime] went to work like the world’s second largest amoeba. Erick’s [Domain of the Withering Slime] was the first largest, after all.

Soon, tendrils of thick air spilled out of hidden cracks in the mountain, above the tunnel and in the dirt to the left of Erick, and to the right, like suddenly appearing half-invisible octopus arms; the spell had found its way through long-neglected mana vents and partially hidden intakes. The octopus-like quality of the spell lasted barely a second. It quickly fell back down, like goo sucked through a vent, only to poke out in other places across the forested mountainside. 

Erick let it go to work. He turned back to Calzin and Apell, saying, “That’ll take ten minutes to dehydrate every monster down there. Notifications are already appearing.” Erick went silent as he went over the new blue boxes. He said, “I’m seeing acid slimes and stone slimes. Stone Spiders. Centipedes. Snakes.” He said, “It doesn’t work against monsters made without water, like most elementals. Except for water elementals, of course.”

Apell and Calzin waited.

After a full forty seconds of nothing, more notifications appeared, rapidly followed by even more. 

Erick winced in disgust as he read the new blue boxes. “Oh ew. Parasite Roaches. I read about those. Nasty things.” The notifications stopped, but Erick left the spell to sit there, in case there was something else. There were certainly juvenile monsters still down there; he would need to clean up those with other spells. 

Apell shivered, muttering, “Parasite Roaches. Eww.”

Calzin asked, “What spell is—”

“Nope.” Apell said, “No questions, Calzin.”

Erick smiled, saying, “This one isn’t a big deal. It’s just a dehydration spell, targeting everything with a 10 mana rad inside the body. Everything it kills, it [Cleanse]s, too.” He added, “Particle Mage Only.”

Calzin said, “Ah. Dammit. That means all the small things are still left.”

“You got it.” Erick thought about [Wintry Sea]. He said, “I can clear out those, too, but… The spells I would want to use would target everything, including people.” He looked back to Poi.

Poi nodded. He flickered with telepathic lines. Soon, the lines settled down. “There’s no one with a mind down there.”

Apell said, “Not with Parasite Roaches in the neighborhood.” She added, “We might have to go somewhere else, Erick. This place will need a major cleaning. I’m going to need to be the one to do it, too. Calzin, you need to go to the hospital and get checked over.” She looked to Erick and Poi, saying, “All of you need to go to the hospital.” She looked to the ground, saying, “I bet stray parasites are everywhere out here.”

Erick said, “I have to go back there anyway, but I want that preliminary dungeon done so I can go back to Spur. I’m going to finish putting the rest of the dungeon to rights. You don’t have to do this part, Apell, but thank you anyway.” He looked back to Ophiel. He said, “I can do it at range.” He asked Apell, “It’s only seven floors, right?”

Apell frowned. “I should be the one to do this, especially if there are parasite roaches down there. But… if you can use your [Familiar]… Then. Sure. You can do it. I got classes, anyway. I’ll check everything over later. And yes; there are only seven floors.”

“Let’s all leave, first.” Erick looked around the forest, asking, “There’s no one nearby, right?”

Poi said, “Not for kilometers.”

Erick looked back to the dark hole in the ground and the meager lights therein, where thick air still tangled, but no more monsters died. He said, “Okay.” He turned to Apell and Calzin, saying, “You two should evacuate.” He summoned another three tiny Ophiel. “This is a job for Ophiel.” 

Ophiel trilled in chorus with himself. 

Calzin left first, in a blip of red; headed for the hospital. Apell left shortly after, in a blip of light green. Poi and Erick left together. After a while, the thick air tangling out from the dungeon dissipated. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick and Poi entered the hospital right behind Calzin, each of them reporting for a parasite checkup. They had to wait an hour because the main anti-parasiteers were all off in the Crystal Forest. After they finally managed to see the doctor, and he finally managed to cast the right spells on Erick and Poi, they were cleared; no parasites. They hadn’t actually gone into the dungeon, so Erick didn’t expect to find any, but it was still nice to know. 

It wouldn’t be till later that they would hear that Calzin had several parasites that were already making homes in his feet; they had gotten through his thick boots, without him noticing. 

Erick conjured a reclining chair beside Jane’s bed. He sat down beside his sleeping daughter, while Poi looked on and Teressa practiced her Mana Sense in the corner of the room. He went to work, with an Ophiel laying on his lap, and three more just now getting back to the dungeon. 

Erick first made each tiny [Familiar] put on a [Personal Weather Ward].

As two of the three Ophiel moved forward, into the hole, into the tunnel beyond, they conjured lights to illuminate their way, and blue globes of freezing magic that zipped on ahead, freezing and killing bugs and roaches and monsters too small for [Withering Slime] to notice. Fallen walls were [Stoneshape]d back into position. Roots were pushed out, or cut up and burned with a [Cleansing Fire]. Cracked walls were sealed. 

[Wintry Sea]s that found their way out of the dungeon, either through an inlet or an outlet, were quickly extinguished by the third Ophiel that hovered in the sky outside of the dungeon, waiting for a wayward blue globe to make itself known. That only happened twice, though. 

After several hours and a break for lunch, and the installation of several bright, bright, anti-biological-level ultraviolet blacklights, and a whole lot more [Cleanse], both the normal kind and the kind imbued with fire, Erick finished most of the more obvious repairs to the initial dungeon. Then it was time to turn his attention to the final three floors that he would have to build from scratch. Exploratory [Stone Travel]s, the same spell that had gotten Erick and his people away from the hunters, were used to great effect. Ophiel rode a platform of stone that carved out a tunnel as he went down, down into the stone. 

Erick quickly discovered that there was more than enough space here for three more floors, and that there were no unexpected connections to the underworld. The Headmaster wouldn’t have suggested this location if there was a chance for such a thing, but Erick still had to check for himself. Soon enough, Erick began crafting the final three floors of the dungeon.

Other obligations came up well before he was done with one of the new floors. 

Erick flew the Ophiel who crafted the dungeon down into the brightest blacklights, then dismissed them. If there were parasites on those Ophiel, he didn’t want to accidentally spread them. The whole mountainside would likely need to be torn up to truly get rid of the parasites there, but the dungeon was salvageable, for sure.

But that was a problem for later. For now, Erick summoned more, fresh Ophiel, then he sent them blipping across the oceans, to bring platinum rain to the farms, right on time. 
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074, 1/2


                Erick woke early. The sun had yet to rise on the other side of Windy Manor. As soon as he got out of bed, Ophiel flitted up to his shoulder, taking his position for however long he could. It wouldn’t be for long. Erick nudged him off of there as he went into the bathroom and closed the door behind him. Ophiel waited outside, scratching the wooden door. When Erick came back outside, he saw Ophiel had left little scratches in the otherwise unmarred wood. The little guy was getting pretty bad about that. A quick [Mend] fixed the scratches, though. 

With Ophiel back on his shoulder, Erick stepped downstairs to the kitchen, to start making breakfast. No one had a night shift, anymore; not with [Prismatic Ward] filling the Manor. 

Pots and pans and flour, eggs, and milk, hovered around the kitchen under Erick’s Handy Aura’d control. Eggs cracked, flour and milk became batter. Pans heated in the meantime. When it was good and hot, Erick made pancakes while he grilled sausage into patties and made coftea, all at the same time. He didn’t use his flesh and bone hands; he didn’t need to. 

Soon enough, others woke. Poi first, as usual. He had trouble sleeping when everyone stirred to wake around him, and his own stomach growled at the smell of breakfast. As he came down the stairs, Erick handed him a cup of coftea with lots of cream and sugar; just how he liked it these days. 

Kiri and Teressa came down next, just in time for the first round of pancakes and sausages.

“Did Rats not come in last night?” Erick asked, over his plate of pancakes, as he looked up at Rats’ open door on the third floor. The entire manor was open in the center; it was easy to see everyone’s room from down at the kitchen table. 

Teressa yawned, saying, “He was called in a few hours ago. With all the anti-parasiteers gone after Messalina, they needed him.”

Poi offhandedly said, “He’s fine. I just checked. He’s a bit crabby, but he’s fine.”

“How is he doing with that, anyway?” Kiri asked. 

Poi said, “They like him. He floats around a lot, but he’s primarily in the Emergency Ward to work on his [Greater Treat Wounds] quest. It’s going faster here than it was back in Spur. It might only take him one year instead of three.”

Erick smiled. “That’s good.”

“We won’t be here for a year, though.” Kiri said, “When are we going back?”

“Soon as I finish this initial light dungeon.”

“I want to help, but...” Kiri said, “I’ve been practicing what you said, but it’s not working for me like you said it would. I don’t understand how a lightwave should look.”

“I’d love your help.” Erick said, “But you still haven’t made a [Familiar], right? I won’t be physically going into the place until after the architecture is all set up. If the walls weren’t so thick, that place should have crashed in on itself years ago. It’s not safe in there.” He added, “And I have to string water through the whole place, too. That’s gonna make it all a lot weaker. Can’t work on the lights until all of that is done.” He said, “And I think… It’s going to take quite a bit longer than 5 days.”

Poi hummed as he sipped his coftea.

“I’m close to a [Familiar],” Kiri said, cutting up a pancake and drizzling syrup over it all. “I was going with [Flameshape], but now I think I should do [Lightshape] instead.”

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s shoulder, as though objecting to Kiri’s choice on a very personal level.

Erick said, “[Airshape] is pretty good, too.”

“Yeah. But...” Kiri said, “[Lightshape]… if everything is actually made out of light...”

“Well that’s not true.” Erick said, “Very little is actually made out of light. I think I might have said some confusing things.”

Teressa smirked, saying, “Very confusing.”

“What’s made out of light, then?” Kiri asked. 

“Uh…” Erick thought, just to make sure he was thinking correctly, then said, “Nothing is made of light.”

Kiri dramatically half-collapsed over her pancakes. She lifted her head, asking, “Isn’t light energy? And isn’t everything energy?”

“Oh!” Erick said, “I think I see where I said the wrong thing. Everything is energy. Light has different energy levels. In that way, light is sort of like an energy, but it’s also a particle.”

Kiri sat up, saying, “But how can light be both an energy and a particle! I can understand how a system like a rock, or whatever, can have energy, but it’s not energy itself! Why do you say that matter is energy?”

Erick paused, looking at Kiri. She was stressed, with her shoulders hunched and her face in a grimace. He looked over to Poi. He was stressed, too, but in a much more Poi-sort of way; he was quiet, with fewer thought tendrils around his head than normal. Teressa, with her blond hair and bright green eyes, looked somewhat okay, but maybe she was just better at hiding it than Kiri. 

Erick said to Kiri, “I think that you might want to leave all of this stuff alone, Kiri. Maybe work on the wavelength of light stuff I showed you. Maybe try your hand at making some Stat items. You can raid my stash of blank diamond spheres at any time.” He added, “Practical knowledge is better than theoretical, and I honestly do not know enough about all of this stuff to properly answer your questions. Maybe in 50 years, or whatever it takes, other people will be answering all of these questions you’re having.” 

Kiri stuck her fork in a slice of pancake, silent.

Erick added, “Besides: there’s not going to be any new basic light spells. No extra points. Rozeta said that the whole system is going under [Ward].”

Poi laughed once, then went back to drinking his coftea. Teressa smiled, saying nothing.

Kiri asked, “Really? No points? No new basic magic?”

“That was my impression. Besides: I was using lightwards and lightmasks to do everything before.” Erick said, “Others have obviously done the same. There’s those Gemslicers and their darklights I keep hearing about; so at least those guys know the secret. If that light dungeon I heard about in Nelboor is real, then those guys must know the secret, too.”

Kiri said, “Maybe.” She added, “I’ve heard about that dungeon, too. The Headmaster investigated that place centuries ago, right? He found nothing?”

Erick said, “There were two instances of Hocnihai searching for it in his journals, too, but he never found it either. That delegation that dropped off his books also mentioned it when they were handing me the man’s last tomes; something about ‘those who want to learn true light magic should find the place’, or something. I think the Wasteland Kingdoms think it exists. Or at least they want it to exist.”

Poi said, “One quest at a time, please.”

Erick agreed, “One thing at a time.” He added, “As soon as this preliminary dungeon is done, we can go back to Spur and help find Messalina. Or at least defend the city from further monsters while everyone else works.”

Teressa said, “Are we all going back to Jane’s room for the day?”

“I know I am.” Erick said, “Soon as breakfast is done.” He added, “Unless Apell is already at the dungeon. Actually...” 

With a thought, Erick conjured another tiny Ophiel, and sent him blipping over to the dungeon, to see through the [Familiar]’s eyes. Apell Calloway, the pale green wrought Professor of Dungeoneering, was not there, but other people were. Five people stood around outside of the dungeon, on a flat plateau of land, in the twilight morning. But that was not the first thing to catch Erick’s attention. 

The entire mountainside had been clear cut; every single tree or bush or fern had been ripped out, or burned away, or however they had done it. The mountain now looked like a very, very large staircase, with ten-meter steps, each ten meters deep. The dungeon entrance was at the very top of these steps. 

Erick would investigate all of that later, but for now, he turned his attention to the people standing outside of the dungeon. They were standing around a wardlight in the shape of the dungeon; a map. It was colored with blue floors and red intakes and white outlets. 

And it wasn’t nearly complex enough. If that was their idea of what Erick needed out of the space then he would need to straighten them out. He didn’t see any waterworks in their design, for one, and they were probably missing other things Erick had put into the first dungeon. 

The people standing around the floating map noticed Ophiel as soon as he appeared. One of the people was Calzin, the pale owl shifter from yesterday. He waved. Erick made Ophiel wave back. Erick let go of that Ophiel; he could wander around in the breeze outside of the dungeon entrance until it was go-time. 

Erick came back to himself. Barely twenty seconds had passed. He said, “They’re already there.”

Kiri said, “I’m coming with you, this time.”

Erick said, “Of course.”

She added, “I also… want to talk to you about helping me make a [Familiar] of my own… later.”

“Of course, Kiri.” Erick smiled, saying, “We can make a whole production of it, too. Zago told me that Sizzi got her [Familiar] with [Lightshape] by having Zago and Anhelia play some musical instruments while Sizzi sang a whole song at the sky. I haven’t actually seen Sizzi’s blue box, but I’m told it was quite impressive.”

Kiri flushed darker green, bordering on red. She said, “If I must. I primarily want her to have her own mana pool, like yours.”

Teressa smirked, saying, “Then I’m going to Jane’s room on my own?”

Erick said, “Thank you, Teressa. It makes me feel a lot better knowing she’s being watched over. How’s your Mana Sense coming along, anyway?”

“Pretty good.” Teressa said, “I can flip a switch and see the world around me for a good eight meters. Hard to do inside this [Ward], but not impossible.”

“That’s amazing!” Erick said, genuinely happy for her. “Good job!”

“I don’t use a [Personal Ward] like you, so I think that has helped a lot.”

Erick said, “Maybe. Whatever the case, you’ve worked hard for this. I’ve noticed. Are you going to get [Witness]?”

Teressa laughed. “I’m still a long ways away from all of that. But, maybe.”

Poi said, “That’d be really useful, but if you got that skill I don’t think Killzone would let you operate in Ar’Kendrithyst ever again. Merit might even pull for you to join the Guard.”

Teressa lost her grin. After a long moment, she said, “That would be okay with me.”

Erick asked, “Really?”

Poi just looked at Teressa, full of unasked questions.

Teressa said, “Before I was stationed as your guard, I was a wreck. It’s been really nice to get away from that place.” She added, “Rats was even worse than me. But these days, he hardly drops anything when people make a loud noise.” She said, “The Dead City is a poison. It seeps into your bones and you can’t enjoy life anymore, because… Because as soon as you express anything real, a Shade will see that happen, and they’ll work to take it away.”

A long moment passed in silence.

Kiri said, “I don’t know how the veterans do it. I was only in there for a month, and it was awful.”

Poi said, “If you want to go for [Witness], Teressa, you can. I’ll file the paperwork to transfer you to the guard.”

“I don’t know, Poi.” Teressa said, “I hadn’t really thought about it until you brought it up. I’m just talking. Don’t mind me.”

Poi nodded, saying, “The option is there. I doubt your duties will change if you choose to pursue this path, but another person who can [Witness] for the guard is a valuable resource that no one would mind having.”

Teressa ate her pancakes in silent thought. 

Erick and Kiri talked of math, and of how long the dungeon would actually take. They knew the rough plans, but actual numbers could be anywhere from 10 days to 25. Poi just nodded; he knew it would take longer than Erick thought it would.

Near the end of breakfast, after talk of dungeons and plans got ironed out, Teressa said, “I’ll think about [Witness], Poi. Thank you.”

Poi nodded.

 

- - - -

 

Erick blipped to the dungeon shortly after breakfast was over, taking Poi and Kiri with him. They landed on the top step of the mountainside, appearing several meters from the map hanging in the air, beside the tiny Ophiel Erick had left floating around the area. The Ophiel Erick had left behind in the house blipped in beside Erick. Both of the feathered [Familiar]s each took one of Erick’s shoulders for themselves, with eyes wide open, to look all around. Erick looked around, too.

This entire side of the mountain had certainly been clear-cut since yesterday. The plateaus and straight cliffs had been fully exposed, while the dawning sun rose on the other side of the mountain, and wind and mana swept up from the twilight ocean to the west. The water streams that traced down the mountainside yesterday, that cut across the forest floor, were gone. The forest floor was gone, too. Everything had been flattened and made into pristine, new stone. Mostly the mountain was slate grey, but there was also a fair bit of brown and tan stone, too.

Several people stood in front of Erick, standing around a glowing, floating map of the dungeon. Calzin was one of those people. He was talking to a young incani woman, but at Erick’s appearance, the girl lowered her head and stepped away. 

Calzin called out, “Hello, Archmage! Good morning.”

Erick walked forward, saying, “Good morning. I didn’t expect everyone to already be here. Where’s Professor Calloway? What’s happening?”

Calzin pointed to the dungeon entrance, saying, “Down there, already. She was the first one here, several hours ago. I heard that as soon as your [Familiar]s went away the Headmaster sent her back in.” He added, “After she got here, she set to clearing the mountain. Then a pair of doctors came out and checked the area and the dungeon for biologics. They found some outside, but they took care of those. The entire mountainside and dungeon is clean, now. We’ve got the all-clear to work, so we’re working.”

“Okay.” Erick looked to the dungeon entrance. It was still a hole in the ground, three meters wide, leading to a downward tunnel. Not much had changed there. Maybe the lights leading down the tunnel were more uniform, or maybe not. Erick would get to all of that later; put up some something decorative, or whatnot. But proper construction came first. He turned back to Calzin, then looked to the floating, glowing dungeon map, saying, “I don’t see any waterworks in here.”

Calzin smiled. “We were waiting for you for all of that.”

Erick said, “Excellent!” 

“Good. You’re here.”

Erick turned toward the voice. 

Apell was walking up from the dungeon. Her light green metal body was formed into light work clothes. 

Erick said, “Hello. I expected to be working on it myself, today.”

“No such luck, I’m afraid.” Apell stepped to the side of the floating dungeon map, saying, “The Headmaster wants this done as soon as possible and he’s worked out the basic math. You need help.” She looked to Kiri. “I’ve heard that your apprentice should be able to help put up lights?”

Erick covered for Kiri, saying, “I haven’t told her everything quite yet.”

“Probably for the best, but that will throw our schedule back a few days.” Apell looked to Erick, saying, “What kind of waterworks do you want? Something similar to the original location? We’ve got streams to route however you want, but I assume you’d want to start with some of that silver rain of yours?”

Erick turned his attention to the dungeon map, and saw it inadequate. He turned to the left, to an open space in the air, and began creating a second map in full color, saying, “This is how I would do it...”

Apell, Calzin, and the incani woman, who was no longer just standing in the background, but watching intently, all listened and saw what Erick wanted to do. Apell had quite a few suggestions. Erick moved the map accordingly. 

When the conversation was done an hour later, there was a plan, and several other graduates who had come in halfway through the talk were all in the loop. 

Beauty and ornateness would come later, but for now, the ten floors would each be the same. Each of the base floors of the dungeon were a hundred meters long on each side, square, and perfectly flat, but that would all change soon enough. Erick wanted undulations and fun spots for slimes to play. He also wanted a winding river that went from the top floor and around the entire level before passing through a grate, to drop down onto the next floor, to continue on its way. Each floor would have lots of diamond sculptures and lots of entertaining lights, which Erick would provide. The students would work the mana flows and the river and even the carving of the floor and the pillars everywhere, to maximize the condensation of mana into areas that Erick would flood with all the necessary lights. 

The verdict had come down from the Headmaster. He wanted this place full to bursting with all the appropriate lighting, no matter if it was secretive or not. Blacklights were to be liberally employed throughout the whole space.

Apell was less than happy about this, as it meant she would have to account for this strange new magic being widely employed, and everyone soon finding out about it, but Erick was thrilled; he was going to make a good product that actually did what he wanted it to do. After a little bit of explaining about the side effects of the blacklights, without getting into too much detail, the graduates, who were apparently going to be employed here to watch after the dungeon, were also slightly thrilled. Blacklights meant that the need to [Cleanse] the place would be a lot less than normal because blacklights were natural disinfectants. 

In the main reservoirs, strong blacklights would keep the water pure, but even the smaller, less powerful blacklights that Erick would place around the dungeon itself would be good for keeping out other accidental slimes or other potential fauna. With all the moisture in the air, moss and mold were usually a problem for every dungeon, but not with the lighting Erick had planned.

When they doubted the disinfecting properties of blacklights, Apell spoke up, saying that it was true. The original dungeon was still clean, even with all of the water Erick had strung through the place. Several people looked at Erick differently, after that.

With the plan finalized, Apell set her people to work with precise orders. 

Erick stayed outside. The first thing to set up was the diamond-making area.

Atop a plateau only thirty meters north of the dungeon entrance, and still in view of that hole in the mountain, Erick first conjured a few more Ophiel, then set them blipping across the ocean to Spur, to check on the Mage Trio’s house. With another Ophiel right in front of him, and using that Ophiel to cast the spell, he conjured a [Prismatic Ward]. 

He checked back to Spur, and… 

The dense air around the Mage Trio’s house remained stable; Erick had not compromised the [Ward] around the Trio’s house. Very good.

… Needing to check on their house every time he wanted to use another [Prismatic Ward] was rather annoying. He really needed to hurry up and understand how Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward]s worked, with regard to the ‘can only have one Solid Ward’ aspect of the spell. He couldn’t do it right now; he needed to use his mana and his time on the dungeon. 

Erick recalled the closest Ophiel and dismissed the rest. He summoned a few more. As several Ophiel hovered around him, Erick shaped the land into a large pool. Then, he raised silver mist from the land. That mist turned into silver clouds, that rained platinum. Erick funneled that rain into the pool using a wide [Weather Ward]. When the pool was full and shimmering, he cast a [Distill] into the water. Platinum metals, that Erick very much doubted were platinum, separated from the water. He and Kiri separated the resulting metals from the pool. Soon, Erick was left with one long, large pool of clear water, underneath a long, hanging [Prismatic Ward]. 

Erick set five Ophiel to hovering above the water, inside the dense air. With another thought at comfort, he pulled up perches of stone from the bottom of the pool, into the [Prismatic Ward]. 

With the benefits of the enforced ‘Rest’ state inside the [Prismatic Ward], Ophiel’s natural regeneration was the same as Erick’s; a little over 20k per hour. Meaning that, between all of the Ophiel on perches over the water, they could maintain a [Cleanse Aura] by switching between who cast the spell every 20 minutes, keeping the water pristine, and casting [Crystallize Diamond] down into the pool below them. 

Erick took a dozen diamond chips from his pocket and tossed them into the water. [Crystallize Diamond]s began from each Ophiel, almost immediately. The water bubbled. One of the Ophiel turned on their [Cleanse Aura]. 

Chips became gems, became jewels, growing larger and larger as time went on, and thick air spilled up and out of that deep pool. Time would pass, and rocks would become more than simple rocks. They would become the accents for a new light dungeon; ones that would glitter and sparkle enough to entice light slimes to spontaneously generate out of the manasphere. 

Erick set up a system of shifting magical responsibility with those five Ophiel, knowing Ophiel could follow his instructions. One of them would [Cleanse Aura], while one Rested, and the other three cast [Crystallize Diamond] at their targets. Occasionally, one of them would grab a done diamond, and crack it into shards with [Stoneshape], to keep growing more diamonds. When one of the diamonds was at an appropriate size, the Ophiel would take that rough diamond and set it outside of the pool, into a pile. 

Erick left Ophiel to it. That job would take them quite a while.

With that set up, Erick went into the dungeon, itself. The young incani woman who Erick had seen earlier met him at the entrance. Her name was Merith. She was a graduate of dungeoneering from Oceanside who had yet to make it on her own, but she was a Water Mage and fully ready to commit to Erick’s planned waterworks, and working here after the dungeon was set up; she just had a few questions. She walked with Erick, down into the dungeon, down into the cavernous space where sounds echoed loud and moisture layered across grey and tan rock. 

Erick remarked that the grey and tan would need to get covered in white. Erick had had to cover the rock in the original dungeon, too. Merith replied that she would let Apell know. Erick decided to tell Apell, himself. 

They spoke of plumbing, coming to agreements and working out ideas on what Erick thought would be necessary. Erick essentially wanted a water park for the light slimes; an area for them to play and not hurt themselves, full of swirling pools and lazy rivers and splash zones that would all catch the light and break it up into color and rainbows. Some water sprays for rainbows here and there would be a good idea, too. Merith thought the idea rather cute. Time would tell if it was a good methodology, but Merith was more than willing to try it out. It sounded rather fun.

Merith went off to work, and so did Erick.

Erick started off with sending Ophiel over to Windy Manor, to pick up a pile of iron ingots. When Ophiel came back, carrying four ingots, Erick began shaping lightmasks over [Metalshape]d bands, making sunglasses for everyone. He had told them of the danger of blacklights on the eyes, so hopefully everyone would use them. He spoke to Kiri through [Telepathy], keeping the conversation private, as he made the sunglasses, telling her of the polarization of light, and how back on Earth they used physical substances to do what he was doing now; mainly molecules in organized strings on glass that vibrated in only one direction, up and down. That was how ‘polarized sunglasses’ came to be on Earth, but that system of coatings was very complicated and Erick had no idea where to even begin making such a thing, and it was all quite redundant on Veird, anyway. 

One just needed to know that light waves traveled in packets of energy that could be polarized, in order to create a working polarization lightmask. 

But, oh! Wasn’t it interesting how if you took one mask that was polarized up-and-down, and crossed it with another turned 90 degrees? Zero light would get through if you did that.

But if you put a 45 degree polarization lightmask in between both of them, you lost only something like half of the initial light coming through the first mask! Amazing! 

Kiri’s eyes went wide, as she deeply frowned. 

No. Erick did not understand why, exactly, this happened, only that it was neat. 

And no, the lightmasks were all made the same. They all blocked light in the same fashion; everything that wasn’t up-and-down didn’t get through the mask. Erick gave Kiri the lightmasks and she tried them herself, but they worked the same, because, of course, Erick had made them. Handing them off to her wouldn’t change how they worked. 

Kiri tried to make her own polarizing maskward, but she had yet to understand anything that Erick was talking about. Her own attempt at a lightmask produced a brown blob of air. She would have to work on all that for a while longer, and Erick would need to figure out a better way to explain light and electromagnetic waves. 

In the meanwhile, Erick made sunglasses enough for everyone. Twenty right now; more later, if required. After giving one each to Poi and Kiri, and putting one on top of his head, and telling everyone else to have at it ‘because it was going to get very bright in here!’ and 'blacklights are bad on your eyes', he set those metal bands into a stone bucket at the entrance. Then, he set to work crafting [Permanent Special Ward]s on the first floor. 

He stopped after the first kaleidoscopic lightward. 

He needed to see the whole of the dungeon first, just to make sure it was all looking like the plan. A few people paused in their dungeon shaping tasks to look at the prismatic light, but not very long, and not too directly; it was damn bright, after all. But it didn’t have ultraviolet light or infrared in there; that was a separate lightward he would put up later. This particular lightward was too complicated to include absolutely everything, after all. 

The tunnel to the second floor was directly across the first floor. It was a three meter wide tunnel that led down a smooth walkway made of undulations; slimes were expected to be able to climb everywhere, except up the final set of stairs. 

The second floor was the same as the first; flat, for now, and full of lots of structural pillars. Some of those pillars were thicker than others. Those larger ones were meant to flow air down or water up, and were inscribed with ‘air’ or ‘water’ to indicate which was which. 

Erick had repaired a lot of this place yesterday, but not nearly as much as was present. Apell had done a lot of work since Erick had last set eyes on this dungeon. 

And getting around the place was going to take a while. The floors were each a hundred meters to a side, and square. Erick summoned a [Teleporting Platform] to get around faster, but he didn’t just [Teleport] himself, Kiri, or Poi downward. He flew the three of them, alongside Ophiel, through each floor, as fast as he could fly. It still took twenty minutes of navigating pillars and tunnels to get through the whole place. Luckily, each floor was about 5 meters tall, so there was plenty of space to fly.

Floors 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, and 8, were the same as before, almost completely, except for little numbers inscribed at the tops and bottoms of each pillar in each room that indicated which floor it was. Floor 9 was half done. The land had been cleared and rough pillars held up the arched roof, but not much more than that. Erick hadn’t gotten this far yesterday. Floor 10, the final floor, was just a tunnel in the ground. 

Apell stood at the end of that tunnel, carving [Stoneshape] down.

“Hey, Professor,” Erick said, dropping his [Teleporting Platform] to the ground nearby.

Apell turned around, saying, “I already told you to call me Apell. It’s weird for you to do otherwise.” She said, “You did well cleaning up. I was just about to start on the tenth floor and the major plumbing.”

Erick said, “I just flew through the place and it all looks rather good. You did a lot since yesterday.”

“Not as much as you.” Apell said, “This place is going to be big, Erick. And I don’t just mean the size. Light dungeons didn’t exist, until now. All the other ones except for shadow are easy enough to make, but the maintenance. That’s where it’s costly. No plants here, though. And if the mold and the rest really doesn’t grow, then that’s a major boon.”

“As long as people don’t get cancer from the blacklights.”

Kiri yelped behind Erick.

Erick turned to her, saying, “That’s what [Cleanse] is for, Kiri. A few superficial wounds is all you get cleaning the cancers off of your skin. There’s rods of [Treat Wounds] if you can’t wait a few days to heal naturally.”

Apell said, “I didn’t know you knew about that problem with those blacklights.”

“Of course I knew.” Erick said, “But it’s not so much a problem, as a concern to be aware of.”

“True enough.” Apell asked, “So what are you down here for?”

“Just checking everything out.” Erick asked, “Do you mind if I make the last floor?”

“I do, actually.” Apell said, “I’m on a schedule, too. I gotta get this done fast. But if you have anything specific you want me to build, I can.” She added, “Unless it’s too intricate.”

Erick said, “That’s fine. I was just thinking… The plans we all made up there aren’t enough. Dungeons are usually dedicated to gods, right?”

Apell frowned as she said, “Yeah… Okay?”

“If it’s not too much trouble, I would like three pools, each with a diamond statue standing in their shallow centers, each twice a person sized. Maybe four meters tall. Rozeta, Phagar, and Koyabez.” Erick added, “I’ll make the statues myself, obviously. But if you’re not comfortable making the space for them, then I could do that, too.”

Apell took a moment to say, “I’ll make the space.” She squinted as she asked, “Even with all the diamonds I’ve seen you making up there, it still makes me nervous. You’re really gonna put giant diamonds in here, too?”

“Ophiel makes diamond making easy.” Erick said, “I’ve already started three large diamonds for the statues I want to make, but I’ve also got about two hundred fist-sized diamonds for the main floors already sitting in a pile up there, waiting to be carved into something nicer than jumbled octahedrons. The larger ones will take a day to grow to full size, but the smaller ones only take ten minutes.” He added, “I’ll carve them, too, unless some of your people want to carve some? Just gotta be aware of the diamond dust. It’s very bad to breathe that in, but I’ll be saving as much of the dust as I can. It would make a nice sparkly addition to the floors and the walls and everything. That’s what I did with the original dungeon, too, so it’s not just for the sake of being pretty.” He added, “Just gotta mix it in with white stone, that gets layered over everything, which is also something we’re going to need to do.”

Apell took a moment to respond, saying, “We really are in a new age of magic, aren’t we?” She added, “Got guys like you walking around, churning out new magic monthly, dropping the price of already cheap diamonds into the dirt, upending everything, little by little.” She smirked, mostly to herself, as she turned back to the tunnel she was carving before Erick came along, muttering, “So many new things.” She raised her arms toward the stone. The tunnel began to open, as tons and tons of stone moved out of the way, as Apell walked forward and down at an even pace, saying, “Makes me glad I became a teacher up here on the surface.” She glanced back, saying, “Don’t worry about venting or intakes, or the white rock. That’s already on order. Worry about the lights. You probably don’t even have to worry about the waterworks. That girl, Merith, is a River Mage. It’s a variant Water Mage. Great for dungeons.”

“We talked a little bit about the water. She’s going to work well.” Erick said, “This is going to go well, Apell. I’ll talk to you later.”

Apell waved as she continued to walk forward, and the mountain parted for her.

Having seen all the floors, and gone over the initial plan with everyone, Erick hopped back onto his [Teleporting Platform] along with Kiri and Poi, and one blip later, they were back on floor 1. 

While graduate students carved the grey or brown or tan stone of the dungeon into plumbing and pillars and playgrounds for slimes, Erick turned his attention to the arched ceiling. Each dome of that ceiling was about 2 meters across, meaning the open floorplan dungeon was 50 arches by 50, meaning 2500 spaces per floor that each needed a kaleidoscopic lightward, and that didn’t even take into account all the other lights he had to make. The kaleidoscopic lightwards were just visible light. He also needed to work in ultraviolet and infrared at every intersection, which meant another 5200 [Permanent Special Ward]s per floor; they needed to be placed around every kaleidoscopic lightward. But those went fast enough, and were easy enough that Ophiel could do them on his own.

… He wondered if he could do it all in a single kaleidoscopic lightward. It wasn’t how he had done the original dungeon, but he could try to make one, couldn’t he?

But the kaleidoscopic lightwards took skill and a deft hand already. Adding all the other invisible colors would be too much, and each one was already 500-ish mana. That was before Clarity cut that in half, and since Erick had Favored [Ward], that price was further cut down. But that was still something like 312,000 mana for just the kaleidoscopic wardlights. That was Kiri’s math; not Erick’s. They had spoken of math back at Windy Manor, and with the new plan, the numbers were finalized. Kiri had new numbers for him, and those numbers were large.

Erick could make one light every 10 seconds, though, so that meant he wasn’t time-limited, but he was mana limited. Under Mediation, he regained about 340 mana every minute. 

… but it was still going to take him 15 hours to do a single floor, because that’s how long it would take him to regenerate that much mana.

And that wasn’t taking into account making Ophiels in order to make the infrared and ultraviolet lights. It took 750 mana to summon one Ophiel, and one Ophiel could create 5000 mana worth of permanent lights, at the full, non-reduced cost of 300 mana per light, meaning 16 lights per Ophiel. Erick could do that much math in his head. But then he had handed the numbers off to Kiri for what came next. 

… Erick would need to summon about 315 Ophiel per floor, meaning about 237,000 mana, meaning 12 hours of regeneration per floor. Meaning, if Erick worked himself to the absolute bone, he could do a single dungeon floor in just over 27 hours. 

Each Ophiel would expend itself putting up those lightwards, too, unless Erick made a [Prismatic Ward] rest station for them… Aaand that was a good idea. He would do that.

… And that was just the lightwarding! Ophiel was currently still up top, still making diamonds. 

‘Holy shit.’ Erick sent to Kiri and Poi, as they were talking of math and mana, ‘This is a lot of mana.’ He looked to the silver rings on his fingers and the ball-bearing of a jewel in the setting, saying, ‘Maybe I need to go put on some of my other rings.’

Kiri sent, ‘Or just put on a crown.’

‘These rings don’t work so well with the other kinds. Already tested that out. There were explosions.’ He added, ‘A belt of these is too much, too. That thing melted.’

‘I didn’t know that.’ Kiri frowned. She sent, ‘I was hoping to make a belt for myself… sometime.’

Poi stepped in to the conversation he was supporting, sending, ‘There should be no changing of defenses out in the field. Your increased Health is necessary in the field, sir, especially if we’re going to be putting in 12 hour days.’

‘Poi is right.’ Kiri sent, ‘Besides. I can help make the warm lightwards. I’ve been adding warmth to [Permanent Special Wards] for a long time. It won’t cut down much of the requirements, but it will help.’

Erick looked up at the grey and tan stone of the dungeon, and sent, ‘There’s also the white stone that needs to be mixed up and layered over everything.’

Kiri sent, ‘That’s what everyone else is for. And it’s not even here, yet.’

Erick gazed around the dungeon floor, at the considerable job he had promised to do, and at the other people walking across the dungeon, sculpting stone into riverbeds, or low walls, or raised walkways. He sent, ‘They’re going to need to make sure the white is real white, too. Not cream-colored. It’s pretty obvious how much the Headmaster likes his barely off-white cream.’

‘… They can handle that, Erick. I think.’ Kiri looked around. ‘White stone is easy, but they sure are gonna need a lot of it.’ She paused. She asked, ‘By the way? Why is it white light, and not green light? Green is in the center of the graph you showed me.’

Erick smiled, channeling his inner Rozeta as he sent, ‘I can’t explain physics. It is what it is.’

Kiri just frowned.

Erick laughed. 'Sorry, Kiri!'

And then he went to work. With a deft touch, Erick molded mana into 2 meter by 2 meter arched sections of the ceiling, crafting a brilliant, ever shifting light made out of cyan, magenta, yellow, blue, green, and red, with hundreds of mixed colors stretching into an ever expanding and collapsing illuminated flower. White light shimmered as colors mixed in the center. Rainbows glittered on the edges, only to mix to white, then separate into jeweled tones, only to mix again in an ever dizzying radiant array. 

It took about eleven seconds to make. The next ones came faster. He stopped when he ran out of mana.

The jeweled, multicolor light, remained multicolored as more and more lights went up, but the combination of it all into white was certainly a thing that was happening closer to the dungeon floor. This was normal, though.

A quick checkup on the Ophiel on the surface showed that they had already made a thousand rough diamonds; not including the larger ones that were destined for statues. Those ones had grown to the size of a small torso. It would take them the rest of the day to get to the proper sizes. 

But with a thousand fist-sized diamonds done, Erick pulled several Ophiel from their task and set them to hanging up blacklights at the corner of every arched dome and along the walls. They went to work. When they got close to the edge, they went back to the [Prismatic Ward] hanging over the water by the diamonds. Fifteen minutes of hanging in that dense air later, under the enforced Rest of the [Ward], and they were back up to full mana. 

Ophiel was a machine. He worked harder than Erick, for sure. It was hard to look up all the time; Erick expected to get a crick in his neck, but that didn’t happen. The benefits of Health were wide and varied, after all.

Hours passed. Breaks came and went. People went for food, or snacks, or water, and came back and kept working. Shaping stone, mainly, but also plotting rivers and calculating water rates, and everything else that it took to make a dungeon. The first floor was slowly but surely changing from a flat, grey and tan underground fortress-like space, into a bright, airy yet strong, grey and tan playground for slimes. 

After five hours, Erick must have been doing something right, or maybe something must have changed somewhere else in the Script, because a notification appeared.

 




	
Kaleidoscopic Radiance, instant, medium range, permanent, 500 mana

A medium-sized lightward of evershifting brilliance supports the growth of Light Essence creatures. 








 

Erick paused and read the box a few times. Soon enough, he came to the conclusion of, “Huh.” 

Kiri stood nearby, casting infrared lightwards into the intersection of every arched alcove of the ceiling. She hadn’t gotten much further than Erick; she hadn’t Favored [Ward] and her regeneration was less than half of his own. She still didn’t have a Class. She stopped when she saw Erick stop. She asked, “What happened?”

“I’m honestly not sure.” He handed the blue box to Kiri. “What do you think?”

Kiri read the spell, silently.

Poi, looking cool as a cucumber in Erick’s ‘sunglasses’, stepped forward. Erick handed him a copy of the spell, too. He read the spell. He dismissed it, saying, “Tell the Headmaster, if you want. It would make the job go faster.”

Kiri dismissed the box, saying, “Yeah. That’s my opinion, too.”

Erick cast one into the air, in front of him. The air sparkled with a much more organic-looking evershifting ‘flower’ than the ones Erick had created against the ceiling. The lines of the lightward were less solid; more ephemeral. It was almost like a kaleidoscope made of fog and rainbows. Almost. 

“It’s a little different.” Erick said, “But the costs of using it would make the job take twice as long… Unless I had Ophiel put them up. Then I could automate this whole thing.” He added, “Mostly.”

Kiri said, “I’ve never heard of anyone getting a spell out of a lightward.” She chuckled, adding, “This would be fascinating if not for everything else going on.”

“I’m ready for a break.” Erick said, “And I need to test this to see if it has everything I need. Maybe it has the other lights, too?”

Kiri said, “Let’s go see the Professor? I saw her walking around earlier. She can see blacklights.” She looked up at the lights above, saying, “I can’t tell if it’s giving off warmth in all of this.”

“Me either.” Erick said, “Let’s go find Apell.”

Poi said, “Apell is on the third floor, working with Merith on the waterworks.”

Erick led the way to Apell. As he walked into the second floor, his eyes relaxed from pinpoints to normal; the lights down here were dark compared to up on the first floor. He took off his sunglasses; maybe he needed to make stronger glasses. The dungeon was even darker on the third floor, but there were still enough wardlights to see by, and it was a nice walk. Erick’s legs were apparently getting stiff along with his neck, from constantly looking up.

Apell’s people had finished sculpting and shifting the first and second floor into their proper positions not one hour ago, so they were down here now, working alongside Merith and Apell. 

Apell and the young incani woman were in a room set past the northern dungeon wall. Another young person beside the two of them noticed Erick walking toward the water room. He notified Apell, then stepped back. Erick still hadn’t learned most of everyone’s names, and he likely never would.

Apell turned. “Hey? What’s happening?”

He said to the others nearby, “This is gonna get bright. So put on your glasses.” 

They all immediately dropped their shades over their eyes, except for Apell. Wrought and dragons apparently didn’t suffer from normal light-blindness like the rest of people. 

When everyone nearby had their glasses on, Erick conjured a flower, asking, “Can you tell if this has blacklight in it?”

Apell’s face went still as she gazed upon the churning, brilliant flower. She breathed a little. She said, “Uh. Yeah. Yeah. It does. That casting was instant, too— How did you…? It’s really pretty.” She caught hold of herself, and said, “Yes. It has one of these blacklights in it.” Her tone turned serious, as she said, “But we need permanent lightwards. Not… whatever this art piece is.”

“I got it when I was making permanent lightwards.” Erick brought out the box and handed it over to Apell, saying, “I didn’t know that lightwards could make new spells.”

“It’s rare but it... does… happen...” Apell’s eyes widened as she read the box. She breathed. She sighed. She said, “I’ve got to tell the Headmaster.”

Erick said, “Fair enough.”

Apell nodded, then sent a tendril of thought through the manasphere, like a tiny line of heat coming off of her head and diffracting the light around that line. After a moment, she said, “The Headmaster does not want this spell in his dungeon. Erase all the ones you have put up, and craft the lightwards exactly as you made them in your original location.” She paused a moment, listening to elsewhere. She looked to Erick saying, “But a few around the statues you have planned at the bottom would be nice, just to see what happens.” The thread of thought snapped. Apell spoke for herself, as she said, “Personally, I think you should experiment elsewhere. This dungeon will be better if we treat it like a farm, not like an experiment.”

“There goes that easy idea.” Erick said, “Probably for the best, though. The farmers in Spur are always talking about order versus chaos in the farm; chaos is the enemy, after all.” He added, “You know what my new magics did for them, right? A whole new way of life in the desert.”

Apell smirked, then said, “We’re a lot more conservative, here. No [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], please.”

“Fine fine fine.” Erick changed the subject, “So when is the white stone getting here? That stuff is expensive. It cost me fifteen grandrads to layer my original dungeon in the stuff. This place is going to be a lot more.”

Apell winced, saying, “Maybe tomorrow. Maybe the day after.”

“We’ll have diamond dust to put in all that white stone, too, just so you know.”

“Oh, I know.” Apell said, “This place is going to be the brightest, most expensive, most sterile dungeon I’ve ever made. I hope we can scale your example dungeon up without losing whatever made the first one effective.”

“I do, too.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons will have 77 in a day.
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                An hour later, after putting up lightward after lightward, Erick took a break, because Calzin had gone to town and brought back hot sandwiches for everyone on the job site. The sandwiches were full of fish and spices. Poi loved them, but Kiri just eyed them.

Erick whispered to her, “We’ll get some good beef tonight. That haraah beef, maybe? If you want to head out for a while to pick some up at the market, you can. There’s a few grandrads left in the Manor. Buy whatever you want.”

Kiri smiled, saying, “That sounds wonderful.”

After lunch, Kiri went to the market. An hour later, she came back. Erick was still putting up lightwards on the first floor. It would take him another 7 hours to finish, and that was only if there weren’t any other interruptions. But there were. When the afternoon rolled around, and it was time to rain in Spur, Erick already had more than enough Ophiel to send them blipping across the ocean, so he sent them on their way, and continued to cast lightwards in the ceiling of the dungeon, while he also rained platinum on the farms. He had to slow down his creation of kaleidoscopic lightwards, but he kept it up. Kiri went back home to start making dinner. 

Erick took another break to go back to Windy Manor and eat. It was delicious, like always, but Kiri had pulled out all the stops. She made potatoes and steaks and fire grilled vegetables. It was great. 

And then Erick went back to the dungeon. He and Ophiel finished the first floor’s lights, 20 hours after Erick had first arrived on the scene. The time was somewhere after midnight, Kiri had already gone to the Manor, and Erick was exhausted. Poi wasn’t too happy either. The man never complained, but Erick could see it in the man’s shoulders. Erick wouldn’t work this hard tomorrow, but he needed to get one floor done.

Ophiel had no problem continuing. Eight Ophiel kept working throughout the night, following the pattern Erick had set down. They’d each individually drop 13 ultraviolet or infrared lightwards in the ceiling, exactly in the grid where they needed to go, before flying over to a [Prismatic Ward] Erick had cast into the second floor, to Rest. And then they’d do it all again, and again, and again.

With the casting of this new [Prismatic Ward] in the dungeon, the one over the Mage Trio’s house in Spur had dissipated. But that was okay. Erick had checked in with them, and they were a lot better now that they had gotten some good rest. Spur had even managed to oust Messalina’s worms from the town. Things were looking better in the Crystal Forest.

 

- - - -

 

When Erick showed up at the dungeon the next morning, which was actually closer to 10 am by the time he managed to drag himself out of bed, there was an issue. He had warned them yesterday, but that apparently didn’t matter. They hadn’t taken his warning seriously. Or maybe the message hadn’t gotten around. Or?

Oh. Or Erick didn’t prepare well enough. Honestly, this was his fault. 

At least ten people sat around outside the dungeon, under stone awnings on the flat grey stone steps of the mountain, while doctors attended to them. They blinked long and hard, trying to see, but they could not, until a doctor came over to them and applied [Greater Treat Wounds]. Erick didn’t know them, but he guessed these people were the workers they had brought in to move the white stone into the dungeon. 

Blocks and bags of white stone and rubble were layered like a minor avalanche waiting to happen, all down the steps of the dungeon's exterior. The shipment had come in, alright. 

Calzin stood beside Apell, a little bit away, watching Ophiel hovering nearby. Eight Ophiel had worked all through the night, putting up infrared and ultraviolet lights. They hadn’t made it past the second floor, but they had gotten through most of it. Which meant—

Erick, Poi, and Kiri, blipped onto the grey stone near Apell and Calzin, near the Ophiel Erick had taken off of lighting duty. The others kept right on with their assigned tasks.

Apell shouted, “What the fuck, Erick.”

Erick instantly began, “If people are going blind, then they weren’t using the glasses I provided, and I told everyone this yesterday. I know I did.” He added, “But I also know I didn’t provide enough for all these extra workers. I’ll fix that, now.”

Apell glared.

Calzin frowned, muttering, “Is that what you meant?”

“Wait a second… Did you not believe me?”

Calzin winced, though Erick couldn’t really tell with only the lower half of Calzin’s face not covered by a mask.

Erick said, “Yes! That is what I meant. If you take your glasses off and you view blacklights directly, then you will go blind. Being as floor 2 is full of blacklights and heat lights, and I haven’t gotten the chance to make it actually blinding, means that everyone is taking off their sunglasses once they get past the first floor, aren’t they?”

This was Erick’s fault for not making enough sunglasses, or maybe he hadn’t explained the danger properly yesterday. Whatever the case, he wasn’t expecting a hundred extra people on the jobsite on day 3. So that was all on him.

Apell sighed out, “Yes. No one can work on floor 2 right now.” She added, “We need a lot more of those glasses. We tried putting up dark lightwards to counteract the blinding effect, but it just got worse. Dilating pupils, and such.” 

Erick said, “We can solve this problem a few ways. I could just have Ophiel automate the whole dungeon light system with the spell I showed you, and I could lock dozens of them at a time behind maskingwards while people worked. This would have the added benefit of having the job done in...” He had worked out the math earlier, at home, with Kiri. He tried to remember all of it now.

2500 alcoves per floor, at 500 mana per alcove, meant both 1,250,000 mana per floor and 10 casts per Ophiel. They would have to retreat to a [Prismatic Ward] Erick would put in the center of the room every five minutes, and it would take 15 for them to fully regain their mana pools, which meant 1 rotation would take 20 minutes, meaning 3 rotations per hour. 

That meant 30 flowers per Ophiel, per hour. At 8 Ophiel working full time, that meant 240 flowers per hour, meaning roughly 11 hours per floor. This meant that the remaining 9 floors could be done in under 5 days, instead of the current need for at least 135 more hours of Erick putting up kaleidoscopic lightwards himself; he was the bottleneck, here. 135 hours would take him 17 days, if he put in 8 hour days. He’d likely put in 12 hour days though, just to get it over with faster. That was still 12 days of work, though.

Erick said, “I could have this place fully lightwarded in five days, instead of the 12 to 18 days it would otherwise take.”

“Nope.” Apell said, “Absolutely not. No further experimenting in this location. Just stop Ophiel’s automation until you catch up with the ornate wardlights.”

“Fine.” Erick said, “Then I’ll make more sunglasses for the hundred people here, first. That’s gonna eat up more time.”

“That’s okay.” Apell said, “That’s what the Headmaster wants.”

Erick added, “Actually. I should just make some full-body sunlight wards, too. Something you could wear in your pocket and project a blocking lightmask out two meters in every direction.”

“None of that. I don’t know if you could do it, but I don’t want to test out your ability to make shadow slimes. Not here. Not ever.”

“Then put the [Ward]ed stones away from the light when you’re done. These blacklights cause cancer, too, so wearing a full body mask is good for the longevity of whoever is going to work here after we’re finished.”

“… Fair.” Apell said, “Then make some of those, too.”

Erick said, “I’ll get right on that.” He turned to Kiri. “Can you start working on the diamonds and setting aside the dust for them to work into the white stone? Do you need me to conjure you the masks I showed you?”

Kiri said, “I can do the masks. But...” She pointed north, toward the pond Erick had made yesterday, where the diamonds had been growing. “Uh.”

Erick turned to look with her. The pond he had made yesterday, and all the diamonds, were gone. In their place were piles and piles of white stone. He turned back toward Apell. He drawled out, “Soooo? Where’d they all goooo?”

Apell frowned. 

Calzin said, “Someone stole them.”

Suddenly exasperated, Erick said, “Oh holy fuck. Really? There were thousands of them!” More miffed than angry, Erick spat, “Shit. Fine. I can make more.” 

Apell rapidly said, “The Headmaster sent an Elite after the thieves. Some headhunter. I don’t know who. But the Headmaster won’t allow something like this to go unchallenged. We might not get back the stones, but we’ll get whoever did this.”

Erick whiplashed from unfocused anger to feeling cold, even in the sun. He said, “He’s going to execute the thieves, isn’t he?”

“Yes.” Apell scrunched her face, disbelieving Erick’s tone, or something. Erick wasn’t quite sure. She said, “That is what usually happens in a situation like this. Whoever it was must have been desperate or very, very well connected.”

Erick suddenly found himself on the side of the thieves, saying, “You know the spell I used to make the diamonds is going to be in the Script in something like 9 months? It’s not a big deal if they get stolen. They’re literally the easiest thing to make in the world.” Erick said, “I’m only upset because Spur is under attack, and I can’t go back unless this job is done.”

Apell frowned. “… I’ll tell the Headmaster. He might not retract his sentence. Or he might do something else.” She relented, “I don’t know. It’s out of my hands, Erick. When people steal from dragons, they die. Everyone knows that. Doesn’t matter if it’s books or dirt, gold or rads.” She added, “This has absolutely nothing to do with you.”

“… I didn’t know that.” Erick turned toward Poi and Kiri, including them in the conversation as he asked, “Is that really true?”

Everyone just looked at Erick like he was an idiot, except Poi.

Erick spat out, “None of you know how to make these lights. I don’t know a lot of your cultures. Take it easy with these condemnations of idiocy. It’s getting really fucking tiring.” 

Apell said, “Sorry. Did not mean to offend.”

Erick immediately said, “It’s not you.” Erick felt drained. He said, “Sorry, Apell. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” He looked to the dungeon entrance, and to the people under stone overhangs, waiting for the doctor to walk around and heal them. He said, “I’ve got [Ward]s to make. Did you get that shipment of metal in, too?”

Calzin spoke up, saying, “Yes! It’s four steps down.” He gestured toward the mountainside. “Down there. Can’t miss it.”

“I’ll have sunglasses made soon enough.” Erick added, “And more diamonds.”

Apell said, “Thanks, Erick.”

 

- - - -

 

A new pond full of new water soon had new diamonds growing in them, with eight Ophiel doing their thing, casting exactly how Erick wanted them to cast. They sang as they worked under the power of a [Prismatic Ward]; a chorus of violins and harps sounding out of dense air. 

It was a nice sound. It made Erick feel a bit better about his situation.

Nearby, Erick pulled metal into sunglass frames. His previous design for the masklights to go on them worked well enough to fully cover the front of the eyes and even set into the skin a bit, to provide full coverage, so he kept the design the same. Making these was much simpler than the kaleidoscope lightwards, but it still took him an hour to make 150 of them. His regeneration was the bottleneck, again. The sunglasses were handed out as they were made.

Work resumed. 

Kiri shaped new diamonds into glittering dust, firstly. Kilograms and kilograms of diamond dust journeyed into the dungeon alongside massive, hovering crates of white stone. Four workers worked together to lift the white stone and the diamond dust into the air. They mixed the white stone and the diamonds into a huge, floating orb, then they took the stone apart, each taking a quarter of the tonnage to then paint the dungeon white and glittery; a thin, solid layer of white that they locked into the grey and tan stone underneath. It was not just a breakable veneer of stone, but more like a weld.

Kiri continued to shape diamonds into dust, but when there was enough diamond dust for the first five floors, and not enough people putting down white, she started cutting the diamond octahedrons in half. With a novice’s touch that was quickly improving, Kiri shaped each of those halves into basic brilliant-cut diamonds, with a flat top and a reflective bottom. Light shone in from the top then reflected back out when she did it right. They were perfect for setting into the walls and into the floor; the slimes loved shiny things, after all.

Down on floor 2, Erick cast kaleidoscopic lights into the arched ceiling.

They broke for lunch. Calzin got sandwiches for everyone, again. They continued working till it was time for Erick to break to rain on Spur. Erick, Poi, Kiri, Teressa, and Rats, all had an early dinner in Jane’s room. She was still sleeping, but Alibeth, the Mind Mage doctor, brought her out of her [Sleep] for her daily checkup while Erick was there. 

She began vomiting immediately. She asked to be put back under, though she did say hello to everyone. Erick watched Jane fall back asleep, feeling horrible about everything, as thick air cleaned up the mess she had made.

[Sleep] enforced a Rest state on its recipient, and Jane was being fed while she was asleep, so she was okay, and she was healing. But it was still rough for Erick to see his daughter like this.

Then he went back to the dungeon. He stayed there well past nightfall and then a few more hours in, but he would not spend another late night like before. He went home in the dark, while people were still putting down glittering white stone over the greys and tans of the natural dungeon walls. 

Erick had briefly checked on his original dungeon every day with Ophiel, if for nothing else than to just renew the [Gravity Ward] that fed the river of the dungeon floor. He did so again, today. Through Ophiel’s eyes, the [Gravity Ward] was working just fine; Erick renewed the spell, anyway. But when he checked on the actual dungeon floor, there were easily four dozen light slimes or more, bumbling this way and that, but generally moving in a large circle around the dungeon floor.

Like some huge skating rink, light slimes glittered in rainbow light, as they circled the center.

And in the center, floating above the waters of the main pool, was a woman made of white light, wearing rainbows for clothes, like billowing clouds. She could have been of any people; human, incani, orcol or dragonkin. Maybe even wrought, but Erick somehow doubted that. Maybe she was a harpy, or a shifter. Whatever the case, she was an intruder of some sort, and her eyes were open, and staring at Erick, through his connection to Ophiel. 

In a blink, Erick stood in the dungeon, and it wasn’t blinding without his sunglasses. 

“Ah.” Erick checked his Status. It did not come up. He asked, “Dream Wormed?”

“Yes.” The woman said, “I’m Messalina, the Life Binder. I think it is past time I talked with you, directly.”

He was likely already being tended to by Poi, and he was close enough to the hospital that, even if they couldn’t [Teleport] him there without his conscious consent, they could certainly get other people to him. So Erick rolled with this confrontation. He said, “Your worms have killed people. Your plots are murderous. You appear before me in a dazzling, probably fake way. You’re obviously a very fake person. Why should I listen to whatever lies you feel like spinning?”

“Because if you do not, then I will have no choice but to go to Melemizargo for help.”

“Lie.”

Undeterred, Messalina said, “He’s growing much more cognizant as new magic is being invented everywhere.” She added, “He’s not insane anymore. Most of his Shades aren’t, either. They purged those using Yetta as an excuse.”

“Half-truth. Likely just enough true to try and get me to believe you, but I won’t. I’m going to have to be stubborn about this, all the way to everyone’s deaths, if I have to.”

Messalina, all bright white and floating rainbows, frowned. It was like the world turned two shades darker. She stepped down from the air, to stand upon the water in front of Erick. She said, “Let me prove it to you, then. Set for me a task.”

“Nope.” Erick said, “One task completed does not make you worthy of redemption. You dream wormed the people in town. Turock and Veel, people who were staying with my daughter and looking after my house, [Defend]ed themselves to death because of your influence.”

Messalina laughed, saying, “Now that is untrue.”

Erick frowned at her. He did not ask for a clarification.

Messalina said, “Fine. I can have this conversation without you, but it seems I must add certain words that you can go ahead and verify on your own.” She said, “The Lower Trademaster of Portal and I worked together for a period of one month, maybe 35 days, to try and find the people who killed my people. I gave him dream worms as a part of this agreement. He has spread them far and wide, in order to increase his own influence—”

“And that doesn’t bother you!” Suddenly incensed, Erick said, “Taking that at face value —and holy shit is that a hard thing to take— you allowed your magic to go wherever others wanted it to go? You allowed your mind controlling worms—”

Messalina’s face flared into anger. “I do NOT mind control people! I do not pinch at souls. I do not do anything to the free will of anyone, anywhere!”

Erick glared at her, saying, “Lie.”

Messalina’s eyes went wide. She suddenly cooled, like a volcano stuffed back into the ground, and said, “You invented a new magic. Is your circumstance not the same as mine?”

“Absolutely not.” Erick said, “I didn’t invent anything. It’s already all there. None of you managed to see it, is all. Even if I did believe your story— Do you expect me to think that you giving out mind controlling parasites is the same as me giving out knowledge?”

“Yes. They are. A hundred percent the same. But I can argue from your position if you want, because when Caradogh decided to use my mind freeing worms to control people, I cut him off.” She said, “Normally, they don’t control people. Normally, they allow recipients to quest for their personal truths in the safety of their dreams. But that great boon is also an unavoidable weakness. They open up people to the possibilities all around them, and when this is used in the wrong way, you get victims like Turock and Veel.” She said, “Those two were not Caradogh’s only victims. But I discovered the problem too late and he had already spread my magic far and wide. If you have a problem with him using my gifts, then take it up with him.”

“Fine.” Erick said, “I don’t believe you right now, and probably not ever. But I will check up on all of that. Continue.”

Messalina nodded. She said, “Kirginatharp is dangerous—”

“I certainly won’t believe you about him. Try another tactic.”

“Then I will simply say this: Has he ever touched upon a spell you created, holding long to the release of the blue box? Has he ever threatened your life? Has he ever made a list of Pros and Cons to decide your fate? Has he ever threatened the lives of your loved ones, perhaps by standing over their bleeding forms while you begged him for help?”

“That last one sounds personal.”

“… It was.”

“Lie.” Erick said, “Sorry. No sympathy for the killer, here. You have killed people in Spur, and you killed those people in the villages on your way to Eidolon.”

Messalina started with, “Firstly: I gave power to people and then they used it wrong. The Flare Couatl was never under my control, but he did see you talking about killing him the next time you met. I will not accept responsibility for the actions of a free man who was only looking to protect himself. And besides!” Half incredulous, she said, “Really? No sympathy at all? With all your ideology of helping ‘the dregs of society turn their lives around’? This has no bearing on me, who just lashed out because my entire world was taken from me?”

Erick said, “So you know me. So what? You’ve obviously listened to me talk about you, and there’s something to be said about you being open about that as opposed to trying to hide it. But. You already know all my buttons. As does the Headmaster, I’m sure.” Erick said, “So go ahead and bring on the threats. I know you have a dozen lying in wait for this part of the conversation.”

“I prefer the carrot.” She said, “I can heal your daughter’s Disintegrated Dragon Essence in three moments, if you produce the spell to find the people who killed my village.”

Erick felt his anger bloom like a darkness rising from the bottom of the ocean. He calmly said, “Stay away from my daughter.”

Messalina, all bright and rainbow, sighed out, “That was not a threat. That was an offer of assistance.”

Silence stretched between the two of them, while light slimes bumbled around the room and water splashed.

“Haven’t you already found those people?” Erick said, “The Headmaster said that there was no way you had not found them by now.”

Messalina barked a single laugh, then she said, “That Old Dragon. He can’t find me, but he expects me to have found my own quarry? We’re both using the same damn spell, Erick. I learned it from him! [Eyes of the Goddess].”

Erick paused. He had no idea what to say to that.

Messalina continued, “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

“I know both less and more than you.”

She laughed again. “True! So let me fill you in on a little history—” 

“I don’t want to hear it.”

Messalina smiled, all teeth and anger, as she said, “But you will.”

Erick almost said something, but he couldn’t speak. He could only listen.

“Kirginatharp and I were the two sides of a schism in the Arcanaeum Consortium that began 350 years ago, but the whole thing erupted into violence soon enough. The only reason I retreated to the jungles of Nergal was because I voluntarily lost, because to continue the fight was to plunge the world into darkness.

“The world has forgotten that fight because I have allowed him to dictate the terms of my surrender, but I have been deeply wronged by the Cinnabar Hand, and Kirginatharp has chosen to fight me, instead of help. So allow me to break this very old bargain of trade now, and tell the truth of that fight.

“I was apprenticed to That Dragon for 30 years, but even in the beginning it was so much more than that. I learned everything from him. We even had children. Melemizargo ate those children, like all dragons do whenever someone is born three generations removed from the one who began their lineage, and the great grandfathers or mothers discover the progeny. But I brought them back with necromancy, and without the taint of dragon essence, too! That was the start of my involvement in the schism that would shake the very foundations of Oceanside, and every Arcanaeum on Veird.” 

Erick listened. He couldn’t help it. Either the dream was trapping him here, or her words were powerful. And had she just implicated that the Headmaster was Melemizargo’s grandson? Did that mean that Rozeta was Kirginatharp’s mother? Or at least an aunt? Whatever the case, as Messalina spoke, dark lines, tears or black blood, fell from Messalina’s glowing eyes, to trace lines of darkness down her pained face. Her voice choked as she forced a long held torment to the surface. 

“Kirginatharp was the one who showed me necromancy. He knows every magic there is. But when I used it to bring back our children, he cast me out. He wouldn’t even entertain the possibility that my necromancy was different.

“And it was, Erick.” Her entire radiant body seemed to brighten. “I had done it. I brought back people from death, whole and unharmed. Memories intact. Soul unblemished. True Resurrection! I had done the impossible. And I had damned myself in his eyes. He tried to kill me, but I managed to flee with my kids.

“In the years to come, I traveled the world, hiding from everyone, raising my children on my own, doing what I needed to do to survive. Years turned to decades. I thought I was free of That Dragon. But a chance meeting with one of Kirginatharp’s Elites in the highlands of Nelboor led That Dragon back into my life. His children had grown...

She spoke with restrained anger. “He said he wanted to reconnect. He knew my children were grown, and whole, and pure of soul. They were not abominations. They were genuine, and they were without a single drop of natural draconic essence, therefore they were not a target of Melemizargo. And it surprised him. He had never been able to have children before, because that Dark Dragon always killed them. But he saw my kids— his children! He saw them as a possible future. A future of happiness, with kids and grandkids and a whole linage. A future! 

“I foolishly believed him. All three of us believed him. When the three of us showed for the meeting, it was a trap.

“He took them from me. He ripped their souls from their bodies in order to understand how I had done what I had done.” She stopped. Moments passed. She wiped the black lines of blood or whatever it was from her face. The darkness vanished from her radiant skin like so much flaking ash.

She continued, “Originally, I had been all for That Dragon’s iron fist wrapped around Veird; holding civilizations together and bringing warmagics to bear against the monsters.” She spoke flippantly, “And all the time, I saw the small things he did to me, but I didn’t care. When he intercepted a spell I had worked on before it could come to me, I thought nothing of it. When he demanded concessions for the good of Civilization, I gave in. When he demanded unequal bargains of trade, what did I care? I was doing good to help him do good to help the whole world.” She said, “I gave myself to him, Erick. Body and mind and soul. And he took it all. But then he took my children, and that was it. I would take everything from him. 

“And so I went to war.” She said, “I contacted his detractors in the Arcanaeum Consortium, for people in power always have detractors. I gave True Resurrections to people he had killed, raising co-conspirators from ash. I controlled minds. Eventually, I maimed souls. I put people together wrong, all for the glory of That Dragon’s downfall. 

“That section of my life lasted two months. And then I undid all I had done. If I was to win this war, I was going to win it right. I wiped some memories, and put some people back in the ground who were too evil to live. For all his faults, That Dragon is sometimes right about some things.

“With free will, and with plots and partners, we planned Kirginatharp’s downfall from Second to Rozeta. We wanted to teach the magic that would give True Resurrection to the people. Kirginatharp wanted that magic buried and gone. I had a much more personal reason for fighting, but I believed in the greater cause, too.

“In the end, seven arcanaeums out of fifty five joined our side, of their own free will. 

“There was a war. Islands sunk. Oceanside broke. Thousands died, and the darker forces of the world, the Shades and the Ancients, they were beginning to move to take advantage of the schism. 

“I ended the fight that would have torn civilization apart. I betrayed my people to do it. Not everyone survived, but I am a necromancer with the secret of True Resurrection, and he is just an old dragon sitting on his pile of gold. The collateral damage was immense. 

“Kirginatharp still lays those deaths at my feet. He says I killed them. I did not. He is the one who started it all when he killed our children. 

“When everything was over, I picked up what was left. I asked the souls that he had reaped if they wanted to stay dead. I gave True Resurrection to over half of them; to five thousand people, to five thousand students and professors and warriors and mages who only wanted to use magic that had already proven itself as real. All of us went into exile, into the jungles of Nergal. Those five thousand people were the first generation of my village.

Her voice turned hard, as she said, “And six months ago, I had 10,000 people, some of the old guard, some of the new; working, living, and just being in my village, when those hunters from the Cinnabar Hand came. They were hunting for levels. They got them. And now, I hunt for them.

“I have given up my conquest of That Dragon. I laid my hatred aside a long time ago. But he hasn’t. 

“He can’t.

“For at the height of our war, I foolishly tried to upset his position as Second. I hunted dragons for sport, and ate them whole. I unlocked the highest tiers of Dragon Essence.” She said, “For him, that was a threat on a fundamental level. But I lost that war. So I died for my sins of standing up to power. I got better, obviously. And without the dragon essence this time, just as I had done for my children. But his own essence compels him to dominate me, no matter if I have no essence anymore.

“He could let me live without interference. He could make amends by giving me the souls of my children. He could help me find these people who killed my people.

“But he doesn’t. 

“Because once he makes a proclamation, he never wavers, no matter the cost."

She stared at Erick, with eyes of light and surrounded by rainbows. She said, “I have said my piece. You could have read most of this in the letter I gave you, but I can see the wisdom in not accepting my words as truth.” She added, “Do what you want, but know that Kirginatharp is a killer, just like you think I am. But That Dragon has managed to win every war he has ever waged, and teach his history in every Arcanaeum the world over.”

A long moment passed, while Erick stood on the side of the pool, thinking, and Messalina stood on top of the water; a woman made of light and color. Light slimes continued to bumble around the room, counterclockwise around the pool in the center; around Erick and Messalina. Erick felt his mind relax. 

Erick asked, “What would he do if I asked for the souls of your children to give them to you?”

Messalina quickly went through several obvious emotions. Hatred, utter and complete. Hope. And finally, reluctantly accepted pain. With a fallen smile, she said, “He would be very angry. Then he would deny he has them. He would say they were destroyed, or some nonsense.”

Erick asked, “Could you two work on the same side, to kill the Shades?”

“No.” Messalina said, “Never again. I cannot ever trust That Dragon.”

“You spoke of a spell he held from you. What did he do to that spell?”

Messalina spoke like she was opening an old, soft wound, “He intercepted a tier 8 summoning spell. The resulting person would have been the start of the return of the Elementassi to Veird. They were a race of sapient elementals. They would be able to walk the land and fly the skies, and to help drive back the monsters, to help win the Real War against Melemizargo. That did not happen. Instead, I got a creature that was an automatic Slave. It tried to kill me, even after I went through the rituals to magically emancipate the thing.” She said, “It was a perfect spell. I had not accidentally created a slave in twenty years. My spell should have worked. It didn’t. And the only clue I had to how it went wrong, was the three minute delay from the summoning of the creature, to getting the box, because Kirginatharp was there, looking at the blue box first.”

“How did the people who attacked your town manage to kill everyone and reap their souls? Where were your defenses?”

Messalina chuckled. She said, “I was sleeping, and they targeted my champions first. It took the Cinnabar Hand ten minutes to turn my jungle into a crater. Sometimes, that’s all it takes for ten thousand people to die.”

“I was told you killed everyone on the way to Eidolon, searching for the killers. What about them?” 

“I gave them new bodies, too. Later. Wynding talked some sense into me before I got too far in my wrath. I had known her since she was a babe in her mother’s arms.” Messalina said, “But they’re all dead again, Wynding too, because no one believes in True Resurrection. Kirginatharp’s people hunted down each one and put them to the sword, thinking that they would fall to monsterfication and become cannibals.”

“Thank you. This is a lot to think on.” Erick said, “I would like to be released from this vision, now.”

Messalina looked at him. “What is your decision about this [Scan] spell?”

“I told your Flare Couatl the truth. I don’t know if I can, or even how I would.”

Messalina stared at him, slightly frowning. She said, “The Flare Couatl’s name was Oyil. He was my Captain of the Guard for a hundred years. Yiralia was his wife. While he chose to become a knight, she chose to become a monster, instead. With her whole life gone, Yiralia was tired of being a person. She just wanted to kill hunters, so she chose the body of the Toxic Hydra.”

The world flickered.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came around slowly to the sounds of ten tiny flutes, like a chorus of birds chirping in the morning.

Poi said, “Easy there. You were heavily wormed. Everything is going to feel weird. You had a prolonged out-of-body experience. I’m putting you back together but it will take time.”

Erick blinked. He was in a hospital bed. The sun shone down outside. He rolled—

Poi caught him, then pushed him back onto the bed.

Erick laid there this time, taking in his surroundings. He was in a bed, under a blanket. Jane was sleeping in her own bed, two meters from him. Poi stood there, between him and his daughter, while Teressa stood to the side of the room, and Kiri stood at the feet of his bed. 

Ten Ophiel, all tiny, leapt and played on top of Erick’s covered body, jumping from his feet poking up from the blanket, to his stomach, to the headboard behind him. They trilled in flutes and a few tiny harp sounds as their eyes and jumbles of wings moved freely around their bodies. 

He must have been wormed before he could dismiss all but one of them. 

Erick smiled at the Ophiel… Or… He tried to smile. He lifted a hand to touch his face and smacked himself across the chin. He mumbled, “Waaa.”

“Your mind is coming back to you. Your body is catching up.” Poi said, “You might be like this for an hour but it’ll get better.”

Kiri spoke up, trying to be chipper, “You’ll be fine. Alibeth and the other doctors think so. They healed you up well.”

Erick checked his Status, and sure enough, the blue boxes came to him. He shoved those away with a mental command. He sent to Poi and Kiri, ‘How long was I out?’

Kiri sent, ‘Eight hours. Maybe. The Headmaster visited.’

‘I’ll need to talk to him when I’m better.’

Poi sent, ‘He wants to talk to you, too.’

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 77. 78 is currently being written. 

I hope you all are okay out there, or maybe recovering! Personally, I'm playing some POE and staying away from everyone else as much as I can. Good luck~

Thank you all for reading, and rating.

Ar'Kendrithyst just hit #70 today. Thank you!



                



075, 1/2


                “I have some questions,” Erick said, sipping his cup of coftea in his chair next to the gardens of Windy Manor.

“I have some as well,” the Headmaster said, wearing white and gold, sipping coftea in the chair across the table from Erick. 

The doctors released Erick from the hospital with a clean bill of health hours ago. He had gone back to the dungeon for a little while longer, but soon enough, it was time to rain at the farms of Spur. When he came back to the Manor, Poi informed him that the Headmaster was requesting his time for a talk. 

Erick sent everyone else into the house, under the [Prismatic Ward], either to get dinner ready if they wanted, but mainly to get out of the way. If this conversation did not go well he didn’t want them involved. That was a hard sell for Poi and Teressa, but they accepted Erick’s demand. Kiri just stood quietly in the background, looking less than happy about everything. 

He summoned up a table and chairs near the garden, while channeling mana through Ophiel to Spur. He sat down in one of those chairs and opened Hocnihai’s third tome for some light, heavy reading, while he waited for the Headmaster to show. The wind blew cool and full of moisture, while waves crashed far below and the sun tilted down in the west, across the ocean. Sunset would happen in an hour. It was good reading weather. Teressa came out of the house with a large pot of coftea and two mugs. Erick thanked her as she set them down on the table. She lingered for a moment, watching Erick, but saying nothing. Erick just nodded. Teressa went back into the house.

Erick waited.

He did not wait long. As the Headmaster appeared in a blip of gold, he flicked a brief spell through the air. A completely clear bubble surrounded him, Erick, Ophiel on Erick’s lap, and the garden furniture. Ophiel twittered in unhappy flutes as the sounds of the crashing ocean down the cliffside vanished, and the gentle wind that blew across the yard ceased, but at Erick’s gentle command, Ophiel settled back down on his lap. Erick continued to channel mana through him as he set Hocnihai's book aside, onto the table.

There were some initial pleasantries. One was of Erick not wanting to get up and disturb his [Familiar]. Another was of the Headmaster glad to see that Erick had recovered from his recent trouble. Erick offered coftea; the Headmaster accepted. Erick poured him a mug with the perfect control of his Handy Aura.

Strictly speaking, using spells unprompted around other people like both the Headmaster and Erick had done, was a faux pas that ranged from being simply discourteous or maybe rude, to insulting or an act of war, or just plain antagonistic. For most of Erick’s time on Veird, he had been slightly rude without really meaning to be rude. Right now, Erick was deliberately rude, because he had a really good idea about how Messalina had been able to get to him on Oceanside, when this place was both crawling with competent Elites and flying cream-colored Robes that should have been able to see everything that happened, everywhere.

Erick began, “My first question is, if you used me for some sort of bait to track through to Messalina, did it work?” He added, “And did you already scan my recent memories, in order to see what I saw when she contacted me?”

The Headmaster sipped his coftea. He lowered the mug, and said, “We used you as bait. We could not find her. She had moved on too fast. And yes; I already know what she told you.”

“Did you really kill your kids?”

The Headmaster looked off into the distance, toward the horizon where sky met sea and the sun dipped low. With a stern, sad face, he said, “They were not my children. They were copies. Perfect copies, but still copies nonetheless. For a time, I was confused upon seeing her work. It took me a century of searching out every necromancer I had ever held in confidence in order to divine an unhappy truth: that those were not my children, and I am confident in my results. I might be Second, and I might have access to almost all magic, but I am not Rozeta.” He said, “Messalina makes copies, Erick. Perfect copies that don’t realize they are copies. She can even use the former soul to create these copies. In her mind, this means she has the power of True Resurrection.”

Silence stretched, as Erick thought. Eventually, he asked, “Is the soul a permanent thing that does not grow or ever change?”

“The soul both grows and changes, but that does not matter when speaking of wholly replacing that essential part of the Self.” The Headmaster said, “If you are thinking of the Parable of the House, then you are entering into a very large debate, of which there is only one side to choose if you wish to remain sane.”

“I read about that. On Earth, we call that the Ship of Theseus problem. At which point over the life of a vessel, where rows and sails and mast and planks are replaced as necessary, is the ship that left the dock, the same ship that came in?” Erick said, “We never had to deal with actual resurrection, though.” He added, “People were talking about uploading minds into computers when I fell to Veird. They were imagining it as a second life, where the mind continued to live on after the death of the body.”

The Headmaster frowned a little, thinking. He said, “That seems like creating a slave caste to do your electronical bidding for you.”

Erick smiled, despite the situation. He said, “Sorry. I think I might have explained computers poorly. That is my fault. They were used to make our lives easier, yes. But...” He said, “The rich people were talking of putting their minds into computers so that when their bodies died, they could direct their holdings after death.”

“Ah.” The Headmaster said, “This is closer to the real problem of True Resurrection.” He said, “We immortals strive to keep out of much of mortal life, for it would be easy for the wrong kind of person to control everything, forever. Power supports power, after all.” He said, “So people like me help when we can, but mostly we stay out of most of the world’s problems. Mostly, we see to it that other immortals toe the line of non-interference. People are best when they are free to thrive and live their lives on their own, after all.” He said, “Hence, True Resurrection does not work.”

“Politics, then?”

“For those in the know, and in the workings of the world: yes. And I will deny ever having said that.” He added, “But personally, I do not believe that copies are the real thing, so it is easier for me to fight this particular fight than others who merely support the cause.”

“Does Phagar not care?”

“Phagar cares deeply, but he stays out of this particular battle. If he were to take a stance against resurrection, it would give the Resurrectionists legitimacy, for it would mean that their idea of True Resurrection is real. If he stood with them, it would cause the rise of this horrible magic, all across Veird, and go against everything he represents as the God of Finality. And so Phagar stays away, because sometimes that is the best choice, and the rest of the gods try to not be tyrants by stepping into an ideological mortal war. Even Sumtir will not support total war.” He added, “All the tyrant gods died in the Sundering.”

Erick nodded. He would ask Phagar about all of that later, but it was interesting to know that the reason he hadn’t seen any ‘evil’ gods, besides maybe Melemizargo, was that all the evil gods were dead. This was obviously the Headmaster throwing him off course of his questions, but sometimes facts were best supplied through meandering words, and it seemed that this particular conversation was very difficult for the old dragon. He spoke calmly and clearly, but he held his shoulders tight, and his eyes were solidly stuck on the horizon.

Erick asked, “Was that the point of the Sundering? To kill the evil gods?”

“It is one theory. Personally, I think someone tried to take the power of a god, and they catastrophically failed.” The Headmaster said, “I don’t really know why the Old Wizards did what they did, but I do know why Veird survived. It was quite a simple reason, too. When the universe was unraveling, many of the original Relevant Entities of the Script were naturally pulled here to Veird because their original worlds were killed, and their only surviving believers were in chapterhouses on Veird, or in one case, a Champion, who was visiting Veird to find assistance for some quest.” He looked away from the sun, to Erick, saying, “You must understand that Veird was a sanctuary for the light, after all. Koyabez’s human and alvani clergy were the powerhouses on Veird back then, back when this world was much smaller, and wholly devoted to peaceful solutions. They had been around for twenty thousand years or more by the time of the Sundering, and though Veird had been assaulted countless times by almost every powerhouse in the Old Cosmology, they had never fallen. Their defenses were simply the best of the best.”

The Headmaster finished speaking, but Erick did not ask another question. He just listened, giving the Headmaster a chance to speak in whatever direction he wanted, or to ask his own questions.

The Headmaster stared into the distance, controlling his posture perfectly, like he was holding in a lot of pain, as he said, “I did not adjust your spell. I did not adjust hers either. She says that her children were her turning point, but that was untrue. She never forgave me for holding back her spell for thirty seconds. Everything fell apart from there.” He said, “I should have learned my lesson years ago but my curiosity got the better of me, as it has from time to time. I… I apologize, for touching your spell.”

“If you are a Registrar, you know I have a way to check on this, directly.” 

“I know.” He relaxed, saying, “And you should learn to hide your ability to flaunt the powers of others. It would do you well in your further goals.”

“If you’re going to kill me, I would rather just get it over with.”

“Taunting dragons is a foolish thing to do.”

“So is killing your kids.”

The Headmaster frowned. He refilled his coftea. He spoke plainly, and almost-forcefully, “I did not kill them. Messalina created copies and raised them to hate me. I asked for a meeting. They accepted. I made myself vulnerable, and they took advantage. Her plan was to kill me and pull my soul apart in order to create a dragonless-copy. The three of them would have succeeded if they were going up against the image of ‘The Headmaster’ that Messalina had taught her copies, but they were completely unprepared for the real thing. Messalina managed to get away, but the children were completely unmatched for a fight between a dragon of the highest tier, and the Second.”

Erick digested that information for a moment, as silence held in the clear dome of their little meeting.

Erick said, “You should help her find these killers.”

The Headmaster relaxed. “That would be the most prudent thing to do, but I cannot. I still love her, and I cannot get close; not ever again.” Benevolent hatred took hold of his voice, as he said, “She is as toxic as her hydras, and I would live to die in that mire until something broke, and a hundred thousand more people died in the crossfire.”

The Headmaster’s words hung heavy in the air. 

Erick said, “I don’t want to be involved in this sort of thing.”

The Headmaster smirked. “If you wish to kill the Shades, you will need to be involved in many scenarios like this.” He added, “I will say this, though: If you choose to support Messalina, you might be able to wring a binding bargain out of her, and she would be much more willing to move against those Dark monsters than I. You could cut your plots down to years, instead of decades.”

Erick said, “I don’t think it’s going to take quite that long to get all my spells in a row.”

“You miscalculated the light dungeon.”

“You implied it would take 5 days.”

He added, “You could have it done that fast. Just string together some Plus-100 Focus crown. Plus 200, if you must, though that might take some more of that experimenting you seem to think we don’t do.”

“Were you expecting me to do that? To lower my defenses on Oceanside?”

“Vaguely.” The Headmaster spoke at a quick pace, “We were watching you the whole time, trying to respect your privacy, but also watching for her attack. This worming might have happened sooner if you had gotten rid of your Strength enchantments.” The Headmaster said, “This is a very complicated topic with many edge cases, but broadly, Health is a natural barrier to all directly hostile magic, in a way that is much more solid than a [Personal Ward]. You can’t conjure knives inside of a target, after all. All magic works from the outside toward the inside. It did not used to be like this, but the Script changed that.”

Erick frowned in thought. You couldn’t conjure a magic inside of a person? Well that tracked with everything Erick had ever seen… hadn’t it?

The Headmaster noticed Erick’s thinking. He asked, “Did you not know this?”

“No.” Erick said, “I can’t think of anything false about that statement, but I also never thought to try and make such a spell, either.”

The Headmaster frowned in disbelief. Then he relaxed, and said, “Almost all young mages try to make such a bypassing spell, but that experience usually teaches them their lesson in the form of an Error. This barrier of Health is a fact that is rather self evident, so I can see where your lessons might not have touched upon the subject.” He added, “We don’t teach a great many of the small things that most people would just pick up through natural experience.”

Erick nodded, and listened. 

“Back to parasites.” The Headmaster said, “Parasites are affected by this barrier, and they start from the outside, just like any physical weapon. And just like any physical weapon, they have an easier time slipping through that barrier when that barrier is less robust. Calzin acquired parasites in his feet from those Parasite Roaches from his time walking around on the mountainside, but you did not, and neither did your guard. This was not because you did not step on them; you must have. They were everywhere. But your increased Health protected you.

“Because of this, Messalina needed a larger opening than most since she couldn’t just put them in your house on your pillows anymore while your defenses were down. She had to wait for you to eat one in those sandwiches Calzin brought you.” The Headmaster said, “He was infected by a dream worm, too, but so were five other people. One of our own Mind Mages kept Poi partially blind, while we waited for her to bypass all your defenses and make the real connection.” He added, “But none of it worked.”

Erick sighed out, staring at the setting sun. He said, “What about her implications against Caradogh?”

“He’s in the wind. Near as we can tell, she alerted him right before speaking to you, knowing that I would see what she said. She likely has some use for him, otherwise she would have let him hang.”

“… Did you find the people who stole the diamonds?”

The Headmaster chortled. “I think Messalina stole them.”

Erick scrunched his face. “How? Why?”

“She likes shiny things,” The Headmaster said, as though it were the most obvious thing in the world. He added, “She got them in the same way that she plants her Dream Worms, and how she does almost everything outside of her immediate domain; those pixies. They’re her devoted servants. They’re a race she created in the shape of an extinct Fey in order to have the perfect spies at her beck and call. Only a few of them are actually a part of her people; she did actually manage to recreate an extinct race, after all. Most of them have their own societies down in the jungles of Nergal. 

“They almost always take [Blink], [Teleport], Scion of Focus, [Airshape], [Lightshape] for the partial invisibility effect, and a host of other tiny spells. They’re also slightly telepathic, but only enough to hide from Mind Mages.” He added, “The only way to see them is when they want to be seen, or when you have Mana Sense up and focused. Even then, you might not see them even if they’re floating right in front of your face.” He added, “Or… they could have stolen those diamonds on their own, just to taunt me. They honestly love her; they’re not slaves.” He said, “For all of Messalina’s faults, she does not mind control or soulshift people who do not ask for it. The only mind tampering she does at all is to spread her dream worms against her enemies to sow discord and cause distractions. If it weren’t for her flagrant disregard for the sanctity of life and how much she throws her magic around to whomever can offer her a fair payment… I could even respect her.”

Erick said, “You’re being rather open about this. I expected a lot more anger from you.”

“I do tend to give off that persona.” The Headmaster said, “But Messalina has a way of turning people against me. I do not want that to happen, here, with you. You are a fine person, Erick Flatt, but you make mistakes, like anyone, so if I must spell this out, then I will.” He turned to face Erick, and said, “If you choose her you will lose the world, because I will use all of my vast resources to ensure that Messalina never again comes to power. You will become an outcast with a temperamental witch at your side and no one else.” He added, “I will not move to kill you or anyone you hold dear, for I have no doubt that Messalina is waiting to resurrect you or anyone else at a moment’s notice and fill your copy’s mind with lies, and I do not want to sunder your soul just to deny her a victory; it is too cruel. But if you thought Caradogh was bad, then you do not know what it means to be threatened by someone with real, true power.”

Erick said, “That’s more what I was expecting.” 

The Headmaster looked at him, with calm eyes, full of sunset light. Erick felt a chill race down his spine, as sweat prickled at the back of his neck. The mug of coftea in his hands was the warmest thing in the world, but even that was turning cold, because the Second was practically a demi-god, and he was staring at Erick like he was a morsel waiting to be devoured.

The moment broke. 

The Headmaster said, “I am fine with you making this spell she wants, but this is a dangerous thing to be able to find someone through [Polymorph]. No one has ever managed to do such a thing before. There is a Class called Sin Seeker that is able to discover the truth of a person no matter their disguise, but they need to be in physical contact to achieve that bit of magic. Mage Hunter is able to force people into their Natural Form, but that only works if the person in question still retains their First Form. [Eyes of the Goddess] can pin down the location of a person in question, through any disguise, but even that has a vague range of 500 kilometers.”

Erick listened, as sweat dried, and he channeled mana through Ophiel, to Spur. Ophiel listened, too; completely silent.

He said, “There are other ways to get a Familiar Form besides killing and eating, you know. There’s the originally intended way, for one. Live long enough with any others, be they animal or person, and you one day discover that you are able to create a Familiar Form of those animals or people that is uniquely you. If you stick with that form, it even becomes your Natural Form. You age, you grow, depending on the new form. This was the original function of [Polymorph]. It was a way to understand others by becoming them, or a way to become someone else and leave your old life behind. That’s why the archmages in the first centuries of the Script created the spell; to get away from their old lives and to start again where none knew they were mages.

“You have to understand that in those first centuries, there was a very large push by many cultures and societies to punish everyone who picked the path of the mage; the wounds of the Sundering were still very visible upon the land. 

“But like all magic, a few took this boon of [Polymorph] and turned it into a tool to kill and kill again. The creation of the Sin Seeker Class and an expansion to the Mage Hunter’s Class Abilities were added rather early on, again, by archmages expanding the Script, after it rapidly became apparent that people were abusing [Polymorph]. It wasn’t till years later that [Eyes of the Goddess] was developed by a very old friend of mine a millennium gone already.” 

Erick asked, “And that’s as far as anyone has solved this problem? What about soul magic and mind magic? I don’t know anything about them, but shouldn’t they be able to see who is behind the face?”

The Headmaster smiled. He said, “There are smaller spells that work in smaller areas. [Eyes of the Goddess] uses a few of those smaller spells, in fact. But, no. No one has ever created the spell that would find a person anywhere on the world, no matter their current Form.” He added, “[Polymorph] is a very strong spell. If used in a certain way, a person can shroud their soul and their mind into those whose forms they steal. Not many know this way, and I have never shared that particular secret with anyone, but I do inform people that it is possible just so that they can understand the true depths of the problem.”

“… time magic?”

The Headmaster looked at Erick, quizzically. He said, “That’s an absolute no, direct from Phagar; a proclamation laid down 1400 years ago at the start of the Script.” 

“Not altering time, but just looking at it? Going through the 4th dimension.”

The Headmaster frowned. “Dimensional magic is Banned.”

“No no... Uh.” Erick said, “I think there’s a language barrier here. I mean. We live in three dimensions, right. Length, width, height, correct?”

“Ah. You mean to Gaze the River of Time. Using [Witness] on a person, perhaps?”

“Well. No. But maybe. I mean to look at a person’s past.”

The Headmaster nodded. “This was how they created the Sin Seeker Class. What you speak of is already there, and very, very few people are good enough to achieve [Witness] in the first place, let alone the Class it produced. Every city has a few Sin Seekers, but none of them do what Messalina wants. None of them are able to [Eyes of the Goddess] the specific location of a specific person.”

“Is [Witness] the only way to look through time?”

“There are many restrictions on the Script to prevent abuses, and time magic is a rather hard limit governed directly by Phagar. Even [Witness] doesn’t truly look through time. It just allows a recipient to reconstruct the manasphere as it was, based on what is there. If the manasphere is too ripped or turbulent, [Witness] will fail to see the River. The best Sin Seeker I ever knew was only able to view ten years of a person’s life, and even that was a spotty [Witness] that only hit the highlights that left permanent marks on the body, mind, or soul.”

“Could a person just ask Phagar or some other Relevant Entity for a Quest to end the Polymorphed person’s life, and then follow where that quest leads?”

The Headmaster smiled. “Sure. A Champion could do that. Or a particularly devout religious leader. A bishop of Sumtir could call for a Quest against a particularly evil person, though that is a lot rarer than you might think.”

“That’s a nonstarter idea, then.” Erick thought. He asked, “She’s a summoner too, right? Couldn’t she work out how to forcefully summon someone to her?”

“That magic does not exist as I think you are imagining it, either.” The Headmaster said, “Even a nonconsensual [Teleport] is practically impossible for most people. And besides, she would need to be directly in front of them and also know them as the people who killed her village, which would make this whole [Particle Scan] idea unnecessary.” He added, “[Forced Teleport] is a wildly varied spell. There are a lot of holes in what I just said, but they would be filled if we spoke for several hours on this subject.”

“That reminds me. Do you know how a Shade’s [Teleport Lock] works?”

“It is a divine gift, bestowed by the Darkness.” The Headmaster’s eyes narrowed at the sunset. “There are quite a few divine magics out there that I have never touched. The storms of Sininindi. The harvests of Atunir. The battlecries of Sumtir. The beauty of Aloethag.” He added, “The [Zone of Peace] of Koyabez.”

Erick smirked as he said, “I got 12 points for that, and it went to people who brokered a peace between the Kingdoms and the Republic before the Halls of the Dead could turn the continent into a warzone. I think I’m okay with that outcome.” His voice turned hard as he added, “Besides, I want to kill the Shades, not broker a peace.”

“Not one for peace...” The Headmaster looked on, as he said, “The world was in a state of uncomfortable peace before you came along.”

“And if you all had done your jobs, then I wouldn’t have to fight at all.”

“I agree,” The Headmaster said, without reservation. “We have left wounds scattered unhealed across this world for a long time. I do my part, but I am not a tyrant. I will not move unless my help is accepted. Mostly, it is not.” He asked, “Have you heard of the Tragedy of Quintlan?”

Erick didn’t know where the Headmaster was going with that, but Erick went along anyway. He said, “A little. It’s the only uninhabited continent on Veird.”

“The Underworld down there still has some cities, but yes, the overland is uninhabited, and extremely wild.” The Headmaster said, “There is a story to tell here, so if you will pardon this old man his tangents, I would like to tell it to you.”

Erick filled his mug with more coftea, and with a questioning look at the Headmaster, and a subsequent nod and him holding out his own cup, Erick filled the Headmaster’s cup as well. 

The Headmaster said, “It takes a lot of resources to maintain a city on Veird. Monsters are constantly spawning everywhere. It starts with slimes, but if they’re not managed properly, oozes eventually come next. Or elementals. Or any other manner of monsterized creature from some other location, that sees all the food generating out of thin air in the form of slimes, and decides to make a new home in an old, forgotten dungeon.

“Food was one of the problems of Quintlan, but that comes later, and maybe not how you’re thinking.

“The former nations of Quintlan…” The Headmaster looked up into the air, softly saying, “Over 1100 years ago, by now.” He continued, “They were a massive population center. Six billion refugees from other worlds, all welcomed to Veird by Koyabez’s open arms. On that once thriving land, they [Stoneshape]d mountains into cities. They reshaped the Underworld for water. [City Shape] was a very popular spell in those early days, as well as [Weaken Monsters] to hold back the ever-growing horde outside the city walls. In the first three hundred years after the Sundering, the people of Quintlan led the charge against Melemizargo’s Hatred; to killing the monsters of the world. But no one really knew what they were doing, and many stepped on the tails of others. Some nations used [Weaken Monsters] without care, and the resulting rage when the spell inevitably lapsed decimated neighboring kingdoms. When those neighboring kingdoms fell, their sewers that they had made to control the generation of slimes in their cities… Those sewers still generated slimes. And then came the oozes. The oozes ravaged everything, while assassins who had been waiting for revenge killed those who could fight back, and thus the house of cards that was Quintlan came tumbling down. 

“I have radically simplified the true Tragedy of Quintlan. It was not an easy, quick process. Nations rose from the ashes of others. Nations fell back to that ash. The eventual, completed process took a hundred years, and there is much debate as to when the problems truly started. But there is one thing that all the historians agree on: The Tragedy of Quintlan happened because the people in charge liked it when their neighbors died. 

“That continent was not overpopulated. Whatever the historians say, it was not overpopulated. Sure, there were refugees from every walk of life stuffed together into a land with very little resources except the developing Script. But, as in every case like this, someone rises to the top and leads the rest. Originally, we had leaders that understood the need to work together for the common good, but after hundreds of years, that was not the case. Eventually the entire continent fell to raging oozes because of mortals Hellbent on getting to the top of the pile, and not caring how they got there.

“I say all this because we were in an equilibrium before you disrupted the world. People died. People thrived. Veird was stable. Now we have Particle Magic, and you continue to speak of new magics that likely do exist. I have heard of others developing lightward spells like never before, but I had not linked that to your influence until that aborted lecture that began with 'Four Fundamental Forces'.

“But back to Quintlan. The Tragedy of Quintlan happened for a million small reasons, but the one that started it all was something very similar to your [Exalted Storm Aura]. An archmage created the spell [Create Food and Water], and they were hailed as a hero as their spell became part of the open Script. Personally, I believe that this spell was not a major problem, but it exacerbated the separation between the rich and the poor. Those who could make excellent food were snatched up with promises of gold and good lives. Those who couldn’t, were relegated to porridge and squalor, and the divide spread. Eventually, many rulers outlawed lavish feasts of [Create Food and Water], except for their own personal uses. 

“I still remember the carvings on the walls of Koyatle, and Merum, and Herol, rallying the people to accept the beauty of porridge, and to throw the gleaming feasts of the nobility into the mud.” The Headmaster added, “That was a plot by those same kings and queens, just so you know. It backfired on them, spectacularly.

“If that was all that happened, they might have had some smaller wars and eventually stabilized in a new configuration, but there was a problem growing too large to ignore. Atunir was about to die. She was about to transform into the Dark Goddess of Unending Hunger.

“A vote of Relevant Entities was held. [Create Food and Water] was moved to Registrar-Only over a period of one month. People were refunded that point and were offered the chance to get [Grow] for free. [Grow] was already widely used in the rest of the world, but Quintlan did not like the spell. As a result of this decision, three kingdoms the size of the Wasteland Kingdoms fell practically overnight to their neighbors. It gets more complicated from there.

“I say all this, because back then, Oceanside and I were not able to stop the Tragedy of Quintlan. We were not able to untangle that nest of oozes, or cut to the heart of any problem, for every time we saw a problem ended, five more sprung up in their place. But we are strong, now. Strong enough and wise enough to see a problem before it becomes a problem.

“But when I look at you, I see a giant question mark. You are neither the enemy, nor a savior, though you have already gathered both titles from many different people. Whatever the case, right now, you are an asset, but equilibrium has been shattered. Nations move at your unintended magic. 

“Odaali was killed because someone weaponized Dead Air, which before now was impossible, because no one understood that they were working from a fundamentally flawed worldview. 

“I have no doubt, that if we ever find the people who killed Messalina’s town, that whatever happened there would have been because of Particle Magic.

The Headmaster looked to Erick, saying, “I wish for you to remain an asset. But know that you are moving nations, right now. If you should become a problem, then I will remove you. But it is much more likely that you are a boon.

“Because I feel you are a boon, I want to help you create this [Particle Scan] spell, because very soon, the Ancients of the world will start to move. Ar’Kendrithyst is gearing up for something large. The Greensoil Republic is no doubt planning on creating a Converter Angel and unleashing it somewhere. A [Scan] that can see through all of that will put you in the center of all of this, as well as allow me to see the fights before they happen.

“Because if you do manage to make this unknown magic, then I want to be the one to wield it; to find the center of these knots before they can strangle the rest of all life on Veird.

He added, “You can live wherever you wish. I am no jailer, and I never want to be. I am also rather confident that I can work with Spur to ensure your safety, if you wish to continue to live so openly. But know that if you walk out of Oceanside with this spell and without my help, that you will be killed within a week.”

The sun dipped to the horizon by the time the Headmaster finished speaking of Quintlan, and of what he wanted out of Erick. Erick had stopped channeling magic through Ophiel to Spur a while ago. The rains were done. Now he was just thinking. There was quite a lot on his mind, but foremost, once he got over his own private terror, he thought about this [Particle Scan]. Everyone seemed to want this new magic, but he had no idea where to really begin. He certainly knew it wouldn’t be safe if he actually managed to make such a thing —he didn’t need the Headmaster to remind him of that fact, either— but he had truly given up safety when he decided to kill the Shades, hadn’t he? Walking this path might be a lot tougher than he thought. 

But he was still going to walk it, for sure.

Erick began bargaining, “I don’t want to be used as bait ever again. And you should not have done that to Poi.”

“Accepted. If such a thing should ever happen again, I will pursue your consent beforehand. Your guardsman and his Mind Mage acquaintances will likely have their own private discussion on this matter as soon as you tell your people of this conversation. For what it’s worth: I have already been admonished for demanding this particular help from my Mind Mage contacts.”

“I won’t use this potential spell— Ya know? It’s really weird to talk about potential magic. I was sure I could figure out [Gate], but that never happened. But. I won’t use this spell to help you find dragons.” Erick said, “Murderers, monsters. Whatever may come. Those are all fine. But no dragons, unless they actually are part of the previous categories, and even then, I won’t like it and I’ll likely say ‘no’, anyway. I don’t want to be a part of any of your society either.”

The Headmaster said, “Those that threaten me are none of your concern. I will strive to ensure that you are not targeted by other dragons.”

“There’s a dragon in Spur. I don’t know who they are, but I won’t help you find them. If it turns out I’m already friends with them, I would like nothing to ever come of that.”

The Headmaster frowned. He said, “There are many like that one, hiding out across the world, doing nothing more than dominating their own private kingdoms. I will accept this clause, but you should know that if a dragon comes for me then I will have no choice but to kill. If they run, then...” The Headmaster seemed to force himself to say, “I will make that be enough.”

“Why?” Erick asked, “Why is dragon essence so fragile? Why is it so unlike all the others?”

The Headmaster said, “Because Melemizargo committed several unfathomable acts of highest Wizardry while the rest of us were creating the Script, in an attempt to abort this land before we could save what was left of our Old Cosmology. One of those horrific acts was the creation of Dragon Essence; the Cursed Blood. He thought to tear Veird apart with the surviving dragons rending continents apart in their battles for domination, but all he did was drive us deeper into hiding, where the strongest of us silently murdered the smallest of us, we divided the world, and all of us accepted that we would never again be as powerful as we once were. This was the cost of us winning that war in spite of Melemizargo's mutation of the natural order; the cost of surviving in this new universe.” The Headmaster added, “In the end, that Dark Dragon still claimed a kind of victory. He’s the only one of us whose very existence is not tied to the Cursed Blood.”

There was a lot there. Erick boggled trying to ask his next question. What came out was, “Melemizargo is a wizard?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” Erick wasn’t sure what else he could possibly say to that information. Then he asked, “Does everyone know that?”

“I haven’t told you a single thing that isn’t common knowledge in some circle, or another.” The Headmaster added, “Though some of those circles are smaller than you might imagine.”

As the sun dipped down below the horizon and purple twilight took hold of the sky, Erick asked, “I’d also appreciate it if you could stop with the threats.”

“Would you prefer me to keep quiet while you go changing the world, and to quietly end you when you have gone too far? Or would you prefer to know what outcomes lie ahead of the paths you choose?”

“… the second one.”

The Headmaster nodded. He said, “I would appreciate it if you kept these four fundamental forces of your universe to yourself. There has already been enough magical upheaval for one century.” He looked back to Windy Manor. “Your apprentice is fine, as are your guards, I suppose. But you truly should be more circumspect with your dissemination of truths. Being an archmage carries a lot of responsibility. One of those responsibilities is knowing who to trust regarding your magic.”

Erick glanced toward the Manor alongside the Headmaster. Poi was inside the house, sitting on the couch and pointedly reading a book. Kiri moved around in the kitchen, making some sort of dessert on the kitchen counter with bread, sugar, and cinnamon; dinner must be over already. Teressa was sitting on the other couch, on the other side of Poi, doing nothing; probably training her Mana Sense. Rats was… Somewhere. Maybe still at the hospital. He was there a lot more than usual ever since the anti-parasiters left for the Crystal Forest. Erick turned back toward the Headmaster. They had run out of coftea a while ago. Their mugs sat cold and empty on the garden table.

Erick said, “They’re good people.”

“I agree, which gives merit to your own disposition.” The Headmaster asked, “Do you have any other questions?”

“What does [Polymorph] do? Exactly?”

“A surface casting of the spell is to change your body into the form of another. A deeper casting of the spell is to become another being, like you were born in that form. A generalist mage who does not care for the intricacies of their alternate forms will cast this spell with a shallow understanding, and thus the Script does all the heavy lifting. Such a mage will be unable to achieve the deeper aspects of their alternate forms; like instincts, the ability to sense when it is time to migrate, or the mating calls of whatever species they happen to be. 

“A person truly focused on becoming an other being, either through thought, or action, or circumstance, will cast [Polymorph] in a deeper, more profound way. They might experience the deeper aspects I mentioned before. It is at this point that conventional tracking will fail, and even unconventional tracking with a Sin Seeker or a Mind Mage or a Necromancer searching for a specific soul will also run into problems. 

“For those with a low Willpower who attempt this deeper change, or even those who take on too many Familiar Forms, they will soon find that one of their inner monsters has taken over—”

Erick felt a twinge of panic for Jane.

The Headmaster noticed. He said, “I believe Jane is going to be fine. From what I have heard, she was able to complete the transfiguration of a slime into an ooze, and she has raised her Willpower to a more than acceptable level. This bodes well for her mastery of [Polymorph]. Though, if she keeps going around killing Ancients she will run into different problems which will have nothing to do with [Polymorph], and have everything to do with the monsters of Veird.”

Erick resumed breathing, as an unknown worry settled onto his shoulders. 

The Headmaster continued, “Conventional tracking fails when it comes to a truly deep and expertly done [Polymorph] because this sort of magic will change who a person is, at their core.” He added, “[Polymorph] is one of the most fascinating magics ever created. I will have Krigea get you some tomes on the subject, but what I have said should give you a guide regarding further research.” He asked, “Are you still interested in this ‘Lessons for the Archmage’ Class? I am still willing to teach you.”

Erick had felt like he was at a crossroads this entire conversation, but then the Headmaster brought it all to a point by asking that question. On one hand, Erick did not want to be anywhere near the Headmaster, but on the other, good relations with Oceanside would go a long way to paving the way to a future without Shades, or these ‘Ancients’. With that in mind, there was only one answer that Erick could reasonably give. 

He said, “I’m going to work on this light dungeon, then I would like help with this [Scan] spell, and if that works out, and if I can get Messalina out of my backyard by pointing her vengeance in a specific direction, then I am going to do that, too. Classes with you can come later, but I am open to the idea.”

The Headmaster paused for a long while.

Erick watched him think, as he gently touched Ophiel, who was still silently sitting on his lap.

Eventually, the Headmaster said, “If that is enough for her… If she goes back to her jungle after she has taken her vengeance, then this might be an acceptable outcome.” He added, “She will likely try to kill you on the way out.”

“… She hasn’t directly killed anyone so far?” Erick added, “That she hasn’t re-bodied, anyway. So she doesn’t consider that murder, does she? But you guys murdered the people she killed on the way to Eidolon.”

“I did not enjoy issuing that order, but two of them had already become monsterized. Eidolon saw what was happening and killed the rest.” The Headmaster said, “This is her version of playing nice, Erick. This is what she does. And when people in power like her play nice, that’s when you know they’re up to something.”

“… Does that statement apply to you, too?”

The Headmaster laughed. He asked, “Does that statement apply to you, too?”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked into the Manor carrying empty mugs and the empty pot of coftea, with Ophiel calmly twittering in violins on his shoulder. The Headmaster had left minutes ago. 

Kiri had half of a tray of cinnamon rolls sitting out on the kitchen counter. White frosting absolutely covered them; soaking into the layered bread and forming a small pool on the plate. Kiri just stood by the counter, watching Erick. Teressa sat at the table, sipping a beer.

Poi remained on the couch. He shut his book and asked, “We’re okay, for now?”

Erick said, “We’re good.”

Kiri said, “I kept dinner warm.”

“Thank you, Kiri.” Erick brought the mugs and pot into the kitchen and put them away; he had already [Cleanse]d them. “That was good of you.” He turned and spoke to the group, “Calzin was bugged in order to bug everyone else. The perpetrators were little flying people who are mostly invisible to all senses except Mana Sense. They’re the creations of Messalina, and they’re likely also the same people who stole the diamonds at the dungeon.” 

Poi winced, muttering, “How did I not—”

“The Headmaster had his own Mind Mages keep you blind, Poi, in order to track through the connection to Messalina.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide. 

Teressa said, “He shouldn’t have done that.”

“You’re right, Teressa.” Poi’s face turned hard. He said, “He should not have done that.”

“I told him as much.” Erick said, “He agreed to not do it again without my consent, first.”

Poi just frowned as five extra telepathic lines raced out of his head, into the manasphere. 

Well that was certainly a mess for another day. Erick turned to Kiri, putting on a smile as he asked, “Now where is that dinner—”

Kiri immediately turned and opened the oven, saying, “I left it on a plate, right here.” With expertly held talons to protect her from the heat, she pulled out a hot plate piled high with shredded meats and vegetables, with a side of bread. She set it on the kitchen counter in front of Erick. “Teressa made it.”

As the scents of well seasoned meats reached his nose, Erick spoke up, “Smells fantastic, Teressa.”

Teressa smiled. “Thanks, Boss.” She added, “I am going to pursue [Witness], I think. Especially if there are little invisible people flying around.”

Erick conjured oven mitts and picked up his plate. As he walked over to the dinner table and sat down across from Teressa, saying, “That sounds great.” He asked, “What does the world look like through Mana Sense?”

“It’s more like being a part of the ocean, than using your eyes.” She added, “It’s harder to do inside this [Ward], but it’s like swinging a mace. Once you can lift that mace at all, you can train to eventually wield it like it weighs nothing.”

“I still haven’t been able to do that at all,” Erick said.

“Me either,” Kiri said, as she set down at the table with a cinnamon roll. “But I don’t like the idea of exposing myself outside of this [Prismatic Ward] to learn the skill.”

Poi picked his book back up, and kept reading. 

After he ate, Erick and the others went to the hospital. Kiri brought cinnamon rolls for the nurses, and for Rats. He gobbled one down and quickly stuffed another away into the break room. It wasn’t long before the horde of nurses and doctors in Jane’s ward descended on the desserts like a plague of happy locusts, leaving nothing behind. Kiri hadn’t made nearly enough; some people got to the party too late. Kiri promised to make more tomorrow.

Jane still slept as soundly as ever, under the faintly glowing metal [Sleep] rune embedded in the headboard of her bed.

 

- - - -

 

In the dark of night, while Erick laid in bed, he felt a need to talk to Jane. They hadn’t spoken in days. She was fine physically, of course, and Alibeth let her out of the [Sleep] spell to speak a little, but after two incoherent sentences Jane always started vomiting again. She had to be put back under. 

So Erick laid in bed, wanting to talk to someone in confidence. There were many choices. Poi or Kiri would be willing to talk, but he would have to wake them up and tell them a lot of background information, and he didn’t want to do that. Not right now, anyway. Teressa and Rats, who had come back to the Manor to sleep, were also valid choices, but that would require even more secrets spilled out into the world. 

He could probably talk to Silverite, but that would come later. A lot of discussions about what he had learned would have to come up later, with others. But for now...

For now, he shifted tactics. He threw a hundred mana at the air, and posed a question. Ophiel perked up at Erick’s side atop the covers, as divine fire whispered in the air above. 

‘Rozeta thinks it would work, but no one is sure, and everyone is eager to see if you can. The creation of new magic comes from the mana, but works through the Script. You might have to try a few times.’

‘Thanks, Phagar.’

‘… Aren’t you going to ask me if he changed your spell?’

‘I’d ask you that later, maybe. I’d rather ask you if you think he’s a good guy.’

‘I cannot comment on that.’

‘Then… is Messalina’s True Resurrection, real?’

‘Tough question. I’m gonna have to go with the answer I have always given: I cannot comment on that.’

‘Did an entire continent fall because of the creation of [Create Food and Water]?’

‘It started with assassinations and political games and the people in charge not governing for the needs of the many, and there were so, so many. It all boiled over because we took away [Create Food and Water]. Atunir was about to shift Dark. It had to be done.’

Erick took that in, then he asked, ‘Got a hint about this [Particle Scan] question?’

A happy smile seemed to spread in the air, but also not. ‘I can’t help you that much.’

Erick pondered, ‘Wave functions. Probability curves. All particles are wherever they want to be until we observe them… so… Probability magic? Here’s a wild guess: A spell to force a person’s [Polymorph] forms into a state of superposition, and then to collapse them down to the one I choose.’ He added, ‘That doesn’t go far enough, though. What I’d need to be able to do, is check against forms that they’ve already given up in the past, too, which seems like an impossible problem. When old forms are given up, they’re gone forever from the Script, aren’t they? That’s a topic to research. Jane probably already knows all this, but I can’t ask her...’ 

He continued, ‘But even past that, I would need a spell that would radiowave [Scan] everyone in a super long range, which I’m not even sure how to do, and then I’d have to run this theoretical superpositioned [Polymorph] [Scan] on everyone, and then have it return the one target I was searching for. I could not do that in a single spell. It would take at least two? One for the [Polymorph] superpositioning, another for the locate-by-radiowaves spell? Maybe more than two spells. This is starting to sound like an entire new set of spells.

‘Forcing someone into another form sounds like [Baleful Polymorph] to me, so that’s not at all what I want to do. Besides all that, the pure number of targets in such a scan would make such a spell completely impossible to cast, just because of pure cost.’ He added, ‘Ah! But wait! I could put the entire spell into a superposition and have it only trigger upon the target I was looking for the whole time. Maybe make it destructively interfere with itself in every instance of the [Scan] except for when it returns the target I am looking for. Now that sounds magical, precise, and a lot like that quantum code breaking I read about. It might work?’

‘Impressive.’ Phagar said, ‘Some of that could work, but the implementation would be a lot more difficult than you might think.’ He added, ‘And because I don’t think you’d ever ask and because Rozeta is yelling at me to tell you: Kirginatharp did not change your spell. No one can do that except her, and she only does it to—’ He seemed to speak to someone else, saying, ‘Okay. Fine. I won’t say another word.’ He seemed to turn back to Erick, saying, ‘You good?’

‘… Yes. I’m good. Thank you. Good to know. Thank you.’

‘Later.’

The thread of divine magic between Erick and infinity released, feeling like the space after a sigh. 

Ophiel trilled on the bed at Erick’s side. Dozens of eyes were open all across his winged body, looking around at the empty air above. Erick patted the little guy as his own mind wandered with possibilities.
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075, 2/2


                Erick woke up much earlier than normal. Poi was already downstairs, making breakfast. The sky was still dark with stars in the west, over the ocean.

“You’re up early?” Erick asked as he sat down at the kitchen table, and poured himself a cup of coftea from the pot on the table. “I guess I’m up early, too.”

Poi frowned as he flipped homefries on the stove. He was mad at something, or more likely, someone.

Erick asked, “Want to talk about it?”

Poi blurted, “I confronted the people who blocked me from noticing you were wormed. It did not go well, but I can’t really talk about it, anyway.”

“That wasn’t your fault. Blame it on the Headmaster or Messalina. I’m not sure which one I blame more. Probably her? Yeah. Blame Messalina.”

“… Thank you.”

Erick said, “Back to the dungeon, for now, I think. Or maybe I’ll try to make some plus 200 Focus belt, so I can cut the construction time down to 6 days. The Headmaster said that there were parasites all over that mountain when we first got there, but that our naturally higher Health kept them out. If the Headmaster isn’t going to impair your ability again, what are your thoughts on the risk?”

Poi said, “You could wear the belt inside this house, and work through an Ophiel, while 8 of them continue to lay up the rest of the lightwards. I would be comfortable with that.”

“Doesn’t work. I tried it once, and I think I could make magic through Ophiel, but those lightwards are works of art, and I just can’t do that through him.”

Poi sighed, then grinned, seeming to disperse his own dark feelings in that moment. His mood turned brighter. “Then keep the rings you have and we will continue to physically visit the dungeon. Perhaps you might think about making stronger enchantments? Bracers would work, too, if you could figure out how to overcome the exploding.” He opened the oven behind him and pulled out a large egg and cheese casserole, then walked over to the kitchen table. He set it down in front of Erick, next to the stacked plates. He went back to get the potatoes, asking, “What do you think is the actual problem, there?” 

“I honestly have no idea.” 

Poi brought over the home fries, still in their pan, and set them on another cloth on the table. He sat down and served Erick, then himself, asking, “Some sort of resonance problem?”

“Partially. Sometimes the items explode right away. Sometimes they don’t explode until I’ve put them on.” Erick stuck a fork in his cheesy egg casserole, saying, “If I had a year or two in Enchanting maybe I could know the reason. That Enchanting professor isn’t the most forthcoming man.”

“The only limiting factor to getting good at Enchanting is money.” Poi said, “Wyrm season is mostly over, though.”

“Yeah…” Erick thought to his failed staffs of [Exalted Storm Aura], and all of his mostly useless spell wands and rods. They were good for learning how to enchant, but he had not gotten that far with the profession. He must have spent the equivalent of a hundred thousand gold putting together all that junk, and his starter dungeon. If it wasn’t for the monsters Mog asked him to kill that got too close to Spur, and her sending out some rookies to go harvest the bodies to put the rads into his bank account back home, he would have run out of supplies long before now. The money from the farms of Spur was a great deal of currency, but it was simply not enough compared to how much he was spending. He said, “25% of this Light Slime dungeon should help with that problem. You guys are getting enough money, too, right? How much is Liquid paying you all?”

“We’ve gotten several raises. We’re paid more than enough.” Poi smiled as he sipped his coftea. “Especially since you’ve paid for everything we eat or need.”

“Well, okay. Good.”

Soon, the others woke. There was more than enough breakfast for all. 

- - - -

With Poi and Kiri in tow, Erick went back to the dungeon after breakfast. After some pleasantries with Apell and Calzin, and some apologies from Calzin that Erick told him were completely unneeded, he was wormed, after all, Erick got to work. He first summoned his Ophiel and set them to diamond making, then he went into the dungeon. 

The first three floors were carved into slides and pools and walkways that rose above the main floor, so that people could walk around without stepping in the future slimes. It was also fully layered in glittering white stone. Shadows lingered under some of those walkways, but Erick fixed that by adding prismatic lights to their undersides. The river still had yet to be turned on, but Merith and Apell had already run their initial tests, and everything looked good to them. 

After an hour of fixing up the first floor, Erick moved onto the second floor. It was just as architecturally complete as the first floor, with white stone and slides and pools that were waiting to be filled with water. Erick spent the rest of the day on that second floor, filling in the arched alcoves of the ceiling with kaleidoscopic lights and filling out the shadowed undersides of raised, white-stone walkways. 

Work stopped for lunch, which Kiri went back to the Manor to make for the three of them, and for raining at Spur and dinner, which brought all three of them back to the Manor for a few hours. It was then that Krigea dropped off the [Polymorph] tomes that the Headmaster promised. 

Erick and Kiri sat on the couches in front of the large windows of Windy Manor, reading very large and very old well-kept tomes, each of which was more impressive than the one before. They were each easily two feet tall and half that wide, with leather or metal covers, and composed of thin sheets of vellum or acid-etched metal. Krigea had handed over a crate of them with extreme reverence, and according to her, they were lightly excerpted copies from the Headmaster’s personal collection. They were expected to be returned as soon as Erick was done with them, and under no circumstances were they to leave the relative safety of his [Prismatic Ward].

Erick was currently forty pages into the first tome. It was adorned with the Ancient Script symbol for [Polymorph] on the front, and bound in black metal with pages made of vellum that crinkled as he turned each one. He had to set the book in a conjured holder in order to hold the thing; it easily weighed 25 kilos. Kiri had to do the same with hers. She was still on her first book, too; hers was a big wood-bound tome, with pages made of pale purple, almost-white leaves that had been crafted into rectangular sheets. Her eyes went wide at every other page. 

Erick desperately wished that Jane was here to read these books. She would have undoubtedly gotten a lot out of all this ancient knowledge, for most of these tomes were written directly after the Sundering, by people who had survived that cataclysm and who were rushing to remake their magic under the overview of the Script. There was very little math at all in any of the books; Erick had already checked them all before he focused on this black one. Almost all of them were about form and function and how to connect intent to meaning to mana, and how the mana reflected all of that back to the caster, and onto Reality.

“Listen to this.” Erick read aloud, “ ‘Perhaps the greatest examples of the desired [Polymorph] spell should be taken from the now dead elven people. When they cast their [Alter Fate] spell, it was to take a string from one part of Reality and reweave that string into a new location, while tying a knot in the joining before they severed the original beginning, so that the recipient of the spell would not fully lose themselves in this process of reweaving Reality. But this poses problems, since time magic is now fully restricted, and [Alter Fate] could only ever safely be cast once on a person. In addition, it was also used primarily as a punishment; to strip someone of their ancestral heritage and cast them into one of the ‘lesser’ species.’ ” Erick continued, “ ‘As an aside, I, for one, am glad those awful elves are all dead. Their magic was great, but I am very glad that slavery is becoming so strictly disincentivized.’ ”

Kiri said, “This book is the same way. It’s all personal insights into the Sundering and how magic was before the Script.” She added, “She talks of strings too. Of harmonies that guided the proliferation of life and mana, and how becoming in tune with the harmony of another species was one way to [Polymorph].” Her eyes went wide as she stared at the purple pages of the book, saying, “And of how difficult it all was. What’s an ‘emotionfeeling’? What’s a ‘thoughtform’? There’s lots of mentions of those, but no definitions.” She said, “There was certainly a lot less math, though.”

“My guess is that all of these people knew all of those things, and there was no need for them to record what everyone already knew.” He added, “And there’s a lot of math in harmonics, but it's certainly not this circular Ancient Script kind of math.”

Kiri said, “Oh! Harmonics!” She flipped through her book, saying, “They talked about that in the beginning of this book.” She said, “Here it is. Did you know that elves had double vocal cords, and could circularly breathe, producing a never-ending song?”

Erick stepped over to Kiri’s raised book. He looked at the page. It was an image of the dissection of the upper body of a tall, thin person, with pointed ears. Their ribcage had been pulled back, revealing lungs and other interesting things. Erick said, “Multiple vocal cords? I expected a second throat, or something, at the bottom somewhere.”

“They didn’t sing through air. They sung through pure mana flowing through their bodies.” Kiri’s voice turned to a whisper. “This is amazing.”

Erick patted Ophiel on his shoulder, saying, “You can sing endlessly, can’t you?”

Ophiel trilled in violins.

Erick added, “I bet anyone could do that these days.”

“Well...” Kiri said, “Yeah. I guess. Maybe.” She added, “This woman didn’t manage to make [Polymorph]. She just put together everything she knew about what had come before, splashed with a bunch of stories of her other forms and how they all worked.”

Erick said, “The one I’m reading is a lot of the same, and a lot of re-threading fate, which is off-limits now, so that’s a non-starter.” He asked, “Do you know of fate magic?”

“Only that it doesn’t exist anymore. But. Here. Look at this:” Kiri leafed through the leaves of her book, saying, “When they translated everyone to this new universe, a lot of things broke… where is it… ah!” She found the proper section of her tome. “All of these...” She flipped through the book. “All of these are of the bodies of people before the Sundering.” Every page was filled with images of every sapient species. “Like this one. These are orcs, from before they were mashed up with the trolls, and brought back to sapience by the transmigration of Aloeth to Aloethag. See here? They have two stomachs.” She looked at Erick, saying, “Orcols only have one stomach. All people these days have one stomach.” She flipped through the book. “Harpies had much, much bigger wings, and different lungs.” Another page. “Dragonkin had tails!” Another page. “Alvani had three eyes. And, they used to exist, of course.” She added, “The translation to the New Cosmology changed everything, but I didn’t think it changed everyone, too. Not this much.”

“They must have done that to survive. I guess they picked one form that worked and gave everyone new bodies?”

“Exactly right!” Kiri flipped through a few more pages, landing on an illustration of divine hands plucking some wavy lines from the dark and using them to repair bleeding and broken people, and to give them new forms. Dense writing hung below the artwork, explaining the image. Kiri said, “This is it. They don’t teach this stuff in arcanaeum because it’s all pseudomagic now, but look at this. They harmonized everyone with this New Cosmology. The Relevant Entities of the Script used a divine form of [Polymorph] on all the survivors, because barely anyone could survive in this new Reality.” She said, “This book was the personal journal of Archmage Berilyn. She didn’t create the [Polymorph] that we all use today, but she got a good look at what the Relevant Entities did to everyone, and she was an accomplished doctor, so she knew what she was seeing. The foreword says she was a Minor Entity of the Script, too, which is a designation I’ve never heard before.”

Erick looked back down at the crates of books Krigea had dropped off. There were at least a dozen there. He said, “[Polymorph] is a lot more important than I thought it was.”

Kiri said, “Me too.” She added, “And your own harmonic magic stuff is a lot like what I see here… I’ve always heard that the first magics crafted in this New Cosmology were rudimentary things compared to the [Comet Swarm]s of today. But these people were all at the top of their fields, weren’t they?”

“The book I was reading had some of the old spells in them, if you want to try it out.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide, again. She calmly exclaimed, “Yes. Yes, I do.”

Erick showed her a spell that had been fully and carefully recorded, called ‘Alter the Candle’, where the practitioner would take a red candle, and turn it blue. More advanced forms of the skill would alter the color of the flame from red to blue. Erick left her with that book while he went onto another. Soon enough, it was time for dinner. Poi had cooked fish again, to the surprise of no one. Erick and Poi brought two boxes of leftovers to Teressa and Rats, who were back at the hospital, and then Erick and Poi went back to the dungeon for a few more hours. Ten hour days weren’t so bad. 

When they got home, Kiri was standing beside a table with a red candle, a pool of water with a leaf floating in the center, a coiled piece of string, and a feather, while she went back and forth through the black tome, looking for answers. Sweat dripped down her forehead, but she was careful to keep it away from the book.

“No luck?” Erick asked.

Kiri yelped, noticing Erick and Poi in the house for the first time. She sighed out, saying, “I don’t think I would have been a good mage in the Old Cosmology. There’s a whole collection of ‘mage tests’ in the back of this black book that any prospective mage should be able to do without any training. I couldn’t do any of them.” 

“Oh?” Erick said, “Show me.”

Half an hour later, Erick couldn’t do any of them, either. The mana didn’t even move under his intent. It hadn’t moved under Kiri’s intent, either, but Erick had expected something.

Erick set down the candle, declaring, “Can’t cast without the Script.” He quickly added, “Well. Obviously you can. Can’t make new spells if you couldn’t. But all the old ways broke.”

“Yeah…” Kiri said, “I was just hoping for… something. I’m not sure.”

“There’s a lot here to work with, even if the old ways are broken.” Erick looked around at the large books, scattered on the couches and laying atop the coftea table. “A lot of it looks rather familiar to how I was thinking of solving this [Particle Scan] [Polymorph] problem, too.” He gestured to the black book, saying, “Especially this guy's thoughts on [Alter Fate] and that woman’s book with the harmony plucked from this universe and imposed upon the people.” He added, “But I’ve got to make this other spell, and to do that, I have to go to bed and get up early again tomorrow. Are you going to keep reading?”

“I would like that.” 

Erick said, “Good night, then.”

“Good night.”

Erick went upstairs and got ready for bed with a short [Watershape] and soap bath, and a nice even [Cleanse]. The soap was nice; it made his skin feel good. He would have to get some extra to take back to Spur. By the time Erick was ready to sleep, Poi’s door was already closed, and Rats had walked into the house only to silently fall atop his own bed and zonk out right there, with his door open. Teressa sat in an alcove on the second floor with her eyes closed, training her Mana Sense, while Kiri burned the midnight oil, reading from historical tomes sized for someone much larger than even an orcol.

Erick crawled into bed. Ophiel crawled onto the covers beside him. The little guy turned a few times then sat right down against Erick’s hip.

- - - -

The morning sun fully rose over the eastern ocean. Light scattered across the lands east of Oceanside’s mountains, where Erick had created three original spells not too long ago. The land here was still damaged from that hydrogen explosion, and from all the other spells other people had used this place to test since long ago. Rocks and pits and shallow, dry stream beds were cast in dim shadow.

The experiment sat fully exposed on a boulder two hundred yards away. Erick was aiming for Super Long Range with this spell. Anything smaller than that was begging for disaster. 

In preparation for just such an unhappy occasion, Erick had five Ophiel each cast a full strength [Prismatic Ward]. One of those dense airs was a simple dome for Erick, Kiri, and Poi to stand in. The other four were layered like onion petals around that central dome. It should hold, and they were 200 yards away from the experiment, anyway. As a measure of the potential destructive power of the potential spell, Erick had erected a variety of stone structures to the sides of the experiment; stone poles, people-shaped rocks, a few walls, nothing that extravagant; it was all intended for destruction. 

The experiment itself was a bright yellow sponge Erick had conjured, then soaked through with seawater, courtesy of a small trip to the nearby ocean. It was not the perfect target. It was just a proof of concept. Whatever happened today, whatever came out of this experiment, would likely have to be remade and attempted against a living target; probably a crystal mimic back in Spur. 

The problem, though, was that none of the starter spells worked at the range Erick needed. 




	
Purge Water X, instant, close range, 25 mana

Draw out the water in a medium or smaller target, dealing <damage>.








 




	
Catalyst X, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

<Enables easier reactions in a large area>.








 




	
Battery X, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Electricity flows>. Lasts for 1 minute per spell level.








 




	
Condense Hydrogen X, instant, close range, 25 mana

<Collect all ambient Hydrogen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Condense Oxygen X, instant, close range, 25 mana.

<Collect all ambient Oxygen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Incandescent X, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Heat a small area to brilliance, dealing <damage> per second. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 

He could use his [Withering] for the Super Long Range aspect of the spell, but the resulting spell, according to Erick’s napkin-math of the Expected Cost, was already looking to be way too expensive for him to cast. 

 




	
Withering X, instant, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way. Lasts 1 minute per level.

Particle Mage Only.








 

Yeah. That was going to be an expensive spell if he made it that way. He had another tactic prepared, though. Erick conjured another Ophiel, and sent him out toward the yellow sponge. For now, he’d combine the spell with Ophiel, at range. Maybe that would work, maybe it wouldn’t. This was an experiment, after all. When he got the actual spell, he could use some Mana Shaping to up the range to SLR so he could cast it himself. Maybe that would work, too?

He had a rhyme for the spell prepared that might do everything all at once, just like he wanted, of course, but he wanted to see if this concept would work like how normal mages combined normal magic.

Erick closed his eyes, inside the dense air beside Kiri and Poi, and opened them to see through Ophiel, hovering above the yellow sponge. The sponge was about the size of a person, and the top part was drier than the bottom. Water soaked out from the stiff yellow structure, coloring the grey and tan stone under it into darker shades. 

Erick held all 6 spells in his mind at once, like touching six buttons on a keyboard.

He pressed them in order, attempting to combine them into one spell. 

Over a single second, several things happened. 

Water poured out of the yellow sponge like a burst water balloon, ripping apart the sponge and turning the conjured item into ambient mana. This was the first failure. The water that hung in the air flashed white, then flickered with blue sparks. Bubbles erupted out of that suspended liquid, further scattering the experiment, and thus the condensing spells gathered almost nothing. This was the second failure, but it was also a part of the third failure, as during the whole process the sparking from [Battery] constantly prematurely ignited the gathering hydrogen and oxygen before those elements could gather into a critical mass.

The result was a plop of water that became fizzy air that became gentle pops.

Erick said, “So that was a failure. No new spell, either, thankfully. I can try again, right now.”

Kiri said, “Plenty of ways to improve this scenario. The original experiment took minutes to prepare. Maybe the resulting spell will take minutes to activate, too?”

“Would be a useless spell in that case,” Poi said. 

Kiri said, “There are combo-mages that do great things. It’s possible this is just a combo spell.”

Erick said, “I heard about those… But an hour to kill something?”

“Exactly.” Poi said, “Parasiteers, for example, are accomplished strategists, but actual fights are almost always tactical. If a fight requires you to set up your spells, you’re going to die before you get to your combo.”

“Well that’s just simply untrue.” Kiri said, “Poison is a great example of a strategic and tactical weapon. The strategy is winning the fight against a massive monster, but the tactics of that might require you to inflict a wound that continues to kill while you run away for your life.”

“This isn’t a strategic poison.” Poi said, “This is a tactical explosion.” He pointed across the long distance toward the boulder where the sponge had been. “That was a failure.”

Kiri added, “Well. The failures of combo spells are mostly limited to the speed at which the pieces can be deployed, and what will reasonably interrupt that deployment. According to the previous experiment, the end result is impressive enough to pursue, but that did take… what? Eight minutes?”

“Something like that,” Erick said.

Poi said, “Eight minutes is an eternity.”

Kiri said, “In the tactical moments of an unexpected fight, yes, it is. But running is always a good option.”

“I’m okay with a strategic spell, but that is not the aim.” Erick said, “I just didn’t want to do this in pieces because it’d take days if the higher tiers don’t work. But I guess that’s how it has to be.” He added, “And I need a real target. Like a watermelon, or something. A conjured sponge is not stable enough.”

“What even is a sponge?” Kiri asked. 

“They sell them in Portal.” Poi said, “Before they blacklisted Spur you could get some. They’re used to scrub the body for people without scales, but primarily they live in the ocean and clean the waters by eating tiny things that drift in the ocean.”

“Oh? Eww.” Kiri said, “You’d use some filter feeder to wash with? Weird.” She said, “Just [Stoneshape] a foam matrix for a target. Like a volcanic rock.”

Erick said, “That’s a good idea.” He peeked through the Ophiel still on the scene and rapidly deployed [Stoneshape], [Airshape], and [Watershape]. He picked up the seawater soaking into the grey and tan stone and swirled an orcol-sized hunk of rock into position, bubbling the rock with both water and air, creating a statue full of fluids and air pockets. He came back to himself, saying, “There we go.”

Poi helpfully added, “If you want to craft statues of those three gods you talked about, I think you should improve your skills, first.”

“It’s not that bad.” Kiri peered into the distance, asking, “Is it supposed to be someone?”

“It’s a hunk of rock!” Erick said, “I’m not going for perfection here.”

“I can tell,” Poi said.

Kiri smiled.

Erick ignored both of them and gazed through Ophiel, on the scene. As he looked down on his rather lumpy sculpture of some random orcol-sized being, he thought. He concluded that a spell in parts wasn’t that bad. It often took more than one spell to take something down, because Erick didn’t have the base mana to do the major spells like the Scions of Willpower out there. He’d likely never get [Comet Swarm], or [Grand Aberration], or even be able to [City Shape] without Favoring it first. But he could certainly combine enough spells together to give any monster a bad day, like how he had drowned the Queen Daydropper of Odaali in a sudden storm of ice from above.

He totally could have killed that monster if Tenebrae hadn’t interfered. 

Eh. Whatever. Back to the problem at hand!

He came back to himself. He began channeling mana through his skills, to see how they might like to combine into one harmonious song. [Purge Water] was a rushing sound. [Catalyst] was near silence, but when he channeled through [Purge Water] at the same time, [Purge Water] became cleaner, like a rushing sound turning into a laminar flow. 

Now that was interesting. 

[Battery] was a flow of a different sort. It was the roaring, crashing, breaking sound of [Call Lightning], and also not, because it was constrained to a direction, to a goal. [Battery] was looking for an outlet and a circular connection. It was the sound of a slow ring; a mortal hand tracing around the edge of a metal bowl that sang out a deep connection to the universe.

Erick let that sound echo for a little while, in the palm of his hand. It was a nice sound. All magic had a nice sound to it, but this one was nicer than most. In the deeper echos of [Battery], Erick imagined a resemblance to how humanity on Earth had strung together wires all across the world, just to be able to connect with everyone else. 

He went back to Ophiel, still floating above the stone sculpture. He harmonized the spells in his mind, and he cast through his [Familiar].

Water sprung out of the stone statue in rivulets, but it did not fall to the ground. It held to the statue and connected with other rivulets, like roots grabbing each other, or lightning branching and stretching in veins across the stone. The water pulsed with glitters of sparking light, but it did not grow much beyond—

A spark caught on the air. The statue exploded backward, knocked off its feet as its legs broke from the strain. Ophiel, in the sky, was fine. Erick left him there. He came back to himself. A duo of notifications were waiting for him.

 




	
Electrolysis, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Bring the water in a target to the surface and turn that water into Hydrogen and Oxygen through the power of electricity>. Deals <damage>. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
… Maybe. We’re not sure if we want to go in this direction, but it’s a possibility. I’ll work on that description later. ~Rozeta








 

“Ah. It worked?” Erick said, “And it’s still only 500 mana. I guess that works.”

Kiri asked, “Was that everything?”

“No.” Erick said, “Still need to put the last part in.” 

Kiri silently watched. Her eyes glittered green.

Erick returned to his magic. He considered only using [Condense Hydrogen], and foregoing [Condense Oxygen] altogether, but those tiny sparks managed to ignite the spilling hydrogen prematurely. But if he used [Condense Oxygen] to keep all the ambient oxygen separate from the hydrogen, then it couldn’t prematurely explode, could it? If he fucked this up, he would need to wait 10 days to try again. Oh well. Those are the breaks. At least he wouldn’t have to use [Incandescent], too. The lingering lightning was more than enough to provide the final spark.

Erick channeled mana through [Electrolysis]. The sound of the spell was like a flickering ring, and the light from his hand was much the same, but with tiny branches in the light. He switched to the next two spells. He channeled mana through [Condense Hydrogen]. He rapidly switched to [Condense Oxygen]. He switched back and forth a few times.

“That’s odd.” Erick said, “They don’t sound like much, except… baseline. Oh. No. There’s a slight difference.”

Kiri said, “I don’t hear anything.”

“Me either.” Poi said, “Looks like a plain white glow, too.”

“Well. There’s a difference.” Erick said, “But it’s very subtle.” He briefly turned on [Hunter’s Instincts] as he channeled, and listened. “Yup. Slight difference clearly audible when I run [Hunter’s Instincts].”

Kiri frowned. “This is very frustrating. I just can’t hear it, even with [Perfect Hearing].”

“I need to get another [Polymorph] form for testing, anyway. Maybe you can get one, too? One with better hearing? Do you have any other forms at all?”

“No...” Kiri sounded defeated as she said, “No other Familiar Forms.”

“Me either.” Erick looked to Poi.

Poi remained silent, but his silence quickly turned uncomfortable. He said, “I don’t like [Polymorph]. You have to wear [Conjure Armor] and get naked all the time to use the spell.”

Erick laughed. “I would have thought the army would have beat that out of you.”

Poi’s face scrunched. “Why would you think that?”

“Yeah? Why would you think that?” Kiri asked.

“Oh. Wait. Yeah. I forgot for a moment.” Erick said, “You don’t have to undress to get clean. There’s probably no showers or cleaning stations anywhere on Forward Base, are there? Jane never really talked about that, and I never asked.”

Poi smirked, saying, “[Cleanse] is a great spell.”

Kiri said, “I just don’t like [Polymorph]. I have the spell, but no reason to get another form.” She added, “Though, with all the books we’re reading on [Polymorph]... Maybe I will. One of those books is a listing of every single monster known on Veird. It’s 1300 years out of date and people like Messalina have been crafting monsters for centuries, but there are some interesting picks in there.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Maybe I’ll look at that book, too. But for now: This.”

He slipped back into Ophiel’s senses. 

There wasn’t much water left near the remains of the stone statue after the explosion, so Erick had Ophiel blip East, to the ocean. He picked up some seawater with a quick [Watershape], then blipped back to the statue. With another trio of shaping spells, Erick recreated the waterlogged stone statue. He was ready for the final combination. The result might be bad, or it might be good, but he was going to try it without a rhyme, for the sake of experimentation. 

He cast through Ophiel.

As a dual thickening of air slipped around the stone statue, like Yin and Yang, water broke out of that grey and tan stone to flow across the surface like flickering lightning. Tendrils of water reached for itself and its neighbors as the water began to bubble away, and gasses separated into thickening air.

Erick came back to himself to watch from a safe distance alongside Kiri and Poi. Ophiel blipped into the air beside him. The four of them watched the statue and the spell do whatever it was doing. Notifications did not appear. Erick counted the seconds in his head. Nothing happened for 30 seconds. 40. 50 seconds passed. Erick was starting to worry. Just before a full minute had passed, lightning flickered through thick air. 

Fire ignited. Light bloomed in a ten meter explosion, fully engulfing the statue and some of its surroundings. A shockwave of folding air expanded like an angry slap in every single direction. Smaller test poles and walls near the epicenter burst away, but past twenty meters, the only effects of the explosion came from scattered debris that had become shrapnel in the blast. If there were softer materials out to 50 meters, they would have likely been affected, but Erick had only set out hard targets.

At 200 meters away, and under 5 [Prismatic Ward]s, absolutely nothing happened. The shockwave didn’t even ripple the outermost ring of dense air. 

But the sound! 

The sound did reach Erick, even through all that dense air, and though it was lessened, for sure, it was the sound of a volcano, all at once. A rock band testing their equipment while you weren’t prepared. A crash in another room, while you were sleeping and everything should have been fine. Erick’s heart leapt into his throat. Kiri yelped as she jumped back. Poi grumbled; flinching despite himself.

When the fireball cleared, the stone statue was simply gone.

As Erick collected his scattered thoughts and started giggling, three notifications appeared.

 




	
Electrolysis Bomb, instant, medium range, <1000 mana>

Turn a target’s water into the instrument of their demise, dealing <damage> until enough protected resources are collected to deal <damage>. Lasts until triggered or dismissed, or for 1 minute.








 




	
I gotta be honest: I like it, but others are wary. That’s a lot of incalculable physical damage that obliterates the target, sure, but it also creates a large explosion. This is a dangerous spell, and it will not remain at this tier, or this cost, or maybe something else will happen. We’re debating it all right now. Everything is getting worked over soon. Don’t make any more of these higher tier Particle spells for a while, except this potential [Particle Scan].

I am going to give you a bonus for doing something no one else has ever done, so don’t take this restriction too hard. They can’t stop me from doing this much. ~Rozeta








 




	
+2 Points!

Just because! 








 

“What’s it say?” Kiri asked, nervously laughing a little as she watched Erick read the air.

Erick handed her a copy of the first box, and then handed Poi one, too, when Poi silently raised his eyebrows.

Poi said, “Nice,” as he dismissed the box.

Kiri, excited, said, “Okay! Proof of concept works! Tiered Particle spells! Wow.” She said, “I can already see a few easy ways to overcome this spell, though. There’s [Dispel] of course, and especially at that cost, but the main one for those who know what’s happening is going to be a [Cleanse]. But that’s only for the explosion. It’s still going to be a Withering effect and an electrical effect until then. Maybe you can trigger it early, too, because that hydrogen is still explosive, right?”

Erick said, “I imagine that’s what the ‘protected resource’ is about. The hydrogen and oxygen from the water shouldn’t be able to interact with other elements until the explosion. And it’s not a suffocating spell, either, I think.” He added, “I’ve got testing to do, and dungeons to light. What are you going to do today, Kiri?”

“I’ll help with the dungeon, of course! Diamonds gotta be carved, right?”

Erick smiled. “Right.” He held his hands out to Poi and Kiri, saying, “Then let us be off.” 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 78.

Good luck in quarantine! I'm stuck inside, too. 

Thanks for reading, rating, and to those of you who have reviewed!



                



076, 1/2


                Erick had originally planned to go to Oceanside and get help, then go back to Spur to join the search for Messalina, but that did not happen. He got roped into creating a light slime dungeon and figuring out how to overcome a [Scan] problem that had gone unsolved for 1200 years.

Poi gave frequent updates, though. Spur was doing better now that the Headmaster’s Elites were in residence. Every day, they uncovered more and more dream worms among the people. A pattern quickly appeared that gave credence to the idea that Caradogh was involved in the worming, somehow, for every wormed person was someone either in the Farmer’s Council, or close to Erick in some meaningful way. (Or else there was a very complicated plot afoot, which was not entirely ruled out, because Messalina had more than enough reasons to keep her own eyes on Erick.) But Caradogh Pogi was in the wind and completely unavailable for questioning. That was rather damning circumstantial evidence, especially considering the stories told by people close to the Lower Trademaster of Portal.

Valok, Apogough, and Krakina were all wormed, but they were doing better. Going over their last few weeks of actions, they had apparently been fucking up their sales and their payments to their people and a hundred other smaller and much larger things that, taken separately, might not have meant anything, but taken together, were about to get them replaced as the Farmer’s Council of Spur. 

That was a bit of a shock for Erick. He hadn’t really spoken to them much; he rained on the farms and then usually got back to work on his own needs. He did not know that the farms were being mismanaged at all.

He hated that he was stuck in Oceanside while all of this was unfolding in Spur, but then he talked to each person on the Council, through a connection made possible by Ophiel, after he heard about their wormings. None of them were up for a long talk. They were all reeling from what they had done, or not done. They told Erick that whatever he was on the hook for down there, he should hurry up and finish and then come back, but the farms were fine. Now that the worms were gone, they could start hammering out the problems that those worms had caused. Valok and Apogough spoke for a little while longer than Krakina, but none of them gave Erick very satisfactory answers to any of his questions. It was Krakina who broke out the real answer, with a shout and an end to the conversation:

‘I just don’t know, Erick! I don’t know what happened! Don’t talk to me! Goodbye!’

Silverite was happy for the Elites in her town. She was surprised that Erick was actually able to get the Headmaster to supply her with help. If the Headmaster demanded he complete a ‘light slime dungeon’, then he best keep his word, and when it was complete, and since Erick offered for Silverite to get in on his ‘I get to use it whenever I want’ clause, she was very much going to take advantage of that offer. In fact, news was already spreading in the world that ‘the Headmaster had figured out how to spawn light slimes’. Silverite was ecstatic to find out that it was actually Erick who created the dungeon. This made her plans to figure out a way to gain access to easy [Lightwalk]s quite simple. No need for begging and concessions, or any of that nonsense. She was just going to demand a fair share; thank you, Erick.

By this time next year, she wanted at least five people with [Lightwalk].

‘But I thought a strong light just made the shadows stronger?’

Silverite laughed through their connection, saying, ‘Well yes! But there’s more monsters than Shades in there, and besides, the people I’m thinking of all have [Shadowalk] anyway. And you are correct; a strong light does make the shadows stronger. There is a very deep synergy there, between the two skills.’

‘Oh. That’s good to know.’ Erick added, ‘That’s why the Headmaster suggested I get both [Lightwalk] and [Shadowalk].’

‘[Shadowalk] would be hard for you since you’re never going into Ar’Kendrithyst.’ Silverite added, ‘But shadow essence monsters also thrive in the Shadow Canyons of Frozen Nergal and the Fractured Citadels of Central Quintlan. Those are where archmages usually go to harvest shadow essences. Do you have an Elemental Body skill, yet?’

‘Not yet.’

‘You should get [Lightwalk]. But know that if you use that around shadows, they really do get much stronger.’ She added, ‘[Air Body] is good for escape, though.’ She said, ‘Spur is doing fine. You continue to do what you’re doing. Don’t worry about us.’ She ended the conversation. 

Erick sat back in his chair, in Windy Manor, thinking of what it was he was actually doing with his time. 

And then he got back to reading the massive tomes that the Headmaster had lent him. Kiri was already through five of them; she had finished up her part of the light slime dungeon yesterday. 

Kiri, along with a dozen other people, had crafted over ten thousand fist-sized diamonds into radiant jewels that flashed brilliant under kaleidoscopic lights. The dungeon itself was mostly complete; all except for the lighting. Erick transitioned from fully filling in every single arched alcove in the ceiling, to filling in every tenth alcove, just to get the whole dungeon lit so that other, non-light slimes couldn’t accidentally spawn. 

A sliced-up river ran through the whole, brilliant white and partially prismatic dungeon space. Dozens of streams and pools and waterfalls and smaller play areas filled the land, waiting for their occupants to spawn. Erick’s original dungeon was being personally managed by Apell, too, as the slimes there were starting to overcrowd. She wasn’t going to be responsible for that space forever, but she was responsible for that space, for now. 

And so, Erick cast permanent lightwards into the ceilings of the dungeon, and when he wasn’t doing that, he read about [Polymorph] and tried to figure out this whole messy ‘[Particle Scan]’ problem. 

Five very full days and four very full nights passed.

Erick stood in the living room, in front of a four foot wide open tome on a stand, while the stars twinkled over the sea, beyond the large western windows of Windy Manor. Several of these stands were set up around the large central room; the couches had been pushed aside days ago to make space for the tomes. 

The tome he was currently reading from was from a second crate of magical knowledge on loan from the Headmaster. Erick had developed a theory on [Polymorph] after reading what most of the other tomes had to offer. Upon hearing what Erick wanted, the Headmaster was confused, because [Polymorph] and this spell had nothing to do with each other, aside from the fact that they were both very complicated magics. He obliged Erick, though, even through his own confusion. Even if knowledge of this second spell didn’t line up with Erick’s pet theory regarding [Polymorph], it was still nice to learn more magic, either for a change of scenery, or for other ideas regarding other desired magics, like [Gate].

For this was a tome on [Teleport].

It was massive and made primarily of wood and vellum. The rune for [Teleport] was inlaid in electrum on the white oak cover, while steel plates protected the edges of the solid front and back, and gold edged every page. And it was absolutely devoid of math. And there were pictures! It was the best [Teleport] book Erick had ever read. 

The Illustrated Life of Spatial Traveler Everlin Etherspray, was exactly what it said it was, with lots of pictures and lots of places traveled, with most of the book talking about locations in the Old Cosmology. Everlin Etherspray was the accomplished helmsman of an ‘ark’, which was a type of vessel used for traveling the Mana Ocean; for traveling between the planes. It was a large vessel a class above a ‘cityship’ but below a ‘worldship’. Everlin’s Tempest Rider was much larger than any sailing vessel Erick had ever seen before. 

Everlin was an elementassi born well before the Sundering. Her father was an air elemental while her mother was an elf with a thing for summoning elemental slaves, to make magically gifted children. Everlin was an outcast with little power, who blossomed later in life. She rose to power on her ability to navigate various ‘teleport’ spells in her twenties. That ability allowed her to finally escape her mother and a life of slavery, and drudgery. 

[Teleport] worked very differently before the Script. All spatial magic did. Firstly, you had to know the exact nature of the manasphere at your precise location, as well as how it connected to your destination spot. If you were standing upstream in the mana flow, and you wanted to go downstream, then the magic was rather easy. You basically just had to ‘pick yourself up in one location’, then ‘ride the mana forward’, then ‘drop yourself off at your destination’. 

(Erick had no idea what those specific phrases meant, in the grand scheme of [Teleport], and how all of this translated to the current day understanding of [Teleport], but he had a pretty good idea of what it all meant.)

But if your destination lay across the prevailing mana stream, or even worse, upstream, well… that’s where the great spatial mages were separated from the rest. 

(And all aspects of spatial magic were called [Teleport] before the Sundering. There were no easy, lower ranks, like [Blink]. It was all difficult, all the time. Even good mages heading downstream might find themselves missing a limb or dead, by the time they blipped out at their destination. That never happened to Everlin, though. She was very, very cautious. She always over-calculated her [Teleport]s.)

Everlin was simply one of the best spatial mages, ever. She was able to navigate a perfect [Teleport] through a Mana Maelstrom, or ply the calmer waters between worlds like they were solid paths of egress. With her perfect skill, and for some unknown reason, Everlin was briefly a pirate, but that ended after an unknown confrontation that saw her blip back to port without a ship. After that, she gradually built an honest life for herself. Soon enough, she was navigating merchants and then her own family, and then her own family business, through the Mana Ocean, safe as could be. Soon enough, she was a grandmother on her ship, guiding her people through thick and thin, until the Sundering came.

When the universe broke, Everlin navigated the breaking Mana Ocean one last time, to land her people on the newly forming Veird, to save the lives of her family and everyone she was able to reach in time. 

Her time on Veird guided her to invent [Blink], explore the entire new world five times over with a ship and a dream and without [Teleport], and then, after she invented [Teleport], she explored the whole world five more times, taking her time to map the whole world, and to draw sketches of all the other refugees she met, and all of her favorite places. In the middle of all of that, she went on to found the Wayfarer’s Guild, and to pass on as much of her knowledge as possible to those who would come later, in order to have other people capable of [Teleport] besides just her. 

(It wouldn’t be for another 75 years that Rozeta and the Relevant Entities of the Script would vote to allow [Teleport] into the open Script.)

Everlin’s life ended in the middle of a sailing lesson with her great grandkids. They were only eight to ten years old, while Everlin was considerably older, but still able to sail a dinghy with the best of them. 

She died alongside a billion other people, when the Old Demons fucked up something very essential in the Script, killing every single half-breed person on Veird. Everlin Etherspray, the Arch Spatial Mage elementassi, died alongside all the other elementassi on Veird, the original dragonkin, the alvani, the half-orcs, and a scattering of other refugees who were also the offspring of two separate species. 

It was a downer ending to Everlin’s biography. 

Erick closed the book, and conjured a seat to sit. As his butt hit the cushion, Ophiel lifted from his shoulder, twittering in flutes. Erick looked up at the little guy, flipping around in the air, then he looked out to the window.

It was dark outside. 

Erick looked to the right. Kiri had summoned a comfortable chair to sit in to read her own large tome, but she had fallen asleep. A small trail of drool tracked downward from her green scaled mouth.

Erick whispered to Ophiel, “It’s really late, isn’t it?”

Ophiel twittered in affirmative cellos; a deep sound and a direct, angry counterpart to his flute sounds. Kiri flinched awake, shaking her head. Erick smiled, getting the gist of Ophiel’s demand for orderly bedtimes. He got up out of his chair, nodding silently to Kiri as he walked upstairs. Kiri flubbed out of her own chair, and silently started walking up behind Erick. He turned into the bathroom on the second floor. Kiri kept walking up, to the third floor, to her room. 

Kiri groaned, “Oh, shit.”

Erick poked out of his room. “What?”

“It’s sunlight, already!” Kiri said, “I mean— it’s morning. Dammit.”

Erick looked into his room, and to the small windows that looked east. A slight brightening hung in the darkness beyond the tall trees. Erick said, “I’m not going to the dungeon without some proper sleep. Go to bed, Kiri. See you in eight hours.”

“Gladly.” Kiri shuffled off to bed, shutting the door behind her.

Erick shuffled off to the bathroom first, then, finished with that, he shuffled off into his room and slipped into bed. Ophiel immediately and half-angrily took his spot on the covers beside Erick’s hip. Erick smiled as he patted Ophiel. He fell asleep seeing the brightening sky beyond the dark trees, beyond his window. 

He dreamed of [Teleport].

 

- - - - 

 

Erick launched awake, sending Ophiel into the air, squawking at being disturbed. He charged out of his room and made a quick trip to the bathroom before rushing back into his room to change into normal clothes for the day. There was work to be done! The sun was shining, everything seemed great, and there was magic to be made!

“Kiri!” Erick said, spotting his apprentice making cinnamon rolls in the kitchen. “What is magic to you?”

With her hands and talons covered in flour and wearing a cute red apron as she kneaded dough, Kiri smirked, as she said, “Magic is the inducement of mana into creating an effect upon our physical Reality.”

“But where do those effects come from?”

“From your own disposition and the mana and the connecting Script between the two.”

“And why is it that the amount of mana to quickly move twenty-five tons of stone, which is about the size of a bedroom, which is about the same amount that is designated as ‘large’, is the same as the cost in mana to move the same size of air, which is considerably less heavy than the stone?”

Kiri paused. She looked up; thinking. She started slow, but picked up speed, saying, “This is because of the… the Elemental Laws… every… Every... Ah. The amount of mana spent is directly proportional to the amount of raw element affected because once mana is invoked these pure sources of element are much less subject to the natural Reality that we all live in, therefore, weight does not matter. Only size matters, because by invoking the mana into a Shaping spell, you are imposing your Intent upon Reality, and taking control of whatever element you are attempting to control. These pure elements are essentially weightless while you have them under your control.” She kneaded her bread as she said, “Furthermore, mana is always passively invoked in the case of pure elemental resources, and as such a relevant Shaping spell will be able to attain a full functionality, and even a greater-than-usual functionality, much easier than if a resource is contaminated with other, non-pure elements. A [Stoneshape] on a dry mountainside will move much more stone than a [Stoneshape] in a swamp.”

Erick asked, “Do you think that all of that is true?”

Kiri picked up her dough and put it into an oiled bowl. She covered it with a cloth, as she said, “Yes. It’s been proven time and time again. Especially that last part. You’re better off using [Watershape] in a swamp if you want to actively harm something— unless you were going for a [Quickstone] cutting attack. But even then, a [Water Slicer] is usually more effective just by virtue of not needing to refine the element so much in order to make it into an effective weapon, but even then, the effectiveness of these weapons only show themselves when you release your control from the given element, or when you give up precise control of said element.” She started cleaning up her workspace. “Why do you ask?”

“Because I was reading about all of that and then I read Everlin Etherspray’s biography —she’s the lady who made [Teleport] years and years before it was allowed into the open Script— and I got to thinking about a lot. Mana costs was one of those thoughts.” Erick asked, “Personally, I think it’s really odd that [Stoneshape] and [Airshape] each move the same amount of stuff, even with the explanation that it ‘becomes weightless’ when under control.” He added, “Anyway. Everlin invented [Teleport], and all of her personal [Teleport]s were all very low-cost things. She could [Teleport] for basically nothing, according to her biography.”

“I have to read that book, too,” Kiri said, “But: There are answers for that discrepancy. Favored Spell. Class Ability—”

“She [Teleport]ed hundreds of people, all at once, multiple times in a row. She blipped entire ships back and forth through mana storms.” Erick said, “She even helped to create the [Gate] network that the Old Dragonkin used, though the book was very clear that her direct involvement on that [Gate] network was unknown, you know, 1200 years ago when that book was made. But she did spend a great deal of time helping the Old Dragonkin people get out to northern Glaquin. The book wasn’t obviously censored like the soul magic bits of the [Polymorph] books, either. I think she just didn’t teach anyone any of her methods, and then the Death of the Halves happened, and anyone that she could have possibly taught died alongside her, and the Old Dragonkin [Gate] network was left to rot, until the Rage of the Orcols saw the rest of the world destroy those [Gate]s so that they couldn’t be used by the Horde.” He added, “Everlin died only 25 years Post Sundering, too, so everything was chaotic and deadly.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide as Erick spoke. She said, “Okay. So taking these books as true, which is something I’m not really sure about, how did she do it?”

“Mana costs are imposed by Rozeta, of course.”

Kiri paused. She frowned. She said, “I can see how you would think that, but these costs are not set costs. They’re emergent costs, and for those who know what they’re doing, the costs are a lot less than for those that don’t know what they’re doing.”

“Okay. Maybe. But Rozeta has determined how the whole Script works, anyway, so you can’t tell me that she doesn’t set these costs without some semblance of purpose.” He added, “Like! Isn’t it odd that [Teleport] and [Blink] are both Basic Tier spells, but you can only buy [Teleport] after you’ve leveled [Blink] to ten?”

“… You think that [Gate] is another Basic Spell that has nothing to do with [Teleport] at all?”

“Something like that, maybe. But I mean— [Gate] has something very much to do with [Teleport], and with [Blink], too. And maybe even with [Polymorph].” Erick added, “And maybe with all magic of every type.”

Kiri laughed, then said, “I guess if it’s all harmonics, there’s only so many ways for something to vibrate, right?” She added, “You know? That’s the main reason why I don’t think magic has anything to do with harmonics. How many ways can a string vibrate? Not many, I’d wager. Surely less than the spells we already have out there.”

Erick smiled, as he said, “There was a theory back home that the universe as we see it is actually composed of 11 different dimensions, but the only ones we can see are Length, Width, and Height.”

Kiri paused. She said, “That’s a lot of things to vibrate.” She frowned at Erick, saying, “I’ve read some of the books of other planar people in the libraries, you know? None of this stuff you talk about is in there at all. There was this one plant woman who was an ‘aeronautical engineer’, who briefly recreated flying vessels, like, 400 years ago, but even she didn’t know how it all worked, and all her ships broke down rather quickly. No one was able to recreate her work besides a few archmages here and there, like Tenebrae. Everyone else has been pretty normal. Even the guy who lived in a tube above a planet and was surrounded by ‘technology’ all the time, couldn’t tell anyone how any of the stuff in his fanciful stories worked. All of them claimed to not be ‘physicists’ or ‘scientists’, or their equivalent word for such a thing, too. And you’ve never claimed those titles either. So how do you know all of this stuff?”

Flying vessels seemed like a rather easy thing to make, what with airplane wings being rather simple in design, but Erick left that particular inquiry untouched. He simply said, “I overprepared for homework and filling in for a friend, by a lot.” He added, “I was watching videos on the subject and I just couldn’t stop. I told you about videos, right?”

“Yeah. You did.” Kiri said, “I guess so. If I could watch someone tell me the secrets of the world, whenever I wanted… I would have watched those ‘videos’ too.”

“But about [Gate]. I have an idea. It’s going to be dangerous.”

Poi harrumphed on the couch behind Erick, saying, “Please don’t experiment on [Teleport]ing yourself, sir.” He added, “Or on Kiri.”

“I would never!” Erick patted Ophiel on his shoulder, saying, “I have a very good helper already.”

Ophiel was twittering in gentle, quiet violins, but he switched to flutes rather suddenly.

Erick added, “Oh! It won’t be that bad.” He turned to Kiri, and began explaining his idea.

After an hour of discussion that rapidly evolved into several chalkboard drawings, another two hours for Erick to do a bit more work on the dungeon while Kiri read Everlin’s book for herself, and another hour of further conversation, it was time for Erick to rain on Spur. He did so, while he continued to discuss his theory on [Gate].

Kiri said, “I researched [Gate] a little while you were at the dungeon. You can’t find much on it, but what I was able to find was— You know how I said that some Spatial Mages had made themselves famous for having the spell?”

“I think I remember that, yes.”

“Well apparently they all accepted the Class Quest for the spell, and then bought it for 5 points.” She added, “Not every Spatial Mage has access to the quest, either. There has never been a consensus on why that is, and the Registrars are about as forthcoming as Rozeta herself.”

Erick said, “That’s unexpected.” He thought for a moment, then said, “If they all paid the 5 points, that means that they couldn’t do the quest, either.”

Kiri’s eyes lit green, as she said, “Class Quests are never impossible. This just either means the quest was too difficult, or that they didn’t know how to complete the quest. I’m banking on the second possibility.”

“… That’s a good point.”

“But anyway. You were saying something about some connection between [Gate] and [Polymorph]?”

“Right!”

Erick got back to talking about how [Gate] might relate to [Polymorph], and then to how their similarities might relate to all magic. 

It was quite possible, that all magic, when you got right down to it, was just the imposition of personal ideas onto Reality, by taking a superposition of Possible Realities and collapsing it down to what you wanted it to be, and that all the math that mages did on Veird was a way to get the cost of that collapse down to manageable levels. Kiri conceded that this idea could be true, based on everything she knew, but she had never heard it stated quite in Erick’s manner, and certainly not like it was some sort of ‘Grand Unified Theory of Magic’. 

(Kiri’s main problem with Erick’s idea was that there were certainly a lot of variations on a theme when it came to spellwork, like how all Shaping spells were basically the same spell but for a different element, but ‘all that math’ was very different between the different disciplines. For example, the equations to successfully utilize Stone magic were very different from those regarding Air magic. Kiri’s earlier explanation that Shaping spells made things ‘weightless’ was a gross oversimplification, and she said as much when the larger discussions happened. Beyond the simple Shaping spells, weight mattered a lot.)

Kiri didn’t want to call Erick crazy. But maybe ‘over enthusiastic’ was a better term. He was talking about magic that was outside of the scope of known magical Reality. She was struggling not to use the ‘W’ word. 

Erick went ahead and laid it out there, “It’s not Wizardry, Kiri. It’s just Reality that you don’t know yet, and in the case of something like superposition, is inherently unknowable until it is measured. Measured by magic.” He admitted, “But I’m just guessing.”

Kiri frowned. Exasperated, she demanded, “But how can something be both Up and Down at the same time? And how does that relate to being in two places at once? And what does that have to do with red and green? Are these wavelengths?”

“The color thing is messing you up, I see.” Erick said, “That was just an example. It has nothing to do with superposition.”

“Argh!” Kiri said, “But what does superposition have to do with teleportation?! How can something being both Here and There on an Infinitesimal scale have anything to do with moving in a grand scale? On the scale of us? I can accept that this stuff might happen in the tiny scales, but if what you say is true, then we are emergent systems, and that which happens at these smaller scales has nothing to do with us.”

“Ah!” Erick said, “That’s where the magic happens.”

Kiri spat, “That’s where the wizardry happens.”

Erick smiled as he countered, “It’s not wizardry. Wizardry is creating the impossible, which, right now, I’m not sure what that means, exactly.” He continued, “But magic? Magic seems to be organizing the uncertainty of a nigh-impossible event into a probable and controlled outcome.” 

“That’s almost exactly what I said hours ago, but you don’t mean the same thing I meant, so when you say it, it sounds wrong!”

Erick jokingly said, “Who’s the archmage here, Kiri?”

“Certainly not you,” she said, without missing a beat.

Erick just laughed. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood on the open lawn in front of Windy Manor. A sunset breeze flowed across the grass, and through the trees and vegetable gardens nearby. Teressa stood near the garden with her eyes closed. She was feeling the manasphere; silently watching with her Mana Sense for any small people who might be flying around. From her silence, Erick knew there were none; for now. 

He continued with the experiment. 

Ophiel hovered in the air; ready.

Kiri stood beside Erick, saying, “Have you considered, instead of this notion of superpositioning, the fact that every single Elemental Body skill has a pseudo-[Teleport] at their ultimate rank? Maybe this has something to do with [Gate].” 

“Yes. I have considered that. Since I do not have one, that is the fallback option, and honestly? It might be the real answer to this [Gate] dilemma. Everlin was born with the natural equivalent of [Airshape], after all.” Erick said, “I guess I’d go for [Lightwalk]; the dungeon will make that possible, rather soon. Anywho! You know how they call it [Blink]? Or how the word ‘sight’ is bracketed in the skill? Like it’s an alpha spell? I don’t think that’s a coincidence, so much as what the skill does to you when you use it.”

Erick [Blink]ed forward. 

In that brief moment the world turned dark, like he had more than closed his eyes. It was like all his senses had turned off, all at once. He was adrift in eternity. And then the spell blipped him back into Reality. In the split second before Reality returned, first came the sense of Self, and then came his feet back on the ground, and then came his eyesight and every other sense, all at once. It was a disorienting feeling the first hundred times Erick had [Blink]ed or [Teleport]ed, but that was thousands of blips ago, and each time it was the same sensation. The exact same sensation.

He turned to Kiri, saying, “I think, by blinding the ability for the user to perceive Reality, that the user is able to adjust their position to a predetermined secondary location, because that secondary location is suddenly shifted to be the location where the user is most likely to be. Therefore, its just a matter of returning the senses to the self, and then ‘blip!’ you’re where you expected to be. Mana does the rest of the heavy lifting.” He added, “This is my hypothesis. Right now, the spell provides the secondary position, and like you have said, I might need to provide the secondary position through some sort of Elemental Body skill, but maybe I don’t.”

Kiri frowned a little, but said, “I think… I think your fallback plan is going to be the real solution to this problem.”

“Probably!” Erick cast a perfect wardlight sculpture of an Ophiel into the air, with all the proper densities and shadows and eyes and wings as the original. Erick had gotten rather good at copying, in wardlight, what he could see with his own eyes. “But for now, we have this.”

Ophiel fluttered down to the unmoving copy of himself, quizzically trilling flutes and harps. He adjusted his malleable body to perfectly match the hovering wardlight sculpture. 

Erick stepped back from the wardlight, then took control of Ophiel. He positioned Ophiel upwind of the wardlight sculpture of himself. He shut all of Ophiel’s eyes, but turned on [Detect Intent]. A gentle glow of white illuminated everything in barely-there glows even though his eyes were closed, as mana flowed with ambient intent all the time. Erick’s own body was standing to the side, glowing white. Kiri and Poi were green and blue glows. The wardlight that looked like Ophiel was particularly bright white, as the intent there was freshest. 

This next part would be tricky, because Erick had no idea how it was supposed to actually happen. 

He focused Ophiel onto the airborne copy of himself, and then pushed mana out into the air. White glows caught in his [Detect Intent] sight, as mana spun out of Ophiel like mist, to flow along the breeze flowing across the front lawn. Intent-filled mana caught on the wardlight-Ophiel. 

Erick, inside Ophiel, focused Ophiel’s intent on that fake Ophiel.

… nothing happened. 

He tried again.

Twenty minutes of trying later, while the sun set over the western ocean and Erick shut off Ophiel’s senses or opened them wider or opened one eye and then physically blinked it, but without [Blink]ing, Ophiel blipped.

Erick came back to himself just in time to see the remnants of his [Familiar] scatter into the ambient mana, destroying both the [Familiar] and the wardlight sculpture in a blazing pop of white mana. Why had he come back to himself? His [Familiar] had died, of course. So he had returned to his body. Simple explanation, there. What he couldn’t explain, at all, was what he had done to make Ophiel blip.

As Kiri started cursing up a storm and Poi laughed loud, and even Teressa’s eyes went wide, Erick instantly summoned another Ophiel. The little guy reappeared in a flurry of justified flute-filled screeches.

Erick said, “So there are some issues, but the theory works?”

Poi laughed again.

Kiri said, “What the FUCK are they teaching in arcanaeum?”

“I didn’t get it right, Kiri. There was obviously a problem.” 

Ophiel screeched again, punctuating the fact that yes, there had been a problem. 

Erick would have to summon two Ophiel for the next set of experiments. He knew enough about his [Familiar] to know that the screeching was not because Ophiel didn’t like getting blown up, but because there had briefly been zero Ophiel in existence, and Ophiel hated not existing. 

Erick added, “This is basic stuff, Kiri. It’s not tiered magic. Maybe that’s what they teach?”

Teressa clarified, “And a lot of math.”

Erick commiserated, “So much math.”

Kiri cursed into the sunset. Poi laughed again.

 

- - - -

 

Three days later, Erick still hadn’t managed to make Ophiel ‘[Blink]’ without exploding him, no matter what supplementary spells he used. [Lightshape] to create a different sort of ‘illusion’ of Ophiel, which was altogether very poorly done, [Airshape] to mold the windy ‘corridor’ of magic that led to the fake Ophiel, making Ophiel as simple as possible. Erick even tried having Ophiel [Polymorph] into a rock, but that did nothing at all. It wasn’t possible for a person to [Polymorph] into something inorganic, but Erick thought that Ophiel wasn’t really a person, so it might have worked; but it did not! 

Erick did find out how he was able to do this ‘half-[Blink]’, though. When he got back to Windy Manor from yet another 12 hour day at the dungeon, late at night, Kiri confronted him. She had the answer.

“I found the answer!” Kiri said, “What you’ve almost managed to do was find a Repeatable Quest left open since the beginning of the Script. All Basic Spells have this quest attached to them, but no one does them because the spells were made by ancient archmages and no one can do them. There were warnings all over the books.” She added, “Because… you know… the exploding.”

Erick exclaimed, “So that’s what I’m doing? Cool!”

Kiri blanked. She scrunched her face in confusion, saying, “I don’t understand what temperature has to do—”

“It’s just a saying, and I know I’ve said that before to you.” 

“Probably. It’s late. I’m tired.” Kiri shook her head, saying, “Anyway! Repeatable Quests!”

Erick asked, “Like… repeatable repeatable?”

“Five times maximum. The books were clear on that part, and also very clear that the explosions we’ve seen are one of the nicer outcomes of an improperly done Basic Spell. This is also why they don’t teach this method.” Kiri said, “The reward is 1 point, though.”

“Nice!”

“Very nice.” Kiri said, “Now, if you can do it without the exploding, then you might actually get that point. So I think you’re going to need an Elemental Body skill. These illusion [Ward]s are close enough to work, but they’re not the real thing. I think, as you said before, that the mana, and maybe even the Script is covering for this inarticulate display of magic.” She paused. “But… Uh… that’ll take a while for you to get an Elemental Body. So...” She asked, “So I have the parts to make a [Familiar], now, and I would like your help. Could you help me on that?”

Erick smiled wide. “Of course! What kind are you going for?”

“[Lightshape], with a focus on this infrared light.” Kiri said, “I’ve been able to get that specific ‘lightwave’ right, but I’m pretty sure all I’ve been doing is a [Heat Ward] sort of thing. But maybe that’s all a [Heat Ward] truly is? I don’t know.”

Erick kept smiling. “Infrared sounds like you, for sure.” He glanced out at the dark sky beyond the large windows of Windy Manor. He said, “But I’ve got to sleep. Are you thinking tonight, or—”

“Tomorrow. Yes.” Kiri said, “Tomorrow. At noon.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    79 posted for Patrons.

Thanks for reading, rating, and reviewing!



                



076, 2/2


                After a few hours at the dungeon in the morning, Erick and Poi blipped onto the designated spot Kiri had picked out a month ago. She had been preparing for this for a while, though Erick had never seen her cast [Conjure Force Elemental] even once. That was probably on purpose. Kiri didn’t like to show improperly made magic.

The designated spot was a small peninsula barely two blips north of Windy Manor, but still on Oceanside Island, where the land met the sea in tightly packed landscape of hexagonal columns. The particular spot that Kiri had chosen was a high rising columnar plateau above the waters, where a natural meandering staircase led from the top, to the ocean down below, where thick ropes of bright green kelp had washed up from the ocean to tangle amid the columns at the waterline. Or maybe the kelp had been exposed by a lower tide. 

But up on the plateau where Erick and Poi stood, it was bright, and dry, and smelled deeply of salt and sealife. The only addition to this place were ten [Metalshape]d mirrors set up in a large circle, and more than a few sparkling diamonds Kiri had asked for days ago. Erick had wondered what those diamonds were for, but he didn’t pry. He just gave them to her. 

Each pair of mirror and diamond stood at the same height, but because of the uneven columnar land, they were each on differently sized metal columns of their own, and each of those metal columns had been carved into what might have been important events in Kiri’s life. Yes. Now that Erick looked closer, that was exactly what they were. There was the woman lighting the wyrm on fire with a [Death Spiral Fire]. There was her time rescuing people from Yetta’s assault on Ar’Kendrithyst. There was the creation of Ophiel. Erick had absolutely no idea what the other ones were, but they seemed deeply personal. 

Kiri watched silently as Erick walked around the space, looking at everything. She wore a brilliant green dress for the occasion, with lace and frills, but airy, and thin. It fluttered in the gentle breeze coming off of the ocean, clinging to the fine green scales of skin. It might have actually been a conjured armor, but Erick would have bet against that; she had likely spent a lot of time finding the right shade of green dress to match her magic.

Erick mainly looked at the metal poles, though. There was Kiri with a staff in hand and a defeated foe underfoot, while a dark shadow loomed in the background, watching. There was a young girl, reading books. There was… Maybe a Matriculation into the Script, and her first blue box? 

There was—

“Eh hmm.” Kiri said, “We’ve got ten minutes.”

Erick turned. Kiri pointed up. The mirrors and diamonds were all focusing light into a space that was almost bright enough to see, even in the full sunlight all around. But the focusing was incomplete. Some of the beams were ever so slightly out of sync with the rest.

Kiri said, “I’m going to start when the sun reaches Noon and begins this convergence. I will end before the convergence is over.”

“What do you want me to do?” Erick said, “Anything at all.”

Kiri smiled small, as she rapidly said, “I need a [Call Lightning] to block out the sunlight all around, but not here. We’re north of the mana stream and westerlies, so the spell shouldn’t move much, but if it does, I want you to keep this whole peninsula clear of any weather effects. In addition, I’d love for Ophiel to sing the parts of [Telepathy], [Scry], [Conjure Force Elemental], and [Lightshape], to the north, south, west, and east, respectively. I’ve already marked their positions outside of the circle, along with their runes for which ones will sing where—”

Erick summoned three more Ophiel.

“—But beyond that, I would like you to just stand outside of the peninsula, and… watch.” Kiri seemed almost embarrassed to say, “Please.”

Erick smiled wide, saying, “It’s gonna be great, Kiri. Have you picked out a name?”

“No.” Kiri said, “I’m going to let her do that, herself.”

Erick kept smiling, as he said, “Good.”

Kiri flicked her hand toward Erick and Poi, saying, “Places, please. There’s a line across the tops of the columns over there. Stand beyond that line.”

Erick quickly found the appropriate circles for Ophiel to hover above—

“I need them on the ground, like petitioners, please,” Kiri said.

Erick smirked, as each Ophiel descended onto their respective rune. Their eyes were open wide the whole time, taking in the lights and the sounds, as they folded the wings of their bodies into perfect symmetry. Quickly, and looking like child-sized birds made of wings, Ophiel settled into his four designated positions. Each of them began humming their proper tune. The salt scented air filled with the sounds of connection, of sight, of creation, and light, as Erick conjured another Ophiel, and sent that one blipping far around the ritual.

Storms rolled in from every horizon, dark with rain and heavy with mana, turning the bright blue day into a menacing tempest, but the sky above the ritual remained clear, and bright. The sun beat down from almost directly above.

Erick and Poi stood far enough away to be out of the ritual, but close enough to see and hear; Erick made sure they were beyond the line Kiri had set across the ground.

 

- - - - 

 

Kiri watched the sky. She listened to the songs of Ophiel, scattered to the four corners of her ritual. She saw the light converge, and knew, in a way she had never known until Erick had showed her, that the light she saw was only a tiny portion of something much, much larger. Kiri Flamecrash, who had taken her second name as a part of her induction into arcanaeum, was forever grateful to the fire that had dominated much of her life, but fire was a very small part of it all, wasn’t it? Her experiences were priceless, and she would never change her name, but what she had known was so much smaller than the whole; so much smaller than what life truly was. 

Ten beams of sunlight split through diamonds and reflected off of mirrors to rejoin in a meter wide space above the ritual, above the columnar stones of this long transformed lava flow, above the wide, and life-filled ocean. Kiri stepped onto one of two hexagonal stone columns near the center of the ritual that were barely higher than the rest. This spot stood offset from the center. The other raised column stone stood directly below the convergence of light, hanging above. Kiri opened her arms to the bright, sunlit sky, and began, 

“Intent please guide the mana flow in knots of twists and echos fragmental

“of thoughts that hold in time to show deep traits to help and ever variant

“to see the world, my life, and know uncounted truths made fundamental 

“with light that bounces to and fro, that shows us paths lit ever Radiant. 

“Like mana, guide and help me grow! Light takes a shape, my [Elemental]!”

Sunlight beamed down between the clouds, turning solid, crashing into mirrors, and into itself, combining in a flickering mass of something stretching out in all directions at once, but also just existing peacefully between the mirrors; a crash of light waiting to become.

The ritual snapped, as the summoned creature broke from the mirrors and the sun. The crash of light and fire flickered to green life, as it— as she, tumbled from the convergence above, down onto the other raised stone column. 

Shafts of green became white and yellow tendrils, became hands and skin and scales, and not at all, as the [Familiar] decided what she wanted to be. Maybe she would never decide; not completely. But for now, she was a perfectly stable…

Dragon.

A dragon. 

She was a serpentine green dragon made of light, maybe a meter long, that lazily hovered in the sun, like she weighed nothing at all; she probably didn’t.

Kiri panicked, muttering to herself, “You’re not a couatl,” as a notification appeared.

 




	
Summon Sunny, instant medium range, 1622 mana + Variable

Summon a Sunny to do your bidding. Maximum 10 Sunny permitted.

Sunny persist until killed or dismissed.

All Sunny are the same; to know one is to know them all.

All Sunny naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Lightshape], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

All Sunny are able to change their shape, as they are wont.

Imbue your Sunny with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Sunny. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Sunny. Variable








 

Sunny flowed through the air almost like a snake, but very much not at all. ‘Sinusoidal’, Erick would have called her; perfect movement, exactly like all those ‘waveforms’ Erick tried to show her. Sunny moved on a track of her own making through the air, until she stopped, and looked around. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick watched as the green snake fluttered through the ritual site in front of Kiri. He whispered to Poi, “Is that a dragon, or a snake?”

“Feet and legs. Looks like a dragon to me.”

“It’s…”

“It’s kinda strange. Yes.”

Kiri called out, “I can hear you! I was going for a couatl!” She watched her [Familiar], saying, “It’s okay, though. Right?” Kiri quickly added, “You’re beautiful. This is good.”

The floating [Familiar] shifted. Tiny legs and arms vanished as the entire creature turned slick and smooth, except for a pair of feathered wings that popped out of its back.

Kiri laughed loud, saying, “Oh! Beautiful!”

Erick stepped forward as his Ophiel still standing around the ritual site fluttered apart into the manaspshere, all of them dismissed except for the one on his shoulders. That one fluttered forward, toward Kiri and her new [Familiar]. 

The green couatl animated toward Ophiel like she was a controlled lightwave; all sinusoidal and stable. 

“That’s just the graphically displayed expression of what light is, Kiri.” Erick smiled, saying, “It’s not actually wavey like that. It’s a difference of charge in the background field of Reality.”

“I know, I know.” Kiri leapt up, smiling wide, saying, “But it’s just so pretty and perfect!” She stepped off of her raised column as the snake and Ophiel met in the air. Ophiel fluttered around, sounding like a harp and a violin, while the snake gave chase. Kiri said, “Her name is Sunny.” She handed Erick a blue box, saying, “She’s perfect. I love her already.”

Erick read the box, saying, “Wow! Good job! That was a nice poem you sang, too.”

“Thank you.” Kiri said, “I worked on it for a while.”

“I see that, now.”

Erick watched as Ophiel played in the air above, and Sunny tried to keep up. Erick briefly turned his attention to the darkened skies around the peninsula. With a concentrated thought, he dismissed the [Call Lightning]s still lingering in the area. Sunlight broke through the cloudcover in deep columns of illumination that spread wide, revealing the blue sky and lighting the ocean.

Erick turned to Kiri. “You’ve been reading those training books, right?”

“I have.” Kiri looked up to Sunny. The not-couatl zipped down to her, then floated, waiting. “I hope I can raise her well.”

“Want to bring her to the dungeon, and see how she likes the lights?”

“Yes!”

Poi asked, “Did you manage to get the independent mana pool?”

Kiri squealed as she said, “Yes! Oh my gods, yes! It’s fantastic, Poi!”

Poi said, “When you’re ready, if you want to start being a part of the people we call for monster extermination, I can put you on the list.”

Kiri smiled, patting Sunny, who did nothing but float there and take it. Kiri said, “In a month, after I’m sure she is learning and doing okay.” She added, “That wiped me out, too. I’m on low mana after a single summon.”

Erick said, “Seven months till Particle Mage and Class Abilities, I think? Something like that. Oh. Six months till [Call Lightning]. But ‘Particle Mage Only’ means seven months for that spell.” He paused in thought. He felt a slight chill as he said, “[Wintry Sea] is only eight months away.”

“That one is going to get restricted.” Poi said, “Probably.”

“Probably...” Erick frowned. He didn’t want to ask Rozeta to change that spell, but maybe he should.

 

- - - -

 

A light slime spawned on the second floor of the dungeon while Erick was still filling in the lights on the seventh floor. Kiri found it playing in the water while she was guiding Sunny through the dungeon, and telling her about everything.

Actually, it was more accurate to say that Sunny found the slime. She had apparently been floating around Kiri, but when the two of them were walking through the prismatic dungeon space, Sunny made a quick slither through the air, to the light slime; spotting the little ball of light from 20 meters away. Kiri almost pulled Sunny back, but she also wanted to see whatever it was that had her [Familiar] all riled up.

When Erick and Poi journeyed up to the second floor to see the slime for themselves, they joined Kiri and Merith and Apell, to watch from a distance as Sunny tumbled in and out of a shallow pool, around a tiny light slime and a collection of diamonds glittering at the bottom of the water.

Apell said, “If this dungeon were finished then I’d say it was very late for slimes to start spawning. I’d shout down the students who were obviously messing up the intake or the outflow, or the biodiversity. But it’s not even done yet. This floor is about half as ornate as the original dungeon. It’ll take us a year to get this place fully up and running. And we’re already getting slimes.” 

Erick said, “It’s going to be a very busy dungeon, isn’t it?”

“Very busy,” Apell said. 

Merith asked, “This is the first one, right? Should we reorganize the layout to include more pools like that one? It’s a bit messed up, now that I’m looking. The flow in that water is too low.” She added, “If this was a normal dungeon, I’d want to adjust that.”

Erick said, “Leave it be. It’s a baby light slime. They need a few protected spaces like that.”

Apell smirked as she turned toward Erick, saying, “If this were a normal dungeon, I would say your ideas about slimes were cute, at best.”

“That reminds me.” Erick asked, “How do you harvest them?”

“The usual way?” Apell asked, “Not sure what you mean.”

“I just don’t think it’s right if you plan on killing slimes in view of other slimes.”

“Oh?” Apell said, “No need to worry about that. We use [Watershape] to sweep them up for harvesting in a side room where none of them see what the others see. Ah. Well. Twenty at a time is normal.” She paused. She said, “Actually… You’re on floor five right now, aren’t you? If light slimes are already spawning… We might want to hold off on fully lighting the dungeon. The partial lights you’ve put up might be enough.” 

Merith said, “We can reroute the water. That should be enough to limit spawning.”

Apell paused. She said, “That’s a much better idea. Yes. Let’s do that. Continue with the full lighting, Erick.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Of course.”

For a little while, as Apell and Merith walked on, discussing the river running through the dungeon, Erick watched Sunny curl through the pool around the light slime. Ophiel twittered on his shoulder. Erick mentally asked him if he wanted to play too, but Ophiel's response was a non-committal cello hum. Erick nodded. They were both a lot younger than Ophiel, so it was understandable that Ophiel didn’t want to get involved. Both the light slime, which was barely moving through the water, but clearly trying to follow the green snake, and the green snake herself were both barely a day old. Ophiel, who puffed himself up like a bird banishing the cold with fluffy feather, proving that he was bigger than the babies playing in the water, was much more mature than them.

Erick stifled his smile, as he took in all of these emotions coming off of Ophiel. 

But after a minute, Ophiel trilled in tiny violins, then hopped off of Erick’s shoulder. He fluttered over to the pool of water, just to be closer to the snake and the slime. He didn’t directly play, but he did start to sing in harps and violins, quickly drawing the attention of the other two. Erick chuckled. 

After a moment of watching the kids play, he went back downstairs to keep working on the dungeon.

The initial lighting, flooring, and layout would be done in nine more days. 

 

- - -

 

Erick had had enough of this stupid dungeon! Sure, the benefits would show themselves soon enough, but heck! He had things to do!

Even if Spur was doing fine with all the Headmaster’s people, and the de-worming was complete, and the Farmer’s Council was working overtime to make up for mistakes… 

They didn’t really need him in residence. Not right now.

But still! Erick felt like he should have been on the scene, providing… some sort of help? He wasn’t sure on that matter. But what he was sure of, was that he could, possibly, make this dungeon-crafting go faster, if he had some better enchanted rings— No! Not rings. Rings definitely couldn’t hold plus-20 All-Stats apiece; he wasn’t able to stick two gems on a ring without it exploding. And he didn’t want to wear bracers. Bracelets, though… He could wear a pair a bracelets, probably.

Erick had looked for a solution to his Stat item problems for a while now, and found nothing. But the answer was probably a great deal simpler than he was making it. Hopefully, the answer to this problem was the answer that worked for almost every other problem, ever:

Throw money at it!

He didn’t want to believe that gold and silver actually did produce better enchantments, mainly because none of the normal enchanting books said so, but enough of the nuanced and non-standard Stat enchantment books mentioned the use of gold and silver in higher end enchantments, and even the Headmaster said that some people had found those metals could hold a better Stat enchantment, that Erick went ahead and bought some of those precious metals down at the market. 

(In the course of his search for workable gold, Erick found out many things about the currency he used every day. ‘Gold coins’, the standard for pricing objects, contained very, very little gold, if at all. Some weaselly people even struck coinage out of brass and copper, and treated them to alchemical baths that made them look and feel and act like normal gold coins, until a month or more had passed. Some unlucky people, when they traded for some of these look-alikes that pop up across the world from time to time, were surprised to find at the next transaction that their fakes were fake.

To combat this, many of the smaller city nations of the world didn’t use coinage at all. They preferred rads, since rads could always be used to power some device or another. 

Long story short: Erick could not use any of the coins he had to create his new jewelry. So he went down and bought the raw materials.)

Now, he was back in his enchanting room in Windy Manor, with a few assorted, new-to-him metals, and 7 grand-rads worth of silver and gold. It was a lot less precious metal than he expected. Maybe 5 ounces of gold, and the same of silver, in two little bars, each the size of two of his fingers. 

Kiri watched from the side. Sunny curled around Kiri’s neck. She lifted her snake-like green head up to watch Erick; her green eyes glittering at the sight of the gold, but not so much at the sight of the silver. Erick held the gold aloft, watching as Sunny’s head swiveled to stare at the bright, yellow metal.

Erick said, “So dragons really do like gold.”

Kiri admonished him, saying, “She’s a couatl, Erick. Not a dragon. You never saw her in a dragon form.”

As though Reality was destined to prove Kiri wrong, and as Erick held the gold aloft, Sunny shifted from couatl to dragon. Feathered wings transformed into little arms and hands, and little legs and clawed feet. 

Erick laughed.

Kiri frowned at Sunny, wrapped loose around her neck, saying, “Sunny. Couatl. Please.”

Sunny shifted back to a winged snake. She promptly ignored Erick holding the gold bar and turned thin, and small. She curled around Kiri’s neck like a loose, green, feathered necklace. Kiri stroked her back, in the direction the scales and feathers grew. Sunny’s tail curled out from her hidden position, flexing outward as Kiri petted. Sunny’s tiny head peeked over Kiri’s shoulder, her bright green eyes drinking in the sights of Erick’s enchanting room, from the six glittering diamond spheres sitting on a holder in the sun, waiting to be used, to the pools of platinum water that lay beside the window. 

Erick cast a Cyan-Ultramarine-Cinnabar-Crimson lightmask across the platinum pool. The combined masks formed a purple air that took hold across the bowl, as Erick picked up the six diamond spheres and put them into the pool. He flashed a [Cleanse] into the waters, dispersing any possible oils that had adhered to the diamonds’ surfaces. Erick took off his rings and canceled his [Personal Ward]. He briefly considered canceling the [Prismatic Ward] around the house, but that was bad for a hundred different reasons, and strangely enough, that particular piece of magic did not seem to interfere with item creation in any meaningful way. It must have been because of the ‘operate without restriction’ part of that spell, or maybe there was some other reason. Even his [Personal Ward] didn’t really interfere, but he was trying to be as baseline as he could be for these experiments.

Erick touched all of the gems at once, under the platinum water. He channeled mana through all of his Stats. Purple glows, brighter than the purple maskward, radiated into the spheres and out of the water, like submarine lights under the ocean’s surface. Erick soaked the gems with his power, up until the point where he felt equilibrium take hold in the gems. He flashed out [Cleanse Aura] and [Diamond Aura] into the bowl, sealing the diamonds in a layer of metals and bubbling the water; the unknown byproducts of Erick’s item creation methods fell to the floor of his enchanting room as thick air.

He canceled the spells and brought out six new plus-12 All-Stat gems. They would be plus-10 by the time they stabilized. 

Erick said, “And now to do that five more times.”

“I could work on the bracelets, if you want?”

Erick smiled, saying, “You should play with Sunny.”

Sunny perked up, hearing her name. She flickered five shades of green. 

Erick and Kiri both noticed. 

Kiri said, “I think she likes that idea.”

“Have you seen her shift any other colors?”

“I haven’t seen her shift any colors, at all. Except for right at the beginning.” Kiri said, “That was new.” She added, “I’m going to go train her a bit.”

“See you later.”

Kiri walked off, while Erick went back to making gems. Ophiel twittered on his perch, beside the workbench. He wanted to go play with Sunny, too.

“Maybe later, Ophiel.” Erick said, “Kiri has to form a bond with Sunny before there’s too much playtime.”

Ophiel hummed in soft flute sounds. 

“I know, I know. Sorry, buddy.”

Erick quickly made a lot more All-Stat gems. After waiting for his mana to recover a little, he got to work on the gold and silver bracelet. But since gold was so soft, he looked first to the bars of Rustless Steel he had also gotten down at the market. He would have called it ‘stainless steel’ if he was sure that that was what it was. All he really knew about the metal was that it was alchemicaly treated and would not rust for twenty years, but other than that, it was a plain, grey-silver metal, and it was rather hard. Harder than iron, for sure. This metal came recommended by some of his enchanting books, if someone wanted to use something besides plain, normal, wrought-quality iron. 

Privately, Erick wondered how long it would take the rest of Veird’s enchanters to figure out how to make better, longer lasting items, once his methods became public knowledge, and artifact-level Stat items that never degraded (or at least took a really long time to degrade) became the norm. 

When someone else figured out the true nature of light, that is. Maybe Ryul would let some of the secret slip. He was there for that aborted lecture with the Headmaster, after all. That would be nice. Erick couldn’t be blamed for it if it happened like that.

Erick whipped up a test bracelet across his wrist, [Metalshape]ing the rustless steel into a solid torc. The gems would go into two slots on the underside, interior of the bracelet. When he had a good fit, he physically removed the bracelet. 

He moved his creative process to a blast box, located on the other side of the room. The box was pretty much just five walls of thick wood, a few wardlights inside to provide adequate lighting, and one wall made of thick glass that was actually a door. Erick placed two gems into the blast box, alongside the torc and a clip of the gold bar, and shut the door. He put his hand to a hole in the side of the box, cut there to provide an unimpeded line-of-intent to whatever was in there. He had injured his hand doing this before, but such was the price to pay for progress!

Over the next ten minutes, with [Telekinesis], [Metalshape], and [Ultrasight] to properly see his work, Erick crafted a torc inlaid with two gems, and a circuit of twisting gold that ran along the outside of the solid metal bracelet. 

It did not explode!

Erick laughed. He left the torc there for a minute, while he went to the kitchen to get a drink of water.

While he was filling up his cup, a pop echoed from upstairs, from his enchanting room. He sighed. Ophiel commiserated on Erick’s shoulder with a soft flute hum. Erick drank his water, then went back upstairs. The blast box had contained the explosion; doing exactly what it was meant to do. He salvaged as much of the gold as he could, but most of it was mixed with the rustless steel. 

Over the course of four hours, Erick exploded twenty more designs. Multiple All-Stat gems went into slots on the bracelets, and then the bracelets exploded. From thin-stringed woven gold, to thick banded silver links, to variations on torcs, and solid bracelets that had to be formed directly over Erick’s skin if he wanted that idea to work. He didn’t actually wear the solid bracelet to test it out; it exploded after forty minutes of sitting in a separate blast box, though. 

Erick recorded every single variation. When Kiri came back to check on him, Erick handed her the experiment log. She read them over.

She said, “It seems that the thicker bracelets last longer.”

“Yeah,” Erick said, wrapping the last remnants of silver into some imagined circuit-board sort of design. He added, “The problem is obviously the integrity of the item, but maybe that is a false conclusion. No one puts a lot of effort into Stat-item creation because they always decay, but now that decay is a problem of the past, I don’t know what roadmap to take. I’m guessing that the explosions might be a resonance problem? Or maybe its a flow problem.”

“You could try items besides metals. Wood or glass, for example?”

“… I don’t have [Woodshape].” He added, “But I could make it with [Watershape]… [Watershape] and [Grow], right?”

“Yes.” Kiri said, “I actually have [Woodshape].”

“Good! Make me some bracelets. I’m going to try glass.” 

An hour later, wood exploded and glass shattered, as the power of Erick’s All-Stat gems proved to be too much.

“So what’s the problem?” Erick asked. 

“Destructive resonance.” Kiri offered, “Make a diamond bracelet. A completely diamond bracelet. Or let’s make something out of the metals that you’ve [Distill]ed out of your growing rain.” 

“I can’t put a bracelet on my wrist if the bracelet can’t move at all.” Erick amended, “Well. I could. But I don’t want to. Ugh. Okay. Let’s try that.”

“A crown, too. And a solid diamond ring.” Kiri said, “People don’t make Stat items this way because the gems just aren’t strong enough; there’s always an inclusion, or something that weakens and interrupts the interior. But your diamonds have no such problems.” She added, “How about a diamond ring with a diamond inset, too? Connect them with the barest bits of metal.”

“All good points. Let’s try all of that.”

Erick tried the fully-diamond ring, first. Kiri carved a few of them in different diameters, while Erick carved a few sized for his own fingers. 

He enchanted the solid diamond rings, and covered them in a layer of platinum. They did not explode! He attached All-Stat gems to half of them. Those held, too, while Kiri and Erick went on to carving larger, completely-diamond bracelets, and even a crown. The crown broke rather instantly, as soon as Erick tried imbuing it with purple light. It wasn’t a large explosion, but it was enough to cut that experiment short. The diamond bracelet met the same fate.

On a whim, Erick carved a fist-sized diamond into a perfect sphere, then soaked it in purple light for a full minute, waiting for it to break. It should have broken; it was much too big for any sort of normal enchanted gear. It did not break. Erick sealed it with platinum, then set it aside in a thick blast box.

Two hours later, when it was time to rain on the farms, and all of their resources except for platinum water, useless-wood, and the diamonds, were used up, the plain diamond rings remained whole. The ones that had a secondary gem on them had all exploded. 

Erick picked up one of the plain rings. It looked like a silver band, without adornment. If he hadn’t made it himself, he never would have guessed that it was diamond underneath that thin platinum veneer. He put the ring on.

“Oh holy fuck,” Erick said, feeling a rush of calm flow through his body. He checked his Status. His eyes went wide, as he said, “It’s 29 All-Stats.”

Kiri eyed the silver band on Erick’s finger. She frowned, asking, “It’s stable?”

“… Maybe.” Erick joked, “Get ready for a trip to the hospital!” He put on another not-silver ring, on his other hand. As a rush of power settled into his body, he exclaimed, “Holy wow. Okay!” He said, “Nice.” He checked his Status. “Ah. They’re degrading… Oh. It stopped? It might have stopped. Oh. There goes another point. Plus 27 and 28.” He said, “Stable for now. I’ll wear them for a while.” He gestured to the rest of the experiments. “Go ahead. Pick some for yourself, if you want.”

Kiri’s eyes went to the blast box that held the large diamond. “That’s still stable, too? I’ve been waiting for it to explode.”

Erick looked down at the blast box that should have already exploded. “I guess so?”

Kiri wisely picked up a pair of plain rings. She slipped off her original rings, then slipped a new ring over a talon, saying, “These are gooOOOD. Wow. That’s a rush.”

Erick wiggled his ringed fingers in the air, saying, “If they don’t explode, we’ll call this a success.”

“Are you still channeling mana through Ophiel, to Spur?”

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick said, “Yup. This whole time.”

“So they’re surviving a heavy stress already, but we won’t know for sure until you’ve gone through several mana pools.” Kiri held her hands up, looking at her new rings with a critical eye. “They might work?”

The time for rain came and went, and the rings held; stable. They held through a few hours of lightwork at the dungeon, and dozens of mana pools. They held stable all through the night. The next day, they lost a point, but past that, they continued to be stable, secure rings. They certainly weren’t the plus-200 All-Stats Erick had expected, but they were certainly a boost on all his previous numbers.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 65, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 1,597,236,147,974,331/2,777,789,003,528,800 

Class: 6/6

Points: 6





	
HP


	
2100/2100


	
2100 per day





	
MP


	
6900/6900


	
27,600 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+50
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Vitality 
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!








 

He recast the [Prismatic Ward] around his house for 78,000 points of [Solid Ward]. His [Personal Ward] was now worth 13,500 points of mitigation. He tested out his new Strength with Strength-testing metal rods, exactly like Jane had gotten from the Adventurer’s Guild, all those months ago when they were both first starting out. He had to work at it, but the 60 Strength rod bent easily enough; the Stats were willing, but the body had yet to catch up to its new Reality. Teressa smiled the whole time as she showed him up by bending the 80-Strength rod like it was nothing.

He had not saved any time in his dungeon construction schedule, because creating the rings had taken a good chunk of that time. If he had been unsuccessful, the schedule would have fallen even further behind. But he had succeeded, thankfully. The next few days went fast enough. 

 

- - - -

 

Before the final floor was done, Erick went back to his original dungeon. Apell had already begun harvesting the slimes there. 

Erick watched Apell guide a wave of water across the dungeon floor, sweeping up dozens of slimes at a time. Some tumbled away. Some struggled to get back onto the wave. She buoyed her catch into a side room, carved out from beyond the wall, near the stairs leading to the main floor. Erick followed. Poi followed Erick. 

This side room was much darker than the normal dungeon floor, but only because it was lit normally. Apell shut the stone wall behind both of them, making it even darker. Erick took off his sunglasses and set them into a bin in the side of the room. The light slimes glowed like stars surrounded by nebulas, all jumbled around in a hover of water, supported by Apell’s magic. Apell took direct control of her spell. In an instant, she turned that water into a blender.

Twenty slimes died all at once, as their cores were forcibly popped from their glowing bodies. Light dimmed, as suddenly dead slime bodies slipped out of the hovering water, like so much discarded jellyfish. 

Erick frowned. The slimes were rather cute. It certainly wasn’t a cruel death; it was fast enough, for sure, but seeing it happen right in front of him was…

It was a complicated feeling. 

He didn’t really want to eat one of them, but he was still going to do it; he was probably going to be eating quite a lot of them in the near future, too. He steeled himself with a sigh. He straightened his back, and watched, as Apell took those twenty cores and set them into a stone basket, to the side of the room. She then cast a [Cleanse] into the room, turning slime mush and dirty water back into clean water and thick air that spilled around the room. With a gesture, a hole opened up in the top of the stone barrier between this room and the main dungeon floor. Brilliant light poured in, as Apell fed that water through the hole. She closed the hole, darkening the room back to normal lighting as she turned to Erick. 

Apell said, “That’s the process. You look queasy.”

“I’m getting over it.”

Apell nodded, her green wrought skin flexing like it wasn’t solid metal. She said, “You know… if these slimes found you out there, dead, they’d eat you, too. If they found you out there sleeping, they might smother you in your sleep. I’ve seen too many novices get themselves killed by thinking that just because slimes are easy to deal with, that means they’re not real monsters.” She stressed, “They’re still monsters, Erick.”

“I know. Don’t mind me.” Erick walked over to the bin of light slime cores. He picked one up. It was the size of a large jawbreaker, and probably just as hard, but Erick knew his new inflated Strength would make quick work of it, if this was indeed the one he was going to eat. He psyched himself up, saying, “So I just… Eat it.”

Apell said, “Yup. That’s all it takes for slimes. They’re easy.” She quickly added, “But if this is your first form… then maybe you should do this at the hospital.”

Poi said, “It might be prudent to take that advice, sir.”

“I’m not worried.” Erick held the glowing orb in his hands. It was like a round egg. It was still warm, too. “I’ve been reading up a lot on the subject. I know how to do this.” Then he remembered Jane telling him about her experience eating the core of a flame slime. He paused. He said, “But. Yeah. Let’s go to the hospital.” He picked up three more cores, each of them bright with white light.

In a small room, in the cream-colored towers of Oceanside’s hospital, Erick munched on a light slime core, while Rats and a doctor used to this sort of thing, watched. Poi had stepped out for a while, but he would be back soon enough.

The core tasted like fizzing brightness, and crunched like rock candy. It was the size of a burger, and it went down easily enough. Erick sat down in a chair in the room and focused on absorbing whatever it was that [Polymorph] absorbed. Soon enough, a shift appeared in his [Polymorph] box, exactly how the books said it would happen.

 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 2/13

~Erick Flatt

~Light Slime








 

Erick discarded his clothes and his rings, as the doctor nodded, and Rats watched. 

The world turned to jelly as Erick cast [Polymorph], or maybe, it was better to say that he turned to jelly. As his body finished changing, his not-eyesight cleared. He saw in every direction at once, clear as he ever saw with his normal eyes, and without a decrease in distance that he thought would happen in slime form. 

He was also on the floor, looking up at Rats and the doctor. They were giants, and he was the size of a basketball. He briefly looked at himself through Ophiel’s eyes; he looked completely normal.

Rats said, “Looks good, boss.”

The doctor said, “Agreed. You have successfully taken on a new form. Congratulations, Archmage Erick Flatt.” 

Erick burbled out what might have been words, but which were not words at all. 

As he contemplated possible indigestion, another box appeared.

 




	
Flash, instant, close range, 5 MP

Flicker with light in an attempt to blind a target.








 

Erick spoke with [Prestidigitation], saying, “First light essence ability, too. Thanks for watching over this, doc.”

The doctor nodded, saying, “If you will excuse me, I have other patients to see.” He turned toward Rats, saying, “Mister Rats.”

Rats said, “Thanks, Doctor Hubert.”

The doctor opened the door and walked out of the room; back to duty. Rats closed the door behind him.

Erick flickered his body back to human-shaped. He shivered as he returned to skin and two eyes, and a body symmetrically divided down the center. He began putting his clothes back on, saying, “Being another being is a weird feeling. At least the eyesight is better than I thought it would be, but they’re light slimes, so that makes some sort of sense.”

A knock came on the door. Poi entered. He asked, “Everything good?”

“Everything is great!” Erick asked Rats, “Are you going to be home for dinner?”

“They got me working overtime. Quest is going well, though. Down to a hundred terribly injured people remaining.”

Erick smiled wide, as he slipped his rings back on, saying, “That’s really good! I’m almost done with the dungeon, too. Light slimes are already spawning, ten a day. But Apell says that they’re going to start spawning much faster as the dungeon matures and as she works out the kinks in the mana flows.” He said, “Soon, we’ll be back in Spur. At least until we can find Messalina.”

Rats nodded, saying, “Good.”

Erick said, “And these new rings are working well, so I’ll make you all some, too.”

Rats said, “Nice. I heard Teressa talking, so I was wondering.”

Poi said, “Jane is apparently responsive now. She might even be able to come back with us.”

Erick’s heart soared. He said, “Really? When did that happen?!”

Poi said, “It’s been gradual, but there was a marked improvement when Alibeth checked on her today. She was able to eat and talk for ten minutes at noon before the convulsing threatened. Teressa and Kiri are in the room with her now.”

A calm descended on Erick. Everything would be okay. He said, “Let’s go see Jane.”
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077, 1/2


                Jane slept in her hospital bed in the long term care unit of Oceanside’s hospital, under the power of a constantly charged [Sleep] rune. She wore the same thing that she had been wearing for the last 15 days; a simple white chemise. White bedsheets covered her body. It was not cold in here, like in the hospitals back on Earth; there was no need to keep the temperature low to inhibit bacterial growth. They had [Cleanse] on Veird.

Erick looked down at his sleeping daughter, happy that she didn’t have to suffer the indignity of soiled clothes, or strange smells, or her body failing while she slept for days and days on end. Jane even looked peaceful, with her soft brown hair still looking soft, and her face still looking healthy. Even though the food they administered to sleeping patients like Jane was a simple grain soup, it was certainly nutritious enough.

“Knock knock.”

Erick turned to the open door to the room. He smiled, saying, “Hello, Doctor Alibeth.”

Alibeth, the human Mind Mage, walked into the room, saying, “Good afternoon, Archmage Flatt.” She glanced around the room, looking to Poi and Teressa, then back to Erick, saying, “She cannot be up for very long, but she should be able to speak for a little while. We had her up for ten minutes around noon and that was not too long ago, so we’ll only do five minutes for right now. She still has maybe 7 days of healing to go before we can extend that time to hours, but she is improving, exactly as she should be improving.”

Erick felt a great weight slide off of his shoulders. He said, “Good. Good. Can I talk to her, now?”

Alibeth nodded. She stepped over to Jane’s headboard, holding her hand nearer to the rune over Jane’s head, saying, “I’ll ask her some baseline questions before you can have the floor. It will take maybe 30 seconds.”

“Sure.” Erick said, “That’s fine.”

Alibeth touched the metal rune. Erick couldn’t really tell that the metal rune was glowing in the light of the room, but after Alibeth took her hand away, he could certainly tell that the rune was now a simple, dark metal. Jane breathed deep, as her eyes fluttered.

Alibeth said, “Jane Flatt. I am your overseeing doctor. Do you know who I am? Do you know where you are?”

Jane blinked, her brown eyes flickering open and shut, as she said, “Hello, doctor Alibeth. I’m in Oceanside’s First Sword Hospital, long term care unit.” She asked, “How long has it been?”

“Just a few hours since we last spoke.” Alibeth said, “Your father is here and he wishes to speak with you. He heard that you were able to speak at our last checkup, which was at noon of this day. I’ll get out of your way.”

Erick stepped right next to the bed, saying, “Hey, Jane.”

Jane smiled up at him, saying, “Hey, dad.”

“I got a [Polymorph] form just a bit ago.”

Jane chuckled, asking, “Which one?”

“A light slime.”

Jane closed her eyes, saying, “That’s good. You should eat that horn I got. Get [Lightwalk].”

“That’s your horn.” He said, “You should try for [Greater Lightwalk] with it. I got this light slime dungeon for my own needs. It’s almost done, too. Ten floors. Soon, Oceanside will have light slimes coming out of holes in the ground.” He rapidly added, “But not really. It’s all very organized. They’ll be selling or giving out [Lightwalk]s for anyone who wants one, soon enough.”

Jane breathed for a moment, blinking and adjusting her arms as she wiggled in her bed. She flickered with dark blue light, a [Greater Treat Wounds] no doubt, and relaxed, as she said, “That’s fine. Good.” She asked, “How long have we been here? Two weeks, right?”

Erick paused. Jane had lost track of time. Of course she lost track of time; he shouldn’t be surprised. He said, “It’s been about 15 days. A week and a half.”

“Close enough.” Jane smiled, saying, “I was thinking in Earth-weeks.” She added, “I’ve had a lot of weird dreams. I’ve been playing D&D with my old highschool friends.”

Erick smiled, asking, “What did you play? A module or more of Larry’s campaign?”

“Amber ran a module.” Jane said, “Tomb of Annihilation.” She added, “It was a lot weirder than I remembeeEEred—” She paused, holding back a rumble in her stomach. She said, “Uh. I think I’m going to be si—” She heaved—

Alibeth quickly upended a glowing vial of white oil into the top of Jane’s headrest, as she put her hand over the dark metal [Sleep] rune. The metal glowed. Jane breathed out as her eyes closed. 

Erick stared down at his sleeping daughter, and at the small trickle of oatmeal at the corner of her mouth. Alibeth said some things to him as she cast a [Cleanse] over Jane, spilling trace amounts of thick air into the room and vanishing the oatmeal on her face. Erick acknowledged Alibeth’s words, but he was not paying attention to her, at all. Poi took over whatever all of that was about, as Erick continued to gaze down at his sleeping daughter. 

Jane’s chest rose and fell. Her eyes fluttered behind her eyelids, darting back and forth. She was dreaming again.

Erick looked up. Poi was the only other person in the room with him, and Jane. Teressa had gone out to do whatever, and Alibeth had departed. 

Erick said, “Sorry. I wasn’t— Did Alibeth say anything important?”

Poi said, “She spoke of timetables and what to expect going forward. Jane is on track for a normal recovery. She’ll start recovering at a much faster rate, from here on out. Soon, she’ll be awake for a few hours at a time, and then it’s physical therapy for a few days. She’ll be discharged in anywhere from a week to 15 days. Then, she’s under strict advisement to not eat any other Unusually Large monsters unless she wants to be put in this position again.”

“Thank you, Poi.”

 

- - - -

 

Two days later, Erick put up the last kaleidoscopic lightward into the final alcove of the ceiling of floor ten. 

Two hours later, while he was taking the time to rain on Spur, he carved the finishing touches out of a special delivery on the front lawn of Windy Manor. That special delivery was then loaded onto his [Teleporting Platform], and one blip later, Erick, Poi, Kiri, and three, three-meter tall statues of gods, directly entered the final floor of the only widely known light slime dungeon on Veird. 

Rainbow light, bright and radiant, splashed around the final decadent floor of the dungeon, reflected off of every white surface as it tangled up in every rush of water and sprinkling fountain and diamond-crusted surface. Twisted reds and blues and yellows and greens, and every color in between, caught up on each other, turning the space mostly white, but also not white at all. In the center of this last floor rested three pedestals, each already carved by priests hired by the Headmaster. Erick didn’t even know the Headmaster had organized such a workforce; he had little idea about just how much the Headmaster had actually done with regard to this dungeon, anyway. Erick was the lighting guy, and the idea guy, but everything else was all the Headmaster’s ideas, or else his ideas as executed by Apell. 

The godly pedestals rested in a triangle, each five meters from each other, each surrounded by a foot-deep moat, with a small raised island in the center of the formation. Most of the moats and riverbeds of the dungeon were only a foot deep. Slimes were supposed to be able to get everywhere they wanted, after all. And keeping with that theme, diamond slimes had been carved and placed around the base of one of the pedestals. This was Phagar’s position, for sure. The second pedestal was composed of four-pointed diamond stars, while the last was made of stacks of carved-diamond books. It was easy to tell which was meant for which god. 

Erick guided his floating platform and its three statues toward the slime pedestal.

Apell blipped down into the waters, calling out, “Uh! Erick!”

Erick paused the platform. He had been working all day long on the place, putting finishing touches up here and there. He was going to just put the statues down and fix them around, as needed, but Apell seemed to have other ideas. So Erick slowed the platform, pausing to talk to Apell. Before he could get a single word out, the air blipped gold, though it was hard to tell in all the other light of the room. 

The Headmaster appeared beside Apell, in the waters between the platforms. Erick was inexplicably glad he didn’t seem to care about getting wet. It made him seem more approachable, or something. Erick wasn't quite sure. 

Erick said, “I was just going to put them into position. Is there a problem?”

The Headmaster sighed with a smile. He said, “No problem, because I caught you before you placed them however you wished.”

Apell stood aside for the Headmaster, splashing water as she moved.

The Headmaster said, “Since this is not a dedication to any specific god, we must place your statues all at the exact same time.” He looked up, beyond Erick, to the statues on the floating platform, and said, “You did well carving them so I feel they will be well received, even if they are a bit unconventional.”

Erick looked back to his statues. Sculpting in wardlight was considerably easier than carving in diamond, but he had taken a while to get these statues done correctly. A full week, here and there, in fact, with most of that time spent tracking down examples of ‘proper sculptures’, and what was normally done for this sort of dedication. 

All three of his sculptures were made of crystal-clear diamond, and smooth as silk, except where clothes demanded a texture. Those textures were all heavily cut and faceted, and here in the brilliant light of the dungeon, they sparkled like glitter. They almost looked like ice sculptures, but they were obviously not.

The Phagar statue was a hooded person, with a body fully covered by flowing robes, and a hood that covered almost his whole face, except for the bottom half, where a calm smile seemed to promise a gentle end. He stood tall and strong, but his sculpture had the most clothing of any of them, and because of that, he was almost completely made of sparkling, flowing diamond. His hands extended out of his full-robe, cupping together in front of his stomach, to hold a tiny slime with both of his hands.

Koyabez had the second least clothing of any of them. He was lithe and smooth, with hard muscles and a loincloth made of radiance. Tiny, hard-carved horns upturned from his forehead. He stood contrapposto, relaxed, while a slip of faceted cloth draped from his back hand to the floor near his back leg to provide stability to the sculpture, while his other hand held forward, and open; palm-up, and inviting the viewer.

Rozeta was a wrought shaped like a human, standing straight and tall, but because she was a wrought and her clothes were her skin, she was technically naked, and therefore almost completely smooth, even though she was ‘wearing’ a two-piece women’s blazer with a knee-length skirt. It was the perfect outfit for her in Erick’s mind. To balance out the statue with some glittering sparkles, Erick added a small tower of brilliant-cut books at her feet, to provide that sparkle, and to provide stability to the sculpture. She did not smile, but she did have a serene expression. 

Each of the three statues were 9 feet tall. 

Erick said, “Okay. I’ll take Phagar. Do you want… Rozeta?”

The Headmaster smirked, saying, “Yes.” He gestured, and Rozeta’s statue lifted from the platform. 

Poi said, “I’ll take Koyabez,” as he telekinetically lifted the barely-clothed god into the air.

“Alright then.” Erick Handy Aura’d Phagar into the air, holding the weighty statue upright as he moved himself across the space, toward Phagar’s pedestal. In moments, the statue hovered over his resting spot. Erick looked up to see Poi and the Headmaster already in position. “So they’re all going to face each other, I was thinking. Is that okay?”

The Headmaster turned Rozeta to face the interior of the space, saying, “This is also an unorthodox methodology, but it is an acceptable arrangement.”

Poi nodded, turning Koyabez toward the inside of the three pedestals. 

Erick said, “When I reach 3, we put them down?”

The Headmaster agreed, “On three.”

Poi nodded, holding Koyabez above the statue’s star-filled pedestal. 

Erick counted. He hit three. The statues descended, right on time. 

Erick got out a level from his back pocket. With a bit of [Stoneshape] and a reorganization of the carved diamond slimes at the base, Phagar locked into position, straight up and down; perfectly balanced. Erick flew over to Poi, next, to help organize the balance on Koyabez. Strictly speaking, this representation of the god should have had nothing at all in his back hand, but there were some allowances artists and Koyabez’s church had declared to be ‘okay’, when it came to making sure the statue wouldn’t break under its own weight. The cloth in Koyabez’s back hand, that led to the ground and supported some of that weight, was one such allowance. Koyabez’s statue was still the most fragile, even with this allowance, so Poi held the statue in place, while Erick fiddled with the balance. 

When that was done, and Koyabez was locked to the white stone floor, Erick moved over to Rozeta’s statue. The Headmaster stood to the side, while Erick checked the statue over with his level. She was already perfectly stabilized. The Headmaster must have done that. He didn’t even use a level, but him not using a level to balance something as large as a literal ton of diamond did not surprise Erick as much as he thought it would.

Erick hovered himself, Kiri, and his platform away from the statues, to set down on an empty spot in the center of all three; a small island of raised stone. The water flowed around the bases of the statues, and around the little island in the center. Erick looked up. 

Up above, was a smooth, white domed alcove, five meters across. No light had yet been cast into that space; Erick had left it for last. If Erick had been designing the mana flow system of this dungeon, he would have put the main intake right there, at the top of this dome. But that was ‘bad design’, according to Apell. 

The Headmaster spoke, “If you wish to try [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] in this space, I would not be opposed. I could always erase it later if it turns out to be a problem.”

Erick thought about doing just that, but he had wanted to put something personal, here. The only problem with that, though, was that ‘something personal’ might mess up the dungeon space. 

After staring at the empty ceiling for a minute, Erick decided against a personal touch. He had already made the sculptures, and they were rather unlike the ones he had seen when he was researching art history, and accepted designs. They weren’t sacrilegious, but they definitely had that personal touch, already.

… But there was something that Erick could do, that no one else could. Not yet, anyway. 

He cast a lightmask into the air that gave off no light, but anyone looking up at it could tell there was something purple, about three meters across, hovering in the alcove. If anyone thought to Stat-enchant into that space, they’d find a fun little secret. He briefly considered putting down the individual lightmasks of his purple prize into the four corners of the dungeon, but no; that would make it too easy to guess at the real purpose of this floating, purple space. Besides, if someone tried to enchant a single Stat out of the space, that would be hint enough. Erick had already tested that experiment and found that he could use the same purple lightmask to enchant individual Stats. All he had to do was channel mana through a single Stat, instead of through all of them. 

Erick smiled, as he looked back down. 

The Headmaster looked up at the purple area. He did not frown. He did not smile. 

Erick teased, “I know that you know what that is.”

The Headmaster looked back down to Erick. He said, “I’m surprised you decided to put that up there. And that you made it permanent.”

“It’s cast into the space, so you can’t really move it, anyway.” Erick said, “And besides! All dungeons have to have a prize, right? I doubt it’ll still be a prize in ten years, but it’s nice to think about the actions made today leaving a mark on history.”

Suddenly, a few blue boxes appeared. And not just for Erick. Everyone standing around him, including the Headmaster, paused to read the air. 

Kiri must have read hers super-fast, because she exclaimed, “Oh!”

 




	
Special Action!

Your <dungeon> has been accepted by the Relevant Entities you have chosen to <respect>.

You will receive <3> benefits for accomplishing this rare achievement.

<Koyabez grants you 1 use of [Divine Creation]>

<Phagar grants you 1 use of [Death’s Approach]>

<Rozeta grants you a Boon, for fundamentally advancing the knowledge of Magic on Veird.>








 




	
Divine Creation, <Koyabez>

A touch of the divine will enable the creation of an appropriate artifact.

<The hands of eternity achieve the impossible.>








 




	
Death’s Approach, <Phagar>

Become a being of untouchable mana for 1 hour, multiplying your base mana by 10, giving you endless mana, and instantly filling your mana pool. Your regeneration is damaged to a varying degree when the effect ends, cutting your regeneration to a fifth to a tenth of what it was before. Debuff lasts until you recover the mana spent while Death’s Approach is active.

<Ignite the entire candle to drive away the night.>








 




	
Rozeta’s Boon.

Make a decision:

(1) Reduction.

(2) Resilience. 

(3) Recovery.








 

While everyone else read their boxes rather quickly, Erick was still stuck on his. As moments piled up, and the initial excitement of an unexpected bonus died down, Kiri nudged closer to Erick.

Erick whispered to her, “Did you expect to get anything?”

Kiri said, “I’m not even sure what I got.”

The Headmaster spoke up, “It’s a rare thing for non-clergy to gain access to sacred magics. You should hold whatever you got in confidence, and share it with no one.”

Erick gazed up at the purple spot above. He said, “Is this what usually happens to clergy of a god? Spells and such?”

“Yes.” The Headmaster smiled under the radiant lights, saying, “All we have is each other in this strange New Cosmology, and the gods know this more than most, though they do choose to be slightly cryptic when handing out their boons. You would do well to think on what you might have gotten, before you use it.” He turned his attention to everyone around, from Apell to Poi, and Erick and Kiri, “The dungeon is made. The gods have approved. Merith and Calzin are being tagged as the Keepers of this space, while Apell is to return to normal duties, as soon as she is satisfied with the final flows of this dungeon.” He turned to Apell, saying, “Thank you for your time.”

Apell simply curtsied, nodding her head as she dipped to the waters swirling around her feet.

The Headmaster continued, “Slimes have already begun to spawn and crowd on the first floors. Soon, they will no doubt be tumbling down here, too. Are you interested in pursuing [Lightwalk] at this time, Erick?”

“Not right now, but I am going to pursue this option at a later date.” Erick said, “I need to develop this [Particle Scan] spell, then get back to Spur to join the search for Messalina. If I don’t make any headway on this magic in a few days, then I’ve heard Silverite has plans to search out nearby Cloud Giant cities. I’ll join one of those task forces and contribute however I can.”

“I think that is an excellent plan.” The Headmaster said, “I have heard that you have partially figured out [Blink]. I can only hope that the rest of your pursuits meet a similarly quick step in the right direction.” He added. “Windy Manor is yours now, if you so choose. I require my tomes returned to me when you choose to return to Spur, but they will be made available to you, through Krigea, whenever you wish. I would like to call upon you before you leave, so that we might discuss other possible beneficial arrangements. Please ensure that someone contacts the appropriate people to ensure this happens. Either through Krigea, or through the Elites stationed beside your residence.” He did not wait for a response. He blipped away in a shattering of golden glows.

Erick smiled. “Having a vacation home would be really nice.” He asked Apell, “What are the taxes like around here? Do I need to pay for the Elites beside my house?” He joked, “Did I just lose my 25% revenue stream from this dungeon?”

Apell grinned. “I doubt he would do that. He might own Oceanside, but he has other people run it. I doubt they’d try to drag you through the walls. The Headmaster has supported many archmages over the years, so they know what he prefers, so your daily experience likely won’t change.” She asked, “Have you ever been down to the courthouse, before?”

“No. But I can do all that later, I hope.”

Poi spoke up, “We’ll take care of it, sir.”

Erick nodded at Poi, then said, “Then I have spells to make.” He guided his floating platform to Poi, who adroitly stepped onto the stone surface to join him and Kiri. Erick turned toward Apell, saying, “It has been a pleasure working with you. I’m sure something will need to change here, going forward, so please don’t hesitate to ask for more diamonds or otherwise.” He added, “I think we could do better on the front entrance, too.”

Apell chuckled, saying, “It has been a pleasure working with you, too. If you wish to adjust the front door, then you can do so whenever.”

“Maybe I will.” He added, “Your class certainly was fun.” As Erick floated there on the platform, in the center of the last floor of the dungeon, he briefly considered taking off his sunglasses just so he could get a proper view of the place. But that would have been a bad idea, so he did not. He simply turned to Apell, waving as he said, “Later.”

A blip of white crashed through Erick, Poi, and Kiri, as the platform whisked them back to Windy Manor, just in time for sunset.

Across the ocean to the west, where the dark water met the orange, pink, and yellow sky, the sun descended on another day. Erick sighed, seeing all that water, and knowing that this sight would be waiting here for his return, after Messalina no longer threatened Spur. As to what ‘no longer threatened Spur’ looked like? Erick had a vague idea. Right now, if he could find someone through [Polymorph] and at a vast range, then one or two or ten applications of that spell would, hopefully, make Messalina leave. That would be good enough.

There was a lot of magic left to learn at Oceanside, after all, but he was needed elsewhere, for now. 

Kiri stepped off of the platform first, onto the front lawn, saying, “I was not expecting a boon.” She rapidly said, “I know it’s rude to ask—”

“You’re right.” Poi said, “It is rude to ask.”

Erick smiled toward the sunset. He said, “I don’t mind being rude. What’d you get, Kiri? I’m trying to decide on Reduction, Resilience, or Recovery.”

Kiri turned back toward Erick. She paled slightly, then said, “Uh. Just the use of a spell.”

Poi stressed, “Sir. Please don’t tell anyone what you got.” He added, “It is a massive breach of security for anyone to know anything specific about any divine magics you may or may not have received from any specific deity.”

“Okay okay.” Erick asked, “What do you think Yetta’s divine abilities were, then?” He sarcastically asked, “Can I ask that?”

Poi sarcastically replied, “That’s a fine question.” He turned and walked toward the house.

Erick laughed. 

 

- - - -

 

After dinner, Erick still hadn’t decided which of Rozeta’s Boons he would take, or which kind of divine, Koyabez-assisted artifact he wanted to make. As far as the item was concerned, he was leaning toward a Staff of Exalted Storm, just so he could make non-divine ones by copying whatever Koyabez decided to make. There were some obvious holes in that theory, of course. It was quite possible, that whatever came out of [Divine Creation] would be a one-of-a-kind item; impossible to reproduce. 

Phagar’s spell was very clearly an emergency-only spell. Erick hoped he would never have to use it.

Erick went to his workroom to make some progress on his other problems; specifically, the [Scan] problem. The [Polymorph] problem was too much right now. He would have to do that later, after he had solved the initial [Particle Scan] problem. He started off with summoning a chalkboard, and sketching out an idea. It was a rough idea, because Erick had a rough problem. 

He had no idea how radiowave imaging would need to be adjusted to work with the magic of the Script. 

In his course of researching all the [Scan] spells he could get his hands on, when he wasn’t working on the dungeon, or getting waylaid by the math of it all, he discovered that all the known [Scan] spells worked based on the senses. Sight, touch, smell. Those were the big ones. Hearing and taste factored into the more nuanced searching spells, but not by much. But broadly, they all worked on what the scanner knew, or could find out.

He thought back to when he first heard of [Scan] from Zago, the mage guildmaster of Spur. She had told him the normal recipe for [Scan], and it was [Find Target], [Force Wave], [Scent Tracker], [Scry], [Rebound], and [Identify]. [Force Wave] was there to provide the initial pulse of mana outward, which would then return with [Rebound], after it hopefully caught on the target, which would happen because of a combination of [Identify], [Find Target], and [Scent Tracker].

To do all this, [Scan] cost 5000 mana. It could only [Scan] out to 10 kilometers, too. Going over what he knew now, Zago was correct in her spell work, but the [Scan] in the [Script] was something that any decent archmage could easily beat, and most mages could beat, too. [Alter Scent] would throw off the [Scent Tracker] part enough to fool the spell half the time, while a basic [Polymorph] would fool the entire spell, a hundred percent of the time.

A [Particle Scan] spell was going to be a different beast altogether, because he needed to have the [Particle Scan] itself, and the ability to recognize what it was he was [Particle Scan]ning without the use of normal magic. There was no [Particle Identify] right now, and Erick did not want to reinvent computers; he didn’t even know where to begin with that monstrous problem. He still didn’t have Particulate Force, either, the one Class Ability that would allow him to combine normal magic and Particle magic, and he likely never would. He didn’t want all those non-standard Errors, and besides, he promised Jane he wouldn’t put himself in danger like that anymore. It was a promise he intended to keep.

Erick stepped back from what he had drawn. 

It was a simple idea of a RADAR; a lightward fashioned into a concave surface that would rotate in the air, and send out a signal, and then catch that signal as it came back. 

Erick frowned; that wouldn’t do. He could do better. This was magic he was trying to work; there was no need for such a limited device, and he had to consider how the spell would display its results, too. Generally speaking, blue boxes only appeared for spell-usage, not for spell-display, meaning that whatever spell Erick came up with now would also have to have some other interface system for understanding the results.

This ‘understanding of the results’ was one of the more difficult aspects of [Scan] magic. According to Erick’s research, most [Scan] spells output a disk with dots, and it was up to the caster to understand what those dots meant. False positives were a problem, too.

… A disk with dots was good enough. Even Atunir’s [Divine Scan] supposedly output dots on a field, in addition to the blue box, though Erick had never experienced the ‘dots on a field’ that others apparently had experienced. 

Speaking of which, he really should ping that [Divine Scan] box again, just to see what happens, but it was late, and the bright flash would be too bright, and it’d cause a stir, for sure. He’d ping that first thing in the morning after he told people what he was doing. For now, he drew up possible designs. 

Erick drew up a sphere—

No! Not just a normal sphere. Erick quickly erased that image and drew another. This one was a sphere that stood high in the sky, that would passively emit radiowaves—

Shortwave radiowaves! Those were the kind that bounced on the ionosphere around Earth, that people used to talk to each other across the globe! Erick had finally remembered—

Ah. No. Maybe not shortwave? That would make what came next much more complicated than it had to be. He didn’t want to [Scan] the entire world—

… He did want to [Scan] the entire world, didn’t he?

… What was a ‘shortwave’ radio, anyway? He should probably just use all radiowaves, if he could.

… this was completely out of Erick’s wheelhouse.

“How did I get roped into making this spell, again?” Erick sketched out more half-baked plans, muttering, “Maybe… this— no. Not that.” He suddenly said, “Wait. I forgot the superposition-y thing.” He thought for a moment. He said, “That can come later. Maybe. But! Wait. Radiowaves do a lot with very little energy, but [Call Lightning] seems like it would demand much, much more energy than what I want here… Does energy matter, when it comes to magic? Obviously it matters a little… But maybe I don’t need that superposition for searching stuff right now...”

After a while, he stopped drawing. He stepped away from the blackboard. He looked to the window, and saw that it was well and truly dark. Whatever time it was, was good enough to serve as a bedtime. He was starting to get a headache. 

He went to bed. Ophiel gladly curled up against him, trilling in soft violins, happy for the early night.

 

- - - -

 

Shortly after sunrise the next day, Erick stood on the grassy front lawn of Windy Manor, while a westerly breeze blew across the front lawn, carrying with it the gentle scent of the still-dark ocean, just beyond the cliffside. The salt-kissed wind mixed with lemon and cinnamon and other earthly vegetable smells of the nearby gardens. 

Poi had already alerted Krigea as to what was about to happen. She then alerted the Headmaster, and whoever else she usually alerted for these sorts of things. An hour later, clearance had been handed down the line to Erick. Poi and Kiri now stood to the side, watching, while Erick prepared for an experiment. 

Erick put on a pair of sunglasses as he spoke to the morning sky, still half purple with night, saying, “Thank you, Atunir, for helping to keep this world intact,” as he pressed his intent against Atunir’s [Divine Scan]. 

Strictly speaking, it was considered blasphemy to try and decode the magics of the gods, so Erick did not have any real help in understanding today’s experiment besides his own intuition. He briefly considered asking Teressa what her Mana Sense told her, but alongside a similar idea to ask Poi what his mental senses were telling him, those ideas were discarded. He would make do with his own senses, and [Hunter’s Instincts], of course.

As he finished pressing his intent against the Kill and Exterminate Quest, a bright yellow orb, two-foot across, flashed into the air in front of Erick, like a miniature sun glowing in the colors of the harvest. Hums, like a chorus, rose in power, as a bright gold ring flickered and settled horizontally around the center of the orb. Two more rings materialized; one above the first, the other below. 

The sky cracked yellow as the orb burst with light in every direction, all at once. The orb was dissipating from the outside in, one infinitesimally thin, but also enormously powerful layer at a time. In a flashing instant, the orb was gone. The sky was yellow, as twilight temporarily retreated. As the golden glow spread in all directions at once, twilight came back.

It only took half a second. Erick was barely able to keep up with the spell, but [Hunter’s Instincts] seemed to make everything go slower, or maybe it made him go faster. Whatever the case, Erick saw how the spell worked. Understanding was already coming to him, too. 

One minute later, the golden return flash coalesced onto Erick. He took off his sunglasses, and read. 

 




	
Scan complete.

Denutha Odaari located. Map incoming...

No Daydropper Vines within 10,000 kilometers.

Burned 0 seeds and 0 adult plants.

Please supply 5000 mana or wait 24 hours if you wish to scan again.








 

The air flickered in front of Erick as a horizontal disk a meter across floated in midair.

It was a perfect map of Erick’s current location, centered around the center of Oceanside. It looked like a floating golden disk, but it was colored the colors of the land; blues and greens and browns. Oceanside was a large island in the center of that disk, but not that large at all compared to the lands north and south; the continents of Glaquin and Nergal. 

Erick’s own position was a white dot on the map, on Oceanside. Denutha Odaari’s location was a red dot on the coast of Glaquin, maybe 6000 kilometers northwest, at the mouth of a river. The detail in the map was really quite something. Clouds even hung above some of the lands. Erick studied the map for a little while, trying to understand what he was seeing. The map, for its part, seemed to oblige Erick’s curiosity as he poked at the wardlight construction and his fingers touched nothing but air.

The first thing he noticed was that it was definitely a wardlight construction, because his hand passed through the surface. Erick even stepped all the way inside of the map, both to experience the map, and to see details up close. Except for a thin layer of color on the top, it was completely yellow; the color of Atunir’s magic. The underside was craggy and yellow, and not very well mapped out at all. Atunir’s [Divine Scan] seemed to only penetrate down to the barest surface of the Underworld. 

Was that a limitation of the magic? Or a different sort of limit?

Erick stepped out of the map, and just looked at it. It was a good map. Erick smiled. Yes. This was a good map. He could maybe do something like this with radiowaves. The Script would have to do a lot of the heavy lifting, and there was probably going to be an Error, but he could bounce radiolight around to try and create a [Scan], couldn’t he? It wasn’t technically Particle magic, but it might be close enough?

Erick said to the map, and to Atunir, “Thank you.”

The map broke into pieces. In a blink, it dissolved into the ambient mana.

Erick threw a hundred mana and a question into the air.

In the early morning light, the second divinity of the day spoke sarcastically, saying, ‘It’s close enough to Particle magic for me. Go ahead and try. The worst you’ll get is an Error or a spell that takes a while to form an image.’

That was a good enough answer for Erick. He smiled as Phagar’s divine manafire wisped away on the morning breeze. Then, he prepared himself. He breathed. He organized his thoughts. He organized the spell in his mind. 

He spoke to the sky, calling to the mana in the original, most well-trod rhyming scheme, shaping his intent into a radiating force,

“Search the land with light invisible! Return to here a map made visible!

“Sift through noise, bring understanding of this cascade ever expanding

“Search the land with light invisible, return to here a map made visible.

“Here lifts a light, a shining star, to pulse and find the near and far; [Radar]!”

High above, maybe a hundred meters in the sky and well clear of the tree line, a spot of white light began to shine, like a glittering star. 

Erick sagged, dropping his arms and hands, as rushing noise filled his ears. His neck rolled as his eyes fluttered open and shut. He began to fall to the ground but someone grabbed him upright. A wash of healing started on his shoulder, then tapped a few more times across his back. 

Sound returned. 

Poi’s voice came softly from nearby, “—got you. I got you. You’re good. You can hear me now, right?”

Erick groaned out, blinking hard as he stumbled to put his feet under him. He held onto Poi’s arm, and Kiri’s arm, too. She held him up from his other side. Her eyes glanced to Erick, but she quickly turned her attention back toward the sky.

As Erick stabilized, he caught sight of a few blue boxes waiting for him, and a stacking pile of light hovering just out of reach. Still blurry-eyed, he tried to make sense of the boxes first. The first one was the congratulations for making a new basic spell. The others were more interesting. 

 




	
Cascade Imaging 1, instant, super long range, <500 mana>

Gradually build up an image of your greater surrounding area over the course of 10 minutes per spell level. Recasting Cascade Imaging on the same location will extend the spell’s duration to the length of the new cast.

The resulting image will gradually become more precise the longer Cascade Imaging is able to run. 

If you designate a <well known target> prior to casting, that target might appear on your resulting image. 

<Particle Mage Only>








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script.

+3 ability points.








 




	
Other Relevant Entities are already bemoaning the restriction, but I’m going to keep it like that for the foreseeable future. I would have thought that spell would have cost a lot more than 500 mana, but for all their propagation, radio waves are rather low energy. Such is the benefit of actually working with the physics of this universe. ~Rozeta








 

Erick chuckled as he stood up under his own power. He sighed out, then said, “It worked!”

High in the sky, a meter-wide white orb shone like a star hanging in the blue sky. Halos of light released here and there off of the orb, like solar flares caught on an irresistible current, inexorably turning into invisible energy that flowed away at the speed of light. That was just a guess, though. Erick couldn’t see the flares once they got more than ten meters from the orb. Gradually, here and there, light returned to the orb like sparkles settling, like silt relaxing to the bottom of a pond. 

A surreal dance of light hung in the sky, while down below a similar happening took place.

Light crashed down from the orb above to land in a foggy, white air in front of Erick. The orb above carved that fog like a sculptor would carve a relief out of a wall, or maybe how a demolitions expert would turn a mountainside into what they wanted. 

Rapidly, a meter wide stretch of fog directly in front of Erick turned solid, as the shape of Oceanside island came into view; roughcut and barely shaped like the island Erick knew, at all. The mountains to the south created a solid shadow in the lightward, directly in line with a normal shadow, if the orb above was the sun. This distortion in the map was like a ridge extending to the south. It was a radio-shadow. The spell was not high enough to fully [Scan] around those tall ridges. 

But as the spell continued, and Erick recast [Cascade Imaging], renewing the spell to a new, longer duration, the shadow behind the southern mountains began to degrade, and eventually fully disappear. Radiowaves bounced, after all. Erick smiled. It worked. 

After ten minutes, most of Oceanside Island stood revealed. All 2500 kilometers of the long, thin island, had been reduced to a 5 meter wide map, with some shadows lingering where certain structures reached high into the sky, while the waters surrounding the island were a perfectly flat, white surface, except for the islands here and there, while the waters beyond the 2500 mark were a foggy, hazy thing. But even that foggy edge was gradually turning into flat ocean as the spell continued to work. While it worked, Erick walked through the waist-high projection map. The map didn’t seem to mind; there were no distortions at his passing. This map seemed to obey the same rules as every other lightward.

Kiri watched in interested silence, as she walked through the light with Erick. Poi watched in concern, standing outside of the spell. 

Erick handed them both copies of the spell. He said, “I’m pretty sure I can [Scan] on a much smaller scale, too. In fact! I’m going to try that.” He cast the same spell up into the sky, closer to the house and well above the trees, while the first spell was still running. “Experiments are fun!”

As a second ball of light took shape up above, the first map turned into sharp shapes, like someone had glitched-out a TV signal, turning everything into sharp edges and broken spaces. Magical static rapidly degraded the first spell into ambient mana, while the second spell detonated like a popping balloon, before it could put out even the littlest bit of fog on the ground.

Kiri yelped, then quickly huffed out in annoyance. That got a smile from Poi. 

Erick said, “I guess the spells can’t function so close together.”

Kiri said, “Do it again.”

Erick obliged. A [Cascade Imaging] took hold not seven meters up; just above the trees. As it began to put out light, and take in the resulting reflections, a white fog lifted from the ground. Light began to carve out of that fog, soon enough. 

Erick and Kiri watched as a miniature diorama of Windy Manor appeared in the fog, along with the radio-shadowed trees all around, making the house look like it was on the edge of a massive, impassible hedge. But minutes passed, and the radio-shadows began to break apart, as more information gathered through the spell. 

Erick watched as a little white lightward version of himself appeared on the map, looking down at the center of Windy Manor’s yard. The map itself was not repeated in miniature, but everything else was. Kiri stood beside Erick, watching her own miniature self lean over and look at a blank spot in the air, just like Erick’s miniature self was doing.

There was a problem, though. Ophiel was on his shoulder. Sunny was on Kiri’s shoulder. 

So what was the thing flying around them?

Erick watched as a tiny, floating thing, appearing like a white orb, hovered around the floating map, maybe two meters away. Erick looked up at where the floating thing should have been, at around head height, but there was nothing. He glanced back to the map. The white orb was still there. He looked up again. Whatever was floating right in front of his face, was completely invisible to visible light, but apparently not to radiowaves.

Erick got out, “Huh—”

Kiri reacted with a blast of fire aimed at the floating orb. She was slightly slower than Erick, but she did not catch her target; it was already gone. She did manage to catch the lemon trees on fire, though.

Poi reacted with a wide-range communication that came through much faster than it sounded, ‘Mind solidifying… Done. Minimal outside influences… Purged. Parasite testing... Clear.’

The groundskeepers, Vinsez, the incani man, and Powell, the human woman, who Erick had spoken to now and then, but mostly not, appeared in a flash to the side of the garden. Each of them were dressed in cream-colored robes and ready for battle. Vinsez held a spear, Powell held a sword and a shield.

Powell yelled, “I don’t see—”

Erick shouted, “He’s gone now!” As his heart began to beat slower, Erick added, softer, “No need to get concerned.” Erick pointed back down to the map. Vinsez and Powell were now a part of the resolving opaque-white lightward. The pixie, and Erick was pretty sure that it was a pixie, was gone. Or maybe it was just hiding out in the radio-shadows of the forest. He said, “Thank you, though, Vinsez. Powell.” He turned to Poi, “Thanks, Poi.”

Kiri blushed darker green as she waved her hand and put out the fire on the lemon trees.

Poi’s face held hard, as twenty intent-filled lines streamed from his head into the manasphere. But as moments passed, those lines dimmed. He said, “Nothing but a spy. I think.”

“Probably,” Erick agreed.

Vinsez said, “Apologies, sir. We—”

“No need to worry, Vinsez.” Erick said, “Thank you very much for your prompt reaction.” Erick joked, “I just hope that Messalina doesn’t think that this means I can find someone.” He added, “This spell is missing a lot.”

Vinsez nodded. Powell remained silent. 

Ophiel trilled in questioning flute sounds, while a dozen eyes opened up across his tiny body; he didn’t notice the pixie at all, and if Erick was reading Ophiel right, he did not like not noticing the pixie. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 080, End of Book 3, so that's a thing that has happened.

Fun fact! Patrons voted on Rozeta's Boon, so things like that happen sometimes. 

Thanks for reading!



                



077, 2/2


                After Vinsez and Powell left, Erick spent the rest of the morning testing out [Cascade Imaging], to find out what it could, and couldn’t do. It did not take long to discover he could influence the distance the spell imaged depended on how high he cast the spell. 

If he cast the spell ten meters up, it imaged an area of about one kilometer around him, and spread the resulting image over a three meter wide disk, that floated about waist-high. At this resolution, he could even make out himself standing upon the resulting map. If he focused on searching for himself, when he cast, his miniature replica turned bright blue on the map.

If he cast the spell 20 meters up, it covered a much, much further distance. Maybe twenty kilometers; Erick wasn’t quite sure, but it did manage to catch Oceanside in the resulting image. If he searched for himself, with the spell cast 20 meters up, he was a blue dot directly in the center of the map; his miniature self was too small to actually appear at that resolution. If he searched for ‘people’, the spell lit up bright blue dots all over the heavily radio-shadowed buildings and streets of Oceanside, and himself, and Poi and Kiri, and even more people out in the woods who were not near the house. Whoever they were, they were far enough away that their presence didn’t worry Erick. They were probably just doing whatever they were doing; Erick didn’t pry. 

He found out rather quickly that if he came up with a target and cast the spell upon an already active map, to renew the map, the target turned blue. Erick could change up his targets and keep the previous map’s resolution, without having to wait for the map to resolve from the fog again, which usually took ten minutes. But if he wanted a different resolution, he had to recast the whole spell, and start from scratch. 

He searched for ‘stone’. The resulting image turned very blue. The same result, but visually very different in a very understandable way, happened when he searched for ‘trees’ and ‘water’, with the map adjusting each time he renewed [Cascade Imaging]. It was here, that he discovered the map was not perfect, at all. Some trees shifted to blue, but some trees that were in the heavy radio-shadows stayed white. This was that ‘the target might appear on your resulting image’ part of the spell, for sure.

He searched for ‘rads’. Sparkles of blue turned up here and there on the map, as radiowaves seemed able to penetrate through flesh easily enough. According to the map, and to what Erick already knew, there were some smaller monsters out in the woods, though that was normal. The monsters of Oceanside were violent, for sure, but the walls around Windy Manor were tall, and secure, and all of the crazy-violent monsters had been weeded out of the island’s populations centuries and centuries ago.

He searched for ‘animals’, and nothing happened. The category was probably too broad. What was an ‘animal’, anyway? 

‘Spiders’ turned up way too many blue dots, absolutely everywhere, and even in the [Prismatic Ward]ed Manor. Erick would confront that weirdness later. When Kiri asked what turned up so many results, Erick told her, and she freaked out a little, going so far as to leap backward and say, ‘Shut it off! HOLY SHIT!’ Erick struggled not to laugh as he calmly explained that this [Scan] was likely missing many, many, many spiders, too small for radiowaves to catch. Kiri paled.

‘Cows’ turned up a small herd of the animals in Oceanside, near the [Husbandry] and lifestock buildings, which were just now coming out of the radio-shadows.

It turned out that Erick just had to let the spell run for a little while and it could penetrate most solid surfaces. Glass was not a problem. Stone was okay, too. Radiowaves were pretty sneaky about getting everywhere, after all. Tunnels remained hidden, of course, but soon enough, most of the radio-shadows of the trees around Windy Manor were mostly gone, revealing the solid surface of the land. The trees themselves were still nests of shadows, but those shadows were small, and constantly updating. 

After twenty continuous minutes of running at the 20 kilometer resolution, and a small break inside the house, when Erick came back out to the map in the yard, all of Oceanside stood revealed. 

From this angle, the city was a pile of organized towers rising out of the crescent remains of a caldera, while smaller buildings stretched down to the harbor, and into the forests surrounding the city. Erick watched as little ships plied the waters of Oceanside’s harbor, like ants atop a glass surface, because apparently [Cascade Imaging] was rather good at penetrating water down to a rather far depth. 

And at the bottom of Oceanside’s crater, was flat land, dotted with underwater buildings.

Kiri noticed Erick noticing the submerged structures. She said, “That’s the mid-water training facility and marine biology laboratories. People go there to learn how to fight krakens and stuff like that.”

“Oh?” Erick said, “I didn’t know they did that sort of thing, here.”

“They do everything, here. I was invited to attend some of the classes down there, but I declined. We had the dungeon to make, and I didn’t have a waterbreathing form, anyway. One of the big things they do down there is that the instructors [Polymorph] into a bunch of different sea creatures and you’re expected to defend targets against them, or hunt and track them through a controlled environment.” Kiri added, “And they also study oceaneering. It’s like dungeoneering, but... not. I’m… not actually sure what oceaneering is.”

Erick joked, “Sounds sinister to me.”

He searched for ‘people who want me dead’. Nothing changed. This was obviously a case of ‘not well known enough’, or ‘not seen in the scan’, or maybe something else was going wrong. The monsters outside the walls might have been somewhat ‘docile’, in a very loose interpretation of the word, but they were certainly still killers. But those monsters did have rads, and that was a pretty clear indicator of ‘monster’ or not. [Cascade Imaging] probably couldn’t suss out mental states. That would be strange, if it could.

… He elicited Kiri’s help. 

“Kiri.” Erick said, “I want you to think about killing me. Really mean it, too.”

“… I am not comfortable with this, and I will not be doing that.”

Erick bah’d, then turned to Poi. “Same request.”

Poi smirked. “Already doing it.”

“See!” Erick turned to Kiri. “Not that hard.” He looked at the map. Poi’s miniature person was still white. Erick turned to Poi. “Are you sure you really want me dead?”

“I’m more than capable of altering my mental state to a variety of needs.”

When Poi’s miniature did not change to red, or to anything else, Erick called off that test. [Cascade Imaging] was not able to read mental states, obviously. 

‘Moths’ turned up a whole lot of the little critters, all over the forest. They liked to fly around the outside lights at night, but during the day they slept around the garden and in the forest. And just like the spiders, there were even a few inside the house. 

Erick had never noticed the bugs inside the house until now. Maybe the spiders were doing a really good job of hiding, and bug killing? [Prismatic Ward] obviously needed more testing.

‘Parasites’ turned up nothing. But Erick remained undeterred. ‘Parasites’ was a very broad category, similar to ‘animals’. Erick knew about ‘Dream Worms’, though. They were slick, three inch long worms, and he had even had two of them inside of him, so far. Soon enough, ‘Dream Worms’ turned up a slew of dots at the hospital, and nowhere else. That made sense; they were studying and extracting them there. 

‘Teressa’ turned up a blue dot in the hospital ward, exactly next to his next search, which was ‘Jane’. 

He tested ‘souls’, and nothing happened. This was just as well. Erick had no idea what a soul actually was. 

‘Gold’ revealed some coins in his pockets, and on Kiri and Poi’s person, and scattered throughout Oceanside like the people had been. Metal apparently reacted very strongly to radiowaves, providing a great reflective surface. It took no time at all for quite a few ‘gold’ blue dots to appear across the map.

Erick took the coins in his pocket and [Stoneshape]d them into the ground, to test the penetration of the spell. And then Erick cast the imaging orb inside of the ground. It worked. Used in this way, the map displayed above the orb. He could map the underground for about 20 meters in every direction. It wasn’t a very good image, but 65 feet was 65 feet, and the gold coins turned up like bright blue dots here and there, exactly where Erick had buried them. 

How cool was that!

As Erick talked of buried treasure searches, Kiri threw a wet blanket over the idea. Erick’s methods were different than the norm, but [Stone Body] could be turned into [Stone Sense] by a skilled enough practitioner, and that could do a lot better underground detection than whatever it was Erick was doing. Erick knew of this method from his own time in Apell’s dungeoneering class, of course, but it was nice to have a voice of reason around. 

‘Lemons’ turned up blue dots stacked against each other, next to Erick, growing in the garden. And also in a plot of land near Oceanside. It was Professor Rue Down’s alchemy gardens, of course. After an interesting discussion in Esoteric Magic, he had given her seeds from all of his plants, to see if she could use them as ingredients for anything. Neither Erick nor Rue expected anything to come out of lemons-for-alchemy, but it was nice to see that her lemon trees were doing well. 

‘People using [Polymorph]’ turned up nothing. 

“So much for an easy answer there,” Erick said.

Kiri said, “It’s an instant spell, anyway. You only use it to change forms. For instance, I wouldn’t say you’re currently [Getting Dressed]. You [Got Dressed] in the morning. The spell effect is over.”

Erick nodded. He searched for ‘People using [Personal Ward]’. A panoply of dots appeared everywhere; almost as many as when he scanned for ‘people’. Probably more, actually. [Personal Ward] was a specific thing that Erick knew rather well. 

Kiri said, “It’s strange that you can search for ‘people’.”

“I don’t pretend to know people, but I certainly know their general shape.”

‘Person with one arm and one leg’ turned up zero results. 

“Ah. Right.” Erick said, “Everyone would get that healed.”

‘People with horns’ turned up a smattering of results.

He searched for ‘blood’, and got a predictable amount of results from the hospital where people were wounded, of course, but he also got results from here and there in the rest of the city. It seemed that searching for ‘blood’ and thinking about exposed blood, returned those exact results. Searching for ‘blood inside people’ returned a similar number of dots as when he searched for ‘people’.

Kiri asked, “You know blood rather well?”

“It’s a spot of iron inside of a biological structure. So… Maybe?” He added, “But it’s much smaller than I would have thought possible to search for.”

‘DNA’ turned basically the whole map blue, but it also burned out the orb in the sky and the map broke apart. Erick could apparently use radiowaves and magic to search for things that were microscopic, and that he knew very well, but a general scan for such a widespread item burned out the capacity of the spell? But it didn’t do that when he scanned for ‘stone’ or ‘trees’? Odd. 

Erick recast the spell into the sky, then searched for his own DNA. 

Smears of blue appeared on himself and all throughout Windy Manor, and even in his more well-visited places in town. Did [Cleanse] not clean up all of that? It should have, shouldn’t it?

Erick walked over into the Manor. He cast a [Cleanse] into the space, aiming for his room, which he was pretty sure he already cleaned today. When he came back to the map, it was still the same blue as before.

Maybe [Cleanse] only cleaned 99.95%?

Kiri offered, “Try ‘light essence’. You have at least one of those, now.”

Poi spoke up, “I think we’re going to need more guards.”

Erick frowned at Poi. He didn’t want to think about Poi’s very rational concerns, right now. He wanted to experiment. Erick turned away from his guard and mentally felt around inside of himself, searching for the tiny light essence that was supposed to be somewhere inside of himself; whatever that meant. 

But he was too excited to go on such a spiritual journey right now. When he closed his eyes, he found nothing but darkness. He opened his eyes and searched for ‘light essence’, anyway.

Zero results.

Erick said, “I think the search capabilities are based upon my own understanding of what I’m looking for. A proper soulmage might be able to find people with souls.” He looked to Poi, saying, “A proper Mind Mage might be able to find the minds of who they’re looking for.” He added, “But that’s a very broad guess.”

Kiri said, “Probably not.” She offered, “It might only return a positive result for a physical object. [Ward]s are partially physical. Blood is very physical. Feelings and essences are ethereal.” 

Erick looked down at the map of his surroundings, floating all around his waist. He searched for ‘Melemizargo’. Briefly, every single remaining radio-shadow everywhere on the map flickered blue, and expanded. 

Erick quickly changed the search to ‘pixie’, calming his hammering heart, not bothering to explain his previous search. 

Surprisingly, a few dots appeared here and there around Oceanside. Erick was more than willing to let this development fully occupy his mind.

Seeing a pixie outside of his window when Eduard was divulging the particulars of his search for Messalina, to Silverite, was apparently enough to count as a ‘well known target’. Or maybe the Headmaster’s description of their stature and capabilities had been enough. Whatever the case, the dots moved slowly as they flew around the city. Some of them were high in the sky. Some of them were darting in and out of deeper buildings; vanishing into radio-shadows, or reappearing from them. 

Erick said, “Poi. Alert the Headmaster. He has pixies in his city.”

 

- - - -

 

The Headmaster stood tall in the crescent, white-map harbor of Oceanside, as he loomed over the miniature version of his city. Lines of telepathic intent flickered from his head, out into the manasphere. His amber eyes glowed dim gold as he tracked a blue dot as it floated through the city.

There were no pleasantries for today’s visit. The Headmaster had appeared in a flash of gold, and after looking up at the white cascading orb above, and at the white map below, he strode right into the map, and saw the problem that Erick had spotted. 

He had not said a single word, yet. 

Erick just stood to the side, waiting, as the miniature white forests of Oceanside ringed his waist. Kiri and Poi, as well as Vinsez and Powell, all stood well outside of the map. Kiri and Poi stood beside the lemon trees. Vinsez and Powell stood toward the cliffside. 

The Headmaster tracked the blue dot as it flew into a harborside building.

The dot suddenly stilled, then flickered back and forth. At the scale of this map, the dot flickered maybe twenty meters at most. But then it stilled, again.

The Headmaster smiled wide. He said, “Got him.” 

The tension of the moment seemed to fade like a breaking fog revealing a mountain of gold. The Headmaster smiled well and truly wide, as he laughed loud. The map flickered under the dragon’s mirth, as the Headmaster tossed his head back and laughed like a sudden hurricane. Erick felt his bones vibrate, but he kept his cool, as the Headmaster dispensed with his joy. 

The Headmaster calmed down. He brushed away some happy tears from his eyes, then said, “We have pixies on staff, of course. They are a people, after all. They’re not unequivocally beholden to Messalina, but there is a stigma there, so they don’t like to make themselves known. That one, though… That one was not on my staff, and no one else knew about this one.” He sighed. He said, “He might have even been the one who wormed you, or not.” He added, “Or he might be a unknown visiting relative. We’ll find out.” He gazed up, toward the flickering, cascading ball of light above, which was almost in line with the sun, then back down, to the white map. He said, “This is an impressive spell. I can hardly wait to see the equations that describe it all.”

Erick chuckled, saying, “Maybe in 50 years when someone else invents those.”

The Headmaster smiled, saying, “That is my expected timetable, too.” He added, “You seem to have this aversion to the math side of magic, but it really does help the rest of us to understand the unknowable. Magic is screwy. Math is a bridge, so that mortal minds might come to eventually comprehend the uncomprehendable.”

“… is that why Rozeta doesn’t tell anyone how magic works? Because it's too hard to explain?”

“Partially, I’m sure.” The Headmaster looked back down to the map. He asked, “Could you please search for a few things for me? I would like to test this spell's capabilities. The Problem of [Polymorph] might not be a problem for a spell like this, if you’re clever enough.” He added, “But I’m sure you will need to do something more to solve that particular conundrum.” 

Erick said, “Sure. What’s the first thing?”

The first thing was ‘soul’, or more particularly, ‘Erick’s Soul’. This met with a predictable failure. Erick had no concrete idea what a ‘soul’ actually was. 

“How can you not know what a soul is?” the Headmaster asked, smirking and disbelieving.

“I am pretty sure I have one, but beyond that… Where is it? What is it? Is it me, or is it a part of me?”

The Headmaster simply nodded, and moved on, repeating many of the same queries Erick had already performed, along with a few he did not think to test, like ‘people possessing [Polymorph]’. Of that query, the people all around Erick got a blue dot, because he was pretty darn sure that everyone here had the skill, but only one dot appeared all the way over in Oceanside; Jane’s dot.

‘Orcol’, ‘Incani’, ‘Human’, all produced predictable results.

‘Dragon’ highlighted the Headmaster, while the Headmaster was in human form. His was the only such dot on the map. Strangely enough, the Headmaster was also highlighted when Erick searched for ‘human’. The Headmaster smirked at that. Running through a few different tests with ‘light slime’ highlighted himself, while ‘unicorn’ highlighted Jane over in the hospital.

Identifying active spells, like [Ward] and [Scry] were easy enough, and those spells seemed to suffer no effects from being detected. Searching for [Telepathy] revealed a haze of magic layered over the city, and multiplied the radio-shadows so much that Erick might as well have started the spell from scratch; which he then did. This earned Erick a raised eyebrow from the Headmaster. Apparently [Cascade Imaging] could detect active magic that Erick understood; ‘understood’ being the keyword, there. Searching for [Invisible] turned up nothing. Erick had never experienced the spell, himself. 

The Headmaster then asked him to search for several things that Erick had never heard of before. ‘Drakenslag’, ‘woodholly’, ‘Gnarled Pine’. Nothing showed on the map. When that round of tests were over, the Headmaster conjured lightwards shaped like trees. He indicated that drakenslag was a red tree with three-pointed leaves, with undersides of the brightest red; almost neon. Woodholly and Gnarled Pine were also trees. Once Erick knew what he was scanning for, blue dots appeared in the forests all around Oceanside.

The Headmaster eventually said, “[Cascade Imaging] seems to operate based on personal knowledge linked to form, in a standard [Find Target] sort of way, and with all those same assorted nuances. This is a problem, since you want this kind of magic to be a completely separate entity from your own understanding. You want more [Identify]; less [Find Target]. [Find Target] lies sometimes.” He added, “Without a proper [Identify] like quality, [Cascade Imaging] is more a mapping spell and a parlor trick than anything truly useful. But maybe I am not giving you enough credit; we'll see.” He looked up, adding, “And that orb is rather prominent, but I suppose it is necessary.” He looked back down to Erick, asking, “Do you want me to send you my books on [Identify]?”

“Yes. I’ll try to get through them tonight.” He asked, “But I’d much prefer the short, oral version.”

The Headmaster smirked, then said, “[Identify] is a major spell, much larger than you might think. A generalized casting of the spell would draw on your entire personal knowledge base in order to work, including whatever facts you might not fully remember, but used in this way, [Identify] is similarly as flawed as [Find Target]. The difference is, is that [Find Target] will just fail, while [Identify] might give you some clues as to what you are trying to understand, based on your own knowledge. 

“If you want to [Identify] something properly, you must use something outside of your own faulty personal knowledge, and then you must enchant that item to use in your [Identify] magics. The Identinomicon, which is a yearly publication produced by the Arcanaeum Consortium, is specifically published for this exact reason. Each copy costs a grand rad, and it takes one more grand rad to enchant the book. Another, much more difficult method to [Identify] in a larger manner is to produce the spell [Libarium], which comes from [Identify], and then enchant a suitable library space with this second spell.”

“How is that different from [Find Target]?”

“Open the spells, and find out.”

 




	
Identify X, instant, touch, 50 MP

Discover the properties of an object.








 




	
Find Target X, concentration, close range, 5 MP + 5 MP per meter searched

Find a target.








 

“Ah.” Erick said, “They’re similar, but one is for understanding, while the other is for finding.”

“Exactly.” The Headmaster said, “They are used in conjunction a lot because they have a similar focus. Most [Scan]s eventually use both spells, but your [Cascade Imaging] already has the necessary ability to locate. Now, you just need understanding.”

“Can you link minds with many people in order to cast [Identify] with a larger knowledge base?”

“Ritual magic is a common workaround when the need to [Identify] is larger than the resources on hand, but conflicting knowledge results in Errors for the person outside of the consensus, even if the minority is correct. This is why most people will [Identify] with knowledge that has been picked over by vetted sources and put down on paper.” He added, “The Identinomicon is one of the most rigorously researched and vetted generalized knowledge bases on Veird, but even that book is wrong sometimes. We do strive to keep misinformation to a minimum, though.”

“Okay. Uh. Different question.” Erick asked, “How about if you wanted to find something— What about using a piece of the thing you are trying to find, to find the whole?” He added, “Sorry. I have the spells, but I never really practiced with either.”

The Headmaster nodded, saying, “In this way, you can track a target rather easily, unless they take any of a hundred different steps in order to evade such a measure. [Polymorph] is one of those steps, and by far the easiest.”

Erick threw out another idea, “What about enchanting a written account of what one person had done with [Identify], and then using that in a searching spell?”

“A poor [Polymorph] will not fool this method, but a middling [Polymorph] will.” The Headmaster added, “That is some nice lateral thinking. That method worked for about a hundred years in the beginning, but then people started training in [Polymorph] to avoid this failing, and now [Polymorph] once again reigns supreme. This book-making method is still routinely done to catch criminals if they stick around and make themselves a problem. It works, sometimes.”

“Okay… New idea: Can you search someone else’s past notifications to see if they match the deaths of someone you know?”

“Sin Seeker has a Class Ability that was made using this method, along with [Witness]; it's called Script Recall. It requires touch and a subdued target. Attempts by accomplished Sin Seekers to transform this Class Ability into a generalized spell have always met with Errors, though one Sin Seeker can use a Script Recall enchanted item that a different Sin Seeker has produced. In this way, the second Seeker does not have to have that Class Ability themselves, though most do.

The Headmaster warned, “Don’t try to mess with your Class Abilities, or the Class Abilities of others. This constitutes as messing with the Script, and such an attempt at tinkering will always be met with an Error, at the very least.

He added, “The problem of [Polymorph] has gone unsolved for 1200 years. Your spell can already do a lot of the necessary, basic searching, but only with a physical target you know well. And, I see that you have no problems keeping up with the mana costs of the spell. These two facts are more than enough to give me hope that you can finally put [Polymorph]’s supremacy to rest, but it won’t happen through magic that has come before.” He offered, “Though normal magic might give you some hints? I’ll send you the books in an hour.” He said, “But, for now, I have a pixie in custody that needs to answer a few questions.”

Erick said, “Okay. Thank you, Headmaster.”

The Headmaster said, “Good spell, Erick. I look forward to requesting your help to narrow down the locations of some dangerous targets in the future. Not all targets require the solution to the [Polymorph] problem, after all. Most of what I would ask you to do would be looking for particularly dangerous monsters in particularly dangerous locations, but with your [Familiar], of course. All that these requests would require is an understanding of those monsters, which I can give you as needed.” He added, “But as [Cascade Imaging] is a major step in the right direction, I would like to add some more Elites to your surroundings, if you do not mind.”

Erick was feeling really tired of being a target, but the Headmaster was right. 

Erick said, “Sure. Thank you.”

The Headmaster nodded. He vanished in a blip of gold light. 

The sun dipped down in the west. Erick had spent the entire day in his front yard, trying to understand [Cascade Imaging]. The spell had already reached level 10. Now, it was time to rain on Spur, and for an early dinner. And to make a decision.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat on his bed, in his room. The books for [Identify] had shown up hours ago, and he had already spent a lot of time reading, but he was tired. Stars shone outside his window. Maybe it was time to sleep? Maybe he should make this next decision in the morning. 

He had apparently missed Jane’s ‘awake time’ while the Headmaster was here. He wasn’t happy about that, for multiple reasons, but also because he couldn’t ask her opinion on what to take with this ‘boon’... 

But maybe he shouldn’t ask her for her opinion, anyway. This was his responsibility, after all. He didn’t want to saddle Jane with any possible guilt if her theoretical decision turned out to be ‘wrong’. Besides, he had grown a lot more confident in his magic and his choices since that time he needed Jane’s help to make a decision on his Class Abilities. He could do this on his own. He could do this right now.

Erick opened the blue box in question. 

 




	
Rozeta’s Boon.

Make a decision:

(1) Reduction.

(2) Resilience. 

(3) Recovery.








 

Jane had said in some of their talks that making your strengths stronger was one of the best ways to cover your weaknesses. For that reason, and because of his own ideas, Recovery looked like a really good option. 

… They all looked like good options.

Erick had no idea what the words actually meant, but whatever they meant, they were all good things, right? 

Right. 

Erick thought no more on Reduction or Resilience, and mentally pressed ‘Recovery’. 

Another box appeared.

 




	
This is a permanent option, with no ability to change later, unlike the vast majority of the rest of your Status. Are you sure you wish to pick Recovery? If you wish to proceed, then verbal confirmation is required, along with focused intent and the imbuing of your magic into this notification. ~Rozeta.








 

Erick smiled, piling intent into his words and pushing magic into the second box, as he said, “I pick this one.”

The blue box vanished. Ophiel trilled as Erick fell backward, onto his bed. His eyes grew heavy. He struggled to stay awake, but his arms weighed him down, like he was at the bottom of a world made of honey. Ophiel fluttered into the air above him, concerned, with eyes opened up and wings spread wide, as he trilled in flutes. 

Divine fire filled the room like a swirling storm; an intangible flickering of white and gold flames that caught on everything and nothing at the same time. And then it was over. The thickness of the air turned hot, then calm, then vanished altogether, as the divine fire swirled away. 

For a brief, interesting second, Erick just felt… good. Healthy. Vibrant, even. Like he had just slept for a day and come out of the experience better for it.

Then Ophiel dropped down onto Erick’s chest like a five kilogram cat. Erick grunted. He gently patted Ophiel as he caught his breath, running his fingers through white feathers, turning the [Familiar]'s flute sounds into gentle violins. Erick smiled, and another blue box appeared.

 




	
Rozeta’s Recovery

The sum of your Health and Mana Regeneration now applies to both Health and Mana Regeneration. 

Immune to Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion.








 

Erick chuckled, whispering to Ophiel, “Is that why I feel good? Okay then.” He checked his Status.

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 65, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 1,597,236,147,992,638/2,777,789,003,528,800 

Class: 6/6

Points: 9





	
HP


	
2100/2100


	
29,700 per day





	
MP


	
6900/6900


	
29,700 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+50


	
[70]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+50


	
[70]





	
Willpower


	
65


	
+50


	
[115]





	
Focus


	
65


	
+50


	
[115]





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!








 

He said, “Oh. Nice. It’s like a constant base [Rejuvenation]… or maybe a little less. And only while at Rest.” He added, "Base [Rejuvenation] with no Willpower bonus." He spoke to Ophiel, “This saves me from having to buy a healing spell, though.” He yawned. 

He yawned again. 

Okay. Maybe he wasn’t fully awake, like he had slept for a day and come out better for it. He might be immune to Exhaustion and Fatigue, but apparently he was still vulnerable to exhaustion and fatigue, and he certainly didn’t want to go back downstairs to read more about [Find Target] and [Identify]. 

[Find Target] failed when knowledge was incomplete, but [Identify] could usually point the caster in a new direction of inquiry. That was easy enough to understand. Erick skipped through that book rather fast.

But the topic of [Identify] was just so dry. Reading about that spell was like reading about databases, and the classifications of objects, and how to differentiate one from the other. Erick had read enough. The gist was, was that the more knowledgeable a person was, and the more that their [Identify] target resembled what they knew, the better [Identify] worked. If [Identify] was cast as a group, the same rules applied. 

That sort of group casting was actually called Ritual Magic, or Cooperative Magic. This kind of magic multiplied the cost of the spell with each new person added to the link, while simultaneously greatly increasing the spell’s power. Everyone needed to have the same spell, though, and they all needed to be linked together in a cohesive [Telepathy] for it to work. 

Cooperative Magic didn’t work with [Familiar]s, unfortunately.

And plus, it was hard to find a need for [Identify], most of the time. [Identify] was a niche magic that worked on a range of ‘touch’, and only told you what you might have figured out soon enough. In that way, you were just saving time. But if you weren’t very knowledgeable, you were wasting your time. Most people were often better off taking such stuff to an expert for exactly that reason, or using an [Identify]-enchanted encyclopedia. 

[Identify] did have one major exception to the vagaries of its action, though, and that was with regard to magical items. If [Identify] was cast on a magical item, no matter the caster’s idea of what that magical item might be, it would return the nature of that magical item, and without fail. According to many of the books, this use of [Identify] was Rozeta’s personal influence on the spell.

But touching unknown, powered magical items was usually a very, very bad idea, so most people just wrapped them up in cloth and took them to a proper mage who might know the item without having to touch it.

Erick smiled as he got up and got ready for bed. Maybe, if he linked up a thousand people with the help of a few Mind Mages, he could brute-force [Cascade Imaging] into finding Messalina, or Messalina’s targets. Then he frowned. If it was that easy, they would have done it already. From everything Erick knew, Messalina certainly did not lack for personnel, or normal [Scan] magic. So. Yeah. Brute force wouldn’t work. Besides. Everyone needed to have the same spell for Cooperative Magic to be an option, and no one else would have [Cascade Imaging] for at least a year.

As Erick got back into bed, and Ophiel took his position on the covers beside his hip, Erick considered the possibilities… 

And then he remembered the four other Elites the Headmaster had set to watching Windy Manor. They were a mixed group of people and they seemed nice enough, but at least one of them would always be directly watching Windy Manor from now on. That got Erick to thinking about how Guardmaster Merit always had someone watching his house in Spur, and that got him to thinking about how he didn’t like being watched so much. Erick had made himself the center of attention in a lot of places, and while that opened a lot of doors, it also made him a target. [Cascade Imaging] was certainly a good thing, but the Headmaster had said, very clearly, that if Erick left Oceanside with this theoretical [Polymorph Scanner] and without Oceanside’s protection, that he would be dead within the week. 

Erick wondered what life would be like, if he just made a hole in the ground somewhere and sent out Ophiel to do everything he needed doing—

Nope!

He would not become a hermit. No way. No how. Not happening. 

… But how would he go about being a hermit, if that was an option?

Hole in the ground? 

… No … Well. Probably not.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 080, End of Book 3, so that's a thing that has happened. Planning for book 4 is already underway.

Fun fact! Patrons voted on Rozeta's Boon, so things like that happen sometimes. 

Thanks for reading!



                



078, 1/2


                Erick woke and it was still dark outside. Ophiel trilled at being disturbed, asking in his own way if it was time to get up already. After blinking in the dark for a few moments, Erick decided that yes, it was time to get up already. He felt pretty good, and there was stuff to do, like organizing his stuff for the return to Spur, and figuring out [Cascade Imaging] a bit more. 

So he got up. 

He went to the bathroom, shut the door, and flicked open the shutter around the light orb, over the bathroom mirror. Ophiel complained in flutes at being locked on the other side of the door as he usually did, but he quieted down soon enough. Erick shucked his clothes as he prepared to hop into the shower. [Cleanse] was good enough to fall asleep with, but he had forgotten to take a bath last night, and there was no better way to wake up than to a hot shower—

He saw himself in the mirror. He paused. 

Life on Veird, walking everywhere, or blipping somewhere to then walk more, or sparring with various people as he trained in his magic, had been good for Erick. His 48 year old dad bod had looked the best it had ever looked. He imagined that if he had gone to the bathhouses in Spur, that were still open even after water season because of his extra rain, he would only feel half as inadequate these days. Orcols were still way too damn beautiful for Erick’s Vitality to ignore, but at least he was not the ugliest duckling in town. 

But something had changed last night. It was probably Rozeta’s Recovery.

Erick saw his body, first, because how could he not. There were muscles on his arms and chest and shoulders and ass, like he was 25 again. He had never been big like some of those guys at the gym when he was 20, but he had certainly been attractive. His long trail of satisfied lovers could attest to that. 

And then there was his face! It was like he was wearing makeup, but better, because he wasn’t. The bags under his eyes were gone, and the loose skin of his neck had tightened, and the creases on his forehead and his laugh lines had vanished. He looked 30, maybe? 35? He was still 48, but he certainly didn’t feel 48, and he didn’t look his age, at all. Except for the grey in his hair. That was still there.

As he was staring at himself, he realized that his eyes were better, too.

Erick had never needed glasses, though he was starting to squint sometimes. But apparently that was a thing of the past, too. Even without using [Hunter’s Instincts] he could count the hairs on his eyelashes, without leaning into the mirror to get a better look.

He activated [Hunter’s Instincts] and suddenly the world felt malleable, like he could reach out and touch Reality to break it, or save it. Muscles corded down his forearms as he made a tight fist. It was hard to make a fist first thing in the morning, but as he continued to force a fist, his strength came to him. Bones seemed to creak, then settle, as his fist tightened hard, his body fully waking to the day. He smiled, as he glanced at his HP. It didn’t drop from full even with [Hunter’s Instincts] demands. 

Erick smiled. He stretched his arms up—

Oh. A strange feeling twinged through his shoulders and back, and then it was gone. It was like he pulled a muscle, but that uncomfortable feeling passed almost immediately. He stretched his arms forward again, and his body moved fluidly, like it did when he was much younger.

He stretched again, this time down, to touch his toes. The same pulling sensation came, then went, as he settled into his new position. He wrapped his fingertips around his toes. He bent further down, to put his palms flat on the ground, without bending his knees or lifting his feet. Whatever stretching sensation passed through his groin, and his calves, and his back, felt like a small sigh as his body seemed to say, ‘I guess we’re doing this now’, and promptly obeyed his wishes. The taut feelings in his muscles relaxed. 

He stayed like that for a moment, just pressing against the ground with the palms of his hands, while his legs were perfectly straight. His body didn’t seem to mind its odd position.

On a lark, he put his weight on his hands, and did something he hadn’t been able to do in 25 years. He slowly, but easily, lifted his legs off of the ground, careful to avoid the walls of the bathroom, and did a handstand like it was nothing at all. He swayed from one hand to the other, then transferred over to one hand, supporting all his weight on one palm. He had never been able to do that before. He had tried, a lot, when he was younger, and he had even tried on the sands of the arena a few times before he gave up, but he had never been able to do a single handstand, until now. And it was easy, too!

Blood rushed through his body as he laughed at the floor.

With all the grace of a gymnast, Erick methodically lowered his feet to the ground. Blood rushed around his body, filling out other, more sensitive locations, as he stood up straight and smiled at the mirror. Vitality was amazing, for sure. He smiled. He poked at his muscles. They seemed real enough, and he was able to cast magic and bring up his Status, so this wasn’t a dream. Or if it was, it was a really well done dream. 

He mentally poked Poi, ‘Hey, Poi. Are you awake?’

Poi grogged back, ‘Yes.’ He rapidly asked, ‘Is everything okay?’

‘Probably.’ Erick cast a [Cleanse], blowing away a tiny bit of thick air from his body and the room, as he began to put his nightclothes back on. ‘Something weird happened to me and I want your opinion. Fair warning: I do not look like I looked when I went to bed.’

‘… I guess it’s time to get up, then.’

‘It’s practically morning anyway!’ 

Erick exited the bathroom, to stand on the balcony that wrapped around the second floor. Poi opened his door, and saw Erick. Both of them were in their nightclothes, though Poi liked to sleep shirtless. Erick smiled, while Poi stared. Poi frowned. Erick smiled wider, then laughed. 

Poi said, “You…” He thought. He said, “You got Immune to Health Fatigue, somehow, didn’t you?”

Erick frowned. “How did you know! Dammit! Is it really that easy to be young again?!”

“No. It is not. And you’re not young again.” Poi asked, “When in all the hells and heavens did you switch your Scion— You didn’t switch your Scion at all, did you.” He frowned again, saying, “This was one of the abilities you got, wasn’t it. Is this permanent?”

“Pretty sure, yeah.” Erick smiled wide as he thumbed backward, saying, “I just did a handstand in the bathroom. One handed!”

Poi sighed out, as he turned around and walked into his room, muttering, “Guarding an older man was so much easier. Shit.”

Erick laughed.

Rats opened his door on the third floor and came to the banister, yelling, “Don’t you know what time— Oh.” He looked down at Erick. “So I wasn’t hearing things. That’s strange. But good. You didn’t switch your Scion but you got Immune to Health Fatigue, didn’t you.”

Erick smiled, saying, “It’s pretty great!”

Rats said, “You should wear some heavier clothing so no one can tell.”

Erick balked. “All the lines on my face are gone, too!”

“Are they?” Rats said, “Oh. I guess so. Maybe? You don’t look that much different to me.”

Erick balked, again.

While Rats dismissed Erick’s looks, Kiri came out of her room on the third floor. Her room was above Erick’s, so she moved around a bit to the north, to look down from that banister. She came into view, and paused.

Erick waved. 

Kiri said, “Shit.” She deflated a bit, saying, “You got Immune to Health Fatigue. My gods, what were the options you gave up?”

Poi walked out of his room, still putting on his uniform jacket, saying, “This is why I told you not to say anything, sir.”

Kiri threw her hand out, exclaiming to Poi, “Anyone with any adventurer training at all would know what he got by looking at him! You all did, right away!” She put her hands on the banister, daring Poi to say otherwise.

Poi just frowned. 

Erick chuckled a little, feeling his body move in ways he hadn’t felt in years. Mostly, there was a lot more weight in his upper body. He wished he could have kept going to the gym, back on Earth, but he slowed down like everyone did when they got to his age. Now, it was like he never missed a day.

Without someone to tell her to stop, Kiri continued, “It was the Recovery option, wasn’t it? No. Wait. It could have been Resilience.”

Poi said, “This is why I said not to say anything, sir.” He added, “If this Fatigue Immunity thing going on with you is anything like normal Fatigue Immunity, you’re likely to age at half-rate, too.”

Erick felt his heart pump hard, and the feeling that simple action gave him was one of adrenaline, instead of a half-realized thought wondering if he was having a heart attack, or not. After he sorted that emotion, he asked, “Half-rate?”

Teressa hummed from the balcony beside her door; she had come out when Erick wasn’t looking. She looked down to Erick, and said, “Congratulations.”

Rats said, “Congrats.” He added, “And I worked a 20 hour shift. Are we going back to Spur today?”

“Not till the afternoon, at least,” Erick decided, just then.

Rats said, “Thank the gods. I’m going back to bed.” He went back into his room and shut the door. 

Teressa smiled, and said, “If we’re up, we’re up. I’ll start breakfast.” She walked to the stairs downward, saying, “You must be hungry, sir.”

Erick felt his stomach rumble as a primal need for food overtook all of his desires. He declared, “Yes. Oh wow. Very hungry.” He muttered, half to himself, “When did that happen.”

Teressa chuckled as she walked down the stairs to the kitchen. 

 

- - - -

 

Teressa did most of the work of making breakfast by beginning with bread, but Erick helped by washing and chopping a good dozen potatoes. Poi got an early start on telepathically talking to whoever he usually talked to; he sat on the couch, drinking coftea, radiating varying numbers of intent-filled lines into the manasphere. Kiri, for her part, pored over a meter wide red book on [Identify]. It was the same one Erick had started to read last night. 

Teressa placed the kneaded dough into an oiled bowl, and said, “I once knew a guy who switched his Scion to Vitality later in life. He was 80 years old and done with the adventuring life, but he wanted to see if he could actually do the switching quest.”

Erick listened as he boiled potatoes in a heat ward, to get them ready for oven frying faster. “Oh?”

She smiled as she said, “It took him a year without a Scion, but he managed to do it. He came back to the village...” She frowned. She faltered. She put on a happy face, saying, “For a little while, everyone thought he was his son.” Her smile seemed to turn genuine. “He played a lot of tricks on a lot of people for about a week, before everyone decided to play a trick back on him, and declare him legally dead. We had a funeral and everything, but he turned that around on us when he gave a speech about himself.”

Erick chuckled, saying, “Sounds like a fun guy.” 

Teressa grabbed sausages from the cold box, smiling faintly as she said, “He was.”

Moments passed. The scent of grilled sausages soon filled the air with spicy, meaty flavors. 

And Erick was feeling a little weird. No one seemed to care that he had undergone a massive physical shift. Or. Maybe it wasn’t that massive? According to Teressa, his own experience was the normal experience for those who acquired Fatigue Immunity later in life, just like him… So… Maybe this wasn’t a big deal?

Erick asked, “Does anything special happen when you have stacking Immune to Health Fatigue? Or Mana Exhaustion, for that matter?”

Teressa said, “No idea. Professor Rue Downs might know.”

Kiri spoke up, “Four times normal life span for stacking Fatigue Immunity. Constant low-grade [Treat Wounds].”

In a quick emotional sense, Erick felt the floor drop from under him. Four times normal life span? Constant [Treat Wounds]? What?

“Where’d you hear that?” Teressa asked.

Kiri paused. “I’m not sure where.”

Teressa said, “You might be right about the life span thing, but that [Treat Wounds] effect comes from having a high Health Regeneration somewhere in the 5000 range. It’s often conflated with Immunity, but they’re not the same. A lot of orcols will spec into Vitality just enough to break that threshold and get that effect, since we’re naturally pretty close.” She added, “Like me.”

Kiri frowned. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Completely sure.”

“Well...” Kiri said, “Good to know. I’m pretty sure about the life span times-four thing, though. That’s well documented— Oh.” Kiri paused. She said, “I read about that in a book on the nuances of Vitality. It was written by an orcol, now that I think about it.” 

Teressa smiled. 

Kiri said, “I have no idea what stacking Mana Exhaustion Immunity would mean.” She paused. She eyed Erick a little, glancing down, but she returned to her book as she said, “Probably nothing, now that I think about it.”

Erick slowly came back to himself, listening to Kiri and Teressa talk. He noticed steam billowed up from below. He looked down. The potatoes were boiling. He quickly poked one with a knife on hand, then seeing they were soft, he took the boiling chunks of potatoes out of the [Heat Ward]. He drained the water in the sink. More steam filled the air. 

He turned back to the room, holding the potatoes. He said, “You’re probably right about the mental Stats, Kiri. They don’t make you smarter, after all.”

“Of course they don’t.” Kiri said, “The Script was created to stop the abuses of the Old Wizards. If the mental Stats made you smarter, then that would just make mages that much more dangerous.”

Erick smiled. Everything was nominally stacked against mages, but he was having a pretty good go at being a mage, wasn’t he? 

He took his potatoes and added oil, salt, and pepper. Then he shook them up a bit, just enough to break up the outermost layer but not enough to break them apart. It was a technique that gave them a nice outer layer which would fry up well in the oven. 

He turned back to the room, and said, “I could see that being true, about not wanting to make mages strong again.” He asked Poi, “No intelligence enhancing spells out of the Mind Mages?”

Without missing a beat, Poi looked up from his concentration of telepathic lines, and said, “There are no intelligence enhancing spells. There are no temporary buff spells.”

Teressa huffed out a laugh, adding, “There are, but they’re Mind Mage only, and they can’t share for whatever unknown reason.”

Poi frowned, repeating, “There are no temporary buff spells.”

Kiri said, “I was told that they do more harm than good and that they’re especially bad if you don’t have that telepathic knack, but I honestly don’t know.”

Poi sighed, repeating, “There are no temporary buff spells.”

“Are you sure, Poi?” Erick said, smiling, teasing. “I’m getting a lot of conflicting information, here.” 

Poi let out a long suffering sigh, and gave no further response.

 

- - - -

 

Breakfast was wonderful. Erick did not eat as much as Teressa, but he was a close second. They finished their meals just as the sun began to rise on the eastern side of the house. The yard and the ocean to the west were still dark with night.

 

- - - -

 

The day started surreal and it only got weirder. When Erick moved, he felt more secure in his movements. When he gauged walking through a door, he hit his larger shoulders. When he bent over to pick up a twenty kilo tome at the bottom of the crate, he just did it, without a strain in his back or any difficulty at all. 

Over the years, he had picked up a lot of nuances to how he moved to make sure that he didn’t hurt himself. A lot of those nuances went away when he fell to Veird, as he began to get a new feeling for how his body worked here, and as he learned how to enchant huge Strength Stat accessories. But he still didn’t ever get on his knees to look into the back of a bottom cupboard, and he didn’t sit down on the ground because getting up was still not the easiest thing in the world. Vitality did a lot, but it didn’t save him from age. Hocnihai even died of old age, not too long ago. 

And yet, as the morning dawned, Erick had taken to the front yard with loose pants, a plan, and nothing else. Now, hours later and in the sun, he was still playing around in the yard, doing gymnastics, testing how far he could push himself.

Handstands, hand walking, cartwheels, leaps and tucks and turns, Erick played around with his new, old body. He had been in rather good shape when he was 22, but this, right here, was something else. His muscles tensed as he told them to, they held his weight as he wanted. He wasn’t secure in his movements, but the falls to the ground and the demands on his Health to support his very strenuous activities were not harsh demands. Meditation’s Rest state was more than enough regenerated Health to cover for his missteps, when he landed on his face, or when he landed wrong on an arm, or a foot. 

When he was happy with his base movements, he [Conjure Item]ed boxes and walls and hoops and rails to test himself some more. Soon, he turned on [Hunter’s Instincts], and the Health drain was barely noticeable past his natural regeneration. 

With [Hunter’s Instincts], the entire world seemed full of influences and directions. The way the leaves curled with the wind, the way the grass held the dirt secure enough to support his weight a little extra, so that he could push off the ground a little harder. Erick knew, suddenly, the best way to move to get from one space to another, to hop through a hoop and to curl his body as he fell to the ground on the other side. He moved with grace from barefoot toes to his bare hands as he twirled across the lawn and over temporary obstacles. There were no missteps this time. His body did exactly as he wanted, and when he overextended, his body made up for his mistakes with a stretch and an adjustment to its new capabilities. He recognized each time his body stretched, too, because each time his Health dropped a few hundred points. 

If his new Health Regeneration wasn’t so high, that might have concerned him, but his regeneration was that high, so it didn’t. If he had tried to do some of those movements out in the field, without Rozeta’s Recovery, he knew he would have injured himself. Maybe even pulled a muscle or sprained something bad enough that he wouldn’t be able to walk or bend like that again until an application of [Treat Wounds].

Introducing himself to the extra Elites the Headmaster had set out around his house was something of a tense moment, for he wasn’t sure if they would think him an intruder, but they had seen him inside the house, making breakfast. They had listened in. And though that was both creepy and a massive invasion of privacy, and Erick was not comfortable with that at all, he knew he would soon be out of here and back in Spur, so he let it slide. He told them off a little, but just enough so they knew he wasn’t happy, just to set a boundary. Should he have done that? Probably not. They were just doing their jobs. But he tried to be diplomatic about it, so he put that out of his mind, and went on with his day.

As the sun spilled warm light across the lawn of Windy Manor, Erick walked around on his hands and laughed, as sweat dripped down his body and Ophiel trilled in the air nearby. He was still a 48 year old man, but magic could do a lot with a 48 year old body. For not the first time, Erick was really happy he chose to focus on Focus. 

 

- - - -

 

Sweat dripped down Erick’s chest onto the torn up grassy lawn, as the sun beat down from above. His hands tightened around the white staff in his hands. He set his feet into position on the loam; one in front, the other behind. He took aim. [Hunter’s Instinct]s flared. He launched forward, staff aimed at Kiri.

Kiri’s eyes flared with the activation of [Evasive Stance] as she deflected the blow and sidestepped with absolute grace, like Erick was moving in slow motion and she was as agile as air. She countered with an obvious strike to his exposed side, but Erick rolled away, out of range.

Halfway through the roll he [Blink]ed to Kiri’s back, hoping for an opening, using his continued momentum to swing his staff at her shoulder.

She turned and smacked his hand. His staff went flying but he caught it with [Telekinesis] and whipped it back around to Kiri’s other side. She blipped green, out of the way. She reappeared and smacked him on the thigh before he could bring the staff up to deflect the blow, but he managed to get his staff back up in time to intercept her next strike. His blow cracked and broke Kiri’s green staff. He took aim at her stomach. 

Kiri huffed out fire as she demanded her body to move faster, to twist, to avoid the worst of Erick’s incoming strike. He almost managed to land a hit, but Kiri blipped again. She reappeared with another green staff in her hands. She struck him on the back. His skin flashed bright white as he went sprawling forward, face planting into the dirt. 

Erick tucked and rolled—

“I’m done!” Kiri said.

Erick was already on his feet, already aiming for Kiri with his staff, ready to [Blink] again, but he stopped. He breathed hard, laughing as he said, “I still haven’t sent you flying!”

Kiri breathed out fire as she dropped her green staff into the ambient mana. She winced as she held her hands, and her wrists. “I think I almost broke something.” 

With a thought, Erick bade Ophiel to drop down from the air above, to touch Kiri with the rod of [Treat Wounds] the [Familiar] had been holding since Erick and Kiri started sparring. As a white glow transferred from the rod, to Kiri’s shoulder, she relaxed.

She touched the rings on her fingers, saying, “Even with these Stats, it’s still tough to counter a hit from that kind of power.”

Erick smirked, disbelieving. “You have to have more Strength than me.” 

“I would have thought us the same, yesterday, but I’m still training my body to be able to use all of these extra Stats, while your recovery gave you a shortcut.” Kiri said, “Almost everyone has a mental limit on the amount of Strength they can actually utilize so they don’t damage their body in the process of doing something that they really shouldn’t even try.” She breathed out fire, huffing out heat where others would sweat. 

Erick breathed deep. He glanced at his Status and Health, watching as the numbers rapidly ticked back up. He was a thousand Health from full, but that would all come back in a little over two minutes. From the state Kiri looked to be in, she would take considerably longer to get back to full Health. But then she flickered green, and a gentle glow took hold across her body. She breathed deep, her [Rejuvenation] rapidly healing her for two times Willpower per second. She had bought the skill a little while ago to better deal with the physical demands of her various fighting classes. It was a good buy, according to her.

With Sunny, who was currently hanging out in the sky with Ophiel, she could actually heal people at range in a battle. She wasn’t a Healer, like Rats, but with her [Familiar] she was a close second. 

Erick still had yet to get the one healing spell allotted to him by the Script. Maybe he never would. He had thought, in the beginning, that maybe he could try inventing an immortality spell, but right now, with his body feeling better than ever before and Fatigue Immunity doubling his lifespan…

… Was there a need for immortality? 

Immortality wasn’t an uncommon thing on Veird—

Kiri asked, “What are you thinking about?”

“Immortality magic, and if there is a point.”

Kiri smiled softly. She said, “The biggest causes of death on Veird for people like you and me, are monsters. Hocnihai was an outlier, by a lot, but if anyone is capable of making it to old age it’s usually Warders. I don’t think I’ll make it past 60.” She glanced around. “Not with this life I’m living.”

Erick paused. He blinked. He said, “Fair enough.” He added, “Let’s stop. I want to run a few more tests with [Cascade Imaging]. Are you packed and ready to go back to Spur?”

“Halfway packed.” Kiri added, “The rest won’t take long.”

Erick fixed the torn up lawn with a bit of [Stoneshape]. He called down platinum rain to heal the grasses and stood under the gentle drops, feeling the cool waters wash away the sweat. He smiled. He felt great. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick conjured his map on the front lawn then went inside to get actually clean and change into something else. When he came back out twenty minutes later, a five meter wide opaque white map imaged everything up to ten kilometers in every direction. He stepped into the map, to stand in the ocean just outside of Windy Manor’s location. Kiri was already out here, waiting for him, next to the map.

Erick looked up to the green trees all around him, then proceeded with the first test: ‘green’.

Nothing happened on the map. 

He tested for ‘leaves’.

The forest turned into blue dots. 

Kiri asked, “What was that for?”

“The first one was for ‘green’, the second one was for ‘leaves’.” 

“Ah. Testing for ethereal constraints vs physical constraints.” Kiri said, “It really can’t see the ethereal, can it?”

“You were right, yesterday.” Erick held his hand out and cast [Find Object], searching for ‘light essence’. A white arrow appeared above his palm, pointed directly at his own chest. “[Find Object] can, though.” He added, “That’s light essence.”

Kiri looked down at the white map around her waist. “It’s not a large constraint.” She added, “If you had something to go on, you could probably find most things.”

“Yup!” Erick said, “And one of those things is searching for active magic.”

She said, “Magic is mostly ethereal, but you were able to search for [Ward].” She paused. “But not [Invisible]. So what’s the difference?”

“I’m guessing that it’s the same as most magic; if you can’t do it yourself, you can’t enchant it or empower the runes for it, or even search for it.” Erick said, “But we can test that. What’s a magic you have that I don’t? Just channel some mana through the spell so I can hear it. Don’t tell me what it is, though.”

Kiri said, “You know all of my magic and almost all of it is instant, so it wouldn’t really serve as a test… Probably.”

“Maybe. We’ll come back to that later, but that is a good point.” Erick called out, “Any of you Elites have [Invisible]? Or some other durational magic?”

A wind rustled through the trees, just like it had been all morning long. 

Erick said, “Please?”

The air blipped pink, ten meters away, as a red-skinned incani woman stepped down onto the grass, near the cliffside. 

“Ah!” Erick said, “Hello, Tyli. Were you on duty this morning?”

Tyli spoke with complete professionalism, “No, sir. Your wishes were made known to me so I am here. How may I assist you?”

“I need a duration spell that I don’t know, that you can channel mana through so I can hear the resulting sound.” Erick began powering [Perfect Hearing], as he said, “Hold out your hand and channel mana through the spell and your palm, like you were going to enchant a Stat item.”

Tyli paused for the briefest of seconds. Then she held out her hand, palm up, and channeled a deep, resonant, pink sound. It was the sound of stone snapping shut, but maybe it was more like an avalanche. It was a trap sprung, and an enemy held tight. 

“Thank you. That is enough.” Erick said, “Now I need you to take that spell and cast it around the forest a few places.”

Tyli said, “It already is. Sir.”

Erick smiled, then said, “Very well, then.”

He turned to his map and imagined that hum, that deep trapping rumble that held tight. He recast the map. Nothing changed. Maybe he wasn’t imagining the real spell, because he thought this would have worked. No matter. There was a backup plan. 

Erick bade Ophiel come down from the air, to the map. He had heard Tyli’s magic, too. Erick made him sing the song of her magic and cast [Cascade Imaging] into the spell Erick had already started. 

Still nothing.

Erick tested Ophiel’s ability to search for anything at all, by having him search for ‘Tyli’.

Nothing. 

So Ophiel wasn’t a real being with real memories… Erick knew this. Still, to have it pointed out so solidly still felt weird.

Erick got his mind back in the moment. He transferred his senses into Ophiel, and had Ophiel search for ‘Tyli’. A blue dot appeared where it should have. That was proof enough that with Erick riding Ophiel, Ophiel’s ability to search was similar to Erick’s own. With that test’s positive confirmation, Erick had Ophiel hum Tyli’s magic, as Ophiel cast the search. Nothing appeared on the white map.

“We can do more testing later, but that seems like a dead end.” Erick turned back to Tyli, and said, “Thank you for your assistance. That will be all.”

Tyli bowed, then puffed away in a blip of pink light. 

Erick searched for [Sleep]. He had seen Alibeth cast that spell enough to hear the sound it made multiple times. He imagined he would get at least one hit all the way at the hospital, which was barely at the edge of the map, just in front of the foggy edge. After all, there was at least one rune there that was constantly charged with that magic, in Jane’s room.

Nothing appeared on the map.

He searched for ‘Jane’. Her dot appeared exactly where it should have. ‘Alibeth’ returned a blue dot higher in the hospital tower. They weren’t currently interacting, so that meant that Jane was certainly sleeping—

Erick just cast a [Scry] on Jane. Yup. She was sleeping. 

He dismissed that spell and returned to himself. He searched for [Teleport]. It was an instant spell, but there was a slight delay between the cast time to the activation time, which was mainly due to people needing to really picture their destination before the spell would activate. [Blink] was usually much faster than [Teleport], because all it took was looking at the destination, and blip, there you were.

After a minute of waiting, and explaining to Kiri what he was waiting for, one blue dot appeared, near Oceanside. Erick smiled. That blue dot faded, but other dots soon came into sight. Those too faded, as the spell was no longer there after it departed that location. 

Erick searched for [Teleport] and [Dispel] at the same time, hoping to come upon some of the anti-[Teleport] runes that were surely in Oceanside. And sure enough, a few dozen blue dots appeared here and there in the city. Erick’s eyes went wide. He quickly searched for the color ‘red’, to clear the map as fast as he could. By successfully searching for [Teleport] and [Dispel] he had found every single secured location in the northern half of Oceanside. 

Whoops!

Kiri said, “That was an anti-[Teleport] search, wasn’t it.” 

“… Maybe.”

Kiri just laughed. She said, “This means you need to buy some of those restricted-by-law spells, too. [Invisible] and [Force Trap] are the big ones.”

Erick paused. He asked, “Is that what this means?”

“Oh yeah.” Kiri said, “Merit is going to love you. Killzone too, probably. He was always going off about how much he hated [Invisible]. Two-copper adventurers always thought that they could sneak into Ar’Kendrithyst without getting noticed, and sometimes they could, but mostly they’d get caught and their bodies would get waved at Forward Base because they didn’t properly enter the city.”

Erick stared down at the map floating around his waist, and considered a scan of the Dead City. Ar’Kendrithyst was about 140 kilometers in diameter with an average depth of 50 kilometers, and full of kendrithyst crystal towers. [Cascade Imaging], cast from Spur, could likely see the whole of the top layer of the Dead City, but the middle layer and the bottom layer were out of the question; that evil place ran too deep into Veird. 

This spell was not a solution on how to assault the city; to find defenses and eradicate them in a methodical, terrible manner. But it was a long range [Scan] that others would know how to use properly. Other people like Merit or Silverite, or probably Killzone, now that he thought about it… 

Yeah. Killzone would know how to use this to best kill every single Shade. 

But getting to that point would take some time. None of the leaders of Spur desired the destruction of Ar’Kendrithyst, and it wasn’t because of reasons the Headmaster believed. Spur was not profiteering from the Dead City. The Dead City was simply too strong. Every single Shade was as powerful as an immortal archmage, and each of them controlled enough shadowy creatures to each count as the general of their own personal army. It took a Champion and her whole team to kill a single one of the more powerful Shades, and Jane only managed to kill one of the weaker Shades because circumstances placed them both in a sea of antirhine shards, and her in a position of absolute power, wielding an antirhine mace designed to kill magic-users.

So getting everyone into the mindset of needing to kill the Dead City would take some time. 

Whatever they were planning in there, whatever the rumors were about Ar’Kendrithyst shifting around into a new internal structure, political or magical or theatrical or whatever, whatever it was that was going on in the deeper shadows of the Dead City… 

It would likely be terrible and vast. But it would also likely mean that others, aside from Erick and Jane, would soon desire a final end to those monstrous Shades. 

But for now, there was one final string of testing. 

Erick asked, “Kiri. Can I have a drop of your blood?” He thought for a second, then added, “Ah. Wait. No [Polymorph] form, right?”

Kiri frowned a little. She said, “Not yet… I was thinking of light slime, though. I... I want [Lightwalk].”

“That would be a good form, then.” Erick said, “Talk to Poi or clear it with Calzin or Merith, or whoever you need to. Do you think you could get it done in an hour?”

“Yes.” Kiri asked, “Then we test [Polymorph]?”

Erick nodded.

 

- - - -

 

Kiri returned to the front yard of Windy Manor wearing nothing but a green [Conjure Armor] in her normal design; mostly cloth, done up like normal-looking clothes, but constructed like Jane’s [Conjure Armor], with tight, kevlar-like threads, and plates inside the cloth, over her chest. Her armor was slightly brighter than her own green scales. She walked through the map to Erick, and used a talon to nick a finger. She placed a bright red dot of blood onto Erick’s hand, then walked out of the map. 

Erick searched for ‘Kiri’. A blue dot appeared on the map exactly where she was. 

He ignored the drop of blood in his hand as he searched for ‘Kiri’s DNA’, trying for a purely mental idea of a search; one where he wouldn’t need a part of the person he was searching for. The map turned white; nothing found. 

Erick focused on the drop of blood in his hand, and searched again. 

Nothing.

He channeled mana through [Cascade Imaging], into his hand. A bright, splashing orb appeared in his palm, around Kiri’s drop of blood. He searched for her DNA, again. 

Swaths of blue layered through the house, and the yard, and many different places in Oceanside. 

Kiri looked from Erick’s hand to the map, saying, “That’s unconventional.”

Erick smiled. “I can search for people based on blood.”

Kiri seemed stuck between concern and surprise. “Blood magic?”

“Oh? No. Not actually blood magic.” Erick said, “I could do the same with a hair or something. Well. Not the hair itself. But the biological material at the root of the hair, I think. Or a scale, in your case.”

“Connection searching, then.” Kiri smiled small, relieved. She added, “Onto the next test.”

“There are traps out there in the forest, so be careful.” Erick said, “I’m pretty sure that Tyli’s spell was [Stone Trap], and it’s cast in more than a few locations.”

Sunny lifted off of Kiri’s shoulders; she would stay here for a little while.

In a brief moment, Kiri transformed from a young dragonkin woman in [Conjure Armor], into a bright ball of white light nestled into the neck opening of her [Conjure Armor], on the ground. Her voice came out of the air, “This is such an embarrassing spell. I don’t know how Jane does it.” 

Erick smiled, looking down upon his blobby apprentice. 

“So just go anywhere?” she asked. 

Erick looked down at the map. It was still covered in blue. He pointed to a white spot out in the forest. “Here. Or anywhere that you might think of going that isn’t already blue.”

Kiri, still on the ground, said, “I can’t see where you’re pointing.”

Erick pointed up at Sunny, floating in the air above, looking down at both of them. “You can’t?” 

“… Right. [Familiar].” Kiri paused. Sunny turned attentive and dropped down on top of the map. Kiri said, “Okay. I see where I need to go.”

Erick added, "Also, we can use [Telepathy] through Sunny, since I can't send directly to you while you're a slime." 

A tendril of thought connected from Kiri to Sunny, then to Erick. 'Sure.' 

'Oh good! It worked!' Erick sent back. 'The books said it would, but I wasn't sure.'

Kiri gave a gentle, mental nod, then vanished in a blip of green. Her [Conjure Armor], now separated from her body, began to disintegrate into the ambient mana. 

Erick watched as an unexpected dot of blue appeared where he had pointed.

“That shouldn’t have—” Erick said to himself, “Right. Contamination. Probably a rub off from her armor.” He sent, ‘I need you to blip again.’

‘I see… Yeah...’ She paused.

Another blue dot appeared in another blank part of the forest, not too far away. The first unexpected dot began to dissipate, but there was still a blue smear on the forest floor where she had been. DNA just got everywhere, didn’t it? 

Kiri sent, ‘I’m still there?’

‘No. This is a cross contamination, for sure. If you were a flame or acid slime I doubt this would be a problem because you would have already destroyed your outermost layer. Go take a dip in the ocean, or one of the lakes in the interior, or something. Get really clean then come back to somewhere else in this white space.’

‘Sure.’

Kiri’s second blue dot began to dissipate as a third dot appeared down the cliffside, on one of the tiny beaches near the vertical stone wall. Kiri’s blue dot did not move, but instead slowly faded as it began to spread out. Erick felt a spike of worry.

‘Are you okay? Your dot is spreading out a lot!’

‘Just a [Watershape] bath.’

‘Oh. Okay. Good. I didn’t expect it to look like that.’ Erick said, ‘Saltwater on a slime can’t feel good.’

‘It’s not pleasant, for sure. I feel like I’m drying up, but I’m okay.’

‘Try a [Cleanse], too.’

‘Already done.’

‘… And yet it didn’t change the blue smear.’

After a while, the blue smear near the water went still.

‘Looks like that did it.’ Kiri said, ‘Whatever you were tracking did not track me here.’

Erick looked down at the map. There were no new blue dots. ‘Where are you?’

Sunny dropped down into the map, pointing her tail at a white space. ‘Here.’

Erick sent, ‘That solves that. Cross contamination will ensure tracking until measures are taken to clean the target. So it’s kind of like scent tracking, but better. This is good.’ He added, ‘Come on back. We’re done. It’s time to go back to Spur.’

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    The last chapter of book 3, 080, is already on Patreon!

I have mostly finished plotting out the larger pieces of Book 4, so 081- Start of Book 4, should go up on Patreon in several days. There should be no delay for releases on RR. 

Thanks for reading!



                



078, 2/2


                Erick opened the front door to the house. “Hello, Krigea. We just got through packing the books away.” He stepped to the side, toward the crates of books ready to be taken back to the Headmaster. “Come on in.”

Krigea, the seafoam green short orcol liaison between Erick and the Headmaster, paused. She stared at Erick. She asked, “You uh. You are?—” She stepped past the dense air over the door and said, “You are you. Sorry. I heard but I did not expect the change to be so drastic.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Neither did I. Apparently Fatigue Immunity is rather rare.”

Krigea stepped toward two of the crates, saying, “Rather rare, yes. Only 2 or 3 people out of a thousand are Scions of Vitality, when you take into account the number of people who never reach 50 in a single Stat, and even then you’re only looking at 3 out of a hundred.” She gestured to the crates. “Did you discover how to [Scan] through [Polymorph]?”

“No, but if [Eyes of the Goddess] still manages to narrow down the range to 500 kilometers, then I think I might be able to pull off the search the rest of the way. Still not sure, though.” Erick said, “If I can find her killers then I will do that. Hopefully she’ll go away after she’s had her revenge.”

Krigea hummed a little, then said, “Hopefully.” She perked her head up. She paused. She looked to Erick, and said, “The Headmaster would like to speak to you before you go.”

“Sure. I already have a pot of coftea prepared. I’m just waiting for him to show.” 

“Then I will say goodbye, Archmage Flatt. The Headmaster will be right along as soon as he finishes a prior engagement.” Krigea put her hands on the crates. “Until we meet again.”

She blipped away in bright green light, taking the crates with her. Erick stared at the spot she vanished from for a moment. And then he went to the kitchen and conjured a [Heat Ward] to get the coftea brewing. After a moment, he decided to do a few more things upstairs in one of the empty rooms.

It wasn’t too long before a bright gold light blipped on the other side of the open door to Windy Manor. The Headmaster stood outside the dense air that protected the house, waiting. Erick, who was sitting on the couch reading, promptly dismissed Krigea from [Prismatic Ward]’s permissions and included the Headmaster. 

He stood up and greeted the Headmaster, “Welcome, Headmaster.”

“Good afternoon, Erick.”

“Come on in. Come on in, the coftea is ready. How do you like yours?”

The Headmaster stepped into the house, saying, “With a dot of cream and a spoonful of sugar.” 

Soon, the two of them were sitting around the coftea table, while a large pot of the hot brew sat on the table, next to extra cream and sugar. Erick had poured drinks for both of them then handed the Headmaster his mug. Both of them sipped their drinks.

The Headmaster said, “I hope you and your people have found your time at Oceanside to be time well spent.”

“We have.” Erick said, “Rats is only 30 people away from completing his [Greater Treat Wounds] quest, and he’s gained quite a lot of knowledge about many different diseases and parasites. Teressa is going strong with her Mana Sense. She’s out to 20 meters, and seeing an hour into the past. She’s almost qualified for [Witness] but I understand she needs to get to a full day in the past. Kiri has managed to make a [Familiar] with her own mana pool, just like Ophiel, as well as gained part of an education that I think was wrongfully denied to her before now. Poi is… Well I think he’s happier now that I’ve learned to defend myself a little bit better.” Erick smirked, adding, “Though the target on my back seems to be getting bigger by the day.”

The Headmaster smiled. “That it is.” He added, “It is a shame that Kiri did not try to come to Oceanside before she went to the Tower. If you feel it prudent, you may tell her that I am aware of the situation around her unfortunate dealings with the nobility and the professors at the Tower. There is already a slight shakeup happening over there, but I cannot deal with that situation myself; I have merely sent a fixer in that direction. What happened to her will likely happen again, but hopefully not with the Tower’s sanction.”

Erick almost asked after what exactly happened to Kiri, but that seemed a violation, so he did not. 

The Headmaster must have understood Erick’s facial expression, because after he sipped his coftea, he said, “As far as I am aware, it was nothing overtly horrible. Just people in charge abusing their authority, as some people are wont to do. It is a problem I find quite a lot, now and then, and that I am usually able to pinch before it becomes a real problem.” He repeated, “Usually.”

Erick relaxed. He said, “Besides all that, I learned a great deal more than I thought I would.”

“As have I.” The Headmaster said, “I will not be asking after your methodology on light, though. Not right now, and likely not ever.”

“No?” Erick was taken aback. He said, “I actually have some of the experiments set up in the rooms up there, waiting for us.” He thumbed toward the second floor of the house, to his work room. “I even asked everyone to go and do whatever they wanted for an hour or two, while we talked in private. I’d much prefer to teach someone like you all of this, so that you know what to look for when someone invariably turns this into a weapon.”

The Headmaster hummed, small and concerned, glancing toward the second floor.

Erick waited.

The Headmaster refilled his coftea, as he said, “There is a fact about magic that is seldom taught in arcanaeum, because it is a life lesson best learned outside of academia. That fact is this: Everyone’s magic is different. If you know what you’re about, then you can do great things with your own personal foundation holding you high, and strong.” He sipped from his mug, then said, “My light magic might not fit in as nicely as it could in this world, into this New Cosmology, but I have developed it with a great deal of my self invested into the magic. To cut a tangent short: I know what I’m about.”

Erick smiled. “Poi says the same thing.”

The Headmaster spoke without sarcasm, “He is a wise man.” He paused, as he turned serious, saying, “Going back to that tangent, for I feel you might actually need to hear this… There is another meaning to that notion. When you stretch it out, and apply it to every single archmage you will ever see, you will find that they all have one thing in common. You have it. Poi has it, though he is not one to actually reach for tier 8 spells, but all of the spells he does have are well made and low cost. Hocnihai had it. Kiri, if she manages to find herself, she will likely gain it later in life, though this business with her using [Lightshape] in her [Familiar] does muddy the waters. I am sure she will eventually find her Truth again. Your daughter is actually a lot more lost than you might suspect. She wants to be everything, and [Polymage] can do that, but it is a dearth of vision that will limit her [Polymage] to name-only. But she is young. Kiri is young, too. Some never find their Truth, but I suspect those two will eventually find their way.

“I say all this to tell you, and warn you, that Truth is a big deal in magic. The Script limits this to a major extent, because of what we suspect malformed Truth did to us. 

“The Old Wizards had Truth in abundance, you see. Too much, is the theory. None of us know the whole story, but enough of us know enough to understand the most likely culprits for what actually ripped apart the Old Cosmology. Insanity. Sociopathy. Narcissism and megalomania. Any of these taken to the extreme and nurtured in a climate of hatred and vengeance would create an alchemist’s cache, waiting for a spark to blow the whole thing.

“It is not a mistake that Ar’Kendrithyst is full of evil personified, or that Melemizargo enacted the Cursed Blood against his fellow dragons. 

"Then there are the Ancients that live around the world; old and new monsters that constantly work for the Darkness to ensure the destruction of people like you and I. The Quiet War is yet another facet of Melemizargo’s master plan to rip apart the Script and Veird, for you see it was he that showed the Old Demons how to manipulate the Script to destroy the alvani people, and to create the incani.”

Deep worry pulsed through Erick’s mind and body as the Headmaster spoke of Jane, but that emotion was almost overshadowed by the cold that came over him when the Headmaster spoke of Ar’Kendrithyst. Numbness came after that, as Erick listened. 

“Fighting those Shades will be a large undertaking, not only for the fight itself, but that they might use such a fight to precipitate a truly disastrous event.” The Headmaster said, “Melemizargo doesn’t lose, you see. He is insane in the way that all gods are insane; they are Truths that exist beyond the knowing of mortal and immortal alike. The gods anchor themselves to the people of this world and our shared needs in order to keep their minds in tune with our own. Melemizargo usually doesn’t anchor himself in this way. But recently, he has.

“This sort of anchoring is always followed by some awful event. Speculating on the nature of such an event is best left to other gods, but it is up to you and I to do our part to not be swayed by the Darkness.” He added, “And I got a little away from myself, with all of that.”

The both of them sipped coftea for a minute.

Eventually, Erick said, “I thought you wanted to talk about monster hunting and the light slime dungeon payments and the nature of light— Or... Not that last one, at least.”

The Headmaster said, “Sometimes tangents are important.” 

Erick breathed out, thinking.

The Headmaster sat straight, saying, “Monsters come and go, but they hardly ever ‘go’ without the assistance of people like you and I. I would be happy to arrange for a similar situation as you have with your Adventurer Guildmaster Mog, though our timelines would be much more reasonable than needing you to defend from an attack on Oceanside, which is something I would never ask of you.” He said, “I have arrangements like this with many archmages the world over, to solve various problems like an Ancient Unicorn that might pop up from time to time. Your ability to multiply your mana through Ophiel’s own pool is a rare ability indeed, and would put you at the top of such a list, if you wish, since this ability makes you able to be the first sword in many confrontations, without risking the rest of my people. I would see you paid accordingly for your troubles.

He continued, “As for the dungeon. I have spent over three million gold getting that place up and running, and though I will be charging a hundred thousand gold per [Lightwalk], of which I expect two per month, I would appreciate it if you would not take advantage of your option to utilize the space until I have gotten some of my investment back. You will, of course, be getting 25 thousand per [Lightwalk] produced.” He looked around at the Manor, saying “This location is 5000 gold per month of maintenance, paid mainly to the groundskeepers for all the work they do and the protection they provide, though a thousand does go to taxes. Do you wish to keep Vinsez and Powell in employment? Or should I instruct them to look elsewhere, or to rejoin the pool of adventuring Elites?”

Erick smiled. He was much more comfortable talking about money and fiscal responsibility than about evil Truths that plagued the world that suddenly seemed more dangerous than ever before. He said, “Vinsez and Powell have been wonderful, and I would see them continue to keep the grounds of Windy Manor in top shape. I would pay them for their time guarding the residence out of the money coming to me from the dungeon.” He added, “But how about that lightmask I put in there? That’s the real money maker.”

The Headmaster set down his mostly empty coftea cup on the table, and began, “25 percent.”

Erick countered, “A hundred percent.”

“What?” The Headmaster balked. “Impossible! No way.”

“A hundred percent of sales, and any enchantments have to be made by the person questing for [Lightwalk]. No exceptions.”

“That is so arbitrary.” The Headmaster put on a professional, disapproving frown. “35 percent, and I will still use it to make equipment for my own people.”

“Nope.” Erick said, “Come on now!” He explained, “It’s a reward for finishing the purpose of the dungeon. It’s gotta be special. Either you let people quest for it or it just needs to get erased.”

The Headmaster quickly said, "50 percent and I will be using that ‘lightmask’ to make equipment for my own people.”

“I can go in there and erase it, you know.” Erick joked, “I could erase it right now from right here.”

“Do you think I would be irresponsible with such a capability? Is that what you’re trying to prevent?”

“Are you dodging the purpose of a quest item at the bottom of a dungeon?”

“This is not some adventure you have created using my resources. It is a farm, with products growing for eventual sale. Surely you see the benefits of allowing this new magic into the world under the control of someone who would do right by it?”

“What I see is people having higher Stats than what you’ve seen for the vast majority of your time on Veird.”

“Now you’re just being contrary. By your own volition you have spread Stat items near and far—”

“Oh. That’s right. You can’t do the diamond growing anyway. I mean. I guess you can just pluck them from the walls of the dungeon, but that seems rather short sighted. But you can’t do the silver coating, either.” Erick said. “I guess I’ll take 75 percent, and let you have at it.”

“… 50 percent.”

“Fine fine.” Erick said, “75 percent, and I want you to at least respect the fact that someone should quest for [Lightwalk] before they go make themselves an item.” He added, “You were just talking of Truths. This could be one of them. That was certainly the intention I put into that lightmask, anyway.”

“… I will let those who quest for [Lightwalk] make themselves an item, if they wish, for free.” The Headmaster said, “But I am going to be experimenting with that lightmask myself, and equipping my people with items that will ensure they can overcome the monsters of this world. I stay out of most politics, and most personal problems, but people come to me expecting me to kill their local terrors without issue or complication. Artifact Stat items will ensure that my people don’t die on those frontlines, Erick.”

Erick offered, “Want me to enchant a mobile purple lightmask on a diamond for you, or something? You can leave the one down there for questers.”

The Headmaster paused. He said, "Okay.” He added, “Done. 75 percent.”

Erick smiled. That was a better rate than Erick had expected, for something anyone could do once they understood the trick. He poured out the last of the coftea from the stone pot, into his cup, and into the Headmaster’s. With a thought, he [Cleanse]d the pot, spilling a tiny stream of thick air into the room. With another thought, he cast a permanent, two meter wide purple lightmask onto the coftea pot. Everything turned purple, because he was in the lightmask effect. He set the pot on the table in front of the Headmaster. 

The old dragon looked down at the purple pot and chuckled. He picked up his full mug saying, “Cheers,” then took a swig.

“Cheers,” Erick said, then sipped from his mug. “Who are you going to sell to, anyway? Don’t give me a line about 'only your Elites', please.”

The Headmaster laughed once. “That was not a lie! I will only sell to them, and only to those who prove themselves capable of the responsibility of having an artifact.” He said, “I outfit my Elites well, but they still have to pay for the best equipment. They get money for this by questing the world over, to rid us of the more dangerous monsters and reap the rewards of those endeavors, or by working their way through monsters on the Lesser Quest board to acquire the grand rads necessary to buy that gear.” The Headmaster said, “The All-Stat items I make from this purple pot will join those already for sale to those who qualify. I will likely charge 10,000 per ring, or considerably less if I cannot figure a way to duplicate your coating and thus make them artifacts.”

Erick offered, “Do you want to buy diamonds from me?”

“No. Thank you.” He said, “I prefer pearls, and I have my own resources for that. I will not be taking the diamonds from the dungeon, either. Those little slimes truly do like all the sparkly lights.” He chuckled. “I feel almost a kinship, there.”

“The option for me to sell you diamonds is open, but that spell should also be in the Script in 6 months, anyway, or something like that.” Erick asked, “Unless you can bypass that restriction as the Second?”

“I cannot. When the time comes, I will have to spend a point, just like everyone else. The Script of the Registrar is a lot more open than most, but that comes with just as many restrictions. I will likely go the harder route, though, and try to recreate the spell myself, to save that point.” The Headmaster set down his empty mug and picked up the purple pot. He stood, and said, “It has been a pleasure, Erick Flatt. You are welcome back at Oceanside at any time.”

“Thanks for having me.” Erick stood, saying, “I might be back, soon enough. I still haven’t solved the [Polymorph] problem, but I might not need to if the [Eyes of the Goddess] says all of my targets are in the same location. Maybe all I need is some normal sleuthing to find them. Or maybe someone else has done all of that sleuthing for me, and I just have to ask a spell a question based on physical form.”

“It is possible. You should know that we never got a lead on the people who attacked Messalina. If we had, I would have sent you off with some mementos from those hunters. If you do feel the need to communicate with that woman, don’t let her get into your head more than she already has.” The Headmaster warned, “She is more than capable of ruining your life.”

“She’s already put a fair dint into my plans by making me respond to her presence at all, but I understand what you’re saying.”

The Headmaster looked into Erick’s eyes for a short moment. He said, “You did not ask, but I feel you should know that the unknown pixie was not a spy for Messalina. He was a distant family member that was visiting without checking in first. Thanks to him, we did discover that the colonies in Nergal’s jungles are in complete disarray, but the pixie teenager knew nothing beyond that. We let him go, with our apologies for his rough treatment and an offer of assistance to those still living in Nergal.”

“Thanks for telling me.”

The Headmaster nodded, then blipped away in a shattering of purple light, taking the purple coftea pot with him. Normal light returned. Gold shimmers hung in the air for a brief moment, before that too, vanished.

Erick sagged back down onto the couch, giving a heavy sigh as he tilted his head back and stared at the high ceiling. Whatever complicated emotion was passing through his head, relief was a major part of it. 

Relief from securing funding for further enchanting work, to securing the release of his All-Stat items into the world in a way that put the Headmaster in the line of fire, instead of just himself, to relief that he hadn’t pointed out that pixie only to have them killed—

Erick almost punched himself. He needed to get over that particular emotion if he was ever to lead a fight against a Shade.

Erick breathed deep. He sat up. He removed the Headmaster from [Prismatic Ward]s permissions as he simultaneously spotted a small spider on the edge of the window, near the ground.

… On a whim, Erick blanked everyone's [Prismatic Ward] permissions, then inundated a purging pulse of magic through the spell in what felt like an appropriate thing to do, if he wanted to get rid of every possible permission he could have ever added. He had been subjected to more than a little bit of mind control over the past few months, and all the spiders around the house warned him that maybe he had accidentally invited other unknown people into his space. 

The air around him solidified as the dense air of [Prismatic Ward] held him tight. For a brief moment, he could not breathe. He immediately added himself back to the spell’s permissions, and breathed easy. 

The spider by the window didn’t seem to care. It moved a little, as the air around it shook with Erick’s uncommon magical demand, but the spider settled back into his waiting position soon enough. Erick poked it with his Handy Aura, just to be sure that what he was seeing, was what he was seeing. The spider scurried a foot before stopping. 

Erick said to no one in particular, “I guess spiders are normal, home-things.” He stared down at the spider, saying, “But [Scry] doesn’t fly through solid spaces like in this [Ward], so whoever would use you to spy must use a complicated spell. It probably kills you when they use it, too. Maybe? I don’t know enough to say that, actually.”

He began methodically adding the people he trusted back into [Prismatic Ward]s permissions. Jane, Poi, Kiri, Sunny, Teressa, Rats, Ophiel—

He called Ophiel in from outside. The winged [Familiar] blipped onto the couch beside him, already singing in violins and harps. Erick patted the little guy. It was time to go back to Spur. He called everyone back to the Manor with a short telepathic message.

 

- - - -

 

Bags were packed. Vinsez and Powell were bade farewell on the front lawn of Windy Manor, and the [Prismatic Ward] around the house was taken down. The groundskeepers would keep the place nice and neat while Erick was away, and Erick would pay them out of money that came from the dungeon. They both smiled at that proclamation. They were happy to have the stability Erick’s decision afforded them, and they were happy for the gardens, too. Powell was beginning to really enjoy her lemon bars and cinnamon rolls, and that was fine, because she was eating for two, now. She and Vinsez would be mother and father, sooner than they thought. 

Erick stumbled over his words as he congratulated them. He had no idea they were together. They never acted that way at all. Erick quickly rummaged around in his packed bags to find a suitable present. He gave each of them a pair of his old All-Stat rings. They were visibly taken aback at this, but Erick insisted. They accepted the rings with a heartfelt ‘thank you’. 

Erick took one last look at Windy Manor, the green forest all around the two meter high walls, his garden of lemon trees and potatoes and cinnamon trees, and at the expansive ocean to the west, past the steep cliff at the edge of the property. The wind blew in from the salty ocean, carrying the mana ocean on the eternal breeze. This place smelled of travel and vacation and magic, but Erick’s time on Oceanside had been work, work, and more work. And now it was time for even more work. He smiled to himself, thinking that retirement was no longer 15 or 20 years away, but maybe 200.

That was a much better thought than thinking of an early end because of a mistake already made, or a misstep in the days or decades to come. 

He turned back toward the house. He’d be back here in a week or so to pick up Jane. Hopefully this Messalina mess would be over by then. 

Erick, Poi, Kiri, Teressa, and Rats, boarded Erick’s [Teleporting Platform], along with all of their stuff. Books, bags, luggage, equipment made and raw materials never used, all of that formed a pile almost as large as Teressa in the center of the platform, tied down with ropes and wrapped in cloth. Erick cast an Ophiel, which then cast a full strength [Prismatic Ward] onto the platform. Dense air resolved into a nice bubble that would protect them from the wind and anything else that might happen along the short trip.

Erick paused. And then he went.

They, and all of their stuff, vanished from Windy Manor in a white blip. They reappeared over the oceans. A few more blips took them to the mountains. Sunny and Ophiel followed behind, under their own power so the trip did not incur more mana costs than necessary; all of the stuff the group had picked up over their nearly three months in Oceanside already amounted to an extra five people in the [Teleport] cost calculations. 

It was 14 blips total to get all the way back to Spur. Erick might have been regenerating 8 mana a second, but that was not enough mana to cover the full distance. They took two fifteen minute breaks on the way home; Erick wanted to be on full mana when he arrived. Soon, the tan and orange sands of the Crystal Forest spread out below them in all directions. It was a nice sight.

Soon, they were home. 

 

- - - -

 

Home was a pile of debris and dirt half a story tall, cordoned off from the rest of the mostly-empty Human District by small juts of stone, each with a warning against trespassing inscribed at the top of those juts.

Erick set down his [Teleporting Platform] and all of his passengers, a few meters in front of the still-standing front door of his house, and a few meters away from his greeting party. Three people had shown up to welcome him back to Spur. Guardmaster Merit, all orange scaled and dressed in silver armor, Silverite, who wore a nice white dress over her quicksilver body, and brown-haired Ramizi, who stood in attendance as the representative of the Headmaster’s Elites. 

“Morning, Erick,” Merit said. “You’re looking rather not like your usual self.”

Ramizi’s eyes went a little wide, as his face briefly turned a shade of pink. He said, “Hel— Hello. Hello again, archmage.”

Erick smiled as he stepped off his his platform, but remained inside the radius of his [Prismatic Ward], for now, saying, “I got a nice bonus for adding to the magical knowledge of Veird, just the other day. I was as surprised as anyone else.”

Silverite said, “We are prepared.”

“Right to it, then,” Erick said.

“I eagerly await your results!” Merit smiled wide, showing sharp fangs; waiting.

Ramizi cleared his throat, then said, “Our people are in position.”

Erick said, “Then let’s find the targets.” 

Erick launched [Cascade Imaging] into the sky, just high enough to catch all of Spur in its effect, and eventually give a good, fully realized miniature view of the city. White light began to spill out of a ball in the sky, as a fog appeared on the ground. Erick stepped back from the forming fog, moving the dense air surrounding the platform away, along with all of their stuff, and Erick’s passengers; Kiri, Poi, Rats, and Teressa, had yet to get off the platform. Spur was a lot safer than when they first discovered that dream worms were everywhere, but Poi was the cautious type, and this was the plan they went with, for coming back to Spur. 

Merit had approved their caution, when Poi spoke to her and Silverite both, earlier. This caution seemed to have been necessary, considering that tiny blue dots began to appear on the resolving foggy image of Spur. 

“Gods to the east and west!” Merit exclaimed, “There are still dream worms in town!”

Ramizi glared at the map. “Those little fuckers.”

Silverite frowned. “I guess there are.” She grumbled, “We must still have a pixie problem, too.”

Lines of telepathic intent radiated from Merit, Silverite, and Ramizi. Erick just watched, as the three of them controlled the situation from here, directing their forces all around the city to capture and contain the exposed threat. Buildings and streets and city walls gradually fully formed out of the fog, as blue dots began to vanish, one after the other. 

“Shit.” Ramizi said, “Some of the infected are [Teleport]ing away.”

Erick said, “If you can collect a piece of them then I can track them, as long as they don’t [Polymorph].”

Merit said, “Heard and understood.”

Silverite said, “Search for pixies. Forget the worms, for now.”

Merit glanced at Silverite, but said nothing.

Erick renewed the spell, searching for ‘pixie’. Several blue dots appeared. 

Silverite steeled herself as she said, “Ignore the one at the Courthouse. Capture or eliminate the rest. Those are the threat.”

“Understood.” Merit said, “Adjustments of targets disseminated.” 

Ramizi said, “Oceanside will follow your lead.”

“They’re running,” Merit said. “They know we see them.”

Erick watched the map as Merit, Silverite, and Ramizi went silent. Blue dots began to disappear. Not one minute passed, before every single blue dot was gone, except for the one at the Courthouse. As soon as the pixies understood they were seen, they vacated the city quick as a blip.

Erick and his people had yet to leave the safety of his [Prismatic Ward].

Silverite said, “Back to searching for worms, please. We will take the targets carefully, this time.” As Erick tuned the map back to ‘dream worms’ and blue dots reappeared, Silverite added, “Sorry that your return wasn’t met with a better outcome. I had hoped… It doesn’t matter what I had hoped.” She gestured at the map, as blue dots began to reappear. “Hopefully this is Caradogh Pogi’s doing. No one has found him, either, but he was already a dangerous man before he began to work with Messalina. Now, he’s a dangerous man with nothing left to lose.”

Erick said, “We can find him, too.” He turned to Ramizi, saying, “I heard the Headmaster’s Elites hit his house but found nothing, but did you find like… a hairbrush, or something?”

“Yes.” Ramizi said, “We’ve found many items to use for a tracking magic. I’ll see to it that you get a few of them. What do you need, exactly?”

“The biological bit at the root of a hair. Blood. Some physical part of Caradogh.”

Ramizi nodded, as he turned back to the map, saying, “We will get you your pieces as soon as possible.”

Erick began moving the platform, with all of his people, closer to the house. “I’m going to remake the house, then.”

Merit did not look up from the map, as she said, “This is a big help, Erick.”

He nodded, and left them to their work.

He turned to the house. It had been destroyed so that it couldn't be used against him; so that Messalina or anyone else couldn't place traps or parasites in the structure, to lie in wait for Erick to walk into their trap. As a pile of rubble and sand it was much easier to prevent those sorts of surprises.

Erick flew Ophiel into the center of the house and cast [Mend] through the [Familiar], linking it with the Mana Shaping option to turn a targeted spell into an area spell, for 500 mana, and Aurify, to hit the whole house. Power poured through Erick, through Ophiel, soaking into the piles of sand below. 

[Mend] took hold on the front and rear doors that still stood like monoliths poking up from the debris. Sand flowed upward, turning to walls, to staircases. Erick smiled, as stone turned to home, once again. He smiled wider, as he saw beds and dressers and mirrors and tables, many things that had been broken in the destruction, come back together, back into position, before walls covered them up.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Mending Aura, long range, 572 MP per second

Restore a very large, complicated location to its prime. Time since the structure was destroyed may alter final results. Automatically repair all objects in the area of effect. 

Minor ability to affect magical objects.








 

The house came together in several seconds. Erick’s southern mage tower lifted straight up from the sand. Jane’s northern tower rose into the air like a building collapsing in reverse. Balconies and doors and glass windows reappeared out of the destruction, like they had never been broken or shattered. Al’s somewhat-Victorian architecture solidified out of the [Mend]ing stone, like a resolving image. 

When it was done, Erick summoned an Ophiel and used that mana to cast a [Prismatic Ward] around the house. He would personally recast that spell later, and utilize his Clarity bonus to double the effectiveness of that dense air, when his own mana recovered to full. For now, he just walked to the front door, opened it up, and stepped inside. 

The ground was flat, the walls were straight, the staircase in the center of the house was wide and beautiful and curved upward just how Erick remembered, and it was all done in wonderful orange stone. Orange was a nice color. The air was dry compared to Oceanside, of course, but even that was a nice return to normalcy. 

Erick was home again. 

Jane was still at Oceanside and she was technically vulnerable right now, but the Headmaster was watching her, waiting for a reprisal from Caradogh or Messalina. Erick might not have personally discussed that with the dragon in their last talk, but Poi had done a lot of his own organization for leaving Oceanside. 

Alibeth wouldn’t be the only highly qualified person watching for some errant Mind Mage to try to make a run at Erick through his daughter. If anyone attacked Jane’s location, they were in for a very big surprise. Jane was safe as could be for being unconscious.

Erick breathed deep the air of Spur. It smelled of clean stone, and hard edges. He turned around and waved his people inward, saying, “Come on in.”

Teressa hopped off the floating platform as Rats began to untie the wrapped luggage. 

An hour later, the house was mostly put together right, but there were problems. Scattered jars of coftea and rotten potatoes and other food stuffs littered the kitchen and a few other nearby rooms. Mirrors had [Mend]ed, but needed to be physically placed back on the walls. Beds were out of position. Pipes were clogged with various problems. The whole house was dark; every single wardlight needed to be remade, but temporary ones went up for now. When Erick’s mana reached full, he recast the [Prismatic Ward] around the house, properly, himself.

Erick fixed many of the more pressing issues with a [Cleanse], or a [Scry] down the pipes to see, and fix, the blockages here and there. Kiri, Poi, Teressa, and Rats, each attended to their own places first, then to the rest of the house. 

Eventually Erick was in his tower, looking for more problems. Boxes of diamond spheres and their contents laid scattered everywhere; he had actually found some of those orbs downstairs in the kitchen, blocking the water pipes. His lathes were intact, but on the floor. The water system for capturing platinum rain from the outside to funnel it into the tower, into troughs, seemed intact, but he wouldn’t know for sure until he tested that system. Erick smiled. All in all, the tower had fared okay.

He looked up. 

The globes of Earth’s Solar System and the Sun, that Erick had made with his first applications of [Stoneshape], that he had hung on the ceiling, were gone. They had not been repaired in the [Mend]ing. They were simply absent. 

Erick frowned. He sighed. He began picking up diamond orbs and setting his tower to rights.

Outside, Merit and Silverite and Ramizi continued to ask for further [Scan] targets. They occasionally sent him a telepathic request, and he responded with an Ophiel on site, near the map, recasting [Cascade Imaging] as needed. A few times they asked him to track a specific person using a sample from that person. Erick left his cleaning efforts behind for a moment then went to the front door to retrieve whatever sample they had, and did as they asked. He would experiment with having Ophiel cast his DNA tracking version of [Cascade Imaging] later, so he wouldn't have to personally cast the spell, but for now the city was full of problems that required immediate action. 

Erick wasn’t the only one cleaning house today.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Erick finally made his Mending Aura! He's caught up to Jane~
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                The attack came three hours after raining on the farms, when Erick was in the middle of sorting out the pots and pans in the kitchen. Silverite, Merit, and Ramizi had left the front lawn hours ago. Erick had dismissed the [Cascade Imaging] orb in the sky right after they left. 

The attack was a ball of stone that crashed down from the sky, from maybe half a mile up. It was a rudimentary strike, and yet it landed with all the force of five tons of stone at terminal velocity. Stone, crashing from above, did a lot less damage than Erick would have thought. 

Even with all that physical force, that boulder did not crack the dense air covering the roof of Erick’s house. Erick had no idea how much damage had actually been done to his [Prismatic Ward], though 15,000 seemed like a good, reasonable estimate, out of the 78,000 total. The air was airy-er, if that made any sense; it certainly didn’t make that much sense to Erick. 

Teressa’s Mana Sense, honed by days and weeks spent inside the [Prismatic Ward], was able to give a much more solid number based on the known total number and the density she was seeing; she guessed 16,000 damage. Erick had been close! [Prismatic Ward] certainly lived up to its reputation as the best Solid Ward in the Script.

The response from Spur was like an ant hive kicked. Guards took to roofs and walls around the Human District. Poi got ten messages all at once from Merit, Silverite, and a host of other people. Someone even cast another shield over the top of the house. This second shield was only a thin, deflective barrier made of shimmering light that hung over the top of the house and stayed there for a while, but it was a defensive measure Erick had never seen before. He learned later that the shield was the effect of one of the Headmaster’s Elites, on scene and staying in the Mage Trio’s house, just next door. 

But, unfortunately, the attacker was nowhere to be found. A pair of [Witness]es performed in the sky at the point of appearance of the boulder, one [Witness] performed by Felair and the other by one of the Headmaster’s Elites, turned up nothing. A [Teleport Object] effect brought the boulder into position; gravity sent it on the rest of its journey. The attacker was nowhere to be found.

Erick was still going to try to find them, though.

But while [Cascade Imaging] turned up a plethora of DNA on the pieces of the boulder, Erick had no way of discerning what the DNA was from, but the boulder was obviously not a natural boulder. The outside was too smooth. A [Mend] even turned the boulder back into a perfect sphere. Every single piece of it had some sort of DNA, too, but all of that DNA was contained inside the stone. Erick soon discovered the reason for this when he found an intact chitinous brown section of hard flesh in the rock; it was a piece of one of the many worms that lived right outside of Spur’s walls. 

Erick turned the rock to sand, looking to get out every bit of biological material out of the stone. Using [Distill]ed water, [Watershape], and [Stoneshape], he succeeded in separating out everything non-stone, from the stone, somewhat. Another [Distill] on the muddy water earned himself a jumble of dried brown bits. 

When he channeled mana through [Cascade Imaging] into his hand, into the brown bits, the map turned very, very blue, and instantly burned out. He must have been scanning for ‘every single item that matched the sample in his hands’, or something. Erick tried again, this time focusing, specifically, on the lump of biomass in his hands, and to any specific connection it might have out there in the wider world. He was not matching for species, here; he was matching for individuals. 

It took him three times to get it right, and he wasn’t exactly sure what he did differently in the last attempt, but the whole map did not light up blue; the map stayed white, except for the blue spot directly below the orb, in the center of the map, in Erick’s hands.

The orb for the spell was currently high above the house, scanning an area of a hundred kilometers in every direction, while Erick tried to figure out what he was doing. As the afternoon sun dipped down, he realized he would never find the target at this distance. 

Erick recast the orb higher with the help of Ophiel, placing the orb three kilometers into the sky, aiming to scan a full one thousand and ten kilometer radius. Wherever the boulder had come from, it had likely come from somewhere in that radius. 1000 kilometers was the maximum distance for most [Teleport]-like effects, after all. 

He had another method for further mapping if this method proved to be unworkable. That method would involve ten Ophiel each casting [Cascade Imaging] a smaller area, each of them far enough away from each other that their orbs didn’t interfere with one another. 

At the three kilometer height, the map that appeared in the front yard with its single blue central dot, was a hazy, insubstantial thing. It took an hour for an image to resolve; mostly, the land was just flat, though Ar’Kendrithyst was a funky looking wound on the surface of that map, just south of Erick’s position. 

Just to test and make sure he could actually detect that far, he searched for himself, then blipped out to the Thousand Kilometer Ring. Looking through Ophiel’s eyes in Spur, his dot appeared on the sands, just at the edge of the map, well before the map fully stabilized. It seemed that the larger the DNA target, the easier the search.

Erick blipped back to Spur before Poi could send him a perturbed message at being left behind.

Erick renewed the map to search for the other parts of the worms that might have been caught by the boulder maker. Four hours and many renewing casts later, the map was still running; still scanning the land, searching for a wormy match. Maybe whoever had attacked with the stone had cut a worm in half. Maybe, the other half was still out there, waiting to be discovered. 

That was the idea, anyway.

And so, the map continued to run. Merit and Silverite and the Mage Trio were done with what they needed to do, hours ago. None of them seemed to think it was possible for Erick to actually find what he was looking for. There were methods to find out where the launch point had come from, and all the rest of that, of course, but those methods required boots on the ground and a lot more effort than the Guard was able to provide right now. They were still in the middle of all the other leads and people Erick had scanned for when he first arrived back in Spur.

Merit was quick to add that it was amazing that his scanning spell could do what it had done, but for attacks like what had happened, when the attacker could literally be anyone, and anywhere in a thousand kilometers. In cases like this, the Guard usually kept a look out while they got on with their lives. She wasn’t going to stand in his way of continuing the search without the Guard’s direct assistance, though. 

“I mean it, now,” Merit said. “Good luck finding them and more power to you. This is literally the best blood tracking spell I have ever seen. I hope to call upon you again for further lawfully signed warrants and searches, if I may. But be careful about this spell. Blood magic is illegal, and this certainly qualifies.”

Erick almost wanted to say that this wasn’t ‘blood magic’, but he didn’t want to talk about DNA. “… I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you, Merit.”

“Thank you, Erick.” She added, “I mean that, too.”

As the sun dipped down in the west over the city, the map still glowed on the front yard, and the orb still flickered high, high in the sky. It looked like the first star out at night. Hours had passed since Erick had started the scan, looking for the other halves of the worm bits locked in the stone. So far, nothing happened. 

And then something changed. 

A blue speck appeared on the flat, white map, far to the east of the searching zone and a little bit north, almost 900 kilometers away. It was a faint dot. It was a barely-there blueness on the white expanse, like the spell wasn’t quite sure what it was seeing. 

It was enough to warrant a full response from Spur.

Spur’s [Witness]er Felair and a few escorts went out to the spot indicated, as night closed around the world.

An hour later, Silverite called Erick to the Courthouse.

 

- - - -

 

Erick was the second to the last one to arrive. Poi was the last to arrive, and only because he walked in after Erick. 

In the same conference room as before, with a slight change in personnel and stars hanging in the sky outside the windows, Silverite had gathered the heads of Spur, and a few others. Adventurer Guildmaster Mog, Mage Guildmaster Sirocco Zago, Guardmaster Merit, and Mayor Silverite sat on one side of the table. Eduard, Ramizi, and Tyli, the red incani that Erick had met the other day that guarded his house, sat on the other side. Erick smiled to see the woman; she nodded at Erick. Tyli’s presence was a pleasant surprise. 

But the actual surprise of the room was a pixie. She was five inches tall, maybe, but her wings were foot long sparkling dragonfly wings that dwarfed their owner. She sat on a chair on top of the table, at the head of the table near Silverite, looking prim and proper in a white dress, like a tiny brown human woman ready for church on Sunday. She wore a white flower upside down for a hat, while her brown hair was done up in solid curls. 

Everyone was already talking as Erick walked into the door. Mog gestured to the seat beside her. Erick sat down, taking his position at the end of the line. Silverite was all the way down the line, next to the pixie. 

Zago said, “You had no right to come into my classrooms and take Miss Eris like you did! You scared the children. Now I have to deal with a dozen angry parents—”

Silverite stepped in, “While your concern is a large one, Guildmaster, surely you see the prudence in taking such quick steps—”

Zago’s eyes glittered with anger, as her violet face flushed darker. “I do not! So what if she was wormed! I could have taken her myself and in a much nicer manner if I had been included in your little roundup! The danger you all uncovered when you first got here has passed. It is far past time to return to normalcy, Mayor.”

Silverite looked like she wanted to sigh, but she was too professional right now to let that happen. She simply said, “Agreed.” She turned to the Headmaster’s people, explaining, “We all got a little over excited about the possibilities yesterday.”

Eduard said, “I apologize, Guildmaster Zago, but we got the go ahead from Merit, so we took the target. I went through the proper channels—”

Silverite frowned.

Eduard continued, “—I am all for cooperation, but a decision was made and then followed through, and I will not apologize for doing the right thing. This is Spur, Guildmaster. It is not some coddled little town in the Republic, where the nobility dances around each other while monsters crawl at the walls. Violence happens here. There was even a goldscale kid who cheered that your teacher blasted us away, so don’t come at me like this was somehow traumatizing. Please. We are above petty squabbling.”

Zago sat serenely, as she said, “I demand to be included in events like this when my Guild is concerned. I overlooked the vast majority of the Headmaster’s transgressions when you Elites first started showing up and started taking people down in the middle of the streets, but we are past the initial worries. We are once more on solid ground, thanks to you, of course, but also because of this new Particle magic that seems to be able to [Scan] for a thousand kilometers! So!” Zago said, “This is a very simple request. Now say that you will include me on all further actions that include the Mage Guild, and then when the time comes, do, and we can move on.”

Merit spoke up, “Come on now, Sirocco—”

Zago whipped to face Merit, starring daggers at the guardmaster. She was obviously mad at the Guardmaster, too, but Zago said nothing to demonstrate her anger; not here, where Zago was clearly in an ‘us versus them’ mentality, and everyone from Oceanside was a ‘them’.

Ramizi said, “I was at Silverite’s side. The operation was executed well, and with Merit’s aid. I will not have our forces be blamed for somehow overstepping our bounds with displays of unwarranted violence. We have gotten along well, and the danger is fully revealed, so please let us forget this transgression, and move on.” He turned to Silverite, saying, “Mayor. This is an unproductive use of our time.”

Zago demanded, “Why wasn’t I included?”

Mog said, “They left me out of it too, when they came for Draz. Just let it be, Zago. We’re in the home stretch.”

Zago held her lips tightly shut. She glared. Then she said, “Fine.” She added, “I can agree that our time is better spent moving forward.” She leaned forward and nodded to Erick, saying, “Now that Erick is here, I am ready to continue, anyway.” She added, “That is a remarkable spell. I would love to know how it works, sometime.”

Silverite spoke up, “There will be no discussion of magical theory at this table unless it is kept tactical.”

Zago muttered, “Fine.”

Silverite continued, “We have a report to receive from a trusted source, based upon Archmage Flatt’s intelligence gathered after the attack on his house.” She spoke to the pixie, then to the room. “This is Fillarina. Since her presence has been uncovered, she has decided to step out into the light to take a more active role going forward. She has been a long standing asset to Spur, so keep that in mind before you ask any unwarranted questions.” She nodded to the pixie. “Fillarina, you have our attention.”

Everyone on Eduard’s side of the table turned sterner, almost. They were clearly uneasy with the pixie, but trying to get over that emotion. The people on Silverite’s side of the room were interested, but relaxed; there was no anger on this side of the room, maybe because they all already knew Fillarina. For his part, Erick had no idea what was happening, but he was very eager to hear from an actual pixie. He certainly hadn’t met one of them before.

Fillarina nodded to Silverite, as she stood from her chair. She spoke with a clear voice, “Felair should have been the one to disseminate this report, but I was there when it happened. He is not okay, but he will recover. Four other people were not so lucky. The spot uncovered by [Cascade Imaging] was a trap. We were prepared for this, but not well enough.”

Erick’s pulse quickened as he listened. He had sent people to their deaths. 

“[Incineration Bolts] took down three of our people right away. Felair and two others managed to take clipping blows. I eliminated five threats as soon as I saw our people were unprepared. I emptied the hideout, eliminating the threat. When the fight was over, Felair insisted on casting a [Witness] as quick as he could. I applied first aid, then went and helped those I could. When I came back, he had discovered that people claiming to be of the Cinnabar Hand had been there not an hour ago. 

“They were worried about this new [Cascade Imaging] and the degree with which it had been used to empty Spur of many different threats. But they had become tired of waiting for a response from Archmage Flatt, so they left. Before that, one of them laid on a [Scry] bed while the other two protected that one person from the other five people in the base. In Felair’s [Witness], he saw between nine and eleven people total. 

“Felair imagined that the Hand was [Scry]ing Spur, watching for a response. There was some hostility between the residents of the base and the three who were supposedly of the Hand.” Fillarina turned to Merit, saying, “Through seeing the subvocalizations of one of the residents of the base when they were telepathically talking to the Hand, the Hand claimed that you captured three of their people in today’s raids. The Hand themselves gave no secrets away, but the people at the listening post were not the Hand.”

Merit’s face broke into a harsh smile. She said, “We captured ten people today, each wanted for smaller crimes. I have executed none. Yet.” She asked, “I suppose I will have to wait to speak to Felair to get the full description of who they might have been talking of?”

“Yes.” Fillarina said, “The healing required to keep him alive was extensive, and his condition was exacerbated by his unwillingness to seek help right away. He will be asleep for a few more hours, at least. You might get more out of him, but I doubt it. According to what Felair told me, there was a great deal of hostility between the two groups, mainly in regard to how the Hunter community and the Hand are dealing with each other in the face of people hunting them from all sides.

“The Hand is organized, but running. The Hunters are unorganized. There has been some chatter about the Hand dropping a lot of their requirements for joining, though. So we might see a lot of untrained people organized into a big force, soon enough.

Fillarina continued, “As for the reason they decided to test Archmage Flatt’s defenses, we are not quite sure, though it would be simple to lay the reasoning for this at the rumors that Archmage Flatt has somehow learned to see through [Polymorph]. That reasoning might even be correct.” 

Erick said, “I haven’t, though!”

Silverite said, “That might not matter, in the end.” She said, “Continue, Fillarina.”

Fillarina nodded, “There’s not much left. The base was well appointed, but it was clearly a hunter listening post of some kind, with chairs designed for extended [Scry]ing and coded missives hiding in the walls. It was not a Hand hideout, but it might have been getting turned into one. Also, the defenders were half consumed with destroying everything they could, while they were also holding us off long enough for a few of them to escape.”

Eduard said, “Our people would like the location of this listening post.”

“And you will have it, as soon as we’re done here, and we’re almost done.” Silverite spoke, “People died to bring us this vital intelligence, and to warn us that we have three Cinnabar Hand in custody as a result of the day’s events, though that might be a ruse of some sort; we will find out. The attack on Archmage Flatt’s residence is a part of this, but as to what part, we do not know. I am of the opinion that the simplest answer here in the correct one. They are scared, and they are willing to go to war because of this.” She said, “I want everyone here to do their part to discover what happened today with the pixies in town, the hidden dream worms, the potential Hand in custody, and the attack on Archmage Flatt’s house.”

“Pardon me.” Tyli spoke, “The Headmaster wishes to express that the boulder was obviously just a test of Archmage Flatt’s capability to track a person. The next time they attack it will not be a part of any test.” Tyli turned to Erick, and said, “Allying with Messalina’s crusade to kill the Hand would be a fool’s choice, for it might very well be that this sideways attack is actually from that cursed woman, and she is trying to get you to run to her for support.” She sat straight, speaking to everyone, as she said, “That is all.”

Silverite acknowledged the Headmaster’s sentiments with, “We will be exploring all options.” She spoke to the room, “Our Sin Seeker thought that they divined the truth of our ne'er-do-wells in custody, but we will be going over them all again. Some of them might be Hand, or not, but all of them are worthy of Exile. If we cannot divine the truth, I might just exile all of them, anyway. If the Headmaster wishes to bring in his own Sin Seeker, we would welcome the second opinion.”

Tyli said, “He does, and he will. Our Seeker will be arriving in three hours, to participate in any way they can.”

Silverite said, “Acceptable. Thank you.” She continued, “With Archmage Flatt’s ability to [Scan] for biological markers all the way out to the Thousand Kilometer Ring, events are likely to get very difficult, very fast. We need the threat of the Hand and Messalina to end, soon, because the Dead City is changing. We suspect we have months until Ar’Kendrithyst makes their move, but I doubt that timeline.” She turned to Erick. “We have pieces of cloud giants for you to track, if that would work. Is there anything else you think you might need?”

Erick said, “I can [Scan] for active magic, too. But—”

Zago exclaimed, “Holy fucking shit!”

Mog laughed loud. Ramizi and Eduard both said something to each other, while Tyli frowned. 

Silverite noticed, “Mage Tyli?”

Erick saw the problem, and quickly said, “Only if I have that magic, myself, is what I was trying to say. I don’t have [Force Trap], and I guess that Mage Tyli’s concern is because I wasn’t able to find her [Stone Trap]s she used to defend my house on Oceanside. I don’t have a lot of the other magics some of you might have.” He added, “This inability to work with magic you don’t have seems to be a running theme.”

Tyli smiled faintly, saying, “Ah. So that was the trouble.”

Zago chuckled, then said, “Much more reasonable! This is a known nuance of the Script.”

Mog smiled. She asked, “Then we need to authorize some illegal spells, don’t we?”

“Done.” Silverite said, “Authorized and witnessed by all of you fine people here.” She said, “[Invisibility] and [Force Trap] are permissible for now. [Induce Emotion] would be a good way for you to end a fight without needing to kill someone, too. This is also authorized. You’re going to need to get a teacher to unlock that mind magic, though.”

Erick bought the first two spells. He would ask Poi about [Induce Emotions], later.

 




	
Invisibility 1, instant, touch, 100 mana + Variable

A person or item touched becomes unseen for 1 minute per spell level. 

Moving while Invisible incurs a cost.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Force Trap 1, instant, close range, 10 mana + Variable

Place a trap that deals Variable force damage in a small area. Trap lasts 1 hour per spell level.

Exp: 0/100








 

Erick said, “I could search the forest for [Personal Ward]s or just [Ward]s, if you wish to look for hunters that way.”

Zago muttered, “Now that’s just unfair.”

Merit said, “I think I’m in love.”

Mog went from smiling, to utterly serious and stone faced. 

Eduard said, “We can be ready to go in an hour. Either to assault a cloud giant city, or retrieve hunters or the Hand out in the forest.”

Zago added, “The Mage Guild will be ready to scout whatever locations Erick discovers.”

“We’ll be ready, too.” Mog’s shoulders relaxed a fraction as she said, “Three separate cloud giant assault teams are waiting for their targets. They could also pivot to hunt hunters, or the Hand. Whatever is necessary to end this shit going on around here.”

Erick asked, “Who are we going to go after first? The hunters, or Messalina?”

Silverite said, “Merit will deal with the people in custody from her end, along with Oceanside’s Sin Seeker when they arrive, but you, Archmage Flatt, will be given blood samples to track those people using your own methods, tomorrow, to find out where they have been in the past however-long. If any of them do prove to be the Hand, we will be handing them over to Messalina. I would prefer the Life Binder to have her pound of flesh and to go away, but I would like to know where she is so I can personally share my displeasure at her recent actions.”

“Then I’ll look for Messalina, first.” He added, “There might be a way to find other suspicious people at the same time.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick set an Ophiel into the front yard to maintain and clarify a 500 kilometer map, the distance at which the Headmaster said Messalina was near Spur, while he stayed inside in the sunroom, directing the map’s formation from the safety of his [Prismatic Ward] and the walls of his house. He watched from the window as white fog turned into flat land, and [Scry] eyes popped into existence to check on the map every few minutes. The spell was currently searching for [Ward]. The city was an expected mess of blue dots. To the south, Ar’Kendrithyst was an unexpected plethora of blue dots, much denser than Erick had expected.

But to the north, scattered here and there, were small gatherings of blue dots on the ground. Spur had already sent out people to begin the investigation of every single one, first with [Scry], thanks to the Mage Guild, then with Mog’s and the Headmaster’s prepared forces, depending on what the [Scry] turned up. 

Mostly, they found people camping in the desert. Sometimes, though, the people they found would blip away before anyone could ask them who they were. It wasn’t damning, but it was suspicious. 

It was late. The stars shone outside, while [Cascade Imaging] flickered a cold light in the cold desert sky, high above the city. It might have only been midnight, but Erick had already been awake for over 24 hours, since Oceanside was 5 hours ahead. But he didn’t feel tired. 

Poi and Teressa were already in bed, sleeping while they could, both of them showing that they were still soldiers; still willing to take whatever rest they could. Rats and Kiri were both awake. Both of them for different reasons. Rats had crashed hard once the house had been put back together and he found his room comfortably remade. He awoke later, and now his sleep schedule was ‘well and truly fucked’, according to him. Kiri just couldn’t sleep. She was young, so that made sense. A lot of things had happened today, and would continue to happen as long as active threats remained. 

Erick had no idea why he was still feeling perfectly lucid, but Rozeta’s Recovery likely had a lot to do with that. The coftea helped, too.

Kiri walked into the room carrying a fresh coftea pot. She filled Erick’s mug on the table, then refilled her own. She handed Erick his mug, sipping her own as she did so. Erick took his cup, and sipped, as he returned to looking out the window, and the resolving map.

Kiri said, “That’s a lot more blue than I expected in the Dead City.”

“That’s just the top layer, too. The spell can’t image that deep.”

“… Have you ever searched for… you know who?”

Erick almost laughed, but he just chuckled nervously, then said, “It’s a scary image, that one.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide. She sipped her coftea. She looked at her coftea. “This needs some alcohol.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe later—” A new target appeared on the map. He lost his smile, as he said, “Blue dots in the air. A lot of them. Two hundred kilometers to the north.”

“Must be Messalina.” Kiri guessed, “Took a while for the spell to propagate?” She glanced up a bit, at the translucent [Scry] orbs floating in the manasphere around the map, adding, “They see it, too. That’s a lot more [Scry] orbs than before.”

Four [Scry] eyes floating around the map turned into dozens. Some of them bumped into other [Scry] orbs, popping both of the orbs in the process. Their controllers must have recast the spell; the orbs reappeared around the map, and this time they maintained a distance from each other.

Erick asked, “Do you feel safe here, Kiri?”

Kiri sighed. She smiled. “As safe as anywhere, when places like Odaali and the Life Binder’s village can be wiped out—”

A woman’s voice vibrated the window, “Erick Flatt. This is Messalina. They’re coming for you. Get out of there while you still can.”

Erick felt his blood run cold, then hot, as he activated [Hunter’s Instincts]. The world seemed to slow, as his mind raced faster, and faster. As a calm descended upon him, he said, “Kiri. Retreat to a secondary location.” He sent to Poi, ‘Wake up. Someone claiming to be Messalina has warned of an imminent attack.’ 

Kiri dropped her coftea mug. Sunny perked up around her shoulder.

Erick turned his attention toward the outside. He had positioned nine Ophiel outside of the house hours earlier, yet still inside the Restful air of the house; still covered by the [Prismatic Ward]. They were like tiny parakeets on the windowsills and the roof and the towers, waiting and watching for an attack. At Erick’s new command, they all came to attention. Each of them searched for figures in the night, or hidden attacks. Four of them immediately activated [Detect Intent Aura], looking for a discrepancy in the darkness—

The Ophiel on the roof responded with a wordless warning. Another two Ophiel looked up, and Erick looked with them. 

A pale red dot flashed high above, higher than Erick’s flaring white orb. It began to fall, like a single star plucked from the sky and sent tumbling down.

Erick came back to himself. Kiri’s mug crashed to the ground, spilling hot liquid across Erick’s pants, flickering his white [Personal Ward]. He didn’t care about that right now. He yelled at her, “Retreat! That’s an order!”

“I’m staying, asshole!” Kiri yelled, “That skill makes you mean, you know!” Kiri’s green scales flushed dark. Sunny took to the air. Green armor materialized around Kiri’s body, as she demanded, “Put on your armor!”

Erick wrestled with an unknown, angry emotion, as he searched for fault in Kiri’s words. He found none. He flashed white across his body. Cloth armor materialized like a robe with some extras, covering his arms and legs. It even had a cowl that bunched up around his neck, protecting that area, but it could be pulled over his head, too, if needed. It was strong as kevlar but reinforced with metal bands around his torso, inside the cloth. He said, “Fine. Armored up.” He asked, “Where are the rest of your [Familiar]s?”

“Around. Just like how you did yours.” Kiri looked up at the window, saying, “We should get away from the window. No point in giving them an easy attack vector.”

“It’s coming from the sky, Kiri—”

Poi rushed into the room, saying, “We need to evacua—”

“I got this.” Erick said, “I’ll be right back.”

“You don’t!” Poi said, “That’s a magnitude—”

Erick did not hear the rest of Poi’s words. He had work to do. As he fell into Ophiel’s senses, he quickly worked several angles at once. He sent a message to Silverite, telling her what was happening; he did not wait for a response. He took the Ophiel by the map and canceled the spell, then recast it much closer to the ground, searching for ‘people’. The cascading orb came into existence just high enough to clip the entire Human District. In a second, blue dots appeared on the map, but there were no visible people on the dark stone around the house. The Ophiel running the [Detect Intent Aura]s reoriented themselves. They spotted the people in the darkness, like they were blank spaces in a snowstorm. Erick did nothing to them, not right yet, but he did recognize that they were there, and slowly creeping up on the house. Some of them paused. They understood that they had been spotted. Some of them kept coming, slowly, either not understanding anything, or knowing more than him; Erick couldn’t tell.

The pale red dot in the sky was still falling, too. Erick flickered an Ophiel upward. That Ophiel instantly disintegrated into formless ash when it got within a hundred meters of the descending red dot. For a brief moment, as he came back to himself, Erick was surprised. That Ophiel should have had about 6700 effective Health, but simply being near the red dot caused it to fall apart? That did not bode well.

Erick summoned another Ophiel.

The second Ophiel went in surrounded by a [Pure Reflection Ward]. He survived his initial exposure, but the power of the red dot showed itself as Ophiel, with his perfected magic reflection active, became like a rock in a dark stream full of phosphorescence. Invisible power caught on Ophiel’s many winged body, flaring into visibility, turning night into day as the winged [Familiar] became an unintentional flamethrower, blinding him for all the light, but showing all the Ophiel on the ground exactly what they were up against. 

The pale red dot was an ocean of power, released as a point, filling the sky with invisible heat. The reflective Ophiel near that dot was like an ant subjected to a tide of power, and he was losing his grip. All that heat was not just magic, but a force upon the world that would not be denied. 

Erick maneuvered the reflective Ophiel directly under the moving dot, dragging light and fire behind him like some unseen godzilla breathing fire across the night. The red dot struck the [Familiar].

Briefly, the spell bounced. 

Erick came back to himself, just in time to see the sky turn fully red outside of the sunroom’s windows. Fire crashed in every direction. Up, mostly, but also out and down. Ophiel had managed to deflect the spell, but it still exploded. Red flames reached for the city.

A sudden barrier of opalescent energy capped Spur from wall to wall, kilometers across; a soap bubble protecting against an attack designed to wipe out a city. A thought occurred to Erick. Was this red dot the spell that turned Messalina’s village into a crater? 

Erick watched as fire warred against a bubble. The bubble won. Fire burned everything that was not covered, glassing the land outside of the walls. 

Barely any time had passed since the attack started. 

The invisible people in the front yard were already moving. They had been moving since Erick last heard Poi yell something about ‘magnitude’. Red bolts of fire launched from hidden positions all around the property. They were attacking at the same time that the red dot turned the sky into fire.

Kiri and Sunny were already on the defensive. Erick watched for the briefest moment, as fire bolts curved in the air around green couatls and flew back at their attackers. She missed on her return throws, a lot, and some [Incineration Bolt]s still struck the house, damaging the dense air, but she kept most of the bolts from striking. She was doing good work. More than enough, even. Many bolts were still in the air when Erick stepped into the fight.

Every single Ophiel still on the house looked down upon the surrounding battlefield with hundreds of eyes. With slicing clarity and over the course of ten seconds, the eyes of every Ophiel turned green. A hundred green-white coruscating lines of force clipped across the land like disco lasers, attempting to slice and cut without leaving any room for escape.

Erick did not expect this tactic to work. He expected deflections, avoidance, damage soaked into nothing, and retreat. What he got were a dozen bodies clipped into melting slices of meat, and another ten people’s blood spilled across the ground. Those ten people did not stick around. They vanished in colored blips of light that appeared out of nowhere, their [Invisible] selves flickering with their magical signatures as they cast the spells to get away.

A distant part of him, upon seeing the devastation he had wrought, thought ‘That’s what 50 + 2 times Willpower damage per second will do’. Even with Ophiel’s lesser Stats compared to Erick’s, that was still 180 damage for the briefest touch, and another 180 damage over the next four seconds. Another part of him was crying in a corner of his mind, puking, staring at the bodies on the ground with the hundred eyes of Ophiel. But since [Hunter’s Instincts] was active, his clinical side remained in control.

Fires burned outside and on the barrier above, but the [Incineration Bolt] assault was over. Every single enemy combatant was gone, for now.

Kiri spoke first, “Is… Is that it?”

Erick, his own eyes fixed upon the map outside his house, quickly said, “No.” As the fires above the opal bubble across Spur winked out, and the bubble flaked away, he had Ophiel gather up blood from the places where people had attacked. “Not over. Not yet.”

Merit and Silverite’s voices came to him after ten minutes; there had been attacks all over the city, each one going off as the red dot fell from the sky. Erick was too busy right now to give all of that its proper attention, so he told them some nonsense about how he was okay, and everyone was okay, as he gathered blood, and body parts. A hand. A leg. An arm. Not a head, though; that one was dead. His own attackers had gotten away, but not for long.

Erick got back to work. He had Ophiel float beside the map outside of the sunroom and hold onto a finger. Through his [Familiar], and still inside the safety of his [Prismatic Ward], Erick recast [Cascade Imaging] high, high into the sky. 

Poi spoke to the air, to include Erick in whatever conversation he was having, saying, “Yes. He’s searching for the fleeing attackers now. I already see dots appearing on the map. Looks like this one was a native, too, either impostor or natural and active in the town… Affirmative. I will let him know.”

Erick stared at the map forming outside his window.

Poi said, “They attacked the jailhouse, too. They attacked a lot of places. There are casualties.”

“Tell them to bring any body parts or whatever here or tell me where I need to go to get them. I’ll search for whoever they want.” Erick added, “If Messalina contacts us, tell her she will have to wait her turn to get the bodies I dropped. Unless Silverite has a problem with that?”

“… Messalina doesn’t need the body to get the soul.” Poi said, “If Messalina was ready for this, then she already has them.”

Erick stomped down a sudden rage warring in his chest, as he continued to look down, out of the window of his sunroom, as the blue dot on Spur remained blue, and the thousand kilometers around Spur continued to materialize out of the white fog. 

Another blue dot appeared to the south, not too far. Maybe only a hundred kilometers.

The thing about searching for DNA was that it wasn’t a perfect system. Sure, it could track people over great distances and cross contamination ensured that [Polymorph] was not a proof against Erick’s form of detection, but Erick had learned yesterday that finding extra dots on the map did not mean that a person was actually at any of those dots. 

He also learned that people were a lot less smart than he thought they were. Sometimes a person was active all over town and in a few other places here and there, but when a dot pinged in the middle of nowhere, that was usually a hiding hole of some sort. 

Finding those hiding holes was the hard part, but not anymore. Erick was practically able to make a list of where a person had been, and through the power of his Ophiel, checking every single one of those locations was easy enough. 

As for this latest dot, Erick sent a pair of Ophiel to the far off dot in the desert. The two winged [Familiar]s instantly found a trail of blood leading nowhere, in the middle of the dark desert. 

Erick infused Ophiel with [Hunter’s Instincts]. He watched from the eyes of each of them, as each of them turned harder, their wings sharper, their eyes slitted and brighter white than before. They looked down, and temporary instincts told them that their prey was still here. People were yelling down below, under the sand.

[Stoneshape] ripped the ground apart in great rocky masses. Sand fountained as a home appeared out of the ground. Books flew. Cloth and food scattered. Little wooden swords and building blocks with letters on each side, fell into the sands, or broke. A human father, or a husband, or someone, held a dying human woman, as their children and he all gathered around their loved one, and stared at the suddenly open sky. Their mother was never going to stare at anything ever again. She was already dead. Ophiel could tell; she had died in that moment, right then, with blood pouring from her sides, her arms in tatters, and her face partially melted.

Erick controlled his overwhelming emotions long enough to message Merit about the location. Ophiel blipped away, as people in silver guard’s armor blipped in. 

Erick moved onto the next target. 

The first target threatened to turn Erick into a wreck. He could still hear the wails of children crying over their dead mother. But tracking down and finding the other attackers was emotionally uncomplicated. 

There were a pair of people who lived under a pile of rocks with their collections of bloody knives, and piles of humanoid limbs. An orcol pinged over in Kal’Duresh, and that was a minor political incident, but Erick later heard that Baroness Pirazel Xelxex was happy that one of the Hand had been uncovered in her city. A trio of humans pinged in Frontier, each living in different locations. Viscount Andro Helix was not happy about losing a member of his guard and two great bakers, but their recent downturn in quality of baked goods led credence to the idea that they had not been themselves for months. 

Four of his own attackers took a lot longer to find. 

Erick stayed up late, well into morning the next day, tracking down blood from one 1000 kilometer ring to the next; from the foothills of the Mondariska mountains in the east, to Vindin in the far north, to the edge of the Wasteland Kingdoms in the west and everywhere in between. He left Ophiel scattered at these locations powering maps, waiting for their next target. Each of those Ophiel dropped a [Prismatic Ward] nearby, too, so they had a way to easily regain their mana.

It was a confusing day.

Merit dropped off samples from other attacks on Spur. This led to fifteen other targets being found across the Crystal Forest. The attack at the jailhouse had been successful in retrieving three people; Fillarina’s intel from Felair had been correct. Once the Hand’s full attack was underway, members of the Hand had come and rescued their people and killed everyone they could on the way into the jailhouse. They even knew where the anti-[Teleport] runes had been; they disabled those and left the easy way, in several blips.

Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] found those targets, and the three people that had been in her custody. Merit’s vengeance was bloody, swift, and absolute. Erick did not know any of the three people in custody. He was glad for that.

A few targets got away completely. 

The day also got away from Erick.

Erick stood by the window of his sunroom, staring at the map outside while the late afternoon sun spilled light across his feet. The time to rain on the farms had come and gone, but he had been busy, and Silverite had placed the city in a state of emergency; nothing was happening today except for military action.

As Erick stared at the map outside his window, he was only half present in the moment. He was also looking through Ophiel’s eyes at similar maps scattered across the Crystal Forest, searching for the final targets; the ones who had gotten away. Either they had left the desert, or they were much more careful about keeping their [Polymorph] forms in separate lives, or they had cleaned themselves in ways that the others did not. 

The orcol discovered in Kel’Duresh was completely clean, but they must have worn [Conjure Armor] that transferred DNA, or maybe they thought [Cleanse] got rid of everything. Or maybe they had made a mistake somewhere in the past and cross contaminated their home in that tiered city with the DNA of the body they used to hunt people. Erick didn’t know for sure. He would likely never know. But he did know that a killer was dead, and that was good.

The Baroness’s words to Erick, delivered to him through Poi, might have been thankful, but there was obviously some strain in that relationship as a direct result of Erick’s ability to hunt people down so easily.

Erick turned to Poi, asking, “How did she say it, again?”

“‘Thank you for your magics. I am sure that they will be used well, and not abused at all. Thank you for inventing this wonderful new method’. End quote.” Poi said, “It was slightly more sarcastic than that.”

“Yeah… She’s not happy.” 

Poi said, “You should get some rest, sir.”

“I’m not tired.”

“Please don’t make me have to keep up with you, like this.”

Erick burst a laugh. “What?” He turned to Poi. “Oh.” He frowned. “You’re not joking, are you?”

“No, sir.” Poi said, “I am not joking. I can do it, but it is difficult.”

“… Even with the new Stat rings?”

“Even with.”

“… Okay, Poi. Sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry about. I’m not asking you to not do what needs to be done, but the fight is over, and has been for a while. You haven’t found any new targets since noon, and you haven’t eaten since yesterday.” Poi said, “Your ability to outlast everyone is just something to be aware of, going forward.” He asked, “But I have to ask. Are you really still not tired? Hungry?”

Erick checked himself. He said, “No. Neither.” He tried a joke, “You could teach me [Induce Emotion]. Maybe I can share my wakefulness?”

“… Maybe some other day.” Poi asked, “Don’t you have other spells to level? From last night? Work on those.”

“Already done.” Erick said, “I raised [Invisibility] and [Force Trap] to ten through Ophiel hours ago.” He asked, “What were you saying last night, about ‘magnitude’?”

Poi looked out of the window as he stood beside Erick. He took a while to answer. Eventually, Poi said, “It’s a method Mind Mages use to gauge the change upon the world that a spell is designed to cause. Sometimes it's easy to tell that number. Sometimes it’s hard.”

“That’s why I’ve never heard that term before.” Erick asked, “What magnitude was that red dot spell?”

“… Nine.”

Erick nodded. “What about, like, [Call Lightning]?”

“… Seven.”

“Really? What’s the difference?”

“Are you ready to hear the full account of last night?”

Erick suddenly felt awful. He said, “Way to change the subject, Poi… But… Yes. I’m ready. Tell me the full report.”

“A few people died on the walls and in the taller towers. Some of the new architecture messed up Archmage Opal’s shield, causing holes in her [Ward].” Poi said, “The farm is a complete loss. That red dot glassed the land outside the walls and flash incinerated the rest of the plants.”

Erick felt his [Hunter’s Instincts] falter, but he kept the drain active; it kept his mind clear in the face of this attack, and in the aftermath. He said, “The loss of life is worse than the loss of the farms. We can rebuild.”

“It gets worse.” 

Erick breathed. He said, “I’m ready.”

Poi paused, briefly. He continued, breaking horrific news as professionally as he could, “Felair was killed in his hospital bed. Directly after that, a massed attack on the Adventurer’s Guild killed twenty seven people; mostly rookies. We believe that specific attack was an unorganized set of explosions designed to confuse just as much as it was designed to kill. 

“Farmer’s Council members Valok Greentalon and Krakina Kali were killed at the same time, on opposite sides of the city. Apogough Ooragh survived, but his father the cattle rancher did not. 

“Savral Noraki was killed defending his father, Al the Sewermaster, directly after Valok and Krakina were murdered. 

“Sometime in the middle of all that, someone hit the Church. They stole Jane’s unicorn horn and killed three acolytes, four priests, and a few others. Darenka was wounded, but she will recover. 

“This is the order of events as put together by Merit and our other [Witness]-capable people. Teressa is not ready for that burden, but Merit has conscripted her for her Mana Sense anyway. She’s close to [Witness]; it could happen at any time today. Rats is out helping heal those he can. He got his [Greater Treat Wounds] quest done last night, when he participated in the retaliatory strikes you precipitated with your [Cascade Imaging]. Both of those two are currently still working, either to find out what happened, or to help heal those injured. As the Church has been struck and several important healers killed, including the Matrons that helped to raise Rats, Rats has requested leave to help at the Church.” Poi added, “Kiri is still working with the Mage Guild and Sizzi to scout the locations you have found, since both of their [Familiar]s have independent mana pools. Kiri is still upstairs, though. She’s working from here.”

Erick stood still, staring at the white map outside of his window. He felt hollow. He felt like someone had sliced him up and pulled the ribs out of his chest. He breathed, barely. Wetness rolled down his face, but he did not let himself openly cry. Not right now. Tears fell as they were wont, and Erick said, “Rats did ask to go out and join the fight, didn’t he. I barely noticed.” Erick demanded, “They’re both okay out there in the city, aren’t they?”

“They’re fine.” Poi said, “You’ve been running [Hunter’s Instincts] for a while now.” Concerned, but still professional, he said, “There’s a reason they call the people who kill others ‘hunters’. That skill changes some people. Some can’t handle the power it gives them. Prolonged use is bad for you.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll… I’ll turn it off when we’re done.” He added, “Rats has his leave. Tell him… I’m sorry for his loss. No! I’ll tell him myself.”

“Very well, sir.”

Erick sobbed once, thinking of poor Delia Greentalon, Valok’s 15 year old daughter, all alone, now. Had she even Matriculated, yet? Then he controlled himself. Savral was dead, too. And Krakina! They had killed the Weather Witch of Spur! How was Krakina’s granddaughter, Ikawa, holding up? Ikawa and Savral had taken Jane out with them and the rest of their crew for Jane’s first adventure through the Crystal Forest. How was Al doing? And holy hell, Rats’ basically-mother was killed, too? Did he have that right? He needed to talk to Rats, and soon.

He felt himself go cold as he muttered, “They hit the Church, too, and took the horn, huh? Was that their purpose?” 

“We believe it was an opportunistic theft. They aimed to kill the healers. They almost succeeded.”

Erick felt a glimmer of hatred well inside his chest and take over every single thought process. An opportunistic theft, huh? Well that’s the sort of thing that gets people killed, doesn’t it. It would certainly get some more people killed, if Erick had anything to say on the matter.

He had seen the horn multiple times after his rains on the farm and when Mog called him over to kill a monster; when all of that was done, he had sometimes turned Ophiel tiny and made him take the scenic route through town before dismissal. His sight seeing had taken him from the gargantuan trees outside of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse, to the roofs across from the gold-walled Sewerhouse, and even to the resplendent rainbow interior of the Interfaith Church. He had seen that horn many times.

With a thought, Erick contacted his Ophiel still scattered across the Crystal Forest. He had them search for the horn. It was a light essence construct nine meters long, and while it might have been mostly ethereal, it was also rather solid, and distinctive. It was radiance twisted into a fractured spike, and Erick was pretty damn sure it was gone forever, but he would try to find it anyway. He might even get lucky.

Erick tensed his hands into fists. He felt a primal need to wrap his fingers around a throat and squeeze the life out of a killer.

A blue dot appeared, far to the south. He got a match. Erick balked when he saw where it was. 

He turned to Poi, saying, “Holy fucking— The horn is in Portal.”

 

- - - -

 

In a long neglected stone room on the edge of the seaside city, where crates stacked high and carpets laid in piles seven rolls tall and twenty deep, there laid a treasure worth a kingdom, and two very scared kids. The treasure glittered on top of the rolled carpets, atop a thin layer of dust. 

A simple [Cleanse] would have taken care of the dirt, but the owner of this property hadn’t paid the kids to clean the place. He had paid them to watch it, and to never go inside. Almost two weeks ago those payments had dried up. The orphanage was going under because Spur was growing their own food now, and Portal suffered for their gain. So when blackscale Andar got a hookup with a temporary job that paid way too much and mainly involved being a lookout, he took it. Bluescale Morothy felt the same; she insisted on going along for the heist. They had both Matriculated ten days ago, and because they accepted this job, they had been a part of a power leveling operation to get them ready for the heist. 

They didn’t know the hit was against Spur and the archmage who fucked over their entire town until it was too late. At the time, both of them were more than willing to kill for revenge, and for gold. Their handler had even grabbed the horn and shoved it at the two of them, and told them to get to the meetup.

And now, that horn was going to get them killed. It had already killed their handler, for sure. Their last contact with the handler had been ten hours ago. Now, when they tried [Telepathy], their calls connected to no one.

Andar was not taking it well.

Andar cried out to the empty air, “They’re gonna come for us, Morothy!” His bloodshot red eyes were beyond fear, as he clung to Morothy’s shoulder, bunching the girl’s shirt in his hands, ripping the fabric with his talons. “Where are we gonna go! This was a bad idea! I didn’t want to be a hunter!”

Morothy let him cling, as her own bloodshot eyes stared down at the nine meter unicorn horn. She casually said, “We just put in the oils for the anti-[Teleport] runes. We’re safe, for now. We just gotta leave our old lives behind. You know how the Hand does it. We gotta...” Her eyes went wide, unblinking. “We gotta kill someone and take their life.”

Andar pleaded, “We took too many lives—!”

“Eat a brain, eat a heart, take a life, a brand new start.” Morothy said, “That’s how it goes. That’s our life now.” She calmly said, “We gotta kill that alchemist. The one you’re friends with. Raid his stock. Get a pair of potions. He won’t see it coming.” She broke her stare at the horn and turned to Andar, who was still clinging to her shoulder. He had gone silent. “Do you not approve?”

Andar let go. Then he tapped her shirt with a black talon, causing the fabric to repair. He said, “Okay. But we could just steal—”

“No.” Morothy said, “We’re killing him and ditching the body in the ocean. We left no traces in the attack, but our handler is dead and the Life Binder is looking for anything she can get. I’m not gonna be no zombie, Andar. We’re doing this right, and then we’re getting out of here. How’s Nelboor sound to you?”

Andar breathed out unsteady, his lungs seeming to seize up as he said, “O— Oka— Okay. We’ll do it your way.” He calmed. “Nelboor is fine. We’ll go there.” He looked down at the horn. “You’re gonna eat this, right? You’ll do better with [Lightwalk] than me.”

“Soon as we kill Rool and take some [Polymorph] potions, and then it’s just a trip to the sewer. I can eat most of the horn as an acid slime. Should be good enough.” Morothy said, “Just you watch, Andy. We’ll be good—”

The air moved. Dust filtered down from atop a stack of crates to the right, behind Morothy. Morothy’s eyes flared blue as she whipped around to better see the disturbance. Andar turned his own [Hunter’s Instincts] on, and did much the same. The dusty air of the room suddenly felt less dirty, and more a perfect way to spot hidden threats tracking through the dirt as they tried to move hidden behind all the stacked and shadowy crates. Andar absently wondered if that was the reason they never cleaned this place.

Morothy smiled wide as she stared at the stack of crates. She asked, “Which urchin decided to follow us in here? Is that you Thoom?”

Andar watched, saying nothing. He had always been a better lookout than Morothy. That was likely the only reason he saw the thin metal interior spikes of the anti-[Teleport] rune, behind the horn and the stacked carpets, bend ever-so-slightly out of shape. He had charged that rune himself. Now, he watched as the dark grey magic he had laid there flickered and died.

Sudden realization struck him too late to reach for the horn. He flailed forward, reaching toward the pillar of spun radiance, trying to touch it before—

The horn vanished in a blip of white. The horn was there, and then it was gone, and everything was worse than it had ever been before. The closing orphanage didn’t matter. The trade district with half as much food as before didn’t matter. His rumbling stomach was a distant concern. 

Mostly, he thought about how much he missed Tenday desserts, with the whipped cream on icies and jams of every sort. Andar hadn’t had one of those treats in months.

Morothy crumpled behind him. Andar turned just in time to see a pair of men guiding Morothy’s body to the ground, and shackling her with anti-magic wrist cuffs. He almost got away, himself, but everything went dark. His mind tried to touch upon his magic, to get away, but it was too late. The fight was over. He was done for.

He barely registered discomfort as a pair of cuffs slipped over his own wrists and spikes punched into his flesh, drawing out both blood and magic. His Health drained away, just like his Mana. In a minute, it would be like he had never Matriculated, but without the defenses of Childhood to protect him from the lesser terrors of the world, like a too-dark room, or a too-high fall and a broken bone.

He should have never trusted that hunter, claiming an easy score was just a few [Teleport]s away. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick watched from an invisible Ophiel as the two kids were taken away by Portal’s city guards. The horn was already back in his house. It was currently occupying the main hallway on the first floor, sticking out into the foyer, taking up walking space. 

Erick said to Poi, “They were just kids. And she was talking about killing some alchemist to get a [Polymorph] potion… Shit, Poi!” He turned back to the window, whispering, “What the fuck is wrong in Portal? Life is not supposed to be a zero sum game.” He exclaimed, “Fuck!” Another thought barreled into his mind. “Savral. I need to go see Al.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked through town to get to the Sewerhouse. Poi flanked him on one side. Kiri flanked him on the other. Five Sunny curled around Kiri’s neck, like a loose, living scarf, or maybe a tiny, winged hydra. The [Familar]’s tiny heads were taking in every sight all around them; Kiri was on high alert. Poi looked much more reserved to Erick’s eyes, but he knew that his sapphire scaled guard was on higher alert than anyone.

The streets were empty except for some guards. Military law was in effect, and they were on patrol to ensure its enforcement. Twice, the guards almost approached Erick when they saw him walking openly in the street, but each time recognition dawned on them well before they opened their mouths. Erick, Poi, and Kiri walked on, to the Sewerhouse.

They reached the sewerhouse without incident. 

The golden three-story building had been broken. Grey and orange stone showed through flaking golden wardpaint that clung to the stone that remained, and on the flat surfaces of the debris surrounding the building. The top two floors were barely there. Rubble piled against the walls, like someone had temporarily shoved it to the side. Sunlight filtered down all the way to the front room, where fountains usually gave the tiled and ostentatious space a sense of grandeur unlike any other place in Spur. The front doors were gone. The fountains were silent. Al was inside the front room, sitting in a chair in the sunlight, alone.

Al was a giant, brown-green orcol man, who usually wore dark clothes fit for a sultan-mobster, all pinstriped with gold and tight vested, but with loose and airy arms and legs. Right now, he was shirtless in the sun, but he was not relaxing. He was in mourning, and he had obviously lost a terrible fight. His pants were torn. Blood had dried across his body, and soaked his dark pants. He took a swig from a giant liquor bottle, then lowered the bottle, placing it on a short, solid glass table, to the side. Erick couldn’t quite tell what that table was from his angle, standing outside of the remains of the Sewerhouse.

Al watched Erick, Poi, and Kiri stand outside of his house. He said nothing, but instead gave the three of them a single questioning raised eyebrow.

“Hello, Al.” Erick said, “I heard. I’m sorry.”

Al sneered, then picked the bottle back up and took another swig—

He paused. He looked at Erick again. He sneered wider, saying, “Fucking heaven and hell. You went and switched Scions.”

“I did not.” Erick stepped forward, over the broken wall, into the Sewerhouse saying, “I just… got an unexpected… boo...” His words left him, as he looked down at the glass table to Al’s side.

It was not a solid glass table. It was a casket. Inside the box, was Savral. The blackscale dragonkin rested inside the stone, poised and clean, with his arms over his chest and mended clothes. Al set the bottle back down on his son’s casket. Glass met crystal, with a loud ‘bonk’.

It was an odd noise, completely at odds with everything Erick was seeing.

Al said, “You got an open line to the Life Binder? I want Savral revived.”

Erick looked back up at his friend. He said, “Okay. I’ll see what I can do. She’s going to want something. I’ll see if I can pay it for you.”

“Good man.” Al said, “I can pay. Don’t worry about that.”

“… I want to help, Al.” 

Al grabbed his bottle and took another swig. He said, “Okay. You can pay.” He added, “You can leave now, too.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked back home and everything felt surreal, from the near empty streets, to the silence hanging in the air, to the faces peering out from windows to see who was walking around outside, before they quickly vanished back into the dark interiors of their homes. Poi telepathically rattled off casualty numbers at Erick because he asked him to, but far from making everything seem real, it just made everything feel stranger. Like he was walking through a dream.

He opened his Status to make sure he wasn’t wormed. The numbers came up. He closed the blue box.

He and Archmage Opal and all the guards and the Headmaster Elites, and everyone else, had stopped the worst from happening, but the Cinnabar Hand and their various hunters and Caradogh had killed a fair number of people. At least it was confirmed now that Caradogh was fully involved in the attack. No one had any idea where he was, though, and all of Erick’s various maps turned up thousands of potential spots, but no Caradogh; not yet, anyway.

Four hundred and seventy three people had died in the attack, so far, but thousands were missing. Many of the confirmed deaths were either people in charge or those close to people in charge. Many of them were business people with shops down Market Street, or around the Adventurer’s District. The Courthouse lost ten guards, and a handful of lawyers and office workers. A good forty adventurers were dead. A hundred farmers were killed. The numbers went on and on.

Silverite and the people in charge decided that the attack was meant to do one thing, directly:

This attack was meant to hurt Spur for years to come.

And as for reasoning for the attack, there were two accepted ideas among the people in charge:

One: The dying remnants of the Hand allied with every single remaining hunter, and with the help of Caradogh, they had attacked Spur hoping to wipe the town off the map, in order to destroy Erick’s theoretical magic from coming to fruition. 

Merit and everyone else was still checking on the veracity of that idea, using whatever methods they usually used; Erick didn’t want to know, not right now. 

Or Two: Portal had backed the attack, through Caradogh.

It was a variation on the first idea, but if it was true, it meant dark times ahead.

With that in mind, Erick telling Poi, who told whoever he told about the two kids who stole the horn, placed Portal’s quick no-nonsense takedown of those two kids in a new light. Portal was hoping to avoid looking like an enemy. 

Silverite and the people in charge over at Portal were currently in closed door meetings discussing… whatever they were discussing. Erick was not privy to whatever went on behind those closed doors.

Erick got home and went inside; he went right to the sunroom, back into position behind the dense air of the house, standing over the map hanging outside his window. Silverite and Merit had already requested other searches, through Poi, mostly for guards or citizens or other people missing since the attack. Erick had been directing Ophiel to blip back and forth between the Courthouse and the Guardhouse to pick up those samples, and continue the search. Now, back inside his house, he saw those blue dots on the map in front of him, and [Scry] eyes hovering around the map. 

He adjusted the map as requested. He also brought those samples to his other Ophiel, hanging out around the Crystal Forest with their own maps. Sometimes the blue dots appeared on those other maps.

Sometimes, the dots were just people saying that they were escaping the dangers of Spur. Sometimes, they were wounded in the attack, and they were passed out in the Crystal Forest after having [Teleport]ed away from their attackers. 

That was how Erick found out he was done hunting for hunters. Now, he was searching for survivors. He felt a bit better at everything, because of that. 

And while all of that was happening, Erick asked Poi to contact a certain someone.

After a hundred searches and another hour, Poi spoke up, “She’ll contact you in a few minutes. But I must warn you, if it looks like she’s trying to control you, I’m pulling you out.”

Erick sighed out, trying to force himself to relax. He said, “Thank you, Poi.” Erick sat down in a chair by the window, watching the thousand kilometer map sitting just outside his window. “I wonder what she’ll want.”

Two minutes later, a voice came to Erick, ‘Greetings, Erick. Glad to see my warning last night was more than enough time for you to save most of your people.’

‘Hello, Messalina. My friend’s son is dead. He wants a revival. What is this going to cost me?’

‘Right to it, then! I do love directness in a man, but fret not! Today this service will cost you absolutely nothing, but it would be nice if your people would stop trying to infiltrate my city.’ She added, ‘Just because you found me, doesn’t mean I welcome you to bloody up my front lawn.’

‘Has Silverite slapped you around yet? She said she wanted to share her displeasure at your recent actions.'

‘That is simply no way to talk to a lady. Maybe your friend’s child should stay dead.’

‘… Sorry. I apologize. I have been under some stress, lately.’

‘I completely understand.’ Messalina sent, ‘I was recently under some horrible stress, too. But now that you’ve dropped a hundred hunters in your town and I already stole their souls for questioning, I am feeling rather great! You didn’t catch the Red Dot mage, but now I know who they are as an individual, and I plan on bringing them to justice. Fine, righteous justice!’

Erick’s blood burned with demand. He asked, ‘Who are they?’

‘My revenge first, Erick.’ Messalina sent, ‘When I’m done, then you can have them, though I doubt you’ll get anything useful out of an empty soul.’

‘I can help you find them. They’ve already eluded you this much. They might throw you off their scent, again.’

‘This time I have memories and threads of Fate to trace, and my Sin Seekers are the best in the world. I will give you this much, though: Spur managed to kill two of the group that killed my village. I will kill the remaining three.’ She sent, ‘Do be careful of Caradogh, though. He is a devious man, who always has a backup plan. I am fairly certain that this was his second to last ditch attempt. His final attempt will be considerably darker in tone, for sure. As for the revival of your friend’s son, just tell me who it is, and I’ll go fetch them myself.’

‘… Al Noraki’s son, Savral Noraki. Savral was killed because… I don’t know why they killed him. Al wants him back. That’s all I need to know.’

‘They killed him because every single hunter still existent in the Crystal Forest was hired or goaded into action by Caradogh, of course. The Sewermaster was a target because of his level. The son likely got in the way. This is very basic stuff, Erick.’

‘… I have had a very busy day.’

‘I can relate. Don’t worry about Savral. I’ll get it done.’ Joy and satisfaction flooded through the connection, as Messalina sent, ‘Thank you, Erick. I know we never entered into a formal bargain of trade, but I feel as though I still owe you something more than this. I hate owing anyone anything, so ask something more of me, please.’

‘You can tell me what those pixies and dream worms were doing in Spur.’

A smile carried through her words, ‘Caradogh was the Lower Trademaster of Portal, my dear Erick. That man has pockets as deep and as hidden around the world as Kirginatharp’s own. But they’re probably depleted now. Every single one I knew about, I stole. But who knows? He certainly had dark market connections all across the Letri Ocean, and many of those were with coastal pixie enclaves. Point is, is that they are not my slaves. The pixies are free actors that he probably paid well, and if he had succeeded, he would have become a leader of the Cinnabar Hand unlike we have seen in at least two hundred years. But he failed, thanks to you.’  She added, ‘I meant it about watching for one more attack from him. He’s as murderous as a shadowcat these days.’ 

‘… I can’t help but feel that you’ve been secretly working with him while everyone else thinks he fled his position because the Headmaster was after him— Ah. No. You slipped that information into our previous talk on purpose, to get Caradogh to hate me even more. I bet it didn’t take much to get him to gather up all of the hunters he possibly could, to try and kill me.’ Erick continued, ‘Were you hands-on at all, for any of that? How many course corrections were necessary for today to happen? Where you would win, even if I failed, because you were just waiting for the hunters and the Hand to make themselves known at all, weren’t you? And now you have your way to find your final killers.’

Simultaneously, all across the Crystal Forest, Erick searched for ‘pixie’.

Every single map lit up with dozens of blue dots. 

Erick quickly reset the maps back to their previous searches, and sent an apology to Merit for the interruption in service. 

Erick sent to Messalina, ‘You could have at least helped my people take down our targets, but I didn’t hear about a single pixie helping in any single strike.’

Bright joy filled the connection, as Messalina sent, ‘Such an overactive imagination!’ She laughed, then said, ‘For what it’s worth, I made him hate me, too.’ She asked, ‘Just to be clear. You do want me to revive this ‘Savral’ fellow, right? Not rip his soul apart so that he can’t ever find his True Peace? And probably ruin everything forever between you and Al?’

‘… Please revive Savral, for Al. Thank you.’

‘You’re ever so welcome. See you around, Erick!’

Erick’s connection to Messalina snapped. He breathed deep. He turned to Poi, asking, “How did Silverite’s raid on Messalina’s cloud city go?”

“Badly.” Poi said, “No deaths, but the Headmaster’s people went to the cloud city with our own soldiers. They were in the sky and just about to fight through her front door when the Red Dot came.”

“So… Either she was working with them the whole time, or the hunters were waiting for those Elites and soldiers to leave, or maybe Messalina even saw that I was searching for [Ward] and she cast some highly visible ones out there in order to draw out some soldiers... which is exactly what Caradogh was waiting for...” Erick asked, “Or am I overthinking?”

“No.” Poi said, “Silverite has already expressed this opinion.”

“Is she still talking to Portal?”

“Yes.”

Erick nodded. He turned his attention back to the map. He asked, “Are there more targets? Did they find this one, yet?”

“They have not, but that doesn’t matter. It’s time to move on.” Poi said, “Merit has more targets for you to pick up at the Guardhouse.”

Erick nodded, and sent Ophiel blipping to pick up the next few pounds of flesh. 

Ophiel appeared on the edge of a plain stone room that was filled with guards in silver armor, and lots of chalkboards. Everyone was talking to everyone else, but Ophiel wasn’t here for the talk; he was here for the samples. A table down to the left was already set with three new targets; a hairbrush, a few horn clippings, and a few scattered red scales, each on their own metal dish.

The guard overlooking the samples said to Ophiel, “Three possible survivors. They should be close.”

Erick used Ophiel to Handy Aura the samples into the air, as he used [Prestidigitation] to say, “Okay.”

Ophiel blipped out of there, back to the map in front of the sunroom. Erick deftly took hold of the hairbrush, through Ophiel, and recast [Cascade Imaging], using the biological bit at the end of the hair follicles as the DNA target. He had gotten rather good at this part, since his first feeble attempts… 

Yesterday? It was yesterday, right? Or was it still today? It might have still been today.

Whatever.

The map pinged in Spur, and also fifty kilometers northwest of town. [Scry] eyes hovered over the map.

Erick waited.

After a moment, Poi spoke, “Target found. Deceased. Blood loss from knife wounds.”

“Who were they?”

“Carnelia Izazoth, of Ruby’s Reds. She was an enchanter down on Market Street.”

Erick felt a pang in his chest. “I knew her. I bought my first Strength ring from Carnelia.”

“I know. I directed you to her shop.”

“You did, didn’t you.” Erick breathed deep. “How was she doing, these days? Before… all this.”

Poi listened to the air for a moment, as tendrils of intent flowed from his skull. He said, “She was working on metallizing her gems for longevity, like your gems. It was working, but not perfectly. Her Stat enchantments were starting to last twice as long.”

Erick stared down at the blue dot outside of the city for a while. 

He moved on to the next target.
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                In the course of defending himself and his city, Erick had killed hunters, overseen the elimination of the Hand, and directly guided soldiers to murder those who would, and had, murdered others. It was a simple decision of kill or let-your-world-be-killed, and Erick chose the former.

And yet, each time he thought he was comfortable with what he had done, his thoughts came back to those two kids who had stolen Jane’s horn. Morothy and Andar. Those two barely-Matriculated dragonkin chose to participate in the attack on Spur because of a chain of dominoes Erick set down months ago; his choice to keep raining on the Farms. 

He wasn’t so narcissistic as to think that his decision alone precipitated everything that came later, where one out of every four farmers were dead, and the Farmer’s Council was two thirds murdered. Every single farmer of Spur chose to be here, to try for a new way of life that threatened the old one. 

When it came down to it, the simple fact was, that neither he, nor Spur, would, or could, allow Portal to dictate what would and could not be sold between the other city states of the Crystal Forest. Portal had grown comfortable in their position of power in the local economy, and they thought this meant that they were the arbiter of said economy. They were wrong, and it was correct to go against their desires, when the alternative Erick offered was economic freedom and plentiful food. There was a cost to this freedom, as there always is; a necessity of leaving behind some luxuries in favor of others.

But Erick’s decision to invent this new scanning magic, and all that that entailed… 

That was all on him. 

[Cascade Imaging] had definitely prevented further reprisals and guerrilla warfare, but the end result was that Erick had killed people, and he would likely kill again.

The sun stretched through the sunroom, while Erick watched the map outside his window and in other, distant places across the desert. Small blue dots appeared here and there, but they were old dots, long since searched. His eyes might have been on the targets, but his mind wandered. His thoughts skipped through every single death he had seen since this all started… 

Two days ago? Yes. He was pretty sure at least one day had fully passed. Maybe two. At the very most, it had been three days since the attack. 

The search for perpetrators was long over. The search for the survivors was over, too. Now, he was just searching for Caradogh, the man that took the threat of Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] to galvanize the broken Hunters and Cinnabar Hand of the Crystal Forest into an organized threat. 

Erick had begun his search yesterday. In one more hour, he would have searched the entirety of the Crystal Forest, all 35 million square kilometers of this crystal dotted land, for the fourth time.

35 million sounded like a lot, but each one of Erick’s [Cascade Imaging]s could search through almost 5 million square kilometers on their own, if he searched at max range. There were a few problems with that method, though. One, was that when Erick searched at [Cascade Imaging]s full 1200-ish radius range, the map produced took a while to fill, and even longer to detect trace DNA in that area. So Erick had relegated himself to smaller 500 kilometer radius ranges for the larger, empty parts of the Crystal Forest, and dozen-kilometer scans for more precise city mapping. 

There had been a slight diplomatic concern to him searching the cities of the Crystal Forest, but the only complaint that got to him was an offhand comment from Poi that went ‘Maybe don’t set up the map in the center of Frontier, try somewhere off to the edge’. Erick was sure that he was making a huge diplomatic problem for Silverite, but he was also sure that Silverite was on his side. She said as much, a few different times. Erick would continue to image the land, without concern for people’s privacy. Later, when this was over, he would likely be reprimanded, but for now, he was cleared to step on as many toes as he needed, and Silverite would deal with the diplomatic fallout.

But there was an issue with searching for the former Lower Trademaster of Portal. Caradogh Pogi got around, a lot. He had dealings all throughout the desert, in every major city. So far, none of Erick’s searches had turned up more than hidden and not-so-hidden rooms in all the cities of the Crystal Forest. Every blue dot turned out to be nothing.

Increasingly, Erick felt like it was time to face one of two facts. Either Caradogh Pogi was not in the Crystal Forest, or he had taken on a new [Polymorph] form and [Cascade Imaging] was now useless. Or maybe someone had figured out how to create a maskward to block radio waves? It was possible, but highly unlikely. Aside from these conclusions based on the evidence before him, [Hunter’s Instincts] agreed with Erick’s assessment. Caradogh Pogi was in the wind. 

Erick had been running the [Hunter's Instincts] all this time, too. It kept him sharp, but after hours and hours of nothing found and nothing gained, the skill felt like knives at the end of his fingertips, and a sharpness to his teeth. If he moved too much, he felt like he would snap and punch out a wall, or a window.

Erick stared down at the map outside his window. His thoughts wandered back to the problem of Caradogh. “If I were him, I wouldn’t take the chance.”

Kiri asked, “The chance?”

“The chance on me being able to see through [Polymorph] at 1500 kilometers.”

“Oh. Yeah. He’s gone. Probably down in Nergal, or wherever. Merit’s last search was yesterday… So… Is it time to stop?”

Erick breathed deep. “… Yes.”

“Good.” Kiri said, “Are you hungry yet? I made a casserole. It’s almost dinner time, anyway.”

Erick slowly tore his eyes away from the white map. He turned to Kiri. She was still wearing her green armor. Sunny wrapped loosely around her neck, but craned his head up to see Erick. The little [Familiar]s green body and wings glittered like emeralds in the light of the afternoon sun. 

Erick said, “I could eat.” He added, “I need to see some people, too.”

“You’ve got some standing requests for talks and such.” Kiri turned and walked to the door to the room, saying, “Poi made up a list before he crashed earlier.” She avoided stepping on the unicorn horn as she turned down the hallway.

Erick followed Kiri into the hallway, scrunching to the right to avoid stepping on to the unicorn horn.

When Kiri stepped past the horn, into the foyer, she added, “And you should turn off that skill.”

“I will when I’m done.”

Kiri glanced backward, looking into Erick’s eyes. She turned and resumed leading the way to the kitchen. Erick smelled the air. Whatever she had made smelled good; meat and potatoes, for sure.

… But where had she gotten the potatoes? The Farmer’s Market was closed. The Farms were gone. The warehouses were ash. The Farmer’s Council was mostly gone, too.

Erick asked, “Have you heard from Apogough, yet?”

“He’s one of the people I have to talk to on the list Poi gave me.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick knocked on the door, and waited under a pool of light. He had abandoned his overt white [Conjure Armor] in favor of the browns and tans of his normal outfits, but he still wore his white armor as a thin layer of dense fibers under his clothes. Ophiel was tiny, and more of a decorative pad on his left shoulder, than a bouncing ball of energy and eyes. Night had already fallen, but lights were still on in the streets and in the stone houses, like always. 

Apogough answered the door. He stood lined in light from the bright interior of the house, and wearing soft pajamas. His skin was light green, but his face was sunken, with purple bags under his eyes. He blinked as he saw Erick. He stood a bit straighter, trying to put on a stronger face.

“Hello, Erick,” Apogough said. “I’m glad you’re here. Come on in.”

Erick said, “I am sorry for your loss.”

Apogough stilled. He breathed. He nodded. Then he turned and walked inside. Erick followed. Poi whispered to Erick about staying outside. Erick nodded, and left his guard behind.

Apogough led Erick to a small side room, near the front door. He sat down on one side of a small table. Erick sat down on the other. Erick almost spoke first, but Apogough looked to be struggling with something, so he waited.

Eventually, Apogough said, “I don’t have it in me to try again on the Farm. Almost all of my people were… Whoever is not dead has been poached by offers of a better life in the Greensoil Republic. Odaali, specifically. When the first of them started accepting these offers the day after the attack, the rest followed.” He said, “I’m going back to the Republic, too, to try and make something with the people who came to Spur, looking for a better life. The bounty of Water Season was something that should not have been attempted beyond those three months. Spur is deadly, but gold and good growing seasons in the past blinded us to this stark reality.” He asked, “Do you want to come with us?”

Erick sat for a moment. An answer came out of his mouth, “No. I’m here to kill the Shades. I thought strengthening Spur was possible through sustained agriculture, but the Farm was a point of weakness.” As Erick listened to himself speak, he knew something was wrong with his emotions, but if he dropped [Hunter’s Instincts] now, he would be a crying mess. He added, “I am sorry.”

Apogough took a while to respond. Silence stretched, then broke, as he said, “Then this is goodbye.”

“Does it have to be?”

“It does. I see that, now. I had hoped...” Apogough said, “They tried to kill me because I was near you. You protected the city, but absolute protection is a fool’s ideal. With this new magic you’ve made yourself an even larger target. Please never seek me out, or any of those you’ve seen on the Farms ever again. I am not just saying that because I… I am hurting. They asked me to tell you this if you chose not to come with us.” He added, “We are not ones to hold a sword against the monsters, and Spur is surrounded by more monsters than I had ever considered possible.” He stared at Erick, and said, “Please leave.”

Erick stood up, and said, “I am sorry for your loss, Apogough. I am truly sorry that this happened. If there is anything you need from me going forward, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Apogough remained sitting, and silent. He looked away. 

Erick showed himself out. 

 

- - - -

 

The Interfaith Church was a bright white cathedral, standing amid a green vineyard. Flying buttresses held up the roof from the outside, like carved stone arms. Towers, peaked and ridged and illuminated, reached up into the dark night sky, while rainbow light poured out from the many abstract, stained glass windows. 

The front doors were open; white light kept the night away as people of all kinds walked in and out, their shadows stretching forward into the vineyard, where dim green lights hung under the tangled vines, and purple grapes. 

Erick stood on the shadowy edge of the Church’s property, near a large tree. Except for Poi, he was alone. Poi had said little since they left Apogough’s house. Erick had said nothing. 

He still ran Meditation, and [Hunter’s Instincts]. The Rest state of Meditation was more than enough to counter the Health drain on his body, and keep his everything sharp. Ophiel remained silent, keeping up his charade as Erick’s left shoulderpad. Erick wasn’t sure when Ophiel started doing that, but it seemed appropriate. He was in the Army, after all. Ophiel’s eyes were still there, and those slit-pupil white eyes spun around without worry for how strange he looked; he had to keep eyes on everything, after all.

And so, Erick silently watched the night, the people, and the glows from the Church.

He was not the only silent watcher in the night. Other people were scattered throughout the vineyard with their eyes closed in prayer, or their hard eyes fixed on single points in front of them. A laugh broke the silence of the night; two people finding something funny a hundred meters away, in the depths of the vineyard. Erick watched as several people turned in that direction. Laughter turned to sobbing soon enough. All eyes averted from the unknown source. 

In the dark, a tall man came walking through the vineyard. The man had stopped here and there, talking to people briefly in hushed tones; Erick had noticed him well before now. He was a priest, of some sort, and also an orcol. He wore robes befitting his profession, and glinting steel armor. Maybe a priest of Sumtir?

He spoke briefly to a man and a woman who stood in the dark, holding each other but watching the Church. The woman shook her head, and the priest moved on. 

He came toward Erick, and after quickly deciding that he didn’t seem like a threat, something about him seemed familiar. He was bald, with lower fangs big enough to be called tusks. He was tall, of course. Almost three meters tall, and huge, seeming like a wall of muscle in armor, but there were no lines on his face. He was quite young, and yet obviously still a priest.

The priest drew closer, saying, “Greetings, parishioners. Are you in need of communion?”

Erick said, “No thank you. Wait. You’re… You’re Savral’s friend? Sorry. I forgot your name, but not your face.”

Not a threat at all, then. Unless he was? Erick would hold off on that judgment until later, but he could still put on a pleasant face. No need to scare people into thinking there was some problem somewhere.

The man smiled, revealing upper fangs large enough to complement his lowers. “Gorgush Ammer. Battlepriest of Sumtir. I remember your name, but not this face.” He bowed a little, then stood up saying, “Archmage Erick Flatt. Thank you for your actions in the attack and in retribution against those who wronged us. My god conveys his thanks, and would like you to know that the world is brighter for the darkness you helped to banish that night, and in the following days.”

Erick tried to smile, to accept the man’s words, but the smile would not come. He said, “I tried. It wasn’t good enough.”

Gorgush spoke solemnly, “By what measurements are you judging your actions on that night?”

Erick looked past the large man, toward the white spires of the citadel Church. “People died. Dreams died. It’s a simple measurement, really.” He added, “The remaining member of the Farmer’s Council… Apogough is leaving Spur along with the remaining farmers.” He said, “I just found that out, not twenty minutes ago.”

Gorgush breathed deep. He said, “He has made his decision. This is sad news, but it is good to hear that he is following his remaining friends. Being on the front lines is not for everyone.” He asked, “What will you do?”

“Stay, of course.” Erick looked south, past the Church District and over the city walls. Ar’Kendrithyst loomed in the night, in the distance, like a black snake resting under the stars; waiting. “I still have a war to fight, here.”

Gorgush glanced south with Erick. He said, “In war, an attack such as we have suffered would be the prelude to a greater disaster, but there is something you must keep in mind. The only things we lost were our vulnerabilities. Sleep is broken, our eyes are open, we see the War to come and at our front door.” He added, “When the time comes, we will triumph over whatever disasters shall seek to blight our land.”

Erick asked, “Have you heard anything about the Dead City, recently?” 

Gorgush said, “Those that come out of that Dead City in the last week are all saying the same thing, if they come out at all: We are ill prepared for the dangers coalescing in that dark land. Shadow Krakens. Obsidian golems. Leviathans and Crystal Crawlers. Shadelings, as always, but different. Shadelings with all the cunning they had in life. They are not Shades, but they are not Shadelings, either.

“A pair of women came out the other day, before the attack, talking of a dark mockery of Spur’s Market Street, where the shadelings tried to sell them trinkets made of crystal and shadows. The women escaped with their lives and with arcane objects sewn into their flesh, gifting their sword arms with uncanny speed, but they spoke of that Dark Market with trepidation, for it was obviously a Shade concoction, but it seemed real. Not ‘real’ in the matter of illusion versus Reality, but real as in actual trade, and truthful products. Shadelings ran shops, where they exchanged chipped shadows with each other, to buy black apples, to sell bone candles, to engage in commerce, like they were somehow people.

“We only found out about this development because those two women came to the Church for healing, for those objects stitched into their skins were cursed into their Status and unmovable without the touch of the divine.” Gorgush asked, “How many do you think choose to keep their dark boons hidden? What were the purposes of those objects? The two women were truly cursed with darkness, but the objects in their flesh were not overtly harmful to their wearer.” 

Erick’s mind coalesced to laser focus. He asked, “Do you still have those objects?”

“I have no idea where they are. I was not involved, but I am a part of the Church, and I hear many things.” Gorgush said, “But you should be aware that your rings do not defend against these corrupted magic items. They are usable at the same time, in fact.”

Erick stared south in silence.

Gorgush said, “A time may come that a full coalition must be built against the Dead City; that a righteous war be led against that rumbling evil. Sumtir hopes that when the time comes, he can count on you to be there.”

Erick smiled, and it was a real smile, even with [Hunter’s Instincts] running. He said. “I’ll be here.”

Gorgush said, “Ikawa has lost her grandmother, but vengeance has already been met against that particular evil, thanks to you and your searching magics. She was part of the raid led against that particular killer. I have heard she wishes to speak with you, but she has no idea how to approach. If you see her, please do not mention I pointed you in her direction.”

“I’m glad she got her vengeance.” Erick asked, “How about the rest of your team? Yourself?”

“I am doing better.” Gorgush joked, “It seems I have lifted the spirits of a man who sorely needed it.”

Erick smirked. “You have. Thank you.”

“Lanore is doing fine. She was not near any of the initial fighting, but she helped afterward to track them down.” Gorgush said, “Savral was gravely wounded, but he is on the mend. The Sewermaster was able to defend both of them from their attackers. Luckily, Bacci was out of the house when it happened.”

Erick paused for a brief moment, but his instincts, both magical and mundane, forced him to continue the conversation and ignore the discrepancy he just heard. “I am glad to hear it. Have you spoken to Savral? Ah. I’ll have to go speak to him myself, and… wish him well on his recovery.” He added, “Actually. I might do that right now.”

“I saw him this morning. He was still laid up and in pain and his father shooed Lanore and I out of the house after speaking to Savral for only five minutes, but Bacci is there with him. He should be on the mend by tomorrow.” Gorgush added, “We’re all bringing a dish to the Sewerhouse tomorrow after sunset to help him get over his weakened condition. I am sure he would be happy to see you, if you wish to bring a dish, too.”

“… I might do that, instead.”

Gorgush nodded, looking down at Erick. After a moment, he asked, “Are you okay?”

“Much better. Thank you.”

Gorgush stepped back, then bowed, saying, “Archmage.”

Erick nodded, then watched as Gorgush moved onto the next person standing in the dark of the vineyard. He seemed like a good guy. Erick sent to Poi, ‘I guess Savral got that True Resurrection, but no one else knows?’

‘They know. Sewermaster Al was not the only one to request a resurrection from the Life Binder.’ Poi said, ‘People died, and now they’re better, and the Life Binder was in the area. Not everyone knows what happened, but enough do, and Gorgush certainly knows the truth. These are the lies we tell ourselves as a community, to remain a community.’

Erick stared out into the night. ‘I guess the farmers weren’t part of the community?’

‘It is a harsh thing to say, sir, but if they chose to run after one attack, then they are not people of Spur.’

‘… Has Messalina moved on?’

‘The [Eyes of the Goddess] performed by the Headmaster as of twelve hours ago, and told to us through Eduard, put Messalina between here and Portal, but veered off to the west. She is not headed for Portal.’

‘…Where’s she going?’

‘Away, and she’s taking her cloud city with her.’

‘Have you heard anything about Jane?’

‘She’s fine. She’s sleeping. She’s able to stay awake for an hour at a time, now. Her recovery should start to go much faster.’

‘Thank you, Poi.’ He turned away from the Church, to face West. ‘I want to see the Farms. Then bed, I think. We’ll take the fast route.’ He held his hand to Poi.

Poi took Erick’s hand. A blip of white interrupted the night.

 

- - - -

 

The land was a sea of rippling, black spikes, all pointed away from Spur. This eerie land laid under widespread lightwards that illuminated the entirety of the destruction. It was not the Farms Erick knew and loved. It was desolation, and despair, and it was impossible to walk upon.

So Erick and Poi stood on a [Teleporting Platform], hovering above the glassed landscape, gently floating forward, toward the center. He would have thought someone would have started turning it all back into dirt, or at least carve a path through the glass to the center, to the Harvest Temple, but maybe the glass ran deep. Too deep? Maybe. 

The air smelled clean, and cold. It was proper nightly desert air that got into Erick’s clothes and bit at his senses. Now that the Farms were empty, and there were no breaks against the northern wind, the breeze whistled, playing among the black glass spikes.

Ophiel was no longer a shoulderpad, and no longer silent. He was back to being a parakeet on Erick’s left shoulder. He trilled in tiny whistles, mimicking the sounds he heard all around him. His was a sad song, or maybe Erick was just imprinting that emotion onto his whistle. Whatever the case, Erick heard loss in Ophiel’s music. A loss of life; a loss of possibility. Ophiel’s melancholy carried on the wind, mixing with the breeze, spreading through the air. 

Erick controlled the platform to move forward, trying to come to grips with what he was seeing. The sheer destructive power of the Red Dot was incredible, and awful. 

A huge grove of trees had been reduced to splashed black glass. A pond for rice and fish was a depression in the ground, filled with darkness. A part of Erick wanted to cry. 

Another part, the part in control, thought all this solid darkness next to the city was a monumental strategic liability. That thought transformed, and Erick wondered if Melemizargo was looking at him right now, from inside that dark glass. 

But if the glass was that big of a problem, then something awful would have already happened.

Right?

Slowly, inexorably, the Harvest Temple and the surrounding Ring of Gods came into view. 

The statues of the gods had been stationed atop waist-high pillars around the central, eight-pillared open air temple. It had been a place of peace and introspection, and the central location where Erick had rained for months. He remembered sitting on stone benches, reading as he listened to his platinum rain. He remembered carving little farmers and life sized Earth fruits from stone, and setting them atop the massive statue of Atunir that took central stage in the back of the temple. He remembered eating lunch with Al, and Jane, and Valok and Apogough, too, though those two were rare to show up and partake. He remembered laughing with Krakina, and letting her flirts gracefully fall to the wayside. Before she began to think of him as some awful Scion of Destruction, Krakina was always quick to laugh and quick to anger. Erick had liked her, even though she did not like him, and that was okay.

He remembered how Jane had set down coftea bush cuttings behind the temple, on the other side of Atunir. How that bush had grown into a huge silver tree, with bright leaves and dark bark. How that tree’s canopy seemed to mimic the silver clouds above, and how that coftea tasted, when shared with friends. 

The Harvest Temple came into view, and also not. As it was the only structure sticking up from the ground, it had to be the temple, but it was layered with enough black glass to make it look like some lighthouse in some frozen sea, where black layered over every pillar and stretched out to the west. The Ring of Gods that surrounded the central glassed spire was barely understandable as what it had been, not ten days ago. Some of the pillars and their sculptures half-survived, but they were now merely bumps of black spikes larger than the rest. 

Erick floated forward, over the temple grounds. 

Someone had put up lights outside the temple, and inside, too, but they were minor lights. The dark glass drank in all illumination, turning everything into shadows and night. He docked the platform onto the top of the stairs, and looked down onto the temple floor. Other people had been here; the floor was a mess of footprints and broken glass. He stepped down onto the temple floor, and saw the mess made of Atunir’s statue.

Where there was once a tall woman holding an apple, petting a cow, surrounded by stone fruits and vegetables and wheat and grains, there was now a mess of dark glass, lumpy and indistinct. Erick raised his hand to [Stoneshape] the glass away— 

He stopped. 

This place wasn’t the Farm, or even a farm. Not anymore. Maybe never again. Or maybe people would come back next year, in Water Season, when the land supported normal [Grow] farming and it wasn’t all just black glass.

Whistling wind caught on the land. The sound was vastly different from the breeze playing through leaves, or grasses. The cows mooing in the distance. Bees buzzing...

Erick said, “This really sucks, Poi.”

“I agree, sir.”

“But I can’t leave it like this.” Erick said, “It’s just not right.”

[Mending Aura].

A white flow pulsed from Erick, rapidly draining mana, crashing into the glass at his feet. But the black glass did not wash away; it restored itself to full. The broken glass under Erick turned solid, and spiky. Erick cut his aura. Glass crunched under his weight, spreading tiny cracks out from his shoes. He pressed against the floor. The glass broke, a little.

“It’s been damaged that much, huh.” Erick said, “All the way to its Base Self.” He frowned. He asked Poi, “Have you heard if anyone caught in the fire was unable to be revived?”

Poi did not need to check the air for the answer. He said, “The Red Dot was an attack that rewrote Reality, turning everything to fire. It ripped apart souls, completely consuming them as it burned.” He added, “We know this because a husband to one of the guards on the wall tried to get her revived. Messalina turned him away, telling him that there was no hope. The guard’s soul was utterly destroyed.”

Erick frowned at the solid glass under his feet. “She really could have warned us about what we were actually facing.”

“Silverite thinks that Messalina doesn’t actually know how her village was destroyed. She has been known to revive from impossible odds and even soul crushing magics. It is possible that she was actually out of town, or maybe something else happened. [Witness]es conducted by the Headmaster were blank when used in the center of the remains of her village, and those remains were not glassed like this here.” Poi said, “The place where her village had been was simply gone; replaced by a crater two kilometers across.”

“I managed to reflect that spell. Mostly. Maybe.” Erick looked up at the black glass layered over Atunir. “Is this what an uncontrolled Red Dot does? Was it the right call?”

Poi said, “The consensus is that if it hadn’t prematurely detonated away from Spur, none of us would be here. Two other Archmages tried to [Dispel] it before you bounced it, but they failed, even with a 25,000 mana Favored [Dispel]. The hunters in town were plan B.” He added, “What happened was truly among the best possible outcomes, sir.”

Erick mulled that thought over.

He didn’t say that he could have used [Death’s Approach] to try a 69,000 mana [Dispel]. If that didn’t work, he still had one more Favor he could apply to [Dispel], turning his next 69,000 mana into the equivalent of a 138,000 [Dispel]. That would destroy almost any magics, wouldn’t it?

But he hadn’t thought to do such a thing, at the time, and though this failure of thought was a secondary issue, it was still a part of his usual problem; he was not yet acclimated to the demands of this world. If he had thought to use [Death’s Approach], would that action have been the right call?

And then he had another thought. The Red Dot mage was still out there. Even if Erick managed to [Dispel] the attack, the Red Dot mage could try again…

I need to solve this problem, permanently. I need to find the Red Dot mage and end them. And I need to find a secondary way around the problem of that kind of spell. [Teleport Spell]? Is that a thing that exists? I need [Lightwalk]. Should I eat that horn? Jane said I could...

As dark thoughts entered and left his mind, Erick wondered at the fate of the platinum coftea tree on the other side of the destroyed temple. He briefly cast a [Scry], to see the other side of Atunir’s statue.

Behind the temple, there was just more glass, and nothing else. The platinum coftea tree was gone. Erick cut the [Scry].

“Sir.” Poi interrupted his thoughts, saying, “Let’s go home.”

Erick listened to the wind for a little while longer. Air curled and cut on whistling sharp, black glass.

 

- - - -

 

Three moons hung high in the night sky, pink, silver, and white, surrounded by stars and silence. 

Erick sat in bed with his back against the headboard, in his room, in his house, but he also stared at the starlit sky through an Ophiel’s eyes, still stationed on the top of his mage tower, still watching the orange land of the Human District for any possible intruders. Erick had yet to dismiss a single Ophiel; they had all existed for the last several days, each of them experiencing the world and feeling a version of what he was feeling. 

He was still running [Hunter’s Instincts], and that bled through to Ophiel, too.

Erick blipped every Ophiel to him. Nine white blips flashed in the darkness of his room. The Ophiel at Erick’s side twittered in questioning violins, as each parakeet-sized [Familiar] landed on the bed and danced over Erick’s legs, or floated to the headboard behind him.

Erick sent Ophiel, explaining, ‘I didn’t want anyone watching to see you guys dissipate out there, and think us defenseless. You all are very important for the safety of my people, and my self. I’m counting on you, so subterfuge is just as important as power.’ 

Ophiel wordlessly responded with knowing harp noises. 

‘I also wanted you here, in case this went bad, because you’re all very fluffy and I love you all very much and I might need you to be here for me.’

Ophiel trilled in worried flutes and cellos.

‘I don’t think it’ll be that bad, but I’ve been warned by others about this skill, and I’m taking their warning seriously.’

Violins and flutes; a mixed understanding. 

Erick nodded. He released [Hunter’s Instincts]. The spell vanished like the setting of a sword onto the mantle over a fireplace full of ashes. Cold rushed across his skin. He shivered. Ophiels bounced around him, their gentle sounds shifting from strings to horns. Arctic tendrils seemed to wrap around Erick’s neck, gouging into his chest, sinking deeper and deeper in time to his heartbeat.

No. This was wrong. He was still in danger. He needed—

He reached for the skill again, to turn it back on, to bring back the warmth. But he shook, instead. He tried for the skill, but nothing happened. The sword was on the mantle, and locked behind growing black glass. Tears fell from Erick’s wet face, as everything of the past few days sunk into his mind like cold talons.

He wept. 

It was not pretty. 

Eventually, he slept. 

 

- - - -

 

Poi groaned out on the couch in the sunroom, holding his head. The world flickered between light and magic, between the real and the Real, where life existed, and where Life stretched onward. He blinked, and the magic faded like a fog vanishing. Double vision and a pressure behind his eyes lingered, but he kept blinking, trying to reorient himself to the Here and the Now.

He breathed, and focused. His eyes started working, properly. Double vision faded as he looked upon the ceiling. 

He had chased away the hallucinations. 

Poi was in the sunroom of the house, on the couch, below Erick and Erick’s room directly above. The wardlights were on, and a pain still lingered in his eyes, but that pain would be gone soon enough. 

He stood, but he wobbled and sat back down. 

Rats, sitting on the couch opposite Poi, said, “That looked rough.”

Poi lied, “It was not that bad.”

“Need a [Greater Treat Wounds]?”

“No.” Poi changed the subject. “Did the murder of Mother Eriliad’s killers bring you closure?”

Crimsonscaled Rats turned a shade redder with obvious anger. He controlled himself; shoving that anger aside. He said, “No. It did not.”

“It rarely does.”

Rats said, “If you’re going to be an asshole, then I’m not having this conversation with you.”

“You rarely have any conversations at all. Why should now be any different?”

“… Because I am leaving, and I would appreciate a real talk with you before I go.”

“But a ‘real talk’ with me would make you want to stay, for I hold every card and I know how to make you do the right thing with the littlest suggestion.”

Rats frowned. “You never drop the good guy act. What changed?”

“I rarely have a reason to be less than good, and you have already made up your mind.” Poi declared, “You are being selfish, Rats.”

“You could at least use my real name for once.”

“Why would I? Your Army name is more appropriate now than ever.”

“You think he’s losing it, too? Becoming unstable; a killer. A Hunter.”

Poi paused in thought, debating with himself if he should give his real opinion, or not. After a stretched moment, he decided that his opinion on this matter did not violate his responsibility as a Mind Mage. “No. That is incorrect. What is happening is just a crystallization of what fighting monsters does to normal people. You leaving will hurt him, though. Deeply. That does not have to happen. This is your choice, and you are making it, and you know it will hurt him, and you don’t care.”

“I thought I was working for a protector, Poi.” Rats shook his head, as he said, “I can’t… I can’t be around a killer. Around blood magic. Around Hunters. Around any of that.”

Rats stopped talking, and Poi began to think. He held a secret here, unintentionally stolen from Erick without his knowledge, that would completely nullify all of Rats’ concerns. [Cascade Imaging] was not blood magic at all, but the targeting of the true nature of the interior of cells, and those cells got everywhere, in ways Poi never knew possible. People shed DNA every second of their existence; no matter how much [Cleanse] seemed to clean up everything, there was always something left behind. Eyelashes, hair, scales, skin that turned to dust. Blood, of course, but only in the ‘white blood’ cells, not in the ‘red’, or in the ‘plasma’. 

Rats saw Poi thinking. He asked, “Just tell me. Please. If you tell me that I honestly have nothing to worry about, I might believe you.”

If Poi spilled this secret, Rats would believe him. Poi could see it in the man’s eyes, could hear the truth of Rats’ words beyond the closed walls around his heart, like a party going on next door in the middle of the night. 

Poi said, “I cannot say anything I haven’t already said. You have to make this decision on your own, with what you already know.”

Rats frowned. He turned to stare at the window. Night and city lights filled the vista, with ample darkness between this sunny room and the far off brilliance out there. 

Rats said, “Then I have to go.”

Poi futilely attempted, “You could ask him of his magic.”

“… I could.” Rats looked up at the ceiling. “But that’s the sound of a nascent Hunter when they turn off the skill, and I don’t know if I’d believe his answer. He wouldn’t even know he was lying.”

Poi changed the subject. “Where would you go?” He twisted the knife, “Oceanside?”

Rats’ voice turned hard. “No. Not Oceanside. I have an option, but I’m still thinking it over.”

Poi almost laughed as a sudden raging anger filled his mind, but he kept himself under complete control. He leveled his eyes at Rats, declaring, “The Headmaster actually managed to poach you, didn’t he.”

Rats looked away. “You’re making this too easy for me, Poi. I would have thought you would try to talk me out of it.”

That was too much. Poi did not snap, but words he had locked away as secret poured out, anyway. “You made up your mind months ago, all the way back to the very first time he picked you up off the ground after you failed to be there for the shadowspider attack, and he showed you compassion despite your failure. You almost saw him as a father figure, and you loved it, and hated it, and had no idea what do with it, so you locked that feeling away, like an idiot. 

“You doubled down on this resolve when we were all around the campfire and you spoke of your childhood and Erick showed you true compassion, again. He’s been nothing but good to you, and you have yet to prove yourself as worthy of his compassion. You even had the gall to fret over what he had done to end the Halls of the Dead. And then he was wormed the first time, and he said all those awful things, and it broke you deeper than you could ever let anyone know, and ‘proved’ all your fears true.” He shouted, “Holy FUCK Rats. He was fucking MIND CONTROLLED.” Poi calmed, then said, “He showed you compassion, and now he’s proving himself to be the same damaged person as anyone else, and you can’t handle it. There’s no recovering from this personal failure of yours, and so, you need to leave.” He rapidly added, “And don’t you dare blame this personal failure on your condition. You are doing this, Rats. You. Rats will always leave sinking ships, just like they always have, and always will.”

Rats smiled in a mixture of sadness, regret, and new beginnings. “You push people away, too. Just like you are right now. Either with anger like this, or constant silence.” He stopped smiling.

“Yup.” Poi said, “Guilty as charged.” He added, “Teressa is going to miss you.”

“That was a fling and nothing more. She knows that. I know that. Besides, we couldn’t continue that while both of us worked under the same man.”

“I know.” Poi said, “I also know you already had this conversation with Teressa and said your goodbyes, so I’m going to make it real easy for you to leave this assignment.” Poi laid it out there, “You used him to get your [Greater Treat Wounds] quest done in months instead of years, and now you have your own problems to solve. This is why you joined the Army in the first place, isn’t it? To get away from the unconditional love of Mother Eriliad and Darenka and all the rest, but to still have access to Spur’s Healers and their [Greater Treat Wounds]? You chose to join the Army because no one who knew your medical history would take you in, except us.” He continued, “And now that you’ve gotten yours, it’s time to move on. Tell me if I have any of that wrong.”

Rats clenched his teeth; hard.

Poi heard a crack. 

Rats loosened his jaw and flickered red light. He said, “I can’t live like you, Poi. Like anyone else. I have physiological needs that tether me to organizations like the Army. Like the Church. For the first time… For the first time in my entire life the noose around my neck is gone.” He added, “I won’t die if I go a week without a visit to the Church. I can heal myself, now; daily, if needed. I can even see without burning [Ultrasight] all the time.”

Poi offhandedly said, “You should have talked to Messalina while she was here. Maybe she could have fixed your problem. She seemed honest enough.”

Rats said nothing. He looked away.

Poi almost kicked himself. “Gods damn you. I should have seen this sooner.” He said, “You did talk to her, didn’t you?” He asked, “What did she say?” Another thought occurred. Poi instantly added, “Oh! The Headmaster didn’t poach you at all, did he? She did.”

“… She’s interested in the problem.” 

Poi said, “If you explained the problem, Erick might even put in a good word with Messalina for you. You wouldn’t have to do this on your own.” Poi stressed, “You’re not on your own, Rats.”

“YES I AM.”

Poi sat back on his couch. He said, “Then go be on your own. I hope those rings on your fingers serve you well.”

“… Can you tell him I’m sorry?”

“Of course I will not.” Poi added, “The second you leave, I am stripping you of your rights as a member of the Army. I’ll turn the paperwork in tomorrow.”

Rats smirked, yet tears fell from his bloodshot eyes. “Too easy, Poi.” He taunted, “It’s like you’re pushing me away.” 

A red shatter broke the air. When it cleared, Rats was gone.

Poi glanced to the door to the sunroom. He said “It’s impolite to listen in on conversations like that, Kiri.” 

Kiri stepped around the corner. “Sorry.”

“Rats is no longer—” Poi amended, “Soldier Xendross Sands is no longer a member of this household or the Army. He is to be excluded from any and all sensitive discussions and concerns. We will find a replacement Healer soon enough.”

Kiri held herself very still. Slowly, she unfroze. She nodded. She turned and walked away.

When Poi was sure he was alone, he whispered, “Fuck you, Rats.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke to the sounds of birds, and the afternoon sun slanting across his body. He stretched, and stopped, as a shooting pain slipped up his back then into his eyes. He blinked, and the pain passed. Maybe he slept wrong, or something? Whatever that was, it had passed, and he was awake. 

A tiny Ophiel bounced onto the pillow beside his head. Erick smiled. 

Four more Ophiel joined the first, bouncing each other out of the way. Violin calls turned into flute caws, as Ophiel pushed away Ophiel with tiny wings and tiny tackles. 

Erick smiled to see them play, but sudden tears rolled across his face, as he remembered the last few days. He breathed, he was alive, and everyone was safe, for now; someone would have woken him up if they needed him. Erick sat up. Ophiel scattered the air. With a casual thought, Erick dismissed all but one of them. 

That singular Ophiel puffed up a little, happy to have won the battle with himself. He turned tiny and hopped up onto Erick’s shoulder. Erick left him there; he didn’t need to wear real clothes today. Today was a pajama kind of day, for now. 

But then he smelled himself. 

Rank. 

[Cleanse]. 

Thick air spilled away from Erick only to catch on the bed and puff more thick air into the room. Erick walked through that thick air, into the hallway.

Ophiel was briefly relegated to outside of the bathroom, to sing his daily song of loneliness. He was such a mistreated [Familiar]. Why, oh why, would Erick not bring him into the bathroom! What was the big deal! Woe, woe, woe is Ophiel, the loneliest being in the world!

Eventually, Erick walked downstairs, with Ophiel trilling in violins on his shoulder.

Poi was in the kitchen, chopping potatoes. “Good morning, sir.”

Erick smiled. “Afternoon, isn’t it?”

“I guess.” Poi said, “Rats has decided to pursue personally important events, elsewhere. He has left the Army.”

Erick paused, halfway to the kitchen table. “Okay… Wait. What?” Blindsided, he asked, “When did this happen?”

“Just last night. He says he is sorry, but he could not tell you in person. He needed to go, and not look back. He retains your rings, so he should be safer than most people out in the world on their own.”

“… Where’d he go? Why?”

“Personal reasons. It is my understanding that he has gone with Messalina, to try and understand something from his past.” Poi said, “From my understanding, the choice to leave Spur behind had weighed on his mind for a long time, but it wasn’t until recently that events conspired to give him a path to pursue his own interests.”

Teressa walked in from the cold storage room, carrying a frozen beef leg as big as her own leg. Her blond hair was in a tight bun, and her eyes bloodshot.

Erick asked, “Did you know Rats was leaving, Teressa?”

Teressa slammed the cow leg onto the kitchen counter. The stone cracked, but did not break. “Shit.” She touched the table. Grey light flickered over the stone; [Mend]ing. She sighed. “Yeah. I knew. Fucking asshole Rats. And with that soulsnatcher Messalina, too!” She added, “I didn’t know that part until this morning.” She turned around and went back to the cold room, muttering about ‘gods damned idiots’.

It was all too much. Erick said, “I’m going back to bed.”

“Al invited you to his son’s get-well party tonight. I have accepted on your behalf; that’s what these potatoes are for. I am making mashed potatoes for my dish.” Poi said, “His party is in about five hours, and it has turned into something much larger than was initially planned.” He added, “There’s lots more to discuss besides that. Silverite has a large list, but mainly she wishes you to continue your rains, but not the growing rains. Just [Call Lightning] rains, to keep the water level high and non-rationed. I’m sure there is more to it than that, but this was as much as I was told.”

“… I should get dressed.”

Poi continued to cut potatoes, as he said, “Kiri is out—”

“Do NOT tell me that she is gone, too.”

Poi continued, “— at the Adventurer’s Guild.” He said, “She has expressed great desire to hunt down high ranked threats with Sunny, in a slightly more proactive way than you have done with Ophiel. But Mog requires tests, so Kiri must pass them.”

“Oh.” Erick felt his anger wash away. “Okay.” He smiled, and it almost felt genuine. “Good for Kiri.” He added, “Sorry for yelling.”

“No worries, sir.” Poi said, “We’re all a bit frayed. Rats’ departure certainly didn’t help.”

Erick’s brief happiness soured, shriveling up in his heart. “I didn’t even get to say goodbye.”

“That is why he left without telling you.”

“… Will he be okay? I never saw him hurt a single monster, or person.” Erick said, “It’s dangerous out there. What if he meets wyrms. Or heck! Even mimics?”

“He has [Greater Treat Wounds] and the rest of his Healer repertoire which includes a fair bit of harmful magic that I don’t think you ever saw. [Pain], [Infection], a few others. He’ll be fine.”

Erick stood there, watching Poi chop potatoes for a minute, absorbing that new information. Rats was capable of defending himself? Okay. Sure. Why not. 

He turned and went back upstairs to change into nice clothes, and a happy face. Spur had survived the storm, and the enemy was almost completely gone, and Rats was apparently pursuing something he had wanted for a long time... He should be happy, right? He should be happy, shouldn’t he? Messalina was even chasing down the last of the Hand, and Rats was going to be by her side. Some part of Erick felt good to know that Rats would be there with the Life Binder, chasing down Spur’s enemies, wherever they might be.

With that thought nestled safely in his mind, Erick grabbed his box of backup seeds from his closet, and went out to the front lawn. The sun was shining, the sky was blue, and Erick was going to make this day into a good day!

“Oh. Right.” Erick looked down upon the disaster that had been his front garden. Where there had been nice brown dirt, full of life and promise, now there was only orange sand, flecked with glass. “This garden got burned up, too. A while ago.” He stared down at the sand for a moment. He opened his box of seeds and purposefully placed them into the sand with his Handy Aura, saying, “It’s fine. This is fine. They’ll still grow.” 

Poi walked out of the front door to silently stand beside the house, behind Erick.

Erick went on with his planting. 

Seeds went into damaged soil, but platinum rain brought new growth, despite the hardship. 

An hour later, lemon trees grew in nice rows, while vines spilled potatoes, tomatoes, peppers, and more, and herbs of all kinds across the sands, some of them hanging on expertly made stone trellises, some of them growing against upright shoots, like the corn. 

Green leaves rustled in the breeze. Erick stood back and simply listened for a little while. This was a much better sound than the whistling of wind on black glass.

He turned to Poi. “Have you heard any more about what they’re doing to restore the Farm, if anything?”

“Silverite wants to talk to you about all that.” Poi said, “She’s ready now, if you are.”

 

- - - - 

 

“I’m going to have to make this brief: the Farm is not coming back. I’m going through the claims for tax refunds for those who paid for their space, but who are taking this opportunity to leave. Pretty much every farmer is leaving.” 

Silverite sat behind her desk in her office. Papers piled the hard wood surface. The Mayor had briefly paused in her duties long enough to welcome Erick into the room, but the door remained open. Hera had already walked in and out while Erick was there; placing more paperwork in Silverite’s in-box, and taking away completed papers. Erick stood to the side, along with Poi, so that he wouldn’t block Hera the next time she came in.

Erick asked, “Is there anything I can do?”

“We are transitioning into a full time adventuring economy. This usually happens at the end of every Water Season, so this isn’t that unusual, but the degree to which we are doing this is a lot larger than usual. With our heightened population, Spur is officially back to adventuring, full time, as it should be.” Silverite said, “But everyone likes the fresh produce, and Spur is back in popularity because of it, therefore I will ask that you continue to rain near the Human District. I plan on setting out several community gardens in that space and in the nearby land. Unfortunately, this will end up absorbing about twenty percent of the Human District, but despite everyone’s best efforts humans have yet to return, so this is how it is going to be. If you wish to take control of this gardening community, then I will put you in charge. Otherwise, I’m sure I can scrounge up someone else to take over this effort.”

“That sounds wonderful.” Erick smiled. “I’ll head it up.”

Hera swept into the room. She deposited a stack of papers on Silverite’s desk, and grabbed the completed ones.

Silverite said, “Good. I’ll set the pricing for land. It’ll be similar to what came before, but as Spur is cutting back from being a breadbasket, production will be considerably less, and more personal-use oriented, therefore you will see a marked decrease in your monthly bank statement. Maybe as much as a drop of 75 percent from the usual.”

“That’s fine.”

“Then we are agreed.” She added, “There’s also the matter of water. Though the water table dropped like it always does, your rains made it so that I did not have to ration, and the bath houses did not have to close. A lot of adventurers like access to water, therefore, would you please supply the city with rains at least once a week? I might even construct a reservoir to the north of the city, but that is a theory at this moment. For this service, Spur will be paying you 200 gold per week. It is not what you are used to, for most of your payment came from taxes on the Farms, but it is twice as much as we were paying you for just the use of your rains.”

Erick said, “That’s fine, too.”

Silverite looked at him. “No bargaining for more?” She looked to Poi. “Is he okay?”

“He’s fine—”

“I’m perfectly fine.” Erick said, “I’m making a lot from the dungeon I made for the Headmaster, so your proposal is accepted. It’ll also be a lot less to defend, so that’s good, too. But…” He asked, “Did Portal ask you to ban farming?”

Silverite nodded. “Yes. They did. And I agreed. There will be no more farming on the scale of before, and even Water Season’s usual bustle might not happen, but I am going to fight for that when the time comes.” She declared, “With this deal, Portal’s trade embargo is over. We got much better rates on everything coming out of that maritime kingdom, too, since, thanks to you, we were in a position of power in all of those heated negotiations.”

“… I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“The Pearl King wasn’t happy either. He wanted Spur to pay for the ‘honor’ of ‘coming back into the fold’. That man is a pompous blowhard, but I have deep ties to their entire monarchy, and I trust the merchants of their city.” She said, “It’s a good deal, so I took it.” She added, “I also have every single city of the Crystal Forest asking if you could find some criminals for them. I told them I would pass along the message, but I gave no promises one way or the other. You are free to ignore these requests if you wish.”

“… Not right now. Maybe not ever.”

“And now we come to the matter of Rats, and your subsequent lack of a Healer.”

“I don’t want to talk about that right now.”

“Understood, but we must, and so I will simply say that I wish to place another Healer in your squad. So think on it.”

“… Fine.”

“And I want to say, thank you.” Silverite put both her arms on her desk, saying, “You saved Spur a lot of damage and a lot of lives. I’ve looked over what that Red Dot did to the Farms and to everything not covered by Opal’s shield, and that spell would have been a disaster if it had hit. Opal’s shield could not have stopped that spell, but whatever specialized [Reflection] you have managed to work, at least partially. But whatever kind of spell the Red Dot was, there were lots of eyes on the sky that night, so we should be able to form a defense against that specific spell should it appear again.” She said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. Thank you, Erick. I couldn’t be prouder to have you as a citizen of Spur.”

Erick smiled softly. He said, “It’s a good city. I’m glad I landed here.”

Silverite went back to her papers, saying, “And now I have work. I will see you later.”

“See you later, Mayor. Silverite.”

Silverite smiled, as Erick left her office.

 

- - - -

 

The Sewerhouse stood tall and whole, with a golden exterior and wide golden stairs that twisted around the outside, reaching from the street to the roof. Stringed instruments echoed a lively tune out into the night, to mingle with similar sounds from all over the glowing city. 

Tonight was a party, and not just at the Sewerhouse. The one here was actually quite small compared to the one going on at Market Street. That one was loud and audible from five streets over; people shouted and cheered and singers blasted songs into the crowd.

Only some of the revelries were true parties, as Erick would count them. Most of them were wakes, and they were happening everywhere, in every bar, and every business, and in many different houses. But telling the difference between the parties and the wakes was a wholly academical endeavor. Spur did not like to linger on tragedy, and nowhere was that more present than in the city’s collective response to an attack like the Red Dot, which everyone knew would have killed everyone here, if not for Spur’s Archmages.

Erick wasn’t really aware of what was going on tonight until he finished cooking his dish and he stepped out into the night and he saw, for the first time, multicolor lights flashing into the sky all across the stone city. When he then walked through the town with Poi and Teressa and Kiri, headed toward the Sewerhouse, he truly understood what was happening, because more than once some drunk guy called out thanks. Or some happy couple offered to buy him some drinks. Or a trio of guards formally thanked him. 

And now, Erick was in front of the Sewerhouse, while Spur celebrated life with music and drink and dance. Ophiel hummed on Erick’s shoulder, mimicking the new sounds floating on the wind. Sunny wrapped loosely around Kiri’s shoulders, gently changing colors in time to the flashing lights in the sky. 

He looked up for a moment at the golden building, wondering who might be up on that roof. He put on a happy face, and started walking. His team walked behind him, carrying their dishes.

Poi had made mashed potatoes with lots of butter and chives and rosemary, but Teressa carried that massive dish wrapped in cloth under her left arm. She carried the roasted beef she had made in a similar dish under her right arm. Kiri made cinnamon rolls, and they were pretty good. Erick had already had one. As for his own dish, Erick made cornbread. Lots, and lots of cornbread in the forms of muffins and loaves and cake, that floated in his Handy Aura behind him.

At the top of the stairs, Sunny leapt from Kiri’s shoulders into the air, for someone had strung glowing slime lightwards all around the roof, and Sunny absolutely had to investigate. Ophiel followed Sunny to play in the cool breeze and the light. Slimes were a theme when it came to sewers; they were creatures that took the bad and made it good, after all, and that idea felt nicely appropriate to Erick. 

People were talking. Some were laughing. Some were dancing. On a corner of the Sewerhouse stood a trio of pale red dragonkin who each held an instrument, playing for the crowd. Ophiel seemed to be happy for the music. He had fluffed into a bundle of rambunctious feathers upon seeing the lead girl’s guitar-like instrument, and was now dancing in the air above the lead girl. There was a very slight hiccup in the music as the band took in the dancing featherball, but they continued to play, bright and happy.

Erick moved forward onto the roof and paused to listen by the thick railing. Teressa, Kiri, and Poi moved all the way in, toward a huge table set to the south side, laden with food and away from the band. 

Al appeared out of nowhere, or maybe Erick had simply been entranced. Al said, “You made it! Good! Come, come! What did you bring?”

Erick smiled at Al, because Al was smiling at him. The huge orcol man seemed much happier today than before—

Blackscale Savral, white owl shifter Lanore, sand harpy Ikawa, and orcol Gorgush, stood on the other side of the roof, standing around a small table, each with their own plate of food. Savral laughed loud at something, while Gorgush and Ikawa chuckled. Lanore smiled wider, as purplescale Bacci stepped to the table, carrying a tray of drinks for the five of them. Savral smiled at her. The two of them kissed, briefly, and Savral’s hand slipped to Bacci’s side, to bring the two of them closer together. 

“It is good, is it not?” Al leaned down, saying, “This is good.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Yeah. This is good.”

Al stood tall, his arms bulging the loose fabric of his impeccable black and gold pinstripe suit. He glanced behind Erick, asking, “What have you made?”

Erick brought one of the cornbreads forward, saying, “Cornbread! It’s simple, but you can use it with honey or meats or whatever. I like it for breakfast. Put it in a hot pan with butter and you’ve got a great treat.”

Al suggested, “Maybe this party can last that long, and you can show me how you would cook it, yourself.” He added, “Or I could find some other reason for you to stick around for breakfast.”

Erick laughed loud and happy, saying, “Maybe maybe!”

Al chuckled, then said, “Come! I have beer.”

Erick gladly went. 

It was a good night.

 

- - - -

 

A ship captain from Nelboor limped off of his vessel, onto the solid stone quarantine docks of Oceanside. The doctors were waiting for him.

They did not listen to his sob story of parasite roach eggs hatching in his latest shipment from Nelboor. They took him, immediately. At first, the man went with the rough treatment, but when the manacles latched around his wrists, plunging into his flesh and draining his Health and Mana, he tried to get away. 

It was too late. His sight went dim, and all thoughts fled.

He woke atop cream-colored stone in a windowless room with ambient lighting, where a few air vents were the room’s only defining features. He sat up. The first thing he noticed was his nudity. The second thing he noticed was that the sores all across his legs were gone; an anti-parasite doctor had been involved somewhere between his capture and now. And then he rubbed his wrists. The manacles were gone, but in their place were thick, black lines. He had seen more than his fair share of similar tattoos over the years. They were lines of power that carved into his soul, leaking out his Mana and Health. He checked his Status. Yup. Zeros all around. No Mana. No Health. No hope of escape.

He sighed out. 

The air blipped gold. 

The Headmaster stood over the man. 

“How did you know it was me?” asked the man. A second thought instantly occurred. “Why didn’t I attempt to lie?” And then came another, “I’m talking too much.” Followed by another. “I’m not angry? That’s a change.” And then the arrival of the obvious truth. “You drugged me.”

“Yes. I did drug you.” The Headmaster added, “Caradogh Pogi.”

“By your own history and well known thoughts on the subject, you shouldn’t consider me Caradogh any longer. I did die a few times, after all.”

“You are Caradogh enough for the purposes of this discussion.” The Headmaster conjured a table and pair of chairs to the side of the room, and a small pile of neatly folded clothes. He sat down on one of the chairs. “Would you care to sit and talk for a minute?”

Caradogh got to his feet. He walked over to the pile of clothes and put them on. They fit, loosely. He sat down across from the Headmaster. He waited.

The Headmaster said, “You have been killed and remade at least seven times, according to my personal calculations. Possibly many more.”

“Something like that. The spell she cast on me should work two more times.” He asked, “How did you know it was me?”

“I know her magical signature very well, and it lingers on you, in this spell that grants you these unnatural lives. I can’t track it all the time, but when you get this close to my city, I can.” 

“It’s not unnatural—”

The Headmaster spoke with calm finality, “I do not wish to debate with you about the nature of Messalina’s magic.”

“She still loves you, you know?”

The Headmaster sighed. “She does not. I don’t think she ever truly did.”

Caradogh smirked in mocking defeat. “It was worth a shot.”

“Quite.” The Headmaster said, “Did you know that you are actually the fifth Caradogh we’ve captured, aiming for Jane?”

“…”

“You did not know that, did you?”

“…”

“I’ll cut your building tirade short: You are thinking of the duplication of souls. But you are wrong. There is a much simpler answer. We have merely captured you before. You just don’t remember those events.”

“You’re lying.”

A thousand thoughts raced through Caradough’s mind, trying to understand—

Clarity came quickly.

He sighed. He said, “Safehouses that I’ve never touched, all ransacked. Connections I’ve made that should be there, gone. People I cared for not willing to talk to me... You’ve pumped me for information, each time, haven’t you? She did this for me, and then you catch me, and you find out where all my barely remembered contacts are, and she—”

“I’ll stop you there.” The Headmaster said, “You give me too much credit as an evil mastermind. Messalina took advantage of your usual method of going for resources to track down almost all of your warehouses, all across the Letri ocean. I have only had my turn for your last few resurrections.”

Caradogh felt blank. He had been played like a fool by immortals. He almost wanted to laugh. He smiled in pain, as he said, “My mother always said to leave the immortals alone.”

“Your mother was a wise woman. I remember her career as the Lower Trademaster was one of great wealth and prosperity. I appreciated working with her, and with you, too, before all of this nonsense with Spur.”

Caradogh could only lament, “Silverite… yet another immortal.”

The Headmaster continued, “You got what you wanted, in the end. I heard not long ago that Portal signed a new trade deal with Spur. The breadbasket in the middle of the Crystal Forest is gone, forever more. The normal Water Season might not even happen, but we’ll see. Portal has reopened trade, and gold flows in all directions once again. Your great homeland once again brings together everyone from Oceanside to the Crystal Forest, to Eidolon and Archipelago Nergal, to even the very edge of Quintlan’s tiny, coastal towns.”

Something cold and hateful uncoiled around Caradogh’s heart. He smiled. He asked, “Is that true?”

The Headmaster said, “You have won your little tiff with Spur, in a technical way. A very poor way that you cannot enjoy, but yes, you have won.”

“Ha!” Caradogh smiled wider. “I did it. I won.” He said, “I always win, you know. It’s just a matter of time.”

The Headmaster’s amber eyes reflected gold in the light of the room, as he asked, “Is that enough for you? If I let you go now, would you continue to make problems for Erick?”

Caradogh heard himself say, “I will find a way to kill Jane and Erick when you aren’t here to protect him.” He clutched his throat. “I mean it. I’ll never stop coming for him.” He shot out of his chair, crashing the conjured item into a wall, breaking the chair into gold light. “I’m going to murder that asshole and take everything from him!” He shouted, “Why won’t the words stop!”

“Because I am using awful drugs to force the truth from you while simultaneously using mental magic to make you forget everything. And now that I see that you haven’t changed during your slight reprieve from death, your honest confession here is more than enough reason to end this discussion.” 

The world tumbled end over end. The stone floor caressed Caradogh’s skull as he rolled on the ground. He felt nothing. He couldn’t even breathe, but he could still see, and what he saw was his body slumped on the ground, a meter away. Darkness folded in on him.

The Headmaster’s words echoed, “See you again tomorrow.”

Caradogh died. 

 

- - - -

 

Caradogh woke on the beach exactly where he should have, facing the sunrise. His head hurt something awful, and he was naked. 

“Shit.” He checked one of his skills. He paled. “Two lives left? Two! TWO?! Only two!” He shouted at the ocean, “What the fuck happened? Why can’t I— That Mind Mage at Erick’s side.” Anger roused him to stand. He shouted, “Fucking Erick must have gotten me, and blanked everything, too! What the fuck did I do wrong?”

He yelled at the ocean again. He stomped the sand under his feet. He kicked the water. Eventually he calmed. He decided on his next course of action.

I’ll have to get at him through Jane. I don’t want to, but I’ve snuck into Oceanside before. It’s the easiest option.

 

- - - -

 

Caradogh died in a stone cell, wrapped in tattoos, under the Headmaster’s disappointed glare.

 

- - - -

 

The Headmaster frowned on the other side of Caradogh’s stone cell.

Caradogh, wrapped in tattoos, could do nothing to save himself.

The Headmaster said, “I am partially to blame, of course. I blank your memory each time.” He added, “But each time you go through all your contacts and you still manage to find someone new! Even though I kill or contain every single one you touch upon!” He calmed. He said, “As I have said, I am partially to blame for this, but not only for blanking your memory, but also for letting people think that it is possible to infiltrate my city without me knowing in the first place. I let your black markets flourish. I let you take advantage. I let you have your freedom, and I will always continue to do so. But each time it still makes me so! So! 

“Embittered!

“Such is the price of remaining a part of the world, I suppose.” He added, “You kill and take the form of at least one new person each time you attempt to kill Jane. I should not give you this next chance to redeem yourself. I should rip apart your soul and save that unknown life, but I can’t. Soul sundering is a fate worse than death, and promises must be kept.”

Caradogh died.

The Headmaster’s voice echoed in the enveloping darkness, “Last life. Better make it count.”

 

- - - -

 

An unknown incani stepped into Jane’s room. He silently closed the door behind him as he flicked a blacknight dagger into his hand. 

Jane slept in her bed. Unknowing. Uncaring. Undefended. 

The incani flowed toward Jane, leading with the dagger, plunging it into—

Into shadow, and light. Jane vanished. Her illusion shattered. 

Caradogh’s head tumbled to the ground. As he came to his final rest, his last sight was of a giant black spider lurking in shadows on the ceiling. Eight black eyes stared at Caradogh. He stared back, for as long as he could, but even his usual anger could not sustain him through death.

He died, for the last time.

 

- - - -

 

Jane twisted into a human as she fell from the ceiling to the floor. She stayed on the ground, holding herself together. She almost puked, but she managed to hold it in. Caradogh had taken so long to get to her she didn’t think she was going to last, but she had. She glanced over at the body, then the head. His blank incani eyes were still staring at her, even though he was very dead. Jane even had the notification to prove it. According to the Headmaster, that meant that this really was Caradogh’s last life. 

She glanced over to the blacknight dagger. It looked almost like obsidian, but with a touch of dust to the surface. It was one of the deadliest substances known to humans, but to every other race it just made them sick. She touched her shadows to the dagger, pushing it to the side of the room, out of the way. 

Alibeth slammed open the door and rushed into the room, carrying a hospital gown, saying, “That was completely unnecessary! As your doctor, I’m telling you again how reckless that was!”

“I know, doc.” Jane let Alibeth wrap her in the gown and lift her to her feet. “Thank you.”

“No physical therapy today!” Alibeth helped Jane back into bed, making sure she got all the way in. “You can lay there for a while if you don’t need to sleep, but that is all you are going to do, understood?”

Jane mocked a salute, “Understood.”

“Don’t get snappy at me.” Alibeth looked down to the body, the head, and the dagger at the edge of the room. “That guy was half delusional. If the Headmaster didn’t give him one last chance he would never have made it past the front door. This entire scenario was irresponsible—” She added, “And he killed yet another person for that form, too! Poor man. Probably in the wrong place at the wrong time. Awful. Simply awful.”

The Headmaster spoke from behind Alibeth, “I owed Caradogh’s mother much—”

Alibeth yelped loud as she turned to face the old man.

The Headmaster continued, “Now that both of them are dead, I can tell you that a bargain of trade was struck long ago, where she guaranteed my non-interference with her son’s affairs unless they directly impacted my interests.” 

Jane, partially delirious and smiling at the ceiling, said, “That’s a dragon, for you.”

The Headmaster gently smiled. “It was a terrible bargain, but it was made, and thus it is upheld.”

Jane asked, “Any more news from Spur?”

“You’ve heard it all.” He said, “And you’re loopy. This might have been too much for you.”

“He came after me and mine!” Jane tried not to close her eyes as she said, “I needed to see that guy dead with my own hands.” She leaned forward a little. The body was still on the ground. This wasn’t a dream. She crashed back onto her bed.

The Headmaster said, “I know the feeling.” He nodded to Alibeth.

Alibeth moved to the headboard behind Jane, and suddenly Jane’s eyes were too heavy to hold open. 

Soft voices carried Jane away. 

Before her encounter with the final Caradogh, Jane had heard all about the Red Dot, and the end of the Farm, and the hundreds of assassinations, but she had also heard of her father saving the day, and then how he enabled swift vengeance against the surviving hunters and the Hand. She hadn’t actually spoken to him yet, but she would, soon. She would tell him he had done good, too. Every day, she was awake for longer than the day before. Soon, she would be back to her own quest. She’d get Polymage, and then she’d go back to Spur, and then she would help her father permanently end the Shades. It was a good thought. 

That good thought lent itself to good dreams. 

Jane dreamed of rolling dice, fluffy clouds and laughter, and threats brutally ended.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Book 3 Complete! 

It's been a fun time to get this far, and the adventurers will continue into book 4. 

Book 4 is already being released over on Patreon; RR will have its normal releases starting next week.

Patrons already have 082. 

If you've liked reading Ar'Kendrithyst, please consider leaving a rating or a review. Thank you to those who have already done so! I read every review and comment and truly appreciate them. Thanks for reading!  

- - - -

EDIT FROM THE FAR FUTURE: Ar'Kendrithyst now has a topwebfiction page! If you like the story, please boost the listing for visibility. 



                



081, 1/2 — Start of Book 4


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Welcome back!

Book 4 is a go!



                

                A crowd gathered around Erick’s front door just before noon. Poi informed Erick of who they were and what they wanted twenty minutes before they arrived, so he was somewhat ready for them, but what they wanted was a nebulous thing. That’s why they came to him, for they wanted to find out what he wanted, too. After some initial introductions and some initial understandings, Erick would have invited them inside, but Poi had already made a fair point earlier about that setting an unwanted precedent. 

So Erick went out into the front yard a ways away from the house, and [Stoneshape]d a nice, medium-sized stone pavilion, with a large table in the center and chairs enough for everyone. If he got grief from this unsactioned use of the city’s stone, then he’d put it back later, but he doubted that he would; these people had come here on official city business, after all. 

Soon, everyone was inside the pavilion, while Kiri went to fetch drinks, and Poi took up his position behind Erick.

Old greyscale Ratchet, the spice lady, smiled as she sat down, saying, “All the transients are gone, but we locals are here to stay.”

An incani man with magenta skin, who Erick knew as a vendor in the Farmer’s Market named Rollo, was already sitting. He said, “Ain’t no small thing like Red Dots gonna drive us real spurians away.”

The only wrought in attendance, a blue metal dragonkin-shaped named Kip, said, “But it has driven a lot more people to live outside of the city. I hope that this won’t prove to be a problem with regard to the new regulations with Portal.”

Erick didn’t know much about Kip, but he knew that the wrought was a caravaneer, and one of the porters for the goods produced by the former Farm. 

Hera, the yellowscale who was Silverite’s right hand woman, said, “Silverite has gained concessions that we are able to sell to anyone who is a citizen of Spur, or adventuring with Spur as a base. Citizens living outside of the walls still count.”

“Bah!” Rollo said, “Let those feckless people starve! The real citizens live inside the city and kill those who would seek to undermine Spur. I killed two hunters that night, you know! Actually gained ten levels. Those people living outside the walls are too safe. They shouldn’t be citizens.”

Kip’s voice took a careful edge as he said, “Those people are still a part of Spur.”

“Debatable,” Rollo countered.

Hera added, “Not debatable. They are citizens. End of discussion.”

Rollo waved a dismissive hand through the air. “Bah!”

“We’re here to talk about plants, Rollo, not logistics or politics,” said a deeply purple, older incani woman with small black horns. Her name was Calizi. She was the former head of the Farmer’s Council, years and years ago. She had been tending to her private gardens and enjoyed her retirement in Spur, but then the Farms were directly attacked. She stepped up in the aftermath, to take a spot on the new Community Gardening Council. “Let’s get to dividing the land and hashing out crops.” She pointed to the west side of the Human District, some hundreds of meters away. “I want the plots over there.”

“Me too.” Rollo said, “As will everyone. That’s prime real estate next to expensive property.”

“I’m taking at least one portion down south, near my house,” Ratchet said.

Rollo added, “Everyone except her.”

Hera said, “Everyone will get their share. If there is some debate, then we will roll dice or something to see who wins.”

Calizi seemed to quote someone as she said, “To each their need and their ability to help their neighbor.” She stared daggers at Rollo, saying, “All he’s good for is money. I can produce more than him. Always have, always will.”

“And there’s the politics,” said a violetscaled younger woman named Missoli, who had been somewhere in Valok’s administration of the Farms. 

Erick watched the arguments unfold, familiarizing himself with these people who would become his new partners going forward. He barely knew anything about any of them, so he decided to only step in when the conversation turned to rains and schedules. Their conversations had not turned in that direction though, not yet.

They spoke at and over each other, about plots and produce, contracts and customers. Voices rose, but no one yelled. Rollo and Calizi obviously had some sort of long history with each other. Their bickering was almost pleasant. Erick watched, smiling.

Hera frowned at Erick. 

Erick looked away from Hera and cleared his throat before he spoke over the crowd, beginning with, “I’m sure we can come to agreements over all of—”

“Not meaning to disparage, archmage, or to negate the importance of your rains,” Rollo interrupted. “But that’s the thing, isn’t it? You were hands off.” He looked to Calizi, saying, “I was there. Calizi was the old Farm Master. I’d trust in the success of this enterprise if either of us took the actual lead.” He looked to Missoli, saying, “Or even Missoli, here.”

Calizi and Missoli grumbled. Erick lost his smile.

“Then I’ll do it!” Rollo said.

Calizi instantly said, “No you will not!” She turned to Erick, saying, “He can sell a furnace to a firebug but he can’t grow shit, archmage.”

“This isn’t about growing anything, Calizi.” Rollo said, “This is about feeding Spur, and you just don’t have the mind for those logistics. Never have, never will. You think putting out a hundred tons of grain is good enough! Or those awful sour fruits you flooded the markets with twenty years ago! I still have nightmares about selling those.”

Calizi rounded on the man, saying, “Purlberrys are great and good for you! You have no taste!”

Hera spoke up, “The people here are all cleared for whatever this endeavor requires. Silverite doesn’t care how it happens, only that the restaurants and the Market gets their food.”

Rollo and Calizi both frowned, but went silent.

Erick said, “Then that demand comes to me, doesn’t it? How much land does it take to fill the cold boxes of everyone in Spur, using platinum rain? Anyone got any hard numbers?”

Rollo rattled off numbers, “Spur’s population is currently around 250,000 people, but orcols count twice and we don’t service wrought via the food we produce here. We’re about 5 percent wrought and 25 percent orcol, so this means roughly 300,000 person’s worth of demands on food. One 100 meter by 100 meter plot of land, a hectare, under the effects of [Exalted Storm Aura], can create almost a thousand tons of rice every 24 hours. The average spurian eats a hundred kilos of dry rice a year, or a little over a quarter kilo per day.” He said, “In one day of rain, on one hectare of land, we can produce enough rice to feed every single person in this city for about 15 days. Less, if rice is all they’re eating.” He added, “But that’s just going off of one hectare. The Farms had over 300,000 hectares. The land we’re taking from this district is only about 176 hectares; 25 percent of the nearly seven square kilometers of this mostly empty land.” He concluded, “We can easily fill the cold boxes of Spur with just some platinum rain on the weekends. Normal rains and shading [Ward]s are all that’s necessary to keep the plants from baking in the harsh light of the Crystal Forest between harvests.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “That’s… We really were a breadbasket, weren’t we?” 

The table went silent for a small moment.

Erick added, “We don’t have to worry about actually feeding everyone, then. We just need to worry about division of labor and goods.”

Rollo said, “So about those divisions—”

“Before we get to carving up the Human District...” began a brownscaled man named Apogee, who Erick had never seen before this morning. He was also the last person in their little group to speak.

Apogee was a dragonkin, of course, but he was unlike any other dragonkin Erick had ever seen. Backswept horns crowned his head, while his face was closer to a dragon’s muzzle than a human’s visage. And he had a tail. It was thick and ridged like a gator’s and it came out of the backside of his pants like a third leg. His legs were also shaped more like a dragon’s, too. Apogee was literally the only dragonkin Erick had ever seen who truly resembled a dragon, and not just a scaled humanoid. He was also about 130 years old, at least, according to Poi, but he didn’t look older than anyone else around the table. Was he actually part true-dragon? Probably not. That would have put a target on his back for the hidden dragons of the world. 

But maybe he had already gone through all that trouble, and shrugged it off?

He was certainly muscular enough to make people think he specialized into Strength and was able to defend himself, but that would have been a false conclusion, because Apogee was well known as a Scion of Focus. Apogee was the proprietor of the Wayfarer’s Guild, after all. Everyone knew Apogee was one of the best Spatial Mages in the area. Everyone except Erick, until Poi told him during their introductions ten minutes ago.

The thing everyone else also knew about Apogee was that he was Planar, exactly like Erick and Jane, but also not at all.

Erick needed to talk to this man, in private. He had resolved as much as soon as Poi filled in a bit of history earlier in their meeting. Poi had tried to dissuade him from that course of action, but Erick was having none of that. Not at that moment, anyway. 

Apogee said, “I need meat. That’s not hyperbole. So all this talk of vegetables and such is great and all, but I enjoyed having cows so close. I’m sure you all did, too. Not to mention the milk and the cheese that came with those cows. Now I’ve got someone lined up already to take over the meat production that Mister Ooragh did so well, but the problem is getting Silverite to agree. According to those trading rules she hammered out with Portal, we can have no off-season production outside of the city limits. But I know I’d never get everyone here to agree to cows in the city.” He turned to Hera. “So I want those rules she made with Portal bent, somehow.” He asked, “Can we put a short wall around outside? Claim the ranch as technically inside the city walls?” He added, “And what about all the chickens and bees, too? I don’t want to go without chicken and honey, either.”

Missoli teared up, murmuring, “That Red Dot killed all my cats, too.”

“No more crying, dear.” Calizi sat straight, saying, “There’s been enough of that already.”

Missoli sniffled, then said, “Sorry.” She added, “I want the cats to come back, along with all the other animals, too.”

This garnered more than a few nods and assents around the table. Everyone wanted the bees and chickens and cows to come back to Spur. Some of them were more than happy that the cats were dead. Rollo complained that they ate too many chickens. Missoli just glared at the old man until he apologized. 

Hera frowned throughout the whole discussion of meat getting back on the menu. A single line of intent radiated from her head to vanish into the manasphere.

Erick wasn’t the only one to notice Hera’s displeasure, but he was the one to speak up about it, “We all want the meat to stay, Hera.” He glanced north, saying, “Silverite was talking about a reservoir north of the city. What if it were grasslands for cattle and a short wall and a reservoir? Would that be possible?”

The table went silent, as they turned to Hera.

After a long moment, Hera said, “Silverite is comfortable with building a short wall for the cows and such, but the problem is not Portal, in that case. The problem is Ar’Kendrithyst. Whenever we expand the walls, something happens, and it’s never a straight retaliation.”

Erick felt his anger rise. He controlled his temper, to say, “They’re already doing something weird and new in there. I say we expand the walls just to prove the point that we can do weird and new, too.” 

Hera, Apogee, Ratchet, Rollo, Kip, Calizi, and Missoli, each looked to Erick. Some of them smiled a little. Others sighed. 

Hera said, “We were already doing something weird and new in the first place with your rain, Erick.”

“They started first, with Bulgan,” Rollo countered.

Ratchet said, “I never thought I’d live see the day when those assholes finally got it up their ass to spawn another of themselves.”

Hera leveled with Apogee, asking, “Who do you have in mind to run the cattle ranch?”

Apogee smiled, revealing rows of sharp teeth. “Me. That’s why I came here today.”

Hera frowned. 

Rollo said, “I thought you’d get back to your guild?”

“I trained up ten wayfarers in the last three months to meet Valok’s demands —rest his soul—”

Most everyone bowed their head for a moment.

Apogee continued, “—But now that the Farm is glassed, we’re overstaffed by half. Instead of firing the people I trained, I’m stepping out. My son, Fork, is taking over.” He said, “I want cattle, chickens, and bees back in Spur, so if I gotta do it myself, then I will. I figure Silverite won’t object if I’m putting myself on the line.”

Hera sighed, then said, “Silverite has made a decision. We’ll build a short wall to encompass the cattle land, and another for a reservoir.”

Apogee smiled wide.

Erick spoke up, “Fish in the reservoir? Make it a lake, instead?” 

“This is expected,” Hera said. “The lake is expected to be about the size of the Human District itself. We can move some plans around and incorporate a ranch of a similar size outside of the city walls.”

“Excellent!” Apogee said.

Erick glanced out of the pavilion to the orange stone of the Human District. “If it’s just the people here farming for the whole of Spur, then we should be able to knock out a rough plan in a few hours. So? 170 hectare plots? Really?”

Rollo said, “It’s under 2 square kilometers.” 

Apogee said, “I don’t need any land inside the city. The ranch is good enough.”

Hera spoke up, saying, “The plans for the plots have already been set. They’re more or less evenly spaced out around the edge of this district.” She looked to everyone, saying, “There will be a trial period of a month, and then Silverite will reevaluate how everything is going, but Spur has been without the Farms for almost a week, now. We’re starting to see shortages in the stores. She wants this up and running by the end of the day.”

Calizi frowned at Rollo, saying, “I want that land to the west. I already got some workers lined up.”

“You’re gonna have to roll some dice for it, Calizi,” Rollo said. “I got help just waiting for me to give the word, too." 

Calizi brought out a deck of cards from her shoulderbag, saying, “Cards. Not dice.”

“You’re going to lose either way.”

Hera ignored the two of them, as she cast a hand across the table. A miniature lightward version of the Human District sprang into existence, complete with a panoply of rectangular lots all along the outside edge. She said, “These are the plans. Make your choices however you want. Silverite trusts you all to get it done in a timely and orderly fashion.” 

Rollo started yelling about dice. Calizi vehemently rebutted, demanding cards. Kip sarcastically offered a test of marksmanship, which the others immediately decried. Ratchet just went ahead and declared a grouping of plots in the south as hers, while Missoli said she’d take whatever was left, but it had to be continuous. 

Erick said, “I got my own garden around my house so I won’t be taking any land, but I’ll probably be selling to some people in town, anyway.”

Rollo said, “We’ll get you set up, too, archmage.”

“Thank you.” He said, “You can all call me Erick, by the way.”

“Sure thing, Erick,” Calizi said, “Those potatoes are great. Reminds me almost of the whiteroot I ate as a kid.”

Rollo frowned at Calizi, saying, “I’m growing the potatoes, Calizi. We already had that discussion.”

Calizi smiled beatifically at Rollo, saying, “And I won.” She dropped the smile. “I’m growing the potatoes.”

Erick asked, “We’re not actually splitting up the harvest like that, are we? Can’t everyone just grow whatever they want?”

Ratchet spoke up, “Those two can’t.” She added, “I’m on the spices.”

Rollo said, “You’re not getting a monopoly on those, Ratchet.”

“On this, we agree,” Calizi said. 

Erick sat back in his chair, relaxing as people spoke of growing things and feeding people, of potatoes and corn, of purple tomatoes and Erick’s red variety. Of corn, and wheat, and rice. Parts of the discussion were not pleasant. But it was all about normal, mundane things. Not of life and death, or about the deeper mysteries of magic. It was kinda nice for a change.

When Missoli spoke of cats again, Kip brought up the shadowcats from before, and Erick’s mind wandered to threats left living, out there in the world.

He needed to search for Bulgan. Give it at least a half-assed try, though he doubted he would find anything. He couldn’t directly search Ar’Kendrithyst, but he could have a little look-see from the outside.

As the conversation chugged on around him, Erick thought more of that man, and how he had tried to set a trap in Spur’s sewers, expecting Erick and Jane to find the oozes first, but how unfortunate rookies had lost their lives to the living acid, instead. There was no concrete proof that Bulgan was behind the lethal Sewerhouse attack, but Erick did not doubt that he was behind that, too. 

… Or maybe there was concrete proof, and Silverite didn’t want to tell Erick for fear of rocking the boat.

At the time, a lot of the incani of Spur that were involved in those attacks, either directly, or simply in the know. Erick never found out exactly who all was directly involved. Zago was involved, for sure, but she seemed repentant enough, and no one was comfortable with how far Bulgan actually took his crusade. Not after Bulgan brought shadowcats into the city. He had planted them into the Human District that Erick now lived in, in an effort to kill Erick and Jane, heedless of the collateral damage and deaths he caused. It took the whole city to rout that infestation. 

That infestation was the first time Erick had used [Call Lightning] against a living target. At the time, it was a sobering experience. But looking back at it now, almost nine months later...

Shadow monsters certainly didn’t do well versus lightning.

Not many things could!

The new Community Garden Council continued to talk about plants and plots, while Kiri delivered lemonade in huge pitchers to the gathering, eliciting a whole new discussion on sugar cactus, and who would be growing that. Sugar cactus was one of the most lucrative products to grow. Everyone wanted a piece of that pie. Missoli wanted that whole pie, all to herself, but that was simply not happening. 

Erick joined in on the discussion when necessary, but mostly only when they spoke of the raining schedule. Instead of raining every morning for a few hours, Erick and the Council worked out a plan for platinum rain on the weekends to ensure a grand seconday harvest in the Market, while normal rain would blanket the whole city on a to-be-decided schedule. According to Hera, every house and apartment building was getting outfitted with their own extra water collection areas, so the whole city could use some rain. 

The discussion about the city-rain schedule was out of this Council’s hands. Silverite would hold a vote however she wanted to soon enough, to decide how much rain would come, but Hera, and thus Silverite, was expecting a few hours of rain once or twice a week. 

While they all talked of planning around rain, Erick’s mind went to his own plans, to thinking of how to kill Shades. 

Shadow monsters were rather vulnerable to lightning, weren’t they? The books Erick had read at Oceanside even said as much. Oceanside had considered Mana Altering to Lightning to be an extreme form of light, before Erick came along, meaning that they thought that shadows were vulnerable to extreme forms of light, but when there was only a little light, that little light made the shadows stronger. 

But obviously lightning was not light. Was there something special about the violent movement of electrons equalizing charge that shadows were vulnerable to? Or was there a much simpler answer? Were living things simply vulnerable to electrical disruption, and ‘light’ was not involved at all?

Erick would have to experiment a little on the monsters near the Hole up north; the nearest open entrance to the Underworld. Other than Ar’Kendrithyst, the Hole was the only other local place where shadowolves and other shadow monsters lived. 

… Could he make a [Summon Lightning Elemental]?

Bah. No. He couldn’t do that. He would need Particulate Force, the Particle Mage Class Ability to combine normal magic and Particle magic, in order to get [Conjure Force Elemental] and [Call Lightning] to play with each other. But Jane said that she’d never talk to him ever again if he ever took that Ability. 

Oh! But Rats has [Greater Treat Wounds], too! He could make a rod of—

Rats was gone. Shit. How could Erick have forgotten that? Dammit. Hopefully Rats was doing okay out there with Messilina… wherever he was. 

Oh. Jane could make a rod of [Greater Treat Wounds], too. And she would be home soon. Maybe they could work on some magic together? Ah, but she would have to learn Ancient Script. That was no big deal. He could pay Irogh a grand-rad to get [Comprehend Languages] cast for Jane. Maybe he would get that spell cast on him, too. Everyone spoke Ecks, for the most part, but not every book was written in Ecks. Most of the books in the Mage Guild’s library were written in other languages, like Inferni for all the technical books coming out of the Wasteland Kingdoms, or Draconic for the rarely used genetically-imprinted language of all dragonkin. There were orcol exploratory journals written in Gargantual that Erick wanted to read, too, to understand a bit more about the wilder places of Veird. Jane already knew Karstar, the language of human nobility and the angels, so Erick needed to learn that, too. 

How would Jane react to him wanting to take Particulate Force?

… But what Class Ability would he have give up to get Particulate Force?

… Shape Spell? But Shape Spell was so useful. 

… He would have to give up something to get Particulate Force, to prepare for whatever was coming out of Ar’Kendrithyst.

Erick casually looked up from the discussion, to gaze south. Spur rose past the flat lands of the Human District like orange blocks and spires. Beyond that was the wall; barely visible between buildings. Beyond that wall was a large expanse of Crystal Forest, and beyond that, lay the much larger wall of Ar’Kendrithyst, dominating the southern horizon.

They were up to something in there. 

 

- - - -

 

Far away from the tall walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, in the deep south, east of the Wall that separated the Wasteland Kingdoms from the Crystal Forest, there stood a man. While the sun shone overhead, that man stared at the western sky. He was close to his homeland, but this is as close as he wanted to go.

This place, in the middle of nowhere, not even near the ocean, was perfect.

In the distance, further than mortal eyes could see without the aid of magic, lay the Wall. There were many such ‘Wall’s on Veird, but this one was the only one the man would ever consider the true ‘Wall’. 

This division between biomes was like a minor mountain range, but it was flatter, more organized. It was a necessary Wall, too, for the Greyhorn mountains to the north did not fully close the gap between themselves and the ocean, so the people of the lands beyond had had to raise this minor mountain range on their own, hundreds and hundreds of years ago, to keep the Crystal Mimics out. The Wall was mostly unmanned, but every hundred kilometers towers rose from the Wall and settlements lived on the other side. It was a harsh life, no one really thrived there, but it was a good life, and it was barely more difficult than living in Spur. 

The man stared at the Wall, thinking. He had lived there when he was a child. He had traded with travelers, and he had helped his mother bake bread. He had grown jewelfruit and apridates with his father, and played with his brothers and sisters under tall trees and in the deep dunes on the other side, where the danger came from sunburn and heatstroke, and other people.

That had all changed when the humans attacked. His home was gone, now. It had been gone for twenty years. His real home had been Spur, until recently.

A spike of deep, thrumming anger tingled at the edge of the man’s mind, but his anger was a well worn armor. It was a cool breeze on a hot day, or a hot dagger held coldly; a centering emotion. He held his anger close, and used it to further his goals, just like he always did, and just how he was doing right now. 

Today was the start of something special, and the man was going to make this plan work, even if he had to kill his former countrymen to do so.

The man was born an incani. His skin had always been dark and his horns of a goodly size. Now, his skin was the color of night, and his horns were flickers of shadow barely longer than his black hair. His clothes were darker than black; the color of almost everything about him, these days. 

He smiled, staring at the wall separating the Crystal Forest from the Wasteland Kingdoms.

He turned to a puddle of darkness on the ground next to him. “This is your new home. Make of it what you will.”

The puddle vibrated. The noon sun seemed to stretch down into the darkness, as the darkness opened. People gripped the edge of that hole in the ground and pulled themselves out, onto the sands of the Crystal Forest. They were not as perfectly formed as the man, but these shadelings had begun to show intellect in the recent months, and thus, they were here, taking part in this plan.

The people hauled themselves out of the hole in twos and threes, easily lifting themselves into the sun, each of them spreading out in whatever direction they decided. If some of them chose to run, the man would hunt them down, but none of them did. They were smarter than that. Some of them spoke to each other in hushed tones; discussions of where and what they should build. 

A trio walked a short distance from the hole in the ground and joined hands. Shadowstuff stretched from each of the people; a creation from nowhere, taking hold in the light like a mirage turning real. With practiced effort, the shadelings pulled a squat building out of the air, and then began to stretch it taller.

Other shadelings created thin towers. Or crystalline spikes the size of small kendrithyst towers. Trees made of illusions stretched over sand that turned into dark stone roadways. 

There were no Crystal Mimics to fight, or agave to clear away; the man had already taken care of that with a wave of his hand, not five minutes ago. There were just buildings to make, and the shadelings made them. In ten minutes, the overall construction was the size of a village, and shadelings were still pouring out of the ground. In an hour, the village had become a small town. In two more hours, shadelings stopped coming out of the hole right as a wall went up around the city. 

It was a shadowy facsimile of a normal town, but with five large spires of fake kendrithyst in the center and smaller crystalline growths adorning every building edge. 

The man stood on top of the tallest shadowy kendrithyst, overlooking his new project. A western wind whipped through his hair and got into his clothes, bringing him the faint smell of apridates on the breeze. It was a sweet smell. 

He spoke to the shadeling at his side, “I want an apridate grove.”

The shadeling bowed. “As you wish, Master Bulgan.”

Bulgan smiled, looking to the west, as the shadeling vanished into the false-crystal underfoot, off to complete their assignment. Another shadeling took the place of the one that left, waiting to serve however they could. Bulgan almost went back to waiting, but something was off about the second shadeling. Bulgan frowned. The shadeling, for her part, shivered at his frown. That was a good sign. Bulgan lost his frown and gave the shadeling a greater portion of his attention.

The shadeling in question was a woman wearing humanoid clothes instead of shadows. Bulgan hesitated to call them clothes; they were not well made leathers and cloth, and they did not fit the woman. They must have been scavenged from some dead adventurer, or maybe they were her own. Whatever the case, they were full of knife holes and torn edges and barely covered any of her body. The woman herself looked to be from human stock, but her eyes were the dark, normal pools of a shadeling. A spark of intelligence seemed to squirm in those shallow depths, trying to assert itself, but the tool was clearly stuck halfway to sapience. If that intelligence didn’t surface soon...

Bulgan asked, “Why are you here? You should be off living like a person.”

“I cannot remember my name, sir.”

Bulgan studied her ‘clothes’, and her face. “You’ve cleared several steps out of order.” He asked, “What do you remember?”

“Numbers, sir.”

“Anything else?”

“I lived alone and I counted gold.”

The woman spoke well enough, hinting at what her future would hold, so Bulgan asked no more questions. He turned back toward the west, saying, “If you can’t remember a name in another day, then take one, and then take a prominent job dealing with the quest board, or something. Receptionist. Or accountant. I don’t care.” He gestured down to the center of the shadowy city, down below. “Go mingle. Learn more about yourself. Get some proper clothes.”

The shadeling bowed, accepting her command. She flickered down into the false-kendrithyst underfoot, off to do what he commanded, and maybe find some sapience along the way. If not, it was no big deal to kill her again. 

Another shadeling took the place of the woman. This one was just shadow and soul made substance; a drone. 

Bulgan returned to his vigil. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick surveyed his garden, and it was good. 

Pruned and tall lemon trees dangled yellow fruits along the northern edge, blocking a fair bit of the constant wind that swept down through the Crystal Forest. In another grove, grew cinnamon trees. Potatoes grew on vines, spilling out tubers on top of the soil, within easy reach and allowing the plant to be harvested multiple times. Erick beans, the product of [Exalted Storm Aura] and the basis for much of Erick’s [Grow] experiments, flowed on vines over stone trellises. Corn grew in nice, tall rows, while hot peppers and garlic and a whole bunch of other spices grew nearer to the house in raised beds. Vine lettuce and eggplant. Peas and vine carrots. Most of the vegetables grew on vines. Erick didn’t want to kill the whole plant to harvest a meal, and this method ensured that [Grow] Fatigue was easily managed. 

And then there were the plants from Veird. Purple tomatoes. Green spiraling cauliflower, called fractis. Tall sugar cactus with spigots in the base, like they were maple trees, growing separate from everything else; too much rain made the sugar harvest too diluted. Or, at least that was the case for other people. 

Erick smiled. The other farmers used a specialized [Watershape] spell to draw the sugar out of the cactus water; something almost like his [Distill]. But it wasn’t [Distill]. [Distill] was far, far better.

Honestly, Erick could probably plant nothing but sugar cactus and make himself a sugar empire using his magic. Not in Spur, for sure, and he wasn’t a hundred percent sure it was possible, but he imagined a hundred thousand sugar cactus tapped and piped together, and all that sugar water draining into a vat that he could [Distill] into sugar. Theoretically, he could build an empire on sweets. A country on candy. A livelihood on lollipops.

But. 

That seemed not-fun. This small garden? That was fun.

Erick gazed over his garden, and smiled. It was a large garden. Probably too large. It would have certainly been too large if not for his Handy Aura. [Flight of a Thousand Hands] was one of the most useful spells Erick had ever made. Flight, fight, and utility, all in one neat, thousand-handed package. 

And if he hadn’t needed to replant the garden days ago, he’d probably be using his Handy Aura right now to keep the garden in proper shape; to snip off overgrown vines or uproot unwanted plants. There wasn’t much need to weed when the soil was mostly dead sand. But there was a need to water; the garden was mostly sand, it didn’t hold much moisture. 

He should have mulched the dirt a few times with some clover, to turn the sand into soil, before he replanted. He could have blipped over to somewhere with good, brown dirt, and taken a bunch for himself. But this was okay, too. He’d just have to watch the garden for a month or two, keeping it all healthy, while the compost pile he started on the other side of the house turned into proper compost. 

Erick studied his plants. 

Oh. The potato vines were wilting a little. Too much heat and light. Not enough water. He almost rained, right then, but he had already done that this morning. Instead, he cast a wide lightmask into the air over the plants, dimming the light from the sun by half. He’d water them later, when he wasn’t just trying to get away from the arguments for a moment with a half-assed ‘I need to check on my garden’ excuse.

He glanced back to the stone pavilion. Calizi and Rollo were still arguing. Apogee was the first to leave. He blipped away in a shattering of bronze light when Calizi and Rollo’s argument devolved into what it meant to roll ‘7’ with a ‘1’ and a ‘6’ versus rolling a ‘7’ with a ‘3’ and a ‘4’. Hera had begged off when their arguments over sugar cactus began in earnest. Kip and Ratchet followed soon after; those two managed to secure for themselves a monopoly on rice production and spice production. Missoli only remained in the pavilion to watch over Calizi and Rollo’s argument so that they ‘didn’t kill each other’. Missoli seemed to be a mitigating factor regarding whatever was going on with Calizi and Rollo, so Erick left them to it. 

He turned back to his garden. 

He missed Valok. And Krakina. And Apogough. In that brief moment, everything seemed to darken as emotions threatened to overwhelm. Erick breathed. He kept breathing. He sniffled and wiped away an unruly tear. 

He put on a better face, and asked, “Poi? I want a meeting with Apogee. Can I just go to the Wayfarer’s Guild? Would he be there?”

Poi said, “He doesn’t like being asked about his former world.”

“... I’m gonna do it anyway.”

 

- - - -

 

Spur was packed. The streets might have been seven meters wide, but those meters filled up fast. As Erick walked down the roads on his way to the Wayfarer’s Guild, it seemed that more people than ever were in the city. More than a few people even noticed and understood who Erick was, but only the guards who noticed him actually tried to speak to him. They asked after the Community Gardening Council they heard about. They wondered if the rains were still coming. They hadn’t seen any silver clouds in days. One particularly insistent young man claimed that the Farmer’s Market held slim pickings. When were the grocers getting restocked? Erick gladly put the kid’s fears to rest. Fresh produce would be on Market Street soon enough. A day, or two.

He had to repeat that conversation a few times, for a few different people, but he was glad to put some fears to rest. He hadn’t actually known that the grocers and the Farmer’s Market were down to slim pickings, but that problem would be solved soon enough. 

He asked after how the Guard was doing, in the wake of the attack. They were doing okay on their end, but fights had started to break out over hoarders buying up all the rice or potatoes or wheat. Besides all that, they’d had worse things happen to them than the Red Dot, but with people like Erick to help to prevent the worst of those attacks, everything was going about as good as ever. Each guard Erick spoke to thanked him for his [Cascade Imaging], too. With that spell, and with what they had done to those who dared to strike Spur, they had sent ripples through the less savory societies and organizations that operated near the city.

Some of the conversations with the guards were a little darker than Erick would have liked, but the truth was a dark thing, sometimes. The guards seemed to be happy, though. Erick made sure to talk up how their diligence in vetting the trails Erick found was just as important as finding the trail itself. Some of them understood what Erick was saying. Others… He wasn’t quite sure. But Erick trusted Merit to do the right thing, and hire the right sort of people, so he didn’t say much when a few guards spoke variations of ‘giving those assholes what they deserve’.

Eventually, Erick made his way to the Wayfarer’s Guild. 

The Wayfarer’s Guild was located near the Adventurer’s District, on the main road running north of the Guildhouse, but not in the district itself. The large, orange building was four stories tall, and except for the conspicuous silver-coated guard station built directly beside the Wayfarer building, it fit in well with the rest of Spur’s spartan, blocky desert dwellings. Erick had never been here before. From what Poi had told him, business was exclusively conducted on the first and second floor, and mostly dealt in the transportation of people from one location to the next, with a secondary focus on the shipping of individual goods. The Wayfarer’s Guild had another location near Market Street that dealt in bulk produce and meats, but Poi had heard that they were shutting down that location since the Farm was gone. 

The guildhouse was busy. Erick walked up the short staircase of the Wayfarer’s Guild, dodging people walking in and out of the front entrance, and stepped out of the desert heat into a sky-blue tiled room. The room was huge, and at least half the size of the entire first floor. It could have been a subway station back on Earth for the atmosphere of the space. It was not crowded, but there were people of all kinds inside, milling about from place to place. 

There was a counter in the back that separated about a tenth of the floor from public access. People wearing normal clothes dropped off packages on that counter, handing them off to people wearing light blue clothes and blue badges, who in turn handed them off through holes in the back wall, to a room where some sort of transportation likely took place. Other people wearing normal clothes waited in a queue at an archway that led to the guard station next door; the Wayfarer’s Guild and the guard station were directly connected. 

This place was basically a postal office and an airport, all in one. Erick smiled as he remembered the post office back home and the flirts behind the counter. He couldn't remember their names right now, but that’d come back to him when he wasn’t thinking of it. 

This large front room was not just blue tile, though. There were also reds and greens and blacks, but those colors delineated lines on the ground, acting as directional markers. On second look, the black tiles were solely used to indicate ‘landing platforms’. They weren’t really [Platforms], as in the magical spell, but the black tiles spelled [Teleport], and every moving person in the room steered clear. The reason for the wide berths given to those spaces seemed obvious to Erick, and he was proven right not ten steps into the building.

As Erick got halfway into the main room, the air over one of the black outlines blipped bright yellow. Ten people appeared out of the air. Nine of them looked young and somewhat lost. The tenth person was an older yellowscale man wearing blue who called out instructions to the group. He wore a bright blue badge on his chest. Erick walked across the room, to the counter in the back, while the new arrivals got into the queue at the line to the guardhouse. Whatever arrival procedures the people were going through seemed to be going quick; the line at the guardhouse entrance was down to two people, from the several that had been there when Erick first entered the guild, not a minute ago.

He approached one of three bored looking incani standing behind the counter, not talking to anyone or dealing with any customers or their packages. The woman he approached gave him a once over. Recognition clicked in her eyes. She suddenly stood straight. 

She spoke eloquently, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. How may the Wayfarer’s Guild assist you?”

The Wayfarer Guildhouse was not quiet, but it wasn’t that loud, either. A few nearby people flinched upon hearing Erick’s name, pausing to look his way. They quickly got back to their business, either picking up packages off of the shelves behind the counter, or placing down packages, or dealing with other customers, or just looking away and pretending at paperwork.

Erick said, “I don’t have an appointment, but I’d like to speak to Guildmaster Apogee, if I could.”

The woman glanced away. She looked back to Erick. She took a second to say, “Um. I don’t mean to dissuade you, but other planars have tried to talk to him before, and he—” Her professional facade went back up, as she said, “He’ll see you now.” She gestured to a staircase to the right. “Go on up.”

Erick nodded to the woman, saying “Thanks,” as he went on his way. 

Upstairs was no less loud and open as downstairs, but it was mostly piles of packages either in the process of being unloaded from [Teleport Platforms] or being loaded onto [Teleport Platforms]. There were no customers up here; everyone had blue badges on their blue shirts. Erick barely had time to take in the sights, when a young bluescale woman came over to him. 

She said, “Archmage Flatt? Guildmaster Apogee is in his office. This way.”

“Thank you.” 

Erick followed the girl through the packaging room, following a green path on the tile floor. A platform full of wooden boxes —he just now noticed that they were wood. Shouldn’t they be using stone? Wasn’t that more plentiful? Or maybe there was a weight concern. It was probably a weight concern.— A platform full of wooden boxes, and its purple incani, vanished in a blip of black light. In another part of the room, a tiny orange [Scry] eye appeared over another designated landing spot, followed by a blip of orange that resolved into a pale incani and her [Teleporting Platform]. 

Erick tried not lose pace with the bluescale girl on their way to Apogee, but there was just so much to see. 

Soon enough, the woman stopped at a large, open door, big enough for an orcol. The woman nodded, then walked away, back to work, or whatever she was doing. 

Apogee was inside the room. He saw Erick, and said, “Come on in! Don’t mind the mess.”

Erick took several steps into the room, avoiding wooden crates as he said, “Are you moving?”

Apogee’s office had probably been a very full, very lived-in place at one point in time, but right now it was laden with boxes. The master of Spur’s Wayfarer’s Guild was packing up, telekinetically and manually placing keepsakes and pillows and paintings and papers into storage containers; some of the boxes were open, and their contents looked expensive. Erick had caught the brownscale dragonkin rolling up a rug and placing it into a long crate, along with five other similar sized rugs.

Apogee said, “I’m in the cattle industry now!” He smiled wide, revealing rows of teeth and a long, straight tongue. “I’d offer you some rum to mark the occasion, but I packed... Hmm.” He turned to his crates and began rummaging. “… Ah ha!” He lifted an ornate crystal bottle of dark red booze out of a crate, along with two glasses. He offered, “Care to share a drink?”

Erick smiled, saying, “I’d love one.”

“But if you’re here to ask after planar business, then this conversation is over.” He briefly lost his smile, as he said, “I usually give other planars a warning before I [Teleport] them away. Veirdians get the ‘port; no warning. The first time it’s just a ‘port downstairs.”

Erick reoriented his goal. “Well. Okay. A non-consensual [Teleport], you say?”

“Yup!” Apogee smiled wide as he poured a pair of drinks, and handed one to Erick, saying, “Kaveneen!” He tossed his drink back.

“Cheers.” Erick went with the flow and downed his shot. The booze went down like a warm fire to settle in his arms and legs with a shiver. It tasted of spices and cinnamon, and of hot summer nights. Erick savored the taste for a moment, then said, “That’s delicious.” 

“I call it Ruby Brandy, because it doesn’t have a commonly accepted name.” Apogee put the booze away, cheerfully adding, “I won it off a tribe of ruby harpies in Nelboor who claim they found it in a dragon’s hoard, nigh on thirty five years ago. I’ve been trying to recreate the taste for thirty years, but haven’t found the right spices, and if I haven’t found the right spices—” He turned back to Erick, saying, “They don’t exist. Which means it was made with some unique plant that doesn’t exist anymore.”

Erick smiled as he pondered the cost of what he had just downed. He held the glass to his nose and breathed in the scent of the remaining red drops. Cinnamon, for sure. He asked, “What does it taste like to you?”

“That’s the thing.” Apogee said, “I could never place the scent or the taste, until recently. Until I caught wind of those tall brown trees near your house.”

“You should come over for dinner sometime, or to poke around in the garden.” Erick said, “I’ll make some cinnamon barbecue and you can take some clippings home. Obligate carnivore, right?”

“Correct.” Apogee said, “I might just take you up on that offer.”

Erick asked, “But since we’re not talking planar stuff and you are a Spatial Mage, I have another question for you: Do you need an Elemental Body skill to recreate [Teleport]?”

Apogee frowned. He paused. He said, “It’s a bit of a trade secret, but since you’re so close anyway, I must warn you: If you do it wrong, you’re gonna die. It’s not worth the risk.” 

Erick patted Ophiel on his shoulder, saying, “I can cast through him, so there’s no personal risk.” Ophiel trilled in violin sounds before going back to silence; back to watching everything with wide open eyes. Erick added, “I was hoping to get around the Elemental Body requirement. I’ve already tried with lightwards and such, but Ophiel explodes every time.”

Ophiel gave a few flutey notes at that. 

Apogee smirked. “I recommend [Air Body], but if you can swing it, [Lightwalk] is better. You made a light slime dungeon for That Old Dragon. Right?”

“Silverite is going to get some soldiers [Lightwalk] when she can.” Erick asked, “So what made you decide to go for the rancher position in this Community Garden Council?” He glanced back at the busy second floor of the Wayfarer’s Guild. “This place looks busy.”

“Too busy for me! Fork can handle it, and more power to him. He’s wanted the position for a decade already.” Apogee said, “We can talk about the gardening and all of that more, later. Thanks for coming by. I’ll hit you up for the clippings tomorrow.” He held out his hand, palm up. “Cup?”

Erick put the glass cup in his hand, then said, “Sure. Then I’ll see you—”

“It was nice talking to you, but I can’t have people thinking I’m getting weak willed just because some planar archmage shows up and acts nice.”

The air blipped bronze. 

When the air cleared, Erick was standing in front of his house. He blinked a few times, while Ophiel, still on his shoulder, trilled in surprised flutes and cellos. Apogee hadn’t even touched Erick. Or had he? Maybe a finger, when he handed over the cup? No. Erick would have felt that.

A blue blip resolved in the air nearby; it was Poi.

“How does a [Force Teleport] work, Poi?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Poi said. 

Erick opened the door to his house and went inside, saying, “He seems like an okay guy. A bit gruff, I guess, but that’s fine.”

 

- - - -

 

Shadowy people wandered through a city of dark towers and towering crystals that had not existed five hours ago. They pretended to live their lives, and someday, some of them might have lives to live. 

Bulgan stood atop the tallest shadow kendrithyst spike, in the center of his city. A northwestern wind brought scents of his first life to him, hidden in the breeze. He spared a glance down, to the northwestern side of town. There, amid the black buildings and tumbled dirt, hard, green shoots poked up from the ground. Shadelings conjured tiny clouds above the new growths, spilling water onto the land. The trees drank it up, filling out and growing tall, sending thin, tough branches and spiky fronds into the air. The shadelings continued to tiny-rain on the land, and the trees continued to grow. Bulgan smiled as the trees sent out different sorts of fronds, laden with tiny pods instead of green spikes. Those pods turned to bunches of hard shelled fruit that dragged the branch down with their weight. 

Oh? He had been distracted, hadn’t he? 

How curious.

Bulgan turned his attention back to the west—

No. That was wrong.

Bulgan turned southwest. “Childish.” He spoke to the sky, his voice booming like a god’s, “You get one warning. An attack will demand a reprisal.” 

They tried to hide in the sky, downwind and a kilometer away, surrounded by some mutated version of [Invisibility] and [Lightshape]. [Diversion] was in there, too, but the caster was inexperienced. Bulgan had been inexperienced, too, half a year ago, but that version of himself was long gone. Mostly. Whoever this interloper was, they had managed to make him look down at his growing apridate farm. They weren’t an archmage, but they were obviously an accomplished assassin. 

With a thought, Bulgan shifted the city into shadows. The black crystal under his feet turned wispy, but he remained in the sky, floating under his own power. 

The assassin flickered to visibility. 

Bulgan took a long microsecond to make sure to understand his attacker, as the man readied spell after spell, like dots of light in the bright blue sky. The assassin was an older man with white skin, but he wore white robes and gloves and boots. A white cloth covered his whole head, except for his eyes and the strip of white skin between them. It was entirely possible that his white skin was merely white paint. Maybe he wasn’t even a man under all those concealing clothes. 

Whatever they were didn’t really matter. Bulgan waited to see the damage from the interloper’s spell before he decided on his response. 

White balls of light crashed into the city. Shadows turned solid under the bright light. Secondary explosions broke buildings and killed shadelings who failed to properly hide. Bulgan’s apridate garden shattered like broken glass.

Bulgan mused, “A [Shattering Light]? Maybe you’re not worthless after all.”

The assassin flickered away—

No. They flickered to the north. Bulgan turned to face them. The assassin flickered again, this time to the south. Bulgan turned to face them, again, giving them the opportunity to flee, or call off their attack. They chose neither. [Shattering Light] crashed into more buildings, killing more people and harming progress. 

Bulgan filled the land with his Blessing, denying all spatial magic. 

The assassin froze. They had tried to flicker away, but they failed. They raised their arms and filled the sky with descending [Shattering Light]s. Shadows broke. Shadelings died. The assassin prepared another salvo.

With that choice, the white assassin had done more than enough to warrant a devoted response.

Bulgan lifted his arm. With a concentrated thought, he crushed the assassin’s remaining spells mid-flight, before they could strike his city. With another crush of his fist, the assassin became red pulp. Bulgan released his grip, then he turned to the south, and crushed another two intruders. They had been trying to remain hidden as they charged up some sort of hostile magic, but that just didn’t need to happen. They turned to red paste, and the attack was over. Bulgan hadn’t gained the full flavor of whatever the secondary strike team was doing, but it sounded like a deeper [Stoneshape] than most. It was likely [Stonequake], or something similar.

Whatever the case, the attack was over. Bulgan turned the city tangible again. Shadelings set to repairing broken structures with mending shadows, while some of the more cognizant shadelings began to cry or curse at their unknown enemies, and pick up the bodies of their fallen friends. 

Bulgan considered the rest of his response to this attack.

He smiled. 

The Wall between the Crystal Forest and the Wasteland Kingdoms stood far to the west, like a minor, organized chain of large hills. Cities existed here and there along the entire length. He didn’t want to kill the cities, but he could give them a nice headache. 

Bulgan stepped through space to reach the Wall.

With a thought, ten kilometers of Wall turned to sand. He repeated the process ten more times, making sure to miss the cities but destroy the Wall itself, opening up the lands beyond to the plague that lived in the Crystal Forest.

And then, for good measure, he wrapped up a hundred Crystal Mimics in stone and deposited them far beyond the Wall, and far from each other, where the sands had turned to grassland. As the Crystal Mimics noticed their new environs, they went into a frenzy, ripping up the greenery and multiplying to better deal with the problem. 

Bulgan returned to his city. He smiled to himself. 

By the time night fell, a hundred mimics had become 150. The people of the Wall had yet to fully repair Bulgan’s breaches. People were still turning sand into stone and stemming the tide of mimics pouring through by the time they realized that mimics had already gotten far behind the border. 

The Crystal Plague was spreading in the Wasteland Kingdoms, and it wasn’t just a minor infestation. Bulgan had spread them over a hundred kilometers. He had always wondered how the Kingdoms would respond to a real infestation. When he was younger, his parents and the elders had always spoken of the deadly threat of the Crystal Mimic. 

Spreading Crystal Mimics was a warcrime unlike any other in the entire world, and that was especially true here, in this place. When he was younger, before the raid came that changed his life forever, some would-be alchemist was always getting themselves executed for experimenting on [Polymorph] potions on the wrong side of the Wall. 

Ah, memories. 

Bulgan smiled as he remotely viewed the destruction beyond the Wall.

Oh, sure, they’d clear out that infestation in a week. Maybe a month. Eventually, they’d kill all the mimics, but it would take an incredible amount of resources and time. Did they think they had that sort of time, what with Bulgan and his new city sitting right outside their border? How long would it take before they called in reinforcements?

Whoever the white-robed assassin was, they would surely be the first of many. Who else would the Kingdoms send? 

Hopefully they’d send Black Death. Bulgan had heard of that woman’s exploits ever since he was a child. He would love to see her from the other side of the battlefield. Oh! Or maybe they’d send Hocnihai— No. Wait. Bulgan frowned. Hocnihai was dead. Old age. Bulgan had heard of his death through the shadelings on Umber Street, hadn’t he? Damn. That man was legendary. Did Tania know he was dead? She probably did. She idolized that man. He started off on the wrong side of the Quiet War, but he switched sides soon enough. Everyone who wasn't brainwashed by the angels eventually switched sides.

He had to have left behind some tomes, right? And his heir? Surely he had an heir. 

Bulgan thought of how he might get his hand on Hocnihai’s tomes. A quest, for sure, but it wouldn’t be an introductory quest. Something further along the line, without a doubt.

A second attack came while Bulgan was thinking of the other heavy hitters of the Wasteland Kingdoms. He didn’t have to focus on his attacker; they were pitiful, truly. Soon enough, another blot of red paste landed in the Crystal Forest. Bulgan made a show of breaking the Wall again; of completely reversing the repair effort. He almost spread another hundred mimics beyond the border, but that would have been overkill. They needed to see him as a threat to be respected, not as a petty tyrant. 

How many bodies would it take, how much of the Wall would need to be turned to sand, before the Wasteland Kingdoms decided to try a different approach?
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081, 2/2


                A mental tickle touched Erick’s mind as he was making breakfast in the kitchen. 

‘Hey, dad!’

A pair of eggs fell from Erick’s hand and splattered goo across the orange floor. That wasn’t important. 

‘Jane!’ Erick sent, ‘Are you in town?!’

‘Not yet.’ Jane sent, ‘Still in Oceansidle. I wontad tool tak ta ool— Sorry. Distant connection. Nothing important or wrong, but I wanted to talk. Alibeth is helping me send to you, but she can’t stay. Send Ophiel down here.’

Erick immediately conjured four Ophiel and sent them blipping across the ocean, in the exact opposite manner he had done for almost three months. The Ophiel on his shoulder whistled in violins, as he sent to Jane, ‘What’s up! What’s happening? How are you feeling? Have you been awake for long?’ He added, ‘I haven’t heard from you in so long! Oh my gods, I miss you, Jane.’

A pulse of forlorn happiness flowed through the connection to Erick, as Jane sent, ‘I miss you, too, Dad.’

Erick [Cleanse]d the eggs from the floor and grabbed another pair. He went back to the flour for his pancakes, while he spoke to his daughter. They talked. It was good. She had heard all about the Red Dot attack, and about all the deaths. Erick briefly spoke of his [Pure Reflection Ward], and Jane jumped in to talk about how she used that against the Ancient Unicorn. They both laughed at that, and then Erick told her of the resurrections, and of who he knew that had been brought back from the End. Savral; Al’s son. Soux; Ulrick Ulrick’s receptionist. Mother Eriliad; the woman at the Interfaith Church who raised Rats. That led to Erick speaking of Rats’ departure. 

Incensed, Jane said, ‘That asshole! He left?! HOW? Why?! And with MESSALINA?! Really?’ 

Erick flipped pancakes as he sent, ‘He has some soul sickness that’s been plaguing him since he was young and he’s hoping for a fix. I hope he finds the cure and comes back—’ He forcefully added, ‘And I don’t want you to make him feel unwelcome when he does!’

‘I’m gonna be mad at him if I want.’

‘And that’s fine. But if he does come back, I’m accepting him back, with only the barest level of security-necessary questioning.’

‘… Have you eaten that unicorn horn yet?’

‘Nope! That’s your horn—’

‘No. I have [Lightwalk] and I didn’t get [Greater Shadowalk] by eating more shadowolves. I doubt that thing would grant [Greater Lightwalk], at all. Besides! I want you to have some way to evade a [Teleport Lock]. That would make me feel a lot better about having the security breach formerly known as Rats out there living and working with the enemy.’ Exasperated, Jane added, ‘And getting his soul messed with! And especially if you’re already willing to take him back! Shit, dad.’

‘… That’s another way to look at it, I suppose.’

‘Get it done.’ Jane took a moment to soften her voice, to say, ‘In other news: I’m going for a water slime body and [Water Body] while I’m down here, and then I’m going to help Oceanside take care of a few problems to pay them back for the use of their dungeons. I might stick around Oceanside for a while longer than that. Maybe get [Air Body] and [Stone Body], too.’

A dozen questions roared at Erick, each of them demanding an answer, but instead of being overprotective and mad and terrified, like he wanted to be, he calmly asked, ‘You mean you’re not coming home?’

‘I still need three more elemental forms for Polymage. Air, stone, and water.’ She said, ‘I was going to go after a Prismatic Octopus, but I’ve been talking to a few other Polymages down here about good forms. Besides the fact that Prismatic Octopuses are notoriously hard to use, they’ve all said that too many strong forms means a higher chance of one of them going rogue. Oozes are apparently as dangerous to have as unicorns, and none of them are quite sure how strong shadow spiders truly are.’

Erick calmly added more butter and batter to the skillet to begin making pancake #35, as he forced his voice to an even keel, sending, ‘They are?’

‘Yeah. But I’ve had no side effects. Still. I might just stick to slimes for two of my remaining three forms. I am going after the bapuali, though. Air slimes don’t fly well.’

‘That’s the bird from the Mondariska Mountains, right? The one that flocks in groups?’

‘Yeah. The people down here call them razorwings. They’re simple forms; barely more trouble than a slime. I’m also changing my stone essence monster from a kerikil to a metal slime.’ Jane added, ‘Kerikils are the stone dogs of the Underworld I told you about.’

‘I remember those. I remember that the Headmaster also has dungeons for metal slimes, too.’

‘Only a small one.’ She said, ‘But he also has a stone slime dungeon for actual stone essence farming.’

While Erick spoke to Jane and continued to make breakfast, Teressa came in and took a huge plate of pancakes, followed closely by Poi who went right to the coftea. By the time Kiri wandered in, Erick had finished making breakfast, but he was still talking to Jane while he ate his own pancakes and everyone else discussed their morning schedules. 

He was still happily talking to his daughter when everyone finished breakfast. Kiri cleaned up, while Erick sat back and sipped his coftea while he spoke to Jane of [Cascade Imaging] and plans for the Community Garden and the Council. The topic of Apogee came up.

‘I didn’t know there was another planar person in Spur.’ Jane sent, ‘But that’s interesting about [Teleport]. All the more reason for you to eat that unicorn horn.’

Erick smiled, sending, ‘I’ll get right on that.’

‘You should! And then we can talk about pseudo-[Teleport]s and— Ah. Hold on… Doctor Alibeth just walked in the door. She’s telling me I should take a nap. She’s probably right.’ 

‘Okay. I love you, Jane.’ Erick sent, ‘Talk to you later.’

‘I love you, too, dad. And oh yeah! One more thing. Caradogh is dead. He made the mistake of coming to Oceanside.’

Erick froze. Everything flickered into hyperfocus as [Hunter’s Instincts] turned on. He breathed. He centered himself. He wasn’t in any danger. Jane wasn’t in any danger, either. If she was, she would have said something in the past two hours. Everything was fine. They still hadn’t found the Red Dot mage, but—

‘Dad? You still there?’

Erick slammed [Hunter’s Instincts] back into storage, turning off the skill as he sent, ‘Yeah. Sorry. I’m… Okay. I’m okay. That’s… Good? About Caradogh? He’s dead? I feel weird about that. I don’t like how I didn’t hear about that until now AND YOU’RE OKAY?! Wait. Yes. You are. Of course you are.’

‘… eat that unicorn horn. It’s pure light essence, so it shouldn’t give you any problems. I’ll talk to you later. Love you. Bye.’

‘Bye. Love you.'

The connection held for a moment, then it broke on Jane’s end. 

Erick closed his eyes and held them tightly shut for a long moment. Then he opened his eyes. Ophiel trilled in concerned, questioning cellos on his shoulder. Erick patted the little guy as he dismissed the Ophiel hovering over the ocean. He got up and went to Jane’s tower. 

The Queen of the Forest’s main horn rested upright in the center of the tower. The space had not been tall enough to completely house the twisted spike of radiance, so Erick had to bore a hole into the floor, into an unused storage room down below. Even so, the horn still scraped the ceiling, seven meters up. 

Erick flopped down into his light slime form, his clothes becoming like a nest, his rings falling to the side. Ophiel hooted in surprised guitar. That particular stringed instrument was a new sound that he had taken from the band at Al’s party. He didn’t use it much, but he seemed to use it to indicate unknown surprise. 

From inside his clothes, Erick mentally sent Ophiel, ‘I’ll be more surprised if it takes the whole horn to get [Lightwalk].’

Ophiel switched to flutes and then to violins, as he settled down onto the bare worktable on the other side of the tower. With a dozen open eyes, Ophiel watched.

Erick flopped out of his clothes and plopped onto the stone floor. The floor was a little cold, and touching that solid surface was a little unnerving. The ground vibrated with distant footsteps in a way wholly unfamiliar to Erick. 

Moving was different, too. He had to stretch himself into odd shapes in order to get around. But all of that was nothing compared to his vision. As a slime, Erick saw everything in every direction, like he was one great big magical eyeball. Even [Scry] didn’t work like this. Erick much preferred his own body. He didn’t know how Jane could stand this.

Erick decided he could withstand being uncomfortable for a little while. Heck, he hadn’t been anywhere near his comfort zone in a long time. [Polymorph] was just a new form of uncomfortableness, but it wasn’t all bad. Seeing things from a new perspective was a good thing, and light slimes saw the world in a way Erick never had.

He was almost a hundred percent sure that light slimes saw more colors than humans. 

As a human, the unicorn horn was a spike of crystalline radiance.

As a slime, the unicorn horn was a towering crystal of reds, blues, greens, and everything in between, but contained into a white, twisting spike of iridescence. With his light slime sight, Erick saw how violets flickered on the edge, twisting up and down the length of the horn, while colors combined into white, then split again into rainbows. It was beautiful. Erick felt he could have stared at the horn for hours, except that some other desire began to take hold in his body. As a slime, Erick recognized the light essence swirling inside the crystal tower. He saw them as packets of possibility crystallized into a whole. Those packets called to him in some primal sort of way.

Whatever emotion prodded at Erick wasn’t exactly ‘hunger’, but it was hunger-adjacent. 

Erick mentally smirked at himself, and at this novel emotion urging him to eat.

Theoretically, what he was about to do could lead to him transforming into a radiant ooze. But that was a low probability. No one really knew how radiant oozes came into existence, but one thing was true, all across all the slimes and all the oozes ever recorded: slimes needed mass in order to transform into an ooze. A lot of mass, and a lot of levels. It was this fact that made Erick sure that eating this horn would not be a problem, because essences were not food. This unicorn horn was pure light essence; not even a trace of dragon essence, either. This nine meter horn was less substantial than cotton candy. The whole thing probably weighed less than a kilogram, in total. Maybe. When Erick ate it, he wouldn’t even have to dispose of any extra body weight, because there was nothing extra to dispose of. 

He rolled over to the horn. Its radiance stretched up like a spire of swirling, rainbow light. 

He reached a pseudopod to the solid radiance. Touching it was like tasting rainbows and finding joy. 

He began with a little sip. A depression formed in the horn. Light essence swirled into Erick’s body, brightening his core, settling into [Flash] like the missing piece of a puzzle. He took a longer slurp, carving away a section of the horn near the floor that was almost him-sized. A notification appeared, but it wasn’t a notification for [Lightwalk]. He ignored the blue box, because of a more pressing concern. If he continued to eat the horn like this, it would crack in half. It was already fractured, with a great spreading crack that wrapped up around the length. The horn was stronger than it looked, but there was no reason to make an unexpected mess. 

Erick backed away to gaze at the top of the horn, all the way up there, at least twenty body-lengths away. With a thought, he Handy Aura’d into the air and landed on the side of the tip of the horn. 

His entire body was a tongue and a mouth at the same time. The tip of the horn disappeared into his body as Erick carved out a seat at the top, like it was a throne of delicious candy and he was the king. He savored the moment, sitting there on the top of deliciousness, before he began eating his way downward.

Gravity and gluttony made a good combination. 

He kept track of his notifications as he ate downward. He indulged, but he was prudent about it. Light essence funneled into itself. Some puzzle pieces bounced off and turned into nothing. Others locked into place and brought large sections of completed magic with them. 

The promised notification came when Erick was almost all the way down to the floor of the tower.

 




	
Lightwalk, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the light.








 

With a roll and a plop, Erick flopped to the floor. The horn was a fraction of its former self. 

… There was still two more meters of horn to go.

… Erick was having a really, really hard time telling himself to stop, to give the rest of the horn to someone else. He had eaten nearly seven meters of light essence, but that tip was a point, and the horn got wider at the base. It was entirely possible that the rest of that horn was enough essence to make another [Lightwalk]; enough to complete another puzzle.

A part of him demanded he finish his meal; if he didn’t eat the whole thing, Jane would be mad at him. 

And that was all it took. A bit of rationalization, and he hopped back onto the horn. 

He dropped into the windowless room below, eating as he went. Light essence funneled into [Lightwalk], but flickered away as fast as it touched the completed whole. The puzzle had been completed, but Erick could not stop eating. He ate and ate until he could eat no more, because suddenly there was nothing left to eat. 

Erick rested on the stone floor. Orange stone was cold to the touch. The room was dark, and Erick felt a little sad. Sadness quickly gave way to anger, wholly directed at himself. Someone else could have used the rest of that horn. Erick felt after [Lightwalk], touching the spell with his mind. He never would have guessed that [Flash] was a single puzzle piece of the whole, until today. All eating that essence did was throw another incomplete puzzle onto the finished one, to destroy something beautiful in pursuit of decadence, to make the world a little less bright than it was before. 

It was dark in this small room under Jane’s tower. Dark and cold and—

No. Wait. That wasn’t it.

Erick’s slime body was practically radiant. Light splashed away from him like the light off of a [Cascade Imaging] orb. He was a lightbulb in a normally lit room, so of course the room looked dark by comparison. 

And yes. Melemizargo was probably nearby; he always was. But that didn’t mean anything. 

No. This darkness around Erick was normal darkness; a comparative darkness. Erick was a ball of incandescence that rivaled the sun, after all. Of course the room was dark compared to him. Excess light essence spilled away from his rolly body like twisting ribbons, and that was okay.

For a long moment, Erick sat in the relative darkness of the unused room, reveling in the experience of being a pinnacle light slime, committing to memory the taste of purple and orange and every other color, and the gentle, mostly intangible hum of magic that had come with each bite. Whatever secret there was to [Greater Lightwalk], Erick felt he already had all the pieces. The pieces were already put together for him, too. He just had to understand what it all meant, and when he did, he would tell Jane, and ask her what [Greater Shadowalk] meant to her. 

Erick stayed like that, sitting in the dim room with no windows, acting as the brightest light source around, for a good twenty minutes. Eventually, his body turned darker. Excess essence dissipated into the room, out of the hole in the ceiling. Natural light came down from that hole, outshining the lightwards down here. 

Erick looked up at Ophiel. The winged [Familiar] clutched the edge of the hole, looking down at Erick, gently whispering in harps and violins. Erick relaxed into his bubbly body, spreading out, experiencing the moment, listening to Ophiel’s music.

Erick’s reprieve from duty was short lived. Footsteps echoed through the stone underblob well before their owner stopped in front of the closed door to the room. 

Poi said, “Sir. They’re ready for the first rains. Silverite wants me to be diplomatic about it, but I’m going to just tell you: Everyone expects food in the markets by evening.”

Erick smiled to himself. With a shift and an expansion, he was back to his human body. Nude, of course, but that was fixed with a bit of Handy Aura, reaching back up into Jane’s tower to retrieve his clothes, and his rings. He said, “Be right there,” as he shimmied into his pants. 

 

- - - -

 

The Human District of Spur was the city’s smallest district by far. But even so, losing 25 percent of the flat, orange land around his house did not feel like a large loss. In fact, it felt like a gain. Green land would soon surround the Human District, and that was good.

As Erick stepped out of his front door he gazed toward the distant edge of his neighborhood, next to the rest of the city. Raised beds and tilled stone occupied those edges, while people milled around, working on their soon-to-be gardens. Stone moved through the air under the direction of young men and women. Seeds scattered and drilled into the soft dirt under the direction of older, experienced farmers. 

Erick briefly activated [Ultrasight] to better see who he was working with. After a moment, he decided that he knew none of the people standing out there. Whoever the Community Garden Council decided to hire for their farming needs was of no real concern to Erick. His goal was to get the thing up and running and operating without issue. 

… But that reminded him: he needed to speak to Ikawa Kali, Krakina’s granddaughter, and Delia Greentalon, Valok’s daughter. Hopefully they were doing… If not mentally okay, then at least physically okay. Ikawa was old enough to take care of herself, but what about Delia? She was only 16, or thereabouts. Had she even Matriculated, yet?

To his right, obscured by his own fully grown garden, was the Mage Trio’s house. To his left, a hundred meters away, was a stone pavilion. It was not the stone pavilion Erick had spent all of one minute raising from the ground yesterday. This pavilion was a nicer construction, with pillars like faux tree trunks with curling roots and stone branches holding up a roof adorned with scalloped shingles. People were inside the pavilion, namely yellowscaled Hera and two more; the rest of the Community Garden Council must be out at their gardens. 

Erick began walking to the stone pavilion. 

He arrived to see Rollo, Calizi, and Hera in residence. 

Hera greeted him with a beatific voice that was clearly put upon, saying, “Glad to see you, Archmage Flatt.”

Hera stood next to one of several tables. Rollo and Calizi sat across from each other at Hera’s table. A small assortment of papers and books sat on the stone surface between the three of them. Hera looked taxed. Both of the incani looked like they had eaten a lemon. Something angry stirred in Rollo and Calizi’s eyes, but it wasn’t directed at Erick. They looked about ready to kill each other, or at least cause serious injury.

“Hello, Hera,” Erick said, as he stepped up into the pavilion and out of the sun.

Calizi blurted, “Archmage Flatt! Don’t rain on Rollo’s—”

“You old hag!” Rollo cursed, “Rot in heaven!”

Hera shouted at them, “Please! Have some decorum!” She forced her voice to calm and turned to Erick, saying, “There has been some difficulty—”

Calizi said, “He stole my workers!”

“She stole my contracts with twelve restaurants!” Rollo replied. 

“You shouldn’t even be on this council.”

“I have more of a right than you!”

“Wow,” Erick said, putting as much admonishment in his voice as he thought necessary. “I miss Valok and Krakina and Apogough more than I thought possible. I never heard them talk like this except when it came to Portal.”

The two older incani instantly went quiet. Anger drained away like pus from a wound.

Erick waited.

Rollo was the first to break silence, saying, “It is beneath us to act this way, especially in the face of challenges such as ours.”

Erick asked, “Are the grocers really out of food?”

“No.” Hera said, “But they’re getting low. The rice is rationed. In two days the wheat will be, too. The Red Dot attack hit the granaries outside of the walls, taking with it most of our storage.”

Calizi eyed Rollo, then turned away from the man, saying, “In two days the restaurants around town will start having to offer neutered menus. We would like to avoid this. We’ve taken care of everything on our end, but we need that rain, archmage.”

Rollo flinched in anger as he listened to Calizi speak, but he spoke to Erick, saying, “Our workers are well paid, but you can’t eat gold. We’ve drawn up a preliminary schedule, if you’d like to approve?” He gestured to a paper on the table. 

Erick picked up the paper, read it, then summarized, “Platinum rain on the Gardens on firstday and tenthday, for four hours in the morning. Normal rain on the Gardens on thirday, fifthday, and seventhday, an hour in the morning. Normal rain across the whole city every fifthday for three hours at noon and an hour in the evening. Normal rain as needed to keep the reservoir north of the city full and the pasture green.” He asked, “That’s it? I expected a lot more. This is almost nothing.”

Hera said, “That’s it.”

“Except for today.” Rollo said, “My people are ready for you to start whenever, but we’d like five hours of platinum rain, and soon.”

Hera added, “Except for today. Right.”

Calizi frowned. “Kip is almost ready. He’s the last one.” She lifted her chin, facing north, saying, “The rice paddies are almost set up. None of our soil is very good right now, and his is giving him more trouble than the rest of us.” 

Erick looked north. Past his house, past the Mage Trio’s house, the northern wall of the city rose from the ground. There weren’t many buildings over there; it was just a small dragonkin neighborhood, with individual houses. But on this side of that small neighborhood, Erick saw people’s heads and torsos poking up from the flat orange stone. They bent down and vanished, only to stand back up. They were doing something over there, but whatever it was, Erick guessed they had it under control. 

Calizi continued, “It’s all sand right now. Not a lick of good brown dirt anywhere. But he’ll set it to rights. He’s an odd wrought, growing food he can’t ever eat, but I’ve known him since I was a baby. He knows how to grow practically everything under the sun, under every condition known. Sand ain’t a big deal in the short term.”

Erick said, “My garden is full of sand, too. Whole thing got glassed by the Flare Couatl. I’m keeping an eye on it, making sure it stays healthy until I can revive my compost pile and redo the garden properly. If this raining schedule needs to be adjusted until we all get back to normal soil then you just let me know.” He looked back to his group.

Calizi smiled with genuine warmth. “I’ll be sure to do that, archmage. I mean— Erick.”

Erick smirked.

Hera stood straighter. “Kip just sent that he’s ready. That’s the last one.” She added, “And I hope to never do this again, Erick. This bickering is too much for me. I’m just here for this transitional period to see that it gets done.”

Erick turned back toward the north. A blue wrought who was in a depression up to his waist, waved his way. Erick said, “Thanks for your help, Hera. I’m sure we can take care of it ourselves, now that you’ve got it up and running.” He asked, “So let’s bring on the rain?”

“Please,” Calizi said.

“We’re ready,” Rollo said.

With a thought and some control, white mist spilled out of the air in every direction. For a brief moment, the Human District was filled with heavy fog. 

A cheer began in the distance, building up into a roar of approval. 

Erick smiled as Calizi clapped in happiness and Hera grinned at the sky. Rollo said something solemn in some other language, only to have Calizi laugh and clap louder. 

Fog turned to clouds, that rose into the sky, flickering with white flashes, obscuring the morning sun. Dark patches appeared in the underbelly of the roiling mass above. Drops of platinum fell—

“Oh! My own stuff!” Erick flickered Ophiel over to his garden. With a chain of thought, Erick set down five [Weather Ward]s across the green space, blocking out the rain. He laughed a little, then turned back to his new partners in the farming business, saying, “I don’t plan on selling much of my stuff, so I don’t need that much rain.” He paused. He added, “As a matter of fact, I probably need to go prune all of that back, now. I had it good this morning.” 

Hera said, “I need to get back to work, too.” She turned to Erick, Rollo, and Calizi, to say, “It was a pleasure working with you all, and if this is still working in a week, I will be very happy.” She walked out of the pavilion, into the glittering rain, saying, “Later!”

Erick said, “Later!” He turned to Calizi and Rollo, asking, “Have you two heard from Ikawa or Delia? I saw Ikawa at a party five days ago, but I haven’t actually asked if she was okay. I haven't seen or heard of what’s become of Delia at all.”

Calizi’s voice turned soft and sad, as she said, “I don’t know about Ikawa, but Delia went to the Adventurer’s Guildhouse. That poor girl had everything taken from her, and she is angry. I tried to console her, but there’s no hugging out that sort of despair. Her father was her only family.”

“… Shit,” Erick said.

Rollo said, “Delia might come out of this stronger for her hardship. It happens more often than you’d think.”

Calizi practically yelled at the man, “How can you be so heartless!”

“I am pragmatic!” Rollo countered, “Valok was a great man. His daughter is certainly the same. I saw that greatness in her when she was out working in the Farm, pre-matriculation. No spells to help her and she worked just as hard as anyone else! Harder, even, because she didn’t have the Script to help. Don’t go coddling her now, Calizi. She doesn’t need that. No one does.”

Calizi frowned and almost said something more, but she held her tongue. She looked away, toward the falling rain. Greenery had already started to poke up from the edge of the Human District, like a band of life amid the orange stone.

Rollo said, “Ikawa is at the Mage Guildhouse. Krakina was in the process of teaching her how to be a proper Weather Witch, but that process was cut short. She’s a strong one, too.”

Erick nodded.

Calizi said, “If you go seek them out, just be aware that you’ve denied them their revenge. Maybe not so much Ikawa, I don’t really know her, but Delia, for sure. Valok’s killers were among the first tracked down and ended.”

“The only ones that got away were the Red Dot mage and a handful of others.” Rollo’s face turned darker as he added, “And Caradogh.”

Erick said, “I just heard from my daughter in Oceanside: They got Caradogh. I didn’t hear the full story, but I think he tried to go after Jane. It failed, thankfully”

Rollo said, “Good riddance!” He cursed a string of darker, hard-sounding words, then spat on the ground.

Erick silently agreed, and hated that he felt that way. Killing was not supposed to be the answer.

Calizi frowned at the spit on the ground. She gestured. The spit vanished into a spot of thick air, as she said, “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”

 

- - - -

 

Bulgan ended another five attacks on his city in more or less the same manner as the first two. There was some variation, but mostly it was the same old same old. The only notable fight was with a pair of dragonkin who were both outfitted with [Lightwalk] and [Shadowalk]. That was a fun fight; they had honestly expected to be able to kill him. Bulgan actually had to dodge an attack.

He could have let their [Shadowblight] hit, but it was their big, kill-a-Shade, kill-a-city spell, and they thought they had trapped him into an unmovable position. How they ever got that fool idea in their heads, Bulgan would never know. He just stepped to the side and let the spell hit the city. It killed a few hundred shadelings, but they were replaceable. Mostly.

The buildings were certainly replaceable. In fact, the replacements had already gone up hours ago. The city was whole again. 

Bulgan stood atop the tallest spike of shadow kendrithyst, watching the west, plucking hard nuts from an apridate frond and cracking them in his hands to reveal the orange fruit inside—

He paused. 

He stared out across the desert. 

A thin trail of dust, blowing south in the wind, heralded the arrival of a person on a floating platform, traveling fast, and close to the ground. They were coming his way, and they were holding a purple flag. 

Bulgan smiled. He tossed the apridate frond to the shadeling waiting at his side. With a thought, he vanished from his spot and reappeared next to the new arrival. 

The new arrival was a thin man wearing nice clothes that didn’t fit him, riding a [Force Platform] shaped like a log with handles for his hands and stirrups for his feet. At Bulgan’s appearance, the man screeched loud but short as he went tumbling sideways, spinning around his log to put the structure between him and Bulgan, before his secondary thought processed kicked in. The purple flag was lost somewhere in the tumble, but the man regained composure and righted himself. He slowed. He stopped. 

Sitting upright on his floating log, the man stared at Bulgan.

Bulgan smirked, waiting for the ‘sacrificial cow’ to say something. 

The man, now sweating profusely, and not just from the heat, took the initiative. He spoke with a cracking voice, “How—! How does the day find you, fine gentle— gentleman of the Great— Great city of Kendrithyst?”

“Just fine.” Bulgan asked, “How does it find you?”

“It finds me at a loss!” The man looked away from Bulgan, toward the dark city up ahead, saying, “Uh! What? What fine construction… Such a beautiful… city. Pray tell please—” The man’s demeanor had briefly cracked, but he pulled himself together as he turned back to Bulgan, asking, “Pray tell? What ever is it for? What do you want? I mean… Uh...”

Bulgan let the man think he was in deep shit for a long moment, before smiling wide, saying, “Since you have asked so nicely.” He swung a hand toward the shadowy city in the distance, finding not-a-little joy in seeing the man recoil in horror and almost fall off his floating log, as he said, “We’re an adventuring city! Tell all your friends to come on by. Get some new magics and some new money. My people survive on rads, so if you come, come rich, and be prepared to leave even richer.”

The man’s eyes went wide. He took a moment to ask, “And what… pray tell… is the name of your… city?”

“I’m thinking Candlepoint.” Bulgan toyed with the man, asking, “Unless you have a better name?”

“Candlepoint is great!”

“It is, isn’t it?” Bulgan said, “So glad of someone taking the time to talk instead of throwing around ineffectual spells. As a reward—” A round, deep blue fruit appeared in Bulgan’s hand. It glowed with a gentle light. He lifted the gift into the air and floated it over to the terrified man. The man did not take the fruit. Bulgan glowered, saying, “Take the gift.”

The man grabbed the blue fruit.

Bulgan nodded, then said, “It’s an Oceanfruit. It gives one permanent point of Willpower to the consumer, with a safe maximum of 25 extra points possible. Anyone eating more than 25 fruits is liable to experience unforeseen effects, but if you quest enough and you’re daring enough, you can eat as many as you want. We don’t put limits on people, at Candlepoint. We also have fruits for every Stat. They’re one of the bigger quest rewards, so keep that in mind.”

The man stared at the fruit in his hand like it was a king’s artifact, and he was a lowly peasant; merely touching such a thing would end in his death. If he didn’t offload the fruit to whoever his master was behind the Wall, and soon, then he might die anyway; the victim of an assault by one of the hundreds of people watching through [Scry] eyes. 

Bulgan made a point to look at the [Scry] orbs in the sky, then said to the man, “If you’re in danger from some unworthy master, then Candlepoint will provide sanctuary. The Guest District is fully functioning with water and food, and even some brothels. We’re a full service sort of town, you see.”

The man came back to the moment. He realized where he was, and who he was talking to. He said, “Sorry. I must humbly decline your kind offer.”

“Of course, of course.” 

“I must be going. If… If that is okay?” The man carefully, casually, turned his floating log back to face the Wall. “It was nice to meet you…?”

“Bulgan Shadoweater. Not fully my original name, but such is life.”

“… Master Shadoweater, then.” The man bowed in his seat, as his floating log began hovering back toward the Wall. “Thank you for your hospitality and your kind reception.”

Bulgan smiled as the man’s floating log picked up speed. When the man got a good distance away and sand billowed at his passing, Bulgan vacated the field. 

He reappeared atop the tallest spire of Candlepoint. He held his hand out to his side. His attendant shadeling handed him his apridate frond and Bulgan went back to cracking open the little pods, and eating the dense orange flesh inside. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Ar'Kendrithyst is still mostly single POV for those of you wondering if that will change; it won't.

Patrons already have up to 83, and should get 84 tomorrow.

Thanks for reading!



                



082, 1/2


                Platinum rain fell upon stone boxes full of sand and seeds, soaking in, turning orange dirt into browns and tans. Bright green shoots erupted from the low-quality soil, stretching into the dim light above. Storm clouds covered the sky, but sunlight still shone through to the city below, to the Gardens, and their workers. 

People harvested everything they could, and replaced the plants as necessary. Some of them had been doing this sort of harvesting for months, now. Not every farmer left for the farms of the Greensoil Republic, after all. The ‘old hands’ who chose to stay guided those who had never done this before; those who wanted first pick and free food by the right of work.

Soon enough, rice and potatoes and thirty seven other types of partially processed or raw goods began to stream into the temporary markets erected near the Human District, outside the rain. Most of that food left those markets in large crates, packed full, destined for grocers and restaurants. Tomorrow, the temporary markets would open to the public. 

There were quite a few logistical problems and angry words and minor fights happening all around the Gardens, simultaneously, but the goods were cheap, and plentiful, and the Guard was on duty, making sure that nothing too disruptive happened. 

In the course of the first harvest, Erick made a few discoveries. The first, was that it was easy to hold his own [Exalted Storm Aura] into the shape it needed to be, in order to rain on the Garden, by itself. The second, much nicer discovery, was that he could set an Ophiel atop his house, inside the Restful air of the [Prismatic Ward], and have that Ophiel cast [Exalted Storm Aura] almost exactly as Erick had done himself.

Without Clarity, or Sculpt Spell, or Erick’s Favored Spell, or even Aurify’s radius bonus to all auras, Ophiel had a lot larger drain on his mana than Erick had on his. For Ophiel, the 1 Mana per second of [Exalted Storm Aura] was 5 Mana per second, taking into account all the necessary shapings to keep the spell in the proper formation. But at Rest, inside the dense air of the [Prismatic Ward], Ophiel regenerated 8 mana per second. 

As Erick handed the spell over to Ophiel atop the roof of Erick’s mage tower, Ophiel trilled in happy violins and energized guitars. He sang at the storm above, a hundred eyes wide open across his full, three meter body, taking in all the sights around him, making sure he was casting the spell exactly as needed. 

Rain on the Gardens, and nowhere else!

Erick left Ophiel to his assignment then went to speak to Calizi and Rollo about selling his own vegetables and the market prices of various foodstuffs, but the two older incani launched into an immediate argument over the price of potatoes. That was enough of that for Erick, so he went and worked in his own garden; it had gotten some unintentional platinum rain, and needed some pruning because of that. 

Erick had never rained platinum across the whole Human District before today. Some problems rapidly appeared with the rain, in light of this experiment. Platinum rain slowly, but surely, collected into puddles around the not-flat-at-all Human District. Some of those puddles became minor lakes. Some of it ran into the sandy soil of Erick’s own green space, so he shored up the [Weather Ward]s around the garden and added small walls of stone at the edges, to keep the water out.

More than a few of the growing spaces out there in the Garden were experiencing the same problems. Ophiel was raining properly, but some plots were ill-designed, or near an unintentional platinum river. People scrambled to divert the rain to where it needed to go. More than a few people raced around, creating ditches, while organizers directed them from [Scry] eyes in the sky. The only council member who seemed to have made his plots well was Kip, the man with all the rice fields. His workers had already drawn ditches into the Human District to collect the rain. Those ditches were quickly connected to the new ditches, solving most of the district’s water problems with one elegant solution. 

But even with all the small problems Erick saw, no one asked him to hold off on the rain, so he got down to his own business. 

With a thousand telekinetic hands made of air and intent, Erick harvested potatoes, picked tomatoes, plucked carrots, unearthed onions, and grabbed everything else that looked even the slightest bit overgrown. 

Eventually, hours later, a blushing young orangescale girl interrupted him from the side of his garden, while he was still deep in the herbs and listening to Ophiel sing. It was past noon; he could stop now. Erick nodded to the girl and had Ophiel stop. The winged [Familiar] squawked at being interrupted, but he cut the rain anyway, then gladly trilled in violins as Erick offered up his shoulder as a perch. As Ophiel turned tiny and took his spot, Erick offered the girl some vegetables from his garden, but she silently shook her head and took off running, back to the edge of town. 

Poi stood to the side this whole time, under his own [Weather Ward], silent, and observant. 

Erick stepped out of the herbs, to stand by his fresh harvest. He asked, “Grilled veggies for dinner?”

“As you wish.” Poi said, “I’d prefer fish, but the lake is not yet carved and it won’t be stable enough to harvest for months, anyway. I think I will miss that part of Oceanside, most of all.”

Erick smiled. “That reminds me. It’s time to start trying to recreate [Teleport].”

As the clouds above wisped away on the northern winds, Poi frowned.

Erick noticed. “It’s not going to be that bad.”

“There will be explosions.” Poi added, “There’s always explosions.”

Erick laughed, as he telekinetically picked up his produce, and said, “Not always!”

 

- - - -

 

In one of the larger rooms on the third floor, where no one lived and nothing was stored and the occasional lesson was taught via conjured blackboards, Erick played around with [Lightwalk]. 

 




	
Lightwalk, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the light.








 

Like all of the other ‘minimally described’ spells, [Lightwalk] was deceptively deep. He hadn’t read much on the skill, but he knew about what it was supposed to do, thanks to his talks with his daughter, back before she started sleeping.

Erick flickered into insubstantial light as the spell shifted his entire body into ephemeral illumination. He walked forward—

He stayed in place, but not for lack of trying. He put one foot forward, but his center of gravity didn’t change—

Oh! He was weightless! His back foot pressed against the orange stone underfoot, but instead of touching, his foot sort of puddled against the ground, turning into white light that stretched out from where he touched. He picked his foot up, and it came out of that puddle, the same as it went in…

He picked up both feet, and hovered in the air. He couldn’t move from his original position except to wave his hands and body around. He was a human lightward; stuck in place forever more. 

Or at least until he turned the spell off. Which he did. Which caused him to fall to his butt with a little “Oof!” popping out of his mouth, and his [Personal Ward] flickering white light across his skin. 

He stood up and sighed out— 

He paused. He was breathing. Well, duh. Of course he was breathing. But what was odd—

He turned the spell back on, and the need to breathe... vanished? Yup. That was right. He had not noticed it before, but he did not need to breathe when he was light. Odd! Useful, too? Yes; definitely useful. Jane hadn’t ever mentioned this before.

… There didn’t seem to be a downside to not breathing. 

And what was even odder, was that his brain was not telling his body to automatically breathe. He looked down. Oh. No. He had it wrong. He wasn’t exactly breathing; no air seemed to flow through his nose or mouth, but his chest was rising and falling like normal. He was ‘breathing’. Sort of? 

He forcefully stopped breathing. 

… Nope. His chest continued to gently rise and fall. 

He said, “What is going on with that?”

It was only after the words escaped his body —they had not escaped his lips, for sure, but rather his whole self, in some odd sort of way— that he realized something very peculiar, that might have given a hint as to some stranger mystery that had been on Erick’s mind ever since he started really working lightwards. 

Back when he was first learning magic, when he tried to apply for a lightwarding license from the Mage Guild, he had accidentally created a lightward that screamed. He had never been able to duplicate that effect after that day. Lightwards did not usually make noise, after all.

Properly made lightwards, anyway?

There was a book in Esoteric Magic that listed the stranger magical effects that had been observed in the world. One of the stranger phenomenon was that of the ‘uneducated lightwarder’. When someone with [Ward] below level 10, who had no formal training, tried to make a lightward, they sometimes failed in weird and spectacular ways. One of those failures was in the creation of a noisy lightward. 

Now what did all of that have to do with being able to speak while he was [Lightwalk]ing? 

Maybe nothing. Maybe a lot of something. Erick had no idea. 

He looked down. “And my chest is still rising and falling… Hmm.”

Erick canceled [Lightwalk]. He held his breath. He activated [Lightwalk]. His chest was not moving up and down. Strange!

“Maybe it puts me in a stasis? That only looks like me? Is that it? But I can still move my limbs… But I can’t walk forward.” He shrugged, and said, “I haven’t even used the skill yet, duh. This is the next test.”

Erick pushed a point of mana and intent into the skill, exactly how he would do to cast any magic, urging himself forward. He immediately began to drift through the air of the room, disturbing nothing at his passing. He watched as the wall on the other side of the room got closer, and closer. When he struck the wall, he struck it arm first. Fingers turned to light puddles, followed closely by hands, legs, and then his face. He fully touched the wall, and became a white layer of ephemeral light upon the orange surface. His eyesight was briefly impaired, but as he thought about what was happening, he wondered why his eyesight was impaired at all. He was literally light, right now.

With that thought, and a mental turn, Erick became a puddle of light on the wall, that looked back the way he came. Another point of intent-filled mana pushed Erick off of the wall. His hands came out of the white puddle first, followed by his knee and then the rest of him. He drifted back into the open air of the room, facing the interior.

He set his feet down to catch himself, and canceled the spell. Weight returned. Breathing came back. His eyesight returned to its normal location of out from his eyes. Normalcy was restored. 

He mumbled, “I wonder if shadowspiders even have lungs? Or spiracles… whatever spiders usually have.” 

Erick had not really experimented with lightwards in the way he was planning, now, but he felt he should, just to see if he was misunderstanding something. He plucked a pebble from the floor with [Stoneshape], then cast a special ball of blue light around the pebble; the outside of the wardlight was solid blue, but the inside was solid white. 

As he held the wardlight in his hand, he could already tell that he was on the right track. 

The wardlight flickered blue around his hand, but where it touched the skin of his wrist, it was deformed. Tiny flickers of white light escaped against his skin.

He went to the door of the room, the only surface that was thin enough for this experiment, and pressed the blue wardlight to the surface. 

Just as he expected, the wardlight deformed upon contact with the solid surface, turning into a disjointed puddle against the solid door. White flickers escaped at the joining. The radius of the wardlight was more than enough to fully go through the door, too, but the light did not appear on the other side. 

It was possible that [Lightwalk] turned a person into something similar to a wardlight version of themselves, at the time of casting. He was able to get a version of himself that breathed, and another that did not, but neither version actually needed to breathe. Neither version needed to actually be physically whole, either, as Erick was able to smush himself against the wall like wardlight with no ill effects afterward. 

Erick dismissed the blue wardlight around the stone and set the stone on the windowsill. He turned back to the room and tossed a complete lightmask into the air; blocking out all light in a meter sphere. A darkness appeared, like a black hole. Erick turned himself to light, then touched the darkness. 

His lightform body did not deform against the black space, but his fingers touched the darkness, and made it solid. Or maybe his fingers turned solid? Whatever the case, the complete maskward was a barrier, unlike touching the wall, or a floor. 

Erick dismissed the maskward. In its place, he conjured a shadowy space, where half of all light was blocked. Touching this dim space was like pressing his hand into wet concrete; he could do it, but he felt resistance…

Erick pulled his hand back, dismissed the shadowy orb, and went through all of his senses. 

Touch was the first offender to get scrutinized, because aside from touching the maskward, which he had definitely done, touching anything else felt like a simple pressure that deformed his lightform body based on the degree he pressed into the object. Touching darkness felt like touching something real.

Maybe he could only exist in the light, when he was in lightform?

Ah. Yes. That would make sense. Duh.

But why the difference in his sense of touch, between pressing into a maskward versus pressing into a wall?

Hmm.

Erick left that be for now, then scrutinized his sense of sight. Since he had already proven he wasn’t his physical self, it seemed rather arbitrary that he saw the world through his ‘eyes’ didn’t it? He had already made himself a pressed puddle against a wall, and was able to ‘turn’ his body around in that puddle to see back to the room, so maybe he just needed to see with his feet, or with the back of his head?

In their talks, Jane had briefly spoken of how she was able to see and hear with her [Greater Shadowalk]. 

Maybe a part of unlocking [Greater Shadowalk] was tuning all of your senses into your new, magical form? Or was that the bonus of the ‘greater’ title at work? There was probably a 'chicken-egg' thing happening there, but just as with that old saying, there was one thing that had to come first.

... But this was a world of magic! Maybe the chicken truly did come first? Wouldn't that be something.

Erick pinged intent-filled mana into [Lightwalk], trying to ‘see through his feet’, for the next minute, but got nowhere. He would come back to this, later. 

Taste would have to be scrutinized later, too. How would he do that, though?

Hearing worked perfectly fine, but he was not really hearing with his ears, was he? 

… He turned on [Hunter’s Instincts]. 

He tasted the air floating through his body, smelling baking bread wafting up from downstairs. He knew Kiri was working on something in the kitchen, so that made sense. Erick heard heartbeats nearby; only two of them. One belonged to Kiri, the other to Poi. Erick’s head guard was standing outside of the open door to this room, exactly as he had been since Erick started his experiments. 

But stronger than taste and sound, Erick saw all around him as though he was a light slime; 360 degree full, clear vision. 

Erice drew his senses back to himself, and smiled. He even saw himself smile, like he was both inside his body, and outside, at the same time. 

“Gods,” Erick said, “That’s trippy.” 

He dropped [Hunter’s Instincts] and was suddenly back inside his ‘body’. 

“Also trippy,” he said, to himself. He pulled up his Status, just to see if he could. It came up easy enough. He put it away, saying, “No accidental [Hunter’s Instincts] [Lightwalk] spell.” He decided, right then, that he was going to try for just such a spell, just to see what he would get…

… When he understood what he was going for better; later. 

He flexed his shoulders, and paused to marvel at how he didn’t actually flex his shoulders at all. He just moved a lightward version of himself around a bit, mimicking what he would have done if he had a real body. Ah, well, whatever!

He popped 10 intent-filled mana into [Lightwalk], trying to move across the room. 

He splattered against the wall five meters away, briefly turning into a puddle of light, before plopping back into the air just before the wall. It was only slightly embarrassing. Reorienting back to the room, he experimented with amounts of mana and the distance it would gain him. One point of mana, gently cast, moved him forward at a slow, walking pace. Two points of mana was running. More mana was required to change direction, but that was also trivial; Erick’s mana never went much under ‘full’. Soon, Erick was rushing around the room, silently flying fast and reckless. He would have been puking if he were in his normal body. 

He was disoriented, for sure, and he silently crashed into walls over and over again, but he took no damage, and there was no pain. 

Erick continued to zip around. And then he canceled the spell, running full tilt forward, just to see what would happen. He instantly realized his mistake. He crashed into the stone wall with a loud whap. 

He opened his eyes to see Poi standing over him, holding the rod of [Treat Wounds].

“You’re already up.” Poi said, “Only one use of the rod, too.”

Erick tried to smile, but ended up groaning a bit. He sat up. He breathed. Whatever pain there had been, quickly passed. He said, “I’m fine?” He declared, “Of course I’m fine.”

Poi asked, “Having fun hurting yourself?”

Erick laughed, and that briefly hurt, but no part of him felt injured enough to need a [Treat Wounds]. He stumbled to his feet, saying, “It’s kinda fun. Yeah. But it’s time to take this experiment outside.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick and Poi blipped into the center of an unimportant and unremarkable stretch of the Crystal Forest, where the agave were few, the mimics were of average density, and the sun beat down from a clear, blue sky. A hot wind blew into Erick’s clothes, as Ophiel blipped into the air above. Erick began using [Lightwalk].

In this bright, windy place, Ophiel trilled to ride the breeze, and Erick discovered a quick truth about [Lightwalk]; it was easier to walk around in the sun. So easy, in fact, that he was doing just that. Without spending mana to move. 

He walked across the sand, and it was almost as though he was in a real, physical body. He wasn’t, of course; he was in the wardlight-esque form of [Lightwalk]. But he could touch the ground, and feel the sand move at his weight. He could pick up the sand, too. He took an experimental step into the air, and then he was walking on air; simple as that.

Ophiel tried to land on his shoulder. It did not go well. The little guy planted his lower wings onto nothing, settling down into a surprised flute fall through Erick’s body that became an intensely confused guitar solo and a sudden expansion to full, three-meter size. Ophiel loomed over Erick, who just curled up into the air, laughing. Wing pokes failed to find purchase on Erick; Erick was an ephemeral being, right now. 

At Ophiel’s loom, Erick realized that being under his [Familiar]’s shadow was like being back in the room of the house; he needed to use mana to move. 

Ophiel dropped down into his tiny self and cried in flutes—

And that would just not do! Erick quickly gave Ophiel [Lightwalk], and had him cast a [Prismatic Ward] into the air, enveloping both of them, and Poi, placing the three of them inside the Restful air. Ophiel could play around with the spell now, too, and just retreat to dense air if he needed to Rest.

Ophiel shifted into a being of light and air, then poked at Erick with his tiny wings. This time, the poke landed. Ophiel crashed into Erick’s chest, trilling in happy harps and satisfied violins, as Erick held him in a tight hug. 

“There, there.” Erick said, “See? It’s just a new spell.” He offered, “Go play. See how you like it.”

Ophiel took off to play in the air. 

Erick looked over to Poi, and said, “I ate half the horn and got [Lightwalk] but I couldn’t stop myself from eating the rest, trying for some better skill.” He added, “Sorry, Poi. I should have saved it for you.”

Ophiel darted through the light. He cast no shadow while in lightform, but he carved no air, either. A quick burst of annoyed flutes told the world he did not like that, at all. He turned off the new spell, ending his own lightform experiment with another unhappy spurt of flute sounds. 

Poi said, “Experiments cost money, and since you created a light slime dungeon, that horn is not so precious that it needed to be used in the best possible way.” He added, “I don’t have an Elemental Body skill, and I don’t want one, either; but thank you, anyway.”

“You don’t?” Erick floated through the air, saying, “It’s really quite strange.” He asked, “How do you hurt someone in a [Lightwalk], anyway?”

Poi said, “I can show you if you want. It shouldn’t hurt.”

Erick said, “Lay it on me.”

Poi nodded, then said, “This is just [Lightshape].” 

Poi stepped to Erick and tapped him in the chest. Thump thump.

“Okay.” Erick floated backward a step, frowning, saying, “You were able to touch me. That’s different.”

“That’s not what happened. I made you solid.”

“… There’s a difference?— Oh wait. Yeah. There’s a difference. No body to harm means stuff like Decay magic and Burning magic can’t stick. I didn’t drop [Lightwalk], after all. You were just able to touch my projection. Or rather, you made me solid.” Erick asked, “But what does that mean in a fight?”

“Against those monsters without means to damage or control light, it means you take a great deal less damage. In some cases, you take no damage at all. Against those with access to light-disrupting attacks, it means you take a great deal more damage.” Poi added, “I have heard that with training you can evade opposing light-based effects by not being where the attacker thinks you are, but mostly, [Lightwalk] is best used to evade and flee, and only when necessary. As soon as an attacker knows that you’re capable of [Lightwalk], they can attack you inside that [Lightwalk]. The outcome is usually rather bad.” 

Erick’s eyes almost went wide, but he schooled his expression to a simple smile; he almost wanted to say ‘that was the most you’ve ever talked about magic, Poi!’, lest the man never say anything again. Instead, Erick changed the subject, “Are they ready for rain at the lake, yet?”

Ophiel turned into light and settled down onto Erick’s shoulder, trilling in tiny violins. 

Poi looked to the air. He said, “No. They’re still working on de-glassing the land around the city. It might take a few more days before they’re ready for rain.”

“Hmm...” Erick looked to Ophiel. He said, “I’ll go help after I’m done here.”

The first thing he did was use [Lightwalk]s pseudo-[Teleport] to better understand that functionality; doing so was simple enough. All he had to do was throw anything over 15 mana into the spell and he moved from one location under the sun, to another, fifteen meters away. He blipped back and forth like that, more than a few times, experiencing the spell, imbuing varying amounts of mana to see how far he could get with one [Lightwalk] blip. Soon enough, he was blipping a hundred meters at a time, back and forth, up and down.

When he was satisfied with what he was seeing and feeling, Erick settled down near Poi and summoned a second Ophiel. He sent the first Ophiel into the air as Erick stayed on the ground, in normal form, to take direct control.

Setting up the superposition experiment he had created on Oceanside was simple enough. 

After a dozen tests where he shut down his senses and felt the mana around him and practiced being in two places at once, thanks to the extra senses that [Hunter’s Instincts] helped him to understand, Ophiel blipped in a manner that was entirely different from a normal [Lightwalk] blip. When Erick came back to himself, he had a notification waiting for him.

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you already have Blink, have this instead:

+1 point!








 

He said, “Special Quest Complete! That was easier than I thought it would be.”

Poi just nodded.

Recreating [Teleport] would likely be a great deal more trouble than [Blink]. When he was experimenting with [Lightwalk]’s pseudo-[Teleport] range, he dumped a thousand mana into the spell but still only managed to travel a hundred meters. Maybe there was a range limit when it came to working the spell how Erick was working the spell, or maybe there was an exponential growth curve to blipping mana costs? It was hard to tell which theory was more true. 

And then there was the matter of splitting his senses between two locations 1000 kilometers apart. Where would he even start with that requirement? Through [Scry], perhaps? But that would make a tier 2 spell, wouldn’t it?

Erick quickly came to the realization that there was a reason [Blink] and [Teleport] were both Basic Tier spells, even though you needed the first before you could buy the second. Recreating [Blink] had been easy; barely an inconvenience. Recreating [Teleport] would take a lot more experimentation. 

Maybe he needed [Greater Lightwalk]? Or maybe not? How had Everlin Etherspray done it? She was the air elementassi who had created the first spatial magic for the Script, but she had died in a time of turmoil, along with every other Half on Veird. She left few legacies behind.

… Apogee had probably tracked her life? Maybe? He was a Spatial Mage, after all. Had he done that in order to try and find a way back home? 

… How far had he gotten in his search?

Erick had to go see about the lake and the ranch, anyway. Maybe Apogee would be there, clearing glass? 

How long would it take for Apogee to open up about his experiences as a Spatial Mage? Could Erick even get him to do that? Apogee was obviously reluctant to talk about his planar experience, but maybe he’d be okay talking about his spatial magic?

 

- - - -

 

Erick expected Apogee to be there, working among the black, spiked and puddled glass north of Spur, but he was not. Plenty of other people were. Dozens of platforms floated over the dark land, each of them carrying two or three people. By Erick’s estimations, one person had to be controlling the platform, but everyone on the various platforms seemed to be working on the glass below. At their passing, black glass turned to dark sand. Maybe it’d turn back to orange after some rain?

Not all of the land here was the same. In one part of the land a chunk of glass the size of a small house had been lifted from the rest. It was here that Erick found the organizers of the cleanup effort, all floating on their own platforms around the large protrusion; Mage Guildmaster Sirocco Zago, along with several other people that Erick had seen before, but couldn’t quite remember. Erick floated his platform, including himself and Poi, to the grouping. As he got closer, a woman there noticed him, then spoke to Zago. 

Zago turned and waved at him, calling out, “Hello, Erick!”

Erick floated his platform to the meeting, saying, “Hello, Sirocco. So we’re just turning it back to sand?”

“Mostly: Yes.” Zago stepped to the edge of her platform, nearest to Erick, as she gestured to the large, uneven ridge of black glass behind her. “Except for the larger prominences like this one, it’s all getting turned to sand.” 

Erick looked at the black glass protrusion again. It was kinda artsy? Maybe that’s why they wanted it? He asked, “What’s going on with that one?”

“Some of these larger pieces might hold enough remnants of the Red Dot to allow us to understand the Red Dot. It destroyed souls, after all, and not through any necromancy, but through pure power that rewrote Reality into Fire.” Zago waved a dismissive hand through the air, saying, “But that’s for the [Dispel] mages. They’ll give us some insight into unraveling that spell later, I’m sure. That’s not my field of study.”

Erick looked to the people near Zago. A few of them were silently stealing glances Erick’s way, but two people only had time for each other, and the rock. One of them was a pale orcol woman, while the other was a dark wrought incani man. 

Erick said, “I heard there was some difficulty with [Dispel]ing the Red Dot.” He asked, “Was the Red Dot just too expensive?”

The wrought must have heard Erick, because he spoke up, “No.” He interrupted his conversation with the orcol woman to turn his attention to Erick, saying, “It was a 10,000 mana spell, at most.”

The orcol woman argued, “It was not that cheap.” She glanced toward Erick, saying, “25,000, at the least. It was the spell of an archmage of some sort.”

“A savant, perhaps. No one I ever heard of,” said the wrought.

Zago said, “Archmage Flatt. May I introduce to you Ranari Irinsi, and Hadragog Newfield.”

Erick said, “Hello.”

Ranari, the wrought, frowned at Erick, saying, “You realize, of course, that your premature detonation of the Red Dot was an ill conceived and almost disastrous end to Spur. Thank the gods for the real archmages like Opal who managed to save the lives of everyone you almost doomed to a fiery end.”

Erick faltered in a response, and Ranari sneered. Anger bloomed in Erick’s chest.

Erick practically spat out, “Did you try and fail to stop the dot? Yes? Okay then. Case closed.”

Ranari chuckled ever so slightly, before saying, “I’m not pretending to be an archmage, unlike some people who shall go unmentioned. All I am is a Dispeller.”

Erick did not look to Zago. He did not look to anyone else. He just nodded, and turned his platform around. He heard quiet, angry voices behind him, but he did not turn to see whatever was going on back there. 

But then someone yelped. 

Erick turned around just in time to see Hadragog standing where Ranari stood, and Ranari crash to the black glass below. Ranari stood up atop the glass—

Erick turned away. Seeing Ranari get pushed to the ground didn’t make him feel any better. Somehow, it made him feel worse. In a split second, his day had gone bad. 

And then he felt bad for feeling bad. 

When he had floated far enough away from Zago’s gathering, and his words would not easily reach anyone else’s ears except for Poi’s, Erick asked, “Did I do right, trying to stop the Red Dot? I showed you [Pure Reflection Ward]. It reflects all magic, perfectly. When Jane used it, she managed to make the Queen of the Forest kill herself on her own spell.” He looked around. “But I think when I used it, I just stressed out Opal.”

Poi said, “I have it on good authority that you did not stress Opal’s ability to shield the city. She was only able to block the Red Dot’s fire because most of it had been directed away from the city.” Poi said, “Ranari is a known misanthrope. He is a great Dispeller, but best not to pay him any mind in any social situation.”

“… How bad would it have been if it hit?”

“Messalina’s village was two kilometers wide, but the crater that replaced that location was also two kilometers wide, with well defined edges. The forest beyond her village did not burn; the Red Dot fit the location.” He added, “It is entirely possible that the Red Dot would have carved out a two kilometer hole where the Courthouse is, but it’s theoretically possible that the Red Dot would have carved all the way to the walls. It was a magnitude 9 spell, after all.” He gazed at the black glass all around them, saying, “It certainly created a fire storm 20 kilometers wide, with enough power to melt glass and burn Reality.”

Erick felt his heart drop. “Did I… Did I make it worse?”

“Obviously not.” Poi said, “You detonated that spell early, bringing it from a concentrated magnitude 9 down to a diffuse magnitude 9. That’s a big difference.”

Erick sighed into the northern wind, saying, “You’re going to have to explain that magnitude system to me some day, Poi.”

Poi smiled, saying, “But not today.”

“… I guess not.”

Erick began summoning Ophiel. He had the first one cast a full power [Prismatic Ward] across their floating platform. Then he sent out the rest with [Stoneshape], and directions to turn black glass into fine sand. When his mana came back, he summoned more Ophiel; quickly reaching the full ten. 

And then they went to work, together, each of them casting an Aurify’d [Stoneshape], each of them flying in formation, with Erick in the lead. They rolled across the land turning black glass into black sand. 

Not all sand was created equally. Erick knew this well before he came to Veird, or to Oceanside, to learn about such spells as [Stoneshape] in a classical classroom setting. And besides, Al spoke about the intricacies of [Stoneshape] enough to jog Erick’s memory. 

The classifications of sand was determined by the size of the particles. Sand that is so fine you can’t tell the particle size is actually clay. Between being able to see the particles and clay, you have silt. Sand is anything with a particle size large enough to see; mostly. [Stoneshape] did okay making clay, but clay-making with magic was a process. That was probably what the slow moving people were making.

Or maybe they were making something else?

Whatever the case, Erick and his Ophiels went about making sand. The glass was as much as four foot deep in some locations, but mostly it was only a foot deep, or maybe two, and all of that needed to go away. They’d need clay to make the lake bottom, but other people could do that. Turning this solid, glass land, into workable dirt came first.

Poi spoke up when they were done with the first kilometer of transformation, “Guildmaster Zago has informed me that she appreciates your zeal, but would appreciate it more if you could pretend to have done enough, and let the other people also work to repair their home, too.”

Erick looked up and out. There were maybe only five other groups of people out here, but no one had gotten near each other; there was plenty of work to go around. 

“… Please tell her that I’ll do another square kilometer, and then stop.”

Poi nodded. “I will inform her of your decision.”

 

- - - -

 

They didn’t want him turning the land back to sand, either up north or anywhere else outside the wall. There were no books to read. The house was immaculate; a place for everything and everything in its place. He asked Poi to ask Liquid if she wanted any more Stat rings and which kinds, but the Army’s Quartermaster declined his offer with little explanation. Dinner was in the oven, cooking away, and Kiri had already made dessert. That dessert was sitting in the kitchen, under a glass cover, right now. Teressa was out working with Merit and the Guard; she had formally transitioned to a soldier of the Guard sometime in the last few days. Erick was kinda miffed about that. Not that she would transition, or anything like that. But he was worried about her. 

He was worried about a lot at the moment, but he had done everything he could do aside from more magical experiments, and right now, he couldn’t do much except for worry. 

From whatever the Shades were up to, to Jane getting in deeper with Oceanside, to Rats joining up with Messalina, to the fact that there was a power vacuum for hunters in the Crystal Forest. He had hoped that Apogee might show up and take his mind off some of his worries with a good, distracting conversation, but a kid wearing a blue vest and a blue badge appeared at his doorway, carrying a letter declining Erick’s offer of dinner and clippings from his cinnamon trees. 

Standing in the foyer, after the kid was gone and the door was shut, Erick brandished the letter at the air, asking Poi, “Did he take some clippings from somewhere else? I thought he would want to know where the cinnamon flavor came from!” He settled down, saying, “I was all ready to talk about the spice trade back on Earth.”

Poi seemed to lightly wrestle with some hidden emotion, then said, “I doubt he’d want to hear it.”

“… You’re probably right.” Erick folded the letter back up. He liked to hold on to the letters, and this one would be the start of a new collection. Or maybe not. He'd set it aside for now, anyway. He asked Poi, “Does Mog have any monsters to kill? Shadow monsters would be good.” 

“You cleared her list weeks ago.” Poi paused. He reluctantly offered, “If you wish to try your skills against monsters from the Hole, we can go there at any time.”

Kiri called out from down the hallway, “A hunting trip?” A chair scraped across the stone floor, moments before Kiri appeared. She looked at Erick with hopeful eyes, and Sunny wrapped loosely around her shoulders. “I want to try some things with Sunny at the Hole.”

Erick saw Poi’s unhappiness out of the corner of his eyes. He said to Kiri, “Then you and I can go from here with the [Familiars] and Poi doesn’t have to worry.” He added, “Oh! And we can duel like how we used to, but without holding back.”

Kiri’s eyes lit up green, as she said, “I accept.” She paused. She asked, “Do we need to register the trip with the guild if it’s just the [Familiar]s?”

Poi said, “If you aren’t going yourselves, then that’s just extra paperwork that no one would care to record or file.” He added, “It’s only to keep track of where adventurers were last seen, anyway.” 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 84. 85 should be ready in a few days. 

The release schedule for RR is every Monday and Thursday, but the chapter usually end up going out the night before. 

The schedule for Patreon is 'whenever they finish', which has been every 6 days for a while now. Meaning they will eventually pull further ahead of RR. 

... And that's enough shameless plugging. I hope you all are staying safe out there! Wear your masks!

Thanks for reading~



                



082, 2/2


                A warm breeze flowed through Ophiel’s feathers to catch on deftly held wings. 

Erick wasn’t flying with [Airshape] right now. He was flying with skill and precise control. This was not how Ophiel usually flew. Ophiel’s body was a mess of wings that naturally moved around, responding to his desires and temperament. Ophiel was poorly suited to natural flight. But with Erick in control, Ophiel’s wings stabilized into a configuration of two large ones and a mess of smaller ones, to provide for easier flying on the natural wind. Getting to this point had taken Erick months of trial and error, and learning how to control a body that was not his, but he had managed to do it anyway. Flying, unaided, felt wonderful. 

Sunny, flying next to Ophiel in a completely magical manner, looked stilted by comparison. She didn’t bounce with the breeze, or turn with the wind. She just hovered forward, perfectly out of tune with her surroundings. 

‘There it is,’ came Kiri’s voice. 

With less of her attention spent on flying, Kiri was much more cognizant of their surroundings than Erick. Erick went back to using [Airshape] to fly. The wind turned into a friend, holding Ophiel aloft without the beating of wings or any real effort, creating a rift of controlled reality between Reality and Erick’s senses of his [Familiar].

Erick gazed out across the southern sky with a few eyes, and saw what Kiri had seen. 

They had started their search from the north, flying with the wind. Erick had used [Cascade Imaging] to roughly scout the land; the Hole was supposed to be a very distinctive structure in the landscape, and it was, but seeing the Hole in a projected image and seeing it ‘in person’ were two very different things. 

The horizon was a flat orange line. Just below that line, was a dark thread. Sunny shot forward. Erick followed, marveling all the way at exactly how big the Hole truly was. 

The desert dipped down to a dark edge of jagged stone that stretched to the east and the west. Wider than Spur by double, at least, deeper than the tallest mountain Erick had ever seen, with depths that vanished into shadow, the Hole was a place of wind and sky that dove into the dirt, like a god had poked a hole into the surface of Veird, just to see how deep they could drive their power. It was an entrance to the Underworld. It was the second most dangerous place in the Crystal Forest. If not for Ar'Kendrithyst, there would undoubtedly have been some sort of permanent city near the Hole. But Ar’Kendrithyst did exist, and the Hole had a habit of spewing out monsters sized to eat small buildings, and hordes that ravaged indiscriminately. 

And that was all Erick knew of this place. He’d only picked up that much information on the Hole because some of the monsters he had to kill came from here. Most monsters from the Underworld didn’t usually make it far topside. This fact was even more true in the Crystal Forest; most natural living things couldn’t survive in this desert for more than a few days.

Flying high over the Hole, where the wind held him aloft with a bare push from [Airshape], Erick sent to Kiri, ‘How much do you know of the Hole?’

‘I know it’s full of dark-aspect monsters. I never really studied the Underworld, either. But now that we’ve found it—’ A rush of small joys accompanied Kiri’s words, ‘So? A real battle?’

Erick would have smiled if he was in his own body. He sent ‘I’ll go 121 kilometers north. You go 122. We’ll meet in the middle.’

Sunny, emerald green and shimmering like glass, blipped away. 

Ophiel followed, sort of.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself, sitting in a lounge chair with Ophiel in his lap. A few questions filled his mind. His Ophiel near the Hole had been killed, obviously, but how? And so quickly, too? He looked across the room, to Kiri.

Kiri opened her eyes and grinned. Sunny lifted her head from Kiri’s shoulders.

Erick summoned another Ophiel and sent him blipping across the land, as he asked, “What did you hit me with?”

“A cheap shot.” 

“I really should have tried to join you in Professor Ulogai's advanced combat courses.”

Kiri shrugged, smiling as she summoned another Sunny, saying, “Maybe next time you’ll see it coming?” 

 

- - - -

 

Hard-winged Ophiel watched all around him, burning [Hunter’s Instincts]; the sky was clear. 

There was no warning. One second the sky was clear. The next, it was still clear, but it was also refracted and glittering in every single direction, but only along thin, barely visible lines. Erick instantly recognized what was happening, but not before Ophiel’s natural wing movements had cut off five wings and dropped him to half Health. Ophiel blipped to the right, and saw where he had been.

A thousand thin lines of something populated the air. 

‘What is that, Kiri?’

Five Sunny appeared out of the air—

Erick added, ‘And a 5 on one fight! And [Invisibility], too?’

‘I said it was a cheap shot.’ Kiri said, ‘Well… More like several cheap shots all at once. It’s [Hermetic Seal] but stretched into lines; [Hermetic Razor]. I made it a while ago. It only really works when it’s layered like this, though.’ She teased, ‘You told me exactly where you were going to show up for the fight! I knew where to be to screw up your plan.’

Erick considered for a moment, before he said, ‘All valid points.’ He realized yet another implication of her words. ‘And when did you get [Invisibility]?’

Kiri chuckled, ‘I don’t have [Invisibility]. I don’t need it when I’m fighting with Sunny.’

To punctuate her words, each Sunny faded from the color of bright jade, to green glass, to clear. Even with [Hunter’s Instincts] active, Ophiel could barely see the five of them, circling him like raiders waiting to strike.

Ophiel responded with two black bursts of magic, spending 1700 mana to [Dispel] with the same power as Erick’s 850 mana. Erick cast the same spell three times. The first two Sunnys went down without a reaction. The second two had enough time to realize something was happening. The third almost blipped away, but Erick caught her halfway through a [Blink], and apparently that was enough to work.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself, smiling.

Kiri glared at him. “I don’t have nearly as much mana as you, so it’ll take a while for me to get back out there.”

“No comment over the cheap shots?”

“Nope. None.” Kiri added, “[Dispel] is a valid tactic, and you know how much Sunny costs me to cast. I would have done the same to you, but then nothing is learned, and nothing is gained.”

“Yeah. But I won that one. Don’t try to pull that spoilsport ‘nothing learned, nothing gained’, on me.”

Kiri just summoned another Sunny, and magnanimously laid back down in her chair, ceding the point with an upturned nod of her head.

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel flew fast, carving the air with his wings and beams of force. 

Sunny dodged, returning fire with fire, setting feathers alight. 

With a twist and a flicker into light, the fire went out. Ophiel blipped to Sunny, layering fire around the serpentine [Familiar] like a cloying splash of white hot heat. Sunny peeled that fire away, shedding the [Endless Plasma Wrap] like a second skin—

‘Oh come on,’ Erick sent, ‘You can peel my Wrap away like that?’

‘Of course I can.’ Kiri said, ‘That spell is great for fighting monsters, but not people.’

‘You know? Almost none of my spells work against Sunny.’

‘That seems like a ‘you’ problem.’

They fought in the sky for an hour. 

Kiri won, almost every time. It was a humbling, yet fun, experience.

 

- - - -

 

“That’s enough for me!” Erick decided, sitting up in his chair after his tenth loss.

Kiri came back to herself, saying, “Time to explore the Underworld? At least a little?”

“Maybe tomorrow. I’m suddenly tired of fighting.” Erick paused in thought. He added, “That reminds me. I need to go see some people.” He asked, “Can you keep an eye on the roast? Or would you rather come look for Delia and Ikawa? I need to see if they’re doing okay.”

Kiri rapidly decided, “I will keep an eye on the roast!” She added, “And I might explore the Underworld a bit on my own, too.”

Erick nodded, “That works, too. Thanks, Kiri.”

 

- - - -

 

The Mage’s Guildhouse was a three towered, grey stone affair. It was one of the largest buildings in the Mage District, with peaked roofs, tall windows, and scant parapets. Since the last time Erick had been here, another grey building had gone up right next door, similar to the first in size, but not in style, with a carving over the entrance archway that read ‘Sapphire Halls’ and a smaller sign that read ‘Mage Guild Residents Only’. It looked like a dormitory of some sort, with individual balconies all around the outside. 

The entrance of the Guildhouse had changed, too.

Erick avoided looking too much at the people who looked at him and spoke in quiet voices, as he walked into the Guildhouse. He did, however, look for Anhelia, the iron wrought incani at the front desk. She spotted Erick almost as fast as Erick spotted her. She was working behind the receptionist’s desk, just beyond the doorway to the guild, as an instructor of some sort; she stood behind a young man who sat behind the desk. The young man, in turn, spoke to a woman standing on Erick’s side of the desk. With a few words from Anhelia, cutting the younger man short, the customer nodded, thanked Anhelia, and walked to the right, toward the job boards. 

Erick stepped up to the desk.

Anhelia smiled at him as she interrupted her junior, saying, “I’ll take care of this one.” She stepped to the side of the desk. “Hello, Archmage Flatt. What can I do for you, today?”

The young man did a double take at Erick, then quickly busied himself, acting like he was reading from a thin book behind the desk.

Erick stepped to the side, saying, “Hello, Anhelia. I’m looking for Ikawa Kali. I want to know if she’s doing okay.”

Anhelia lost her smile, but she did not seem angry. She said, “Ikawa moved into the sapphire residences next door.” She turned to the guy, asking, “Get me Ikawa Kali’s room number. She should be listed in the mages-for-hire book.” The guy rapidly fumbled through a different book, while Anhelia said, “Despite how Ikawa looks and acts, she is not doing well, Erick.” The man at the desk handed a small card to Anhelia. She glanced at it, then handed it off to Erick, saying, “Good luck.”

Erick took the card, saying, “Thank you, Anhelia.”

 

- - - -

 

The door was open. Erick peered inside. The only furniture in the grey stone room was a wooden couch. Someone moved something heavy further inside; whatever it was slid across the floor with a screech and a knock against the stone wall. 

Erick knocked on the open door, saying, “Hello?”

Ikawa called out, “One second! Be right there!” A crunch and a small, “Oh no,” preceded the sound of a glass breaking against stone. “Oh well.” Ten seconds later, Ikawa appeared around a corner. She saw Erick. She paused. 

For the briefest of moments, Erick saw Ikawa break in a hundred small ways. Her wingtips folded backward. Her claws clutched at nothing. Her eyes, the color of an amber sunset, turned dewy, as she blinked away a tear. But then Erick saw her lips twitch. Her eyebrows narrowed. Anger took hold, and then that emotion washed away, too. 

Erick said, “Hello, Ikawa. I’m sorry about—”

“Don’t. Not… Not yet.” She said, “I need a moment.”

She didn’t tell him to leave. She didn’t tell him to stay. She just stood there. So Erick waited outside the doorway, not stepping into the apartment.

After a minute, Ikawa found herself, or something close enough. She spoke without rancor, “I’m glad you didn’t try to talk to me at the party. I wouldn’t have been able to keep it together for Savral.” She added, “Grandmother never knew the specific vector that her death would take, but she knew it would come from you.”

Ikawa’s words were a punch to Erick’s stomach that kept going, to reach up into his ribcage and squeeze. 

She continued, “But that’s just the curse of the Weather Witch. When you speak with the sky for long enough, it sometimes tells you things you don’t want to know.” She smiled. She laughed. She broke into a quick sob, then stopped. She turned away. When she turned back, she gestured to the back of her apartment, saying, “I was just about to test out my new stove, making some tea. Would you like to come in and have some?”

Erick found his footing. He said, “Yes.” 

Ikawa put on a happy smile, saying, “Come on in, then! Shut the door and have a seat.” She stepped away, saying, “I’ll start the tea.”

Erick walked into Ikawa’s house and sat down on the couch. Poi followed and closed the door; he stayed standing with his back to the wall. The casual sounds of pots and pans clattering around came from the kitchen. A minute later, Ikawa came back to the living room, carrying a glass pot of tea, already turning dark from brewing leaves. She poured Erick a cup, first, then herself. She offered to Poi, but he politely declined. 

She began, “Krakina hated you, at first. She told me when she first saw you that the spectre of her death laid on your shoulders like a cloak. It wasn’t till later that she understood that hatred was just her fears that she had to work past.”

The hot tea in Erick’s hands felt cold.

She continued, “She never stopped being scared, not really. But she worked through her fear… I don’t know how to do that. Not really.” She added, “I only learned about this two weeks ago. I never knew any of this until the week before the Red Dot. Looking back on it, I’m sure that if her own death wasn’t coming for her, that she could have warned us about the attack. About what it meant. About who was coming, and how they would arrive.” She kept going, “She also told me that you would come calling after she died and that I was to throw away my fear, but it’s all very strange. I don’t think I can do that.” She stopped. She stared off into the distance. She said, “She held on to her fear. But she wants me to ignore mine— Huh. ‘Wants’… Look at me. Talking like she’s still alive.”

A long moment passed. Steam curled into the air from barely sipped mugs.

She asked, “Say something, please.”

Erick tried to find something to say. “I’m sorry for killing your grandmother.” He tried to find his footing; a joke came out, “No wonder she hated me! I’d hate me, too.”

“What? No. That’s wrong.” Ikawa paused. She said, “Sorry. I’m not… I had a small speech prepared because I knew you would show. Grandmother told me you would. But… Grandmother liked you, a lot. She also made sure to tell me— Sorry. I’m doing this all wrong. She didn’t blame you. But you were how she would die. Death comes for everyone, and Grandmother was no exception. She was scared, and she never fully accepted what would happen, but she knew you. She liked you, as a person.” Ikawa found her center, saying, “She liked you too much, in fact. You became the eye of her storm, and she never wanted that. She loved to be the free flowing wind, soaring above it all, only coming down when circumstance demanded. But death comes for us all. Even she couldn’t out fly that inevitability.” She smiled as a tear fell. She wiped it away with a wingtip and chuckled, saying, “But she made so much money working the Farm. She loved that. She loved the work, too. In the end, she decided to find solace in leaving a legacy. So she stayed on the Farm making money, putting away an inheritance.” 

Silence filled the room.

Erick said, “I’m glad Krakina had that opportunity. I don’t know what I’d do if I knew I was about to die.” 

Ikawa silently sipped her tea.

Erick tried to turn the conversation somewhere nicer, or at least less heavy, “Are you going to follow in her steps? Become Spur’s Weather Witch?”

“Yes. Grandma hoped to be there for my final tests, but she knew that would never happen. She guided me on most of the trials, though.” Ikawa said, “I drove a stormfront across the Crystal Forest last month. I was struck by lightning and survived. The sand storms are due to arrive in a few weeks. Some of them have already begun further up north. That’s the last test; Protect your home from Nature’s Scouring.”

“Is there any way I can help?”

Ikawa spoke with finality, “No.”

A long, silent moment passed. 

Erick asked, “Do you want to be involved in the Gardens? I would like to make that happen for you, if you wish.”

Ikawa eventually said, “No. I’m going to be more of a diviner than a farming magnate.” She offered, “But if you want to know the future I might be able to help in a few years.”

“Are you going to be okay, Ikawa?”

She smiled, but it was a put-upon expression. She said, “Not for a while, but eventually. Thank you for coming.” She added, “Truly, I mean that. It means a lot to me.”

Erick took that as his cue to leave. 

 

- - - -

 

Delia Greentalon, the 16 year-old pinkscale daughter of Valok Greentalon, stood on the sands of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse arena, fighting with a similarly sized blackscale boy. She clutched daggers in her hands, striking where she could, and dodging the boy’s spear when she needed to dodge. The boy tried to strike a decisive blow, but Delia held the spear away with one dagger and struck the boy’s hands, drawing a thin line of blood. The boy yelped, dropping the spear. Delia moved in—

Draz, the incani instructor overseeing the match, called out, “Enough!”

The boy was already on the ground. Delia held her daggers against his throat. She breathed hard. Her eyes were points of pink light that stared into the boy’s black eyes. She pressed—

Draz was suddenly beside the girl with one hand on the back of her neck and the other holding her hand away from the boy. The light in her eyes died. Draz hauled her to her feet. She dropped her daggers; they were wooden things, merely practice tools. The boy, for his part, scrambled backward, across the sand.

Draz let Delia go when the boy was far enough away, saying, “That was uncalled for, Delia.”

Delia put on a strong face. “Sorry.” She turned to the boy, who was already at the edge of the arena with the other young kids. She called out, “Sorry!” She almost said something else, but she saw Erick standing beyond the short wall around the arena. Her eyes went wide. She shouted, “You!”

Everyone turned toward Erick. Most of them focused on Mog, standing beside Erick; Mog was a much more well known person, in this place. She was also a meter taller than Erick. Hardly any of them recognized the archmage that had brought the rains to Spur; most of them were kids, so that didn’t surprise Erick. Draz, though, he recognized Erick. Delia rushed toward Erick—

Draz spoke with authority. “You’re not done here, Delia.”

Delia froze in her tracks. She turned to Draz. “May I please be excused?”

Draz wanted to say no; it was in his eyes and his posture, but as Erick glanced to Mog, he saw Mog nod toward Draz.

Draz said, “Get out of here.” He added, “You’re running punishment laps tomorrow.”

Delia bowed to her instructor and to her training partner, then quickly rushed toward Erick. She vaulted the wall between them, coming to stand a meter from him. She asked in a nice voice, “Can we speak somewhere else?”

Erick had no idea what to make of the young woman. Part of him was deeply concerned at her display, but Delia did not seem to be sad, and Mog had already expected this to happen, so Erick said, “Yes. Guildmaster Mog has been kind enough to provide a meeting room for us to use.”

Mog said, “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Thank you, Mog,” Erick said.

“Thank you, Guildmaster,” Delia added.

Mog gave a guarded look to Erick and a blank look to Delia, before turning and walking away. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat on one side of a short table. Delia sat on the other side. 

Delia began, “Thank you for taking the time to see me, archmage.”

Erick was prepared to let Delia keep her mask of emotions hard set, but he needed to know, “Are you okay, Delia?”

Delia did not answer. She just blinked a few times.

Erick continued, “I’m sorry about your father. If there is something I can do to help, please tell me.”

Delia paused for a moment, before saying, “There’s a whole group of us kids— Not kids. I mean. We Matriculated recently. A lot of us went early because we have to step up to the frontlines, wherever those frontlines may be. My birthday isn’t until next month, but the hunters attacked us and we’re on our own. Uh. Some of us have gone to the Church—” She breathed deep. She said, “I would— We would like if you could sponsor us.” She quickly added, “We don’t want money, or teaching, or any secrets. But we’ve seen those enchanted rings you’ve made for Spur’s Army and we want them. Um. Please. It will be a great boon for us moving forward in the world.”

Erick readily agreed, “Done. How many people?”

Delia flinched backward. Her mouth dropped open. She came back to herself as quick as she could, then said, “There are 283 of us.” She added, “Now that number might seem large, considering that only a 103 full time farmers were killed, but there were a fair number of those outside of the farming community that lost their… lost their...” Tears poured, and her voice cracked, but as her pinkscaled face turned red and pained, Delia kept speaking as best she could, “A lot of people don’t have breadwinners… anymore. So I would like… you to help us get… get back on our feet, a little.” She breathed. She calmed. She said, “Some increased Stats would do well for those of us who are planning on joining the time honored tradition of killing monsters.”

Erick said, “I’ll make 600 rings. 75 each of the normal Stats, and 300 other ones that I’m sure you’ll enjoy. Unless you’d prefer some other ratio on the first 300?” 

Delia seemed to deflate a little, like she had won a battle she had never known she could win. She said, “Thank you, archmage. That will be a good ratio.” 

“Your father did a great deal of good for everyone around him.” He said, “I look forward to you being as strong and as capable as him, but you have many years to get there. If you personally need something, and I can give it, please ask. This isn’t just a one time thing, either. I feel a great deal of responsibility toward what happened—”

“It was NOT your fault,” Delia shouted. She closed her eyes hard, embarrassed or mad for her outburst; Erick couldn’t tell. She said, “It was their fault. Portal’s. And the hunters.” She bared her fangs, saying, “They allowed that wyrm Caradogh into—” She cut herself short. She said, “You tried to do good. You helped my father make something beautiful.” She cried as she said, “We could have had a really good life! Dad loved Spur! He loved the Farm.” Delia sniffled, then said, “He loved it here.” She whispered, “I love it here, too.”

Erick waited for his own emotions to pass.

Erick asked, “What are you going to do, now, Delia? You have some place to stay? Is someone taking care of you? Feeding you dinner? Do you have money for clothes?”

Delia laughed a little. She said, “I’ve been making dinner for Dad and I for…” She paused. She said, “I’ve been making dinner for a while. I have my home, too. I cleaned up the results of the fight, so there’s no worries there. And Dad saved up a lot of money, anyway. I’m good, but I’ll be even better when some of the others get with the program and get back on their feet. I don’t know what the vast majority of everyone is doing, but some of us are becoming adventurers.”

“It’s only been a week. You don’t have to push yourself so hard.”

She smiled. “I’m not pushing myself hard at all, archmage, but thank you for your concern.”

Erick changed tactics. “What sort of adventurer do you think you want to be? Can I help you with that?”

“Poison. And no. Not really. Thank you.” She smiled, adding, “Poison is great against monsters, and it’s easy to avoid direct danger with just a bit of [Cleanse].”

Erick wasn’t sure what he was expecting, but it certainly wasn’t poison. “Okay. Uh. Good luck with that?” He added, “I don’t know any poison magic at all.”

“It’s a good specialization!” She added, “It’s also good for killing bugs without killing plants. It’s not so useful in Spur where this place is the only green land in five [Teleport]s, but anywhere else inside a proper ecosystem? A good poisoner is necessary for a good harvest.”

Erick smiled. “You’re right. I hadn’t considered that angle.” He asked, “How do you make a good poison for killing the right insects? I suppose you wouldn’t want to accidentally kill bees or aphid reapers, either.”

Delia said, “It’s all in the proper use of the Decay aspect of Mana Altering. You gotta be able to do it just right or else you end up with something too harmful to use properly. And then there’s all the Health-cost debilitating magics, like [Blind] and [Deaf] and [Dumb]. If you’re good, you can make those into a poison with Decay, too, but that’ll take me years to get right.”

“That sounds good, Delia.” Erick said, “I’m glad you have a plan.”

“I do.” She stood, saying, “But that’s for later. I gotta pass Instructor Draz’s course, first, before they’ll let me take quests from the guild board. The first thing I’m gonna do is hunt mimics till level 35, then I’m headed to the Hole with some friends.”

Erick stood, saying, “You’re going to hunt mimics with friends, too, right?”

“… Yes.”

“Please be safe out there, Delia.” Erick said, “Get some adventuring friends before you go out after mimics. One of the safest ways I ever killed a mimic was with [Stoneshape] making a great big roller with spikes on it and then rolling over the mimic.” 

“I will get some friends before I hunt mimics, archmage. Thank you for looking after me. Thank you for that tip.” She asked, “Could you please deliver those rings to the Church?”

“Of course, Delia.” 

Delia bowed, and quickly exited the room. Erick heard Delia cry in the hallway, two tiny sobs, before she breathed easier and kept walking; she never broke her stride.

When he was in control of his own emotions, Erick sent Poi, ‘Should I make the bigger Stat rings for the kids, or smaller Stat rings?’

‘Smaller means less chance of someone recognizing the rings for what they are and trying to take them from the kids, which could be a problem. Larger ones mean that the kids might survive their more dangerous encounters, but once word gets out about that, they will become targets for sure.’ He added, ‘Therefore, I’d suggest the smaller ones.’

Erick nodded, and thought. He sent, ‘Smaller ones for now, with a promise that larger ones are possible if they prove to be reliable adventurers? That’s almost how the Headmaster does it.’

‘A fair compromise.’ 

‘And did I hear that right? She’s still living in the home where they killed Valok? I guess it’s her home, but… That seems awful.’

‘You heard correctly; I heard it, too.’

Erick’s stomach seemed to twist into a knot.

 

- - - -

 

“It was non-stop fighting down there in the Hole.” Kiri smiled as she said, “I evaded the adventurers and killed the monsters, of course, but still! Not a single moment of rest.”

Erick smiled over dinner, as Kiri spoke of her short foray into the Hole. 

He had left a roast in the oven, surrounded by vegetables of all kinds. It turned out really well, especially with the spice blend that Ratchet had given him earlier in the day. Tomorrow would be another full morning of rain, but this time the food would be for sale directly to the public. Erick wasn’t quite happy with how stiff the current arrangement felt; something about it just didn’t sit right. But the Community Gardening Council had decided to do it this way, and everyone would get their food soon enough…

He made a plan, right then, to go out and investigate the grocers, to make sure that there wasn’t anything like price gouging happening out there. He doubted that there was, but he wanted to make sure, anyway.

Kiri sliced into her roast, saying, “I had to string a few Sunnys together in order to transmit past more than a few curves in the ground. The degradation of signal was just too much. But I managed to get a few kilometers down. Shadowolves just littered the place, you know, and Sunny looks like an absolute snack, apparently.” She exclaimed, “Practically everyone attacked me from every angle! Adventurers were no different than the wolves. You got the rookies swinging their [Force Beam]s wherever they could —which didn’t do much, of course— and then you got the veterans who were able to actually get to Sunny and slice her up, or explode her— One woman about my age was content to watch for a while, but I couldn’t evade her; she just kept appearing out of the edge of my vision. Every five minutes! I’d be killing some wolf that jumped out of nowhere, and then she’d be there, all wrapped in black cloth and brooding, with her little black horns jutting out of her headscarf.” Kiri said, “I almost attacked her twice! But she evaded, thankfully.”

Erick smiled. “But what did it all look like?”

“Oh? Uh.” Kiri thought for a moment. “It was dark, mostly. Cavernous. Kilometer-wide tunnels carved by people and monsters, full of swift moving air and side tunnels. No natural light. Dark as night. But Sunny is rather bright, so that didn’t bother me at all.” She smirked, saying, “It was great avoidance training, though.” She added, “There’s no ‘night time’ down there. You could go right now with Ophiel and try it, and probably get much of the same experience.”

Erick glanced out of the kitchen window. The sky was purple with twilight. Faint stars had already begun to appear. He said, “Maybe I will.”

A minute later, while Erick was speaking of [Lightwalk] and the intricacies of what it meant to be a projection of himself, but before Kiri had a chance to give her opinion, he heard the door to the house open. Heavy boots followed, as the door shut behind. 

Erick turned to the kitchen archway, saying, “Hey, Teressa! Welcome back! Dinner is already on.”

Teressa appeared around the corner, wearing the silver armor of Spur’s Guard. She smiled, saying, “Smells delicious.”

“Grab a plate.” Erick asked, “How was guard training?”

Teressa grabbed a plate and began dishing herself out an orcol-sized portion of the meal, saying, “One more day of training and learning the ropes, then I can come back here, full time. Guardmaster Merit wants me on partial-call, because—” She smiled, adding, “You’re looking at Spur’s newest [Witness]. I got the spell today.”

Erick smiled wide, saying, “Fantastic!”

Kiri clapped, saying, “Congratulations!”

Poi smiled softly, adding, “Good job, Teressa.”

“Well we have to celebrate, now!” Erick said, “I need to buy some beer!”

Kiri said, “We have some already. Rollo dropped off three kegs while you were out.”

Erick stood from the table, saying, “Even better.”

“I’ll get it,” Poi said, standing up from the table. “You did well, Teressa.”

Erick sat back down, saying, “You did very well.”

Teressa’s green skin turned ruddy as the tips of her ears turned darker. She smiled, quietly saying, “Thank you.”

“So what’s it like?” Erick asked. “[Witness], I mean.”

Teressa finished piling her plate high and came to the table, saying, “It’s like a memory playing out before you. Or watching a play, that you can move forward or backward at will. I’m still learning how to work the spell, but that’s just a matter of experience.” She flicked her eyes up and down, and a blue box floated into Erick’s vision. “Cheap to cast, too.”

 




	
Witness X, variable cast time, variable range, 25 mana

See the past.








 

Erick said, “It’s one of them intricate spells, I see.”

Kiri asked, “All it says is ‘See the past’, right?”

Teressa said, “Yup. It’s only as good as its caster.” She added, “But I can’t really talk about what I see in the line of duty, anyway. Guardmaster Merit already warned me of that responsibility to privacy.”

Poi walked into the room, floating a chest-sized barrel and a stand with him, saying, “Time for a little celebration.”

Erick smiled. 

There was a small party. It was good. 

 

- - - -

 

Everyone was asleep except for Erick. During their little celebration for Teressa, he had gotten a chance to continue his conversation about [Lightwalk] with Kiri. She didn’t have much of an opinion or knowledge about what [Lightwalk] was capable of, but she did suggest that he try out a lightward [Personal Ward], to see if he could duplicate the ‘unimpeded movement’ that he had experienced while under the sun. [Personal Ward]s weren’t able to duplicate all of the functions of many different Elemental Body skills, not without a lot of experimentation and unique [Personal Ward]s that would kill a person to operate them without the appropriate Body skill. But the lightward functionality should be an easy scenario to test.

It was a good suggestion. Erick was currently lying in bed, but he was also two [Teleport]s away, inhabiting Ophiel, shining bright under a midnight sky. Ophiel was currently wrapped in a glowing lightward, and because of that, he flew through that sky with all the grace and ability that Erick had experienced in the daytime. 

He had tried [Lightwalk] without the glowing lightward [Personal Ward]. At night, [Lightwalk] basically froze Ophiel in place. It took dozens of mana to move even one meter. But with the personal lightward on, and [Lightwalk] active? It was like Erick was anywhere he wanted to be, for the barest of costs.

… In retrospect, this functionality of [Lightwalk] was painfully obvious. It was [Light-walk], not [Walk-wherever-you-want]. But still, to be able to prop up the ability for the spell to work basically anywhere that wasn’t through a solid surface? With just a personal lightward? That just seemed… 

Interesting. 

And with lots of possible implications. Erick couldn’t personally use this interaction. A non-Warder mage could only use one [Personal Ward] at a time, and Erick liked his 13,000 point [Personal Absorption Ward] more than he liked the idea of easy movement. But Ophiel couldn’t realistically use a [Personal Ward], anyway.

Erick inhabited Ophiel for a while longer, experimenting. He summoned a second Ophiel and sent that one blipping to the first, so he could see what the first Ophiel looked like. (Interestingly enough, the [Personal Lightward] on the first Ophiel did not blind him, because apparently no amount of light was blinding when already using [Lightwalk].)

The first Ophiel was a star that had descended to Veird, floating around like the world’s largest, most energetic firefly. Erick imbued [Invisibility] into the first Ophiel. The [Familiar] vanished from sight, but the bright halo given off by his lightward still floated around, illuminating the sky, catching on minuscule particles of sand blowing from the north. 

That was enough experimenting, for now. 

The pair of Ophiel blipped to their next destination. 

The Hole was a hungry maw below Ophiel that sucked in all light. Sand trickled over the northern edge, falling into the Hole like tiny streams of water that quickly vanished into darkness. Even the lights of the three moons above were like vampires; unwelcome and disallowed in the Underworld.

Invisible, [Lightwalk] Ophiel, flew down first. Visible Ophiel followed. A third blipped in behind the pair, to remain in the air above the Hole, to provide a link to the other two. They wouldn’t explore for very long, but they would explore for a bit. Kiri’s tale got its hooks into Erick. He could do with some unknown threats trying to kill Ophiel; he needed to get better at surviving that sort of thing, just in case. 

Ophiel descended. The edge of the Hole passed by. Even the midnight sky was brighter than the darkness down here. He expected the walls to be stone-colored, but they were black. Even Ophiel’s brightness seemed to soak into the very air, disappearing before it reached walls that seemed so far away. The walls were only a kilometer away, but that single kilometer seemed much larger than normal.

The wind was calm. Invisible Ophiel rode the light, while visible Ophiel rode the quiet wind. Both of them were utterly silent. Erick had expected a stronger breeze than this.

Erick journeyed down, riding the eyes and senses of his [Familiar]. Eventually, when the sky was a disk of blue barely brighter than the black walls, the walls became a slanted floor that was not black, but instead just dark rock. With two hundred eyes, and burning [Hunter’s Instincts], Erick was ready for anything. Ready to dodge, ready to evade; he wouldn’t kill any of the monsters here and he certainly wouldn’t harm the people, but he was ready to survive; to see if he could. 

Ophiel flew across the bottom of a wide open space and continued onward, into darkness beyond. Quite a few hands must have transformed the land of the tunnel into a workable road; the bottom was flat, except for rocks and scree and sand here and there. As Ophiel flew further, the tunnel turned horizontal, but no less massive; his lightward failed to illuminate the stone overhead. Both Visible and Invisible Ophiel traveled in a bubble of light, like his own personal oasis from the oppressive, unmoving air. Erick felt the experience would have been oppressive if he had been there in person, but even so, the darkness seemed to eat at the light around Ophiel. 

It wasn’t long before Erick passed the first signs of battle. Deep rents cut into the tunnel. Road turned to rubble. Slick rocks seemed covered in blood, but it was dark blood. Sticky and pooled and half dried. But there were no monsters. No shadowolves. No bodies of any sort. 

He traveled further. The tunnel branched, and branched again. He picked the ones that led down. 

Still no sign of other people or any monsters. If he had been traveling with anyone else, he would have joked that this was always the worst part of the horror movie. 

He briefly came back to himself, with double vision. Ophiel must have been too far down the Hole. Erick summoned another two Ophiel and sent them blipping to the Hole, to solidify his connection to the forward pair. 

With his connection reestablished, Erick wandered. Eventually, he ended up in a dead end; a cavern with no obvious way forward, and no obvious signs of life. Ophiel floated forward. Beyond a natural blind in the cavern, behind a minor rock slide to the side, laid a small pile of white bones. Erick paused over the bones. They were small, and likely not humanoid; the skulls were elongated like a dog's. They were likely the bones of shadowolves. So what ate them? What lived in this hole in the ground?

Erick did not find out. The cavern was empty. He backtracked. He continued to explore the empty Underworld.

He encountered nothing and no one. 

But hard edged and slit-eyed, [Hunter’s Instincts] Ophiel, was unnaturally tuned into the wind, and his surroundings. 

There were lots of things out there, in the darkness. They struggled to be silent. They huddled against the walls, vibrated in their own shadows, or under the crevices of rocks, keeping themselves out of sight and hopefully out of mind, trying to appear like anything but a meal. 

Because occasionally, the flap of sails in the wind carried through the tunnels, as the Darkness flitted around Ophiel, watching.

Erick did not sleep that night.
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                Erick stared at the ceiling, waiting for the sky to brighten even a little before he got up for the day. 

And then he decided that he didn’t want to wait any longer. He got up. Ophiel did not squawk at being disturbed off of the bed; he had picked up on Erick’s emotional turmoil and had never pretended to fall asleep, like usual. 

Erick went directly to his tower to get to work. He summoned a few more Ophiel, and sent them outside, on the ledge. A quick [Stoneshape] outside his window, below the Ophiel, pulled a few troughs up from the orange stone. A casting of [Call Lightning], but Shaped to the house, brought rain from the sky, filling the troughs with clean— 

Poi said, “Up already?”

Erick glanced behind, then returned to face his window, saying, “Don’t worry about me.” Rain ran in tiny rivers down the window, while the city slept in the distance, and Ar’Kendrithyst loomed past that. “I can’t sleep so I’m making those rings for Delia’s group.”

A small stone door Erick had built into the side of the tower, that let in platinum rain, also let him hand off a diamond to the exterior Ophiel. As the troughs filled up, Ophiel broke the starter diamond apart, and began to make more. Some of the Ophiel held open [Cleanse Aura], wiping away thick air, while other Ophiel cast [Crystallize Diamond] under the water, spilling bubbles and contamination from the process. While that was happening, Erick turned to his completed diamond stock. There wasn’t much left—

Erick glanced back to the archway to his tower. Poi had moved on, so Erick returned to the current problem to solve. 

—There weren’t many ring-quality gems left, or wrought-quality metal, for that matter. Maybe he should just make the solid diamond rings? Eh. No. He didn’t want to make something that the kids would outgrow. If most of them were Delia’s age…

Erick stopped for a moment, all thought fleeting. As his thoughts came back to him, he said, “I should help the orphanage, too.” Erick added, “And the Adventurer’s Fund.” He pondered, “Would Mog like rings, too?” He muttered to himself, “Surely, she would. Maybe for her more capable people? Hmm.” 

Erick summoned a face mask and gloves and enough protective equipment to keep the diamond dust out of his eyes and out of his clothes, and went to work making blank Stat gems. Carve. Shape. Grind and polish to a perfect sphere; the exterior of the gem would become the interior, so it had to be perfect. While he worked, he thought about how to make the world a better place. Killing the Shades would go a long way toward that goal, but Melemizargo could just make more, couldn’t he? 

Besides that, Erick had no idea how to actually fight a Shade and win. He wasn’t exactly sure of their strengths, but they were supposedly archmages in their own right. 

… That thought made Erick pause, briefly. If they were all basically archmages, and Jane was able to kill one herself, then, not to knock Jane, but what did that mean for him? Obviously, it meant that if someone took him unaware, he’d likely die. Health was an ‘illusion’, after all, and there wasn’t much of a way to fight back against some of those situations when he was just himself. He knew all that, already. But to put that in terms of killing Shades, and they were already supposed to be really tough to kill, so what did that make him? Weak as a kitten?

He smiled to himself, contemplating his own mortality, and how the only way to avoid the problems he was facing was to run away. After all, if a Shade could die when they were taken unaware, what hope was there for him, and all his own attempts at raising his defenses?

It was like protecting a house from robbers, really. You could protect a house with locks, and gates, and heavy metal walls, and such, and there was merit in taking those steps, but if someone wanted in, they were going to get in.

But there was another solution. The solution was obvious, when he thought about it! The solution was people, of course. Erick just needed more help. He needed to surround himself with good people. Duh. ‘Get help’ was Erick’s usual go-to reaction to solve almost all of the problems he’d ever encountered. So why wasn’t that his first solution, here?

… Probably all the unusual trauma he’d suffered recently.

… And everyone expecting him, as an archmage, to sequester himself away from everyone, and to be able to pull a solution to every possible problem out of his ass, or some other location, like he was a walking Relevant Entity of the Script, or some shit.

Erick smiled as he worked.

And then he noticed a box he hadn’t thought about in a while. He paused his carving. He went to the box. He opened it, revealing a football-sized silver ball. He had enchanted the silver ball with as much All-Stat purple manalight as he could, and then sealed it with a layer of platinum rain. It should have exploded, but it did not explode. It remained. But how would anyone use such a thing? Jane as an ooze— Nope. Fire ooze. Not a workable solution. 

… But if she got a metal ooze form? Maybe? Hmm. Shelve that idea for now. 

A wrought could just put the silver football inside of themselves, couldn’t they? It was a miracle that the orb hadn’t exploded, though. No one would want to put ordinance inside of themselves.

Erick summoned another Ophiel, and with a gentle command, he had that Ophiel take the silver orb and ‘play with it’ for a while. Toss it around. Don’t let it hit anything except sand, maybe. Ophiel grabbed the football with an application of Erick’s Handy Aura, and a happy trill. He blipped away to a room upstairs—

Two things suddenly occurred to Erick. 

One, was that Ophiel had blipped away and taken the orb without actually touching the orb, but with using [Flight of a Thousand Hands] to act as the <hands> part of [Teleport]. There was no [Blink]ing between here and the third floor rooms, after all; that was definitely a [Teleport]. So how did that work? Was it the ‘intent’ part of the Handy Aura, that functioned as a bridge to [Teleport]’s <hands> requirement?

Two, was that Particle Magic was a nice way to help the people of Veird advance both scientifically and against the monsters, but all of the good Particle Magic was locked behind Particle Mage, and was therefore likely never going to become a part of the magics necessary to truly fight off the Darkness. What was needed, was firepower against the Dark, and any method to gain that firepower and distribute it among the people would be a good thing.

… As long as ‘the people’ in this scenario were all people like Erick, who abhorred killing others. Monsters were fair game, though.

And in addition to ‘Two’: Erick already had a good method for increasing one’s firepower, that wasn’t just the rings he was making. It was a method that was already a part of the Script, already open to almost everyone, and had already proven itself to work three times. Finding the right sort of people to teach might be difficult, and there would be some ethical concerns going forward regarding the treatment of magical constructs, maybe, but...

Erick watched the four Ophiel outside his window as they created diamonds in the troughs below. Ophiel chatted with himself in trills and whistles, singing a tiny chorus of storms and night, while the sky rained itself out and the stars reappeared. 

Ophiel was a really good [Familiar], wasn’t he?

 

- - - -

 

The sun rose in the east, painting the sky outside Erick’s southern window with purples, then reds, then yellows, as twilight came and went, eventually filling the sky with blue. 

Erick continued to make gems. 

When Kiri woke and wandered into his tower, carrying breakfast and coftea on a tray, he gladly took a break to eat. He wasn’t ready to tell her of his ideas quite yet, but she asked if she could help, and yes, she could. Erick sent her out after some wrought-iron for some rings; then she could help make gems. 

When she came back with the metal, she commented on the prices she saw down on Market Street. As the two of them worked on diamond spheres, they spoke of the goods flowing into Spur. Clothes and weapons and all other finished goods were more or less unchanged, but fabrics and metals and ore and anything else unfinished? They were half as much as they were before Portal’s embargo. 

One out of every five stores on Market Street were still closed, their operators targeted and assassinated by Caradogh’s attack, but those stores that were open were all selling at a discount. 20% or 30% less in most cases. One posh alchemy shop was even half-off the entire store. Apparently the alchemy shops were all in the same boat on that one; they were all selling at least half off. And all of them were packed, too. 

And those were just the shops. 

The grocers and the restaurants, the diners and the bakeries, especially the bakeries, they were all absolutely packed with people, and fresh goods, even this early in the morning. Everyone was happy for the return of the rains. 

Erick occasionally glanced up to look south, at the line of green growing a kilometer away, and at the stone gazebo visible to the far right, outside his window. It was still an hour to go-time, but people were already out, getting ready for today’s rain. He sent an Ophiel to wait in the gazebo. When Rollo and Calizi showed up and gave him that signal, Erick set an Ophiel out on top of the tower. Platinum rain fell right on time, as he and Kiri continued to make and then enchant gems. Kiri still wasn’t able to make the proper purple maskward, but she didn’t need to, right now. Erick made the maskwards, but both of them imbued Stats into the round diamonds. 

Erick sent Kiri out to fetch sandwiches from Jane’s favorite shop, Meat! Bread! Cheese!, before the rain stopped; they would get too packed for Erick’s liking if he went for sandwiches after the rains. By the time she returned, her arrival with lunch was accompanied by clear skies, and the end of the day’s rain. 

Poi ate lunch with them. Teressa showed up soon after, and ate her two sandwiches with gusto. 

In another hour, the first 600 rings were done. 

By that time, Erick had formed a pretty good idea of what he wanted to do, going forward. He gathered Teressa and Poi and Kiri together, in his tower, to ask their opinion about teaching others how to make a [Familiar] like Ophiel. He spoke. They listened. 

No one said anything.

After a minute of silence, Erick said, “Well?!”

Kiri offered, “I think you should create some water gathering particle spells so that they don’t need your rain all the time. The current water-from-air spells are much too low-power for anything except niche needs. Easy water has less of a chance for catastrophic side effects than your [Familiar]-for-everyone idea.”

Teressa said, “People don’t need more power.”

Kiri continued, “A minor version of your [Exalted Storm Aura] would put way too many alchemists out of work, though. So maybe hold off on that—” She added, “Oh. You can’t create that spell without Particulate Force, anyway. No one can combine [Grow] with a Particle spell right now.” 

Teressa stressed, “Make the ‘easy-water’ spell.”

“Okay okay.” Erick filed away ‘[Easy Water]’ in his mind, but returned to his ‘[Familiar]s for everyone responsible’ idea, “I don’t want people like the Red Dot mage learning how to fight through [Familiar]s with independent mana pools.” He looked to Kiri, saying, “But there are more responsible people out there in the world besides just you and Sizzi.”

Poi almost said something, but suddenly stopped. He looked stuck. He remained quiet. 

Kiri looked from Poi to Erick, and continued, “Sure. But Rats left after he got what he wanted. Do you want that to happen again? I don’t want that to happen, at all, ever again.”

Teressa got a dark, angry look on her face, as her lips became a thin, hard line. 

Erick said, “I don’t want to hold people under my power forever, Kiri. Not you, not Rats, not anyone. I’m sure when you’ve gotten Particle Mage you’d go on to make your family back in Odaali safer, wouldn’t you?”

“Fah!” Kiri said, “They’re perfectly safe! I’m staying here. I managed to snag you as my teacher until I say otherwise, and I don’t ever see myself saying that.”

Erick felt a wonderful flicker in his chest, like a gentle heat. He blinked a few times, to clear his eyes of their water. 

Kiri glanced away, half-sullen, murmuring, “Don’t make a big deal out of it.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Thank you, Kiri.” He continued, “But about more Ophiels: Maybe the Headmaster has some trustworthy people that could learn this method?” He stressed, “The point is to put these strong tools in the hands of those who would use them properly. Not to hoard everything for myself and those directly around me.” He added, “I recognize the need to be that kind of paranoid person, but I don’t want to be that kind of paranoid person.” He said, “What I want is more ‘giving away potatoes to the world’ kind of thinking. There’s no way for me to order fries in a restaurant when I’m the only one who has potatoes, after all.”

Kiri declared, “That is not the same thing at all!”

“It kinda is—” Erick tried.

“No it is not!”

Poi blurted, “This secret is practically out already. Might as well go for it, sir.”

Eyes wide, Kiri rounded on Poi. “Holy gods! Sizzi blabbed, hasn’t she?”

Erick laughed. “Okay then!”

Poi went stone-cold silent.

Kiri’s eyes went wider. “Sizzi blabbed.” She murmured, “Oh. That might be bad.”

Poi frowned at Kiri, saying, “Your mental magic teacher should have told you not to draw conclusions based on what Mind Mages do or do not say, especially when it comes to specific people.” He said, “Hypothetically, Sizzi wasn’t involved at all!”

Kiri immediately exclaimed, “I hope you’re not insinuating it was me!”

Poi sighed. 

Erick grinned as Kiri teased Poi. He probably should have been worried about a plague of Ophiels, or whatever, but the sheer terror of his trip to the Hole was long gone, and all he wanted to think about were more people like Kiri getting their own Sunnys, and other nice things. Depending on how Ophiel’s creation method got out, this could be a good thing! Theoretically.

Erick glanced to the boxes of gems, then to his people, and said, “I’m going to drop these off at the Church, and then I’m going to talk to Sizzi, if I can find her.” He asked, “Who wants to come?”

 

- - - -

 

All three of them came for the first half of the trip. 

As soon as Erick hit the city, he realized that the journey to the Interfaith Temple would take a bit longer than it normally did, especially since it took him twenty minutes to walk past the Gardens; he chatted with farmers, making sure they had what they needed, and every time he asked, they said they were good. 

But besides that, Spur was packed with people, these days. Erick liked walking everywhere, so he never brought up the subject, but with the crowds on the main streets and even seeing a few people in really nice clothes, Erick wondered about vehicles. He had seen some wagons in Oceanside that were used to get goods from ship to shop, but the true lack of wheeled conveyances in Spur seemed suspect ever since he came back from the island. People didn’t fly around here, or on floating platforms, either.

Teressa held one of two stone boxes of gems under one arm, saying, “All forms of vehicle are outlawed within city limits. Most people aren’t even allowed to [Teleport] around town, though enforcing that rule is a lot harder than the vehicle rule.” She added, “And that reminds me. Merit asked me to ask you without directly asking you if you could scan for [Invisibility] and [Force Trap] whenever you get a chance.”

They rounded the corner of a store with a line of people twenty deep waiting to get in the doors. It was a bakery; the scent of bread hung in the air like a siren’s call to indulge. 

Kiri held the other box of gems in both her arms as she glanced at the bakery, and said, “That place makes the best bread, but I cannot abide those lines.”

Erick smiled. “At least they’re not waiting in lines to get any bread at all, right?” He glanced to Teressa, asking, “And why would Merit not want you to directly tell me?”

“I don’t know.” Teressa added, “I’m not going to get stuck between that sort of thing, though, so I’ve just up and told you.”

Poi spoke up, “They don’t want to wear out your hospitality.”

Erick smiled at that. And then he teased, “Do you monitor my calls, Poi?”

“No.” Poi said, “But more than a few people have dropped subtle desires that they have expected me to pass on to you.” He added, “I pass along everything that is an actual request from a known and trusted source.” He asked, “For example: Would you like to join a rookie mission to kill five mimics? Or would you like to donate all your magical knowledge to this startup mage group no one has ever heard of? Or perhaps you’d like to have a tea party every day at a different house?— Hmm. Uh.” Poi asked, “You don’t want that last one, right?”

Erick laughed, “Not at all!” 

Kiri muttered, “Thank the gods.”

Erick added, “But maybe once in a while, it might be nice?”

Poi said, “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Erick continued, “But, you know? I’ve been expecting to get inundated with a lot more telepathic prods than I do.” 

Teressa laughed.

Kiri said, “You could probably cripple any random person who tried to contact you without your consent.”

“Noooo.” Erick brushed off that concern, saying, “It’s only like… I don’t know? A thousand damage? It’s not even real damage, anyway?”

Teressa joked, “Maybe for you.”

Poi said, “Attempting to contact someone who doesn’t want to be contacted will backlash you for half of your Health in False Damage. Most people call it mental shock. It’s like a headache, but worse. It can’t kill you, but it will make you feel horrible. If you have lower mental stats, it ‘hits’ harder, too.”

“Oh?” Erick asked, “Is there an actual calculation for that damage?” 

“It’s an informal thing; not a real calculation at all,” Poi said. 

Kiri added, “For the unwanted sender, the formula is half your Health plus a portion of the mana of the recipient, dependent on a few different factors, like nearness makes the feedback worse, and degree of refusal is also taken into account. A large enough refusal can knock you to the ground.” She added, “But besides that! It’s impolite to contact people you don’t know. Especially people with power. Everyone’s heard the parable of the Unwanted King.”

“I haven’t,” Erick said.

Teressa smiled, saying, “It’s about a king who ruined his nation, and yet he wouldn’t allow himself or anyone else to leave or else the monsters would overcome everything he had left. So he sent out calls to every person he knew, but he was the Unwanted King, and no one liked him. Every time he tried to contact someone to get help, they rebuffed his [Telepathy]. The damage from the feedback caused him to faint. He recovers, of course, but when he wakes, some of his people are gone. This process repeats.” She shrugged her massive shoulders, setting her new shiny silver armor to glitter in the sun. “He eventually dies alone as the monsters are closing in, The End.”

“It’s an old trope.” Kiri said, “There’s tons of literature written about him.”

They spoke of literature and stories Erick had never heard of as they walked through the busy city.

Eventually, they arrived at the Interfaith Church. Erick led the way past the vineyard, into the Church itself. An acolyte received them, then showed them through the front cathedral, where light shone down through rainbow stained glass, and the walls were made of white stone carvings. 

They ended up on the right of the main church, beside an open door, where the sounds of children playing on playgrounds carried through the hallways. The acolyte knocked on the open door, informing the occupant of Erick’s arrival. 

The woman beyond said, “Hello, Archmage Flatt,” as she walked to the door. She was a perfectly composed older woman with scales the color of rubies, who wore the pale silver robes of a priestess of the church. “Greetings. I’m Mother Eriliad Sands. I’ve been expecting you.” She stepped into her office, saying, “Come on inside. We can talk.”

Erick smiled. “Nice to meet you, too. I’m glad to know I’m expected.” He went into the office. 

Everyone else stayed outside. The acolyte that showed them here gave a quick farewell, and went on with his business.

Eriliad’s office was homey. A large window looking south showed a sandy playground with jungle gyms and swings, where rambunctious kids played tag around obstacles, and jumped on each other, and roughhoused, and laughed, and lived. They looked happy out there, but as Erick watched, one kid played a bit too rough with another, sending the second kid tumbling into the ground. Red blood marred the sand.

A young woman in silver priestess robes rushed over to the too-rough kids and picked up both of them by the arms. The injured kid was crying, but otherwise okay. Erick couldn’t hear what the woman was saying, but every single kid nearby looked mortified, especially the one that had gotten too rough.

Mother Eriliad sat down behind her desk, saying, “I have heard that Delia Greentalon has garnered your support?”

Erick turned back to Eriliad, saying, “Yes. She has.” He sat down across from Eriliad. “She asked for me to deliver some enchanted rings here, and they’re done, so that’s why I’m here. One of the reasons, anyway.”

Eriliad kept a stoic face, but she was obviously tense. “Please, go on.”

“I was all prepared to just hand over the goods and wish them all good luck, but when I understood that you would be the one to handle this transition of goods, I wanted to speak to you about Rats— I mean. Xendross Sands.” Erick asked, “I want to know if he is okay. If he had contacted you? I understand he was going through something painful, but I never knew until he was gone.” 

Eriliad kept her shoulders square and her eyes level. She was obviously controlling her response. Moments passed in silence, before she said, “He was there to oversee the Life Binder bringing me back from my Final Rest. I can’t forgive him for that, but even still, I love him as if he were my own.” She added, “He has always been an emotionally stunted idiot and it has always cost him everything he ever built. He—” She shook her head. “I cannot speak of him any more or I am liable to journey south and drag him back here by his ear.” She added, “Maybe some other day, but not now. Apologies, archmage.”

“Perfectly fine.” It wasn’t, but Erick let it be. He said, “If he wants to return, can you tell him that he is welcome to come back, but only after clearing the necessary security questions and answers, of course.”

Eriliad seemed to go softer at that. She smiled, tiny, as her shoulders relaxed. She said, “If he ever realizes his folly, I will tell him you said this.”

“Now that that is out of the way—” Erick said, “Ah. Thank you, Teressa.”

Teressa was already stepping into the room with both stone boxes. She laid them on the table in front of Erick, then gave a short bow to Mother Eriliad and stepped back outside. Erick opened the first one and set the lid to the side, as Eriliad stood from her chair to see inside the box. Silver orbs gleamed in dark settings atop strips of dark metal.

Erick said, “Each box has 5 layers of 60 rings; they just need a bit of [Metalshape] to twist into the proper shape. You could even use [Stoneshape] to properly shape them, but that ends up a bit crude— You’d know how to do this. I don’t have to tell you.”

Eriliad stared down at the bounty before her. She picked one up. She glanced to Erick, then looked at his fingers. She saw that the rings here were not the same as his own. 

Erick said, “These are lesser versions of what is possible. I want to help Delia and the victims of the Red Dot, but I don’t want to give away too much power at once. This particular box of rings is unlike any you’ve ever seen; I guarantee it.” He added, “Anyway. If the kids prove to be responsible, I can make stronger ones. Can you tell Delia, that? I haven’t spoken to the Army, yet, but I’m going to make them some new rings, too, and soon.”

Eriliad held the almost-ring up, then said, “I’ll test this now, if you don’t mind.”

“Go ahead!” Erick added, “Do you need me to— Guess not.”

The strip of metal flowed into a ring, and settled down onto Eriliad’s pointer finger. When the dark iron settled, she gasped. “TEN TO EVERY STAT?!” She immediately took off the ring. She almost tossed it back into the box, but she didn’t. She laid the ring on her desk. She stood over the ring, staring at the artifact. “This—” She cut herself off. She thought.

Erik waited. 

Eriliad sat back down in her chair with a great wumph. She said, “You’ll get them addicted to magic that doesn’t exist except from you. I don’t like that… But.” She added, “That’s what I’d say to anyone else who came here with this sort of extravagant gift. Normally, I’d throw you out of here with your shirt on fire. It’s my duty to protect these kids, you see.”

“I completely understand.”

“That said, even you can’t possibly be this giving.” She seemed to deflate, saying, “Or maybe you are?” She solidified, adding, “No. I need to know what you get out of this.”

Erick said, “I want to help those who I can help.”

Eriliad thought for a moment. She said, “I need a larger reason than that.” She added, “If I go around with that sort of story, then someone else will invent some other reason that you’re doing this.”

“Then tell them that I want to support those who can do good in the world.”

With a concerned voice, Eriliad asked, “Are you feeling guilty over what happened to the Farms?”

“Of course.” Erick barreled through whatever uncomfortable emotions filled his chest, saying, “I thought I was helping people, but then hunters got involved, and now Spur has a rapid influx of orphans due to my inability to find and kill every single threat out there, before it became a threat. If I can empower those who are left, maybe they won’t suffer as much when I try to do more good in the world.” 

Eriliad looked at Erick. She said, “That seems rather demanding.”

“Knowing that my actions have consequences is rather a normal thing to recognize and ameliorate. This gift is one such attempt to lay a good foundation for whatever might happen in the future.” He added, “It’s not paranoia if they really are out to get you.”

“Apologies. What I meant to say is: That seems rather egotistical.” She added, “And you haven’t thought this through nearly enough.”

“… Excuse me?”

“You’re not excused.” Eriliad narrowed her eyes, then took a deep breath and a completely different tone from before. She spoke like a woman defending her children, “You don’t seem to get what this ‘gift’ would do to these kids. These rings are targets and Delia is completely unqualified to speak for her fellow recently-orphaned and this much power is NOT going into the hands of children, especially when less scrupulous people will break their little fingers to get rings that never break!” She launched into Erick, saying, “How can you possibly consider this a good idea?!” She added, “I knew you were kind-hearted, but this is completely irresponsible!” 

Erick backpedaled, “They’re just 55 extra Stat points. That only costs a thousand gold every few mana pools to replace with normal gear.”

“Spur’s Care Services feeds 4500 orphaned and low-care kids every day on a thousand gold! Your idea of money is completely inflated, like all high level adventurers!” Eriliad said, “You might have killed all the nearby hunters, Archmage Flatt, but there are still rookie adventurers around here that would do awful things to children if that’s what it took to acquire a single artifact!”

Erick was taken aback. He bargained, “This method is not that special. Anyone can do it if they know the trick. These rings are nice, and nothing more.” He said, “They aren’t really ‘artifacts’ at all!”

“Then take these rings and sell them! Get them out there on the market, so that they’re not so special people would kill over them.” Eriliad picked up the ring on her desk and put it back in the box. She shut the lid, and said, “Because these rings are not going to my kids, and if you don’t want to kill them, then you won’t break like wet paper when Delia comes back to you, whining for some other way to get her hands on power she is too young to possess!”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked out of the Church with his boxes floating to his sides.

When they were far enough away from the vineyard and Erick didn’t think his voice would crack with anger, he asked, “Was she right?” He added, “We killed every nearby hunter, didn’t we?”

Kiri said, “I’d guess that anywhere between five to twenty of the kids to get a ring would also get into serious trouble because of it, but you could track these rings, and kill whoever stole one. Everyone knows you can track people in some unspecified, possibly blood magic way, now. That’s a pretty big knock against her argument.”

“Yeah. But...” Teressa said, “That’s only possible if the kids report the problem. People would notice a body, or a missing person, so that likely won’t happen, but I doubt many would report a simple theft.” She added, “That reminds me. Merit also dropped heavy hints that she’s interested in using you to catch thieves.”

Erick asked, “What about you, Poi?”

Poi frowned. He said, “I was… caught up in the good you wanted to do, while also considering that very, very few people want to do anything against any of your interests, especially with Spur supporting almost every action you take. I considered your idea to give rings to the freshly matriculated as somewhat low-risk, and already told the Guard that there might be kids walking around with your rings on soon. Merit thought it a risk, too, but it would be simple enough to nail to the wall anyone who had a ring who was older than 17, for that would mark them as improper owners. Your ability to track them was secondary to that, but it was also brought up as a countermeasure against theft. But… Mother Eriliad is right, and also wrong, and also considerably overprotective. 

“Delia and her crew are orphans in the care of the city until they turn 18, but they are freshly Matriculated. They are adults. If they choose to be adventurers, then it is not our right to deny them their journey. But… Giving someone unearned wealth never turns out as good as you think it will.” Poi said, “So I have to agree with Eriliad, but for very different reasons.”

Erick sighed out at the sky. “Then… I’ll figure out some other way to help Delia.” He said, “But I’m not selling them. So...”

 

- - - -

Teressa took a right inside the Courthouse, at the floating globe of Veird hanging in the center of the building, but veered left. She split off from the group to see if Silverite’s office had any [Witness] needs for the day. She’d head off to the Guardhouse next, and then meet everyone back at the house, later. 

Erick, Poi, and Kiri, took a right at the globe, and split right. Erick floated his boxes just above his hands; it wasn’t an overt display of magic, but it allowed him to carry the two large boxes without much effort. 

Finding the appropriate offices, Erick went inside. He bypassed rows of chairs filled with people; each of them holding paperwork and waiting for their number to be called. It did not take long to find the desk of the appropriate person. The man at that desk also saw Erick coming, and smiled. 

Erick floated his boxes to his side, dropping the act that he was holding them up himself, and said. “Hello. Delivery for the Quartermaster; Liquid. 600 rings.”

The greenscale secretary, ‘Thom’, according to the nameplate on his desk, grinned wider. He tapped his desk with a talon, saying, “Quartermaster Liquid is out on business, but you can set them right here, Archmage Flatt. I’ll be sure she gets them. The Army thanks you for your donation.” He asked, “By chance… are any of them Willpower?”

“Much better than that!” Erick opened the lid to a box, saying, “Go ahead and take one.” He tried to keep the acid sarcasm out of his voice as he said, “Careful though. I’ve been told they’ll make you a target."

Thom did not seem to care about Erick’s tone. He just plucked out the ring sitting on top; the one Eriliad had formed. He said, “Yes. That is true. They do make you a target.” 

Erick felt his stomach drop. “Really?” He winced. “How bad was it?”

“Not bad at all.” Thom added, “Some dumbfucks tried to steal from soldiers in the Dead City. They didn’t survive that lesson.”

By now, a few of the nearby office workers were craning their necks to see what was going on over by Liquid’s secretary. It took less than half a moment for the excitement to go to some of the people sitting down, waiting for an interview. Some of them stood up to have a look-see.

Thom slipped the ring on his finger. He exclaimed, “Plus 10 to every Stat!”

People instantly got up from their desks—

Thom glared, belting out, “Sit back down!” 

Most of them sat back down. The interviewees also backed up, as someone else behind a different desk spoke like a retired drill sergeant, and told them all to get back in their chairs, before calling out the next number. 

Thom turned to Erick saying, “Thank you, sir.” He smiled mischievously, saying, “Liquid is going to be thrilled. As will the rest of us. We’ve actually run a little low. These things remove cursed objects, so we’ve actually used up almost all of what you gave us before.”

Erick paused. He asked, “Really?” Now he felt a little bad. He should have replaced the Army’s rings well before today. He said, “You guys should have said something.”

Thom smiled. “So are they all bonuses to every Stat?”

“Just the ones in that box. The other box is an even assortment of normal plus-25 Stats. 75 rings of each kind, waiting for fingers to be formed around.”

“Perfect! Great. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He added, “If that’s not enough, then send me a request for more.” He asked, “Actually. How many people are in the Army?”

“12,000, if you include the Guard. Maybe only 500 active soldiers at a time, though.” He said, “So 600 is great for our needs. Thank you.”

Erick felt a spark of inspiration. “If you want me to outfit the entire Guard and Army, just give me the word.”

Thom went speechless, but he quickly found his footing. “I’ll pass the message along.”

Erick nodded, then left them to it. By the time he neared the exit for the Quartermaster’s offices, the other people around the room could not hold themselves back. They rushed Thom, everyone wanting to see the new shipment. For his part, the greenscale man deftly yanked the boxes of rings away and retreated into Liquid’s office, slamming the door shut behind him.

 

- - - -

 

Erick, Poi, and Kiri went to the Mage Guildhouse. 

Sizzi sat behind the front receptionist desk. She spotted Erick walking into the building. In that moment, she seemed for all the world like a deer facing down a semi-trailer truck on the highway. Her purple skin paled as her violet eyes went wide. 

A soft looking bunny made of bright violet fur poked up from behind the counter. Its long ears twitched to see what Sizzi was looking at. At the same time, Sunny almost flew off of Kiri’s shoulders, but Kiri controlled her [Familiar] before Sunny got too far. Ophiel, resting on Erick’s shoulders and looking like a tiny parakeet, simply twittered in soft, interested guitar strums. 

Anhelia, sitting next to Sizzi, but talking with a customer, noticed Sizzi’s shift and the sudden perking-up of the three nearby [Familiar]s. She glanced from Sizzi, to Erick. She paused in confusion, then her eyes went wide, too. She smiled. 

Erick smiled, walking to the receptionist’s desk, saying, “Sizzi! Just the person I wanted to see.”

Anhelia said, “Why don’t you two use the room back there?” 

Sizzi forced a smile to go along with a nervous chuckle, as she stood from her chair. “If you would follow me, archmage.”

The bunny hopped through the air like it weighed nothing, to alight on Sizzi’s shoulder. Somewhere between the desk and its creator, the bunny shrunk to the size of a mouse.

In one of the stone rooms Erick had once upon a time used to get his Mend-Cleanse mage quest license, Sizzi pulled a few chairs from a stack against the wall and set them out in the center of the room. She took one. Erick and Kiri each took their own chair; Poi stood to the side of the room, and closed the door.

Kiri glared at Sizzi the whole time. Right before she sat down, she spat out, “I cannot believe that you would spread Erick’s method for—”

“It was unintentional!” Sizzi sat down. Everything about her spoke of accepting a defeat; from the slump of her shoulders, to her downcast eyes. “I never meant for this...” Her bunny flopped from her shoulder to her lap, as Sizzi said, “I was on a trip to Kandahi, you see, on the Wall. Do you know where that is?”

Erick, already sitting, said, “I’m vaguely aware of the location.”

“I have family there.” As if accepting that she had done wrong, Sizzi rapidly said. “One thing led to another and I was very drunk and looking back on it, it was very stupid, because they were plying me with drinks to get me to talk about Rokkel.” Sizzi flicked her eyes up and down, causing a blue box to manifest. 

 




	
Summon Rokkel, medium range, 1104 mana + Variable.

Summon an Rokkel to do your bidding. Maximum 10 Rokkel permitted.

Rokkel persist until killed or dismissed.

All Rokkel are the same creature; to know one is to know them all.

All Rokkel naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Lightshape], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

All Rokkel are able to alter their size and shape.

Imbue your Rokkel with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Rokkel. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Rokkel. Variable








 

“Looks almost the same as Ophiel’s,” Erick said, patting Ophiel on his shoulder.

Sizzi said, “I am sorry, archmage. I know we never entered into any formal arrangement, but I acted rather foolish with the method you gave me.”

Kiri harrumphed, and shot a glare at Poi. Poi just rolled his eyes. 

Erick asked, “So what’s the damage? What’s actually become of this?”

Sizzi said, “My uncle Orxan disappeared into the Magisterium, the day after I told—” She sighed. She said, “That’s a lie. I didn’t just tell. I gave a successful demonstration.” She held up her hand, palm up. A bangle of yellow metal and tiny purple stones jangled on her wrist. “Grahla. Come out out.”

The bangle went liquid as it flopped up and around her hand like a tiny ooze. Grahla took its place atop Sizzi’s palm, burbling upward, eyeing Erick and Kiri with purple stone eyes. 

Kiri’s eyes went wide. “Oh my gods. You made a second [Familiar]!”

Erick smiled. “You can do that, huh?”

“Yes. You can. Grahla’s creation was as successful as Rokkel’s, too” Sizzi said, “[Stoneshape], this time.”

“How many can you make?” Erick said, “I never considered making more than Ophiel.”

Ophiel trilled to hear his name.

Kiri said, “I’ve tried, but it didn’t work for me. Sunny is perfect, anyway.”

Sizzi said, “I’ve tried for a third. Zog. I wanted to make him more real. Two seems to be my limit, for now.”

“Class ability?” Erick asked. 

“No.” Sizzi said, “Well. Yes. Actually. But I don’t actually have a Class, yet. So that’s not my limiting factor.”

Kiri said, “One of the options of Summoner is the ability to turn up to your Willpower-divided-by-10 temporary summons into a new [Familiar].” 

“Yes. But I’m not a Summoner, yet.” Sizzi’s metallic [Familiar] slipped back around her wrist, as she said, “As far as I can tell, the ability to make more [Familiar]s with Archmage Flatt’s method is likely tied to your Personality Limit. It’s not a real number, but more a hard limit based on biology and personality.”

Erick said, “I think I know that theory. It was called ‘Dunbar’s Number’ back on Earth, but it only dealt with how many people a person can ever really keep track of at any one time. 150, right?”

Sizzi thought for a moment. She said, “Yeah. I could see that being the right number for 10 Willpower. The Personality Limit is considered 300 random people, at 20 Willpower, though, with a much lower number for personal friends.”

Kiri said, “Yes. That’s all well and good, but let’s not forget your wagging tongue!”

“I am sorry.” Sizzi said, “Truly! It was a mistake. I did not mean to betray your trust.”

“You didn’t betray my trust, Sizzi.” Erick said, “I never expected anything I said to remain private. I just hope the fallout isn’t catastrophic.”

Sizzi frowned. “Magic isn’t treated the same over there as it is out here. They do yearly checks to make sure no unapproved person has taken Clarity or gotten their Willpower or Focus above 19. Whatever outcome comes from this would be measured and quiet—” Sizzi winced, as she realized what she had said. 

“That’s what I’m afraid of.” Erick laid it out there, “More Quiet War shit.”

Sizzi murmured, “Sorry.” She quickly added, “But I really don’t think there’s anything to worry about. Orxan tried to make a [Familiar] but failed. And then there was my cousin Bex who—”

Someone knocked on the door to the room. 

Poi just opened it, like he was knew who was on the other side. 

When Erick saw who it was, he realized that Poi probably did know who was at the door, because of course he did; he was Poi, after all. 

Sizzi spoke first, her voice tainted with worry, “Mother?—”

“Good. You’re all here.” Zago stood framed by grey stone, with sand on the hem of her black robes and flyaways poking from her white hair. One of her horns was chipped. She looked harried, but her eyes were bright violet, and focused. She said, “There has been a development with the Dead City. Come to the war room when you are done here. Sizzi knows where it is. Everyone will be there as soon as they can. Mog, Merit. Silverite and Killzone.” She did not wait for a response. She just blipped violet; gone.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then Erick laughed in the face of Zago’s proclamation, saying, “And here I was, wishing it could be anything else but the Quiet War!” He added, “Serves me right.”

No one else thought him funny. He didn’t consider himself funny, either, but you had to laugh at some parts of life, didn’t you?

Sizzi got up from her chair and strode out of the room, saying, “This way.”
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                Erick followed Sizzi into the main room, back by the receptionist’s desk. Anhelia was not there. Instead, the young man Erick had seen before was there, trying to deal with an angry customer he was woefully ill-equipped to handle. He caught Sizzi’s eyes, and whisper-shouted to her for help. Sizzi shook her head, mouthing, ‘Sorry,’ and kept walking. 

Up the main staircase, they walked; Sizzi leading the way. 

Every step they took, Erick felt dread settle onto his shoulders. Ophiel trilled in quiet flutes. He may not have understood exactly what was happening, but he understood about as much as anyone. Whatever had happened could not possibly have been a good thing.

The war room was not located up any tower, but was instead down at the bottom of a staircase, past a few deep, well lit, yet empty rooms. There was not a shadow to be seen, down here; not even under Erick’s own feet. An archway at the end of the hallway held a thick pair of deeply red doors, but those doors were open. A flurry of activity rustled papers and scratched on chalkboards beyond. Raised voices spoke of shadelings and danger, and of … Magical items? Gifts? Points? 

Erick glanced back to Poi as they walked. Poi, in turn, had about thirty lines of intent radiating from his head, and a grimace on his face. He glanced to Erick, but said nothing. Erick held his questions close as he followed Sizzi into the red room. 

It took a moment to take in the sight of so many people working fast and speaking at each other, though from the threads of intent in the air, there was a lot more happening below the noise. 

Largely, the room seemed divided into two sections. One section was situated around a strong wooden longtable, where magically-powered screens floated at one end, near the wall. There were chairs scattered around the longtable, and near the viewing screens, but nobody was there, yet. The other part of the room was filled with desks and individual floating screens, and the people who likely controlled those screens. That half of the room was full of people, but almost none of the screens held anything except for solid colored light; likely the colors of whoever had cast those spells. They were still in the set-up stage, if Erick was reading all of that right.

Zago blipped in at the head of the longtable, opposite the viewing screens. She immediately turned to Erick. She said, “Take a seat. Hold your questions, please. There’s no immediate rush to action, but there will be heavy decisions made today.” She added, “Sizzi? Please wait to the side with the others.”

Erick glanced to the side. Anhelia and a few other people from the Mage Guild stood to the side of the room, against the wall, watching the unfolding mess in front of them. Sizzi went to Anhelia and began whispering with the wrought woman. Kiri stepped to the side, near to Sizzi, but not next to. 

An orangescale man who Erick barely remembered as Tamarim, walked from the crowded viewing screen area, to the seats sitting beside the main screen. He sat down, speaking to the room, “Main view is coming on right now.”

The largest screen in the center of the rest, flickered from orange to blue sky, orange sands, crystal agave and mimics, no doubt, and a blot of black on the horizon. The view moved closer. The dark blot slowly resolved into a city made of shadows—

Poi said, “Silverite and Killzone are arriving now.”

The air next to the longtable blipped silver and black; Silverite, the silver dragonkin-shaped Mayor of Spur, and Killzone, the completely black orcol-shaped general of Spur’s Army. 

Silverite said, “Attention, everyone!”

The room went silent.

She continued, “The city is called Candlepoint, and the threat of this location has been downgraded from imminent danger to threatening. As you were.”

At least two guys visibly relaxed at their desks on the other side of the room. A few others just nodded, and turned back to their discussions. All around the room, viewing screens flickered from solid colors to images of ‘Candlepoint’; from the sky, to the streets, to the walls, to far away. Erick watched as shadelings walked across dark roads or hauled colorful fruits across the view, or spoke with one another.

All at once, in every single interior view, the shadelings turned to the camera.

Erick felt his blood freeze as a collective gasp went through the war room. [Hunter’s Instincts] went on, instinctively.

Without doing anything else, the shadelings returned to whatever they were doing; harvesting fruits, feeding their babies, talking to their neighbors, talking to adventurers—

Erick watched a shadeling behind a market stall, characterized by a gentle shadow that licked across their skin, talking to an adventurer on the other side, characterized by their heavily guarded stance and distinct lack of shadows; compared to the shadeling, the person was a riot of brown leathers and bright pink skin and white hair and color. The adventurer looked to be trying to sell something to the shadeling; a pile of rads, perhaps?

Erick pointed across the room, whispering, “What the fuck is happening there?”

Killzone spoke without the comforting twang to his voice, “It’s commerce, of a sort. They require rads, and then sell… we’re not quite sure what they’re selling.”

Poi said, “Mog and Merit are arriving, now.”

The air blipped grey in one area and orange in another; Mog and Merit, already on opposite sides of the longtable.

Mog took a seat. Merit took a seat on the opposite side. 

While Poi stayed to the side and Kiri had already made herself a nonspeaking fixture to the side of the room, Erick took a seat at the longtable, next to Mog. The large orcol smiled a bit at that, but on the other side of the table, Merit mouthed, ‘I need to talk to you about more scanning’. Mog switched to a glare at nothing in particular. Zago sat down on the other side of Erick. Killzone took his place at Silverite’s left hand side. 

Silverite looked to the air as she sat down at the head of the longtable. A tendril of intent flowed out, then back.

The air blipped on top of the table, near Silverite, revealing the pixie, Fillarina. She spoke to those seated, saying, “The archmages send their representatives.”

There were just enough seats left for three more blips. One blip was opalescent, revealing a hovering, pearly ovoid without any defining characteristics. The other two blips were black and blue; a hovering, dark jumble of star points the size of a head, and a hovering blue blob, with air bubbles trapped inside. All three of the new arrivals were about the same size.

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s shoulder at the new [Familiar]s, but quietly; he knew something important was happening. 

Silverite began, “Fillarina. What have you uncovered?”

Fillarina stood atop the table, saying, “This shadowy city is called ‘Candlepoint’. They claim to be something of an adventuring town, but this location is also a means for them to put their new magics out into the world.” She flicked a hand up, toward the main viewing screens. “These new magics are either created through wizardry, or through divine magic, and since the source is the Dark Dragon, it’s probably wizardry. Whatever the case, they’re gamechangers, and everyone is interested for varying reasons.”

The main screen changed, revealing a carved section of Candlepoint’s walls, that looked more like a treatise than a proclamation. This particular section was to the right of the open archway; the city’s main entrance. Based on the people in view standing in front of the proclamation, reading right alongside Erick and everyone else, the walls of Candlepoint were easily ten meters tall.

 




	
WELCOME TO CANDLEPOINT!

 

Our goal is to PROMOTE THE GROWTH of the shadelings in this city from drones to SAPIENT individuals. As such, you might notice that some of them act strange. Don’t worry! They are still finding their feet, and shouldn’t be too aggressive. Please just continue on your business without harming them, and they won’t harm you! EASY!

In order to promote this growth, they are living normal lives, and as a part of their lives, we have an economy. You pay us in rads, and you get credit, known here as DARKCHIPS.

 

1000 mana in rads = 1 DARKCHIP. 

Exchange these DARKCHIPS for various items, UNLIKE THE WORLD HAS EVER SEEN BEFORE.

 

Example Normal Prizes:

OCEANDROP FRUIT! Gain an extra point of Willpower, PERMANENTLY, 100 D

SUNDROP FRUIT! Gain an extra point of Dexterity, PERMANENTLY, 1000 D

 

Example Lesser Prizes:

STAFF OF HANDS! Lesser Artifact Item! Cooperative Cast with yourself! 100 D to 1000 D

BOOTS OF THE JUGGERNAUT! Lesser Artifact Item! Unmovable greatness! 500 D

 

Example Basic Prizes:

Reduction Pearls, 5%! Stacks with all casting cost reductions! 5,000 mana, guarantee! 10 D

Reduction Pearls, 25%! Stacks with Clarity! 25,000 mana, guarantee! 5 D








 

The room remained silent though more than a few people had finished reading the list and began to look toward Silverite, or Killzone. A few people even glanced at Erick.

“Okay.” Mog asked, “That all looks… really bad. But what is Dexterity?”

Fillarina answered, “A new Base Stat, like Strength or Willpower—” 

The side of the room containing Mage Guild people went loud. Zago snapped her fingers, and the murmuring died off.

Fillarina continued, “—We’re not sure what Dexterity does, exactly, but we do know that it enables better bodily reaction speeds and combat effectiveness and weapon use.”

Erick heard himself say, “Can he do that?!”

Silverite’s mouth was a hard line. She said, “Apparently.”

Erick asked, “Are we flattening the place?”

Before the mumbling and the discontent could inundate the room, Silverite said, “Fillarina. Continue with the report.”

Fillarina spoke, filling the waiting silence of the room, “The listed rewards are less than a percent of what is actually on offer inside Candlepoint. Their largest trade seems to be Basic Tier items, and that includes almost anything you could find in a normal magic shop. Rods of [Treat Wounds]. Staffs of [Fireball]. High tier potions. That sort of thing. Many people have already begun trading in rads for darkchips, though that only started this morning. Candlepoint itself has only been existent for three days, now.”

The main viewing screen vanished, as eight smaller ones moved to fill the air, each holding a different perspective on the dark city. There were markets and hotels and gardens and farms, filled with shadelings, and even the rare person.

Fillarina continued, “The cities of the Wall already tried flattening Candlepoint. They even sent out a pair of level 75 Darklight mages. There is a Shade on site. This Shade killed all attackers, effortlessly. He’s still there, too. Usually, he is stationed atop the shadow kendrithyst in the center of the city.” The main viewing screen shifted to show a dark-skinned incani on the top of a dark stone. “It’s Bulgan.”

Erick whipped around to look at Zago. Zago sat stoically; unwavering and unblinking, staring at the screen in front of them all. Erick was not the only one looking Zago’s way, but he barely noticed the other people, because anger roiled through his chest like lava. Just as quickly as he looked to Zago, he turned back to the screens. Fillarina was still talking.

Fillarina continued, “We don’t know the purpose of this charade. We don’t know how they managed to make shadelings look and act like normal people. As far as I can tell, it’s all a trick of some sort, but I don’t see their angle, except to make more shadelings from the adventurers that come into the city without those people realizing that they’ve taken on the Curse of the Shadeling.”

Zago said, “Of the people the Wall has tested for the Curse, they have found none afflicted.” 

Mog said, “There’s not a single person that gets a quest in this city that doesn’t know the dangers of dealing with Shades. We make them all sign off on that before they take quests for Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Fillarina continued, “There is more. Aside from the rewards listed on the wall, and inside the city at what passes for their ‘Upper Trade District’, other rewards are scattered throughout Candlepoint. One of them is an option to have a fair fight against Bulgan. It’s written up there by where he stands.”

The camera moved to the right of Bulgan, to zoom in on a stone plate near an attendant shadeling.

 




	
Challenge <Bulgan Shadoweater> in a fair fight for control of Candlepoint!

—{ 1,000,000 D }—








 

Killzone spoke up, “If you win, they probably take you and break you until you agree to become a Shade, yourself, and then set you up as the ruler of that city.”

Silverite added, “Likely.”

Mog asked, “What am I telling my adventurers, Silverite?”

Silverite said, “For now, you make them know how dangerous it is. Try to stop them if you can, but I don’t know if that’s possible. The Shades will just keep upping the temptations until they get a flood of people knocking down their doors, hungry for magic that would likely damn them for eternity.”

Erick stressed, “So flattening Candlepoint is out of the question? I really feel that we should flatten the place. As soon as possible.”

“For now, we will take no overt actions against Candlepoint.” Silverite said, “For those of you who might not know, we’ve seen strange things coming out of Ar’Kendrithyst in the past few weeks from a location known as Umber Street, just a few city blocks from the Spire; the largest zone of no return in the Dead City. There have been people wearing boots that give them the movement options of the Elemental Body Skills, and bone stitches that enable faster movement without an increase in Health cost. One woman was even able to confound a Mind Mage into letting her go, without the use of mind magic. Candlepoint might be the culmination of Umber Street, or Candlepoint might be a stepping stone to what lies in the Dead City. We’re not sure.

Silverite added, “Whatever the case, this is the old god of magic doing some major fuckery with the Script. Gods, demons, and angels are likely to get involved, and soon. I expect Champions to come to Spur. I expect Champions to be created in Spur, or elsewhere nearby. We haven’t seen this sort of action from Ar’Kendrithyst, ever. Usually, they’re a lot more violent, but sometimes they start off acting nice. I don’t expect any existent government to fall for it, but the people will. They always do.”

No one spoke.

The spiky black star broke the silence, “I vote we destroy Candlepoint. Get everyone together, and Red Dot the place.” He added, “Oh. And I reinvented that spell. It wasn’t very hard.”

Erick suddenly felt like the world’s worst archmage.

The bubbling orb said, “You did not! That thing you made barely counts as the Red Dot.”

Silverite said, “Obsidian. Take this to heart: We will not be destroying Candlepoint until they reveal their true motive. By then, the rest of the world will want to move against them, too, if history has taught me anything.”

“I told you, Obsidian!” said the bubbling orb. “I told you exactly what she would say.”

The spiky black orb, Obsidian, grumbled.

Opal spoke up, “Destroying Candlepoint is the final option, because if it fails, there will be no second chance. When the Wall tried to tear down Candlepoint, Bulgan poked ten kilometer holes in the Wall, then set about a hundred mimics loose beyond the border. In three days, those hundred mimics have become ten thousand. The horde is out of control. The Kingdoms are calling for help with that problem, too.” She said, “And that was Bulgan being nice about his retaliation.”

Erick said, “I’ll send Ophiel to help clear mimics. It won’t be a full extermination, but it will get all the adults.”

Silverite said, “Thank you, Erick. Zago? Set it up.”

“Of course,” Zago said.

Opal continued, “I haven’t been able to spot where they’re making these items in Candlepoint, so either they are hiding their stashes very well, or they’re making them in Ar’Kendrithyst and sending specific items to Candlepoint when someone turns in darkchips.” She said, “This means that most, if not all, of the Dead City is in accordance with Candlepoint. This means, that unless we have a coalition of nations backing us, attacking Candlepoint is a fool’s idea, as the Wall has already illustrated.”

Killzone said, “I agree with most of Opal’s assessment, but it is entirely possible that Candlepoint could fall apart from the inside in a month. If it does not… then we will have to consider drastic measures.”

Silverite said, “Here’s what I want to happen: The Guilds will tell people not to go, and warn them of the Shadeling Curse. The Guard will keep an eye out for strange magics around town, and give every single person that they haul in a full body scan for any strange magics. Use your Sin Seekers to find those with extra Stats and have them tell you what they do. The Army will conduct business as normal, but you will see about finding a way into Umber Avenue, and reporting on what, exactly, is happening there. Archmages: Do not directly engage Candlepoint. Aside from that— Opal. I want to know everything about Candlepoint you can possibly discover. Obsidian; you’re on discovering what new magics are coming out of Candlepoint. Link up with Merit and do what you have to do to understand the threat and what these new Stats and other magical items are doing to people. Wave; Find out where Melemizargo is right now, and his recent locations over the past week. Erick? I don’t know what you want to do, but figure out some way to contribute. And where is Melemizargo right now? Has anyone had any sightings?”

Zago said, “Not for years.”

Killzone said, “Not since Planter and Yetta.”

Obsidian said, “Five days ago, around Wyrmrest Mountains. He harried me while I was working on the Red Dot. For your information, the mountains have a new caldera.”

“Just can’t shut up about your magic, can you?” Wave said, but the floating blob of water seemed to be looking toward Erick.

Silverite’s face seemed to relax.

As others mentioned recent encounters, Erick felt his own encounter was less important, less unique, in the grand scheme. Erick spoke up, “I went to the Hole yesterday with Ophiel to test out [Lightwalk] and practice evading attackers. I’m pretty sure Melemizargo was down there, watching the whole time.”

Silverite went from whatever small joy she had, to staring off into nothing, looking like a person fending off a headache.

Okay. So. Maybe his most recent encounter with Melemizargo was not a normal occurrence. 

Wave said, “I’m glad you said it! I was gonna say—” She spoke to the group, “But yeah! The big DeeDee is in the neighborhood, near the surface. Recent activity put him near the Hole, just like Erick says. People are talking about it, too. They were saying how there was this pair of ethereal winged creatures, one made of light, the other made of white, and how Melemizargo bounced around the Hole, following them around. A few adventurers witnessed the whole thing. Thankfully, DeeDee was busy with Erick!” 

Killzone went stony silent, along with Zago and Silverite. Merit grinned at Erick, while Mog looked down at him with pain in her eyes. Obsidian seemed to bounce in the air, while Wave just blorped, and Opal remained steadfast and still. 

Erick added, “He never said anything or made an overt appearance, though.”

Killzone spoke over Erick, “The Shades talk like he’s regained some of his hold on sanity, but…” He added, “I haven’t heard anything from the Geodes. Have you, Silverite?”

“I’m as unwelcome as you are; no, I haven’t.” Silverite turned to Erick saying, “Just ignore him; that’s the only thing you can do with Melemizargo. Hopefully he never wants to speak with you, but if he does, then you must thread a thin road between becoming too interesting for him to ever let go, and him killing you out of disappointment.” She stood up and turned toward the whole room, including the guys in the back, by the viewing screens. She said, “That goes for everyone here! If you ever happen to meet him: If he’s not actively harming you, then you probably don’t have anything to worry about from him. But if a Shade is there, too, then you are likely dead as soon as Melemizargo leaves. Jane got very, very lucky when they let her go. Don’t expect the same treatment at all.

She turned to Zago and Fillarina, saying, “I want to know every single thing you can discover about that town, using whatever normal means necessary. The rooms beyond this one are to be turned into information hubs open to us all here and in the Army or Guard, or any other trusted sources, but not for the public.” She said, “This scenario is unique, but we have dealt with weird Shade shit before. Maybe not some of you, personally, but I have. Killzone has. We’ll get through this, together.”

Most people in the room, not at the longtable, were looking better than they had before. Less antsy. Less worried. 

Silverite continued, “Is there anything else anyone needs to say to me? To ask?”

Erick had long ago decided to ignore Melemizargo until he became a direct threat, but it was nice to hear Silverite directly address that concern. It was nice to hear her have a plan, too. When she finished speaking, he waited for someone else to say something, but when no one else spoke up, he did, “I want to make rings for the Army and Guard. I already dropped off a shipment of 600 to Liquid’s office, but I can do a lot more than that. They’re plus-10 All Stat rings, too—”

Zago smiled, as she sighed. The pointed black [Familiar] seemed to turn all of its attention on Erick. Even Opal seemed to look his way.

“—But. Maybe not All Stat, if there are new Stats?” Erick added, “Anyway. Rings. Yes? Maybe? No?”

“Yes.” Silverite said, “As many as you are willing to produce, the Guard and Army will absorb.”

“Okay.” Erick said, “I also have something a bit nicer that I wanted to give to someone, but it’s kinda unique and would only work with either you or Killzone. Or rather: any wrought. Someone without a solid body. If you want to come to the house, it’s there.”

Silverite asked, “Something defensive, or offensive?”

“Uh. A bonus?” Erick added, “I don’t know; you’d have to tell me. I haven’t actually been able to wear it, myself. It might not be useful, at all.”

Silverite said, “Killzone. You take that.” She stood. When no one else spoke up, she said, “And we’re done here. Everyone has their assignments or duty. Dismissed.” She blipped away in a flicker of silver light.

In moments, voices raised around the room as people spoke around viewing screens and to each other. Merit vanished in a blip of orange light. Killzone and the various [Familiar]s blipped away, one right after the other. Fillarina blipped blue, vanishing to wherever she usually was. 

Erick said to Mog, “Mog? I also want to offer my rings to any adventurers you think might be useful against the Shades. Also! I have another question that would best be handled outside of this mess.”

Mog smiled down at him, and said, “Sure. But if you’re talking of Delia, then I can already guess that the Mother over at the Church denied your gift?”

Erick flinched. “Oh. I guess information travels fast.”

“That girl was talking about your sponsorship to everyone this morning. But then half an hour ago she wasn’t talking to anyone. Come by my office later, we can talk about this more.”

“Thank you, Mog.” Erick said, “I still want to support the orphans of the attack, but you might know of a better way than just giving them power.”

“I’ll think on it. See you later.” Mog nodded, then blipped away in a flash of grey.

Erick turned to Zago, to say—

Zago immediately said, “Would you like to take care of the adult mimics, first?” 

Erick said, “I did not mean to turn to you like that when Bulgan appeared. It was an unkind reaction. I apologize.” 

Zago stared at Erick, her face held tightly in place. She calmly said, “I want Bulgan dead just as much as any of you. He betrayed this city. He betrayed—” She went silent. “He hurt a lot of people.”

Erick understood some of why she didn’t speak more, of why she didn’t try to distance herself further from Bulgan. There were just so many unknowns regarding just how much the incani of Spur had conspired to try and oust him and his daughter from Spur, that if Zago said any more, she would be digging herself deeper into the mistakes of the past.

He didn’t want to confront that past, either, especially now, after so much had changed. The two of them being declared ‘Planar’ was only the first step. Since then, he had come to enjoy the people of Spur, no matter what sort of people they were, and Sirocco Zago was no exception. She helped him whenever he had questions about magic. Sizzi helped him to create Ophiel. 

And besides; he didn’t want a Converter Angel loose in the world, just how he didn’t want a Breach Demon loose in the world. He lived here, after all! So repairing and keeping intact his relationships with the incani of Spur was an important need.

“I know, Sirocco.” Erick said, “My apologies. That was unkind of me to suggest such a thing. I just reacted.”

“… Apology accepted.” 

“And yes. To answer your question, I would like to go kill the adult mimics, as soon as possible.”

She put on a smile, as she said. “Let’s go to my office. I can show you the maps for the Kingdoms and give you a primer on the Magisterium and then we can either go together, or I can go there with Ophiel and introduce you through your [Familiar]. The second option is likely the better one.”

Erick stood from his chair, saying, “Sounds good to me.”

 

- - - -

 

Sirocco Zago’s office was at the top of the Mage Guild’s main tower. Her waiting room held a window that overlooked the south of the city, with a clear view of the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst in the distance. 

She led the way into her rooms, where fluffy yellow and teal carpets and drapes and cushioned chairs gave a soft overlay to the hard grey stone beneath. The spiny metal things to the sides of the room were still spinning; whatever experiment was going on there had yet to fall. The various bubbling or crystalline or bookish accoutrements of magedom rested in their proper places on shelves all around, while Zago’s two cats, one black, one white, lounged next to each other in the afternoon sun by a window. 

Poi waited outside of the room. Kiri and Sizzi had already volunteered to remotely scout Candlepoint; Zago had sent them off with some of the people in the war room, minutes ago. 

Right now, the only people in Zago’s office were her, and Erick. She went to a cabinet beside her desk and opened it, revealing an assortment of both glowing and mundane crystal bottles on glass shelves. She grabbed a bottle of flickering red liquid and two crystal cups. 

She turned to Erick saying, “I need a drink before we begin. Would you like one, as well?”

“Yes. I would.” Erick said, “Thank you.” He added, “And I’d like to make you and Sizzi some rings as well. And whoever else you might consider, of course. I want to be prepared for the coming fight, this time.”

Zago smiled as she poured two short drinks, and handed one to Erick, saying, “I did not expect this sort of Dead City business to happen in my lifetime.”

Erick took his drink, and sipped. It was strong, but Erick could hold his drink. A warmth spread through his body. “This is good stuff. Thank you.”

Zago downed her drink, then grimaced, as she said, “Whew!” She poured herself another. 

Erick smiled.

Zago sipped her second drink slower, and said, “It has a minor mana regenerative effect, too, but without the use of crushed rads. You probably wouldn’t notice the effect, but I suffered through arcanaeum practically living on this stuff.” She held up her flickering red cup, saying, “I had to get in the proper headspace to talk of the Magisterium, you see.”

Erick downed his drink, then said, “I can imagine. I haven’t heard much about how the Wasteland Kingdom treats magic except that they don’t like it.”

Zago filled his drink again, then set the bottle on her desk. “Broadly true, but not at all true, like so many things in life.” She took one of the chairs on the visitor’s side of the desk. “I won’t go over much of it, but as a visiting mage there are certain things you shouldn’t do, and especially not do, considering you’re human.”

Erick took the other seat, beside Zago. At the mention of his humanity, he was glad she had offered him a drink. The alcohol was already making this messy business of Quiet War and the Dead City and new magic, seem easier to handle. 

Zago said, “As an archmage, and recognized as such by the Headmaster, you are not subject to the limiting tattoos that they would require you accept on your body before you stepped foot on Kingdom soil. But it’s important to keep this in mind, as if you threaten ruin, then they will take you down and put them on you. They might look for some stupid reason to tattoo you, anyway.

“This is why I suggest you go with Ophiel. Most archmages do that sort of visitation. But there is a catch.

“If you go with your [Familiar], and not in person, then you will be looked down upon. I don’t know if that matters to you, but it might to some, so I tell you this now so you’re not surprised. 

“You’re there to help clear out adult mimics though, in what is one of the largest infestations the Kingdoms have seen since the Fracturing Wars, back when I was a child. They were not prepared for this sudden shift in lifestyle, and they have just lost many of the people on site that would have dealt with such an infestation. So it’s gotten a lot worse in a very short amount of time. 

“Besides that, there has always been a tiff between the Wall and the other Kingdoms, so the most obviously needed help won’t manifest for the current infestation quick enough to really matter. And, according to my sources, Archmage Hocnihai has already spoken for you and bequeathed his remaining debt of his bargain of trade to the Magisterium.

 “The way has been paved for you to appear in person, but I don’t think you should.”

While Zago spoke, Poi stepped into the room. Both Erick and Zago noticed him, but Poi said nothing; he just waited. 

Zago continued, “Anyway. I was already there once today… It’s not pretty. Practically the whole Wall is active in either repairs or mimic killing. Your Domain would be much appreciated, but they will try to trick you into something more permanent. They’ll try to ply you with gifts to offset the good you have done them, but if you accept those gifts, you will have entered into an informal contract with them, placing you into debt.” Zago stressed, “You do not want to be in debt with the Magisterium.”

“Oh? Uh. About that...” Erick said, “They came to me while I was on Oceanside, and gave me copies of Hocnihai’s final tomes, but while he was still alive, he gave me specialized tomes on [Prismatic Ward] and [Reflection].”

Zago’s eyes went wide. She calmed, and said, “That is worth much more than…” She paused. She said, “Maybe they do still owe you something. But that is unimportant. You need to stress that helping with the current infestation is final payment of the gifts you have received, and there is no debt to be had on either side.” She looked away. She looked to Erick. “Yes. That might be good enough. It has a higher chance of working since you’re a declared Archmage, but it might not.” She continued, “Anyway! Don’t accept gifts. Don’t get trapped. Ideally, I should be able to introduce Ophiel to Magister Iordex —the man currently in charge of clearing out the mimics— and from there, you can go do your thing, and others can clean up the remnants, and we can be done by—” She glanced out the window. The sun was still up in the western sky, and it was hours from setting. “By midnight.”

“Sir,” Poi said. 

Erick and Zago turned to Poi.

Poi said, “Mayor Silverite has requested a [Domain of the Withering Slime] on Spur, before you leave. Within the next ten minutes, please.” He added, “Kal’Duresh and Frontier desire the same, as soon as possible.”

Suddenly worried, Erick said, “I haven’t done that in months. That could kill people with intestinal rads.”

Zago said, “We check for those, now. Every person who comes in through the Wayfarer’s Guild or through the gates should see the signs by those entrances. There’s even a warning in the signing papers here, and at the Adventurer’s Guild.”

Erick looked to Poi. Poi nodded. 

“… Oh? Okay.” Erick said, “Then… Right now?”

Poi tilted his head up, then looked to Erick, and said, “After the warning has gone out.”

Zago winced. “That thing is too loud.”

“What warn—”

Erick didn’t get to finish his question, as the sounds of bees and violence and the moan of a dying god vibrated through the air outside of Zago’s office, rising into a crescendo, surging to a peak of terror, then descending to a low volcanic eruption. 

Zago’s two cats absolutely flipped the fuck out, meowing loud before dashing into a dark corner of the room. 

Words echoed across the city:

“THIS IS AN OFFICIAL TRANSMISSION OF THE EMERGENCY WARNING SYSTEM. [WITHERING] WILL BEGIN, SOON. I REPEAT: [WITHERING] WILL BEGIN, SOON. PREPARE YOUR [WEATHER WARD]S, IF NEEDED.”

As the violent air stopped assaulting his ears, Erick said, “Holy shit! Why have I never heard that before?!”

Poi said, “We had time to put out fliers and proclamations before, so no warning.”

Zago added, “Most city-wide problems are solved by the archmages and such, so there’s no reason to warn everyone about a problem they couldn’t solve, or a problem that they would get in the way of if they knew about. But the warning system is there for when something drastic happens that the individual needs to be responsible for.”

“I get that, but...” Erick said, “Why did I not hear that at the Red Dot attack?”

Zago said, “The three locations where someone can send out a message on the emergency broadcast system—”

The air vibrated again, repeating the same incredibly loud message as before.

When the message finished, Zago said, “The locations to broadcast the message were attacked first. Those locations were supposed to be privately held knowledge, but someone like Caradogh could have easily discovered them.”

Hearing that, Erick finished off his second drink, then said, “He’s dead, you know. He went after Jane and she killed him.”

Zago smiled, showing bright white teeth between dark purple lips. “I heard. Good for her.”

“She is rather awesome.” 

Poi said, “You’re clear to go, sir.”

Erick said, “This seems so sudden.” As he cast, he added, “And why no loud voice like that when Tania screamed across the city?”

The air around him flickered with insubstantial white light, forming a sphere nearly two meters across and centered on his sitting form. Almost nothing changed of his immediate surroundings, but past the windows of Zago’s tower, thick air played across the city, like a sentient tsunami diving into every crevice and drying out every monster it touched. 

Zago smirked. “This is magic cast upon the city that Silverite wants to happen. And since we haven’t put out any proclamations, we have the warning system.”

Notifications flooded in. 

Erick said, “Okay. Sure. I guess I understand.” He added, “But someone could die!”

Zago said, “And we likely have shadowcats or other nasties inside the city right now, too. They would kill more people than your spell, for sure. Especially if they’re waiting for some signal from Candlepoint.”

Erick glanced at some of his notifications, his eyes going wide. He said, “Looks like you’re right about that.”

Poi heard Erick and stood a bit straighter, as he radiated more telepathic lines. 

Zago, for her part, sat in the white bubble with Erick and poured herself another drink, before refilling Erick’s glass. Erick focused on the notifications, hoping and praying that he wouldn’t clip any people in his spell. He didn’t hope for zero surprises; that ship had sailed in the first ten seconds.

Minutes added together to a dozen. 

After a minute with no more notifications, but with the spell still running, Erick broke the silence, saying, “Poi, can you please tell Silverite that I can continue to use the spell if she wishes Opal to pop any of the [Weather Ward]s out there. She might. So far, I see 5 Shadowcats, over 2000 wolves, a few hundred mimics, something called a ‘Puppet Master’, along with thirty ‘Puppet Minds’, whatever those are, more than a few acid slimes, and something called an owliper, but that looked rather low level—”
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“— and an Umbral Leviathan!” Erick asked, “What the frick is that?”

Zago frowned, and downed her drink. 

A dozen more tendrils of thought radiated from Poi as he muttered, “Puppets! What the fu...” his voice trailing off. 

“The puppets are a bit of a worry, but if you got the master then whatever they were up to is over with.” Zago said, “The Umbral Leviathan could have been a major problem. Sometimes they wander up through the deeper tunnels of the sewer, and when they get this close, they usually go all the way and burst up on a street corner somewhere. How much experience was it worth?”

Erick counted, then said, “34 trillion. 95% participation.”

“Level 55, then.” Zago said, “It would have likely killed a dozen people before it got killed in return. That’s one of the lower level ones. Good job, Erick.”

Poi said, “Silverite would like you to hold the spell open until she says otherwise.”

Erick downed his drink then said, “Sure!”

Zago smiled, then said, “Care for a refill?”

“Thank you, but not if we have to visit the Magisterium after this. I’d like some coftea.” Erick stood up. “I’ll pop over to the house and be right back with enough for all of us.”

Zago smiled. “Go right ahead.” She filled her cup again, saying, “Personally, I can’t meet them sober.”

Erick blipped to the house, gathered up some coftea, a pitcher, two mugs, the rest of the stuff necessary to make coftea, except for water, and blipped back. He set the stuff out on a work table. Zago showed him the water fountain, and in ten minutes, he had his first cup of coftea, surrounded by the white orb of his Domain. It wasn’t till he was through his first cup, that he thought to foist his [Domain of the Withering Slime] off to an Ophiel, and set that Ophiel into the sky in the center of Spur. He still had to use his own mana to hold that spell open so that it would benefit from all of his own bonuses, but that was easy. 

And so, he sat down to talk with Zago, about the past, and the present. 

Zago spoke of her time at the Magisterium-licensed Arcanaeum, and how awful it was to learn magic under that rule, but also how beautiful the country is, and how nice the people are. Erick spoke of failing out of university, and then never going back because he had a kid to raise, but he did manage to get his bachelor's in social work. Occasionally, notifications would ping, and Erick would tell Poi of those notifications.

More shadowcats. A second leviathan. A flock of couatls, for some strange reason. A whole lot more crystal mimics, as the spell had time to really stretch kilometers past the edges of Spur, and past the black sands near the city walls.

After an hour, Poi asked, “Silverite is finished. She thanks you, Erick, for your time and magic.”

Zago said, “That spell would basically guarantee you the right to start your own Kingdom, you know.” She smirked, adding, “If you were incani, I mean.”

Erick laughed. “Back home, I could start a whole religion using just [Cleanse]. I’d probably get executed, too, but that’s par for the course. Nothing quite makes a religion more serious than a martyr.”

Zago laughed loud. 

Erick smiled, as he canceled his Domain. The Ophiel over the city turned small and blipped back into Zago’s office, to alight on Erick’s shoulder with a pleasant violin trill. Erick glanced at the window. Sunset was only two hours away. Maybe less. 

Poi said, “Silverite has just informed me that Kal’Duresh and Frontier have been made aware of what your Domain has killed in Spur. Baroness Pirazel Xelxex and Viscount Andro Helix are asking for your aid.”

Zago lost some of her mirth. She said, “If you get an introduction from the Baroness for the mimic clearing then the Magisterium cannot touch you; you would be visiting as a dignitary. You could go in person to the Kingdoms, if you wanted, and them touching you would be an act of war.” 

Erick grinned. “That sounds better than just showing up to help.”

“A lot better.” Zago said, “You have no idea how much better, and hopefully you never will.” She, slightly drunkenly, spoke to herself, “Honestly, I should have suggested getting an introduction from the Baroness.” She added, "Everything I already said still applies, but less so." 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Erick wants to flatten Candlepoint!

Heh.

Patrons already have 86! 

Thanks for reading! Your reviews and ratings matter! Please rate Ar'Kendrithyst if you haven't already. 
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Whoops. Almost failed to get this published on time~



                

                Kal’Duresh was a white-walled mountain oasis in the orange lands of the Crystal Forest, with walls thirty meters tall. The city covered an area twice as large as Spur. One thing Erick liked about the place was that each building and tower and residence on that mountain enjoyed a view of the land beyond, instead of a view of their neighbors. 

‘Kal’Duresh’ was also a castle up at the very top of the mountain made of white stone and tiers and twisting trees. It looked more like a work of airy art than a true residence, especially from Erick’s angle down in the gardens right in front of the Castle, while sunset painted it all in golds and reds. 

Erick was currently in the stone gazebo, located in a garden with boxy rows of bushes that barely came up to his thigh. He had been here before, so it was a semi-comfortable location. Plum tea steamed up from cups in front of him, while Zago sat to his right, Poi stood just outside the stone gazebo, and Baroness Pirazel Xelxex, the bright magenta incani who basically owned all of Kal’Duresh, sat across from him, sipping her own plum tea. She wore a red wraparound dress, and red-stone jewelry on her uneven horns. If they were enchanted gems, they had leaked out their light long ago.

Thick air flickered here and there in the garden, and over the Castle, and everywhere else. 

Introductions and pleasantries had already happened, as well as smaller talk of what Erick was going to do with his magic, exactly. Or rather, what Ophiel was going to do, before five of the [Familiar]s went and did it.

Five Ophiel had each conjured their own [Teleporting Platform], that they each wrapped in a low-grade [Prismatic Ward] to fill the whole of the hovering stone. With their Restful spots prepared, each Ophiel had taken their positions in the center of the platform, and began casting [Domain of the Withering Slime]. White spheres had sprung up around the winged [Familiar]s, smaller than the diameter of the platform. 

Erick then sent those five Ophiel across the city, making sure that they got the whole place. After checking through each Ophiel to make sure the entire city was covered, Erick had conjured a sixth to fill in the occasional gap that appeared between Domains; Kal’Duresh was a large city, with an underground aspect to it that ate up a lot of Ophiel’s range, and besides, overlapping Domains was a good idea in a land of tangled stone and water.

Shadowolf notifications had poured in, like barely-there blue box raindrops. Erick mostly didn’t care about those notifications, though, so they stayed out of his sight while he waited for something unexpected to show.

While he waited for the unexpected, the pleasantries wound down, and an Ophiel passed overhead. The [Familiar] rode his platform like he was a miniature version of the planet Saturn, flying through the skies of Kal’Duresh, guiding a galaxy of thick air. That same air strummed with full-powered violin music flavored with guitar accents. It sounded… nice. 

Or a certain version of ‘nice’, anyway.

Xelxex also watched the Ophiel fly overhead, barreling forward like he was the head of an illusionary tsunami. She sipped her plum tea. She continued with the pleasantries, “Your [Familiar] certainly does seem to be enjoying himself.” She paused to watch a pseudopod the size of a large apartment building swipe through the gardens around them with little more disturbance to the peace than a soft breeze. Her eyes went a little wide, as she looked to the sky again, but she controlled her reaction to almost nothing. As the thick air and violin-wind passed, she said, “Though that song is somewhat disconcerting.”

Erick said, “I can have him tone down his song. A lot of people don’t seem to like that.”

Xelxex shook her head the faintest, proper amount, saying, “Nonsense. I just mention it because it proves the depth of your commitment to your summons.” She smiled professionally, saying, “One would think you were a Summoner, and not the herald of some new magic that the world has never seen before.”

“I’ve always tried to treat him well.” Erick said, “I understand most people don’t do that.”

Xelxex said, “No. They do not. Usually they are nothing more than expendable troops, sent out to perish to the benefit of their casters.” She added, “I have never studied too deeply the summoner’s arts, but I have heard some say that any mannerisms witnessed are the simple nuances of a million small lessons taught to them as they are raised. But starting off with a good base is just as important.”

Erick smiled. He changed the topic away from Ophiel, saying, “I’ve been meaning to apologize for the rudeness of the imaging I used upon your city. I just did it, but I really should have gone through your proper channels. Sorry about that.”

“It was good to dispose of hunter trash, and we are all in the rough and tumble business of quick decisions and fast actions out here in the Crystal Forest, especially when attackers like the Red Dot mage are involved.” She got a stern look on her face, as she said, “But some magics are not—”

A notification appeared. Erick snapped his gaze toward the blue box.

 




	
You have slain Shadowcat A!
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Xelxex waited for Erick to speak, her pleasantness a mask upon her face.

Erick said, “Shadowcat A.” 

Xelxex dropped the mask, revealing strictly contained rage. She halfway turned to the guard standing behind her, outside of the gazebo. She ordered, “Find it.”

Erick offered, “I might could find it, too, if you would care for another imaging of your city?” He added, “It won’t work underground, tho—” Two more shadowcat notifications popped out of the blue box rainstorm to the sides of Erick’s vision. “Two more shadowcats.”

“No.” Xelxex declared, “I don’t approve of blood magic. Not to put too fine a point on it, but if I ever find that spell near my lands again, I will press charges against both you and Spur. In the unlikely event of another Red Dot attack, and the ‘necessity’ of further imaging, I will still press charges.”

Erick paused, struck between asking ‘Who would oversee that lawsuit’ because the answer was ‘no one’, for there wasn’t an overarching government of the Crystal Forest that Erick knew of, and ‘What the heck? Blood magic?’ So he just drawled out, “Oookaay.” 

Zago raised her eyebrows at Erick’s tone, but she said nothing. She had mostly gone silent after introductions. Erick held no illusions that Zago wasn’t in league with the Baroness in some long-term capacity, but Zago was still a part of Spur, first and foremost, according to everything Erick understood.

But Xelxex certainly made a point of noticing Erick’s long ‘okay’. She frowned at Erick, then paused, herself. She set her glass down, speaking with resigned understanding, “It’s not blood magic. You don’t know what souls are, either, so I suppose that makes a crude sort of sense.” She asked, “So what is your imaging, if not blood magic?”

He almost asked, ‘How do you know I don’t know about souls’ before the answer became obvious. She was the baroness of a major city. She had spies, of course. One of those spies might even be sitting right beside him, and named ‘Zago’. Erick did not look the guildmaster’s way, as he said, “All I know is that I have no idea what blood magic is, exactly.” He added, “So they’re probably not the same.”

Xelxex sipped her tea. Pleasantness returned to her voice, but only enough to cover the hard iron below, “In that case, I wish to formally hire you, to bring you over to the Kingdoms. To grant you a title of nobility and land, and win you over to the Wasteland.”

Without a second thought, Erick said, “No thank you. I won’t put myself in a position to choose a side in the Quiet War.”

“I will accept that answer in the short term, but in time, I think you will change your mind.” 

“… I don’t think I will?”

What little comfortableness there was to the conversation, vanished, utterly and entirely. 

“You will, and it will have very little to do with the Quiet War.” Her pleasant tone vanished, and out came the Baroness, in full. “Due to the arrival of Candlepoint, there’s going to be a real war in the Crystal Forest. Months off; maybe less. Not until we fully understand what they're trying to accomplish. It will be a coalition of interested nations, and since Candlepoint is so near the Kingdoms, my people are going to be at the center of that war. Our nation will endure this storm and bring peace back to the Crystal Forest, but others will take the opportunity to weaken us however they are able. The Converter Angel might have already been summoned.”

Zago gasped, “Already?!”

“Where?” Erick asked, “How do you know?”

The Baroness said, “We haven’t even gotten direct confirmation, but there is a guildhouse in Candlepoint. There is even a questing board in there, overseen by enthusiastic shadelings. On that board are quests to kill all sorts of monsters. From wyrms, worth one darkchip, to unicorns and Ancient Stone Elementals to Toxic Hydras to Monster Mimics to Singing Colpers, worth three to eight chips, to the Converter Angel in question, worth 10 chips.” She said, “We believe they are true listings, because of an example already shown to be true. 

“We haven’t had a single Singing Colper sighting in a decade. But yesterday, the listing was not there, and today it was, and the lake where they usually surface was suddenly disturbed by ten meter tall waves and a piercing wail that drove the investigators off. Hours later, the adventurers came in and killed the beast, netting themselves eight chips, and enough to buy one of those 5% Reduction Beads. That 5% bead is real, too, by the way.

“We think the Converter Angel is real, as well.

“In fact, we think almost everything on offer in that city is real, at the moment. 

“And so, there will be a war, soon. Either with Candlepoint, or with the Greensoil Republic over control of that city.” The Baroness asked, “What would it take to convince you that being impartial in the face of the coming atrocity would be the wrong move? What would it take for you to choose to help and protect those who need protecting? Money and power are obviously not your wants, but if you wish to be left alone to help others, or granted a leadership position in the Magisterium, we are prepared to offer such, and much more.” She stressed, “Archmage Flatt. Erick. Our entire nation, over three million souls, is still trying to recover from the last time a Converter Angel was loosed upon our lands. We need your help.”

Erick did not expect his meeting with the Baroness to turn so heavy. Maybe he should have. 

She continued, “I have more than enough power to assure you that you would never be used as a wartime asset. Defensive measures only. But if you are worried of being human in a land of incani, in a few years, you might be able to gain an incani [Polymorph] form in the natural, non-hunter way, of living with us, and experiencing the beauty of our land and our people.” She added, “But you have power, Archmage Flatt. Power never before seen—”

“In months, Particle Mage will be open in the Script. So will [Call Lightning], and [Exalted Storm Aura]. And [Withering]. You don’t need me. I am not going to be a part of your war.”

Zago said, “You assured me that you would be there to help against the Converter Angel. Did you lie?”

Erick turned and stared at Zago, completely unprepared for her to say such a thing.

The Baroness said, “I doubt any of your spells would be released in the Script how you think they will.”

Erick turned back to the Baroness. “… What?”

“Your Class, Erick. That thing to which all else is attached.” 

“We are not on a first name basis, Baroness.”

Zago looked away. 

The Baroness continued, undeterred, “We doubt more than a handful of people will ever be able to gain Particle Mage.” She added, “Powerful Classes always have some sort of strange unlocking requirement. Witch, for Curse Magic. Spellthief, for Copy Magic. Dread Warrior. Fel Cutter. Time Mage. Rightful Heir, for those who would be Ruler. All of those are dangerous Classes, that if part of the Open Script, would spell doom for many people. 

“Particle Mage would no doubt become one of these special, hidden Classes.” She looked at Erick, and said, “You might be the only Particle Mage to ever exist. Therefore, your [Exalted Storm Aura] might be the only one to ever exist.” She looked up as Ophiel flew overhead, dragging with him a lake of thick air. She continued, “Your [Withering] will be lost, forever, if you do not teach people this magic; if you do not help others to gain this Class. And I don’t mean just one apprentice. I mean a school of your own, where you take the kids when they are young and you instruct them in your magic, and hopefully we can cleanse every single city on Veird of monsters, before moving on to the wilder, darker spaces of this world.

“I can make that happen for you.” She said, “If you want to support children gaining power, knowing that they will use that power properly, then let me sponsor you, so that you can do what is right and good for the world, without worrying about the safety of the children in a rough city like Spur—”

“I know I am spied upon quite a bit, but this is a bit much.”

The Baroness sat straight, and said, “War is coming. The time for subtlety and hiding the full extent of one’s power is quickly coming to a close.”

Erick said, “I just got notifications for two Puppet Masters in your city.” While the Baroness’s eyes went wide, and intent radiated from her head, Erick continued, “And you might be right. It might be naive to think that I can avoid whatever Quiet War is brewing alongside the war coming against the Shades, but I’m going to try.” He added, “I don’t know what a Converter Angel is supposed to look like or be, but I promised to help, so I will. If it ever appears, just let me know. Most things die to a few lightning bolts, anyway.”

“You are a poor fighter, archmage Flatt. I don’t need you on a battlefield. I need you in a classroom. You can help by teaching students, hand-picked for their virtue and desire to help the world.”

Erick said, “If I didn’t know any better, I would take you up on that offer. But I am done here. Thank you for the tea and the hospitality.” He said, “I’ll leave Ophiel rushing around for however long you need and inform you of the larger kills when they happen.” He added, “As for payment, I want you to give me a letter of introduction to the Magisterium so I won’t be touched while I clear out the majority of the mimics behind their ‘Wall’.”

“I will have your letter drafted at once, and I will pay for this service today in the usual manner.”

Erick said, “Don’t worry about the payment this time. This is a gift. We all have to stick together in the coming war.”

“Nonsense. I will pay the same price as before; the rads within the monsters slain.”

“I will not accept your payment. This is a gift.”

The Baroness smiled gently, but her voice was solid and full of promise, as she said, “Then I accept your gift. I hope to return such an act of kindness when I am in a position to do so.”

Suddenly, Erick felt as though he had made a mistake. Had Zago talked up the Wasteland custom of giving gifts and demanding debt, in order for this meeting with the Baroness to happen exactly as it had? Did Erick play this right?

Obviously, getting into debt with someone was one way for a relationship to continue. Ostensibly, that relationship could continue in a positive manner, if all parties agreed to such an arrangement. But it was a relationship with one hand open and inviting, and the other holding a dagger. 

Maybe.

Erick had to read up on Wasteland customs more. He even had a little green book back home that might have the proper answer. He had read the The Foreigner Mage before, of course, but maybe it was time to sit down and read it again, before he went to the Magisterium. 

Erick nodded once, preparing to blip away, as he said, “Contact Poi when you no longer need my spellwork—” 

“Before you go.” The Baroness lost some of her regalness, saying, “Understand that we, the Wasteland Kingdoms, are trying to win you over to our side with candy and kindness.” Her voice turned adamantine again, as she said, “If you would like to know what the knife looks like, it would be us leaking to the Greensoil Republic that you have already agreed to help kill the Converter Angel. In such an event, we would strive to help you kill it when it came for you first, and we would help to defend you from the Republic’s assassins, but it would be much more difficult and taxing for everyone involved.” She stressed, “Whatever decision you make, I urge you not to go to Frontier in person. It is entirely possible that this theoretical Converter Angel already knows that you have entered into an informal contract to help kill it. It might be waiting for you there.” 

Erick listened. He did not respond. What could he have said to that? He blipped away. 

Poi followed, on his own. Zago remained.

 

- - - -

 

Sirocco waited to give her report. She watched as Pirazel also waited.

After several moments, a woman with grey skin, wearing black and gold mage regalia, stepped out of nothing, onto the steps of the gazebo. She said, “We are alone, Baroness.”

Sirocco bowed her head to Pirazel, saying, “Baroness.”

“Pah!” Pirazel flicked a dismissive hand, saying, “Raise your head, Sirocco. You did well, given the circumstances. The Kingdoms wish you could have more time, but if a Converter Angel truly exists, then we don’t have years.” 

“The Angel is troubling news indeed.” Sirocco asked, “Have there been any overt signs, yet?”

“None. The first we have heard of it was the listing in Candlepoint.” Pirazel said, “I was ready to be mad at you for stressing that Flatt could send his [Familiar] to deal with the mimics past the Wall, but this is likely the better course of action. Slower and steady is better than throwing him into those vipers at the Magisterium before he is ready.”

“I am grateful for your kind words.”

Pirazel continued, “Silverite was as cordial as ever to my questions and demands, but she is the same adventurer-turned-ruler that she has always been. Always more concerned with individual rights than what is good for the rest of us.” She asked, “Tell me, how has your experience been with your ‘Mayor’ since last we spoke?”

Sirocco, ever deferential, said, “If I push any further with Erick, it does not matter how well I run the Guild, or that there is no one to replace me. I will be exiled.” She added, “If Erick speaks unkindly, I might already be exiled.”

“She might be crude and dangerous, but she has been at this for a lot longer than any of us. I doubt she would upset her house when we are so close to one of those fabled Shade Wars you read in the history books. You have done enough pushing, for now.” She asked, “Enlighten me, is that imaging of his truly not blood magic?”

“Though it uses biological material to search, it has none of the telltale markers of blood magic. No ritual bloodletting. No sacrifice. No pain or death or coercion involved at all, and no lasting effects, either. I’m sure a specific kind of [Ward] would block it, but I am unaware what kind. [Weather Ward] does not work, and neither do any of the other usual ones. But the most telling aspect of [Cascade Imaging] as more than Blood Magic, is that he can target other active magic and display it on the map.” 

“Bloody archmages. They make everything so much more complicated than it has to be.”

Sirocco nodded, and continued, “My best guess is that he is targeting lineage markers long suspected to exist, but never found. Or at least never written down for the rest of us. He must know what those markers are, at their very core.” 

Pirazel turned to the black and gold mage. 

The woman said, “Likely true. It did not look like blood magic to me, either.” She added, “Find a Mind Mage willing to flip and you’ll find the deeper truth. It might be worth it." She continued, "If you could find leverage enough to use on this Poi fellow, you would find more answers about the nature of Reality than you knew what to do with.”

“No. Great Aunt Herie went up against the Mind Mages and lost everything that mattered. We will not be pursuing that option.” Pirazel turned back to Sirocco. “Let me take the blame for calling his spell blood magic if it is prudent to do so, and if he even understands the depth of the insult I gave him, but don’t work him too roughly. We have put him on edge, and too much of an edge can make a knife cut strange. Whatever the case, hopefully he keeps that attitude of gift giving. That attitude will serve him well in the Magisterium.” She added, “Dismissed.”

Sirocco nodded, saying, “Baroness.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick blipped back home, next to the couch of the sunroom. 

“Fucking shit god damn Quiet War bullshit—”

Poi blipped into the sunroom, on the other side.

Erick asked, “Not go to Frontier? Really?”

“It might be a good precaution.” Poi said, “You don’t have to physically deal with any of these people.”

“Is Zago a part of Spur, or an arm of Kal’Duresh?”

Poi frowned a little, and said nothing.

Erick mocked, “Fucking shit, Poi. Are you or are you not supposed to be looking out for me?”

Poi instantly answered, “I am. But it’s more complicated than—”

“Just tell me the truth!”

Poi seemed to break a little. He said, “I can’t.”

“… Fine.” Erick said, “Then tell me… Is it a breach of security to trust Zago for anything?”

After a moment, Poi said, “Your question is too broad.”

“Okay. I can work with that.” Erick asked, “Am I in danger if I go to the Magisterium?”

“… Still too broad.” 

Erick tried to be understanding, but all he could remember were all the times Poi went silent, or said nothing. Poi had never endangered anyone with his silence, and he had always spoken up when security concerns were raised, but talking to the man was like pulling teeth, and Erick had had enough. 

Erick asked, “Why is it like this, Poi? Are you never allowed to just give an honest opinion, based on the facts you see? Just tell me, please! Is Zago a liability?”

“The facts I see are not—” Poi stopped himself. 

Erick waited. Moments passed in silence. 

Footsteps echoed in the hallway outside, drawing closer. Erick turned away from Poi, to see who it was, when the footsteps stopped at the archway to the room. Kiri stood there.

“I couldn’t help but overhear.”

Erick asked, “What do you think, Kiri?”

Kiri said, “Every time a Mind Mage speaks of what they see among their allies, nothing good ever comes from that information. Some people call it the Curse of Mentality. Relationships break, and they break hard, fracturing in horrible, unforeseen directions.”

Poi was stone-silent, as he gazed off to the side, into nowhere. 

“An actual curse?” Erick decided, “Then let’s break it.” 

Poi looked up to Erick, hopeful and despairing at the same time. 

Erick asked, “What do you need?”

Kiri continued, “It’s not… It’s not a real curse. It’s just what always happens. I just called it that because it seemed right...” She offered, “But you can talk to me, if you want?”

Erick sighed. “That’d be nice, and maybe you should come with me to the lesser threatening areas, but you can’t help with this. You weren’t there.”

“True.” Kiri said, “But you could tell me what happened.”

Erick looked to his apprentice. She seemed resolute; she wanted to help. 

Erick said, “Okay.” He said to Poi, “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

Poi smiled a little, then said, “Thank you.”

Erick plopped down onto the couch, and began, “It started with Sirocco, when we went up into her office so she could tell me about the Magisterium...”

Kiri sat down on the other couch, and listened. Poi silently watched. Erick talked.

When it was over, Kiri said, “The Quiet War is shit and you need to stay away from all sides. Don’t go to Frontier. Don’t go to Kal’Duresh ever again. In fact! All politics are shit out here in the wilds! This isn’t the Republic, and it certainly isn’t the Kingdoms, and it doesn’t need to be! Don’t even talk to Guildmaster Zago if you don’t want to, since apparently she needs to be out of a job as soon as possible.” 

Erick sighed, saying, “I’m not going to get her fired.”

“I doubt you even could, but that’s your choice.” Kiri said, “Whatever the case, we’re in an almost-emergency, and you’re an archmage. Just send Ophiel over there to the Kingdoms if you want and clear out as many mimics as you can. Go crazy! Prove to them that you have power, and you’re not afraid to use it.” She added, “I’d really like to know what that ‘hydrogen bomb’ spell of yours looks like when cast on twenty mimics across twenty kilometers. Probably loud enough to hear for a hundred kilometers.”

Erick chuckled. “Thank you. That helped put a lot of things into the right perspective.” 

Poi spoke up, “Please don’t go over there in any way, shape, or form, without clearing your actions through the proper channels.”

Kiri demanded to know, “Why! All they’ll do is use him, Poi!” She said, “I’m still mad at Sizzi.” Kiri added, “I grilled her after you and Zago went away. Apparently that uncle she spoke of was in debt for a loan he was swindled into by some peon in their bureaucracy. Hearing what you just said about debt being a way of life over there, I simultaneously don’t understand how anyone could be stupid enough— Oh. No. That’s not what happened.” She paused in thought. She said, “I didn’t see it before, but the way Sizzi said it… Her uncle wasn’t stupid enough to get into debt that he couldn’t repay. He knew he could repay it, by getting Sizzi to spill. Maybe he tried already with Zago— No. As a guildmaster, she’s socially out of his range...” Kiri added, “Debt is much more clear cut in the Republic. If you’re stupid enough to get into debt, they take you for all you’re worth. You don’t have time to make plots to get out of it; you either go to the mines, or they put a bounty on your head.”

Poi went back to what he had said before, by repeating, “You still need to clear your actions with someone before you cast widespread magics on foreign soil.”

Erick asked, “I want to speak to Silverite. Is she able to talk?”

Poi looked to the air. After a moment, he said, “In five minutes, for ten minutes.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick blipped directly into Silverite’s office, alone. She was at her desk with five open books and an open notebook in front of her, a pen in her hand, and a good seven lines of intent flowing from her head, into the manasphere. She glanced at Erick, at his arrival, but continued to scratch at the notebook. Erick waited. 

After a moment, five lines of intent flickered and snapped. Silverite turned her attention to Erick. “What is wrong?”

“I need to know if I need Zago in order to help the Kingdoms with their mimic problem.”

Silverite set her pen down. She composed herself, with a straight back and an even gaze, as she asked, “Have you caught wind of a Wasteland plot against you, or any other humans?”

“Not… as… such. No—” Erick said, “I just don’t like— Look. I’m not going to speak ill of her. I like her. I like how she is with magic, and absolutely everything else… Everything else that is not Kingdom related.”

“Good. Because I don’t have time for whatever is going on here.” 

“… I would appreciate a little bit of time, seeing as how I plan to be a part of your war effort whenever the time comes.”

“Fair.” Silverite said, “Then let me explain something to you, Erick. Guildmaster Zago is a known entity, who tries to keep her people safe and strong. Most of the time, Zago’s actions are good for Spur. Some of the time, her actions are good for the Kingdoms. Most of the time, these two events are in accordance. Most of the time, she even reins in the darker tendencies of some of her people. Bulgan was a man that got away from us all, and it would behoove you to understand that if Zago would have known about any one of his later actions, she would have put a stop to him. Usually, she manages to keep the Quiet War very quiet in my city, which is about the best I can hope for.” She stared at Erick, saying, “So that little spat you pulled in the war room was very unkind. 

“If you had come in here disparaging her, I would be very cross with you. But believe me when I say that she is walking many fine lines from several different sources, the Magisterium, Kal’Duresh, more than a few Kingdoms, the Wall, and let’s not forget Spur, so let’s not get too upset when she pulls for the side that has kept her safe from assassinations, and provides her with the resources necessary to keep Spur running and prosperous.”

“… Assassinations?”

“Of course! She is an incani in a position of great influence in a neutral land ruled by physical power, more than breeding, or birthright, or even bureaucracy. Her station as guildmaster here has long been a threat to others. When Viscount Andro Helix first came to power years ago, he tried to kill her. It failed, obviously.” Silverite added, “And then, most recently in the Red Dot attack, both her and Mog were subjected to Caradogh Pogi’s strongest hunters, because the two of them are irreplaceable to Spur’s good health. They survived that, too. The point is, is that they have survived some of the worst this world can throw at them, and as such, I keep them happy, and try to overlook their eccentricities, as long as they don’t get too out of hand.”

Erick suddenly felt very foolish for thinking that he knew anything about anyone. He said, “This is why archmages hide, isn’t it.”

Silverite nodded. “Like many archmages before you, you are basically a commoner who has managed to eke out a vast amount of power for themselves. Unlike many archmages, you remain in the public eye, and you continue to accrue physical power. This has elevated you to a station far higher than most could ever hope for, where the people with political and social power play dangerous games around each other, in order to keep civilization running as well as it can.” 

“… Do you have any advice to survive the politics? To survive Zago?” Erick said, “I’m not going into hiding.”

“Glad to hear that.” She said, “This is my first piece of advice: repair and work on maintaining friendly relations with Sirocco, but when it comes to the Kingdoms, treat her as a member of the Kingdoms, first, and a citizen of Spur, second. Other than that, she is a good friend to have.”

Erick packed that information away, wondering if he could actually see Zago like that. 

He instantly decided that he could. He wasn’t some fresh-faced kid—

Okay. Maybe he looked like he was some fresh-faced kid, but he was not. 

“As for dealing with the Kingdoms, specifically?” Silverite said, “Stay away from formal contracts of any sort, but you’ve already entered into an informal contract to kill the Converter Angel when it appears, so you’ll have to do that.”

Erick thought back to what the Baroness had told him, as he asked, “Has it really appeared?”

“I don’t know, but I do know that it’s on Candlepoint’s quest board. Baroness Pirazel Xelxex recently told me some of her own theories regarding that, and that quest board might be a true reflection of what is out there in the world… or it might not.”

Erick quickly considered how to find the Converter Angel before they could kill anyone... 

A Kill and Exterminate Quest, perhaps? But a quarter of a million people had to die in Odaali before Atunir released that Quest, and Erick had to identify exactly how the Halls of the Dead had done the deed, too. His wild guess had been correct, though. The Kill and Exterminate Quest went out right after, and pinging that quest showed the direction toward the three creators of the Daydropper, and the nearest vines, too.

He almost asked Silverite why anyone had to die, at all, for Koyabez to get off his ass and do the same sort of Kill and Exterminate Quest, but he reframed his question at the last moment, asking, “Is there some way to short-cut the normal route of people having to die before one of those divine Kill Quests goes out?”

“That won’t happen, here.” 

Erick blanked. Stuck between furious and disbelief, he asked, “What! Why?”

Silverite frowned, but not at Erick. She said, “Koyabez can’t give out those kinds of quests since it directly impacts the interests of the demons or the angels, and those forces have other divine allies that would block—”

“That is cowshit!”

“I know! Believe me… I know.” Silverite said, “But if the problem gets large enough, a Champion of Koyabez might appear. It has happened before. I’ve met three in my lifetime. If it does happen, they can call for a Pacification Quest, and then lead a force to return the soldiers of Celes back to their moon.”

Erick ruminated on that thought for a moment, forcing his anger to go away. He said, “Fine.”

“But your outburst there is a good segue back to the main topic. It is a much smaller concern than the Domains of the Divine and how they war and block and cooperate with each other, but much more poignant to our current circumstances. You seem to do alright with normal, small politics, but when murder is involved, when nations are involved, you fail, and you fail hard, if this is what you do when you realize that Sirocco has interests outside of Spur. Make no mistake, Erick, what is coming down the road from Ar’Kendrithyst will have us working with murderers and killers of all sorts, some of whom probably killed the parents of the others.”

“That last one seemed specific. Did that really happen?”

“Yes. It did. That was not a pleasant year.” Silverite continued, “But anyway: it takes nobles ten years of schooling and a lifetime of exposure to Polite Society to get this kind of stuff right, and some of them never do. I’ve had to learn the law of ten different lands, the bureaucracy to match, the lineages and children and offshoots of great houses, and how to make a trade deal, and how to end a war before it began, because Polite Society is the name of the game everywhere except here in the Crystal Forest. 

“Even though I have been the Mayor of Spur for 550 years, I’m only halfway decent at it, because almost everyone still sees me as an uncouth upstart adventurer that only got as far as I have because I refuse to die.” She stressed, “As long as you can manage that last part, most people in charge will never see you as more than some upstart archmage from another world, no matter what you accomplish. 

“So, with that in mind. I don’t think you should even try to play the political game. Not right now, anyway. 

“And… I would absolutely never say this to anyone else… But don’t worry too much about Polite Society. Almost all of them aren’t worth shit compared to those who live out here, on the front lines. So have some more fun, Erick, and don’t care about politics and making everyone happy so much. Sure, some people are out to kill you, but that’s true of everyone in your position.

“If I had any real advice for you, it would be this: Go ahead and damage your relationships with people outside of Spur, if you want, but strive to keep people like Guildmaster Zago in your good graces, because she certainly will be trying to do the same with you. 

“You have power. Power that you gained through your own strength of will and knowledge that no one else has ever possessed, and your benevolent attitude. You’re expected to be eccentric and kooky, and people will work with that. Work the angles presented to you, and you’ll find a lot more people are willing to give you a lot more leeway than you ever thought possible.” She asked, “I bet you never thought twice about Mog or Sirocco talking to you like an equal, have you?”

She called Mog, ‘Mog’, but Zago by her first name of ‘Sirocco’? Had he been calling Mog by her first name this whole time? Erick filed that thought away for later, as he tried to think about how he felt of his, apparently, casual disregard of… etiquette? Or something? He said, “No, I have not thought about that.”

“Exactly! In any other nation, you would be a slave to the people in charge, in all but name. You would run around, never knowing those who controlled your life from all sides. But here, anyone can talk to Sirocco or Mog whenever they have a need, and all three of us are always in the public eye, taking care of problems as fast as we can! We have some regard for bureaucracy because you can’t have a government without it, but the point still stands: we’re much more relaxed out here. So remember: You’re an adventurer, and those people in the safer parts of the world are just nobles squabbling with each other, inventing their own evils and killing each other for it, while we’re killing the real dangers before they can get too far.” 

Erick didn’t really know what to say about that, but he did feel better, in some strange way. Less burdened, perhaps.

She added, “And remember this, too: Spur and I have always led the main adventuring force against everything the Shades have ever done. When the time comes, you, Obsidian, Wave, and Opal, you four will be run ragged defending where you can, and evading when you can’t.” She said, “Life is short, Erick. I never expected to be Mayor of Spur for more than 5 years, and even though I’ve survived for a lot longer than that, I still make the best of it when I get a chance. 

“You’ll never know when you’ve seen your last sunrise.”

Erick smiled softly. “Thanks, Silverite.”

“Anytime.” She said, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.” 

“Me too.”
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084, 2/2


                Erick sat on his couch in the sunroom, while the night sky twinkled outside, and the moons painted his dark garden in white, pink, and silver lights. He set down the small green book he had been reading; ‘The Foreigner Mage’. The book had been a farewell gift from Hocnihai, and he had read it before, but in light of recent events, the words in that small book had painted a more complete picture of Wasteland culture. 

It wasn’t a kind depiction, but it had gone into detail about the dangerous people to stay away from in the Wasteland; the answer was ‘everyone in a position of authority everywhere, but especially those of the Magisterium’. There was more to it than that, but when Erick read a caveat, snuck in after all the horrors of the previous sections about blood magic and curses and the various ways there were to take down a mage, that caveat said that if you were an invited mage of the Magisterium, then all you really had to worry about was getting screwed over in a business deal. If that happened, then all the other warnings applied.

What the green book said was more or less what Erick had already heard.

Paired with Silverite’s words, Erick felt a lot better about dealing with the Wasteland, and about dealing with Zago. He smiled into a cup of coftea, glad that the people around him were basically good people in bad situations, as he thought about his wants and his goals. 

Obviously, he wanted the Shades dead. That was the long term goal. If this Candlepoint business went the way everyone thought it was going to go, then the Shades would get pushed back to Ar’Kendrithyst, and that would be that. 

But that wasn’t good enough for Erick. 

Maybe he could get the Wasteland to work for a more permanent solution?

Silverite had been wrong about one thing: Erick was not some uneducated non-political person. He just had a point of view that was wildly different than everyone else’s, and he had yet to fully absorb all the new ideas in all the various new cultures and lands and people all around him. But he was learning! 

If people expected him to be a bit of a kook, then he could work that—

Poi spoke from the side of the room. “Sir. Sorry to interrupt. Kal’Duresh is finished. Frontier wishes to host you while you work on them, next. Guildmaster Zago wants to know when you’ll be ready to go to the Magisterium.”

“I’m sorry I snapped earlier at you, Poi. I know you’re under some stress from being a Mind Mage, but I didn’t know how bad it actually was.”

Poi startled, his eyes going wide as his poise broke. He quickly found himself, and stood straight to say, “Thank you, but there is no need to apologize. We’re all under some uncommon stress, at the moment.”

“Even so: sorry.” Erick continued, “To answer the other concerns: I will not be [Withering] Frontier in person. Please inform them that too many things are happening all at once, and I… I’m busy? That’s sort of the truth.” He added, “But the truth is, is that I just found out that Frontier tried to kill Sirocco years ago, and that doesn’t sit well with me. I’m not going to the Magisterium, either. Please inform Sirocco that Ophiel will journey with her, when she is ready to depart.”

Poi said, “As you wish.” After a moment, Poi said, “Zago will be ready in five minutes. She will depart from the war room.” After another moment, he said, “Frontier accepts. They have already readied their city. You may send Ophiel whenever.”

Erick briefly reached out to the Ophiel over Kal’Duresh. With a command, of the six of them on site, four blipped over to Frontier; from the white, pearly mountain, far from the Shades, to a stone castle town, south of Ar’Kendrithyst, where every building had walls thick enough to stop a vast majority of destructive magics. Erick’s [Familiar]s began dropping minor oceans of thick air on the thick town. Notifications began to rain.

He sent the other two Ophiel blipping toward the Wall. Erick conjured the remaining four Ophiel, bringing his squad up to the full 10. They hung out in the sunroom for now, whistling to each other, excited to see new sights. 

When Sirroco introduced Erick to the Magisterium, through Ophiel, he would send these over.

But while he waited for her to get ready, he asked Poi, “What’s with the Puppet Masters? I’ve read about them, but never killed any. I thought the Mind Mages took care of that?”

Poi frowned. He said, “I’ve already informed my people. I can’t… I can’t really tell you much, except that the problem is being solved as we speak.”

At that, Erick had a thought. Hours ago, he had seen an image of the faux Adventurer’s Guildhouse in Candlepoint. That image, along with many others taken from different parts of the shadeling town, were all on viewing screens he had seen before, in the war room. That experience, taken with the location map of Candlepoint he had also seen in the war room, was enough for a [Scry] to accurately land where he wanted. 

[Scry].

Erick’s sight landed in a large, bright room, with white stone walls, and pillars, and nice wooden furniture. It looked like the foyer of an expensive hotel. People were there, but almost all of them were shadelings; behind the sign-up counter, or manning the rad turn-in area, or standing beside the Quest Board. Erick could tell they were shadelings mainly by their dark eyes. The other people in the room were incani, and humans, and orcols, and dragonkin. No wrought, though. The people talked with the shadelings; some of those people were guarded, with hands itching to fight, some were pleasant, maybe putting on a brave face, or maybe not.

Erick had [Scry]ed into the main lobby of Candlepoint’s Adventurer’s Guildhouse. 

He half-expected the shadelings to turn and stare at the [Scry] eye, but none of them did. There were lots of [Scry] eyes all around Erick, anyway, so what was one more added to the cloud of eyes hovering above everyone?

They were all looking at more or less the same thing, too. The Quest Board. More than a few people down below were staring at the board, too. It was dense with writing, listing every single monster Erick had ever encountered, and a hundred more besides, on little stone bricks that could be moved around as needed. The bricks were organized by reward cost first, and alphabetically second, with the larger rewards at the top of the board. As Erick watched, and read, a shadeling to the side of the board moved a few bricks around, and added more.

There were no shadowolves or slimes on this list. It was filled with the names of every single major monster Erick had ever killed, and many, many more besides that. Wyrms; 1 chip. Umbral Leviathans, 2 chips. Those balloon-like Blood Cloud monsters he had Withered out of the sky that one time; 1 chip per twenty. The Devil Dog that Erick had to kill for Mog while he was at Oceanside; 3 chips. Puppet Masters and Minds were worth 4 chips and 2 chips, respectively. Unicorn was there, but no Ancient Unicorn, like the one Jane had killed. There were more than a few other ‘Ancients’ on the list, though. Ancient Stone Elemental. Ancient Rivergrieve, whatever that was. 5 chips. Toxic Hydras— Oh. There was the Desert Rose that never appeared like everyone thought it would. Maybe it was active right now? And it was worth 3 darkchips? 

An archmage level threat was only worth three darkchips? Eh. Erick didn’t know about these numbers...

Whatever the case, Ramizi might like to know that his Rose was out there—

There it was. Converter Angel. 10 chips. Near the top of the board, between Ancient Rivergrieve, and Ballooning Spider Horde. 

Erick came back to himself, sitting in the sunroom, shivering at the thought of a ballooning spider horde. And then his thoughts turned to the angel. He glanced at the night, outside the window. Maybe the angel really was out there? Maybe it was already mutating souls into nascent angels; into soldiers for Celes, and the Celestial Host? That’s what Converter Angels did, if he recalled correctly. 

Poi said, “Guildmaster Zago is ready.”

Erick nodded. He sent an Ophiel blipping to the war room. 

Sirocco immediately locked eyes on Ophiel, then softened to a controlled smile. She stood near the longtable, wearing immaculate, deeply purple mage robes hemmed in silver flourishes. Blue gems adorned her horns and her hands. Most of those gems had to be for show, because they were set in silver and cut to reflect brilliance, while two plain iron and silver sphere rings adorned her hands, and Erick’s rings did not play well with other enchantments. 

Erick spoke through Ophiel, “I can make you better rings than whatever you have there. You might need them, going forward.”

Sirocco softened into a real smile for a split moment, her eyes joining in the emotion, briefly. Then she switched to all business. “I accept. But not right now. We are expected.”

Poi’s voice came to him, ‘Viscount Helix is demanding your attention.’

“Apologies, Sirocco. One second.” Erick then sent to Poi, ‘Patch him in.’

As Sirocco nodded, slightly perturbed, Poi did as requested. Erick quickly felt another presence enter his thoughts.

‘Archmage Flatt! We have prepared a small get together for you. Would you reconsider your absence? Could you come in person?’

‘Apologies, Viscount.’ Erick sent, ‘We are in a minor war already, and I cannot spare the time right now. I will take you up on that offer some other day. Please let Poi know when you want Ophiel to stop his spells.’

‘…Very well. I look forward to hosting you another day.’ The Viscount’s voice felt tainted with barely-there acid, as he sent, ‘Do be careful over there in the Wasteland. They’re slavers to their own kin, you know. They’d do the same to you, if you give them half the chance.’

‘I am well aware of the dangers. Thank you for looking out for me.’ He cut the connection, and returned his attention to Sirroco, speaking through Ophiel, “I’m ready. I have a fun spell that I’ve been itching to try, too.”

“I look forward to seeing it.” Sirocco gestured to an open space on the floor of the war room. A violet disk of light sprang into being. Ophiel followed her onto the disk, Erick keeping his form to a mere two meter height, but with thin wings; he was not much larger than a person. She asked, “Ready?”

“Ready.”

The world blipped violet once, and stars filled the sky. Another blip, and the night sky was gone. 

A cathedral of silver and stone soared in all directions, with carved metal pillars, surrounding hollow glass cores, holding up the dazzling mosaics above. Silver fire flickered in long ribbons of light inside those glass pillars. There were no true shadows in this place of metal and magnificence. 

Three people stood in the otherwise-empty room, maybe five meters from Sirocco’s landing spot. 

Two of the people looked like guards, but really expensive and competent guards. They wore robes similar to Sirocco’s, but maybe a little less ornate, and with gold flourishes on the purple cloth, instead of silver. But the guy in the center wore robes made of purple and gold, in a fifty-fifty ratio, filled with stars and serpents, fire and air, magic and more; the center guy’s robes were a work of art. He was a man of average height and maybe a bit skinny, with a drawn face and thin horns. As he saw Ophiel, whatever kindness might have been on his face, vanished. 

Sirocco stepped forward, off the platform, saying, “Magister Iordex. Good of you to meet us.” 

“If you would call it as such!” Iordex said, building up steam. “I should have just sent my [Familiar], too… No.” He dispelled whatever anger washed over him, composing his stance and his words, to say, “No matter. We have work to do.”

Erick spoke through Ophiel, saying, “I’m here to help. This infestation needs to get gone, so we can focus on the more important problems.”

Iordex gave a dismissive nod, saying, “I agree.” He said, “Now display for me the spell you will be using, and give me a brief overview of how it works.”

If Iordex wanted to play that sort of game, Erick could, too.

He put a bit of disappointment in his voice, and said, “You don’t know what it says? What it does?” Erick added, “That seems in poor taste. Besides: I’ll be using a great many spells to do what needs to be done. It’s almost like you don’t trust me.” Erick certainly didn’t trust Iordex right now; that’s why he was there in Ophiel, instead of in person. To hopefully illustrate that point, Erick fluffed out Ophiel’s wings a little. He continued, “But if you’re just asking for information, that will cost you.”

Iordex’s stance solidified; he totally understood what Erick meant by fluffing out Ophiel’s wings. He narrowed his eyes, as he asked, “How much?”

“Unspecified favors to be returned at a later date.” Erick added, “In addition to the balance of debt you already owe, due to my open and honest lecture on Particle Magic with Archmage Hocnihai.” He continued, “In addition to the rads of the mimics I kill tonight.” 

Iordex said, “We will not take on more ‘unspecified favors’, therefore we do not require the spell knowledge; use whatever magic you deem necessary. And if you want to collect all those rads, go ahead. When we take to the field to make sure that you got all of them, then we will collect what remains for ourselves.”

“Then you can do that, and send me half.” Erick said, “That will be the payment I require for tonight’s service. Outside of this agreement, I will leave up a [Cascade Imaging] for you, in the center of the infestation, tracked onto any mimics, so that you may easily collect the ones I miss.”

Iordex seemed to wrestle with that idea for a moment, but it was entirely possible that it was all a show, and he was ecstatic that Erick had bargained for that little. There was a risk in leaving [Cascade Imaging] up in the middle of not-friendly territory, but Erick had already displayed the spell way more than that when he was imaging the whole of the Crystal Forest for hunters, and for the Hand, and for Caradogh. The Magisterium had probably already gotten a great big eyeful of that particular spell. 

… But this time they would know what Erick was searching for, and they could test various [Ward]s to see what blocked it? 

… Maybe he had made a mistake, but the words had already been said. 

Iordex said, “Agreed.”

Let the chips fall where they may. Erick asked, “Where is the center of the infestation?”

Iordex swept a hand through the air, conjuring a map, alongside a compass rose. The map was even labeled. The Wall was a line on the west, stretching a thousand kilometers from mountains to the ocean, and dotted with settlements and cities. Aside from the Wall, the only other large structure on the map was a river, labeled on the map as ‘The Grace’, just under a thousand kilometers from the Wall. Erick had read about that river. The Grace was like the Mississippi; it was the lifeblood for the Kingdoms, a waterway that connected every city to each other, that provided a mostly-safe road through the great forests and toxic swamps and poison bogs that composed the majority of the Wasteland.

Erick briefly looked over the rest of the map, before focusing on a red rash-like structure next to the Wall. The red blemish was spread out over maybe five hundred kilometers. It had already surrounded a few settlements, too.

Oh. This was much worse than Erick thought. How had it gotten this bad?

So Erick asked, “How did it get this bad? How long has it been?”

Iordex sighed out, “Three days. Three very long days.” He said, “Mimics go crazy when they see green life. When they’ve been exposed to greenery for as long as they have been… it gets worse. Everything about them multiples. Their levels go up, sometimes double. They double in size. You get red ones every thousand mimics, instead of every ten thousand.” He gestured to the settlement deepest in the red, saying, “This town is gone. It was to be the centerpoint of a spearhead against the plague, but the mimics crashed through the walls.” 

“They can do that? Get larger and break walls, I mean?”

“Not normally.”

“But surely, if it was your spearhead… then how were your powerful, hopefully flying mages, able to be killed by grounded monsters?”

Iordex frowned at the map. He remained silent. 

Erick guessed, “Either you’re not sure, which is bad, or you do know, and you can’t say for fear of… something?” 

Iordex asked, “Do you need assistance to get to the center of the infestation?”

He wasn’t going to answer that question, was he? No matter; Erick wasn’t on-site, anyway.

“No. I guess not.” Erick said, “One more question: How about putting up another wall; some small thing that would stop the mimics for now? Maybe twenty meters high? A double-sized mimic is still only fifteen meters tall, at the most, right? Does that not work, either?”

Iordex frowned. “I cannot answer that question, because I don’t know. That was the original tactic. It failed. Somehow.” He added, “We’re still trying to understand how it failed.” He continued, “We have records of this sort of mimic infestation occurring before, during the Fracturing Wars, but those records have not prepared us for the current crisis. Suffice it to say, that they were not able to stop them back then, but the Grace is twenty kilometers wide at its thinnest; that was enough to halt their advance. Hopefully, we don’t have to rely on that final fallback; it would mean a million homeless, if they could even get away before the mimics came.”

“I’ll head over there now.” Erick added, “But you need to make sure that there are no people in those lands. I’m going to be using a semi-sentient wave of [Withering] in addition to the Domain, and that one will travel erratically until it runs out of duration. If any people in the area of effect have intestinal rads, then they will be targeted by the spell.”

“We will not hold you responsible for such an event.”

“It’s not about being responsible!” Erick suddenly felt a chill. “I don’t want it to happen!”

“Your concern is admirable, but misplaced.” Iordex said, “These monsters have already killed thousands and will kill even more. Now please, dispense with these words and help.”

“… Okay.” 

Iordex said nothing more, and Sirocco hadn’t said a single word during the whole exchange, so Erick blipped away; to work. 

Somewhere in all of that, Erick wondered when he had started to mentally refer to Zago by her first name of ‘Sirocco’. 

… It was before that meeting, after speaking to Silverite, somewhere in reading ‘The Foreigner Mage’. Sirocco had split loyalties, and that was fine. She was who she had to be in order to survive. 

Erick would act the same. 

And right now, the needs of everyone in this room were in accordance. Erick needed the Wasteland Kingdom to not have this great tragedy tear them apart. They needed to be whole, not only for their own sake, but for the good of the world. The Kingdoms would likely play a great part in the coming conflict with Ar’Kendrithyst and Candlepoint.

Erick briefly came back to himself, back in Spur, in the sunroom. The four-pointed Silver Star of Koyabez, pinned to his shirt, had felt weird. He looked down at his now. It was flickering tiny fragments of divine fire into the air. For the briefest of moments, Erick was worried, but then he relaxed. The pin felt good, somehow, like a warmth that was not a warmth, but more a feeling of contentment made into an etheric manifestation. He wasn’t exactly sure what it meant, but it seemed good.

 

- - - -

 

The Longshadow bog, according to Iordex’s map, was supposed to be right under Ophiel. It was supposed to be a place of tall trees and heavy moss and deceptively deep waters, where only the foolish sought to tread, and a wrong step would send you plummeting down into waiting schools of sharptooth, or to drown as the land closed up above you. 

What it was right now, under the light of the moons and a few wide-angle spotlights Erick had trained on particularly active looking sections of land, and as far as he could see in every moonlit direction, was a land of mimics that were methodically, and crazily, ripping apart every tree, pulling up all the green moss that made the water look solid to walk upon, and devouring everything in sight. Fish went into crystal gullets. Branches went into crystal gullets. Particularly mossy rocks went into crystal gullets. Tree trunks and entire root systems, yanked from the ground in cooperative efforts, got devoured by schools of swarming, glittering crystal mimics. 

As Erick watched, two fifteen meter tall ruby mimics crunched into the throng below, to attack a thirty meter tall, five-meter wide cypress-looking tree that the rest were unable to crunch. The reds, with crystalline spike arms, began gouging huge rents in the dense wood. It sounded like metal striking metal. It took the reds thirty seconds to tear down the tree. When they were done, they ate little of their kill; they moved on to the next major target and left the tree to their smaller brethren. Those smaller brethren gnawed on the dense wood like lions trying to eat an elephant. 

… I hope Domain actually works against the larger ones.

This was the leading edge of the swarm. It stretched out all around the entire infestation, as a 20 kilometer thick band of way too many mimics. Further west, the bog was still intact, and animals were running and swimming away, trying to outpace the horde. To the east, where the mimics had been, there were still some stragglers, cleaning up the smaller bits of greenery that the frontline had forgotten. Erick had hoped that he would only need to really worry about killing the front line, but those stragglers were still such in number that they were five times as dense as the mimics surrounding Spur. Maybe more.

But what was most disturbing, was that every single mimic seemed to have an active part to play in ensuring the success of their attack. Blue and grey goo seeped from between their crystalline spike arms, forming smaller copies of themselves, that then went on to eat the green right alongside their parents. 

This was an ecological disaster unlike any Erick had ever really understood. This was a never ending tide. This was the true form of the Crystal Plague. 

… Time to work.

Five more Ophiel blipped in. Soon, all six Ophiel on scene were each riding their own [Teleporting Platform] imbued with a mostly full-strength [Prismatic Ward]. While Frontier was still taking their time clearing out their problems, Erick began organizing the Ophiel here in the Wasteland. 

He had already done the math. Each Ophiel’s version of [Domain of the Withering Slime] only covered a single cubic kilometer of space, but flying over the land at twenty five meter height, and the fact that the spell only filled a 10 meter layer of land with itself, meant that a single cubic kilometer covered just under 100 square kilometers of land, and with no shaping, it wouldn’t move much past a circle centered on the casting Ophiel.

100 square kilometers might have sounded like a lot, but that distance would get taken up rather quickly by dips and hills and caves and monsters taller than ten meters and a whole slew of nuances in the lay of the land. Spur was roughly 12 kilometers in diameter, which was an area of about 120 square kilometers, but that didn’t take into account the heights and depths involved. If Erick were the one supplying multiple Domains to this land, his own modifiers would make math unnecessary, but this was Ophiel casting the spell, and therefore a plan was needed.

The roughly 500 kilometer by 400 kilometer space currently overrun by mimics translated into over 200,000 square kilometers of land, with great attention given to the leading edge, but no less than normal efforts necessary for the rest of the infestation. The leading edge was roughly 20 kilometers wide…

Erick put the math away for now. He knew what he had to do. He set his Ophiel five kilometers away from each other, well within the tolerances for the overlap of the spell, and 25 meters off of the ground, or close enough to there to not make much of a difference. He then stretched two lines of three Ophiel perpendicular to the leading edge, setting the one over the leading edge, in front of the leading edge. That would ensure that any mimics running ahead of the horde couldn’t get far. 

After each Ophiel regenerated a little bit of mana, in the Restful air of their [Prismatic Ward]s, it was time. 

At once, while the moons lit the sky and mimics ripped the land apart, each Ophiel became a tiny Saturn. Thick, killing air, spilled out into the night. 

Mimics dried and died. Some instantly. Some taking longer than normal. Smaller red ones screamed and ran, while everyone died around them, but there was nowhere to run. They died, screaming, chittering, calling out into the night. It was a horrible sound, accented by the woosh of [Cleanse]s bursting out of the horde, disturbing the tsunami air that wrapped around them all. 

The larger red ones just tanked the spell. 

Erick had no idea how they did it. They just stood very still, and did nothing, while thick air tore at them, ripping out red water from their crystalline hides. But they didn’t seem to die. Or maybe it just took a while? Erick waited, not moving the Ophiel.

A minute passed. Too long. There were too many of these monsters, too much land to cover, to wait this long. Erick briefly lowered the nearest Ophiel into range of the nearest target, and cast, himself.

[Electrolysis Bomb].

As that Ophiel quickly retreated back to the sky, the large red mimic screamed out horrors as blood turned to protected air, and electricity flashed across fake crystal. After forty seconds, the second part of that spell triggered.

Hydrogen combined with oxygen in a conflagration that ignited the night briefly into day, and seemed to fill the world with noise. The nearest Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward] cracked, and so did the [Teleporting Platform] under him, but neither broke; he was a hundred meters away by the time the spell triggered. 

There was no smoke from the explosion. As soon as the fire passed, the area that had held the red monster was visible. The monster would have been visible, too, if it had survived. It did not survive. Red, tree-sized limbs, were broken and bleeding and scattered in every direction. The horde of bodies around the large red mimic was gone. A crater a meter deep quickly began to fill in with water from every side.

Erick briefly came back to himself to see the notification. He found it amid the rest, fast enough. 

 




	
You have slain Grand Ruby Mimic A!

95% participation

+ 690,872,870,987,254 exp








 

“What level was that!” Erick checked his Status. “I almost leveled from one kill.”

 




	
Erick Flatt

Human, age 48

Level 65, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 2,476,835,931,716,187/2,777,789,003,528,800 
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Kiri looked up from her book. “What?”

Erick sent the box toward her. “Grand Ruby Mimic!” He glanced back to the battlefield, then came back, saying, “I’m looking at two more of them right now. Same size, too.”

Kiri smiled as she read the box, her eyes turning emerald green with an inner light. She dismissed the box, then turned to Erick, asking, “So… Uh. Can I…? Can I have a try?”

Erick was more than willing to let her, but, “My Domain doesn’t work that well, but there has to be more of a reason that they’re not killing these things.” Erick sent her a telepathic image of the location, and a brief idea of how to get there. “But if you want to try your hand with Sunny, go ahead.”

The Sunny on Kiri’s shoulders, all green and sparkling, blipped away in an emerald flash. Kiri was already viewing the world through her [Familiar]; Erick could tell by how she went still, and her eyes closed. 

Erick transferred back to Ophiel. 

He watched as Sunny spat fire at the second Grand Ruby Mimic, who was still tanking Ophiel’s Domain. That fire promptly rebounded against Sunny. And then Sunny was gone. Huh. Erick came back to himself. Kiri frowned as she summoned another Sunny.

“What was that?” Erick asked. 

“That was my first attempt.” Kiri patted Sunny on the head, saying, “It was just a tier 4 fireball. It obviously wasn’t good enough against the mimic’s innate [Reflection]. The big ones must have a better version of the original ability.”

Kiri’s second attempt went much better. 

Sunny popped holes in the mimic with a spell Kiri had never used before, that she called [Hermetic Bolts]. Those holes spilled out torrents of ruby blood. It didn’t seem to do much, but it did enough. In the end, she could damage them, but not enough to kill them; Erick got 75% Participation. Ophiel’s Domain actually did the deed. 

Kiri went and got Teressa, since Poi was already asleep. Teressa smirked as she read a book, watching over the both of them in the sunroom, while Erick sent his Ophiel down the leading mimic edge, and Kiri tried to kill a Grand Ruby Mimic on her own. 

She cheered, wonderfully, when she managed to actually get the kill. It was a nice sound. 

Erick had already moved on, far beyond Kiri’s location. 

Poi came downstairs an hour later, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. He said, “Frontier is done. Did they have Puppet Minds, too?”

Erick checked his notifications; there had been a lot of notifications. After several minutes, he found them. “Yup. Puppet Master aaaaand—” He counted. He declared, “15 Puppet Minds!”

“… Fuck.” Poi muttered, “Fine.” He walked away as a dozen lines of intent began radiating from his head.

Erick would ask him about that tomorrow. 

He returned to overseeing Ophiel’s journey across the Wasteland, which he now supplemented with the four Ophiel who had been at Frontier. Now, all ten Ophiel and their Saturn-like setups were flying across the Crystal Plague. Grand Ruby Mimics seemed to litter the front line. Erick killed most of them with a single [Electrolysis Bomb], for there was no time to wait for Kiri to kill however many she could. But Kiri did get one every half hour, or so, which was about as long as it took her to kill a single one, and then rest up for the next.

When an Ophiel was at full mana, Erick had them send out [Withering Slime]s across the land, directed north, south, and east. The semi-sentient thick air would search out and kill every monster it would come across, which was almost entirely mimics, in this case. Each wave would only last ten minutes, but that was more than enough time to kill the most prominent threats, and take care of a lot of the smaller, normal mimics.

It wasn’t long before the northern line of Ophiels hit the Greyhorn mountains, and the southern line of Ophiels hit the ocean, near the Wall. 

Erick turned back, and continued, killing the second wave of mimics that sprung up after the first ones had died, along with more Grand Ruby Mimics that seemed to appear out of nowhere.

Kiri crashed, too tired to do any more, as the sun rose across Spur. 

Erick continued to oversee Ophiel's flight across the Wasteland, popping Grand Ruby Mimics as needed.

This was not a job that would just take until midnight. Looking back on it, Erick realized that Sirocco was joking.

Teressa made breakfast. Erick ate with her and Poi, and then she went to bed, and Poi took over guard duty. 

Erick continued to kill mimics the whole time. Ophiel was rather good about auto-piloting and alerting him to the appearance of the big red mimics. He took breaks here and there, but he made sure Ophiel was on the correct track; it was a constant battle to keep him on track, and make sure that the leading edge did not return to full strength.

By lunch, he had gone over the leading edge twice; it had only moved west a little in that time.

By dinner, Erick had gone over the leading edge a third time. Yet still, more mimics popped up. 

By now, other people had begun to join Erick in killing the mimics. People in purple and gold robes flew high and rained fire, or cutting wind, or chilling frost. They hovered on platforms and crushed mimics under boulders, or rained acid, or built walls to prevent the advance. 

More than once, he saw what had to be other archmages. 

The first time Erick spied another potential archmage, they were dressed in black and gold, and flying upon a golden disk. At their command, the ground swelled under the frontlines of the mimics, for ten kilometers in every direction; the land became an ocean of stone. Mimics fell in to that ocean, and as waves ripped the surface, crushed mimic bodies moved the entire front line of mimics kilometers to the east. 

That was pretty cool. 

Erick waved at the stranger with Ophiel. They waved back. 

The second meeting of the archmages occurred when the land in front of Ophiel was covered not in living mimics, but in dead mimics, and thick, orange mist. The black and gold caster of that spell was a small woman who hovered in a ball of orange light. She trailed clouds of that orange glow onto the ground below. Whatever the range was on that spell, it was further than the line of five Ophiel he had stretched out for 25 kilometers to the east and west; much further. 

A slight problem occurred when their spells overlapped. When Erick got the kill on the mimics below, a [Cleanse] burst up through the thick air of his Domain and cut a ten-meter hole in the woman’s orange cloud. 

She and Erick were headed in opposite directions, directly toward one another, so when her path intercepted his, she flew closer to Ophiel and pointed down, so that Erick could see what he was doing to her spell. He had already seen. What did she want him to do about it? Not kill the mimics? Whatever the case, she spoke loud and angry in a language Erick did not know and kept right on going, the way Erick had come, looking disgusted. 

When Erick finally passed the orange cloud, the mimics that inhabited that poisoned land were only those who had come further from the east. That archmage’s spell had done a lot better job keeping the mimics dead than Erick’s had; his didn’t get the baby mimics, hers killed everything. But she was only one person, and though her magic certainly had range, her poison killed everything. Not even the little bit of green that the mimics had barreled past survived the archmage’s passage. The land was dead and brown and decayed. 

Erick continued to kill the Grand Ruby Mimics when they came up, while his double line of Ophiels continued to [Domain of the Withering Slime] the land, in 25 kilometer long perpendicular chains. Ophiel continued to blast out ten-minute duration [Withering Slime]s out into the teeming mimics, when they had the mana.

By dinner time Erick noticed a change in the horde, and in the Wasteland. 

People had constructed tall stone walls where there had been none before, where the land to the west was heavily damaged, but salvageable, and the land to the east was still full of mimics. There weren’t nearly as many of the monsters as before, and Erick had killed a great many of the large red ones, so maybe these smaller walls would hold? 

When Erick passed by the same section of land, on his return trip, those smaller walls were larger, and a second set of walls had gone up further east. In a short while, Erick had found his Ophiel flying over a corridor of bare land, between two minor walls. 

It wasn’t long before Iordex told him, through Poi, to move his Ophiels back toward the leading edge, which he, and everyone else working together, had pushed back 25 kilometers.

By midnight of the second day, they had pushed the horde back 50 kilometers, and people had layered minor walls in 25 kilometer wide corridors, from that new leading edge, all the way back to the Wall, now only 350 kilometers away. The former leading edge was empty of all mimics. They had broken the horde.

After a bit of organizing with Iordex, Erick switched to sending waves of [Withering Slime] forward, down those corridors. Those waves of semi-sentient dehydrating air seemed to stay in those corridors, rather well. With the decreased monster density in front of him, Ophiel flew a lot faster, too.

By morning of the third day, Erick was, perhaps, a little tired. He wasn’t running [Hunter’s Instincts], after all. Besides, the major danger seemed to be over. In his flights down the corridors, he had seen both the Stone Archmage and the Poisoner several more times, but only in the day. Erick waved to the Stone Mage in passing, and she waved back, as she gradually closed the leading corridor behind him, veritably picking up and moving a million tons of stone like she was simply moving her hand across a game board. 

Erick did not directly see the Poisoner again, but he did see her orange cloud billow over the edge of the corridor next door, more than once. 

By lunchtime, Erick had moved another corridor over, and flew over his first city. 

The city was a ten kilometer wide ruin. Orange dust laid heavy over rotting wood and orange stone. Grand cathedrals and tall apartment buildings were half rubble, their insides strewn across wide streets and over smaller structures. Great rents in the wall of the city were crowded with five meter long gashes, laid deep in the stone. Nothing moved. 

But Ophiel’s domain sucked into the ground, like a seeking amoeba, tunneling into the sewers crafted under the city to deal with both sewage, and the slimes that would have spawned in the city if the sewers didn’t exist. He couldn’t see what the Withering had found where he was, high above the ruins, but he didn’t need to. 

Thick air billowed up and out from holes in the ground. Erick briefly came back to himself, and the casual, slight ticking of mimic death notifications, turned into a small torrent. A hundred mimics died in a minute, before the rain of blue boxes turned gentle again.

“It’s like cleaning a house with a toothbrush,” Erick complained, over dinner. “Obviously we’re making progress, but it seems never ending.”

Teressa had cooked a nice roast with a lot of potatoes and carrots and onions, exactly how Erick had showed her a month ago. She used some of the stranger spices in the meal, but they were good spices, whatever they were. 

Kiri said, “That poisoner killed all the plants, so maybe the respawn will get better.”

Poi suddenly looked up from his plate. If a new line of intent had joined the jumble around his head, then Erick didn’t see it happen. Poi said, “Iordex is saying that the job is over.”

Erick set down his fork. Something like relief tickled at the back of his mind. 

“Woo!” Kiri cheered, small yet happy. 

Teressa smirked as she went to get up from her chair, saying, “I’ll crack open a keg.” 

The moment of relief passed. Erick frowned. “But it’s not over yet?”

Teressa sat back down. 

Erick continued, “There’s still at least 300 kilometers between the front lines and the Wall.”

“What’s the story, Poi?” Kiri asked.

Poi listened to the air. He said, “He’s not willing to tell me exactly what happened, but someone attacked their Stone Archmage, breaching through three walls in the process and leading a minor horde back into green lands. Others stopped the advance. Their Stone Archmage is recovering in an undisclosed location. Without her, the clean up has been set back weeks because she won’t be recovered for weeks.” Poi said, “So the job is done, for now. They’ll send out their other mages to go about the task slower, but more methodical.”

“Well... Okay. I guess.” Erick asked, “Then that’s that?”

“I guess,” Poi said.

Erick thought for a moment. He said, “Tell them I hope for her full recovery.” He narrowed his eyes, and asked, “Ask them, specifically, if she was soul-mutated, or whatever it is, into an angel.”

Poi listened to the air. “They say ‘thank you for the concern, but that is not the case’.”

“… Okay?” Erick asked, “So what happened?”

“They’re deflecting my questions with non-answers.” 

“… Fine.”

Poi asked, “They would like to know your final count?”

Erick wondered if this problem of transparency would go away if he actually sided with the Wasteland. 

Eh. He’d never do that. 

If they didn’t want to tell him, then that was on them. So Erick switched to answering their question. He brought up the stream of blue notifications raining at the side of his vision, looking at the latest one.

 




	
You have slain Crystal Mimic EMODL!

95% participation

+ 20,693,935 exp








 

Ophiel was still working though, so it wasn’t two seconds later that Erick got another notification. 

He asked, “Is there a way to stop it from listing kill counts alphabetically?” 

Kiri excitedly said, “Oh! Oh! I can do this. Give me the letters.”

“There are a few things you can change on your own, but not that.” Teressa said, “You need a Registrar to change how things are counted, but it costs a grand rad to change that, and no guard or governmental agency accepts non-standard Status reports. Letters are cleaner.”

Erick smirked, thinking it nicely convenient that Ecks and English were both a 26 letter language. Somewhere in the past months he had started to think and write in Ecks, and his boxes had switched to match, but the numbers of letters had stayed the same. 

“As a known archmage, he doesn’t have to worry about that, so much,” Poi offered. 

Teressa said, “You can switch how experience presents, though. A lot of high level people do that. That’s an accepted deviation in commonly accepted Status presentations.”

Kiri demanded, “Just tell me the letters already.”

Erick smiled, saying, “E-M-O-D-L.” He added, “I think I will go to Irogh and switch that up.”

Kiri waved him off as she looked into the distance, deep in thought.

Teressa said, “Spur is popular enough now that you’re going to have to make an appointment.”

“That’s not a problem,” Erick said. “I can wait.” He asked, “How do you switch how experience shows?”

Teressa said, “A small prayer to Rozeta, asking for the change.”

“Shhh!” Kiri said, flapping her arms, still thinking. 

Erick smiled as he ate another piece of potato. Teressa was a really good cook. The beef drippings had basically fried the potatoes and carrots and onions into deliciousness, as everything simmered in spices, salt, and fats. Erick asked, “Which spices did you use for this, Teressa? It’s really good.”

“That rosemary you made, but primarily the spikepuff and bluebottle from Ratchet’s store, along with a lot of butter, salt, and that pepper you made, too. I like that pepper.” 

“Pepper is pretty goo—”

Kiri shouted, “Two million, five hundred and twenty three thousand, six hundred and twenty FOUR! HA!” She said, “Got it!”

Erick chuckled. He brought up the final box for the last Grand Ruby Mimic. He said, “Here’s an easier one for you, Kiri. A-P-N.” 

Kiri took a moment. She said, “1106. What was that?”

“The number of Grand Ruby Mimics.” 

Kiri’s eyes went wide. “Holy gods and demons!” She whispered, “What level are you— Nope! Sorry. Forget I asked.”

For a brief moment, Poi looked ready to say some harsh words to Kiri, but he relaxed. 

Erick said to Poi, “2,523,624 normal mimics. EMODL, if they’re asking. 1106 Grand Ruby Mimics. APN.”

Poi nodded. After another moment, he said, “They thank you for your time and effort. You will be paid the agreed upon price as soon as they are able to collect the remains off of the land.” He added, “They wish to know where your [Cascade Imaging] is, so that they might find more mimics.”

Ah. Yes. That.

“Tell them… I forgot.” Kooky planar archmages can be forgetful when it suits them, right? Erick added, “Besides, we didn’t need it, and a lot of the mimics have gone underground in the cities, or at least in the one I saw.”

Poi paused, listening to the air. He said, “They knew about the infestation underground, but they thank you for your concern. Mimics get down there, but they won’t survive, so they’re not a concern. When the final mimic is cleared and the land is retaken, they are asking for your [Exalted Storm Aura] to help heal the land back to green. Your payment should be ready at such a time, too.”

“I’ll think about it, but right now my answer is ‘yes’.”

Poi looked away. He turned back to the dinner table, saying, “That’s it.”

“Good.” Erick smiled, then gave a small, silent prayer to Rozeta, asking for a small change. 

His Status popped up, unbidden, looking slightly different.
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Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!
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Favored Ability waiting!








 

30 points was a lot of extra points. He’d figure out where to put them all later, but he’d probably keep his Stats mostly balanced as they were. He could certainly use more Willpower, though. More maximum mana was always good.

Erick asked, “So anything happen while I was busy killing mimics? Any news of Candlepoint?”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So we're on scientific notation now. Fibonacci sequence be like that, yo.

Patrons already have 87! 3 more chapters than RR.

Hope you're all doing okay out there! Thanks for reading. 



                



Erick's Status (not a chapter)


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Not a chapter!

You don't have to read this if it doesn't interest you! Nothing story-related happens here.

Erick's Status as of the end of Chapter 84.

Mostly, the skills/spells with an X in their name are the ones Erick purchased from the Script and leveled to 10, or, in the case of Particle Spells, spells he invented himself.

Everything without an X, he mostly made himself.

This list is mostly organized, too, but it's a large list! Very befitting of an archmage, imo. 
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Scion of Focus

Multiply your base MP regen by 4

Immune to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: 50 Focus








 




	
Rozeta’s Recovery

The sum of your Health and Mana Regeneration now applies to both Health and Mana Regeneration. 

Immune to Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion.








 

HP Skills and Abilities:

 




	
Strong X

Multiply your base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 




	
Enduring X

Multiply your base HP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Vitality








 




	
Precision X

Reduces HP costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Vitality








 




	
Defend X, 1 minute, 1/10 HP

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 




	
Scent Tracker X, 1 HP per minute.

Smell clearly. 








 




	
Ultrasight X, 1 HP per minute.

See clearly








 




	
Perfect Hearing X, 1 HP per minute.

Hear clearly. 








 




	
Silent Movement X, 1 HP per meter moved

All actions are muffled.








 




	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 




	
Tracker’s Instinct, 1 HP per second

Hunt clearly.








 




	
Lightfoot, 2 HP per second

Move quick and silent








 




	
Hunter’s Instincts, 10 HP per second ~{Favored Ability}~

You are the predator.








 

MP Abilities:

 




	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Aurify 3

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 2 auras at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Triples the range on an Aurified spell.








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

MP Spells:

 

Utility spells:

 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 








 




	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.








 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 mana.

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 




	
Prestidigitation X, instant, close range, 10 MP + 1 MP per effect

Create minor magical effects that last for 5 minutes per spell level. Prestidigitation lasts one hour.








 




	
Detect Magic X, instant, medium range, 10 MP

Detect ongoing magical effects.








 




	
Detect Intent Aura, medium range, 8 MP per second

See the control imposed upon nearby mana.








 




	
Identify X, instant, touch, 50 MP

Discover the properties of an object.








 




	
Find Target X, concentration, close range, 5 MP + 5 MP per meter searched

Find a target.








 




	
Stone Travel, instant, medium range, 50 MP + Variable

A large area of stone stabilizes around you, then quickly moves at your discretion across or through other stone. Lasts 1 hour.








 




	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 








 




	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Teleporting Platform, instant, 197 MP + Variable, 204 MP per person + Variable

Create a mobile, hovering platform of stone that moves quickly at your discretion. Supports a large amount of weight. Lasts 1 hour.

You and the people or objects on your Teleporting Platform appear in a known location, max 1000km distance








 




	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen.








 




	
Telepathy X, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 




	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters. 








 




	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.








 




	
Conjure Armor X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create weightless armor of whatever design you can create. Lasts until catastrophic damage.








 




	
Conjure Weapon X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon. Lasts as long as held, or 1 minute per level not held. 








 




	
Conjure Item X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create an item. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 50 points of damage.








 




	
Force Wall X, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 




	
Force Platform X, instant, close range, 50 MP

Create a mobile, hovering platform of hardened mana that moves with you. Absorbs 100 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 




	
Fabricate X, 1 minute, close range, 50MP + Variable

Using provided materials, create a permanent object you know how to create. Fine control.








 




	
Control Item X, instant, touch, 5MP + Variable

Control a non-living item to move how you desire, for 10 minutes per spell level.








 




	
Envelop Item X, instant, touch, 50MP + Variable

Envelop an item in nigh-unbreakable mana. Lasts for 1 hour per spell level.








 




	
Adjust Scent X, instant, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Change a Scent.








 




	
Alter Size X, instant, touch, 10 MP + Variable

Increase or decease the size of a target. Damage breaks effect. Lasts 1 minute per spell level.








 




	
Alter Friction X, instant, close range, 10 MP

Increase or decease Friction upon a small target. Damage breaks effect. Lasts 1 minute per spell level








 




	
Husbandry X, instant, touch, 50 MP + Variable

An animal’s opinion of you improves.








 




	
Interception X, instant, close range, 5MP + 5MP per 10 meters moved

Instantly move to intercept an attack meant for another. Lasts 1 minute or until used.








 




	
Rebound X, Variable MP

A spell bounces.








 




	
Cleansing Flame, instant, medium range, 15 MP

A smokeless flame gradually consumes and transforms a large amount of organic material to naught but air.

Deals no damage.








 




	
Dispel X, medium range, 10 MP + Special Cost

Dispel a magic.

Costs as much mana as the spell you are trying to dispel.








 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 2/13

~Erick Flatt

~Light Slime








 




	
Invisibility X, instant, touch, 100 mana + Variable

A person or item touched becomes unseen for 1 minute per spell level. 

Moving while Invisible incurs a cost.








 




	
Mending Aura, long range, 572 MP per second

Restore a very large, complicated location to its prime. Time since the structure was destroyed may alter final results. Automatically repair all objects in the area of effect. 

Minor ability to affect magical objects.








 

Elemental Body Skills:

 




	
Lightwalk, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the light.








 

Ward spells:

 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours ~{Favored Spell}~

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 




	
Scent Ward, instant, close range, 350 mana

Block all scents under a medium moldable ward. Lasts 10 days.








 




	
Crystalline Air, instant, short range, 24 hours, Solid Ward, 50 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large barrier, that absorbs Variable damage before breaking.

You may increase or decrease the size of your Crystalline Air for an increase or decrease in Variable cost.

Crystalline Air regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to pass through Crystalline Air at will. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 




	
Prismatic Ward, instant, short range, permanent, Solid Ward, 100 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large space, that absorbs six times Variable damage before breaking.

Prismatic Ward regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to operate within Prismatic Ward without restriction. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

All beings permitted inside Prismatic Ward are at Rest while inside.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 




	
Kaleidoscopic Radiance, instant, medium range, permanent, 500 mana

A medium-sized lightward of evershifting brilliance supports the growth of Light Essence creatures. 








 

Force spells:

 




	
Force Trap X, instant, close range, 10 mana + Variable

Place a trap that deals Variable force damage in a small area. Trap lasts until triggered.








 




	
Force Bolt X, instant, long range, 5 MP

A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target for 15 + ½ WIL








 




	
Ice Spike, instant, long range, 22 MP

A bolt of pure ice unerringly strikes a target for 55 + WIL








 




	
Glacial Crash, instant, long range, 55 MP

A shard of pure ice strikes a target for 200 + 2x WIL








 




	
Force Beam X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 50 + 2x WIL for 10 seconds.








 




	
Pure Force Beam Bolt, instant, long range, 100 MP

A bolt of pure mana unerringly strikes a target for 250 + 3x WIL








 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 




	
Billiard Ball Aura, short range, 5 MP per second

Crashing balls of mana bounce erratically, inflicting 25 + WIL damage per hit.








 




	
Force Crash X, instant, long range, 100 MP

Rain small destruction in a medium area, dealing 15 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 15 crashes.








 




	
Force Bomb X, instant, long range, 50 MP

Launch a quick ball of mana that explodes on contact in a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL damage.








 




	
Force Wave X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A pulse of rolling mana deals 10 + WIL to all around you.








 




	
Pure Fire Beam, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A burning beam of fire deals 3x WIL per second for 10 seconds, and WIL for 10 more seconds.








 




	
Flying Weapon, instant, close range, 100 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that flies at your command. Lasts until dismissed.








 




	
Plasma Cutter, instant, medium range, 133 MP + Variable

Create a controlled, flying weapon of flame that deals weapon damage, and leaves burns for 3x WIL per second, for 10 seconds. Weapon lasts until dismissed.








 




	
Plasma Wrap, instant, close range, 599 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing 2x WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Endless Plasma Wrap, instant, close range, 1101 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing 3x WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Death Spiral Plasma, instant, close range, 17,009 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 

Shaping spells:

 




	
Lightshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of light around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts light around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Fireshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of fire around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts fire around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Shadowshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of shadow around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts shadow around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Metalshape, medium range

Move medium amounts of metal around you for 5 minutes. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move medium amounts of metal around you for 1 minute. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Watershape X, medium range

Move large amounts of water around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of water around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

Summoning spells:

 




	
Conjure Force Elemental X, variable duration, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a number of force constructs under your command equal to spell level, or one Large summon, or infuse your constructs with mana. Constructs operate based on mana. 








 




	
Summon Ophiel, medium range, 1505 mana + Variable.

Summon an Ophiel to do your bidding. Maximum 10 Ophiel permitted.

Ophiel persist until killed or dismissed.

All Ophiel are the same creature; to know one is to know them all.

All Ophiel naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Airshape], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

All Ophiel are able to change their airy shape, as they are wont.

Imbue your Ophiel with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Ophiel. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Ophiel. Variable








 

Particle magic:

 




	
Crystallize Diamond X, close range, 1 minute per level, 25 MP

Cause a diamond to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>








 




	
Diamond Aura, close range, 1 MP per second.

Cause the diamonds in a small area around you to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>








 




	
Incandescent X, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Heat a small area to brilliance, dealing <damage> per second. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 




	
Frozen Mist X, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Cool a small area, dealing <damage> per second. Creatures caught in the effect are slowed if they cannot become warm. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 




	
Shimmer X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

Tiny specks of incandescent heat fill a large space, igniting flammable objects and dealing <damage>. <Shimmer can gain or lose damage based on the material inside the spell>.








 




	
Wintry Sea X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

A large designated space rapidly loses all heat, dealing <damage> to all inside. Damage from Wintry Sea automatically slows. <Wintry Sea attaches to those most affected by itself, and will switch to another target if the most affected target perishes>.








 




	
Stillness X, instant, super long range, 250 mana.

Drop all <sound> to the level of a <speaking voice> in a super large area for 1 hour.








 




	
Hermetic Seal X, instant, medium range, <250 MP>

A <medium sized area> becomes unchanging, for 1 hour per spell level. <Damage dispels Hermetic Seal>. <Hermetic Seal fails when cast on living creatures>.








 




	
Purge Water X, instant, close range, 25 mana

Draw out the water in a medium or smaller target, dealing <damage>.








 




	
Magnetize X, instant, close range, 25 mana + Variable

<Align the magnetic forces in a metal object in a singular direction>.








 




	
Adjust Density X, instant, close range, 25 mana + Variable

Adjust the density of an object. 








 




	
Tenderizer X, instant, close range, 10 mana

Cause minor molecular damage in a small target.








 




	
Condense Hydrogen X, instant, close range, 25 mana

<Collect all ambient Hydrogen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Condense Oxygen X, instant, close range, 25 mana.

<Collect all ambient Oxygen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Distill X, instant, medium range, <10 mana>

<Separate out all impurities from a large area of water>. 








 




	
Battery X, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Electricity flows>. Lasts for 1 minute per spell level.








 




	
Catalyst X, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

<Enables easier reactions in a large area>.








 




	
Electrolysis, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Bring the water in a target to the surface and turn that water into Hydrogen and Oxygen through the power of electricity>. Deals <damage>. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
Electrolysis Bomb, instant, medium range, <1000 mana>

Turn a target’s water into the instrument of their demise, dealing <damage> until enough protected resources are collected to deal <damage>. Lasts until triggered or dismissed, or for 1 minute.








 

Particle Mage:

 




	
Call Lightning X, instant, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>. Lasts 1 minute per level.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Lightning Aura, super long range, 1 MP per second ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP spent.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Exalted Storm Aura, super long range, 1 MP per second ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Withering X, instant, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way. Lasts 1 minute per level.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Withering Slime, instant, super long range, 1000 MP.

Unleash a super large wave of semi-sentient magic that searches for monsters and purges them of all water, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way. Lasts 10 minutes.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Domain of the Withering Slime, aura, super long range, 2 MP per second

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Cascade Imaging X, instant, super long range, <500 mana>

Gradually build up an image of your greater surrounding area over the course of 10 minutes per spell level. Recasting Cascade Imaging on the same location will extend the spell’s duration to the length of the new cast.

The resulting image will gradually become more precise the longer Cascade Imaging is able to run. 

If you designate a <well known target> prior to casting, that target might appear on your resulting image. 

<Particle Mage Only>








 

 

Class:

 




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Double Base Mana

Double Base Mana Regen

Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.








 

Special Abilities:

 




	
Divine Creation, <Koyabez>

A touch of the divine will enable the creation of an appropriate artifact.

<The hands of eternity achieve the impossible.>








 




	
Death’s Approach, <Phagar>

Become a being of untouchable mana for 1 hour, multiplying your base mana by 10, giving you endless mana, and instantly filling your mana pool. Your regeneration is damaged to a varying degree when the effect ends, cutting your regeneration to a fifth to a tenth of what it was before. Debuff lasts until you recover the mana spent while Death’s Approach is active.

<Ignite the entire candle to drive away the night.>








 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Not a chapter!

But thanks for reading, anyway, if you actually read this.
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I got my first pieces of fanart today, and from another author here, too!  

Joan_Ninja_Hen, the author of the nice and crunchy serial 'Auntie toasts the VRMMORPG' made me:


Spoiler: Spoiler
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I love it, thank you!



                

                “Nothing official has happened with Candlepoint,” Poi said. “But the War Room below the Mage Guildhouse is full of information, and there’s been nightly meetings all across the city of varying levels of ‘official’. Literally everyone is talking about Candlepoint.” He added, “Also, you missed a morning rain two days ago—”

“Oh. Dammit.” Erick asked, “Do they want any make-up rains?”

Poi continued, “They would prefer for you rain the day after, or at your earliest convenience.” He added, “Or now, is good.”

Erick figured Poi was about to say something like that. He said, “Now, then.”

His Ophiel were still over in the Wasteland Kingdoms right now, too. With a thought, Erick had them blip their whole Saturn-like configurations over into other stone corridors, into decent positions mostly away from each other. And then he paused.

He was going to have them send out [Withering Slime]s to kill some of the respawning mimics, as one last gesture of goodwill before he dismissed them, but everywhere he blipped was orange; the land had been layered with long lasting poison. Sure, there were still mimics down there, struggling in that orange death, but his Slimes would [Cleanse] where they died, and that would be bad. 

So Erick just dismissed those Ophiel as he conjured another to sit upon his shoulder. Ophiel trilled in happy violins as he fluffed up on his perch, tiny and resplendent and happy to be home.

While Poi likely told someone what was about to happen, Erick blipped Ophiel onto the roof of his mage tower, and then he brought the rain. Normal rain, this time. The quick pat-pat-pat of rapidly resolving raindrops rapidly shifted into a static rush. A tiny crack of lightning flashed overhead, shifting the twilight, rainy evening, briefly into brightness. 

Teressa smiled, as she looked out the kitchen window, saying, “I like the rain.”

Erick smiled back, saying, “Let’s crack open that keg.” He added, “And find one of those meetings for tomorrow, or the next day. Anyone know of a good one?”

Teressa got up from the dinner table, saying, “One keg, coming right up!”

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke from a good night’s sleep, then went and made breakfast. While that was happening, he brought the rains on time, this time. And then it was time for work. 

Ophiels sang on the windowsill of Erick’s tower, while Erick turned diamonds into torus rings for the heavy hitters of Spur, and he was only slightly hungover. Diamond dust drifted on the air. It sparkled like glitter, at first, when [Stoneshape] chipped large chunks off of the diamond bands, but soon he was past that initial carving stage. Diamond dust floated through the air, landing on every surface of—

The Ophiel on the nearby perch twittered in guitar twangs, as six eyes looked backward. 

Erick turned. Poi was at the entrance to his tower. He didn’t look happy. 

Erick asked, “Something wrong?”

Poi reluctantly said, “… No. Probably not.”

Erick frowned at the man, though he probably didn’t see it through Erick’s face mask.

Poi said, “Delia Greentalon is requesting an audience.”

“… Ah.” Erick said, “Is she here? Now?”

“Yes.”

Erick invited her into the [Prismatic Ward] of the house, as he said, “Tell her I’ll meet her in the sunroom, after I clean up."

 

- - - -

 

Erick, mostly free of dust and sort-of clean, met Delia in the sunroom. 

Delia had dressed up for the occasion. She wore what Erick thought of as ‘Sunday Best’, with an eggshell white shirt and black pants, with embroidery on the hems, cuffs, and collar. Shiny black shoes, with nary a stray crease, adorned her feet; they looked new. She had a brief smile, but her heart wasn’t in it. As soon as Erick appeared, she merely stood there, next to the couch, looking at him, the pinks of her facial scales turning a bit darker, either with anger or… something, Erick couldn’t tell.

“Hello, Miss Greentalon. Delia.” Erick said, “Sorry I couldn’t fulfill my end of the agreement.”

Delia was still a 15 year old girl, no matter the Script and the rest of the world thought of her as an adult; that’s what Matriculation meant, after all. Erick had a hard time seeing her as a grown-up, but as she started to speak, he could see the adult Delia would become.

“Archmage Flatt. Thank you for agreeing to see me without notice.” Delia continued, “I apologize that I was such a mess the last time we spoke. I am of a much clearer head, these days. As such, I have come to you with an alternative to what I asked of you before.”

Erick already had an idea of how he would help her, but he gestured to the couch next to Delia, as he took a seat on the other. He let her do her thing, as he said, “Please. Speak.”

She sat down, and said, “My arrangement with my fellow orphans was predicated on the ability for me to gain a boon of some sort, in order to make the transition of Matriculation and adulthood easier on those who choose to ally with me. But since that has fallen through, the majority of them have taken up with others. I wish them well. But...” She breathed. She said, “I have a core group that wishes to become the best version of themselves they can. There are ten of us, and we have each been working hard to gain levels and power enough to protect others. We have been killing mimics, using the method you told me, with rolling boulders and [Stoneshape]. I am level 35 and currently the highest, but the others are catching up, quickly.”

Erick smiled, thinking about how he had to invent [Withering] before he got to that level. Leveling from level one apparently went a lot faster when you were prepared for it, you knew some tricks, and you weren’t shy about raising your hands against monsters. 

Delia continued, “Mother Eriliad claims that we are too young to have artifacts, and while I wish she were wrong, I can see the truth in her words. I don’t like what she thinks of me, and she never knew me before I was thrust into her care—” Delia’s face flushed with dark anger as her words gained an edge, but she banished whatever she had been building towards. She calmly said, “My point is that Spur’s Care Service legally speaks for me— for all of us, until we turn 18, but that does not mean they know us. I am fully capable of both protecting myself and learning how to do better.” She said, “But they won’t let me go into Ar’Kendrithyst to hunt real monsters and gain real levels, and I’m not allowed to go too far from Spur— And that’s bloody wrong! I mean. Ah. Sorry. 

“Anyway: we’re going into war, soon. It’s all anyone is talking about. My friends and I are proving ourselves out there. We deserve better treatment than what we’re getting.” She asked, “Won’t you please reconsider outfitting us with rings— Or! Or anything! We’ll take anything.”

She was passionate. She was driven. And something felt wrong.

He sent to Poi, ‘Are kids allowed to go out and kill monsters?’

‘Yes.’ Poi, standing in the hallway, outside the room, sent, ‘If they’ve Matriculated, they’re technically adults, but no one under 18 is allowed past the guards at the walls, and [Teleport] inside the city is illegal without a permit. Hard to enforce, though. She just admitted to a minor illegal act.’

Erick didn’t really care about the legality of what Delia had done; she was obviously capable in some way, and Erick was more than used to young women rushing out and carving their place in the world. Jane had been a handful, but he wouldn’t have traded those years for anything on any world. But...

He asked, “How long has it been since your father passed? 15 days?”

“… Yes.”

“I think you should try going slower.” Delia tried to speak, but Erick said, “Please hear me out. If you want to be a Poison Mage, then have you considered schooling at an arcanaeum? I’m willing to foot the bill for ten of you. Maybe more. A lot more, actually. I might could swing Oceanside, too, if you’re interested.” He added, “I just finished helping the Wasteland with their mimic infestation, and they owe me a million 10-mana rads, which is 5 million gold. I could probably pay for a great deal of schooling.”

Delia went silent, as she stared at the floor.

Erick waited.

She stayed silent.

Erick said, “I might even be able to ask after this poison archmage I saw, in the Wasteland. She was a one-woman cloudbank, killing everything she flew over.”

Delia blurted at the ground, “I lied when I said that to you. I don’t want to be a poisoner. I want to track and kill hunters.” She stared at Erick with red-rimmed eyes, saying, “I’m going to murder those who would kill people like my father. My goal is the Class Calamity Dagger, if I can. Assassin, if I can’t. Scourge Mage is the fallback option.”

Erick felt like he’d been punched in the gut. 

This sweet little girl? This child that was the first person to greet Erick and Jane, when they first arrived at Spur? This supposed-to-be-innocent person? She wanted to hunt and kill people? To be an ‘Assassin’? Erick seemed to even hear the capital ‘A’ at the beginning of that word. Of course, he knew that Assassin had to be a Class… But Delia wanted to be one?

And then she metaphorically punched him again, with combo attack. 

“If you can’t help me, then I’m going to go to Candlepoint.” Delia said, “They know the secrets to unlocking every single Class, and they won’t lie to you like the Registrars lie! Maybe I’ll even get me a pair of artifact daggers that’ll show the way to the nearest killers!”

Erick sat there, stunned, for a few different reasons. He almost said something about ‘if you kill people, the number of killers in the world doesn’t change’. But he’d had that conversation with Jane when she was younger. Jane’s response had been ‘not if you kill more than one!’. 

Delia asked, “Am I going to Candlepoint, Archmage?”

He instantly said, “You know it’s a trick, right?”

“Everything is a trick!” Delia said, “At least I know about this one in advance.”

“Would you please reconsider Oceanside?” Erick asked, “Or is there another school out there, you could attend?” He tried to come up with some other reason that Delia shouldn’t pursue her goal of being a murderer, as he said, “Besides! Don’t you want a Class like Sin Seeker? I don’t know about the ones you just said, but Sin Seeker would allow you to validate your kills. You need [Witness] to get that one. You need schooling to get [Witness]— Or at least a tutor. You could do everything you want to do, but not as you are. All of your goals means time taken to grow into who you want to be, which has the side benefit of ensuring that what you’re going for is truly what you want.”

Delia looked away.

Erick continued, “Your father was killed under two weeks ago by an attack orchestrated by a man who moved nations. Don’t fool yourself, Delia. You will not be some lucky young upstart that goes out and kills people like that, just because they deserve to be killed. You will die, Delia, to people who have been at this for literal centuries —I'm imagining— and you will get your friends killed in the process. You are rushing ahead too fast—”

She shot to her feet, saying, “I know I am! But what else can I do!” Angry tears streamed, as she said, “There are dangers out there! And I’m too weak right now! I need power! And— And—” She forced her voice to an even keel. “I need help. Help now. Not the help of five years of arcanaeum.”

Erick remained seated, and calm. “You need to focus on what you want, and take the necessary steps to get there. Rushing ahead is the opposite of that. Rushing ahead means you’re not prepared for the monsters you’re trying to face.” He added, “And the answer to your problem is not to get in league with the Shades.” He stressed, “I don’t know how many Water Seasons you spent at Spur, but you know what kind of monsters those monsters are. Don’t pretend that what they’re doing with Candlepoint is anything but a trick.”

“Please! Give me something!”

“I have offered a few different safe options, but you don’t want the safe options. You want me to give you power that will get you killed, and I won’t do it. I’m already giving out rings to the Army and the Guard, but they’re people who can defend themselves, as far as I know.” He said, “Right now, it looks to me like you just want to get yourself killed, meaning that my artifact rings will fall into the hands of people who shouldn’t have them.”

Delia glared past Erick, not wanting to look directly at him as tears ran down her face. “I apologize for wasting your time, Archmage.”

“You’re not a waste of my time.” Erick said, “Please don’t think that, Delia.”

The young pinkscale girl just nodded. Without warning, she rushed out of there, her shoulder hitting the archway of the room as she ran.

Erick stood up, halfway to running after her, but he couldn’t. He shouldn’t. He sat back down, listening to Delia run through the foyer—

There was a ‘blip’ sound.

“Hey!” Kiri’s voice sounded.

Just as Poi said, “Fucking Heaven and Hell, Delia!”

Oh no. 

Erick rushed out of the sunroom.

Kiri, or someone, was upstairs, running toward… Erick’s mage tower?

In the three seconds it took Erick to think that he should revoke Delia’s [Prismatic Ward] permissions, Delia was gone. 

He rushed upstairs, to stand beside Kiri and Poi, next to the entrance to his tower. The accoutrements of his ring production were still set out, as were the grab-bag boxes for the stronger, torus versions of his rings he was making for Sirocco, Mog, Silverite, Al, Jane, and others. He didn’t know the ring sizes of everyone, exactly, so he had made several pairs, knowing that the extra could go to someone, surely. He had already finished enchanting twenty of the torus-shaped diamond rings, but had been working on many more, when Delia showed up. 

Erick now stared at a blank rectangular spot on the workbench, where diamond dust had piled around the edges of a now-missing box. 

He joked, “She’s fast enough to be an assassin, I guess?”

Poi sighed, “Sorry. I didn’t…” He winced, then just went ahead and said what he was thinking, “I didn’t believe that she was actually going to do that. She didn’t even plan on it.”

Erick said, “Don’t worry about it.” He said, “Maybe this is for the best?” As Ophiel blipped off of his shoulder, to float outside of the window of the sunroom and begin casting an orb of light into the sky, Erick said, “[Cascade Imaging] will find her, and then I can ask her if what she took is what she really wants? … Maybe. Eh. I’m not sure what I want to say to her about this.” He added, “And what was that about— About everything she said? Hidden Classes? Artifact daggers? What is a Calamity Dagger? Registrars lying?”

Kiri said, “Registrars don’t lie. They just don’t help you unlock the more powerful methods to magic and otherwise. You have to do that on your own then ask them about what you’ve found.” 

Erick frowned. “Ah.”

 

- - - -

 

[Cascade Imaging], trained on Erick’s torus-shaped rings, eventually revealed a few bright dots across the map. The first location was the house, because of course. The second was at the Guardhouse, with Teressa. Eventually, another location blipped blue: the Interfaith Church.

Mother Eriliad was waiting for Erick in her office, by the time he got there. 

After pushing the box into Erick’s hands, Mother Eriliad said, “I don’t know where she went, but I am ashamed that she would do such a thing. She should never have—”

Erick cut her off, “She’s obviously in pain and distress and I won’t hold her accountable for this action. I’m not pressing charges and I don’t want anyone to make her life harder than it already is. When she comes back to you, will you tell her that I’ll still pay for her schooling, wherever she chooses?”

She seemed surprised, for a moment. “… I will tell her... But… Archmage.” Eriliad deflated a little, as she said, “Delia is gone. She rushed in here and threw these at me, and then she [Teleport]ed away, with a backpack. Four kids tried to follow her, but all of them came back. Some of them were crying. One of them had a broken arm.” She added, “I just sent him off to the hospital wing, not two minutes before you showed.”

“… Dammit.” Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] had taken a little while, but he didn’t think he would be this late. He asked, “Do you know where they went? Did her friends say anything?”

Eriliad shook her head. “They went to where the Harvest Temple used to be, but beyond that, I don’t know.”

Erick cursed again. 

 

- - - -

 

The Harvest Temple, previously located in the center of the Farm, had been covered in black glass from the Red Dot attack. But now, that black glass was gone; turned to black sand, all around Erick. The Harvest Temple itself was gone, too. 

Standing where the Temple had once stood, was a pile of brown and orange sand in the center of the black field. Even the Ring of Gods had been reduced to dirt, like tiny splashes of brown and tan and orange among the black.

Erick went to the next location.

 

- - - -

 

Valok’s house was a blackened crater, with guards standing around asking people what they had seen. 

All anyone saw was Delia enter the house, for those that knew her, and ‘some pinkscale girl’ for those who didn’t. Smoke began billowing out of the house shortly afterward. The witnesses didn’t see her leave, before the whole structure collapsed into the ground. 

Erick doubted she would have killed herself, but he helped the Guard excavate the house, anyway. All they found were ashes and broken things. He offered to [Mend] the location, and the Guard on the scene accepted. 

With Valok’s house restored, and items somewhat in their place, Erick found nothing that seemed viable for a DNA scan. Besides, he didn’t want to chase the young girl too hard. She was obviously in great distress. So he just left a letter on the kitchen counter, and offered to buy the location to keep it intact for Delia's eventual return. 

The Guard on the scene didn’t know much about all that. Erick would have to follow up with the Courthouse. 

He sent Kiri off on that errand. 

 

- - - -

 

Back at his own house, under the safety of his [Prismatic Ward], Erick scattered Ophiel across the Crystal Forest. He telepathically called out to Delia, to tell her that she did not have to run; Spur was her home and he would never take that from her. He had even bought the house, so Delia had a place to come back to. 

Kiri had found out that once someone torches their home, that property becomes property of the city. Erick rapidly bought Valok’s house, for 15,000 gold, but the paperwork would take days to go through the system. That didn’t really matter, though.

Because Delia did not respond to Erick’s telepathic calls, and that was more worrisome. 

He didn’t even get a denial of connection. 

But he kept trying. He had to know if she was okay.

After an hour, as the sun crossed the roof of the sky, the connection opened, and Erick felt relief like an ocean washing over him.

Erick sent, ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t help you as you want. Please forgive me, and come back to Spur.’

Eventually, a reply came, ‘I’m sorry. I’ll… I’ll come back. But not right now. I… Good bye.’

The connection broke. 

When Erick tried again, a tickle of mental shock struck for a few hundred points of damage. He did not try again. It was good enough that she was alive. Even if her words were a lie, she was still out there, somewhere. 

 

- - - -

 

While Erick was contemplating life on the couch, Poi walked in.

He said, “Sir. Registrar Irogh has an opening for you in an hour.”

Erick sat up, turning his mind away from Delia, and how much she seemed like Jane. He said, “Thank you, Poi.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick entered Irogh’s office, floating a bulky bag behind him. 

Irogh was the same as ever; an orcol with slightly pronounced fangs, nice green skin, black hair, and, of course, the bulging muscles. He was rather easy on the eyes, but Erick wasn’t here for that.

Irogh glanced to the large luggage with Erick, then said, “Have a seat. What can I do for you?”

Erick said, “Hello,” as he took one of the seats in front of Irogh’s desk. He left the luggage to his side, on the ground. “I’m here for a few things.”

Irogh casually slid two fingers through the air. The blue door to the room slipped closed. 

Erick said, “I’d like [Language Comprehension] cast on me again, and I’d like to pay for my daughter to receive the same when she arrives, and my apprentice, Kiri Flamecrash, and my guards, Poi Fulisade and Teressa Rednail.” He patted the luggage to his side. “I have five grand rads in here for that, and a few more grand rads for some other things, so that should be the full price, correct?”

Irogh said, “Yes. One grand rad is the usual price for any Registrar spell. They’ll have to come here to get it cast upon them, but I can take payment for all five casts right now.” He asked, “Would you like the spell cast upon you, now?”

“I’ll tell them that.” Erick began unpacking the luggage at his side, saying, “And yes. Now would be fine.” He set the first of five football-sized grand rads upon Irogh’s desk, but the second, third, fourth, and fifth grand rad vanished before he could grab them. “Ah.” 

“It is cast.” Irogh added, “You don’t actually have to take them out of your bag, if you don’t want to.” He asked, “What are the other grand rads for?”

Erick turned to Irogh, and said, “Some display issues I’m having. I want kills listed numerically, for starters. I’d like to know what other options there are, too.”

“We can link to your bank account in town, if you wish. Some people do this, but I know a lot of people like to physically bring their grand rads to the office.” 

“I will not link my bank account at this time. And in addition to seeing those options, I would also like to know about some things I have heard. Is it true that there are hidden Classes?”

Irogh nodded, saying, “Yes. You did not get the opportunity to have this talk with me since you were assigned your Class by Rozeta herself, but there are quite a few secrets of the Script.”

Erick waited.

Irogh waited, too. After a moment, he asked, “Okay?”

“Is that it?” Erick frowned. 

He didn’t actually believe Delia when she spoke of Registrars like she had, but maybe she had been right? Rozeta never answered any questions, but Erick had never had a question that Irogh wasn’t able to answer. Ah. But, Erick had never had specific questions back then like he had now. 

Irogh said, “I am here to help you make the best use of the Script that I can, but I am not here to allow anyone unfettered access. I help based on what you already know, and based on what I am allowed to say to anyone who asks, but unless you ask specific questions or already have access to new magic or skills, then I cannot speak of those hidden aspects. And, quite honestly, I don’t know most of them.” Irogh offered, “But, you have done a lot since you’ve ascended to what some would call ‘Archmage’, and this has probably led to some stranger options for you; it usually does. So, what I can do, is look into what new options you qualify for and then we can talk about them. Like new Classes unlocked, and such.”

All of that sounded pretty interesting, so Erick asked, “That won’t change my Class, will it?” He added, “What about other Class Ability Quests? Do I have access to more of them, now, too?” He continued, “And what about the limit of six Abilities? Can I get more than that?”

Irogh rattled off, “Looking won’t change your Class. You do have a few more Class Abilities since the last time you were here; that was one of the changes I was going to go over. Six Slots is actually one over the normal limit, but you can theoretically Quest for up to 10, though more Slots requires a great deal more sacrifice. You’re already up one Slot, so the commensurate Quest is already of a higher tier.”

“Okay. Then. Well? Show me my other Class options? And Ability options! And whatever it takes to get more Class Ability Slots.”

“Do you want the full list of Classes, or the condensed list?”

“Full list, alphabetical.”

Irogh nodded, as he tapped the air a few times. 

One absolutely massive blue box appeared, off to the side, occupying at least two square meters of airspace, with tiny writing. A smaller blue box filled with Class Abilities appeared to the right, and a much smaller box appeared to the right of that. Erick started reading the first box, burning [Ultrasight] so he didn’t have to get up from his chair. He did not feel like studying the whole list; he was searching for particular Classes. 

… aaand…

He found none of what he was looking for. No ‘Calamity Dagger’. No ‘Poison Mage’. No ‘Time Mage’, or ‘Spell Thief’. He did find some odder options. ‘Blood Mage’ was up there, and that seemed strange. [Cascade Imaging] was not blood magic at all; Erick made a note to ask Irogh about that. ‘Farmer’ was an obvious one that he should have expected, but it was still nice to see on the list. ‘Light Mage’ was nice to see up there. Erick would ask about derivatives of that Class, too, since he also saw ‘Twilight Mage’, and ‘Sunset Mage’, and those seemed like offshoots of ‘Light Mage’. ‘Storm Mage’ looked interesting. He even had ‘Spatial Mage’ unlocked, for some reason. He had not created or unlocked 5 Spatial Magics, so maybe completing the Basic Spell remake for [Blink] had been enough? Or maybe that Quest counted for 1, and [Lightwalk] counted for another? That would make some sort of sense.

They were all interesting Classes, but when Erick saw ‘Particle Mage’, he knew he was never going to change. Maybe he could ask what the unlocking requirements were, just to get an idea of how many Particle Mages would be running around on Veird in 3 months? 

… He had almost been on Veird for an entire year. 

Erick ignored that thought, for now.

The Ability box was not much different from the last time Erick saw it. He did immediately notice an upgrade for the ‘Killer’ Ability, which gave him 1.5x damage done to people, nestled under an Ability option named ‘Hunter’, which straight-up doubled his damage done to people. His guts twisted as he closed his eyes. He had to take a moment after seeing that. The fact that he had killed enough to warrant an upgrade to that Ability… That was rough. 

When he opened his eyes again, he read the upgrade to ‘Monster Killer’. It was titled ‘Hero of Veird’. It gave him 3x damage against monsters. 

That made him feel a little better, but it was a sad sort of happiness. There were a few other new and interesting options to this full Ability list, but none of them seemed important. That 10% spell cost reduction called to him, though. 

The third box was enough to take his mind off the rest.

 




	
Ability Slot Increase Quest!

10 Points

OR

100,000,000 Mana and/or Health








 

Erick pointed, asking, “That’s all? A hundred million in either Mana or Health?”

“Or both.” Irogh said, “It’s not as easy as your regeneration might lead you to believe. It requires active concentration to pay that cost, and Meditation does not work while you’re concentrating on this Quest. But since you have [Prismatic Ward], and that imposes Rest, then you might have an easier time of this Quest than most.” He looked to the air, saying, “And, with a little bit of math—” He looked to Erick. “It seems that with your regeneration, it would take almost 70 days of non-stop concentration in order to complete this quest. The next level is one billion mana. That would take 700 days.” He added, “But subsequent versions of this test, though they may increase in Mana and Health costs, do not increase in Point costs. Ten Class Ability Slots is still the maximum, though.”

Erick said, “I accept this quest.”

Irogh nodded. The third box vanished. 

Erick brought up the Quest and put it away a few times, rapid fire, before turning back to Irogh. “So about some of these Abilities. ‘Hero of Veird?’ What triggered that?”

Irogh did not have to look to the air, to say, “You killed a million monsters.”

He didn’t want to, but he had to, so Erick asked, “And this… ‘Hunter’?”

“10 people at or near your level.”

Erick stared at nothing for a moment. Then he took his mind off of whatever feeling he was feeling, by asking, “What other Class Abilities can I upgrade? Or is that in the ‘restricted information’ category?”

“It is restricted, if you want to know how you unlocked other Classes, I can certainly tell you that.”

Erick looked left, at the largest hovering box. “Why Blood Mage?”

Irogh glanced at the air, then said, “You have created a spell that works off of information contained in the blood. [Cascade Imaging].”

“Just tracking people is Blood Magic? But it’s purely physical identification and matching. There’s no… whatever there is, when it comes to Blood Magic. Control or manipulation of blood, I assume? The first time I heard about Blood Magic was after I made [Cascade Imaging].”

“The Script has a definition for Blood Magic, and your spell qualifies that definition.” Irogh read from the air, “ ‘Blood Magic is the control or manipulation of living flesh, in harmful, helpful, or neutral ways.’ Identification of people falls under this definition.”

Erick retorted, “But it’s not Blood Magic! It’s just a matching system!”

Irogh flicked his eyes to a different part of the air. He said, “I’m supposed to say… Let me see if I got this right: ‘to-may-toe, to-mah-to’. Or ‘red tomato, purple tomato’.” 

“… Is Rozeta watching right now?”

“Rozeta is always in attendance for these meetings, with everyone who comes through the blue door.”

“Great!” Erick asked, “Are the gods planning on doing anything against Candlepoint? Are we flattening the place?”

Irogh frowned a little, then perked up, to look at another part of the air. “Ah. Normally you would be told to go to the Church… But I have been given some information regarding that.” Irogh glanced at the air, then said, “I can only tell you about Rozeta, and she is already heavily investigating everything about the location, and that there is nothing to worry about. The Script is stable.”

“… Okay. So? She says the Script is stable? I wasn’t asking about that, but does that mean that the stuff Candlepoint is making are true adjustments to the Script? Does Melemizargo have administrator rights, or something? A backdoor, maybe?” Erick demanded to know, “How is he allowed to cast magic at all?”

Irogh put his hands on his desk and laced his fingers together. He sighed, as he suddenly looked twenty years older. He said, “We don’t actually know how he’s able to work his magic. Every ‘truth’ that the Cult of the Dark Dragon speaks of has been verified as false, except one. He is the last Dark God to exist, and gods are not wholly subject to the Script.” He added, “But, the truth is that no one can answer that question except for the Shades and Melemizargo himself, and none of them would speak that truth without trying to kill or control you first.”

Erick let that be, for now, even though his personal experience said that Irogh was wrong about Melemizargo’s interactions, except when it came to wrought. Instead, he asked, “How would I go about getting ‘Time Mage’ added to my list?”

“I cannot...” Irogh separated his hands as he glanced up, to another different part of the air. He said, “Normally… I can’t say. But… it appears you have a ‘Champion’ designation waiting for you from… Uh… Phagar.” Irogh’s cool demeanor shifted to unease, briefly, then to acceptance. “So… To answer your question: You need his direct approval to be a Time Mage. And you already have it.”

“… So if I wanted to be a Time Mage, I could.”

“Theoretically. I have no experience with this class. At all. I don’t even know what being a Time Mage means, so I cannot help you with what that means, either. You would have to get help from Phagar’s clergy to answer that question. But you’d probably have to talk directly to Phagar for any real answers.”

“A different question, then.” Erick asked, “What does it mean to be a Champion?”

“I cannot say, exactly. Each god is different.” Irogh smiled a little, but it was a sad sort of smile. “Whatever the case, that is out of my power to help you with. In addition: it seems that parts of this conversation will be erased from my memory when you leave, so if you wish to come back to this topic in the remainder of our time in this session, it means more and more of this conversation will be blanked from my memory. After today, please don’t bring up anything with regard to Champions to me, ever again. Please.”

Erick paled. Phagar would do that? Or would Rozeta do that? Obviously they would, but—

He remembered, back to when he was surrounded by gods and other Relevant Entities of the Script, on top of a blackened caldera, and they were deciding his fate. People were far, far below the power of gods, and if people got too uppity, it was even possible for them to wage a Forgotten Campaign, to erase the memory of a thing from the world.

Erick felt his face redden, as his heart beat hard, and anger began to bubble from within. Sure, they were gods, but who did they think they were?!

Irogh saw Erick’s building anger, and said, “This is not a problem for me. It’s easier this way. Consider the fact that we are going to be at war with the Shades soon and that they have ways of extracting information— Well… I’m just going to tell you that I am going to run, to flee Spur, as soon as war actually begins. Hopefully I can avoid the rush.” He said, “I have been targeted before, and it’s very, very tough to harm a Registrar, but that wouldn’t stop some people from trying. I have yet to try my skill against a Shade, but that is a trial I do not want to undertake.” He added, “Sometimes a bit of forgetfulness helps to keep the world from crumbling, Erick. Sometimes, forgetting is a gift. Ask any immortal, and they would tell you the same.”

Erick felt a sudden compassion for Irogh. He said, “Sorry… I didn’t consider you in all of this.”

Irogh smiled. He said, “Thank you, but I’ll be fine. Now, would you like to change some other things about how the Script displays for you?”

Erick felt like he was experiencing whiplash, but he soldiered on. “Yes. One other question, though: These new Stats that are coming out of Candlepoint. Are they real?”

Irogh spoke as though he had said the same thing, multiple times, “As far as we can tell, the new Stats coming out of Candlepoint are real, but they are also a poison. Much how like Strength makes a person feel stronger, yet Willpower does not affect a person’s mental nature, these new Stats might have unforeseen consequences, such as a desire to become a cannibal, or to kill and kill again.”

Erick stared at Irogh. “… And you’re still saying Melemizargo doesn’t have administrator access to the Script.”

“Correct. He does not, and he never had.”

Erick didn’t believe that for a moment. Whatever was going on with Melemizargo and the Script was a lot deeper than the gods were willing to speak. And that didn’t sit right with Erick. In fact, it sat rather wrong. So wrong, that he spoke up, “That’s such bullshit. Rozeta must know how he does this.”

Irogh frowned, then said—

A blue box appeared in the air, facing Erick.

 




	
He’s a wizard and a god, Erick. 

As soon as you figure out how you managed to influence the mana to create entirely new spells that no one had ever seen before, even though I guarantee that some of your knowledge has been out there for a long time before you came along, let me know!

Plugging that leak would make many things a lot easier for everyone.

By that same token, realize that you do not want us gods solving your mortal problems.

No one wants that. Ever.

Also: Please do not harass my registrar. 








 

Erick blanked at the blue box. After a moment, he said, “Okay? Sorry?”

The blue box vanished.

Irogh sat silently.

Erick said, “… I’d like to see the various display options for my Status and otherwise, please. And I’d like to know what the requirements were to unlock Particle Mage.”

“Of course.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked through the streets of Spur, his grand rads spent, and his Willpower and Focus each increased by 10 points, to 75 base, or 125 with his rings. His maximum mana was now 7500, while his regeneration was 32,100, for both Health and Mana. Nothing else had changed in his Status. There had been options to display his Status and the entirety of his known spells as a book that he could flip through, along with a few other ways, like coded messages, but he liked the boxes just as they were; they reminded him of computer prompts, but seen through the lens of Veird. 

He did spend the rest of his grand rads though, mainly on behalf of Delia Greentalon. The next time she went to a registrar, she might see that gift, and it might make her a little bit happier. Plus, no one could steal that sort of gift.

And that thought brought Erick back to his current problems. 

There were just too many problems in the world. 

Luckily, ‘Particle Mage’ might not be one of them. Those requirements were steep! The Baroness had been right. Except for maybe Kiri, there might not be another Particle Mage until Veird’s science progressed to the equivalent of Earth’s 19th century. But if that never happened, then Erick and Kiri might be the only Particle Mages to ever exist. 

But back to Veird’s problems: Erick didn’t think it was his job to solve any of them, but he would certainly do his part! Think global, act local; as he had always tried to do. He was certainly not ready to become a Champion, either, but it was nice to know the option was there, though that whole thing seemed rather ominous. But what he was ready to do, was create some anti-Shade spells. 

… Considering that what he was planning would be useful against anything and anyone, calling them ‘anti-Shade’ spells was slightly disingenuous. 

… But actually. Maybe he should leave the big damaging spells for another day, because he needed a way to counter spells like the Red Dot. 

And that reminded him! Now that he had [Lightwalk], it was time to resume his work on [Gate]. Maybe that would lead to a [Teleport Other Person’s Spell] spell. 

Erick needed another reason to visit Apogee, and this was perfect!

So much to do! So little time.

Oh. I should try to invent those Stat fruits they have, shouldn’t I?

Erick took another step, but stopped, as he paused in thought. 

Ohhhhh. I really like that idea, too.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons will get 88 tomorrow, or maybe tonight, depending on if I can get through the last draft and editing fast enough. 

A new month starts tomorrow, so if you were thinking of becoming a patron, might as well wait a day and not get charged twice in quick succession. 

Thanks for reading!

Thank you, too, to those who rate and/or review.

I just got another .5'er and those just aren't fun.  ¯\_(ツ)_/¯



                



085, 2/2


                Erick walked up to the main counter of the Wayfarer’s Guild, saying, “Hello. I’m looking for Guildmaster Apogee.”

The young incani man on the other side paled a little, as he said, “Master Apogee has retired. His son, Guildmaster Oreellico, is currently upstairs. Would you like to see him, instead?”

“That’s Apogee’s son, right? Fork Oreellico, I assume?”

“Yes, sir.”

“If he is available, then I will see him, instead.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick entered into a very different office than the last time he had been here. Where once were boxes and knickknacks waiting to be put into those boxes, there were now shelves of travel journals and maps and stones of a dozen different varieties. Some of those stones glowed with reds, others with blues. Some were crystals, while others were fossilized seashells. 

Fork Oreellico sat behind his desk, with stacks of paper in front of him and a small, glowing globe to the side. Fork was a brownscale dragonkin like his father, but unlike Apogee, he had no horns. He did have small ridges down the sides of his scaled head that were almost horns, but those were rather common among dragonkin. If he had a tail, Erick couldn’t tell. He could barely tell the man’s age. Maybe he was 40? Maybe?

As Erick entered, Oreellico stood from his chair. No tail.

“Hello, Guildmaster Oreellico. Congratulations on your promotion.”

Oreellico smiled, speaking with a deep voice, saying, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. Apologies if you came here to see my father, but you’ll have to settle for me. Is there something I can help you with? A transportation issue?” He gestured to the chair across his desk, as he sat back down, saying, “Please, sit.” 

Erick sat, saying, “I fear I have driven your father off with hints that I wanted to know more of his planar experience, but I suppose I will have to settle for never knowing his story, and that is okay.”

Oreellico looked to want to speak in the middle of Erick’s words, but he just smiled, and nodded.

Erick continued, “So what I’ve actually come here for, is to see if anyone could help me with a Spatial Magic problem.” 

“Oh?” Oreellico perked up, then glanced over to Poi, asking, “Please, close the door.”

Poi did so. The noise of the ‘loading docks’ vanished; swallowed by stone and dense, well fitted doors.

Erick said, “I want to try and create a [Teleport Spell] spell, so that I can redirect attacks like the Red Dot away from the city, if such a thing should ever occur again.” He added, “I have completed the ‘Recreate [Blink] Quest’, if that helps, so I know a little bit about what it takes to make a new Spatial spell, but I did that on my own, with some hints from a very, very old book, and the minor insight of another that I had to use an Elemental Body skill. I’d go to the libraries or Oceanside to answer this question of mine, but there is way too much math in all of the modern books I have ever read.”

Oreellico’s eyes gleamed bronze as he said, “I want to help you with this. But. If you do, someday, either far in the future or just around the corner, actually manage to make that [Gate] spell you threatened before, I want to know how you made it, I want your help in making it myself, and I want the chance to properly administrate whatever economic boon comes from recreating a possible [Gate] Network, with percentages and such to be determined later. In the case where I am not able to create the spell myself, I want your help to gain 5 more levels so that I can purchase the Class Ability myself, or complete the Quest for that Ability.” He added, “I do not know what the Quest requires, at this time, but if we work on the problem long enough, I should be able to gain the quest. If we are completely unsuccessful, then there are no requirements for either of us.”

That was a lot, right there. Erick had not expected such a thorough response, or such caveats. Oreellico certainly knew what he wanted, though. Erick wasn’t opposed to any of Oreellico’s plans, but, it would be a good idea to know what he was getting himself into before he began this partnership…

And that’s what it seemed like to him. A ‘partnership’, of some sort, that would likely change a great deal going forward, if everything happened how Erick suddenly wanted it to happen. 

Erick said, “I agree, but I need to know some possibly sensitive information, first.”

“Of course.” Oreellico sat back in his chair. “Ask away.”

“What level are you? How hard would it be to gain 5 more?”

“59, and I have been that for 12 years. I have combat skills and defensive skills, but I have tried to kill monsters of a higher level and have only gotten injuries for my time.” Oreellico said, “An escort to any central part of Quintlan would likely gain me the required 5 levels, unless you know of another acceptable way.”

“Have you managed to recreate any of the other Basic Tier Spatial spells?”

“Yes. I have done both [Blink] and [Teleport]. I achieved them through the use of [Air Body], and very little math, though you should know that the math common to Spatial magic is rather necessary to make higher tier spells. [Teleport Object]. [Teleport Other]. I’m sure a [Teleport Spell] magic would be similarly complicated. Or maybe not, if you were to just use a theoretical [Gate] to swallow the target.” He said, “I don’t truly know how that spell works, either, but I have some educated guesses.”

“Educated guesses are fine.”

“I have a question, then, if you’d permit me.”

Erick nodded. “Go ahead.”

“Since you have recreated [Blink], which Elemental Body skill do you have?”

“[Lightwalk]. I made it through my [Familiar], as well. There was no actual risk involved. I just need to know how to work the spell, and with the trick of it all figured out, I brute-forced the solution.” Erick patted Ophiel on his shoulder, saying, “He exploded a few times, but he got better.”

Oreellico’s calm, yet interested face, broke into a huge smile. He laughed, saying, “This is good! I wondered how you managed to not kill yourself. A brute-force solution! Amazing. I have to say, Archmage Flatt, I am very glad you walked through my door today.”

Erick smiled. “I see that I should have come here, sooner.” 

“Are we agreed then, with regard to the exchange of services? A mutual exchange of knowledge and technique in exchange for the Wayfarer’s Guild gaining financial control of this theoretical [Gate] spell?”

Erick reworded what Oreellico said, a little, saying, “Provided we can come to an amicable arrangement regarding the division of revenue, I could easily see myself being comfortable working to achieve [Gate] with you and the Wayfarer’s Guild, especially if you and your guild are instrumental in helping me acquire the spells I wish to acquire. I won’t allow financial control over the spell itself, especially with regard to myself using it, but any theoretical [Gate] network would be under your control.”

“Sorry, I misspoke. You are correct. Control over the network, not over your person.”

“Agreed.”

“Excellent. Then we are agreed.” Oreellico chuckled, then smiled, and said in a deep tone, “If you had tried to come to my father with this desire, he would have denied you, for he hates being reminded of his homeland in all ways. His loss is my gain.” He added, “I can draw up the preliminary paperwork by tomorrow, but would you like to get started now? As a show of good faith, I will give to you my understanding of [Teleport], with no need for any recompense until we can finalize the paperwork.”

Erick felt a spark of happy joy. He did not expect this series of events, at all. He said, “I accept. Thank you.”

“I can only give you my own understanding of the spell through my use of [Air Body], mind you.”

“Perfectly fine.”

Oreellico nodded. “The ‘secret’ to [Teleport] is easy enough to explain in minutes, but the execution kills most people, so usually we tell prospective wayfarers to never attempt such a thing, and to keep this secret to themselves. The Script makes magic safe, but this is an attempt to recreate the spells that form the Basic Tier of the Script. This magic is certainly not safe, at all. But, if you can brute-force [Teleport], I have high hopes for our partnership. As a warning: I lost an arm making [Teleport]. It was still considered a rousing success.” 

Erick nodded.

Oreellico continued, “By being a breeze through the use of [Air Body], and letting yourself go, you will experience a diffusion of the senses that will enable you to be in many places at once. The secret of [Blink] is shutting off all your senses and feeling your way through that heightened positioning, and then to consciously select the one that you wish to occupy, that was not your original location.” He asked, “Does that sound familiar?”

“Almost exactly what I did, but with a bit different understanding from my own.”

Oreellico nodded, saying, “That is normal. Everyone speaks of the experience slightly differently, but all have a few things in common. The plurality of location. The shutting of senses. The opening of the eyes in a new location, away from the original self.

“[Teleport] is the exact same thing, but spread across hundreds of kilometers. 

“But [Air Body] does not allow the user to be in more locations than your own general locality.

“So, we have a conundrum. This is solved by extrapolating the plurality of your location to other theoretical versions of yourself that might have existed, if you had taken a slightly different journey. If you would have gone left down the road, instead of right. 

“Now that you are down the right hand road, you just become the breeze that would have been on the left hand road.” 

Erick sat there, thinking. Oreellico’s words sounded very, very familiar. 

Oreellico said, “It is a very difficult concept for some people to think upon, let alone experience, and that says nothing of the difficulty of actually producing [Teleport]. Achieving [Teleport] is half-trick, half-delusion, since you both are, and are not casting magic at the secondary location. 

“This spell recreation is easier for some wayfarers than others, since the idea of wanting to take all roads and see all paths is a natural thought. For others, the way to recreating [Teleport] is through their desire to move forward, to see where the wind takes them, while simultaneously knowing that where they end up, is nowhere near where they would have been if not for any of a hundred different small, daily obstacles, like rocks on the path, shifting their destinations this way or that. 

“Succinctly put: [Teleport] is expanding your Elemental Body to where it would have been, if you had been somewhere else.”

Erick smiled, a little.

Oreellico continued, “I achieved this Recreation Quest when I had an epiphany regarding where I wanted to have lunch. At the time, there were two restaurants that I thoroughly enjoyed, but I had trouble deciding which to eat at. I had already been working on this quest for a while, so what I did, was go to a random spot of the Crystal Forest, and flip a coin. I let the coin land on the sand, without looking at whether it was ‘crown’ or ‘rad’. After a nice lunch in Portal, I [Scry]d the coin. It had landed ‘crown’. I should have gone to Outpost.

“And that’s all it took. 

“In that moment, I realized I was not where I could have been. It may seem simple in the telling, but for me, it was a timeless moment. Trying to describe that moment is like trying to describe love, or to paint a sunset; millions have tried, but there is always more to say, more to experience. So I will go with the simple version: It was then, that the briefest application of [Air Body] brought me all the way to Outpost, and staring at the ‘Quest Complete!’ notification. I had traveled over 3500 kilometers in a single [Teleport].” Oreellico paused, then said, “After that moment, I was truly a Wayfarer, though I had already possessed the Class for five years.”

Erick smiled, thinking. He said, “Thank you for sharing that with me.” And he meant it. Oreellico’s words sounded deeply personal, but also full of hope. 

“Ah!” Oreellico smiled, saying, “But this is transaction, yes? I have seen the good you have done, but this time, the entire Wayfarer Guild, every single branch across all of Glaquin, will come together and make this work. If you can truly recreate [Gate] outside of an impossible Ability Quest, we will change the world.” He spoke with hope in his voice, “We will recreate the backbone of what this world was meant to have, and no one will take that from us.”

Erick felt a happy sort of sadness, at those words. 

Oreellico sat back in his chair, and waited.

Erick asked, “I have a tangential question for you: How is it that Spatial Magic involves so much math, but you explaining it like that sounds so much better?”

Orellico laughed. “I worked for years on the maths side of that quest. Forces, distance, the curve of the world and the speed of rotation. The prevailing winds and the threads of intent already saturating the manasphere; all of it plays a heavy role in proper Spatial Magic. I did not attend arcanaeum, but our guild has many tutors. For me, the math was part of how I was able to be in two places at once, but that is hard to explain without the math.” He said, “Now I have a question for you: How did your [Blink] recreation go?”

“For my first attempts I tried using wardlight illusions to copy Ophiel, before placing him upstream in the flow of mana.” Erick said, “That ended in quite a few explosions.”

Oreellico paled for a moment, then laughed in nervousness, and said, “I would imagine so!”

Erick continued, “It wasn’t till I got [Lightwalk] and I used [Hunter’s Instincts] that I realized that everything about the experience of being an ethereal being was subjective. Recreating [Blink] past that was rather easy. I just had to realize what I was doing.”

Orellico nodded, solemnly. He glanced to Ophiel, on Erick’s shoulder, and said, “It is good you have this method. I have heard young Wayfarers speak almost as you have, without regard for the maths of the Spatial Mage. If they come to their senses and learn the maths, I usually hear that they are doing well. If they are foolhardy and brash, I usually never hear from them again, for they have invariably gone on to join Everlin Etherspray in the Ocean.” He said, “I am sure I don’t have to speak of this to you, archmage, and it would be insulting for me to do so, but untrained Spatial Magic is rather deadly. I told you I lost an arm completing the Quest for [Teleport], yes? I lost that arm because when my body resolved back to flesh, the location where my arm would have been was occupied by a wall, so my arm never resolved.

“The [Teleport] in the Script has many safeguards to prevent such an event. But trying to recreate [Teleport] has no such safeguards.”

Erick smiled softly. He said, “I am aware of the danger of making new magic. Thank you for your concern.” He stood from his chair, saying, “But I am sure you are busy, and I must get back to work, as well. Thank you for your time.”

Orellico stood from his chair, saying, “Anytime, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick said, “We’re going to be working a lot together. Call me ‘Erick’, please.”

“Then I would be honored if you would call me ‘Fork’, Erick,” said Fork.

“Fork, then. See you later.”

 

- - - -

 

“He knew about Everlin Etherspray, too!” Erick said, as he diced vegetables on the kitchen counter.

Kiri sat at the kitchen table, drinking a beer, beside a covered ceramic bowl. The dough she had made still needed twenty more minutes to relax, before she could start turning it into pasta noodles. Sunny, her vibrant green couatl-ish [Familiar], lounged around her shoulders. 

Kiri said, “That’s not surprising. If anyone has access to whatever legacy Everlin Etherspray left behind, it’s the Wayfarer’s Guild.”

Erick smiled wide. “Yup.” He cut onions, and said, “It’s just so amazing, though. Looking back on it, maybe there was magic back on Earth, and I just never saw it as such. Almost everything he said triggered a memory of something I’d heard of before, though in a very different way than how he spoke.”

“I’m actually more surprised that [Air Body] didn’t create some sort of higher tier magic.” Kiri held out her beer, saying, “You see? That’s what is most concerning for me. Why is [Teleport] still a Basic Spell, since is is clearly derived from another spell.” 

“Maybe the Elemental Body skills are representations of natural magic that belonged to the Old Cosmology?” Erick said, “That was the distinct impression I got when reading about Everlin and the elementassi.”

“Oh. Well.” Kiri said, “That makes a lot of sense. I guess I never thought of them that way— But that still doesn’t make sense! [Teleport] should be a tier 2 spell.”

“Eh. I’d imagine that the Elemental Body skills are the secret to many different basic magics.” Erick said, “And that’s another thing I don’t hear about! How do you make a [Force Bolt]? I bet a good, actual archmage, could spend all their points on Stats, and remake everything else from scratch.”

Kiri tilted her head back into a full-throated laugh, her eyes glowing green as she said, “My gods! Maybe! Ha!” She said, “Not many people had those skills back at the Tower, but at Oceanside, almost everyone had one. Air was the most popular, by far, but [Water Body] was a close second, but no one talked of remaking any Basic Tier magic. Maybe this is one of those deeper secrets.” She decided, emphatically, “It has to be!” She asked, “But how to prove this theory? That book where I read about Replication Quests said almost nothing except for the fact that the Quest existed.”

“I still have all those bargains of trade I have yet to collect on. Other archmages would likely know.” As Erick stirred the onions into a large pan full of sizzling ground beef, he said, “Opal offered to teach me [Ward Destruction], anyway.” He asked, “Have you seen Poi? He would know how to contact Opal. Or... Silverite would know. … Or practically anyone in charge, I guess.” He added, “But that’s for another day. There’s too much to do, right now. OH! And I learned what it takes to get Particle Mage.”

Kiri’s eyes became pale green orbs of light, as she focused on Erick with a laser intensity. She played it calm, though, simply saying, “Oooh?”

“Yeah. I’m not going to repeat those requirements out loud, ever, but you should qualify, and if not, then we can work on that.”

Like some great weight released from all of the world, Kiri smiled, her eyes going soft, back to their normal dark green. She chugged her beer in one waterfall moment, then set down the mug and ripped the cloth off of her resting dough, saying, “Let’s make some pasta!”

Erick smiled, asking, “So have you been down to the war room area, lately?”

Kiri tossed flour onto the kitchen table, and slapped the dough down, as she said, “Nope! But let’s go after dinner.” She paused. “Or are you going to try and make [Teleport]?”

“I’m already doing that, right now.”

 

- - - -

 

Magic was truly a miracle of multiplicity.

Ophiel rode sulfurous skies over mountains made of fire and ash, twisting and rising and falling on plumes of heat, while he also rode ocean waves far down south, where mimics ate kelp on sandy beaches and monsters of the depths tried to snatch at his [Stoneshape]d surfboard. 

Elsewhere, Ophiel watched over a market of people buying fresh produce, while simultaneously spraying spells at mimics all the way over in the Wasteland, just so he could be doing something productive with his use of mana. 

Another Ophiel taught a different Ophiel about subjects both of them already knew; this was an orcol, this was a wyrm, this was a Shade, and that dark splotch watching from that shadow to the right was either Melemizargo, or someone who was about to have a very bad day for deigning to interrupt Melemizargo’s spying. 

Another Ophiel was looking over plans for an artillery spell. He didn't fully understand what he was looking at, but that was okay. Life was about learning, and failing, and then getting up and trying again. And since Ophiel was more than able to survive almost any possible failure, save for the failures of Erick, Ophiel was happy to try and learn whatever he could, just so that he could save the indispensable from dying his only death.

Bipeds watched as Ophiel’s gentle touch changed the land from black sand to black clay, and deepened the dirt into a depression, fit for the beginnings of a lake. Maybe.

Another Ophiel, flying high over unimportant and unnoticed land to the west, cried tears of [Call Lightning] for those he would never see again. He cried for Valok, and for Krakina, and even for Apogough. He let loose with song and rain that thrummed the sky and cracked the twilight air with bright white lightning. He cried for all the horrible things that had happened to everyone he had ever seen working on the Farms. He remembered singing for them while they were working hard, and now he sang for their souls, praying that they were at peace, wherever they were. 

The desert eagerly drank his tears; the land here could only ever thirst for more. Mimics reached up to the rain while agave vibrated in time to the lightning crashing overhead. 

Another Ophiel watched from Erick’s shoulder, as dinner was made and served, and the sun dipped down outside. 

Another Ophiel watched Spur from above Erick’s Tower, inside the Restful air of the house, bloomed out to his full height and stature, with a hundred eyes that pointed in every direction. He would watch and protect, as he had always done. 

And somewhere along the way, each of them began to gently glow, like a perfectly crafted lightward. 

And somewhere along the way, and only lasting a brief moment, there had been more than 10 Ophiel; the maximum allowed by the spell. 

 

- - - -

 

A blue box interrupted dinner. 

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you already have Teleport, have this instead:

+1 point!








 

With his fork stuck in twirling pasta with a cheesy sauce, Erick said, “[Teleport] has been remade.”

Teressa laughed. Poi smiled.

Kiri said, “Holy shit.” She asked, incredulous, “How?!”

Erick teased, “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You have all the clues I did, and you have Sunny. Now you just need an Elemental Body skill.” He turned to Teressa, smiling, asking, “But we were talking about your day. Sorry to interrupt.”

Teressa seemed to light up, faintly smiling as she said, “Anyway. Long story short: the five stores were getting robbed, and no one knew how, but all the Guardmaster needed me for was ten minutes, and I had the suspect in my sights. Well. Everyone thought it was only one or two people, but it turned out it was actually five guys! And then we got them all.” She added, “Not quite as fulfilling as knocking a wyrm on its rotten arse, but still worthwhile.”

Erick asked, “What happened from there? I still don’t know much about the justice system except that people either get executed or exiled.”

Teressa said, “Well, those five guys are locked up until a judge can pass sentence, but they’ll probably get off easy. Detective Wash, one of the guys in the Guard who I work with, he says that apparently, the five stores they were targeting were responsible for some black market dealing, and those guys were trying to get back what was stolen from them.” She added, “It’s a whole drama, and everyone is probably lying in some way that they believe to be true, but no one killed anyone and nothing truly bad happened, so the black market might get dispersed or let alone. I don’t really know. That’s all out of my hands.”

“Huh. Okay.” Erick asked, “What’s for sale at black markets, anyway?”

“Drugs, mostly,” Teressa said. 

Poi added, “There’s also unlawful magical items.”

“Oh yeah.” Teressa said, “Blood Magic items are always popular, but most of them are harmless, so we look the other way. Change the shape of your nose, or the size of your— Uh. Well, you know. Anyway. Oh. And necromancy. Can’t forget the necromancy. You can pay people to call up your dead relatives to have one last chat, but I’ve heard that decays the soul, so you only really do that to people you hate.” 

“Hence the illegality,” Poi said.

Teressa said, “Silverite has a very strict mandate against necromancy of any kind, either way, so those kinds of offenses get treated rather harshly. Actually. Did you know that some of the stuff they do is legal in other parts of the world, but not here?” She smiled as she added, “We’re always catching some people doing something that they had no idea they shouldn’t do.”

Erick said, “Sounds like you like it. I’m glad.”

Teressa chuckled a little, and said, “It’s nice, but this here is the primary concern. [Witness]ing for the Guard is just a nice side-gig.”

“Still.” Erick sipped his beer, saying, “I’m happy for you.”

Teressa smiled. “Thanks.”

Kiri just remained silent, in thought, as she ate her pasta.

Erick said, “This is good pasta, Kiri.”

“Hmmm,” she said.

 

- - - -

 

With the three moons outside the windows, and wardlights blazing inside, Erick probably should have gone to the war room to see what sort of developments Candlepoint was getting up to, but he had work to do, and experiments to undertake. 

He had just finished his newest batch of plus-25 All Stat rings, not half an hour ago, so those went out to the various higher powers around town, through Ophiel. Poi cleared the way, first, of course. Couldn’t have Ophiel just blipping in front of people; that would not go well. 

Silverite, Mog, Sirocco, and Liquid, each got a set of ten rings. The average was 25 Stats, but some were stronger, and some were weaker, while some were sized for orcols, and most were sized for everyone else. He didn’t know the archmages of Spur, but he knew of them; he had left word with Silverite that he had rings for them too, if they wanted them, but they would have to come to him, and he had questions.

Everyone was busy, though, so Erick mainly just left the rings in the care of the appropriate people; they’d get to their recipients when they could. Erick didn’t mind. He was busy, too. 

He began by standing in front of his blackboard, with a beer in one hand and a piece of chalk in the other, asking, “How best to achieve the destruction of Candlepoint with one spell?”

Kiri, standing in front of her own blackboard, also drinking a beer, said, “I would say fire. But that would not work. The only thing that seems viable is your [Withering Slime], as long as you could keep the city solid, that is.”

“Right… All those idiot adventurers and otherwise inside the city. Can’t go killing people.”

“Well… Uh.” Kiri said, “I meant more that [Withering] is already the perfect anti-monster spell. Though it could be stronger. It couldn’t kill the Grand Ruby Mimics, after all.”

Teressa chuckled to the side, drinking from her keg. She said, “But you gotta destroy it all, Kiri. Killing the monsters doesn’t do shit. They’ll just come back.”

Kiri leveled her gaze at the larger orcol woman, who always said she didn’t like magic. Kiri asked, “Why are you even here?”

“I can be here if I want!” Teressa sloshed her keg at Erick, saying, “He said I could!”

“She is allowed to be here, Kiri.” Erick smiled. He added, “Anywho! Big explosions? Seems kinda fun? But that won’t kill a Shade, will it.”

Teressa said, “Eww. No. You’re trying to kill a Shade? I thought you were going for big boom magic. You can’t kill a Shade with magic.”

“Why do you say that?” Erick asked.

“Killzone ain’t no mage, and he’s the only one I know that can go fist-to-fist with a Shade and not get splattered across a city block.” Teressa added, “Sorry, Boss, but you ain’t a Shade killer.”

Erick said, “Killzone was supposed to show up for a special Stat item, and I’d love to ask him how he kills a Shade, but he’s not here right now. So how does he do it, Teressa?”

Teressa frowned. “I’ve… never actually seen it happen.”

“You want to give him that giant gem, don’t you?” Kiri asked, “What does it give?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “And I have no idea what it actually does. Nothing I put it in actually gives me Stats. I’ve tried a crown and a necklace, but both applications were untenable, even if they had worked.”

Teressa said, “You know what? Let’s get the man on the line! He might be able to come over. Don’t know until you ask, right?” She stood up, walking to the door, calling out, “Poi! Get the General to come over! They’re fiddling with magic to kill Shades!” She frowned as she got to the door, then went out of the room, muttering, “Where is that blasted man. I know he must hear me.”

Kiri ignored Teressa. “I saw that Poisoner from the Wasteland. How about some poison light-based spell? Can you do that? You once warned how ultraviolet light causes cancers, didn’t you? Seems like a logical step, there. Light is, after all, the best way to kill a Shade. I think.”

“Oh. Now there’s an idea.” Erick thought for a moment, then said, “But the appropriate [Ward] would block it. So. Maybe not. I do like the idea, though. It might be useful for when [Withering] doesn’t cut it, like with the mimic infestation. Even if that doesn’t work for Shades… I should make that spell, anyway.” 

“If you’re doing a physical spell and not a weather effect, the most you might have to worry over is an [Absorption Ward], and those affect everything, so any Particle Magic interaction would suffer the same negation effect as normal magic interaction.” Kiri said, “So don’t worry about [Ward] blocking a… A [Cloudlight] spell, or whatever.”

“Oh. That’s what you mean. Hmm.” Erick thought. He said, “Still not a Shade killer, though.” He threw an idea out there, “How about... Take a rock, and throw a [Massless Ward] on it, and then accelerate the rock to the speed of light, but pop the [Ward] the exact moment it strikes the target. Or maybe don’t pop the [Ward] at all? Hmm.”

“… That seems like [Rock Bolt] with extra steps.” Kiri said, “You can get that spell up to rather high damage numbers, but the rock ultimately disintegrates due to wind friction.”

Erick frowned a little. “I’d need to keep the wind off of it, too, huh. Oh! I could turn the rock into light!”

“… Can you?”

“With [Lightwalk], sure!” Erick shrugged. “Probably. That would require some more testing.”

Teressa returned to the room with Poi in tow, a refilled keg for herself, and two more mugs of beer for Erick and Kiri. She handed them off, smiling, saying, “And here you go.”

Erick took his beer, saying, “Thanks.”

“Thanks, Teressa,” Kiri said.

Poi said, “Killzone cannot join you tonight, but Silverite thanks you for the rings. Guildmaster Zago and Mog also thank you. All three of them said variations of ‘we will find a way to repay this kind gesture’, with Zago having the longest thank you of all. Hers included mention of the Wasteland.”

Erick shrugged. “Good luck to them, I guess. These rings might be special right now, but they won’t be that way forever.” He turned to the blackboard behind him, and began writing, “In fact, a lot of things seem special right now, but I plan on making them prevalent enough that Candlepoint looks like trapped trash compared to Spur.” He had only gotten to ‘recreate Stat fruits, just after ‘big light beam weapon’, when he paused. He said, “You know… I really should see what’s down there by the war room before I go making plans.” He set down the chalk. “In fact. Let’s do that right now. And where’s the nearest, best ‘town hall’ or whatever, to hear the latest news.” 

Poi thought for a moment, before saying, “I don’t think there are any town halls this late at night. We would have to go to the next one, tomorrow, wherever it might be; I’ll find out. Now might be a good time to visit the war rooms, though, when they aren’t so busy.”

Teressa shrugged, saying, “I’m ready,” as she cast a tiny [Cold Ward] on her chair and set her keg inside. “That’ll keep.”

“Me too,” Erick said. With a gesture, and a cast of [Cleanse] over himself, thick air spilled away from his body. He shivered, and frowned, as a tiny headache threatened behind his eyes, but whatever drunkenness he had was gone. He said, “Convenient, but annoying.”

Kiri set her own drink aside with a sigh, as she [Cleanse]d herself. “Just drink some water before we go.”

 

- - - -

 

The Mage Guildhouse was open all day, every day, though the people who manned the counters and walked the halls were rather different at night than who Erick was used to seeing. And the security was a lot higher than usual. Guards, in silver armor, stood around the outside of the building, and a few places inside. An orcol man at the receptionist desk confirmed who Erick was, which was rather easy and basically just involved a ‘hello Archmage Flatt, what are you interested in today?’, before directing a young purplescale boy to guide Erick through to the war rooms down below. 

Erick, Kiri, Poi, and Teressa passed two checkpoints to get to their destination. The first checkpoint was just a pair of people in silver armor, who nodded as Erick passed. The second security area was down at the bottom of the stairs in front of the war rooms, and involved guards at the entrance to every single room. The purplescaled boy scampered back up the stairs, as Erick and company walked forward.

The guards down here seemed to guard the location, while also popping every single [Scry] eye they saw. And there were a lot of [Scry] eyes. Every single second, more and more eyes popped into the air, before getting popped themselves. There was a measure of security, but Erick felt that they really could have been doing better.

The crowd down here was not overly large, but it almost reminded Erick of an art viewing, only without the tiny cheeses on crackers, or flutes of champagne in everyone’s hands. There were a lot of discussions going on, between smaller parties here and there. 

Erick glanced in to the first room on the left. A large wardlight map of Candlepoint had been crafted into the center of the space. Markers pointed at the various structures, listing what they were. Wardlight pictures had been hung on the walls, showing different angles of various positions around the shadowy city. Erick only really read ‘Version 5’, hanging below the map, to know that a map of the place was almost useless; Candlepoint could change its geography at will. 

The second room held the same list of monsters that was in Candlepoint’s Adventurer’s Guildhouse. Erick had already seen the list. He did not spend long in that room, but he did check to see if ‘Converter Angel’ was still up there. It was. But when Erick was ready to move on, Teressa stuck by the board, her eyes a little wider than before, her stance a little more full of anger. 

Erick turned back, asking, “What do you see?”

Teressa almost said nothing; Erick could see a hatred taking form across her face. But after a moment, she whispered, “Cursed Babbler. Only 2 darkchips. Ha. That’s a lie.” She added, “They only exist inside Ar’Kendrithyst… Until they don’t.” She breathed. She asked, “Why is Candlepoint sending people into the Dead City to kill some of their larger threats?” She pointed up at ‘Crystal Griever’. “4 chips.” She pointed at another. “Changeling Vine, 3 chips.” She said, “All monsters only inside— Oh.”

Poi frowned. 

Erick guessed, “They’re not just inside the Dead City anymore, are they?”

Teressa’s demeanor turned dark, as she went silent.

Kiri asked, “So where are they? They’re not here, and they’re not in Frontier or Kal’Duresh… or maybe they are?” There was a woman near the board, with a mage guild badge on her chest, who was slipping new blocks onto the monster kill board. Kiri said, “Excuse me.”

The woman asked, “Yes?”

Kiri pointed at the names in question, asking, “When did these go up?”

The woman glanced at the board. “Sorry. I don’t really know. Most of them have been on here since the beginning— Oh. Cursed Babbler. I know that one. That one has been here since the beginning, I’m sure.” She guessed, “Either the Shades seeded them outside the Dead City, or they want people to venture into the city. We’re all pretty sure it’s the latter.”

“Why do you say that?” Kiri asked.

“Go visit the other rooms.” The woman pointed across the hallway, saying, “That one, in particular. We got news about Umber Street during the morning shift. Apparently the place is almost like Candlepoint but with different offerings.”

Erick immediately went to the room across the hallway. Five other people were there, but only three of them were looking at the boards in front of them. The other two were guards standing near glowing metal runes carved into the walls; anti-[Scry] runes, from the looks of them. As Erick entered, those runes dimmed, as Ophiel squawked on his shoulder.

Whoops! Ophiel was always technically [Scry]ing, wasn’t he? Erick patted the little guy, as he produced a dozen more eyes, trying to keep his eyesight intact. 

The guard to the left almost said something to Erick, but the other guard interrupted, “Just fill it with more oil, Faroi.”

Faroi, the first guard, went back to his rune, and picked up a large stone jar from the ground. The two guards began filling the runes with oil, returning a brightness to the metal. 

Erick went to the first of five boards. 

This first board held all the ‘basic tier’ rewards, such as daggers that cut better or staffs of fireball; basically anything Erick could have made himself, if he were better at enchanting and had the requisite spells himself. All of those items cost between 1 to 15 darkchips, or between a thousand to 15,000 gold. The prices were inflated, for sure, but were mostly normal. Erick briefly looked at the 5% Reduction Pearl, thinking it would be a good idea, but then ignored that board. 

The next board held ‘lesser prizes’. Some of these were self explanatory, like the ‘Cloak of Invisibility’, but when the names of the items were not good enough to describe what the item did, there were small descriptions next to the listing. Some of those descriptions were guesses, and labeled ‘guess’. Others were labeled as ‘known’. A small section of those prizes was devoted entirely to boots. Boots of the Juggernaut. Boots of Wall Walking. Boots of Ceaseless Flight. Boots of Radiance. 

Several of the boots looked to be derived from the movement skills of the Elemental Body skills. Erick had never seen those sorts of enchantments in any of the magic stores he had ever visited, but maybe that was only because the vast majority of people in the world did not have an Elemental Body skill at the correct level to make the boots. Erick assumed that most people would either continue on to the full Elemental Body skill, and not choose to stop halfway. He would have to try his own hand at the ‘Boots of Radiance’, later. 

Teressa scoffed, “Boots of the Juggernaut. As if.”

Erick asked, “Unmovable movement, in boots, eh?”

“Yeah.” Teressa said, “It’s the main reason to choose to be a Juggernaut. But to put that skill in a pair of boots that could fail or be taken from you, while your team depends on you being an unmovable object? That’s asking for trouble.”

Erick agreed, as his eyes lingered on the ‘Staff of Hands’. He needed to try Cooperative Casting with Ophiel, even though every book that had mentioned the subject had said that [Familiar]s didn’t work for Ritual Magic. Whatever! Maybe everyone was wrong. Crazier things had happened. 

Erick moved onto the ‘Normal Prizes’ board. Here, were all the Stat fruits.

Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus. Meatdrop, Blooddrop, Oceandrop, and Dewdrop. Each of them cost a hundred darkchips. Each of them raised their associated Stat by 1 permanent point.

And then there were the other ones. 

Sundrop, for Dexterity. Rockdrop, for Constitution. Foamdrop, for Charisma. And finally, Stardrop, for Intelligence. Each of them cost a thousand darkchips. 

Beside that board, were known effects of some of the Stats, and one large warning, that ‘Only one Stat can be unlocked. Attempting to unlock a second will instantly turn a person into a shadeling.’ Erick lingered on that warning for a moment, before reading more. 

 




	
Dexterity


	
Applies a % reduction to all HP costs, after all other reductions. 





	
Constitution 


	
Applies a % damage reduction, after all other reductions. Side effects are being physically more resilient to all outside effects.





	
Charisma


	
Applies an unknown, insidious alteration to all social interactions. People are friendlier to you, without any conscious control. The full extent of this Stat is unknown at this time, and can lead to many horrific events. 

The Mind Mages are investigating. Beware this Stat.





	
Intelligence


	
Unknown. For sale only in Ar’Kendrithyst.








 

Erick said, “Well that’s fucking ominous.” 

Kiri grumbled in agreement.

Erick briefly glanced at the fourth board. It was labeled ‘Greater Rewards’, and was full of unique items and costs. ‘Undertake a trial to become a Shade’ was one of them. That horror only cost a person 100,000 darkchips. ‘Learn the secrets of magic’ was another; also 100,000 chips. 

‘A personalized artifact’. Variable cost.

While Erick was still reeling from the fourth board, he moved on. The final board held quests with darkchips as rewards, instead of items for sale. There were only three quests up there, right now. 

 




	
Hocnihai’s Legacy. The life’s work of one of the greatest Warder Archmages of Veird has been written, and locked away. Deliver this knowledge to Candlepoint and be rewarded. 





	
Trials of the Dark Dragon. Find Melemizargo in the Underworld and engage him in witty conversation. Maybe something good will happen.





	
To Touch the Sky. Build an airship that can safely leave Veird and survive outside of the manasphere. 








 

Erick erupted, “Ha!” He asked, “They want to leave Veird?!”

Anhelia spoke up beside Erick, “That’s one theory.”

Erick turned. Anhelia was a dark grey wrought incani, with backswept horns, a slick dress formed from her body, and a devilish smile. She was the information broker of Spur, and she was one of the only people of this city, with a modicum of power, that wanted every single Shade dead and gone; just like Erick. According to her, the Dark Dragon killed her grandmother, mother, and too many of her children to think about. Erick had no reason to disbelieve her.

Anhelia smiled. 

Erick said, “I’m glad you’re here. I’d like to talk to you about some important matters.”

Anhelia nodded. “I have a room upstairs we can use.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 88.

Such suspicious new Stats!

Thanks for reading.
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                In a comfortable room with fluffy chairs and a short table, situated atop the northern tower of the Mage Guild, Anhelia laid out tea for Erick and herself in dainty porcelain cups, etched with purple flowers. Poi waited outside, while Kiri and Teressa were still downstairs, in the war rooms. 

Erick said, “Thank you,” as he sipped his tea. It was good, but it was not the plum tea he was used to. It was something else. Something red, that tasted of spices. “This is good. What is it?”

“Spiced ripponfruit.” Anhelia sat down across from Erick and lifted her her cup, saying, “It’s been quite a while since we last spoke of killing Shades, on the veranda at your potato party. You haven’t changed your mind on what needs to be done, have you?”

Right to it, then. Erick sipped his tea, then said, “They deserve to die for what they have done, and what they would do in the future.”

“Good. Many will forget that fact when the war is about to end, and the atrocities have piled high.” Anhelia asked, “Where would you like to start?”

“A bit of history regarding how these things usually go, to give context to what is happening today, and then I’d like to know how to kill a Shade.”

Anhelia nodded. “That is a winding conversation, so let me know when you have a question.” She said, “I’ve gone through this event twenty-three times. A few of these were instant wars. Monsters streaming out through the walls of the Dead City, setting up bases outside, them allowing Spur to be a beachhead against the tide. That sort of thing. Sometimes they burn Spur to the ground first, but they usually avoid killing people who run.” She said, “This avoiding of the innocents is thought to be a way to make future enemies, so don’t go thinking it’s out of honor.

“Other Shade excursions were widespread assassinations throughout the world, causing widespread trouble. All of them ended the same way: Civilization came together to physically destroy the threat. There were variations, of course. A few times, our own assassins were required to kill the masterminds behind the attacks. 

“But in the end, there are always two or ten Shades that are spearheading the effort to conquer the world, and other Shades are willing to take their place as the top monster of the Dead City. 

“Usually, we get ‘help’ from these other, opportunistic Shades, who want to kill the Shades in charge of their excursions. This has always happened, to some degree, at some point in time.

“The Great Purge that took out Spur 104 years ago was the only time that every Shade managed to band together and decide, as a whole, to fight. When Spur was destroyed, the centering idea that held the Shades to a single goal, was shattered. They fell to infighting almost instantly.

“This is why we don’t go after Ar’Kendrithyst, directly, at all. For doing so would cause them to band together and end Spur again. But really, they’d band together and end any threat they deem worthy enough to end.” She asked, “Is that anything you didn’t already know?”

Erick said, “I’ve heard some of what you just said, but not quite like that. Continue, please.”

Anhelia continued, “Right now, and verified through all of my sources, the entire Dead City is working together to make Candlepoint succeed. This is mostly normal, and likely a facade of some sort. They’ll splinter in time if they aren’t already splintered. The existence they’ve focused on this time is different, for sure, but this level of cooperation is not too surprising. 

“In a slightly abnormal way: they’re not going directly to war. This has happened roughly five to eight times in the past. 

“They’re tempting mortals into allying with them. This is completely normal, though the method this time is rather unique. 

“What is very rare, and has only happened once before, is, firstly, that they are creating shadelings that truly appear to be their own persons. This will undoubtedly lead to complications down the road. Are they making generals for a future army? Perhaps. Usually they summon mindless generals, outfitted with all the knowledge that several Shades possess, and send them out to conquer. But they could do shadelings this time, each with their own levels and Status under the Script. 

“No. I don’t know how it’s happening, only that it is. Shades don’t have access to the Script, but these shadelings do. It is odd. But it has happened before.

“One thing to keep in mind is that these shadelings are not slaves. The Script brands people with the Slave sub-Class rather quickly, if they are, and then allows them [Teleport]s away from their slavers, or to get a massive damage bonus against their slavers.

“I mention the slave-[Teleport]-thing because that specific event has happened before. And then those shadelings turned out to be malicious actors, and assassins. 

“So don’t ever trust a shadeling, Erick. No matter what they may look like or how they might speak. Even if they are real people, and not just masks worn by the Shades who made them, they’re people who want you dead. Or worse: a traitor to the rest of the world.”

Erik sipped his tea, listening, realizing, in some way deeper than before, that war was truly coming, and he’d have to kill people. Monstrous people, sure, but still people. 

Anhelia continued, “The other thing that is rather different, but not unheard of, is that Candlepoint’s items are real. Mostly, there are zero side effects.”

Erick frowned. “The sign down there says that opening two new Stats makes a person a shadeling.”

Anhelia said, “That’s not the whole truth. Yesterday, one person survived the transformation and came back to being orcol; a member of the unincorporated Treehome tribes, to the west of Wyrmridge mountains. With the backing of his whole family of wyrm hunters and a reluctant Archmage Syllea, he had enough money to get 2000 darkchips. He then picked Constitution, first, then Dexterity. Others tried to follow in his footsteps and failed. They were turned into shadelings almost instantly. Or, at least that’s what their Status said. 

“They had no rad in their body. They had no urge to do the bidding of any Shade, or anything else that normal shadelings do. They still had normal access to the Script. But they were no longer listed as ‘orcol’; they were listed as ‘shadeling’.

“A Registrar was asked to intervene, and that’s the extent of my knowledge on that front.” Anhelia said, “Archmage Syllea sent the missive containing this information to myself, and several others, in the hopes that I could find a cure. Incidentally, this is also how we know that opening two Stats makes a person a shadeling. I have told others these facts and asked for help, but no one seems to know anything right now. If you wish to pursue this, Archmage Syllea has already promised personal lessons or a vast sum of money to whoever solves the problem.” She added, “I have heard that she owes you a bargain of trade, too, which is another reason I mention this. I do need more information on this, Erick, and you’re in a perfect position to get it for us, if you’re willing.”

“Maybe.” Erick said, “But… So one new Stat does nothing? Besides what it says it does?”

“According to the Registrars. They’re not sure how the new Stats fruits are made or why they turn people into shadelings, only that the fruits exist, they work exactly as they are said to work, and that too many of them turns a person into a shadeling.” Anhelia said, “New races of people pop up from time to time. Usually, through the inventions of summoners. Usually, they don’t last past two or three generations. Maybe these people aren’t actually the shadelings that we know, but are instead a creation of a Shade. Or someone like the Life Binder. It is entirely possible that these ‘shadelings’ are not the ones we know of; that they are just named the same thing in order to cause confusion.” She added, “But that is a low possibility.”

Erick frowned. “Why are people willing to take the chance with Shade magical items?” He instantly answered himself, “Some people are just like that. Obviously. The need for power, and all that.”

“That is a part of it, yes.” Anhelia continued, “Terrible magic items have come out of Ar’Kendrithyst before. Usually the catch is obvious, but that doesn’t stop people from wanting them. This is one of the main reasons why people flock to Ar’Kendrithyst, in the first place. Usually, whatever they find are simple trinkets that are used and then vanish, like Staffs of [Lightning Bolt], or plus-100 Strength belts. One time, someone actually managed to find a Crown of [Meteor Swarm]. I think they went on to fund themselves a title of nobility, over in the Wasteland, long, long ago. 

“These items are created to lure adventurers to the Dead City, to give the Shades their ‘entertainment’. 

“But just as often, people who find these items are found much later, roaming the kendrithyst, transformed into a monster with the cursed item in hand, or on their head, or what have you. 

“But in some cases, the items are very real, with zero side effects.” Anhelia added, “For if the place was pure poison, no one would go, and that is a fact proven time and time again.

“There was one item, years and years ago, known as the Staff of Swords. It allowed the user the ability to effortlessly cast the spell ‘Sword Tide’ by providing the item with mana. Every single stone and metal surface for a hundred meters became slicing swords, for one brief moment, except where the user stood. There were quite a few lesser effects, but that was the main one. 

“The Staff of Swords was an artifact, Erick.

“Of the many true artifacts to ever exist on Veird, the Shades have made nine out of every ten.”

“That Staff of Swords came out of Ar’Kendrithyst when a war on Nelboor spilled across the ocean, into the Greensoil Duchy— Oh. That was the Republic four hundred years ago. Anyway. The Duchy was occupied with their war and all of their up-and-coming adventurers had been killed in several massive battles, and for a very long and complicated reason that was mainly the fault of army quotas, the Shades got antsy without their entertainment, and the Staff of Swords found its way to the hands of a soldier in the Greensoil Army. It turned the tide in their war, at the time. And then it fell into the hands of another. 

“Thousands of people died on hundreds of battlefields, for the Staff of Swords turned almost any middling mage into an archmage. The Staff of Swords is either somewhere in Nelboor, still causing havoc, or laying in some crypt somewhere; I know nothing more about that.

“The point is that the Shades make awful items that instantly kill people and turn them into monsters, and they also make items that cause utter chaos.

“Candlepoint appears to be the second case. They’re real items. They have some unknown drawback that even Registrars can’t tell is a drawback. We don’t know much beyond that.” She sipped her tea.

Erick asked, “So how do you kill a Shade?”

Anhelia nodded. She said, “Shades are constantly surrounded by shadows and under the effects of [Shadowalk] that costs them nothing to use. This means that you must either overpower them with light to turn them solid and then kill them, somehow lure them into an antirhine trap, or fight them on their own turf and win. The first is easier said than done. The second has happened a handful of times, and never on purpose, but the Shades experiment with everything, and there is a fair bit of antirhine in there, so, it happens. The third is by far the most usual method. 

“A combination of 1 and 3 is the best way. Have attacks that combine light, but strike from the shadows.”

Erick asked, “Can they [Cleanse]?”

“Oh?” Anhelia paused, then asked, “What were you thinking? Poison? Or…?”

“Poison.”

“It will work, but not well. [Cleanse] is a very special spell, given to us by the gods, so the Shades don’t have access, but they have other ways to do the same thing. But besides that, their shadowy bodies prevent them from being poisoned; they don’t have actual biology. Parasites, though. Those will give them some trouble, but not enough to count in a fight.” She added, “Maybe if you had some light-infused parasites, they might be able to burrow into the Shades and stop them from [Shadowalk]ing away. That is worth investigating; it hasn’t been done in a long time, so they wouldn’t expect it. Shadowflesh is easy enough to come by, but you would need shadowflesh from a Shade, and that would be much more difficult.”

Erick let that go, for now. He’d invent his theoretical gamma ray cloudkill spell, anyway, because it’d be useful in other ways. He asked, “What does a fight look like between a Shade, and say, Killzone?”

“Usually, Killzone just slaps the misbehaving Shade around while they try to fight back, but can’t, and the other Shades look on, laughing.” Anhelia added, “By ‘slapping’ I mean punching hard enough to have the offending Shade fly through a ten-meter wide kendrithyst tower. There’s also the slapping away of any magic used against him, and him using his arms like dull swords, that somehow still manage to cut. Also, constant battlefield movement. He perfected his [Shadowalk] long, long ago. I still remember when he was a young kid, fresh from the Geodes, but even then, he was a prodigy. 

“You can’t hope to fight like him, and more than two Shades will still put Killzone on the back foot.”

Erick asked, “How about Extreme Light?”

Anhelia asked, “You mean like how Toxic Hydras destroy magic?”

That wasn’t what Erick meant, but that was a good question, too. He said, “Yes.”

“A variation of using antirhine. It works, but not well.” Anhelia frowned. “But you meant something else, don’t you?”

“Poisonous light.” Erick said, “Like the blacklight I gave to you, but on a much larger scale. Imbuing Decay into Light. That sort of thing.”

Anhelia shook her head, then paused. “… Maybe. I’m sure you could try with some… Mana Altering for Decay on an Aurify’d [Force Bomb]… With Alterings for Light damage? Maybe.” She continued, “But you have time to work on your magic. The largest point of failure in your assistance with this war, is your high profile.” Anhelia said, “I hate to say it, Erick, but you live in a very exposed and exploitable location.”

“… I’m not becoming a hermit.” Erick said, “That seems rather foolish, especially now.”

Anhelia smiled. “Yes. It would be rather foolish. But you must know your weaknesses going forward, for they will be used against you. But by the same turn, your unwillingness to be a hermit is a great boon. You have the ability to easily gather allies, since you have already worked with people who would seem your racial enemy.” She added, “I must say, the Magisterium was rather happy with your work, according to my sources.” She said, “Now, you just have to do that for everyone in the world, picking up pledges of service, and the rest of this will go rather smoothly, up until the end.”

Erick felt his stomach drop. He didn’t want to, but he asked, “What does the end of this conflict look like?”

Anhelia said, “Whatever happens going forward, the groundwork must be laid now, for once we do push them back to the Dead City, the rest of the world will decide that is enough. It has happened before, and it will happen again. I have failed 22 times in pushing farther forward. I’ve had archmages back out on me. I’ve had smaller nations back out on me. Outpost always helps, but they always back out, too. And in the interest of full disclosure, when archmages step into the fight, they are always targeted by the Shades. 

“In the interest of further disclosure, Melemizargo constantly spies on anyone who works magic well, and this certainly includes every archmage. He will know your weaknesses, and the Shades will exploit your weaknesses.” Anhelia’s dark metal eyes seemed to hold great pain, as she said, “He will certainly know of you, and everything that gives you the will to live.”

“Yeah. I… I got that part.”

“This is what it comes down to:” Anhelia spoke from hard hitting experience, “In the war, at the end, there will be a moment, where the world could turn back, leaving the Shades to their Dead City, or face forward and end the threat. One of the Shades might offer a truce, and it will be real. A different Shade might reach up and murder those behind this recent expansion, and then ask for a truce. This, too, will be real. This is how a war with the Shades usually ends. This ending has taken a dozen different forms in these last eight centuries I have been a part of Spur, and each time, the world flinches. They are offered peace, and they accept. They feel they have done enough. So the war ends. Nations retreat to their corners, and the Shades are left to themselves, to lick their wounds and try again next time.

“But it won’t end that way, this time. You and I, Erick, we know the evil of the Shades. The other archmages of Spur are Silverite’s creatures, and they are complacent defenders. But this is not who you are. You and I know what must be done, so we cannot let the war end there.

“And this is what you can do:

“There will be a moment, after the archmages are finally loosed to join the fight against Ar’Kendrithyst, when half of them are dead and the nations rally, when the Crystal Forest is a smoldering crater and maybe Spur is destroyed, or maybe not, and everyone is scattered to the wind and all of our collective intent is aimed at destroying the Shades, something will happen. The exact nature changes each time, but each time it is the same: the Shades will threaten mutual destruction. They will not be lying. They only speak the horrible truth. It is in this moment that you must flood that city with every single high ranking spell you have.

“It must be a bloodbath. Annihilation to a degree never before seen.

“And with that action, the surviving Shades will band together and attack, and civilization will be forced to do the same.

“The beast will appear. Melemizargo will come. 

“There will be another window; another chance at peace. Gods will involve themselves. Peace will be attempted by the weak hearted, but peace must be cast aside. 

“Because I won’t let it end there,” Anhelia spoke with a depth to her voice, “Because this time I am going to do what needs to be done, far ahead of that fated day.” Anhelia’s fire retreated, as she said, “But you needn’t worry about that part.”

Erick got the distinct feeling that if he knew what Anhelia planned to do, that he would disapprove. So he did not ask her to elaborate. The mood was too heavy, and Anhelia’s cold anger was too serious.

So Erick attempted a joke. He smiled, and tried, “Or they could kill us all tomorrow?”

Anhelia paused. For one long moment, she was unmoored. And then the metal around her eyes crinkled, as her lips parted. She smiled, then laughed. It was a real laugh.

“But seriously though.” As she laughed, Erick asked, “Got any good ideas for killing spells against Shades?”

Anhelia laughed for a little bit more, as she tried to say, “Yes. Yes. I have lots of known good combinations.” She calmed. She said, “And since we’re in this together, I won’t even charge you.”

Erick smiled. 

“You almost laughed!” Anhelia admitted, “It wasn’t a very good joke. I got too serious, there. Anyway… I finished making all my magic a long, long time ago, but I do know of some of the better Shade-killing spells.” She reached down to the table between them, and pulled out a hidden compartment. A thin book laid inside. She handed the book to Erick, saying, “They’re in there and the good ones are the three in front, but let’s talk about them.”

Erick took the thin book, and flipped a little way through. It was a compiled breakdown of several stronger spells, along with the math he had often seen elsewhere, and higher-level overviews of those spells. He glanced at the first one. It was something called [Shattering Light], that was useful for destroying structures and shadowy monsters. The next was for a summon to flood the battlefield with anti-shadow lightballs, called [Radiant Wisp]; it was a crowd control spell best used against shadow monsters. Erick flipped to the third one, and said, “Oh. I was thinking of something like this.”

Anhelia glanced over. “[Carving Radiance] is probably the best one there.”

 

- - - -

 

Poi stood strong, stationed at the top of a staircase, in front of the door to Anhelia’s tea room, unintentionally listening in to the verbal and nonverbal conversation happening behind his back. The room was [Ward]ed against most conventional means of spying, and Anhelia was well trained to keep her thoughts to herself, but that couldn’t stop Poi. Poi couldn’t really stop himself from listening in, anyway, even if he wanted to.

He found himself wishing Anhelia well. 

She would fail, but maybe not completely. Maybe she could strike a smaller blow than killing the Dark Dragon. Maybe her plot would kill all the Shades, and with Melemizargo’s clergy gone, he would lose power. It was widely speculated that if a god were to lose all their clergy and their believers, then they would begin to die, themselves, but no one really knew if that were true, or not.

Poi paused his own thoughts. 

He almost laughed. 

Look at him! Thinking about how to kill a god! That was like planning to stop the moons from rising, or Veird from turning. Crazy thoughts. Intrusive thoughts, maybe. Truly foolish, too, but foolish in the way of dreams. Even aiming for them, knowing they were impossible, might get you closer to your ideal life, and if anything was worth pursuing, it was that. But killing Shades was nasty business, full of consequences—

Kiri interrupted Poi’s thoughts, sending, ‘Is he done yet?’

Poi sent back, ‘He’ll be a while. Go on home, if you wish.’

‘We’ll do that, then. See you later.’

 

- - - -

 

With the sun shining outside, Erick wrote on a blackboard in the empty third floor room.

–

Shattering Light

(t1)[Force Bomb] + (t1)[Force Wave] = (t2)[Prime Area] (goal of designating an area as under your intent)(most difficult part, since force spells want to do damage)

(t2)[Prime Area] + (t1)Mana Alter: Light = (t3)[Light Shift] (goal of priming an area with your intentioned light)(second most difficult part)

(t1)[Force Shrapnel] + (t1)Mana Alter: Light = (t2)[Broken Light]

(t3)[Light Shift] + (t2)[Broken Light] (goal of making shrapnel at the location) = (t4)[Breaking Light]

(t4)[Breaking Light] + (t1)Mana Shaping, 500 (for deeper soaking of intent and range) + (t1)[Lightshape] (for ripping it all apart) = (t5)[Shattering Light]

–

[Radiant Wisp]

(t1)[Conjure Force Elemental] + (t1)Mana Alter: Light + (t1)[Lightshape] = (t2)[Summon Bright Wisp] 

(t2)[Summon Bright Wisp] + (t1)[Shadowshape] = (t3)[Radiant Wisp]

–

[Carving Radiance]

(t1)[Force Bomb] + (t1)[Force Wave] = (t2)[Prime Area] (goal of designating an area as under your intent)(most difficult part, since force spells want to do damage)

(t1)[Force Beam] + (t1)Mana Alter: Fire + (t1)Mana Alter: Light = (t2)[Firelight Beam]

(t2)[Firelight Beam] + (t1)[Force Bomb] (careful to make the spell explode at the end of the beam, not at the beginning!) = (t3)[Firelight Exploder]

(t2)[Prime Area] + (t1)Mana Alter: Fire + (t1)Mana Alter: Light = (t3)[Land of Firelight]

(t3)[Firelight Exploder] + (t3)[Land of Firelight] = (t4)[Carving Radiance]

+ Mana Shaping as needed for longer range. You want longer range.

–

Erick looked over the board and said to himself, “Multiple uses of multiple spells at the same time… Difficult, but I guess that’s what archmages do.” He added, “And a tier 3 summon is rather close to sapience. But I’ll need soldiers. A way to even the battlefield.” He glanced over to an empty board and then to Ophiel, sitting on a stand. “And I think I need another one of you. What kind of brother or sister would you like?”

Ophiel responded with a confused guitar strum and a hopeful harp twang. 

Erick asked, “[Fireshape]?”

Dismissive cellos. 

“Not that, then. I don’t want to burn myself, either. How about [Watershape]?”

Guitars and violins. 

“Closer to the right choice. But we are in the middle of a desert, so that might be a bit cruel. But. Eh. I could just give them [Call Lightning] and tell them to play outside of Spur.” Erick offered, “[Lightshape]?”

More confused guitars.

“Something else entirely?” Erick paused. He said, “How about [Identify]? A bookish [Familiar]?” With Ophiel’s flute-ish squawk, that was a ‘no’. Erick thought for a moment, then said, “Maybe… later. If that would work, at all.” Erick offered, “[Metalshape]? It’s tier 2, though. 10 days to a redo if it fails.”

Another squawk, harsher, this time.

“Fine fine. You’re right. But I really like the idea of a bookish [Familiar]. Maybe later— Oh! Maybe I can create a computer [Familiar], with [Identify] and [Metalshape]? That’d be something.”

Ophiel didn’t bother to respond.

“How about—” He paused. He had an idea.

It was a really good idea. Not very practical, but the idea itself seemed to latch onto Erick and not let go. He left the third floor room, Ophiel floating behind, and rushed downstairs to his library. He scanned the shelves for a moment, before plucking out the correct book, ‘Shaping Magic and the Novice Mage’.

When he was first starting out, Erick had bought [Metalshape] for a point. Looking back on that moment, he had made the hasty choice, but it was fine. [Metalshape] was a middle-of-the-road tier 2 spell. Not too good, not that bad; a fine choice to just purchase, if you had the points. Erick had worked quite a bit with metal since then, so he never regretted spending that point. 

But sometime since then he had decided that it was frivolous to spend points like that. He was a mage. He should make his own spells, be they Particle magic or any other. The Shaping line of spells was no exception. Erick just… hadn’t done much with this magic besides using the base spells…

He did use the base Shaping spells practically all the time, though. 

“Ah ha,” Erick said, finding what he was looking for. “The known Shaping spells. [Woodshape] is [Watershape] plus [Grow]. But. Hmm.” He said to the Ophiel on his shoulder, “We don’t want the basic spell. We want [Treeshape], you see, and that is a bit more difficult.” Erick turned the page. There, taking up the whole page, was a diagram of a glowing tree that stood above all others. “And this is pretty cool, too. [Watershape] and [Grow] for [Treeshape], and then you add [Lightshape], to make [Tree of Light].” Erick read from the book, “[Tree of Light]: a long lasting spell to enchant a tree with ability to heal itself and its surroundings. Spell can last years if undisturbed.”

Ophiel gave a tiny, unsure violin sound. 

Erick smiled. “Well of course we’re not going to do it that way. I don’t want sentience, and if it fails I’d have to wait a hundred days to try again.” He looked down at the page, saying “So we’re going to try for the whole thing, all at once. Six spells; but only tier 2! Aha! Wouldn’t that be cool?” He paused. He looked down at the book. He asked himself, “But how deep does this rabbit hole go?” He flipped a few more pages over, reading, mumbling, “Maybe I should slow down a little and think about what I want out of a second [Familiar]… Something stable and defensive… for sure… So trees are a good idea, Ophiel, despite your reluctance. Besides! What’s wrong with having a tree for a brother or sister?”

Ophiel spat out a short flute sound.

“Yes, yes. You’re probably right.”

Erick sat down in the chair beside his bookshelves, and read. Eventually, he moved on to a second book, and then a third. Tree [Familiar]s were actually quite common, for those who planned on staying in one location for a long time. 

Kiri showed up with a pot of coftea, and offered Erick a mug. “Afternoon coftea?”

“Oh!” Erick took the mug, saying, “Thank you, Kiri.” He sipped the coftea, and the bitter flavor perked him right up. He breathed deep the smell, and said, “I love the smell of coftea.” He asked, “Have you gotten the chance to look at the spell recipes upstairs?”

Kiri smiled, as she sat down across from Erick, holding her own cup and saying, “Yes. I did. But what are you working on, now?”

“Another [Familiar].” Erick held up his current book; ‘Druid Rites’. “I’m looking up tree magic.”

Kiri scrunched her face. “A tree [Familiar]? Seems kind of… stationary.”

Erick paused. “Yeah… but… Oh? Could I make it with [Teleport], too?” He exclaimed, “Or [Gate]! OH! Maybe I should make a [Familiar] with [Gate]! I could have a whole bunch of linking trees—” Erick set down his book, saying, “I gotta go see Fork before it gets much later.”

 

- - - -

 

Fork sat behind his desk, looking at Erick’s Quest Completion box for [Teleport]. His brown eyebrow scales pinched together, as he frowned a little. 

Erick asked, “Problem?”

“Yes and no.” Fork dismissed the box, then laid his hands together, and sighed. “Sorry. I was not ready for this. I have met several archmages in my time, and each time they pull off feats of magic that seem impossible… It is surprising each time it happens.”

Erick glanced over to Poi, to see the man school away a smile.

Fork continued, “I don’t have access to the Quest for [Gate], as I have said before. I will get this information into your hands as soon as I can, but even as the master of a Guildhouse this will still take me a week. There’s bureaucracy to check off, you understand. This knowledge is not just lying around anywhere for anyone to look at, and because of that bureaucracy, the paperwork is also not complete. The lawyer should be done with it in a few hours, so I will ask her to hurry up, if that is alright with you. I can have it dropped off at your house, if you wish.”

Erick said, “I need to get a lawyer, too, so I’m not really ready for the paperwork, either. But if you trust me, then I’ll trust you, and we can start working on the theory right now. Or maybe just an overview.”

Fork thought for a moment. He said, “Okay. Here’s most of my understanding of the non-divine [Gate].” He continued, “[Gate] is the decrease of distance between point A and B, without interfering with the space between those two points, such that anyone can travel through this clipped space. The activation of the spell is between 500 and 2500 mana, with a Variable component of between 100 and 1000 mana per 1000 kilometers between [Gate]s. It has a ‘well’ of power that is used up as people or objects travel through the [Gate]. Air travels through the [Gate], so a large differential in altitude means natural air pressure will kill the spell early; I always thought that piece of information quite important, but I’m not sure. And finally: [Gate] is only usable between two locations that the user knows very well. It is a Basic Tier spell.” He added, “That’s all I know.”

“That’s more than I knew.” Erick asked, “The divine version is different, I assume?”

“Yes. Fundamentally.” Fork said, “Champion Yetta used [Gate] to get around, but she’s no mage, so I assume the cost was paid entirely by Atunir, bless the harvest.”

Erick almost said something, but his train of thought derailed with Fork’s casual prayer. Instead, he said, “I haven’t had much experience with the gods, but Yetta and Atunir did a lot of good work fighting the Daydropper, and Planter. You know, I tried to give them some enchanted—” He paused. He said, “They took a lot of my enchanted gear with them into the Dead City, courtesy of the Army, but when I tried to give them more afterward, they had to break it to keep their contracts with Portal and Caradogh.” 

Fork smiled sadly. “That was a nasty business, all around. I was sorry to see the Farms go. It was nice to visit an actual temple to Atunir without needing to travel to another city.” He said, “The Interfaith Church is acceptable, but not where I go.”

That reminded Erick. He needed to send a care package to Yetta. 

And to Jane, too! 

Erick asked, “So the rest of your understanding of [Gate] will come when the paperwork is finalized?”

“Yes.” Fork added, “It would be better that way, if you don’t mind. I’ve already broken ranks with the Guild for telling you as much as I have, but time will prove my decisions as correct.”

Erick said, “There’s no need to send the paperwork to my house. Just tell me when you get clearance for the actual [Gate] information, and then we can deal with the lawyers.”

Fork frowned a little, as he said, “That’s not what we agreed upon.”

“I understand. And we’re working well together. But if I have to deal with an organization to get information, I want to know that the information will be made available for me before I sign any binding paperwork.”

“The Wayfarer’s Guild would never do such an underhanded—”

“I wouldn’t think you would. But now you’re telling me that you’ve broken ranks with your guild to speak to me like this, and that is worrying. I’ve known many stories of people who sell the rights to something, thinking that it will get used for everyone, only for that information to get locked up in a vault and never seen again.” Erick added, “I wouldn’t want some higher-ups deciding that they don’t like the idea of a [Gate] network and them locking me in to giving them financial control, while they decide to not assist in the creation. I’m sure it would be rather legal for them to do so, too, and then what recourse do I have?”

Fork was frowning, but now he paled, his brown scales turning bronze. He said, “No one would want do that to you.”

“Very good.” Erick said, “So let’s continue when such an event is sure to not occur.”

 

- - - -

 

Over the next few days, Erick rained as needed, made rings, and prepared to make magic. 

Fork had yet to get back to him with clearance for the Wayfarer’s [Gate] information, but a runner dropped the paperwork off, anyway. Erick read it over, and everything seemed aboveboard and easy to understand, but he still wasn’t going to sign it until he got his own lawyer to read it, and the Wayfarer’s Guild showed a willingness to help produce Gate.

Erick went to the Courthouse and spoke to some lawyers. Mostly, they seemed okay. 

When he was in the middle of speaking to some incani who sweated as he read the paperwork, Silverite and Hera came into the room. Hera would be his lawyer, if he wished. The incani man just mumbled a ‘thank you’ before rushing away. 

That was… fine? Probably? Yeah sure. That was fine. Erick liked yellowscale Hera. She had done right by him with the payments from the Farm and otherwise. This was good. 

The paperwork turned out to be perfectly fine as a boilerplate for non disclosure agreements meant for future interactions. It even had an ‘out’ for Erick, if the Wayfarer’s Guild chose to sit on their [Gate] and never use it. So Erick signed the paperwork and sent it to Fork.

Fork was happy to take the paperwork and report that the ‘Remote Offices’ were excited, and their collected information on [Gate] should be arriving shortly.

Erick talked to Phagar twice, ensuring that his own ideas for Particle spells were sound, and yes, they were.

He even started to channel Mana and Health into the Ability Slot increase quest, when he wanted a break. It was not relaxing, in the slightest. He couldn’t simply pump his resources into the blue box, in 7400 Mana and 2000 Health increments. He had to forcefully channel his Regeneration into the blue box, and the blue box soaked up his resources like a man dying of thirst, who was already full of water. It was a task to force mana into this Quest; it was not fun.

At the end of his first hour, Erick was sweating. Somewhere in his second hour, he fell asleep; exhausted. After a short nap, he woke, and tried setting Ophiel to channeling Mana into the blue box, but that just didn’t work. Ophiel squawked, and Quest remained at 95,223/100,000,000.

He tried channeling Health only and then Mana only, just to see if that was easier, and it was. He even stepped outside of his house, outside of the Restful dense air, and channeled his normally regenerating resources into the Quest. This was still a task; it was not like flipping on an aura, at all. But it was easier than before. 

But it would take soooo much longer.

 




	
Ability Slot Increase Quest!

10 Points

OR

95,257/100,000,000 Mana and/or Health








 

… Spending 10 points to just complete the Quest looked mighty attractive. He could not imagine doing this for… 1650 more hours, or whatever it was. It was somewhere around there. And that was the ‘at Rest’ number! The normal Quest time, without a Restful area, was 1,666 days! FULL DAYS! 24 hours of constant channeling!

But Erick had another way to gain points.

So he was maybe just going to do that.

 

- - - -

 

In the first of what would undoubtedly be a lot of experimental magic, Erick stood under the bright blue sky, on a floating platform, above a sandy nowhere in the Crystal Forest, and cast his protective spells. First, an Ophiel expended themselves to cast a [Prismatic Ward] over the platform. And then, with a twist of his hand and a thoroughly thought out intention, Erick surrounded himself, Poi, and Kiri, with a lightmask that cut out all light outside of the visible spectrum. The only hint that anything had changed, was that the sun seemed a little colder, and the sky a little darker. 

A blue box popped up.

 




	
Lightmask, instant, close range, 50 mana

Deny all harmful light in an area.








 

Erick smiled at the box, saying, “Ha. It made a spell that time,” then dismissed it. He walked to the edge of the platform, to the edge of the lightmask —he wasn’t about to start calling it [Lightmask]— and put his hand just outside the space. He steadied himself, as he aimed at a stone tower a hundred yards away and twenty yards down. He had shaped that tower and a few others with another Ophiel, a little bit ago. 

And then, it was time. He had prepared. He had secured himself. Erick emptied his mind of all outside thoughts, then filled himself with a goal.

He thought of the horrors he had seen, and the pain he had witnessed. Of mutated people rescued from Ar’Kendrithyst. Of Jane, sleeping off a curse laid down millennia ago that was created to chop down dragons. Of darkness overwhelming, and the need for a brighter future. Of where the world was, and how everything was cyclical, because no one could break the darkness. But there was still hope out there. 

A candle held against the storm.

It was time to make that candle shine.

Erick called to the day, to the mana, to life itself, hoping to break what deserved breaking,

 

“A radiant sight to sunder the night, a time of stars brought down to fight!

“Power dances an endless turn as brilliance catches fire and yearns 

“for radiant sights to sunder the night; a time of stars brought down to fight!

“A pearl set hard, a focus kept, a track laid down, and darkness wept: [Burn].”

 

Time seemed to stand still, as a tiny white dot formed in front of Erick’s outstretched hand.

That dot blossomed forward, becoming a line of white radiance, barely visible in the day, that swept forward. Where the light touched the stone towers, it carved and burned, lopping off tops and spilling the remnants into fire, as Erick dragged the spell across the ground, carving and burning and splashing droplets of lava at his discretion. His hand felt hot, but barely. The light had been trained forward. After a short forever, the spell ended, like a smokeless candle snuffed. Blackened lava cooled in its wake; a line of darkness drawn on a desert canvas. 

Erick promptly fell on his ass as Poi tapped him with the rod of [Treat Wounds]. 

Kiri shouted, “What the FUCK was that!” She pointed, “Was that the Red Dot!?”

Erick chuckled as he got back to his feet. A few boxes appeared. There was the ‘congratulations for making a new Basic spell’, box, of course. And then there were the others. 

 




	
Luminous Beam 1, instant, super long range, 500 mana

Conjure a coruscating, tightly controlled plume of severing light that deals <massive damage> and lasts for <1 second>.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script.

+3 ability points.








 




	
The name I picked is obviously wrong considering what the spell does, but I’m keeping it that way. ~Rozeta








 

Erick joked, “It wasn’t the Red Dot, because it was white, Kiri.”

Kiri nervously chuckled, as she looked on across the wake of the spell. 

Erick added, “And it only lasted a second. Seemed a lot longer— Oh.” He looked at the spell box again. “Level 3 already, so it lasts 2 seconds. Pattern of one more second every other level, maybe? Still no Red Dot, though.” He asked Poi, “What magnitude was that?”

Poi instantly said, “Seven. Same as [Call Lightning].”

Erick smiled. It was nice when Poi could just answer the question. He asked, “What about the rest of my spells? Any of them been higher than seven?”

“No.”

Erick paused. “Really?” 

“Really.”

“Then I got to keep going! Bigger, stronger, better!” He added, “But first! Those normal Script spells, just to see the difference.”
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086, 2/2


                Ophiel remade the severed stone towers, as Erick practiced on the ground.

He held out his hand and channeled [Force Bomb]. A cascading ball of white light appeared in his hand; like an illusion of an explosion. It sounded of something pure and singular.

[Force Wave] looked like a pulse of expanding light, that crashed against his skin to create more ripples in the air. It sounded like a muted gong; a traveling noise. A change that radiates.

Erick switched back and forth between the two spells, trying to hear for ‘intent’. [Prime Area] was crucial to both [Shattering Light] and [Carving Radiance], and many other spells besides those, according to his recent research. As he listened to the spells, he heard how to make them combine into something highly damaging, but the ‘soaking of intent’ was something else. Something not easily garnered. 

He kept trying. Somewhere in his own attempts, Kiri began channeling the same spells through her own hands, ten-or-so meters away. Ophiel and Sunny played with each other in the sky, alternatively chasing each other. Sometimes Sunny would turn clear, to ambush Ophiel, and Ophiel would turn into light, with [Lightwalk], and return the favor. 

Erick moved on to other, more easily visible intentions. [Telepathy] was pure intention, it seemed. Channeling mana through that spell produced a tangle of white streamers with meter long intentioned air whipping and cracking outward. He switched back to [Force Bomb] and [Force Wave], and resumed his search. 

And then he remembered his [Detect Intent Aura]. He could have kicked himself. He turned his aura on, and the world was like an ocean, while Erick, Kiri, Poi, Sunny, and Ophiel, were minor snowstorms. 

Channeling mana through [Force Bomb] was like having double vision. The white explosion of light was mirrored with another layer of power directly on top of the first. Erick focused on that unseen layer. 

After another half an hour, he had separated that layer from the original; expanded it by a fraction larger than original white. 

Erick played around with the spell. He eventually found success when he channeled the barest bit of mana into the spell; one point every second. It sounded nothing like the pure notes he was used to seeing, but it worked to see intent, without the mana glow obscuring it all. 

He held an invisible explosion on his hand that was only visible with his [Detect Intent Aura] active. 

He tried the same with [Force Wave], and found great success. A ring of expanded power gonged from Erick’s hand and crashed in every direction. [Force Wave] was the foundation for almost all scanning magic, so that made sense that the resulting intent of the spell was much larger than normal. Almost all of [Force Wave] was intent. 

Erick smiled, as he said to himself, “[Force Bomb] is like a mallet that will trigger a [Force Wave] gong in an area, to soak the mana in that location with intent, to make it more responsive.” He smiled, saying, “Magic is just so awesome.”

He pointed at the remade stone tower in the distance, focused on what he wanted, and cast.

[Force Bomb]. [Force Wave].

A nearly-invisible point of white light shot forward to strike the tower with a silent explosion. Whatever change happened over there was out of Erick’s sight, and way too far for [Detect Intent Aura] to function, but a blue box appeared, confirming that he had done it correctly.

 




	
Prime Area, instant, long range, 70 MP

Designate a large area as under your influence. For 1 minute, your spells are heightened and others are lessened. 








 

Erick said, “Now! The big question: Is that the good version?” He looked up [Prime Area] in the Script.

 




	
Prime Area, instant, self, 100 MP

Designate a small area around you as under your influence. 








 

“Oh yeah. That’s the good version.” Erick called over, “Kiri! How’s your magic going?”

Kiri’s eyes looked into nothing. Erick looked up. Sunny was gone. Ophiel was gone—

Nope. Ophiel was floating over by the stone tower, next to Sunny. Erick slipped his senses into Ophiel and turned on [Detect Intent Aura]. From his vantage point above, the entire stone tower was awash in bright white intent, like a fog holding in the air. Wind from the north rolled the mana down south, like a moving sea that rubbed against Erick’s intent like waves washing over a sand castle. It wouldn’t be long until Erick’s magic was destroyed by natural forces. 

Erick came back to himself. 

Kiri called out, asking, “[Force Bomb] is the mallet, eh?”

“I guess!”

Erick moved on to the next part of the spell. 

Mana Alter had a lot of parts to that blue box. 

 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

All of the parts of the Skill were for transforming Force into something else. This was normal. Force was one of the most blank-slate parts of magic. But according to what Erick had just seen, Force was also what came after intent. 

 

Maybe Erick had that wrong. Maybe he did not. But the point was, was that Mana Altering a spell like [Prime Area] into Light, as the recipe called for, seemed like it was missing a step. You could only alter Force into Light, right? Not intent into light? Or had Erick, by virtue of casting a ‘blank’ spell like [Prime Area], made a different sort of Force spell?

Oh. Wait. Yup. That’s exactly what he had done. 

Back to experimenting! 

He channeled mana through the Light part of Mana Altering, and immediately blinded himself as his hand flashed to brilliance. He yelped and turned away, cutting off the flow of mana. After a moment, when his eyes cleared of bright dots, he turned on [Lightwalk], and tried again. He couldn’t be blinded as a person made of light, after all. 

There was an immediate complication. 

He couldn’t rightly channel mana through his hand like this; he had no hand to channel through, just the facsimile of a hand. And when he did try to channel mana, all he got was brighter. He could still cast his other spells in [Lightwalk] form, and spells like [Force Beam] still came out of where his ‘hand’ was, but using [Lightwalk] was obviously not a solution to the blinding problem of light magic. He dropped [Lightwalk] and conjured a lightmask on the upper button of his shirt, encapsulating his head, to block out half of all light. 

This time, channeling mana through Mana Altering: Light produced a brilliant spill of radiance, but he did not blind himself. With [Detect Intent Aura] active, he even saw the intent in that radiance, like an overlapping image. But it was not an overlapping image of just one intent. Erick saw at least two. With focus, and time, and a very careful trickle of mana, he separated those two larger prominences into the light aspect, and the blinding aspect; like splitting a hair. 

From there, it was the work of a few casts and combinations, directed at the stone tower in the distance, to see if he was working the spell right, followed by a concentrated moment to produce the first blue box, and then directly after to produce the other version, focused the other way.

 




	
Light Shift, instant, long range, 120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
Blinding Shift, instant, long range, 110 MP

For 1 minute, your spells cast in a large area are naturally blinding to all except you.








 

[Light Shift] set the stone tower aglow, like it was a neon sign flipped on in a bar. [Blinding Shift] didn’t seem to do much, but upon asking Poi, it apparently made the tower uncomfortable to look at; like staring at the sun, but without the brightness.

Erick said, “I knew Mana Altering could be used multiple times in the same combination to make vastly different spells, but I didn’t think it would work quite like that.” He smiled. “Neat.” He called over to Kiri, “Hey, Kiri!”

Kiri looked up from her green glowing hand. “Yeah?”

“Do you know anything about splitting Mana Alters into their component pieces?”

Kiri dropped her hand, and began walking closer, asking, “Did you not get to that at Oceanside?”

“Nope.”

She said, “Some of the splits are more useful than others...”

Kiri spoke of a few different aspects of magic that Erick did not fully know. Splitting Mana Alters between the Elemental side of the ability, and the Affliction side of the ability, was necessary for producing light which did not blind, which was great against shadow monsters while remaining easy on the eyes of your fellow mages, or cheaper cost fire magic, where the energy of the spell was focused on the damage over time, instead of on the increased instant damage that was common to fire magic. The splitting of Decay into smaller pieces was a fundamental necessity for Poison Mages…

Eventually, Kiri just said, “But mostly, splitting the effects lessens the outcome. But it does reduce the cost.” She added, “I know we have books on this?”

“Yeah, yeah. But I didn’t read them yet.”

Kiri smiled.

Erick went back to his spellwork. 

[Force Shrapnel] and Mana Altering for Light, but skipping the blinding aspects, produced a decent spell.

 




	
Riven Light, instant, close range, 7 MP

Sharpened light blasts forward, dealing 25 + WIL damage in a cone. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects.








 

Trying again, but going for blinding, produced:

 




	
Flash, instant, close range, 8 MP

Blind all seeing creatures in a forward cone, for ten seconds. 








 

Trying again, but with both aspects of Mana Altering for Light at the same time, produced:

 




	
Broken Light, instant, close range, 7 MP

Sharpened light blasts forward, dealing 25 + WIL damage in a cone. Blinds for 3 seconds.








 

Erick laughed as the sun dipped down in the west. It was not sunset, it wasn’t even twilight. But it was getting late. He would continue for a little longer; he did not want to be out here at night.

I think I know which is the better choice for the next part.

Erick wrapped [Light Shift] together with [Riven Light] and pointed. A dot of brightness flew out from his fingertip like a laser pointer turning on, to crash into the stone tower in the distance. The tower and a large area around the tower flickered to neon white. Cracks formed immediately. In two moments, the tower collapsed into broken boulders of light, like a grocery store pyramid of oranges spilling outward. 

A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Breaking Light, instant, long range, 260 MP

Designated light breaks to pieces, dealing 25 + WIL damage per second to all in contact with the spell. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. Lasts 1 minute.








 

The boulders of light glowed bright for a little while, possibly the full minute according to the box, but some of the smaller ones turned back to normal orange stone well before the larger ones.

As the glow fully vanished, Erick inspected the destruction from the air, from Ophiel. [Breaking Light] had not been as destructive as it appeared. When Erick had raised those stone towers from the ground, he had made them solid; five meters thick at the bottom, ten meters high, and four meters wide at the top. 

[Breaking Light] had turned an apparent two meters of the surface of the tower into boulders made of light. The tower itself had been reduced to a five meter tall, thin spire, surrounded by irregularly shaped boulders. 

This was why [Shattering Light] called for Mana Shaping for 500 and [Lightshape]; in order to penetrate the entire area, and make an actually damaging spell; a pile of boulders wasn’t going to do much, now was it?

Now that he saw the spell for what it could be, Erick had Ophiel rebuild the towers, while he played around with [Breaking Light]. After a few rebuilds and breakings, he prepared for the real deal.

As the sun dipped down, casting the sky into purples and reds and gold, Erick pointed at a fresh orange tower in the distance.

Mana Shaping. [Lightshape]. [Breaking Light].

The tower cracked like a frozen pond, then broke, then shattered, all at once. The entire structure and ten meters of ground beyond turned to light and separated in all directions. Gravel became a sudden storm of hail that buried itself into the dirt far further than Erick would have thought possible, leaving tiny glowing craters absolutely everywhere. 

Some of the shrapnel sailed overhead, and crashed near Erick’s feet. 

Kiri ducked, “Shit!”

Erick laughed, unmoving. “We’re way too far away to get hit, Kiri.” He added, “I mean. We could, theoretically, but—” A falling pebble struck him in the shoulder. His [Personal Ward] easily soaked the damage, but he had Ophiel cast a low-strength [Prismatic Ward] across the group, anyway. No need to risk a critical hit to the eye, or anything like that. Erick said, “I stand corrected. It didn’t really hurt, though.” As a new blue box appeared, Erick said, “It’s not really meant to harm people.”

 




	
Devastating Light, instant, long range, 860 MP

Break a large area to pieces and explode the shrapnel in all directions, dealing 50 + 3x WIL damage per hit and littering the battlefield with sources of light that deal 2x WIL damage per second. Lasts 30 seconds.

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 

Erick said, “It says right here, ‘Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects.’ Pretty good, I think.” 

Glowing hail plinked against the [Prismatic Ward] and the ground around Erick, Kiri, and Poi.

Sunny, however, was outside the shield, flying around, dodging falling glows like it was a fun game. After a moment of indecisive padding around on Erick’s shoulder, Ophiel took to the sky and joined Sunny’s games.

Erick exploded the final two towers he had yet to touch, causing even more glowing pebbles to fall across the twilight sky. 

The mimics nearby didn’t seem to care about the light-aspect magic. The glowing rocks must have plinked into every mimic for two hundred meters, but the mimics did not move. They just shook their leaves to dislodge the glowing gravel and went on pretending to be agave. 

 

- - - -

 

Back at home, Teressa had made a nice dinner, and it was time to eat.

Afterward, Erick went back to his library and cracked open a few books he had barely read before. ‘Mana Altering for the Beginner’, and ‘Mana Altering for the Practitioner’; the two Arcanaeum Consortium approved books for the beginner mage, meant for classes Erick had never chosen to take. While he read, he channeled mana through Mana Altering, dissecting the Skill into pieces, trying to understand everything it was capable of accomplishing. The books had a few experiments to try, and Erick tried a few of the less destructive ones, and while some of them were helpful in understanding something he didn’t already know, none of the two books seemed to say anything about channeling mana through the Skill, to listen and witness the magic how Erick was doing. None of them spoke about what Erick had seen with his [Detect Intent Aura], either.

Erick brought that up with Kiri, the next morning. “So why doesn’t anyone channel mana through the skill to listen to it? Or use a [Detect Intent Aura]?”

Kiri yawned as she rubbed the sleep out of her eyes, asking, “Did you stay awake all night? Again?”

“Doesn’t matter. And I took a break to make some more rings. Answer the questions.”

Kiri chuckled, sleepily, then looked over what Erick was reading. “Check higher level books?” She added, “But your methods don’t really work that well for me, so I doubt it would work for many. Nothing of what you do is normal technique, Erick. Besides! A lot of books are written with Scions of Willpower in mind, and they can’t endlessly channel magic all day long like you can.” She shrugged, jostling Sunny on her shoulders, saying, “If it weren’t for your success, I’d say you were doing everything wrong.”

Erick grumbled, “Mmm.” He looked down at his book for a moment longer, then snapped it shut and set it aside. He stood, saying, “If it’s morning it’s time to make more magic.”

Kiri asked, “Time for breakfast, first?”

“Of course!”

Kiri smiled, saying, “Good. I’ll make cinnamon pancakes.”

“I already made the batter and scrambled the eggs.” Erick said, “I was just waiting for others to get up.”

 

- - - -

 

The sun rose in the east, as a cold northern wind tangled in Erick’s hair and his clothes, sapping the heat from his body. It was technically Winter in the Crystal Forest, though you couldn’t tell most of the time, except for times like now. While the days were less harsh, the mornings were downright chilly. If Erick had been out here an hour earlier, when the sun had yet to touch the sands, he might have found frost on the ground.

“Time to warm things up,” Erick said, getting ready.

He had practiced extensively with separating out the pieces of Mana Altering last night. Separating highly damaging Fire from lingering Burn was easy enough, but the lingering damage of [Devastating Light] gave a great example of what [Carving Radiance] was supposed to be. Erick liked the lingering damage, so that’s how he would make his version of [Carving Radiance]. His [Luminous Beam] would be the direct damage spell.

Erick pointed at a nearby stone tower, 15 meters away.

[Force Beam]. Mana Alter: Fire. Mana Alter: Light.

A beam of white light shot from Erick’s finger, radiant and burning, to impact the stone tower like a hot knife through mud. The effect was… muted, to say it kindly. As the spell petered out against the orange rock, a small clattering of blackened stone broke from the tower to land on the ground. Those broken rocks steamed into the cold morning air for a while longer, but from this far away, Erick couldn’t really tell. 

 




	
Firelight Beam, instant, medium range, 45 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of firelight that deals 4x WIL and lasts 10 seconds, and deals 2x WIL for 10 more seconds. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects.








 

It was a successful combination. The [Firelight Beam] in the Script only damaged for 3x WIL and 1x WIL.

Erick moved on to the next combination. He turned a little to the right, and pointed at a much further stone tower in the distance. 

[Firelight Beam]. [Force Bomb].

The beam that leapt from Erick’s fingers was a dense, thin line, that struck the tower, exploding into burning radiance where it touched. Erick dragged his finger through the air a little, moving the line up and down the tower, exploding in great, bursting white fires everywhere the line touched, until the spell finally ended. The stone tower remained, though.

 




	
Firelight Blaster, instant, long range, 900 MP

A line of firelight explodes on contact in a large area for 5x WIL damage, lasting 10 seconds. Leaves behind fires that deal 3x WIL damage per second for 10 seconds. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 

Firelight was pretty cool. Erick had briefly read up on all the other various dual-nature Mana Alters, but he needed to look up more. 

The stone tower eventually stopped burning, leaving behind soot wherever the fires had touched. 

Erick lined up his next combination. 

[Prime Area]. Mana Alter: Fire. Mana Alter: Light.

A dot of intent unfurled against the blackened stone tower, soaking into the structure and its surroundings, turning the tower and the sand around the base into an ephemeral white bonfire ten meters tall, in the center of a white-hot land. It was not actually hot, at all, but it certainly looked like it was.

 




	
Firelight Shift, instant, long range, 190 MP

Drastically empower your fire and light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark and water aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.








 

Erick watched as the structure slowly lost its radiance; the blackened tower reappeared out from under the incandescent overlay. [Firelight Shift] didn’t seem to do much on its own, but it was still rather beautiful. 

He cast an Ophiel and expended the [Familiar] to create a safe spot of dense air around him, Poi, and Kiri, and then pointed, again. He concentrated on brilliant fire, and cast.

[Firelight Shift]. [Firelight Blaster]. 

A line of radiance carved through the stone tower, erupting out of the other side, then pulled right with Erick’s aim, slicing through the structure as it simultaneously set the whole thing aglow and exploding. Erick had yet to strike the second tower when the first tower and ten meters in every direction turned to light and fire and burst apart in a cascading series of explosions, scattering boulders and gravel and loose flame across the land, like a much quieter [Electrolysis Bomb]. The second tower exploded in much the same way, and then the third, before the spell ended. Flaming white stone crashed for two hundred meters in every direction, ripping past Erick’s [Ward]ed space, touching down on every nearby mimic.

Erick lowered his hand. He muttered, “It’s like too-close seats at a firework show.”

The mimics screamed. Some ran away from the spellwork, some ran closer, attempting to end the threat, while secondary and tertiary explosions continued to blast from the three spaces that used to be towers. Stone and sand rocketed from the ground. Flaming rocks rained, plunking into the soil, their radiance soaking into the land, brightening the coming day as they burned white, and burned everything near them. Mimics died, rather quickly. Those that ran into the flame died fastest of all.

Erick’s heart beat hard. His mettle faltered. 

That was a dangerous spell—

No. He would not stop now. Not when war was coming to his front door. Not when monsters continued to roam and kill and maim and eat. He would not stop until the Shades were dead.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Carving Radiance, instant, long range, 2100 MP

A line of firelight carves and explodes for 10x WIL damage, soaking everything damaged with power, then further exploding for 10x WIL damage. Firelight shrapnel deals 6x WIL damage per second for 30 seconds. 

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 

Erick read the box and realized something. He turned to Kiri, giving her a copy of the box, as he asked, “Is this how you make your fire that explodes itself?”

Kiri read the box, her eyes going a little wide. “Yes. I made [Prime Area] a long time ago, but I used [Force Wave] and [Force Shrapnel]. I tried making it with [Force Bomb] yesterday, but that didn’t turn out well.” She dismissed Erick’s box, adding, “I’ve probably got a few more days to get that one right and then I’m going to remake everything.” She turned to face the glowing craters all around. “I think… I really like the entire idea of firelight. That was amazing.”

Erick gazed out at the burning, bright land, and said, “It is rather beautiful, in a way.” He asked, “Hey, did you ever talk to Maia, next door, about her fire magic?”

Kiri blinked, like she had heard something weird. She asked, “It would be okay to talk to other mages about magic while I’m your apprentice?” She answered, “No. That would not be okay. I’m not going to be doing that.”

“Oh. Well. When you put it like that...” Erick said, “Ah. Well. It’s time to test out Decay magic. Have you ever tried that? Poison spells?”

“Not extensively. Fire and Decay both have similar damage over time components, but in normal practice they’re very different. Fire seeks to consume, turning mass into more fire. Decay seeks to poison, turning that mass into more poison. You need a critical mass to start a cascading effect of either, but Fire will burn itself out while Decay does better as you get more and more of it in the same place. In this way, Fire and Decay are at odds with each other, though I’m absolutely sure someone out there could prove that theory wrong. Not me, though.” Kiri said, “There’s just so many ways to Decay, too. Like...” She looked to the air, thinking. She said, “Flesh Decay. Wood Decay. Metal Decay… Bone Decay… Magic Decay; that used to be called Extreme Light, long ago... Growing Decay; but that’s hard-limited by the Propagation Ban which is why Fire is better; as an element that burns out, you can get away with more propagation—” She shrugged, “You get the idea.”

Erick smiled. Kiri was smart, and he was glad to have her for an ‘apprentice’. He teased, “And don’t forget the Health cost skills to attune the Decay.”

“Eh!” She said, “I don’t think you’d have to do that. [Blind] and [Deaf] are useful in creating those toxins, but they’re primarily useful in experimenting on yourself, and building up an immunity. You could probably make a Decaylight spell with that ‘extra damage against shadows’ part and do just fine, since you’re targeting shadows, specifically, and Light is already in Mana Altering.” 

Erick kept smiling. As the pools of firelight all around the experiment began to cool, and dim in the daylight, Erick said, “We’ll shelve that idea for later, but for now! I have another spell to make, and for this one—” He conjured a [Teleporting Platform] out of the sands in front of him, outside of the [Prismatic Ward]. Stone coalesced into a hovering circle of rock, with ‘[Teleport]’ written in Ancient Script rounding the center. Erick summoned another Ophiel, then expended that Ophiel to cast a full strength [Prismatic Ward] over the hovering space. Erick stepped forward, onto the platform, saying, “Time to take to the air.”

Kiri and Poi followed. Ophiel twittered on Erick’s shoulder.

“Oh. Right.” Erick cast a [Lightmask] around the platform. “Can’t forget that one.”

 

- - - -

 

In another part of the Crystal Forest, not too far away from the morning’s experiments, where mimics soaked up sunlight and whatever explosions had happened here had happened a long time ago, Erick hovered in the sky, on his platform. He stepped to the edge of the floating rock, and thought of all the things he knew of high powered light, and what he had seen the Poison Archmage from the Wasteland accomplish. She had laid down poison for kilometers, killing absolutely everything. Whoever she was, she likely had a family history of poison magic to draw upon. The prevalence of poison was one of the things that turned the Wasteland into the Wasteland during their civil wars 45 years ago, after all. 

But Erick had none of that. 

What he had was a bit of knowledge, and an imagination. He filled his mind with thoughts of clouds that he had already conjured well before now, then filled those clouds with gamma rays, and microwaves, with light and color, and so much heat, flashing inside of a heavy, cloying cloud that would kill everything inside of itself through sheer illuminated might...

… But this entire spell went against everything he had ever been as a person, didn’t it? To kill, indiscriminately? To lay waste to all life? 

Erick knew there was a need for magic like this. He knew it, unequivocally. He had seen the need for such a spell, first hand. He had killed over two-point-five million mimics himself, stopping their charge into inhabited lands! Veird needed magic like this to stop the monsters. 

So he set aside most of his objections, and did what needed to be done.

Erick had already cleared this spell with Phagar; it would work. But right now, in the moment, Erick prayed to anyone who might be listening, hoping that he was doing the right thing. 

He spoke to the sky,

 

“Tap the sky, vibrate the light. Micro, Ultra, Gamma’s blight.

“Sink low the glow, reflected depths! Darker brighter, heaven’s doom!

“Trap the sky, negate the night. Micro, Ultra, Gamma’s blight.

“Here was a land of life and bloom, now all there is, is [Vivid Gloom].

 

Mana ripped from Erick like flayed skin, cold and hot and cold again, to rush out into the manasphere, to enact his bloody will. Poi rapidly tapped him with the rod of [Treat Wounds], before Erick could fall to his knees, or off the platform.

And then it started.

The blue sky thumped half a kilometer up and away, high above, like a god tapping on a barrier, testing its worth. It wasn’t worth much. Cracks appeared, splintering and spiderwebbing from a hundred small breaks in the heavens, revealing bright prismatic glows beyond. The Mana Ocean rushed across the Crystal Forest and seemed to fill Erick’s ears, inundating him with sound and wonder and terror, as dense white light, like slime, rained down from the holes in the sky. 

The sky broke. 

White light flooded down, taking long enough for Erick to think of what he had done, and find remorse and then hope, before light shifted to dark. Erick felt his heart sink, as uncountable prismatic white lightfalls touched down, and became endless black clouds that billowed outward, and began to spread. 

Kiri yelled something behind Erick, but he couldn’t hear her; all he heard was the rushing shadows crawling across the Crystal Forest, coming for him, and everyone else. His floating platform was only twenty-or-so meters above the ground. The dark clouds— The fully black and flashing white clouds would easily swallow him whole. He tried to move; he saw the problem as it was coming for him, but he couldn’t. 

Smiling eyes seemed to stare at him from that darkness, or maybe he had just been awake for too long.

Unexpected talons grabbed his shoulder, digging in, flickering Erick’s [Personal Ward] to white, before blipping away in a smattering of green glows. 

Time slowed. 

Black clouds crawled across the desert below, gently engulfing agave and mimics, like slow moving mist, flashing brightness as the cloud touched each one, and the ground.

Poi’s voice came to him, calm as ever,‘Sir. We should evacuate.’

Erick watched the cloud come at them. It was a wall of black, that hid so, so much light inside.

‘Sir?’ Poi asked, slightly more insistent.

Something clicked in Erick’s mind. He blinked.

‘Right... Right!’ Erick sent, ‘Hang on. We’re going up.’

The platform blipped white, taking Erick and Poi high above the black clouds.

Time resumed. Many, many blue boxes appeared, but Erick ignored them as he continued to watch the white and black spell unfurl across the Crystal Forest. Erick was initially wary of the color, but with a bit of distance, he saw how his wishes had manifested. The cloud was full of light, but the outside was black, because he desired the spell to soak up all light and trap it inside, to damage everything it touched. The outside was black because that’s how light worked when it only went one way.

He summoned an Ophiel and coated him in a [Personal Lightmask], then sent the [Familiar] down into the cloud. With a shift of view, Erick saw through Ophiel’s eyes, and it was exactly as bright as Erick expected. The dark ‘coating’ of the spell seemed to be a mirror finish, too, but Erick couldn’t really tell. Ophiel, even under the effect of [Lightmask], was no match for the power of the spell. Erick came back to himself well before he was ready.

He looked up, and out. Radiance crashed down from the sky, turning to darkness before it reached the ground. The black cloud laid a kilometer out in every direction by now, but it continued to grow. Maybe it grew a bit more to the south than any other direction, because that’s how the wind was flowing.

Erick searched through his recent blue boxes, ignoring the mimic kills, to find the spell creation notifications. He found [Vivid Gloom] fast enough.

 




	
Vivid Gloom 1, instant + 10 minutes, super long range, 500 MP

Chaotic radiance expands to fill a super large area, dealing <damage> every second to all inside. <Various effects of direct exposure include, but are not limited to, Cancer, Blindness, Magic Failure, Immolation, Boiling, and other Decay-like effects.> Spell lasts <10 minutes> after conjuring is complete. Effects last longer.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script.

+3 ability points.








 




	
That’s really not that bad compared to some of the other Decay magic out there. Also: See other note. ~Rozeta.








 

The ‘Effects last longer’ was scary, and the listing for ‘Cancer’ was a whole mess of a psychological issue, but the ‘see other note’ at the end was truly worrying. Erick saw no other note. As he glanced up at the cracked sky of [Vivid Gloom], ten minutes must have passed, because the sky began to heal over. The luminous waterfall began to slow, and then stop. As the final drops of light fell to join the black cloud below, another blue box popped up. This one was much longer.

 




	
We’re finalizing the upcoming introduction of Particle Magic to the Script, and I can tell you now that smaller versions of every spell you’ve made will join the Script in the usual way, but different. Large-size rainclouds from [Call Lightning] for those who have all the prerequisites. Large size [Luminous Beam]s next year for those who understand light and gamma ray bursts and black hole ejections; but I suspect that won’t happen for a long time. I suspect large-size [Withering]s will be the most popular spell you’ve made, but [Electrolysis Bomb] could be up there, too.

 

So if you don’t want something you’ve made to make it to the Script, talk to a Registrar and we can erase that spell from your Status, and prevent its implementation in the Script.

 

Also: I am taking your opinion on how Particle Magic should be implemented, and doing so. Nothing should change for you, personally, but the Basic Tier of Particle Magic will be [Condense Particle]. [Condense Particle] will have to be transformed into tier 2 spells like [Condense Hydrogen] on an individual basis. Everything else will have to be built up from there. 








 

Kiri blipped onto the hovering platform while Erick was reading. She stared outward, at the black cloud settling onto the Crystal Forest below. 

When Erick was done reading, he watched the black cloud with her.

[Vivid Gloom] had leveled to 3 with one cast; the part that read ‘Spell lasts <10 minutes> after conjuring is complete’ had turned into 21 minutes. The next time Erick cast this spell, it would last a lot longer, but the numbering scheme seemed a little off. Erick figured that when [Vivid Gloom] got up to level 10, the black cloud would last a whole hour. 

But the spell on the ground right now was only level 1. It wasn’t long before the dark cloud began to glitter harder than before, mainly at the edges and the twists in the darkness. The black shell was breaking, and as it broke, it revealed a dazzling and dissipating sea of light. Darkness cracked across the cloud, as the spell died. 

Kiri shielded her eyes, but did not look away, as she muttered, “Wow.”

Erick blinked out brightness from his eyes— And that would take too long. He conjured another Ophiel and covered him in a [Lightmask] before sending him down to see the aftermath of [Vivid Gloom].

With eyes uncluttered by the drawbacks of flesh, Erick saw the ground, and it looked rather normal. But then he saw a mimic. Ophiel flew closer. The mimic was clearly dead. Its faux crystal arms were laid at its side, on the ground, limp and useless and cloudy. The entire mimic was cloudy, now that Erick could see better. Ophiel got closer. Liquids pooled out from the center of the mimic, and from the blue-brown sludge between its limbs. That sludge was juvenile mimics. 

[Vivid Gloom] had killed the juveniles. 

Erick checked a nearby crystal agave, and it stood tall and proud, with zero cloudiness inside its crystalline leaves. Plants did well with radiation, after all, didn't they? 

… viewing the destruction, Erick realized what he had made. [Vivid Gloom] was ionizing radiation. It was gamma rays. It was nuclear fallout. Radiation destroyed magic. It even said as much in the box! Shit!

Erick came back to himself and hurriedly checked the edge of the floating platform, where the edge of the [Lightmask] held just beyond the floating stone. The [Lightmask] was degrading. Like chips smacked from a stone wall, the [Lightmask] was breaking. In some locations, it had already broken down to the [Prismatic Ward] under that. The [Prismatic Ward] seemed okay, but who knew about these sorts of things! Shit!

“I can fix this,” Erick said, half frantically. “[Cleanse] and [Conjure Force Elemental]!”

Kiri, nonchalant, asked, “Fix what? Looks like you did it right, to me?”

“It’s Extreme Light, Kiri!” Erick glanced down at the dead land far below, and decided, “I can fix it later. We have to get out of here before something breaks.” He asked Kiri and Poi, “Are you two ready to [Teleport]? We have to go.”

Poi said, “Sir. We’re fine. The platform is stable.”

“We’re not fine!”

“Erick!” Kiri stared at him, holding him still. “Relax! This is a good spell. Just recast your [Lightmask]. It’s not decaying that fast. We were never exposed, and Extreme Light isn’t a big deal when you’re ready for it, and you were. The spell is over.” She let go, and smiled, saying, “It’s a good thing you didn’t stay down there and let it wash over you, though!”

Erick breathed. He recast the [Lightmask] across the platform. He nodded. Kiri was right. No need to get all worked up. He muttered, “It’s just radiation, and I can fix that. Right. [Cleanse] exists.”

Kiri said, “I think we need to leave and come back tomorrow, after you’ve slept, and see how long it takes the mimics to return.” She asked, “It’s a lingering effect, right? What does the box say?”

“… Right.” Erick handed Kiri and Poi a copy of [Vivid Gloom], and said, “You’re right. Sorry. I got a little… strange, there.”

Kiri smiled as she read the box, then dismissed it, saying, “I don’t think you can Aurify that one.”

Poi agreed, “Probably for the best not to try.”

Erick gave a single, “Ha.” 
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                Erick got home and collapsed in his bed. It was not even noon. 

Nightmares came, gentle at first, but long lasting as their unknowable significance. When he awoke, he felt as though years had passed, but all he could recall were dark clouds and bulbous growths crawling under his skin. He shivered under sweat soaked covers. And then he got up.

The sun was well risen in the east, but had yet to cross the sky. Erick had slept like the dead for almost a full day. Stress had gotten to him, bad, and he had dealt with it poorly, but at least he hadn’t let the rainmaking slide... Wait. He didn’t miss another day, did he? Shit. Ah, but it was only one of the small rains. Oh well. 

And with those thoughts, Erick was truly up, and slightly flushed with both worry and adrenaline, again. He was not taking care of himself. Aside from the need for the bathroom, he smelled himself, and he smelled awful. A [Cleanse] took care of the immediate smelly problem, while evaporation would take care of the dampness left behind. A trip to the bathroom took care of his morning needs, but just to feel better about everything, he indulged in a [Watershape] shower using the scented soaps from Oceanside. Warm water and soft soap washed away some of his stress, but not a lot. 

Ophiel sang on the bathroom sink counter, happy to finally be let in the bathroom. Erick wasn’t sure why he gave into Ophiel’s demand today, but Ophiel’s song was nice, right now; him being outside would have been way too many unhappy screeches. 

[Vivid Gloom] had messed Erick up something awful.

Or it could be that his normalcy was shot to shit and he had no routine and everything was up in the air and a war was coming and… There were a lot of problems. He glanced out of the small window of the bathroom, at the thin strip of green surrounding the Human District and orange buildings beyond, and nightmares took over. He imagined fire and darkness and bones and death and tumorous people pulling their bloody bodies across the ground, and—

And he washed it all away, clearing his mind as best he could, discarding his worries down the drain. 

With his routine done and smelling of a cross between pine trees and jasmine and drying terror, Erick went downstairs, to the kitchen. No one else seemed to be here, right now, or maybe they were busy in another part of the house. It was a big house, after all. Whatever the case, Erick entered the empty kitchen and set about making his favorite comfort food: pizza. He had started to get heartburn every time he ordered it back on Earth, so he stopped ordering it every Friday night years ago. But now, on Veird, he could handle the decadence that was cheese and tomatoes and everything else. And if not, oh well! 

He started with the dough. As he grabbed flour and eggs and everything else he needed from the cupboards and the cold box, he decided to give Jane a ring. Maybe talking to her would be a good idea, if she was up. Maybe she was nearing the end of her physical therapy? He summoned some Ophiel and sent them blipping—

A nice thought crossed his mind: he could deliver Jane’s care package, too. Ophiel hadn’t gotten far, so he blipped the closest [Familiar] back to his mage tower. He had put together Jane’s present… How long ago? Oh. Two days ago. A whole two days ago! Wow. Hmm. Not good. 

Yup. He needed to talk to his daughter. Not to burden her with his worries, but… just to talk, about nice things, like magic and… well… probably about plans. She had heard about Candlepoint, right? Of course she had.

Ophiels baton-passed an orange stone box and each other over 13 [Teleport]s to Oceanside, leaving some behind as they went, to form a mental link to Oceanside. The final Ophiel blipped into the blue sky outside of Jane’s hospital room. 

There was someone else in her room. They were sleeping in Jane’s bed! Under a powered [Sleep] rune! 

Erick did not let worry claw at his heart. He just sent, ‘Jane?’

A reply came quick enough, ‘Hey, Dad! I’m eating dinner at Windy Manor. This place is nice.’

Relief buoyed Erick’s entire body. He sent Ophiel blipping to the manor, as he sent, ‘It’s a pretty great place. Did you move in today, or what?’

‘I got discharged yesterday. I called, but Poi said you were sleeping.’

Ophiel blipped onto the green lawn outside of Windy Manor. Ocean winds tousled through the lemon trees and the potato gardens, combing through the grasses of the land, to brush against the massive picture windows of the log cabin mansion. The lights were on inside. Jane was sitting at the table, eating something. A sandwich? It was almost gone, though. She spotted Ophiel. She waved.

‘You got discharged, then!’ Erick said, ‘I should have been there!’ 

‘Don’t worry about that,’ she said, smiling.

Ophiel blipped into the house, and took his perch on the couch, while holding the small orange box in his Handy Aura. Erick sent, ‘I made you a present.’

Jane teased, ‘I don’t smell chocolate chip cookies!’

‘… That completely slipped my mind. Chocolate. Wow.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ Jane stood up from her chair, and rounded the table to come closer to Ophiel, saying, “Come on then! What’s in the box?” 

For a brief moment, Erick paused, and utter terror seized his mind. He thought of body snatchers and Hunters and Caradogh. Was this ‘Jane’, actually Jane? Erick caught himself. He stopped worrying. Of course Jane was Jane; she even mentioned ‘chocolate’, and Erick had not mentioned that word to many people, at all. The only people on Veird who even knew about chocolate chip cookies were Jane and the Goddess of Field and Fertility, Atunir. And probably Poi and such. 

“What’s wrong?” Jane frowned, as Erick went silent. “You could have come yourself, you know. Get away from your guards and the worries of the world for a little while. If it would make you feel better, you could even put up a [Prismatic Ward] around here. Or. Actually— Just around my room up there would be good.” She pointed to the room that had been Rats’. “That’s my room.”

Erick split his attention from Jane, to himself, back in his own kitchen, back in Spur. He was still alone, except for Ophiel on his shoulder. He turned his attention back to Oceanside, back to Jane, and said, “I’m not even there in person, and you can tell something is wrong, can’t you.”

Jane calmly sat down across the living room table, on the couch opposite of Ophiel’s, saying, “I did talk to Poi. I heard about your new spells and a few other things. I already knew about Candlepoint. I went to a crash course day-long overview on Shade History, two days ago, and then there was a lecture about what we knew about Candlepoint yesterday. I’ve even had a talk with the Headmaster, himself, too.” She stared at Ophiel, and said, “And then I talked to Kiri, and heard it all again from a much more concerning angle. What’s wrong, Dad?”

Erick put on a happy face, or as much of a happy face as Ophiel could convey with eyes and feathers. He certainly turned his voice into something more jubilant, though. “Nothing, Jane. Absolutely nothing is wrong.” He pushed forward the orange stone box, across the table between them, saying, “Here!”

Jane stared at Ophiel, and ignored the orange box. “This isn’t a matter of keeping parental worries from your child. This is a strategic worry. I need to know if I need to worry about you, because what I learned about Shades in the last two days is very concerning.”

Erick came back to himself, briefly. He sent out to Poi, ‘I’ll be right back. Going to see Jane for a bit.’

‘Good. Thank you for the warning. See you later. Please put up a [Prismatic Ward] around yourself while you are there. I will alert the Headmaster.’

Erick smiled. ‘That’s fine.’ And then he said to Jane, “I’d rather have this conversation in person. Be right there.”

Jane smiled, and it was full of warmth. “Good. Me too.” 

Erick had the Ophiel on site, who was at something like 6000 mana, spend all of that mana on filling Windy Manor with a [Prismatic Ward]. Dense air washed across Jane, as Erick began blipping to Oceanside. He briefly paused over the ocean, feeling the nice salty air as he hovered with his Handy Aura, and then he continued. It did not take long for him to reach the manor. 

He stood in the living room, a few meters from Jane, and said, “Hey, honey. How’ve you been?”

Jane stood up, her smile seeming to fill the room with joy. She rushed into Erick’s arms. Erick laughed a little as he hugged his daughter. Jane just sighed out in relief. 

Eventually, Jane pulled away, and said, “They weren’t lying. You do look twenty years younger.”

“Hah!” Erick asked, “Did I not tell you?”

She half-joked, half-admonished, “I think there’s quite a lot that you didn’t tell me.” She asked, “Did you eat that unicorn horn?”

“Yes.” Erick briefly flashed his entire body into ethereal light, with [Lightwalk], saying, “I have a lot to talk to you about.”

Jane sighed a little, still smiling. “Good. I’m glad you ate it.” She joked, “But where’re my chocolate chip cookies! Did that fall to the wayside, too?”

Erick laughed. “Oh, yes. Very, very far to the wayside.” And then he paused, then exclaimed, “You never said anything about chocolate chip cookies before! Where’s this coming from?”

“I’m trying to distract you from your problems for a moment or whatever.” She shrugged. “But I like chocolate, anyway, so yeah. I want chocolate now. Is that such a big surprise? Your care package reminded me that I like chocolate, sometimes. It’s not my favorite flavor, but it’s pretty high up there.”

Erick pointed to the garden, outside the window. “There’s tarip trees out there you can try to [Grow] into chocolate, too, you know. I got them planted and grown, but not much beyond that.”

Jane smirked. “You’re the archmage, Dad.”

Erick laughed. “You’re half a mage! Balance is magic enough, isn’t it?” He pointed at her fingers, saying, “And open that box. It’s got much better ones than those spherical things you’re wearing now.”

Jane clapped a little and hopped over to the stone box, smiling wide. She slipped open the cover, revealing two silver tori, perfectly sized for her fingers. She slipped off her old rings and put the new ones on. She glanced at the air, saying, “Plus 52 to every Stat! Holy shit, Dad.” She said, “I really need those Polymage abilities now. Or, you know what?” Her eyes glinted dark blue, as she said, “You should figure out those soulbound stones coming out of Candlepoint.”

“… What are those?”

“… Have you not looked up Candlepoint’s full item list?”

“Of course I have! But you know they’re all tricks, right?”

“Obviously, but they’re really interesting tricks. Sit down, Dad.” She said, “I’ll put on a pot of coftea.” 

Erick sat down on the couch, next to Ophiel. 

Jane moved into the kitchen, saying, “Hey, Dad?”

“Yeah?”

Jane grabbed a large glass jar of prepared coftea leaves from the kitchen. She popped the lid, saying, “I’m glad you came.”

He grinned, saying, “I’m sorry I wasn’t here yesterday!”

“I meant… To Veird. Well. Honestly. I meant on the car ride to what was supposed to be my future. And then everything else that came after. In a few more months, we’ll have been here for a whole year.” She added, “And I know I’ve said it before, but I had to say it again.”

“I’m glad I came with you, too.” Erick smiled softly. “Magic is really neat. Oh! I heard just the other day that Particle Magic’s integration to the Script has been decided.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. Rozeta took my advice, but did her own thing. [Condense Particle] is the new Basic Tier. Spells that condense a specific element, like [Condense Hydrogen], have to be made from [Condense Particle]. Everything else comes after that.”

Jane was heating up water in a pot, as she said, “Huh. That’s… That’s pretty easy— Oh! That means that there’ll be a long recovery time for a failed spell.”

“Yeah.” Erick jokingly mocked, “But the Script was created to stop the abuses of the Old Wizards!”

Jane smiled. “Honestly, if it was created for that reason, then there wouldn’t be any magic at all.” She shrugged, adding, “But it probably was, and then Melemizargo said ‘nope!’ and broke it a bit.”

“Uh? Hmm.” Erick thought, while Jane poured hot water through coftea and a filter. Eventually, he said, “Maybe. He’s added all these new Stats, right? So that tracks. And I guess they’ve just never been able to fix the initial crack in the system? Huh.” Erick almost could consider Jane’s idea as correct, but then, unsure, he said, “That’s probably what happened? Hmm…” He decided, “No. Nope. It doesn’t track with everything I’ve seen.”

Jane laughed. “And what have you seen?”

“They created the Script to hold together the last remnants of their world, and the mana therein, and Melemizargo tried to destroy it all to get back to his destroyed universe, right?” He thought. He said, “Yes. That’s right.” He said, “Mana came along for the ride because— Now I’m not certain here— but I think gods and spirits and angels and demons and all manner of life just would not exist without mana. And Veird is much too large to support itself without magic. I think, if the Script was destroyed, that mana would fly away on solar winds, but before that even happened, the entire planet would crash together as the Underworld collapsed and people died under their own gravitational weight.”

“That’s a fun thought.” Jane said, “Have you told any of that to Kiri?”

“Heck no. I’ve given her a lot of frights. To say that the entire planet is untenable under normal physics? No thank you.”

“Yeah… Now that you mention it, that’s probably what would happen if the Script vanished.” Jane smiled, as the coftea finished brewing. “So you’re sure you haven’t told that theory to anyone else?”

Erick saw the glints in Jane’s eyes. He said, “Don’t you go telling Kiri that, either! I’ve given her more than enough upsets to last a lifetime.”

She laughed. “I won’t.” She added, “I hadn’t even considered the planetary weight angle, though. That’s a scary sort of armageddon.” She asked, “But that just brings up the thought that if the Script is keeping the Underworld and the Surface supported, then the gods and Melemizargo would know of that issue. Would they really make a world so geologically unstable? Seems like asking for trouble down the line. How would you even prepare for such an— Ah.” A lightbulb must have gone off in Jane’s mind. She asked, “You saw the quest to make a vehicle capable of leaving Veird, didn’t you?”

Erick smiled. “Yeah. I did. That was the first thought that came to my mind, too, when I saw that quest. But then I got distracted by other affairs.” Erick said, “I don’t think there’s much of a worry, as long as that quest remains incomplete and Melemizargo has yet to kill the wrought off.” 

Jane poured coftea for both of them and added milk to Erick’s. She brought them over, saying, “Have you ever read any of the literature of the Cult of the Dark Dragon?”

“No. I’ve purposefully stayed away.” Erick sipped his coftea, and it was good. Jane always brewed it best. He asked, “Why? Have you?”

Jane sipped her coftea, then said, “Yes. All of the bigger works. Gotta understand the enemy, after all.” She added, “And you actually have. ‘The Foreigner Mage’.”

“… What?”

“That little green book. You told me about it before. That’s one of the Shade recruitment tools out there. But it’s also a very truthful book.”

“… What.” Erick said, “No. Wait. Nooo. That’s written and published—”

“By shadow publishing houses across the world. Ha. Pun not intended.” She added, “That little green book is also considered widely true, so people use it, but are still punished for having it in their possession.”

Erick had no idea. He asked, “Really?”

“Yes.” Jane joked, “But what self-respecting archmage would call themselves that without a few banned tomes in their possession?”

Erick sat silent, in contemplation. He had been using a Shade-written book? That book had been given to him by Hocnihai. Hocnihai had a quest involving his final tomes posted in Candlepoint. What was going on there? He asked, “A series of coincidences? Or something else?”

Jane asked, “Thinking about how you and I fit into this mess?”

“… I wasn’t. But now I am. I was thinking about Hocnihai’s final tomes. I have a full copy of each one, and a few more besides. He’s the one who gave me ‘The Foreigner Mage’, too.” 

Jane nodded, then said, “So let’s have a talk about Candlepoint. I heard that you said you want to flatten the place during a major public meeting of the minds in Spur’s War Room.”

Erick had said that, and he did want to flatten the place. Ar’Kendrithyst, too. Erick said, “It’s the right choice.”

“It’s the right choice for me to say something like that.” Jane said, “But… A lot must have happened while I was sleeping or away… A lot more than what you’ve said. Because the Erick Flatt I know would never have jumped at the responsibility to murder anyone or anything; monsters included. Especially since the people in Candlepoint might be actual people.”

Erick smiled a little to cover the break happening inside. He said, “I’ve learned a lot since coming to Veird, and shadelings have backstabbed the world before.”

“I heard that part of history, too. And don’t get me wrong. I appreciate that sort of attitude. But it’s not who you are.” She said, “And I fear I may have done you a very, very wrong turn, in pressuring you to ‘get with the program’. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about that. You were right. This was a necessary change.”

“You don’t believe that.”

“Sure I do,” Erick said, believing and disbelieving his own words at the same time.

“… Okay.” Jane added, “But if you want to run away and ignore Candlepoint and all of that… You can. You can disappear and plant a garden. Maybe a smaller city in a less dangerous part of the world. See nicer sights than battlefields. Maybe take in a few concerts or plays in the bigger cities. Or even come to Oceanside and give a class and never step foot on a battlefield again. This place is a good place to be, Dad. I’ll support you in whatever you do.”

Erick sighed, a tiny fraction of a breath. He said, “But you’re going to go to war.”

“Yes. Because that’s my decision. You don’t have to decide to be a warrior.” 

Erick laughed, at that. “I already have, though. Have you ever seen what the Crystal Mimics are capable of when they reach green land?”

Jane rolled over Erick’s objection, saying, “I’m not pressuring you either way. I just want you to be… I want you to be okay. Okay?”

“I’m pretty far from okay, but I’ll live, and tomorrow I might be better.” He needed to change the subject, so he spent 10 points to complete a quest, and showed Jane the blue box as he said, “So I’m going for Particulate Force, next. Gotta have weapons in the war.”

 




	
Ability Slot Increase Quest Complete!

10/10 points spent.

Return to a Registrar to increase your Ability Slots by 1.








 

Jane’s face flickered from disbelief, to wonder, to reserved and thoughtful, then right back to ‘concerned daughter’, all in the space of a second.

Erick asked, “And when was the last time you were at the Registrar? You should go and see what sort of stranger Classes you qualify for. I’m apparently qualified to be a Blood Mage because of [Cascade Imaging].”

Jane instantly said, “That spell is bullshit, and you know it. Radiowaves are meters long! How the hell can that image DNA?!”

“That’s your objection?” Erick laughed. “It’s magic!”

Jane countered with, “Whatever.” She added, “And that’s still a ‘NO’ on Particulate Force. You’re gonna kill yourself with that Ability, Dad.”

“Not if the Shades kill me first.”

Jane closed her eyes tightly as she crossed her arms and sighed. After a long moment, she opened her eyes. “… Fair.” Jane took another long moment to say, “Then… Fine. Go ahead.” She stressed, “But don’t do that sort of magic without someone with [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] and [Blood Renewal]! You should get a good Healer this time. Someone with actual healing skills.”

“I’m sure Rats had some—”

“He was useless when you almost died making [Zone of Peace]. He used you to get his [Greater Treat Wounds] Spell Quest done. All he had was basic healing. [Healing Word]. [Rejuvenation].” Jane said, “I asked. He had almost nothing except a disastrous need to get out of the active Army. He was fucking up everywhere on the front line, so he got kicked to you. The only competent person under you is Poi.” She added, “Teressa needed a break, too, but at least she managed to keep it together and pull herself together.” 

“… Yeah. Maybe.” 

She said, “You have a hard time being mad at who you should be mad at, and that’s great when everything is going great, but that’s bad when everything goes sideways and people turn out to be far less good than you expect of them. Very few people are like you.”

Erick shook his head, and said, “That’s more than enough of the bad stuff that’s happened! Tell me something good? Have you gone and gotten your Terminator slime yet?”

“Terminator slime? You never even saw those movies!”

“I knew about them! That one guy had a liquid metal body, right? Almost like a wrought~” Erick sing-songed. 

Jane smiled, then said, “Yeah. It’s pretty neat. I’m probably two weeks away from [Stone Body], too, but I’m probably going to have to cut that promise short, if war begins.”

Erick frowned.

“We have to talk about this stuff, a little.” She offered, “For a little while longer.”

“Fine… I get it. So what was that ‘soulbound’ thing you mentioned, earlier?”

Jane said, “The Headmaster has gotten samples of every single item from Candlepoint. One of them is known as a ‘soulbound stone’. What you do, is use it on a real item, of any sort, and that item becomes a soul-mantle item. Technically: it attaches to your soul, and it can never be taken away from you, because as soon as it is, it turns to mana, and dissipates. You can reform the item by spending mana. Effectively: it becomes a Script skill, almost. It gets its own blue box, and then you pump mana into that box, and the item appears on your person, and is usable once again.

“The Headmaster bought several of those stones, after the first one proved what it could do. 

“The stone breaks when the item breaks, and almost all magical items break. But he did use a stone on one of your rings, and that ring remains with the person who used the stone. They can take it out and put the ring directly on their finger with 50 mana. It was only an 11 Strength ring, though; one of the earlier, weaker ones you made.”

Erick listened, and that was all very interesting. It was also concerning. He said, “Seems dangerous. I don’t know much about soul magic, but… I can’t believe that— No. Wait. I’m sure the Headmaster has access to the best necromancers on Veird. He probably knows what every single item does, or is, or how dangerous they are.”

“The Headmaster’s necromantic tests were conclusive: the creation of a soulbound item does not affect the soul of the person wearing it.” Jane’s eyes sparkled, as she said, “But you don’t know why the existence of this sort of item is so truly interesting, do you?”

“… No?” He said, “It’s just more crazy magic, right?”

Jane chuckled, and said, “Melemizargo has my car!”

“… What?”

“And probably my laptop, too.”

What followed was a whirlwind story of Dungeons and Dragons and a laptop in the trunk and how Jane and all of Savral’s group had journeyed across the Crystal Forest, trying to retrace Jane’s steps. They had succeeded, but when they got to the car, it was gone. 

Erick had heard this story before. He even knew about Jane’s laptop and such in the trunk. And then she reminded him of the D&D book that she slapped onto Irogh’s desk, and the extra Stats of that ‘game system’. She had even gone to Irogh later, without Erick, and asked if the Registrar over in Kal’Duresh would have interfered with her car. Irogh, and even Kal’Duresh’s Registrar, both told her that he had done nothing with their vehicle. 

She had never been able to find it, but she had kept looking. And then Candlepoint popped up. 

“I don’t know where they’re keeping it, but there were a lot of things on that laptop. If all it took was a [Mend] to make it work again, then who knows what they could have seen. Of course, I could just be imagining it all.” Jane said, “But most telling are the extra Stats they’ve added to the Script, as well as the quest for a spaceship. And then there’s all the weirdly named items. You’ve got the soulbound stuff and Immovable Rods, the Instant Fortress and the Bag of Holding. Don’t forget the Flame Tongue enchanted items, either. 

“[Flaming] is the skill they use to enchant fire magic onto weapons, Dad. Not ‘Flame Tongue’. That’s a whole new thing for Veird.” She excitedly said, “And! And! I’ve been looking for a Bag of Holding since I got to Veird, but they just don’t exist! True Bags of Holding require dimensional fuckery or at least [Gate] magic, so they don’t exist, but Bags of Tiny Size do, though they’re more novelties than anything real. They use [Alter Size]. They don’t last very long, at all, and retrieving something from them is a chore. But apparently Candlepoint has ‘Bags of Holding’!” She added, “They’re still just novelties made with [Alter Size], though. Apparently even Shades can’t get that one right.”

Erick stared off into space, then looked down at his daughter. She was smiling. He was not smiling. “So what does this mean?”

“I don’t know!” She added, “But if you’re worried about physics textbooks being on there, or whatever: Don’t. It was literally just a reference laptop. I stored all my gaming books there in one convenient package. If anything, all it had was overviews of ideas of horrific monsters and magics, but there was absolutely no physics or real-world stuff on there.”

“Okay… That’s... better than I thought it would be.”

“There were literally dozens of tabletop gaming systems in there, though. So. There you go.”

“… But what does this mean?”

“Short term, it means I’ve been spilling every bit of gaming knowledge I have to the Headmaster and in return I’m getting my Stone, Air, and Water Elemental Body skills for free. I’ll be back in Spur soon enough, without needing to kill monsters for him like one of his Elites.” She pointed back to the kitchen table, where an empty plate sat. “I was actually just sitting down for a snack to get the taste of stone out of my mouth, when you showed up. And then it was back to grinding [Stone Body].”

Erick was very happy for that change of plans. “That’s amazing, Jane.”

“I thought so, too.”

He smiled wide. “Speaking of the Elemental Body skills: [Lightwalk] is pretty interesting. When you got the skill, did it feel like completing a puzzle to you, too? Oh! And have you managed to remake any spells? There are ‘Remake Spell Quests’ or whatever they’re called, in the Script, open for every single Basic Spell out there. I’ve remade [Blink] and [Teleport] so far, but I think I want to eventually try for every single spell.” He spoke seriously, “But don’t do Spatial spell remakes until you get a [Familiar]. The only way I survived remaking [Blink] and [Teleport] was because I used Ophiel. I talked to the guildmaster of the Wayfarer Guild in Spur, and he lost an arm when he went and remade [Teleport].”

Jane sat, slack jawed. “You can do that?! Get extra points? Just like that?!”

“I know, right? I was surprised, too.” He joked, “It’s pretty dangerous, but what self-respecting archmage would get to that position without risking death by their own magic?”

Jane faked a long laugh, “Haaa.” She stared off into nothing. After a moment. She asked, “[Lightwalk] felt like completing a puzzle, to you?”

“Well yeah.” Erick asked, “What did it feel like for you?”

“Like a grind.”

They talked for a while, about magic and gaming, about Candlepoint and Shades, and everything else. The sun began to set outside, while they drank coftea and talked. It was a good talk. By the time Erick left, he felt a lot better.

When he got back to Spur, Kiri greeted him with an assortment of pizzas she had rolled out and topped herself, then placed under [Cold Ward]s, to wait for Erick’s return.

Later that evening, as the sun set outside his windows, and Erick read about Mana Altering in a comfy chair, he sent Ophiel out to the place where he had cast [Vivid Gloom]. Staying up in the air, high above the ground, Ophiel did okay. But as soon as he hovered down to get a closer look at the remains scattered across the land, he began to decay. Erick quickly wrapped Ophiel in a [Lightmask], stopping that decay. He continued his investigation. 

There were no living mimics but there were lots of slumped and dead ones, with limbs full of milky white clouds and dried blue and brown babies nestled in the crevices near the center. No worms popped up from the ground, either. Even the crystal agave looked strangely ‘dead’. Ophiel flew closer to the standing agave. They were clear as crystal, but Ophiel touched one of the limbs, and that limb cracked and broke from the central stalk, causing a cascade of structural failure. The entire crystal agave broke to the ground, tinkling like shattering glass as it fell.

Erick felt a profound need to clean up his mess. He didn’t prepare, he didn’t harmonize his magic, he just cast, taking his primal need and mushing it into a body. [Cleanse] and [Conjure Force Elemental] mixed together, along with a 500 mana Mana Shaping, as Erick hoped for something along the lines of his Withering Slime. 

Thick air tumbled out of the clear air, forming the mirage of an animated breeze around a sphere of clear, glass-like nothing. And then it moved. That core slipped through the wind, navigating the energetic breeze, the whole monster acting like a kid in a candy store that had been told to get whatever they wanted. It slipped across a dead agave and left behind crystal. It carved across the sands, turning brown bits underneath to thick air. It settled over a mimic, briefly, and left behind nothing. 

Erick watched the mirage slime for a while, barely seeing the central summon through its secondary cloud of thick air, feeling better as it cleaned up his mess. Eventually, he came back to himself, and saw a blue box.

 




	
Mirage Slime, instant, close range, 750 MP

Summon a semi-sentient mass of [Cleanse] to clean up all messes. Lasts 1 hour.








 

He smiled. He had guessed the name right, too! 

He went back to his books, but this time, he stopped when it was time to sleep—

He had forgotten to ask Jane about Delia. Eh. She’d probably say something along the lines of ‘I can’t believe that little shit stole from you!’ And then Erick would explain how he had promised and blah blah blah and then Jane would say ‘No. Screw her,’ as she promised to ‘teach the brat a lesson’ should she ever see her. And then Erick would say—

But. Maybe Erick wasn’t giving his daughter enough credit. 

He’d call her up in the morning. 
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                Jane angrily sent, ‘Fuck her! I can’t believe you promised to give Delia world class schooling and— No.’ There was a long pause. Jane’s voice came back softer, ‘Ugh. I was such a little shit when I was her age, but… I don’t know, Dad. Maybe her response is the proper one? You did renege on your deal and she is technically an adult, but she’s so young still and I’m wholly against child soldiers but… I don’t know. That’s a mess. There was probably no right way to handle that. Ask Kiri. She’s closer to that age.’

Erick went to ask Kiri, inside her ‘office’ on the third floor, next to the large classroom-type room. He had barely ever been in this room, but Kiri certainly had. The sunroom-sized space was full of shelves and books and doodaads and trinkets and chalkboards and notes and magic circles and piles of metal ingots. There was even a whole crate of rough diamonds. It was like Erick’s Mage tower, but better organized and much more lived in. 

Kiri was currently working on mastering her lightmasks, to be able to enchant her own diamonds. But what Erick saw, was not Kiri hunched over a ball of blue or red or purple air, but over a green lightmask. A good twenty other lightmasks hung in the air over her work bench, each a slightly different shade of green. There was no ‘green’ to Strength, Vitality, Willpower, or Focus, so she had to be working on deciphering the new Stats.

She saw him come in, so she turned and asked, “Have you tried to make new Stat gems?”

“No. I haven’t, actually.” He said, “You can’t make something that is already— Huh. Well. I was going to say that ‘Already having what you want is necessary to being able to work with what you want’. But. I’m making new basic spells all the time and the Remake Quests exist.”

“The Law of Equivalent Magic is barely a law according to everything I’ve seen these days.” Kiri said, “You should try figuring out the new Stats. We can compare notes.”

He walked closer to her desk. “How do you even know green is the color of a new Stat? What are you pouring into that lightmask? Undifferentiated mana?”

“Green is already my color, so yeah.” Kiri said, “Your color is white. You could try to make a true All-Stat gem.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe I will.” He said, “But I came in here to ask you something.”

“What can I help you with?”

“You know Delia and that whole situation, right?”

Kiri frowned. “Yeah?”

“What’s your honest opinion?”

Kiri breathed deeply, then said, “You offered her a fantastic opportunity with Oceanside enrollment, but she is too young and far too hurt to understand what she’s doing right now. I didn’t think she was that stupid, but with how I saw her act after you offered her that opportunity, I know that she’s going to get herself killed. If you would have given her gear, that gear would likely be in the hands of others by now. But now? Now, she’s probably off crying somewhere, working up the courage to do something stupid, or smart, and only time will tell which option she picks. Or, she could have already done her stupid or smart thing. I don’t know.

“But… What she wants is not wrong. Hunters are just as monstrous as monsters, but Hunters live among us, and they take the bodies of friends and loved ones in order to strike when our guards are down. There’s loads of stories out there about strong adventurers who come home to see their mothers or fathers and instead get a knife to the neck and everything stolen from them.” She added, “You’ve been the target of hunters at least twice, now, right? Or is it three times? I heard from Jane that you were targeted well before I came along. People assaulted the Sewerhouse, or something.

“If Delia comes back and she doesn’t bring a whirlwind down on us… Give her a second chance, along with heavy demands. Demand she go to Oceanside and train to become an Elite, because finding and killing Hunters is not an easy profession. Every single organization that builds itself up to stand as a group against them usually ends up infiltrated and torn apart, or they end up killing someone they shouldn’t have and are thus torn apart by whatever nearby government or power they offended. But at Oceanside, if she doesn’t wash out, she might make something of herself in five years.” She quickly added, “But just her! You don’t know her friends. Promising anything to people you don’t know, when the link between you is a 16 year old kid? That was too much.”

Erick said, “You’ve thought about this a lot, haven’t you.”

“A little.” Kiri said, “My problems before I ran away from them and came to Spur were nobles and threats. If they would have actually done something... I would have done something stupid, too, and promptly gotten killed for my actions. What Delia pulled in this house? Stealing your rings? In the Republic, she would have had a bounty on her head, at the least.” She added, “Probably more.”

After a moment of thought, Erick decided, “… Then that’ll be the plan. If she shows, I’ll help her to get into Oceanside.” Erick added, “And that reminds me: I have to deliver another thousand of the lower ranked rings to Liquid, but I can do that part with Ophiel. What I want to do in person, is to go see Mog, to see how her rings and such are working out. Want to come? And Oh! You got your clearance to kill the bigger monsters, right? I haven’t gotten any of those requests in a while, now that I think of it.”

Kiri dismissed her green orbs, and said, “I got my clearance a while ago, actually.” She added, “I’ve been busy, too.” She smirked, as she patted Sunny on her shoulder. “I’m technically a 9-star Adventurer, but it feels like I’m cheating.”

Erick smiled. “It does, doesn’t it!”

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel delivered stone boxes filled with rings to Thom in the Quartermaster’s Offices. 2500 rings, to be precise. The weaker ones did not need so much precision, so Erick was able to carve them rather quickly and enchant dozens of them at a time. 

Thom received them well, telling Ophiel, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

“Just trying to help!”

 

- - - -

 

Mog sat at her table near the railing of the fourth floor of the main room of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse. This was her new ‘office’, and it oversaw a great deal of the original three floors. She welcomed Erick with a smile and an invitation to sit, then answered his question, “They’re pretty damn amazing, Erick.” She put down her beer and tapped the silver torus on a finger. “Plus 30 to All Stats. If I wasn’t wearing it, I wouldn’t believe it.” She added, “You know, you can [Teleport] here if you want. You have clearance from me. I’ve said that before, haven’t I?”

The day was nearing noon by the time Erick got through the crowds to reach the Guildhouse. The place was packed. But it had also been expanded. The three-floor room of the main building had been expanded into another floor, while the bottom floor had been transformed completely into a bar and restaurant area. Actual questing and turn ins had been moved to the second floor, to a much larger and much more active counter. The third floor had become an extension of the first floor, while the fourth floor had been added to house an elite-level restaurant and a higher ranked quest board, along with a trio of busy receptionists wearing nice uniforms behind busy counters. This fourth floor wasn’t that busy, but there were certainly people all around.

Mogarithag Moggargal, or just ‘Mog’ for short, even wore better clothes than normal; pale brown leathers with blue trim, like normal, but with a sharper cut. It was an eye-catching fashion statement, if anything. She noticed Erick noticing her clothes, too, and gave him a smirk. She was a truly beautiful woman, who happened to be very muscular, with pale green skin and short black hair. Erick even liked her height.

Erick sat across the table from her, feeling better that he wasn’t such an old man, anymore. He asked, “Where should I blip in?”

“Heh. ‘Blip’.” Mog teased, “I could show you where my quarters are?”

Erick smiled wide, and decided to keep it professional, for now. “Maybe maybe.” 

Mog chuckled. “Maybe maybe.” She offered, “You could blip on to this floor. Just [Scry] over there, first, to find a space.” She lifted her head towards the side of the room, where alcoves had been made out of wood and walls, separate from the rest of the open floor design. “Make sure you’re not blipping into someone else.”

“I like walking, but after that crowd, maybe I’ll do less of that.”

Mog nodded. “Anyway: The rings. We could use more. I already handed out all of yours to people I trust with my life and who I know would do good for Spur.”

“Oh? Anyone I know?” Erick said, “But yeah. I got more rings that I can give you right now, if you want.”

“We’ll take them. Just deliver them to any of the people behind the counter over there. But… Hmm.” Mog looked around at the people on the fourth floor as she spoke. “I can introduce... Hmm.” She lifted her head. A few tendrils of thought snaked out, into the manasphere. After a moment, she turned to Erick, and said, “Want to meet a pair of mages? One Waterglow, the other a Riftcaster.”

Erick smiled. “I have only the vaguest idea of what those are! So: Absolutely. Yes, I want to meet them. But I wanted to ask you after Delia Greentalon, too.”

Mog looked to the air for a moment, as a tendril of thought flickered. She turned to Erick, asking, “I heard there was some sort of altercation. She ran around for an hour or something, after seeing you, burning every part of her life to the ground. You want to put out a quest for her?”

“… I can do that?” Erick quickly added, “I just want to make sure she’s okay. I promised her help that I should never have promised her, and she went a bit… rough, there, before she took off.”

Mog nodded. “Best not involve adventurers, then. People tend to get a bit rowdy for that sort of thing, and if you’re not mad, then we’re not mad.” She added, “I’ll let her know she’s not in trouble if she should ever show again.”

Erick deftly ignored the implication that he could order a hit on someone who wronged him. Hopefully he had read that wrong.

“That’s fine. Thank you.” He asked, “So what’s a Riftcaster?”

Mog looked to the left, and Erick followed her gaze to the alcoves from before. A pair of pale green orcol men walked toward Erick and Mog from that direction, navigating the tables and other people nearby. The one on the left had blue eyes and blond hair, while the one on the right was of a slightly darker countenance. They both wore the same sort of light brown hunting leathers. They could have been brothers. 

And they looked amazing. 

Damn orcols always looked amazing. 

Erick barely noticed the rings on their fingers, but he did notice them. They were Erick’s rings, alright, and the full silver tori versions, too. The two men stopped a step away from the table.

Mog gestured as she said, “Archmage Erick Flatt, these are the brothers Uluthar and Dargogh Leanbough. Waterglow and Riftcaster.”

Uluthar and Dargogh bowed, briefly. They had small smiles on their faces, and tiny glints in their eyes. 

Mog continued, “They’re responsible for over a hundred five star and above kills, with their highest being a seven star Cloud Giant rager a few years back.”

Erick honestly said, “Pardon my ignorance, but I have the barest idea of what that all represents.”

Uluthar’s smile brightened, as Dargogh chuckled; maybe nervously, maybe not. Erick couldn’t truly tell. 

Mog said, “Suffice it to say, they’re powerful adventurers.” She said to the guys, “Want to show Archmage Flatt a little of what you can do?”

Uluthar immediately held his hand forward, palm up, and spoke, “Water like light, banish all fright.” 

A ball of glowing water shifted out of the air and into Uluthar’s hand. It hovered there, glittering and glowing, like looking up from the depths at the surface of a pool. Watching the shifting light, Erick felt warmer and yet cooler at the same time. It was a good feeling. Uluthar closed his fist, popping the water globe like it was a simple soap bubble. 

Erick was slightly confused. What was that supposed to be?

Seeing Erick’s confusion, Uluthar turned a little obviously confused, too, and Dargogh smiled wider as he silently chuckled. Oh yeah. That was a nervous chuckle. Erick could definitely tell, this time. 

Mog explained, “If you were a Scion of Strength, you might have felt more from that, but for most people in our profession, that little globe of water heals everyone nearby for over 25,000 Health while also curing all minor physical injuries.” 

“Oh!” Erick said, “That’s pretty good then! Pardon my ignorance.”

Uluthar brightened. 

Poi spoke up, “There’s also a minor bolstering effect.” He had hard eyes for Uluthar, as he added, “Which I prevented.”

Mog said, “It’s a good effect, Poi.”

Poi just hummed in disapproval, and said nothing more. 

Erick didn’t really care about the healing, though it did seem massive. He asked, “Was that an incantation?”

“Ye—!” Uluthar’s voice cracked, but he recovered, “Yes, sir, archmage, sir. The spell does quite a lot, but an incantation helps to focus it in one direction or the other. I could use the same spell as a damaging beacon against all fire and shadow aligned monsters, too.”

Erick had no idea that was possible. “I heard a bit about incantations at Oceanside, but mostly they were kept to the Esoteric Magic classroom, and not many people put much stock in them.” He asked, “Where did you learn your methods?”

“Learned it from the Songstresses of the Songli Highlands, all the way over in Nelboor.” He added, “They use incantations for everything they do, though the larger effects are only possible when you align yourself with an element.” He said, “I got my [Orb of Waterlight] from a complicated combination of [Healing Beacon], [Treat Wounds], and [Greater Inflict Wounds]. On the battlefield, I use [Water Body] as a conduit to mold the spell one way or the other.”

“Huh.” Erick said, “That’s… pretty interesting. I should try that sometime.” On a whim, he added, “I hope you’re enjoying the rings. I’m working on more, all the time, but those stronger versions will remain for those who prove themselves against the darkness.”

Uluthar smiled, and then took a small step back, clearing the way for his brother to speak.

Dargogh stayed where he was. After a moment of Erick looking at him, the man spoke, “All my demonstrations are destructive, but I can tell you what they do.”

“I have no idea what a Riftcaster is, so this is all very enlightening to me.”

“I basically summon pure elemental rifts and supercharge the battlefield for my magic-infused weapons and armors.” He added, “And my magic, too, but not much. [Flare Bolt], and stuff. I prefer getting into melee and, uh, slicing and crushing. So your rings have been really, really, good for me. Thank you, sir.”

Supercharging the battlefield, eh? Erick was intrigued, but he needed to know more.

“They’ve been great for me too,” Uluthar said. “We usually have to step down to the lower level threats to buy the supplies necessary to fight the bigger stuff.”

Dargogh held up his hand. The silver band shone dully in the ambient light of the Guildhouse. He said, “These solve a lot of problems. We can fight the really dangerous monsters every week, instead of every month.”

Erick asked, “Are you a Scion of Balance?”

Uluthar looked a bit concerned.

But Dargogh instantly said, “Yes.”

“My daughter is a Scion of Balance, too. It’s pretty good. I bet those rings are rather good for you.” Erick asked, “So rifts? Are they just [Prime Area] attuned to… What?”

Dargogh said, “[Prime Area] done up with a mutated [Force Platform] and the various Mana Alters. It creates a helper that follows you around and constantly soaks the area with elemental influence, or, your influence. You know. You can make a version that won’t follow you around if you use [Force Wall], instead. And then you just… do what you do. But at twice the power, or more. For me, that involves strength of arms. Uh. [Conjure Weapon]… And stuff.”

Erick felt like someone showed him the sunrise for the first time. He said, “I’m going to have to share that with my daughter. I hope you don’t mind. It sounds amazing.”

Dargogh smiled wide, chuckling for a moment. And then he shut down his face and his laughter. He bowed a little, then said, “I will be glad if my technique could help you and yours as much as your rings have helped us. Thank you, sir.”

Uluthar bowed a little, too, as he said, “Thank you, sir.”

“Thanks for coming. It’s nice to meet those who I’m helping, and who are helping others.”

Mog nodded. The two men turned and walked away. Erick briefly watched them go, then turned his attention back to Mog, who was smirking.

Erick said, “Thank you, Mog. That was very nice.” He glanced over, across the mostly empty fourth floor, to see the two men blip away; one blue, the other cyan. He turned back to Mog, keeping his voice quiet as he leaned in to ask, “But what the heck does 5 star actually mean? Old wyrms, right? I think I’ve killed a few of those, haven’t I? I’ve lost track of that star system.”

Mog just laughed. “Don’t worry about it. You’re ten-star, and that’s as high as it gets.” She glanced over to Kiri, standing behind Erick, next to Poi, and said, “I’ve given all of your monster killing experience to your apprentice, these days.”

“That’s fine.” Erick turned to Kiri. “I didn’t know about rifts.”

Kiri claimed, “I didn’t either!” She added, “Seems useful, though.”

Mog said, “There’s lots of useful magic in here. If you came in and got to know some people, maybe there could be some exchanging of ideas.”

Erick turned back to Mog. “I like that idea. Do you know anyone that knows about [Treeshape] and such?”

“One of the best.” Mog looked out the window, toward the city. 

The Adventurer’s Guildhouse was situated in a [Ward] like space, where the inside felt like a comfortable forest glade and the outside was exposed to the vagaries of the desert environment. The anchor for this effect were four corner trees, each of them with trunks a hundred meters tall and ten meters wide. The canopies of those four trees joined together high above the Guildhouse, in a mesh of housing and pathways and branches, for those who liked to live in that sort of environment. That ‘tree district’, as Erick had heard it called, fully covered the entirety of the Guildhouse and its many smaller buildings, while extending shadows out into much of the rest of the Adventuring District. Erick had thought that those shadows would have been a problem, but residents and wardlights kept those boughs bright and occupied at all times.

Mog thumbed toward the tree outside the window. “I can put you in touch with my Druid?”

Erick said, “Of course! Yes. Perfect.”

 

- - - -

 

Mog brought Erick to a decently sized greenhouse made of glass and wood at the northern edge of Guild property, to the side of one of the massive trees. The glass structure occupied a space maybe an acre wide, and the doors were open, but there were no obvious plants inside. There was a nearly naked green-feathered harpy though, toiling at the ground, at piles of dirt. Mog stopped just outside of the building, and so did Erick. Poi and Kiri hung back. 

There was a [Ward] across the greenhouse, and from the gently layered yellow gasses that coiled and sifted through the air, Erick guessed it was either a [Scent Ward], or some other sort of noxious fume [Ward]. The harpy inside didn’t seem to care about the gasses, or maybe she had some sort of [Personal Ward] on that blocked out the yellow. Whatever the case, Erick was glad Mog had stopped outside of the greenhouse.

Mog called to the person inside, “Hey! Caerilda!”

The harpy inside turned, lifting her face. Her feathers covered her whole body, but as she moved, Erick saw that they weren’t just green. She was almost a green macaw, but with rainbows for the undersides and tips of her feathers; drab and well suited for hiding in a forest, until she wanted to be seen. When she saw Mog, she held her expression neutral, but when she saw Erick, she frowned, heavily.

Caerilda snarled, “I’m working!”

“I brought a visitor,” Mog said.

“I see who you brought!” Caerilda said, “I don’t truck with no worldshapers.”

Erick had been briefed on how this meeting would go, and who Caerilda was, as a person. So if he wanted anything out of this meeting, he would have to get pushy. Erick had almost backed out when that was explained to him, but Mog insisted he try, especially after she heard what Erick wanted to talk to Caerilda about.

Erick said, “I’m making a tree [Familiar]. I want to raise her right.”

Caerilda’s rainbow eyes went wide, seeming to bore into Erick’s own.

Erick patted Ophiel on the head, on his shoulder, eliciting a bright violin whistle, as he said, “I’ve done alright with Ophiel, but making a second one will be much harder.” He had no idea how much more difficult a second [Familiar] would be, but Erick felt like it was a safe set of words to spout. 

Caerilda frowned. She huffed. She stomped toward Erick, scattering heavy yellow fog with her chicken-like legs, as she said, “We’re doing this rapid fire, and then I’m getting back to work. My trees require the best fertilizer possible, and your glowing rain don’t do nearly enough.” She got to the edge of the warded space, just inside of the doors of her greenhouse, and said, “But it does a lot, and that’s the only reason I’m doing this, too. Consider that debt paid.”

“Do you want some personalized platinum rain?” Erick offered, “I had no idea these trees liked it.”

Caerilda stood a bit taller. “Yes!” She said, “I do!"

Mog said, “No.” She looked down at Caerilda, saying, “No bargains. No more rain. This is not an opportunity for you to gouge him, Caerilda. You’re paid to take care of the barrier trees, but if you want to foist that job off to Erick, I could pay him, instead.”

“Bah! Mog! Fine.” Caerilda said, “We’re not doing that, then. I’ll continue to take my rain from the tunnels like everyone else.” She turned to Erick, “Tell me what you want, archmage.”

“Spell combinations. What to watch out for. What to expect. I want a defensive position [Familiar]; is that a good idea? How common are tree-based [Familiar]s? Also, I noticed a spell called [Tree of Light]. Is that a good one?”

Caerilda listened, then began rattling off, “[Watershape] and [Grow] for [Treeshape]. Nothing else is good enough. You must focus on the full life of a tree and ignore the end, unless you want [Life Cycle]. That one’s not a good spell to use to make a [Familiar], unless you like your [Familiar] dying all the time.

“Tree [Familiar]s start small and need time to live, but they get big and powerful, and almost always condense a soul after a few years, thereafter becoming not-your-[Familiar]. This happens very fast if you make one at tier 4. So raise ‘em right, or don’t even try. You will be creating a being with a soul, accept it, and move on. Trees don’t really care about us though, so don’t go giving them your morals; you’ll fuck it all up.

“Trees are better than most people though, so as long as you do right by your tree, your tree will do right by you, even after it achieves sentience. 

“A defensive position is the best option for a good tree [Familiar]. Find a good spot and protect it, and don’t ever move your tree. They hate that. And if you accidentally imbue the idea of movement into your [Familiar], you’ll create an Ent, instantly. They’re thinking creatures that will kill most people on sight, though they are not monsters, and a goodly known Druid might even find shelter with such beings.

“Tree [Familiar]s are extremely common in the forests north of the Wyrmridge or anywhere else there’s natural forests. A properly made arbor is only considered a true arbor when a goodly raised and well treated [Familiar] thrives long enough to become its own existence, and freely gives its protection to those around it.

“And [Tree of Light] is a decent spell to have around here, but it makes your unmoving [Familiar] a target for Shades and such, but you’re already an archmage, so go ahead and do it that way if you want. But if you use it to make your [Familiar], you’re gonna make a tier 4 spell. Guaranteed to make a sapient lifeform, for sure. So unless you want that, make something smaller.” Caerilda fluffed her green wings out a bit, revealing a riot of color as she disturbed the yellow air. She asked, “That good enough for you?”

It was a lot more than Erick had known, but still not a full telling. It was good enough for experimenting, though. He asked, “What if I wanted to make it all at tier 2. Combining [Watershape], [Grow], [Lightshape], [Conjure Force Elemental], [Telepathy], and [Scry], all at once?”

Caerilda got a stern expression, then said, “If you weren’t an archmage, I’d laugh at you for chasing a dream, but you are the archmage that brings the rains, and that just pisses me off because you figured out what no one else had before. If you manage to create this tier 2 tree [Familiar], you will have created a [Familiar] that would take twenty years to become a real being, giving you time to raise them right, without worry, and if you manage to do that, you’ll have created an arbor worthy to build a true city around. One the size of Spur! Or maybe one that can defend Spur long after you’re gone.” She declared, “And that’s enough free answers! I’ve given you more than I should ever give a non-Druid. I demand a set of those rings you’ve been making in recompense for my assistance.”

Before Mog’s grumble could turn into a hearty ‘No,’ Erick said, “If Mog thinks it’s a good idea, then I see no problems.”

Caerilda said, “Good! I demand them by this time tomorrow—”

Mog said, “I already gave her a pair, Erick. Twice. One set of bands, and then one set of jewels. She ruined both sets. Melted them.”

“Huh?” Erick asked, “What? Melting! How?!”

Caerilda said, “I experiment with a lot of toxic stuff. Trees love it. Your rings and clothes and such, not so much. Doesn’t matter. I made a mistake. Give me another set and I’ll take care of them this time. I know what I did wrong.”

Erick paused for a second, then said, “Sure. That’s fine? Whatever? I’ll get you some rings. I have to deliver a new lot for Mog soon, too. Thanks for the assistance, Caerilda.”

“Yeah yeah. Whatever. You can probably handle your own experiments going out of control, and that includes an unruly tree.” She added, “Just don’t come crying to me if it thinks you treated it wrong and starts to disobey. Just kill it, tear apart the spell, and try again. Ain’t nothing to be done for an unruly plant besides start over.”

“That seems… cruel.”

“That’s true. It’s cruel. No doubt about it.” Caerilda shrugged. “Forests are cruel places. Survival is hard out there.” She said, “Most you can hope to do is make a [Familiar] strong enough to stand up to the cruelty to protect what needs protecting, without becoming a horror for those who follow.”

 

- - - -

 

Poi, Kiri, and Erick blipped into the front foyer of the house.

Kiri instantly said, “Rifts sound useful. Tree [Familiar]s seem problematic.”

“I was thinking the exact same thing. I’ll think more on the tree. But the rifts..” Erick said, “Instead of mutated platform and wall spells, how about using [Conjure Force Elemental] and [Force Wave].” He instantly added, “But that would make them tier 3 creatures...” He reconsidered, “Maybe… I won’t be doing that.”

“That’s probably why that guy doesn’t do them with [Conjure Force Elemental].” Kiri said, “The platform and wall way seems much more difficult because you have to tear at the spells a little— Ah. He just takes the spells understanding that they’re meant to block off an area, and turns that into a disintegrating and expanding… ‘rift’, I guess?”

“Sounds promising. And likely.”

“Layered, helpful magic is one way to fight,” Kiri said, almost dismissively. “I guess he managed to make it work for him, though?”

Erick gave her a questioning look.

Kiri said, “It clogs up the battlefield. I bet when he fights it is very, very flashy.” She added, “The first guy’s idea about using an Elemental Body to affect an outcome in a spell seems like the best thing I learned today.”

Erick smiled. “I have just the way to test that out, too!”

 

- - - -

 

In an unimportant part of the Crystal Forest, where the sun beat down hard on orange sands, zero [Scry] eyes hung in the air, and the northern winds blew to the south, causing agave and mimics to tinkle and chime, Erick, Poi, and Kiri, blipped into the air, on a hovering stone platform. Erick stepped to the edge, while the other two stood back.

Erick began by lifting up [Stoneshape] spires and arches and towers from the ground. It was not a large construction, it was not meant to last, but to provide shadows from the everpresent sun, to test what would come next. He certainly wasn’t going to make this spell like how Anhelia suggested with [Radiant Wisp], though. He was not comfortable with creating life through magic.

Erick readied himself; he turned on [Lightwalk], becoming an ethereal creature edged in white light. In this bright space, he felt the wind and mana flow through him, and the sun’s brightness above, like he was a part of the ocean. A gentle rushing filled his ears; the sound of magic. He spoke, smiling, his words vibrating from all of him, touching creation with a small joke,

“There once was a wisp from nearfar

“That glowed with sights quite bizarre 

“It sparkled with light

“as it shot up the night

“and they called it a bright [Shooting Star].”

Erick chained his magic through his words, capping his spell with [Conjure Force Elemental] on both sides, while the Altering for Light and the [Lightshape] were there to provide power, and [Shadowshape] was for guidance through even the toughest of enemies. As his words finished, a spark flashed in air in front of him, casting daylight under the shadowed arches and across the stone spires. 

That tiny light blossomed into a brilliant radiant mess of every color, but mostly white. 

And then, Poi shouted, “Watch oooooo—!”

As a blue box appeared to the edge of Erick’s vision, well out of the way of whatever Poi warned against, time seemed to slow, again. Just like the other day. Only this time it was less ‘seemed’, and more ‘actually slowed down’. Poi’s warning came too late, and was drawn out over much too long of a moment. 

As Erick looked upon his sparking creation, wondering just how deep in the shit he was, the wind and flow of mana was a thing of molasses, or the Pitch Drop experiment. Erick had no idea why that thought popped into his mind, but it was probably because the shadows surrounding Erick’s own experiment began to solidify under the stone archways and around the darkened edges of spires and towers like crude oil.

The radiance in front of Erick remained, bright and glittering and sparking in every direction. But at the show of the liquid shadows, it took off with a casual air of violence finally allowed release. The wisp curved lazily in the air, and then began zipping this way and that, barreling through shadows and stone and darkness like it was an actual shooting star, moving thousands of kilometers an hour, but without a care for momentum. It twisted and tore through stone faster than the stone could fall to the ground. The spark laughed as it destroyed; it was tiny and free and happy to hurt. And then the [Shooting Star] sighed, slowing down, almost sad that it hadn’t gotten to kill all the shadows. The star hovered about where it had been born, amid the hovering stone and shrapnel, and then it turned to Erick, and was happy. It blinked out of existence with a final, tiny laugh, as though the joke was over. Shadows, thick and cloying on the underside of every broken spire and arch, remained strong and vibrantly dark.

A much fuller laugh came from everywhere, all at once, from a being much larger than a tiny [Shooting Star]. And then that was gone, too, taking the thick shadows with it.

Time resumed. Shrapnel from broken stone splashed across the experimental space, but Erick was ready. He reacted with a [Stoneshape], catching the rock before it crashed through his [Lightwalk] body to strike Kiri or Poi.

Poi continued, “—out!” He paused. “What?! Uh.”

“It’s already over, Poi,” Erick said, as he let go of shrapnel rock. “Melemizargo came and went.” He turned off [Lightwalk] and stepped down onto the floating platform. “You two okay?”

Kiri looked pale; her green scales more seafoam than emerald at the moment. 

Poi collected himself, and said, “I’m fine. That was… Him, then? I thought it was about twenty shadowcats, or something.” He breathed deep. “I guess… that’s… almost better?” He decided, “No. No it isn’t. Uh.” He went silent, in thought. 

Erick offered, “It might have been shadowcats.” He looked at his recent notifications. “Oh. Yes. It was shadowcats. Looks like I got five of them. Huh.” Erick glanced back toward the destroyed experiment. “The rest seem to have vanished.”

Poi sighed, while Kiri’s eyes stayed wide. 

Erick sifted a bit through blue boxes until he found his spell.

 




	
Shooting Star, instant, super long range, 250 MP 

Conjure a super quick fragment of starlight to crash through your enemies. Lasts 5 seconds.








 

Kiri found her words, “I will begin with: [Shooting Star] is a seventh to eighth tier spell. It’s a variation on [Comet Swarm].”

Erick smiled, saying, “That may be true, but it’s obviously not the whole truth,” as he handed her the blue box.

Kiri floundered as she read. Eventually, she muttered, “I guess not.” She asked, “A spell by the same name? Maybe?” She decided, “… Probably.”
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088, 1/2


                Erick went to visit Anhelia after his creation of [Shooting Star], to see if there was anything else happening on her end of preparation for the upcoming war. Poi accompanied him, but Kiri went back home, to see if she could figure out her own version of [Shooting Star]; it looked like a great spell to have, even if the naming was a bit odd. She didn’t want to use [Conjure Force Elemental] in her version, though.

The iron wrought was not in the Guildhouse today, so Erick accepted an offer of meeting with Sirocco, instead. There were topics to discuss besides ensuring the war went in the proper direction, after all; there was the all important discussion of planning to win the war in the first place.

But once inside the Mage Guildmaster’s yellow and purple office, Erick’s train of thought was derailed, as he made a connection between color schemes that might not have actually been a connection at all. He looked around the room, asking, “Sirocco? Is the coloring of this room on purpose, to connect back to the Magisterium?”

Sirocco, all pale purple skinned and silent smiles, said, “I’ve extricated myself from the Quiet War, Erick. It would be wrong to use gold in my purple vestments.” She stood with perfect propriety next to her wooden desk with gold inlay, as she touched her silver earrings, saying, “Silver, as you can plainly see.”

Erick sighed a little, but smiled. “I didn’t come here to ask about that, anyway.”

At that, Sirocco nodded, and went to her liquor cabinet. “Care for a drink?”

“It’s barely noon, but absolutely, yes.” Erick stepped toward a pair of guest chairs by the window, where a matching pair of black and white cats lounged in the sunlight.

“It’s sunset somewhere.” Sirocco said, as she opened the cabinet, revealing a dozen gently glowing crystal decanters. She picked out a green liquid that sparked gold as she sloshed the bottle and poured two small cups, before recapping the bottle and moving to join Erick. She handed him a drink, asking, “What is Spur’s newest archmage up to these days?”

“Raining when necessary, crafting new light-based spells, wondering when the lake north of Spur is going to be ready for filling, and wondering when we’re going to fight Candlepoint.” Erick sipped his green and gold drink. It tasted of warm summers, cut grass, and clean fire. It was good, if a little odd. He asked, “How many people will we allow to be duped into Candlepoint’s trinkets before we strike?”

Sirocco sipped her drink, and sat, silent and thinking.

Erick waited.

Sirocco said, “I am ready for the upcoming war, and so is the Guild. But I will not rush into the jaws of fire and shadow.” She said, “They will come for you first, you know, as soon as this begins. Shadow spiders and everything they feel like wielding. Do you have plans in place? Or somewhere to run?” She quickly added, “Don’t tell me what they are, but do tell me that you have them.”

“… I have a slight plan, yes,” Erick said, not wholly lying. 

Sirocco hummed, then sipped her drink, and said, “If we could figure out those new Stats and how to create or acquire them without the Shades, then a war could be undertaken much more rapidly.”

“Why wait? Is the lure of powerful trinkets really that attractive, when it comes with attachment to the Shades?” Erick instantly added, “Ah. Wait. Of course it is. I realized what I said the second after I said it.”

Sirocco smirked, then she dropped her smile, and said, “Make no mistake, Erick. We’re going to be there, participating in the war effort, when we won’t be crushed for being the only participant on the field. Silverite is already talking to both Frontier and Kal’Duresh, and through them, the Republic and the Kingdoms. Whatever is happening right now are just the overtures; open war has yet to be declared, because there is no need at the moment.”

“These new Stats are a long con. That’s almost the same as open war.”

“Possibly.” 

“Possibly?!” Erick said, “Undoubtedly.” 

She sighed. “The simple fact is that no one wants to kill the golden cow before they have a chance to milk her for all she’s worth. It is by this same principle that the nations of the world allow Ar’Kendrithyst to exist. That, and that if we ever truly stood up to the Dead City, we would likely all die in response.” 

Erick sat, dumbfounded, but not not understanding. 

She continued, “If nothing happens with Candlepoint, if the Shades truly do not wish to wage a war, and are truly giving out these ‘trinkets’, as you call them, to everyone, then take solace in this fact: They are never capable of truly working with each other for very long. Many Shade Wars end because they kill each other, and the nations of the world sweep up the directionless monsters they’ve unleashed. The Dead City might appear unified right now, but they will fall to their own backstabbing ways, soon enough.” She added, “Besides. A war is already being fought, inside Ar’Kendrithyst.”

“… What?”

“I can’t talk about it, but know that actions are being taken to ensure the triumph of civilization.”

“That sounds like propaganda to me, Sirocco.”

“If you must know, then know that Killzone and Silverite have endured these sorts of trials before, and they know what they’re doing. To say that the Shades fall to their own internal bickering is a half truth; the real truth is that Killzone and Silverite ensure those outcomes, as much as possible. We all do, really.”

“But they don’t always succeed.” Erick asked, “So what will you do, when the war actually comes here?”

“Hopefully it doesn’t, but I have plans.” Sirocco asked, “I hope you have plans, too. Dozens, if possible. Plans that you keep hidden until they are most needed.”

Erick realized, at that point, that he would get the run around for the rest of this conversation. He’d no doubt face the same sort of problems if he spoke to Silverite, and even Mog, if he chose to pursue such a conversation. He had suspected this would happen, which was why he came here wanting to talk to Anhelia. She would have likely had hard numbers and dates and people to talk to, in order to prepare for this war.

Talking to Sirocco about the war would get him nowhere, but this conversation was still salvageable. 

“I’d like some more defensive magic, honestly.” 

Sirocco asked, disbelieving, “You need something more than [Prismatic Ward]? And the ability to get around the restriction of only one at a time?”

“Of course I do.”

She chuckled. “Ah. To have that problem.” She said, “Have you considered directional shields? [Force Wall] can easily be Mana Shaped into something useful.”

“I haven’t played around much with that spell, yet, but it was on the list.” Erick asked, “Have you heard of rifts? Small areas of elemental influence?”

“I have.” Sirocco said, “They are of a middling difficulty to create and use. Rifts are highly disruptive to most organized battles, what with the color and the brightness, but they are widely used by some adventurers because the boons they supply are anywhere from twice to thrice as powerful elemental magics.” She suggested, “Creating a rift of pure intent, instead of elemental influence, is a bit better on the eyes and the organization, but it only provides a modicum of extra power. Though a personal modifier of 1.5 and an enemy modifier of 0.75 can be quite beneficial.” She added, “They have no effect on strength of arms, though.”

“How about a [Prismatic Rift]?”

Sirocco smiled. “Theoretical, but unconfirmed to exist. I’m sure it would be way too disruptive for normal battles, though.” 

“I had another question. I combined a tier 2 spell into something with the same name as a tier 8 spell. Does that mean anything?”

“Probably not. What spell?”

“[Shooting Star].”

“… Are you perhaps referring to the tier 7 spell, [Shooting Stars]?”

“Is that how it is?” Erick said, “I guess I am.”

“Sometimes you get spells of the same name, but with wildly different effects. Mostly, the Script doesn’t like confusion. I’m sure you could try to make a [Shooting Star] at tier 8, but it would likely get called something else. [Shooting Blazer], perhaps?

“Anyway, [Shooting Stars] is a wider spread and all-together weaker version of [Comet Swarm], according to most people and versions I have seen. The simplest version requires producing your ‘star’, first, and then use [Force Crash] and Mana Shaping for 500 mana in increasing and alternating tiers till you’re happy with the range and the number of stars, and the mana cost. The downsides of [Shooting Stars] is that the final cost is usually exorbitant, and it’s a Force-based spell, so you lose all the physicality of stone. The upside is that you don’t have to have a good [Teleport Object] to produce a Super Long Range spell.” She asked, “Are you going to continue up to [Shooting Stars]?”

“No. I made the first ‘star’ with [Conjure Force Elemental], and I’m not comfortable with creating such a life.” He added, “And that leads me to my next question: I was thinking of creating a second [Familiar], too; a tree. But apparently trees always attain sentience sooner or later.”

“[Conjure Force Elemental] allows a wonderful targeting system, but anything above tier 2 risks the creation of a soul.” Sirocco said, “I have no problems with killing slimes, myself, but killing a child each time your spell ends is a rather evil act.”

“What is it, exactly, that creates that line?”

“There have been many studies over the millennia on the creation of living creatures through [Conjure Force Elemental]. Most of them highly unethical, as you can imagine. But there is one book that stands as the basis for all modern summoning magic, because it was written to ward people from crossing the ‘sentience line’, as the book calls it. ‘The Compendium of Summons’, was penned 1100 years ago, close by where we are right now, back when there were great nations living in this once fertile land we now call the Crystal Forest, before Ar’Kendrithyst raised from the Underworld, and mimics poured across the land.” Sirocco said, “That book has been written and rewritten and is constantly updated by the Arcanaeum Consortium, too, with a new version coming out every ten years. And I know we have a copy downstairs in the library.” She added, “We have more than that, too. More than most. Lords know how difficult it was to deal with Sizzi’s summoning back when I was a young mother.”

Erick smiled at that; he could relate.

They talked for a while longer about rains and the Gardens and smaller spells. Sirocco spoke of the happenings beyond the Wall, and of efforts to clear the remaining mimics. The task went much slower now that Erick wasn’t there, but their poison archmage, a woman known as Orenza, had soaked the land, and now, the only thing left to do was wait for their stone archmage, Peatrice Shallowhammer, to recover. 

Erick was glad to finally know the names of their archmages.

What was not nice, and what he managed to stuff down the whole time he spoke with Sirocco, was the burning bile in the back of his throat, and the complete disgust he held, knowing that Spur’s major players were unwilling to take up direct arms because —and he was just guessing here— civilization was benefiting from Candlepoint’s new magics. 

It was not lost on him that they acted basically the same way when he, himself, came to Spur, and started inventing new magics. But, still! Ugh!

Erick dropped by the library on the way out and picked up ‘The Compendium of Summons’, along with a few other books. He made sure to pick up books on the other languages he wanted to learn, too; [Language Acquisition] wouldn’t last forever, but it would last as long as he needed to learn Karstar, the language of human nobility and angels, and Inferni, the language of incani and demons. He left the Guildhouse feeling simultaneously better, and worse, about everything.

 

- - - -

 

At the fork in the road where heading left went back home, and heading right went to the Courthouse, Erick hefted his shoulder bag full of books, and said, “Hey, Poi.” He asked, “Is Irogh open for an appointment, now?” 

Poi turned his head to the air, then said, “Yes. If you don’t mind waiting.” 

A quick stop by Irogh’s office turned into a longer stop than expected. The line for the Registrar was already five people deep, so Erick turned around and headed to Silverite’s offices.

Hera, apparent lawyer to archmages and Silverite’s secretary, said, “I wish I had known you were coming, archmage. The paperwork from the Wayfarers has yet to come in, though I suspect it might be another two days.”

“I’m not here for that, but good to know.” Erick said, “I’m needing to take Silverite up on her offer of assigning a healer to my squad. But there’s going to be some dangerous magic coming up, so I’m going to need someone with [Greater Treat Wounds], [Regeneration], and [Blood Renewal], who is experienced with trauma care.”

Hera wrote down Erick’s request on a pad of paper nearby, then said, “A tall order, so it might take a while. If you have specific needs for specific time frames, we could see about a temporary assignment.”

“… Maybe.” Erick said, “If it helps, whoever you assign is going to get a great deal of bonuses.”

Hera smiled. “Of course.” She added, “I’ll let you know as soon as we find someone.”

When Erick returned to Irogh’s office, the door opened, and a young incani man walked out, doing a double take as he saw Erick. Erick smiled at the kid, then walked into the Registrar's office. 

After a few minutes, he walked out, Ability Slot Quest turned in, a new Ability Slot Quest started, and a new Ability Quest waiting to be completed.

 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Create a tier three spell with a mana cost more than 75% below base calculated cost.

Reward: 10% Spell Cost Reduction.








 

He had not picked up Particulate Force, because that would only be useful when Erick had a healer, and he wouldn’t accidentally kill himself when combining Particle Magic and normal magic. So he went with the 10% reduced mana cost Class Ability, for now. The quest looked rather difficult, but 10% reduced costs would be useful all the time, because that would turn his daily 7400 [Personal Ward], from a 14,700 shield, into a 24,500 point shield. 

[Prismatic Ward] would also get massively boosted, going from an 87,500ish shield around the house, to a 110,000 point shield. 

… Now, if he spent his last Favored Spell on [Prismatic Ward], that would increase its absorption to almost 300,000 points of damage. 

The only reason Erick didn’t do that, was because [Ward Destruction] existed. Most [Ward]s could only be [Dispel]ed by spending the same mana against them as the damage that they could soak. But Opal, and likely every other person who Erick actually had to worry about, could spend a few hundred mana and pop any [Ward] at all.

… Erick really needed to get in contact with Opal. She had offered to teach him [Ward Destruction] way back when he taught that particle magic class at Oceanside for the other archmages. Erick hadn’t followed up because it didn’t seem necessary. But maybe it was time to follow up on that promise. 

Besides! He needed to be able to coordinate with the archmages of Spur when the Shades finally came knocking. 

… Maybe it was time to follow up on all his bargains of trade gained from that lecture.

 

- - - -

 

Back home, over dinner, while everyone dug into their own portions of a chicken and rice, paella-like meal, and gathered for the first time in the day, Erick asked, “So it’s really true that no one is going to do anything against Candlepoint, unless the war is knocking down the front gates? Does that seem like what you’ve seen, too?”

Teressa said, “Being too proactive with Shades is a bad idea. They tend to get interested in people who do that.”

Poi said, “I’m sure that the Shades will fall to infighting soon enough.” 

Erick quizzically looked at his head guard, and asked, “Are you forbidden from speaking about what you overhear in the minds of Shades, too?” 

“Of course not!” Poi smirked. “But I can’t get a read on them, anyway. So the point is moot.” He said, “What I can say, is what I know of history regarding the Shades, and what I’ve seen in my time in Ar’Kendrithyst.” He added, “And based on that: They’ll fall to infighting soon enough.”

Erick frowned. 

Kiri hummed, looking less than pleased at Erick, as her fork pierced a hunk of red chicken. She said, “No one is eager to wage a war against 30 archmages.” She added, “It’s basically death for whoever makes the first overt move, and if not for the person in charge, then for everyone else under them. Fighting a war without knowing if winning is possible is one of the most foolish things a person can do.”

“I guess… that is true.”

Teressa said, “If they have no target, and all they can do is pretend to play nice, then they will fall to infighting, soon enough, like Poi said. That, or they’ll start a real war.” She added, “It might take a year, though.”

Erick felt a chill. “… That could be true, too.” He said, “Shit. I have to do something, though.” He asked, “Would it be a horrible idea to visit Candlepoint?”

Kiri and Teressa’s objections jumbled, as one said, “Hell and Heaven, bad idea!” and the other said, “Gods forfend this evil thought.”

“Bah!” He added, “It’s not like I’m going to start the war.”

Kiri didn’t look so sure. Teressa, wide-eyed, stared at her paella, as she poked it with her fork. 

Poi said, “Other archmages have already gone, but with their [Familiar]s.”

Kiri exclaimed, “What!”

Poi shrugged. “Scouting with a disposable [Familiar] is a perfectly acceptable risk.” He added, “Candlepoint has made a point of welcoming archmage [Familiar]s like they’re people, too. Normal [Familiar]s get [Dispel]ed on sight, though.”

Kiri grumbled a discontented hum.

Erick decided, “Then Ophiel can visit Candlepoint.”

Ophiel, sitting upon Erick’s shoulder, hummed in unsure flutes.

Erick said, “Ah. But. Not yet. I need to contact Opal to see about learning that [Ward Destruction] spell she showed off when we were fighting against the Queen Daydropper. Poi? I imagine you know how to contact her?”

Poi nodded. “Understood.” He glanced to the air, then said, “Tomorrow morning? Or in two hours.”

Erick smiled. “In two hours, please. Tomorrow and the next day are platinum rain days.”

“Then she wishes you to recast your [Prismatic Ward] to allow her a space to bring her [Familiar] into the house.”

“Upstairs, third floor. Large room.”

Poi nodded, listening to the air. “Accepted.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick read ‘The Compendium of Summons’ while he waited in the third floor, open room. Without the dense air of his [Prismatic Ward] in the space, it felt like he was outside; exposed and vulnerable to the whims of fate and Shades. He didn’t get far in the book before the air glimmered with Opal’s arrival. 

“Erick,” said the rainbow orb of a white pearl. “Good to see you.”

Erick stood up, and set his book aside, as he said, “Hello, Archmage Opal.”

“Please, let’s drop some of the formalities. ‘Opal’ is fine.”

Erick smiled. “Opal, then.”

“So you wish to learn [Ward Destruction]?”

Erick nodded. “In addition to knowing how to coordinate better with you when it comes to defense of the city.”

“I appreciated your [Reflection] during the Red Dot. Saved me a lot of direct damage from that attack.” Opal said, “If my shield had failed, my secondary defenses would have been a series of [Force Wall] like effects, meant to funnel the fire upwards, instead of letting it raze across Spur.”

“How close did we come to destruction?”

“As close as usual, but there’s no way to really know how close we came without more testing, and the same attack almost never comes a second time.” Opal said, “But that [Reflection] of yours was remarkable. If you don’t mind, I would like to know how it was done, after I give you what I came here to give you, of course.”

“Sure.” Erick said, “I can agree to that. Though it’s probably just as complicated as whatever you have to show me.” He added, “I’d also like to know if you have any tips for creating a tier three spell more than 75% below expected costs.”

“Ah. The Spell Cost Reduction Quest? If everything goes well, then you’ll get that done on the way to [Ward Destruction].” She said, “The spell is actually a tier five or six, depending on how far you wish to go with the working.”

Erick smiled. 

Opal’s opalescent orb turned to the left and conjured a black granite slab, three meters wide and as tall as the ceiling, joined to the rock of the room with friction and precise measurements that forbid it from falling. It was almost blackboard, but considerably more primitive. Another conjuring brought a piece of chalk, the size of a dagger, out of the air and into Opal’s telekinetic control. She began writing out math and angles and formulae, as Erick watched, and winced. Math. Always with the math.

With precise, practiced strokes, she did not take long to complete her writing. Soon enough, most of the black stone was written upon. 

Opal turned to Erick, and said, “That is the entire spell combination and linkage for [Ward Destruction], but I can speak it simpler, if you wish.”

“Please. Yes. I am not great with the math side of magic.” Erick said, “Please start at the beginning.”

Opal bobbed in the air, then said, “Most people believe [Ward] was actually the first magic created, since practically all subsequent magic is at least partially based in an understanding and application of [Ward]. [Ward], at its most fundamental, is about taking a space, and influencing that space with an intent. [Ward Destruction] is about erasing that intent, but not directly erasing that intent. Directly erasing intent is the work of [Dispel], which is thought to be the second spell ever created.

“Directly attacking [Ward] with [Dispel] requires that you tear down the entire structure, all at once, for that is how magic works under the Script. I’ve heard it was different in the Old Cosmology, but not these days. This means that you cannot cast a 500 point [Dispel] against a 1000 point [Ward] and expect anything to happen unless—” She interrupted herself, “We’re not going to discuss mana costs with Clarity and other minor numbers. That is a level of complication that is unneeded for the main discussion. But we can give some of that complexity a nod, right now: In the given case, both practitioners, the Mage with Clarity, and the Dispeller with Clarity and Favored Spell on [Dispel], would see that 500 point [Dispel] work against the 1000 point [Ward].” She said, “A thousand mana spent on a [Ward] produces a 2000 point [Ward], but 500 mana multiplied by 4 would destroy a 2000 point [Ward]. And that’s enough of that. 

“[Ward Destruction], is all about finding the intent cast into the opposing [Ward] and manipulating that intent until the entire structure fails. What we are doing, is essentially getting on the same metaphysical level as the caster of the [Ward], and giving the [Ward] the command to automatically collapse on itself, as though we are the caster ending their own spell. We find that intent, by this organization of magic:” She conjured another, smaller black wall, and began writing.

Erick’s eyes went wide. So that’s what [Ward Destruction] was! Cheating the spell into collapsing in on itself! 

As she wrote the spell combinations, she said, “I can tell that you think this is amazing, and your next question is probably how can you apply this thought in other ways. Good luck to you; I’ve applied this idea against thousands and thousands of different spells, and mostly, I just get a better, situationally useful [Dispel]. But against [Ward], for whatever reason, the application of this idea works wonders.”

Erick read the board, a little calmer than a moment before, as Opal finished writing.

 

[Force Bolt] 5 MP + [Force Wave] 25 MP + [Detect Magic] 10 MP = [Intent Understanding] 10 MP

[Intent Understanding] 10 MP + [Dispel] 11 MP = [Intent Fracture] 10 MP

[Intent Fracture] 10 MP + Mana Shaping, 500 MP = [Intent Dispersal] 250 MP

[Intent Dispersal] 250 MP + [Ward] 50 MP = [Ward Destruction] 100 MP

 

Erick asked, “100 mana? That’s it?”

“That’s it!” Opal’s orb seemed to smile. “[Ward Destruction] is like using the key already primed into the lock of the opposing [Ward], and since you’re dealing with intent only, not true magic, it can get pretty cheap. It’s entirely possible that you could get an even lower cost than that.” She said, “I had one student, years and years ago, whose [Ward Destruction] cost 60 mana.” She asked, “Any questions?”

Erick asked, “Can you explain a bit more? Step by step?”

“Of course!” Opal bobbed, as she said, “[Intent Understanding] is probably the easiest spell to get right, but it is a large hurdle for some, and if you fail that step, then you can try again once every day until you get it right. What you’re trying to do is align your own magic so it would appear to originate from the caster of whatever magic you’ve targeted. Anything else put into this spell means that you’ve failed this step.

“[Intent Fracture] is rather complicated. This is the beginning of the ‘canceling’ phenomena that any mage experiences each time they cancel their own magic. You might need to conjure and cancel your own magic for a few hundred times to achieve an understanding of what’s happening, there.

“You can actually use [Intent Fracture] to automatically cancel most any spell of minor or small size, or under 50 mana cost.

“[Intent Dispersal] is difficult to get right. Where Fracture is like a chink in the armor of the canceling of a spell, and is large enough to fully cancel most minor magics, Dispersal is taking that cancel order and imbuing it across a much large area, like a cascade of Fractures… sort of.

“Think of an enemy [Ward] like a house supported by a hundred pillars; if you don’t knock out every single one of those pillars, then you’re not knocking down the house. But if you knock the pillars just right, then you can have your tiny knock cascade down the length of pillars, and break every one at the same time.

“Anywho: The final step of [Ward Destruction] is taking Dispersal and attuning it to the entirety of [Ward]. And I mean the entirety of [Ward]. Each and every part. Easy to say, hard to do.” Opal’s orb bobbed across the two slabs of black rocks, asking, “Do you have any questions?”

Erick certainly had at least one. He asked, “Is this ‘canceling’ anything like how a Shade prevents [Teleport]?”

Opal chuckled. “Maybe. Or maybe not. I’ve tried to understand the Shade’s [Teleport Lock] for a long, long time, and have yet to crack that combo. If you manage to do so, I’d dearly love to know how.” She said, “But back to [Ward Destruction]. Mine costs 78 mana, which is a ways away from the expected cost of about 575 mana. If yours is anywhere near 500, then I’d keep it, and move on to another project. Took me years before I was comfortable enough with my [Intent Dispersal] to finally go for [Ward Destruction]. If you manage to make a good [Intent Dispersal], I’d hold onto that until you, too, get a good amount of experience breaking magic, before you try for [Ward Destruction].

“But if you wish to combine something much easier for your Spell Cost Quest, there’s always Force spells. Those can combine rather easily into something cheaper than the outcome, if you’ve a mind for it. I can’t really help you there, though. It’s only tier 3, though. That’s nothing. You can do that a hundred hundred different ways by simply focusing on the intent of your magic, instead of on the outcome.”

Erick smiled. “That’s fine. This has been a big help.” He asked, “Now for my part?”

“Please. No need for the diagrams or whatnot. Just the basic framework. I’ll come back with questions, if I have them, if you don’t mind. And you can do the same.”

Erick smiled. “Sure.” He said, “The [Reflection] that I used on the Red Dot was [Ward] and [Rebound], but done up with a Particulate understanding of mana, and the notion that magic is inherently unknowable, and possibly an energy at the same time it is a particle.” He brought out the box for [Pure Reflection Ward], and showed it to Opal’s orb, saying, “There’s also the notion of the physics of light and the use of the harmonies that exist between [Rebound] and [Ward] to make them attune to each other better.”

 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 

Opal read the blue box, then said, “That’s a lot packed into a tier two combination.”

Erick said, “Yeah. It was. But it worked.”

“[Personal Ward], though… But… I suppose you have your [Familiar], so that restriction isn’t a large restriction.” Opal dismissed the floating box, adding, “You need to try to turn that into a [Shield] spell. Perhaps with [Force Wall]. Or perhaps with Mana Shaping, for 500. Whatever it takes to strip it down to its core functionality and attach that functionality onto some other useful spell.” She asked, “Have you made [Strike Reflection], yet? You should! That one has saved my life more than a few times. When you get that one right you need to take that spell and make it so that… hmm… Ah. You’re not a Warder, so that wouldn’t work for you. Never mind.”

“What were you thinking?”

“A secondary [Personal Ward] that turns on when you are attacked, without needing to be activated. I have a few of them. They’re useful.” Opal said, “But! You are not a Warder; you’re not able to have multiple [Personal Ward]s on at the same time.” She added, “But! You can get around that by wearing your [Familiar] like a cloak, or something, and have him react for you. It’s a weird thing, making a [Familiar] into clothes, but that is the best way around that restriction.” She chuckled. “But to wear such a cloak around town! How gaudy!”

Ophiel squawked on Erick’s shoulder, as Erick smiled. 

Opal said, “You are a pretty little thing. An eyeful, some would say.” 

Ophiel fluffed out with a few more eyes and wings. 

Opal seemed to turn back toward Erick, as she said, “It would also be possible to create a [Conjure Force Elemental] that could activate a [Reflection Force Wall] when needed, or when prompted. I wouldn’t bet your life on such a flimsy thing always activating when you needed it to activate. But you might be able to make such a spell that you could pin to your chest, or something, that you could activate with a mental command. You’d effectively multiply your mana a few dozen times over, if you do it right. [Store Spell] is the Script version of what I suggested, but that spell is unreliable, at best. The problem is getting the stored spell to recognize threats, and not activate for every little thing.”

That was a lot to think about. Storing spells for later use! What a nice idea. Erick had another question, though. “Now that you mention [Conjure Force Elemental], I was looking to make a defensive [Familiar], for the house. A tree, actually. Got any tips?”

“Good luck. I tried one of those, but after four years the damn thing got up and started doing what it wanted, and all it wanted to do was be a hermit out in the middle of nowhere! I blame myself, on that measure. It’s probably still wandering the forests north of the Wyrmridge.” She added, “I doubt any natural thing could kill it, but it doesn’t like to be near anyone else, so at least I raised it partially right.”

“What tier was yours?”

“Concerned about that? Mine was tier 3. It took a while to become a real being, but it certainly happened faster than I expected.” She added, “Tried a tier 2 years later, and I loved that little guy, but he... died… I don’t mess with [Familiar]s anymore. Heartbreak is a right terrible feeling.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you for saying such, but I know I’m being ridiculous.” 

Erick didn’t feel that she was being ridiculous at all, but he kept his mouth shut; besides, his face probably gave him away. Opal bounced a little, slowly, quietly.

She asked, “Any other questions?”

“Oh! Right. I have some rings I made, if you want a pair?” Erick went back to his chair, and picked up a small orange stone box he had prepared earlier. He opened it toward Opal it to reveal a collection of silver tori, as he said, “I didn’t know your size or anything like that, but one of these might fit you.”

“Kindly of you, but no. I don’t accept gifts from anyone. I used to do that, but I got traced back to my home. Nothing personal, but I will never do that again.” She added, “What you can do, is keep raining on Spur. I like seeing this wonderful little town all abustle year round.”

Erick smiled. “Then: thank you, Opal. If there’s anything I can do for you, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“And you, too! Give me a call if you got questions.” She said, “I’m going to be working on my own [Pure Reflection Ward], but I’ve been working on that for forever, it seems like. The best I’ve gotten is dust and dirt compared to yours, so it’s time for this new methodology.”

“Good luck, then.”

“You too. And if your apprentice wants to know what I just told you, go ahead. From what I heard, she seems like a keeper.”

Erick smiled. “I think she is, too.”

Opal added, “Be sure to put your [Prismatic Ward] back up, too. It’s times 6 Variable, right?”

“I will, and it is.” Erick offered, “I could tell you how I made it?”

“No no no. Thank you, though. I made one like it, long ago, but the Solid Ward I use these days is the big one you saw covering the city.” She said, “It was a necessary sacrifice, so I didn’t mind paying it.”

Opal’s opal blipped out of the room in a flickering of rainbow light. 

Erick smiled. Opal seemed nice. Then he recast his [Prismatic Ward], covering the whole of the house. Then he recorded Opal’s writings into a small notebook. When all of those notes were written down, Erick broke the [Conjure Item], dispersing opalescent light into the room. 

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, Erick rained platinum over the Gardens of the Human District, while he read about summons, finished off an order of rings for Mog and the Adventurer’s Guildhouse, and practiced harmonizing his magic for [Intent Understanding]. 

He managed to make [Discover Intent], which was not at all what he wanted.

 




	
Discover Intent, instant, long range, 51 mana

Discover the meaning of a magic.








 

It was a failed spell, but he still tested it against one of Kiri’s [Force Wall]s. In response, he got back a vague feeling of protection, like he was sensing the emotion of another person, or something, vibrating inside of his own body. Interesting, but ultimately an unwanted combination; the mana cost alone was proof that he had done it wrong. He needed to have the spell understand the intent of a magic, not understand the magic himself.

Erick ripped apart [Discover Intent] and began practicing with summoning and canceling tiny [Absorption Ward]s, over and over again, trying to see if he could ‘feel out’ what was happening there. 

After the platinum rains were done for the day, and lunch was over, Erick got a nice message from Poi.

“Sir. They’re ready for rain at the Lake.”

“Awesome,” Erick said, with a smile. 
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088, 2/2


                The land north of Spur was a blackened and grey stretch of sand a little over two kilometers across, surrounded by short, two meter high walls. Standing atop Spur’s ten meter high walls, Erick had a good view of the whole place, as the sun shone down hot and brutal, and the northern wind rolled across the sands, and curled into his clothes. 

Roughly evenly dividing the right hand ranching land from the left, was a meter high stone wall. Gently rolling hills dominated the cattle side, along with a central stone barnyard and other smaller structures built atop a few of the larger hills. An off-center depression in that lumpy space had been carved down, below the level of most of the rest of the space. From Erick’s perspective, that central depression was likely both the drainage field and water source for future cattle; they wouldn’t be drinking from the Lake, not with that wall in the way. 

To the left of the short, central wall, was a surrounding edge of black land that encircled a grey and orange clay bed that would eventually become the Lake. The depression was shaped like a squarish blob, with parts of it much deeper than the rest, maybe as much as five meters, while none of the future Lake was anywhere near the main walls of Spur, or the smaller walls of the exterior. If this entire new addition to Spur’s territory was three square kilometers, about the same size as the entire Human District, with the Gardens, then the Lake had to be just under a single square kilometer. 

Erick smiled, as he stared out across the land, imagining cows and swimming and fishing. He said, “I like that the cows get their own watering hole.”

Silverite, standing next to Erick, said, “Cows shit an awful lot, Erick. We weren’t about to have that runoff go directly into the main reservoir.”

Al, standing on Erick’s other side, laughed, and said, “Aye! Best head off that problem before it happens.” 

Erick was glad to see Al again. He hadn’t seen or spoken to his friend since the morning after Savral’s party. It had been a nice night, but Savral had grown unusually tired as the sun came up, and Al had to take care of him. Al had also promised to show up some time later for beers, but that just never happened, for some unknown reason. He looked happy right now, though.

Al continued, “The Ranch and the Lake are topographically perfect; runoff will go where it has to go, so there’s no need to worry about that. I expect, that after we get the whole thing set up and the plants are stable and the basins are soaked, that a rain a day will be able to keep the place properly under water.”

Apogee, the planar brownscale and soon-to-be Rancher, said, “It’s going to be beautiful. I’ve got clover planted everywhere, and Silverite planted something for the Lake—”

Silverite said, “Veil lilies. Great for water quality.” 

“Yes! Those!” Apogee said, “So start her up, Erick!”

“Not so fast!” Al turned to Erick, and said, “A single rain right now. Ten minutes. Just enough to prime the soil and dampen the clay so that it begins to stick together and create a barrier. Then more, later. As soon as the land stabilizes, then you can fill the Lake over the course of a week.”

Apogee said, “Use the silver rain to grow the field, first.” He looked up at Al, saying, “That’ll keep the ground in place.” He added, “And then break open the sky, Erick!”

“If you don’t give the clay a chance to soak up the water, you’re just gonna wash it all down into the desert sands below. That bedrock is not near the surface, Apogee.” Al said, “The clay needs a chance to prime.”

Erick cut a building argument short by raising white clouds from the ground, extending his [Exalted Storm Aura] forward, into the wind, making sure no clouds appeared over the city behind him. As Apogee and Al went silent, white mist roiled out into the northern sky. Crackles of white light flashed behind a now-cloudy air, as platinum rain began to fall upon dark sands, and the tiny seeds hidden therein, all across the Lake and the Ranch. In moments, grey sands turned black, water soaking into the land. 

Suddenly, green swept up hills and down into dips in the dirt, covering acres and then hectacres and more, filling out Spur’s new addition with twisting, tiny clover, like a green, shag carpet. The green mostly stopped at the edge of the lake, but here and there, tiny blooms of green appeared where there would eventually be water.

Erick cut the platinum rain. Clouds turned to back to mist, to blow away on the wind. He said, “You could do with some tree cover, too, for the cows and such. Chickens like to roost in trees, right?”

Silverite smiled upon the green land, and said, “I heard you want to make a tree [Familiar], so if you want to plant one out there, go ahead.” 

“Well— I didn’t mean… I kinda wanted it by the house.” Erick added, “But there should be some other trees out there too, ya know? Cows like to relax in the shade, don’t they?”

Apogee said, “Enough prattling. Bring on the rain!”

“Who’s the Stone Mage here? Who’s the Sewermaster?” Al asked, rhetorically. “Listen to what I’m saying, Apogee.”

“Bah!” Apogee said, “I waited a whole week to get this place up and running! I got cows to import.”

“We’re going to do it right,” said Silverite. “We’re going with Al’s plans.”

Apogee grumbled. 

Al said, “The clover needs to be turned over, anyway, and you need to plant real grasses on top of that. And why not Farmer’s Grass? It’s better than clover for soil preparation.”

“I like clover! Cows love clover, too.” He turned to Erick, saying, “So soak ‘er down!”

“The lake needs to be filled over a period of a week, with multiple growing cycles and much more than just clover. Some trees would do wonders for erosion. Apple, ribbon, arnnian, whatever kind you choose.” Al said, “This is brand new land, Apogee. You put cows on there now, and they’ll fall through the sand and break their legs while they’re at it.”

“I will never believe that, Al. You don’t need to do it that way, I’m sure.” 

Al laughed, loud. 

Silverite said, “We’ll go with Al’s plans, for now.”

Apogee grumbled, his tail tapping the walkway, as he said, “Fine,” before blipping away in a bronze flash.

Al said, “A good [Call Lightning] would be fine, right now, Erick.”

Erick smiled. Ophiel blipped off of Erick’s shoulder, and took his spot flying in the center, between the Lake and the Ranch. Erick shaped a [Call Lightning] from Ophiel’s position. Dark clouds spilled out of the sky, casting shadows across the land. Thunder rumbled above. Erick cast again, and the dark clouds began to rain, heavily. 

Al asked, “Was that one, or two?”

“Two.” Erick said, “Two casts makes the rain start immediately.”

Al grumbled. 

Erick teased, “What? Apogee seemed at least a little right.” 

“He was not,” Al said, with an air of finality. He sighed. He said, “It’s fine. I’ll fix it up tomorrow.”

Silverite stared outward, into the storm, smiling wide as stray drops of rain blew on the breeze and touched all three of them. She pointed to the Lake, almost squealing as she said, “It’s filling!”

It was filling. The deepest parts of the Lake, in the center and further north, began to layer over with a small sheen of water. Erick smiled.

Al grinned, as he said, “Looks like the topography is correct, too. Everything is draining as it should on the Ranch.” 

Erick looked to the Ranch. The land was draining onto the cattle pond. It was already showing at least a foot deep of water, but no more. Erick expected it to continue to fill up, but it wouldn’t. 

Al must have seen Erick’s disbelief, because he said, “When the basins are settled, I’ll remove the underground pipe from the cattle pond to the Lake.”

“This is great.” Silverite smiled, as she said, “I’m really happy for this.” She added, “Erick, if you want to make a tree [Familiar], the lake is a great spot. Don’t make it inside the city. Trees always turn into domineering beings, and I won’t have something like that living in my city, expecting people to respect its ‘sovereignty’ or ‘space’. But something like that living near the Lake? I can allow that, and even support such a choice.”

“But… It’ll see that the cows are being used for food?” Erick said, “It’s a strange concern, but exposing a nascent life to something like that seems like a bad idea.” Erick called Ophiel back to him, and set his winged, slightly damp [Familiar] on his shoulders, adding, “The Compendium of Summons says that exposing a budding life to death is a bad idea.”

Silverite smiled, as she said, “Direct exposure is bad, but I disagree that total censoring is the proper way to raise a tree. Placed by the Lake, your tree would merely see the same cycle of life it would see in any natural part of the world. It’ll see cattle, and then those cattle vanish and never return. It’ll probably see people fishing at the Lake, and grilling those fish. It will see murder and death, and mimics just beyond the wall that want it dead. It’ll see a lot about a lot, while growing up in a communal piece of land.” She added, “It would grow up knowing its place in the world, instead of as a master of its domain, which is what I think you would make if you put a tree by your house and gave it the task of raining on time.”

“… But what if I make him with [Gate]?”

Silverite lost her mirth. She thought. She said, “People would try to control this living being. Do not do this to your [Familiar].”

Erick felt a profound exhaustion. “Fine.”

“In other news,” Silverite said, “I heard that the Converter Angel entry on Candlepoint’s Monster Board was taken down. Which is just all sorts of weird.”

Erick flubbed a, “Huh? Wha? What does that—” He asked, “Does that mean what I think it means?”

“We’re not sure what it means. The Angel might have just gone inactive.” Silverite said, “What has been confirmed, is that Candlepoint’s Monster Board tracks the existence of every single active monster and calamity on Veird. The most egregious entries have all proven existent. Ballooning Spiders were spotted leaving Quintlan, just yesterday.” Her silver skin rippled under her sundress, as she said, “Those things are awful.”

Al’s voice turned serious. “Where will they land first, this time?”

“Northern Nergal, near Eidolon, according to the Weather Witches.” Silverite said.

“What are Ballooning Spiders?” Erick asked. 

Al said, “Ballooning Spiders are an Underworld species, but when there’s enough of them, they break the surface and spin webs lighter than air, to ride the high winds of the upper atmosphere, around the planet. They drop when they see settlements and otherwise, consuming everything organic and laying invisible eggs, before they continue on the winds, or dig back down to the Underworld.” 

Silverite said, “The bigger ones are the size of a Shadow Spider, but all of them are incredibly venomous. It’s the tiny, slime-sized ones that will get you.” She added, “The larger ones mentally control the smaller ones, almost like a group mind.”

“… But they are monsters, right? With rads?” Erick asked. “Does Eidolon need help?”

"They're monsters, but..." Silverite shook her head, then said, “Even if they do need help… The wind tunnels and mana streams of the upper atmosphere go around the entire world in a few days.” She added, “We could have Ballooning Spiders dropping on our heads at any time between tomorrow and an entire month from now.”

“Oh.” Erick said, “That’s bad.”

Al said, “It can be, but if you see them coming they’re not too deadly.” He asked, “Are we buttoning up Spur, yet?”

“Tomorrow, we’ll begin.” Silverite said, “I’m having people put up announcements right now.” She added, “Might be calling on you for more [Withering]s, when the time comes, Erick.”

“Of course,” Erick said.

The clouds of [Call Lightning] up above began to break against the northern winds. The rain stopped. Sunlight shimmered across green fields and grey water basins. 

Silverite sighed, and smiled small, as she looked out across the land. “Work is never done! Not for me, not for you, not for anyone. Time to get back to it.” She nodded toward Erick and Al, then blipped away in a crash of silver light. 

Erick asked, “Hey, Al? Want to get a beer?”

Al smiled down at Erick, but said, “Sorry. Not if I got a day of buttoning up the city tomorrow. I still got work left over from today, too. Some rowdy kids demolished a section of the sewers this morning, but I wanted to be here for this.” He gestured toward the Ranch and the Lake, saying, “I’m going to do a once over, then get back to fixing the problems down below. Some other day?”

“Sure.” Erick said, “Whenever.” He added, “So I’m just supposed to rain… how? To fill the lake?”

Al said, “After an hour, after it’s soaked a bit, a single rain every hour thereafter should be okay. I gotta check it, now though. Fix small problems before they become big problems. See ya.” Al blipped away in a clear light. 

Erick stared at the spot where Al blipped away. What was all that about? Erick turned toward the Ranch, and saw Al standing by the cattle pond, his feet sunk into the sand and mud. Water flowed in minor creeks all across the Ranch toward the pond, but vanished into a hole in the center. Al stepped out of the mud, and walked across seemingly solid land, through green fields of clover. He didn’t fall into the dirt again, so he must have been using some sort of magic.

Erick watched Al for a second longer, then sighed out into the damp air, and said, “Whatever.” He turned to Poi, standing a meter away. “So Ballooning Spiders?”

“A problem every ten years, or so, though the last one was only eight years ago.” Poi said, “What they didn’t mention, because it doesn’t really affect us here, is that the spiders are all levels 10 through 40, meaning that in other parts of the worlds with lower level monsters, the spiders either get killed, and the other monsters level up, causing a monster rage, or the spiders win, and they dig back down to the Underworld to nest and wait for the next spawning.”

“So… Are Ballooning Spiders a large concern around here, or not? I'm getting mixed messages.”

“The mimics usually eat any that fall in the Forest, but they can be a problem for some people in the cities. They're worse than shadowolves, for sure, but not much worse, if you're prepared.” 

Erick thought that over, then asked, “Care for a blip back to base?”

Poi took Erick’s hand. 

They departed Spur’s wall in a blip of white.

By the time he appeared in the foyer of the house, Erick realized he forgot to ask Silverite about the war against Candlepoint. 

And then he realized, and said, “Poi! Why hasn’t Killzone come and gotten his enchanted orb yet?” He added, “It might be plus 100 to all Stats!”

“I cannot say—”

Erick gave him a look.

Poi continued, “—Because I have told him, and he has not responded. I have also expressed your offer to Silverite, as well.”

“… To the Quartermaster, then!”

Poi, long-suffering, and to fend off a very possible upcoming problem, asked “Have you tried using it as a light slime, yet? That’s the idea, right? Give it to a gelatinous person?”

“… To the tower, then!”

 

- - - -

 

Erick flopped out of his clothes and to the floor of his mage tower. He was, once again, a bumbling ball of translucent goo with a glowing white core. If he was being honest with himself, it felt kinda freeing to be bumbling around, naked. Thankfully, he was alone, or he might have felt self conscious. … Well... Poi was there, but he didn’t count.

And just like that, and for about the hundredth time, he found himself wondering how Jane could possibly like being a—

...

Was his daughter an exhibiti—

NOPE. Not thinking about that. Nope. No. 

Moving right along. 

With an easy application of his Handy Aura, Erick pulled out a stone box from under the back of the stone bench, disturbing settled diamond dust into the air. 

He paused, as he watched light cascade through glittering showers of broken carbon, flickering and brilliant in the afternoon light. And then he got a grip of himself, and the box. ‘Seeing’ through the eyes of a light slime was a trippy, fun experience. Distracting, too.

Ah. Wait. That was what Jane liked about [Polymorph]. Duh. She wanted to see the world through a whole bunch of different eyes, and in the case of [Polymorph], that was easily accomplished. 

Erick pulled the lid off of the stone box, revealing a silver orb, a little larger than a softball, or possibly a grapefruit. It was almost large enough to use as a football, but not quite. It was actually about the size of Erick’s own glowing white orb in the center of his slimy body. He Handy Aura’d the ball out of the box, and held it up to the light. It was pretty perfectly spherical. He had done a good job carving away both the clear diamond core, to be perfectly spherical, as well as the outside, to be perfectly smooth. 

He plopped the orb against his gooey body. 

In a moment that he could have likened to a hundred uncomfortable situations, and because he did not want to eat it, Erick pressed the orb against himself, and gently —gently!— pushed it inward. 

Gods above! Pressing the orb into his slime body was the most uncomfortable thing he had ever done, and that included some wild parties of his youth that he looked back on fondly, but would never want to repeat. He was simultaneously too full and—

The world swam left and right. Erick briefly looked at his Status, and saw that the orb was actually Plus 108 to All Stats, but that elated moment was swept away by a deep, blossoming feeling, that came from his core and radiated everywhere but only inside of him, as the stone cracked and purple light soaked into his body, drowning his sight with violet highs and amethyst depths. 

He felt another painful pressure within, and it was too much. He involuntarily spat out the cracked and leaking orb. 

The orb exploded. Diamond shards ripped through a meter of air before the shards were caught by the [Prismatic Ward]. Erick rolled away from the falling shrapnel, right into Poi and the rod of [Treat Wounds]. Suddenly, a pale white glow suffused his body, driving out the purple bouncing around inside his thin skin, restoring mass he didn’t know he had lost. 

After a moment of blobbing there, seeing what had become of the purple orb, and wondering what had almost become of himself, Erick flopped over into his clothes, and carefully [Polymorph]ed into his original body. He adjusted his garments so that his legs went into the proper holes, and his shirt didn’t get turned around, and then he looked down at the mess in front of him.

“So. That was a failure.” Erick said, “Probably good thing I tested it out.” 

Poi said, “Probably.”

Erick walked over to the clear shards of diamond that used to be worth 108 All-Stats, and poked them with his Handy Aura. They clinked over themselves, exactly as a broken pile of diamonds were expected to clink over themselves. Erick didn’t know what he was expecting, there. Still using his [Handy Aura], Erick touched the pile, and cast [Mend].

The orb came back together, but different. Erick picked it up. The orb was still broken, but it was mostly whole. Cracks had spider webbed across the whole silver surface, revealing the dull, still-shattered interior. This was a well known enchantment failure, that he had seen many times before. He didn’t even have to consult his enchanting books. This broken gem had been so disrupted by magical forces that [Mend] couldn’t even repair it back to the way it should be, because the original item was no longer a common item.

 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 mana.

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 

Erick tried [Mending Aura], instead, keeping the aura close to his body.

 




	
Mending Aura, long range, 572 MP per second

Restore a very large, complicated location to its prime. Time since the structure was destroyed may alter final results. Automatically repair all objects in the area of effect. 

Minor ability to affect magical objects.








 

Slowly, over the course of almost half a minute and almost all of his remaining mana, the orb healed. Tiny cracks in the surface slipped shut from their edges inward, leaving Erick once again with the silver sphere he had started with. But was it enchanted? Probably not.

Erick [Stoneshape]d a thumbprint-sized brush of silver coating off of the orb, revealing the inner, clear diamond. No purple manalight at all. The magic therein had been destroyed.

Erick said, “Probably best that it never got to Killzone or Silverite.” He asked, “Did they know something like that would happen?”

Poi offered, “I can ask?”

“Let’s just… never speak of this again. That was… very uncomfortable.” He added, “I’ll solve this problem, then give them the completed items.”

Poi nodded; a slight grin on his lips.

Erick checked his Status and [Polymorph], just to make sure nothing had happened, like he gained a weird Familiar Form, or such, and sure enough, his Status and his spell were unchanged. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sent Ophiel out to rain over the Lake and Ranch every hour, while he took up a comfortable position in his library and continued to read about summons and tiers and what was okay, and what was not okay. 

The multiple authors of the Compendium had long ago figured out almost every nuance there was to [Conjure Force Elemental]. Sirocco’s bit about ‘the [Familiar] in the Script is a lock on accidentally creating sentience’, seemed to have come directly from this book; in fact, it was the preface for one of the beginning chapters. 

That sentence was proven to be a white lie in the very next paragraph, though. Apparently, even tier 2 [Familiar]s would achieve sentience if given enough time. The book gauged ‘enough time’ as 250 years, which was a bit out of Erick’s care. If Erick ever lived that long, which was a truly crazy thought, then Ophiel would become real. 

… It was an interesting thought. 

Ophiel was a good boy, but would, theoretically, living for 250 years alongside whatever awful things Erick got up to, be conducive toward remaining a good boy? Who would Erick be in 250 years?

… At that point in time, thinking of Ophiel as a ‘good boy’ would likely be too reductive of a thought to ever truly grasp the being that Ophiel could eventually become. 

Eh. Thinking of the future was good and all, but not if it meant failing and possibly dying today. 

As Erick read, he got the distinct impression that the authors had measured and timed and quantified [Conjure Force Elemental], and a great deal of the text was given over toward understanding what made a summon a ‘real being’ or not, but they didn’t speak too much about the underlying magics. 

Which was probably just as well. No one really knew why gravity worked, or how atoms functioned the way they did, or what dark matter was. Reality was how reality was. Sure, you could overlay names and theories over natural functions, and they might perfectly describe the systems they were meant to describe, but ‘Why?’ was an inherently unanswerable question. Might as well ask Rozeta to tell you how the Script worked. 

But there were guidelines to understanding the timeline by which a tier 2 summon became real:

Anything summoned at tier 2 to tier 7, made without [Telepathy] and [Scry], the two main parts of creating a [Familiar], would take anywhere from hundreds of years to become real, to several moments, and would almost always create a rampaging monster.

Anything made at tier 2, made with [Telepathy] and [Scry], and raised as a [Familiar], would take about 150 to 300 years to become a real being, depending on the mana cost of the spell, and if you could summon more than one, and if they were a group mind, and if—

There were a lot of variables. 

Erick got out a piece of paper and checked some boxes to complete the formula. He plugged in some easy math, and came out with…

“You have 170 years to becoming a real entity, Ophiel,” Erick said, unsure of the math.

Ophiel, sitting on a perch beside Erick’s chair, staring over his shoulder to ‘read’, sat up straight upon hearing his name. He trilled in violins and unsure guitars. 

“mm-hmm.” Erick said, “I hope you learn how to be a good person in this beginning life.”

Ophiel squawked a tiny note of violins that seemed to say, ‘Of course I’m good!’ 

Erick smiled, “I know you are.” He returned to his book with a sigh, saying, “Reading about summons is so much nicer than thinking about war.”

Any [Familiar] made at tier 3 would take the number from tier 2, and reduce that number by another varied set of variables. The end result was a number anywhere from one-tenth the original time frame, to one-half. Calculating Ophiel at a tier 3, put him at 17 years to becoming real.

At tier 4, the tier 2 number was further reduced anywhere from a hundredth to a tenth. Erick plugged in his theoretical tree [Familiar] as a tier 4, using the appropriate formula and an expected rough cost of 3000 mana, and got a three month pre-life time frame. 

Erick knew he would not be going that route for his tree [Familiar], but it was good to know how it would have turned out. Plugging theoretical numbers into the tier 2 formula, put a tree [Familiar] at 25 years, because trees were apparently one of a dozen special cases. The other special cases included humanoid summons of all possible kinds, and information gathering summons, like Erick’s theoretical [Identify]-based bookish [Familiar].

At tier 5, you were basically just creating a being with a soul, and as a created being, it was automatically either Matriculated into the Script, to quash any possible ideas of Summoners summoning slaves, or given over to the side of the Script used for non-sapients, whereupon it would likely try to kill you anyway. The book didn’t go into much detail beyond that—

Kiri entered the room. “Dinner time.”

Erick looked up. “Already?” He looked outside. The sky was slightly red with the beginnings of sunset. “I guess it is.”

Poi made a very nice meal of roasted red fish, freshly caught and delivered to Spur’s markets that morning, along with vegetables fresh from Erick’s own garden, and rice grown in the Garden, by Kip, the bluemetal wrought dragonkin. It was pretty good. Erick had seconds, along with everyone else. 

After dinner, Erick blipped back onto the wall overlooking the Lake and the Ranch. The lake was maybe a tenth full, or less. Erick had rained once every hour, or so, but only the smallest parts of the deepest reaches had any standing water in them at all. Long stretches of bare black sand had been carved around the green hills of the Ranch, though; the result of too much water and not enough of developed plants that could hold onto the soil properly. So Erick lifted silver clouds to the sky, and rained a bit of platinum. Green bloomed across the Ranch and the Lake, filling in holes carved by normal water, and spilling platinum swirls into the deeper parts of the Lake. 

He cut the growing rain after a few moments; just enough to stabilize the problems he saw. Then he brought on the normal rain with a quick double cast of [Call Lightning], bringing normal rain down into the development. 

The air blipped bronze two meters away, on the wall beside Erick, revealing Apogee. 

“It’s looking good, Apogee,” Erick said.

Apogee smiled wide toward the Ranch, revealing sharp teeth. “Aye. Yes it is.” He added, “Al was right about one thing: that land looks nice, but it’s just a shapely facade. You take a step in there and you’ll sink down to your ankle.” 

“Get some long root grasses, yet?”

“I do. A trip to Eidolon and Greenville got me just what I needed. Fifty kilos of Soil Stabilizer and Cow Step grasses, along with a whole bunch of Bee Love wildflower seeds for Missoli’s bees.” Apogee said, “Soon as the land is stabilized, I’ve got an order of Aphid Reapers and so, so many different types of landworms to pick up. That should keep out the invasive glowbugs and brownworms from the Crystal Forest and keep the land healthy, but if I need to, I can get some hoppercatchers.”

Erick grinned, as he looked out at the green land. “Seems like you have a good plan.”

“I do!” Apogee said, “It wasn’t my idea to retire so early, but Fork is too ambitious for me to stand in his way any longer, and now was a good time.” He looked at Erick, saying, “I hope you do right by him.”

“I hope so, too.” Erick said, “I heard you know about [Gate].”

Apogee hummed, his attention fully focused on the green land. 

Erick waited.

As the rain fizzled out, the sunset caught in Apogee’s bronze eyes, turning his sight all aglow. He said, “I have the Quest for [Gate], aye. I could even complete it if I wanted.” He turned to Erick, and his eyes still faintly glowed sunset red and gold. “But I ain’t gonna be a part of any ‘connecting nations’ nonsense. I tried, but this world is a shitshow that don’t deserve what I could give it.” He looked away, and the fire died in his eyes. “Shades and angels and demons and dragons! Fucking dragons. I could take or leave the gods, but they smack of oversight, and I don’t like it.” He added, “Monsters are nice to fight and kill, though. No moral quandary, there. Some of them even taste good!” He frowned. “No moral quandary, because they’re mindless killers made that way by Mele...” He sighed. “Nope. Not gonna do that.” He went silent. 

After a moment, Erick asked, “Want to talk more about dragons? I don’t know much about them.”

“You met one, didn’t you? Eh! You probably met ten, and you didn’t know it.” He said, “But let me tell you this: Every single one of them was silently sizing you up, wondering the pros and cons of eating you.”

“Of that, I have no doubt.”

Apogee looked at Erick for a long moment, then faced the green land again. “At least they’re not able to coordinate with each other, here.” Apogee said, “They…” He paused. He said, “It’s a good thing they fight each other on sight. That’s a welcome change. Makes ‘em much easier to navigate. All you have to do is know where one problem is, and keep track of that one, then if another one starts bothering you, you guide them together, and bam! Back down to one problem.”

The sky cleared of clouds. Moisture blew on the northern wind toward Erick, Apogee, Poi, and the trios of guards atop the wall, twenty meters to the left and the right of Erick’s position. 

Erick offered, “Want some cinnamon trees for your Ranch?”

Apogee breathed deep. He exhaled, then said, “Yes.” He rapidly added, “I’ll pick up clippings later.”

He blipped away in a bronze flash. 

Erick and Poi departed the wall a moment later, vanishing in a white blip.

 

- - - -

 

The next morning, platinum rains came down on time, all across the Gardens around the Human District. Erick toiled in his own garden, plucking weeds and organizing unruly vines back into position, using his hundreds of Handy Aura hands, while Ophiel sang into the gentle storm. 

He finished plucking and trimming well before the allotted times for the rains to stop, so he gathered up his haul and brought the good vegetables inside to the cold room, while he tossed the refuse into the compost pile behind the house. He went back to the library, and continued to read. When the Gardens were done for the day, at noon, Erick was ready to transition his platinum rain over to the Lake and the Ranch.

Apogee and twenty other mages, including Al, had worked hard all throughout the morning, all across the new development, turning over the land, ripping up clover and burying it under sand to promote the development of dirt. They had worked hard to finish just before noon; Erick had kept an eye on the place from the comfort of his library, using Ophiel. 

The land looked considerably different than the day before. Where once was green land, and clear lake water, now there was dark soil. It was black, but Erick knew it was not a healthy black. It was burned glass and a healthy amount of clay; not good soil right now, but it’d get better, eventually. 

So after a small mental poke at Apogee to see if he was ready for the next part, and Apogee said he was, Erick had Ophiel hover out into the middle, and bring the rain. Platinum drops fell across the dark land, soaking into the soil, and into the seeds scattered everywhere. Grasses and wildflowers and wide patches of thick leaved clover, denser than what Apogee had planted before, sprouted all at once, everywhere, like brushstrokes of green and colorful life slapped against a dark canvas. 

Erick let the platinum rain linger for a little bit more, then he cut it, and replaced silver clouds with dark clouds. Clear rain fell, but not too much.

And that was enough, for now. Apogee signed off on his connection, as he went out onto the Ranch, to the building set up in the center. He stood for a long moment, standing there atop grasses and clover, not sinking into the ground, staring out at the green land, as the northern winds toyed with tall wildflowers and kicked up tiny sprays of lakewater. And then he turned, and went inside. 

Erick returned to himself, in his library, and continued to read. 

After a while, he could read no more. It was time for something else. A day had passed, so it was time to try again for [Intent Understanding].

 

- - - -

 

Erick’s own [Prismatic Ward] would have maybe interfered with what he was about to do, so he recast the dense air around the house, and left the third floor classroom empty. He almost decided to just leave it like that forever more, but he’d make that full decision later. Once that was done, Erick stood on one side, and had Kiri cast ten [Absorption Ward]s in the air on the other. They were simple green orbs; like sea glass, but made of air and intent. Her arrangement reminded Erick of balloons at a carnival. 

Kiri stuck around to the side, while Erick worked.

He held out his hand and channeled mana through [Force Bolt], while activating [Detect Intent Aura]. The sound of the spell was one of clarity and purpose; a poke of harm against a target. 

Erick watched the glow around his hand, and the pinpoint of white light in his palm, as he varied the spell how he had varied Mana Altering, searching out for the intent and none of the other stuff, his [Detect Intent Aura] helping to ensure he was on the right track. With the effort of a thousand mana spent just poking around with the spell, he found what he was searching for. 

The stripped down dot in his hand was no longer white with the glow of damaging Force, but clear, almost like a spot of thick air, but only visible with [Detect Intent Aura]. 

The goal was not to poke damage at the target, after all, but to poke a spell with his own spell. That was all, right now. Just to poke the targeted spell. 

Channeling [Force Wave] through his hand produced an expanding pulse of white light, and a much larger invisible intent wave to match. [Force Wave] certainly seemed like the spell with the most captured intent; that made sense, it was used in practically all expansive, altering or searching magics. 

Erick played around with [Force Wave] until he found the ‘gong’-like setting that he used to make [Prime Area]. [Force Wave], when used in this way, was not meant to damage. It was meant to vibrate through the whole of the targeted spell, and return with an understanding unique to whatever spell it was used upon. 

Channeling magic through [Detect Magic], while he used [Detect Intent Aura], was like looking down a hallway of mirrors. Intent layered upon intent, fractured and whole at the same time. An infinity of pathways taken and also not taken.

He had been wrong about the role of [Force Wave] in [Intent Understanding], or maybe only wrong in the context of scale. [Detect Magic] held a million times the power of understanding of intent that [Force Wave] was ever capable of achieving. [Force Wave] was just the vector by which [Detect Magic] was delivered across the targeted spell. 

Erick smiled; his own understanding solidified. He cast.

A pinprick of nothing came out of his pointed finger, to strike one of Kiri’s [Ward]s. 

Nothing visible happened, except for the appearance of a blue box. 

 




	
Intent Understanding, instant, long range, 8 MP

Fire a packet of intent at a target spell that becomes as though cast from the other spell’s caster.








 

“Ha ha!” Erick said, “Success! Eight mana.”

Kiri said, “My gods. This is such a cheating spell. I never imagined that you could cheat in the Script, but this certainly looks that way.”

Erick smiled. “You can try it yourself, you know. But don’t ever show it to anyone else. This was a gift from Opal.”

Kiri just shook her head a little, seeming to disbelieve the world and everything in it, as she continued to watch Erick work. 

Erick held up his hand and channeled mana through [Intent Understanding]. A dot of nothing appeared above his palm, like a twinge of thick air. Under the glare of Meditation, the dot became a swirl of gasoline color. With [Detect Intent Aura] active, the dot was a vibrant collection of light. It was, simply, the idea of understanding and becoming whatever it touched.

… So Erick tested out that theory, by bringing his hand over to one of Kiri’s [Ward]s. As soon as the channeled mana display touched the green [Ward], the channeled mana turned green; the exact same color as Kiri’s [Ward]. 

“Huh.” Erick said. “It can’t be that simple, can it? Taking the exact color of the opposing magic, and pretending to issue the ‘cancel’ order, just like that?” He turned to Kiri. “Where do mana colors come from, anyway?”

Kiri said, “From your soul, I think.” She added, “No one really knows. And besides, you don’t want to make a one-off spell against green, or something, do you?”

“… You’re right. I don’t.” But it was something to think of, in the future.

Channeling [Dispel] above his hand, Erick got a howling void; a spot of darkness, with an edge of shadows that clung to his skin. [Dispel] was the absence of intent— Nope. That wasn’t it. Now that Erick was looking closer, [Dispel] seemed like intent focused on destruction of other intent. It was countless tiny teeth, eating away at whatever it could touch. As an experiment, Erick held up his hand with [Dispel] hovering in the center, to one of Kiri’s [Ward]s. The shadow teeth of [Dispel] tore at the green [Ward], but it could only seem to ripple the green orb’s surface. 

Erick put away [Dispel] for a moment, and thought. 

He said, “I think I need to create and cancel some spells, like Opal suggested.” 

Kiri said, “I’m going to start dinner.”

“Sure. I’ll call you back if I decide to continue before then.”

While Kiri walked away, Erick began creating [Absorption Ward]s in the air, like white soap bubbles. And then he popped them with a gentle, mental command. He made and popped bubbles until it was time for dinner. And then he made and popped more, trying to find the connection between himself and his magic that allowed him to cancel his own spells. 

After a few hundred pops, or maybe a thousand, Erick had gone from [Detect Intent Aura]ing the pop, to [Hunter’s Instinct]ing the pop, to asking Kiri to watch, and see if she could figure it out, to asking Teressa, if her Mana Sense could see. 

Nothing seemed to work. 

There was no obvious connection between him and the orbs he made. Nothing exited his body. Nothing entered the orbs. The [Ward]s he made just popped when he wanted them to. 

Maybe he was coming at this from the wrong direction.

Erick asked, “When can people not cancel their own spells?”

Teressa said, “When people get brained they have a hard time casting correctly. I don’t know about canceling, though.”

Kiri said, “When they’re mind controlled, and someone else’s mind overlays their own.”

Poi just said, “The version I was able to make from Opal’s instruction was 10,000 mana. So all I know is that I got it wrong.” He added, “I got practically the exact same lesson as you did, too.”

Erick returned to the third floor classroom, and continued to make and disperse tiny [Ward]s.

When a [Ward] was cast, it came into existence all at once. When it was destroyed, as though from damage or canceling, it popped all at once. And what was more, was that casting an [Absorption Ward] did not seem to throw intent into the air and have it settle down into a protected space, but that was exactly what happened when casting a lightward. 

So Erick experimented with lightwards for a change. He had made quite a few of those in his time, so it made sense that he found his first workable clue in working with light. Lightwards were created quickly, but they started in a spot and then resolved across their whole, coming into existence in one flowing motion. But breaking apart, they just went ‘pop’, all at once, like everything else. 

Erick wondered if it was just a ‘spooky action at a distance’ kind of event. When these spells were created, did a ‘key’ get split into two, where one half was imbued into the spell and the other stayed with the caster? Was the intent with [Ward Destruction] to find and copy that ‘key’?

… Opal said that the purpose of [Ward Destruction] was to find the key to the spell, so Erick was obviously on the right track. 

… Maybe the destruction of [Absorption Ward]s happened at the speed of light? Perhaps?

… But how would he test that theory? He’d have to get timers and other people to test the timers, because if casting magic happened at the speed of light, then certainly his connection with Ophiel would be subjected to the same issue. 

Erick brought up his thoughts with Kiri.

Kiri said, “I don’t think there’s a speed-process involved at all. It has to be an internal key, right? But, like… I don’t really know how spells are ‘cancel’ed, but it has to be some intrinsic property to both the spell and the caster, that only the caster can access, and only when they’re of sound mind. You can’t mind control someone to cancel their own spell, which is kinda weird, when I think about it.”

Erick thought back to Poi’s 10,000 mana cost [Ward Destruction]. Poi probably approached the spell from a sense of control, but that didn’t work. Hence the high mana cost.

Maybe… All Erick had to do was trust in the magic? He had done that before, and it had never failed him. Yeah. He’d do that. That was a fine idea. Save the speed-of-magic experiments for later.

He smiled. 

He pointed at a glowing, floating green orb, and cast. 

[Intent Understanding]. [Dispel].

A dot of invisible shadow flickered from Erick’s hand to impact the orb. 

The orb broke, like a popped bubble, as two blue boxes appeared.

 




	
Spell Crack, instant, long range, 9 MP

Trick a normal, minor spell into canceling. Has no effect on ongoing spells larger than 50 mana.








 




	
Class Ability Quest Complete!

Create a tier three spell with a mana cost more than 75% below base calculated cost.

Reward: 10% Spell Cost Reduction.








 

“Okay!” Kiri said, enthusiastically accepting of the impossible.

Erick smiled, and then he went back to the magic.

Channeling mana through [Spell Crack] produced a rainbow hum of a song long forgotten, but quickly remembered and cherished. But it also wasn’t that at all. It was a hum of multitudes. The song only came out when Erick let it take hold of his senses, when he didn’t look or listen too closely. But when he was watching, and listening, alert and active, the hum was just a hum. It was sleight of hand given magical resonance; a trick.

Using Mana Shaping to have that sleight of hand cover a much, much larger spell, was like pulling off a heist, or breaking into a password protected computer by trying every combination all at once—

Oh? Ohh.

Erick liked that analogy; it was much closer to his heart than Opal’s ‘pillars holding up a house’.

Erick lined up his magic, and—

Wait.

Why had Opal used that analogy, specifically?

… Was it because the ‘key’ to the spell was not a singular key, but spread out across the whole spell, a thousand different times? Maybe? Or maybe spread out and dependent on the size of the spell?

Ah. Yes. That had to be it. 

[Dispel] only dispersed spells that were less costly than the mana used to cast [Dispel]. [Dispel] had zero effect on ongoing magic if the caster failed to spend enough mana on their [Dispel].

Erick had almost made a big blunder, one that would have cost him 100 days to try again.

Feeling much more secure in his understanding of [Spell Crack], Erick lined up his magic, and cast.

[Spell Crack]. Mana Shaping.

He imagined duplicating the spell into a hundred thousand smaller instances of itself, each fragment of his own magic transforming into that of the caster of the targeted spell, searching for and unlocking each and every ‘key’ of the green orb. As Erick’s packet of invisible intent touched the orb, the orb burst, like an invisible spider’s nest disturbed, sending countless buzzing motes of semi-invisible magic across the space, bursting five more of Kiri’s green [Ward]s as it washed outward, into the room. Erick’s spell crashed against his own body, and against the dense air of the [Prismatic Ward] covering the door to the house, and even washed over Kiri, standing in the back of the room. 

She quickly patted herself down, revealing that her green [Personal Ward] was still there, and active. She giggled a little, in relief. 

Erick turned back to Kiri’s orbs. Each and every one was gone. A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Spell Breaker, instant, long range, 301 MP

Trick a normal spell into canceling. Excess Spell Breaker might go on to cancel other nearby spells similar to the first targeted. Has no effect on ongoing spells larger than 1,500 mana. 








 

Kiri said, “Now I’ve seen everything.”

Erick breathed deep, then said, “I’ve made an anti-magic virus!” He paused. He said, “I’ve made an anti-magic virus. Oh… Biological magic? Treating magic as a living thing? It… makes sense? Oh. That’s… That’s an idea.” He almost rushed into the next spell, but he paused. He looked at [Spell Breaker], and thought back to how he had messed up his first attempt with an improper idea, how he had almost messed up this spell with a wrong-thought, and now another improper idea was rolling around in his head. He said, “Opal was right. No need to go for [Ward Destruction] right now. I should get used to using [Spell Breaker], first. I need to test this biological magic angle in a smaller way.” He asked Kiri, “You want to try? I can put up some small [Ward]s.”

Kiri huffed a laugh. “Nope! I have no idea what you did, and [Intent Understanding] keeps not working right. I won’t continue until I know more.”

Erick smiled, and said, “Sure.” He added, “I’m going to read for a bit, and then tomorrow morning, it’s more magic!”
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089, 1/2


                Back in the third floor classroom, where dense air was absent and morning light streamed in from the eastern windows, Erick prepared to make magic. The first, and possibly the most important spell that needed creating, was taking [Pure Reflection Ward], and slapping it onto a [Force Wall], like Opal had suggested. 

 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 

“But how to strip the [Personal Ward] designation away?” Erick asked, “Ideas?”

Kiri, standing to the side, said, “Maybe… Get a feel for [Force Wall], first? That’s what you’re combining it with, right?” She added, “[Force Wall] is necessary for those rifts, too.”

Erick nodded. “I could try for a rift, first. I haven’t actually used [Force Wall] since I leveled it.”

 




	
Force Wall X, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 

He asked, “Have you tried making a rift, yet?”

“A few times.” Kiri lifted her hand, bringing a blue box into the air. “I think I did alright.”

 




	
Firelight Rift, instant, medium range, 190 MP

Conjure a stabilized rift of firelight to inundate a large area, empowering fire and light while diminishing water and shadow. Lasts 10 minutes.








 

She added, “But it is so very, very bright. It’s gonna be hard to use in most normal ways.”

Erick smirked. “When did you make that? What combination?”

“With Sunny, last night before bed. And the day before, but that combination didn’t work out that well.” She patted Sunny, hanging around her neck, causing the green, feathered snake to flicker five different shades of emerald. “Even made the spell through her, too. I first tried removing the blinding aspects of it, how you showed me, but that just ended up with a dull spell that barely worked. That was the failed version I mentioned.” She said, “[Force Wall], [Force Wave], Mana Altering for Fire, and Light, focusing on intent only. Practically a 5 part spell, which is not recommended, but it worked.”

Erick smiled. “Excellent!” He asked, “Did you test it out, yet? In a monster kill, I mean?”

“Yeah. Twice, but neither time worked out so well.” Kiri said, “The first time was against a fire-eyebeam wyrm that Guildmaster Mog asked me to kill, and that was okay. The wyrm was distracted by the effect, and the rift made the wyrm a lot more durable, but all in all, it was a pretty easy kill. The second time, I took Sunny to the Hole. That’s where I encountered some inkers and was promptly shown why a strong, single directional light just makes the shadows stronger.” 

Erick frowned. He asked, “What’s an inker?”

“Oh?... Uh. Inkers are rare, tiny crab-like monsters that have a symbiotic relationship with a lot of shadow-aspect monsters, but they’re very weak on their own, and a lot of shadow monsters would just eat them, so you hardly ever see them. They’re always the first to run from a fight, unless there’s a strong singular lightsource, and [Firelight Rift] certainly qualifies as a strong, singular light source.” Kiri explained, “So, there I was, fighting a trio of primal shadowolves —big shadowolves, the size of two orcols— and I was holding my own, dodging what I could and seeing how much damage [Firelight Beam]s and [Firelight Bolt]s were doing, which was a decent amount. And then, all of a sudden, the rifts turn half-dark. Inkers had sprayed their goo across them.

“Inkers have this magical goo, you see. It’s where they get their name. Half spell, half innate ability. It sticks to light sources. Transforms them into shadow sources.

“The primal shadowolves tore Sunny apart, moving in ways I’ve never seen before.” Kiri said, “I’ve never seen inkers before then, either, so I didn’t think to prepare.”

Erick said, “Huh.” He asked, “Are they in Ar’Kendrithyst, too?”

Kiri shrugged. “I never saw one when I was in there for a month.” She said, “I was warned about using light sources in the Dead City, though. Even shadow magic was more accepted in the ranks than light magic.”

Erick looked to his hand, frowning, “Shadows do like a strong light.”

“A strong singular light.” Kiri said, “[Shattering Light] is a hundred thousand smaller light sources. So stuff like that works well.” She added, “When I went back to kill the primal shadowolves, I used a few rifts and canceled them as soon as the inker acted. The inker fled before I could kill the wolves.”

“You didn’t kill the inker, too?”

“Well… No? I didn’t get a chance.”

Erick kept his voice even, but inside he was raging. “You should have killed it. You should have focused on the larger, longer lasting threat, especially since you were using Sunny to fight for you.” He said, “Inkers sound like monsters that instantly change an entire fight. Who knows how many people those things will go on to kill.”

Erick’s words seemed to hang in the air between him and Kiri.

“… I have literally never seen one before last night.” Kiri frowned, then she stood a bit straighter, and asked, “You okay?”

“… not really.” Erick went silent.

Kiri waited.

Erick focused inward, organizing his thoughts. He hated everything about what was happening to him, to Spur, to his goals in life. But events were proceeding as they were wont, and Erick needed to face the facts of it all. And he shouldn’t have gotten mad at Kiri like that. 

He said, “I don’t want to be the person who calls for war. It’s never the right answer, until it is. Until they’re changing the system so that they’re the ones in charge, and everyone else is either dead or under their thumb, and all avenues of honest communication are gone. When that happens, war is the only Good response.” He asked Kiri, “That’s what the Shades want, right? To kill us all? Or am I misreading that?”

Kiri calmly said, “They kill unknown wrought on sight. But for the rest of us, genocide is not their goal.” She added, “They want to toy with us. To show us that they are in charge and the rest of us only exist at their sufferance. Only the weakest Shades will kill others without attempting to play games.”

“How do you know when the game ends?”

After a moment, Kiri said, “During my shift in the Dead City, I once saw a human woman Shade, floating beside a human man, as the man walked down a kendrithyst skyroad. The two of them were talking as though one of them was not a monster. They were discussing a book and character motivations. I was later informed that the Shade was the Librarian, and if you sent her a new, popular novel, at least a month ahead of your visit, and she approved, that she would allow you free rein to explore a vast majority of the Dead City. You just had to hold her interest while you were there.

“From what I heard, it wasn’t hard to hold her interest. You just needed a vast knowledge of contemporary and classical literature, an in-depth knowledge of the novel you sent her, and she had to like the book. The third requirement was always fulfilled on her end; if you went in there after she sent you a denial of the book, then she’d kill you instantly. But if she liked it, she would give you clear guidelines to follow, and if you followed them, your stay in Ar’Kendrithyst would be as safe as possible from other Shades. She didn’t even care if you disagreed with her, or if you were boring about your book ideas; at least the first time, and maybe even second time. She would rescind your invitation if you continued to be boring, though.

“Back to the man on the skyroad: He was part of a ‘book club’ that visited the Dead City once a year. There should have been five of them, but he was the only survivor. From his side of the story: one of their usual members said something mildly disparaging about some facet of their chosen novel of the year, in what was a completely normal fashion for all involved, and that set the Librarian off.

“Apparently, she did not mean to kill the whole book club, and was truly remorseful, and had just finished apologizing to him before we saw him on the skyroad. She sent him away with a million gold worth of magical gear, the bodies of his friends turned to ash and bound into books, and a promise that next year would be better. He told us he was never coming back, that he was going to change everything about his life, so that the Librarian could hopefully never find him.”

Erick frowned, as Kiri’s words confirming everything he already knew to be true about the Shades. They were capricious, evil beings, that saw nothing wrong with what they did. 

“The only thing that I was ever told to watch out for in the Dead City, is change.” Kiri said, “And right now, there are no monsters at the gates besides the normal ones, all our archmages are alive, and everyone is ready to defend each other when the time comes.”

After a long moment, Erick said, “Not quite ready enough. But thank you, Kiri.” 

Kiri put a smile on, as she stood back. “Time for more magic?”

“Time for more magic.” Erick held out his hand and channeled mana through [Force Wall], saying, “[Pure Reflection Ward] can stay. I can make a different tier 2 version with [Force Wall].”

The sound of [Force Wall] was similar to its glow: an even static that vibrated from a solid white sphere. Erick activated [Detect Intent Aura]. He separated the intent of the spell away from the Force how he had done before, with his other Force spells. In moments, [Force Wall] became an ethereal impression of solid intent. The true meaning of the spell was a simple, yet solid, demarcation in reality, upon which nothing was allowed to pass.

Erick cast that pure version of [Force Wall] into the air.

Immediately, a clear pane of solid Force, tainted white at the edge, sprang into being; a one meter by one meter window made of clear ice. It hung in the air like it was supposed to be there. Erick had made plenty of them before, but he never really poked around with the spell before now. 

He stepped to the window, and touched it. It felt like solid glass, but a little slippery. It was not cold, nor hot; it just was. It was also about five inches thick. Erick glanced toward the spell.

 




	
Force Wall X, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 

He was almost tempted to leave it up to see how it would naturally decay, but he doubted that would have told him anything interesting or necessary. He dismissed the spell, then moved onto the next one. 

 




	
Rebound X, Variable MP

A spell bounces.








 

Channeling mana through [Rebound], produced a flexing, almost gooey light, and an echoing sound. Seeing the spell with [Detect Intent Aura] revealed the exact same display of intent as the bouncy light. [Rebound] was not a complex spell, because it was not truly a spell, at all.

From his reading at Oceanside, Erick knew that [Rebound] actually used to be a part of Mana Altering in the beginning of the Script, but a Champion of Rozeta plucked it out of that skill and set it on its own. It was from that act, that [Scan] spells began to spread more easily across Veird, and monsters that hid in towns were found via their rads, and thus killed before they could act. Mostly. In the usual evolutionary games of cat versus mouse, both sides developed different measures. These days, rads were actually a lot more solid than they used to be. 

Erick returned his attention back to his magic. He channeled the sound of an echo and combined it with the sound of a barrier, and as an experiment, cast the spell without any deeper thoughts attached.

A pane of opaque white force appeared in the air, along with a blue box.

 




	
Bouncing Wall, instant, close range, 75 MP

Conjure a stationary barrier of mana that might bounce away a spell. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 

Erick pressed a hand against the white square. It felt like touching solid gelatin, or the surface of a trampoline; bouncy, yet stable.

He stepped back, and shot a [Force Beam] at the wall. The lancing, bright white line of Force, crashed into the barrier and flashed wildly across the room, carving across Erick and the walls, and causing Kiri to yelp ‘eep!’ and jump out of the way. Erick did not move. His [Personal Ward] flashed bright as it soaked stray damage. 

He turned to Kiri when it was over, asking, “You jumped out of the way?”

Kiri said, “I’m just gonna… Go. Don’t blow yourself up!” She added, “I’ll be right down the hallway, if you need me.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Sure, sure,” as Kiri scooted out of the room. 

He turned back to the [Bouncing Wall]. He hadn’t put much thought into the magic, and it showed. The white wall was partially ripped up. His little [Force Beam] did do 300 damage per second, per touch, after all. Erick entertained the thought of hitting himself with his magic. Even if a stray beam had caught him in the head for a critical hit, it would have only done 3000 damage, but with a 24,000 point [Personal Ward], a simple [Force Beam] to the head would have been unimpressive. 

It wouldn’t have done anything to Kiri, either. She probably had, what? A 10,000 point… Er… No. She probably did not have that much of a [Personal Ward] at all. No Class yet meant she had maybe half of Erick's mana, and no -10% spell costs meant...

Did she have [Ward] Favored? Maybe not...

Uh.

Uh-oh. 

Erick felt his blood turn cold, for the briefest moment. He went over and stuck his head into the hallway, forcing calm into his voice as he asked, “How large is your [Personal Ward], Kiri? I think I should apologize.”

Kiri, already in her room down the hall, was silent for a long moment. Then she blurted, “It’s only 2800 points.”

Erick rushed out of his testing room and ran down the hallway. He got to Kiri’s room, and said, “I’m so sorry. I did not consider—”

“It’s fine. It’s fine. I have Health, too, so...” Kiri was currently doing her best to appear calm, but hyperventilating flames flickered out of her mouth as she spoke. “I should have Favored [Ward] a long time ago, but I need to go to the Registrar and get a few things switched around to be able to do that. Your… [Force Beam]… that was a wake-up call.” She said, “You’re experimenting with reflective magic. Of course I should not have been there. Sorry. I have made you worry, and that is my fault.”

“… I’m so sorry,” Erick said. “Take some of the grand rads downstairs— Or. You’ve been killing monsters for Mog. You probably—” He pitched up his voice, trying for levity, “You’re rich, right?”

“Yeah. I am.” Kiri put on a smile. “Thank you for the offer, but it is not necessary. See you, later.” She vanished in a blip of green. 

Sunny remained in the air where Kiri’s shoulder’s had been. After a rapid shift of colors from blue to red, the winged snake vanished in a blip of green, following Kiri.

Erick stared at the space for a long moment. 

“Fuck,” Erick whispered. “Shit. That was my fault.” He went back to the classroom, saying to himself, “Get it together, Erick. We’re not even on the battlefield and you’re already making stupid decisions.” He smiled to himself, thinking of Rats, spilling food at every loud noise. 

… Hopefully Rats— Ah. No. Hopefully Xendross was doing okay, wherever he was. 

Hopefully Kiri would forgive him, when she got back.

Erick walked back inside his classroom, trying to forget the mistake he had almost made. Worry over magic was not conducive to making magic, as Erick well knew. 

He breathed a bit and centered himself, and when he was ready to continue, he did so.

He had already done well with [Ward] and [Rebound] to make [Pure Reflection Ward], months ago, but he was going to either have to attempt for a tier 3 version, using that and [Force Wall], and likely fuck it up and have to try again 10 days later, or recreate that entire spell from the beginning, starting with [Force Wall]. With the second, more complicated option, he could just try again tomorrow. 

The second option was obviously the better choice for a longer term solution, but there was nothing preventing him from trying both ways, if the first option didn’t work.

Channeling mana through [Ward] produced a spherical ball, and a muted sound, like hearing a party down the street, or in another room. Erick brought the ball of light to his head, and once he got past the tingling sensation of having raw mana essentially billowing against his face, he heard [Ward]; it was everything, and nothing, all at once. It was the full breadth of magic, and also the dearth of interactions beyond a certain point. It was contained, variable intent and power, solidly placed.

[Ward], [Force Wall], and [Rebound], all held a common thread that might not have been fully obvious, but it was there. [Rebound] was all about joining to other magic to make that magic bounce and change direction. [Force Wall] was about rigidity, and unmoving protection. [Ward] was the bridging concept. Together, the three spells would bring about a wall with the ability to transform any magic that touched it into reflected magic. 

Add in a few ideas of what ‘reflect’ actually meant, with intent and magic becoming as light rays, returning harm back to where it came from, and—

[Rebound], [Ward], [Force Wall].

A brilliant sheen of reflected reality popped into existence in front of Erick. Success! Or… 

Erick frowned.

For a long moment, while a blue box hovered just outside of his vision, he looked at himself in the floating pane of reflective Force. It was like looking through a dark mirror. He was physically younger, but looking at himself, he saw his worries manifested in his reflection. He looked aged, with wine dark eyes and slumped shoulders. His hair was growing in darker brown again, but the ends were still salt and pepper. He badly needed a shave and a haircut. He was unkempt; wild and half crazed. 

The man in the mirror was a wreck. He was ready to go to war, to take on the burden of bloodshed and death, and yet, he was not ready at all, for that was not who he was, who he was capable of being, or who he wanted to be. 

Erick sighed and saw how truly tired he was. The man in the dark mirror sighed with him, while Ophiel held on for the ride, silently clinging to his shoulder. 

And then Erick looked past himself, directly at the shadows of the room that clung under the windowsill, and in the space between the open door and the wall.

Without turning from the mirror, he asked the shadows, “Why does your clergy have to be like they are?”

The shadow’s gentle movements froze at Erick’s words. Erick waited. After a moment, the darkness, or maybe the Darkness, began to swirl again, like nothing had happened, like he or they or it hadn’t heard his question.

Erick asked, “Why did you make monsters to kill everyone? Or tell the Old Demons how to kill all the halves? Or curse the dragons? Or raise up Ancient monsters? The Script is smaller than what you had, but it cannot be that bad.”

The shadows stirred again, as though they were listening. 

Erick waited.

And waited.

And nothing happened.

He ignored the darkness, and turned his attention from the mirror in front of him, to his recent notifications. 

Ah. His new spell had a pretty large mana cost. That would explain the drain he felt, and the activation of Meditation’s active effect, along with the subsequent un-reality he saw whenever Meditation was on. He wasn’t inside the dense, Restful air of his house, inside this classroom, after all. 

 




	
Pure Reflection Wall, instant, close range, 1920 MP

Hang a wall of spell reflection in the air. Lasts 1 hour.








 

“Pretty good.” Erick conjured an Ophiel and sent him blipping out into an unimportant part of the Crystal Forest. “Now let’s see how this works...”

 

- - - -

 

Where the wind blew from the north and tiny bits of sand hung in the air, another experiment began. Ophiel conjured a pane of reflection, and then, floating at an angle to the left of the solid surface, and making sure there was nothing else down below —there were only mimics and dunes and streamers of sand coming off of those dunes as far as his many eyes could see— Ophiel targeted the pane. 

A single wing pointed forward, coalescing a pearl of power; a speck of white that seemed to dim the rest of the sky to twilight. Radiance shot forward, the brightest thing in the world, to strike the mirrored spell, and bounce, scattering to the right, flashing across dunes and sky like a laser pointer flashing through foggy room. 

[Luminous Beam] lasted for mere seconds, but the effect was devastating where it had caught the ground. A trench began where it had touched down, but stretched out for kilometers into the distance. 

The [Pure Reflection Wall] was fine, though. Erick shot the pane of Force again, producing much the same result as his the first time, but now there were two molten trenches trailing off into the distance.

Looking all around him, at the mostly empty land, Erick decided he really needed to level [Luminous Beam] and [Vivid Gloom] to 10. Just in case they were needed. 

Ophiel conjured a personal [Lightmask] first, for he had taken a little bit of damage from the light of the beams, but not a whole lot. Then he conjured a floating platform and set down in the center, before surrounding himself with a medium strength [Prismatic Ward]. It wasn’t totally necessary, since Erick would have to cast his magic himself to level the spells, but it was necessary to protect Ophiel from the backlash. 

And then he cast a [Cascade Imaging] in the sky far above, set to check for ‘people’, to make sure that no one was around. 

Erick really should have checked for people every time he experimented. He would have…

… He didn’t know what he would have done, if he had accidentally killed someone watching him. 

Logically, he knew that the chances for such an event were very, very small. Anyone who was 700-ish kilometers out from Spur like he was, certainly had [Teleport], or some other way to get away from danger. But, still, he didn’t know what he would have done if his experiments had actually hurt someone. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself, alone in the third-floor classroom, looking at his reflection.

He half-expected Melemizargo to be there when he returned his senses to his body, standing behind him or having taken over his image in the mirror, but that did not happen. 

So he dismissed the floating [Pure Reflection Wall], and turned his attention to the side of the room. He conjured a blackboard and began writing down some goals.

 




	
Combat experience. 

Support Jane.

Monster knowledge.

Finding allies. 

-Odaali (And Greensoil Republic?)

-Archmages (Syllea, in particular)

-Oceanside

-Wasteland

-Gods? What can gods even do? Probably have to go with champions.

Uncovering the purpose of Candlepoint.

[Teleport Spell]

[Gate], via Fork and Wayfinders (Archmage Tenebrae, too)

Another [Familiar]

Create Stat fruits. 

Support Guard and Army and Guilds with rings








 

Erick stepped back from the board—

“Oh!” He conjured another Ophiel and set him blipping out to the Lake. 

A quick once-over revealed a stable land, filled with green grasses, wildflowers, and thick clover, yet the cattle pond was dry and the exposed edges of the Lake were drying and cracking under the harsh glare of the sun. Erick immediately began a platinum rain, targeting trees for his selective [Grow]. When no trees poked up from the ground, Erick switched over to ‘all plant life’, and the vibrancy of the Lake and the Ranch doubled. Grasses grew tall. Wildflowers blossomed like a rainbow splashed across the land. Clover sprouted strong. 

Erick switched over to a double cast of shaped [Call Lightning], making sure the rain only fell over the Lake and the Ranch. Platinum rain turned mundane. 

Erick came back to himself, and started a new list.

 




	
Support the Lake and Ranch

Keep Spur safe (could go on both boards, for sure)

Community Garden Council, and necessary rains (make staff of rain?)

Enchant staffs of my other spells; [Exalted Storm Aura]

[Renew]; still haven’t figured that out.

Support Spur’s Care Service, donate money on behalf of Delia

Find Delia. Hire someone? Talk to friends? But that would be an invasion, and drive her away?

Support Delia’s friends, on behalf of Spur’s Care Servi








 

Erick stopped writing. He frowned. He said, “But if I help her, then she’ll be seen as a weakness, and used to get to me.” His frown deepened. “Gods dammit.” He erased Delia’s entries from the boards, but he kept the part about helping Spur’s Care Service. And then he saw what he had written, and added another entry: ‘Find a way to Super Long Range collect rads, for enchanting’. 

He stood back, and said, “I’ll have to do it with some form of Particle spell… but what even is a rad? Crystallized mana, sure, but… what is crystallized mana?” He hummed. He said, “Someone must have figured out this problem long before I ever got here.”

Erick went to his library, and tried to find an answer to any of his problems. While he read, and since the [Cascade Imaging] Ophiel had put up in the Crystal Forest showed no people for a hundred kilometers around, he began leveling [Vivid Gloom] and [Luminous Beam] to 10. 

The sky cracked in a dozen locations as radiance poured down, transforming into darkness and hidden light as it spread across the dunes and the monsters, killing everything it touched. 

Pearls of power shot white beams of gamma radiation and light across the sky and into the clouds below.

It didn’t take long before Erick discovered an interesting functionality of his two new spells. While [Vivid Gloom] blanketed the land in billowing clouds of pure, sucking darkness, when he struck the cloud with his gamma laser and particle beam spell, the dark cloud doubled in size. The beam vanished into the expanse, of course; darkness absorbed light. But what was surprising, was that cloud’s increase in size was so dramatic and sudden, that Ophiel almost got caught by the engulfing cloud. A quick blip higher put him well out of range of the spell below, but it had been close.

When Erick had finished leveling his magic, the two spells looked slightly different. 

 




	
Luminous Beam X, instant, super long range, 500 mana

Conjure a coruscating, tightly controlled plume of severing light that deals <massive damage> and lasts for <5 seconds>.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Vivid Gloom X, instant + 1 minute, super long range, 500 MP

Chaotic radiance expands to fill a super large area, dealing <damage> every second to all inside. <Various effects of direct exposure include, but are not limited to, Cancer, Blindness, Magic Failure, Immolation, Boiling, and other Decay-like effects.> Spell lasts <1 hour> after conjuring is complete. Effects last longer.

Particle Mage Only.








 

And the land where Erick had experimented, looked vastly different.

Puddles of molten glass glowed under the sun, where there had been dips in the sand, and shimmered in thin, broken veneers of glass where dunes had poked high. He heard glass break as it cooled unevenly, like a mockery of ice breaking on a lake in winter—

Poi asked, ‘Sir?’

Erick came back to himself. He looked up from his book. “Uh? What’s up, Poi?” He looked to the left, and saw Teressa standing beside Poi, wearing bright silver armor, like a guard. “Er? Teressa?”

Teressa seemed to reluctantly say, “I have been asked to formally request your assistance in locating some missing people.”

Erick put his book aside, and said, “Sure.” He stood up. “Absolutely. Let’s go.”

Teressa smiled a little, showing her lower fangs. “Thanks, Boss.”

 

- - - -

 

The Guardhouse was an edifice of strength. Where the Courthouse was a centrally located white stone building with pillars and a dome and huge stairs leading up to the main floor, the Guardhouse was simple. It was big, grey, and one of the most southern buildings in the city.

Erick had been here before, but he did not like cops, so he had always glossed over Merit’s enthusiasm for his capabilities. 

But on the other hand: Veird was not Earth. 

And so, Erick shoved down his worry at systemic abuses of power on otherwise peaceful people, and walked down the road beside a sandy training yard full of guards in and out of silver armor, beating on each other in sparring rings. He soon neared the absolutely mammoth sized grey structure known as the Guardhouse. It was big. It loomed. Crenelations and smaller guard towers rose up from the corners of the central block, while the sounds of people grunting and shouting and slamming others, carried on the air. 

The guards in the yard had noticed him. Some of them stopped sparring with each other. One young woman waved. Erick waved back to be polite, then continued on his way, into the building. 

Teressa led the way, Erick following her into the domineering building. The air turning chilly as he passed by the large, open doors. 

The front room was much like the Quartermaster’s offices in the Courthouse, with people in normal clothes holding papers, sitting in a large area but behind a main desk, while a man behind the main desk called out names. In other respects, the Guardhouse was very much an active police station. People were in cuffs, guards were hauling them around, people shouted they were innocent, and others, looking like they had been brought in with the same people proclaiming their innocence, shouted that ‘he started it!’, while officers in silver said variations of ‘you’re both guilty, now shut up’. 

Erick’s skin crawled. The last time he had been here was to ask Merit how Spur had protected him while he had been oblivious to the dangers of Veird. She gave him a whole list of his personal defensive failures, along with a detailed idea of how he had been threatened without him ever knowing.

And that was good. He had needed to know how he had failed to take the danger of Veird seriously. 

But now, months later and with Spur’s much larger population, the Guardhouse was simply chock full of ‘officers’, and that made Erick feel weird. 

And then they were in a different, calmer part of the Guardhouse. Nice big offices lined a quiet hallway, where few people walked, and those that were here, wore office clothes, instead of the silver armor of the guard. 

Erick pushed his unfair judgments out of his mind, and prepared to help Merit with whatever she needed. Teressa had said something about finding some missing people, right? That was a good use of Erick’s time. 

“Just down here.” Teressa led the way through a tall archway, into a nice courtyard. “Here we are.”

The outdoor couryard was a large, austere space of stone and open air and shadows cast sideways by the afternoon sun. Flat walls rose up from the four sides that held windows to offices above. A few tables were scattered in the courtyard, but most were pushed to the side. Merit, the orangescale, silver-armored Guardmaster, waited for Erick alongside an incani man that Erick almost remembered, but not quite. The two of them stood by a table that held several items on metal plates. 

Merit smiled, revealing sharp teeth. “Erick! Glad to see you again.”

Erick smiled back, as he walked closer. “Hello, Merit. I hear you need some help finding some missing people?” He had already summoned his full squadron of Ophiel and sent them blipping out to other locations, well before he arrived, so he said, “I’m already set up to search almost anywhere you want, except Kal’Duresh.”

Merit frowned, as the incani man spat curses in inferni, which Erick barely understood; he needed to read more of those beginner inferni books. 

Merit asked, “Why not?”

The man’s voice pitched up in intensity as he took a step forward, and said, “She’s either at Kal’Duresh, or at Candlepoint, and if she’s not there, then she’s probably—”

“Mister Saker.” Merit’s orange fire glare and voice cut the man’s emotions short. She calmly stepped forward, ready to keep Saker from Erick, saying, “Erick, meet Kirzal Saker. Mister Saker, Archmage Flatt.” She turned to Erick. “Why not?”

Erick looked to the man; same dark purple skin, same shape to the horns. Saker was Zimmy’s last name, right? She was the girl who had introduced herself with a [Force Shrapnel] to Erick’s face, when Jane and he were hunting for houses in the destroyed Human District. Then, Zimmy took part in Mog’s remedial adventuring class, alongside Erick, where she apologized, and Erick forgave her. Was the ‘she’, the guy was searching for, Zimmy? This guy was her father, right?

Erick asked, “Did something happen to Zimmy? Your daughter, right?”

“She gone!” said the man, desperate. “I had to pull every string I had to get this meeting. And now you tell me you can’t search one of the main places she could be!” His voice devolved into curses and quiet hatred, and then he went silent and turned away.

Erick brushed over the ‘pull every string’; he would get back to that later. He said to Merit, “The Baroness explicitly forbid me from using that spell on her land. Said something about suing me, or something. ‘Pressing charges’. I’m not sure what she’d actually do, though.”

Merit frowned. “Fines, mostly. We three cities near Ar’Kendrithyst interact a lot, but not so much Frontier and Kal’Duresh, so we have a few legal ways to interact with each other, too.” She said, “This is troubling. We need to be able to scan both Kal’Duresh and Frontier… Every city, actually. I was not aware this was a problem.” She said, “But I can fix it. You could probably fix this, too. Just talk to Sirocco.” She asked, “What were her complaints? The blood magic thing, right? Is [Cascade Imaging] blood magic?”

Erick said, “Technically? Maybe? I don’t know. Everyone seems to think it is, and I guess I can see that, but that wasn’t the idea behind the spell.”

Merit said, “Xelxex has this thing against blood magic. Someone used it to great effect to control her parents when she was younger.”

Kirzal turned back to Erick, calmly asking, “Please help me find my daughter.”

Merit said, “Kal’Duresh can stay unobserved for now. I’ll solve that problem on my end, Erick.”

“Sure.” Erick cast a [Cascade Imaging] into the courtyard, to the side, with the orb high enough in the sky to catch all of Spur and a little bit more besides, but close enough to the ground to provide fidelity. White mist began to resolve into a floating image of Spur, as Erick turned to Kirzal and Merit, and said, “I’m going to need something that Zimmy bled on, or a hairbrush, or—”

Kirzal immediately pulled a plate from the table, containing a braid of hair. “I found her hair in a pile next to a note telling me she was leaving. You can use this, right?”

Erick frowned, and Kirzal’s hopeful facade crumbled. Merit simply gazed at Kirzal like she had likely already told him what Erick would say. 

“I need hair with the bit at the end. The root.” Erick said, “I’ve tried with hair that wasn’t rooted, and that sent people on wild chases, finding a mother and a grandmother, but not the target.” He attempted to cheerfully add, “I could also use a horn clipping? Did you keep her baby horns? I understand that’s a thing, right?”

Kirzal’s fingers turned rigid with frustration, gripping the plate of his daughter’s hair. He said, “You’ve seen her and sparred with her. I heard you could search that way, too? Couldn’t you just… try?”

“Of course, Mister Saker.” Erick’s mind turned inward. He had personally sparred and spoken with and been attacked by Zimmy. She was a hotheaded girl who hurt herself rather severely when she struck Sizzi’s summon, Zog, and been subjected to Sizzi’s [Melee Reflection]. She had large horns and a blueish purple skin, and she liked to use daggers. With those thoughts in mind, he recast [Cascade Imaging] several times, in several different parts of the Crystal Forest, including right there in the courtyard. With half his attention on the map in front of him, and half of his attention spread out rather far, he said, “It might not work.”

Merit looked to Kirzal, saying, “We are aware, but thank you anyway, archmage.”

Erick asked, “What happened, anyway?”

Kirzal said, “She heard about Candlepoint and I told her not to go, and it drove a wedge between us.” His eyes were fixed upon the resolving image of Spur, hovering in the air of the courtyard, but his gaze was distant. “Maybe I should have let her go. At least then, she wouldn’t have cut off all [Telepathy].”

“How long has she been missing?” Erick asked.

“Two days.” Kirzal said, “She Matriculated almost a year ago, but she hit a wall, and I wouldn’t let her apply for a permit to Ar’Kendrithyst. She wanted her Class… I don’t even have a Class. What does she need a Class for?” Kirzal calmed, muttering, “Sorry.”

Merit said, “A lot of people are attempting to gain whatever advantages they can, while they can. There’s no telling when the Shades will turn active.”

Kirzal threw his hands out, saying, “But to go to the Shades, to get advantages over them?! That’s crazy! It’s a trap!”

Merit said, “Mister Saker. Please. Erick is trying.”

“I know. I know.” Kirzal muttered, “I know.”

The man was not holding up well. Erick checked the Ophiel nearest to Candle—

“Uh.” Erick’s eyes went wide, as he said, “I need to take care of this. Good news: we got a ping in Candlepoint. Zimmy is there.” 

Erick nodded to Poi, and the man nodded back, his blue scales a little paler than before; he knew what had happened, what Erick had seen. Erick shifted his senses to the Ophiel near Candlepoint, while Kirzal collapsed to his knees, tears flowing, curses streaming from his mouth. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons already have 92!

A small note about Erick's feelings on his trip to the Guardhouse, before I get hate in the notes:


Spoiler: Spoiler



Erick has always felt this way about institutional violence, it just hasn't come up much because Erick doesn't like to deal with that side of governing. Many social workers have heavy interaction with police forces, but Erick's own interactions just haven't come up much in the story. Look all the way back to book 1, when he was mugged. He only went to the Courthouse after the mugging only to ask what would happen if he reported the mugging; he specifically did not report it. 







Thanks for reading~
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I got some fanart recently, from meg!

https://www.deviantart.com/henodus2/art/Cloud-Castle-X-Daydropper2-846305195

It's of Tenebrae's castle attacking the Daydropper Queen at the end of book 2. Thank you so much!


Spoiler: Spoiler
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                Erick, as Ophiel, floated above orange sands, directing sand-laden winds around a floating map of the area. It was sand storm season, and there was a minor one in the area. High above in the afternoon sky, barely above where high winds blew dust from the north to the south, a cascading white orb blanketed the land in radio waves and detection magics. 

And beside the map, and Ophiel, in the tiny calm of the storm, was a pitch-black man in dark leathers. His short black horns were almost indistinguishable from his medium length black hair, and the ever present darkness that licked across his dark skin. He was covered in natural shadows, all except for his fully white eyes. He gazed down at the resolving map in front of him, and at the blue dot to the left of the map. 

Without lifting his head, Bulgan said, “How good of you to join me, Archmage Flatt.”

“Maybe if you weren’t so violent, then I might have come sooner.”

Bulgan turned his glowing white gaze toward Ophiel and smiled wide, revealing bright white, sharp teeth, that reminded Erick of another place and time, with a much larger maw, and much sharper fangs. But then the man spoke, and ruined the illusion; he was just another monster. “I am as the world has made me.”

“People have shitty lives all the time and come out better for it. You chose your path.”

Bulgan paused, his face scrunching with barely concealed joy. “You’re right. I did.” He walked around the floating map, his eyes wandering everywhere, but his attention never leaving Ophiel. “Are you happy with the path you chose?”

Erick did not answer the man. He stayed silent, and turned all but one of Ophiel’s eyes away. 

Bulgan smirked, noticing Erick’s slight. He said, “My path was one of strength. Might makes right. It’s a simple philosophy, and my ascension to the Clergy has shown me over and over again that without power, nothing can be done to change the world for the better. You seem to be doing okay with gathering power, too. You’ve come a long way from a simple human crawling out of the Forest, begging for scraps at tables forged by your betters. A long way since you hid behind your daughter while I sent peons to kill you and ransack the Sewerhouse.” He smiled. “You’ve even called down lightning. Created a dungeon for light slimes. Created a whole new school of magic! All very impressive. And all very fitting.”

Erick said nothing.

Bulgan’s smile twitched, then went away. “Either participate in this conversation, or I will make you stronger by stripping away enough of what holds you back so that you lose yourself to the fury.”

Erick said, “You focus too much on strength. If you had less— if Veird had fewer people like you, fewer people who threw their weight around and brought ruin to all in their path, then maybe the Quiet War would be over. Maybe we wouldn’t have stretches of land like the Crystal Forest, devoid of all life save for a monoculture of monsters.”

Bulgan’s smile returned. “So you choose the power of community, instead of power for yourself? That’s just another form of power seeking behavior. We are no different in our goals, just our methods. We both desire power in order to protect what we hold dear.” He added, “The only difference is that I am not lying to myself as you are. You seek power through community? Laughable! And proven false by virtue of your very title, archmage.”

“You shouldn’t talk about ‘virtue’.” Erick said, “Not when you sought to kill me and my daughter, for just existing. Not when you endangered Spur with your shadowcats and your Shade plots.”

“Ha! ‘Endangered Spur’? Ha! One of the most ridiculous things I have ever heard. Veird cuts away bad flesh, and Kendrithyst is the primary scalpel of the One True God, but even the Quiet War is another way to hone strength in those who are worthy. The only ones who die are the weak, and they have no place whatsoever in a strong society.

“Why do you think the monsters exist, archmage?”

“I’m sure you’re going to tell me.”

“I am! They exist to make us stronger.” He gestured to the west, toward Candlepoint, far beyond the horizon. “That’s why this new settlement exists. That is why we are here.”

Erick’s blood boiled. He rarely felt hatred, but right now, he wanted to end Bulgan. That he was a Shade only intensified his feeling; if Bulgan was a person saying this shit, Erick could have ignored him. But Bulgan wasn’t just anyone. He was in a position to actually bring the hammer down upon civilization. 

But Erick wouldn’t fight right now; not yet.

Erick said, “Power for the sake of power is worthless.”

“I don’t think you fully understood what I said,” Bulgan smirked. “To reiterate: The need for power is why I’m here, on the edge of the Wasteland.”

Erick felt his anger double, as he instantly connected the dots. He said, “You want to incite the Quiet War.”

“Almost had it!” Bulgan said, “I want to end the Quiet War, forever, as my people win their offered gifts and take up their swords.” He sniped, “You’ll probably get to stick around for the long centuries, though. Melemizargo seems fond of you. Maybe I’ll ask him to [Baleful Polymorph] you into something less offensive than a human. A slime, perhaps? Your daughter doesn’t deserve the same treatment; I’ll probably just kill her.” He said, “Her showing up my boys on the sparring yard proved her as unknowing of her place.”

Erick went silent again, as radiant rage boiled in his chest. He was unsure of what he could say to Bulgan that wouldn’t start the war off right away. He almost blasted him with a [Luminous Beam], and that certainly would have started the war, but he didn’t. He shoved down his rage, and waited till he could leave.

Bulgan said, “I wonder which of our communities will be able to survive the coming purge. You, and your insistence that everyone get along, only to shove hatreds down deep, to fester in the dark and come out stronger and deadlier than before, to start the cycle of killing all over again. Or me, and my idea of killing off or [Polymorph]ing every single human, and then blowing up Celes.” He smiled wide, as he looked up at the afternoon sky. The sandstorm around the two of them parted, like an ocean separated in two, in a massive, yet casual display of power. He revealed the eastern horizon, and the white moon of Celes hanging in the sky. He brought his hands together, then rapidly pulled them apart, saying, “Boom!”

Nothing happened to the moon, but the entire sandstorm around them collapsed to the ground. Air stilled. Nothing moved.

Bulgan laughed, drawing Ophiel’s eyes back to him. “Almost had you.” He offered, “So hey, do you want a Stat fruit? Free; no strings! Gotta have an enemy worth fighting, after all.”

“… We’re not enemies, Bulgan.” Erick had no idea where he was going with this, or why he was speaking this way, but he needed to deescalate the situation, before he killed thousands of people by touching off the first domino in a long, long chain. He said, “I’ve even been working with the Magisterium to clean up their recent mimic infestation. Helping your people.”

Bulgan scoffed, “That’s not what you did! What you did was steal experience from its rightful people.”

Erick countered, “You killed off the stronger, ‘rightful people’, so the infestation needed help before it rolled over those who never had a chance to prove themselves as strong.”

“Hmm. Yeah no. You’re still my enemy. And a thief.” He paused, then smiled, and got dramatic, saying, “Oh, the crushing weight that I must bear! I fear that it will kill me, because of the ones I did not kill when I had the chance! Oh, for those days of yesteryear, before the axe of fate chopped through my choices, and left me with one path to tread, and fall upon. If I could but return I would take that axe and chop down the tree that uprooted my house, before it grew too strong for my arm, and my mettle.”

“… I have no cultural understanding of what you just quoted.”

Bulgan sighed, then got snide. “The Champion of Peace and Folly?” He chuckled, like Erick was an idiot. “You truly never read it? 'Tis your loss. At least you understood it as a quote. Maybe you’re not a total failure as my foil.” He gestured toward the map, and said, “You know this tart you’ve set your sights upon is the same one that tried to kill you, right? And her father, too.”

“Correction.” Erick suddenly remembered a lot more about Kirzal, saying, “Her father threw a few [Healing Word]s at me when your minions decided to stab me in the kidney. If it weren’t for him, your own minions would have been kicked out of Spur long before they got the chance to get killed at the Sewerhouse.”

Bulgan said, “Correction: If not for her father, then my minions would have continued, and you would have been stabbed to death, and you wouldn’t be here today, to confound me yet again.” He smirked, then vanished in a blip of shadows. 

Erick immediately went back to his body, but left Ophiel and the map there.

 

- - - -

 

“Dammit!” Erick said, “He got away before I could say, ‘Correction! Then there wouldn’t be any new magic on Veird, and all that other shit, asshole’! FUCK HIM. He knew he was losing!”

Merit, Poi, and Teressa, each perked up, as Erick came back to himself. And then Poi frowned, while Teressa backed away, and Merit sighed.

Merit asked, “Did you… antagonize a Shade?”

“Fucker antagonized me!” Erick said, “I didn’t do shit to him besides talk, because if I didn’t talk, then he was going to ‘strip me of what was making me weak’, which meant ‘kill everyone I care about’.”

Merit asked, “What did he say?”

“He said he wanted to—!” Erick stopped. 

If Bulgan had told literally anyone else his plan to beef up the Wasteland to prepare to fight the Quiet War, then it would have gotten out there by now, and Erick certainly would have heard of it, wouldn’t he? Either Sirocco or the Baroness or someone else would have gunned much harder to get Erick on their side, or maybe Silverite would have said something. And now that Erick was back in his body, the Silver Star on his chest was slightly warm. 

So Erick turned to Poi, and thought at the Mind Mage.

Poi grimaced, then said, “Gods dammit. Don’t tell anyone that. You might be right.” 

Merit waved a dismissive hand, as she said, “Then I don’t need to know.” She looked to Erick, saying, “Not right now.”

Poi said, “If he speaks what he heard to anyone, events would unfold how Bulgan wishes, just by virtue of how it would change your response to outside stimuli. I’m checking right now, but from what I already know, what Archmage Flatt heard has not been explicitly stated anywhere else. His particular experience with Bulgan was a test, and an impetus to war, and no one here should fall for the trick of a Shade. Let it be.” He turned to Erick, and said, “You have been given a memetic hazard. Tell no one, and take no direct action, and nothing will happen. Let events unfold as they will.”

Kirzal yelled, “Is my daughter okay!?” 

Everyone turned to the grief stricken man. Erick was honestly surprised to see that the man was still here.

“She’s on the map inside Candlepoint.” Erick said, “I don’t know anything beyond that.” He asked, “What the hell is a ‘memetic hazard’?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Poi said. “It’s not a big deal as long as it doesn’t spread.”

“Okay. Okay?” Erick said, unsure, “That’s fine, then?”

Kirzal said, to no one in particular besides himself, “I need to go get her back.”

Merit said, “You journey under your own cognizance. Beware the shadows, Mister Saker. They will swallow you whole and keep the bones.” 

Kirzal looked to Erick, and said, “Thank you.” 

He blipped away before Erick got a chance to speak to him. 

Erick turned to Merit. “He ‘pulled every string he could’ to get this meeting?”

“You’re still being protected by the Guard, Erick.” Merit said, “Mostly casually, these days; your house is a fortress and you’ve managed to make a pretty good name for yourself, so a lot of the larger threats have vanished.”

Erick felt his anger ebb away. The meeting with Bulgan had been rough. Very rough. But Erick was successfully calming himself down, now that it was over. 

… Now that it was over, for now. 

“Okay. Well. Thank you… for that.” Erick said, “But people looking for their children— Shit.” He asked, “Kirzal was a good father, right? No histories of abuse or otherwise?”

Merit said, “No bad history. He’s just a good man who has gotten himself into a lot of bad situations over the years. This business with his daughter being his latest problem.”

“Good! Great. I really should have asked that question sooner, but I usually try to do that outside of directly asking the person in question.” 

Merit looked over Erick, and asked, “You have a lot of experience with this sort of thing?”

“Ha! Not at—” Erick paused. “Well. Yes. Yes, but not in this context.” He said, “There was no magic back on Earth and I never did any of this in a warzone, or had the ability to directly help like I just did, and... I’m not even sure if I did the right thing.” He added, “But I’ve helped runaways, and gang members… A lot of what I did was helping people get medical care or into housing or out of bad situations. Bad situations that were considerably easier than the bad situations that can occur here.” He said, “Almost all of the problems I dealt with there are not the problems you have here.”

Merit smiled softly, as she said, “Mister Saker tried to walk up to your house yesterday, but the guards on the scene blocked that from happening, like we block most people. Then he tried to go through your Garden Council, but they all turned him away. Then he went though me, with a formal request, and I’m glad he did.” She turned to the table beside her, where several items waited on metal plates; hairbushes, dragonkin scales, white cloth dappled red, and more. 

Erick looked at the items, and saw the capability to do a lot more good, today.

Merit said, “We’ve got a small stack of missing people that could use your help, all asked after by concerned family members or loved ones, each request vetted. No stalkers or Hunters or otherwise, here.” She turned to Erick. “With the prevalence of [Teleport], in our high level community, we usually can’t do anything for these people except take down their names and likeness and then pray to the gods that they are delivered safely back to us. But since word of what you can do has gotten around, a lot of people have left these sorts of mementos with us, hoping that you could help.” She asked, “So, can you?”

Erick felt as though the world stabilized, just a little, as he said, “Yes. I’d love to help.”

Merit smiled wider, and said, “Thank you, Erick.” 

Erick walked over to the table and picked up a plate of scales, and began.

 

- - - -

 

Merit had a small section of her guards who were primarily employed for their [Scry]ing abilities. At Erick’s displayed willingness to work with the Guard, Merit telepathically called for her [Scry]ers to get in on the action. It wasn’t long till tiny eyeball orbs hovered in the air around Erick’s map of Spur. 

Erick telepathically communicated the locations of his other maps to one of Merit’s people, a man named Anneal, who further spread those locations to the rest of his team. 

And then he got to work. An hour turned into two. And then it was over.

Finding people who were lost was not as rewarding of an experience as Erick expected it to be. Of the eleven people he searched for, the only one who was alive, was Zimmy. Two people were nowhere to be found, while the other eight were bodies, located everywhere from the remains of a burial site outside of Portal, to huddled and dead in a pile of rags in a rarely-used alleyway in Spur, to the site of a recent wyrm kill east of Vindin. 

When Erick was done, he dismissed the maps outside of Spur, along with those Ophiel, and said, “Shit. I hoped at least one of them would have been alive.” 

Merit had gone off to work on other necessary things, while Erick stayed in the courtyard and searched, but she had come back when he was nearly finished. She said, “It’s not the best outcome, but their family and friends will at least have closure.”

Erick said, “How long have some of these cases been open?”

“Weeks, some of them. Most people give up after five or six days of no contact, but since you searched out the people who attacked Spur, we’ve had a change in how long people are willing to keep their cases open.”

“I’d like to be alerted within a day, when these sorts of cases come up again.” Erick asked, “Do you have any other searching problems that I can solve for you?”

Merit nodded, saying, “Yes. There’s a lot of Spur-centric business we can knock out, if you’re willing?” She said, “A search for illegal magics across the city. Mainly [Force Trap] and [Invisibility], but there’s also a Blighter going around ruining food stores that we’d like to find. And a murderer, burglarizing homes with floating, summoned swords. They take gold, only, so searching for the killer has been tough. I’m wondering if you searching for [Conjure Force Elemental] would be enough to locate that problem, but if not, then we can try something else. Probably have to try something else for the Blighter, too.”

“Ah.” Erick was ready to hop on board, and then Merit mentioned murderers. “That’s… normal guard work... I should have come here and offered my services sooner.”

Merit smiled. “I’m just glad you’re here, now.”

“Yeah… Me too.” Erick asked, “What’s a ‘blighter’?” 

“Ah?” Merit looked at Erick for a moment, then said, “Oh. It’s the opposite of [Grow], except it decays almost all organic material. [Grow] and Mana Altering for Decay. If you can’t search for it, then try searching for [Grow]. Maybe it would work like how I hope searching for [Conjure Force Elemental] will work.” She added, “The Blighter is a heavy nuisance, clearing out entire grocery stores every other night, but its not as important as the Sword Summoner.”

“Well. We can try!” Erick turned to the map at his side, and recast the spell, saying, “Let’s try for [Grow], first. Seems like the simpler spell to search for. I can try making [Blight] later.”

Merit smiled wide, as the white map shifted in front of him, and the [Scry] eyes of Merit’s [Scry]ers hovered around the spell. 

Erick looked up [Blight] in the Script as the map shifted, to see what he was working with, but got nothing. “Is [Blight] not in the Open Script?”

“Nope.” Merit said, “Gotta make it yourself, and not many people are capable.”

Erick hummed. 

The map of Spur remained white. Erick said, “Uh. Hmm. Well. I think I might have to leave it running. If the spell isn’t active, then it won’t show.”

Merit frowned. “Dammit. We'd probably only end up with farmers, anyway. Okay. That’s…. fine. Then… Please search for [Force Trap]. Those should be active.”

Erick switched the map. A good fifty or more blue dots immediately appeared across the hologram of Spur, scattered all over. Erick’s eyes went wide. He did not expect so many results. Shouldn't most of them have altered their [Force Trap] into something besides the base spell, anyway? Thereby making the search for the base spell useless? Maybe it didn't work like that? Erick needed to experiment more with [Cascade Imaging] to understand the limitations of the magic.

Merit chuckled. “Ah ha! Perfect.” She stepped into the spell to get a better look at the blue dots, the white map parting and reforming around her body, like mist momentarily disturbed. She pointed out two locations at the tops of two different towers. “Clear. Clear. The others are illegal.” She looked up to the [Scry] eyes, saying, “Deploy!”

Erick watched a dozen more [Scry] eyes appear in the air around his map, as he asked, “What’s going to happen to these people?”

Merit spoke as though reading from a lawbook, “Depending on the nature of their spell work —which, in the case of [Force Trap], is primarily used to indiscriminately kill people— the caster might face anywhere from a thousand gold fine, to exile, to execution.” She said, “We haven’t had a Trapper Killer in months, but it does happen. But besides that, any of these traps you’ve found could have accidentally triggered on a kid, killing them rather instantly. We usually only find out that some idiot has trapped their ‘treasures’ after they accidentally kill someone.”

Erick felt his heart beat hard as his skin turned cold. 

Merit noticed Erick’s change. She looked from Erick, to the map, saying, “This might take us a good hour to fully clean up. If you want, you can go. I would ask you to switch this map to [Conjure Force Elemental], in an hour or two, and then leave it up as long as you can, if that would even work. The Sword Summoner likes to strike at midnight.”

“Yeah.” Erick was very okay with leaving the Guardhouse for the day. He was glad to help prevent [Force Trap] deaths, too. And he would be more than happy to find this ‘Sword Summoner’ for Merit. But he was ready to be done with this, for the day. “Sure.”

“We’ll pay you a fair wage, of course.” Merit said, “Other Guardhouses pay based on crimes prevented, but that would just encourage false reporting and unwanted violence. Spur pays a daily wage of 5 gold for unskilled people of your level, no matter what happens, as long as you work a full shift and adhere to all the proper rules of conduct. But with your capability, we can triple that, and cut the workload down to specific tasks.” She nodded toward Teressa. “Miss Rednail’s capability puts her at double pay, for a few tasks each day.” She looked to Erick. “I’d love it if you came back tomorrow. Whatever time works for you. We can work around your schedule.”

Erick said, “Sure.” He looked up, and saw the moons framed by four courtyard walls, upon a field of dim blue. It was not yet sunset, but it was getting late. The sun had passed far to the west, and draped the courtyard in deep shadows. “It is getting kinda late. We’ll take the short way home. See you around, Merit.” He held his hands out to Poi and Teressa, who had mostly stayed silent this whole time. 

Merit nodded, saying, “Gods Luck to you, Erick.”

As his own guards took his hands, Erick said, “And you, too.” 

Blip.

They reappeared in the foyer of the house. 

“Hello!?” Kiri called out from the kitchen. “Did I hear people?”

Erick smelled something delicious on the air. He called back, “Hello, Kiri!”

“Oh, good!” Kiri appeared at the archway that led to the kitchens, briefly, before turning around and walking back, saying, “I’m making dinner. Chicken and cheesy rice. Be ready in half an hour.”

“Smells great.” Erick said, “Thank you for telling me about that, Teressa. Helping the Guard is something I have been putting off for far too long. Sorry if it was boring for you. I can probably just send Ophiel tomorrow— Oh!” Erick conjured an Ophiel and sent him blipping out to the Lake and the Ranch, to start a series of platinum and normal rains, as he said, “I need to keep up the rains, too.”

Teressa said, “It’s fulfilling work, for sure.” She smiled. “But I can do without chasing after thieves chasing after gold, when they could have just gone out and killed a few hundred mimics and paid for whatever they wanted, outright.”

“You don’t have to do that if you don’t want to.” 

“Eh!” Teressa said, “I know. But I want to. Not every day is solving a murder. That’s actually pretty rare. Assault, though! Now that’s every damn day, and I am glad I am not a normal guard.”

Erick smiled. “How far is your [Witness] these days?”

She grinned, revealing lower fangs, as her eyes went bright emerald. “As far as it needs to be, and a good four days into the past.”

“Wow.” Erick said, “Holy shit, Teressa.”

She beamed joy, saying, “Thank you, Boss. I couldn’t have done it without you. Using it inside this house is like powerleveling.” She waved her hand through the dense air of the house, saying, “[Prismatic Ward] is tough to see through. Very, very tough.” 

Poi said, “Sir. We need to talk.”

Teressa’s smile fell. She said, “Right!” She thumbed toward the kitchen, as she walked that way, saying, “I’m going to see if Kiri needs help.”

Erick said, “Oh, right! Teressa?”

She turned back to him.

“I was thinking of journeying up to the Wyrmrest tribes, or wherever Archmage Syllea is, to see about some magic. You’re from around there, right? Would you be interested in showing me around?”

“Absolutely!” Teressa’s eyes lit up, as she smiled. “Whenever you want to go, I’ll be there.” She rapidly added, “If we are able to go during Festival— You want to be there at Festival, Boss. It’s at the end of next month. 47 days away.”

Erick said, “I think I need to be there before then. But we can see about going again, later.”

Teressa smirked. “Fine by me.”

Erick nodded. Teressa turned away, and Erick turned back to Poi.

Poi said, “Let’s go to another room.”

 

- - - -

 

In the library, Poi conjured a sound disruption [Ward] into the space, and began, “There are two levels of infohazards. One is mundane, the other magical. Of the mundane threats, the primary ones are known as memetic threats, or hazards. What you learned from Bulgan is one such instance of a memetic hazard. It is the most basic, and most widely used form of social engineering used by the Shades. They tell someone something that makes them act differently than they normally would, in a way that may or may not have directly obvious benefits for the Shade.” He walked over to the library shelves, and pulled out a little green book. “This book is technically a memetic hazard created by the Shades, but you already knew that thanks to your daughter.”

“… This is weird, Poi.” Erick said, “I never told you about that talk with my daughter.”

“I know. But this has to be said, and I have been deemed the one to say it.” Poi continued, “And yes, I do mean ‘deemed by the secret Mind Mage police’, as you’re thinking right now.”

Erick went silent. He probably didn’t need to speak at all for this, did he?

“Not really,” Poi said. “But it does help direct the conversation along lines you choose.”

“What is ‘magnitude’?”

Poi frowned. He put the green book back on the shelf, as he said, “That is a memetic hazard, and you are not cleared for such knowledge.”

“… Fine.”

“The second type of infohazards are the magically induced variety, and there is some overlap of terminology. This second type is further split into many different categories, of which I do not have to go into. The one you are most familiar with is the anti-presence of Moon Reachers. Yes. That thing that they did to your daughter was a memetic hazard. Antimemetic, in this case.” Poi said, “Another magically induced memetic hazard would be the Puppet Minds. The creatures themselves are rather blobby, nothings of consequence. They like to nest under beds or in closets, or other dark spaces near where people sleep. You could kill them with a good stomp, if you are immune to their mental hazard. If you are not immune, you either become a puppet for them, or you forget they exist. If you are their puppet, you bring them food, and tell them about the world and your life, and when one of them knows enough about you, they eat you, and [Polymorph] into you, becoming a Puppet Master that spreads their young around. 

“There’s actually a third type of information hazard, but since it’s based on lies, where all the rest are based on truths, or the clipping of truths from the world, this third type is not a true information hazard.” Poi said, “I only mention this third type because what you heard from Bulgan may be of this third type, but Shades hardly ever outright lie. If their words can be disproven by simply checking around, then their attempt at social engineering usually fails.

“Unless, of course, spreading the lie is the point. 

“Convenient lies get around the world before truths have a chance to don their armor. More than one squadron has been taken down in Ar’Kendrithyst due to the lies of a Shade, and the infighting they are capable of causing, when they spy on us for weeks and months, and know our every weakness.” 

Erick said, “That was all very interesting, and I’m glad to finally know what a Puppet Mind is, and eww! They’re Hunters but they’re monsters. Awful.” Erick asked, “But what do I do with what I heard from Bulgan?”

“There is no one you can safely tell.” Poi said, “I have been checking with my people, and we are advising you to forget you ever heard what you heard. The worst case scenario is that you tell someone in charge, causing a chain reaction which ends in an eruption of the Quiet War. Side effects include the loss of your Avowed Pacifist recognition, or you directly participating in the Quiet War, and all the attendant fallout from there.”

“… What if I told Killzone or Silverite, and they worked over the Shades in Ar’Kendrithyst in order to fracture whatever alliance is going on in there. They cannot all be on one side of the Quiet War, right?”

“Ar’Kendrithyst is a fractious microcosm of Veird, with Shades of all people from all places. Most of them don’t care about the Quiet War, but some of them would, and they all care about stirring shit up. Maybe the Shades do want the Quiet War to happen. Maybe Bulgan and others silenced the opposing side in Ar’Kendrithyst. Maybe Bulgan is expecting you to tell Silverite and Killzone, and thus, by telling them, you are showing that you can be manipulated.”

Erick countered, “Or, Bulgan would think that I wouldn’t tell anyone, and he said all that to lay the groundwork to taunt me later. He even quoted some play, or something, to that effect. He even called me ‘his enemy’.” He added, “Maybe I need to tell someone his game plan, and uproot that small tree before it gets a chance to uproot my house, or whatever he said.”

Poi said, “Also a possibility.” He added, “But I have been checking with people, as I have said, to understand this specific threat that you have been given. This is the lay of the land: No one has directly heard from any Shade that Candlepoint exists to hone the Wasteland’s strength, or that they want to purge all humans from Veird and destroy Celes.

“I know what you’re thinking, and implications of Candlepoint’s placement near the Wasteland in regard to the Quiet War has been discussed at length, but it is one concern of many. If you were to tell anyone what you heard, then you would be infecting fertile ground, causing a cascade of unknowable but partially predictable results. Our best predictors are forecasting ruin if you speak this ‘knowledge’ to others. 

“And just in case this was a memetic hazard meant to compromise us Mind Mages, you should know that this is an impossibility. We are well versed in dealing with threats of this nature.”

Erick frowned. “Fine… I guess I won’t tell anyone.” He pointed from Poi to himself a few times, saying, “This was an experience, and weird, but I am very happy that you are talking to me, since this could have spiraled out of control rather fast.” He said, “Thank you. Please continue to talk like this with me. It makes my life a lot easier.”

Poi couldn’t help but smile, but he kept it small, as he said, “Not many people mean it when they say that, but you did. Thank you.”

Erick nodded. “Are you ever going to tell me who your enemies are?”

“... You haven’t had that thought in months.” Poi said, “I had hoped I had avoided that conversation.”

Erick shrugged, joking, “If you want to deflect, that’s fine, too.”

“Yes. Please. I want to deflect.”

Erick lifted his head, and said, “Oh. Did I hear Kiri calling for dinner?”

Poi went along with it, taking down the sound disruption [Ward] around the library, as he said, “Possibly.”

 

- - - -

 

Back at the Guardhouse, Erick learned that searching for [Conjure Force Elemental] did not show [Familiar]s, or anything, that was not specifically [Conjure Force Elemental]. The same went for every other spell Erick tried. 

But apparently people used the base [Force Trap] spell a lot. This was because making a stronger version than the Basic Spell was especially difficult. Mystery solved!

There was no catching the Blighter, or the Sword Summoner tonight, though.

 

- - - -

 

As the sun set over Spur, it was still an hour away from setting over at Candlepoint. 

According to Kiri, Teressa, and Poi, all people who had been inside Ar’Kendrithyst, some for extended periods of time, sunset and sunrise were the best times to be in the shadowy places of the world. The middle of the day was the worst, because the strong light made shadows antsy, prone to fights, and very, very awake. In the middle of the night, shadows tended to be deadlier than usual. But when the sun draped everything in shades of grey, it was, perhaps paradoxically, the best time to meet a Shade, or a shadeling; they were almost like normal people, then. 

You know, if not for the inherent killer danger they represented.

And so, Erick stood in his library, conjured an Ophiel, and tried an experiment he had never thought to try, but that Kiri suggested, due to her own experiments. He had Ophiel [Polymorph] into himself. ‘Erick Flatt’ was a valid choice according to his [Polymorph] spell, after all.

Ophiel transformed from a multitude of white wings and feathers and eyes, into something that was similar to Erick, but not quite. There were skin flaps made of flesh-colored feathers, which was only the beginning of the horror Erick witnessed. And then Ophiel squawked out of ‘Erick’s’ stomach and left arm, opening great rents, exposing guts and bones to the air as unhappy flutes and a violent guitar solo crashed through Ophiel’s assumed body, causing the flesh colors of the false form to flicker full white, and a hundred eyes to spread where eyes had no right to be.

Erick casually thought, ‘And there’s another nightmare for myself.’

Ophiel reformed into his winged body, and clearly wanted to remain that way, evidenced by his rapid checking on his wings and preening and flutes sounds, and how half his eyes were focused directly on Erick, in a rather uncomfortable stare. 

Erick sat down in his chair, and once Ophiel calmed down, which took some small talk and assurances that Erick would never do that again, Ophiel went blipping down to Candlepoint.

 

- - - -

 

All around Ophiel lay empty desert sand and varied dunes, full of deep shadows from the setting sun to the west, except for the land to the east. The first thing Erick noticed about the Shade outpost of Candlepoint was a tower of smokey crystal in the center, surrounded by buildings made of dark stone, like dark marble. The second and third things he noticed, were the sheer heights of the place, and that it was fully adorned with bright, colorful lights, strung across every building and the top of the tall wall surrounding the small city. The only thing not fully lit up was the dark, crystal tower in the center, but even that glowed faintly with reflected rainbows. 

Ophiel fluffed out to a meter height, not too big and but not too small, and floated forward, toward the tall walls. The sands under him swirled at his passage, casting shadows to join the ones ahead, as the sun dipped down behind him. 

The gate was wide open, because there was no gate at all. There was just a hole in the curtain wall surrounding the place, where sand swept inside, but did not get too far. To the left and the right of the entrance, carved upon the wall, were the inscriptions Erick had read before, about what to expect inside the miniature Dead City. 

But this miniature Dead City was anything but that. It was lively, it was noisy. It was active. It even had guards. 

Guards in black armor with grey eyes stood to the left and the right of the ‘gate’, just inside the city, gossiping with each other and talking about Erick, or rather, about Ophiel, who had just come into their line of sight. Erick waited for a shadeling guard to come to him, but so far they were staying away, talking to each other, with lines of intent radiating from their head and multiplying in number, as another shadeling guard showed up, and then another. 

Erick turned his attention to the streets in front of him, while the shadelings organized their response. He was the only ‘person’ near the gate, but he was not the only person in sight.

The street leading from the gate only went a block before it hit a perpendicular street, filled both with shadelings, characterized by their grey eyes and flickering shadows around their body, and normal people, like Erick would have seen any day of the week, walking around the Adventurer’s District. Orcols, humans, dragonkin, incani, all walked left and right down the street, on their way to wherever they needed to be. They had clear, unclouded eyes, while most of them wore armor of some sort. No one walked alone, except for the shadelings. The normal people might have been holding themselves a little more relaxed than Erick would have liked, but he knew enough about himself to recognize that he might have been projecting. 

A shadeling walked out of the gathered clump of guards to the left. She did not wear their black armor, but instead, she wore a simple white and grey mage’s robe, to match her white hair, horns, and skin. Her eyes were the brightest clouds of grey that Erick had seen so far, but they were not the white eyes of a Shade.

Erick turned to her.

She said, “Welcome to Candlepoint, Archmage Flatt. How may we help you?”

Erick said, “First, I’d like to know who you are, then I’d like to know what your goals are, and how you intend to fight and win whatever war you’re planning.”

If the woman had a reaction, she did not show it. Her response came in an even tone, “I am Mage Justine Erholme, appointed to you for your convenience, for the duration of your stay, or for whatever length of time you decide upon. If I am not to your liking, then you may have another guide, or explore on your own. As for your second concern: There is no war in Candlepoint, and we hope there never is.” 

Erick frowned, but Ophiel did nothing. Erick said, “I would love for that to be true, but I cannot believe you.”

“I understand. Your concern is a common one.” Justine said, “I hope we can ameliorate such thoughts during your visit this evening, in any way you feel like exploring. I just ask that you give those you meet the benefit of the doubt. Many of us are not truly ourselves, yet.”

“There’s a good segue: What is a shadeling?”

“A person displaced from themselves.” Justine continued, “A more academic answer would be a created soul or a lost soul who is given a body and is currently in the process of developing their mind, either to realize who they are as a person, or to realize who they were. For most of us, the ‘shadeling’ designation under the Script will pass, though the physical reminders will usually not, though that is a complicated topic. But we are still people, recognized by the Script. Real and growing.” She offered, “If you wish, I can show you my Status?”

Erick let whatever was going to happen, happen, and discuss what he found out later. He said, “Sure.”

Justine lifted her hand, popping out a blue box.

 




	
Justine Erholme

Shadeling, age 98

Level 51, Class: Light Mage

Exp: 1.242 e12/5.331 e12

Class: 9/9

Points: 2





	
HP


	
598/600


	
600 per day





	
MP


	
11,859/12,000


	
3000 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+0


	
[20]





	
Constitution 


	
19


	
+0


	
[19]





	
Willpower


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+0


	
[50]





	
Intelligence


	
15


	
+0


	
[15]








 

Erick eyed ‘Intelligence’, but asked, “You certainly don’t look 98.”

“The age of the soul is recognized more easily by the Script than the age of the body.” 

Erick asked, “So how do you become an incani again?”

“I have already taken the first steps. If I chose, I could become an incani right now. But that would mean leaving the Clergy behind, and leaving behind my fellow shadelings. Since I will not do that, I remain here, to help others.”

“… Would you mind channeling mana through your Constitution or your Intelligence for me, and showing me the prominence that results?”

Justine held out her hand, and displayed a riot of yellows first, saying, “Constitution.” Next came a near invisible flicker of violet. “Intelligence.” She lowered her hand.

Erick was partially stunned. 

It had been that easy to get her to show him the colors of two new Stats. Maybe they would answer all of his question in such an easy manner? 

He looked on to the city beyond the gate. “Thank you.” He said, “I’d like to see a few other things, now. In particular, the Adventurer’s Guildhouse, one of your less nice restaurants, and the homes of those who have yet to ‘find themselves’, as you say.”

Justine said, “Most of that can be arranged, but I apologize, for we don’t actually have an Adventurer’s Guildhouse, for that would require international recognition, which we lack. We have a similar structure that fulfills a similar function. We call it the Garrison.”

“Acceptable.” Erick said, “Please lead the way.”

Justine nodded, then she walked forward. Her footsteps were muffled by sand, shadows curling around her feet, until she stepped onto the dark roadway leading into the city. Her light footsteps joined the sound of countless others. Ophiel silently floated beside her, his eyes pointed in every direction, waiting for a problem to appear.

Erick briefly split his attention back to his own body. Kiri sat in the other chair in the library, reading. She looked up as Erick shuffled in his chair.

“How’s it going?” Kiri asked. 

“I’m in the city. I have an appointed guide.” Erick said, “It’s kinda weird. I’ll tell you more later.”

“Want me to make some coftea?”

“Yes. Thanks.”

Kiri nodded. She set her book aside as Sunny blipped away, from around her neck.

Erick returned to Ophiel, to float beside Justine as she headed left, joining the throng of people passing by each other, headed on their way to wherever they were going. 
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                The sun dipped down in the west, tinting the world in reds and golds, as a cold wind blew from the north. Tonight would be chilly, but almost every person out here on the dark, multicolored streets of Candlepoint was either bundled up against the cold, with subtly glowing [Conjure Armor]s providing both warmth and defense, or [Ward]s that provided much the same. The shadelings, though, they wore rags. Erick wasn’t sure if the cold didn’t bother them, but that was a possibility. 

Except for the shadelings, nobody walked this Shade city without some form of protection active and highly visible; this was certainly not Spur, where a simple [Ward] or a tough piece of leather was expected. Everyone seemed both ready and waiting for something to happen, but also calmly avoiding outright violence as they rushed to wherever they had to be, without outright running.

That might have been why the architects of Candlepoint had draped the city in colored lights. To detract from the magic and dangers of the crowd? To make Candlepoint look more festive, and less deadly? To liven up the mostly silent atmosphere? 

Or maybe Bulgan just liked pretty lights?

Eh. It was probably a joke of some sort; a play at happy colors hiding utmost violence. Jane had spoken of stuff like that in Ar’Kendrithyst. 

Ophiel and Erick’s shadeling guide, Justine, headed north on a wide, black road, large enough for ten people to walk hand in hand and not touch the buildings on either side. The road did not need to be this wide. There were a lot of people out here, sure, but not enough to fill this large space. Maybe it was built this way so that no one had to walk too close to anyone else. 

Most everyone gave Ophiel and Justine a wide berth, without making it too obvious. But the same was true for every small group Erick saw. Everyone walked in loose knit groups well separated from each other. No one walked alone. 

As a pair of orcols eyed Ophiel, and a trio of shadelings eyed from Ophiel, to the orcols, and both parties parted ways like anyone would on a crowded New York Street, but also completely not, Erick knew he was unprepared for the obvious possibility of violence. Strictly speaking, he did not need to worry about Ophiel getting shanked, or anything like that, but allowing such a thing to happen at all could be seen as weakness. So Erick listened with [Hunter’s Instinct]s, but did not turn on Ophiel’s own [Hunter’s Instincts]. Using his ability this way would be subdued, but he didn’t want Ophiel to shift his display to hard feathers and slitted eyes, and further incite the people around him. He did turn on Ophiel’s [Perfect Hearing], though.

The silence of the street turned into whispered murmurs of grumbling stomachs and someone a street away demanding food and the tiny tinkling of rads in pockets of shadelings, while everyone else made little to no sounds. Leather creaked. Metal scraped. People yelled quiet threats well out of sight, but not out of earshot. A hand tensed around the hilt of a sword. 

But nothing happened. Nothing that Erick could see, anyway. He might have heard the squelch of a dagger plunged into flesh, but that could have been any number of sexual sounds.

Nothing visible happened, the whole way to the Garrison. 

Erick certainly noticed the skinny shadelings, though. Most of them wore normal clothes, if a bit messy, but some of them wandered on the street, with wide, blank grey eyes, staring at the heavens while their tattered clothes dragged across the ground. Others played with knives in the shadowed recesses of the alleyways near the main road, tossing their glinting shards of metal into the air and catching the handle, or drawing them across their skin to spill red blood into the darkness like it was some arcane rite. Not a single native looked healthy. Even Justine, with her white countenance and grey robes, looked haggard, like she hadn’t eaten a proper meal in weeks. 

Her Status said she was 98 years old, but Candlepoint itself was only a few weeks old. Maybe Justine had been working in Ar’Kendrithyst for a long time, already? Or maybe something else was going on. 

Whatever the case, there, Erick and Justine made it to the Garrison. 

The Garrison was a giant of a building at least three stories large, but that wasn’t so important. What was important, were the hungry and obviously desperate shadelings he saw in the shadows of the alleyways around the structure, and the large Garrison guards positioned by the door. They were giants of incani shadelings, with black armor, decked out with horns to rival their helmets and swords to rival their whole bodies. 

The guards seemed to be keeping the shadelings out, for they reacted to Justine’s approach, but did not seem to care when a pair of orcols walked in, and a trio of dragonkin walked out. But as they reacted to Justine, Erick saw that they were not shadelings at all. Glowing purple eyes stared out of a helmet full of shadows, while the armor of their arms showed clear separations between gloves and vambraces. They were summoned creatures of some sort. Similar to the Robes of Oceanside, perhaps?

Justine announced herself to the ‘guards’, breaking the silence of the street, “Justine Erholme, guiding Archmage Erick Flatt in his rounds of Candlepoint. Let me pass.”

The automatons spoke in unison, “Granted.”

The street returned to silence, as the automatons returned to stillness. Justine walked past them and up the short stairs into the Garrison. Erick followed. 

They must have passed a sound barrier of some sort, because the Garrison was louder than the street by a dozen fold. Recovering from the assault on his ears, Erick took stock of the place. It immediately reminded Erick of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse crossed with a casino of some sort. Everything was red or gold or black, except the lights; they were of every color mixed to white. Shadelings worked counters and served food at a bar on the floor above and—

They were playing cards over at that table. And dice over there. And other games that were almost like roulette, with their spinning wheels and bets placed on a table made of red and gold.

This place was a casino, but different. It had the monster board, of course; that was right over there at the back of the large room, just like Erick had already seen once before. But there were parts of the place that were very much not standard ‘Adventurer’s Guildhouse’ fare. There were people turning in rads at an ornate, golden counter, and getting flecks of dark crystal in return; the ‘darkchips’, no doubt. Erick peered closer at one of the tables, using [Ultrasight], and saw that they were using those black chips to bet on their games. People paid for everything with darkchips; from the bar over there, to slipping the waiters and waitresses payments for drinks, to buying in at a gambling table. The rewards listed on the monster board were obviously pitiful compared to what someone could rake in with a lucky win. 

When had this all happened? Surely there wasn’t a casino here the last time Erick checked?

Justine waited for Erick to move further into the Garrison with her, but she did not look impatient. She just looked impassive; she was here for him, and maybe not of her own free will. She was likely a plant meant to… do something. Erick wasn’t sure. 

But before he got too far into that introspection, as he looked around, he saw a few familiar faces. They must have seen him first, though, because they were walking straight to him. 

Justine stepped to the side, out of the way, as his neighbors in the Human District walked closer; Maia, Eduard, and Ramizi, the Fire, Ice, and Force mages from Oceanside. All three of them were humans. Looking around at the casino floor, he noticed that there were other humans here, too, but not as much as those of other races.

Maia neared, saying, “Hello, arch—”

A table nearby erupted into joy, as someone won something and bright lights flashed. Loud cheers from the winner’s party were cut short by what came next. Erick did nothing as a single second stretched out into something else. The attack was not aimed at him, or anyone he knew.

A shadeling covered in rags and little else rushed into the building, flickering into the shadows, straight to a different shadeling that Erick had not really noticed. This second shadeling was obviously an employee of the Garrison, or something along those lines; they wore a nice ruby satin and gold pinstripe, almost-costume; like all the other employees of the place. But they also had a black-armored automaton at their back, guarding them, or more appropriately: what the employee was carrying. The employee had a gold box attached to his hip on a thick, solid gold belt. That object was made to not come off easily.

The ragged shadeling, and three others just like him that Erick had missed, rushed the man, while adventurers got out of the way and the automatons —three of them now; where had those come from?— brought their swords down like the hands of vengeful godlings. 

Three ragged shadelings scattered to the casino floor, bisected, blood fountaining across no one but empty tables; everyone near the event had moved faster than Erick would have thought possible. The fourth ragged shadeling managed to make it to the employee, wielding a summoned sword, but the employee stepped to the side, elegantly and effortlessly. The ragged shadeling missed his attempt to bisect the employee, and the slash of one automaton. Two automatons did not miss.

A torso went flying. Blood splashed. An arm landed near Ophiel. 

While Ophiel hung in the air, and Erick had no idea what had happened beyond the obvious, or why, some other employee called out from the other side of the room. 

“Pardon the interruption!” The shadeling was a gorgeous man from incani stock. He was lithe and tall, with dark hair and grey eyes, but he wore the most over the top red and gold sequined tuxedo Erick had ever seen, and he’d been to more than one Pride parade in his day. His outfit glowed, so did his pale skin, and so did his curling, bright, unnaturally red horns; they might have been lacquered to achieve that smoothness. The man said, “No one was hurt, so I hope everyone can continue living it up, at the Garrison!” He cheered, “Half price drinks for the next hour!”

A highly orchestrated display of magic and coordination resulted in drinks appearing on the trays of every serving guy and gal out on the casino floor. They started handing out bubbling pink beer steins and vibrant blue shots and glowing golden… gummy bears? No. Jello shots? Maybe. Whatever the case, the patrons took their drinks and gummies and were happy to have them. 

Fuck. Erick was really out of his depth. Everything looked normal, but it was an ‘uncanny valley’ sort of normal; a mimicking of things he recognized as normal in other parts of the world, but not here, in a near warzone. 

But as he turned back to the bodies on the floor, they were already gone. The man in the sequins had successfully distracted Erick, and most of everyone else, from the casual death of four starving and desperate shadelings. Or maybe Erick had read that wrong, and they were insane killers? 

While he struggled to come to terms with what he had witnessed, Maia, Eduard, and Ramizi, looked to be in a much better state than him. Maybe they were used to seeing bodies torn apart in front of them. Ramizi was even drinking a blue drink. 

Erick almost drifted away from Ophiel, back to his body in Spur, but Maia stepped one step closer. Erick returned to the moment.

Maia said, “Hello, Erick.”

“So many questions—” Erick jabbed at the drink in Ramizi’s hand with a feathered wing, whispering, “What the fuck are you drinking and why?” Then he pointed at the ground where the bodies had been, asking, “And what the shit was that?”

Ramizi said, “We’re the official ambassadors from Oceanside.” He held up the half-drunken drink, saying, “We all go back to the island every day, and they check us over for a few hours. Drinking this drink is a part of the job.”

Eduard said, “Only one of us participates per day. Yesterday it was me.” He glanced to the ground where the bodies had been, adding, “And that was a normal occurrence.”

Maia said, “Pardon me, archmage, but we don’t get answers to a lot of our questions, but I know you would, so can you ask your guide here the same question?”

Erick turned his attention to Justine, who had stepped back from Ophiel and the Mage Trio. He asked, “What was… What were the ragged shadelings trying to do?”

With a clear voice, but still quiet under the noise of the casino room floor, Justine said, “There is a system in place where shadelings are given sustenance until they are able to regain some of who they were. When this first step is taken, we are ejected from the direct oversight of the Clergy, and sent out to regain the rest of ourselves on our own. At this time, our meals are taken from us. We need rads to survive, but we are not allowed to hunt monsters for rads. Instead, there is another system.

“We each get an allotment of two darkchips per day from the Crystal in the center of the city. Some of us spend these chips here, at the Garrison, and make enough rads to survive, though it is tough. Others collaborate to offer services such as prostitution or drugs or a bed for the night, or food at a restaurant; anything to attract customers into spending rads and taking our darkchips, so that we might survive another day.

“The Garrison makes the most rads of any of us, as they control a large portion of darkchips in order to pay adventurers for their rads, but you can get nearly any service out in the rest of the city, if you know where to look. 

“The only thing we are not allowed to offer are discounts. Master Shadoweater will know if we do, and the repercussions are… unwanted.”

After a long moment, Erick said, “Okay.”

And then he had nothing more to say. What could he say? That it was awful? That he wanted to help? He certainly wanted to help, but how could he, when they were probably lying about everything?

Maia frowned at Justine, then said to Erick, “That’s the same story we already heard.”

Ramizi said, “Shadelings need a baseline thousand mana per day to live.” He looked to Justine, saying, “Some of you can eat your own mana though, can’t you?”

“We all can. Most of us do.” Justine said, “But it is a wyrm eating its tail; there is some loss, each day. It is not enough.”

Ramizi looked to Ophiel. “Yesterday we saw a desperate shadeling kill and eat the rads out of the chests of two others.”

Maia asked Justine, “Whose fault is it that you live like this?”

Justine immediately said, “It is no one’s fault save our own. We have been given an opportunity, and some are incapable of rising above our shared beginnings. That’s all there is to it.”

She spoke her words with obvious false conviction. Erick did not need to be there, in that space, to see the way her shoulders slumped a little, or how her words were vomited up from some deeply ingrained place in her mind, but not in her heart. 

But all of that could have been an act. 

Erick almost ended his visit to Candlepoint right there. 

But...

Back on Earth, Erick had been a healthcare social worker for a time, but he also helped children, and the local highschool, and the local gangs. He got around. He had seen a lot in his almost eighteen years on the job. He had seen people stabbed. He had been threatened with death, and he threatened others with punitive action in order to save himself and others from danger. He had seen through lies and spoken uncomfortable truths. He had rescued kids from parents that abused them. He had reunited kids with parents who got their acts together. He helped people get chemo and doctor visits and housing and more, both as part of a team, and as an individual, back on Earth. 

Veird had thrown everything into chaos, for him. Emotionally, physically, mentally; all ways. He had seen some shit during his time here, but seeing four people murdered and cleaned up and the whole event brushed over like it never happened… 

That was a new experience. 

But he still felt the need to help, where he could.

Erick briefly came back to himself, sitting comfortably in the library of his house, over three [Teleport]s away from Candlepoint. Kiri sat across the room from him, reading, sipping her coftea. Erick’s own mug steamed into the air on the short table beside him. 

With an expert flick of mental control, he Handy Aura’d a scratch pad and a pen from his nearby desk and quickly wrote out a checklist of problems to solve. Right off the bat, he saw a lot that needed solving. Food, was a major problem—

“Kiri.” Erick asked, “Monsters eating rads. Does it do anything for them? Small answer.”

Kiri looked up from her book and blanked for a moment, before saying, “Uh. Yes and no. Meat-based monsters need to eat rads to stay alive, or else they wither away. Plant based monsters can grow their own rad. I don’t know why it is this way.”

“Any issue with giving rads to monsters?”

“Nooo?” Kiri winced, seeming to dredge up knowledge she barely knew. She said, “In a… in a laboratory setting, if a monster is given the option, they will only eat enough rads in order to maintain their own rad, interspersing the consumption of rads with normal food. However, if no other food is available, they will eat rads. Overeating of rads can lead to a wyrm-like scenario, where the monster either evolves into a new form, or dies, violently, often taking others with it.” She got up from her chair, saying, “I don’t know a lot about this subject. I’ll go to the Mage Guild library right now, and find out more. Poi can come in here to watch over you.”

“Yes. Thank you. Do that, please. Good plan.” Erick returned to Ophiel. 

Another person had walked closer to join their little group near the entrance to the Garrison: the man in the sequined tuxedo, along with two flanking automatons. He had not made it to Erick’s group, yet. He stopped to talk to adventurers at the gambling tables, and cheer them on, or buy them more drinks that he blipped in from somewhere else. 

But it was very clear he was headed this way. The Mage Trio had spoken a bit to Justine while Erick was mentally back in Spur, but they were quiet, now; waiting. The sequined man finished speaking in loud, happy tones to a dragonkin who rolled high at a card table, then snapped his fingers at a waitress in a thin dress. The woman fell in with the man, as he made his way, finally, to Ophiel. 

Maia, Eduard, and Ramizi, fell back a bit, making room for the man. Justine moved away from the Mage Trio, and the new person, both. She stayed somewhat near Ophiel, though, and that was intriguing, to Erick. What was her goal in all of this? To ingratiate herself with him? Obviously, yes. That’s what her body language said, but there was something else going on here.

“Greetings, Archmage Flatt!” said the sequined man, throwing a hand up in the air, then toward the waitress with him. Five dark drinks appeared in crystal glasses on her tray. “I am Mephistopheles, the caretaker of this Garrison. I’m charmed to meet you.” He picked up a drink, the dark liquid inside sparkling with white flashes. “It’s a new drink on the menu, just today! We call it Vivid Gloom. It’s sure to burn going down, but feel great afterward. Compliments of Mister M!”

Erick mentally brushed over the name of the drink. Much more interesting things were happening all around him. 

Thanks to Ophiel having eyes in every direction, Erick saw several events occur simultaneously with Mephistopheles’s announcement. Justine went stock still, as did every other shadeling in earshot, including the waitress Mephistopheles had commandeered to hold the drinks, but the waitress’s demeanor was already at a very tense stage. Then they all relaxed, as rote training kicked in, and the whole place seemed to run a bit smoother. Waiters handed out drinks with practiced motions and larger smiles. Cards were dealt with perfect aplomb. Congeniality took hold of the Garrison, with a titanium grip.

Some of the adventurers saw what had happened, but most either did not see, or care.

Erick took a second to make sure he wasn’t imagining what he was seeing. And nope, he was not. The Garrison ran smoother, in the moments after Mephistopheles mentioned ‘Mister M’.

And then the moment passed. Ramizi took the offered drink. Maia and Eduard respectfully declined. Mephistopheles casually stared at Justine, and then Justine took a drink and waterfall’ed the whole stein-sized crystal glass. 

She declared, as though plotted out in advance, “A delicious drink. Thank you very much.”

Mephistopheles smiled wide, then turned to Ophiel, smirking playfully as he asked, “So what brings the great Archmage Flatt to my humble demesne? Here to kill a monster, perhaps?” He joked, “I hope your sights are set on the Board back there, and not on the innocent inhabitants of this little plot of paradise we call Candlepoint?”

Erick wanted to like Mephistopheles, so this answer was easy, “I won’t be going to war today.”

Mephistopheles cheered, “Hooray and huzzah!” He turned to the room, and in a voice barely louder than when he announced half priced drinks, said, “Free drinks for the next hour!”

Erick had noticed that everyone was casually looking in their direction, of course, but at that moment, when the entire Garrison instantly erupted in more bright jubilation, he saw more than the conversation right in front of Ophiel. He saw patrons dismiss conjured blades held under tables, or take their hands off of the weapons tucked into their belts. The automatons relaxed a fraction. He saw card dealers sigh in obvious relief. One even brushed away a tear, then went right back to dealing cards.

Erick came halfway back to himself, and said to Poi, sitting across from him, “If these people are actors or controlled, they are perfectly controlled, all to give the illusion of free people down on their luck.”

Poi nodded, saying, “That’s our consensus, too.”

“Everyone’s?”

“The Mind Mage police and Spur and a few others; yes.”

Back in Candlepoint, Mephistopheles said, “I could deliver you one of these drinks, if you wish, Archmage.” He smiled, adding, “Drop it at your door in Spur, perhaps?”

“No thank you.” Erick skipped right over what could have been an implied threat, or not, and returned to the matter of how he just saw four shadelings murdered right in front of him. “I’d much prefer to know how come those people who rushed in here, had to rush in here at all. Is your Garrison meant to feed everyone? Or is something else going on, there?”

Mephistopheles smiled, saying, “I would love to take this conversation into a more comfortable location, especially since you managed to call us ‘people’.”

Erick said, “Lead the way.” He turned to the Mage Trio, and sent to the three of them, ‘Talk later?’

All three rapidly responded with affirmatives, then left. 

Erick floated alongside Mephistopheles, as the sequined man led the way through the main floor of the Garrison, and spoke of the card games and how they worked. He had a nice voice. It was all standard gambling, though, luring people in with promises of multiplying their darkchip reserves, while the Garrison took in the allotted chips from every single shadeling who played nice, and adventurers paid in rads to get chips. Those rads then went out to everyone who gave their darkchips to the Garrison. Mephistopheles’ answer to ‘what is the Garrison’, was much the same as Erick already knew, and what Justine had already explained: it was a way for shadelings to get rads without directly dealing with adventurers. A variation of collective bargaining, perhaps?

Though the sequined shadeling certainly put a larger, more colorful spin on it all. 

… Erick really wanted to like the man. Everything about him was obviously an act, but it seemed like it was an act born of desperation. A need to set himself apart, perhaps? Or an act of defiance for the atmosphere of the place? ‘Mephistopheles’ was not his real name, either. Erick might not have been ‘with it’ when it came to fantasy stuff, like his daughter, but he knew that name was from some German play, or book, or something, and much, much older than Jane’s D&D. 

Or maybe ‘Mephistopheles’ was his real name, but it was a name given to him by Melemizargo. 

Whatever the case, Mephistopheles led Erick and Justine to a slightly raised area, set off of the main gambling floor, where a large, plush red couch sat, under a large, blank black spot of the wall. It was a luxurious spot for anyone to sit, but it was obviously reserved for VIPs. It even had a pair of automatons stationed just to the sides. 

Mephistopheles walked right past the automatons, leaving his own flanking pair to join the other two. Erick floated Ophiel up into the space, to hover just off of the red couch. Justine stopped at the edge of the staircase, and turned around to face the casino floor. 

It was just Mephistopheles and Ophiel, right now. Mephistopheles casually fell backward onto the couch, coming to a rest on the plush leather. A glowing red drink appeared in his hands. Erick couldn’t help but think that the man certainly did strike a dashing, devilish figure, even if he looked to have lost a fight with a monstrous bedazzler. 

Mephistopheles said, “To answer your question about the people of this fair city: the people of this fair city are destitute. We are scrabbling for whatever scraps we can get, you see? I put on this outfit and this demeanor to put people at ease. It is an act, like so much of life! But just like any good act, I tend to enjoy mine, and that has a nice effect on the crowds.” He smirked, adding, “I am the fourth person to hold this position, since Candlepoint opened. With any luck, I might last a few more days, but I fully expect someone to come kill me for some imagined slight. Candlepoint is in no way, shape, or form, stable.” He smirked. “Besides the stables for horses. But who has a horse? Certainly not me. We have more than a few whores, though. Not quite the same, but some would say they make for even better rides.” He gestured to the automatons, saying, “Those things are for your protection, not mine. If I should ever choose to defend myself, for whatever reason, I will be murdered just as fast as those ruffians out there were murdered.”

“… I did not expect such an honest answer.”

“I could lie.” Mephistopheles said, “I often do. In fact, what I just said might be a lie.” He added, “You can never know, you know? So don’t take my word for it.” He asked, “How’s your visit going?”

Erick answered honestly, but without giving his full opinion. “It’s going.”

“That good, huh?” 

“This was my first stop, and it’s already seeming to be too much.”

“Ah ha! Now just imagine how good it must be for us who cannot leave.” Mephistopheles brightened, asking, “Any way I can help you decide not to kill us all?”

Erick went with his gut, and spilled an idea that he formed in the last five minutes, “I’m considering harvesting vast tracts of the Crystal Forest to gather enough rads to feed everyone here.” He left out the part of how his own heart seemed to be bleeding for these people; that would show weakness. Instead, he could show strength, perhaps, by asking, “But I have no way to harvest that many rads without a lot of work, and I am not going to do that for you. Instead, if you know of a good combination for magically gathering all the rads in a Super Large Area, I might see about creating such a spell, and using it to support your people.” 

Justine, still standing at the edge of the raised VIP area, with her back to Ophiel, turned slightly. Her bright grey eyes seemed full of hope for one brief moment, before she caught five of Ophiel’s eyes looking at her. She stomped her emotions down hard, and turned back to casually observing the casino floor. 

Erick had eyes open almost everywhere around Ophiel. He was seeing a lot that he knew he would have missed if he was there in person.

Without missing a beat, Mephistopheles smiled wide, saying, “I don’t control anything, anywhere, except for the fun and the games. I’m not even sure where I would look to find such a spell, for one such as you. But besides that, teaching you magic to harvest all of Candlepoint at once seems dangerous, my maybe friend.” 

“If you can’t, then you can’t. I will have to find some other way to help your people.” Erick said, “But I’m already dangerous, though likely not more than you.”

Fangs peeked out of Mephistopheles’s wide grin. “I somehow doubt that very much, for I am but a simple casino owner, forbidden from doing anything but talk, and you’ve invented the first new magics on Veird in 1200 years.” He sat back on his red couch, and glanced behind Ophiel, before returning his sight to the [Familiar], to say, “But for the thrill of theorizing: How would you like such information delivered unto you? Provided I can find such a sensational spell, for sure.”

Erick had already seen what Mephistopheles had glimpsed happening behind Ophiel. This location was not secure. People were listening in on them right now. Erick even saw one dealer at a nearby table prompt an orcol woman into if she wanted another card, or not. The orcol startled a little, then went back to her game, but she kept an ear nonchalantly turned toward the VIP area. She wasn’t the only one listening in to Erick’s conversation with—

Ah. ‘Mephistopheles’. The devil that you make deals with for arcane knowledge, or something like that? Erick was almost sure that’s where the name came from. 

Erick said, “Whatever works, works. But don’t deliver the spell to Spur or my house directly. Something untoward would likely happen in such an event.”

Mephistopheles set his bright red drink down, and said, “As you wish, archmage.”

Erick said, “Lovely establishment you have here, but I have other things to see.”

Mephistopheles nodded. 

Ophiel departed the VIP area, then left the Garrison. Justine followed. The sun had set while Erick was inside the Garrison, and that apparently meant that it was time for the crowds to depart the dark roads of the city. 

Of the dozens that had been on the streets before, now there was only Justine, Ophiel, and a pair of ragged, skystruck shadelings wandering south in the center of the road. Justine gave the pair of lost souls a short, tender look, then turned north. Erick followed. 

Justine walked in silence to their next destination, while Ophiel floated beside her.

Candlepoint was still full of bright lights and deep shadows. But now, eyes peered out of every darkened corner, while wind carried over the tops of buildings and gently whistled on harsh edges. 

Erick saw many almost-normal things as they traveled. 

There was a five-story hotel with large windows, but the curtains were drawn in almost every window. Tiny noises coming from inside marked the building as a well-appointed bordello. Some of the curtains were not drawn, though. Shadelings sat in those windows, some of them nude, others in ragged clothes. All of them were beyond skinny. Some of them were smoking pipes, and exhaling blue smoke. 

The hotel was just the worst offender, but Erick saw the same scene playing out in miniature wherever he looked, except where he saw violence. Where there was violence, Erick watched, but let it be.

This place was a nightmare. 

Erick had to help them… But it could all be a trick. A game of some sort. 

Okay. Okay. Erick frantically thought. Okay. So what if it’s a trick? What’s their goal? To appear so pitiful no one pays them any mind? That’s highly likely. But they’re suffering, in the mean time. Okay. Okay. So. I can help them, but never interact directly. Or even through intermediaries. That would lean into whatever trick they’re trying to pull. But! Fuck! I can’t not help! Shit.

Ophiel betrayed none of Erick’s inner turmoil. Or at least Erick hoped not.

Justine took Erick down a well lit side street that was only vaguely thinner than the main drag. Soon, they arrived at their next destination. It was nothing more than a simple, yet large roof of dark stone, held up by several pillars; it was a pavilion large enough to cover a small house, and lit up like a stadium, but there was nothing under the roof save a long, curling line of hungry shadelings. 

It was a meal center. Erick had worked more than one of those in his time. This one was slightly different than he was used to, but it had all the hallmarks of what he expected.

At the head of the line, and heavily overseen by strong looking shadelings with long clubs in their hands, there was a long table, where shadelings walked up and were served small bowls of gruel, or something, in exchange for their darkchips. No one spoke as they got to the serving table, but everyone was chatting with each other further down the line. Some of them were even looking Erick’s way, but mostly they seemed to care more about Justine than about the floating ball of feathers beside her. 

Justine stopped at the edge of the pavilion. She said, “This is one of the larger meal pavilions located around the city. We’ve only been at this self-sufficiency thing for a short while, but we are managing what we can, where we can.”

Erick asked, “Where is your food coming from?”

“From people like me. And others. We have a few smaller buildings enchanted to draw water from the air, and then we go in and [Grow] what we can. Water Season is almost upon us, though. We expect these meager offerings to increase greatly, once we can tap into the rising water table below Candlepoint.” Justine added, “There’s also a great deal of leftovers from the nicer establishments around the city. Those businesses are supported directly by the Clergy, with harvests that come directly from Kendrithyst.”

“I read about those water gathering runes.” Erick said, “They cost a lot to maintain, and they’re not that good.”

“We do what we must.” Justine said, “Most of the water goes directly to the water supply, for drinking. Bathing is a luxury reserved for adventurers and visitors.”

Erick looked over the line of shadelings, and said, “I’d like to see a home, now.”

Justine nodded, and turned back to the street. Erick followed. 

The house Justine took him too was actually an apartment, not too far from the meal pavilion. The exterior looked about the same as dozens of others he had seen on the way to this one. The whole city looked to have been made by rapidly applied and barely concerned [Stoneshape]s, after all. 

The inside of this apartment was clean-ish, though the absence of [Cleanse] was rather apparent. The smell of the bathroom was present even out on the street, but inside it was omnipresent. Erick had smelled worse houses, but not on Veird. The bed was a simple mattress of hay wrapped in barely stained cloth, with a small off-white blanket on top. There was no pillow. 

Justine introduced Erick to the occupant of the apartment, a young male shadeling of human stock, named Irkil, who wore off-white clothes that were stained darker under the arms. He was a mousy sort of guy; kind of small.

Something clicked for Erick. 

How were these people wearing clothes and having mattresses and all of these other accouterments of civilization, without actually having industry? Were these the simple cast offs of Ar’Kendrithyst’s plot to get adventurers into Candlepoint? Or was something else going on, there?

Erick looked to the bed. If that was a [Conjure Item], why had Irkil conjured it so poorly? 

Teressa was rather unwilling to do most magics, but that was only partially because she wasn’t very good at them, but even she could conjure a four poster bed, if she wanted. She could do so much better than any of what he had seen around Candlepoint. Were the vast majority of shadelings un-Matriculated? Or was something else going on, here? 

Erick asked, “Are you wearing [Conjure Armor]? Are you un-Matriculated?”

“No, sir! None of the above!” Irkil said, standing a bit taller as he said, “We’re forbidden from wearing armor. These are merely the clothes that I have bound to myself, for the moment. I hope to achieve something better when my employment at the Garrison or the Guard is approved.” He added, “All shadelings are automatically Matriculated into the Script, as soon as we find our names. This is the cutoff of the Clergy’s assistance, too. Some try to slow that process, but I was and am ready to begin my own life.” He gestured to his room, saying, “It’s not much, but it’s enough for now, and by this time next week, I’ll be much better off.”

Erick let that sit for a moment, then asked, “What do you mean, ‘bound to yourself’?”

Irkil frowned a little. He said, “I’m not sure how to answer… that? Uh. It’s... bound to me?”

Justine asked, “Would you like to go to the Crystal, and see the full listings of prizes? I can explain every single one to you, and what each Stat does. The ‘bound’ that Irkil is referring to is the ‘Soulbound Stone’, listed as a Lesser Prize for a hundred darkchips.” She added, “Every fully realized shadeling is given two soulbound stones for free, along with other items scavenged and repaired inside Kendrithyst. These items are usually enough to provide someone with a place to lay at night, and clothes to wear.”

Irkil happily said, “All I had were rags, taken from the pile. But if I work for the Guard, or the Garrison, or one of the hotels, I’ll have a lot more, soon enough!” His joy fell a fraction, as he added, “And I will, because I’m no layabout.”

Erick said, “I hope that works out for you, Irkil.”

“Me, too!”

Poi’s voice came to Erick, ‘Sir. Kiri has found your information regarding monsters eating rads.’

Erick quickly sent, ‘Tell her to look up spells to gather large amounts of rads from dead monsters, while she’s there. Super Large Area, if she can. I don’t expect her to find much, but a good foundation would be nice.’

‘Understood.’

Erick turned to his guide, and said, “Justine. I don’t care about the items for sale, or what they do. I just want peace and prosperity. If you are real people, and not some plot designed to burrow into the rest of civilization and destroy everyone from the inside, then time will tell more than words ever could.”

Justine stood strong. She said, “We accept the burdens of proof laid upon our shoulders.”

“Me, too!” Irkil said, enthusiastically, like only a young person could. 

Erick asked, “Now what kind of food do you eat? Anything that a person of your original race would, or could?”

“Yes.” Justine said, “Rice and beans go a long way, and I understand they are cheap to procure. We would have to pay you in darkchips, of course. It is the currency we are allowed to use.”

“Rice and beans, then.” Erick said, “When I come back, I will be checking on everything I saw this evening.”

“You’ll be coming back?” Justine’s grey eyes brightened. “I understand.”

Erick asked, “Now… Is it true you cannot [Cleanse]?”

“Yes.” Justine said, “The Open Script is slightly different for some races, and we are among them. [Mend]. [Cleanse]. All Spatial magic. Most utility spells. These are locked to us.”

Erick almost offered to cast [Mirage Slime]s into the area. Each cast lasted an hour, and would constantly search out new problems to clean up. No one deserved to live in squalor. But then he stopped himself. If he offered to help, now, where would the helping stop? Erick answered his own question: It would never stop. Erick would lock himself to helping those who were obviously in need, and who knew if these people were malicious actors, or not?

No. He would not help them in that way. Not today. Or rather, tonight. 

Erick turned to Irkil, saying, “Thank you for inviting me into your home.”

Irkil said, “No problem, Archmage Flatt! Thank you for visiting!”

The kid spoke with infectious enthusiasm, and with that thought entering Erick’s head, he wondered about disease. If they couldn’t use [Cleanse], they would likely face some sort of contagion sooner or later. 

Erick turned his mind away from those thoughts and bounced Ophiel in acknowledgment. He headed out the door. Justine followed. 

In the middle of the well lit street, full of colors and darkness and a road that was greyer than the rest, Ophiel hovered. Countless shadows of his feathered self spread out from his holding pattern, each one a slightly different color. Justine stood in the street next to Ophiel. Her shadows were much the same, though they were more solid and wispy, like carpets laid down around her feet. 

Erick said, “I would like to visit again, some time soon. I would also bring you rice and beans. And rads, if my own research on the topic proves it is not a danger to us. And, I suppose, if Mephistopheles’ spells work.”

Justine kept her emotions, shoulders, and face, even; poised. But Erick could tell by the slight upturn and glow of her eyes that she was overjoyed. 

Overjoyed at pulling one over on Erick? Maybe. But: Whatever. If there was no physical harm in helping these people, he would do so. These shadelings— these people… They seemed rather indoctrinated. Erick had stayed mostly away from the topic of who was actually causing these people their hardships after Justine had answered Maia that ‘everything that was wrong with them was their own fault’. But that was clearly not the true answer. 

But helping people unlearn indoctrination was a difficult task; one that Erick was not willing to fight against, today. And besides that, he could be wrong, too. 

“Thank you, Archmage Flatt.” Justine said, “I would wish you well in the usual way, but I fear you might take it unkindly if I pray for the eyes of my god to be upon you.”

“He’s had his eyes on me since I fell to Veird, Justine.” Erick said, “Farewell.”

Ophiel departed the field, dismissed back into the manasphere; Erick was not willing to risk bringing him back to Spur.

After a moment, Justine broke down in happy tears. Irkil rushed out of his apartment to her side, and she waved him off. Another four shadelings came out of the nearby shadows, and she began speaking to them. Some of them seemed happy. Others seemed worried.

Erick’s [Scry] eye, high, high above, caught the entire event. 
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                Erick sat still for a moment, there in his chair in the library. He thought about what had happened. He had seen some bad situations in his day, but his visit to Candlepoint had affected him in some deep kinda way. 

… He would likely ask himself if everything he had seen was a part of some sort of agenda for a long, long time to come. But for now, he would do what his heart told him to do. 

He looked over to Poi, and thought at the man.

Poi said, “If they’re less desperate, then they’ll likely be less willing to follow whatever evil voice rises up in their midst. That place is rife for some unkind influence to take control of the entire place, and they’re already all loyal to the Shades.”

“Yeah… That’s what I thought, too.” Erick asked, “What did Kiri manage to find?”

“She’s off looking after your other request, now.” Poi said, “You’re not going to find much, though. Widespread rad collection is the bane of most archmages.”

“That’s what I heard, too.” Erick asked, “What is a rad, Poi?”

“A collection of mana.” Poi shrugged. “Don’t know what else to say.”

“I’m probably going to have to attach some sort of collection spell to [Domain of the Withering Slime]. But that would make it a tier 5.” Erick turned his attention inward as he glanced at his Status. He only had 7 points available. “I need to invent a few more Basic Spells to get that option, though.” He added, “Or I could try to get above tier 6. My [Endless Plasma Wrap] is only tier 6, and that’s the highest I have… Creating a tier 7, 8, and 9, would be 21 more points. Or I could reinvent some Basic Spells… I wonder how [Force Bolt] came to be...” 

Erick thought for a moment longer, and then he acted. Six Ophiels popped out of the air at Erick’s discretion. He sent one of them blipping into his gardening room, to pick up a box of Erick Beans and a container of rice, ready for planting—

He paused. He asked Poi, “Is there going to be a problem with giving food aid to the shadelings of Candlepoint?”

Poi said, “Yes. Not from me, though. Even if their suffering is a ploy, allowing people to suffer is still wrong.”

“… Will it be a problem I can’t handle?”

“No idea, sir.” Poi said, “I have no idea how this is going to play out, but I won’t go there in person, and you should never go, either. No one you care about should ever have any contact with a shadeling, and you should treat this as playing along with their ploy, for now, with the full intention of backstabbing them when they show who they are.”

Erick sighed, “Yeah...”

With a mental push, Erick sent his Ophiel and their stash of seeds out into an unimportant part of the Crystal Forest, a mere 570 kilometers away to the south east. The sky was full dark, with stars twinkling above. The moons washed the land in silver. He sat back in his chair again, as he guided his [Familiar]s to first hover high into the sky, and then light up that part of the desert with bright, full spectrum spotlights. 

Crystal Mimics on the ground immediately noticed the lights. They jerked active for a few small moments, but they quickly resumed their attempts at hiding in plain sight when nothing else happened. 

Next, came a [Cascade Imaging] set up in the middle of the Erick’s future project. He let that run, searching for ‘people’, hoping he would find none. And then he went to work, clearing out the mimics and working over the land.

What took Erick a good hour to make was a basic garden of three rings. It was perfectly circular and about a kilometer across, with a tall, outer wall, five meters high and a meter wide. The next section of the garden was a portion of land filled with stone spikes, that beans would vine upon. The center of the circular garden was a flat, clay and loam basin that would soon be growing rice. 

This land wasn’t the best for growing anything. The plants Erick planned to grow would likely start dying as soon as Erick stopped supporting the area. But by that time, something else would likely happen, and maybe the shadelings wouldn’t need this project. Or maybe he could make something closer to them, and they could harvest what he grew for them, instead of him doing the whole job. 

Eh. It’s not like it would be a hard job. He had a lot of tricks up his sleeve to help him grow what he wanted to grow. It was just beans and rice, after all. He could even use that spell he made a long while ago, [Gravity Strainer]. 

 




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 

He’d have to cast it a few… five hundred times, around the place, and it wouldn’t last very long, but he could designate ‘beans’ and ‘rice’ and those would get pulled upward. Ophiel could then go around and use his Handy Aura to clip the produce off the plants, sending them to gathering points in the air above.

It should work. 

Erick set nine Ophiel to work, planting the small amount of his beans and rice into their respective locations. His reserves didn’t account for much coverage. He’d have to grow and replant a dozen times before the land was filled with green vines, and the basin held enough water to plant the rice.

So he did just that. 

Glowing rain came down all across the orange land, while Ophiels waited in eight Restful [Prismatic Ward]s, evenly placed around the walls, with one in the center, on a three meter tall tower of stone. The Ophiel in the center sang a song of violins and growth, as he poured out platinum from the sky.

Green vines sprouted, twirling up around stone trellises, under the watchful eyes of Ophiel, and Erick. When pods started to sprout, Erick cut the rain, and Ophiels descended upon the new harvest with careful, yet quick telekinetic hands. They plucked open bean pods and scattered the white seeds everywhere. 

The second platinum rain brought a whole lot more beans than the first, and actually began to fill up the basin in the center. But this second iteration was not enough to cover even a tenth of the cleared land. 

Erick repeated the process a few more times. After the third iteration, the basin had enough water in it to support the rice, so Erick planted rice, and started to spread those golden grains out across the basin when they started to sprout up from the platinum waters. 

He quickly decided that there was no need to keep the vines clean and orderly, or to keep the rice orderly, either. 

With his [Gravity Strainer]s set up across the whole of the space, golden grains and green bean pods began reaching for the night sky, and the spotlights above. Ophiels all around the garden began to carefully pluck the produce, sending it up into the air, to collect together. They took breaks in their own [Prismatic Ward]s when needed, for Erick only directed them how to do their assigned tasks once, and then they were on their own, each of them performing their duty perfectly, using their own mana.

Plants were damaged in the process, but [Gravity Strainer] mostly separated leaves and stems from bean pods and rice. Those leaves and stems fell back to the ground, or into the water, where churning, growing vines and rapidly multiplying water plants, quickly overtook the debris. 

Erick left nine Ophiel to their tasks, but took direct control of the last one, to collect the creations of his garden. For now, he would store the goods beside his house. So he [Stoneshape]d two stone silos next to his house. They were average sized rooms, but he would likely have to make them larger in order to fit the results of his experiment. But that was okay. 

With a [Teleporting Platform], and moving as quickly as Ophiel could, Erick gathered the raw goods and teleported them into those stone rooms. A hundred kilograms of raw rice here. A hundred kilos of beans there. Now two hundred kilos of each. Now more. And then even more. Faster and faster it came. The variety of produce was dearly lacking, but beans and rice was a complete meal, and there was a lot of it. Before long, Erick had to take a break alongside his Ophiel. He had actually run out of mana [Teleport]ing back and forth. 

He canceled the rain over the garden and set his Ophiel to harvest what was left. The two buildings he made were full, so he built a third, then a fourth. There was about as much beans as there was rice, but both would need to be shelled and threshed before they were edible. That would cut down on the size of the harvest by a lot. 

Two stone silos was still more than enough to feed a lot of people for quite a while, though. 

Erick cast four specialized drying and preservation [Ward]s into the stone rooms, and then sealed them, save for holes at the top to let out moisture. He had barely ever used those preservation [Ward]s, but they were very necessary, since he had put the grain away wet. Normally, this was a major no-no. But it wouldn’t rot in a single day. By tomorrow, it should be ready to shell and thresh, but Erick had never done that before. He decided he would have to ask a few people on the Community Gardening Council for some tips. Tomorrow, though. 

He came back to himself on his chair in the library, and smiled. 

Teressa was on the other side of the room, reading a book. She noticed his return and smiled, as she asked, “Did you finish?” She gestured to the table beside him, saying, “Kiri found some of what you wanted.”

“The goods should be ready for preparation in twelve hours.” Erick picked up the note sitting atop four different books. He read it, then said, “No real way to SLR gather rads, eh?” He looked to the books. The one on top was the smallest one, the most promising, and on loan from Sirocco. He picked it up, and read the title. ‘Summoning Rads: a guide to automatic gathering magics’. He smiled a little, then muttered, “Summoning magic is one way, I guess.” He looked to the other books, leafing through them a little, then asked, “Do you know anything about what happens if a monster eats rads, Teressa? Kiri’s note says nothing really happens.”

“Don’t know much.” Teressa said, “I do know that wyrms eat everything and generally get stronger and crazier when they eat enough rads.”

Erick set the books back down. “I’ll read that in the morning.” He got up, and with one of two remaining Ophiels on his shoulder, said, “Good night, Teressa.”

“Night, Boss.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick’s other remaining Ophiel remained stationed in the center of the garden with the lights turned off, sitting on the stump that rose above the basin, under a nearly full strength [Prismatic Ward]. Casting that dense air had nearly cost him his full mana pool and therefore his body, but that was fine. Ophiel loved being out in the open air, even at night in the cold, cold air, and besides, he recovered his strength under that dense air when needed. This was open country, where the wind blew hard and the stars shone bright as the moons and agave outside of the garden walls glittered with reflected light. Occasionally, Ophiel returned to the vine-filled, messy garden to check for anything out of place, but nothing appeared, and nothing happened.

When the sun came up, the chill wind turned to a warm breeze. Flying at night was nice, but Ophiel much preferred less frost in his flights. As the sun reached up from the eastern horizon, and heat returned to the Crystal Forest, Ophiel played in the warm breeze above a land of tangled green vines, and a drying lake basin. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick tried not to shout as he gestured toward his silos of foodstuffs, saying, “It’s so that they don’t get radicalized by their Shade overlords and prompted into war! I am perfectly aware of the dangers of dealing with them. I’m not ever going to meet them in person!”

Hours ago, morning dawned, and Erick had gone out to see what to make of his haul. The rice was great, but still in husks, and the beans were still in pods. Both had dried out considerably due to the drying [Ward]s he put up last night, so that was good. The rice turned flaky in his hands, revealing white grains under golden husks, while the beans were almost popping out of their dried brown shells on their own. They were definitely ready for the next part of the preparation process. Technically, he could give this haul to Justine as-is, but that seemed cheap, somehow. Especially when he was perfectly capable of giving them a finished product.

Maybe he would even move this whole operation next to Candlepoint, and let them do almost everything, except for the necessity of the rains, or course. He would ask for darkchips to keep up the appearances of doing this for his own greed, but if they let him, he would do this for free. Seeing a city full of hungry people was not something Erick could walk away from, or ignore.

Solving the rad-sustenance problem would come later. Giving them a hand up instead of a hand out would also come later. Right now they were dying of desperation, and that was intolerable. 

So he went to speak to Kip, the bluemetal wrought who worked the rice fields in the Garden, to ask for some help threshing and shelling, with whatever machines they used. Kip seemed wary at first, and then helpful, and then downright antagonistic, when Erick told Kip the full story of why he needed threshing help. 

From there, things spiraled out of control rather fast. 

And now, standing on the bare orange rock outside of his house, next to his poor man’s silos of grain and beans, Erick felt like he was facing an immortal wrought firing squad. Three different people were all telling him he was doing the wrong thing, while only one person seemed to be on the fence. 

Kip said, “This is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” He rounded on Erick, saying, “They’re taking you for a long walk down a short tunnel. You know that right? Or maybe you don’t!”

Killzone loomed, saying, “I don’t like it. I don’t think you should do this. Not only are you empowering what is assuredly an enemy, but you are weakening your own resolve against what must come later.”

Erick scowled, saying, “I assure you, that I am perfectly aware of the necessity of what must come.”

“Are you?” Anhelia, full of anger, said, “You are too kind, Erick. They are using you. I’ve seen it before. I will see it again. And you. Are. Being. Used.” She turned to Silverite, demanding, “Talk him out of this!”

Silverite was the only hope Erick had, as she was the only one who did not immediately pounce on Erick’s idea as foolish. But now, as her thin lips turned to a frown, that little hope began to shrivel and die on the vine. 

Silverite looked directly at him, and said, “Erick. I understand your compulsion to help.” She glanced over to Poi, adding, “And since this compulsion is not magical, I was willing to hear you out. Here is my conclusion: You are cleared for helping Candlepoi—”

Kip shouted, “FUCKING SLAG, Silverite! You cannot be serious!”

Anhelia said, “I agree with Kipernikus. This is too foolish to even entertain.”

“It’s not too foolish! I’m perfectly aware of the depravity of the Shades,” Erick said.

Anhelia rounded on him, eyes wide and anger drawing her face into heavy lines. She almost shoved a pointed iron finger at his chest. But she stopped. She did not say anything. She shook her finger in barely checked rage. In a second, she forced herself to calm, dropping her hand to her side. She said, “All that you think you know is second hand knowledge, but this action will ensure that the Shades give you first hand knowledge.”

Erick said, “I know that Ar’Kendrithyst deserves total destruction.”

Anhelia scoffed a laugh, then turned away to hide the hurt in her eyes. For all their metallic nature, wrought certainly wore their emotions openly, sometimes. 

Erick waited for someone else to say something. 

“What are your thoughts, Silverite?” Killzone asked.

They all turned to her, as Silverite’s next words came telepathically, ‘They don’t have [Cleanse], but they could easily hire someone to [Cleanse] their food for them. Maybe they won’t. Maybe, we can make them dependent on Erick for food, and if they get uppity, we send them toxic goods. It would be easy enough to create a bean or a rice that would kill a shadeling.’

They all looked to Erick, as Erick had a minor breakdown. 

Could he do that? Could he poison people?

Holy shit!

He would have to, wouldn’t he? 

He sent, ‘Okay.’

Anhelia brightened, then shoved her emotions back below the surface. Kip looked unconvinced. Killzone simply nodded, while Silverite stood impassively. 

Erick pushed his luck. “What about me feeding them rads, too?”

The reaction he got was unexpected.

Anhelia said, “Yes. Do this.” She added, “If they remain monsters with rads in them, they will be much easier to pick out of society when necessary. If they start discarding their shadeling status, they could be worse than Hunters.”

Erick recoiled in disgust. He hadn’t even considered that angle. He almost changed his mind about helping them with food. But. No. He held firm. The shadelings would get their food… And their rads, too. And if they turned into betrayers Erick would…

Erick didn’t finish that thought. 

Killzone said, “Monsters who overeat rads doom themselves to a messy death. So them asking for rads is not a big deal on the surface. The danger of giving them rads is that you are interacting with evil, and it will pull you under when it gets a chance.”

Silverite said, “They also use those rads to get levels, so. It’s not a non-issue, but it’s close.”

Anhelia said, dismissively, “They’re capping out at around level 55, so that’s fine. Let them limit themselves.”

“What?” Erick asked. “What are you talking about?”

Silverite said, “Monsters gain experience differently than people. There have been many theories on the subject for a long time, but finding monsters that speak is a rarity, so all we’ve really had is observational data. Like how mimics are almost always level 30 or 31. Candlepoint is a wealth of information about Melemizargo’s forces that we’ve never known before. Almost every shadeling is somewhere between level 35 to 55.”

“You’re not the only archmage to visit that place, Erick,” Anhelia said, the venom of her voice barely hidden. “Some of them have been working to understand the enemy. Not feed them.” She winced at her own words, and turned away, saying, “I’ve had enough. Apologies, all. I can’t do this.” She walked away, her iron feet tapping hard on the orange stone as she left. 

Killzone watched her go for a short moment, then turned back to Erick, saying, “I don’t think you know what you’re doing, but a lot of us are scrambling for answers right now. Maybe you’ll find some, without them duping you into some wrongheaded action.” He glanced to Silverite, saying, “I’ve got to go.”

Silverite nodded. Killzone blipped away in a black flash. 

Kip said, “Fine. I guess we’re doing this. I got threshers you can use. Today only, though!” He glared at Erick, adding, “They need to get their own threshers. And you need to not help them so much. A little help is fine; it’s the…” He angrily said, “I’m not sure if it’s the right thing to do, but we’re doing it, by Rozeta. I guess we’re doing it. I’ll be right back.” He flickered blue; blipping away.

Silverite and Erick, and Poi, remained. 

Silverite asked, “Why are you doing this?”

“Because I feel for them.” Erick said, “And more importantly: No one should be born into a position where everyone is out to kill you, or thinks you’re a threat. They will become our worst fears because that is the only route they have left for themselves.”

“I can see how you would think that statement is valid. In most cases, it is. But not here. Not now. Not when it comes to Shades.” Silverite said, “So I will say this: Never appear to them in person. Never accept gifts without thorough vetting. I’d tell you to never make bargains, but that ship has sailed. And beware that the rest of the world might see this as aiding the enemy.” She stared at him, saying, “And now, I will impart unto you the wisdom we impart to every soldier who takes a tour of duty in Ar’Kendrithyst: never, ever, speak highly or lowly or about anything or anyone you might encounter out there. The Shades and their ilk will twist your sights and beguile your emotions. They will make you feel they are innocent of the killings they have done and caused. But not everyone who is dealt a poor fate in this world turns into a maniacal murderer, or a monster. They chose to become Shades. They chose the Darkness. You are not their savior. You are not a hero. You are a watchdog of civilization, here to ensure the Darkness remains controlled, and to bark loudly when it ventures out of bounds.”

Erick felt Silverite’s words as much as he heard them, especially that part about being dealt a poor fate. He had said basically the same thing to Bulgan. 

Erick said, “I understand. I may not have the same history as you and yours, but I understand.”

Silverite looked at Erick for a moment, then said, “Okay. I trust you. Don’t get suckered into doing something you don’t want—” 

A patch of air the size of a small car blipped blue, five meters away. Kip had come back and brought with him a metal box with cranks and gears and hoppers and funnels. 

Silverite finished, “Don’t let them orchestrate how you move, Erick. That’s the first step to finding yourself plummeting to your death.” She smirked, looking back at his silos, saying, “And don’t use stone from the ground to build structures. If everyone did that, then Spur would be full of holes. Get some stone from outside, and good luck.” And then she flashed silver, and was gone.

Kip called out, “Let’s get this thing done!” He asked, “You got [Control Item]?”

“I do,” Erick said, walking closer to Kip. “Never really used it before, though.”

Kip tapped his blue metal, dragonkin claws against the thresher, saying, “It’s easy enough.” He pointed to a complicated set of toothed gears, saying, “See this gear, here? All you gotta do is...”

After a few explanations and demonstrations, Kip left Erick with his machine. It was a heavy duty thing, weighing in at two tons of mostly solid metal. It was almost impossible to break, even with a poor application of [Control Item]. Erick still managed to break it, though. After a few [Mend]s and a few more tries to get it all right, white beans began pouring out one funnel, while dried, brown shells came flying out of the other. 

All the machine really did was bounce around the dried bean pods and then use a strong fan to blow away the shells. It was simple, and it was effective. It only took two hours to get through the beans. 

Erick packaged them in meter wide stone boxes, [Stoneshape]d out of sand from outside the city. It wasn’t like he was unaware of Spur’s ban on using the ground to make buildings. He just didn’t consider that fact last night. When he was done with the bean silos, he dropped them back into the stone underfoot, without issue. 

Dealing with the rice took a half hour setting and resetting the machine to the ‘rice’ setting, and then two more hours to get through all of his stock.

When he was done, he stepped back. He had seen what he was producing, well before now, but the amount of goods still stunned a little. After threshing, two silos of rice became one silo, which was still a good 25-ish cubic meters of rice. It was about the same for the beans. 

Erick’s [Teleporting Platform] could support around five tons, according to his other experiments. But it could only support six stone boxes. Meaning he had about 41 or 42 tons of produce. 

He did not expect nearly that much of a haul. But this was good, wasn’t it? He placed the goods under cool and dry temperature [Ward]s, and let them sit out in the sun, for now. 

When he was done, it was just past noon, and he was ready for lunch. Kiri had gotten sandwiches from ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ and they were delicious. Erick almost wondered after sources of meat for the shadelings of Candlepoint, but that was way too much assistance. Erick was already digging himself in deep; he would try to go no further. 

He wouldn’t deliver the goods until this evening, either. He would only visit Candlepoint at sunrise or sunset. His few moments of being out after full dark had been more than enough to warn him away from trying the city during the ‘dangerous’ hours. He wouldn’t be harmed himself, since he would be riding Ophiel, but anyone he interacted with might suffer because of his presence. 

Before he would do that, though, he went to his library, and with Kiri’s help, decided on a plan for automatic rad gathering.

 

- - - -

 

He found a decent enough spell: 

[Conjure Force Elemental] + [Telekinesis] + [Stoneshape] + Mana Shaping, 500 = [Gatherer] or [Stone Gatherer]

It was a simple combination, but it was a good one. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick, Kiri, and Poi, stood atop a [Teleporting Platform] that floated over orange dunes to the north of Spur, two [Teleport]s away. Looking out across the land, Erick saw agave half buried by the moving dunes, and mimics standing tall above the sands. 

He would have done this a single [Teleport] from Spur, but a sandstorm was moving in against the city. This far north, he was past the storm. 

Erick lowered the platform to touch down on the sands, and prepared his spell in his mind, linking form to function, and [Stoneshape] to rads. Rads weren’t exactly stones. In fact, they were as much of a stone as they were water, or air, or fire, or shadow or light. They were mana, and mana was possibility. But stone was a good place to start, because stone could also be used to carve into bodies, to get to the rads. The other elements could do that too, sure, but stone was the most versatile, and most readily transformed into blades. And so, Erick had made a rhyme, both because magic would need to fill in a lot of gaps, and a good version of [Gatherer] was extremely necessary for future endeavors.

Maybe he’d make a [Prismatic Gatherer] in the future, but that was a mountain to summit. This [Stoneshape] version was as simple as climbing a minor hill.

Erick breathed deep, then stepped off of his platform, onto the dune. He felt the sand shift under his feet. Some of it cascaded down the sides of the sandy hill, some of it just slipped into his shoes. This was fine. He smiled, as he imagined touching the world, and joked,

“There once was a being of tools

“that gathered according to rules

“on battlefields ended

“from targets intended

“And brought back plentiful [Jewels].” 

Mana rushed through Erick to join the sand in front of him, to soak in, changing inert sand into something else, something with movement. Sand slipped from sand as a creation of magic a meter tall stood up, into the air, dragging dirt with it, only to have excess whipped away by the wind. A blue box appeared.

 




	
Summon Jewels, instant, close range, 720 MP

Summon a creation of hardy stone that will retrieve a large amount of rads from as many monsters it can, while it can. Lasts 1 hour.








 

Erick smiled, as his attention returned to Jewels. The summon had not moved since it stood up, but as the wind uncovered more of it, Erick saw that ‘Jewels’ was a deceptively simple creation. 

It was a crystal. Perhaps quartz. Perhaps something else. But it was definitely clear stone, with six sides, a top that came to a point, a body about a meter long, and a bottom that also came to a point. It was a little rough, but it was pretty. Iridescence flickered across the skin of the summon, as it lazily turned in the air. What truly caught Erick’s attention, though, was the intent layered into the air around it, and the tiny cascades of sand it was touching off, five meters away from itself, in every direction. 

Erick turned left, and summoned a [Withering] onto the desert. Mimic kill notifications would have popped up, but Erick had already shoved them to the sides, as he watched Jewels’ reaction. Jewels did not react.

After a minute, the notifications stopped. 

Erick said, “Jewels—”

The creation perked up at its name. The intent Erick had seen touched off minor cascades of sand as it lifted up into the air, pulling a hundred different stone knives from the dune. 

“OooH!” Kiri said, backing up a bit on the floating platform. “Should we be worried, Erick?”

“No.” Erick watched, as larger knives and hammers, which were just hard packed rocks, lifted from the sand. “… Probably not.” He quickly said, “Jewels. Go collect the rads from the monsters I killed. Harm no living thing in the process.”

Jewels rushed down the face of the dune like a minor avalanche and a tornado, all at once. 

Erick Handy Aura’d himself off of the dune and back onto the [Teleporting Platform].

Kiri said, “Wow. That’s fast! Or…” She paused. “Hmm. Maybe not that fast, actually.”

Erick watched the summon go, and saw the problem Kiri saw. Jewels got to the first body and ripped into it, collecting a rad for its trouble. That rad was then stuck to the crystal in the center of the storm of blades, but then Jewels stopped. He waited. He was doing something, but whatever it was, was not visible.

It was a minute before Jewels took off again, headed straight for the next corpse, over fifty meters away. The corpse after that was only twenty meters away, and Erick could see it from here, but it took Jewels another minute to reach the conclusion that he had to go that way, and dig through that body. 

“I guess [Scan] magic is necessary.” Erick said, “I had hoped it wouldn’t be.”

“It was either [Scan] magic for a tier 3, or keeping it tier 2.” Kiri said, “This is still good. And you can summon a lot more than one.”

Erick rapidly summoned three more Jewels, and sent them off hunting for rads. They tore down the dune while Erick followed them on the hovering platform. 

Forty minutes and one grand chase later, Erick’s experiment ended with him standing on the top of a small dune, with a small pile of rads sitting on the sand in front of him. He counted 76, 10 mana rads, which was the number of mimics he had killed with one [Withering]. That many rads was worth 760 mana, or 380 gold. 

Erick smiled. 

Jewels could stay. Erick might even make him a tier 3 summon with [Cascade Imaging], later, once he got [Particulate Force]. 

And to help accomplish that, Erick decided to invent another spell, while he had time. He threw a hundred mana into the air, asking if a certain water gathering spell was possible. 

Phagar responded, ‘All versions have already been made. Water from stone. Water from air. Water from fire, too, but that one was kinda… not a good spell. Water from water was basically your [Distill], but not—’ He paused. He said, ‘I’m getting the go-ahead for you to try with your water spell, anyway. Something about making integration easier to—’ He spoke unintelligible, unhappy words to someone else, then came back to Erick, offhandedly complaining, ‘Apparently I shouldn’t have said that. Whoops.’

‘Oh… Okay?’

‘Good news, though: Particle Magic should be fully integrated in two months. That means ‘Particulate Force’ is going away, because all magic will once again be compatible with all other magic. The thing with [Ward] stopping Particle Magic will remain, though, and you’re gonna have to buy [Condense Particle] yourself, just like everyone else.’

‘Okay… That’s…’ Erick was… Happy about that? Yeah. He was happy about that. That saved him a Class Ability Slot. The rest of Phagar’s announcement was perfectly fine. Erick sent, ‘That’s great!’

‘Hopefully!’ Phagar’s connection broke.

Erick smiled, as he turned his attention to the sky. Poi and Kiri hovered on his platform, five meters away, while he stood on a small dune. 

Endless blue stretched from horizon to horizon, while a warm wind blew from the north. Not a single cloud marred the heavens. It was a beautiful sight. There probably wasn’t a lot of water up there, but he was still going to try. 

Erick called out to the firmament,

 

“A cy-cle exists for all to see! A twist of air, deposits thee

“upon the land for life to be, growing, here-now! Up goes the tree!

“But wind steals thee from land and sea, now down thy be, and hidden see?

“But then heat rises up and ‘round again, up goes the sky and rounds the bend!

“A sky of rain, waters the land! H and O and H take hands, 

“And down again and up and then, around and ‘round and ‘rounds the bend!

“A cy-cle exists for all to see, but here be now, I call to thee

“Come down the sky, water the land, grant us a blessing now and be

“By will and life and cycle seen! Be here! Be now! I call to thee!”

 

Erick collapsed to the side. The magic was over. 

It was only after it was over that he realized that Kiri and Poi had both been screaming at him, trying to get him to stop, but waves of power had been pushing them away. He also realized that the song he had spoken was not the one he had planned. He had planned a much shorter instance of magic. A much more controlled burst of power, and intent. 

What he got was something else. Some other force, speaking through him, guiding his words, calling to something deeper than Erick had intended. 

As Poi rapidly broke his rod of [Treat Wounds], healing Erick, staunching the flow of blood from his nose and ears, and Kiri yelled about getting out of there, Erick briefly read the blue boxes in front of him, ignoring the one about it being a Basic Tier spell.

 




	
Control Weather 1, one minute, super long range, <500 mana + Variable>

Change the weather in a location. Effect lasts longer if desired weather and location are conducive to each other. Minimum duration: <1 day>. Maximum duration: <1 month>. 

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script.

+3 ability points.








 




	
Uh. Sininindi is going to be pissed. Try getting in front of that one, this time. ~Rozeta.








 

Somewhere in all of that, the sky changed. Clouds appeared. Light, fluffy things, for sure. 

But nothing else happened. 

Erick smiled weakly as Poi yelled at him to accept a [Teleport]. He mumbled something that was almost a ‘yes’, but his voice was broken, even with all Poi’s healing. Erick tried to joke about Poi being ‘unable to get it up’, having broken his ‘rod’, but it was a weak joke, and both Poi and Kiri just paled. 

And then some other force took a hold of his mind. Poi’s sapphire blue eyes got really big, or maybe it was an illusion of some sort. The world flickered blue, twice, and then Erick was in the admissions room of the Church hospital. He knew this place. But everything was tainted red. He had blood in his eyes, didn’t he?

Oh. He had forgotten to check in on the Mage Trio, didn’t he? Eh. He forgave himself. He had a lot of projects on his plate, after all. As he tried to look around, but failed, the only coherent thought he barely managed to form, was that he did not have time for whatever was happening right now, so if everyone could please just let him get back to work, that would be great.

And then he knew no more, as sleep took him, dragging him under, while multiple hands lifted him up.
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                Erick laid upon a fluffy white cloud in the middle of an endless sky. The air was cool. Calm breezes tickled across his legs and arms. Iridescent scales flickered through the soft expanse.

 

- - - - 

 

A hard stone surface pressed against his back, while cold air touched his body. Pain was a distant fog, filled with a few unknown voices, until suddenly the world cleared, and Erick saw from his eyes, and felt from his body, and heard with his ears. Pain flowed everywhere, like a rapid tide. 

“Pain response,” said a woman. 

Ophiel trilled in nervous flutes.

Another woman, older, said, “Upping [Numb].”

“He’s coming around!” said a man. “My gods, what’s his Health Regen?”

“Classified,” said Poi, ever professional. 

Blood and flickering magics clouded his vision, red, silver, and a slightly different silver, but the red vanished in curls of thick air, and the magic soaked in. Pain vanished, but light still clouded his sight.

Erick tried to ask where he was, but his voice was broken. 

Poi said, “Don’t try to speak, or cast. I can relay your worries for now. We’re in the Church Hospital. High Priestess Darenka is here with the doctors—”

The older woman spoke, and this time Erick recognized her voice as Darenka’s, “Pain is vanishing. I’m guessing his Regen is higher than 10,000.” She said, “Tell me so I can do my job right.”

Poi said, “Higher than that.”

“Good. He’s fine, then.” Darenka’s voice turned to him. “You did some stupid shit again. The Storm Goddess is awaiting your response.”

A male voice said, “He doesn’t look fine.”

Erick tried to speak again, but nothing worked. He still couldn’t see—

Poi said, “His eyes are blind. His voice is broken.”

Darenka said, “[Greater Treat Wounds].”

Silver light flickered through his eyeballs, briefly blinding him, but the light died, and sight returned. Erick was on a stone surface in a white room, with his shirt removed. Darenka, the silverscale Head Priestess of the Interfaith Church glared down at him. She wore her usual silver, priestly robes. The doctors, Erick assumed, stood further down, wearing their white robes. There was a person behind him, but Erick couldn’t tell who it was. He couldn’t move. He tried to speak.

Behind him, Poi said, “Your voice should come back.” He said to the others, “He still can’t move.”

“It’ll come back. [Greater Treat Wounds] takes a desert minute.” Darenka said to Erick, “Try [Prestidigitation]. If you can cast that, then you should be good to return home.”

Right now, Erick couldn’t think to cast anything. He felt his mana inside of him, but it was a sluggish, weak thing. But [Prestidigitation] was one of the easiest spells he knew. Erick used it mainly for speaking through Ophiel, so he was well versed in this particular use of the spell. 

He cast. Ten mana twisted into the air, leaving Erick like a bee stinging his heart, leaving pins and needles in its wake all across his chest. He conjured, “Oww.”

One of the doctors said, “He’s fine. Minor soul damage. Should heal up in a few days. Until then, no major spellwork. Don’t do whatever you did for at least another month. A week, at the minimum.”

Erick almost laughed, but that hurt, like a casual stomp to his chest from an overeager sparring partner. The doctor’s words were correct, though. He would try not to ever purposefully sing a song like that at the sky again—

He rapidly said, “Don’t tell Jane.” Tingles briefly stretched through his legs and hands.

Ophiel, who had been floating to the side of the room and as tiny as a parakeet, slipped down onto Erick’s bare chest. Erick smiled at the little guy, while everyone else glanced at him, then ignored the [Familiar].

Poi said, “Jane has not been alerted. You’ve only been out for ten minutes. Maybe twelve.”

Darenka reached over and tapped his chest with a glowing finger. Warmth spread across his body. He felt better than before, but only marginally. Good enough to sit up, though. Mostly. Erick struggled to get up while pain and needles spiked off in random parts of his body, but he managed to get partially vertical. He smiled, and sweated, as he sat there, on the edge of the stone surgery table. 

Poi had to help him to stay vertical, but that was fine. And oh, hey! There’s Kiri, by the door. Erick smiled at her, and she just looked at him; worried. 

Darenka looked at him with a frown. She said, “Normally, I try to leave enthusiastic adventurers to a few days of pain. Reminds people that they’re mortal.” She touched him again with a glowing finger. He felt marginally better, again. She continued, “But I ain’t stupid enough to do that in times like these.” She got up in Erick’s face. Worried eyes bored into him, as she said, “Expect a big bill.”

Erick smiled, feeling the nerves in his body tingle as he did. He spoke, with his actual voice this time, “Suurre-k.” He coughed a little. He managed to speak on his own, but his voice was a ragged mess, “Sure. Thank you.”

Darenka leaned back. She glanced to the doctors, and the two of them quickly exited the room. She turned back to Erick, asking, “So what’d you make? Sininindi is demanding you give that spell to her. She is saying that she will go to war, this time, if you either misuse that magic, or interfere with her people.”

“I had hope-ekK—” Erick coughed again. 

Darenka pulsed with thick air. 

Whatever was clogging Erick’s throat, vanished. He breathed easier. He said, “Thank you.”

She nodded, waiting.

Erick had hoped that he had proven himself as capable of leaving Sininindi’s interests alone. He had almost said that, too. But he changed his tactic. He asked, “Is Sininindi a good goddess?”

Darenka said, “She’s about as neutral as the rest of ‘em, and as much of a twit when she gets her sails in a twist.” She added, “But Sininindi will sink your ship if you piss her off, and you’re at the edge of the storm, Erick.”

Erick sighed. He spoke to the air, “Dear Sininindi. I ask for your assistance with keeping Candlepoint from going out of control. In exchange, I will cast the spell I made in an appropriate location or two of your choosing, once per year, for as long as friendly relations last. I will also accept gold or whatever, for more castings, as I can fit into my schedule. Or, I will accept your help in making a single artifact of the spell in question, and then deliver it to your people.” He added, “In all cases you are not getting the spell I made. No one is. But it’s already locked to Particle Mage only, and I’m sure you know how difficult that will be for others to acquire.” 

A blue prompt appeared.

 




	
Special Quest!

Create an artifact of [Control Weather], and deliver it to the Priestesses of the Storm.

Reward: ???








 

Erick stared at the box. He looked up, asking, “What? No help to make it?”

Darenka looked away from the air, saying, “She says that she’ll give you time, and that’s it.”

Erick wondered if Sininindi thought to make him use Koyabez’s artifact creation magic in order to complete her quest. He almost added that he would not use Koyabez’s magic to fulfill Sininindi’s demands, but… Oh. But wouldn’t that be fun? Make an artifact of ‘Calm Storm’? Heh.

Eh. He wouldn’t do that. Sininindi seemed alright, according to everything he knew. A lot of sailors prayed to her to guide them safely home, and she did. 

… The more Erick learned about the gods, the more they seemed like really strong, distant spellcasters, and less like ‘gods’. 

Or maybe his knowledge of the world was vastly behind the curve, and he was ascribing his own notions to beings that were inherently unknowable. They seemed helpful most of the time, and all the ‘Dark Gods’ were gone, so maybe he shouldn’t think so poorly about goddesses looking out for their flock?

If people stopped praying to them for help, or something, they would turn ‘dark’, like what had almost happened to Atunir at the beginning of the fall of Quintlan, when [Create Food and Water] was a part of the Open Script—

“Ah.” Erick asked, “Controlling the weather would be a direct attack against Sininindi’s domain, and thus her, wouldn’t it?”

Darenka smiled a little. “No. You have that wrong. One man, no matter how strong, cannot ever hope to surmount a god.”

Erick did not disagree, but only to avoid an argument. 

According to everything he knew, you could attack a god. You just had to attack their worshipers, or their worship itself. But since that was something that Erick would never do, except against maybe Melemizargo, there was no need to further pursue that thought with High Priestess Darenka. 

He said, “Thanks for the help, Darenka.”

Darenka further helped Erick off of the stone table, keeping him upright as she said, “Steady now.” She added, “You’ll be okay.”

Erick smiled, as he managed to stand under his own power. He said, “So this is a good time to solve another problem I was looking to solve.”

Darenka asked, “What’s on your mind?”

“I want to help Spur’s Care Services. Do you have a suggested donation size?”

“We do.” She turned slightly business-like, saying, “It’s a sliding scale based on income, but adventurers can give anything they want. We suggest a single percent of whatever you take in every month, tithed to the whole Church. That’s more than enough to cover everything from Spur’s Care Service, to childcare for working parents, to healing for the less fortunate, and all the rest of our community upkeep. You won’t get bills for most healing services, either.” She added, “But if you wish to give directly to the Care Service, then a half a percent is good enough. You can get that all worked out at the Mage Guild Bank; they do that sort of thing all the time.”

Erick smiled, saying, “That works, too. I’ll do 1-point-5 percent, and get it worked out at the bank.”

She added, “It’s tax deductible, too!”

“Good to know.” 

Erick did not mention that he still had about 5 months tax free, thanks to an ultraviolet lightward he wrapped around a stone and gave to Silverite. Darenka’s words jolted loose a bit of concern in that direction, though. How bad were his taxes going to be?

 

- - - -

 

Erick frowned a little as he sat down in his chair, in the library. 

The tax rate for an adventurer was 50 percent. 

It wasn’t a tax on everything made after a certain amount, either. It was straight-up, half of what you made. Erick wasn’t exactly mad at that. He saw Spur growing all around him, and he knew that the money was probably going to end up spent on the war effort, or on keeping people alive, or on normal infrastructure. He was also absolutely sure that he was fabulously wealthy. 

And besides that, according to Kiri, a 50% rate on adventurers was pretty low, and there were a lot of ways to get around that requirement. The Adventurer’s Guild knew all of the monsters she killed at the behest of Mog, so those were the only ones she was officially taxed on, because it was easier to fall in line with the system than to try and avoid payments. Apparently, avoiding taxes is one of the largest ways that people got exiled from Spur, or worse, had their guild cards taken away from them. As long as you played along with the law, to the letter of the law, then you were fine—

Teressa tapped on the open door of the library. Ophiel perked up, on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick looked up. “What’s up?”

“I heard about what happened, and so did Merit, but Merit is still asking for imaging.”

“Oh, damn!” Erick got to his feet, disturbing Ophiel into flute sounds, as he said, “I forgot.” He almost summoned another Ophiel and sent him blipping over to Merit, but he could already tell that spending that amount of mana was going to hurt. As he touched upon his mana pool, his nerves and stomach fluttered around like butterflies caught in a blizzard. He said, “I’ll be better tomorrow. It’ll have to be tomorrow.” He looked to the window, and saw twilight spreading across the sky. He frowned. “I can’t even get my shipments out to Candlepoint, tonight.”

“No problem, Boss. I’ll let her know.” She added, “Dinner is ready, too.”

Erick smiled. “I could eat.”

After dinner, came bed. Maybe he could get his Candlepoint shipment out at sunrise. 

The rice and beans were stacked and packaged and fully exposed, out there in the open air outside the house. There was little danger in anything happening to them, but there was a ‘Blighter’ on the loose, and word about the purpose of those goods had to have gotten around by now. So Erick had Ophiel blip out there and spend almost his entire self putting up a [Prismatic Ward] around the goods. When the little guy came back inside he was tattered and winded, but he recovered fast enough in the Restful air of the house.

 

- - - -

 

Erick woke while the sky was still purple and stars faintly twinkled in the west. It was the perfect time to get up. Ophiel fluttered up from the bed, squawking in annoyed flute sounds as Erick got up for the day. 

A quick trip to the bathroom and a quick change of clothes happened first, then came coftea down in the kitchen. By that time, Erick was awake enough to try casting and making breakfast, and Kiri had joined him. 

“Good morning, Kiri,” Erick said, cracking eggs into a bowl with his Handy Aura, while also flipping potatoes and onions on the flat top, and grabbing flour from the pantry a few meters away. He sipped the coftea in his normal hands, adding, “Looks like I’m all better.”

Kiri nodded. She sipped her coftea, then asked, “So what spell did you make? Sininindi seemed rather interested.”

She tried to play it cool, but Erick saw the emerald glint in her eyes. She was excited and terrified and worried, all at once. Erick had dodged every opportunity to divulge what he had made yesterday, and no one had directly asked him, but now that Kiri had directly asked him...

Erick played it cool, too, as he said, “Just a little spell called [Control Weather].”

Kiri flinched. “Oh?” Her voice pitched up. “Okay.” She returned to normal, saying, “That’s… interesting.”

Erick popped the blue box for [Control Weather] into the air, and directed it to Kiri. She almost snatched it up, but she restrained herself at the last moment. She just let the box hang there, in the air, as she read. 

She said, “That could change a lot of lives.”

“Yeah.” Erick said, “But now I need to make an artifact of [Control Weather] for Sininindi to keep her off of my back, and I have no idea how.”

“You could make a large structure, like a Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove, but I don’t think a Goddess would appreciate something breakable and fixed in location like that.”

Erick paused. He could do that. But maybe he shouldn’t? He said, “I haven’t even made one of those stoves, yet. Didn’t get that far.”

Kiri nodded. “I sent Sunny out to the spot where you created the spell. I didn’t see much besides clouds, and I don’t think she wants simple clouds.”

“Oh! I haven’t done that yet.” Erick summoned an Ophiel—

His hand twitched, sending tingling across the outside of his arm as mana left his body and coalesced into another Ophiel. The Ophiel turned out fine, and the tingling went away, but Erick was not fully recovered. He flexed his hand a little. Nothing else happened. With a wordless command, Erick sent the second Ophiel blipping out to the casting site. 

The sun was just barely beginning to peek over the horizon, sending gold into the sky to chase away the night, but the results of [Control Weather] were rather visible. Erick laughed a little. Clouds hung in the air, taking up half of the sky. They were not the wispy, barely existent clouds common to Crystal Forest mornings. They were strong, fluffy things, cutting sunlight into ribbons. The kind that made you wonder if they were going to open up to flood your part of the world.

Ophiel looked down, to the spot where Erick had stood when he created [Control Weather].

Dunes expanded outward in concentric circles, becoming swirls and curls after the first several indistinct circles, like a god had touched down and made a Zen garden for a good kilometer in every direction. This sandy ‘garden’ was also perfectly dry. 

For all the clouds in the sky, there had been no rain.

Erick came back to himself, saying, “Big clouds! But no rain.”

“No rain,” Kiri agreed. 

Breakfast was a quick affair for Erick. He just had some toast and eggs, while Kiri took over and finished what he had started. 

Erick went to the library and sat down in his chair; he had to bring his supplies to Candlepoint before sunrise got too far away from him. After a quick check on his supplies, a [Cleanse] over them just to be safe, and the conjuring of his entire team of Ophiel, along with the barest bit of pain at drawing out that much mana, Erick blipped his shipment to Candlepoint.

 

- - - -

 

Candlepoint was a dark blot of walls and buildings separating the purple sky from the wavy blue dunes of the Crystal Forest. 

Erick’s Ophiels had not appeared where they were supposed to appear. He had to be three, maybe four kilometers from the city. He moved the lead Ophiel forward, and discovered the problem. The air was full of buzzy, itching mana. It wasn’t entirely unpleasant, but it was a background problem; like drying out after going for a swim in the salty ocean. The sky seemed to cling to Ophiel. There was only one explanation: it had to be Bulgan’s [Teleport Lock].

… Erick really needed to invent that spell, too. If not that, then maybe a smaller version, that he can use to tag individuals. [Force Bolt] plus [Teleport] plus [Dispel]? Maybe stick an ‘aura’ around a person that blocked a set amount of [Teleport]s? What was ‘Aurify’, really? 

Ophiels flew forward to the gate of Candlepoint, deep into the [Teleport Lock]—

The Lock faded, for whatever reason, as Erick’s nine Ophiel, flying in formation, got within a hundred meters of the gate. The guards had seen him coming for a while. As the lead Ophiel got off of his platform and floated forward, the guards inside the gate stepped to attention. 

Justine appeared behind them, quickly moving out into the street, her grey and white robes fluttering around her arms and feet as she took her position near the front. She glanced behind Ophiel, and her cloudy grey eyes were full of hope, but she quickly reoriented onto the feathered [Familiar]. 

She was not the only one to give quiet reverence to the platforms of stone boxes floating in formation behind the first Ophiel. Justine bowed, and the other guards bowed with her. 

She stood up, saying, “Welcome back, Archmage Flatt.”

“Yes yes. I don’t trust you yet. But I’m willing to try.” Erick said, “I’ve got 42 tons of bulk rice and beans here for you. I don’t know how long it will last, but I’m sure you can tell me when you get low.” He gestured with his lead Ophiel to the others. The other Ophiel each cast a few [Cleanse]s into their nearby goods. “Cleaned and dried and ready for boiling or whatever you want to do with them.” He asked, “Do you all have [Stoneshape]? Or some way to take them? Or should I drop them off somewhere inside the city?”

Justine said, “Thank you, archmage. We can take them from here. We have [Telekinesis] and [Stoneshape].” She glanced behind her at the guards. 

The four guards behind Justine and another four guards from the other side of the gate, moved out, as Erick guided the floating platforms closer. It wasn’t long till every box on every platform floated into the guardhouses, disappearing into the shadows. When the last one went inside, one of the guards returned, carrying a small, cloth bag. He handed the bag off to Justine. 

She frowned at the small thing, then looked at the guard. The guard mouthed ‘Sorry’ in Inferni, the language of the incani. Erick had gotten pretty good at both Inferni and Karstar, the language of human nobility and the angels, recently, but aside from an orcol and a blackscale dragonkin, every guard by the gate was incani. With all his eyes in the area, he saw that some of the shadeling guards were not able to hold back the shame in their eyes, as they spotted the tiny sack in Justine’s hand. 

Justine turned to Erick saying, “It appears that we are accepting a little under 2 tons of foodstuffs as the equivalent of 1000 mana in rads. Meaning…” She rushed, saying, “Meaning that we have decided to pay you 21 darkchips for the whole of your foodstuffs.” She blinked, as though remembering something, and quickly rushed to pull a thick letter from the folds of her robe. “And! And we have a letter from Mephistopheles, regarding the bargain you made with him.” She held out the letter and the sack to Ophiel.

Erick brushed over their exchange rate of food to darkchips —he would calculate that all out later to see how much they screwed him— and accepted both the bag and the letter, saying, “Acceptable.” He turned a few eyes upward, to look at the large crystal in the center of Candlepoint. “So what happened with the [Teleport Lock]?”

Justine followed his gaze. “I’m not sure, but Master Shadoweater usually only spreads his Blessing for when there’s an attack on the Crystal.” She turned to Ophiel, asking. “Would you like to see the Crystal? That’s where people go to exchange the darkchips for items.”

“Nope.” Erick said, “I’m not comfortable with any of this.”

Justine straightened her back. Her white horns glinted in the early morning light, as she bowed her head, saying, “We understand. Thank you for participating in the growth of Candlepoint.” She raised her head. “Your food will help to save a lot of lives from degradation and misery.”

Erick paused. He almost offered them more help. But then he stopped, and redirected his words. “Were you waiting for me, Justine?” He asked, “How did that happen? How does this work, with you?”

“I volunteered to be assigned to host a single archmage, and when you appeared, I was assigned to you.” She said, “I will continue to be here for when you appear, if it pleases you. I live in a small house just past the guardhouse.” She pointed to the left of the gate. “Over there.”

“You have a life outside of running when I come, don’t you? It seems like you’re forcing yourself to serve my needs and I don’t like that. I’m not sure how comfortable I am with this arrangement.” 

“I am active most during sunset and sunrise, like most of my people.” Justine said, “But besides that, I work with others to help people into homes and such. Please do not worry over my arrangements. I am happy with my life.”

“Moving on, then:” Erick asked, “Can I expect the same amount of darkchips for the next batch?”

Justine turned solemn, saying, “I will try to increase the payment for next time.”

“Sure.” Erick offered, “I was thinking of also giving you a hand up, instead of a handout. Do you want rain?”

Two of the guards beside the gate instantly gave a tiny, happy laugh, while others shushed them and the rest displayed open joy. 

Justine’s eyes sparkled with hope, ignoring the tiny commotion around her, as she said, “It will be difficult to get others to accept, but, yes! I would like to try. Would you be willing to talk to—”

The sky shifted.

A plume of shadows swirled down next to Justine, rapidly resolving into black horned, dark haired Bulgan. He smiled. Bright white teeth flickered out of the shadows covering his body. Erick felt a chill, followed almost instantly by a radiant anger, but he kept that emotion inside.

Justine stepped to the side, as pure training overtook everyone in the area. 

Erick said, “What do you want.”

“I want to see what this is.” Bulgan held up his hand, holding the bulky letter Justine had given Erick. “Seems important.”

Ophiel squawked, as the [Familiar] picked up on Erick’s indignation and disgust. How had Bulgan gotten the letter from him? Ophiel had a good grip on that letter!

Erick watched, as Bulgan opened the letter. He unfolded out five sheets of coarse paper from the interior, and flipped through. His smile got wider. He flicked the papers into the air where dark fire consumed them, turning parchment to dust and ash, as he turned his attention to Justine.

Justine’s facade was impeccable. She showed no remorse, or weakness, or anger, or anything, as Bulgan looked her over. Whatever he was looking for, he must not have found it. He turned to Ophiel. 

“That should not have happened.” Bulgan said, “The price of knowing how magic works, at all, is 100,000 darkchips. Looks like at least two people need to be taught a lesson!”

Bulgan vanished in a flicker of darkness, before Erick could speak otherwise. The Shade instantly returned with his hands upon the necks of two people.

As darkness resolved, and recognition of one of the two people took hold, all rational thought fled Erick’s mind. Bulgan’s left hand was wrapped around the neck of the sequined, red-horned Mephistopheles; the operator of the Garrison, and the one who had given Erick a bit of spellwork that he never got a chance to read. Mephistopheles wasn’t the important person here, though.

In Bulgan’s other hand was the neck of a redscale man. Where Mephistopheles winced under the iron grip of his master, trying not to move, this other man stood straight and tall. Proud. Defiant. He accepted his fate with stiff shoulders and loose hands. He looked different than Erick remembered; shadows flickered around the edges of his bright grey eyes, collected in the folds of his dirty clothes, and across his shoeless feet. But the face, and the posture, and the voice, were the same.

The man said, “Just kill me already.”

Bulgan laughed loud, then released his grip on his ‘hostages’. He said, “I can kill you with a thought, so don’t even think of moving a finger.”

The man lifted his pointer finger and his middle finger toward Bulgan. “I must not be thinking.” He asked Erick, “Is my daughter okay?”

Bulgan stepped forward and with a casual, harsh push, laid both Mephistopheles and the man who was certainly not who he looked like, onto the ground. 

It was a trick of some sort. It had to be, because Valok was dead. 

Bulgan demanded, “A punishment game! For giving away the secrets of the Clergy for free—”

“I’m paying in rads, asshole,” Erick said, ignoring the trauma sprawled out on the sands near the gate. “If the spell works.”

“Nope!” Bulgan said, “That’s not how this works.” He gestured to the two men, saying, “Choose a man to die for the crimes of Mephistopheles.”

“I choose you, Bulgan.” Erick said, “Die for the crimes of your underlings.”

Bulgan laughed. “Do you want to play by Perfect Speech Rules?” He said, “Because I can do that.”

“Do you want me to say ‘yes’, so that you can hold off on the sentencing, indefinitely?”

“Choose anything at all, or nothing, so that whatever you say, I can twist to my benefit.”

Erick stared at Bulgan with all of Ophiel’s eyes. He glanced several eyes toward ‘Valok’. “Delia is probably fine.” As the probable impostor tensed, and clearly wanted to know more, Erick ignored the redscale man, and said, “I still pick you, Bulgan, because with the way you treat them, I don’t understand how every single Shadeling hasn’t been struck with the Slave Class.”

Bulgan smiled, but it was fake. He was ticked. He happily said, “Since you are incapable of deciding, I will pick for you.”

Bulgan raised his hand. Erick watched, suddenly frozen in hatred and fear.

The Shade pointed to Mephistopheles, then Valok, then Justine, then back to Valok, each time grinning wider—

Erick said, “Kill them all, please, so that I know that Candlepoint is beyond redemption, and that everyone deserves to die, but most of all you, Bulgan.” Erick’s voice turned hard. “As soon as a single one of them perishes, I am opening up on you and your entire city. I will start this war, right now, and it won’t end until Ar’Kendrithyst is a melted pile.”

Bulgan lowered his hand, smiling wider. “Good to know that I have a trigger on hand.” He spoke to the shadelings, “Carry on, free people of Candlepoint!”

The Shade vanished in a wash of shadows. 

Valok sarcastically said, “Thank—”

“Shut up, liar.” Erick said, “I don’t know who you are, but you cannot be Valok.”

Valok sniffed then sighed, then stood up. His shoeless feet sunk into the sands that spilled into the city.

Mephistopheles got to his feet with the help of a nearby guard, saying, “Sorry about the spellwork, archmage. I did not expect that to happen. I haven’t seen Master Bulgan since—”

Erick said, “Just tell me why ‘Class: Slave’ doesn’t get slapped on all of you.”

“Mas—” Justine’s voice cracked. She composed herself, and said, “Master Shadoweater does not interfere with the workings of the city. To us, he is the dragon on the mountain, or the king in a faraway land. We cannot go against him, for it is only by his grace that we are able to exist at all.” She said, “If we leave the city, we are killed on sight by others.”

Mephistopheles said, “Some of us have tried to kill him. Those people died for their sins against the Clergy.” He brushed off his red tuxedo, which was made of scales this time instead of sequins, and said, “And now, if you will excuse me, I am not dead today, and I cannot fulfill my end of our bargain, archmage, so I need to get back to the Garrison.” He asked the nearby guard, “Will some of you fine people please escort me home? I’m not walking through that crowd alone.”

Erick had seen the morning crowd before now, of course. Armored groups and penniless shadelings walked the main street, about a block from the gate. It was just like the last time Erick had been here, but this time, some people were watching from this side of the road. Shadelings and otherwise both waited for something else to happen at the gate. It was highly doubtful that they hadn’t already overhead everything that had happened.

Two of the guard immediately jumped at the chance to escort Mephistopheles back to the Garrison. 

Mephistopheles turned to Erick, asking, “A [Cleanse], please, if you’d be so kind. I pissed and shat myself a little.”

Erick obliged, catching everyone by the gate in thick air. Sweat, dirt, grime, and more, floated away from every person. 

Mephistopheles sighed, thick air curling out of his mouth, as he said, “I miss that spell the most. Nothing else can get you quite as clean.” He turned to his guards, saying, “Come along, you two! We have a breakfast buffet to keep orderly, and a morning show to resume!” He walked off, down the road, his guards rushing to catch up, and surround him. 

Erick turned to ‘Valok’, asking, “When the fuck did you get alive? Or— What the fuck— No. Fuck you. What happened? No. You’re not real. Nevermind.” He turned to Justine, saying, “Rains? Yes? No?”

Valok stepped forward, saying, “Rains yes. North of the city. I’ll grow everything and organize others who want to participate.”

Justine frowned. She turned to Valok, rapidly saying, “You are not cleared for interacting with people your eyes are cloudy and you most especially do not have the political weight necessary to—” She stopped herself. She turned away, saying, “Go back to the homes and wait your turn. Meditate. Reconnect with your previous life in a respectful—”

“Fuck your respect! Fuck you! You did this to me, and you’re going to make it right!” Valok said, “I’m a gods damned farmer! Let me farm!” Shadows bubbled from his eyes, like dark smoke, as his mouth turned to sharp fangs. “You let me farm or so help me gods—” He cried out in pain as shadows bubbled from his mouth like crude oil.

Erick had successfully cut off all his emotions before this scene between Justine and not-Valok played out. He watched, impassionately, as not-Valok crashed to the ground, and began thrashing. Justine muttered curses as she and three guards restrained not-Valok on the ground as the false man thrashed out his seizure. 

When Valok was still, and silent, two guards loaded him onto a stretcher and took him away, down the street a little, and then down an alleyway. 

Justine’s voice brought Erick back to the moment, as she said, “He has a very strong connection to his past, but he is much too young to be out here. Hopefully, he will recover.”

Erick said, “He got worse as he called out to the other gods.”

Justine flinched rigid for a moment. “That’s not… Not exactly true. That’s not what happened, there.”

“Then tell me the truth.”

Justine said, “The souls that are gifted rebirth as shadelings are not truly alive until they are centered and fully severed from Death. It is a process akin to necromancy or incarnation or embodiment, or conjuring a life from [Conjure Force Elemental], or growing up from child to adult.”

“Call out to a god right now.”

Justine stood strong, saying, “I will not. It is highly disturbing to my shadeling self to call attention to my half-living nature, and I do not wish to be lost in the dark, ever again.” 

“Fine.” Erick said, “Have a plan for growing your own food the next time I’m here. It might be a few days.”

Justine’s strong countenance remained, as she said, “Thank you, archmage.”

Erick dismissed his Ophiel at Candlepoint, and came back to himself, sitting in his chair in Spur. Rage and burning need coursed through his veins as his heart pumped hard and angry. He focused on everything that had just happened, calming his rage, trying to pick out the best path forward.

Certain people would need to be involved, now that something looking like Valok was there.

Erick quickly landed on a plan. It would make a certain young girl rather angry, but right now, Delia’s need for space was not a concern. A thing that resembled her father was being used against Erick, and therefore she would be used against him too, if she wasn’t already. If she wasn’t tainted by Shades, then Erick needed Delia to come back into the fold, right now, before she caught wind of the lookalike in Candlepoint.

Teressa sat across from him, sipping her morning coftea, looking up from her book at him. She asked, “Rough reception?”

“Yes.” Erick asked, “Where’s Poi? There was a lookalike shadeling in—”

Teressa shuddered. She gripped the cup in her hand too hard, cracking the porcelain, dropping hot liquid all over her book and her lap. “Ah. Shit.” She looked down, but did not move. She just let the coftea steam on her lap and the book. After a moment, she [Cleanse]d the mess away, and [Mend]ed the book. She looked up to Erick saying, “They hardly ever do that.”

Poi appeared in the doorway, as though summoned. He said, “Here’s the bad news: Valok will be—”

Teressa gasped, then got angry. “Valok? Really?!”

Pain bubbled up in Erick’s chest. “Yes. Valok. Others too, no doubt.”

Teressa breathed deep.

Poi continued, “He’ll be a mouthpiece for the Shades as long as he remains a shadeling.” Poi smiled a little, as he said, “The good news, is that with the recent revelation that shadelings can turn back into their original race, maybe he won’t always be a mouthpiece for the Shades.”

Erick felt some weird, bubbly kinda way, as Poi’s words sank in. He didn’t know whether to laugh or cry or sink into a deep depression. He was certainly not going to accept Poi’s idea as actually possible, though. Not right now. 

Teressa’s feelings were quite obviously not like Erick’s. Her lips turned downward into a frown, revealing huge fangs that seemed even larger than normal. Her eyes flickered with grey light as she breathed deep, trying to control her anger. 

She could not control her anger.

Erick had never seen it before, but he had read about the Rage of the Orcols. It was a magical affliction that was imbued into their entire people when trolls and orcs became one, that caused widespread, global wars, that destroyed so, so much, as the Horde killed everything that was not them. But then Aloeth, the Goddess of Beauty and of the Elves, became the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, transforming herself to survive the death of her original people, wrapping her divine might into the orcols, subduing their Rage. To this day, those with orcol blood in them still produced Ragers that had to be put down before they got too old to be controlled. But almost every orcol had a bit of the Rage in them. Usually, it never came out. 

Other times, a perfectly normal orcol would experience an event so traumatic and defining, that the spark of Rage they carried within them would catch fire, turning into an inferno.

Erick knew this, intellectually. He did not know what it meant, though.

But as he saw grey light flicker across Teressa’s skin, turning pink, then red, he knew the Rage for what it was.

Erick’s library was trashed in two short seconds as Teressa and her scream filled the space. His [Personal Ward] was ripped down to nothing. His right arm hung loose in its socket, for he had foolishly reached out to her as she transformed.

As orange rock rained down, Erick revoked Teressa’s [Prismatic Ward] permissions. 

She froze in the middle of killing Poi. Her magic color had changed to bright, yet dark, neon red. She had grown armor of the same color, that did not really look like armor at all, but like swords and hatred hammered into place across her body. 

Locked to the dense air all around her, she could not breathe, she could not move, and her horrible scream turned to nothing. But her eyes were balls of red radiance, and her Rage was a palpable force pushing out from her bladed body, ever so slightly carving into the [Prismatic Ward] that held her immobile. 

Three seconds had passed. 

Erick quickly dipped the stone floor out from Poi, to pull him off of Teressa’s long claws. He was bleeding from five different gut wounds, but he was alive. Erick had Ophiel blip to the other room and blip back with a rod of [Treat Wounds]. Poi got his emergency healing and Erick repaired his arm back into its socket, all while Teressa hung frozen amid dense air. 

Kiri spoke from beyond the hole in the library’s ceiling, “FUCK!”

“She—” Poi coughed, “She’ll live.” He held his chest, wincing, as he admitted, “I should have— Shit. This is my fault. I hadn’t considered...”

Erick asked, “What was that?”

“Trauma, untethered.” Poi said, “She can still hear and see us, and has access to all of her normal skills and spells, except Spatial magic. She’s going to remember all of this, too.” Poi stood up with Erick’s help, saying, “After she drops off from lack of air, you need to leave her there, Erick. She’s going to try and trick us into letting her go early, but we cannot. Keep her alive with the rod of [Treat Wounds].” He stood a bit straighter. “When her magic goes back to grey, and she actually falls asleep, she’ll be okay.”

Erick looked to Teressa. She was still very red, and still fully locked in an attack position in the air, one hand made of swords pointed at a space that no longer held a target, the other hand made of shields. She had taken her [Conjure Weapon] and twisted it into something primal, something that covered her whole body, and continued to shift a little under the dense air holding her aloft, trying to cut into the air around her, and failing. 

She flickered brighter every now and then, but four minutes passed safely enough. The fire in her eyes faded. Erick tapped her with healing magics and her color returned, brighter than ever, flare red and hateful. 

She nodded off after a minute, her light dimming. Erick tapped the rod against her shielded arm, but she had tricked him. The shields on her arm turned to jaws, but as soon as they opened, dense air flooded the space, locking those jaws open. She had been faking her fall to unconsciousness. 

Erick asked Poi, “Is she going to be okay?”

“She should be okay. But. Shit. I should have seen that coming.”

“What happened to her?”

Poi looked up at Teressa while Teressa glared down at him, her eyes going from hateful to hurtful in a split second. “Yeah. You understand.” Poi said to her, “So if you don’t want me to tell them why this happened, then come down from this.” He paused. He said, “I can break protocol in certain situations, and this is one of them.”

Teressa flared red again. 

Erick watched as her sword armor cracked into the dense air around her, like knives being driven into steel. Her knives were winning.

And then she dimmed again, darker this time. She had spent herself struggling, and failed. Erick tapped her with the rod of [Treat Wounds].

It took an hour to get her to calm. When that happened, her armor dissipated, leaving her covered in bleeding wounds. Half an hour after that, when her wounds finally healed over and blood stopped welling up onto her skin, there was an almost-mistake, but Erick quickly rescinded her permissions when her grey magics turned pink and she lunged at Poi. 

Another half hour and she was down. Her eyes were back to emerald, her skin was back to a healthy green, and her magic was grey. 

Erick dropped her out of the air, onto a waiting bed. A quick floating brought her to the third story classroom, where the walls were covered in dense air, but the center was not. Erick rescinded her permissions again. 

When she woke up, hopefully she would be herself. She had gone almost two hours without a proper breath of air. 

Erick asked, “I’m tempted to ask about brain damage, but she’s regrown her head. So… I don’t know.”

Kiri watched Teressa from the doorway, next to Erick and Poi. She asked, “Brain damage?”

“From lack of air,” Erick said. “From being stuck in the [Prismatic Ward].”

Kiri said, “I don’t think it works like that.”

“It killed a lot of people in Odaali.”

“Those people died, though.” Kiri said, “Teressa certainly did not die.”

Poi said, “She’ll be groggy. She might come back bubbly, like the last time. She might come back fully aware of what happened.” He said, “Every case of Rage is different.”

Kiri whispered, “What set her off?”

Poi breathed deep. He said, “She can tell you, if she comes back.” He spoke louder, projecting his voice into the classroom, saying, “If she doesn’t come back, then I’ll tell you.”

- - - -

 

The Forest bloomed all around, in pinks and reds and yellows, while strong trees reached up to the green, leafy sky. Rich brown dirt crunched underfoot, as a breeze wound through the ferns and the flowers, bringing with it the smell of fresh rain, the sounds of countless animals fucking or trying to fuck, and the touch of cold, endless death. 

A bone cropped up from a shallow burial at the base of two trees. Three skulls stared sightless out into the Forest. A ball of snakes slithered out from a ribcage, as Teressa stepped down nearby. For a brief moment, the snakes were intestines spilling out into the open, and that brought Teressa a stretch of joy to see a familiar sight in an unfamiliar way. 

… Feeling joy at seeing spilled intestines brought a small pause, but whatever. 

Teressa walked through the Forest—

She stopped. She looked around. “Why am I in the Forest?”

The trees and the soil, the bones and the birds, they were less solid than mist. The canopy was a green sky. The ground was brown marble. Trees were flickering lights shining down from above, that were brown one moment, and then deep, deep red. The world was awash in the colors of Rage. 

Teressa said, “Shit.”

Memories flooded back, as red light became red liquid, became blood, became a flood, sweeping Teressa off her feet, carrying her down, down—

She fought the river. She discarded her armor with a thought; it dragged her down. She discarded her clothes with another thought; they dragged her down. She discarded her—

NEED TO KILL 

HAVE TO KILL

KILL THEM ALL

The River of Rage pulled Teressa along for the ride. Red got in her eyes and blinded her. It got in her lungs and stole her breath. Her hands turned to jelly, then to water. Her feet became one with the river. Her eyes fell in step with the rest of her drowning self. 

THEY LIED TO ME

YOU CAN TURN A SHADELING BACK TO A PERSON

I’LL NEVER FORGIVE THEM

KILL THEM ALL

KILL EVERYONE

Teressa lost herself to the Rage.

But she was not lost. Another saw her plight. They reached down with a firm grip, and pulled a thread of red from the river. 

“There you are.” The Goddess said, “So feisty. You didn’t get a chance to vent your Rage, did you?”

The ribbon thrashed in the grip of the Goddess; it did not want to acknowledge her power, it did not want to be free of its anger. 

“Listen to your thoughts. You’re not thinking like yourself.” The Goddess playfully chided, “What is this ‘it’? You are not an ‘it’.” The Goddess’s voice became power, “You are Teressa Rednail, of the Journeyed Tribes.”

The red thread thrashed and bent, getting blood everywhere. Arms popped out, then legs, then the rest of her. The Goddess held the raging orcol by her left arm, for the Goddess was a hundred meters tall while the orcol was so much smaller. But the orcol was still red; still wet with the waters of Rage. The hands of the Goddess were thick with red, too, but that coloring was more permanent, for her.

The immense being smiled a little, and red flaked from Teressa’s body, revealing green skin, and pale blond hair. Teressa blinked, and all she could see was the white stone visage of her unwanted Goddess. All she could feel was the grip upon her arm, holding her aloft above an unknown infinity.

The Goddess said, “That’s a harsh term. ‘Unwanted’. But I’ll forgive you since I’m like that, and you’ve got blood in your eyes.” She set Teressa down upon an invisible ground, level with her face. Teressa, for her part, collapsed to her knees, spent and drained of all emotions. “Let me just—” The Goddess brushed a bloody finger the size of Teressa’s body across the orcol’s face and down her back, pulling off every single stray red flake from Teressa’s body like iron to a lodestone, perfecting the body as she went. The flakes coalesced into a tiny red orb, that joined the red upon her hands. “That’s better.”

Teressa looked up. Her eyes were clear again. 

Aloethag, the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, stood before Teressa like an alabaster mountain of an orcol. A thick halo of red waters hovered behind her head, like a minor ocean, and clung to her hands like she was a butcher. In some ways, she was. If one were to compare the Goddess to an unequaled Blood Magus, they would only be wrong in the scope of her power. And if some were to look closely, they would see that her ears were just a bit too pointed. She had never gotten over the loss of her elves, and it showed.

When she lost the elves in the Sundering, she had moved on to the orcols and drained them of themselves, leaving behind weak shells—

“Oops.” Aloethag tapped a bloody finger four times the size of Teressa, across Teressa’s arms and head, faster than the eye could see, leaving behind nothing, and dragging out everything. “There. All better.” She smirked, as she pretended the part of a caring mother, saying, “Now you be careful with that Rage, Teressa. I rescued you this time, but—”

Teressa, clear headed, said, “Don’t pretend to have done me a favor. I know your Truth. No one would worship you, so you took what you could where you could, leaving behind your touch to infatuate those who didn’t know any better.”

Aloethag smiled. “Here. Have a Quest.”

Teressa cursed loud and unhappy as a blue box appeared.

 




	
Divine Quest!

Spill 1,000,000 Health worth of monsters for your Goddess!

Slackers get a punishment Quest, so don’t slack off!








 

“A million Health!?” Teressa shouted, “Fuck you!”

The alabaster mountain shrugged. “I could make it two million?”

Teressa frowned. “I want to wake up now.”

Like a gurgling river, Aloethag’s laugh filled Teressa’s ears. She said, “Wish granted!”

The pulse of blood beating in Teressa’s ears was the first thing she experienced, as consciousness returned. Then she opened her eyes. She was laying on a bed, in a stone room. In the classroom on the third floor. She was nude, but someone had thrown a blanket over her and set out a change of clothes nearby. 

All of her memories came rushing back. 

She curled up into a ball, hiding her quiet tears from the world, as she thought about her friends. Her family.

Eventually, she dried her tears, she got up, and she put on her clothes. She went to the dense air separating this room from the rest of the house. She breathed deep. She touched the edge of the [Prismatic Ward]— 

—her hand passed through, into the space.

She was allowed back in. After another minor cry, she went to see the damage she had done, to tell some uncomfortable truths, and to tender her resignation. 

Her trip back to the library was quickly waylaid by other events.

Delia was in the foyer, along with Erick, Poi, and Kiri. The young pinkscale was bawling her eyes out. At that moment, Teressa’s own floodgates threatened to break, her heart beating in time to the girl’s, but she held it together. It wouldn’t have been a Rage, anyway, not since Aloethag drained her dry. It would have been more normal tears, because right now, Delia was no doubt going through something very similar to what had happened to Teressa.

 

- - - -

 

Hours ago, after putting Teressa to bed, Erick began working to find Delia. 

This first order of business was asking Poi for help. 

Poi easily agreed, and set about finding the young girl. Both he and Erick had their own ways of searching. Erick’s was sending Ophiel out and trying to telepathically connect with Delia. Poi’s methods were not much different, but perhaps he asked others of his nebulous organization for help. Poi’s methods worked. Erick was connected to Delia.

After calmly explaining some of what had happened, Delia went ballistic, denying what Erick had seen. Then she calmed. Then she got angry again.

And now she was in the foyer of Erick’s house. 

Around the same time, Teressa woke, and Poi said she was okay, so Erick readmitted her to the house.

And now he had two crying women in the foyer of his house. Both were doing very well holding it back, but both also had watery eyes. So perhaps they weren’t actually crying, but instead just thinking, and feeling.

Erick’s own feelings felt numb. Like a callus. 

Teressa turned to Erick, saying, “Sorry, Boss. I didn’t mean for that… It was...” Her voice trailed off.

Erick said, “It’s okay. We’re all alive.” He tried a tease, “But aren’t you supposed to be all bubbly and joyful right now?”

Teressa smiled, a tiny bit. Then it was gone. “No.”

“Okay. We can talk privately, later. Or we can talk now.” 

Teressa looked to Delia, and said, “I’d like to talk to her, and you, because what is happening with Valok happened to my old team and I’ve spent a long time dealing with… that.”

Delia’s eyes watered. But she stiffened, breathed deep, and tossed off those emotions.

Erick looked from Teressa to Delia, and said, “Okay. We can do that. I’m going to make some sugar cookies, and coftea, or regular tea, and we can all have a sit down in the kitchen, and a talk. I don’t want what’s happening in Candlepoint to fracture my people like it almost did today, and how it will certainly fracture others going forward.” 

“Aye,” Teressa said.

Delia sniffled. “Understood.”

Erick led the way into the kitchen. Poi followed close behind, keeping himself between Kiri and him. It was not lost on Erick that Teressa did the same. Kiri mumbled something about making the cookies, and that was fine. Erick started brewing a fresh pot of coftea, while Teressa and Delia sat at the kitchen table, and everyone waited for someone else to speak first.

So Erick started. He relayed the full story of what had happened when he delivered the rice and beans to Candlepoint, coloring the tale with how it made him feel, and what it made him want to do to everyone there. He especially focused in on how he was completely sure that everyone was fake, and how everything had been a test to break him in whatever way Bulgan could. He had gotten coftea made and served, while he spoke. Kiri’s cookies were already golden brown and ready to come out of the oven, by the time he finished. 

Delia and Teressa listened, silently subdued. Teressa nodded occasionally, like she had seen it all before. Delia just sipped her heavily sugared and creamed coftea. 

Silence descended, once again. 

Delia broke the silence, “And this Justine shadeling… really said that someone could give up the Taint of Melemizargo… and come back?”

“I don’t know if it’s true.” Erick said, “There’s an archmage Syllea up in the Wyrmridge mountains asking for help transforming shadelings back to people. I had Poi check with his sources, and he says that, according to Anhelia, who rapidly checked with Syllea, that yes, she is still looking for help. Meaning that whatever methods Candlepoint has to accomplish this feat are not known methods.” Erick added, “Apparently they do this to some people, sometimes. Bring them back as shadelings, I mean. The notion of transforming them back into people has always existed, because the Shades like to torment others in this way occasionally, but until now, it was always used as a threat and a lure and a torment.”

Teressa sat very still for a long moment; her eyes glittering grey.

Delia, ever the 16 year old, did not notice Teressa, and asked, “Why would they tell you this, then?”

“Because,” Erick said, “Bulgan has it out for me and my daughter. He thought this was a nice way to throw a wrench in the works.” At a few confused faces, Erick added, “He thought this was a way to mess with me and mine.”

Delia’s face dropped. She stared into her cup of coftea.

Kiri laid a large plate of sugar cookies onto the center of the table. Erick took one. It was good. He said as much, but his attempt at keeping the mood light went unnoticed by everyone except Kiri. Kiri just nodded.

Teressa began, “When I first starting out adventuring—” She paused, roughly. She resumed, “I had a group of friends, and family. My brother. My cousin. I mean… Even the other two…” She restarted, and her words came like a flood released, “My friends growing up in my tribe, where everyone was related to everyone else, except for those who married into the family… My friends became my partners on the battlefield. They became the swords and the staffs and the daggers to my shield.”

“There was the Healer, a rough kid from four trees down who always broke other’s bones because he played too rough. Hence his duty to become a Healer. He took to it rather well. He would always say that it felt better to not need to be so careful around others. 

“There was my brother, one of the best people I ever knew, but also one of the smartest, and that made him hurtful when he never meant to be. He became the main power behind our party. He focused on water and stone. He was angling to become a Druid, to seed Arbors across the Forest, and expand our tribe.

“My cousin wanted to become a Hidden Dagger. Many of us thought it odd. Girls like her don’t become Hidden Daggers. She was one of the best people you’d ever meet, always helpful, always caring, always doing the best thing for other people. It wasn’t an act, either. But when people brought up her odd adventuring choice, she’d always say that being Good was good, but not enough to make the world a better place. 

“She was smart.

“Then there was the other kid. He wanted to become an archmage, but he was more like a Scribe. He had some good spells, and he ran out of mana way too fast. He was the outcast, but he tagged along, and we endured his company.

“We started our journey in the Forest around the tribe, after Wyrm Season was over. We wanted to be fully prepared for the next one, so we went out into the world, and got prepared. Before we knew it, we’d finished our Rookie Year, killing wyrms and otherwise. We were not as successful as we would have liked. We were all level 48.

“But Wyrm Season was over. If we wanted to break 50, and get a Class, we needed to wait another year, or, there was another option.

“We did not wait.

“We were at the perfect level to start our journey into Ar’Kendrithyst. So we came to Spur.

“We were excited. We had heard so much about the Dead City. We thought we knew what we were getting into, so we filled out the paperwork and passed the tests, and we were in. 

“We got to the Dead City, and it was magnificent. We even greeted Fallopolis in an appropriate manner. She gave us some pointers. The only thing we trusted from her, was her advice to not go near the Spire, or too far down. Those were all known truths of the Dead City, but Spur had prepared us better than that. Everyone in town said not to go near the Spire, but they also said that as soon as you meet a monster that gives experience enough to count, you’re already dead, you just don’t know it yet, so get out if you can.

“We met and killed a nesting pair of Vampiric Krakens. They were about as dangerous as wyrms. But we killed them. For the first time in half a year, we leveled. 

“Level 49. All of us, all at the same time.

“You can probably guess what happened. It’s a tale told a thousand times, that we had heard a thousand times before. But we were stupid kids. We decided we were invincible.”

“We were not."

Teressa forced her next words to come. “Cursed Babblers. If you don’t know what they are, they’re slime variants birthed in shadow and raised on curses. What they do, and how they spread, is to infect a person with a progressive disease. This disease first cuts off your sense of smell and annoyance at traveling conditions, along with making everything taste really good. It does this so that you do not feel the need to [Cleanse] yourself, which would disrupt the progression of the curse. [Cleanse] won’t cure you, but it will deny progression to stage 2.

“Stage two is when you start talking and you can’t stop. This is where the name of the monster comes from.” For a long moment, Teressa was silent. Then she said, “This is the longest I’ve ever spoke about this and it just makes me… Kinda itchy. So.” She threw a [Cleanse] into the room. As minuscule threads of thick air seeped from her body, and the rest of the room, she breathed easier. She said, “At the time, we failed to notice what was happening.

“We talked about everything any of us could possibly think to say. That lasted a few hours. Stage three led to hard arguments and joyful tears and spilled blood, but we came out of it okay. Then came stage 4. We made camp for the night, inside Ar’Kendrithyst, right there in the middle of a skyroad. We all decided that laying right down where we were was good enough, even though shadows were watching, and laughing. 

“I was the only one who woke up. The Witch, the one who makes the Cursed Babblers, she had done that on purpose.

“Everyone else was dead.

“But they woke up, too. Their eyes were black hollows and their voices were full of hate and lies. 

“I spent three weeks running around the Dead City, trying to get back to Forward Base, to safety, while my family harried me, trying to kill me at every turn. When I got the upper hand on them, they devolved into hurtful truths, or hateful lies, in order to stay my sword. They pretended to be real. They pretended to be the people I loved. 

“If the Witch had attacked me directly, I would have failed to escape. But she didn’t. She sent my family after me, forcing me to kill them to survive, while she watched and kept me in her [Teleport Lock]. The worst part, at the time, was when they tried to convince me that if I let them kill me, then they’d be set free. That they could go home. 

“None of them had the same abilities they had in life. Each only had the power of their physical self, and some minor magics to them. But don’t discount the power of [Shadowblend], or [Conjure Weapon], or even a well-made, simple illusion [Ward].

“The easiest one to kill was the Scribe. Emotionally, I mean. Physically, it was tough. There were four of them and one of me, and they knew every way I fought. I didn’t even have time to recognize that I had killed the Scribe before the other three used that opening to lunge in for the kill.

“The Dagger was a difficult killing. I loved her like a sister. A day or three after I killed the Scribe, the Dagger had come at me all alone, asking for help to get out from under the Witch’s power. But I knew what was happening. I had seen her do the same thing to some bandits, one time.” Teressa said, “Looking back on it, I think she might have come at me like that, just so I could end her. Maybe a part of her was her. She pulled her dagger at the last moment, and mine kept going.

“Killing my brother was easy, at the time. I focused on some awful, stupid things he had done while we were both young, in those stupid years before either of us knew how to be decent people to each other. Before he became the almost-Druid who wanted to throw his sword into the ring, to decide who would become the next leader of the tribe. 

“Killing the Healer… Killing him was the hardest thing I had ever done. He loved me, and I loved him. He had really nice hands. Loving. Gentle. Strong.

Tears fell down Teressa’s face, as she said, “It wasn’t till I had killed the last one that I found out I had been circling Forward Base this whole time. Either the Witch’s illusion [Ward]s had faded, or she had planned it, but I found my way across the line that declared me ‘safe’, with her floating right behind me. 

“She huffed at me, like I had touched an artpiece at a museum. It was a disdainful sort of noise.

“The Army took me in and took me back to Spur. At the time, I had not noticed that they were unusually quiet.

“Back in Spur, Silverite immediately grilled me about my time in there. I was an emotional wreck, but all she could talk about was my tribe. 

“Two days later, when I finally crawled out of my fugue long enough to talk to other people and comprehend what was being said, I discovered that Silverite had employed a Mind Mage to pry me open. I was offended at first, but then I found out why she had done what she did, and why the Mind Mage had agreed. But it was already too late.

“My tribe had been reduced to shadelings and survivors, by the time Spur showed up to help.

“The Witch had not failed to kill me. She had let me go on purpose, because that was a part of her plan. She leafed through our party like a noble picking out paintings, deciding who would be the most fun to torment.” Teressa said, “I was the Anvil. I was happy. During stage 2 of the curse, I held the party together, like I always did. I beat down hard feelings with easy words. ‘We’re a family. We’re a tribe. So what if this or that happened. We’ll hammer it out and get through this, together.’ So she picked me to break. 

“And then she broke me.”

The cookies sat uneaten. Coftea had gone cold. Delia looked down at her mug and would not raise her head. But she was not crying. 

Erick’s own emotions were all over the place, but he kept an even facade. 

“Say something, please,” Teressa asked.

Erick immediately said, “The Witch targeted you because she is evil. Don’t blame yourself. It had nothing to do with you. I never used to believe that ‘evil’ was real before I came to Veird, but what she did to you… That was Evil. I’m sorry that happened.”

Teressa faintly smiled, then said, “She told me, in detail, why she picked me.” She said, “We had killed her latest generation of Vampiric Krakens.”

Erick said, “She was just making excuses for her actions, as all narcissists do.”

Teressa’s smiled widened, then fell. “Yeah. It took me a long time to realize that.” She added, “Many years of trying for revenge and failing at every turn, taunted and harmed and then dumped back off at Forward Base. Years more in the Army, looking for ways to kill her and failing. Finally, more years just accepting what had happened.” She said, “And now we’re here, where the shadelings of Candlepoint are taking the forms of our friends and family, claiming— They’ve claimed that they could become real people, again.”

Poi said, “I’m sorry, Teressa. I could have broken that news better—”

“No. Poi.” Teressa said, “It’s my fault I fell to the Rage. That’s completely on me. You shouldn’t have to worry about upsetting an orcol.” She sighed. She stood up from her chair. She stepped away from the table. She turned to Erick saying, “You shouldn’t have to worry. We take a lot of steps as a people to ensure that the Rage does not happen… It should not have happened. But it did. I apologize, sir, but I am a liability right now. I could Rage again. I cannot remain here. I resign. I apologize.” 

Erick frowned. “No.” He rapidly added, “Take some time if you need it, but I don’t want you to quit over this.” He controlled himself before he shouted, and said, “Why does everyone do that! The first sign of trouble, and you bail! Poi tried to do it. Rats succeeded because that jerk just left without telling me. And now you! No. I won’t have it.”

“Thank you, but I am a liability right now.” Teressa steadfastly said, “Aloethag has given me a million Health quest to complete. If I don’t, she might not help me the next time I Rage.”

Erick noticed Kiri’s eyes going wide, as Delia finally lifted her face, only to show disbelief. Erick said, “I seem to be the only one who doesn’t know what that means.”

Teressa said, “It means I must kill a thousand Crystal Mimics in her name.”

Erick said, “Look. I am dealing with a lot of stuff right now, but it seems like your Rage is something I can actually help you with. What do you need? A percentage on a kill? If that’s the case, then you can do like, a buff or a heal on me and I can throw a few [Withering Slime]s out into the Crystal Forest. Simple!”

Teressa smiled. “Doesn’t work that way. The million Health is a measure of the degree to which I Raged. It’s the amount of power I took from my heritage; that I took from her, and must return, ritually.” She said, “I don’t want to leave, but I must.”

Erick tried, “So is this Quest based on percentage of Participation? Or not?”He added, “And a ‘million’ seems rather damn arbitrary. It’s way too round of a number.”

Poi said, “She could help you and get Quest credit.”

“Fuck, Poi!” Teressa briefly turned to Poi. “Stop helping.” 

Poi shrugged.

Teressa said, “If I don’t do it right, then she’ll make it two million. She’s a lot of a dick, like that.”

“So it is possible for me to do this quest for you.” Erick stood from the table, saying, “We’re going to do that, then. Right now.”

A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Divine Quest!

Spill 10,000,000 Health worth of monsters in Aloethag’s name!

<And Teressa must help in some fundamental way. Good luck!>








 

Teressa blinked red glints out of her eyes. “Damned Goddess. Now it says ten million!”

Erick said, “I got the same box.” He asked, “So what kind of enhancing spells do you know? Rifts? If not, I can give you a rundown on how to make one. I still haven’t made one myself, but we can work on that together.”

Teressa clenched her jaw, then said, “I don’t know any.” She said, “I mean… I can take monster aggression from you?” She shook her head, and said, “Sir. None of that matters right now. We have much bigger problems. You have bigger problems.” She looked to Delia, then back to Erick. “Now you know the score, and how I’m probably going to be used against you too—”

Poi interrupted. “Any person who the Army sent in to take your place would face a slightly different scenario of hurt and spreading harm. You are not special in this regard, Teressa.” He added, “The Shades are very good at this level of perversion and torture.”

Erick briefly pointed at Poi, adding, “What he said.”

Delia, who had been silently watching this whole time, finally spoke up. “Sir.”

Erick turned to the young girl. “Yes?”

“I would like to accept your offer of Oceanside enrollment. I cannot be here, and I will not face that. Not yet.” She looked up to Teressa, and said, “Thank you. I’m out of my depth. I need to not be here, or involved in this.” She looked to Erick. “When whatever happens, happens… Please let me know… If … If... Valok—” She said, “If that man turns out to be something other than a trap.” 

Erick said, “Of course.” He summoned a few Ophiel and said, “I’ll make a [Teleporting Platform] for you just outside, and have you there in thirteen [Teleport]s. I’ll work out the details with you later, but I want you to enroll normally. Try for the scholarship, first, and I’ll make up the difference in tuition and board.” He added, “I’ll check up on you occasionally, okay?”

Delia got up from the table and bowed to Erick. “Thank you, sir.” She stood up. She nodded. She turned around, and walked quickly out of the kitchen, out of the house, and onto a platform Erick had already made with Ophiel. 

She was eager to be gone.

Erick turned to Kiri and Teressa, and said, “Figure out a buffing spell, while I take care of this.”

Kiri started talking. After a minute, Teressa reluctantly started talking, too.

Erick spent a minute getting his Ophiel and Delia ready for the short, long flight. In another minute, Delia stepped off of the stone platform, onto the main intake zone for all people blipping into the great Oceanside Academy, where the sun was already setting, painting cream colored towers in oranges, reds, yellows, and shadows. People milled everywhere, of all sorts, some with goods for sale, others wearing student robes. 

While Delia stared at everything happening around her, at people flying on carpets and floating platforms and in the sky, Erick had Ophiel point at a large building down a short road.

He sent, ‘That’s the intake office. Apply for your scholarship there. You might not get one and that’s okay. It’s a thousand gold a month in your first year, and that’s easy, but if you fail that first year, the cost goes up by the amount you fail. But that shouldn’t matter.’ Erick added, ‘A little bit of failure is fine, and good for growth, but you’re here to learn how to be the person you want to be, to hunt those who took your father. You’re here to learn how to succeed despite profound horror.’

Delia’s eyes welled up, but she did not cry. She just nodded. ‘Thank you, archmage, sir.’

‘Just a warning: they’re gonna give you a real hard time about not having the full suite of magic you’re expected to have before enrollment.’ Erick sent, ‘I encountered some of that, too, but I was only there for two months and as an archmage.’

Delia’s eyes hardened. ‘I can learn. That’s why I’m here.’

‘Good.’ Erick sent, ‘I’ll open an account for you on my end after I get through with this business, here. There shouldn’t be any problems with you actually getting enrolled, though. If there are, let me know.’

‘I can rough it for now, sir. Thank you.’

‘You won’t have to rough it, but good on you.’ Erick sent, ‘Talk to you later. Oh. And I’m telling my daughter you’re there. Good luck with that!’ 

Delia nodded, and walked forward, into the city of magic.

Erick cut their mental connection, as he blipped Ophiel over to Windy Manor.

Erick briefly turned his attention to Jane, but got no response. That had happened a few times in the last few days, but Erick already knew the problem, and it was not a matter of life and death. Jane was probably just a slime at the moment, as she usually was. That girl needed to make a [Familiar], to get around this issue. Erick said as much in a quickly jotted note he left on the kitchen table of Windy Manor, along with a brief mention of Delia’s current plans to enroll in Oceanside, and Erick’s sponsorship of her tuition. When the letter was done and placed, Erick dismissed the furthest Ophiel and ordered the closest ones to come back home, as he came back to himself.

“Thank all the gods and angels and demons; a problem has been solved before it turned into cancer.” He turned to Poi, “She wasn’t a secret sleeper agent of the Shades already, right?”

“She was not,” Poi said.

“Good.” Erick turned to Kiri and Teressa. “Got a solution for this Aloethag problem?”

“Maybe,” Kiri said.

“Great!” Erick said, “Lay it on me!”

Teressa said, “I was on the track for it… years ago. But I kinda… stopped trying.” She just came out and said, “It’s shouting magic. [Warcry]. But it’s not who I am anymore. And it never did much, anyway. I don’t think I can do this.” She turned away, muttering, “This is dumb. I shouldn’t be here anymore.”

“Stop talking like that.” Erick said, “Treat yourself better, Teressa, because you’re the only one who can treat yourself the way you deserve to be treated.”

Teressa kept her back turned to Erick. Her shoulder sagged, and then solidified. She lifted her head, and said, “Yeah.” She turned to Erick, “Sorry.”

“Not your fault! It’s the Witch’s fault. It’s the Shades’ fault.” Erick said, “So let’s go out and ritually kill a plague species for a goddess to get you back into her good graces. And then I don’t know about you, but I’m gonna get piss drunk. So how’s that sound? A night on the town! Because I don’t know about you! But I need a FUCKING break from THIS SHIT and these constant problems! Let’s solve some more fucking goddamned problems!”

Teressa smiled wide. “Okay.”

Erick injected as much enthusiasm and joy into his voice as he could, as he said, “I can’t hear you!”

Teressa chuckled, and said, “Okay!”

Kiri smiled, while Poi looked on. 

“Okay! Just okay!? Can I get a [Shout], or something!”

“OKAY!”

Erick chided, “That didn’t seem very magical! Or Health-ful. What’s a [Shout] cost anyway?”

Teressa breathed deep, then thrummed the entire house, shouting, “OKAY!”

Grey light flickered from her body, spreading out in a flash, washing over Erick, Poi, and Kiri. Erick suddenly felt very, very awake, and at that same moment, a minor notification appeared to the side of his vision. It was a simple up-arrow, but as his heart beat hard and he focused on the arrow, a blue box appeared. It was already counting down.

 




	
Warcry! 

+2% Damage done. 

-2% Damage taken. 

12 seconds remaining.








 

Erick laughed. “Holy shit! That’s a good buff, right?”

Poi looked away from the air, saying, “That’s not really a buff—”

Teressa smiled, as she said, “I can do a lot better than that, Poi!”

“—but you’re gonna come down hard from that, anyway.” Poi finished, “Buffs of any kind should only be used sparingly.”

Erick sent his nearest Ophiel, who had been hanging out on the roof of the house, regaining Mana, out into the Crystal Forest, each in a different direction. He had them all cast a [Cascade Imaging] into the air, searching for people. None of the searches overlapped. 

While he was doing that, he said to Teressa, “We’re gonna get this solved in the next few hours. Okay?”

Teressa nodded, saying, “Okay.”

And they did. 

Erick cast [Withering Slime]s out into the Crystal Forest, along paths that would not meet any people, while Teressa Shouted for power and prestige. She called out to Aloethag, telling the Goddess to accept her bounty, while Erick followed her script, and her words. 

Erick’s Quest chimed done, first. Because of course it did. Teressa was buffing him, but he was doing all the damage.

 




	
Divine Quest Complete!

10,000,000/10,000,000 Health worth of monsters slain in Aloethag’s name!

Reward: ? ? ?

<Well aren’t you just so industrious! I’ll figure out the reward later.>








 

Teressa was Shouting for +21% power, so she took almost five times as long him. But five times Erick’s five minutes of spellwork, was still only 25 minutes. 

His plan worked. Faster than he would have thought it could work, too. 

And then, just like Poi predicted, coming down from Teressa’s Shout sucked, hardcore. 

But beer and hard liquor in orcol bars made everything better. 

Oh! Those orcol bars! Where the men had arms as big as Erick’s whole torso and the women’s assets were large and in charge and bouncing oh so well on the dance floor.

Erick cheered with a huge stein of beer at Teressa, “To problems solved, and worries set to rest!”

Teressa crashed her mug against Erick’s, saying, “To foes laid deep in stone!”

An afternoon of drinking turned into an evening of drinking. Somewhere along the way, Erick drunkenly visited the bank, and got Delia a 5000 gold line of credit to draw upon at Oceanside. And then there was more drinking. 

And the orcols started losing their shirts. Erick’s shirt went away, too. So that was fun.

Al and Mog got involved, somehow. Erick wasn’t sure on the details, but Erick saw the Adventurer’s Guildhouse all around him, for sure. They had probably blipped into the fourth floor of the Adventurer's Guildhouse, and that led to a whole mess of fun. Probably too much fun. There were some moments in there that felt like giving into pleasure and joy. Was it sex? Possibly. Erick recalled jokes about expertly crafted [Cleanse]s and the liberal use of slippery plants, and moments way too fun and reminiscent of his college years. Erick was certainly in control of himself, but his decisions? Maybe not 100%, but certainly 85%, and that was good enough for him. 

It was a good night, and though Erick and Teressa participated in rather different parts of it, she certainly seemed better, which made it all the worse when she wasn’t home when Erick made breakfast the next morning.

Erick almost blew up something, but Poi said that Teressa had just gone to the Guardhouse, to get an early start on the day.

Erick found himself giggling a little, as relief spread throughout his body. He sipped his coftea. 

Today was going to be a good day.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    A lot of stuff certainly did just happen!

 

Patreon was briefly 4 chapters ahead, but now it's only 3. 

Thanks for reading!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Back to normal posting.



                

                A cool wind blew from the north, curling across the orange sands of the Crystal Forest, catching on dunes and rocky outcroppings, as the sun beat down from the eastern sky. Brown worms poked up from the flatter, loamy parts of the Crystal Forest, eager to catch glowbugs drifting in the air, while Mimics on the eastern sides of the dunes were already positioned to enjoy the warming morning light. As the day wore on, and warmth turned to heat, the worms would retreat underground, while the mimics followed the sun across dunes, keeping their shuffling movements limited to when no one was watching, or their explosive movements to when prey or danger was close enough to eat.

Mostly, no one watched them, aside from the worms and crystal spinehogs, and the occasional errant school of flying fish, and wandering wyrm. At a disturbance, the worms would duck down into the soil, while mimics pondered their response. If the disturbance was small and directly next to them, they would rush to eat whatever vibrated the land. If the disturbance was medium sized, they might rush away, or pretend nothing had happened. In the case of a sandstorm, or other event where the entire sky and the Crystal Forest vibrated from horizon to horizon, the mimics hunkered down.

But today, when there were no visible disturbances aside from the wind blowing sand, the mimics were agitated. They tinkled and chimed their fake-crystal leaves in a way that was very much not a natural product of the wind. They scurried a bit from left to right, or to the north, or to the south, trying to find whatever was out there, but their uneasy movements revealed nothing. 

The sky was blue, and endless. Perfectly normal.

But the wind was different. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood atop the short wall that separated the rolling hills of the Ranch from the deep blue waters of the Lake. Cows, brown and black and mottled, mooed into the air as they bounced across fields of clover and wildflowers and dense green grass. Wind tickled from the north, blowing ripples in the surface of the Lake—

Startled at a sudden thought, Erick said, “The smell is going to wash up the walls, into the city.”

Apogee, the only dragonkin Erick had ever seen with a tail, laughed. It was just the two of them, and Poi, out here on the wall in the center of Spur’s expansion. Erick had finished the final rain a little bit ago, bringing the Lake up to size, and watering the Ranch. 

Apogee said, “I’ve got cowgrass planted all over to keep down the smell and I’ll pick up the dung beetles next week, after there’s something for them to eat.” He pointed south, to the line of trees growing near the wall. “Scent trees will keep down most of the smell, but if it gets bad, I’ll just cover the place in [Scent Ward]s. Besides! This ain’t no nation-sized meat farm; don’t go expecting me to have a thousand head of cattle out here.”

Erick counted a little, and saw maybe forty cows in sight. “How many are there out there?”

“Two hundred fifty.” Apogee added, “Got chickens coming to the Ranch next month to take up the rest of the space.”

Erick saw a tail stick up from the taller grass. He asked, “Cats are already here?”

“Aye.” Apogee said, “Missoli’s cats are already out there, taking care of the usual pest species.”

“What do they hunt besides chickens?”

Apogee barked a laugh. “Hopefully they won’t hunt any chickens! But that’s a fool’s thought.” He pointed with a talon, saying, “That’s one of the things they hunt, right there.”

Erick watched as a large black beetle lifted from the ground, maybe twenty meters away. It was about the size of a head, and shiny black. Erick barked his own laugh, for he had definitely heard of those black bugs before, and one had even scared Jane awake almost a year ago when he and her were camping out under the stars, and very fresh to Veird. But he had never seen one before.

“I haven’t spared a thought about those bugs in a long time,” Erick said.

“Not surprising, if you don’t camp outside all that often.” Apogee said, “Bed bugs don’t like to be out in the day, or this visible, but the pregnant ones get extra hungry. Cats love ‘em, though.”

A trio of dark shapes prowled through the grasses behind the bed bug, while the bed bug hovered behind a gently grazing cow. The bug landed on the cow’s back, but the cow didn’t even register the bug’s weight. It must have kept itself in flight, somehow. Maybe it used [Airshape]? Or maybe it was an [Anti-Gravity Ward] effect. A lot of animals out there had spell-like abilities. 

A trickle of blood slipped down the cow’s side as the bed bug dug into the skin. The cow didn’t seem to notice. The cow certainly noticed the cats, though, as one wild-clawed feline leapt through the air, tacking the bug off of the cow, drawing more lines of blood as the bed bug’s claws tore across its hide. The cow bucked. The cat landed with the bug in its jaw and claws. While the cow raced away, the other two cats, which Erick just now noticed were much smaller than the first one, leapt in to help kill the beetle. Maybe a parent teaching their cubs how to hunt? They won their battle and got their meal, while the cow just mooed, loudly.

Erick asked, “Is the cow going to be okay?”

“Cows get hurt like that all the time, but they’re bred to heal fast. They couldn’t survive out here if they couldn’t.” Apogee said, “Shadowolves, you know.” He added, “That cat’s takedown was picture perfect. I don’t doubt that she’s killed a few shadowolves in her time.”

“Really?” Erick asked, disbelieving. 

“Oh yeah.” Apogee said, “Cats hunt in trios and quads when they can, while the wolves tend to hunt alone.” He shrugged, adding, “But cats prefer an easy meal like anyone, so I expect to lose some chickens.”

Erick asked, “How do you keep the cats from overpopulating?”

“Spaying and neutering, of course.”

“Hah! I didn’t know they did that, here.”

Apogee smirked, saying, “It’s a specialty Healer’s spell. [Sterile]. Some people get it done on themselves, too, since it’s reversible with a [Treat Wounds].” He added, “[Sterile] comes from [Inflict Wounds].” He paused. He said, “Yup. That’s right.”

Erick asked, “So where are your cinnamon trees? You got your clippings, didn’t you?”

“I did!” Apogee said, “They’re past that hill, to the north, along with the yeaster flower and sweetgrain.”

Erick saw leafy greenery poking out behind the main hills of the Ranch, but there wasn’t that much there. Maybe three or four trees? Five? The wall behind that greenery was not much taller than the trees, which reminded Erick that if they were, then the mimics outside the walls would see the greenery, and swarm to take it down. Erick almost asked about trees for the cows, too, but Apogee was one step ahead of his questions.

Apogee pointed to some stone circle here and there on scattered hilltops, saying, “I got trees for the cows coming along, too. Roofing trees. They’re big flat things that do well in deserts, so I don’t have to worry about them getting enough water being on tops of the hills; they’ll grow all the way over to the Lake, eventually. I’ll work on getting those to size, later today.”

“It looks good, Apogee.” Erick turned around, and said, “The Lake looks good, too.”

The waters were crystal clear at the surface, with blue lilies floating on the edges, but the Lake quickly turned dark blue as meters of water piled up. The Lake was twenty meters to the bottom at the deepest parts. It had been expanded somewhere between the initial designs and this current iteration, both to keep it cooler to prevent excess evaporation, and to allow future fish that liked their water deeper. Erick hadn’t really noticed the extra depth until today. Mostly, he had just sent Ophiel out here to rain whenever Erick felt like raining, which was actually rather often.

Apogee gazed upon the Lake with him, smiling, as he asked, “Do you know how hard it is to get a life like this, Erick?”

“What do you mean?”

“A goal, a community, a family that’s doing well.” 

“That’s the dream, for sure.” Erick added, “It’s been rough, but I doubt I had the same problems as you. I’m still finding my way, too; every day.”

Apogee glanced to Erick, saying, “From what I hear, Fork is gonna have your [Gate] nonsense sorted out soon enough. That’s gonna be difficult for you.” He looked to the Lake. “I tried to help this world for a while, like you have, using what I knew. For a while there, I even got rid of my original body to blend in. But that was a mistake. That’s when...” He frowned. He went silent.

The man obviously wanted to talk about his trouble with someone that might understand him, but he wasn’t able, yet. Erick wanted to talk to him, too, but he wasn’t going to push. 

So Erick turned the topic to an easier subject, “Any idea what kind of fish are going in the Lake?”

Apogee happily said, “Rainbow flits. Goldscale slippers. Striped silvertail. They’re a well established trio of fish that are great for reservoirs, and they taste good, too.” He smiled again, as he said, “I really love Spur. It’s one of the only places I could ever get to do something like this. Ah! But it is good to be a part of the upper class.”

Erick smiled. “Is that what you are?”

“You’re in the ruling class of Spur, too.” Apogee said, “You didn’t have to wade through a decade of shit to get there, either.”

“Heh.” Erick smiled. Then he lost his smile. Then he whispered, “I’m part of the ruling class?”

“Call it what you will. Spur is basically a small kingdom, but without those awful noble families. Instead of them you got people like you and the guildmasters.” Apogee said, “I’m glad I’m done with that life, though. Retirement is the best.”

“… I never thought of it like that.”

“You didn’t?” Apogee said, “That’s one of the only reasons I came to Spur. Almost went to Outpost, but they pissed me off. I forget why, though.”

For a long moment, Erick looked out across the Lake, and thought. He was part of the ruling class of Spur? No. But at the same time… Maybe? Maybe he was? Ah. No. He wasn’t. But from a certain angle, it was possible to see him as a part of Spur’s elite. He sat at the table when all the archmages and heads of the city came together to see Candlepoint appear on viewing screens. Poi even said that Silverite and Spur tried to get behind him on all his decisions, because he brought the rain and food and large enough spells to clear the entire city of monsters. But he had never really made an unpopular decision before…

Except his choice to let the Flare Couatl kill Hunters while Messalina searched for the Cinnabar Hand.

Or just the other day, when he decided to play along with the shadelings of Candlepoint, for now, and give them food so they weren’t starving. Now that, was an unpopular decision. But Silverite let it happen. There were caveats, of course, but it was allowed to continue. 

But. Ruling class? Erick wasn’t really comfortable with that. But maybe that was the truth?

Erick said, “Ruling class?”

“You shot up to the top of the pile rather fast.” Apogee said, “I had to become the guildmaster for a Wayfarer branch before I was allowed in on decisions that affected the city.” He smirked, saying, “All you had to do was invent a new form of magic.” He laughed. “I tried to do that, but it didn’t work quite right.”

“What did you try to do?”

“Get home; Spatial Magic.” Apogee sighed as he looked out across the Lake. He turned back to the Ranch, saying, “But this is good. This is better. This is what I want. Thanks, Erick, for making it happen.”

Erick smiled. He asked, “Say. Did you ever happen to find out how to make artifacts while you were out there, searching Veird?”

“Nope.” Apogee said, “That was one of my big searches, too. Every mage tries for that at some point in their lives. Only thing I ever found out was that normal people make self-sustaining, barely used, stationary artifacts, like a Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove, but only Shades and Gods make handheld varieties.”

Erick nodded. “I think a real artifact is gonna be my next project. Gotta spread my spells out to others so that I’m not a point of failure when this war breaks out.”

Apogee smiled at Erick, flashing sharp white teeth, as he said, “Then more strength to you.” He pointed to the barn, adding, “I got cows to feed, and trees to [Grow]. See you around.”

“Good luck making that cinnamon alcohol.” Erick joked, “Don’t go blind drinking your own whiskey.”

Apogee laughed, saying, “I haven’t done that in decades!” as he blipped away in a bronze flash.

Erick smiled. He turned back to the Lake. 

After a minute of watching the surface waves, he asked, “How bad is evaporation going to be? Someone has done the calculations, right? ‘Cause I’m not gonna.”

Poi said, “The three fish Apogee mentioned work in concert to keep water fresh and stable in almost all conditions, and this includes preventing excess evaporation. It’s not perfect, though, and definitely not good enough to keep a non-oasis lake around in the Crystal Forest.” He said, “But the normal light showers that need to happen over the Ranch should be good enough for the Lake, too.”

Erick hummed. Poi’s idea of the needs of the Lake and the Ranch were in line with Erick’s own, but maybe there was a better way. Erick had sent a message through Poi to Silverite, earlier. Maybe she had approved his idea? Erick asked, “Has Silverite said anything about [Control Weather], yet?”

Poi looked to the air. After a moment of checking with the streamers of intent around his head, he turned back to Erick. “She’s thinking about it, but she has not consulted others and we’re not quite sure what your spell will look like in the Crystal Forest. Right now she’s leaning toward ‘yes’, but she needs more information. She has suggested that you throw this spell over Candlepoint, if they will let you. It would lead to less of your own involvement in the city, they can spend magic to conjure moisture from a sky full of clouds, if they need it, and we’ll have a test run of the spell’s capabilities and environmental impact.”

Erick thought for a moment. He said, “That’s a good point.” He shrugged. “And if they say no, I could just make a plot of green forest out there somewhere. There’s no shortage of space, out there.”

Poi nodded.

Erick thought. He said, “Actually! I’ve decided: I'm going to do that, anyway. Just to see if I can.” He smiled. I wonder what Sininindi will think of— Ah! Drat. I forgot to put in my tithe to the Church. Let’s go do that, Poi.” He held his hand out to Poi. “Think I can blip directly into the Bank?” 

Poi frowned. “If we must do this quickly, please [Teleport] to the Mage Guild, instead. They have spaces for this, and the Bank is runed against [Teleport].”

“Fair enough!”

Poi took Erick’s hand. The two of them flashed white, blipping away.

 

- - - -

 

The trip to the bank was a really, really nice trip.

Erick had wanted to set up his account to automatically give 1.5 percent of monthly earnings to the Church, and also to check his balance, his deposits, and everything else about his bank account. They led Erick to a nice, partially private room just off the banking floor, where a nice young man served him hot tea, where he waited for an older woman teller to prepare and deliver all of his banking information. The greyscale worked fast. Erick only had to wait ten minutes while all of his information was gathered. The greyscale gently advised him that if he did not wish to wait, that he could always make an appointment, but Erick wasn’t in any rush.

When his information was finally brought to him, he was, at first, bewildered. And then he was happy.

Like, really, really happy.

“Oh my gods,” Erick breathed out, reading the numbers the teller had given him. He was filthy rich. Beyond the necessary amount to live, for sure. He contained his happiness to a simple overflowing smile. Reading a slightly different set of numbers, he saw ten different deposits for 25,000 gold in the last three weeks, along with a lump sum 131,000 gold paid in the last few days, all from the same account. That account was number 000-000-001. It had to be the Headmaster’s. Holy shit, that was a lot of money! Erick mumbled, “The Light Slime dungeon must be working well.” He smiled wider. He giggled. He laughed. He said, “It’s time to start enchanting again!”

The teller asked, “Will you be wishing to withdraw any rads today?”

“No no no.” Erick said, “I’m gonna hunt for those. I will need a way to use this money to pay for materials, though. Metals and such.”

The teller nodded, and said, “Any Mage Guild Bank the world over will be able to draw on your funds, as per usual, but getting liquid funds does take time.”

“Right. Right. I already knew that. Oh!” Erick said, “I need to set up a 1.5% monthly tithe on earning to the Interfaith Church of Spur.”

“Easily accomplished.” The greyscale pulled out a drawer behind her desk, and pulled out a sheet of paper. “One percent is normal. Are you sure you wish for 1-point-5?”

“Yes.”

The greyscale began writing.

Erick signed and dated five sheets of paperwork. It was the most paperwork Erick had done in the last year, not counting Oceanside studying, of course. Erick got out of the Bank feeling a lot better about his own stability, and the fact that he could easily afford the promise he had made to Delia. That was never in doubt, not really. But actually seeing the number in front of him, and not being drunk like he was yesterday, really helped to cement that he was doing rather well in this strange world.

Still… ‘Ruling Class’? Erick didn’t like that.

 

- - - -

 

After the Bank, Erick thought no more about his supposed ‘political status’ as he turned his thoughts to enchanting and [Control Weather] and other issues. He had walked out of the Mage Guild to get to the Bank, but now he walked back into the Mage Guild, looking to solve some more problems and pick up some more answers from the Guild Library. Both times he looked for Anhelia, but both times she was not there at the front desk.

Anhelia caught up to him while he was speaking to the orangescale librarian, Tamarim, about finding specific books. 

Anhelia did not look happy, exactly, upon seeing Erick, but she didn’t look angry, either. Her iron ‘skin’ was creased, while her eyes seemed slightly hollow. Was it possible for wrought to age? Or was she just tired? Whatever the case, Erick was glad she was here. What had she learned about Candlepoint since last they spoke?

“Ah, good. You are here today,” Erick said, as he turned away from Tamarim. “I didn’t see you out there when I came through the first time.”

Anhelia said, “I need to speak with you.” She sent, ‘I am very busy, so it will be quick, and [Telepathy] is good enough of a security barrier.’

Erick paused. He tentatively sent, ‘Okay. You seem distraught? Is something wrong?’

‘I will be blunt: Are you working with the Shades?’

Erick had a supreme moment of disbelief. He smiled a little. Was Anhelia fucking with him? Surely she must be fucking with him. But as the moment came and went, and she studied Erick with serious eyes, her words weren’t funny anymore. Disbelief turned to hurt, turned to anger, then rage. Rage was quickly subsumed by utter disconnect, as Erick felt unmoored; lost, and not himself. 

He had been accused of some pretty awful things during his lifetime. From child neglect, when Jane was in gradeschool and always so angry, to purposefully harming the lives of those he tried to guide through the byzantine systems of assistance back on Earth, to even worse accusations by people seemingly much angrier than Anhelia, like when Krakina called him a Wizard. At the time, Erick didn't truly recognize that insult for what it was, but now, he knew that Krakina had called him one of the worst things one can call another, on Veird. 

When people got angry that they didn’t get what they wanted, and needed, they lashed out at whoever was nearby. It was a truth as universal here as it was on Earth. With that in mind, was Anhelia lashing out, right now? Or was she genuinely testing Erick on his loyalty to the cause? Erick would have thought an 800 year old person would be beyond a primal, emotional response. 

So? Was this a test of some sort?

Erick soothed his anger down, down, down. He breathed. He breathed again. He looked her straight in the eyes, and sent, ‘No. I want to kill them all.’

Anhelia looked into his eyes, too. ‘Then why did you give Bulgan a specific trigger to start the war? That puts the power in his pocket and you deeper into their shit.’ She rapidly demanded, ‘Are you working with them?’

‘I am not working with the Shades. But I am starting to reconsider working with you.’ Erick sent, ‘I am ending this conversation here, before we both end up saying something irreparably hurtful.’

Anhelia sent, ‘If you can’t handle harsh questions—’

‘I can handle a lot, Anhelia, but I can’t handle being compared to a Shade.’ He stared at her, ‘Are you coming at me because I don’t want to see people hurt? Because I need to feed and uplift those who are unwitting puppets, but who could also become their own people, if given time?’

‘Shadelings are disposable tools of the Shades, Erick. You are forgetting this essential fact.’

‘I am not forgetting anything, but I will admit that I am trying to see past their origins in a way that is perhaps foolish.’ His thoughts laced with venom, as he sent, ‘All I can say, is that it’s gonna hurt me something deep and horrible when they finally drop the act and I have to kill them all.’

Anhelia frowned at Erick for a long moment. Then she cut their mental connection, lost her frown, and walked away. 

Erick was too mad to look at books right now, but he tried to play off what had happened; there were students sitting in desks nearby trying not to look at him, and sweating a bit too much to be natural. He put on a happy face, and turned back to the librarian’s desk. 

Tamarim stopped staring at him from the corner of his eyes, from two meters away. He fully faced Erick, plastering on his own smile, as he stepped closer. “So where were we? Enchanting?”

Erick listed his needs, “How to enchant a Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove. Weather patterns from Farmer’s Almanacs, or whatever sources you deem useful for understanding the weather and wind patterns of the Crystal Forest. I also want some books on the uses of auras, or aura work, or something to give an overview of what an aura is capable of achieving.” Erick paused. He had a brilliant thought that demanded he act upon it, so that would come next. He said to Tamarim, “I’ll come back for it all, later.”

Tamarim nodded, saying, “Sure thing, archmage.”

“Thank you, Tamarim.”

Erick got the hell out of there, and went to a friend’s house.

 

- - - -

 

The Sewerhouse was only two stories tall.

That was the first thing that Erick noticed, and that tore him out of his anger at Anhelia. The gold building had been three stories tall for quite a while. Ever since Erick and Jane had opted to live upstairs, in fact, back when they were first finding their feet. But even when the place was rebuilt after the Red Dot attack it had remained at three stories so that Savral and Bacci could move in together up there. 

Why was the Sewerhouse only two stories tall, now?

His anger at Anhelia temporarily forgotten, Erick strode past the wardlight slime sculptures near the entrance, through the open double doors. Purplescaled Bacci stood behind the main counter, where grain and powder sized rads were on display under glass, for sale to the public. Her face fell for a moment, before she put on a professional smile. 

Savral was nowhere to be seen. He usually stood next to the door, wearing his big black armor. Instead, there was a stranger. An orcol man in steel armor. This man flinched as Erick’s appraising glance raced from the man’s helmet to his greaves, but remained silent.

Erick tore his gaze away from the steel encased man, then thumbed at the stranger as he asked Bacci, “What’s going on?”

Bacci’s smile faltered. She said, “Hello, archmage. If you’re looking for Al, he’s out in the city, helping people close up in time for the Ballooning Spiders.”

Erick had, of course, seen the new stone bars and smaller windows that had been put up across the city, as well as various shaping crews doing the [Stoneshape]ing, but that wasn’t why Erick was here. His purpose in coming here was at least two fold. He wanted to know more about auras from the person who had turned him on to auras and the Focus Stat in the first place, and he wanted to know more about what had happened last night. Erick barely remembered any of it, and some of it might not have actually happened.

But now, Erick latched on to the only question he had, “Did something happen to Savral?”

Bacci frowned. “A lot has happened to that man. Did you not know? Did Al not speak to you about any of this?”

“I have no idea what is happening right now, Bacci.” Erick said, “Except for seeing Al last night at the bar and with Mog, he’s been distant. What happened to Savral?”

Bacci looked bewildered for a moment, then said, “Savral is gone.” 

“What!”

“It’s… complicated. It started when we had a fight last week.” Bacci explained, “He’s been forgetful ever since the Red Dot. Small things, usually. Not that important. He’s still him. But… he was having trouble with cooking some steaks. He forgot his spices. I kept saying he was missing bluebottle. He kept saying that bluebottle didn’t taste right to him; that it was the wrong answer. I don’t know how it got larger than that, but it did. Al got involved. Anger happened—” She shut her mouth. She continued, “He left the Sewerhouse, and I moved back in with my old roommate. The rest of his team is already chasing him down, trying to find wherever he went.” She got mad, demanding, “Did Al not ask you to help look for him?”

“No. He did not.” 

Bacci glared. “I don’t know what the fuck happened between you two, but that’s just asinine!” She asked, “Would you help look for him?” 

Erick summoned an Ophiel, and then another, and sent them outside the city, “Of course I’ll help! I didn’t even know—”

“You didn’t know, because I didn’t want you to know.” 

Erick turned around. Al stood in the doorway to the Sewerhouse. Al glanced at the guy in plate armor. The guy just nodded, then stepped out of the building, closing the double doors behind him. 

Al said to Bacci, “I told you not to involve Erick.”

Bacci threw her arms up, saying, “He came here! And someone had to involve him! You weren’t!”

“Bacci.” Al calmly said, “I am saying this as nicely as I can: You need to stop pushing Savral. I already know where he is, and so does the rest of his team. The only one who hasn’t been told is you, because you need to stop pushing him.”

Bacci’s eyes glittered purple as she spat fire, saying, “You utter asshole! I cannot believe that—”

“Leave, now, before we both start saying things we regret.” Al said, “Take a few days to get over your anger.”

Bacci went still. Her eyes glowed fully purple. She stared at Al. Al stared at her. Bacci tore her gaze away from Al as she stepped away from the counter. Without looking at anyone else, she opened the doors to the Sewerhouse, and walked away. She said something nasty to the new guy out there about snitching to the boss, but the new guy said nothing to her.

Al turned to Poi.

Poi stepped away, and out the doors. He shut them behind him. 

Al turned to Erick. “Hello, again.”

“What’s happened, Al?” Erick asked, deeply concerned. “Is Savral okay? I mean. Obviously he’s not. But? What’s going on?”

“It is not your concern, but thank you anyway.” Al put on a smile. The large, brown orcol man stepped to the side of the sales floor and sat down on a large, plush chair, next to one of the four fountains of the room. He gestured to a similar chair, across from his. “Come. Sit down. I would like to talk.”

Erick took a seat. “Good I want to talk too— Uh...” 

Al looked deeply uncomfortable. Ah. Shit. This was about last night, wasn’t it?

Al breathed deep. He centered himself, and said, “So. You helped someone with their Aloethag given Quest, recently.”

“… That’s not at all where I thought you were going with this.”

Al nodded. “Yes. Well. If you had thought that I would ever willingly talk about hidden facts of orcol society, I would have been surprised. I am glad to see that Mind Mage confidentiality remains intact. None of us orcols like to talk about it, but it must be done in this case.” He paused. He asked, “Did you truly believe that there would be no repercussions from spilling blood in the name of a Goddess?”

“When you say it like that, obviously I should have seen something coming.” Erick asked, “But what about Savral?”

Al blinked long, then said, “My son is fine. His team is keeping watch over him, as he would have done for them.” He added, “We are not talking about Savral. We are talking about what you did for Aloethag, and what she enabled to happen between you, me, and Mog.”

Erick frowned, saying nothing, trying to understand what was happening.

“Gods above, I almost feel like your teacher again.” Al continued, “In the process of adding blood to the Red Ocean, you have become a part of the Red Ocean. Since you are not an orcol, most of that does not matter. But it does open a certain part of yourself to the rest of us.” He asked, “What do you think happened last night?”

“I went to the bars with Teressa to celebrate her Quest completion...” Erick looked at Al. “None of that happened, did it?”

“I’m sure you did go to the bars. But I was asleep in my bed upstairs. When I was out in the city this morning, I talked to Mog. She was also asleep last night.” He breathed deep. He said, “Starting from the beginning, here is what you must understand: The Rage is not an affliction. It is a part of us, like a leg or an ear, but it does not exist individually. It is an ocean in which every orcol existence flows together. Some call it the Dreaming. I was raised to call it the Red Ocean. Orcols are naturally born with this part of themselves connecting them to everyone else in their tribe, while larger individuals form the basis for rivers between communities. Some say that the Red Ocean is a variation of the power of the Mind Mage, and that is likely true. But for us, it is a community bond. A bond that has been usurped by Aloethag.

“For her part, she stabilizes the Red Ocean, to ensure that when one person Rages, the rest of us don’t follow them to War. Some see her as Evil for doing this, for taking our power for herself, but most see her as an unfortunate necessity. 

“But because of her position and power, she is able to induct others into the Red Ocean. I’m sure you can see where this is going.” He asked, “How much blood was your Quest for?”

Erick suddenly felt like he was in very deep shit. He said, “Ten million.”

“Ten million?!” Al stared at the ceiling. He repeated, quieter, “Ten million… I guess she saw an opportunity, so she took it. You’re going to have weird dreams for a year, at least. I’ve already spoken to Mog. She’s shoring up her own defenses, and I will do the same. I assume it was Teressa who Raged? She got the same Quest?”

Erick felt a profound embarrassment. What had he actually done? He muttered, “Yes.” 

Al said, “Good news: Unless something awful happens, she won’t have to worry about the Rage for ten years.”

“What’s the bad news?”

Al huffed a small laugh. “You’re going to have Red Dreams for a while. There likely won’t be a repeat between us three, now that Mog and I are on the lookout for such a thing. As long as you don’t have any strong feelings toward any other orcols, then that will be the extent of your problems.”

“Sorry.” Erick said, “I thought I was at the bar, and… I don’t remember most of it.” He said, “If this was my fault, I really did not mean to do that to you—”

“Stop. It wasn’t you that did this. It wasn’t anyone, really. Even Aloethag isn’t truly to blame, though she does bear a large part. All she did was give you the key, and you, unknowing, used it.” Al looked a bit uncomfortable, as he said, “Just… don’t think about it, too much. Every orcol goes through this when they’re younger. You’ll get a handle on it soon enough, and since you’re not an orcol, your connection to the Red Ocean will fade over time. It’s not a big deal if you don’t make it a big deal.”

Erick suddenly felt worried, on a fundamental level. “I have to ask: Was this an… an involuntary sex act committed against you?”

Al sighed. “There is a major difference between what is done in the Red Ocean and what happens in the Waking—”

"That's not what I asked. I asked if this was a violation." 

Al's eyes went wide. "... What! Gods no!” Al shook his head in disbelief. “Your— our Red Dream happened because everyone wanted it to happen, so it did!” He muttered, “Gods above. The Red Ocean as… That? No.” He frowned directly at Erick. “Don’t say that to anyone else. It was very rude.”

“… Oh.” Erick watched as Al’s face turned a shade darker. “Oh.”

Al had wanted that their connection to happen. And so had Mog. That’s why it happened.

Al said, “And it won’t happen again.”

Erick blanked. Then he joked, “So it’s like orcol puberty?”

Al leveled a frown at Erick. “I suppose, from a certain angle.”

“So that fact you shared about a shaped [Cleanse]—”

“Nope!” Al discarded an unwanted smile, quickly returning to a calm, if embarrassed, facade. “We’re not doing that.”

“Just a simple, consensual sex dream?”

Al said, “And it didn’t mean anything.”

“Well… if it was consensual, then it could happen again. Maybe for real this time, too. I wouldn’t be opposed.”

Al laughed. “I would break you.”

“Gotcha. I just need to learn [Greater Treat Wounds], first.” Erick nodded sagely. “I need to learn that spell, anyway.”

Al laughed again, tearing his sight away from Erick. Erick just watched, slightly smiling, as Al laughed louder, like he needed a laugh. Like he needed some joy in his life. 

Erick ruined the mood. “I’m sorry that Savral isn’t okay.”

Al came down from his joy. After a long moment, he said, “Savral was… hurt in the Red Dot attack, but he came back from that. It’s not good right now, but it’ll get better.” He said, “That’s what his friends tell me, anyway.” 

“Aside from all of that, how’ve you been?”

“… It’s been rough.” Al said, “Aside from last night’s dream, I probably could have enjoyed going out to an actual bar with you.”

Erick smiled wide. “Then let’s do that tonight!”

“Aye.” Al nodded. “Okay.” He sternly added, “It’s not a date, though.”

Erick smiled. 

 

- - - -

 

Feeling much better about a lot of things, including his friendship with Al, and a lot weirder about other things, including the Red Ocean, Erick made his way back to the Mage Guildhouse to pick up some books. The orangescale librarian, Tamarim, had gathered nine books to fulfill Erick’s triple request. Three on enchanting Grand [Prestidigitation] Stoves, one on the weather of the Crystal Forest, two on the weather of Veird, and three on auramancy. All of them were normal publications put out by the Arcanaeum Consortium, so Erick did not have read them there in the library, like a normal student of the arcane arts. He bought them all for a few hundred gold, total, and took them home.

Back home, he put on a pot of coftea, and sat down in his library to read.

After a while, Poi showed up.

“Sir.” Poi said, “Ballooning Spiders are dropping on Kal’Duresh. The Baroness is requesting your assistance with [Withering].”

Erick immediately closed his book on weather and set down his coftea. “Tell her that help is on the way. What about Spur, though?” He began summoning Ophiel. “When will they drop here?”

“Eventually. You will be informed when it happens.”

“That’s fine.” Erick had an idea. “Ask the Baroness if they’re okay with a bit of unconventional weather magic.”

Ophiels popped into the air, twittering in flutes. They were excited to be out and about. There was work to be done!

Poi looked to the air. After a moment, he came back to himself. “They already have Wind Mages working on diverting most of the swarm to outside the walls, using [Nature’s Fury] and other assorted spells. She is authorizing the use of [Withering], and nothing else.” He looked to Erick. “I think she thinks you’re talking about [Call Lightning].”

Erick almost spilled his coftea in surprise, “You ‘think’ that? Did you just offer an interpretation, Poi? Oh my gods!” Erick joked, “I must report you to your betters!”

Poi frowned. 

Erick smiled. He said, “Let her think what she wants. Tell her I just want the opportunity to try something that might work well.”

Poi eventually answered, “She says to go ahead.”

Erick smiled. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And now, for some shamelessness:

Patrons have 093-Jane, 94, and 095-Jane! Two Jane chapters! Ahh! Where will the madness end! (it's gonna end there for a while, for sure)

Patrons also have the ability to vote on something rather fun, too. RR might get the opprotunity to join that vote in 3 weeks, but patrons get 3 possible votes, and RR will get slightly less... 

Anywho.

Your ratings, reviews, and upvotes on the reviews of others (we've had some movements in the most upvoted reviews lately) matters for visibility, and to me!

Thank you for reading~



                



092, 2/2


                Kal’Duresh stood like a tiered wedding cake, atop rippling orange sands. Blue roofs adorned tall white towers and an uncountable number of white buildings, while a curving tree, larger than any tree had a right to be, snaked around the airy castle on top of the cake. It was not the idyllic landscape it appeared to be, for looking closer, it was obvious they were ready for war.

For atop every single blue roof, and hovering in much of the sky above the city, were mages. 

They were not the most populous thing in the air, though. That award went to their enemy; a cloud of spiders that stretched for kilometers in every direction, like an invading cloud.

Pure white, long limbed, and covered in too many eyes, the spiders descended from the endless blue sky; an endless horde of chittering, egg-laden invaders. Long streamers of near-invisible threads fluttered from their backsides, buffeted by the heavy wind. Unintelligent spiders would have caught on to each other and tangled long before now, but these were not simple beasts; they were coordinated monsters. The largest of spiders in the horde had faint black lines running down their backs, from their eight eyes to their spinnerets. These coordinators, these mothers, each held together a loose assortment of their kind both in the physical, and in their arachnid minds, readying themselves for the feast arrayed before them in the city below.

The horde shifted.

Here and there, the largest spiders vanished from sight, invisible, taking with them whatever smaller spiders they controled. The descending cloud became a patchwork mess of unattended spiders who were already half dead, spent from the mating, but still ready to kill whatever enemy they could sink their fangs into. These visible spiders would draw the ire of the prey below, while the invisible mothers rapidly descended in controlled falls, avoiding bursts of wind from their prey designed to push them off course. 

The first Ophiel to blip into the swarm was instantly set upon by hidden monsters. 

The second Ophiel blipped closer to Kal’Duresh, into the sky just above the defenders of the city. A calm white orb formed around Ophiel, as thick air tore up from the ground like a sentient tsunami, like an ooze larger than the world had ever seen before, except for the last time this particular spell had been used. That ooze ripped into the descending horde, squeezing the life out of everything large enough to prove a major problem. 

Black striped mothers curled, dried, and died. They dropped to the ground. The invisible turned visible, and died.

Another Ophiel popped into the space between the Ballooning Spiders and the incani city. And then another. A fourth Ophiel appeared. As one, they set about constructing their own floating platforms, then filling them with dense, Restful air. Once they were prepared, they took their position against the monsters, and called the Withering Slime to Veird.

Gently glowing white spheres radiated tsunamis of thick-air ooze into the sky, pulling down every monster they could. After a moment, the original Ophiel on the scene constructed his own Saturn-like construct of floating platform and dense air, and took the fight back to the monsters.

Ophiel did the heavy lifting, but they could not get the smaller spiders or the unattended egg sacs. Tiny white spiders were just as deadly as the large ones. But they couldn’t turn invisible. They had no coordination. 

They were sitting ducks. 

Mages cast fire and ice, wind and rock, poison and radiant power, out against the invaders. 

But the horde kept coming. The spiders controlled vast stretches of air, funneling themselves toward the city below, toward their deaths, or to victory, whichever came was fine by them.

They did not care about dying. They had spent their lives well in advance of this day. They had even gathered the winds to them and chosen their target, knowing that a city was the harder, yet rewarding choice, as opposed to somewhere outside of this blighted desert. Those who survived and thrived against this culling would become stronger for it. They would become the next matriarchs of their horde in the Underworld. 

Some of them always survived, and that was enough.

Those still high in the sky directed streams of winds hundreds of meters wide against the wind thrown at them from those on the ground. The horde won. The surviving mothers pushed their forces forward, into the city, hoping that they could find food and power. They thought they knew what they were doing, but they had never come up against [Withering] before. 

And then the sky shifted, stealing from the horde the only power they truly had.

The shifting air was not the fury of nature directed by a mortal, but more like a pattern changing; a background turned to the right. An ocean of air deciding to alter course in a way it never had before.

The ocean carried the descending horde to the right. They were off course! They would hit the dreaded orange land! There was no coming back from that! The mothers panicked. They fought with all their might against the sky, controlling their kin to redirect the air, but the very sky had turned against them. They had lost the pattern. Fighting mages for control of the natural world was easy, but fighting the natural world? Impossible.

Maybe those who came after the front lines could do better. They usually did.

The horde fell to crystalline jaws.

 

- - - -

 

Erick left his Ophiel running for a while longer, but it probably wasn’t necessary. The Ballooning Spider Horde was falling onto the Crystal Forest. Mimics were already killing and eating white spiders for kilometers in every direction. 

Erick, still in his armchair, holding his book of weather open, said to Poi, “I didn’t go fully against the normal background winds, but I did turn the wind from northerlies, to easterlies. I’m not entirely sure, but I think the effect is something of a circular, diffusive change, beginning around five kilometers north of Kal’Duresh, and extending in every direction. I tried to turn the winds around completely, but the base casting cost was not enough to achieve such a change. As it is right now, the spell should remain in place for a day, according to the minimum duration listed in the spell’s box. I will have to do more experiments to find out more of what I have done.” He said, “If the Baroness wants to know what happened, that was it. Don’t tell her the name of the spell or what it does, exactly. I’ll keep Ophiel around to help with the stragglers.”

Poi nodded, then looked to the air. After a moment, he said, “She thanks you for your assistance and says that these hordes descend for anywhere from a day to three. She wishes for you to do whatever you did, again, if it comes to that. If your Ophiel could remain for now, that would be most acceptable.”

Erick smiled. “I like that. ‘Most acceptable’. Tell her that Ophiel will stay as long as needed, but if Spur gets an attack, too, then I must focus on here, of course.”

Poi nodded. After a moment, he said, “The Baroness accepts your terms.” He added, “Silverite has caught wind of what you did, and wishes to employ the same spell in front of Spur.”

“… did you make a joke there, Poi?”

Poi stood straight. “Entirely unintentional.”

Erick smiled. Then he sent an Ophiel out to change the weather to the north of Spur. He said, “Done. I did something slightly different north of Spur. There is now a corridor of wind maybe three kilometers thick and something like ten kilometers wide, traveling from the east to west. If the spiders manage to navigate that, then I can change it up again.”

Poi nodded. 

Erick asked, “Do you think the spiders will bother Frontier? They’d have to travel around Ar’Kendrithyst, first.”

“They might. Ballooning Spiders historically avoid Ar’Kendrithyst, but they can still hit Frontier.” He added, “Right now, they are literally all across the globe, mating in the skies. They can come down from literally anywhere.”

“Then when the spiders come for Frontier, I’ll do something for them, too.” He paused. He said, “Actually... Can you tell Silverite that she is free to negotiate prices for the same to be done for every city of the Crystal Forest? I’ll help anyone who wants help.”

“I’ll let her know.”

Erick went back to his book on weather patterns, thinking about the winds he had seen people cast from the roofs of Kal’Duresh, and the counter winds cast by the spiders. Nothing either side did was as powerful as the brief moment at that bar, so long ago, when he celebrated the creation of [Exalted Storm Aura], and Krakina painted the sunset sky with a brief [Nature’s Fury]. Her green winds briefly tore a tornado from above, before the Guard shut that down. 

Erick smiled to himself, remembering Krakina’s cackling laugh. What would she think of him messing around with prevailing winds?

She’d probably get angry.

 

- - - -

 

Hours had passed, while Erick read. 

It was a simple fact that magic used in a precise way, along established paths, cost less and did more. Nowhere was this fact more true, than in Erick’s own Particle Magic. This was why he wanted to find out more about the natural weather of the Crystal Forest. Small changes to vast systems would likely last longer, and cost less to change. 

An object in motion can be deflected a heck of a lot easier than being shot right back to where it came from, right?

… But… Maybe that wasn’t entirely true. [Reflection Ward] was pretty cheap, after all.

Anyway! In the vast majority of cases, changing a system in small ways was easier. According to Erick’s reading, and his own experiences, the Crystal Forest had roughly three seasons. Water Season, which was basically Spring. Wyrm Season, Dry Season, Oh God Why Is It So Hot, and Summer, were all the same season. Dry Season lasted well over over into Autumn, and was almost as hot as Hot Season. Then came Sandstorm Season, which was Winter, and also not. The Crystal Forest did not truly experience Winter, except at night, when the normal chill of the loss of the sun became something much deeper. But there was certainly no snow. 

Erick kinda missed snow.

The prevailing winds of the Crystal Forest were well known. In the east, the wind blew south. In the north, the wind blew south. In the south, but only near the coast, the wind changed it up a bit, blowing from land to the ocean at night, and from the ocean to the land, in other words, to the north, during the day. And in the west, it was back to northerlies. 

A high-powered jet stream ran along the coast of the Crystal Forest, flowing from west to east, chasing the sun. 

According to everything Erick read, he did not think his [Weather Control] would last very long. It might not even last a full day. Increasing the spell’s level, by casting it as much as he had, had done nothing to increase the duration of the magic. It was still ‘minimum: 1 day, maximum: 1 month.’ 

And since there was nothing natural about northerly winds suddenly shifting to easterlies, the spell was surely running out of power. Probably rather fast, too. Thankfully, Ballooning Spiders didn’t have [Dispel].

… How did [Dispel] work when the spell was spread out over ten kilometers?

Something to investigate, right there!

Erick checked on the state of Kal’Duresh, through the Ophiel still stationed there. The sky was still raining dead, dying, and tiny spiders, and they were definitely getting funneled off to the west, but some of them had regrouped, and changed tactics. 

Deep in the winds, some of them were putting out more threads, to catch the air and divert their destination back into the sky, to rejoin the greater horde up above. Erick frowned. That was just leaving an enemy for another day, and that would not do. He recast his spell, but this time he put more thought into his magic.

Wind curled overhead, easterlies becoming northerlies once again, but cold, while a heavy and hot ocean of air, just above the ground, pushed upward. The combined effect took a moment, but it happened fast enough. Dust devils sprang from the ground, catching orange sands into tight funnels that reached upward into the sky. Spiders tumbled directly down from the above, their many threads tangling into one, uncontrollable mass.

Erick cast a [Withering] into the land below, but kept it above the actual ground; he wanted the mimics to take care of those who managed to make it through the storm, since they were the simple solution, here.

Tornadoes of dead spiders crashed into the ground, kilometers from Kal’Duresh. Mimics swarmed and began killing what Erick could not.

Eh. He didn’t really need the mimics, did he? No. Erick moved an Ophiel into the area. Ophiel supplied his [Domain of the Withering Slime], killing everything, while Erick tinkered with [Control Weather], aiming to pull down more spiders, faster and faster. He added [Shimmer]s on the ground, turning sand molten with heat, setting corpses on fire, providing more sources of upward wind. 

 




	
Shimmer X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

Tiny specks of incandescent heat fill a large space, igniting flammable objects and dealing <damage>. <Shimmer can gain or lose damage based on the material inside the spell>.








 

He almost added [Wintry Sea]s to the sky, to create more falling, heavy air, but his short attempt at that proved to destabilize the whole system, as the errant blue spells went wild, and usually crashed to the ground, searching for targets to murder. He stuck with [Shimmer], and heat, for now.

At the height of his control, he had three tornadoes going at once. 

Three, almost natural tornadoes! 

Well. Not actual tornadoes. They were only maybe a dozen meters across, and all they did was rip up sand and rip down spiders, sending smoking corpses up and down on columns of hot air. They were more like dust devils, than true tornadoes. Erick probably needed to add [Call Lightning], to make a real storm, to make a tornado or three. There was just not enough moisture in the atmosphere of the Crystal Forest for the heat transfers necessary for tornadoes to properly form. 

But his three dust devils became large enough to tear down the horde, anyway.

So that was cool.

Erick smiled as he cast another [Control Weather], shaping what was already there into a more perfect form. Three dust devils became four, and that was super cool.

And look, the spell had leveled to 10. 

 




	
Control Weather X, one minute, super long range, <500 mana + Variable>

Change the weather in a location. Effect lasts longer if desired weather and location are conducive to each other. Minimum duration: <1 day>. Maximum duration: <1 month>. 

Particle Mage Only.








 

Still no change in the box, though. 

Erick went back to the Ophiel overlooking the storm. The first dust devil had risen an hour ago, with subsequent mini-tornadoes rising soon after. By now, most of the sky was clear of spiders. Maybe it would stay that way? Had Erick pulled down the whole horde? He looked at his most recent notifications, and picked one of the tumbling blue boxes at random. It was much easier to count kills now that his listings weren’t in alphabet base 26. 

 




	
You have slain Ballooning Spider 1,574,971!

95% participation!

+12,789,555 exp








 

Not all of them were worth that much experience; most were worth considerably less. But they were all called the same thing, and since they were all called the same thing, and since Ballooning Spider attacks were well documented, at 1-point-5 million kills, Erick knew he had gone through roughly 75% of the attack. Maybe more, maybe less. Horde sizes varied, but not by much. The kills were slowing down, of course, but Erick suspected the attack on Kal’Duresh would not even last into the night.

Erick renewed a few choice pockets of [Shimmer] on the ground. Dried spider bodies turned to broken flames as dust devils carried bright sparks and burning corpses into the air. That done, he went back to reading. 

Weather was pretty interesting stuff! A lot of people had done a lot of magical experimentation on the subject before, but most of what his book talked about was conjecture, observational studies, and magical theory. Not many people, and certainly not the people who wrote this book, could just up and control the weather, proving their theories as true or false.

Maybe he should write some of these people letters, letting them know if they were on the right track, or not.

Ah! He almost forgot about the rads! Some of them had burned up, for sure, but the battlefield was absolutely littered with dried corpses, for kilometers in every direction.

Ophiels began summoning Jewels, while Erick did the same. Soon, the battlefield was littered with knife wielding crystals, chopped up corpses —some still burning—, and piles and piles of rads.

 

- - - -

 

Erick showed up at Al’s Sewerhouse just before sunset. The golden building was closed for the night, but the lights were on upstairs. A quick telepathic connection brought Al outside. He looked pretty great. He wore black, as usual, and a smile. Erick hadn’t dressed up much, himself, but he was ready for wherever the night took him. First, he wanted dinner, though. 

Erick greeted Al, “Hey, Al! I’m hungry. Let’s eat. my treat. I’ve just killed Ballooning Spider number two million.” Erick smiled. “Definitely did not get that many rads out of them, though. But it’s a lot, so far.”

Al returned Erick’s smile, seeming to relax as his shoulders shook with a small laugh. “I could always eat. Have you ever been to The Regian’te?” 

“Nope. Sounds fancy, though.” Erick pulled at his shirt. “Not sure if I’m dressed well enough.”

Al smirked. “This is Spur. We get all types, here. I’m sure they won’t care.”

“Then lead the way!”

Al led the way. They spoke of news and people they had recently met. Al spoke of rookies messing up the sewers, while Erick said he had still never been down there, ever. Erick spoke of magic, and auras, and Al opened up like a burst damn. He loved aura magic, and math, and it showed in his speech and his happy face.

They made it to the Regian’te. It was the top floor of a ten story building, situated near the Mage District. It was fancy. Expensive fabrics on the tables. Drinks in cut crystal glasses. Menus with only three items on them. Mood lighting, and mostly private booths. Erick must have been the least properly dressed person in sight, but no one cared about how he dressed, or that he did not have a reservation. 

While Poi and Kiri shared a seat at the table behind them, Al and Erick sat down at one of the nicest tables, with a full view of Spur in the east. There were no skyscrapers in this city, but stone buildings got pretty tall. Erick commented on the buildings. Al said something about how that’s the highest they can build with stone; it breaks on its own if you don’t build right. Whatever the case, the city was a pretty sight, for sure. Lights shone along building edges, and inside apartment buildings and business spaces, giving brilliance to the deepening night. 

“I’m not used to being the second person recognized when I walk in a building,” Al joked, as the waiter filled their glasses with water. He said, “We haven’t done this in a while.”

“Projects have gotten away from me, so that’s my excuse.” Erick asked, “What’s yours?”

“Hangups, mostly.” Al said, “So, I was saying about Auras, natural versus magical.”

Erick smiled. Al had already gone over all the basics on the walk over here, explaining what Aurify did, and what Erick already knew based on his own experimentation. Al had almost become an Auramancer in his younger years, but while he kept that thread of interest alive, he had eventually opted into Stone Mage. As for his particular variant of Stone Mage? He communicated that to Erick with silent [Telepathy], for secrecy’s sake. 

Al’s Class was Stone Mage. Just Stone Mage. Nothing special. Erick punched him in the arm for that, but Al just laughed.

Al said, “Natural auras came first, of course. It is suspected, but Rozeta has never confirmed, that we get Health and Mana from a shift of the naturally occurring aura that any being with a soul possesses.”

“I could see that.”

Al nodded. He almost spoke, but instead paused, as the waiter came by for their decisions. This wasn’t the kind of place that had many options on their menu, because what you ordered was one of three options, and they paired everything else with what they were serving, and that included drinks. When that was taken care of, and Al had ordered the steak, and Erick had too, Al continued, “The best magical auras, meaning those with the most damage and control it is possible for an individual to achieve, all involve taking your natural aura and pairing it with the best spells that represent you, as an individual. But you can also go the other way, and start with a spell you really like, and thus mold your self and your aura to better fit your magic. That second way takes years, though. You’ve probably already figured this out, but you already have better control over your [Exalted Storm Aura] these days, than you did in the beginning, right?”

Erick thought about that. “I don’t really know about that. I have gotten better with landing the spell exactly where I want it to land, but not by much.”

Al smiled. “It’s entirely possible that you made a spell that already suits you perfectly. In such a case, improvements of the spell are rare, and you wouldn’t experience much of a personal change.” He added, “Take, for example: A Water Mage using a [Fireball Aura] would probably run into issues with singed hair and burned skin, where the disconnect between their normal magic and fire magic would cause their natural aura to fray. But a true Fire Mage would have no issues with a [Fireball Aura].”

Erick thought about that. He would have thought everyone would have had trouble with a [Fireball Aura]. He had never tried to make one though. Maybe he should try?

If he ever decided to make a [Vivid Gloom Aura], he would probably end up with a lot more problems than damaged skin and singed hair. But that would be true for everyone when it came to creating an aura out of [Vivid Gloom], right? Or maybe… was this the reason that Poison Archmage was perfectly fine inside her own orange cloud?

Al smirked. “I can see you don’t believe me.”

“I’m just saying, this requires some testing.”

Al laughed. 

Erick smiled, to see the man laugh. This was a good idea. He should have done this a while ago. To be fair, there were a lot of problems out there, right now, but he was solving them as he could. At that thought, Erick said, “Ah. Yeah. I need to check on this thing. Shouldn’t take long.”

Al nodded.

A brief check on the Ophiel north of Kal’Duresh revealed that the storm was still going, and that spiders were still dying, and burning up once they touched the fire-covered ground. Erick quickly renewed a few necessary spells, and then came back to himself. He had only been gone for five seconds.

Al said, “You know, that’s a rather impressive storm you made.”

“I’m learning all about weather patterns now so that I can cast the spell more effectively.” Erick felt a stab of pain, as he said, “I miss Krakina. I would have loved to ask her some questions. She’d know a lot about the weather around here.” He added, “Not too sure I should talk to Ikawa, though. That didn’t go so well, last time.”

Al looked away. He said, “We lost a lot that day.”

At that segue, Erick asked, “How is Savral? What’s going on with him?”

After a minute, Al turned to face Erick. “It’s not going as good as it could, but it will get better. He is missing memories, but I’ve talked to others who did the same thing as I… Some people are doing rather well. Others, not so much. The group I’m in— We think we’ve found a pattern to the problems. Those who lead violent lives of killing monsters are doing worse than those who stayed in the city and tried to live calm lives.” Al said, “The woman said to treat people like they had Dragon Essence poisoning, but we did that. We just didn’t think she meant that people had to completely change who they were. Some of the adventurers who... got better, they went out into the Crystal Forest to try and ‘find themselves’.” Al looked away. “Those ones have done the worst, and Savral is a part of that group.” He turned back. “I couldn’t stop him from testing himself against a mimic. He did fine, of course, but then he forgot about a stupid spice he liked to use all the time.”

Al bunched his fist, then relaxed it, slowly. Moments passed.

“I’m sorry, Al.”

“Thank you for saying such, but it is not your fault.” Al said, “This was my choice.”

The drinks arrived, along with salads and bread. Erick ordered something harder than the wine that was part of their meal. Al smiled again at some funny little joke Erick made, and it was good. 

When the first course was done, Erick asked, “So how do you lock down someone from using Spatial Magic? When I have to fight, I want to be able to keep the enemy from avoiding the fight.” He added, “I was thinking imbuing [Dispel] and [Teleport] into an aura attack, or something. Something that would stick around on the target for a while, or at least until the spell ran out. Maybe something with [Conjure Bind]? But I have yet to make that spell, either.”

Al shook his head. “[Conjure Bind] is decent. You might have to go that route. Aura attacks are only useful when someone doesn’t know what you’ve done. I can show you some of how that works later, but all you have to do to clear your aura is use [Cleanse]. If you truly want to deny someone their Spatial magic, you have to use parasites.” He added, “Monsters rarely have Spatial magic though— Oh. I see.” He said, “But shadelings don’t have Spatial magic, either, I think?”

“Shades do.”

Al sat a bit straighter. “Ah.” He thought for a minute. He said, “It could work. [Conjure Bind] would be useless against a Shade, for sure.” He said, “And you’ve reminded me: What you want to know is actually called Curse Magic. Almost all of that is locked behind the Witch Class.”

“… Oh?” Erick connected some dots in his mind, then said, “[Cleanse] is a gift from the gods. Curses are an aura affliction. So that’s how divine magic works to clear out curses? It purges the aura?” An anomaly reared its head. Erick looked to the ring on his finger. “Then why do my rings work, too?”

“The mysteries of magic are many.” Al smiled. “But if I had to guess, it would be because the aura is produced by the soul and magnified in different ways by the presence of the body and the mind. But we get access to the Script through our souls. And so, strengthening the soul and body with boosting rings that will not break, has a bolstering effect on the natural [Cleanse] that normally flows through the [Script] to keep it functional and whole.” Al said, “That’s pure conjecture on my part, though. You probably won’t hear that from anyone else, and I’m likely wrong. But that’s what I’m thinking is happening.”

Erick thought for a moment. “The Army has said that these rings don’t instantly clear out curses; it takes a short while, and it destroyed the rings, too.” He asked, “A loop of interaction that gradually erodes the magic inherent in a curse?”

“That’s another way to put it; sure.”

Erick asked, “How does the divine clean out curses?”

Al spoke strongly, “With divine might! Plowing through the curse! Brushing it aside with the power of a god!” Al relaxed, smirking. “I have no idea.” 

“Is the Curse of the Shadeling the same?”

“Ah.” Al thought. He said, “Probably not.” He added, “I don’t know much about curses except how to notice when one has invaded my aura. I can show you some aura control, later, if you wish. That should enable you to do the same, but there’s no way to know for sure. I haven’t had to fight off a curse in decades and I don’t have any Curse Magic of my own.” He said, “Aura control is pretty esoteric. It’s not that useful except for shaping aura spells.” He paused. “But that would be pretty useful for you, wouldn’t it?”

Erick smiled. “Probably.”

Al jolted. He said, “Oh! I almost forgot. Curse Magic is highly illegal. You could probably get around those laws, though.” He waved a dismissive hand, saying, “Silverite probably won’t care if you learn some curses.”

Erick said, “She might even know someone I could talk to.”

Al nodded.

Their food arrived. It was delicious. They spoke of their last months, like they were friends getting together on the weekends as they always did, and not like two people who had barely spoken to each other in a long while. When the meal was over, after three courses and dessert, Erick insisted on paying the bill. Al only relented when Erick said he was already paying for Kiri and Poi’s meals. The bill came out to 4500 gold. Erick was surprised at that, but it was a good dinner, with a good view, and even better company. In order to actually pay, though, he had an Ophiel blip in a 900 count pile of rads into a side room; Erick’s many, many Jewels had been working overtime to gather what they could from spider corpses.

After dinner, Poi briefly informed Erick that the spider horde was gone. He could stop the storm, now. 

So Erick stopped the storm, and then he reorganized his collection protocols. Ophiels and Jewels continued to work long into the night, but since there was no need to deal damage anymore and all the tiny spiders were burned away in the fires, Ophiel started using a different spell to help the many, many Jewels work faster. 

 




	
Cleansing Flame, instant, medium range, 15 MP

A smokeless flame gradually consumes and transforms a large amount of organic material to naught but air.

Deals no damage.








 

Piles of spider corpses caught on white fire, transforming into thick air that twisted away on the northern winds, leaving glittering rads strewn across the desert, like a strange reflection of the night sky above. Jewels picked those rads from the ground like they were plucking stars, gathering their harvest against their quartz-like bodies.

Erick, meanwhile, got an introduction to aura control in the third story classroom of his house.

An hour of discussion and attempts passed easily, at first, but quickly got rather rough.

Al finally got too disgusted to continue. “But you use your aura all the time! How can you not see what I’m telling you?!”

Erick laughed. “Just like old times.”

Al frowned. “It’s barely midnight. I want a drink. You’re buying, rich man.”

“Sounds good to me.” Erick smiled. 

In minutes, Al and Erick, along with Teressa, Kiri, and Poi, were back on the town. It wasn’t long till they were drinking at a nice, open air amphitheater-slash-bar on the third story of a building just beyond the Gardens, near the Human District. The place had a beautiful view of the northern sky, past the wall, and live entertainment. [Weather Ward]s stretched between stone pillars, keeping the wind out, but not the chill. There was no roof. Some people happily huddled together, while other, less amorous visitors, enjoyed private fires scattered here and there. Erick and Al had a fire. He also had a clear view of the night sky. Stars twinkled above like motes of light in the endless dark.

The band tonight was called Veruna and the Rumblers. Their lead woman was an incani of some beauty, with violet skin and violet horns. Her dress was a simple cotton thing that twisted in the breeze as she sang of the dearly departed and forever loved, of emotions and ceremony, while her band played along in a style that Erick would have called art rock, or maybe classical but with a stronger sound. Whatever it was, it was good.

Erick smiled, listening to the music, drinking his beer. He clapped between songs, like the rest of those present.

After two songs, he whispered to Al, “She’s pretty good. This was a good idea.”

Al smiled wide. He nodded. 

Some time later, something shifted in the crowd. Erick was not the first to notice the problem, at all, but he caught on quick enough when people started pointing to the north. The twinkling stars seemed to twinkle a bit more than they should. Some of the stars even vanished completely for long moments. 

Veruna stopped singing. The band stopped playing. Some people turned to look at Erick. 

Erick turned to his guards. Poi was already walking toward him. 

‘Sir,’ Poi sent, ‘Ballooning Spiders will descend on Spur in thirty minutes. It seems that the spiders have accounted for your [Weather Control]. Something more drastic must be done.’

‘Okay. I’m on it.’ And then he spoke loud enough for people to overhear, “I’ll take care of it.” He sent to Poi, ‘I won’t leave myself, much, but I will be slightly vulnerable.’

‘Understood.’

Ophiel, on Erick’s shoulder, was happy listening to the band. He would have rather floated above the singers and joined in the song, but Erick readily put a lid on that, controlling the tiny feathered [Familiar] to sit on his shoulder and behave. But now, with the music over, and danger approaching, playtime was over. It was time for work. Through his [Familiar]’s eyes, Erick saw Teressa loom behind him, facing backward, protecting his rear, while Poi stood to his right, ever vigilant. Kiri stayed near the bar; a set of eyes to watch from a different angle. 

Erick began summoning enough Ophiel to bring him back up to his cap, while remaining mostly high mana. One by one, they blipped away to first summon their Saturn-like configurations, before blipping again, into the sky. 

When the first Ophiel arrived in the skies north of Spur, spider threads caught on his shield, and spiders, meters wide, landed atop Ophiel’s dense air. They stabbed into the unknown, solid space, with long, oozing fangs, but Ophiel released his [Domain of the Withering Slime], and the assault ended as fast as it began. Spiders died, dried, and fell away, revealing the horde as far as Ophiel’s many eyes could see.

Erick changed the weather, casting wind into a twisting vortex, aiming for dust devils like before. 

But something failed. The storm did not twist how Erick wanted—

Ah. A source of heat on the ground. Right. This was ‘Winter’, and it was pretty darn cold out there this far past sunset. Erick had his Ophiels blip around the battlefield, layering the ground every hundred meters with bright [Shimmer]s, casting heat into the night, while he layered [Call Lightning]s into the space above the spiders. In ten minutes, the field was primed. 

Erick gave the weather another push, while he gave each Ophiel the appropriate spells, and set them to task.

He came back to himself, sitting in a spellbound, silent audience, while the skies north of Spur began to churn with flickering clouds. Rain began to fall on long lasting balls of fire that populated the desert, while lightning flickered in towering clouds. The stationary fireballs provided little light, so it was hard to see—

Here and there, someone turned on the lights in the sky. Massive lightwards shone onto falling, hungry spiders, and onto the clouds that chased them. The clouds were dark with rain, but the spiders were bright white, and their horde larger than the clouds. It had to be nineteen, twenty kilometers from east to west? Much more than that from north to south. 

Ophiel’s own Domains were not large enough to cut into the whole swarm, but they did cast large swaths of spiders to the ground. But these spiders controlled the wind, and they were a hive mind species. The dying informed the living of what was to come, and the horde parted the sky like only a thousand mages working in concert could, dodging the thick air swirling around each flying Ophiel. 

Erick felt his first spike of worry of the night, as spiders whipped around kilometer wide killzones, still headed for Spur, and sirens began to blare.

BrrrRRRRRRRRRRR!

The siren came and went in mere moments. Silverite spoke to the city:

“Attention Spur. Ballooning Spiders are falling. Our Archmages are fighting, but smaller spiders may get through. They are just as deadly as the adults. Take cover, or prepare to fight. I repeat: The smaller spiders are just as deadly as the adults.”

Erick felt his second spike of worry of the night.

A personal message came directly to Erick’s mind, ‘We could use a Domain across the city, and some imaging for the spiders somewhere. Your house is fine, or at the Guardhouse.’

‘On it.’

Erick worked fast. He finagled with the storm, connecting heat and cold and tumbling currents into a stream of air that churned from east to west, like a wave crashing in the sky. At a nudge, the sideways wind shifted, one end up, the other down. The spiders fought back, turning the air back to calm, but they were spitting into the wind; they could not fight the whole sky. Clouds turned violent, turning into tumblers, catching threads and pulling in spiders like a spindle transformed wool into yarn. Erick, and his entire audience, watched, as a churning air touched down on one side of the battlefield, pulling sky to the ground, and the fires of the desert into the swarm.

The whole thing caught fire at once, as thin, flammable spider threads proved to be excellent fuel, disrupting the whole storm system. The conflagration was short lived, drowned out by falling rains, but the heat those massive moments supplied to the system lasted much longer. Fires twisted and clouds spun. Dried spiders caught fire. People gasped to watch the death happening right outside their city. 

Erick took one of the Ophiel and sent him blipping to the battlefield floor to pick up something—

A spider leg! Ophiel grabbed the meter-long, partially charred limb, then blipped directly to the courtyard of the Guardhouse. People were already there. Someone reacted to Ophiel’s appearance with a [Force Beam] that briefly swiped against the feathered [Familiar], but the caster cut the spell before much happened. Ophiel glared at the offender, but Erick brought his attention back to task. Soon, a ball of cascading light glowed high above the Guardhouse, while a map of Spur appeared in the courtyard, with blue dots marked for every single Ballooning Spider. Erick had not made a DNA scan, but he did use the spider limb to set his 20 kilometer radius map to better target exactly what he wanted to target. It was only that size, because the Guard needed to see what was happening inside the city, not what was happening outside.

Erick had his third scare of the night, when blue dots appeared on the map; they were already here.

Erick immediately had the Ophiel by the guardhouse blip to the center of the city; it was the only one free at the moment, all the rest were busy killing the swarm. As that Ophiel appeared in the center of Spur, Erick channeled his own Domain through him, casting his own magic so that he could hit the entire city with his aura, at once.

He came back to himself, still sitting in the silent music bar. Thick air lifted from all around him, as notifications poured through the sides of his visions, and a kilometer wide tornado ripped across the land far ahead. Spiders tried to fight the storm. They cast diverting winds into the tornado, trying to change their fate, but Erick had set the system up too well. They caught on the threads of their fellow spiders and tumbled down into waiting [Domains of the Withering Slime].

Ten minutes passed. The blue dots on Erick’s map were already vanishing, as the Guard sent people out to deal with the problems. It wouldn’t be long till the city was empty of all Ballooning Spiders. 

The ones to the north who chose to attack en masse, instead of on their own, never had a chance. None of them got through Erick’s storm.

Veruna, the singer, spoke up from her spot on the stage, tentatively asking Erick, “Are we good?”

Every eye in the music bar was already on him.

Erick said, “I think so. Looks like the Guard is clearing out those that made it to the city. I’ll let you know if we’re not.”

Veruna smirked, then she smiled, then she laughed. “Good!” She said, “Because this is the most adamantine backdrop I could ever ask for. [Strike] it, boys!”

Her bandmates happily obliged. The tornado continue to churn death in the background, while Veruna belted out a song of glorious battle and hard fought life. It was a good song.

Erick’s mind was occasionally in eleven places at once, to make sure that Spur remained safe from the spiders, but the battle was won as soon as the two kilometer wide tornado began to churn and tear down the swarm. Erick mainly kept the weather running with fires and control, as he sat next to Al, listening to the band, the occasional crack of sky-filling lightning, and the far away rumble of a tornado. 

The patrons at the bar loved it. They cheered louder, they drank more. Some people tried to buy Erick a drink, but he shook his head.

Before long, Silverite sat down next to him. She smiled, saying, “This is fun.”

Erick laughed. He had another beer, but he kept himself sober. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons should get 096 tomorrow, or maybe tonight, meaning they will be 4 chapters ahead. 

Your reviews, ratings, and upvotes on the reviews of others, are important for visibility! 

Thank you for reading. 

 



                



093 - Jane, 1/2


                With her damp hair wrapped in a towel and another towel wrapped around her body, Jane stepped out of the master bathroom of Windy Manor, into the common room, feeling great. She had just treated herself to a nice soak in hot water, with scented oils and lush, pure white soap, for she had accomplished something today that most people never had, or ever wanted to. She smiled at the air, as she looked upon Elemental Body skill number six; the last one.

 




	
Air Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the breeze.








 

She kept smiling as she made her way to her room. She took her time getting dressed, for her mind was in a hundred different places. 

The Headmaster had been very good to Jane, giving her access to three different slimes, one rare, two not, and their respective dungeons he maintained around Veird. She did not have the Razorwing Familiar Form that she wanted, but she had cleared her Polymage Class Quest a week ago. She had not turned it in, however, because of a fact she already knew, but didn’t consider a big deal when she was just starting out. 

What you did before you got a Class enabled you to have different Classes than the standard issue Classes available. You could always check up on what other Classes were available after you already had one; her father had proven that to her just the other day, by revealing that he could get the Blood Mage class, if he wanted. But changing Classes was rather high up there in difficulty. Even changing a Favored Spell was pretty difficult. Her father’s Quest to take back one of his Favored Spells from [Call Lighting] involved surviving a lightning strike. 

Removing a Class was much more difficult; on par with changing your Scion. Getting rid of Polymage, which was something she was pretty sure she would never want to do, was a well known, and highly involved Quest. It required discarding all your Familiar Forms and remaining in your Natural Form for a year, or however long it took for your ‘soul to forget what it could have been’; which was just a fancy way of becoming ineligible for reacquiring your lost Familiar Forms. That process usually took a year, but it could take longer. Jane suspected that if she ever choose to abandon Polymage, that it would take her a long, long time to forget how to be a Shadow Spider.

So Jane had waited to turn in the Quest to the Script. She would go to the Registrar first. She wanted to see if she was eligible for any other, stranger Classes. Not many people got all the Elemental Body forms, after all!

Jane paused in putting on her pants. She should push her hopes down a notch. She tempered her expectations. She might have all the Body skills, and all the Shaping spells, but she had not made a single Prismatic spell. She probably needed to do that. But. Eh. She could still visit the Registrar and see her options. She could even ask the Headmaster his opinions on her possible options. She had earned that right, according to him. He was technically a Registrar, but only because of his position as Rozeta’s Second. If you were one of his Elites, or if you had done him a great service, he talked about practically anything anyone could ask of him, going on long tangents and informative stories about hidden Classes and interesting spells, provided those Classes and Spells were beneficial for him, and his goals.

Jane had noticed that peculiarity of the Headmaster’s rather early in their talks of Earth’s Fake Magic, when Jane spoke of Orbs of Dragonkind. She had memorized all of her books that she had on her laptop, of course, but when she started writing down what she knew, the larger spells and artifacts and magic tumbled out, first. When she mentioned the Orbs of Dragonkind, the Headmaster cleared the room, and had her work in private from then on. Everything she wrote passed under his eyes, first, before being cleared for his Elites to know.

Jane had been rather flippant about the whole thing before that moment. Everything she knew was Fake Magic from Earth, after all; she had even coined that term, herself. But the Headmaster still wanted it, so Jane decided she was going to milk that knowledge for all it was worth. But it was still Fake. Just a bunch of ideas put together by people without any real experience with magic, made to be accessible and give numbers to such ethereal concepts like ‘a bolt of magical force striking a person’ and ‘Health’.

And so, when she wasn’t eating slime cores, she spent several hours each day, spilling ‘secrets’ and occasionally answering the Headmaster’s questions. Occasionally, the Headmaster had more than just questions. He had concerns. Early on in their talks, one of his concerns lodged into Jane’s mind, and would not let go. She had thought about his words every day since then. She was still thinking of them now, as she finished putting on her shirt, and laid back onto her bed.

He had said something like, ‘All this Fake Magic that is so similar to the Script, and yet not; perhaps this is what is holding you back from proper Script spells? Perhaps, you are trying to do too much, and all your ideas are conflicting with each other.’ 

Then they had a rather large back-and-forth about how some people know all the magic there is, like the Headmaster himself, or any number of the Elite Mages that Jane had seen in her time on Veird. 

The Headmaster had gone on to summarize his expansive argument into something like, ‘Yes, it is true that some people are capable of knowing all the magic there is. Most Mage Guild Masters would even fall into that category. But no one can cast it all, Jane, and those who have unfinished thoughts or abnormal ideas rarely get far in their studies of magic. I have seen troubles like yours before. I have seen the children of noble houses, known for their magic, who come to Oceanside as complete failures, for in trying to learn all the magic there is, or in trying to put their own ill-thought twists on what has already come before, they have learned nothing, and gained no power. So I will tell you what I have told them:

‘There is a difference between half-formed ideas, and what you are trying to achieve, and it is thus:

‘What you are looking for is your Truth. You must find this Truth, and it must be a singular vision. But do not feel that you are making yourself smaller by limiting your magic. Indeed, you are deepening your connection to the mana, by deciding who you are, and who you wish to be. Discarding unwanted influences. Condensing and refining a vision to follow, or forge.

‘My own Truth is that of the Sun. How it nurtures growth and life, but is also harsh and unyielding.

‘Your father’s, if I had to hazard a guess, would be a Truth about how the world works on a fundamental level. Many follow his sort of Truth, but even if we all knew the physical theories he knows, I doubt many would be capable of his depths of conviction. 

‘Many find their Truth in the solidity of the Script. If you had grown up on Veird and cherished our Script how you had cherished of all this Other Magic you imagine, I would have guided you along the normal Arcanaeum Path. But I doubt that is meant to be. 

‘So find your Truth, Jane.’

Jane laid in bed, thinking.

… All she really wanted to do was kill threats, explore the world, and have fun doing it. But that wasn’t really a ‘truth’ was it? Or was it? Eh. Jane sat up. She knew what her problem was, and it wasn’t about any ‘Truth’. 

A lot of magical theory out there talked about stuff like ‘Schools of Thought’ creating the cultural basis for magics like the Shaping spells, and the Force spells, based on the magical theory that the Arcanaeums of Veird kept pumping out into the world. Jane would have called it a ‘chicken and the egg’ scenario if that scenario was even remotely true; the egg came first, after all, and then evolution produced the chicken. But whatever the case, Arcanaeum Magic was strong when used correctly, but, according to everything Jane had seen, it was just as much bullshit as anything else.

The problem laid in the fact that Magic was possibility. But possibility only existed when people thought of that possibility in the first place. In the case of Veird’s magic, these communal thoughts created the schools of magic taught in Arcanaeum. In the case of Jane’s gaming books and the new magic of Candlepoint, the Headmaster’s leading theory was that Candlepoint’s shadelings were an attempt by Melemizargo at forcing new magic into the Script, in a roundabout way. Theoretically.

Because that’s how normal Magic worked.

Theoretically. 

Jane wanted to scream! Subjective Magic had some very large downsides, and one of them was that no one really knew how any of it worked! And what worked for one person, wouldn’t work for others! And so, it seemed, Jane was the ‘other’.

On the other hand, Subjective Magic was great because it allowed for anything. Anything allowed by the Script, anyway.

But on the third hand! Jane was not great at self delusion or introspection! She wanted to be anything and everything, from the very moment she landed on Veird. How the hell was that concept going to work with finding her own personal ‘Truth’?

Maybe… If her father’s methodology was accepting the world as everyone else saw it, and then adding his own obstinance to it all… Could Jane’s methodology, perhaps, be the exact opposite? Could she just… enforce her will upon the world?

No. Wait. That would make her a tyrant.

But… Was that who she was, at her core? 

Jane shook her head. No. That was wrong. 

HOPEFULLY THAT WAS WRONG!

Jane didn’t want to think about magic anymore —and she was self aware enough to recognize that as yet another part of the problem. But! Whatever!—so she got up, and went about her day. Maybe she’d ‘find herself’ some other time, because for now, Jane had an appointment with a Registrar. 

She glanced toward the note Erick had left on the kitchen table, as she walked through the main room, toward the front door. She had read it a few days ago, but left it there. Delia had not crossed her path, but Jane had purposefully stayed away from that tangled nest of problems. 

From what she had found out from asking around, though: Delia was attending classes. So that was good? Probably? 

Jane certainly wasn’t going to make herself a [Familiar], though. 

 

- - - -

 

In a room with a Script-blue door, Jane sat across from a petite, older incani woman with large black horns and dull red skin, while a large blue box of options hovered to the side. There were a surprising number of shadow-centric Class options on the list. Jane wasn’t quite sure how she felt about that, but the Registrar, Alanaria, was happy to help Jane understand what she was seeing. 

“And what’s this one?” Jane asked, “Veirdshaker?”

Alanaria nodded, then read from an invisible part of the air, saying, “A stone-based class, with inherent bonuses to stone control and battlefield dominance. While others are falling down, you are standing strong.” She only needed to read from the air a handful of times this whole meeting. Mostly, she just spoke answers to Jane’s questions like she had studied for the test well before now. She turned to Jane, saying, “Even able to affect fliers, to some extent.”

“How did I qualify for that?”

Alanaria looked to the air again. “A proficiency in all Shaping spells, and the four Natural Elemental Body skills.”

Jane stared at ‘Veirdshaker’ for a few moments. She had not expected that sort of answer from Alanaria. It appeared that ‘Veirdshaker’ was rather close to something she might consider being. 

But. Eh. Maybe not.

She pointed to another, Class, asking, “Weapons Master?”

Alanaria didn’t have to read from the air this time, but she did smile a little. “Weapons deal more damage. Conjured or otherwise; does not matter. A peak Weapons Master is able to draw out the shape of their soul and use it as a weapon, or imbue a chosen weapon with a piece of themselves, depending on their own ideas of the Class. The process varies by person. Those that conjure or imbue well might live long after their natural death, as that weapon, looking after those still to come.” She added, “A lot of people from the warring states of Nelboor become Weapons Masters, where weapons are passed down from conqueror to child.”

“How did I get access to that Class, though? I have no history with any of that.”

“A large proficiency with many different weapons.” Alanaria added, “But you are wise to question such an offering. Without the techniques and bloodline history necessary to make such a Class shine, you would only have access to the Class Abilities, and an enhancement of whatever ideas regarding weapons that you might bring to the Class. Going further would require tutelage from another Weapons Master.”

Jane looked back to the list, and asked about one of the many classes that bothered her. “Zealot?”

Alanaria said, “A person willing to enact the will of a Deity.”

“Can you just…” She paused. She asked, “Can you tell me what Classes give? Baseline, I mean. What is a ‘Class’? I already know but… I thought I knew what I was going for, and I expected something else on this list, today.” Jane said, “Something closer to who I am.” She glanced up at ‘Veirdshaker’. “Though some of them are closer than others.”

Alanaria smiled small, then began, “It is perfectly natural to doubt a Class choice. Shall I start my explanation at the beginning?”

“Yes. Please. What is a Class, exactly?”

Alanaria nodded. “In one of the many creations made in order to prevent Melemizargo’s Wrath from killing everyone on Veird and thus ripping this world apart, a higher tier of power was manifested by the Relevant Entities of the Script, and Rozeta, in order for us to combat the Darkness. 

“The Classes.

“When a person reaches level 50, thereby proving themselves as capable, the Relevant Entities of the Script allow such a person to ascend to greater heights. When a person accepts a Class, they are taking the whole of their being and applying it in a singular direction in order to go further than they could have gone otherwise.

“But much how like no two people conjure the same sword, every Class is different for each individual. And I don’t mean Water Mage versus Stone Mage. I mean your Water Mage versus another’s Water Mage. You would both have the same Class, but you might take it in very different directions.

“To say it another way: Matriculation into the Script involves the Script carving out a space in the magic for you, but you fill that space with your own magic. Gaining a Class is a further allowance of growth. Putting a plant in a bigger pot, for instance. And I am not talking at all about Class Ability Slots. Every Class gets those, and some more than others, but those don’t matter compared to the Class itself. 

“If you were to take Water Mage, you would find, outside of all Ability Slots, your ability to control, change, or affect water, has increased. Either in quantity, or quality; however you chose to grow your own personal ability, the Script would respond.

“This is what it means to have a Class.” Alanaria asked, “Understood?”

“Yes.” Jane asked, “And the rarer Classes?”

Alanaria nodded. She said, “And now, we get into the rarer Classes, and what they mean. Take, for instance, River Mage. This is a variant of Water Mage. By taking the River Mage Class, you would find your rushing water spells and your control over currents vastly increased, even more so than if you were to take Water Mage. The exact nature of the change is up to you as the individual, but if a dam broke and rushing waters threatened a small village, all things being equal, a River Mage would be able to deflect the destructive rush to a greater degree than the Water Mage could.

“Another, slightly smaller thing to keep in mind, is that the suite of available Class Abilities are different between a Water Mage versus a River Mage. While the Water Mage might pull Class Abilities from the entire varied list of water-aligned Classes, and thus have a more generalized suite of options, the River Mage’s Class Abilities would focus primarily on rushing water of all kinds. Don’t expect to find ‘Tranquil Mind’ for 25% more Mana inside River Mage, for example. But a River Mage would always have access to ‘Rushing Mind’, for 25% more Mana Regen. 

“‘Tranquil Mind’ and ‘Rushing Mind’ stack with the standard suite of Class Abilities for doubling your Mana or your Mana Regen, too, just so you know.

“If you choose to take a specialty Class over a generalized Class, keep this in mind.

“One last thing to keep in mind: All things being equal, and unless you are set on something specific, it is the official recommendation of Rozeta to take the generalist approach when choosing a Class.”

“Thanks… but...” Jane said, “I was hoping that you could give an example outside of the one I read in the textbooks.”

Alanaria smiled, faintly, like she had heard that complaint a million times before. She answered with a response she likely had said a dozen times today, already, “That’s not how Registrars work.”

Jane asked, “I suppose you wouldn’t know anything about a theoretical ‘Prismatic Polymage’?”

Alanaria said, “I can guess that such a Class would be a rare variant of Polymage. But I have no idea what such a theoretical Class would even provide, or how you would get there.” She said, “But! I can say, that if you have a large enough personal conviction for such a Class, then it should appear on the list.” She glanced to the blue box hanging in the air, to the side. “But, since your desired Class has not appeared, we can conclude that even you, yourself, don’t believe that you have earned the right to such a Class.” 

Jane chuckled once. She sighed. She said, “Yeah. That’s about right.” 

Jane turned to the floating box of options, and read through the list a few times. ‘Polymage’ seemed to stare at her, telling her that she already knew what she wanted. She had completed that Quest a week ago, but she had yet to turn it in. 

 




	
Class Quest!

Abandon your initial Familiar Form 0/1

OR

Acquire an aquatic Form 1/1

Acquire an aerial Form 1/1

Acquire a fiery Form 1/1

Acquire a grounded Form 1/1

Acquire a hidden Form 1/1

Acquire a mesmerizing Form 1/1

Reward: Polymage Class








 

She could have accepted the Class right there. But she did not want to. She wanted to see if she would become eligible for something better, when she finally got the last three Elemental Body skills. Which she had. 

 




	
Stone Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the land.








 




	
Water Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the river.








 




	
Air Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the breeze.








 

But having all 6 Elemental Body skills did not unlock a special Class. It hadn’t even given her a ‘Special Action’ like she had gotten when she upgraded her flame slime into a flame ooze. 

Alanaria said, “I can see you are having some difficulty. I would like to give you some personal advice, if you would allow me?”

Jane looked over to Alanaria, and said, “Yeah. Sure.”

Alanaria said, “Polymage is a great Class for those who enjoy [Polymorph]. It is a good road that many have traveled on, with well researched books and a myriad of personal journals in the library, of those who have come before. Either way, do not forget this: Any Class you choose, you can make your own. That is the beauty of the Script.” She said, “But, since it seems you are a bit lost, I will give you the advice I give everyone who levels, way, way too fast.” She smiled, saying, “You’re level 71, and you Matriculated ten months ago! That is simply too fast!”

Jane smiled to herself. 

Alanaria said, “You need to take some time and find out what you want, for sure. If you’re going for such a ‘Prismatic’ Class, have you even tried to combine all of your Elemental Body skills and spells yet?”

“No. Not yet. I thought just having them was enough.” Jane said, “And I thought that having them all would unlock something. Some ‘Special Action’, or whatever.” She added, “How do you even use the Body skills in magic? Nothing I’ve read shows them used in any spell combinations. They’re always sort of… off to the side. Or recommended as alternatives to [Teleport] and [Blink].”

“Regarding how they’re used in other magics: I cannot help you with that. But regarding putting them all together? Have you even tried, yet?”

Jane frowned, but mostly at herself. The answer to Alanaria’s question was ‘no’. Jane never had any good luck combining magic. She also recognized that she was being foolish. Like a little kid scared to touch the stove because it burned her once before; Jane’s magic had never worked, and she felt it might never ever work, at all. 

… She recognized that she was being foolish, for sure. 

Jane said, “I haven’t tried combining them, yet. Or even using them fluidly from one to the other.”

Alanaria quietly looked at Jane. After a moment, she said, “Here’s some more unsolicited advice: You’ve been sick for a long time. It seems to me that you need to get back on a battlefield; out fighting the good fight. Harvesting slimes just doesn’t cut it.” 

“… Probably true.”

“I can’t recommend specific actions, but I can say that there are quest boards all over the world full of needs, and you are more than capable.” Alanaria said, “Keep in mind that your gut instinct is usually the best one when it comes to choosing a Class.”

Jane stood up. She said, “Thanks, Alanaria. I’ll make an appointment for another day.”

Alanaria said, “Good luck!”

 

- - - -

 

Jane looked up at the tall towers of Oceanside, and the flying people above. She frowned, and trudged on through noisy campus streets. She passed open air bars where students drank tea and harder liquids, while arguing over tests and history and magic theory. She came to Central Tower, and walked with the first years, towering above most of them, except for the orcols, of course. Some people gave her weird looks. What was this taller, obviously older student doing, walking around down here? Shouldn’t she be flying to class by now? But no, Jane had not gotten a single version of that spell she liked; not yet, anyway. 

So she walked the normal path, toward the elevators, and ascended through the tower while surrounded by kids. While most of the children got off before the lift got too high, Jane continued on to the second-to-the-top floor. Up here, the hallways were barely off-white marble, with golden flecks here and there in the stone. She had been up here more than a few times before, so Jane easily found her room. 

She nodded to the space where the invisible person stood, guarding the room, and went inside.

Today would be close to the last day of work. Jane was pretty sure she had gotten everything out, and though she might have missed something, those forgotten secrets could come out some other day. And besides! She needed to save a few things for herself. Wouldn’t want them killing the chicken that laid no more eggs, after all. 

Her desks, tables, and papers, looked much how they looked every time Jane had showed up for this job; highly organized, and nothing like the mess she usually made. She never made a large mess, but she had a tendency to construct scattered piles of paperwork on every table of the room, concerning everything she could remember about every various gaming system she had ever played, that might have been on the laptop Melemizargo stole. Those piles grew and grew as she recorded everything she knew, using the many pencils and pens and pastels she had been provided by the Headmaster. But every day, the papers and writing equipment had been organized by the Headmaster, after she left, to then appear like it did now, every time Jane showed up.

And to think of the devil: The Headmaster sat in a chair in the sun, on the far side of the room, reading from a small book and drinking from a large cup of tea. His emperor-like yellow-gold robes seemed to shine in the light, just like his eyes shimmered, as he watched Jane come into the room.

Jane joked, “I’m almost done, so it’s time to get rid of me?”

The old dragon frowned. “A man can’t check on his investment as the work comes to a close?”

Jane walked to her desk, saying, “You’re never here for the beginning part.” She added, “And you didn’t answer the question.”

The Headmaster lost his frown, and simply said, “If I went around acting like that, I would not enjoy my position as Second. Stability is necessary for one such as I. But just so the words are said: Neither I, nor any of my people, will end you now that your end of the bargain draws near.” He added, “At least your father has the decency to talk around such vulgarities.”

Jane smirked as she sat down at her desk. “Since you’re here: I was expecting something more after finishing with your air dungeon. But nothing happened. What gives?”

The old dragon perked up. “Ohh?” He set down his tea and his book. “Did you finally get all six Elemental Bodies?”

“I did.” Jane looked over the neat stack of papers to the right, to find her checklist of previously written works. It was sitting right under the top five pages, like usual. The Headmaster did it that way to prevent casual spying, but Jane thought he was more than a little OCD. She pulled out the page, and saw every single item she was willing to write about, was checked off. She smiled. She said, “Do I need to have Dragon Essence, too, to make that work?”

“No.” The Headmaster said, “We petitioned Rozeta early on for that to be exempt, when the pattern became apparent but our blood was already cursed for all eternity.”

Jane paused. She lifted her head from her work, to turn to the Headmaster. “I was just joking, but…?”

The Headmaster stood from his chair, and walked toward Jane’s desk, but not directly. In a most bizarre sense, Jane felt like she was watching a tiger, or a kraken, or… Well. A dragon. Like she was watching a dragon size up a target to devour. And with that thought, she saw that she was correct. She tensed her legs unconsciously, as the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Her breath hitched in her throat.

The Headmaster was prowling at her.

And then he noticed Jane noticing him. Whatever danger hung in the air vanished like it was never there, like Jane had only imagined what she had seen. And then the danger came back, but more controlled. More a warning, than the approach of the end.

The ancient dragon wearing an old man’s body, moved to the side of Jane’s desk, as he said, “You are flippant, and this is good in some sense. Perhaps around a campfire, to keep emotions high when the darkness prowls. Or in a bar to celebrate a victory. But do not joke about dragon essence around a dragon. You have just finished recovering from an ordeal with the horrid substance; do not look to launch yourself into the jaws of the world so casually.”

Jane looked down and away, for that was the appropriate thing to do when directly told she was in the wrong. She said, “… Sorry.”

“I do not mean to frighten, only to instill information and the proper degree of necessary caution.” The Headmaster moved to stand on the other side of Jane’s desk, to separate him from her with a flimsy, foot thick oak desk that probably weighed two hundred kilos. He added, “For caution is required.”

Jane looked up into deep golden eyes, and nodded, slowly.

The Headmaster continued, “I will give you a few hints. The first, is that achieving the Special Action you are searching for requires an expression of dominance few are capable of producing.” He said, “The second, is that Body skills may cost Mana, but there was a rather large debate on if they should have cost Health, as each Elemental Body was an attempt by the Script to allow the now-extinct Elementassi to survive on Veird.” He looked over to a nearby desk. In a flicker, a stack of papers that had been sitting there, appeared in his hands. He set the stack in front of Jane. “The last hint, is that Intent is All, and you already know the way. You just need to unclutter your mind.” 

Jane might have been recording what she knew about the gaming systems that had been stored on her laptop, but many of those systems were connected to other ideas from Earth. As such, there was a lot more than just D&D spells here. There was everything in this room from the Mythos of Cthulhu, to short essays on fantasy movies she had seen, to Greek Mythology, to memetic hazards and that whole barrel of fun, to knowledge of the nations of Africa. 

She kept most of the high-technology stuff out of her writings, though. Veird might have had magic that was more powerful than guns, like [Force Beam], and something of a ‘nanobot swarm’-ish magic in the creation of magical plants like the Daydropper, but there was no need to go adding guns to this planet. If those got invented here, it would not be because of Jane.

None of what she had written was very detailed, with most tables only having a few booklets. The table containing the topics of martial arts and xianxia was one of the smaller tables. She also never got too far into the cultures and ideas of the East, but she certainly knew the tropes in their fantasy, since some of her gaming friends were heavily into all that. So Jane had read one of the better stories that her friends insisted upon. And then she read another. She kind of liked cultivation, but they were not her favorite. 

Jane looked down at the stack of papers the Headmaster had plucked from the xianxia section.The title to this specific work Jane had penned was on the second page, hidden behind a cover letter, but Jane already knew this stack of papers, since it was the thinnest of that table. She had named it ‘Killing Intent’.

Jane looked up at him. “… What?”

The Headmaster smiled at Jane, then turned his gaze to the rest of the room, saying, “None of your ideas match up exactly with existence on Veird, not truly, but enough of them are close enough that some would think you a Prophet sent by the Mana Itself, while others would simply marvel at what your society has managed to think up in their spare time.” He half-quoted something, saying, “A million [Unseen Servants], given enough time and magic would create the next best seller, and all that.”

Jane looked down at her thin booklet. 

“Here is another bit of help for you:" The Headmaster said, “I am an archmage, practiced in the true nature of the Script, but my path is not your own. You need a warrior to guide you, and I know just the one. Talk to professor Ulogai Tinawa down in the Arena. Tell him I sent you. I will tell him the same. He will test you, and if you prove satisfactory, he might help guide you further toward your own Truth.” He added, “When you’re done today, that is.” He asked, “What do you have left?”

Jane opened up the booklet the Headmaster had laid before her, saying, “I guess I have some of this left.” She looked over to the desk with the xianxia stuff, adding, “And I guess I can add more to that.”

“Maybe you’re not so close to being done?”

Jane frowned. She reluctantly agreed, “Maybe I’m not so close to being done.”

 

- - - - 

 

The Arena was exactly what Jane expected; an oval of sandy land a few hundred meters across, lengthwise, entirely surrounded by short, stone stands, for whatever audience might feel like watching people beat the shit out of each other. 

It was a good show. More people should be here, thought Jane.

Blood splattered. Bones broke. Teeth flew. As the sun wound down toward the ocean, Jane sat on the stone, watching the fights, feeling a little happier than before. Her Dragon Essence sickness was over, she had ground out every Elemental Body there was, save the one line of Body skills she would never touch again, and here she was, ready to get back in the fight against something larger than a pile of slime cores. 

Her eyes drifted past a surprisingly agile orcol woman, who slipped through the guards of much smaller combatants, to send her assailants flying meters away, into the dirt. She glanced at a young human man, who lost his sword in a four-way melee, and was forced to fight three-on-one against those still holding weapons. But mostly, Jane marveled at the pure physicality of it all. The hard fists, the grimacing faces, the sweat and the blood.

Magic was great, but physical fighting was certainly better. 

Jane also watched the professor, Ulogai Tinawa, in his bright yellow plate armor. He moved among the fighters, pausing conflicts to offer advice or change up the battles, stressing whoever seemed to be lacking, while sending away those who got too heated to rest under stone awnings. He yelled, and tempos increased. He yelled, and the spars stopped. He yelled, and attendant doctor students rushed in from the side of the field to grab, pull away, and heal those who had been too roughly knocked out of their fights. 

She probably got too into the action. She had to stop herself from raising her hands and pretending to dodge in her seat, and going ‘OHHH’ when one of the guys got a great hit in against someone else. She could barely contain her excitement, because did you see that one guy?! His right cross sent that woman flying, spinning end over end, directly into a suddenly appeared [Air Cushion]. The attendant Healers had the woman up in no time, and she came right back to the fight and laid that dude out flat.

Jane wasn’t the only one watching, and she wasn’t the only one sitting by herself, but there was no doubt in her mind that Tinawa had spotted her. Tinawa looked directly at her when Jane arrived at the Arena, and again when the intense sparring was over, and the class switched to slow sparring. In one of the lulls of the evening, Tinawa set up his students against each other, then looked toward Jane, his blue eyes glinting in the thin slit of his yellow helmet. 

He sent, ‘I heard from the Headmaster. Stick around after class.’

Jane sent back an affirmative, then she watched, and waited. 

Class finished. Students bowed to Professor Tinawa, and then to each other. Some of the students left with those in the stands, as parents complimented their kids and the kids tried to deflect their embarrassment. Some students left with each other, the trials of the day forgotten as they happily exchanged tips with each other. There were some hardened emotions out on the field, but those combatants left the Arena in different directions. 

Professor Tinawa remained in the center of the Arena, speaking softly to two students that stayed behind. And then those two students left, together.

Tinawa looked up at Jane as he dispersed his yellow [Conjure Armor]. Blond hair, blue eyes, and with pale skin, the Professor of Physical Studies looked like an old general who was still young enough to toss down with the students. He stared at Jane from the center of the Arena, and sent her an image of a rocky shore, a general idea of where to go, and the words, ‘Meet me there,’ as he blipped away in a yellow flash.

Jane vibrated a little in her seat as her blood pumped hard, shaking her ears. She had been smiling for the last half hour, and her face was a little rigid, but at Tinawa’s words, she forced herself to relax. This was going to be fun.

She first sent a [Scry] eye to the location, and then she blipped in a dozen meters off center of both the eye, and the location Tinawa showed her. She didn’t really know this man, after all. She had never met him before. But blindly following a set path would be a foolish thing to do.

As Jane appeared where she wanted to appear, the ocean roared in the afternoon sun, sending sprays up rocky channels carved into the short cliffside by both erosion and magical destruction. It was a short drop to the waters below, but the waters below were deep, as the land angled almost straight down to the ocean floor, a kilometer below. Jane knew that much because she had already explored near here with her water slime form. That exploration didn’t last long, though. There were some pretty large beasts down in those deep water—

Tinawa spoke up directly behind Jane. “Good instincts, but—”

Jane whipped around, and she was, on retrospection, a bit wild with her punch. Ulogai Tinawa just raised a hand and deflected Jane’s punch upward, as he slipped down and around her, striking three times to hit her unguarded stomach, ribs, and kidney. Each [Strike], and they were definitely [Strike]s, did something different. The first flickered Jane’s [Personal Ward] to sight, like a blue-black shimmer across her skin. The second broke that [Personal Ward]; all 12,000 points of it vanished in a single tap of knuckle against shirt. Jane had just long enough to register that maybe she should have donned her armor —but he even took his off before he blipped over here! Jane saw him do it!— when the third [Strike] crashed pain through her body, dropping her to zero Health, but no further.

In the following moments, Jane would rapidly understand what moves Tinawa had used. First came a normal [Strike], to test her defenses, then a [Ward Strike], to peel away her [Personal Ward], then came a [Merciful Strike], to hit her as hard as he could, in a near-Critical location, but inflicting minimal actual damage. But that understanding came later.

Right now, Tinawa stepped away while Jane collapsed to the ground, fully exposed to the world, all her defenses gone. She coughed up blood, as her thoughts caught up to her situation. If he had wanted to kill her, he would have. But he didn’t? Yeah. He didn’t.

“What the fuck,” Jane said, but it came out strained and difficult, and probably not at all understandable.

Tinawa said, “Usually I have to goad a bit harder than that to get the student to strike me.”

Jane breathed. She cast [Invisible Rejuvenation] on herself, gradually ticking her Health upward, while she flickered dark blue, casting [Greater Treat Wounds] upon herself. Her pain faded over ten seconds, as she turned her head and frowned at the Professor. She wanted to glare, too, but she stopped that before it happened.

Tinawa said, “As I was saying: You have good instincts. Checking with a [Scry] orb then [Teleporting] into an area outside of the designated spot was a good attempt.” He added, “But your base is missing.”

Jane spat blood on the rocky ground. She stood up, saying, “Yup.” She asked, “What I am missing?”

Tinawa briefly smiled, before vanishing that emotion from his face. He said, “Based on what I have seen and what I have been told: [Erase Presence] and [Melee Reflection] would do you well. Or, we could focus on the real reason you’re here, and work together to help you find your way forward.” He asked, “Where would you like to start?”

“Skills first.” Jane said, “I tried for [Erase Presence], but I couldn’t get it right. Same went for [Melee Reflection].”

Tinawa stood silent for a long moment, looking at Jane like one would inspect a spreadsheet. He said, “We’re going to work on your battle trauma.”

Jane instantly said, “I don’t have any battle trauma.”

“… Riiight.” 

“I don’t.”

Tinawa frowned a little, then said, “I’ll go first.”

Jane grumbled.

“Here’s my trauma: When I was a child, I lived in a flick-of-shit nothing village in northern Nelboor. The latest batch of Matriculations happened, as they always did on Festival Week, the only time each year when the Registars were allowed to travel the continent without facing reprisal and death. It was my year. I was already level 5 when the troupe of revelers came to town the next day, following the Registrar like normal. I was tired as fuck, for I just wasn’t used to spending that much Mana and Health in a single day.

“Every single last reveler turned out to be an enemy combatant from Blue Waters, though I didn’t find that out till many years later. They got the parents drunk and set us all to sleep with herbs tossed into the bonfires. I was already crashed out in bed, in my room on the windward side of the house. That was probably the only reason I survived. I was already Resting, and the poison was rather sparse where I laid.

“I woke up to see my mother eating my father, while he failed to hold her off, and my little brother munching on my arm. 

“I had been working on [Fireball]. I was going to be a soldier in the Sand Lion’s Army, out of the Capital city of the Sand Lion Empire, in Plateau Keep. You need [Fireball] to be a part of that, and I had made the spell before level 10. I was all but assured a good starting position in the army.

“But then I had to kill my family because they were going to kill me. My father hadn’t actually turned cannibal, but looking back on it, he was too surprised by my mother’s change that he let her get the drop on him. I killed him first, but only because I aimed at my mother, and [Fireball] is a large spell. Mom took two blasts to kill. I had to stab my brother to death with a wooden training sword, because I was out of mana.

“And then I ran. Into the wind, into a sandstorm.” Tinawa said, “That’s the start of my trauma.”

A small part of something broke inside Jane, as she listened to Professor Tinawa. When he was finished, Jane just breathed. 

After a moment of that, she said, “I almost died to Moon Reachers. In my first moments on Veird, I saw Melemizargo, and then I was chased by one of his [Familiar]s. I was there helping the Champion of Atunir make her way through Ar’Kendrithyst, seeing all that horror and rescuing people when I could. I even rescued the Champion and the Prince from their end, but failed to save the others. The Shades have marked me for something because of what I did and who my father is, but I know not what. 

“And then there’s the other parts of this shitty world! The Sovereign Cities are a cesspool of people harming each other in the face of dangers like the Dead City, and the Forest.

“I don’t think I will EVER be over the puking and the shitting and the— The last two months have been very rough, to put it way too mildly. 

“And what makes it all so, SO MUCH worse, is that I come from a world where most people never think to kill something or someone else in order to survive, because we have tamed the world. The only threats still existent are ourselves and each other.” Jane felt warmth trickle down her face, as her throat clenched, trying to stop her words. But she spoke through the pain, anyway. “Back on my world, the life I planned for myself would have had me working for the most powerful nation in the world, doing things that would have directly harmed other people in order to… I knew what I was getting into. I knew I wouldn’t have been doing the right thing all the time… But here…” Her tears kept coming, but Jane knew her face did not show sadness, but pure anger. She spat, “But there is so much here that needs to end. There is no moral quandary. There are only monsters. 

“But how do you fight against an evil wizard god? How do you kill Shades and Ancients? How do you solve the complicated problems of the Sovereign Cities? How do you end even the most simple of threats, that by their very population, are impossible to solve, like the Crystal Mimics? Or the existence of the monsters themselves?

“And it all makes me so angry.

“It makes me angry that people live in these huge cities instead of spreading out and taking back this world. That anyone is under level 50. That if everyone got that high of level, in order to kill the monsters, that everyone would end up killing each other, instead!

“And the Moon Reachers! Holy FUCK those awful things!” Jane shivered in rage, asking, “How do you solve these problems?”

This time, the smile that crept upon Tinawa’s face stayed longer than a simple moment. But he put that smile away when he saw it spike Jane’s anger higher. He stood strong, and said, “You kill, and you kill, and you never stop, and when people come to you for help to learn how to kill the Darkness, you help them as best you can, for maybe they will succeed where you have failed.”

Jane held back her angry retort. She breathed deep, sniffling, then stared right into Tinawa’s bright blue eyes. “That’s enough therapy for me for today; thanks.”

Tinawa nodded. “Physical therapy, then.” He asked, “Do you know how to find the Elite Board?”

“No.” 

“It’s here, today.” Tinawa sent her a mental image of new location. “If someone is there and they scare you into attacking: Don’t.”

Tinawa blipped away in a yellow flash.

Jane breathed deep, her whole body shaking from emotions unexpressed. Then she breathed calmer. She stood straight, and muttered to herself, “It’s gonna be that sort of mentorship, eh?”

Then she blipped dark blue, following Tinawa.
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093 - Jane, 2/2


                Oceanside had no Adventurer’s Guild branch. It wasn’t a big secret why, either. The Headmaster had total control of his island and he liked it that way, while the Adventurer’s Guild was a multinational organization that demanded certain things in order for a Guildhouse to open in an area. Oceanside met all the criteria except for allowing the Guild political power. The Headmaster did not like to share. He would never let someone else have any legal say in what went on in his domain. 

So the Headmaster had opened up his own ‘Guildhouse’. 

The world flashed dark blue, then resolved back into normal space, as Jane stepped down onto a solid ‘floor’ made of hexagonal stone. She was at the beginning of a cave entrance, in a cliff made of columnar rock. Salt spray scented the air, as waves crashed just outside the cave. She wasn’t too far from where she had just been. Maybe only a good two hundred meters?

Tinawa watched Jane from deeper in the cave. He turned and walked down. Jane followed, stepping down natural-ish hexagonal steps, into the dim, damp cave. It wasn’t long till lights appeared up ahead. They turned a corner in the cave system, and saw the ‘Guildhouse’. But there was no building. There was just a multitude of stone quest boards hanging on the walls, and two very odd receptionists, separated from each other by five meters of space and two separate podiums. 

One was a shirtless, muscular man of dark skin and inner radiance, whose eyes glowed a pale gold. He had a masculine face and a kilt made of knives. He almost looked human, but if he were, he was putting on a show. A pale gold sword hovered behind his back, sized to his body. It was a completely impractical weapon, but Jane had seen more than her share of impractical weapons. Maybe he could actually use his well.

The other was an incani woman of red skin, wearing a slick black dress, with a different sort of inner radiance that was more like a dark gloom. Her eyes were dark rubies. A disk of dark red light hovered behind her head, almost like a halo—

Oh. It was an angel and a demon. 

It had taken her a hot second to recognize what she was seeing, but yes, it was one angel and one demon. Working together, somehow?

The angel man frowned to see Jane, and asked, “Credentials.”

“She’s obviously with Ulogai,” said the devil woman, smiling. She leaned forward onto her podium to look at Jane. “I was wondering when you would show, Jane Flatt.”

The angel sighed off to the side, saying, “Betrayer.”

The devil stood up straight as she put on a frown. “How is she a betrayer!? She’s not even on your side! She’s not even from this world, you swording-jerk!” She turned to Jane, saying, “They’re always like that. Hardliners; the lot of them. Any deviant humans are cut off. It’s quite awful, really.”

“More lies from the demon.” The angel said, “How quaint.”

Jane asked, “How is this… How are you two not killing each other?”

“Contracted!” cheered the devil.

“Contracted,” sighed the angel.

“Why?” asked Jane. “How?”

The devil rapidly said, “So that we know Kirginatharp isn’t playing favorites.”

The angel frowned, then unhappily said, “So that we know Kirginatharp isn’t favoring the enemy.”

“Ah!” the devil said, “You changed it up there, Oteril. You are capable of change!”

“And you continue to abuse this space of enforced ceasefire in order to antagonize me, Aviza.” He looked away from Aviza, to face Jane. “Are you an Elite now, Jane Flatt? Are we adding you to the registry?”

“She is not.” Tinawa stepped into the conversation, saying, “We’re here for a 5 star melee quest.”

Oteril and Aviza lifted their hands at the same time. Gold and red glows appeared like small highlights across entries on each stone board, hanging around the room. Jane looked to Tinawa.

Tinawa said to Jane, “Take your pick.”

Oddness aside, Jane almost smiled. This might be some fun physical therapy. Jane turned to the boards, and began reading. Almost all of them were like quest boards she would have seen in any Adventuring Guildhouse, in any part of the world, with monster names and stars by the listing. There was one board that neither of them highlighted, but that was full of rewards, it seemed, with costs delineated in grand rads, and the rewards themselves written in code. She had no idea what anything was, but it cost between 10 and 1000 grand rads, which was interesting. But what was even more interesting, was that the angel and the devil highlighted different target monsters.

“Why the different targeting system?” Jane asked.

Tinawa said, “With their views from the moons, the Angels and the Demons are able to see almost every monster problem on the globe. They update these quests as the moons pass overhead, in the day. At night, Melemizargo is able to hide his actions from their eyes. We don’t get quests for Underworld targets, here. That’s a different location.” He said, “This is why the Headmaster has a contracted angel and demon working for him. They hate Melemizargo almost more than they hate each other.”

Aviza called out, “I do not hate the Angels! This war is their fault! His people’s fault!”

Oteril said, “And what of your Halls of the Dead and their Daydroppers? Was that not a call for war?”

“You asked for it.” As though speaking lines for a medical ad on the television, Aviza rapidly added, “Demon Lord Dinnamoth and the Nations of Hell are not responsible for the actions of people on Veird. To blame us for the actions of our descendants is folly, and incorrect.”

Tinawa said to Jane, “Pick something out on the boards.”

Jane almost asked about the ‘Converter Angel’ that appeared and disappeared from Candlepoint’s quest board a while ago. But she didn’t want to get into that. She walked to the nearest board, and read.

After reading for a minute, and being slightly concerned for another, she pointed to a red-highlight, and asked, “What’s this Lava Hydra doing here? That’s an 8, I know it is. These aren’t 5 star quests?”

Aviza spoke first, “We expect better from Elites than we do from adventurers. For almost everyone, a Lava Hydra is an 8, but if you can control fire then it’s only a 5.” She added, “A lot of the Elemental Body monsters are 5 star.”

“Okay… That’s... fair.” Jane said, “Let’s go with this Lava Hydra—”

Oteril interrupted, “That is out in the middle of nowhere. Pick something I highlighted, and help someone survive another day.”

“That’s a lie.” Aviza said, “Stick with the Lava Hydra. It’s good gold and resources, and you will make that bit of Nelboor safer by ending one of the larger threats in the area.”

“There is no benefit to eliminating a known apex predator, only to have an unknown take its place. And besides: the nearest settlement to that location is 129 kilometers away.” Oteril flicked his finger through the air, shifting the gold highlights around the room. “Any of these would satisfy a thirst for challenge and resources, and also help a community or group of people in the area.”

“Ugh! Fine.” Aviza dramatically collapsed across her podium, saying, “I’m changing mine, too.” She flicked a hand through the air. Red highlights shifted. 

Jane scanned the board for a moment longer, but stopped when she saw a prize, where nothing was listed but monsters. “Primal frost owl. Yes! I pick this one.”

Tinawa nodded toward the demon and the angel.

Aviza stood straight at her podium. Oteril was already standing straight. As one, they lifted their hands toward each other. Jane felt a prickle of power rush across her skin, as threads of red and gold flowed from the demon and angel, to touch in front of a blank wall. A smile came unbidden to Jane; was this really happening? Were they doing what she thought they were doing? 

Red and gold flickered in the air, as the dim light of the cave twisted into something deeper, brighter. 

Yes! Jane almost hopped up and down. Oh my gods! The Headmaster had access to this sort of power? Jane rapidly corrected her thoughts, that of course he had this sort of power. But still! Amazing!

Red and gold pulled back the world, creating a [Gate], like a door opening to another part of Veird. A snowy mountain path opened up on the other side. Cold air and snow flurries rushed into the damp cave, freezing the ground on this side of the portal.

Jane’s smile turned into a laugh as goosebumps raced up her arms and frost stung her eyes. She couldn’t hold back her words any longer. “Oh my gods! A [Gate]?!”

Tinawa said, “I get [Gate]s. You would need to earn that right. But, yes. A [Gate].”

Jane asked, “You can really go anywhere?! And kill any monsters you want?”

“Once per day, yes; you and a small party can go anywhere you want.” Tinawa added, “You’re expected to get back on your own.” He gestured toward the [Gate]. “Let’s go.”

Jane gave one last look at the angel and the demon. Oteril gazed back, dispassionately. The massive sword at the angel’s back had never moved. Aviza smiled at her, waving with her fingers as Jane passed by. The red gemstone disk behind her head had never moved, either, even with Aviza’s exaggerated emotions. Jane smiled, mainly to herself, as she stepped through the [Gate], onto snow covered stone. Tinawa followed, close behind. 

Blindingly white, snow covered mountains dominated the skyline. Cliffs and crevasses plunged down into frozen depths, while stony peaks scraped the sky. The red-gold [Gate] snapped shut behind Jane. The warm air of the tropical cave vanished in snow flurries and twisting gales. Everything was either white, or stone, and Jane had no idea where she was in the world.

And that was better than great. It was fantastic!

Tinawa conjured his yellow armor. Yellow fur poked out from the joints. Jane conjured her own reinforced gambeson, shifting the magic to fluffy furs and insulating gloves. A nice balaclava wrapped around her head, while polarized glasses appeared over her eyes. 

Tinawa frowned a little at her.

“What?” she asked.

“No [Polymorph]?”

Jane smiled. “No. They’d all freeze up. But a primal frost owl wouldn’t!”

Almost all of Tinawa’s face was covered by thick, yellow plate armor, but his blue eyes were exposed, and they seemed to smile at Jane. “I expected you to ask for a break to reconjure your [Personal Ward], too.”

“Nope.” She said, “Wouldn’t help versus the cold, anyway. Primal frost owls are supposed to be able to freeze people solid, and—” Jane flickered with blue light, conjuring a [Personal Warmth Ward]. Instantly, the cold wind that poured into the tiny cracks in her armor, ceased. “— And you can’t have two [Personal Ward]s at once.”

Tinawa nodded slowly, as though locked in thought. After a moment, he said, “The Duo drops us in an area near where they last saw the target.” He pointed down the frozen path. “I’m guessing the bird is down there, but I’m just here to observe. This is your show.”

“What are you trying to observe, anyway?”

Tinawa stepped down the path, saying, “Walk and talk, and maybe the noise will attract our target.”

Jane followed. 

Tinawa said, “And like I said: Physical Therapy. I need to see what the problems are, and a 5 star quest should be easy enough, while still accomplishing some good in the world.” He added, “I also wondered what monster you would pick, and if you would tell me why. You picked a flying frost monster in order to eat it, either because you lack that Familiar Form, or you’re looking for an upgrade. So you’re aware of your shortcomings, you’re improving yourself, you’re adjusting, and you’re rather practical. That all bodes well for your future. But you’ve been wounded something deep. Maybe it’s just lingering pain from having been locked asleep to a bed for a month and a half. Maybe it’s something more. That’s what I’m here to help you with.”

Tinawa’s voice rebounded off of mountains, but the wind carried most of it away. Jane kept her footing well enough, but whoever had made this path had not kept it up over the years. Or maybe it was winter, and people didn’t keep up mountain paths in the winter? Or maybe this was summer, and she was not where she thought she might be. So? Where was she? Whatever the case, rubble lay here and there; the results of rockfalls, no doubt. 

Jane asked, “Where are we, anyway? I’m guessing northern Quintlan?”

Tinawa looked to the vague, white sky. “Somewhere around there, sure. Halfway around the world from Oceanside. Sun was setting back home, but it’s winter here… We might have an hour of sunlight, if that.” He gestured toward the empty air, away from the mountain, saying, “There’s probably a fishing village or town or something, down by the coast a few mountains over.”

“I thought Quintlan was too dangerous for most settlements?”

“That’s like saying Nelboor is an endless desert, or Nergal is a single jungle, or Glaquin is a warzone of the Quiet War.” Tinawa said, “But Quintlan is mostly abandoned. Doesn’t stop people from trying to settle—” Tinawa led the way past a bend in the mountain path. “Oh.” He stopped. “I know where we are, now. We’re not near the coast at all.”

Jane stepped to Tinawa’s side, and saw what he saw. The mountains ahead were not simple mountains at all. They were something more, and the sight of it all sent Jane’s heart fluttering. This was what she wanted. This sort of exploration. To see these sights, and know these places, and to know why the path under her feet was broken, as though from ages of neglect. 

Amid the majestic snow peaks of an endless chain of mountains, stood one mountain above the rest. But it was not a mountain. It was a stronghold. Towers of crystalline latticework stretched up from a mass of fortresses and roads and walls and bridges. The city was abandoned. Jane could see that from here. But it still glimmered in the sunlight, like a frost covered jewel. 

Jane asked, “Is it a crystal city? A wrought city, I mean?”

“No.” Tinawa said, “It’s just been preserved against all damage by Frost Oozes. I’m not even sure which city it is. There’s hundreds of them in this area. Could just be the former house of royalty.” He turned to Jane, adding, “Not sure why the Duo sent us here. Maybe there’s some settlement further in the mountains. Since you picked a highlighted monster, it means that they could set you down somewhere safe, near someone that might need help.” He turned back to the path, and kept walking. “But we don’t contract with people. We try to rescue people when we can, for sure, but we’re here for the monsters. Some Elites like to know where the people are and what help they need, but we don’t take anything for our services, and if you’re caught extorting the locals for monster kills, you’re fucked.” He added, “So don’t do that.”

Jane walked behind Tinawa, constantly scanning her surroundings with [Hunter’s Instincts]. She smelled no carrion. She heard nothing too alarming, beyond the wind. She saw no smoke trails lifting from the frozen city ahead, or from anywhere else nearby. 

And now that her eyes adjusted to the light of the area, she reconjured her balaclava, without the goggles. It was getting too dim to see with her polarized variety. It had taken her but a moment to learn the polarization trick, once she picked up and studied one of the polarization lightwards her father had left for use in the light slime dungeon. But she didn’t need to use that trick right now. 

With her eyes uncluttered, she looked again at the city. She saw something new. Birds hovered in the sky, high above the frozen buildings and towers. They didn’t look like primal frost owls; they were much too small for that. They were barely even visible from this distance. Maybe frost eagles? Or vultures? Jane knew that eagles and vultures circled. Owls were ambush, silent predators, that used their tremendous eyesight and wind control to sneak up on their prey. Or at least that’s what the book she read, had said. A frost bird of some sort had been on her short list of birds to look out for, while frost owls were higher on the list than most. Her current air slime form was not that great; she was already planning on ditching that for a razorwing, whenever she got the chance. Since she was here, now, would gladly give up her air slime for a frost owl, or, even better, a primal frost owl. 

Jane smiled to herself. A question came to her. Why was she not happy with Polymage? She was happy with Polymage. Polymage was a great choice! She liked the entire idea of the Class. But… something kept her from taking that final step of accepting the Quest Completion. 

She realized she had a question for Tinawa. She asked, “What’s the best Class?”

Tinawa laughed. “Any of them you can get.”

“… That cannot be true.”

He flashed her his Status, but it was smaller than most screens. 
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“That’s a bit light on the information. And displayed differently, too.” 

Tinawa chuckled. “I’ve been a Soldier, a General, and even an Innkeeper, but I think I’ll take ‘Professor’ to the grave.” He added, “This shortened Status is all I need to stop the youngsters from complaining too loudly when they think I’ve got some special Build.”

“Nine of nine, though.” 

“Aye. One of the better parts of the Class.” He asked, “You’re not going to test if it’s a fake display?”

“Nope.” Jane said, “Tried that already when no one was looking. Got an ‘Error’ and woke up ten minutes later with a blinding headache.”

“Smart girl.” Tinawa said, “You’d be surprised how many students come to my Arena and think my Status is fake. There’s always one or ten who fall down, twitching. Once had a Prince of Nelboor try to summon a lightward facsimile of my Status, claiming I was a fraud. That kid fell down and pissed himself.” He chuckled. “Ah. That was funny.”

“You’re kinda vicious, aren’t you?”

“I say the same to you.” He said, “Nice to meet you, by the way.”

Jane said, “Nice to meet you, too.” She added, “Bit backwards there with the greetings.”

“It all comes out in the end. No need to rush life, or do it ‘properly’. Whatever in the Abyss that means.” He asked, “So have you noticed, yet?”

“Of course.” Jane said, acting like nothing had changed. “But what are we going to do about it? That certainly isn’t an owl.”

“Not ‘We’. Just you. I’m an observer.”

“I don’t have to guard you, do I?”

Tinawa laughed. “Not this time.”

The mountain path continued forward, turning into the remains of a broken bridge. The other side of the bridge stuck out from an open gate that was part of the outer wall of the frosted city. Between the two sides, was nothing but air and depths. Howling breezes tore up from the canyon below, bringing with it snow, and the sounds of leathery wings, beating against the wind.

Jane said, “I usually try to sneak up on targets, but being loud gets the ball rolling rather quickly.”

“I’m not surprised you never got [Erase Presence].” Tinawa said, “We can work on that today, if you want.”

Jane held out her right hand. Magic coalesced force into her hand, creating a three meter long, slightly curved blade. It was the perfect weapon for long, airborne slashing. Jane said, “I tried for [Erase Presence], but got nothing.”

“What method did you use?”

Jane walked forward, her heart hammering as she gripped her sword. The tip of her weapon held still, as air swirled around her body. One moment, she was there, the next, her legs turned to wind, then her torso flashed outward into the freezing gale coming from the canyon ahead. Her arms became the breeze.

She had become the air around her. Cold air. Very cold air. But that was okay. She was just air. [Air Body] was about the best insulation from bad weather one could have. Her sword still hung in her ‘hands’, but it was a soft sort of hold; she had to substitute her grip with [Telekinesis]. 

She spoke, and it was the sound of a twisting breeze, “I tried [Silent Movement] a hundred different ways. Nothing worked—”

The canyon air split apart with a horrible screech that sent snow covered mountainsides tumbling with tiny avalanches. Wings made of leather, stone, and frost, cracked like whips, as a monster wider than a building lifted from the darkness. Jane quickly glanced across the monster, making sure she knew what she was about to kill.

Two massive wings with grabbing claws at the carpal joint. Two back legs fitted with even more claws. One great maw. One long, long tail, tipped with a wicked barb. Wyvern. Frost wyvern, to be precise. They have a paralytic venom in the tail. Air control like all big flying monsters. Skin made of stone, though. Opportunistic far ranging hunters—

Jane’s thoughts continued to shift as she hovered into the air, controlling her body, and her sword. 

Jane immediately twisted the wind to appear right inside the wyvern’s personal space. Swish-crack went her sword, the first hit deflecting off of the back of the wyvern’s head, Criticaling for more than enough damage to negate its Health, exposing the beast to real damage. The wyvern tried to get away, flickering its wings downward. It understood, instantly, that it had taken on something it was not prepared to face. Jane’s second [Strike] cleaved through the monster’s neck. The wyvern’s head tumbled away, onto the bridge, breaking stone before falling down into the canyon below. The body went straight down, crashing against the canyon walls, before disappearing from sight.

The monster was not high enough level to matter, but its venom might have been worth retrieving, if it had not fallen so far down. But Jane was already on a mission, and the wyvern wasn’t the target. Wyvern meat, once [Cleanse]d, was supposed to be really delicious, though. But! Eh! Jane dismissed her sword, then came back down to the mountain path. She reformed her human body, complete with all her conjured armor and everything else she had been carrying. 

Tinawa said, “That was picture perfect.”

“Thank you.” 

He gestured toward the canyon, and the gateway in the wall beyond. He flickered yellow, reappearing on the remains of the bridge, on the other side. “You coming?”

Jane blipped over, appearing next to him. “Yes.”

He pointed up at the frozen walls of the estate. “See that thin layer of solid ice? Oozes live here, like they do in every Quintlan ruin. So what I’m going to do, is this:”

One second, Jane was looking at Tinawa. The next, she was looking at the air. She frowned. “Funny.”

A voice came from somewhere close, “[Erase Presence] is just an extension of [Silent Movement]. It’s only possible to achieve when you know how to control your natural menacing factor.” He asked, “Do you know how to control that?”

“About a hundred different ideas, but none that have worked.” Jane said, “I even tried to focus my killing intent inward, but that did not work. Looking back on it, I probably did it wrong.”

“I guess that’s another word for it… ‘Killing Intent’. I like it?” Tinawa decided, “Yeah. I like it. I’m going to use that. But anyway. I could feel your killing intent the second I saw you. Have you ever tried to restrict your desire to kill your problems?”

“I’m not some monster.” Jane said, slightly put out. “I just wasn’t aware that’s what was needed.”

“There are two ways to accomplish [Erase Presence]. All methods start with [Silent Movement]. The better methods use [Silent Movement] and an Elemental Body skill, so that you are less yourself, and more an entity imposing your will upon the world. This leads to you being able to feel out where you are, exactly. You could also try using [Silent Movement] with pure aura manipulation, but that’s for mages, and we’re not mages. 

“So pick the Elemental Body skill you want to use. Then, decide on a path. The first method involves pulling your existence into yourself, so that none may see you. The second is achieved by diffusing yourself over a large area. The effect of either method is the same; people lose track of where you are. Eventually, you must learn both methods, as they both have very different applications. But we will start with one before the other.” Tinawa said, “Condensation leads to stronger attacks, of all kinds. Diffusion leads to excellent evasive defense. Make a choice, and don’t hesitate.”

“Attack.”

“Then go ahead. Take up your elemental body, and go hunt. I’ll be nearby.” He added, “The oozes have heard us, so they’re waiting for us to get close. Keep that in mind going forward.”

Picking the Elemental Body skill to focus on first was an easy choice. Shadows licked from her hands, and her feet, as she activated her Old Faithful. Then she dropped into her own shadow. She slipped forward past the ruined gate, and into the city beyond. 

The stone here was solid with a layer of hard, blue ice, that glittered in the vague light from above. Moving through ice was cold, but fine, and reminiscent of another time and place, when she was in Ar’Kendrithyst, hunting through the crystal. The ice that layered this unknown place of towers and airy construction was not as deep as the kendrithyst of the Dead City, but it was deep enough, and the shadows were getting stronger, as the sky darkened further. Night was coming on fast, up here in the wintry, far north.

Jane slipped down a frozen road, becoming one with the half-light just under the icy surface, hunting—

“I can feel you.” Tinawa spoke from somewhere a top the road. “You’re right there.” 

The ice cracked above Jane’s position, splintering her shadow. “Ow,” she said, not entirely just to display her annoyance. “How did you—”

“I’m not going to answer stupid questions I already answered. Figure it out.” He added, “This isn’t magic school. There are no formulae here. There’s just you, the monsters, and how you deal with the facts laid before you.”

… Jane felt herself out. She had done that long before now, and knew well where her boundaries lie, but the thing about [Greater Shadowalk] was that it was not a simple spell. There was her main body, that was more or less a pool of shadow the size of herself. It was a non-precise sort of thing. There was also her ‘intention with the world’, for lack of a better phrase. That part was the portion of herself that desired to move in one direction or the other. If she activated the deeper parts of her magic, that ‘intention’—

It was just ‘intent’, wasn’t it? Her father was always going on about intention in magic, and Jane understood that, but it had never really helped her figure out spell creation. Maybe intention in Health-aspect skills was truly different than intention in Mana-aspect spells? 

That made a lot of sense. Her father never had any skill with Health skills. Jane hadn’t either, but then again she was thinking of Health and Mana as just different resources. Not as truly different resources. 

Tinawa said, “You’re dimming to me, which is a sign you are on the right track.”

… But she was just staying still, and thinking?

Oh. Was that part of it?

Jane thought about hunting. Of killing and harming and—

“Wrong.” Tinawa cracked the ice over her shadowy body. “Try again.”

Jane thought about… fluffy blankets and happy hearts and cozy warmth—

Three meters away, where a building’s doorway was covered in ice and the building itself was layered with the stuff, the door was not actually covered in ice at all. The not-ice slipped from the doorway, to ooze a tendril forward, onto the cracked ice where Jane had hidden. Jane just moved a bit to the right, still under the ice, avoiding the ooze’s tendril. The ooze slipped into the crack. It poked around. It found nothing. It repaired the cracked ice, restoring the road to ice-covered perfection, then moved back to the doorway where it pretended to be a part of the environment.

Tinawa’s voice came from directly above Jane’s new hiding spot. “You imbued the thoughts of fire into a diffusion of shadow, catching that ooze in your effect.” He said, “The best way to [Erase Presence] is to think like the people or monsters in the area, in a way that directly aligns with whatever Elemental Body you’re currently using. What is natural? What is normal? What bears no need for investigation? Shadow has feelers into every aspect of magic, so this is one of the better tools to start with, but this also means you must control your thoughts more. Do not think of anything outside of the background.”

… I am ice. I exist here. I am nothing. 

Jane created a mantra and repeated it on loop as she moved down a city street. The road widened, as she moved deeper into dangerous territory. This walled city was tiered sort of like Kal’Duresh. It wasn’t long until Jane came to an intersection. To the right, lay a broken city gate, much larger than the side entrance she and Tinawa used to gain egress into the city. To the left, lay a broken road that wound back and forth, up to another tier. Barren planters rested at each side of the upward path. Since the winding road was right beside a main entrance, it had probably been full of greenery back when this place was still in use. Maybe it was something of a display of opulence? A lot of the city looked that way to Jane. But these days, a lot of the city was smashed, just like the entrance. Someone, or likely a lot of someones, had broken this place up right good. 

And then the oozes came and frosted it all over, locking down ruins under thin sheets of ice.

Where to go, now? Well... Owls liked to nest high, so she would have to go up to find the nest and kill—

The ice cracked over her shadowy body. “I can see you again.” Tinawa added, “And you were doing so well.” 

“Bite me,” Jane vibrated.

Immediately, three walls of not-ice that had been attached to nearby buildings, detached from those buildings and swarmed forward, rushing to the place where Jane had spoken. It was like glaciers crashing at sea. The oozes broke upon each other, breaking the stone and road. 

Jane had already slipped away, under the thin ice, up the curving road, into the city proper. 

Tinawa spoke above her moving shadow, “Those ones must have been hungry.”

Jane returned to her mantra. 

Ice ice ice ice ice ice ice ice.

She crawled upward, moving fast enough. [Greater Shadowalk] cost 2.5 mana every second, but her Meditation-fueled Regeneration was 1.7 every second. She was losing mana, but the drain wasn’t too bad. What made the drain slightly intolerable, though, was [Silent Movement]. That cost 1 Health every two meters moved. The subsequent drain to her mana was thus increased, every time she used [Invisible Rejuvenation] to restore her missing Health. 

But it wasn’t too bad. The owls had to be in the city, right? She had to be on the right track, and if she was on the right track, then she had more than enough time to practice pulling her body and her thoughts together in an attempt to learn [Erase Presence]. How often would she have the Professor of War personally guiding her growth? She was going to take as much advantage of this as she could. So that’s what she did, as she looked for birds besides the frost eagles that circled overhead. 

Normally, she extended her shadowy self in every direction in order to ‘see’ in a large area around her body. But this method had her condensed down into her own shadow. 

… Maybe she should have picked the ‘defense’ option. Defense was better than attack in a world like Veird, wasn’t it?

Eh. She’d stick with this, for now. She’d learn the other way, another time. 

Jane slipped past crashed buildings, and old ruins. She flickered over gaps in the frozen road. She took a peek down a deep sewer hole, and decided that the only thing that lived down there were oozes. She got to half mana, and the temporary light of the sky was almost gone. Night was almost here. 

She made it all the way to the top buildings, which were, as she expected, devoid of oozes. But there weren’t any owls anywhere. Just those same eagles hovering in the same sky up above. The last bits of daylight vanished. 

Tinawa spoke from directly above her hiding spot, “You won’t get [Erase Presence] today, but a few days of this, and you probably could. You’re on the right path.”

That was all well and good, but where were the owls?

The deep greys of the sky flickered darker. A storm was moving in. 

Jane saw the storm, and reluctantly asked, “Time to leave?”

“What? Why?” Tinawa asked, surprised. “The fight is just about to begin? Do you need a mana break?” He said, “Oh! Did you not— Look up! Use [Scry] if you have to. They’re pretty high up there. They should be coming down soon, though.”

Jane stared into the sky. And then she used [Scry].

… She should have noticed. 

Those birds were not eagles, at all. And they had been much, much higher than Jane had thought. They had started close to the city, while there was still daylight, but as the light waned, and Jane crawled up through the city, they must have flown higher. But as night arrived, the flock descended, one followed by another. And they were huge.

Tinawa asked, “Were we not just taking the scenic route? Did you not recognize them?”

Jane grumbled, “I thought they were eagles. I’ve never seen a frost owl in person.” She added, “The book I read must have been wrong.”

“And now you get to see five.” He added, “Pull back that killing intent, girl. They might not sense it much, but I certainly can, and so can every enemy that matters.”

Jane frowned to herself, and then she spread her senses wide, imagining herself as ice, as she watched the flock descent.

Tinawa said, “That’s pretty good diffusion. Maybe we should have started with that.”

The frost owls were grey and white, with flat faces and large, black eyes. Ice tipped their wings. The first owl entered the city’s airspace, like a five meter wide silent predator of calculating frost. And then it began chittering; calling out with tiny echos. It dipped down into the streets, flying slower than a beast that size had any right to fly. 

Oozes poked out from hiding spots, searching for whatever disturbed them. One ooze flopped directly into the middle of a road, marking itself as the owl’s target. The first owl dipped down from above, aiming directly at its prey. Jane watched through the shadows as the owl slipped through space around the ooze, jumping from one location to the next, leaving bisected goo in its wake. The ooze shivered in pain. It had no time to gather up its lost mass. The second and third owls slipped through the very same space, carving the ooze into cold, gelatinous treats. The final two owls, which were smaller than the first three, descended to the ground and quickly gobbled up the dead oozes. The first three came back and cleaned up the still-flopping remains on the ground.

Jane whispered, “Oozes should not be that easy to kill.”

“They’re not. The acid in the owls’s stomach does most of the work, but if they overeat the ooze can reform inside of them, consuming them from the inside out.”

“… I’m almost tempted to try killing them that way… but no.”

Tinawa laughed. 

Owls 4 and 5 led the kill of the next three oozes, while the others ate their fill. It was full dark by the time the owls came down to nest, in the buildings right above Jane, at the top of the city. They chittered and chirped with each other. 

Then one of them came out of their nest, almost directly where Jane was, and began heaving. 

Bones and metals and other indigestible material landed on the ground, in the shadows, to join the other bones already there. Human-sized bones. 

Jane whispered, “I need a break, then I’m coming back.”

“Back where we entered?”

“Yes.”

Jane blipped through shadows. 

Tinawa still beat her to the mountain path, where the [Gate] had dropped them into this land. He stood there in his yellow armor, revealed for all the world to see. Jane stepped up out of the ground. Tinawa gestured to the mountainside, where the land slipped open, creating a small space to rest. Jane filled the minor cave with a [Weather Ward] and a [Warmth Ward]. Tinawa filled it with a [Silence Ward]. Jane only noticed his Ward when she stepped into the hole in the ground and the sounds of the wind disappeared.

With both of them inside the cave, Tinawa said, “You were doing well out there. You might be stronger at defense. Just something to consider.”

Jane nodded, still thinking about the human-sized bones. 

After a minute of silence, Jane said, “I’m not going to practice anything against them. They move too fast. They need to die even faster.”

“A fair choice.” Tinawa leaned against the back of the cave. 

Jane asked, “Is [Erase Presence] the way toward the Special Action you get when you get all the Elemental Bodies?”

“Yes and no.” Tinawa said, “I spoke of condensation or diffusion earlier. That is the way toward your desired Special Action. You can only pick one. Broadly, and incorrectly, they are [Prismatic Attack], or [Prismatic Defense]. You either focus your killing intent to a point, and the world conspires to enact your bloody will. Or you focus on your own well being, and the world conspires to make you safe.” He added, “The exact nature of the ability is different for each individual.”

Jane Meditated, recovering her mana, as she thought. 

Eventually, she asked, “Is there a Class linked to that ability?”

“Nope. None. I changed my Class three times, but I completed that Special Action when I still had Soldier. The only thing I unlocked was a Class Ability that has been different for every Class I’ve had.” Tinawa said, “I’ve known others who have had empowered [Strike]s. One woman I knew, years and years ago, had an empowered shield. That was a strong ability.” He added, “And no. I’m not telling you what I have until you get yours.”

Jane nodded. 

And she thought. 

When she was ready to go kill the owls, she went. Tinawa followed. 

She killed the first owl in a surprise beheading. Jane leapt out of the wall and swung her sword with all her might. The owl’s head flew to the other side of their nest.

The other four owls zipped after her, faster than the eye could see. Jane retreated, bloody and hurt. The owls gave chase, following Jane’s shadow as she moved across the city. She had not expected to be hurt in their counterattack, but that’s what [Greater Treat Wound]s was for. Jane managed to throw off the owls, losing them to the deep darkness of the frozen city. 

She killed the second and third owl when she purposefully appeared to them, giving them a target in the middle of the street, between three very awake oozes. The oozes caught the second owl. Jane clipped a wing of the third. Jane didn’t actually kill the second and third owls, but she got 10 and 25% Participation, so she sorta did. 

The fourth owl did the speedy thing that all the owls could do. In a moment of transition, she tried to strike the owl, but the owl countered her, managing to clip Jane’s leg. Said leg turned solid as ice , then cracked off, flying into one of the many awake oozes Jane’s battle had awoken across the city. That was okay, though. Jane was in pain, but she kept her mind together. She dropped her father’s rings and everything she was wearing into one of the nearby buildings, then rushed back into the fight. At the right moment, she transformed into a flame ooze, and used [Greater Treat Wounds] again, ballooning her body back up to full mass and size.

The ice oozes of the city almost attacked her, but they were suddenly very, very confused. The oozes oozed, as oozes were wont to do, just on the edge of the zone created by her lava-hot body, not daring to get closer, but not daring to let her out of their encirclement. Soon, Jane had at least twenty ice oozes circling her, not one of them getting more than ten meters closer.

The fourth and fifth owl tried to kill flame ooze Jane like they tried to kill normal oozes. That did not work, at all. They swooped in for their slashing kill technique, but Jane reached up, fully exposing herself to harm, but knowing she would be okay. 

She was not okay, as the owls flew through her, but she’d had worse injuries. Her scattered, flaming body, was now attached to the owls, and doing a great job of murdering them. She helped along the process by turning into an airy, flying flame ooze, giving chase, inflaming her owl-coating remnants into an inferno. 

Fire and air went together so, so well. 

Jane retrieved her gear, while frost oozes raged across the lower levels of the city, looking for whatever was out there.

There was a sixth owl. 

The first five were normal Frost Owls, according to the Kill Notifications. The sixth was the primal frost owl, for sure. She lay in the back of the owl’s nest. She was the mother of killers, sized like an SUV, but she was barely breathing. Someone had chopped off her wing, and recently, too. The stump was covered in red ice, and dripping blood. She would not survive. The other owls had been trying to feed her, to nurse her back to health, but she lay in the back of their shared cave, dying of wounds, both new, and old. A small ice slime the size of her clouded, white eyes, crawled across her face. She flinched at the disturbance, but did not do more than that. She had probably been dying for a long time.

Jane could definitely see that she had been a majestic monster, at one point in time. Her single intact wing was splayed out across the nest. It had to be five meters long. Her coloring was magnificent. Bright whites, all the way, except for nodes of blue ice here and there.

Jane ended her quickly. Then she carved out the matriarch’s grand rad, and her heart. Both of them were tangled up with each other, with the grand rad caught up in the veins and arteries just above the heart. She separated the organ from the grand rad, then used a [Cleanse] to wipe away the messy, tangled bits of flesh wrapped into the shimmering jewel, revealing a hunk of not-ice that shone with a bright blue glow. The brain was an easier extraction. For all the matriarch’s size, the brain was only the size of a watermelon.

One shadowspider transformation and meal later, Jane switched out her air slime for a primal frost owl. It wouldn’t be good for normal fights, but it would be great against bigger foes. Jane decided she still wanted a Razorwing. Maybe.

She changed back to human, and held up the matriarch’s grand rad, saying, “Quest complete. Your verdict?”

“You need to stop using [Personal Ward]s. They are holding you back. You need [Melee Reflection].” Tinawa said, “The two reflective [Ward]s prove themselves at all levels of combat, but especially at the higher levels. You could have killed those owls many times over, with a lot less stress, with a few properly timed, 50 mana counters.”

Jane immediately wanted to argue. “That’s!…” She stopped herself. She frowned. “That’s actually a really good point. But...” She asked, “Is Warder a good Class?” She could have more than one [Personal Ward] active at the same time, if she were a Warder.

“They’re all good! Just pick one.” Tinawa looked to the corpse of the matriarch. “You going to harvest the rest of it?”

Jane turned to the body. She was fine with her grand rad, but, she asked, “What does it have?”

“Air-aspect feathers. Great for making flying vehicles.” Tinawa rattled off, “Shame about the eyes, but each one would have made a great long-distance [Scry]ing orb. Take the blood and the talons and you can treat those talons to easily accept a [Hunter’s Instincts] enchantment. Cuts better, higher Critical chance. Hard to wield, though. A feather cape can be enchanted with [Fly], while a different feather cape can be enchanted with [Cold Weather Ward]. All of those enchantments last longer than if you’d enchant some other kind of bird parts with the same magics...”

Tinawa continued to list uses for the primal frost owl’s carcass, and Jane realized, again, how much money she left on the floor, with almost every kill she had ever made. It was an uncomfortable feeling. It was, in fact, almost the same feeling she had when they had to abandon the Ancient Unicorn’s corpse in the Forests north of Killtree. 

Jane interrupted, “Let’s just… I don’t want to hang around for oozes to come up here. You can have anything else you want of the corpse, but I get the grand rad. I killed it.”

Tinawa acted offended, saying “What! No treat for your teacher?! I work hard, you know!”

“You can have the rads in the ones down below.”

“And brave all those oozes? No way!” Tinawa teased, “Besides! I’m not hauling that crap through thirty [Teleports].” 

Jane grunted, “Hrm.”

Tinawa held out his hand.

Jane kept the grand rad in one hand, but took his hand with her other, saying, “[Teleport] in the correct direction, please.”

Tinawa smiled.

The world shifted yellow, once, twice, three times, and then a lot more. They took a break on the beach, in the dark. Jane conjured a backpack and put the grand rad inside of it, as she asked about magical martial techniques. Tinawa answered. Then they blipped some more. It wasn’t long before Tinawa pointed in a direction, and told her to start [Teleport]ing as far as she could, wherever she felt like. 

Jane ended up in the ocean more than once. But that was fine. It was only a minor setback. Tinawa never touched the water. He just hovered in the air, laughing, each time Jane slipped down into the drink. He reminded her that using her single [Personal Ward] to make [Fly] was a good idea, since she shouldn’t be using a [Personal Absorption Ward] anymore, anyway. 
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                As the sun crested in the east, Erick gazed down upon desert sand through the many eyes of his Ophiel. The land was a blackened, burning stretch of soil, where mimic corpses burned right alongside spider bodies. Erick adjusted the wind, but instead of returning the breeze to the northerly wind common to Spur, he turned the wind off, while sending up a cascading white orb to reveal the survivors of his fire tornadoes. Quite a lot of blue dots appeared on the resulting map. 

Erick was not responsible for the safety of the city when it came to all threats. The Guard existed for a reason. He was here on garbage duty, taking care of the largest piles of garbage, and mostly because he wanted to; these were his kills, after all.

With ten Ophiel and kilometers upon kilometers of spider bodies, and the occasional mimic, it was an easy sort of necessary job. Erick blew together corpses, then ignited them with [Cleansing Flame]. But [Cleansing Flame] dealt no damage, so while most corpses burned under phosphorous white fire, occasionally, white spiders walked out of the flame, unhurt. They were tiny things, but they were still deadly.

Erick threw [Force Bolt]s at them until they died. It took a few bolts to kill them, but both Erick and Ophiel ran [Hunter’s Instincts], and they had the map revealing the location of every spider, so the threat of any of them getting through the cleanup was very, very small.

As white fire passed through burnt, desiccated corpses, small spiders weren’t the only things to drop onto the sand. Glittering rads began to litter the Crystal Forest floor, in the wake of the fires. Glittering Jewels also littered the desert, picking up rads and attaching them to their bodies with expert telekinetic control. There was a lot to pick up, and a lot of the rads were a lot closer together than usual, so Jewels worked pretty fast, compared to how he worked when the corpses were tens of meters apart and he had to tear into the bodies to retrieve the rads himself.

(Apparently Jewels was a boy, according to Erick’s anthropomorphizing instincts.)

Erick asked Poi about delivering most of the rads to the bank, and Poi had delivered. Soon, piles and piles of rads were blipping into his account, but after the first hundred thousand rads, which was around 500,000 gold, or a million mana, Erick began diverting the wealth into his home. He needed resources for all of his upcoming enchantment experiments, after all.

Ophiels delivered rads to an empty room in Erick’s house, on the ground floor, gradually filling up a 3 meter by 2 meter room, one load of glittering loot at a time.

Kiri looked at the filling room, and said, “Uh. Erick. This is… extravagant.”

Erick looked in at the room with her. It was about a third full. He had to raise a stone divider in the doorway so that the pile wouldn’t spill out into the rest of the house. He offered, “I think I destroyed half of the rads. So it won’t be as bad as—”

An Ophiel blipped in, depositing a goodly pile of rads onto the sea of glittering white light. He blipped away, back to the battlefield. 

“Okay.” Kiri said, “Uh… Let me recalculate.” She thought for a moment, then continued, “A single 10 mana rad is a little over 2 centimeters square. Almost all of the ones out there are this size. You can fit about 61,000 of those into a cubic meter. Ophiel has filled this place with about 6 square meters of rads already. Which means around 350,000 rads. Fully filling this room would mean placing over a million rads into this space. But since you killed over 2.5 million spiders... Or rather, half that for actual takeaway...” She paused. She said, “I think you’re gonna need a bigger room. Slightly bigger?”

Poi spoke up, “Taxes.”

Kiri nodded, saying, “That would get rid of a lot of it.”

Erick said, “I still have four months on that!”

Poi shrugged, smirking a little.

Another Ophiel blipped in, adding to the pile. It sounded like dumping ice onto ice.

Kiri said, “Whatever the case, piling them in a room is not a solution.”

Poi smiled slightly wider, saying, “Other cities are calling for your aid now that they can see what you can do. This ‘problem’ is only going to get worse.” He added, “The bank says they’re willing to take more rads, but you’re going to need to upgrade your account if you plan on doing stuff like this. They have protocols for archmage hauls, and they would like for you to avail yourself of their proper services.”

Erick did not miss the joy Poi took in calling ‘too much money’ a problem. Oh, what a problem to have! It was not lost on Erick how silly it was to fret over this money, but this much loot did place yet another target on his back. He certainly did not need this much loot in his house, or anywhere near his person. Erick gazed upon his pile of basically-gold, and wondered if this was why the archmages in Jane’s games always made big dungeons. To keep their too-much loot somewhere safe?

Another Ophiel dropped another pile of glittering rads into the room.

… Erick could make a dungeon. It would even be fine if it got looted by intrepid adventurers, as long as they didn’t take too much. He couldn’t just make one big dungeon, for precisely that reason…

He would have to make several dungeons in several locations, preferably in hard to reach places.

But. 

No. 

Not today. He had a much better use of these rads than sticking them in the ground somewhere. Right now, it wasn’t yet noon. That meant there was plenty of time to organize a lot of the rads out there into 1000 mana stone boxes, to exchange them for darkchips…

It was a plan, of a sort. 

“Okay, so.” Erick said, “This is what I’m going to do. We’re going to turn in what’s still out there for darkchips.”

He outlined a plan, and got to work. Kiri helped, making the process go a lot smoother. He let this third room fill with rads, which should be more than enough to enchant with, for now, then he started having Ophiel [Stoneshape] appropriately sized boxes out of sand. 

Soon, Erick had a multitude of stone boxes, each with an interior cavity measuring 14x14x10 centimeters. He lined the boxes in rows upon rows, out in the field. They were about the right size to ensure that a full box was about 100 rads, and that was about perfect—

Oh! There was a fun idea. [Flight of a Thousand Hands] was literally 1000 telekinetic, airy hands. On a whim, Erick controlled an exact 100 of the hands and grabbed exactly 100 rads. He put them in a box, and the box was perfectly full, if a little below the top. Erick smiled to himself. This way was much easier than counting out 100 at a time. He wasn’t going to count out 100 at a time, anyway; that’s why he made the stone boxes the correct size. But it was nice to know his calculations were correct. 

These rads were worth 10 mana each, for a total worth of 1000 mana per box of 100. Each box was also worth 500 gold. Turning in grand rads to Candlepoint would be a lot easier, since there was no need to count anything, but none of the spiders had any of those, and grand rads were worth literally twice as much for the same amount 1000 mana that existed in one of these stone boxes. So Erick wasn’t going to be doing that.

Grand rads were worth 1000 mana and 1000 gold, flat rate, no matter their size, mainly because they were all variant sizes, shapes, and technical worths, but they were also the only rads that could regenerate their size and mana if left alone long enough. Smaller rads got used up when they were used to recharge magical items, like rods of [Treat Wounds] and [Prestidigitation] stoves. But grand rads could be set beside those same magical items to recharge the rads in those items, with only a little bit of destabilization themselves. That destabilization would recover with time, too. Even right now, Erick had at least three rods of [Treat Wounds] in various parts of the house, nestled beside grand rads, recharging.

Hardly anyone actually used grand rads for anything but currency or keeping their magical items functional, but all grand rads, no matter their size, regenerated their mana at the same rate, which was about 1 mana every minute. Hence their flat rate. 

Erick wasn’t sure he agreed with the economics of that, but that’s what society did, so Erick participated how society declared he could participate. He was absolutely sure that if he went around looking for buyers or looking for sellers in the less up-and-up markets of the world, that he could get around the 1000gold flat rate. But who had time for that, right now? Besides, Erick was dealing with 10 mana rads, and those were a flat 5 gold. Erick was absolutely sure that he could never get around that price; it seemed rather set in stone.

… Erick turned his attention back toward the stone boxes sitting out in the desert. Jewels had been dumping stones into the boxes without care for precision, so Erick had Ophiel Handy Aura smooth out the count. Ophiel quickly got the hang of using Erick’s 100 hand Handy Aura trick. He was a smart little [Familiar], for sure.

Hours passed, as Erick’s assembly line of summons did more work than Erick would have ever done himself. Seriously. This was pure grunt work. Thank the gods for summons.

When the corpses were gone and the rads were all collected, Erick ended up with 121 rows of 100 boxes, each box filled with 100 rads. The small field of boxes took up roughly 18 meters by 14 meters of space.

Over 1.2 million rads! 12.1 million mana! 12,100 darkchips! Theoretically. 

Sunset was still several hours away, though, so Erick couldn’t just leave his loot sitting out in the open. So with a bit of blipping, [Stoneshape]ing, and [Prismatic Ward]ing, Erick dropped the rads off in another location, closer to Candlepoint, but not too close. They were certainly out of sight, though.

Once that was done, Erick went on to the next project: The corpses and rads and everything else he had left out in front of Kal’Duresh. He had been a bit distracted when he was completing that job, what with Al and the Ballooning Spider attack on Spur happening at the same time. He had left that job mostly unfinished. If people had stolen from the piles of half-[Cleansing Flame]d corpses, he didn’t really care, but he was still going to get his gold while he could. 

He had Poi contact the Baroness’s people, and they cleared Erick for action. He immediately set out cleaning up the rest of his spider-tornado mess. Soon, Ophiels were blowing scattered piles of bodies into bigger piles, while spreading white flames, as quartz Jewels gathered glittering prizes from the sand. When all was said and done, the math proved that some people had stolen from the pile. Erick only ended up with another 615,000 rads out of 2 million spider kills, but that was okay. Erick didn’t need the money, but he did put the extra 15,000 rads into the rad room of his house, to make his deposit at Candlepoint a nice, round number. His total expected darkchip return bloomed to 18,100. If his count was a bit off, that didn’t matter. It didn’t matter if Candlepoint disputed his count too much, either.

He certainly didn’t care about the prizes of Candlepoint. But maybe he should? He could get something, maybe? Eh. They were all traps. Best not to touch those sorts of things. 

Erick paused, sitting in his library, while reading about weather and enchanting, and simultaneously organizing Ophiels and Jewels. He looked up at nothing in particular, and said, “I need to speak to the Mage Trio before I deliver these rads.”

As if the universe decided to compound his workload, Poi stepped to the door to the library. He said, “Guildmaster Fork Oreellico sends word that the paperwork is done on his end, and they’re ready to talk Spatial magic.”

Erick looked from his open books, to Poi. “… What?”

“I told you about them this morning?”

Erick chuckled and sighed at the same time. “A little multitasking is a good thing, but my gods.”

“Shall I inform them you are busy?”

“No. I can meet them now. I have, what? Three hours till sunset? If they think it’s going to last longer than that, I need to reschedule.”

Poi nodded, then looked to the air. Tendrils of intent radiated from his head, into the manasphere. After a moment, he turned to Erick. “They can make it quick. They have a primer to go over. An initial talk might take an hour or so. More can be planned later.”

Erick Handy Aura’d his books away, then got up, saying, “Let’s go.”

 

- - - -

 

The first floor of the Wayfarer’s Guildhouse was a large open area of blue tile and people either delivering goods, picking up goods, or Wayfarers blipping in or out, guiding large groups of people to their next destination. Erick had learned about the Wayfarers in his time learning about Spatial Magic, and almost every one of them could [Teleport] anywhere from ten to twenty times as far as he could, with the basic [Teleport] spell. These people blipping in and out were truly coming from other cities on Glaquin; they were not simply at the end of their multiple thousand kilometer blip journeys.

Erick was slightly jealous, but he liked Particle Mage too much to ever give it up. He was a Particle Mage, through and through.

The second floor of the Guildhouse was full of stock and boxes and shipments, going wherever they were going, either in the hands of individuals, or on large [Teleporting Platforms], like Erick’s own. The Guildmaster’s office was on this floor, but when Erick showed up to the Guildhouse, his mauvescaled guide took him up the stairs, past the second floor, onto the third floor. 

The third floor was full of dormitories. Erick didn’t spend much time here; just long enough for his guide to tell him what he was looking at, as he peered down a hallway filled with doors.

The fourth floor was full of classrooms. Erick’s guide showed him past a few rooms where chalkboards were full of maths of differing difficulty. In some rooms, teachers taught handfuls of students the easier math, while in others, graduate kids went over their own, much more complicated formulae. The mauvescale left Erick, Poi, Kiri, and Teressa, at the large, open doors to a decently appointed, windowless room. An oval table with a wooden top occupied half of the space, while three people and their chalkboards occupied the other half. 

Erick recognized Guildmaster Fork, the brownscale son of Apogee, but he was wearing what looked like formal robes. His clothes were sky blue, and well made. Erick felt a pang of self consciousness, because the other two people in the room were also wearing the same type of high quality robes as Fork. One was an incani man of dark grey skin and horns, while the other was a brown skinned human man. Both of the new people looked to be in their 50s. Erick’s mauvescale guide stepped back, and excused herself, as the three people in the room looked at Erick. 

Fork said with a smile, “Welcome, Archmage Flatt. Do come in.”

Erick walked in, saying, “Hello, Guildmaster Oreellico.” He looked to the other two people. “Hello...”

Fork gestured to the incani man, saying, “Guildmaster Rexarix, of Bend, of Old Kingdom of the Wasteland Kingdoms.” 

Erick said, “Hello,” as Rexarix bowed slightly, saying, “Greetings.”

Fork gestured to the human, saying, “Guildmaster Fieldsmith, of Odaali.”

Erick smiled wide, exclaiming, “Odaali?! Heeey! Hello! How’s it going in Odaali?” 

Fieldsmith smirked a little, then spoke with a deep, resonant voice, “Much better now that the city isn’t full of killer plants. The reconstruction efforts have returned the city to its former glory, but our populace will still take decades to recover.”

The levity of the moment rapidly passed, as Erick suddenly recognized a dissonance. There was a human and an incani, ostensibly from other sides of the war, standing next to each other. In the same room. Without killing each other? Erick couldn’t help himself; he looked to the incani man, trying to understand. Everyone noticed. 

Fork frowned a little. Fieldsmith raised his eyebrows, as he banished a smirk from his face.

Rexarix paused for a second, then said, “Oh. You don’t know?” He glanced down to the silver star on Erick’s chest, saying, “Bend and the Wayfarer’s Guild have always been strong opponents of the Quiet War. After the Daydropper Massacre, Bend was the first Kingdom to step forward and ask for open discussions with the Republic. It is my understanding that your [Zone of Peace] was instrumental in ensuring that such a talk could happen, at all. Thank you for that. You prevented the loss of a great many lives.”

“Oh.” Erick felt like an ass. He tried to keep that emotion off of his face, but likely failed. “Ah. Yeah. I did not know that.” He added, “Pardon my ignorance. I don’t know a lot about geography or history.” Erick tried a joke, “My schooling was not exactly local.”

“Understandable.” Rexarix spoke with levity in his voice, saying, “My schooling was quite distant as well, but not as distant as yours.” 

Erick smiled. Okay. This was good. Rexarix seemed nice. Social faux pas successfully brushed over!

Fieldsmith spoke up, “Bend and the Guild have always been opponents of the Quiet War, but I’m also partially representing Odaali. We wish to move past this nastiness, so even if this [Gate] project fails, we will have been working with the other side in a positive manner, which is almost a win.”

Rexarix nodded.

“Oh?” Erick said, taken aback. “Are you… suggesting that there’ll be a [Gate] between…?” He looked back and forth between the human and the incani, unsure how to even finish his question.

“Not yet.” Fieldsmith said, “Maybe after a hundred years of peace.”

“The idea is for smaller, national-only [Gate] systems, for a while.” Rexarix said, “In order to appease parties that are not here, a neutral Wayfarer Guildmaster of a Republic branch and a Kingdom branch have been tagged to ensure that neutrality remains intact, and the scope remains small throughout all stages of this theoretical [Gate] system.” He added, “But we have to create the [Gate] first!”

Erick smiled. “That would be useful, yes.”

Fork gestured toward the chairs, near the table, asking, “Let us sit?” He looked past Erick, to the doors of the room, where Teressa, Poi, and Kiri stood. “We’ll put up sound barriers, too, but these secrets are not to be shared.”

Erick had already expected this sort of pressure from this meeting, so he played along how he had already instructed his people to play along. “I doubt any of them would speak of any of this, but Teressa? Can you stay outside?” Teressa nodded, then stepped outside of the room, while Erick continued, “Kiri knows a lot more of your magic, and will be able to help me understand more of this conversation, later.” He added, “Poi hardly ever speaks.”

Fork said, “I must insist.”

Erick frowned. He had hoped that Kiri could stay, but that looked to be too much. He said, “Poi will stay.”

Fork nodded, while Rexarix and Fieldsmith gave silent assents. Erick turned to Kiri. The young greenscale did her best not to pout, as she walked out of the room. She closed the door behind her. When it clicked shut, and the casual sounds of the rest of the building muted somewhat, Fork raised his hand, spilling magic into the room. The walls took a shimmer to them, and the rest of the world went dead silent. [Silent Ward]s were weird. Hearing nothing but the tiny sounds of those in the room was slightly unnerving. Ophiel, sitting on Erick’s shoulder, twittered a bit with tiny flute sounds, disliking the silence. 

Fork gestured to the seats again. This time, the four of them sat down, while Poi stood to the side of the room, playing the part of furniture. 

Fork said, “A lot more people are tagged to be involved in this, if it happens. Renarix and Fieldsmith are here for who they are, in addition to who they may come to represent. The politics involved in this are going to be the stuff of nightmares, Archmage Flatt.” 

Fieldsmith said, “When there’s no fruit on the trees, no one argues over ownership. But we hope for fruit, so the arguing has already begun.”

Erick said, “I hope to not be too involved in all of that.”

Rexarix said, “You likely won’t.”

“Hopefully not,” agreed Fieldsmith.

Erick nodded, then he said, “So. [Gate]. No one actually knows how the spell works? Everyone who has ever had it has gotten the spell through spending some amount of points on the Class Ability? Do I have that right?”

Fork and Fieldsmith spoke at the same time, saying, “Yes,” and “As far as I know.”

Rexarix said, “Broadly. Yes.” As the other two turned to Rexarix, Rexarix took the lead, saying, “We have several people in our organization who are on the Quest, but almost no one makes it to the end. And then, even if you make it to the actual Quest, it costs 10 points to buy, or the completion of an impossible task. Getting to that Quest is a whole extra matter, too. The Quest Chain begins with [Teleport Object]. This is of a middling difficulty, but you cannot use the one in the Script, and if you fail to make it properly, then the next part of the Quest is locked to you forever. Because then you need [Teleport Other]. This is exceedingly difficult, with only the best Wayfarers or Spatial Mages able to achieve such a skill. Some people find themselves incapable of creating both, locked, as it were, to one or the other. But if you make it past this hurdle, then you must either deepen your understanding of Spatial magic, or some other trigger happens, and you get the [Gate] Quest.” He huffed a little, adding, “Which is just infuriating. No one knows what the trigger for the Quest is, exactly. And that’s only part of the problem.” He looked to Fieldsmith. “The book?”

Fieldsmith curved his hand through the air, with a quick, practiced motion, pulling a book out of some other place. It was a light tome, maybe a handspan square, an inch thick, with a plain black cover. He said, “A collected volume of [Gate] wielders of the Wayfarer’s Guild, and how they achieved [Gate].” He held the book tightly in one hand, while he said, “This is a very dangerous book. Not only because of [Teleport Other], as a necessary part of getting [Gate], but because it lays out all of our most secret methodologies. But, it has no actual maths, so it’s practically useless to almost everyone.”

When Fieldsmith mentioned ‘no maths’, Erick felt as though the world opened for him. This was perfect.

Erick said, “Perfect. Let’s crack open that book.”

The room was already silent, but at Erick’s words, no one else spoke. Rexarix raised an eyebrow, while Fork turned stern, shifting his gaze from the incani to the other human in the room. 

Fieldsmith said, “I feel… that I would be killing you by giving you this book. But that is not true, is it?”

Erick looked to Fork. “You didn’t tell them?”

“I did,” Fork said, casually. “But if you could please show them your notification for the Blink and the Teleport Quests, that would go a long way to showing them that they won’t be indirectly responsible for murdering an archmage through brute-forced Spatial Magic.”

They wanted those notifications? Those notifications… 6 or 7 million kill notifications ago? Erick thought at the air for a moment, trying to bring up a notification that far in the past, but nothing came to him. Uh. 

Erick paused. He sent to Poi, ‘How do I…?’

Poi replied, ‘A small prayer to Rozeta.’

Erick did as such. His notifications popped up in front of him. Easy! Thank the gods— or rather, thank Rozeta. He showed those notifications to the two people who had not seen them yet. It was then, that whatever tension had held in the air began to fade, to turn into something nice; happier. Fieldsmith smiled, then chuckled. Rexarix grinned wide, revealing sharp incisors. 

Fork chided them, “I told you.”

“And I am sorry for not believing!” Fieldsmith said, exuberant. “My gods. This could actually happen. Brute forcing Spatial Magic! Unheard of!” He set the book down on the table and pressed it toward Erick, saying, “Bless the harvest,” as he momentarily bowed his head.

Fork did the same head-bow. Rexarix did not. If Erick wasn’t mistaken, Fork and Fieldsmith seemed to be devout Atunites. Erick filed that information away, as he picked up the book. 

He asked, “I’m taking this book with me, correct?”

“Yes.” Rexarix pointed at the book in Erick’s hands, saying, “But be aware: that book will kill someone if you let it be stolen, and then it will continue to kill the foolish long after its first victim is scattered to the winds. Every time one of these books is stolen, the same thing happens. I do not speak in false warnings.”

Erick looked at the book in his hands. It felt heavier, somehow. He said, “Oookaaay. I see.”

“I am sure it will be fine!” Fieldsmith smiled, as he said, “We will be brute forcing [Gate]!” He laughed, his voice a deep rumble, before he joked, “I expect results in a month!”

Rexarix said, “We shouldn’t get carried away by the tempest.”

Fieldsmith tempered his smile to a subdued joy, as he said, “Of course.” He smirked, adding, “But when you have an archmage that controls the sky, what is wrong with joining the breeze?”

“We are not here for that, Fieldsmith,” Rexarix said. “Please stay on track.”

Fork asked, “So, Archmage? Where would you like to begin?”

Erick weighed the book in his hands, then set it down, and asked, “I’ll read this later, but for now: Everyone here has much more knowledge of what we’re getting into than I. Let us begin with each other’s experiences with creating [Teleport Object], or [Teleport Other], or how far you have gotten with the [Gate] Quest, and what it actually entails?” He added, “I’ll go first with my recreation of [Blink] and [Teleport].”

Erick spoke for a short while, surprising Fieldsmith and Rexarix with his trial-and-error approach to [Blink], but only in the fact that it had worked at all. Among those in the know, which included many of those in the higher echelons of the Wayfarer Guild, Erick’s methodology of wardlights and trial-and-error had killed many young Spatial Mages over the vast, 1400 years of the Wayfarer’s Guild’s history. 

Erick explained how his experience recreating [Teleport] was a surreal experience, where he briefly had more Ophiel out there in the world than he had summoned. Even now, Erick wasn’t quite sure how many there had been, but it was definitely more than he actually conjured.

Rexarix and Fieldsmith listened, deep in thought. 

Fieldsmith spoke, “My creation of [Teleport] was about as difficult as anyone’s, with the usual methods outlined in the book we have given you. My particular experience involved flipping a coin and going to the beach, only to find that I should have gone to the market instead.” 

“Mine was what I wanted to make for breakfast; going fishing for fish, or making hotcakes,” said Rexarix.

Fieldsmith nodded, continuing, “I completed [Teleport Object] in the usual way, back in my 30s. [Teleport Object] is broadly considered the line that separates most Wayfarers from the greats, because this is where the Elemental Body skills are used unconventionally, and with slight difficulty.

“For me, using [Air Body], I am able to spread my senses far outside of my own mortal shell. I am sure that you have noticed the same when you are using your [Lightwalk]. And I am sure you have noticed that you can remain clothed, or have small items on you when you assume your other form. This next part of Spatial Magic involves taking much larger pieces of other objects into your Elemental Body, and doing to them what you did to move yourself through the manasphere.”

Erick flinched in surprise. “It’s that easy?”

Fieldsmith smiled. “No. A failure of this action is [Partial Teleport], but this is one of the most devastating, harmful [Teleport] spells one is capable of creating. A warning, though: If you make [Partial Teleport], the creation of such a magic will soak into all the other Spatial Magic you manage to create...” He paused. He said, “Uh. Usually. Most of us work our Spatial magic through extensive maths, and because of this, when we fail and create a [Partial Teleport], it means we have failed somewhere along the way. A correction of maths and understanding eliminates [Partial Teleport]. 

“But the creation of the spell itself proves to be a problem. Almost everyone who chooses to keep [Partial Teleport] locks themselves to this path of incomplete understanding. Even if they do manage to fix their maths and create [Teleport Object] down the line, the taint of [Partial Teleport] crops up from time to time. Thus, we always instruct young Wayfarers into petitioning a Registrar to remove any [Partial Teleport] spells they manage to accidentally create.”

While Rexarix and Fork casually nodded, or had nothing to say about Fieldsmith’s words, Erick was confused. Why would you need a Registar to remove a spell created from another spell? Or. Wait. Fieldsmith hadn’t mentioned using [Teleport] to create [Teleport Object], or even the failed version of [Partial Teleport], had he?

In an oddity of the Script that Erick had never looked too deeply into, [Blink] and [Teleport] were both Basic Tier magic. In the recreation of both spells, he recognized that the two spells were vastly different from each other, enough that going from one to the other was, of course, not just an increase in tier. There was a qualitative difference that separated ‘following the mana to another location just over yonder’ from ‘adjusting a decision made earlier in the day’. 

In addition to all that, Erick had already suspected, and been told as much by Fork long before today, that [Gate] was also Basic Tier magic. 

Erick asked, “Is all Spatial Magic Basic Tier?”

“Yes,” Rexarix said, slightly smiling. “No extra points, though. What you’re famous for is not what Spatial Mages do. We don’t go around creating new basic spells.”

Fork said. “[Teleporting Platform]s and such are offshoots of Basic Tier. But [Blink], [Teleport], the proper [Teleport Object] and not the one after [Teleport], [Teleport Other], and [Gate], are all Basic Spells; each one qualitatively different than the previous.”

“My colleagues are correct.” Fieldsmith said, “Just like how each qualitatively different Force spell is laid out there, available for anyone to purchase, Spatial Magic is locked behind true mastery of the subject.” He shrugged. “That’s our collective theory, anyway.”

Erick asked, “But why is there a [Teleport Object] in the Script, past [Teleport]?”

Rexarix said, “You can get explosions out of [Force Bolt] by Mana Altering for explosions, but it is not the same as [Force Bomb].” He added, “[Force Platform] out of [Force Wall]. [Stoneshape] out of [Telekinesis]. The list goes on.”

“Okay.” Erick said, “Yes. I can see what you’re saying… But it’s still surprising.” He asked, “Is all magic this way? Does all magic come from the application of an Elemental Body?”

Fieldsmith sat back in his chair, contemplating. “I’ve always thought so, though I never managed anything except for a few Spatial Magics.”

Rexarix shook his head. “Highly doubtful.” He looked to Erick. “From my understanding you are able to sing at the sky and create new magic. This very act disproves the Elemental Body as the progenitor of magic theory.” He added, “There’s also Blood Magic, and Soul Magic, as paths to Basic Spell recreation. I’m sure there’s more, but those are not my areas of expertise.”

Fork said, “There is some truth to the Elemental Bodies as the basis for much of magic. After all, almost all Wayfarer Spatial Magic is created through the use of [Air Body], while the Force line of spells can be created through any kind of Elemental Body… Theoretically. I haven’t had much luck with that, myself.”

Fieldsmith said, “Yup.” 

Rexarix just nodded.

Fork said, “And while this facet of the Elemental Bodies is crucial to understanding and recreating Spatial Magic, it is not, exactly, why we are here.”

“Quite.” Renarix said, “We can discuss whatever needs to be discussed, take some breaks, and come back later, when we must. We’re all busy people.”

Fieldsmith said, “I’ll agree to that.”

Erick nodded, then asked, “Back to [Teleport Object], then? Or rather, [Teleport Other]?”

Fork and Fieldsmith turned to Rexarix.

Rexarix said, “My colleague Fieldsmith has managed to do a lot with [Teleport Object], taking the spell to great heights, tagging objects with a spell imprint for later retrieval. Hence, why he was charged with care for the book you now possess.” He said, “My own experiences are closer tied to [Teleport Other].” He continued, “To condense dense spell formulae down to a few short words, what you do, is attune your own Elemental Body to another’s natural existence, and then you move them. But there is a catch. [Teleport] is an intrinsically non-harmful spell. If a [Teleport] would harm a caster, it doesn’t work how the caster wants it to work. Keeping this nature throughout the entirety of your endeavors into Spatial Magic is generally the best idea a Spatial Mage can have, for in doing this, you turn your Spatial Magic into something closer to healing magics, that works even on those unable to give their consent.

“And then there’s the process of attuning your magic to the magic of another, or adjusting their magic to your magic. Or meeting in the middle.” He gestured to the book in Erick’s hands. “The three various methods are outlined in there. Each one is difficult to achieve, because in attuning yourself to another being, you are opening yourself for unforeseen dangers of another’s magic working on you. 

“The road to creating [Teleport Other] kills just as many as the road to creating [Teleport], itself. Many who pass the first hurdle on the way to [Gate] fail at this hurdle, and end up killing someone. Many drop out because of the guilt.” He added, “We are Wayfarers, after all. Killing someone with a [Teleport] is anathema to our beliefs.”

Erick nodded, listening.

Fieldsmith said, “You also can’t create [Teleport Other] unless you target another sapient person. Animal experimentation does not work. This stops a lot of people from ever trying; me included.”

Rexarix agreed, saying, “Yes. That, too.”

Erick asked, “And now we come to [Gate]?”

Rexarix unhappily said, “You need to create the same space in two different locations. The exact same space.”

The three of them watched as Erick pondered. 

Erick frowned. “How is that difficult?”

Like a person knowing the depths of the problem being forced to deal with a lay person, Rexarix calmly asked, “How would you do it?”

Erick threw out an idea. “Vacuum in a space… A pair of doors, [Duplicate]d, or whatever that Registrar spell is. The doubling one. You put a vacuum in a prepared space that is magically the same, and then you fill them with a special [Teleport]-harmony infused [Ward]— Ah. No. You fill them both, at the same time, with your own Elemental Body harmony. And then you step through, creating a [Gate].”

Rexarix said, “That is one of the more popular ideas. Doesn’t work. Near as we’ve been able to tell, [Duplicate] doesn’t create a pure copy of the original.”

“How do you get [Duplicate]?” Erick asked, “I’d like to try that method.”

Fieldsmith said, “We have some contacts in the Bookbinders of the Arcanaeum Consortium who are willing to cast the spell for us, under a contract of secrecy. But getting the spell yourself is beyond the scope of our power. And you shouldn’t need a physical device for [Gate], anyway. Every instance of the spell being used has it standing in open space.”

Fork said, “We will need the physical device later, for enchanting purposes.”

Erick said, “True.” He said, “Then how about a [Ward] that—”

“[Gate] is not a part of [Ward],” Rexarix said, a little tiffed. 

Fieldsmith breathed a little deeper than normal, while putting on a strained smile and ignoring Rexarix. Fork side-eyed Renarix. 

Erick just smiled, then put his hand on the book. “It appears I have some reading to do, and a Headmaster to contact about a [Duplicate] spell.” He stood up. “Thank you, gentlemen. This was a most enlightening meeting.”

The three others stood up. 

Fork said, “Of course, archmage.” He lifted his hand. The [Silence Ward] around the room popped, like a soap bubble. The casual sounds of the stone building returned; footsteps on stone while people talked and heavy shipments moved downstairs. “We can reconvene when you’ve had time to read. When do you think that will be?”

Ophiel twittered happy violin sounds, to hear the world return.

Erick said, “It might be a few days.” 

After dispensing pleasantries and ending their meeting, Erick met Kiri and Teressa at the door to the room. A slight bit of inspiration struck, since he had two extra people to blip home, but only two hands. A while ago, Ophiel had managed to blip away, carrying objects with his Handy Aura instead of his actual hands, hadn’t he? Erick tried that, now, first sending a telepathic message so that everyone knew what was happening, then using his Handy Aura to have many more ‘hands’. He touched all four of his other passengers on their shoulders, making sure that Ophiel was counted among his targets, then blipped home. 

Erick smiled as he appeared in the foyer of his house, along with Kiri, Teressa, Poi, and Ophiel. His little experiment had worked.

Kiri turned to him, saying, “When you explained it, I didn’t think it was going to work, because usually you have to be a Wayfarer to have that many [Teleport] targets.” She glanced at the book in his hands. “Was it really that easy to learn their tricks?”

Erick smiled. “That wasn’t them at all.” He patted Ophiel on his shoulder. The little guy cooed. Erick said, “That was an experiment with my [Flight of a Thousand Hands]. Maybe it works because it’s already labeled as a ‘hand’ spell?” 

“Then…” Kiri asked, “Were you showing off on them?”

Erick paused. “I wasn’t trying to.”

Poi smirked. “And yet you did.”

“Nice.” Teressa laughed as she walked off, saying, “I’ll get dinner started.”

“Thank you, Teressa.” Erick turned away from the others, as he sent to Eduard, of the Mage Trio, ‘Hello? This is Erick. If you have a moment, I’d like to talk.’ He left the line open, while he held the black Wayfarer’s book in his hand, and said to Kiri, “So this is deadly, and apparently not for sharing. All the other books in the library are still fine, though.”

Kiri stood straighter. She said, “Of course.” She added, “I wasn’t going to… Of course not.”

“I wanted you in there too, Kiri, but it wasn’t to be.”

Kiri smiled slightly, then nodded.

- - - -

Erick sat in his library, reading his new book, when a voice came to him. 

Eduard sent, ‘Hello, archmage. How can I help you?’

‘I’m about to deliver 18 million mana worth of rads to Candlepoint, but I’d like some opinions, first.’ Erick set the Wayfarer’s book aside, sending, ‘How has the Headmaster done this? How does it look on the ground? Are you the ones that actually give Candlepoint the rads to get the materials you’ve been testing? That sort of thing.’

After a moment, Eduard said, ‘We’re over here in Candlepoint right now. We would like to observe your own interaction and how it plays out for you, and then talk to you about your transaction afterward.’

‘I guess that works. I assume you want to get an untainted reaction from them?’

‘Yes. I’d say more, but... I mean… Yeah. That’s exactly it. Thank you for understanding.’

Erick began summoning Ophiels, as he sent, ‘I’ll be sending the goods over soon. Maybe an hour, at the front gate.’

‘We’ll still be here.’

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh, dudes, I'm so tired. Headache all day long, followed by a migrane, so pardon the typos; I just can't read any of this right now. I wish I had [Greater Treat Wounds] in real life! (And [Cleanse], too, since I'm already wishing for the impossible.)

It's the start of a new month! And Patrons already have 97.

Next week is another Jane chapter.

Your reviews, ratings, and upvotes on the ratings of others, is important for visibility.

Thanks for reading!
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                As the sky turned red and purple with the oncoming night, nine Ophiels, bloomed out to their full three meter height, blipped into the Crystal Forest west of the shadeling city of Candlepoint. They flew in formation, over the sands, making their way forward. They held under their control floating platforms laden with stone boxes, full of marquise-cut rads that shimmered under the sunset, cloudless sky. 

The gates of Candlepoint were not there; this city was always open to whoever wanted inside. Guards in dark armor stood to the sides of the open space, but they were not there for actual defense, except from the occasional wandering mimic. The guards were there for show. Upon seeing Ophiel’s flight, two of the guards quickly ducked into the buildings beyond the gate. By the time Ophiel had flown forward another ten meters closer, another person had taken to standing on the sands, in the center of the open gate. She had white hair, horns, and skin, while her grey robes fluttered gently in the slight wind. It was hard to mistake Justine Erholme for anyone else than herself.

Erick flew closer to Justine, to the gate, taking his time, not wanting to appear threatening. For the guards’ part, they formed up, shifting from a casual stance of leaning against the gate walls and talking with each other, to standing tall and in formation to Justine’s sides. All of the guards looked more or less the same, but one of them was shorter than the rest. As Erick neared, he recognized the short guard. It was that Irkil human kid. Erick smiled to himself, happy that the kid had gotten into the Guard. Even if it was an emotional trick, it was still a nice emotion. 

Erick restrained eight of his Ophiel to hover where they were, while moving closer with the leader and a platform full of cargo. He said, “Hello, Justine.”

Justine held her hands in front of her, one clasped to the other. She stood stiffly tall, but her eyes were happy, and the slight upturn of her lips almost seemed to betray her joy. “Greetings, Archmage Flatt.”

Now that Erick was closer, he saw the unabashed smiles on the faces of the other guards, as they tried and failed to hold their proper stances on the sand. But then the air filled with a weird buzzing, and every single shadeling stood in perfect form, smiles gone, joy erased. Or rather, held back? 

Yes, yes. The buzzing was Bulgan making himself known. Erick could barely bring himself to care about that asshole. What did he want now?

A shadow formed out of Justine’s own, then stepped up into the light, revealing the asshole himself, in full, smug, assholishness. Dark skin, black hair, black horns, Bulgan smiled wide, revealing white teeth. His bright, wholly white eyes seemed to glow brighter as he spoke with a predatory mien, “Hello, Erick.”

Erick kept his words perfunctory, through the [Prestidigitation] projection of his voice, “Hello, Bulgan.”

Bulgan stood on the tips of his toes for a second, then pantomimed looking off into the distance, with one hand held flat across his forehead to shade his sight from the sun. “Oh my! Such a haul you have!” He dropped the slight act, and said, “Standard rate!” He nudged Justine with his shoulder, saying, “You’ve done pretty good securing his support. Do you think it’s enough to get him to turn to our side in the coming war?”

Justine was white-skinned, but Erick was sure he saw her pale, further.

Erick ignored Bulgan, saying to Justine, “I’ve got it all split into thousand mana boxes. This is only the first shipment—”

With a near-casual reach into the air, like he was picking up a grapefruit from a grocery story display, Bulgan grabbed a sword that had not been there, and planted it into the guts of a nearby guard. The guard crashed to the ground, as the meter-long length of shadow vanished into nothing. Blood gushed, as the guard died. 

Erick lost all train of thought. 

Bulgan plucked another length of shadow from the air, saying, “I told you before, Erick. Don’t ignore—”

At that moment, as a man who might have been a ploy died on the ground, Erick knew he was going to do something. He wasn’t quite sure what his action would be, until it happened. So it surprised him just as much as it surprised Bulgan, when Erick cast [Shadow Shape] and [Telekinesis], grabbing the length of shadow in Bulgan’s hand, right before it entered Justine’s skull, just above her ear. Brief surprise crossed Bulgan’s face, as he smiled, seeming to flicker his fully white eyes between the sword and Ophiel. He let go of the sword. It remained hovering where Bulgan left it to hover.

Erick had tried to telekinetically control the conjured weapons of another, well before today. Sparring with Kiri gave him a lot of experience in that regard. Telekinetically controlling something already in the control of another was a very difficult thing to do. Erick had only managed the feat in his spars with Kiri, when Kiri’s grip had been less than perfectly secure.

Bulgan’s grip had been secure. It should not have been that easy to stop his sword. 

And once the sword was out of Bulgan’s control, Erick should have been able to move it away from Justine, but he couldn’t. The length of shadow was stuck in the air, where Bulgan had let it go.

Justine, for her part, stood strong, unflinching, while a trace of red trickled through her white hair, to travel down her ear, where it collected like a ruby earring before dropping onto her grey robes. She did not move, or betray a single thought about repositioning. Frozen in fear, or perfectly in control of her own actions, or under the control of another, Erick could not tell.

The wind howled in Ophiel’s ears, while blood pumped in Erick’s, all the way back in Spur.

Bulgan slowly smiled, wider and wider. He stepped back. He laughed. Then he whirled around and slammed his fist like a great hammer against the hilt of his still-hovering sword, driving it—

A hint of spider-like magic zipped out of Ophiel, striking the sword, cracking it from the inside out, shattering the conjured weapon into shadow-crawling fragments that spread in every direction. Bulgan whiffed on his hit, striking nothing but air, as dark [Spell Breaker] spiders exploded across his face, and across the rest of him. The unnatural darkness of his skin and clothes flickered and faded, briefly revealing purple incani hues and fine, dark fabrics, before shadows crawled back over him. 

Bulgan laughed loud, then stepped back, setting one foot behind the other while spreading his arms and hands down to his sides, open palmed, like the magnanimous loser of an inconsequential series of events. He smiled. He said, “Expect a test every time you arrive.” 

Bulgan vanished into shadows.

At that moment Erick knew he had failed one test, but passed another. Bulgan had let him gain slight telekinetic control over the sword, but Erick had certainly dispelled the conjuring. 

Three things rapidly happened. The guards next to their fallen companion dropped down to their fallen companion, holding onto him as they shouted at him, trying to bring the redscaled man back from the dead. But the man was not dead. Justine moved down to the man, flaring white light, holding a glowing palm to the fallen. 

Other guards stepped back, giving Justine space. One held onto his dying friend, turning him onto his back to aid Justine’s healing spells. The small hole that Bulgan had made through the redscale’s armor, into his chest and out the back, healed over; pale red scales covering pale red flesh. Justine kept her healing light on the man, until he coughed loudly, sputtering blood across Justine’s face. But she didn’t care. The dragonkin breathed deep. His friends helped him upward, as Justine pulled back, the white glow of her hands fading as she moved away. 

Erick wasn’t sure where his mind was right now, when he offered, “Does he need rads? He can have a box if he wants.”

Justine flinched. Then she reoriented. She stood straight, then bowed to Erick, saying, “Thank you for saving this one’s life.” She stood up.

“Speaking like that makes me think you’re not really yourself.”

Justine flinched again, as though struck. She said, “Apologies. I… I can see how you could think that. This was merely how I was raised to speak to my betters.”

Erick was not, at all, in the mood to correct anyone’s thinking, but it had to be said, so he said, “I’m not your better.” Erick said, “But we’re all better than the Shades, though I don’t think I need to tell you that. Not when one of them tried to kill you just now.”

Justine remained silent, as her grey eyes seemed to whirl as her mind turned with unsaid thoughts.

The impaled dragonkin-shadeling had been moved into the shade behind the gate while Erick and Justine spoke. He rested on a stone bench, just outside of the sunset light. He seemed to be doing better now that he was in the deeper shadows. His breathing evened out, anyway. 

Erick pointed a few of Ophiel’s eyes toward the man, asking again, “Does he need some rads to properly heal? I don’t know how this works for your people.”

Justine said, “Uh.” She clarified, “Yes. Uh. He could use some, I’m sure. Rads help the healing process.” She added, “Um.”

Ophiel raised a wing, and a stone box lifted from the floating platform behind. Erick moved the box forward, setting it down on the other side of the gate, next to the recovering man. The dragonkin then picked up a rad, nodded toward Ophiel, and crushed a stone in his palm. He breathed deep, inhaling an almost imperceptible white glow. He breathed easier. When he opened his palm, the rad was gone; not even dust remained.

Erick turned Ophiel to Justine, saying, “I’ve got about 18,000 boxes to give. Each one has 1000 mana worth of rads inside, give or take a bit.”

Justine said, “Right away.” She glanced to the guards at her sides. They moved out. 

Erick moved his squadron closer and set the stone boxes down on the sands outside of the gate. But what he had brought was not the full count of his loot. Ophiels blipped away, then came back with even more stone boxes. It wasn’t long till the haul of two separate Ballooning Spider incursion laid in front of Candlepoint; boxes upon boxes upon boxes. Guards moved with swiftness, telekinetically picking up fifteen to twenty boxes at a time, forming an assembly line to move them into the deep shadows inside the guard stations behind both sides of the gate. Rads went into the darkness, but only the boxes themselves came back out. 

Erick dismantled most of the discarded stone boxes back into sand, which he scattered to the land outside of the gate, but he kept some stone boxes for the guards to have a place to deposit his darkchips. It was 1500 darkchips to a box, according to Erick’s correct calculations. The currency of Candlepoint was much smaller than rads, after all. A darkchip was only about a square centimeter large. 

While that was happening, Erick asked Justine about the city. Casual questions, about the state of things. Justine answered as honestly as she seemed able to answer. Candlepoint was doing much better with the food he had provided. They had even taken some of the beans and used [Grow] to have a few strains of spicy beans, and salty beans, and savory beans, in order to flavor the rice and beans that everyone was eating these days. They were still growing vegetables with their water gathering runes, too, but Erick’s donation had cleared up all of their immediate problems. 

Erick approved. When he was done moving rads out for the guards to pick up, he dismissed an Ophiel on site and conjured another one at home, to gather up some vegetables from his own garden. Carrot vines, tomatoes, corn, potatoes, and a whole bunch of spices, went into a simple stone gift basket. He gave those vegetables to Justine and refused further payment when Justine offered extra darkchips. 

Time passed, and Erick certainly noticed the people sticking around down the way, at the intersection of where this gate’s street led into the main street. Some of them eyed the stone boxes full of darkchips. Some of them openly gaped at the glittering rads just outside of the city. But not a single one moved into the area. Everyone stayed away. A few inquisitive [Scry] eyes appeared over the haul, but every Ophiel popped those after two or three seconds, ensuring that whoever was viewing the scene was aware enough to not blip into the area. That would have gone poorly, Erick was sure. He certainly didn’t need any extra drama, either. Whoever needed to blip in could just use one of Candlepoint’s other gates.

It took the guards half an hour to fully accept Erick’s exchange. By the time the last floating box disappeared into the shadows of the guard house, the sky was full dark. Stars shone above, while the moons crested the horizon, but the city of Candlepoint was a riot of colored lights bright enough to drown out the heavens. 

Erick had already moved 11 darkchip-full stone boxes to another location, under the sands outside of Spur. One box remained beside the Ophiel at Candlepoint. He looked down at the final black-filled box, as the last guard tossed the final handful of darkchips inside. 

With a smile that had only grown larger as rads disappeared into shadows, Justine asked, “Erick, sir?” She had also gotten used to using his name, because Erick had told her to use his name no less than three times. “Are you going to purchase anything from the Crystal?”

“No.” Erick didn’t mention how he was absolutely sure that those items were traps. He had already said it once. He didn’t feel like repeating himself.

Justine tried a different tactic. “I can show you how every item works, if you wish?”

“No.” He said to Justine. “Tell me: What would happen to you if I decide to never come here again?”

Justine paused. “… If I have given offense—”

“That is not it, and you know it.” Erick said, “Besides. The next time I show up Bulgan might actually kill you. Or any number of other people.”

Justine said, “My duty is to my people. If I were not here, I would be casting myself dry in the garden houses, bringing sustenance to others, and helping those who are still trying to regain themselves.”

Erick hated himself for falling for this trap, but he asked anyway, “Valok. The man who was here last time. Where is he?”

Justine said, “If it is your wish, I will ensure he stays out of your sight, but I will not end the man. He fell down a dark path after the events of our previous encounter but he is gradually regaining his sense of self, immersed in the green, as he is accustomed.”

That was fine. He could stay away from Erick, for now. Probably forever. 

“I’m not giving you rain on any schedule, but I can give you clouds and natural rainy weather, likely for days at a time. If no one [Dispel]s it, of course.” Erick asked, “Do you want that?”

“Yes,” Justine said, with no hesitation. “I have already spoken to others who have a modicum of power in Candlepoint. Water Season is a month away, but we need water now. We wish for this bounty, Erick. We will accept anything you are willing to give.”

With Ophiel’s many eyes, Erick looked to the sky over Candlepoint. He pulsed [Control Weather], throwing a thousand mana into the spell, adjusting the ambient northern wind into something less violent, calling down moisture in the atmosphere. 

There was one thing Erick had learned, more than most, when he had been reading about the weather systems of the Crystal Forest: there was more than enough water in the sky and under the ground to turn this land green from the Wall of the Wasteland Kingdoms in the west, all the way to the Mondariska Mountains in the east. But the mimics were a plague in more ways than one. Their rage against the green ensured no plants grew, ensuring a vicious cycle where the desert remained a desert, as long as the mimics lived. 

The Cloud Giants in their invisible Castles in the sky were another problem, with their innate cloudshaping abilities stripping everything that coalesced above, but they seemed to Erick a minor issue compared to what the mimics had done, and continued to do. For the most part, the Cloud Giants liked to be left alone; they had never bothered Spur in all of Erick’s rains. 

Knowing all of that, knowing how much water there truly was up there, it wasn’t that much of a problem for Erick to get the sky to cloud over, and for an unnatural rain cycle to be enforced upon an unnatural world. 

The harsh northern wind went silent. Cold wind turned warmer. The night sky began to change. First came wispy stretches of darkness high in the sky that seemed to blot out a few stars here and there, but do nothing else. Those splashes of growing moisture turned into ethereal clouds that roiled upon themselves, before growing large enough that the colored lights of Candlepoint began to reflect back upon the city. From horizon to horizon, clouds moved in. 

Candlepoint brightened in reflected wardlight. The city no longer looked like a stretch of unnatural darkness, layered in glows, but instead like a comfy holiday decoration. It was still half made of black and the other half made of rainbows, so Erick had no idea where he got the ‘holiday decoration’ from, but that’s what it seemed like to him. 

But it wasn’t enough. So Erick moved most of his squadron of Ophiel out into every direction, blipping them into appropriate locations as he recast the spell in a dozen different Super Large Areas. His control over the weather expanded, several fold. Clouds moved in. A quiet storm began to form. 

The Ophiel remaining by Justine just watched the sky, as clouds turned dense. 

A soft rain began to fall. 

Erick said, “That should remain for a while, changing on circumstance. Less rain in the day, clouds all the time, though. Daytime shadeling craziness might be lessened. Same goes for night time. I don’t know, though. [Dispel] it if it becomes a problem.”

Justine looked up into the rain, smiling as droplets ran down her face. She breathed, and breathed, and seemed more than happy. She was having a moment. Nearby guards laughed a little, as they tapped the dampening sand with their feet. Some of them opened their mouths to taste the rain. The main street, down the way, had gone quiet as night came on and the safety of sunset passed. But as rain began to fall, the shadelings down the road had stopped and stared at the sky, while the few adventurers in sight had grown even more wary of the changing atmosphere of the streets. 

In the small alleyways between the gate and the main road, shadelings poked out from the shadows, looking up, holding out their hands to catch raindrops. They touched their faces and their ragged clothes. One industrious young shadeling man stripped right there, washing his torn, dirty shirt in a quickly gathering puddle. 

Erick said, “I don’t know how bad disease is going to get, but if you guys don’t have [Cleanse], then you’re probably fucked. I don’t know how to help you with that.”

“Mephistopheles has managed to survive and thrive. He has gained slight actual control of the Garrison.” Justine said, “He requested of the Clergy that he be allowed to offer smaller quests than the main monster board. They approved. Now, we have a minor influx of [Cleanse] wands, every day.”

Erick turned back to Justine. “You’re probably going to have to change your city’s architecture. Gutters and sewers or whatever. You can gather water and grow your own food, now.”

Justine faced Ophiel. She put on a professional face, as she bowed, saying, “Thank you, Archmage.” She straightened. She was smiling. “Thank you, Erick.”

Erick said, “Good luck integrating into society. Hopefully you’re not actually monsters.”

Justine bowed again, smaller and quicker than before. “Thank you for your assistance in getting this far. I am sure we can live up to your hopes, while proving your fears unfounded.” 

“I’ll make sure to keep the weather wet.” He had Ophiel pick up his last box of darkchips with a Handy Aura, saying, “I won’t be appearing for a while, if I can help it. I don’t want to put the people here in danger if Bulgan decides to be an asshole again.” 

Justine bowed. The nearby guards bowed, too.

Ophiel blipped away, to another part of the Crystal Forest. Erick had to get away from that before it turned even more uncomfortable than it already was. 

The sky was clear above him, but behind, dark clouds roiled on the still wind. 

Ophiel blipped a few more times, then deposited the stone box in the appropriate part of the Crystal Forest, before dispersing himself. Erick wasn’t about to bring those chips home with him.

Erick came back to himself. The Ophiel on his shoulder twittered in a mix of violins, guitars, and harps. 

Eduard’s voice sounded, ‘Able to talk?’

‘Yes.’ He sent, ‘Come on over.’

 

- - - -

 

Maia Rokva sat next to her brother, Eduard Rokva, on the couch of the sunroom, while Ramizi Fieldsend took a side chair, next to Eduard. They looked okay; healthy. That was Erick’s primary concern, right now. He had seen them in the background briefly while he was dealing with Bulgan, but they were not there afterward. Erick felt a heavy relief upon seeing them in person. But how were they, mentally? They had been testing out Candlepoint’s offerings for the Headmaster, and they had gone back to Oceanside every day to get tested to make sure they were still themselves. But were they still truly okay? Maia’s yellow hair was bright, like her blue eyes, but there was a darkening of her features that hinted at deep worries. Eduard was much the same as his sister. Ramizi was the only one without a worry on his face, or in his posture.

Poi had directed them to sit in the sunroom and cleared them for contact. After Poi drew the curtains shut, closing off any potential spies from outside, Erick walked into the room. 

He took his seat across from the Mage Trio, saying, “Hello, Maia, Eduard, Ramizi.” As they nodded and Eduard almost said something, but Erick looked to Ramizi, asking, “Why do you look okay, while Maia and Eduard look sad?”

Eduard frowned, turning away from Ramizi, as Ramizi suddenly flinched. 

Ramizi turned to Eduard, whispering, “What? But you said—”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Eduard faced Erick more fully, saying, “Apologies, archmage.”

Ramizi glared at Eduard.

Maia looked to Erick, cutting off all building anger between her brother and her brother’s boyfriend, by saying, “It is a personal matter of some annoyance, and while your concern is appreciated, it is not needed or desired in order to resolve this internal dispute.”

Ramizi was having none of that, and said, “What the fuck, guys?”

“We’re not doing this, here,” Maia said.

“Fine,” Ramizi said, looking away from Maia and Eduard.

Eduard remained silent. 

After a moment longer, Erick said, “I would be sorry for stepping into that, but I am not. What happened, and is it strategically significant?”

“It is strategically important,” Eduard said, but stopped there.

Ramizi frowned at no one in particular.

“Fine. I guess we are doing this.” Maia quickly explained, “In the course of exploring Candlepoint for the Headmaster, the Headmaster offered us the task to purchase and use a Stat fruit. The three of us decided to accept the opportunity. The three of us also decided that once it happened and a day passed, whoever got it would go to the Registrar and get rid of it.”

“We flipped some coins.” Eduard said. “Ramizi got picked.”

“I see...” Erick turned toward Ramizi. “Do you feel compelled to keep it?”

“Looks like,” Maia said, as Eduard said, “He does.”

“Guys!” Ramizi said, collapsing a little. Then he sat up straight, putting on a brave face, reporting, “20 Intelligence means 20% reduced spell costs. If there is a further multiplier at that level, like Clarity, the Headmaster’s dictionary attack has not revealed that skill. But it could still be there! It doesn’t matter if it counts after every other count. It still ends up being a lot of saved mana.” He said, “In addition to that, and further confirming the Headmaster’s idea of how Intelligence works, I made the first tier seven spell I could ever cast, yesterday. Intelligence lets me make better spells.”

Eduard said, “You are compromised, Ramizi.”

“I am not. Headmaster’s tests said so.” Ramizi said, still acting as professional as he could. “Besides, I’d lose 7 points, permanently, if I chose to give my Intelligence up. It doesn’t work like normal stats work.”

“We all knew that already! You’re the one that spent those seven points!” Eduard said, his voice turning acidic. “We all agreed that we would give it up anyway, no matter the benefits.”

Erick looked to Poi, standing to the side of the room.

Ramizi instantly noticed Erick’s gaze. He spoke up, “You can tell them I am still me, Poi.”

Eduard rounded on Ramizi, his voice loud, but not a yell, “And that is part of the problem! It doesn’t matter what the Mind Mages say. They can’t tell if there’s some deeper problem, and so we agreed. All of us.”

Ramizi asked Poi, “Just tell them I’m still me.”

Erick sighed. He looked to Poi. All eyes were on Poi, right now, while the man himself likely had several mental conversations going on at once, according to the threads of intent coming off of his bluescaled head. A few threads multiplied, briefly, before collapsing back down to one.

“Fine. I’ve been cleared for some truth telling.” Poi narrowed his eyes, and said, “Ramizi manipulated the outcome of your coin flips. He stole the fruit from you—” 

He didn’t have to finish, because Eduard yelled, “You planned this? You manipulated—"

Maia’s eyes went wide, as she stared at the ground.

“Why!” Eduard demanded, “Why!”

All color drained from Ramizi’s face as the conversation went somewhere he obviously did not think it would go.

Poi said, “From the very moment the Stat fruits were revealed to the world, and the nature of Intelligence was hinted at, Ramizi plotted to gain this Stat. He is not a compromised actor. He is merely a plotter.”

Ramizi looked away, to the wall, whispering, “I’m reporting you.”

“Gods dammit, Ram,” Maia said, bone-deep tired.

Eduard just went silent.

“Go ahead and report me, Mage Fieldsend.” Poi said, “I have already reported this incident, myself.”

Before anyone else could speak, Erick said, “That is enough of that. No more harsh words.” He asked Poi, “Would your people know the status of those who have taken extra Stats, and be willing to share? Are any of them malicious actors?”

“I can say that no extra Stat, on its own, is cause for alarm. They appear to be real Stats, with real effects, but much in the way that Particle Magic is a new thing, these new Stats will surely have unforeseen, real results, that have nothing to do with the Shades at all.” Poi added, “Except, perhaps, Charisma. There is much debate at the moment, but that Stat might require a kill on sight order. It is the same action we already employ against all malicious Mind Magic.”

Silence dominated the sunroom. 

Erick said, “Okay.” He breathed deep. He said, “So. That’s all that…”

More silence.

Erick changed the subject, asking “So about when I gave rads to Candlepoint?”

Maia professionally said, “Your delivery was the largest single exchange to date, but even getting 18,000 darkchips only puts you at second place. Through proxies like us, the Headmaster has spent over 30,000 darkchips at the Crystal in the center of the city.” She added, “We’ve already reported to him what we saw, and we will also report the pertinent parts of this discussion to him, later.”

“I expect as much,” Erick said.

Maia nodded. She continued, “Bulgan has not appeared for any exchanges with anyone except for your exchange, hours ago.”

Erick frowned. That was disconcerting. He had known that his interactions with Candlepoint and with Bulgan had been cultivated by the Shade, but Erick was hoping that he wasn’t the only one on Bulgan’s radar. He asked, “Bulgan isn’t only poking at me, is he?”

“He seems to be,” Maia said, taking easy control of the conversation.

The other two participants in the room shared a thin line of telepathic intent between their heads, silently speaking to each other. Whatever they were saying, they kept their reactions off of their faces. Bah! Erick spent no more thoughts on whatever was going on there. He was concerned at the obvious split in the group he had witnessed, for something like that was never fun to witness, but at the same time, it wasn’t Erick’s business. 

Maia said, “Bulgan targets anyone who starts shit near the Crystal, or those who are anything less than perfectly polite in his presence. But he doesn’t go out starting his own shit with anyone but you, archmage.”

“He tried to kill Jane and I when we first arrived in Spur, almost ten months ago.” Erick said, “He failed, and our own success might have driven him away, to the Shades. It’s my understanding that he was already deep in with them, though, so that’s all on him. Jane joined up with the Army to try and hunt him down before he got too strong. At the time, I thought it was an unnecessary risk. But now, I wish she would have succeeded.”

Maia said, “We have heard something like that, too.” She added, “But still… We did not expect what we saw. The beginning of your exchange was completely abnormal. After Bulgan left, it turned into the same thing we had seen twenty times before.”

Eduard spoke up, “Are you going to continue to visit Candlepoint?”

“No.” Erick said, “I stopped Bulgan from killing my guide, because he let me stop it from happening. I will not take that risk again, though I fully expect Justine’s body to be strung up as a taunt when I fail to show. I left them rain, and will continue to ensure it rains an adequate amount for the foreseeable future. They can gather and [Grow] what they need to [Grow], themselves, without me subjecting myself to their tortures.”

Maia said, “Probably for the best. They are friendly when they can be, but when they’re not… The reversion to monster can happen in a snap.”

Erick remembered seeing the dead-eyed shadelings in the streets. He asked, “How about the food stores I gave them? Rice and beans? Are they doing better with access to more food?”

“That food is gone.” Maia said, “For two days, they ate well. Then they were back to food lines barely serving people enough to get by.”

Erick gutted. “What the fuck.”

Eduard said, “There’s a hundred thousand shadelings, in there.”

“What?” Erick said, “I thought there was 30,000, maybe.” He looked to Poi. “How many shadelings does Spur think there are?”

Poi said, “35,000, estimated.”

“That’s what I based my numbers on, too,” Erick said. “That food should have lasted a week.”

Eduard said, “The Headmaster only began to suspect 100,000 people as of today. That number was calculated based on the quickness of your donation vanishing from around the city.” He added, “But they have water now. So they should be able to sustain themselves without turning to cannibalism.”

Erick felt his stomach turn. “Do we have any idea why the Shades are doing this?”

Eduard said, “A few ideas have cropped up.” He paused, then said, “For your eyes only, we do have some important information to share on that front. Are you aware of Jane’s experiences with Fake Magic?”

Erick blanked for a moment. “Oh.” He said, “They’re trying to introduce new magics to Veird?” He added, “I could see that… But… hmm...”

Eduard took a moment to say the next part. “If this is truly what they are trying to do, this might mean that we have to murder them all before their plan comes to fruition. A preemptive strike, before they invent their own forms of [Call Lightning].”

No one spoke.

Then Erick breathed out, “… Ah. I see.”

Eduard spoke a little more on their own experiences in Candlepoint. For them, the city had been coldly welcoming. Polite words had been spared for every adventurer invading the city, but it wasn’t until people proved themselves as non-violent that doors began to open. For those who harmed shadelings, they found nothing more than deserted streets and silence, when they weren’t in places like the Garrison, or by the Crystal, where shadelings were forced to deal with the people in their city. 

Maia added that they hadn’t been tricked or harmed at all, by anything they had experienced, and all of the Headmaster’s daily scans never revealed any untoward magical effects. 

Ramizi didn’t really talk. 

By the time they left, an hour had passed. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick lay in bed. Theoretically, he could have slept; he could have kept to a proper schedule. But he could not find peace in the darkness behind his eyelids. The events of the day played over and over again in his mind, and Erick was caught in the turbulence. He didn’t think he was capable of a ‘preemptive strike’. He would never be capable of that.

He sighed. There would be no sleep this night. He roused the Ophiel pretending to sleep in the crook of his legs, then conjured another. He conjured pillows in order to sit up in his bed, and then he sent his mind into his Ophiels. 

One of them blipped away, to another part of the world. The other retrieved the black book that he had gotten from the Wayfarers. 

Erick began reading, and experimenting. 

In a far off part of the Crystal Forest, where the night sky twinkled above, and the moons scattered pink, silver, and white light across the dunes below, Ophiel played in the strong northern wind. And then there was work to do. Ophiel conjured a floating platform, then filled that platform with a weak, dense air; Erick would be casting much of the magic tonight himself, but it was always good to be prepared with a Restful space for Ophiel.

At Erick’s guidance, Ophiel took to the greater sky. Once there, above it all, he conjured bright spotlights, to fully chase away the darkness for hundreds of meters in every direction, to make what came next easier. Erick was under no illusions that the Darkness could ever actually be chased away, so he didn’t care when the shadows under certain mimics or agave was deeper than it should have been, especially since both faker and plant were crystalline and translucent, and therefore there shouldn’t have been any shadows at all. The shadows were thick in the Crystal Forest; that’s just how it was sometimes. 

Crystal mimics chimed at the bright disturbance above, but paid no heed to what was not an attack. 

Erick let Ophiel play and recover his mana while he read in the safety of his bed, back home in Spur. When he was ready, and the parts he had read made sense for what he was trying to achieve, he took direct control of Ophiel, and cast his own [Lightwalk]. Ophiel became a being of light, with Erick’s mana. Air no longer whistled across his body, but in the bright spotlights, Ophiel moved across the sky as easy as deciding to move a finger.

Ophiel descended to the ground. [Stoneshape] lifted a series of large boulders from the ground, from fist-sized, to torso-sized, to Ophiel-sized. Ophiel grabbed at the smallest rock, but his feathers moved against the stone like a disturbed lightward, splashing fragmented glows into the air. 

Erick canceled [Lightwalk], had Ophiel pick up the stone, then resumed his [Lightwalk]. 

The stone came with Ophiel, this time. Erick could feel it, like a rock in his shoe, inside the nebulous field of existence that was Ophiel’s lightform body. His concentration lapsed at the oddity of feeling the stone like it was a not-part of him, causing the stone to tumble to the ground. 

His next attempt at picking up the stone went much better, but the oddity of it still eventually caused the stone to drop down into orange sands. 

Erick came back to himself, sitting in his bed. He activated [Lightwalk] himself. His clothes came with him, but the bed did not. The book, sitting in his hands, fell through his lap to land on his covers. So why did his clothes come with him, but not the book or the bed sheets, or anything else next to him?

He tried an experiment. He dismissed [Lightwalk] and stood beside his bed. He focused on who he was; he was not his clothes, after all. As Erick turned to light, his pants dropped to the ground, but his shirt remained a part of his lightform body. He looked down, and yup, he was definitely dangling out there. 

Why did this spell work this way?

He canceled the spell and put his pants back on. This time, he didn’t focus on anything at all. He just turned on [Lightwalk], and all of his clothes came with him.

He flickered a few times, trying to selectively turn into light, and have his clothes fall off of him. After a while, he stood there, naked, devoid of all his items. With a bit more experimentation, he picked up his shirt, and selectively transformed into light, bringing the shirt in his hands with him. He put the shirt on while he was light, which was a strange experience all its own, but when he came back to his normal body, the shirt fell to the floor, shredded. 

Erick almost stopped. He had obviously made a big error somewhere in his impromptu experiment, but he hadn’t hurt himself. So, he continued.

A quick [Mend] repaired the shirt. He tried again. This time, the shirt appeared on his body, exactly as if he had put the shirt on himself.

Two blue boxes appeared.

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Clothe, here you go:








 




	
Clothe 1, instant, touch, 25 mana.

Touch a garment you have worn and wear it again. Maximum transferring range of 10m.








 

… What?

Erick, pajama bottomless, stood there in his room, looking at his new blue boxes. He laughed. He reached down and touched his rings, then used his new spell. Blip, blip; his stat rings appeared on his fingers, in their usual configuration. Erick laughed again. Ophiel twittered in happy violins, happy that Erick was happy.

Erick stepped away, then had Ophiel touch his pants. Casting through his [Familiar] brought an expected result: Erick’s pants appeared on his person, exactly as though he had put them on himself.

Erick smiled. “I didn’t mean to make that spell, but still! Awesome!” He paused, as a thought came to him. “OH! [Clothe]! This is that spell that actors use to quick-change outfits, isn’t it? We talked about this in Esoteric Magic, once.” He pumped a fist into the air, saying, “Ha!”

Ophiel hopped into the air, whistling violins and harps, mimicking Erick by punching the air with a wing.

Erick stopped in his happy tracks. “Oh my gods. Could I do this, too?” He held his hand out, and channeled [Force Bolt]. A tiny dot of white light appeared above his palm, along with the distinct sound of reaching out and touching something. He hopped back into his bed.

In moments, he was back in Ophiel’s mind, far away in the bright night of the Crystal Forest. In a few more moments, Erick had constructed a few dozen stone pillars all across the orange dunes.

He started with [Force Bolt]. 

Ophiel turned to white light. 

Erick concentrated on a distant point. He poked out with his lightform body, aiming to touch that which was too far away. He failed the first few dozen times; coming back to himself revealed no new boxes, and no new magic. But he did not fail forever. The harmonies of [Force Bolt] and the primal desire to reach out and touch something eventually combined to reveal a truth about the Script.

As the sun rose in the east, Erick achieved something special. Something that people like the Headmaster likely knew of, but rarely shared with the world. 

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you already have Force Bolt, here you go:

+1 point!








 

Erick smiled, sitting in his bed. He was certainly tired now, but who could sleep on a day like today? Not him! Not when there were so many more spells to remake, and points to grab.

… And he had to work on his Spatial Magic, too! Right! 

 

- - - -

 

In a cloud filled sky, that was neither made of clouds, nor sky, Rozeta flew in a way that was not actually flight at all. She checked on problems here and there, speaking directly to her Registrars when needed, while stamping out tiny fluctuations in the Script, and watching certain, interesting individuals. Her flight never ended. She never rested. Which was why she saw what Erick had done, the second he had done it. She got notifications, too, but they were more turning off the alarm because you woke up before it went off, sorts of notifications. 

She dismissed the almost-appearing blue box, then paused, automatically taking a moment of Eternity and turning it into as long of an infinity as needed. She didn’t technically stop, because this was Eternity, after all. There was plenty of time to do everything she needed to do without interrupting what she was already doing.

When she had confirmed the event, she smiled.

“Looks like you unlocked yet another special Class, mister Particle Mage Wizard,” she said to herself, in a good natured way, since she was the only one here, and the only one with enough knowledge to know what she was looking at, because she was not actually looking at anything. If there were eyes up here, they would certainly be too confused to understand even the smallest part of this place. “Good thing you like Particle Mage, because Copy Mage is a pain in the wing.” She paused. She hummed a transcendental tune that would have made bards cry at the beauty of her mumbling and composers chase the sky, forever, but she just uttered the nothing-tune while taking a moment to think, to fill the space usually occupied by so much more than this tiny moment. She said, “Ugh. Erick. You’re going to tell your daughter, aren’t you? And then who is she gonna tell… Hmm. No. That likely won’t happen.” She hummed a bit longer. She decided, “Good luck, Jane. I wonder if you can even do it that way.”

She almost exited that particular slice of infinity to move onto the next, but she had navigated Eternity for eternity, and something else happened in this particular slice of infinity that demanded her attention.

Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script, preemptively turned off another almost-notification, as she frowned in a way that was more pure, unending displeasure, than the simple downturn of the lips.
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                    Patreon got 98 yesterday! They are currently 4 chapters ahead. Jane chapter next week!

Thanks for reading, commenting, and everything else. 
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                Inside of a room of Windy Manor, Jane stood in front of a blackboard, staring at a singular question writ large. She had written it a dozen different ways. She had mulled on it for days. Currently, the question was written in colored chalk, because Jane had decided to turn to flights of fancy, looking for answers.

What does a [Prismatic Attack] look like?

She frowned. She sighed. She flumphed down into a plush chair she had put in this room, days ago, just for the express purpose of staring at this stupid blackboard with its stupid question, mulling it over in her stupid mind. She tapped her fingers across the plush armrests, staring at multicolored letters upon the black background, and their prismatic notion of something that was just beyond her grasp. 

“It really shouldn’t be this hard,” Jane said to herself. “I know what the defense option looks like… And that’s the crux of the issue. I can’t make up my fucking mind.” She grumbled. She seethed. She bared her teeth at nothing in particular, but mostly the ceiling, as she let out a minor roar of, “Fuuuuuck!”

She shot up from her chair, to her feet, then rushed out of the room, muttering about how stupid it all was, and how this wasn’t like her at all. She was driven! She knew what she wanted!

And right now, she wanted cake. One of those big frosted things from that one bakery she saw when—

No! She wanted spicy sushi from that place near the theater district in northern Oceanside—

She stopped in her tracks. She could have punched herself, but all she did was breathe out, then in, and still her mind. She needed to talk to someone. That’s what she needed. What she wanted was cake, and spicy tuna-adjacent sushi…

Sushi first. Then cake. In fact… Bring cake home.

… Bring whole cake home. Not just one slice!

Plan acquired! 

Jane rapidly deployed her perfect plan. A few blips had her out of Windy Manor, and into the mid morning sun. Cream-colored stone streets were full of theater students, going this way or that, and also going over dramatic lines with each other or debating prose and plot in tea shops. 

Noy’s Wrappings was a middling establishment in the area that opened their doors minutes before Jane arrived. She grabbed the fatty lina rolls, which was basically tuna, and paid for it, then ate on the empty veranda, overlooking the street. And then she got seconds. By the time she finished and deposited her stone plate on the clean-it-yourself cart, the veranda was full of people of all kinds, multitudes of discussions, and rather too crowded.

A trip to the bakery took a little more time. Olada’s Red Forest Bakery had been open for an hour already, when Jane got to the place. A line had formed. Twenty minutes later, Jane walked out of there 50 gold lighter, but with a cake sized for orcol appetites. She could support the weight of the thing, of course, but the diameter of the dessert was still the size of her whole forearm and hand, and easily half a foot thick. It was white and creamy and decorated with rich, buttercream frosting, while the cake itself was a dense poundcake. It was one of the best options available, considering Jane had never put in an order, and just showed up to buy one whole cake of whatever they had. Not many places could fill that singular, unorganized criteria of hers, but this place could. Jane had recently taken to trying every food place in Oceanside, and the cakes at this bakery were one of the best, and biggest.

Jane hurried home, practically racing, but still with a normal sense of decorum, to the nearest designated [Teleport] square. One more blip took her to Windy Manor.

Ophiel was leaving a note on the kitchen table. 

Ophiel’s many eyes saw her almost as fast as she saw him. The [Familiar] whirled around, wings and feathers spread wide, in a way that was highly indicative that her father was at the controls. He didn’t make Ophiel seem more human-ish all the time when he was in control, and never when he was in perfect control, but Ophiel would have just looked at Jane with his eyes that were on that side of his body.

“Dad!” Jane said.

Ophiel twittered in violins as her Father’s voice carried through, “Jane! Hey, honey! I was just leaving you a note, but you’re here?” Half of Ophiel’s eyes drifted to the cake box in Jane’s hands. “Is it someone’s birthday?” He rushed, “It’s not our birthday, is it?”

Jane smiled, as she moved into the room and set the cake down on the kitchen table. “My Status still says 22.” She snatched up the half-written note, and read, while Ophiel sounded violins. Her father had wanted to talk? Jane set the note back down, slightly concerned, asking, “What’s going on, Dad? What do you need to talk about?”

“… I had wanted to talk about magic, but now I want to talk about our birthday.”

“If they turn out to be different dates, I don’t care.” Jane frowned a little, as she moved over to the kitchen cupboards. She got out a plate, saying, “I don’t care about the woman who birthed me, I don’t care if she lied about when I was born, and I don’t care if we have different dates.”

Ophiel fluttered, as a blip sounded behind Jane. She turned around. Her father stood on the other side of the kitchen table. Jane smiled to see him in person, but then, just as quickly, her frown came back. In that tricky way that memory some times brought up unpleasant times, seeing him here, now, talking about birthdays and looking so young, reminded Jane of the photos she had seen of him in his failed-college years, at a party, with his arm around a certain, unimportant woman.

She said, “Hey, Dad.”

He had a sad sort of smile, as he said, “Hey, Jane.” One Ophiel settled onto Erick’s shoulder, while another Ophiel popped into the air, then disintegrated as a density spread out, into Windy Manor, engulfing everyone. “Poi says hello. Kiri and Teressa send their regards.” He quickly added, “I want to believe that it won’t matter if we have different birthdays, but I’m kinda freaking out a little. With everything that’s been happening, I had forgotten. Sorry. Are you gonna be okay, if this Script shows us something else than how it’s always been? I don’t know if I’m going to be okay.”

Jane did not answer. She turned back to the cupboard, saying nothing.

Honestly, it would hurt if how they’d always celebrated another year turned out to be factually wrong. But just like how her father had said: Birthdays were so far down the list of Jane’s current concerns that to give an iota of thought to an earthly celebration felt like a betrayal of the danger of her current reality. 

Jane spoke at the cupboards, “It never felt like a cop out when I was growing up to share birthdays. I always thought it was serendipity that—” She stopped. She couldn’t lie that much. She shrugged. “We’ll know in six weeks, right?” She glanced back at her father, but turned away again, saying, “But! Whatever! Sit down with me. Have some cake.”

“… Okay.”

“Really. I’m fine. I’m sure you will be, too.” Jane grabbed another plate from the cupboard, then a pair of forks, as she fully turned back to her father, and put on a smile. “Anywho: This cake is from a place called Olada’s Red Forest Bakery.” She set the plates down on the table, then lifted the thick paper lid on the cake box. The house flooded with the scents of sugar and butter. “It is so good.” 

Erick breathed in the air, saying, “It certainly smells good.” He smiled. “So… If you’re not feeling weird about our birthdays, then why the cake?”

“I don’t know? I wanted it. That’s a good enough reason as any.” Jane telekinetically lifted the cake out of the box. It was a hefty thing, but it was solid; not a single wobble or fluctuation cracked its perfect white frosting. She set the dessert down, saying, “I’ve been going back and forth in the city every day, of course, but ever since I stopped eating slime cores I’ve been trying every place that looked good.”

Erick smiled wider as he sat down at the table. He asked, “Sooo, whaaat’s been going ooon?”

“I have stuff to talk about, yes; I’m getting there.” Jane got out a knife and almost cut into the cake, but her hand hovered above the white expanse of sugar and carbs. She said, “I forgot the milk.”

“I’ll get it,” Erick said, as tendrils of twisted air slipped from him, heading into the kitchen.

“Ah. Thanks.”

Jane cut the cake, but watched out of the corners of her eyes, as a flight spell made of a thousand handy intents opened the stone cold storage box and lifted out the paper milk carton. Other hands grabbed two stone mugs in a cupboard. By the time Jane carved two human-sized slices of cake, using her own hands, her father had poured two cups of milk and returned the milk to cold storage without ever leaving his chair, or even truly paying attention to what he was doing, using a spell that was better than any other aura-flight spell Jane had ever researched. 

She slid a slice toward her father.

He was looking directly at her. “Something is obviously wrong.”

“I’m getting there.” Jane sat down to her own cake. “So—” She paused. She stabbed her cake with her fork, then took a bite. Words failed, apparently. 

How do you tell someone that you love —your father, even— that you’re jealous of how easy they had it? Especially when no one really ever had it easy? And you both just faced different obstacles, and chose different paths? Was it right to be mad at your father, at all, since he never did anything wrong, besides a bit of naivety in the beginning? 

Erick took a bite of his own cake. Delight seemed to illuminate his face, and his posture. He swallowed. He said, “This is good!

Jane smiled. Her father was a good man, and she would not ruin this moment. She said, “It is good cake.” She took another bite.

They fell into a comfortable silence. Something hard and hurtful began to loosen inside Jane.

After a few more bites, Jane said, “I want to talk magic.”

Pure joy seemed to fill her father’s entire being. He smiled wide, setting down his fork, forcing himself to calmly say, “I want to talk magic, too. So you first, or me first?”

That was one of the many things Jane loved about her father; he never pressured her into anything. While he had brought up the topic of magic a few times in the past, he also recognized that Jane almost never wanted to talk about magic, so those conversations usually fell flat. But now, Jane did want to talk magic. 

So she spoke.

She said, “I’ve been having some trouble with my magic. I got all the Elemental Bodies—”

“You did! That’s great!” Erick said, practically beaming. 

“Yeah yeah. But. Eh.” She continued, “I even did some training with the Professor of War, Ulogai Tinawa. You had him for some classes?”

“Yeah. I did!” Erick seemed unable to stop smiling, as he said, “And you’re taking classes with him? That’s great! Fantastic. He’s good, you know? I couldn’t keep up with his classes, but Kiri got into a few advanced classes with him and a few others, and she wipes the floor with me every time we spar. Ah, yeah. I started sparring again. Just yesterday.”

Now it was Jane’s turn to smile. “Good. That’s good to hear.”

Erick grinned as he ate a forkful of cake. 

Jane said, “Professor Tinawa has been pretty good to me; says his instruction is part of the trade for me giving my Fake Magic to the Headmaster— And that’s another story, too. But not that important. I’m pretty sure they’re trying to recruit me to Oceanside’s Elites. Anyway. He’s taught me some stranger uses of these Elemental Body skills, but I have yet to actually make anything he’s suggested. I’ve tried for literal days to make [Erase Presence].” She frowned, but mostly at herself. She asked, “Any thoughts on how you’d make [Erase Presence]? I’m told that all it requires is condensation of an Elemental Body, while using [Silent Movement].”

Erick listened intently while Jane spoke. When she finished, he remained silent, in thought. Jane ate a forkful of cake. The creamy sweetness was truly wonderful, but the minor citrus flavors and the hints of flower, Lime Blossom and Butter Flowers, respectively, were not as good as lemon and vanilla. This was one of Oceanside’s most popular flavors, though.

“I have no idea what [Erase Presence] is. First I’m hearing of it.” Erick asked, “What is ‘condensation’?”

Jane smiled. “That was my question, too. The answer I was told, was ‘to bring together the force of your Elemental Body, so that no one is able to sense your existence’.” She added, “The opposite way of making the skill is to diffuse yourself over a vast area, so that no one is able to see where you are, exactly. Both ways work. If you make the skill right, you get [Erase Presence]. If you make it wrong, you get [Hide Presence], or [Disguise Presence]. [Camouflage] is also an option, though you’d have to screw up pretty badly to get that one.” She said, “I couldn’t get any, though.”

Erick turned back to his slice of cake, thinking. 

Jane waited.

Erick asked, “[Invisible]?”

“Not required, according to everything I read.” Jane said, “Besides, [Invisible] is illegal in most of the world. If it is required, then Tinawa is lying to me, and I’m not sure I want to go down that path.”

“Yeah… but… [Invisible] and [Silent Movement]? Those seem perfect for each other.”

“[Invisible] is sight-only.”

“Hence the missing [Silent Movement] puzzle piece.” Erick added, “But I can see that you don’t want my suggestion to be the case, because that would mean you would need to get [Invisible], which means paperwork and deeper ties to a specific city, and a restriction of movement, in case you ever run into the problem of having illegal spells in some other part of the world.”

Jane was about to say something very similar to her father’s words, but she didn’t have to; he already understood the problem. She nodded, then said, “Yeah.”

“We’ll come back to [Erase Presence] later.” Erick’s smile returned, but he forced it away, saying, “I feel like you’ve only told me half the problem.”

Jane leveled her gaze at her father. “What’s going on, Dad? You seem too happy.”

“I know, I know. I don’t mean to be mean. It’s just— We’ve been working on the same stuff, but from vastly different angles.”

“… You’ve been working on [Erase Presence]? You?”

“Oh? No. Not at all.” Erick said, “I’ve been working with [Lightwalk].”

Jane almost ended the conversation right there. She had been using [Lightwalk] for almost three months, now. A lot of that time was spent asleep, but before and after that she had been using all of her Elemental Body skills as much as she could. What did he find out about [Lightwalk] that she didn’t already experience through trial and error? 

But Jane could not end the conversation, there. 

Instead, she…

First, she saw how much her own, obviously visible emotions, affected her dad. Erick lost his smile, completely. And that hurt. She didn’t mean to do that.

She said, “Sorry. It’s just...”

“I can understand.” Erick said, “I don’t know why I seem to have it easier, either. I really don’t. But I want to help you, if I can.”

Jane nodded, then she forced herself to say, “What’s going on with [Lightwalk]?”

And then Erick dropped several bombshells on her. “I’d tell you about the Spatial Magic remake Quests I’m working on, but those will kill anyone without years of schooling or without a [Familiar] like Ophiel—” Ophiel twittered on Erick’s shoulder. Erick patted him, eliciting more tweets, as he continued, “So I won’t tell you about those, but I can and desperately want to tell you about how to remake the seven foundational Basic Tier Force spells; Bolt, Beam, Bomb, Shrapnel, Trap, Crash, Wave. It took me one day to remake all seven of those. I got seven points for my efforts since I already had those seven spells. I even went to the Registrar and got another Ability Slot for my Class, too. 

“Briefly, here’s how I did it:

“So you got [Lightwalk]. You’re light, but you’re also one step closer to the Mana. It’s like… 

“Pretend you’re on the beach, near the ocean. The beach is like being in the physical world. The water is the mana. Except you’re more sand and… You’ll figure it out. Anyway. When you [Lightwalk], or [Stone Body] or whatever, you are a being of stone that steps into the water, diffusing yourself around into that water, letting you direct your body —which is still stone, in this scenario— into affecting what the water does. 

“What each Elemental Body does is put us closer to the Mana than we naturally are, as beings of flesh and blood.

“Al tried to help me ‘find my aura’ a few times, but it didn’t really work. [Lightwalk] let me find my boundary right away. Proper mages use their aura in these remake quests, I think, but you can shortcut finding your aura with an Elemental Body skill, or other things I’ve heard about, like Blood Magic and Soul Magic.” Erick finished, with, “Oh yeah. And I can control the weather now. It’s a fun spell. Got minor rains happening around Candlepoint so I don’t have to ever show up in person again. I hear there are trees growing everywhere in that dark city, now. I did the same thing for Spur, too. Rains come like they would anywhere else in the world. We had to expand the Lake. Everyone seems to be happy but Al has already complained about having to reroute the sewers.” Erick smiled. “I helped him a bit with that. It was fun.”

Jane blinked a little. Words tumbled out, “I heard about the rains.” She didn’t know what to say about all the rest of that. So she didn’t.

Silence. 

Ophiel twittered a few tiny notes, but then silence came back, deeper than before.

Erick asked, “Have you heard from Delia? I heard that—”

“How do you remake [Force Bolt]? Or any of them!” Jane almost shouted, “How the FUCK have you—”

Erick, nice as he possibly could, asked, “Hey? Why not try this?” He held up his hand, conjuring a small, white dagger made of hardened mana into his grip. “Take your [Conjure Weapon] and flow mana through it—” He dismissed the dagger, only to have white mana flow through his hand, like a tiny fountain of knives. “And you listen to the notes made.” He offered, “This one sounds like violent force applied to a violent task. I’m sure [Conjure Item] would sound much less harmful, but be a lot more complicated, so we’ll stick with [Conjure Weapon] for now.” He flickered white, activating [Lightwalk]. “And then you sort of twist yourself, and thus the mana, into the shape you heard, sounding out—”

A radiant length of white force condensed into Erick’s hand, then condensed further, elongating out the bottom of his grip. Radiance flashed up and down as Erick held his hand out, away from the kitchen table. When the magic was done, her father held a simple staff; a simple weapon meant mainly for defense, but it was still two meters long and perfectly sized to him. His eyes were wider than before.

He glanced at the white staff, then at an empty space of air. “I did not expect that to work so well, or to get a staff. But I guess it did.” With his free hand, he gestured the air toward Jane, revealing a blue box. 

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you already have Conjure Weapon, here you go:

+1 point!








 

Jane didn’t know what to say to that. 

She said, “I don’t know what to say to that.”

Erick said, “It’s not nearly as easy as it looks, because between the Elemental Body and spell re-creation there’s aligning mana in order to guide it into the proper form. It took me several hours to make [Force Bolt], but [Force Wave] was the simplest— I mean…” He dismissed the white staff, saying, “There’s emotions and harmonies to put into your recreation, and if you don’t match it perfectly to what’s already there in the Script, then you don’t make the spell. Maybe there’s a margin of error, though? There probably is.

“But I have noticed a discrepancy. You should be able to use this method to create higher tier magic. To make an actual [Fireball] spell without going through the tiers. But I don’t know why that doesn’t work. I’ve tried remaking my [Glacial Crash] a dozen different ways, but nothing happened. At first, I thought the problem might have been with using the wrong Elemental Body, seeing as all I have is [Lightwalk], so I first made a [Radiant Bolt] which was [Force Bolt] and Mana Altering for Light. Then, I tried to remake it using this method.

“That didn’t work. Maybe because I already had the spell? I don’t know.

“So I tried making a [Radiant Crash] which is the same combo but with [Force Crash], without making the spell first. This gave me much the same result, which was nothing. 

“And then I tried making one of Kiri’s new spells. She’s real big on this Firelight thing I made a few spells ago, so she’s gone all out on all of that, and one of the spells she made is called [Firelight Defender]. It’s this shield that hovers at her back, pouring out firelight when not in use, empowering most of her close range magic, but it also moves out like a sapient [Force Wall] to defend her from any rear attack.

“Long story short: I couldn’t remake that one, either.

“I’m missing some key factor here. Maybe it’s my Class? I’m not sure. This method is not good enough to make the Spatial Spells either; those require something more than just harmony, intent, and skill. A lot of the more complicated Basic Spells require something that I just haven’t found, yet, like [Conjure Force Elemental]. I’m guessing that one requires knowledge of soul work.

“Don’t go trying to make Spatial spells, Jane.” Erick’s words turned harder. “I mean it. You could die. But I’m still telling you because I think it might help you with other aspects of your magic, maybe. And if nothing else, it’s free points!

“Anyway, besides all that, I think this is how Shade spells work. Maybe they’re not empowered and limited by the Script, so they can go in any direction? I’m not sure.” Erick said, “I also believe they do every one of their spells freehand, every time they cast. There’s nothing helping them but pure skill and knowledge of how magic works, at its base, which is apparently something that the Script cannot stop from happening? I’m still not sure on that part.” He finished, “There’s a lot of ifs and maybes in all of that, but the base Elemental Body functionality does work like this.

“There’s also apparently Blood Magic and Soul Magic, in order to remake Script spells, and then you have my method of singing at the sky. So. I’m right about these uses of Elemental Body, but not completely right.”

Jane listened. She held one hand loose on her fork, while her other hand touched her plate. Her cake sat half eaten, because for some reason, it started to taste like ash. Or maybe it was just fine, and Jane herself had turned rotten. 

Most prominently, Jane felt a deep resentment at having to be shown the way. A palpable anger rocked through her chest with every beat of her heart. She tried to keep that anger off of her face, but she was sure her father had seen it, though he kept talking, hoping to drown her pain with the gift he was giving her. 

And it was a gift; freely given and with the hope to help her through her own difficulties. 

But still; Anger.

And so, understanding her own emotions, she listened to her father. A choice formed, as she heard his words, and felt his feelings. A path opening up before her. A myriad of ways suddenly seemed to illuminate her world, like she had been stuck in a dark forest for a long time, and someone had turned on a light.

It was a simple choice.

She could give voice to her anger, to give power to that primal part of herself that accepted instruction and help from everyone else, because they knew what they were doing, but not from her father, because she had looked out for him, for most of her teenage years. She could tear down what he was trying to build. She could be mad.

Yet, even as she felt that option form, she recoiled from it. She would not be mad at her father for studying magic and making his own, while she fucked around with exploring the world, gaining skill, and piling on traumatic stress. It honestly did not matter that he had figured out how to work [Lightwalk] much better than she had figured out any of her own Elemental Body skills. What mattered, was that her father was making himself stronger, and he was offering her help so she could become stronger, too. 

She blinked, then brushed away a few unruly drops of salty water from her eyes. She laughed, once, then twice. “That’s pretty amazing.” Brushing a hand through the dense air all around them, she added, “Amazing that you can make spells inside this [Prismatic Ward], too.”

Her father’s smile returned, as he said, “Of course you can make—” He paused. A look of dawning realization came upon his face, as he looked up, saying, “Huh.” Turning to Jane, he said, “I made this spell [Clothe], inside of this dense air, rather easily. Only took me two tries. [Force Bolt] and all the other ones were made out in the desert. It took me a while to make those… Multiple tries… But that was my first time trying out [Conjure Weapon]?”

Jane smirked, saying, “I hope you’re recording all your experiments, taking down every single measurement, and then keeping that book somewhere very safe.”

Erick got a far off look. Then he flickered into light, and held out his hand. After a moment of holding onto the air, he reverted back to his human body. He said, “Still no luck remaking Kiri’s spell.”

Jane asked, “How about [Lightshape]?”

He smiled, then flickered back into a glowing version of himself. He stared off into space for a long moment, then he looked to the windows.

It was basically noon at Windy Manor, if not a little after. The large picture windows that made up the western wall of the log cabin showed a brilliant blue sky, gardens tended more by the groundskeepers than by Jane, and the sun coming down at a slight angle, into the house. The sunlight changed at Erick’s transformation into the human version of a glowstick. Ribbons of light went dull, first one space, then another, like someone had poked foot-wide fingers into the light. Where those interruptions touched the space, glitters held in the air above the interruption, like rain bouncing off roofs, or lasers bouncing off disco balls. 

Ah. Jane could see it now; what her father had done. 

Her father had pressed a meter wide version of his hand into the light, trying to touch the sun. His fingers twisted in the light, trying to hold intangible beams. Whatever he was doing certainly didn’t look like a [Lightshape]; that particular spell was more like sculpting with glows, almost like constructing wardlights. Erick cut his spell. Sunbeams snapped back into position faster than Jane could see, as her father turned back to his dull, human self. He smirked at the sun beams.

Jane asked, “Did that work? [Lightshape]?”

“Nope,” Erick said, more contemplative than anything else. “Still missing something.”

A spark of inspiration crossed Jane’s mind. She smiled. Maybe she could help her father here? She said, “Maybe you don’t get [Lightshape] from [Lightwalk]. That seems really weird to me. But. Well. Here:” Jane set her fork down on her plate, then held her hand to the side. Shadows split from her own, forming a secondary hand that reached for her fork. The shadow hand picked up the metal utensil, holding perfectly steady under her control. And then she crunched the fork into a ball of scrap, using her shadow. Another twist of darkness placed the fork back in her natural hand, where a dark blue glow [Mend]ed the fork, twisting it back into its normal shape. Jane said, “I can only do that with [Greater Shadowalk]. For larger attacks, I can use [Shadowshape] to grab a larger portion of darkness. For every other Elemental Body I have, I need to supplement my grips with [Telekinesis], or partially transform. I’ve lost hands by partially transforming, so I almost always choose to fully transform, and supplement my grip with [Telekinesis].”

Erick was smiling, but at the mention of ‘lost hands’, he winced, sucking in air through closed teeth. He shivered, then said, “This is the truly dangerous part of being a mage, Jane. I’ve seen so many warnings about Spatial Magic— I’m working with some Wayfarers and their guild to try and make [Gate], you know? They had a book for me, but they only gave it to me after I proved that I wouldn’t kill myself using the techniques listed in there.” He said, “Ophiel’s taking on all of the danger, there.”

Jane looked to Ophiel, who fluffed up, proud of himself. She smiled a little, then said, “A lot is happening over in Spur, isn’t it?” She looked to her father, and semi-seriously said, “And you should have channeled mana through [Lightwalk], and then tried to make [Greater Lightwalk]!” She switched to jokes, “How many other things are you doing half-assed? How come you haven’t solved the Crystal Mimic problem yet? Or ended injustice in the world? What about some Plus 100 Willpower crowns to cast your [Prismatic Ward]?”

He grinned, then smiled. “I haven’t killed any dark gods either, but the day’s still young!”

Jane laughed, then ate another bite of cake. Soon, both of them were having seconds, as they switched to harder drinks. It was sunset somewhere, after all, and their current booze was even called ‘Sunset Red’. It was the best liquor of all of those she had sampled at a liquor tasting in town, a few days ago. She also got the second best, and the third best, because why not?

They spoke of magic and gossip and bank accounts, with Erick speaking of the logistics of moving literal tons of rads across the Crystal Forest, and Jane talking about how her Mage Guild Bank account only allowed 100 gold withdrawals in some parts of the world, like the Sovereign Cities, and 10 gold max in some of the smaller towns out in the rural parts of the Greensoil Republic. 

Talking about money was just Erick’s way of trying to offload some wealth onto Jane, though, but she wasn’t having any of that. 

“I can make my own way, but thank you,” Jane said, sitting on the living room couch.

“I know you can! I just… It’s an offer, okay?”

Jane smiled, then switched the topic to how Oceanside did international questing.

“Angels and demons? With eyes everywhere on the world?” Erick sat up on the couch across from Jane, and asked, “And [Gate]s?”

“Heck yeah, [Gate]s! And prayers to angels and demons are useful, too. They might actually answer you with help. That’s the part I appreciate.” She paused, humming, then added, “Sort of.” Jane said, “I don’t plan on being an Elite, but the offer is tempting because the work is rewarding. Even if you, dear father, manage to make [Gate], you won’t have their sheer ability to find and categorize the threats on Veird’s surface. That’s the real draw, here.”

“That reminds me, I have to talk to the Headmaster about getting [Duplicate].”

“Why?”

“It’s for some failed way that they’ve tried to get [Gate] to work.” Erick waved a hand through the air, saying, “It probably won’t work for me, either, but I still want to try.”

“I finished my daily divulging of Earth’s Fake Magic two days ago, but if I ever wanted to talk to him, he said I could just go to the front office. Someone there would be able to contact him.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe later. I don’t want to be a hermit, but I also don’t feel comfortable out there on my own.”

Jane sat up, worried. “Why are you not comfortable out there?”

“Because death comes too fast, even with an almost 25,000 point [Personal Absorption Ward].”

“Oh.” Jane leaned back in her chair. “Yeah. That.” 

His words were deeper than his usual. Her father had something he wasn’t telling her. Jane didn’t like that, but she had a lot she wasn’t telling him, too. 

He changed the subject. “You were talking about condensation or diffusion of Elemental Bodies before, right? What’s all that about?”

“Killing intent. Do you remember me ever talking about that?”

“… No.”

Jane giggled. She said, “It’s this Fake Magic that is about taking your desire to harm something or someone and turning that into a supernatural edge that can harm by sheer force of will. Lesser versions inspire fear and paralysis.”

“Seems like Mental Magic to me.”

“… Nooo? I don’t think so. It’s more: ‘Look at me and despair’ sort of fear inducing. But I don’t think that has anything to do with the goal, here. I think the purpose here is more a honing of power into either an edge, or a strong defense.”

“The only strong defense I can think of is to not get hit in the first place.”

Jane smiled again. “Yeah. That’s why I think the diffusion option is more of a dodge tank sort of thing.”

“… Dodge tank?”

“Someone who soaks up enemy attacks by being up in their face, but also unable to get hit.”

“Okay. Gotcha.”

Jane said, “Anyway: Condensation into a concentrated attack. Diffusion into an evasive defense.” Jane said, “Once you have all the Elemental Bodies, except [Dragon Body], since Rozeta exempted that from the recipe… You’re supposed to be able to combine them into some sort of [Prismatic Attack] or [Prismatic Defense].” She added, “Professor Tinawa said that was the basis to plowing ahead with the Bodies, but also that such a dichotomy was a gross oversimplification.”

“It certainly sounds like a simplification to me.” Erick said, “But if I were you, evasion is the much better choice. You might be able to heal from… from a lot. But it’s scary to walk around out there. No one needs to hit harder, for sure.”

“Yeah… I’m… thinking on it.” Jane said, “I’m also working on [Melee Reflection]. Got any tips for that?”

Erick winced. “I don’t even have [Strike] yet.”

Jane laughed. “I haven’t made a single one of the spells I wanted to make, ever since we dropped to Veird.”

“What?” Erick gave a slight, unknowing smile. “How? What?”

“The seven spells I wanted since the beginning! Oh. I never spoke of them, at all, did I?”

“Not to me!” Erick frowned, a bit more serious this time. “You really need to call more, Jane. It’s not right for a father to have to track down his daughter all the time.”

“Okay! Okay. Yeah. You might be right about that.”

“You’re stalling.”

“… Yeah. So... Here’s the list, in an unorganized fashion, where I don’t know which one is more important than the others.” Jane said, “[Fly], because duh. [Disintegrate], to utterly destroy something at the molecular level. [Mana Generation], for obvious reasons. [Time Stop], for similarly obvious reasons. [Haste], but [Hunter’s Instincts] is pretty close, so I can leave that one. [Gate], which you’re already working on, apparently. And finally, [True Regeneration], to revive, whole and unharmed, from a single drop of blood.”

“Nice list.” Erick said, “Let’s work on [Fly].”

Jane teased, “Sure! Pick the easiest one, why don’t you! What do you think is the hardest?”

“I certainly have zero ideas on how to make [Mana Generation]—”

“That’s the difficult one for you?”

“Where would you even begin, Jane? Meditation doesn’t actually increase your regeneration, you know?” 

“Yeah yeah. I read the theories.” Jane spouted off, “Meditation allows one to change themselves in order to allow the natural mana of the world to flow into their reserves more easily.” She poured the last shot of Sunset Red into her cup, and then her father’s, as she said, “I was hoping you knew how to actually make mana, itself. Or some other workaround to this problem. I don’t want to chug mana potions. I want to cast a spell and regenerate my mana.”

“I don’t think you can make mana. I’ve read about tests where volunteers have spent weeks inside sealed antirhine chambers to test how mana works, but the mana inside the chambers never changed density.”

“I read about those, too.”

Erick sipped his sky-red drink, then said, “[Gate] is known; I’m already working on that. You’re gonna need a [Familiar] if you want to learn, too. [Time Stop] seems like a Melemizargo thing, or a Phagar thing. [True Regeneration] is definitely a Phagar thing... [Disintegrate], though…? Hold on.” He looked to the air.

Jane looked up with him, and saw nothing. 

And then she felt it. A brush of warmth. She instantly flipped on Meditation, and saw what her father was doing. Among the swirling mana and the illusions of monsters and harm lurking in the air of Windy Manor, there was a golden glow, like a cross between ocean currents and fire. It was not intent, or mortal magic; it was something much deeper. Erick had mentioned this before, but she had never seen it in person. Jane knew that she would have to chide Kiri, though, since Kiri’s description of the event left something to be desired. Erick was definitely communing directly with a god.

Erick said, “[Disintegrate] has already been made. You just need to get [Condense Particle] and then work your way up to it.” He looked down to Jane, saying, “And yeah. That’s another foible of the Script. The people who make the original spells get them at Basic Tier, but everyone else has to make them from scratch in the usual way. I’ve heard that people like the Headmaster and such already know this, but it’s not well known among the rest of us since the last time there were new spells was 1200 years ago. It’s a toss up whether it’s going to be this whole big thing, or not.” He said, “I’m pretty sure my [Call Lightning] is actually a tier 7 or 8 spell, but it’s gonna stay at tier 1, for me.”

That was all very interesting, but Jane pointed at the air above, asking, “So who is that?”

“… Uh.” Erick held his cup of red still, then set it down as he said, “No one.”

“Right.” Jane guessed it was either Atunir or… Maybe Rozeta, but Rozeta would have communicated in blue boxes, right? Koyabez? That was a large possibility. But her father would have just said if it was one of those gods, right? So it wasn’t one of them. Or maybe it was. Talking directly to gods seemed like one of those things most people would want to keep to themselves, unless they were priests of that god. So… Jane decided, “I don’t need to know.”

Erick smiled. “So? [Fly]?” 

“Yes.” Jane’s eyes lit up. “[Fly]. And how about a few other things, too?” She asked, “Do you want to stick with the Sunset Red? Or move on to something else? I have a variety.”

“I like this Red. Let’s stick with that.” He asked, “And what do you have in mind?”

 

- - - - 

 

They spoke of high level melee fights, where a warrior like Jane would, according to Professor Tinawa, best be served by the quick and perfect usage of various reflection [Ward]s, both magical and melee. This would, of course, occupy Jane’s single [Personal Ward], as she rapidly cycled through whatever was needed in order to reflect and negate enemy [Strike]s and spells.

Erick got way too excited. He leapt up from the couch, saying, “Oh my gods! Is that how high level warriors fight?” He began conjuring blackboards into the living room, muttering, “Oh wow. That’s perfect! I wondered how— It’s just so elegant.” 

Soon, diagrams of light and molecules and refraction and reflections occupied black slate boards. Erick asked how Jane thought a [Strike] reflection would work. Jane had no idea. All her ideas never worked. 

And so, a smaller discussion began regarding how Jane viewed magic.

“It’s just a tool,” Jane said.

Erick frowned. The Sunset Red in his cup showed the truth of its name, as the sun was beginning to dip down, outside, coloring the world in pinks, yellows, and reds. He breathed deep, then sighed, and said, “Magic is not just a tool, and I think this is the basis of your problem.”

Jane kept her tone light as she shot back, “But it is just a tool. Oceanside has built itself up on proving that magic is a tool, like any other. With levers to push and ways to work the mana, in order to create magic how you want to create magic.” She switched back to English, her words tumbling roughly out of her like rust shaking from an old machine, “The translation for our ‘magic’ in Ecks, is ‘magic’, but the meaning of their word for ‘magic’ is closer to our word for ‘science’.”

Erick switched to English, saying, “That may be trueth barth—” He made a weird face, like his tongue had cramped. Wiggling his tongue around in the air for a moment, Erick opened and closed his mouth a few times, then said, “I need to speak English more. It’s been a longth— a long time.” He spoke faster, saying, “But that’s another thing! You and I don’t have a cultural understanding of magic as science. You and I— You much more than I, have a cultural upbringing of magic as this fantastical force beyond our control—”

“But I like magic as a tool!” Jane said, “Magic as science doesn’t make any sense to me! Even if magic is, at its base, about condensing possibility down to reality, it has to follow rules, or else it’s useless! You can’t build a house on sand; you can’t build a world on ideas.”

She didn’t speak of how she loved the idea of the Script. How she had such high hopes once she found out how it worked. Even now, when she thought of how she felt back then, she still had some tiny hope that she could make her own way through the Script, but that hope was shadowed by the reality that she had failed to make any of her own spells. She brushed away an unruly tear, hoping that her father did not see, but he did. Erick didn’t comment on that, though.

He said, “Before the creation of the Script, all they had was sand. The magic of their Old Cosmology was nothing but ideas and areas of solidity that everyone collectively agreed upon. But this reality is too solid. They adapted, in coming here. Those who live now are more like you and me than how they used to be, but mana still exists, and the fantastical still thrives where it can, in souls, or in gods, or in magic.” Erick said, “You can’t go applying laws to the ethereal. You can only accept the Truth, and meet it in the middle.”

“Jesus Christ, Dad.” Jane said, “You sound like a Melemizargo cultist.”

Erick frowned, saying, “Even broken clocks are right twice a day, but I’m not stupid enough to believe all the rest of what they say.”

Silence held in Windy Manor, while Jane looked away, and her father looked to her. 

He quietly asked, “Do you not believe in magic?”

Jane snorted, saying, “There’s nothing to believe in! Mana exists. It doesn’t need me to believe in it for it to work, more than the rocks need me to believe they’d support my weight.”

“… Do you remember what the very first blue box you ever got, said? The one that popped up for you when we fell to Veird. The initializing mana, one?”

“I don’t see what that has to do with—”

“We never talked about it, but it might be important?” Erick said, “Mine talked about expunging unauthorized metaphysical influences and how I had no desire—” He held a hand up into the air, manifesting a blue box for Jane to read. “Here. You can get yours back with a small prayer to Rozeta.”

 




	
Unknown Entity detected!

We see you!

Initializing mana integration…

 

Adult <Species: Human> detected! 

Welcome to Veird!

 

Beginning adult <Human> registration. 

Scanning…

 

… Unauthorized metaphysical influences discarded.

… No innate magical traits discovered.

… No historical magical influences discovered.

… No desire for magic discovered.

ERROR.

Higher priority requested.

Higher priority obtained.

Reorienting scan… 

 

No approved influences detected!

Warning! As a <Species: Human>, registration is required to use magic!

Warning! Major physical damage detected!

Warning! You are far below 0 HP! 

Warning! You are dying!

 

Sorry! We are not able to support your life choices at this time!

Consult your local priest or registrar for further assistance.

YOU ARE BARRED FROM MAGIC.

 

Registration paused. Returning to basic interface.

 

ERROR! Catastrophic physical damage!

A child’s assistance <Species: Human>: Casting [Greater Treat Wounds].

You are at 1 HP. You have stabilized.

A child’s assistance <Species: Human>: <The closest registrar has been contacted.> 

<Your location is known. Someone is on their way!>








 

Reading such an old blue box brought back a flood of emotions. The fall through the sky. A walk through a desert of crystal plants, not knowing how deadly it was to get near some of them until much later. A giant black bug that tried to scrape open her leg to feast on her blood, then hiding the wound so her father wouldn’t see. Running from one of Melemizargo’s [Familiar]s, that Jane later found out was named Purodhalia. 

Erick’s initializing box was different than Jane’s, though. Not that different, but different enough to matter. Maybe. She gave a small prayer to Rozeta, and got hers back, if only to look at the box again, but she already knew what it said. As she read it again for the first time in almost ten months, she felt a familiar anger take hold.

 




	
Unknown Entity detected!

We see you!

Initializing mana integration…

 

Adult <Species: Human> detected! 

Welcome to Veird!

 

Beginning adult <Human> registration. 

Scanning…

 

… Unauthorized metaphysical influences discarded.

… No innate magical traits discovered.

… Historical magical influencesexceed allotted amount.

… Desire for magic exceeds allotted amount.

ERROR.

Higher priority requested.

Higher priority obtained.

Reorienting scan… 

 

Your desired path exists, but it is not freely given.

Zero approved spells allotted at this time.

 

YOU ARE BARRED FROM MAGIC.

 

Registration paused. Returning to basic interface.

 

ERROR! Catastrophic physical damage!

A child’s assistance <Species: Human>: Casting [Greater Treat Wounds].

You are at 1 HP. You have stabilized.

A child’s assistance <Species: Human>: <The closest registrar has been contacted.> 

<Your location is known. Someone is on their way!>








 

She handed the blue box to her father, saying, “I wanted too much, so it gave nothing, but even after learning more, I’m still not as successful as you.”

Erick read the blue box. First, he frowned. But then he read it again, seemingly contemplating the words. And then, instead of being sympathetic, or questioning, or anything that Jane expected, her father smiled, small at first, and then wider. He laughed.

She almost threw her drink on the floor, but instead she just spat, “What the FUCK, Dad? I pour my heart out—”

“No no! Jane!” Erick smiled, saying, “Everything you want, exists! This proves it! You shouldn’t have any problems, but maybe you just haven’t done what you actually wanted to do?”

Jane pulled back. “… I tried.”

“Yes! I know you tried, Jane.” Erick set down his drink, then asked, “But what was the very first thing you talked about when we dropped here?”

“That old, stupid idea.” Jane frowned, saying, “[Teleport]ing Paladin was a limit that I quickly realized was unnecessary to have. Heavy armor is a waste of [Conjure Armor] and monstrous forms are too powerful to ignore.”

Erick seemed almost hurt by Jane’s words. He said, “But you loved playing paladins? Warriors of the light and the good? You talked about it all the time when you were younger. [Smite]ing evil and ending necromancers and helping people?” He asked, “Whatever happened to that?”

Jane had no answer, besides the one she had already given. 

He said, “If you got every Elemental Body, then you must have gotten every [Polymorph] form you needed for Polymage. So why haven’t you told me that you got the Class, yet? The Class you’ve been aiming for since you found out it existed?”

“Because you’re right. Polymage is not me. Not exactly.” Jane shook her head, saying, “I don’t want to talk about Polymage right now.”

“Okay. We won’t do that, then.” Erick offered, “How about we try for what a [Fly] spell would look like on a paladin?”

Jane barked a laugh. She couldn’t help herself. Paladins didn’t fly. At least any of the normal paladins she ever played...

… Oh. 

She mumbled, “Paladins don’t fly.”

“Work with me, here.”

Jane said, “Fine. They’d sprout wings and glow.”

“Okay! Now we’re talking!” Erick turned back to the chalkboards where he promptly drew a stick figure with wings drawn in a loopy, childish manner. “Now your Polymage could just sprout the wings, couldn’t they?”

“… Yes. But I want an aura of wings. Not something sprouting out of my back that means I have to change armor all the damn time.”

Erick wrote her requirements on the board, saying, “I’m glad you want to keep the armor. I’d prefer you to stay at home with me, but I doubt that would ever happen.” 

Jane snorted.

Erick continued, “So! Auras! An Aura of your Bird or something? Razorwing, right?”

“Actually, I got a Primal Frost Owl form just the other day. Silent flier, big as a truck and with the wingspan to match.” Jane smiled a little, saying, “Very fast, too. Naturally chills anything I touch, but I’d imagine that if I took Polymage I could get the Class Skill that would let me turn that chilling touch up to freezing, easy enough.”

“Have you considered totems, or spirits? Like an aura of your polymorph forms, that you can wear into battle without actually changing your form?” He playfully added, “Maybe that way you wouldn’t be naked all the time, out there.”

“I have considered that, and I don’t like it.”

“Why not!” He said, “You can still use your [Polymorph] forms if you wanted to, can’t you?”

“Nope.” Jane smirked. “Mantle Warrior, which is the Class you’re thinking of, requires you to consume your alternate forms to create your auras.”

“That’s dumb.” Erick said, “Make your own Class, then. You’ve done more than enough to get there.”

Jane said, “I’m trying.” As the thought came to her, but before she could put up her defenses that demanded she not speak to her father about such an idea, she asked, “What would a Prismatic Polymage Paladin look like to you?”

Erick immediately said, “Someone who doesn’t let stone walls or flying distance or lava barriers or oceans, or shadows or light, get in the way of defending those who need defending. Someone who rejects the power of their enemies, who breaks what needs breaking. Someone as brave and as strong, and as smart, as you, Jane.”

Jane smiled to herself as the sun touched the ocean, in the western sky. Shadows stretched into Windy Manor, but the lights of the house and the dense air made the house feel like a home, especially with her father standing not two meters away from her. She set down her drink, as tears threatened to fall. 

She stepped forward, into her father’s arms. She hugged him tight, as he hugged her, their heads upon each other’s shoulders. It was only then, that she let her tears fall, but there were no racking sobs. She was not sad, she was just overwhelmed. Her father’s ideas could work, but even if they didn’t, she loved him all the same. She laughed a little. 

He said, “The defensive Prismatic option is better than another [Smite].”

Jane laughed again. Erick chuckled. 

Jane said, “And [Air Body] is basically [Fly], anyway.”

“Oh my gods!” Erick laughed, saying, “It is, isn’t it! Ha!”

The two of them stayed like that, for a while longer. Jane broke away as her father did. He had been crying, too. 

Jane laughed, saying, “It’s so weird to see you look this young.”

Erick smiled, as he dried his face, saying, “I love you, too.”

“I love you, too!” Jane moved toward the kitchen, saying, “More cake?”

“Yes!” Erick stepped toward the kitchen with her, saying, “But when are you coming back to Spur?”

“Soon, probably.” Jane said, “And I don’t really need [Fly] with [Air Body]. I’ve just been jealous of your [Flight of a Thousand Hands] for a long time.”

Erick smirked. “It is rather Handy, isn’t it?”

She paused. “I set that up too well for you, didn’t I?”

“Yup! More cake?”

“More cake.”

More cake was had, and it was good. 

 

- - - -

 

As the sun vanished below the horizon, Jane stood off-center of Windy Manor. Shadows licked across her feet and twisted in every darkened corner of the house, while Erick looked on, leaning against the kitchen table.

Erick asked, “Do you feel the mana?”

“I think so?” Jane said, “I guess I always have, but it doesn’t feel that much different than myself.”

Erick said, “I think what the [Shadowalk] is doing is spreading yourself out wide enough that your aura is interacting with the world on a much larger scale, artificially increasing your contact with the Manasphere. If you can control that point of contact with the Manasphere, you can coalesce something out of it, along lines already there in the Script.” He said, “Try channeling mana through [Conjure Weapon], and feel the harmony. I think this harmony is a way for the Script to interact with the mana, but I have no idea why the mana takes to the harmony like this.”

Jane held a hand out. Shadows thinned to nothing, as she cut that spell, and began channeling mana through [Conjure Weapon], and her hand. Dark blue light flickered like flames across her palm. A length of cutting force manifested in the mana display, humming with a sound of severed endings. Jane could hear that cutting end, for the first time since her father showed her his way.

She smiled. “I can hear it?” She said, “I think I can?”

Erick nodded, saying, “It sounds almost like mine, but yours is more of a cutting end.”

“Ha!” Jane said, “That’s exactly what I was thinking, too.”

Erick smirked, waiting.

Jane flickered with shadows, and magic, as she hummed her greater self into something sharper, something meant to end threats and—

A length of shadow twisted across her palm, expanding outward. She gripped the magic, holding it tight as Force coalesced outward into a length of darkness two meters long. The weapon was made of fractures near the base, broken except for where she gripped the darkness, and a single edge made of sharpness. It was almost the exact same sword she always summoned, but denser and thinner at the same time.
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Erick cheered, “Wooo! Good job, Jane!”

Jane’s face almost hurt from smiling so hard. She said, “Thank you, Dad.”

“That was all you! I just helped a little.”

She opened her palm, releasing the magic. The sword vanished in a rapid series of crackling dark fragments. “That was more than a little help.”

“I respectfully disagree.” Erick smiled. “Now, to make [Conjure Armor]!” He added, “Oh! A thought! Make the original spell, then make an aura version, so that you don’t have to remake it every time you change [Polymorph] forms!”

“Ha! Good idea.” Jane sarcastically said, “It’s magic, right? Shouldn’t matter if there’s a physical barrier.”

With a serious tone, Erick said, “Magic can be anything you want it to be, Jane.”

Jane didn’t know if she truly believed that, but crazier things had happened, like falling to another world, for one. She smiled to herself, as she channeled mana through her upturned palm again. Sounds of defense and safety echoed from a thin blue-black layer of light that hugged the air just about her skin. She held onto that sound, and feeling, as darkness crawled across her skin. She grabbed the mana around her, and formed it into armor. 

Simple as that. A notion, a form, a pressure, and it was done. 

Erick laughed. “Now that’s some fantastic armor! Much better than a gambeson!”

Jane looked out through a clear bubble of Force that was dark blue at the edges of her vision, but didn’t seem to impede her breathing at all. She looked down. Dark scaled armor held against her hand, forming hard plates of blue-black Force that covered her forearms. Her chest and stomach was covered by thick, many jointed plates, but she twisted, and her ease of movement showed that the construction of her armor was beyond an instinctual understanding of how it worked. Jane conjured a [Scry] orb into the air, just to see what she actually looked like. She gasped. 

Like a cross between dark, blue crystal and hard steel angles, Jane’s armor would have fit in with any part of the jumbled, dark kendrithyst growths in the deeper reaches of the Dead City, or in an artisan’s exhibition of heavy armor. Her pauldrons were thick with overlapping protection, but she moved her arms, and there was no restriction. She twisted her head around, and felt no resistance, though her helmet fully covered her head and neck, while ridges started behind her head to trail down her back, looking like jumbled crystalline spikes that tapered down to nothing just above her butt. That ridge, and the layered plate to both sides, looking more than able to protect her spine and her kidneys from most heavy blows. Her legs were fully covered by hard, overlapping edges, but as she jumped up and kicked out to test her range of movement, there was no restriction there, either. 

She slammed her gauntleted hand against her stomach, [Strike]ing herself. Hardened plates of Force moved against each other, individual scales refusing to break, even though Jane had used more than enough force to fracture normal plate [Conjure Armor]. The ease at which plate conjured armor would break under normal stress was why Jane never used such designs. But this form here seemed to transfer the [Strike] across multiple plates, lessening the blow to her body by a considerable amount. 

Jane had tried to make heavy armor like this, before now, but it never worked, so Jane had abandoned all hope of ever wearing heavy protection. But she had succeeded this time, even if she hadn’t done it on her own. She had made something wearable. Something that made her inner, childish paladin turn flips, and her stomach roil with butterflies. 

As she took it all in, understanding what she had made, and felt good, a blue box appeared.
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Jane laughed—

Ah! Her face was fully covered by translucent force, but there had to be holes down in the overlapping scales around her neck. She could still breathe just fine. This was awesome.

“Good job, Jane,” Erick said, looking like the happiest father in the world. 

“I was never able to make my armor this fast… It always took ten seconds, or a quickened construction. But this… This is good?” Jane said, “This is good.”

He asked, “What else do you want to make?”

“We’re on a roll! Let’s try aura-armor.”

Erick smiled.

Ten minutes later, Jane had created the first spell she was proud of since she made [Invisible Rejuvenation], all those months ago, in her first experiments in magic on Veird. 

 




	
Mutable Aegis, instant, self, aura, 10 Mana per second
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Jane stood apart from her father and the furniture of the room, and turned on her new aura. Ethereal blue darkness took hold across her skin, like jagged, scaled plates, made of almost-invisible glass. It looked funky, almost like a craftsman took way too long stringing together plates of glass. But it felt good. She moved her arms, and rolled her shoulders. She twirled one leg in the air, then the other. There was no resistance. 

The strange, crystalline [Conjure Armor] Jane had made when she remade the [Conjure Armor] spell had been as easy to wear as heavy clothes, and slightly more restrictive than her usual gambeson, but [Mutable Aegis] was like wearing nothing at all. It felt great. 

Ten seconds passed. Jane flicked her armor solid, with a thought. Near-invisible glass turned into solid, dark blue plates, overlapping and protective. Her total ease of movement turned into something lesser, but still acceptable. Jane grabbed the air, and flexed her arms. She kicked. She stood tall. 

“This is good, Dad.”

“You still need some sort of Prismatic spell or skill, right?”

Jane dismissed her armor, saying, “Yeah. Still not sure what that would look like, though.”

“That’s fine. We can work on that, too.” He clapped his hands together, saying, “But for now! I want to see all your new Familiar Forms! It’ll be a dress up party, like when you were ten— Ohh! Jane! Do you remember your little dragon costume I made for you when you were eight? You were so cute!”

Jane groaned, but smiled, as she held a hand to her face. She did remember that little green costume with the sequined scales and floppy wings. She giggled, then said, “Sure! Dress up party!” She pointed at him, saying, “I want to see what your [Conjure Armor] looks like, though!”

Erick stepped away from leaning against the kitchen table, beginning to glow, as he said, “I barely ever use this spell. I like your armor, though. How’d you envision it all?”

“I didn’t plan on it, it just happened. I’d have to test the scales in combat before I start really using my armor that way.” She conjured a divide in the center of Windy Manor, saying, “I won’t be showing off flame ooze, though. That would burn this place down.”

Erick flickered white. Solidifying mana rushed across his shoulders, simultaneously wrapping over head, forming a hood, as it flowed down his body, around his legs and arms before flaring outward, turning into draping fabrics as it coalesced into leather-like boots and gloves. Metal curled around the stiffer shoulder pads, while small feathers and unmoving eyes accented his gloves. He was an indistinct white glow under his hood, with his eyes brighter than the rest of him. And then he cut his [Lightwalk]. 

Jane withheld her judgment, for the moment.

His smile returned, along with his gentle eyes, as he pulled back the hood of his [Conjure Armor]. He poked his own clothed chest with his not-leather gloves, saying, “I was thinking about that graphene stuff you talked about, whenever-ago. I think this armor came out okay?” He conjured a knife in one hand as he pulled taut the robes over his chest with the other. He poked the robes, but the knife did not go through. “Seems okay?”

She said, “That’s all rather loose and billowy. It looks good, but as armor? I’m not sure.”

Erick dismissed his mage armor, revealing his normal clothes underneath. Today, her father wore a plain white shirt that was practically a tunic, plain tan pants, and the same Earth shoes he fell to Veird wearing, with their rubber soles and bright white leather exteriors. Jane couldn’t blame him for the shoes. She’d wear her own pair of Earth shoes if she wasn’t transforming all the time. They were comfortable, after all, but for now, they were in a lockbox in Spur’s bank, along with her phone. 

Her father, though… For all his money and power, her father certainly didn’t dress as well as he could. Jane almost said something about the rest of everything he was wearing, but she held her criticism to his armor. Flowing robes were not good armor.

Erick said, “Maybe you’re right. I’ll try again.” He shooed her off to the divider she had summoned, saying, “You go change, too.”

Jane went behind the divider—

“Oh yeah!” Erick said, “I learned this spell called [Clothe]. You take off your shirt and set it aside, then you pick it up and activate your Elemental Body, pulling the shirt into the effect. Then you put it on. I shredded my shirt once, but then I made the spell.”

Jane had already discarded her clothes in a quick shift to shadows, but now she looked down at the small pile, asking, “Is that all you did?” She picked up her shirt. “Because I’ve done the same thing.” 

Beyond the divider, a white flash came down, as her father asked, “You have? Then you should have gotten it, too?”

Jane was a hundred percent sure she had already done what her father had suggested. Quick changing clothes was one of the first hurdles to learning how to be a Polymage, if you were the shy kind of person. Some guides even listed [Clothe] as a good utility option for those embarrassed or afraid of being caught naked out in the world, but those words certainly did not apply to Jane. 

But another free spell would be nice? Why not?

Jane put on her clothes, exactly how she had done many times already. 

Her shirt appeared on her body, while a pair of blue boxes appeared in the air.
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“Well that’s just fucking weird, is what it is,” Jane said, already discarding her shirt back to the floor. She called out, “Looks like it worked this time. Strangely.”

“Good!” Erick said, “I want to see your metal slime!”

Jane smiled, as she shifted. Flesh and bones became bright silver liquid metal, as the world got much larger, and Jane shrunk down to an eighth of her original size. Eyesight turned indistinct and greyscale as she began to sense the world in every direction more with vibrations than with any true sight. 

She rolled out from behind the divider, plopping and flopping while doing a little fashion twirl in between. Coming to rest a few human-sized steps from her father, Jane spread two pseudopods into the air, like two tiny arms, as most of her attention faced the blobby shape that was her father.

“Ta-da!” she said, with [Prestidigitation].

Erick chuckled. “That’s really cute. But… It’s not too small, is it? You’re the size of a watermelon. A small watermelon.”

Jane mocked offense, “This is a perfectly good form! It’s tiny and basically indestructible. Perfect for most smaller missions. I don’t like having the core, though, so maybe I’ll upgrade to ooze in the future. But not right now. Eyesight is pretty bad, but [Greater Shadowalk] takes care of that.” To prove her point, she flickered shadows into the house, saying, “Now— Oh. That’s much better armor, Dad!”

Layered white fabrics, like Jane’s armor but softer, covered her father from his hooded head to his thick boots. He looked ready for a battle, or for infiltrating a snow-covered base hidden in some mountains somewhere. He’d stick out like a sore thumb almost anywhere else, though. But still! This design looked a lot safer than his first creation.

“Looking good,” she said. 

“I modeled it from yours.” He dismissed his armor, saying, “It’s a bit stuffy, though. I’ll work on that.”

“Armor is stuffy. No way around that, but aura armor kinda helps.” She rolled back toward the divider, saying, “Next form: Unicorn!”

Erick giggled a little, as Jane transformed. 

He gasped as Jane’s twisting, prismatic horn appeared above the divider, followed quickly by her rainbow eyes. She walked out, fully into view, taking center stage in Windy Manor like she was the most majestic creature for a hundred thousand kilometers. A long, white mane flowed down a graceful neck. Powerful hooves, capped by thick, fluffy fur, clomped across the wooden floor. She was pure white, with bright eyes and a flickering tail. She stood proud. 

Erick said, “Beautiful, Jane. But that’s just the hidden form, isn’t it?”

Jane nickered a horsey laugh, then said, “Oh yes.” 

She transformed, again. Glowing light turned into devouring darkness, as everything about Jane went negative. White fur turned black. Rainbow eyes turned into hollow pits. Shadows gathered around her hooves and her tail and her mane, as a normal horse mouth turned into a slashing, slippery nightmare of tentacles and fangs.

Erick went silent. He breathed. He said, “No.”

Jane laughed again, and this time it was full of unintended terror, with slapping tentacles and gnashing teeth. 

Erick repeated, “No.”

“Okay okay!” Jane flicked her horn, imperiously, then turned and disappeared behind the divider.

Erick demanded, “Something cute this time, please!”

Jane laughed again. She heard her father shiver, as she transformed again. 

Fur turned to feathers. Hooves turned to hands, to wings, and also to clawed feet meant for grasping onto buildings and carrying away cows. Her head poked above the divider. With eyes a foot across, but locked forward, Jane turned her head to see her father. He looked less than thrilled to see a giant bird poking up to stare at him.

Ophiel, however, took to the air, twittering in happy violins. He blossomed out to a much larger size, to take up a decent portion of the airspace of the house, but Jane was still larger than him, by far. She giggled, making chirping sounds that did not match her size, either.

Ophiel chirped back. Chirp chirp chirp!

Erick said, “Beautiful bird, but… It’s… Big.”

“Yeah.” Jane did not move from her spot; she didn’t want to tear up the wooden floors with her talons. She was already visible, anyway. “I also didn’t take into account that barely any birds are able to move their eyes independent of their head.”

Erick connected some dots, and said, “So if you’re going to get rid of that form anyway, then why not turn it into a flying form mantle, or whatever you’d call it?”

Jane tilted her head back and forth, thinking.

Ophiel decided to mimic her, turning himself over and back, his wings and eyes flowing across his mutable body as he kept up with Jane’s motions. 

“Oh gods.” Erick said, “That’s making me sick.”

Jane laughed a frosty cackle, then purposefully twisted her head all the way upside down. “It’s not that bad.”

Ophiel’s eyes widened, as he chirp-chirped and then tried the same movement, but he had to flow his wings back into a proper position in order to stay aloft; he could not fly upside down. 

Erick’s eyes went almost as wide as his [Familiar]’s. “No,” he said, emphatically. 

Jane laughed again, as she transformed back to herself, behind the divider. When she was back to human-mode, she took a moment to use her new [Clothe] spell. It was slower than just using her shadows, but it was still a free spell. Maybe there were useful higher tier versions of [Clothe]? She’d research that later, but for now, she stepped out into the light, to see her father. She chided, “That’s a pretty weak stomach, Dad.”

“[Polymorph] is freaky! I don’t understand how you can do it!”

Jane laughed again. She said, “[Polymorph] is great! I...” Her voice trailed off, as she thought, then said, “I really like [Polymorph].”

Erick smiled. He thumbed at the darkened windows, asking, “Hungry for something besides cake?”

She teased, “Don’t you have to get back to your minders?”

“Actually, the Headmaster pinged me. He invited us to dinner whenever we were through, here. If you want to go?” He joked, before Jane could, “Want to go get eaten by a dragon?”

“Haa! Yes.” Jane said, “Let’s go tempt fate.”

Erick nodded, sending off a streamer of intent into the air. After a moment, he said, “Let’s take ten minutes, then go.”

“I’ve got to put away the cake, anyway.” She added, “And sober up a bit.”

“Not too much, though.”

Jane agreed, “Not too much.”

 

- - - -

 

The Azure Room was the entire top floor of one of the business towers, in the northern crescent of Oceanside. It was not the largest tower around, for that designation belonged to North Tower, one of the three classroom towers of the city, but it was certainly still rather tall. The Azure Tower, and the Azure room at the top, were as cream-colored on the outside as all the rest of Oceanside’s buildings, but on the inside, the Azure Tower absolutely lived up to its name. 

Erick and Jane blipped onto the seventh floor. The floor was cerulean stone. The wardlights were blue crystal chandeliers, adorned with white glows. The walls were cream, with blue accents, while lifelike paintings of ocean life occupied central positions, and blue stone vases and sculptures sat atop cream-colored stone pillars, separating the paintings from each other. A curving staircase of blue stone, much larger than the one staircase back in Erick’s home in Spur, swirled up from the ground in front of Erick and Jane.

Everything looked like it cost way too much. Jane felt underdressed. 

Erick said, “I feel underdressed.”

Jane giggled, then said, “Let’s go. I hear music playing.”

Erick nodded. Ophiel was already dancing on his shoulder, as he said, “I hear it too.”

Jane led the way up the staircase. 

Faint musical notes became clear harmonies and sweeping rhythms. Beyond the staircase lay solid blue crystal double doors, that were already opened. Beyond the doors was a goldscale manservant, wearing something resembling a dark blue tuxedo.

The room beyond was a thirty meter wide decadence of high class culture, and half blue. Blue gems encrusted the walls, and the high backed chairs that surrounded a central cream-colored wooden table, laden with elaborate silver sconces, while blue gem chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Blue-robed musicians played on a small dais set to the side of the space. Massive picture windows gave a full 200 degree view of the west, including the northern crescent arm of Oceanside, and the ocean itself. The sky was dark, but lights illuminated civilization, and the deep depths in the center harbor of the volcano-ring city.

The goldscale waiter greeted them with a short bow, saying, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt, and daughter Jane Flatt. The Headmaster awaits your arrival.”

Her father took the lead with Jane falling in behind, as the goldscale led the way down a short flight of stairs, to the gem-inlaid, white marble floors, to the only table in the room; a round wooden antique, for sure, with two empty seats and one occupied. 

The Headmaster remained seated, as Erick and Jane walked his way, looking every part like an old emperor with his immaculate gold-white robes. He had been watching them since they came into view, at the double doors to this room, but it was only now that he spoke, “Welcome, Erick and Jane.”

Erick said, “Hello, Headmaster. Thank you for the invitation.”

Jane said, “Hello”. She almost asked why there was only one table in this huge room, but she was certainly a hanger-on, in this scenario. The Headmaster likely only invited her to get to her father.

Erick added, “This is a lot more upscale than I thought it would be.”

The goldscale man gestured toward one of the chairs, then pulled it out for Erick, while he moved on to the next, for Jane. When he had completed his job, he took two steps away, and waited.

The Headmaster smiled gently, saying, “The Azure Room is generally booked for months in advance. Sometimes years. But today’s guest has come and gone, and we are lucky to have the location for this night.”

Oh. This place always only had the one table. 

Erick sat down, saying, “Glad to know I’m not putting anyone out.”

Jane sat down; silent, listening. 

The Headmaster said, “I am glad we are able to have this talk, but also glad to finally have a reason to come here. They make the absolute best, well, anything! One of the few ten star restaurants on Veird, with Harvesters that scour the world for only the best ingredients, and Cooks, each with their own Perfect skills; Perfect Bake, Perfect Grill, Perfect Fry, and more.”

The goldscale man waited for the Headmaster to finish, before stepping back to the table. Single tablet menus appeared in his hands. He set one down in front of each person, before standing straight, and asking, “Would sirs and madam wish for any specialty drinks?”

The Headmaster ignored the menu, as he said, “A bottle of Eidolon Violet Red for the table, to start, and whatever my guests are having.”

“I don’t know what that is, so I’d try it,” Erick said.

“Same,” Jane said.

“Two bottles, then,” the Headmaster said, adding, “And I will be employing security measures.”

Jane smirked as the Headmaster confirmed this as an important conversation. The goldscale man bowed, then stepped away. The Headmaster flickered gold, causing a barely-there bubble to encompass the three of them and the table, and another two meters out. The sounds of the quiet band continued to fill room and the interior of the bubble.

The Headmaster said, “It’s a one way bubble. They can’t see us perfectly, or hear us at all, but we can see and hear everything that happens outside of this space. I don’t expect us to speak of anything too important, but the option is there. If you wish to change this precaution, then let me know and I can put up something stronger.”

Jane felt some dark joy in her heart, as she said, “Nothing to speak of?” Jane had not planned on poking the dragon, and certainly not literally poking the dragon, as she was about to do, but with those words from him, she couldn’t help herself. “I just learned that you can remake Basic Tier magic from the Elemental Bodies.”

The Headmaster smirked. He said, “That is a secret tightly kept, you know. I hope you won’t go telling everyone.”

“But why?” Erick asked, clearly interested in the answer.

The Headmaster asked, “Are you not in touch with the Wayfarer’s Guild right now? Learning how dangerous it is to make Spatial Magics? That is why. Spatial Magic is only the most egregious offender; remaking Spatial spells kills more young people in more magical accidents than any other single branch of magic.”

Jane said, “That is half a truth.”

The Headmaster smiled wider.

The goldscale man returned, carrying two large glass bottles into the bubbled space. No one said anything, as the man uncorked one bottle, and poured for the Headmaster first. The Headmaster sipped, declared it good, then the goldscale filled everyone else’s drinks and took their orders. Jane barely looked at the menu before deciding on ‘Fillet Evereach’; it was some sort of pastry-covered meat thing but she wasn’t quite sure. The goldscale left with their orders. 

The Headmaster agreed, “It is a half truth.” He said, “Here is the full truth: the Copy Mages and Spellthiefs of the world gain a huge variety of power, but the Class is a dead end. Stolen power creates stagnation, and for some reason, breeds more Hunters than you have ever seen. That is the true danger of the Copy Mage, and of the Recreation Quests you have begun to complete.”

“But can’t Rozeta just make those Classes harder to get?” Jane said, “I was able to make my first decent tier spell in a long time after learning this knowledge.”

The Headmaster frowned a little, but his expression was not of displeasure, but more like someone who gazed upon a set of numbers and saw that they didn’t add up. He asked, “You did? Congratulations, but at the same time, would you care to show me the spell?”

Jane handed over the box for [Mutable Aegis]. The Headmaster read the box for a moment, then looked to the air. He hummed. 

The Headmaster dismissed Jane’s blue box, as he turned to her, saying, “That is strange. The series of events you are describing is how it happened, but correlation is not causation. More promising mages have fallen victim to their own falsely held ideas, than to too much work to ensure that their ideas were true.” 

Jane asked, “Were you looking at my Status?”

“Oh no.” The Headmaster said, “I would not do such a thing without your consent, and certainly not in a location like this. But I do have [Witness], and you just described a most peculiar series of events, so I had to check myself.”

“Oh.” Jane said, feeling slightly foolish. “Yes. Of course.”

The Headmaster said, “As a suggestion, with the recreation of three spells, you’ve likely unlocked Spellthief. I would caution you against choosing this Class. You have expressed difficulty in creating spells before, but you seem to be having a breakthrough of some sort. Choosing Spellthief would erase that growth and lock you to whatever you have right now.”

If Jane was the skeptical kind of person, which she was, she would have thought the Headmaster’s words another half-truth, but she was also a prudent sort of person, and she didn’t want to be a Spellthief anyway, so she said, “Good to know.”

“It is no trouble. I am here to help students of all kinds.” The Headmaster said, “Ah! And here comes the meal.” He smiled, adding, “They are so quick here, too! Utterly delightful.”

The goldscale server pushed a silver cart out from the doors to the kitchen. Three plates occupied his cart. In an expertly delivered minute, Jane was sitting in front of a pastry-encrusted, fist-sized hunk of meat, a mash of orange root vegetable, and long, tender shoots of some green not-carrot. The butter was copious, and the smells divine. She looked over to her father’s plate. 

Erick sat in front of a large, roasted bird, like it was Thanksgiving and he had ordered a whole twenty pound turkey, just for himself. He chuckled, saying, “Oh this looks great.”

The Headmaster said, “The roast aer’delard is a fine dish.” He looked to his own three smaller plates, filled with various tapas-like vegetables, and meats, and even tortillas. It looked absolutely spicy, and smelled even hotter. Jane could almost feel her nostrils twinge from the red scents coming from his plates. He said, “But I always get drits and flats when I come here.”

Jane asked, “Where does that come from? I need to visit these places that cook with these things.”

The Headmaster laughed a hearty chuckle, then said, “The Spice Coast of Nelboor for these kinds of flavors. Or you can try the Spice Islands of Archipelago Nergal. They tend to add sugars to their dishes, though.” He lifted a hand to the air. A gold blip brought their waiter instantly to him. The Headmaster gestured to Jane, saying, “My companion would like to sample some spicy dishes of the Spice Coasts.”

Jane felt her heart swell. She smiled, as the goldscale man stepped away.

Dinner was good. 

Jane abandoned her initial meal and took up with spicy foods from all over the world. Her father eagerly traded for her ‘beef wellington’; it was one of his favorite specialty foods. His roasted bird got split up between the three of them, much to Erick’s joy, but Jane could tell there were going to be leftovers.

The Headmaster spoke of monster invasions, while her father negotiated pricings for [Cascade Imaging]s, while offering help for any Ballooning Spider attacks that had yet to touch down around the world. It wasn’t long from there that they started talking of the weather, but instead of it being a casual discussion of average rainfall, they had spoken of desires, needs, and how to create artifacts. 

Broadly, the Headmaster suggested looking into Grand [Prestidigitation] Stoves for inspiration on how to create a [Weather Control] machine. Her father wanted to make something hand held, but the Headmaster said that such an item would be rife for abuse; better to make a complicated stationary machine than a sword easily wielded for war.

It wasn’t long till dinner was over, and dessert came out on fluted, gold dishes. Three scoops of ice cream, or ‘icies’ as they called them on Veird, rested in each dish. One scoop was light pink, another was light teal, while the last was caramel colored, while cut fruit supported the scoops from below. The scoops were too uniform to be scooped out of anything, though. And they weren’t that directly cold, either. Maybe they weren’t icies? 

“What is it?” Jane asked, “Icies?”

The Headmaster smiled. “Almost. I apologize for ordering dessert for you, but this truly is the best item on the menu, and it hardly ever gets ordered.” He held his silver spoon up as he said, “They’re called ricies. It’s a sweet rice dough-covered icie. It is considered a commoner dessert, which is why no one orders it up here in the Azure room, when you can get them to-go at the shops on the streets down there. You usually eat it with your hands, but this version has fruit and sauces.” He stuck his spoon into the teal ricie, revealing a thin, almost translucent layer of rice dough, covering a bright teal core. “It’s much better to have it this way.”

“It’s mochi-covered ice cream,” Jane said, smiling. She stuck her spoon in the pink scoop, revealing a deep red center; an icie made of berries, no doubt. “I love mochi ice cream.”

“I am glad to hear.” The Headmaster teased the rest of the world by agreeing with Jane, saying, “It’s so hard to find someone with good taste in desserts.”

Conversation turned to talk of Candlepoint. Jane mostly listened to the two of them talk, but she almost raged when she heard about Valok. 

The Headmaster said, “They hardly ever torment people with spectres of the dead, but it does happen. There’s a reason it’s called the Dead City.”

“… Oh.” Jane said.

Erick just stabbed a ricie, clearly unhappy. He said, “How are they able to do that? Was it really Valok?”

“Of course not.” The Headmaster said, “Resurrection doesn’t exist.”

Erick stared at the Headmaster.

The Headmaster said, “Life goes one way; to the End. Never backward. Never repeating. Death is death, and to consider otherwise is to put yourself under the power of another who is trying to take advantage of you in some terrible way.”

“Change of topic,” Erick said.

The Headmaster nodded.

Erick said, “I want to learn [Duplicate] to try for [Gate]. Would you be able to provide assistance?”

“Yes.” The Headmaster said, “But this is a greater discussion than what we were having. This would be transaction on the level of a bargain of trade, with an overarching necessity that you do not spread this information around, to anyone.” He looked to Jane, saying, “Anyone.” He turned back to Erick. 

“I get it.” Jane said, “I think I ought to leave you two alone for a bit to talk more spooky Spatial Magic, anyway. Any suggestions on how to make a [Familiar]? Dad says he won’t let me know that Spatial Magic until I have one.”

Erick, surprised, asked, “You want a [Familiar]?”

Ophiel, on his shoulders, echoed that surprise with a faint trilling.

“No. I don’t.” Jane said, “But I might need one.”

The Headmaster said, “I would not help you make a [Familiar] if you do not wish to have one. It would be foolish for all parties involved.”

“There’s the verdict, then. No Spatial Magic for me.” Jane turned to her father, saying, “You’re just going to have to make me a ring of [Gate] someday.”

Erick smiled. “That’s one of the plans.”

“Good.” Jane glanced down at the scattered remains of her dessert. It was mostly just a creamy puddle of some blueberry-adjacent fruit she did not like. She said, “I am utterly full.” She slid her chair back, as she stood up, saying, “But I have magic to make, and you two seem like you need to talk. This was a great meal, Headmaster. Thank you for the invitation.”

“Anytime, Jane.” The Headmaster grinned, as he said, “Good luck with your Prismatic ability.”

Jane said, “Thank you.” She turned to her father, saying, “See you back at the Manor before you go back?”

“Of course!” Erick said, “See you later.”

Jane blipped away. 

Dinner and dessert and discussion had drawn on for at least two hours, and it might go on for a lot longer than that. Jane was glad to be gone from there. 

 

- - - -

 

Jane had been lost for a while, never advancing. She had killed an Ancient Unicorn, but that was only with the help of her father. If it weren’t for [Pure Reflection Ward] she would have died in that moment. If she didn’t make something like a [Physical Reflection Ward] she would certainly die going forward. 

Her father would try to save the shadelings of Candlepoint, but he was on the chopping block with how much Bulgan had targeted him. Jane had truly kept her rage in check when her father had spoken of Candlepoint in the Azure Room, but now, free of propriety, Jane collapsed onto the couch and screamed into the seat cushions. She didn’t scream long, or loud. Just enough to vent some anger. 

She was weak, and she knew it. With how easily Professor Tinawa had laid her out with three short [Strike]s the first time they met, Jane knew she would have died if she had ever found Bulgan, back when she was serving a stint in Forward Base in Ar’Kendrithyst, looking for the former-man. She would certainly die if she attacked him now, now that he was a fully stable and secured Shade. 

Bulgan could attack Spur, or anywhere, any day now, and Jane would have to watch her world crumble under his fists. 

So she asked herself: Why the fuck was she taking so much time with her Class decision? And what would be the best way to attack and/or defend against a Shade? A blade that cut through anything? Or evasion, so that enemy attacks could never hit? Or a defense that made an enemy’s hits meaningless?

Jane sat up, lifting her face from the couch cushion. A dark blue fire burned in her eyes, eclipsing her natural brown tones, as she decided, “Defense, to block and soak and evade; to keep the evil at bay. I already killed one Shade, but the only reason I didn’t die was because he toyed with me and wasn’t expecting a counterattack.

“I won’t be toyed with again.”

She stood up. Shadows wrapped around her, as she moved from the dense air of the living room, to the outside of the house, where gardens grew and grass extended to the edge of the cliff. She stepped once, and was at that edge. Salt-touched breezes flowed up from below.

Another step took Jane further away, to one of the many spots she had been before in her exploration of this place. Another step, not through shadow, but across scattered rocks, brought her to the water’s edge on a stone-filled beach, where the ocean stretched out to the west and cliffs loomed high above. The night sky was a dark omen, littered with points of light and the slivers of three moons, just above the western horizon. This place was empty according to her shadowy investigations, but Jane didn’t care if anyone saw what she did next. 

With another flicker of shadow, every item she wore laid in a nice pile, away from the water, safe by the cliffside. Another shadow shift brought together several piles of driftwood that had rolled up onto this darkened cove some time in the past. Jane flickered to heat, turning her body into fire, as she stepped onto the driftwood, urging it to burn. As she stepped out of the flames, she turned to air, joining the sea breeze coming from the ocean. She briefly rode the wind upward, before diving down.

Wind shifted to water. Jane flowed down into the ocean, spreading her senses wide. 

Someone had been watching her. There was a shadow in the sea. A density, just out of reach. It was no threat, though; it spurted ink, and the octopus zoomed away, fearful of the vibrations Jane churned in her waters. 

Jane let the mana take her; let whimsy and flow guide her forward. It had worked for her [Conjure Armor], her [Conjure Weapon], and her father, so why not see what the world had to say about her Prismatic self? So far, she felt the tingling of a possibility, just out of reach. But she could strive for it. Maybe she could find an answer. Maybe she had already seen her answer?

To be mutable was to survive, wasn’t it? To change form to overcome any obstacle?

It was a good thought. 

Jane chased that thought.

Jane smiled, and the ocean smiled with her, as she lifted from the depths and took to the sky as an owl. Somehow, she had ridden the waves out to sea, but she had not gone far. The land was right there, so she flew toward the cliffs, racing faster and faster, for what were cliffs, when one was already a part of the land?

Bird met rock, and bird became rock, flying into the depths on wings made of stone. Sight failed her in here, and feathers did nothing for her, so Jane twisted into a droplet of silver metal. Suddenly, the world turned radiant, opening up for her experience. She saw the wonders of the deep places. She spied the holes where people made their homes in the dirt, and the twists of metal deposited by old eruptions. She went deeper, faster, and saw the tunneled Underworld below, as she avoided other monsters that lived in these stony depths she trespassed upon. 

She felt the bones of the island, for they were, perhaps, truly bones. Jane had read that Veird was made from the collected corpses of dead gods and dead worlds, but she did not think that there were truths to those tales. 

Jane felt something primal swell within her as she witnessed the world below. How was she moving this fast? How was she seeing this far? But none of that mattered. The only thing that mattered was that she was exploring, and she was seeing, and that was everything to her. 

A change of angle brought her up, back to the surface, near a volcanic vent, under the ocean. 

Stone became water, and Jane changed again, into a droplet of water herself, but tiny water slimes were not meant to survive in these depths. She was uncomfortable, so she became an ooze made of flame. Water boiled at her presence, but she could be water and fire at the same time, so she was. 

She boiled and bubbled her way back to the surface, becoming multiple conflicting things at the same time as she burst from the water and became something else. She became stone of flesh but fire incarnate to float above the waves as she dipped down and transformed yet again into a one-horned terror made of shadows and light that became something else, entirely, as she raced back to land, back to the beach where she had started her journey. 

If someone were looking at her, they would have seen a unicorn made of ooze made of metal made of feathers, with eight legs and too many eyes, racing across the water and through the water and above the water. Or, if they were looking a second later, they would have seen a woman, racing on the water, made of prismatic light, untouched by the world, but also a part of everything around her. 

Jane saw everything. She was everything. But she was also just a person. Her run slowed as she neared the cliffs. She stood on the water, just before the rocks. She stepped onto the darkened beach. Her hair floated around her head like she was underwater. A part of her still was. 

Which was why, when a two meter long, bright white claw and the darkness it was attached to, descended upon her, all bright power and utter night, Jane did not move. She did think to move, for she was not really where she appeared to be. The claw pierced right through her unmoving body, followed by a four meter wide dragon’s paw and four other claws similar to the first that settled down, into the stone, crunching rock with its world ending weight.

Jane stepped out of the air, and the water, and everything else at the same time, to stand beside the dragon’s blackscaled foot. She was still glowing, still prismatic. Her eyes were fire, but her notions of Reality were not quite solid, at that particular moment. She had lost herself and gained herself on her run through a tiny part of the world. If she had been all there, she would have recognized something normally very bad was happening to the cliffside.

The claws and the paw that had descended onto her were a part of a much greater whole. That first limb ended in shadowy depths attached to the cliffside, but above that swirling darkness, there was more. Shadows gathered along the edges of broken stone, spreading out, becoming.

A person-sized snout, fifty meters up, poked from the cliffs, and kept coming, jaw and cheek, whiskers long and flowing, and glowing white eyes, fully opened, that illuminated the night like two full moons. Horns, curling and rough stretched behind a head larger than some houses, on a neck thicker than some trains. The beast’s mouth opened, revealing fangs as large as orcols that also glowed white, almost as bright as the Dark Dragon’s eyes. 

He craned his neck out from the stone, stretching, stretching, covering the moons with his massive head and horns and fangs, covering Jane in further darkness. Out of the corners of her eyes, and perception, she saw wingtips slip from the cliffsides. The tiny driftwood fire she had created before her run was still there on the beach, still sending tiny glows into the night, but it seemed like nothing compared to the Darkness looming above.

The Darkness turned to her, and smiled. 

Jane had enough strange presence of mind, to ask, “Where’s my laptop?”

Melemizargo chuckled. Cliffs broke. Waves crashed. Air thrummed. The tiny fire Jane had conjured upon the driftwood instantly gutted and the pieces scattered back into the ocean. 

“The laptop is in the city of Kendrithyst. Strive to collect it, if you wish, my little Prismatic Paladin.”

“I’m not a Paladin, yet.”

“Not without a God’s Blessing, you’re not.” He thrummed the world, asking, “Would you like my Blessing?”

“No thanks.”

“A pity.” Melemizargo moved his head down toward the water, twisting to view still-glowing Jane on the beach, head on. All Jane could see were teeth, all she could feel was a hot wind blowing, as he said, “I could use a house cleaner.”

The dark sky returned as the Dark Dragon retreated, into the stone, away. Wings flapped but there was no wind. Stars twinkled up above. The moons shared their slivers of light with the world, once again.

What was she doing, again?

Jane blinked. She looked at her hand, and saw flesh made of light and shadows and everything in between. Recognition of the magic brought solidification, and also dissolution, as shadows peeled away and light faded. Fire and stone cooled to meat and bones as water and air became blood and breath. 

A blue box appeared—

The massive paw and claws next to her, retreated into the stone, white claws briefly lighting the night before going pure dark, crunching rocky beach as the appendage slipped away, back into hiding. Jane broke out in a cold sweat, despite the cold night air and her complete nudity. A scream almost tore from her, but an echoing laugh came from the cliffside, demanding she keep her wits about her.

High above, something broke from the wall. Several tons of rock dropped down from above, landing not ten meters from Jane, crashing into the beach and the ocean.

And that was more than enough of that! Thank you very much! Time to go!

Jane ripped her pile of clothes into her shadow—

Something was inside the nearby shadows. 

Touching her familiar magics was like stepping into a room and seeing it occupied by a stranger. Jane instantly switched to air, grabbed her clothes, then swished away, back home, away from the beach, away from the Dark Dragon lurking in the cracks of the world.

Back in the Manor, Jane panicked for a good minute. Then she made herself a nice, tall glass of Sunset Red, and downed the whole thing. Then she put on her clothes. Then she collapsed on the couch and checked her most recent notification.

 




	
Prismatic Body, instant, long range, 25 Mana per second + Variable

You are here.








 

Jane said, “Simple, but effective.”

The air blipped white. Her father stepped into the house, looking a little haggard in the eyes.

“Heeeey, daaaad,” Jane drawled, unsure of herself at the moment. 

Erick said, “I’ve been conscripted for a few Ballooning Spider Horde drops that they expect to happen in a few days.” He glanced to the open bottle of Sunset Red sitting on the table in front of Jane. “Still drinking?”

Jane waved him off, saying, “I can barely get drunk anymore. This is basically just better tasting water.”

“That’s a lie.” Erick sat down across from her, picking up the bottle. He downed a shot straight from the source, then said, “Tangling with dragons is rough.”

Jane just smiled. 

And then she told him what had happened to her, not ten minutes ago. He might have his secrets about gods, but Jane decided on transparency; it was the better strategy going forward, considering what was coming down the line from Ar’Kendrithyst. 

Erick had a minor shit fit. He also congratulated her on her new magics, but then he went back to sputtering anger and undirected worry. It wasn’t long before other people were involved, including a few Elites and the Headmaster.

The Headmaster was much more calm, simply saying that, “His last words are concerning. Do with his words what you will. As for the rest of your experience… This is also concerning, but not overly so. He usually appears to interesting individuals, and you two certainly qualify.” 

Jane sent her father off, back to Spur, as the sun rose on Oceanside. 

“I love you, Dad,” Jane said, hugging her father one more time. “I’ll be home, soon.”

“I love you, Jane,” Erick said, hugging his daughter, again. “See you soon.”

 

- - - -

 

In a well-protected room behind a Script-blue door, Jane sat across from a petite, older incani woman with large black horns and dull red skin, named Alanaria, while a large blue box of options hovered to the side. 

Jane smiled as she saw what she wanted, near Polymage and Paladin, but right beside Prismatic Paladin. She said, “Prismatic Polymage. Yes. I choose this one.”

Alanaria nodded, then pressed the air a few times. The large blue window vanished.

A smaller blue box appeared, directly in front of Jane.

 




	
Class Quest!

A True Prismatic Ability, Skill, or Spell 1/1

AND one of:

Abandon your initial Familiar Form 0/1

OR

Acquire an aquatic Form 1/1

Acquire an aerial Form 1/1

Acquire a fiery Form 1/1

Acquire a grounded Form 1/1

Acquire a hidden Form 1/1

Acquire a mesmerizing Form 1/1

Reward: Prismatic Polymage Class








 

Jane smiled. She accepted the quest, and then she completed it.

A brief pulse of change rippled through her, breaking down barriers, expanding, expanding.

Jane came back to herself. She checked her Status.

 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 71, Class: Prismatic Polymage

Exp: 8.413 e15 / 49.845 e15

Class: 1/6

Points: 8





	
HP


	
4800/4800


	
4800 per day





	
MP


	
6360/6360


	
6360 per day





	
Strength


	
30


	
+51


	
81





	
Vitality


	
30


	
+51


	
81





	
Willpower


	
55


	
+51


	
106





	
Focus


	
55


	
+51


	
106





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!








 




	
Prismatic Polymage

Unlock Monster Abilities

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

She focused on her Shadow Spider form, and an extra blue box appeared. It was a bit skimpy on the details, but she didn’t really need details. She knew how these skills worked, already. Mostly. Looking at the Form with the Class Ability to Unlock Monster Abilities gave her a few nice surprises. 

 




	
Body:

[Spider Mind]; always active

[Thread Control]; replenish basic threads, 50 Health

[Mana Sight]; always active

[Vibration Sense]; always active

[Toxic Venom]; replenish basic venom, 50 Health

All:

[Erase Presence]; 5 Health per second








 

Jane smiled. The ‘Body’ designation meant that she would have to have that body part if she wanted to use that ability, but now she could mix and match abilities and have them cohesively integrate into a whole. [Mana Sight] as an owl. Envenomed fangs as a metal slime. 

She quickly checked her other forms. There was some overlap. Both spider and slime had a [Vibration Sense] but the slime’s was called [Stone Sight]. This would take a lot of experimenting and getting used to, and so much trial and error. 

But it was the ‘All’ category that had Jane really happy. Those were the abilities Jane didn’t need to transform to use. 

[Aura of Freedom], from the Unicorn, exactly as expected. [Erase Presence], from the spider, unexpected! And fantastic! Water slime had nothing, as expected, but her metal slime had [Stone Sight], which was great. Her owl had [Freezing Aura]; Jane would have to experiment with that one, but if it was anything like the original’s, Jane could freeze and shatter at a touch. Flame ooze had [Burning Aura], which Jane had never considered a magical effect. Flame oozes were basically lava, after all. But it was still a nice, unexpected bonus. 

Alanaria asked, “Would you care to discuss Class Abilities, now?”

A large blue box with dozens of Class Abilities appeared to the left, hanging in the air.

Jane tore her sight away from her Familiar Forms, to read the larger, hanging box in the room. Her eyes widened. She said, “I did not expect that!”

Alanaria grinned, saying, “We have lots of time to discuss every Ability on that list. But before all of that, since you have chosen this Class, I have been informed by Rozeta to tell you that ‘Paladin’ is not always a Class. Sometimes it is a sub-Class gifted directly by a god, in addition to what you already have.”

Jane blanked for a good ten seconds. Then she laughed. “Good to know!”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Wooo! Omnielemental. I loved writing that~

Jane seems to be doing okay. 

There will be another update on Wednesday night, but it might not be what you're expecting. :)

Patreon is up to chapter 98! 99 will come out soon enough. Maybe tomorrow? Maybe the next day. Patreon gets full chapters when I finish them; RR gets them every monday/thursday.

Thanks for reading~



                



Jane's Class Ability Options p1 (not a chapter)


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Jane's full current Status under the cut:

 


Spoiler: Spoiler



End of Chapter 95. FULL STATUS

 




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 71, Class: Prismatic Polymage

Exp: 8.413 e15 / 49.845 e15

Class: 1/6

Points: 8





	
HP


	
4860/4860


	
4860 per day





	
MP


	
6360/6360


	
6360 per day





	
Strength


	
30


	
+51


	
81





	
Vitality


	
30


	
+51


	
81





	
Willpower


	
55


	
+51


	
106





	
Focus


	
55


	
+51


	
106





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!








 

Scion:

 




	
Scion of Balance 

Doubles HP, HP regen, MP, and MP regen.

Doubles resistance to Healing Fatigue 

Doubles resistance to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: Strong, Enduring, Discipline, Concentration

Requirements: 25 Strength, 25 Vitality, 25 Willpower, 25 Focus








 

Multipliers:

 




	
Strong X

Multiplies base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 




	
Enduring X

Multiples base HP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Vitality








 




	
Discipline X

Multiplies base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiplies base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Precision X

Reduces HP costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Vitality








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

Utility:

 




	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 








 




	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 








 




	
Cleansing Flame, instant, medium range, 15 MP

A smokeless flame gradually consumes and transforms a large amount of organic material to naught but air.

Deals no damage.








 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 MP

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 




	
Mend Structure Aura, long range, 550 MP per second

Restore a very large, very complicated, non-magical structure to its prime. Time since the structure was destroyed may alter final results. This spell automatically adjusts its area of effect and range to maximize its ability to repair.








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Telepathy X, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 








 




	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen








 




	
Prestidigitation X, instant, close range, 10 MP + 1 MP per effect

Create minor magical effects that last for 5 minutes per spell level. Prestidigitation lasts one hour.








 




	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters. 








 




	
Clothe X, instant, close range, 25 mana.

Designate a nearby garment you have worn and wear it again. Maximum transferring range of 10m.








 

Conjure Spells:

 




	
Conjure Weapon X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon. Lasts as long as held, or 1 minute per level not held. 








 




	
Conjure Armor X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create weightless armor of whatever design you can create. Lasts until catastrophic damage.








 




	
Mutable Aegis, instant, self, aura, 10 Mana per second

Coalesce ethereal armor onto your body. After supporting Mutable Aegis for 10 uninterrupted seconds, you may choose to substantiate your aura. If you are already wearing conjured armor, activating Mutable Aegis will turn your armor ethereal.








 




	
Conjure Item X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create an item of up to large size. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 50 points of damage.








 

Force Spells:

 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 




	
Invisible Shard Aura, 4 MP per second, close range

A storm of invisible blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage.








 




	
Radiant Shard Aura, 4 MP per second, close range

A storm of brilliant blades surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage, driving back the darkness and blinding those who would raise their weapons against you.








 




	
Force Beam X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 50 + 2x WIL for 10 seconds.








 

Meta Magic:

 




	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, of Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Aurify 3

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 2 auras at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Triples the range on an Aurified spell.








 




	
Rebound X, Variable MP

A spell bounces.








 

Wards:

 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours, ~{Favored Spell}~

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Shadoward, long range, 75 mana

A path of scattered shadows lead in every possible direction.








 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 

Shaping Spells:

 




	
Shadowshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of shadow around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts shadow around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Fireshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of fire around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts fire around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Lightshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of light around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts light around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Watershape X, medium range

Move large amounts of water around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of water around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 

Elemental Body Skills:

 




	
Prismatic Body, instant, long range, 25 Mana per second + Variable

You are here.








 




	
Greater Shadowalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable ~{Favored Spell}~

You are the everlasting night. 








 




	
Flame Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the flame.








 




	
Lightwalk, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the light.








 




	
Stone Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the land.








 




	
Water Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the river.








 




	
Air Body, instant, close range, 5 MP per second + Variable

You are the breeze.








 

Polymorph and other highly used spells:

 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 7/11

~Jane Flatt

~Shadow Spider

~Flame Ooze

~Unicorn

~Metal Slime

~Water Slime

~Primal Frost Owl








 




	
Invisible Rejuvenation, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + 2x WIL per second for 10 seconds








 




	
Strike X, 10-40 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Piercing Force> damage 








 




	
Defend X, 1/10th HP cap

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 




	
Hunter’s Instincts, 10 HP per second ~{Favored Ability}~

You are the predator.








 




	
Rejuvenation X, instant, touch, 5 MP

Touch a creature, heal 5 HP + 2x WIL per second per level of Rejuvenation








 




	
Greater Treat Wounds, instant, touch, 100 Mana

Quickly heal the body of the target of all long term damage. 








 

Lesser used abilities:

 




	
Interception X, instant, close range, 5MP + 5MP per 10 meters moved

Instantly move to intercept an attack meant for another. Lasts 1 minute or until used.








 




	
Scent Tracker X, 1 HP per minute.

Smell clearly. 








 




	
Ultrasight X, 1 HP per minute.

See clearly








 




	
Perfect Hearing X, 1 HP per minute.

Hear clearly. 








 




	
Tracker’s Instinct, 1 HP per second

Hunt clearly.








 




	
Silent Movement X, 1 HP per meter moved

All actions are muffled.








 




	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 




	
Lightfoot, 2 HP per second

Move quick and silent








 

Prismatic Polymage!

 




	
Prismatic Polymage

Unlock Monster Abilities

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

Spider form:

 




	
Body:

[Spider Mind]; always active

[Thread Control]; replenish threads, 50 Health + Variable

[Mana Sight]; always active

[Vibration Sense]; always active, 

[Toxic Venom]; replenish venom, 50 Health + Variable

All:

[Erase Presence]; 5 Health per second








 

~Flame Ooze

 




	
Body:

[Ooze Mind]; always active

[Ooze Constitution]; always active

[Vibration Sense]; always active

[Surround Sight]; always active

[Flaming Existence]; always active

All:

[Burning Aura]; always active, OR 5 Health per second








 

~Unicorn

 




	
Body:

[Beautification Aura]; always active

[Light Sculptor]; always active

[Devour]; 100 Health

[Flare Power]; Consumes Devoured

[Flare Mind]; Consumes Devoured

All:

[Aura of Freedom]; always active, OR 5 Mana per second








 

~Metal Slime

 




	
Body:

[Slime Mind]; always active

[Slime Constitution]; always active

[Surround Sense]; always active

[Metallic Existence]; always active

[Core Weakness]; always active

All:

[Stone Sight]; always active








 

~Water Slime

 




	
Body:

[Slime Mind]; always active

[Slime Constitution]; always active

[Surround Sense]; always active

[Watery Existence]; always active

[Core Weakness]; always active

All:

<empty>








 

~Primal Frost Owl

 




	
Body:

[Unfreezing]; always active

[High Flier]; always active

[Hunter’s Instincts]; 5 Health per second

[Super Quick Flight]; 5 Health per second + Variable

[Deep Sight]; always active

All:

[Freezing Aura]; 5 Mana per second








 

~Human (Planar)

 




	
Body:

<Null>

<Null>

<Null>

<Null>

<Null>

All:

<Null>








 







 



                

                
It’s not a chapter, but I said it wasn’t going to be a chapter! (I did say that, right right?) 

So here it is! A vote for Jane’s Class Abilities. 

Patrons got 2 votes with each of their votes, and they already got this chapter a while ago. They’re up to chapter 99, atm. RR people get 1 vote apiece. Sorry. That’s capitalism for you. But! If you have any nice comments about possible synergies, then you’ll get honorary extra votes, manually counted, in addition to the poll results!

Have fun! Let the theorizing commence!

THIS VOTE WILL RUN UNTIL I FEEL LIKE CLOSING IT.

 




--




	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 22

Level 71, Class: Prismatic Polymage

Exp: 8.413 e15 / 49.845 e15

Class: 1/6

Points: 8





	
HP


	
4860/4860


	
4860 per day





	
MP


	
6360/6360


	
6360 per day





	
Strength


	
30


	
+51


	
81





	
Vitality


	
30


	
+51


	
81





	
Willpower


	
55


	
+51


	
106





	
Focus


	
55


	
+51


	
106





	
Favored Spell waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!










Prismatic Polymage!

 




	
Prismatic Polymage

Unlock Monster Abilities

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>

<empty>








 

Spider form:

 




	
Body:

[Spider Mind]; always active

[Thread Control]; replenish threads, 50 Health + Variable

[Mana Sight]; always active

[Vibration Sense]; always active, 

[Toxic Venom]; replenish venom, 50 Health + Variable

All:

[Erase Presence]; 5 Health per second








 

~Flame Ooze

 




	
Body:

[Ooze Mind]; always active

[Ooze Constitution]; always active

[Vibration Sense]; always active

[Surround Sight]; always active

[Flaming Existence]; always active

All:

[Burning Aura]; always active, OR 5 Health per second








 

~Unicorn

 




	
Body:

[Beautification Aura]; always active

[Light Sculptor]; always active

[Devour]; 100 Health

[Flare Power]; Consumes Devoured

[Flare Mind]; Consumes Devoured

All:

[Aura of Freedom]; always active, OR 5 Mana per second








 

~Metal Slime

 




	
Body:

[Slime Mind]; always active

[Slime Constitution]; always active

[Surround Sense]; always active

[Metallic Existence]; always active

[Core Weakness]; always active

All:

[Stone Sight]; always active








 

~Water Slime

 




	
Body:

[Slime Mind]; always active

[Slime Constitution]; always active

[Surround Sense]; always active

[Watery Existence]; always active

[Core Weakness]; always active

All:

<empty>








 

~Primal Frost Owl

 




	
Body:

[Unfreezing]; always active

[High Flier]; always active

[Hunter’s Instincts]; 5 Health per second

[Super Quick Flight]; 5 Health per second + Variable

[Deep Sight]; always active

All:

[Freezing Aura]; 5 Mana per second








 

~Human (Planar)

 




	
Body:

<Null>

<Null>

<Null>

<Null>

<Null>

All:

<Null>








 

- - - -

 

AND NOW! THE ABILITIES!

DUN DUN DUN!

 

- - - -

[1] All Health Cost Reduction 10%

[2] More Health x2

[3] All Spell Cost Reduction 10%

[4] More Mana x2

[5] All Cost Reduction 5%

[6] More Health Regeneration x2

[7] Triple your available Familiar Form slots

[8] More Mana Regeneration x2

[9] Unlock. Almost all Familiar Form Abilities are unlocked, and can be practiced through the interface of the Script.  

[10] Item Keeper. Pearlize small magical items and physically store them inside your body when you [Polymorph]. Retrieval process varies.  

[11] Inspect Monster. Focus on a living, nearby known monster for 10 seconds, and understand its Abilities. (Warning! Monster will know it is being inspected.)

[12] Copy Form. Focus on a living, nearby known monster for 10 seconds, and gain primitive use of its Form for 1 hour. (Warning! Monster will know it is being copied.)

[13] Undetectable. Retain your true self, yet truly become the other for the duration of your [Polymorph]s.

[14] Solid Body. 25% less damage taken. Always active.

[15] Healthy Form. Your Familiar Forms are always in peak physical condition as long as you are. (Most slimes will have powerful acids. Spiders will have all types of venom and thread. Mental abilities are not covered by this Ability.) Reduced [Polymorph] Cost.

[16] Shedding Form. Automatic [Greater Treat Wounds] whenever you fully [Polymorph]. Recover your Health Regeneration in Health whenever you fully [Polymorph].

[17] Mutable Form. Adjust the variable parameters of your Familiar Forms far beyond what they are. (Age, sex, size, weight, coloring, etc.) Reduced [Polymorph] cost.  

[18] Shifting Form. [Polymorph] becomes Variable cost. Gain the ability to partially and cohesively adjust your Form for a reduced cost.

[19] Monster Killer. Deal 2x as much damage to monsters.

[20] Defender. Designate a willing target to negate a large part of the damage they take, and instead take that damage yourself, for as long as you wish. Maximum range of 10 meters.

[21] Oozey Constitution. (Upgrade of Slimey Constitution) Permanently become part unaligned ooze. Dismemberment and physical wholeness is no longer a concern. 10% less damage taken. Greatly ease ability to transform slime Forms to ooze Forms.  

[22] Ooze Mind. (Upgrade of Slime Mind) Become permanently immune to mental magics. Greatly ease ability to transform slime Forms to ooze Forms. (WARNING! You would become immune to Telepathy)

[23] Metallic Constitution (Quicksilver). Permanently become part Metal Slime. Dismemberment and physical wholeness is no longer a concern. You have a core. 50% less damage taken to body. +100% damage taken to core.

[24] Extreme Survivor. (Upgraded combination of multiple existences). Greatly reduced damage taken from natural environmental effects. Half damage taken from magical environmental effects.

[25] Spider Mind. Able to communicate and command lesser spiders, both magical and mundane. Greatly increases resistance to hostile mental magics and abilities. Become weak to spiders of a higher level.

[26] Devour. Gain a soul-trap organ that allows you to split the soul from a consumed foe, gaining their Stats in addition to your own while their soul is contained within you. Trapped souls are fully devoured depending on rate of use. Limit 1 Soul.

[27] Hidden Monster. Adapt a single Body Ability from one of your monstrous Forms to apply to every Form, with or without appearing monstrous (your choice). This Class Ability may be taken multiple times.

[28] Monstrous Senses. Gain a modicum of access to all the senses of all of your Forms, in every Form. Some senses are more easily transferable than others.  

[29] Monstrous Presence. Double the power and range of your monster-derived auras.

[30] Extra Monstrous Aura. Enable the use of a single, extra monster-derived aura that does not count against your current Aurify limit (of 2).

[31] Lingering Monstrous Aura. Your monster-derived auras linger on others for a length of time dependent on how long they are affected.

[32] Efficient Monstrous Aura. Halve the cost of your monster-derived auras.

[33] Familiar Mantle. Consume a Familiar Form to create a high-cost Form Aura that is usable in all Forms, effectively enabling two Forms at once. Limit 1.

[34] Draconic Inoculation. No longer able to gain Dragon Essence. Has no effect on currently possessed Dragon Essence.

[35] Elemental Dedication. Take less damage from Elemental Sources. Do more damage with Elemental Sources.

[36] Shadow Dedication. Take much less damage from Shadow Sources. Do much more damage with Shadow Sources.

[37] Elemental Efficiency. Reduce the costs of all Elemental attacks and spells.

[38] Shadow Efficiency. Greatly reduce the costs of all Shadow attacks and spells.



            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I had to split the vote to the next chapter, because RR doesn't like votes with more than 20 options. There are more voting options in the next chapter.

Votes are closed. 



                



Jane's Class Ability Options p2 (not a chapter)


                RR only allows poll options up to 20, so I had to split the vote. 

RR also requires 500 characters. 

Whoops. This got messy. 

 

OH HEY. I just realized, that my patrons could vote here, too, and further skew the vote. Oh well. Capitalism has holes in the system! Who knew!

----- 

CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.CHAPTER FILL IN.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    THIS VOTE WILL RUN UNTIL I FEEL LIKE CLOSING IT.



                



096, 1/2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Shortish half, this time. Longer half next time.



                

                … And so, by following the steps laid out before you, you should expect a return of mana along the conduits so inscribed, in accordance with that outlined by Rudimentar’s Formulae; a 1 mana per second drain. Once this milestone has been achieved, further refining of the Enchanter’s Spell Imbue is thus achievable. There are many ways to go about refining your Imbue, but each spell is different, thus each refining is different. 

This humble author will also note, at this moment, that the problems of multiple drains upon your grand rad supply and the enchanting matrix, are multiple and complex, with each added stove top further compounding the problem. But since we are focusing solely on the Grand Stove, which, at first, means a single grand rad, a single stove top, we will leave the complexity of multiple tops for later. 

Here are some of the larger problems that you are expected to overcome:

(0) Complexity, Culture, and [Prestidigitation] vs [Heat Ward].

While [Prestidigitation] is a simple spell, it is also one of the most varied Basic Spells in the Script. But this is not a tome on [Prestidigitation]. This author cannot help you with understanding how to work [Prestidigitation] to produce heat. What I can warn you against, is that using any sort of [Heat Ward] at all, including strange shaped [Heat Ward]s and passing it off as a Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove, will likely cause you a great deal of Health problems induced by the rich and powerful; your potential clients. [Heat Ward]s set low enough so that they only heat the metal of the cooking pan, will not save you from the wrath of a mistress who is facing the wrath of their Chef who needed a new stove, only to get a [Heat Ward] monstrosity. The simple reason is this: [Heat Ward]s produce solid areas of heat, but [Prestidigitation] produces rising drafts of heat, and the necessary Shapings to make [Heat Ward] function like [Prestidigitation] vastly increases the strain on the grand rads in that sort of stove.

But plain [Heat Ward]s are good for boiling water, and are a lot easier to integrate into an existing design. Include a few boiling stations in your final stove designs if you wish, but be sure to label them clearly and let your patron know what they are buying.

(1) Heat

This is a tome on using [Prestidigitation], the greatest of the smallest spells, to produce heat. Varied, rising heat, of, in the beginning, a single burner. But heat causes problems in enchantments; burned conduits, seared Imbues, and much more located in the troubleshooting sections of this manual. The designs in this manual ensure that you will not have as large of a problem as some enchanters, but keep in mind—

Erick looked up from his book, ‘Enchanting the Grand Stove’, as Poi walked into the room.

Poi said, “She’s ready for you.”

Erick set his bookmark and closed the book, setting the tome aside as he got up from his chair, saying, “Okay.” He stood up and stretched a little. He had been sitting for hours, reading, but with his younger-feeling body, he could be stationary for as long as he wanted and not feel horrible afterward. Erick recalled a time not too long ago, when doing anything for too long left him aching and stiff. Magic, the Script, all of it was pretty darn great. Except for the monsters. He could do without those. But today was not a day of monsters. Today was a day of spellwork. And yet, there was a sadness, as Erick said, “Let’s get this over with.”

 

- - - -

 

A dull yellow orb, maybe a handspan across, floated on the orange sands of the Crystal Forest. Ophiel hovered ten meters away from the orb. Aside from the two [Familiar]s, the area was rather unremarkable. The only strange thing about this part of the desert was, that while the sun beat down from above, faint clouds marred the otherwise perfectly blue sky. 

Those clouds were a result of Erick’s weather adjustments, roughly 190 kilometers to the west, at Spur, but the spillover from the spells he cast north of Spur had been rather dramatic, in the way that a single dot of paint on an otherwise pristine canvas is dramatic. The clouds that sometimes appeared in the Crystal Forest usually only formed at night, if at all, and always vanished in the light of day. But thanks to Erick, minor clouds had begun to appear and remain all throughout the day, with slight, if unexpected regularity, anywhere within 300 kilometers of any [Weather Control] spell.

[Weather Control] altered the sky in a Super Large Area, which was about ten kilometers from the central casting point, but the spell did not simply take an arbitrary part of the heavens and change what happened there without having any effect past that edge of direct influence. [Weather Control] changed the actual weather in a location, meaning that its influence spread far and wide, affecting a great deal more of the surrounding skies than just at the initial casting point. According to Erick’s short experiments, that further spread seemed to be one of the major ways that the spell lost power, and eventually decayed into nothing. If the spell didn’t spread out, needing to change the rest of the sky in order to support the choices at the casting location, [Weather Control] would likely last a full month, like the spell said it could.

… But Erick was not here to look at the sky. While keeping an eye on his ongoing spells was important and actually quite nice, sort of like watching a garden grow, he was here for magical experiments of a slightly different sort.

Erick and Poi and another Ophiel, held together though Erick’s blip with a small application of Handy Aura, appeared in a white flash exactly where they were supposed to appear. The Ophiel on site cast itself into a dense air, surrounding Erick and Poi in dense air.

The yellow orb huffed a short, slightly perturbed laugh.

Erick said, “Hello!” then said, “The cat barks, the dog bites.”

The yellow orb completed the phrase, in a scratchy, feminine voice, “And the books are all covered in jam.” She said, “Stupid phrase.” She added, “Dumb meeting. Idiotic bargain of trade. Moronic to the core! This is dumb. I cannot believe that the Arcanaeum agreed to allow you, someone who let a WHOLE NEW BRANCH OF MAGIC out into the world— that they’re going to give you one of the Script’s most highly guarded spells.”

Erick didn’t expect the diatribe, but perhaps he should have. “The bargain has been struck. Dispense with the knowledge, please. I probably have to go out and stop another Ballooning Spider drop either tonight or tomorrow.”

Poi spoke up, “Killtree is expecting the horde in ten hours.”

“In nine hours, then,” Erick said. 

“There are only five of us who know how to make this spell. We might have hundreds who can cast it, but only five of us know how it actually works.” The yellow orb seemed to turn toward Poi, adding, “Usually, a Mind Mage wipes the memory of our workers after they learn the spell. But apparently, there’s going to be six of us, now!”

Poi added, “Killtree just moved up their timetable. 6 hours.”

Erick glared at the yellow orb. He wasn’t mad, but it was getting there. Erick had been warned that this would be a confrontational sort of meeting, but he had hoped that it would have gone better.

Wind blew across the desert, curling sand up and into Erick’s shoes. 

The person behind the yellow orb said, “You know they’ll come after you if you share this, right? People will come after you if you don’t share this, too. But you can’t share this. [Duplicate] ruins lives and kills kingdoms. [Duplicate] will ruin your life, too, because [Duplicate] will copy any material, non-magical thing. Gold. The perfect enchanting gems. Rare metals.” She stated, “This spell is a massive godsdammed deal, and I don’t think you properly understand just how big of a deal this is. You even got your guard quipping at me.”

“I am aware of the spell's enormity.” Erick said, “The Headmaster already told me all of this. So why are you telling me this, too?”

“Because I want to talk you out of it.” She said, “Every other month, one of our duplicators gets found by someone that shouldn’t know of them, or someone they trust fucks them over hoping for a gold fall. We rescue copyists all the time, and almost every single one of our people has been branded a Slave at one point or another. Even me.

“But it doesn’t have to be that way. I could come and copy anything you want copied, whenever you want. We already do the same every time the Wayfarer’s wants to try again for [Gate]. It’s not a problem—”

“No.” Erick rhetorically asked, “Do you think you’re the only one with special magics?”

The yellow orb backed up, saying, “Okay. I said my piece. You know the risks. My conscience is clear. But I will ask again. Do you still want to learn [Duplicate]?”

“Yes.”

The yellow orb, which Erick began referring to as ‘Yellow’, said, “Fine.” She asked, “Got your dish?”

Erick pulled a small, ornate tea cup saucer out of one pocket, and the matching tea cup out of the other. The two dishes were originally part of a paired set and had been popped out of a mold some time ago. Looping green glazes of varying colors adorned the exterior. This one, and its pair, had belonged to an old couple, for a long time. They had passed away recently, but one of the sets had been lost in the tempest that was normal for death from old age. One of the kids stole one pair, or it went into a box it shouldn’t have, or something; the point was, was that the other half of the paired set was gone for good. That was the story Erick had gotten from the people when he had bought the cup and saucer for entirely too much money, a day ago, but it was the only item that fit his parameters. It only cost him 5 gold, either way. Well before that cup and saucer, though, and at a few other locations, he also bought some much needed paintings for the house, and decided that he needed to get more stuff to put on the walls. 

A simple antiquing jaunt into the city turned into a day long event.

Oddly enough, Teressa had loved their antiquing excursion. She had bought a nice green vase, that now sat in the foyer, and a nice forest painting, that now hung in her room, along with a dozen other smaller things. Kiri had bought a painting of a lake, that now hung in her work room on the third floor, and that was enough for her. She went home, not even seeing the cup and saucer that Erick bought, which was probably a good thing. 

Poi tolerated the experience. 

Erick held the green saucer and cup up, saying, “Yup.”

Yellow said, “Summon a stone pillar to make it easier on you, then set the piece on the pillar.”

Erick lifted a waist high, rock pillar out of the ground, with [Stoneshape]. He set the cup and saucer down on the flat top. 

Yellow floated closer to the cup and saucer; inspecting. “Hmm. Good choice. An older style, for sure. Many, many [Mend]s have been spent on this item. Good.” She pulled away. 

A thin beam of fire lanced through the item. If Erick had blinked, he would have missed it. Two perfect halves clattered away from each other, Yellow’s spell having sliced directly through the center molding line of the cup, saucer, and handle. Erick was slightly taken aback at the unprompted spell use, but he was inside the thick air of his [Prismatic Ward], so it was fine.

He asked, “What was that?”

“The bargain was for [Duplicate], not for the spell I used.” Yellow said, “Now take both halves, one in each hand, and shift to [Lightwalk], bringing them with you. It doesn’t matter how you hold them, they just need to be one half in each hand.”

Erick frowned at Yellow, but did as instructed. With cups and saucer halves in each hand, he shifted into light. 

Yellow said, “Now you [Mend] both at the same time, casting the spell in two different places at the same time. Some people never get it, but others get it their first—”

Spells on Veird had something that Jane had once referred to as a ‘Global Cooldown’, of 1 second. So casting the same spell in two different spots at the same time was literally impossible, according to most normal thinking. Combining spells was the only way to get around this normal obstacle. This truth held true for everyone, including Erick. But he had been practicing with Spatial Magic for a while now, and that was all about the impossible stretching of the ‘rules of the Script’. 

But Erick did notice a discrepancy between Spatial Magic’s ‘wave function collapse’ phenomenon, that put someone or something in multiple locations and collapsed them back down to the location of the caster’s choosing, and what he was expected to do, here. In this instance, Erick’s spellwork was expected to be in two locations at once, and truly cast the same spell twice, in two different locations. 

Those two schools of thought were diametrically opposed to each other. 

With all that in mind, Erick cast.

The lightform halves in his left hand vanished. The lightform halves in his right hand became whole. 

Yellow giggled once, then shut that down, as she said, “Maybe this won’t be so easy for you. Some people never get it.”

Erick shut off his [Lightwalk] and set the whole saucer back down on the pillar, then stared at the floating yellow orb. Yellow flickered deeper yellow. The saucer and cup collapsed into halves, once again, and once again, Erick picked them up, exactly as instructed, and did what he was told to do. 

He set the single, whole cup and saucer, back down onto the pillar, asking, “Is this really how this works?”

Yellow said, “Some people never get it.” She offered, “I can help you remake [Gate], if you wish.” She split the cup and saucer in half again, as she sincerely said, “I apologize for giggling at you; that was unconscionably rude.”

Erick picked up the halves, cast, then set the whole cup and saucer back down on the pillar. Yellow split it in half, again.

Erick went through the motions five more times, pretending to get angry at his failure.

Yellow split the cup and saucer once more. “The offer is still on the table. I can come and help with—”

Then the yellow orb cracked into broken fragments. And then it was gone, without ceremony, or words exchanged. The [Familiar] has turned to nothing more than yellow shards that faded fast in the desert winds.

Erick sighed. He picked up the split saucer. He put the split halves of the cup in one hand, and the split halves of the saucer in the other, holding the halves together in his palms, yet separate, like they weren’t broken at all. Then he cast, exactly as the Headmaster had instructed him to cast, on the singular item that was in two places at once, affecting the tea cup and saucer through their shared, paired history. Wherever the actual pair was did not matter, it would remain where it was, but it would lose all its history; that history was now here, taking shape above Erick’s hands.

White glows reached through possibility, flickering one cup to wholeness in his right hand, along with the matching saucer underneath, as well as fixing the saucer in his other hand, and flickering the cup into existence above the saucer. 

A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Duplicate, instant, touch, 100 Mana

Create a copy of a non-magical, non-living item.








 

And then came another.

 




	
This is an automated message:

So you’ve figured out a Restricted spell. Congratulations!

-5 points.

The world will judge you for how you handle this power.








 

Erick had expected both of those boxes. The Headmaster had warned him of every part of this bargain of trade, and he had agreed. This was his choice, and he had paid the cost. The loss of 5 points was not nothing, but as Erick looked to the space where Yellow had been, that hurt. Erick set the restored pair of paired cups and saucers onto the stone pillar.

“So?” Erick asked Poi. “It’s done, then?”

Poi said, “Bookbinder Number Five is no more.”

Erick frowned, as he thought back to his meeting with the Headmaster. 

 

- - - -

 

In the Azure Room, with the sky full dark outside, and dinner over, the Headmaster flicked a finger through the air. An opaque white bubble appeared around the table, and the immediate surroundings, cutting Erick and the Headmaster off from the rest of the world. 

“Bookbinder Five has become a problem,” said the Headmaster, over a finished dessert of mochi icecream in a fluted gold dish. “You will help me and the Arcanaeum Consortium solve this problem. In exchange, you will get [Duplicate], and a further responsibility to me.”

Erick wanted [Duplicate] in order to try for [Gate], but he was not instantly willing to enter into that sort of bargain with the Headmaster. He asked, “And what does that mean, exactly?”

“Bookbinder Five has a long history of both exploitation and abuse of power. Normally, she is tolerable, but the situation has come to a head recently, with the advent of Candlepoint.” The Headmaster said, “She went and got a Charisma Fruit. That was the final straw. The Mind Mages have set down a decree that Charisma is Mental Magic. Bookbinder Five has been warned by them, and she has rebuffed their words. What she doesn’t know, yet, is that they are going to end her for finally stepping over a sacred boundary from mundane control to mental control. I cannot keep her safe from her own greed any longer, so you will help me end her, by occupying her time when she comes to teach you [Duplicate].” 

Erick recoiled. “What! The fuck! No!”

The Headmaster continued, undaunted by Erick’s outburst, saying, “I do not ask this of you lightly. Bookbinder Five has plans to become a Shade, and throw in with the Dark Dragon. She has [Duplicate]d more than a hundred thousand darkchips, and paid to learn the ‘true meaning of magic’. She has been charged by Bulgan to bring your head to him, so if I do not give her this chance to interact with you, she could run to Ar’Kendrithyst any day now. She has rebuffed Bulgan, publically, but that is a front. She is coming after you, now.

“I cannot allow any of that to happen, Erick. 

“Truthfully, I expect you to deny me. I had planned on ending her after this dinner, but you have given me an option I did not expect to have. When I found out you were on this island, I invited you to dinner. When you asked about [Duplicate], I made this plan up on the spot, just now.

“If you allow her to interact with you, to teach you [Duplicate] without any untoward action, then maybe she is redeemable. This is her last chance to come back to the light. If you do not give her this chance, then she will never see another dawn.” The Headmaster strongly added, “And if you do not give her this chance, you are not learning [Duplicate] from any of my sources.”

Erick shoved his sudden, hateful emotions to the side, as he asked, “What are your other terms?”

“You would become Bookbinder Five. You will have the responsibility to [Duplicate] one hundred thousand books, per year, which will take place on Oceanside at your convenience. The books and the necessary numbers needed from each edition is a system long worked out. All you need to do, is to show up, [Duplicate] what you feel like, completing your allotment by the end of each year, and leave the books there for our people to take away.

“I also have specific requirements of you using [Cascade Imaging] to find Stray Books when necessary. Stray Books are what we call captured and controlled duplicators.” The Headmaster said, “It happens more often than you would think.

“In return, we look the other way when you [Duplicate] other items. The responsible use of such a spell is on you, but we will assist you if you get into trouble that you are not able to handle. Almost everyone irrevocably harms their local area in the first year, so this is expected.” He added, “I will also require you to never disclose this conversation to anyone, and to assist with several Ballooning Spider Horde drops that have yet to happen, that Oceanside is contracted to assist with. You will be doing this not only to help alleviate a burden and save lives, but to provide cover for me granting you [Duplicate], so that the current Bookbinder Five feels that she is gaining an opportunity to teach you and thus fool you into some Dark Deal, and not being driven into revealing her true allegiances.”

Erick felt disconnected from everyone and everything.

And then he centered himself. Someone was coming after him, with the intent to mislead and harm. He would have to participate in this covert action, wouldn’t he?

… As soon as he had that thought, he recoiled from himself with a quick, hard blink, as he brought his hands to his face, muttering, “Shit.”

Silence.

Erick lifted his head, and said, “I won’t become a Bookbinder, or take on any of those duplication requirements. I’ll help you search for lost people, occasionally. I’ll help you with the hordes.” He glared at the Headmaster, adding, “And I need to know that what you said is true. That Bookbinder Five is actually planning on going to the Shades.”

The Headmaster leveled an easy glare at Erick, asking, “Do you think I would lie?”

“I think you would hold back full truths, but never outright lie.” Erick said, “But that doesn’t matter, because you’re asking me to help you kill someone, and blindly following anyone down that path is not something I will ever do, for anyone.”

The Headmaster softened, ever so slightly. He said, “A prudent morality.” After a longer moment, he put a hand into his robes, and pulled a tiny, clear crystal brooch from within. He set it on the table, and said, “Ultramarine is the color associated with Strength.” The crystal broach flickered red; a lie. It was a truthstone. “Ultramarine is the color associated with Willpower.” It flickered blue. He pushed the broach across the table, closer to Erick. “You may test its veracity, if you wish.”

Erick looked down to the broach, and knew it was not enough. Not really. Erick could say something that was a truth known only to him, or lie by degrees, and the broach would likely prove itself a true truthstone, but the Headmaster was more than capable of producing whatever magical effects he wanted to produce. Maybe there was a trick to it that made it show up as a truthstone whenever the Headmaster wanted it to be a truthstone. 

Even getting testimonials from whatever Elites the Headmaster had, who could personally verify whatever ‘evils’ they saw Bookbinder Five get up to, would not be enough. 

Erick was just being fearful. He knew it. The Headmaster knew it. But the Headmaster was humoring him anyway, because Erick had shown himself as the kind of person that needed to be humored. 

And why did he need to be humored when it came to something like this?

When one of the strongest, most longstanding anti-Shade persons on the planet tells you that someone is plotting to become a Shade and plotting against you, do you throw that back in their face, and insult their long history of being a proven enemy of Melemizargo? 

Ah. Erick had fucked up. He had spoken way out of turn.

Erick said, “Apologies. I did not mean to insult you in this way. I am still not comfortable with what it takes to exist in these circles.”

The stone glowed blue. 

The Headmaster softened, further. He grinned, saying, “Apology accepted.” He took the truthstone back, but before he put it back into his robes, he said, “Bookbinder Five is a threat to the world, who has taken steps to join the Shades as one of them, but her initiation requires her compliance in bringing Erick Flatt to Bulgan.”

Blue glows.

Erick felt sick.

The Headmaster put the stone away. “I will need to find a different replacement for Bookbinder Five. This is acceptable. Your adjustments to our bargain of trade are accepted. A word of warning, though: be very, very careful letting anyone know you have [Duplicate].” He folded his hands in front of him, saying, “And now, for an explanation of the spell, and another warning: Do not do this now, or until Bookbinder Five speaks with you and either fails to teach you correctly, and my forces fall upon her, or she teaches you correctly, and we hold back.

“To start with...”

 

- - - -

 

Poi offered, “My people stayed their hand against her to honor the Headmaster, but she was going down, either way. Charisma is a death sentence.”

“… I want to say that doesn’t help, but you’d know it for a lie.”

Poi nodded, saying no more.

Erick looked up at the wispy sky for a moment longer, then he looked down at the pillar and the pairs of tea sets. He said, “Okay. Time to back up and erase the memory of this place. No [Witness]es.”

Erick retreated to the sky, alongside Poi and Ophiel. He dismissed the [Prismatic Ward] down on the ground below, then he looked above, and cast.

The blue roof of the world cracked. A radiant ocean broke from above and descended in ribbons, cloying together, turning dark, absorbing all light, as the spell took hold on the sands below. Erick had Shaped this spell, this time. The dark cloud expanded into a solid sphere, growing ever larger with each passing second. 

When the [Vivid Gloom] ended, the ground had been glassed into a meter deep pool a hundred meters wide, that glowed red hot. Erick sent out a dozen [Mirage Slime]s to clean up any stray radiation, further degrading any possible [Witness]. All it took to prevent such a spell from working well was to overload the area with powerful spells, and though Erick’s spells were no Red Dots, they worked well enough. While thick-air slimes tumbled through the hot space, consuming stray poisons and radiations, four Ophiel raked the molten ground into solid glass, then shaped it all back to sand.

Erick did not move from his platform in the sky as he directed the cleanup operation. When it was done, the land seemed normal, with a sand dune to one side, and orange dirt all across. The tea cup set was gone, forever more; even the history of the items destroyed. 

As he thought upon the lost tea set, Erick realized he’d have never come up with the proper method to create [Duplicate]. Taking old, paired, paired heirlooms and using one pair of pairs for the connections inherent in them, in order to recreate the other, lost paired pair, was a method of spellwork beyond Erick’s current understanding of magic. Maybe he would have come up with something similar, but he probably would have spent months or years trying to get there, and still failed. He still had yet to figure out [Renew], and he fiddled with the ideas behind that spell every few days.

Erick looked at the Duplicate spell again, and knew that he had gained some sort of deep knowledge that he did not have before today. He wanted to smile at the sky, and enjoy what he had gained, so he did, just a little. 

And then he thought on how temptation had ruined Bookbinder Five, and had driven her to making bargains with Bulgan, and to take up Charisma. Emotions weighed on him like heavy blankets.

Erick didn’t know Bookbinder Five. He didn’t know her true crimes. Maybe he never would. All he knew of her guilt came from some of the strongest, most good-aligned people of this world.

That was good enough, right?

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And now you now what Erick and the Headmaster discussed. 

Patrons already have 99. 100 will go up soon.

Thanks for reading!

Slipped to rank 91 today. Womp womp. Thinkin' about rewriting book one, since a lot of people stumble there because Erick kinda stumbled around. But. Eh. The story must go forward!



                



096, 2/2


                Back in his stone tower in his house, Erick held up a full-torus diamond ring to the afternoon light. The ring was, perhaps, one of the most precisely carved rings he had ever made, and a culmination of a great deal of experimentation. But it had also taken a lot of work. Grinding, measuring. Regrinding. More measuring. Breaking failures and creating specially made tools of his own designs in order to grind properly.

Erick had wanted to make a ‘[Perfect Cut]’ spell in order to automatically grind his gems in a perfect manner, but in the words of Phagar: ‘All versions already invented. You have to wait 3 months to buy or make that one.’

Then Erick had asked, ‘[Condense Particle], then [Condense Carbon], then [Create Diamond], and then [Cut Diamond]? Or maybe tier 5, [Special Gem Cut]?’

‘There are several ways to get there. It’s what you have up to [Create Diamond], then you take [Gemshape] from [Stoneshape] and try to create [Measured Diamond Cut]. Other gems would require other [Create Gem] spells. If you make it well, you’ll get [Perfect Diamond Cut]. You could actually make that spell now, if you wanted. You just need [Gemshape].’

‘What about a generalized gem creation spell? [Grow Crystal]?’

Phagar words had taken a mildly joyful tone, as he had said, ‘That spell has already been made. The implementation is very, very tricky, though. But if you started with [Condense Crystal], you could work up to [Perfect Crystal Cut].’

After that conversation, Erick had almost bought [Gemshape], right past [Stoneshape], just so that he could then attempt to make a '[Perfectly Cut Diamond Toroid]' spell at tier 3, but he wasn’t sure he needed to do that in order to create a ‘good enough’ cut, or that he even wanted to risk the failure of a tier 3 spell. It would be ten days to remake that spell if he failed, and he didn't feel like doing that. So Erick stared at his toroid, and thought. 

And then he set that down, back onto the soft, blue cloth of the table, ensuring it would not be scratched upon any stray diamond dust in the room. He picked up another, as-perfect-as-he-could-cut-it enchanting-worthy gem from that cloth. This one was about two inches across, and rather unusual. It was the basic octahedral shape that naturally formed as the seed diamond grew under [Crystallize Diamond], but instead of having all the jumbled, raised growth planes that naturally occurred on every diamond Erick grew, Erick had cut this one down to its base, perfect octahedral shape. It looked like two perfect pyramids stacked to each other’s bottoms.

The ring was a culmination of all of Erick’s attempts at enchanting All-Stat rings, and a minor experiment. The octahedron was an experiment in odd perfection. Both were weird. Soon, they’d be even weirder, because of a slightly different conversation Erick had had with Phagar.

The God of Death and Time, had said, ‘That’s technically a Particle Spell… It certainly already exists as a normal spell… which goes along with what you’re planning next, in two months...’ There was a pause. ‘Go ahead and try for it.’

The way Phagar had answered Erick’s question left a lot to be desired, and left Erick feeling slightly concerned. But he was going to make the spell, anyway. 

Erick took off his rings and set them into a strong box under and beside his work table. Then, he took the perfectly carved, unenchanted ring and hid it away, taking care to wrap it in soft blue cloth first, to protect it from scratches. Diamond was really hard, but scratches of micrometers were horrible to [Mend] and then buff out; Erick had learned his lesson about that nuisance a long time ago. 

He looked down upon his octahedral experiment. 

Diamond had a very large refractive index. Larger than most other gems suitable for enchanting. This meant that when light went in, it had a tendency to stay inside, until it came out in tiny, glittering, ‘fire’, as they used to call diamond sparkles, back on Earth. Diamonds were already great for basic enchanting, because in basic enchanting, Stat light went in, and bounced around quite a while, before degrading. That degrading was due to diamonds being clear, of course. Natural light would come in to any un-silvered diamonds and interfere with the Stat light. This was why pearls were best for enchanting almost any Stat; they repelled outside influence, but also trapped whatever was in them for a very long time. You just had to get through that outer layer without breaking that outer layer.

… Now that Erick had [Duplicate], and a lot of money, maybe he should buy a really, really good enchanting-grade pearl. 

… Oh. This was what the Headmaster did, wasn’t it? Ha!

… Or maybe not? Erick had no idea about any of that. 

Sapphires, and their counterparts, rubies, were great for enchanting their respective Stats, because blue or red light could stay inside and not be interfered with, while every other color got disrupted by the gem itself. 

But Erick had solved the problem of contaminated light inside diamonds with a well made reflective outer coating, made of diamond itself. The hope today, though, was to allow other people to take his idea, and create rings themselves, using the spell he was about to make, right now. 

Erick picked up the octahedral diamond, holding it in his right hand, as he loosened up, then gave a tiny ditty to the world,

 

“A twist guides wavelengths of bright

“in to this space, one way; erudite!

“It’s not darkness, not here

“it’s reflection, my dear. 

“Internally, perfected, [Trapped Light].”

 

For a brief moment, everything was too bright, too real, and then waves of mana rolled through Erick, into every pore and down his right arm, through the whorls of his fingerprints, into the gem, twisting blood out of his surface veins as darkness, pure and utter, soaked into the octahedron. Erick flinched, yelped, and dropped the diamond to the table, to the cloth. The diamond continued to darken as Erick winced like knives had gone down his arm, as he grabbed the rod of [Treat Wounds] he kept on an open shelf under the workbench. Wielding the rod with his left hand, he tapped himself once, activating the spell within, as he looked down at his bloody right arm.

Bright red and bleeding lightning bolt wounds traced down from the tips of each finger of his right hand, joining together in jumbled messes across his skin, following paths laid down by the veins and bones and tendons under the surface, tracing toward his torso. None of the wounds got much past his elbow. As the healing magic went to work, those wounds faded over, first with angry scars, then with silver skin, before fading further, back to normal. He flexed his hand. It tingled, but even that tingle began to fade.

He was fine. 

He had been wounded, but whatever. Erick turned his attention to the dark diamond on the blue cloth in front of him. 

The object was darker than black, and yet, it seemed rimmed by light; like a hole cut in the world, made all the more strange by the world highlighting the oddity in saturation and hue. The only thing visible upon the empty space were floating, bloody fingerprints. Erick tossed a tiny [Cleanse] at the diamond, and at himself. Blood evaporated in thick twirls, fully transforming the black diamond to unreality, as flaking blood peeled away from his right arm, turning into thick air.

Some blue boxes appeared.

 




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:








 




	
Luminous Trap 1, instant, close range, 250 mana

A large or smaller object or space traps and perfectly contains all light, both magical and mundane. If you cast Luminous Trap on the same object or space as before, you will renew the duration of Luminous Trap. Varying duration. <Lasts a maximum of 10 days>.








 




	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+2 ability points. 








 




	
Good job? ~Rozeta








 

Erick read the box, saying. “Ten days, eh?” He looked to his closed cabinets, and with his Handy Aura, opened one of the thick, small doors. He pulled out a box of tester diamond orbs. He set the box to the side, and got one orb. With a directed thought, and a small cast, the orb turned solid black. He checked the spell box. “Level 2, means… 20 days max? Oh. This one is going to last a long time.” Erick chuckled to himself, marginally thrilled to see [Luminous Trap] was such a long lasting spell. 

He turned another diamond solid black. 

Erick imbued a fourth diamond with [Luminous Trap], then cast a purple All-Stat lightmask across the workstation, clipping every black diamond made so far. He quickly tucked the octahedral diamond and all but one spherical gem into a cubbyhole under the work desk, then he conjured his armor, layering his body in thick, white padding and tough gloves, all except for the pointer tip of his finger on his right hand. His finger was still slightly traced with silver scars, but that was fine. He touched the remaining spherical gem, and began channeling mana through every one of his Stats, producing a purple prominence that soaked into the darkness.

The black diamond soaked, and drank, and devoured the mana light, without end. Which was weird. Normally, these things exploded at Plus-10 All-Stats. Erick got far past the explosion threshold, and kept going. And going. And going...

The diamond popped, like a fire cracker, but it was a tiny explosion, turning the diamond mostly to dust.

Erick got the second black diamond sphere and placed it on the workbench, in the purple lightmask. He channeled better, this time, stopping just before the last one exploded. From there, he retrieved a blank metal bracelet from another closed cabinet and [Metalshape]d the stone to the steel. Slipping it around his wrist, Erick checked his Status.

“Huh.” He stared down at the bracelet. “You’re plus 22. That’s twice as good as you should be—” His numbers went down in the blue box. “Oh!” He shoved his wrist, and the black diamond bracelet, back into the purple lightmask. The item did not degrade to plus-21. He pulled it out of the mask. It degraded to 20, then 19, then Erick stuck his hand back into the lightmask. It remained 19 for a good thirty seconds, before Erick smiled, and said, “I suppose I can enchant a purple lightmask onto each item. The purple reflection seems to—”

The diamond bracelet shattered like a cherry bomb going off on his skin. He yelped, but only out of surprise. The explosion did not hurt; not with all of his [Personal Ward] and the dense, prismatic air of the house all around him, and the fact that the explosion had been directed away from him. Erick slipped the charred bracelet off of his arm, and got the octahedral diamond out from under the workbench. He first dismissed the purple lightmask over the workbench, then enchanted the octahedron with a purple lightmask that adhered directly to the skin of the black diamond, giving the otherworldly, hole-in-reality gem an ethereal purple rim.

Now why was he doing this, at all? 

He had gotten the idea from looking at his [Vivid Gloom], today, and seeing how it sucked in all light. Making the specific spell that duplicated that spell’s light trapping mechanism had seemed interesting, and it had worked. But what came after was quite another matter entirely. He did not expect to make something better than what he had already crafted, but that was the purpose of experimentation, was it not? To find new and interesting things, and then use them to find more new and interesting things.

Remaking his own rings into much better artifacts was only a few steps away. And now that he had [Duplicate], he could take his experiments in odd directions, multiple times per attempt. [Mend] was great for redoing minor failed experiments, but once enough magic got pumped into these little rings, [Mend] just did not cut it; they weren’t ‘minor’ magical items, at that point.

So while his thought process on this current experiment was a bit muddled, it was all connected to learning how to be a better enchanter. That was the actual goal, today. Everything else had been a happy accident. 

Erick took the black, purple-rimmed octahedral, and cast [Duplicate]. A clear diamond, exactly the same as the first but without all the temporary spells, appeared in his other hand. He smiled. 

And then he started to go through his inventory for further experimentation, and began crafting, in earnest. Platinum rains fell from the sky, occasionally, to fill up the trough and allow him to experiment further with silver coatings. It wasn’t long till he discovered that his silver coating was inferior to perfect internal reflection magic. 

… Which was… interesting. 

Also highly frustrating.

But oh well! Inventions happened in iterations. No one made a computer from scratch; everyone stood upon the shoulders of giants. As that thought occurred to Erick, as [Duplicate]d rings, toroids, and spheres littered his workspace, he remembered that he did not need to work through his own trial and error, either.

He went to find Kiri, in her room on the third floor. 

Kiri was fully dressed in her own green [Conjured Armor], wearing thick goggles, and looking down at her lightmasks and her own piles of diamond dust. Her lightmasks were green, though. She did not instantly notice him at the doorway, but Sunny sure did. The little flying snake [Familiar] uncoiled from her resting spot on a plush white cushion, beside the door to the room. Ophiel twittered playfully at the snake, while Sunny shifted a dozen different colors, and took to the air.

Kiri startled, then whipped around. “Oh!” She asked, “Hey? What’s up?”

“What do you know of reflective magics cast on gems, to trap the Stat-light inside? Other people have done this before, right?”

She removed her goggles, then said, “Reflective magics? Yes. People have tried that route before, but the outcome is always weakened enchantments and destroyed gems.” She set her goggles aside, saying, “Your mundane solution of the silver diamond coating is both new, and one of the best versions of such a solution ever recorded. The fact that the bond is at the molecular level is how it works so well, as there is no room for surface inclusions like how you’d normally get.”

Erick walked into the room, taking out the [Luminous Trap]’s blue box, and handing it to Kiri. While she read, scrunched her face, and reread, and her eyes went wide, Erick picked up a stray diamond sphere from the box of spheres on Kiri’s table. He turned it dark and set it down on her table, not saying a thing, wondering how Kiri would respond. 

Kiri’s eyes latched upon the dark gem, as she said, “Oh! I remember!” She laughed as she picked up the black diamond. “Oh my gods! Does it really take in Statlight, too?”

“Yes.” Erick said, smirking. “I worked out some minor problems and got a sphere up to plus-25 All Stat. You have to enchant the sphere with an All-Stat lightmask, though, otherwise stray outside influences get sucked in and the thing rapidly explodes. I got toroid rings over Plus 50.” 

Kiri held the spot of void in her hand, saying, “It’s a Blackvoid Gem!”

Erick smiled. He knew Kiri would know something he didn’t.

Kiri explained, “Tulamana Blackvoid was an owl shifter from Nelboor, 500 or whatever odd years ago. ‘Blackvoid’ wasn’t her real name. When she invented the spell that made her famous, she took it as her last name; [Blackvoid]. The Script version is called [Trap Light]. It’s [Ward] and [Rebound], but no one has managed to remake her spell since her— OH! Probably! Now that I think about it! Because they didn’t have an understanding of light, but Blackvoid did! Oh wow! Mystery solved!”

Erick smiled; ‘Trap Light’ was already taken, which was why his spell ended up being called something else. No wonder Phagar had been weird, and Rozeta’s sign off message had been strange. Then, he looked up [Trap Light].
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“That is certainly neither [Blackvoid], or [Luminous Trap],” Erick said.

Kiri said, “Certainly not! [Trap Light] is basically worthless. [Blackvoid] was fantastic, though. Tulamana Blackvoid churned out hundreds of thousands of gems, bracelets, everything, each of them for Plus-50 to Plus-150 of whatever. And the best part was, was that nobody knew how she did it! Because her spell lasted a hundred days, and then the item began to degrade, very rapidly, because she didn’t use gems. She climbed to the top of the enchanting world, with glasswork!” Kiri laughed, then said, “She was a glassworker, by trade! A sculptor and a bottle maker. She never enchanted anything until she made her [Blackvoid]. When that happened, she made glass, briefly, into one of the most studied items in the world. 

“Her glasswork was widely considered trash by most of the world, but that was probably just jealousy writing history. She pissed off a lot of people. She was a savant with light, though. Her wardlight sculptures are masterpieces. Some of them still exist, in some parts of the world. Some of her rings still exist, too; they’re enchanted with permanent lightmasks, but the [Blackvoid] wore off long ago. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some examples of her work at Oceanside. She and the Headmaster were tight friends, until Blackvoid was assassinated by Shades.” Kiri said, “The Headmaster even wrote a biography about Tulamana Blackvoid, after her death, but it’s widely considered propaganda in her favor. Other immortals made their thoughts on Blackvoid’s life choices very well known.”

“Thank you, Kiri.” Erick said, “That was… a lot. I didn’t know any of that.”

Kiri waved him off, saying, “It’s trivia; nothing more.” She added, “But… I guess it works better than your silver coating?” She vacillated, “But it’ll only last a hundred days, and it’s probably prone to internal interference if you get subjected to a lightward. That was one of Blackvoid’s work’s main downfalls. Exposure to exterior light fields killed her gems until— OH!” Kiri suddenly turned serious, as she said, “I know it’s not my place, but I would like to create her— Ah. No. Um.” She calmed, saying, “You should invent the reflective ward she created to combat that weakness. [Perfect Mirror]. You cast [Luminous Void] on the gem, then you maskward it, then you [Perfect Mirror] it. You won’t be able to renew the [Luminous Void] while [Perfect Mirror] is active, but it does get rid of the weakness of contaminating the void.”

“That’s really good, Kiri.” Erick said, “You invent it, I’ll copy from you, and that’ll be good enough. You can have the points. You came up with the spell.”

“No.” Kiri said, “I even feel bad that I got [Hermetic Seal] from you.”

“I insist. Don’t argue. Make the spell, and let me see you cast it, and that’s good enough for me.” Erick asked, “Do you know why the Shades assassinated her?”

Kiri smiled softly, as she looked down at nothing in particular. When she looked back up, she said, “Thank you.” 

Erick waved his hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Then I won’t.” Kiri said, “Anyway. Uh. Blackvoid caught the Shades' attention and didn’t want to play their games. So they killed her. I don’t think you have that problem.”

He frowned, as he looked away. He said, “I guess not.” He lost his frown, and gestured to Kiri’s piles of blanks, and her green lightwards, asking, “Want some void diamonds to experiment with? How’s your— Oh. It’s all green?”

A thought came to Erick, quickly, and full of fright. Justine Erholme had demonstrated the colors of Constitution and Intelligence to Erick already. If green was a color of one of the new Stats...

Erick said, “I know I told you what Justine showed me; Constitution is sunshine yellow but Intelligence is near-ultraviolet. If some green color is a new Stat, then it’s either Charisma, or Dexterity, or nothing.” He looked to Kiri, worried, and said, “The Mind Mages have kill orders for Charisma users.”

Kiri nodded, all serious like. “I know. Poi already warned me. I’ve already been sworn to secrecy, but I can tell you that if my experiment works, I will gain the backing of a major organization. The Mind Mages are very interested in knowing more about Charisma in a controlled setting.” She said, “You have Oceanside and Spur, but I need something, too, and the Mind Mages are… They’re ruthless and hidden, but they’re also rather good people. Every one I ever met.” She added, “If I end up with Dexterity, then that’s fine, too. The ‘nothing’ would be troubling just for how much time I’ve spent on this, but it is what it is.”

“… Okay.” Erick didn’t know what to think about that, at first, but it sounded… good? He said, “That’s good, right? Let’s hope for Charisma?”

“I’m still staying here,” Kiri said, suddenly. “This is not me running away, but instead ensuring my safety along multiple avenues. I meant to tell you sooner, but… I didn’t know how to tell you. This happened… A while ago. The decision to pursue this option with the Mind Mages, I mean.”

“Kiri.” Erick spoke softly, saying, “That’s fine. Everyone needs their own life. You’re not an apprentice forever, are you?”

“Maybe so, but I’d like to continue bothering you for magic lessons for decades.”

A swell of quiet joy expanded in Erick’s chest. “Good. I’m glad.” He rapidly added, “And I’m glad you have a plan, too! Feels like I’m just rushing from unexpected fire to unexpected fire.”

Kiri grinned, as she said, “There are lots of fires out there that could use some rain.” She enthusiastically added, “And yes!” She pushed her box of blank diamond spheres at him, saying, “I want a whole box of gems turned into [Luminous Trap]s!”

Erick chuckled, as he took the box into one hand and tapped his other fingers across the contents, turning blank gems to black gems, as he asked, “I’ve got Ophiels pathing toward Killtree right now for some [Weather Control] horde kills in an hour. They’re too low level for you, right?”

Kiri nodded, saying, “I’m level 66 right now. Killing spiders would not gain me anything, but I would love to help, if you wish for help.”

“No need, then. Work on whatever you want, and also that reflective spell.” Erick finished tapping through most of the diamonds, turning a small part of the world into an optical void. He set the box back on her workbench, saying, “I am working on some crowns of plus 200 or 250 Willpower. Maybe I can pump it even higher than that, but the point is, I’m considering keeping one or two such crowns on hand for use in remote monster hunts. You’re more than welcome to use the ones I make, or even to make your own, when you hunt monsters for Mog, or whenever necessary.”

Kiri’s eyes glittered green, as she said, “That would be… Most wonderful.” She got a far off look, as she said, “I could actually cast some of my spells if I had— Ha! 250 more Willpower. Damn, that is a lot.” She looked to Erick. “The spells I messed up, I mean. I could actually cast them.”

Erick said, “Me too.”

 

- - - -

 

Under grey skies lay a land of streets, squat stone towers, and houses made of wood where every other wooden plank was missing. Some of the buildings were better made than others, but absolutely all of it was covered in mud, with roads that might have been solid in previous centuries, but were now not even fit for pigs to wallow within. And yet, people walked, and talked, and lived in this place, this northernmost Sovereign City of Killtree. 

Jane’s description of the place had been too kind, even with the use of such descriptive phrases as ‘diarrhea shithole’ and ‘unending hive of scum and villainy’.

Ophiel hung out to the north of the city, high in the overcast sky, kilometers away from the obvious stench of hammered down humanity and the dilapidated structures they lived in, and yet, Erick could still almost smell the detritus of a strangled society. He certainly saw the problems, though.

Erick spoke through his [Familiar], asking, “What the FUCK is wrong with you people? [Stoneshape] is right there! One fucking point. You can buy it your very first godsdamned level.”

A fully covered black-clad ninja, for that’s all she could have possibly been, stood on a hovering platform nearby, and winced. Her name was ‘Elite Redwood’, but she was not one of the Headmaster’s Elites. That was one of the first things Erick had asked, when she showed up in the sky next to Ophiel and introduced herself, not ten minutes ago.

The other person was a man in full, off-white plate [Conjured Armor], who stood on his own off-white hovering platform. He was Guildmaster Rohn of the local Adventurer’s Guild chapter. Erick had no opinion about the ninja, but he certainly felt that the Guildmaster, of the international Adventurer’s Guild, should have at least felt bad about the state of his city. 

The Guildmaster did not wince at Erick’s words, he merely stated, “We do not ask for your judgments, only for your ability to halt the horde, in accordance with bargains of trade laid down long ago with your Headmaster.” 

Erick ignored the representatives of Killtree for the rest of the event.

Crafted wind set the grey sky tumbling to the ground, where burning spheres of land sent breezes back upward. Clouds churned, turning dark, as lightning flashed through the heavens, revealing the horde hidden above, on track to assault Killtree. The spiders were not expecting such a sudden change of weather, though. They also weren’t expecting thick air to pull their liquid insides to their outsides, killing every spider large enough to possibly affect what was to come. 

Long, airy threads and desiccated corpses caught on each other, while smaller spiders clung on for dear life, as the horde fell to its churning, fiery tornado fate. Erick had gotten much better at this since that first spider horde tried to drop on Kal’Duresh.

Erick set a [Cascade Imaging] down on the ground, in the stone courtyard of the Adventurer’s Guild, set to search for more Ballooning Spiders. Guildmaster Rohn said nothing about that, but he did vacate the field, and Erick did see him tracking down spiders already in the city. Maybe he wasn’t a totally worthless Guildmaster.

Erick almost offered to [Withering] the city, but he was absolutely sure that the Guildmaster and the Elite would say yes, and Erick would end up killing just as many monsters and fully fledged cannibals as he would people suffering from intestinal rads. Maybe ending dozens of hidden threats was worth the bloody cost of such an outcome, but Erick wasn’t willing to pay that cost. No fucking way. 

Erick briefly vacated the field, traveling back through strung out Ophiel connections, landing all the way back in his library, in Spur. He shivered in his chair, feeling terrible and not quite knowing what to do about the new problems appearing in Killtree, because of his actions.

Kiri looked up from her book. “Problems?”

“Oh my gods! There are so many.” Erick said, “I put down this imaging down below, of course. And now these adventurers in the local guild just tore through a house, looking for one of the spiders they saw on the map. There’s blood on the streets, Kiri. What the FUCK is wrong with these people’s governors?”

“The Cities are like that.” Kiri frowned, saying, “You always hear of some good nobles gaining a foothold of decent control, sometimes, but then the mob rises up and kills those kinds of people. They have a very strong culture of self governance, and a deep hatred of any and all control, even the kind that is good for them all.”

Erick shivered again. “That’s one way to put it.” 

He turned his attention back to the horde, tumbling down from the lightning filled sky, into burning charnel pits. More Ophiels added more fire and more lightning. Ending a threat like the Ballooning Spiders made Erick feel slightly better than how he was feeling, but not much.

 

- - - -

 

After dinner, and while the spiders were mostly dealt with, Erick left a hundred Jewels and a few Ophiel in the area, to move the mess into piles of wealth, while he went back to his tower. After recasting the obscuring [Ward] on the large, southern window, he got out his octahedral gem. 

He sorely missed being able to look up stuff on the internet, to figure out all of what he was doing, and trying to do, but the purpose of the octahedral diamond shape he had carved from the raw, jumbled octahedral diamond, was to see if carving on perfect, molecular planes, would cause manalight to stabilize better within the diamond. He was absolutely sure that he was missing some deeper understanding of why the diamonds grew like they did, but his gem carving books had not done much better with the deeper understandings, and so, he just [Duplicate]d his octahedron a few times, creating five perfect copies of his perfect gem. 

He cast Willpower-Ultramarine lightmasks onto each individual gem, clipping the entire surface, with a centimeter to spare. He smiled. The octahedrons resembled deep blue sapphires. They were kinda pretty. The next casts turned each gem into a light devouring void.

Light layered down around Erick’s form, as he conjured his armor, but left a fingertip exposed. He pressed that exposed finger to the first gems, and began experimenting.

An hour later, Erick had exploded one gem, overloaded another into breaking after one minute, [Duplicate]d many more blanks and layered them with the proper spells, and finally, after too many failures, but not nearly as many as some people would have to suffer if they wanted to achieve the same success, Erick had created a rather good crown. 

Wrought-class dark iron, pulled and shaped by magic, formed a heavy circlet, laden with three, eye-sized blue voids. Further metal formed small shields behind the gems, in the hopes that if the gems exploded, it would not kill the wearer, while smaller whorls of utilitarian metal held the gems into a proper resonance, as the whole thing worked together to create a magical item with a staggering amount of power. 

The first iteration of the crown had exploded after he put it on, but Erick had been more surprised than hurt. He had needed a haircut anyway; he’d get one tomorrow when he went to the Registrar to get another Class Ability. 

This second crown had lasted ten minutes already, so maybe it was okay?

Erick’s rings were already off, so he put the crown on his unarmored head. 

The world went sideways for a brief moment, as Stat sickness caused his left eye to turn right and his right eye to turn left and up. He winced, closing his eyes, focusing on the darkness, centering himself with Meditation even though he was still in the Restful air of the house. 

When the worst of it was over, he opened his eyes. The world was now more upright, but it was still doubled, as his eyes had trouble coming to terms with each other. Erick grabbed the rod of [Treat Wounds] and tapped himself. Three seconds later, he started to feel better, as his eyes adjusted, and the world straightened. 

He checked his Status.
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Erick laughed, loud and happy—

He moved his head. The crown was… not shifting, at all. He waggled his head, and it stayed set. He grabbed the crown and lifted it, just a tiny bit, shocking himself in the process. But the crown came off. He put it back on. Briefly, the world shifted again, but Erick was ready for it, this time. Or maybe he wasn’t.

His stomach twisted, and then he did too, as he turned to the side and puked up all of his dinner, all over the floor. He heaved again. And again. Somewhere in all of that he managed to tap himself with the rod, settling his stomach back into its proper place. A [Cleanse] took care of the mess. 

“Ugh,” he moaned. “Maybe I should stick with All-Stats.”

The crown had not moved at all when he was vomiting. It had been locked in place, somehow, and that was worrying. Erick put his hands on the crown, and lifted—

It did not come off. Uh oh. 

Erick gripped the crown with both fists, and yanked, tearing skin and hair in the process. Blood dripped in his eyes as he shook a little, and the world briefly seemed smaller. He blinked hard, then set the crown down on the work table. A small [Cleanse] cleaned up the blood and skin, while a tap from the rod of [Treat Wounds] healed up the wounds. He definitely needed a haircut, now; an entire ring around his scalp had been seared, somehow. Hair burned, unevenly. 

Poi spoke from the doorway, “That looked unpleasant.”

Erick laughed, unbidden, as he turned to the sapphire-scaled man. “It was!” He gestured to the crown. “But two hundred and ninety Willpower!”

He thumbed backward, saying, “Kiri just made a belt worth 11 Charisma. I’m not sure which is more impressive.”

Erick paused. All mirth vanished, as he asked, “Really?”

“I’m also not sure which is more dangerous.”

“… Yeah...”

“She already told you about all that. So I’ll be candid, now.” Poi said, “She’s going with a colleague to another location, where they will take some time to talk, and she’ll come back tomorrow. Do you wish to go?”

Erick paused. He asked, “That’s an option?”

“Not normally. But she only managed to enchant Charisma with your [Luminous Trap] diamonds.”

Did he want to meet the Mind Mages? Erick wasn’t sure, as he mumbled, “Should I go? I feel like I shouldn’t.”

“You don’t have to go, but it’s an option. Kiri has already been introduced to the organization, but you have not.”

Erick decided, “Some other time, perhaps. Kiri is looking to get in good with you guys, and if I’m there, maybe she won’t get all the attention she deserves.” He added, “But besides that, you’re way too secretive for me.”

Poi nodded, saying, “Most people never know when there’s a Mind Mage among them, by design. You sort of shot me up to renown status, though.”

Erick smirked. “You’re the one that volunteered to be my minder, didn’t you?”

“I did not expect any of this to happen.” Poi said, “But it is what it is, and I am not unhappy. It’s kind of freeing, not being so hidden.”

“Why are the Mind Mages so insular?” Erick asked, not expecting an answer, but needing to ask the question, anyway.

“Shadeling hunts— Er. ‘Witch hunts’, I think you’d call them; those are just the unfounded worries, though.” Poi said, “Then you have the genocidal acts committed against Mind Mages. Mind Mages committing horrific revenge against those with no defense. Abuses of power on multiple levels, both at the international level, and at the personal level. The Headmaster told you once about Quintlan? That whole continent fell to more than just [Create Food] being taken from the people. [Duplicate] is rife for abuse, but Mind Magic is even worse.”

Erick asked, “You know?… I mean. You do know what I’m going to say, but I guess I’ll say it anyway: You know. I always got the impression that you’re not actually Class: Mind Mage. That not every Mind Mage is actually a Mind Mage. Is that true?”

Poi smiled small, then said, “I am actually a Classed Mind Mage.”

Erick waited. 

“… I’m not gonna get anything more than that, am I?”

“Nope.” Poi looked to take a small joy in saying, “Sorry. Not part of the club.”

Erick smiled, and let it be. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick met Kiri in the foyer. She happily held up a chainlink belt, dotted with void gems rimmed in green. Sunny flitted around her, undulating, shifting colors all through the rainbow. 

Erick said, “That was fast progress, Kiri.”

“I know!” She said, “It’s amazing—”

Poi interrupted, “It’s dangerous.”

“It can be both,” Erick said.

“Right.” Kiri looked to Poi, smiling as she said, “It can be both.”

“How did you make the belt?” Erick asked, “What Stat did you channel through to get Charisma?”

“Pure mana. My natural color was pretty close to Charisma Green.” Kiri smirked, saying, “You could probably make a True All-Stat belt, mister white mana, but I’m stuck with what I have, and what I have is classified as a Mental Hazard.”

Poi said, “You shouldn’t try it, sir. Let it remain untouched.”

He felt a spike of worry, as he asked, “Are you going to be okay, Kiri?”

“Pff! Yes.” Kiri said, “I’m fine. I worked a bit on the [Reflection] we talked about, but then this happened. So I’ll have to make that spell another day; when I get back.”

Erick looked to Poi, and amended, “Maybe I’ll try for Intelligence or Constitution, then. Or Dexterity?”

Poi had nothing to say about that, except to turn to Kiri, and ask, “Ready?”

Kiri smiled wide, as she held her belt in one hand, swaying it gently. “Where am I going, Sargent Fulisade?”

A tendril of intent leapt from Poi’s head, to touch Kiri’s, as he said, “This series of [Teleport]s is good for one minute. Your contact will meet you at the end, for further [Teleport]ing.”

“Then I’m off!” Kiri said, “See you both later.”

She blipped away, in a double flash of green, taking Sunny with her, around her shoulders.

Erick looked upon the empty space for a moment, then he asked, “Do you know where Teressa is?”

“Out working late at the Guardhouse.”

Erick kinda wanted to experiment with some Constitution and Intelligence lightmasks, but he asked, “Does the Guardhouse need help finding missing people?”

After a moment, and a few more tendrils of thought cast out into the world, Poi said, “No. Not right now.” He looked to another part of the air, adding, “The Ballooning Spiders headed for Outpost have delayed. Forecasts no longer show them on track for the city. That might change, but, tentatively, the schedule for tomorrow has changed, with them.”

Erick briefly left his body, his senses stretching through Ophiel, across the Crystal Forest, across the western mountains, and the Wasteland Kingdoms, to the Sovereign Cities, to Killtree. The storm was doing fine. Some of his [Shimmer]s had failed, so Erick recast those, and recast a few other spells to keep the tornadoes whirling strong. 

He came back to himself, and said, “Then I’m going to make some better rings. Tell me if anything changes, please.”

“Very well, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

Hours later, through the use of [Duplicate] and temporary silver rains and [Crystallize Diamond], and all the rest of his Stat enchanting expertise, Erick had several sets of silver rings sized for himself, but that everyone else could probably wear on one finger or another, and two crowns.

The power of [Luminous Trap] was obvious, but the weaknesses of the spell were not entirely obvious. Erick had attempted a [Lightwalk] while wearing the void rings, and nothing happened; the void rings went with him, of course. But when he went to touch a void gem sitting on his workbench, he instantly lost his hand, as that piece of him broke off and went into the void. Still in lightform, Erick had tried to get his hand back with focus and flaring his magic, but he only retrieved his lost hand when he canceled the [Luminous Trap] on the gem. When he did that, motes of light flickered up from the gem and rejoined his body. 

Erick did not want to think what would have happened to him if he had canceled [Lightwalk] while part of him was still trapped in the void. 

So Erick made a [Luminous Trap] crown out of octahedral, purple-lightmasked gems. It was worth 210 All Stats. Putting it on and taking it off gave no ill effects, but it was not a safe item for every day use, so Erick wore it for a while, getting his Mana up to its temporary maximum of 17,100, before recasting [Prismatic Ward] across the house, creating a 250,000 point defensive dense air around the whole place; almost 2.5 times stronger than what had been there before. 

His new rings, made of near-perfectly crafted toroid diamond, and covered in their permanent silver coating, gave him plus-31 All Stats, apiece. He still couldn’t wear them with any other Stat jewelry, though. Two pieces, or a single larger item seemed to be the limit. Erick tried combining rings and bracelets and necklaces, but they all tended to explode; sometimes those explosions just happened sooner, rather than later. He’d figure out that problem another day, but for now, his Status looked pretty good. 
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More mana and regeneration truly was wonderful. Even the silver scarring on his fingers was gone. He wasn’t quite sure how all that Health Regen worked with his actual, physical healing, but it seemed to give him more energy than he ever had before, and all his scars never lasted very long.

With one last check on Killtree, he finished off the last of the spiders threatening the place, and then went to bed, feeling good. In the morning he would go see the Registrar and figure out his empty Class Ability, as well as get the Slot Increase Quest again. And maybe a few other things.

 

- - - -

 

In the morning, he did not immediately go to Irogh for his appointment; his time slot wasn’t for a few hours, anyway. But he did wake up bright and early, and inspired. He quickly went about making breakfast, slicing up potatoes and frying them up for home fries, as he made cheese omelets for Teressa, Poi, and himself. Toast was made, and jams distributed, as coftea seemed to brighten everything with its uniquely bitter flavor, and its caffeine boost.

Teressa said her ‘See you laters’ as she went off to the Guardhouse for a few morning hours, smiling at the overcast sky as she walked out the door. Clouds lined the sky, changing the normal, bright and way too hot Spur day, into a gentle, breezy heat. The clouds were thin this morning, but by this afternoon, the rains would come, in an almost natural manner. 

Erick’s [Control Weather] had set up the sky to rain every four or five days across the whole city, with him only providing platinum rain to the Gardens every weekend. With all that rain the harvests from the Gardens were coming in on normal, easy-growing schedules, like this was the Greensoil Republic and not the middle of the Crystal Forest. The alchemists who usually supplied growing tonics and potions to the farmers of Spur were happy; they were back in business, now that most of the [Grow]ing was getting done outside of Erick’s platinum rain days. The adventurers visiting the city from elsewhere were happy; Spur wasn’t a dry wasteland that only bloomed in Water Season, and there was no water rationing. The Community Garden Council was happy; their harvest schedules weren’t as strict as before, when Erick’s focused presence was needed for the rains.

Erick was happy, too. He ‘worked’ only two days a week, and played around with magic the rest of the time. He could have done without the drama of Candlepoint, but they seemed to be quiet, for now. They wouldn’t be that way forever, but they had rains, too, just like Spur, so they were fully capable of surviving on their own. The spells over Spur and Candlepoint only lasted two or three days, though, so he had to renew both places as necessary, but, by design, he hadn’t seen Justine in a while except for from far away. 

A new spot of land had opened up at Candlepoint, called the Farm. A few days ago, Erick had hung out in the sky and watched the sand be turned into loamy field by shadelings, while Bulgan put up the sign naming the place ‘The Farm’, himself, taunting Erick with a childish, megalomaniac smile as he did so.

Justine worked in the Farm quite a lot, mainly as a [Grow]er. Valok was there, too, working the fields with magic and tools, as a picker and a planter, alongside others who did the same. He looked happy, and healthy. They all did, really. But a few of the other shadelings working in those fields and greening that space had to be some of the farmers who had been killed at Spur’s Farms. Erick was sure he recognized a few of them, though he had no names to go with their faces.

Poi brought Erick out of his reverie, “Guardmaster Merit has some people she would like you to find in an hour. Three missing people in one day.”

Erick looked away from the window, and its clouds. “Oh? Sure. I’ll be ready. Irogh’s appointment isn’t for hours.” He pushed his empty plate away, and said, “I have something to try out, first, though.”

Poi began cleaning up breakfast, saying, “Good luck.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick stood in his tower, and thought back to how Jane had described her [Greater Shadowalk], and how he had failed the recreation Quest to make [Lightshape] out of his own [Lightwalk]. [Lightwalk] was definitely capable of transforming into [Greater Lightwalk], though; Jane herself was proof of that truth.

The differences between Greater and Normal were known to Erick, too. Greater allowed the user to see and hear and be practically everywhere in a large area around themselves. Jane could spy across the room; listening through the shadows in people’s ears. She could see through the shadows under their chins. She could feel into pockets, and bring shadowy hands to bear far away from herself. And, she had a shadow capable of full physicality; one that didn’t deform if she didn’t want it to deform.

So what did [Greater Lightwalk] look like? 

Erick wasn’t sure, but he was sure that there was at least one way to get there, and he was going to try. So he held out his hand, and channeled mana through [Lightwalk], as ten Ophiel, scattered around his tower, on lathes and benches, on troughs and tables, stood ready to record and amplify the sound. 

A bright wash of rainbow flowed from his hand, like a heat mirage and an oil slick and a flare of white, all in one. It was the sound of revelations, but not in an apocalyptic manner, but in the way that one person tells another about themselves, revealing who they are to the world. It was vulnerability. It was openness. It was strength in weakness, and weakness open to be exploited, but it was also power, pure and unadorned.

And then in the strange way that things sometimes are, it was also its opposite. The sound of [Lightwalk] was one of false fronts, and hidden daggers. A flashy showing in one place that mesmerizes the senses so that you can’t see that you’re being robbed blind.

Sight and soul, but also sleight of hand, and illusions too intricate to ever be understood. 

And tying it all together, was the faint sound of possibility, of magic.

Ophiels took up the sound of Erick’s [Lightwalk], their little wings fluttering as their eyes rolled back and each of them raised from their perches, to float around Erick in a ring, each of them mirror images of each other, each of them helping to solidify what was coming. Erick saw none of this, though. He was already a being of light. 

With eyes no longer strictly in his head, and ears no longer strictly where they seemed to be, Erick listened to the world, and vibrated with the mana. 

If someone were to look from outside, they would see a faint glow coming from the Flatt Estate. The orange stone was a tiny bit brighter than usual, or maybe the clouds above had parted in an odd way, to let the morning light shine down in an odd manner. But the southernmost window on the southern tower, was pure white. That, in particular, was not an odd sight to see. Erick often put up visual obfuscations when he was in-tower. 

A few morning farmers looked up anyway, to see the tower, and saw the white light, but they went right back to tending their fields; it was going to rain this afternoon, for sure. Some of them smiled at that fact, and joked about the weather, as they planted seeds and sprinkled potions on the soil. 

In another part of Spur, Silverite was working on paperwork, in her office, as the yellowscaled Hera brought her more. 

Al was down in the sewers, cleaning up a late night raid on the place, committed by drunk kids and guards at the entrance paid to look the other way. The veteran adventurers had turned part of the place into rubble and plunged through three layers of waterways in what spectators referred to as ‘a good old romp’, but they had not reached upward with their spells; the city was never in any danger.

Mog was checking numbers on the quest board at the Adventurer’s Guild, and looking over reports of larger beasts in the desert, and strange reports of holes found here and there in the sands. The reports were par for the course, though; nothing too odd about any of it.

Sirroco Zago was reading a hand-held book as she pet her black cat on her lap, while the white one pawed at her, but there was only room for one cat at a time; the Guildmaster said as much, in a happy little voice, telling ‘Star’ that she’d get her lap on the next book. It was ‘Void’s turn right now.

Merit waited in the Guardhouse, getting her Scryers together, along with some body parts on silver trays for Erick, later, whenever he felt like showing up. Honestly, what was his problem? It’d take an eyeless, deaf and dumb child, not to see the problems that man had with guards. 

Eyes looked out from shadows, as other eyes, made of light, peered into the shadows. There was a smile on one side, and a concern on the other, though it was anyone’s guess as to which was which. Or perhaps it was both. Emotions were complicated things, after all, and light and shadow always chased each other.

Clouds roiled in a deep sky, but sucked into an invisible space, hardly seen by anyone, except for Erick, right now. But it was invisible. Hmm. Erick shifted his sight into the infrared, and saw it all. Cloud Giants. Streets made of air. Houses made of wind. It was an imperfect sight, Cloud Giants were very good at [Invisibility], but Erick could see some of the place, and the people. It was an entire city, hidden in the clouds! It was rather large, too. But the Cloud Giants never bothered Spur, right? So… No bother to Erick. 

Erick looked around for a little while, enjoying himself as he spied further and faster, and heard better than [Scry] was capable of achieving. And then he came back to himself. His Ophiels sat around the room in their normal manners, hanging out on lathes and workbenches, twittering and chirping and sounding of violins, harps, and endless expanse. Erick smiled, as he patted the closest one, and dismissed the rest. That single Ophiel squealed in delight as he flipped up onto Erick’s shoulder, proudly taking his spot. 

A box appeared.

 




	
Greater Lightwalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable

You are the radiant day.










 

Erick smiled. The ongoing costs doubled, but the uses of such a spell more than made up for that. And the distance! How far had he actually gone? This required more experimentation, for sure.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons just got 100!

On the 22, of August, last year, I published the first chapters of Ar'Kendrithyst. Some of you were there in the beginning, some of you came along later. But thank you all, for reading this far. I didn't make quite a million published words, but it got close; moreso for patrons.

There's much more to see on Veird! Even just Book 4 is still packed with things yet to come.

Thanks for reading. (and rating and reviewing) :)



                



097, 1/2


                A young orcol girl, taller than Erick, bounded out of Irogh’s office and into the arms of her sister, saying, “I qualified for Seeker! Let’s go find some ruins!” 

Her sister, named Ferai, who was older and taller by at least a foot, caught the girl and twirled once, as she set her down, saying, “Mother would be proud, and I am too.” She nodded over to Erick, and said, “Thank you, sir. I apologize for my sister for taking so long.”

“It’s no worries, really,” Erick said, smiling to see the happy sisters. “Good luck in your searches.”

The younger sister did a quick look to Erick, and frowned, not understanding what Ferai meant. Who was this stranger in their midst? She hadn’t taken that long, had she? There were a lot of options up there! Who would begrudge someone their time in communing with Rozeta? Was this little human truly that rude?

Erick grinned as all those questions and minor angers crossed the young girl’s face.

Ferai, for her part, just said, “Archmage Flatt has graciously shown—”

The younger girl’s eyes went wide, in sudden recognition. She glanced down to Erick’s shoes, then away, her face going from a darker shade of green, to something much lighter, as she lost all minor angers and fleeting joys, and stood beside her sister like a soldier falling in line. 

“—us many promising spots around Spur.” Ferai said, “We’ve got lots to search.”

Erick’s appointment with Registrar Irogh had been for twenty minutes ago, but Irogh had been occupied. So he waited outside the blue door, with Ferai, who was waiting for her sister. Ferai instantly recognized Erick. 

An apology on behalf of another quickly turned into a friendly chat. Ferai was a Seeker. She spoke of the monsters they were searching for around Spur, listing off ten that Erick had seen, several of which he had killed himself, and five that he had never heard of before that moment, most of them being very small monsters, with minor rads inside of them. [Withering] skipped right over those. Erick offered a [Cascade Imaging] to search for ‘holes’ in the dirt, if Ferai wanted a few places to start; a lot of her target monsters made burrows.

Also, Erick had seen Mog going over reports of unexpected holes in the ground, yesterday. Now was as good a time as any to investigate that strangeness, or at least help out someone with a request that was right in line with what he wanted to do, anyway. He didn’t tell Ferai that part, though.

Ferai readily agreed. So Erick popped up an Imaging to the north of the city, and left it searching for ‘holes in the sand a foot across and five foot deep’. That seemed to be a good enough search, because in a minute, blue dots began popping up all over the map. Ferai had seen the map, through [Scry], and gave a heartfelt thanks.

“I’ll leave the map out there for a while.” Erick added, “Good luck.” 

The younger sister, Taroga, gave a slight ‘eep’, and nodded, as Ferai gave a heartfelt ‘Thank you’, and vacated the space in front of Irogh’s office, along with her suddenly quiet sister. Erick smirked, to watch them go, then turned his attention to the blue door in front of him. 

Erick entered Registrar Irogh’s office. He said, “Hello, Irogh.”

The man behind the counter smiled, as Erick sat down, and the door closed behind him. “Good afternoon, Erick.” The door clicked, and the walls shimmered, as godly privacy magics took hold of the space. “How can I help you?”

“Can I see those Class Ability options, again? The ones I considered last time? And any new ones that might have appeared.”

Irogh tapped the air. A shortened list appeared to the left, hovering on the wall. 

After Erick had made [Greater Lightwalk] using Jane’s suggestion, he gave her a call. A short, happy talk later, and she instantly teased him about how he did not need to humor her; she was perfectly aware that he would have done it that harmonizing way, eventually. Erick did not argue that point. Jane then congratulated him, and told him all about her own recent experience with Prismatic Polymage.

It was a good conversation. Jane did not promise to call more, for, in her own words, how could she? Erick was the one with the chain of [Familiar]’s, and able to send telepathic messages across a large part of the world. Erick almost gave her a hard time about that, but she was right.

That conversation and the transformation of [Lightwalk] to [Greater Lightwalk] had led to Erick hoping for something in his own new Class Options that Jane had mentioned that had popped up in hers. And yes, there they were; Dedication and Efficiency. The only reason he hadn’t gotten a Quest for one of these the last time he had been here was because he was conflicted on what to pick, and now, that problem had been compounded. 

Honestly? They all looked good. And there were even more additions than the last time he was here. 

 




	
Hero of Veird. Deal 3x damage to monsters.


	
More Spell Damage Done, Particle. x2





	
Less Spell Damage Taken, General x 0.75 


	
More Area of Effect, Particle. x2





	
General Spell Duration x 1.25


	
Particle Spell Duration x 2





	
Sapping Particles. Your offensive Particle Spells gain you False Health dependent on damage done. False Health lasts 1 hour, and is renewed with damage done.


	
Blood Mana. Spend Health in addition to Mana to fuel spells.





	
Particle Healing. Your non-offensive Particle Spells restore Health to all people in the area commensurate to the Mana you spend. 


	
Accomplished Dispeller. Your Dispelling magic does twice as much for the same cost.





	
Force Savant. Your Force spells do more and cost less.


	
Spatial Cohesion. Increase the range on your Spatial spells by 25%.





	
Light Dedication. Take much less damage from Light Sources. Do much more damage with Light Sources.


	
Light Efficiency. Greatly reduce the costs of all Light attacks and spells.








 

Force Savant was new. So was Spatial Cohesion. Accomplished Dispeller was old; he had gotten that one when he made [Spell Breaker]. He didn’t really want that one, but it was here because it was new.

“I thought I knew what I wanted. Um.” Erick asked, “What’s ‘Force Savant’ from?”

Irogh explained, “Particle Mage is very close to Force Mage, in that both Classes deal with the fundamental building blocks of life. Particle Mage was also based off of Force Mage, and then you went and remade more than ten basic Force spells. Bolt, Beam, Bomb, Crash, Wave, Trap, Shrapnel, Platform, Wall, [Conjure Armor], [Conjure Weapon], [Telekinesis], and [Detect Magic]. Through these various factors, came Force Savant.”

“What does that affect?”

“Almost every single spell is a creation of Force magic, somewhere in its construction, but Force Savant is not an all powerful ability. You might get anywhere between 1% to 5% more effectiveness with all of your magic. Those spells closer to pure Force, like [Pure Force Beam Bolt] or [Conjure Armor] would get as much as 20% more effectiveness.” He added, “Range, damage, duration, resistance to dispelling, damage absorbed or mitigated. Even lowered costs. Force Savant is one of the starter Abilities of the Force Mage, but many other Classes are capable of accessing this Ability, if they pursue and understand Force Magic.”

Erick looked up at the list, and considered. Force Savant sounded good; great, even. He looked to another Ability, and asked, “Only 25 percent for Spatial Cohesion?”

“You’re not a Spatial Mage.”

Erick asked, “So. Blood Mana. Is it frowned upon? Is it actually blood magic? Does it increase my mana pool how I think it does? How did I qualify for that one? That Ability was there well before I made [Cascade Imaging].”

Irogh smirked at the barrage of questions. He said, “Blood mana is used by many, but usually kept out of open speech and discussion. It is also one of the most basic Blood Mage abilities, and will not drain your physical self, but when in use, it will drain you Health for more Mana, effectively giving you—” He looked to the air, then said, “2460 more mana. Increasing your total effective mana to 10,680. Like all of your Abilities, you can choose to forgo using the Ability, at will. You qualified for Blood Mana because of your knowledge of anatomy, blood, and the basic building blocks of life, supported by your general knowledge of particles.”

“If I was a Blood Mage… What would my Class Ability list look like?”

Irogh stressed, “Heavily expanded from the norm, but I cannot give you a list for Blood Mage, since you are not a Blood Mage.” He added, “Since you have already unlocked Force Savant, and Spatial Cohesion, I can tell you that you would face a similar phenomenon were you to become a Force Mage, or a Spatial Mage.” He added, “The same holds true for Dispeller, and Light Mage.” 

He wasn’t about to become any of those Classes, but knowing there were options was nice. Erick looked up at the blue board, and thought. 

He had already spoken to Irogh about a few potential exploits regarding some of these Abilities, the last time he was here with Irogh. Regarding False Health for Blood Mana; that combination did not work how Erick thought it would work. One could not spend False Health like they could Health; he would not be able to cast any spell he ever made, just by virtue of throwing a [Withering Slime] into the Crystal Forest and then having all that subsequent False Health. 

Erick moved on to considering the defensive nature of False Health. Having a few thousand more practically automatically healing Health, would be great for a fight. 

But would it, really?

Health and [Personal Ward]s were a lot more flimsy than they appeared. When Teressa Raged, she had managed to tear through all 25,000 points of Erick’s [Personal Ward] and most of his meager Health, twisting his arm out of his socket. If he didn’t have the 70 Strength he had at the time, to physically resist her backhanded, shield bashing attack, he might have lost an arm. If he hadn’t have reacted as fast as he did, to take away Teressa’s [Prismatic Ward] permissions, she would have gone through Poi and all of his defenses, and on to much more killing.

Erick’s shielding was great against lesser beings like monsters and most any random rookie adventurer on the street. Against those types, Erick was practically untouchable. 

If Erick ever remembered to use his [Defend] skill, then maybe Teressa’s casual attack would have been mitigated.

… But even with [Defend], if a Shade got a hold of Erick, and he wasn’t slippery in some way, like Jane was with her omni-elemental form, he was dead. Standing and taking a hit would end in his death. Therefore, Erick did not need Sapping Particle. What were defenses in the face of overwhelming power?

Particle Healing would be ‘good’ for large scale healing with some spells like Erick’s [Control Weather], but Irogh had explained the problems with that, as well, the last time Erick was here. Particle Healing was effectively reduced to nothing if the area and the targets were too many. But besides that, all that healing used up the spell’s duration and power. Erick might spend 1000 mana on a [Control Weather] that should last a full day, but if there were a hundred injured people in there, then they’d get maybe a 100 Health apiece over the course of 10 seconds, and the [Control Weather] would vanish. 

Theoretically, he could spend his Health on a spell that was just around him, and then heal himself with the spell’s power, effectively getting magic for free, but it would also use up the spell’s power to heal him. That whole process seemed like playing around in edge cases. What was the point? Besides: his Mana Regen was great.

But, using an Ability was an optional thing; Erick could heal a lot of people in a Super Large Area, at his discretion, if needed. 

And on the smaller side: spending a thousand mana on a spell that only reached ten people, would probably grant those ten people each a thousand Health.

But… Against Shades, each of them also acting as archmage-level threats… Particle Healing would not do a lot.

But then again, Particle Healing would do quite a lot, if Erick invented a spell that targeted non-monsters only, and gave those so affected by that spell some sort of empowerment against monsters... Such a theoretical ‘anti-[Withering]’ spell would then also restore Health, if needed. If he invented a stationary, [Ward] like Particle spell, he could make healing stations for a theoretical war with the Shades. 

But then again… In a war, Erick would be forced into an offensive role. He doubted, of all the actions he could possibly take to thwart a Shade attack, that healing a few dozen people would ever be the best option.

So he thought on Particle Healing, but that Ability was not a real possibility, either.

Thinking back to spell damage, though: a generalized reduction of spell damage taken to 75%, seemed like a good idea. More damage done seemed superfluous, but maybe not? More area, though, that seemed really good. A bunch of area modifiers was likely how that Poisoner Archmage from the Wastelands got her orange cloud to be 30-plus kilometers in diameter. Spells like that would be important for the eventual assault on Ar’Kendrithyst, and for clearing out monsters. 

Duration also seemed great? Sure?

Erick looked upon the list, and knew he was unprepared for a real fight against real threats. He needed more experience with all of that, but he wouldn’t get that experience sitting around at home, in Spur, fiddling with enchantments. 

He asked, “What does Light Dedication affect? And Efficiency? Why are they separate? And without exact effects? Is it the same vein of Ability as Force Savant?”

Irogh said, “Dedication and Efficiency affect everything with the Light descriptor, or that is related to Light in almost every way. They’re separate because they are the ultimate Abilities for any and all Light users, with effects that are not quite quantifiable with a simple ‘times two’ description.” He said, “If you must put their benefits into numbers, they offer somewhat similar bonuses as Force Savant, but on a larger scale, split rather definitively between the choice for power, or the choice for efficiency.”

That was all well and good, and made those two Abilities stand out a lot more than they had a moment ago, but as Erick thought about his choices, he thought toward the future. He was currently at 7 out of 8 Abilities. With 2 more Ability Slot Increase Quests possible, for 20 more points, he was close to capping out at 10 Class Abilities. He kinda knew what he was going to get now, but what about in the future? Maybe Irogh would have an opinion?

He asked, “Which should I pick for killing Shades?”

Irogh said, “We’ve already gone over all the options; all of them are good. This is a choice you must make for yourself.”

Erick smiled. Registrars often seemed like social workers or lawyers; they often spoke in clarifying speech, giving long, expansive answers to the mechanics of most any ability, skill, or spell you already had, but they would never answer ‘what was best’. 

Erick confidently said, “Blood Mana, please.” He added, “And another Ability Slot Increase Quest.”

Irogh nodded, as he tapped the air. “Done.”

Blue boxes appeared. 

 




	
Ability Slot Increase Quest!

10 Points

OR

10,000,000,000 Mana and/or Health








 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Create a well-made tier 3 skill or spell born of a Health-cost skill and a Mana-cost spell.

Reward: Blood Mana








 

Erick asked, “Weird Quest. Is there a comparative warrior Ability?”

Irogh answered with a non-answer, saying, “Highly likely.”

“Thanks, Irogh.” Erick got up to leave, saying, “Till next time.”

Irogh said, “Farewell, Erick.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick had dreaded going to the Adventurer’s Guild because of his unintentional foray into Red Dreams with Mog, and Al, but now he had a reason to go to the guild; he needed one of those [Strike] leveling rocks Jane got, way back when they first got to Spur. He also wanted to ask if anything was happening with the holes outside of the city, if anything, so he had two reasons to go to the Guild.

Three reasons, if you counted asking for help with [Strike], which Erick bought for a point.

 




	
Strike 1, 10 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Exp: 0/100








 

Hopefully Mog wouldn’t be too put out with him. Erick genuinely liked the woman. 

Apparently, Erick needn’t have worried. 

On the fourth floor of the log mansion Adventurer’s Guild, where drinks and quests were served to the powerful and skilled, Guildmaster Mog held her rough and tumble court in the corner, near the rails, overlooking a good chunk of the building. Erick blipped into the Guild in the designated [Teleport] alcoves, and instantly locked eyes with the woman in question. Her big brown eyes got bigger as her ample chest heaved and one of her arms, which would put any bodybuilder to shame, shot up, in a wave. She laughed. 

A human girl and a human woman sat on the other side of Mog’s table; they had been talking to her when Erick blipped into the room. Those women looked to Erick with questioning eyes, then sudden passivity. They had recognized Erick, with the woman being slightly faster than the girl. He had no idea who they were, though.

“Hey!” Mog yelled, over the general hubbub of the busy Guildhouse. “Erick!” She waved him over, smiling, revealing huge lower fangs. “Come! Sit with us!”

Erick returned her smile as he walked closer, saying, “Hello, Mog. Glad to see you.” 

Mog pulled out a chair at her table, by her side, as she gestured to the woman and the girl, saying, “Gwynewyn Clayfield and her daughter, Alandria Clayfield. Baroness and Lady, from the Republic.”

Erick paused, right as he was getting into the chair. He unfroze, as a smile came unbidden, and he sat down, saying, “A pleasure to meet you? From…?”

He had not truly noticed their clothes until this moment, for they were mostly unremarkable creations of brown leathers and white cloth. But now that he was closer, he saw that the white fabrics were also slightly silvered, every few other threads replaced by something stronger than fabric, but just as flexible. The leathers themselves were heavily tooled, and likely highly enchanted. Or maybe minimally enchanted, so it would last longer? It was crafted with Ancient Script writings in some of the whorls and straights, and some of it looked like [Ward], or a variation on [Ward], but Erick still wasn’t knowledgeable enough to identify magical equipment at a glance.

Of the two women themselves, Gwynewyn was an older woman, around Erick’s age, with dark skin and dark hair tied back in a bun, and bright blue eyes. Hers was an odd look to see on a person, but she was quite pretty. Her daughter was slightly lighter of skin, and maybe not yet twenty. She matched her mother in most ways, and especially in the eyes.

Gwynewyn nodded cordially at Erick’s question, then said, “Always a pleasure to meet an archmage, especially one that helped our people in Odaali. My daughter and I are from a small holding under Greendale, known as Steelbend, across from the Fin river, from Redder.”

“Apologies. I have only the vaguest idea of where that is.”

Gwynewyn said, “There are many places like ours scattered all over the Republic. It would be impossible to expect anyone to know of them all.” She added, “But we’re a little over a [Teleport] east of Odaali.”

“Ah!” Erick said. “Okay.”

Mog spoke up, “They’re thinking of moving their Adventuring Branch from Frontier to Spur.” She smirked, saying, “They might be your neighbors, Erick.”

“Oh?” Erick’s smile remained for a moment, entirely due to emotional inertia. And then he lost his joy, as his thoughts turned to paranoia. “Oh.”

Mog noticed, and chuckled, saying, “It’s nothing nearly so sinister—” Her tone switched to teasing, but with an undercurrent of actual danger, as she looked to Gwynewyn, saying, “Unless it is?”

Gwynewyn rapidly said, “It is not.”

“I joke! I joke.” Mog lightly nudged Erick, saying, “Ever since your windstorms, I’ve been meeting with potential noble houses that wish to come to Spur, to take part in our bounty and our protection.”

Erick’s paranoia did not leave him, but he did feel slightly better at Mog’s words, and her friendly touch. His thoughts returned to the moment, as he found himself asking, “No one has started building any houses nearby?”

Gwynewyn said, “Silverite has already imparted to us that your presence in Spur is much more important to her than any possible noble connections to any other part of the world.” She looked to Mog. “But I was not expecting this meeting to happen right now, either.” She said to Erick, “We’re still laying groundwork; attempting to contact you has not yet been approved by any of the powers of Spur.”

Mog laughed. “I did not expect it either, but I’m happy this is happening in my presence.” She reached over and patted Erick on the shoulders, with her fingers reaching all the way to the center of his back. “Erick is important to us.” Her hand lingered for the barest moment, before retreating. She eyed Gwynewyn, saying, “You are a wildcard, as are all your kind.”

“I accept this designation, but I hope to prove you wrong in time, and right now.” Gwynewyn said, “The Clayfields have been housed in Spur before, and we were valued members then. We look to regain that status, due to current world events and power proven, yes, by Archmage Flatt, but also in the face of what is to come.”

“What’s wrong with Frontier?” Erick asked.

“That’s what we were discussing.” Mog said, “Go ahead and say it all again, Gwynewyn.”

Gwynewyn said, “Viscount Helix is a man experienced with mortal wars, but Silverite is something more than that. When the conflict against the Shades begins, we wish to be inside the proper command structure, in order to assist, and to take our fair share of the bounty afterward.”

“A rush for gold?” Erick asked.

“Artifacts, gold, prestige, experience, physical power and magical might. The downfall of shadow. All of it; like anyone else in the adventuring business.” Gwynewyn said, “But most of all: Frontier is stifling. They have no Forward Base. They enter the Dead City by climbing over the wall, causing many to die in their first entering. I was lucky. Twenty years ago, I survived a dozen trips within, killing enough monsters in there to gain level 50 and a Class. I brought that power back to my part of the world, back home to the Republic. But the survival rate of wall-hoppers is steadily decreasing.

“The average survival rate for first timers has been around 45 percent, for several decades. Spur is around 45 percent, so it’s not much better. But ever since Candlepoint popped up from the sands, Frontier’s survival rate has dropped to 20 percent. Even in the last year, a few groups have been wiped out, to the person, including every single veteran.

“Therefore, the only option for my family— for my daughter’s survival and for her to eventually take over my position as Baroness, is for us to open a branch in Spur, and gain entrance to the Dead City, from this city.” 

Erick glanced from Gwynewyn to her daughter, Alandria. The young girl sat straight and strong, but turned slightly to face Erick’s eyes. She averted her forward look after half a second, returning to a casual, regal posture. Maybe she was nervous, and hiding it, or maybe she was exactly as calm as she appeared, while the discussion of her death hovered around her like a dark cloud? Erick wasn’t sure.

Mog started, “That survival rate is the only reason we’re talking right now.” Mog said, “Your grandparents and great grandparents fought by Spur’s side, but when the Great Purge took most of them, those left behind, both in the Kingdoms and in your Republic, decided to abandon Spur, completely. Your people, once at least friendly with the incani, then went to bloody war with them over Kal’Duresh’s mountain oasis.” She said, “And it’s only gotten worse from there.” She thumbed at Erick, “But he’s a planar, and his magey neighbors are humans from Oceanside. They’re pretty okay.” She looked to Gwynewyn, saying, “Your family, the Clayfields, were a part of the problem.”

Gwynewyn said, “And dear old Grandpap is forty years dead, and his personal vengeance long since gone cold. We have no stake in further Quiet War nonsense, and haven’t for quite some time.”

Mog asked, “And what do you say about the other houses that have tried this very same thing you are attempting? Trying to get in good with Spur when Spur is doing well? What say you about when we caught one of your Green Circle here, in Erick’s house, parasitizing his food?”

“I say that we are a Republic of a thousand Houses, and while some have chosen to fight fate, a great deal of us have seen the writing in the sky. Frontier will fall; Bulgan will ensure it.” Gwynewyn said, “I also say that before the Great Purge, the Clayfields were pillars of Spur, with two archmages and countless more warriors raised within this orange city, and within this Guild, here. We deserve the opportunity to try to regain the stature we once had in Spur. If none of our other reasons should convince you, than this history we have should at least be honored in some decent way.”

Mog asked, “And of the Green Circle?”

“Everyone thought Archmage Flatt was a Shade plot, and that Spur was too enamored with the Dead City to do what needed to be done.” Gwynewyn looked to Erick, saying, “But he is not a pawn of the Shades anymore than anyone else.” She looked back to Mog, saying, “Spur made the right decision. I can safely say that Viscount Helix would have done differently. It is a good thing that he never got the opportunity.” She added, “Which is yet another reason that we wish to be out of Frontier, and joined to Spur.”

Once again, Erick felt some weird kinda way, about being implicated at working with the Shades. But he had already been inoculated against such an event, ever since Anhelia accused him of the same thing. He did not have a visceral, gut wrenching reaction, this time.

Still, though…

Still, he felt a flickering of anger, and an impetus to look back over all his previous actions with anyone in power, to see the extent of which he had been sounded out as a Shade conspirator. But as quickly as that emotion took hold, and as he thought to Poi’s presence in his life, and all the little conversations with Silverite, and paranoia threatened to take hold, he forced himself to calm.

Of course they would think him a Shade conspirator.Erick had always thought that the Green Circle assassin just didn’t want any knowledge to go to the incani.

Ah. But yes: they could have multiple reasons for doing what they tried to do. 

Mog’s voice brought him out of his spiraling thoughts, as she said, “If you are approved, the Clayfields will not gain any power to make decisions in this city. We will not respect your noble title in these lands, but neither will your noble title cause you problems unless you bring those problems here yourself. The laws we have work, and they have barely changed, ever since Spur’s founding 800-odd years ago.”

Gwynewyn said, “We are aware of the laws and are willing to bind ourselves with them.”

Mog sat back, silent; thinking. Gwynewyn waited.

The air was filled with the cacophony of bar life and adventuring stories, as it had been since Erick entered the Guildhouse. Because of that, there was no silence to fill the air, as Mog appraised Gwynewyn, Gwynewyn waited for the outcome, and Alandria sat still, and silent, like a perfectly polite young woman. Erick had no idea what was happening, but it was important. 

Mog spoke, “You have my vote.”

Alandria’s countenance broke, a tiny bit, as she allowed herself a smile. Something like relief passed behind her eyes. 

Gwynewyn nodded, ever the perfect noble, and said, “Thank you, Guildmaster Mog.”

“The Guild Network vouches for you, and your house, but it is good to hear your answers.” Mog asked, “How is your vote looking?”

“Guardmaster Merit has voted in favor, after vetting our intentions. Quartermaster Liquid has voted in favor. Guildmaster Zago has voted against, but it was important for us to approach her, anyway. The Merchants of Spur have given us a positive vote as of yesterday. With your vote, we have four. We have meetings scheduled with other voters, in the following days. Unless something untoward happens, we will reach our necessary five votes, and then we will approach Silverite for a final confirmation, and a final vote.”

Erick found himself asking, “This is a complicated thing for you, isn’t it?”

“Complicated by design.” Mog said, “Nobles have a lot of political weight and resources to throw around, so inviting one of them into your city as a citizen is a big deal. Before you know it, they’ll get votes on the big stuff, and then there’s problems, and then there’s blood on the streets and divisions all around that could have been avoided if the nobles were never invited in, in the first place.”

Gwynewyn said, “We will not violate the sanctity of this city’s neutrality. I simply seek to see my children raised in the best possible way, so that House Clayfield can continue to hold back the Darkness in our own land, and abroad.”

“And I believe it.” Mog said, “Doesn’t mean what I said wasn’t true.”

Gwynewyn said, “I am not looking to gain political power in Spur. I have power enough back home.”

Mog smirked. “Good luck getting property. I hear plots in the Human District are going for a glowing grand rad, these days.”

Gwynewyn looked to her daughter.

Alandria startled for a moment, then spoke in an even voice, “This year’s wyrm season has been good for me— I mean. Good for House Clayfield. I will be purchasing the land and developing the house on my own, while my brothers will eventually participate, and all of us will have a location with which to venture into the Dead City, or into the other locations of the Crystal Forest. Our hope is to reestablish the Old Hold that once existed in Spur, and will exist again…” She blanked. She rapidly added, “—raised under my strength of arms and magic.”

Gwynewyn looked to Mog, saying, “It is like this, you see.”

Mog asked Alandria, “Where are you going to go, first? No new teams are getting into the Dead City right now, and especially not one in your unique situation.”

Alandria said, “The Hole, Firemaw Mountain, and the pursuit of larger hunts.”

“That’s why we have guilds.” Mog looked to Erick, asking, “Any questions? You have a vote too, if you want to use it, Erick.”

Erick ignored the question of how he got a vote, and said, “I do not. I have absolutely no idea who you are, so I can’t say one way or the other.”

Gwynewyn was unsurprised at this, but Alandria’s posture and facade cracked in a tiny, hurt way. 

Mog said, “We’re done here, Gwynewyn, Alandria. I got more meetings coming up but I want some time with my unexpected guest, first.”

The Clayfield women got up from their chairs and stepped away.

Gwynewyn said, “Thank you for your time and your vote, Guildmaster.”

“Thank you,” echoed Alandria. 

They walked away, to the staircase leading down. 

An incani sitting at a table near the stairs gave Gwynewyn a sneering eye, but the woman did not respond to the provocation. 

“I do actually have more meetings,” Mog said to Erick, as she pointed to the sneering incani. She spoke loud enough for the stranger to hear, “But I think this one just got canceled. There won’t be no Quiet War shit in my house.” As the man turned back toward Mog, realizing that she had seen him, Mog spoke louder, “Yeah. You hear me. Fuck off, dude. Your vote is ‘no’.”

The man sputtered, gesturing to the space where Gwynewyn had just been, calling out, “But—”

“NO.” Mog said, “Go back to the Kingdoms, or Kal’Duresh. You ain’t living here.”

The incani, who was purple skinned and dark horned, said some soft words from halfway across the room, that if Erick wasn’t looking for, he would have missed. “Apologies, Guildmaster.” And then he got up, and walked away. 

Mog sighed, bringing Erick’s attention back to her. “Always Quiet War shit.”

“Yeah. I know.”

Mog smiled at him. “I bet you do.”

Erick asked, “So what was all that about? Gwynewyn? Nobles? That guy at that table?”

“The nobles are calling for space in our prosperity. It’s a hassle, but it’s good for Spur. I wasn’t there when it happened, but I’ve heard that after the Great Purge, Silverite made some dumb decisions that ended up causing Frontier and Kal’Duresh.” She shrugged. “Or maybe something else happened. Whatever the case, the nobles are finally coming back, and the Clayfields do have a long history with Spur. So they had my vote. It was good to hear her talk like she talked, though.” Mog said, “As for that guy I dismissed, he was a troublemaker. Can’t keep that shit out of public, then there’s no telling what they get up to in private.” She pointed to a table three away from the one the incani had been at. A different pair of incani were sitting there, these ones with tiny horns, and pale violet skin. “They had no reaction to Gwynewyn, but they’re early. Maybe early enough to see her and hear what she had to say? Or maybe because they want a lot of my time? I don’t know. I can only deal with what I see. But they can alllll wait.” Mog smiled at him, saying, “Because you’re here. So what brings you here?” She laughed, as she slapped him on the shoulder, saying, “And you take this long to show up! What’s a girl to think! I can’t have been that bad, could I?”

Erick chuckled, saying, “Ah. Uh. No. It was… It was good.”

“Damn right it was good.” She smirked at him. “So what’s up, Erick?”

“Oh. I…” Erick tried to collect his thoughts. He landed on, “I heard about all these holes out in the Crystal Forest. I actually put up an Imaging north of the city, searching for every hole, for a pair of young adventurers I met earlier. What’s up with the holes?”

Mog said, “That’s just what Ballooning Spiders do. Most of their lifetime is spent underground, and they gotta get back down there, somehow.”

“But… I thought that the Crystal Mimics ate them?”

“Well yeah. But not all of them. There’s half a billion spiders up there!” She laughed, then said. “Enough pregnant mothers survive the fall and the mimics in order to [Stoneshape] holes down to the Underworld.” Mog shrugged. “There are monsters that live in burrows out there too...” She paused. She said, “Actually… Where is the Imaging you put up?”

“North of the city. Hard to miss.”

Mog nodded. Tendrils of intent flicked away from her head. “Thanks, Erick. That helps.”

“Is there a danger of dungeons forming from the deeper holes? Or do they collapse?”

Mog gave Erick a small grin, then said, “Those holes usually collapse on their own, but even when the holes are deep enough to spawn slimes, mimics will feel those vibrations in the ground and then go excavating for a meal. Even unattended blood dog burrows, or dune viper burrows, end up getting excavated if the original residents aren’t there anymore; sand slimes spawn in those, all the time. Now, sometimes, very rarely, the burrowing monsters hit some Underworld tunnels near the surface. When that happens, you get dungeons in the Crystal Forest.

“But rarity turns commonplace every ten-ish years, with the Ballooning Spiders’ passing. Unexpected dungeons, everywhere. 

“It’s nothing to panic about right now, for there’s a lot of land out there, and the monsters in those natural dungeons don’t usually make it far outside of those underground spaces before the mimics come and eat them, then go down the holes in search of more, collapsing the entrance and the dungeon in their search for food. Or, the fragile spider tunnels collapse from the inside as monsters try to get out, thus burying everyone under sand, and that’s that. But if none of that happens, and the tunnel is big enough to not collapse, and a real dungeon forms...

“First come slimes, then come shadowolves hunting those slimes. Then it’s all a pain in the ass and at least five rookies always die, because there aren’t any Shades overseeing those unknown dungeons out there, and the people who find them are always rookies. There’s always some oddity out there lurking in those untamed holes in the ground, too, like cursed babblers, or sand oozes, or stonebone skeletons.

“It’s a problem,” Mog stressed. “Not a large one, but every ballooning, there’s a good twenty or fifty dungeon spaces that become real dungeons within a [Teleport] of Spur, made by Balloon Spiders just looking to get home. We’re still, technically, in the flying horde phase of the problem, and then there’s Candlepoint… People’s focuses are not where they usually are. But we should be fine.

“In the coming months, people will be searching for those holes and sealing them up.” She said, “Your Imaging will speed up that process, considerably.” She smiled. “Good work, Erick.”

Erick had killed high leveled monsters headed for Spur before, on Mog’s request, but she had been adamant about refusing his help to ‘clear out the land around Spur’, because the younger crowd needed the experience and the danger of the Crystal Forest in order to grow stronger, to face the real threats out there. But even knowing that, after hearing about ‘unexpected dungeons’, Erick asked, “Want me to send some Witherings out there, into those spaces?”

“Nope.” Mog said, “Mapping them out is good, though. Makes it a lot easier for the youngsters to find the problem areas.” She asked, “Have you looked at the map you put out there, lately?”

Erick had not, but at Mog’s question, he summoned a [Scry] orb at the map. 

About two dozen people surrounded Erick’s floating, white map of the nearest thousand radial kilometers. There were also maybe four guards who had stepped in to stop a breakout of violence between two smaller groups of angry people. Most of the people standing around, studying the map, were just talking to each other as they planned their course. Most of them looked like rookies, with basic, mismatched equipment, but some of them had custom, highly magical items, like one incani guy in black, flickering armor, and an orcol woman in a sundress made of feathers.

He came back to himself. “That got popular rather fast.”

Mog asked, “Would you be interested in putting up more of those, for other targets? Finding some of the monsters on the boards takes a lot of time.” 

“Oh? Sure. Absolutely. Once a day? Or?”

“Nothing like that.” Mog said, “But as a bonus for some of our higher leveled people, sometimes. I can just send a message to Poi over there, like I did before?”

Erick smiled. “I’d love to help. Ah. I also came here to get one of those black rocks you use to level [Strike].”

Mog scrunched her face in a cross between disbelief, and amusement. “Sure. We got those.” She lifted her head toward the bar area of the third floor as a tendril of thought left her head. She said to Erick, “Coming right up.”

Erick did not see who she motioned toward, but in seconds, one of the barbacks, a young incani guy, came walking out from behind the counter. He came to Mog’s table and set down a black stone.

Mog said, “Thanks.” The kid bowed, and stepped away. Mog picked the stone up. She held the rock in her fingers and tapped it with her thumb. A small crack of sound crashed from the tiny rock. She said, “They’re just some alchemical iron rocks, made to deform rather than break. Here.” She handed the rock to Erick. 

He took the rock, and almost dropped it. He had 82 Strength, so the rock wasn’t heavy, but it was surprising to have something that looked like it weighed a few ounces, at most, end up weighing a full kilogram. He said, “That’s heavier than I thought it would be.”

“That’s a larger rock than most.” Mog asked, “What’s the plan with [Strike]?”

“Going for [Melee Reflection], but first, I’m trying to see how Mana and Health can play nicely together in combination skills and spells.” Erick used [Strike] against the stone, tapping it with his finger. 

He did not blink, but he missed the moment of attack, anyway. Erick’s thumb was on the stone. He giggled as the phantom of some passing sensation lingered in his finger, and in his arm. 

Mog joyfully asked, “Was that your very first [Strike]?”

“Ha ha! Yes.” Erick said, “That was very weird, too. I didn’t get the full feeling of it all.”

“Ha!” Mog said, “[Strike] is one of those special skills that returns your investment, ten-fold. If you use it right, [Strike] does a shit-ton more than even the strongest [Force Bolt].”

“I bet it would!” 

Mog laughed, happy, and then the moment was over. She sighed. She glanced away, giving an annoyed look to the people waiting for her, for their appointment. She looked to Erick, saying, “It was good seeing you.”

Erick said, “It was good seeing you, too.”

Mog grinned, saying, “Don’t be a stranger.”

Erick got up from his chair, and turned to her. Mog was quite beautiful, in multiple ways. Not just the physical, but most of all, she was open and honest. 

Erick said, “See you later, Mog.”

Mog nodded, saying, “See you later, Erick.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick’s next stop was the Guardhouse, to speak to the orangescale Guardmaster, Merit. 

Teressa met Erick and Poi at the front entrance of the huge, cube block of a building. From there, they went upstairs. Erick briefly [Scry]ed on the [Cascade Imaging] he left north of the city, mostly just to dismiss the effect, but also to see how many people his spell had attracted; he almost felt bad canceling the magic in front of thirty-odd people. 

He returned his attention back to his body, and took another step up the staircase, leading into the center of the building. The bustle and anger of guards and their quarry were left behind, as Erick turned a corner, and then another. Soon, he was in the central courtyard of the Guardhouse. 

Either he or Ophiel should have been here, in the central courtyard, hours before now. But time got away from him, as it usually did. Erick summoned another Ophiel. The little winged [Familiar] fluttered through the air, chirping and humming violins as his eyes wandered in all directions, catching on the other people in the courtyard. And then Erick blipped him away, to join the rest flying out across the Crystal Forest, waiting for Merit’s searching orders. 

The woman in question stood to the side of the courtyard space, her silver armor glinting in the sunlight, her orange scales as vibrant as her casual glare. Merit looked to Erick like he had fucked up, and maybe he had fucked up by being a few hours later than he thought he would be… 

He looked to the plates of body parts. Somehow, he had forgotten that part.

Oh yeah. He had fucked up. 

Erick said, “Oh. Uh.”

What other words could he really say?

Merit asked, “Do you have a problem with me?”

“What? No.” Erick said, “It’s—”

“Because the missing people that these body parts represent could either be found dead or alive.” Merit said, “My people are still looking for them, but you can look faster, and cleaner, than anyone else I know.”

“You’re right.” Erick asked, “Where are we searching, first? What happened?”

“Just Spur.” Merit added, “There was a capture, and a ransom. If they’re not in Spur anymore, then they were tricked into accepting a [Teleport] but that seems unlikely based on the note.”

Erick cast into the center of the courtyard. A sphere of cascading light high above scanned the land with radiowaves, while a white fog floated out of the air in front of Erick, coalescing into a hovering, chunky space, five meters across. It would take minutes for the spell to properly form its map, but Erick could change the spell’s targets with secondary casts, as many times as needed. 

He walked over to the silver trays. Three right handed thumbs, each a slightly different shade of purple than the last; incani, probably. Each thumb was under an individual [Preservation Ward]. Erick asked, “Does it matter where we start?”

“No. Any would be fine.”

Erick had the Ophiel on his shoulder flutter down to the leftmost thumb and touch a wing to the body part. Erick pushed mana through his [Familiar], onto the thumb, enveloping it in his power as he cast through his [Familiar], targeting the DNA within. The cascading orb in the sky flickered once, as the map below began to populate with blue markings. 

[Scry] eyes appeared above the map; Merit’s Scryers, the guards whose job it was to search the city for the perpetrators. The normal silver-clad guards seen around the city, every day, would come later, after the Scryers had their prey. 

Erick’s spell worked fast. The Scryers and the Guard worked just as fast. Erick managed to catch the end of the altercation through a well positioned Ophiel. 

In a house on the northern side of Spur, the Guard came down like a vengeful hammer, cracking open the building with [Stoneshape] spells, distracting the occupants in the basement below while others blipped in, and slammed manacles onto the kidnappers. One minute later, three humans Erick had never seen before were thrown in a carriage, and on their way to the Guardhouse for interrogation and otherwise.

The three incani victims were released from their own manacles and blipped away by guards. Erick caught words in the air about ‘the church’ and ‘healers’, so he assumed they were off to High Priestess Darenka or, more likely, one of the doctors over at the Interfaith Church, to restore their thumbs and the other wounds, all across their bodies. 

Erick came back to himself, and felt his skin go cold, despite the sun overhead. 

Merit smiled at nothing in particular, and this time it seemed real. 

Erick forced himself to emotional stability, then said, “Please let me know if you need help with something like this, ever again. I’ll be sure to respond a lot faster than I did today.”

Merit looked to him, and said, “Of course, Erick.”

Erick looked to her fingers, and saw a silver band. “You got the ring shipments I sent out, right? I made some better ones.” He held up his own hand, and its silver ring. “Plus 31 to All Stats—” He tried a joke, to lighten the mood. “Though I can’t quite say that, these days, can I?”

Merit was in a mood that was neither bad, nor good, but it certainly wasn’t a joking mood. She simply said, “We’ll take another ring shipment, but the smaller versions would be fine.”

“… Really?” Erick asked. “You sure you don’t want the larger ones?”

“Yes.” She said, “Most of my people wear their rings on their toes, or on a necklace under their shirt. They might not get the same benefit, but it does well enough to prevent thefts and unexpected assaults.”

“That happens?”

“Of course it does.” Merit said, “The smaller artifacts are good enough; no need to go making my people look too much like targets, rather than enforcers.”

“… Okay.” Erick turned to Teressa. “Are you going to stick around?”

Teressa looked to Merit.

Merit said, “We can still use you. [Witness] on the containment location would be a good start.”

“Ma’am,” Teressa said, as she nodded. She turned to Erick, “It’s like that, then.”

Erick placed a Handy Aura hand on Poi’s shoulder, and said, “Until next time.”

Merit nodded. 

Erick blipped away, back to the house with Poi in tow.
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                Erick collapsed in his chair in the library, emotionally drained. 

His mere participation in a very necessary criminal proceeding resulted in people getting out from a dangerous situation. He had no idea what their situation was, exactly, for the problem was between humans and incani, and it was either some complicated Quiet War bullshit, or some uncomplicated hatred. But Erick had rescued people from kidnappers; at least that much was true, wasn’t it?

… He would find out more from Teressa, when she got back, and if she didn’t know any more about whatever had happened to those people, or if she couldn’t say, then he would drop it, then and there. 

And another thing! He honestly had no reason to mistrust Merit as much as he did; the woman had undoubtedly saved his life with her patrols around the district, and she definitely saved his life all the other times she worked in the background, making Spur a safer place for people like him. 

And then there was the development of him having a ‘vote’ on allowing nobility into Spur. And he was part of the ‘ruling class’, according to Apogee. And he could control the weather and was apparently a ‘Hero of Veird’, according to his possible Abilities. He was already an ‘archmage’...

Erick wasn’t quite comfortable having this level of political power, or this much influence in city events, or any of that. Sure, he had the freedom to do whatever he wanted, but all this power also made life and the decisions he made much more complicated. 

But he didn’t want to become a hermit... 

Erick leaned back in his chair, and stared at the ceiling for a long time, as he listened to Ophiel chirp and sing in quiet violin sounds on his perch. 

Was this the life he wanted? Or did he want something simpler? What ever happened to raining on the Farms and playing with magic?

Oh. Right. Shades happened.

Erick closed his eyes. He breathed. He relaxed. And then he opened his eyes and kept on keeping on, just like the song.

Mog’s rock was still in his pocket. He fished it out, sat up, and began experimenting with [Strike]. First, he tapped the rock with this thumb, normally. Nothing overt happened; he just tapped his finger against the alchemical iron and felt its weight in his hand. 

He tapped the rock with a [Strike], and noticed a disconnect, somewhere between the thought, the action, and the effect. A weirdness, unlike he had ever felt before in his magic. But this wasn’t magic, was it? This was a Health-fueled skill.

[Strike] happened a fraction of a second before his thumb touched the stone, causing his finger to lurch toward the rock, like a sped-up video, jamming his thumb in a way that probably would have caused him pain; his [Personal Ward] flashed, the tiniest bit of white light. When the [Strike] was over, Erick pulled his thumb away from the stone. A small dent was there, but it was so small that maybe Erick just hadn’t noticed it before now. 

He briefly checked his Status; his Health was still full. He had spent some HP to [Strike] the stone, but it had already regenerated. He struck the stone again, trying to get his timing down better. 

Twenty [Strike]s later, he had figured out some of the skill. 

[Strike] worked better when you were already on track to hit properly, when the usage of the skill was more like a part of the flow, instead of as a last second course correction, or an impetus to action. It could definitely act like a last second correction, though. The skill could even take hold of Erick’s thumb to hit the rock when Erick held his thumb back, but was ready to [Strike] if needed. Both of those methods of [Strike] seemed inferior to [Strike]ing correctly in the first place, and letting the skill empower your motion.

When he held his thumb back, and was not even looking to [Strike] anything at all, using the skill did nothing except make him a little more awake, and aware. Not aware of anything in particular, much to Erick’s chagrin, but more like an awareness borne of too much caffeine, and no need for that caffeine; an undirected desire for some unknowable direction, that would never come. 

It was a strange experience. 

The next experiment was channeling Health through [Strike]. Erick held his palm upward, like he usually did, and admitted to himself that this part gave him a bit of apprehension. 

In all his other experience of channeling Health through anything, be it [Silent Movement] or [Perfect Hearing], the channeling of the skill brought nothing but static, or worse, to the parts of the body used in that skill. When Erick channeled Health through [Perfect Hearing], his ears filled with noise. Health channeled through [Ultrasight] brought static to his sight. Channeling through [Swift Movement] brought his body to a state of twitchy, explosive movement. [Silent Movement] caused his body to just plain stop, including his breathing, so he didn’t experiment with that one, much. 

Channeling Health through [Strike] was an undirected, feeling-out-the-world in terms of ‘can I break this, or not’. It did not channel through his open palm. [Strike] channeled through his perception of the world. 

Erick cut the skill. He took a look around him. Nothing had changed. He was still in the library, with the shelves of books and the comfy chairs and the overhead lights for easy reading, but it seemed different. Like he was feeling a memory violence in his sight, but not at all. 

Erick channeled through [Strike], again. Once again, the skill did not come through his hand, though he had tried it that way; the skill came through his entire body.

He stopped. “That’s fucking weird.”

He channeled again.

Same weirdness. Same drive to action, but without an outlet. So he tried an experiment. He held the rock in one hand, and hovered his other hand over the rock, and instead of channeling the skill like he normally channeled through his palm, he pretended his hand was the ‘weapon’ and channeled through his rigidly held pointer and middle finger.

His paired fingertips fizzled with white light, and then the channeling was out of his control. The skill activated, without his desire to activate. His fingers struck the rock, as his entire mind filled with the need to injure. He blanked as the [Strike] finished. Everything seemed to turn calm, and happy. Like a dam had released, or a weight dropped to the floor. Or post-orgasm. 

Erick laughed, and then continued to play with [Strike] until it was leveled. 

 




	
Strike X, 10-40 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Piercing Force> damage 








 

The Skill seemed to never lose its level 1 form, but around level 5, the skill had started to allow for extra damage types. That was good for actual battle, of course, but a single tap of a Force empowered [Strike] had dented Erick’s alchemical iron rock. The rock was not meant for heavy duty [Strike]s. But as for [Strike] itself, the damage type was as easy to change as thinking in a different way. 

It was a short hop from there, to testing out every damage type Erick knew of that was contained in Mana Altering. Erick discovered what many people had already known, long, long before him: the extra damage types of [Strike] were based off of Mana Altering’s options.

 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

When Erick switched types, the Health cost of [Strike] reflected the new damage type. Setting it to Decay, gave Erick a [Strike] box that looked like:

 




	
Strike X, 10-60 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Decay> damage 








 

Erick discovered an anomaly: ‘Chain’ did not work for [Strike]. Attempting for Decay and Chaingave no change, but Decay and Lightning, did. 

 




	
Strike X, 10-225 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Decay and Lightning> damage 








 

Fire, Lightning, and Ice, made:

 




	
Strike X, 10-703 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Fire, Lightning, and Ice> damage 








 

Erick got out a piece of paper, and with a lot more testing, worked some backwards math, and a formula. He didn’t work out the whole formula on his own, though, because halfway through, the math began to look familiar. He reached behind himself and pulled out a book from his library shelves, and sure enough, Erick had remembered correctly. What he was seeing here was the same formula for determining base mana costs for Mana Altering on tier 1 Force spells. 

Bludgeon, Slash, and Piercing had a 1x multiplier. Every single ‘Variable’ cost was considered a base 1.25x multiplier in the book, but in practice it was not always that way, but for the first time, Erick saw why the book designated ‘Variable’ as ‘1.25’; they got that number from [Strike]. Decay was 1.5x, but that too was not a perfectly described multiplier, except for here. 

The ‘Combine Effects’ was the tricky part. When you did that, you had to take the previous costs and multiply them all together, and then multiply it by 3, for each extra effect. The Expected Cost of a 3 Mana Altered Force spell ended up as:

[(A x B x C) (3 x 3)] x Base Spell Cost = Expected Cost

And what did a Fire, Lightning, and Ice [Strike] cost? 

1.25 x 1.25 x 1.25 = 1.95

1.95 x (3x3) = 17.57

17.57 x 40 = 703

Exactly as listed under the Fire, Lightning, and Ice [Strike].

That was just the Expected Cost, though. In practice, spells never combined so cleanly, and outside of Mana Altering and tier one Force spells, things got very tricky, very fast. As a general rule of thumb, and as the vaguest of guides, dealing 200 damage for 50 mana was good. Anything past that was wildly hard to guess at the costs, but most learned mages could give you a rough estimate of what you would expect to pay for a spell to be considered ‘good’. That estimate was usually based on the costs of the spells you were combining, some difficulty multiplier for going up the tiers, and the complexity of your desired magic.

… And the size of the spell and the scope of the targets and how the spell avoided some targets or zeroed in on others, and a whole host of other variables.

That much math was apparently, and simply, not the case for the extra damage portion of [Strike]. 

Erick giggled, then said, “Warriors have it easy, eh?”

On a whim, Erick tried to combine [Strike], [Rebound], and [Ward], with the largest concern given to transforming physical damage into a wave and then turning it back on the enemy.

A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Strike Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 199 mana per second.

Reflect basic [Strike]s used against you.








 

Erick was not expecting success, and his expectations matched the outcome of his experiment. It was only a tier two spell, though. He tore it apart, letting the pieces of the combo fall back to their respective corners of his soul. He could try again tomorrow. 

But [Strike] was pretty fun. Maybe he could make some other combos, in other ways?

How about a ranged [Strike]? [Conjure Weapon] for javelins? 

He said to himself, “Sure! Why not! Let’s add another fun experiment to the ever growing pile.” He conjured a blackboard next to him with taunting words already written upon its surface. “Oh holy shit. I still haven’t done any of that.” 

 




	
Combat experience. (never ending)

Support Jane. (happily and hopefully never ending)

Monster knowledge.

Finding allies.

-Odaali (And Greensoil Republic?)

-Archmages (Syllea, in particular)

-Oceanside

-Wasteland

-Gods? What can gods even do? Probably have to go with champions. 

Uncovering the purpose of Candlepoint. (And dead people!)

[Teleport Spell]

[Teleport Object]

[Teleport Other]

[Gate], via Fork and Wayfinders (Archmage Tenebrae, too)

Another [Familiar]

Create Stat fruits.

Support Guard and Army and Guilds with rings

Keep Spur safe 

Community Garden Council, and necessary rains (make staff of rain?)

Enchant staffs of my other spells; [Exalted Storm Aura]

[Renew]; still haven’t figured that out.

[Control Weather] artifact for Sininindi.








 

“Oh no! Wait. I did the rains.” Erick erased that from the board, and smiled. Then he lost his smile. With conjured chalk and an expertly controlled Handy Aura, Erick added a few more goals to the bottom of the list. 

 




	
Pure Melee Reflection Ward? Aura? Which is better? Try for aura, too.

Remake all Basic Tier spells that I can. 

Find out nobility’s goals. 

True All-Stat enchantment.

Mana Generation spell for Jane.

Ranged [Strike]. [Conjure Flying Striking Weapon]?

Ritual spells?

Cooperative Casting? 








 

Erick read his list for a while, then thought about a melee reflection aura. It had Aurify in its combination, so he could try right now, instead of waiting another day. So he did. 

 




	
Strike Reflection Aura, instant, self, 212 mana per second.

Reflect basic [Strike]s used against you.








 

Another failure? Maybe he wasn’t imagining [Strike] correctly. That was probably it. He tore apart the spell as he looked to the top of his list, at ‘Combat Experience’, and wondered when Kiri would be back. He could use some more sparring. 

But for now, Erick looked upon his goals, and decided, “Time to knock out some [Teleport Spells].”

Ophiel twittered on his perch, by Erick’s chair, fluffing himself up before he let out a happy smattering of violin chirps, then blipped away, out to the Crystal Forest, happy for some action. Erick summoned another one to sit back down on the perch. 

Poi walked into the Library, lightly holding a rod of [Treat Wounds].

Erick smiled. “Nice timing, Poi.”

Poi just smirked, as he sat down in the chair across from Erick. He picked up a book of his own, and started reading.

 

- - - -

 

With a dozen white wings, stretching out to catch the wind, Ophiel flew across the orange sands of the Crystal Forest. Clouds lingered in the sky above, and the day was not quite as hot as usual, but the air was still warm, and smelled lightly of static, and rain. Wind trickled through Ophiel’s feathers, as his eyes scanned the dunes below. Here was as good a spot as any. 

Feathers, wings, and eyes, lined with light, bright and expansive, as Ophiel’s sight and senses competed with the minor shadows racing across the expanse below, cast by the clouds above. Ophiel won, pushing back the dim darkness, as he gathered light from everywhere and folded it around himself, forming a house-sized expanse of gently glowing brightness. 

Ophiel dipped down to the ground. He was not fully light, not right now; merely lined in radiance given form and function. Wind still brushed against his body, but he no longer held himself up with air; there was no need. He picked up a clump of dirt with hands made of brilliance, and shaped it into a stone with a bit of other magics. When he stopped his shaping, the boulder was a good meter across, but Ophiel lifted it like it was nothing. 

With a tug and a shift, the boulder moved into the light, dull orange rock flashing to neon orange, and held in place with a firm grip. 

The neon rock flickered under concentrated thought, moving left and right inside Ophiel’s brilliant aura. And then it ripped apart, shattering through the space like a bomb going off, tearing apart light and ripping through Ophiel. 

Wings disintegrated. Eyes cracked and broke like smashed marbles. Feathers vanished.

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself. 

“Hmm,” he said, before sending another Ophiel out into the desert. 

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel hovered over a vast, bright land, much further north than before. Here, there were no shadows, only the bright, bright sun. He picked up an orange stone and turned it neon, again, but he also turned his entire self to light, as well. 

Neon orange brilliance stretched into a possibility curve; it could be here, or there, or over there. 

And then it was an explosion. Ophiel’s lightform body briefly pulsed away from the epicenter of the failed experiment, like a cloud of light cast into the wind, but he reformed almost instantly. There was no need to resummon Ophiel, this time. 

 

- - - -

 

Again. Again. Again. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick read the black book the Wayfarers had given him, looking for clues. Three hours later, Erick started making dinner. After Teressa came back and dinner was over, and she couldn’t talk about what happened to the kidnapping victims, Erick sent his Ophiels back out to the Crystal Forest.

 

- - - -

 

The sun hovered in the western sky, casting long shadows across the wavy dunes below, turning the world red, gold, orange, and many shades of blue darkness. Gentle winds blew from the north, as Ophiel, bathed in light and light itself, hovered over the twilight land.

At a touch of intent, boulders raised from the sand, to turn neon under Ophiel’s influence. And then neon stretched; here and there at the same time, like the world rippled at a point, light flexed back and forth. Neon orange was two places at once, its original and a new spot, not too far away.

The rock dropped outside of Ophiel’s influence. It was no longer made of light, as it crashed in the shadows below, cratering a tiny, tiny part of the world. 

Ophiel trilled in violin harps, thrumming reality with a happy, fresh sound and light, that radiated in all directions like a minor second sun, for the briefest of moments. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself, to see two blue boxes hovering in front of him. 

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Teleport Object, here you go:








 




	
Teleport Object 1, instant, touch, 25 mana + Variable

An object you touch moves to another known location, within 1 kilometer.








 

Erick picked up an unimportant book from the shelves; an easily replaceable treatise on weather patterns of the world. Holding the book in his right hand, he cast. The book appeared over his left hand. He caught it, and giggled. 

The book blipped back and forth, from one hand to the other, a few times, before Erick turned his attention back to Ophiel, still out in the desert. 

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel zipped through the twilight evening, back to the cubic meter sized boulder he had cast out into the world. The boulder was now in pieces; broken from the fall and barely distinguishable from the crater it had created. With a bit of [Stoneshape], the boulder came back together, for more experimenting. 

A thousand arms of wind and intent reached out from Ophiel’s winged body. The [Familiar] touched the stone, holding its hefty weight into the air, as he supported the extra mass with a few more hands pressed against the ground. 

Blip went the stone, passing from one side of Ophiel to the other, instantly reappearing in other airy hands, on Ophiel’s other side. Wings shifted as weight transferred, and Ophiel steadied himself. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick checked his mana. That single blip had cost him close to a 25 mana, while blipping the book had cost him the base, Clarity-cut cost of around 12 mana. The boulder was just north of ‘medium sized’, but maybe it was the weight that caused the cost to rise? [Stoneshape X] allowed him to work large sized amounts of stone for 50 minutes, for 100 mana, and a large size of stone was roughly a 5 by 5 by 5 cubic meter of space, or 125 cubic meters of stone. [Stoneshape] always cut when he reached that ‘large-sized’ limit, though. He couldn’t just pick up a small house and move it around for an hour. He could, however, pick up a small house and move it over a meter or two.

‘Large sized’ wasn’t always uniform among every spell, or among every caster, but for Erick, ‘Large sized’ was generally 5 to 7 meters across. A large amount of weight, however, like that in his [Teleporting Platform] spell, was only 5 tons. 

 




	
Teleporting Platform, instant, 197 MP + Variable, 204 MP per person + Variable

Create a mobile, hovering platform of stone that moves quickly at your discretion. Supports a large amount of weight. Lasts 1 hour.

You and the people or objects on your Teleporting Platform appear in a known location, max 1000km distance








 

… So how big of a stone ball could Erick blip?

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel descended to the ground and pulled on a 5 by 5 by 5 section of sand, lifting the rock up into the air, scattering smaller stones and glowbugs out of the way. He had to recast the spell once, but that was fine. Sand rushed underneath the floating stone, to fill the void left behind. When the sand below had turned stable again, Ophiel let the mass drop, whumphing the house-sized boulder into the land. Sand billowed outward, as the shockwave from the drop vibrated a small part of the Crystal Forest. 

Mimics, some dozens of meters away, some hundreds, jolted to life, before settling back down; whatever had disturbed them had done so far enough away that they didn’t care, or so close, and so strongly, that they dared not investigate.

With a hand made of intent and air, Ophiel touched the stone, and blipped it away, directly up, two kilometers straight into the sunset sky.

 

- - - -

 

Erick briefly came back to himself, as an unexpectedly strong spell rushed through his body, leaving a chill in its wake. That was a lot of mana! He checked his Status. 

He said, “Over three thousand mana! Ha!”

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel hovered away from the future impact site, as he watched the sky above. 

Slowly, the stone came into view, like a dot half orange and half black, against the gold-red-purple sky. And then all at once, it came faster and faster. The stone descended under the power of gravity, and was made all that stronger for its simplicity. Ophiel rushed to get away as Erick suddenly realized that this would be bigger than he thought it would, but it was too late, and not enough, so he switched to light, transforming to the intangible, right as the stone touched down. 

Stone plunged down. Sand erupted into the sky. A vibration cracked through the world, heralding a wave of power and dirt and stone and sand that rushed away from the impact site, filtering through Ophiel’s intangible form like so much dirt passing through air. 

When the dust cleared and the sand settled, Ophiel bore witness to a crater more than a hundred meters across, with rims larger than most dunes. The sides were made of sand that was already rushing down the crater walls, but of the bottom, it looked like normal, if darker, desert soil. If the original ‘meteor’ was part of that loamy land down there, Erick could not readily tell. It had likely been destroyed in the crash. 

This was an impressive lot of destruction.

And it was kinda fun!

Okay. It was a whole lot of fun.

Erick cast down immense stones from the sky a few more times, in the same location, leveling his magic in the pursuit of joy, spell levels, and knowledge.

… Not like anyone else was around to see his fun times. He had checked.

Over the course of leveling [Teleport Object] to 10, and seeing that the spell now had a max range of 10 kilometers, Erick discovered some fun facts. 

A full strength [Prismatic Ward] from Ophiel would not survive a direct strike of a large-sized stone, but an indirect strike that only clipped the dense air, sometimes survived. There was no issue surviving the shockwaves and debris. 

He also discovered that he could [Teleport Object] the stone, right before it touched the ground, blipping the stone in place, and ‘bleed off’ all the stone’s momentum. There seemed to be no control over this functionality. Momentum always bled away, every [Teleport Object]. If Erick wanted a spell that maintained momentum he would likely have to make a tier 2 spell.

And now that he saw what [Teleport Object] was capable of…

… Erick had no doubt that there was someone in Spur, whose entire job it was to watch for this type of attack and ‘catch’ the falling stones, so [Teleport Object] could not be so easily deployed against cities. Was this person someone in the Wayfarer’s Guild, perhaps? That seemed likely. 

But what happened to the object’s momentum? All that ‘bleed off’ energy had to go somewhere, maybe? What happened when spells produced byproducts—

[Cleanse]. Right. Duh. 

Was [Cleanse] the solution to stray spell phenomenon? Where would [Teleport Object]’s stray phenomenon go? What would it look like? Was [Teleport] causing stray spell phenomenon all the time? Was Erick overthinking this whole thing? Probably.

Anywho! Back to learned facts: 

By combining [Force Bolt]s innate ability and desire to touch things from afar, with [Teleport Object], Erick managed to make:

 




	
Teleport Ranged Object, instant, long range, 30 mana + Variable

An object you touch moves to another known location, within 5 kilometers.








 

- - - -

 

Erick came back to himself, smiling and laughing. He looked over to Kiri, sitting across the library from him, and said, “— Oh! Kiri! Welcome back! How did it go?”

Kiri smiled as she looked up from her book, saying, “It went great. I can’t really talk about it, but I can say that they’ve taken the Charisma belt and they are investigating the Stat. Charisma seems pretty scary, though.” She gestured to the blackboard Erick had left up, saying, “But that’s more impressive than what happened to me. That’s your goal list, isn’t it? I especially like the ‘Mana Generation’ entry.”

“Oh yeah.” Erick said, “I have absolutely no idea where to even start on that one.” He asked, “What does a good [Melee Reflection] look like? Do you know?”

“No idea.” Kiri said, “I always felt I was better served by [Blink]ing out of a warrior’s [Strike], than trying to reflect it. [Strike Reflection] only works on [Strike], too. So if they don’t [Strike] you, then you’ve just wasted mana you could have spent in other, better ways.”

“… It only works on [Strike]?” Erick said, “I was hoping for a [Melee Reflection].”

Kiri smirked. “Maybe, when you get [Teleport Other], you can try for a [Delayed Teleport Other] that activates if someone tries to deal more than 100 damage to you. You’d have to include an intent scanner in the spell, or perhaps a velocity scanner. They might get one hit off on you, too, so you need to ensure that they only ever get the one.”

Erick thought about that for a long moment. He said, “That’s a good idea.” He asked, “So what does a Mana Generation spell look like to you?”

Kiri leaned back in her chair, thinking, looking at the ceiling for a moment. Sunny curled up from around her neck, flickering green light down her serpentine, feathered length. Kiri turned to Erick, “I thought about the answer to that when I saw the board, but I honestly have no idea. Meditation doesn’t actually increase your regeneration, you know?”

“Yeah. It just opens your soul to the mana, allowing it to flow into your reserves.” Erick said, “And your reserves are dictated by your Willpower, or, more accurately: your ability to hold onto mana without having it turn into rads inside of you.”

Kiri nodded, saying, “Hence, I have no idea where to even begin for Mana Generation.” She said, “Obviously, you can just eat potions, and that works, because of the rads and the component herbs dissolved in the potion are designed to let the imbiber take in the mana in the crushed rads, without the rad reforming in their guts. But you don’t want potions. You want an actual spell you can cast on yourself, right?”

“Right.” Erick said, “My main worry is that the casting of such a spell would lead to monsterfication.” He added, “Or require a material component, and thus become a ritual spell.” 

“I imagine any type of Mana Generation spell would have to be a ritual spell, with minute long cast times, and such.” Kiri said, “But that’d be fine. Getting your mana back in minutes, without the use of potions? Sure? Why not? Better than risking the condensation of intestinal rads.” She conceded, “But still: possible monsterfication.” She glanced back up at the blackboard, saying, “Such a spell seems like it might lead to this [Renew] you talked about, before.”

Erick frowned. He thought. He looked back to his board, then to Kiri, asking, “How so?”

Kiri let her words come out, half thought, “Renewing an ongoing spell is like filling the holes created by spell degradation caused by exposure to unaligned mana, right? While Mana Generation would be like filling the holes in a person’s empty mana reserves with properly aligned mana—” Kiri paused, suddenly smiling, as she said, “Oh hey! That sort of works, doesn’t it?”

Erick smiled as he laughed, then said, “Maybe that would work! Neat!” He said, “I wasn’t thinking of it in that way. I was thinking more of the creation of mana, itself.”

Kiri went, “Oohhh.” She paused. She scrunched her face. She said, “Nope. No idea how to do that one. Mana is neither used nor created in spellwork. Even if a person is inside an antirhine room, where mana doesn’t move except to stay inside… the mana isn’t used up or created by any known spellwork. If mana was created, then the room would burst its surroundings, or generate rads in the person, or in the space. If mana was used up, then it would crunch the space inward.”

“They had to use smaller spells in those experiments, though, right?” Erick said, “Those were small, room-sized experiments. Maybe bigger spells could create mana?”

“… Eh. I don’t know about that.” Kiri offered, “But you could build an antirhine room and test some of this out, if you wanted? Do some experiments? It’s ungodly expensive to make, but I bet the guard or Silverite has some leftover antirhine walls that came out of that Daydropper stuff, maybe?”

“Eh.” Erick said, “Maybe.” He waved off the idea, saying, “Not important. Too many things to do already. [Renew] is a large enough problem to work on, especially if I could make it possible to use on a person, to restore their mana reserves.”

“This talk has me thinking...” Kiri said, “I think I’d like to make a [Mana Generator] spell. One that actually produces new mana.”

“Pff! Why?”

“Because...” Kiri looked a little shy, as she said, “You once told me of the size of the universe, but I’ve already read about the size of the Old Cosmology, and all the old planar systems and how they worked, and how you could journey from one end of known space to the other, and never reach the end.” She said, “But the Script is the only thing that keeps Veird alive, that keeps the mana here, and allows magic to happen. And that’s… Well it’s terrifying. As far as I know, new mana is never made; it’s only recycled. But if we had a way to make new mana we could make those spaceships that you talked about. Once we got that, we could plant [Script]s on the other rescued planets of this New Cosmology, and expand to places untouched by Melemizargo and other monsters.

“Maybe, one day, we could even travel around our Sun System, like they used to in the Old Cosmology.” She shrugged, adding, “Maybe the universe wouldn’t seem so impossibly large and scary, if we could explore more of it in the safety of the Script.”

Ophiel chirped on his perch, as Sunny flickered different colors, and Erick felt a swell of pride in his chest for his apprentice. 

“Kiri!” Erick smiled wide, then said, “I never knew you had such large ambitions!”

She laughed, saying, “I don’t! Not really... But it’s a nice thought.” Her eyes got a little wide, as she casually stared off into nothing, saying, “The universe is too damn big and too darn small, all at the same time.”

Erick said, “You know: There’s that quest for a spaceship on Candlepoint’s quest board.” He warned, “If you worked toward such a goal, then it would likely get stolen by Darkness, and made into a weapon so the Shades could escape Veird, and destroy everyone left behind.”

“… Oh. Right.” Kiri, mortified, said, “Then maybe I won’t work on Mana Generation.” She added, “But… Now that I think on it... Someone else has to have solved this problem, already, if for no other reason than for the thrill of new magics. Maybe Melemizargo already has this spell?” She added, “Melemizargo likely already has every magic there is, and a lot more besides.”

“Ah. Yeah. Maybe? He is the old god of magic… But he’s been insane for a long time, so...”

“Maybe his magics never got used to their greatest effects?” Kiri said, “Melemizargo’s plan for ending it all has been going on for a long time, but he never really succeeds, thank the gods. But. Maybe… Maybe he already has many of his pieces, but they’re all over the place? If that is his true goal? To burn it all and then return to the Old Cosmology?”

“Scary thoughts! But ultimately, unsolvable, as of this moment.” Erick smiled, saying, “I made some lemon cookies while you were out. Let’s talk more about goals over some snacks.” He got up from his chair, asking, “And then, perhaps, a spar?”

Kiri smiled, enthusiastically agreeing, “Yes.”

Erick led the way out of the library, but paused at the archway, and turned back for a moment. With a quick Handy Aura swipe, he marked ‘[Teleport Object]’ off from his own list of goals. 

One down! Many more to go.

 

- - - -

 

Over lemon cookies and honeyed tea, for it was too late for coftea, Erick and Kiri spoke of magic and spell formulas, of monsters and mysteries of the world, and about allies, and enemies. Tomorrow would be the first day of the last month of the year. In three weeks, Festival Week would begin, and after all of those celebrations, Water Season would come to Spur, once again. Erick kinda wanted to visit Teressa’s people for Festival week, for there was something fun going on there, for sure, and Teressa seemed enthusiastic about the idea. 

… He also needed to get around to talking to Archmage Syllea, and visiting her then might be a good idea. 

Sparring with Kiri was a rash idea, soon forgotten; it was too late. Sitting and sharing stories was much better. 

Erick said, “I’ll have been on Spur for a year, in about forty five days. [Call Lightning] will come into the Script in, like, 65? Something like that. Maybe sooner. Particle Mage, too.” He added, “It was the beginning of summer in my world when we popped over, but it was spring when we got here. Or… the end of winter, actually.”

“What was your climate, like? Where you lived?” Kiri asked, refilling her tea, and Erick’s. “Right now, it’d be snowing back in Tower Town.”

Erick picked up another lemon cookie, saying. “Snow. I miss the snow. Great fields of soft white that crunched under your boots, and all the forests had a deep, cold sound. Lakes cracking under ice freezes. Cold so deep it shattered trees, sometimes.” Erick looked away, thinking of another time, and place. He said, “There was a softness to that sound, that I’ll never see again. I would never be comfortable enough to enjoy such a vista on Veird, I think. Too many monsters.”

Kiri smiled softly, to herself. She sipped her tea. “I would like to visit a world without monsters. I had an older brother when I was four— I still have a lot of brothers. But… He had just Matriculated but it was heavy winter. He went out into the snowfields one day, searching for monsters to fight. He never came back.” She said, “Someone found his body the next day. He was about four kilometers north of the city walls, in the ditch beside the road. We think bandits got him and dumped the body where it would be found.” 

Erick felt a lurch in his chest. He said, “That’s awful Kiri. I’m sorry that happened.”

“At least they dropped the body where it would be seen.” Kiri said, “Some people don’t even get that.”

Erick shivered. “That’s… terrible...”

Kiri said, “Yes. It was.” 

“How’s the rest of your family, these days?”

“They’re all in Odaali, now, working on—”

Erick heard someone walking to the kitchen, moments before Poi walked into the room, wearing loose pajamas. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his bluescaled hand; he was not fully awake.

“Si—” Poi yawned, huge, then said, “There’s an Ancient Stone Elemental coming toward Spur, from the north east. Estimated time of arrival is 3 hours. Either of you two, please kill it?”

Erick said, “I’ll take this one.”

Kiri giggled, asking, “You will?”

“I have a spell I want to try out, and a walking mountain is the perfect target.” Erick said, “[Teleport Object] and [Stoneshape], like you said for [Comet Swarm] however long ago you said.”

Poi said, “Here,” as he sent Erick a telepathic image of the location, and added, “Back to bed.”

Kiri asked, “Where is it?”

“Nope.” Poi said, “You get to watch Erick.”

“Ah.” Kiri looked down at her cup. “Right. Yes. Of course.”

Erick asked, “And that reminds me. Either of you two know if there’s someone in Spur who looks out for falling rocks and blips them away? To stop them from impacting the city? And if so, why was that boulder allowed to fall on my house?”

Poi rattled off, “There are several people like that, and there are velocity attuned [Alarm Ward]s cast high above the city to warn of any lethal, major attacks. The stone triggered nothing because it was below the threat threshold.”

“… Really?”

Poi said, “Yes. The dropping of stones is a minor problem that we usually just deal wi—” He yawned again, then continued, “That we usually just deal with, as any city would deal with attempted murder.” He lazily added, “Or attempted… whatever. The Guard can’t, and shouldn’t, protect from every little thing.”

Erick smiled. He said, “Go back to bed, Poi. Thank you.”

“Aye, sir!” Poi half-mocked, as he smiled and walked away, scratching his belly as he turned the corner of the kitchen archway. 

Erick looked to Kiri. “This might not take long.”

She smiled, and refilled her cup. “I want to see the aftermath, though.”

“Of course.” Erick summoned another Ophiel, and sent him blipping away in a flash of white light.

 

- - - -

 

Stars glittered above in the black expanse of the sky, while half moons held on the horizon, casting silver and pink light across the dune-filled land. Cold winds blew from the north. And the world vibrated under a thousand thousand stone legs.

Because down below, a mountain walked the land.

A hundred meters wide, and fifty tall, the three peaked, minor mountain range of a monster rolled across the dark dunes. Faint orange glows held in the deeper cracks of the stone beast, a cross between lava and light, revealing the magical nature of the moving mountain; as if its movement wasn’t revelation enough. Down on the ground, in front of the roiling dust storm that the beast threw into the air with its travels, glowed bright orange orbs, each the size of a person’s head, or smaller. They were the creature’s eyes, and they were focused on the prizes ahead of them; not only the bounty far ahead, in the city of Spur, where countless people vibrated the ground with their tiny lives, but even right ahead of the monster, where smaller monsters tried, and failed to hide their true nature as food.

Crystal mimics tried to run away from the oncoming mountain, but they could not get away, either from the immensity of the Ancient Stone Elemental, the monster’s power, or from the multitude of orange eyes around the edges. Those orange eyes locked on the mimics, but the mountain did not change course; it did not need to. Spikes of orange stone lifted up around each fleeing mimic, trapping them and pulling them down into the dirt, to feed the mountain.

Far in front of the monster, Ophiel’s wings whistled on the wind, as he flew down to the ground, and cast, chunking a huge hole into the floor of the Crystal Forest. 

Another, fainter whistling carried on the wind.

In the open sky above, the black expanse of night was briefly altered by a subtle addition; a bit of stone, raised high above, that caught on the lights of the moons, turning that ever-so-small part of the sky to something other than darkest blue. 

The stone descended. 

 

- - - -

 

The stone fell to Veird, crashing into the mountain, exploding through the Ancient Stone Elemental, transforming the monster into a volcano erupted. 

When the dirt and dust cleared. There were two mountains, now, and a lot of smaller orange eyed elementals wandering around, searching for enemies. Ophiel watched, as Erick’s mana refilled, and elementals rejoined, reforming the moving mountain. Ten minutes later, the mountain was back, but it only had two peaks, this time.

 

- - - -

 

Erick spied the spell notification, among all the kill boxes.

 




	
Stone Fall, instant, super long range, 6000 mana

Teleport a large sized stone into the sky, to fall upon a target, dealing massive physical damage.








 

Well that was less than optimal. Erick tried again, but slightly different, adding [Force Crash] and Mana Altering to the spell, to create something new. 

 




	
Force Crash X, instant, long range, 100 MP

Rain small destruction in a medium area, dealing 15 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 15 crashes.








 

- - - -

 

A minor moon appeared in the sky, then blasted apart into a hundred smaller orbs of compacted stone, that suddenly descended with whistling strength. The shotgun attack filled a minor part of the sky before it crashed against the entire mountain and the surrounding land, scattering elementals to the air, but breaking nothing. The mountain continued, slightly smaller after the barrage of stone, but still two-peaked, and headed for Spur.

… Ophiel threw out a [Withering], just to see what would happen. 

Nothing happened. There was no water in rock elementals, after all.

 

- - - -

 

Erick looked at his second, new spell.

 




	
Stone Crash, instant, super long range, 6500 mana

Cast a large size of stone into the sky, breaking it into a hundred rocks to fall upon a super large area.








 

Erick showed both his new spells to Kiri. “Do these look good?”

Her eyes went wide. “Uh.” She said, “But?” She collected her thoughts, and said, “You could try for smaller, fire imbued [Comet Swarm]s. Elementals are hard to kill because you have to change their element to kill them. Throwing stone at stone is fun, but ultimately you’re doing a lot more than you need to do. You could be spending mana more efficiently.”

Erick said, “I knew that.”

Kiri raised her eyebrows, as she looked away. “Sure.”

“I did!” Erick laughed, then said, “I’m just having some fun, testing out magics.”

“Those stone spells are fine.” Kiri said, “Not very useful for smaller scale fights, though, or actual damage, unless you manage to directly hit something.”

“The next experiment should fix that.”

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel flew wide, around the reforming mountain, while Erick recovered his mana. It didn’t take long. When he was ready, Ophiel descended, back to the ground, to hover over a boring, normal dune. The dune did not remain boring for very long. Dune turned to stone, and flaming light, and then vanished, all at once, only to reappear in the sky like a minor sun.

The sun broke into stars, then stars descended. 

Stars met stone, and exploded into light and fire, turning the night briefly to day, as shrapnel littered the land. A mountain became flaming, bright debris. Stone elementals burned, or flashed to dust, as white firelight held the night in its tight, relentless grip. Ten seconds, thirty, a full minute. Elementals died, returning to the land from whence they came. When the white fire finally passed, there were no more orange eyes in the dirt, and the mountain was no more. 

The mountain was barely a small rise in the normal features of the Crystal Forest. 

 

- - - -

 

None of the monsters Erick had killed were high enough level to give him anything close to resembling a level of his own, but the spell he had gotten out of the night was pretty good. 

 




	
Firelight Comet Swarm, instant, super long range, 8100 MP

Cast a large size of Firelight Stone into the sky, breaking it into a hundred smaller pieces to then fall upon a super large area. Deals massive initial damage + 5x WIL, and 10x WIL damage per second for 60 seconds for all in affected area.

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 

Erick smiled. “So this seems good.” He showed Kiri.

Her eyes almost bugged out. “And you made it at tier 2? Just now?”

“Yeah.” Erick said, “I think I’m getting the hang of this magic thing.”

Her voice got a little distant, and quiet, as she asked, “What did you put into it?”

“[Teleport Object]. [Stoneshape]. [Firelight Shift]. Mana Altering, 500. [Force Crash].”

Kiri gave a weak. “Haaa.” And then she sat straight. A green fire burned in her eyes, as she said, “I want to see it used. Did anything survive?”

Erick checked back to the mountain’s remains. He came back, and said, “Maybe?” He sent Kiri the location of the monster. “Once my mana comes back, I can show you the spell.”

Kiri smiled.

 

- - - -

 

Sunny, green and bright, hovered in the dark night, next to Ophiel. The not-couatl flickered green colors, happy to be out in the sky. Ophiel replied in trills and whistles, then led the way to the ground. 

Sunny and Kiri watched as the sky filled with a hundred flaming, white comets. The spell descended upon the land, just as an orange eye lifted from underneath the sand. The survivor did not survive, this time. 

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    That formula for Mana Altering costs! I'm not happy with it; it's clunky. I tried to remember how to write out a proper n formula, but my brain failed me. If someone could write it out better I will edit your contribution in and give you a shoutout in the comments. 

Patrons already have 101! 

Thanks for reading. 

Also! Here's a fun crater calculator~



                



098, 1/2


                What Erick called ‘burgers’ and what everyone else called ‘patties’, sizzled on the flat top stove, next to a nice pile of caramelized onions. Those two items alone were enough to fill the kitchen and the rest of the first floor of the house with savory smells. Kiri scattered bright red and black spices on the browning meat, further flavoring the air with dried peppers and crushed peppercorns.

“You know? You’re the only one who doesn’t cook with bluebell,” Erick said, as he washed the lettuce for the salad. 

Kiri tossed the grilling onions, saying, “I don’t see the appeal. It’s too… soft? Not exactly flowery, even though it is a flower, but… it’s like? Eh. It’s too subtle. That’s the word.” She added more ground peppercorns, saying, “I want to taste the spice.” 

Erick said, “There’s this spice on Earth that’s a lot worse than bluebell. It’s called parsley, and I never understood why anyone cooked with it. It’s basically lettuce, but sized for sprinkling—”

The door to the house opened. Someone walked inside. 

Erick glanced over, through the light, his eyes acting as though he was there in person, in the foyer. He spoke through the light, to the arrival, saying, “Welcome home, Teressa!” 

Teressa looked around. “What’s going on?”

Erick, still in the kitchen, but with senses in the foyer, said, “I’m playing around with [Lightwalk]. Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.” He withdrew back to himself, and called out, “I tapped the keg already!”

Teressa walked into the kitchen, saying, “You call it [Lightwalk], but that is not [Lightwalk].”

With a gentle grip of white glows, and while he was chopping onions three meters away, Erick filled a mug of beer for Teressa. He floated it toward her, saying, “A guy has to have some secrets, right?”

Teressa took the mug and a sip, then said, “I’m not complaining. Just sayin’.”

Kiri watched as Erick floated a jar of salad dressing out of the cold box, using nothing but a wrap of white glows. She said, “I think I need to get [Lightwalk]. Is that option for the light dungeon still available?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “As far as I know. Just gotta talk to Merith, the River Mage who oversees the whole thing. You remember her?”

“I remember her.”

“They might have some people currently harvesting it all, so you probably have to put in a request.” Erick said, “But whenever you want to go is fine with me. We can handle you being gone for a week.”

Kiri smiled as she poked at the onions, saying, “Thank you.”

“It’s an option for everyone.” Erick said, “Far as I know, that’s what I asked for and what the Headmaster agreed to.”

“I don’t want it,” Teressa said, walking over to the grill. “No bluebell?”

Kiri smirked, saying, “You can make dinner tomorrow with all the bluebell you want. I’m going to look into getting [Lightwalk]. Maybe they’ll be able to take me tomorrow and I can avoid your bluebell travesties.”

“Have you tried aura work, Kiri?” Erick asked, setting the finished salad aside. “I couldn’t manage any, but you should theoretically be able to remake every spell using that, too.”

Kiri flipped the cooked burgers, then added cheese. As slices of yellow melted into the meat, she said, “Aura work was considered purely esoteric back at the Tower, so I never got the opportunity, and I never had the desire. We mostly just fought with each other and learned how to work the spells necessary to hold the line, to be proper soldiers.” She added, “I mean. Obviously, soldiers are needed, and I learned a lot. But being out in the world had been better for me, I think. The point is: I never heard of anyone remaking any spells with any aura work, either. The only things they taught were how to feel out your aura, so you could avoid hitting your allies with any aura spells.” 

“I still have to try that [Fireball Aura].” Erick said, “I wonder if it would hurt.”

Teressa laughed, then said, “I’ll get the rod of [Treat Wounds] ready.”

Kiri said, “The first time I used my [Fireball Aura] was the last time I ever used that awful thing. I needed a rush to the doctor— That reminds me. I once saw Jane use a [Force Shrapnel] fire aura, and a [Cleanse Aura] at the same time. It was interesting. They worked well together, for reasons I never really considered until recently.”

“Oxygen makes fire burn better.” Erick nodded, saying, “[Cleanse] would restore the oxygen in the air. Seems like an interesting spell?”

Kiri smiled, then added, “I made my first really good spell in a long while, this morning.”

“Oh?!” Erick asked, “Good job, Kiri! What’d you make?”

Kiri popped out a blue box, saying, “It’s… A minor goal that worked itself out, after I watched your [Comet Swarm] last night.”

 




	
Firelight Assistant, instant, long range, 502 Mana

Designate a target. Firelight Assistant bombards that target with a stream of 15 Firelight Bolts. Each Bolt deals an initial 15 + WIL damage, and WIL firelight damage per second, for 15 seconds. Each patch of firelight on the target will increase firelight damage done, up until the target is completely coated in firelight.

Shadow aspect magic turns solid while firelight burns in the vicinity.








 

Erick said, “That looks nifty.” 

“It’s tier 2, too.” Kiri said, “Mana Altering for Fire and Light, with a focus on damage over time, and then [Conjure Force Elemental]. The second half of the spell is [Force Bolt], and then you have [Force Crash] for the duration and multiple Bolts.” She added, “Joining the parts together, all at once, went a lot easier than I thought it would go. I just harmonized them all, and cast.”

Erick’s smile was that of a happy teacher. While a pleasant warmth spread in his chest, he said, “That’s really good, Kiri.”

Kiri withdrew into herself a little, saying, “It’s no [Firelight Comet Swarm], but it’s great for smaller targets.”

Erick happily said, “You did well! Good job.” He added, “That’s under projected costs, too, isn’t it?”

Kiri smiled to herself, then turned to Erick, saying, “A great deal less than what I thought it would cost. Those effects should have bloomed it to a thousand mana, or more.”

Poi walked into the room. “Dinner ready?”

Kiri said, “Yup!” 

Dinner was good.

Erick read about [Teleport Other] till bedtime. 

The next morning, he saw Kiri off, in the foyer of the house. She had contacted Merith, the woman overseeing the Light Slime dungeon, and had gotten clearance to come on down, and spend a week gaining [Lightwalk]. Kiri would be staying in Windy Manor, with Jane, and maybe they would come back together, when both of them were ready for the trip. Or maybe not? However it happened was fine with Erick. Kiri needed [Lightwalk], and now she was going to go get it.

Erick said, “Good luck! Don’t let anyone take advantage of you.”

“Thank you, Erick. If you need me back for anything, let me know. I shouldn’t take more than a week.”

Sunny floated in the air around Kiri, her serpentine form holding in a swerving, repeating pattern, as her tiny, feathered wings undulated in time with the rest of her. She flickered green, eager to go. Ophiel, for his part, chirped in the air a short ways from Sunny, eyeing the couatl-shaped [Familiar]. 

Erick said, “Have fun.”

“I hope so!”

Kiri blipped away in a green flash, followed closely by Sunny. Ophiel just stared at the fading green lights, his chirps turning a bit more sad-flute, than intrigued-harp. 

Erick patted his own shoulder, saying, “Come on, Ophiel.” Ophiel quickly took his perch, as Erick said, “Let’s go read about [Teleport Other].”

 

- - - -

 

[Teleport Other] was not like [Teleport Object], in that the former dealt with living, consenting or denying persons, and the latter dealt with inert matter. Back on Earth, the difference between the two was largely philosophical, for how could anyone point to a part of the body, and say ‘Lo! This is what makes something alive!’, when there was no single part of the body that was truly any different than any other? 

… Or maybe the instruments of Earth were just not good enough to recognize a living thing?

But whatever the case, on Veird, the difference between Object and Other was solid, irrefutable, and perfectly demonstrable, in the presence, or absence, or degree, of the existence of the aura that all living things possessed. Even plants had auras, but unless they were magical plants, or established plants, or older plants, then those auras were usually overshadowed by the presence of whatever other higher-order lifeform was nearby. 

This was how a person could [Teleport] with fresh produce, and not have all their produce get left behind, or accidentally drop their gut flora whenever they blipped away, leaving messes behind wherever they went. If it wasn’t for this simple, ‘automatic overwriting’ of the various tiny things that were near a person, [Teleport] would simply never work, because it would kill a person in process; either right away, as some of their body mass left them, or slowly, as their insides failed due to massive disruption of the body’s biome. 

(Reading this got Erick instantly excited, as his thoughts turned to the [Teleport Lock] of the Shades. Were there Force constructs, or perhaps bacteria, or something, that populated the air around the Shades, on command, for kilometers in every direction, that took hold of the gut biome, or some other smaller biome, and said ‘no’, to [Teleport]s, thus violating the ‘safety’ of [Teleport], and making it not work? Erick considered a construct as the best option. Some sort of higher-order aura, perhaps?)

(But as he flipped through the black Wayfarer book, and read about [Teleport]’s safeties, he started to severely doubt that he had somehow stumbled upon some great secret regarding [Teleport Lock] that no one else had been able to see in all the years of [Teleport]ing on Veird. If the problem was as small, and as large, as corrupting the aura of everyone nearby, then surely someone would have tried that before? Right?)

[Teleport] had a lot of safeties. Violating any of them would cause the spell to not work as intended, and thus cause the spell to not activate as desired. The ability to overwrite smaller auras was only part of these safeties. 

One of the spell’s safeties was regarding destination. [Teleport] did not work if the target location was occupied; the spell would shunt you to the nearest unoccupied space, with preference given to a space that was along the direction that you blipped from, or close by the ‘line’ drawn from point A and point B. (Oddly, the problem of having air or water in the new location was not considered, since [Teleport] did not technically move you, because what blipping did, was put you in the new location as though you got there normally.) Another safety was regarding momentum; blips always bled off momentum, and stabilized the target to their new location. Orientation was another; you always blipped to the new location in roughly the same up-down configuration in which you started. 

But regarding [Teleport Other], there were still safeties to keep in mind with the spell, that if they were not honored, then the spell would not work, or it would, and you would end up with [Partial Teleport Other]. [Partial Teleport Other] was a failure, though. The goal was [Gate], not ‘kill someone by blipping half their body away’, and from what Erick was reading right now, it seemed that people who opted for the killing spell never made it very far with any further [Teleport] magics.

The Wayfarers method of [Teleport Other] was almost ‘tricking the system’, so to speak. Just how like Archmage Opal worked her [Ward Destruction], the Wayfarers had broken down [Teleport Other] into a simple, complicated process. First, a mage had to overwrite the aura of another, or match their aura to the other’s, or find some compromise and force it on the other, and then make them [Teleport]. The problem, then, fully laid out, was thus:

Not only were you reinventing [Teleport], but you were also making someone else make the spell.

Another problem to this process was that other people were not discrete bits of ‘self’, they were sort of like spells, themselves; they were composed of many parts, all working under the power umbrella of an individual’s soul. But Wayfarers were not soulmages, and [Teleport Other] was not mind magic, either. 

All [Teleport] spells were actually a form of elemental magic.

(It was here, that Erick learned more about Everlin Etherspray, the air Elementassi responsible for the creation of all [Teleport] magics on Veird and the founder of the Wayfarer’s Guild. It was here, that Erick learned of the real importance of the Elemental Bodies.)

(Back before the Sundering, Everlin was born to a slaver elven mother, and fathered by a summoned air elemental. Because of these well established birthing methods, and Everlin’s status as an Elementassi, Everlin should have been born with an innate control of her aura, and control of magic, and thus gotten a large step up on everyone else not born to an Elemental Body. It wasn’t till later in life that she was actually able to harness this innate ability, but that was a side note in the greater story. The point was this: While normal people struggled with aura control in order to work their magic, Everlin could turn her entire body into an ‘aura’ of air, and take direct control of the mana around her.)

(These children, gifted and burdened with Elemental Bodies, were the purpose behind the elven, and others', habit of summoning elementals for procreation. But in elven society, these children were not to be prodigies. They were to be slaves to their parents.)

But with regard to what Erick was here for:

Remaking [Teleport Object] was closer to remaking [Blink], since the range was so much shorter. There was also no other auras involved except the caster’s, since rocks and otherwise had no ability to say ‘no’. Because of this, Erick had a relatively easy time remaking [Teleport Object].

But to make [Teleport Other], one had to bring another into one’s own Elemental Body, and then move them. Here lay another problem: even if someone was riding along in your Elemental Body, they could still say ‘no’ whenever they wanted. You, in your Elemental Body, were like an amoeba, surrounding and dragging another along for the ride.

This then was the big secret behind [Teleport Other]:

[Teleport] required active, purposeful consent, in order to join in the [Teleport] of another.

[Teleport Other] was slightly different, and very different, all at the same time. [Teleport Other] always had in it some innate assent in order to start the process. This assent, either unintended or accidental or ‘harmless’, was the wound in the natural ‘no’ that most people had, that stopped all undesired [Teleport]s. Exploiting this ingress, expanding it into a full-fledged ‘yes’, was yet another hard part of the spellwork that was made somewhat easier by the amoeba-like nature of all Elemental Bodies.

So to [Teleport Other], one had to fully invade another, and control their probability from the inside.

The good thing, though, if it could be thought of as ‘good’, was that the initial ingress could be as vague as an intruder crossing a threshold, into a place the intruder should not be, or as certain as someone agreeing to something entirely unrelated to the situation. Or a handshake, or raising their hand in class, or accepting an invitation, or anything at all where one person connected to another. 

Erick instantly thought back to Apogee offering him a drink, and him saying ‘okay’. He laughed, then said, in a friendly sort of way, “That asshole!”

He set down the Wayfarers book and thought, while Ophiel twittered on his perch. Erick looked to his feathered, many eyed [Familiar]. 

Ophiel did not have the problems of gut biomes or aura control. Ophiel was a single function of mana. Erick could channel mana through [Summon Ophiel], and create a symphony of deep, resonant sound, like that of a portal to a mysticism far older than any location had any right to be; but he didn’t, because Poi was home and that sort of sound made the sapphire scaled man very uncomfortable. 

Instead, Erick channeled pure, untainted mana through his hand. The white flare sticking up from his palm vibrated with the sound of his own soul, filling the room like a memory of a life made manifest. It was a complicated sound that he had heard before, but each moment the sound shifted. It was the same song sung in different voices, or rather the same voice, but with focuses held in different directions, sometimes focusing on difficult times, but then changing to see that same time in a different light, full of moments of growth and change and joy at all existence could be. Hearing himself was emotionally hard to bear, and difficult to understand. Erick cut the channel. 

Whatever this white glow was, it was not something as simple as channeling through a Stat, and producing a light. Stat enchanting produced resonances, for sure, but they were more the resonances of light wavelengths. This, right here, was like channeling through a very complicated spell, or rather, through a person’s soul. 

Erick wasn’t sure how Kiri had done it, but channeling her soul had made Charisma Stat jewelry. How odd was that?

Erick looked up to Ophiel. 

Channeling through [Summon Ophiel] was much less complicated than channeling unaligned mana. 

But Ophiel would already be on the same wavelength as Ophiel… 

Erick hummed, then shrugged, saying, “Might as well try for the low hanging fruit, first.”

 

- - - -

 

Two Ophiel hung out in the air, far north of Spur. With the sun shining down from a clear blue sky, one Ophiel turned into light, and the other one got tossed around. There was much whining, and a veritable cacophony of flute sounds, as Ophiel voiced his displeasure to Ophiel. 

But a spell was made.

In another experiment, a temporary being called Jewels, looking like a crystal and telekinetically carrying around a hundred stone knives, got tossed around, turned to light, and flung back and forth. He broke a few times, but Erick just made another.

He made his second spell of the day, too.

In another bit of fun, Erick, as Ophiel, and with Ophiel as a being of light, hovered near a mimic. Ophiel poked the mimic with a pseudopod of light, half the size of the ten meter tall not-agave. The mimic poked back, lifting a pointed, crystalline stabber into the air, jabbing around at the density that disturbed its camouflage. Stab stab! went the crystalline not-leaf, semi-curious and semi-furious at the same time. 

That was sort of like consent, right? 

Ophiel wrapped the mimic in light, and pulled it inward. The mimic was only briefly confused, as it stumbled, entering the luminous air, but it continued onward, into the brightness, fully into Ophiel’s clutches, mingling itself with its captor, like a fly not aware that it was only tangling itself deeper in the spider’s web.

The mimic ended up scattered across the sand, broken into pieces and parts. Ophiel tried again, on another mimic. This one, too, went flying into pieces.

Again, again, again. 

Eventually, Erick managed to make it work. Back home, in Spur, a blue box appeared. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick frowned at his three new, and mostly useless, spells.

[Teleport Familiar], which was basically what it said on the tin. [Teleport Summon] was also exactly as advertised. And finally, [Teleport Monster], which might be the only good one of the bunch. Each of them were basic spells, too. Just like [Teleport], or [Teleport Object], or [Blink].

 




	
Teleport Familiar 1, instant, touch, 250 mana

A Familiar reappears in another known location, max 100km distance.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Teleport Summon 1, instant, touch, 250 mana

A summoned creature reappears in another known location, max 100km distance.

Exp: 0/100








 




	
Teleport Monster 1, instant, touch, 250 mana

A monster reappears in another known location, max 100km distance.

Exp: 0/100








 

Erick spoke to no one in particular, “The complexity of the ‘Other’ is an intrinsic part of [Teleport Other], eh?” 

Ophiel squawked; a minor symphony of miffed flutes and concerned guitars. 

“But why is [Teleport Monster] a valid thing?” Erick asked, “Are monsters not as complicated as ‘others’? Or are they less complicated because the soul is solidly in the rad?”

Poi turned the page of his book, not paying too much attention to whatever Erick was going on about; the archmage in residence was not dying from self inflicted magic, nor was he mind controlled, and that was the extent of Poi’s duties. 

Poi spoke without looking to Erick, “I also have to defend you from attack.”

“Right.” Erick playfully waggled a finger, saying, “Can’t forget that one.” 

Poi smirked, turning the page of his book.

Erick asked, “So here’s a hypothetical: Do Wayfarers work with local governments in order to experiment on prisoners fated to die?” He held up the Wayfarer’s book, saying, “Because this is rather light on that specific detail of gaining an ‘other’ to experiment upon.”

Poi asked, nonchalant, “Do you want a prisoner to experiment on?”

“No!” Erick said, “Sheesh!”

Poi just smirked. 

Erick flipped through the book, saying, “But how do they—” Erick had stopped at a random entry for the spell. He had read over this section before, but he had missed something important. “Oh.” Erick read, “Here we go: ‘Contacted a Druid and obtained a map to a grove of failed Arbor trees slated for destruction, for they were becoming deadly to travelers.’ Huh.” He paused. He asked no one in particular, “I could try blipping an old tree? Why isn’t this part bolded more? Ah…” Erick concluded, “They probably expected me to study this book more than I have.”

“Some [Grow]ing experiments, then?”

Erick frowned, as he read what he was reading. “Not just any trees. Arbor trees, meaning failed tree [Familiar]s. Meaning real beings.” Erick said, “I’m not creating a being just to kill it.” He frowned. He added, “I’m not actually sure I’m... comfortable killing a person to continue, either.”

Poi said, “There’s no—” He went silent.

“… What?”

Poi leveled a look at Erick, saying, “There’s no ethical way to [Teleport Other]. The actual spell can be just as deadly as the spell making process.” 

Erick let that sink in for a moment, as he thought. Eventually, he said, “But if it’s just about complexity… Maybe I can cheat.”

 

- - - -

 

The garden in front of Erick’s house was as vibrant and as beautiful as ever, even though the sky was grey and cloudy. 

Potatoes grew on vines, spreading across the dark orange soil, while lemons, large and yellow, grew on tall trees. Onions and chives and various herbs scented the air, while red tomatoes grew next to vines of Erick beans; the white beans that originally sprouted from [Exalted Storm Aura]. Corn, tall and ready to be picked, grew on the side of the garden, next to melons of various types. 

But there were a few problems. Overgrown vines. Yellowed shoots. Rotten veggies that had not been picked soon enough. So Erick spent the next hour cleaning up the place. Produce went into baskets, held by Ophiels, to be deposited in the cold storage room, next to the kitchen. Snipped vines and rotten veggies and fruits went into the compost pile, on the other side of the house. And then Erick saw he needed to move around his compost. The first bin of compost was still rotten veggies, but the final bin had lost its smell, entirely, and seemed like good, dark soil. Good compost got tossed around into the garden, while the not-yet-compost each moved over a bin, where it was left to cure how it could. When normal maintenance was done, Erick moved to the rear garden space, where he grew the experimental plants—

Several taps of something dropped across his head.

“What the FU—!” Erick stopped. He looked up. Rain splashed on his face. After a long moment of incomprehension, he laughed at the sky, then calmed to a gentle smile, saying, “I think that’s the first time rain came without me directly calling for it.”

Poi raised a [Weather Ward] over his position, nearer the house, asking, “Are you going to work in the rain?”

“You should already know the answer to that!” Erick said, playfully.

“I was hoping I was wrong...”

Erick just smiled, as he held in his hand the lemon he had saved from the compost. It was only partially rotten, and that was fine. The seeds inside were still good. With an expertly held [Greater Lightwalk], Erick held the lemon in front of him, and crushed it apart, pulping it in seconds, while also holding the pulp in place, preventing it from splashing everywhere. The yellow fruit turned into a splashed out globe of bumpy skin, juice, and several slimy seeds. 

Erick gazed upward; the light around him following his sight, and his intention. Hard light formed bowls, and funnels, catching the soft rain into a single collected pool. It was not raining hard, and thus there was not much water, but there was not a need for a torrent, at this time. When he had a pool a meter wide and an inch deep, Erick moved the holding light, separating the single collection of rain into several collections of rain; seven, to be precise. Into each of these, he put a seed, while the remnants of the lemon were blipped over into the proper compost pile. 

If a lack of complexity was the problem of getting [Teleport Other] to come together, then one possible solution to this problem could be create a tree of a thousand fruits, with a hundred different spells. But that was a far off ‘maybe’. For now, Erick would try with several fruits, and maybe one or two spells, and only for the purposes of gaining some functionality that he needed, going forward. He wasn’t about to accidentally create a Daydropper type of plant; not yet. If the spells he made today accidentally managed to soak into the seeds and create a magical life, it wouldn’t be a horrible outcome.

So that’s what Erick did, starting with [Watershape]. 

But first, a dry run.

Focusing on the first seed, hovering in the air, in a minor pool of water, Erick cast [Grow], using the purposeful, directed aspect of the spell, transforming and sprouting the seed into a plant similar to the original, but different. A green shoot lifted upward from the tiny seed while white roots descended into a hovering ball of water. Half in the drink and half lifting into the light, the plant grew until it was not much more than a fistful of roots wrapped around droplets of water and a green twig sticking up from it all. Erick hit it with another [Grow]. The plant expanded, until it reached waist-height, and a round, pale yellow grapefruit hung from a branch. This was good. The sprout looked healthy enough, so Erick moved on to the next seed.

Now came the magic.

On the second seed, he first looked to the rainy sky, and opened the funnels of his [Greater Lightwalk], flowing more of the rain into the hovering ball of water around the seed. Then he cast both [Grow] and [Watershape] at the same time, harmonizing their long-known vibrations within himself, attempting to combine them into a proper spell. 

The seed sprouted, and Erick felt a connection to the growth like his connection to the light around him, or his Handy Aura, or any other action-at-a-distance connection of any of his other spells. This was the first time he felt that connection through [Grow], though. The maturation of the tiny plant was in his hands, and he fumbled, not expecting what he had received. 

The green shoots curved, the roots split up and down. The seed became a tangle of direction and growth. Where was the light? Was it not all around? 

Erick grabbed control as soon as he felt what had been placed into his power. Supple green shoots went upward, as water went inward, through roots that went down. A tangle turned upright, and then grew more, and more. The spell, and Erick’s control over it, cut in fractions; a gradual waning of power. When it was over, the lemon tree, or more accurately, the orange tree, had a little orange fruit hanging from the largest branch, while the whole plant was maybe only a meter tall, from roots to tallest leaves. Aside from that rough start, it was an okay work of magic. 

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Treeshape, medium range, 100 mana

Direct the accelerated growth of a tree for 5 minutes.








 

Erick smiled to himself. [Treeshape] would be good, going forward. 

He looked to the next seed. This one, he wrapped in water and light, and cast [Grow] using both [Watershape] and [Lightshape].

The seed cracked as a tendril of brightness descended into hovering water. Roots spread under guiding light, soaking up the rain in fractal, directed upward growth. Stems turned to twigs, to branches and trunks, as neon green leaves unfolded under grey skies. When the growth stopped, the light barely dimmed. The tree seemed charged by an inner, small radiance. A blue box appeared. 

 




	
Tree of Light, medium range, 200 mana + Variable

Bless a tree with accelerated growth, the ability to repair itself, and the ability to thrive without the need for sunlight or water. Effect lasts a maximum of 1 week.








 

Erick looked to the third plant. The leaves curled up and out, as roots continued to crawl through into the hovering water, the whole thing supported by Erick’s own [Greater Lightwalk], holding it aloft. Much like how [Control Weather] dissipated as it spread out to influence the rest of the world, Erick suspected that [Tree of Light] would last long enough to grow the tree to a size much larger than what it was, and then stop when it was forced to use up [Tree of Light], making up for a lack of sunlight, or other deficiencies. 

While Erick watched, his theory proved true. The neon-green plant grew up and out, but lost its luminescence as bright, white fruits appeared; lemons, but of a meyer variety, and meant for juicing.

Erick smiled, then went through the remaining four seeds, [Grow]ing them to a normal yellow lemon tree, a red-skinned blood orange tree, a bright green key lime tree, and a dark blue lime tree. Not all of the fruits were their original colors, because Erick wanted to be able to tell them apart. 

Under a rainy sky that did not reach him, but instead flowed around, over a bubble of light, Erick twisted and guided the seven citrus plants together, as he set them into soil and supported their growth, into one, complicated plant. 

Was it actually a complicated plant? With a complicated magical signature? Erick had no idea. Maybe he was just playing around and not getting anywhere. But that would be fine. 

Somewhere after the first hour of directed growth, as the seven-fold citrus reached up into the sky, glowing with seven separate dark brown trunks with separate roots and separate leaves, the plants became a six-fold citrus tree. One spell spread upon two intertwined trunks, where beginning and end were not so simple as a DNA test away. 

And then six became five, as two other trees became one. 

The whole mass of wood and otherwise was now three meters high, and twisted together like a spiral rock carving. Wood wrapped around wood, and branches wrapped into each other, while roots tangled out of sight, but deep and wide, eager to support the growths of their own selves instead of working together for the common good. 

But the individual rebellions of the various citruses were no match for Erick’s gentle guidance. Five plants soon became four, then three, then suddenly a singular plant, all at once. Like a cluster of soap bubbles joining together, wood melded into a singular flow. A single cast of [Tree of Light] soaked into the entire structure, cementing the magic within.

Branches stopped struggling with each other for light and air as they unwrapped and flowed outward, in harmony. The rainy air filled with the scents of citrus flowers and fruit, as tiny blossoms, each of different sizes and shapes and colors, opened up across the full, five meter tall tree, all at once. Flowers fell like Autumn leaves, as fruits took their places, weighing down the tree with two types of round oranges, two types of tapered lemons, two types of pinched limes, and big round grapefruits. Each of the fruits looked very different than the others. 

The whole, fruity thing looked rather odd; like a twist of meter-wide brown-and-tan trunk and a firework of branches above, fractal and reaching, and popping off with different colored fruits here and there. It was almost a work of art. 

Erick watched as the tree settled into itself. Luminous glows stretched out cricks and bends here and there, while branches separated, giving the plant some space for itself, and roots, half out of the soil, wiggled downward into the dirt. As [Tree of Light] came to a conclusion, the citrus tree was definitely not a simple ‘tree’, and it surely did not qualify as an ‘object’. But would [Teleport Object] work on it?

Erick looked outward. On the edges of the Human District, past the intervening half a kilometer of flat orange ground, grew green trees and vegetables and plants. Farmers tended those gardens, as they did every day. Some of them had even stopped to watch Erick [Grow] whatever it was he was [Grow]ing. 

A raised hand from the archmage caused a bubble of white light to appear around the whole tree experiment, covering the garden and everyone inside, including the trees. Rain stopped. Sound ceased. They were secured, in a basic, perfunctory sort of way.

Ophiel hovered around Erick, popping the few floating [Scry] eyes that hovered here and there. Once sight had been denied to everyone else, Erick walked forward and touched the tree. He looked up. Branches reached overhead, like a comforting friend, laden with gifts of fruit both sour and sweet. He paused. He frowned at himself. He didn’t want to harm the tree; it looked rather pretty and smelled really good. It would be a fine addition to any garden; especially his own. 

… Maybe it wasn’t an ‘other’, though? 

Erick had an easy test for that possibility. 

[Teleport Object].

The tree remained where it was. It was not an object! Rejoice!

Erick tried [Teleport Monster], and got the same result; nothing. [Teleport Familiar] and [Teleport Summon] got similar, negative results. Whatever this tree was, it was not any of those things. So maybe it was an ‘Other’?

Erick frowned again. A test right now would probably destroy the tree. 

… He grabbed some rotten fruits from the compost bin, retrieving more seeds. He planted them away from the myriad citrus. A few casts later, and Erick had seven new lemon tree saplings. After twenty minutes of directed growth, both with [Grow] and [Treeshape], and even [Tree of Light], Erick had seven more lemon trees that rivaled the myriad citrus for size and stature. They were normal, brown-barked, green-leaved, laden with lemon, trees, each about five meters tall. 

[Teleport Object] failed to work on them, too. 

Erick stepped away, out of the garden, to stand beside Poi, as he conjured two more Ophiel. The first one expended itself casting a [Prismatic Ward] across Erick, Poi, and the Ophiel on Erick’s shoulder. The second one turned to light, and went to the lemon trees. 

With a bit of [Greater Lightwalk], and some directed possibility curve stretching, five of the trees exploded, but the sixth tree survived the trip through probability. It appeared just to the left of where Erick had planted it, like it had been [Grow]n in that new location, this whole time. Two blue boxes appeared. 

 




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Teleport Tree, here you go:








 




	
Teleport Tree 1, instant, touch, 250 mana

A tree appears in another known location, max 100km distance.








 

“Predictable,” Erick said, looking upon the lemon tree. He turned, and faced the myriad citrus tree. “So! Are you just a tree, too?” He floated Ophiel over to the experiment, and touched the bark. He looked up through his [Familiar]’s eyes, at the branches stretching overhead, and cast. 

[Teleport Tree].

Nothing happened. 

Erick grinned as he uttered, “Huh.” He said, “Might as well try it, then.”

Ophiel turned to light, and touched the myriad citrus with a gentle caress, looking for the openings Erick had experienced several times already. The tree immediately assented, in a way completely at odds with every other time Erick had worked the spell. Ophiel twittered in violin flutes, like he had touched a live wire, as browns and greens and a multitude of colorful fruits turned neon, and the whole thing detached from the soil, lifting into the air. 

An intense, concentrated emotion roiled through Erick’s entire being; he was not going to leave this experiment up to chance, or fumbling touch, or accident. While Ophiel held the tree in Erick’s light, Erick spoke a quick desire, vibrating the mana with his intent, and his light,

“A life yet lives, intact yet gives! 

“A course here set, a land once met

“Emplace’d here then and always been 

“a choice; another! [Teleport Other].”

Erick felt a twinge of mana rush through his body, through Ophiel, through the [Greater Lightwalk], like a vibration upon the world. The myriad citrus vanished, like it had never been. 
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Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Teleport Other, here you go:








 




	
Teleport Other 1, instant, touch, 250 mana

A being you touch reappears in another known location, max 100km distance.








 

Erick almost collapsed to his knees as Poi rushed to grab him, to tap him with the rod of [Treat Wounds]. It was a valiant effort on Poi’s part, but a bone deep exhaustion had already spread throughout Erick like a cold, desolate wind. 

Erick looked up at the disintegrating white dome that surrounded the experimental garden, one eye searching for his success, while the other looked askance, unable to be controlled. Double vision showed Erick’s two remaining lemon trees as four, exactly where he had put them, and exactly where he had not. But where was the myriad citrus? 

As his eyes closed and a headache spiked, he tried to say, “I put it right back in the ground,” but the words that came out of his mouth were closer to garbled messes than anything intelligible. 

Sleep came on like a barbarian horde, pummeling Erick into submission and here to stay. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    (To the tune of 'Where in the world is Carmen Sandiego'): Where in the world is the Myriad Citrus!?

 

Patrons got 102 yesterday.

Thanks for reading!



                



098, 2/2


                Justine Erholme, first among equals under the Clergy, and representative of Archmage Erick Flatt’s interests in the city of Candlepoint, was having a bad day. All of her days had been bad, but some more than most. This was closer to the second type, and considering her experienced life, that was saying something. 

In a shadow-filled room at the edge of the Farms, which was a name that she knew angered Erick something fierce, Justine sat with three other firsts, each of whom represented other aspects of Candlepoint’s continued existence. The meeting right now was not the full count, but it was good enough to discuss the major problem at hand.

Days ago, there had been more voices in this room, but they were gone now; silenced by The Problem.

Mephistopheles, wearing an outrageous blue-feathered ensemble, said, “Master Bulgan killed another Archmage representative today. The woman for Syllea: Britha, I think? I barely knew her.” He said, “Right in front of me, he did it. Ripped Britha apart and scattered the remains on my customers.” He continued, “Three adventurers tried to kill Bulgan for that action. They failed, of course. Everyone left the Garrison after that. Some of them will be back tomorrow, but some of them won’t. And that is a problem. If Bulgan keeps this up, our numbers will drop and stay in the gutter. And then everything is lost.” He laughed at the air, saying. “But you know! I expected to be dead long before now, so I’m having trouble caring.” He looked to the next man, saying, “Why don’t you stop pretending to be a mere shadeling and do something about the man?”

Slip, the Captain of the Guard, just shook his head. His black horns glinted in the shadow filled room, along with his shaved, black scalp. His skin was the color of night. Everything about the man was the color of darkness, except for his eyes. His eyes were radiant pools of bright white. He said, “I cannot. He would kill me.”

In the previous days and weeks of knowing the man, ever since meeting him in Candlepoint, Justine had always known the man was a total liar. He was certainly a Shade, slumming it in Candlepoint, or whatever it was you could call what he was doing. Justine had long given up trying to understand his thoughts. For all his looks and power —And oh yes, he had power! Justine had seen him kill two automatons before and get away with it, while Bulgan was watching!— he never acted like a Shade. He acted like a nobody. A normal shadeling. A perfectly professional Captain of the Guard. 

Justine held her tongue, though. She wasn’t about to openly announce what everyone was thinking. She might have been the only one still with that much sanity left, though. 

“I’m tired of pretending!” Mephistopheles barked a laugh, then said, “You are a liar, Slip! But whatever!”

Slip just scrunched his face, and said nothing. 

The third person in the room cleared her throat, and all eyes turned to her. Zaraanka Checharin was a rather voluptuous woman of human stock who always wore clothes just this side of scandalous. She was the current matron of the pleasure houses of Candlepoint, but she was not always thus. Before she became the contact point for the Headmaster, she was a rather normal shadeling. Power had corrupted her, though; of that, Justine was sure. 

Zaraanka said, “What is the big deal. There is nothing wrong with our lots in life, and there is nothing wrong with Candlepoint. We are here at the pleasure of our betters, and that is all there is to it. If you don’t wish for the spotlight then go and die, and let someone else take your space.”

Mephistopheles grinned at her, saying, “I bet you’d like that, wouldn’t you? To run everything in the city? Instead of just the paths between the legs of the beaten and the damned?” He declared, “You overreach, Zaraanka! I may be losing it, but I will be damned and beaten before I let you have power over me. If you wish to take my Garrison, then you must plan better than you have, and are!”

Slip went, “Hmmph.”

Zaraanka said, “It is a miracle of Melemizargo that you have survived as long as you have, you flamboyant man. Go die, and spare us all your fashion sense.”

Justine tried to get the conversation back on track. “Has anyone seen a way past this trial Melemizargo has given us? Mephistopheles? Has your entreaty to Fallopolis failed?” 

Mephistopheles lost some of his brightness. “She has her domain, and it is not here. Thrice I asked and thrice I was rebuffed; I dare not ask again. If you are thinking of asking others, I don’t think it would work either. I was able to speak to the Toymaker.” He regretfully said, “The Shades of the Spire have spoken, and they do not care for us as individuals at all.” He added, “No adventurer is willing to stand up to Master Bulgan, either. The three that died today was the first action Bulgan has gotten that he hasn’t initiated himself, in over five days.”

“Regretful, but expected of the Spire, and of Fallopolis.” Justine turned to Zaraanka, asking, “Is the Headmaster still opposed?” 

Zaraanka said, “He would lead the charge and kill us if we stepped out of line; his thinking has remained the same since the first day I met him. He will not change for anyone.” She added, “But, if you wanted to enact that final resort, some of us could make it out of sight and out of mind before the Sun Descends. That option will always remain.”

Slip spoke up. “This is the plan I am for. Running and hiding. Some of us would make it.”

Justine said, “And ninety nine percent of us would die. No. That is the Last Resort, and it is not lightly named. It is only to be used when the armies of the world are at our doorsteps.”

Zaraanka said, “We’re going to die either way. Ninety percent here or there, does not matter, though I think we would have a better chance if we do it while the armies are still on the other sides of the world.”

Justine said, “Erick would scan for us, and we would be found. The only way to escape is to join in those armies, and pretend to be other people. It will be difficult, but you know this is the only way.”

Zaraanka said, “Killing Erick would make this thing a whole lot easier.”

“Do you want Melemizargo to fall upon us!?” Mephistopheles asked. “The Headmaster is one thing, but we cannot upset Mel’s plans.”

“Underground, then?” Zaraanka offered. 

Slip said, “Melemizargo would instantly spot us. That is also a failure of a plan.”

“Then you come up with something!” Zaraanka demanded. 

“We could run and hide in the ocean, pretending to be fish.” Slip said, “Half of us would make it to the waters. A further 25 percent would die to beasts down there, but we could make it work. A full quarter of us might run and survive.”

Justine, Mephistopheles, and Zaraanka, all looked at the man like he had suddenly turned into a fish, right then and there. 

“… What?” said Zaraanka. “NO! I am not a fish!”

Mephistopheles laughed.

Justine said, “We’re not ready for such a plan, anyway. Most of us are still sitting in hovels, starving.” She said, “What we need, is a different Shade in charge. Someone to allow us to flourish without the world looking to stomp us back down.” She breathed deep. And then, against all propriety, she looked to Slip.

Everyone looked to Slip.

Slip looked away.

Justine’s words dripped with venom, “Fine.” Justine looked to Mephistopheles. “Here is our only other option: I need to find a way to get a message to Erick. We need him to go after Bulgan, without following through on his threat to end us all. Then, perhaps, if the Problem were solved, I could get Erick to support us again.”

Mephistopheles said, “This will kill you, Justine. Bulgan will know if a message gets out to your archmage. Melemizargo has Erick in his eyes, more than most.”

Justine breathed deep. She said, “I know. I am counting on that.”

Zaraanka asked, “What are you planning? I might be able to steer the Headmaster toward something small.” She added, “Or away from something. I can never quite tell the outcome of the words spoken to that man.”

“The plan?” Justine sighed, and smiled. She said, “I have no plan but to die for those yet to come. Maybe one life, honestly given, will be enough.”

Zaraanka scowled, saying, “So eager for death! Just die then!”

Slip said, “Death for a cause is a fine way to go.”

Everyone scowled at Slip. 

The Shade-in-hiding had the audacity to look ashamed. 

Justine said, “I would prefer not—”

The wall of the room vibrated.

There was no official adjourning of the meeting. Everyone fled at the same time, taking to the shadows; gone.

If the four of them had perhaps been inside a real room, then it would have been possible for the interloper to catch them, but they were not in a real room, and never had been. The vibrating of the walls was not of the interloping variety, anyway. Something had happened back in the real world.

Justine came to herself. Cloudy skies stretched across the roof of the world, bringing shadows and sanity to this bright part of the day. She looked down at her hands, and at the magic flowing through them, into the rich, black soil she had been preparing. Her brown working dress fluttered in the gentle wind. According to all appearances, she had never stopped working. But something had disturbed her hidden séance. 

Not one meter in front of her, the mana pulsed, ripped white, then settled back into place. 

She paused. She looked up. 

A tree had [Teleport]ed into Candlepoint. It was gnarled and old, and faintly glowed. It had not been here, and then it was. Where once was sky, now were fruits, hanging from thick branches, with greenery all throughout. Red fruits, yellow fruits, orange and white fruits. Justine stared up at the unexpected arrival, mostly at a loss for words. 

Some words did come, though. 

She uttered, “What the shit?”

And then she backed up very fast, flitting through shadows to stand a good twenty meters away, only coming out of the half-light when she was the edge of the fields of the new Farm expansion. If there was one thing she learned in her long life, it was to never stand next to unknowns for too long. There were worse things than death, after all, and Justine had experienced more than her fair share.

The tree, if it was just a tree, didn’t seem to care that every single worker had vacated the field. It just grew there, like it had been planted in some other age, and Candlepoint had grown up all around its gnarled form. Candlepoint hadn’t, though; Candlepoint was here, first. Right?

 

- - - -

 

Reality floated beyond Erick’s closed eyelids. He was trapped in a sea of darkness that was tangible in parts, but always shifting when it wasn’t watched. 

His butt was cold and numb, though. That sensation was perhaps the most annoying of this dark, unknown land. For some reason, Erick’s memories went backward, to a simpler, difficult time, when he drank every night and woke up happy to do it all again the next day. But he hadn’t gotten piss drunk since Jane came along into his life. So why was his bottom wet?

His face moved into a smile, as he remembered cleaning up little Jane, of wiping her tiny little baby butt as she giggled and laughed, and when she was all clean he would tickle her mercilessly, and then they’d both go down for a nap. He wasn’t able to do that very often, but he remembered those times every now and then. The memory always brought a joy to his day. 

He opened his eyes to see a bluescaled face, and bright, worried eyes. 

Erick said, “Hey, Poi.”

Poi leaned him up against a wall inside the house, his lower half sprawled across the wet floor. He was soaking wet, for some reason, and so was Poi. Ophiel jumped on Erick’s stomach, lightly, as Erick glanced around. He was in the back room, near the doorway to the backyard. Looking over, Erick saw the backyard, just past the open door. Two lemon trees grew from the dark soil, while a light rain fell across the land.

“Welcome back, sir.” Poi said, “Maybe it’s time to purchase some rods of [Greater Treat Wounds].”

Erick laughed, then winced, then said, “But they cost a hundred thousand gold!”

Poi tapped Erick with the rod again, releasing a burst of healing, as he said, “You make million-gold artifacts every day.”

“… Maybe I am being unreasonable.” Erick winced, but it was an easier wince, this time. He breathed, and his lungs filled with air as he relaxed. He held his hand up. 

Poi stepped back and lifted Erick to his feet, as Ophiel flitted up onto Erick’s shoulder.

“Thank you.” Erick looked out to the experimental garden. “Any idea where the myriad citrus went?”

“We’ll either hear about it, or we won’t.”

“Ha! … Yeah.” Erick looked at the torn up garden; the price for gaining [Teleport Tree]. He said, “I hope it’s okay.” He added, “I’m reasonably sure I did not make a magical plant. But...”

Poi repeated, “We’ll either hear about it, or we won’t.” He added, “If you’re concerned, a trip to Atunir’s temple in the Interfaith Church might do you some good?”

Erick thought for a long moment. He said, “No need to go that far.”

 

- - - -

 

Under a dark sky, in a land made for shadows, there was a field made for farming, and a tree upon that field. The tree was not grown here, though it looked at home; it just appeared, not five minutes ago. 

Justine stood away from the questionable growth, on the other side of the field. She said, “I would rip it up and throw it away. But...”

Justine, and many other farmers, watched, as two intrepid young men decided to test the tree’s worth. One of them poked it with a finger. Nothing happened. The first man rushed away, having gotten in his test and gotten away without incident. The other man poked the tree with a sword. It was a light touch, but it scratched the surface, and though the bark was deep, the tree did not like this. A bright flash pulsed from the trunk, sending the man and his sword sailing away, into the soft dirt. His sword landed beside his head, point down, stuck in the soil, almost as if the tree wanted to say ‘I could have ended you, but I chose otherwise.’ 

The sword was left behind as the man scrambled away to the edge of the field, to wait with all the rest who had gathered since the appearance of the anomaly. 

Valok, the redscaled man who had proven himself as himself, and who had been gifted with this plot of land because of his newfound stability, said, “We can put some stones around it.” 

Justine frowned. “That doesn’t seem like a good solution.”

Valok pointed up at the tree, at the myriad of fruits growing from the boughs. He said, “That’s a lemon. The green one looks like a lime, but it is not. I know my citrus, and those are unknowns. This tree is either a gift from Erick, or something else is going on there.”

Justine perked up. “What!” She saw the tree in a whole new light. “Oh!” And then she lost that light, muttering, “Oh.” Whatever she was looking at, would surely elicit a response from Bulgan. It would be violent, and swift, and someone would die.

Or maybe not?

No. That was wishful thinking. Justine steeled herself for what was sure to come. She asked, “What sort of gift do you think it could be?” She looked up. “I don’t see Ophiel, and no one reported the [Familiar]. But he’s been experimenting with Spatial magics, so… [Teleport Tree]? For what reason?”

“I don’t know about any of that.” Valok said, “But that Myriad Citrus is a magical plant. It’s almost a [Tree of Light], but not. It’s something different. Stuff has obviously happened since I’ve been away from Spur, but I don’t think Erick is the type to accidentally make a magical plant. Not after what he saw happen to Odaali, with the Daydropper.” He added, “So this would have had to have been made on purpose, to fulfill a function.”

“He’s an archmage, Valok.” Justine was not sure of anything, right now, but she had more than enough history and contact with more than enough archmages to draw at least one conclusion between every single one. “They make accidental shit up all the time. That one more than most, and just to see if he can.”

Valok hummed, then nodded, adding, “True. I could be wrong.”

“But you’re right about the Daydropper scare.” Justine thought. She said, “I doubt he would make a plant like that, though.” She declared, “Only one way to find out!” She walked forward, across the turned soil, toward the mysterious tree.

Valok asked, “What are you doing?”

“I’m going to get me a fruit.”

Valok called out, “Lemons are sour!”

Justine smiled, but did not reply. She stared ahead at the seven-fruit tree. Knowing she was about to die was a rather liberating thought. Death by intentional poison or bad fruit or incoming Bulgan, wherever the man might be, it was all rather preferable to what was possible, and the tortures she had experienced long before today. This, right here, might be a way to get a message to Erick, right now, or soon enough. 

She walked up to the tree, and said, “Hello.”

The tree did nothing. 

She asked, “I would like a sweet fruit, if you have one.”

The tree did nothing.

Justine turned back, calling out, “Any suggestions?”

Valok, standing amid the other farmers, called out, “Yellows and greens are sour!”

Justine turned back to the Myriad Citrus, feeling that she should have paid more attention to the fruits and vegetables Erick had created, but the man had created a lot, and what he created was already being passed around the world through a thousand different vectors. The adoption of the potato by the Greensoil Republic was surely more important than whatever these citruses got up to; no one even cared about lemons. But maybe Justine should have cared.

She looked upon seven different options, up in those branches. Pale yellow, orange, white, yellow, red, bright green, and blue. Each of the fruits were slightly differently shaped and sized. Now, if these colors were the normal Stat colors, then Justine might have had somewhere to start her guess. But they were not. 

White was the color of Erick’s magic? Might as well start there.

Justine lifted her hand up toward the nearest white fruit. She touched it, and the tree let it go. She fumbled the fruit for half a second before securing her grip. And then she breathed again. That had been a tense moment. The tree seemed to be watching her, as old growth forests sometimes surveyed their domains. If she had dropped this white fruit, that could have been bad. 

… If she picked wrong, and she died, that would definitely be bad. But knowing she was about to die anyway was rather freeing. This event had happened right in front of her, and there was a connection to Erick, and Bulgan was already eager to kill her. So, what happened from here was a foregone conclusion. 

Candlepoint would be okay without her. She had made sure of that, long before today. She had guided people to self sufficiency and raised the dretches from full darkness. She had secured rain for Candlepoint, and that was huge. 

Honestly, she should have died long before today.

Justine smiled. She sniffed the fruit. 

It smelled sour. For sure. A hundred percent a sour fruit. She had picked wrong, but that was okay. She would try it, anyway. With a fingernail, she dug into the flesh— Oh. Right. Citrus has rinds. This is how this works. Ah. Good. Discard that. Segmented fruit? Yes, it comes apart easily enough. Seeds inside. Justine’s fingers did not fumble in this peeling. Not a single segment broke. But as she held up a segment and lightly pressed it between her thumb and forefinger, this fruit seemed more like a juicing fruit than an eating fruit; it was very squishy. 

This was okay. She had done rougher things in Ar’Kendrithyst, and had tasted nastier things back when she was alive and working as an alchemist. 

She downed a segment of the fruit. 

Yup. Sour.

Justine’s face contorted as she tasted, and swallowed more than chewed. When it was down, and her mouth tasted of sour sunshine, Justine laughed to herself. It wasn’t bad, actually. Kinda refreshing. A real kick to it, too. She popped the seed out of the second segment and had another—

The tree moved a bough downward, revealing to Justine a full assortment of fruits. Justine smiled again, and happily picked the six other options, transferring them to the front pocket of her farmer’s dress. She tucked the peeled white fruit back into some of its peel, and began smelling each of the other fruits. All of them smelled sour, but the orange and red ones smelled good. Ooh, she wanted to try the red one, for sure.

She looked to the tree, and said, “Thank you.”

The tree was more than a simple tree, but it said nothing. Had it been, perhaps, an attempt at an Arbor? And then gifted to Candlepoint? If that’s what this was, it was an odd choice. Justine turned to rejoin the farmers. She stopped, once again thrown from her normal course of events. She was a girl who rode a boat too far out to sea, only to find that storm on the horizon came to harbor much faster than it had any right to come.

For Bulgan stood at the edge of the field, his dark countenance full of malevolent light. The farmers were gone, but one remained; Valok, his neck and face pressed into the dirt by Bulgan’s booted foot. Valok did not struggle, but Justine saw him hold his hands in fists, also pressed down into the dirt. To struggle was to die, right now; Justine had taught him well. 

The Shade asked, “What have you got there, little Justine?”

Privately, Justine was rather sure of Melemizargo’s plan for Candlepoint, though she had never been fully aware of any such plan. This bully of a former man, standing before her, was obviously set up to fall. To be taken down by someone greater than himself, and in doing so, lead the shadelings to a proper place in society. For Bulgan had to be an example of all that was wrong with the Clergy. Melemizargo must have wanted the Clergy to be cleansed by Bulgan’s bloody, painful passing. 

Hopefully this much was true! But it was hard to say. 

Her Dark God was not an easy, loving God. He did not grant [Cleanse], to ease the burdens of daily life. He did not grant Spatial magic, either, for exploring the world was meant to strengthen one’s self, and hone one’s power; people were meant to tame the world, not hop around, ignoring the monsters all around them. 

Too many gifts bred weakness, and Melemizargo did not suffer weakness in his presence, for he made fools of all he could, including those who knew him best. Justine knew these facts more than most.

Hopefully, today, the fool would be Bulgan.

 

- - - -

 

The experimental garden was a mess. Good dirt had been scattered all around by the exploding lemon trees, leaving great holes in the garden, while the two trees that remained had been chipped by wooden shrapnel, their boughs broken by stray flying trunks. But that was all window dressing. The main fact remained obvious for all with eyes to see.

“The Myriad Citrus is gone,” Erick said, standing on the spot where his creation had once been. “The dirt’s not even disturbed.” 

Erick gazed upon the ground for a few moments. Then he reached out toward the two remaining trees, and with a bit of Ophiel oversight on the other side of the house, he [Teleport Tree]’d them over into their new spots, alongside the other surviving citrus. Also through Ophiel, Erick imbued the moved trees with [Tree of Light]. As they both glittered with neon hues, their barks and their branches repaired themselves, swift as magic. They would live a long and fruitful life, unless any Flare Couatls or otherwise came knocking.

Erick turned to Poi. “Can I get a meeting with Irogh?”

Poi nodded, then looked to the air. He looked back, and said, “Yes. Right now, or in three hours.” 

Erick smiled. “Right now, then.” He asked, “You ready?”

“Yes. Uh. Let me just...” He looked askance for a second, then added, “I cleared the way for a [Teleport].”

Erick smiled, then put one Handy Aura hand on Poi, and one on Ophiel. The world flashed white, changing from orange land and dark garden soil, into tall, white stone hallways and pillars. A blue door stood open, and inviting, not four meters away.

An unknown guard down the hall yelped at Erick’s intrusion, while a few people in suits, holding papers, startled. Looks of recognition rapidly passed from one set of eyes to the next. Another guard rushed into the hallway, saying calming words. In moments, everyone went on their ways, including the first, mollified guard, as soon as they saw who it was who had blipped into the Courthouse.

Erick strode into Irogh’s office. The handsome orcol man sat on the other side of his counter, gently smiling. 

“Welcome, Erick.” 

Erick said, “Helloo, Irogh.”

Irogh flipped his hand up, and the blue door closed. Once it clicked in place, he asked, “How can I help you?”

Excitedly, Erick asked, “[Gate] quest! Do I have it? Do I qualify?”

Irogh paused for a brief moment, looking unsure if he had heard Erick correctly. The moment passed. Irogh looked to the air and typed out on an invisible, intangible keyboard. Seemingly surprised himself, he said, “Yes. Yes you do.”

A blue box appeared. 
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Erick read. And then he grumbled, “That’s rather vague.”

“Yes. It is.”

“Did I qualify for any other Class Abilities since last time?”

Irogh looked to the air. “… No.”

“Hmm. Hmm...” Erick stood, as he said, “Okay. Thanks, Irogh.”

Irogh lifted his hand, and the door to the room opened. “Anytime.”

 

- - - -

 

She wasn’t dead yet.

Justine stood a respectable distance from Bulgan Shadoweater, and the citrus tree. 

Bulgan stood under the tree, looking up at the boughs, inspecting the low hanging fruit with a gentle caress of fingertips, or an upturned nose and a sniff. He had smelled and touched all seven types of fruit, as well as placed his hand against the trunk, and tested a slight grip on one of the thicker branches. Justine watched the whole thing, and wondered at the thorns she now saw along the branches, that dappled up the gnarled trunk. Those thorns had certainly not been there before. They had grown when she wasn’t watching. The tree might not have eyes, but it certainly sensed what kind of person was touching it, right now.

Bulgan’s gentle grip turned solid around an orange fruit. The harvest did not drop into his hand, like how the fruits had dropped into hers. Bulgan did not care for the tree’s reluctance. He pulled anyway. The fruit came off. The bough went up, and then slapped back down, further than it had been before. Bulgan’s hand was still there, and still able to receive the long thorn that it did. 

The Shade laughed as the thorn broke against the darkness on his skin; his godly raiment was more than a match for some young, misbehaving plant. He smiled as he ripped the rind off of the orange fruit, breaking segments, scattering juices as he tore, before he enjoyed his meal. Justine almost watched, as orange juices slipped down Bulgan’s chin, but she averted her eyes before he could see her spying.

He saw her anyway, his eyes tracking her aversion. He asked, “A two in seven gift, perhaps? Do you feel we should pay Erick back in kind?”

“My humble opinion is surely wrong, Master Shadoweater.”

Bulgan turned and stared at her. “You weren’t even startled to hear that this came from Erick, were you?”

“It is my job to know such things, and the man you pressed into the ground informed me of this possibility, before you arrived.” Justine said, “Lemons were a variety of citrus not known to the accomplished farmer until after Archmage Flatt came along and created them.”

Bulgan scowled at nothing in particular, then turned to Justine, unerringly hitting her faults, as he said, “Lies. You didn’t know until minutes ago. You’re supposed to know more about your assigned archmage than most. Why did you not know this until now?”

She had been found out. 

Oh well.

If she thought that answering truthfully would help, she would tell Bulgan a true answer; that Justine was not allowed to venture outside of Candlepoint in search of any real sources, Erick hadn’t spoken about lemons in any of the short times he had been here, and listening to the shadows of the Temple was rather hit or miss and a deluge of information all at the same time. Her God kept track of quite a lot, all at once, but Justine was not a god, nor even a Shade. ‘Lemons’ had likely come up once or twice before, but understanding the stream was not a perfect magic. 

But Bulgan would not want to hear any of that. He likely didn’t want to hear anything that wasn’t groveling.

Justine dropped to her knees, dirtying her farmer’s dress further, as she put her hands on the dirt, saying, “Please forgive me, Master Bulgan. I try, but it is difficult to hear of every major thing.”

To call the existence of lemons a major or minor thing would, in either case, draw Bulgan’s ire. The Shade was wild and unpredictable in most ways, save for how he dealt with imagined slights against himself. 

But it was only when the words had already passed her lips, that she considered that she could have said nothing; she could have just apologized and left it at that. As she stared at the ground, she wondered if she was already so far gone that she had allowed her mouth to run away with her life. Had she only mentally chided Mephistopheles before, because she saw in him her own fraying sanity?

“So you say this is my fault? This not knowing?” Bulgan’s voice rumbled with power. 

With her face centimeters from the dirt, Justine had no idea what Bulgan looked like, or how mad he truly was, or how to possibly rectify this situation. But she dared not look up; that much impudence would surely end her, at that very moment.

Bulgan spoke, “Perhaps sitting beside the Well is not good enough. Perhaps I ought to throw you back into the deep, so that you can acquaint yourself fully with God’s Voice.”

Justine sat up, instantly, acting on impulse and need, rather than any modicum of self preservation. She stared Bulgan straight in his bright, white eyes, and spoke, “O’ Holy Daughter Rozeta, this lost one beseeches your sight, and touch. Save me, please.”

Bulgan’s eyes went wide and worried as he reached for her with every shadow in the soil, under the clouds, and even under his own, grasping hand—

But Justine knew only pain. Every part of her was stripped away in flensing, cleansing ribbons of light, that flashed to flame, all at once. Blood, flesh, and bone burned on the pyre of Justine’s soul, freely given, to other, brighter gods. 

If she had existed for a few more seconds, she might have heard Bulgan curse, as he reached for her burning soul and burned himself for his greed, and need to crush. She might have seen his following wrath tear great chunks from the soil of the Farm expansion, and his arm fail to instantly regrow. He’d be sporting that look for a day, at least. 

If she still existed, in any mortal form at all, she might have heard the shadows laugh. 

 

- - - -

 

For a long while, Justine knew nothing. She was a space among other spaces, same as any she could think to inhabit. Perhaps she was in a room. Or on a cloud. Or in the black bowl of a long dead volcano. Or perhaps on the Silver Star, looking down upon Veird for the first time in her long, interrupted life.

She was many places, and nowhere at all, for she was being watched not through her own senses, but through those of other, greater eyes. 

She saw herself as a person trying to make the best of a bad situation, and also as a traitor to every other life on Veird. Swiftly, came another thought: That the world is too small, and there was a chance here to expand, if only a chance would be taken.

Dark words boomed.

“Aren’t you tired of this tiny world? This is a compromise.”

Justine’s part in the debate was over.

She dropped down a level. Looking up, she saw ideas and touches and sights, argue in the not-spaces of the world, talking over each other and talking with each other, on multiple levels and through multiple times, adding harmonies and discords as they spoke for an eternity. Her own mind barely understood what she was seeing, and hearing, and feeling, but she saw and felt and heard it all. A part of her lamented; she would never be able to tease out the truths from the enormity she was witnessing. Remembering any of it would be difficult, and mostly impossible.

Ah… But she was no longer constrained by mortal bonds, here. So for now, she could experience. For now, she could participate. But she had no mortal body, and when she found her ability to give voice to her thoughts, her thoughts came out in an existent tumble, that were not at all eloquent or refined, and neither were they words. 

But those truths she spoke sounded, felt, and were, something like this, “I want to live free of torment.”

Existence shifted. Countless voices saw her give voice to her primal need. 

They put her aside for others to deal with, as the debate continued overhead.

Ephemeral became something more substantial. Solid. The nothingness and everything around Justine’s disembodied form became blue sky and white clouds. A silver moon occupied the world down below. Pink Hell and white Celes hung on opposite horizons; they were present, but not in power, in this space. They were merely observers, for now.

A man that was not a man stepped into the sky, to face Justine from meters away. His skin was pale purple, and fully on display, save for a simple wrap of white cloth around his sex. Tiny horns poked up from his head. His eyes were kind, but resigned. 

A woman that was not a woman stepped onto a cloud beside Justine, close enough to touch. She wore a simple white dress, nothing special and completely utilitarian, but her skin was like a pearl; lustrous and solid as a wrought’s. 

And finally, came a speck of darkness holding in the air to Justine’s side. It resolved into a blot upon the world; unknowable and untouchable, and somehow always in the corners of Justine’s sight.

Melemizargo said, “She is mine, by right of Pledge.”

Rozeta said, “She is mine, by right of Plea.”

Koyabez said, “She is mine, by right of Providence.”

An arbiter came forward, resolving into something more familiar. The same familiar white horns. The same familiar white skin. But this reflection held something Justine had not seen in an age; her red eyes. Seeing them upon another reminded Justine of a simpler time, when the daycrystal would light, sending tickling tendrils of brightness onto her own eyes, waking her for the day. She would spend a good handspan of minutes in front of the mirror every morning, putting up her hair, tending to her horns and ears, applying her makeup how her mother had shown her, before skipping out into town, back to the workshops, or to the herb gardens, or fields. 

Justine hadn’t seen those familiar, unfamiliar red eyes in a long time. Not since the siege, and the breaking of her home city. 

The next time she was existent, she had been pulled from the pile, from the Well, but her eyes were not there. She still remembered the day, much later, when she saw her reflection in the kendrithyst for the first time since death, when she saw that her once ruby red eyes, were now hollow, dark orbs.

Phagar, God of Death and Time, looked upon Justine like a being inspecting themselves, and said, “Pledge, Plea, or Providence. Your choice is thus. Each path is fraught with danger. Each choice leads to a different outcome. But there is another choice, and I give it to you, now:

“Abandon all hope and enter into oblivion. 

“The End is a path outside of those laid down by others. If you have had enough. If you have felt enough horror and known enough despair, the End can be the end to all of this torment. Do not make this choice lightly, for it cannot be undone, but instead take heart in the mark you’ve left on those yet to come. In other lives, yet to exist. In other opportunities you have given those who have witnessed your life.

“But in the End, there is only you, and your life, and your choice. Though you might not have had many of those oft fabled ‘choices’ in your mortal time, you have this one.”

Four gods looked upon Justine, waiting for her answer.

For the briefest of eternities, Justine saw herself, expanded. Her life laid down in every direction, and every choice she ever made. It was yet another moment that she would never remember but always struggle to recall, like a good dream left too soon. There were nightmares in that time, of course, as there would be for anyone, and especially for Justine. But it was still a sight to behold. It was nice, it was awful, it was full of opportunity, and many times, it was full of hard choices between one horror or another. But it was still something. 

Something was better than nothing. 

Pledge, Plea, or Providence. Each choice left down a different path. Justine was allowed a taste of each. 

To rejoin the Darkness. To give up her foray into other options, to come back to the fold, and be in a position to actually help Candlepoint, and those living within, from the inside.

To confront the Darkness. To join the war against Candlepoint. To speak to those who would listen, yet know that most would not. Most would look to end her life, and to cut her tongue from her mouth.

To speak to the Darkness, and hope for something better. A middle path. A confrontation with those who knew the most, both of the shadows and of the light. A life honestly given in the hopes of a more balanced future.

Justine spoke with her soul, “I choose Providence.”

Clouds vanished. Darkness pulled away. All that remained was silver land stretching from moon-capped horizon to horizon, and the world of Veird, high, high above. 

Koyabez spoke, “I see you, Justine Erholme. Do not disappoint.”

The sky, the moons, and Veird, all tumbled together, as gravity took hold of Justine, and dragged her through the void, to her destination. Somewhere in the passage, she regained a body. Was it hers? She did not know. Hands flailed through the void, and she controlled them. 

All she felt was a cold emptiness in her burning lungs. 

A silver-ringed [Gate] appeared. On this side: nothing. On that side: A city full of enemies, a torrential storm of air, and something unexpected. 

Justine hurtled through the silver ring like a white, naked comet. 

 

- - - -

 

The world flashed white, and then resolved into the foyer of the house, everything looking exactly as Erick had left it. He dismissed his Handy Aura, releasing Poi and Ophiel, as he walked toward the kitchen, saying, “I’ll get dinner started—”

A crash shook the house. Erick startled as Ophiel squawked. Poi instantly went on high alert, holding a hand to his face, a dozen tendrils of intent radiating from his skull.

Erick started, “What—!”

“Backyard garden.” Poi rushed off in that direction, adding, “Something—”

Erick blipped to the door that faced the rear garden, and threw it open, summoning another Ophiel as he did, preparing to defend himself and his home from whoever had thrown the first punch. 

As the door opened, dirt fell into the house, and dust filled the air. Erick blew the dust away with an [Airshape], partially revealing a crater littered with burning debris. The dense air of the house must have prevented much of the missile’s damage, but it was an indirect attack, anyway. It was never meant to destroy the house… 

Did Erick have that right?

Poi spoke from behind Erick. “The Guard spotted the missile before it entered Spur’s airspace, four seconds ago. It was meant as a direct attack, but they deflected with some last second [Force Wall]s.” He said, “I think we were in the middle of a [Teleport] when the attack started.” Poi looked past the door, down into the crater, but he did not stick his head past the [Prismatic Ward]. “We’re on high alert, now. No other sightings. But… Uh. I think that was the end of it?”

Erick looked down into the crater, and saw what Poi had seen. “Oh!”

As pushed wind cleared the crater, the nature of the missile stood revealed. Down at the bottom of the hole, was broken, burned wood, and fruit covered boughs. Lemons, limes, and otherwise, had ruptured on the orange stone. Surely some rock had been thrown as well, but the missile here was mostly the heavy wood of the Myriad Citrus; tons and tons of it, if Erick guessed right.

Erick threw a [Tree of Light] out into the mess of burned wood, targeting the largest intact section of trunk and root in sight. Light glittered along white roots, but nothing happened. It was dead.

… That part of the tree might be dead, but maybe some part of it might have survived. Erick rapidly [Fireshape]d the flames away, then [Stoneshape]d the land up and out, flattening the crater, floating the destroyed tree to the surface. With the full scope of the full tree exposed for all to see, Erick saw there was no saving his creation. He tried [Tree of Light] again, on several different larger chunks, and got the same, non-result as before. The Myriad Citrus was dead. But maybe some seeds had survived in those fruits?

But as he sorted through the debris, from the safety of his [Prismatic Ward], a darkness crawled over the burned wood and singed fruits, nibbling at everything it touched. Erick had not noticed it, at first, but the tree was poisoned. 

Poi named it, “Shadowflame. Corrupting fire. Even if you found a seed, you shouldn’t grow it.”

Erick discarded his ideas of saving the plant, or the seeds. He pushed the half-burned, fully tainted wood together, and threw a white flame at the pile. The flame fizzled. He tried again. [Cleansing Flame] took five casts to take hold of the wood, but when it did, the shadow retreated. The remains of the Myriad Citrus burned away, into nothing. 

Erick sighed. He frowned. He closed the door and left the rest of the cleanup for another day. It was time to make dinner, anyway.

Poi spoke up, “Uh. There’s been another impact.”

Erick scowled. “What?”

“A person this time.” Poi looked to the air. “Justine Erholme. She fell in the Lake. Uh.” Poi, unsure, said, “She’s asking to speak to you?”
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099, 1/2


                The sky was dark with the promise of rain and oncoming night, as the sun set somewhere in the west, beyond the heavy clouds. Those clouds held the heavens in their grip, from horizon to horizon, except for one space: a bright, silver hole, right above, maybe a hundred meters across, lingering with silver light for but a moment longer. As the light dissipated, twilight purple sky showed through the hole in the clouds, before the clouds rushed in to fill the gap.

A white comet, that was not a comet at all, but quickly resolved into a person, fell toward the city below.

The guards, who were already on high alert, saw the package as it dropped. Mages looked to [Dispel] the possible attack, as that was their usual first response to such an event. Dark magic did nothing, though, for the package was revealed fully as a person, as they tumbled through the sky, waving their hands around, trying to catch the wind. 

This person picked some pretty damn awful timing to experiment with [Gate] magic. Or maybe they were shoved through a [Gate] by someone else? Everyone knew the local Wayfarers were working with Archmage Flatt to figure out [Gate]. Was this, then, some failed attempt? Who was this woman, anyway?

Questions sounded in guardhouses across the city. Anyone know any underworld incani experimenting with [Gate]? No? Rounds of negative answers rounded the various guard stations, while people in charge decided the city’s response. People fell from the sky quite a lot, actually. The obvious [Gate] that had appeared was new, but rookies played around with [Teleport] way more than was healthy. Those sorts of daredevils were usually just tracked as best they could be tracked, saved from splatting if such a save was necessary, and then given hefty fines, later.

… But this woman wasn’t slowing down? She had no flight spells? Or other [Teleport] magic to arrest her fall? 

A decision came down the line, only fifteen seconds after the event began: The unknown —and naked, apparently— woman was headed toward the Lake. Someone go out there and arrest her fall and arrest her, too. Take the drain shackles while you’re at it! She’s to be in cuffs and answering for her shenanigans, as soon as she can speak!

The well-oiled machine of Spur’s Guard, well used to fast happenings and quick decisions, sent a team. Five people appeared Lake-side in a flash of grey light, just in time for those of them with the appropriate sorts of spells to cast [Air Cushion] over the water, and for the woman to splash down. She fell from a great height, but even children could survive those sorts of falls, unaided. The woman was clearly not a child, but everyone spec’d into Strength, so some buoyant help was more than enough to stop her from splatting like an overripe melon. 

… Oh. There’s blood. Uh. 

Maybe she’s a stupid mage who only specialized in mana? Uh. 

Oh holy shit! Lotta blood! That’s a broken arm! Someone was going to get a major talking to for not employing more than a simple [Air Cushion]!

The guards worked fast. The woman was bloody and hurt in multiple ways. A call was made and a healer [Teleport]ed in. The guards, well versed in this sort of thing, helped the healer set the woman’s bones, as [Treat Wounds] knitted flesh and healed organs. 

She breathed! Her eyes fluttered open. Yup; red eyes. Underworld incani. One man paid another, as the terms of their bet demanded the exchange of gold, while others wrapped the woman in a roughspun cloth, and wiped away her blood and otherwise with a gentle [Cleanse]. 

Safe! For now. She’d get a hefty bill, but at least now she was alive to pay it. The people on duty quickly closed ranks. There was no body. She was safe. She needed to be taught a lesson in not falling from the sky, so they didn’t help her as much as they should have. 

And now that she was on this side of dead, and not passing over any time soon, the guards slipped shackles over her thin wrists, piercing her flesh just enough to drain her of all her power. Another bet was won; the woman was a mage. See that blue light on the shackles? That’s how you know its predominantly draining mana—

The blue light stopped; it had drained her dry. Ah. A very weak mage, then. 

The air blipped silver, resolving to Silverite in short order. Instantly, the guards looked around. Why was Silverite here? Oh shit. They were in trouble. 

A few looked to the woman. Some of them already knew that there was an attack on the Flatt residence, so maybe this weak looking woman was related to that? A few realized that they were out of their depth. As Silverite silently looked to the guards, judging them, they almost panicked, but did not, for Silverite’s gaze had already passed on to the Underworld incani.

The white woman, laid out on the grass, opened her eyes. She looked up at Silverite. She winced.

Silverite stared down at the woman, asking, “Can you understand me, Justine Erholme?”

Justine sat up. “… Yes.”

“Good.” Silverite said, “You’ve been granted a reprieve from Death; a second chance. How will you use this opportunity?”

Justine, wrapped in burlap and steadying herself on the shore of Spur’s only proper lake in living memory, said, “Us shadelings are not your enemies. We are not tools of the Shades.”

Silverite stood there, on the shore of the Lake, staring down at the white woman. She said, “That’s what they said last time, too.”

Justine, with determined red eyes, turned to Silverite. “I know how to turn shadelings back into people. I can tell you how to grow Stat fruits. I can give you tactical information regarding every known Shade.” She said, “For there are at least ten Shades that need to die, for they would seek to overthrow every peaceful opportunity you could ever hope to achieve between civilization and the Clergy. The rest would be content to live in Kendrithyst, to keep their machinations to a minimum.”

“Slightly different. I’m willing to hear you out.” Silverite said, “I’m okay with killing ten of the worst Shades out there. Maybe your names will match mine.”

Justine stared at Silverite. “Bulgan needs to die, right now. Please help me save my people before he decides to run rampant over Candlepoint.”

Silverite lost her strong persona for a small moment, turning, ever briefly, into a woman beaten down by circumstance. Then she came back to the moment, and she was the Mayor again. She said, “Give me actionable intelligence.”

“I need to speak to Erick.”

“… You do, huh?”

 

- - - -

 

“She wants to speak with me?” Erick repeated Poi’s words, both disbelieving and understanding at the same time. 

“You don’t have to.”

“… Yeah I do. And in person, too.” Erick summoned another Ophiel, and then another, as he said, “In a few minutes.”

Poi looked away for a moment, saying, “They’re moving her to a secured location right now; before the sun sets.”

Erick just nodded, and summoned another Ophiel. Five was enough, for now. 

 

- - - -

 

The safehouse was an average sized apartment complex north of the Human District, a block from the North Gate. It reminded Erick of any of the other places exactly like it, anywhere else in the city, except this one was directly next to the silver-coated guardhouse, near the gate. 

The building was a simple, two story complex made of orange stone, with a small garden hanging over the roof and bright lights on every corner, holding back the oncoming night. The style mirrored the silver guardhouse next door. The windows were smaller than normal, though, and the front doors were made of metal painted to look like stone, but no guards stood around outside; Erick had no doubt that they were inside, and in their proper positions to guard the captured shadeling. 

Erick stood outside the safehouse, decked out in his layered fabric [Conjure Armor], with his hood pulled down and a pair of tiny Ophiels on his shoulders. Four more Ophiels fluttered around him. He did not walk here; he blipped in. Walking through the city, looking like he did now, would set off more than a few alarms in the populace. As it was, there were still some civilians around that saw him and quickly walked away. Not out of fear of him, thankfully. They actually gave Erick some very encouraging looks, but then they glanced at the sky and raced to get indoors.

A guard stepped out of the air at the front door to the house, turning off his [Invisible] spell. Erick didn’t know him, but he wore the normal silver armor common to his profession. Poi had already told Erick what to expect, so the [Invisible] guard was not a surprise. The man opened the door to the house, saying, “Welcome, Archmage.”

Erick walked forward, into the small apartment complex. Poi followed. There were more guards inside, but not too many. One of them guided Erick further in, down a staircase and underground to a hallway. Erick’s guide stopped at a closed door, at the end of the hall, before stepping off to the side, to a small station where someone could sit, and watch the door and the hall, which is what the man did right then. 

This, then, was Erick’s destination. He paused, unsure of how to proceed. Voices sounded on the other side of the door; people were talking.

He opened the door. He stepped in, while Poi remained outside.

The room beyond was a simple affair, with nice lighting and nice furniture. In any other setting, Erick would have thought he had walked in on some old friends talking about their days, in the comfort of a familiar setting. There were couches and pillows, tea cups full of steaming pink tea, small cookies set out on a plate, and smaller plates holding half eaten refreshments. 

But there was a sinister feeling in this room, brought on mostly by the charged anti-[Teleport] runes glowing in every corner of the space, and they were not the only runes in the room. Erick glanced around, mentally categorizing a dozen other anti-magic runes. Anti-[Blink]. Anti-shadowsomething; Erick wasn’t quite sure about that one, but it had the Ancient Script markings common to all shadow-centric runes. On the roof of the room, though, laid the most complicated stone rune Erick had ever seen; he thought it had been an architectural design at first glance, like some sort of ridged ceiling that blended in with the rest of the space, but it was not. It was a mishmash of a hundred smaller runes, and it was also uncharged. Stone could be made into runes? Or maybe there was a lightward illusion permanently painted onto the ceiling? Wouldn’t that interfere with the mana flow and—

Erick ignored the distraction. 

Silverite sat on one of the couches, lightly looking at Erick. 

Justine Erholme sat on another. Red eyes, she had. Bright red. Happy to see Erick, but also worried. And also a little sad. Erick felt a tug on his heart. So she had dispersed the Shadeling Curse? Obviously? 

Justine and Silverite went silent, as Erick shut the door and stepped further into the room. 

Erick asked, “How did you rid yourself of the Curse?” 

Silverite joked, “So no greetings and cookies; straight to it.”

Justine, thrown for a loop for the briefest of moments, centered herself. She fully faced Erick, and said, “You must go to Melemizargo’s Heart in Kendrithyst— Ar’Kendrithyst… You must go with an honestly open heart and mind, hear his side of the story, then decide he is wrong. That is how you would rid yourself of any potential Curse; the same is not said for a born again shadeling.”

A green light flickered on the table between Silverite and Justine; Erick only now noticed the truthstone. 

He turned back to Justine. “That is what you truly believe?”

“It is also the truth,” Justine said.

Erick turned to Silverite.

Silverite noticed. She said, “It’s news to me, too. We had just gotten past the pleasantries when you arrived. What we were discussing, then, was strategic information regarding the Shades that need to die in order for the rest to come to the table and lay down their arms versus the world.” She added, “And what would need to happen with Spur and otherwise, if such an event were to occur.”

“… Happen to Spur?” Erick shook his head, adding, “No no. Forget that.” He stared at Slilverite and Justine, demanding, “How could you possibly think that they’re honest actors? That this isn’t some ploy?”

“Of course it’s a ploy, Erick,” Silverite said, unabashedly. “But I can still get some good out of it.”

Justine whipped around to face Silverite. “I am not lying!”

“You are not lying.” Silverite said, “And even Koyabez vouches for you, for now. But you don’t know the Shades how I know them.”

Justine glared. “I was their prisoner for decades. Through multiple bodies. Through multiple tortures. In the Well and out, twisted into monstrous forms and left to die of starvation or forced to kill and eat others in order to survive. Changed into horrible things…” She spoke evenly, but it was easy to see she was holding back a lot. She said, “I know who they are, Mayor. You might have been around them for a long time, but I doubt that you have seen the same side of them that I have.”

Silverite did not dispute Justine’s claims. 

Erick walked further into the room. He took a seat across from Justine and Silverite, while Ophiels fluttered around him, to hover through the room as they felt like hovering. He asked, “What year did you fall to the Shades, Justine?”

Justine did not look at the Mayor, as she said, “In the Water Season of 1276, 160 years ago, my party and I were denied entry to the Dead City through Spur’s usual channels. So we hopped over the walls, as one does in such an event. We succeeded in our ingress. We went home, back to Irildizirad, under the Grey Peaks of Nelboor, unknowingly carrying Curses with us. My friends fell to the shadows inside their own homes, locked to the bed while rads coalesced around their hearts. The same thing happened to me, too, but it took longer.” She paused. She said, “My former friends opened the gates for the monsters, for the shadows. Then the attack started. The siege lasted a week, but Irildizirad was doomed from the start, for the enemy was already inside. I died somewhere in that. When I woke up, I was inside Ar’Kendrithyst.” She said, “Ever since then, off and on, months at a time, or years at a time, I was granted a modicum of my original sapience, because the Shades occasionally need helpers that are not mindless puppets. That is why my Status reads 98 years old.” She looked down at her hands, and said, “This is probably my hundredth body. I’m not sure.”

The truthstone remained green.

Silverite said, “Her history is being further vetted as we speak, Erick, but I can already tell you that Irildizirad’s fall in the summer of 1276 had always been blamed on shoddy patrols. Justine’s story is new information. I can also tell you that someone named Justine Erholme did apply for a permit from Spur, in that same year; that was easy to look up.” She turned to Justine, saying, “But let us return to the problem at hand. Candlepoint, and Bulgan, and why you needed to speak to Erick.” She gestured to Erick, saying, “There he is; go ahead and talk.”

Justine looked to Erick. She said, “If you were to pay a million darkchips to challenge Bulgan for control of Candlepoint, he would be forced to concede.” She rapidly added, “The city would be yours! You could run it however you wanted, or not at all. But it would be yours, and every single person in there would be safe from him.” She pleaded, “The only reason Candlepoint exists is as a bridge for Melemizargo to communicate with the rest of the world; a way for civilization to come to the Darkness and make up their own minds about what it all means, and how to move forward. We shadelings are caught in the middle between the Dark God and all the rest, but it does not need to be this way.”

Erick almost said ‘no’, instantly. But he refrained from that gut reaction. Instead, almost dismissively, he asked, “Why would Bulgan concede?”

Justine barreled past his dismissive tone, asking, “Do you know anything about the Cult of Melemizargo?”

“Not really.” Erick looked down at the green truthstone, adding, “I’ve stayed away from it, since it seems rather disingenuous cult. They kill people all the time, and—” Erick stopped, suddenly getting fed up. He said, “Understanding the opposition is good and right and important, but it’s rather difficult to care about whatever nonsense that cult spews, when the outcome is torture and harm for everyone they touch.”

Silverite nodded, almost imperceptibly, as she watched from the sidelines. 

Justine said, “Then… You have to understand one thing about Melemizargo before I answer that question, of why Bulgan would concede. It’s a central tenet of the Clergy, and describes everything Melemizargo does.” She said, “To Him, you’re either unmolded clay, ready to be shaped and fired into something better than what came before, or you’re the fire.” Justine stared at Erick, saying, “You are the best fire he has seen since the Sundering. The invention of an entirely new school of magic has managed to burn away his own insanity, Erick. Because of that, he has declared you Untouchable—”

Silverite laughed; once and done. Erick glanced to the silver woman, but Justine kept talking.

Justine ignored the Mayor, continuing, “And because you are Untouchable, if you paid the million darkchip fee to Challenge Bulgan, he would be forced to leave Candlepoint and all the shadelings to you.”

Silverite chuckled, asking, “And then what?”

Justine, still very serious, said, “And then my city would be separate from Ar’Kendrithyst! There would be no need for all this danger and death!”

Silverite lost her mirth. “Do you truly believe that?”

Justine stopped. 

She did not believe her own words; Erick could see it in her eyes. She was not that naive. But she was at her wit’s end. Her shoulders slumped, slightly, as she blinked long, casting a tear to the ground. 

Whatever went through her mind, happened fast. She recovered some fundamental part of herself, and said, “Candlepoint will exist or die at the hands of the world. We cannot defend ourselves; for once we pick up the sword, that is all anyone would be able to see, and we are not strong enough to overcome all of civilization. We are not Shades. We should not be treated as such, either!”

Erick said nothing. Instead, he thought.

Justine watched. Silverite withheld further comment. 

Eventually, Erick said, “I don’t think Veird is capable of nonviolent movements, but I think you’re positioned to try. You almost have the right mindset, but you…” He lost his steam for a brief moment. He turned to Silverite. “I am not sure what ‘success’ looks like, here. What are some concessions you would demand from Ar’Kendrithyst and Melemizargo, in order to make the world a better place?”

Silverite laughed for a moment, then rapidly said, “The death of all current Shades. Monsters no longer imbued with a hatred for all life. The end of Ancients. The end of his meddling in mortal affairs.”

“I feel like you listed off several impossibilities,” Erick said.

She laughed again, then said, “Since we’re [Wish]ing!”

“Why are you laughing?” Justine asked, unsure. “This is not a laughing matter.”

Silverite said, “When Melemizargo stops assaulting the Geodes, when his monsters stop killing, when the Ancients don’t organize the monsters, when the Shades are all dead or impossible to find or incapable and unwilling to affect the rest of the world, then I will believe that Melemizargo is actively trying to make amends for his actions. But here’s the slag in the sauce: The people of Veird will never forgive him, and they shouldn’t! But the only way for actual peace would be for all the anger of the world to go unanswered.” She said, “And that is impossible. You’d have an easier time convincing Melemizargo to abandon all that he is, than convincing the rest of the world to forgive.” She added, “But even the first step, that must be taken by him, is impossible! I’ve heard first hand accounts from dragons who survived the Sundering, and Melemizargo has never been any different. This doctrine of strength through tempering fire has never changed. His insanity has twisted his visions for civilization in sometimes strange directions, but it has always been through violence of action and thought that Melemizargo has made his will known, and felt.

“Look at Bulgan! Killing people who came to Candlepoint in the beginning was somewhat understandable, but then he went and opened up the Wall to the Kingdoms, sending mimics into that land, killing thousands and thousands of people who could not run away. Bulgan is still killing people who displease him. That is who Melemizargo is. He shoves you forward, Justine, asking for peace, propping up Candlepoint as a bridge to the world, while with his most powerful hands, kills whoever he feels like killing.”

Justine had no words to say against Silverite’s.

Erick said, “You cannot engage in meaningful discourse when time and time again, that discourse is turned against you, to tie your hands, while the opposition runs rampant, doing whatever they want to do without regard for you, or your needs.”

“Exactly,” Silverite said.

Justine said, “I can’t do anything about the overarching goals of getting Melemizargo to submit to civility, but I need Candlepoint to be saved from Bulgan. They are my people, and I cannot abandon them.”

“There is something to be said for smaller goals...” Erick decided, “You know Bulgan’s power and capability better than most. If I gave you a million darkchips, then could you kill him, and take over Candlepoint?”

Silverite raised her silverscale eyebrows. She looked to Justine. 

Justine breathed deep, her red eyes going wide. And then she faltered. “I… I don’t think I could. Even if I still had the power I once possessed… But, I lost everything in the rebirth.” She popped a blue box into the air.
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Erick looked at the Status, then looked to Justine. He asked, “What, exactly, happened to you, to cause all of this?”

Justine began reciting her story. 

Not once, did the truthstone sitting between them shift pink, to indicate a half truth, or red, for a lie. When she was done talking of gods debating with the Darkness, and of Bulgan’s growing violence, she waited for someone else to speak. 

When no one spoke, she said, “The citrus tree was nice. I’m sorry it didn’t get to live.”

“Me too,” Erick said, as a numbness spread through his body.

More silence.

Silverite spoke for the first time in twenty minutes, lamenting, “Truly we are in a time of turmoil.” She said, “The Darkness creates new Stats, to follow the first new magics in a millennia, and gods argue over the fates of us all? Ha! They argue! There are always harsh words before the worst tragedies happen.” In the moment, Silverite was not the friendly, silver woman that Erick had known in the less stressful moments of their interactions; she had become something tougher, something more like in those first moments of meeting, when Erick was in the stands of the courtroom, and she sat on the podium above; administering. “I am as hopeful of a peaceful resolution as anyone, but it appears that is impossible. Melemizargo has pulled this shit too many times for me to ever believe his word as true, because, as you say, his philosophy is Strength Above All, and that motto is truer for him and his than most will ever know. If you have the strength to enforce your wishes upon the world, then it is Good and right for you do do so— Nay! It is your solemn duty to wield your power against those who would encroach upon you and yours.” She looked to Erick, saying, “Untouchable! Do you know what this means?”

“No,” Erick said, the answer coming before he could even think to obfuscate his words.

“Good.” Silverite said, “Then I do not have to dispel a lie in order to imbue a truth; If a Shade ever calls you Untouchable, it means that they will look to harm you in every way they possibly can, without impinging upon your freedom, your mind, your person, or your soul. I was declared Untouchable for a time, 105 years ago. I sought to use this bounty to end the Shades, with a Great Conquest of Ar’Kendrithyst. That disaster ended in the Great Purge of Spur. I lost myself, and when I found myself again, everything was different, and nothing was how I wanted it to be. 

“Untouchable! Ha!

“A blight upon Melemizargo! A blight upon them all!” Silverite launched to her feet. “I have other duties to attend.” She turned to Erick, saying, “Help or harm Miss Erholme at your own displeasure, but know that there are no good choices going forward. Let me know if you choose to confront Bulgan; I will need to prepare the Guard and the Army for a Shade attack on Spur.” She turned to Justine. “Bulgan needs to die, and Spur is willing to assist in this. In the following hours, you will be debriefed of all the information you know regarding Candlepoint. In return… We’ll figure it out.” She waved a hand, adding, “Answer Erick’s questions, first. You’ll answer ours after he’s through.”

Justine rose to her feet and bowed deeply, saying, “Thank you, Mayor Silverite. This is more than I could have hoped for.”

For the first time, the truthstone shifted pink. Everyone noticed. 

Silverite gave one hearty, “Ha!” before walking away, opening the door to the room, then stepping out of sight, muttering, “Untouchable...” 

Poi stepped into the room and took his position near the entrance, closing the door behind him.

Justine sat back down. Erick looked at her for a long moment. She waited for him. 

Erick formed the full question in his mind, then he asked, “With regard to physical or magical might, and political power, what would it take for you to be able to challenge Bulgan and take control of Candlepoint from him, and then keep the shadelings from going out of control?”

Justine nodded once, then said, “To be able to challenge Bulgan, I would need [Shadowalk], [Lightwalk], and 70 more levels. Even then, I would be giving my life for the cause. To win would be a miracle, but even then Bulgan would likely survive, and he would go to ground in Ar’Kendrithyst. Removing him from Candlepoint would be enough, for now, but as for what would come afterward, I do not see Candlepoint as being able to solve any of our problems on our own.” She said, “Us shadelings would not go out of control; No. Silverite was right about what to expect from other nations. As soon as there’s no longer a Shade in charge, the rest of the world would descend upon that place and pluck it of all its treasures.”

“There’s an obvious solution to that: You don’t need treasures.”

“… True.” Justine said, “Obviously. I… Yes. You’re right. But… There’s a problem with that thinking, and it is this: None of the prizes are kept in the city; they’re all [Teleport]ed in, on demand, by crafters in Ar’Kendrithyst. But I know several of the pieces of the spellwork to make those items, and I am not alone.” She said, “I would entreat the Mind Mages for mind wiping, but that wouldn’t matter. Some people would still attempt to capture us, to try and force out answers we do not have.” She looked hollowed for a second, as she said, “The original, fully knowledgeable shadelings… They were ritually sacrificed in the process of the Stat creation.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Even if you only have pieces of the puzzle, it would mean a larger hunt.”

“Yes,” Justine said, desperately. 

Erick watched Justine; her eyes, the tilt of her head, her posture. Even with the truthstone on the table, he did not consider that small magical item as all-knowing. So he searched for the truths in her words that were actually lies, as he prepared a question that would mean life or death, or something in between for all shadelings; a hunted existence without peace or prosperity. 

He asked, “Are those Stats all traps?”

Justine took a long moment to answer. 

“What I am about to say does not apply for shadelings pulled from the Well, like I was. For those like I, and many others, we must first be allowed to regain our sapience, and then we must choose to give up everything we have gained through the Script, in order to return to our original race. Levels, extra Stats. All of it. Most will never survive this process. I did not survive this process. But I was brought back in order to facilitate a bridge to peace.” She said, “That said… If someone falls to the Shadeling Curse by imbibing more than one Stat, the safest way to rid themselves of their affliction it is to journey to Ar’Kendrithyst, to Melemizargo’s Heart, at the base of the Spire. There, the afflicted will have the opportunity to listen to the Shades of the Spire, to hear Melemizargo’s version of the events of the Sundering. From there, you leave as a person, or as a shadeling; your choice. But either way he wins. 

“Either you choose to be a shadeling, and you contribute to his godhood with your very existence. Or, you have heard his history, and by its very nature, call into question everything you’ve ever heard about the gods, the Sundering, and the Script. The Mind Mages would call it a mundane memetic hazard. Melemizargo just calls it the truth.” She said, “So, yes. The Stats are traps. But they are not a trap for any individual person. Taken in their entirety, they are a trap for society as a whole, and the gods. Mostly, they are a way for Melemizargo to leverage his power against all who oppose him, if they choose to continue to deny him.”

“… Ah.”

Justine sat silently.

Erick had quite a few more questions, but he had heard quite a lot, today. So he picked the most prudent questions he could think to ask, “How do you make a Stat fruit, and how do you prevent the Shadeling Curse from taking hold?”

“The second is easier to answer than the first.” Justine said, “Separately, the Curse does not look like a curse, at all. It is only in aggregate that the Curse occurs. So if you only ever have one extra Stat unlocked, you will not be Cursed. You also won’t be Cursed if you already believe Melemizargo’s side of the story. In the second case, you can unlock as many new Stats as you can afford fruits.” 

Erick sat up straight. So that meant the orcol of Archmage Syllea’s tribe, the one who had managed to eat both a Constitution and Dexterity fruit, was already a part of Melemizargo’s cult? Is that how that worked? Did Archmage Syllea know? Erick would need to contact her, later.

Justine continued, “But more than 20 fruits always leads to… uncontrolled monsterfication. It’s a rad-overload problem; too many potions, sort of thing.” She added, “And that thing that Silverite said about Melemizargo controlling the monsters? That wasn’t true. Monsters are still monsters, mostly. He is capable of appointing Ancients, though. Those monsters have specific controls against their lessers.” She said, “But about creating the fruits: The process involves precise applications of [Grow] along with the creation of souls with specific colors of magic. The deep and the shallow of it, is that it’s soul magic.”

“… Ah.” Erick decided, “That is enough for me.” He stood up. “I had hoped that this would be easy, but it looks like it’s only going to get harder for everyone. Especially for you.”

Justine stood up. “I want to help you in any way necessary, Erick. You’ve done so much for Candlepoint— The Shades don’t care about us as individuals, at all. But you did. I hope you still do. Please, if you wish to know more… I’m not sure where I’ll end up, but I’ll help you in any way I can.”

Erick looked at Justine. He nodded. He said, “Good luck, Justine. I’ll be seeing you around.”

A small happiness broke across Justine’s entire being, from her risen shoulders to her tiny smile, to her clasped hands. She bowed to Erick, just as deeply as she bowed to Silverite.

Erick left it at that.

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked into the kitchen, and smelled food already cooking. Meats and onions and vegetables, along with a hefty dose of that savory bluebell scent. Teressa was at the stove, flipping steaks on the grill. 

She smiled as Erick walked past the corner, and said, “Welcome back, boss!” She noticed his white armor, saying, “I heard there was some trouble.”

“Oh my gods. I need a drink.” 

“That bad, huh?”

“Actually...” Erick paused. He looked at Teressa. The last time there was talk of shadelings coming back from their Cursed state, she lost it; she Raged, and almost killed Poi. So Erick spoke softly, saying, “Teressa.”

The large muscular orcol woman on the other side of the grill, went on high alert. Her easy stirring of the vegetables instantly stopped. She set the spatula down. Shoulders relaxed, but ready. Emerald eyes focused on the grill top, then lifted up, to Erick. She breathed. She asked, “Yes?”

“Justine Erholme, the woman I meet every time Ophiel goes to Candlepoint. She’s in town, under guard by the North Gate. She’s not a shadeling anymore.” Erick ripped off the bandaid, saying, “She says that as soon as any shadeling is allowed their sapience back, they can voluntarily give up their power, and they might be able to survive the transformation back to being a person. It’s not a sure thing. She didn’t survive her transformation, either. But she’s here as a messenger for Koyabez, for peace. Level 0; I saw her Status. Parts of her story are true, at least.”

Teressa nodded along as Erick spoke. When he was done, she stayed silent for a moment, turning her eyes to the food on the grill. Then, she said, “Good to know.” She breathed deep. She said, “… Good to know. Thanks for telling me.” She jolted. She smiled in a sad expression, lifting her head as she said, “They weren’t allowed their sapience.”

She meant her own team, of course. Erick said, “It’s my understanding that most shadelings never are.”

Teressa rubbed her eyes with the back of her wrist, saying, “Yup. Candlepoint is an oddity.” She asked, “Any other world shattering events happen today, boss?”

“Just the one, I think.” He tried to lighten the mood, “Oh! I did manage to make [Teleport Other], though.”

Teressa smiled, though her heart was breaking, as she teased, “Do I have to cover up some missing persons reports?”

“What! No!” Erick said, “I made a magic tree and blipped it away.”

Teressa laughed.

Erick said, “It blipped into Candlepoint. And then it landed in the backyard. I’m not sure if Bulgan threw it that far, or if he had someone move it for him.” He asked, half disgusted, half morbidly curious, “Would you have really covered for me?”

“PhHH! No!” She chuckled, saying, “Silverite doesn’t run that kind of town, and we’re all better for it.”

“… Good.” Erick reached over into various parts of the kitchen with his [Greater Lightwalk], saying, “Dinner smells great, by the way. I meant to make it, but things sort of got out of hand.” With his connection to the items he wanted established, he blipped it all onto the kitchen table. A keg of beer appeared on the solid wood surface, along with a bottle of wine, some crackers, and some good, hard cheese. Mugs and cups came next, disappearing from their spots in the cupboards and reappearing by the keg and the bottle. Erick offered, “Snacks before dinner? Beer and wine?”

Teressa said, “Yes, sir! Make mine a double.”

Poi smiled, as he went to the crackers and cheese, saying, “That went well.”

Teressa chided him, perhaps too harshly, “Was there ever any doubt! You shouldn’t have to worry about a Rage.” She turned subdued, as she said, “I am ashamed that I ever… Sorry.”

Erick poured himself a glass of wine, for a change, and let the topic of Teressa’s Rage drop. The woman was obviously uncomfortable and deeply ashamed that she had an accident and almost killed Poi. If Erick were in her shoes, he would have run away and never come back. Teressa had almost succeeded in running away. Thankfully, that did not happen. 

Erick poured her a mug of good gold beer, and set it next to Teressa, saying, “I’ve got to go talk to Archmage Syllea about her own shadeling problem—” He turned to Poi, “It’s still a problem, right?”

Poi said, “I’d have to check, but as far as I know, what you heard today, just now, was the first definitive information regarding the process by which the Shadeling Cursed can transform back into their original race. Syllea likely hasn’t heard more than you have.”

Erick said, “So yeah. I have to go talk to Archmage Syllea. Last I heard, she was the person most interested in undoing the Curse.” He added, “Some of her people took some Constitution and Dexterity fruits. Most of them turned shadeling, but one didn’t. The only reason he didn’t turn, was apparently due to already being a part of Melemizargo’s cult? Or something? I’m not quite sure on that.” He said to Teressa, “So that’s the plan. Want to go?”

Teressa emphatically said, “Yes.” She added more bluebell to the steaks, then flipped them. They were already crusted with savory flowers, almost like a bread coating. She said, “I haven’t been to Treehome in a… In a long time. It’s time to see some people, especially if you’re going there with that sort of news.”

“Good.” Erick said, “I’m glad.” He looked over at the steaks. “And those look done.”

Teressa smirked. “They can cook a little longer.”

It was well past dark by the time dinner was over. As everyone went their separate ways, Erick went to the library to read, and to wait for a response from a question he set out during dinner. That response came ten minutes before he was ready to call it quits, and tuck in for the night. 

Silverite sent, ‘Come to my office, and we can talk.’

Poi walked into the room, and nodded. He was still dressed in his usual armor, and ready to go out on the town. Erick had dismissed his own conjured armor well before now, but he briefly considered putting it back on. He decided not to. 

Erick got up, stretched, and sent, ‘Be right there.’

He took tiny control of the light next to Poi’s shoulder, and asked, “Ready?”

“Ready,” Poi said.

Ophiel squeaked on Erick’s shoulder. He was ready, too.

 

- - - -

 

Silverite’s office was the same as it had ever been. Lots of shelves on both sides, one half of the room full of books, exactly as one expected to see in the office of a judge, while the other shelves on the other side were laden with knickknacks of various kinds. Kendrithyst crystal shards on silver stands, stone globes, lots of tiny landscape paintings, and even small painted portraits of people Erick had never seen before save for here in these portraits in Silverite’s office.

The Mayor sat behind her desk, in her large chair. Her silver metal body was in its usual dragonkin shape, while her clothes were of Silverite’s usual light, airy style. Her countenance did not seem light and airy, though. She was harder than usual. 

Erick had blipped in moments ago. He quickly oriented to the space, as the Mayor watched.

He said, “Hello, Silverite.”

Silverite, all hard edges, said, “Hello, Erick. Have a seat.”

Erick took a seat, while Poi stepped to the edge of the room, to silently watch. 

Silverite ignored Poi, to focus on Erick. “The days ahead are going to get rather rough. Shades have always been power over substance; flash over forethought. Sometimes they’d throw you for a hard turn, but you could recover, because their plots always hinged on unhinged minds, and the truly crazy ones were always eaten by their more stable compatriots.” She said, “But that was before… Before Justine Erholme and her story, and Koyabez’s own proclamation to me. I will not share with you what is not mine to share, but I can say that the war I was expecting is not going to happen.” She paused, for a moment. She said, “For the sake of clarity, ask your question again, so that I know you truly did say those words.”

During dinner, Erick had sent out a question to Silverite, and she had told him she needed time to think. Now, he repeated that question, saying, “I would like to know how to make Curses, so as to be able to lock Shades down in a fight. I’d also like to know of Soul Magic, in order to take the power of Candlepoint’s Stat fruits out of their hand, and maybe extract the Shadeling Curse from that fruit in order to create a product outside of Melemizargo’s control.”

Silverite glanced away, lamenting, “Curses and Soul Magic.” She looked to Erick. “It always comes down to Curses and Soul Magic, you know? Or maybe you don’t. One, is the denial of the soul. The other, is the bolstering of the soul. Since souls are a person’s connection to the Script, it always comes down to soul mutilation.” She said, “I have a request.”

Erick waited.

“Justine has been vetted by multiple Mind Mages, as well as my God. Take her into your home.”

Erick boggled for half a second. “Really? Uh. I’m not sure if I’m comfortable with that.”

“I’m not comfortable with anyone gaining necromantic powers, but here we are.” Silverite added, “But besides that, Justine is going to get murdered unless she is in a secured location. Strangely enough, your [Prismatic Ward]ed house is among the most secured locations in Spur. Just think about it. But don’t take too long. Her entrance into Spur was widely visible by many people. We’ve already had to stop one attempted kidnapping.”

Erick felt the blood rush from his face as his heart beat hard. “Shit.”

“She knows a lot, Erick. A lot more than what she’s said.” 

“… Fine. I’ll… I’ll think about it.” Erick offered, “If she’s vetted by Koyabez, she can’t be all that ill-intentioned.”

Silverite looked like she had something to say, but she did not. Instead, she said, “She might not stay with you for long. She has her own journey ahead of her. She is planning on spreading her knowledge far and wide, and then hopefully coming back to Candlepoint to challenge Bulgan for control. She is expecting your help on that front, to at least pay for the Challenge, if nothing else.”

“About that… Could it be true that I could Challenge him, and he would back down?”

“Yes.” Silverite asked, “Do you want that? Control of Candlepoint?”

Erick’s answer was a foregone conclusion. He said, “Absolutely not.” 

Silverite went silent; thinking.

Erick filled the silence, saying, “Did you hear? Melemizargo appeared to my daughter and offered her a paladinship, wanting her help to ‘clean house’?”

Silverite sat in her chair for a long, absolutely still moment. Then, she said, “I had not heard that.” She looked away, to the knickknacks on her shelves, saying, “We live in interesting times, and I hate it. Spur is full again. The nightlife is booming. Ar’Kendrithyst is as evil as it ever was, but if it weren’t for Candlepoint, they’d be plodding along with their own little intrigues as they normally do. Backstabbing each other while tempting invaders with treasure and gold, to assist them in their backstabbing. But now we have the Dark Dragon making plans that are more nefarious than ever before.” She exclaimed, “And cleaning house, too! How dreadful. How unlike him.” Her tone turned flippant, as she said, “Bulgan is set up to fall. He’s gotten no obvious help from inside the Dead City. According to all historical signs, he’s been abandoned. But we’re going off of a flawed history… I have no idea what is coming next.”

Silverite looked like a woman on the edge of falling apart. She had already laughed at Justine’s proclamations earlier, and then she stormed off. And now she was talking flippantly of Shades. She had never done that before. Erick felt a spike of worry in his gut. 

Silverite noticed, and read him like a book. She said, “Oh! Don’t worry about me. I’m fine. It’s just! Every time it’s difficult, you know? This time more than most.”

“I don’t know, exactly, but I’ll take your word for it.”

Silverite smiled, and returned a little to her usual solid self. She did not speak. She obviously did not want to talk about what Erick came here to talk about, regarding necromancy, curses, and Soul Magic. So she went silent.

Erick changed topics, slightly, asking “Have you ever heard of Melemizargo’s Heart before?”

“If you’re thinking Melemizargo’s Heart, is a weakness, it is not. That name is more flash than substance; most people call it the Well.”

“Oh! That thing they pull people out of.” Erick said, “I had not made that connection, yet.”

“It goes by many names. ‘Melemizargo’s Heart’ is one of the more popular. It is not his actual heart, nor does it have any connection to him at all. We’ve— assorted people from Spur, Killzone, me personally, and a few others— We’ve destroyed the Well before, but it always comes back, because it is the end point of a vast magic; it is not the center that it appears to be.” Silverite sighed, then she said, “Since you’re getting into necromancy, I might as well tell you: The Well is a dark mirror that does some arcane thing to every person who has ever touched a shadow in the world…” Silverite paused. She said, “I don’t know if shadelings are real people, or not, but we have known a few important facts about them for a long time. One of the major facts is that every soul that does not go to a god, or to the End, has a chance of being reborn as a shadeling. Another great fact is that I hate necromancy and all of its assorted evils, and sticky questions.”

Erick was blown away. Shadelings were truly a ‘resurrection magic’ problem? Like with Messalina’s [Resurrection] magic? But… No. The Well sounded slightly different. Shadelings were dark reflections? But maybe there was something there as to why the resurrected, like Savral, had problems coming back from the end? 

Did Messalina get her magic from Melemizargo? 

Erick rapidly asked, “Did Messalina get her magic from Melemizargo?”

“No.” Silverite frowned. “She did not.” Silverite asked, “Do you really want to learn Soul Magic?”

Erick could not ignore the sticky implications Silverite just laid out there. Her reluctance to speak further of Messalina seemed wrong, too, somehow. But eventually, Erick brushed over it, knowing that he would pick the topic up at some other time. He said, “Yes. I want to know more about Soul Magic.”

“Why do you want to learn Soul Magic?”

Erick explained, “It always struck me as… Even if I got strong enough to kill a Shade, they could just run from the fight. It is wrong that Shades can run from a fight, when the people they fight had no choice. So I want to be able to Curse any potential Shade with a— I don’t know. A [Curse of Potential Collapse], so they could not run away. But I’ve also been informed that Shades could likely throw off curses, and that I have no idea what a curse actually is. So… That’s why I want to know about Curse and Soul Magic.” He added, “And now we’ve got Stat fruits that need to get made but stripped of their Shadeling Curse, so that Candlepoint can exist without being plundered and pillaged by the nations of the world as soon as the Shades aren’t there to protect them.”

“When the Shades aren’t there?” Silverite asked, “Why do you think they would abandon the city, even if Bulgan was defeated?”

“You misunderstand.” Erick, hard toned and white eyed, said, “The Shades all need to die, Silverite. That’s the goal. If the shadelings are truly just another people being mind and soul controlled, then they need to be freed, and their evil masters need to be put to the sword. Every. Last. One.”

Silverite regarded Erick for a long moment. 

Erick stared back. 

Silverite said, “Speak to Apogee about the curse you’re looking for. He managed to make one that affects all forms of Spatial Magic. And you’re right; it is useful against Shades. You’re also right about not being nearly strong enough to kill one, or even seriously threaten any of them. But that Curse would help.” She added, “And you don’t need to learn Soul Magic. It changes people when they’re able to toy with the inner workings of their own body; when they see ‘imperfections’ in others that ‘need’ to be ‘healed’. I’m not sure if you would be that kind of person, but it is unnecessary for what is to come. I advise you to not pursue this line of thought, for your own good.

“But besides that: I heard what Justine said to you, and I highly doubt that what Melemizargo pulled off with these new Stats is doable through mortal means. What has to happen, is those Stat Fruit trees need to be stolen from Ar’Kendrithyst, and then they need to be stripped of their Shadeling Curse by consummate professionals. They should not be remade, for the process likely involves the sundered souls of hundreds of individuals.”

“… Okay.” Erick nodded. “That works, too. How are we going to do that?”

“I gotta be honest with you, Erick.” Silverite said, “It likely won’t involve you, at all. You’re much better as a deterrent against widespread danger, than walking into the shadows. It takes a certain skill set to fight a Shade, and you are not there. We’ll get Killzone and the Army on tree relocation as soon as we get more information from Justine on possible areas.”

Erick frowned a little, as he said, “Ah.”
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099, 2/2


                Erick lay in bed, thinking, for two hours. And then it was time to get up. Two hours was enough rest, though. 

Once he decided to get up, the next morning started rapidly. Toast, jam, the addition of peanut butter and peanuts to the list of things to reinvent, and a quick cup of coftea, was all that Erick needed for breakfast. In the middle of all that, he sent a message to Apogee, asking for some time to talk.

But according to his son, Fork, the former Guildmaster of the Wayfarer’s Guild was out of town. And then, a small conversation with Fork, the current Guildmaster of the Wayfarer’s Guild, turned into talk of [Gate]. Erick let slip that he remade quite a few [Teleport] spells, so Fork insisted on meeting, as soon as possible. From there, it ballooned into a whole thing. Erick had too many things to do to be trapped by talk of [Gate] right now, but he gave Fork some of his time, and thus, he found himself in the meeting room of the Wayfarer’s Guild, handing their little black book back to his three [Gate] co-conspirators: Rexarix, the incani from the Wasteland Kingdoms, Fieldsmith of the Greensoil Republic, and Fork, of Spur. 

Rexarix beamed, as he said, “You remade them all in under a month—”

“Under a week!” Fieldsmith laughed, as he looked to Ophiel, on Erick’s shoulder. “Your [Familiar] sure is something!”

Ophiel trilled in contented violins; yes, he certainly was awesome, alright. 

Fork asked, “Can we please see the [Gate] quest?”

Erick popped out the blue box, handing each of them a copy, as he said, “I’m not sure what the Worldly Path is, but I’d imagine it’s about traveling the world?”

Rexarix marveled at the blue box, saying, “If Everlin Etherspray would have lived past the death of all Halves, then she could have told us what it meant. According to popular theory, she was slated to give all her secrets to her apprentices, but that never happened.”

“What my colleague failed to say is that we have no idea what ‘The Worldly Path’ actually means.” Fieldsmith said, “No one has been able to figure it out, and rarer are the people who actually manage to unlock the Quest, itself. Do you have any ideas?”

Erick offered, “Traveling the world with companions? Showing others the sights out there? Spatial Magic seems all about stretching possibility out into two different spots, so I’d imagine [Gate] has something to do with transforming an area into being capable of automatically transforming the possibility of all people entering the area.” He said, “Honestly, I have been swamped with a lot of responsibilities. I haven’t gotten a chance to try it out. And speaking of responsibilities, do any of you three know how to lock down someone from [Teleport]ing? From casting any Spatial magic? I need to know to stop Shades from being able to run away.” He looked to Fork, saying, “That’s why I needed to speak to your father.”

The atmosphere of the room changed, dramatically. From jovial and open, to cold and closed. 

Rexarix said, “I have heard that there is trouble brewing. Bend, of the Kingdoms, formally offers you sanctuary if you should need to run.”

Fieldsmith shot the incani a deadly look. Then he softened, saying, “Surely a more neutral option—”

“Yes yes.” Rexarix said, “I apologize. If there is a more neutral option, then by all means.”

Erick said, “What I would prefer, is for the Wayfarers to sign on to defend Spur, when the time comes.”

Fork said, “I am already promised to the defense of my home town, as our branch is here. We will hold the line, whenever we are needed, in accordance with the duty of all citizens of any major city, and especially of Spur.” He continued to say something, but another voice cut in.

The day instantly went from trying to horrific. 

Poi sent, ‘Ballooning Spiders arefalling on Candlepoint. More information is coming, but shadelings are already dying due to scouting spiders, and automatons are killing anyone who fights the spiders. Bulgan is defending the Crystal, and nothing else.’

Erick felt a sudden swell of cold. His heart beat hard, as a chill ripped up his spine. He closed his eyes, and spoke softly, “… Shit.” He forced his emotions down, as he opened his eyes. 

The three Guildmasters were looking at him; concerned. Fieldsmith glanced to Poi. He must have seen the tendril of thought between Erick and Poi.

Erick said, “I have to go. There’s an emergency.” 

Fork said, “Of cour—”

Erick blipped away, leaving the Guildmasters to their own devices. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick reappeared in his home, in the library; one of the safest parts of the house for extended Ophiel control. Poi and Ophiel blipped in on the other side of the room, one in a flash of blue, the other in a flash of white and a trill of miffed flute notes at being left behind. Erick apologized for leaving suddenly, as he began summoning more Ophiels. 

He sent one of them blipping over to his tower, to grab a specific item from underneath the floor. In another two moments, Erick held a purple crown in his hands. It was a weighty thing, made of twisted iron and three void-dark octahedral diamonds, each the size of a small fist. Purple lightmasks covered each gem, ensuring that the only light to get inside was attuned to every conventional Stat. Erick took off his rings so they wouldn’t explode, and put on the crown. Plus 213 All-Stats. Slightly more than the 210 it had been before. 

That was odd, but there was no time to investigate that oddity. Erick looked to Poi. 

With a dozen lines of intent coming off of his head, Poi looked away, saying, “Spur is on alert for a counterattack. You’re cleared for engagement.” He turned to Erick. “We want Bulgan dead, too, sir. If it looks like you can do it, then do it.”

Right. Erick had almost forgotten that he wasn’t the only one Bulgan had wronged. The Shade had apparently been killing humans inside Ar’Kendrithyst and working with Tania Webwalker, Melemizargo’s Champion, for a long while. Years, perhaps. 

Erick continued to summon Ophiels, quickly reaching his maximum. With over 8000 mana to begin with, 9 more Ophiel only cost him most of his original mana pool. With his crown-improved Stats, he had over 17,000 maximum mana. Each Ophiel he summoned, while wearing the crown, would have that much effective Health, too, along with his near 76,000 Mana Regen per day, but only if they were Resting.

With a directed thought, nine of his Ophiel, all tiny with fluffy white feathers and bright eyes, blipped away in white flashes, to positions outside of Spur, over the sand. Stone raised from the sand, forming [Teleporting Platform]s under each Ophiel. Each [Familiar] then expended most of themselves, 15,000 mana each, in order to create 90,000 point [Prismatic Ward]s over each platform. 

Ophiel would be easy to [Dispel] if he were on his own, but [Ward]s had to be destroyed, or [Dispel]ed on a 1 point of defense per 1 point of [Dispel] basis. Erick smirked to himself. Let’s see how Bulgan dealt with that. 90,000 points of [Solid Ward] was massive!

 

- - - -

 

Over a shadowy city laden with rainbow light, wide awake in the minutes before the dawn, there were no clouds of water as there had been for the last week, but instead, threads of spidersilk adorned the twilight above. Perfectly straight, those threads tangled on no errant winds, for the winds were controlled. Spider silk drifted forward, riding the prevalent breeze toward the target.

Many-legged monsters, with many eyes and many minds, spun those threads into the breeze, and casting in concert, flowed toward the shadowy city. There were some complications in the attack, but they were accounted for. 

A spike of crystal rose from the center of their greater target. The first waves of scouts had determined with their lives that the crystal spike was like the crystal city far to the east; a target of last resort, and laden with defenders more than capable of ending an invasion. But below that crystal spike! Oh, the bounty! The squishy bipeds in the dark buildings were slippery, but they tasted fantastic. So much nutrition! Some had even been wrapped in bundles and already spirited away below. They didn’t even fight back.

This place was primed for feasting, and the Horde was ravenous. 

—The air shifted as white flashes disturbed the descent.

Oh? Birds? Birds dare to try the Horde? Or... 

Not birds? No!

The many winged, with eyes to rival our own! The Hated! The Horde had heard about them! They were worse than the crystal maws on the sands. Retreat! Retreat! Run a—

An orb of bright darkness flickered at the tip of the crystal, in the center of the city.

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel fluttered into position, between most of the oncoming horde and Candlepoint. 

Through a hundred different vantage points, Erick saw a hundred different things. Shadelings died in the streets below, either from spiders as they tried to defend themselves, or from automatons as the shadelings tried to defend themselves, but they weren’t allowed to defend themselves from anyone, or anything. Adventurers in the city rushed to save themselves, and some shadelings in the process, killing spiders and automatons with flashes of swordplay or spellwork, earning the ire of both the many-legged monsters and the animated armors. 

For a brief moment, Erick watched as a pair of guards turned to shadow to get away from the greatswords of a pair of automatons, only to run into the fangs of an orcol-sized spider. One guard was killed and devoured on the spot. The other seemed to fly, uncontrolled, into wrapping threads, turning from person into a bundle of white silk in seconds. 

Everywhere, spiders captured people, and rushed into the ground, burrowing holes in fractions of seconds, pulling still-living cargo into the depths below. 

But the worst part was that spiders, under the control of the mother spiders, were all invisible, and working in concert, under expertly controlled hive minds. Erick had to infer what he was seeing when he looked upon Candlepoint. For what he actually saw was people suddenly sprouting blood, so a spider must have gotten them. People tripped on nothing, and were ripped into cocoons. Some shadelings slipped away in shadows, running as best they could, but then they stopped for some reason, and fell down, paralyzed or dead or dying. Spiders were inside the shadows, too. They were everywhere.

The dark crystal in the center of town, the Crystal, where people traded darkchips for treasure, was the only fully defended spot in the city. But it was not safe for shadelings, or anyone. Automatons congregated there, killing everything that moved. The land was red and black with blood and shadow, as people tried to flee the spiders, only to fall to automated defenses. 

Everything else, from the Garrison with its adventurer defenders, to the Farms, to the bordellos and the hotels, was under attack by invisible enemies, and full of holes leading down into the dark below. 

And above it all, but below the floating horde, was a dark man, standing on the dark crystal, looking upon his kingdom, and laughing. He bellowed hateful joy into the spider raining sky. When they got too close to him, he waved his hand, and they blew off course, down into a part of the city that had been doing okay, until suddenly exposed to another round of invisible attackers. 

Ophiel had only been in the air for ten seconds, and Erick already knew that half of Candlepoint had to be dead, already. 

This was the true terror of the Ballooning Spider Horde, when it fell upon an unprotected populace. This was the true nature of Veird, in its most bloody, most dangerous moments. Erick had made light of this reality with his own ability, and his own magics, but here, mutated nature was allowed to happen, unimpeded. 

The air cleared of booming laughter. 

Erick looked to Bulgan, as the Shade pointed at one of the Ophiel. 

The Shade flashed with white, grey, dark light. Erick watched both from the outside and from the inside, as dense air collapsed around an Ophiel. Space folded, as reality crushed inward like a closing fist. Dense air cracked, and broke. Wing snapped and dislocated. Ophiel and all of his defenses, crushed toward a center of compacted space. 

And then Erick was watching from the outside, as one Ophiel was no more, and the space where he had been exploded in dark light. A pulse of dust and pure force rippled out of the implosion, for that is what it had to be; Bulgan had imploded a small part of reality, somehow. 

The eighth Ophiel died in a similar fashion. It took Bulgan seven seconds to crush an Ophiel, but it still happened. Erick still wasn’t strong enough. 

Bulgan yelled, “I do not authorize your assistance, Erick! Go away! Candlepoint is fine without you!”

Shadelings below screamed as they were torn apart by invisible fangs, or packed into cocoons by nimble legs and air currents. 

Seven remaining Ophiel ran away from Bulgan, for they could not blip. The air was full of scratchy denial of all Spatial Magic. Bulgan’s [Teleport Lock] had come on in the last few seconds; maybe even as soon as he had seen Ophiel. Maybe the Shade had been waiting for Erick, or anyone, to make a play.

Ophiel flew in every direction, into the horde, away from Bulgan. They cast stationary, multi-kilometer layers of [Withering] into the spider filled sky, into the falling monsters. Hopefully none of the shadelings thought to fly away; it certainly didn’t look like they were doing anything but huddling and hiding. There was no time for subtlety or properly shaped spells, and even such a [Withering] defense could be navigated by those hive mind spiders; Erick had seen it before.

For a brief moment spiders died and the true attack stood revealed, as invisibilities failed. The horde was the same size as all the rest Erick had killed. Millions of spiders. All hungry. All deadly. From the largest white mothers with their black lined bodies, to the smaller fully white males and younger spiders. 

Against an undefended people, they were genocide. 

Bulgan reached out, easy as flipping his hand around, and canceled the nearest [Withering] hanging in the sky. One layer out of seven vanished. And then he did it again, quick as a grip, ripping spellwork down through sheer force of will. Erick didn’t even see the characteristic dark flash of [Dispel].

Ophiels flew further, and higher, through the falling spiders, collecting them on the dense air of their floating platforms like semi trucks rushing through a bug swarm. Legs and eyes and splashing exoskeletons of spiders that had yet to die to the [Withering], fell to the wayside. 

Bulgan killed another Ophiel from over two kilometers away; a twist of a raised hand, and the [Familiar] imploded, then exploded. Shockwaves bounced through the horde, scattering dried corpses.

New Ophiels joined the battlefield, flying in from afar, casting [Withering] into the sky, with multiple layers over dozens of kilometers. Each of them cost 602 mana. Every expenditure took half a minute to regain, even with 76,000 Mana Regeneration. 

Bulgan popped Erick’s [Familiar]s like they were overripe grapes. Casting [Prismatic Ward] across a floating platform bought each protected Ophiel an extra three or five seconds of life; enough for two or three spells, which they cast out as fast as they could. The sky filled with more easily and quickly dispersed [Withering]s and [Call Lightning]s, briefly turning the twilight morning back to deeper darkness. But Bulgan’s grip was irresistible; final. Clouds vanished. Thick airs dissipated. 

Erick almost abandoned the extra defense of [Prismatic Ward]. Maybe he could get more spells out across the city if he abandoned the extra five seconds it took to construct the platforms and the dense air. Maybe Ophiel could fly faster without lugging around stone and defenses. But three seconds was still three seconds, and without those defenses, the spiders would tear Ophiel apart. 

… Or maybe not. They had 17,000 effective Health, now. And they had [Greater Lightwalk].

Ophiels blipped into the sky, naked. They turned to untouchable light, and then they turned hard, and edged. There was no organization to their transformation; they simply became like clouds of luminous swords. Every Ophiel on the scene transformed, abandoning all defenses. Then they began to spin, chopping up—

Bulgan reached out, and soaked into the nearest Ophiel. Thin lines of substance cast long shadows into the spider filled morning. Those shadows rammed inward and ate the lightform [Familiar], like he was a simple, delicious snack. The Shade repeated the procedure against every Ophiel in sight.

In moments, Erick’s entire flight was gone. Erick summoned a [Scry] orb onto the battlefield, just to see what had happened. 

Booming laughter once again filled the sky. 

Bulgan stood upon his dark crystal, like a man made of void in the middle of the sun. Wreathed in gold-white radiance, the laughing Shade was the deepest pit of darkness Erick had ever seen. 

Erick’s sight cut as Bulgan stared right at the [Scry] orb staring at him, and popped it. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick breathed hard. Cold sweat stained through his light shirt. Poi looked on from the other side of the room. Teressa stood guard by the door, watching both of them. 

“Everything is happening too fast and my mana regen still isn’t enough!” Erick said. 

Poi looked away from the air. He said, “We have potions.” He looked to Teressa. “Get them.”

Teressa blipped away in a flash of grey light.

“Right. Potions.” Erick laughed a harsh sound, as he joked, “I’ll have to get tested for intestinal rads afterward.” He looked to Poi. His voice turned strained. “I don’t know what to do. If I could use [Greater Lightwalk] I could have Ophiel hunt the invisible spiders in the city. But he ATE MY LIGHT, Poi! He can do that?! I know you said light make shadows stronger, but I never— He’s going to kill them all—” He said, “Wait. I have this left.”

Erick applied his last Favored Spell, to [Summon Ophiel]. 602 mana per Ophiel became 225, almost tripling his rate of summoning. 29 seconds per Ophiel became 11. He lifted his hand, and began summoning Ophiels. One, two, more. Each of them appeared hard edged, each of them already running [Hunter’s Instincts]. 

Erick turned on [Hunter's Instincts] himself. Why hadn’t he done this before? He did not know. 

Suddenly, everything seemed calmer. Quieter. The horror of the moment became a clinical experience, and somehow slower at the same time. This was the true power of [Hunter’s Instincts]; this disconnect. Shadelings were dying, and there was nothing Erick could do about that at this particular moment, but Erick’s mana was ticking upward. 

And then he gave each Ophiel [Defend]. He should have been doing this, too. It might help.

 




	
Defend X, 1 minute, 1/10 HP

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 

Teressa blipped in, holding a small wooden box. She handed it over to Erick, asking, “Have you ever had a mana potion before?”

Erick said, “No,” as he opened the wooden box, which was more like a crate, now that he looked inside. He plucked a glass vial about half the size of his fist from inside. Blue liquid fully filled the vial, while white wax kept the juice inside. “Just down it, right?” He thumbed the wax off, easy as a flick of his finger, then downed the potion. It was made to be easy to use. 

It tasted like blue light and burned like the world’s worst rotgut. Erick endured. 

“Yup, just like that.” Teressa said, “One every minute with a max of five per week is the maximum dosage. The good ones last a minute. Those last a minute. It should multiply your Regen by 10, then taper off.”

Erick looked at his mana while Teressa spoke. The numbers on his Status rose normally for a few seconds, then, as the blue potion settled inside, his 21 mana per second Regen suddenly multiplied, turning into 210 per second. Ten seconds later, Erick had enough mana to resummon all of his Ophiel.

The first ones were already blipping across the Crystal Forest, to Candlepoint, with slitted eyes and hard feathers, and instincts out for blood. 

 

- - - -

 

Ophiels tried to blip in three kilometers north, south, east, and west of Candlepoint, as well as every direction between those. But Bulgan’s Blessing had radiated far and wide, denying transport anywhere near the city. If Erick were to guess, he might be ten or even fifteen kilometers out. Candlepoint was barely a dot of rainbow in the distant, twilight horizon. The blot of dark-light atop the city was more than visible, though. Bulgan glowed with stolen power, like the bigger stars in the void above. 

Erick was mad at Bulgan’s stolen light, in a disconnected sort of way. How did that even work? How did Bulgan steal power?

… This might be fine, though. 

Eight Ophiel conjured weather into the sky, and fires down below. Rain fell, and twisted. Northerlies turned to easterlies as a counterclockwise spin took control of the heavens. Tempests turned around the city of Candlepoint. Ophiels joined their spellwork, multiplying their effects, and their domination of the sky. 

Spiders remained in the eye of the forming hurricane, though. There was no stopping those. But the ones that had yet to land. The ones in reserve?

Erick tore them down from the sky like he was cleaning an old house of spiderwebs. A small hurricane formed over the sands of the Crystal Forest, winds reaching up and down, tearing at dunes, clouds manifesting out of thin air. Sand blew harsh, ripping at mimics and agave. Mimics chimed in worry, then in horror, as winds picked up battering them, tearing them from the soil. 

Ten thousand mana casts from each Ophiel in each of eight directions, was more than enough to start the storm. The winds reached all the way to Candlepoint. 

The spot of darklight at the top of the central tower, took off like a comet, toward the north. 

Erick had a brief moment of introspection. Was he really doing this? He was antagonizing a Shade; an enemy he was not capable of fighting on equal footing. Erick didn’t really know where to begin. He wasn’t a fighter. 

But.

Yes. He was. He could fight, when he had to. When it was necessary. 

Killing Shades was the most necessary violence in this entire world. 

He steeled himself as Bulgan came for the northern Ophiel. That naked Ophiel activated [Defend], and lasted a good five seconds; almost as long as with a full [Prismatic Ward] set up. After crushing Ophiel in a telekinetic fist, Bulgan turned his attention to the sky, wasting precious seconds to tear down the storm. Ten seconds at first, then twenty seconds; gone. Erick had already resummoned the northern Ophiel, and was just waiting for Bulgan to move on. 

On instinct, he sent the Ophiel in early, casting [Call Lightning] into the world.

Bulgan noticed. He also noticed the lightning arcing down at him. Bright, flashing light burned through the Shade. When the flash went away, Bulgan was still floating there. Briefly, Erick noticed that one of his wrists ended in a stump. And then the moment was over. Shadows crawled over Bulgan’s body, restoring his missing hand. 

He was brighter than before. Fractionally brighter, for sure. But still brighter. 

Shit.

That Ophiel attack was just the distraction, though. Three other Ophiels blipped into the city with instructions set and skills imbued. Three Ophiels turned into light, and then into something that was not unlike an ooze. They washed into the dark streets like liquid death. The spiders’ invisibility spells did wonders against those who could not defend themselves, but that trick did not work against ultraviolet, or infrared senses. Ophiels became beings of hard edged light, cleaving invisible spiders, saving shadelings— saving people, as they could.

The storm, still active, still getting supported by Erick after Bulgan passed, did a lot, too. Wind pulled every flying thing out of the city, like an immense vacuum cleaner, while the horde tangled on the storm wall kilometers away from Candlepoint. The horde would have been killed, if Erick had been given time to kill them. 

But Bulgan abandoned playing with Ophiel on the edge. He came back to the city. He was dimmer than before, but a simple stretch of the hands toward the flowing lightform Ophiels in his city, turned those Ophiel into snacks. The Shade bloomed back to full, dark radiance. 

Erick kept summoning Ophiel, kept sending them in to do what they could do; he had never stopped. At a few seconds per Ophiel, and twenty seconds per Ophiel death, Erick churned them out like a never ending swarm, easily keeping ahead of Bulgan’s—

The Shade took the top of his dark tower, and then took a knee on the Crystal’s surface. In a radiant moment, the tower itself, once dark, began to become more than that. Veins of light traced down Bulgan’s arms, through his stump, flowing into the Crystal, revealing shadows deeper than Bulgan himself, inside the structure. Veins of light became arteries of radiance that expanded into rivers, then to full brightness, as the Crystal completely turned to light, bathing the city in a white-gold luminosity.

In a detached, horrific moment, Erick witnessed Bulgan’s magic through a [Scry] eye hovering over the city. 

First, the few visible spiders still on the ground, still eating people, went berserk. Meager adventurer defenses and shadeling doors and blockades were instantly overwhelmed by invisible and visible, glowing white spiders. At the same time, the dark automatons in the city doubled in size, as they too went berserk, their colors changing from black to light, as they began pouring out of the Crystal like a radiant flood released. They chopped down everyone they saw, except for the spiders. Perhaps, they did not see the spiders? All they saw were people fighting something.

Erick was reminded of the problems of improper summoned creatures—

Poi sent, ‘Sir. Bulgan needs to die.’

‘Thank you for bringing me back to the moment, Poi.’

More Ophiel blipped in around the city; Bulgan’s Lock was much smaller while he was locked to pouring power into the Crystal. But that was a lie, apparently. Bulgan straightened. He smiled. He lifted his stump, creating an open hand of darkness to replace his lost flesh. He crushed down with that darkness, ending an Ophiel in one quick, effortless movement. And then his [Teleport Lock] expanded. He was holding back on purpose, luring Erick to move his Ophiel closer. 

Before Erick could pull back and save some of his forces, Bulgan snapped his fingers. Five Ophiel imploded at once, leaving one behind, and likely just because the Shade needed an Ophiel alive so he could speak. 

Bulgan’s words vibrated across the sky, directly at Ophiel, “You haven’t paid the million darkchip price, Erick! If you continue to pursue this fun time, I’m going to have to come to Spur and drag you out of your home, and do what I should have done months ago!”

Ophiel floated a hundred meters away from the Shade, as Erick yelled through him, “End this madness, Bulgan! Your people are dying!”

“They don’t matter! There’s more in Ar’Kendrithyst. There’s more in the Well. I don’t even matter! None of this matters, except to teach you lessons! To teach you that defiance has a cost, and that you are weak!” Bulgan yelled, “Too weak to act when you need to act! Too weak to power through the barriers set against you!”

Bulgan reached out and popped Ophiel. 

 

- - - -

 

For a few moments, Erick sat in his safe chair, in the safety of his warded house, in the safety of his city, surrounded by his safety net of personal guards. 

No one was safe in Candlepoint. Not one of them had time to think, like Erick had right now. If Silverite was right about the Well, and if Bulgan was right about what he could do with the Well…

Erick almost questioned his desire to help people who were hurting, but who would get over it, in time. 

But…

It was right and good to help people who need help, no matter if whatever they were going through was temporary. And besides that, there were adventurers in that town. They only had the one life… Unless they got revived as shadelings, too.

Erick checked his mana. He was half full, at 8,000 out of 17,000. His mana potion had worn off several seconds ago, but he had been using that mana this whole time. Eight thousand was a lot; it was enough for what he needed to do next. 

He created an Ophiel, then blipped him out to a buried treasure. It was a small box under the sands in a specific location Erick had never marked, but was easily accessible to him, since [Teleport] put you right where you wanted to be, if you knew where you wanted to be. A [Stoneshape] brought the box to the surface, and then unveiled what was inside. Darkchips. Tiny fragments of some dark crystal or other black stone, maybe obsidian, maybe not; that didn’t matter.

Erick certainly couldn’t hope to [Duplicate] a million of these in the next ten seconds, and throw them in Bulgan’s face. With a bit of math, and aided by the clarity of his [Hunter’s Instincts], getting a million darkchips would take a million casts of [Duplicate]. Ten Ophiel meant he could have ten of them work at the same time, meaning only 100,000 casts per Ophiel, but even then… 

A full day only had 84,000 seconds; 84,000 possible casts. That wasn’t taking into account mana, either, which would surely have to—

In the heat of the moment, Erick’s [Hunter’s Instincts] supplied him an answer. With 76,000 mana regen, it would take 2.5 seconds to get the 50 mana necessary to cast a Clarity-assisted 100 mana cost [Duplicate]. Meaning, one Ophiel could do 33,600 casts per day, meaning 10 Ophiel could do a third of a million per day, meaning 3 days for ten of them to cast [Duplicate] a million times. It was slightly better than that, because he had -10% spell costs, but that was more math than he was willing to do at the moment, and he doubted that small calculation would make the task much easier.

Erick wished he had more time, or that he had had this idea earlier than now, but that was not to be. 

So he had to work some magic, first, and fast. 

He tried to [Duplicate] the whole box. He got a second, empty box. 

A shaped [Duplicate] on the whole stone box ended in another misfire. 

 




	
Double Duplicate, instant, touch, 150 Mana

Create two copies of a non-magical, non-living item.








 

He got two stone boxes, but not the loose chips inside. Failure.

Erick tried not to think about people dying. If he got this right, if he managed to pay the million darkchip price, then Bulgan would have to abide by Melemizargo’s rules, wouldn’t he? That’s what Justine thought would happen. But then what?

Erick tried a 500 mana Extreme Mana Shaping, from a target, to an area. He cast upon the entire interior of the box. Darkchips pumped up from the box, like a swelling tide of obsidian flakes. 

 




	
Multi-Duplicate, instant, touch, 600 Mana

Create copies of every item in a small area.








 

Better. But mana and cast time were still a concern. Not good enough. Erick could do more. 

The third test had Ophiel pick up the box, while other Ophiels hovered below, waiting.

Mana Shaping. Aurify. [Duplicate].

 




	
Duplication Aura, instant, small range, 600 mana per second

Create copies of every item in a small area.

<Civilization will judge you for what you do.>








 

Erick expected stone boxes filled with darkchips. And he got that.

Stone boxes tumbled from the air, each of them filled with 1500 darkchips. Ophiels caught the boxes, and held them tight, making sure that none of the pieces spilled. 

But he also got something else. Wind flowed from Ophiel like he was the center of an outflowing tornado. Other Ophiels readily rode the storm, easily holding on to themselves and the hundreds of boxes popping out all around the central Ophiel.

666 boxes, each overflowing with chips, all created in under ten seconds. That was all the darkchips needed to make up the needed million. Erick added on more boxes, though, just to be sure. 

He hoped this worked.

 

- - - -

 

“Bulgan!”

Ophiel popped into the sky above Candlepoint, a hundred meters from the central Crystal, booming with Erick’s voice. 

Some of the rainbow streetlights were broken, and gone, but daylight was fast approaching, and the central pillar of gold-white radiant Crystal showed the damage done to the city, and the damage still being committed by person-sized white spiders and four meter tall white automatons. Shadelings ran, but could not get away. Adventurers huddled under [Solid Ward]s, while monsters and machine-like summons beat on the glowing cages. And everywhere, there was no escape, because Bulgan, the Shade assigned to Candlepoint, stood atop the central, glowing Crystal, laughing at it all. 

Bulgan laughed once, louder than before, then shouted, “You have no fee! Go away!”

“I have your fee!” Other Ophiels blipped in beside the first, carrying their heavy cargo on [Teleporting Platform]s. “Here are a million darkchips! I challenge you for control of Candlepoint!”

Bulgan smiled; a wicked thing, full of fangs.

In a flashing second, the Crystal under Bulgan dimmed to darkness, as radiance flowed up into the Shade, transforming him back into a radiant void. He bowed. “Welcome, my brother of Darkness, Erick Flatt.” He straightened, fully in control of himself, saying, “Thank Melemizargo that you’ve finally taken your rightful assignment.”

And then he vanished. 

Erick came back to himself, feeling as though something awful had happened. Poi looked to him with soft eyes. Teressa looked to him with a questioning stare. 

Erick said nothing. Candlepoint was still dying. He went back under, back into Ophiel’s senses and positions, over the shadeling city. 

The spiders still fought invisibly, down below. Automatons still killed people. Erick recast the storms and [Withering]s outside, quick as he could, making sure he did not cast into the city; that would just kill every shadeling, too. The Crystal had already stopped producing summons, so he ignored that, for now. He discarded the darkchips, dismissing the platforms like they held nothing of importance at all, for they did not. 666 stone boxes of obsidian flakes fell to the roof of a building below, and shattered, spilling black flakes onto the black building. 

Erick turned every single Ophiel into oozing light, and set them into the melee below, aimed at heat-bearing invisible spiders, and flowing into killing automatons. Spiders died, but not fast enough. Erick summoned a spell he had never used outside of its initial cast, because it was the only thing he had that was small scale, and what he could trust not to race around and kill shadelings. Otherwise, he would have used [Shooting Star].

 




	
Flying Weapon, instant, close range, 100 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that flies at your command. Lasts until dismissed.








 

Each Ophiel summoned a bevy of daggers to augment their oozing [Greater Lightwalk]s. 

Automatons were tougher than spiders, though. They carved through people without care, and two Ophiels and simple summoned weapons could not harm them. [Spell Breaker] did not work either. They were more than 1500 mana per summon. He tried [Teleport Summon], but that failed, for some reason.

Feeling disjointed from it all, Erick joined [Flying Weapon] to [Strike], wanting to harm and hurt the dark shelled summons like a god pressing a button and ending a threat. The summoned beasts were covered in blood, and he would end them—

Back in Spur, a blue box appeared. 

 




	
Flying Striker, instant, close range, 250 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that automatically Strikes opponents at your command, draining your mana for each Strike. Lasts until dismissed.








 

And then another.

 




	
Class Ability Quest Complete!

Create a well-made tier 3 skill or spell born of a Health-cost skill and a Mana-cost spell.

Reward: Blood Mana








 

Erick would explore the full ramifications of Blood Mana later. Right now, he cast [Flying Striker] with every oozing, lightform Ophiel. 

Automatons fell under the multitudinous [Strike]s as lightform [Familiar] flew through Candlepoint like the wrath of an angry god. Spiders ceased to be, as their [Invisibility] was no match for Erick’s knowledge, or his power. 

Erick couldn’t face a Shade in combat and win, yet. But he could certainly help save some people on the ground. Silverite had been right. Erick was much better at widescale destruction, than concentrated fire.

As a white orb above the Crystal created a map of all spiders in the area, and Ophiels followed the map to their enemies, Erick watched, and organized, as best he could. He briefly came back to himself a few times, here and there, but nothing important was happening in Spur right now. Hopefully it would stay that way for a few days.

But Erick doubted it. 
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                Years ago, in one of his many acts of compassion, Erick journeyed to Florida in the aftermath of a hurricane. He actually did this twice. In those hot summers, with biting bugs all around, Erick toiled with others all there for the same reason; to help. He was but one of the cogs in the machine. Demolition, clean up, preparing lunch sometimes, running the bulldozer, for he was one of the few with heavy machinery experience. Working in construction when Jane was a baby had prepared him well for this volunteer work, but it was those hot, mosquito-filled summers, and the fact that he was getting too old for that shit, that cemented his switch to social work. He much preferred helping people with paperwork and prodding the various systems of government into providing what they were supposed to provide, than he enjoyed cleaning up disaster areas. 

As the wind-filled sky turned from purple to blue, and the sun rose over the orange dunes outside of Candlepoint, Erick, riding Ophiel, thought back to those stormy days, in bug-filled tents, just outside of a town that had been leveled by a hurricane. There was no wooden construction here, though. Candlepoint was a stone city, through and through. 

Fat lot of good all that stone did, when automatons plowed through the walls with what must have been a two hundred effective Strength, and spiders crawled through even the tiniest openings, or created their own. The summons were bad enough, but the monsters were worse than hurricane winds versus trailer parks. Those monsters were all dead, now; Erick had triple-checked the map he created in the center of the city, on top of the dark Crystal. Every blue dot in the city was dead and mutilated; he had gone after those monsters, first. 

The people-shaped monsters were dead and mutilated, too. Some lived. But most…

Erick saw it all, as every Ophiel he had flew through the rubble and the buildings like pools of thick light, splashing in and out of crevices and into hiding holes. Missing legs. Bloody wounds. People crying in the middle of the street, holding onto the dead. Two men holding onto each other in the dark of a room, both of them still warm with fading life. A man holding half of a woman, trying to keep her insides inside her ribcage. People in cocoons that he rapidly freed, with some able to hobble away while others foamed at the mouth, barely alive—

Like a jolt from a god, Erick remembered a spell he had. With a subtle shift and cast, every Ophiel in Candlepoint simultaneously released [Mirage Slime]s; [Cleanse] given form and function. Thick, van-sized air danced through the rubble, across people, lingering on those suffering from spider bites. Venom became more thick air that curled away from slimes that were already moving on to the next victim. Cocoons disintegrated as they were deemed ‘filth’, releasing the trapped people inside. Blood vanished from streets. Bodies, broken and bloody, became simply broken.

Erick briefly came back to himself, sitting in the safety of his home in Spur, far away from the catastrophe that was Candlepoint. He looked to Poi, asking, “Do we have healers that anyone can spare?”

Quietly, Poi said, “We do not. No one wants to go there, sir. You should not ask, and you should never go there yourself.”

Erick looked away. He nodded. “Right.”

“But you can try the Garrison.” Poi said, “There might be healers there, already.”

Erick sat straighter. “Right!” He added, “And we have rods of [Treat Wounds]!”

Teressa said, “I’ll gather up the ones in the house.”

Erick summoned an Ophiel, automatically dismissing one in Candlepoint, as he said, “I got that, Teressa. Take some money and go buy some more— Or! Wait. Requisition reserves from the Army?” He looked to Poi. Without rancor, and full of hope, he asked, “Does Liquid have any she can spare?”

Poi looked to the air. “Yes. Liquid has some she is willing to give.” He looked to Teressa. “Go.”

Teressa vanished in a grey flash. 

Erick summoned an Ophiel, automatically dismissing one of the ones at Candlepoint. He turned his fresh summon into liquid light, then gathered up seven rods of [Treat Wounds] he had lying around the house in three seconds. With bounty in wing, Ophiel blipped away, to Candlepoint. Minutes later, Teressa delivered another box of rods; another ten. 

It was gruesome work. 

Half an hour later, Erick was still pulling bodies out of rubble, tapping people with healing whenever he could. By then, others had started to appear, walking around, dazed and confused. The sun was up, and Erick had dismissed his hurricane winds already, but now he recast quick clouds into the sky, to bring shadows to the city. 

As sunlight turned to half lights, and the wardlights of the city cast rainbows into the gloom, some of the confused shadelings came back to their senses. Erick did not talk to any of them, as he went around healing whoever looked like they needed healing, but he did watch as shadelings organized themselves. 

Mephistopheles was there, by the Garrison, but Erick only knew him because of his horns. One was large and lacquered red, while the other was a broken red nub. He wore a completely normal off-white tunic and brown pants, completely at odds with his normal fanfare. He was also shoeless, looking not like himself at all, as he directed people left and right. Some shadelings obeyed him, but none of the adventurers did. As soon as Bulgan’s Lock vanished, the town emptied of almost all non-shadelings. From what Erick was seeing through ten different [Familiar]s, there were two, maybe three non-shadelings, walking around in the city. Maybe more; Erick wasn’t really counting right now. He was trying to mitigate damage. 

Erick did notice the stronger people in the city. There was a shadeling in black armor with black skin and brilliant white eyes, who Erick watched pull a cocooned person out of a hole in the ground. Erick almost mistook him for a Shade, but if he was, then he was not a problem; not yet, anyway. In another part of the city, a woman in a pink dress turned rubble into shadows, dissipating fallen structures into little more than glooms in the air, as she helped set people into the light. In a far part of the city, near the broken northern wall, near the Farms, a trio of adventurers burst through a wall, entering into a room filled with rads. They began taking those rads—

While nine Ophiels automatically went on saving lives, tapping people with [Treat Wounds] and knowing what Erick wanted, Erick focused one Ophiel on the robbers. Because that was definitely what they were. Two orcol men, and one dragonkin woman. They conjured brown bags from thin air, then dipped into the stash of rads, rapidly stealing whatever they could, before blipping away.

Then they had the audacity to come back for seconds! Maybe they were already on thirds, or fourths. 

Erick let them do whatever they wanted, wishing to never see them again, as he grabbed all the rads he could see into Ophiel’s [Greater Lightwalk]. The next time the thieves blipped in, the room was empty, and Erick had gone back into the town with the cache of rads in tow. 

With a touch of directed organization, Erick distributed that haul out into the city, scattering them along every major street, like diamonds in the daylight, set out for someone to come by and take them. The hope was that shadelings, hurt in the attack, would grab the rads and use them for healing. 

Shadelings instantly noticed the bounty on the road. They rushed the piles. Some appeared greedy at first glance, but with a lingering look, Erick saw those greedy people had just picked up what they could and rushed back to others who had been hurt, and hiding in nearby buildings. When Erick saw that, he directed Ophiels to the injured, and tapped them with a rod of [Treat Wounds]. Taking in rads seemed to do good for a shadeling’s health, but actual healing did more. Some of the people who took the rads were just greedy, though, and stashing them into hiding holes here and there; that much was expected.

And so, a bloody morning turned into a mournful day.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, Erick noticed what the Crystal looked like, at the base. The place where everyone exchanged their darkchips for prizes was like a gazebo at the bottom. The crystal had been carved out into a good five meter by five meter airy space, with counters for people to exchange goods upon, and boards hanging in the center of the gazebo that listed every prize. But there were no prizes listed now. No one manned the counters. Instead, a sign had been replicated and hung over every prize board, that read, ‘No more prizes in Candlepoint! Come to Kendrithyst if you want something!’. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat up from his reclining chair.

Teressa had moved to stand out of the way, toward the side of the room, while Poi looked on, still telepathically talking to dozens of people. The room was unnaturally quiet. Teressa looked pensive; she was almost ready to say something, but she had doubts whether she wanted to speak, or not. But then she noticed Erick was here in the room instead of watching over Candlepoint, and all of her outward and obvious emotions went silent; unknowable. 

Erick asked, “What now?”

“This is uncharted territory.” Poi looked down to Erick, saying, “There will be hardliners that want Candlepoint destroyed. There will be others that want it exploited. Still more, might want something else.”

Teressa hummed some noncommittal noise. 

“About what I expected, then.” Erick swung his feet off the chair, then stood up, saying, “I need to see Justine. I want to put her in charge of the town.” He stood up. “I also want to speak to someone about what it takes to actually kill a Shade. It seems I am not up to the task.”

Teressa looked down at Erick, but then averted her eyes, to stare at an unimportant part of the floor. 

Poi said, “You should put down [Hunter’s Instincts], sir. And take off the crown. Your eyes are glowing white.”

“… Not yet. But I can take this off.” Erick took off the crown, and set it down on the small table near his chair, next to the box of potions. He picked up his rings and slipped them on his fingers saying, “So? About seeing Justine? Or an actual Shade killer. Oh! Can Killzone talk? Also, was I misled by Anhelia, with regard to how best to kill a Shade?” He spoke with a voice disconnected from everything, saying, “Because that is disappointing, if true.” 

Poi looked at Erick for a long moment, as if picking his words. He asked, “Why didn’t you try [Luminous Beam]?”

Erick blanked. He went, “Huh.” Then he laughed. Erick joked, “Like a bumbling virgin! I simply didn’t know how to approach the situation, and so, fucked up in a bad way. I have no excuses. I also could have Shaped some [Vivid Gloom]s into that dark Crystal in the center of town. I highly doubt that Bulgan could absorb pure poison light.” He shrugged, adding, “But who the fuck knows!” He repeated, half desperately, “Who knows, Poi? I need pointers.”

Poi said, “Your eyes are still glowing, sir.”

Erick almost flew off the handle, as rage tore through his entire being. And then he calmed himself. His eyes didn’t matter. So what if he was having some stressful magic lightshow in the irises of his eyes? That happened to practically everyone when they were amped up and angry, or fully in tune with their purpose in life. Erick’s purpose was to kill Shades, so of course he had a little light show going on. But Teressa wouldn’t meet his eyes, and Poi seemed overly concerned. So Erick flicked a portion of intent through the light of the house, up to the bathroom upstairs. A tiny blip brought a mirror to his hand. 

Yes. His eyes were glowing. 

… A bit too much, actually. He almost looked like a Shade. Full white glows eclipsed both of his eyes. 

Reluctantly, and knowing he would be a mess afterward, he cut [Hunter’s Instincts]. 

White light faded from his eyes, but his irises did not return to their normal color. Instead, they were a bright grey; almost platinum. For the briefest of moments, he forgot the horrors of the last few hours. 

Then he whispered to himself, “What the damn?” He checked his Status. “Still says Human.”

Teressa breathed out a windy chuckle, muttering, “Thank the gods.”

“You’ve been marked.” Poi offered, “I’ll ask around to find out what it means, if anything?”

“Let’s just… Let’s forget that, for now.” Erick tried to hold himself together, as he said, “I need to see… Who do I need to see— Justine. And Silverite and Killzone. Apogee. I need to speak to Apogee about an anti-blipping curse.”

Poi looked away for a moment, then said, “Killzone is able to receive you, now.”

Erick breathed deep, feeling slightly better. And then he had a concern. “Where, though? I’ve never met him outside of… walking around.” 

 

- - - -

 

Erick stepped outside of the door to his house, turned left, and headed toward the stone gazebo that existed for the Community Garden Council; where they spoke to each other of produce, people, and business. Erick had not really spoken to Calizi, or Rollo, or anyone on the Council in several days. The last one he spoke to was Kip, the bluemetal wrought dragonkin, about shelling rice and beans for Candlepoint, over a week ago. That was a simpler time than now. 

Now, Killzone waited for him in the stone gazebo.

The general of Spur’s Army, Killzone was a massive blacksteel wrought, in the shape of an orcol. Black hair, black clothes, black eyes and teeth, Killzone stood at the top of the short stairs into the structure, leaning against a stone pillar with his arms crossed in front of his chest. He saw Erick walking toward him and dropped his arms to his side to give a friendly wave. He smiled, and the emotion reached his eyes, looking rather sincere to Erick. 

“Howdy, Erick.” Killzone stepped further into the gazebo, speaking with a pleasant tone as he said, “Come on in.” 

While Poi waited on the stairs of the stone structure, Erick followed Killzone into the shadows of the gazebo. 

“Hello.” Erick said, “He ate my light, Killzone. He dispelled my 90,000 point [Prismatic Ward] with a grip and a crush! How did he do that?”

Killzone turned and smirked, as he sat down at the nearest seat. “It’s not good news for you, but it’s good for us; for Spur as a whole. Bulgan has set himself up as your anathema.”

Erick sat down. “… What?”

“How much do you know about Shade magics?”

“I thought they were just archmages?”

“On a basic level, this is true.” Killzone said, “There’s a very involved process to how a person falls to the Darkness; about how they crystallize their beliefs into a source of power for themselves, and how they use this Truth to form the rad in the center of their being. That’s about all you have to know to proceed with understanding the Shades, and how we think they gain their power. What Bulgan has done, is crystallize a powerful Truth. And since you can’t become an archmage without a powerful Truth, Bulgan is therefore, by definition and practice, an archmage.

“You can’t become a Shade without a powerful Truth. Or, more accurately, you can’t become an artificial archmage without being able to survive the rad implantation processes, while holding onto whatever temperamental Truth aligned to your Self and Soul. This crystallization of Self both burns out everything that is not conducive to your Truth, as well as empowering that Truth to new heights. 

“Theoretically. We’re not entirely sure. But we’re ninety percent sure.

“When it comes to Shades, some of them descend with specific goals close to their heart. Those goals become the center of their new Self. Goals that are aligned against specific, magically powerful targets, are some of the strongest goals a Shade can be born into.” Killzone finished with, “According to what we already know, Bulgan wants to kill you and Jane more than most. So, as a Shade, of course he can counter everything you do.”

As pieces fell into place and Erick realized the depth of the problem he faced, he asked, “I could never win against him, could I?”

“Ehh…” Killzone said, “You could kill him. Theoretically. But he’s an anti-archmage Shade, directly empowered by Melemizargo himself to be a latent weapon to use specifically against you.” He added, “And Jane, too, no doubt. But because you and Jane are nothing alike in your tactics, that there is a flaw in his power. Therefore, I think you could, theoretically kill him. But it would be tough.

“But there are ways around this problem. The most obvious way is to let someone else take care of it. But that likely won’t happen, because Bulgan is currently deeply in Melemizargo’s favor. That was why he was able to eat your light so well. It’s not an intrinsic part of his ability.” Killzone said, “So that’s a bit of good news.

“It was surprising for me to see him eat your light, too, but considering the outcome of the fight, and how it appears that Bulgan was in Melemizargo’s graces all along, this is not actually surprising. So the normal methods of killing Shades don't work, there. He was partially damaged when you hit him with that lightning bolt, though. But, again, he’s in Melemizargo’s favor, and lightning has long been considered a form of very strong light, so, again, can’t use lightning against him—”

“That’s bullshit!” Erick said, “Lightning is not light!”

Killzone continued undaunted, “In fact, any magic you use against Bulgan will likely get eaten by the Shade, because, again, he is empowered to fight against you. This might be how he was able to dispel your spells so easily. He did not actually dispel them at all. He ate them all.

“But that’s just an educated guess.”

“Shit.” Erick said, “It’s like that Blood Barrier, or whatever it was called. The one that the Halls of the Dead used that soaked up all magic in order to strengthen itself.”

“Yes.” Killzone said, smiling. 

Erick frowned. “Why are you so happy? This is terrible!”

Killzone smiled wider. “I am happy, because you’re capable of winning against a Shade.” He added, “Maybe not against Bulgan, for he was created to counter you, but I can name seven Shades right now, that if you were to fight, you would trounce. Practically any Shade that doesn’t focus on shadow’s ability to turn light into power, would be an even fight.” He added, “As long as you knew where they were, and they couldn’t find you, that is.”

“… Who, then?”

Killzone said, “First, I must say this, and you must take it to heart: Any Shade of the Spire, you must avoid completely. But right now, as you are, you could likely kill Salvolanche, Shade of Stone. He oversees the wall of Ar’Kendrithyst. His duty is to ensure no one gets inside the city by going over the wall, but he’s a pushover in almost every respect. They made him that way. They haven’t ever put someone too strong on the wall. Then there’s Gora, Shade of the Arena. He puts people into death games in his arena, but always goes all out. He had already fallen out of favor because Porter is dead, and thus the constant flow of [Teleport]ed adventurers into his death games, has stopped, causing his sponsors in the Spire to find his current shows not as exciting as usual. If he fell out of favor completely, he could easily be killed, since he is inside his arena all the time.” He said, “Spinner would be tough, but she’s also doable. She’s the Shade of the Sky. She oversees air defense for the city, but Stardust, both the Shade of the Edge and a Shade of the Spire, has been moving against Spinner recently, trying to get the other Shades of the Spire to dismiss Spinner’s office as redundant, and to double Stardust’s authority over the skies of Ar’Kendrithyst.

“Are you seeing the pattern, here?” Killzone asked, “This pattern applies to Bulgan, too.”

Erick saw the pattern. He said, “I need to work them against each other until they drop from favor, and then I can kill them. Dropping Bulgan from Melemizargo’s favor would be more difficult.”

“I have several ideas, but the Shadow Games are always shifting underfoot and I cannot act except in very specific circumstances of which I will never name, for then I would be exposing myself.” Killzone said, “But you’ve been declared Untouchable. I heard it yesterday, but I did not believe it until today, when I heard those same words from Fallopolis and Undine.” Killzone looked down at Erick, by virtue of his stature alone, and not with his words, as he said, “Undine sent a care package to Forward Base, to give to my care to give to you. It was a clutch of leviathan eggs, meant to be hatched in a lake that she expects you to build around Candlepoint. Since you didn’t have the lake yet, I was able to talk her down to a book on raising monsters. I left that book at Candlepoint, in the Crystal. I advise you to look at the cover, and then leave it there, and not care if someone steals it. Or, perhaps, you can put it up as a prize in the city. And then give it away. Propriety matters more than outcome.

“And then Fallopolis came to Forward Base. She wishes you well in dismantling Ar’Kendrithyst from the inside.”

Erick said, “That cannot be a real sentiment.”

“I’ve been at this job for centuries, but Fallopolis has been here longer; not as long as Silverite, but near enough. It’s impossible to know Fallopolis’ true goals, since she often speaks in contradictions.” Killzone said, “But we know some of the actions she takes, and then follows through upon. Fallopolis always leads the charge against Shades who fail to be as strong as they can be. This is something she does against all other Shades. Sometimes, she will even tell people who walk into the Dead City who is weak and who is ready for pillaging. Most of the time the other Shades brush her off as a nuisance, but some of the time, the adventurers she sends out to certain locations succeed really well, and get away. Sometimes, she openly wars with a Shade who comes knocking at the Crack, wanting to fight. Neither side ever wins, but Cludolphis often has to show up— That’s the Shade of Mending. She often shows up in the aftermath of those fights, in order to repair the pillars and skyroads of the city back into place. 

“But the deep and the wide of Fallopolis, is that she’s a wildcard who always plays the crazy grandma, and sometimes takes her role too far.” Killzone added, “You can usually trust her words to be true, but maybe not the full truth.”

Erick sat back, and thought for a long moment. For a brief moment, he sent his senses back to Candlepoint, back into the Ophiel flying through the streets of the rainbow, dark city, healing who they could, as they could. Nothing looked too wrong, at the moment. People were still helping others, as they could, or walking around in dazes, staring at the destruction.

Erick came back to himself, and asked, “What do you think I should do with Candlepoint?”

“Your choice.” Killzone said, “It’s yours now, according to everything I’ve heard.” 

“… What does that mean, though?”

“When Bulgan called you his brother in Darkness, that was something that Shades sometimes say to each other when they cede territory away to another. Bulgan has moved on.” Killzone said, “We called him the Shade of Candlepoint, but none of the other Shades ever used that term. Now, they’re openly referring to him as the Shade of Umber Street. That’s where all the prizes were manufactured, and it’s now officially Bulgan’s territory. It’s right next to the Spire.”

A deep swell of hatred rocked through Erick’s chest. He blinked long, then said, “Okay.”

“As far as what you should do with Candlepoint? You have a choice. It’s a very large choice, and you will need to commit to it, one way or the other.” Killzone said, “But first, let me tell you about what I do in a day to day setting.”

“… Okay?”

“It’ll make sense when I’m done, and it’s necessary to know before we get into your choice, so that you can make an informed decision.”

Erick frowned a little, but then nodded, and waited.

Killzone began, “Let’s take Firstday, last week; the beginning of the month. It’s the last month of the year, so a lot of Shades are turning their attentions and preparations toward Shadow’s Feast, the last day of the year, before the Triumph of Light, and Festival...”

 

- - - -

 

Killzone woke with the sound of a disaster, as usual. This time there had been a minor explosion on the lower reaches of Forward Base, that rocked the whole tower. A proper response was needed, and Killzone was the man to give it. He had gotten a good two hours of downtime in, so he felt rather ready to tackle whatever was happening down below. 

Killzone turned to shadows, then dipped down, traveling fast through the kendrithyst crystal that ran along the outside of Forward Base.

Three moments later, in the upper middle reaches of the Dead City, where the red-purple-smokey crystal was still lit from within and without by faint light from above, Killzone stood in the center of a scene of progressing carnage that abruptly stopped at his appearance. That was good. He would start with a nice, even tone of voice, maybe even slip some drawl in there to let these combatants know that they weren’t in too much immediate trouble. 

Everyone here was in deep slag, but Killzone could have a measured response. 

“Please! Killzone, you gotta help!” cried out one of the still living victims, clinging to a woman who was clearly dying from a gut wound. 

The air was filled with a [Teleport Lock], of course, because Hollowsaur, the Shade of the Hunt, stood not thirty meters away, wearing nothing but a loincloth. His orcol flesh was on full display, like usual, for it was heavily decorated with knotty, clawed scars, ritually carved into his skin by his own clawed hands. His two beasts stood with him, but they did not actually stand on the skyroads with the Shade; they clung to the sides of the kendrithyst towers. Killzone had to look up to take in their full forms. 

One, was a monster that was almost a spider, but its head was made of many shadowolf skulls, while its body and ten grasping arms were made of all the other bones. The other monster, on the other side of the road, clung to the purple kendrithyst tower like a pile of red meat in the shape of an ooze, but with more tentacles. 

Hollowsaur stood tall, a spear in his hand, while his beasts began to circle the area. They had been diving straight for the man and the woman at Killzone’s feet, but at the General’s appearance, the beasts returned to pack hunter tactics. Hollowsaur was there to bait out a response, while the others waited for an opportunity to strike. 

Killzone made a show of eyeing the beasts, as they vanished around the opposite sides of kendrithyst towers, but in truth, he could see with every part of his body; he was a wrought, after all. Some of the Shades did not fall for his obvious posturing, but Hollowsaur was not one of them.

Hollowsaur shook his spear at Killzone. “This is my hunt! They poached my fields! I demand blood!”

Killzone could have said something about how Hollowsaur left his menagerie open for poaching, specifically so he could hunt the people who came for the high level monsters, but that would be falling into a trap. Logic never mattered to a Shade. The only thing that mattered was the show, and the fight.

Killzone said, “And y’all’ve fought these poor souls to the edge of their stamina. Maybe they could come back stronger and give you a better hunt in another month, if you let them go. You’ve obviously overpowered them, and too easily, at that.” He casually pointed toward a bloody stain on the road, and a hand sitting just beyond Hollowsaur. “Neither of these weak kids are missing a hand, so I reckon you already got a few of them already. At least one.”

Hollowsaur scowled as he eyed the hand sitting on the ground to his left. “Bah!” He knocked it off the skyroad, into the unseen depths below. “Two out of four is not recompense enough! Stand aside!”

The boy at Killzone’s feet whispered, desperately clutching the woman, saying, “There were six of us.”

Killzone said to the boy, “Now you ain’t calling Hollowsaur a liar, are you?”

As the boy paled, Hollowsaur laughed. 

“They don’t matter to you either, Killzone!” The Shade threatened, “Give them to me.”

“You’re right.” Killzone said, nonchalant. “These kids? They don’t matter.” Killzone looked up from the boy, to stare across the distance toward Hollowsaur. “But y’all entered my territory.” He pointed behind him, and upward, at a large crack that had split across the kendrithyst crystal that supported Forward Base. It wasn’t a major split; there was no danger of Forward Base falling. But there was a black spear in the center of that crack. A spear exactly like the one Hollowsaur gripped, right now. Killzone dropped his drawl, saying, “But you did that.” He casually moved that pointing finger to the bottom left, behind him, and without turning during the whole show, said, “And you think your carrion swarm can sneak up on me. It’s just disrespectful, Hollowsaur.”

Hollowsaur narrowed his glowing white eyes. “I go where the hunt leads.”

The carrion swarm backed away, retreating completely out of sight, behind the curve of a kendrithyst tower, as some unsaid communication passed between master and beast. 

The skeleton swarm slipped around a curve in the upper crystals and launched right at Killzone, though. He was ready for it. Hollowsaur was ready for it, too. 

Before Killzone could crash through the skeleton monster, Hollowsaur reeled back his hand, like yanking on a dog’s leash. The skeleton swarm flew backwards; the Shade yanking his pet back as one would an unruly dog, to prevent it from killing itself.

Killzone halted his forward movement at the edge of the skyroad, as the skeleton swarm crashed backward near Hollowsaur, breaking hundreds of bones, but surviving the fight. Killzone just looked at the skeleton swarm, then Hollowsaur. Finally, he turned his eyes toward the carrion swarm, that slipped up behind the Shade like the obedient pet that it was.

Killzone nodded toward the skeleton swarm, and said, “Beautiful pets. I hope your eyebeast is ready for Shadow’s Feast. You made such a good showing last year.”

He had said that because Hollowsaur’s eyebeast was always the Shade’s prized monster, but some unfortunate idiots had killed it only a month ago. Killzone ended up slipping into the menagerie to give those people merciful deaths two days after the Shade rounded up every last person in that adventuring party. He would have done it sooner, but Hollowsaur was too attentive during the harvesting process. It was only after Hollowsaur had gathered enough eyes from that adventuring team, to start his new beast, that he grew careless enough in his watch to allow Killzone the opportunity. 

Hollowsaur laughed. “Gold eyes and already level 86! Eyebeast number 71 will be more than ready for Shadow’s Feast.” He smiled, a wicked thing, saying, “I’ll hunt you someday, Killzone.”

“You hunt your own death.”

Hollowsaur chuckled, grinned, then turned around. Ten steps later, the Shade stepped through a shaft of light, then into shadows, vanishing from sight. His beasts began galloping down the skyroad, following their master through the physical world, toward the menagerie. The wolf howled a thousand echoing calls to darkness as it vanished out of view. Its fleshy cousin did nothing but burble and slap down the road, but from one second to the next, it turned absolutely silent. Killzone watched it glide around a corner.

The boy, holding the woman, said, “She’s dead.”

Killzone said nothing. He just stood there. Waiting. Hollowsaur’s [Teleport Lock] was still active. He had not actually retreated—

A small, quick beast of fangs and teeth rounded the edge of the skyroad, aimed directly at the boy. 

With a step through shadows and the back of his hand, Killzone struck the monster across one of its front legs, slapping it aside, turning sharp teeth into shrapnel that impacted the kendrithyst tower beyond, chipping crystal. The baby beast fell apart. Killzone had aimed correctly, breaking the animating rad located in the third largest tooth of the whole monster. If someone was watching, they might have wondered why he aimed at the monster’s leg. But Killzone had seen more than his share of swarm monsters. Hollowsaur never put the rad in the most obvious part. Killzone had been two meters from killing the shadowolf skeleton swarm with a similar [Strike].

A laugh echoed through the shadows of the middle reaches.

The [Teleport Lock] vanished. 

The boy began to weep.

Killzone turned to the kid, saying, “Get up. Get up. Get going. Now.”

 

- - - -

 

In the shadows of the gazebo, Killzone said, “Wisely or unwisely, you have chosen to wrest control of Candlepoint away from Bulgan, and step directly into the politics of Ar’Kendrithyst. The Shades might give you a day or two before they come for you, but I doubt it. The good news is that they won’t come to kill, but to torture and sound you out.” Killzone said, “When I spoke of your choice, it is this: The only options you have at the moment, is deciding where you draw the line in the tunnel. If you draw that line too far or too wide, then they will walk all over you. If you draw it too close, then you have no room to maneuver.” He said, “One of my lines is Forward Base. Any actions taken against the base itself demands a similar action in return. I made a choice about how to enforce my lines, and it was all I could do at that moment to save the boy. If I had stepped further into that conflict, or tried to save the woman, then one of my soldiers would have been hunted in retaliation.”

Hearing Killzone’s small story was like a splash of cold water directly in Erick’s face. The Shades all needed to die, this much was obvious. But then Killzone’s question was not about if Erick wanted to take control of Candlepoint, it was the degree to which Erick would be willing to protect his unexpected city. Erick had no idea where he wanted to draw the line, but right now...

Erick frowned, as said, “Part of me expected anger from you, or someone, over this action.”

“I’m furious.”

At mentioning his anger, Erick could see that he was telling the truth. From the tension in his shoulders to the wry smile on his lips, he hid his emotions well, and the darkness of his black iron body helped to conceal a great deal of emotional cues on his face. But his anger was there, for sure. And then it was gone. Killzone had let his mask slip for a bare moment to show his displeasure, and then put the mask right back on. 

It occurred to Erick, that he had always had difficult, yet friendly relations with Killzone. From the openness of the General’s displeasure at Erick not knowing combat, and needing to take Mog’s remedial adventuring classes, to Killzone’s pure enchanted joy at getting a blacklight rock, and his entire body glowing with purple fluorescence… He had never really spoken to the man, before now. Killzone was a dangerous man, but he was also doing the best he could with what he had, and that led to anger, as it would with anyone. That some of that anger was because of Erick, was not something that Erick ever meant to happen. 

Erick said, “I never meant for this to happen.”

Killzone said, “I know. I’m not… I’m not actually mad at you. Not truly. It is normal for Shades to have some of this cunning, some of this long term planning and this ability to put their insanity aside long enough to really hurt someone. But… Creating a city and then having them plot well enough for you to take control of it like that? We’re in uncharted territory, Erick. They’ve never been this far-thinking about the big painting stuff for this long.” He said, “But Silverite did speak in jest of you taking over Candlepoint as a possibility, but then we returned to discussing the real threats. Shadeling assassins. Regime changes in the rest of the world. The annihilation of half of the cities on Glaquin. Crystal Mimics purposefully spread to the rest of the world. It wasn’t till weeks later, when Candlepoint had yet to accomplish anything too evil, that we began discussing smaller, longer timescale threats.” He added, “We knew what our response would be to this scenario long before you got here. And so, we are all still your allies in this. But you need to make a decision about where you will draw your lines, and if you can’t keep those lines solid, then… I doubt you will be dead. But something bad will happen.” He said, “I cannot let anything happen to Spur or Forward Base. I will help you in some things, but I cannot be too much your ally, for my people might become unintended victims. We are always but a step or two away from death.”

“… Thanks, Killzone.”

“That said: Call me up anytime you need direction.” Killzone leaned back in his seat, asking, “Got any ideas on how you want to operate Candlepoint? A mayor, or a teacher? A gardener or an enforcer? Or something else?”

“I have no idea—” Erick suddenly waved a hand at nothing in particular, as he added, “And it’s still ridiculous that I’ve ‘won’ anything! Bulgan didn’t even give me a fight!” He said, “I made so many mistakes, too, Killzone.”

“Sudden movements are bad, Erick.” Killzone said, “Don’t do that when the Shades come knocking.”

Erick looked at his hand. He settled down, saying, “Shit.”

“You will learn.” Killzone stood up from the stone bench.

Erick stood, too, wondering briefly how much of Killzone’s mannerisms were cultured to convey certain emotions in his audience, and how much of it was real, or not. 

Erick was not some greenhorn kid, completely oblivious to how people operated and emoted, or how politics worked in local governments, but all of his experiences with politics and life were either Earthly experiences, or heavily shielded from him on Veird, either by Poi and his guards, or the very nature of Polite Society, and how his magic allowed actions at a vast distance. How did Silverite operate on a day to day basis? What did Merit do to keep Spur safe? How much influence did the Mage and Adventurer guilds actually have? What sort of problems would he have, being ‘in charge’ of Candlepoint? 

But that was getting ahead of himself. The whole situation was crazy, and moving way too fast.

Erick glanced through his Ophiel, as they scoured the city for injured to tap with their rods of [Treat Wounds]. At that moment of seeing the disaster laid before him, thinking about governing and normalcy seemed… wrong, somehow. 

Killzone said, “Whatever face you choose to create, make sure it is one you can live with.”

Erick nodded. “Thanks, Killzone.”

 

- - - -

 

The next step to take in Erick’s whirlwind of a day was rather obvious. So he got Poi on the job, and ten minutes later, there was a knock at his front door. He opened the door. 

With white skin, white horns, and red eyes, Justine Erholme stood on the other side looking slightly haggard. Her dress was simple, but ill fitting. It was then, that Erick realized just how deep in the shit he was, and his mind went in a dozen different tangents. The people of Candlepoint had little in the way of clothes. The infrastructure of the city was heavily damaged. How about food? He could solve the food problem and the people there could easily solve the structural damage problem, and with a quick check on Ophiel, some of the people of the town were already solving that problem, with spells that almost looked like [Stoneshape], but he also saw looters, and people getting into fights— Oh. He could stop those fights. 

… And people were looting the darkchip vault of the Garrison, too. 

A touch of light and pair of [Teleport Other]s instantly separated two brawling shadelings to other sides of the city, while another blip sent two silverscale dragonkin out of the broken darkchip vault, to the southern gate of Candlepoint. The two silverscales went wide eyed, as they realized what had happened, and what could have happened. They blipped away, and Erick knew not where. They didn’t reappear in the vaults, though.

He returned to himself, to see Justine still standing in his doorway. A pair of guards flanked her, but they stood a few meters away. 

Erick said, “Sorry about that. Are you still level 0?”

Justine popped out her Status. It had slightly changed. “Level 6. [Cleanse]. [Mend]. [Telekinesis]. [Telepathy]. And a few bonuses.”

“That’s fine. I’m not planning on controlling you or yours, and you’re going to need a lot of strength going forward.” Erick said, “I’m going to try and be fair with you. I hope you can be fair with me and my people.”

“I understand. My personal hope is for a good working relationship, and for the prosperity and safety of Candlepoint.” 

“You’ve heard about what has happened?”

“Yes.” Justine said, “I heard from some of my watchers, so my knowledge of the event is severely limited. I can’t safely use [Telepathy] with the people in Candlepoint until I have more levels, Health, and the ability to withstand an unwanted connection. Almost everyone there is in the 50s.”

So she was more disconnected from Candlepoint than Erick was. That wasn’t great news. Erick asked, “Are you going to be able to take control in my name?”

“Not today, and not for a while, for the reasons stated.” Justine said, “If Mephistopheles survived, then he should take control for now. Other options include Zaraanka, the Headmaster’s contact, or maybe Slip, the Captain of the Guard, though he’s rather reclusive like you. Slip would have survived, but he would be the absolute last choice. If none of those three survived then… It’s going to be tough.” 

Erick nodded. He stepped to the side, unblocking the door, as he gave Justine [Prismatic Ward] permissions. He said, “Come on in. This is your home now.” He looked through Ophiel’s eyes to Candlepoint, briefly, then came back, saying, “Mephistopheles survived. I don’t know the other two.”

Justine bowed, then stepped forward, past the edge of dense air that protected the house from the outside world. “Thank you for accepting me into your home. It is a lovely space.”

Erick laughed. It came upon him suddenly, and absurdly. He said, “Sorry. It’s… This is a nice home. I like it a lot. But I’ve destroyed it and remade it and all the walls are still orange stone.” He turned to the guard that accompanied Justine, saying, “Thank you for the escort.”

The two guards nodded, said ‘Sir’, and blipped away; one in a flash of green, the other in a flash of pink. Erick shut the door, then turned back to Justine, and Poi, who stood separated from each other in the center of the room. 

Erick asked, “Did you become a member of Spur’s Army, too, Justine?”

“No.” Justine said, “I am unaffiliated. Not a citizen of anywhere. I have been told, in no uncertain terms, that if you decide I am a malicious actor, that I am to be terminated at once.”

Erick found himself frowning. He almost wanted to ask her if she was okay, but he knew that she was not, and she had not been okay for a long time.

She noticed him. She said, “I have died more times than you have lived, Erick.” Justine said, “That I have this opportunity at all is a boon I never expected to own. I thank you for your concern.”

“… Okay.” Erick pointed forward, and to the left. “That way is the sunroom and the library and the rad room. It’s a room full of rads that I put there to use in enchanting, but I’ve been busy. Take whatever rads you need in order to purchase whatever you want to purchase in town. We can open you a bank account at the Mage Guild Bank tomorrow.” He pointed to the right. “Kitchen, cold rooms.” He pointed forward. “Main dining room that is hardly ever used.” He pointed to the curving, grand staircase at the other end of the foyer. “Bedrooms and such are upstairs. Pick whichever room on the third floor you want. I’m on the second floor, along with Poi and Teressa, each in their own rooms. Kiri is on the third floor. My mage tower is the southern one, facing the Dead City. Jane’s is the northern one. Her room is on the second floor, too.” He added, “This house is full of rooms.”

Justine smiled; a soft, small expression. She nodded. “Than—” She paused. She centered herself. “Thank you.”

Erick disregarded her emotions she obviously didn’t want regarded. He said, “Bulgan gave up instantly, right after I gave him his million chips. You were right about that, Justine. I hope you can guide me and the people of Candlepoint down more correct paths, as time goes on.”

Justine nodded, silent. She quickly ran her hands across her eyes. 

Poi said, “I will show you to your room.”

That was a good idea, so Erick let that happen; Poi likely wanted to talk to Justine in private. Erick said, “When you’re settled, we can talk about how to repair Candlepoint, and how to give the people there everything they need to start and operate the city on their own.”

Poi said, “This way,” as he led the way up the grand staircase, speaking softly. 

Erick let Poi take over, as he went down the left hallway. Teressa met him at the archway to the library. She took a seat across from Erick’s, while he sat down in his reclining chair, and sent his senses back to Candlepoint. 

A check on Ophiel revealed that seventeen rods of [Treat Wounds] that Erick had started with, were all used up. He came back to himself, and said, “I need more rods. Can Liquid spare more?”

“No…” Teressa offered, “I can go to Market Street?”

“Ulrick Ulrick usually has a good ten in the back of his shop.” Erick said, “That works.”

Teressa said, “Sir,” then blipped away. 

Erick waited for her to return before he fully went back to Ophiel, though he did poke around here and there, helping pull rocks off of the injured, blipping people away from where they shouldn’t be, ending fights with more casual blipping. Teressa soon returned with a box of ten rods. Erick smiled. The he dismissed an Ophiel at Candlepoint, and summoned another, right in front of him. Erick sent the new one blipping down to the shadeling city with ten more rods in tow, each with 50 casts of [Treat Wounds]. With the [Familiar]'s greatly expanded senses, thanks to [Greater Lightwalk], and the fight with Bulgan truly over, more and more people began ghosting out of the rubble; injured shadows in need of medical care. 

It wasn’t till ten minutes later, as he sifted through the dead to find the merely dying, that he noticed he was not running [Hunter’s Instincts], and yet, he was not crying. Not a hint of emotion threatened to burst from his eyes, or wet his face. Maybe his eyes had broken when they turned platinum grey?

Killzone didn’t mention the change, though. But that could be explained away by maybe that Poi asked him.

‘Yes. I told him. He doesn’t know, either,’ Poi sent, after Erick actually sent him the question, instead of just thinking it. ‘Justine asked me about it when we separated from you, so she doesn’t know either; to answer the question you were thinking of.’

- - - -

 

A man yelled at the sky, in the open square of the Crystal, demanding to be heard.

In seconds, Erick had an Ophiel over there to investigate the disturbance. He had done so with two dozen similar disturbances already, defusing everything from fights, to thefts, to merciless beatings; [Teleport Other] had gotten much use. It was a super effective strategy, too. Shadelings might have access to a minor [Shadowalk]-like ability, but once separated, they rarely returned to their violence. 

The yelling man at the Crystal was someone Erick had already seen: Mephistopheles. His broken horn was already regrowing, too. Ophiel must have tapped him with a [Treat Wounds] somewhere in all of the other tappings. The spell had an instant component, but most of its healing actually took place over a full day of rest. The incani shadeling would have lopsided horns for a week, but it was better than being dead.

In a cleared space of the dark courtyard of the Crystal, were the rubble mostly absent, Mephistopheles stood, calling to the sky. He was still wearing his plain tunic and pants, and those, just like the city all around him, had seen better days. 

Ophiel appeared in front of the shadeling like a lensflare, with his back to the Crystal, flashing from diffuse lightform body, to his many-winged, many-eyed physical form. He held a silver rod of [Treat Wounds] in one of his ever-shifting wings. 

Erick said, “Hello, Mephistopheles.”

Mephistopheles said, “I need you to declare a temporary king.”

“… We’re not doing ‘kings’.”

“Vizier! Lord! General or Mayor! Whatever you want to call it!” Mephistopheles said, “And it better not be Justine! I won’t follow that witch, and neither will my people.”

“What is going on here, Mephistopheles?” Erick asked, “Why are you bringing this up at this time? Aren’t there enough problems with the disaster all around us?”

“All around us, he says!” Mephistopheles said, “You’re not here.”

“I see practically everything that is happening in Candlepoint, at this moment.”

“Whatever. I don’t want to debate that right now. You can be the Absent Lord for all I care.” He said, “But we have some demands of our new overlord! We want a leader on site! Rules to abide! Promised safety that is enforced by you, or your appointed representatives! These are but a few of the demands of our new master!” His voice turned stage dramatic, dripping with hidden condemnation, as he said, “Or are you a new Bulgan? Here to lord over us and do nothing but step on our necks?”

The man was hurt, and lashing out, and desperate for something solid to hold onto as the world stormed all around him. That much was obvious. Mephistopheles wasn’t the only one who was hurt. 

Erick gazed out at the dark courtyard of the Crystal, to the buildings beyond. Alchemist shops had been torn asunder in the fights of four hours ago. Spider corpses hung in and out of the broken display windows of clothiers. General stores had been looted fast; they were only half intact. Enchanter stores were mostly intact, but only because metal bars protected the windows. Leatherworkers and metalsmiths had been broken. The only intact place in the Crystal Courtyard, untouched by the spider fall and Bulgan’s summons, was a dark black building, unassuming in a quiet sort of way, with doors carved in the shape of black wings. 

Looters had come and gone, but when Erick started blipping people away from more looting, they had not returned. Everyone seemed to take Erick’s action as a simple warning, where one more step taken in the wrong direction would end in a final judgment. He wouldn’t have followed through on the implied threat; he would have just kept blipping them away. Since then, no one had come to the Crystal’s Courtyard, until Mephistopheles. But since Mephistopheles started yelling, and Erick started answering, people had gradually returned to the space. 

Glowing grey eyes peeked out from around broken doors, or in the deeper shadows under stone debris. Some people stepped out into the open, into the half-light of partial cloud cover, to watch. Some, to witness. A few fell to their knees in supplication toward Ophiel. More than a few crossed their arms, and narrowed their eyes. Most stuck to the deeper shadows, fully outside of the sun’s reach.

Erick spoke for the audience, since that’s what Mephistopheles was doing, “I am not, nor will I ever be, your master. If anything, I will be your support. I will help your farmers grow food. I will help you in restoring your shops, and your livelihoods. I will work to bring good choices and freedom to your lives, and I will guard you from the threats I can protect against.” He felt, for a moment, like he was in a different time and place. Like he was talking to a guy down on his luck, who needed a roof over his head and the promise of safety to get back on his feet; like he was back on Earth. Though this was not Earth, and there was the problem of shadelings being malicious actors in the past, everyone needed a chance. “Safety comes first. To that end, how would you suggest we do this?”

“A decree enforced from on high would be great!”

“We’re not doing that, either. I have no will to enforce upon you.” Erick offered, “How about a council? I will be there to observe when needed, but otherwise you can bring me problems I can solve, and do the rest on your own.”

Mephistopheles said, “Acceptable! I put myself forward for the position of Right Hand of the King!”

“This blatant attempt to win power is doing you no favors, Mephistopheles,” Erick said, while simultaneously checking on every Ophiel, to make sure that people still got pulled from rubble and healed, and [Mirage Slime]s continued to roll about the city, [Cleansing] venom from victims, and helping clean wounds of debris. 

Erick occasionally noticed spiders that he had missed. Tiny ones, no larger than eyes. How had the [Cascade Imaging], still active on the top of the Crystal, missed those? Ah! Whatever. Erick crushed those spiders with lightform fists, while leaving the holes in the ground that the larger ones had created in their escape from the city. Maybe some people down there could rescue themselves; some of Erick’s [Mirage Slime]s had slipped down there already. 

Erick came back to the Ophiel in front of Mephistopheles, after being gone for no more than a few seconds. He said, “But I appoint you to the rescue and repair efforts, for now.” He spoke toward the crowd. “I need five more volunteers willing to help with repair and rescue, or who wish to have the chance to prove themselves as a capable leader, or as a council member.”

The crowd immediately slunk back, like a tide of grey eyes on a dark sea, flowing into the deeper shadows, except for two. 

A human woman in a ripped pink dress, who had been kneeling on the ground, praying, stood up and walked forward. Erick had seen her helping to uncover people from fallen debris. Her eyes were cloudy grey, but as she stepped closer, into the light, they turned brighter; clearer. 

The other person was a fully black man with black horns and eyes bright enough to be a Shade’s. He did not step forward, but as the crowd vanished around him, pulling back, he was left out in the open, and the second closest person to Mephistopheles. He glanced around himself, frowned, then stepped forward of his own volition. 

“I think I already know you,” Erick said, turning Ophiel’s eyes toward the ‘Shade’. “Slip, Captain of the Guard?”

Slip winced, then said, “Yup. I’ll organize the Guard. I already was, but I guess I gotta do that again.”

“Thank you,” Erick said, turning to the woman. He was pretty sure he knew this one, too. “And you are?”

“Zaraanka Checharin.” She said, “I wish to devote myself to making Candlepoint all it can be.”

“Oddly enough, Justine recommended all three of you to higher positions.” Erick said, half-sarcastically, “Someone must be watching out for you.”

Mephistopheles had no reaction. Slip winced, again.

But Zaraanka bubbled a hearty laugh, then tapered off, to say, “We have survived worse.”

Erick looked around Ophiel again, and recognized Zaraanka’s truth. “You have all survived a great deal of hardships.” He decided, “Let us all work to make Candlepoint an unobtrusive, quiet little town of prosperity and safety for all therein. That is my goal. I hope we can make this wish a reality.”

“A tiny life! I object!” Zaraanka blurted, suddenly looking worried. “I want textiles and comfort! Libraries full of novels and liquor that isn’t brewed in a stone basin!”

“We need infrastructure, you ignorant—!” Mephistopheles cut himself short, then said, “We need people willing to put in the effort to get those things! Not just those who seek luxuries in order to have them and use them.” He turned to Ophiel, saying, “I protest Zaraanka’s appointment.” 

Erick was put off by the apparent disregard for the dead, and the disaster all around them, but he would not judge these shadelings for their actions; not yet, and maybe not for years. They had been through a lot more than he had ever been through. Erick tried to get them back on track, saying, “We will not be falling to pieces now. If you cannot work together, or work to make Candlepoint a successful city, then I will appoint new people next week.” Erick decided, “You have a week to prove yourself worthy of your position.” He said, “Work to make your desires a reality. Draw up a list of plants you require for textiles and food purposes, and I will work to get them to you. The people here can grow their own lives, themselves. But know now, that violence must be kept to a minimum, and not only because it harms the growth of this city, but because the rest of the world is watching.” He looked to Slip. “Another topic: I saw you going down into the spider holes to retrieve people. But now you are here?”

“They’re dead if they’re still down there.” Slip said, “My people are already closing up holes.”

Erick sent his sight wide, and saw that Slip’s words were true. He returned to the Ophiel in the courtyard, and said, “Very good then. How many people do you think survived? In the whole city?”

“Ten thousand, maybe,” Slip said.

Mephistopheles said, “I suggest we tear down half of the city that is no longer necessary, and turn the land inside the walls into farmland, forests, and nice places. I want a lake. Spur has one; we can use one, too.”

Erick suddenly remembered something Killzone had said. He turned some of Ophiel’s eyes backward, to the Crystal. A book of monsters laid behind the counter, along with a note, saying, ‘From Undine’. Erick left it there, for now.

He turned his attention back to Mephistopheles, and said, “I agree. Do it. Prepare the land.” He turned his attention to the blue sky. Clouds still hung here and there; remnants of his earlier attempt at adding clouds to the sky. They weren’t thick enough. The sun was starting to beat down hard, through those thin clouds, to turn the shadows of the city into hard lines, despite the rainbow lights still edging every black building. Except for the three people in front of Ophiel, standing in the light, every other shadeling stuck to the shadows beside the buildings. The brightness was too bright. 

With a look to the blue roof of the world, Erick cast more control into the sky. This time, he took more than a flashing second to make sure the spell went up properly. 

Clouds roiled out of the clear blue; fluffy white things at first, that multiplied into stretches of grey, and became a layer of shadows blanketing Candlepoint. Shadelings stepped out of the deeper shadows, to walk around in the half-light courtyard of the Crystal, some smiling, some wary, some with looks of awe upon their faces. Even Mephistopheles seemed to relax for a second, before returning to his solid stance, facing Ophiel. Slip smiled, openly, showing white teeth behind his dark lips. Zaraanka relaxed, and did not bother with holding herself strong any longer. She sighed out, then rubbed the side of her neck with one hand, muttering about how she needed a smoke. 

Erick spoke to the crowd, “Tear down what needs tearing. Build up what needs building. Make lists of items that are needed and wanted in the city, though I know you will need to make most of it yourselves in the coming weeks. But for now, prepare the dead, how you wish to prepare. We will respect those who have passed on.” He asked, “Are there any immediate needs that I can provide?”

“The dead are dead, the living are saved, and the spiders are gone. What will come will come.” Mephistopheles said, “But we need food and water.”

“Then you will have it.” Erick turned Ophiel toward Zaraanka. “Your desires?”

“I need [Mend]s and [Cleanse]s. The summoned slimes do not get everything.” She said, “We have no healing, either. No healing, Spatial magic, or many utility spells. Most of us don’t have [Ward], either.”

“Healing will be difficult. I will work on that.” Erick said, “But [Mend] and [Cleanse] can be provided.” He had Ophiel cast a dense air behind him, toward the Crystal. A 7,000 point [Prismatic Ward] took hold across the Crystal, and in the open air exchange station at the base of the structure. Ophiel almost disintegrated; that cast took most of his form. This Ophiel was made after Erick had taken off the crown. But that was okay. Ophiel turned to light then slipped down into the protected space, under the Crystal, and began regenerating his mana, while simultaneously stretching out his lightform body to touch Zaraanka’s torn pink dress. “[Mend].”

The woman’s dress flexed out, returning to what it once was. But she, herself, was still dirty, in a subtle sort of way, with patches of mud in her hair and scuffs on her knees. She tried her best to be clean, but it was not enough in the face of this disaster.

“[Cleanse].” 

Dirt flowed away on thick air. 

Zaraanka smiled. “Thank you.”

Tendrils of light stretched out from Ophiel, into the shadows, touching broken things and turning them whole in gentle glitters of white light, as Erick said, “[Mend] and [Cleanse] will be provided here, whenever, for now. Just come up to the counter and get some spells cast. Later, I will enchant some wands of those spells and give them out.” He turned Ophiel’s eyes toward Slip. “Your needs?”

Slip looked away, then forced himself to look back. He said, “Uh. We’re good. We’ll keep the peace and all that. Tear down the broken and rebuild the fixable, for sure. Move the bodies… My guys’ll do that.”

“Thank you.” Erick spoke to the crowd. “I’ll release a [Mending Aura] in a minute, but before that: Who’s a farmer? Step forward. Let’s grow some lunch, or at least repair what is out there. But that’s it, for now. If you wish for nothing else, please return to your homes, and work on clean up. More information and planning will be forthcoming, and likely flow from Mephistopheles, Zaraanka, or Slip, or maybe even me. But like I said: I am a support. I am not here to rule. My hope is that you can live lives free of Ar’Kendrithyst, and all other factions out there, for now. The future is yours if you work for it.”

Several people stepped forward from the crowd, volunteers for the farming, while half the crowd began to vanish, turning away, their eyes the last thing visible as they became shadows and left the courtyard. Others, not too eager to leave yet, avoided the volunteers as they stepped around to the sides of the Crystal, holding hands on their ripped shirts, or ripped pants, or other smaller, broken items. Erick dealt with the repairs, first. 

With a flex of magic, Erick extended Ophiel’s lightform across the whole Courtyard, and filled the air with a gentle, almost invisible glow. Pants knitted, returning to like-new. Tattered shirts became whole again. Broken walls became whole. Rags became actual clothes. Shoes repaired, but some shadelings only had half of their pairs. [Mending Aura] did not replace completely lost items. But still, this was good. 

For a moment, Erick came back to himself, in Spur. Everything seemed surreal, for what he had just witnessed was the single greatest community building effort he had literally ever participated in. He remembered helping out after those hurricanes, or working with Spur’s Community Garden Council, or all those office politics back on Earth…

Nothing as large as what he had just done, with this many hurt people, had ever gone as well as it just went. 

Part of him was worried at it all being an act. That he was being set up by some greater power. And maybe he was—

Scratch that. He was most certainly being set up by at least one god. Bulgan had straight-up said so. 

But people still needed help. And what he had just witnessed was fantastic. Erick had just laid out a plan, and people followed it! Amazing! Sure, there were some questions and concerns, but that was normal. And it was a little odd that every person Justine had mentioned had survived the spiders and all the rest, but they wouldn’t have gotten to their current status as leaders of this volatile community without being able to survive as well as they had.

All in all, seeing Mephistopheles take charge, even if it was a power grab, was nice. Seeing that he already had some sort of tiff going on with Zaraanka was good, too. Erick could use that, if it was real. 

Slip was odd. Erick had no idea what to make of the hiding-Shade. But. Eh! Whatever. 

When you got to be a certain age, seeing things come together well, without too much trouble, was better than sex. It was practically a divine gift. 

Erick smiled to himself, back in Spur, as he faced Ophiel toward the volunteers, while simultaneously tapping off smaller scale cleaning and repairing spells over the crowd. He had noticed who these farming volunteers were well before this moment, and before his bout of introspection, but it wasn’t until now that he actually took a look at them. There were seven farming volunteers. One of them was known. Redscale, of a normal height and stature. Slightly muscular from working in the fields all the time. Valok looked about as good as Erick remembered, save for his eyes, which were a swirl of cloudy grey light. 

Erick tried to think of what to say. Another spoke before he could.

Mephistopheles walked closer to the Crystal, closer to Ophiel, inside of his [Primatic Ward] behind the counter. He said, “Before you get into all this farming shtick. We need some things. [Mend] and [Cleanse] wands. Rods of [Treat Wounds]. Clean water and sewers. Bulgan did not care for making anything lasting. He left messes everywhere. We need a sewermaster. A real one. Classically trained in dungeoneering. Bulgan killed ten of them, and we never got any replacements. But those are just the basic necessities.” He said, “We need something to remind us of some good times. Good food is necessary now more than ever. We need a feast, Erick.”

Zaraanka had walked up with Mephistopheles. She added, “Wine! Cheeses! Meat and bread. Dark gods I miss bread.” She suddenly added, “And I want the good oils for my men and women. We will not reopen our pink doors with low grade castoffs.”

Erick blanked for a good five seconds. “… What?” He had heard the term ‘Pink Doors’ before. It was a euphemism for a bordello. He almost shouted, “No! Gods no! What the fu— No. No prostitution. Find another line of work.”

“Bah!” Zaraanka said, “Don’t be such a prude. We have nothing the rest of civilization would want. No industry! No products! And nothing to occupy our time except for sex, drugs, and sexual drugs! We need certain things to make life in this dark hole tolerable. Oils and perfumes and—”

“Please.” Erick said, “Stop. We can revisit this discussion another time. It may be that my visceral reaction to prostitution is wrong. But I will need to talk to others to see if I am in the right, or not.”

Zaraanka said, “But Lord Flatt—”

“No.” Erick said, “Do not push me on this. You will have your say on another day.”

Mephistopheles laughed, then said, “You heard the man! No prostitution! You’re out on your ass, Zaraanka! And not in a good way.”

Erick turned his attention to Mephistopheles, saying, “And you. I need you to keep your anger contained. We are all in a new world right now. We will build small, and work our way up. It may be necessary that I allow prostitution in Candlepoint, but there will be no disharmony at this time.”

With a smile and a laugh, Mephistopheles turned to Zaraanka, and turned solemn, saying, “Apologies. The trials of the day have been many and varied.”

Zaraanka went stiff. She said, “I must apologize, too.” She added, “But enough of that, for now. There is one last topic that must be broached, before the day is done. What currency are we using?”

“Rads,” Erick said, having already thought about Candlepoint’s currency long before today. His dump of a million darkchips on that building over there, of which many were stolen while Erick wasn’t watching, cemented his decision. “Darkchips are a nonsensical currency. I don’t know how money will work out in Candlepoint, especially when people need to eat those rads to survive, but if some people want to start hunting mimics, they can. I suggest most people remain inside the city, though. I can gather more rads without you all risking your lives outside the city walls. The rest of the world is still watching you.”

Zaraanka smiled, gently. “Thank you, Lord Flatt. Thank you for allowing us to hunt, again. We won’t take risks, but being able to feed ourselves is a great boon.” She added, “If you must outlaw the First Profession, then we can do well becoming farmers of rads. I haven’t killed a monster of my own volition in decades!” She laughed. “Oh! This is good. I like this.”

“… Okay. Good luck. Don’t get hurt. And if I must have a title, then it won’t be ‘Lord’,” Erick said. “And that’s enough minutia for today. I need this city repaired by tonight. People need homes to sleep in, and to barricade if necessary. I don’t know what else is coming, but I doubt it will be good.”

Zaraanka bowed deeply, then departed into the shadows like a vanishing spectre. Slip slipped away next. 

Mephistopheles said, “Back to work! Thanks for taking the time, King… Master— No.” He teased, “Savior?”

“No,” Erick said.

Mephistopheles smirked, saying, “Thank you.”

Ophiel nodded behind the counter, under the Crystal. Mephistopheles vanished into shadows, headed back to wherever he was needed. Hopefully, Candlepoint would be okay with those three in charge.

Erick turned back to his volunteer farmers. “We’re making a feast tonight, while everyone works on cleaning up. So help me help you. What do you need?”

Valok looked to his fellow farmers, as they shared looks among each other. Then he stepped forward, when no one else would. Some of his people looked at him strangely, but Valok only had eyes to see Ophiel. He said, “The Farm’s a mess, but we can repair it. We can [Grow] the rice, the beans, the potatoes, the corn. Lettuce, tomatoes. All of that. But we’re gonna need meat brought in by you. We don’t have any chickens, or cows, or pigs. When Bulgan forbid us from fighting, that included butchering meat.”

“I can get the meat, the cheese, the wine, and the beer.” Erick said, “You fix up your Farms. You did well before. I know you can do well again.”

Valok’s posture hitched for a moment. The moment passed. He said, “Aye, sir.”

“You can call me Erick, Valok.” Erick said, “I’m sorry it took me so long to understand that you’re not a trap.”

Tears ran down Valok’s stoic face. He stood tall, and spoke with an even voice, “I don’t want my daughter to see me like this. I’m going to change back, as soon as I’m more stable.” He looked to his people. “A lot of us are. Gonna change back, I mean.”

An orcol man said, “Doubt they’ll let us back into Spur, though.” He added, “Good to see you again, sort of, Archmage Flatt. Ophiel. I’d like to take up the meat raising again, if you’ll get me cows and such.”

Recognition dawned, like a new day. Erick said, “Oh my gods— Mister Ooragh! I didn’t recognize you. You’re… younger?”

Daetroi Ooragh, the father of Apogough Ooragh, and the cattle rancher of Spur, before the Farms were destroyed by the Red Dot, stood in front of Ophiel, looking twenty years younger, and with cloudy grey eyes. The original man had a huge gut, but looking like this, he could have been Apogough’s older brother.

Daetroi laughed. “The Shades like their toys younger than they are. It’s about the only good thing that’s happened to me. Everything else has been rather shit, to tell the truth.”

Erick started, “Apogough—”

“Don’t tell me about him, please.” Daetroi said, “It’s difficult. I’m not near as stable as Valok, yet. He’s about the only one of us able to get close to that part of himself.”

A small murmur of assents passed through the gathered farmers. Erick looked to them, closer. 

They were all people from the Farms of Spur.

‘Oh holy shit,’ Erick thought.

Valok noticed Erick’s attention. He spoke up before Erick could, saying, “Let’s not dig too deep in the pain. Let’s work on getting food in bellies.”

Erick smiled to himself, back in Spur. If he were speaking in person, his voice would have cracked, but he spoke through Ophiel, saying, “Fair enough.” He gestured with a feathered wing, toward the north, saying, “Meet you there?”

Valok nodded. Then he vanished into shadows, followed quickly by the rest of his farmers. 

Erick set the Ophiel at the Crystal to mind the Crystal and the people in the surrounding courtyard, [Mend]ing and [Cleanse]ing whoever came forward with broken objects or their dirty selves. Some of them ended up with taps from the rod of [Treat Wounds], too. 

When that was set, Erick transferred to an Ophiel already floating near the Farms of Candlepoint.

He looked up at the giant sign that hung in front of the dark, loamy dirt, calling this place what the Farms of Spur had once been called. He thought it somewhat funny that Bulgan had put this sign up to taunt him, but looking at it now, and watching as Valok, Daetroi, and others shadowed in next to Ophiel…

It was quite nice to see the Farms resurrected, too.

… Erick almost asked about Krakina, but—

Valok said, “Erick. There’s something else.”

In Spur, Erick breathed deep, holding in his emotions. Then he plunged back into Ophiel. “Yes?”

Valok held out a hand. In it were three seeds. They were slightly oblong, and pointed at one end. He said, “I didn’t know why I rescued them... I’m pretty sure you made a magic citrus tree.”

Erick laughed. “You saved the seeds?!” He said, “Awesome! Let’s plant ‘em!”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So that was a lot of stuff that just happened. 

Patrons are 4 chapters ahead.

The story has come a long way from Erick's skydiving beginnings, when he and his daughter entered a town full of everyone but humans, where he spoke not a word of any local language. But at least the necessity of [Cleanse] and [Mend] remain. A lot is the same, a lot is different. I wonder if he'll create a [Mend], [Cleanse], [Lightward] Quest Board, or if other forces will continue to cause problems for this unintended archmage. 

Thanks for reading~
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                Hot winds blew from the bare northern sky, scouring the expansive orange desert, but died as they came to this place. Here, in this space of rainbow shadows, deep clouds, and boxy black buildings, where resurrected farmers tilled the land and planted seeds in the loamy dirt, gentle flashes of white light glittered through clouds, bringing cool wind, and more. Platinum rain fell, cold and vibrant, onto a resurrected Farm, sending green shoots into the air that became grains, vines, and tall stalks of vegetables. 

Farmers worked fast to gather the bounty; to harvest rice, pluck potatoes, and gather corn. Others, who were not all farmers, ghosted out of the dark city, to stand in the open, exposed to the rain. These others wore nothing more than rags. They faced that sky with grey eyes, wide open. Glowing waters fell upon faces. If they cried as those glowing raindrops traced down their skin, it was impossible to tell. 

The overseer of the platinum rain hovered over the farms, his many wings keeping him stable in the storm, while his eyes maintained an uninterrupted vigil on the production below, ensuring that the rain fell exactly where it needed to fall. He had done this many times before; he knew when the farmers were getting too much production, or when they had too little. Ophiel ensured that nothing overgrew in his presence, and that everyone was keeping up with their tasks. 

Other feathered [Familiar]s were more light than substance. They dashed around the Farms like ethereal oozes, touching those who stared at the sky, turning rags to clothes and cleaning off wounds, and dirt. Matted, wet hair, became simply wet. Nails were trimmed. Nakedness was covered by copied clothes from neighbors. Some were able to stretch those wet clothes over their bodies. Some of the more dazed shadelings had those clothes turned to light, then stretched over their forms, to cover those who could not cover themselves. Shoes were in short supply; most would have to go without, for now. But this was good. 

Clothes, good... Food was growing in the Farm right now…

A hundred eyes turned to other issues.

Other parts of the dark city that had fallen to the spider horde, or the automatons, it was hard to tell which did more damage in some locations, now fell completely, to orchestrated efforts of shadelings working together. Other buildings were built up; restored to their former blocky selves. Fights broke out here and there, but they were either stopped by nearby people, or with gentle touches of light, and white blips that sent the offenders to other sides of the city. 

And then there were the bodies. Mangled. Broken. Bloody, with guts strewn out and half eaten—

Ophiel paused over one. A human male, smallish. Some might even call him mousy, with brown hair and brown skin. Erick knew this lad as the one Justine introduced, that first time Ophiel came to Candlepoint. His name was Irkil. And he was dead. Disemboweled by some horrific action. 

Clinically, Ophiel stuffed the outsides back inside, cast a [Cleanse] over the tragedy, turning blood and otherwise into thick air, and blipped the body to the fields, in the south. Irkil landed in a dignified position on the ground, aligned with others who had fallen. There was no jumble of bodies, here. These people would be sent off with as much respect as Erick, and the people of Candlepoint, could muster. This organization did not happen at first. Erick had had to adjust the bodies three times, putting them in parallel rows, before others started to copy his methodology. Gazing across the field, Erick saw the cost of Bulgan’s actions, in cold, stiffening bodies. The fields of the dead had expanded over a quarter of Candlepoint’s total area. None had yet been consigned to the fire.

Most of Candlepoint had been killed. Nine out of every ten people had perished. Almost as fast as the extraneous buildings came down, that land had been filled with the dead. 

And yet, life went on. Buildings went up in the west and the east. Someone burrowed through the stone below the city, creating something like a sewer system. It wasn’t great, but it was better than what the city had had before. Someone repaired broken cisterns on roofs, while another created more cisterns, and others attempted to pull water from the damp air with widespread [Watershape]s. It wasn’t the easiest use of the spell; a hundred mana made a liter of water. It was not efficient. But it was good enough, for now. Erick would institute something better, later. 

It was then, though, that Erick noticed something. 

The farmers in the fields did not keep themselves dry with [Weather Ward]s. The plumbing in the city did not use [Gravity Ward]s to pump water from below. Did they not have [Ward]? Everything in modern Veird society used [Ward]s in some way or another. Erick had over twenty [Ward]s active in his house in Spur, right now. Every house had at least one warder...

Erick left Ophiel to his tasks, as he went about another.

 

- - - -

 

Inside his house, Erick sat up from his reclining chair. Poi sat on the other side of the room, reading, but at Erick’s movements, he closed his book. 

Erick asked, “What spells do shadelings not have?”

Poi looked to the air. “[Mend]. [Cleanse]. Spatial Magic. [Control Item]. [Fabricate]. [Conjure Item]. We have not seen any shadeling in Candlepoint use any of those spells. We are not sure about [Ward]. The city has wardlights, but we haven’t seen much beyond that.”

Erick mentally went through the list again. He said, “That’s gonna be rough.” He got up from his chair, saying, “I need to get started on dinner. I’m gonna need help cooking, too.” 

Poi frowned a little, saying, “But it’s not even noon, yet.”

“I’m cooking for ten thousand, Poi.” Erick teased, “But you knew that already.”

Poi looked to wrestle with something for a moment, before he got out of his own chair, and said, “I don’t think you should copy that much food.” He added, “It’s bad enough what you’ve already done with the clothes. People will know you have [Duplicate].”

“But—” Erick paused. He frowned. He said, “Okay. You actually bring up a good point. I have money that I have acquired through normal means, and Candlepoint needs goods to start its own trade. I should pay actual money for stuff.” 

“… But you’re still going to copy stuff?”

“But I am still going to copy stuff tonight. Yes. One night only!" Erick said, "It's an emergency, Poi. I won't copy that much." 

Poi offered, “Or you could pay people to cook for you?” 

“… No one is going to be able to make that much food in ten hours."

“That’s not true.” Poi said, “I know of at least two places that can do it.”

“… Oh?” Erick said, “Then… Let’s do that. I like that idea. Okay. That’s what we’re doing.” He went to the entrance to the library, asking, “Where is Justine, right now?”

“Third floor.”

Erick looked back to Poi. “Is she going to be okay?”

Poi briefly struggled with something, again, then said, “She is emotionally sound. She is a lot tougher than most people. I do not think she is a threat, in any normal way, but she will go poking around where you let her poke around.”

Erick waved off that concern, saying, “I can live with that. Let’s find Teressa.”

Teressa was in the cold room, taking stock of resources. Apparently, the house needed some essentials, too, and she was just about to head out to get them. Erick decided that they could all go together.

On the way out of the house, with his guards in tow, Justine stood at the bottom of the stairs, looking stuck between going up, coming down, and deciding if she really wanted to ask what she wanted to ask. Erick solved the problem for her. 

He asked, “We’re going out to get some necessary things for the survivors. Do you want to gift them anything in particular? I’m buying.” He offered, “Or do you want to go out with us? Is there anything you’re lacking at the moment, that I could provide?”

Justine stood shocked for a moment. She said, “Uh. I should stay here.” She glanced to Poi, then back to Erick, saying, “I should not leave the house, unless it is an emergency.”

“That’s fine, and probably a good idea.” Erick asked again, “Anything you want, though? I’m mainly just hiring a caterer to prepare the food, and getting bolts of fabrics and such. And getting a few groceries for the house.”

Justine smiled, a tiny expression, holding back floodgates. She said, “I would like some nice fabrics, thread, and needles. I haven’t had [Fabricate] in a century, and I would like to make some clothes for myself.”

“You used to be an alchemist, too, right?” Erick asked, “Do you want one of the verandas for a garden? It’s still inside the [Prismatic Ward], so you should be safe there, too.”

“I would love— I would love to have one of the verandas.” She asked, “The one on the third floor looks lovely."

“We have one on the— Oh! Right.” Erick said, “If that small one isn’t enough, there’s the eastern one, or the larger western one.”

“The smaller one is fine.”

“Very well then. I will get you your stuff. We’ll be back soon.”

Justine nodded.

“One more thing.” Erick asked, “What spells can shadelings not use?”

Looking briefly in her element, Justine rambled off, “[Mend]. [Cleanse]. Spatial Magics. Healing. [Fabricate]. [Conjure Item]. These are absolutely locked to us. But… that was the story I was required to tell you, back then. It’s true. But it’s not the full truth. Some of us who know aura control are able to recreate some of them. Those people were not allowed to come to Candlepoint, though. They’re stuck in Ar’Kendrithyst.” She said, “Anyone who knew any aura control at all was forced to stay in the Dead City and work on magic item creation.”

Erick asked, “What about [Ward]? I don’t see anyone wearing [Weather Ward]s on the farm. Everyone is just standing in the rain.”

Briefly confused, Justine said, “There are some people with [Ward] in there. There’s lights in the city; that’s how we got them. Through [Ward]. But everyone tried to keep their defenses down while Bulgan was in charge. He took joy in tearing apart those who walked around with [Personal Ward]s.” She added, “Any defense, actually…” She got a distant look for a brief moment, then turned her attention back to Erick. “Most Shades are like that.”

Bulgan might have nominally moved on, but his shadow remained. People were not comfortable in Candlepoint. They likely wouldn’t be comfortable for years, if ever, but maybe things would get better after a few months had passed, uneventfully. It was possible that Bulgan and the other Shades were dealing true, and had really given up Candlepoint to him, but it it was also possible that a sudden [Gate] to Earth would open up, and drop a few dozen more earthlings on Erick’s doorstep. In other words: never going to happen.

 

- - - -

 

Spur was a city of over a quarter million people, spread out over 113 square kilometers. A year ago, there had only been 80,000 people in the whole city. Maybe less. Erick’s arrival and the production of cheap food, as well as the security of a public archmage willing to put down encroaching threats, and generally be present in the public eye, had done a great deal for population growth. There were few needs more primal to the mortal condition than the need for security. There were also few needs harder to come by on Veird, than security. 

Erick walked out of his house, with Teressa and Poi in tow, while Justine was left at the house to her own devices, and to get acquainted with her new home. But the ex-shadeling wasn’t the only new person in the neighborhood. 

The flat, orange land of the Human District, ringed in the greenery of the Gardens, held two houses, until today. One was Erick’s. The other was the Mage Trio’s, just to the northwest of Erick. But now, there was a third. It was a house of a similar size as the other two, built to the southwest, but built more like a castle or maybe a hotel, than the other two. The building hadn’t been there yesterday, but it was going up fast, as workers piled up blocks of stone off of pallets and guided them into place on top of the rest. The overall structure was readily apparent. With three stories, organized windows in lines around the outside, no verandas, and a slanted roof, it looked like…

“A noble’s summer home! A big boxy thing. Kinda nice,” Erick said, walking across the flat, orange land, headed west. He already had an idea of whose house could be, but he asked, “Whose is it?”

Teressa said, “I heard it was some people called the Clayfields. Nobles out of the Greensoil Republic.”

“Exactly right.” With tendrils of thought touching his head, Poi said, “They got approved yesterday. Construction started a few hours ago.”

Some of the workers at the house paused, as they looked up from their jobs and saw Erick and his guards walking north of the rising house. One of the guys waved at him. Erick waved back, just as one of the other construction guys slapped the back of the first one’s head, saying something loud enough to hear, about ‘not bothering the archmage’. Erick smiled, and kept walking. 

“Good for the Clayfields.” Erick said, “We’ll have to get them a housewarming gift.”

Teressa hummed. “Nobles in Spur doesn’t sit right. I don’t like it.”

Erick said, “Poi and I were there when Gwynewyn Clayfield, the head noble— I think she was a ‘Lady’? What was she, Poi?”

“Alandria Clayfield, the daughter and the main proponent of moving the Clayfields from Frontier back to Spur, is the ‘Lady’.” Poi said, “Gwynewyn Clayfield is a Baroness. The family is from a small holding known as Steelbend, across from the Fin river, from Redder, under Greendale’s flag.”

Teressa pulled in a sudden breath. “Big nobles. Damn.”

As they walked through the wide road between the various fields of the Garden that surrounded the Human District, Erick asked, “Greendale is the main city, right?”

“Correct.” Poi said, “Steelbend is actually a very prosperous town. Maybe a hundred thousand people.”

“Oh. Wow.” Erick said, “I did not expect that. She talked like it was some village, or something.”

“She was being modest.”

Teressa hummed again. “Well… If she’s modest.” She rapidly added, “She was just playing a part. You never know with those types.”

Erick chuckled as they left the Human District, headed toward some caterers Poi knew. 

 

- - - -

 

“All you want is meat, bread, cheese, wine, and beer?” said a skinny incani man behind the counter, equal parts delighted, terrified, worried, and hopeful. 

Poi had taken them to an event caterer, that dealt with large scale events. Most of the building was full of Grand [Prestidigitation] stoves and walk-in ovens and all sorts of heavy duty mixers, along with the smells of everything good to eat under the sun, but this room was a smaller front room. It was just the space where customers spoke to representatives of the company. There was little more than a register in one corner, and a nice, homey kitchen table. More than a few wedding paintings adorned the walls. This place did a lot of weddings with guest lists in the range of ten to fifteen thousand, according to Poi.

Erick repeated his order, as succinctly as he could, “Enough for 5,000 people. Yes. In seven hours.” He said, “There’s going to be lots of vegetables and such provided by others, but I want this stuff to be good, and a lot of it; enough for double meals. I’d say I want to order for 10,000, but I know that would be impossible given the time frame. And I know it’s a rush order, so double your price.” He added, “And you don’t have to serve any of it. I’ll serve it all myself, and take it directly from your kitchens, when it is ready. It doesn’t have to be ready all at the same time.”

“Oh my gods,” the man mumbled to himself. He suddenly focused, with laser intensity, as he asked, “Is 7 hours a hard limit? We can do 10 to 12. No one can get you better timing than that. And our price will stay the same. Our price normally includes waiters and such, but— I need to start cooking.” He almost got up from his chair, but he sat back down, saying, “I’m going to need half the money up front. We cannot provide service on a seven hour timeframe, but if you do not need the service, then we can just provide the food itself. There will be roast meats, mostly shredded. We’ll make the bread here, too. We were not expecting this, but we can do this. We can do this, sir.”

Erick smiled. “What is the menu going to look like?”

“Shredded beef. Shredded pork. Both with lots of sauce for dipping. Those will be made here, and be the bulk of what we will make. Loaves of good, white bread, will be purchased through several bakeries around town and elsewhere. We normally make bread here, too, and we will make some of it, but there is not enough time to make it all. The cheese is bought elsewhere. We order fifty-kilo logs of cheese all the time from a few different producers, and we can get you both hard and soft in about a 50-50 split. Beer and wine— Were you thinking one person per one bottle of wine, or two? One keg of beer is usually enough for 50 people, or 10 orcol-people.”

“Two.” He added, “Five per keg.”

“About how many orcols? Any wrought?”

Erick glanced over to Candlepoint, then came back to himself. “I’m going to say 1500 orcols. Zero wrought.”

“We can do that.” The incani man said, “I’m going to quote a price, and it should be correct, but it might be off by 20 percent.”

“That’s fine.”

“12,000 gold upfront. 18,000 afterward. About 4 gold, 6 silver per lot of food, considering 6500 people.” He added, “It’s the best price you could get, too. Me and my people will be working extra hard to make sure this works.”

“You take Mage Bank, right?”

The man chuckled, saying, “Of course we do!”

Erick handed the man his Mage Guild badge, saying, “Go ahead and get started.”

The man took the badge, like it was a precious gem. He asked, “Where is this food going, may I ask?”

“To Candlepoint.” 

The man went still.

Erick expected some sort of reaction, so that was fine. He kept going. “They recently lost nine out of every ten people to the Ballooning Horde, when the Shade in charge let it happen, on purpose. I’ve stepped in to help where I could. Bulgan has left the city, too.”

The man, now still, and thinking, said nothing for a moment. He broke his silence, saying, “I thought they were monsters.”

“One of them cleansed themselves of the Darkness and was resurrected by Koyabez, in order to help facilitate some sort of understanding between shadelings and the rest of civilization. Her name is Justine, and she’s staying at my home, right now.” Erick said, “I still have no idea what’s up with Candlepoint but I hope that the people there can come back from being monsters, just like Justine. Whatever the case, that’s all above me, quite honestly. I’m just here to help people who need help, and right now I feel as though the shadelings are people who need help.” He added, “But I wouldn’t go there myself, in person. Maybe in a year, if it continues to be okay.”

The man softly said, “My brother died in Ar’Kendrithyst, last year. He was at Candlepoint, in the beginning. I don’t think he’s there anymore.” He asked, “I thought they were just another trap?”

“They are, and they are not. Don’t go there yourself and don’t get involved if you can help it.” Erick said, “I’m going to be prudent, too, and stay away. But I can’t not help people who need help.”

“Yeah...” The man stared at Erick’s badge. From one moment to the next, professionalism took over. The man sat straighter. He grabbed a ledger, and wrote down the numbers on the back of Erick’s badge, as a tendril of thought trailed away from his head. In a moment, he handed Erick back his badge, saying, “You’ve been approved— Of course you were. But. Procedure. Thank you very much for your business.” More tendrils radiated from his head as he concentrated hard for a long moment. 

Erick counted the tendrils. Only eight. The man had none of the usual calm, twenty talks going on at once, that Poi sometimes had. But that was to be expected.

All at once the tethers snapped. The man smiled, and stood from his chair. “We’re good. It’s happening. Thank you.”

Erick stood with him. “Thank you. I know it’s short notice.”

“Not a problem.” The incani man said, “A pleasure doing business with you, Archmage Flatt. My employees are already purchasing what needs to be purchased. We have many things to cook, rather fast. Thank you for choosing Palasio’s Caterers for your catering needs.”

“Thank you for being able to fulfill the request.” Erick asked, “By the way: Are you Palasio?”

“Yes. But the business is my father’s. Same name." 

Erick smiled. “A pleasure to meet you, Palasio. I look forward to a good outcome.”

Palasio said, “And you shall have it!”

 

- - - -

 

Erick walked down a wide road where the air smelled of flowers, and wind flowed freely. 

Before Erick started controlling the weather, causing ‘natural’ rains every two or three days, almost the entire city had been constructed with wide open spaces and thick, stone walls, with more concern given to making the [Temperature Ward]s inside houses last longer, and little regard for how water would flow across the blocky architecture. Outdoor places where people were meant to hang out were not quite so blocky, but instead had stone overhangs and airy arches and more than enough space for breezes. The fabric district of Spur, while not a true District, was one such place that kept its architecture unchanged, after the rains began. Their outdoor fabric market was ancient and blocky, and they were not willing to change for anyone. They did put up some really nicely colored [Weather Ward]s over the whole place, though, like a woven roof.

Fabrics fluttered in the breeze, showcasing their lightness or thickness, their transparency or opaqueness. Reds, golds, blues. Blacks and whites. Bolts and bolts of plain white cloths, waited for an order to be made, ready to be dipped in inks for custom colors. One store had extensive geometric patterns that reminded Erick of Islamic architecture. Some stores were filled with fabrics layered in flowers and water designs. Some of the most intricate expensive fabrics, on display in front of what was practically an art gallery, were crafted with goldfish with glittering gold-orange-black scales, upon backdrops of blue skies. Another store had trees, landscapes, prints, and designs, all contained on bolts of fabric, ready to be cut and styled into wearable art of all kinds. 

All of this was contained on a single street, down three city blocks and their adjacent buildings —premium locations, according to Teressa and Poi both— where the wind flowed easy from north to south, and the sky was a stained glass cathedral window of [Weather Ward]s; layered by master Warders, every day, no doubt. Erick was just as enamored with the ‘roof’ of the market as he was with the market itself. 

He smiled to himself, as he looked up, muttering, “Someone has to put that up every day?” 

The street was not overly crowded, but there were a lot of people here, searching for fabrics and haggling over prices. Most of them were rather well dressed. Some of them even had clothing like Al’s; looking like mobster-sultans.

Poi said, “Every day. This place hasn’t changed in 300 years, because no one wanted any permanent artistic changes, and that would certainly include wardlights. But this street is full of artists. It’s my understanding that there has been a recent compromise on the roofing, but look down, and you’ll see that even the signs are relegated to orderly boxes.”

Erick looked slightly down, below the geometric canopy, but above the well dressed people, to the signage over the various stalls, here and there. Every hanging wardlight sign was contained to a physical stone box above the entrance of each individual shop. Some of the shop names were scrunched to fit in those boxes. Very few of the typography looked ‘good’ constrained like that, for any definition of ‘good’. 

A young incani woman in almost-floating blue fabrics, with blue skin, stepped away from the right wall, closer to Erick, but not too close, saying, “Greetings, Archmage! I can’t help but see that you enjoy today’s [Weather Ward] design?”

Poi gently placed himself to the side of the path between the woman and Erick, but said nothing. He did frown a little, though. While most of the people around him, avoided him, this woman did not. Erick had noticed her noticing him, preparing for the moment that he would walk closer, but he did not think much of it since Poi hadn’t made much of a move. She probably wasn’t a threat. Her dress was a multitude of blue fabrics, just like those that hung in the shop at her back. She likely wanted to sell him something. That was fine.

Erick smiled, saying, “It’s a lot of work to put up intricate [Weather Ward]s like that, every day. Do you get ten people together, to cast all the colors up there, or do you change your own color of magic?” 

“I did the blue, white, and black, up there. My sisters did the rest.” She grinned, as she gestured to the sign above her shop, saying, “But that display is just one of the many intricate creations we’re capable of weaving, here at Three Sisters Textiles.” She stepped into the door of her store, saying, “Come on in and see our wares.”

Erick figured he might as well start at this place. He followed the woman inside, asking, “How much fabric does it take to make a dress like yours? I’m interested in purchasing bulk cloth, but I need to know some basics.”

Erick followed the woman into the depths of a shop lined with rows upon rows of bolts of fabric, of every color in the rainbow, and more than a few outside of the normal spectrum. Two other people were in the shop, shopping, though one was speaking to another incani woman behind a counter, who had the same blue complexion as the first woman Erick met; she must have been another sister, of the three sisters?

With a gentle grip, the woman grasped the curtain of her dress as she turned a quick spin in the aisle. “I made it myself, using our fabrics, here.” She dropped the hem of her dress, letting it flutter on the air, as she touched the fabrics on the wall, saying, “My dress requires seven meters of any of these meter wide bolts, in any of these colors, which would run you, my dear archmage, a paltry one gold, four silver per meter. The usual price is one gold, seven silver, per meter. If you are looking to buy in bulk of any order over a hundred meters, we can drop the price a further ten percent.” She added, “Orcol sized options would double the needed fabrics.”

This woman spoke quickly and accurately. Erick appreciated it, but before he committed to anything, he looked over the choices. A casual glance showed nothing ugly. The coloring was good, the feel was good. People would probably like these options? Sure. Why not. But if it was 7 meters to a dress, and Erick needed to account for 2000 dresses, or something like that, it meant he would need to buy 14,000 meters of fabric, which meant… 17,500 gold, or thereabouts. He smiled as he touched a nice red cloth; he was getting better at this mental math.

This red was good, but the people of Candlepoint needed sturdier fabrics, as well, for every day wear. Erick needed to purchase about the same meterage in brown and tan cotton. 

He asked, “I’m also looking for brown and tan, every day fabrics, for working in fields and such.”

The woman balked for a half second. She recovered. She said, “I have some good people across the way I can direct you toward. They deal fair and true, just as I.” She put her hands on the fabric to her left, asking, “Is there anything I can get for you, though?”

Erick laid it out there, saying, “I’m going to need about 14,000 meters of fabric, total, in practically every color, and then the same of that in browns and tan cottons.” If he ordered extra, that was fine. People could still use it.

A crazy grin passed on the woman’s face, lingering for a half second, before she said, “We can work with you to make this happen— Any colors in particular?” 

“A variety is fine.” Erick said, “I am aware I will have to shop multiple places, though.”

“No need to make that many stops! You’re a busy man, and like any reputable sellers, we carry a surplus in the back. We have around twenty thousand meters of dress fabrics, in our total inventory. We can easily fill at least half of what you want.” She said, “If I may ask, though, what are you purchasing for?”

Erick said, “The city of Candlepoint.”

The woman recoiled, but recovered to a calm exterior.

“Bulgan has vacated Candlepoint, after allowing a Ballooning Horde and the city’s own defenses to kill nine out of every ten shadelings.” Erick said, “The Shades are certainly evil, but I don’t believe the shadelings are bad actors, according to what I’ve seen. But if they don’t get help then they’re going to have to resort to awful methods to keep alive. I wish to circumvent this and help them become an independent city, though it will take years before anyone should think about going there in person.” He asked, “Did you hear about the woman falling from the sky, yesterday?”

The woman was thrown for a loop for a moment. She recovered. “I heard… Something about that.” 

Erick looked her over, and decided that she was lying. But that was okay. A white lie about being caught up on the news was not a cause for concern. She wasn’t screaming profanities about getting in bed with Shades, or looking very worried at all, and that was more important than knowing current events. Besides: He could start the rumors himself. Erick liked that idea, a lot.

Erick wasn’t just speaking to this woman, though. From casually looking around, Erick saw the cashier and her customer had gone silent, to listen. They likely weren’t the only ones.

Erick said, “Justine Erholme, is her name. She was an Underworld incani from another part of the world, who was killed by the Darkness, and transformed into a shadeling. I don’t have the full story, but she lived at Candlepoint for a time, where she called out to the gods for help, and they pulled her out of there, and transformed her back into incani.”

The woman gasped. “That’s possible!?”

Her sister at the counter, and the customer there, both gasped, as they looked away. 

“Apparently it is possible. I was surprised, too.” Erick said, “Justine is on a mission now, from Koyabez, to ensure that Candlepoint is bridging the gap and stopping the threat of violence, or something. Maybe to prevent any future wars with Ar’Kendrithyst? I’m still not clear on that.” He added, “But I’m going to give them a fair chance. Maybe in a year or two, I’ll go to the city in person. But not right now.”

“Of course not right now!” The woman said, “That would be insane! No matter what the gods might be up to, I wouldn’t want to be crushed between those sorts of wills.”

“Me either.” Erick said, “But I’m still going to help the people of Candlepoint. I’ve already got food coming, but they’re wearing rags, and nine out of every ten shadelings were murdered when Bulgan killed their city.”

“That rotten arsehole.” The woman said, “I almost went on a date with him, once, years and years ago. Glad I never did.”

Erick chuckled. “You did?”

“I dodged a boulder, for sure.” She said, “But anyway: My name is Liquola Reedzith, and the Three Sisters would love to fill your order, Archmage Flatt.” She stepped just past Erick, and pointed toward another shop down the way. “That one. Burton’s Browns. They have the best worker textiles on the street.” She shifted her finger toward a place directly across the street. “The Sewing Box has all the threads and needles and such you would need. I did hear that shadelings can’t use [Fabricate]. But you can never tell with these rumors. Is that true?”

“True, as far as I know, Liquola.”

“I’d much prefer them making clothes than war. Hopefully it stays that way.” Liquola brushed a hand against the rolls of fabric on the wall, asking, “Would you like to make some selections?”

Erick nodded. “Yes.”

Picking out fabrics was kinda fun. Before he knew it, he had spent 20,000 more gold.

Upon summoning another Ophiel, the front room of Three Sisters Textiles ended up in Erick’s foyer, mostly in a pile; he would organize the whole thing later. Erick thanked Liquola for her time, and left for next door. 

As Erick stepped into Burton’s Browns, three women behind him squealed in joy. The talk with Burton proceeded much the same as it had with Liquola, though he was a bit gruffer. His prices were cheaper, thankfully.

Erick soon left Burton’s Browns 10,000 gold lighter and with another semi-positive story and warning of Candlepoint floating in his wake, along with a few more happy people. 

A similar event occurred at The Sewing Box.

 

- - - -

 

In the middle of a normal street, under a normal, cloudy sky, Erick suddenly said, “Some alchemy plants!” He added, “I can ask the Mage Trio about them, too, but multiple sources is important.”

Poi, half serious, said, “You didn’t seem to care much about multiple sources when that woman batted her eyes at you. You could have spent less money if you shopped around, you know.”

“Ohh, Poi.” Erick said, “It was convenient. And I doubt I would have gotten that much cheaper, elsewhere.”

Teressa said, “He got a good deal.”

Poi hummed, noncommittal. 

Erick said, “Anyway! Ramizi is the alchemist. I should introduce him to Justine— Oh! And?” He pointed toward the north, as he asked Poi, “Is Apogee in, now?”

Poi looked away for a moment. He turned back, saying, “Yes.”

 

- - - -

 

The Ranch of Spur was half of a three kilometer addition that bumped off of the northern wall, forming a pocket of green, rolling hills, and tall trees. The other half of that expansion held the Lake.

In a white flash, Erick, Poi, and Teressa, reappeared near the Lake. Warm winds blew from the north, under a cloudy sky laden with the promise of rain, while blue waters splashed in the breeze below. Gold flickers danced below the ripples in groups of five or six, while silver flashes prowled the deeper parts of the Lake. Rainbow flits scurried in the shallows, like sequins, glittering their rainbow scales into the light, as they hid and reproduced under broad, green lily pads, and bright blue flowers. Reeds rustled in the wind. 

Erick enjoyed the scene for a long moment, while lush grasses cushioned his feet, tall trees further shaded him from the clouded sun, and the smell of waters and life drifted on the breeze. 

Candlepoint needed one of these, for sure. 

A cow mooed on the other side of the Lake, past the short wall that separated this land from the Ranch beyond.

Candlepoint needed cows, pigs, and chickens, too.

The air blipped bronze next to Erick. Apogee, all brownscaled and thick tailed, and with a fang-filled smile, said, “Hello, Erick! I hear you’re in the business of getting duped by shadelings.” 

He didn’t say it meanly, so Erick chuckled. “Possibly. They’re in their city, though, with no plans to expand or separate out into the world, so it’s better to keep them there than to let integration happen too soon.”

Apogee looked out across the Lake for a moment. He said, “Good enough for me.” He asked, “I heard a rumor that the farmers at their ‘Farm’ are some of ours?”

“True.” Erick said, “Valok, for sure. I already managed to steer his daughter out to Oceanside, though, so hopefully she doesn’t have to deal with that for a while.” He said, “Apogough’s father is there, too. Daetroi—”

“What!” Apogee laughed a mournful note, halfway between joy and a groan of despair, before shifting fully to delight. He said, “Oh my gods! That old prick! FUCK.” He spat, “Shit!” Mirth vanished. “Fuck.” He went silent.

Erick let the breeze fill the silence, as it rippled waves and rustled trees.

Apogee said, “I owe him some booze.” He added, “And at least twenty herd.” He asked, “You doing right by those almost-monsters? Is that right?”

“I’m trying.” Erick said, “Everyone in Spur has been remarkably nice about it so far, too. I expected a lot more anger.”

Apogee smiled. “People in Spur tend to make their livings adjacent to everything the Shades do, so they look the other way for everything that isn’t a direct danger. Just look at how much money you threw around today. I sold ten cows, overpriced, because of some caterers needed the meat, right now. That’s when I found out about you. It was pretty nice.”

Erick said, “Daetroi wants to raise cattle again.”

“I don’t got any to sell today. I’ll send some that way, though. I do owe him twenty herd.”

“If you don’t mind, I’ll send them.” Erick said, “He says he’s unstable. Doesn’t want to deal with people from this life yet.”

Apogee looked off over the water, nodding. “I can do that. I’ll give you some booze, too. My first batches came off the still yesterday.” He looked to Erick, adding, “You’re going to [Cleanse] everything you buy before you send it out to Candlepoint, yeah?”

“Yes. I’ll do it out of sight of the vendors, though.” Erick said, “This place is going to be a lot of problems. I’ve already got my Ophiel over there, blipping intruders away from the city. I’ve stopped two kidnappings so far. Thank the gods that [Teleport Other] is so rare.”

Apogee smirked. “You going to ask me about The Worldly Path?”

Erick looked to the man. “Would you want to tell me?”

“Not really. I don't approve of a [Gate] network.” 

Fair enough. "What I wanted to ask you, and why I asked to talk to you, was to ask about that [Spatial Curse].” Erick said, “I already talked to Silverite. She said to talk to you.”

Apogee breathed in deep, then let it all out. “That was the other option I was afraid of.” He said, “Curses are not nice magic. This one is no different. You take all the possibilities that a person could be, the bigness of the world, lives not yet lived, and you curse them with stability. Mediocrity. Smallness. It’s wishing for the worst for a person; that they’ll never improve and never become more than what they are.” He said, “It’s a horrible thing to make, and creating that curse made me a worse man than I was before.” He added, “All curses are like that. That’s how they work. To curse another, you must first curse yourself.”

Erick said, “If you have another idea on how to prevent a Shade from fleeing a fight, then I’d love to hear it.”

“You could search for a way to negate their [Teleport Lock]. Try for a blessing, rather than a curse. A bolstering of your own soul. I’ve never heard of that succeeding, either, but it could, theoretically.” Apogee said, “I don’t think you should try to curse a Shade with [Spatial Stability]. It’ll end bad for all involved.” 

Erick had already considered what would happen if a Shade couldn’t avoid a fight; it’d be the same thing that happened to anyone that couldn’t avoid a fight. They’d either go to war, run away using whatever method they could, or freeze. The chances of the third option seemed astronomically small, but it was still a possibility. But besides that—

Erick said, “If they’re aware that starting a fight means that it will be ended, one way or the other, then maybe they won’t start one with me in the first place.”

“Wishful thinking! Deadly thinking. However...” Apogee nodded slowly, then said, “Maybe. If that’s the angle you’re going for… Even assuming that you could get a curse to stick to them, if you come at them with an ultimatum, you will get your fight, and all the following horrors.”

Anger simmered through Erick’s body, as he said, “If I get into a fight like that, then it means that they’ve started the war, first, but I mean to end it—” Erick blanked, his thoughts completely derailed by another idea. 

Apogee glanced at Erick, expecting him to say something else. 

But Erick was thinking. His anger vanished. He asked, “Shades call their [Teleport Lock] a Blessing, don’t they?”

Apogee side eyed Erick. “Aye. They do.”

“So it’s a bonus from their god?” 

Apogee directly looked at Erick. “We don’t know a lot about how Shade magic works. What are you getting at?”

Erick asked, “If curses are negations and blessings are enhancements…? Are they? Enhancements, I mean?”

“… Broadly.”

“Maybe their [Teleport Lock] is a blessing to ensure a fight happens. That’s what Melemizargo is about, isn’t he? Ensuring that conflict happens, and that everyone is made stronger or dead.” Erick asked, “Is that how a [Teleport Lock] works?” 

With a scrunched face, Apogee looked out at the Lake, thinking. “Melemizargo isn't..." He relaxed, then said, "Blessings aren’t as powerful as a Shade’s [Teleport Lock]—”

“But all it does is deny the ability to run away from a fight, right? According to everything I’ve read and heard, there’s nothing in the air, no active spells on you to [Dispel]. It’s just an automatic lock, the second they choose to expand their aura-like Lock—” Erick said, “It barely costs them anything to cast their spell. I heard most of them have it on all the time.”

“Aye. And that sort of effect is too large of a spell to keep running like that, all the time.”

Erick said, “For one mana per second, my aura can bring platinum rain across the whole of Spur, and I never need to stop.”

“… Okay.” Apogee frowned. “If their Blessing really was a blessing...” He shrugged, “I’d laugh.”

“How much does your curse cost?” Erick said, “What does it look like?”

Apogee looked at Erick for a moment. Then he popped a box into the air. 

 




	
Curse of Locality, ten seconds, sight + sound + understanding, 1820 mana








 

Erick read at the line of text several times; there wasn’t much to read. “… What the flip is that?”

“Curses aren’t normal magic.” Apogee said, “If your theory about [Teleport Lock] being a Blessing is correct, then you should go to the church. Talk to a few gods. Don’t try to make a Blessing yourself; get some divine backing.” He waved off at nothing in particular, saying, “I never liked dealing with gods, though. Can’t stand the idea of anyone that powerful.”

“Eh.” Erick said, “It’s a premature idea, anyway. I’ll run it past a few more people; see what they say. I’ll swing by the church, too. I got some alchemist shops to visit on the way. Thanks for the talk.”

“Anytime.” Apogee said, “I’ll have some cows for you to take to Daetroi, soon.”

Erick stressed, “I still want to know how to make that curse… But... Maybe not today.”

“Blessings are better.” Apogee said, “If you change your mind, I’ll try to talk you out of it again.”

Erick smiled. He doubted he was going to change his mind, but there was nothing wrong with fully exploring an idea before he committed one way or the other.

“You getting into alchemy now, too?” Apogee asked, “Why the alchemy shops?”

“Justine, the former shadeling, is staying with me.” Erick gave Apogee a small explanation of Justine, then said, “She used to be an alchemist.” 

“You’re a braver man than I, letting one of those things into your home.” Apogee said, “Especially one that has godly backing, but I suppose you’re already in the deep end of the shadows.” He laughed. “Maybe it is I that need to stay away from you.”

Erick brushed over that concern with a small laugh, then said, “I’ve given Justine permission to grow some plants, but I want to know what she’s actually doing before she does it.” 

“As well you should!” Apogee said, “Smartest thing you said today!”

Erick smiled, as he said, “It was good to talk to you, Apogee.”

“Same to you, Erick.”

Apogee blipped away in a flash of bronze light. 
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101, 2/2


                Erick stood in front of his chosen alchemy shop. Poi had listed off a few options, and Teressa supplied some other options, but this one was the one Erick chose. He had seen this place on the way to and from the Adventurer’s District, and it always seemed interesting. But The Greenhouse wasn’t in the short list of options from either of his guards.

Teressa looked up at the blocky building, with its glass roof and glass upper floors, and said, “This place is overpriced by half.”

Poi said, “The Greenhouse’s products are overpriced, but they do not lack in quality.” He added, “We should still go to the Army supply shop.”

“Bah!” Erick complained. “We can go there some other time.”

He walked forward, ignoring the minor complaints of his guards, and stepped nearer the wide open doors of The Greenhouse. He paused. Where was the greenery? Erick’s first impression of the place was that it was a bank with tellers and rich people. Rich brown woods composed the interior of the first floor, completely obscuring the orange stone that Erick knew laid beneath that wood. The Greenhouse was certainly popular enough, though. The people wore such fancy clothes! Brocade. Lace. Engraved armors. Elegant looking swords in gilded gold or silver sheaths.

This place even had a greeter by the door, a young woman who looked the part of either a farmer or an alchemist, with thick gloves and a thick apron, who spoke pleasantries of ‘come again’ or ‘welcome to the Greenhouse’ with each passing customer. As Erick stared at the store, the greeter glanced away from some of the other people who walked through the doors, to land her gaze directly on Erick, and then to Erick’s shoes, and then to Poi and Teressa. She went from disgusted at the hobo to perfectly professional, in half a second, flat. 

Erick scanned the room beyond, as he tried to step past the greeter. A display of the usual potions had been placed to the front left of the Greenhouse, probably for the young man standing in front of them, beside a cash register, to sell those potions to whoever wanted them, without people having to walk further into the ‘store’. But other than those Crimson, Cinnabar, Ultramarine, and Cyan buffing potions, the only other potions Erick saw were some orange ones on display in the back. They were practically orange sunshine in a bottle, and placed rather conspicuously in the front room. What magic did they stuff into that orange liquid? 

The greeter, an almost-tan incani woman, stepped to Erick, but kept her distance. “Welcome, Archmage Flatt. Could I show you around?”

After noticing the dress of the people behind the counters, and how everyone who worked at The Greenhouse seemed to wear the same sleek burgundy vests and black pants, Erick recognized the greeter’s farmer/alchemist clothes as a costume. Her cheerful tone sealed his opinion; this woman was an actress, playing the part of an alchemist. The Greenhouse had a mascot.

Some people looked over when she said ‘Archmage’, but that was fine. People had been looking at him from the corners of their eyes whenever he showed himself outside of his house, all the time. 

Erick said, “I was actually looking to get into some alchemy. Get a starter set of seeds and such. I thought this place had such offerings.”

“You wish to ‘get into’ alchemy?” The woman paled, slightly, but she recovered. She put on a smile, and said, “I know just who you can talk to.” She gestured forward, deeper into the building, as she said, “And I can give you a small tour, if you’d like. Do you know anything about the Greenhouse?”

Erick checked the Ophiels at Candlepoint, briefly. They were doing fine. They were out of rods of [Treat Wounds], though. He could go to Ulrick Ulrick’s after this, or maybe just send Teressa out for that errand. He had time for a tour, but not a lot of time. 

He came back to himself, and said, “I’d love a small tour, but I am rather busy at the moment. What is your name? What is this place?”

“Berry,” said the woman, leading Erick onward, into the shop, past tellers and customers. “I can make it quick.” Berry spoke, “The Greenhouse is an alchemist’s union. We’re not a full guild, but we do have chapterhouses in most every major city of the Crystal Forest, ‘cept for Portal and Frontier. What we do, is allow buyers to come up to any of these counters, and through our assistants, get whatever potions they want, made to order, with Greenhouse Certified alchemists. Quite a few alchemists get their starts here in greenhouses like ours. Since most potions have a shelf life of weeks, at the most, so if you don’t have buyers, then you aren’t make a living.”

They walked through the store, stepping around the table of orange bottles. A small sign in front of them read ‘Spell in a Bottle, 100G’

Berry noticed Erick inspect the bottles. “That’s a Greenhouse exclusive. One of our people in Outpost invented that. It’s an oil that lets you imbue a hundred mana worth of aura into the potion, and then throw it, smashing the bottle and expanding that spell from the point of contact.”

“Ooh?” Erick looked to the orange bottles again. “That’s interesting.”

Berry moved ahead a few steps and waited for Erick to rejoin her. As he moved on, she moved on, toward the staircase in the back, saying, “We’ve got hundreds of potions you can custom order. Most of the specialty potions are ready in a week, but a great deal get done faster than that, and a rare few take a lot longer.” She grabbed a paper pamphlet from the wall as she stepped up the stairs, and handed it to Erick, saying, “Here’s a list of what we offer.”

Erick took the list, and briefly looked at it before he stuffed it in his pocket. They stepped up to the top of the steps, passing through a [Ward] that kept moisture separated from downstairs, to arrive at the second floor. Now this was more what Erick was expecting to find when he came into the Greenhouse. 

Vines with glowing cyan flowers hung from the western wall, while redcap mushrooms grew on artfully arranged logs. Some plants that were almost like tall, super thin palm trees, grew in a corner of the room. But those were just the displays. The actual sales floor of the room was filled with racks upon racks of small potted plants that he could likely buy and take home. Each of the racks was listed with what they were, and their usual uses. 

Berry smiled as she stepped into the first rows of plants. “Here is where we sell starter plants to beginner alchemists, hoping to help them get their starts, and stick around with us for a little while afterward.” She gestured to her left, as an older incani man walked through the aisles, toward Erick and Berry. “This is our site manager, Karoi Wellah. Karoi—”

Karoi smiled wide, interrupting Berry, saying, “A pleasure to meet you, Archmage Flatt! How can the Greenhouse assist you, today?”

Berry stepped away, smiling. 

Erick spoke to Karoi, “A book of potions and some starter plants. I have the vaguest ideas of how alchemy works, so I would like to toy around and see what happens.”

“Of course!” Karoi moved into the aisles, asking, “Were you interested in Health or Mana potions? Or the whole set?”

“The whole set. Each major Stat.” Erick was here for more than just Justine, or to add another goal to his ever expanding list. He was also here to solve a problem he’d been working on for a while; [Renew]. He said, “I’d like to know more about how mana rejoins the body, for use by the caster. So if you have anything that would point me further in that direction, then I’d love that.”

“Ah. Uh.” Karoi’s exuberance faltered for a moment. He said, “I apologize, but theoretical alchemy is a field of expertise that I cannot help you with, and is not a field I recommend for beginner alchemists. When used improperly, these plants kill, archmage. I can point you in a few directions, however?” He gestured to his potted plants, saying, “But I can certainly set you up with a starter set and a few books on the subject of basic Mana and Health potions. Everyone has to start somewhere, don’t they?”

“Of course.” Erick smiled. “That will do, just fine.”

Erick ended up purchasing ten potted plants, several vials of fertilizer, four books, and one wild, glowing neon, radioactive-looking succulent. Bright blue and red, it was shaped like the top of a pineapple. Karoi insisted that Erick purchase one of them, and when Poi nodded at the extravagant cost, Erick bought it, because of what it did. The plant was called ‘Alchemist’s Friend’, and was a standard version of any example of its species found in any reputable alchemist’s lab. People who dumped potions down the drain often found themselves on either the receiving end of massive fines, or oozy tendrils coming up the commode. 

The starter kit cost 250 gold, but Erick bought two; one for him and one for Justine. The Alchemist’s Friend cost 2000 gold, apiece. Erick bought one, for now. He wasn’t even sure when, or if, he was going to get to alchemy, but Justine could certainly use the supplies for now.

The last thing Erick did was pick up a list of alchemists he could talk to, about how potions refilled the body with mana. He’d probably leave that for another day, too. He needed to talk to Ramizi, first.

… He could also swing by the Mage Guild, and see what Sirocco Zago had to say on the matter of [Renew].

 

- - - -

 

Sweet smelling breezes flowed through the vineyard surrounding the Interfaith Church of Spur. A few priests and priestesses traveled in sync under the twining plants, ritually picking the grapes, singing songs as they placed bunches of ripe purple fruits into large, wicker baskets. Erick did not know the songs, but congregating parishioners must have; they gazed upon the ritual from outside the grapevines, singing softly as the harvest proceeded. 

Erick watched for a minute, before moving on, into the open doors of the church. Inside the carved white cathedral, and under the light of countless rainbow stained glass windows, people sat silently or whispering softly, in their own individual places scattered around the room, on wooden pews. Some lit white candles to the sides, while some lit colored candles, and set them down upon specific altars. 

In the front of the pews, central to the church, was a flat white wall, behind a podium. That flat white wall, along with others in the church, would be transformed based on the occasion, by accomplished stone artisans, whenever such a service happened. To both the sides of that central place was a curving hallway of gods where individual, larger shrines lay, where a person might meet their deity in person, if their need was great enough. Erick had met a few deities down that very same hallway, months and months ago, when he was searching for a patron for his Particular Insight, Class Ability. He likely didn’t need to go down there again, today, but he might.

A redmetal wrought, in the shape of a dragonkin and shaped with priestly robes, greeted Erick by the doorway. Erick knew this priest.

Abraxis said, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. What brings you in today?”

“Hello, Abraxis.” Erick said, “I’m looking to find out about blessings. In particular, I’d like to talk to anyone who knows something about the Blessings that Shades say they have, that blocks [Teleport]. Most people call it a [Teleport Lock], I think. Or maybe just I do.”

Abraxis almost said something, but instead silently regarded Erick.

“Ah...” Erick lowered his voice. “Did I say something offensive?”

“No. That is not...” Abraxis said, “If that is all you came for, then I am sorry but you have been steered wrong. The gods have many answers for those with ears to hear, but no one knows how—”

A voice rose above the quiet whispers of the cathedral.

“I’m taking this one!”

High Priestess Darenka, the old silverscale leader of the church, strode down a side aisle, toward Erick. He had not seen her appear, but he had certainly heard her voice. Many people had heard her speak, but most immediately went back to their praying, or their own private problems. Some turned to see Erick, and they did not look away; their eyes full of emotions.

Darenka walked closer, and dropped her voice. “Come with me, Erick.”

The High Priestess did not wait for him to respond. She took off, back the way she came. Erick followed. A few short turns down a short set of hallways and up a staircase led to a decently appointed sunroom that overlooked the vineyards outside. Darenka didn’t say anything as she led Erick here, and a few passing nuns scurried to get out of her way. 

Darenka swept into the sunroom and plopped down into a comfortable chair, and directed Erick to the other chair, across from hers. Poi had almost come inside, but with a fast glare from the old silverscale, he backed up, fast, directly into Teressa. A short jostle later, Poi shut the door. Darenka and Erick were alone.

Darenka rubbed her head with the dull side of a talon, and said, “You have given me a sudden headache, Erick. I’ve got multiple gods talking to me, right now, about [Teleport Lock].” She adding, “And Sininindi is complaining that you have yet to even start on your [Control Weather] machine. But that is just a small—” She shouted at the air, “Fine! It’s a major problem!” She looked up at nothing, then lowered her eyes to Erick. “You need to work on what you promised before she is truly pissed.” She said, “But then there’s today’s problem!” She stared at Erick. “The Relevant Entities of the Script, as a whole, are very interested in helping you devise a way to counter one of the Darkness’s greatest weapons.”

Like butterflies in his stomach, Erick felt a sudden elation. And then Darenka killed those butterflies, as she rapidly spoke in a few distinct voices.

With strength, she said, “But creating this magic would also be a direct attack against Melemizargo’s power and he would be forced to respond in kind—” Softer, but more violent, “It’s a weapon we should have!” Calm and collected, “But escalation—” She returned to her own voice, banishing the others, saying, “But, but but! Over and backwards and forward and twist-ways. These are the arguments running though my head, Erick. Should versus should-not.” Darenka said, “Of all of them, I would listen most to Sumtir, the God of Righteous War, or Zephyrspray, the goddess of travel. But first, they would like to listen to you, and your ideas.”

Flickering flame caught on the ambient mana of the room, like ethereal wisps here and there in the upper corners of the small sunroom. Phantom eyes peered out from that fire; watching. Erick felt cold; like a bug under a microscope. 

Erick asked, “Did I stumble into the right answer?”

The fires above did not answer. Instead, a blue box appeared in front of Erick.

 




	
If you think you could do it this way, you can. You are a wizard, Erick. All you have to do is get the spell rolling, and I can do the rest to ensure it works perfectly. But if you’re wrong, this could kill you. It would be [Zone of Peace] all over again. 

I cannot save you again. I am sorry.

~Rozeta.








 

Erick read the box a second time. It vanished before he read it a third. He looked to the air, and asked, “How does creating new Basic Magic cause damage? I never understood why it is that way.”

 




	
Come to the Orrery and I can tell you.








 

The box appeared in a flash, and disappeared just as quickly. Erick got the distinct impression that he was not supposed to know the answer to his question.

A strong voice came through the air, “Because we will not suffer wizards to live.”

A caring voice said, “Wizards destroyed everything.”

A light voice said, “All wizards must die, so that we can survive.”

A heavy voice, Atunir, said, “It is the way that things must be, now that we are here on this small world, where the smallest touch that used to birth worlds, would simply kill us all.” 

The windows to the room turned dark. Light became small, and weak. 

“More divine lies! But that is not a problem to tackle today.” Melemizargo spoke, “I propose a ceasefire.” 

The air filled with a crashing chorus of disjointed noise. Darenka slapped her hands over her ears and shouted something that Erick couldn’t hear, for his own head was already filled with words and speech in languages he had never known before. Voices raised. Voices shouted. Some silently strong while others pulsed the air with their constrained strength. 

The air stilled, all at once.

A chill pervaded the room as a familiar shadow slinked out of the walls, filling the mana with unseen gloom, invisible to anyone not Meditating. Darenka went stock still —or maybe Melemizargo’s manifestation was visible to everyone?— as she watched the Darkness slink through the walls. She gripped her chair with strong hands, while eyeing the beast. Erick just stared.

Then his mouth got the better of him. “I was wondering when you’d show up again, you old shadow.”

The shadow wrapped around the base of the room, licking up the walls, as a dark voice said, “I never left.”

“I heard you taunted my daughter!” Erick said, “That’s pretty rude.”

Darenka stared at Erick, like he was suddenly someone else. The divine fire remained silent.

Jovially, Melemizargo asked, “Would you prefer I taunt you?”

“You have to stop taunting me, first.”

A subtle, dark laughter echoed, before Melemizargo cleared the air of divine fire, to say, “Ask of me a boon, Erick. A path forward to peace.”

Divine voices rose around him, decrying Melemizargo’s words as a trick, a feint, an attack, but Erick immediately said, “Rozeta, Koyabez, Phagar! Suggest something.”

The room dropped away. Walls became smokey air. The ceiling became a cloud, as the land changed from white stone to the blackened crater of a long dead volcano, where mist flowed through the teeth of the crater walls, and Erick stood at the exact center. He had been here before, back when he first invented [Call Lightning]. Back then, every god and other Relevant Entity of the Script seemed to float in the mist flowing through the crater. But now, there were only four gods. 

Rozeta, all white wrought and angry, demanded of a shadow, “Cease your attacks on my people!”

The shadow laughed, saying, “It is possible.”

Koyabez, all displayed lithe body and tiny loincloth, said, “Destroy all currently appointed Shades.”

“I would, if I could have another.” The Darkness looked to Erick, saying, “How about it? Up for a Championship?”

All eyes turned to him. Erick said nothing.

“No.” Phagar said, looking like Erick. “I already have the strongest claim on him, and not until he gives that up willingly and after much thought, will I allow you to take him.”

“Death! Ha! Claim your claim on anyone you wish. You have as much power as a cow’s fart!” Melemizargo laughed, his serpentine neck forming out of the shadows, ending in a maw of white teeth. Unseen wings flapped around the congregation of gods, and Erick, as the Darkness spread through the mist, coming right behind the only mortal in attendance. Warm words flowed past Erick, “They’re not real, you know. Gods. They’re all fake. The only real people in this place are you, me, and my lovely daughter. Death is a concept that does not exist if we do not give it power.”

Koyabez’s shoulders slumped a fraction, as though he had heard a new story of a usual tragedy. His words were calm, but tired. “My ancient friend, we did not die with the Sundering. We are still here, still with you, and Rozeta, and everyone else who managed to escape the end of our universe, and the children who came after.”

Melemizargo slipped around to the side, his white eyes glowing in the gloom, turning faint for the briefest of moments, as his wings went silent. He said, “My ancient friend, you are a ghost. A fraction of yourself. You are no more yourself than I am. We are all lost in this tiny world; this tiny existence.”

Koyabez pleaded, “We are not ghosts—”

“Exactly what a ghost would say,” said the Darkness.

Koyabez, like a grandchild talking to a grandparent falling to dementia, said, “Please stay with me, Melemizargo. You are here, in this place, right now. Stay in the present. The Old Cosmology is gone—”

“Ha!” Melemizargo flowed around the crater, saying, “It is not gone! I have merely misplaced it! If I kill enough of these nasty metal people then it could come back! They are blocking true magic, figment-of-Koyabez. Surely you see this truth?”

Koyabez ignored Melemizargo’s argument, saying, “You’re organizing your people into true Fires, instead of all of them murdering indiscriminately. These additions to the Script are not some of your best work, but they are good, though you could temper Charisma to something lesser. Perhaps make it more empathy, and less enforcing of a will? Candlepoint was a partial failure, too, but now that Erick is in charge, it might actually become something good. Something wholesome.” Koyabez said, “We need something less violent from you, my ancient friend. A gentler Fire; a softer shadow. I need you to be who you used to be.”

“… I can leave that spot of land alone to satisfy you specters.” Melemizargo said, “Surviving this [Mesmerize] requires certain prudences, and this Erick-narrative is the best attempt I’ve seen this spell construct, so far.”

Rozeta’s face went from concerned to absolutely disgusted, as she yelled, “Back to that old shit, dad? Stop it! Just stop it! We are not in a mind trap!”

Melemizargo rounded on his daughter, saying, “We could be!” 

Rozeta’s eyes fluttered as her shoulders slumped. She looked down at the ground. “We are not.”

Melemizargo conceded, “Maybe you’re not fake. Some of the people in here with us have to be real, otherwise the spell would be too easy to see through.” He looked down to Erick. “He’s likely real. His daughter, too. In fact, I’ve decided that most planar people are real.” He swept his gaze across Koyabez and Phagar, saying, “But you two are fake, for sure. Gods are always fake; some more fake than others. Collective delusions, all of you. Dragons are real, which is why only we can truly shape the mana. You are all merely leeches.” He turned to his daughter, saying, “And you have signed your soul away. You believe this world is real. Talking to you is like talking to an old woman dying of dementia.”

Rozeta gathered her wits in a flashing second, then laughed, “Ha!” She said, “I thought you were getting better, but you’re still drowning in delusions.” 

“Don’t talk to me like that.” Melemizargo said, “I am your father.”

With her words dripping in sorrow, Rozeta stared at the shadows, saying, “You haven’t been my father in 1450 years.”

“Hurtful.” Melemizargo declared to Erick, “I doubt Rozeta would actually speak to me like that. Maybe you’re fake, too.” His white eyes glowed bright in the darkness, as he said to Erick, “There’s only two real people in this space, and I demand an answer of a boon. What do you want, Erick Flatt, Particle Mage, the Fire of this Age?”

Erick thought back to a list given to him by another, tweaking it slightly, as he said, “An end to Ancient empowerment. An end to the attacks on Geodes. An end to Shades killing people. An end to monster attacks. An end to—”

“Too many options! And none of them for yourself.” 

“Other people matter, too!” Erick tried.

“Weren’t you listening? Those other people don’t exist.” Melemizargo reared back, smiling. “I shall choose for you.”

“Shit,” said Erick and Rozeta. 

Melemizargo laughed; an echoing boom of a sound that destroyed the world and remade it all, at the same time.

The black caldera vanished. Mist and shadows swept inward, and suddenly Erick was back in his chair, in the sunroom, sitting across from Darenka. Divine fire danced across the ceiling, but that too vanished while Erick watched, leaving him and the Head Priestess alone in the small room. 

“What happened?” Darenka asked, calmly concerned. “You vanished for a second, and all the gods went silent.”

Erick said, “Uh... I do not know.” He added, “Maybe I should not have direct confrontations with the Darkness.”

Darenka said, “A good idea.”

Feeling shaken as to what might be coming, Erick stood from his chair, needing to speak to Poi and other people in charge. He mumbled something about needing to go, and, likely feeling the same sort of agitation, which was strange to see on the unflappable Head Priestess, Darenka waved him off, as she mumbled something about gods and dragons. And then Erick realized that he was probably in the best place he could be right now. Silverite and Spur knew what to do when it came to Shades. But Darenka was a line to the gods.

Erick paused before he got to the door. He turned around. A different concern overtook what he was going to say, as he saw how small the Head Priestess looked in the moment. “Darenka? Are you okay?”

She looked to him, with worry in her eyes. “What happened?”

“… I had a disconcerting conversation with a few higher powers. I did not like it. Melemizargo said that he was going to… Give a boon.” Erick said, “I asked him to stop his violence, but he did not seem keen on that idea.”

Darenka breathed deep. She stood up, and glanced to the window. The world outside was still the same green vineyard and orange city beyond that it had been before the divine visitation. As moments passed, Darenka centered herself. She stood taller. She set her shoulders. 

She turned to Erick, and said, “Melemizargo is almost conversing coherently. The last time he was like this, was 1450 years ago, directly after the Sundering. In the short years after that event, he raised Ancients. He created monsters. He orchestrated the downfall of the Old Demons, by first causing the Death of all Halves. 

“I am being warned, right now, by multiple Relevant Entities that I need to make Sundering preparations. I will be informing the leadership of Spur of this development, as well as informing a few trusted people, who I know will not spread this information outward.” She said, “You should do the same. Tell no one. Not yet. It could be that the chaos of an expected Second Sundering is exactly what he wants. It could be that we are not at the beginning of a Second Sundering. 

“But hug your daughter the next time you see her, and pray to all the gods who have done you well, that we might prevent the next Breaking of the World.”

A cold shiver rippled up Erick’s arms and legs, to linger on the back of his neck. He nodded. He left the room. 

When Poi turned to Erick, he was two shades paler blue than normal. Teressa knew something was up, but she kept silent. Her green eyes bored into Erick, but she was a soldier; she could hold her questions for later. Erick took Poi’s hand, and then Teressa’s; his was cold, while hers was tense. He forced a smile, and squeezed a bit tighter as he blipped the three of them all home. 

 

- - - -

 

Justine was in the foyer, picking up rolls of fabric and moving them to the side, organizing them, when Erick, Poi, and Teressa appeared in a flash of white light. 

She flinched, then calmed, saying, “Ah! Hello! I put the plants away upstai—”

Erick turned and vomited bile onto the floor. Teressa leapt out of the way, avoiding the watery slop. Erick collapsed to his knees, dry heaving. Poi moved to his side, but Erick waved him away, as he puked up air. 

Justine stepped backward, asking small questions of Teressa, while Teressa spoke of having no idea what happened. 

Poi tried to console Erick, saying, “Sir. It’s not happening yet. It might not happen.”

Erick wheezed, “BuuuughCHH—” He breathed.

“You’re just having a war response. Nothing is happening right now.” When Erick had no idea what Poi meant, Poi said, “Panic attack.” Poi tried to laugh and joke, saying, “You almost gave Kiri a panic attack when you talked of the size of your universe. I had to help her the next day.”

Justine’s voice took a wobbly edge, as she asked, “What’s going on?” 

“Nothing, yet.” Poi said, “Something, for sure. But we don’t know.”

Teressa whispered, “Fuck.”

Erick thought for a long moment, as his stomach rebelled and his skin felt hot and cold at the same time. Eventually, he managed to still his stomach. His nerves were still shot, but something was happening, right now, and he needed to be secure. He forced his thoughts in any other direction than his current one, and put himself back on track.

“… Shit.” Erick cast a [Cleanse] over himself, calming down. He wiped his face, brushing away tears, as he said, “Kiri never told me that.” Erick sat on his ass, on the floor of the foyer. Poi stepped back. Erick stared at the ceiling, as the hot-cold sensation running down his neck abated. He said, “I haven’t had one of those since I heard I was a dad. Passed about as fast, too.” He slapped his pants, saying, “Ah. Shit. I still had more errands to do.” He stood up, saying, “That can happen later. I think I need a drink—” He looked around. “What’s stronger than alcohol? Anything legal?”

Poi said, “Blueweed is a common herb for people dealing with the stress of violence.”

“Thank the gods!” Erick said, “Where do I get some of that?” He looked around, adding, “I thought I’d have to reinvent pot for a hot second.” A glance over to Candlepoint almost made him change his mind about reinventing certain drugs. He said, “Shit.” Then he got mad. “What the fuck is that fucking dark dragon doing at Candlepoint!”

Justine fumbled the bolt of fabric in her hands. It clattered to the floor, red cloth spilling to the ground like dropped bucket of blood.

 

- - - -

 

A dark crystal rose fifty meters into the air in the center of a city square, while the city beyond the Crystal was a patchwork of houses and rubble. Shadelings moved rock into the ground, or lifted it from the soil, leveling out a brand new city plan, orchestrated at the command of a red horned incani. To the south of the city, lay rows and rows of dead, lined up a thousand to a line, facing the sky with as much dignity as uncovered corpses could muster. The people of Candlepoint had no death shrouds to cover them, and no [Conjure Item] for a quick solution, but there were not that many bugs out in the desert. Even the scattered glowbugs that had infiltrated the city, by virtue of proximity, were not capable of surviving on anything found inside Candlepoint’s dark walls. A few big black bugs, the size of footballs, were feeding on the dead, but the living squished those bugs as fast as they appeared. 

The future survival of Candlepoint’s citizens was still up for question. But they had help. Almost-oozes of house-sized white lights floated among the dark streets, helping when they could. Ophiel hadn’t had to separate any fighting shadelings in an hour, or banish any combative interlopers in a few hours. So mostly they just floated, looking for ways to assist with the takedown of a building, or the clearing of a street. Most of them did that, but the tenth supplied [Mend] and [Cleanse] services at the gazebo base of the Crystal. 

And then something shifted. 

The Ophiel high above the city, floating below the clouds, watching for all possible incomers, had the most obvious view, but those on the ground saw the event, as it happened. 

In the western end of the city, where the land was rubble and people worked to clear the destruction, the ground cracked. Dark streets folded downward, like the opening of a great void. Plumes of dust shot into the air. Shadelings turned to shadow and rushed to get away, though some stayed behind to work their magic trying to prevent the collapse; it was a futile effort. The ground opened. Most got away.

Water shot up, into the air; a great fountain of rushing blue to rival the size of the Crystal, that sparkled like diamonds in the light of an overcast sky. That plume of water rushed down from on high, like a great hammer punching into the surface of the planet. It struck. The land folded inward, and westward. The western wall of the city collapsed, as the very land decided it did not want to be land, anymore. A fifth of the city, in under thirty seconds, churned with tumbling water and stone. And still, the waters expanded westward.

People evacuated east. Erick prayed they would be okay. He almost prayed for the attack to end, but he saw that it was not an attack at all. It only looked like an attack for its effect. This was a deep magic at work, changing the landscape, molding it into something new.

Destruction reigned on what had once been the western edge of Candlepoint, but that destruction came no further east. Erick was not the only one who noticed. Shadelings stood upon the tops of buildings, watching the change rolling away from their city. Orange land became dark mud, that dipped down under crashing waves, to expand, and expand. Crystal mimics died under crashing stone. Some of them tried to run, but only a few got away from the changing surface of the planet.

Erick dove an Ophiel into the spellwork, to see what was going on under the waves.

A familiar shadow in the depths noticed, pausing his destruction for a brief second to nod his head toward the feathered [Familiar], and then continue on his reshaping of the world.

Ten minutes was all the spellwork took, from start to end. The water was clear when it was over, too. Clear, and deep. 

The original city of Candlepoint had become an arc of buildings, farms, and land, that hung onto the coast of a lake five times the size of the city, stretching far past the horizon.

Under the new waves, Erick watched as shadows vanished down cracks in the deepest parts of the waters. That water, pure and clean, flowed upward, from underground. This lake would never dry out. Erick sent an Ophiel down the hole in the lake, but stopped when Ophiel ended up at a vast underground cavern, where water ran fast and he could not see the other side, even though the river was clear and Ophiel was made of light. 

That space was terrifying. 

It reminded Erick of the time he sent a [Scry] down the river under the Sewerhouse. This lake was connected to the Underworld, to Melemizargo’s domain, and gods knew what else.

 

- - - -

 

“What was that?” Erick asked Poi, “Was that what I think it was?”

Poi looked away from the air, tearing himself away from his feeds, to say, “Yes. That was a [City Shape]. Candlepoint is now one of the best watered cities in the Crystal Forest.” He added, “Melemizargo hasn’t let a [City Shape] work in the Crystal Forest in a thousand years.”

Erick breathed out. “I hope that was the boon.”
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                From high above, in the grey, cloudy sky, Erick watched through the eyes of his [Familiar], as the dark city and the surrounding land settled down, around the newest lake in the Crystal Forest. And it did settle down. The new depression in the land was slight, but it was there, and with a quick check, Erick found that it went out to at least fifty kilometers. 

And then he got to work, in rapid and disorienting order, fixing the fallout of Melemizargo’s [City Shape]. 

He blipped drowning shadelings out of the water. Prevented a building full of injured people from collapsing into that water. Fished the dead out of the lake. Killed crystal mimics who saw past the crumbling walls of the city to the greenery of the Farms beyond, before they got too close or too enraged. Shored up the new coastline, so that Candlepoint didn’t crumble into the water. Recreated the city walls up to the lakeside, then did a smarter thing, maybe, and walled up the entire new lake with roughly made stone blocks, each five meters high.

And then there was a sudden infestation of bright purple snakes or eels or whatever the fuck they were, that decided to come up from the Underworld, to corrupt the new lake. When they reached the coast, they crawled onto the land, and began chasing people. They weren’t that dangerous on land, for they moved like earthworms, but they had rings of sharp teeth and they knew how to use them. Erick saved a few insensate shadelings from being an easy meal, but most people easily got away. Most people, except for those still in the water. 

Erick honestly did not think he would ever have to worry about underwater combat, so he was less than prepared for the event. [Force Bolt]s fizzled before they struck. [Force Shrapnel], as an aura, slugged through the water, clipping worms-eels, turning the water wine-dark, but also not doing much at all. [Flying Striker], though it was flying sword and water was not air, worked well enough. The worm-eels weren’t monsters; Erick would have used [Withering] in that case. 

Or maybe he wouldn’t have used [Withering]. Shadelings were in the water, helping to combat the eels. Slip, the Shade Captain of the Guard, was someone who prepared for underwater combat. What Erick couldn’t kill, he could, as he zipped through the water, untouched by all, turning worm-eels into mush with some sort of telekinetic power.

But the problem still poured up from below. That was an easy fix. With a [Prismatic Ward] in the way, water got through, but the carnivorous squiggles did not. They certainly blocked the other side, though. 

Thousands and thousands of worm-eels layered on the other side of the [Prismatic Ward], pushed up from below by the power of the spring. All of those bodies would have made a seal, and thus built pressure until the dense water popped, so Erick fixed that with a heavy application of a spell, worked in a way he had never attempted before. Mana Altering for Lightning and Chain, and [Force Shrapnel]. It worked better than Erick would have thought possible.

 




	
Fulmination Aura, instant, medium range, 26 mana per second

Rip and tear at the constituent particles of reality with a chaining bolt of lightning that surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage and paralyzing all so touched. Deals more damage the more targets there are. 








 

Ophiel hovered in the center of the gushing spring, at the very center of the lake, down in the depths. He was well protected by a density in that passage that only he could traverse. Others were not so lucky. With gnashing teeth and writhing bodies, purple worm-eels crushed against the blockage, pushed and piled against one another by millions of liters of water, gushing up from the deep dark below. 

Ophiel cast lightning into the water, in an unexpected way. A ring of bright white light coalesced into the water around Ophiel, in parts, at first, but those pieces of light quickly came together to form a halo five meters wide, horizontal, and perfectly smooth. It wasn’t smooth for long. Lightning arced from that halo, through the water, crackling down, a million fingers of power touching off from one purple worm-eel to the next. Purple worm-eels fried from the inside out, unable to take the strain of the underwater storm. Those that survived did not survive for long; their last moments of life were as paralyzed intruders, crushed against the bodies of their kin, and then fried by even more lightning.

Ophiel filled the water with a second, [Cleansing Aura]. Thick water spilled away from the other side of the [Prismatic Ward], trailing up, past Ophiel, with the inexorable pressure of the spring below. Burned worm-eels, too far broken to ever be considered bodies, turned to naught but a thickening of the water, to then dissipate into the lake above, as Ophiel continued to crash lightning down into the swarm. 

Erick left Ophiel to that process. Inside the [Prismatic Ward], he could regenerate more than enough mana to keep up the spells, as needed. And he would need to. Even as Ophiel cleared out the first blockage, more purple worm-eels appeared, crushing up from the other side. 

Erick’s thoughts trailed elsewhere, for now. For a more permanent solution, he would have to go down below and fix up the other end of the spring, like how Al had put bars and columns over Spur’s river inlet, deep under the city. 

… Or maybe he could invent a permanent filtering [Particle Ward]? Or...

Maybe some other day, when people weren’t in mortal jeopardy... 

Actually. He, and a few hundred other shadelings with the capability, had saved Candlepoint from further falling into the waves. A wall surrounded the new lake. People were wet, but okay. 

Erick quickly went over the city. Was Candlepoint saved, again? Or was another disaster looming on the horizo—

… Some shadelings were grilling worm-eels on metal racks, with [Prestidigitation] fires flickering underneath the filleted animals. Some were already eating, like it was the first real meal they’d had in months. Maybe it was.

But tiny worms wriggled in the bodies of the uncooked larger worms, and the eyes of the shadelings were dusk dark, with barely a light inside. Erick asked them if they should be eating food that was obviously both under cooked and filled with living parasites, and they growled at him. Growled. Like they were animals. 

Erick quickly got some other shadelings involved. Mainly Slip, the Captain of the Guard. Erick couldn’t take food away from starving people, but Slip and his guard had no issue. They saw the problem, and started solving it, by turning parasite-infested meat to ash. There was a fight. Erick let Slip handle the altercation, as he was already onto the next problem: destroying all the worm-eel bodies he could find that he had chopped up and left behind.

… Apparently! Chopping them up wasn’t enough! They still wriggled! 

Their insides were especially wiggly. 

Some of the worm-eels had gotten to the dead bodies. Those bodies were now filled with parasites. 

“Shit,” Erick mumbled, through Ophiel, as he hovered over the now-writhing corpses.

With another Ophiel, he found Zaraanka, and Mephistopheles. Both of them were busy adjusting the whole city, again, what with the new lake and all. They had moved on, after Erick and Slip moved in on the worm-eel problem. Mephistopheles was by the farms. Zaraanka was by the coast, further shoring up the shore. 

Erick told both of them, “The worm-eels had parasites and they are spreading among the bodies. There is no time to honor the dead like we should. If anyone wants to say some words, then come now.”

Mephistopheles stood in the ruins of an apartment building near the new lakeside, gently taking it down with ten other people. He lowered his hand, and a roof turned to sand, as he stepped backward, avoiding the fall. He looked to Ophiel, hovering above him, and said, “I’ll be there.” He called to his people, “We’re burning the bodies.”

Two women and one man collapsed to their knees at Mephistopheles’ words; crying. Others comforted the stricken, as tears flowed. 

On another side of the city, where Zaraanka directed hundreds of women and took stock of a the supplies of the city, the woman in pink said, “Finally.” She tossed a pad of paper onto a pile of clothes she likely wanted Erick to [Mend], next to assortments of burned items and other fragments of life, then shouted to her people, “Break time!”

The women and men around Zaraanka seemed hollow, compared to most. They had been gathering supplies out of the city. Some of them still held those cloths or carpets or carried dirty mattresses on their backs, but at Zaraanka’s announcement, and at her directed walk down south, they dropped their loads and they followed. After a few steps, a few froze in their tracks, understanding what was happening, but others just walked along, numb to it all.

Ophiel was already in the south of the city, hovering over the bodies, using his new lightning spell to kill the most obvious parasitic worms—

The entire new lake was infested, wasn’t it? Shit. Intellectually, Erick had already understood this, but now that fact sunk in. 

Lightning crashed from white halos, as multiple Ophiel flew across the corpses. The halos mostly stopped crashing when the parasites were dead, but Erick was not going to trust that. Besides, it was time to burn the bodies. Cleanup could be easier when there weren’t tens of thousands of corpses in the way—

Erick hated that he had that thought, but he had it, and then he moved on. The largest infestations of worm-eels were dead, so he cut the lightning, and pulled Ophiel back, so that others could come in.

People ghosted out of the shadows, to stand on the edge of the fields of the dead. 

The disparity of dead to survived was nine to one. 

A man stood over his whole dead family, a woman bawled on the edge of a parking lot of bodies. It was horror, and it was traumatic. Those who cried, cried loudly. But most had been through too much already. Most just stood, in temporary vigil, watching, witnessing. Erick had seen people like that before, both on Earth and on Veird. He had called these people here, numb, because that’s what he was used to seeing. 

But he saw a deeper truth in some of their eyes. The bodies and death that laid before these people was merely another trauma in a long line of horrors. They had seen it all before. They had lived through it all before, too. 

Or maybe that was Erick’s own [Hunter’s Instincts] coloring his view of the world, right now. 

… He’d turn the skill off when it wasn’t necessary. 

… Which was actually right now. Erick turned the skill off, and participated in the ceremony before him, as a silent observer, and a coordinator. 

Mephistopheles wasted no time taking center stage. He was slightly faster than Zaraanka, who hid her scowl well, but not completely. 

Mephistopheles stepped forward, into the field of bodies. He spoke to the sky, so that all could hear, “We consign the fallen to their fates. There but for the grace of Melemizargo, go us all.” He stared across the fields of flesh. He stepped back. “Light the fires. The worms are spreading.”

Erick aimed a spell at the overcast sky. The winds of Candlepoint slowly resumed their endless journey from north to south. The clouds would not dissipate for hours, but the smoke from the pyre would flow away from the city. 

Ophiels descended from the sky, and fulfilled Mephistopheles’ command, lit bright white [Cleansing Flame]s across the field, turning bodies to thick air, revealing the worm-eels hidden in corpses. Purple threads writhed in the white fire, looking for something to eat.

Shadelings watched, as fires glowed and parasites struggled. 

Erick went to Mephistopheles and Zaraanka. “The people should participate in this.”

Zaraaka took the lead faster than Mephistopheles, her voice rising above the roar of the flames, “Anyone with fire magics! Burn the field!”

A few instantly threw out fireballs or burning lines of light, exploding flames across the bodies, filling the clean burning fires with smoke that rose into the sky, black and ugly. 

Erick asked Mephistopheles, “How should we remove the parasites in the lake?”

“I don’t know. Ask Slip.” Mephistopheles sneered, adding, “He probably knows.”

Erick did.

Slip was by the lake. He was watching the light show down below, at the very bottom of the blue. At Erick’s question, he turned to Ophiel and gave a complete answer, “We need Draught of the Violet Eel for the people. You’d find that at an alchemist. You might have to get some Underworld supplier. For the lake, we need mud flits. You could buy them over in the Wasteland. They’re all-purpose parasite cleaner fish. Your lightning is good, but those eels can burrow into the ground and gain a foothold here if we do not clean them out with a natural, permanent solution. So we need the mud flits. After a week, then we can add the normal three reservoir fish, in order to keep the lake healthy.” He looked a little ashamed, as he said, “I heard you had them in your lake at Spur.”

“Anything else you can think of?”

His eyes glowed vaguely brighter, as he smiled, saying, “Water lilies. Grasses. Lakeweeds of all sorts would be good. Trees. Bigger walls around the whole lake. But we can do all that later, and the people can help with the wall.” He looked down at the flashing lights at the bottom of the lake, saying, “You should run a pass through the whole lake with your lightning; kill off most of the eels that you can. When there aren’t any visible eels, we should be good for a large shipment of mud flits. We can probably take them tomorrow.”

In several places at once, and as he watched red and green and blue fires erupt across the white fires burning on the fields of the dead, he said, “Good man, Slip. Thank you. I’ll get that done.” He added, “I’ve also got meats and breads along with beer and wine coming in a few hours.” He spoke through another two Ophiels, to include Mephistopheles and Zaraanka in the conversation, as he added, “Food will arrive soon. Anything anyone can make from the Farms will be needed, but I’m also bringing fabrics and such. I’ll try to get more tomorrow. Make some lists of what you want.”

Mephistopheles nodded, as he watched the burning land.

Zaraanka burned the land, and shouted, “Thank the Darkness! Food!” She added, “I hope it’s good, Lord Flatt!”

“Me too,” Erick added, “You all deserve something better than what you’ve been dealt.”

Erick felt more than awful about everything that had happened to these people, but as some overheard his words spoken to the three people in charge, for now, and some of them smiled, he felt a bit better. Not much. But… It was a good feeling. 

 

- - - -

 

Clouds hung in the sky over a city transformed by hardship. What was once home to a hundred thousand, made of close knit apartments, drenched in rainbow lights, and stuck in the middle of a sandy nowhere, was now a sparse land of scattered structures, a great lake many, many times the size of the city, and farmland stripped half bare by people too hungry and tired to cook the vegetables first. Some held on to their sanity. Most turned insensate after all the recent deaths. Some squirmed on the ground; victims of their need to eat, and parasite-filled eels being the closest food around. 

Beings of light descended on the town, into squares and courtyards, into the land surrounding the dark Crystal in the center of the city. They came with gifts of actual food. Shredded meats grilled well and fast, set into stone containers. They had been [Cleanse]d out of sight of all eyes, before being delivered onto conjured tables, but no one needed to know that. Beer and wine came in on feathered wings. Cheeses descended to where farmers had gathered their corns and their potatoes and their rice, to prepare what they could for all comers. 

Rods of [Treat Wounds] flowed through the town in grips made of light. Tiny vials of purple liquids carried on intent toward those suffering from eels. Not everyone took their medicine. Some had to be forced upon people who had no idea where they were, or what they were doing. Some fought. They did not fight very well. They all got their medicine, in the end. Soon enough, they also stopped struggling against the pain in their chests, and their guts, as the sources of those pains died inside of them. Vomit and other awful facts of life was a common aftermath. Erick simply released more [Mirage Slime]s into the city.

As the sun set over the lake, turning the sky red and gold, and Erick took a break to let the people of Candlepoint fire their own spells into the water, others ate and drank and talked quietly about what was next. What would happen, now that they had a human overseeing the town? Sure, Erick was an archmage, and the current focus of the Darkness, but what did that matter when Melemizargo discarded broken things and created new things, at his whim? Was their reprieve from the Well just a cruel joke? Was this all there was to life, now? A pittance of food from a man who was too soft to undertake the problems coming on the horizon? A man who couldn’t even get enough food to feed ten thousand survivors? Some of them hadn’t even gotten to the meat before it was all gone. And while beer and wine were good, they needed water, too.

Erick had wanted them to be self sufficient from day one, with his catered meal as more of a luxury treat than actual food. But then the farmers had to burn the fields closest to the lake, a third of the Farms actually fell into that lake, and the rice paddies had been filled with purple eels. And then much of the water in the city, as well as the entire rudimentary sewer system, had been infected with eels. Those damn eels had screwed over all of Erick’s planning. 

So he improvised. And he probably did what most people might call ‘too much’.

He went to his kitchen, in Spur, and cooked some mashed potatoes. With magic to assist in its creation, Erick made some of the best mashed potatoes, ever. Swimming in butter, with enough cheese and heavy cream to make them the best damn thing anyone could ever taste, those mashed potatoes were carried on feathered wings out to the middle of nowhere, where those two kilograms of food became two thousand. After a thought, and a concern to logistics, Erick added another thousand kilos of mashed potatoes to the mix.

Solving the water problem was easy. Erick just made it rain into cisterns, that he created, on the eastern side of the city.

When the next shipment from the caterers was ready, it was the last, so Erick tripled it, keeping some of the better cuts behind in case he needed to send more, but still sending more than enough food for everyone to have seconds. Each singular bottle of wine became ten bottles of wine. Each barrel of beer became three barrels. Cheeses and breads would keep for longer than the meats, so Erick quadrupled down on those, sending a house-sized shipment of hard cheeses and more than enough bread to last a week. 

As the people of Candlepoint ate, and drank, and ate some more, Erick conjured temporary beds in every house in the city, as well as stacking temporary mattresses in the Crystal Courtyard for anyone to take. [Conjure Item] got a workout, but this was not a spell to rely upon. Using conjured beds for a night was okay, and what adventurers usually did when they were out in the field, but tossing or turning, or even sitting down in a conjured bed, was sometimes all it took to disintegrate the conjuring back into the manasphere. And yet, still, people were overjoyed at the beds. Some called for [Cleanse] over themselves, which they got, as they grabbed a mattress and rushed through shadows, to find a spot to sleep in a darkened house, or building.

The sun set, pulling its light from the world, turning the sky into a vista of dark clouds and starlight. Three crescent moons hung over the horizon, casting pink, silver, and white glows into the rainbow dark city. The prismatic lights of previous structures still hung in the air, like ghosts floating where walls and alcoves and roofs no longer existed. A few people went around under the orders of others, or on their own recognizance, casting new lights onto new buildings, or [Dispel]ing the old. 

The new lights were not uniform. They were gold, or green. White was popular, but so was yellow. One building had red on the outsides. Erick had no idea why someone would paint their building in red lights, since it looked a bit bloody, but as Zaraanka came around, and shouted at the casters that she wanted pink, Erick saw what was happening. Zaraanka was rebuilding her Pink House; her bordello. 

Erick let it lie. The matron of the bordellos wanted to reopen her pink doors to the public, and Erick did not have the energy to countermand her right now. 

But it was nice to see that people were putting up lights that they wanted to put up. 

… Still. Maybe tomorrow, Erick would see about organizing Candlepoint’s architecture and sewer and all of those public parts of city life into something everyone could live with. But. Eh. He wasn’t going to be a tyrant. He was support. The people of Candlepoint could make their own decisions. 

Women laughed as they drank bottles of wine. Men joked over meat and mashed potatoes. Orcols made houses sized for them, while dragonkin and incani conjured castles and apartments, and groups of all sorts played cards under moonlight. People laughed over copious food. Some discovered, the hard way, that the mattresses Erick conjured and gifted to the town were not suitable for all activities, but some simply found sleep. They rested, and would hopefully recover. 

Some cried themselves to slumber. 

Some cheered at a fortuitous roll of the dice, or downed another beer, or dealt more cards. 

When a woman found a guitar in the rubble and brought it to Erick for [Mend], she started playing, while others sang. Other people brought out their violins, trumpets, drums. Songs filled the night, soon enough. 

Celebrations caught on slowly, but built to new heights as Erick copied food and beer, and even a few of the instruments and decks of cards and other such small niceties. He did all of that out of sight, but he knew that someone must have seen what he had done. These people could literally meld with the shadows, after all. 

And then it was time for more gifts, freely given. Fabrics piled into the Crystal Courtyard, all at once, at midnight.

A woman from Zaraanka’s pink house was not the first to spot the new gifts, but she was the first to rush the pile. Ophiel guarded it, though. 

Erick gently said, “Free to take, but make something and gift it to someone else, too.”

A fast agreement saw the woman off with needles, threads, and a luxurious roll of orange cloth, suitable for blouses or dresses or anything nice. She cried a little as she left the courtyard; happy, mostly, but sad too. Others came quickly, got their gifts, and left with the same message of supporting one another.

Erick was under absolutely no illusions that once he gave the items away that what happened next was completely outside of his control. But that was okay. Hopefully no one would get into fights over resources. If they did, Erick would have to covertly [Duplicate] those resources and leave them lying around the town…

Not too often, though. If he did that, then people would notice the pattern, and exploit it. 

Whatever was to come, would come later. In thirty minutes, every single roll of fabric, from the heavy duty browns to the luxurious whites to the gauziest rainbows, was gone. Secreted away into some stash somewhere, or openly displayed in small meetings where one person brought the loot and everyone got a share. Rolls of cloth were now in the hands of people who could use them. And that was good.

Somewhere in all of that, the fires from the bodies and the eels burned low, then out. The only people left in Candlepoint were the living. 

The city looked safe, for now. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat up from his chair, and stretched. He yawned. It was well past midnight. The sun would be up in a few hours. 

Teressa read her book in her chair on the other side of the library, but at Erick’s movement, she looked up. “Done for the night?” she asked.

Erick yawned again, as he dismissed an Ophiel over at Candlepoint, and summoned another in front of him. That Ophiel twittered in happy violins, before taking his spot on Erick’s shoulder, as Erick stood up from his chair. He said, “Yes. Done for the night. More work tomorrow.” He added, “Thank you, very much, for running all those errands, by the way. As soon as Kiri gets back she can run them.”

Teressa set her book down, as she smirked. “Glad to help.” She said, “It makes me feel kinda nice to help some shadelings. I just hope you’re making the right choice.”

“The way I see it, there isn’t any other option. They’re desperate people who the world sees as evil. Shared suffering. Religious indoctrination… The Shades have laid an awful trap, and it will only be defused through careful and plentiful assistance. If these shadelings aren’t supported, they will become what people expect them to become.” 

“I could see that.” Teressa said, “But there’s still a danger, here. I just don’t know where the danger is going to come from.”

“Probably from some interfering Shade. Or. Heck. Maybe some other city state, or nation?” Erick walked out of the room, saying, “Good night, Teressa. Thanks for looking after me.”

“Good night, sir.”

As Erick got ready for bed, with a nice hot shower and a bit of light reading, and one last look to Candlepoint —nothing was happening except for sleep and celebration— Erick tallied up the money he had spent today. The mud flits would be available for pickup tomorrow, from Oceanside, which was also where he had to go to get the potions against violet eels. That ended up being expensive. 50,000 gold, just to combat a citywide eel infection. But it was a price worth paying. The food ended up being 31,000 gold, and was a smash hit, along with his four thousand kilos of copied mashed taters. The food from the Farms of Candlepoint did not go nearly as far as Erick thought it would go. But that would get better. The beer and wine and cheese went much further than it would have without Erick’s copying. That would last for weeks, according to what he saw. Bread would last five days, at most, and maybe someone in Candlepoint could become a baker and start baking by then, but maybe not. The fabrics cost 28,000 gold

All in all, he had spent something like 200,000 gold. 

Worth it.

 

- - - -

 

The sky rolled over. Starlit darkness turned to cloudy twilight. 

A woman in rags woke with the dawn, as was her norm. She did not know when this had become her norm, but as that fleeting thought crossed her mind, she felt different than she had before. Something had happened… a day ago? Four hours ago? She took notice of her surroundings, for perhaps the first time in a long time. 

She laid in the corner of a dark room, with a dozen other people, all huddled together for warmth, with limbs spread as they were wont. A part of her instantly rebelled at the feeling of strange flesh against her own. This much closeness was almost suffocating. The only saving grace of her circumstance was that the arm draped over her shoulder and the leg wrapped around her own, were clothed, and no one stunk. 

There was a slight stink. People made scents. But mostly, everyone was clean. 

She hadn’t done this ‘waking up in a pile’ thing since she was a hatchling—

She was a hatchling? No. She was not a hatchling. Where did that come from?

Memories flooded her mind, as she sat there in the warm press of bodies, of times long ago, in the caverns of the Underworld. She had been a person of some importance. A cavemaker? A river router? Something deep and needful. But her memory was unformed clay. Her ideas slipped from her thoughts like messy juveniles, unable to control their form so they ran around as naked snakes all the damn time—

She looked around herself again. Others were awake, just as she was. They looked at her—

She froze. Their eyes were not eyes. They were pits of shadow and light. 

Shadelings. They were all shadelings. Everyone in the pile was a shadeling. But… They weren’t trying to kill her? Or maybe this was a deeper trick. She knew something of Shades, and they liked to play games. So she stuffed down her fear, as rote training took over—

Ah. She was capable of playing games. Yes. She knew how to be relaxed in the face of danger.

So while the shadelings were concerning, and their existence implied something awful, she put her cares of all that down, and found something more interesting to ponder, for something else had caught her eye. Something more important than shadelings. And as she gazed at it, her mind further crystallized. 

The most important thing in the world was a brilliant green cloth that rested over her chest. Green, vibrant, shimmering slightly. She touched the fabric, and touched god. This simple cloth was a lifeline thrown to her, to drag her up from the darkness. She gripped that fabric like it was her entire world, because it was. She loved beautiful things. Beauty and art, and power. It was a great truth that a life lived in dim darkness was no life at all. This simple cloth, that was anything but simple, showed her that truth that she had almost forgotten. 

She stared at the cloth as twilight morning drifted in from the windows, illuminating the brilliance of the fabric thrown across the press of bodies, with no regard to how expensive it must have been. 

The woman gently dislodged the muscled arm over her shoulder. The man the arm belonged to grumbled, but just reoriented, and cuddled closer to the other man at his front. 

She sat up, all the way.

Her eyes went wide as she looked around the room. Cloth of every color, worth hundreds of gold each, laid around the room, wrapped around people and pooled into piles, like someone had scattered wealth to children who had no idea what to do with such a thing but hoard it, imitating dragons. 

The woman remembered something important. Her name.

Ava. 

She was Ava, of the Jadescale tribe. Ava Jadescale. A second thought came just as fast as her name. She wasn’t hungry? For some reason, she remembered being hungry and desperate for a long time. Wandering in darkness, not knowing what to eat—

And she was naked! She had clothes, but what about her mask?! She had no mask! The shame of it all! And all these people, all around her! If they they saw her…

They had already seen her. Two shadelings were looking straight at her, right now. 

For a rough second, Ava almost panicked. Then a calmer emotion took precedence. What was nudity in the face of all the clues piling up around her, that she was in the deep darkness? Recovering her mask was important. Making a new one was a distant desire. Survival was more important than anything. She was in the middle of a pile of shadelings, after all. That meant something seriously wrong was going on. 

But the shadelings were sleeping. Mostly. Only a few out of dozens looked at her, or at each other. But no one moved. No one spoke. Some opened their eyes, just to close them ten seconds later. 

Ava had time to sense her surroundings more.

She looked to her clothes, and saw them inadequate. They did not cover her hands. Glinting green scales dappled up her pale white skin, exposing her true nature as a shifter. The same scales likely tracked up her neck, and… Yup. She touched her neck, and the sides of her face, and felt the tiny scales that poked out whenever she was less than fully composed. This would not do. With a concentrated thought, and a tug on her natural magic, Ava pulled those scales inward. 

Her body responded… differently than it should have, with sluggish means and then something that she had never experienced except for in the most dire of circumstances. She ran out of mana. 

Sudden cold ripped through Ava’s body as her Mana bottomed out. She almost gasped at the sudden sensation, like falling into an icy lake. Her scales barely retreated. She almost laid back down in the pile; the warmth of others called to her. To sleep, to dream, to retreat from the fight. But she could not. She powered through the cold. After a minute, her thoughts became her own again, and she did not feel the call of sleep too deeply. 

What in the Core was going on? She checked her Status— 

Ava balked, loudly and worriedly. She was not a shadeling. None of that nonsense was correct. Level 1? What? What was this steaming pile of worm shit floating before her? Some sort of awful joke? A bad dream? She had just been level 0, too. She had just gained level 1 by bottoming out her mana.

She spoke, trying to voice her anger, but her voice cracked before she got out her first word, like she had not spoken in an age. Sounds escaped her mouth. They were almost words. Other sleepers woke at her sounds. That should have been worrying, but her voice was gone! Ava didn’t care about waking the monsters, for her voice was gone! She was level 1 again! She struggled to speak, panic tainting her throat, moaning louder—

“SHHH— Shut up!” said a man, sliding into the open door of the room. His eyes glowed like lightning behind a stormcloud, the brightest thing in the room, as he whisper-shouted at Ava, then to others, saying, “If you know you who are, get out of the pile, and get out!”

Five people, who were not already awake, lifted their heads at the interloper’s words. They began to grumble, waking others. 

“… Shit,” said the man, who changed his tune as fast as he could, to something more musical. He began a small hum of peaceful notes, smoothly adding words to his calming refrain, “Iiiif you’re awaaaake, goooo on get oooout. If yoooou’re asleep then staaaay asleeeeep. Peeaceful dreeeams, doooo not wake. There’s nooothing to dooo, but recuuuperaaaate. Hmmm hm hmmm. Hmmm hm hmmm…” The man continued to hum and ‘sing’. 

Ava stopped trying to work her voice; it wasn’t happening right now. Instead, she gazed across the space, staring at the people who remained awake. All of the moaning shadelings went back to sleep. The man visually picked out the shadelings who did not go back to sleep, jabbing his finger toward each and every one of them, including at Ava. He jerked his thumb toward the door. 

Ava did not rush out of the room, to get out of the pile of bodies, as some did. Ava was not a hatchling, oblivious to what awaited them. She knew how this went. Shadelings served Shades, enacting all their horrors. She was a shadeling, according to her Status, and she was surrounded by other shadelings. Therefore, she would be expected to commit horrors. This was not a good situation, but what could she do? She was level 1; all of her usual power was gone. There was nothing to do except prepare for when there was something she could do to fight this fate.

She extricated herself from the pile, and from the elegant green cloth, to stand tall. 

She almost faltered, as she felt the cold air rolling through the open door. She almost fell back into the press of warm bodies, to escape the coming fate. She did not want to be here. She did not want to enact the will of those great evils. She had never considered that shadelings might be real people, either. She had always been taught that they were soulless abominations, meant to instill fear of death in all who saw them, and emotional terror on a level few other torments could inflict. 

And that was a whole new horror laid atop today’s tunnel of terrors. She had killed shadelings before. Had she been killing people? 

How cruel. How awful the lies of civilization. How awful the Shades, to do this to people. 

Ava shivered. But she walked forward. She would meet her fate, and crush or undermine it as best she could. They made a mistake when they raised her from the dead. She would see Ar’Kendrithyst fall from the inside—

Who was she kidding? She was kidding herself. They were going to break her. That’s what Shades did. They strove to break the world, and all the people therein. Ava had been a power in the before times, but even she knew not to mess with those dark archmages.

Ava did not cry, though that emotional need crawled through her head for a long moment. She held her head high, as she left the dark little room, and stepped out into the morning light. 

… This was not Ar’Kendrithyst. 

Where were the giant crystals? Everyone knew about the crystals. The city was supposed to be one of the wrought’s Geodes, wasn’t it? If Ava was being honest with herself, she was partially excited to see those looming towers of red-purple crystal. They were supposed to be beautiful. She thought back to the green fabric in the room behind her. The simple beauty in that cloth had made her think that maybe this wouldn’t be so bad, if she could get to see beautiful sights. 

That those sights might be covered in blood or decorated with entrails that she would have to clean up…

That was a distant thought, kept purposefully as far away from her mind as Ava could muster. 

But this land was flat, with a grey sky overhead and a few dozen scattered black stone buildings here and there, with nothing more than basic roads connecting one place to another. Everything was dark, and dreary. And boxy. The lighting was even uncoordinated! Blues and reds and scattered rainbow lights hanging in the middle of nowhere? What was this aesthetic? Awful! That’s what it was. Ava was appalled in a whole new way.

Ava frowned as she looked across the land. She had heard that the Shades were architectural savants, just as much as they were monsters. That they crafted homes of soaring crystal and worked with solid light and liquid shadow, with airy towers and flying buttresses and cathedral windows. Everything they made was supposed to be a testament to their power; that they lived in creative marvels in a land constantly laid low by war and spells strong enough to prevent [Mend] from functioning. But this place was just some tiny, dark village in the middle of nowhere! There was no beauty to be had in this place!

… Where was she? The air was chilly, as it usually was in a desert, and as she expected it to be in the Crystal Forest, and the Dead City in the morning, but those clouds up there seemed rather out of place. It didn’t rain in that land of orange sand and crystal mimics, if that’s indeed where she was—

A door shut behind them, closing off the hole in the ground where Ava and the rest of them had woken.

“Listen up, people,” said the incani man who ushered them out of that small room. 

The incani man was obviously not in a true position of authority. Just look at his clothes; clean and well made rags, but still just rags. And no shoes. 

But…

Was he? An authority? Ava quickly revised her opinion when she caught the eyes of those seven people around her, the ones who had come out of the hovel with her. They were all grey eyed; barely cognizant of their surroundings. All of them shied away from Ava’s direct stare, as though hiding the shame of their gaze. But the man was not shy at all. The man who called for attention had the brightest, clearest eyes of the small group, and they bored into Ava’s own, as she stared at the man. 

The man broke the stare, as he spoke to the group, “You all are awake. And I don’t mean today. I mean for the first time in a long time. Anyone have memories of walking, but not knowing where they were?”

Furtive looks among the gathered group answered the man’s questions more than any spoken words; the group remained silent. They remained gathered, for now. There was no obvious danger in their decrepit surroundings, except for maybe the people further out from this hovel hotel, on the streets looking their way, but otherwise going about their business. Some of the men and women who woke up with Ava shied away from the glancing gazes of the people down the street. Ava did not. She stared back, and the onlookers averted their eyes.

The man began to speak, and Ava turned to face him, as he said, “You all seem mostly here. Mostly awake. Good. So here’s a bit of help for you, that I never got. I had to wake up in a pile, just like you, but when I was pulled outside, I had my insides toyed with by a Shade—”

One of the men next to Ava collapsed at the mention of ‘Shade’. Others shied away from him. Ava almost collapsed, too, but she had locked her legs upright, and her eyes forward. She looked past the speaking man, and hid her fear well enough. 

“There are no Shades here!” said the man. “Stop crying. You’re in the best situation you could be, considering that we’re all damned and given up for dead as Melemizargo’s play things.”

At the Dark Dragon’s mention, everyone went silent. 

The man continued, “Yeah. You are awake. You know the danger. You know the horrors.” He stood a bit taller, trying to be regal, saying, “I don’t know if we’re going back to that. I don’t know what’s happening. Some of you might get more memories in the coming days. I ask that you pay forward the kindness I am giving you now, to those less fortunate than you, who are still drowning in darkness. 

“We’re in the city of Candlepoint, located in the Crystal Forest, about a [Teleport] east from the Wall of the Wasteland. We had a Shade overlord, but some upstart archmage named Flatt, who invented the first new magics on Veird in 1200 years, somehow swindled this city out from under that Shade. I don’t know the whole story. Doubt anyone does. I’m just trying to survive. 

“But that archmage has given us some good changes around here. And here’s where you come in.” He spoke clear, and concisely, saying, “If you can farm! Go to the north of Candlepoint, and find a farmer. Valok Greentalon is in charge there. He’s a redscale. If you’ve got nothing better to do, then get your [Grow], [Telekinesis], and [Watershape], and go farm. We need food. You need food. Don’t worry about rains in this desert. Archmage Flatt brings the rains; that’s what he invented. Rain magic. Your duty is to bring in the harvests. 

“Slip is the captain of the guard. He’s the one who is rather dark, and bright eyed. You’ll find him at the Guardhouse, near the lake.

“And that’s another thing. We have a lake! It’s being cleaned of a violet eel infestation, so stay out of it for now. And that there is a major concern. We need help with the lake, and someone who knows how to make a proper sewer system. If you’re a Sewermaster, then thank Melemizargo! We need you most of all. We can shit in buckets for a while, but no one wants that.

“If you can sculpt stone, or you want to kill monsters to keep the town safe! Go find Zaraanka Checharin. She’s a human who likes to wear pink, who runs the Pink House. Zaraanka is also your go-to if you want to go kill Crystal Mimics and get your own rads to eat. 

“That’s another thing. You’re a Shadeling. Now that you’re not wandering in the darkness, that means your rad has stabilized. To keep it that way, you need to consume a thousand mana a day. You can mostly consume your own. But you need refills, to keep your mana fresh. You get that by eating maybe 50 mana a day in rads. More is better. Less makes you feel less like yourself.” He stressed, “If you don’t, then you’ll turn monster—”

A woman, suddenly frantic as she heard herself called a monster, spat, “I’m not a monster!”

The man leveled his eyes at the woman. “You are. Feel your mana in your heart, and pour it inside, towards your core. This is how you eat your tail to survive. A dozen cycles per day is usually enough to keep your mind clear.”

The woman went silent; stunned. She did not seem to be looking at her chest, or looking inward, but others did. 

Ava was one of them. 

She had spent most of her mana, not minutes ago, but the little she had was more than enough to experiment with. As mana flowed within, a new sense that she had never possessed spun through her body, as she controlled her minor amount of mana to flow inside. It was a new feeling, filled with the cold of mana leaving her, but that cold blossomed into a warmth that expanded outward, refilling her body with mana, bringing feeling back to her fingers and toes. Ava ‘cycled’ her mana, for just a few more points. She almost smiled, but she did not. This was easier than completing the Class Ability Slot Quests. She could do this all day.

The man said, “You also level by doing this. Just as if you were spending mana on a skill.”

Ava gasped. She spoke, and nothing came out. She grabbed her throat. 

The incani man looked to her—

An orcol woman, who also gasped, spoke up, right as Ava tried to figure out what was wrong with her throat, saying, “Does that mean there is no level 15 limit on casual growth?”

“Yes.” The man said, “You deduced that rather fast.” He said to the group, “But you’ll find your options limited, severely. We’re not in the Script. We’re monsters. Or something. You will naturally have [Shadowblend]—”

The orcol woman exclaimed, “The [Shadowalk] ability?!”

“Yes!” The incani man, slightly tired now, said, “Stop interrupting.” When no one said anything else, he continued, “You have [Shadowblend]. I suggest you learn how to use it. And there’s no [Teleport] for any of us. We are stuck here in Candlepoint, so banish all thoughts of escaping. You wouldn’t make it a kilometer outside the city walls.”

The orcol woman looked to the air, whispering to herself, “Shit. Not even [Blink]?”

“No spatial magic at all.” The man said, “And here’s the shit that we’re all in:

“Candlepoint, this city, is some sort of bridge between Melemizargo and the rest of civilization. The Dark God is trying to reconnect with the other powers of the world, or something. When the Shade was in charge of Candlepoint, shadelings died when they tried to defend themselves from the rest of the world’s cautious and violent individuals. We have had representatives from the Headmaster, to the Viridian King, and everyone else you can think of. 

“Since Archmage Flatt got in charge… It’s been better. But still: We’ve got the support of ONE ARCHMAGE. ONE. Got that? You make trouble for him, or for others, or with anyone who might visit the town, then you make trouble for us all. Get with the program or you will be taken to some small hole where you will be put down like the monster you are.” He added, almost forlorn, “Like the monsters we all are.” He pointed down the street, to a large building with a domed roof. “That’s where I work. It’s the Courthouse of Candlepoint.” He pointed to himself. “I’m Faloin. I work for an incani in charge named Mephistopheles. He’s got big red horns; can’t miss him.” In a calmer voice, he asked, “And this is my second day of doing this: how was your introduction to Candlepoint?”

Two women looked ready to cry. One man still sat on the ground. Two others had various far off looks in their eyes. The orcol woman looked interested, for some reason.

Faloin looked to Ava, and pulled a rod of magic from his pocket, asking, “Can you speak?”

Ava tried again, and failed again. She shook her head.

He held up the rod, saying, “It’s a rod of [Treat Wounds], courtesy of Archmage Flatt.” He held it out, but took no steps toward Ava.

The message was clear. If Ava wanted to trust him, then she could, but he wasn’t forcing the rod, or his magic, upon her. Ava steeled herself, and stepped closer. Faloin tapped her with the glowing rod. In a flash of light blue magic, she felt something unwind in her throat. Or possibly grow back. Other tiny hurts along her entire body, from a crick in her neck to a pain in her foot, vanished. Her skin flushed as her scales, unorganized from their usual patterns, organized down the left and right sides of her body. She breathed. 

She spoke with authority, “I am— was. I was a Sewermaster. I would like to be again. Do shadelings get [Stoneshape]?” As soon as the question left her mouth, she realized that she could have looked up the spell, herself. She also could have looked around her. No one made these buildings by hand. So she kept her eyes forward, on Faloin, betraying nothing with a turn of her face, or otherwise, and mentally searched the Script for [Stoneshape]. Yup, there it was. 

“Do you have a name?”

She briefly considered a false name, but she said, “Ava.” 

Faloin nodded, then said, “We can talk about that in a bit.” He spoke to the group, “That’s your introduction. Good luck, everyone.” He began walking northward. 

… Was that it? Ava watched Faloin walk away.

Faloin turned, asking, “Coming, Ava No-last-name?”

Ah! Right. Ava hurried to follow, feeling better about everything, now that she had a moment to think. All in all, this was much better than what she had expected when she woke up in a pile of shadelings. After a moment’s hesitation, the orcol woman followed Ava. 

The others…

One of the others stood up and walked away, in an undirected daze, their eyes pits of shadow; all light gone. The others fared better. They got up, they looked around with cloudy grey eyes—

Ava turned away, to focus on her own future, and to see the rest of the city as they walked past. The other newly raised shadelings would either fend for themselves, or drop back into darkness, on their own accord.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh man, was that a shadeling PoV? What does that mean?!

Whatever the case, Patrons have 106!

Thanks for reading~
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                Archmage Syllea Wyrmrest chose to meet Erick, and his ward, not inside the house, but outside, at the stone gazebo half a block away from Erick’s house. This was fine by Erick. Syllea looked every bit as beautiful as Erick remembered. Tight leathers, heavily tooled with Ancient Script but barely enchanted with a simple [Mend] spell, hugged her tall, green amazonian form, and her considerable chest, while long blond hair draped down her back in a single, thick braid. Her eyes were something Erick had not noticed before, but as she spied Erick walking toward the Gazebo, he saw her eyes were like chips of blue ice; she was angry, but she was controlling that anger. Her lower fangs peeking out from her lips would have been cute, if not for the harsh lines present in the rest of her visage. 

Hours ago, as the morning dawned on Spur, and had yet to dawn on Treehome, Syllea’s home, Erick had woken the woman up with a message sent through Poi. She had been angry. She was still angry. Why hadn’t he called sooner? He could have talked to her as soon as he heard a single clue as to how to reverse the Curse of the Shadeling, but his response had been that he did not know, for sure, how the curse worked. Justine seemed to know, though, and she had been a shadeling herself, so with those words said, Syllea made a plan to come to Spur. 

And here she was.

Erick stepped into the gazebo, saying, “Hello, Syllea.” He looked to her compatriots, saying, “Hello… Other people?”

“Erick.” Syllea nodded politely, some of her anger fading behind civility as she spoke with her warm, rich voice, saying, “Thank you for the invitation.” She gestured toward her companions, who stood in the back of the gazebo, staying away from the meeting, much how Teressa and Poi did behind Erick. One of Syllea’s companions was a male orcol who could be her brother; he had almost the exact same body and features, but male. The other person was a barely feminine orcol of brown skin, black hair, and black eyes. She looked built for tougher wars than Guildmaster Mog, and that was a surprising thought for Erick. Syllea said, “Omaz, my brother. Bayth, my oldest friend.”

Omaz smiled brightly, as he waved once, but said nothing. Bayth just stood like a castle fortification in the back of the gazebo, her eyes gently moving from Erick, to Poi, to linger on Teressa, as though she was waiting for something bad to happen. Erick could relate. 

Erick said to Omaz and Bayth, “Nice to meet you.” He introduced, “This is Poi and Teressa. We’re all in Spur’s Army, together.” 

Syllea simply asked, “Where’s the former shadeling?”

“She’s still inside the house,” Erick said, getting to the reason that Justine did not come out to speak. “When I took her in, I was made aware of two attempts on her life. I’ve also fended off half a dozen or so kidnappings from Candlepoint since I took the city.” As Syllea’s countenance took on a harsher feel, Erick continued on to say, “But she’ll come out to speak. I’m just here to make some introductions and answer any questions you have beforehand.” 

Syllea discarded her almost-frown, and gestured to the small table beside her and Erick. It was the same one he had sat at with Killzone, yesterday. She said, “Acceptable. Let us sit, and discuss.” 

She sat down, and Erick did, too. The stone was almost cool against his backside, and though air breezed through the gazebo, it was warm, desert air, and the clouds overhead were not too dense. Today looked like a dry day, though not nearly as dry as it had been before Erick got involved. Ophiel twittered on Erick’s shoulder, and took the other seat at the table. Syllea regarded the [Familiar]. What was he doing taking a seat?

Erick explained, “I’m just popping up a [Prismatic Ward] for Justine, for when she joins us. She’s only level 12.”

Syllea said, “Ah,” as her gentle frown returned. 

Erick nodded, then expended that Ophiel into an oval of dense air, across one of the seats, forming an oblong sphere of [Prismatic Ward]. With a quick look, the seal at the bottom of Candlepoint’s lake remained intact, and with a quick cast, Erick had another Ophiel sitting on his shoulders, twittering in violins. 

With thoughtful eyes, Syllea looked to the dense air, saying, “There have been a handful of people who managed to get around the [Solid Ward] limitation. You’ve joined an elite history, Erick.” She added, “Not to mention all the other achievements.”

“Thank you. That’s all Ophiel, though.” The feathered little guy trilled at his name, and Erick continued, “I got very lucky when I summoned him. I’m actually working on a new tree-based [Familiar] for stationary defenses, though it is not going so well. I’ve gotten the impression that such a thing is impossible.”

“Oh?” Syllea said, “I can’t imagine you would have a problem with behavior, yet. Or did you make a high-tier tree? How far have you gotten?”

“Nothing like that. Sorry, I misspoke. I’m sticking to tier 2. But… Shades can kill anything. That’s the problem.” Erick added, “I’ve even been informed by a credible source that one of those Shades has been personally empowered by Melemizargo in order to kill me if I step out of line, if you can believe it.”

Syllea lost her anger. “You know...” She glanced south out of the gazebo, toward the flat orange land of the Human District, the buildings beyond, and the wall of Ar’Kendrithyst in the far distance. She turned back to Erick, saying, “I expected to be at war, right now. On the run, at the very least. Candlepoint got good and broken, but they’re the only ones, so far. I expected more Odaalis, honestly.”

“Everyone did.” Erick said, “I heard your liaison to the city was killed. Britha.”

“Yes.” Syllea said, “They kill their own more than they kill others. They always have, so I did not think much of such an action. She was a dastardly puppet, who tried her best to convince me she was real. She did the most she could to get more of my people to come to Candlepoint, and partake of the fruits on offer. She told me that shadelings were real people, that if we saw shadelings as a proper race, and not as an affliction, that maybe we could see that there was no need to vilify those so changed by Darkness.” She said, “Many went to her, because of her connection to me. I tried to crush that action as soon as I saw it, but… You know how it is. According to all who saw her, she was the perfect gentlewoman.”

“How bad is it at Treehome?” 

Syllea said, “There are now two hundred and five shadelings at a commune outside of Treehome. Britha spread her poison far and fast. Every single Wyrmrest Tribe has a person afflicted by the Curse of the Shadeling, because of her. Because there is power in Darkness, if you can make it out alive. Some managed to unlock two Stats, or three. One managed four.” A look of pain bade her speak on something else. “The shadeling commune is a model of perfect orcol society and it all seems like an awful trick, Erick. Part of me cheered when they killed Britha. She would never tell me how to remove the Shadeling Curse. She never considered it a curse.”

Erick had only interacted with Syllea once before, back when he gave the lecture on particles at Oceanside to all the other archmages, and the Headmaster. She had seemed bubbly and serious at the same time. But now, she just seemed serious. All mirth had left her. Erick knew it would get worse before the day was out, too. That’s how life was currently going for Erick, after all. All the archmages of the world were in similar situations as him, and Syllea was no exception. Archmages were the fulcrums of defense for nations, and the people who found magical solutions to life’s greatest problems. Some skewed more to defense, than solutions, like Erick. While others, like Syllea, were more solution oriented. That she hadn’t found a solution to this shadeling crisis, visibly weighed on her. 

Erick said, “They seem like real people to me.”

Syllea laughed. “Optimism!” She asked, in a hateful, jovial mood, “Do you not see the long-con, Erick?”

“If the long con is to make an evil society less evil by introducing a half-Dark society to Veird, then that is okay.” Before Syllea could sigh in frustration and anger, Erick added, “But if the trick is to get under the skin, and kill from within, then I will be the first in line to flood Ar’Kendrithyst with destruction.”

Syllea breathed out, then asked, “Do you truly not see them as a ploy?”

“They are a ploy. Hundred percent, for sure.” Erick said, “But I don’t think it’s against us. I think they’re a long term ploy, in order to force the gods to work with Melemizargo to enact some sort of transformation to the universe beyond Veird, so he can spread beyond this planet.”

“… If anyone else would have told me that, I would have considered consigning them to a mental health asylum.” Syllea said, “People rarely have effects on godly behavior.”

Erick dropped his voice, saying, “I’m not lying by any stretch of the word, Syllea. I’ve spoken to multiple gods, and Melemizargo himself, and seen thousands of shadelings speaking of what is to come. I’m not just helping Candlepoint; I’m also spying on them more than I ever could before. They honestly, truly, do seem like real people. But they’re not the problem. The Dark Dragon wants to escape Veird, and take his power elsewhere. The only problem I see with letting this happen, is that he could leave bombs behind, to kill everyone else. Maybe not physical bombs, but they don’t have to be.”

Syllea almost spoke halfway through Erick’s words, but she remained silent, and listened. 

Erick continued, “So far, he needs three things to escape. He may need more, or less, but these three things are vital to his plan.” Erick listed, “One. He needs a way to move between planets of at least this solar system. Anything beyond that can come later. Two. He needs some way to create mana, for the mana trapped on Veird, under the Script, is the only mana left from the Old Cosmology. Without a new source, his space ships are dead in the water. Three. He needs a way to protect that mana from blowing away in this New Cosmology, both on the ship he would fly, and on the world he would colonize.

“There was a quest for a spaceship up on Candlepoint’s quest board, before I took the city from Bulgan. So at least that much seems in line with what we know he needs.” Erick said, “He probably knows how to make mana already, if there is a way. He probably already has copies of the Script ready to go, too, since the Script does a great job of keeping the mana on Veird. 

“So maybe all he needs is a ship.”

Syllea listened. She silently considered, her eyes going wide, briefly. She said, “That’s a monster tale, if I ever heard one.” She added, “I don’t think he has a copy of the Script. That is Rozeta’s domain. Any attempts to copy the Script in any way end in various punitive actions from the Dragon Goddess, herself. But even if there’s no punitive actions… You can’t copy the Script.” She said, “Theoretically, you could make a new one. Maybe that’s the true point of the shadelings? The wrought make the Script. Shadelings could make a dark-Script. But only if they got out of the Script of Veird. I’m reasonably sure you can’t make a smaller Script in a larger Script, for the larger would automatically take precedence over the smaller, wouldn’t it?” She shook her head. “I don’t know. But besides that: You can’t get out to the Void, Erick. Once you get beyond the Script, gravity crushes you back. It’s an instant, non-magical action, too.”

Erick looked up, at the ceiling of the gazebo, thinking about what lay beyond the sky. He turned back to Syllea, saying, “But you can make a [Gate] to the moons, can’t you? Converter Angels or Breach Demons come back that way. There’s Script out there, too, no doubt, and the gravity must be a lot less.”

Syllea froze. She thawed quick enough. “No. Hell would never allow it. Celes is even less forgiving for what Melemizargo has done. There is no way Koyabez would ever condone such an action.”

It was Erick’s turn to freeze, as he realized something very important. Koyabez was Melemizargo’s old friend. Holy shit. That’s a weakness, right there.

Syllea noticed. She asked, “You have thought of something?”

Erick decided to be wildly optimistic, as he said, “I think Koyabez might allow it, in a few centuries of peace and calm action.”

Truthfully, he didn’t think it would take that long at all. A year. A decade of peace. If Melemizargo pulled out all the stops and ended every threat he ever created… Erick could easily see Melemizargo duping all the gods in a year, through his old friendship with Koyabez.

Syllea went silent, her facade perfectly controlled and neutral with thought. She softened, slightly, tentatively saying, “In a few centuries, I could see that happening.”

“But we’re here to talk about shadelings.” Erick said, “Whatever Melemizargo’s plans may be, if the shadelings are fake people, I doubt his plan would work. He wants us to actually work together, while lording power in his back hands to use against us if we step out of line.”

“You seem confident about that.”

“As confident as anyone can be about the actions of beings far above their station.”

Syllea smirked. “So not that confident at all.”

“About seventy five percent.”

Syllea sighed, then said, “Maybe the shadelings aren’t a trap, for us. At least not directly. But if they’re a trap for the gods, then it may be our duty to end the shadelings, just the same. If the gods are not there to empower us against the Darkness, then we are at the mercy of a being that has proven themselves ready and willing to kill on a whim, or on purpose, and then to abuse our souls afterward.” 

“Melemizargo deserves to be Ended,” Erick said, feeling that the discussion took a sudden, awful turn, and the he needed to get it back on track. “But his creations are innocent.”

“Innocence doesn’t always matter when it comes to the Darkness.” Syllea said, “Especially if he’s plotting a long war to murder our gods.”

Erick did not want to get into that argument. He had planted seeds. He would see how they could grow. He changed the subject, asking, “Ready to speak to Justine?”

“Not yet.” Syllea asked, “I want to know what you want out of all this, Erick. I still owe you a bargain of trade from before, from your lecture at Oceanside. And now you’re giving me this knowledge of godly events and how to possibly cure my people... What do I owe you, this time?”

Erick almost asked of assistance with creating a tree [Familiar], or maybe some knowledge of Force Magic, or Mana Alterings. Syllea was a Force Mage, with known ability to transform her spells to meet any elemental need— Ah. That was actually something important that he needed to know.

“How do you make light defeat the dark?”

Syllea smiled, slightly. “I can help you with this. Very well. I accept. I wish to speak to Justine, now.”

Erick nodded, sent a message off to see if Justine was ready, which she was. He cast [Teleport Other], with the Ophiel waiting inside the house. As Justine appeared beside her [Prismatic Ward]ed chair, the Ophiel in the house went blipping back to Candlepoint, back to overseeing the city. 

Syllea looked to the white-skinned, red-eyed incani. She sniffed. It was a dismissive sound. Or maybe not. Erick couldn’t quite tell. He just watched as Justine got her bearings, glancing around the gazebo to see Syllea’s people, and then Erick and Poi and Kiri. She turned to the other archmage in the meeting. 

Justine bowed. “Greetings, archmage.”

Erick became nothing more than a facilitator, at that point. Syllea asked questions regarding the shadeling curse. Justine answered, open and honestly. She spoke of Melemizargo’s Heart, in Ar’Kendrithyst, where cursed shadelings needed to go in order to ‘listen to Melemizargo’s story’ whereupon he would personally cleanse the shadeling of their curse, if they wished. Syllea frowned at this, then proceeded to ask a multitude of questions Erick had never directly asked before, because he didn’t need to. Mostly, Syllea’s questions were of the ‘how do you know this’ variety, which ended up being answered with variations of ‘Melemizargo has declared Erick Untouchable, and he wants Erick educated, so she was given more information than most, and more clearance to speak’. 

Erick was slightly perturbed by his own fate being laid out there, but those were the breaks.

This whole situation felt surreal, after a while. 

And then it got worse when Syllea calmed, and asked, almost appearing to not want to ask, for she feared the truth, “On the matter of multiple Stats: can you explain why some were cursed, and others not? We haven’t found a single defining thread between anyone.”

Syllea’s companions leaned in at this, maybe half a step, but still remaining five steps away. Omaz, looking contrite. Bayth, looking two motions away from taking off someone’s head. Justine noticed their rapt attention, but turned back to Syllea. Erick felt the back of his neck prickle, as Justine spoke:

“Because they already know the truth. There is no need to force them to come to him, because they are already a part of Melemizargo’s Cult.”

Bayth launched at Omaz; one second she was still, the next all three hundred kilos of her was in the blond orcol’s face, her fist in his chest. 

Erick was ready for something, but not that. Syllea had no such problems adjusting to the event. All around the gazebo, clear, solid air snapped around every single person, like sudden explosive growths of crystal. Erick got one dose of the magic, Poi and Teressa each got their own. Crystals slapped around the dense air around Justine, but did not encroach into the [Prismatic Ward]. Though the crystal touched his skin, it didn’t hurt; this wasn’t exactly an attack. 

Omaz and Bayth were instantly locked behind individual crystals, larger than the rest. 

In half a flashing second, as the initial crystals materialized, what looked like a targeted, individualized spell, turned into something much stronger. Pillars of clear crystal erupted out of the stone gazebo, trapping everyone where they were, except for Syllea. She stood in the empty center of a sudden palace of jagged edges and solid panes of Force. 

One second had passed since the spell started. 

Erick was fine, probably. He had taken no damage, and now he was actively running [Hunter’s Instincts] as well as [Greater Lightwalk], so the world seemed marginally slower, as his thoughts happened faster, and his sight expanded far outside of his own body. He decided on doing nothing. Justine had decided the same, though she was definitely experiencing a ‘freeze’ response. 

With a touch of light, that had already been wrapped around Justine’s ankle, Erick blipped her back to the house, to the foyer, where time seemed to resume and Justine promptly collapsed. She pulled herself to the wall, to huddle as she stared at the ground. 

… She was not okay, but she was physically whole. 

Teressa was not calm, in the crystal behind Erick. 

Poi was calm, and he was already telepathically sending to him, and likely to Teressa too, because she calmed as Poi’s voice came to them, ‘Omaz has fled. Bayth tagged him. Please take down the spell, Archmage Syllea.’

… Poi was sending to all of them, apparently. 

Syllea shook her hands in the air as her voice rang out, “FUCK.” Softer, but more violent, “Fuck! Omaz! What the fuck!”

Bayth, trapped in crystal, her voice muffled, but not really, shouted, “I TOLD YOU! I TOLD YOU!”

“He’s my gods’ dammed BROTHER, Bayth!”

“AND HIS HEAD SHOULD HAVE BEEN ON A PIKE YEARS AGO!” She yelled, “Cut the [Crystal], Syllea!”

The crystal around them all snapped. Force dissipated into fragments, and then glitter, then nothing. Piles of dust fell to the floor of the orange gazebo as the spell finished falling part. That dust become no more than air, as Syllea held her head in her hands, staring at the spot Omaz had been, whispering, “He’s my brother, Bayth.”

Bayth stood over the spot where Omaz had been. She stared at the ground, then whipped toward Syllea, saying, “He never should have come to this meeting. His involvement was suspect from the start. I told you that—” She cut herself off. She calmed, barely, as she asked, “Did you tell the elders yet, or should I?”

Quietly, and with her back to Erick, Syllea said, “They were listening in the whole time; yes. Treehome knows everything we heard.”

Erick felt briefly concerned. They had been watching the whole time? Ah. Well. People watched his house all the time, too, so maybe the extra eyes had been out there. By design, this wasn’t a private meeting.

“Good.” Bayth took a second, then said, “I could have had him, Syllea. Knocked him out, if you hadn’t interfered.”

Erick’s lightform body was not fully active, but he held slight control of the light all around. It was the only way he was able to see Syllea’s hateful face, shown only to Bayth. Bayth kept her own face neutral, likely because hers was visible to everyone else in the gazebo. 

In order to forestall whatever drama was happening with his guests from Treehome, Erick said, “You did not have him, Bayth. I was ready to [Teleport] everyone to their own separate corners, if necessary.” He added, “But I saw it was not necessary.”

Bayth stood straighter. She looked to Erick, saying, “Apologies, Archmage Flatt. Treehome has had some... difficulties.”

“I’m sorry, Erick.” Syllea turned to him, her face composed once again, saying, “That should not have happened.”

“Don’t worry about it. This is a violent topic.” Erick said, “But if you don’t need to go home and deal with the fallout, I could answer more questions. Or Justine could?”

“Just… I need a moment,” Syllea said, tendrils of intent flowing from her head.

Warm air blew from the north, as a half cloudy sky dappled the orange land in darker colors, outside of the stone gazebo. Syllea breathed. She calmed as she spoke to others, elsewhere. Bayth threw out a few tendrils of thought, and stepped back, to the side of the gazebo, back into position. Erick, Poi, and Teressa had barely moved through the entire exchange.

Poi sent, ‘It wasn’t necessary for us to move.’

Erick asked, ‘No warning about Omaz?’

‘… There was no immediate threat on your life, or the life of anyone else in the immediate area.’

‘What about far reaching threats?’

Silence was Poi’s response.

Erick wasn’t exactly happy with that answer, but that line in the sand between acceptable actions and not was a good one to have, and one Erick suspected was implemented rather early in ‘Mind Mage Organization’ history. People had dark thoughts all the time. Acting on those dark thoughts was a necessary thing to prevent, but punishment for simply having them would lead to Mind Mages killing everyone, and then themselves. … Unless they were hypocrites. Which was entirely possible.

Syllea sat down, bringing Erick back to the moment, as she said, “We’re not needed at home. Whatever Omaz was involved with… I don’t want to be there while others clean it up. What I need, is to see if what Justine said was true.” She stared at Erick, saying, “I would like to see a shadeling at Candlepoint call out to a god for help. I want to know if that part is true before we start sending sacrificial cattle to Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Erick frowned. Then he said, “Let me ask around.” Almost flippantly, and trying to get his point across, he said, “Maybe someone is willing to court Death, today?”

“Someone always is,” Bayth said, in the back. “I just heard now from the commune: We’ve got ten people ready and willing to try their luck at Ar’Kendrithyst’s trap.” She said to Erick, “They don’t care if it’s a lie. They’re ready to die, anyway.”

Erick almost commented on his disbelief at the speed of that decision. But he knew how bad it could be, to be ostracized from your community. On Earth, exclusion from the people you loved was bad enough. On Veird, exile was a common sentence, just above a death sentence, for those who harmed or didn’t belong to a community any longer. A ‘commune’, how Bayth used the term, sounded like something halfway between exile and segregation. 

Erick gestured to his house, saying, “I’d invite you in, but Justine is having a war response right now.” He stood up, saying, “We need to take care of her. When she is calm again, I will ask around in Candlepoint for volunteers. Are you going to stay in Spur for a few hours?”

Syllea stood, saying, “Yes. I look forward to an answer, soon.”

Erick nodded, then blipped him, Poi, and Teressa, back into the foyer of the house. 

Justine had been crying, huddled against the wall. But at Erick’s appearance she froze, again. Erick did not approach fast. But he did what he could, with soothing words and a calm distance. Soon, Justine started crying again, full out, loud wailing. Erick did what he could for that, too, but he knew that Justine had been through a lot more than he could likely ever know. Mostly, he made lemon honey tea for the both of them, and sat two meters away from her, while he let her take her time. Eventually, she took the tea. She did not speak. She just breathed, and sipped, and time passed as it always did.

 

- - - -

 

Ava stood at the edge of the lake, with her elbows on the top of the stone barrier surrounding the expanse of water, and her hand supporting her chin. The water was not nice. It was full of purple eel larvae. Ava had dealt with purple eels many times. Usually it was just a small infestation, but this one happened on the surface, and it was extensive. A short [Scry] to the bottom of the lake showed that the feathered [Familiar] was still there, but the other side of the barrier was mostly clear of eels.

She came back to herself and raised her head, to watch as the archmage’s radiant ooze-like [Familiar] zipped out from nowhere to hover above the lake. It dropped a load of tiny brown fish into the waters, for what had to be the tenth time. 

Ava had almost screamed in frustration the first time she had seen this waste of resources, but by now, that emotion was rather subdued. The radiant ooze flickered away and Ava immediately lifted her hand, controlling the water the mud flits occupied, to then bring it just above the lake’s surface. 

Her frustration ebbed as she watched the flits acclimate to their new floating surroundings. She had picked up the mud flits because they could not just instantly clean up all the eels in the lake. They had to adapt to the water. If they didn’t have a few minutes of easy transfer, then the eels would eat them, instead. She watched, right now, as an eel she had accidentally picked up, went after a flit that barely moved. Well that flit was dead, but its brothers would wake up soon enough and return the favor to the lone juvenile eel.

“You don’t have to do that, you know,” said a new voice. 

Ava stood straight, then frowned at the man who suddenly stood beside her. Dark skin, bright white eyes. A Shade, wearing the armor of a guard. Ava was done panicking, though. Today had been one surprise after another, and her emotions were ragged. So what was one more Shade? This was a city of Darkness, after all.

A part of her felt vindicated. Here was the Shade of Candlepoint! The story of the archmage had to be a lie, too. She was likely swimming in lies, now that she thought of it. 

She held the sluggish flits in her [Watershape], while saying to the stranger, “They survive better when they have time to adapt to the water.” She added, “Just look at them. They can barely swim.”

“You’re Ava, right? Our new Sewermaster? Is the sewer done?”

He spoke in a friendly way, and not at all like the Shade he appeared to be. 

She replied, “Taking a break before Mana Exhaustion takes a toll.”

“Ah. Okay!” The man joyfully said, “I’m Slip, the Captain of the Guard, I guess. Thanks for looking after the fish.” He added, conspiratorially, “But Archmage Flatt is just throwing money at the problem.”

Following the script, Ava said, “Archmages never change.” She still held the flits in her control, though, watching as some of them began to recover from their sudden change in environment. Sluggish, half-tumbled fish began to flop, and reorient, their movements coming together into an organized school of brown. Some of them spotted the eel in their midst and went after it with their tiny, gnashing teeth. They might look like vicious little pack hunters, but they were actually omnivores. But there was a problem. The lake was brand new, and bare of any plants. But these flits were awake now, so she dropped her control of the water, letting them flow into the lake, unimpeded. Keeping on topic, she asked, “Is there a plan to keep them fed afterward?”

“We’re getting in some lakeweed and grasses tomorrow.” Slip said, “But we’re only putting them in the water when the mud flits start cannibalizing, so we know the eels are gone.”

As if to punctuate his words, another load of mud flits fell out of a particularly bright spot of the air over the lake. Ava grabbed this bunch, too, as soon as the [Familiar] went away, but as she spent that mana and cast that [Watershape], a twinging headache began behind her eyes. Mana Exhaustion. Ava hadn’t felt this feeling since her last life over two hundred years ago, before she gained Scion of Focus. It sucked then, and it sucked now. Part of her was glad to know that Mana Exhaustion was the same, too. At least the world hadn’t changed that much, even if her experience of it all had. 

The levels and the Stat points in Focus and other assorted bonuses came fast and easy when one was a shadeling. Visiting with Mephistopheles and learning more about what she could do in her new life was both marvelous, and tragic. Cycling her mana gave her experience, and yet it did not count as ‘mana spent’ for the purposes of her Mana Exhaustion limit. Only casting actual spells counted to that limit. She had to eat rads, though. When Mephistopheles had given her one, she almost put it in her mouth, but then he revealed that as a joke; Ava was too mentally taut to find his attempts at humor as anything but boorish.

Clutching the rad and crushing it, though… That was like touching the Core, or a well made ritual spell, or partaking of her long-gone mother’s shalecake. It was healing, and it was home, all in one tiny rad.

… Ava wondered if her tribe survived her death, down there, under the surface. Did someone else take up the sewers, to defend the Descent? Were the Jadescales prosperous? Were the upper defenses maintained? Or had everyone been subsumed by their neighbors, Obsidian Lair?

Slip’s words brought her back to the moment, “That’s why you don’t have to help the mud flits survive. They’ll only have done their job when they start eating each other.”

Ava said, “Was that the plan for Candlepoint? For us to fall to each other, so that only the strong survive?”

Slip looked away, seeming contrite as he mumbled, “It’s not the same. They’re fish. We are people.”

Ava said, “I lived alongside the Darkness for a hundred years. I know how it is with Melemizargo.” She gazed toward the lake, and saw the flits in her floating water were organized, and lively. Letting them go, she said, “He prefers the strong survive and the weak perish. That’s why he pushed these violet eels to the surface. To temper this growing city in fires of rebirth.”

“The eels could have been an accident?” Slip said, hopefully. 

With a light touch of venom in her voice, she said, “Doubtful.”

Slip asked, “Did you get a chance to see the blockage, down below?”

“Yes. It’s acceptable, for now.” The ‘blockage’ was an excellently made [Prismatic Ward], and it was doing its job well enough. But it was just a cap that ignored everything but the passage of water, and was not a permanent solution at all. Ava’s idea for a permanent solution would eventually include a series of reservoirs, with the lowest ones possessing a multitude of pylons to block the larger monsters, the middle ones holding bobber worms and glowfish to eat anything that passed the pylons, and the upper reservoir existent for a variety of plant and animal life that liked to live that deep. And for bobber overflow. Those vicious worms would likely spread out over the deepest parts of the lake, as soon as they started to multiply. She said, “We need some bobber worms and glowfish.”

Slip smiled again. “I already told Archmage Flatt. He’s getting them, when he can.”

Ava was reminded of another problem. She said, “And those [Cleanse] wands aren’t going to be enough.” She asked, “Is there no way to get [Cleanse]? It is hard to be a sewermaster with an unclean domain.” She wanted to ask about [Teleport], too, but Slip was obviously here in a professional capacity; he came to see what Ava was doing with the fish. 

Slip lost his smile. He said, “Not… really.” He asked, “Is that going to impact your job?”

“Yes.” Ava said, “Like being a guildmaster without a quest board.”

Slip looked like he wanted to say something, but he did not. 

Ava watched as the flying radiant ooze dropped off more fish. She did not catch them in a water bubble, this time. Instead, she turned to Slip, and gave the man her best displeased face. It was easy to do without her mask. 

Idly, she wondered if she would ever make herself another mask. With the power of a few more levels under her Status, and more Focus, she had fully retracted her green scales. She could pass for a human, like this. 

Slip let out a secret he did not seem to want to share. “You can become your normal race again.”

Ava gasped. What! That was possible! About a hundred thoughts flew through her mind at once. She had never expected to be free of this new fate—

Ava settled herself. As her momentary excitement was ground down into dust, she stared at Slip. There was obviously a problem with this un-transformation. Elsewise everyone would have done it. Who wanted to be a shadeling? Sure, the leveling was easy and that was pleasant, and she saw how that was attractive for most people, when most people never got over level 20. But Ava had been level 85 when she died. She could do that again. So what was the danger, here?

... There was the most obvious one.

Ava guessed, “The rest of the world will kill us if we aren’t easily identifiable. It would be a shadeling hunt unlike any other.”

“Yup.” Slip looked to Ava, like he was reevaluating her. “Also, the process could kill you, and you lose everything you have gained as a shadeling.”

Ava almost balked at those pathetic worries. But then...

Ava thought for a moment. Was she okay with dying again? Perhaps, she was. But she ran the idea through to its conclusion, just to be sure. 

One of, and perhaps the most important reason for braving death, was that this town had nothing. No art. No nightlife. No good food. No reason to live. Even if she was able to gain access to the spells she needed to make life bearable, like [Cleanse], to rely on the kindness of others for basics, like food and shelter, was a travesty of the highest order. Even if she was forced to live here… 

If her tribe was gone, then there would be no need to seek them out. But to seek them out, she would have to be herself again. They killed shadelings down below, on sight.

Brushing those difficult thoughts aside, and in the best case scenario of her home still existing…

She was not the Sewermaster of the Jadescales, any longer.

Her attainment of the position of Sewermaster of Candlepoint by just stating that she had been one in her old life, was a great boon. It was a great start to a new life. Back in the Jadescales, she had needed to indispose three other applicants for the position, after she had forced the previous sewermaster into an early retirement. And then she had to defend her own position for the next seventy five years…

She was still unclear on how she died. Was she indisposed herself? Did something come up from the Depths, and gobble her down? Ah. No matter. She died. That was the bulk of that truth, and the only fact that truly mattered. Now she lived, in a half life sort of way.

Half lives were not worth living, in her opinion. Even if she died to this un-transformation process…

When she succeeded, she could just [Teleport] somewhere else, like a normal person, leaving Candlepoint for a day, or a few hours, and come back with all the proper supplies she needed to live a good life. Portal still existed, right? She could likely buy anything she ever wanted in that place. She’d just have to avoid being outed as a former shadeling. She could use even intermediaries to purchase things for her, if needed. That was a perfectly fine solution to that problem. There was no doubt in her mind that she would be killed, by anyone outside of Candlepoint, the second her true nature was revealed. 

Ava said, “I have nothing as a shadeling.”

“But you’d have to regain all your levels and spells back?” Slip said, disbelieving and concerned all at once.

“What level were you in your last life, Slip?”

Slip waved a hand through the air, dismissing the question, saying, “I was nothing. My other life might as well not have been lived.”

“I was level 85, and Sewermaster for seventy five years.”

Slip’s bright eyes went wide, as he joked, “You don’t look a year over thirty.”

Ava blanked for a good half a second. When her thoughts came back, she laughed. It was a good laugh, and she enjoyed the simple emotion for what it was; proof that she was still alive. Slip smiled.

With her own smile, Ava asked, “Will I suddenly age back to what I was?”

Slip shrugged. “I have no idea. No one has survived, though not many have tried.” Slip added, “One survived. She’s basically an acolyte of Koyabez, though. So. You know… Probably not your path.”

“I would not be so lucky. I understand.” She decided, “Youth is overrated. Tell me this process.”
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                Warm air caressed Ava’s skin, curling into her hair, tickling into her plain, brown tunic and loose pants. It was a good feeling; not quite the same as being safely surrounded by stone, but she had never shied away from the surface, unlike some of her clan. But looking up, she knew that some of those true underworlders, if they still lived to this day, would not mind this cloudy view. It felt safe, for some reason, to be in this half light, under these deep clouds. 

Upon realizing her thoughts, Ava frowned.

She did not like that shadows felt safe. Shadows should not feel safe. This strange affinity for the darkness was a part of being a shadeling, and though it gave her mental comfort, it was not comfortable. She had tried her racially-granted [Shadowblend], once, and did not like that it gave her similar comfort to [Stone Body], and she much preferred [Stone Body]. [Water Body] was adequate, but nothing compared to the sheer joy of flying through the Underworld, and seeing all the threats around you before they came too close. 

She would have to work on regaining [Stone Body]. She kicked a mental list around inside her mind, of spells she needed to possess and make, and achievements she needed to fulfill, once she was a person again. She had refined herself a thousand times in her previous time on Veird, making spells that were too large for her current self to use, so she’d have to get used to the small life, for a little while. 

After she regained herself, she could go kill mimics till level 34. Unfortunately, this low level meant certain uncomfortable measures would have to be taken, and lived with. A level 34 did not function the same as a level 85...

But that was okay!

She smiled, as she considered all the failed spells in her former Status. Could she truly try all of them again? … Maybe not all of them, but her tier 5s were certainly in reach. 

… But? Did that tier magic cooldown carry over when you didn’t have the original spell? Or any of the components? Ava had a hard time believing it did. And with that stray thought, she smiled again. She could remake all of her magic, and this time, she might even succeed! She almost laughed at the thought, at the joy of possibilities. But she did not, for now was a time of do or die, and she was procrastinating. There was little room for mirth in this place.

Ava stood in the Crystal Courtyard, beside the eponymous Crystal itself, in the previous center of Candlepoint. The square was now lakefront property with the western buildings having fallen into the waters. Most of the other structures remained perfectly intact. One of those buildings, in particular, was Ava’s destination. It was a dark box of a structure, maybe only five meters cubed, sandwiched between an alchemist’s burned-out shop and a smith’s store. This building was bland, except for double doors that resembled Melemizargo’s wings, and white handles that resembled fangs, or maybe claws. The doors were shut tight. Of all the destruction scattered through Candlepoint, this place suffered none. 

Or maybe the shadelings fixed this place up first? That was also a possibility. But, no. Melemizargo likely missed this place on purpose, when he cast his [City Shape] and made a lake for Candlepoint. He certainly missed the Crystal; that dark stretch of smokey darkness still stretched straight up into the sky, a good 50 or so meters. It was certainly pretty to look at—

She was stalling. Procrastination came easy when one was on their way to meet their maker. 

Marshaling her wits and her courage, Ava set her shoulders straight… And then she looked around, again. 

Ava was not alone in the square. The dark Captain of the Guard, Slip, stood beside her. A few others held back, watching from the shadows of nearby buildings, or standing out in the dim sunlight. Their shadowy eyes glowed with interest. Some held disdain on their faces, but some had visible emotions larger than simple hope. With glowing eyes fixed on Ava, and hands held in front of their mouths, they wished for miracles, but not for Ava’s success; she was just the one attempting Fate, at the moment.

They hoped for someone else to brave death, and succeed, so that they might follow on a cleared path.

… She was stalling again. 

She mumbled to herself, “I didn’t think it would be this difficult.”

Slip said, “You don’t have to do this.” He glanced up, to see an ooze of light hanging in the air above the courtyard, before turning back to Ava. “No matter what favors you think this might gain you—”

His words crystallized something extra, something deeper inside Ava, that was not the rad by her heart. 

With her gaze locked forward at the doors to Darkness, Ava said, “This is not about favors, but this is about gain. I refuse to live in squalor, Captain. I refuse to live in a hovel, begging for scraps from my betters. Since Melemizargo seems content with monsters begging for scraps, I refuse to be a monster.” She glanced at Slip, saying, “It’s a simple choice.”

Slip whispered, “You might die.”

With her head held high, she walked forward, saying, “And I might not.”

 

- - - -

 

Sitting on the couch of the sunroom, with a viewing window in front of her, Syllea half scowled, saying, “She seems dramatic. Like this is some sort of play.”

Sitting on the opposing couch, and viewing the scene through an Ophiel on site, Erick defended the woman, saying, “She’s just building herself up to try her chances against death.”

Bayth harrumphed, behind Syllea. 

Poi remained silent, behind Erick, but Teressa was taking an awful long time to get more coftea for the group. That was just as well. She likely didn’t want to be near for this event. Another person was also absent from the event; Justine had quickly made herself scarce after fulfilling her duty of speaking to Syllea. Erick took a moment to check on them, and saw that both women were on opposite ends of the house; as far away as they could get from the sunroom, and each other.

An hour ago, Erick had invited Archmage Syllea and her friend, Bayth, into his house, after Justine had time to calm down and build herself up to speak again to the archmage. Justine dutifully put on her best face and answered some more questions, while Teressa served lemon cookies and tea, and Erick made sure to keep everything calm and peaceful. Over the course of the talk, Syllea revealed that her brother had turned full traitor, but no one knew how far his influence had spread. The investigation was ongoing. Syllea didn’t mention anything else beyond those few words; the event clearly hit her rather hard.

Erick was more than a little unsure of what to do when he heard that there was some unknown, massive shadeling plot happening in Treehome. But it wasn’t his place or concern to deal with what was going on all the way up there, in a different part of the world entirely. When it spilled down to Spur, or more likely, to Candlepoint, then Erick would get involved.

Somewhere in the beginning of the third round of questioning, and when the second round revealed barely more than the first round, Erick’s attention on Candlepoint had told him of an important happening. And thus, the questions went on hold. Justine visibly relaxed; slumping her shoulders as Syllea conjured a viewing screen and the archmage’s attention fully turned from the incani. Justine excused herself from the room, after that, barely hiding how grateful she was to become as scarce as Teressa.

And now, Erick, Syllea, Bayth, and Poi, were in the sunroom, all of them watching Candlepoint, and each other. 

Bayth peered over Syllea’s shoulder, to look at the archmage’s viewing screen, clinically saying, “She’s not... human. She’s too skinny.”

Syllea narrowed her eyes at the hovering screen. She had not asked any questions, either. When Erick mentioned this happening, she rapidly transitioned to focus on this possible transformation.

Erick said, “Her name is Ava Jadescale. Jadescale tribe. Underworld. She’s a snake shifter who woke up this morning and said she was a sewermaster in her previous life. I heard this from Mephistopheles —I told you about him? Anyway: He interviewed Ava for her position several hours ago.”

“Jadescale…” Syllea mumbled, thinking, as she frowned at her viewing screen. “Don’t know that one.”

Erick didn’t know anything about the scattered shifter tribes, either. He hadn’t really thought to ask, either, until now. He looked to Poi, “Can I get some context?”

Poi nodded, as he sent out a dozen tendrils of thought. After a moment, he said, “Silverite says the Jadescales are no longer a clan. Dead over a hundred years ago due to a cascade of failures, without any real answers as to why they perished. There might have been an incursion from the Fractured Citadels, but the truth is unknown. Some Jadescales sought refuge in a neighboring clan which was, and still is, quite prosperous, known as Obsidianscale, but they all moved closer to the surface of Quintlan after the Jadescale city became a nest of shadows a hundred years ago. The Obsidianscales are regular trading partners with Portal.” He added, “I also informed Silverite of what was happening. She is now watching the event as well.”

“Thank you, Mister Fulisade,” Syllea said, as the doors of the dark building opened in front of Ava. “That is enough.”

 

- - - -

 

Doors, like wings, unfolded from the building, opening wide. Beyond was a pit of darkness that rushed inward, like a suddenly retreating fog. As Melemizargo’s influence opened like the setting of a trap, dark stone pews stood revealed to the sides of a central aisle. Ava marshaled all of her courage, and walked forward, under leathery wings, trying her best to ignore how stone had turned organic.

A skylight in the center of the Dark Temple suddenly cast a pillar of light into the gloom, revealing the central effigy of the unholy domain.

The shrine, for that is what it had to be, waited for Ava at the end of the aisle. Set upon a waist-high pillar of black stone and capped with a crown of white fangs, lay a splash of crystal that was darker than black. Ava could only tell it was a crystal formation from the shape of the object, all hard edged and spiked into the air. It hurt to look upon, as though she was seeing a void in space. The black stone of the building seemed almost grey by comparison. 

Ava steeled herself, holding her hands at her sides. Shoulders straight, she walked forward, all the way into the temple, under the wings of Melemizargo, to meet her maker, and demand to be remade. Cold wrapped around her body as she stepped across the threshold, into the Dark. Three more steps, and the door folded down behind her, trapping her in silen—

“Hello.”

The words came like a melodious avalanche. Like a song she had forgotten, but that once remembered, filled her from her toes to the top of her head with comfort, with certainty, with purpose. She never wanted to hear anything else ever again. 

But she tore herself from that feeling. What was the Dark Song, compared to a life of deeper meaning? It was ephemeral and useless and tied to that great evil waiting in the shadows. 

“You have invaded my mind, Darkness.” Ava stood strong, saying, “I do not appreciate this.”

A light chuckle filled the air, coming from every part of the temple at once, except from the dark crystal in front of her. “What a curious perspective!” Melemizargo said, “It is you who have invadedmy mind, Ava Jadescale. But that is an old thought, and I’m trying to think new ones.”

A brighter glow flowed down from above. Ava looked up. The archmage’s [Familiar] hung above the skylight, watching, filling the shadows with light. Ava took a step further forward, to step into that light.

“If you don’t want an audience, I can shoo them away.”

“I will have my final moments known to more than you, thank you.”

“As you wish.” 

“I also wish to be returned to my true self.”

“Making a wish to the Darkness! How bold.” He asked, “Is that all you [Wish] for?”

Melemizargo’s inflection upon that dangerous word was unmistakable. Ava managed to control herself to a small shiver. She remained standing, and silent, but from one moment to the next, she almost panicked. 

If it weren’t for Ava steadying herself with all her might, she might have collapsed anyway, considering what came next.

The walls of the building stretched away, into an endless abyss. The skylight was still two meters above Ava, hovering there in the great emptiness around her, glowing with the light of the [Familiar] beyond, but in every direction, darkness stood, and in those depths, hunted the Darkness, flapping his wings and slashing his claws across endless tunnels. White teeth flashed in the gloom. A jaw opened, then shut. 

Ava was in the Deep Underworld, but also not.

In the deep gloom, on the other side of the void crystal, a line of light slipped open, from left to right. That line stretched sideways, up and down, for it was not a line of light at all. It was an eye. It blinked open, all the way, an orb of hateful white light, suddenly filling the abyss with radiance. 

Melemizargo stared into Ava’s soul.

Ava was suddenly a little girl, covered in scales, barely able to control her body. She almost cried, but she was not a child. She hadn’t been a child in a long time.

The eye blinked.

Ava was a crone, ten years from her death bed and hunched with age. Bones ached. Wrinkled skin flapped in the wind as scales fell to the floor, too weak to hold on any longer. 

Ava’s mind did not break, oddly enough. She was beyond terror. She slipped back into something resembling sanity as this body, this horrid old thing, was exactly what Ava remembered. She smiled, then cackled like an old witch, stopping her laughter only to spit out, “Are you so stingy that you’d take my youth!”

“Yes.”

“Well give it back, you old bastard!”

The eye blinked and did not come back, as the dragon chuckled.

Ava was un-hunched. She didn’t even see the transformation happen. Scales lined the left and right sides of her body, perfectly attached to her unwrinkled skin. Her hands didn’t ache as she experimentally flexed her fingers into grips. She tried to check her Status to see if she was still a shadeling, but the blue box would not appear; she was still lost in Darkness. She could not see her own eyes, but she guessed she was still a shadeling. She glanced at the void crystal before her, then at the floating light above, then quickly decided on her words. She shouted at the gloom all around her, “I want to be a shifter again!”

No demands for a specific form. No demands for her old crone body. Just a simple want. Ava had already strained her luck quite far, but maybe she could stretch it a bit farther. 

“So many demands!” Melemizargo asked, “What do I get out of it?”

Ava paused, as her words died in her throat.

Going into this conversation was a danger all its own, but she got her feet under her fast enough. To speak to Melemizargo was to talk to insanity; if you didn’t flow with him, or give him an interesting thought to latch onto, then you were invariably gobbled up and spat out, or churned to dust by his uncaring passing. So Ava went along wherever Melemizargo went, at first, subtly guiding him to her desires, as one would lead a horde of hydras away from a settlement, or to try to escape a rivergrieve. And it had worked. 

But this right here. The coherence of his speech…

Melemizargo asked for something? In a true trade, sort of way? This was not how this was supposed to go. This was not how it usually went.

“… What do you want?”

“I want off this little world. I want to explore the Cosmology again.” He growled, “I want this trap of the Script broken...” He calmed. “Can you do any of that?”

“No.” 

“No! Why ever not?”

Ava had no idea why she said ‘no’. It was a sudden, deep desire that made her deny the Darkness; a primal hatred for all things shadow. But she couldn’t take her words back. Hedging speech and explanations tended to make Melemizargo either angry, or bored, and it was hard to say which one was worse.

Ava doubled down. “You don’t deserve to get off this prison of a planet.”

“What apt wording!”

Slithering wraps of shadow whipped around Ava’s torso and legs, pulling her arms tight, and up, lifting her into the air like she was on strings. Like she was a puppet. She did not panic. She just let it happen. She kept the barest tension in her arms, and her back, struggling just enough so that when her strength was broken—

The shadows pulled taut, ending what little resistance she had, pulling her arms straight out— 

She yelped. 

The pulling stopped. The shadows relaxed, but did not let her go—

Booming sounds came from above, knocking on Ava’s whole world.

From above. From the skylight. The radiant ooze on the other side pounded at the glass, but the shadows on this side closed ranks. Archmage Flatt would not be interfering in this event. Ava almost laughed, that the man would even try. What was he, but a milkbug fighting against a stonestorm? A gnat against a hurricane. Even archmages were nothing against the Darkness, and Ava was no different.

Ava laughed, as the enormity of her surroundings cracked what was left of her sanity like a soft egg—

“Bah. I broke you.” A resigned voice said, “Now now. None of that. You’re not allowed to go insane when you’re talking to me. That’s my curse. Come together. That’s it. Here you are.”

Shadows swirled around the small temple—

When did the temple come back?

—pews lifted from the darkness. Stone walls reasserted themselves as true, and not just an opinion. Ava felt a smooth clarity flow through her mind, brushing away the scared child part of herself that only came back with her rebirth. She was an old hand at dealing with Darkness. She would be that person again, but in a new body.

“Those are better thoughts.”

Ava suddenly realized, “You brought me back.” She said, “You never do that.” For some reason, Ava felt more scared than she had before. She started to shake. But she could still speak, “Why— What.” It wasn’t very good speech of demanding answers, but the sounds that came out of her mouth were mostly words.

“Agh. But. Wha— o.” 

Mostly.

“Let’s get this meeting back in the proper tunnel.” Melemizargo spoke from the walls, “Do you wish to be a shadeling, or a shifter?”

“Shii...” Ava tried. “Shifter. Myself. Before—”

“Tell me what you think of gods.”

“… collective...” Ava knew this answer. It was an old one. One her mother taught her once, when she was a little girl. What do you say when the Darkness asks you about gods? Somewhere in the back of her mind, a rote response took hold, then slipped out of her mouth, “A collective delusion.”

With a lilt of joy, Melemizargo asked, “Which delusion do you prefer?”

With a dark clarity flowing through her head, this was an easy answer. Ava had built monuments to her chosen god, in deep, red and white spaces of the Underworld. She wasn’t devout by any stretch of the word, but she had one goddess she always appreciated. She spoke the words, “A delusion of beauty.”

And something cracked inside, like a bone snapping, or a stone plate smashing on the ground. Pain lanced through her chest, sending Ava to the ground to her knees and hands, as her heart beat hard—

Ba-boom Ba-boom.

Ava clutched her chest, twisting the fabric of her shitty tunic in her grip. She coughed, a heavy wracking sound. She touched her face. Her hand came away red. Bright red. Brightest red. The ruby colors of her life’s blood was suddenly the only other color in the room aside from whites and greys. Even the skylight above had turned to white, to shine upon the crimson that had crawled out from inside Ava’s body. 

Everything was happening too fast. Ava’s fate was here. 

She coughed, and blood scattered; garnets upon the dark stone.

“… Aloethag?” Melemizargo asked, “Really? That horrid woman?”

Three moments had passed since Ava fell to the ground, three long moments that made her doubt that there would ever be more. Ava stared upon the red, and whispered a truth through bloody teeth, “Always.”

The red upon the ground turned into more, into puddles. Ava watched, transfixed, the pain in her chest tripling, but suddenly distant, as a hand reached up from that red space, into the air, into the light reaching down from above. A second hand joined the first. They came together like a dancer lifting up from the trap room of a theater, into the light of center stage, heralding the bloody avatar of a being of divine perfection. Her sculpted stone visage appeared like the sun of a new day, as all of her lifted into view.

Aloethag stood revealed. White stone and crimson blood. The body of the world’s daintiest orcol, but with pointed ears. A dress with garnets on the hem. Blood lifted from the ground to form her Red Halo, a hint at the ocean of blood at her command, mirroring the red of her eyes.

Red, and white. That was Ava’s god. That was Aloethag. Creation and art given form through bloody beauty carved upon the world for all to see. The orcols did not respect Aloethag like they should. But Aloethag was the patron goddess of the Jadescale clan, and she had always held a special place in Ava’s heart. After all, what was the point of life if there was no beauty?

Ava clutched her chest again as another wave of pain crashed through her body. She grunted, barely managing to remain upright on the ground. There was no way she could stand, there was no way to give Aloethag the proper deference—

Ava screamed as her heart burst, and something crawled around inside her chest.

Time slowed. 

Another god joined the ceremony.

Death sat in the back row of the temple; her own mirror image, waiting for the moment she decided to permanently leave this life. She would have told Death to fuck off, but—

Aloethag looked down at Ava, like she was a bit of dirt on the hem of her dress. “Make her an elf.”

“No.” Melemizargo said, “I’m trying to create bridges, Aloethag. Not problems. Solve your elf problems on your own time.”

“Phbbt!” Aloethag flapped her lips at the walls of the room, then said, “I want elves back, Melemizargo. Proper elves, too. This one would fit! Give her to me as I wish to receive her.”

“No.” Melemizargo added, “Figment.”

Aloethag scowled.

Ava almost laughed, if not for the mulched meat that was the insides of her torso, and the chill creeping through her body. She tried to move a finger, but it was all she could do to not fully collapse to the floor. Aloethag was brutal; she hadn’t changed at all since the last time Ava lived.

Death spoke up from the back of the room, “She doesn’t want me, so take her, Aloethag, as she is.”

Aloethag looked down at the woman. Disdain filled her visage. “Of course I was going to take her, you old fool. She’s mine, after all.” She looked to the walls. “Release her.”

Melemizargo chuckled. Time resumed. 

Reality shifted. All at once, five things happened. Darkness fully retreated from the temple. Aloethag vanished. Death remained for a brief moment, before turning to nothing. The doors opened, like normal swinging stone doors, and not like the wings they had been before. 

And then the skylight broke, as gentle warmth and brightness descended onto Ava. She smiled as a metal rod glowed in her vision, touching her chest with a heat that spread outward, pulling her back together. Ava’s heart beat hard, then softer, and softer still. Breath came easier, as thick air spilled out of her mouth, and turned the blood that covered her into nothing.

She barely understood what was happening as physical light supported her weight and she coughed three times, spitting out bloody shards of a broken rad with each convulsion. Those rads disintegrated into the thickening air, as with her last thoughts, Ava summoned her Status. This time, it worked. 
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She had done it? 

She had. She took the win.

And then she passed out.

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat back on his couch, saying, “Her eyes were normal.”

Back in Candlepoint, Erick gently lifted Ava into arms made of light. He floated her out of the dark temple, past Slip, who seemed surprised, then past other shadelings, who reeled back, vanishing quick, or stayed strong, staring at Ava’s floating, sleeping, and breathing body. Some gave quiet, hopeful cheers. Others looked away.

Erick took Ava to an empty business, close to the Crystal Courtyard, ensuring that some people saw where she floated, so that no one thought she was just taken away. The former business might have been some sort of general store before Mephistopheles and Zaraanka emptied it of everything of value, but now it was empty. Erick cast a few spells into the small space, creating a nice conjured four-poster bed, with a dense mattress, soft sheets, and nice pillows. He placed Ava in the bed, and lightly covered her sleeping form. A [Cleanse] took care of the extra blood and other uncomfortable things that had come out of her since the [Cleanse] in the temple, while [Duplicate] and [Teleport Object] got a small workout, bringing meats, cheeses, bread, and wine, to a bedside table. Erick wrapped the meal in a [Scent Ward] so as not to wake Ava, then put a nice [Air Conditioning Ward] into the space, to drive back the moisture and heat of the Crystal Forest air.

He also left a note, asking for a meeting, when she woke and if she felt like a meeting. All she had to do was seek out the [Mend] and [Cleanse] Ophiel, stationed under the Crystal. 

While he was doing that, he also watched Syllea, with his normal eyes, who currently had a few tendrils of thought drifting from her blonde head. 

Syllea stared at the screen floating in front of her, showing Ava’s sleeping form, lost in thought. She mumbled, “Did that actually happen?” She seemed to come back to herself over long moments, and then all at once. She whipped around to look to Bayth. “If she picked Aloethag—” Syllea closed her mouth.

Bayth frowned, as she moved her eyes from Syllea, to the viewing screen, then to Erick. She nodded; a tiny, almost imperceptible movement. 

Erick guessed what was going on. With the only one not in-the-know, or at least not that Erick knew, upstairs in her room and purposefully trying to ignore what was going on down here, he whispered, “Can you get to her through a Red Dream? To confirm? I’m not sure how that works.”

Bayth locked eyes on Erick, then her brown face turned red with a blush, to vanish just as fast as pure childish joy inundated every part of the large, muscular woman. Then she looked down and away, as she flinched backward, breathing deep, and saying nothing.

Syllea had a reaction similar to her old friend. But she got over it fast, quickly moving on to something close to anger as she rounded on Erick, saying, “How do you know—!”

“Got roped into a Quest for the goddess,” Erick answered, simply. “Ten million Health spilled in her name.”

Syllea looked to the ground, her green face turning red with embarrassment as she said, “No. Stop talking. No more words.”

Bayth had a different reaction to Erick’s reveal. She suddenly shifted from contrite, muttering, “You’re not lying?” to laughing loud, when Erick’s face told her all she needed to know. She switched to gallows humor, blurting out, “You’re fucked! Just like the rest of us.” She rapidly added, smiling, “Uh. Archmage, sir.”

Syllea again rounded on her friend, saying, “No more talking.” She turned back to Erick, her face turning slightly red. “No more of that. This discussion is over.” She declared. “Everyone shut up.”

“Hell and Celes, Syllea.” Bayth said, “Grow up.” She asked, “What did you do to deserve that, Archmage Flatt?”

“Something that is not my place to explain. But I had a Dream, and was quickly told that it was a deep cultural thing, and—” Erick powered through whatever cultural faux pas he had committed, by asking, “Is being in a Dream stronger confirmation of a real person, than other methods?”

Syllea went silent.

Bayth laughed again, saying, “Shit yeah, it is!” She joked, “If you can get it, am I right?” She looked to Poi, and with an edge to her voice that was not quite friendly, said, “He gets it!”

Poi deadpanned, “I am sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Syllea remained silent. And now, she was still. Erick looked to the archmage, and saw her anger.

Quite a few things had happened when Erick blurted out his personal knowledge of the Dreaming. Bayth seemed to warm up to Erick, by at least two degrees, while simultaneously turning deeply cold toward the Mind Mage in the room. Back when Al revealed to Erick about the Dreaming, and about Red Dreams, he had made sure to kick Poi out of the room, firsthand. 

… But Poi already knew all about the Dreaming?

Eh. Even if Erick asked the man, he likely wouldn’t explain what was going on, there. It was probably a Mind Mage Organization thing; the Dreaming seemed rather like mind magic to Erick. Maybe there was a cultural hatred? 

… There was probably a cultural hatred, there.

Syllea had a much easier to understand reaction. She was as embarrassed as a schoolgirl whose dad was making dad jokes in front of all the other kids.

He said, “Sorry, Syllea. I did not mean to offend.”

Bayth chuckled once, but looked to Syllea, and reevaluated her reaction. All mirth on the muscular woman’s face, faded. She went silent, and took a step behind Syllea, retaking her position as the archmage’s guard.

Syllea lifted her eyes to Erick, and said, “If everyone has worked the heat from their blood, I would like to return to the topic of this shadeling— This person. Ava Jadescale.”

Erick glanced through Ophiel, to Candlepoint. He came back, saying, “She's still sleeping. I used a rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] on her, so she should be okay.”

Syllea half nodded. She said, “That’s not exactly— I meant. That… experience, was not what I was expecting from the transformation process. Aloethag’s avatar appeared, along with at least one other, hidden from my sight, and only visible through Aloethag’s interactions toward two different parts of the temple. I am guessing Phagar was the interloper, based upon The Bloody Queen’s barest deference, but I cannot be sure. It certainly wasn’t Rozeta.”

“Phagar was there.” Erick said, “That was definitely him— Or. Them, I guess. I saw Phagar, for sure.”

Syllea paused again, but quickly recovered, and said, “Okay.” She eloquently added, “Ah.” She asked, “You saw him?”

“Is he really a ‘him’?” Erick asked, genuinely curious. 

“Yes.” Syllea said, “Always.”

“Then yes, I saw him. Looked like a copy of Ava, but greyer. Did you not?”

Syllea eyed Erick, then said, “Putting that aside...” She turned to Bayth, saying, “Could we put up a Dark Temple in the Commune? An official one? It would be much easier than shipping people off to Ar’Kendrithyst, but it might be more dangerous to spread around Dark Temples.”

Bayth immediately answered, “No one wants a Dark Temple near the city, or the commune.”

“Right.” Syllea said, “I doubt Melemizargo would want to consecrate a Dark Temple in Treehome, anyway.”

“That, too,” Bayth said.

Erick brought the discussion back on topic, asking, “Anyone have any idea what we just saw, though?”

Bayth shrugged. “Your guess is better than mine.”

Erick said, “It’s really not. I’ve stayed away from everything Melemizargo related that I could. I’ve only been on Veird a year, too, you know.”

Bayth smiled. “Ah. Well… Melemizargo did what he wanted to do, as he usually does, and Ava got something out of it, which almost never happens how the petitioner wants it to happen. And other gods were involved. That’s new, too.”

Syllea looked to Erick, like she had a question to ask, but she did not speak. 

Erick ignored the archmage’s reluctance, for now, and turned to Poi. The sapphire scaled man shrugged.

Erick turned back to Syllea, and in the spirit of sharing, asked, “What spell did you use to [Scry]? I used my [Familiar], as you saw, but also [Greater Lightwalk].”

Bayth smirked, like she had gotten confirmation of a small secret. 

Syllea showed no reaction, as she said, “I used a [Viewing] that has been mutated with both [Witness] and [Magic Eye]. [True Sight Viewing].” She popped a blue box into the air.

 




	
True Sight Viewing, instant, super long range, 4109 Mana

View a part of the world familiar to you, and all the magical forces at play therein. 








 

“That seems… very useful,” Erick said.

“It is.”

Erick had casually used the light in the room to look over Syllea’s shoulder during Ava’s transformation, and saw nothing more than what he already saw, with Ophiel on the scene in Candlepoint. Maybe he needed to ask her about some sort of [True Sight] spell, for himself?

Erick asked, “What did your [True Sight] see?”

“I saw a lot.” Syllea began, “What we witnessed was Soul Magic on a divine scale, along with what I’d hesitatingly call Fate Magic. It almost looked like a Spatial spell, but not quite.” She said, “What I witnessed, was that Ava’s soul was trapped inside of the rad in her chest, and then the rad broke. Usually, this kills the monster, but there’s an even chance of them going into a berserk state as the body becomes an uncontrolled beast of madness and pain for a short while, until the body dies. Neither of those outcomes happened, because Aloethag’s touch prevented the release of the soul, as well as transforming Ava’s body itself into something capable of holding that soul.

“So yes, that was a ‘[Resurrection]’, sort of. Maybe even a true one. 

“And since Melemizargo doesn’t have a divine magical signature —all he has is shadows— I highly doubt Aloethag was a construction.” She blushed for a moment, adding, “It would be easy enough to meet Ava in… that other space, and confirm her identity that way. That was actually going to be the...” She frowned, her voice trailing off.

Bayth stepped in. “If any of the guys from the commune came back from being a shadeling, that’s how we were going to check them; a little foray into the Red.” She added, “When they turned shadeling, they were cut from the Dreaming.” 

Erick said, “Ah. Good. No need to involve the Mind Mages, then.”

“HA!” Bayth said, “Yeah.”

Syllea latched on to the new topic, saying, “We tried to get confirmation of our shadelings as who they used to be. The Mind Mages helped, at first...” 

Bayth stepped in again. “They said the shadelings were the people they were before, but wouldn’t tell us how they knew. It was a dead end.”

Syllea got over herself, saying, “The Dreaming was our last, best hope for confirmation of a true transformation back to orcol, after we solved the actual problem of them being shadeling.” She added, “Speaking of which, I need to go talk to your Mayor, now, regarding some assistance for getting some of our transformed people into Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Poi spoke up, “Would you like me to inform her of your coming?”

“If you would be so kind, Mister Fulisade.”

Poi nodded. 

Erick asked, “Before you go, I’d like to ask about what Ava said, regarding the gods being delusions.”

“Pure cow shit.” Syllea said, “The gods are real, Erick. They draw their existence from believers, and in return, they assist us in our lives, but that does not mean that they are fake. They’re just different from we mortal beings. Energy existences, some would say. Born of a collective consciousness, others might venture. But like money and time and mana, they’re all real, and at the same time, not. I’m sure we’ll hear a lot more about whatever delusions Melemizargo believes, after our people brave Ar’Kendrithyst. Hopefully some of them come back to us, as they were.” She stood, saying, “I must delay my promised lesson to tomorrow, if you please. It seems like a thousand things are happening, and I do not have nearly as good of a [Familiar] as you.”

Erick stood, saying, “Of course, Syllea. Let me escort you out.”

Syllea said, “I am afraid I must be rude, and take the quick path.” She reached out behind her, to take Bayth’s outstretched hand. “Till next time.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Till next time.”

Syllea and her muscular friend blipped away in a flex of empty air. 

Erick breathed a bit easier after they vanished. Syllea was easy to talk to, and Bayth seemed okay, but while they had a thousand things happening with them, Erick also had his own thousand problems to solve, and they only looked to get worse before they got better.

“Oh,” Erick said, remembering, “I need to ask her how to adjust the color of my mana, too. She’d probably know.” Alternatively, he wished he could ask Kiri to go run some errands, but… “Poi? Have you heard from Kiri?”

“Kiri is a day away from completing [Lightwalk]. She should be back by tomorrow evening.”

“Thank the gods.” Erick asked, “I need to make it up to Teressa, for asking her to run errands. Any suggestions?”

Poi looked to Erick like he turned purple, or something, then said, “We’re at your command, Erick.” He added, “But monsterized haraah beef is a good choice.”

Erick smiled. “That’s a good idea!” He asked, “Would it be wrong to ask her to go get it?”

Poi grinned. “Not at all.”

On a more serious note, Erick asked, “What was your take on that whole transformation? Were you watching?”

“… I was.” Reluctantly, Poi said, “It doesn’t matter what we saw. People will believe what is convenient for them.”

Erick eyed Poi. “And what did we see, Poi?”

“A divine [Resurrection]. A goddess asking for a woman to be transformed into an elf. The people of that goddess, watching her ask for such a thing.” Poi said, “They hid it well, and you didn’t even notice, but both Syllea and Bayth were ready to kill Ava when Aloethag spoke those words.”

“Ah.” Erick wondered if he needed to speak to someone else on the matter of orcols and elves. Al, perhaps?

“A good idea, sir,” Poi said.

Erick nodded, then gave a glance to Candlepoint, to see if they needed anyth—

He sat back down on the couch, and said, “I guess I’ll talk to Al tomorrow.”

As he sent his senses back to the shadeling city, he felt a sense of calm come over him. It was not a supernatural calm, or a magical calm, it was the calm of seeing work to be done, and then being able to do it, and help people in the process. This right here, was great. It was a lot, and it was never-ending, but helping people was what Erick had always been about.
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                Ophiel descended onto the blackened Farms, where ash piled deep, and violet eels had been burned alongside all the other greenery. Not much had survived the fiery purge. The rice paddies were completely gone. The wheat fields were laid low. The infestation must have been a lot worse than Erick had seen, for as he flew over the destruction, he saw that a field of potatoes, a plot of corn, and several trees were the only sections that had been saved. They were sections that had been furthest from the lake, without attachment to the ditches that had been filled with eel water. 

Erick looked down from above, and saw that three of those rescued trees were children of the Myriad Citrus, and that was nice. They had been planted beside an orchard of apples, and they looked rather good in that location, since these non-myriad citrus only produced blood oranges, with the same red skin to match. They almost looked like apple trees, but not quite. It was a shame that they were nothing like their multi-fruited progenitor, and might never be anything like the Myriad Citrus. But oranges were still good. Everyone liked oranges. Everyone liked apples, too. Every farmer was partaking of those fruits they had saved, while waiting for Erick to show. Several people were eating those blood oranges.

Valok was one of them. 

Ophiel flew closer. “Hello, Valok, everyone.”

Valok tossed the red peel into a stone bucket, then wiped his hands on his rough pants, saying, “Erick. Good timing. We just finished with the fourth burn and till.” 

That’s why Erick had come here; he had noticed they had finished.

Valok said, “We need a [Cleanse] over the land. It’ll take an hour to plant the seeds, and then we’ll need some exalted rain.”

Others noticed Ophiel, and stepped closer, but Valok was the only one who spoke.

“Of course!” Erick called in a few more Ophiel from around the city, to fly across the ashy land. They released [Mirage Slime]s to automatically [Cleanse] the fields, to clean away ash and charred eel corpses. Erick asked, “Did you all hear about Ava, yet?”

It had only been ten minutes, at the most, but Erick knew that word of these sorts of things spread very fast. Valok frowned. No one said a word to Ophiel, but everyone watched, intently.

Daetroi, Apogough’s father, stepped forward, asking, “Did she really survive?”

“Yes.” 

Immediately there were cheers, some small, some loud. Erick watched, as cloudy grey eyes turned brighter, whiter, more full of hope.

Erick said, “I had to use a rod of [Greater Treat Wounds], but she survived.” Every onlooker stared at Ophiel, some with hope in their brighter eyes, others with fear, or trepidation. Erick said, “The transformation is not for everyone. I’m not sure if my own intervention was what saved her, or not.”

One of the farmers spoke up, “What’d she look like when you saved her?”

“Like herself. Injured inside, though.” Erick stressed, “Heavily injured, I think. She was spitting up a lot of blood.”

Erick had dispensed the news; the crowd took it and ran.

Another woman said, “The first guy to fail out of the transformation was patty meat. Bones and flesh all mashed together.”

“I heard he was stupid,” an orcol man said. When others gave him weird looks, he added, “What! I mean. Like. Real dumb. Like. Don’t let him talk to anyone in charge kinda dumb, because he’ll-get-himself-killed dumb.”

Three people clicked their tongue, as others nodded knowingly. One said, “That guy. I remember him. He was from the Sovereign Cities. They keep them dumb on purpose, out there.”

The entire rest of the group, save Erick, said variations of “Ohhh.”

Another farmer said, “The second one to fail came out looking fine. Perfectly preserved corpse.”

Erick said, “Phagar was there to oversee the event. Maybe that person chose the End.”

“I got too much shit to do in this life to choose the End,” said a tall incani man. “If someone survived, I’m going to go next!” He nodded. “I just decided. I’m done with this. I love you all. You’re great. This has been the worst experience of all my lives combined, but I want to vanish into somewhere else. Anywhere else but here. And I want [Cleanse], dammit.”

A few people nodded in sympathy. One said, “Yeah. I hear that.”

Valok said, “If you leave this city, you will be tracked down by governmental forces outside of your control. If you mess up once, if they catch you, you’re dead.” He stepped toward the incani, saying, “Orzo! Can you honestly tell me that you’re capable of evading an army? A guard. Any guard?”

Orzo said, “I can live in the middle of nowhere. The Wasteland has a thousand thousand hidden places.”

A human woman spoke up. “I just want to see my kids again. It’s only been a year since I died the first time. They’re probably still in Portal. If I can see them. If I can hug them, I could die.” She declared, “I could meet my End.”

An orcol man said, “Now you’re being dumb. If you raised your kids right they ought to kill you on sight.”

The woman blanked for a moment, her grey eyes going wide as she stared at the orcol. She almost looked ready to beat the man, who was literally twice her height, into the ground, and then further down. But then she broke. Tears welled. She vanished into shadows. 

An orcol woman clicked her tongue, then muttered some harsh words in a language Erick did not know.

The orcol man paled, then mumbled, “Ah, shit.”

The orcol woman decked the man, sending him to the ground, declaring, “Stupid!” 

The man gazed into the dirt, under his face. “I deserved that.”

“Yeah, you did.” The orcol woman reached down, and helped the man to stand. She asked, “Why did you say that to her? No one wants to hear that shit!”

A few people averted their eyes from the scene, but most looked on.

“I don’t know!” He said, trying to defend himself. “It just came out!”

“Nghhhhh.” The woman said a spat of words in some other language Erick did not know.

The group almost split from there, as people began to speak to each other in smaller groups, but Erick brought them back together, saying, “If you wish to try your luck at transforming back, you should probably speak to Ava to see how she managed her reincarnation. There was a lot there I didn’t see.”

“What’s a ‘reincartation’?” asked a boy, barely a man.

A lot of people gave Ophiel weird looks, while others gave the kid relieved looks, which was to be expected. Erick had used the English word ‘reincarnation’ when he spoke, for Ecks had no equivalent. What Eck’s had, was a lot of different words that were derived from ‘summon’. The idea of ‘[Resurrection]’ was actually a bastardization of the word ‘summon’. Most soul magic, as Erick understood it, was hinged on the word ‘summon’.

Back when ‘reincarnation’ was first paraded around in a small dirt room under the prairies of Odaali, when Erick was retaking the city from the Daydropper, they used ‘high tier summoning’ to speak of the creation of a Breach Demon. That string of words was not adequate for what was happening here, because for Breach Demons, they got to keep their old Stats in addition to restarting from level 0. 

Erick didn’t know for sure, but he sincerely doubted that Melemizargo, or any other deity interested in participating in this bridging project, would want to start creating what was effectively level 150 people. Ava was probably reincarnated into a new body, without what came before. 

Probably.

Erick said, “Reincarnation is what the idea was called back where I came from; back on Earth. It’s the rebirth of a soul in a new body, but not exactly as who they were before, because of change that has happened from one life to the next. It’s not really [Resurrection], because make no mistake, you’ve all been changed by the horror of your experience.” He said, “What you’ve gone through is not okay, and there is no quick fix to the trauma of Candlepoint, but it will get better, because we’ll make it better. One day at a time.

No one spoke. Some looked to Ophiel with questioning gazes, or barely hidden fear. 

Valok said, “That’s enough philosophy for today. The cleaner slimes are done. Back to work.”

Erick left it at that. 

As the group left the shade of the trees, and stepped out into the half-light of empty fields, some looked like a weight had fallen from their shoulders. Those people walked tall, their eyes aglow, as they carried bags of seeds into the cleaned fields. Some lingered, moving slow, but still moving. 

Ophiel remained under the blood orange trees, as he watched the farmers telekinetically plant seeds into dark soil. 

On a whim, Erick turned around to the children of the Myriad Citrus and cast [Tree of Light] onto each one. White light soaked into the bark, turning browns to glowing tans. Radiance flowed inside the trees, like ink spreading in water. Leaves became neon green, and red fruits flickered to different colors, and shapes. White, yellow, pale yellow, orange, blue, green, and red. Thorns briefly appeared, all across every tree at once, but they quickly vanished underneath the bark.

Erick laughed, seeing that these three trees were true descendants of the original. They were myriad citrus, too.

One tree had been slightly less large than the other two, but with Erick’s magic soaking into them, all three were now the same size, and all three glowed with the same light. They stretched upward, into the sky, as their roots sprung from the soil, like twisting bean vines. Those roots twirled around until they connected to each other. Connected roots became thick, and heavy, solidifying the joining of two trees to each other. Erick didn’t see the second and third tree connect, but they must have, because now all three trees grew together, in time to one another’s movements, reaching for the sky, their branches laden with a myriad of fruits. In minutes, they dominated their edge of the apple orchard, rising into the air, but they did not push the other fruit trees away. They just glowed with a gentle light, as their three canopies became one, and spread outward, becoming a roof of green four meters up and twice that wide, supported on pillar-thick trunks. 

As [Tree of Light] flowed into their bodies, activating the dormant magics therein, it also settled down into their cores. Bright neons became subdued glows in the deep cracks of the bark, and along the veins of the leaves above. All three trees were already covered by fruits, but now those fruits doubled, filling up the underside of the canopy with ripe produce ready for picking.

“Awesome,” Erick whispered, taking in the moment. 

He reached Ophiel’s wing toward a red orange. The branch lowered, slightly, then released the fruit into Ophiel’s waiting grip. Erick held the gently glowing fruit close to Ophiel, as the glow dissipated. 

He said to the trees, “Thank you.” 

He almost wanted to bring it home. But… not yet. So he blipped the blood orange to another location. Maybe Ava would like the red fruit when she woke. 

… It occurred to Erick that he had never used the term ‘blood orange’ around anyone, and suddenly, that was a good thing. Having the term ‘blood’ attached to any sort of edible fruit seemed like it was asking for trouble. Erick decided that someone else could come up with a name for the fruit.

 

- - - -

 

Pulling back to the sky, where platinum rain gathered and fell, Ophiel watched as the people of Candlepoint made their city more of what they wanted it to be.

Supplies and necessities had been evacuated and stored in three locations, and guarded by Slip’s people. The buildings weren’t guarded that well, and certainly not as a measure to hoard wealth and resources. They were guarded merely so that everyone who asked for something got most of what they wanted. A line of people curled out of each of those warehouses, waiting for their chance to get inside. The lines moved quickly.

Erick doubled a few things here and there, inside the building. Some people probably saw this happen, for this was a city where eyes hid in every shadow. But that was okay. There would be enough food, or clothes Erick had [Mend]ed and [Cleanse]d, or blankets and otherwise, with this doubling. In a few days, Erick would see if he could set up some trade between Spur and Candlepoint, for other necessary things. He’d have to talk to Silverite about that, but she might let it happen.

The wall around Candlepoint slowly became more than the hastily erected thing Erick had pulled from the ground, as shadelings slowly, methodically, straightened the structure that separated the city from the mimics, while extending that fortification deeper into the sands. A walkway flowed up from the top of the wall as people passed; they had a long way to go to fully fix the fortification that ran all the way around the Lake, and Candlepoint. They would not finish today. 

Several towers, thick and tall things, had already been erected at key points around the lake, and the exterior of the city itself, while the gates that had been to the north and the south of Candlepoint had been closed. The only official way into Candlepoint, besides [Teleport], was a large, plain gate in the east. 

The lake seemed to be doing okay. 

Tiny brown fish swam in the upper waters of the lake, but a few ventured deeper, down into the dark blue, and then further, looking for violet eels to munch upon. Most of the flits managed to find eels, hiding in the sand in the flat parts of the lake. Erick had dumped a great deal of fish into these waters, but the lake itself was five times the size of the original Candlepoint, which itself was almost the same size as Spur. 

Ah, well, its was actually a lot larger than ‘5 times’, if Erick wanted to get technical. 

Floating high in the sky, Erick marveled at the size of the lake, for what was maybe the twentieth time. 

Spur was mostly 12 kilometers in diameter, or 120 square kilometers large. Candlepoint had been 10 kilometers across, or around 80 square kilometers big. But the lake was 50 kilometers across. At fifty kilometers across, on average, and maybe a kilometer deep, Erick had a hard time remembering if there was any lake quite like this one back on Earth. It was almost perfectly circular—

Lake Okeechobee, in Florida. The thought came to Erick in a flash. Yup. This one was like that one, but… 

It was probably not an apt comparison, for that Earth lake was rather shallow, wasn’t it? The Great Lakes weren’t a good comparison, either, for those ones were much, much larger than this lake, and yet, this lake would certainly be something important, in the coming years. Very important. Candlepoint could fish on this lake. They could survive on this resource, alone, as soon as the eels were dead and Erick stocked it with the first generation of fish...

… Erick decided to speed up the process of eel hunting. He cast a [Cascade Imaging] into the waters, while forming the map above the surface. It was a three meter wide map, that revealed the underwater reality of the 2000 square kilometer surface area lake. And it was deep. 50 kilometers wide. More than a kilometer deep in some areas Erick had not noticed before. The map started off white, but he had searched for ‘Violet Eels’, and when the spell had a moment to run, it turned blue all at once. Fully blue. Fully infested with violet eels. 

And yet, deeper blue in two parts of the deeper lake.

Erick could have slapped himself!

There were three springs at the bottom. Were those springs always there? Maybe they were? Had Erick just not noticed them? It was entirely possible. The lake was huge.

Each of the springs wound down into the Underworld, into parts unknown. Each of them spilled eels into the lake. Erick had only managed to cap off the largest of the springs, and he was mad at himself for missing the smaller ones. To be fair, they were small springs, barely a few meters across, and there was almost two thousand square kilometers of underwater space to search. But, still. 

If Erick didn’t have magic, he would have thought this an impossible problem for one person to solve. But he did have magic, and the problem was already being solved, naturally. 

While the mud flits would monsterize with all this space and quickly begin eating all that blue, that would take a while. Erick, and Slip, had guessed it would take a week. That’s what the flit sellers in Oceanside had guessed, too, based on what Erick had Teressa tell them, when she went to purchase the fish. But that was an estimate made without a concern given to a constant reinfection.

In both of the new springs, flits and eels waged minor wars, far away from each outflow, while the springs themselves were violet eel strongholds, where eels had become like long, flowing purple hair, their mouths buried into the stone around each outflow. They had become ‘streamers’; they had monsterized, growing to ten times their normal length, to become little more than eel factories. The clear water of the spring had turned cloudy as the streamers’ skins parted, a thousand holes opening up on violet skin, expelling juvenile violet eels into the water, looking like wriggling maggots.

Erick almost puked as he watched the ten meter lengths of violet eels giving constant birth to more of its kind, from every other centimeter of its flailing body.

Half a kilometer out from the spring, those juveniles began to grow into larger adults, fueled by magical growth as they tried to fill their new dominion. Two kilometers from the springs, those juveniles fought mud flits, who themselves had already begun monsterizing, turning into sleek bronze hunters each the size of a hand, and each able to eat violet eels by the hundreds. 

But ‘by the hundreds’ was still not enough, when there were hundreds of ‘eel factories’ by the springs, each spilling out thousands of eels every second.

And that was enough of that. Fuck these damn eels.

Ophiels hovered to the center of the springs, and cast their magics.

Halos of light became storms of underwater lightning that ripped and tore and burned and fried, chaining through the cloudy water, touching from streamer to eel, and then to the second and third generations of eels inside the first. It was a crash of lightning unlike Erick had ever expected, but Ophiel was fine, and the eels were not. [Fumination Aura] also reached half a kilometer underwater, killing everything it touched with a billion lightning feelers. When the main targets were gone, after a full ten seconds of blasting underwater, the halos around each Ophiel returned to calm, solid light, hovering around each Ophiel at a medium distance. Lightning flickered downward, occasionally, striking something that attempted to come up from below, killing it before it got too far. 

This was good. Erick had not expected [Fulmination Aura] to be that effective when there were this many small targets, but it was, and it was great. 

With the main infestations ended Erick cast a few [Mirage Slime]s into the water to clean up some of the mess. Cloudy water turned clear, as Erick plugged the extra springs with more [Prismatic Ward]s. 

… The plug over the first spring suddenly popped. 

No matter! Erick cast another density into the original spring. 

With all three plugged up, the mud flits still had a job ahead of them, but it wouldn’t drag on for too long. The original time frame of a week was probably okay.

Erick informed Slip of what had happened. 

The schedule for more additions to the lake was pushed back a few more days, and Ophiel returned to the sky, to continue watching the city transform in front of his many, many eyes. 

There was an argument over wardlights near the courthouse, but people found solutions and compromises with their neighbors. Rainbow wardlights came down from the sky, where they had formerly been attached to buildings that no longer existed. White wardlights went up, onto new buildings. Colored lights were reserved for specialty structures, like Zaraanka’s Pink House, or the Courthouse’s occasional blue light. 

Stone signs went up around the lake, around the ridge of land that had been raised as a barrier to the water, warning of the three springs and the extended violet eel problem. Erick added his own [Stoneshape] signs to the ones Slip posted, near the Courtyard of the Crystal, asking people if they wanted anything specific in the lake. It wasn’t long before some people started adding texts to Erick’s board. 

And speaking of the Courtyard of the Crystal; almost all of the surrounding buildings were taken down in a few hours, as soon as the construction crews of the city got around to it. All except for the Dark Temple, to the north side of the public space. That building would not be touched. But that didn’t mean the land around it would remain unchanged. As the construction crews passed, beautification crews came in, planting trees here and there to take the places of the buildings no longer existent. People wanted something nicer than nothing to look at, after all. 

Erick smiled to himself, as he saw a few others cast [Tree of Light] among some of the trees, blooming saplings to full, radiant heights rather fast. 

With an eye back to the Farms, and the children of the Myriad Citrus, Erick witnessed shadelings sitting down against the tree trunks, eyes closed, enjoying the soft brightness of the gently neon trees. More than a few were even eating oranges, and blood oranges. Not many people liked the other flavors. Erick left some [Stoneshape]d signs, naming the fruits in the trees based on color, and what they could be used for; lemonade, candied for cakes or treats, marmalade, rinds for teas, or for scenting a room with good smells. Lemons had the most uses, from cleaning to cooking in almost every kind of meal, to making delicious sour cream. He did end up naming the blood oranges, though. He called them ‘Scarlet Oranges’. Maybe the name would stick?

Giving the trees a quick once-over, he saw that most of the fruits had been changed back to red or orange fruits. The white, yellow, pale yellow, blue, and green options, were raised high, with only one or two of those colors for every red or orange fruit hanging down, in easy reach of the shadelings resting in the neon grove.

… Erick really wanted to make a tree [Familiar], now. Something to ensure a few things were automatically good for Candlepoint. Like area defenses, or exalted rains, or even just [Cleanse]s whenever they were asked for. Maybe he should work on that a little. 

But there was just so much else to do, and he still wasn’t quite sure on his potential tree [Familiar]. The grove of light-infused myriad citrus had given him some deep inspiration, but the full idea wasn’t quite there, yet. Still! There was more to do, and Candlepoint was fine, for now. 

Erick left an Ophiel in the gazebo part of the Crystal, to watch over the Dark Temple, to warn Erick if anyone else was going to try their luck today, as well as provide [Mend] and [Cleanse] for whoever asked. He left another Ophiel in the air over the Farms, providing platinum rain for as long as Valok and everyone else required that rain. They would likely work past dark tonight, for the produce they pulled from the ground was already trailing off into the city, exchanging hands to whoever could cook it fast enough. He left a few other Ophiels hovering around the city, answering calls for [Cleanse] or [Mend] assistance, and blipping fights apart, though that last necessity hadn’t happened in half a day. 

With eyes floating above it all, Erick marveled at the community that had survived in the wake of Bulgan, and Melemizargo, and all the evil that this world could muster. These people were working together for the common good, and though there were raised emotions here and there, and harsh words happened everywhere, and more than a few people cried in the dark corners of the city, there were just as many people building for their neighbors, or sharing stories of hardships, or offering shoulders to cry upon. 

Erick pulled back his sight from the city, and went to the kitchen, to help make dinner. 

Teressa had picked up a hundred pounds of haarah beef from the market, and while she was cooking it with a ton of bluebell, Erick helped to make the potatoes, the corn, and the salad. Somewhere in the middle of cooking, Justine came out, and asked if she could help. Erick, thrilled, set her on to making more lemon cookies, and showed her how to make coftea.

—Erick added cookies to the list of recipes for citrus, back in Candlepoint.

Dinner was great, though Erick had to fill most of the silence. Justine had been deeply affected by her panic attack and Erick would have called her symptoms part of PTSD, if not for the fact that they were still in the thick of the problem. But maybe she wasn’t in the deep part of it anymore? Maybe this, right here, a calm time and a nice meal in a part of the world that wasn’t currently at war, but where death and pain loomed everywhere else…

Maybe this was as good as it got? Maybe this, right here, was far enough away from the fighting to count as the ‘post’ in the ‘post traumatic stress disorder’?

While Erick was considering that, and considering talking to Poi, to ask the man if Mind Mages could help with these sorts of neurological disorders, Poi informed him that Syllea wanted to come back, and fulfill part of her bargain of trade.

“Well sure!” Erick said, “Tell her to come on down. We got dessert.”

Justine’s eyes went wide, as she made herself scarce. 

Seeing Justine run off like that… Maybe Erick should have thought before he answered. But this was knowledge that he needed, and if Syllea was ready, then now was as good a time as any.

 

- - - -

 

The sun set across from Erick’s private garden, outside the window of the sunroom. The bitter, strong scent of coftea filled the air, along with the sweet, light scent of iced, lemon cookies. This was, mostly, a comfortable sort of meeting. Mostly. After pleasantries and refreshments were exchanged, Erick sat on one couch, while Syllea sat on the other. 

Poi, Bayth, and Teressa, were in the other room, gently talking to each other. All three of them had easy access to this room, if something went wrong, but Erick didn’t think that anything would go wrong. He wasn’t going to attack Syllea, and she certainly wasn’t going to attack him, so why the extra preparation? 

Erick just went ahead and asked, “Is Bayth worried that I’m going to do something?” He added, “I’m not even sure why my guys are acting like that.”

Syllea smiled, as she set down her coftea. She had had to dilute it with a lot of sugar and milk, turning the normally brown drink into something shy of tanned paper, but she had had half a mug, so far. “There have been some developments back at Treehome.” She asked, “Do you know anything about orcol war parties?”

Erick shook his head. “Nope. I probably heard something about them, but I cannot recall.”

“Bayth is my oldest friend, but she’s also a part of my war party. It’s like…” Syllea seemed to struggle to put something into words. She settled on, “It’s like a second family. For some, their war party is their adventuring group. That’s actually a rather common variation. But in times of war… Treehome doesn’t have a standing army. We have war parties, that are called for the common defense. There’s a structure, like you have in Spur’s Army, but it’s a lot looser in orcol society. The larger orcol cities, anyway.” Syllea said, “Think, nobility-backed war groups, in service of a country, but not exactly a king. That’s a good way to consider war parties.

“Specialty tier war parties have been called to war.” Syllea said, “I’m in a specialty tier war party. Bayth is a part of that group. Discipline requires that we never be out of hearing of each other, and only out of sight in certain cases, no matter the situation.” She added, “The reason for this call to war, was so that other specialty groups could be tagged to escort a squadron of shadeling orcols from the commune, to Ar’Kendrithyst. They should be arriving tomorrow. I already cleared the way with Silverite an hour ago.”

Erick said, “I hope they succeed.” 

Syllea lost her smile, as she gained a far off look. She breathed out, “I hope they do, too.” 

“Have you heard any more about your brother?”

With a sad smile, she said, “There has been news.” She did not expand on that statement.

“Apologies. I should not have asked.”

“Quite alright.” Syllea said, “But thank you.”

Erick changed topics, asking, “So? How do you make light win over shadow? Or dark?”

Syllea put on a professional mask, saying, “It is not directly possible for light to win against the deep shadows, but it is possible to win, in a fashion.” She asked, “Are you familiar with the lightwards they use in your Forward Base?”

“… Oh?” Erick was familiar with those lightwards. He couldn’t recall the spell at the moment, and he was not about to ask Poi for clarification, but those lightwards made the light bounce in every direction. He said, “There’s no escaping the light, for even with your eyes closed, it’s still there.”

“Yes. That is the spell.” Syllea smiled. “Light’s greatest strength is that it can be coherent, and directional. It can slice through anything, and punch harder than most other magics. But shadow abuses the directionality that you find in normal light magic. With a break in Light, and with the proper magics, you can create Shadow out of shadows.”

“Is that all there is to it? Just… Making light, like a liquid?”

“No no. That’s just the simple overview.” Syllea said, “The stronger the Light, the darker the Shadows. Even if you make Light go everywhere, you’re just making the Shadows stronger, too. The true solution, here is to ‘grey out’ everything. The proper way to have Light win over Shadow, is to be subtle, to be elsewhere, to be everywhere and nowhere.” She said, “You lose a lot of Light’s directional power. A vast, vast amount. But the best way for Light to fight the Shadows, is to focus on Illusions.”

“That seems...” Erick wasn’t sure how that seemed.

Syllea put words to Erick’s unformed thoughts, saying, “It seems pretty damn shitty, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Erick said, “Yeah. It does.”

Syllea nodded, then said, “You can always overpower the dimmer Shadows with a strong, omnipresent Light. But when you’re dealing with the Deep Darkness, Illusions work best. They’re the only thing that works— Ah! But you can use Shadow magic against Shadows, no problem. It’s like striking stone elementals with Stone, but it works, well enough.”

Erick had a thought. “How about [Shadowalk] and [Lightwalk]? Can you use one to empower the other?”

“Probably.” Syllea said, “But all I know of that is theory. You made a light slime dungeon. Doesn’t one of your Army people have both? They could likely help you more with that than I could.” She asked, “Do you have [Shadowalk]? I tried to get it, twice now, but I was chased out of both the Fractured Citadels and the Shadow Canyons. I’m not going to attempt Ar’Kendrithyst.”

“I do not have [Shadowalk].” Erick frowned, knowing that he could never go to Ar’Kendrithyst to ‘farm wolves’ like Jane had done. Maybe he should get [Shadowalk], but… “Silverite mentioned those places to me, once. Said I should go there if I ever wanted to get [Shadowalk], hinting that it would be a good idea. How bad are the Fractured Citadels and the... other place?”

Syllea nodded. “The Shadow Canyons are deep in the frozen south in Nergal, near Veird’s Axis. It’s the only place on the planet where the Deep Underworld has breached the surface. Shadows and fires thrive in that place, but if you’re not in the heat, then you’re in the frozen sky, or jungle, and both places are deadly to most people. I lost two members of my group to chance. I decided not to continue.” Syllea said, “The Fractured Citadels are barely better. In that place, untended sewer systems and untended tunnels to the Underworld have carved out dungeons the likes of which exist nowhere else on Veird. Shadow took hold when Quintlan fell, but the ghosts of that destroyed land still fight. Wraiths. Zombies. Undead of all kinds. Sometimes a stronger undead will arise, like a lich, or a corpse knight, and they’ll make an organized push against the shadows, to carve out minor undead kingdoms in the graveyards of the past. None of it is real, though. Undead are barely better than monsters, though they’re not monsters; they’re just… tortured souls. There’s always a necromancer behind every false kingdom.” She said, “I was already an archmage when I attempted to get [Shadowalk], but I was targeted rather heavily. When one of my people was exposed to soul magic, I decided [Shadowalk] wasn’t worth it.” She added, “I haven’t been able to craft a full set of shadow armor, either. [Shadowblend] was the best I managed on my own.”

“Sounds like gaining those skills is best done when you’re too young to be a target, and you can just eat the essences.”

Syllea smiled softly, her voice filled with a familiar longing for a simpler time, as she said, “The hermit archmages are able to move silently and unencumbered, but that’s not for me.”

Erick returned Syllea’s smile, saying, “But it would be nice to move silently, occasionally.”

“Sometimes… Maybe.” Syllea waved her hand, saying, “There’s likely someone else you can talk to about using [Shadowalk] and [Lightwalk] together, that would serve your needs more than I. Anything I told you with regard to that would be based on theory, without any true practice. What I know I can do, is introduce you to using Mana Altering for Light in order to empower Shadow magics.” 

That led to a question that Erick had thought of before now, but was too busy to pursue. “There’s no ‘Shadow’ in Mana Altering, though. And there’s no Decay in the [Element Shape] spells, either?”

 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

Erick asked, “Shadow is a part of the ‘New Effects’ section, isn’t it?”

Syllea smiled wide. “There are so many secrets to that little ‘Generate new effects’ section of Mana Altering, that you could build an entire school around it all.” Her voice took on a wondrous quality, as she said, “Mercy. Vile. Exalted. Bounce. Destruction. History. Time. Void.” She laughed, “Book! That’s a fun one. If people knew more about all the true elements out there, then— It would be amazing. I don’t know what would happen, but it would surely be a sight to see.

“All of Reality is capable of being expressed in Mana Altering, for mana is undifferentiated possibility, and altering is the process of bringing that possibility to the forefront.” She added, “Though some possibilities are easier to work with than others.” Hedging her words, she added, “But almost every one I mentioned is among the hardest to use, or even understand. The true, full list of Mana Alter is quite long, but no one cares about Rain or Ash; they’re not very impressive. Magma is useful, sometimes. The Headmaster is pretty famous for his Sun Style, which is a variation of Air and Fire.” She said, “More people should be interested in the truths behind Mana Altering, but almost no one is, and it’s a damned shame.” 

Erick felt like his eyes had been opened, and yet he was more confused than ever.

Syllea noticed. She said, “Mana Altering is very, very deep magic. Almost no one goes beyond the surface understanding taught in Arcanaeum, and a lot of my ideas are considered radical— But it’s hard to argue with results!”

And now Erick was lost again. “So. Uh. Pardon my ignorance, but what results do you mean?”

Erick didn’t know what he expected from his sudden admission of ignorance, but Syllea didn’t seem to mind.

“Buffing magic, Erick.” Syllea smirked. “You didn’t know that?”

“I knew you were famous for Mana Altering.” He admitted, “But I had no idea what that meant.” He asked, “And doesn’t buffing magic harm as much as it helps?”

“Okay. That’s fair. I’m also capable of doing a wide variety of esoteric spells. Maybe you’re more familiar with [Starlight Fall], which actually uses— Actually... Have you heard of that one?” When Erick shook his head, Syllea popped out a box.




	
Starlight Fall, instant, super long range, 29,900 mana

Conjure countless stars down to Veird, each creating a large explosion for 50x WIL per star.








 

[Starlight Fall] looked like a very, very large spell. Erick was impressed.

Syllea continued, “[Starlight Fall] covers a good hundred square kilometers, and is not based on any sort of Light or Shadow or Stone or Fire, as you would with one of the many variants of [Comet Swarm]. It’s actually based on altering for Starlight.” She added, “There’s a few more like that that you might have heard? [Void Bomb]; altering for Void. [Crystal Prison]. You saw that one—” She lost a fraction of her mirth, saying, “That’s what I used to stop Bayth from killing...” She shook her head. “Anyway. That one was altered for Crystal, which is an offshoot to Order, of Glass, which is itself a paraelement of Light and Stone— And I see I have confused you. Apologies. We’ll get to that in a minute. But.

“The thing you have to know about alters is first, their existence, so that you can Mana Alter to them, directly. This is one of the harder steps. I can tell you that Starlight exists, but not many people are capable of actually capturing that element in a spell. 

“Stepping beyond that initial knowledge, then you have to know their relationships to each other, so that you can alter from one element to another, and occasionally, through several elements at once. But we’re getting far ahead of ourselves.

“The purpose of altering for buffing magic, is because you are right. Buffs harm the body. But do you know why they harm?"

Erick chuckled, saying, “I hope for you to tell me.”

Like revealing a great secret, Syllea said, “Buffs change who you are in the moment, but that changed self is not who you truly are. Normal buffs are like filling your veins with power, instead of blood. It’s just not good for the mortal body.” She smiled, stressing, “If you do it wrong.” She said, “If you do it right, you’re just Mana Altering the aura of a target, and therefore the side effect is minimal. Your body clears out mana all the time, but most people aren’t capable of altering on the level that is required for a clean buff, so they go into battle with improper magic, and suffer the next day. 

“A properly Mana Altered aura is like the difference in a hangover from rotgut, versus five-time distilled flarewater.” She popped out three blue boxes, handing them to Erick, saying, “These are some of my nicer spells. Each of them has zero consequences, but it is the last one that you might find the most interesting.”

 




	
Hour of Flame, instant, touch, 16,000 mana

Imbue the aura of a willing participant with Fire. They become a Flaming Existence for one hour. Their temporary nature does no harm versus all they have in their aura at the time of casting, but all other close range existences suffer from 5x WIL damage per second, while Hour of Flame is active. The target is able to suppress Hour of Flame at will. A suppressed Hour of Flame could last up to 12 hours.








 




	
Forest Touched, instant, touch, 5900 mana

Imbue the aura of a willing participant with the Forest. Forest Touched are able to survive off of water and sunlight for one week, as well as speak to plants, both mundane and magical. Forest Touched are able to move between linked trees, but this lowers the duration of the spell.








 




	
Shadow Conversion, instant, touch, 9000 mana

Imbue the aura of a willing participant with Shadow. All Light magic cast by the target is transformed into Shadow. Shadow magic cast against the target is less effective in all ways.








 

Erick read the third box for the third time. He looked up to see Syllea’s smiling face watching him. He asked, “Okay. So. That looks amazing. Can you do that with all of them? All of the elements?”

Syllea almost said something, but she paused. “How do you mean? The Shape elements? Or? There’s actually either 18 or 200 elements, depending on who you talk to.” She rapidly added, “But you probably meant the Shape elements.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Yeah, I did— But 200? 200 elements?”

Syllea seemed to tease, “What’s this disbelief? If I recall correctly, you stood up there on that podium and said there were actually closer to 250, and that we were using the term ‘element’ all wrong.”

Erick conceded, “Okay. True.” He added, “But. Yeah. I meant the 6 [Element Shape] elements. Or— You tell me.”

Syllea nodded. “There’s a mostly academic debate in some Arcanaeum circles as to the actual number of classical elements, but the ones everyone actually concerns themselves with is likely exactly as you’re thinking. Fire, Water, Stone, Air, Light, and Shadow are the main ones. Force is undifferentiated, ‘natural’ mana; if you want to call it that. Dragon is an element not accessible to most people, but it is technically an element; it’s just an element outside of the normal ordering.” She said, “But as for switching one element into the next, in the way [Shadow Conversion] switches light to shadow, every element is able to be switched into something close to what it is, rather easily. You have go to through the list, though, and each step from the original magic is further complication to the spell. [Shadow Conversion] is a two-step conversion.” She lifted her hand to the left, to an empty space in the room, and conjured a blackboard. “This is the normal conversion series.”
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Syllea conjured a many-sided polyhedron, with all the words listed on the board, but in handheld form that was almost a ball. “The main elements listed on this map, along with all of their mixed elements, is the common conversion map, but in handheld form.” She set it on the table between them, then summoned another object. This second conjuring was a lot more complicated than the first, for it was like a small, stabilized orrery, with the previous 18 elements on the outermost ring, but a good thirty more on the inside and a few on the outside, on rings of various sizes, and sticking outward on pins. She set the second ball of elements down beside the first one, saying, “The interior of this map is toward Order, while the exterior is toward Chaos, or Force, which is just undifferentiated mana. It is theorized that Dragon and Order are one in the same, but you can’t get to Dragon from any element, so those experiments are dead in the water. And besides, experimenting with Dragon is a good way to get assassinated.

“This second map has things like Blood, which is beside Water, toward the center, and Void, on a little pin just outside of the map, next to Shadow. There are three elements that fit this map worse than most. The first is Steam, which is the intersection of Fire and Water. That would go straight through the map, you see, and that would put it at the same spot as the other two of the three elements I mentioned, which is why it doesn’t fit this map very well.” She added, “According to most people.” She continued, “The second is Sand, which is the intersection of Stone and Air. Same problem.

“But it’s the intersection of Light and Shadow that we’re interested in. That one is ‘Illusion’.

“And to answer your question: Yes, you can alter through the list, pretty far. Though every shift past the first is more difficult than the one that came before.”

Erick stared down at the maps of magic, and felt a little lost, but also highly curious. He had no idea Mana Altering was this complicated. He smiled. He laughed. He asked, “I feel a lot lost. Was this how you felt when I was up there, talking about my ‘elements’?”

Syllea smiled. “Atoms are ridiculous.”

Erick laughed again. “But you made a particle spell! [Alter Density], if I recall correctly.”

“I barely made that spell.” Syllea chuckled, saying, “Your particles make no sense at all. That’s not how this world works. That’s not how magic works.”

Erick laughed again, pointing to the maps on the coftea table, beside the lemon cookies and the cooling coftea, saying, “That’s not how this world works, either.”

Syllea smiled. “I want to debate you on this, but we are pressed for time.”

“I would love to have that conversation. Yes. Let’s do that sometime.” Erick said, “But you’re right. So. How do you make shadows from light?” He thought back to Bulgan, floating in the sky like a black void, surrounded by light. “It’s not really as easy as making a bright light, then stepping in front of it and controlling the mana in the shadows, is it?” 

Syllea brushed off Erick’s postulation with, “That is only the basic overview of the start of the process of transforming light magic into shadow magic.” She said, “But I’ve been talking at a very high level overview for a bit now. Just so we’re clear: Where do you want to go with this? If you manage to make [Shadow Conversion], then you have to learn how to fight with shadow magics, which is fine, but if you don’t have [Shadowalk], then it’s not optimal.” She popped out another blue box, saying, “This is also an option.”

 




	
Illusion Infusion, instant, touch, 5100 mana

Imbue the aura of a willing participant with Illusions. All Light magic cast by the target is transformed into Illusions, to act at unknown angles.








 

“It’s a single step conversion, so it should be a lot easier to for you to achieve.” 

Erick read, and pondered. He asked, “What does ‘Unknown angles’ mean?”

“You cast a [Force Beam] from your hand at a target, but it strikes the target from the side. It’s rather hard to explain more than that.” She offered, “Want to try it for yourself? We can play around with [Shadow Conversion], too, to see which you like more?” She added, “Either way, these tests and your own experimentation should give you an adequate understanding of how to fight shadow more effectively.”

As twilight faded to dark, and the stars came out to shine in the skies over Spur, Erick said, “Yes. Let’s test some spells.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So how about that! There are more than 6 elements! What dastardly things could possibly hide behind simple words like 'Vile' or 'Book'! And how the heck is 'Book' even an 'Element'? 

Spooky stuff, when you think about it, and I've had this element thing bouncing around in my head since the beginning. Only took meeting an archmage well versed in real magic for a bit more of the Truth to come out.

Erick certainly is taking his sweet time getting around to those bargains of trade, isn't he?

(Some) Elements of Veird

^ A link to a better image of the elements of Veird.

Patrons already have 108, and Discord access, where I can share images better than I can on here! 

Thanks for reading~
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                Lemon cookies scented the air with fruity sugar and a hint of sour, while coftea provided a pleasant dichotomy of bitter to the senses. Archmage Syllea had flavored her coftea with way too much milk, according to Erick, but after his initial suggestion to only put a bit of milk in the tea, and her turning her brown drink to the color of pale wood, he left off his suggestions, and paid more attention to the lesson unfolding in front of him. Syllea’s voice had gone from simple professional pleasantness, to happy, to awe, as she spoke of Mana Altering. The joy in her voice had become infectious. 

Erick was almost as lost as he was interested. Thankfully, he had gotten his mental feet under him, and was beginning to keep up with her words. He would need to experiment a lot with Mana Altering and aura control on his own in order duplicate the effects Syllea wanted to show him, but he would get a taste of what was to come, right now.

Syllea said, “This first one is [Illusion Infusion]. It will make your Light-aspect magic act at unknown angles.” She held her hand up, and Erick felt a small weight on his shoulder; with Meditation’s ability to see intent imposed on the mana, Erick recognized a spell similar to his own [Flight of a Thousand Hands] touching him. She asked, “Ready?”

“This won’t affect my [Familiar]’s imbued magic, will it?”

“It should not affect your [Familiar]s, but tell me if it does.”

“Then I am ready.” Erick said, grinning at nothing in particular, happy to get back to exploring magic for at least a while. 

“You’re going to want to try some small spell. Very small. Not [Greater Lightwalk]. Not at first.” Syllea pulsed with clear magic; Intent flowed down the connection from her to Erick. 

[Illusion Infusion] took hold, flushing through his body like a distant roll of thunder, felt everywhere and nowhere at the same time. 

Erick gazed through the Ophiel still at Candlepoint, and saw no change at all to their [Greater Lightwalk] forms. They were casting those spells themselves, and keeping their own mana high by floating back to [Prismatic Ward]s to regenerate when they got below half, so that made sense. In fact, almost all of Erick’s magic was imbued into Ophiel, and since he never fully dismissed the [Familiar], except for that one time that he had been Mind Controlled by Messalina, they still had all of his magic inside of them. He came back to himself, and lightly touched on the mana inside of him. It felt different, but almost exactly the same. 

Syllea waited, her bright eyes watching him.

Erick, for his part, felt very little change at all, after the spell settled down. He asked, “I just realized, your spell doesn’t have a duration.”

“It’s twenty thousand total mana, 5100 converted mana, or dismissal. The duration varies depending on how you stress the buff. Casting spells and using the buff is easier on your body than dismissal. If you dismiss it, then these buffs of mine will act like normal buffs when they expire. It won’t be fatal, but you’ll feel like you want to die.” Syllea ignored the heavy caveat she just dumped on Erick, saying, “But that doesn’t matter. Try something! Mana Altering is great! You can get some really strange magics, though, so try something inconsequential, at first.”

Erick glanced out his window. Night had fallen, and the moons were on their way to slivers, so it was rather dark, but he could still see his garden in the light spilling out from the large windows of the room. He asked, “How about [Tree of Light]?”

“Ohh! A fine choice.” Syllea smiled wide. “This is a very interesting interaction.” She glanced to the window with Erick, asking, “Maybe not near the other trees, though.”

“I can make that happen.” He stood up. “Shall we go to the back yard? We can stand on the back porch; no need to venture into the night, or outside of the [Prismatic Ward].”

Syllea stood, saying, “Let’s.”

There had not been a back porch in Erick’s original house plan, but after the Myriad Citrus came down and destroyed the whole back yard, Erick rebuilt it better than it had been before. In addition to evening out the experimental farm, and gathering up his compost bins and sorting them out, there was now a porch. It was not a large porch and it did not have an awning, but it served a function that had been missing. Namely, the function of having a porch. 

Erick led the way into the night, but not too far, while Syllea, Bayth, and Poi followed. Teressa stayed just inside the house, for the porch wasn’t large enough to support three orcols. The lighting wasn’t that adequate, either. So Erick reached up and cast a lightward—

Syllea giggled, as the lightward came out wrong. For a brief moment, Erick thought back to the ones he had created when he was first experimenting with lightwards, almost a year ago. Instead of a spotlight, a ball of glowing fog spilled misty white light onto the ground, like a flood released, to spread out across the experimental garden. Light wisped into the night air, and was not like a fog at all, except on the edges.

He said, “I was not expecting that.” He stared at the land, filled with liquid, the night above, and the swirling mists between the two zones. “It’s like the surface of a lake; half underwater, except it’s clear light.” He looked to his feet. “My shadow is… odd.”

At his feet, his shadow was a splashed out bit of something darker, under the waves of light that came up to his waist. He lifted a foot, and the shadows came with it. He set his foot back down, and the shadows spread out again. 

Syllea said, “[Illusion Infusion] makes all plain lightwards act different. Yours appears to act like a fog. Mine acts like a light with no source.”

“What about special lightwards?” Erick asked, thinking of a spell he almost used in his light slime dungeon.

Syllea paused in thought, then said, “Let’s do this one, first. [Tree of Light] has a rather special reaction with [Illusion Infusion].”

Mana Altering sounded more interesting with each new bit of information. With a thought, Erick directed the Ophiel on his shoulder to blip over to the garden. With another blip, the night air in front of Erick and Syllea flashed white and shadow, revealing a seven meter tall lemon tree in the center of the experimental garden. 

Syllea said, “Ah. Uh. No. We need a sapling, or a new growth entirely.”

“It makes a difference?”

“Yes.” Syllea said, “A great deal. The reaction is not as great if the tree doesn’t grow with the spell active. It still works, but… It’s not the same at all.” She explained, “Trees grown under [Tree of Light] and its variants display a large affinity for the spell later in life, to the point where they could almost be described as magical plants. Trees buffed with [Tree of Light], later in life, are not capable of fully utilizing the effects of the spell.”

“… I made a myriad citrus tree with seven types of fruit, using [Tree of Light] from seven seeds. Seven trees became one tree.” Erick asked, “Is that a problem?”

“… Maybe not. Did you try to plant the seeds from the tree? Were they viable?”

“Yes. Three new trees, each with the same qualities as the original.”

“Hmmmm. Have they hurt anyone?”

Erick readily came to the defense of his creation. “Quite the opposite. They give fruits freely to people, though they do strike back when someone strikes them. The fruits are good, but I haven’t had one myself.”

Syllea scrunched her face. She said, “You made a magic plant, but it’ll probably be fine. You won’t know the outcome for years, but if they start hurting people, you will have to kill them. Since you made them with [Tree of Light], they won’t show their full power under normal [Grow] conditions.” She shooed her hand toward the lemon tree, growing in the garden in front of them. “Let’s see some Illusion!”

Fair enough; Erick had already suspected most of what Syllea said, and had resolved to do much of that. 

Erick grabbed a lemon from the tree, and blipped the tree back to the normal garden; like it had never left that growing location. His Handy Aura made short work of retrieving the seeds from the citrus. Erick looked to Poi, and Poi reached up and set a [Weather Ward] across the group, while Erick conjured platinum rain from the sky. With his Handy Aura planting a lemon seed, in the center of the field, he cast [Tree of Light], while glowing rain descended from the flashing dark above.

The growing seed became a tree over the course of one minute, but it did not glow neon, like when Erick normally cast [Tree of Light]. It grew, and grew. The trunk thickened, turning from green to brown, as branches spread. Lemons popped out of brown branches. The tree looked like an entirely normal lemon tree, the whole time it stretched up, into the air. When it had reached a good seven meter height, it formed a perfect version of itself, with even growth on all sides and a perfectly straight trunk. Growth stopped, but Erick knew the spell was still active.

Erick tried to figure out what he was looking at, but he saw no differences between this tree and a normal lemon tree; besides the perfect symmetry and growth.

Erick asked, “What’s supposed to change?”

Syllea had smiled the whole time the tree grew. She kept smiling, as she said, “Hit it with an attack spell. A small one.”

Erick did as he was told, throwing a [Force Bolt] at the center trunk—

The bolt of white mana curved in the air, flowing through the body of the tree, to land in the soil beyond. The tree remained, untouched, even though [Force Bolt] had directly struck the trunk.

Erick hummed. The whole tree was an illusion, wasn’t it? Or was there something else going on?

Syllea smirked, offering. “Try something stronger.” 

Erick conjured a [Flying Striker]; a two meter long sword, thin as a blade of grass, but strong as inflexible will. The sword flew at the tree trunk, horizontal with a great sweeping [Strike]— 

And whiffed. 

Syllea giggled. Erick smiled, both because of the unexpected magic, and because of Syllea’s uncomplicated happiness at seeing magic in action. Erick felt the same way. This was an interesting problem! What was going on here, exactly?

His next experiment was a simple poke with the tip of the sword. He scratched the bark, this time, but when he applied more pressure, the tree simply turned to illusions, and the sword slipped through. So weak actions made it through the ‘[Tree of Illusion]’ buff, but stronger actions did not? Erick tried a few more testing pokes, and his intuition proved true. And then he just went for it, with great, sweeping [Strike]s, flying the weapon through the canopy. The canopy was fake. The sword slipped through like it was touching air, or maybe thick light. But then suddenly, the sword caught the center, slicing the tree in half. 

While a couple tons of greenery slowly left its support structure, the severed trunk flickered with light and shadows, like a sparking electrical cable. The illusory magic died, completely. The canopy fell to the ground with a great whooshing, crunching sound. 

“So what was that, exactly?” Erick asked, looking at the blue box for [Tree of Light]. “The blue spell box didn’t change, either.”

Syllea said, “Spells affected by Mana Altering in this way will not change their Box Display. The only way to know their full effects is to experiment with them to see what the new effects are. In this case, I’ve already done all of that experimentation. What [Tree of Light] does, is enable the tree to activate itself as an illusion, in order to avoid danger. If you were to attack it with Light or Shadow, you would be doing half damage, but it would not be able to avoid your [Strike]s.” She added, “[Tree of Illusions] is incredibly difficult to get on its own, but with Mana Altering it’s easy to achieve this magic. This is a great spell for protecting Arbors from attack, though you never want to create an Arbor with this spell, since it will make that Arbor able to avoid most attacks.” She said, “Don’t make a magic plant with Illusion magic.”

“Seems prudent.” Erick said, “I’m actually thinking about making a tree [Familiar] but I’m hoping it won’t become an arbor for a long time. I’d like to talk to you about that, too, at some later date.”

“You are?” Syllea looked down at Erick. “That’s not a good idea. Magic plants made with [Tree of Light] are one thing, but tree [Familiar]s turn real faster than most.” She looked to Ophiel on Erick’s shoulder. “And you already have a [Familiar]?”

Ophiel trilled in violins. 

Erick patted the little guy, saying, “He’s great. But I need some more stable way to defend locations, and provide rains.” He was also feeling the pinch of 10 maximum Ophiel, but he didn’t mention that; instead, he said, “If the eventual plan is to push back the mimics, then I’m going to need some way to provide for green spaces around the Crystal Forest.” He added, “Anyway: Particle Magic is still 40ish days from becoming a part of the Open Script. I’m not going to make a tree [Familiar] until I can use [Call Lightning], or maybe even [Gate].”

Syllea seemed to reevaluate her earlier statement, looking pensive for a moment. She said, “If you keep your tree [Familiar] to tier 2, it might take 50 years to turn real. That should be fine.”

“I calculated out 100 years?” Erick said, somewhat defensive. “I used the Compendium of Summons.”

“Ehhh.” Syllea frowned a little. “Your goal is a [Familiar] spell that is uncapped, correct? No limit of 3, or 10?” 

“Ideally.” 

“… We can talk more about that, later.” She gestured to the experimental garden, and its single, dead occupant, saying, “But: Back to Illusion. The general theme you should notice is that defensive Illusion is either not where it appears to be, or is incapable of being struck by physical means, while offensive Illusions will strike from unknown angles.”

Erick asked, “What about this?” He brought out the box for [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]. “How would that work as an Illusion?”

 




	
Kaleidoscopic Radiance, instant, medium range, permanent, 500 mana

A medium-sized lightward of evershifting brilliance supports the growth of Light Essence creatures. 








 

Syllea read the box, and almost said something, but she stopped. She read the box again, narrowing her eyes. She asked, “Permanent? I mean… It’s obviously a lightward. A specialty lightward, and those can be made permanent. But it has an effect… and...” She narrowed her eyes, curiously, asking, “You made an active spell out of a plain lightward?” She rapidly added, “Obviously not ‘plain’.”

“I thought the ‘support Light Essence creatures’ was the impressive part?”

Syllea shook her head, saying, “That’s just a rare variation on Rift magics not many people are capable of achieving.” She asked, “Did you put one of these up in your light slime dungeon?”

“No.” Erick said, “I got this while crafting the dungeon, with very complicated lightwards. The Headmaster did not want a [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] on his property.” As he said the words, he remembered that the Headmaster did not say that, exactly. “Ah. No. He said to put one or two up at the bottom, if I felt like it. But I did not.”

“I hear your dungeon is already producing a lot of slimes, anyway.” Syllea said, “I had thought the Headmaster had filled the place with Light Rifts, to speed up the process. But I guess not?” She said, “That’s what you can do with magic like this, when you have an under-performing dungeon. You put up rifts or other essence support magics, and more slimes will pop out.” She said, “How’d you make it permanent, though?”

Erick explained, “I’ve been working on permanent magic for a while. I’ve already got my artifact rings, and I’m working on figuring out the Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove variations, but the goal is permanent magics of any of my spells. Another of my long term goals is figuring out a [Renew] Basic Spell, or whatever tier it has to be, but something low. Something anyone could cast on an ongoing spell, to [Renew] the duration of that spell.”

Syllea looked off into the distance, thoughtful. “That’s a very interesting problem.”

“I was thinking that I would like your assistance on this [Renew] problem, too, if you’d like to have a discussion about permanent lightwards, and such, some other time. Your ability with buffs might be what I’m missing.” He gestured back to his house. “This [Prismatic Ward] is permanent, too.”

Syllea’s eyes had been glinting with an unseen light, as Erick spoke, but at his last words her eyes went wide, as she looked around at the dense air. Syllea said, “I can tell it’s Restful, but… Permanent, too?” She looked at him, asking, “Why do you want to make permanent magics, Erick?”

Erick almost laughed at Syllea’s questioning gaze, but she seemed serious, so Erick spoke candidly, “So I can protect people long after I’m gone, of course.”

Syllea looked away, thoughtful. “Ah.” She said, “We can talk more about permanency, later. With regard to your [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], it reads like a more subdued version of a Rift attuned to supporting Light Essence creatures. The wording on a spell like that usually reads like this.” She popped out a blue box, and handed it to Erick.

 




	
Light Rift, instant, medium range, 150 mana

A medium-sized rift of light empowers all Light Essence creatures and magic cast in the area. Lasts 12 hours.








 

Syllea continued, “My spell uses basic language and says ‘empowers’, but yours uses words like ‘evershifting brilliance’, as well as stating it supports the growth of Light Essence creatures, but no nod to affecting magic in the area. Based upon that, I feel that your spell is likely of a higher refinement than mine. The ‘Radiance’ part of it means that you’ve dipped a short ways toward Fire, for some reason, and that’s rather interesting… The permanency effect is unknown to me —I never try for permanent buffs.” She added, “There’s not much use for your spell outside of dungeons, or raising specialty animals, either.”

Erick asked, “How about for use on shadelings, to bring them back to themselves?”

Syllea frowned, as she looked away, in thought. Erick waited.

Syllea said, “Spells like my [Light Rift] are used to heal and support the growth of those types of creatures.” She added, “It’s possible. I honestly don’t know what it would do to shadelings, though. You’d likely have to try [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] with [Shadow Conversion], in order to achieve the best results.”

Erick said, “I used [Tree of Light] on a grove of those fruit trees I mentioned, and the people seemed to like both the glowing fruits and the glowing trees.”

“They’re eating the fruits of your magic plant?” Syllea said, almost incredulously. “Well. Okay?” She added, “Conversion from Light to Shadow is rather easy. Some people find the action almost instinctual. That’s probably what’s going on with your [Tree of Light] trees and the shadelings. There’s entire groves of those kinds of plants inside Ar’Kendrithyst. I hear Treant, the Shade of the Garden, has enchanted his whole stretch of land with various growing spells.”

Erick asked, “What about going the other way? From Shadow to Light?”

“Difficult, but doable.” Syllea said, “It’s easier if you leave the direct path, and go from Shadow, to Void, to Starlight. The final step to Light is simple.”

Erick smiled. “You rattled that off, rather easy.”

“You get a feel for it, after a while. With regard to transforming Shadow to Light, you can go through Illusion, but I find the purity of not traversing through Illusion to be much better for most solid actions.” Syllea said, “I prefer solid spellwork, but it all depends on your goals, really. Do you want to hit hard, or do you want to be less present on the battlefield?”

“The second, for me.”

Syllea smiled, small. “Me too.” She thumbed back toward Bayth, standing behind them, saying, “She’s all for the former, though.”

Bayth huffed, “And it works!”

Syllea said, “Let’s go back inside. You’re going to want to try out the rest of your [Illusion Infusion] in a larger space, through your [Familiar].”

Erick smiled as he threw a [Cleansing Flame] on the remains of the tree, igniting it to white fire, casting shadows and light across the flat orange land of the Human District. 

The rest of Erick’s experiments with [Illusion Infusion] involved sitting in the sunroom with Syllea, and casting spells through Ophiel, at raised stone pillars in the dark dunes of the Crystal Forest. Syllea watched through her viewing screen. 

Ophiel held a wing forward, casting Light-aspect [Force Beam]s from the tip, but the spell did not just erupt from his feathers, but also from three different spots in the air around the [Familiar]. Each line of white zipped away from Ophiel, to hold in the air like the [Familiar] had dashed four different ways through the sky; but he hadn’t. Each burning line of light carved tiny furrows in the stone pillar, all of them going wide and then swinging back to target, like they were drunk Rookies, unable to aim properly. A few more tests of the same spell, now knowing what he was looking at, enabled Erick to throw the four beams around with a slight semblance of control. They were still drunk Rookies, but now they were drunk, focused rookies. 

Erick was excited to try his next spell, but if he was honest with himself, he was also a little afraid. [Luminous Beam] would come out weird, for sure. But how weird? 

Ophiel held still in the dark air, his wings fluttering, his eyes trained forward. A ball of light flashed in front of him, casting brilliance into the night sky, shading wings and eyes into deep shadow and brilliant light, as the spell opened up like a raging river pushed through a pin hole. Luster and glitter instantly surged a kilometer forward; a cone of light and otherwise that crashed against the stone pillar and a good few hundred meters in every direction, obliterating—

Ah. No. That’s not what happened. [Luminous Beam] lasted five seconds, but it was only in the final moments that Erick understood what he was watching. 

The original [Luminous Beam] moved at the speed of light. This one did not. That was the first major change Erick noticed. This barely moved slow enough to see countless blasts of light carve forward through the maybe-90 degree light cone. But half of those bolts struck the land, and did nothing. Another half struck the land, and burrowed holes into the dunes. Another half, somehow, were completely invisible, carving holes into the orange sand where no light had been. When the spell ended, the land was swiss cheese, and rapidly caved in on itself.

Syllea stared at her viewing screen, laughing, asking, “What was that!”

“Particle spell.” Erick handed Syllea the box for [Luminous Beam].

 




	
Luminous Beam X, instant, super long range, 500 mana

Conjure a coruscating, tightly controlled plume of severing light that deals <massive damage> and lasts for <5 seconds>.

Particle Mage Only.








 

She read the box, disbelieving. She tossed it away with a laugh and a scowl, before quickly coming back to something that was mostly professional, but still full of disregard. “Light is not a particle.”

Erick smiled wide. “You are correct, but only on a technicality.”

“… Fine. I guess I can accept that one of the Elements is not exactly as I always envisioned it to be.”

Erick laughed. “What! You changed your mind that easy?”

“Well of course.” Syllea said, “The spell says ‘Particle Mage Only’, therefore it must be a Particle Spell. That’s easy enough to understand. The Script doesn’t lie, though it always obfuscates.” She added, perhaps a bit darkly, “On the other path, it could be that you’ve been lying to us about what ‘particles’ are, this whole time.”

“You didn’t think I’d give away all my secrets in one lecture, did you?” Erick asked, “Are you telling me everything you know about Veird’s Elements?”

“… Okay. I see your point. One lecture could never cover everything.” She said, “If everything is made of ‘particles’, then light must be made of particles, too? I can accept that. What about shadow?”

Erick waved his hand. “When I first came here, I heard from someone trustworthy that they didn’t believe shadow existed, in truth, but only in magic.” He said, “Honestly, I have no idea what Shadow is truly supposed to be.”

Syllea frowned a little, then asked, “What other Elements are actually particles?” She offered, “Fire is particles moving fast. Ice is particles moving slow—”

“Cold,” Erick corrected. “Not ‘Ice’. To me, Ice is not an element, but a thing that water becomes when it is cold.”

“… Cold then. Electricity is those electron things?”

“Electrons, yes.” Erick added, “And electricity is much more complicated than just electrons. Literally everything has an electrical charge. Sometimes that electrical charge is ‘zero’. Visible light is actually a cross between electrical charge and magnetic charge; a wave of power moving through the fabric of reality, but also quantized as a particle.”

With a far off look in her eyes, Syllea asked, “When you gaze upon the world, how many elements do you see?”

Now that, was a tricky question. Erick could have given the answer Syllea already knew, that there were something like 150 elements on the Periodic Table, but that’s not what she was actually asking, and Erick wasn’t even sure about that ‘150’ number. It had been a long time since he saw a Periodic Table. 

The last table he had seen was actually back when he was at Oceanside, when people had been compiling a ‘list of elements’ and Erick had been privy to that gossip. That endeavor had gotten up to 100, last he knew. Last he heard, Rozeta was gearing up to release [Condense Element], as the base Particle Spell, too, and grandfathering in all those basic spells people had created to interact with specific elements.

But that wasn’t what Syllea was asking. She was asking something much deeper than about the ‘elements’ of Erick’s reality. But just to make sure…

Erick asked, “What are you asking?”

“This [Luminous Beam] is clearly different than the elements you spoke of, and this is the first I’m hearing of electrical and magnetic ‘fields’, or whatever those are. It’s like… Like...” She paused, as her eyes went wide. “It says ‘Particle Mage’, but you’re actually a Force Mage! OH my gods. You’re a Force Mage! But you’re not! OH!” Like a cloudy sky opening up, revealing a sunny, pale blue eternity, Syllea’s eyes glinted bright and clear, as she said, “You’re a Reality Mage!”

“… A what?” Erick said, his throat feeling constricted. 

Had she just called him a wizard?

That wasn’t good.

“What’s with that reaction!” Syllea brushed him off, saying, “It’s not a real Class; just an informal designation of those who take their chosen field far enough to be able to affect everything. Force Mage, which is what I actually am, is closer than most to becoming a Reality Mage...” She eyed him. 

Erick chuckled nervously, saying, “What?”

“Oh. I get it.” Syllea said, “I did not call you that. You’ve probably been called a Wizard before, haven’t you?” 

Erick tensed.

“People are uneducated.” Syllea shook her head, saying, “When you’re raised on stories of Wizards ending the Old Cosmology, or experimenting on souls to drown nations in undead, or Wizards creating monsters and furthering Melemizargo’s insane agenda— Whatever the case: People will call Reality Mages what they know to call them; Wizards. And they’re wrong, obviously. Doesn’t stop the occasional mage from getting murdered by their neighbors.” 

Erick gave a weak laugh.

She paused again, and looked at Erick, again. “OH my gods. I’m so sorry! You were probably called that a lot, weren’t you?” She mumbled to herself, “I should have realized that before I opened my mouth.”

Erick had only been called a Wizard by one person, and only in anger over having her job taken from her, but even Krakina apologized for doing so, later, when she became a part of the Farmer’s Council. Krakina had called him that in anger, and that was fine. But besides her, the Headmaster certainly implied he was a Wizard, didn’t he? 

… And Silverite had warned him that ‘You don’t invite Wizards into your home’.

… And then there were the big names who had called him a Wizard, and weighed that fact against his life, in a divine trial, in a blackened crater, in some godly part of the world. Sininindi, Phagar, Atunir, Koyabez, Rozeta. All of the gods had labeled him a Wizard. 

Erick brushed her off, saying, “Don’t worry about it.” He lied, “I never understood the insult. What’s the big deal about a Wizard?”

Syllea quickly said, “You just don’t understand— I can tell you: Wizards were responsible for the Sundering. The deaths of untold trillions. The slavery of people, the Corruption of Melemizargo. The deaths of gods! The end of a universe, Erick.”

“Let’s just… forget about… that.” Erick put on his least complicated facial expression, and asked, “What’s a Reality Mage?”

For the briefest of moments, Syllea looked like she was speaking to someone incapable of understanding, but she recovered fast. With a calmer voice, she said, “It’s not Wizardry, at all. Reality Mages are just able to tap in to the fundamentals of reality. Take Force, for example. Force is undifferentiated possibility, condensed down into a solid form. But a good Force Mage, or Force Warrior, or even a few of the Prismatic Classes out, we’re all able to become Reality Mages or Warriors, if they apply themselves toward Reality, instead of toward any specific, singular magic.

“Stone Mages will never get there, because they like Stone too much. Same goes for Fire or Water or any of the other, more esoteric Elements. Sword and shield fighters would never get there, either. It’s only when you have a focus on influencing what actually exists, instead of what you believe exists, that you can awaken to the path of True Magic. The Path of the Reality Mage.” Syllea said, “Like me, with all my Mana Altering. I went down this path in order to understand more about the base components that made up the Old Cosmology, that compose Force. Eventually, I found Fundamental Force; the basic building block upon which magic is based. It’s really nothing to do with wizardry at all, and I am sorry for bringing that up.”

“Well…” Erick wasn’t sure what to say, so he said, “Thank you.”

Syllea smiled, saying, “And your Particle Mage is just like Force Mage, except you’ve focused on the Fundamental Force of this New Cosmology, whatever those might be?” With a cheery voice, she asked, “So what are they? Particles, sure! Light is another one? Or is that wrong?” She decided, “That has to be wrong. But how wrong?”

“No. That’s not...” Erick felt… odd. He wasn’t sure how he felt. Syllea was a beautiful, cheerful woman, and Erick found he truly liked talking magic with her, but something felt off. Maybe he shouldn’t have shown her [Luminous Beam]? But, eh. That was fine. He was just being nervous, after almost being called a Wizard. 

The cultures of Veird had a strange relationship with Wizardry, with the exact definition between what was magic and what was Wizardry being outside of Erick’s understanding. Wizardry was a case of ‘You know it when you see it’, and Erick had no idea what it looked like, but he understood why people hated it. According to some, Wizardry killed the Old Cosmology. According to Rozeta, herself, Melemizargo was a Wizard. 

Darkness and Wizardry were often interchangeable terms. 

He said, “When people experiment enough with Particle Magic, I’m sure you’ll uncover at least two of the Fundamental Forces of this New Cosmology.” Briefly, he felt like life had decided to do a repeat of nearly a year ago, when he spoke to the crowds in Sirocco Zago’s Mage Guild classrooms. He did not repeat the exact words he had said then, but they were similar, “But I don’t feel I should upset established magic that much, just yet. I’m sure with enough experimentation that others will get there, and have much more math and knowledge to go with their words, than I have, right now.”

Syllea said, “Right, right.” 

An uncomfortable silence filled the room. Syllea picked up her tea, sipped it, then frowned as she sat it back down, and conjured a [Heat Ward] over the cup. Erick’s own coftea was cold, too.

Syllea changed the subject, “So how much do you have left on [Illusion Infusion]? It’s getting late, and I can leave you with [Shadow Conversion] to try out on your own. I’m sure you have other necessities and I am—” Like a highschool girl that Erick had seen in the halls of his local school, but in a way wholly different from anything he had ever seen from Jane, Syllea blurted out, “I have made a Royal Ass of myself, with my unkind words, and I wish to salvage this situation on another day.”

Erick reflexively said, “Okay. Yes. Let’s do the rest of this some other day— after I’ve had a chance to try out some of your suggestions.” He asked “Awareness of these new elements is key to using them, yes?”

Syllea relaxed, her shoulders losing tension, as her eyes focused from the wall behind Erick, to Erick. She stood, saying, “Yes. Much like how your elements are the same. That is the quick and bloody of it— Waitwaitwaitwait. There’s one, fast thing we can do.” She asked, “How would you like to find out your Element?”

Erick had stood with her, but he almost faltered. “… My Element?”

Syllea put on a happy face,. “It’s fun! You might like it?”

“Okay. Sure.”

“First, you just have to expel whatever is left of [Illusion Infusion]. Dismissing makes the buff end rather uncomfortably, though.” Syllea suggested, “Just cast a really expensive lightward outside?”

Erick went with Syllea’s suggestion. With a mental command to the Ophiel on his shoulder, that ball of feathers blipped out in to the middle of a sandy, dark nowhere. Erick cast. 3000 mana went into the Variable cost of a lightward, producing a rainbow tetrahedron that stretched across the sky, which then began to morph into a fractal. The floating, glowing shape multiplied itself on every triangular face, then did it again, but smaller, on its new surfaces. Erick watched for a few moments as the lightward ended up being ten times more complicated than he expected it to be, as Illusion took his idea and ran with it, creating a triangular air that folded endlessly into itself, and spread out into the land, turning sight upsidedown, or sideways, or backwards, as it was wont. 

Back in the sunroom, Erick took note of how he felt, as the buff faded. Like a buzz in his ears that he didn’t know he was hearing until it was gone, [Illusion Infusion] ended. He breathed deep, centering himself. He said, “Not bad.”

Syllea said, “I’m sure you can learn how to make good buffs, too.” She smiled wide again. “But let’s see where you should start!” With a quick reach into the pockets of her leathers, she pulled out a six sided die. She held it out to Erick, saying, “One side for each main element. All you do is hold it for a moment, then roll it as many times as you want. It’s not an exact magical item; more like a toy, that taints itself with your aura, and activates based on that.”

Erick smiled as he picked up the die that was sized for orcol hands. Three centimeters across, each side was emblazoned with an elemental symbol. Erick hefted the die; it was pretty weighty. 

“Cup it in both hands,” Syllea said, “Then roll it.”

Erick did as she suggested. The first time the die ended, it landed on ‘Air’. He kept rolling, puzzling how the die was magically weighted. Syllea smiled, as one element turned up a lot more than the others.

Air. Air. Air. Light. Light. Water. Air. Air. Light. Water. Air. Air. 

Erick had done enough. He picked up the die, and did not roll it again, saying, “That’s a lot of Air.”

“I knew it!” Syllea said, “It makes so much sense. The Lightning. The Rain. Obviously, you’re Air, Light, and Water.”

“How does this die work?” Erick asked, “What are you?”

“The die comes up pretty much evenly, for me.” To accentuate her point, she took the die from Erick’s hand, and cupped it in her hands, and began rolling. It turned up every element, before rolling duplicates. There were, maybe, one or two more ‘Water’ and ‘Stone’ for every set of rolls, but Erick wasn’t really counting that closely. She said, “It used to mean something, back in the Old Cosmology. Whatever you rolled determined where you should most focus your talents. It still means something, these days, but not nearly as much as it did.” She picked up the die after it had rolled every Element for the fourth time, saying, “These days, a lot of people just use it as a dating guide.” She put the die away, saying, “It works based on tasting your aura and combining that with the essences infused in each face of the die, and a weight in the center that moves away from what you are.”

“Dating?” Erick smiled, asking, “What element should a lightning and rain guy go for?”

Syllea teased, “Something to keep you grounded, for sure.” She glanced to the dark window, saying, “It’s getting late. Would you like to experiment with [Shadow Conversion]?”

“Yes.”

Syllea reached over and tapped Erick on the shoulder. Magic flashed between them, to soak into Erick’s being. The tiny difference in his sense of the world was noticeable, this time, but still not detrimental. She said, “That’s 9000 mana of conversion. Have fun—” She looked to the door to the room. Bayth stood there, ready to go. Syllea nodded to the massively muscular woman, then said to Erick, “Time to go. Contact me when you wish to continue, or after you’ve had some time to experiment with the odder elements. If you want a book on the subject, I recommend ‘Esoteric Elements’. It’s what got me started on this whole Mana Altering jaunt, twenty years ago. It might be written for children, but there’s a lot of knowledge packed into that tiny book!”

Erick said, “Thank you, Syllea. I’ll look for that book. I hope your people’s trip to Ar’Kendrithyst goes well.”

Syllea lost some of her joy. “I hope so, too.” She stepped to Bayth, adding, “We’ll have to take the quick route, Erick. Sorry for being rude.”

Erick said, “It was great to finally talk to you again.”

Syllea smiled. “It was great to talk to you again, too, but my bargain of trade isn’t nearly discharged yet. See you later.”

Syllea and Bayth flickered with clear light, and vanished from the sunroom. 

After a long moment of staring at the space they had occupied, Erick removed both Syllea’s and Bayth’s [Prismatic Ward] permissions. He sat back down, and heated up his cold coftea in a quick [Heat Ward], while he nibbled on one of the two remaining lemon cookies. And he thought. 

Poi walked in, asking, “Is everything alright?”

“Not really.” Erick asked, “Are Teressa and Justine asleep?”

“Justine is upstairs on the third floor veranda, tending to her plants. Teressa is walking here right now.”

Teressa walked into the room, but paused. “Uh. I can go away if you want?”

“No. That’s not it… I just… I haven’t had to deal with being called a wizard in a long time and it’s making me wonder where all my people are. If they’re safe.” He asked, “Kiri will be here tomorrow?”

“Yes, sir,” Poi said. 

“Good.” Erick said, “I don’t know why I faltered at being called a Wizard. That was strange. We even have a deck of Wizard’s Towers cards over there.” He gestured to a bookshelf in the room, then said, “What’s up with that?”

Teressa looked to the shelves, and offered, “It’s… fun to use such an awful thing in a playful light?”

“Wizards are Moon Reachers, sir—” Poi paused, then said, “I mean. Boogeymen?” He asked Teressa, “When was the last time you heard of one?”

“The only one I grew up hearing stories of was the Wizard of the Fractal Citadel.” Teressa said, “She’s some Reacher in some lost Fractured Citadel, in Quintlan. That’s a four hundred year old story, though.”

Poi looked a little disappointed at Teressa, while the large woman scoffed at him, as if to say, ‘What’?

Poi turned to Erick, saying, “The last known Wizard was the Hullbreaker, in the Letri Ocean—”

“Oh yeah,” mumbled Teressa. “That was twenty years ago.”

Poi continued, “The Headmaster took care of Hullbreaker, though. Sent out a good hundred Elites to kill the Wizard Pirate. Hullbreaker took out half of them, but they got him before a month passed, from Hullbreaker’s ascension to power.”

Teressa joked, “A lot of people thought you were a Wizard—

Poi cleared his throat.

Erick looked away, as Teressa soldiered on, “But anyone who knows how can make a Particle spell.” She said, “You’re not a wizard, and I’ll punch anyone who says otherwise, Boss.”

Erick smiled at the window, and kept his smile as he turned back to Teressa. “Thank you.”

“Of course, Boss!”

Erick changed the subject, “Has Jane spoken to Kiri, and then to you, Poi?”

Poi said, “Not about anything in particular, but they are housing together in Windy Manor. Jane is fine, as far as I know. She is running missions for the Headmaster and getting some personalized instruction in return, but that is the extent of my knowledge.”

“She said she was coming right home, but that’s hasn’t happened yet—” A lightbulb went off, and Erick’s eyes went wide. “I should invent texting!” He frowned. “One more thing to add to the pile.” He asked Teressa and Poi, “So that was Syllea Wyrmrest. What did you think of her?”

Teressa reported, “About as kooky as I’ve heard, but still deeply knowledgeable about many esoteric magics. That die she had you roll was something she invented herself, and has been trying to popularize ever since she graduated from Oceanside, 25 years ago. The mana-sensing dice tradition comes from South Nelboor.” She added, “Aside from all that: Orcols have a long history of buffing magic because we can endure the aftereffects easier than most other races. This was why I started down the path of developing my [Warcry], but Syllea has taken orcol buffs to extremes unheard of until she came along. Not to mention the whole ‘archmage’ thing. Most people focus on the ‘archmage’ thing, though. Big explosions and magical solutions to every problem are all anyone really sees.”

“She was fine.” Poi said, “But I still feel that buffs are dangerous.”

“And they are.” Teressa said, “But small edges here and there can mean a lot in any fight.”

Erick decided, “I’m going to have to learn some buff spells. At least something approaching your [Warcry], Teressa. The percentage buff to damage and defense cannot be overlooked, going forward.”

Teressa said, “You’re going to have to learn from someone else besides me. I know I got it wrong.” She brightened, to say, “But when we visit Treehome, I’m sure you can find a proper instructor, or at least a good book on the subject.”

Erick smiled. “I will do that, then.” He asked, “Now… I think I want to put up a [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], but with this [Shadow Conversion], up at Candlepoint. But that’s just an idea. I’m asking your opinions, first.”

Teressa subtly froze. She said, “Uh.” She went silent.

Poi spoke up, “I cannot give you a suggestion, for I would never trust anything Shadow. That is a blind spot of mine, especially since my people have vetted Justine as being her own person, without any controls on her mind. You should have this conversation with Justine. Alternatively, I can ask Silverite.” He heavily said, “You should ask Silverite, sir.”

Teressa thawed, and said, “I think you should do this for them. Make them come back to themselves, sir. Help them become real again.”

Poi turned toward Teressa, his bluescaled eyebrows furrowing. “Really?”

“Yes.” Teressa stood tall, saying, “If it works that way; if it actually brings them back to themselves, then you have to. But you should be able to know if that spell of yours would actually work how you think it would work. I don’t know much of anything about dungeons, but I do know that working dungeons are highly controlled, with daily changes to keep the slime populations well regulated. I didn’t know they did it with rifts, though.”

“Right.” Erick said, “If what I made is like the spells they use to regulate dungeons, then there should be some information somewhere about how Elemental Essence boosting magic affects essence monsters— shadelings do have shadow essence in them, don’t they? I wasn’t sure, but they have to, right?”

Poi said, “Yes. Enough essence for [Shadow Blend].”

Teressa said, “People hunt shadelings for shadow essence, sometimes. Mostly, they don’t. But it does happen.”

Erick got up, saying, “I’m sure I have those dungeoneering books in my library, somewhere.” He nodded, he said, “Okay… Now I need to talk to Justine.”

Teressa said, “I’ll go get her.”

“Thank you, Teressa.” As she left, Erick said, “Poi, can you ask Silverite her opinion? She’s still awake at this hour, right?”

“Yes. I will ask her.” Poi sent out tendrils of thought.

When eventually Teressa returned to the sunroom, escorting Justine. The incani woman looked to Erick with tired, but strong eyes, saying, “Hello, sir.” And then her facade cracked, and seemed like a woman headed to an executioner’s block. Erick’s heart almost broke as she sat down on the couch across from him. Her facade was back in place.

Erick said, “I know today has been rough, but it’s getting better.” He got right to it, “I just wanted to ask you about spells that boost the growth of shadow essence monsters— I mean. Shadelings.”

Justine blinked her ruby red eyes for a few moments, then said, “How do you mean?”

“I wish to help shadelings come back to themselves, easier.”

“Ah.” Justine said, “These spells do help shadelings come back to themselves, yes, among other powers. The same is true for any spell that boosts the growth of light essence creatures. Though the second option requires a certain ability among the shadeling in question, in order to begin the conversion, and not everyone has that ability.” She said, “A spell that supports the growth of shadow creatures will likely do a lot that I am unaware of. I suggest you ask someone else more knowledgeable on that particular situation. I was never one for dungeon work.”

“What about something that boosts illusion… Well. Not essence. But that boosts illusion creatures?” He said to himself, “I should have asked Syllea if there were such a thing.”

Justine, unsure, said, “I… have no idea. I’ve never done much with buffing, or dungeon work, or illusions, for that matter. The only person I knew who ever did was the Witch, but I never worked with her. I have no idea what the effect would be on light essence or shadow essence existences.”

Teressa tensed slightly at the mention of the Witch. If Erick didn’t know about Teressa’s history with that Shade, he would have missed her reaction.

Erick said, “Okay. Thank you, Justine. And what level are you?” Erick offered, “If you want an escort into the Crystal Forest for an hour tomorrow, I can get you to 32 rather fast. Maybe a bit beyond.”

Justine sat straighter, saying, “I’m level twelve, and have been pushing myself, daily, to the edge of Mana Exhaustion. I would appreciate a boost in the morning, or at your leisure.” She said, “As far as leveling plans are concerned, I will be going for Focus, unlike how I went for Willpower back when we first met.”

Erick smirked; he saw what Justine was doing. “It’s my understanding that most would see a Scion of Focus as an underpowered Mage, but that’s just one of the many cultural things I do not understand.”

Justine just nodded.

“Then it’s decided: we can do some boosting in the morning.” Erick then set a small stone box on the table between them. Ophiel had blipped it in when Teressa went to go get Justine. Erick said, “I should have given you one of these earlier, especially since Koyabez vouches for your sincerity. I think you already know what they are.”

Justine gazed down at the stone box. Water blurred her ruby red eyes. She blinked, as she took the box. As she opened it, and saw the pair of silver rings inside, small tears rolled down her pale skin. She said a shaky, “Thank you.”

“They should make you feel a little safer; I know that’s what they’ve done for me. Each one is plus-25 All Stats— Heh. I’m going to have to stop calling it that.” He said, “If they’re not your size, I can make others.”

Justine shook her head, as she took the rings out and slipped them on her fingers. “These are perfect.” She smiled, sniffled, and laughed, then said, “They feel good, too.” She held up a hand, and smiled at the silver band upon her finger. “No Stat Sickness, just like I heard.”

Erick smiled, to see Justine happy. 
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                Ophiel flew under the dark sky, his wings almost invisible in scattered starlight that barely reached the rolling dunes below. The moons were on their way out; nothing but slivers of pink, silver, and white, hanging up there in the cold void. It was cold down here, too, in wind-whipped air that fluttered through the [Familiar]s feathers, but failed to reach any core, or chill any blood. Ophiel had no core, or blood, so he was fine with the cold. 

The only true chill in the air tonight, was through Ophiel’s connection to Erick, who was safely ensconced in a warm room, in Spur, in the light, and down below, in the myriad shadows, hunting in the dunes. 

Ophiel paused. This was a good enough spot as any. 

Erick cast a dark, searching magic into the air. 

A ball of shadows, even higher in the sky than Ophiel, was only visible by the tendrils of anti-light that blinked out the stars beyond. The more visible part of the spell hovered around Ophiel, eliciting swirls of some inky magic that flowed into a form, that was more a space, than a working spell. Erick watched. It took a good minute, but swirls of darkness came together, the expanse of shadow condensed down into a shape Ophiel, and Erick, recognized. 

It was a map, but it was made of shadows and darkness, and hidden in the depths of the night. Erick cast the spell again, searching for a common enemy. 

Red dots appeared all across the map, like drops of blood fire, inky and insubstantial. A quick check revealed that yes, [Cascade Imaging] could image just fine; the map corresponded to the mimics below. Another cast for other targets Erick did not want to hit, put the red dots far, far away, to the south, at Spur—

And a spot a hundred kilometers to the west. There were some people out here, at night, apparently. 

… Well they weren’t here. So Erick got on with the next experiment. 

Ophiel held his wing forward, pointing at a stone pillar raised from the ground moments ago. Erick cast one of his strongest spells, and the world turned darker, as a ball of shadows erupted from Ophiel, forming a line in the night that cut, spilling shadows where it struck the sands and the ground. Erick dragged that line of power across the dunes and the pillar below, severing a small part of the world from itself. Sand caved downward. The pillar fell over. The spell ended. 

In the aftermath of a shadow-shifted [Luminous Beam], there was no molten sand. There was no heat at all. Dragging the spell across the ground only had one effect: pure destruction. Annihilation, perhaps. The dunes where the beam had struck had certainly folded in on themselves.

Erick frowned, to himself. Was that the true nature of Shadow? Annihilation? Or was that just how [Shadow Conversion] operated on [Luminous Beam]?

Ophiel flew back up, to continue the experiment. 

With a cast toward the sky, the roof of the world broke into shattered fragments, as something darker than black rushed down to fill the world with power. Wind stilled. Sound ceased. Shadows descended, and spread, far and wide, and thin. Thinner than paper, those shadows flowed in across the ground, turning the land below into a dark ocean, where dunes became islands brushed by high, shadowy waves, and mimics drowned in cloying magic. Everything drowned in cloying magic.

Erick watched through a hundred eyes, and high above, as mimic after mimic fell into that shadowy sea, pulled down by something stronger than gravity. They struggled. They flailed. They failed. Crystal Agave did not struggle, but they, too, fell into the shadow ocean. 

When the [Shadow Conversion] [Vivid Gloom], came to the last moments of its existence, it had formed a shadow mockery of the land for twenty kilometers in every direction. Shadowy dunes. Shadowy flat lands. But no shadowy life. The world was wiped clean of every living thing.

When the spell ended, and began to dissipate, the fake land flaked away like so much broken ash, revealing a new depth to this part of the Crystal Forest that had not existed before today. Erick had made a canyon. The scratch in Veird’s surface was deep, winding from east to west more than north to south; a depth to the world that starshine could not penetrate. There was still a darkness down there. 

The darkness shifted. Flickered. Then sunk below. 

The canyon stood revealed to the night, and Erick’s heart stopped beating wildly. He calmed. He considered making an actual shadow spell, if that’s what it took to kill Shades. But much like how he could throw stones at Ancient Stone Elementals, and do some damage, looking down at the canyon he had made… Actual shadow magic would be a lot of collateral damage, wouldn’t it?

As his heart calmed, Erick tried a few smaller spells. 

Under the power of [Shadow Conversion], lightwards became shadowards, spilling obscuring fog into the night. Force spells cast in bright Light, became dark mockeries of themselves, annihilating all they touched. [Vivid Gloom]’s change, from turning the land molten, to eradicating the land altogether, was the largest difference of all of the spells he tested. 

Before Syllea’s [Shadow Conversion] ended, and after he was able to speak to Silverite, Erick shifted his sights to Candlepoint. 

After waking up Mephistopheles and Zaraanka, and getting Slip involved, who was overlooking the lake with dreamy, white eyes, he told them what he wanted to do. Zaraanka was thrilled to get a potential shadow source, as she called it, and rapidly took over the placement of such a spell. 

In a blocky building in the southern side of the city, two stories tall and well away from other structures, Erick was free to work his magic. It was dark inside, but Zaraanka carved open the roof with a wave of her hand, pushing away stone, letting in the starlight. Her pink dress glittered in the shadows both from above, and from the open doorway that led out into the glowing city. She smiled, and stepped all the way into the building. 

She said, “I was going to make this a restaurant, eventually. A food kitchen, tomorrow. We have a good thirty people waiting for that to happen. But we can forgo that for a proper shadow source.”

Erick, through Ophiel, asked, “What’s it going to do?”

Zaraanka smiled wide, saying, “A few minutes next to a Shadow Source, and all shadow monsters begin to naturally heal, like a minor [Rejuvenation] and a [Treat Wounds], at the same time. The Lost Ones will naturally congregate here, so this can be theirs for a while. After they come back to themselves, we can turn this into a healer’s pavilion.” She spoke with reverence in her voice, saying, “We can be a city of people! No more wandering on the streets, like they’re drugged out of their minds. We can go adventuring out into the Crystal Forest, and as long as we come back fast enough, we don’t need your healing magics.” 

Erick had heard all that before, from Silverite, not minutes ago, when he got her involved, through Poi. She had been much more knowledgeable than either Justine, or his own Oceanside dungeoneering books, about what it meant when a spell said, ‘supports the growth of Shadow Essence creatures’. 

She had also said that Erick could go ahead and give Candlepoint this boon, if he wished. It could be dangerous. But if they were real people, of which Silverite was now about 35% sure that they might be, then they would need help to survive the world. 

Erick, through Ophiel, turned to Zaraanka, and said, “That is what I heard, too.” He looked up. He cast.

The original [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] was every pastel and saturated color of the rainbow, and some of those outside of the visible spectrum, too. Infrared. Ultraviolet. All in a swirling, churning, five meter wide whirlpool of light. Yellows, reds, blues, greens, and every color in between. That was the original spell. 

What took hold in the air above was that, but not at all. 

A shifting whirlpool of rainbow shadows floated in the air, like gasoline on dark waters. Whatever [Shadow Conversion] had done to the spell, the light of the original magics still existed, but now that light glittered in a space beyond touch. 

Erick stared at the spell, wondering if he had made the right choice. 

Zaraanka stared at the spell, too, her grey-light eyes catching every color, briefly, and maybe remaining rainbow in the edges, as the center greys became something clearer; whiter. She breathed deep the cold night air, and stretched her arms down to her sides, as she bathed in the light of the dark prism. She blinked, long. She opened her whiter eyes, and smiled. She tore her sight away from the spell, and said, “That feels really good. I’ve had a sore in my foot for a day, but it’s gone, now.”

Erick watched, casually saying, “It might not be good for your eyes to stare directly into the shadows.”

“Of course not.” She said, “It’s always bad for your health to look upon true shadow. But since we’re shadow monsters, I think we can handle a little reverence.” She clasped her hands in front of her, one over the other, and bowed. “Thank you, Archmage Flatt; Liberator.”

“Ehhhmm— Maybe no special titles.”

She raised her head. With a sly smile, she said, “I will find you a title you like.”

“Never mind that.” Erick switched the topic, saying, “Everything seems to be going well in town, but looks can be deceiving. What could be done easier, or better, with my help?” 

Zaraanka frowned a little, as she scrunched her eyebrows together. She said, “I do want to actually talk to you about sex work. You said ‘no’, but quite honestly, this is my life, and the lives of my men and women. I would either like your blessing to continue, or at least to not be called out on it when we begin again.”

“… I have not prepared for this conversation.”

“Quite alright. If you could tell me what you’re worried about, then maybe I can alleviate some of your fears. Is it, perhaps, how they do it in other parts of the world? Have you heard the stories of Nergal, or Nelboor?” Zaraanka quickly added, “Prostitution is a noble profession in the Greensoil Republic. Courtesans. Escorts. And yes, sex work, but—”

Erick decided that if this was really happening, that he’d lay his fears out there. “My problem is that I don’t want you taking advantage of people who have nowhere else to turn to but selling their bodies and damaging their emotional lives in order to turn some yellow.” He stressed, “I am particularly against the reality of sex trafficking and slavery.”

Zaraanka listened, then she said, “I can see the reality of my profession in Nergal and Nelboor has prejudiced you against the rest of us, and that is a shame.” She said, “There is no trafficking or slavery in my Pink House, and there never was. And this part about ‘damaging their emotional lives’ is something I take major issue with. 

“A major part of my profession, as I run it, is emotional labor. We help each other get though the hard times, but we also help our communities survive when death is all around and we have nowhere to run to escape it all but the softness of each other. And yes, there is sex for money. But there is also empowerment, betterment, stability of a community, and many other benefits.” She said, “But besides all that: We are all adults, Erick. No one gets into my Pink House either as a client or as an escort, without knowing what they’re getting into. There is no abuse under my roof, unless someone pays for it and all parties consent. The ideas of Nelboor’s whorehouses and Nergal’s slavehouses have no place in my Pink House, and never have.”

Erick needed to research this topic more, before he continued this conversation. But for now, he said, “I will not stop you from opening your doors, but if I see something I don’t like, then I will confront you in private.”

Zaraanka bowed again, down and up, then said, “I will not disappoint you.”

“I hope not.”

Ophiel hovered away, leaving Zaraanka behind in her room of rainbow shadows. 

First, he checked on Ava. The snake woman was still sleeping in the bed he had summoned, but the food beside her had been eaten, and she was not in the same position he had left her. He departed before she woke—

She sat up, and yawned, exposing fangs for a brief moment as she stretched into the dim light of the room, saying, “Hello, Archmage Flatt.”

“Hello, Ava.” Erick dropped Ophiel’s partial lightform, to fully materialize the feathered [Familiar] into the room, a good five meters from her bed. “Sorry to wake you, I was just checking to see if you were okay.”

She smiled, and her green eyes briefly turned from human circular, to serpent slits, then back again. Anyone else might have brushed it off as a trick of the light, but Erick knew what he saw, with Ophiel’s twelve eyes pointed in Ava’s direction. She said, “I’m fine. Thank you for the meal and the accoutrements of proper civilization. I will have to get my own, soon.”

“You are welcome. I’m glad you made it.” Erick asked, “I heard you’re to be the sewermaster?”

Ava seemed to have heavy thoughts behind her eyes, but she only said, “I am.”

Erick decided to talk business. “The lake has three inlets, not one, how I thought it had.” Erick said, “I capped them off, but the problem got a lot larger before I noticed the streaming eels, pumping out young from every other centimeter of their bodies.”

“The size of this lake and the nature of the infestation is nothing to worry about. It’s nothing I haven’t dealt with before, and with much more complications besides.” She said, “I plan on hunting mimics for a short while, then getting to work.”

Erick asked, “Do you want an Ophiel to boost you, tomorrow?”

“I could use a guide, and someone to talk to about the outside world, but I am fully capable of killing mimics on my own.” Ava said, “I heard that the people of this town are in danger from the rest of the world. How true is that?”

“Very true. There’s been constant attempts to kidnap shadelings, thinking that they know how the unique magical items were made.” Erick said, “Ophiel here has [Teleport Other]’d about a hundred people out of the city since five days ago, when I gained control. Only five today, though.” He asked, “Is there anything you need, to make your job easier?”

“Yes. But I’m going to get them myself.” Ava lounged on her bed, saying, “This city is going to be great, Erick. It will be a monument to beauty, and I will make it happen.” She smiled, and stared off into nothing, saying, “The more I think of it, the more I see this as an opportunity for something new. Something better than what came before. I have a new life. New options.” She laughed. “A lake on the surface of the Crystal Forest. That just doesn’t happen.” She added, “As long as we can defend ourselves from those who wish to take what is ours, we will have good lives; I promise you that. This city could be another Spur.”

Erick couldn’t help but feel some of her joy. “I think that would be great.” He said, “I’m here to help.”

Ava laughed, a tinkling chime of a sound, then she stopped. She pondered. She asked, “Do you know if the Jadescale Clan is still around?”

Erick ripped the bandaid off as politely as he could. “They are not.”

Ava sharply inhaled. “… Surely you have investigated me more than that.”

Erick said, “I know that they died out due to a cascade of failures, around a hundred years ago, or close to that. What was left of them moved to a different clan, and when the Jadescale city became a nest of shadows soon after, the Obsidianscales had to evacuate, too. They left their homeland and moved closer to the surface.” Erick said, “The Obsidianscales still exist.”

Ava listened. She stared off into the distance, her green eyes going unfocused. When Erick finished, she blinked. She said, “Thank you for telling me.” She looked out of a window, and saw night. She said, “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going back to sleep.”

Ophiel backed away, as Erick said, “I’ll see you later, then. Call out to an Ophiel when you want company for your mimic killing, but know that I’m also boosting Justine Erholme, the other person who succeeded in reclaiming themselves. I will have to stagger your appointments.”

Ava nodded, then laid back down, facing away from Ophiel. She pulled the covers over her body and breathed deep in her cotton cocoon. 

Erick departed, leaving to find another person he needed to speak with.

Ophiel quickly scoured the town, looking for Slip. It wasn’t until Erick journeyed to the other side of the lake, to the western coast, far away from the town, that he found his quarry. 

Slip sat on the stone railing that surrounded the water, hunched over, relaxed in his armor, watching the waves ripple under the wind, and glitter under the starlight. Candlepoint wasn’t even a glow on the horizon. 

On Earth, the horizon was only about three and a half kilometers away. On Veird, that number was closer to 6.7 kilometers to the horizon. It was only when you got at least a hundred meters up, that you could actually see the entirety of Candlepoint’s lake, and the barest bit of the land beyond. 

But here, just above the surface, next to Slip, it appeared as though half the world were nothing but water. It was a calm location, even with the maybe-Shade sitting here, staring out across the wind-stirred waves, with his bright white eyes. Erick watched with him, for a moment.

Slip broke the silence, “Damned violet eels. I really want to go swimming. And fishing.” He sighed, adding, “And sailing.”

“… Do you want a boat?” Erick said, “I could get a small one for you, though I have no idea what kind of boats there are in this world.”

Slip smiled. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to [Grow] the pieces and put it all together, myself.” He added, “But we could use some books on law enforcement, and city charters, and all of those things that make a city run. We got people from all over the world out there, all with different expectations of running a city. Now that Bulgan is gone, some people are doing blood magic. Some are doing necromancy.” He said, “I don’t know what to enforce.”

“Are there problems I can fix?” Erick asked, worriedly. “With the city, or with outsiders coming in?”

“Not yet, but there will be. Mephistopheles is doing his best, but his best is the best of a commoner.” Slip said, “The ones who knew how to do this properly are all dead.” He stared out across the water, saying, “I was following the lead of a man named Karoo, who was following the lead of a man named Judias. Judias died to Bulgan a week before the spidering. Karoo died to automatons in the spidering.” He said, “It’s only 10,000 people, but it’s 10,000 scared, hungry, angry, high level people.”

“I’ll look around for those books.” Erick moved ‘law research’ to the top of his ‘to-do’ pile. He’d have to get Silverite involved for that. He asked, “How are jobs and work and purpose, going?”

“We’re figuring it out. Got a few bakers working with the wheat farmers. Made some of our own loaves, today.”

Erick felt a flush of relief. It was small, but it was not nothing. “That’s good.” He asked, “So how’s the lake looking? Problems there?”

Slip waved his hand, saying, “Nah. No real problems. Just the eels. The mud flits are winning again, now that you killed those streamer eels and plugged the holes.” He said, “You could go down into the depths with your [Familiar] and look for the greater purple eels, if ya want. There’s bound to be at least one upstream. Somewhere in the mazes down there, past all the other streamer growths. I heard it could take a week to find the bugger, so no one’s expecting that.”

Erick gazed out over the lake. Would he have to do that?

Slip added, “But we’ll probably just reroute some of the waters down below and avoid the problem all together. That’s what people usually do. I talked to Ava about it for a little while, and she says we need some bobber worms and glow fish to fully seal the problem on this end. I doubt that’s all of her plan, but it was a good suggestion, and leads me to have high hopes for the woman.”

Erick smiled, though Ophiel gave none of that away. “Good. I’m glad to hear that, too.” He said, “If there’s anything else you can think of that you need, go ahead and ask. Ophiel will be around.”

“Sure thing, Erick.” 

Erick nodded Ophiel, and left. 

Mephistopheles had gone back to bed, so Erick wasn’t going to disturb him again. Valok was asleep in his own room in a house on the north side of the city, overlooking the farms. Daetrio bunked with others, in another room of that same house. A lot of the farmers lived together, for now.

There just wasn’t enough good housing in the city, but as Ophiel looked down from above, he saw the dark roads and the rubble of the destroyed parts of Candlepoint, and also the new housing, and new roads, and new lights, of the parts that people had managed to clean up. It would take at least another full ten days, maybe less, for the destruction and construction crews to fully repair the city. But even those repairs would be temporary things, at best. Temporary housing, temporary roads. 

Rerouting water and getting fabrics for beds, and clothes, and all of the hundreds of smaller details that would make a city a good place to live…

That would take a year. Candlepoint, even before the destruction and by all modern sensibilities, was a hellhole. This shadeling city was not nearly as bad as the scant places Erick had seen over in the Sovereign Cities, but that was only because these people had had the spells to make livable quarters, to bridge the gap between destitute and surviving. But even so, some shadelings were still living on the streets. Some were bedding on sand, because it was slightly softer than stone. Gruel was still the common food served in the food kitchens, and though it was chock full of vegetables and some meat, yes, it was still whatever they managed to put in a pot and boil for twenty minutes, before a group of twenty needful people ate it all down.

These people were making something better for themselves, but it would take a long time for this place to resemble a real, living, working city. 

With one final check over the city revealing nothing too problematic, Erick went to the fractal tetrahedron lightward he had created earlier, out in the middle of nowhere. The rainbow illusionary space still hung in the sky, a kilometer across and churning into itself, altering sight into odd directions, along prism-like angles. With the last of his [Shadow Conversion] buff, Erick threw out another lightward into the center of that folded space, creating a crystal splash of shadows a good twenty meters large, for no more reason than he imagined it would look pretty. He had been right. 

The massive lightward would eventually fade from power, but for now, all that light and rainbow and shadow was a magical thing to witness, hovering there, all shifting and shimmering, with the stars above, and the orange sands below. There was a complicated order to the large lightward. When the disordered fractals got too complicated, such that a fourth of the tetrahedron was more like a hemisphere, than a prism, that whole side would blur together, and then pop, like a soap bubble, reverting a fourth of the lightward back to its basic triangular shape. And then it would start fractioning itself back into a complicated shape, while the same process played out in uneven measure across the whole light sculpture. Erick watched for a while, happy to witness the random beauty of it all. 

Ophiel trilled as Erick got up from the couch. It was time for bed. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick didn’t sleep much; he hadn’t needed to, ever since he got Rozeta’s Boon, for Recovery. He hadn’t dreamed in a while, either, because eight hours was just something that didn’t happen. That night was no exception. 

Erick got up and made breakfast, feeling great. Pancakes and bacon went out to Poi and Teressa, who came to the kitchen at almost the same time. Justine came in halfway through the meal, and had her share. 

Erick asked, “So I think I want to reinvent texting.”

Teressa scrunched her face as she got more pancakes from the pile, asking, “What’s ‘texting’?”

Smiling, Erick said, “I’m glad you asked! I’m imagining I’ll need to do some sort of [Telepathy] spell, but keyed to an auto-writing paper and pad, maybe some sort of table? Enchanted to numbers. Everyone can get a number, and then you can just [Telepathy] the number and it will write down your message on the paper. This way, you don’t have to contact people directly.”

“Sounds like Mind Magic,” Teressa said, looking to Poi.

Justine said nothing, but she too, glanced at Poi.

Erick looked to Poi, too, because the idea of ‘texting’ sounded like Mind Magic to him, too. The Mind Mages would likely have a great deal to say about such a device.

Poi gave a dismissive, “Eh.”

“What’s with that reaction?” Erick asked.

“Already invented, and they’re not that good.” Poi said, “Here are the problems of such a device: One, people would have to buy a variant of [Telepathy] to get it to work, and that’s a problem. Two, when they are invented, once people know your ‘number’, the machines get flooded with prank calls, either eating up your paper supply or your rads, and leaving you with nothing but a bunch of dick drawings—”

Erick laughed.

“—Three, you have no idea who sent you the message, since this magic device removes all accountability.” Poi added, “Which leads to even more dick drawings. Or death threats, or visually upsetting images. Or… Well.”

Teressa said, “Oh! That campfire story!”

Now it was Erick’s turn to say, “What?”

Teressa said, “It’s a spooky story you’re supposed to tell around the campfire, about how this mage invents a pen that lets him communicate with people back home. The whole thing hinged around paired pens, and then his family would write him messages and when he put his pen to paper, those messages would come out. What you’re supposed to do, is say that the mage is adventuring on a quest much like the one your group is already on—” With a small smile, she said, “There’s scary messages, and stuff like that, but the twist at the end is that a Moon Reacher is moving the paired pen and searching for your team. Then you’re supposed to conjure some silver fur and leave it on people’s bedding.”

Erick paled.

Teressa noticed, saying, “That’s exactly how it’s supposed to work.”

Erick frowned, “That is terrifying, Teressa. Why would you do that to your party?” 

Poi harrumphed, agreeing.

Justine said nothing, but she looked to her meal a bit more intently.

Teressa defended herself, “What! It’s good to be scared sometimes! That was just an overview, and you got scared anyway? Let’s go camping so I can tell you some real good ones.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “So we’re never going wyrm hunting again, I see.”

Teressa laughed.

“But anyway! Texting!” Erick said, “What about text only?”

Justine spoke up, asking, “How do you make a pen write text only? You’d have to break it somehow, right?”

“That’s easy.” Erick said, “An enchanted typewriter.” When he got two befuddled looks, and Poi’s frown, Erick elaborated, “A machine that writes specific letters, and specific letters only, with button presses. I suppose I could invent the printing press, too, but that seems like an extra step, and one I can skip, for now.”

Poi said, “Rozeta likes handwritten books and writers honor her by handwriting their works. She doesn’t accept works done by a machine.” Poi added, “And that actually circles back to another problem: automated writing isn’t honored by Rozeta.”

Erick went, “Bah! Why not? What do you get out of her approval, anyway?”

“To answer the first half: I don’t know.” Poi said, “But when you write a book or, to a lesser extent, transcribe a book, it’s like completing a minor Quest. Handwritten books, journals, cooking guides, all of that, can award you a point. If they’re especially good, you can get a Boon.” He added, “Though, actually trying for a Boon, as your goal, never works. The common event is that you publish a book and then a year later, when it’s a bestseller, Rozeta issues you a completed Quest that you can turn in for a point.”

Justine nodded. Teressa ate her pancakes. 

Erick glared. The over-incentivized luddite-ness of it all! He said, “That’s ridiculous. You still have to type it all out with a typewriter—” He frowned. “But… I suppose you could just enchant a typewriter to automatically create stories. Oh. That’d be a convenient propaganda machine. Oh. Do some countries already do that? I bet someone already does that.”

Poi flippantly said, “You mean, like creating a machine that automatically measures the attitude of a group of people and then automatically creates stories that they will love, for the purpose of setting them up for something horrific five years down the line, with the machine’s increasingly purposeful memetic narratives that drive its readers to think a certain way?” In a way that was completely unsubtle, and the complete opposite of the meaning of his words, Poi said, “Of course that’s never happened.”

Erick argued, “Every single spell can be used for evil purposes.”

“True.” Poi said, “But you have to draw the line somewhere.”

“Well… That’s fair.” Erick said, “So no texting.”

Poi just shrugged. 

“Bah!” Erick said, “Well I’m not ready to fight the Church to make reading more accessible—” 

“Now that’s a weird argument.” Poi said, “Anyone with Script access can read. It’s a natural effect of Matriculation, if you couldn’t already read before.”

“… Oh.” Erick said.

Teressa said, “[Comprehend Languages]? Is that what it’s called?” She said to Erick, “I used the one you left me at Irogh, to learn Ancient Script.”

Erick smiled. “Good!” He asked, “Why’d you pick that one?”

“To be able to identify magic items that have been removed from crime scenes.”

“That’s a good reason.”

Breakfast finished, for everyone except Justine.

While Teressa began cleaning, Erick looked to Justine. “Ready to kill some mimics, today?”

Justine spoke definitively, “Yes.”

“How are you planning on doing it, anyway?”

“… The normal way?” She quickly added, “Decay Bolts.”

“… I thought you were a Light Mage?”

Justine faltered. “Uh. I was just a Light Mage to make you think better of me; I’ve been almost every Class there is.”

Erick laughed.

Justine said, “I was going to go Poison Mage this time, because it’s useful against almost everything, and because of the prevalence of [Cleanse] in almost every society, most people only see Poison Mage as a monster killing Class.”

Poi said, “The Wasteland Kingdoms won’t see it that way. They’re the nearest nation to Candlepoint, too.”

“One society out of hundreds doesn’t change what I’ll need to be when the whole world is watching.” Justine said, “Besides. When I go back to Candlepoint and when visitors see I’m a Poison Mage, they’ll think… They’ll think some complicated thoughts. But you are right. And the Kingdoms are right next door, which I believe is a good reason to choose to be a Poison Mage.”

Poi said nothing more. 

Erick asked, “Have you considered Illusion Mage?”

Teressa spoke up, as she was putting away pans, “She’d get assassinated in under a week showing up with a Class like that. Too ripe for abuse and subterfuge.”

“I agree that someone would try to kill her,” Poi said. “But I disagree that it would actually happen.”

Justine said, “I did consider Illusion Mage, but I need something unoffensive. But I’m not an assassin. I’m a diplomat… ostensibly. Poison Mage is about as unoffensive as there is.”

“It’s just so weird.” Erick said, “Poison Mage as unoffensive? In my world, without [Cleanse] I think a Poison Mage would be a worldwide disaster. Especially if you can make some long lasting magical poison and just seep it into the water, or something.” Erick shivered. “Kill whole cities, that way.”

Poi said, “Your world seems terrible, Erick.”

Erick laughed. “It wasn’t all that bad!”

Teressa stood beside the stove, saying, “I agree with Poi. Every other thing I hear makes it sound bad.” She added, “And that reminds me: They caught the Blighter. It was some disgruntled employee fired from the bluemetal wrought, Kip’s —the rice guy— fired from his part of the Garden. She didn’t kill anyone, so all that happened was an exile.” 

“Why did she do it?” Erick asked. “Why was she fired?”

“Stealing money,” Teressa said. “Nothing too untoward with all of that. Basic stuff.”

“Hm.” Erick turned back to Justine. “Is there any help you need with your Poison Mage stuff?”

Justine gave a small smile, then said, “No. I am capable of everything, myself, as soon as I can get some levels.”

Erick asked, “So you’ve been through a lot of bodies, right? How does the tiered magic work for that? Do you still have thousand day long cooldowns on spell recreation?”

Justine shook her head. “Nope. The Script followed my soul through each recreation, but everything I gained was left behind, each time I was forced into a new vessel. Most of those times were… Less than pleasant. I was only allowed to study magic and correctly create my own spells a handful of times. I’ve never managed anything castable above a tier seven.”

Erick smiled. “Tier seven is still pretty impressive! What have you managed so far?”

“Just some rudimentary spells.” Justine said, “Can’t make anything large inside the house.”

Erick stood up, saying, “Ready to go in ten minutes?”

Justine only had a stick of bacon left. She said, “Yes. That would be great.”

 

- - - -

 

“Wait a second,” Erick said, as he almost stepped away from the table. He turned back toward everyone. “When Syllea mentioned ‘book’ as an element… That means… You can just take a machine and enchant it with ‘book creation’? It can’t be that easy to make best-selling novels, can it? How the heck does that work!”

Poi said, “This would be a variation of the propaganda machine I specifically did not say existed. The Librarian does this. She takes a starter book and feeds it through five different magical tools, each the same, along with snippets of other source materials. What she ends up with is five different versions of the next book, one of which is liable to be decent. Wildly illegal in most of the world, but she does it to create new novels with her favorite characters.” 

“Oh. Wow.” Erick said, “Okay?”

Poi said, “They don’t always work out, and the next novels from the actual authors usually turn out better. But, yes. This is the one of the most prevalent uses of the ‘Book’ Element.” He added, “Though not many can actually cast those spells.”

Teressa said, “I don’t even understand how ‘book’ is an ‘element’.”

Erick guessed, “Enforced by Rozeta? Or enabled by Rozeta?”

Justine said, “Probably. Either of those.” She added, “And those Book Makers are artifacts crafted from the souls of writers that journeyed to Ar’Kendrithyst, but who failed to please the Librarian. They’re not simple magic items.”

Erick shivered.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
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(Also, Ar'Kendrithyst dropped out of the top hundred in the last few days because of a few low ratings and a .5, but those are the breaks and I know the story isn't for everyone. But! If you like the story, please give a rating, or perhaps go through the current reviews and thumb-up or thumb-down the ones you feel like! Thanks.)
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                The horizon was an orange sandpit in every direction, with few clouds hanging in the blue above. Warm winds flowed from the north, and sand had gotten into Justine’s shoes. In a few hours, she’d have chafing. She was only level twelve; most of her points had gone into the few spells she needed to advance, and to get up to 20 in Willpower and Focus, as well as the tripling Skills for more Mana and Mana Regen. Thank Erick for his rings and that extra Strength, else she’d have blood blisters, for sure, as well as a horrendous sunburn. Her white skin burned rather easily under full sunlight, and 600 Health helped to mitigate much of that possibility. Her eyes were still at risk of sun blindness, but she’d only be out here for a little while. All this place could offer her was level 32, or maybe 34, if she wanted to spend five hours in the sun, instead of two.

The road to high level was long, and dangerous, but even with all of that in front of her, she couldn’t help but feel happy. She smiled at the sky, and then turned toward Ophiel, and the white map hovering above the sands. Studying it had not taken long; there were no people within a hundred kilometers. Justine and Ophiel were alone out here, in the middle of nowhere. Erick was here in spirit and in the eyes of the Ophiel flying high above, but he wasn’t really here. 

The Ophiel currently controlled by Erick pointed north west. 

Erick said, “It’s a hundred meters that way. I could blip you closer?”

Justine chuckled. She began walking north west, saying, “I haven’t walked more than the length of your house, in a week. This feels good.” She said, “The sun. The wind.” She smirked, as she kicked the sand. “The sand.” She admitted, “Though I do need to make myself a better pair of shoes.”

“I could get you shoes?”

Justine shook her head. “No thank you. You’ve done a great deal for me already.” And he had. Justine arrived at Erick’s house with nothing. But he had given her fabrics and plants and shelter from the Darkness. One of the only ‘non essential’ spells she picked up since then was [Fabricate]. Her shoes were self-made, along with her brown pants and white blouse. She was not a seamstress, but she could get by, and [Fabricate] helped to smooth out the small mistakes that hand creation would have caused. Justine would never be selling her clothes in any sort of shop, but not many people could. She said, “I’ll make myself a better pair, once I get back and I have the mana to spare for more [Fabricate]s.”

Ophiel floated forward, slightly, as he casually wreathed himself in light. 

After a moment Erick said, “Only about sixty meters ahead, past those dunes.”

Justine smiled, and headed up the first of many dunes. Sand scattered down the slope as she trudged upward, her feet not sinking in too far at all. This was fine. When she reached the top, the vista of the Crystal Forest stretched out before her; undulating waves of orange under a blue, windy sky. Here and there sat crystal mimics, like splashes of glitter interrupting the horizon. The nearest one was only a dune away, its stigma barely visible on the other side of the sand. It was moving. 

Gently, like it was simply repositioning itself, the stigma of the crystal mimic rose above the dune. It was probably positioning to get into the sun better, but whatever the case for the movement, it didn’t really matter. The upper spikes of the mimic were coming into view. 

Justine waited for a good angle, and hoped that the mimic wasn’t preparing to attack her before she got a chance to attack it.

But honestly, though, she wasn’t in any real danger. The worst case scenario here, was that she embarrassed herself in front of Erick; unable to kill a mimic in one or two shots. Erick would certainly kill it if it got within ten meters of her. He had even said so, many times, probably to assure both her and himself that he wasn’t going to let her get hurt on his watch. That was good, and fine.

But Justine hoped to Koyabez that she wouldn’t embarrass herself. Erick might be an archmage, but Justine was twice his age, with many times his magical experience. She had killed much worse things than crystal mimics in order to survive, and at much lower levels than 12. The spell she had made for today was created in a corner of her room, against two expendable plants. It was adequate, but it wasn’t great.

The mimic came fully into view. It stopped atop the dune, and dug in with its bottom crystal spikes, securing itself to the crest. Ah, Justine realized, it was just repositioning for the sun. She knew that mimics positioned for the sun. Why had she thought that it was coming for her? She was too far away. Of course she was too far away.

She breathed. She could do this.

She did not point. She did not move, to give a hint that she was attacking. She just cast from the air around her body; from her aura. Red splashes of bright Decay pulsed from her body, one after the other, the first one still arcing in the air, toward the mimic, as Justine fired the third red Bolt. Red magics hit the mimic, center mass, like a rotten melon, splashing red light onto crystalline limbs, as Justine cast again, and again.

The mimic chimed into action like jumble of angry greatswords, clashing against itself, briefly, before it rotated and saw Justine. 

She had no idea how these particular monsters could see their prey from this far away, and yet, if you didn’t disturb them, if you just walked outside of ten meters from them, they would leave you alone, most of the time. But strike at one from well outside of their range, and they instantly recognized who had attacked them, from even this far away.

Justine’s red splashes kept striking as the mimic tried to rush down the dune. Red soaked into crystal. Crystal broke. Red splashed across the mimic’s central spike, finally doing enough damage to crack the stigma. The top spike of the monster fell to the ground, like so many other crystalline spikes, as the mimic kept rushing toward Justine, clawing forward on whatever crystal spikes it could.

She almost smiled. Her spells were actually doing enough damage, thanks to Erick’s rings. 

 




	
Plant Killer Bolt, instant, long range, 23 Mana

A bolt of splashing decay unerringly strikes a target, dealing WIL damage per second for 3 seconds. Deals 3x damage to plants.








 

The mimic survived the initial onslaught, but barely. It tumbled down the dune like a broken chandelier, all crystal and sludge and oozy juveniles tucked into its ‘leaves’. The babies were bubbling away like their parent, but not nearly as bad. They might survive her attack for they weren’t plants yet, since they weren’t actually [Polymorph]ed into crystal agave. 

Justine threw more bolts at the broken adult. Decay was great for a dozen different reasons, but its main selling point was that you could create spells that were artificially stronger against specific creatures, much easier than you could with the vast majority of other alters. In this case, Justine’s spell had been created to work well against ‘all plants’, and little else. She could have made a magic specifically against crystal mimics, but she would have needed to experiment on the creatures to create that magic. That would have been overkill, by Justine’s estimation, since extra damage versus all plants was fine for the long run. But still… She had hoped that her [Plant Killer Bolt] would have been better than it was. She had not killed one of these things in a long, long time. She had forgotten their toughness, and past a certain toughness, Decay’s failings became apparent; Decay just couldn’t harm like other magics. It certainly didn’t help that her base spell was [Force Bolt].

Justine threw another bolt of red sludge at the pile of blue sludge that had been the crystal mimic. And then another. Finally, a blue box hovered into the air.

 




	
You have slain Crystal Mimic A!

95% participation!

+20,693,935 exp








 

Justine smiled as she breathed deep the desert air. Just like that, she was level 24. 12 levels gained on one monster.

Erick spoke up, “Splashy bolts?”

Justine shared the blue box for [Plant Killer Bolt] with Erick, saying, “I’ll make something better once I can come out here on my own to cast and experiment, if for no other reason than to be able to kill a mimic in one spell.” She looked to the melting pile of mimic, saying, “I had forgotten they were this tough.”

“Do you need to rest?”

“Nope!” Justine said, “I’m doing great.”

And she was. Today was much better than last night. She smiled at the sky, as she dumped those twelve levels of points into her Focus, bringing her natural Focus into the 40s. A few more mimic kills and she could get Scion of Focus— Hmm. Later. Not right now. Not when she was out here, killing mimics. When she got back home, though, then she would allocate that Skill. She didn’t want her Scion Revelation to knock her out when she was supposed to be hunting.

“Do you want the rad?” Erick asked, as Ophiel hovered a meter towards the blue sludge.

Justine looked at the dead mimic. “… I probably destroyed it. Decay isn’t very good about leaving intact corpses and I know I did not craft this spell well enough to have it ignore rads.” She looked closer at the body. It was utterly still. “Not even the juveniles survived.”

Ophiel dipped in acknowledgment, then pointed to the north east. Justine began walking down the dune, in the pointed direction.

Erick asked, “What sort of vision do you have when you allocate your Scion, as a shadeling?”

Justine almost faltered. “Uh.” She took a step down the dune, steadying herself, thinking of what she wanted to say. She decided to say, “It’s a talk with Melemizargo. Usually, it doesn’t go so well, with him not being all there, but last time… Last time he was rather present. That’s a recent change. I’ll get Koyabez, this time, though. Or maybe Rozeta. I’m not sure.” She added, “I even got [Shadow Healing] last time, and that’s never happened before.”

“I thought shadelings didn’t get healing spells?”

“They don’t. No one would consider [Shadow Healing] a healing spell. It’s just called that. It’s all a recent change, too.” Justine made it back down to the flat land between the dunes. “Back before Particle Magic brought him back to some sanity, you were lucky to get the Scion you wanted when you picked a Scion. Sometimes your Stats would change to reflect his decision, too. One time, when I was working for Cludolphis, the Shade of Mending, she had me killed and brought back three times, because I needed Scion of Focus to assist with repairs to the city. I kept getting Scion of Vitality.” As Justine walked up another dune, she said, “This [Shadow Healing] is completely new.”

“What does it do?”

“Not a lot.” She said, “It was worse than [Rejuvenation]. I’m not sure why I got that spell, either.” She said, “I didn’t talk much during the Revelation.” 

“… I’m glad I made that [Shadow Radiance].”

Justine smiled as she neared the top of another dune; she was getting a real workout, out here under the merciless sun, atop these sandy dunes. She said, “I’m glad you made that [Shadow Radiance], too. I’m sure it will help a lot of people come back to themselves.” She crested the dune. 

The mimic was on top of another dune, thirty meters away. 

Erick said, “What kind of [Fly] are you going to make?”

“Just a platform… Maybe. Flat, unadorned.” She focused on the mimic, and cast. Red Bolts flowed through the air, slamming into the mimic, splashing from stigma to center, coating the mimic in bubbling red power. 

Fifteen Bolts later, Justine got another notification and gained more levels, then said, “It’ll be weird not having [Shadow Blend]. Usually I’d just make a [Crystal Platform] and Blend myself into it, and fly anywhere I needed to fly.” Ophiel pointed forward, and Justine walked. As sand followed her down the dune and got into her shoes, Erick’s question over [Fly] settled into her mind. She said, “Actually. I probably need to change that platform plan. As a Scion of Focus, I really should consider making an aura.”

“Auras are great!” Erick said, “I made mine with [Airshape], [Telekinesis], 500 Mana shaping, and Aurify.”

Justine almost shuddered. She knew about that spell of Erick’s, of course; it was part of her required knowledge for becoming the ‘face’ of Candlepoint for Erick, when he first arrived at the shadeling city. How he had ever managed to make that spell cost 1 mana per second was ridiculous.

She said, “I’ll try that one, but I doubt I can be that successful.”

“Maybe you can!” 

As she smiled, Justine threw a few more points in Focus, just to get up to 50. She had worked hard to get Meditation high enough to use in the field, and Clarity high enough to chop off some of her spell costs, but almost none of her Skills or Spells were at 10. She had barely done enough to do what she was doing right now, and would never have chosen to go mimic hunting if it weren’t for Erick’s oversight. His rings helped a lot. At 100 Focus, it was a little over 15 seconds to regenerate enough mana to fire a single [Plant Killer Bolt], meaning 4 minutes to regenerate enough to kill a single mimic. That was fine. The walk from one mimic to the next was almost enough to regenerate that much mana. But besides all that, this ‘hunt’ was much, much easier than even the nicest strolls on the most empty skyroads of Ar’Kendrithyst. 

But after the first twenty minutes, and five mimics, the sun was getting to be a bit too much. Maybe she should have made herself a hat, too— 

Ophiel handed her a wide brim, white hat, with holes for her horns, along with a pair of dark glasses, both of which were in a style completely unlike Justine had seen before; moreso the glasses, than the hat. They were full face coverage, and iridescent. The hat was just wide, stiff, and white.

Justine didn’t know what to say.

Erick said, “I see you squinting.” 

Justine smiled softly, then put the hat on her head, making sure to string her horns through the openings. Almost instantly, the hot day felt less oppresive, as the northern breeze brushed through her airy clothes, and across her shaded neck. “Thank you.” She held the glasses, but paused. She glanced at the rod of [Treat Wounds], stuck in Ophiel’s feathers, and decided that she could deal with a bit of sun blindness from wearing dark glasses. She put the glasses on. 

… There was something different about these glasses. Something cooler. They were easier to see through than other desert glasses she had worn before. Were they enchanted to remove the natural Blind effect of the light from the sun? They certainly seemed that way, but she wouldn’t be able to tell until the hunt was over, and she was back home, possibly nursing a Blinding headache.

Justine paid the glasses no more mind, and walked forward, up another dune, to spot another mimic on the ridge of another dune, just ahead. She blasted it from a few different parts of her body, getting a feel for her aura.

Yes; she would definitely make an aura flight spell, this time.

 

- - - -

 

Erick returned to himself, and looked down at his stomach. With a bit of concentration, a bolt of white light emanated from his stomach and slammed against the ceiling, chipping the orange rock. 

Poi looked up from his book. “… What?”

“I had never tried that before— on my own, I mean; cast from parts that aren’t my fingers. I do that with Ophiel all the time but never tried on my own... I suppose I did with the eyebeams, once.” Erick reached up with a tendril of light and touched the tiny crater. [Mend] erased the damage, as he explained, “Justine is always firing from every part of her.”

Poi returned to his book, saying, “Casting in odd ways is one of the first steps to aura control.”

Erick thought back to Al’s lesson. He frowned. He said, “Al started me on materializing my aura.”

Poi shrugged, as if to say, ‘There are several ways to start.’

Poi glanced back up from his book and stared at Erick, saying, “Your empathy is practically Mind Magic.”

Erick laughed. He asked, “Does this mean I can know more about your secret Mind Mage Cabal?”

“If empathy was all it took to make one a Mind Mage, then this whole world would either be a paradise, or a graveyard.” Poi said, “The greatest minds of Veird are still split on the most likely outcome.”

Erick took a moment to think about that, while he oversaw Justine kill another two mimics. He said, “Because then people would understand each other, and then people would understand each other.”

“Thank all the Gods that only the few are cursed with Mind Magic.”

“… You’re actually talking about this, now?” Erick said, “Do you mean to say that it takes something besides spending a few points and study to become a Mind Mage?”

Poi struggled with something for a moment, before deciding to say, “Yes. A lot more.”

Erick almost continued the conversation, but Poi resolutely turned to his book. That must have been enough Mind Mage talk for this month. Next month, Erick would ask about genetic predisposition; if the factor for becoming a Mind Mage was some inborn trait, either cropping up on family lines, or if certain conditions needed to be met, like unlocking hidden options in the Script. Maybe you need to be born with a ‘Mind’ Element, or something similar.

Poi grumbled. 

Erick turned his focus back to Justine.

 

- - - -

 

Two hours later, along with one break in the middle of that, Erick blipped Justine home. She appeared in the foyer, sweaty, but happy. She took off her hat and her glasses, revealing bright red eyes that were brighter than the days before, when she was recovering, somewhat, from her panic attack.

Justine handed Erick back the glasses and the hat, saying, “The glasses work great. Thank you. The whole experience was a world apart from how I’ve done it before.” She bowed. “Thank you, archmage.”

Erick smiled. “You did all the work, so raise your head.” With a dot of unraveling intent, Erick ended the conjured hat and glasses, turning them briefly to white light before that, too, vanished back into the manasphere. “There’s no need for this formality.”

Justine stood up, saying, “There is, though. Almost no one in power is as calm and dismissive of formality as you. I would get in to bad habits if I followed your lead.”

“… Probably true.” 

Justine said, “I might be headed back to Candlepoint today, or I might be headed off somewhere else entirely.”

“You can stay as long as you need, you know. They’re all level 55 over there, but you’re not.” Erick glanced through Ophiel, to see Candlepoint. He came back, saying. “The city seems fine.” He added, “Though if you don’t get back soon, then… Mephistopheles seems to be in a power struggle with Zaraanka, while everyone else just lets Slip do his own thing...”

Candlepoint could use a third and fourth person on site, though. And soon. Erick didn’t really count Slip among the powers of the city, but Ava might become a power. What little he had seen of the woman left him impressed at her drive.

Justine bowed again, then looked to Erick one more time, before saying, “Thank you for your hospitality. I will take your words under advisement.”

Erick nodded, then turned his attention back to Candlepoint. 

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel floated across Candlepoint, as Erick wondered at renewing [Control Weather]. The sky was still full of clouds that served to block out some of the sun, but the clouds were getting thinner. Erick decided: he cast, and the sky turned darker. It would not rain today, but it would be nicely overcast.

There was no immediate change down below. The sun had risen hours ago, yet most of the shadelings down there were half an hour from finding their way to a bed; they were largely active at twilight. Erick watched as some shadelings finished up the last touches on a road they had been carving out of dark stone, while others ensured that the trees and bushes they had raised from the nearby soil were good, and healthy. The demolition teams in the other parts of the city were almost done for the morning, too; in another few days, most of the rubble would be transformed into black blocks, for use in construction in other parts of Candlepoint.

With that overview done, Erick flew Ophiel to the center of the lake, and cast a [Cascade Imaging], near the surface, far away from sight of any shore, searching for eels. When the spell finally condensed enough to spit out results, the map was only half full of blue dots. The area near the city was almost completely clear, while other coastal areas were also similarly empty. Erick smiled. The mud flits in the lake had monsterized and multiplied, exactly as they should have, and they were winning their war against the eels.

He still sent an Ophiel down to the heaviest concentrations of blue dots, to fry those violet parasites with [Fulmination Aura]. And when that was over, and the map was fractionally clearer of dots, the Imaging had finally resolved enough to show that there were still only three springs. 

The eel problem was on its way out. In another few days the flits would clear out most of the violet eels, and at that point in time he could seed the lake with grasses, lilies, and other assorted plants. The monsterized mud flits would continue to eat eels, while both sides ignored the growing greenery in the water. As eels became less and less of a problem, and then finally vanished altogether, the monster mud flits would begin eating each other, and then enter the final stages of their life cycle, becoming red and engorged, preparing to birth thousands and thousands of eggs. The next generation would be born normally, and since there wouldn’t be any parasites to eat, they would be omnivores. A single mud flit would then live several years, growing slowly, naturally, until they too swelled red and began the last legs of their lives, repeating the process over again. If more parasites came in at some point in the future, then the other fish Erick planned to add would take care of those, as long as the next infections weren’t too large. Mud flits were just the emergency parasite and monster treatment. Rainbow flits, goldscale slippers, and silvertail, would keep the water clean, from then on out.

Slip had mentioned something about bobber worms and glowfish, though. He’d have to look into those fish, too; see what all that was about.

… Erick wondered if the lake would be okay, if Candlepoint would be okay, or if some other ecological disaster would fall upon this lake and the city on the shore. 

But that was the future. Right now, a person made herself noticed, near the black Crystal in the former center of Candlepoint. 

Erick transferred his senses to the Ophiel overseeing the gazebo under the Crystal. For a moment, he regarded the presumptive Sewermaster of Candlepoint, Ava Jadescale. He almost greeted her normally, she was wearing a dress. A really nice dress. It was green and it fit the thin woman rather well, matching the green of her eyes and the blacks of her hair. For a brief second, Erick wondered where she got it, since, at the moment, she was literally the nicest dressed person in Candlepoint. Even Zaraanka’s pink dresses did not compare to the couture gown hugging Ava’s body. Zaraanka had needed to make her own dresses, by hand, and Erick had even seen her doing such with a bit of [Telekinesis] in order to speed the process along. But the clothes upon Ava were not crafted that crudely. 

“Good morning, Ava,” Erick said. “That dress suits you well.”

She smirked, as she brushed a hand down the green fabric, saying, “I spent a few points here and there outside of the necessities, as one does when times demand. [Fabricate] is a wonderful little spell.” She added, “I look forward to what I can craft when my skill is where it used to be.”

Erick wondered how she had prepared for the mimic killing that was to come. Justine had prepared well; Erick had seen her hard at work leveling her key magics. But Ava simply did not have the time. She might have done some magic work in the middle of the night, but she couldn’t have done any before she appeared before Ophiel, for that would have drained her mana. Whatever the case, she couldn’t be more than level 5, right now. She certainly didn’t have any skills at level 10.

It was a mystery that he would solve before the day was done. But besides that, there was something he had prepared for her.

“I look forward to what you can do, too, and I might have something here that can help you with that, or at least grant you a few more resources than you had before.” Erick had Ophiel pull out a small stone box from behind the counter of the gazebo. He actually had several of these stone boxes back there, each filled with the same pairs of objects, but they were all behind the density of his [Prismatic Ward]. He didn’t really care if anyone discovered some way to steal them. He could always make more. He floated the box to Ava, saying, “Some Stat rings, for today, and as congratulations for coming back to yourself. They should also provide you with some decent defenses while we’re out there.”

Ava happily took the stone box and opened it, to see two rings sitting inside. She looked up at Erick, and said, “Thank you, archmage.” Hers was a put-upon expression, with words crafted to be pleasant, instead of any real emotion or expression. Perhaps she thought the rings were trash? That must have been it, for then she put the first ring on, and blanked. She blinked at the air. She almost said something, but she didn’t. She steadied herself, and said, “There have been some advancements in Stat rings since I last prowled a tunnel.”

Erick said, “Ah. No. That’s just me. They’re artifacts, too, so you don’t need to worry about stressing them. My own rings have lasted me months.”

“Oh,” she said, as though someone had revealed to her a wonderful secret. She put the second ring on, then held the box for a moment, unsure of where to place it. She settled on setting the box on the ground next to the gazebo. She stood back up, saying, “I had thought I was prepared for this conversation and jaunt into the desert, but I find myself already at a loss.”

At that, Erick couldn’t help but ask, “How did you prepare? Weren’t you level 0, like, 20 hours ago?”

“I was,” Ava said, with a smirk. “And I’m only level 5, right now. But you don’t have to worry about truly boosting me. You can just watch, if you want.” She shrugged. “But I’d take a [Teleport] out into a good spot.”

Back in Spur, Erick smiled. “Then prepare yourself.”

“I am in your care.”

 

- - - -

 

Ophiel floated alongside Ava, feeling the northern wind in his feathers as the steady breeze flowed across the desert. Erick watched from afar, gazing upon the world through dozens of eyes, each pointed in a different direction. Another two Ophiel flew much higher, but each of them were lightforms, with much better sight, including infrared, and ultraviolet. There were no invisible people anywhere near here, but it never hurt to be too safe. 

Ava, for her part, was having a grand stroll. Up the dunes and down the dunes, nary a toe sinking into the sand. Her being barefoot was only part of the conundrum of the hour. Most people wore shoes when they walked around, but apparently not Ava. The most confusing part was that as she walked, the very ground seemed to move with her, if only a fraction. For every step she took, she moved more than that. 

The two of them were a good seven hundred kilometers from Candlepoint, in another high-density mimic area, similar to the one where Erick had taken Justine. They had yet to reach the first mimic.

Erick started the conversation, “How are you moving upon the sand, without any spell at level 10?”

Ava glinted a smile at the sky. She kept walking, as she said, “Easily understood, but difficult to master. I attempted to teach every student who came across my sewer, but only five managed to learn the technique. Three surpassed me.” She hiked up her dress, showing off her legs as she exaggerated her footsteps, saying, “The narrow of it, is [Stoneshape].” She stepped forward. The sand deformed into a solid surface as she touched down. “The deep of it, is aura control.” She lifted her foot, and the stone turned to sand. “See?” She tapped the dune with her foot, turning sand to solid then back again three times, before moving on. She waved a hand, saying, “[Stoneshape] and Aurify is a cheater’s start. Real control lets you move the stone under your feet like it was an old friend, helping you in every task you do.” She pointed at the air around Ophiel, asking, “You’re already doing this, though, so why the question?”

Ophiel trilled to be complimented, as Erick spoke from the air around him, saying, “That’s Ophiel; not me.” He didn’t mention that he had never really played around with Ophiel’s own [Airshape] capabilities, but he had already shown his deficiency of expertise, as he admitted, “I will have to try this method with [Stoneshape], though.”

“Good luck. Flying is okay, if you’ve the wings for it, but I prefer the grounding of Stone all around me.” Ava stepped to the top of her dune, and stopped. The mimic stood perfectly still on top of the next dune over; it wasn’t going anywhere. Ava said, “I also prefer harder hunts than mimics, but I have been reset to zero, so I might be overestimating myself. I’m not even a Rookie, anymore.” She paused, then asked, “They still have ‘Rookie’ designations at the Adventurer’s Guildhouses, do they not? Or?” She lowered her voice a little, asking, “They still have the Guilds, do they not?”

“They’re both still around.” Erick said, “I was under the impression that the Guilds were millennium old traditions. Hard to see that vanish when immortals are around to keep the past in the present.”

Ava stared off into the sky, into nothing. The wind played with her black hair and long dress. She said, “The Jadescales were a millennium old clan. We traced our history all the way back to the Fall of Quintlan, and from there, up, and to the past, to the Cutting Scale Empire of the Old Cosmology, in the depths of Radiant Sphere.” She lowered her gaze to Veird, saying, “In the west, the Lori Dukedom is now the Wasteland Kingdoms. The Greensoil Republic survived and thrived, even with its many, many civil wars that somehow got resolved past my first death. I never could have predicted that.” She added, “The Nelboorites are still at war with each other, so at least it’s good to know some things never change.”

After a long moment, staring at the mimic twenty meters ahead of her, she said, “It’s all been a very large change, archmage.”

He said, “I know what it is to lose everyone. I am sorry that this happened to you.”

“… Thank you.” Ava said, “I suppose you would know more than most.” She clicked her tongue, taking on a harder demeanor, as she said, “But everyone and their sister has a tragedy of loss in their history. At least some of my people managed to escape and survive. Perhaps, one day I will visit them, and hear for myself what befell our people.” She looked to Ophiel, “But your story is stranger than mine. I cannot say that I have ever interacted with a true Planar, archmage.”

“Please, call me Erick.”

Ava paused. She said, “With your leave, I shall do this.” She tested the word, “Erick.”

“My whole world isn’t gone. It’s still out there. I’ll just never see it again. But I still have my daughter. We fell here together.” Erick said, “She’s enough for me.”

Ava’s whole being softened, for a moment. Then she stood straighter, saying, “That is good. You can treasure the most important things, and discard the rest.” She looked to the mimic, as her voice took on a conspiratorial edge, “Has anyone discovered the purpose behind the mimics, or their creator, since I’ve been dead?”

Erick thought for a moment. He said, “I’ve heard conflicting stories. Half of them say that the mimics were a creation of Ar’Kendrithyst. Half say that the mimics were a misguided attempt at starving Ar’Kendrithyst of resources.” He added, “Apparently there’s an open Kill and Exterminate Quest from Atunir to kill them all, but no one has received this Quest in 800 years and Atunir isn’t forthcoming. It is possible that both stories are true. Maybe a Shade created them to harm the other Shades.”

“Drat.” Ava said, “I was always hoping for someone to solve that mystery for me.” She asked, “How is Spur, anyway?”

“It’s doing well. Rains are feeding crops and the city is bustling.” 

Out of the blue, Ava asked, “Is Slip a Shade?”

“Ha!” Erick said, “I have no idea.”

“Are you going to try to kill him?”

Erick sighed, then said, “Not… No. I will not.” He said, “You were likely alive back when they were killing Shades every other week, and there were hundreds upon hundreds. But when Silverite pushed her city forward as a group to end them all, 104 years ago, they pushed back as a group. The Shades killed most of Spur, and Silverite changed who she was. Now, there’s only maybe-40 Shades. The first new Shade to appear in a long time was Bulgan, a little over ten months ago.”

“He was the one that controlled Candlepoint before, wasn’t he?”

“Yes. He also has a large grudge against my daughter, for showing him up when he was still a member of Spur’s Adventurer’s Guild.” Erick said, “He tried to kill my daughter and I, but he failed. After that happened but before we could do anything about it, he left for the Dead City. Apparently he’d been working for Tania Webwalker, the Champion of Melemizargo, for years, at that point.”

Ava, already pale, paled a bit further. Then she relaxed into the sun, saying, “That’s enough horror for now.”

“I have a hard time coming to terms with it all, as well.” Erick handed her a green hat, and sunglasses, saying, “Care for a hat and glasses?”

“Oh! Perfect.” Ava took the hat and the glasses, and put them on, saying, “It is rather bright today, and [Conjure Item] is too far down on the list of necessities, you know.” She stepped forward, saying, “And now the mana is finally full again. Let’s do this.”

Erick watched.

Ava dipped her hand down into the sand, and with fingers flared, she pulled up five stones, one at the end of each finger, each of them two centimeters across. She pointed. She fired. Like a bullet from a gun, the rock launched, breaking the sound barrier, scattering wind and flashing bright for the briefest of moments. The mimic faltered, then righted. Ava had struck center mass. She fired again. Two seconds had passed, and one crystalline spike, three meters long, broke off, as the mimic chimed into action, racing down the hill toward Ava. 

She fired three more times. Her final shot blew a bleeding blue hole large enough to see through in the central stalk, near the top. The mimic had only reached the bottom of its dune, and no further. Blood flowed from the monster as it rolled to a heavy crash and died. Ava relaxed. She gave the barest notice to the air; likely dismissing a kill notification, among other boxes.

“That was impressive,” Erick said. “And no level 10 spells? No tier 2 spells?”

“Not a single one!” Ava waved a dismissive hand, saying, “Altering is useful at all levels of spellwork. You just won’t know your true capabilities until you make the tier 2 spell box.” 

“… Right.” Erick knew that. “It’s been a while since I practiced with lower level spells.”

She added, “[Rock Bolt] was my very first spell. I could cast that in my sleep.”

Ophiel pointed toward the north, as Erick said, “That way to the next one.” 

Ava smirked, and took off walking, strolling down the dune, her feet never sinking below the surface. She was practically walking on concrete, or maybe something slightly softer.

As they reached the dip between sandy hills, Erick asked, “What level were you before?”

“85.” 

“Impressive!”

She shrugged. “I doubt I’ll get there again. But, you never know. Does wyrm season still exist?”

“Yes. Wyrm season is in five months, or thereabouts.” He said, “85 is rather high.”

“There are lots of monsters in the 90s near the Core. Melemizargo has been trying to breach that Script-blue orb since its creation.”

Script-blue? “… Really?”

Ava paused, then continued, saying, “Well… That’s what we all assumed. Fact and legend and truth are a lot more… fluid, than what most people tell each other. Fact is, the density of the mana that far down ensures that monsters grow a lot stronger than they can on the surface. Another fact is that the Geodes routinely kill as many of those high-leveled monsters as they can, trying to ‘keep others from the danger’ and to ‘protect the core’.” She balked. “As if! Here is another truth: Anyone who can reach the Core can easily kill at least one of those beasts, and thus gain massive power. Getting away is another task entirely, but that is doable, too.” She added, “I always felt that the Geodes worked to keep the power of those high level kills out of the hands of others. But the Dark Dragon is remarkably easy to talk to, these days. Maybe he is trying to breach the Core? But who would want to ask him? I certainly don’t know, and I certainly wouldn’t want to ask him.”

That was a lot to think upon.

While Ava hunted, and Erick oversaw, she asked of shopping opportunities in Spur, and other places. Erick admitted his ignorance on much of all of that; he didn’t get out of the house, much.

“Do you want me to pick you up something specific?” Erick asked. “I could look for something. I’ve already offered this to every other person of power in Candlepoint, and you will qualify for this once you become the actual sewermaster.”

Ava thought for a moment, but quickly waved him off, saying, “I’m going to gain it all, myself.” She smiled, adding, “My first step will be the sewer, of course, but that is only part of my myriad goals. As long as Candlepoint isn’t deemed blasphemy, heresy, and denounced by the world with a hundred thousand [Meteor]s, then my next step is beautifying the entire city. I’ve always wanted to work more in crystal, Erick. And now! Now, I will finally be able to do that, and more.” She exclaimed, “Can you imagine it! A city of crystal that is not full of Shades or wrought! As long as I can get everyone else to agree, of course.”

Erick could imagine Candlepoint as a city of crystal and brilliant architecture, but thinking on it a bit more…

Ar’Kendrithyst was full of shadows, because they could safely ensconce themselves deep in the red-purple crystal of the city. That was why even the strongest adventurers had trouble in there; attacks could come from literally any angle and retaliation would be impossible, for the attackers would all retreat into deep, dark crystals. 

By that same merit, crystals in Candlepoint would protect the shadelings.

But it would also be like declaring to the world that they were building defenses, and digging in, either forging a forward base, or a retreat. Some people might not like that.

Erick said, “As long as you go with some friendly coloring. The point is not to be a danger to civilization. Maybe that would be enough. The shadelings do need a defensive structure, but… It might be fine.”

With excitement in her voice, Ava crested the next dune, as she asked, “What are your feelings on green?”

“Mimics go crazy for green.”

“… Right. I had forgotten that.” Ava asked, “White, then?”

Erick looked to the mimic on the next dune. Its crystalline body was not just clear, but also white and blue. Erick offered, “White and blue?” 

“Ah, yes.” Ava scooped up five stone bullets from the sand at her feet, then pointed at the mimic, saying, “We have a lake to consider, as well.” Over the next five seconds, she killed the mimic with five expertly released [Rock Bolt]s. When it was dead, she said, “White and blue sounds good.”

“There’s everyone’s votes to consider, too.” Ophiel pointed toward the next dune. As Ophiel and Ava continued on, Erick said, “Whatever everyone decides is fine. Where would you get the crystal, anyway? From sand?”

Ava headed down the dune, saying, “Yes. White should be rather easy to create out of this sand.” She dipped a hand behind her, causing a minor avalanche in the dune as she strolled to the base, saying. “This stuff is mostly quartz. You simply have to know how to put it back together to make the crystal and I know how—”

The dunes rumbled below; a small tremor, but one that belied something shifting under the surface.

Ava went silent, as she stepped backward, then raced back up to the top of the dune. 

If there had been a danger, Erick would have gotten her out of there, but as his other Ophiel confirmed, this was just a simple rise of creatures that naturally lived here, that Ophiel’s and Ava’s passing had disturbed. They weren’t even headed in Ava’s direction.

Ava gasped as she gazed upon the shifting horizon, and the creatures rising from below.

In the short distance, two dozen dunes slipped down, as fins lifted up, spilling orange sands across the horizon, billowing clouds of dust into the sky. As grit fell away, gold and glittering scales appeared from a pod of creatures that seemed to have no interest in anything, except escaping the ground, and lifting to the sky as an orchestrated group. They were larger cousins to the goldfish that had once drawn a wyrm toward Erick, Teressa, Poi, and Rats, and they were beautiful in a sharp sort of way. Each the size of a large house, and shaped roughly like tuna, these skyfish had lost the billowing fins and tails of their smaller cousins, but as the sand fully fell away, Erick witnessed those smaller cousins in the shadows of the behemoths, following along, keeping up with the larger skyfish. 

Erick smiled to see the procession before him. He found himself wishing he was there, in person…

But he could not be there. He would not put himself in that sort of reckless danger.

But Ava looked happy to be there. She stared at the flying fish, watching as the larger ones flew east, like gentle giants, and the smaller ones trailed behind; toddlers trying to catch up to their parents. 

As the skyfish filled the air with glittering gold, they crooned, one after another, a gentle sound that reverberated through Ophiel, that Erick heard in his heart, even though the experience was one step removed. As the school of skyfish ended their first song, the Ophiels above the one beside Ava joined in, crooning deep vibrations upon the world, echoing what they had heard, and yet changing it with the added sounds of violins.

The skyfish didn’t seem to care for Ophiel’s attempt at their song, but it made Erick smile to see Ophiel try to catch their attention. 

As the skyfish flew on, and Ava watched them go, she suddenly perked up, going from awe to active in a moment, calling out, “They dropped scales!” She rushed forward, saying, “I want some!”

Erick smiled as he made Ophiel follow Ava, across the orange sands, under the endless blue sky. 

Over the next two hours, Ava managed to get to level 30, as well as procure seven good gold scales out of the thousands of broken and discarded remnants that had been left in the skyfishs’ sand pit. Each of those scales were as large as dinner plates, and as bright as polished gold. Erick had no idea what Ava would use them for, but her eyes lit up as she gazed upon their luster; she had plans for them, for sure.
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                With thirteen blips, Erick and Poi arrived at his destination; a nicely appointed reading room in a tower fifteen stories high, with large picture windows that overlooked the twilight purple ocean in the east. Books filled the shelves of the reading room, while a small tea pot steamed gently under a [Heat Ward]. 

The Headmaster sat before the window, wearing his usual gold and white emperor robes. He greeted Erick’s entrance, “Welcome back to Oceanside.”

Erick stepped forward, saying, “Thanks for having me, and for helping with this problem.” 

“It is no trouble.” The Headmaster did not stand from his chair, as he gestured to the seat across from him, across from the table holding the tea pot and assorted accessories. “Please, sit. Let us talk.” He gestured to the room, adding, “And then you may make use of this space however you wish.”

Erick glanced around the library. When he asked around for help with forming a city charter and creating laws for Candlepoint, Silverite gave him a copy of Spur’s Charter, but her main suggestion had been to speak to the Headmaster; he had a library devoted to city building for all would-be ‘mayors’, with all the necessary knowledge that such an undertaking would require. This small library that Erick was in right now, was that bastion of selected knowledge. Getting access to it required a fair number of hoops to jump through, but the Headmaster waived all of those when Erick asked him for his assistance. 

Poi stepped backward, to the edge of the space, to stand tall and as unobtrusively as possible, while Erick walked forward. 

He sat down across from the Headmaster, saying, “Thank you again for this. It is not really for me, though.”

“I know for whom and what you require city building knowledge.” The Headmaster lifted a hand, palm upward. Three books, each on the same shelf five meters away, blipped to his hand. They were thick books, heavy bound with dark leather. He set the tomes individually down on the tea table. “These three are ones you should read, first. These first two are the histories of the major failed city states of Veird, and why they failed. The last one regards the failures of smaller city states, which may be more beneficial for you than the first two. As an overview: About half of the larger city states failed due to inability to hold off the interests of their stronger neighbors, whether through trade, or war, or a multitude of other, social reasons, including concerns over resources. Half failed due to monster incursions, and systemic failures of defense. The ratio changes depending on where you are trying to create a city.” He gestured to the last book. “Smaller cities almost always fail due to monster incursions, either of those outside the walls, or those that find their way inside, like the various mental monsters of this world, or parasites.” With another gesture, he cast around the room, surrounding several bookshelves with a tiny glowing shimmer. “These are the ones for building laws. [Duplicate] whatever you wish, and hand it over to whoever you wish.

“But that is for later.” The Headmaster’s face took on a serious mien; his amber eyes glinting gold for the briefest of moments. He studied Erick. “For now, I wish for you to tell me everything you have heard and seen in Candlepoint.” He broke his own countenance, to offer, “Would you join me for tea?”

Erick accepted, saying, “I would; thank you.”

With one hand on the tea pot and another holding back the drape of the cloth of his arm, the Headmaster poured steaming amber tea into two cups. The flow of the liquid did not cause bubbles, or disturb the surface it created. Erick took his cup. The Headmaster took his own. Together, they sipped. 

Then Erick started talking. 

The Headmaster occasionally asked questions. Erick obliged with answers. Small discussions were had over clarifications of events witnessed. Erick held nothing back. The Headmaster, similarly, revealed that he already knew a great deal of what Erick had seen. Hours passed. The tea pot was filled and emptied a few times. They took a small break, then came back together for more discussion. As Erick neared the end of what he had seen of the city, and its people, he revealed something personal that he had waited till now to speak upon.

“Besides being Untouchable, there is something else I would like your opinion on.” Erick said, “Melemizargo offered to kill every Shade for me.”

He did not say what the cost would be; that it would require him becoming a Shade himself. But that truth would likely come out soon enough.

The Headmaster went stock still for a brief moment. Emotions flashed behind his stoic face; amazement, anger, hatred, concern, then finally, decision. He sighed. He said, “After your daughter was offered a Blessing and a station as ‘house cleaner’, I had hoped that nothing more would come of this particular obsession of Melemizargo’s. That you were declared ‘Untouchable’ was something I had also heard, but this last part...” With the weight of the world behind his level, golden eyes, the Headmaster asked, “What would he require for this to happen?”

Erick put it out there, “That I take their place.”

The Headmaster frowned. He turned his gaze toward the window, to the ocean, and the stars hanging in the darkness above. Erick watched him, waiting for some sign of good or ill. 

The Headmaster sighed. “One life for countless is a good bargain.” He turned back to Erick, with a softer look in his now-amber eyes. “You would be dead, of course. Everything you were before, everything you made of yourself and your life… That would be over.”

“… That wasn’t the reaction I expected.”

The Headmaster laughed. “Were you expecting death and destruction?”

“Among other things.” Erick admitted, “I wasn’t sure where it would have been pointed, though.”

The Headmaster grinned, then lost his grin. He said, “I have a facade I show to the world. That facade demands your death, yes, but I am more than the parts of myself that others believe me to be.”

Now it was Erick’s turn to smile. He said, “That much is true of everyone.”

“Ah, Erick, Erick, Erick… You walk into the dragon’s maw far too often.” The Headmaster went silent for a time, then said, “You should—” He spoke with casual finality, “You should put Melemizargo’s idea out of your mind. This action of his is simply a longer confidence trick than most. He plans to make people believe that he is innocent of all evil, and then strike when we expose our necks. You have already accepted the burden of this city, and have chosen to perpetuate his plan. In a scant century, or less, Melemizargo will destroy us all. But that is still a century off, and it is possible for him to lapse in judgment and prove himself as the evil this world knows him to be.” He asked, “Or do you believe otherwise?”

“I don’t know about that.” Erick slightly changed the subject, asking, “Is there a way to prove the world is real?” At the Headmaster’s odd look, Erick clarified, “I don’t mean that as a rhetorical question. I mean in regards to Melemizargo’s insanity. How has he decided that this world isn’t real? Why has he decided that?”

The Headmaster nodded, then said, “There is no such thing as Objective Reality. There is only reality as a concept, and Reality, as it refers to the nature of existence around a specific viewpoint. Proving reality exists is fundamentally impossible, since we are beings that experience the world through senses, and senses can be fooled.” He frowned. “Bringing Melemizargo back to himself is therefore impossible. But it is true that he is more himself than he has ever been before.” The Headmaster said, “I have a theory on why this is, if you would like to hear it? It is not a complete theory, but it is better than what I have had before.”

“Yes. Please tell me.”

The Headmaster began, “To understand the depth of the problem, you must understand that Melemizargo was the God of Magic for an entire universe.” The Headmaster gazed out of the window. “Like the stars in these skies, the magics that made our worlds were uncountable and ancient beyond measure, and the worlds themselves were a higher count than that.” He turned back to Erick. “Floating cities the size of Glaquin, resting on the currents of the Mana Ocean. Sects of wizards, a thousand strong, responsible for the creations of millions of planes. Planes ten thousand times the size of Veird. Wizards that created magics, and then stabilized them, creating dynasties that lasted for thousands and thousands of years, and islands of stability like nowhere else in the Old Cosmology. But by that same token, wizards ran rampant, too, destroying worlds that were unprotected.

“The utter magnitude of what was lost… It is the difference between a million trillion, and one. Some would count the loss higher than that. I barely saw more than a dozen major sites and a hundred lesser locations, before the Sundering. I was only 300. I could adapt. Many could not.

“When we fell to Veird, and in the coming years… We lost thousands to suicide. The best minds in the Old Cosmology. The strongest shields. The most knowledgeable casters. We lost gods, too. Some of them had lost all their people, and so died to obscurity. Some simply decided not to continue, and so they laid down and died.

“The very nature of our reality had changed. 

“The Script was our salvation. It allowed the Old Cosmology to survive. But our reality had changed. Mana, in its pure state, is mutable. It is possibility, and it is wonderful. But this carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and nitrogen? These are solid. These are immutable. And yes, they are mutable to you, and to us, but they are not Mana. They are not what ancient gods, like Melemizargo, were accustomed with. 

“And so, we come to the nature of Melemizargo’s Insanity. 

“As a dragon, he had a real body, but as the God of Magic, his body was also the mana. It is not untrue to say that he was the Mana Ocean that spread across countless known planes, and who filled the unknown where civilization had yet to touch. He was everything and nothing, all at the same time. He was Darkness. He was Light. He was Fire and Stone, Water and Air. He was Shadow.

“These were the building blocks of our existence. The Fundamental Forces of our Old Cosmology.

“And so, not only was almost all of him destroyed in the Grand Translation...” The Headmaster paused. He said, “All of him was destroyed, and all that was left was the part remaining on Veird. A land that was not him at all. A land with a Script, that forced most of his power out of his being. A land made of particles and forces that were vastly outside of his domain.”

Erick said, “And so, he went insane. Poisoned by particles?”

“It is entirely possible that this is the truth of Melemizargo’s insanity.” The Headmaster said, “His is a piteous tale of an existence as large as a universe, transformed into something smaller than a shaving of a claw, and then stuffed into a ball of feces.” He said, “Even in his more lucid moments, when he claims of being forced into a [Mesmerize]? This is a poor rationalization of his new existence. It is an attempt to explain to himself how he could have ended up like this. He cannot accept the truth, and so, he falls to madness.” The Headmaster said, “He was not the only one to fall to madness in those first years. The Fae…

“We say that the Fae died in the Sundering, but in truth, they did not. They were too numerous to die off like that. They lived on every plane, under the guises of every people. Each one was an eternal reflection of the Mana Ocean, and of Nature. Many were here on Veird when the Sundering hit, and the Script came into being.

“Not a single one could adapt. Some went quietly; falling asleep, and then deeper, then fading away entirely. Some did not go quietly. Those, we had to kill before they killed everyone else.” The Headmaster looked away. A sad glint appeared in his eyes, as he said, “The single dwarven Stoneship and every single dwarf that managed to make it to Veird, all took refuge in the Underworld, attempting to carve out new lives for themselves down below. They lasted three years before Melemizargo killed them all.” He looked to Erick, saying, “The elves were allowed Archipelago Nergal to make their own, but they could not survive the judgment of the rest of the refugees.” He said, “This whole world was mad, in the beginning. Many died. Few got better. Melemizargo did neither.”

Erick changed the subject, “Why hasn’t the whole world worked together to end him?”

The Headmaster heard Erick, but he did not answer right away. He reached down to the tea pot, and filled his own cup. When he gestured for Erick, for more, Erick shook his head with the slightest of movements. The Headmaster sipped his tea. He sat back. He said, “Because he could kill us all.”

“How is that possible?”

The Headmaster frowned a little. He said, “He is a dragon, and a god.”

“… That explains nothing.”

“Hmm.” The Headmaster looked to Erick. He said, “Dragons exist. They have bodies. Melemizargo is no exception. Gods normally don’t have bodies, and because of this, they exist as the gestalt of their peoples; as impressions in the mana. Beings greater than the sum of their parts.”

“I knew… Some of that.” Erick said, “What I meant, though, was: Why don’t the gods kill him?”

The Headmaster leveled a sad look at him, saying, “Really, Erick. This is basic Tenday sermon stuff.” 

“I understand about the agreements among gods to prevent divine wars.” Erick said, “But still!”

The Headmaster said, “The Script, Rozeta, and binding Divine Law prevents overt godly war. Gods must work through intermediaries when they wish to fight. Melemizargo has a body, so he is partially immune to this restriction. That is how he could kill us all; with his Wizardly power, using his true body. He’s already censured from almost all divine actions by the will of every single god of Veird, but that doesn’t matter when gods are not allowed to interfere directly in mortal affairs. Every single action he has ever undertaken, has been under his own, wizard power, for he is partially real.” 

“… Oh.” Erick said, “Okay. That’s…” He asked, “Then it should be easier to kill a big dragon than it is to kill a god, correct?”

The Headmaster blanked. Then he chuckled. He laughed. He said, “Oh, were it that easy!” He said, “For the sake of the thought, let’s consider that someone actually managed to kill his mortal body and somehow— No. That’s too many assumptions. He’d still be a god. No mortal could kill a god. No dragon living today could inflict any meaningful damage upon Melemizargo. But let us theorize, and assume he was killed. In such a case, he could just remake his body. He is divine fire when he wishes, and solid when he does not.” He added, “Melemizargo might even let you fight his real body, and if by a True Miracle you won, he would just remake himself and pat you on the back, and likely grant you a boon for the distraction you granted him.”

Erick found himself getting angry. “Why don’t the other gods make themselves bodies!”

Turning slightly serious, the Headmaster said, “Now this is blasphemous, so try not to repeat this anywhere else. But that’s what Champions are. Partially.”

“… That makes me incredibly angry, for some reason.”

“If you are thinking that it is a conversion of a person into a god or anything like that, it is not.”

“… I was thinking of some soul fuckery, yes.”

The Headmaster nodded, saying, “I don’t interact much with gods or Champions, and have never been privy to their inner working, but my limited understanding of the process is that it is more of a gestalt. A voice in your head and a guiding hand for your sword. A touch of the divine; not a sweeping away of the Champion in order to fulfill the purpose laid down by their god. Though some Champions have called down the full power of their god in order to fulfill their chosen Quest, and have thus burned their souls to fuel their purpose. It’s all very proper, with no one getting into anything they don’t understand.” He added, “I understand it was not this way back in the Old Cosmology.”

“That makes me… slightly less angry.” Erick thought for a moment. “Actually. A lot less angry.”

The Headmaster continued, “There is a way to end Melemizargo’s threat, for good, though the odds of it ever happening are… It’s impossible. But maybe you’ll find a way.”

Erick felt his heart beat hard.

“I hardly ever tell anyone this truth, because once they confront him with the option, he invariably kills them.” The Headmaster asked, “Knowing this, do you wish to know the way?”

Did he wish to know! What kind of! Yes! Erick’s anger faded completely, as curiosity took hold. “How?”

“If Melemizargo voluntarily gave up his divinity, if he decided to continue the procession of power that allowed him to become the God of Magic when his own mother passed on, the next God of Magic could fix a lot of the problems he has created.” The Headmaster said, “But Melemizargo has only been the God of Magic for 12,000 years. His mother lasted well over a hundred thousand before she turned her station over to him.”

“Well, fuck.”

“Quite.”

Erick moved right along to the next topic, saying, “So I was thinking of what Melemizargo’s long term goals could be, what with this new sanity and all that.”

The Headmaster waited, listening. 

Erick listed, “To find a way to create new mana. To find a way to contain that mana both on a space faring vessel, and on other planets, possibly with another Script-like magic. And to make a vessel capable of traveling to the other planets of this solar system.”

The Headmaster said, “Copying the Script’s basic functionality to contain mana to Veird would require Rozeta’s cooperation. A void vessel would require Koyabez’s.” He added, “The Demons or Angels could also work instead of the god of Peace, but I don’t see that happening.”

“Because Melemizargo could ask for a [Gate] up there, and then push off of the Silver Star with a lot less force than what is needed to leave Veird?”

The Headmaster nodded. 

Erick had been right! He asked, “But what about making new mana?”

“It is an evil process that involves soul magic.” The Headmaster said, “That is all I will say on the matter.”

Erick filed away that bit of information for some other day, and asked, “How likely is it that he could get Rozeta or Koyabez’s cooperation?”

The Headmaster said, “He doesn’t deserve cooperation. But Koyabez… I could see forgiveness if the right steps are taken. Rozeta would not happen unless all the other gods agree to forgive, and that won’t happen unless the people of the world agree to forgive, and that won’t happen. The Geodes, in particular, would never forgive Melemizargo. They have been burned far too often by his treacheries.”

Erick was slightly stunned. He asked, “You actually think it would be possible for… For Koyabez to forgive Melemizargo for what he’s done?”

“There are certain steps Melemizargo could undertake to show a reformation. There are also certain steps he could never take, simply by nature of the Wizardry he has used to harm Veird.” The Headmaster said, “He could stop appointing Ancients, for that is something he does, personally, for each and every one. But he could not end all monsters, for that has been woven into the very nature of the Script, under the Foundational Bans, and laying those required all the Relevant Entities of the Script, some of which no longer exist. There are other steps similar to these, but they are too numerous to list even in a full day of lecture, so I will leave it at that.”

Erick sat back in his chair, thinking. His thoughts rapidly turned back to other obligations. He checked on Candlepoint, through the several Ophiel he had scattered between Oceanside and the shadeling city. 

… Candlepoint was fine, for now. Nothing had changed in the last half hour, since the last time he checked on the city.

The Headmaster’s voice brought him back to the moment. “You are a good overseer, Erick. I wish you well on Candlepoint. When the rest of the world comes for you, know that I will not stand against this shadeling city, or against you.”

Erick blinked long. He looked to the Headmaster, and said, “Thank you.” On a whim, he asked, “Would you happen to know what’s wrong with my eyes? They’re white, now.”

“Usually, this happens to people of faith, though it also tends to happen to archmages who are also Scions of Focus. Few will ever experience this side effect, though, as it requires extensive, prolonged use of strong magics, coupled with pursuing your personal goals in life to an almost devoted degree. The specific spells I’m referring to are anything with a differently colored Script prompt, which, anyone who knows anything, and who has been watching your activities, would deduce that you have acquired, at least, [Greater Lightwalk]. And possibly something else, as well.” The Headmaster said, “Congratulations on that, by the way.” He asked, “Are you going to teach your apprentice your method?”

Erick almost laughed. “If she’s learned anything from me, she’s probably already tried using what I’ve already taught her. She might have even made it today. She was supposed to finish in the dungeon in the last few hours.” Erick glanced to the window. The sun was maybe two hours away. He said, “I actually might need to pick her up, soon.” He smiled, “And Jane.”

The Headmaster smiled, then stood, saying, “It is time for both of us attend to other duties, and for you to pick out some books. Good luck with Candlepoint. Try to keep yourself safe, if you can.”

Erick stood, saying, “Thank you, Headmaster. Your help has been greatly appreciated.”

The Headmaster smiled, then asked, “Is there any other pressing news? We are in a time of turmoil; if there’s anything else you think I need to know, then I can sit back down.”

Erick felt a warmth in his chest. It was a good feeling. He said, “Probably about a thousand things. But just a moment.” With a concentrated thought, he had an Ophiel near his house blip himself, and an item from Erick’s tower, closer to another Ophiel down the chain, who then proceeded to do the same. After ten seconds, while the Headmaster looked to Erick, questioningly, an octahedron diamond flickered into Erick’s open palm. “I made this spell, but different. I understand the original belonged to an old friend of yours.” He cast, and the diamond turned void dark, sucking in all light, becoming like a piece of reality cut out from the whole. Erick said, “It works rather well for Stat enchantments.” He offered the gem to the Headmaster.

The two of them had been talking well, like old business friends, for hours. But when the Headmaster saw that dark gem...

The Headmaster stood rigid, expressionless, and distant, as he gazed upon the void diamond in Erick’s outstretched hand. He lifted his hand to reach for it. He hesitated. With a forced, smooth motion, he took the gem. He sighed, his professional mask breaking in small ways. In the crinkles to the sides of his eyes. In the slight frown of his lips. He breathed deep, and let out a small shudder. He smiled. He folded his fingers over the gem. Gold light spilled from the cracks, and when he opened his palm, the void gem was gone. 

“Thank you,” he said. He breathed deep, again. “Tulamana Blackvoid was a wonderful, infuriating, brilliant woman.” He laughed. “I would advise you to tread carefully with this spell, but you are already a Stone Elemental in a pottery shop and you’ve already created artifacts that outlast her [Blackvoid] rings by an order of magnitude.” He said, “Perhaps… Perhaps giving them away for free to empower a city, or as rewards… Perhaps this was the proper response to societal pressures. She tried to sell them. Mostly, she was successful. But then she wasn’t.”

“I heard she fell to the Shades.” 

“It wasn’t quite that simple.” The Headmaster said, “Hers was a time of dangerous new magics on Veird. Not unlike which has happened before, not unlike which will happen again, but her waves were smaller than the waves you have caused.

“She sold trinkets to kings for exorbitant amounts, and she spurned cities who wished to be her benefactor. She sold to both sides of wars, and played people against each other when they tried to play her.” The Headmaster said, “She did not want to live a simple life, at all. But yes, eventually the Shades wanted to play with her, and she spurned them, too. The only reason that history records her death at the hands of the Shades was because they were the first to succeed. Others were hot on her trail.” He looked to the dark skies outside, and said, “We will talk again, Erick. Thank you for this old man’s tangents. It is good to reminisce, sometimes.”

“See you later.”

“And you, as well.”

The Headmaster blipped away in a flash of gold. 

Erick had wanted to ask a few more questions, but that was more than enough for one night. He glanced down to the books left on the tea table, then turned and walked out of the library, hurrying fast to the bathroom. With the necessities out of the way, he came back and began rummaging through the shelves. Hours passed. With Poi’s help, Erick picked out a hundred books, and copied them all. As the sun rose on the other side of the city, and night retreated past the western horizon, turning the sky back to bright blue, a good pile of books laid stacked on Ophiel’s [Teleporting Platform]. Erick sent the [Familiar] blipping on ahead, to deposit those books in the library of the house, back in Spur.

Erick glanced out the window one more time. The city was waking up. Soon, the shops would be opening, too. And right on time. He turned to Poi, and said, “Are Kiri and Jane ready for some shopping?”

“They are.”

The two of them blipped away in a flash of white.

 

- - - -

 

Erick stepped onto the grassy part of the lawn, outside of Windy Manor. The air tasted faintly of salt, but the land up here was far enough away from the ocean that the salt failed to overpower the smell of vanilla, citrus, and herbs. Erick breathed deep. The garden was growing in well; the groundskeepers, Vinsez and Powell, must be doing well. Had they had their baby yet? Maybe, but it was likely still too early. But that was a concern for another day, for Jane and Kiri stood outside of the picture windows of the manor, bereft of any bags; they must have sent them ahead, with Sunny.

Jane smiled. Kiri took second place next to Jane, stepping slightly further to the side.

Erick smiled wide to see his daughter, and his apprentice. With enthusiasm, he said, “Hello! Ready for some shopping?”

Kiri said, “Absolutely.”

“It’s the only reason I stuck around when I heard you were showing up.” Jane walked closer, teasing, “And you’re paying.”

Erick laughed. “Of course I am.” He said, “Let’s buy everything you want. And if you see anything you think Candlepoint could need, I’ll get that, too.”

He met Jane in a hug. His head pressed to her shoulder, while she did the same to him. They stayed like that for a moment. 

Jane muttered, “You pulled some crazy shit, dad.”

He countered, “Like you haven’t risked your life killing some monster or another in the last dozen days. You were supposed to be home ‘in just a few’, if I recall correctly.”

Jane giggled. “I certainly didn’t try to kill a Shade.” She added, “I haven’t killed any monsters, actually. I’ve been working to clear my Class Ability Quests.” She pulled away. “You’re looking at a fully Ability’d Prismatic Polymage.”

Erick smiled wide, then pulled her in for another hug. “That’s great!” He let her go, still smiling wide. “Fantastic.” He added, “We’re going to have to talk about upgrading all of your Elemental Bodies into their Greater versions.”

Jane winced. 

“Ha!” Kiri chimed in.

Erick glanced between Kiri and Jane, asking, “Did you already raise them?”

Jane sighed, then glared at the slightly younger woman. She turned back to Erick. “Your apprentice has. I have not.” Eager to move along, Jane said, “But whatever! Let’s go spend your money.”

Erick smiled, then turned to Kiri, who had been holding back a couple of meters. “Good job, Kiri. How long did it take you?”

“First try.” Kiri smiled, showing bright white teeth, as her feathered snake [Familiar] looked to Erick with bright green eyes. “Sunny helped.”

“Ah! Good. Just like I told you, then?” 

“Exactly as you told me.”

Erick teased Jane, “But you don’t want a [Familiar]~”

“You are right. I do not.” Jane asked, “By the way: What’s wrong with your eyes?”

“Something that might eventually affect you, and you too, Kiri.”

Kiri perked up. 

Erick explained, “The Headmaster said it like this...”

 

- - - -

 

One nice thing about being at Oceanside again, besides that he was near to Jane again, was that no one recognized him. Erick walked down the streets with his daughter at his side and Poi just one step behind, while Kiri walked ahead. Some people might have picked out this pseudo-formation grouping, but this was a land of students; the four of them were just another loose group of people on the streets, shopping at the Lower Market of Oceanside like everyone else. Only Poi wore armor, but he was not the only one encased in steel on these streets.

Vendors hawked their wares on carpets set to the sides of the wide stone road, or in stalls raised from the ground, under cloth awnings. Bowls and utensils. Maps and spices. Seeds and fruits. Fabrics and yarn and used books, and artistic sculptures that moved in interesting ways when [Control Item] was applied. And jewelry. Lots and lots of jewelry. But none of it was enchanted. They’d have to go up to the Upper Market for that.

Which they did, soon enough. 

In the Lower Market, cream-colored Robe automatons—

Ah! Dammit! Erick should have asked the Headmaster if there was a way for him to use the Crystal in the center of Candlepoint to create his own automatons. Oh well. He’d write the man a letter, and that would be that.

—The Robe automatons were spaced wide in the air, with good overviews of the market, but not an overbearing presence. The price for thievery was minimal by Veird standards; the severing of an arm, while all the healers in the city knew not to heal that sort of injury. But in the Upper Market, the price for thievery was exile or death, depending, and the Robes were spaced on every single corner, floating in the air; silent sentinels ready to enforce the Law at a moment’s notice.

Erick noticed the Robes, and wondered what laws Mephistopheles, Zaraanka, Slip, Justine, and Valok, would decide upon, after he sent them all those books on law. Some variation of Spur’s laws? Probably not. Mephistopheles was from… somewhere. Erick wasn’t quite sure. Possibly Nelboor, but Erick had no idea why he got that feeling. He wasn’t sure about Slip, either. Zaraanka was from the Greensoil Republic, for sure. Valok was from the Republic, too, but he was also from Spur. Justine was from a dead Underworld city—

If Ava truly became the Sewermaster, then she got a say in the city, too, right? That’s how it worked, and she was from the Underworld, too. 

… Candlepoint would likely end up with a mishmash of Underworld and Republic values—

No. That was jumping the gun. Erick had no idea what they would decide—

Jane asked, “What are you thinking about, dad? You went quiet.”

Erick looked at the stacks of books he had been staring at for five minutes. He turned to Jane. “Thinking about laws. What to institute in Candlepoint. Everyone there is from different places on Veird.”

“You’re not thinking of some full democratic system, are you?” 

She said the words with disguised disdain, but Erick heard her feelings loud and clear. 

After a moment, he decided, “It’ll be much easier to oversee a republic than a democracy.”

With relief in her voice, Jane said, “Good.” Then she asked, “So what book are you looking for?”

“Something called ‘Esoteric Elements’. Archmage Syllea said I should look into it.” He asked, “What are you looking for?”

“Monster guides and [Polymorph] suggestions.” 

“I’ll keep an eye out.” 

Jane nodded, as she went back to the stacks. 

In a few hours of shopping, Erick finally found what he was looking for at the fifth bookshop, with the help of a lovely older incani woman, who knew her bookshop back to front. But the book Erick wanted wasn’t in the shelves. It was kept separate from the rest. The woman pulled ‘Esoteric Elements' from a locked and runed chest, kept behind the counter, and set the book on the counter between them. It was a massive tome, 50 centimeters by 40, with over four hundred thick pages. She allowed him to view the work, but he could not do more than that. This was fine. As soon as Erick read through the first few pages, he knew he had found the right book. 

The brilliantly illustrated book cost him 2830 gold, but he bargained her down from 2900. He probably still overpaid, but maybe not. This book was practically an illuminated manuscript; a work of art written more like a fairy tale than a text book, with inked paintings all throughout. It was easy to see why the book wasn’t more widely published, when books normally cost 20-40 gold, and only text books got [Duplicate]d by the Book Binders. This was no text book. Flipping through the pages, he could easily see how a younger Syllea would have fallen in love with all the varied Elements.

Jane eyed the book the whole time Erick had gone through buying the thing, so with the transaction completed, and the bookseller happy and relaxed, he stepped aside and let Jane read. She did. She flipped through the first few pages, then read more. Her eyes went wide. 

She looked up to him, and said, “What the fuck?”

Erick laughed loud, then said, “I know! There’s more elements than six!”

Kiri stepped to them, asking, “What?”

Jane stepped aside. The bookseller grinned at the whole exchange, while Kiri stepped up and began to read.

Kiri read for a moment. She frowned. “Huh. They never taught us that.” She looked to the bookseller, saying, “I need to find a book on ‘Radiance’.” 

The bookseller said, “Aisle 3, fifth shelf forward on the left, bottom rows. ‘Dawning Sun Style’ or ‘Fire on the Sky’. These are the ones I recommend.”

Kiri thanked the woman, and went searching.

Jane stepped back to Esoteric Elements and flipped through, first to the front, then to the back. She read a little, then flipped through again, to somewhere in the center. She went silent. Erick watched, smiling, wondering what she was looking for.

Jane looked to the bookseller, saying, “I need to find books on Reflection and Illusion.”

“Overviews, or in-depth?”

“In-depth.”

The bookseller said, “For Reflection: Aisle 8, first shelf forward on the right, top rows. ‘Reflecting Magic and Melee’ is the definitive work on that subject. For Illusion—” She pointed to a shelf right beside her counter, saying, “I keep those books right there. Try the middle row.” She smirked, saying, “I keep that shelf in sight as much as I can.”

Jane went to find her books. 

While they went searching, Erick asked for books on aura control, Shadow and Light interactions, and tree [Familiar]s.

The older woman was happy to personally help him, as she pulled out three more 1500 gold tomes from the same chest she had retrieved ‘Esoteric Elements’. There was a problem, though. That chest was not big enough to hold all the books she had pulled from it, and she closed the lid every time she pulled out a different book.

Erick eyed the woman. She was an older incani, with two small purple horns, pale violet skin, and pale eyes to match her white hair. He looked around. The shop was nice, with hard woods and bright lights and well maintained shelves and floors, but it wasn’t overly nice. Erick and his people were the only shoppers in this place, too. 

Erick asked, “Is this some specialty book shop? You have everything I asked for. None of the other places did.”

The incani woman grinned, saying, “Oceanside is an arcanaeum town, so most everyone sells to the lowest common denominator. But this is an Elite shop, owned by the Headmaster himself. If it wasn’t for you, archmage, your girls would have been [Teleport Other]d outside the moment they tried to come in, as would anyone not already approved.”

Erick stood stunned for a moment. He said, “Ah. Well. Thank you for having everything I wanted.”

The woman bowed, just a little, then said, “That is what I’m here for.”

“What’s the name of your shop, again? I know I saw the name outside, but— What’s your name?” He rapidly remembered his manners, and said, “I’m Erick. Nice to meet you.”

“The Book Cellar. I’m Tapezry. A pleasure to meet you, too, archmage.”

Jane came up to the counter holding three books. Erick paid for them, then he paid for Kiri’s five. Jane had likely overheard everything that had happened, for she gave a small glance between Erick and Tapezry, but it was Kiri who came up to the counter like some sheep looking like she was in someplace she shouldn’t be. She still wanted her books, though. 

It was then, that Erick looked to Poi, and saw that he was keeping it together, but only just. Erick had kept the man up way too late. There was only one more place to go, though. This trip was almost over.

Erick thanked Tapezry for her help, and left the Book Cellar. It wasn’t far to go to reach their final destination: ‘Healer’s Light’.

Erick spent half a million gold at that swanky emporium for specialty services, and specialty items. 500,000 gold didn’t go that far. Just two rods of [Greater Treat Wounds] were 200,000 gold on their own, but Erick also got a fair number of rods of [Treat Wounds], both to replace the ones he requisitioned from Spur’s Army and to hand over to Candlepoint. The other major expenses came from a few truly expensive magical grasses that would spread in Candlepoint’s Lake, and ensure that the fish who swam near would remain healthy and free of parasites. He got enough to plant next to the city’s coast, just one glass orb containing a tuft of green, but not much more than that. Theoretically, he could have gone out into the wild and found some ‘Million Fish Grass’ on his own, and saved that cost, but that cost was only there for all the alchemical and magical warding placed upon the glass orb, and in the waters inside. Million Fish Grass didn’t tolerate replanting, at all.

… Erick wondered what was going on with that. He would have to try out [Teleport Other] on a small piece of the grass when it had grown upon the lake’s bottom. After all, [Teleport Other] worked to move something as though it had been in another place all along. It wouldn’t be ‘replanting’, in that case. And besides that: the little green tuft would survive through a [Teleport], according to the people at ‘Healer’s Light’.

But that was a project for another day.

With all their purchases in their bags, Erick, Jane, Kiri, and Poi, walked to the designated [Teleport] area inside Healer’s Light, and Erick summoned his [Teleporting Platform]. The shop was very aware of the prices of the items they sold, and Erick was more than happy to oblige their suggestion that he leave via the designated area, instead of risking a walk on the street. 

As they were blipping across the ocean, Erick thought back to a conversation he had in the middle of all the shopping.

Erick had inquired about Delia Greentalon; Valok’s daughter. 

Jane reported that she had stayed away from the young pinkscale, but she knew that Delia had attended her classes every day. Jane had no idea of anything beyond that.

Kiri had not stayed away from Delia. Kiri said, “I met with her, once, and talked to her teachers. She’s violent and dispassionate. She doesn’t talk to anyone except when they talk to her. But it’s hard to fault that. None of her teachers were overly concerned.”

Erick hoped Delia would be okay. He would ask Valok on his thoughts.

 

- - - -

 

The journey home sent them almost a quarter around the world, and back into the dark; the sun was barely rising. 

Poi immediately went to bed. Erick apologized to the man as he trundled up the stairs, to his room. 

As for himself, Erick went into the kitchen and started making breakfast, as well as conjuring a note under Justine’s door, telling her what to expect upon coming down stairs. Jane and Kiri were waiting.

Not too long later, Justine came down the stairs, alongside Teressa. 

The arguments started. Erick refereed. 

It was a great big thing, where everything about Candlepoint was all dredged up, again, and both Kiri and Jane raised their voices and twisted all the knives they could think to twist. Erick defended Justine when things got out of hand, but he might not have needed to. Justine was poised. She was calm. This level of vitriol from his daughter and his apprentice, was nothing to her. She could handle anger. She could handle unfounded and founded suspicion both just fine, with grit and aplomb. Her voice never strayed above an even keel. 

The conversation temporarily broke for breakfast, but resumed before Jane had finished her first slice of bacon. Erick and Teressa ate while words flew across the table to strike Justine, who sat adamant in her resolve to explain away as many concerns as she could, weather the concerns she couldn’t account for, and strive to prove, through calm words, that the shadelings of Candlepoint were not a trap for anyone, except the gods. When that came up there was a minor shit fit, but Justine explained her Scion Revelation: 

The Relevant Entities of the Script were withholding their response. The shadelings were Melemizargo’s attempt at a bridge between himself and the world, and many Relevant Entities wanted to see what that meant before they decided on open war.

Jane frowned, trying a different tactic, saying, “He’s giving out free [Resurrection]s, and that’s supposed to make him not guilty of all the evil he’s caused?”

Justine calmly said, “I have been informed that the process will not be called [Resurrection], but [Reincarnation]. It is not the restoration of the original, but the original brought back in a new form, with most of the memories of the original. Melemizargo wishes to bypass the [Resurrection] debate completely, but what people choose to make of this has yet to be seen.”

Jane balked—

Erick’s fork dropped to his plate. “He’s using my words?”

Jane turned to her father, saying, “You gave them that English word?”

“Yes. That is what happened. The concept has been accepted, according to Koyabez.” Justine said, “What that means, we will have to wait and see.”

Kiri went “Hmm,” She stuck her fork into a potato. She said no more.

Jane stared at Justine, then stabbed her pancake. She said no more. 

Breakfast continued in blessèdsilence.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Revelations and the sharing of language! For the last time [Reincarnation] was mentioned, check out chapter 59, End of Book 2.

And that is how you spell blessèd when referring to a holy thing.

Patrons already have 110. 111 will be out tomorrow, for them, unless something untoward happens. 

Thanks for reading~
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                Mercy was an elmen of contradiction. Where all the other elmen rushed forward, to burn or to freeze or to swallow in power, Mercy sought to end all fights before they began. With a touch of ens paw, or a swipe of ens claw, Health and Shield were ripped asunder, but nary a hair was hurt on those whom Mercy fought. All rejoiced at Mercy’s mercy. To leave foes defenseless, to demand peace before Blood had been spilled, en was the most steadfast of all the elmen. En would never hurt without cause, and when cause came, en broke defenses like they were nothing, and like always, the other side gave up when all their defenses were laid low.

In this way, Mercy built a kingdom on kindness, a republic on rational war.

Ens pursuit of bloodless war was unlike what most of life demanded on the Continent, but ens very nature had turned enemies to friends, and with those friends, en pushed back the Monsters.

Look now to another side of the land, where an elmen named Destruction kept ens land free of Total War by spilling the Blood of all. Man or Beast or Monster, it mattered not, for Destruction tore at flesh and bone, ripping and breaking, in a way totally unlike Mercy. En attacked through it all, hoping for lasting damage, assisting ens most vaunted companion, Blood.

In this way, Destruction built a sparse kingdom by killing, a republic based on rampaging war.

Ens pursuit of a Bloody War was easily accepted by life on the Continent, for Monsters gave no second chances, and no one knew of Mercy around these parts. 

Except for one.

Blood was ancient. Beyond ancient. More ancient than the stars, but not as Ancient as The Six. En had planned wars before. Many, many wars. En was planning one right now. This would not be ens last, and it was far from ens first. En did all this to birth more of ens kind, to increase ens power. For en was always at war with that wonderful child of Light and Water; Healing. 

Healing wished for no war. No fighting. But that was not the Continent. War was a constant on the Continent, and so Healing had a job to do. En fixed up the broken bones. En put the flesh back together. En restored the Blood in the Body. And most importantly, Healing restored Health. And thus en made more war for enself, for blood contained was not the blood Blood wanted. 

Blood was a bit of a bastard, for Blood was Blood, but under Health and Shield, Blood was more blood than Blood.

And here is a secret: Mercy was born from Blood, twice removed from the Six and a step to the center, off the path. Mercy was an agent of Blood in all but action.

Here is another secret: Healing was sibling to Blood. Another side of the coin, another side of the sphere. They were both one step from the Six, and Healing made Blood’s life all that much harder.

Here is another secret: Healing loved Mercy, like an aunt loves a nephew, for ens job was never done; Monsters were dangerous enough that Total War was a true tragedy best avoided. Mercy brought Health and Shields low, yes, but en did not harm past that. 

And yet Mercy and Blood fought.

And here is the final secret, that is not so secret at all: While Healing, Mercy, and Blood, were all related, Destruction was of something else. Something aligned with the Darkness, because, as ens core, Destruction wanted to tear it all apart. War. Total War. Monsters. Kill them all and let the Gods sort them out. That was Destruction’s only way of life. 

Theirs is the Story of the Continent, but it is only a small part of the Greater Whole.

 

- - - -

 

Erick left ‘Esoteric Elements’ open on his lap, and sat back in his chair. He looked around. Ophiel twittered on the perch nearby, happy to sing to himself in violins and harp sounds, while Kiri read her own books on the other side of the library. He turned back to his own book. 

‘Esoteric Elements’ was mainly a book of multi-part stories each crafted to impart an impression on what each Element did, and how they were related to all the other Elements in their core story, and later on, how those multi-part stories each interacted with other multi-part stories that involved other ‘elmen’. The multi-parter Erick was reading now, was mainly about Mercy, Blood, Healing, and Destruction. Flipping ahead a bit, the next section was about River, Ash, Tree, and Rain, and had almost nothing to do with Mercy’s story. Mercy, by its part, had almost nothing to do with the previous section. But there was a common thread among them all. 

The Six were always in the background, giving out boons to their close ‘elmen’ and disadvantages to the ‘elmens’ of the other Six, but Stone, Fire, Water, Air, Light, and Shadow, never took center stage. ‘Esoteric Elements’ was a story book of the children of the Six, aimed at children. This was a book that parents could read to their own youngsters, and when those children were older, and Matriculated, they could read the whole of the book, themselves. 

The child parts were juvenile, for sure. A basic overview, at best. But still helpful for a multitude of reasons. The stories gave the reader a decent grasp of what the Elements were supposed to do. 

But the true worth of the book was revealed in the other half of the text. At least half of the book, maybe slightly more, was written in Ancient Script, in footnotes to the sides of the text, crafted into the ink paintings, and with longer descriptions after each story, explaining, in detail, what the Elements were. Almost more importantly, were the spells that came after the stories. One example was always an [Elemental Bolt]. The other was always a [Ward] defense. These spells, when crafted correctly, would even have the Pure spell tag in their titles. 

Erick could easily see how Esoteric Elements would keep a child’s imagination stoked for their entire life. From stories told when young, to well into adulthood when they implemented these spells on their own, and then past that, when those adults then had children of their own, and they passed this tome down to their own children. Some of the stories were actually good. 

… Jane would have loved a book like this growing up. She would probably love to read it right now, too. 

Jane was currently out with the Army, doing whatever it was she was doing. Talking to Killzone, most likely. She’d be back for dinner, and so Erick was going to make a good dinner. He did not expect Jane in the house until then.

He turned back to the book, and turned the page. Written in scratchy Ancient Script, Blood was described as the pointed lifeforce of a person turned into damage, or defense. 

 




	
Pure Blood Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana + Variable

A bolt of Blood unerringly strikes a target for WIL + 5x Variable. 

Spend Health in addition to Mana to cast this spell, if you wish. 








 




	
Pure Blood Ward, instant, medium range, 50 + Variable

Create a Large Ward that prevents Variable damage from hostile forces. 

Spend Health in addition to Mana to fuel this spell, if you wish. 








 

With some quick math, and thinking of his own Stats as if he were using his Crown of Stats…

He could cast an Ophiel for 225 mana. Each Ophiel had 17,000 ‘Health’. 

With [Pure Blood Bolt], he could be firing off 85,000 point [Pure Blood Bolt]s every few seconds. Slightly less because each Ophiel would need to get into position, of course, but still. 80,000 point Bolts!

Actually. No. That was too simple. Erick looked down upon [Pure Blood Bolt] and felt his heart beat. He had a better thought. Any Bolt spell with Variable in its cost would work. He could do this with any Element. Maybe. 

Theoretically. 

There had to be a reason people did not do this. 

… Probably had to do with high-cost Bolt spells not being very ‘unerring’, and easy to dodge. Maybe.

He asked Kiri, “Hey, Kiri?”

Kiri jolted from her reading. She looked up. “Uh— Huh— What?” She came out of her flow, and said, “What?” She looked ashamed. “Uh. Sorry. I was kinda in a… I should have been watching you.”

Erick flicked his eyesight through Ophiel toward Candlepoint. Nothing was out of place. He came back, saying, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell you if I’m actually doing anything before I do it. Anyway! Which Element do you think is best for Variable cost to inflict damage?”

“Like, spending Variable mana to make a spell deal Variable damage?”

“Yes.”

“Hard to do for damaging spells. Easier to do for defensive spells.” She glanced to Ophiel, sitting on his perch, and Sunny, sitting in a coil on a nearby shelf. “Usually you don’t want to spend Variable Mana to achieve an attack, because it can be avoided, and then you have no mana in the pool. But with Ophiel—”

The feathered lump trilled to hear his name.

“—yes yes. With Ophiel, I could see that...” She thought. Her eyes went wide, as she excitedly said, “You can do this with any Element. Pick the one with the best secondary effect. It could be very… Impressive...” Her voice trailed off. Mirth vanished. She said, “I don’t know about this. It seems wrong. The goal is high damage low cost. The goal is to kill the target in one spell, and then be able to do that 50 more times. But with this idea, and with our [Familiar]s… This idea of yours has merit, but I feel like I am overlooking something fundamental. But now that you’ve brought it up, I think I’ll make a Radiance one. Or perhaps Fire. Something to burn for a while...” She decided, “Yes. Burning for 2 times cost would be decent. Or perhaps Firelight... something.”

That was another thing that had been bothering Erick. He asked, “About that ‘Radiance’. Why did you and I get ‘Firelight’ when we tried for Fire and Light combos?”

“That’s a regional variation.” Kiri said, “I went over my spells and though some say ‘Firelight’, I made one just now with Sunny, out in the Forest, that says ‘Radiance’. They’re different words in Ecks, but they’re the same word in Ancient Script.” She added, “Language drift, or poetic license from the Script and Rozeta, or spell descriptions that are only capable of showing you what you already know; take your pick. The debate over spell descriptions has been going on in arcanaeums for a long, long time.”

Erick went over his full Status, looking for discrepancies in naming conventions.

He found one. 

He said, “My [Carving Radiance] is ‘Radiance’... But the spell description says Firelight.”

 




	
Carving Radiance, instant, long range, 2100 MP

A line of firelight carves and explodes for 10x WIL damage, soaking everything damaged with power, then further exploding for 10x WIL damage. Firelight shrapnel deals 6x WIL damage per second for 30 seconds. 

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 

Kiri smirked, as she read her book, saying, “Yup. There’s a lot of that.”

Erick looked over his Status a bit more. A few spells in particular stuck out like sore thumbs: his ‘Plasma’ spells that he got from his attempts at making [Death Spiral Fire]. He turned back to his book, and looked up ‘Plasma’ in the table of contents, and found a nice little story, and a whole section on Plasma written in Ancient Script.

Plasma was an extreme form of Fire and Air, a variation on what was more commonly referred to as ‘Sun’. Fire was not actually Plasma, so it made sense that Plasma was cousin to Fire, but that still didn’t sit right with Erick. To him, Plasma was closer to Lightning. Fire and Air simply didn’t get hot enough to strip the electrons from the atoms and have them flow around in the nebulous soup that was Plasma. But maybe it was the flowing nature of Air that made Plasma come about? Or perhaps, Plasma needed Air, because air contained oxygen, and that was why—!

Plasma was cousin to Fire, and mixed with Air, because Plasma needed oxygen to burn hot enough to become Plasma! Oh man! Erick almost wanted to send a telepathic message to Syllea, right then and there. But that would have been rude. Besides: Erick had a perfectly great person to talk to, right here.

Erick asked, “Kiri? Have you ever experimented with Plasma?”

“Yup.” She lifted up the book she was reading, saying, “This ‘Dawning Sun Style’ from that bookshop is partially about Plasma, or more commonly called ‘Sun’. More about Radiance, though. Plasma is only used for battlefield movement. The majority of the magic here is a part of something the author calls ‘Breaking Dawn Radiance’, and is made for suddenly impacting [Strike]s and casts.”

Erick’s revelation about Fire, Air, and Plasma would have to wait. It probably wouldn’t have been a revelation for Kiri, anyway, seeing as how he had already told her about the interaction between fire and oxygen.

For he had literally never heard of a ‘Style’, before. Or maybe he had?

“What’s a style?”

“The tribes of Nelboor are famous for their ‘Styles’, but I never learned any. There was never any point when [Evasive Stance] was right there, and all of my enemies are monsters.” Kiri said, “Styles are magic blended with warrior skills, and they require training and assistance in order to learn from a master of whatever style you wish to learn. Think like this: instead of creating [Hunter’s Instincts], you create [Shadow Instincts], or something, along with a hundred [Strike]s, or [Block]s, or whatever. I’m not really sure how it all works, but I have heard that true masters of a Style are unto warriors what an archmage is to a mage. I don’t really believe that, though. Those people are all over in Nelboor anyway, always fighting wars. You never see them around Spur. I never saw any in Tower Town, either.”

Erick hummed in thought, then said, “Thanks, Kiri. Oh, say? I ask you a lot of questions, but you haven’t asked me any in a while. Got any?”

Kiri smiled a little. “No. You’ve done a great deal for me, Erick. You say such interesting things sometimes, that they lead me on whole different paths of inquiry into magic.” She pointed to the book on Erick’s lap, saying, “I didn’t know about the Esoteric Elements until you bought that book at that shop. And that led me to this book.” She held up ‘Dawning Sun Style’. “Which is very interesting. Probably not something I wish to pursue, though.”

Sure, she said that he was doing enough, but Erick didn’t feel like he was contributing nearly enough to this teacher-apprentice relationship. So Erick said, “Then here’s another bit of interest for you: ‘Plasma’, according to this book, is a form of Fire and Air, which is sort of how I think of it too, but not at all, because Fire is not Plasma. 

“Fire is the transformation of some burnable substance into something else, and burning typically only occurs when Oxygen is present, and is therefore able to chemically react with the burning substance to release the stored chemical energy in the form of Heat and Light. Fire is therefore actually rather close to Decay, and I imagine that I will find this out when I read far enough in this book, if this book is realistic at all. 

“I think, that the understanding of Plasma as a combination of Fire and Air is correct, but only in a surface understanding. The true nature of such a combination, and how to get ‘Plasma’ in your spell description, is to feed oxygen, or ‘Air’, to a fire, and thus make the Fire work to Decay the target in a more robust manner. 

“But that Elemental Plasma is not the true nature of plasma.

“The point of that tangent was to say this: The true nature of plasma is as a system that is so full of Energy, or Heat, that the electrons are stripped from their atoms and everything is floating around in a soupy mess of very hot particles.” He added, “With that as the basic idea of the true nature of Plasma, then you can refine that idea into something like cold Plasma, and completely ignore the Fire aspect of normal Plasma spells. 

“As far as I know, lightning was the most common form of plasma back on Earth, because normal fire from burning wood just doesn’t get hot enough to turn particles into a free-flowing soup of itself. There was also plasma in light fixtures, to cast pale glows that a lot of people used in office buildings. That form of plasma was a cold plasma; it was just used for its electrical conductivity, and when you passed an electrical current through that plasma, it created light. It did that job quite well, since it was a mass of free-flowing particles, and the electrical conductivity of plasma is usually rather high.” He finished, asking, “Now… How much of that seemed reasonable to you?”

Kiri’s eyes went wide as Erick spoke, but quickly narrowed. He had hit upon some fundamental incompatibility somewhere in his little speech, but she listened without interrupting. It was only when Erick was done, that she said, “I am not sure of this Fire and Decay connection. I mean… I can see that Fire acts like Decay… I’m not sure of this Cold Plasma idea, either.” She added, “You never talked about plasma before, when you spoke of lightning?”

“The true nature of Plasma completely slipped my mind until now.” Erick looked to one of his spells, then pushed it across the room, floating it to Kiri, saying, “By the way, have you tried making this one?”

 




	
Death Spiral Plasma, instant, close range, 17,009 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 

Kiri read the spell, her eyes going wide again. She smiled, saying, “I could try.”

“You could probably do a lot more than that, knowing that the true nature of Plasma is as a collection of loose Particles without any true structure, instead of as some combination of high Fire and Air magics. In a similar vein, Radiance is probably more of an Infrared Light, sort of thing, instead of as a mix of Fire and Light ideology.” 

Kiri paused, as she turned back to her ‘Dawning Sun Style’ book, with new ideas behind her eyes. 

Erick thoughtfully said, “Maybe that’s why I only got ‘Radiance’ on a few of my firelight spells, instead of on all of them. I was going for the magic angle instead of the Infrared angle.”

Kiri offhandedly said, “I don’t know. There’s… There’s so much inside of all of what you just said...” Her voice trailed off.

Erick went back to reading. But he did not start at the beginning. He skipped around, looking for clues among his crafted spells, and how they related to these other ‘Elements’. One of his most interesting spells was [Vivid Gloom].

 




	
Vivid Gloom X, instant + 1 minute, super long range, 500 MP

Chaotic radiance expands to fill a super large area, dealing <damage> every second to all inside. <Various effects of direct exposure include, but are not limited to, Cancer, Blindness, Magic Failure, Immolation, Boiling, and other Decay-like effects.> Spell lasts <1 hour> after conjuring is complete. Effects last longer.

Particle Mage Only.








 

[Vivid Gloom] had ‘Radiance’ in the spell description as well as a whole bunch of Decay effects, but the main thing that caught Erick’s eye was the name, itself. ‘Gloom’ was Air, shifted towards Shadow. 

The ‘Radiance’ part made a lot of sense. The spell was based upon Light of all sorts, but trapped into a space to inflict damage in that space. The trapping itself was sort of like a ‘Shadow’ effect, since Shadow came from Light easily enough, and the spell did turn all of its power inward, sucking in all light and making a void-like space. The ‘Decay’ part also made sense. Erick was going for Extreme Light, which was Veird’s term for ionizing radiation; the sort of radiation that ‘Decayed’ magic itself, or rather, removed the intent from ongoing magic. Nothing Erick knew of actually destroyed mana itself. 

The ‘Gloom’ part of the spell, though… That was interesting. 

Why did Rozeta call it ‘Gloom’? She named the spells—

Erick had called it ‘Gloom’. He remembered, now. Mystery almost solved, but his spells didn’t always come out the way he called them. The Script and Rozeta named all magic, as it was created. Could this here [Vivid Gloom] be some sort of interaction with his own Airy nature, according to Syllea’s dice that he had rolled?

He smiled a bit, as he wondered at the complexity that Rozeta dealt with in a single day. All these little words and hints inside all of these little blue boxes painted a vast mural of the truth of the Script, but even that mural was a small thing, compared to the enormity of mana itself. 

Magic was wonderful. 

For about the hundredth time, Erick was glad that he met Al, and was turned on to Scion of Focus. The time since then had been kinder to Erick because he never ran out of mana, except in extreme situations. But anyone fighting Bulgan would have run out of mana, too. 

… they probably would have fought better than him, too. But Erick could work on that!

With ‘Esoteric Elements’ sitting open on his lap, Erick pondered a question he had picked up and put down more than a few times. He could switch his Scion. He could go to Irogh and pick up a quest to switch to Scion of Balance, and after completing it, his Regen would drop from 35,000 to 20,000-ish, but he could also double his base mana from 8220 to 16,440. That much mana would allow him to do much larger spells. Maybe, if he figured out some good ‘Variable damage’ spells, that much of a difference would be massive. And maybe if Jane were in his position, she would have chosen to switch.

But Erick liked his current build. 

He returned to his book, and read about Radiance. It wasn’t long before he wanted to check on something, so with a bit of [Lightwalk] lightform, he picked up a book off of the shelf; the one Anhelia had given him to help him make some good light spells, to fight Shades. Most of Anhelia’s book was written in Ecks, but the spell formulae were written in Ancient Script. She had called her Fire and Light spells ‘Firelight’, both in the Ecks part, and in the Ancient Script part. Meanwhile, in ‘Esoteric Elements’ they never used the word ‘Firelight’, instead opting for ‘Radiance’. With a bit of cross referencing, Erick saw that Firelight and Radiance were almost the same word in Ancient Script. One had a scratch in the center of the word, the other did not. 

For a long moment, Erick sat there, confused.

He had read the words just fine, and could even write those words down, but this particular understanding of ‘Firelight’ and ‘Radiance’ as the same word did not come to him until he did some language delving of his own. He had learned both Ecks and Ancient Script through [Language Acquisition], though, so there were bound to be some oddities here and there. Was this just one of them?

He decided to leave that alone for now. He was never that good with languages. Thank the gods for [Language Acquisition]! The answer to this discrepancy probably had to do more with the fact that mana was possibility, and possibility was shaped by language, so if a person didn’t have the right language for something, then that thing wasn’t a possibility for that person. But Erick had no idea where he was going with that thought, so it sort of flowed away from him without much care beyond ‘oh, interesting trivia’. 

He returned to reading about them elmen on the Continent, and how they all worked, fought, played, and birthed each other. 

Some parts of the book were weirder than others.

Three hours later, he got to the story on Rebound. 

Kiri had left the library to get snacks, but when she came back carrying two small plates of crackers and cheese, Erick was ready to ask her another question. She set down one plate next to Erick.

“Thank you.” Erick said, “Did you ever make that [Reflection] spell?”

Kiri held her own plate of crackers and cheese, as she sat back down in her chair, saying, “I thought about it. I have the rhyme and the idea and everything all laid out, waiting to make it. But I think you should make the spell and get the points, Erick. I do not feel comfortable taking that from you.”

“I hear you, but I disagree.” Erick said, “Go make it, and then show me.”

Kiri leveled a gaze at him. “Are you sure?”

“Yes!” Erick almost laughed. “Yes. Go. Do it now, in fact.” He pointed to his own book, saying, “I’ve got about ten spells on the mind right now, and I don’t have time for something you’ve already figured out.” He teased, “But I will make fun of you if you do it wrong! I’m gonna need ten days per spell level duration, at least. Chop chop, git er done!”

Kiri was torn between joy and embarrassment. She said, “I’ll be right back.” She left in a blip of green. 

Her crackers and cheese remained on the table next to her own books. When Erick was done with his own snack, which took a good twenty minutes, he moved on to hers. And he read. He also retrieved a beer from the keg in the cold room, cleaned out a few violet eel groupings in Candlepoint’s lake, brought platinum rain to both Candlepoint’s Farm and Spur’s Garden, reasserted his control over the weather to give clouds to the sky, and played around with some preliminary Plasma spellwork out in the Crystal Forest. 

An hour later, Kiri walked into the room, holding two diamond spheres and smiling wide. She looked to the two empty plates, lingering for a second, but quickly moved on, saying, “I did it!”

Erick smiled back, saying, “I can see you did. Show me.”

In her left hand, held in the tips of her black claws, was a sphere like a perfect mirror; a white ball bearing turned shiny to the nth degree. The other sphere, in her other claws, was clear, like usual. Erick watched the second sphere, as green light flashed around the diamond, leaving in its wake a second perfect mirror, looking like curved and distorted mirror copy of the world around it.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Perfect Mirror 1, instant, close range, 250 mana

A large or smaller object or space perfectly reflects all light, both magical and mundane. If you cast Perfect Mirror on the same object or space as before, you will renew the duration of Perfect Mirror. Lasts 10 days per spell level.








 

“Oh my gods, Kiri!” Erick exclaimed, “This is better than I thought it would be!”

Kiri’s greenscaled face turned deeper green with embarrassment, as she smiled. “Thank you.”

“I have to try this.” Having already prepared for this, Erick picked up a [Luminous Trap] enchanted diamond bracelet that he had set upon a nearby shelf, that he had already enchanted with some small Stats, and covered with a purple lightmask. The central diamond already sucked in all light, and seemed more a cutout of reality framed in purple than any physical object. Erick cast his new spell. Void was replaced by purple Mirror. “Ah! Look at that!” He took off his rings and put on the bracelet. Plus 10 All-Stats. He said to his apprentice, “Good job, Kiri. Very good job.” 

Kiri watched, silently smiling, as Erick continued the experiment.

With a cast, he popped a jumbled purple, black, green, and brown lightward into the air. This type of lightward was not common, but lightwards of all sorts would disrupt the All-Stat imbue inside a void diamond; hence the need for Kiri’s reflection spell. Tulamana Blackvoid had had to create the very same reflective solution to her rings, all those centuries ago, in order to be able to use her rings out in the world. 

Erick held his wrist, and the mirrored diamond bracelet up into the lightward. The conjured light broke upon his skin, like it normally did, in small sparkles of disrupted lightspace. 

The conjured light also broke upon the reflective diamond. Normally, it would have soaked in.

Kiri’s spell was a success!

Erick began taking off the bracelet as he put on his rings, saying, “Excellent job, Kiri.” 

Demure, but proud, Kiri gave a tiny bow, saying, “Thank you, Erick.”

“That name, though. Wasn’t that the one that Tulamana Blackvoid made? But it’s a Particle spell?”

Kiri grinned, saying, “Multiple spells can have the same names, but wildly different effects. Like [Comet Swarm]. I did use ‘Perfect Mirror’ in my song, though.”

Erick smirked, then asked, “Want to go experiment with Plasma?”

Suddenly highly excited, Kiri said, “Yes!”

Before either of them could make a move, a low drone came from the ceiling, sounding like a corpse waking from the grave. Erick stared upward, as Kiri flinched from the sound. Sunny undulated pink. Ophiel stared for a good, hard second, then broke into song, repeating the sound and adding his own baritone background drone. 

Kiri started, “What the fu—!”

A tired voice carried through, ‘Wait! Wait… I’ll be ready in a… In a minute.’

Erick laughed. Poi had woken up. They had woken him up. Erick sent back, ‘No worries, Poi. We can wait.’ He said to Kiri, “We can wait.”

Kiri let loose a shiver, then agreed, “We can wait.”

 

- - - -

 

The sun shone overhead, but clouds obscured some of the blue. It wasn’t too hot, nor was it too cold. This was good weather for playing around with Plasma and plasma, both the Element, and the fourth state of matter. 

Erick and Kiri stood on the sands, just outside of a dense air, while Poi sat on a chair Erick had conjured for the tired man, inside the dense air of a [Prismatic Ward]. Erick had had to juggle a few casts of [Prismatic Ward], through his Ophiels, when the densities he had set up around Candlepoint and under that lake flickered out, but he sorted that problem quick enough. 

Teressa had been a late addition to the party, at Poi’s request. She stood beside the man providing a bit more vigilance than the sapphire-scaled man was capable of achieving right now. 

Poi grumbled at Erick’s unsaid thoughts. 

Erick just smiled, then said to Kiri, “So what’s your goal, here? Mine is a Variable cost Variable damage spell. Preferably with a large multiplier.”

Kiri almost said something, but she seemed to choose different words, saying, “I’ve been thinking about it since you mentioned it before, and I remembered a discussion about Variable Cost Variable Damage spells from my time in the Tower.” She continued, “Leaving off the various tactical mana problems of such a spell, because we can, mostly— Firstly: What spell are you thinking of for the base spell?”

“[Force Bolt].” Erick smiled. “I want perfect ‘unerring’, and a times ten multiplier, too.”

Kiri eyed him, saying, “That much mana into a [Force Bolt] is going to make it wickedly unwieldy. Besides that, if you’re throwing a 15,000 point Bolt at something, it’s going to go through the target. For some creatures, that won’t matter.” She said, “It’s like: I can stick a knife through a person, but to cleave them in half would be much more effective at the desired goal of killing. I think, if you were going for VCVD, then having some of that VD be in damage over time? This would be a good option. This is also why I like Fire spells so much. There is a lot of upfront damage, but the damage over time ensures that your mana is not wasted.”

Erick listened. He thought. He said, “Those are some good points.” He added, “I still want massive damage, massive— [Force Bolt], [Force Bomb]. Explodes on contact with target for— What’d you say? VCVD. I like that.” Erick decided, “A bolt that carries a VCVD charge that explodes on contact for massive damage.”

“Then...” Kiri said, “How about you also try a VCVD [Plasma Bolt] that imparts all of its energy to the target, instead of one that punches through?”

“… Oh!” Erick said, “That’s a good way to do it, too. How to impart energy, though? [Force Wave] is the usual way.”

“That was my thinking, too.” Kiri asked, “How much energy do you think Plasma can hold?”

Erick looked up to the sun, behind the clouds. “A lot.” He looked back down, saying, “Plasma is also capable of conducting a vast amount of electrical charge.” He decided, “So we’re making at least two spells, then. One to impart Heat to a target. The other to coat them with something that will greatly increase the damage of all Lightning spells.” He added, “And then, you know. [Lightning Beam], or something. I already have [Call Lightning], so I’ll try to make [Lightning Beam] the normal way.”

“That’s another thing to consider.” Kiri said, “Electrical charges attract quite easily. In this way, you can likely ignore the weighty problems of a VCVD [Lightning Force Bolt].”

“Oh!” Erick said, “I like that.” He said, “So a few spells to try out. VCVD punching [Plasma Bolt]. VCVD heating [Plasma Bolt]. [Lightning Gathering Bolt]. VCVD [Lightning Ball Bolt].”

Kiri stepped back, into the dense air behind them both, saying, “I’m not even sure how to make a VCVD spell. So. Good luck!”

Erick turned to face the orange desert, smiling. He had no idea how to make a VCVD spell, either, but he was going to try! ‘Esoteric Elements’ had given him some ideas, but only when it came to Blood. Blood magic had a lot of Variable options, it seemed. Erick had the Blood Magic Class Ability, too, so this should be a simple application of an already known phenomenon. 

He had never really used his Blood Magic option, but there was no time to try like the present!

With his palm held up, he channeled pure Health through his hand. A fountain of white light appeared, as his body broke out in a sweat and his heart beat hard, like he was running for his life. Fear roiled through his body and he cut the channel short. He had channeled Health before, but it was always terrifying, for some reason. He channeled again. He got a feel for the sound of his pure Health, and the feeling of terror that came with it. He moved on.

Channeling his own Mana was something he had done long before today. That particular prominence of white sounded like possibility beyond the physical. 

Going back to Health, he heard now the physicality of the white flare. The stability. The solidness. 

Flaring Mana was like listening to the ethereal.

He pointed to a pillar he had already conjured, about thirty meters away. That pillar was the only thing sticking up from the ground, for several kilometers around. Aside from the mimics and agave, of course, but those monsters and plants were well away from this location. 

A bolt of white light ripped from the edge of the aura that surrounded his pointed finger, pulling away his solidity, his Health, as he cast a [Force Bolt], sending away a part of his ethereal self. As the bolt left his control, it left numbness in its passing. As the bolt struck the pillar, Erick shook his arm, working his blood back into his hand. Pins and needles touched across his fingers like a hundred tiny bugs, as a blue box appeared.

 




	
Blood Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana + Variable

A bolt of your power unerringly strikes a target for Variable damage. 








 

… It was okay. It was not great. It wasn’t anything like the [Pure Blood Bolt] Erick had seen in ‘Esoteric Elements’, but he had gotten the VCVD part correct. And, you know what? [Blood Bolt] was pretty good for his very first Blood spell, ever! Actually hitting the uncommon Elements in your magic was pretty hard to do.

Kiri spoke up, “What was that?”

Erick turned and said, “[Blood Bolt]. I got VCVD, too.” Erick handed her the blue box—

Kiri did not take the box, as she recoiled, saying, “What the fu—! Blood!? Really?”

Teressa laughed, and teased, “Oh? Is magic scary now, Kiri?”

Poi, still shading his eyes with his hand, spoke up, “Kiri. He’s an archmage, vetted and approved by the powers of Spur. Please keep that in mind when you speak of magics that are illegal in most cities of the world.”

Erick frowned at Poi’s obvious attempt to educate everyone around him. Poi returned the frown, with a knowing look in his eyes as if to say ‘Yes, that was a restricted spell.’

Kiri looked mollified, briefly, before turning subdued, saying, “You know what? You’re right. Sorry. That was immature of me.”

Erick was now hung up on everyone’s reaction, though, saying to them all, “It’s just spending Health in addition to Mana. It’s basically a [Strike], and—” He pinned Teressa with his eyes, saying, “You warriors do that all the time? What’s the big deal?”

Teressa just smiled, and shrugged. “It’s not that illegal in orcol lands. But we’re protected from unwanted Blood Magic because of Aloethag.”

“I overreacted.” Kiri said, “Sorry. Won’t happen again. I just… I just need to make clear, that…” She looked to Poi. “That we really will be experimenting with these sorts of magics. Legally experimenting.”

Poi grumbled out, “Erick can. You’re going to have to prove your worth to Spur, if you want the same dispensation.”

Erick sort of frowned at everyone, though.

Kiri said, “Okay. Then… Okay.” She looked to Erick, saying, “Sorry.”

It seemed, for not the first time, Erick simply did not have the same cultural background that would have caused him to fear things like Blood Magic. But besides all that: he just didn’t find any of this dangerous stuff all that fear inducing, at all. What was Blood Magic, but magic that attacked the body? Bah! So did a [Rock Bolt] to the brainpan. Shadow magic was similarly shunned, for what was the problem of Shadow Magic? That Shades used it? Bah! Shadow magic was his daughter’s magic, and the magic of the enemy. That was all it was.

The only actually fearful things, in Erick’s mind, were Soul Magic, and Mind Magic. But people like Poi had a good lid on Mind Magic, and if Poi was anything to go by, there was nothing to fear from that angle. And people like Silverite kept Soul Magic out of Spur, as best she could. Silverite’s murder of all necromancers and all angels and demons in the area was the main thing keeping the Quiet War at bay, in Spur, by dropping the Participation Percentage from humanoid kills to 1%, at the most. 

So what was Blood Magic, but yet another one of the many ways to inflict pain upon a person? 

Erick asked, “Can’t you just heal up most Blood Magic damage with a [Greater Treat Wounds], or such? Or is there some lasting effect that I just don’t know about.” He rapidly concluded, “There are lasting effects, aren’t there.”

Kiri paled a little. 

To Erick’s surprise, it was not Poi or Kiri who spoke, but Teressa.

She said, “Almost all Blood Mage effects are long lasting. A proper Blood Mage can cut off your arm and prevent it from being regrown without special healing. There’s also tumors that suck up healing magic, and Blood Curses that are passed down through children. The more useful side of it is cosmetic surgery that lasts, or fixing congenital health issues. But the major issue that most people run into with hunting down errant Blood Mages, and what Aloethag does not protect against, is that Blood Magic can partially ignore all defenses. A shield that can negate a thousand damage can also turn a well made thousand point [Blood Bolt] aside, but the warrior would still feel the pinch of maybe half of that spell.”

… That actually sounded amazing. Maybe he should look into Blood Magic, more?

At that thought, Poi eyed Erick, and then Teressa. He sighed.

Teressa said, “When you’re fighting a Blood Mage, you either run away, or you get a temporary blessing from Aloethag. If you don’t, then you or your children could die later to some unforeseen problem.”

“Okay.” Erick said, “Now I understand why Blood Magic is scary.”

“The lasting effects is the part that scares me.” Kiri said, “Blood Mages can craft unique magical diseases that [Cleanse] cannot overcome. Decay-based afflictions that tear you up for increasing amounts of damage, from the smallest cuts.” She shivered. “Spells that turn you into abominations… ugh!”

Teressa teased Kiri, “Someone told you about Medicant, didn’t they?”

“Holy gods! Yes! They did.” Kiri exclaimed, “That story kept me up for days!”

“They killed him a hundred years ago, Kiri,” Poi said.

Kiri countered, “His magic is still around!”

“Oh yeah, it is.” Teressa said, “I saw one of them once—”

Kiri shivered, and recoiled, like she had touched the absolute nastiest thing in the world, saying, “Ew ew ew ew ew!”

“Who?” Erick asked, finally fed up with not knowing what anyone else was talking about.

Teressa explained, “Blood Mage Shade. He’s the creator of [Grand Aberration]. Killzone killed him after the Great Purge of Spur, when they were taking back Forward Base. But [Grand Aberration]s still pop up from time to time.”

Poi explained better, “Sometimes some adventurers will go poking where they really shouldn’t poke, and they end up joined together in an unholy mass of blood and viscera and themselves. This pile of people then crawls around, growing ever larger. It’s a city killer. We know [Grand Aberration] is not the actual name of the spell, and that it is likely a form of [Familiar] summoning. But that’s what we’ve called those Blood Magic monsters.”

Teressa said, “The Medicant probably left some artifact to transform the user somewhere down below. Doesn’t work on wrought. Killzone always goes out to kill every one that appears.”

“Oh.” Erick said, “That’s good and scary.” 

Kiri shivered. Teressa smirked at her, but said nothing else, as Poi shaded his eyes with his hand.

Erick turned back to the pillar. Back to work! Back to playing with possibly unethical and dangerous magic. He conjured an Ophiel. He took a step back. 

Teressa giggled, seeing what was about to happen.

Erick had that Ophiel expend his full self on a [Blood Bolt].

A dot of white exploded from Ophiel like a cannon fired from the broadside of a warship, ripping the air with a cacophonous blast, blowing Erick’s hair back, first, and then knocking him off his feet via the sheer proximity to the spell casting. The white dot plowed toward the stone pillar, throwing sand into the air as it traveled.

It missed. 

It struck the ground, sending up a massive plume of sand and stone into the air. Erick laughed. Teressa laughed, too. As the dust settled and a crater twenty meters long appeared, Erick laughed louder from his seated position, covered in sand. The pillar still stood strong. 

Almost clinically, Kiri said, “For a moment, it looked like you might have overcome the aiming limitation.”

“It curved a little.” Erick got up to his feet with a helping hand from Teressa. “Thank you.” He dusted himself off, then said, “Now to make something that curves better!” What he didn’t say, was that he was also interested in making a [Blood Bolt] that cut through all defenses, to deal real damage. That seemed rather useful. 

Poi sighed, long and suffering.
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                Erick channeled mana through [Plasma Cutter], then through Mana Altering for Fire, then through [Conjure Weapon], then through [Telekinesis]. [Plasma Cutter] was a combination of all of those spells, but picking out the ‘Plasma’ from the rest was a difficult task, not unlike isolating a background rhythm from a song, that was also repeated in the main chorus, and also a part of the lyrics. It was actually too much for him, on his own. So he summoned help, dismissing some of the superfluous Ophiel from Candlepoint and resummoning them to his side.

Ophiel’s help was immeasurable. Once they got going, Erick was sure he couldn’t have done this without them. 

The four part song of [Plasma Cutter] came apart under Ophiel’s perfect pitch, each piece of the spell vibrating the air around each Ophiel. Erick discarded the sounds that did not fit ‘Plasma’. Then he moved on to the next part of picking apart Plasma. 

With two Ophiel singing before him, one in chorus with itself and Mana Altering for Fire, while the other sang of something purer, both less percussive destructive and higher energy, Erick was sure the second sound was pure ‘Plasma’. 

Ah, this was magic. It was nice. 

Erick folded the sounds of Plasma into [Force Bolt] and [Force Wave], gifting parts to each Ophiel around him, guiding the VCVD sounds in there as well, like adding a reverb or an echo chamber to the magic; something to pulse the power high, then even higher, but to keep it all contained to a small Bolt, that would then release in a wave, in the target. Agile and easy going, yet containing as much energy as Erick wanted to put into the working. Maybe even enough energy to turn anything it touched to Plasma.

Ophiels’ songs rose to a crescendo, as each feathered [Familiar] caught the harmony all at once, and the idea crystallized. 

Erick didn’t even point. The spell took hold in the air between him and his Ophiel. It was a speck of white that flowed warmth into the breeze, as it lazily, rapidly, curved through the air like a cart at the top of a rollercoaster, dropping toward its stone pillar target, almost happily, leaving a rush of wind in its wake. It missed the target, but curved, almost impossibly, spinning around the pillar once before it was inexorably drawn down to strike. 

It struck. 

The stone pillar was a small one. Only five meters tall by two meters wide, and only a football field away. [Force Bolt]s would normally do nothing to anything of that size. [Force Wave] was a lot better at affecting a target of that size, but this spell had erred more to Bolt, than to Wave. 

The bolt of white plasma splashed across the surface of the pillar, causing a minor explosion as a half meter section of stone blasted from the whole, sending chunks of rock to the sand below.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
True Plasma Bolt, instant, long range, 50 mana + Variable

A bolt of plasma inexorably strikes a target, imparting 2x Variable heat energy.

High Variables may lead to odd effects.








 

Erick said, “Ah ha! [True Plasma Bolt].” He turned back to Kiri. Her eyes were already wide, as he handed her the blue box, saying, “Inexorably strikes a target. I guess ‘True’ and ‘Inexorably’ are higher key words than ‘Pure’ and ‘Unerringly’?”

Kiri blinked at the box, saying, “That second part is worrying.”

Teressa looked over Kiri’s shoulder, reading along with her. She asked, “How much mana was that?”

Poi, who was wide awake now, rapidly said, “Please step behind the [Prismatic Ward] before you launch a full powered one.”

Erick smiled at the three of them, as he took a step into the dense air, saying, “About a hundred mana. But now that I have the box, Clarity and 10% reduced spell costs comes into effect.” He paused. He hummed, “But not for Ophiel, I guess.” He turned back toward the pillar, and stuck his hand out of the dense air, saying, “I can spend 4000 and achieve the same effect as Ophiel would—” 

Poi said, “Use Ophiel! On a pillar a good kilometer away!”

“Oh fine.” Erick lowered his hand. With a thought, all four Ophiel joined him in the dense air, as he summoned a fresh [Familiar]. The newest Ophiel flew out into the sky, gaining distance. With a little control and direction, Erick guided him to find a target—

There! A mimic; tall spiky crystal, sitting on top of a low dune, just past another low dune. He couldn’t see it from his current position, but the monster was far enough away that the spell shouldn’t reach. Erick guessed two kilometers, distant. That was far enough. Erick smiled, as Ophiel cast, with 99 percent of his mana, leaving just enough stability in his form for Erick to watch a half second of the spell’s emergence from the manasphere. The wind and heat of the white dot destroyed Ophiel. 

Erick’s vision returned to his body. He watched, transfixed, as the space where the Ophiel had been became a disharmony of burning atmosphere and casual lightning surrounding a sparking white dot; a flashing white spider of power that zoomed to the ground like the world’s most dangerous toddler. It touched down behind the intervening dune before Erick could raise a [Scry] orb to watch.

The explosion was visible enough, anyway. 

Fire pulsed into the air. Lightning arced. A shockwave passed through the world, rumbling the ground under Erick’s feet, like someone had dropped a meteor just beyond the horizon. And someone had. Sort of. 

“Holy—!” Kiri cut herself off as she summoned a Sunny that instantly blipped away.

Erick did the same with an Ophiel on hand, to see the destruction. 

The crater was not that big. Maybe only a meter deep and a few meters wide. Bits of blackened, half-melted sand, littered the area, but there was nothing else. The mimic was gone, completely. Erick searched the surrounding area, trying to find some crystalline spike or some other remnant of the mimic. But there was nothing. He came back to himself.

Kiri was already back to herself. She looked to Erick, and simply said, “You obliterated it.”

Erick thought back to Syllea’s dice, rolling ‘Air’ as much as it did. He said, “I think… I would say I vaporized it.”

Teressa smiled, saying, “And also fried and burned and turned to ash.”

“The lightning and the fire were side effects of both the particle soup nature of the spell, as well as the energy involved.” Erick looked to the spell box for [True Plasma Bolt], saying, “I don’t think I could have gotten a better result if I had gone the Particle Spell creation route. This is a really clean spell.” He turned to Teressa. “I never asked, but can you go through a [Witness] slowly, to see a scene as it played out, exactly?”

“Of course.” Teressa eyed the area where Erick had killed the mimic, saying, “Want a scene of it?”

Erick smiled. “Yes.”

“Kay. One sec.” Teressa blinked, rapidly, as she settled onto her feet, balancing herself, breathing normally, then slowly. Her emerald eyes turned grey, the same color as her [Conjure Armor], as her short blonde hair tousled on a breeze that was not there. For three seconds, she stopped blinking, and stared into infinity. She came back to herself just as fast, blinking again. She sighed. She looked to Erick, saying, “There’s some degradation because of the mana involved, but here you go.”

Teressa formed a telepathic connection between them, showing him what had just happened, but from a much nicer position, and all slow-mo. [True Plasma Bolt] was quite pretty from this angle. If there was degradation somewhere, Erick didn’t see it.

Lightning wreathed the white-dot bolt as it flew into the center mass of the mimic. Parts of the mimic burned well before the bolt struck, either from electrical flickers, or from pure radiant heat. But then the bolt struck. The white dot seemed to soak into the mimic, flickering even more lightning as it sunk into the barely moving beast. Here was where the degradation started. Parts of the image were simply not there, like scattered blind spots. Erick still saw more than enough, though.

White light flashed from the center of the monster all the way to the crystalline white-blue leaves, causing the interior to cloud, then bubble, then burn with bright white fire. White fire turned yellow, then orange, then red, fast, flashing from the inside out. Steam erupted from every structural weak point. Plant matter turned to kindling. 

The mimic exploded from every bit of itself, at the same time. 

Erick came back to himself

Teressa smiled, saying, “That’s a powerful spell.”

Erick agreed, “It’s a proper Shade killer.” 

Kiri said, “I think I need to go back to the chalkboard… and the books. Are you going to make any more spells?”

“… Not right now.” Erick said, “I want to get dinner started.”

 

- - - -

 

On the dark steps leading up to the only round roofed building in Candlepoint, an envelope had appeared on the ground, on the top of the top step. The first time someone noticed it was in the evening, when the clouds above turned the afternoon to twilight, but before it got truly dark. Maybe the letter had appeared between shifts, when almost everyone was asleep. Or maybe it had appeared between the blinks of one of the guards on the scene, who had not truly been awake until the full sun had waned to something less.

It was a well made envelope, slightly off white, like bone, perhaps. It was obviously hand crafted to some degree, as the grain of paper fibers was visible in the envelope. It was not unadorned, either. Black triangles, that some might call open fangs, and other, less knowledgeable people might call simple lines of triangles, had been printed around the full edge of the envelope, in black ink. That same dark ink had been used to write the name of the recipient in the center of the letter, in beautiful calligraphy. 

The letter now sat in Mephistopheles’ office, surrounded by the powers that had arisen in Candlepoint. 

Ava flicked a hand at the letter, saying, “What’s the big deal? It says ‘To Erick’. Burn the damn thing or give it to him.”

Zaraanka said, “It is not a simple letter.” She sighed. “It is a problem.”

“Obviously!” Ava imperiously said, “But this ‘meeting’ is inane. This letter is not our problem.” She added, “Not directly, anyway. But I can put a few clues together. I assume, from your reactions, that this is from a Shade?”

Valok and Slip watched the proceeding, silent.

Zaraanka, her grey eyes wide, said, “Yes.”

Mephistopheles explained, “These letters go out every year, to every Shade, officially requesting their presence at the Spire, for the official celebration of Shadow’s Feast. If an invited Shade does not go, they lose face. To put it simply: Overt predation against them becomes the norm.” He gestured to the letter, saying, “This is addressed to Erick. He is already a target. If we give this to him, he will… I don’t know what he’ll do. If he’s smart, he’ll stay away. He might be smart.” Mephistopheles said, “But if he doesn’t go, and since he is Untouchable, they will come for us. Knives in the shadows, or worse, just to prove how much power they have. So...” He looked to the group. “We need to convince him to accept this invitation.”

Valok spoke up, “No.” He stared at the letter. “Burn that shit.”

Mephistopheles said, “We knew something like this was coming. We all talked about this—”

“I did not,” Ava said. 

“You weren’t here yet,” Mephistopheles said.

“That does not matter. I can guess what your ‘talk’ included.” Ava added, “Do not summarily include me in your schemes for self-preservation, Mephistopheles. If we do this against our benefactor— If we capitulate to implied threats, we prove that we cannot be treated as people capable of working against Ar’Kendrithyst—”

Mephistopheles slapped his hand against the table, next to the letter, saying, “There is no ‘working against Ar’Kendrithyst’! You don’t remember a damned thing, do you? How old are you? 200? 300? You forget your time working in the Dead City because it was too much for you to remember. But it happened. OHHHhh! Believe me! It happened. It happened to all of us. I remember.”

“You are both correct.” Zaraanka stared daggers at the envelope. “But we were already doomed when this whole Candlepoint plan came about. We should burn the letter and attempt to distance ourselves from Ar’Kendrithyst as much as we can. Some of us will survive.”

Mephistopheles said, “The Shades won’t even harm him. Physically, anyway. This is their opening move against him.” He looked to Ava, but caught everyone with his words, “We all knew this was coming, even if you weren’t part of the meeting. If you didn’t recognize this possibility, you don’t deserve to be in this room.” 

Ava scowled, saying, “My decision is to burn the letter.”

Slip spoke for the first time. “You say that because it’s not your eternal soul on the line, Ava. You’re not a shadeling anymore.” He added, “I don’t think they would overtly harm him, either.”

“You’re wrong.” Zaraanka said, “They will, and no one will see it coming.”

Ava almost spoke.

Mephistopheles cut Ava off, saying, “You’re free to tell him whatever you want to tell him. I’ll just be telling him the full, complete truth of the matter, as I work to get him to accept this invitation.” He added, “Besides! No one has looked inside, yet.” He flipped the letter over, revealing an intact black wax seal, still undulating with securing spells. “The seal is intact. Maybe it’s good news?”

Zaraanka laughed; a dark sound.

Silence descended upon the room.

Valok said, “I think he should go.”

Ava sharply inhaled, turning to the man. “Valok! I thought you were his friend?”

Valok eyed Ava, saying, “Why are you even arguing for not telling him?” He said, “This is outside of our decision—”

Zaraanka said, “That is false. It was dropped here, in Candlepoint. We are a part of this decision. Burn it, and forget you ever saw it.”

“The next attempt at communication will not go as smooth as this.” Mephistopheles said, “If he shuns them, we will die.”

More silence.

Ava said, “I see the value in convincing him to go—”

Zaraanka glared at Ava. “You just said you wanted to burn the letter!”

“I know what I said. I also wasn’t done speaking.” Ava continued, “But I said that because Mephistopheles was shoving us all in one direction, and I needed to be contrary to see what the true opinions of the room were.” She looked to the red horned man, saying, “He is gathering power to himself and everyone is letting it happen.”

Mephistopheles said, “Be reasonable, Ava.”

“I am being eminently reasonable. I’m the sewermaster. Zaraanka is headed toward leading both guilds. Slip is the guard, and Valok is the farmer. I thought that you were the leader.” She stared at Mephistopheles, saying, “But you have too readily jumped on this plan of convincing Erick to go, and that doesn’t sit right with me. A leader should look out for their people, and Erick is the only reason this town hasn’t been destroyed by everyone around us. You lead him to a trap. Zaraanka is right, we are a part of this decision, by its very nature of being delivered to the steps of this building, instead of the hundred other ways it could have been delivered directly to Erick.”

Zaraanka nodded. 

If one were looking closely, they would see Zaraanka’s usual pink dress was of a distinctly higher quality than before.

Ava added, “That said. We should give Erick this letter and if he asks us, we should tell him what we know, and let him decide.”

Zaraanka exclaimed, “What!”

Ava said, “There is no way we’re keeping this from him, Zaraanka. Mephistopheles is correct about that much. But feel free to tell him it's a trap, because it most assuredly is. I will be telling him this much, if he asks.”

More silence. 

Some stared at each other. Some stared at the letter. All thought their own silent thoughts.

Mephistopheles asked, “What is our decision?”

 

- - - -

 

While Erick rained on the farms, cleared a few more clusters of violet eels, [Mend]ed and [Cleanse]d constantly across all of Candlepoint whenever anyone came to an Ophiel with a problem, he also cooked dinner, in his kitchen, for his daughter, his guest Justine, and his people. Kiri helped by making the desserts; a nice lemon cake with buttercream frosting. Partway through, Kiri asked why there weren’t more sour and sweet deserts; she quite liked the flavor of sour citrus when it was inside some confection. Erick spoke of how he had once thought of making a sugar empire; he could certainly grow enough sugar cactus if he wanted, all on his own. 

Jane came in and had some jerky while Erick cooked, saying, “I still don’t have my chocolate yet, dad.”

“Ugh. Chocolate.” Erick sighed, saying, “Chocolate is a pain in the ass. Did you see the tarip trees out front?”

Jane shook her head. 

Erick asked, “Do you remember what chocolate tasted like?”

“Barely. I was hoping you’d make some so I could remember.” Jane mocked disappointment, adding to the effect by saying, “I am very disappointed.”

Erick leveled a sarcastic glare at his daughter.

Kiri said, “It’s hard to make new flavors. Almost all the plants out there were made by someone who fell to Veird in the Sundering, back at the beginning. Sure, there’ve been new varieties. But evolution hasn’t had time to properly function; to create new varieties for people to find in exploration.”

“I find that hard to believe.” Jane said, “[Grow] makes new plants all the time. Dad made ninety percent of those plants out there in the garden.”

Kiri frowned, as she folded whipped eggs into batter, saying, “Most new [Grow]-created plants turn out poisonous, or nasty. Erick has done surprisingly well. I hear the potato is causing a cultural overhaul over in the Republic.”

Jane snorted. “You went and recreated the Great Potato Famine, dad.”

Erick scowled. “They can make new varieties!”

“Of course they can make new varieties. Mostly. I heard from my mother that they’ve got priests of Atunir working diligently on that—” Kiri looked to Jane, then Erick, then a light clicked. She said, “Oh! Your world only had the one variety?”

“Not really. Just that one good variety got spread around to a lot of poor people, and no one bothered to plant anything except the best. Some disease spread and killed the potatoes. Famine killed the people.” Erick said, “There are hundreds of potato varieties now.”

“And soon there will be hundreds of varieties of potatoes, here, too,” Kiri said, dumping cake batter into greased tins. 

Jane said, “Let’s talk chocolate. Have you tried the tarip plants out there?”

“Have you tried them?” Erick stuck out his tongue as he made a face, saying, “Tarip is disgusting!”

Kiri laughed, as she re-cast a [Temperature Ward] in the hot box that was the oven. Erick guessed that the quicksilver thermometer in the front of the space, must have shown that the original [Heat Ward] wasn’t the proper temperature. 

Jane said, “Tarip can’t be that bad.”

Erick turned back to Jane, saying, “Go get one! I’m not even sure where to go with the taste. Real chocolate is bitter, and I certainly got that part correct. But how the heck does milk and sugar go into it? Liquid? Hot chocolate is not what I want.”

 

Jane said, “Powdered milk. Granulated sugar. A few grinding stones. Then it’s work, work, work. Grind, grind, grind.”

Erick froze in the middle of chopping vegetables. “… Powdered milk!” He shook his head, adding, “Still tastes bad. Too much oil. Too much berry. The seeds are more seed than bean, too.”

“Then make a chocolate vine.” Jane said, “There’s so much preparation that goes into turning the tree pods into chocolate, but you can cut out almost all of that. Besides. I want real coffee, too. Not this coftea stuff.”

Erick said, “I think that’s part of the problem, actually. In normal chocolate creation, there’s a fermenting process and a drying process. Except when it comes to alcohol and other specialty food items, those processes are all considered to take too long. Everyone expects the plant to be ready to eat, right away, and I just haven’t had time to get around to experimenting with those long-paced projects.”

Jane said something, but someone else spoke, too.

As a mental call to action that sounded more like a flute and guitar trill than words, filled his mind, Erick said, “One sec. Something is happening.” He turned his attention to Candlepoint. 

Valok, Ava, Mephistopheles, Zaraanka, and Slip, stood on the courthouse steps, in a line. Mephistopheles had called out to Ophiel. The red-horned man held a suspicious envelope in his hands. 

A pit opened up in Erick’s stomach.

An Ophiel descended to the five, all winged and made of eyes, as Erick asked, “Hello? What’s up?”

Mephistopheles said, “You have received a letter from the Spire.”

“… Ahh, shit.”

Mephistopheles handed the letter to Ophiel, and there were some words exchanged. While Erick heard it all, he mostly heard the thumping of his own heart, drowning out all other noise. Things evolved rapidly from there.

Poi was involved, almost immediately, then Teressa, then Justine. Erick did not bring the letter to Spur, yet, and Justine’s frozen, pallid reaction only served to prove that leaving it at Candlepoint was a good idea. Silverite came onto the picture minutes later, concerned, but withholding her judgment. She called in Killzone. Then came Sirocco Zago.

Kiri took over cooking dinner, for Erick was no longer in his house at that point. 

In the war room under the Mage Guildhouse, where they had all borne witness to the breaking news of Candlepoint’s existence, Erick sat with a few others, watching a screen of a part of the Crystal Forest, pretty far away from both Candlepoint and Spur. In that sandy, twilight space, the letter hung in the air, suspended on Handy Aura hands. 

Silverite gave a brief overview of the letter that was mostly for Erick’s benefit. From the looks in everyone’s eyes, they already knew what the handmade, black-triangle edged envelope meant. 

Turning her liquid silver eyes to the screen, Silverite said, “Open it, Erick.”

Erick did so. The wax seal broke with a flash of darkness that quickly dissipated. Erick stopped.

Sirocco gasped, small, saying, “It’s a real invitation.”

Erick looked to her.

She explained, “That was a curse that is keyed to the magical signature of the recipient. If you had not opened it, then whoever was in the area would have been targeted for assassination by Tania’s spiders.”

Erick gave a nervous laugh; small and strained. He turned back to the screen. He directed Ophiel to pull out the thick paper inside the envelope. He flipped the letter back and forth, and inspected the interior of the envelope; the letter was only written on one side, and there was nothing else in the envelope. He turned the words to the screen. The first part of the letter was an obvious attempt at scaring him, and by the hairs on his neck standing up, it had worked. 

 




	
Dear Erick Flatt, Archmage of our Constant Source of Entertainment otherwise known as Spur, [Prismatic Ward]ed house of the Human District, second floor, western facing wall, second room from the north,

You have been cordially invited to attend the Shadow’s Feast of this year of our Lord Melemizargo, 11,493. The festivities begin at the appropriate time, and end at the appropriate time. 

Please be on time, or before, or the barest late, but no later.

Dress code is enforced. None of this brown pant and white shirt nonsense.

You will be expected to show off some interesting bit of magic, or otherwise. 

You will be expected to carouse and socialize with others.

You are allowed one guest, at their peril. 

Casual violence is strictly prohibited. This clause is strictly enforced by the Shades of the Spire.

Formal violence is permitted, but discouraged. This clause is enforced by the Shades of the Spire.

We wish to see you at your best, so bring your best! This year might be the most wonderful Shadow’s Feast we have ever had. 

If you decide to forgo this year’s festivities, you will regret your decision. 

This year’s host is Queen, Shade of Opulence. 

Themes include Particles, Water, Light, and Shadow.

A note from Queen, to all invited: Blood and filth is strictly prohibited. Ignore this warning at your peril. Do not test me.

A personal note from Queen: As you come equipped with [Cleanse], I request assistance in the cleanup of the party, and in whatever small occurrences may necessitate the deployment of your particular skillset. I will not forget how you choose to assist or deny my requests. Bring some desserts.

 

Sincerely, 

Tania Webwalker, Champion of Melemizargo, Shade of the Spire








 

Killzone said, “You should go. I’ll work with you for a few days to get you knowledgeable.”

Before Erick could speak, Silverite said, “We could also fake your death.”

Erick laughed once, then fell to silence. “… Shit.”

Killzone gestured to the screen, and said, “It looks bad, yes. But Shadow’s Feast is their only holiday. It is sacrosanct to them, for they’re the Priests of Melemizargo, and that is his day. There will be drinking, booze. Drugs, sex. Since Queen is running it, there will be no pain at her party; only pleasure.” He said, “I can train you to defend yourself from her. That’s not a problem. If it were Tania running the show, or Hollowsaur, or Crimsonair? Spiders and traps. Wild animals. Blood Magic. Each one worse than the one before. Queen was likely chosen as the hostess of this year’s Shadow’s Feast, specifically to entice you to go.”

Erick felt like he was at the bottom of the ocean. This was all too much. He could understand the people of Candlepoint wanting him to go; if he didn’t, then they were in danger. But to hear these words from Silverite? From Killzone? Erick asked, incredulous, “You cannot be serious. You really expect me to believe that I should go to this?”

With knowledge in her voice, Silverite said, “This is a genuine invitation. You are Untouchable. Queen is the hostess. The absolute safest thing for you to do is walk in there, spend the night, and then come back. Forgoing this invitation is inviting reprisal upon Spur and everything else you hold dear.” 

Quietly, Sirocco asked, “You’re really for this, Silverite?” She said, “I’ve never seen you capitulate to their demands before...” Her words trailed off, as she went silent under the silver woman’s stare.

“This is not a capitulation to a demand, Sirocco. This is prudence, and playing the games of the Dead City.” Silverite turned to Erick. “These invitations rarely go out to non-Shades, and never to someone in Spur. But I have seen these letters find their ways into the hands of people in other parts of the world. The result of an acceptance is they leave the Feast having witnessed horrors beyond imagining, with gifts of artifacts and power. The result of declining the invitation is fire and shadow visited upon you and yours, with thousands dead at the minimum.” With steel in her voice, she said, “This is not up for debate. Do not make me order you to go.”

Erick almost voiced his displeasure, but then he truly saw the look upon Silverite’s face. Resigned necessity, and loss. He turned to see Killzone, looking at him with almost the same expression, but slightly less forceful. 

Erick asked, “What would you do if I said—”

Silverite’s voice came to him, ‘Don’t make me threaten you with exile, and make realityof all of my fears of you leaving Spur. This is the only way that you get to continue the life you have been living.’ She added, ‘But to quote yourself from months ago, using a vegetable that I had never seen until you came along: The stick is exile. The carrot would be personal knowledge of every Shade, in the safest environment you could possibly ask for. Think of this as reconnaissance work.’

Erick appreciated the nod to action via incentive, instead of through threat of pain, though everything else about Silverite’s words left him feeling like he swallowed pure bile. She hadn’t even flinched upon handing down her proclamation. She knew what needed to be done, and she was making Erick do it. 

He frowned, but he said, “I guess I’m going to the party.” He turned to Killzone. “I wish for some personal training.”

“And you shall have it.” The massive, black wrought, added, “I’ll be needing some time to set a few things right before we can get together, but it’s five days to Shadow’s Feast. I’ll be ready by tomorrow.”

“Okay. That’s fine.” Erick asked, “Did Syllea’s people make it out? If they didn’t...” He left unsaid, that if they didn’t, that trusting the Shades to do what they said they were going to do would lead to the death of them all. Instead, he looked to Silverite, and no one else, asking, “Did they make it out?”

If they didn’t, Erick was going to damn the consequences and blow some shit up when he got to that party. Hell, he might just blow some shit up anyway! Now that he dwelt on the idea, he found he enjoyed the idea of turning some Shady plot to ash. He would even use [Death’s Approach] and put on his crown, and blast the place with 170,000 point [True Plasma Bolt]s.

Silverite said, “Justine’s words proved true. Every orcol that made the trip to the Well was returned to their original form—”

Sudden relief and some other feeling pulsed through Erick in time to his heartbeat, feeling like a warm shower on a cold day and a knife pointed at his chest. He knew Silverite was going to go somewhere awful with her statement, but he dared not look at the faces of anyone else in the room. Not yet.

Silverite continued, “—and let out of Ar’Kendrithyst. They are now recovering in Treehome, under heavy supervision.”

Erick blanked. His brain slowly reengaged. “… That’s it? No unforeseen problems?” He finally allowed himself to look to Killzone, and Sirocco. “Really?”

Sirocco sighed, saying, “I’m surprised, too.”

Killzone reported, “It went exactly as Justine said it would. Twelve people entered through the Crack. Twelve people journeyed a hundred kilometers from there to the Spire, remaining undisturbed their whole trip. The usual defenses around the Spire were pulled back as the people came closer, remaining silent the whole time. The people entered the Well. Three hours later, they all came out, eyes clear. Several hours after that, we verified their Status. They were all level 50. Some of them lost levels. Some gained. Some kept their extra Stats. Most did not.” He looked away, as a tendril of thought connected to him, and he offhandedly added, “They’re not our people though, so Syllea and Treehome are...” He stood up. “I have to go. Nothing too important. But I have to go.”

He left in a blip of black. Erick’s eyes went wide at the sudden departure, but Silverite and Sirocco seemed outwardly unconcerned with Killzone’s withdrawal. Silverite’s voice brought him back to the meeting. 

Silverite said, “Keep the letter, Erick, but don’t bring it into your home. You’ll need it to identify yourself properly at the Feast. If you choose not to humor Queen’s [Cleanse] requests then the most likely outcome is that she’ll utilize whatever adventurers she’s managed to capture for the event, forcing them to cast at her decree.”

Erick’s voice dripped with venom, “Great.”

 

- - - -

 

Jane sat with Erick at the kitchen table. Dinner was over. It was a fine dinner, but a pall hung over the entire event. It was supposed to be a nice ‘welcome home’ meal, and it was not. And now, dessert sat in front of Jane; a slice of lemon cake with white icing. It looked good, but even the potatoes and meats and buttered vegetables had tasted like nothing to Erick. He doubted that the cake would, either. 

Was he being overly dramatic? Was he being melodramatic, for not wanting to go to Shadow’s Feast? Everything he knew—

No. Correction. Everything everyone told him about the Shades, made him think that nothing would happen at the party, aside from nightmares made flesh and horrors paraded around like they were novelties. He had never had direct contact with any Shade before. This was a whole new territory. And it terrified him. The simplest outcome was death and destruction, and that didn’t truly scare him. No. What scared him was another possibility. 

The Shades would be on their best behavior, and he’d lose all resolve to kill them all.

Err. No. Death and destruction were probably among the worse outcomes. He would die, and everything he had built would fall apart. Candlepoint was finally looking good. The Community Garden Council was getting along with each other, and selling fresh produce to all of Spur. Jane would be left alone, and though she could handle herself, his death would hurt her. Kiri would face people wanting the knowledge he had given her, but she could probably go to the Headmaster’s Elites…

Jane stuck her fork in her cake, asking, “I don’t think it will be as bad as you think it will be.”

Erick glared at his daughter. Over dinner, he had told her everything that had happened at the meeting. He had told everyone everything. Kiri had nothing to add, but she had quickly vacated the room when dinner was over, and Erick began raising his voice to his daughter, and Jane raised her voice to him. Almost everyone had vacated the room, for theirs had not been a calm discussion, at all. 

Only Poi remained; silently cleaning up the mess of dinner, all on his own. 

Jane said, “I lived in there for a month. Teressa was there for much longer. We lived at their pleasure, yes, but if we followed the rules, then the fang and claw monsters were more dangerous than the Shades.” She added, “But you already knew that. So what’s the real problem, dad?”

He did already know that. Maybe he would actually be okay attending the Feast.

Except...

Erick said, “I will lose my resolve against them should they prove to be less evil than who they have shown themselves to be.”

Jane sat back in her chair. She stared at her father for a long moment, both love and sadness in her eyes. She said, “I can understand you thinking that something like that could happen, but it won’t. The more likely thing to happen is that once you see what they’re like, you’ll either become a hermit, or… Or do something that you will regret.”

And that was enough talking, for now.

Erick tried to think of a task. He landed on one, saying, “I have to plant grasses and stuff at Candlepoint. I’m going to be in the library.” 

She picked up her cake, saying, “I’ll watch over you.”

“Okay.”

 

- - - -

 

Blue waters rippled under northern winds, but stilled, as a crash of white light blossomed over the center of the lake, briefly illuminating the cloud-filled twilight. Ophiel floated, revealed to the world, in this place where land was nowhere to be seen, hidden by the very curve of Veird’s surface. 

With one wing held high, an orb of light blossomed above. White mist floated up from the lake, quickly taking shape into a meters-wide map. It was only on this map that the coast was visible, yet still nearly 25 kilometers away. Slowly, methodically, the blue dots began to appear upon the map. Today’s scan showed far fewer violet eels than before. Far, far fewer, with all pockets of the parasites gone. Only strays remained, and they would be gone by tomorrow. This was a good time to plant. 

With a dismissal and another blip, the light atop the lake vanished.

Ophiel reappeared closer to Candlepoint. The city looked good from this angle. Apartment buildings. Roads. Gentle white lights cast here and there, casting the city into gentle shadows, and illuminating the trees that had been planted absolutely everywhere. There was other greenery, too, that normally wouldn’t exist in this desert climate. But Erick focused on the trees, watching them as the wind tousled their canopies and he worked with another Ophiel, on another task.

That other Ophiel blipped in, carrying a head-sized glass orb filled with clear liquid that was not water, with a thin layer of substance on the bottom that was not dirt. Several stalks of vibrant green grass grew inside that orb, but they did not sway; the enchantments on the orb itself keeping the magical plant well preserved in its alchemical and [Ward]ed bath. 

The first Ophiel on the scene turned to light, illuminating the shallow, dark waters below, scaring away a single, large, red mud flit. It was monsterized and close to death, but had yet to die. It likely still held eggs. 

The flit would die soon enough, but they would plant their eggs and their children would grow up in a better land. Normal mud flits would grow in the grass Erick was about to plant, hopefully leading less dangerous lives than their parents, now that the enemy eels were on their way out.

… Planting the grass right in front of the city was probably not a good idea. Million fish grass needed some space to grow, undisturbed, for at least a few days in the beginning. It would spread throughout the whole coastline, eventually, though. So…

Erick went and found Slip. The guardmaster was easy to find. He was sitting by the lake, near the northern side of the city. Slip noticed the [Familiar], and sat up straighter as Ophiel descended to him.

“Hello,” Erick said, having Ophiel hold aloft the grassy orb. “Where do you want this million fish grass planted?”

Slip had been stoic, but at Erick’s words, his mouth turned into a huge smile, as his white eyes lit fractionally brighter. “Yes! Anywhere. This is a good plant.” Half disbelieving, he said, “You actually paid for that. I can hardly believe it.”

“I heard it was good. That it kept the water clean and the fish healthy.” Erick spun Ophiel around, gently, so as not to disturb the magically locked-down orb. “This orb will last another five days, but planting sooner is better than later. Where should it go? Any ideas?”

Slip continued to smile. Then he got to thinking. He pointed to the west, and a little north, saying, “There is a rise in the lake bed there. It is a good place to plant this marvel. Plenty of space, between one to two meters below the surface. This grass should spread well. From there.”

Erick said, “I also have water lily bulbs and a thousand kilos of lakeseed to plant.” 

Slip shook his head. “Not yet. Let the million fish grass spread first. I can seed the lake at a later date.”

Erick joked, “I might not be here to help you if you wait too late.”

Slip’s jovial mood turned sour. He asked, “Are you going?”

“I have chosen to attend. Wish me luck.”

Slip nodded, gravely. “Good luck, Erick.”

“Good luck to you.” 

Erick floated Ophiel in the direction Slip pointed. With some [Greater Lightwalk] probing, he soon found the shelf Slip indicated. He had been right; this was a good growing spot, with pretty much the exact specifications the people at ‘Healer’s Light’ had given him. With a help of a few other Ophiel, Erick fully explored the sand bar. The shelf was between a meter to two below the surface, and shaped like an arrowhead, pointed mostly westward. The deeper parts were further west. The whole underwater rise was maybe single square kilometer, with the area near the point turning deep rather fast. The eastern point of the arrow base was only a dozen meters from shore, with a five meter dip in lake bottom separating the shelf from the coast.

This was a good spot.

Ophiel, surrounded by light, lowered the glass orb into the waters, touching down into the underwater plateau. With a small push, he planted the orb into the sandbar, checking that the not-dirt inside the orb was situated under the level of the real dirt outside the orb. He left the orb there, as per the instructions, waiting the required ten minutes for the temperatures inside to equalize with the lake. While that happened, he prepared his own magics. 

When the ten minutes were up, three things happened in quick succession.

An Ophiel dissolved the glass into sand with [Stoneshape]. Another Ophiel held the greater surrounding waters in place with a [Watershape], but left the waters around the plant loose, and free. Erick, himself, cast [Grow] upon the magical plant.

Potions soaked into the water from the broken orb. For a second, the grass was like the tendrils of a squid; reaching and twisting in the waters, trying to catch. Then it relaxed, as normal sand slipped into its space, and the roots of the grass recognized expansion opportunities. White roots shot out from the green grass, snaking into the dirt, twisting out, burying. The initial shoots of grass doubled, almost instantly, then they doubled again. 

Roots multiplied. Grasses turned long, and languid, to reach up in the waters with the greatest of ease. Small bubbles rose from the grasses, like in a fizzy drink, or champagne. 

[Grow] stabilized the million fish grass. This was a good planting. Erick had done it correctly. If the bubbles had not appeared, if the grass didn’t act like a squid, these were the ways he would know that this planting was a failure, and that his grass was destined to die. 

Ahh, magic was wonderful.

He almost wanted to cast [Tree of Light] upon the spreading underwater greenery, but not every spell was useful in every situation. [Tree of Light] was good for trees. Not so good for underwater grass. He had asked the people at ‘Healer’s Light’, too. 

… But they hadn’t said it was a bad idea, either.

Erick cast [Tree of Light] upon the grass. 

Three seconds later, Erick canceled the spell. The grass had turned bioluminescent, looking like bright green ribbons floating upward in the water, and that was it. It didn’t expand, it didn’t enlarge. It didn’t [Grow] like it should have grown.

He cast [Grow], and the grasses began to expand, once again, more grasses growing up from the sands below. Ideally, he could [Grow] it for several hours, helping it to expand to a good kilometer. From there, he could come back every day, and continue to [Grow] the magical plant. Eventually, [Grow] would fail to expand the grass’s borders. It would have reached a maximum size of a few dozen square kilometers, and it would then have to seed on its own. More patches of million fish grass would then pop up here and there in the lake, over the course of months, and years, as it took that long for flowering grasses to get lucky, and for one of their seeds to actually take root. According to the size of the lake, the people at ‘Healer’s Light’ had said that he could expect five new patches of million fish grass per year.

But that would all take too long.

With another thought, he had an Ophiel on the surface call the platinum rains. Silver flashed in the night sky, high above the surface of the lake. Soon enough, liquid silver turned that wavy surface into a glowing ink. With [Watershape] guiding the flow and a few Ophiel to help him along, Erick directed that platinum water into the million fish grass. He didn’t have to direct those waters for long.

The grass exploded in growth, tripling in size, gobbling up the rain water, spreading in every direction, practically leaping up from the sands to stretch meters long into the surrounding waters. In half an hour, it had spread across the whole sandbar, and into the deeper parts around that higher land. In two hours, meter-long flowing grasses had covered a dozen square kilometers, stretching from the shallows of the coast of Candlepoint, to racing further northwest. And then it stopped growing. Here and there among the grasses, some strands began to thicken with nodules inside. Those grasses split, releasing seeds that floated away on the waters of the lake.

Erick smiled. He cut the rain. The sky remained cloudy, for [Control Weather] made it so, but the million fish grass eagerly consumed the platinum clouds left in the lake, spilling more seeds into the surrounding waters. Maybe one of them would take root, but probably not, unless it got very lucky, or some skilled, hidden alchemists in Candlepoint decided to help it along. 

Erick rejoined Slip, who had watched the whole thing from the shore. He joked, “Don’t you have crimes to stop?”

Slip gave Erick a conspiratorial, good-humored eye, saying, “The secret is to be scary, then you have much less work to do.” 

Erick smiled to himself. “How are those books working out for you? I’m only through some of them, myself.”

“Mephistopheles is reading them all. I hear he is in communication with Justine?” Slip waved a dismissive hand, saying, “They are working it out. I am just the muscle.”

“Well, thank you for your service.”

Slip bowed, then rose, saying, “It is I who must thank you. So thank you, Erick. We would all be dead if not for you.”

Erick’s fears reignited. But he had Ophiel nod, professionally, then released his control. That Ophiel blinked all over as he rearranged his eyes and his wings, before soaring upward, back into the sky to keep an eye on Candlepoint, along with all of his other selves. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat up. It was late. He patted his shoulder, and the Ophiel on the nearby perch hopped onto his shoulder, singing a happy song, glad to enjoy the ride.

Jane looked up from ‘Esoteric Elements’. “This is an interesting book.”

“Let me know if you figure out how ‘Shadow’ is supposed to work, or how you get Shadow from Light.” Erick said, “I can make the spells, but I still don’t understand them.” He asked, “Have you tried using your [Lightwalk] to empower your [Shadowalk]? That’s another thing I don’t get.”

Jane smiled, saying, “I’m still working on it. Are you headed to bed?”

“… I probably should. Good night, Jane.”

She stood up and walked to him, giving him a hug. “Good night, dad. I love you.”

Erick hugged his daughter tight, saying, “I love you, too.”

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons just got 112! But if you're thinking of joining, Patreon charges on sign-up and at the beginning of the month, so maybe wait a few days? Or not! I'll take your money if you're willing to give it! 

Thanks for reading~



                



107 - Time for Chocolate!


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I could have put this out yesterday in time for Halloween, but...

Anyway!



                

                As the harsh sun beat down through scattered clouds, a warm breeze flowed in from the west; a product of the controlled weather causing the deviation from the natural northern flow. That deviation wasn’t exactly welcome, but besides that, the day looked to be a great one for experimenting with some plants, so that was exactly what Erick was going to do, until such time as either Killzone appeared, or something else happened. 

With a sudden realization, Erick knew he could have made any day a good day for working outside. 

With that thought in mind, Erick stepped out of his house and into the western shadows of the house, as the sun rose in the east. As the western breeze was getting a bit strong, and he had some guidelines handed to him by Silverite for how she wanted the weather, Erick looked up at the clouds, and changed the unacceptable western wind.

A barely-visible pulse of white light, weightless and yet full of power, crashed out from his body, racing upward and outward, dissipating as it traveled, but causing more and more changes as it traversed the sky. Wispy clouds turned solid. The western winds shifted to northerlies. It would not rain today and the clouds would mostly vanish in the afternoon, but order had been restored. Erick was sure that a lot of someones out there appreciated the return to northern winds; after all, the city’s architecture was built with that sort of weather in mind.

Erick breathed deep the rushing breeze, as Ophiel took off from his shoulder to fly above the trees of the garden. With a gentle laugh and a step into the green space, Erick got out his Handy Aura and began pruning, picking, and prospecting in the soft, dark-brown dirt. Carrots, corn, tomatoes, turnips, peppers, potatoes, peas, and more, all of that came out, alongside the few Veird-born vegetables he kept in his garden, like the purple tomatoes, and the ripe pods of the tarip trees kept near the lemon trees. The tarip pods would come in use later, but soon, stone baskets beside the garden were absolutely full of raw food. 

Kiri watched, and helped, but mostly she tried to use [Greater Lightwalk] with proficiency, attempting to prune and pluck right alongside Erick. She wasn’t very good with her lightform yet, but she’d get there. 

Teressa helped move full vegetable crates inside the house, for Justine to place into cold storage. Poi was there, too, but he mostly talked to whoever he usually talked to, never having less than five tendrils of intent coming off of his head at any one moment. 

After half an hour, Erick had finished most of the upkeep of the garden, while Kiri had done less than fifteen percent of the work. It was easy to see why she had failed to do that much; her [Greater Lightwalk] control was worse than Erick had initially seen. She took three tries to pick a lemon without turning it to pulp or letting the fruit slip out of her lightform grasp. Erick said nothing, though. She was trying. 

Near the end, Kiri said, “I need to make that Handy Aura. My [Lightwalk] is simply not dexterous enough for this fine, forceful work.”

Erick said, “I have Shape Spell, Class Ability. Really glad I went with that one.” He added, “But yeah; a Handy Aura is better for this than [Lightwalk].”

“… I need to get Shape Spell, too, I guess.” Kiri quietly lamented, “There are just so many good choices.”

“You’ve got a month till Particle Mage.”

Kiri smiled, as she sighed. “Thank the gods. Only a month left.”

“Do you have some points saved up for more Ability Slots?”

“I do.” Kiri said, “I’ve made a few adjustments to my necessary list, too. After watching you make that [Plasma Bolt] yesterday, I think I’m gonna get 20% off Particle Spell costs instead of 10% off all costs, and then try for a VCVD Particle Plasma spell.”

Erick looked to his apprentice. “You sure about that? I have found the 10% All Costs to be remarkably useful, though it doesn’t work with having your [Familiar] cast the spell.”

“I’m sure.” Kiri said, “I’m going to remake all of my wanted spells as Particle spells. Plasma. Infrared. The physicality of it all is just too much to pass up.” She looked up to the sky, saying, “The ability to control the weather. All of these things are too important to not be done.” She turned to Erick, and turning serious, asked, “I would like to ask for your cooperation in gaining some of the Basic Spells you have made, when they finally make it to the Script.”

Erick smiled at Kiri’s courteous tone, and her demeanor. “Of course, Kiri.” He added, “I’m not sure how that’s going to work, since I’ve already been informed that [Condense Particle] is going to be the Basic Tier Particle Spell, but we’ll figure something out when the time comes. Maybe you will be able to learn [Call Lightning]? We won’t know until we try.”

Kiri smiled softly as she repeated, “We won’t know until we try.”

Erick turned back to the tarip trees, asking, “Now… Do you know how to make a [Fermentation Ward]?”

“… Academically? Yes. Actually? No.”

Erick rubbed his hands together, deciding, “Then we’ll both give it a shot.” With a Handy snatch, he plucked three tarip pods he had set aside from the rest. “Let’s make some chocolate.”

 

- - - -

 

The sun beat down through clouds on the eastern side of the house, as Erick stood beside a loamy field of brown dirt. He held in his hand a football-shaped fruit, covered in red and white stripes, with a fleshy interior and a thin line of walnut-sized seeds down the center. The seeds took up barely any space at all. Most people used the fruit itself to make jellies or fruity toppings. The fruit tasted pretty good. Almost like a strawberry and a cherry had a baby. It was easy to eat, too. The rind was tough enough for shipping, but if you peeled from the top, it came off like a banana peel. The seeds themselves were great for planting; almost every single one would sprout a tree, in almost all situations, including situations found in nature. From planting to fruit, it took three years, or an hour of [Grow], for the tree to produce fruit of its own. Tarip was a great fruit. 

But Erick hated tarip. It tasted like strawberries and cherries, yes, but it smelled like dying. Erick hated the smell of unprocessed tarip. Most people called it an acquired taste, and it sure was. Another problem was that that sickly sweet smell rapidly attracted flies and all manner of insects, and if these plants weren’t growing in Spur, where there were hardly any bugs, or under [Bug Ward]s anywhere else, then the tree would never get to harvest size. It would be dead to bugs ten times over. More people than him had tried to get rid of the smell and bug problem by cultivating the tarip into something other than what it was. And that was another part of the problem.

The tarip tree was actually one of the most meddled-with plants known to the people of Veird. 

Erick figured that fact was one of the myriad of reasons he had failed to make chocolate through the tarip tree. Too many cooks, cooking in a kitchen that had been in use for a thousand years. That was the problem with tarip. If you tried to do anything new with the stinking fruit, you usually ended up fucking some important thing up, and it turned nasty. Instead of just smelling like death, it tasted like death, too. 

So the first thing he was going to do today, was return the tarip to its original form, if it even had one. 

In his casual pursuit of chocolate, ever since he was turned on to the idea by Jane, all he found regarding the tarip was that it was heavily changed from the original. No one knew what the original looked like. Maybe he would have more luck making chocolate by starting from the original? Maybe not.

But maybe so!

There was a reason that Erick hadn’t gotten very far in the creation of chocolate. He had tried, here and there, and could never get past the ever-present smell. But maybe he could, today!

Erick peeled the fruit, uncovering the fleshy, red interior, and multiplying the smell three-fold. He was standing to the side, though, so most of the smell flowed away on the breeze. From this angle, the scent of sweet death was quaint, and tiny. 

Then he pulled it open with tendrils of light. 

His entire face felt like he had stuck his head into the swill of a decaying garbage dump, and the remains of a wood-chippered fruit filled grove, all in one. He almost retched. Kiri, standing just downwind, breathed in deep through her nose. Erick almost gagged a second time as he saw her do that.

Kiri laughed. “It smells good!”

“It does not.”

Kiri shrugged.

Erick discarded the flesh as he pulled out the line of seeds from the interior. Like a bunch of lima beans separated, held together, and covered by white, spongy flesh, the seeds were hard little things. With his face scrunched up like a crumpled napkin, he popped the first seed from its loose container, and then dissected it. Without the white flesh covering, the seed was still white and lima-bean shaped, but now Erick saw the two halves to the seed, and a nib on one side at the joining of those halves. The shape was okay, but was nowhere near what a cocoa bean needed to be.

At a mental command, the Ophiel in the sky lifted his power, conjuring clouds from the surroundings like fog rolling in. As his aura spread and stabilized, it raised to the sky, where clouds formed, and silver flashes broke through, illuminating the growing darkness above. Platinum rain fell, soaking the ground, flowing into the experimental garden, but nowhere else. Erick held his seeds apart from the growing rain, for now. When the ground was good and soaked, Ophiel cut the rain. The sky returned to comfortably cloudy. 

He planted the seed in the still-glowing soil, casting [Grow] as he did, directing his spell to uncover what had been, when the tarip was first created, discarding all that had come in the centuries since its creation. To become its own ancestor. To become the original.

A sapling sprouted. 

Over ten minutes the sapling became a tree, then over more time and more applications of [Grow], the three meter tall tree sprouted flowers that appeared and then fell to the ground. Fruit appeared where flowers had been. They were small green buds, at first, the fruit gradually became something rounder, then redder. There were no white lines, and no football shape. It was here, that Erick removed his directed growth, and imbued the tree with [Tree of Light], letting it become its perfect self on its own. 

That appeared to be the right decision. 

The air filled with the scent of tart cherry, the tree rapidly shifted itself into something more primal, with a trunk lined in spikes and fruits that began dangling from almost-vines. The fruits swelled, as the tree stabilized. Brown bark glowed orange in the cracks of itself, while deep green leaves were edged in green light.

Erick smiled. “This one smells good.”

Kiri eyed the tree. “Too many spikes… I think the ones near the bottom are dripping. Uh.” She took a step back. She asked, “[Cleanse]?”

With another look, Erick saw what she saw. He rapidly cast the appropriate spell.

A storm of thick air erupted from the plant. The tree deflated. Fruits burst. Thorns turned to nothing. Branches broke, like balsa wood with too much weight on them. Leaves turned brittle. The scent of cherry completely vanished. Kiri ‘eek’d, and then threw a [Cleanse] over her and Erick. 

For a moment, Erick’s skin reddened. He coughed. Kiri coughed, too, muttering about poisons as Sunny, wrapped up around a rod of [Treat Wounds], tapped her with the rod, and then Erick. Erick had to laugh at that, so he did. 

“I was not expecting poison,” Kiri said, keeping her couatl [Familiar] hovering closer to her than Sunny had been hovering before. 

“Me neither.” Erick said, “Fast thinking with Sunny. You were a hair faster than I was.”

Kiri just smiled.

Erick turned his attention back to the ‘tarip’ tree. The not-tarip was thoroughly dead.

Erick frowned. “… Oh well.”

Kiri said, “One more try!”

“Eh.” Erick said, “I’m just going to try from tarip to cocoa, again. I’ll try smaller shifts in change, this time.”

His second try for cocoa, of the day, but to adjust the current tree away from strawberry flavors, wholly to cherry. 

This time the tree came out much better. [Cleanse] did not deflate the tree, and the scent of decaying sweetness was less. So that was good. 

Using this second tree, Erick continued his iterations, making small adjustments to approach his goal of a heavily-seeded fruit, without the smell of the original. When the tree was down to something unoffensive, he began throwing in as much feeling and memories of chocolate as he could. The taste of chocolate cake, the bitterness of baker’s chocolate, the creaminess of milk chocolate, the pick-me-up it gave on a bad day, the capstone on a good day. How it tempered into something shiny. 

Erick was never one to seek out chocolate, but he never passed it up, either. That was probably the most major reason that he never went as far as he had with cocoa. He could have probably done this all before, but now, with Jane’s desire for chocolate chip cookies clear in his mind and with her actually back home, for now, Erick wanted to make her happy. 

Ah. Don’t get off track. Back to [Grow]ing.

Erick gave a heavy nod toward the fat content of the bean, and the proteins, and the carbohydrates of it all, along with polyphenols that ensured good health, combating heart disease, inflammation, and other useful effects, but damn if Erick couldn’t remember much more than that. Remembering the word ‘polyphenol’ at all was an arduous task, but Erick had studied what his death would look like, back when he was on Earth, and though cancer was the highest risk factor, heart attack was second. 

And so, on more than a whim, he imbued a bit of healthiness to this chocolate. A bit more complexity, a bit more depth of flavor, a bit more better. 

Three hours, many trees, and many rains later, Erick plucked a red-orange football from a maybe-cocoa tree. Everything about the seedpod seemed okay. He had stripped away the problems of the original tarip tree one small nudge at a time, with much smaller structural strippings than he had done with his other plants. 

This one seemed good, though. It was several iterations deep in the ‘clarification process’, as Erick liked to think of it, where everything looked good, but Erick kept going anyway, just to make sure everything actually was good. So...

This one might be a success? 

The seedpod smelled fine; like a casually fruity fruit. It peeled just like the original, too; like a banana. A [Cleanse] revealed no thick air, either on the pod, or in the tree itself. Erick smiled. There was practically no flesh to this seedpod, with the seeds and their stretchy, white coverings taking up most of the interior. It almost looked like an egg sac. Each seed was still the size of a walnut, and there were a good hundred to each pod.

With a light touch, Erick pulled apart the seeds. 

If he remembered correctly, eating the seeds was fine, for chocolate. While the fruit should be fruity, the seeds themselves, or rather, the beans, in this case— The beans should taste like bitter chocolate. Really bitter chocolate. Erick eyed the beans. The [Cleanse] had come up empty, so…

Erick plucked a bean and shoved it in his mouth.

Kiri’s eyes went wide, watching him chew.

He did not bite into the bean right away. First, he chewed the white coating around the bean. It took him a moment to come up with the flavors he was experiencing. Cherry, yes. Maybe some lemon? Something tart. It was a complex flavor, for sure. When he was through with the coating, and most of that complexity was gone and swallowed, he bit into the bean. 

An almost forgotten flavor burst into his mouth. Coffee. Bitter, barely sweet. 

Memories flooded to the forefront of Erick’s mind, as familiar and unfamiliar tastes exploded in his mouth. Of sitting on a porch and watching the sun rise, as his daughter got on the bus and he drank his dark brew before work. Of watching Jane try her first cup at 16 and then spitting it out into the sink, and then laughing about that every so often, for years and years to come. He laughed about it right now, remembering that day.

Oh! And there were more flavors, as the chewing commenced. There was a richness that was slightly fruity, too… Wait. 

Okay. This was not coffee. 

Or maybe?…

No. It was similar, and maybe he could use his chocolate tree to make a coffee tree, too, but—

This was chocolate. A supremely dark chocolate. But yes, chocolate.

He smiled, as he spat the seed bits into the dirt. 

Kiri glanced at the brown bits in the dirt, saying, “It looked like it could have been a winner to me?”

“It was!” He said, “Still bitter as hell, though.” He added, “I made chocolate, but I could also make coffee with a few more iterations. Real coffee. This could go either way. The fermenting and drying process for both is similar, if I recall correctly.” He plucked more pods from the tree using his lightform tendrils, then began peeling them and discarding the unwanted bits a dozen fruits at a time. With some casual concentration, he dumped the unwanted bits into the compost bin, while keeping the seeds and their white coverings in a floating ball.

Kiri eyed the ball. “Don’t you want to get rid of the white parts, too?”

“Nope.” Erick floated the hovering mass of seeds and white fruit flesh over to a stone box he had already prepared. Holes, much smaller than the size of the beans, had been carved into the bottom, and the box itself stood on small stilts. Erick dumped the beans into the box, then asked Kiri, “Let’s try a [Fermentation Ward].”

Kiri frowned a little, but she banished that look off her face and stepped forward. She cast into the box. A green glint took hold of the air around the stone structure. White beanflesh turned tan, then brown, in a matter of a dozen seconds. Erick used his Handy Aura to stir the beans. When Kiri asked why he was doing that, he responded that it was to ensure a proper fermentation. When Kiri said that he shouldn’t need to do that for a proper fermentation, Erick paused. 

“Why not?” Erick said, “Fermentation is a bacterial reaction, isn’t it? And I want the bacteria everywhere.”

Kiri frowned. “Not… really... It’s not a bacteria. [Fermentation Ward] is a combination of [Grow] and [Ward], but targeted to the yeast that ferments, and that stuff gets around. But don’t take my word for that. Alchemy was not my area of study. At all.” She looked down to the browning box of slime and beans. “I am not sure if I did it right.” She added, “Oh. Yeah. I did that wrong.”

The beans turned black, in bits, then seemingly all at once. Erick stepped back as a rotten smell of decay flowed into the air. Kiri reacted with a [Cleanse], and to disperse her green [Ward].

Black sludge turned to thick air. Kiri said, “Sorry.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Erick looked to the house. “Justine was an alchemist. I am just now remembering this.”

Kiri said, “I’ll go get her.”

While Kiri ran off, Erick [Stoneshape]d the now-clean bean bin, plucking it from the ground. He set it next to the porch, where Justine could still stand in the dense air of the house, while still being able to cast her [Fermentation Ward] into the bin. 

Erick went back to the successful tree, and cast [Tree of Light]. The tree flexed, regrowing pods, stretching tall to soak up the sun, thickening its trunk as roots curled outward, digging deeper. 

With a second batch of pods plucked, cut open, and their beans dumped in the bin for Justine, Erick sat down, next to Poi, and waited. He offered to get Poi a drink. Poi accepted, but for something non alcoholic. In two minutes, the two of them each had a tall glass of lemonade in their hands. 

Kiri came outside, with Justine appearing right behind her.

“Hello,” Justine said, “I understand you want a [Fermentation Ward]?”

Erick smiled at Justine. “Hello! Yes, please.” He pointed at the bin, just outside of the [Prismatic Ward], full of white, fleshy beans. “Is that close enough?”

“Yes.” With a twist of her hand, a red [Ward] sprung up around the stone bin. “It’s a common enough spell. Would you like me to teach you? We would need a microscope, though. The yeast this [Ward] is meant to [Grow] is a very specific shape, and it is best to see this for yourself before you attempt this spell.”

“Would a picture work?” Erick asked. 

Justine shook her head. “It is better to use a microscope. Being able to see and directly interact with the yeast before creating the spell always produces better results.”

Erick said to Poi, “Then I need a microscope. Can Liquid procure one for me?”

“They’re something like five thousand gold.” Poi said, “I know you don’t care about that, but I’m telling you, anyway.”

Erick smirked. “You’re right. I still want it.”

Poi looked to the air, sending out a tendril of thought.

Erick stood up and went to the bin. With Justine’s spell working on the beans, their white coating was beginning to tan. He asked Justine, “What does this spell do, exactly?”

Justine stepped closer, looking down to the box, saying, “It’s a [Spell Ward], with [Grow] as the imbued spell. This particular one is imbued with 500 spell mana, which activates [Grow] every second, for 5 mana. I don’t actually have [Ward] or [Grow] high enough to make a spell with them, so I can’t show you [Fermentation Ward], but a properly made version would cost around 250 mana with Clarity, and last for a good five minutes.” She gestured to the box. “This one will not do that, since this isn’t a true [Fermentation Ward]. But it should work, anyway. It looks like it’s working. You’re going to want to stir that.”

Erick reached out and stirred the seeds around with his Handy Aura. In a short minute, the box of tanned seeds became a box of brown, muddy seeds. Trace amounts of steam flowed up from the filled bin, to vanish in the northern wind. Slowly, but surely, a fruity, bread-like smell rushed out of the box. It was actually a pretty good smell.

Justine sniffed the air, following Erick’s own sniffing. She smiled. “That’s the correct smell. If you smell anything other than that, you’re either fermenting something weird, or your spell went wrong.” She asked, “How far do you wish to take this fermentation?”

“I have no idea,” Erick said, as he stirred the beans. “This is all an experiment.”

Justine nodded. “This is just a guess, but I would suggest you go until the majority of the flesh is gone, or turned muddy.”

“Sounds good to me.” Erick asked, “Do you know a lot about fermentation?”

Justine gave a sad smile, as she looked down at the box of beans. “Had to keep the sanity somehow, when I was in the Dead City.” She looked to Erick, then looked away. “A lot of us made alcohol however we could. It was better than the drugs we would sometimes smoke. Shades could smell smoke a lot more than they could smell alcohol out in the open, and getting caught never turned out well.”

Erick said, “If this peace turns out to be true, we’re going to want to free everyone from the Shades, including those still stuck in Ar’Kendrithyst. I’m sorry you went through that, Justine.”

“I’m sorry you’re going to Shadow’s Feast,” Justine said, trying to change the topic away from her. “It won’t be easy, but you should be fine, according to everything I know.”

Justine had overheard all the talk at yesterday’s dinner, but she hadn’t said anything about it until now. That was probably a good thing. Jane would have ripped into her, even more than she already had. Though the gods had something closer to a real interaction with Melemizargo, and thus they were privy to ‘real’ information, all the mortals like Erick and Justine had to go on were the words of the gods, working behind the scenes, and the words of people in power, like Silverite, and Killzone. 

Like a minor heart attack, Erick realized: Justine didn’t truly have anyone on her side, did she? 

He said, “Thank you, Justine. I know you’ve been through a lot, but still you’re looking out for me. I can only hope to do the same.”

Justine stood still for a moment, as she just breathed. She sniffled, then tried to pass it off as sniffing the air, as she brought a hand up to her face to hide her eyes. From one moment to the next, she seemed to ignore or discard whatever emotions she was having, as she flapped a hand at the box. “They’re done!” She stood just a bit taller than she had before, as she cancelled the spell. “Now what?”

The beans were wet, and covered in what could almost be a red mud-like substance. Erick pulled a handful out, letting beans and not-mud fall between the fingers of his telekinetic hand, saying, “Now, they dry.” He put the beans back, then picked up the whole box with a [Stoneshape] breaking the stilts and lifting it higher. A puddle of red muck sat below the box, having oozed out from the fermentation. Erick walked the box over to to a stone table he had already set up in the sun. It was nothing more than a long slab of stone, raised from the ground, and with a lip all around. He dumped the box out, then spread the beans wide enough to form a single layer. He set the box back down next to the house, back on its stilts, then cast a [Cleanse] over the fermenting station, ridding the box and the ground of its red muck. With a turn back to the table, and another cast, a white [Drying Ward] filled the table. He did not [Cleanse] the beans. Erick said, “And that’ll take an hour.”

Justine asked, “I saw you working on tarip, but I don’t know what you’re actually making?”

“It’s an experiment in chocolate,” Erick said, turning back to her. “I might have gotten it right. But maybe I didn’t. We’ll know soon enough.”

Poi spoke up, “A runner will bring your new microscope here in an hour. Liquid has already deducted the bill from your account, as per your permissions.”

“Excellent!” Erick said, “No need to send Kiri out for this one.” He looked to his apprentice, who was currently standing next to the bean table, watching the red-muck beans become red-dust beans. They’d spend an hour under that [Drying Ward] before they would be ready. He said to Kiri, “Teressa had to run all your errands while you were gone.”

Kiri shrugged, looking up to him. “Got any errands for me, now?”

“Not really.” Erick said, “But it is time for lunch.”

Kiri nodded. “I’ll get that started.”

Erick smiled.

Killzone had yet to show up, or send word. Poi said that this was normal, and Teressa backed him up. Kiri gave a shrug at Erick’s open wondering of Killzone’s whereabout, the young woman not having nearly as much experience with the General as the other two. Killzone would show up when he showed up, as was his prerogative. 

 

- - - -

 

As the sun passed over the house, the microscope arrived, and ten minutes later, Erick made a new spell. 

 




	
Fermentation Ward, instant, close range, 500 mana 

Support the rampant spread and life of fermenting yeast, in a small area. Lasts 5 minutes.








 

It would be a useful spell. 

It was also slightly terrifying. Could he make a spell like this for animal tissues?

… Ew. 

And also, oh no.

Erick left that thought far behind for now and went back into the backyard, to check on the beans. They had sat under the sun and a [Drying Ward] for a full hour, and they had both done their job. Where once was red muck, now was brown bean, almost all of the red having turned to dust and blown away on the northern winds. 

There were more than a few reasons why he had not done much with chocolate before now. One of them was that this middle process was a mystery to him. Oh, sure, he knew the broad steps. The raw beans tasted like bitter fruit. Fermentation and drying helped develop the proper flavors. And now, he needed some sort of grinding to bits, thing…? Roasting, for sure. Then a lot more grinding, under heavy stones, to produce a fine, fine texture. That part he was sure about. Heavy stones, grinding brown muck to something closer to liquid chocolate.

… And then there was more.

And then you had bars of chocolate!

Simple! Right?

Eh. He’d go as far as he could. Getting to the stone-ground process would likely be good enough. And then you’d add powdered milk and sugar and stuff—

Oh! And then you’d grind some more? Right? That had to be right. There was probably a word for both the first grind and the second grind, but Erick had absolutely no idea what those words could possibly be, or if they even existed, or if there was only one grind necessary. 

… Two grinds seemed necessary. 

He turned to Poi, standing behind him, asking, “Is there some Mind Mage way to help me remember something I’ve forgotten?”

“No.”

“… I feel like your ‘no’ is a lie.”

“Your feelings sure do exist.”

Erick turned back to his beans, brushing Poi off with a, “Fine fine fine.” With a single part of his Handy Aura, he grabbed a bean and twisted, crushing the bean into… Parts. Hmm. Erick took a closer look at another bean, and used his hands this time. The bean came apart as he touched it, a paper-thin coating flaking away on the breeze, revealing a solid, black interior that smelled faintly of vinegar. Erick pressed his fingers together, his 82 Strength going to work at his physical demand, shattering the bean into broken shards. Erick smiled, as he opened his fingers apart. Brown stuff coated them. “It’s certainly fatty enough.” But the vinegar smell threw him for a small loop. Was this correct? Erick shut down his hopeful thoughts. He had come further today with chocolate than he ever had before, but the day was not done, and the road to chocolate was undeniably long.

He almost thought to get Kip involved again, to ask for the use of his hopper. But he didn’t have that much to do, and the process of separating shells from the bean inside seemed easy enough. Maybe he’d get some professional equipment later, but for now, hand-made was fine.

With the help of two Ophiel and more than enough open space around his house, Erick gathered up the beans in a thousand Handy hands and a large bowl of his [Greater Lightwalk] self. Under his own guidance, air spun though the beans, ripping off shells, spilling red dust into the air. Ophiel guided heavy winds through the spell work, their instinctual [Airshape]s whipping away the dregs, while the heavier beans fell back into Erick’s lightform bowl. The first cleaning was okay. The second cleaning got rid of even more shell. The third cleaning came up empty, all the red dust and thin shells having been blown away on the breeze.

And now came some cooking.

Browning the beans was simple enough. But here too, Erick was unsure where to go with it all. 

He split the beans into six piles. Three piles were [Cleanse]d, pulling a thin amount of thick air from them that was not much more than a heat mirage. Justine had told Erick that some of that was the fermentation yeast, for sure. The other three remained uncleaned. After throwing a [Cleanse] on the drying table, he [Stoneshape]d the table into six parts, separated by raised stone. He threw down six [Heat Ward]s, one each of low and slow, medium, and fast and hot, with the two types of beans separated accordingly.

He set to making his ‘grinders’—

But how?

He went and got Kiri’s help with the general idea of a stone grinder, but Kiri was quick to point out Justine’s wealth of knowledge. Erick went and got Justine, to ask for her help. 

“Of course I can help with that!” Justine said, happily. 

Justine’s grinders were simple things; an inverted cone of stone, with a mostly flat, yet rounded tip, set inside of another conical stone, almost perfectly flush with the central grinding stone. It was a variation of a mortar and pestle, and was almost what Erick was going to make, but not quite. Erick was going to make a mortar and pestle, and have the central stone pound up and down, but this seemed much better. The end result ended up being half a meter tall, and capable of grinding a good portion of beans at any one time. Since Erick was planning on just grinding and grinding, this version did not have the hole in the bottom that the normal version possessed. 

One of the many things to keep in mind when making this ‘emergency grinder’, as Justine called it, was the creation process. For turning any old dirt that was just sitting around into a functional grinder, you first had to turn the stone to sand, then came a [Cleanse] to get rid of any exposed impurities, with this part repeated a few times, depending on location. After getting good, clean dirt, then came the shaping. This type of grinder needed to be as solid as possible, on the level of marble, or stronger, so that while the stone ground on and on, it did not grind itself to sand when it was working. 

By the time Justine, Erick, and Kiri finished the first set of knee-height grinders, the first batch of ‘hot and fast’ beans seemed ready. Looking at them, Erick saw that they were certainly browned. Hopefully they weren’t burned.

The [Cleanse]d batch went into one grinder; the non-[Cleanse]d batch went into the other grinder. With a simple application of [Control Item], for the contraptions that Justine had created counted as ‘items’, the grinders began to grind all on their own. Beans broke under the onslaught of their own weight and inexorable stone, turning from whole to bits, then becoming little more than lubrication for the grinding, grinding grinders. 

While Erick waited on that, he cleared up every tarip tree except his success, turning them all to kindling, and setting them downwind to burn in a [Cleansing Flame].

An hour passed. By then, all six grinders churned away at all six experiments, turning bits to muck, and muck to silk, theoretically. The noise was horrendous after only five minutes, though, so Erick threw down a shaped [Stillness], turning the cacophony of six simultaneous avalanches into six ‘cars-on-gravel-driveways’, and a lot of flashing light. 

While the grinders ground, and as the second hour of grinding approached, Erick sat on the porch. With a beer in his hands, he watched the lights flash around the moving stones; sound turned to luminescence. He smiled, as he realized that he had created a spell that turned sound into light, way before he ever considered shifting elements around, or before he had ever experienced Syllea’s [Shadow Conversion].

“But what is shadow?” Erick asked himself. He turned to Kiri, sitting beside him, also on the porch, but mostly just reading her ‘Dawning Sun Style’ book. “What is Shadow?”

Kiri looked up, and out, thinking. Her voice came slowly. “… You’re asking me… It’s like you’re asking me ‘what is the space between Particles’. Shadow is a force, like any other. A Fundamental Force of Magic, more like magnetism than anything else… But no. That’s wrong. And also partially right?” She thought. She said, “If you want me to just throw out some ideas, though, it could be that the ‘Particle’ of Shadow is Shadow Essence. You can’t directly manipulate Shadow Essence, much like how you can’t manipulate individual atoms, and maybe even for the same reason: the Infinitesimal Ban.” She scrunched her face. “But I don’t know about all that. I always heard that the essences of the primary six elements were more like pieces of souls, than anything else. You can interact with them with soul magic, but the only people who would know for sure would be some necromancer, or maybe people like the demon or angel summoners of the incani or the humans.”

“Hmm… But elementals are like primitive souls?”

“You could probably ask an Elementalist, too.”

Erick gave her a questioning look.

Kiri answered, “A specialized Class that sometimes draws in the Summoner-types, or those who wish to take the Elements to their highest peaks. You’d have to talk to some highly, highly skilled Elementalists, though, if you want to know what Shadow is, at its soul-based level.” She looked to Erick, asking, “What’s the problem? You seem flustered in an odd way.”

Erick said, “Can you make a [Shadow Bolt]?” At her questioning nod, Erick pointed to the dirt of the experimental garden, and with a [Stoneshape], raised a tiny pillar. “Hit that.”

Kiri pointed. A bolt of inky shadows sailed from her fingertip to strike the pillar with a resounding smack, louder than the grinders nearby. The pillar remained fully intact, as Kiri startled, looking to the air. “Oh. I got a spell for that. I wasn’t really trying.” She pushed the spell box to Erick.

 




	
Shadow Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of shadow unerringly strikes a target for 2x WIL damage.








 

Erick gazed at the pillar. “Looks like a simple damage effect, both in box and in reality?” 

“Yeah. That’s about my thoughts, too. I have heard that Shadow spells are highly Willpower-dependent, and the spell I made seems to validate some of that.” Kiri said, “If you had wanted an answer to ‘What is Shadow’, but angled more towards ‘What damage does Shadow do?’ that was what I would have said. Shadow is heavily Willpower-dependent spellwork.”

Erick listened, then he pointed at the stone. He cast.

A bolt of dark shadows flicked from his finger to slap near-soundlessly against the stone, like he had flung a spoonful of jelly at the pillar. The shadow ball stuck there for the briefest moment, before dissipating, leaving a hole carved out of the pillar. No blue box appeared. Erick said, “No blue box, either.”

Kiri inhaled deeply, then exhaled, thinking, studying the pillar in the short distance. She said, “I do not know what that means.” She inhaled again, purposefully sniffing the air this time, adding, “That grinding certainly smells good, now.” 

Erick chuckled, as he stood up, and wandered closer to the grinders. Each of the conical grinders were full of silky brown liquid, and set with a low-grade [Heat Ward], just high enough to kill any unwanted growths and speed up any possible chemical reactions. Justine had recommended the heating, when Erick had decided to forgo [Cleanse] for half of his experiments, but he had decided to heat up every grinder because it sounded like a good thing to do, anyway. 

He breathed deep, and noticed what Kiri had noticed. The chocolate smelled great. There had been a slight vinegary scent in the beginning, but that was gone, now. All he smelled, was… 

… Was it chocolate? It was something close to chocolate, for sure. There was certainly enough fat in these samples to make it all look like chocolate; none of the brown sludge had turned to cake, at all. 

With six tendrils of light, he poked into each grinder’s brown messes and brought up six samples. He hesitated, for whatever reason he could not say. And then he started sampling. 

Bitter, and burned, was the [Cleanse]d sample, that had been heated on high heat. The un[Cleanse]d sample was similarly bitter and burned, but softer, and closer to the taste that he hadn’t had in a year. Still not quite there, though. He should have been able to tell from the color that it had been burned, since they were both slightly darker than the other batches, but there was no way to know that high, fast heat wasn’t the way to go, until he tried.

Medium heat, [Cleanse]d, was missing something that the un[Cleanse]d one was not missing. The second was richer, for sure. [Cleanse] might be the wrong move, here. There was nothing toxic about chocolate, unless he had truly fucked up somewhere along the line, so maybe it was the caffeine and other mood lifters turning to thick air, when he had cast the [Cleanse]? It was probably bits of the fermentation process, actually. Maybe there had been some alcohol in there? No way to really know, right now.

A [Cleanse] upon the tree and the beans themselves revealed no thick airs, so this process had created these thick airs, for sure.

The low and slow batch was grainy, and not at all what he wanted. The un[Cleanse]d] one was also grainy, but it had something that all the others lacked; a good taste. The only reason that it was grainy was because all the other ones had been in there for an extra hour, or an extra half hour.

Erick smiled. He kept all six ‘machines’ grinding away, renewing [Control Item] for the spell only lasted 100 minutes, but he looked to the last one, and knew that that one was the winner, if any of them were. Maybe all it needed now was sugar, powdered milk, and possibly more cocoa fat. 

He’d check back in an hour, and see how they were doing, then. 

“Hey, Kiri. Want to try some?”

Kiri set down her book, saying, “Sure.”

Three minutes later, Kiri stood beside the grinders, her face in a scrunch. 

Erick said, “The graininess will buff out from the last batch. Give it another half hour.”

“The first four are not winners. Aside from the grit… I like the un[Cleanse]d one better. The taste is interesting...” Kiri said, “But they’re all bitter.”

“It needs sugar, yes, at the very least.” Erick said, “Powdered milk, too. Maybe I need to add cocoa butter… I would get cocoa powder from that process, so maybe I should do that anyway.” He said, “You can make both of those by pressing out the oils in this sludge; the dry parts become powder while the wet is the butter. There’s no water in any of these, and adding water of any sort is bad.” He glanced over to the almost-cocoa tree. “I’ll hold off on making another iteration of the base plant, but I will probably need to do that, anyway.” He waved a hand at the light-sparking grinders, saying, “But this part? This part is almost there, and from here, it’s just more and more grinding. I’m gonna have to make a metal grinder, though. Stone is okay for now, but not for as fine as the chocolate needs to be.”

Kiri asked, “How would you make the metal grinder? I’ve never heard of a metal grinder.”

“… I’m not sure.” Erick said, “Maybe a metal cylinder that rolls up and down the bottom of a curved basin? That idea seems familiar, but I’m not too sure.”

“There has to be a spell that could speed this up.” Kiri said, “A Particle Spell to purposefully break it down to molecule-sized.”

“Maybe, but not right now. Besides, this process is necessary to develop the flavors and get rid of the byproducts, like that vinegar smell that’s now gone.” Erick renewed some spells over the grinders, finishing up with the whole batch fast enough. “So this is good enough for now.”

Erick had an Ophiel cast a small [Prismatic Ward] over the knee-high grinders, then left them to their work, as he and Kiri went back inside. A quick check on Candlepoint revealed that he had not accidentally unbarred the springs in the bottom of the lake.

… He really needed Ava and all of them to get on that project. But, eh, the city also needed plumbing and sewers. She’d get to it when she could, Erick was sure. 

… He’d still bother her about it tomorrow. Just to see where they were on that necessity. 

Killzone had yet to show up, or send word. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick had enchanted knives to be sharp months ago, along with all the other uses of [Prestidigitation] trinkets, and wands of [Force Bolt], along with all the other little enchants that everyone learned in their first months of Enchanting 101. There was nothing that impressive about basic enchanting. To enchant something like [Force Bolt] into a wand, all you had to do was take your basic rad stylus, and using this metal-erasing magic tool, carve out the Ancient Script words for [Force Bolt] into an appropriately sized length of wrought-quality metal. When that was done, you dusted the carving with rad dust, then said your rhyme, hoping the separate pieces of the puzzle came together in a correct manner. Done correctly, you thus created a magical item. This was the basic methodology for all spell enchanting.

So basic, that his wands of [Force Bolt] were only capable of 10 casts before they broke, and to attempt charging them higher than that usually caused the wand to melt, or explode, or, in one interesting instance, to twist in on itself, almost cutting off a finger.

To call this ‘enchanting’ would be as placing a painting done by a 3 year-old into the same category of ‘it’s a painting’, as you could a painting created by a 400 year-old wrought who had devoted all of their time to color and composition and the study of anatomy and everything else that would, by all that practice and understanding, give every one of their paintings a real chance at being labeled a masterpiece. There was a surface comparison between the two, sure, but not much more than that.

This was the gulf of difference between Erick’s current enchanting capabilities, and even those who plied their trade in Spur, like Ulrick Ulrick. 

And that wasn’t even taking into account the ‘Enchanting Spell’ that every capable enchanter possessed, and that Erick had been warned many times, through all of his books, that he shouldn’t even think of attempting to create. Not yet, anyway. 

Rings were easy to make. Everything else was beyond him, for now. 

But at least Erick knew at least one way his current enchants were failing.

His ‘calligraphy’ was atrocious. Each time he succeeded, it was by the barest margins. A success looked like this: When he etched the final bit of the writing for [Force Bolt] into the appropriate length of metal, and after dusting the writing with powdered rads, he said the rhyme straight out of the book. Powdered rads then crystallized into a whole, in the grooves of Ancient Script, like sugar precipitating out of a solution. The wand of [Force Bolt] was thus complete. If left to soak in the light of grand rads, those disjointed mana crystal would then fill up, granting more charges to the item. 

Mostly, though, Erick endured failure after failure. Failure only happened at the end, though. It wasn’t till after the rhyme, till after his attempt at solidifying the spell into the metal, that the metal would warp, or burn, or break. Sometimes, the warping and the breaking wasn’t so bad, and Erick could troubleshoot his mistakes. This was where he discovered stray scratches that ruined the whole work, or too-shallow etchings that also ruined the work, or parts of the metal just melted for no apparent reason.

His first theory into how to fix all his enchanting problems was to pour all his effort into a stamp, and then stamp the iron with a perfect-calligraphy ‘[Force Bolt]’. Then, he would just powder the rads and pour them into the groves. So how about inventing a stylus that etched it all, all at once?

Kiri nixed that idea. Machines could never overcome handwritten Ancient Script. People had invented stylus stamps before, and they always failed.

Yet another enforcement of the Script, no doubt. Maybe this foible came directly from Rozeta. She liked handwritten books, but mass-produced machine copies were not her thing. Thinking about it a bit more, this restriction was probably an enforcement of the Script so that the Script couldn’t be abused by automation. Some variation of the Propagation Ban, perhaps?

For that’s what enchanting was, at its core. It was turning the usefulness of the Script into items separate from oneself. Self-propagating machine magic was therefore nixed before it ever got off the ground.

But anyway! 

Tangents. 

Anyway, that was just the first form of enchanting. There was another form of enchanting that was slightly different. Erick hadn’t begun to make inroads in this second form of Script weaving, either. 

This second form of enchanting was creating items that could be refueled through the use of sticking rads into receptacles. This was how the enchanting stylus was created, and how the Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove was made to work. Almost all household items and magic tools were of this nature, and ranged in price from 10 gold, to 50 gold, on average, or a lot, lot more, for the higher end enchantments.

The major difference between the first and second types of enchanting, was that the first type used set-down mana to create a spell, and the second type used the ‘offgassing’ of rads to fuel their working. The first type broke from too much use. The second type was pure mechanical trapping and rounding of ambient mana, fueled by the rad that had been placed inside. 

In this way, it was not totally incorrect to say that this second type of enchanting was similar to dungeon creation and maintenance, where instead of priming the area for slimes to spawn, you created magical effects based on how mana flowed through hollowed out areas of Ancient Script and their adjoining circuits. 

But all enchanting required perfect calligraphy, and in this way…

Erick wasn’t doing so well.

Erick hunched over his desk, in his tower, painstakingly inscribing [Force Bolt] into a length of iron. His hand slipped. The stylus carved through two letters, easy as marring the frosting on a cake, but this furrow left ethereal rads in its travels and ruined the entire piece. The metal even flickered at him, like a light bulb breaking. Anger flowed into Erick. He sat straight. He waited for the anger to pass, like a warm breeze. When it did, he sighed. He cast a [Mend] onto the metal bar, and the whole thing flexed back into its starting shape, ready to accept more calligraphy. 

… It would have to accept that calligraphy some other day. 

He still had yet to make the ‘enchanting spell’ that people like Ulrick Ulrick used to ‘automate’ this process, but much like how most people couldn’t make a good spell without knowing the basics, his own ‘enchanting spell’ was outside of his reach, for now.

Killzone had yet to show up, or send word. 

 

- - - -

 

Kiri sat a huge bag of sugar on the kitchen counter, saying, “They just gave it to me.” She put her hands on her hips, adding, “This thing is worth 15 gold. That’s a full day’s pay at a really good job.”

Erick smiled, as he stirred the almost-boiling pot in front of him. A good dozen long black bean pods, each split in half, soaked in the water, filling the house with the smell of vanilla as the water turned darker. He said, “I hope you paid them anyway.”

“Of course I did!” Kiri said, as she smelled the air. “Left it on the counter; wouldn’t take ‘No’ for an answer.”

“Thank you, Kiri.”

“How’s the chocolate looking, outside?”

“Doing fine.” Erick said, “I made a ‘conching’ machine out back. Go take a look and tell me what you think.”

“… What’s ‘conching’?” 

“No idea where the word came from, but I messaged Jane about what was going on, and she gave me a few more tips. A conching machine is all about the second grind. All we’ve done so far is the first grind.” Erick pulled the pot off the stove, and then poured the whole steaming contents through a sieve, into another pot. “One of those tips was about vanilla, which, thankfully, I already made.”

Kiri walked closer, to see what he was making.

Erick set the first pot aside, then discarded the spent beans. He said, “I think I’m supposed to do this with high-quality clear alcohol, but that’ll take three weeks, and ain’t nobody got time for that.” With a concentration given to the brown-liquid pot, Erick cast [Distill]. The brown liquid flashed white. Brown settled to the bottom. With another cast, Erick [Watershape]d the liquid out of the pot, and dumped the water down the drain, leaving a dark brown sludge at the bottom of the pot; all the vanilla flavor. Erick picked up this sludge with his [Watershape] and pulled out as much actual water as he could, leaving behind an almost-dry paste.

Kiri asked, “Have you made this before? Or was this just another experiment?”

“I did.” Erick said, “When I made vanilla ice cream. You weren’t there for that, but I probably made it wrong, then, too, but whatever. Ah! I need to make more ice cream. It’s so much better than icies.” He scooped out what may or may not have been an appropriate amount of vanilla, into six normal-sized spoons; one each, for each grinding outside. “But that’s for another day.”

Kiri eyed a pile of white powder, sitting to the side, in a bowl. “What’s that for? Some other distilled item?”

“Yup! That’s powdered milk.” Erick grabbed the bowl of powdered milk, and held his spoons of vanilla paste in his hand, saying, “Come, it’s time to add these. You can tell me if the conching machine looks wrong.” With his Handy Aura, Erick also picked up the bag of sugar, and walked out to the back porch.

In the backyard, Justine stood beside a metal rolling device, set inside a curved basin. 

Erick said, “Does it look good?”

Justine turned, looking like a deer in headlight, then seeing Erick, she calmed. She breathed out.

“Sorry for scaring you,” Erick said.

Justine shook her head. “Not your— Never…” She gestured to the metal contraption. “This looks interesting. I can see the intent in the design. It’s a finer grind, I am guessing?”

“You guess correctly.”

A thick and heavy cylinder of steel, half a meter wide, sat in a curved steel basin. Raised slopes ran along both sides of the basin, ensuring that the chocolate would always flow to a grinding point, via gravity. The cylinder itself was ribbed to stay on tracks, and attached on both ends to a metal arm, reaching down from a position above, that would also ensure the cylinder stayed on track. The weight of the cylinder would do more to ensure proper conching, than any pressure from that arm.

Erick said, “It’s probably going to break down pretty fast with chocolate getting in that gear, but it might not!”

Justine said, “You can solve that with a creative use of [Control Item], but a better way to solve that problem is with [Alter Friction] and [Control Item]. With these two, you might get [Control Machine]. That spell tends to make all machines work like they’re properly oiled and cooled or heated, even when you have none of that on hand. Sand stays outside of gears. Belts don’t slip that often. That sort of thing.”

Erick had a moment. Could using Jane’s car, if he ever found it, be as easy as one spell away? One simple [Control Machine]? Erick laughed, as he set that project aside for another day. He’d need to find her car, first, and where the heck could it be? Inside Ar’Kendrithyst? 

Eh. Probably.

“I was wondering if I’d ever find a use for [Alter Friction].” Erick said, smiling. “It was a part of Oceanside’s enrollment, but I never used it before.”

“I don’t have much knowledge of that spell, but...” Kiri said, “But the point is to have friction. To grind the chocolate? You can’t grind without friction.”

“Eh!” Erick said, “I can make it work. Probably just requires a shaped spell.”

Justine said, “It shouldn’t require a shaping. Just an intent. This will inflate the spell cost depending on how complicated you are with the working. More complicated machines have a very high [Control Machine] cost, or else your cast will just tear the machine apart.”

“… Oh.” Erick said, “Well then. Good to know.”

Maybe his idea of a single spell to control an entire car was too fanciful.

Erick set down his spoons of vanilla paste, his powdered milk, and his sugar onto a nearby short table, and then rubbed his hands together, smiling. He held his hands apart, and listened; Ophiel leaning forward on his shoulder to hear, too.

In one hand, he channeled mana through [Control Item], producing the sound of endless, controlled movement. Of puppets on strings, and gears grinding away at some labyrinthine process. 

In the other, he channeled mana through [Alter Friction], producing a slickness and a stiffness at the same time. Silky smooth movement, and halting refrain. 

… Despite the two vastly different sounds, there was a harmony there. A melding that was close to being perfect, already. With some mental gymnastics and the help of the Ophiel on his shoulder, echoing his spells and blending them together, Erick cast upon the conching machine. A blue box appeared.

 




	
Control Machine, instant, close range, 15 mana + Variable

Imbue a non-living machine of complicated processes with your intent. Very Fine control. Lasts 100 minutes.








 

The metal cylinder in the conching machine began to roll back and forth in the basin, slowly, but surely. Up one curved slope, then back down, then up the other. There were no halting movements here, just the silent rolling of a great weight, and the minuscule strain of the metal arms moving that weight back and forth. Erick instantly saw a way he could make his machine work better; he needed to make the strain on those arms less, by adding some weights to a disk, or something. 

But! This was fine! This was great. Once the chocolate was in there, the straining noises might vanish.

Erick distributed the box, saying, “How’s this look?”

Kiri didn’t know what to make of the box, since that was all outside of her usual wheelhouse, but Justine’s ruby eyes went a bit wide. 

“That ‘Very Fine’ is usually the sign of a great spell,” Kiri said.

Justine said, “That’s a good version. You should have no trouble keeping the parts of the machine you wish to keep clean, clean, with that version.” She stumbled over her words, saying, “And you just… You just made it. Like that. I had heard... Seeing is different than listening.”

Kiri smirked. “I know what you mean.”

“And now that you know the method, you can try too,” Erick said, using his Handy Aura to pick up the spoons of vanilla paste and sugar— He paused. He smiled. He looked to the grinders, still grinding away, still sparking with light instead of sounding like minor avalanches. “Instead of scraping the insides, I can use [Alter Friction] to dump out the contents.”

Justine said, “Yes. This is one of the more useful ways to use this spell. You merely have to have a good, several-point hold in the grinder. Without friction, it could crash out of your control. I’ve had that happen to me more times than I would have liked.”

With inspiration all around, Erick went to work. He dismissed the [Control Item] spell grinding away on the last grinder; the one containing the long-and-slow roasted beans, that had not been [Cleanse]d. Using a good twenty hands, and surrounding it from all sides, he first picked up the conical grind stone. Silky brown sludge clung to the piece, but not for long. He held it over the metal grinder, and cast. 

Brown slop fell into the concher, as the stone cone tried to wiggle out of Erick’s Handy grasp. He canceled [Alter Friction], and the grinding cone became easy to hold again. 

He did the same thing with the base of the grinder. 

Brown sludge filled the metal concher, and the roller rolled right through it, not even halting at all. The grey-metal roller was rapidly covered in chocolate that flew this way and that, splashing here and there. Erick made some adjustments. [Control Machine] got canceled, [Metalshape] turned the basin into something that held the chocolate fully inside, and then Erick recast [Control Machine].

After a minute of motion, Erick decided that this would work. The cylinder slipped back and forth, causing waves of thin chocolate to flow over the metal roller. There wasn’t much chocolate inside the machine Erick had built; it could easily hold all six batches of chocolate, from all six grinders. But it was good enough for this experiment. It certainly made a lot less noise, too, and that was great.

Erick tossed a spoonful of vanilla paste into the five running grinders and the single concher, along with a cup full of granulated sugar. Powdered milk went into each grinder, and though it was likely not enough, and though every item he had put in was likely not enough, or in the right ratio, this was good enough. 

After renewing all the heating and movement spells on all the various machines, it wasn’t long before the extra ingredients had all incorporated. The smell was fantastic. It reminded Erick of strolling down the high-class artisan street back on Earth, near where he went to college, where the chocolatiers made an entire profession out of this one item, that may or may not have been grinding away in front of him. 

Erick went back in the house.

He tried enchanting a bit more, but his mind was firmly elsewhere and all his attempts ended in failure. Twenty minutes passed. 

He rushed outside, to taste. 

And ohhh, did this brown slop taste good.

Memories flooded his mind. Of snapping chocolate bars and handing a piece to Jane. Of chocolate birthday cake. Of chocolate bunnies in baskets; the centerpiece to a plethora of other candies. 

And Halloween! And Jane dressing up like a dragon! A cute little dragon!

Erick laughed, as he tasted. He looked to Justine and Kiri, and Poi, who had come out with him, saying, “You have got to try these. Where’s Teressa?” He waved at the first two grinders, saying, “I don’t think I burned those, but they’re not the best flavors.” He pointed to the concher, and the [Cleanse]d version, grinding away in stone. “Those are the best. I like the concher one better though. It’s slightly smoother.” He smiled wide, “Oh! Where’s Jane?”

“Here I am.” Jane came out of the doorway, with Teressa following. “I heard you rushing out here from upstairs.” She looked to the grinders, and smelled the air. “It smells… It smells right?” She decided. “It smells right. I wonder if it will temper.”

Erick waved off that concern, saying, “That’s just a crystallization process, right? I can make a spell for that.” He looked to everyone. “Well! Get to tasting! Tell me what you think.”

Teressa said, “I’ll get some spoons.”

With an easy lightform stretch, Erick reached all the way into the kitchen with his [Greater Lightwalk], easily over 15 meters away, winding through the house. He grabbed a bunch of spoons, and pulled them through the light. They appeared in his hands—

Other spoons appeared in Jane’s shadowy hands, as she said, “I got it.”

Teressa had yet to step back inside the door. She looked to Erick and Jane, and said, “That’s a nice trick.”

Erick and Jane looked to each other, both smiling, as they handed out spoons. 

Different looks of questioning wonder appeared on everyone’s faces as they tasted the chocolate. Poi’s blue-scaled eyebrows went up in surprise. Kiri kept going back to the [Cleanse]d grinder chocolate. Teressa took a great big spoonful of the medium-roast un[Cleanse]d chocolate. Justine went for the conched stuff. Erick and Jane both went for the conched stuff, too. 

Jane had the first proclamation, as she dipped her spoon back into the conched chocolate. “Okay. So. Dad. You’re a miracle worker.”

“Ha ha!” Erick said, happy and lovingly, “Magic did all the work; I just asked for a memory.”

Jane shrugged, and ate another spoonful. 

Teressa said, “This is going to be a big hit.”

Poi asked, “Do you want me to keep guarding the tree? You’ve had no less than ten attempts to steal a fruit, so far. Everyone’s seen how your process works, too.”

Poi knew Erick all too well.

Erick smirked, saying, “Let them steal some of it; I don’t mind. I’ve already saved the seeds from this one inside the house. And besides, if no one steals it, then the only way I’m going to be able to visit a chocolatier and get some high quality chocolate is if I sell it, and that seems like too much work.” He said, “Everything I’ve done here is the barest idea of what is possible with chocolate, and I can’t do everything on my own—” A sudden memory came to him, of a conversation held months and months ago. “Oh. And besides...” He said nothing. 

Erick had a goddess to speak to regarding chocolate. 

Jane eyed him. “What?”

Erick turned the conversation back to the chocolate, asking, “So what do you think it needs?”

Kiri said, “Nothing. It’s great. I’ve… I’ve never had a taste like this before.”

Erick smiled. “That was my thought when I first had bluebell.”

“Maybe a bit more sugar.” Teressa said, “Not much more. But more.”

“There are about a hundred ways to make this better, but they’re fractional changes, at best.” Jane asked, “Did you add the powdered milk?”

“To every one.” Erick said, “It wasn’t enough, was it?”

Jane smirked, “Not really. It’s almost dark chocolate.”

Justine’s eyes went wide as she stared at the working conching machine. She quietly said, “That’s what it’s missing.”

“Oh yeah.” Erick said, “Milk chocolate is much better than dark chocolate.” He began to walk back into the house, saying. “I’ll go make some more powdered milk, right now, and add it to the metal batch.”

He did so. 

The conched batch was much better with more powdered milk, and more sugar. Teressa still liked the darker stuff. 

By the time dinner rolled around, Erick had been experimenting with chocolate for almost the entire day. With some of Jane’s insights, he even tried tempering the chocolate, which was all about getting the cocoa fats to crystallize at the right temperature. Four hours later, and after Teressa had made dinner, Erick had not managed to luck into the tempering process. 

All of Erick’s chocolate, once cooled, became a mess of lighter brown stripes and darker spots upon a mostly-solid mass of thick brown almost-clay. It still tasted great, but this chocolate was not so easily tempered. It might not temper at all, either. This was ‘chocolate’ Erick had created on a planet unknowably distant from Earth, from a seed plant far from the cocoa tree, with magic bridging all of the gap between memory and reality.

He’d still try to temper it the mechanical way, before he tried using magic. Magic was the item of last resort, in this particular case.

Killzone had yet to show up, or send word. 

But Poi and Teressa weren’t worried, so neither was Erick.

Mostly.

 

- - - -

 

Reading in the sunroom in the hours before bedtime, for a change of pace, Erick held out his ‘Enchanting for Beginners’ book, asking Kiri, “Are there just these two types of enchanting?”

“Umm.” Kiri looked up from ‘Esoteric Elements’, cautiously saying, “No.” She thought. She said, “Yeah, no. There’s more. The older students always spoke of how inadequate the beginner books were, but I have no idea what the other types are.” She gestured at the book in Erick’s hands, saying, “That book doesn’t even tell you how to create an Enchanting Spell. You don’t learn that spell till fourth year Enchanting.”

Erick hummed, then considered the other people he knew. 

He went to go find Justine. 

The pale incani woman was tending to her plants on the small third-floor balcony, exposed to the night. She stood under a pale white lightward that cast her features in soft shadows. She heard Erick approaching well before he reached the open door. With a turn, she looked to him, and gave a demure, “Hello, Erick.”

“I’m not interrupting, am I?”

She shook her head, and said, “Not at all. Is there something I can help you with?”

“Do you know much about enchanting?”

She eyed the book in his hands, as her lips scrunched. “I know that book is wholly inadequate.” She added, “But all I ever saw were the ways that Shades enchanted. Only the barest impressions of standard enchanting were ever present in their work.”

Expecting nothing and yet gaining everything, Erick stood stunned for a moment. He rapidly asked, “How did they do it?”

Justine was silent for a long moment, seeming to have some trouble of either where to begin, or if she should even open her mouth and let that much more horror into the world. 

Erick saw her discomfort, saying, “It’s okay. Don’t worry. Sorry for asking. After thinking about it for more than just a second… They probably had some rather horrible methods. I’ll go talk to Sirocco.” He looked past her, to her plants. The splash-of-neon Alchemist’s Friend was growing well, at good twenty centimeters tall and bushy. To the sides were assortments of blue flowers, red grasses, and white button mushrooms. “The plants look good. I can guess the red and the blue, but why the mushrooms?”

Justine relaxed a fraction, then smiled. She reached over and plucked a shroom, saying, “They taste great.” She ate the fingernail-sized shroom, then said, “They’re from Underworld Nelboor, near the Tribulation Mountains. Where I was… before.” She sighed, only a little, then put those heavy thoughts aside, saying, “My original home is gone, but pieces remain. Memories. These puff mushrooms are still too tiny to make a real treat out of them, but they’ll get there, soon enough. Want to try one?”

Erick shrugged. “Sure.” 

Justine took a second to pick out a shroom, seeming to pick the best one. She plucked one, and handed it to Erick.

He ate it. 

With the consistency of marshmallows and the taste of browned sugar, it was easy to see how these shrooms could remind a person of their home; they were a unique treat, apart from anything else Erick had ever had on Veird...

Oh. There’s a memory.

Now he wanted rice krispies. 

But how in the heck do you make a marshmallow? 

Is ‘puffed rice’ even a thing? People have to know about puffed rice, right? Rice was abundant in Spur, and a lot of the rest of the world. People ate that more than they ate wheat-based products. Erick’s introduction of corn was catching on in a few places as a third grain, but it still wasn’t easy to find corn in any of the markets around—

And he was getting off on a tangent.

… How do you make puffed rice?

You fry it?

“Thoughts?” Justine asked, rescuing Erick from his rabbit hole. “You blanked…”

“It’s good!” Erick said, “It just reminded me of other desserts. Do you know of puffed rice?”

And now it was Justine’s turn to blank, but she came back faster than Erick had, saying, “Yes. First you prepare it like usual, then you dry it, then you fry it, preferably making sure that at no point in the process the rice sticks to itself.”

Erick smiled wide. “Excellent.” He looked to Justine’s mushrooms, saying, “How about these, but as sugar. Like, a white, fluffy thing, that if you were to melt it, it would become a white gloop.”

“Those are called puffs; they’re named after these puffshrooms. I don’t think there’s a name for the fluff they make when you cook them, though.” Justine said, “I prefer the actual mushrooms. The confection just doesn’t do the taste and texture justice.”

Joy all around!

Erick tentatively asked, “And now for the big question. Do they make confections out of puffed rice and puffs?”

Justine readily answered, “Puff-puffs.”

Erick did a little dance, saying, “Aww yeah! I don’t have to invent that!” He looked to the night sky, and his mood shifted to something more subdued. “Ah, shit. Any confectionery around here is probably closed for the night, isn’t it.” He decided, “Tomorrow!” He added, “Or… I could just take a trip to Oceanside. Or… Nelboor? I don’t know any places on Nelboor. Is Nelboor in the sun right now? It has to be, doesn’t it? Ah, geography.” He said, “Thank you, Justine.”

Justine gave a short bow. “You are most welcome, Erick.”

 

- - - -

 

Erick ran into Poi in the second floor hallway. 

Erick almost asked Poi a question, but...

Poi was wearing his nightclothes. At Erick’s appearance, Poi’s eyes went a little wide, and became a little more tired.

Thinking of the time, Erick realized that it was only an hour till bed. Maybe four hours till midnight. Sirocco was probably awake, but it would be rude to come to the guild at this hour, expecting a nice talk. Even with all the other people possible to ask about enchanting… it was getting late.

Erick said, “Good night, Poi.”

Poi sighed, as relief washed over him. “Good night, sir.”

 

- - - -

 

The basics of enchanting were easy enough to understand, but it was turning theory into practice that brought all the difficulty.

But after Justine’s words…

The Shades enchanted in a myriad of ways. Did this mean, that the depths of enchanting were deep enough for each of them to have a different method? If that were true, then that would mean that maybe the only thing that mattered was intent. If ritual and idea were more important than style and delineation, well, Erick could certainly do ritual and idea, couldn’t he? 

Maybe he needed to try creating his ‘enchanting spell’, anyway.

But first, Erick went back to his book, ‘Enchanting for Beginners’, and read the preface in a different light. 

 

- -

 

Enchanting, in a few words, is about imbuing Script effects into items outside of yourself.

Stats are nothing more than mana given function; manalight trapped in gems that will resonate with your aura, and push your own Stats that much higher. 

Spells are nothing more than intent given form; mana laid down and organized so that another might flick their aura through the item, causing the imbued spell to manifest. 

Abilities, Alters, Shapings, and such, are nothing more than additions to the natural spellcasting process that are familiar to any mage. These items taint your aura in specific ways, changing how you cast your magic.

Ranked from easiest to hardest enchantments, we have Stats, Spells, and then all the rest. Why is it this way? Go and ask Rozeta, and good luck. But for those of you who wish for the best answers that this author has discovered in his lifetime, read on. 

 

- -

 

Erick sat back, and thought. 

Everything a proper mage did came down to aura work, didn’t it? They didn’t talk about auras at Erick’s two months at Oceanside, or even in his Esoteric Magic classes. The first time he had really heard about aura was after he had stumbled into his use of [Greater Lightwalk] to recreate some spells—

He had more spells to recreate.

… He’d do that later. That task sort of fell to the side, along with a dozen others.

—but apparently every good mage worked with their aura in order to cast magic in useful ways. It was easy, then, to understand why ‘Aurify’ was a part of Mana Shaping. The process of utilizing your aura, was the process of mana shaping, and vibrating, and ‘using’ your mana, but without actually spending mana. Al had been very clear on that last part, in all of his ill-guided attempts to help Erick with his aura. Proper aura utilization came with no mana cost. 

Proper aura utilization also didn’t do anything, unless you used mana.

Erick was still unsure how those two ideas worked with each other.

But still! Proper aura control let you cast spells from your hands, or other parts of your body. Proper aura control was also the only way to activate a great many magical items, for putting buttons on your wands of [Force Bolt] was okay, but that had a tendency to use up extra charges with each cast. 

Looking back on it, Erick had cast [Force Beam] from his eyes instead of his fingers, back when he and Jane were looking to buy property in the Human District, all the way back in the beginning of his time on Veird. At that time, he thought nothing of it. Casting from his eyes made it easier to aim at the shadowolves that attacked them. Erick smiled at that thought, then got back to thinking.

Another major use of proper aura control, was that it let one recreate spells and add them to their Status for free. Erick had bypassed the requirement of precise aura control because [Greater Lightwalk] let him skip that step. But good aura control was still useful in other ways.

Specifically, in using magical items.

Erick held out his hand, and with Meditation active, mostly just saw the dense air of the [Prismatic Ward] that surrounded and pervaded the entire house. 

… There would be no aura monitoring in this environment.

He got up from his chair and went to the third floor classroom, the only space in the house that he had left without the [Prismatic Ward]. 

Stepping through the door to this room was like stepping outside. Here, using [Meditation] showed the normal chaotic whorls and streams of mana that normally inhabited the world. Here, when he held out his hand, he could see, ever so faintly, a difference between the air just above his skin, and the air a centimeter out. 

Like a heat mirage, the air around his skin bent the whorls of mana that flowed unimpeded everywhere else. 

He tried pushing that heat mirage out further from himself. Failure. He tried for twenty minutes, and got twenty more minutes of failure. He was obviously missing something important, and it was either time and effort, or some physical or ethereal need. He was banking on the first. 

But this was boring, and much like how he had too many things to do to learn mana sensing, to learn [Witness] like Teressa had learned, Erick had too many things to do to devote the proper time necessary to learn proper aura control. Besides—

Erick transformed to light. The whorls of mana in the room remained exactly as they were before, but now, his lightform self and the heat mirage of his aura, ended at the same place. Erick reached out with his own light, easy as blinking, and his lightform hand deformed at his command, deforming his aura at the same time. With [Greater Lightwalk], he was his aura, and his aura was him. 

A thought occurred to him. 

What if there was a way to mix harmonies and spells and rads and wrought-iron all together? Without the need for inscribing and all of that? Not a single book Erick had ever read, spoke of harmonious magic. What would such a magical item look like? 

A tuning fork?

Erick smiled, imagining a large creation of spiked steel, reaching up to the sky. At the touch of natural wind, it vibrates, gifting the world a song that brings the rain, thus ending its own contribution to the sky, to only vibrate out again when the controlled weather was no more.

… For not the first time, Erick considered a journey to the Songli Highlands of Nelboor, where songstresses sang their magic into existence. They probably had a more natural way to enchant than everything he had read, so far. 

Like, come on! Erick had created [Call Lightning] by singing out his desires to the world!

He really should have planned a trip to the Highlands long before now, and enchanting really should be much easier for him than it was. Besides, how did people enchant their higher tier spells, where the Ancient Script of those items was an unknown jumble of words; a secret held in confidence by Rozeta and the Script? 

Oh. Wait. Erick knew this answer. 

Kiri had once said that the only way people knew of Ancient Script was through well-made spells that displayed that script, like Erick’s own [Teleporting Platform] displayed the Ancient Script words for [Teleport]. It was only in these higher tier spells that the runes appeared at all. 

But that meant, that Erick’s ‘Esoteric Elements’, with all of its Ancient Script writings, were all parts of spells?

No. That didn’t make sense. 

Maybe some wrought leaked all the Ancient Script. Or, more likely, Melemizargo did.

That makes more sense.

… Erick was getting so off track. Sometimes he wondered if he had ADD.

It was time to make some magic.

With a quick shifting from where he was, to his mage tower, using [Greater Lightwalk]’s pseudo-[Teleport] ability, Erick grabbed some supplies, then went back to the third floor room. Here, in this barren room, where lights lit the corners of the orange stone and anyone could appear at any moment, Erick felt shadows watching as he prepared a small experiment. 

He was going to try and make an ‘enchanting spell’, like all good enchanters used to enchant.

All the books said that he would fail at this spell creation unless he knew exactly what he was doing. This was true for all magic. But there was another truth. Since [Metalshape] was tier 2, the resulting spell would only be tier 3, and a failure only meant 10 days to try again. Big deal! 10 days was nothing he couldn’t handle.

Erick smiled as he grabbed some stone from outside. With a minor thought, he crafted a circular table in the middle of the room. It stood upon three legs, with a thick stone top that came up to Erick’s waist. With expert control, he turned the top of the table to liquid stone, leaving solid a rim around the edge. The liquid leveled itself, perfectly. 

Another thought came to him. 

With a quick check on Candlepoint and the dismissing of three idling Ophiel, Erick came back to himself, and reconjured those Ophiel. They joined the fourth Ophiel already here, floating around the room. Erick had them turn small as could be, and take their positions on the circular table. North, South, East, and West. It seemed appropriate, and right. Then he placed a cube of metal in the center of the table, along with eight 10-mana rads, placed evenly around the circular space.

Then, he gave a piece of the puzzle to each of Ophiel. 

[Metalshape], [Prestidigitation], [Conjure Item], and [Airshape]. 

Everyone made their own enchanting spell differently, but these four options seemed best, to Erick.

One spell to shape the metal, another to call upon the varied depths of magic, another to create shapes that would disintegrate and leave a working item behind, or give form to what would become, and finally, a spell to flow it all together, and harmonize with the world. Each Ophiel sang their part, then handed off their part to another, flowing their song together in a wonderful harmony of metal and creation.

Erick joined them,

 

“Here is a spell, of mine to share, a shape and form; entrusted care

“Vibrations now, a primal touch, a call to mana, in the clutch, 

“Here is a spell, of mine to share, a shape and form; entrusted care

“A sympathy, runes in here find, a symphony, now here [Spellbind].”

 

Erick finished. Ophiels continued to sing, but harmony became something… not.

The metal cube, once shiny and dark grey, turned matte, and globular. The eight rads broke into fracturing glitters that spun into the center of the table, into the grey metal. 

Metal twisted. Broke. Reformed. Shaped itself. Cubes became rods, became triangles, became crystals, that flickered back a perfect sphere. The circular table cracked. Ophiels fluttered away, their song ended prematurely as their sitting spots fell to the floor in pieces. 

And still, the metal orb hovered there, in the center of the room, atop a crumbling pile of stone. 

Time slowed. Ophiels hovered in the air; unmoving feathers and unshifting eyes. Stone fell, but paused on its descent. The night sky outside turned a shade darker, as a deep shadow flowed around the room, inspecting. Curious for a moment, but then judgmental. 

“You have crafted the castle without founding the foundation. You tried this much too soon, and you should have used higher grade materials and a larger ritual. Try again another day, or with other components.”

The shadow left. Time resumed. 

The metal orb flared out into a frozen splash of spiked metal that crashed to the stone pile with an annoying clang. A blue box appeared.

 




	
Enchant, special cast time, close range, 10x cost of target spell + Special Material Costs

Using appropriate materials and appropriate ritual, imbue a clean metal item with a known spell. Impossibly low success rate. <Success rate cannot be improved.>








 

Erick frowned at the spell. “Shit.”

And then he frowned at the room, but said nothing. 

It was time for bed, anyway. Erick left everything like it was, and tore apart [Enchant]. The spell wasn’t even named correctly. Bah! He’d try again in ten days, if he lived that long. 

… Or he could try with different components, tomorrow? 

But the ones he chose seemed so perfect?

Eh. 

Time for bed!

 

- - - -

 

In the morning, after breakfast, Erick first went out and grew some more beans to make more chocolate from the beginning. He left the growing and preparation to Kiri, though, because while that was going on, he began more experiments with the chocolate he had made from yesterday. It was all cooled by now, and though it was still good, each batch he had made was as stable as caked mud. It was all very untempered. 

Jane suggested a marble cooling table and agitation with big spatulas, but had no help beyond that. She wasn’t quite sure what was needed to temper chocolate, either.

Erick decided to use the main floor dining room for his chocolate experiments. It was a sparse room, with bare furniture and a long table that also never got used, but now all that furniture was shoved to the side, and a large stone table placed into position. Erick leveled the table off with [Stoneshape] while ensuring the top was as smooth as glass. Somewhere in the rearranging of furniture, the conching machine came inside. The grinders stayed outside.

And then came the [Heat Ward]s and the variable temperatures and the [Cooling Ward]s on the table itself and lots and lots of trial and error. Heat the chocolate to liquid, stir it a lot, cool it down fast while mixing, and then…

More brown slop. It was good tasting brown slop, but it was not tempered. 

Maybe Erick had made the cocoa wrong, or maybe he had screwed up somewhere in the tempering process. Either were valid points of failure. Justine, Kiri, Teressa, Poi, none of them were any help figuring out how to accomplish what Erick wanted to accomplish.

“It’s supposed to get hard and shiny?” Kiri said, “I don’t know of any candy like that, that isn’t mostly made of sugar.”

“It’s supposed to snap, too, when you break it,” Erick said.

“There’s a spell to make sugar crystallize out of solutions...” Justine added, “But I take it you don’t want that one?”

“No. I’m pretty sure its the fats in chocolate that crystallize,” Erick said.

“Fats turn to crystal? How does the white part of beef become crystal?” Teressa said, “That doesn’t make much sense to me.”

Erick grumbled.

After a long moment, Poi said, “I can truly say that what you are attempting to create is completely new.”

“… hmm.”

Right as Erick was getting ready to tear his own hair out, Killzone showed.

FINALLY.

 

- - - -

 

Killzone towered over Erick, radiating restrained power, but that was nothing new. He was only slightly taller than Al, and a bit taller than Teressa, and while Killzone was shaped like an orcol, he had none of that natural charm common to all orcols. His face was nice to look at, but it wasn’t as utterly enamoring as every other orcol Erick knew. 

For a brief moment, Erick wondered how wrought chose their forms. Why did Silverite become a female dragonkin, while Killzone became a male orcol, and Anhelia became a female incani? But that was a question for another day. Somehow it seemed a rude question to ask any wrought.

Erick welcomed Killzone into his house, saying, “I was beginning to worry if you were okay, but Poi and Teressa kept saying you were.”

Killzone stepped into the foyer, saying, “Shucks. I’m fine. Sorry if I worried ya. I know I’m a bit late, but there were some complications that bear no more mentioning.” 

Erick blinked a bit, having forgotten that Killzone liked to affect an easy speech when things were going well. Come back to the moment, Erick said, “So I’m supposed to bring some desserts and some magic. I made chocolate. Would you care to try some?”

“I suppose I should, but fleshy food isn’t my thing like it is Silverite’s.” He asked, “Is that what I’m smelling, in the air? It almost smells like candy, but it’s not.”

“Yup. That’s chocolate.”

Erick swung Killzone by the main dining room, where Justine was hard at work, taking up where Erick had left off. She stopped as Killzone appeared, looking a little scared as she stepped back from the stone table. Kiri had been standing to the side, dumping freshly ground cocoa sludge into the metal concher, but she too, stopped, as Killzone appeared. Her eyes went a little wide.

Erick turned, sensing something amiss—

Killzone stood in the doorway to the room, stock still, his eyes wandering over the scene, taking it all in. Erick turned back to the room, wondering what he was looking—

Justine’s hands covered in brown. Brown slop slipping back and forth under metal rollers. Aprons covered in brown. Ah. So that’s what it is.

Killzone’s face broke into a smile, as he chuckled, then laughed. “Oh Rozeta, you’re going to make them eat shit.” He laughed again. 

“It’s not shit!” Erick said, probably more defensive than he meant to say. “It’s chocolate!”

Killzone laughed louder. 

Erick went over and grabbed a small block of chocolate. They hadn’t managed to temper it to smooth and glossy, but it was still mostly hard when cooled. He handed it to Killzone—

He tried to hand it to Killzone.

Killzone backed away. He had dropped to a chuckle, but now, he was back to a laugh.

“Just try it!” Erick said, breaking the piece in half. It did not snap, but at least it broke cleanly. “It’s good.” He ate the other half, and it was good, no matter that it didn’t look perfect and glossy.

Killzone’s laughter turned to something smaller. He breathed in, then out, then accepted the piece of chocolate. He put it in his mouth like he hadn’t just called it excrement. 

Erick waited. 

Killzone didn’t really chew. But after a few moments, he spoke in a normal manner, “It’s fine, I guess. It’s not shit, but I don’t like fleshy foods, either, so my expertise is not useful in judging the quality or taste of this product, but it should be a fine showcase of magical skill. Most people cannot make new foods, and you’ve made more than your fair share.” He looked around the room, saying, “You’re going to have to find some other way to present this ‘chocolate’.”

Erick was less than happy with that proclamation, but not everyone liked chocolate. He said, “You can use it as flavoring in almost anything. Cakes, candy, cookies, brownies— Brownies are really good. They’re like a thick cake. You can make hot drinks out of the powdered stuff… But I can see how I shouldn’t be bringing in brown bars to the Feast.” He changed his mind, “Actually. No. I can’t see that. They’re going to eat chocolate bars and if all they can think are horrible thoughts, then that makes me feel a whole lot better about all of this.” 

Killzone smiled. “That’s a good attitude.” He said, “Let’s talk somewhere.”

Erick lifted his hand toward the door, saying, “Let’s go to the sunroom.”

Once inside the cozier room, Killzone situated himself on his couch, while Erick sat across from him. 

Killzone began, “Where would you like to start?”

“What is Shadow’s Feast? I mean— What does it mean to the Shades?” Erick said, “I heard that it was a holiday only celebrated by the Cult of Melemizargo, but anything beyond that was only spoken of as an afterthought, as the time that comes before the Triumph of Light, which is the actual name of Festival Week, after the last month of the year.”

Killzone nodded. “The original Feast happened way back in the beginning of the Script, when people were still racing away from the collapsing Old Cosmology, when Rozeta and the Relevant Entities were working to create the life raft that is Veird. When Melemizargo fell here along with all the rest, he twisted Divine Creation itself into making monsters out of the living, to fight the Script from all sides. This moment, this creation of monsters, was the first Shadow’s Feast.

“Since then, Shadow’s Feast has become the day when Melemizargo’s cult celebrates everything that the Dark Dragon and they have managed to do in their pursuit to tear down the world and the Script.” Killzone said, “Usually, the Feast is done in private, in the small cult hideouts scattered across the world. But in Ar’Kendrithyst, this celebration is turned into a week long affair.”

Erick felt his blood drain away. “Oh fuck. An entire week?” 

“It lasts a week.” Killzone said, “But the party takes place in a single night.”

“… Right. Melemizargo does have those time magics.” Erick decided he needed to have a private chat with Phagar, the God of Death and Time, before he went to this Feast. 

Erick and Killzone sat in the sunroom, and spoke of Shades. Of power dynamics. Of too many things to consider, and of grand overviews. The conversation took many turns, with Erick diving down many tangents, but Killzone brought the talk back to the bigger issues, and the bigger topics. 

The talk ended faster than Erick would have liked. Killzone was a busy man, called off to duty well before Erick was comfortable with any of what was to come. 

He’d probably never be comfortable with walking, alone, into Ar’Kendrithyst. 

But that’s what was going to happen.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    There's no filler in this chocolate! Just solid chocolate plot bunnies, finally getting devoured like they deserve to be devoured. 

Patrons have 112. 113 is a couple of days away. 

Thanks for reading~
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh hey! Ar'Kendrithyst crossed 4k pages. Neat.



                

                Erick woke up from a great night’s sleep, and then realized what was to come. He briefly thought of running away, and then he considered a preemptive strike, and then he considered going to Anhelia and devising a well-coordinated strike with all of the other people she had managed to line up, whoever they might be. It would be bloody and well deserved. 

The moment passed. 

He got up, got clean, got dressed, and got on with his day. After a nice breakfast, Erick left the house with Poi on one side and Jane on the other. It was time for some clothes shopping. Erick asked for recommendations and Poi provided, while all others had nothing to add. Poi’s recommendations were a good enough place to start as any.

There was a slight hiccup in the beginning when he walked into the high-class tailor shop, at the edge of the Incani District. It wasn’t a large occurrence, but he was almost shooed away by a teenager when Erick stepped inside the store. Luckily, an older man tore the kid out of Erick’s sight and took control of the transaction. The man now in charge of Erick’s clothes shopping experience was a serious, dark-skinned incani, who rattled off some questions in a rather no-nonsense manner. What did Erick want? What was he looking for? Casual wear? An outfit for a party? A full wardrobe change? He asked the last question with a bit more enthusiasm than all his others.

“A wardrobe change. Something easy to wear, and good enough for any climate.” Erick added, “I’m also looking for enough clothes for a week of parties. Dangerous parties, where I will be using [Conjure Armor].”

With a look of satisfaction that barely made it past his eyes, the man asked, “May I see your [Conjure Armor]?”

Erick obliged. 

Layered, white cloth, stretched down across Erick, looking like something birthed of scalemail and leather, and made of kevlar. A hood appeared around his head, while a full mask covered his face, yet did not impede his eyesight, or his breathing. His shoes became boots made for stomping, while nimble, yet heavy gloves covered his hands. Ophiel remained on Erick’s shoulder, but barely moved as the conjuring proceeded, only shifting slightly as white layers rippled under his wings and across Erick’s shoulder. When the conjuring was done, Ophiel turned into a shoulderpad made of eyes and wings, draping one wing behind Erick’s shoulder, while stretching eyes along that wing to give both him and Erick a full view of every direction. 

Erick hadn’t even asked Ophiel to do that. The little guy had done it all on his own. Erick approved, and Ophiel trilled in tiny violins at the approval. 

The tailor walked around Erick, eyeing the conjuring. “It is not comfortable to wear normal attire with this sort of armor.”

“Correct.” Erick lowered his hood, saying, “I can deal with that, but if you can create clothes that avoid this problem, that would be great.”

“I don’t get a chance to outfit many archmages, but most mages I know go for armored robes that layer over their existing clothes. Is there a reason this is your preferred conjuring?”

Erick had never used his [Conjured Armor] as much as some people used theirs, and there was a reason for that besides not just never needing to don armor to fight a monster in the flesh. Erick never wore his armor around town, either, because not only was it uncomfortable, he also didn’t like wearing the other options available. Heavy armor? Plate and pauldrons? Greaves and gauntlets? No thanks. Erick had tried conjured robes, but aside from his admittedly meager experience in armored robes, taking the hit of a spell before that spell struck him, robes were pretty shit versus practically all dangerous things in this world. Even this conjured kevlar wasn’t that great against the more deadly magics Erick had seen, and it was theoretically worthless against some of his own spells. But, as he had learned in the arena of Oceanside, and sparring with strangers, tighter armor was good for stopping an errant knife, or a whole host of other, smaller, physical weapon strikes. Robes couldn’t do that, and besides, they were not very aerodynamic. Why did arcanaeum-trained mages wear robes, anyway? Maybe they used their robes to more easily fly? 

… Maybe they weren’t a hindrance, but pseudo-wings? Oh? Interesting idea. But. Eh. Whatever.

Erick said, “I don’t like robes.”

“I can create thin, fashionable garb for use with this type of armor. There should be minimal bunching.” The man added, “I can also create thin, acceptable attire, where there will be no bunching.”

Surprised, and happy that clothes like that were an option, Erick briefly remembered having to remake his [Conjured Armor] a few times back in Oceanside’s Arena, because the bunching got uncomfortable. Thank god that was over! He should have gotten a whole new wardrobe long before now. 

He said, “Yes! Both. I’ll also need a few outfits that are dinner party fashion, without regard for this [Conjure Armor]. I can turn this into undergarments for such an occasion.”

The tailor nodded, then set to work.

Erick dismissed his armor. The tailor took Erick’s measurements, then wheeled out some options on some mannequins. Erick steered clear of the popular sultan/mobster options that Al liked to wear, with the tight vests and the billowing sleeves and pants, opting for a more casual, yet visually appealing, pant/half-robe combo, done in lots of greys, browns, and a few other desert colors. Those would be normal wear, while a few very nice outfits in varying styles and colors would be for formal occasions. His white [Conjure Armor] would be fine under the formal wear, formed into longjohn underwear. 

When all his picks were done and the tailor went off to [Fabricate] Erick’s clothes, Erick, Jane, and Poi, were escorted to a small side room, where refreshments were provided by the teenager from before. The boy now looked rather contrite, never lifting his face to look Erick in the eyes, and only staying for a moment, to ensure that everyone had their refreshments. 

Jane sat back in a plush chair, sipping her tea, smiling. “You picked out some good stuff, dad.” She said to Poi, “Good choice, coming here.”

Poi smiled, saying, “Tailor Bodiz regularly showcases his work at Portal’s Fashion Symposium. Many agree that he could have gone on to Eidolon’s Worldwide Fashion Symposium, but he prefers this smaller business, and his elite clientele. And Spur’s contracts.”

Erick laughed, as he looked around at the fine furniture and the subdued elegance all around him, then said, “I didn’t know we were coming to a place like that.”

“It’s usually a six month waiting list to see him, but he has filed and we have accepted his standing request to outfit the Army and Guard, as needed, and for a discount. When you accepted my recommendation of a place to shop, I informed him of his opportunity.” Poi said, “He does most all the formal wear for every soldier we have.”

A sudden thought occurred to Erick. “But where do you wear your formal wear? Are there parties I don’t know about?”

“Diplomatic events; not parties.” Poi looked to the air, listening to a tendril of thought. He said, “The last one was a few days after Candlepoint appeared. It involved a few squad leaders and district leaders, and some visiting nobles from the Greensoil Republic. Our new Noble neighbors, the Clayfields, were a part of that party. It was before they decided to move here, and may have been part of the reason for them to do so.”

“… Huh,” Erick said.

Time passed quickly, for Tailor Bodiz worked fast. 

Erick tried on his new clothes, right away. They fit wonderfully. Bodiz visibly relaxed, seeing Erick in new clothes, far removed from his white-shirt, brown-pant ways. Now, he wore light grey pants, with a robe-like shirt with long sleeves to protect from the sun, or to hide his hands. Erick briefly went over his other new clothes, happy to see the formal options looking really good. Black and regal, then white and thin, with blues and reds and browns, and some options having gold brocade, and others subtly decorated with silver. All of it looked good. All of it fit well. The thinner options even felt comfortable under his [Conjure Armor], which was a nice change of pace. 

Erick rapidly changed clothes with [Clothe], too, and upon seeing Erick’s outfit-shifting spell in action, Tailor Bodiz’s demeanor seemed to relax a bit further; he approved. 

The total bill came to 95,000 gold, and though Erick choked at the cost, he paid. 

Tailor Bodiz had even included shoes, boots, belts, and other accessories.

Erick was loathe to part with his sneakers, but he could hang those up somewhere, for a while. His new leather boots were rather comfortable. He had not expected that, but then again, [Mend] and [Fabricate] were both rather widespread spells. 95,000 gold for a set of clothes that would never go bad? Sure, that seemed reasonable. 

… It was not reasonable at all, but Erick paid anyway, and thanked the man for his service.

Tailor Bodiz bowed upon completion of the event, returning Erick’s own words to him, saying “Thank you for your service, Archmage Flatt. Spur is quite a bit more wonderful, with you around.”

By that time, it was already past noon. 

With the three of them hungry, Jane led the way to her favorite eatery, just south of the Human District. ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ was a great little place, with cheesesteak subs and lots of fries and this new thing they were making with patties of beef and lots of onions on sliced bread, that they were coincidentally calling a ‘patty melt’. The line wasn’t even that long today. But something else caught his eye as they approached the eatery. They had expanded since the last time Erick had been here. Right next door was a new place, called ‘And Dessert!’. Cakes and pies and candies sat in the window, looking good under icing or sugar… 

But no chocolate! Not yet. 

Erick asked Jane to get lunch, while he scoped out the new store. 

Jane laughed, saying, “No way! I’m going right in there with you; I want to see it, too.”

They walked into ‘And Dessert!’ together. 

It was a nice little shop with a long counter filled with treats, and a wall of cakes sitting behind glass in the back. The whole place smelled of sugar and odd flavors. Erick definitely smelled flowers, along with some citrus, but not a lot. Strangely enough, spices also filled the air. Two other shoppers gazed upon the confections beyond the glass, while another bought a cake in a paper box from a kindly old woman Erick recognized. The vendor’s kids must have finally kicked the woman out of their store.

Jane went right up to the counter, exclaiming, “Oh! They have puff puffs! They do exist.”

Erick smiled wide, joining his daughter at the display. His eye caught on the puffed rice treats. A sigh of contentment escaped him, and he said, “I need a whole lot of those.”

Jane teased, “If they don’t taste the same, then you’ll have to invent marshmallows, too.”

“I’m not messing with cattle hooves, Jane.”

The older greyscale woman finished up with the other customers, and came to Erick and Jane, saying, “Hello, Archmage Flatt. I almost didn’t recognize you in that outfit.”

Erick smiled. “Hello, Mrs Skytouch.” He thumbed at the wall that separated ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ from ‘And Dessert!’, saying, “I almost didn’t recognize you. I was wondering which one of you split off to here. Did you get tired of working at your kid’s place?”

“Oh no no no. Not at all!” Mrs Skytouch smirked, saying, “Your visits brought in the money, but my kids wanted me out of there. Now I got my own employees to bother—”

A door to the backroom swung open, revealing another older greyscale; Ratchet, the spice woman. Wearing an apron splattered with flour, looking like she was in the middle of baking, she exclaimed, “I thought I heard about an archmage!”

“Ratchet? What?” Erick smiled. “You’re here, too?”

“Welcome to the store, Erick!” She waved a hand. “My spice shop got too big so I gave it over to my kids, but I decided I couldn’t retire.” Ratchet gestured to Mrs Skytouch, saying, “I got together with my old friend here, and we decided to start our own place.”

“Well good for you. For both of you.” Erick said, “I can already tell I want some of those puff puffs you got in the counter, there. But what’s that spicy scent for?”

Mrs Skytouch said, “Spice cakes. They’re one of our best sellers. Ratchet’s recipe.”

“And I can’t make enough of them,” Ratchet said, “Can’t make enough of those lemon cakes, either. That’s a big seller.” She tapped the glass behind her, where red-iced cakes sat behind cover, saying, “That’s what goes in that empty spot, right there.”

“It looks full to me.” Erick smiled, happy for the small talk.

“I rearrange it to keep it looking full, all the time,” Mrs Skytouch said. “You know me; I can’t stop meddling.” 

“Are you two using vanilla in your products?” He asked Ratchet, “You still selling a lot of that— Or. I guess your children are running that, now?”

“Aye, they are. They got my fields in the Garden, but I personally [Grow] all the stuff for this place in my own backyard.” Ratchet said, “Vanilla’s a big seller.”

Mrs Skytouch said, “I love that vanilla.” She eyed Erick adding, “I’m also interested in whatever stuff you were making yesterday. Everyone wants to know what it was. Some people said it smelled like candy, but ain’t no candy I ever saw that came out of fermenting beans. Least of all from a tarip tree!”

Ratchet eyed Erick, too, adding, “People’ve asked me what you’ve been making, but I don’t like too much gossip. I got a theory, though! It’s that ‘coffee’ you talked about before. Am I right? Was it?”

Erick chuckled, saying, “It’s not coffee, but that’s not too far away.”

And then he got down to business. 

There was a major reason he came into ‘And Dessert!’, and it wasn’t just because the place was new and he wanted some puff puffs. Seeing Mrs Skytouch in charge of this place, and Ratchet, too, solidified his decision to share his chocolate with ‘And Dessert!’, well before the topic ever came up. He knew the topic would come up, though. If they hadn’t spoken about it, he would have, because Ratchet was a good business woman well versed in spices, and Mrs Skytouch was a good cook who baked all the bread for ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ next door.

Jane left to go get lunch, while Erick sat down with both of the older women, to speak of chocolate. Half an hour later, Erick left ‘And Dessert!’ with a huge basket of samples, a tray of puff puffs, and a meeting time for both Ratchet and Mrs Skytouch to come by the house. He also learned Mrs Skytouch’s first name; Arial. 

 

- - - -

 

There were a few things to do before Shadow’s Feast. One of them, was to unlock the extra points from creating a spell of tier 7, 8, and 9, and in the process, become a true archmage, in the usual sense.

Inventing a whole new school of magic was one thing, but every other archmage got that designation by creating a tier 8 spell; an accomplishment that very few could ever hope to achieve. Spells usually exploded in both cost and danger to their caster, when they got to that level. Even if one managed to make such a spell the first time, it was often too expensive to cast more than once. 

Erick had joked about how he ‘wasn’t a real archmage’ more than a few times, to Kiri, to Jane, to Poi, to others. But, if he were being honest with himself, gaining his title without actually having struggled for it, made him feel an odd sort of way. Like he had stolen a seat at a table where he did not truly belong. He didn’t really care about the validity of his title, and every archmage he knew treated him like one of them, but it would be nice to be a true archmage, in the usual way. So, to that end, it was time to become a real archmage, in the usual way. 

Erick stood beside Kiri, in his mage tower. Before the two of them were blank chalkboards, while in their hands was chalk. Poi stood to the back. Erick would have liked to have Jane here, as well, but she was off doing her own thing right now, whatever that might be. 

Poi said, “I still think that [City Shape] is a good tier 8 spell.”

Erick frowned. He had considered [City Shape] enough to research it, and that was all. That spell began with a tier two spell called [House Shape] that was [Stoneshape], [Watershape], and [Force Wave]. Most people bought this spell, though Erick figured he could make it himself. But to get to [City Shape], it was Mana Shaping for 500, six times in a row, each Shaping further and further expanding the spell’s area of effect. Shapings for 500 was one of the few ways one could continually expand the scope of a spell without having to break it down and start all over, as one would need to do with Alterings.

But no one tried to make [City Shape] that way, because Mana Shaping for 500 got multiplicatively more expensive the more times you used it in a row to continually do the same thing, such as increase the area of a spell. There was apparently this whole chain of spells, from [House Shape] to [Village Shape] to what was eventually [Town Shape], and then [City Shape]. There was also a [Metropolishape] at tier 9, but you had to make that one yourself. [City Shape] was the first iteration of that spell line that rearranged the Underworld to bring up water from below, but only if that water was nearby. You couldn’t just [City Shape] anywhere and expect to get water. 

[Metropolishape] held no such water restrictions, and while that was interesting, Erick was not interested enough to get archmage certification by buying his way there. Now that would truly make him feel like a fraud.

Erick said, “I’m not doing that. I don’t want to make cities for nobles.” He said, “But [True Plasma Bolt] as a [Meteor Shower] type of spell? Now that seems useful.”

Kiri went to the board and wrote Erick’s idea down, saying, “If all you want is the points and the true title of ‘Archmage’, you should try for something you’re willing to give up. Leave ‘[True Plasma Shower]’ for when you’re sure you can make it work.”

“… True.” Erick changed tracks, saying, “I suppose a [Force Bolt] run through seven alterings would be enough to gain tier 8. But that seems... Boring.”

Kiri giggled, as she wrote down ‘Bolt through 7 Alters’, and said, “That’s one way to get it done. It’s not as easy as you might think. Other archmages have done it this way—” She paused. “Oh. There’s a lot more than six elements. Right. Hmm. Actually. That might be a lot more feasible than I had thought.”

With a small laugh, Erick said, “The only trick to being an archmage is knowing more than other people.”

Kiri stood stock still for a moment, before uttering, “Huh.”

Erick smiled as he thumbed toward Poi, saying—

Poi laughed, sudden and only partially unexpected.

Undaunted, and with a larger smile than before, Erick said, “I bet our guy Poi over here is a secret archmage.”

Kiri waved a hand, saying, “Impossible. Everyone knows that Mind Mages never go above tier 4.”

“… I didn’t know that.”

Poi said, “Not everyone knows, but most do.”

“Really?” Erick asked, “Why limit yourselves—?” He stopped, mid-sentence, suddenly aware of the answer. By limiting themselves to tier 4, they stayed away from archmage-levels of power, because for a Mind Mage to seek power and fame seems like exactly opposite of what their entire hidden society desired. 

Kiri said, “They’re already hiding themselves from wrongful prosecution. Becoming archmages would just put another target on their backs.”

“Correct,” Poi said.

But there were still facts that didn’t add up.

Erick almost frowned, concluding that a great many of his better spells were only tier 2, like [Prismatic Ward] and [Summon Ophiel], but he let that tangent lie, and returned to the discussion at hand, asking, “What’s the best way to achieve tier 9?”

Kiri shook her head, saying, “There is no ‘best way’. Almost all magic gets too complicated around tier 5 or 6. Each shift from the Base Spell either unravels or harmfully mutates the intent and scope of the working. But… with your particular understanding of magic...” She frowned. “Maybe that’s not exactly what’s happening? Maybe the harmony is just coming apart.”

“Well... If I was designing a magic system so that wizards and whatnot couldn’t go around destroying everything anymore, I’d put a cap on maximum mana churned through, or whatever you want to call it.” Erick added, “Probably have to make multiple plateaus of power. The normal limit could be around tier 4, with higher limits at tier 6, which is where I first fucked up with [Death Spiral Plasma].” He added, “It seemed to be going well at the time, but if I recall correctly, I had just used Mana Shaping for 500 to get [Endless Plasma Wrap], and I poured 500 more into a second Shaping, hoping for a good [Death Spiral Fire]. I got a decent version, but the mana cost skyrocketed from 1100 to 17,000.” Erick said, “Knowing what I know now… One possible explanation is…

“Take an auditorium.” Inspiration struck, as Erick continued, “Take an auditorium. A stage. For all the world’s a stage, don’t you know. Take this stage, and compare it with the power of your spell. If the size of the stage is good for the music you wish to cast upon the space, then it reverberates well. The sound echoes, the music builds. Magic happens. But if you spend 500 mana just to increase the size or scope of your spell, without adjusting the music itself in the process… Then the volume of your music has to be drastically increased in order to fulfill its intended effect.”

For a long moment, Kiri looked as though she had laid eyes upon a difficult math problem that she couldn’t instantly solve. Slowly, she said, “… Stringing together multiple Shapings is one of the easiest ways to trigger a massively increased cost, unless you’re perfect with it.”

“Exactly!”

“I don’t know, Erick.” Kiri added, “But you have that bargain of trade with the red harpy, Ryul. I remember hearing about him at Oceanside, and he got to archmage status as a pure Force Mage, well honed in the art of Shaping.”

“… That’s a good point, but...” With a small dismissive wave, Erick said, “I’m not going to bother him with that. My idea is in its infancy, and Ryul is a part of Nelboor politics, and I’m pretty sure I can figure out Shapings on my own. Besides, after hearing about Styles, and remembering that Syllea also spoke about Styles, and how Styles are all the rage over there… I think that’s what I’m going to consult him on. You know. Eventually.” Erick said, “But back to the power limits of magic:

“We know that spellwork gets harder as scope increases. In addition to this, I’m guessing that there are set limits in the Script at certain points, to prevent abuses of magic. For whatever reason—” Erick smiled, remembering something he heard long ago, back when he was first starting out as a mage in Spur, after he made [Call Lightning]. “For whatever reason, mages are at tier 4, or the ability to cast Super Long Range spells, whichever you manage to make first. At that level, a true ‘mage’ is required to defend whatever city they inhabit.” He looked to Poi. “Or maybe that’s just Spur?” 

Poi answered, “Not just Spur. Every major city on Glaquin and most other cities in other parts of the world, all require known mages with either tier 4 magic or Super Long Range damage spells to report for duty in defense of their city versus monster attacks. Some cities even require compliance versus all attacks. Warriors also have the same requirements in certain places, but they’re not as globally regulated as mages.”

Kiri said, “But that’s… That’s such a low bar. No serious mage would think of tier 4 or ‘SLR’ as a true bar to entry. It’s more of a rite of passage.”

“That may be true,” Erick said, “But it still counts as a bar to pass.” As Kiri reluctantly hummed, then agreed, Erick continued, “So taking that into account, archmages are at tier 8. Therefore, there must be a meaningful limit between tier 7 and 8, which is similar in scope to the limiters between tier 3 and 4.” He added, “But that’s just a guess.”

Kiri said, “This is the Script we’re talking about. No one really knows how it works. All we have are ideas based on practiced evidence. Some ideas work better than others, but since all magic is partially subjective, there are multiple paths to power in the Script.” She added, “I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again, but each tier you go up is supposed to allow your working to access more power. This is the only thing that most every scholar agrees upon.” 

“Well. Yes. That is a very good point, Kiri.” Erick said, “So how about this: Maybe, costs rocket and spells malign when your creation attempt does not coincide with the power available at those tiers? Maybe there’s a limit to the size of the stage you can create, and the depth of the music.” He added, “Well… Maybe not. A lot of my spells are low tier.”

Kiri said, “I was just about to say: A lot of your spells are only tier 2.” She added, “And [Control Weather] is Basic Tier.”

“[Gate] is basic tier, too.”

“… True.”

Erick said, “I don’t know if you’re going to be able to buy my [Control Weather] at tier 1. I might be grandfathered in on that one.” He rapidly added, “Or. Wait. You’d call it ‘immortal’d in’.”

Kiri had tilted her head in thought over Erick’s words, but at his explanation, she shrugged, saying, “Maybe so. Won’t know for another year. But [Call Lightning] might be there next month.”

“All you need is the Class.” It was Erick’s turn to shrug, as he added, “You’ll likely need to make [Call Lightning] yourself, like I remade those [Teleport] magics. You already have all the rhymes and intents and particle knowledge, though, so that shouldn’t be too difficult.”

Kiri chuckled. 

Erick conceded, “Well. Yes. Maybe it will be difficult. But you’re young! And you have Sunny to help.”

Kiri smiled, as happiness seemed to fill her form. She shook her head a little, then turned back to the blackboard, saying, “But anyway! Back to archmage certification. Going off of your analogy, we could conclude that there is a limit to the size of your magic based on the stage you set…” She paused. “I think you’re missing something.”

That knocked something else loose in Erick’s memories. He turned to Poi. “What’s ‘magnitude’?”

“I cannot say,” Poi graciously said.

And that was it. No more words came from the sapphire-scaled man as he returned Erick’s look of disapproval with his own look of complete, practiced indifference. Erick gleaned no information from that look, except that it was Poi’s usual look, taken to an extreme Erick had seldom seen, except for when Poi accompanied him to places like the Wayfarer Guild meeting, or the meeting with Syllea, or with Baroness Pirazel Xelxex.

Erick turned back to Kiri, saying, “Okay. So. Magnitude is the maximum power level of any given spell.”

Completely disbelieving, Kiri gasped, “He told you?!”

“Of course not.” Erick continued, “But most of my personally created spells are magnitude 7. The magnitude of the Red Dot that almost killed Spur was magnitude 9. This is an easy enough mechanic of the Script to test. All I need to do is try to turn one of my Magnitude 7 spells into Magnitude 9, and then try to go beyond. It is entirely possible that this is what happened to my [Death Spiral Plasma]. I was trying to go up in power too fast.” He realized something, then added, “[Exalted Storm Aura] is tier 2. It might still be Mag 7?” He looked to Poi.

Surprising everyone, and most of all Erick, Poi said, “That spell is still magnitude 7. Almost all of your Particle spells are Magnitude 7.”

“What level are my spells?” Kiri asked.

Poi just smiled, and said nothing.

Kiri frowned.

Erick eventually, said, “I don’t know what to make of anything.”

“No no. Hold on.” Kiri said, “There’s something here.” She paused. She said, “Okay. New theory: Magnitude is the power level of a spell. In order to break above Mag 7, you must both have the spell be Mag 7, at tier 7, and then add something more to make a tier 8 spell that is then Mag 8. Attempting to break this imposed barrier before tier 8 means that you will fail.” She added, “There’s likely more to it than that, though, and I have no idea if tier 8 really means anything, but the Headmaster and others put a value on that tier, so it might.”

Long moments passed as Erick and Kiri both thought. 

Kiri spoke up, “As long as you stay low-power, or correct-power, maybe getting to tier 9 isn’t that hard?”

“Possible.” Erick said, “It’s also possible that all of this is completely wrong.”

Kiri laughed. “Yeah.”

“Keeping all of that in mind, and especially that part about a jump from tier/Mag 7 to tier/Mag 8 —which is pretty amazing, if true, Kiri,” Erick said, “I need to make an actual tier 8 or 9 spell, both to become a true, accredited archmage, as well as gain those points from creating a spell of that tier.” If he was going to walk into Ar’Kendrithyst in three days, he needed all the help he could get. Erick stepped to the chalkboard, and wrote as he said, “I’m going to try it this way, based on the harmonies I have already observed, how much I’ve already created in this vein, and the desired outcome as being something well above Mag 7. I’ve already done this part, so it should look partially familiar.”

 

(t1)[Force Bomb] + (t1)[Force Wave] = (t2)[Prime Area] 

(t2)[Prime Area] + (t1)Mana Alter: Light = (t3)[Light Shift]

 

“That part came from Anhelia, when I was making those Light spells.” He added more text to the board, saying, “This part came from Opal, but instead of targeting every part of a spell in order to [Dispel] it easily, I’m going the other direction, to make a spell almost impossible to [Dispel]. The end goal is going to be super large anyway, and thus will have an automatic resistance to dispelling, but I want that resistance to be the main feature of this magic.”

 

[Light Shift] + Mana Shaping, 500 = (t4)[Segmented Light]

[Segmented Light] + MS, 500 = (t5)[Spreading Segmented Light] 

[SSL] + MS, 500 = (t6)[Fully Immersive Segmented Light] to get into every dark space, including inside stuff

[FI SL] + MS, 500 = (t7)[Soaking Light] to linger

 

“And here’s the jump to tier 8.” Erick said, “Every part before this has been a functional change to the magic, and thus the Mana Shaping for 500 was not just an increase in size or power. I made that mistake when I was going for [Death Spiral Fire], so for this one, where the end goal is a spell with zero power but immense functionality, this should be fine.”

Kiri mumbled, “I’m not sure… any of that works like that.”

Erick smiled, as he wrote, and said, “Then we’ll find out! This is the point where I use Mana Shaping 500 for more size and transformative light, in the vein of [Stillness], that transforms sound into light.”

 

[Soaking Light] + MS, 500 = (t8)[Immense Light]

 

“And if that goes well, just for the fun of it:”

 

[Immense Light] + Aurify = [IL Aura]

 

He turned to Kiri and Poi, asking, “Thoughts?”

Kiri looked from the first part of Erick’s writings to the last, her eyes lingering on each entry. At the end, she said, “3000 mana per cast. Easily feasible, but hard to do. What does the end spell look like, to you?”

Erick brought out the box for [Light Shift], saying, “Something like this, but for kilometers and kilometers around. Undispellable. Self-reinforcing.”

 




	
Light Shift, instant, long range, 120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.








 

Erick added, “It should get around the Propagation Ban by not expanding past its borders.”

“Like a Rift, but different, and much, much larger.”

Erick smiled. “That’s my backup idea. I still haven’t made a Rift yet!”

 

- - - -

 

With still two hours left till Ratchet and Arial showed, Erick blipped himself, Kiri, and Poi, out into the middle of the Crystal Forest, right on top of a minor mountain of sand, facing north. Sand stretched from horizon to horizon, like solid waves of orange water, capped here and there by sparking Crystal Mimics, while endless northern winds scraped across the tops of those endless sandy waves.

Erick breathed in the hot, afternoon air. His skin broke out in a cooling sweat, and he luxuriated in the heat for a long moment. Then he turned to Kiri and Poi, and conjured two pairs of eyeglasses, handing them over, and commenting on the brightness of the day. They took them and put them on, as Erick turned back to the open sky. Ophiel fluttered on his shoulder, feeling the wind on his outstretched wings, then took to the air. Not too far. Just far enough to sing to the sky, as needed. Erick dismissed a superfluous Ophiel from Candlepoint, and reconjured the little guy there, in front of him, to sing in harmony the secrets of Mana Shaping, while the first Ophiel sung of [Light Shift].

Mana Shaping was like a feeling after a gong was struck, and the world vibrated in the passing of an immense force upon reality. 

[Light Shift] was demure, by comparison, but calling this spell small would be a mistake. [Light Shift] was a coy lover, who hid within themselves an iron core of resolve and purpose. 

Erick waited a heartbeat, listening to the music of the world. 

Then he turned himself to light, joining the brightness all around. His heartbeat was gone upon his transformation, but he vibrated the iron core of [Light Shift] instead, expanding it outward, filling the world with purpose. Magic came together, flowing in harmony, joining and mixing and splitting and resolving, as Erick cast.

The dune in front of Erick turned from orange to neon orange. A subtle change, but still a good one. A blue box appeared, and Erick smiled.

 




	
Segmented Light, instant, long range, 620 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.

Segmented Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.








 

A good start, but he wasn’t done. 

The neon-orange dune still looked solid, and it was, but as the wind scraped the top, it was as though a metal grinder scraped away at solid iron. Sparks joined the wind, like hundreds of fireflies, flowing toward Erick on the breeze. 

At the edge of his hearing, he heard music. At the edge of his sight, he saw white clouds in the blue sky. He was too far from Spur for the clouds around his city to follow him all the way here, so they had to be clouds from another source, from somewhere, or someone else.

A hum drifted on the northern winds. 

Erick smiled again, and then cast. 

The glowing dune rippled as Erick’s spell crashed against the sand, like a god thumped the world, setting sand to motion. White light crashed down in every direction, brightening the sky in the immediate area into white-blue brilliance. 

 




	
Lambent Light, instant, long range, 1120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area, without regard for the vagaries of distance. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.

Lambent Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.








 

The distant hum became a wordless song. A sound that bards would chase forever, and singers could only dream of imitating. 

Erick cast. 

The dunes and sky became a land of deep light. 

 




	
Effulgent Light, instant, long range, 1620 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area, without regard for the vagaries of distance or depth. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 10 minutes.

Effulgent Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.








 

The song of the universe took a deeper turn, a longer turn, as Erick barely noticed the increased duration of [Effulgent Light], and cast again.

Dunes and sky became a part of the constellations, as white light soaked into the world, and the sky, expanding from the dunes in front of Erick, to cover the land in brilliance. Under him, above him, all around; everything was soft and nurturing, but also harsh, and revealing. It was a brightness to rival the sun, or perhaps, a part of something more primal, more connected to Veird, here for the world to see it one more time, and bathe in its glory. The blue box that appeared did not do the spell justice, but it tried. It tried so very hard.

 




	
The Lingering Light, instant, super long range, 2120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a super large area, without regard for the vagaries of distance or depth or time. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 10 minutes.

The Lingering Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.

Those subjected to the Lingering Light are imbued with Light.








 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 7 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+6 points!








 

The world thrummed with power, as the very desert under Erick thrummed with light. White light rimmed everything, from the neon dunes rolling across the land in every direction, to the very air itself, to the scattered sand lingering in the air like like a billion fireflies, or scattered topaz gems, glittering with brilliance and fire. The clouds above were close, now. White and heavy, they too were rimmed with light brighter than they were, as a serpentine form, ever moving, roiled within and without, her scales glittering iridescent, gold, and white, all at the same time. 

Erick returned to his work, his mind stretching out along with his lightform body, as he cast, once more, ringing his small part of the Crystal Forest with the beating iron heart of his magic.

A brilliant flash filled the world. Radiant. Scintillating. 

The flash passed, leaving the land transformed into a sea of light, with white-capped waves under an ocean of fireflies, themselves swimming in an ocean of possibility. His lightform senses saw from horizon to horizon, and then past that. Deep into the surface of the world, and high into the sky, where the true void touched Mana, and magic ended. 

The complete transformation of reality into radiance was short-lived, as another, deeper shift passed by, and the land returned to orange sands and blue sky. This shift was not a part of the spell layering a change upon the physical world, but of the spell changing Reality itself. Those outside of the effect would be blinded by this space, no doubt, but for those inside, for those acclimated… 

Erick still saw the [Light Shift] in the neon edges of the dunes, and in the fireflies floating under the sun. He recognized glowbugs among the wind-swept sands, also rimmed in neons, but more blue-green, to match their natural glows. Crystal mimics were rimmed in blue-white, while both Ophiels shimmered white. Reality was saturated with the power of Light.

Erick stepped down onto the sands, retreating back into himself, to see his skin rimmed in white. He turned. All of Poi was blue, including the parts that shouldn't be. The dragonkin gently smiled as he took off his sunglasses and looked to Erick with happy, sapphire-blue eyes. Kiri was green, and so was Sunny. The couatl [Familiar] played in the sky, trailing green glows wherever she flew, while Kiri waved her arm up and down, leaving green afterimages in her own wake. 

The land was not brilliant or blinding at all, as it had been with [Light Shift], and all of the spells after that. The land was simply different. Like some threshold had been crossed, and some fundamental transformation had taken hold everywhere Erick turned.

Two blue boxes appeared. 

 




	
Domain of Light, instant, super long range, 5000 mana

Harken unto the Truth of Light. Let no authority diminish your brilliance. 

Undispellable. Uncorruptible.

Lasts 1 hour. Effects last longer.








 




	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 8 spell!

May your journey into magic be wide and fruitful!

+7 points!








 

Erick smiled. He was up 22 points. That was enough to complete two more Class Ability Slot Quests, and cap out at 10 Class Abilities. Since he already had the Quest on him, he completed it, once. He would visit Irogh later to pick up the Quest again, and turn it in again. He’d also pick up two Class Ability Quests. But for now, he felt exhausted. 

He also felt pretty damn good. 

Kiri spoke up, “I take it… that worked?”

Poi just kept smiling; the most heartfelt, happy emotion Erick had seen on the man in a while. 

“Yup.” Erick handed out copies of the spell, saying, “It worked. Is everything okay with you two? I want to experiment some with this new spell before we head back so I can meet with Ratchet and Arial.” He looked to Poi, “I also want to get in a meeting with Irogh. Can you make that happen, today, if possible?”

Poi barely read the box before he dismissed it and sent off a tendril of thought, saying, “Of course, sir.”

Kiri read the box; her eyes going wide like she had seen an unexpected monster enter her life. She breathlessly said, “A real Domain.”

Erick laughed. “I have another! [Domain of the Withering Slime].”

“Well, yes!” Kiri said, “But that one is an aura, and thus automatically resistant to most [Dispel] attempts because you can just keep casting it.” She poked at the blue box, dismissing it, adding, “But this one is literally [Dispel] proof! It’s right there in the text. I didn’t know you could do that.”

“I didn’t either, but I guess you can, but besides: An aura is the next step.” Erick smiled, adding, “I want to experiment with this one, though. Care to experiment with me?”

“Of course!”

The first tests were shadow magics. Kiri was the one who took front and center, here, since Erick continued to be unable to create a Shadow spell on his own, without creating some unknown spell effect that was more akin to annihilating force, than Shadow’s Willpower-based damage effects. 

Kiri didn’t stand front and center for long. Her first attempt, [Shadow Bolt], fizzled from her outstretched fingers, turning into naught but green sparkles. She tried with other workings, including a [Force Wave]-based [Shadow Wave]. That spell spread green sparkles into the air around her, and nothing more.

Just to be sure, Erick’s own Shadow attempts resulted in white sparkles.

Erick tried a few other spells.

A fireball burst against a nearby dune, like so much confetti in a parade, with just as much effectiveness as confetti. A [Radiant Bolt], however, became something much more.

Cast normally, the Light-based Bolt would simply splash against the sand like normal Force, sending a scattering of sand into the air. But inside this Domain, the Bolt that ripped from Erick’s fingers splashed against the dune, like a cannonball launched from a ship. A meter-wide explosion sent gouts of neon-orange sand in every direction, like Reality was more liquid than not. 

Kiri tried a [Firelight Bolt], next. 

Erick had seen her [Firelight Bolt] before. He knew what to expect; a Bolt of incandescence that turned a part of the world to fire. In this case, a very small part of the dune in front of them would likely melt. 

What happened, was exactly that. 

Kiri tried a [Radiant Bolt] spell next. What she got, was exactly what Erick expected from his own, normally cast [Radiant Bolt].

It seemed that [Domain of Light] worked for his own magic, and not for anyone’s else. Kiri could still cast all of her Force Spells, but anything Altered that did not have a nod toward Light, became nothing more than green glitter. 

It was here, that Erick began to realize the depth of what he had created. Of what it meant. 

Of what it meant, if he were to use this inside Ar’Kendrithyst, or against a Shade.

But there was still more experimenting to do. 

Erick looked up, at the clear sky. The clouds from before were gone. So he chose to fix that with a [Call Lightning].

Roiling masses of illuminated clouds flowed from out of nowhere to dominate the heavens like an upside down glowing sea. Flashes of radiance, brighter than the rest, flickered here and there. But nothing was Blinding in this Domain, not even when Erick had dropped his [Greater Lightwalk] and saw the sky with his own fleshy eyes. Mana Altering for Light normally created Blinding secondary effects, but he had created [Light Shift] by separating Mana Altering to Light into both a [Light Shift] and [Blinding Shift]. [Blinding Shift] laid fallow in Erick’s Status, for now. 

Erick called down a bolt of lightning a kilometer away. If it was possible to be blinded in this Domain, it would have happened then. Instead of a tendril of illumination that shook the world in its passing, a pillar of light, five meters across, smashed into the ground with a breaking force. The targeted dune burst into light, scattering that part of the world, cratering the luminescent ground into a meters-wide crater, flecked with melted, black sand. Thunder rocked the sky, sending waves across the inverted sea of clouds, as a shockwave disturbed the tops of every dune, scattering sand like it was glittering topaz.

Erick turned to [Lightshape] experimentation, after that. 

… It appeared, that inside a [Domain of Light], [Lightshape] was more like [Everything-shape]. 

And it also appeared, that Kiri’s own [Lightshape] worked fine, but normally. It was not as Erick’s own [Everything Shape]. It still worked with light. But all of her other shaping spells? [Stoneshape] and [Fireshape]?

Those just turned to more green glitter.

Erick’s other shaping spells were white glitter, so he wasn’t much better off in that regard.

Upon seeing Kiri’s restrictions under [Domain of Light], Erick felt a little more safe, a smidgen more secure in his chances of surviving Shadow’s Feast, a bit more able to take on the challenges of the world, while not having to rely on luck or talent to make it through a difficult encounter. He was not his daughter, after all. Jane could go up against anything and both feel and be secure in her chances for victory. Erick had to prepare. And so he would.
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                    Patrons already have 113. 114 will be published tomorrow for them as long as nothing unexpected occurs. 

Thanks for reading!



                



108, 2/2


                Erick walked through the Script-blue door to see Irogh sitting behind his white desk, like he usually sat. The orcol was as handsome today as he’d ever been, with his slightly greying hair and his massive muscles, lurking under an appropriate, yet sexy tunic, with the top buttons undone. 

“Hello, Irogh.” Erick said.

Irogh smiled, as he lifted his hand and twisted two fingers through the air. The door shut behind Erick, as Irogh said, “Hello, Erick. Congratulations. I hear you made Archmage, in true.”

Erick took his seat, happily saying, “Thank you. I’m pretty sure Rozeta helped me along, though. There were clouds and a serpentine form hiding inside.”

“The gods help everyone, and what you made served a higher purpose than most.” Irogh asked, “So what can I help you with, today?”

“Another Ability Slot Quest, first.”

Irogh nodded. He tapped out across the air. The blue box for an Ability Slot Quest appeared in front of Erick, who immediately spent ten points to complete it. Irogh grinned, at that. 

Erick said, “And now the Class Quests for Light Dedication and Force Savant.”

Irogh tapped across the air, saying, “Of course.”

 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Create a tier 7 or higher Light-based spell or skill.

Reward: Light Dedication








 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Create a tier 5 or higher Force-based spell or skill.

Reward: Force Savant








 

Erick accepted his new Quests, and considered his options for completing them. The first was easy enough, and Erick was glad that he had chosen to forgo creating the aura-version of [Domain of Light]; creating that now, would automatically complete that Class Ability Quest. With Light Dedication increasing the power and durability of all of his light-based spells and effects, Erick felt like Bulgan would at least have to try the next time they fought. Maybe it wouldn’t be so very one-sided.

The Force Quest would be slightly more difficult, but looking at the Quest, Erick already had a plan. He needed a base spell to later combine with [True Plasma Bolt], and this Quest would fit well in line with Erick’s somewhat-conceived idea for such a base spell. 

He didn’t really need Force Savant, though. This Class Ability was just a choice he decided on, because all magic involved a little Force, since Force was the basis for all magic. A few percentage bonuses here and there on all of his magic seemed as good of an idea as any. 

Irogh interrupted Erick’s thoughts, saying, “You’ve earned another possible Class Ability Quest, if you’d like to see it?”

Erick tore his mind away from his plans, and looked to Irogh, saying, “Yes. Of course. Oh! And that reminds me. If I were to ask for the [Greater Treat Wounds] quest, which version would I get?”

Irogh tapped the air. He answered, “You’d get the 50,000 people version.”

“… Really?” Erick was okay with that, since [Greater Treat Wounds] was more something of a passing idea, than a necessity. But he had to know, “Why? I know my daughter got, like, 50 people saved, and her previous saves were already counted in her Quest.” He added, “None of my Quests have counted anything I’ve done previously, or else Light Dedication would automatically be complete.”

“The Script was created to stop the abuses of the Old Wizards.” Irogh said, “Besides. You save that many people every single time you go out and use your spells to clean up problems, like the Ballooning Spiders that threatened our world just a month ago. Without your efforts, and according to all known precedent, we would have lost 350,000 lives.” He stressed, “Erick. You qualify for the Hero of Veird Class Ability ten times over. If there were a higher iteration of that Ability, you’d qualify for that one, too.”

Erick didn’t really care about the [Greater Treat Wounds] Quest discrepancy. He was glad that Jane was able to get that spell for herself for as cheap as she got it, and glad for the limits imposed by the Script. Truthfully, no one deserved the power that he had, or that the Shades had. Veird would be better off if every spell above tier 4 were eliminated, and all enchanting was destroyed. 

But that was just his own thoughts on the matter. Just like nukes, back on Earth, archmages shouldn’t exist, either. 

But. Eh. Archmages on Veird did a lot of good, too. It was only the outliers like the Shades that did all the damage. Most archmages hid and worked solely on defense. 

Erick waved Irogh off, saying, “I don’t know about that Hero stuff. I’m sure other archmages are just as capable and have done way more than me. Opal saved all of Spur from the Red Dot when she cast her [Grand Shield], or whatever she calls it. That’s a quarter million people, right there.”

“You’re being modest. But I won’t speak any more on the matter.” Irogh tapped on the air, bringing a blue box forward, as he said, “This is the new Class Ability you’ve qualified for.”

Erick read, and breathed deep. “Oh. …Okay. That’s interesting.” He asked, “Is this an archmage, thing?”

Irogh shrugged. “Possible. I don’t know why some people get this and others do not. But you are not the only one to ever receive this honor.”

 




	
Class Ability Quest!

Complete a Quest for a Relevant Entity of the Script.

Reward: Quest Board








 

“How does this work?” Erick asked.

“Accessing the Quest Board would be like accessing any other part of your Status; just think of it. The Quest Board will appear as a series of blue screens.” Irogh read from the air, but mostly looked to Erick, saying, “It might look similar to any quest from the Adventurer’s Guild, or Mage’s Guild, but the Quest posters are all Relevant Entities, and the rewards range from minor boons, to major boons, to other such rewards. The most common reward is a point, or a percentage of a point. The Quests themselves are either sparked by a parishioner who prayed for help, or created by the Relevant Entity themselves because they see a deficit in the world somewhere. The goals of these Quests depend on the Relevant Entities, and shift from saving a parishioner from a threat, to solving a complicated problem. It is possible for you to give a Quest to someone else, and have them solve whatever crisis there might be, as well as gain whatever boon listed, though such a transfer of Quest would require clearance from the Relevant Entity, first.”

That was a lot to think on. 

“… I accept this Quest. But I’m not going to complete it today.” Erick said, “I’m already much too busy for more responsibility at the moment.”

Irogh smiled as he pressed some invisible buttons in the air. “Very well. Good luck on Shadow’s Feast, Erick. You’re going to need it.”

Erick accepted the Quest, as he said, “Thank you, Irogh.”

 

- - - -

 

A knock on the front door of the house brought Erick out of his library, and into the foyer. He threw open the door, already knowing who it was. Ophiel had been outside, on the lookout, and seen the two older ladies come from down south.

“Hello, ladies. You’re both looking lovely this evening.” Erick stepped aside, saying, “Come on in.”

Ratchet and Arial smiled on the other side of the door, both of them holding covered baskets, both of them wearing nicer clothes than usual. Ratchet wore a flowing mage’s robe that matched her yellow eyes, and might have matched her scales years ago before they turned grey, while Arial wore a more comfortable salmon-pink dress/robe outfit, that went well with her green eyes.

“Don’t mind if I do.” Ratchet came inside, saying, “Glad to be here, Erick. Now where’s this ‘everything candy’?” She lifted up the edge of her basket, letting Erick peek at variety of frosted cakes and sugared fruits. “I brought more samples.” She handed them off to Erick.

Erick graciously took the basket, chuckling as he said, “I’ve lost all of my extra kilos, and I’m not sure I want them back.”

“You can afford some pudge,” Ratchet joked.

“Thank you, Ratchet.”

Poi took the basket from Erick’s hands. Kiri waited just beyond Poi, ready to receive the next basket, or assist where necessary. Erick hadn’t asked either of them to do that, but they did, anyway, and he was glad for their presence. 

Arial came into the house slower than Ratchet, eyeing the dense air that held in the doorway. She slipped through the space, almost skipping into the house as most of her got inside of the [Prismatic Ward]. Her eyes went wide as she looked to the air. “Oh my. That’s a strange feeling.” She touched the dense air all around her, poking at it with a manicured talon, saying, “I don’t do Meditation unless I have to, but this… This is pretty great.” She lifted her basket, saying, “This is for you. It’s a bunch of the candy that we’ve made.”

Erick took the basket from her, and peeked inside to see a plethora of candies, all laid out in what had to be the top layer of three nice stone trays. “Thank you. I look forward to trying it all.” He handed the basket to Kiri, saying, “But with regard to the calmness you’re feeling in the air: All you’re feeling is the Restful part of the [Prismatic Ward]. It’s possible to make that spell on its own, though I haven’t tried that, yet.” He turned to Poi and Kiri, both holding baskets now, and said, “Ratchet, Arial: This is my guard and my apprentice, Poi and Kiri.” He asked Kiri, “Have you tried to make a [Restful Ward], yet?”

“Oh no no.” Arial shook her said, saying, “I can’t ask for an archmage’s secrets on magic.” She nodded, saying, “It is a pleasure to meet you, Kiri. Poi.” 

Kiri nodded. Poi stood, stoic as ever.

“If you’re not taking up the offer, then I can.” Ratchet asked Kiri, “Is it just Meditation and [Ward]?”

Kiri said, “Yes. The combination is more difficult than most, but as long as your [Restful Ward]’s duration is a lot longer than it takes to regenerate the mana that it took to cast, then you have made a decent version.”

Ratchet said, “That’s good enough for me. I haven’t had a spell to make in a decade. Gives me something to do every evening.”

Erick gestured to the hallway, that led toward the chocolate room. “Care to see the chocolate process, now?”

Arial’s green eyes lit with a soft glow. “Oh yes yes yes yes.”

Erick had made little progress with tempering, but he had managed to make a bunch of other chocolate items in his experiments. One such item was cocoa powder, and cocoa butter. As Erick introduced the two ladies to the chocolate room, and their eyes went wide and they breathed deep the smell, Erick set to making hot chocolate. Ratchet and Arial watched and asked questions, as Erick took cocoa powder, milk, and sugar, and mixed them all together under a [Heat Ward]. He already knew the resulting drink would be a success, for he had already tried it, but seeing the greyscales’ faces relax as they tasted, and hearing their words of wonder afterward, was music to Erick’s ears. 

He showed them the beans, the grinders, the concher, and the process, all while he spoke of the ideas behind the process. All the while, they drank their hot chocolate, sampled untempered bars, and tasted the chocolate at all the various points of creation. A short trip to the backyard grove showed off the cocoa tree Erick had created, and another four that he had grown since. All that only took half an hour, with the two ladies asking their questions and Erick answering them, while he asked his own, and either Ratchet or Arial answered. 

Soon enough, they retired to the sunroom. Kiri had already set out coftea and regular tea, while Jane set out milk to go with a batch of chocolate chip cookies she had made earlier in the day. Those cookies joined a host of other desserts that seemed to come out of nowhere, but had actually come from Justine. She too, had been busy while Erick was outside of the house; she had figured out how to make chocolate ice cream. Along with some scoops of vanilla, Erick almost felt back at home, sitting on the couch, ready to turn on a movie for the night. But there was no television here. 

… He missed movies. And TV shows. And the news. Entertainment and edutainment used to be so easy to find and experience, but now… There weren’t even newspapers on Veird, or at least no newspapers in Spur. 

… Yet another problem of the missing printing press. Or rather, the fact that people chose not to automate printing, because to do so was to miss out on incentives from Rozeta.

But those were thoughts for another day. Erick spooned a bit of cookie and ice cream into his mouth, and savored the flavor and texture. Soft and chewy, vanilla and cold, with bursts of chocolate flavor, this was exactly as Erick remembered it being, back on Earth. He said to Jane, “This is great, Jane.”

“I think I did okay.” Jane smirked, saying, “I already had five. Justine’s ice cream is pretty good, too.”

Justine bowed, then stood, saying, “Thank you for showing me how.”

Ratchet and Arial shared a glance, as they sat on the other side of the couch. The two of them had been talking with Erick about every part of the process, but now, with their shared look, they turned to him. He could see it in their eyes: It was time to talk business. Jane and Justine saw their look, too, so both of them stepped away. In a moment, the only people in the room were Poi and Kiri, standing off to the side, while Erick and the two ladies sat around the coftea table.

Ratchet began, “We would be honored to be your flagship store, though we wish for you to be a silent partner. An investment of funds in order to expand operations, for which you will receive a monthly repayment, in addition to a monthly split of the profit.”

“Fifty percent of profit, after taxes.” Arial said, “Half the store dedicated to whatever dessert products you envision. We can push this chocolate. It will be a success.”

Erick considered their deal. ‘Of profit, after taxes’ was the usual manner in which a silent partner entered into an existing business, so that was nothing special. Arial’s quote of 50% was a large one; possibly too large. But they were giving him a fair deal, according to Erick’s admittedly limited knowledge of operating a business in Spur. But he didn’t care about the money aspects of this venture. Erick wanted chocolate to succeed, and if they had a noose around their neck of payment, then that was just another worry Erick did not want either them, or himself, to have. Besides, for him, money wasn’t a concern. For the rest of the world, money was a constant concern. 

Erick gave them a lower offer, and while the two ladies gave some platitudes of ‘oh we couldn’t!’ he could tell that they were secretly happy for the lower price. 

The three of them got down to talking of money, and plans, and expansions. Erick would need to work his connections to purchase some space in the Garden for a whole grove of cocoa trees, or else he would need to purchase some Human District land and convert it into a cocoa grove. Either idea was fine, but until ‘And Dessert!’ got that space, there would be no chocolate grove in Spur, for anyone. All the Garden was already spoken for, with bitter rivals already clamoring over each other for Spur’s limited farmlands. 

Rollo and Calizi formed the two major factions that controlled the Garden space, with Kip’s rice paddies and Missoli’s sugar cactus monopolies being the only major undisputed areas, simply because they refused to participate in any political shenanigans. Erick asked how Silverite could allow a monopoly to exist, to which Ratchet supplied that Silverite had worked behind the scenes to ensure those two monopolies arose, whereupon she mandated the costs of both rice and sugar. Kip and Missoli weren’t living like kings, but they were certainly supplying stability to prices. If the wheat wasn’t close enough in cost to match rice, then people just bought rice. If herbs and spices and all of those expensive, hard to grow items weren’t priced to match sugar, then people just loaded their food with more sugar.

Ratchet said, “It’s a gross simplification, but Silverite’s pricing floors have provided a good base for pricing everything else. There’s room enough to move, but not enough to leave people going without.”

“… And that works?”

Arial said, “Somewhat. It’s made candy cheap enough, which is one of the reasons I chose to open ‘And Dessert!’. I’m sure that the Mayor’d commit some other plan to keep Spur fed for a good price, if you weren’t around, or if she didn’t know and trust both Kip and Missoli.”

Erick didn’t know enough about economics to decry Silverite’s ideas, and he prayed he never would. Thank god for rads and spells big enough to collect them all. 

The three of them hammered out ideas for another hour. 

By the time Erick was satisfied with a business plan, and Ratchet and Arial were satisfied with Erick’s product ideas and assurances to purchase land for ‘And Dessert!’s use, the sun was already setting beyond the window of the sunroom, beyond Erick’s private garden. Meeting over, Erick sent the two ladies off with fifty kilos of chocolate liquor, which Jane had finally remembered the name of, but which had nothing to do with alcohol. The deep brown syrup was just chocolate that had been processed from bean to nib to liquid, but without any additives; no sugar, no powdered milk, no extra cocoa butter. Ratchet and Arial would report on their experiments with the liquid, on another day. They’d even try the ‘tempering’ Erick spoke of; maybe they’d have better luck than him.

Erick felt great, knowing that his chocolate was in good hands. 

Feeling so good, dinner even tasted better than usual. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat down after dinner in the library, with a cup of hot cocoa, filled with marshmallows, or rather, with puffs, taken from Arial’s basket, and a trio of small desserts. The first was a puff puff, because Erick kinda really loved the marshmallows Arial made, and her puff puffs were half mallow. The second was a black-speckled white-shelled tea cake, apparently made with a lot of vanilla, and other spices. The third was a gel candy, lemon flavor. The puff puff was on his plate simply because he wanted it, but the other two were specialties of ‘And Dessert!’, and also made with ingredients Erick had created. He had already eaten a puff puff, but he had yet to try the other two… 

The spice cake tasted of a dozen different scents and flavors, all coming together under the umbrella of a solid, white-candy covering that broke under Erick’s teeth. A hard icing, perhaps? The cake was an autumnal blend, of warmth and heat, but not actually spicy at all, as all that flavor gave way to slick vanilla. 

Erick smiled. It was good.

The gel candy was basically a gummy bear, or one of those orange slices Erick sometimes bought on impulse; the ones that hung on hooks next to any cash register at any gas station on Earth. It was okay. Sure to be popular, but not nearly as decadent as the spiced cake. 

The puff puff was exactly as Erick expected, and desired. It was fantastic. 

At that moment, he was content. And then he came back to himself…

Only to go out of body again, to check on Candlepoint. Candlepoint was fine. No fights, no blood on the streets, everyone hard at work, or relaxing with others, or growing food or just living life. Sure, there were people gambling and some smoking up in tall buildings or making alcohol in stills, or getting busy with it in some dark corner—

Erick hurriedly moved Ophiel along. 

Finding nothing amiss, he came back, and pulled his enchanting books from the shelves. It was time to read up more on the process known as enchanting. The basic book had only gotten him so far, but much how the study of healing was a lot more than knowing how the body worked, enchanting was a lot more than knowing how to inscribe Ancient Script into metal. That part was just the most basic understanding of a vast, vast field of study. As large as alchemy, and as deep as spell crafting, enchanting required a great deal more of an effort than Erick had given it, if he wanted to get good.

… He wasn’t purposefully ignoring the upcoming Shadow’s Feast like it was a date with an executioner, no sir! He was just being prudent. Nothing would happen at the Feast, and it might be good to know what he was looking at when he went in there. Shades were known for making artifacts and magical items.

Repeating this rationalization a few times in his mind, Erick settled in for more reading. 

Tomorrow he’d go out and find some monsters to fight in melee, or something. 

… Practice with Kiri was a better idea. He’d do that, instead. 

That’d get the blood pumping, and get him ready for the Feast.

… A few hours of brawling wouldn’t get him ready for anything, compared to the years and years that most actual adventurers and people like his daughter put into the practice, but at least it might make him feel better about his ability to defend himself.

 

- - - -

 

Sparring sucked.

Erick had forgotten that.

He turned off [Hunter’s Instincts] and slumped onto a conjured chair, dripping with sweat like he had worn his clothes into the shower. His staff fell to the sand at his side, as he groaned out unintelligible words. He should have come out here sooner. Earlier in the day, when the sun wasn’t quite so bright. 

Jane stood to the side, safe from the relentless sun under a very large umbrella, smiling wide, as she yelled out, “Get back up, Dad! You can do it! Kick her ass!”

Kiri twirled her own staff as she paced the sand, twenty meters away. She was breathing hard, with tiny flames licking out of her mouth as she centered herself, but she wasn’t exhausted. She wasn’t struggling for breath. As her breathing returned to normal, she said, “I’ve found time to practice every day, but you slacked off, Erick. Perhaps we should go out and find some monsters for you to fight, in person.”

Teressa, standing beside Jane, shouted, “I like that idea!”

Poi grumbled.

“How are you good at this, too, Kiri?!” Erick sat straighter, to stare across the orange sand at his apprentice. “When do you have time to practice this much?”

Kiri shrugged. “It’s just half an hour each day. Go out, find a mimic, kill it in close quarters. Sometimes I ask for a sparring partner from the Army.” She slammed the butt of her staff into the sand, saying, “I’ve done enough to keep myself sharp, and that’s it. You’ve just gotten worse.”

“… Shit.” Breathing deep and feeling like he was staring up at a metaphorical mountain of tasks, he stood up. With a thought, the staff on the ground slapped up into his waiting hand. He looked around himself, at the subtle white sheen in the air. He asked Teressa, “Count?”

Teressa’s eyes glinted grey for a moment. She said, “The [Ward] is at 25%”

Erick had cast an 8000 point [Ward] out here an hour before the sparring began, using his own mana, meaning it would last 24 hours or absorb 53,000 points of damage, whichever came first. His own [Personal Ward] was now worth 27,000 points, and more than strong enough to withstand almost any singular attack from most normal sources. Both [Ward]s regenerated almost 10 points of stability per second, while a hit suffered took stability from both Personal and Area [Ward]s.

Erick and Kiri had been beating on each other for a while now, doing most of their damage to the [Ward]s. Fighting in a [Ward] was like striking an opponent with very solid pillows. It wasn’t great for acclimation to a real fight, but it was good for generalized practice. Some actual damage still got through, but not much. Even pillow fights were still vulnerable to critical strikes. Most of the ‘damage’, though, was from Kiri and Erick’s own expenditure of Health, as they circled and struck and spent Health to fight. 

Erick asked, “Ready?”

Kiri breathed deep. A certain flow entered her movements, as she stepped across the sands like a dancer stepping across the stage, gathering energy for her upcoming performance. She breathed out fire, then breathed in air, only to exhale normal air. She was calm. She was ready. She said, “Whenever you are.”

[Hunter’s Instincts] shifted Erick’s sights to see where Kiri would be, what the movement of her shoulders meant, what the cadence of her feet and hips shouted to the world, as she tapped across the sands. He saw what her eyes tracked, as she sought her own end to the coming conflict. 

Thirty minutes later, Kiri was standing, breathing gouts of flame, while Erick had been sent flying via an 80-something Strength powered [Strike], for the fifth time. Erick slowly lifted himself out of the sand, while he breathed hard too, his lungs working to pull in as much oxygen as his heavy body could manage.

“You’re as good as any rookie adventurer I’ve seen in Ar’Kendrithyst, Dad.” Jane said, “But Kiri is a lot better.”

Kiri breathed deep, as a green light flickered across her body. [Rejuvenation], no doubt. Mentor and apprentice were of comparable Strength, and comparable Health pools from which to draw physical power, but while Erick’s Health Regen was over 35,000 due to his Blessing from Rozeta, Kiri had [Rejuvenation] to restore her lost Health. In ten seconds, one spell brought her back up to full. Her breathing calmed. The flaming parts of her deep breath vanished. 

Jane smiled wide, asking, “I want a go! What do you say, Dad?”

“Absolutely not.” Erick said, “Not fighting you. Ever.”

“Neither of us are here for actual learning, Jane.” Kiri said, “We’d both fight with magic if that were the case.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Exactly right. This is just gearing up for a real fight.”

“Firstly, you could both be actual warriors thanks to those rings on your fingers. I do not agree with your stated reasons for not learning how to actually fight, nor do I agree with how they teach fighting at Oceanside, or anywhere else I’ve seen so far.” Jane emphatically added, “But now, I want to see a real fight.”

Erick sighed, as he dusted sand off of his clothes, but mostly left it there because it was stuck on due to sweat. He looked to Kiri, with a questioning tilt to his head.

Kiri frowned. “… After I take a bath.”

Erick offered, “One [Familiar] representing ourselves, another four giving attacks. I can’t use the full contingent without leaving Candlepoint defenseless… Which reminds me. I need to introduce you to Candlepoint so you and Sunny can take over for me while I’m away.”

Kiri eyed Erick, then said, “Of course.”

 

- - - -

 

His wings whistled on the wind, as he flew high in the clear, blue sky. Down below, the land was orange as far as his many eyes could see, with nary an interruption to the landscape, save for a splash of crystal here or there; the usual monsters to inhabit this desert.

Ophiel flowed through the breeze. 

The air blipped white around him, in four different spaces, and suddenly, his sight of this land was increased by four more of himself. A mental command from his creator brought him to hold his position, as control of that piece of him was fully assumed by Erick. 

Ophiel adjusted his concentration to his other bodies, nearby. The first of his bodies on the scene floated backward, back the way the five of him had come, as more mental commands flowed in, like warm breezes. 

Chirps, whistles, and other happy, vibrating sounds, filled their piece of the sky. They were going to play with Sunny! But where was she?

The air blipped green in front of Ophiel, revealing five Sunnys floating before them. Green, feathered, and much faster than Ophiel was, if they were all going all out, Sunny was a great friend. Four of her flickered a myriad of greens upon seeing Ophiel, while the fifth hung back, to send mental messages to the Ophiel currently housing the creator. That was all well and good, but four of each of them were free to play, and they did. Flying past one another, both of them turning to light, spinning around, tossing air this way and that, or flickering from one place to the next, faster than a dozen eyes could see. Luckily, Ophiel had hundreds of eyes. He easily caught up to Sunny, then turned and rushed away, as Sunny gave chase. 

A pulse of intent from both sides ended their game. 

It was time for fun playing of a different sort! With explosions and coruscating light, slicing through air to evade, or blipping away to gain better vantage! Oh, what fun!

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat in his library, while Kiri sat in the sunroom. Poi watched over Erick. Teressa watched over Kiri. They were only a hallway apart from each other, but they were also about to engage in some serious magic, five hundred kilometers away. No one was worried about the duel actually affecting the person behind the [Familiar], and Poi had assured him that he would not let such a thing occur, but it was still a good idea for two mages engaging in a real duel to not be in the same room; protocol, is what it was. Experiencing death through a disincorporated [Familiar] had never ever done anything bad to Erick, or Kiri, but it theoretically could. There were multiple reasons Erick always had someone watching over him when he was riding Ophiel, and that was one of them. 

As for the actual duel? 

He expected for Kiri to wipe the desert floor with him, and for his battlefield senses to inform him that he was going to die from a blaze of deadly fire, or some other suitably horrible way to go. Riding Ophiel’s senses was almost like being there in person, sometimes.

 

- - - -

 

The air was cool. The couch was comfortable. The sun shone outside the large, picture windows, revealing Erick’s varied garden in all its colorful bounty. Kiri breathed, trying to relax. Her scales felt good after a bath, and flames had ceased flowing out of her lungs almost immediately after the sparring ended, but she was still a little shaken. Erick had lost some of his edge in the months since they stopped sparring, that much was true, but he would quickly regain that edge. The first matches had gone way too well for her, but the later ones… 

Kiri had almost lost more than once, there at the end. What if she actually had lost? Erick was now a true archmage, so there was no shame in losing to him, but she had never lost a martial duel to a mage before, and that was before she had Erick’s rings on her fingers. Jane had been right about how they almost made her a warrior. Any level of Strength past 50 was fantastic, and good for any warrior, but Kiri was far above that. In her occasional trips to the Adventurer’s Guildhouse, she had sparred with many different people, many of them warriors. Some of them were even comparable to the people she dueled back in Oceanside. She lost to some of the warriors, but never to a mage.

So what if she lost in a real mage battle?

… There was no shame in losing to an archmage in a real mage battle. Once Erick went all out, he should trounce her, with no doubt as to who was always going to win. 

But a small part of her wanted to win. 

But then again, if she won… 

… Would that be a good thing? Wouldn’t a win for her mean that Erick was woefully unprepared for his obligation to Ar’Kendrithyst’s Feast? She had hid her worries well ever since she learned what Erick was poised to do in just three days, but a pit in her stomach threatened to open up and drown her in fear every time she considered she would lose him. And that pit was growing.

 

- - - -

 

Jane sat in a chair next to Poi. Books lined the walls and three cups of hot cocoa steamed into the air, one for each person present, as Erick laid back in his reclining chair, his eyes already glowing white. 

As she activated her own [Scry] to view the chosen battlefield, knowing that her own eyes glinted with a dark blue light, it was still strange to her that her father’s eyes had turned white. His explanation of the change was lacking. ‘Falling in line with your chosen passion, having a spell of deeper magic, and spending lots and lots of mana towards your desired direction in life’, seemed like the Headmaster was blowing smoke up everyone’s asses. Maybe the Old Dragon’s truth was true, or maybe it wasn’t. But what also made sense, was that the only true part of the Headmaster’s words could be that ‘deeper magics left a taint on a person’. Turned them less themselves, and more into possibility. All magic was subjective, after all, and because all magic was subjective, and because magic was a path, a study, and a way of life…

To walk forward into the deeper magics was to taint oneself with said magics. 

Much like how she couldn’t stop herself from seeing all of Erick’s mistakes when he was sparring with Kiri, she had been changed by her time as a warrior of Veird. Her father had also been changed, as he caused change in the world around him. 

Jane had been having a lot of complicated thoughts ever since she developed her [Prismatic Body]. Being able to be a part of the world in a way she never experienced before was more liberating than the first time she took flight. It was even more focusing than the first time she picked up a real sword at a flea market, when she was 12. Well. ‘Real’ for a variable definition of ‘real’. At the time, she thought that stylized spike of metal had been a working, real sword, but years later, she knew it for a show piece and a work of art, something not meant for actual battle. 

But anyway. Change. 

That Erick had changed in his time on Veird was completely normal. Who wouldn’t have changed upon falling to another world, where magic and monsters formed the largest parts of life? Of course Erick changed. But not really. He was still a good man, except now he was a good man with a lot of power, and the willingness to use it when necessary. Maybe he had changed too much. She had already told him that she felt bad about urging him to ‘get with the program’ and kill some monsters, all those months ago. And now, seeing the Ophiels and the Sunnys take to the sky and form ranks, she felt that way again. 

While she had not changed much, except for gaining the ability to live out her dreams of violently helping people, her father had changed a great deal. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick, or rather Ophiel, hovered in the sky. Four more Ophiel flanked him. 

Far ahead, Sunny held to the air, a short line of pawns arrayed before a queen. Their undulating snake-like bodies gently swaying in sync. They had activated [Evasive Stance]. 

Erick activated [Hunter’s Instincts].

‘Go’.

The word from Poi barely had time to sink in before five Sunnys each cast a single spell, each targeting a single Ophiel. Ophiel blipped backward, a meager 25 mana expenditure to each of Sunny’s 500. Erick recognized the spell Kiri used as it took hold in the air, like tiny portals to a place of fire and light. [Firelight Bolt]s streamed from those portals, effectively controlling the battlefield in a hundred yard direction, because—

The first bolts from the streaming portals passed through where Ophiel had been, but the portals reoriented. Kiri’s [Firelight Assistant] wasn’t a stupid spell; it was made with [Conjure Force Elemental], and easily saw Ophiel had moved, so it moved to compensate. 

One second had passed. Each Sunny cast another [Firelight Assistant], opening more radiant portals, streaming more Bolts of power at Ophiel. 

Erick countered with [Pure Reflection Ward] across each Ophiel, using up each global cooldown among his five. [Firelight Bolts] splashed across each Ophiel, only to rebound into an undirected way, scattering along whichever angle they happened to find, when they impacted Ophiel. 

Sunnys flickered through the air, turning near-invisible. That wasn’t a spell. That was just an innate ability.

Ophiels flew left—

Near-invisible lines of solidly held air clipped through two Ophiel, their wings flapping themselves to shreds. The other three turned to light, to escape the trap; Kiri’s [Hermetic Razor], no doubt. It was a Particle spell, and though [Pure Reflection Ward] did a great job reflecting Bolts, it only partially worked against physical magic. 

[Firelight Bolts] streamed toward the blobby lightform Ophiels, and passed through, harmlessly. [Pure Reflection Ward] didn’t do anything, but maybe it would later. Erick left it running. This was fine. 

As light, Ophiel saw the Sunnys ganging up from every angle. They had first drained themselves of as much of their natural illumination as they could, and changed what little remained to be the background color of the sky. 

Each Sunny turned to light, themselves, becoming vast fields of glowing substance, their five house-sized blob-shapes rivaling Ophiel’s three. 

Ophiel was already light, though, so this next part came easy enough, for Kiri was on the backfoot; a global cooldown behind. The fight had been a jumble in the beginning, but now it was down to who could take the best singular actions with their allotted singular seconds. 

All mage fights came down to Stancing, which was why, all those months ago, way back when Erick first met Kiri in Mog’s Remedial Adventuring Class, they practiced Stancing, first. One person said a spell, the other countered and advanced with a single spell, while the first tried to counter and advance with their next spell. It was all theoretical, back then. Simple words spoken at each other from two meters apart. But now, the theoretical had to be employed. 

Erick knew what Kiri planned to do by shifting to light, but he got there first.

Three [Lightshape]s from three Ophiels ripped into three Sunny, tearing them apart with sundering force. Those three Sunnys turned to glittering green force dust; the result of a summoning ended prematurely. 

Two Sunnys would have done the same thing to two Ophiel, leaving the one Ophiel to kill one of the two Sunnys, and then the remaining Sunny would end the final Ophiel. But each Ophiel was running both [Pure Reflection Ward], and [Greater Lightwalk]. Kiri’s own [Lightshape] might not work how she wanted it to work.

Erick wasn’t actually sure, on this point.

So it came as no small surprise, that two Sunnys cast a spell Erick had not seen before. 

Or maybe he had, he just didn’t think to use it in such a manner. 

Two house-sized blobs of light became perfect spheres of reflective brilliance. [Perfect Mirror], to occupy a large-sized space. Both Sunnys were still inside that space, for Erick had eyes in every direction, and Sunny had yet to gain another second to cast another spell. But Kiri’s tactic had cut off all possibility of Erick’s own [Lightshape] attack. 

Two Ophiel cast [Spell Break], popping the spherical mirrors, revealing the lightform Sunnys within, while the third staggered his [Lightshape]—

He must have staggered too much, because both Sunnys had time to cast their own [Lightshape]s. One Ophiel went down in a blaze of rainbow light, [Pure Reflection Ward] interacting weird with [Lightshape]. The second Sunny targeted the Ophiel that had waited to cast his own [Lightshape]. [Lightshape] clashed with [Lightshape], each holding the other at bay. 

Erick was still up one Ophiel, and his cast was up. [Lightshape] tore—

The targeted Sunny dropped [Greater Lightwalk], for it was possible to end spells whenever, but not to cast spells constantly. Ophiel’s shaping turned the air to white splashes, and nothing else, as Sunny turned his own [Lightshape] onto—

Following her lead, Ophiel dropped [Greater Lightwalk]. Green splashes filled the air; ineffective. 

The Sunny and Ophiel who had been fighting with [Lightshape]s also dropped their lightforms. 

One Ophiel cast [Shooting Star], bringing into existence a brilliant dot of white light that zipped off toward the nearest Sunny, ripping the sky as it moved faster than almost anything Erick had ever seen before. It laughed as it crashed through one Sunny, moving way too fast to be countered, or dodged and moved onto the next—

Only to rush into its own death, slicing apart on atom-thick molecular chains strung through the air, Wind whistled on those strings, as they had reached all the way to both Ophiel—

 

- - - -

 

Erick sat up in his chair. He breathed out. The entire fight took a handful of seconds, where each spell cast was either salvation or defeat, and sometimes both. 

Jane said, “That was fast.”

Erick blinked, as he began resummoning his Ophiel, only to send them on their way back to Candlepoint. “Yeah. It was.” He yelled out, “Hey, Kiri! Good show!”

Kiri yelled back, “I got lucky.” The sound of her feet stepping across the stone floor heralded her arrival to the library door. With a hand on the doorway, she said, “I barely won.”

“I’ve seen that spell a few times now, but not the actual box,” Erick said.

Kiri smiled, as she handed him a box, saying, “You probably remember this one.”

 




	
Hermetic Razor, instant, medium range, 500 mana

25 molecular wires stretch through a medium-sized space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of 100 points of damage before breaking. 








 

“But this is the one I debuted in the fight we just had.” Kiri handed out another blue box, saying, “We were talking of Variable Cost Variable Damage spells, but I hadn’t considered what that meant for me until I knew I was going to lose our fight, but then: Inspiration!”

Erick read the second box and felt a surge of joy for Kiri. He laughed, happy for his apprentice.

 




	
Hermetic Shredder, instant, medium range, 1000 mana + Variable

A Variable number of molecular wires stretch through a Variable space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of Variable points of damage before breaking.








 

“Good job, Kiri,” Erick said, smiling. “This is a good spell.”

“Sunny almost perished.” Kiri said, “I spent almost all of my mana on that spell to tangle both Ophiels and defend against your [Shooting Star]. The severed [Shooting Star] still hurt, but she was able to dodge most of that fast little ball.”

“You have another Hermetic spell, don’t you?” Erick said, “I saw you drill holes in a mimic before… I think?”

Kiri handed over another spell, saying, “Razor and Shredder are more impressive.”

 




	
Hermetic Bolts, instant, medium range, 300 Mana

A series of 5 wire-thick bolts launches forward in a small cluster, dealing physical damage.








 

Erick wondered, for a moment, at his own Particle Mage abilities. 

 




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Double Base Mana

Double Base Mana Regen

Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.

10% Spell Cost Reduction.

Blood Mana

<empty>

<empty>








 

More specifically, the ‘witness a Particle Spell’ part. He had seen Kiri use her various Hermetic line of spells more than once, and he certainly knew how they worked, but he had yet to gain them himself. Whatever the reason for this anomaly, it was probably the same reason why he couldn’t recreate spells he had seen that were higher than tier 1. Even though Erick was sure that he could use his [Greater Lightwalk] to recreate a simple spell like [Ice Bolt], like he had done with various Spatial spells, [Ice Bolt] was not a tier 1 spell, and thus, since Erick was not a Copy Mage, he couldn’t create that sort of magic without actually going through the creation process. 

It was likely because of a reason similar to the restrictions placed on Copy Magic, that Erick could not gain Kiri’s Hermetic spells without going through the creation process, himself, since those spells were all above Basic Tier. 

Kiri brought Erick back to the present, as she said, “I cannot thank you enough for showing me the Hermetic line of spells. For everything you’ve done for me.” She bowed to Erick, saying, “Thank you. Thank you.”

She didn’t need to bow for him! Erick got out of his chair, stepping to her to put a hand on her shoulder and raise her tall, saying, “No need to bow, Kiri. You’ve helped me just as much as I’ve helped you.”

Kiri stood straight. “That’s… That’s just simply untrue.” An uncertain pain filled her eyes, as she said, “Please be careful in Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Erick was taken aback by the anguish in the young girl’s eyes. In that moment, Kiri did not look like the competent young woman he had known for more than half a year. She was in pain, and it was only going to get worse before it got better. 

Erick pulled her into a hug, and Kiri gladly went, her head pressed against his left shoulder. He held the young girl in his arms, sad to see her cry, but happy, as well. She was troubled, but she would be okay. 

Erick tried to joke around, saying, “I’ll be fiiine! I’m Untouchable, right?”

Kiri broke the hug and wiped a tear away with the back of her taloned finger, saying “Of course. Of course. You’ll be fine.”

“Now why don’t you show me how you came up with your Hermetic spells, and then I’ll try for them, and then I can show you around Candlepoint?” Erick added, “And then, perhaps, some more sparring?”

Kiri spoke with a bit more cheer in her voice, as she repeated, “Of course!”

Jane smiled, saying, “While you all do that, I’ll be out of the house again, today.” She got up from her chair. 

“Where are you going?” Erick asked.

Jane stepped to Erick and wrapped him in a warm hug, much tighter than Kiri’s, saying, “Somewhere. Don’t wait for me for dinner.”

“Okay?” Erick held Jane tight for a long moment, saying, “Well be safe, wherever you’re going.”

Jane skipped out of the room, waving as she turned the corner into the hallway. Poi left too, saying to call him back before the two of them got back to dueling with [Familiars].

Kiri and Erick were alone in the library, with a pot of hot chocolate to share between them, and lots of magic to discuss. It didn’t take long before mentor learned from apprentice, and Erick added all three of Kiri’s spells to his own Status. 
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                Erick sat in bed and gazed out his window, at the twilight purple land of the Human District, and the tall stone buildings of Spur. A line of greenery made up some of that distance, but the Garden was closer to the buildings beyond, than to Erick’s house, and at this time of day, those tall trees and verdant fields were little more than shadows. 

Taking a long moment to feel his feelings, then let them go, Erick put on a smile and skritched Ophiel between two of the [Familiar]’s bright, white eyes. Ophiel chirped a violin song as he pressed into Erick’s petting, halfway closing his eyes in delight. And now, Erick’s smile was genuine. Feeling much better about everything, Erick got up and patted his own shoulder. Ophiel gladly hopped aboard, as Erick got ready for the day. 

Ophiel still had to sit on a perch outside the bathroom, though. Oh, how he wailed! Quiet, so not as to wake anyone. But still! Oh! The inhumanity! The disgrace! Not taking Ophiel into the bathroom! What was wrong with his creator! Was there no love for Ophiel! A million lashes for creator! A million hurts for the man who hurt—

Erick finally finished his morning ritual and came out of the bathroom. He stared at Ophiel for a long moment. 

Ophiel didn’t care. He took his shoulder spot, and happily returned to quiet violin notes; a cheery sound to start the day.

 

- - - -

 

Knowing that he might have to fight his way out of a dangerous situation, possibly without having the rings on his fingers or the clothes on his back, Erick got down to an experiment that had been bubbling around in his mind for a little while. It involved a handful of spells, and a different way to create Stat items. 

 




	
Luminous Trap X, instant, close range, 250 mana

A large or smaller object or space traps and perfectly contains all light, both magical and mundane. If you cast Luminous Trap on same object or space as before, you will renew the duration of Luminous Trap. Lasts 100 days.








 




	
Perfect Mirror X, instant, close range, 250 mana

A large or smaller object or space perfectly reflects all light, both magical and mundane. If you cast Perfect Mirror on same object or space as before, you will renew the duration of Perfect Mirror. Lasts 100 days.








 

All you had to do to create a Stat item was to have some resonant mana light of the appropriate wavelength inside your aura, right? The enchanting books went on about process and materials, but gave no real reasons why all the assorted rituals had to be obeyed. Could Erick get away with a different sort of Stat enchanting, all together? It was possible, and that’s what all of Erick’s own experiences had taught him. But even diamonds broke with too much mana, so how about using nothing at all as the resonant medium?

Erick stood in his tower. Dense air surrounded him and usually protected him from various smaller scale explosions in a faster-than-thought sort of action, but he had laid down another [Absorption Ward], to ensure that if there were explosions, that they wouldn’t be too detrimental to anyone’s health. 

With a casual wave of his hand, a dark sphere took hold of the air in front of him. It was only a handspan across, but if it were anything like the football-sized diamond he had enchanted and exploded a while ago, it would shatter rather extensively. Perhaps. The dark space was full of air, and nothing else, though. Could air explode?

… Perhaps.

A touch of magic brought forth a purple maskward over the dark space. Another flash of magic turned the dark sphere into a perfect, purple reflection. Three spells, cast together, maybe this would work, maybe it wouldn’t. Erick saw himself in the mirror for a moment, looking all distorted upon the sphere. 

The mirror would stop all light from falling in, but it wouldn’t stop him from stuffing his hand into the magics, and forcing mana into the space, would it?

Erick paused. Hopefully he understood his spells…

He cast a [Perfect Mirror] around himself, to see how the light behaved. He was plunged into complete darkness, exactly as he expected. All light outside of the space was denied to him. He flared a bit of undifferentiated mana through his hand, producing a white light that illuminated himself and a small circle of orange stone under his feet, that he had caught in the casting of the spell. But nothing else. All outside light stayed outside, and everything except himself and the stone circle below his feet was darkest black. This was correct.

Erick stepped to the left, putting himself halfway in the mirror sphere. With his eyes outside and his hand inside, Erick channeled light through his fingers. He expected to see light spilling out of the sphere, and that is what he got. His illuminated hand glowed just behind the mirrored surface of the spell. Light went out, but none went in.

He dismissed the mirror sphere, and cast [Luminous Trap], at the same size. 

A void space dominated the central space of his tower, soaking in all light. 

Erick stepped inside, and almost went blind from the brilliance. He stepped right back out, saying to himself that he should have expected that reaction. With a thought, the dark sphere vanished. Erick returned his attentions to the small, purple mirror, hanging in the air. 

He stuck his hand inside and began channeling mana through every Stat he had; Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus. He channeled a thousand mana, then two thousand. The football-diamond would have broken long before that. But Erick kept on keeping on. It did not take long, but six thousand mana became a myriad of colors, that were winnowed down into the main four, that came together to become a nice purple. Erick couldn’t see any of this, though. It all took place inside the sphere; outside of his sight. All he saw in his Status, and all he felt, was his mana dropping.

Erick stepped back. He looked upon the sphere. 

A slight trickle of sweat dipped down the back of his neck. The orb hung there, stable and serene. For all Erick knew, it was going to explode right then and there… 

But it didn’t. 

Erick’s rings were already off, so in charging the purple sphere, he had ripped through his extra mana and was way below a comfortable minimum. He reached forward, and touched the sphere, ostensibly joining his aura to the increased Stats in the sphere. 

… And his Stats were the same as before. No change. 

Erick pulled his hand out, and thought.

… Ah. Right. He should have seen this coming. In his haste for results, he had overlooked an important part of the usual process. The wrought-quality iron, or other metal, that needed to be a part of the enchantment, in order to interact with the wearer’s aura—

“Nope.” Erick said to himself, “That’s wrong.”

He had forgotten about that part of the process because he had long since moved on to creating true diamond rings, and those had no metal at all in them—

“Err.” Erick said to himself, “Do my rings have wrought metal?”

Picking up his ring he had set aside, Erick looked upon the shiny silver coating bonded to the diamond. By the process of deduction, it must be a wrought-quality, silver coating. 

That was weird. 

There was no big secret as to what made wrought-quality metal wrought-quality: it had to soak in the power of a [Metalshape] for a full day, with constant turning and kneading and folding the whole time. This process imbued the metal with inherent magical qualities for reasons Erick could only guess upon, but it wasn’t a perfect process. Some merchants and makers were better at the process than others. One world-class vendor of the stuff was the Adamantine Smiths of Underworld Nelboor, with their head offices in the Northern Chasm Region of the Tribulation Mountains. Their metals could even cure Wrought Rust, if a good diet was undertaken early on in the affliction. 

… And that was interesting, but not immediately relevant.

Erick’s enchanting books had said that wrought-quality metal was a necessary bridge between gem and wearer in order to create a bridge between mortal being, ephemeral magic, and personal aura. Wrought-quality metal was the perfect stabilizer to fill this gap, because wrought themselves were magical beings. They had no organs like fleshy people. They had no separable body parts, like everyone else. They were a joining of Script, soul, and substance. Wrought-quality metals allowed everyone else to bridge that same gap. Those metals allowing rods to be enchanted with [Treat Wounds], or any other spell, and the gems within surrounding rings to increase the Stats of the wearer. 

So why did Erick’s silver coating do the same?

Erick had never considered it a mystery until now.

So he organized a few Ophiel. They called down platinum rain onto a desolate part of the Crystal Forest, collected that rain into deep pools, then separated silver from water, with the help of [Distill]. When they were done, Erick had way too much silver-white metal, which he decided to just call grey. He left a good portion of it behind and had an Ophiel blip a good thirty kilos of the stuff, split into three bars, back to the tower. Each bar was the size of Erick’s forearm. Each bar responded well to [Metalshape]. It also had no reaction to a [Cleanse], so that was good.

Looking up at the floating, purple sphere mirror, Erick metalshaped a bar of—

He stopped. He stepped out of the room. He gave a bar of the silver-white metal to an Ophiel and had the Ophiel [Metalshape] the bar around and into the sphere, like a wire coiled around an intangible magnet.

… It did not explode. Not immediately. This was good news. 

Erick walked into the room, and touched the contraption.

… Nothing happened. 

An hour of consistently less and less fearful approaches to [Exalted Storm Aura] metal and its interactions with the floating purple sphere, came to a conclusion, with nothing exploding. Nothing burning up. Nothing melting. No harm done. Because nothing happened.

Erick took a normal gem he had enchanted with some Stats, and strung it through a little bit of the grey metal. He slipped it on his finger. He got a few Stats, exactly as he expected. Discarding the small ring, he decided to recreate his purple-mirror-light-trapping sphere onto a grey metal ring; something he could move around as though it was a normal ring. 

This was what he was going for, after all. This was why he started this experiment. The metal experiment was just a tangent. 

If this worked, Erick knew he could remake his rings whenever needed… 

… As long as he had access to the sky, and some time, and… Maybe not. Hmm. 

What he was going for didn’t matter anyway. The resulting ring did nothing. He had slipped it on his finger as soon as he made it, but even though it had been there for ten seconds, he got no change in his Status. 

Erick had another idea, tangent to the metal issues, so he had Kiri go out and buy some raw ingots. Not wrought-quality. Specifically not wrought-quality. Anything else would do. With some directions from Poi, Kiri left to visit Quartermaster Liquid of the Army. She had some readily available supplies Erick could plunder. 

In the mean time, Erick covertly [Duplicate]d a few bits of gold and other super expensive metals he had laying around, from other experiments…

… It wasn’t like he was going to sell what he copied! They’d probably burn up in whatever fool thing he finally ended up doing. He was not ruining an economy here. He was just being prudent. He had no time to go searching for and purchasing weird metals that he’d need to go to Oceanside to purchase, anyway. If they sold platinum or Rustless Steel or adamantine or Deep Sky Silver around these parts then maybe he’d go buy…

… Okay. 

They probably did sell that stuff in Spur. There was likely a store that sold all of that. Spur was a happening place. Whatever. Erick was an archmage. He could stand outside of the economy if he wanted. He was busy. It was barely nine in the morning and he was already feeling crunched for time.

By the time Kiri got back with her basket of varied metals, Erick had experimented with a +20 All-Stats blackvoid and mirrored diamond, and every odd metal he had under his purview. Some of them, like the Rustless Steel, were made for wrought consumption. Some of them, like the gold he got from a sliver left over from Oceanside, and subsequently turned into a full bar of gold, were not made for wrought consumption. The silver bar he made, was also not ‘wrought-quality’, which Erick was beginning to believe was not even a true thing. Or at least, the gold and the silver weren’t supposed to work.

Every single metal Erick tested conducted All-Stat gemlight about the same. Gold was a bit better than all the rest, except for the bar of Deep Sky Silver he had managed to make out of a sliver of the stuff. That blue-tint silver bar conducted +20 All-Stats at +22. Which was odd. Good, sure, but also odd.

But none of them compared to plain old, [Exalted Storm Aura]-coated diamonds. The blackvoid mirror diamonds held more light, but they weren’t artifacts like the silver-coated diamonds.

But then the tests with Kiri’s metals began, revealing a curious thing. None of them worked for enchanting. Not a single one! 

Okay. Well. The slag iron was able to impart 1 point out of the 20 point All-Stat gem Erick had been using. But otherwise, they were all inert, lifeless metals. 

“Of course they’re lifeless,” Kiri said, watching Erick work. “Mana has a hard time soaking into dense metals. That’s why they fold it so much when they’re making the wrought-quality stuff.” 

“… I had overlooked that obvious viewpoint.” Erick asked, “This conduction business is just a matter of mana soaking into the metal, then?”

“Far as I know.” Kiri pointed a casual finger at the bar of gold on the counter, saying, “So. I have to ask. That’s a frickin’ lot of gold. Where did you get that?” Her pointed finger drifted left, to the blue-silver bar. “And Deep Sky Silver, too. We got some back at Oceanside, but that block would beggar an Elite adventuring team.”

“… I farm monsters when you’re not looking.”

Kiri eyed Erick, with a joyful glint in her eyes. “Is it wrought-quality, too? That doubles the price.”

“It transfers Stat enchantment, so yes.”

“… Really? How did you even find a seller for that?” Kiri looked to the block of blue-silver metal, saying, “It’s supposed to be really hard to imbue, but once imbued, it stays like that forever. I heard that buyers usually could only buy the plain version, and had to fold mana into it themselves. I heard it takes a year of folding, too.”

Erick smirked, saying, “I’m an archmage, so I got one in the mail from Rozeta as a congratulations gift.”

Kiri leveled a glare at Erick. “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine.”

Erick smiled, having already given the answer he was willing to give…

Mainly because he had no idea what he had done. Was it [Duplicate]? Or something else? 

Kiri waved dismissively as she walked away. 

Returning to his work, Erick wondered if [Duplicate] was all it took to make wrought-quality metals. There was a test for this. He could use a coin. The common copper piece, silver piece, and gold piece were slag iron at their core, each wrapped in layer of the appropriate metal. They were also horrible for enchanting. Ophiel retrieved coins from Erick’s bags upstairs in his room and brought them to the tower. 

Erick made rings out of each kind of coin, and then he copied them. 

The copied rings all worked as wrought-quality metal. 

“… What?” Erick sat back in his chair. “I guess… The act of copying makes them semi-magical metals? Is that all?”

But then an anomaly appeared. 

The original rings were also wrought-quality metals. 

They should not have been wrought-quality metals. They were mixed metals, and though Erick [Cleanse]d them first, they were still partially rusted on the insides of three of his coins. Erick couldn’t even tell that they were rusted on the inside until he [Metalshape]d them, but they were. And the rust didn’t interfere with the enchantment-capability of the metal! 

“What is going on here?” he mumbled to himself. 

He got Kiri involved, at that point, because this was too silly. 

Kiri took one look at the coin-metal rings, and said, “That’s not possible.” She smiled wide, seeing something that should not be, so it obviously needed investigating. “Let’s get more coins.”

And so they did. From inside the house, first, but Kiri quickly moved to outside sources. While Erick worked on the rings, he had Kiri purchase a few necessary items at four different stores before it was strictly necessary to purchase them, like milk, and meat, and a few spices that were running low. She got coins in exchange, which was the true purpose of the buying spree. She even stopped by the Mage Bank to turn in some rusted gold coins for fresh ones. 

[Mend] didn’t work on rust, for some strange reason—

Nope. No more tangents. Get back on track. 

Every single coin gained from outside the house acted as it should have. In other words: it did not work as wrought-quality enchanting metal. There were a few 5% Stat-resonance pieces, but even that was considered a failure by any measure of enchanting. 

Every single [Duplicated] coin, worked. 

But then came another problem. Kiri figured out the full extent of Erick’s current experiment when he absentmindedly copied a coin-ring right in front of her. As soon as he did it, he froze, thinking horrible thoughts, yet knowing them to be untrue. Kiri froze, too. 

And then she laughed. 

“Wow. The look on your face.” Kiri smiled, saying, “I already knew that you had this spell, Erick. But… I thought you just had access. Like. A helper. I mean… You had a small box of darkchips and then you had a million. I didn’t see it, but I heard the story.” She shook her head, then said, “I’m not telling anyone, of course. I know how big this spell is— Let’s just… Never speak of this again.”

Erick smiled softly. “Sounds good to me. And now, you can help me experiment some more!”

“Well… Then…” Kiri pointed to the dense air, saying, “Experimenting inside a [Ward] is bad enough, but this thing is probably a lot worse.”

“… Fair enough.”

They moved the entire experiment to the empty third floor room. 

The first [Duplicate]d coin ring gave 0% resonance. So did the next one, and the next one. Copied gold, Deep Sky Silver, iron bars both wrought-quality and not, all metal was ‘dead metal’ once copied outside of the [Prismatic Ward]. 

Not a single bit of copied metal worked when it was copied outside of the dense air. 

It took an hour to prove this, with every bit of metal at Erick’s disposal, but it was proven easily enough. Even the innately ‘magical’ grey bars taken from the condensation of [Exalted Storm Aura]’s platinum rain, turned non-magical when copied. 

This was the normal outcome, now that Erick thought of it. 

 




	
Duplicate, instant, touch, 100 Mana

Create a copy of a non-magical, non-living item.








 

“[Duplicate] does not copy magical items,” Erick said.

Kiri said, “Your [Prismatic Ward] is even better than I thought.”

Erick shook the inert grey-metal bar in his hand, at the other metal bars sitting on the table before him. “But why?”

“No idea!” Kiri said, all cheerful. “But it means you can make wrought-metal from any metal. That’s… That’s a lot of money and saved time. I wasn’t kidding about that Deep Sky Silver. The wrought-quality version is a delicacy to them. I heard royalty eat it.” She added, “Oh yeah! Royal wrought like those blacklights you made, too. I heard you gave Killzone one of them. Someone saw him glowing purple and thought it was an attack but then he got all meek —which was a weird look, let me tell you. He got all meek and showed off the bauble you made. If I hadn’t seen it myself, I never would have thought the General of Spur’s Army could turn from black to vibrant purple, just like that.” She got to the question she needed to ask, “It’s some form of light, right?”

Kiri’s words knocked something loose in Erick’s mind.

With a small part of his attention on Kiri’s question, he said, “Yeah. It’s a form of… light...”

With the major portion of his attention, he took control of an Ophiel and had the little guy pluck the +213 All-Stat crown from its hiding place in the walls of his mage tower. In a white blip, the crown landed in his hand, in the third floor room. Kiri’s previous line of inquiry died, as she eyed the off-black iron crown and its three void-dark octahedron diamonds. It was different than Erick remembered. The whole thing was tinted purple, even though Erick had only put the lightmasks on the diamonds themselves. 

Kiri asked, “Did you make another one of them? That looks different than I remember.”

“… No. This is the same one as before.” Erick put it on his head. He breathed deep as he saw his Status. He took off the crown, saying, “Plus 224 All-Stats. It grew again. It was 210 when I made it, but then 213 the last time I used it. Now it’s at 224, and the permanent lightmask has shifted to cover the whole object.”

Kiri eyed the piece with a more critical eye, saying, “That shouldn’t happen. Lightwards don’t shift unless under extreme magical stress. Lightmasks shouldn’t shift, either.”

“None of the other magical items in the house have been affected by the [Prismatic Ward].”

“… But none of the other ones suck in all light, like this one. But you keep this one in the wall. No light in the wall.” 

“It’s still subjected to the [Prismatic Ward].”

Erick brought up the blue box, and handed a copy to Kiri.

 




	
Prismatic Ward, instant, short range, permanent, Solid Ward, 100 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large space, that absorbs six times Variable damage before breaking.

Prismatic Ward regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to operate within Prismatic Ward without restriction. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

All beings permitted inside Prismatic Ward are at Rest while inside.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 

“The Headmaster called it a ‘well-made spell’.” Erick asked, “Have you managed to make it yet, Kiri?”

Kiri said, “Not yet. Not as good as this one. I’ve tried. I’m still trying.” She chuckled, adding, “This is a career-culminating spell, you know.”

“Eh. You’ll get it sooner or later, and then make something better. It took me a while.” He asked, “You have all the ritual parts I gave you, right?”

“Yup.” Kiri said, “All I have to do is succeed.”

“You’ll get it, sooner or later.” He added, “But anyway. That solves the mystery of the coins…” He looked to the crown in his hands, saying, “But not the mystery of this growing crown, or the problem of creating Stat items out of thin air.”

Kiri stared at the crown for a long moment. She said, “I don’t think you can solve that last one. Even Tulamana Blackvoid’s rings were made of glass. You can use almost any old sand to make decent enough glass. Or crystal. Your rains can bring the metal. That stuff is automatically wrought-quality, for whatever reason.” She guessed, “Possibly due to the fact that it was magically pulled out of the atmosphere.”

“… As good a guess as any.” 

Kiri eyed the crown again, saying, “If the void spell lasts more than the full hundred days, it could actually be an artifact. ‘The Growing Crown’. Otherwise it’s anomalous magic interacting in weird ways.”

Erick held the purple crown for a little while longer. Were the points on the twisted metal slightly longer than before? 

… No. That had to be his imagination.

Erick blipped the crown back in its hiding place with a [Teleport Object], then he gestured to the metals laying before them. “Take your pick, Kiri. Want to do some enchanting of your own?”

“Deep Sky Silver. The wrought-quality version.”

No hesitation. No deliberation. Just a straight-up enthusiastic answer. Erick laughed, and then he obliged. 

When he eventually remembered about it, he dismissed the purple-mirror-void ball he had conjured in his tower. Nothing had come of that experiment, for whatever reason. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick’s new view on his [Prismatic Ward] caused him to reevaluate how he had used the spell in the past. The spell was currently active in five locations, his house, under his own power, and the three springs of Candlepoint, and the dense air at the bottom of the Crystal in the center of town, under Ophiel’s purview. 

The Crystal was the trading area where people turned in darkchips and got items, but the giant, 50 meter tall black quartz crystal was also a magical item that had created the greatsword-wielding automatons that had occupied the city. Maybe. It might not be a magical item. It could have just been a diversion. But in case that it was a magical item, Erick had put a [Prismatic Ward] across most of the bottom of the 50-meter tall black quartz, if for no other reason that to keep curious fingers from touching hidden switches, of which Erick had found none. 

Placing that dense air down there had seemed like a good idea at the time. 

But now, knowing that [Prismatic Ward] imbued metals with magic—

Was that all a Rested State meant?

No no no. No tangents. Here for a reason. Pack that thought up and throw it into the [Renew] idea-box and then get back on track. 

Knowing that the [Prismatic Ward] imbued metals with magic, had Erick been ‘charging’ the Crystal this whole time? Or something? [Prismatic Ward] didn’t charge rods or wands or anything like that, but who knows what other hidden effects it could have.

So Erick turned his attention to the Crystal. 

Ophiel was still there, under the Crystal’s gazebo section, still in his lightform self, still tapping away at every broken or dirty thing that any shadeling brought him. A [Mend] here, a [Cleanse] there, an occasional [Mirage Slime] cast out into the city, to roam about and turn messes to thick air, as it was wont to do. 

Taking brief control of a second Ophiel, Erick inspected the Crystal, flying through the gazebo-section in the bottom, poking around at walls, soaking into the Crystal itself. Soaking inside didn’t seem to do anything but turn the Crystal from black to white, like Ophiel’s body was pushing an ‘ink’ away from the inside of the Crystal.

… Did Erick want to [Domain of Light] the Crystal?

… He kinda really, really wanted to, just to see what would happen. 

But! No. Not right now. 

Erick, as Ophiel, poked around at the entire 50 meter black crystal. He poked at 20 meters up, then at 40, then at the top, where Bulgan had stood. He dipped down into the flexible darkness inside the stone, flowing in all the way, turning inky blackness into the undersides of lightning-hiding clouds. 

But he found nothing inside the Crystal, save for shadows. 

He flowed out. Nothing stood in the Courtyard of the Crystal, save for a few people looking up at Erick’s stony ministrations. No protectors swarmed out of the Crystal. No hidden switches laid within. 

… Whatever.

Dead End! 

Time to get on with life, and check on some other projects.

Erick blipped Ophiel into the center of the lake, to hover where every coast and the habitations of Candlepoint were far out of sight, past the curve of Veird. He conjured a map to better view the blue depths all around. In a few short minutes, his search for ‘violet eels’ turned up zero blue dots. Rejoice! The infection had finally been eradicated! He left the map to run for longer, to make sure, as he blipped across the waters to visit the million fish grass plateau.

Limpid lengths of green grass floated in the water, meters long in some places, shorter in others. Streamers of tiny bubbles rose from the grasses, while some grasses released bubbling seeds that flowed along with the natural currents of the lake. When the seeds eventually lost their buoyant bubble that kept them afloat, they would settle down into the dirt, and likely fail to grow. 

It was then, that Erick noticed a small problem in the waters. The waters near the million fish grass were crystal clear. The waters everywhere else, were not. With the clouds above, Erick hadn’t noticed immediately. But now that he did, Ophiel blipped to other parts of the lake, checking. There was only a bit of cloudiness here and there in the north, but a gross yellow foam floated on the lake’s southern surface, where wind-tossed waves pushed grime into a glacier of scum, that rested on the land, pushing almost all the way to the wall, a dozen meters past the beach. In the muddy brown bottom, lay skeletons and dying fish, while the foam and the cloudiness were likely the digested remnants of a violet eel massacre, or bacteria growths. Erick wasn’t sure.

He could solve this problem. 

With ten minutes of work, mostly spent in finding other good places to plant via the map he had already made, Erick spread million fish grass seeds all along the southern coast, and on a particularly large underwater plateau in the west. With three hours of work, and filling the lake with platinum rain, three more seeds finally took hold in the silt and began to grow. 40-ish square kilometers of squid-like cleaning-grass wasn’t that impressive, when the whole lake was almost 2000 square kilometers, but it was good enough for now. Erick’s rain had beaten down the yellow-foam masses of scum, but only time and proper ecology would truly rid the lake of its problem. 

Erick checked on the map again. It had been running for three hours, and still, it showed no signs of violet eels. The lake was truly clean, now. Some of the scanning magics even got into the springs below, showing that there were no eels in there, either. 

That was more than a bit surprising. 

Erick found out why, when he went down to investigate. Someone, likely Ava and maybe others, had turned each spring inlet into something… More. 

Where once was a simple ten-meter crack into the depths of Veird, plugged by a [Prismatic Ward], was now a monument to water and air. A trio of massive Ophiel, like three winged gods each twenty meters tall and much more than that wide, stood to the sides of the inlet. Wing in wing, they watched over the spring, as water constantly gushed upward, flowing past the stone Ophiel like a strong breeze. 

While Erick’s [Prismatic Ward] had not been disturbed in the creation of the Stone Ophiel, someone had gotten around the density of the water, and carved down, deep. Erick floated down the hole. Surface light already had a hard time getting all the way down here, but once in the spring, proper, light vanished. 

Until Ophiel turned to light, and illuminated everything. 

Caverns, that’s what had been created down here. Massive caverns, carved deep and wide. Twisting and turning, but never blocking the flow, Erick followed the winding caverns through the top level, then down to another, then down another, until he reached a forest of pillars that stretched ten meters tall from floor to ceiling. Ophiel slipped past the pillars easily enough, but Erick almost lost his connection to Ophiel. So Erick brought in another to bridge the gap, and connect him from Ophiel to Ophiel, as he so often did when he was exploring with his [Familiar] over vast distances. 

The pillar forest continued on through one more, whole cavern, before Erick poked through to a staging area. The staging area would have been comfortable enough, but it was merely a turn in the stone, and one only had to step forward a few meters to have their world drop out from under them. Which Erick did.

Dark. Deep. A true abyss. 

The ceiling was stone, the ground was abyss, and Ophiel was the only light in an ocean full of unseen threats.

Erick breathed deep. He came halfway back to himself, as he patted the Ophiel on his shoulder. And then he smiled. Ophiel didn’t seem to feel bad about any lurking enemies, so Erick wouldn’t either. He returned to the Ophiel at the edge of the abyss. 

Ophiel descended. The water flowed stronger once he ventured out into the deep dark. 

Something moved in the waters—

Something flashed in the depths. 

Darkness coiled around Ophiel like a swirl of ink that filled the entire unseen Underworld Ocean. And then it was gone. Ophiel’s light shone out across untold depths of water, illuminating nothing but the tiny divot that Ophiel had come from, and the endless, craggy rock ceiling. The entrance to Candlepoint’s lake suddenly looked so far away. 

Erick cast another map into the water, throwing out a streaming orb of cascading light, while a layer of mist hung in the illuminated depths. That mist slowly became a scan of the ocean, and it truly was an ocean. Eventually, the map showed an edge, but at the scale of the map, that edge was at least a good three hundred, or maybe four hundred, kilometers down. It wasn’t an even depth, either. The ceiling of this ocean was craggy, but the deeper side was full of mountains and pits and canyons and spires.

Erick almost wanted to explore. There was no water pressure down here. Ophiel wouldn’t be crushed to bits. Script shenanigans kept the Underworld open, stabilizing the force of gravity throughout Veird. The bottoms of surface lakes were full of pressure, but that pressure never got too bad, and once you got deep enough to be in the Underworld proper, pressure normalized. 

If Jane ever saw this, she would be terrified and thrilled and way, way too eager to explore.

Erick was going to explore, too, but just a bit. Stilling his nerves, Erick set the map to scan for violet eels. He was going to find and kill the main eel, if possible.

He found a trail, almost immediately. 

With a few more Ophiel filing in from behind, Erick extended his reach for hundreds of kilometers below the surface of Veird, through deep waters, into hidden rivers, and into twisted caves. The parasites weren’t that present in the beginning, but as Erick continued to follow the trail, he realized…

“I don’t have enough Ophiel to get all the way.”

The thought hit him like a slap out of nowhere, as he sat up in his chair. There was no point in proceeding. If there were a main eel somewhere close, he would have found it. With a thought, he dismissed the Ophiel and the spells he had left under the surface of the world. With a few more thoughts, he reconjured Ophiel and sent the majority back to Candlepoint. 

The other two springs in the lake were similar to the first; both had similar stone Ophiel sculptures around them, and similar cavern systems down below, but both were of a smaller scale than the main spring. They all led to the same Underworld Ocean, too. 

Erick was sure the Underworld Ocean had a name, but that much was beyond his ken, just as the main violet eel was beyond his reach. He could try to solve both his dearth of knowledge and the eel problem, but both would have to wait for another day. 

With the springs done, and the violet eels gone, all the lake needed now was bobber worms and glowfish to keep the parasite problem solved for good. In addition to them, Erick also needed shipments of the three other fish that already existed in Spur’s Lake. 

Erick went to find Ava, and Slip. Whichever one he spotted first was probably good enough.

Ava was easy enough to find. The majority of Candlepoint was made of black stone and sandy places where trees and grass grew, but as Erick looked, he saw an addition to all of that. 

Crystals, bright and full of light, glittered upon the domed top of Candlepoint’s courthouse, like rock candy stuck to a dark surface. Erick watched for a few moments, as shadelings moved torso-sized crystals either telekinetically, or by using [Stoneshape], up from the street outside the courthouse, to the roof, to Ava, who then planted the crystals in the dark dome, like stacking bricks. The crystals were shaped on site, it seemed, in order to ensure that they locked together with no gaps between. Ava had managed to get three rows of crystal down so far; she was working her way from the bottom edge of the dome, toward the peak. 

Ava didn’t stop laying crystal as Ophiel floated in, but she did smile wide, flashing small fangs as tiny scales dotted her pale neck. She also had a band of green, opalescent paint, like thick makeup, laid horizontal across her face, across her eyes. She said, “Hello, Erick! Like what you see?”

“I do.” He also found the strip of paint to be somewhat interesting. He hadn’t seen anyone wear makeup of any sort, until now. He said, “I like the sculptures and designs you got out by the springs, too.” 

She smiled wide as she maneuvered a crystal into place. “We’re ready for the bobber worms and glowfish whenever you’re ready.”

“Sure, sure. But how much of the city has everyone agreed to change to crystal?”

“Not nearly enough.” Ava said, “But I’m going to make this place as beautiful as I can.” She paused in setting crystals, then breathed deep the warm air, and said, “Could you spread some lakeseed down in the deeper parts and all over the rest of the lake? I worked with Slip to get the spring traps done, but we need the ecosystem in place in order to make it work like it should. Otherwise, soon as you remove those [Prismatic Ward]s, the eels could come back. I managed to make the flow a lot less direct, so we shouldn’t get any real infestations unless something breaks, or a greater violet eel moves in to our lake, which also shouldn't happen, but you never know.” She said, “I heard you managed to get some million fish grass growing in other places in the last few hours, so that should keep the normal ecosystem working, soon as there is a normal ecosystem.” 

That was all good news, and exactly what Erick wanted to hear. He said, “Thank you, Ava. Well done.”

She smiled at the sky, then at the city, saying, “This place is going to be a jewel. A crowning achievement. A joy to behold, but not until that lake gets settled. Two thousand square kilometers of fresh water, and in the Crystal Forest, too! If we don’t get dead by outsiders, wild success will happen whether we want it to, or not. I can’t wait till the day I can see sailing ships flying cloth of every color of the rainbow, plying the waters, turning up fish for dinner.” She added, “We need some of those expensive freshwater fishes, Erick. We need some Bountiful Fortuna for that lake. And Ripping Xerix— Oh! Any xerix you can get at all would be good! You need to talk to Slip. He was a fisherman, you know? Course I think that’s just his cover.” She looked to the shadeling orcol man who handed her the crystals, and took another from him, saying, “Slip is a Shade, right?”

The man chuckled, saying, “I ain’t know shit what goes on round here. Don’t ask me questions like that.”

Ava flipped her hand at the man and then at Ophiel, saying, “Ain’t no one knows shit what goes on round, here, like young mister Worz has so eloquently stated. If we live to see sailing vessels and xerix and everyone wearing good fashion, then I will count my life as lived.” She turned to Erick. “To that end, I need merchants willing to sell to us. Can you make this happen?”

Erick said, “I can try.” 

She set another crystal ‘brick’ into the courthouse dome, saying, “Thank you.” She immediately laid another crystal, adding, “That’s all I can ask— NO WAIT!” She spun to Ophiel, her eyes going wide, then deviously narrow. 

Erick would have instinctively backed up, but he was controlling Ophiel, and let none of his sudden apprehension show.

In her most serious tone, Ava declared, “I heard you can make diamonds.”

“… Would you like a diamond that is you-sized? Or a lot of smaller ones?”

“Ohmytunnelsandtraps.” She recoiled as though she had won the lottery. Tears streamed from her eyes as she cried out, her voice going high-pitched halfway through, “I want one me-sized! Yes!”

Erick smiled, as he turned to the man who held another crystal, waiting for Ava to collect herself so she could collect the crystal. “Anything you want?”

“Better food. Better beds.” Worz’s answer was instantaneous. And then he added, “And some drums. The proper kind. Big and made for war. Festival is coming up, and I don’t feel proper without the real stuff.”

While Ava cried for joy over diamonds as big as herself, Erick assured Worz that he would get some better stuff for people. Maybe even a merchant contract with the merchants of Spur? Perhaps. Ava came back to clarity when Erick spoke of merchant contracts. She had some ideas, and while Erick listened, he couldn’t promise anything. 

Leaving Ava to her enthusiastic crystal-laying, Erick put up a stone board in the center of town, near the Crystal. He labeled it, ‘Necessary Items’ and left written instructions to inscribe upon the surface what was needed. While he left that to be, he went to find Slip. 

The not-Shade was currently in the north of town, helping out with the rice harvest. He noticed Ophiel, right away. Explaining the current status of the lake didn’t take long.

“Yeah.” Slip said, “Those’re good fish. If the eels are gone, then it’s time to start seeding. Fish can come later. I left the bag of lakeseed in my office.”

Erick went to work. 

Ophiel lugged a huge, 50 kilo bag of lakeseed to the northern shores of the lake, almost 20 kilometers from Candlepoint itself. The coast ended a good hundred meters before the wall, leaving a beach-like area of hard-packed dirt and sand between water and the wall that separated the lake area from the rest of the Crystal Forest. 

The shallows here were a good place to start. 

Ophiel cut a hole in the bag, and began flying along the coast, dropping seeds in the shallows, while Erick released mist across the cloud-dark land. Mist became fog, became rising clouds, that flashed with silver light in the depths. Platinum rain began to fall. Ophiel expanded a [Weather Ward] around himself and the seeds, by casting it upon the bag itself, preventing early germination. 

As Ophiel flew, lilies sprang from the shallows, like dots of green expanding on the water’s surface. Grasses grew up the beach, spindly at first, then ripping into the soil, spreading up the platinum soaked land to turn into tall stalks that then flowered, red and gold. Different grasses grew in other shallows, while different lilies grew in the deeper waters, like great, floating barges. 

Ophiel flew faster, spreading seeds over greater distances. 

When he was done, he left behind a kilometer or two of starter plants. From the grasses that took hold of the land, all the way to the wall, to the lilies and water grasses that managed to grow a kilometer or more out into open lake, Erick hadn’t done much, considering the size of the lake. He’d given it a start, though, and that’s about anyone was really capable of doing, in this life, or the next, but with any luck, he’d be around to see ships sailing these waters, just like Ava envisioned. 

And with that, it was time to buy fishies! Or rather, it was time for someone to buy fishies. Probably not Erick, himself. Erick got up from his chair, to see Kiri sitting across the room from him. 

He said, “Oh good! You’re already here.”

Kiri smirked, as she closed her book. “Time to buy something?”

After handing over a list and his badge, Kiri was off to Oceanside, and probably Portal, with maybe a stop by Quartermaster Liquid’s office, too.

 

- - - -

 

With a casual glance over to Candlepoint, Erick watched as a load of iridescent fish dumped out of the air, plopping into the shallows of the lake. Erick had shown Kiri around a bit, through Sunny, and introduced her [Familiar] to Mephistopheles, then Valok, then Ava and Zaraanka, and Slip. From there, the competent young woman had brought in the fish, one load at a time, blipping them on her own [Teleporting Platform] all the way from Oceanside. Kiri had price-compared both Portal and Oceanside, and chosen the latter, picking the same place where Erick had gotten the mud flits. 

Dari’s Fishstock did well by their fish. The place had been started by a graduate of the arcanaeum centuries ago, and continued its [Husbandry] tradition to this day, becoming part of Oceanside Academy sometime shortly after its inception. It was there, that they taught young adults how to employ [Husbandry], to raise fish of all kinds, though the lessons learned were applicable to all animal care. When Kiri showed up to buy the hundred thousand fish needed for the lake, they used [Husbandry] on a select few to ensure that they would mate and lay eggs in a day or five. It was a service rarely provided, but one that the current professor, a tenth-generation descendant of Dari himself, came out to cast on a few fish, just for Erick and for Candlepoint’s Lake. 

That was good, and Erick had Kiri thank the woman, but something didn’t sit right. Erick had no problem with Oceanside, or with the extra service; that all seemed rather above-board and nice of them. 

Erick had a problem with [Husbandry]. He had the spell, since it was one of the enrollment requirements, but the spell didn’t say anything about making animals more fertile. 

 




	
Husbandry X, instant, touch, 50 MP + Variable

An animal’s opinion of you improves.








 

But then again, he never studied the spell, or any of its combinations or mutations. He knew it was widely used in animal care, and that was all. 

Al smiled, as he asked, “What you looking at?”

Erick came back to the moment. He had invited Al out to music and a meal, at a warehouse-sized, open-air orcol restaurant that Al chose. They had just sat down. The sun had yet to touch the western horizon, and the music had yet to start. But already, person-sized drums sat on the stage, waiting. Set into stands and angled slightly toward each other, the drums had taut-leather covers that looked like they would make a raucous sound, once people got to playing them. This seemed to be exactly what everyone in the bar/restaurant wanted, though. The crowd below was already packed in, but getting fuller by the moment. 

He said, “I’m checking on Kiri. She’s transporting fish to the lake that have been imbued with a [Husbandry]-derived fertility spell, but I’m not sure what spell the seller used, exactly.”

Al smiled wide, revealing lower fangs. He grabbed his beer, saying, “Apogee would know for sure, but I bet it’s just [Husbandry] and aura work. You ever use that spell?”

“Never.”

Al sipped his beer, then said, “Neither have I. Thought about it, once or twice. There’s a certain appeal to raising cattle, but then I decided I couldn’t eat what I had raised.”

Erick grinned. “Softie.”

“That is correct,” Al proudly declared, wearing his designation with a grin as he picked up a fried chicken tender, battered and spiced to a flaming red color. “But I’m perfectly happy eating what other people raised.”

“Not to go off on too much of a tangent, but I’m going to anyway: One thing I’ve noticed about Veird is that not many people have pets. Working animals, sure. Cats. Cows. Bees.” Erick asked, “Do people not like cuddly animals, or what?” He reached up and patted Ophiel on his shoulder, eliciting a coo from the little guy. “Ophiel is great, but he’s not really a pet.”

“And how many places have you been?” Al scoffed in a friendly way. “You don’t bring animals to a place like Spur. Shadowolves eat them.”

“Missoli has cats.” Erick said, “I see them prowling in the Garden sometimes. Saw one in my own garden, once. It ran away before I could give it some fish. But those are working cats?”

“Those are working cats.” Al nodded. “You don’t bring them inside the house.”

“So no pets in Spur.” Erick said, “I haven’t had a pet in years, but I expected there to be more… somewhere.”

“Maybe in the Republic, in the calmer places. Wardogs in Nelboor are pretty popular, but those are working dogs. Only the fabulously wealthy have time to take care of an animal that can’t take care of itself.”

A thought occurred, and Erick said, “Oh! Sirocco has cats! A white and black one.”

“Nope.” Al smirked. “[Familiar]s.”

“… Oh.” Erick said, “I guess I’ll settle for [Familiar]s, then.”

Ophiel cooed a tiny violin sound.

Al and Erick spoke of nothing crucial, but they spoke anyway, for Erick liked Al, and he knew that Al liked him, but not in that way, and that was okay. Friends are fine, and good. 

In the second round of beer and monsterized chicken strips, Al gasped, and looked down stairs, saying, “They’re starting!” He whispered to Erick, “These people are good.”

Erick gazed around at the restaurant, and the stage up ahead. He had gotten good seats for the show, near the edge of the second floor, overlooking the first, but the first floor down below was absolutely packed. He didn’t even notice it getting that full. 

It was nuts-to-butts, elbow-and-beer-room only. The only reason the large venue didn’t overheat was due to people constantly recasting [Temperature Ward]s, that quickly died under the assault of so many orcols. Green, brown, teal, even a few people a few degrees from red; Erick had never seen so many orcols in one location. The men were shirtless, and bulging everywhere with muscles and… other, more hidden-in-pants items. While some women wore normal clothes, others wore bra-adjacent tops that barely held in their prodigious perky parts. 

An orcol man wearing a loincloth and nothing else, stepped onto the stage to the sudden cheers of the audience. Even Al leapt up and shouted. Poi stood to the side, a few steps away. He looked surprisingly happy, but he had nothing on Teressa. Erick’s orcol guard stood just behind him, shouting at the loincloth-dude. Loincloth-dude held up a pair of sticks and raised them high to smash them together, eliciting a loud crack of wood on wood.

Ophiel fluffed up big as he suddenly repeated the cracking sound, twice, much to Erick’s total embarrassment and the loincloth-dude’s wide smile. Erick locked down Ophiel after that, muttering about proper behavior that Erick himself didn’t quite hear.

Two other loincloth-people joined the dude on the stage, both of them women, both wearing white cloth like it was too expensive to make a full bikini. They rivaled the dude for sheer muscle size and for the amount of flesh hidden by those strained, white cloths. 

Oh man. Vitality in the 80’s strikes again. Erick’s pants got wildly uncomfortable, but he was still sitting down, so this was fine.

Three drums sat on the stage, each the size of an orcol themselves. Two slightly smaller drums were positioned to the left and right on the stage, and angled mostly upward, but slightly inward, while the third drum sat in the back, its bare face angled toward the crowd. 

The largest woman approached the rear drum, showing her backside to the crowd. 

And wow! That ass! Those thighs!

Erick controlled himself as she struck the rear drum, vibrating the room, drowning out the sound of the cheering crowd, but only briefly. The crowd cheered louder, then the second woman tapped her own drum, followed by the man on his. Silence fell as echoes penetrated the world. 

The drumming began with tiny taps. A rainfall of beats, heralding a storm.

A sudden slam of power vibrated the beer in Erick’s mug, sending a drop of liquid into the air. Slams came fast and hard, as the drop fell back into the drink, and thunderous noise pulsed into his lungs and set his bones to shaking. Erick laughed as his [Personal Ward] took a tiny hit with each pulse, flickering white, but he recovered fast enough, for this sound was the pulse of war; it was power, it was the joy of life. A hunt completed and blood spilled in the forest. 

Erick wasn't the only one who flickered with a [Personal Ward], but there were not many others.

Ophiel fluffed himself up on Erick’s shoulder, his wings beating the air in time to the tune. Erick held a slight control on him, not wanting him to fly off and join the band, but as his own heart matched the rhythm to the main drum slammed by the woman in the back, he let his control falter. Ophiel just fluffed up a bit more, really getting into the beat, but not making any of his own sounds—

“Hey, dad.” 

Erick barely heard it, but he turned to see Savral step near the table. The large blackscale dragonkin was looking more than a little sheepish as he stood there, waiting for acknowledgment, from Al, his father. He didn’t wait more than a half second, just long enough for Al to turn around. He had heard those words, too, and his first instinct was to freeze. But he thawed. He turned. Al smiled wide, laughing loud, but not as loud as the drums, as he rushed his son with a heavy hug. 

Savral hadn’t been home in a while. Erick wasn’t sure exactly how long the blackscale boy had been gone, or where he had been, but he had run off after being resurrected by Messalina, after he had died in Caradogh’s attack on Spur, and the Farms. The tall blackscale spoke to his father of something too quiet to hear, and Erick didn’t want to, anyway. Al and Savral looked happy, as father and son, and that was the important thing. Erick tried to excuse himself, so Al could catch up with his son, but neither of them were having it. Erick stayed for two more songs then he begged off, and Al let him go. 

As Erick left the bar, the band was still playing, and he paid the tab for everyone there, in the entire bar, for the whole night. The manager was more than happy to take his money, but she wouldn’t let Erick go without an explanation. Erick just told her to say ‘happy homecoming’, and that was good enough for her.

Walking home on the twilight streets, Erick could still feel the beat of the drums in his chest. Ophiel still fluffed up in time to the music, as he waved his wings like a tiny drummer drumming a tiny invisible drum.

And then Erick heard the whole bar cheer again, and shout ‘Happy Homecoming!’ all at once.

Erick smiled. Teressa blushed. Poi chuckled, once.

When Erick had sat down with Al in the beginning of the evening, he had asked after the significance of the drums. If they had any meaning, or what they were about. They were big drums, after all. It was hard not to notice them, or that they were different from all other drums Erick had seen before. Al’s reply had been because drums are awesome. After a bit more poking, Al went on to say that the drums were reminiscent of the heartbeat of a tribe going to hunt, or to war, or to greet people coming home from an adventure, or difficult journey. A unity of sound, linking person to person in the beating of their hearts. A welcome home.

It was a good sound to walk home to. 

 

- - - -

 

It was too early to go to bed. Not when Shadow’s Feast was tomorrow night. 

So Erick stayed up and read about Tree [Familiars], thanks to a few books Kiri brought back from the Book Cellar, in Oceanside. Kiri also picked up a few books for herself while she was out shopping. Across the library, the young emeraldscale read from a leather-bound journal, without a title. Kiri had readily supplied the name of the journal, though, back when Erick first inquired. It was apparently a journal on the‘Sun Style’, penned by a no-name woman who attempted to piece together everything she could find regarding the Headmaster’s ‘Sun Style’, and every other strong and/or popular Light/Fire/Air style publicly known on the continent of Nelboor. 

Erick turned away from his apprentice, and read about trees. 

 

- - - -

 

Slivered moons hang in the skies over Spur, barely shedding light at all. White, silver, and pink; Celes, the Silver Star, and Hell. 

Witness those slivers become less, then vanish altogether. 

Tonight is already a time of darkness, save for distant stars too dim to illuminate anything, and the wardlights of civilization too weak to drive back the night. Watch as a mother conjures a brighter nightlight for her scared son, to drive away the shadows in the corner. Hark to the sound of a sword knocked aside by ravenous wolves, and the gnashing of teeth, and the ending of a life. Feel the rumble as the very ground moves under ponderous weight. Thump. Thump. Thump. Crunch. Something is outside, and the walls are too thin to keep it out. Don’t speak. Don’t breathe. It can hear you.

Tomorrow will be worse.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    It's like running around getting chores done and food bought before the big get-together, only with much more dire consequences than your neighbor Tara thinking that you're cheap with your mayo and her subtly holding that over your head for the next five years. 

... Patrons just got 115!

Thanks for reading~
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Erick barely finished breakfast before Poi announced that there would be guests today, if Erick would have them, and of course he would. Ratchet and Arial had made great progress on working with chocolate. The two greyscale ladies in question showed up at the front door not twenty minutes later, both carrying their own basket of goodies.

“Welcome, ladies,” Erick said, moving aside so that they could come in.

Ratchet stepped forward, giving a momentary ‘how do you do’ before immediately launching into, “We managed to temper your chocolate!”

Erick’s heart swelled with joy, as he said, “Fantastic!”

They moved to the chocolate room. The ladies had left with 50 kilograms of chocolate liquor the other day, but they came back with much, much less than that in product. A lot of chocolate had been ruined by experimentation, but once they got their methods down, the rest came easy enough.

With baskets emptied, a table in the chocolate room stood full of chocolate desserts; the fruits of their labor. Dense chocolate cakes, chocolate-covered candy, chocolate and caramel cookie bars, chocolate-covered fruit, chocolate covered pretzels, and more, and of course, solid bars of chocolate itself. Dark, half-dark, milk; all solid as could be, with a sheen to the surface and no swirls or blemishes upon them.

“How’d you do it?” Erick asked, picking up a bar of milk chocolate to smell it. “It smells and looks better.” He snapped it. “Good snap.” He tasted it.

Divine.

Ratchet chuckled, seeing Erick taste the chocolate. She said, “It’s good. Nice taste, nice presentation. Different from other candies, too.”

“So how’d you do it?” Erick asked, again.

Arial said, “We—”

Ratchet said, “You figured it out, Arial, not me.”

Arial smirked at Ratchet, then continued, “We crumbled the chocolate into pieces, then submerged it into a hundred degree, water-boiling [Temperature Ward], just long enough to get the chocolate to melt, and then a single second more. Then we took it out, and put it into a 30 degree [Temperature Ward], stirring all the while, like you suggested. The chocolate turned glossy fast enough. When the heat was gone, we started pouring it into molds. From there, we left it in 22 degree room temperature [Ward]s.” She smiled wide, saying, “And it set! Just like you theorized it would.” She fluttered a hand at the milk chocolate and middle-dark bars, saying, “Those were just variations on the method. Bit lower maximum temperature, otherwise it burned.”

Erick asked, “Did you try the seeding method?”

Ratchet said, “That didn’t work. Or else we couldn’t do it.”

Arial said, “I tried. This method works, though.”

“That’s fine.” Erick smiled as he gazed upon the chocolate. He grabbed the dark chocolate and snapped off a corner of the glossy block. He popped it into his mouth. One of the niceties of chocolate was that it melted at body temperature, and this was no different. The mouthfeel was fantastic, as was the taste. Dark chocolate wasn’t really his thing, but he could still appreciate the flavor. “This is really good.”

Ratchet and Arial giggled like schoolgirls, proud of their achievement.

Teressa, Poi, Kiri, and Justine had stayed on the other side of the room while Erick interacted with Arial and Ratchet, but Erick invited them to try, and they came rushing over. Teressa loved the dark chocolate. Kiri liked the middle-dark. Poi and Justine both preferred the milk chocolate.

Justine asked, “Is there, perhaps, a more milky version possible?”

“Oh yeah! There is. I had forgotten.” Erick said, “White chocolate is an option, too.”

Ratchet rapidly asked, “What’s that?”

Arial’s eyes went wide, as she waited for an answer.

“White chocolate is…” Erick blanked. “Uh.” He looked to Poi. “Anybody seen Jane? She left so fast after breakfast… She would know.”

Poi said, “She’s at the Barracks. She should be back later.”

“Then I’ll have to give you an answer later, Ratchet, Arial. But I think it’s cocoa butter and sugar and milk solids. Vanilla is a good additive, as well.” Erick added, “No cocoa solids at all. You have to press the solids out of the fat, and just use the fat. You can save the cocoa powder for hot chocolate, though, so it’s not really a waste.”

“There are similar treats made from the oils of the uranga tree and the oils of fatflower berries.” Arial said, “Those two tend to be savory or floral, but I could try those recipes. They might form a good base for the ‘white chocolate’ you suggest. I will try this with cocoa butter.”

“Thank you.” Erick said, “I have yet to speak to the Garden Council on the matter of purchasing some land for a cocoa tree farm, but I was planning on doing that today… Along with a few other tasks. I might have an answer for you by this afternoon.” He said, “But for now…” He looked to Ratchet and Arial, and asked, “Could I commission you two to create some cakes and bars and goodies? I need enough for a large party, tonight. In ten hours. I’ll fill the backyard garden with cocoa trees for you to use in the meantime.”

“In ten hours?” Arial frowned. “What are you doing for Shadow’s Feast? You’re not hunkering down like the rest of us?” She rapidly added, “I mean. Course you’re not. But… I would expect you to go on high alert with all rest of the Army. But a party?”

Ratchet shifted from joyful to serious, as Arial spoke.

Erick said, “Upon threat of unknown danger, I’m required to visit the Feast they’re holding in Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Arial gasped. Ratchet harrumphed.

Erick couldn’t blame them for their apprehension. It was only prudent for them to be like this. But it still stung, because the way they looked and the way they stood, made him think that they were ready to walk out right this moment, and never return. It was like when Savral and Al agreed that he and Jane needed to move out of the Sewerhouse, because Erick was playing around with forces beyond normal magic, and Jane was talking of fighting Shades.

Serious as a heart attack, Ratchet asked, “You gonna be okay? Are we gonna be okay?”

Erick almost answered that he had no idea if they would be okay.

But then Ratchet clarified, “I mean, as in Spur. Arial and I already talked and we’re fine playing in the background with you as our patron. Archmages are targets, and we talked, and we’re fine with it.”

Arial quickly nodded, “Uh, huh. That we did.”

Ratchet added, “But we need to know if there’s an immediate danger to Spur. Something to prepare against, aside from the normal night terrors. We’re both staying with our families tonight and lighting real fires to drive away the shadows, but if we need to move out of Spur for the evening we can do that. I just need to know.”

Relief.

Erick felt a body-thrumming warmth, hearing Ratchet’s words, and seeing how her stance and eyes changed from one of worry and trepidation, into that of a warrior, ready for battle. He smiled, and said, “Silverite has assured me that the only danger will come from me not going. So she’s required me to go to prevent that unknown danger.”

Arial put a hand on Ratchet’s strong shoulder and slumped a little, experiencing her own tide of relief, as she said, “Ho oh oh, thank Rozeta.” She stood up under her own power, saying, “Had me worried there.” She laughed. “Isn’t nice to do that to an old lady like myself.”

Ratchet warmed, saying, “Good to hear.” She turned stern again, saying, “We’ll have your desserts ready by this afternoon.” She waved a hand at the cakes and candies on the table, asking, “Which ones do you want? No charge.”

Erick’s smile returned.

They spoke for twenty minutes of cakes and candies, and designs Erick wanted. Before long, Ratchet and Arial went back to their business to get certain things ready, while Erick went to go to the backyard, to the experimental garden, which he began transforming into a cocoa tree grove. Seeds went into the ground, while platinum rain raised them all into tall trees. Erick cast [Tree of Light] on a few as an experiment. Those trees then produced almost double the number of beanpods, but if that product was better or worse than the rest, only time would tell. Time that Erick did not have.

He did have a little bit of time, though, so for the last row of cocoa trees, he instead planted seeds, and then cast [Grow], imbuing the spell and the seed with all of his ideas for coffee that he could think to try. He stripped the oil from the cocoa, while leaving a certain bitter dryness. He implanted the perkiness of a morning cup, and the energy to get through the day. Three iterations was all Erick could put into this crafting, so he left the fourth generation maybe-coffee trees in that last row, hoping that he had done everything correctly. The [Cleanse] of the trees came back negative, so hopefully it was good. The preparation of coffee beans was almost the same as the first steps in preparing cocoa beans, so that was good.

Meanwhile, Erick had asked Teressa and Justine to help with cocoa liquor production, and they did.

When he was done with the maybe-coffee trees, Erick set a few Ophiel with instructions to begin making person-sized diamonds in stone tanks to the side of the yard. When that looked good, he blipped out into the Crystal Forest. It was time to complete his Class Ability Quests, one way or another.



- - - -



The sun beat down from above. A warm wind scraped across an endless sea of orange dunes. Ophiel floated in the air, just above Erick, while Poi and Kiri stood behind, protected under a [Prismatic Ward]. Erick looked at his Quests.






	
Class Ability Quest!

Create a tier 7 or higher Light-based spell or skill.

Reward: Light Dedication













	
Class Ability Quest!

Create a tier 5 or higher Force-based spell or skill.

Reward: Force Savant










After battling Kiri in a real mage match, he noticed some problems that he had, that Kiri did not. He was truly impressed with many of the young greenscale’s spells, but [Firelight Assistant] was something special. That thing cast Bolts of radiance at the target, and even adjusted its targeting when the target adjusted their position. When Erick fought against her, he had had to defend against that spell the entire time he was fighting. Erick brought up the blue box Kiri had shared with him a while ago.






	
Firelight Assistant, instant, long range, 502 Mana

Designate a target. Firelight Assistant bombards that target with a stream of 15 Firelight Bolts. Each Bolt deals an initial 15 + WIL damage, and WIL firelight damage per second, for 15 seconds. Each patch of firelight on the target will increase firelight damage done, up until the target is completely coated in firelight.

Shadow aspect magic turns solid while firelight burns in the vicinity.










While the numbers weren’t that impressive, it was a great spell. Useful, too. Erick could have defended against it, but when the duel had been decided in the space of global cooldowns, there had been no point to [Dispel]ing the Assistant, for acting to counter it would have left him open to much worse magic.

But he had still needed to spend some mental energy to deal with the Assistant, and that had been less than optimal. Had Kiri’s Assistant been the difference between a win and a loss? Maybe not. But it had been effective in its own way.

Erick didn’t want to make an Assistant. Something close, though? That would be good.

Something that was outside of the range of [Dispel], too.

Something that demanded action, with numbers larger than [Firelight Assistant].

Something that could threaten its power in plain sight, and demand a response, to put the target on the back foot.

There was something poetic in the spell Erick was about to create. He had felt threatened by all these awful things waiting for him on the horizon, and now those awful things were here. But he could make threats of his own. No one could easily [Dispel] what he was about to create, for it would be piecemeal, and distant, but he would be able to cancel the spell at any time. It would be like that Red Dot. A warning and danger all in one; an inevitable doom requiring one’s full attention, while assassins and other deadly forces would fight down below.

Erick started with [Force Bolt] and the barest touch of Mana Shaping, for only 10 mana.

He pointed at a pillar a hundred meters away, and cast.

A spot of force flowed from his finger, like a drop of water hanging on to the lip of a faucet, barely dropping. When it finally separated from Erick’s aura, it flowed through the air; a gentle touch of disruptive Force that took its sweet time floating toward the pillar. Erick smiled, as he read the blue box that appeared.






	
Inevitable Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana

A bolt of inexorable Force eventually strikes a target for WIL damage.










Erick had managed to upgrade the ‘inevitable’ of the original [Force Bolt] into the ‘inexorable’ that he had gotten out of [True Plasma Bolt]. He also managed to double the Willpower contribution from 50% to 100%, all for a mere tripled cost of the original spell. The 15 base damage of the original [Force Bolt] was gone, but whatever. Base damage didn’t really matter, right now. This was good. This was Mana Shaping at its best.

While Erick had been evaluating the spell, the bolt had yet to fly five meters forward. Erick could jog faster than the spell, and so he did, but that was a bit disruptive to observation, so he used his Handy Aura to hover around and observe the spell from multiple angles. One thing was immediately apparent: He had never truly observed a Bolt before.

It was shaped like a teardrop diamond that was out of focus on the back end, but perfectly visible on the leading end. Crystalline and refractive, with facets and iridescence, the spell flowed forward, its dome-end leading the way toward the target.

Eventually, it struck, with all the impact usual to this sort of low-power spell; a single ‘spack’ barely heard above the windy sounds of the Crystal Forest, and then it was gone.

It took ten seconds to get there, though!

Erick got back into position, and only smiled as Kiri wordlessly looked at him like he was a crazy person. What was he doing with such a slow spell? It made no sense to her. Erick just smiled, as he looked up the next part of his planned magic.






	
Force Crash X, instant, long range, 100 MP

Rain small destruction in a medium area, dealing 15 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 15 crashes.










Channeling mana through [Inevitable Bolt] produced a deep sound, like the sound of watching a knife slowly plunge into an artery. Erick grinned wide. It was exactly what he wanted.

In a contrasting and highlighting sound, [Force Crash] was the whistle of bombarding rain.

They went together, so well.

Erick dismissed one of his extraneous Ophiel over Candlepoint and reconjured the little guy onto his left shoulder, to pair with the one already on his right. He gave one of them [Force Crash], and the other [Inevitable Bolt], as he became the crucible in which that sound evolved into something more than the sum of its parts.

He turned his attention to the air above the stone pillar, and cast.

The small part of the blue sky briefly turned solid, becoming a mutated jewel of 15 jagged points that broke all at once. Some of the conjured Force became naught but white dust that returned to the manasphere. The rest became 15 jeweled tears, separating fast and far, maybe thirty meters between the most distant ones. All at once, they turned to the target and began their long descent, some arriving in three seconds, some arriving in twelve.

Erick watched each drop of magic weigh in on the targeted stone. The pillar was solid rock, but still, it cracked after the fourteenth Bolt. It was not a large crack. It didn’t mean anything, for now. But it was still a line of separation at the top of a large pillar. A blue box appeared.






	
Inevitable Bolts, instant, long range, 250 MP

Bolts of inexorable Force each eventually strike a target for WIL damage. 15 bolts.










Erick examined the spell he had created, and then brought up the next part of the crafting.






	
Force Bomb X, instant, long range, 50 MP

Launch a quick ball of mana that explodes on contact in a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL damage.










He smiled to himself, as he gave parts of the magic to each Ophiel on his shoulder. They sang together, of inevitability, and doom; a deep sound that all would see coming. This would be the tricky part. Erick’s heart beat hard as he drummed up his own intent, beating in time to the magic, knowing that a sudden drop would come when it was ready.

He cast.

A piece of the sky broke, and separated. Tears fell, each sounding like a distant, wailing cry.

The first drop took two seconds to almost reach the pillar—

All the speed that first drop had held back, suddenly burst into existence, as the drop whammed into the pillar almost faster than the eye could see. And then it exploded. Erick laughed, his sound drowned out by the rippling booms of 15 slow teardrops, taking their sweet time to get into position, and then once the target was close, racing down, blasting as hard as they could. At the tail end of the spell, the bombs had trailed left, following a boulder that had been smashed into the sky, somehow, only to be blown up twice more as the final two bolts struck the stone. The whole spell lasted at least 15 seconds, but only a few bombs took more than 7 seconds to reach the target.

A blue box appeared.






	
Inevitable Bombs, instant, long range, 975 MP

Bombs of inexorable Force each eventually explode upon a target, each dealing 50 + 3x WIL damage in a medium area. 15 bombs.










Northern winds blew dust and sand away, revealing the scope of the destruction, or rather, revealing a crater. The remains of the pillar stretched across those craters, like scattered remains. Erick was rather glad to see that the ‘quick’ version of the bombs had adjusted course as the target moved. This was what success looked like.

Erick sent an Ophiel forward, further than the craters where the pillar had stood. Ophiel raised another pillar, a stronger one this time, and then blipped back to Erick, as Erick focused for the next part. Each step in the creation process was crucial, each step deserved his full attention, and its own music. He held his hands forward.

One Ophiel hopped upon Erick’s left hand, and sang of [Inevitable Bombs]. It was the sound of doom approaching. A thunderous beat. A weight, ready to drop, and break the world.

It was muddled, though. The sound wasn’t as clear as it could have been.

Another Ophiel hopped onto Erick’s right hand, and sang a song of Shaping.

Together, the sounds revealed a clarity of purpose, a wider doom. A depth that was there, but needed something new to bring out an inner truth. Some emotion that existed for more than just Erick, but for everyone. A universal truth.

And what was that Truth?

A straw that breaks the camel’s back. A mouse backed into a corner. A threat on the horizon that must be recognized, lest a man who has been pushed too far, push back.

Erick spoke that Truth, “I don’t want to do this, but I will if I have to.”

Far above, where the clouds lay, the sky cracked like a broken jewel. Teardrops spread over a hundred meter arc of the heavens, studding the blue like flickering diamonds, or a kitchen-full of bared knives, or the glittering edges of guillotines.

They descended in a disruptive concert, taking a full minute to reach the pillar, but when they did, they ripped through the remaining distance to impact the stone. Explosions of pure Force rocked the desert, again. This time, the pillar did not explode away, but it did explode into parts. Erick watched, as three separate flying boulders each received a bomb of its own, further exploding the remains of the pillar into even more debris, while the base of the pillar, still hidden by clouds of sand, received the lion’s share of the spell. 15 bombs came and exploded in the space of a minute, with almost all of that time spent on floating down, and converging on the target.

Two blue boxes appeared.






	
Inevitable Bombardment, instant, super long range, 1475 mana

Bombs of inexorable Force each eventually explode upon a target or targets, each dealing 50 + 5x WIL damage in a medium area. 15 bombs.













	
Class Ability Quest Complete!

Create a tier 5 or higher Force-based spell or skill.

Reward: Force Savant










Erick shot both hands into the air, shouting, “Ah ha! Did it!”

Kiri spoke up for the first time, “What… Did you do?”

Erick handed a copy of the spell to Kiri and Poi, saying, “It wasn’t impressive in the beginning, but it got there!”

“Holy...” Disbelieving her own words, Kiri said, “That’s… 10,000 Force damage per spell?”

“What I did, was take the tier four spell—” Erick handed over that spell. “And ran it through 500 Mana Shaping to purify the sound and the intent. I got the Super Long Range that I wanted, but I did not expect the Willpower multiplier to go that high.” He smiled. “Force is pretty amazing!”

Kiri blinked. She said, “Force can be anything… That you managed to make a Force spell this… powerful…” She rapidly added, “If you turned this into burning Fire, you can make that 10,000 damage into 50,000. Easy.” She laughed a little, making a mostly nervous sound, as she said, “This could kill most any monster… And for cheap, too.” She looked to the sky, then to the craters ahead, saying, “But those theatrics. I’m guessing that you want the enemy to be able to see the spell coming? And make it hard to [Dispel], too?”

“Exactly right!” Erick said, “All correct, Kiri.”

“… If you would have made this spell a year ago...” Kiri frowned a little, as though she was reevaluating her stance. “I think your [Luminous Beam] does more damage.”

Erick chuckled. “Sending a message is important, too. Besides. I can just add [Luminous Beam] to [Inevitable Bombardment], once Particle Magic becomes a part of the Script.”

Kiri sharply inhaled. “Right. You can do that.”

“I could probably attach almost all my directed spells onto this one.”

“… Right.”

Erick teased. “You should make a spell like this.”

Kiri agreed, “I should make a spell like this.”



- - - -



After a small break to regenerate his mana, that only lasted longer than necessary in order to explain every part of [Inevitable Bombardment] to Kiri, Erick stepped away from Kiri and Poi. He stood under the sun, with the wind rushing through his hair, evaporating sweat and worries. He focused.

He cast.

The spell came upon him like a shift in perspective. The ground was brighter than before. The sky a bit more blue. The sun was a radiant sphere that didn’t hurt to look upon. Being under the sun felt good, actually. Really good. He smiled. He gazed around him.

In a twist of thought, the land around him made him recall the depressed people he had spoken to in his life, those sad souls and the downtrodden, after Erick had managed to help them out of their ruts. Sometimes, they would tell him that the world seemed brighter than before, though nothing had changed except their own perspective.

But something had physically changed around Erick. A topaz-bright edge in the sand showed the range of his spell; close range. Beyond that edge, the orange turned darker, becoming something less impressive. He walked toward that edge, and his aura moved with him, bringing brightness wherever he stepped.

Behind him, his aura lingered, but burned away as Erick distanced himself, turning bright orange sand to topaz, briefly, and then to dull, dark browns. Erick paused, and the new edge of his aura solidified, showing him the exact space of his new Domain.

Two blue boxes and one other color appeared.






	
Lodestar, instant, close range, aura, 1 mana per second

Shine Timeless Brilliance.

All of your Light effects are supercharged, and difficult to corrupt.

All of your Light effects require 10x more mana to Dispel.

Your Light effects are uncorruptible and undispellable while they exist inside your Lodestar.













	
Class Ability Quest Complete!

Create a tier 7 or higher Light-based spell or skill.

Reward: Light Dedication













	
Congratulations!

You have combined parts of the Script to create your first tier 9 spell!

You have made manifest a wonder few have ever come close to achieving, but there is always more magic out there, waiting for you to discover, or create. Good luck!

+8 points!










He smiled, and sighed to the sky. His new Ability, Light Dedication, kicked in. From one moment to the next, the world became a solid brightness. Erick felt physically closer to the world, in a way similar to [Greater Lightwalk], but more as the god of his tiny domain, than as a simple ruler. With a thought, he activated [Greater Lightwalk].

He was the sand below his feet, and the air tickling the light. He was dry heat, and the bare moisture on the wind. He was the rays of the sun, and he was ready to face anything.

He wasn’t sure what it all meant, yet, but time would tell, eventually.

Erick turned to Kiri and Poi. She looked at Erick in wonder, but Poi looked on in pride. Erick cut his new aura, and his [Greater Lightwalk]. The world briefly lingered with brilliance, before normality closed in, like white hot metals cooling to something less intense, and Force flaking into dust, returning to the manasphere. As Reality became reality, as thoughts turned to solid matter, Erick sighed out with his pitiful lungs, and moved his inadequate legs, as he stared out with his pathetic eyes. He laughed. Pitiful lungs? Pathetic eyes? While true, because his new spells had shown him something he had never experienced before, Erick was perfectly happy being a normal person.

Erick said, “I don’t think I’ll be any more ready for tonight than I am already.”

Kiri faced Erick with determination in her eyes. “I hope so.”

Poi said, “You should sleep, now, if you can. Get a few more hours in before the night begins.”

“Soon enough.” Erick turned to Kiri, asking, “Can you check that stone board in Candlepoint, and go buy whatever seems prudent?”

Kiri readily said, “Of course.”

Erick added, “I know that beds are in demand, so buy a good one. Orcol-size. I’ll [Duplicate] it ten thousand times if I have to.”

Kiri perked up, saying, “Okay!”

Poi grumbled; obviously displeased with the idea of conjuring prosperity from nothing.

“Exactly,” Poi said.

“I might be dead in ten hours, Poi.” Erick said, “I can leave behind good things for the destitute.”



- - - -



A whirlwind of tasks laid before Erick, but he was quick to do as many of them as he could.

After a short delay so that the respective parties could get ready, Erick met with Rollo and Calizi, the two Community Garden Council members that paid the most attention to the workings of the Garden. He could have met with one instead of the other, but after Ratchet and Arial’s mention that these two had taken over most of the duties of the Council, Erick knew it would be bad to meet only one.

The meeting went about as well as Erick had expected.

They politically, and then eventually, openly fought over workers and contracts. Erick mediated. When the actual bickering started, Erick demanded they get back on track. He needed space in the Garden for ‘And Dessert!’s cocoa trees.

There was no space available. So Erick bought a small corner of space in the Human District, since he was a human and could buy more land in the District, and turned it over to the Council.

The process of buying said land involved a talk with Silverite and a few short delays while everyone talked to everyone they needed to talk to, and paperwork was signed, along with money changing hands, but it happened fast enough. They had expected Erick to get personally involved in the Garden well before now, and most of the paperwork to that effect had been preapproved.

An hour later, Erick walked out of the meeting with a new portion of land along the southern edge of the district to his name, while Rollo and Calizi both got more Garden space for both of their factions, and everyone was happy. Even Silverite was somewhat happy. The Mayor of Spur did not like that more of the Human District was being eaten away, as she had managed to preserve most of that space for the last hundred years, but the Garden was important, and Silverite hoped that the new land would lessen some of the friction between the various factions of the Garden Council.

In the middle of getting land for his cocoa trees, and while he had everyone’s attention, he also managed to get Silverite to consider approaching Valok to set up some food trade with Candlepoint, if nothing else.

Silverite sighed. “I’ll consider it, Erick.”

“Thank you. That’s all I ask.”

With that task done, Erick turned his attention to the large diamonds he had been making in the side yard.

Just outside of his house, to the south, Erick stood in front of several large stone tanks of water, each easily three meters deep. Water had spilled out of the tanks, as the diamonds inside had displaced the water with their growth.

With a Handy Aura touch, Erick lifted one massive, octahedral diamond out of the tank, splashing even more water out onto the surrounding orange stone. The diamond was magnificent. Like two pyramids stuck bottom to bottom, with each triangular side a mess of triangular growth planes, the diamond was crystal clear, and perfectly grown. It was all thanks to the five Ophiel, fluttering around from one perch to the other.

Erick smiled. He had trained them well. They had kept at least one [Cleanse Aura] running at all times to ensure that the [Crystallize Diamond] they cast, worked like the spell was supposed to work, and any toxic side effects were turned to thick air, instead of into more problems.

The diamond was well made, though it was a little short. Resting it against the ground, the top of it only came up to Erick’s eyes. Glancing over the other tanks, each with their own diamond, none of them were sized as large as Erick wanted, but they would have to do.

Erick had created these same sort of diamonds for the Rozeta, Koyabez, and Phagar statues in the bottom of his light slime dungeon, but he had grown those diamonds over days, instead of just one. This would have to be good enough. Besides! Ava would get 7 of them.

With a check to the backyard, he saw that Teressa and Justine were preparing cocoa liquor exactly as they had been for hours.

Erick blipped into the library of the house alongside Poi. He sat down in his chair to ensure the diamond delivery went well—

A piece of paper sat on the small table beside his chair, while Sunny floated in the air above the paper, holding a pen in her telekinetic grasp. Upon Erick’s arrival, she fluttered away, just a fraction, but Erick watched as Kiri took hold of the little couatl, and pointed at the paper with Sunny’s tail. Erick left the paper sitting there as he read. It was not a letter, but it was a list of items currently bought, and awaiting Erick in the gazebo-portion of the Crystal of Candlepoint. Erick had laid a [Prismatic Ward] in that space, so no one could get into it save for those he already authorized, like Kiri, but upon sitting down in his chair and transferring his senses to the Ophiel on scene, Erick saw more than one person looking into the space, watching Sunny blip in item after item.

Beds. Blankets. Towels. Moonblood products. Brushes. Soaps. Lots of soaps. Shoes. Boots. Razors. Socks. Fabrics. Pots. Pans. Cooking stuff.

… Footwear could be [Fabricate]d slightly larger or smaller, as long as there were other materials on hand. Erick had already seen a few non-shadelings walking around, so more people had successfully completed the transformation from shadeling to human. One of them, and likely a lot more than just one, probably had [Fabricate]. So Erick just needed to take the shoes Kiri had bought and copy them a whole bunch.

Kiri had picked up two beds. Both mattresses were of a very well made variety; likely even better than Erick’s current bed. One was sized for an orcol, the other was sized for anyone else. Both were only sized for one person, though. No doublewides.

Soap could be copied without worry. Kiri had picked up several types, and clumped them together in a pile. Socks? Fabrics? Brushes and period products and everything else… All good to copy.

But first!

With a silent command, each Ophiel near the diamond tanks grabbed one or two diamonds, and blipped away. Erick had already spied Ava. She was still at the courthouse, still decorating the place with crystal spikes. Whatever design she had in mind, it did not look impressive in the beginning, but now…

The courthouse itself was shaped much like the one in Spur, with a domed center roof, covering only the central third of a three-story tall rectangular box of a building, that stretched north and south. The wide courthouse steps led off to the west, where the Crystal Courtyard stood a few blocks away.

The roof was full of white and faintly blue crystal spikes; a crusted layer of sparkles easily a meter thick. Larger crystals than all the rest were nestled into the four corners of the black building, stretching from ground level to past the roof. The dome was crusted in crystals, too, that grew in size till meeting a central spike that rose above it all. The courthouse steps had yet to be decorated, but Erick saw crystals down there, waiting for Ava’s touch.

The sewermaster was still hard at work, dripping sweat as she added crystals to the roof. A good two dozen shadelings helped, moving crystals into position, or whatever they were all doing, but Ava led the way, and made the design. She was engrossed in her work, but not too subsumed that she failed to notice Ophiel floating her way.

She waved at Ophiel, then gestured to the crusted roof all around her, saying, “Got people running through it now, ensuring that the [Shadowblend] passageways work.” She pointed across the field of crystal, adding, “But it’ll be more impressive when we have lights set in the stone.”

“It’s already impressive, Ava,” Erick said, moving Ophiel close enough for a decent conversation. “I have your request.”

Ava barely had time to collect herself, as Ophiels blipped in, supporting crystal-clear diamonds over a meter and a half wide. Ava stopped breathing, as her green eyes went wide, taking in the sight of too-large diamonds. Tears suddenly rolled down her face, not at all messing up the green band of makeup across her eyes. She reached forward, her hands flexing, desiring, as a slight keening came from her taut neck.

Erick guided a diamond toward her.

She touched the surface with a reverent hand, cutting herself as she graced the jagged diamond. Blood didn’t seem to bother her, as she touched the gem with both hands, as if to prove to herself that it was real. A sigh escaped her lips to join the northern winds. She whispered, reverent, “I love it.” She looked to the rest. She spoke louder. “I love them.” Her eyes flexed back to round pupils, as she said, “Thank you, Erick. I’ll make something special out of them, for sure.” She pointed to a building, a few streets over, to the south. “That’s the sewerhouse. Can you please put them there?”

Erick did so, right then, blipping the diamonds over to sit outside the sewerhouse doors. He returned his attention to Ava. “Can I take out the [Prismatic Ward]s in the springs?”

“Yes,” Ava said, misty eyed. She blinked, and collected herself. “The bobber worms and glowfish have hatched and spread, but they’ll stick to the deep lake. With them inside that pressure differential between the surface lake and the Underworld oceans, they should take over the depths soon enough. There shouldn’t be any more intrusions into the lake. Not as long as I’m around.” She added, “Good luck with the Feast, Erick. I’ll light a fire for you.”

Erick bobbed Ophiel in place, and said, “Thank you, Ava.” Nearby people could already hear Erick’s words, and few were listening in, but this next part was for them, so he spoke louder so that they wouldn’t have to strain, “I’m going to be distributing beds and all those other products in a little bit. I’ve secured some assistance from the Headmaster, and copies should appear soon enough.”

Ava was not the only one to go wide-eyed at the news. Some nearby shadelings cheered. Others rushed off to the Crystal Courtyard, where they had obviously already seen the items, sitting behind the dense air under the Crystal. From one moment to the next, almost every shadeling on the courthouse roof, vanished.

Ava laughed, then teased, “You have dispersed my workforce, Erick!”

“It’s time to prepare for Shadow’s Feast, anyway.” Erick said, “Bonfires, and such.”

Ava nodded, solemnly saying, “It’s tradition to defend from the Darkness on this night, but whatever happens, all anyone can do is pray that the event befalls someone else.” She stared out into nothing for a moment, then put on a cheer that failed to reach her eyes, as she said, “Time to get me a bed!” and blipped away.

What happened next, was a lot of [Duplication Aura], and a little subterfuge that probably worked, though Erick wouldn’t bet his life on it.

Whatever.

After an hour, the piles and piles of beds in the Crystal Courtyard, the loads of soap down a side street, the toiletries and sundries in a side building, and the various other piles of stuff, were only half gone.

Erick was pooped, though.

It was a chore to move products from the desert into Candlepoint with his [Teleporting Platform] and his 10 Ophiel, but it was divine to see the faces of people receiving the bare necessities of life. Erick could have given them more, but he knew that he shouldn’t. In a month, they might each have homes of their own in which to put their stuff, and live their lives out of, instead of all being cramped into tight apartments or barracks, like they have been.

Standing beside the beds, piled high and gradually being taken away by whoever wanted one, Mephistopheles said to Erick, “Thank you, Erick. This is more than we could have hoped for, but we can take it from here. You should focus on yourself, and Shadow’s Feast.”

Zaraanka moved fast in her pink dress, haranguing people into haranguing others into orderly lines. Slip and his guards helped. Valok organized the cookware.

Erick smiled as he watched, though Ophiel translated none of that visible emotion. He teased Mephistopheles, “You never managed to get me that pamphlet on ‘true magic’. What did it say? Do you even know what it said? Or was it just given to you?”

The red-horned man said, “It was a small primer on Esoteric Elements and several pages in a language not of this world.”

“… Which Elements?” Erick briefly cared about the language, but… No. It was probably something unkind, and written in English.

“Blood, Exalted, and Void, as well as a general overview of the rest.” Mephistopheles added, “Your silver rain is ‘Exalted’, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. It is. …Though I hadn’t made that connection until now.” He said, “Thank you, Mephistopheles. Good luck with Candlepoint. If I live to tomorrow, I’ll see you soon.”

Mephistopheles shook his head, saying, “You pretend a paper cut is a gut wound. You’ll be fine. … Probably.”

Erick laughed. “So confident!”

“I have to be, to wear the outfits I wore when I ran the Garrison.” He plucked at the opalescent black almost-tuxedo he currently wore, saying, “This is much more my style. Thanks for this, too.”

“It’s nothing. Good luck. See you later.”

Mephistopheles fully turned to Ophiel, and bowed. He stood, saying, “Good journey, Archmage Flatt.”



- - - -



Erick did a few other small things before it was mid afternoon, like eat a lunch and try to settle down. It was time for a nap. He couldn’t sleep, though, so he asked Poi to force him asleep. Poi obliged.

When he woke, it was two hours to sunset, and dinner was ready.

Ratchet and Arial had dropped off a multitude of cakes, confections, and other chocolate products.

After dinner, which Jane had cooked, Erick took his daughter aside. In his ordeals today, he had managed to work out a Last Will and Testament, mostly with verbal agreements and mostly just on Silverite’s words. But he told his daughter that everything was hers.

While she cried, he spoke of hiding places and magics and bank accounts, and Windy Manor back at Oceanside, and his desire for her to live her life free of undue hatred, no matter what happens. The Shades had been here long before the two of them fell to Veird, and they would be here long after. Erick did not want Jane to lose herself to revenge. It would be too easy to walk down that path of self-mutilation in the pursuit of justice.

Jane collected herself, and though she was red-faced and red-eyed, she said, “You ask too much.”

“I know.” Erick had barely managed to hold it together, but he managed. “But whatever foolish plan you’ve been working on these last days... I want you to forget about helping me. You are not to secretly follow me inside. You are not to openly follow me. You are not to be my plus-1. The invitation specifically says that anyone who comes with me, does so at their own peril, and I will not imperil you, my one and only daughter. Not you, not ever.”

Jane stared at Erick, with hard eyes and harder emotions.

Erick said, “I see it in your eyes. You’re going to come anyway, and you think you will help me. Don’t. I’ll blip you back home the first chance I get.”

Jane stared at him while new tears streamed down her face. Erick felt a trickle run down his chin, to drop onto his hands. He was crying, too.

He said, “It’ll be okay.”

She said, “I’m very mad at you.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

She walked into Erick’s arms, and bawled like a baby.

When his own roil of horrible emotions eventually subsided, Erick found that he was happy he had raised such a good daughter. She was willing to walk through fire to rescue him, but it was the duty of the parent to rescue their kid. What kind of father would he be, if he let her endanger herself to save him? Maybe, if there were a way to actually prevent the upcoming event, he would ask for her help. But there was no saving anyone from tonight’s Shadow’s Feast, least of all Erick.

But woe unto the Shades, if he didn’t come back from this Shadow’s Feast.

He certainly wouldn’t want to be them, for though he had told Jane not to seek revenge…

He knew his daughter, and for her, she wouldn’t label her crusade against the Shades as mere revenge.

She would call it what it was: the ending a threat before that threat could do more harm.

If honest talk with the enemy only ended in more deaths, if her father’s bridging journey into darkness was a plot, if they twisted words and usurped societal conventions and normalcy in order to bring about more horror…

To leave the Shades active, would be compromising to live with a killer, and that was idiotic.

The push and pull between Ar’Kendrithyst and the world was already idiotic, with adventurers playing their games and dying in droves, or coming out with treasures untold, but the Shades were archmages, one and all, and while that afforded a certain measure of prudence against open war…

From time to time, the tree of liberty must be refreshed with the blood of tyrants and patriots alike.

Erick could see it now. Jane, leading the army that Anhelia had worked to create, that Erick had never pursued. She would lead the charge, and when the Shades and the rest of civilization reached the tipping point, where the war could end, for now, or continue and the world would fall to war…

Jane would take his place as the person that pushed the conflict inevitably forward.

But maybe that wouldn’t happen.



- - - -



The sun hovered over the western horizon, in a gold, red sky.

Erick had said his goodbyes, and picked up his necessary items from around the house. Then he and ten Ophiel blipped away.

He was alone, right now. Not even Poi stood at his back. The absence of his head guard was like a blank spot in his mind. Erick never went out without Poi at his back. A part of him felt naked, and vulnerable, because he was vulnerable, and he wasn’t even next to Ar’Kendrithyst yet.

Erick was nowhere near the Dead City. He was several hundred kilometers north of the Dead City, for there was one more thing he had to do. He didn’t have time to do it right, either.

With all ten Ophiel hovering to the side, and a few of them holding his luggage and the cakes and desserts, Erick conjured a short platform out of the sands of the Crystal Forest. It was just a square block, to raise himself a good ten centimeters off of the sandy ground. With a thought, he had several Ophiel raise stone walls around this patch of orange land. No stray mimics would see what he created, today, for he wasn’t sure what would happen, and he wanted to be ready. As the walls rose, they plunged the area into shadows. With a cast from each Ophiel, Erick conjured ten lights around the arena, brightening what was to come.

With another thought, he had a specific Ophiel float forward. This Ophiel carried a large stone plate, with a large glass dome. Under that dome, and its [Cooling Ward], were three chocolate bars, one of each type, milk, dark, and half dark, a chocolate cupcake with chocolate frosting, and several chocolate chip cookies. There was also a package of cocoa powder, and an unopened cocoa beanpod, along with written instructions that showed every part of the chocolate making process.

There were also some coffee beans in a small bag, along with a coffee beanpod, because Erick’s coffee experiment had been a success. He had even ground some up and had a cup-o-joe before he left home. It had been good to share one more cup of coffee with Jane.

Turning back to the moment, Erick raised a small platform out of the sand in front of him. Ophiel set his plate upon the waist-high platform.

He called to the sky, “Hey, Atunir! If you’re listening, then this is what I meant when I talked to you of chocolate! It’s pretty good! Thanks for the help, if you helped, or thanks for letting me do it on my own, if that is what happened. There’s also coffee. Real coffee. The good stuff.”

Northern winds blew. Time passed. Erick felt good, with coffee running through his system.

And then he blinked, in a normal way.

The plate vanished.

He blinked a few more times, to make sure his eyes weren’t lying to him. Yup. The plate was gone.

A voice came to him, ‘Normally this is done where I can bless a seedling, or a grove, but you just haven’t made your plant yet, have you?’

Erick happily said, “I have not!”

‘Out with it.’ Atunir asked, ‘What crazy thing do you desire?’

“I would like your help to circumvent some restrictions, and prevent a future problem. I want to make Sininindi’s [Control Weather] artifact-thing, but enchanting hasn’t gotten me anywhere, and I’ll not use another god’s spell to force the creation. So I want to make a [Control Weather] tree, for I also want to ensure both Spur’s and Candlepoint’s prosperity long after I am gone.”

A white light to the left, flickered in the stone arena Erick had built. A white wrought stepped out onto the sands, wearing a ‘business casual’ outfit. Rozeta.

Another light flickered, turning blue and storming for a brief moment, as a woman stepped out. She was orcol-sized with blue skin, and wrapped in ship’s white sails and brown rope rigging. Sininindi.

Another light flickered, turning warm as the sun. A human woman stepped out onto the sands, wearing farmer’s clothes. Atunir.

One light on the opposite side of the arena flickered dark, then broke, leaving a shadow in its presence. A very large shadow. Erick restrained his urge to openly sigh at Melemizargo’s appearance.

Rozeta spoke first, asking, “Do you wish to give up your [Control Weather] spell?”

Erick had expected this, and he already had his answer. “No. Never.”

“Ha!” laughed the Dark God.

Rozeta ignored Melemizargo, and simply nodded, as though she expected Erick's answer, too. Sininindi frowned, but gave no other outward emotion, save to look to Atunir.

Atunir said, “Two seedlings. One for Erick, to form the basis of his own [Familiar], so that he may plant them wherever he wishes. The other seedling will go to Sininindi, to grow as she desires, and fully under her power. As for myself, I simply wish for [Exalted Storm Aura] to join the spells of my own priesthood. Erick need not give it up, himself, for he has used this spell well, and I trust him with it.”

Sininindi spoke, “There will be no growth to sapience for Erick’s trees, or any second generation. They will live and die with him. If he wishes to create an arbor he will have to break this spell, and try on his own. There will be no restrictions on my own seedling.”

Melemizargo spoke, “I will break your workingif you do not allowthis newest [Familiar]to beat least as good as his first. Imagine it! Trees the world over, each mutatingthe natural cycle, each destroying Sininindi’s credibility as a goddess.”

The goddess of storms and seas did not deign to grace Melemizargo with a look, or a turn of her head, but she added, “[Exalted Storm Aura] must be changed to [Exalted Rain]. I do not like the name it has been given.”

Atunir said, “Acceptable.”

Rozeta turned to Erick. “Having heard the Relevant Entities and their desires, I can move the timetable up for the combination of Particle Magic and Force Magic, for this one spell, known as [Control Weather], to join with [Conjure Force Elemental], [Watershape], [Grow], [Telepathy], and [Scry]. These are the choices given to you, the mortal creator of this magic. What say you, Erick Flatt?”

“… If it’s never going to become sapient, then I want [Tree of Light] and [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] in there.” Erick rapidly bargained, “And I want the ability for one of them to eventually become sapient, in a hundred years. The one I plant at Candlepoint. And not evil-sapient! But normal sapient. Like Ophiel, who I am sure will eventually become a very good boy.” Looking upon the gathered gods and seeing them both unconcerned and heavily invested, Erick realized that they might agree to anything, so he added, “And I want him named Yggdrasil! He’s going to be a big boy when he grows up.”

Rozeta’s professionalism cracked, along with everyone else’s. Atunir smirked. Sininindi huffed.

Melemizargo chuckled. “A world tree? Agreed.”

Atunir said, “Agreed.”

Sininindi declared, “I don’t like that name either, but fine. Agreed.”

They looked to Rozeta.

The Dragon Goddess of the Script spoke, “Then we are in accordance.” She turned to Erick, and said, “All you have to do is make your spell, and we will ensure it is made properly.”

An uncomfortable stirring pulsed inside Erick’s heart, flowing outward; a heat unlike any other. From one blink to the next, each goddess and the Darkness vanished, and Erick’s veins filled with fire. A divine inferno consumed him; a golden glow in the manasphere that built with each breath he took, turning his throat molten, demanding that he give words to craft Reality, and speak Truth into existence.

He called out,

 

“A lightning bolt smashes stone,

“A turn of chance! A seed is sown.

“A life packed tight, a plan laid down

“He turns to more as sun turns round

“He calls to sky, he calls the rain

“A spark is grown! A leaf, refrain!

“Roots twist down, round, claiming ground

“As branches lift, a rainbow crown!

“He brings the light, he brings the rain

“Prismatic touch, he grows again!

“Protected now; defensive measure

“Latent monarch, worldly treasure

“Power, thrill, filled with goodwill

“A Worldly Tree, a [Yggdrasil]!”

 



Erick sang to the sky, as lightning crashed into the pedestal before him, cracking the stone into nine pieces, with a thousand bolts touching down all at once. Lightning arced across Erick’s flesh, mixing with divine fire, as Ophiels cowered on the other side of the arena walls. The words came faster, stronger. With a final shout, and the naming, divine fire and crackling lightning fled Erick, leaving burned flesh in its wake

Fire and lightning flowed into a coruscating seed that hovered atop the broken pedestal.

And then the gods descended.

Erick could not see them through his burned eyes, but he could feel them. He could sense more divine fire, as divine hands took the seed from him.

One seed became two.

One of the two vanished in a blip of lightning and storm-tossed oceans.

The other turned from real, to something lesser, sealed behind divine mandates. One day, the seals would break, but that would take a hundred years. Erick knew he would have to protect the little guy, to help him help himself, until the tiny tree regained his true power. Had Sininindi given that caveat on purpose? Had they all gone along with his own desires, because he, too, didn’t want his tree [Familiar] to grow up too fast? It had to be that, right?

Erick blinked. The second seed was no more than a bright blur in his eyesight; a common enough phenomenon when one stares at a bright object for too long.

The magic was over.

And Erick felt like shit. Burned shit, to be precise. Aching, burned shit, to be even more precise.

He suddenly slumped to one knee, as a chill rolled over the northern arena wall, digging into his burned clothes, dulling his full-body ache, as the gold-red sky turned fractionally more purple. He almost collapsed to the stone platform under him, he almost lost consciousness, but he clenched his teeth, and made fists out of his bloody hands.

With a thought, Erick directed the Ophiel with his rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] to fly in, and tap him with the spell. Healing took hold. Burned skin sloughed off. Wounds stitched up. Erick cast a [Mend] on his clothes, restoring the burned parts to wholeness. He relaxed, as the healing continued. For a good minute, he just breathed.

Then he stood up.

The Dark Dragon Melemizargo stared at him from just over the edge of the arena, his bright white eyes shining on either side of his five-meter wide head, as he lazed atop the stone wall like a cat laying in an odd position. His spiraling black horns arced behind him, where his hunched shoulders told that he was resting directly atop the sands of the Crystal Forest. His wings raised in the gloom beyond, too far deep in the twilight, or Melemizargo’s own darkness, to truly see.

He smirked, his scaled lips parting to reveal bright white fangs.

“They got what they wanted, and they have a hundred years to kill you to prevent excess. You’ve been duped.”

“… I’m okay with this timetable."

Melemizargo chuckled, vibrating the stone arena, as his body turned to shadows, dissipating in the wind.

A few blue boxes appeared.






	
Summon Yggdrasil, medium range, 2500 mana + Variable

Summon a sapling of the World Tree Yggdrasil.

All Yggdrasil persist until killed or dismissed.

All Yggdrasil are the same creature, but only one Yggdrasil is the World Tree.

The World Tree has yet to be planted.

Summon Yggdrasil has as many maximum summons as the World Tree allows, with a minimum of 2.

Current Maximum: 2

All Yggdrasil naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Grow], [Watershape], [Tree of Light], [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], [Control Weather], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

World Tree Yggdrasil’s mana and regeneration are higher than yours.

Imbue your Yggdrasil with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Yggdrasil. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Yggdrasil. Variable













	
Special Quest Complete (sort of)!

Create an artifact of [Control Weather] and deliver it the Priestesses of the Storm

Reward: <Barely completed to satisfaction, so have a Point.>













	
Class Ability Quest Complete!

Complete a Quest for a Relevant Entity of the Script.

Reward: Quest Board













	
Notice!

You have more Class Abilities than Slots!

You are at Maximum Slots!

Seek out a Registrar if you wish to change Class Abilities.










Erick smiled. “This is better than fine.”

With a thought, he called over one of his Ophiel, and with a few blips, he held a purple crown in his hands. Erick had left it at the house, and would return it afterward, but he hadn’t known if his Yggdrasil plan would work. And then his Yggdrasil plan had worked.

He put the 'growing crown' on. Plus 241 All-Stats, now. It was probably even pointier, too. But, whatever!

Using this crown, Yggdrasil would be summoned with as much power as Erick could manage, and that would have to be enough.



- - - -



An Ophiel hovered over the lake of Candlepoint, where sunset was still over an hour away, the coasts were too far to see, and where the bottom of the lake was almost a full kilometer below the surface. But that was fine. Ophiel flew a bit toward the north, where Erick remembered a plateau that was only two or three hundred meters below the surface.

With a quick mapping, Erick found the raised part of the lake bed faster than he would have otherwise. His initial blip was only two kilometers off.

Ophiels descended onto the target. And since Ophiel did fine in the water, Yggdrasil would be fine, too, for he was a [Tree of Light] that needed nothing but himself to survive even in the darkness down at this depth. Eventually, he would grow above the lake’s surface, but for a while, he would be hidden.

Erick reached down through Ophiel, and cast.

A spark of light took hold in the dirt, disturbing a small cloud of silt into the surrounding waters.

A glowing green stem poked up from the lake bed.

Erick, and all the nearby Ophiel, went wide-eyed, watching, as the stem unfurled into a leaf, the size of a child’s hand.

A second leaf joined the first.

Ophiels gathered around their brother, singing a violin song of growth and joy and brightness, as the sapling brightened the depths, and grew, just a fraction more. Three leaves, then four.

A halo of rainbows adorned the tiny crown of leaves. The little guy was growing fast, but not as fast as a normal [Grow] spell. He was growing slowly. Surely. A fifth and six leaf joined the rest. The halo of radiance spread out into the surrounding abyss, driving back the darkness.

With a thought and a few blips from Ophiel, Erick planted a second Yggdrasil in the Lake at Spur, at the deepest point. Someone would notice this one, rather fast, but Erick would tell Silverite and others of this one, soon enough.

Erick came back to himself. He stood. He blipped the purple crown back to its not-so-hidden spot in his house. With a concentrated conjuring, his white armor spread across his body. He conjured a white staff into his hand, then gathered his Ophiel.

And because children needed people to talk to them, and because he wanted to impart as much of his own wisdom to the little leafy guy, Erick telepathically spoke to his new summon. He spoke of his time on Veird, and what he had seen, while he ensured that all his bags were there amongst his surrounding Ophiel, and all his chocolate desserts for the Feast were fine.

He blipped to a speck of land, that looked the same as all the rest, but was a kilometer east of the Crack in Ar’Kendrithyst’s wall. The sun had already set beyond the wall in front of him, drowning the surrounding land in shadows. Flickering darkness stood in the path to the Crack, like heat mirages, or shadelings in a [Shadowblend]. They scattered from the path forward, but the shadows did not go too far.

Erick walked forward, as he sent images to Yggdrasil, of all of Veird that he had seen, and the people he had known, and knew. He talked of good things, and he spoke of bad, while two Ophiels held to Erick’s shoulder, and the others floated around him, holding onto his assorted necessities. He spoke of Silverite, and markets, and the Gardens, and the Farm, and the people of Candlepoint, who had gotten a rough hand dealt to them in their disrupted life.

He spoke fondly of Poi, and Kiri, and Justine, and Teressa. And even Rats, while lamenting the fact that the redscale had gone off to who knows where.

He spent a while speaking of Jane, his wonderful daughter.

He gave small instructions to Yggdrasil to telepathically speak to them, if he needed help, and Erick wasn’t around to provide that help. They would be friendly, as much as they could, but they might also be prickly. He didn’t tell them what he was planning on…

Poi would have known, though.

… Erick sent Poi a message about Yggdrasil, anyway, packing the entire creation experience into one, thousand-point telepathic message. Poi would likely need a minute to untangle a message that big, but by that time Erick would be dealing with Sha—

Poi immediately, and angrily, sent back, ‘Of all the irresponsible and foolish things! My gods, Erick! What the FU—!’

‘Can’t talk now. Meeting a Shade in a moment. Take care, Poi. I always appreciated you watching my back!’

Poi, thankfully, did not interrupt Erick’s thoughts. Erick was already close to crying. Poi was probably proficient enough to pick up on that, for their connection was still open—

‘Fight well, sir. Good Luck.’

Poi ended the connection with strong thoughts, and determination. Erick borrowed those thoughts, and made them his own, steeling himself for what was to come.

The Crack loomed close. Instead of an indistinct lighting in the dark expanse of the wall, from here, it looked more like a knife of crystallized light in the darkness.

Erick walked on, resuming his telepathic talk with Yggdrasil, inundating his words with thoughts of encouragement, and what to expect in life, but also that it was better to be kind, and get hurt, than to cause hurt upon another, for violence was hard to stop once it got started.

He spoke of rain, and greenery, and the joys of a harvest, and the joys of family, like Al and Savral, and Valok and Delia. Sirocco and Sizzi. Zimmy Saker, and Kirzal Saker. With his thoughts turning to family, Erick introduced Ophiel to his brother, and tried to introduce Yggdrasil to Ophiel, but if Yggdrasil recognized Ophiel, then Erick wouldn’t know for a long, long time.

He spoke of Jane, who was sort of like an older sister to Yggdrasil.

He gave Yggdrasil a copy of [Prismatic Ward], and cast the spell through him, using Yggdrasil’s mana, showing him how to use it for defense. He chose not to give Yggdrasil any attack spells, but took the time to explain his reasoning. You wouldn’t give a child a gun, would you? Best they learn to grow up, first, and even then, diplomacy had to be tried before anything else. Violence was a tool of last resort, and all too often people confused ‘major inconvenience’ for ‘problem to solve with bloodshed’.

Yggdrasil was strong. He was powerful. There was no need for violence against people, and no monster could break [Prismatic Ward]. Not faster than Yggdrasil could recast it, anyway. Not with as much power as Erick had given the little guy, at the time of his creation.

Erick watched, as both saplings, in the lake, and the Lake, cast [Prismatic Ward] upon themselves. It was a weak version; Yggdrasil instinctively knew that he was a being of mana, so he tried to stay high mana. But with those two soft shells of Restful, dense water, the sapling in Candlepoint’s lake grew faster, while the one in Spur’s Lake grew slower. There was lots of room to grow in the larger body of water, but Yggdrasil was only five meters from the surface of Spur’s Lake, and he seemed apprehensive about breaking that twilight purple surface.

Erick spoke of Earth, and Yggdrasil seemed to like that. So Erick spoke of planets, and destinations beyond where one began, of places past the void, where life had yet to live, for even Veird was just a tiny spaceship, in the grand scheme of things. Erick spoke of Earth’s space program, briefly, and then moved on to larger topics, for Yggdrasil grew fractionally taller, faster, and brighter, as Erick spoke of the vastness of the universe.

Before he knew it, Erick had reached the Crack, and all thoughts fled.

Ophiels turned tiny, and got into position, some hovering behind Erick, while the two on his shoulders stretched and oriented their wings and their eyes, giving him sight in every direction, and a bit of reassurance to calm his rapidly beating heart.

Wind billowed out from the break in the wall, whistling all the while. A silver pole set in front of the crack held a blue flag at the top. The flag cracked in the wind, but as Erick approached the beginning of the Crack, where the sands dipped down into Ar’Kendrithyst, the wind stilled, the flag faltered.

He sent Yggdrasil off with these words, ‘Good luck, Yggdrasil. I named you after the most important tree I could think of. I have to go now. I’ll see you when I can.’

A woman with bright white eyes stepped out of the red, purple, brilliant black brightness ahead.

Her hair was frazzled, as though purposefully crafted to appear an organized mess. Her black outfit sparkled in the lights of the Dead City, as she raised her hands high, one of them gripping a staff of kendrithyst crystal.

“HellooOOooOOooOo, Erick Flatt! FIRE OF THE AGE!”
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The events in this chapter have been percolating for a long time, and now they're here! 

Get ready for a trip into Ar'Kendrithyst next week! (Patrons already have up to 115)
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                    A map of Ar'Kendrithyst

Not fully to scale.
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This map roughly compiles all Upper, Middle, and Lower Reaches of the 150ish by 150ish by 50 kilometer deep Dead City. Ar'Kendrithyst used to be a Geode City of the Wrought people, deep below the surface of Veird, but now it is the home of the Shades, and the brightest jewel in Melemizargo's dark crown.

The end of Erick's trip into Ar'Kendrithyst is the end of book 4. 



                

                Dressed in good clothes, but wrapped in his white [Conjure Armor], Erick’s booted feet sunk ever so slightly into the sands of the Crystal Forest. To the left and the right were shadows, deep and threatening, but they did not reach him, for the light of the sun and the Dead City stretched out through the Crack, to light the way forward, into danger, into the dragon’s maw. Wind flowed through the red and purple break in the wall, shredding on crystal, whistling a tune of desolation. 

A woman stood in the Crack, waiting for Erick to acknowledge her, or whatever it was she was waiting for.

Wild, white hair. Tanned skin. Shimmering black clothes, that were almost like a tuxedo. Shade Fallopolis held a spike of Kendrithyst in her left hand, as she called out a welcome, her bright white eyes shining even brighter as she Named Erick like he was a phenomenon, instead of a person. A ‘Fire of the Age’. There was surely to be more such Naming as the spectacle of Shadow’s Feast played out over the next ten days, but Erick was reasonably prepared. 

The Feast would be ten days for Erick, but for the rest of the world, it would be 12 hours. He had no idea what would happen during most of it, but maybe it wouldn’t be so bad. If he truly was ‘Untouchable’ (yet another Name), then maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

Fallopolis lowered her staff, and said, “There are some rules.”

Erick already knew this. He countered, “I have to be inside the city before the party starts. The sun is about to set, and you are blocking the way.”

She scrunched her face into a delightful, old-woman smile, saying, “All true! And yet, I will continue to block your way until such time as I decide to let you into my home.”

“Please be quick with your rules, then.”

Fallopolis nodded, then said, “First, I demand some chocolate, then some flowers, and only then, will we walk together to the Spire, and to the Palace District.”

“… Are you to be my plus-1?”

“We will have a day to figure that out as the journey is just as important as the destination.But for now: I want to be your Plus-1.” Fallopolis twilled her free hand through the air, adding a bit of whimsy to her voice, as she added, “You may pick another at the party; there is no rule against indulging in a healthy sexual appetite.”

Skipping right over the idea that he would want to bed a murderer like her, Erick said, “Then I have my own rules.” Not bothering to wait for a confirmation of his ability to request his own rules, he demanded, “There will be no anger over the littlest things, no torturing of innocents or people with lesser power than you in my presence or to my knowledge, and none of that cursing nonsense that I heard you committed against Allan, and that I am sure you have committed against many others.” 

Fallopolis had almost said something when Erick demanded his own set of rules, but when he barreled right over her attempt to speak, she merely pursed her lips in surprise. Then came a coy smile. “You’re a man after my own heart. I accept.”

With a series of thoughts, Erick directed three spare Ophiel to blip to three different locations, whereupon he gathered bluebell stalks, purple flarefire flowers, and sweetred rushes. The three flower stalks grew in a few different places in Spur, from the Garden and used as a spice, to the Adventurer’s District, to inside flowerbeds his new noble neighbors had constructed then filled. Erick had taken notice of them all in his various walks through the city, for they were each beautiful, smelled lovely, and all reminded him of snapdragons, with their hundred tiny flowers radiating from thick stalks. They would make a fine bouquet. 

Those cuttings landed in Erick’s quick Handy Aura grasp. While another Ophiel began copying some chocolate bars and cakes out of the tray of desserts for the party, Erick turned the flowers into a proper arrangement. 

Not ten seconds after Fallopolis’s agreement, Erick still stood five meters from the woman, but he was no longer empty-handed. One held a splash of red, violet, and blue flowers, wrapped in a bit of conjured twine, while the other hand held a stone box, full of chocolate items. With a final touch, Erick cast a [Cooling Ward] upon the inside of the box. 

Fallopolis smiled the whole while. She let go of the kendrithyst staff to let it float to her side, as she held her hands forward, making grasping motions with both. She teased, “You have to give them to me, Erick. I won’t take anything from you.”

Erick breathed deep, and saw the final edge of the sun threaten to vanish beyond the curve of the crystal metropolis, beyond the Crack. He stepped forward, crossing into the Crack proper, edging below the overhang of the wall above. Now one meter from Fallopolis, he looked the woman in her white eyes…

… And handed her the chocolate and flowers. 

She took them, squealing a little, as she backed up, then rushed down the sands, playfully racing down the red skyroad that led further into the city, calling out, “Get all the way in, or the Barrier Magic will kill you!”

Erick looked left and right, and saw something in the red-purple Crack. There waited a glittering darkness, deeper than the shadows that were already there, prowling the crystal corridor. 

Fallopolis, now down upon the red skyroad leading further into the city, and all the way out of the Crack, called out, “I’m not joking! Dying to your own foolishness is something we will not prevent.”

Erick stepped forward— 

A bar of void-dark blackness, stretched behind him, and through a suddenly-dispersed Ophiel, covering the outermost shell of the wall of Ar’Kendrithyst. Erick rapidly pulled his clothes and food and bags inward, out of the way, and he, too, raced down the sands, spilling into the city. And then another bar appeared, crossing the first, like someone was weaving threads across the entrance—

Shadow Spiders, moving faster than the eye could see, but Ophiel had a hundred eyes, and some of them were still outside the Crack. They watched as spiders leapt the Crack, and continued on along the wall, spreading dark threads as they passed. 

Erick stepped onto the red skyroad, and kept moving forward. His Ophiel followed, safe, but the ones outside were slashed in half, as they tried to pass through where there were no threads, only to have a spider impact them like they weren’t even there. 

Void-dark threads expanded, soaking together—

Erick rushed into the city, proper, resummoning the few Ophiel he had lost. And then he noticed Fallopolis grinning at him. He was on a collision course with the Shade. With an ungainly shift to the left, Erick avoided the unwanted interaction. His Ophiel flowed forward around him, providing eyes in every direction. 

Centering himself and standing less awkwardly, Erick looked to the Shade. The Shade smirked, as her flowers and box of chocolates hovered to one side, and her crystal staff hovered on the other. She lifted a finger, and as Erick’s heart suddenly pumped hard, she angled her finger further upward. 

With Ophiel, he looked in every direction. He never took his eyes off the Shade. 

In fact, he should not have been on a collision course with her, at all. She had moved into his way. But, whatever. She was playing power games, and Erick would have to let her. Erick focused in every direction, with all of his Ophiels’ eyes. 

Down, were shadows, crawling in the glowing, purple kendrithyst. Behind him was the crystal-side of the wall, heading off into the distance. To the left, was the Crack, which was now completely filled with shadows. From one second to the next, the shadows shifted. The Crack vanished, as red-purple kendrithyst rapidly filled in the break, turning the red skyroad under them into a simple avenue that ended in a T intersection, with one part heading directly into the city, to Forward Base, the northern part heading down on a descending road that may or may not have led to Fallopolis’s ‘home’, and the southern part traveling along the inside of the wall, like a ledge hugging a crystal mountain.

Erick briefly regarded the city on his rightas he alsolooked skyward, following Fallopolis’s finger.

Ar’Kendrithyst was as beautiful as it was deadly. Spires of glowing red-purple crystal reached into the dark sky, while millions of stars lit the night. It was an impossible sight; one that he didn’t see with his own eyes, but Ophiel’s didn’t suffer from mortal problems such as light blindness. 

And then the sky changed. 

What appeared in the sky were not the three moons of Veird. 

They were planets. 

What once was black expanse, gave space over to a bright green and blue orb. Continents of unfamiliar shapes appeared as Darkness retreated. Erick couldn’t see it with his own eyes, but with a few Ophiels turning themselves into little more than an organization of giant eyes and tiny wings, Erick saw a lot.

Cities on coasts. Floating mountain ranges skipping over deserts. Whale pods swimming in oceans. 

And then Erick realized he was not looking at a planet. It was shaped like an orb, yes, but those oceans were too deep to be real, their depths too visible to be anything but an artistic creation, while the continents floated over the waters, and the waters floated over the land. It was a place kept in harmony with itself, and though there was a passing resemblance to a normal planet like the one Erick grew up on, the physics of this illusion in the sky were completely alien. 

Its physics were like Veird, but taken to the next magnitude of crazy. Exposed Underworlds. Oceans floating over surface continents—

The darkness above pulled further back, revealing another ‘planet’ like the first, but with land made of light and oceans made of fire. It was like looking at the sun, up close, but very much not. 

Another orb appeared. Ice and wind. 

Another orb. It was a city. That was all Erick could tell. Buildings and waterways and very few green spaces, but mostly buildings. Spires of metal. The shimmer of glass. Lights everywhere. Those lights set the city aglow, making it appear as an illuminated Jackson Pollock painting. 

More cities appeared, each shaped without regard for the physical universe Erick grew up knowing, and believing to be the only shape that reality could take. None of the later ones to appear were as large as the first to appear, but appear they did, filling in the black space above. 

Erick glanced to Fallopolis, as she snapped a piece of chocolate off of a bar and had a bite. She smirked at Erick, and returned her attention to the sky, seeming to enjoy the spectacle of it all. 

The sky shifted again. 

A flow took hold of the universe above. A liquid drama. A density that moved, but barred no sight, and impeded no light. Erick recognized the sight immediately. He had seen paintings and read stories, but he had never seen a true representation of what the Mana Ocean actually was. And now he had. 

The Mana Ocean appeared in the sky and Erick felt that if he wanted to, he could step into the air, and swim to the city planet, float to the world of light, plunge into the depths of the water and stone world to seek a new existence untouched by mortal hands. But it was an illusion. It had to be. 

Erick blinked, and the grip of an unknown magic broke. He looked up again, and saw the same sights, but he knew them for facsimile. Why would he want to go exploring any of that? He liked living in Spur. He wasn’t an adventurer, like Jane. 

He turned to Fallopolis. Somehow, he had taken his real eyes off of the Shade, and turned his sight toward the illusions above. A flush of adrenaline raced through his chest. 

Fallopolis stared at the sky, too, with a dejected look about her. And then the moment passed. She was a Shade again, with bright white eyes. She turned to regard Erick with a cold countenance. She said, “It’s an illusion to give us a taste of what we’re trying to achieve. Some choose to lose themselves in this one week a year, staring at the sky and what could be, but never coming out into the open, otherwise.”

Erick felt like arguing against the implication that Shades were hermits, and so he did, “And you’re going to tell me that these ‘hidden ones’ are more the style of true Shades? That they’re not the megalomaniac killers who are the front of your whole Kendrithyst city operation, that you do this to better hide your cult’s true intent? That they’re good guys?” He sarcastically asked, “What do they do? Give money to charity?”

Fallopolis smiled wide, and then wider. When Erick was done with his mini-rant, she said, “Completely wrong! They’re all irredeemable killers and altogether awful people. Not a single one of them deserves power, but they all have it anyway. Even those hidden Shades just have hidden operations, inciting horror and pain the world over, all in an attempt to bring down the Script—” She pointed upward. “—And to bring that back.”

“You, too?”

“Of course!” She said, “I usually work to kill other Shades and take their stuff, though. That’s my shtick.” 

“I’ve heard that before. Tell me: how isthatsupposed to work?”

“Usually, I end up turning someone’s project on their head, and they solidify their weaknesses. Or, I win, and take what they worked to achieve. Outside of the City, this means I kill a hundred people here, end a family line there. Or backstab a colleague just as they’re about to realize some important goal, and then I take their stuff.” She shrugged. “That’s the rare event. Most of us stick to Kendrithyst, consolidating our resources and planting prizes for those with the power to take them. To that end, the most common thing I do is to lead a team of adventurers into a project inside Kendrithyst, and have them either die or do my dirty work for me. Fun times!”

Erick had a hard time keeping his emotions in check. He wanted to rage against Fallopolis’s casual disregard for others. He wanted to harm her for her confessed crimes. But he calmed himself, and asked, “Have you ever considered that people are valuable resources, and working with civilization instead of toppling it is a much more prudent goal?”

With a wide smile, same as before, and highly reminiscent of a teacher instructing a student who understands everything the teacher says, she said, “We already work with civilization, Erick. That is what we do. We make people better than they were before by killing those that don’t deserve to live.” She added, “You would kill the killers, and the corrupt, and the dangerous, but that’s just a variation on the various Shades out there who kills those of every type who fail to live up to their potential, be their crimes those ofuselessness, stupidity, or evenvolatility. If they survive, then they’re not what we thought they were; they’re qualified to live. You and I, and us, we just have different lines in the tunnels between acceptable and non.” 

All anger fled, to be replaced with a coldness, and a certainty. 

Even if Fallopolis’s words were true, which Erick did not believe for a second, Fallopolis was acting up for someone. There were no [Scry] orbs hanging around them, but Erick didn’t believe that meant no one was watching. 

Fallopolis was acting up for someone. 

For him, to convince him of her lies? To convince him of some other thing?

For someone else, to convince them of her own intentions? 

Probably the latter. 

Or maybe both. Or neither. 

Erick had no real base to draw upon when it came to Fallopolis. He had spoken to Killzone for a while, about every Shade there was, and about what to expect going into this Shadow’s Feast. Jane had spoken of her own time inside Ar’Kendrithyst, as well. Everyone knew a little bit about Ar’Kendrithyst, and Erick had heard a lot over the last year. One of the thingseveryone agreed upon was that the Shades were dangerous truth tellers, who spoke in candied half-truths and believable perspectives, as much as they could. They only lied when they respected the person they were talking to.

Killzone had told Erick that the Shades he would meet might tell the truth in the beginning, but the lies would come out soon enough. Right now, Fallopolis was likely trying to manipulate him with a partial truth.

With a gleam in her glowing white eyes, Fallopolis asked, “You’re not going to refute me?”

“I know perfectly well where my line lies, but I’ve seen people with nothingbecome better than who they were before.Lost souls high on drugs to get away from their lives, or behind bars and waiting for a judge to sentence them to life in prison. Rape victims too depressed to move on with their lives. They needed help, and I gave them that help, and sometimes I failed, but sometimes I succeeded and the world was a bit better for it.” Erick demanded, “What good is the harm you do when life itself is more than harmful enough to temper or break the people living it?” 

“You overestimate our impact.” 

“Monsters kill people.” He said, “You tempt people to your city to test them, and kill those who fail. Those who succeed gain items you release into the world with the intent to cause damage long after they’ve left your power, like the Sword Staff, or other artifacts.”

“You release artifacts into the world, too.” 

“Don’t even try to equate the two. It is a disingenuous argument.”

“Your Particle Magic killed Odaali, Erick, for you just opened the door, exactly like any good Fire of the Age, or Shade. And then people were people.Your argument is the disingenuous one.” Fallopolis said, “If anyone should be fielding this question, it should be Rozeta, for we Shades have been trying to destroy the inequality of the Script and all the empowerments you seem to detest, for a long, long time.”

Erick almost retorted, but a strange shadow appeared on the glowing red road, not a hundred meters away. He turned a few more Ophiel eyes toward the blot in the red brightness. Fallopolis noticed.

She waved an arm wide, saying, “And here’s the bag boy! You took your sweet time.”

The blot moved forward and stopped ten meters away. It stepped up from the ground, resolving into a thin human man, with a wrinkled face and greying hair. The first noticeable thing about him were his clothes, for Fallopolis wore the same thing, but Fallopolis’ outfit was downright shabby, compared to his. And then Erick noticed his long arms and legs, as though he had been stretched, more than slightly.

The man regarded Erick witheyes that were grey pits of light. “My Queen wishes to welcome you to Kendrithyst.” Two more blots appeared behind the man. They stepped up to reveal younger, shorter butlers, or whatever they were. The first man asked, “If you would be so kind, would you please allow this one to take your bags? They will be ready for you at the Palace.”

“… No thank you.”

The butler looked ready to sigh, but instead, he turned to Fallopolis. 

Erick turned to Fallopolis, too. 

Fallopolis frowned at everyone, then said to Erick, “You’re going to be attacked before you reach the Palace. Best give him most of your things unless you would prefer to arrive at the Palace without dessert. Queen will not like it if you don’t bring her what she asked for.”

Erick had a refusal on the tip of his tongue, but this was not something he was willing to upset someone over. So instead, he asked Fallopolis, “Can I trust you at your overt words?”

Fallopolis stood up a bit straighter, as she blushed. “Ooh?” She put a hand to the side of her face, as if in thought. “Well.” She lowered her hand. Unsure, “I guess? Yes.” With a triumphant nod, she decided, “You can trust everything I say to be true, from here on out.”

Erick asked, “Are these really porters for Queen? They’re wearing your outfit.”

“Ha!” With a sly smile, she said, “Yes. They truly are her porters. Whatever you give them will go right to Queen, while you and I must take the longer, walking route.” She chided, “And apparently I need to take a slightly longer route than you!” She tugged at her outfit, saying, “I’ll have you know that this was my outfit first.” She gestured at the butlers, adding, “They look like that because they are a power play by the Queen, who takes every opportunity she can to shame me.”

Erick acknowledged the powerful monster in human guise, then turned to the others monsters in human guise, and floated his luggage-carrying Ophiel forward. With a few easy set-downs, Erick laid down most of his clothes and his glass-covered dessert tray. He kept one bag back, for it held his essentials; afew miscellaneous items, a jug of water he could [Duplicate], a few food items, and a few chocolate bars, just in case he needed a back-up dessert.

Erick had studied a map of Ar’Kendrithyst before he came. He knew the Palace District laid to the far south of the Dead City, over a hundred and twenty kilometers away. Past the Spire, where the Shades ruled the Dead city, and past Umber Street, where Bulgan rose to power. Past the Garden, which Treant took from Planter when Champion Yetta came and killed him. Past the Armory and three different lakes and a hundred other smaller places Erick had heard of from his daughter, or from Killzone. 

For there would be no blipping to the party. 

Because, though Erick barely noticed the tingling against his skin, it was there. Either Fallopolis or someone else had deployed their Blessing, disallowing all Spatial magic. It hadn’t been active in the beginning, but it was active after the wall closed…

Erick asked Fallopolis, “Is that your Blessing?”

“Nope!” She smirked, saying, “That’s part of the preparations for the Feast.” With her kendrithyst staff, she pointed to the sky. “If you can guess which plane I designed, then I’ll reward you with something special!” She turned shadowy, saying, “Be right back, gotta change!”

Fallopolis vanished from sight. 

Erick turned his full attention to the butlers. They had picked up the luggage he had given them, but they had yet to leave. They were just sort of… waiting. Perhaps for Erick to say something? So he said, “Thank you for taking my things to the Palace. I look forward to meeting Queen.”

The lead one spoke, “Queen welcomes you to Kendrithyst, and to Shadow’s Feast.” 

Hiswords said, the butler and his entourage dropped into the red road, all at the same time. Their three shadowy blots zipped away, faster than Erick could track them, but not too fast for his Ophiel. They passed beyond sight when they got half a kilometer down the road, and turned right into a crystal tower, to vanish down into the depths.

And Erick was alone. 

Maybe.

He took the time to gaze upon the city, again, since it was beautiful, and this was a calm moment.

Glowing red spires of crystal turned purple in the edges and down below, while the crystal skyroad ahead of him was a bit more muted in its brilliance. And now that he looked, he saw that different spires were different shades of red; the road was actually crimson. A real good color for Strength Stat enchantments, actually. There were shadows crawling inside every glowing tower and every crystal structure, but that was par for the course, for Ar’Kendrithyst. Nothing too unusual, there. The gentle undulation of the shadows reminded Erick of crashing ocean waves, or maybe ink swirling in water, or maybe… He wasn’t quite sure. 

Erick stepped a little to the side of the red road underfoot, and looked down. 

A glowing purple abyss stared back. 

Erick turned on [Greater Lightwalk]—

And experienced a slowness he had never known. The spell activated over the course of a second; his skin turning fractionally brighter as he extended a tendril outward. Ah. So Killzone had been right. He had warned Erick of this possibility. Oh well. He could deal with limited spellcasting, due to a time-magic interacting with the global cooldown of the Script. 

Erick experimented with his [Greater Lightwalk] tendril, moving the tendril around perfectly fine. No time-based shenanigans, there. But when he went to cast another spell, a [Force Bolt] this time, targeted onto the road ahead and too low-powered to actually do anything, the spell didn’t activate. It wasn’t an Error, or anything like that. These were the normal limitations of the Script.

The global cooldown prevented the casting of more than one spell every second, and while the 12 hours of Shadow’s Feast passed normally for everyone outside of Ar’Kendrithyst, inside the Dead City, it would take 10 days to pass those 12 hours. Meaning 240 hours inside the city. Meaning 20 seconds per single spell cast.

Luckily Erick had 10 Ophiel, each able to cast their own spell, once every 20 seconds. 

… But they’d spend most of those global cooldowns just keeping themselves afloat with their [Airshape].

Erick glanced to his [Familiar]s. He thought. With a moment’s introspection, he decided that he was going to run [Greater Lightwalk] all the time, just keeping it on the periphery of his understanding, and not actually becoming a lightform being himself. He’d also run his [Handy Aura] the second he was able to cast again, which was coming up… now.

He turned on his [Flight of a Thousand Hands]—

With a dawning realization, and as he was tucking in his Handy Aura and his light tendrils, he understood that those butlers had likely been waiting for their global cooldowns to reset, and not to hear Erick speak, or anything like that. Shadelings still had Script access, after all. Mystery solved? Had Erick accidentally made a fool of himself?

Whatever the case, his next action was to have an Ophiel expend themselves to cast a [Prismatic Ward] on his luggage; casting the movable-option version of the Solid [Ward]. When Erick’s cooldown came back so he could recast that [Familiar]...

His Ophiel were going to run into problems with the global cooldown, weren’t they? He had never really paid attention to it before, but they used [Airshape] all the time; sometimes more than every 20 seconds. They would each need a different way to fly. 

… Would there be mana problems, too? Was Erick’s regeneration cut in 20, as well?

Checking his Status, which took a few moments to actually manifest, Erick watched his mana regenerate as he expected it to regenerate. He was not that separated from the Script; the only thing he was truly separated from, in this fast-time space, was access to the Script. Mana regeneration and other Stat-derived powers were aspects of the Script, but either the Script was more robust than Erick imagined, or maybe this ‘cooldown limitation’ was just one of the ways to ensure Time Magic never got out of hand. 

Jane had spoken of not being able to reach the Script when she was time-locked by Melemizargo, all those months ago. Perhaps, what she had actually experienced, was not a denial of Script access, but the very same limitation Erick was experiencing right now.

… Whatever the case,Erick opted to solve Ophiel’s flying problems now, while he had time. With a thought, he switchedthem all over to Handy Aura flight. They naturally regenerated 1 mana every two seconds, but that spell cost 1 mana per second, so they’d have to dip into the Restful, dense air every now and then. This was fine, for [Flight of a Thousand Hands] was good for both aerial movement and fighting off smaller beasties. Erick could have one of them, the one holding up the bag, actually, run [Greater Lightwalk], for that one would always be in the Restful air, and thus able to support the much larger 10 mana per second of [Greater Lightwalk], and also be able to better protect the bag. So he did just that.

Ahhh, planning. 

It’d all go to shit soon enough, but it was best to be prepared if possible.

A spark of darkness drew Erick’s attention, just as the spark resolved into Fallopolis. The Shade wore a black dress with poofy shoulders and a cascade of fabric down the body, almost like a flamenco dancer’s outfit, but softer. It matched the style of her grey hair. 

Erick asked, “Are you limited by the global cooldown, too?”

There was no harm in asking this question, to Erick’s knowledge. Fallopolis likely knew every single nuance to the spell currently locking down Ar’Kendrithyst. She would know that his own casting was somewhat limited. 

She cackled once, then said, “Nope!” She pointed to the left. A bolt of shadow ripped out of her body like a tsunami packed into a football. It soared across the city to impact a red tower and splinter the crystal. Fallopolis waited a beat, then pointed to the right, sending another [Black Bolt] into the side of a different tower. She said, “You’d need to abandon the Script to be able to do the same thing with your [Greater Lightwalk].”

Erick could not stop the slight frown that pulled at his face. 

He pointed at the same distant tower, and flexed his [Greater Lightwalk]. Hethrew out a tiny, completely normal-sized [Force Bolt]. The tower was too far away to hit, so the spell vanished before it got there, but that was fine.He might not be able to recreate spells beyond Basic Tier, but he could certainly do that much. He wasn’t a complete rube. 

Fallopolis smirked as she gestured down the red road with her crystal staff, saying, “Come! We must journey on foot to the Feast, so we will have lots of time to talk of the inadequacies of the Script, and to dodge or fight the trials and tribulations arrayed against us.”

Erick did not follow close, but he did follow to her side, leaving a good three meters distance between them. He asked, “Is your plan to distract me or protect me from attacks?”

“If anything, you will have distracted me when I am attacked. You are Untouchable. Directly, anyway.” Fallopolis shrugged, as she casually said, “But then again, there’s no predicting crazy, and these insane priests of Melemizargo are as noodle-noggined as brainsnakes.”

“… Okay.”

“You’ll want to prepare for collateral damage.” Fallopolis declared to the Dead City, “Won’t be my fault if he gets hurt!”

Erick stared out at the bright, crystal city, with spires reaching high and towers extending too far deep to see where they ended. Fallopolis was obviously speaking to someone, but the shadows in the glowing stones didn’t respond. No one responded. 

So when was the first problem going to appear?

They silently walked down the road to Forward Base for a little while. The plot of crystal allotted to Spur’s Army loomed in the distance; a darker tower than the rest. It was supposed to be empty right now, and it certainly looked the part. No sentries standing atop the battlements. No soldiers stationed at the end of the road—

Fallopolis turned to the left, to the south, to stand on the edge of the red road, and then she walked off the road.She did not fall. She just kept walking, as though she was standing atop an invisible road. But she wasn’t truly ‘walking’ either. With every step she took, she moved double the distance as normal. It wasn’t three seconds before she pulled at least a dozen meters ahead.

After a moment of introspection, Erick followed, flying along on his Handy Aura, easily catching up.

Fallopolis noticed. She frowned at him, then looked to his dangling feet. “No flying!” She said it without malice, but there was an edge to her voice. “Walk with [Greater Lightwalk].” She gestured to the sky around her, the bright red crystals, and the glowing purple depths. “Is there not enough light to your liking?”

Erick returned her frown, and stepped onto the light. He almost stumbled, trying to match her stretched-out speed, but Erick got the hang of it after a few tries. With radiance splashing under every footfall, his Handy Aura pulled back to his back, and his balance secured, Erick said, “I did not expect you to take the ‘walking’ part seriously.”

“Serious as cancer!” 

“Thank Rozeta for [Cleanse].” 

He said it as a reflex, panicked for a brief moment, then decided it was okay. Because Fallopolis laughed. 

“Ha!” Fallopolis said, “She didn’t make [Cleanse]! [Cleanse] has been around for more than a million years and cast a million different ways, long before the Script came along and locked it down to a press of intent and a brush of mana.”

“… Believable.” Erick asked, “But so what? It’s here, and I’ve used it because of her implementation of the Script, and I’m happy for it.”

Fallopolis questioned, “Happy to suffer the yoke of another?” 

“Freedom is a lie kids and fools tell themselves is possible so they don’t have to labor under the harsh realities all around us. To live in a city, to love and be loved, to peacefully exist with others? These require sacrifices of freedom that I am all too happy to accept.” Erick said, “And besides that, there is always someone more powerful than you, for even if you’re at the top, you are still beholden to the mob, and I am not going to become a hermit.”

Fallopolis went, “Hrm.” 

Fallopolis said no more, and Erick didn’t either. 

They just walked, for a while.

 

- - - -

 

This was all too fuckin’ weird. Here he was, strolling through the sky next to a true monster. Though she might walk with a slight smile and a happy look upon the world, and though she might seem like a kindly grandmother, she was a monster. No doubt about that.

Jane had shown him telepathic images of the people Fallopolis had turned into musical instruments, and of the monster ‘cake’ she had set out for Champion Yetta and the rest of her party. Jane showed him pictures of her time rescuing people from the Arena, who Fallopolis had dumped into death games, and when they succeeded, she harassed them all the way through the city, all the way back to the Crack, and outside. It was awful, what she had done to all of those people… 

Those people who had invaded her home? 

No no. That was being too generous to Fallopolis. But...

With that thought, Erick just had to ask. But maybe a more generalized question, rather than a specific one. It might reveal more.

“Why do you harm people who come to Ar’Kendrithyst?” Erick clarified, “Why play the villain, and ply with treasure, if the goal is to make the world stronger?”

Fallopolis lost some of the happy pep to her walk, as she said, “Fair warning: Don’t use that name around other Priests of Melemizargo.”

“Fair enough.”

She looked to him with eyes made of light, then turned her attention back to the empty ‘road’ ahead, saying, “We devoted sons, daughters, and otherwise of the Dark Dragon… We appreciate power. We cultivate cunning. We love losers who turn everything around, and upend the world for their own gain, or for the lives and love of others. But if you think we’re the greatest danger this world faces, you don’t know anything.” She pointed all around at the pristine crystal towers, saying, “If we were the biggest bads on the planet, then they would all come to kill us all, bringing this city low, for even a collection of couatls will band together to strike at strangers. Now, it is true that we have been Big Bad Problems every now and again. We’re only mortal, Erick. But for every time one of us has managed to convince the rest to go to war, and thus made targets of ourselves, there was someone else out there that has done worse.”

“And those people should feel shame for their actions, too.”

She asked, “Want to become a Shade and teach them that they should feel shame?”

“What about the people in Champion Yetta’s incursion into Kendrithyst? Why did you turn those people under your power into musical instruments?”

She nodded, then began, “The Champion was coming to kill Planter; this was unavoidable. By planting those Daydroppers and putting himself on Atunir’s Kill and Exterminate Quest, he had overstepped his bounds as a good Shade. To make a long story short, he had gone insane or succumbed to his monstrous nature, or whatever you want to call it. And thus, he had to die. 

“A Full Meeting determined our collective response to our fallen member. 

“We decided to assist every adventurer who came to kill him.

“There were more than a few attempts to use the new influx of young power to kill off some of our own. I stood firmly in this camp as I often do, and I will make no apology for trying to kill unfit Shades.

“But then you sent Yetta after us, and everything changed. We had another Full Meeting. We could not assist a divinely appointed soldier unless we thoroughly tested them first, and took at least one or two of them for ourselves. 

“Halfway through this meeting, Melemizargo got involved. There were too many of his pieces in play for him not to. You had given Yetta the quest to kill Planter, and Jane was already in the city, killing and culling weakness like a good girl. Champion Tania Webwalker usually remains silent during Full Meetings, but she spoke. My usual desire to see the weak culled from our ranks was met with unusual furor from Tania. 

“This set the tone for Yetta’s incursion. 

“From there, a lot of boring things happened, but I cleared my part of the city of adventurers, and waited.” She looked to Erick, asking, “And you know what I saw when I saw Yetta?” She returned her sight forward, and answered herself, “I saw a scared girl, on the precipice of horror, flying forward for she knew no other way. So when Yetta and them decided to go along with the Army’s suggestion to rescue the people we cleared out of the city in preparation for Yetta’s arrival, I waited. When they came my way, I rapidly mutilated the adventurers and turned my guardwolf into a cake, in order to prepare them for what they would find at Planter’s Garden and elsewhere in Kendrithyst.” She added, “Others had more horrible dungeons planned out because some of them are more horrible people than I, but if Yetta decided to forgo my dungeon then my intention was always to let the poor people go.” 

Erick took a moment to understand what Fallopolis had revealed. 

It sounded like it was all perfectly reasonable, but that only showed how insidious it was. 

He asked, “Why did you have a Daydropper in your dungeon?”

“Because Planter gifted one to each of us. Left the green vine right in some of our own bedrooms, he did. None of us touched them, though. We didn’t want to get caught up in his insane ideas.” Fallopolis said, “Not a single person made it to the Daydropper room in any of those dungeons, because we killed each planting before either Yetta’s team or anyone else got anywhere near the wretched thing.”

Erick almost had another question, but a shadow to the left of their path caught Ophiel’s eyes.

Fallopolis flinched just after Ophiel, and then she reacted.

She caught a ten-meter long spike of red crystal in the space above her upturned hand. The spike had come from the crystal tower to the left, breaking off from the whole to impact the Shade, who just stood there, not three meters from Erick. A second passed. The spike could not reach her. It sparked and cracked and strained to push through her casual show of telekinetic power—

With her other hand, gripping her kendrithyst staff, she caught three more spikes that launched up from below. Another second had passed, by that point. While Erick was rapidly switching between deciding to help, or to let it all play out, the Shade looked almost bored by her attempts to defend herself.

Erick almost launched a few spells at the monster, as it revealed itself.

The upper twenty meters of a nearby crystal tower, the whole bright, red thing, broke, revealing itself as a cross between a spider with a hundred too-long legs, and a crystal elemental. It had been camouflaged as the top of the kendrithyst tower, but now the true top of the tower was visible below the beast, gripped by thirty crystal legs. When the elemental was hidden, there was not a single part of the monster that gave away its true nature. Even now, it still looked mostly like kendrithyst. 

Animated kendrithyst that filled up a lofty space the size of Erick’s wizard tower; a monster that moved too silently to be believable. Not a single one of the crashing, suspending crystals that made up its body, made a single noise.

It certainly made noise when Fallopolis ripped it apart, though. 

With narrowed eyes and a casual disdain for the world, the Shade ripped the legs off of the crystal creature, five, seven, a dozen limbs at a time. Those legs crashed through the abyss below, sparking and breaking and… oozing? What? 

Within a handful of seconds, Fallopolis had de-limbed the ambush predator in a shower of crystal chips, and splashes of glowing red light. In a few moments more, she had torn the monster down to a core; a piece of red kendrithyst with a bright white light inside. She turned her hand, and the red outside of the core broke, splashing more red liquid light into the world like an egg cracking, then falling away to reveal a grand rad as bright as any Erick had ever seen. The jewel floated to the Shade, becoming a drop of light that touched her chest and sunk into her body, carving a tiny hole in her black, ruffled dress, but leaving behind bloodless, unmarred skin.

Erick had either directed an Ophiel to turn on his [Cleanse Aura], or Ophiel had done that himself. Either way, misted red ‘blood’ did not reach Erick; it turned to thick air before that could happen.

Fallopolis turned to Erick, and smiled, saying, “You didn’t react except to back up a step, and activate your [Cleanse Aura]. Why was that?”

“… I am not sure. Didn’t feel right when it was your kill?” Erick frowned at himself. That answer was not honest, but he didn’t feel like explaining any further.

“They’re just monsters, Erick.” Fallopolis said, “You can kill them, you know. You might even get some Participation next time. Get some nice levels!” 

Erick looked to the red splashes dripping down the kendrithyst tower. He asked “That wasn’t a golem?”

“Not at all.” She gestured to the bloody tower behind her. “That was a Kendrithyst Mimic. The true adult form of the Crystal Mimic. They’re rather… rare...” She adopted a frown, and put a finger to her lips as if thinking some deep thought. She turned and viewed the tower. “Why did it attack me, though? They never come out against Shades.” She stood straight, asking herself, “Or maybe they always come out against Shades?” She turned to Erick, saying, “Hard to keep the facts straight, sometimes. Ol’ Melly-mel might be gettin' better, but some of us were stuck with his lack-of-sane for a long time. Still!” She admonished, “Best not freeze up like that again, Erick. Throw out a spell or two next time! But now...Where we were? I think you were asking me something about Daydroppers or mutilating people or somesuch minutiae.”

And with that curt dismissal of all of Erick’s concerns for morality, and decency, and maybe a little bit because of the power Fallopolis had just displayed, Erick had a thought. Who was he, to think that he could change the Shades? Maybe, if he were the same person he was a year ago, he would give that pursuit a bare modicum of effort, but knowing what he knew now… The Shades did not deserve that chance. So he switched topics. 

“What other monsters do you think we will encounter?”

“I’m sure there’ll be something for you to murder soon enough.” She gestured to the Ophiel that was still running the [Cleanse Aura]. “Bring ‘em in for a landing, will ye? I got red in my hair.”

… She looked clean, but Erick moved the [Cleansing Aura] Ophiel toward Fallopolis. 

The [Cleanse Aura] clipped the Shade, then enveloped her, as a practical explosion of thick air blasted away from Fallopolis, like she was the starting point for a fog bank, or the heat mirage of a fire tornado. Fallopolis luxuriated in the breeze, smiling faintly. Erick just watched, wondering what the fuck was being [Cleanse]d. In three seconds, the purifying storm became a trickle. The Shade looked slightly younger, maybe. She smiled. She giggled. 

She whipped around, and continued south, her footsteps making dark flashes as she walked in the air. 

Erick reluctantly followed, his own footsteps spilling light into the brilliant city. 

He chanced, “So? Monsters?”

“Right!” Fallopolis began, “There’s the Kendrithyst Mimics, course. Can’t never spot them till they move. Luckily, your Ophiels’ got some phenomenal sight training. Clued me in before I got skewered. Then there’s the shadowolves, but they’re negligible. Shadow krakens, shadow beasts? They’re bigger and a little bit of fun, but you probably won’t see a shadow-aligned monster out tonight— You know. ‘Cept for Shades.” She glanced at Erick and smiled wider, then turned forward again and continued, “And then there’s the giants. We should see a few of them now or then. Mostly just some weak ones my compatriots are looking to cull from their flocks… Probably… But Kendrithyst is a lot of empty space, so meeting the monsters you might expect to meet can be rather difficult sometimes. Then there the swordwings! Those are new. Skyhook created those from tiny razorwings, and then loosed them in the city about four months back…”

Fallopolis spoke of monsters known, and unknown, as the two of them walked across crystal chasms, ever south. The Palace District was about 120 kilometers distant; Erick wasn’t quite sure, since they wouldn’t be flying directly there. They were moving double-time, though, so maybe they’d actually make it to the party in under 24 hours. But their direction...

Their direction could be a problem, as the Swamp was thirty kilometers south of the Crack, and directly in their path. The Witch lived in that land of curses, poison, and dark waters. Killzone had shown Erick a map, and given him a dozen pathing options, but all of them went around the Swamp. Erick did not really want to go that way...

But Fallopolis spoke on, not giving him a chance to talk. 

It was probably on purpose. 

She did have a lot to say about monsters, though. Erick could almost believe that she truly did tell people what they needed to know to survive and thrive in Ar’Kendrithyst. Almost. 

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Just a casual walk through the sky. No big.

Patrons just got 116. 

Thanks for reading~
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    In case you missed it, this is a map of Ar'Kendrithyst, with all the Upper, Middle, and Lower Reaches crammed into one generalized map. The Dead City itself is about 150km by 150km by 50km deep. It used to be one of the Underworld cities of the Wrought. 
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                The sky was full of lands composed of myriads of mixed elements and stars brighter than they had any right to be, while the horizon in every direction was a crimson glow of towers, fading down to violet, shadowed depths. A comfortable wind blew through the quiet city. Not too hot, not too cold. Erick’s white [Conjure Armor] was fine to wear for extended periods of time, especially with his new clothes. 

But a bit of thirst got to him. 

Fallopolis continued to talk, “… And then there’s the weirdwood. It’s an Arbor that grows in the third layer but sends roots everywhere to feed off of dead shadows and adventurers. What usually happens, is that the adventurers think they’ve found a simple duskwood grove, and they’re all like ‘Oh! Duskwood heartwood! That’s good for such-and-such enchantment or so-and-so potions’. And so they try to attack it and if they’ve run into the main tree, they die, but if they run into the side growths, they might live.” She added, “It’s rather similar to your Yggdrasil, but it’s not a true World Tree.” She continued, “And then there’s—

“A World Tree?” Erick asked, interrupting Fallopolis.

It barely fazed him that she knew what had only happened two hours ago, but her casual naming of the ‘world tree’ phenomenon sparked Erick’s interest; he couldn’t not interrupt her. 

She didn’t seem to mind. “Of course! People try to make them all the time and they almost always fail, because World Trees are Arbors of a larger sort, but the Script doesn’t like them because they are extreme defensive structures, the lot of them. Back in the Old Cosmology, they truly did protect entire worlds.” She added, “I doubt your Yggdrasil will ever be what it could have been. The Script constricts the top and nurtures the weak. If you’d’ve made this tree in the Old Cosmology, you would have truly created something to behold. A defensive treasure worthy of founding a multi-plane civilization.”

“You’ve spoken like this a few times, now.” Erick said, “No one needs that much power. The Script could do with a lot less power, in my opinion.”

“Ha!” Fallopolis said, “I am glad we have come to this part in our discussion, becauseevery single Shade agrees that most people could do with a lot less power, for the Script is an unfair equalizer. Mages study for decades to make their part of the world a bit better with a bit of magic, but then some unlearned asshole comes along with two points, buys [Strike] and [Invisible], and beheads the mage, turning their part of the world back to anarchy. The same phenomenon happened in the Old Cosmology, too, of course, but back then, a mage could protect themselves, and assassins had to really know their trade to get you. Anyone could overcome old power, in fact. But it wasn’t as simple as ‘spend two points’.”

“I think you misunderstand. Even mages don’t need that much power. No one does.”

“Now that’s insane! Of course people need power, for the truly natural world is a dangerous place, and I’m not talking about this curated experience of Script and monsters. I’m talking real magic; unfettered.” She asked, “Would you get rid of magic itself?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Well good. Then you’re not a total lost cause.” She asked, “Where would you set the bar of acceptable spells, then?”

“I’d keep [Cleanse] and [Greater Treat Wounds]. Maybe [Telekinesis], too. I could do without all the rest, if it meant no more monsters, or ancients, or archmages of any kind.”

For the first time, Fallopolis went speechless. “… I was not expecting…” And then she said, “But you love magic? Creating the higher tiers, working Particles? Ophiel. [Exalted Rain]. All the rest.”

“I do.” Erick smiled at the illusion-filled sky, saying, “But I also love talking with neighbors and helping people and having dinner with friends. I do not love fighting for my life because some ancient mage decided to create a monster and loose it upon the world some thousand years ago, or even just last week.”

Fallopolis glanced at him, then looked forward, not breaking her stride. Erick had spied a frown, but not much of one. For a long moment, the only soundswere the sounds of wind, blowing through Ar’Kendrithyst, and the gentle hum of the Ophiel trailing behind Erick. The ones on his shoulders were completely silent. 

Erick broke the silence, offering, “I have a canteen of water. Would you like one, too?”

“… Sure.”

Erick directed the lightform Ophiel, currently holding his bag, to reach in and copy his canteen. Another Ophiel did the same action, effectively letting Erick briefly pass the global cooldown of the Script. With a reach of his own light, he grabbed both bottles out of the dense air around the bag. With a gentle extension of solid light, he handed one of the round canteens to Fallopolis. 

She eyed the canteen, and took it. With a flick, the cap came off and fell into the violet depths below. 

Erick drank from his own bottle—

The attack came suddenly, but Erick had been ready this time, for his vision had not been blocked by the canteen, at all. Even still, it was only his lightform self and his lightform Ophiel that allowed him to see well beyond the normal spectrum, and see the [Invisible] creatures as they detached from the crimson kendrithyst, from the surrounding five crystal towers. 

With no color to describe them and with the barest shift in their surrounding heat, Erick registered the threat, and waited to see if they actually attacked. They hadtwo arms, two legs; maybe more.They were certainly multi-jointed, with skin flaps between every part of their blanket-like bodies. With such a figure, they easily took to the air, like flying squirrels. They flew toward Erick, and the Ophiels trailing behind him.

Erick shot out four [Shooting Star]s from four Ophiel. 

The first monster came toward Erick, like an unfolding blanket, but it met a speedy ball of light that ripped it apart, sending a shower of suddenly-visible gore into the air. The death of their member did not seem to deter any of the other thirty-ish [Invisible] killer blankets. Some attacked Ophiels, but Handy Auras caught those offenders and ripped them apart, sending more gore into the depths below. 

Laughing, playing balls of light, killed most of the tiny pack hunters. Few made it close enough to be ripped to shreds. Every single light orb avoided Fallopolis by a wide margin, but the [Invisible] blankets did not; those that got near the Shade were torn to shreds by telekinetic forces of a different sort.

Erick just watched the destruction, as he sipped from his canteen. Ahhh, that felt good. Nice water. It even tasted better than usual. Since it was duplicated inside a [Prismatic Ward], was it also magically imbued, like the metal in Erick’s wrought-quality metal experiment?

The encounter took about four seconds. There was a brief pause in the forward march as the monsterscompleted their suicidal attack, but Fallopolis continued to stride ahead as she saw Erick had it under control, and Erick soon resumed his own quick pace, beside the Shade.

When it was over, he had another Ophiel spread out a [Cleansing Aura], wiping away the little bit of red gore than had managed to spray across all of them. Erick noticed the gore that had gotten on Fallopolis, this time, before it turned to thick air. 

Every [Shooting Star] gave a chuckle and a laugh as they faded out; their killing spree done and over.

Fallopolis shook the canteen, sloshing water, saying, “This is good water.”

Also ignoring what had just happened, Erick asked, “Does it have any special qualities? I just found out the other day that [Prismatic Ward] is more special than I gave it credit for.”

“Yes.” Fallopolis said, “A very minor mana potion effect. Too small to notice, too limited to matter.”

“Interesting.” Erick asked, “Are we really going to walk through the Swamp to get to the Palace?”

Fallopolis shrugged as she walked. “Up to you.” She gestured with her staff, saying, “The Swamp is there. Or, we could go left, and walk along the wall. The Swamp is marginally safer than the wall walk, for the walls of Kendrithystare home to many areas of no return.” She gestured right. “We could alsodescend to the central layer and hit the highlights of the city, as well as find fewer monsters. It’s generally safer where Shades routinely move, but all of them will likely be taking the high roads, to see the planes above. In such an odd case as tonight, it might actually be less monster-filled to also travel the high roads, but we might meet other Shades.

“In either case, we might not hit any more monsters at all. Like all battles, Kendrithyst is mostly blank space, punctuated by moments of terror and triumph, or defeat.” She looked to Erick, and with a gleam in her white eyes, said, “We could also attempt to sneak into a few choice locations and steal everything that isn’t cemented down. A trip to the Library, perhaps, for some tomes of True Magic? A swing by the Jungle, to net one of Hollowsaur’s level 90 beasts? That’s a lot of levels for you! Oh! Or the Armory! That place is locked up tighter than a virgin’s arsehole, but the rewards are well worth the conquering.” 

“If all those are options, then why are we on a direct line to intercept the center of the Swamp?”

“My greatest hope, is that you will meet the Witch, and when she proves herself incapable of participating in Polite Society, she will try to kill you and then either you kill her, or Melemizargo kills her. Either way works for me.” Fallopolis added, “Your rings will protect you from a great many curses, so you’re the best bet I have for murdering Perri.”

Erick said, “I want to avoid the Swampand the Witch. Let’s go west and take the Center Lane.”

The Center Lane was not a proper feature of the Dead City, like the Swamp, or Abyssal Lake, but it was a general north-south aisle that could be drawn on a map from the north, to the Armory in the center of the city. It avoided most of the larger dangers, skirting both the Jungle in the west and the Swamp in the east. 

“The Witch will be at the Feast, and she always aims to kill whoever she fixates on.Kill her now or be her victim later; your choice.” Fallopolis said, “But very well. We will take the Center Lane.” She asked, “Upper, Middle, or Dark?”

“Upper.”

Fallopolis promptly turned right, crossing in front of Erick, who suddenly stopped to let her pass. 

Erick followed, and resumed a proper walking distance from the Shade.

“What were those flying things, anyway?”

“Skyskins.” Fallopolis asked, “What was that orb spell?”

“[Shooting Star].”

“You know…” She spoke with a joyful edge to her voice, saying, “You could make countless [Shooting Star]s with your [Greater Lightwalk], all in an instant, if you became a Shade and pledged yourself to Melemizargo. As a Wizard in tune with his power, he can break your connection to the Script and reforge your soul to allow you to experience true magical might.”

A question Erick had been wondering about for a while suddenly bubbled up. “What are Wizards, exactly?”

Fallopolis smiled wide, gaining a pep to her shadow-laced steps. “Why you are, of course! But you’ve barely done anything with your own power, so you probably shouldn’t poke around in your soul in an attempt to breakyourselffrom the Script.”

“… That doesn’t explain anything.” But it did cause a lot more questions.

“Wizards defy explanation.”

“Can you try?”

Fallopolis breathed deep. She said, “I will try, but it won’t do you any good.” She added, “Not because I don’t want to explain, but in trying to describe the ineffable, my description would fall short. Language is a problem, in this case, for it fails in the enormity of the truth. Ideas like ‘Creator’ or ‘Destroyer’ or ‘Paradoxical’ fail to describe the wholeness that is a ‘Wizard’. In the Old Cosmology, Wizards birthed whole planes of existence with a snap of their fingers. They destroyed swathes of Reality with a wave of their hands. They recreated souls lost to the destructive efforts of other Wizards.”

“Okay… But where does the power of a Wizard come from? Darkness?”

Fallopolis said, “Darkness is just the visual expression of Wizardry. Creation, Destruction, Paradox, all wrapped in one, and purposefully unknowable to mortal eyes; even a Shade’s. I searched this whole world for an answer to that very same question, along with a dozen others. I eventually sought help from the gods. They were little more helpful than asking the same questions to children, and yet, I continued to put out fires and raise the quality of life everywhere I went, all in the pursuit of asking my questions of the highest beings in the land. For my efforts, they gave me parables and truths I could not use.I have given you those answers, just now, in a slightly condensed version, and without the knowledge that I gained when I came looking for better answers from Melemizargo’s flock.”

Erick looked to Fallopolis with a bit more care. Words tumbled out, “You’re a wizard?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not.” She had said the words without anger, but there was a measure of steel in her voice. And then she softened. “You can ask Melemizargo about Wizardry if he shows up this year. We think he will, and if he does, he will likely want to speak to you.”

Erick felt he had touched a line in the sand. He asked no more of Wizardry. 

Fallopolis fell into a silence. 

They walked for twenty minutes, before another monster appeared. Both Erick and Fallopolis heard this one coming long before it appeared. Slithering sounds and raspy chitters wrapped up the side of a kendrithyst tower, echoing in the otherwise silent sky. Fallopolis stepped through the air, directly toward the sound, moving thirty meters in five steps.

A dark centipede as large as a subway train appeared, a hundred thousand legs on each side. It wove around three kendrithyst towers like it was the world’s most agile wyrm, but with none of the usual craziness of those dying dragons. Erick could instantly tell that this was an intelligent monster, of some larger brainpower than most. Erick knew this because the centipede saw Fallopolis walking at it, and it tried to run, tried to turn around and rush back into the violet depths below.

Fallopolis snapped a hand forward. A good hundred meters of the centipede’s body stilled, but its legs ripped large furrows in the kendrithyst towers as it struggled and failed to get away. Fallopolis flicked her whole hand. The centipede exploded. Gore rained. Erick activated [Cleansing Aura], turning that falling gore into thick air that washed across him and his gathered Ophiel. 

The Shade was outside of the effect, for now. Gore rained on her, but she didn’t care, as a line of white dots —several grand rads— flowed from where the centipede’s upper third had been, into Fallopolis’s chest, like drops of radiant water. She breathed deep. She turned back to Erick. 

“Got any good food in that bag?” She asked.

“I do. Do you want dessert, a beef and cheese sandwich, or a salad?” He asked, “Do you want a [Cleanse], first?”

“Sandwich, salad, [Cleanse]; yes.” She asked, “Hot sandwich?”

“I can make it hot.”

“Hot, then.”

Erick obliged with the [Cleanse], first, casting the spell at Fallopolis, erasing the bits of black shell and red insides that had fallen onto her. With a few other casts and a wait in a [Hot Ward], the Shade got her food. Erick copied a chocolate cupcake for himself.

Fallopolis seemed to approve of the sandwich, if her ravenous consumption of it was any indication of how she truly felt. But she took her time with the salad. She had spotted the creamy dressing upon it, and decided to eat that one second.

She did this, of course, as they were practically racing through the sky, double-stepping it further west.

When she bit into the first bit of salad, using [Telekinesis] to eat, she stopped in her tracks. Erick stopped with her. 

With a quiet voice, she said, “This dressing. What is it?”

“Ranch dressing.” Erick elaborated, “Veird has the sour cream and buttermilk and such, but I recreated the black pepper, garlic, dill, and chives, and made better sour cream than what was available outside of Spur. When I first made Ranch, I thought that sour cream was a personal invention, too, but you guys just used limes, and your sour cream was neither prevalent nor available in Spur. My only actual change was to use lemons, which I did invent.”

Fallopolis began eating and walking again, as Erick spoke. When he finished, she had already finished the salad, and said, “That was pretty good. Both of them.”

“Thanks.” He offered, “Want a cupcake? Sour cream went into these, as well, to lend the cake a moister, tangier flavor. I had thought I had invented this technique, too, but a lady I recently met informed me that I had not.”

“… I want a cupcake.”

“Chocolate or vanilla buttercream? I recreated both of those flavors, too.”

“One of each.”

 

- - - -

 

They walked in silence toward the west, their footsteps shining dark and bright.

There were occasional monsters. Birds made of iridescent swords. Bugs too large to be normal. Another Kendrithyst Mimic, which was only level 75, maybe; Erick wasn’t quite sure, but the experience he gained was enough to put an actual, noticeable difference in his Status. 

Fallopolis displayed her power in killing both large and small monsters, as Erick did the same. Erick had no idea what the Shade was truly thinking with this walk, and this civility, and this easy atmosphere of monster eradication, but it was easy to match her visible power against various hungry or territorial foes. Erick and Fallopolis fell into an easy ordering. She killed one monster, or group of monsters, Erick took the next. Back and forth it went, though sometimes the monsters fled before they fully committed to their attack. Those ones survived. Whoever's turn it was, took the next encounter.

It was hard for Erick to gauge how much either of them were truly holding back, for Erick had never truly tested himself in person, where he had to worry about his spells hitting himself, and Fallopolis was a Shade. Erick stuck to [Shooting Star] and the power of several Ophiel each wielding a Handy Aura, but he never used more than four global cooldowns out of his available eleven. 

Fallopolis held vast telekinetic strength, buthow much power did she actually have behind those invisible grips, and ripping thoughts? She only seemed to care about the grand rads inside a few of the monsters they met, but otherwise, she showed no signs of fatigue, or worry. 

Erick was doing fine, too. Good thing he was a Scion of Focus.

Which bade him to again break the companionable silence, “Why do people choose Scion of Willpower?”

Without looking back, Fallopolis said, “Kirginatharp’s stranglehold on the proper teaching of magic is a problem with many facets. The predilection for Scion of Willpower is one of them. Kirginatharp is not a gifted mage, so when he made his spells, and since he is the Second of Rozeta, he had to fall in line with the workings of the Script or be ousted as Second.” 

Erick wore a confused expression. “You’re going to have to break that down.”

Fallopolis easily elaborated, “In the beginning of the Script, there was another who could have become Second to Rozeta. Kirginatharp’s brother, Idyrvamikor. It is a tale never told in arcanaeum or most published books, for Kirginatharp controls both of those avenues to power.”

“If you’re trying to convince me that the Headmaster is a great evil, then you would have to try a lot harder than that. It was Melemizargo who cursed Dragon Essence into existence, was it not? Even if this story with Idyrvarmincor —or whatever. Even if true, all of the Headmaster’s cannibalistic tendencies are laid at the Dark Dragon’s claws.”

“The curse of Dragon Essence is a lie propagated by Kirginatharp.” Fallopolis said, “Idyrvamikor created the Dragon Curse, all on his own, for he was as much a Wizard as his grandfather.”

Erick listened, frowning,as the Shade’s voice filled the silence of the Dead City.

“Idyrvamikor was a right evil bastard, so it’s probably just as good that Kirginatharp won and his brother’s life is relegated to the Void.” She said, “But to condense a great history of hope and betrayal down to its core components: As the Script was being laid, and the process of rightful God of Magic succession was being usurped from My Dark God, the presumptive Seconds went to war. Kirginatharp, and his brother, Idyrvamikor.

“It is unknown who struck first, but it happened. The result was Archipelago Nergal, as half of that continent and most of that Underworld was consigned to the waves. Kirginatharp rose as the victor, but Idyrvamikor used the power of his death to cast the Dragon Curse. 

“But even discarding the Dragon Curse, Kirginatharp’s victory was not a clean victory.

“This was over 1400 years ago, at the beginning of the Script, when no one was sure how anything was supposed to work. Idyrvamikor planned for the long run, and thus did not create any spells for that fight. Kirginatharp seized reckless power, tripping several failsafes in the Script meant to keep mages weak, and thus his spell costs ballooned. He won, but at the cost of his future advancement. He became a Scion of Willpower, because it was necessary in order to cast the magics he had created. 

“For, as I already said: He was no great mage.

“He has never been a great mage. He gets by, with his stranglehold on learning, and his Elites succeeding as little as they do, spreading his power and bringing back treasures to him to further enable more power. It is in this way that his poison spreads in the minds and magics of those who attempt to learn from him. 

“Scion of Willpower is purely inferior to Scion of Focus, for all that is necessary for Scion of Focus to truly shine, is that you learn to make your spells better. But they teach harmful techniques in every arcanaeum, which come from Kirginatharp himself, so people must choose Willpower, or else they lack the mana to cast the ‘proper spells’ that they have been taught to cast.” Fallopolis finished with, “And that, is why Scion of Willpower is more popular than Scion of Focus. For the political reasons of a megalomaniac who, if he broke his power and started again, even a little? Well. He would almost instantly be ousted by the hundreds of other dragons waiting to kill him and take his place as Second to Rozeta.”

It was too fantastical to be real. Erick said, “A conspiracy that large is too large to succeed.”

“And now the topic moves on to Draconic Society, the Mind Mage Cabal, and the Forgotten Campaigns of Veird.”

Erick frowned. He didn’t know anything about ‘Draconic Society’, and this was the first time he had heard those words with such emphasis, but he had already heard of ‘Forgotten Campaigns’, way back when he stood in front of gods and they argued over Particle Magic. It was only now, that he combined the idea of a Forgotten Campaign with the fact that the gods could not directly exercise their power upon Veird, and he realized that they would need intermediaries. He said, “I can already guess at all that, so there’s no need to elaborate.”

“Oh?” She smiled at him. “What’s your guess at ‘all that’, then?”

“Large-scale [Mind Wipe]s, or whatever the spell is called. They probably keep the dragons hidden, too, for obviously the Mind Mages would know who the dragons were.” Erick added, “Likely selectively deleting various memories.”

“Ah! Then you do know.” Fallopolis asked, “But did you know about the killings?” 

The realities of Veird and magic were trying, sometimes, and this was no exception. Erick reluctantly said, “No, but I can guess.”

“No need to guess!” Fallopolis said, “Let me tell you of the hidden purges of both memory and physicality, all across the globe, led by the wrought. For while the dragons are a part of it, they stay out of it all for if they meet, then they kill each other. 

“But the wrought! They have no such troubles. When a Forgotten Campaign is called, they spill out from their geodes in the Underworld, filling the world, culling everything that the Relevant Entities mark as a problem. And I’ve lived through one.” She looked forward, and almost spoke again, but she stopped. She paused in thought, and then she said, “I do not want to speak of this, but I will force some of the past to the surface.” With a dismissive hand, she declared, “My memory is spotty because of what they managed to do to me before I got away. All I know is that they attacked, I defended, I found salvation in Darkness, and I am still looking for answers as to why the gods decided to erase my Wizard mother from the world, and then sundered her soul.”

A wind blew. A monster died somewhere out of sight, down below, attacked by something else unable to be seen from where Erick and Fallopolis walked the crimson, purple sky. 

The conversation had turned heavy. 

Too weighty. Erick was too close to seeing Fallopolis as a person. It was much easier to see her as a monster. 

Erick wasn’t naive, though he had certainly been called that now and again. He knew that people could be monsters, and that worse crimes had been committed by sapients, simply because they were in full control of their own actions, and they chose to do evil. He knew some people were better off dead. Unrepentant murderers. Rapists. Slavers. And in his darker moments, others made the list. Certain CEOs, politicians, bankers, pharmaceutical producers that gouged the public with insulin prices, polluters… 

The unrepentant? The purposefully harmful? Those who didn’t want to be better? Those who reveled in their power and loved to harm?

Well they were better off dead. 

And Erick hated himself for that dark, reductive thought. He hated that Fallopolis was likely using this aspect of him to ingratiate herself, to prove that not all Shades were as evil as they appeared to be. That she was one of the ‘good Shades’...

Erick changed the subject, “What are your favorite parts of Kendrithyst?”

She smiled wide, then said, “There’s the Planetarium. That’s where I killed the Astronomer. Then there’s Abyssal Lake. I’ve killed a hundred False-Shades down there. Then there’s the Crack, of course. I keep that place open and active and under my power, to let me try to dissuade untested adventurers from joining the dead of this grand city.” After a moment of thinking, she said, “The Spire is pretty to look at, but not much more than that. I only appreciate it because I’ve prosecuted more than three hundred and seventeen convictions against False-Shades, and then carried out those convictions to the satisfaction of all involved.”

She was definitely ingratiating herself to him.

Erick asked, “Which Shades need to die?”

“All of them.” Fallopolis swung her arm wide, across the lights and shadows of the city, declaring, “Every single Shade needs to die. They’re all monsters. But Melemizargo wouldn’t approve. So until the day that I’m allowed total power and personal appointment of every Shade, when I wouldn’t need all the rest of these self-indulgent Shades to avoid death at the hands of the Geodes and the misguided idiots who call themselves our ‘gods’, then I will have to suffer living with these monsters.” 

Erick had no idea how to respond to that. 

So he didn’t. 

 

- - - -

 

Erick heard something in the air besides the breeze rushing through the crystal city, or a monster dying somewhere down below. It was a pounding sort of sound. Distant, but not too distant. Water, perhaps? 

… It might be a lot of smaller monsters.

“Is that the North River?”

Fallopolis said, “Yes. We’re getting close.” 

Erick stopped, then looked left, to the south, saying, “Time to turn south, then.” 

They were too close to the river. Killzone had warned Erick about that. ‘Don’t go to any river’ he had said. They were all occupied by Shades. ‘Soon as you hear water, run the other way.’

Fallopolis smirked, then stopped walking. A brightness filled her darkness, as though she were the figurehead for another, or she had been hiding who she was this entire time. 

… Shit.

Fallopolis fully turned to Erick, and her eyes became radiance incarnate, while her skin turned black as the void. Erick’s heart beat hard. He expected a breakdown in civility sooner or later, but nothing had happened! She just turned on all her power, and faced him! What the fuck?

Erick immediately activated [Lodestar], and assumed his [Greater Lightwalk] lightform self. 

The air around him became an orb of inviolable light, tainted with ruby-red, violet edges, as his own body turned to insubstantial glows. He was theoretically safe from almost everything inside his [Lodestar], but he wouldn’t know until his power was truly tested. 

Fallopolis laughed like a greedy dragon as she regarded Erick’s light-orb self. She called out, “It’s too late to run, and besides, aren’t you here to make the world a better place? I’m not your enemy, but one of themis coming, fast enough. He was outside, watching the sky, and now he is here.” She adopted a dangerous pose, one leg behind the other and with her staff floating just beyond her open grip. She pronounced, “Prepare to greet Dorofiend, the Shade of Dead Waters, seldom seen and utterly insane. No one has ever managed to kill him. May you fight well and cleanse the North River of his undead taint. Watch out for that second form!”

Her words finished, Fallopolis faded; a ghostly image of a dark Shade, half-shadows, half-mist, disintegrating on the wind. Erick’s relief was tiny; If the attack wasn’t coming from her, then that was fine. Erick steeled himself, and waited for the hammer to drop. His heart no longer beat, for it was gone, turned to light, just like his eyes. But he still lived, and he still saw the world around him. With a thought, Ophiels flitted around, spreading out—

A piercing, human leg kicked through an Ophiel, turning the [Familiar] into broken bits of white glows, leaving behind a human-sized foot that had broken off in the exchange. A second leg, ten meters from the first, attempted to strike Erick’s bag. The bag, and its surrounding [Prismatic Ward], went flying away, clipping through Erick’s lightform body as it flew. That was fine; the Ophiel guarding it remained intact since he was no more than light at that moment, too. Erick had that one turn to a [Lodestar] as well and stay out of the fight. He could likely secure food and water from other sources for the next 10 days if he needed, but he would rather not.

Oh. He had turned on [Hunter’s Instincts]. 20 seconds must have passed. That’s why his thoughts were more fluid, and why he bothered to give a wonder toward his food-bag.

But there was a fight going on. So Erick refocused.

An Ophiel grabbed the next leg with a hundred telekinetic hands as the fleshy body-part attempted to kick through the [Familiar]’s feathered core. Erick got his first real look at the offender, in that moment, before the red-skin-colored limb yanked away, turning[Invisible] again—

How was it turning [Invisible]? This was a good question. Erick’s sight was already adjusted for multiple wavelengths, so it must be a non-standard sort of stealth magics. Erick widened his perceptions, looking for oddities. With his full-view of the sky, he saw it.There was an odd blind-spot covering a good 50 meter space, between two crystal towers.With a quick decision, he had two Ophiel also turn on [Hunter’s Instincts], while another two summoned [Shooting Star]s.

Erick’s giggling balls of light disappeared into the blank space, as three more limbs appeared, whipping out with all the force of a high level warrior, almost too fast to see. But Erick saw. The attacks came from two dragonkin-taloned hands, and one cloven-hoof foot. The limbs beyond those appendages were thirty meters long, perhaps. The hands and feet parts were tiny. The arms and legs were long. 

The [Strike]s, for that’s what they had to be, struck at Erick, but hit the light-saturated edge of his [Lodestar] like icicles jammed into concrete; completely ineffective, and more successful at breaking themselves than the target. Bones broke. Blood sprayed. 

A howl reached Erick’s ears, but cut off, like someone pressing a mute button. 

The northern sky flickered, briefly. But it was enough. In that moment, Erick saw that his [Shooting Star]s were lazing around a floating thing, unsure where to go. The thing in the air, the Shade, was a collection of humanoid body parts. A monster made of meat, with face made of bodies, with hollow eye sockets, lips made of flayed flesh, and teeth made of a hundred hands and feet circling a hole into darkness, where a tongue made of a thousand tongues lapped at the air. Its ears were made of curled arms and legs. Its neck was composed of torsos, leading to a millipede body made of whatever was left from the sculpting of a human-shaped visage, five meters across.

Upon the forehead of that visage was a person. The only one looking out from the ‘face’. Their arms were the eyebrows of the body, and their eyes were brightest white, staring at Erick, with a tiny, normal-sized mouth, open in a temporary scream.

Briefly, a stench filled the air. Rot and sewage. If Erick had been in his body, he might have puked. As he was currently made of light, the scent of that brief moment was little more than confirmation of the horror before him. 

And then a second passed, and the Shade returned to invisibility, taking every sign of its existence with it, save for the body parts already separated from the whole. Those broken hands and otherwise, fell to the depths below.

Erick flexed his lightform self, aiming a self-made [Force Bolt] at the place where the Shade might have been. His sphere of light snapped, like a crack of lightning shouting to the heavens. A Bolt of brilliance, easily a foot across, raced forward. 

It bounced. The Bolt sailed off into the sky, arcing into the distance.

Three more arms snaked out from invisible space, wreathed in black clouds, [Strike]ing Erick’s defensive sphere of [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] with few results except for arms breaking off at the elbow, five meters past the hands. The invisible Shade roared in agony again, briefly appearing, as it zipped around Erick, launching from one tower in the north, aiming for a tower to the south, to attack from a different direction. 

An Ophiel cast, fully expending itself. 

Molecular wires shredded through every part of the nearby sky; a frozen hurricane of severance. Arms carved from bodies. Legs flayed from torsos. The screams of a hundred throats wailed into the dark and the light, as the Shade stood revealed, suspended on a turbulence of hardened air. He struggled. He only managed to force himself deeper into the bloody net, every movement carving his grotesque body into more pieces. A wire broke occasionally, but there were over seven thousand of them up there, twisted into a frozen maelstrom of cutting. 

Dorofiend struggled. He turned to shado—

Erick opened an Ophiel up, and inundated the sky and the ground with light, from way down below, to way up above. A [Domain of Light] came into being, a sphere kilometers wide, wrapping the Shade in brilliance, denying all shadow, imposing Erick’s will upon the world, as a lightform Ophiel flexed forward, practically blipping as he moved so fast, yet not cutting himself upon any of the remaining wires. He did set them alight, though, like thin christmas lights.

And then the Ophiel turned on another aura. Lightning coalesced, like a halo, around the space where Dorofiend lay dying. 

Erick instantly knew he messed up, for the Shade had already reflected his magic before, but something had changed, and Erick saw he made the right call, if only on accident. The halo of lightning did not reflect. It became something stronger. A splendor. A mandala. A million perfectly flowing beams of light that touched upon the suspended gore for a kilometer around, ripping apart every single piece from the inside out, Chaining from the flesh of one dead and soul-mutilated adventurer, to another, to Dorofiend himself. 

Erick let [Fulmination Aura] run for ten seconds. 

This was longer than necessary. He had received the blue box for Dorofiend’s death after only three seconds of coruscating lightning. 
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Erick took a minute to read the box. He took a good five minutes to attempt to relax.

And then he looked to the box again. It was different than all the rest he had ever gotten. It was different than the one Jane had gotten when she killed her own Shade, all those months ago. Dorofiend must have been something more special, then? Perhaps. 

Whatever the case, Erick was level 85 now, so that was something. He had 29 points. That was too many, but he would need to keep 10 in his pocket, just in case he had to complete the [Gate] quest and get out of Ar’Kendrithyst in a hurry… But maybe that would be blocked, anyway. [Gate] was Spatial Magic, after all. No. Erick couldn’t get out of this Feast with a portal. He would only be allowed to leave if he killed every single Shade in the city, or if they let him leave. It wouldn’t be so bad to kill them all, though. Maybe he should start right now. [Domain of Light] proved to be a good Shade-killer. Erick smiled to himself. Maybe the rest of Anhelia’s spells would work well inside this space, too. And like Fallopolis said, they all deserved to die. So why not tonight? 

This was why he came here, right?

… He was still running [Hunter’s Instincts]. 

Reluctantly, he turned the skill off. 

Time seemed to speed up, or rather, return to the normal. Erick sighed. He put five points into Willpower and five into Focus. And then he had a look around. He would have gasped, if he had lungs.

A divot of light carved out a piece of the planar illusions overhead, but that wasn’t anything special. 

It was the city itself which had changed into something else. The nearby towers were crimson and purple, with no shadows at all. For kilometers in every direction, Erick only had to look, and he saw Ar’Kendrithyst as it might have been, before the shadows came. Towers made of light. Crisscrossing skyroads. Tiny garden areas, where plants could grow, and benches for people to sit upon, and see the world around them. Tiny shopping places. Grocers, perhaps. Mirrors and hairbrushes. Fountains that contained no water, but would have been beautiful if they had.

The shadows of Ar’Kendrithyst, of Dead Kendrithyst, had hidden more than he had thought possible. 

With them gone, there were houses in the stone. Plumbing. Kitchens. Bedrooms and beds that were obviously beds, but they were also like bathtubs; large basins. Wrought were liquid metal after all. He had never seen Silverite or any others sleeping, but he could easily imagine them sleeping in a bathtub-like space. It wasn’t a bathtub, though, because those were by the already-seen plumbing. 

Doors with names carved over the sills. Windows to let in the breezes. Other, stranger rooms, with areas and items unknowable—

Something pressed in from the south. 

Erick had no idea how he had known that something was ‘pressing in’ on his [Domain of Light], but it was. 

The light cracked. A spiderweb of darkness flashed across the southern hemisphere. And then the [Domain of Light] flexed, separating light into pieces, and keeping them separate; an impossible action, according to the Script. How could this inviolable space be breaking! Who could do this! How was this possible!

Like a dream fading, Light broke, and Shadow pushed away the pieces. The open households all around him turnedinto shadow-filled crystal, once again. Tiny courtyards became dark corners, where even more darkness bred, and spread.

Almost all of the molecular lines of [Hermetic Shredder] cracked; breaking. Only a few remained; a hundred, at most. Erick left them there. Maybe whatever was coming would kill itself on them. It was a foolish hope, but it would be nice to see.

Erick felt a pressure crush against his own, still-active [Lodestar], but otherwise do nothing. The pressure came again, but this time as a tap-tap-tapping, like a child tapping on the glass of a fish tank, testing to see if Erick would respond. He did not, save to mimic a sigh.

“You survived!” Fallopolis appeared in the breaking light, not ten meters away, like a blot of indelible ink that could not help but stain everything it touched. As Erick’s [Domain of Light] broke, completely, she said, “You thrived. I knew you could do it.” With a wave of her hand, molecular wires snapped, a dozen at a time. “Nasty trick you have there.” She switched to using her crystal staff and cleared wires like an old grandma clearing cobwebs, until none were left. “I can barely see them.” She mocked waving her staff through the air three more times, though she clearly knew she had gotten them all. 

Erick frowned. “Nice [Dispel]. I didn’t think it was possible.”

“Besides the fact that the Script doesn’t tell you the whole truth; that weren’t no [Dispel].” Fallopolis smiled wide. “I tried my best [Dispel], and that didn’t work. So it was time to test my Domain against yours; that did work. I do admit I had to draw upon my God to break through your spell, though, and that’s good news all around. Shows just how far you’ve come, but also how far you’ve yet to go if you want to kill every Shade.” She asked, “So! Who do you want to kill next? Did Killzone give you a list? Or would you like some advice from me? I really would like to kill the Witch if at all possible. You’re very capable of doing it. Besides, wouldn’t you like to get revenge for your Teressa woman?”

Erick reorganized his Ophiel, conjuring another to fill in the gaps left by Dorofiend. He’d have to wait twenty seconds to summon another, but if Fallopolis was back to talking, that was fine. He said, “I won’t purposefully go after any Shades tonight, Fallopolis. But I also won’t back down from a fight.”

“Oh! Perfect! Let’s head to the Jungle, next. We’ll have to descend to the Middle Layer, but that’s okay, isn’t it? Or…” She gestured to the west. “There’s the captives at Dorofiend’s Mire. Want to go set them free, or end their suffering?”

“… Let’s loot the Mire.”

She smirked, her eyes crinkling in the corners as her entire self seemed to flush with delight. 

“Also,” Erick asked, “I was informed that casual violence was not permitted.” With the least amount of displeasure that he could manage, he asked, “So what the fuck was that? With Dorofiend?”

“That—” came a voice from the side.

Erick turned. 

An incani man with tiny black horns and deep black leathers stood upon the shadows in the air, leaning against a kendrithyst tower, smirking. Erick knew his blood would have been boiling, if he was still wearing his fleshy self. As it was, he almost reached out with a lightform scythe and reaped Bulgan’s head. 

Bulgan continued, “—was just Dorofiend finally getting what he deserved. Man was too soul-scoured to live. Besides. He attacked you first.”

Erick spoke, “I challenge you to a duel, Bulgan.”

“I decline!” 

Erick blanked.

Bulgan laughed. “What? Did you think to challenge a god just by asking. Did you think it was going to be that easy? Fuck you, piggy.”

Erick almost went apoplectic in anger, but another Shade appeared on a brilliant white spider, directly behind Erick. She had ‘phased-in’, or something. It wasn’t a dark blip of [Greater Shadowalk]’s pseudo-[Teleport] option. It wasn’t [Greater Lightwalk]’s blipping feature, either. At least Fallopolis had the decency to walk to him, but now that he had seen Tania do whatever she had doneto just appear, he realized that Bulgan had done the same thing. They had both just appeared, using some unknownmagicalFUCKERY.

Just like they had done to destroy his undispellable [Domain of Light]!

ARGHH!

He did not need to turn. He could see Tania Webwalker and her ten-meter wide, white shadow spider, just fine. So he did not. He would not give her the satisfaction of seeing his face.

“Stop taunting the Fire of the Age, dear,” Tania said to Bulgan, adding, “But do ensure that he doesn’t break anyone who doesn’t deserve to be broken. He’s our guest of honor.” Her voice turned harder, as she directed her gaze toward Fallopolis. “You’re treading a thin line. Don’t cut yourself on it like Dorofiend managed to.”

Fallopolis bowed to Tania, saying, “Of course, Headpriestess Tania.”

Bulgan vanished first, like the piece of shit he was, running away into invisible power before Erick could nail him to the sky for his transgressions against all the good in the world. 

Erick caught Tania, though, by whipping around to face her, asking, “Why are you blipping around? I thought this was a religious thing? Walking to the Feast.”

Tania smiled, as she said, “We did walk here.” Her voice took on an edge, but Erick did not feel it was wholly directed at him, as she said, “Take care what shadows you tread. Fallopolis would use you until you perish, and feel nothing for the loss, but you are not nearly good enough to take on all what she would have you do. Leave the Witch alone.”

She vanished without another word. 

And Erick centered himself with some deep thoughts.

Shades could die, easy enough. The Script enabled this, and even encouraged it. But Erick wasn’t strong enough to kill them all, and especially not strong enough to challenge the stronger ones. He had been lucky to speak up about their heading toward the Swamp when he had. The Witch was certainly out of his power, and guarded by others, for some reason. Erick didn’t think Shades did that for other Shades. 

Anyway.

Fallopolis was similarlyout of his league. Tania and Bulgan, too. 

He had no idea why he chose to challenge Bulgan right then, but thank the gods he was still in his lightform self, and all his normal biological nuances simply weren’t there; he probably would have either pissed himself, or given over to his suicidal rage. It was an even chance for either. Whatever would have happened, he likely would have been crying in rage the whole time, or possibly broken the second he flinched in a way that would have indicated an attack.

As it was, he was still floating there, in his lightform, in his [Lodestar], appearing to be the peak of propriety and composure. 

Fallopolis, however, was grinning like a child with a new toy. 

Erick said, “I wish to get to the Feast, but a few detours are fine. Would you mind leading the way to the people trapped by Dorofiend?”

“Are you going to continue to wear that spell?”

“Are you going to warn me of every upcoming Shade or deadly trap?”

“I have no idea who will be coming our way. Or how. Especially now that you’ve killed one of us.” She added, “But I successfully warned you this time, didn’t I? And you succeeded! Joy all around!” She teased, “So how about a little bit of trust?”

“I’d love to, but how can I?”

“Simple! You retract your spells. I retract mine.”

After a moment of deliberation, where he considered betrayal and other dark thoughts, Erick chose, perhaps stupidly, to trust. Not in Fallopolis, of course, but in the fact that she had a history of pointing people at Shades, hoping to cause the downfall of her own kind. Personally, Erick thought that she was just strengthening her own position by doing this, for whatever reason. Killzone had his own theories, though he shared none of his personal ones. Perhaps, Fallopolis was a ‘culler of the flock’, or whatever the Priests of Melemizargo called her official position. The Shades certainly seemed like they would have an assassin or diplomat position, purely for killing their own people in an attempt to strengthen the whole.

With Dorofiend’s death, they could put someone saner in charge of the North River Tower. Erick’s murder of the Shade of Dead Waters certainly seemed like the clearing of dead weight…

Possibly.

But anyway…

Erick finally pulled his [Lodestar] aura to skin-tight, since that was something he could easily do, then heturned his [Greater Lightwalk] into something smaller, returning to his flesh and bone body. He stood upon the crimson light all around him, feeling a bit more secure since he was wearing his [Lodestar] like a skinsuit. He said, “I obviously can’t trust you, but I can work with you, since that seems to be what you desire.”

Fallopolis smiled. “It is.”

Then she, too retracted her own shadows. 

Erick hadn’t noticed her shadows until she pulled them back. As hovering imprints of half-darkness faded inward,her body seemed to flicker, as she, too, resumed her mortal coil; skin turning from grey, to pink; reflecting the actual light of the crimson towers all around, instead of being a shadow. 

And then Erick’s skin rippled. Every hair that could possibly stand up, stood.

 

Fallopolis’s voice took on a cadence, “Wrapped in Domains, gathered in tight, the two of us might make quite a sight—”

Erick countered, "Your pressure is gone, a working undone. Wouldn’t you like to see another sun?”

“I quite would my dear, my darling lil Fire; But I’d settle for turning this city to pyre.”

“Not on this night. I will not entrust, my life or my plight, because you disgust.”

“We’ve got—”

“We’ve not.”

 

Words built. Domains flickered. Shadows reached for Light, and Light denied their entry. Erick countered her words with his own; half-thought out, but full of intent. Conviction, utter and pure, closed out the altercation. 

Fallopolis gasped for breath, once, twice, almost sinking in the air, but she gathered herself fast enough. She settled. Erick had no such problems. He just watched her play out her drama, or whatever it was she was doing, after she failed to do whatever it was she tried to do.

Like. Obviously it was a curse and Erick managed a counter-curse. Or at least that’s what it felt like. ButErick had no idea where that idea came from, nor how he managed to deny Fallopolis's working.He spoke with his own voice, but also something deeper.

With a small, serious voice, Erick asked, “What did you try to do to me?”

She smirked. Blood trickled from her lips. “A Blessing, actually.”

“Don’t try that again.”

Fallopolis stood up straighter. “I will not.” She added, “Not without your permission.”

Moments passed.

Erick offered a metaphorical olive branch. “Would you care for a [Cleanse]?”

“I would.”

Erick obliged. 

A breeze of thick air flowed away from Fallopolis. 

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Expect more revelations. Maybe more rap battles? Who knows!

Patrons have 116. 

Thanks for reading~



                



111, 1/2


                The North River flowed up from below the Lower Wall of Ar’Kendrithyst, where it ascended through the North River Tower before pouring out in the upper part of the Upper Layer. All three of Ar’Kendrithyst’s rivers were similarly made. The kilometer-wide North River roared out of its great kendrithyst tower then spilled onto a similarly wide aqueduct, where it flowed mostly south, but also west. But there was a point, thirty kilometers from its headwaters, where it abruptly curved north.

This was where Erick found Dorofiend’s lair. Or rather, where Fallopolis guided him. This place was halfway down the Upper Layer, where the sky was almost completely hidden by towering, glowing kendrithyst, moisture filled the air, and a constant pounding of water on water echoed for kilometers upon kilometers.

Upon this bend in the waters, there was a deepening, and a stretching. The bend had to be a few hundred meters deep and a few thousand meters wide at its largest points, but its most noticed part were the good two dozen waterfalls that poured from high to low along the entire length. It could have been a pretty place. It was not. The entire place was a mess, with rainbow algae in some spots, green in others, and trees made of body parts growing everywhere. Some of the trees stretched up a good thirty meters. Others, were more like bushes. Every one of the trees were slightly animated. They’d probably get more animated if Erick deigned to get closer. He would not be doing that, though, if he had any choice.

He could tell that this land had not always been this way. He guessed, that if he put down his [Domain of Light], it would probably expose beaching areas all along that coast. His light would turn mud-covered stone into patios and decks, where people could sit beside the river and enjoy the ambiance. If it weren’t for all the awfulness, Erick could easily see this waterfall-laden land to be rather fun to swim in. But as it was, the water lapped against obviously dangerous algae, and rushed under moving limb-trees. No one in their right mind would think to take a dip in that. Besides, the waters were dark, too. That was another problem. The North River drank in the light of the city, all around, and it shouldn’t have. Water could be dirty, yes, and this water certainly was that, but the shadows were too thick, in Erick’s opinion.

Hovering a good twenty meters above the center of the riverbend, and with his [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] in full effect, Erick asked, “Why is the water so dark?”

Fallopolis, similarly glowing with her own dark magics, said, “Because it’s full of darkness.”

“Thank you for the non-answer.”

Without the slightest bit of rancor, Fallopolis said, “You are quite welcome.” She pointed with her kendrithyst staff to the largest of the waterfalls, near the beginning of the falls. “That’s the entrance to his underwater lair.”

“Do you care how much I destroy to get in there?”

“Not at all!” Fallopolis added, “But in this specific instance, I can tell you what will happen if you try anything aside from floating in and manually assisting whoever might be inside. If you want to hear it, anyway.”

“Please enlighten me.”

“[Watershape] will cause the limbtrees to react and attempt to destroy whatever they can reach. Since Dorofiend is dead, he is not there to stop the limbtrees inside from doing the same thing inside of his abode. If you go in with force, the limbtrees will tear any possible survivors apart. [Stoneshape] upon the kendrithyst is always a bad idea, but you knew that.” Fallopolis said, “The best way to proceed in ransacking a Shade’s abode is with [Greater Shadowalk], or similar defensive and offensive magics. You go in through the front, spread yourself out, and take what you can find, while keeping yourself as hidden as possible. I suggest speed, above all else.”

Her suggestions against [Stoneshape] and [Watershape] were things Erick had already heard from Killzone, and which were printed in bold in the ‘list of warnings’ given to everyone who dared to venture into this dark land. The kendrithyst was already under the control of shadows, so expecting either of those two spells to work how the caster wanted, was a fool’s endeavor. As far as infiltration was concerned: her suggestion about [Greater Shadowalk], or in Erick’s case [Greater Lightwalk], was something Killzone had already suggested to him. Speed, positioning, and perception were paramount when fighting in Ar’Kendrithyst, or for exploring and fighting in any odd areas.

Fallopolis added, “Good luck.”

Erick turned to the Shade, and said, “I’ll likely Domain this place, but try to keep it to the waters.”

Fallopolis smirked, and began ascending. “Thanks for the warning.”

Erick watched her step into the air, higher and higher, shooting up a good ten meters with each pump of a leg. When she was a good distance above and stopped to look down at him, he turned his attention back to the waters below. He turned insubstantial, fully falling into his lightform self, while his [Lodestar] aura held centimeters above his glowing body. His shoulder Ophiels also turned to light, mixing into Erick’s own. [Hunter’s Instincts] flared on, and he walked forward, toward the largest waterfall.

Gloom filled the wind; a thick, cloying mixture of shadows and air that Erick hadn’t considered existent until his lesson with Syllea, and that Esoteric Elements book. If he were not inside his [Lodestar], producing an aura-sized Domain of Light, he would certainly be unable to step upon the dim light of this area, because of those shadows. He would have been blocked from continuing his walk down, into the hovering shadows above the swift waters.

He was not blocked, though. His presence burned away the shadows in the air. When he touched down onto the surface of the river, his presence burned away the shadows in the water—

Showing him why Dorofiend was the Shade of ‘Dead Waters’.

Bodies laid under the swift-moving surface. Rotten, in some cases. Bones, in others. All of them naked. All of them tied up, and tied together by rainbow algae, and stuffed under the surface of the river like sardines in a can. How deep did these stacked corpses go? Too deep. Even one was too deep.

And then, one of the bodies turned a head and stared up at Erick. It slowly reached up, trying to breach the surface, but rainbow algae pulled it back down tight, wrapping harder around the wiggling corpse.

Erick paused.

… It was just an undead body, right? He had never heard of ‘living undead’, but all undead were just souls put into a body like any other. Angels, demons, undead, summoned creatures. All of them were in the same category of ‘soul shoved in body’. In many cases, it was a temporary arrangement.

Erick had never heard of sapient undead before. But as he looked down at the bodies below…

Ahh…

This was shit. This was terrible. Why did the Shades have to be like this? Insanity was not enough to explain this behavior. Erick had known certifiably insane people back on Earth. None of them he had ever worked with were like the Shades. Some of them had dark thoughts and needed a lot of medication to keep away from those thoughts, but…

This was pretty damned shitty. And it all smelled like shit, too!

Worse than shit, actually. If he were in human-form, he would have been unable to think through the stench.

Erick had the Ophiel on his left shoulder-space cast a [Cascade Imaging], searching for ‘people’.

He had never cast this spell inside a [Domain of Light], like the one that was his [Lodestar]. He had expected some sort of nice effect from ‘supercharging’ his Imaging, and he got that. A white map instantly sprung into being, while the orb above radiated power, like a miniature sun with too many solar flares. Things happened very fast, from there.

The instant-map was of a ten kilometer radius area. It was a good map, too. Towers appeared in miniature. The river showed itself as a bend in white light. The bottom of the river appeared, as well as what laid beneath; under the aqueduct. Dorofiend’s whole sub-river structure was exposed to Erick, in a few shining moments.

Not too many caves, but there were more than a few.

And then the limbtrees began to shake as they noticed a spell happening around them. They tried to grab at anything they could; anything nearby, really. Limbs broke from the surface of the waters; limbtrees or whatever they were, which were hiding. This was not a problem for Erick, as he was nowhere near the closest one. The other thing that happened was that ten blue markers appeared, one for Erick, and nine for each of the people down below, inside the caves under the river.

Fallopolis was still high in the air; a blot of shadows hovering in the only part of the air that showed the sky, beyond the kendrithyst towers. She did not count as ‘people’, apparently. Erick would leave that problem for later. With a thought, he had an Ophiel cast a [Domain of Light] upon the entire river, Shaping the magic to just above the waters, and all the way down, as far as it would go.

The river turned spectacular and awful, as shadows fled and the atrocity below the surface was revealed. But the bodies were locked into algae, and there were more pressing concerns than contained undead.

Erick rode the Domain down into the underwater lairs to solve those concerns.

With the speed of thought and a concentrated flick of his lightform self, expertly wielded like a hundred individual swords, Erick prevented the deaths of nine people. They had been struggling against what was either suddenly active limbtrees, or torture devices, but whatever the case, illuminated swords turned undead limbs to little more than discarded body parts. The trapped people fell to the filthy floor. With another thought, an Ophiel above, with Erick’s bag, phased through the domain to bring him a rod of [Treat Wounds]. With another thought, and with help from other Ophiel, two [Mirage Slimes] popped into the underground, turning filth to thick air, ridding the stench from the place, and making undead limbtrees into considerably less than what they were before. It would take several passes for the [Mirage Slime]s to clean up everything down here, but they would.

Five seconds after Erick began his attack, it was over, and it was also just beginning. The people were each wearing collars around their necks. Erick tentatively recognized them as drain collars. He had never studied them, and the ones around these people might be something else, but they had spikes poking inward, and that was one of the sure signs of those types of items that drained Health and Mana rather fast...

Well. Actually. If they were exploding collars, then Erick’s solution would likely solve that problem, too. Erick grabbed everyone’s collars with his lightform self, then pulled them into his light, leaving the people behind; collar free. Problem solved.

Some people did not react well to the collars coming off; worried and thrilled, terrified and already crying, arms thrown wide and screaming yet stopping after four seconds when they didn’t get a reaction they were expecting. They probably expected to die? Ah. Maybe. Erick casually discarded the collars up above, just above the waters of the river.

They exploded.

… Erick needed to brush up on his enchanting some more.

They were draining and exploding collars. He hadn’t seen any indication that they were exploding collars. He was just being safe rather than sorry.

And then another thought occurred. Dorofiend was obviously not as ‘completely insane’ as Fallopolis made him out to be. How else could he be able to keep items like those around? Or maybe he was insane, and he just had a supplier? Erick decided: He probably had a supplier.

Fifteen seconds after the whole encounter started, Erick spoke over the distraught people he had saved, “Dorofiend is dead; I killed him. But it’s Shadow’s Feast up there and you’d die if you stepped outside.”

People looked to the air, wondering where the voice was coming from. Some of them finally noticed the saturated brightness to the air. More than one person called out, asking who was there. One woman conjured a blood-red greatsword and chopped at the air around her.

… And Erick realized he was still in his lightform, nebulous self.

There were obviously some kinks to work out with regard to this form and its foibles, and when it came to adventuring in person. [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] either had some sort of mental stabilizing effect, or perhaps his current thoughts were just an occurrence of thinking he was safe, even in the most dangerous city in the world. Dorofiend hadn’t been able to penetrate this combination of spells, after all. [Hunter’s Instincts] was certainly affecting his mental state, but he wasn’t going to let that drop, either.

He did decide to return to his human-shaped lightform self. Not his fully human self; not yet.

Three nearby tortured people immediately formed ranks, pointing at him. Since the entire place was made of filth and kendrithyst, which was now getting cleaned, and thus the clear kendrithyst was now see-through, three others in a nearby torture chamber also saw Erick form into being. All of the victims were spread out in three nearby different rooms; all of them soon saw Erick.

One of them ripped a [Lightshape] at his body.

It did not work. Erick only recognized it as a [Lightshape] because it flickered rainbows against the edge of his [Lodestar].

One sarcastic young woman immediately screamed, “Who the FUCK ever heard of a Light-Shade!”

Two more people screamed. Another went from halfway screaming, to fully catatonic. He slumped to the floor. The others had various other reactions, but mostly they just backed up, forming ranks with each other. Erick was kinda really glad to see them working together so rapidly after being freed. It warmed his heart.

Erick tried telling a joke to the sarcastic woman, “Lightshades go around lightorbs.”

Suddenly emboldened, a naked orcol man said, “Let us go, sir.”

Everyone calmed; battle training took over, or maybe most of them had regained enough resources to turn on [Hunter’s Instincts], or a similar ability.

It was then, that Erick recognized that he might not need the rod of [Treat Wounds]. Aside from a bit of blood on their necks, which the roaming [Mirage Slime]s had already removed from a few of them, these people were all rather healthy. No wounds, except for recent wounds caused by scrabbling limbtrees. No missing pieces. As more of the rescued came around corners, fully putting themselves into Erick’s apparent vision to see all the commotion, Erick saw that they all seemed perfectly healthy, really. He didn’t really need them to come fully into his vision to see all of that, since he was seeing them throughout all the light around them, but it was still nice to see that they were still mentally there, according to their actions, anyway.

Erick pointed up, saying, “There is a Shade up there. Her name is Fallopolis.” He pointed everywhere else, saying, “There are Shades everywhere, tonight. It’s Shadow’s Feast, and you cannot leave for ten more days, and neither can I.” He offered, “Anyone have any wounds? I have a rod of [Treat Wounds], though it doesn’t seem as though you need that.” Erick continued, “I can get you food and clean up some of the exterior for you so you don’t have to worry about that sort of thing, but as far as I know, you’re going to have to find a way to survive the next ten days.”

One small human man, not a child but short enough for it, asked, “What’s wrong with our skills?”

“Time dilation.” Erick said, “Shadow’s Feast is a 12 hour event that takes 240 hours to complete.”

Several people instantly cursed; some quite colorfully, in languages Erick didn’t know. One lady said, “I told you so.” To which the short man replied, “Fuck off.”

Erick said, “I’d offer to take you with me, but I’m probably going to get shoved at other Shades, in an attempt to kill them or die in the process, and then I’m headed toward the actual gathering of Shades. So do you want to stay here? Or somewhere else nearby? I think you should stay here. I can clean out the waterfall area above easy enough, though you will have to defend yourselves from here on out.”

“Who are you?” asked a redscale woman. “How can we trust you?”

“Erick Flatt, Archmage of Spur,” he answered, without hesitation. “And you should trust your own power more than mine. I’m just one guy, and this is Ar’Kendrithyst.”

A man scoffed. A woman frowned; disgusted.

Another woman, a greenscale, and one of the only ones to look at Erick with any measure of hope in her eyes, said, “He’s Erick Flatt; I seen him before.” She pointed at an Ophiel, saying, “And that’s his [Familiar], Ophiel.”

Ophiel heard his name and trilled in violins, as people stared at Erick, and at Ophiel.

Erick asked, “Should I bother clearing the river above? This place is only going to be defensible if you can keep the shadows away, under your own power. This [Domain of Light] is coming with me.”

“I have defensive light spells,” a woman said.

The orcol man said, “It’s as safe as any other.”

“I can breathe again,” said a woman. “The stench is gone.”

A few people murmured thanks to the gods, for that.

The small man said, “If we don’t have to go out for food, then we can make it 10 days.”

“Then I’ll clear out the area above. Those undead will be gone before you know it.”

Erick left them for their talks, and went above, to stand atop the river. First, he laid down a [Withering], sculpting the spell to the shape of the waters, and the land just beyond. Notifications poured in, like drops of rain, indicating kills. ‘Abyss Crab’, ‘Zombie’, ‘Rainbow Algae’. The entire waterfall area and plots of land beyond burped and roiled with a minor hurricane of thick air, as enemies died to drying magics.

The entire place suddenly looked a lot better, as the stench of the undead under the water was [Cleanse]d away.

There were a lot of zombies under that water, after all. A lot of cleaning had just happened. But who knew that the zombies would have rads? Or that they had water in them? Well. Obviously they had water in them. They were underwater zombies. But besides that: normal zombies did not have rads. All the undead that Erick killed over in Odaali did not have rads. These ones must be a special variety. A monstrous type of zombie. With water in them.

Now that Erick thought about it, the water in them was odd, too. Maybe they were waterlogged, and the water had gotten in their auras, and become a part of them?

Or maybe… Dorofiend was the Shade of Dead Waters. He likely used water magic in his zombies? Maybe. Whatever. Erick’s second option would have been [Wintry Sea], but then [Withering] had worked. It was odd that [Withering] had worked.

Odd, in all ways.

Whatever the case with these strange undead, Erick called his Ophiels down, and sent a few more [Mirage Slime]s into the river, just to be sure the place was clean. Most of the undead were dead now, though. He almost sent [Fulmination Aura]s into the water, but it would likely reach the people below, so that was a non-starter. Erick would not ever want to swim in this could-be-idyllic waterfall land, for it was not cleaned by any stretch of the imagination, but the larger threats were dead, and if the people below couldn’t handle what was left then they were beyond his help.

So he gathered the Ophiel holding onto his bag, and had that Ophiel take out a few good items. He had that Ophiel hand those off to another Ophiel, who then activated [Duplication Aura]. For a good ten seconds, and out of the sight of the people below, it rained wind, sandwiches, salads, and desserts into the waiting arms of other Ophiel. It was a lot of food, so it should be enough for nine people for ten days. But maybe not. So Erick had the low-mana Ophiel continue with the copy aura, until Ophiel vanished; mana spent. Erick conjured another Ophiel, who trilled in violins at his reappearance.

Erick looked to his food. Now this! This was enough food for nine people for ten—

There was a kill notification. It was for a human. Erick only really noticed it because it was for one percent Participation.

“Shit.”

Erick instantly flickered down to the caves below. A body laid in the center of the room. The short man. He was now a very dried-out man, and very dead.

Someone screamed at Erick. Another backed away. Another shot a bronze [Force Beam] at him, which was completely ineffective; it turned to bronze glitter as it touched his [Lodestar].

The orcol man yelled louder than the rest, “Everyone shut the fuck up!”

And they listened, for some reason. Ah. Erick probably just resisted a mental effect, maybe? Another perk of being a lightform existence in his own [Domain of Light]? His Class Ability, Light Dedication, probably helped, too.

The orcol man asked Erick, “Did you kill him?”

Amidst quiet complaints and hard stares, the greenscale woman spoke out, loud as she could, “It was a [Withering]! I know it was.” She rapidly added, “They warned us against this possibility when we came to Spur! Didn’t you get the same talk?” She gestured to the body, “You know what happened to him!”

The woman with the red conjured sword inhaled, like she knew what that meant. She drove her sword into the dead man’s chest. It was a perfect [Strike] of some sort; the body crumbled like a dry sandcastle. A glittering rad appeared beside the man’s withered heart.

The greenscale said, “He was a cannibal! Yes! That’s what I was trying to say.”

An argument began again, but Erick had no time for this. He raised his voice, and gently vibrated the light, getting everyone’s attention with a firm, “Okay.”

They looked to him.

He said, “I cleared out most of the river above with [Withering]. There are still dangers out there.” With a thought, he had an Ophiel, and all of the food, flow down through the ceiling as a large ball of light. Some people backed away. Others stood firm. Erick conjured a large table with boxes and had Ophiel rematerialize the items into the proper locations. While he did that, Erick said, “Here’s some food and water. Sorry for the limited selection. Sorry for killing that guy.”

The red-sword woman said, “He would have killed us.” She said, “Thank you, Archmage.” She looked to the group. “Now we know none of us are shadelings, or cannibals.”

The orcol agreed. “Better he’s dead, now.”

A few people murmured agreements.

Erick almost wanted to cry over the guy; to mourn, to linger. But he couldn’t.

One woman stood over the body, saying, “He was fine when we fell to the Shade, two days ago.”

The sword woman asked, “Can you check me for rads, with your light?”

Erick responded not with words, but with the casting of a [Cascade Imaging]. A narrow cast, with slightly less than a one-for-one distance, with the cascading orb atop the ground and the map filling the entire room. Some gasped. Most did nothing at all, except to stare as lightform figures of themselves appeared in the air before them, along with blue markers inside all of their intestines. Some of the blue markings were outside of those intestines, and headed toward the heart.

“Holy gods,” whispered a man, touching his own chest, and the image of himself in front of him.

Erick knew what had to be done. With a grave voice, he offered, “I have rods of [Treat Wounds].”

Everyone accepted.

The bloody work took several minutes, and eight charges of the rod.

When he was done, Erick watched some of them conjure specialized lightwards to keep the shadows at bay, then he dismissed the [Domain of Light] covering them all. He bade them goodbye, and good luck.

He rejoined Fallopolis in the sky above.

Fallopolis said, “Good work! Their chances of survival have gone up considerably with the removal of the most obvious threats in the river and the proto-rads inside their bodies. If you’d’ve come back before solving those two problems, I would have suggested you go back.”

Erick eyed her. “Would you have? Really?”

“Of course!” She began walking south again, saying, “The food and water was a bit much. That’s too much hand-holding.”

Erick followed, discarding as many heavy emotions as he could while he walked at her side. He asked, “Are all Shade strongholds like that?”

“Not at all. In general, you can expect more redundancy than you found in there, depending on how highly the Shade-in-question is trying to defend their stuff. Dorofiend’s most precious items were his future bodies and body parts— You noticed how perfect each of them were, physically?”

“I tried not to.”

Fallopolis cackled, saying, “There’s nothing wrong with proper ogling! That sword-girl and manly orcol were both mighty fine specimens. Dorofiend was likely preparing the girl’s body to become the new fellating nose of his Visage, while the orcol’s manhood was not going to be his for much longer.”

Erick would have thrown up if he wasn’t running on a lot of magical power at the moment. Instead, he said, “You did not have to tell me that.”

The Shade snickered. “Anyway. Those people were defended as utmost-treasures. Drainbomb collars. Limbtree restraints. You cleared away the first two failsafes rather well. And then you cleared away the harder-to-see problems. The intestinal rads which were almost ready to merge, as well as the shadow-poisons inside of them that caused those rads in the first place.”

Erick flinched in his steps. There was a poison?

Fallopolis noticed, and continued, “The poisons were dispersed not by your [Cleanse], but by [Cleanse] and [Domain of Light]. It was only after the shadows were destroyed by an overwhelming light source that it was possible to clean their bodies of Dorofiend’s [Umbral Body Preservation]. That’s the spell he used to create those rad-carrying zombies; Dorofiend’s used and discarded bodies. Most lightwards and [Cleanse] spells are simply not strong enough to clear that affliction. Most alchemical anti-toxins can’t do that, either. You truly did save those people, Erick. Good job!”

“Right… Good job.”

“So who do you want to kill next?” Fallopolis offered, “I can list them in order of danger to the world, people that are in need of rescue, or cruelty.”

“Where does the Witch fall on all of those categories?”

Without hesitation, the Shade said, “Top Five, Last, and the Top Five, again. Dorofiend was in the top five for Cruelty, as well, just so you know.” She continued, “The Witch’s current victims are most certainly dead. She always kills them all unless she’s actively playing with them, and she always puts her toys down when there are more important matters, like the Feast.”

“… Who can I rescue?”

“That is a complicated question, but I will attempt to provide guidance. You see...”







- - - -







The Jungle was one of the largest areas of Ar’Kendrithyst, and if one included Lake Leviathan in the center of the Jungle, as well as the Aerie to the north of the lake, which most people did, you’d have an area nearly 45 by 45 kilometers large, and almost 50 kilometers deep. The lake itself was practically in the Lower Layer, and the size of Candlepoint’s lake, while the Jungle wrapped around the whole body of water, and extended well above and below what people would usually consider the Middle Layer. The Aerie was wholly in the Upper Layer, to the north of Lake Leviathan, sticking high out of the Jungle, reaching well into what some people called the ‘Sky Layer’. The North River flowed around the entire place, encircling it, sending small streams into the growing greenery, and feeding Lake Leviathan.

Erick approached the Jungle from the east, near the center of the three-land area.

Red-purple towers loomed overhead, suffocating in their light, for Erick knew it was a false light, put on just to illuminate the shadows prowling through the crystal all around. Tendrils swirled all around; shadows of shadows. And yet none approached as Erick approached the Jungle. None of the obvious monsters stuck a tentacle or a claw or anything out of that swirling inky space. Erick hadn’t suffered a monster attack in a while, ever since they descended beyond the Upper Layer. The shadows down here were more cautious about who they preyed upon. Erick figured if he was alone, he would have been fighting off monsters, but there was currently a greater shadow hovering at his side, and the shadows down here knew to stay away from Shades.

Fallopolis pointed forward, to a bend in the chasm. “Past there is the Jungle.” She lowered her staff, and continued to walk forward, saying, “Hollowsaur will come if you kill any of the larger animals, for he is an unparalleled Beastmaster, and he knows his flock. Eye Birds from the Aerie will keep you in their sights, and if you attract too many, Hollowsaur will know you are here. But know this: He is a purely reactionary Shade. If you trip no [Alarm Wards]. If you harm none of his Prized Flock. If you get in and get out, you might be able to rescue the 25 people he usually keeps mutated and alive for their parts, in his animal farm.” Fallopolis said, “Normally, I would suggest you trip everything and murder the man, but he’s about the best Shade of the Jungle we’ve had since well before the Great Purge of Spur. People are always trying to poach his herds, though, so your rescue attempt is the easiest way to prod him past the point of civility. Good luck.”

The two of them rounded a particularly large kendrithyst tower, and the world opened up beyond.

Greenery under starlight, and illusionary planes of existence. Tall, gnarled trees, where vines and moss hung and connected from one canopy to the next. Bright blue birds flying in the sky. Plateaus of kendrithyst lopped off with edges glowing, but otherwise covered in soil and more plants.

The Jungle was a land out of time, at the bottom of a crater of kendrithyst, with mist hanging in the air, and no towers above. There was a faint luminescence here and there in the primeval greenery; a bit of barely exposed kendrithyst. But mostly, it was dark. A nighttime forest, waiting for the sun to come back up, but the sun wouldn’t appear for over nine more days.

Erick looked further, ignoring the cries of something dying in the darkness down below, to a kilometer-wide kendrithyst plateau, far ahead, almost to the horizon. Lights hugged that plateau; brighter lights than simply that of exposed crystal, meant to expose anyone coming from below. People lived there, atop that space. But they were not exposed. There was a dome of darkness over the whole plateau. A [Darkness] spell, or something similar. Definitely not a natural structure.

Fallopolis stood a good four meters away, her feet supported by darkness, just as Erick’s was supported by light.

She said, “They see you.”

Erick said, “We are in the middle of the sky.”

“Did you mean to just walk out here?” Fallopolis said, “I came this way because it was fine for me to do so, and I know they can’t see me yet, but you’re rather bright.”

“All true.” Erick said, “I knew before I came this way that there was no saving those people without a direct confrontation.”

And there wasn’t. So Erick didn’t bother to hide, or approach in any other way than the direct way. If Fallopolis chose to believe that he had simply followed her, then she could continue to believe that if she wanted.

When Killzone had spoken of Shades, he had spoken of Hollowsaur. Everything Fallopolis had said, just now, confirmed what the General of Spur’s Army had already told Erick.

Hollowsaur’s ‘animal farm’ was a place where he turned people into parts, so that he could take those parts and make them into monsters of his own designs. Killzone had told a story of the Shade making an ‘Eyebeast’ for the upcoming Shadow’s Feast, too. He had also spoken of sneaking into the production area and mercy-killing the people who were the resource for that ‘eyebeast’. The usual response to this problem is a mercy-killing.

But Fallopolis knew that by luring Erick here, she was testing him with a hard choice.

So he made that choice, as soon as he viewed the shadowed ‘animal farm’.

He looked to the sky, and cast—

No. He couldn’t. He couldn’t. No. No. No. No. No.

Erick breathed deep, or at least tried to. He was currently made of light, and [Lodestar], and [Hunter’s Instincts]. And he had almost committed a horrible sin. He had almost thrown a [Vivid Gloom] onto the animal farm. The target was the right size. The people therein were all mutated and kept alive only through alchemy, according to everything Erick had heard. He wasn’t a healer; he couldn’t save them. He knew all this. And yet, he couldn’t simply end the problem, and move on.

He had to risk that there was another way. But there would be no way to do this without Hollowsaur finding out. Killzone had made that quite clear. So…

Erick steeled himself. He whispered, “Fallopolis. You can stay back, if you wish.”

Fallopolis grinned wide, and faded backward, into shadows.

Maybe he was being stupid. Maybe he was being smart. Maybe it would all work out. Maybe Hollowsaur would die, tonight, or maybe not. Whatever would happen, would happen, and Erick would find a way to live with himself afterward.

Erick burst into brighter lights; radiant and true, he became a second sun, briefly lighting up the night. And then, to make the effect even more, he had his Ophiels pair up. Three of them turned to [Lodestar]s and expanded their own [Greater Lightwalk]s, while others huddled in the light.

Erick simply stepped forward, ten meters a stride, bringing light to the green land, turning the illusion-filled sky into a bright, radiant day, filled with four different suns. The response was immediate, and it came from all sides. A flock of blue birds turned into fire and raced at Erick and his Ophiel. They cawed, attacking, or at least trying to. They couldn’t get past Erick’s innate defenses; they bounced off hardened shells of light.

Screams and roars sounded out below.

A slippery, flame-red snake, ten meters long, maybe, flowed through the treetops nearby, trying to get close. When it reached the absolute peak of the largest, closest tree, it coiled, then launched at Erick. It hit the edge of his light and bore down with its fangs, yet found no purchase. Venom flowed away on solid illumination, as the snake itself slipped off, and crashed back to the trees below.

All the while, the dark plateau of the animal farm had dropped its outermost shadows. A bubble of darkness still held in the center of the area, but creatures appeared on revealed parapets, rapidly deploying across balconies and into small towers, where they took positions next to swiveling kendrithyst spikes, each twice as large as Fallopolis’ staff. The creatures were tiny and green, like shrunken orcols, perhaps, but with longer limbs. Erick didn’t recognize them, but when the first kendrithyst spike lit up, Erick recognized it as a cannon-wand. They were capable of casting spells up to tier four, and were usually only used in city defense, and only for cities that relied on that sort of thing.

The first cannon-wand shot out a beam of green light that struck Erick’s sunform—

He would need to ask the Headmaster if this combo was part of the his 'Sun Style'.

—struck Erick’s sunform and deflected wide, like a water stream hitting a solid object, sending a shower of green power up, then over, to fall in a slowly descending sprinkle across a vast swath of jungle. The first wand-cannon fired for ten full seconds, moving on from targeting Erick when it was clear the attack had no effect. It had no effect on the Ophiels, either. The attacking birds instantly retreated down below when the deflecting green light caught two of them fully, and the rest partially. The two who had touched the green light instantly died, midair, as feathers turned to nothing and flesh gave way, revealing bone, that soon gave way to nothing.

Four more beams shot out from four other cannons. One was lightning. This zapped into Erick, and chained to every part of his entourage, but it only struck the outer parts of the sunspheres. Electromagnetism was capable of deflecting lightning rather easy, after all. Beams of frozen Force deflected just as easy as the first green beam, and the subsequent beam of red-hot fire. It seemed all things readily deflected against tightly controlled light. That theory was the basis behind Erick’s [Pure Reflection Ward], after all.

The Jungle below caught on fire, decayed under green light, and froze in tiny bits.

A beam of white light struck Erick, and on a whim, he sent it back. He wasn’t sure how he did it, exactly, as it happened on instinct, but the beam attempted to strike Erick, and was sent back, almost instantaneously. The wand-cannon exploded, launching the green person backward, into the dark sphere in the center of the plateau.

A beam of shadows died upon reaching Erick. There was nothing to send back, there was nothing to deflect. Shadows met light, and shadows died. Erick had no idea how he caused that, either.

… Shadow was a stupid element, anyway. How was the absence of something, something in of itself? Void was a thing that existed, too, but that was easy to understand. It was the designation of nothing as something! Shadow and Void were completely different, though, and that still made no sense to Erick.

Erick stepped to within twenty meters of the plateau, and stopped his advance. Green people scurried about, some of them rushing into the darkness in the center, others down hiding holes in the edge of the plateau.

He called out, “I would like to speak to Hollowsaur.”

“He’s at the Feast!” yelled a small woman. She wore little more than a wrap of brown cloth around her chest, and a loincloth of the same material. Her face was smushed a little, but comparing her to the others, her smushed face was normal. “Go away!”

Erick said, “I can wait.” He gestured to a nearby tree that was larger than most. He guessed it was ten or twelve meters shorter than the plateau, but Erick could fix that. “I’ll be right over here.”

The woman watched him, warily, but also curiously. As Erick actually began to step away, she shouted, “Yeah! You better run! Coward!”

She was joined by a sudden dozen other people, each shouting variations of the same, some of them cheering that they had driven away the invader.

And then Erick got to the tree. Cries of victory turned to confusion, as an Ophiel cast [Tree of Light] with a good 5000 mana, turning the plant into a bioluminescent solar event. Erick directed it to grow. A fifty meter tall tree became sixty meters tall in a matter of moments. Wicked thorns poked out from every part of the plant, causing a minor cacophony of screaming animals and various monsters. Erick saw no less than ten red snakes, smaller than the one that attacked him, fly out of the tree, aiming for another.

Erick had no idea what that was about, but he had more pressing concerns, such as projecting an air of confidence.

The cries of confusion from the green people were now silent, as Erick directed the plant to give him a nice seat on the top, please. The plant obliged, its lush canopy flowing out, soaking up Erick’s magic, as its highest part split into three different branches. The tree was now maybe a meter higher than the plateau. It stopped growing. Thorns retreated. Bioluminescence dimmed to a brown glow in the cracks of the bark, a green glow in the veins of leaves, and a purple glow in the few stray thorns that remained. There were no thorns at the top, though.

Erick sat his sunform down on one of the thick branches. The tree expanded under him, seeming to be happy for the light. Maybe. With a cast from an Ophiel, Erick conjured a curved bench, four meters wide, and opened toward the plateau. He sat down on the left side of the bench. The tree made itself more comfortable, then settled around Erick.

The small woman shouted, “What do you want!”

“I want you to release the people you have in there.”

“Livestock ain’t for sale, service, or settin’ free!” The woman said, “Go away!”

“She’s right.”

The voice came from behind the woman; from the dark shield still covering most of the plateau. The woman balked, turning a bit greener, before she swiftly recovered. Her, and several others, shouted out threats against Erick, as an orcol man stepped out of the dark shield, onto the parapet and into the air. He wore a short, formal kilt made of dark leathers, and nothing else, showing off his rather normal orcol body, but with many, many scars crisscrossing and pebbling his dark green skin. They formed patterns, for sure, though Erick was unsure if there was a meaning to them, or if they were just normal scars, accented with pebbled markings.

Hollowsaur fixed his bright white eyes upon Erick, as he said, “These people poached on my land. It is my right to be able to use them until they are used up.”

Erick spoke without enthusiasm, as if he were on the last hour of a double shift, “Would you please restore them to their previous bodies and let them go?” He added, “Peacefully.”

“No.” He sneered, “So what are you gonna do about it?”

“What would you like me to do about it?”

His sneer turned into a smirk. “I want twenty-five, fifty point, All-Stat gems. Artifact version.”

Erick paused. “… That’s it?”

“I also want a silver rainstorm spread out over my entire Jungle. I want this place well and overgrown, many times larger than it already is.”

Erick asked, “Any plants in there that qualify for a Kill and Exterminate Quest?”

The Shade laughed, “Damn you’re dumb. No. Why would I do that to myself?” He looked down, to the glowing tree below Erick. “And I want [Tree of Light], 5000 mana version, cast over every ikabab in the Jungle.”

“… This tree?”

“The ikabab; yes.”

Erick briefly studied the tree under him, using Ophiel’s eyes. He almost recoiled. At the bottom of the tree was a pile of bodies four meters deep. Tiger-like cats. Dozens of shaggy, silver wolves. Snakes, birds, monkeys, long-necked reptiles. Most of the bodies were little more than skeletons, though some of the bodies were not yet corpses; still struggling to move away from the pile, for each and every one of them had horrendous holes drilled though their flesh. He wasn’t sure, but maybe the tree itself had poked those holes through the monsters? Did it trap them somehow? Or did something else stick the beasts onto the tree? Like the bird, the Shrike, back on Earth? Or. No. The tree did this, itself. It was a shrike-tree.

Hollowsaur smiled as Erick couldn’t contain his expression. The Shade said, “That you sit upon it without knowing that it kills everything that comes near, shows that you would not last a day in a real jungle, but that is no concern of mine. All I want is what I have declared, and then I will heal these people and let them go.” He stressed, “I will let them go into the Jungle. I will not prevent you from helping them escape to a lesser part of Kendrithyst.”

Erick almost gave his answer, but another joined the conversation.

“Hello!” A girl child’s voice cut the air. “Can I get in on this?”

Ophiels stood to the side, allowing the new Shade to make her presence known. In a second, a dark blot in the air resolved into a young girl of blue hair, blue horns, and blue skin. She wore a simple, frilly black dress that you might see on any child. Erick knew who this was, but it was still difficult to imagine the circumstances in which a freshly matriculated child could become a Shade. She was no longer a child, obviously, but she still retained the same body.

Undine hardly ever made a direct appearance, but when she did, she had never had any form other than the one she wore right now, and there were records of her going back to before the Great Purge of Spur. She always made indirect appearances, though. Riding the back of a leviathan, as the great monster tore through the waves of Lake Leviathan. Waving to adventurers who crossed the demarcation between Jungle and Lake. Trying to foist a clutch of leviathan eggs to Killzone, to then foist them onto Erick, for the lake she wanted him to build at Candlepoint; Killzone had managed to talk her down to a book on monsters that he then left at Candlepoint. Erick never read the book. It was still there, sitting behind the counter of the gazebo under the Crystal.

“Hello!” Undine said to both of them, as she floated in the air, equidistant from Erick and Hollowsaur. She cheerfully asked Erick, “Did you read my book? I made it especially for you!”

“No, for it is hard to deal honestly with people who are historically quite evil.” Erick said, “I still have the book, and will read it when I feel comfortable doing so.”

Hollowsaur’s eyes went wide, as he got an evil grin, but then Erick kept talking, and his expression turned to annoyance.

Undine, however, went from disturbed, to angry, to suddenly okay. It was a whiplash of emotions, that left Erick truly annoyed.

Undine moved on, though, saying, “If you still have it, then that’s fine. I can prove myself as friendly. That’s the purpose of this year’s Feast, isn’t it?” She looked to Hollowsaur, her voice turning a bit sterner, “Isn’t it?”

Hollowsaur stood taller, and smiled, showing fangs, as he said, “Yup. Correct.”

“Good!” Undine said, “Okay! So! … Uh.” She looked from one to the other. “What’s the deal you two were working out? I heard some of it.”

Hollowsaur replied, “I get 25, 50-point All-Stat artifact gems from him, as well as an overgrowth of the Jungle and 5000 point [Tree of Light]s, cast upon each of the ikabab trees in the Jungle, of which there are 21. He has already cast that spell upon the one he is currently sitting on. He gets the release of all of my current captured adventurers, of whom I will heal to full bodily functionality before I release them into the Jungle.”

Undine smiled wide as Hollowsaur went on, doing a little up and down dance. When he was finished, she rapidly said, “Then I’ll grant them free passage to the Beach! They’ll be safe there, because—!” She delightfully added, “I will ensure their safety! As long as they stay on the beach, of course.” She asked Erick, “How does that sound?”

Erick asked, “Is there a place for them to stay on the beach, and live for the next ten days?”

“Oh yeah.” Undine dismissed, “I can put them up where there’s lots of space. Hardly any monsters. Freshwater lake. They can [Grow] some junk in the shallows.” She staunchly added, “I will not be holding their hands, though. If they run out of bounds or whatever, then they’re… Well they could make it? Eh. Veteran adventurers are a wily bunch. I won’t stop them from running away, though. I can barely guarantee safety as it is.”

“Deal,” Erick said.

Undine smirked, then looked like she smelled a fart. “Oh wait. I need something out of this trade.”

“You get my goodwill,” Erick said. “For now.”

“Nooo… That’s not good enough…” Undine thought. She stood in the air, and put a hand to her chin. She dropped her hand, and said, “I want one of them shiny lights you made that one time.”

“… You’re going to have to be way more specific.”

The Shade of Leviathan Lake bobbed left and right a few times, grumbling, mumbling, then she stopped, and said, “It was a double-pyramid thing that flexed into more triangles and the interior was a shadow-shifted light that you gained from Syllea’s [Shadow Conversion]. You made the working just before midnight. Or maybe just after. It was magnificent. But since you don’t have access to her spells, you can either make that buff spell right now and use it, or do a similar working but with a much more complex shape. Either option works for me.”

Erick would have sighed, if he was still in his body. It always surprised him just how much other people in power knew of what he did. By this point, it shouldn’t surprise him. But it still did. Every time.

Undine said, “Alternatively: Go kill Spinner, of the Aerie.”

Hollowsaur piped up, “I changed my mind. Kill Spinner, and you’ll get these adventurers back.”

Undine said, “Yes, yes! Very good.”

Erick countered, “If I go there, and Spinner gives me a better deal to kill you two, then I could do that instead, and damn whoever you have under your power; I’ll probably end up killing them myself in the crossfire. The world would be better off with two Shades dead instead of one.”

Hollowsaur turned fractionally darker, his eyes radiating malevolence, as the black scar markings across his body seemed to shift, wider, deeper. “If you think you can—”

Undine cut him off, saying, “Drat. Okay. Fine. Original deal!”

Hollowsaur lost his anger, turning less dark. He frowned. “Original deal.”

“Deal,” Erick said, for the second time. He looked to Undine, and said, “Any shapes you’re partial to?”

“Something that fractals in three dimensions.” She added, “I am partial to webs, water, spheres, cubes, and crystals. And it needs to be made of rainbows.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Was that one part too much? It was probably too much. Oh well. 

Patrons just got 117 today! But a new month is starting. If you wish to join (And I'd love you to join!) you might want to wait a few days, or else you will get double charged. 

Thanks for reading!
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                Finding the ikabab trees was easy enough; Erick threw up a [Cascade Imaging] into the sky, targeting trees like the one he was standing upon. None of the trees were too far away. Creating Undine’s artpiece was easy enough, too. Filling the Jungle with platinum rain was easy, and so was creating the gems for Hollowsaur. Erick had a few spherical diamonds in his bag that were perfect for the task, that he had tucked away for just such an occasion.

Well. Not exactly this sort of occasion. He expected to need to remake his own gear, or make himself some new gear; not make gear for a Shade.

The problem, was that Fallopolis had not shown up after the ‘danger’ was gone. This probably meant that the danger was still all around him. Erick guessed that Hollowsaur and Undine were waiting for him to make himself vulnerable.

But then nothing happened.

He never truly made himself vulnerable, though.

Erick spent a good hour being careful with global cooldowns, and positioning between him and Hollowsaur and Undine, and the dispersal of three Ophiels to go out and grow the Jungle and cast [Tree of Light]s on the ikababs. Erick wasn’t willing to make himself any more vulnerable than that. Those Ophiels had to wait a bit under [Prismatic Ward]s to regenerate the necessary mana to continue laying down 5000 mana [Tree of Light]s, and monsters attacked them a few times, but the three of them were as invulnerable under a single sunform as Erick was.

For a while, platinum rain fell upon green Jungle. For a while, Erick enchanted spheres, and locked them under silver metal. And he waited.

But nothing happened.

There was a slight hiccup when he had to recraft the permanent lightward for Undine, but even that turned out okay. She had seen the diamond spheres, and wanted her lightwards locked to one of them.

She now held that diamond sphere in her power, but also a good hundred meters away, because the lightward was a fifty-meter wide construction of tetrahedrons. Three on the top, one on the bottom; the lightward was an inverted, 3-sided pyramid, cut into four other three sided pyramids, with triangular rainbow fractals falling into each triangular face of the lightward. The center of the four-prism construction, where the lightwards were anchored, was the diamond sphere. That part had a random assortment of crystals that would slowly either appear or grow from the center, to protrude out of the empty space between each tetrahedron.

It was quite pretty, in Erick’s opinion. All rainbows and interior fractals, while platinum rain fell all around. Making lightart was nice. Easy, too. All one had to do was set a plan into the light, and it would follow through rather well, until it got too complicated, and it broke. The trick was getting it to break back to its base form, rather than break entirely, so it could then resume fractalling.

Undine sat in the air, with her back to Erick and Hollowsaur, staring at the artwork. Platinum rain washed across her body because she allowed it. She smiled. “This is good.” She declared, “I’m happy.” She looked out at the Jungle, and at the lush greenery. “That’s good looking, too, and it’s already flowed into my lake, and turned the shallows thick. I like it.” She looked up, then folded her head backward, to stare at Hollowsaur with an upsidedown head and unblinking eyes, while her neck resembled an accordion. She spoke with the abyss in her voice, “A deal is a deal. Do I have to enforce this one?”

Upon seeing this oddity, Erick felt as though he was a scared fish.

Why a scared fish?

It just seemed appropriate.

Hollowsaur tsk’d, then frowned. He looked to Erick, as glowing rain fell around him, not touching his skin. He said, “They’ll be ready, soon as your end is fulfilled.” He looked to the gems sitting in front of Erick. “You gonna hand those over?”

“Of all the people here, I think you’re the least trustworthy.” Erick said, “You’ll get them when the people are safely released and in Undine’s care.”

Undine shifted her upsidedown stare to Erick, but then breathed deep, and twisted, shifting her rolling head back onto her shoulders as she turned to fully face Erick and Hollowsaur. She stood up in the air, saying, “I have been remarkably well behaved. Let us be done with this as soon as possible. Hollowsaur. Fix them. Let them go. My slipperys miss me, and I miss them.”

“Dark dammit, Undine.” Hollowsaur said, “No one can save those people.” He gestured behind him, at the black dome covering most of the plateau. The black dome vanished. “I didn’t think you were serious about this scam.”

Undine just frowned; the weight of an abyss behind her mien.

Erick’s hopes fell out of the bottom of his sunform as he heard Hollowsaur and looked beyond the man, to the revealed ‘animal farm’.

His first thoughts were of cows. But cows, of the Veird variety, had red-brown fur and horns and a swishy tail. There were also black varieties, and white varieties, but Erick liked the red-furred ones the best. These cows were not like those. But the red hair on the head of one not-cow was similar to the red fur of normal cows.

The hair on these cows’ heads was like a person’s hair; long, or crew-cut, or any of the other styles Erick had seen. Some of the cows had scales instead of hair; those kinds were scaled over their whole body. Some had horns like an incani’s, along with the violet skin to match. Instead of hoofs on their four legs, there were hands, and feet. The scaled ones had talons of course, because they had been created from dragonkin, and dragonkin had talons.

The only solace Erick took, was that they looked like happy cows. There they were, eating grass, or tossing their hair in the rain, or rubbing up against scratching posts. Some bounded back and forth with each other, playing in the mud.

And then Erick looked up, above the first platform, above the first field. There was another level, where the cows had too many eyes, or too many heads, or too many legs, or too much, red, red flesh.

And Erick couldn’t look at the horrors any longer. He turned his attention to everywhere. He cut the platinum rain. He waited for an attack.

Undine said, “Just make them look like people again. That shouldn’t be too hard.”

Erick found himself asking, “What did you do to them?”

He knew what he had done, but he asked anyway.

Hollowsaur looked to Erick, and laughed, saying, “Some soul mutilation! They came into my home, hurting my pets, so I hurt them! That’s why I thought this was a scam.” He laughed in Erick’s face, saying, “I thought you would have known how I operate. Fuck. You people have surveillance on me all the time! How could you not know? You came in here, this unprepared? How stupid!”

But Erick knew. Maybe not in so many words. Maybe not fully. For how can anyone know horror until they experience it? But he had been told about the soul mutilations. Killzone had skipped over some of the more difficult aspects of what each and every Shade did, when Erick had visibly balked at the horrors divulged.

But he still listened. He still learned.

He had hoped that Hollowsaur was just reluctant to change people back, not that he couldn’t.

Erick said, “I had thought you were reluctant. Not incompetent.”

“Ha!” Hollowsaur said, “That’s thick. You don’t even know how to Break the Shroud.”

Erick looked from Hollowsaur to Undine. They both regarded him; Hollowsaur, with malevolent eyes, her, with curiosity. What was ‘Breaking the Shroud’? Soul magic, obviously, since Hollowsaur had spoken about mixing sapient souls with cow souls, This might have been an attempt to get him to dabble in soul magic? Or was he reading that wrong?

That didn’t matter.

“I truly thought you were just reluctant, Hollowsaur. If it is beyond you, then you should have said so. We could have had a much more honest talk.” Erick shoved his emotions aside, and continued, “In light of this, I want you to release them to someone who can help them, and then refrain from leaving out high-level monsters to lure more people into your traps.” He looked to the small green people standing around on the battlements of the plateau, and said, “You obviously care about some people in this world, so why not care about more?”

Hollowsaur seemed to solidify, like a cat preparing to pounce, or maybe an executioner readying their axe. He calmly asked, “Is that a threat?”

The small woman on the plateau, as well as a few others, had watched the proceedings, silently, until then. They called out against Erick. Demanding that he leave and that he stop bothering Hollowsaur, and that the cows got what they deserved.

Twenty-five silver spheres hung in the light around Erick, as he asked, “Are these green people who you wanted these gems for?”

“Yes.”

“I heard you like setting traps for adventurers to trip, just so that you are able to kill them without worry, without remorse. Is this true?”

Hollowsaur was still calm. “Yes.” He said, “I feel like we’re talking in circles.”

“We are, a little. I’m just confirming things multiple times before I move ahead.”

“And where is your investigation taking you?”

“The same place it’s taken me for a long while.” Erick did not take his eyes off of the Shade, as he said, “But the cows look happy. You’re a horribly cruel man for doing that to them, but your torture is not constant.”

Hollowsaur frowned at Erick.

Erick continued, “And so, I’m sorry that we met like this, and that you’re an asshole, but I’m not taking arms against you today. I’m not going to harm your people in the crossfire, no matter how much you need to be put down.”

Hollowsaur extended a hand back, without looking. A lance of shadows briefly appeared in his hands, before it shot off, down into the center of a herd of ‘cows’, impaling one through the neck and driving a meter deep into the soil underhoof. The ‘cow’ screamed like a man in pain, as it tried to pull away, but the pole was through its neck, and it could not get away. Its bleating wore on, ten seconds, twenty, then nothing; it was dead.

Erick was stock still the whole time; preparing for the next shoe to drop.

Hollowsaur called out, “Meat for the Feast. Butcher it. Put it on a cart. I’m taking it to the Palace after we’re done here.”

The green people below hurried at the Shade’s order.

Did cannibalism qualify as the next shoe to drop? Erick wondered at that question, as a butchering took place upon a grassy field, where ‘cows’ had been playing, and there had been no blood, until Erick showed up and demanded a change. For the briefest of moments, he wondered if he was in the wrong, to ask for someone to be better than who they were before, that this was his fault, somehow. And then he banished that self-destructive thought. When Evil did Evil, it was the duty of all good-thinking individuals to not get trapped into thinking that their attempts at good were what caused Evil.

Hollowsaur sneered, saying, “If you hadn’t shown up, maybe that one would still be alive.”

Erick lifted into the air—

Hollowsaur flinched. Undine watched Erick intently, but she also glanced to Hollowsaur.

— and then he backed away. Slowly. Silently. One step at a time, going a normal distance with each step, to begin with. When Erick was ten steps away, he turned, showing his back to the Shades, but still watching them with his full field of vision. With silver gems floating around him, he slowly, but certainly, made for the opening in the kendrithyst where he had entered the Jungle, his steps growing larger with each passing stride.

Erick reached the mountains of kendrithyst at the edge of the green space. He went in. He strode through purple abysses, where the crimson of the upper reaches was hard to see all the way down where he was. All of his Ophiel followed, and once they were fully out of sight of the Jungle, he proceeded south. He got a good distance before he let his emotions relax a fraction. If he had had a body, he would have puked, his anger and pain would have gotten the better of him, and he would have done something truly stupid well before he got nearly this far away.

Fallopolis did not show.

She didn’t show after the first ten minutes of walking south. She didn’t show when Erick walked up, into the crimson light, back into the Upper Layer, to cast a [Cascade Imaging], to reorient himself because he realized that he had no idea which way was actually south. With a miniature map of Ar’Kendrithyst laid before him, and after reducing a giant centipede to sliced segments, Erick resumed his journey south, to the Palace District.

Fallopolis did not show.

And Erick knew why.







- - - -







Erick pulled his sunform close, returning to flesh and bone.

Glowing red crystals dominated the horizons and the land all around. Purple yawned below. Shadows danced inside towers. And Erick just breathed. He had a little cry. Then he breathed some more. Then he copied a vanilla cupcake and ate it, as he copied his canteen and had a long drink of water. He resumed the journey south, walking carefully, but not slow.

He pissed down onto a kendrithyst tower from ten meters above, just hanging it all out there for a moment. It was a minor joy, for purely juvenile reasons.

He passed a Desert Rose. It was growing upon the top of a kendrithyst tower like a strangle fig. The plant was giant; thirty meters across, with thorny vines draped across every nearby tower. It was also closed; the ‘rose’ part of the plant hidden behind thick, green leaves. Erick gave the rose a wide berth, but still, a few hundred [Force Bolt]s poured out of its collection of central thorns, aiming at Erick. He didn’t do anything to stop the attack, for the Bolts didn’t hurt. If he had gotten closer, it would have loosed [Force Beam]s at him, and those might have hurt, but there was no need to test the Rose’s strength like that.

Erick continued on.







- - - -







An hour had passed since he left the Jungle, and Fallopolis still hadn’t shown, but Erick still had these 25 silver spheres. He decided to take a small break. The nearest opportunity to do so was several minutes later, when he came upon a thick kendrithyst tower that poked up, higher than all the rest. It didn’t poke up too much higher, and its thickness didn’t look too conspicuous; it simply looked like a better place to stop than most. The top of it was angled rather hard, but that was fine.

So Erick approached the tower, and stepped down onto its peak. He conjured a porch of hard wood, turning that peak into a platform that would last for a good hour, as long as Erick didn’t walk around too hard upon the surface. He conjured a chair, next—

He had a thought.

He tried flexing his lightform self, like he had when he remade all of the basic Force Spells. He had yet to remake [Conjure Item], but now was as good a time as any. He spent ten minutes trying again, but failed to do more than waste a thousand mana. So he moved on with his life.

He had his Ophiel conjure a [Prismatic Ward] across the peak, while a few other Ophiels conjured dense airs at the corners of the crystal tower, whereupon Erick set those Ophiel down in their defensive positions, to both relax, and regenerate back to full.

The shadows inside the kendrithyst didn’t seem to care. They lazed far below the peak of the tower; the top forty or fifty meters were clear of obvious shadowy threats.

Erick settled down into his conjured chair. He conjured a table in front of him, and grabbed a sliver of Deep Sky Silver metal out of his bag. It was barely a sliver, but with a bit of [Duplication Aura] from an Ophiel, and [Metalshape] with his own power, that sliver became a good four kilograms of blue-silver metal. He stuffed a dollop of the metal back into the bag, as he grabbed three of the enchanted orbs. Each of the orbs was a good three centimeters across, so he couldn’t make wrist bands out of them. Or, he could, but they would look rather funky. A necklace would work, but he didn’t want anything bouncing around his neck.

Did he want a crown, again? That seemed like it would be a rather gauche thing to wear, considering he was going to a party full of megalomaniacs. No. None of those options were good options.

A belt would have to do.

Metal bar became wire, pulled into seven long pieces that wove together in a concentrated working that resembled a steel cable, about a centimeter thick. This part would just be the interior, though. When Erick was done, this item would easily be twice that thick, and much better looking.

Erick took his three orbs and wrapped them into a separate working of silver-blue metal, fully covering and securing them in metal, so that they could not rub against each other, the belt, or Erick’s body. He wanted a high quality product, not easily damaged by normal wear and tear. When he settled the three orbs into position, the item was already a magical item, all on its own, worth 150 All-Stats, if Erick had made it right. Good news: it did not explode. Erick didn’t try it on, yet, though.

Erick pulled back the main cable of the belt and slipped the three-orb item into the center. It was a solid arrangement, but it was far from complete. He went back to the bar of Deep Sky Silver and turned out more wires. Thinner this time, and with the help of a few Ophiel, he had at least a thousand of them. From there, he began weaving with the wires, in and around the gem holder, and then down both sides of the belt using [Metalshape], over the interior cable band. Soon enough, he got into a rhythm, and hundreds of metal wires began flying around each other, creating a dense, overlapping weave.

He couldn’t do this with wrought-iron, or gold, or any of the other metals he had packed away in his single bag. Those metals strung into these shapes would have this belt break from casual, bendy usage. Gold would last a few days in a hard-working, flexible item like this belt. Iron would last longer. But Deep Sky Silver lent itself to these types of flexible workings that other metals simply couldn’t—

“That’s very pretty.”

Erick had seen the Shade coming, but he had ignored her, until now. He turned to face the woman standing in the air outside of his [Prismatic Ward]. She was a strong looking girl in her early twenties, with an unsheathed sword at her hip that seemed to be the most magical thing about her. Her adventuring leathers were worn, but well-cared for, but her boots were bright red, and completely at odds with the rest of her otherwise drab outfit. She was a Shade, for her eyes were bright white, but Erick found his sight drawn to the sword again.

“That’s a pretty sword you have, too.” Erick said, “Not a conjured weapon, I guess?”

“Of course not.” She tapped the sword at her hip, turning a little so Erick could see it better. It was a white metal, with a simple crossguard and a pointed pommel. Ancient Script scrawled down the length of the blade, reading, ‘pierce the heart, pierce the soul’. “I made it with White Bone Steel, just like the original. But this is a replica. No power in this one.”

Ah. The Librarian. Erick had wondered how close he was to her place.

Erick said, “The Librarian, I presume?”

“You presume correctly.”

Erick set down his wires and let go of his spells, as he turned to the Shade, asking, “Which book is this heroine?”

She smiled, saying, “Legacy of Bone.” She added, “I normally wouldn’t interrupt your crafting, but you’re nearing the end, and… Well… You’re getting close to my library, and while I don’t think you’d destroy the place, since I have no prisoners or… Anything. Really. Except for books.” She added, “You know Hollowsaur is trailing you, right?”

“I know.” Erick said, “I was expecting him to attack before I finished the belt, or even put it on.”

The Librarian nodded, then said, “I was kinda waiting for you to come anywhere close, because I’d like to know some stories from another world and I think you’d actually be willing to talk considering how your interaction with Hollowsaur went… But Hollowsaur is rather uncultured, and he would likely use the opportunity to harm something of… mine...”

The Librarian’s voice trailed off, as she looked to the left. Both she and Erick watched as Fallopolis stepped into the sky, not ten meters away.

“Hello, dear.” Fallopolis spoke in a kindly voice to the Librarian, saying, “Erick was rather close to killing that awful man, but he’s run off, now. You needn’t have interfered.”

The Librarian briefly frowned, then one-upped Fallopolis’s sweetness with her own saccharine facade and tone, “Hollowsaur would have tested me and then I would have had to be angry with him. It’s better for everyone if that doesn’t happen. So I stepped in. Pardon me for ruining your plans.”

“I’ve got plans within plans, so don’t worry about ruining them; I’ll just find another way.” Fallopolis turned to Erick, asking, “Are you going to finish that belt?”

“Can I commission a belt?” The Librarian asked, then clarified, “Not that one. Nothing magical. Just pretty. I like the woven metal with the boxy part in the front. A matching necklace and belt would be nice.”

Erick said to Fallopolis, “I was planning on finishing it, yes.” He said to the Librarian, “And sure, I can make a similar belt for you, and a matching necklace, too.”

The Librarian smiled wide. “Great!”

Fallopolis frowned. “Great.” She stepped closer to Erick and casually poked on the dense air around him and his platform. “I want a seat. And cupcakes. Let me in, or drop the barrier.”

“Sure. One minute.” Erick handed some stray wires of Deep Sky Silver off to one of his Ophiel, as well as the two cupcakes in his bag. “This shouldn’t take long.”

While Ophiel lifted the cupcakes and wires to the edge of the dense air, but still inside, another Ophiel turned on his Copy Aura. Wires and cupcakes fell into Erick’s light, where he held them tight. He cut Ophiel’s aura, then moved the cupcakes out of position, while putting all of his wires into position. The next instance of Ophiel’s Copy Aura, unloaded a good hundred thousand Deep Sky Silver wires, ready for enchanting work. Erick held them all, while he sent that now-spent Ophiel down to a different dense air, while bringing a fresh one up top.

With more than enough wrought-quality Deep Sky Silver to make a few items, and a good three dozen cupcakes, Erick dropped the [Prismatic Ward], and said, “Care to join me for cupcakes?”

“Don’t mind if I do!” Fallopolis stepped onto the platform, and grabbed a chocolate cupcake as she conjured a dark chair to sit upon.

Erick looked to the Librarian, who had yet to move, and offered, “That invitation was for you, too.”

The Librarian smiled, and then walked forward. She sat down on a simple layer of darkness, upon Erick’s conjured porch. She grabbed a chocolate cupcake, saying, “Thank you for your hospitality.”

Erick resumed his metal weaving, adding in more wires to the ends of other wires with seamless [Metalshape]s, as he wrapped up the cable core of the belt.

Fallopolis finished her first cupcake, then silently began on her second. Erick was sure that if the Librarian weren’t here, then she’d be telling him how he fucked up with Hollowsaur, and how he succeeded. The Librarian, for her part, silently watched Erick work, going through one cupcake rather fast, then rushing onto a second and third, as Erick wove blue-silver metals into a cohesive whole. When he was done, with no one saying a word the whole time, Erick finished the belt by standing up, sizing it to his sunform self, then turning one end into a solid receptacle with a few slots carved out of it, and the other into a tension-loaded insertion. Erick tested out the ‘clasp’, by poking the insertion side into the receptacle. The tensions locked into the slots with an audible, four-piece click. Erick had to press down rather hard and in four different places in order to depress the tensions and unlock the belt, but that was on purpose.

And then, waiting for something to happen, Erick pulled his sunform inward, returning to his mortal coil. He already had copies of his rings if they exploded on him, though they shouldn’t. But this belt was already +150 All-Stats, and that was more than his rings, so even if an explosion occurred, he would be okay in the short term. Erick looked to the Shades, flanking him, and broke the silence, “I’m going to test this a few steps away.”

Fallopolis nodded.

The Librarian said, “I don’t think it will explode. The resonance is going to be pretty darn tight, but your soul-stability is higher than it was when you came in here. Dorofiend was level 85-ish, right?”

Erick hadn’t known that ‘soul stability’ had anything to do with Stat enchanting, but he kept that surprise off of his face, as he said, “Even so.” He said, “I’m still going to step away.”

And he did. And they let him. And Erick was still waiting for the attack to come, when he put the belt on, gained 150 more Stats, his rings stayed on, and everything was fine. Nothing exploded.

… Everything was not fine. There were Shades everywhere.

Fallopolis was currently on her fifth cupcake, while the Librarian was on her sixth, and while they seemed to be competing with each other in a casual eating contest, for whatever reason, the two of them also had their eyes on Erick. Fallopolis was rather nonchalant about the whole thing. But the Librarian was staring, and also trying not to stare, at Erick and his new belt.

… This was fine.

Erick returned to his conjured table, platform, and shady guests, and began working on—

The Librarian just couldn’t take it anymore. Half-amazed, half-disbelieving, she blurted out, “Do you even know how much of an advancement in the field of Stat Enchantment you have created? I mean! You do. But I don’t think you do? It’s just—! I’m happy to be able to see this happening in my lifetime. To see what you just did.” She added, “You have to understand, that I can make my own plus-100 Strength or Willpower or Intelligence belts and crowns, and I can even create a get-up that holds the four original Stats in harmony enough for a wearer to get 100 All-Stats. But you’ve combined them all into one nifty purple lightward!”

“Lightmask,” Fallopolis added.

“Right!” The Librarian said, “Lightmask.” She added, “And there’s no Stat Dissonance! You’ve balanced them all perfectly. Truly a breakthrough. I just have to ask: Why haven’t you picked up another Stat? Those are a pretty large breakthrough this year, too. Is it because a fifth Stat would lead to an unbalancing?” She said, “I can get you one of each fruit, if you want it. I can… Hmm. I probably can’t get them to remove the inherent curse.”

“No curses for me, please,” Erick said, deciding that reasoning was good enough for an answer. He asked, “The same belt? Or…?”

“The same belt, but no need for any gems; it’s a decorative piece.” The Librarian picked up a metal wire, saying, “You’ve figured out a lot of little tricks… For anyone. Really. Most Planars never get as far as you in their entire lives. Getting Deep Sky Silver to enchant-quality is yet another trick that you’ve seemed to have effortlessly picked up. Or stumbled upon. Of course, if we had True Magic, there’d be no need for these little tricks.” She set the wire back down, saying, “I will say one good thing about the Script, though, and that is that I do quite like [Duplicate].”

Fallopolis scowled at the Librarian, as she un-angrily huffed out, “Blasphemy.”

“This whole Shadow’s Feast this year is about bridging differences, Fallopolis.” The Librarian said, “Part of that is acknowledging that some parts of the Script are good. Like its ability to grow. Erick’s got a trick to his ability, for now, for sure, and so he’s ahead of the rest of us, but the Script does grow to include everything everyone puts in it… Eventually.”

Again without rancor, and maybe with a bit of a musical note, Fallopolis repeated, “Blasphemy~”

The Librarian looked to Erick, and said, “I expect Melemizargo to give up all of these new Stats, or for something major to change about them all. They’re just too disruptive, but they did bring everyone to the table. Everyone was waiting for you to pick up one of the new Stats, you know? But it’s probably for the best that you didn’t. Charisma is definitely changing.”

Now that was interesting. Not the part that they had been spying on him, but the other part. Erick asked, “Changing to what?”

“Intuition.” The Librarian said, “It’s my understanding that Melemizargo got the suggestion from his Silver Friend, and so that’ll likely happen soon enough. Or, what could happen is that we go the other way. Melemizargo’s new four Stats might make it to the real Script, without the need for our Stat Fruits.” She smiled, then lost her smile. “That’s best-case scenario, though.”

“It won’t happen.” Fallopolis said, “Not unless Shades like you get off your ass and help me kill the ones that don’t deserve to live, and then we all abandon Kendrithyst and go become hermits, or something. The Faith will have to go mainstream, too.” She added, “And that’s only a few of the necessary impossible events, listed like they were no big deal.”

The Librarian said, “It wouldn’t take much to gain the Orcols to our side. They’ve been looking to throw off the shackles of the Bloody One for a long time.”

“That one tribe in that one part of the world.” Fallopolis said, “No. The best option is for Kendrithyst to go away and for the few surviving Shades to go into hiding.”

“With you being one of those ‘few Shades’.”

“With me being one of those few Shades; yes. I’m very sane, of course, so this is only natural.” Fallopolis said, “Now you’re catching on.”

The Librarian fell into silence, frowning at Fallopolis. She took up a vanilla cupcake—

Fallopolis snatched the very same cupcake off of the table, before the Librarian could wrap her hand around it. Fallopolis smiled at the Librarian, as she took a bite. The Librarian breathed in, then gave a long sigh, as she grabbed a chocolate cupcake. Silently, the two of them watched each other, as Erick wove metal into mesh.

Ten spinning wires going this way, ten going the other way, each twisting into each other and then their neighbor, coming together in a tight weave of Deep Sky Silver, layered over several thicker and twisted wires of the same blue-silver metal. When he was done with the Librarian’s belt, which took twenty minutes, he moved onto a necklace. That one only took ten minutes. During that time, he resummoned his Ophiel, at their new, much higher Mana total.

It was only when the event was over, after the Librarian accepted her items and some cupcakes and then departed, that Erick realized that this was probably the most peaceful time he would have in this Shadow’s Feast.

… If that whole interaction had been real, that is.

Fallopolis’s presence led him to believe that these brief moments had been real. But who would know, for sure? Not Erick. And not right now.

What he did know, was that he had a fuckload more Stats, and that his Ophiels were very beefy boys.
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Fallopolis walked beside Erick, through the sky, her footsteps flashing black, while his flashed white, and most of his Ophiels trailed behind him. One hovered in front, a good distance away; on the lookout for upcoming problems.

Fallopolis commented on the Ophiel in front, “So that’s different. Don’t trust me?”

Erick countered, “Why would you think I don’t trust you?”

“What cause have I given to sow distrust?”

“Surely you know?”

“Surely you can think of a specific example?”

Erick pivoted, “Are you going to tell me how I failed in my interaction with Hollowsaur?”

Fallopolis smiled, then said, “You did everything quite well. He’ll never turn those people back into people without a lot more forcing, though.”

Erick felt like there were suddenly lead weights attached to his whole body. For a brief moment, he checked himself, to make sure that the feeling was truly emotional. And it was. He centered himself, saying, “Ah. So he needs an asskicking before he can do the right thing.”

“Might makes right, and Hollowsaur is the embodiment of this precept.” She added, “But if you had attacked and killed him, things would have gone bad for you. The Shades of the Spire would have gotten involved, for Hollowsaur is one of our most sane Priests of Darkness. You would have also made an enemy of Undine. She’s quirky, but not truly insane. One of Melemizargo’s better aspects, in my opinion.”

“… But I would need to fight him, and not kill him.” Erick said, “That would be difficult.” He stopped walking. Fallopolis stopped too, after a moment. She looked back at him, with white teeth showing in a dark smile. Erick said, “But let’s try, anyway.” With a thought, he canceled every [Tree of Light] he had spelled into the Jungle, as he also activated [Hunter’s Instincts]. “I canceled the lights on those trees. Do you think that’ll be enough to get his attention?”

Fallopolis cackled, throwing her head back as she laughed louder, and turned darker, becoming more insubstantial. In moments, she vanished backward into the shadows of the sky.

Erick did his best to ignore Fallopolis’ departure, and walked forward, expanding into his full sunform self, while Ophiels observed, and a few of them took up the same sunform formations.

Step.

Step. Step.

Step. Step. Ste— DODGE.

A thick spear rocketed through the space where Erick had been, but instead of evading, he had stepped right into another one. Erick peeled himself out of the way of the second spear, somewhat, but the dark spear still struck the edge of his sunform. It shattered into a hundred pieces, surprising Erick, for it did no damage and barely disturbed his sunform edge.

But then the scattered pieces of the spear reformed into smaller spears, that hung in the air and rocketed into Erick again. Erick didn’t dodge this time. The tiny spears broke against his sunform.

Ah. Good. He was worried there, for a moment!

“You’ve crafted a gods’ damned fine defense, Erick,” said the man who had attacked him.

Erick brushed his Ophiels wide, reorienting to face Hollowsaur. The Shade stood where Erick had been, moments before, but a bit deeper in the purple abyss below. At his announcement, he stepped upward, into the crimson sky. With one step, he flickered from thirty meters below, to level with Erick. It was practically a [Blink] effect—

“Oh?” Erick said, as he had a thought.

Chaining that thought into the next logical conclusion, Erick had an Ophiel attempt a manual [Teleport], just like when he was reinventing all those Spatial spells. Ophiel, in a surprising, and unsurprising fashion, did not blip. No [Teleport]s allowed!

“Bah.” Erick frowned.

Hollowsaur glanced at the Ophiel who Erick had used in his attempt. Then he looked to Erick, and said, “If you cast [Tree of Light] on three hundred of my trees, I will forgive you. For now.”

“How badly do I have to hurt you to make you turn those people back into people?”

“More than you’re capable of achieving.”

Erick nodded, then had a normal, non-[Lodestar] Ophiel release a [Shooting Star]. Hollowsaur stood there, as the speeding ball of light zipped at him, and through his chest, like he wasn’t even there. Probably because he wasn’t. Or not all the way, at least. Hollowsaur’s chest gained a head-sized hole, yes, but flesh and shadows came right back together, with the Shade looking none the worse for wear as his scars reappeared on otherwise unmarred flesh.

Hollowsaur said, “My turn.”

The Shade’s attack took form in the periphery of Erick’s full vision, like shadows that vanished when viewed. This was, in itself, a problem, since how could there be a periphery to full vision? Whatever it was, Erick responded with an Ophiel casting itself into a full-powered [Hermetic Shredder]. Sixteen thousand molecular wires wove around the arena, some of them so densely woven that they were visible as a whiteness in the air, but others were so spread out, that they were undetectable to the naked eye. Each wire was capable of 16,000 points of damage—

Hollowsaur moved through the hundreds of wires that Erick had cast around him them like they weren’t even there. But this was fine. The Shade’s attack was not so fortunate.

Shadows with blowguns shredded on the wires all around the battlefield. Some managed to loose blowdarts at Erick, but even those tiny spear-like effects carved into broken shadows as they touched molecular wires.

But Erick had only recognized the Shade’s attack for what it was when simple movements brought the summoned creatures into contact with the wires, and they killed themselves. That was a bit concerning.

Hollowsaur said, “I think that counts as your next attack, so I will take another. But first…” While standing inside the mess of Erick's spell, he reached out, and touched a wire. The tip of his finger carved off, falling to more wires, where it split in two, then even more pieces as it fell further. Shadows crawled along the cut edge of his severed finger, replacing what was lost. “This is a rather deadly area spell. I must commend your apprentice.”

“She accepts Mage Bank. If you have an account, send her a million gold.”

Hollowsaur’s response was to occlude the sky with a dark shape. Erick could barely tell that there was a difference overhead, but as Hollowsaur gave no quip and the shape grew larger, Erick recognized it as an attack. The attack touched down onto the upper parts of Erick’s wired space, well before he thought he needed to get out of the way, or do something else to stop the approach.

Shadows broke into liquid that rained down, through Erick’s [Lodestar], glowing to bright greens and reds and blacks as though it was a real object.

… It was a real object?

Bright red blood. Flesh. Bone? Yes. All of that. Body parts decorated the slicing sky. What the fuck was this supposed to—

Something else happened and the world turned to burning fire and impossible noise. An explosion rocked Erick up, out of his molecular wires, into the more open space above. A quick check revealed four Ophiel had lost temporary control of either the safety of their position in the wires, or their cohesion, and they splashed into the cutting field. His bag was out of the field, and down below, but it had still tumbled much further down before that Ophiel collected himself, and the bag.

Erick hovered in his sunform, above a suddenly empty space in the skyline.

Crystal towers had been broken, and smashed away from the explosion, creating a hole a good kilometer across. Glowing, shadowed kendrithyst was still crashing against each other and against his wires, as Erick hovered higher, and guided his Ophiel around the problems of Hollowsaur’s attack. Briefly checking his own Status, he saw he had not lost a single point of Health, out of his new, nearly 7000 Health pool. He had not lost any mana. He had not lost anyt—

Ah. His [Personal Ward] was kinda gone. Erick had protected that white surface rather well; keeping himself intangible, and also protected under the density provided by his [Lodestar], [Greater Lightwalk], and the Light Dedication Class Ability. He hadn’t expected his ‘sunform’ to be so effective, but it was. But even so: that explosion had gotten through. Not fully through. Anyone else would have died to that attack, though. Some of his Ophiel even had; probably due to a combination of the explosion, and [Hermetic Shredder]. Whatever the case, most of Erick’s 27,000 point [Personal Ward] was gone. It’d come back to full strength in 25 minutes, but that would still take 25 minutes. Erick wondered if he had that long.

Three seconds had passed since Hollowsaur’s attack. Erick collected himself above the broken and breaking skyline, waiting for Hollowsaur to join him. The Shade did not disappoint. Hollowsaur hovered into the sky in front of Erick, but remained a good fifty meters distant.

“What was that?” Erick asked. “I thought you had a theme going. Spears. Blowguns. I heard you had pets, too.”

“I’m not killing my pets against you.” Hollowsaur said, “That was just a toad from the Jungle that happens to explode upon destruction.”

“Ah. Well.” Erick said, “Here’s my next attempt. It probably won’t kill you, but I just have to know.”

Erick did not wait till he had finished speaking to cast. Even Hollowsaur seemed to flinch, as a tendril of light shot forward, just to get close enough to cast a shaped [Luminous Trap], that was only Mana Shaped in order to give Erick even more range. A void-dark, ice-cream cone shape of a spell, slipped over Hollowsaur, even as the man tried to step away. He was almost fast enough to get away, too, if not for his left foot. That single foot was caught by the void space, and that was enough.

The orcol’s white eyes went wide.

With a slip and a pull that happened too fast to understand, Hollowsaur flowed into the [Luminous Trap]; vanishing completely.

“Holy shit it worked,” Erick said.

A moment passed. Then another.

A spike of disbelief disrupted Erick’s hope. He wondered aloud, “Did that really happen?”

Erick waited. And waited.

No notification of a kill. No further attacks. Five minutes had passed, but the [Luminous Trap] held in the air, darker than black.

“Did that actually work?” Erick asked himself.

He waited another minute, just to be sure. In the meanwhile, he resummoned his Ophiel.

He called out to whoever might be looking, “I’m going to do more to him, now!” He mumbled, “If he’s still in there.”

Silence.

When there was no answer from anywhere around him, Erick spoke up, again, “I’m going to shoot some light into there. It might actually kill him. If you wish for me to not do this, then I’m going to need some assurances to make him do what I originally asked him to do.” He muttered, “He’s probably not even in there.”

Erick lifted his hand, and pointed at the void space—

“Hold,” said a voice.

Erick lowered his hand, and regarded the intruder. They wore dark cloaks, or some sort of layered cloth outfit, and a featureless, black mask. They hovered a good hundred meters away; well out of the range of Erick’s spells. And then came another person.

Undine stepped out into the air, also a hundred meters away, saying, “He’s a good guy, you know.”

Bulgan stepped out across from Undine, saying, “Let him go.”

The first person, the masked one, said, “He will be forced to abide by the terms of his deal, or else we will not save him a second time. You too, will need to abide by your deal.”

Erick said, “I am renegotiating. I give him nothing. He does what he should have done in the first place.”

The masked person said, “Give him the rest of the gems you have made and we will accept this compromise.”

“Accepted.” Erick said, “I am going to back up before I release him.”

Erick began stepping away from the dark cone. The visible Shades around him also did the same. Erick got two hundred meters away from the void-cone, then released the spell.

Roaring darkness flooded out of the space, like fire made solid, an explosion of shadows that crashed out and down to burn everything it could touch. Erick was too far away to be touched, but if he hadn’t have moved, he would have been in the thick of those flames. Where the dark fires touched, caught flame. Crystal burned. The molecular wires below burned, too. The very air seemed to turn hot, briefly, as the roaring, continuous explosion, stilled, and then shadowflames flowed together, a roar becoming a cry that fell silent, as Hollowsaur reformed in the center of the sky. He breathed heavily, as his white eyes glowed bright. He stared at the abyss below, and then his face whipped up. He glared at Erick. He almost spoke, but the masked person spoke first.

They said, “You will attempt to turn your captives back into functional people, and you will keep them safe until they can leave Kendrithyst under their own power. There will be no swindling on this deal, Hollowsaur. That you attempted to scheme at all is a disgrace; you would do well to remember this.” They continued, “In return, Erick will grant you twenty of the gems he promised, and that is all.”

Hollowsaur frowned, but he stood straight, and strong, and said, “Accepted.”

Erick had an Ophiel grab twenty of the silver gems out of his bag, then float over to Hollowsaur.

Hollowsaur, for his part, slashed the air with more shadowflames, grabbing the gems in one swoop, as well as killing that Ophiel; burning the [Familiar] to black ash. The Shade looked to Erick, and said, “Thanks.”

And then he left.

Erick had missed the departure, even though he wasn’t even capable of blinking. Hollowsaur just left, from one moment to the next; gone, as though he was never there.

He got the distinct impression that he had been lucky. He said, “Alright then.”

Undine said, “See you at the party, Erick!” as she walked away.

Bulgan said nothing before departing with the same swiftness that he had appeared.

The masked person turned their mask toward Erick, held for a moment, then turned, and walked away, slowly, at first, but after their fifth step, they too vanished.

Erick hovered in the sky for a little while, thinking, planning. Considering.

Trying not to falter.

Alone again, or as ‘alone’ as he could possibly be, Erick considered if he wanted to go and oversee how Hollowsaur was going to implement ‘soul healing’, or whatever it was he was slated to do. But he also wanted to check on the people he left at Dorofiend’s bend in the river. Doing the first would have invited reprisal, though he probably could check rather easily, if he put a [Scry] into the air far enough away from Hollowsaur’s plateau. It was still a risk, though.

So Erick put a [Scry] into the air at Dorofiend’s place, instead.

People were wearing clothes. The river looked cleaner than before; a lot cleaner. Lights had been put up to drive away the shadows, and those lights seemed to be working well enough. Erick counted eight people, some working on a perimeter, others working on the interior to turn the lair into a temporary home.

Erick came back to himself, for Fallopolis had appeared.

Fallopolis stood in the air in front of him. She said, “I didn’t think [Luminous Trap] would work on a Shade. The possibility was always there, of course, back when Tulamana Blackvoid invented the same spell. But I didn’t expect it to actually work.”

Erick said, “I didn’t expect it to work, either.”

“Hmm.” Fallopolis turned to the south, saying, “Shall we?”

“Right beside you.”
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                “Where to next?” Fallopolis asked.

Erick’s answer was automatic. “Wherever there are people that need help.”

“We don’t have all the time in the world. Just another 12 hours. Ten, really.”

“If you don’t want to help, then I can find some people myself.”

Fallopolis smirked. “Go ahead.”

In the crimson lights of the kendrithyst towers, Erick cast a bit of brightness into the illusion-filled sky. A ball of white light took hold overhead, then began cascading light all around. A map formed in front of Erick, showing the entire 140 by 150 kilometer geode of Ar’Kendrithyst as a five meter wide space, where spiny towers poked up, and radio waves barely penetrated through the Upper Layer maze of crystal skyline.

But [Cascade Imaging] stillworked, and it worked well, thanks to [Lodestar]’s boosting of all light spells.

It wasn’t long till blue dots started appearing everywhere among the miniature map of the Dead City. There were a lot more ‘people’ inside the Upper Layer than Erick had expected. Fallopolis must have been surprised, too, but not about anyone nearby. She ignored almost all of them, as she walked through the map, to stand at a spot that indicated a place not twenty kilometers from their current position. 

Like the Jungle and the Swamp and the Brightwater Expanse, many places in Ar’Kendrithystwere geographically altered from their normal locations in the skyline. The place Fallopolis had walked to was one of these places. Erick recognized the location, but Killzone warned him not to go inside; looking was fine, but to venture inside was death. It was the Armory.

Fallopolis indicated the domed enclosures of the Armory, and said, “That’s a lot more dots in there than there should be.” She grinned wickedly, then spoke in a singsong voice, “Someone is slacking~!”

The map continued to fill in the large depressions of the Jungle, the Swamp, and the Brightwater Expanse with half-solid images of crystal, while it also filled in more of the Upper Layer, and even a bit of the Middle Layer, of the Central Lane, almost 15 kilometers directly below. Erick wasn’t sure how his radio waves were getting through all of that kendrithyst crystal, but [Lodestar] likely had much to do with that phenomenon. Whatever the case, there were no less than a hundred tiny blue dots, mostly in clumps, scattered all over the place below Erick. There were at least 10 in the Armory.

Erick looked to the Armory, and at the blue dots therein, asking, “Thoughts on who to save?”

Fallopolis gestured to the blue dots of the Center Lane, “A few Shades like to wander around and fight whoever they find, but we all have better things to do right now. If those people down below aren’t capable of saving themselves, then they never should have come in here in the first place.” She gestured to the blue dots at the Armory. “This is much more interesting. They almost never make it this far. I have to see what’s going on.” She took a step, and was gone.

After a moment’s hesitation, Erick booked it, triple time, toward the Armory.

- - - -

Erick had heard of the Armory from Killzone. The General had explained it thusly: The Armory wasa multi-domed structure in the center of the Dead City, full of traps and artifacts that were collectively owned by the Priests of Melemizargo. If you wanted a weapon that could turn the tide of a war, and if you had more desperation than sense, you tried your hand at the Armory. Most people died. Some people made it out with true treasures, like the Sword Staff. 

The Armory was overseen by the Caretaker; a Shade who never purposefully showed themselves. Killzone had been at this job for a few centuries and had only seen the person a handful of times, and each time, they wore a different body. 

What Killzone had not explained, was that the place was absolutely gorgeous, in a deadly sort of way.

It was still made of kendrithyst crystal, but there were no towers here, and the reds were maroon and burgundy, while the violets were eggplant and wine; the stone was utterly full of shadows. The Armory was made of domes, as far as the eye could see, and layered upon one another like stacked bubbles. Some larger than others, some smaller. In the edges of the bulbous crystal, Erick saw brilliant red and violet glows, but everywhere else, was darkness.

It reminded Erick of his [Vivid Gloom]. 

And that was an uncomfortable thought.

From his position on the edge of the kendrithyst-tower part of the city, to the north of the Armory, he saw four main bubble-zones, one in front of him, another much larger one beyond that, and two more to the east and the west. He suspected there was another one he couldn’t see in the south, for it was occluded by the central bubble; the main structure in the center. That central dome was a smooth, uninterrupted, multi-kilometer-wide bubble, surrounded by countless smaller bubble towers, like they were stalagmites of unprecedented size.

The northern bastion of the Armory, directly in front of Erick, was only a simple kilometer-wide bubble, with a few bubble towers here and there. It was a much, much smaller version of the place in the center, but even this northern bastion was still impressive. It had some robust defenses, too.

The northern bastion had been launching missiles at him ever since he stepped out into the open, but the explosions and the damage couldn’t get past his sunform, at all. The kendrithyst towers behind him were also appointed with missile launchers, but they were manned by shadelings. Those shadelings saw and recognized Erick; they abandoned their stations and [Shadow Blend]ed into the stone at their feet.

They didn’t seem to be the fully cognizant version of shadelings, and Erick wasn’t sure how he could tell that, but he was glad that they didn’t try to attack him, in either case. He certainly wouldn’t have killed them, but it would have been weird. 

… This whole place was fuckin’ weird. 

Oh. The missiles from the northern bastion had stopped, too. So that was nice. They must have recognized him. Or deemed their efforts useless? Either way was fine. 

Erick recast [Cascade Imaging]. 

A white map began to coalesce in front of him. In moments, the Armory was revealed, and blue dots appeared. It looked like they were just beyond the northern bastion area up ahead, somewhere just before the central dome, deep in the structure. Erick gazed across the distance, trying to judge where…

There.

He walked forward—

Shadows shifted on the upper domes of the bastion below, like crawling waves of darkness that uncoiled. Ah. This was their secondary line of defenses, for when the missiles failed. A monster crawled atop the northern bastion. It was a black snake, a thousand meters long, loosely coiled atop the dome like a sleeping guardian. And now it was awake.

The snake glanced up at Erick with bright white eyes. It shook its head, then seemed to sigh.It was hundreds of meters away, so Erick wasn’t particularly worried about most forms of attack, and Super Long Range spells were almost always fully lethal, so he didn’t worry too much about those since he was supposed to be ‘Untouchable’. But then the snake spoke, and its voice carried on the air like it was right beside him.

“If you wish to challenge the Armory, come through the entrance, or be denied. The first denial is non-lethal. The second is half-lethal. Normally, a failed third attempt would mean your death. But for you, any third attempt means we involve the Shades of the Spire, and you will not escape unscathed, Erick Flatt.”

Erick looked down at the ‘snake’. He considered if this was the smart thing to do, and then he decided to just do what he wanted, and he wanted to save those people. He said, “I’m going to try to break into the center dome.”

“All are entitled to one try.”

Erick eyed the snake with a few Ophiel, as he prepared to cast at the main dome. With a thought and a cast, he threw a [Domain of Light] at the center dome, like a spear a hundred meters wide and ten kilometers long. Light manifested, a brilliance upon the heavens that turned shadows to nothing and lit up the world. But the Domain didn’t even get through the outer shell of the center dome. And then the center dome fought back. Darkness clawed up from the land with a million grasping hands, reaching into the light, pulling it down, into the shadows, into the dark. Within moments, Erick’s spear-shaped Domain was reduced to the shaft. Before long, the Domain was disintegrating, as shadows crawled up the entire length; devouring. 

Erick frowned.

The snake said, “Melemizargo’s Domain is in power here. But at least you didn’t try to blast your way in. That much is commendable.”

“I don’t suppose you’ll let me have another free attempt?”

“I will not.” The snake said, “You would have better luck going through the entrance, like all the other trial takers. Even Shades go through the front entrance.”

Did he want to do that?

Yes. He did.

Erick said, “Then I guess I’ll do that. And that is… where?”

The kilometer-long black snake flowed down into the crystal, settling itself into the shadows, saying, “I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

Erick watched the snake shuffle all the way back under the dome, like a desert snake hiding under sand. He wasn’t going to be any help, which was fine.Ericklooked for other clues. 

A skyroad led from the Central Lane into the bubble towers. 

… Erick stepped over that way. 

To the north, the hundred-meter wide, purple skyroad, vanished into a tangle of kendrithyst towers, far, far away. The haze of distance and darkness occluded more where the road was going, rather than any buildings or other city planning. To the south, to the Armory, the purple road turned dark, almost black, as bubbled kendrithyst began to pile onto the avenue here and there, like great stalagmites. Further than that, the architectural oddity became a masterpiece of carved darkness, arcing over the road hundreds and hundreds of meters large in size, scope, and presence, formed of hundreds of sculpted people, twice the size they normally were. They were all nude, and made of black crystal, but Erick would have been lying to himself if he called it anything other than darkly beautiful. Legs intertwined with arms, reaching over thighs, as chins were gently lifted up to the sky by kind neighbors, so that all might see what lay above. 

It was a white orb, shaped like an eye. People reached for it, some managed to caress the orb, but most were beyond its salvation. For those at the bottom, there were swords and fire and hurt, with some carved people having carved wounds upon their bodies, but above, there was peace and tranquility and purpose. Dark eyes were full of hope all throughout the sculpture, but those near the central white orb had eyes of white as well. 

Erick stood in awe for a moment, taking in the sight of the sculpture. His own brightness of [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] and all his Ophiel, brought light to the sculpture, eliciting bright reflections of the dark surfaces, highlighting the enormity of the artwork that spread out to cover the entire forward view. 

It was quiet, here, in this dark place. The only sounds were the sounds of the wind, flowing down the road from north to south, pushing at Erick’s back, and whistling into the hands of the frozen hopeful of the gate to the Armory.

Beyond this gate laid unnatural shadows, holding in the air, blocking further sight. 

Erick stepped down onto the air just above the black road. His [Lodestar] pressed against the crystal underfoot, and penetrated just a little; maybe a centimeter, maybe less, carving a splash of purple a meter wide in an otherwise black land. Tiny fingers poked up around the light, pressing inward, but failing to get far. 

… He stepped up, just enough to not touch the darkness. 

And then, thinking that he needed to do this sooner rather than later, he cast a 15,000 mana [Personal Ward]. White light cracked all around him, then solidified, then vanished, as he had gotten quite good at making his daily ritual invisible. 15,000 mana meant 50,000 points of defense. It was a large upgrade from his previous [Personal Ward]. All that mana would come back in 12 minutes, but he needn’t wait to begin his advance. 

He stepped forward, in the air, never touching the road, the air around him alight with glows, as Ophiels trailed behind—

A man stepped out of the shadows ahead, onto the road. He had white eyes, dark layered armor that covered everything except his face, and massive horns. He was a massive man, himself; almost like a miniature orcol. Oh. He was an orcol. The horns were a part of his armor—

He took the helmet off, removing the white glow of his eyes, as well as the horns, revealing dark eyes and dark hair. It had been a mask? To make him appear as a Shade? What? That made no sense at all. Erick was very confused. Here was this man, who had appeared as a Shade to Erick, but who was not?

… No. The simpler solution was that Shades could hide the white of their eyes when they wanted to. Erick hadn’t heard of that happening before, but it should have been possible.

The man spoke like a friend, saying, “Hey, Erick! Nice to meet you. I’m Quilatalap.” He sucked in air across his sharp teeth, saying, “Sorry! I can’t let you in right now. If you’re worried about the people in there right now, you shouldn’t be. They came in here knowing exactly what they were getting into.”

… So he was a Shade, who was simply hiding his white eyes. Was this the Caretaker?

Erick decided to proceed like he was.

“Nice to meet you, too, Quilatalap,” Erick said, “But pardon me if I don’t believe you about… any of that. I thought I knew most of the Shades, but I cannot recall your name.”

The man smiled, saying, “I’m not a Shade.”

That was unexpected. Was it a lie?

“Are you in need of rescue, then?”

“Oh no no. But thanks for the offer! All the good people offer to rescue me, and you live up to your reputation.” He said, “I’m not a Shade, and the Armory is not mine, but I’ve been the caretaker for a long time.” Quilatalap gestured behind him, saying, “You wanna try the course? I can set it to easy difficulty. It means you won’t be able to take any of the currently displayed artifacts at the end, but you can still see them. I already let Fallopolis inside. She also took the easy route, just so you know. She wanted to see the people who made it so far.”

He said, “I’ve heard of the Caretaker. I thought you were a Shade.”

“I sometimes go by that name, but not usually.” Quilatalap, the Caretaker, said, “But I’ve never been a Shade.”

How could a non-Shade work with the Shades? How could one of them be ‘named’ like a Shade, too? Was this truly the ‘Caretaker’? What the fuck.

Erick felt a spike of anger. “If you’re not a Shade, how can you work with them?”

“By refusing to work with them, of course. It’s all about neutrality, for me,” Quilatalap said, definitively. “I don’t take sides. I never get involved in disputes or problems. Everyone is treated equally. All I do is guard the Armory and ensure that only the skilled and the correct get the artifacts they need to help them with their problems.”

Erick looked past the man, to where the yawning gates of the northern bastion waited, and darkness held within, like a trap ready to spring shut and devour all it touched. For that’s what it was; a trapped area, set up for adventurers to test their skill against, and die in the process. Erick said, “This Armory? Where you kill people who step inside?”

Quilatalap said, “It’s a protected space, Erick. Would you expect having an easy time robbing the Grand Bank in Eidolon? No! Of course not. I’m fully within my rights as a defensive sentry to dissuade anyone who comes inside these walls, but besides that, no one dies on the easy route. Most people go away when they can’t even get past the first bastion.” He added, “You don’t need to save anyone here; they’re all in there on their own volition.” 

Erick frowned a little. “If they come here for items to solve problems in the outside world, then they’re not here of their own volition.”

“That is a good point.” Quilatalap happily said, “We don’t get many who are directly forced to come here by the will of others, but those people who are in those situations generally go through the thresher and come out better for it, usually gifted items that will help them overthrow whatever powers forced them to risk this land.” He said, “It’s all very above board— Ah. You wouldn’t know, but I’ve got presentations on all of this year’s successes and failuresand the various outcomes of all of the trials. All of that will happen at the Feast. Those presentations willtake place on the third day, or maybe the fourth.” He thumbed back to the yawning black building behind him, saying, “I understand you detected some people inside, so that’s why you’re here.But you can’t save them. This is their journey; not yours. And they've almost succeeded. Just a few more kilometers to go and they’ll get what they came for.”

Erick considered what he wanted to do, here. Saving these people would be saving them from their own choices, and that was fine and okay, but it was the height of arrogance to think that he could save everyone, and especially in this location, where his own Domain was already negated by another. 

… He really wanted to learn more about Domains, now. They seemed like a special form of magic that didn’t follow normal rules. But that could come later. There were other people to save besides ones that were undertaking a trial they expected to take. 

Erick asked, “Know any people who need saving?”

“You, for one.” Quilatalap said, “Pick your battles, Erick. You’ve been lucky so far, but if Dorofiend was at the top of his game, or if you had been slower about that decisive Domain and Lightning Aura, you would have died. He was a lot less crazy back when we had hundreds of Shades living in the city, and he was the overlord for a good thirty of them.” He added, “Aside from that, if you get to the Palace District early, Queen might be a good ally for at least the next ten days.”

“… I’ll take that under advisement.” Erick looked beyond the orcol, to the darkness. He looked away.

“You don’t want to come in, then? There’s always the easy course.”

“I don’t think I do.” Erick thumbed backward, toward the north, where the Central Lane of Ar’Kendrithyst lay, and hundreds of people were either camping out or fighting for their lives in the middle layer. Erick wasn’t sure of either possibility, right now, but this dilemma was a simple matter of numbers, and a hundred people outweighed ten. “I’m going to check out those people.”

Quilatalap said, “Good luck!” before vanishing into the darkness behind him. 

- - - -

Erick stood in front of a trio of dudes who had tried to attack him with ice and fire and failed to penetrate the surface of his sunform. Theirs wasn’t an unexpected reaction. Erick had stepped down out of the red light above, and given them more than ample room to see his entrance, but they were wrapped in invisible magics and they didn’t respond to Erick’s entrance until he poked their covers. And then they attacked him. He weathered the spells just fine, of course. They stopped when they couldn’t break the dome around him, no matter what they tried. 

One of them even tried a [Dispel]. That dark magic simply rolled across against Erick’s tiny Domain like water off a window. They stopped their attacks after that. The one that [Dispel]ed must have used all his mana; he slumped a little after that cast.

“Uh….” mumbled the first guy; a bog standard human adventurer in leathers and wearing swords. “Sorry. Can we go now?”

The one who overcast his [Dispel], mumbled, “Who the fuck ever heard of a Light Shade. Shit.”

“I’m not a Light Shade.” Erick said, “I’m Erick Flatt, from Spur.”

The three humans suddenly stood straighter. The dispeller looked to Ophiel, then paused, then smacked his head.

“Why are you here?” asked a guy who could be the brother to the first. He added. “Uh. Archmage Flatt, sir.”

“What I want to know,” Erick asked, “Is why are you three here? Weren’t you warned about Shadow’s Feast?”

The dispeller said, “The Shades leave their places empty while the Feast is going on, so we can hunt without worry.”

“Everyone knows that,” said Guy.

“Yeah. Everyone know that,” said Other Guy.

“We’re here to kill monsters,” said Dispeller. “Shit. And now I have to use a potion.”

… Erick covertly [Duplicate]d some canteens of water inside the [Prismatic Ward] he was carrying around. Six was enough, for three people, for now. Fallopolis had said it would act as a minor mana potion, after all. 

Erick floated the canteens from out of sight, and toward the men, saying, “It’s no mana potion, but it should help a little with your regeneration.”

All three of them snatched a canteen. The dispeller cast a [Cleanse] over the three of them, then when no thick air spilled from the container, he eagerly drank it down. The other two instantly drank theirs, too.

That was not the behavior of people who were ‘okay’.

Erick asked, “Are you guys okay?”

“Yeah.” “Yes.” “Perfectly fine.”

“… If you’re not, then you can go to the bend in the North River, where the river widens out to a few kilometers wide. I killed Dorofiend and saved some others who have taken refuge up there. It’s still dangerous, but you wouldn’t be in Ar’Kendrithyst if you weren’t able to handle some danger.”

The three men looked to each other. 

The lead man said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. The shadows despoiled our water supply, but we might take you up on that offer.”

Erick nodded, then left them, and moved on to the next group.

- - - -

Erick called out to whoever might be listening, well before he got close to his next target.

This continued for a minute, or two. 

A yellowscale woman stepped out of the shadows as Erick stepped within a hundred meters of the next group. She was tall and thin, and held a sword to match. She said, “Hello, Archmage Flatt. How can I help you?”

“I sensed there were people here, and I was wondering if you needed help.”

“No.” She said, “But if you sensed us, this is enough for us to know that we need to make ourselves less visible. Thank you for your time.”

“Did you get stuck in here for Shadow’s Feast, or did you choose to be in here?” He said, “There’s ten more groups like yours, all around the Central Lane, and I don’t understand it.”

“We did not choose to remain, but it happened, and we are making the most of it. The Lower Reaches are ripe for the picking now that some of the wandering Shades are gone to the Feast, and we are here to pick.”

“You’re sure you’re okay?”

“We have everything we need.” The woman said, “Thank you for your concern.”

“I already directed some others to the bend in the North River, where Dorofiend used to be. That Shade is dead, and his space is full of survivors.”

The yellowscale eyed Erick. Her voice took on a hopeful, dangerous tone. “Did you kill him?”

“… Yes.”

“Can I see the box?”

Erick produced the box.

The yellowscale blinked out a single tear, as she read the box. “I’m going to keep this, if you don’t mind.”

“Go ahead.”

The yellowscale nodded, then said, “I may visit the bend in the river. But we are fine. Thank you for your concern, sir.”

- - - -

He checked three more groups of people, and found them all perfectly happy camping out in deathtraps, setting watches against the darkness and the monsters, and employing strong spells to negate most detection magics. Or at least that’s what they told him. His presence started a few small fights amongst the casters that Erick was not privy to, but he caught some of their words before they switched to [Telepathy]. They were angry at their mages that their anti-detection magics failed. 

He directed a few groups to the bend in the North River, and he even checked on that place with [Scry]. They were doing fine. They had just killed a giant centipede and were butchering the half of it that laid on the shore. Ravenous fish were devouring the parts of the monster that had fallen into the deeper waters.

These people didn’t need his help. 

Obviously. 

The only thing he had managed to accomplish in his quick runs around the Central Lane, was learning how to [Greater Lightwalk] much faster. One step covered ten meters, and though he wasn’t using the pseudo-[Teleport] option of the spell, the effects of his fast walking mirrored blipping, but were decidedly not a blip. Erick knew this because it cost the normal amount of mana to simply maintain the spell and to ‘walk’ ten meters as it did to ‘walk’ one meter. Blipping cost considerably more than that, depending on distance; anywhere from 25 mana, to 250 mana, actually. For not the first time, Erick felt that there was so much more depth to the Elemental Body spells than what was taught in Arcanaeum, or known by the general public. 

Literacy was widespread on Veird, but knowledge was not.

Was that because of the Headmaster? Or for some other reason?

Erick put those thoughts away. Those thoughts were too deep, too difficult to deal with when there was danger all around. 

… But he was safe as could be in his sunform, actually. 

So he took those thoughts right back out. 

The problems with education were that there were too many problems. Too many monsters. Too many dangers. Was the Headmaster just putting out fires, all the time? Or was he purposefully keeping the world in the dark, both figuratively, and literally? All nations and people in power had to keep hold of that power in various ways, or else their personal worlds would fall apart, either through inaction, or through outside forces trying to take the power of people like the Headmaster for themselves. 

What would it be like to be immortal, and always scrambling to keep up with forces outside of your control? Young people were always scrambling to make their marks on the world, and that fact was as true back on Earth, as it was on Veird. But on Veird, there were immortal beings that controlled certain parts of the world. They never got to rest if they wanted to keep that power.

For dragons, and for the Headmaster in particular, this way-of-things must be especially bad, considering that everyone knows he’s a dragon, and other dragons probably go after him all the time. That curse of theirs keeps them at each others’ throats. Never able to relax, and never able to let go, or else they fall to outsiders. 

And those were the good guys.

The bad guys, the Shades and the Ancients, they could do whatever they wanted, if all they wanted to do was cause harm. Causing harm was always easier than building something. 

Erick almost laughed, as a thought occurred: In the Script, it was always easier to harm than it was to protect. His newly-named ‘sunform’ was an oddity in that it was rather good defense. But even then, that defense only came from his tiny Domain, where his intent was in charge, and all others were censored.

There had to be more to a ‘Domain’ than that. Erick’s [Domain of Light] was considerably different from his [Domain of the Withering Slime]. What did they have in common, though? Almost nothing, except they were both named as Domains. 










	
Domain of Light, instant, super long range, 5000 mana

Harken unto the Truth of Light. Let no authority diminish your brilliance. 

Undispellable. Uncorruptible.

Lasts 1 hour. Effects last longer.








 




	
Domain of the Withering Slime, instant, super long range, aura, 2 MP per second 

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.














[Domain of Light] was based around the idea of the supremacy of Light, and Erick’s light in particular. [Domain of Light] boosted all of his Light based effects, and, discounting the Shades, it probably was truly ‘undispellable’ in all normal circumstances. [Domain of the Withering Slime], though…

Ah. Erick was just providing the anchor for another being to exist? Was the difference that simple? Did Withering Slimes exist somewhere else? They existed in the mana, for sure, since mana was possibility. When he cast [Domain of the Withering Slime] for the first time, it caused the sky to open, and for another force to come into being…

Erick had never truly considered that he had created a being, in that moment. But maybe he had? Or maybe, he had created the idea of a being, and imbued that idea into the manaphere. Erick thought for a moment, and decided that the second was more likely. 

A new arrival shocked Erick out of his meandering thoughts. He had been standing beside his map, in the Upper Reaches of the Center Lane, thinking, and staring at blue dots. But then a shadow to the east resolved into a strong-looking human girl. She wore well-cared leathers and carried a bare, white-metal sword at her hip. This time, she had a small bag on her back. She waved, as she walked through the sky, toward Erick, her steps flashing darkness. 

“Hello, Erick!”

“Hello, Librarian,” Erick asked, “What brings you here?”

The Librarian stepped closer, saying, “It occurs to me that I never gave you anything for the belt and the necklace, and I said I would.” She gestured toward the map, saying, “And then I find you here when I was on my way out to the Feast, so I decided to get this obligation out of the way sooner rather than later.”

“… you said that?” Erick thought for a moment, and then he remembered. “Oh. Yeah. You did say that. But no worries. Don’t worry about it.”

“Nonsense!” She cheerily said, “Do you have a book or a topic that you’re interested in? I am the Librarian, after all. I got copies of every book in the entire world, and more besides.”

Erick thought for a second, before asking, “Do you think the prevalence of immortality leads to problems with growth and change and advancement, on Veird?”

The Librarian looked askance for a moment, then paused, then relaxed, and said, “Immortality is not just a societal problem of mediocrity on Veird, but everywhere immortality has ever existed. But by that same token, immortality is a blessing that provides a good foundation for society to take place. The mediocre stability of immortal power is still power that is countable, and solid.”

“That’s mortal-based immortality, though, right?” Erick asked, “What about godly immortality?”

“Divine beings are not immune to this failing. Gods never innovate, because that is not their purpose. It could be argued that the entire purpose of gods is to provide stability. From certain angles, though, they might look like innovators, but all you see in those moments of godly innovation is the introduction of the stability of another part of the god that you’ve never seen before.” The Librarian said, “But by that same token, when a god works through a specific mortal, that mortal can achieve great things, and divine beings never tire; they’ve got mortal-immortals beat, in that regard. Gods never lose focus or determination when it comes to their Domains.” She added, “If you want to talk more philosophy, I’m all for it, but that still doesn’t relieve me of my obligation to grant you some sort of book or something else that is within my power to grant.”

Erick wasn’t sure he wanted to accept knowledge from a Shade; even one as nice-seeming as the Librarian. So he said, “I’ll take your advice on which books to research regarding Domains.”

“I have books with knowledge of that subject, but from your phrasing, I take it you don’t want my books?”

“Correct.”

The Librarian nodded, “Sure… But I’m still gonna get one of them for you, since I know you won’t be able to find it outside Kendrithyst.” She stepped away, and was gone.

Ahhh… Damn. Erick didn’t want her propaganda, but he had asked her his questions, and she had answered, so this was his fault, really. He could just stash whatever book she gave him in some protected location and never read it, like he had done with Undine’s book.

The Librarian popped back into the air, holding a small, white book. She held it up, saying, “This is ‘Defined Barriers’; one of the only definitive works on Domains, both godly, and in magic, penned over 1200 years ago.” She was five meters away, but she walked closer, saying, “It’s a copy.” She stopped a meter away, outside of Erick’s pulled-in sunform, holding out the book as she said, “Here you go.”

Erick took the book with a light tendril, saying, “Thanks.” 

“It’s not cursed, or anything. Not even magical.” The Librarian said, “You could try an [Identify] if you don’t believe me.”

… Erick tried both a [Detect Magic], and an [Identify]. An Ophiel cast [Detect Magic], and found nothing, while Erick cast the [Identify], since that spell worked off of what the user knew, and Ophiel didn’t technically know much at all. A blue box appeared, as it usually did in the case of [Identify].










	
A book on Domain Magic.














Erick said, “Okay. So. That checks out, I guess.”

“You should [Duplicate] it anyway, and then hand me the one I handed you.” The Librarian said, “I do that to all my books to ensure that nothing magical enters my Library.”

… That was a good idea, too. Erick did so, then handed her back the one she handed him, saying, “Thanks for the tip.”

The Librarian smiled, adding, “There are some other works you can search for on your own. ‘On the Nature of Defensive Magic’ is a heavily theoretical treatise on the subject of Domains and many other defensive structures, while ‘Offensive Warding’ deals with the offensive aspects of such magic, and how to take down an enemy’s various protected spaces.”

“Thanks. I’ll have to find those, then.”

“Are you going to the Feast, now?” The Librarian looked south, saying, “It’s going to begin in eight hours.”

Erick looked to his map, and dismissed the glowing white structure. Crimson light returned to fill the sky, coloring Erick and the Librarian in reds. He said, “Yeah. I guess I am.”

“Care for a walk, then?” She smiled, awaiting Erick’s answer.

“Sure—”

Another Shade appeared, not a hundred meters away. Fallopolis.

Fallopolis called out, “He’s my date, not yours, you hussy!”

The Librarian frowned, then looked to Erick, saying, “Good luck with that.” She gazed at Fallopolis, saying, “You’re very unkind, you know.”

“And you wear the persona of whoever you read!” Fallopolis walked toward Erick, regarding the Librarian with an unkind visage as she said, “So step off, sociopath.”

The Librarian huffed, then said, “Fine.” She glanced to Erick. “See you at the Feast.” And then she stepped forward, three times, moving a hundred meters with each step. Soon, she was out of sight.

Fallopolis watched her go, saying, “Good riddance.” She turned to Erick. “Watch out for that one. She’s a crazy woman without her own moral center; she picks up ideology whenever she feels like it and discards those morals on a whim. Thankfully, that new ‘Legacy of Bone’ book came out, or else she’d still be on that ‘Murderer’s Row’ series, and that was not a pretty time.”

Erick changed the subject. “What happened in the Armory?”

Fallopolis waved a dismissive hand, saying, “Those kids got it. They won’t last out the full Shadow’s Feast without killing one another, though. We’ll probably see them blow up at each other at the Feast when Quilatalap shows off this year’s attempts, triumphs, and aftermaths. They’re a part of the show.”

With a sudden chill rolling through his body, Erick asked, “What artifacts they get? For what reason?”

Fallopolis suddenly stood tall, and smiled. She slowly turned to Erick. She said, “Ohhhh. I… I shouldn’t…” She forced her smile away, and said, “Okay. I’ll tell you this much: It has to do with the Converter Angel that the Greensoil Republic released upon the Wasteland.”

“… Shit.”

“Yup!” Fallopolis cackled just a little bit, saying, “Everyone’s gonna want to know your thoughts on the matter, since you’ve already been contracted to help kill that angel!” She giggled, adding, “And that’s all I can say on that.”

“Tell me more, please.”

“No! I can’t! Can’t be done. Won’t be done.”

“… Fine. Then tell me: who is Quilatalap?”

“Oh? Him?” Fallopolis smiled. “Why? You think he’s handsome? I could set you two up if you want. He is rather pretty.”

“That is beside the question.”

“Eh! He’s nothing special. Just the Caretaker of the Armory.”

So he was the Caretaker! … But that just raised more questions.

“Why is he not a Shade? How does that work?”

Fallopolis scrunched her face at Erick, asking, “You never seen a lich before?”

“Probably not?” Erick said, “I’ve heard that word before, but… No. No idea what that is.”

Fallopolis almost spoke, but then she paused. She frowned. She said, “Okay. So. I want to play a trick here, but I already promised not to fuck you over. So. I’ll tell you what a lich is and I won’t lie.” She began walking south, saying, “Let’s walk and talk.”

Erick eyed the Shade, as he began following at her side. It wasn’t long till the dark domes of the Armoryappeared in all their glory, but Fallopolis took a detour to the west, staying to the edge of the kendrithyst towers, while a horizon full of black domes filled the left view. There were no missiles from the Armory this time. 

Fallopolis, for her part, seemed to be trying to decide what to say. Erick did notice a tendril of thought coming off of her head, though, so maybe she was talking to someone else at the moment.

He asked, “Are you talking to someone else at the moment, or just letting me see that tendril of thought?”

“I’m considering how to go about this, and asking the man what he wants me to reveal.” She lifted her hand to the air above her head and waved through the thought tendril, saying, “And yes, you are seeing this because I am letting you.”

“… Okay.”

After a while, the tendril broke, and Fallopolis spoke, “You ready to hear?”

“Sure!”

“You’ve heard of necromancers, but a lich is not a simple necromancer. Liches are archmages, first and foremost, who have decided to forgo the usual path of life and death and who have stepped outside of fate, becoming undead in total control of their own body and soul. All liches are archmages, but Quilatalap is an archlich, and also one of the best soulweavers you will ever meet. He is much stronger than almost every Shade you will ever meet.” 

Erick almost stumbled. “Oh?” 

“He can take you apart and put you back together and you would never know what happened.” Fallopolis said, “So when he says that he will harm you, he means it. But as the Caretaker, he is duty-bound by certain rules that he has willingly accepted. In the course of his duty, he usually warns people away from the Armory. But he also oversees the trials therein. Those who fall in his trials, fall hard, and either try again and die for real, or give up. They might die a few times in the process, but Quilatalap has had a lot of practice healing souls and bodies and casting [Resurrection], so a resurrected person falling to cannibalism or melancholy is exceedingly rare for him, and usually not a resultof anything he did.”

That was a lot to take in. Erick had no idea Quilatalap was that kind of person.

Erick felt like Killzone should have known all of what Fallopolis had just said. 

For a brief moment, everything was too big, and the sky was too bright and dark all at the same time. Erick had stood before that sort of person? Holy shit. And then, Erick had another thought. He had been standing before people like that ever since he stepped into Ar’Kendrithyst. He was not cut out for this sort of thing. No way. No how. What the shit. Why were people like this allowed to exist?

Erick’s skin-tight sunform vibrated. Fallopolis stepped away; quick as a snap. Shadows crawled over her skin; dark and bright at the same time. 

Erick pulled himself inward, far enough that he was flesh and bone again. He breathed. He sat down on the light under his feet. With a thought, he grabbed a copied vanilla cupcake, and just sat there for a minute, eating.

Fallopolis retreated to her own fleshy body; reflected red light from the kendrithyst all around appeared on her skin, as she stepped back toward Erick, saying, “You’re not yet acclimated to this, are you?”

“No one should be acclimated to this level of horror.”

“Incorrect.” Fallopolis said, “You just need to learn soul magic so that you can identify and protect yourself from literally the most powerful, most varied magic there has ever existed, both before the Sundering, and under the Script.” She added, “That’s why Quilatalap is the Caretaker, you know. He could kill any Shade if he wanted.”

“I’ve been neglecting certain magics; yes.”

“It’s hard to find a good teacher, anyway.” Fallopolis smirked, as she offered, “I could set you up with Quilatalap.”

Erick breathed. He blinked, and then he stood up. Wrapping his [Lodestar] into his conjured armor, he tried to relax a little. He was ‘Untouchable’, after all, right? Eh. He couldn’t trust that. Not really. But what he could do, was try to stay loose and frosty… Did he have those terms right? Jane would know. She’d probably be doing a lot of today’s events rather differently if she were here, instead of him. But she wasn’t here, thank the gods. 

Erick replied to Fallopolis’s question, “I can’t commit to something like that.”

“Fair enough.” Fallopolis added, “You’d probably have to run his ‘Necromancer Course’, anyway, to prove that you were capable of tutelage.” She asked, “So the Garden is on the way to the Spire. Want to step in for a jaunt and murder Treant? He’s rather ornery these days and I don’t like his lordly attitude. He won’t let anyone into the Garden and it’s just not very nice of him.” 

Erick started walking south, saying, “Probably not.”

Fallopolis caught up, quick enough, saying, “Eh. Someone’ll attempt to murder you at the Feast, anyway. I’ll try to give you some warning, then you can murder them right back.”

“… Sounds good.”
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                The Upper Layer of Ar’Kendrithyst started to change colors once Erick got a few kilometers past the Armory. Erick didn’t notice until Fallopolis remarked upon the hues of the surrounding kendrithyst, and the sky. Crimsons turned to pink. Purples became lilac violet. The sky to the south was tinged with a brighter darkness, as though the sun were rising far, far ahead.

She said, “We’re a good ten kilometers from the Brightwater District; specifically, from the Temple District part of it all. We’re not going through the temples.” She gestured toward the southeast, as she stepped that way, saying, “We must go around, to reach the Spire and approach the Brightwater Expanse with official clearance.”

Erick asked, “What’s wrong with going through the temples?”

“You’re marked by summoned guardians of all kinds if you don’t go in the right way. You can fight them off, sure, but they’re a hive mind, and as soon as one spots you, they all do, and then the real problems begin.”

“That’s not what I expected you to say.” 

She laughed. “What did you expect?”

“Warnings about shadows nipping at my feet?” He added, “I already knew the part about being found out almost instantly, but I was told they were just ‘shadows’.”

“You’ve seen the Crystal at Candlepoint, yes?” Fallopolis said, “The versions here are much stronger, and varied. Bulgan got the ‘warrior’ version to use at Candlepoint, but there are others. Mage, Sentry, Sniper. You get the deal. They work quite well for killing most people. But you already knew that.”

… Of course they used those horrible magic items here. Erick felt a disgusted anger as Fallopolis casually brought up the murder of almost a hundred thousand shadelings, as though it was a tidbit of information. Maybe she was taunting him?

Fallopolis smirked, asking, “Did you figure out how it worked?”

Definitely a taunt. 

Erick frowned. “No.”

Fallopolis shrugged. “If you ask around, you might be able to find out how it works. Maybe even get your own crystal up and running again.”

- - - -

To the north, the sky was crimson, dark, and full of stars and imaginary planes, while the Mana Ocean flowed from one impossible land to another. But to the south,beyond a curtain wall of pink and lilac kendrithyst that stretched solid from the Lower Layer of Ar’Kendrithyst, all the way up here to the top, the sky was not crimson at all. Twilight held in the air all around, while a look to the wall ahead, far beyond black orb-like sentries, the air sky was blue, and filled with a singular hovering illusionthat Erick could barely see from this angle.

It was solid black orb rimmed with light, like an eclipsing sun. It was similar in style to the orb sentries holding on top of the pink wall, but the dark star in the sky beyondfelt like an eye, watching him. Who knew? Maybe it was an eye. Maybe it was watching him, and everyone else in this Dead City.

- - - -

They passed the Garden.

It was green and lush and beautiful. But also wild. 

Signs outside the Garden, placed every ten meters, read: ‘Only animals are allowed beyond this point. If you are not an animal, you are prey.’

Fallopolis said, “I’m not about to [Polymorph] myself into some critter just to see the Gardens. It’s quite rude of Treant, if you ask me.”

Erick hadn’t asked her, but she had spoken anyway.

- - - -







The Spire would have been beautiful compared to the Armory, if not for the horrors Erick had seen to get to this point, and the horrors that must surely exist therein.

A wide, pink crystal road led from the broken kendrithyst city that made up the majority of Ar’Kendrithyst into a land beyond a pink crystal wall, where the road, and the towers beyond, were the palest pink, and purple. Far ahead, the towers became perfectly clear and slightly iridescent. On this side of the wall, shadows roiled under the road like chaotic ink, but beyond the wall, those same shadows formed into two main arteries under the surface of the crystal, to the left and right sides of the skyroad; they might have truly been arteries, for while both sides flexed and flowed, one clearly flowed into the Brightwater District, and the other flowed out. Fallopolis noticed Erick staring at the arteries, but just smiled. 

Atop the pink walls were more dark sentry orbs, along with shadelings who manned them. The shadelings bowed as Erick walked past them, through the opening in the wall that separated the Spire from the rest of the Dead City. Maybe they had bowed to Fallopolis; he wasn’t sure. But the orbs themselves seemed to turn away from the two of them, in either case. 

Erick and Fallopolis walked through the large, ungated opening, following the iridescent road into a land of bright towers. He glanced through the ground, and almost panicked.

Looking down, Erick saw skyroads and buildings in the crystal below, where people walked on streets like this was a normal place to be. Some held groceries. Others had kids with them. A school was letting out for the day, and Erick fully retracted his sunform. His heart beat hard to see such a sight. 

They were shadelings, one and all. 

Grey eyes, some brighter than others, but all of them had grey eyes. 

That was just the first kilometer down; the first three levels that Erick could see, before the depth of the crystal and the dark arteries running through the whole place became too much, and sight was blocked due to the thickness of all the intervening land. This was just the Upper Layer. Erick had heard that Brightwater Lake was on the Lower Layer, more than thirty kilometers down. Did this metropolis under him go all that way down? Were there actually this many shadelings in this land?

The road Erick and Fallopolis were on was above it all; among the highest parts of this populated land. It was also the only road that was completely empty of all people. This road led right to the Spire itself, and sure, that was pretty, and it dominated the skyline. But now that Erick was beyond the curtain wall...

This… 

This place was a metropolis. Millions of people, at least. Maybe more? Millions upon millions!

And they were not quiet.

Erick lost himself a bit in the noise that filled the crystalline city. It was the noise of calm life. The quiet susurrus of daily struggle. People bargaining at a nearby market below. Kids playing. People unloading cargo into a shop. Wind whistling through the towers, and through trees in cultivated gardens below. And then came the smells. Baking bread. Back behind Erick, a garden full of flowersgrew under artificial lights, taking up an entire level of one particular tower. The smell of flowers was heavy in the air.

Erick whispered, “What the fuck is going on here?”

Fallopolis pointed ahead with her red-purple kendrithyst staff, saying, “We’re going to check in at the Spire, of course.”

Erick gave the Spire another glance. It was as beautiful as the first time he saw the structure, but a multitude of perfectly organized crystals, with some floating in the air, didn’t compare to the people he saw down below, in every direction he looked. 

“With the people below, Fallopolis.” Erick said, “What is going on with all these people? Are they real?”

Fallopolis looked forward. She squinted. She said, “… Yes.”

“Is that what I want to hear, or is it the truth?”

“How can anyone know if someone is real or not?”

Erick had considered that argument for a while now. He did not have a perfect answer, but he had one that worked for him. He said, “The soul is untainted by the will or wills of outsiders, and they could potentially gain access to the normal Script available to every person on Veird.”

“By that measure... They are not real, but they could be. What they fail is the second part of your qualifications, since they are the unthinking dead, and unthinking dead do not have access to the Script.” Fallopolis said, “They are a step before the wandering ones that you saw in Candlepoint. When they get to the ‘wandering one’ stage, they are ousted from their stupor down below, and given over to someone who can rouse them further.” 

“… Are these stolen souls, Fallopolis?” Erick asked, “Why are they here?” And then he asked a question that had been plaguing him for a long time. “Why shadelings? Why do this to a person?”

“Stolen! Ha! No. That is not what is happening below us.” Fallopolis looked to Erick, and said, “Some of the souls down there are from before the Sundering. Melemizargo had dominion over an entire universe of magic and many, many people prayed to him. The people below are my Dark God’s attempt to hold in eternal bliss those who were a part of his flock. Those who had died, who he tried to save. Those who he was not able to shift into new bodies on Veird in the Great Translation.”

Erick breathed out, as he stared below, at the people walking, living, talking, and just existing. That was when he noticed that some of them were neither human, incani, orcol, shifter, dragonkin, or any of the other races Erick had seen on Veird so far.

A lady with wings and arms; not a harpy, but something else. A man with the lower body of a lizard. A woman with the lower body of a horse. A small grouping of cats that walked upright, on their back feet. 

Fallopolis said, “Shadelings, as you know them, exist for much the same reason. When people use magic, they are praying to Melemizargo. Those who have no other god or who don’t choose the End will invariably go to Melemizargo when they die.”

“That’s a lie.” Erick said, “I know I am not praying to Melemizargo when I use magic. There’s something out there that is much older than him.”

“Hmm. Technically true. But also not exactly true. A debate for the ages, for sure.”

Erick found himself asking, “But what about all these souls? Why does he hold onto them? Is it just because he can? That he needs them for his own power?”

Fallopolis said, “He kept his souls with him after the Sundering, for they had died with His name on their lips, and the bond between person and god is inviolable; Melemizargo wasn’t about to let the gods of this impostor world take his people.” She said, “His insanity is lessening, though, so who knows what will happen. All the gods are talking to each other again, andit’s a great big universe out there! I’m not too sure if it’s not an illusion myself, but whatever Melemizargo decides to do, is what I will work to achieve. Maybe those people below will be born again, for real, soon enough.”

Erick was having a lot of complicated thoughts about gods and worshipers at the moment, but they were too complicated to articulate. And besides, the Spire was straight ahead. It was time to meet more Shades and attend Shadow’s Feast, the yearly party where they talked about how much of the world they fucked over.

Offhandedly, Erick said, “This Feast is going to have to change, you know. If Melemizargo isn’t some evil god, then a party dedicated to how everyone has harmed the Script and the world and the people therein, is rather counterproductive to being a force for good.”

“True.” Fallopolis said, “But magic has never been about good or evil. Maybe all of us Shades will become people who goad others into more than they were before.”

The Spire loomed above; a collection of iridescent clear-crystal towers, some of which floated around a stable central structure. The road under Erick’s feet ran right into the main building, which reminded Erick of those pictures he had once seen, back on Earth, of people driving through roads cut through the trunks of redwood trees. Or more locally, it reminded Erick of the gazebo under the Crystal at Candlepoint, but about a thousand times larger. 

A thousand times larger, and weird. 

The road ran in this side of the Spire, and out the other, but in the building itself, there was white marble flooring, and winding staircases on both sides leading up and down. The sides of the Spire, to the left and right of the road, were complicated, large places, that reminded Erick a lot of a DMV, or a licensing office, but for very fancy people. In the middle of the road, directly ahead, there was a large arc of acounter where a man sat behind the table and dealt with a woman standing in front. To the sides, off the road, other people milled about under strong lighting, talking to people behind counters, where paperworks passed from hand to hand and stamps smashed down, leaving red or green marks behind. Everyone was either a shadeling, or a normal-looking person with normal eyes, just going about their business.

All that interior space looked invisible from the outside, though.

Erick sent an Ophiel wide, to get a look from another angle, further out. Fallopolis noticed, but said nothing.

With a position a hundred meters off the right side of the road, Erick clearly saw that the visible Spire he was seeing was invisible from all angles except from the front. Okay? So the whole place was enchanted to look like a spire of crystal? But it was actually a place of business? That sort of checked with what he had uncovered on the other kendrithyst towers of the city, when he had dropped his [Domain of Light] on the normal, red-purple-shadow crystals of Ar’Kendrithyst. Back there, the shadows hid the truth of the city. In here, they did the same. Maybe those shadows hid these parts of the city, all year long?

Maybe that’s why Killzone hadn’t told him about all of this? It seemed that Killzone would have known about all of this. Or if not him, then Silverite.

Erick followed at Fallopolis’s side.

“We’re entering, now.” She said, “All spells, pulled back. Pull your Ophiel in, tiny.”

Before Erick could tell her to do all of that first, Fallopolis dropped all her shadows, and stepped onto the crystal road, suddenly walking much slower, and at a normal pace. Erick didn’t want to follow her advice, for the simple reason that he was leaving himself vulnerable, but…

… But he had to, right?

He turned his Ophiel tiny and had them flock behind him, as he pulled his lightwalk to the center of his back, along with his [Lodestar]. He could redeploy both spells in a moment’s notice; if something bad happened, hopefully he would get that moment.

The woman at the main counter with the man looked behind her. Her eyes glowed white, but she lowered her head, and stepped away; maybe she wasn’t a Shade? What was a Shade, exactly?

Erick had asked that question a few times in his time in Spur, ever since he heard about shadelings. Killzone had said that the difference was one of night and day; too large for one to ever be mistaken for the other. In that case, the demarcation between ‘shadeling’ and ‘Shade’ seemed like a difference in power. Silverite had said that Shades have very few identifiable Script-derived spells, for they had no access to the Script. If a shadeling showed you their Status, they were a shadeling, for sure, since even a Shade couldn’t show a false Status; they too, would be slapped by the Script for conjuring a fake blue box and trying to lie about the system. There were cases of Shades showing false Status and not flinching as the Script punished them, but in that case, if they showed you something and you weren’t able to store that box in your own Script-access and pull it back out later, then you would know those illusionary blue boxes as fake. 

This ‘put it away and pull it out again’ method was used to verify much of Erick’s own magic, when he was first starting out in Spur, making things like [Call Lightning]. He hadn’t known it at the time, not really, but he was under heavy, heavy scrutiny. 

… And Erick’s thoughts were wandering again. 

Fallopolis had walked into the Spire, proper, and Erick had followed. Some people stared at him, or at the Shade with him, others pointedly did not. Not much was ‘see-through’ inside the Spire; almost everything was either white stone, or vaguely metallic, except for some conspicuous crystal pillars scattered around this main space. Those pillars were filled with pure darkness; the same arteries that Erick had seen outside the building, that ran through the crystal road. Some of those dark rivers of shadows went up. Some went down. 

Fallopolis pulled up to the man behind the front counter. “Here for the Feast.”

The man purposefully moved papers around on his side of the counter, stacking them in a professional way, while saying, “Welcome back to the Spire and to Brightwater District, Shade Fallopolis. Do you desire a carriage to Queen’s royal residence?”

Fallopolis glanced back to Erick. “You want a carriage?”

“No.”

She turned to the man. “No. We’ll be seeing some sights on the way over.”

“Very well.” The man gave Fallopolis no token, or cast no spells. He merely said, “You’re cleared.”

She stepped aside. She looked to Erick; waiting. 

Erick tentatively stepped forward.

The man looked to him, and with the same monotone voice, said, “Welcome to the Spire, and to Brightwater District, Fire of the Age, Erick Flatt.”

Nothing direct happened. 

But everything shifted. 

It was as though the air gained a charge of lightning, briefly, while the dark arteries running through the pillars of the room pulsed thicker. And then it was done. 

With a dawning horror, the same thing had likely happened to Fallopolis, but Erick had been looking to the Shade to see if anything happened to her, directly. He had not been looking thirty meters out, to see how the environment of this place reacted to her introduction. 

No. Wait. But he had? Had he just missed the change in the air? 

Maybe it was an invisible spell, to all except those who is was cast upon?

Erick didn’t feel any different, but he had to ask, “What was that?”

The man said, “An environmental shift. Now the shadows won’t react adversely to your presence; you have been introduced.” 

“Oh?” Erick relaxed a fraction. “Not a spell cast on me, then? Instead, I was introduced to the magics of the Spire?”

“The second one.” The man asked, “Since you are new to Brightwater District, would you like a map, or a guide?”

“He has me.” Fallopolis turned to Erick, saying, “You know: some would find introduction to a system to be scarier than gaining a key.” 

Erick thought about that for a second. He asked, “Because gaining a key means a low-grade magical system, whereas being introduced is… Is like meeting a sapient system?” He looked to the black arteries running through the pillars of the room. “Oh? Is that supposed to be Melemizargo?” Suddenly unsure of himself, he spoke quietly to the room, “Hello.”

The room shook, “Oh! Hello.”

Fallopolis gained a wild look in her bright eyes. She promptlyand quietly giggled like a schoolgirl, staring out into the empty air of the Spire; excitedly waiting. The entire rest of this first floor of the Spire went absolutely quiet. No one moved. Someone dropped some papers, scattering noise into the air.

A shadow slipped from the arteries, to prowl around in the brightness of the room. The spectre form of Melemizargohad a friendly voice, as he said, “Welcome to Brightwater District, Erick! Don’t mind the threats; they won’t do anything to you. Have some fun. Explore a bit. Try taking in a class at Truedark Arcanaeum. We teach things quite a bit different here. I can’t stay long, so I’ll leave you to it. All of us are talking again, and I swear my head has never felt clearer. I should probably be more worried about that, but I finally have a grasp on these particles and their assorted oddities, and seeing the [Mesmerize] is the first step to breaking it, or coming to terms with the idea that this might truly be a new universe. We’ll see figment and truth, soon enough. Anywho! Talk to you later. Enjoy the Feast! I’ll probably make an appearance near the end of it all.”

“See you around.” Erick waved goodbye, trying to keep up appearances but also sweating a bit, as he mulled over Melemizargo’s casual use of the words ‘breaking it’.

The shadow slipped back into the pillars. 

Sound resumed. Erick glanced around him, at the people bowing down to where the shadow had been. Papers laid where they had fallen. Stamps rested on their sides, dripping ink onto bureaucracy. Some people held their foreheads to the marble floor. Some openly stared at the darkness flowing through the pillars of the room. One woman clutched her chest, smiling, as tears rolled down her face. 

Even Fallopolis had taken a knee. She smiled softly as Melemizargo departed. Glowing tears rolled down her unlined face; she looked even younger than before, and though her hair was still frizzy and grey, the 450 year-old woman could have passed for forty. 

The room came alive again. People stood, some quietly cheering, or sniffling back tears, or just smiling. Most went back to whatever they were doing before. Some, who had been waiting in line, decided they didn’t want to wait in line anymore, and left, walking out of the other side of the Spire, down the road, toward Brightwater Lake. Erick couldn’t see the waters from here, for they were kilometers and kilometers above the lake, but he knew what was supposed to lay in that direction.

Erick whispered to Fallopolis, “What now?”

Fallopolis got to her feet as she happily said, “Whatever you want.”

Erick had one pressing concern, as he glanced around the room. “I see a lot of people here, so I think I’d like to know how that all works. How did I not hear about all the people that live here? Not all of them are shadelings. Where do they eat? Where do they live? Is there work? How does that all function?” He said, “Either this is all new, and you’ve all made some great game of tricking me into believing that this is who you are, or this is who you are, and the rest of the world just doesn’t know? Or hates you anyway? Or… Whatever the case, there’s some propaganda going on, for sure.”

Fallopolis looked to Erick, like he was a slow-witted child. “Oh. Erick. There’s been no tricks. Everyone here got involved with us because we either wanted to destroy the world, or certain peoples in it. Some, like myself, got in this lifeto free us and our god from this [Mesmerize]. That’s never changed.” She gestured to the air where Melemizargo had been, moments ago. “Or maybe it has?” She smiled. “Maybe you just made a whole new slew of true friends, and a whole new party of true enemies.”

Erick calmly took in his audience, scattered all around this level of the Spire, some openly listening to him and Fallopolis, as though this was a great moment in history. Some people were listening more covertly, with their heads turned away, yet with their body posture poised to hear. He tried to deflect Fallopolis’s words, saying, “The stage is set; the knowledge is out there. Nothing I do from here on out will stop what is coming down the road.”

“That remains to be seen,” spoke a new voice.

A Shade resolved onto the road in front of Erick and Fallopolis; it wasthe one with all the layered robes, and the black mask. Erick didn’t know their name, yet, butFallopolis regarded the person as though they were a stain on the hem of her frilly dress, or a pile of shit on the side of the road.

Fallopolis said, “Don’t trust Rodel. He’s the Shade of Whispers, and is responsible for most of the evil that Shades commit around the world. He wants to burn selected parts of civilization, just so his own goals come out ahead.”

The masked man turned to Fallopolis, saying, “Spoken like a jilted housewife who only sees adulterers, or a miser who only sees the greed in others.” He added, “Stay out of politics, Fallopolis; you haven’t been at the top of your game in a hundred years, ever since Silverite toppled your kingdom and you were reduced to the Culler.” He spoke to Erick, “Fallopolis, the former Shade of the Long Night, has led no fewer than five incursions into the world to destroy it all. Thankfully, she failed.”

“You should kill him, Erick.” Fallopolis said, “I’ll help. Right here. Right now.”

People had been slowly moving out of the Spire, but at Fallopolis’s words, they ran. Some dropped into the roads, turning to shadows, flowing alongside the dark veins in the crystal. Some raced into the air. Some huddled behind their counters. 

Rodel spoke, “Fallopolis would see you dead, Erick. Now that our Lord has a favorable impression, this is the perfect time for you to die and disappear.”

Fallopolis countered, “You overplay your hand, Rodel! Now who’s the miser who only sees greed?”

Another Shade slipped into the room; Erick saw her arrival. Fallopolis and Rodel did not instantly notice, but they both jolted at the second step in the room of Tania Webwalker, Champion of Melemizargo. She looked exactly as Erick remembered; pale skin, a dress that seemed made of loose, white silks, and a veil that did nothing to hide her bright white eyes. Her white spider was nowhere to be seen, but she had a diner-plate sized, white tarantula upon her right shoulder. She spoke, and her words allowed no argument. “No one is killing anyone. We’re not doing that this year.” 

“Then what are we doing this year?” Another voice joined the fray, belonging toa tall, dark-skinned man in flowing red robes. He was strong-looking, with perfect features and glowing, white eyes. Erick would have called him handsome in any other setting. He said, “I had planned to guard Erick with a minion, but I’ll need to know if I need to guard him directly.” 

Erick found himself staring at the man.

The man noticed. He turned to Erick and bowed, then rose, saying, “I’m Crimsonair, Healer of Brightwater, and also the Shade of Blood. A pleasure to meet you.”

Erick tried to be polite, since it was his first instinct, “A pleasure,” and then he realized he didn’t want a blood mage anywhere near him, “But I do not wish for your guarding services at this time.”

“Afraid that’s not one of your choices, Erick. Someone will try to kill you and keep you dead, but I cannot allow such a thing, as I have hopes for this new world order.” Crimsonair said, “But if you don’t want me, then the task will likely fall to my teacher; Quilatalap.”

“Ah.” Erick had no idea how to respond to that. Everything was happening very fast.

“That’s fine.” Quilatalap, orcol archlich and Caretaker of the Armory, stepped onto the road behind Erick. “I can do that.” He said to Erick, “Hello, again.”

“Hell—” Erick’s voice broke. “Hello.”

Tania decreed, “We are going to have a perfectly normal Shadow’s Feast, and everyone is going to pretend that Erick is the help, for that is all that he had earned. You will also all do well to not involve him in our disputes.”

Erick had suddenly had enough. 

“Fine by me!” he declared, as he put both arms at his sides, like they usually were, and then some feet went in front of feet, and steps were taken. “Thanks, everyone!” he said, as he walked through the Spire and out the other side, exaggerating swinging his arms, which were still at his sides, like they usually were. “Oh, wow! That’s pretty! Isn’t that pretty, Ophiel?”

Ophiels chirped in concerned flute sounds as the ten of them floated fast to catch up with Erick.

“Oh! It’s not that bad, Ophiel,” Erick said, “Look at that giant black sun! And the city below! That’s a big lake, too.”

By now, he was well out of the Spire, and almost a kilometer down the skyroad. A quick glance behind him showed five more Shades standing in the center of the Spire, where he had left them. The total number of Shades in that room would soon reach a critical mass.

They were arguing. Loudly.

Erick stepped forward, ignoring the growing cacophony behind him, as he walked down a crystal skyroad, over a crystal city full of people of questionable sapience, and then stepped past a circular platform, to head down, down, down. Beyond this space, the upper levels of the crystal city formed more or less a slope of tower tops toward the waters, far, far below. 

As the world exploded behind him and dark shrapnel careened through the sky above, he rushed down the unobstructed sky between him and the lake. 

The skyroad broke behind him. The circular platform crashed down through a skyroad, but stopped on the next. These crystals were pretty sturdy! Someone would probably be by to clean that up, soon enough. Who did Killzone say did that? Cludolphis, the Shade of Mending, right? 

“They probably do this all the time, right?” Erick said to himself.

Ophiel chirped in guitar and flute sounds—

Quilatalap stepped into the air beside him, keeping up with his race down to the lake, saying, “They do—”

“Holy FUCK—!” Erick reflexively threw a [Luminous Trap] at the man and launched himself to the left, becoming his sunform.

The lich just stepped through the dark space, smiling, saying, “Good instincts, but an ineffective target.” He thumbed back the way they had come, saying, “They do that all the time. Cludolphis will fix it all up fast enough. You heard of her? She’s the Shade of Mending.”

Erick retreated back to human form to catch his breath as he hovered, unmoving, staring at the orcol archlich. He stared a bit harder. And then he dismissed the dark blot of void which was now fifty meters back the way they had come; Erick had moved rather far from where he had cast that spell. Quilatalap had, too.

“What the FUCK,” Erick said, unsure of what else to say.

“You’re in danger.” Quilatalap said, “So here I am. A neutral party.”

“… Great.”

- - - -

Erick strode through the sky, walking down airy paths, beside crystalline towers. A bright lake glowed far ahead, but much closer than five minutes ago. With a few more steps, he finished his thirty kilometer descent, to arrive in a place that was practically the Underworld, but was still exposed to the sky. Bright waters stretched off past the horizon, where another land of crystal towers reached all the way back up to the sky. But where Erick was right now, the Brightwater Expanse flowed back the way he had come, the glowing waters flowing around thick crystal towers, and adding a whole new depth to the waters that Erick hadn’t expected. He looked down into those waters for a moment, and saw merpeople and frog people shadelings down below the waves, living their afterlives, he supposed. 

Raising his head, and looking east, Erick wouldn’t have been surprised if the glowing waters of Brightwater Expanse continued all the way to the pink curtain wall around this whole place. 

Turning back to the lake, Erick regardedthe dark sun above the center of it all. It was an eclipse; black in substance, yet radiant on the edges. 

… This whole place was rather bright. Erick almost considered sunglasses, but he could see just fine if he used his lightform, or sunform, to see. His human eyes, though, were very taxed by the brightness. 

His current companion seemed to have no visible troubles with the light. 

Ha! ‘Visible troubles’. 

… Erick was fine. He wasn’t losing it. He was just in the ‘gallows humor’ stage of panicking. This was fine. This was fine. This was fine. Quilatalap was fine. Quilatalap was of normal orcol stock, with thick black armor, and a large grin. He stared out into the lake alongside Erick. He didn’t look like a lich, but he was, apparently. 

Erick had remembered a bit more about liches since his current introduction to the concept. Jane had spoken of ‘undead necromantic spell casters’ more than a few times when she was growing up. Hearing the term ‘lich’ had knocked loose some other, more recent memories. Liches were the undead mages who ruled the Fractured Citadels in Central Quintlan, weren’t they? Weren’t they supposed to look like corpses? The zombies and undead Erick had seen all looked like corpses in varying states of decay.

Erick asked, “Are you related to the Fractured Citadels in Quintlan?”

“The better question, is how are they related to me.” Quilatalap said, “And to answer that one, I would need to regale you of my family tree. Do you want to hear that?”

“Not at this moment.” Erick said, “But like… Sons and daughters?”

“Adopted children who then go out to make more of themselves. I’m just a teacher for the more promising ones. Or when one of them begs me to teach an outcast, or something.” He added, “It happens more often than you might think.”

Erick admitted, “I have never truly considered necromancy, before, so right now, all of my thoughts are on the subject. I’m thinking that ‘as often as I might think’ is every other month.” 

Quilatalap smirked. “Oh?”

Erick brushed away those thoughts, and changed the subject, “How does Rozeta not smack you down? The Shades get sanctions, don’t they? What is the difference?”

Quilatalap breathed in deep, expanding his massive chest, lifting his humongous shoulders and huge arms and—

And stop that, Erick.

Quilatalap said, “All Shades are removed from the Script only because them having power gives Melemizargo power. They’re the only exception to the rule that ‘all magic is controlled by the Script’, because Shades are tied so directly to the Dark Dragon.” Quilatalap said, “I’m just a Soul Mage, by comparison. I’ve never had their particular qualms regarding a lot of their particular problems with the world.”

Erick studied the orcol for a moment, for purely non-sexual reasons. “You don’t care about the Shades’ problems with the Script?”

“I care, but… I was born in a small village on the original Veird, 1600 years before the Sundering, and a good 6000 kilometers below the current surface of this world. I was there when they laid the Script. I even helped.” He smiled at the waters ahead, saying, “Back then, Melemizargo was just the God of Magic. And now, he’s a constrained god. I’ve always held out hope that he could get better, and it seems that he might.” He shrugged. “But you are right about me not caring as much about the Script versus ‘free magic’ that the Shades have always worked toward. I’ve always held myself apart from their True Faith, for I have always worshiped three Gods, and the other two are just as big a part of my life as Melemizargo.”

The man seemed a bit sad. A bit approachable. 

Erick wasn’t going to fall into that trap. 

But at the same time… Who was Erick, if he stopped believing in people. Here was a man, who was not a Shade—

“Can you show me a Script box?” Erick asked.

The man laughed. “Sure.” He looked to the air, read, and tilted his head a little as if debating which apple on a tree was ripe for picking. After deliberation, he plucked a blue box from the air, and handed it to Erick. Erick read, and his eyes went wide.




	
Greater Phylactery, special cast time, super long range, 100,000 mana + special costs 

Using the right materials, create a soul vessel of your choosing that will automatically capture your soul upon your death and recreate your body in whatever state you wish your body to be. You may have 5 Greater Phylacteries at any one time. When you die, you can choose which Greater Phylactery where you are reborn.














Erick had very little idea of what to make of the blue box sitting in his hands, but he put it away and pulled it out again; it was a real Script spell. He was holding in his hands a real spell, that allowed real resurrections. So what did that mean?

He asked, “What about Phagar?”

“People often confuse Phagar for the God of Death, and no one in his clergy or even he himself does much to dissuade this notion. But he has always been the God of the End. He doesn’t drag you to death; he’s not that kind of God, and long ago I chose to choose my own End.” Quilatalap said, “Phagar is one of the gods I worship.”

“… Who are the other two?”

“Melemizargo, of course. But also Koyabez.” 

“… I almost believe that, but peace has a limit.” He added, “Besides, Koyabez works to kill errant angels, demons, and undead, doesn’t he?”

“I juggle three gods, Erick.” Quilatalap said, “And my faith is much, much older than the Quiet War. Besides that, I don’t like killing. The days I kill someone are days when there is no other choice.”

Erick just looked at the man; confused. 

Quilatalap noticed. “What?”

“The Armory! Killing people who invade! Allowing people to leave with artifacts that kill and destroy the balance of the world! What the fuck!”

“Ah?” Quilatalap stood straighter. “I would have thought Fallopolis would have said, but those people who cleared the hard-mode trial today? They’re people from the Wasteland, who were looking for items to kill the Converter Angel. They got them. You’ll likely hear from those people later, and during the Feast, when they’re invited into the party.” He said, “I have a whole lot of images from all the other groups that won this year, who then went on to avenge the murders of their parents, or kill the people who killed their loved ones… There’s a whole lot of that, actually. The ones that failed the trials were those people who wanted to commit more murders, or who wanted to use their power to raze a city.”

Erick looked at the armored orcol. He narrowed his eyes. “Are you saying you orchestrate who wins whatever it is they win?”

“Absolutely not; I am not saying that.”

There was an inflection to his voice in the middle of his response; barely noticeable, but still there.

If this was Erick’s only problem of the day, he might have pursued that conversation to its end. But another one of the day’s problems was rapidly approaching from above, and behind. 

“Yoo-hoo!” Fallopolis called out, as she stepped down toward Erick and Quilatalap, saying, “You waited for me! How nice!” She came up beside Erick, saying, “Did you two have a nice little talk? Well! Just in case you didn’t:” She moved from one of them to the other, saying, “Like any proper immortal, Erick here likes guys and gals, and I think he has a particular raised-bridge for fine, fit, orcols. While our resident archlich here likes anyone who can hold a conversation and is capable of giving informed consent.” She looked to Erick and did a great job of fake-whispering, saying, “He’s into you. Go for it!” And now speaking, “After our own time is at an end, andwe arrive together at the Palace, of course.” She started walking ahead, and when Erick stood stunned, not following, she added, “Come on, Erick! I want more than just a cupcake! You gotta tell me what’s good.”

Erick had no idea how he accomplished such a feat in view of all the revelations all around him, but he loosened his legs and began walking south, following Fallopolis. The crystal towers of the Spire rose like sheer mountains on his left; shadowed and rainbow due tothe Brightwater Expanse that glowed to his right, under a black sun. 

Quilatalap followed, soon catching up, for Fallopolis did not walk fast; they were close to their destination. 

- - - -

In a few steps, the space where crystal towers vanished down into the Brightwater Expanse became less like towers sticking out of the glowing water, and more like towers broken and laid on their sides. Those broken crystals quickly turned into beaches, where stone crusted over the crystal, the light wasn’t quite as bright, and green trees grew along the banks. In the distance, to the south east, the crystal towers formed a thirty-kilometer tall wall that reached up into the sky, while houses dotted hills and smaller mountains scattered here and there, and the glows of crystals were locked away under normal-looking rock, dirt, and sand. Trees grew in this place, while roads connected houses to houses, and to markets.People walked under those trees, as they shopped at food stalls and ate at restaurants and seemed to be living normal lives. 

Erick walked atop the white sands of the beach, his footfalls stepping onto the light, his conjured boots never sinking into the soft sands. Quilatalap, a step to Erick’s left, and further up the beach, walked the same, though Erick saw no change in the sands to indicate a [Stone Body], like Ava, or the flashes of light that showed under Erick’s steps. Maybe he just weighed nothing in all that dark armor? Who knew. 

Fallopolis was barefoot and skipping along in the shallow surf, kicking sand with each step, and sinking in when she felt like it. By all outward appearances she was thoroughly enjoying herself. She wasn’t the only one. The waters of the glowing lake lapped at the beach, while children played in the waters and parents watched. A young man whispered to a young woman, under a tall tree, both of them with eyes only for themselves. A woman on the boardwalk beyond the beach argued with a man over something quiet, while the woman changed the diaper of a baby. Only some of them were shadelings. 

All of them noticed either Fallopolis, or Quilatalap, and though some paid attention to Erick and Ophiel, all eyes eventually turned to the Shade or the lich. There were a few silent stares, a few open prayers. Some bowed. Some kowtowed. Neither Fallopolis nor Quilatalap did anything to acknowledge the attention.

After a fifteen minute hike on the beach, and seeing a dozen different little communities on the shores and up the hills to the south, Erick saw the end of this beach up ahead, where sands gave way to crystal. No one had said anything about the community to the left, yet, and Erick couldn’t take it anymore. 

He said, “I thought you all were incapable of society.”

“That’s a harsh thing to say,” Fallopolis merrily chided.

“It’s a true thing to say.” Quilatalap said, “Historically, to be a Shade is to be a beacon of civilization, and some of the old demands of their station are hardwired into their souls. What you saw there in the Spire, and what you see here in the Platinum Market, and what you will see all around in the Brightwater District? These are the true natures of the Shades. What you see out in Kendrithyst, and elsewhere? The horrors and the murders? Those are Shades mutated by Melemizargo’s insanity. For a very long time, there was more insanity than true purpose.” He spoke to Fallopolis, “So while it was a harsh thing to say, it was true.”

“Which is why I try to get every Shade as dead as I can get them,” Fallopolis said. “The sooner they die, the sooner that Melemizargo can appoint those who would be true to the purpose of the Shades.”

Quilatalap hummed a tiny disapproval, but said nothing else.

Erick returned to watching the world around him, to hearing the waves, to smelling the air. This place smelled good; like a freshwater lake and civilization. But metaphorically, something smelled rotten. Erick looked to the people at the beach, and in the city beyond; he had a good eye on the place, with his Ophiels floating in the air behind and above. Seeing the people here reminded him a lot of the people of Candlepoint, but surely a place like this would have been known to the outside world, right? Unless it happened in the last year? 

But even then, Killzone or someone would have told Erick about a place in Ar’Kendrithyst that seemed like it held a true civilization. Silverite would have said. Someone would have spilled this secret, here, well before now. 

What about the orcols that came to the Spire and got cleansed of their shadeling Status? Did they see the people in the crystal towers around the Spire? Did they see the workers in the Spire itself?

Maybe they did see all of this, and those memories were wiped from them?

“Was this place like this, last year?” Erick asked.

Quilatalap said, “Yup.”

Fallopolis said, “The population moves around. The Platinum Market is more of a vacation area than the other parts of Brightwater.”

Hmm. 

Erick asked, “Why is this place called the Platinum Market? Killzone’s map named it as a ‘market’, too.”

Fallopolis said, “It used to be a market. Sometimes it’s still a market. These days, people mostly just live here.”

Erick asked, “What do they do, here?”

Fallopolis glanced back at Quilatalap.

Quilatalap said, “Some of them live their lives here, supporting their communities, but most of them, most of the time, make continuous pilgrimages out into the depths of the Spire or elsewhere around the District, searching for Lost Ones. Once a Lost One is found, they bring them to the Temple District. Sometimes the Lost Ones regain themselves and become a part of the community here. But most of the time, their soul damage is too deep, and they completely lose the memories of their previous life, or they’re too violent to let into Brightwater. Those ones are given over to the Shades, for work out in Kendrithyst, or elsewhere. Those ones are the shadelings you see out in the world. Those are the ones you gained at Candlepoint.

“Some of the Shades use this allocation of people as a horror, but for the longest time, none of the Clergy believed this world was real. So what was the bother with using the faithful against horrors perpetrated by the other gods? When shadelings die in service to their truth and their faith, they never actually die. Maybe in their next attempt they would come back stronger than before.” Quilatalap ended with, “That is the normal doctrine.”

Erick sighed. “What you’re saying sounds like a lie, and that all of this here is only here to dupe people like me who want to believe.”

Fallopolis spun around in the sand, smiling to Erick as she asked, “How can you possibly think that we’re lying, when you see all of this around you? We’re not hiding anything from you.” Losing her smile, yet trying to stay upbeat, she said, “But the gods! The gods have erased more knowledge from this world than you or I will ever know. The Geodes rise up and slaughter whatever they cannot control. Rozeta incentivizes handwritten books! And then there’s people like you, who believe what they’re told—” She suddenly stopped, then said, “You know what? Never mind. Telling people the truth never works. They always have to find out for themselves.”

Quilatalap chuckled, saying, “It is good you are skeptical, Erick, but to deny what is right in front of you is to deny the world, and that way leads to madness.”

They reached the end of the beach without further comment. 

Beyond the white sands, laid more crystal towers, but they did not rise up to the sky like the ones in the far distance. Beyond a low divider of crystal, and the glowing waters flowing through the space, parts of the Palace District rose up high enough to be visible. Spires of white stone lifted above the intervening crystal, while floating gardens drifted through the space, pouring waterfalls onto the hidden lands beyond. 

Fallopolis stepped onto the air beyond the beach, leading the way, her feet splashing shadows as she stepped. Erick and Quilatalap followed. 

A short walk later, Erick truly saw the Palace District. 

Beyond a long beach, beyond manicured green grass and flowered bushes, laid a tiered land of white towers, wide roads, and roofs of every color. It was a palace in the style of Kal’Duresh, for sure, but it was also a small city, with people dressed in white and black, and guards wearing white metal. Beyond the Palace, to the south, waterfalls fell from mountains of crystal beyond, cascading down thirty kilometers, hitting thousands of small green spaces on its way before falling out of sight. Straight ahead, was a gate, twenty meters wide, made of gold, cast in decorative whorls and lines. The gate stood wide open with guards on both sides— Oh. Wait. 

The guards were not people, but they weren’t shadelings, either. There were spaces between their metal arms and torso and helmets, and every other part of them; they were the same type of automatons that Bulgan had in Candlepoint. They were also motionless.

A familiar butler and his two accomplices in black stood in the center of the open gate. He was the one who had taken Erick’s bags. He ignored Fallopolis completely, and only had white eyes for Erick. 

After a short bow, the butler rose, and said, “Welcome to the Pala—”

An explosion of shadows and fire rocked one of the white towers up ahead, breaking one of them at the base, sending a spire of white stone toppling like a tree to smash down the layers of the tiered cake of the Palace. Clouds of dirt and smaller fires erupted in its short, violent journey, while a beam of darkness carved across the sky, and a woman laughed loud, dancing through the air. The beam connected against the woman, then scattered wide, turning to flaming shrapnel that caught on varied parts of the Palace, eliciting more flames from the stone. 

The butler had been interrupted by the fight going on not a kilometer away, but he recaptured his lost composure and spoke over the battle, saying, “Welcome to the Palace, Archmage Erick Flatt. Your rooms are—”

A chaining explosion of fire on the side of the Palace turned to glowing ice, like ten meter wide flowers blooming, one after the other. The sudden spellwork cast booms of sound into the air. Automatons floated above the fight, then threw bolts of ice at both the woman in the air and at someone down below. The woman danced through the sky, evading fire and ice, and leaving a trail of shadow that spread and filled with motes of light. That light crashed down, like hundreds of Erick’s own [Shooting Star]s, racing into the ice and the fire below, destroying every single automaton, and much of the ice and fire.

The butler attempted to continue, “Your rooms are on the edge of the Palace, Archmage Flatt, away from our more excitable guests. Would you care to follow—”

Fallopolis spoke up, “I think Stardust is fighting Hollowsaur.”

“It’s not Hollowsaur.” Quilatalap said, “It’s Welodio.”

Erick had heard that name before. Killzone had said that if he ever met a white dragonkin who used fire magics, that he was to run the other way as fast as possible.

“That asshole showed up this year?” Fallopolis turned to Erick, saying, “I was hoping we’d meet him out in the city. He couldn’t not try to kill you, so you would have had to kill him back. You could take him.”

Erick frowned. “Killzone seemed to be of the opinion that I couldn’t take him.”

“You could.” Quilatalap said, “Especially since you’ve gained a Domain so in tune with your other magics.”

Erick changed the subject. “Who’s casting the ice?”

“Queen,” Fallopolis and Quilatalap said, at the same time.

Quilatalap added, “She can cast anything, but she prefers to match against her opponent’s magic in a perfect counter.”

Fallopolis said, “That’s actually glow-ice. Not ‘ice’. It subdues fire magics in its area of effect. Queen was a Prismatic Mage with every Greater Elemental Body before she came to us 160 years ago, and she’s been here in the Brightwater District ever since. She’s pretty far down on my list of Shades-who-need-to-die, but if you see an opportunity, you should take it, Erick. There’s not a single redeemable one in the whole crowd.”

Erick watched as ice and fire and stars battled for dominance.

When no one else spoke for a few moments, the butler spoke up, “Would you care to see your room, Archmage Flatt?”

An explosion of shadowflames rocked the sky, as an orcol in a kilt rocketed up from below to strike at the flying woman. 

“My mistake.” Quilatalap said, “It’s Hollowsaur.”

Fallopolis smiled. “Stardust must have felt like poking him after his humiliating defeat by a single spell.” She looked to Erick, saying, “Not the preferred outcome, but it works well enough. Maybe they’ll kill each other, sogood job.”

Stardust was the Shade of the Edge, if Erick remembered correctly. She lived in the Spire, and oversaw the space above Ar’Kendrithyst, near the upper atmosphere, at the edge of the Script. Last Erick heard, Stardustwas gunning for the death of Spinner, the Shade of the Sky, over the rights to all of Ar’Kendrithyst’s airspace. 

Spinner lived in the Aerie, and Hollowsaur and Undine had asked Erick to kill Spinner. But Spinner was friends with Skyhook, the Shade of the Breeze, and both of those Shades lived in the Aerie. Erick wouldn’t have been able to fight one without fighting the other. 

So why was Stardust fighting Hollowsaur? With Erick’s rudimentary understanding of the situation, shouldn’t Hollowsaur be aligned with Stardust’s hatred of Spinner?

… It was likely more complicated than that.

Whatever the case, Stardust fought with Hollowsaur. Flames spread. And then another Shade appeared. Awoman in rainbow clothing stepped out into the sky near the tiered Palace, but only hovered in the air near the buildings. She cast ice whenever fire spread, and used darkness to banish every glowing [Shooting Star] that got near the structures below. Must be Queen? She seemed focused on the defense of the Palace, above all else.

Erick tore his eyes away from the scene, asking, “Are Stardust and Hollowsaur actually going to kill each other?”

“Doubtful,” Quilatalap said.

“One can only hope!” Fallopolis said, “My grand-rads are on Stardust.”

Quilatalap said, “Hollowsaur is going to win. He has to; he’s running hard to restore face. Stardust will play off her attack as a simple test if she loses, but will kill him if she can.”

Fallopolis said, “His star is falling out of favor.” She smiled at her own pun, adding, “And Stardust is on the rise!”

Erick said to the butler, “I’d like to see my room.”

The butler bowed, saying, “Right this way.”
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                The butler guided Erick past the golden gate, into the low gardens beyond where bushes and garden beds held flowers of all kinds, and fruiting trees grew in the bright, ambient light of the Palace District. The fighting Shades were past another wall and to the right side of the Palace, and Erick was worried for a second when the butler guided Erick through another gate, into the proper city of the Palace, edging closer to the fight, butthe butler took Erick to the left. Shadowflames and minor comets and ice blooms quickly went out of sight, on the other side of the Palace.

Fallopolis followed for only a short more while, before declaring, “We’ve arrived! Glad I could accompany you here, Erick. See you around!” She headed back the way they had come, toward the sounds of battle.

“See you around,” Erick said, to Fallopolis’s rapidly receding form.

She turned around and waved, and then she took a dark step and was gone. 

Erick turned a fraction, and looked up, to face Quilatalap. “So. Uh. What about you? Are you going this way too, or...?”

He smiled. “Yup. I sort of have a room next to yours.”

Well okay then.

Erick turned back to the butler, and resumed his walk. 

- - - -

The butler guided Erick over tiny bridges where water flowed freely, and past empty roads full of overlooks and nice little spaces for tea or breakfast. There were few visible shadelings, or anyone, actually, except for the automatons that stood like statues here and there in organized pairs, or quads. There were probably servant’s passages for the people? Erick wasn’t sure. He did look closely at the shadows, though. Usually, he could tell if someone was in them, because Meditation revealed some of the underlying structure of magic. It wasn’t Mana Sight, but it wasn’t nothing, either. 

There were no people in those shadows. So either they were hiding rather well, or there were hidden passages in the Palace. Erick bet on hidden passages. 

Eventually, the butler’s guidance ended at a small golden gate in the inner curtain wall to the back left of the Palace. Here lay a nice green land with a small pond, a myriad of grey stone walkways, and wild, yet obviously manicured and well-kept grasses and ‘wild’ flowers. Oak-like trees provided shade to a pond and a few other picturesque places, while the sounds of running water revealed the presence of streams before Erick could see them. 

And in the center of all that, was a two-story grey stone cottage with a high-peaked roof and a short tower, that also had a peaked roof. It had some nice windows all around and a nice little porch in the front that faced the Palace. 

And Quilatalap was right behind Erick. 

The butler stepped onto the cottage’s property, then lowered his arm toward the house, saying, “Your bags are already inside, Archmage Flatt. Your personal butler is also inside, waiting to receive you.” He turned to Quilatalap. “I have been informed that you have guests, too.”

“I wonder who they are?” Quilatalap happily said to himself.

Erick looked to the archlich, and was concerned, for a myriad of reasons. Was he really rooming with this guy? 

Quilatalap smiled at Erick, saying. “You can pick whatever room you want. I usually take the top floor main bedroom, but there’s another main bedroom on the lower floor. You can have the tower this year.”

This might as well happen! Everything was odd, and this might as well be odd, too.

Erick walked forward, saying to the butler, “Thank you.”

The butler simply bowed as Erick passed by, but Erick noticed that the man paid almost no deference to the archlich; he rose at Erick’s passing, and didn’t bother to say or even look favorably upon Quilatalap.Erick ignored, but cataloged, whatever drama that was, as he turned his attentions to Ophiel. Ophiel fluttered out into the grasses and the waters and began inspecting everything, both for Erick, and for himself.

“Soooo…” Erick said, making some small talk as they walked up to the house. “You stay here every year?”

“This is where I stay when I’m visiting Brightwater for whatever reason there might be for me to be in this District.” Quilatalap said, “But the Feast hasn’t been held in the Palace in twenty years. Not everyone is staying on site, either.” He gazed up at the house, smiling, saying, “I don’t get out here near often enough, so it’s nice to see this place looking well.”

The front door opened before Erick got too close, and a fast, poised pair of human corpses, one man, one woman, stepped out to either side of the entrance. Both of them had glowing blue eyes. Both of them wore dark robes. Both of them regarded Erick, instantly dismissed his presence, then locked onto the man behind Erick. Erick, for his part, sort of just froze. When he realized he stupidly froze, he forced himself to try to relax as he looked for a way to get out of whatever was happening here.

Both animated corpses exclaimed, “Mast—!”

Quilatalap interrupted the two newcomers, sighing out, “What are you two doing here.”

The man exclaimed, “We wish to learn again, Master!”

“We want to do better!” said the woman. “We can do better!”

While Quilatalap just frowned at the pair, Erick kinda, just, stood off to the side, not knowing what all this was about, not wishing to be involved, and yet not seeing an immediate way out of this. He was surrounded on all sides. He’d have to walk across the wild grasses to get away, and that seemed like a bad idea for some reason. 

And then a meek-looking incani woman with big black horns and dark skin came out of the house, shoving the other two aside. Okay. Maybe not so meek.The two undead just looked at her, angrily. 

This newcomer wore a sleek black business outfit with white accents, while her eyes were red and black. Now that she was known, she only had eyes for Erick, as she said, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. I am your butler for the duration of your stay, and though I have been charged with keeping you safe and seeing to your needs, the last moment adjustments to the plan, which included a switch of location to Quilatalap’s abode, has allowed others into a space that should have been yours alone. Please excuse my inability to clear out the corpses.” Without acknowledging Quilatalap at all, she said to Erick, “Your bags have been deposited in your bedroom.” She stepped back into the house, offering Erick an out to whatever the corpses wanted, as she asked, “Would you care for a tour of the facilities? Or to see your rooms?”

Erick glanced to the undead, then said to Quilatalap, “I’ll leave you to your students, then,” as he walked forward, toward the door, saying, “I would love to see—”

The undead man said, “You do not deserve to be in his presence—”

Erick got too close to the man. He realized that as it happened, and even though he had a clear way forward. 

The man went to shove Erick, to bar his entry, but three things happened very fast. Erick put up a thin shell of sunform, and that should have been enough. But then the incani woman’s dark eyes went wild as she saw the open palm aiming for Erick. She did something too fast to see; the man’s arm separated at the elbow, and the wrist and hand went away. The body partwent somewhere, Erick couldn’t tell, because then Quilatalap got involved. 

The undead man gained a hole through his center that rapidly expanded. Ribs, bones, spine, robe, and guts, all of that turned to a fine mist thatbillowed away from Erick, scattering red onto the white flowers near the house. The undead man’s head remained. That part of him bobbed in the air, as the light in his eyes went out. 

Erick froze in his tracks. 

The man’s head floated to Quilatalap’s hand. He held it up, and frowned, saying, “You and I are going to have a talk.” He looked to the undead woman, and his kind eyes were, for the first time, less than kind. “You, too.” To Erick, he mentioned, “See you at the opening ceremony in a few hours.” And then he walked down a path that led around the house. 

The undead woman followed, like a silent mouse, or a very chastised child. 

After a few steps, Quilatalap set the head in his hands into the air. A body reformed under the head. The remade man was naked, and skinny, but he didn’t look dead anymore. Color returned to the man’s body, as he fell in line with the woman, as they both followed Quilatalap’s march around the corner, out of sight.

Erick turned to face the incani butler. “That was impressive. You cut right through that guy’s arm.”

The woman stood straighter. “Thank you, sir.” She backed up into the house, again. 

Erick allowed himself to be led into her vacancy, to step into the doorway, and into the foyer. His first impression of the place was that it was rather humble. And kinda nice. Nice stone walls and dense wooden floors and comfortable furniture. He turned back to the woman, who was herself comfortable, in an odd sort of way. Maybe it was the fact that she wasn’t a shadeling, and that threw Erick for a loop. 

“What’s your name?”

“Violet, sir.”

“Do you work for Queen, or what?”

“I do, sir.”

“How long have you been here at the Palace?”

“Born and raised, sir.”

Erick looked to the incani woman with a whole new appreciation in his eyes, and said, “I think I’m gonna want a lot of information from you about everything that is going on around here, including: How is working for them? Is that normal?”

Violet bowed, then raised, saying, “This is why I was assigned to you, sir. But—” She indicated the grandfather-ish clock to the left, on the other side of a sitting area. “But the Opening Ceremony is scheduled to begin in one hour and thirty four minutes, and Queen has tasked me with getting you ready. I have gone through your clothes and set out the appropriate ones, as well as set out three outfits made for you, by Queen, in the proper style that should fit you well, should you choose to wear them. Your own clothes are only marginally approved.”

Erick smirked. He joked, “I paid almost 95,000 gold for those clothes! And from a world-renowned tailor, too!”

Violet bowed, saying, “Marginal is among the best qualifiers Queen gives.”

“Out of a list how long?”

“It varies, sir.”

“Fair enough.” Erick said, “Show me to my room, please. Mustn't keep royalty waiting!”

“I understand you are joking, sir, but these are true words.”

- - - -

Erick’s room was beyond the foyer, to the right, beside the entrance to the tower. Both his room and the tower had large windows with nice views of the crystal mountains to the south of the Palace, where streams fell from thirty kilometers up and hit a hundred patches of green on their ways down. The room itself was comfortably appointed, with a large bed in the center of the room, an open closet, and its own bathroom, complete with a bathtub and all the proper amenities to make this a high-class place. Erick inundated the room with tendrils of light, checking everything, from every angle. When that search returned nothing, he threw a [Cascade Imaging] into the center of the room, to form an eighth-scale map of the house. He wasn’t searching for anything in particular, for searching for something as nebulous as ‘traps’ would give no results.He was mainly just searching for the layout of the place. In this, he was successful, but the place was pretty darn normal, as far as Erick could tell. Rooms. Bathrooms. Hallways. From all angles, this place was just a house.

But about forty meters down, there was water and crystal under the veneer of the land the Palace, and this house, was built upon. Erick’s mapping showed lots of hidden places down there, in the brightwater.

Violet watched from the entrance, her eyes firmly directed toward the clothes she had set out. Erick would get to those soon enough. He thought the black robes were a bit much, but they were better than the rainbow ones, and certainly better than the all-white ones. Oh, there was no direct problem with them. Erick could even see himself wearing the rainbow ones as a gag, and having fun with it. That wasn’t the problem, at all.

He supposed he was done with his investigations. He turned to the robes, and decided to address the problem. “Are these really the approved options?” Erick had expected a certain amount of pushiness from Queen and all the rest, and he even expected her to go through all of his clothes, but to so blatantly pick out what he wore seemed to cross a line Erick didn’t know he had. And there was another problem. “Where are my own grey robes? I liked those ones. I know I had some of those in my bags, but they are absent from the closet. In fact, all my grey clothes are gone. The only ones I have are the ones I have on myself, right now.”

Violet bowed, then walked away. In four seconds, she entered a room on down the hallway, then came back with the grey robes, saying, “Queen would prefer you pick something more definitive than grey. In her words, grey is a spineless, muddled color.”

Erick frowned as he took his robes, and tossed them on the bed behind him. “Is this Feast going to be a hundred little power plays like this, Violet?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I noticed that this house was grey. Does that mean she thinks Quilatalap is spineless?”

“It is much more complicated than that, but yes, sir.”

“… Why is Quilatalap spineless?”

“Because he refuses to take the final steps and become a Shade.”

“Then I think I will wear nothing but grey this entire time.”

“That is your choice, sir, but I would advise against it.”

Erick frowned. “Why?”

“Queen is not a bad person, but she has certain tics that set her off. The argument of grey is an old one when it comes to her and Quilatalap, but she’s mostly over it. This doesn’t mean that she approves of the color. You wearing grey to the start of this important event would start you and her off on the wrong path. If you capitulate to this desire of hers, going forward will be a lot easier for you and for me.” 

“Explain this aversion to grey.” Erick wondered if it had something to do with Queen’s prismatic nature, or perhaps it had something to do with the greys of shadeling eyes. Or maybe something else?

“I cannot, for I do not know.”

“Speculate?”

“I will not, for I do not wish to be removed from employment.”

“Does that mean you will be killed if you displease Queen?”

“No. It means I will likely move to the Temple District, which is where my boyfriend lives.”

“… Fine.” Erick looked to the clothes laid on the bed. “In certain other circumstances, I would love to wear rainbows, but not here, and not now. So… Black. I guess.”

“Do you require assistance putting it on?”

“I do not.” Erick said, “Thank you, Violet. That is all.”

Violet bowed, then walked away. Erick shut the door.

Erick expended an Ophiel, propping up a [Prismatic Ward] into the room, the bedroom, and the closet, sticking the edges of the protected space into the walls, but no further. And then he poked around everything again, checking for holes or empty spaces in the dense air. He even lifted the bed up with his sunform. The thing looked to weigh a literal ton, since it was made of logs and sized to an orcol, but it was no match for Erick’s light. With over 200 Strength, he probably could have lifted it by hand, too, but that would have likely broken something. 

There were no empty spaces in the dense air. When a dozen seconds of a [Cleanse Aura] elicited no thick air from anything, Erick dismissed his conjured armor and stripped, taking off his belt, but leaving on his rings. 

It was stupid to take off his belt in an environment like this, but if they wanted to kill him, they would have done so already. So Erick decided to enjoy himself.

Standing there, naked, he decided he needed a bath. He’d been up for almost a full 24 hours at this point, and [Cleanse] was just beginning to feel like it wasn’t enough to feel clean.He stepped into the bathroom, and happily allowed three Ophiel into the room with him. They chirped in happy violins to be allowed into such a hallowed space. 

Turning on the water, the bathtub filled up rather fast. According to Erick’s previous Imaging, the pipes to this house, and this room, were coming from the Palace. Maybe shadelings used the pipes as hidden passages? Eh. Whatever. The [Prismatic Ward] would block most intruders; it was worth over 100,000 points of defense, too.

But, like, did that much defense even fucking matter, when it came to rooming with an archlich? 

Probably not.

Oh well! If they wanted to kill him, they would have!

Erick set his worries aside for a minute, because inside the dense air of his rooms, only the most dangerous could get inside, and what was the point of worrying, then? He still turned off the water and threw another [Cleanse] into the bath before he got in, though. No telling what sort of poisons could be in that water.Everything was getting a [Cleanse] before it went into his body, or touched his flesh, while he was on this trip. The [Cleanse] on the water turned up nothing. Erick felt a bit better about everything.

After a good soak to ease the tension in his shoulders, and a nice scrub with some soaps he had brought with him, that Violet or someone else had put in the bathroom, Erick [Watershape]d himself dry and went out into his room. 

He put on the black robes, and then he looked in the convenient mirror next to the door. 

He did not like the black robes. Not with his eyes as white as they were, nowadays. He switched to the white robes. With his hair combed and his robes fit, Erick put his belt back on and looked in the mirror. This was better. With some thin, yet strong conjured undergarments, both boxerbriefs and undershirt, Erick finished off his outfit with some conjured boots. None of those conjurings would do much with regard to actual defensive measures versus the big threats he had seen, but they would be fine for other, smaller threats…

“… If there wereany smaller threats,” Erick mumbled. 

Did those corpses count as smaller threats?

Probably not. Violet was likely a threat, but she seemed more like a spy than an actual, physical danger.

Erick looked to the clock in his room. It was half an hour till the start of Shadow’s Feast. He had been here for almost 24 hours, meaning that 1 hour would have passed outside of Ar’Kendrithyst. The sun had set when he had entered the Dead City, but by now it was truly night out there, for tonight, even the moons were dark. 

He briefly tried to telepathically connect to Jane, to Poi, to Kiri, to anyone he knew, but he got nothing; they weren’t out of range, but they were still out of reach. Killzone had told Erick to expect this, but it was still disappointing. 

Erick exited his room. Violet waited at the end of the hall, but at Erick’s appearance, she came to attention. After a moment, Quilatalap stepped around the corner.

“Ah!” He said, “We good? We ready?”

Erick said, “Ready as ever. Or… Should I eat something, first?”

Quilatalap said, “The Telling only takes an hour and that’s a serious event, but there’s food and mingling afterward at the First Indulgence, and you might be able to relax a little. Tania will introduce Bulgan to the Clergy at that time, for this is his first year as a Shade, but other than that, the Indulgences are not formal at all, and everyone always brings guests.” He asked, “You’ve been up for a while. Are you good to go another full day?”

“Yes.” With his high Vitality and Immunity to Health Fatigue, Erick could stay awake for three days, no problem, but he didn’t want to. He hoped he wouldn’t have to, either.

“Good.” Quilatalap said, “There’s a rest after the first party. You can sleep on the third day.”

- - - -

Past a twist in the outer roads looping around the Palace, down a dark lane, in a certain place, there is a gate of black stone set into the curtain wall that nominally separates the Palace from the outside world. It is not a tall wall, and they are not tall doors, but they are still imposing. Black fangs extend from that door, and continue left and right along that curtain wall. This is the only place that has such decorations. The rest of the Palace is all about grandeur and brightness and airy beauty. This is a place of hard truths, and gnashing teeth. One might find other such places all throughout Ar’Kendrithyst, but this is the one that was active, on this night. 

The door is open; split down the center, the two halves swung inward. 

Beyond that door, lies a flooring of dark stone tiles scattered about, that supports dark pillars that reach up to nothing but empty air. This dark space dominates an otherwise pleasant field of wild flowers of every color, and lush green grasses, while the crystal mountain to the south stretches directly up to the sky, so far, far above, and far away. Rivers flow down upon that impressive crystalline height to touch upon more wild green spaces. This is a cultivated, wild space. Or maybe it is one that was broken long ago. Or maybe, this was the finished structure.

The dark flooring of this space does not form an organized square upon which the pillars rise to an organized roof, but the flooring is certainly made of square tiles. None are broken. All are polished to a harsh shine. And while there is a large, central area of black tiles, the edges of this space are not so easily defined by any simple shape. In many places, the tiles go off into the flowering field, and though there is no apparent design, there is the feeling that those spaces are just waiting for the right moment to come alive.

The pillars are not set to support any roof, either. They’re scattered about, like trees in a forest that have been burned black by a fire, and left in the ground. But they are not weak; thinking that a push would topple them would be a foolish thought. Their bottoms are wider than their tops, and though they might actually be obelisks, they are missing the final pyramid-peak common to those items; the tops are flat, as though waiting for something to be placed there. They’re polished to a high-shine, too.

This is not a wild space, though the strange architecture and the wild fields beyond might make it appear that way to some. If one were to look closely, they would see that the wild grasses grow over the edges of the black tiles, but they are trimmed to keep the dark stone flooring empty, and waiting. 

It is in this space, where almost fifty Shades, and Quilatalap, have gathered. 

And then there’s Erick. 

Mercifully, Erick has traversed the Hell that is ‘Panic’. 

He is currently in the embrace of ‘Acceptance’, the tendrils of ‘Whimsy’, and with a foot firmly planted in ‘Horny’.

- - - -

Introduction to Shade society had gone as well as Erick could have expected, in that there had been no introduction at all. Erick followed Quilatalap to the odd pavilion-like area, and then they waited, while the Shades talked to each other, and not at all to either Erick, or Quilatalap. Fallopolis winked at him, though, then went right back to talking to some other Shades. 

There was no blood, unless you counted the blood dripping off of that guy over there. There was no death, unless you counted the rather tall floating fellow, with every part of him made of either long bones, or floating black cloth. Almost no one cared to look Erick’s way, so he was free to look upon whoever he wished, and oh my, what sights there were! At least ten women had their righteous boobs on display. In dresses, in blouses, in corsets and otherwise. One was even topless, with her prodigious assets buoyed on clouds. 

And get a load of that lady, right beside the topless one!Big as cantaloupes!Those tits were overflowing her barely-there black dress that was likely made out of shadows, and nothing else. 

And the men! The men, or at least those who cared to put themselves on display, did so with gusto. Erick didn’t really care for the guy, but Hollowsaur was wearing a black satin loincloth that made him look like a porn star waiting to take the stage.Maybe his kilt had been burned or blown up? Whatever the case, he wore more than an incani man who simply wore a sock. 

A woman snatched the sock off of the man, and then the man was wearing nothing. 

He didn’t seem to mind.

Ah. He could be a pornstar, too. No one needs a dick that big. It’s Blood Magic, right? He had to have had some work done. At that thought, Erick looked to the other people in the crowd. They likely all had work done. Blood Magic could do that, right? Yeah. It could.

And then the skeleton-person was floating to Erick. He? She? They were the first person to do so. Erick had noticed the skeleton when he arrived, but now, he saw the white orb in their empty chest, the way the black cloth held onto flesh that was not there, and the white stars in their empty eye sockets. 

“Hello!” Erick happily said to the skeleton, not sure of what else to say.

With a melodious, feminine voice, the skeleton, who definitely seemed like a woman, said, “Hello, Erick. A pleasure to meet you. I’m Priestess. Have you heard of me before?”

Erick wracked his brain for a moment, before saying, “Yes! Killzone mentioned you; yes. You try to convert people, but you never kill, and you rarely show yourself.”

She chimed a pleasant laugh, then said, “Yes; that is me. I am glad that Killzone has given me such a glowing recommendation. I shall have to leave a gift waiting for him at Forward Base.” She added, “I am glad you have chosen to attend the Feast on your first year on Veird. It means much for your future that you have come to us so quickly in your journey.”

“… Uh? Okay?”

“And you’re wearing white! It’s a good color for the Fire of the Age. Your brightness fills the world, and empowers all others to reach a little higher and to cast a little deeper; to truly embrace magic.” Priestess sighed, happy, as she said, “And you even chose the harmonic path! It is a rare one that can make that work, who can call uponritual and enact their will upon the world. You do this priestess proud.” She added, “Now you just need to free yourself from the constraints of the Script, and choose your true Wizardly Path.” 

“What?” Erick found himself walking right into Priestess’s mini-sermon, as he said, “What do you mean? Wizardly Path?”

“The Script is a noose that lifts you up while it chokes you out of true power. Since everyone can do Particle Magic, this is not True Wizardry. True Wizardry breaks the mold and remakes the world. It is unique to the individual. Creation, Destruction, and Paradox, all in one power. You would know your Wizardry if you saw it, and you have not seen it, have you?” Her voice took on a careful edge, as she said, “The first signs of your Wizardry would have appeared as Darkness to everyone else, but to you, it would have appeared as something else.”

Erick stumbled on his words, saying, “I don’t… I don’t think so?”

The skeleton breathed in, then out, seeming to relax, even though she had no visible lungs; the white orb in her chest did briefly glow brighter. “That is good to hear. You have likely used up some of your power to establish Particle Magic, but that is no bother.” She lifted her arms to her sides, just a bit. “I have some ideas for your Wizardry if you wish to speak to me about that. I will be here all week. I would love a private chat.”

Erick looked around. “Here, here?”

“My place is usually in the Temple District.” The Priestess said, “But for the duration of the Feast, I am here, in this humble place of worship, to hear and speak with whoever might wish to converse. I could also give you a personal visit, if that is more of a comfort to you. Aside from the holy duty of guiding people to the Dark, I administer the Tellings.” She glanced behind Erick, adding, “And it seems it is almost time for the First Telling. Hello, Queen.”

Erick turned, and saw a glamazon rainbow bride. Her skin was the palest violet, but her horns, her hair, and her eyes, were white, and glowing. Oh. No. Not white. Iridescent. A constellation of silver sat upon her head, behind her crown-like horns; a tiara made of stars. Her dress was rather ostentatious with all of its white layers, but as she moved, color appeared in that white, too. She was practically a hidden rainbow. 

And she was looking at Erick. 

Queen smiled, and it only added to her radiance. “Hello, Erick. A pleasure to meet you. I am glad you picked the white.” She turned to the Priestess. “That is everyone.”

The floating skeleton sighed a little, then said, “It’s not everyone, but it is a fair share. And it is time.”

“Better turnout this year than most years.” Queen regarded Quilatalap, losing some of her radiance in the process. “Quilatalap. I trust your home is up to standards?”

Quilatalap took the obvious hostility in stride, saying, “Of course it is. Thank you, Queen.”

She turned to Erick. “If you wish for other protections, I can get them for you. Just say the word.”

“I’m already moved in, but thank you.”

Queen took the rejection in stride, saying, “Very well.” She looked to Priestess. 

Priestess’s core glowed bright for a second, pulsing out a brief wave of minuscule power. All talking in the strange pavilion ceased. Priestess slowly turned away from Erick, to regard the crowd, as they regarded her. Someone gave the sock back to the one dude and he stuffed his junk back into it, as he winked at Erick, who was fine with looking if the dude was fine with showing. Behind Erick, Violet and a few other butlers grabbed the dark door and walked out, closing shut the ceremonial space with a whispered ‘click’. Though Erick and the Shades and everywhere here were technically outside, and there were no true walls, the closing of those doors still felt ominous. 

Priestess began floating through the gathered congregation. The Shades parted for her walk, as she began speaking, “The time is nigh. The sun has set.”

Every single Shade responded, “The time to break and make is met.”

Erick almost counter-cursed, but he dared not open his mouth. 

So instead, he felt the world seeming to shift under his feet. Nothing moved, but everything changed. The brightness of the Brightwater, on the other side of the Palace, dimmed. The crystal mountain in the distance became something darker, and from one moment to the next, the waterfalls began running black as ink. Darkness moved in. And then a bit of light came back, as the flowers all around began to glow; bioluminescent. 

Priestess hovered further into the air as she floated past the congregation. She took her spot in the southernmost part of the area. All eyes were on her, and on the air around her. Images appeared in the sky, as she began to narrate a story Erick had never heard before.

Erick was transported, maybe not in body, but in mind, to another world, another time, another place.

“In the beginning, there was Darkness.

“Endless! Boundless! Chaos without measure. Chaos without substance. 

“No Light. No Stone. Nor Air, nor Water, nor Fire. No Souls. No Order at all.

“But then! There came another. A brilliance upon the Darkness. A change upon the unchanging. A solidification of Chaos into something else. Something Ordered. Hear his name, and give prayer to the fallen: Xoat! The First Wizard.

“Xoat! Xoat! Xoat!

“The Primal Spark! 

“The Fire of the Age!

“The First Wizard God. And yet, he was none of that at all, for he was never given a chance.

“Neither true wizard, nor true god, Xoat lived and died in Darkness. 

“And the Darkness bore witness, for when Xoat came into being, everything changed.

“Darkness had never seen anything like Xoat before. Darkness wanted Xoat to happen again. 

“And so, Darkness took Xoat’s corpse and made the First Cosmology. Bones became Stone. Breath became Air. Stilled movement was driven to move again, becoming Fire, while blood became Water. A soul was sundered into a million mirrors, creating the first bit of mana in the universe, in an attempt to create another Xoat. And yet, despite the powers of Pure Darkness, it was not enough. Xoat was dead. And there would never be another like him.

“Stone did not move on its own. Air did not move through dead lungs. Fire gave warmth to nothing, while Water sloshed, and stilled once again. He tried combining the Four Elements, but Ooze only wobbled. Plasma and Rain were pretty, but were not much more than that. Sand and Steam were less than useful, while Magma seemed nothing more than a source of deep Fire.

“And so, Darkness tried something else.

“The souls had wandered around, doing nothing, but now, Heforced those souls into the pieces of the First Cosmology He had created, and thus, there was sentient movement, for the first time. Mana, given form! Mana, turned to life!

“Darkness had created the first Ancients, and the first elementals. But these were not like Xoat. Though Darkness had spent little time with the First Wizard, He knew what He had created was not like what He had discovered. 

“And so,Darkness worked a bit more, not sure what was happening, or where He was going wrong. 

“Out of these second ministrations came Gloom, and Swamp, and Abyss, and Ash. Out of this trial, came the Second Cosmology. Primordial Elementals remade existence into their own images, but they cared not for Darkness. They were automatons, and they were boring.

“These things He had made were not clever. They acted on instinct. They were sentient, and they were varied, but they were not sapient. Their souls were dull, and they created nothing but what was already there. And when He tried to create more complicated lives, they perished, for unknown reasons. 

“Darkness was missing something essential. 

“After thinking for a long time, Darkness realized he was missing something that was not Darkness, for Xoat had stilled when he had appeared out of the Chaos. All complicated life perished in Pure Darkness.

“Darkness had the question, and the answer, and now, He simply searched for the solution.

“He found the answer to His problems at the most obvious of places: Xoat’s corpse.

“But these pieces were already used by the Second Cosmology, and so, He struck down automatons and useless attempts at life. And when He was done, there was not much left of His Second Creation, but He had managed to cobble together Xoat’s eyes, and ears, and brain, and most of his body. 

“Hetookthese pieces into himself.

“Thus, Darkness imbued the First Dragon, and the First Dragon was something other than Darkness. And yet, the First Dragon was also complicated life, and also able to survive in the Pure Darkness. 

“Success!

“And also, terror.

“Darkness saw himself, from both angles. The Dragon was frightened. The Darkness was intrigued. The Darkness was frightened. The Dragon was intrigued. 

“For in looking upon Himself, He saw what Xoat saw, which was nothing. All was destruction. All was Darkness. 

“But then, He also saw the Fire upon the remnants of the Second Cosmology. How it lit up the Endless. How it enabled life in the pitiful wreckage of His Second Attempt. This Fire was the solution. But it was not perfect. It was weak. Something was missing. 

“Darkness pulledHimself away from the Fire, to better let it grow and move, and in doing so,He birthed the final necessity to life.

“Light! 

“Brilliant! Radiant! Incandescent! 

“With the final piece of the Puzzle of Life assembled, and the First Dragon to forge the way, to guide the elemental life that would come, and to create more complicated life, life began to spread and flourish and populate the universe. But that story is getting ahead of ourselves. 

“It was in this earliest time of the new Third Cosmology that the First Dragon met the Second Dragon, in the depths of Darkness. But that is a story for another day.

“For now, it is enough to know that the Dragons gave birth to the First People with true souls, the first life outside of the elementals, and though they were not dragons themselves, these First Peoplemultiplied more than any other. With the Dragons to oversee them, Those Who Aspire began to populate the First Plane.The first world of the Third Cosmology.

“Darkness looked on the First Plane from the depths of the Void, and declared it good. 

“These new ‘people’ were not Xoat, but in time, more Wizards would come from those who He begat, from the dragons and the people, to forge more lands, to create more air, to fill more oceans, and to light the skies. They would open the paths through the mana ocean, carving the ways out past that First World, to the Second, and the Third, to spread among the glittering Darkness, to bring forth Order from Chaos, and to cause Chaos all their own. But we are getting ahead of ourselves, again.

“For there was a problem. 

“The First World was good, butDarknesswanted to be with us, and He could not. For as how Xoat had died inside the Darkness, Darkness overpowered all that He touched. 

“And lo! He already had a solution. 

“He was both the Darkness, and the Dragons. It was a simple matter to shift himself toward the flesh and power of His progeny, to become something lesser, in order to gain something more.

“And thus, Shadow was born. A mixing of Pure Light and Pure Darkness. A middle path. A way forward! The Dragon God was born. In His wisdom, He descended to us. He guided. He helped. He showed the way through the mana, and how to control the mana itself. He raised the first Wizards. He showed us the first river running through the Mana Ocean. He gave us the first boats, and showed us how to create new lands out of the mana.

“And thus, was born the Third Cosmology.

“And for a few precious moments, Existence was Balanced, for the first and only time in all of eternity. 

“And then it broke into pieces, because the people and Wizards therein desired this, but that was expected. Balance was stagnation, and Darkness had to break the balance of Himself in order to get anywhere with His Creations. It was only right and good that His children would do the same. 

“And Darkness was happy, for He could already see new Wizards being born in this Third Cosmology.New voices, to raise to the Darkness, so that He might speak to them, to join in Holy Thought, and Holy Action. To Create! To Destroy! To bring about new worlds, and new civilizations! To twist the Chaos and Elements into Order. To break Elements and Order into Chaos. To create new life! new possibility! 

“For He desired it. 

“And He would be there to see it all unfold, from behind the eyes of His children, to greet the new Wizards, to teach them magic, and help them forge everything that had yet to exist. And when Wizards did not come, He would still be there to help the nascent mage learnthe possibilities of magic, to help thempractice their craft, to expand upon what had already been laid down by himself, and by the Wizards of the past. He would even help the apprentice, and the priest. The governor and the governed. Any who touched mana, who reached for Darkness, were welcome to try their hand at the monumental Path of the Creator, the Path of the Destroyer, or the Path of the Paradox. 

“And when He could not be there directly, He would still be present behind the eyes of His Shades, to guide, and to take part, in the glory that is life.”

The sermon ended. 

The black pavilion was now full of conjured illusions holding in the air above every obelisk; images of the past, to better illustrate the story told by the Priestess. In the beginning of her speech, a few Shades had helped conjure those images. Everything was going exactly as it should. 

And then the Priestess spoke of Xoat like he was a planar, just popping into existence where nothing had existed before. Erick stood stunned. A few other Shades showed their disbelief, too.

And then the Priestess spoke the words that struck Erick to his core, like a spear through his heart, he was no longer stunned, but poleaxed. The Priestess had called Xoat the Fire of the Age. 

And every single Shade had flinched at that. The Shades who were helping to conjure images even flinched. They had not been let in on her revelations. She was obviously going off script. Some of the Shades turned to Erick at that moment, their eyes wider than normal. Fallopolis, who somehow moved to stand beside Erick, to flank him with Quilatalap, was openly weeping tears of light as the Priestess barreled on. 

The Priestess was now conjuring all the images in the sky on her own; her helpers stood back, not knowing what to do, except to glance from her, to Erick, and then back again.

For a long minute, the Priestess conjured the story on her own. And then her helpers regained themselves. They helped create images again. The Shades whispered amongst their small groups. The Priestess continued to talk.

Erick realized something deep in his soul. He found himself whispering, “This is the normal story. The one told every year, except…” He couldn’t say the words.

Quilatalap smiled, wide and happy, his lower fangs showing as he whispered, “Except now everyone knows what a ‘Fire of the Age’ truly is.” He chuckled, low and fulfilled, then added, “This makes you the first True Fire I’ve ever seen.”

The Priestess continued her sermon. Eventually, she finished.The sky brightened as light returned to the dark congregation. The rivers on the mountain flowed water, instead of shadows. The flowers lost their glows. Most people spoke amongst themselves, or stared at Erick. Or maybe they were sizing up Fallopolis on his right, and Quilatalap at his left; it was hard to tell with their eyes so white. 

The Priestess spoke, “Some of you might have noticed a change in the sermon.”

Someone commented, “That’s a fucking understatement.”

A lot seemed to agree with that, as murmurs carried on the air.

Priestess continued unabated, “I’m sure you have questions. I will answer none of them at this time. But I will give you some information: I was briefed on this change of the Telling as of ten hours ago by Tania, and then a few hours ago, by Melemizargo Himself, when He came to me after Erick called to Him in the Spire. We thought we knew what Erick’s designation as a Wizard and as the Fire of the Age meant. We were wrong.” With her starbright eye sockets radiating light, she said, “The Fire of the Age is so much more, and I will be doing my part to ensure that whatever may happen, happens as our God demands.”

In the brief lull of the Priestess’s words, Tania Webwalker stepped into the air, demanding attention with her presence alone. She spoke, “Erick. Take a break. We all need to talk. The Feast is delayed.”

Quilatalap said, “Of course.”

“I’m coming, too,” Fallopolis said.

Tania spoke out, “Fine. Both of you, go.”

“I expected this to be over, not to have a meeting.” Queen’s voice rose above the crowd, “I need to check on the party.”

An incani man dressed in black said, “How can you fucking care about the fucking party now? Fuck.”

The Librarian spoke on the other side of the room, “Some of us knew enough to know this was a possibility.” She looked to Tania, saying, “I didn’t think it was quite like that, but it makes sense.”

A goldscale woman shouted, “Some of us have lives outside of the Library, psycho!”

As Shades began arguing and Tania stood in the air over it all, growing obviously angrier by the second, Erick found himself escorted out of the congregation. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Sooooo... Did you like that? That little creation story was made way, way back before I started publishing Ar'Kendrithyst. 

Patrons just got 119, btw.

Thanks for reading~
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                    And the revelations continue! 



                

                Erick stood in the living room of Quilatalap’s cottage, by the window, looking out over the wild garden, to the golden gate that separated this land from the Palace. He was still in the middle of trying to figure out what the fuck just happened, but some people had already made their thoughts known by stepping to the closed gate of the property and kowtowing toward the house. Other people were simply kowtowing to the Ophiels he had set up on top of the wall. 

He closed the blinds and turned to the kitchen, just beyond the living room. Quilatalap had switched out of his armor and donned a dark, comfortable robe, and was now pulling items out of the cold box; thick steaks, onions, and even some of Erick’s vegetables; corn and potatoes, mostly. Fallopolis sat on the couch, smiling at Erick, waiting for him to speak. 

Erick asked whoever felt like answering, “What did you you think ‘Fire of the Age’ meant? Because I did not think it meant… that.”

Fallopolis looked to Quilatalap.

Quilatalap said, “Historically, it was the title given to those who brought about a fundamental shift in magic, on a grand scale, but you must understand that there hadn’t been a true, declared Fire of the Age in the Church of Melemizargo for… For hundreds of thousands of years before the Sundering. 

“After the Sundering, the Church lost most of its power, for as Melemizargo fell to insanity and began murdering whoever he could, so did the Clergy. There was a Fire of the Age declared every few decades in the beginning, whenever someone managed to murder a whole lot of people. There was that one time, in 210, where there were two Fires living at the same time. Each time, it was either Melemizargo himself, or his Clergy, who declared those Fires. 

“This is likely why no one cared about your own declaration until now.

“Personally, adding Particle Magic to the Script seemed like a ‘Fire’ thing to do. I never thought much of it. Maybe I forgot the truth of the title? Maybe I forgot that a Fire of the Age was something… Something more. I’ve forgotten a lot more than most will ever know, and those early centuries saw a lot of corruption.” He looked to Erick, saying, “The Mind Mages, and the Wrought led quite a few Forgotten Campaigns back then.” He smirked. “They never got me, though.”

Fallopolis sat enamored. She asked him, “What Fires do you remember from the Old Cosmology?”

“There’s the obvious one, but let me see… How did it go...” Quilatalap got to thinking as he set a large cast-iron flattop over the stove and turned on the heat. Hepicked up a bunch of chopped potatoes and tossed them in a bowl, along with oil and spices; Erick hadn’t seen him cut up the potatoes, or any of the other veggies, but it had happened. He tossed the potatoes onto the grill, and said, “Ah. Yes. That’s what it was called back then. Here’s the story: Hundreds of thousands of years ago there was a Fire of the Age who engraved her life upon the entire Cosmology, when she invented the Automagic Manaminer. I forget her name, but her invention quickly became a central part of every defensive structure in the Old Cosmology.”

“Oh!” Fallopolis said, “Yes. The manaminers.”

Quilatalap nodded to her, continuing, “The original item was changed in a million different ways by a billion different people, but the most notable manaminers to come about were the ‘Loremakers’, created by the dwarves in the Radiant Depths of the Old Cosmology, and then stolen by the elves of the Maelstrom Wave. Both the Loremaker and the elven ‘Sanguinizer’ became the top two manaminers on the open market. The first, because it denied access to the mana to anyone who was not an allowed person, and the security system on the manaminer involved the willing souls of the ancestors who would vet any possible users. The Loremakers’ security system was incredibly robust. The elven Sanguinizer was widely praised for similar reasons, except access was linked to bloodlines; a lot of people flocked to that one because they didn’t like soul magic. The reason the Automagic Manaminers were such a game changer was because they allowed the easy casting of specific spells, and the denial of those not approved.

“If this sounds similar to what you’ve already experienced, it should.”

“Oh my gods.” Erick said, “It’s the Script, isn’t it?” 

“You’ll hear more about this later, at the Second Telling.” Quilatalap said, “But I can just tell you now: At the time of the Sundering, Automagic Manaminer technology was already on Veird. At that time, it was one of a dozen such manaminers overseen by Rozeta, the previous Second to the then-current God of Magic, Melemizargo. The manaminer on Veird was even empowered by Koyabez, who was one of the few divinities who routinely split off pieces of himself in order to empower the defensive manaminers on his various worlds, to make them truly powerful; to protect his people.

“But even a divine manaminer was barely enough to survive the Sundering.

“Plane-sized Primal Lightning ripped across the Mana Ocean, killing all who even glimpsed those apocalyptic spells, or heard that world-ending thunder. The Yawning Depths left behind by passing Lightning pulled dying worlds inside, where forces beyond imagining ripped apart everything into their constituent Elements, which then separated into more Primal Lightning, to strike off into more parts of the Old Cosmology.

“In the dying of that universe, Veird was struck three times; two glancing blows, and one direct. By the time we were directly struck, countless trillions had already perished in the rest of the universe, and the manaminer of Veird had been further empowered by gods who fell here, or ran here, to get away. It was during those last days, with the universe truly dying, that we took the weaker divinities and the trillions of souls screaming in the Mana Ocean, looking for a home… That we took those who could not defend themselves and we turned them into power, laying the Foundational Bans and creating the Proto-Script.

“It was just in time, too. For the Yawning Depths were all around, and closing in. 

“Imagine the stars blinking out, and the void approaching. It wasn’t Darkness closing in, either. Some people make that mistake; some people tell this story that way to make Melemizargo look like the bad guy. But Melemizargo was on Veird at that point in time, and already going a little crazy at watching himself die, one piece at a time.

“It wasn’t long till communication with the rest of the universe had gone silent. It only took days. We were the last parts of the Old Cosmology left alive. And then, as we watched the last rivers of the Mana Ocean fall into the Yawning Depths, we, too, fell in. 

“When we got to the other side, we witnessed a new universe more hostile to life than anyone could have ever imagined. People died as air flowed away from the world. Light from the new sun, made of the sunlights we had managed to gather, killed with a glance. For a short while, it was the Killing Sun. Veird used to be a flat-ish world. In this New Cosmology, Veird folded in on itself, killing countless billions. And then, the stone under our feet became like evaporating water. I watched thousands of students of the undead arts, who had yet to take the final step into their second life…” Quilatalap stopped. After a moment, he began again, “In this chaotic time...

“In this pandemonium, The Great Translation began as all great workings begin: With more sacrifice.

“The god of knowledge was comatose from the inundation of new knowledge, as the makeup of this new universe flowed through her divine being. We would have asked her to share, to help, to guide and inform, but she could not, and thus, we took her knowledge by force. We sacrificed her upon the altar of preservation. It was her death that allowed us to make the planets out there, and for gravity to work as it does now. Her sacrifice allowed the gods to turn the Killing Sun into a living sun, and to put people into bodies that wouldn’t die from exposure. We turned Veird into a sphere. We knew nothing of what we were doing; not truly. But it worked. That’s what happens when you sacrifice one of the most powerful gods that has ever existed, and all the knowledge of two universes.

“There were costs to sacrificing her, though.

“There hasn’t been a new god of knowledge born since then,even though the position has been open for 1437 years. There should have been a new god of knowledge. But… It hasn’t happened, and no one knows why, exactly.

“I still remember… I still remember her staring, vacant purple eyes, looking up and out upon the new universe, as she was sprawled out atop the volcanic altar. I remember the knife we used...” Quilatalap shivered. He said, “It was a sight I will never forget. I will also never forget the aftermath. How people could breathe, and how air was bound to Veird, and how Veird flexed to twice its size, as divine hands gathered the dissipating corpses of gods and remnant worlds strewn out around us, like ten thousand watery moons. That elemental Stone became solid stone, as more and more was changed in order for us to live.

“In a short time, but not short enough for many, the Great Translation was finished. The proto-Script became the First Script, though no one would call it that for a long time.” With a heavy sigh, Quilatalap finished tossing the grilled potatoes with the cooked onions and other veggies, and moved them off to the side. He slapped the meat on the grill, and it sizzled. He said, “The story got away from me, there. Naming you as a Fire of the Age… It’s got me reminiscing.”

Fallopolis frowned a little, as she said, “I forgot how little you believe in the Clergy. If Priestess heard you give the Second Telling like that I think she’d actually hurt someone.”

Quilatalap smirked, as he slapped the steaks on the grill, saying, “I’m not a part of your Clergy, Fallopolis. We do not believe the same things.”

A silence of searing meat filled the room. 

Erick broke the silence with a bit of callousness, by saying, “I expected a lot more sacrifice from that first Telling. One guy’s parts turned into a universe? That was pretty tame.” He asked, “Have you all considered that Melemizargo caused the Sundering? Your story already has the Darkness killing off no less than two universes. A third wouldn’t be a stretch.”

Fallopolis shook her head, saying, “Melemizargo did not cause the Sundering. No one knows what caused it.”

Erick knew this was probably going to cause a problem, but he asked anyway, “How much do you two even trust your own religion? You brought up Forgotten Campaigns earlier, Fallopolis. Are you all being duped into your beliefs? Wizards can do anything, right? And Melemizargo is a Wizard.”

“You’ve got it backwards, Erick. Melemizargo is not the bad guy, here.” Fallopolis smirked, like Erick was speaking nonsense. “Melemizargo doesn’t alter memories, or thoughts. Others will do that, and you’ll never know it was done to you. If you joined the Clergy, you’d become immune to harmful Mind Magic, too. That was one of the deciding factors for me joining the Shades.” She casually added, “And when I found out what I know now, I decided to go kill those who had taken from me. It’s a lot easier to let loose when you’re a Shade and they’re all fettered by the Script.”

Erick wanted to frown at her, but he couldn’t. What if she was speaking the truth?

Quilatalap said, “There are hundreds of versions of the Telling, Erick. Some might be more true than others.”

“Oh yeah.” Fallopolis said, “I always liked the one where Xoat was a time traveler, coming from our own distant future to start our universe.” She looked to Erick again, her eyes bright white. “But if you believed the Telling today: You’re partial to Phagar, right? Got any plans to sacrifice yourself to start a universe anytime soon?”

Erick felt his face drain of all blood.

Fallopolis just laughed. 

Quilatalap chided the Shade, saying, “Don’t tease him, Fallopolis.” 

“I’m just having fun!” She looked to Quilatalap, “You should have more fun, old man.”

Erick felt his blood return. He asked, “So that’s… Not possible? I’m not fated to enter your universe and kickstart it all with my dead body?”

Quilatalap said, “Time Magic can’t get back to before the Sundering. We’ve tried. We’ve tried a lot. Gods, Champions of Phagar, a Shade every now and then. Melemizargo himself, and every other week, probably. Before the Sundering, it was possible with Time Magic to go a hundred thousand years into the past, and the future. It wasn’t widespread, and I’m making it sound a lot easier than it was, but I flew in a few circles with Time Mages that routinely traveled all around the universe. Some Wizards really got into that line of work, but all of them found it to be mostly useless to travel those sorts of distances, because causality demanded… Well. That’s a big discussion I don’t feel like having. 

“Suffice it to say, that you can still get to the Sundering from here, but no further. You can’t visit the Old Cosmology. And even if you were to visit the Sundering yourself, you can’t do anything, really, except to watch it all happen, all over again. 

“And the odd thing is, is that before the Sundering? Back in the Old Cosmology, there were Wizards going back and forth beyond the time of the Sundering. There was no warning when the first arc of Primal Lightning flashed across the universe, and destroyed a thousand worlds. With all the Time Mages I knew, there should have been at least some warning, but there was none.

“When that happened, every single Wizard that attempted to travel to the future to find out if we lived past the Sundering...” Quilatalap sighed. “They never returned. Those that traveled to the past vanished, too. There was no getting away from the Sundering, and no one was able to find out how it started.”

Erick said, “Sounds like an over-deity decided to end your cosmology.”

“That’s one theory among many. But it’s just a theory with no basis in known reality.” Quilatalap pulled the steaks off of the grill, asking Erick and Fallopolis, “Hungry?”

Erick was glad for the shift in topic. Too many heavy things had come at him, all at once, and the food smelled good. But... Erick asked, “It’s not from a human-cow, is it? Or any of the other people Hollowsaur transformed into cows? Hollowsaur slaughtered one in front of me and taunted that it would be at the Feast.”

Quilatalap almost spoke, but then he looked down to the meat. He held a hand above the steaks, and he must have cast a spell, but Erick didn’t see any magelight; the archlich’s magic was either invisible, or very, very well made. He said, “It’s showing up as ‘cow’ to me.” He looked to the cold box. “Queen fills that storage box for me when I come by, and I know not many would be willing to risk feeding me tormented meat. Hollowsaur is not one of those people.” He looked to Erick, adding, “He’ll definitely try to do that to you, though.”

“And that’s a good enough time as any.” Fallopolis got up from the couch, saying, “It doesn’t look like any immediate murder attempts are going to happen—”

Erick sighed. Obviously, someone trying to kill him was a possibility, but for Fallopolis to be so blatant about it...

Fallopolis continued, “So I should go see what nefarious plots are unfolding outside these walls.” She turned to Quilatalap. “Thanks for the offer, but no thank you.”

“Bye,” Erick said, to be friendly. 

Fallopolis turned to him, and smiled, “Bye!” She waved, took a shadowed step, and was gone. 

Quilatalap looked to Erick. “Care for some? You should throw a [Cleanse] at it, first, just so you know it’s safe.”

Erick had decided to be personable well before now, and so, in continuing that way of thinking and acting, he had an Ophiel throw a [Cleanse] into the room. No thick air.He said, “I’d love some. Thanks for the offer.”

“Queen might open up the party soon enough, so maybe don’t have too much. I’m only having a light snack.”

Erick tried to be casual and fun, as he looked to the three steaks, and piles of veggies, and said, “That’s a light snack?”

Quilatalap patted his tight belly, smiling as he said, “It is to me.”

Erick sat down at the kitchen table to eat a ‘light snack’ with the archlich of Ar’Kendrithyst. It was a bit surreal. But it was nice. At Erick’s first slice into the steak, he knew it would be a good one. And it was. The guy was a good cook. 

Hopefully he wasn’t eating people-cow.

Partway through, Erick looked around, and wondered where his butler had gone. He asked, “You didn’t happen to see where Violet went, did you?”

“She’s guarding the perimeter, along with Tobari and Dolorent.”

Erick cocked his head.

Quilatalap helpfully supplied, “The guy that tried to push you and the girl who I stopped from skewering you with a [Bloodspike].”

“… A [Bloodspike]?”

“She pulled her spell when I turned Tobari into dust and then recreated his body.”

“Oh?” Erick said, rolling with the revelation of his own attempted murder. There would be a lot of that, he was sure.After an odd second, he decided that a simple [Bloodspike] probably wouldn’t have done anything. He didn’t know what a [Bloodspike] was, but if it was anything like a [Mindspike], then it couldn’t be too bad. He asked, “What did they want, anyway?”

“I removed them from my tutelage years ago, when I found them using the knowledge I granted them on adventurers in Ar’Kendrithyst. I cursed them with corpse bodies for their transgressions. Oh. Thirty years ago. Not just a few years. Time flies, you know? Anyway. Every year since then they’ve invaded Shadow’s Feast, trying to gain an audience with me.” He said, “I put them on guard duty for you, so tell me how they do at the end of all this, if you want?”

That sounded fine, maybe. Erick asked, “A [Bloodspike] wouldn’t have actually done anything, would it?”

“Want to test it?” Quilatalap said, “It won’t hurt much.”

“… Sure.” Erick wrapped himself in his sunform, but kept it close. “Okay.”

A spike of red light flashed from Quilatalap’s shoulder, impacting the shoulder of Erick’s sunform. White flecks of his [Personal Ward] broke away as the spike turned to red light, and then vanished completely. The [Bloodspike] had gotten through his sunform and done actual damage to his form. If he had been in his mortal form, and that had been aimed at his head…

He had to know. Erick had a rod of [Treat Wounds] in his room. He dropped the sunform and asked, “Shoot me again, same spot.”

Quilatalap did so, without hesitation. 

The [Bloodspike] struck, and broke against Erick’s [Personal Ward]. It didn’t get through that layer of defense. [Ward] and Health were both the final layers of defense a person had, and Blood Magic couldn’t get past those? Good to know.

“So [Ward] and Health still work against Blood Magic?”

“Correct.” Quilatalap said, “Weaker Blood Magic would even be stopped by metal shields and such, but only novice Blood Mages cast those versions. My [Bloodspike], and Dolorent’s, too, are Ethereal, meaning that they will fly through metal shields and other such mundane defenses.”

Erick popped out the box for his [Blood Bolt], asking, “Is this Ethereal?”




	
Blood Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana + Variable

A bolt of your power unerringly strikes a target for Variable damage. 








Quilatalap said, “Nope.” He popped out a blue box, saying, “This is Ethereal.”




	
BloodSpike, instant, long range, 15 mana + Variable

An ethereal spike of power strikes for 50 damage + 5x Variable.








Erick chuckled. “You got a pretty good Variable on there! That’s almost the same one I read about in Esoteric Elements.”

Quilatalap grinned, saying, “It’s okay.”

- - - -

“So was Xoat a planar guy? You had those in the Old Cosmology?”

“It’s one of the rarer interpretations, but yes, we did have planars back then, too.”

“How did planar people fall to your universe?”

“I’m sure someone figured out how it worked, exactly, but the most widely believed idea was that A Wizard Did It, since those guys operated outside of normal magical practices.”

Erick asked, “What is a Wizard, anyway?”

“A person gifted in some strange way by the mana, who produced more mana than most.

“Back then, everyone produced mana. Eh. That’s a big topic. Short version: Wizards made mana that was compatible with them, meaning that they could cast the exact magic they wanted, more than most.

“Using this mana, Wizards almost always followed a pattern. Either they Created. They Destroyed. Or they caused a Paradox. The Time Travelers were firmly in the third category, for only a Wizard could actually affect the past or the future and not affect themselves in the process. A really accomplished mage could mimic the ability of a Paradox Wizard, but if they stepped outside of certain bounds, they were as Unmade as any normal person was when attempting to fuck with time. 

“The Generators were the most well known Creator Wizards. They had their main headquarters in the Radiant Depths, but they had thousands of branch offices all throughout the known universe. They made worlds.

“Destruction Wizards didn’t last long whenever they happened. There were small groups of them that were attached to the Generators, though. Destruction and Creation could get along real well, if they felt like it. 

“No one could make themselves a Wizard, though. A person either had it, or they didn’t. Wizards all came from all walks of life; there were no bloodlines, or soullines, or anything like that.” Quilatalap cut his steak with his knife, saying, “Now that you’ve been declared a Wizard, they’re going to force you to choose something that will benefit Melemizargo, you know.”

“… They are, aren’t they.” Erick circled back to the other big news Quilatalap let loose. “But… Generating mana? How? What? How do you generate mana?” He said, “My daughter spoke of that, once. She wasn’t sure how to make a mana generating spell, but it was on her list of desired magics.”

“I can tell right now that you’re not generating any mana at all. I’ve heard that you’ve been observed during your spell creation, too, and even then you weren’t generating mana. No one is quite sure how you’ve been declared a Wizard, but we’re all pretty sure you are.” Quilatalap said, “Normally, it’s quite obvious when a person is a Wizard. Normally, all the natural mana generation of every living thing on Veird, is moved to be generated, instead, in the Core of Veird.” He added, “And that’s a complicated topic.”

Erick moved back to the topic of Wizardry, and rolling with everything he was hearing, he said, “So… Assuming I even am a Wizard, what are the choices?”

“Normally I’d just tell you, but I should get Priestess in here. She’s impossible to live with when anyone messes up her plans for the Feast.”

“… Shit.”

Quilatalap added, “But if it makes you feel any better, I can show you some soul magic to protect yourself from mental and ethereal attacks. You seem strategically important to Melemizargo, so I feel like I should offer you this opportunity now, before you get a hundred such offers.” He looked serious for a moment, adding, “Most of those offers will be tainted by the motives of those offering, you should understand.”

“Yeah. I… I got that.” Erick asked, “So what’s your motive?”

“I wish to remain neutral, and if you pick one of those Shades out there to help you move forward, then my neutrality will be impossible to maintain.” Quilatalap said, “Big things are coming, Erick. Big, world-changing events.”

- - - -

The Priestess sat upon a nice stone bench beside the pond, beside Quilatalap’s house. Her bones and black-ribbon robes directly touched the stone. Erick suddenly wondered at her quality of life. Did she choose to be like this? Or was this a curse of some sort? It couldn’t have been pleasant to be a skeleton.

Erick sat upon a similar stone bench, a meter from the tall skeleton that was Melemizargo’s Priestess. Quilatalap sat on the other side of the pond, at a small table with his two apprentices, Tobari and Dolorent. Tobari was back to looking like a corpse; his brief respite from sagging flesh and protruding bones seemed to be over.

Priestess began with a happy tone, saying, “Thank you for the invitation, Erick. I had expected to speak to you tomorrow, but… The pavilion is occupied with arguments that are outside of my control.” She gave a dismissive nod toward where the black pavilion lay, on the other side of so many parts of the scattered Palace District. “Those young ones. They’re so perturbed by the revelations of this past year.” She looked to Erick with her constellation-filled eye sockets, asking, “How are you weathering this storm?”

“I’ve made this storm myself, so I’ll just have to get over it.”

She giggled; a chiming sound. “It is a good thing you can control the weather.” 

Erick found himself smiling at Priestess’s pleasant attitude. And then she had to ruin it.

“Have you considered controlling your own future? One where you aren’t a slave to the gods?” She added, “It’s my understanding that My God offered you Shadedom, and you hesitated, but I am here to offer it to you again. As the Fire of the Age, you would be a beacon of light to guide the way for the rest of us lost Shades of Melemizargo, and thus the rest of the world.”

Erick tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, as he said, “You don’t offer [Cleanse], and that’s literally my favorite spell. I cast the equivalent of thousands and thousands of [Cleanse]s in Candlepoint, every day. Not to mention the ones I cast upon myself.”

She looked down at Erick, for the simple fact that she was a good head or three taller than him, even when sitting. She asked, “And if Melemizargo provided [Cleanse]?”

With a discarded thought given to wondering how he had managed to get himself into a religious conversion attempt, let alone the Shade-conversion attempt, Erick brushed over all that, and said, “It would be a start, but I cannot overlook the pain and suffering that is constantly committed by the people who follow him. I was just talking about the people Hollowsaur had transformed into cows, and how he killed one of them in front of me, and how he’s probably going to try and feed me some of that meat at this Feast, if he didn’t already manage to sneak it into the storage box in Quilatalap’s house.”

Priestess confidently said, “All of that is going to change. It started with Candlepoint, and in a few years, all of the rougher Shades will be brought to heel.” 

“… What does that mean?” Erick probably injected too much emotion into those words.

Priestess stoically said, “We cannot cull all of those who are detrimental to the world we wish to make, for that would be giving up our defenses, and we are all too aware of the desired vengeance of the outside world. But if the current rate of improvement continues, the Kendrithyst that you know as Ar’Kendrithyst will not exist in ten years.” She happily declared, “I have already put forth a motion to the Shades of the Spire to hunt down and end every Shade who failed to attend this year, or who we decide are too far gone. There are a lot more crazy ones out there than Dorofiend. Poor things. They’re not who they used to be.” She turned her gaze upward, saying, “By this time next year, we might even have Dark Temples out in the rest of the world!” She turned back to Erick. “Oh, sure, they’re going to have to be careful and quiet and reach out slowly, but we’ll look into joining the Interfaith Church, too, and eventually we’ll be all out in the open.”

Erick sat dumbfounded. He quickly found his voice, and asked, “But what about the horrors already committed?”

“We’ll sacrifice about ten Shades. That should clear the way for a much more unified Clergy. When we’re unified, we can begin to make amends.” She said, “One of the ways we’re thinking of beginning to make amends is that we help to eliminate the Crystal Mimics in the Crystal Forest, and then we start transforming it into arable land. Once that is done, we’ll cast a few [City Shape]s out there, and then there will be tax and safety incentives for new people. We’ll create a nation in the Crystal Forest, with Kendrithyst as the capital.” She added, “We can’t stop the monsters, or even control most of them, but we can surely provide safety.”

Erick’s emotions were a jumble at the moment. He spoke without considering his words, “You wish to become… a nation? You wish to rule that way? Instead of killing all who come for you? You might need to drop the megalomania if you wish to be peaceful.”

Priestess’s laugh was a wonderful chime, which flowed to something more normal. She looked down at the mortal, saying, “Erick. There is no megalomania here, for we already rule the world. I am not boasting or lying when I say that, either. We’ve been rather disordered for a while, but we’re finally getting better.” 

Erick just looked at the skeleton woman, uncomprehending. 

Priestess noticed. She explained, “We have well over sixty archmage-level casters. Do you know how many archmages there are in the Wasteland? The answer is three. In the rest of the world? 47, with most of them being wrought who hide down in the Geodes who deal with their own problems, divorced from the rest of the world. On the surface? There are 17, and you, makes 18. We have more archmages than the rest of the world combined. And we know where every single one of them hides.

“Even if they were to fight us, we would win in the long run.” She added, “And even if we lose the initial confrontation, we just resurrect the fallen. The only ones capable of true resurrections out in the world are the Lifebinder, with her imperfect spells, and a handful of others down at the Fractured Citadels. Only Messalina is a free agent, but even with her, whom we would just kill at the first real instance of her joining a war, all of them are hindered by the Headmaster’s hatred of [Resurrection]. 

“We have already won any true war. And even if we Shades and the other archmages wisely stayed off of the field of battle, all of this—” She gestured out over the waters of the pond in front of them, to the Palace, to the air above, then back to Erick. “All of this is veneer to our true power. You saw the souls wandering the crystal roads near the Spire, did you not? Those ones are capable of being raised into generals, and commanders. But out in the city? Those wild shadows? They’re all alive, and we could turn them into a chaotic force to cleanse the world nine times over, before the Geodes could ever respond. There are hundreds of thousands of waiting soldiers in every single kendrithyst spire in this city. 

“We have already won any possible martial victory, Erick.” She said, “This is what victory looks like for us. Every day, we Shades challenge those who would challenge God, in order to forge the world stronger than it was the day before. I will admit that the horror and the bloodshed can be a bit much sometimes, but you cannot bake a cake without breaking eggs.”

Anger rose in Erick as the skeleton spoke. When she was done with her sermon, for of course, priests couldn’t speak without giving a sermon, Erick shot back, “Then why does Melemizargo believe himself in a [Mesmerize]? Why haven’t you broken the world completely?”

“We have helped him when he has asked. He’s usually only asked for oddities or for generalities, but this Candlepoint thing was his idea, from start to finish, and we Clergy readily followed his commands. But before you came along and lit a Fire for Melemizargo, it was much, much harder to organize the crazed and the murderous Shades into a cohesive whole.” She added, “We don’t destroy the world, because that is not who we are, though our doctrines do tend to draw those types to the Clergy. In the end, we support all who would make the world stronger than it was before.”

Erick felt like that was a lie. He couldn’t quite tell how he could tell, but something about this whole conversation felt off. He looked to the stretched-skeleton of the Priestess, and said, “You have no facial features so that you can lie easier.” 

She looked down, and folded her bare-bones hands over each other, on top of her black-cloth wrapped legs. “That is not why I am like this, but you are not the first to level this complaint at me.” She spoke with a heavy voice. “I used to be alvani; the child of the love between an angel and a human. But then the Ancient Demons acted as Ancient Demons did, and killed my people, and every other Half on Veird, in an attempt to murder the remaining angels. 

“I keep this form because it is as close to my own as I can, but I cannot ever regain who I was, because the Script denies me my truth. When the Ancient Demons killed the Halves, their changes to the Script collapsed part of that great and terrible magic, ensuring that their damage could never be undone.” She looked across the pond, to Quilatalap, and his people. The orcol glanced her way, but turned back to his students, as Priestess said, “Have you not wondered why Quilatalap is an orcol? Those people did not exist before the Sundering, before the treachery of the Ancient Demons, and the creation of the incani. He might be a lich twice as old as the Script itself, but even he cannot circumvent this particular problem of the over-magic that strangles this world.”

As Priestess went quiet, Erick simply sat there, and wondered at her words. He imagined that he would be wondering at her words for a long time, but right now, words only laid the foundation for further words, and that seemed rather useless. Maybe Priestess was telling him the truth, or maybe she was simply speaking of truths that Erick wanted to hear. Whatever the case, she had implied that she was older than the Script, and had lived through the Sundering. 

“How old were you when the Sundering happened?”

Priestess said, “A hundred and one.” She added, “After the Sundering, I perished. I have come back since then, occasionally, but only when Melemizargo demands. My life is in His hands, and though I have seen many horrors carried out in His name, I have always stood by His side. But I have only lived a handful of centuries since the Script took hold of Veird.” She lifted her right arm and regarded the bones, and the black cloth that wrapped around invisible flesh. The bones were cracking; tiny hairline fractures that leaked shadow, but at her directed sight, the bone returned to solid. Erick hadn’t noticed, until that moment, but her whole body was in a constant state of decay. “It is painful to live this life, but I am the only one of my kind left, and it is impossible to simply move on to a new vessel; I have tried. My soul is held together by His Wizardry, Erick, for the only other option is the End, and I will not go quietly into oblivion.”

Erick looked away, not sure how to respond to the depth of the conviction in her voice. Eventually, he managed to say, “Sorry that happened to you.”

She sat straight. “Yes. It is a sorry thing.” She asked, “What do you know of Wizards?”

Erick rolled with the conversation, saying, “They cause magic to manifest in odd ways and they’re capable of feats outside of the Script.And that they caused the Sundering.” He added, “And I just learned that they produce mana.”

Priestess nodded. “It is entirely possible that the Old Wizards caused the Sundering, but that is doubtful. They were not all-powerful. Even before the Script, with its Propagation Ban, replication magic was rather limited in scope because the Darkness was there to prevent the more horrendous abuses of magic. But speaking of... The Bans of the Script is a good segue into Wizardry. 

“We do not know how the Sundering happened, but all of the Bans were created to stop the most obvious ways that the Sundering could have occurred. Propagation, for obvious reasons. Dimensional, for similarly obvious reasons. The Infinitesimal Ban was not to stop Particle Magic, though that is probably what led to Particle Magic never being discovered until now. That third Ban was enacted to prevent people from interacting with the Script itself, and to limit the creation of Wizards.” She looked to Erick, adding, “Though some Wizards still exist, by proof of your own existence sitting right in front of me.” 

Erick scrunched his eyebrows at the woman.

“I can see you are confused. It is a confusing topic, with many, many parallels into your current situation. Keep in mind, though, that I feel you have not fully explored your own Wizardry, and I wish to help you make the final leap, as it were, to True Wizardry. You must also keep in mind that some of the facts of the Old Cosmology are still true to this day. Let me explain:

“Before the Sundering, Wizards created new magics. 

“This creation was due entirely to the fact that Wizards created mana. Like Xoat who came First, all Wizards naturally create mana that is perfectly attuned to them. 

“As an aside: All creatures created mana back before the Sundering, but only Wizards did so in a measurable abundance. Even the strongest Archmage had to use exterior mana in order to cast. 

“This mana used to need to be refined into usable mana and heldin your ‘core’, which was your mana pool. Then you took your core and cast your spells.” She pointed to the white core in the center of her own ribcage. “Shades use this old method of casting. This method of casting is not blockable by the Script if you gain Melemizargo’s favor and are broken from the Script with His Wizardry. 

“Anyway: Wizards created more mana than any other creature or person or sunstone, or anything else. Taking this perfectly attuned mana, they Created, Destroyed, and caused Paradoxes. For mana is possibility, and when mana is perfectly tuned to a person, the possibilities are infinite. 

“Wizards created mana. Their students, the mages, could take this excess environmental mana into their own cores, and cast the spells of their Wizard benefactors. This was how the mage dynasties came into being.

“The Script stopped all of that, with the Infinitesimal Ban. Whatever minuscule personal mana is generated by the people of Veird these days is automagically manifested in the Core of Veird.”

Erick wasn’t sure about any of that. His understanding of the Infinitesimal Ban was not Priestess’s understanding. But. Sure, some of her words might be true, but when the gods tookErick up to be judged by Atunir, Sininindi, and Phagar, they had used the words ‘Atomic Magic’ and ‘fusion and fission are not possible under the Sundering Bans’, or something like that. They had certainly used ‘infinitesimal’ to mean the same thing as ‘atomic’, hadn’t they?

… There was something strange going on here. Either this woman was lying to him, or the gods were. Or maybe they were both telling the truth? Maybe the Infinitesimal Ban worked on more than just Particles, and it was a happy coincidence that atomic bombs weren’t possible under the Script? Stranger things had happened?

Or. Hmm... 

Rozeta had once said that other planar people had fallen to Veird who held similar knowledge as Erick. During that conversation in that black volcano, someone had asked after the possibility of creating another Ban. Maybe they had already created an ‘Atomic Ban’, and Erick had been conflating that one with ‘Infinitesimal Ban’ this whole time? The gods were known to let people think whatever they wanted to think, after all; Rozeta, in particular, was heavily guilty of this. 

If an ‘Atomic Ban’ was out there, and specifically killed all atomic weaponry… 

How come no one had ever heard of ‘Particles’ before? 

Ah. Right. The gods might have released a Forgotten Campaign to kill that magic. Maybe… Maybe the mage who made Atomic Magic had never shared their magic like Erick had, and the choice to enact a Forgotten Campaign was much easier against that forgotten mage?

How would Erick even go about searching for that sort of magic? To see if he was right? He could just talk to Phagar, maybe. If knowledge of all atomic spells were truly erased from Veird, then Phagar would know. 

Should he ask Phagar that question, though?

Priestess continued, “But as a Wizard, it is possible to focus on increasing your own production of mana, on drawing out infinity through the void as the Wizards of Old once did.” Now excited, Priestess said, “And then you can condense a core, and with a core, you can cast true Wizardry! You can do anything you want! You might even be able to create [Gate]s back to your own world, or guard yourself against any exterior magic, or any number of other techniques.”

Oh, yeah. That. Erick saw right through all of that. “You mean I can cause a mana rad to condense around my heart, and thus fall to monsterfication and into Melemizargo’s claws.”

Priestess lightly shook her head, as she said, “Ah. No. That would not happen, but I can see how you would think this. I can see you don’t trust me, or any of us, and that is sad, but understandable. Thank you for listening to me. Even this much is more than I could have hoped for.” She slowly stood, to float into the air away from Erick. 

Erick stood, to bid her farewell, but—

She turned to Erick, saying, “I will leave you with this: Wizards, once they create their core and solidify their Wizardry, cannot change their choice. Creation, Destruction, Paradox. Whichever one you choose, that is you, forever. 

“You have likely used some of your Wizardry to create Particle Magic, but you cannot have used much of it, since you have only been on Veird for a very short time, and people the entire world over are inventing Particle Spells. In addition to that, I cannot feel any mana coming off from you at all, so if it were not for My God, I would not consider you a Wizard at all. 

“It is my guess that in the creation of Particle Magic, you merely unlocked something that was already here to begin with.

“But even if you did use your Wizardry to craft Particle Magic into the world, without a core you cannot have done much harm to your future power. 

“Whatever choice you make with your power, sundering souls is how most people create excess mana these days. If you used your Wizardry specifically to create more mana, then when we eventually spread to the other worlds of this New Cosmology, we won’t have to sunder souls in order to fill these new worlds with mana.”

Erick froze. 

Priestess spoke with a terrible, soft voice, “We never hid the fact that Melemizargo wants to spread from this Scripted world. You and many, many world leaders have already put all the clues together. Good for you. 

“But know this:

“When we are successful in our travels to new worlds, there will be a problem. A problem for you. Not for us.

“When I say ‘us’ I’m not speaking of just us Shades and of the Clergy. I mean everyone on Veird. The Interfaith Church. The rulers of all the nations of Veird. All of us! Once word gets out that we can travel to new worlds and turn those dead hunks of rock out there into living worlds, everyone will want a piece, and Melemizargo will give it to them, as the God of Magic always has.

“But these new worlds would be empty of mana, for they have had no Script to hold in that mana.” The Priestess said, “Worlds without mana are useless, and we will all look to the Wizards and the condemned to power these new worlds, and the result won’t be pretty, for you, or for others.

“They would never give you and the dregs of society a house on an empty planet and tell you all to live for a thousand years, while they wait for that world’s mana to fill to an acceptable level. They will tear you apart. They will sunder your soul just like the Darkness did to Xoat, all those millions of years ago, to create the Old Cosmology.

“So I helpfully suggest that you attune your Wizard core into a mana generator, and that you give that ability to your Yggdrasil, so that you can then plant him on every world of this system. He will do all the heavy lifting. World Trees are good like that.

“This is the only way everyone wins.”

Erick frowned at her, for many, many reasons. So many reasons, he was having a hard time of what to say next. So he said nothing, and left it at that. 

Priestess acknowledged Erick’s silence with a slight dip in her floating form, then departed. 

Erick stared at the pond in front of him. Eventually Quilatalap walked over. 

The archlich said, “I think the first Feast is starting soon. Ready for some mingling?”

Erick looked up at the man. “Got some good booze in this place?”

“Only the best.”

“Good.”
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                    I had such good fun writing this chapter. I hope you had a nice time reading it!

Patrons have 119. +6 chapters ahead, each around 17k words. These half chapters on RR are only 7-8k, jsyk.

Thanks for reading. 
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    This was what I was listening to when I wrote this chapter.

The party begins as with all good workings: With sacrifice, and then some minor nudity. 



                

                A chime struck, ringing out a hundred bells that rang and then went silent. A chorus of quiet, shrill voices sang in some unknown language, then calmed; waiting. Another chime. A drum. Thum. Thum. Thum. Quiet voices rose to the sky, as drums beat and the chimes turned to strings, vibrating out a tune of power, charging words with focus and ritual. 

The music of the Feast flooded out of a pavilion made of light and shadow and rainbow-stained glass, three levels up from the ground floor. The song started the second Erick decided to leave for the party, and now, he was stuck, frozen in sudden reverence at the entrance to Quilatalap’s property. How could he move with that eerie song vibrating against his very soul, as drums thrummed the very sky? How could he do anything else but listen, as the white light of the Brightwater, the source of all illumination down here, began to flicker and mutate, and the air above began to change? He could not, for the music held him, and he listened. 

Erick’s attention broke northward, to the center of the Brightwater District, where the eclipsing sun held high above the lake. It flickered. It was not the lake that was flickering, but that dark sun. Suddenly, that blot of darkness and light broke, scattering into a million pieces, spreading throughout the sky like the breaking of a glass world, turning the high sky of the Brightwater district into a land of broken darkness.

The music of the Palace went silent, as the sky stilled. Up above, in the pavilion of light and shadow that was sure to be the party, a woman in a white dress stepped out on a long cliff of white stone, facing the broken sky. She was alone, and she longed not to be alone any longer. She sang soft words to the world and though she was easily several hundred meters away, Erick heard her strange language, like she was singing directly to him. The singer was Queen; Erick almost didn’t recognize her. But that was Queen. 

The music picked up again; a crescendo of power, rising to meet Queen’s unknown words. She bled, from her throat, from her arms, from her body. Her white dress turned to red. The white cliff dripped with red streams. 

Suddenly, the music reached a point, and broke, and was no more, as Queen carried herself and her voice, all alone, out to the very edge, her words becoming every language Erick had ever heard.

“We live in Light, but seek the Dark, to seek the night, we give a spark! A time of fate, a land made whole, the world is made by this, our soul!”

The sky cracked. Queen disintegrated from the inside out, in one final, glorious moment. The shockwave of her death spread out in every direction, blowing out windows, cracking stone, breaking crystal from monuments and breaking the windows of Quilatalap’s house. 

Erick held his breath. What the fuck just happened? Ophiels took up the music that was gone, but theirs was a quiet imitation; they were on high alert, but the music had been interesting while it lasted, and they wanted it to happen again.

And then the sky shifted once more, as a dark laugh reverberated the Palace, and Melemizargo spoke,

“A valiant, honorable display. But come on back, my little Queen. You’ve got plans to prepare!”

Time reversed in the vicinity of the white cliff. Blood, bone, and gore, flowed inward, resuming the shape of Queen. The Shade immediately knelt toward the sky, just in time to watch as six auroras flashed into the broken black sky above. Six lights, from white to black, along with red, green, blue, and yellow, shed deep glows upon the entire Palace, and likely the rest of the Brightwater District. The black sun did not return. The lights remained. The six lights became more as they mixed with each other, becoming true rainbows as more and more intermediary colors came into being. Under those prismatic lights, Erick watched the broken windows of the Palace heal, the broken streets shift back together. Walls that had fallen, rose; repaired. 

Erick whispered, “What just happened?”

Quilatalap said, “They started the party without us.”

Erick looked askance at the man. Quilatalap was smiling as though he had told a funny joke. Normally, Erick would have retorted with a joke of his own, but had no jokes at the moment. He was all out of fucks to give, too. 

Quilatalap noticed. He added, “Uh. The symbolism?”

“I got that part… But the murder? Was that real?”

“Of course. And then it was reversed.”

“Ah… Okay? Sure. Why not.”

With a fake smile on his face that had the chance to be real sometime in the future, Erick strode past the gate to Quilatalap’s house. He waved to the kowtowing shadelings and otherwise on the streets, and proceeded up the side roads of the Palace, toward the party area a few tiers up from ground level. 

The music was well underway by the time Erick had approached the actual event. Ethereal, heavy, and yet upbeat, sonorous tones undulated the auroras of the sky above, while the party happened down below. From this angle, it was still impressive, but it was not what he had expected from the ‘Shade of Opulence’. This place had looked like a warehouse, or a cathedral, from his position below, but from up here, Erick wondered why there was only one wall. Sure, it had stained glass and looked pretty enough, but what about the other three walls? That wall didn’t even protect from anything; it was situated next to the stone wall of the next tier up of the Palace District. The main party took place on a well-kept, yet empty temple floor, but it was an open-air party.

Erick looked up, past the lone cathedral wall. The party also took place up above, on the next tier above. The band must have been up there, somewhere, because though Erick could hear the music well, there were no musicians in sight.

What was in sight, were Shades talking to other Shades, or eating, and…

Floating images, hanging in the air, next to the overlooking edge of the party? Erick would have to see to those later. They looked like viewing screens, of some sort. 

But he needed booze! Shades were already talking amongst themselves, while shadelings and otherwise exited from doors set into the stained glass cathedral wall, to refill nearby food tables, already stacked high with food, probably to ensure that they never looked less than perfect. There was one long table for meat, another shorter one for cheeses. Then there were breads and sauces. Fruits and veggies. And there’s the booze table, and a bartender! 

… Shade bartender. The one who wore the cocksock at the Telling. Erick only saw the top half of him. Maybe he was still wearing the sock? He eyed Erick, as Erick eyed him. The Shade winked. 

Great.

Erick looked around, at the direct entrance to the party, to see if there were guards or some hidden line or something, set into the ground. This place seemed like a trap, for sure.

A bit odd, that, for there was no proper entrance. This particular road of the Palace District ran right into the party. Now that Erick looked at everything, again, this place seemed like there might have been a church here, or something similar, long ago. And then something happened, and all that was left was the one wall near the next tier up? That seemed odd. All the other buildings everywhere were intact; this was the only one that looked like a ruin.

Erick wondered at the etiquette of entering such an event, or if there was anything like etiquette when it came to Shades, or to this sort of party. Quilatalap said something about heading for the booze, and simply walked forward, crossing the invisible threshold into the festive space. After a brief moment of hesitation, Erick followed, as he stationed his Ophiel around the place, but he kept them to their tiny forms. A few Shades eyed the Ophiel and then him, as he walked in, but they returned to their own conversations soon enough. He also left one outside, down the road a bit, and in his full three-meter height. 

More than one kowtowing parishioner had followed Erick and Quilatalap up to the party, but they had remained far behind, and gave Erick a wide berth. That full-sized Ophiel quickly drew a crowd.

Quilatalap got to the bar, and its Shady bartender, just before Erick. 

The Shade on the other side of the bar was an incani of light blue skin, with short white horns and short, trimmed hair. In fact, all of his hair was trimmed, over every part of him. Annnnnndddd he was not wearing the sock anymore. Everything was all hanging out, behind the bar, and the bartender smiled as Erick glanced over the bar, down at the goods. 

There was a certain drink that Erick would have ordered in any other situation like this, and if he were still on Earth. But alas, he was not on Earth, the man wouldn’t even know what the shot was, and despite displaying it all out there, and the obvious interest in the guy’s eyes, Erick did not want to lead the guy on. 

Quilatalap looked from Erick, to the Shade, and decided to do some introductions. “Erick. This is Professor Farix. He runs the Truedark Academy.”

Erick scrunched his eyebrows together, as he looked upon the naked man in a slightly different light. He heard of ‘the Professor’. This was yet another rarely seen Shade. Killzone didn’t say much about the Professor, except that the Professor’s crimes were not very well known, nor were his motives, or true age. It was theorized that his was an inherited position, drawn from graduates of Truedark Arcanaeum, and that former ‘Professors’ moved on to other titles when they left their post and took up power in other parts of the Dead City.

Erick said, “Nice to meet you, Professor Farix.”

The man smiled, revealing bright white teeth. “Only my students call me Professor; please call me Farix, unless—” He backed up a half step, twisted his hips, and slapped his thing onto the bar in front of him. “— You’d like a few private lessons? A few after-hours study sessions, perhaps?”

Erick looked at the piece of anatomy staring up at him. It was quite nice. 

But. 

Erick burst out laughing. He rapidly stopped himself, but barely kept it together, and mostly because he was honestly interested, but here? Now? No. Not going to happen. He said, “I’m gonna need some booze first, and to know that you wouldn’t screw me over in a way I wouldn’t want, Farix,”

Farix smiled, dropping himself back down behind the counter. He turned to the five tiers of booze sitting on lit-up shelves behind him, saying, “Anything you want. How drunk are you looking to get?”

“As drunk as safety would allow.”

Farix smiled wide again. He did have a rather nice face. And then he opened his mouth and started talking and Erick barely kept from laughing again. Farix said, “Perhaps a Busted Arsehole, or a Raging Manhood? Perhaps a Raging Orcol Manhood? Or I can make you a Slippery Slope, if you’re looking for some truly fun times—” He stopped speaking, as another approached.

Erick was glad for the new distraction. He was a second from another burst of laughter. 

Queen spoke from Erick’s right with a perfectly pleasant voice, “I’ll take a Slippery Slope, and you stuffed back into your sock before I violently cut it off.”

That wasn’t a joke; Erick could tell. Mirth vanished. Erick was both relieved, and saddened, that the fun moment of sexy talk was so short-lived. 

Farix waved his hand over himself, and he was back to wearing his sock. “Anything for the Queen.” He asked, “Ice, or no ice?”

“Ice.” Queen turned to Erick, and with a much nicer voice, said, “Glad to see you come out.”

“I wouldn’t dare miss this event,” Erick said, in a way that he hoped came off as ‘dangerous’ and not ‘scared about possible retaliation’. As soon as that thought formed, he knew a lot of this party would be like this. He already knew that, of course; but knowing and experiencing were two different things. He would have to be slightly dangerous himself this whole time, or else they would eat him like he was a butchered cow floating in a school of sharks. 

“Partake of whatever you wish. Nothing is poisoned, and I’m working the rest of the problems as we speak,” Queen said, with a great deal of what might have been sincerity. “After a few warnings and my personal clearing of some of the more obvious traps, more than one person saw the error of their ways and came up to me and reclaimed their own contributions to this Feast. They said they had something better, and they were able to produce those items, but I’m letting you know now that they were simply removing the traps that they had laid.”

Farix used shadows to gather four different bottles behind him, as well as four different fruits from the fruit table, near the bar. With expert handling, and more body movement than was likely necessary, he crafted a drink for Queen. 

Erick was sort of stunned. Not that there were traps in the food and in the party, that much Erick had sort-of expected, but it was surprising that Queen was being so open about it. What was her angle? To prove herself to Erick, somehow? Or was she lying about the traps, in order to drag Erick’s opinion of the other Shades to a new, lower level?

He almost told her that she needn’t have bothered; Erick’s opinions of the Shades was already as low as it could possibly go. There was literally no way to go lower than ‘all of them should die’, for even that was beyond the depths of Erick’s usual lowest-possible opinions of people.

Literally the only way Erick’s Shady opinion could go was up. 

And wasn’t that a sobering thought. Erick almost cursed. 

Queen took the drink, saying, “Thanks,” and then she turned back to Erick, to continue, “There’s usually a lot of trapping and poisoning at this sort of event, but I’m thankful that most are keeping that to a minimum.” She spoke a bit louder, for some of the other Shades were obviously watching, and listening. “I have found two traps that were not removed, though.” She gave the sweetest, yet most diabolical grin. “I’ve got provisional leeway to kill those two Shades, so don’t worry about getting dead, Erick. Even if you suffer that indignity for a short while, we’ll bring you back and then you can help us collectively kill the murderer. So have fun!” She gestured to Farix, but continued to speak to Erick, saying, “He’s a great lay, just so you know. If only he could be a bit more proper in public, but like that really matters, am I right?”

Erick stared at nothing in particular for a long moment, then his brain kicked back on. He said, “Okay!” He turned to Farix, saying, “I’ll take a Slippery Slope, for some truly fun times, as you have so helpfully suggested.”

Queen smiled, then said, “That has some mild psychedelics, just so you know, just in case Farix wasn’t going to tell you. Nothing too ostentatious, but it makes the auroras above really, really pretty. If it gets bad, just [Cleanse] yourself.”

Farix mocked offense, “I would never compromise Erick’s position or alter his state without telling him!” He quickly gathered the Slippery Slope ingredients again, and said to Erick, “But if you wish for a compromised position, someone else can man the bar for an hour or two.”

Queen looked Farix up and down, and the man noticed. He casually stretched while he was making Erick’s drink, giving Queen as much of a look as she desired. She just giggled, then turned away, drink in hand, to go greet other guests. 

In ten more seconds, Erick had his own Slippery Slope, expertly poured by a wonderful bit of eye candy. It was a pink drink, finished off with a slice of some fruit Erick had never seen before. He sipped it, while Quilatalap and Farix watched him drink. The archlich, probably to gauge if he had to rescue Erick from death, the naked Shade probably just because he wanted to watch. The drink tasted good. Really good. Farix smiled.

Quilatalap told the man, “I’ll take a Vivid Gloom.”

Erick suddenly had to ask, “Why did they name a drink after my spell? That threw me for a loop when I visited Candlepoint, too. What’s in it, anyway?”

Quilatalap shrugged. “To mess with you, and I’m not sure.” He turned to Farix, “What’s you say it was? Arafruit, farrowroot, cream, rums, and liquid shadows?”

Farix began constructing the Vivid Gloom by starting with assorted fruits, three bottles of various shades of brown and clear, and some white stuff in another bottle, while a bit of controlled shadow stuck a toothpick into a tiny jar and came out with a drop of what looked like velvet darkness. As the fruits and such went into a mixer, he said, “A Vivid Gloom is frozen, crushed arafruit, farrowroot, some cream liquor, three different rums, mostly clear, and a drip of liquid shadows distilled into an exterior coating.” He shook the mixer as he took the toothpick of darkness and ran it around the inside of a glass. When he poured the drink into the class, the contents flowed like white pearl and shimmering darkness. He handed the drink to Quilatalap, and said, “The liquid ‘darkness’ is actually just shadow essence that’s had almost all the light sucked out of it, but it’s still shadow essence.”

Quilatalap took the drink and happily said to Farix, “Dark Essence is too poisonous, anyway.” He asked, “What other projects are you working on?”

“Tryna fuck Erick.”

Erick laughed.

Farix smirked, then momentarily spoke like a professional, “There’s no projects right now, since we’re all facing down a restructuring. The school is off for break and this year’s break might be longer than usual. But some of my students are looking for private tutors to fill the gap. Would you be interested in holding a class, or teaching some students for a month?”

“Not this time.” Quilatalap said, “I’m not sure what the future holds either, and I might be going rather introductory with my lessons in the near future. Your students wouldn’t want to sit through that.”

“And if they are willing to sit through that?” Farix calmly stressed, “Some of them would be interested in whatever you felt like giving.”

“Eh.” Quilatalap asked Erick, “You want to have some fellow students for your own lessons?”

Erick almost spat up his Slippery Slope. “Uh. Did we agree to lessons?”

Quilatalap said to Farix, “It’s like this, then.”

“Understood.” Farix said, “I’ll have some disappointed students, but they’ll get over it.”

Erick was quite interested in whatever was going on with Quilatalap and Farix, and he almost asked about ‘What lessons?’, but then two new Shades were approaching. One was a goldscale woman, the other, a whitescale man. Both wore rather normal attire. Erick had forgotten the woman’s name, but she had definitely been part of Killzone’s briefing; it was hard to miss a goldscale in a crowd, for they usually gleamed like liquid sunlight, and this one was no exception. 

But the whitescale was Welodio, the Shade of Flames, and he drew all of Erick’s attention as soon as Erick noticed him. Erick was supposed to run away from him, no matter the circumstance. Ah. Shit. Did that apply here, too? The male dragonkin’s eyes were bright white, while flickers of shadow danced across his scaled eyebrows, as he drew nearer. Goldenscale was much calmer, by comparison. 

And then they had moved their five meters of space, to stand next to Erick, and he couldn’t realistically get away anymore. 

Welodio smiled as he said, “Hello, Erick. Do you know of me?”

Erick honestly, and perhaps stupidly, said, “I’ve been told to run away from you if I see you.”

The flames on his eyebrow ridges got thicker, as he said, “Oh?” He added, “Good advice. You should have taken it.” Welodio snickered, as flames reached for Erick—

Erick had not dismissed either his [Lodestar], or his [Greater Lightwalk]; the two spells had just been left to sit under his skin, and under his clothes. But now, he flashed his sunform into a barrier. It barely held as flames consumed his world. Someone cried out, “Not the booze!” Another cried out about the food. And then the flames died, as fast as they had come. They had never gotten through Erick’s sunform. As the flames vanished, Erick saw they hadn’t gotten very far at all. Barely past Welodio, actually. Or what was left of him, anyway.

Welodio’s body slumped to the ground, but his head remained in the air. A thick sword, like a shelf, held the head on its flat surface. Goldscale’s dainty fist held the sword’s grip. There was no strain, there; holding that sword and its resident head was easy for goldscale. With a smile toward Erick, and a flick of her hand, she hefted the sword, jostling Welodio’s head into the air. With another heft of her weapon, and as though she was hitting a ball with a baseball bat, she knocked the dead whitescale’s head into the air—

Where a maw opened up in the sky, like Melemizargo’s own, but different. More wild and less real than the maw of the Darkness. The head went in, and with a chomp, the maw closed, and the head was gone. The jaws vanished right after. When Erick looked back to the goldscale, her sword was gone. 

The casual talk all around, at the whole party, had only briefly paused, and only while Erick was actively being attacked. Some people went right back to their conversations. 

Queen appeared, somehow. She stared down the goldscale, and with only the barest amount of seriousness in her voice, said, “Are you going to clean that up?” She gestured to Welodio’s body.

“I’m getting to it!” Goldscale turned to Erick, saying, “Hi. Erick. Nice to meet you. Sorry it was in such a messy way, but Welodio there was already planning on jumping you the second he could. I got wind of it, and I decided to be here, instead of elsewhere. He was one of those worthless people who joined us in order to cause destruction, so don’t feel too bad about how it went down. I’ve been looking into you and you might feel that way, but maybe don’t? Anywho! Take care! I’ll be watching your back for you.”

“Goldie.” Queen’s voice was harder than usual. “You could have warned me.”

“No time.” Goldie looked around, saying, “And nothing was damaged. This was a rather contained assassination. I’m good like that.”

“… I suppose you are.” Queen turned slightly toward Erick, saying, “Erick. Meet Goldie, the Shade of Assassination.”

Goldie beamed at her designation.

Erick firmly remained in his sunform, and tried to shore up every possible chink in his armor he could imagine. There wasn’t much firming-up left to do, though. Erick was already at ‘as good as it gets’ with his sunform. And wasn’t that a sobering thought. 

He needed more Slippery Slopes. 

Queen continued, “And what she hasn’t mentioned was that she joined the Clergy in order to kill people, too. Just like Welodio.”

“Uhh!” In a voice like a sorority-girl best known for her ability to mix and mingle and make friends anywhere, Goldie exclaimed, “Of course I did! It’s why I knew what Welodio was planning.”

“She’s been trying to kill Welodio for years.” Queen frowned at the goldscale, asking, “Did he finally think that your ‘banter’ was just friendly banter?”

Goldie smiled wider, revealing sharp, sharp fangs, unlike Erick had ever seen in a dragonkin. “He thought that for a long time!” She turned to Erick, saying, “I’ll be watching your back, for as long as Melemizargo demands it~”

Erick tried a joke. “Hopefully not in the bathroom.”

Goldie didn’t appreciate the joke, but her pleasant voice didn’t waiver, “I kill more heads-of-state in the bathroom than in any other location. You should bring your Ophiels into your bathroom more.” She added, “And this lightform of yours is good, but it won’t stop the stronger kinds of physical/ethereal damage out there. You should work on that. The Headmaster has a similar style. You should bother him about all of that.”

“… Well okay then,” Erick said. Then he dropped his sunform and sipped his drink. 

Queen regarded Welodio’s body. “So when did this get sanctioned?”

Goldie said, “Two hours ago.” 

Queen gestured to the body. “Erick, if you’d do the honors of disposal?”

Erick almost laughed and told Queen off, but instead, he had an Ophiel throw a [Cleansing Flame] over the corpse. Welodio lit up like old tissue paper; white fire burning fast through a thoroughly corrupted corpse. Whoosh! And then it was gone. Erick blanked, as he took in the sight of nothing; there was nothing left.

Goldie said, “Whoo! That one went up fast.” She said to Erick, “I expect a few more bodies before the day is through.” She pointed out at the crowd, at two Shades in particular. 

The entire party stopped.

All eyes at the party turned to regard who Goldie pointed at. One was an orcol woman, wearing black dress armor that was much thinner than the armor Erick had seen Quilatalap wearing, but of the same general shape. The other was a harpy woman who was nude, but you couldn’t tell through all the feathers. 

Goldie’s voice was low, and serious, but everyone heard, as she said, “Torika, Shade of Ashes. This orcol morphs her body in order to pose as various military personnel who fit into various military command structures around the world. She then plays along with her current side in those wars, bringing them victory after victory, but when everything looks to be going well, she turns and kills the commanders on ‘her side’. Her actions have set the continent of Nelboor to wars that would otherwise not have happened. Her current personal death count is just below a thousand, but if you count the battles she won, she’s up to half a million, easy. 

“And then there’s the harpy: Binjara Farwit, Shade of Desolation. This harpy likes to kill farms and farmers. She’s particularly active in the Greensoil Republic. Her actions have also caused the deaths of tens of thousands of people. Maybe more.” Goldie stared at the two offenders, speaking to them, but also everyone else, as she said, “We’re watching you.” And then she smiled again. A mean smile. An awful smile. She cheerfully added, “But we know you can’t help yourself; you just want to see this world burn.”

Torika, the orcol, stepped forward. “This world deserves to burn.” She stared at Erick, as she spoke to everyone. “He is an aberration. In a hundred years, when his existence as a Fire is proven as a falsehood, Melemizargo will kill all of you who helped him rise to prominence. I’ll still be here, though. I’ll still be holding the line, giving this world the death by a million cuts it deserves.”

Binjara stepped forward. The naked harpy briefly fluffed her feathers, saying, “Erick has empowered the church of Atunir by giving her access to his silver rain! For that reason alone, he should be killed. All of our enemies are empowered by access to this miracle! But besides that! He spoke true when he was in the Spire: Everything now has nothing to do with him. We can safely remove this piece from the board without impacting any of Melemizargo’s possible plans.” She added, “We should kill him as a simple matter of removing unknowns from the board! We should kill him because he has the capability to be incredibly destructive to our plans if he is allowed to live!”

“Our plans?! OUR PLANS?!” Priestess called out, as she rushed into the center of the party, shielding Erick from the two women. She leveled a finger at the orcol and the harpy, “Who are you to say what HIS plans are!” Priestess dropped her hand and yelled out, “Erick is an untempered Wizard, yet to choose his path! He has created a World Tree! He wants to spread to the stars, and we should wish and work for this to happen! This is our MOST SACRED DUTY, finally returned to us! Because of that, Our Mighty God has declared Erick Untouchable! Who are we to care if he is empowering other gods! Who are we to care if Erick steps on our toes, or disrupts YOUR PLANS! Everything you disapprove about him is irrelevant! Your dissenting opinions are irrelevant!” The skeleton woman gazed upon the two offenders, the stars in her eye sockets going wild as she dropped her voice to that of a low earthquake, “Your displeasure is irrelevant. Woe to you and your minor squabbles. Melemizargo is watching.” 

No one spoke. No one moved. Everyone watched everyone else. And then people began stepping left or right. People in the crowd slipped this way and that. A few stepped ever so slightly away from the two women. One man stepped toward the two women, his face a rictus of anger, his white-eyed gaze directed at Erick. Someone whispered ‘No’, at him; Erick couldn’t tell who said it, but it had happened, and the man stopped where he was, as though frozen. He thawed fast enough. He came to his senses, crushing down his anger, as he abandoned the harpy and the orcol, just like everyone else.

In a matter of moments, the orcol and the harpy were alone. They stepped to each other. They were resolute in their faces, and in their stances. They knew what they were about, and they would see their path through to the bitter end. 

Erick resumed his sunform, hoping it would be enough.

The singers above continued to sing, as instruments took up a lively, percussive, rapid tune. 

The music slowed as someone up above said something to the group of players, speaking louder than their music. A violin string snapped. A drum’s thrum lingered, but the instrument beat no more. Something clattered as someone ran and the singers sang no more words. 

Fallopolis stepped forward, cleared her throat, then, as though she was offering a perfectly reasonable solution, rapidly said, “Let’s kill Binjara and Torika and uplift a few Erick-approved Shades!” 

“We’re not doing this.” Tania Webwalker stepped out into the open. Her tarantula was missing. Erick found the white spider by querying his Ophiel. It was sitting atop the wall, three meters from an Ophiel. Other spiders, black ones, were in the shadows all around the party. She was watching everything, too, just like Erick was. And then her voice brought Erick back to the moment, “We are doing this.” With a flick of her fingers, a twist of deep shadows burst against Fallopolis, the orcol, and the harpy. 

Fallopolis went splattering up and out of the party. Bones tore. Legs broke. Skull smashed. The white core of her chest was exposed, for less than a moment. 

The orcol and the harpy just burst, the orcol managing to step half of her body out of the way, but a disintegration effect spread through the rest of her, like instantaneous gnawing shadows, turning her to ash. The harpy was nothing more than scattered, disintegrating feathers, by the time Erick looked to her remains.

Erick almost dropped his drink, and for a crazy moment, he almost said, ‘That would have been a party foul.’ But he did not. He did watch as Fallopolis’s burst corpse sailed away...

Nope. Not a corpse.

Fallopolis laughed, wild and free and disembodied, as her body pulled herself together, to stand in the air. Blood covered her broken form, but her face came back together, and eyes appeared out of the gore. Her arms righted, as bones snapped into place and legs flew up from where they had fallen below. Those legs attached to their appropriate locations, under her dress. She laughed with her body this time, as she did a little twisting motion, to reset the limbs and suck in the guts currently hanging out of her exploded stomach… 

… She was dancing. It was a small jig, and it was a bit disgusting as blood and gore fell from her, or sucked into her flesh. But in seconds, she was whole. She called out, “Is that the best you got, Tania! You should die too!”

Tania ignored the crazy woman and turned toward Queen. “I want that music back on.” 

Queen stepped away, in a flash. 

Tania spoke to everyone, “We will not be tied down to one world, full of impostor gods and magic that hides the truth of Darkness. We will spread to the stars. We will drag civilization along with us, kicking and screaming if we have to, and killing half of them if necessary to cow the other half. SOME OF YOU will have your long-waited revenges and killings and humiliations, but all of you will cooperate with the greater goals, or you will perish.” She paused, as the music resumed. It was a softer sound, this time. Tania breathed in, then out, then she turned back to Fallopilis, who was just now stepping back onto party grounds. She looked to the aged Shade, but she spoke to everyone, “When you step out of line, you will receive Melemizargo’s Judgment, and if you survive, then good for you. But try to keep in mind the new goal we all have, and that I will be as liberal with my Judgments as necessary to ensure the proper outcomes.”

“Well said!” Fallopolis called out.

Shades went back to talking like nothing special had happened. 

Fallopolis strode over to Erick, saying, “Can I get a [Cleanse], my man?”

Erick blinked for a moment, then obliged. Gore turned to thick air as it burst from Fallopolis. The Shade flexed her hands out, creating streams in the mirage air. She smiled wide, and started to do a little dance in place. A little cha-cha-cha to the left. A little step-turn-step to the right. The music upstairs turned into something deeper, happier, dancier. 

Fallopolis sang a little to the sky, and then to Erick, “Five dead Shades! Doo-dee-doo-dee-doo!” She asked, “Care to dance, our Untouchable Fire of the Age?”

“Five dead Shades?” Erick found himself asking. 

“Yup! Got some of them before the party started!” Fallopolis did a little jig toward Erick. She leaned in. “Want to replace them?”

“Nope!” Erick held up his drink, which was only half drunk, and said, “I’ve got this to finish.”

Fallopolis stopped dancing and said, “Oh! I need one, too.” She stepped to the bar, asking Farix, “I’d take a Ridilous, pretty please! If you don’t have kioberries, I’d take a Well Laid Plan.”

Farix grabbed some bottles, saying, “One Ridiculous coming right up.”

“Ri-di-lous. Ridilous.” Fallopolis waved a hand, saying, “I’m not partial to Ridiculouses.” She turned to Erick. “Well Laid Plans are about one of the hardest drinks to make, but they’re oh-so-good when you can get them.”

Farix sighed and scowled just a bit, as he pulped red berries and mixed rums, and said, “I’ve been making Well Laid Plans since I was a mortal. They’re not that difficult.”

Erick had to laugh at that, for any other emotion would have been the wrong one to have in this tense situation. And then he looked around, and realized something. “Oh. This party is in the middle of an open field because you expect to fight someone and everything is expected to blow up at some point in time.” He said to no one in particular, “I really should have gotten that sooner. I kinda thought y’all’d’ve been above murder for a single day, especially when it came to your own party, and holiday, and people. But that was obviously expecting too much.”

“Exactly right, Erick!” Fallopolis said, as she took her drink from Farix. The crowd was ignoring her, and Erick, but some people flinched when Fallopolis spoke for everyone’s benefit, “Which is why they all gotta die! Buncha backstabbing lowlives, up in here. With all the new commandments from Melemizargo, I’m aiming for a slew of benevolent dictators, or silent investors in the world, but there’s no room for narcissistic megalomaniacs who only think of their own power and prestige.” She turned to Erick. “What are your thoughts?”

Erick downed the last of his drink. He felt the colors of the world turn a little more vibrant, as he wondered at his response. 

These people before him considered themselves the rulers of this world of Veird. If everything continued as they wished, they would be the rulers of multiple worlds. These people would have control over so many others. There would be Ar’Kendrithysts on every world out there, in this solar system of Veird. 

If Erick had a say in that… If he couldn’t just kill them all… What kinds of Shades did he want for the future?

Erick decided, “Missing investors.”

Fallopolis laughed at the sky, then said, “Possible! Possible!”

Erick turned to Farix, and with an empty drink in hand, asked, “Can I get this, but stronger?”

Farix began gathering ingredients again, saying, “Slippery Slopes sneak up on you.”

“I’m well aware.” 

- - - -

Erick sat on a bench, overlooking the Brightwater, while he sipped his Slippery Slope. It was a good drink that reminded Erick of a mojito; a little minty, and heavily alcoholic, but smooth. It made gazing upon the Brightwater a lot easier. Sure, the Brightwater was dimmer, now, while the sky was filled with auroras, but it was still bright. 

And the psychedelics were finally kicking in, so that was great. 

He asked his current companion, “What are some example Wizard powers?”

His current companion, sitting on the bench next to him, but still a meter away, was Queen. The regal incani had switched her dress out for something easier to walk around in; a nice, flouncy blouse, and a ruffled skirt. All of it was white, but also iridescent on the edges. 

She sipped her own drink, which was a green thing served in a glass cube, and said, “Take any spell of the Script and make it better, and have it cost nothing. That’s the most basic example of Wizardry there is. Destruction is annihilation. Easy enough to understand that one. Paradox is harder. That’s all about influencing fate and time and possibility. You won’t find those spells in the Script, unless they’re given to you by a god.” She glanced over to the left, saying, “Your chocolate has been a hit.”

Erick laughed. “I should hope so!” He glanced backward at the table of chocolate. There were cakes and bars and powders and all of that which Erick had brought, and more. Queen, or someone, had even used Erick’s instruction booklet to make some chocolate themselves, and then work it into a meter-tall sculpture of a tree, with about a hundred smaller animals sitting around that tree. Erick approved. He said, “Chocolate was a career back on Earth. Chocolatiers, they were. Like specialized candy makers. Did you try all of it?” He suddenly asked, “No one poisoned it, did they!”

Queen smirked. “Yes, I tried it, and yes, it was poisoned. The harpy, Binjara, poisoned it, and she never came forth, even when I called out that various traps were to be removed from the foods. Some people got the message, and removed those traps. Binjara did not. Luckily, she only managed to get to a false set-up, though. We replaced it when no one was looking.” She sighed, as though sad. “I don’t think she even knew that we had replaced it, either.” She frowned. “And then we even gave her another opportunity to come clean. But then she went on that rant.”

“Sounds like her death was planned.”

“Not directly. We don’t take the murder of our own lightly, despite what you might have seen today. The Shades of the Spire set certain societal traps she had to trip, first, to ensure that she was truly too far gone to save. But then, like the idiot crazy person she had become, she went and tripped them all, and then she had the gall to rant at us. Binjara was gone. She had probably been gone for a long time.”

Erick didn’t know about that. To him, Binjara deserved what she got, especially if she liked to plunge people into famine for funsies. But he didn’t say anything about any of that.

Queen asked, “Are you going to try and make this Mana Generation spell that they’re talking about?”

“I need to, right?” Erick said, “But I’m going to get some concessions, first.”

Queen smiled. “What sort of concessions?”

“An end to the widespread destruction. An end to controlling from the shadows, though, now that I say that out loud, it seems to be an antithesis of what Shades are and do.” Erick added, “Whatever the case: no more killing. At all. Or mutating. Or any of that horribleness.” 

Queen took a long moment, then spoke, “Long ago, we used to be teachers and guiders. We were the wandering archmages in the woods, who miraculously saved the rookie adventurers who were in over their heads against whatever monster-of-the-month they were facing. We were the viziers for the kings and queens, who taught the children of royalty and helped generations upon generations of family lines of good people, who only sought to make their own little fiefdoms a bit better every day.” She said, “I already do that, here, but I have had to be rather ruthless occasionally. A lot more than I imagine I would have to be, if this new world order comes to fruition.” 

Erick, wisely, didn’t say anything against that, either. All rulers were more ruthless than Erick was comfortable with. Even if Queen was telling the truth, she was probably worse than any other ruler on Veird. 

- - - -

Erick stood to the side of the singers and the orchestra, where a few Shades had gathered to listen more closely. The musicians were all rather well dressed, and only a few of them were shadelings. They sang a song of uplifting news, and traveling the world. It was a good song. 

- - - -

Goldie, the Shade of Assassination, held a bar of dark chocolate in one hand, and a hot cocoa in the other. The cocoa had rum in it, or some other liquor, for sure, because Goldie slurred her words, saying, “Now— owh. I mean. Now here’s da shting. Mana reneration is rate and wall. Ut. But! But. You can get furror with soul shundering. Dere are doe many chriminalse, ERICK! Youse can make yoursh Wishardly corhe ow evvar you whant! Jhust kill shome chriminales in dah futuer! Theysh don’t need thar lifes! Eashy!”

Erick nodded, and left Goldie to her own devices. As the party wore on, he caught sight of her more and more, sitting around corners, peering through crowds, looking over the edge of her glass, staring at him, but never approaching. 

- - - -

“Do you know any Wizards?” Erick asked the group in front of him. 

“None living,” said a woman, who walked away. 

“Nope,” said a man who followed the woman.

The third just walked away, silently averting their glowing white eyes from Erick.

This interaction repeated itself a few times. Erick didn’t always ask the same question, but the result was always the same. The Shades walked away from him. Why did he even approach these Shades for a talk? Well. He was on a slippery slope, for sure. Might as well fully experience the ride, to ensure that his decision to kill them all was the right one. 

Erick didn’t know whether to be happy, or—

Erick was happy; he decided. This was a good outcome. 

Let them flee from him in terror of their own mortality! Bwa ha ha ha!

… He looked to the drink in his hands. He needed another.

- - - -

“There you are!” Erick said to Quilatalap, after he eventually got another drink and found the man up another level, past the music level. 

The orcol sat in a quiet stone amphitheater, by himself, sipping on an empty drink. This place was probably a place for private concerts; it was not a large area. Quilatalap said, “Hey, there.”

Erick held forward a Well Laid Plan, and offered, “Want a copy of my own drink? I switched to a Well Laid Plan when the walls started melting.”

“Sure.” Quilatalap smiled as Erick handed him a Well Laid Plan. “Got tired of being shunned?”

Erick’s eyes went wide, as he laughed, and said, “Never! That was awesome. They—” He stopped himself; he was still sober enough to have that much self control. Best not to say that he would never get tired of scaring Shades into hiding. Saying that out loud would risk those Shades trying to prove him wrong. Instead, he sat down next to Quilatalap, and asked, “Know any Wizards?”

“I have. Many, many. You looking to make that mana generating spell, or something?” He sipped his drink. 

Erick gave no answer for that, instead, he said, “I’m thinking about it, but now I’m also thinking of the rad-around-the-heart problem.”

Quilatalap said, “Oh. Well. That’s not a large problem. If you take certain precautions. How much do you know about dragons?”

“Not nearly enough?” Erick lost all train of thought for one surreal moment. He asked, “How the heck are dragons related to this?”

“Have you ever wondered why there’s a ‘wyrm season’?”

“Sort of? Not really.” Erick said, “You’re going to have to explain that one.”

“Okay. So. This is a multilayered problem that started with the rise of the Script, and the necessity of levels to gaining power. What I’m about to tell you is an open secret of their particular society, and if you thought Shades were bad, then you haven’t seen nothing. So maybe keep this to yourself. Anyway.” Quilatalap said, “Dragons are monsters, technically, and monsters gain power by absorbing rads and mana into their bodies. Shadelings are also capable of cycling their mana and drawing the mana of the world into their core in order to easily gain levels. But for shadelings, this possibility only goes to level 55ish. 

“Dragons can get much, much higher than that, because they can utilize grand rads larger than most, and even multiple grand rads if they have that capability. Dragons can get into the 90s with this method. It’s exceedingly rare for that to happen, but it does happen. 

“But here’s the trick: When they’re done with the cycling and the easy gaining of levels, they can discard their built up grand rads, and return to being not-monster.” He stressed, “Only if they’ve managed to keep their soul out of the rad, though. This is key. This gets wildly difficult when they are forced to cycle billions of mana per second in order to reach those high, high levels in any sort of useful time table. But they’re immortal, so they have time. 

“Those that are capable of this feat have time. The rest? Not so much.

“Anyway! The dragons have something resembling a society, but it’s difficult when they’re all poised to kill each other when they’re not related by blood. The Draconic Blood Curse, you see.” Quilatalap said, “So their society is rather fractured, but within their families, it is not. They still have ancestral homes in the forests north of the Wyrmridge. They’re hidden, but they’re out there, and a lot of them are inside the Old Dragonkin lands. 

“Anyway! Every year at the end of Water Season, when they’re all good and rested and fat and poised for advancement, the younger ones are taken in by their elders in those ancestral homes, and they have a graduating ceremony, where the elders help the youngsters learn how to cycle billions of mana per second without falling to monsterfication.

“Doesn’t always work, but it works well enough. Some survive the process and go on into the world to make their marks, or other dragons, or to kill other dragons. Most youngsters do not survive this process. They become wyrms. Those fallen children are released out into the world, discarded as failures.”

Erick listened intently to the horrors of dragon life.

“And I’ve gotten a bit away from myself.” Quilatalap said, “Condensing a rad and maintaining your own soul in the process is key to draconic power. This fact has not changed since the Old Cosmology. Dragons have been doing this literally forever. But in this New Cosmology, they do not have control over themselves if they fail to keep part of their souls outside of the grand rads they form.

“Shades don’t have this problem. They get their grand rad and keep themselves from that final fall, but you need Melemizargo’s help for that. In the case of the shadelings and the Shades, they don’t discard their rads at all; they become their rads, completely, and because of Melemizargo’s power, they keep their minds.”

Erick looked to his drink, then to Quilatalap. “You’re gonna need to explain that to me, again, but slower, and more elaborate.” He said, “That feels like… Like big information.”

Quilatalap smiled. “Are you going to become my student?”

“I guess I am.” Erick added, “As long as you don’t have too many skeletons in your closet.”

“First lesson: don’t keep your skeletons in the closet.” Quilatalap joked, “They go in the morgue.”

Erick smiled as he sipped his drink, and the archlich spoke of rads and monsters, souls and mana, and levels.
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I was in the hospital, getting my uppity gallbladder removed. It's a lot better now, but there's still pain, tho. 

 



                

                Erick looked away from Quilatalap to see a large orcol man, stepping up the stairs that led to the orchestra down below. His hair was black and skin was brown as bark, and thick, like tree bark. All he wore was a kilt made of leather, and a very displeased visage. His eyes were bright white; he was a Shade. And he was walking right at Erick.

Quilatalap spoke before the interloper could, “Hello, Treant.”

Oh? So this was Treant? Erick had wondered what the reclusive Shade had looked like. Killzone had said that Treant was usually a tree in the middle of the Garden, but he wasn’t sure if Treant was a person turned into a tree, or a tree [Familiar] that outgrew its master. Bets were that Treant was a former orcol, and those bets looked to be correct.

Treant scowled at the archlich, but he turned his displeasure back to a low simmer, and stopped two meters from Erick. He stood there, silent. Unblinking. Angry, and yet unwilling to speak.

Killzone’s main advice regarding Treant was not to go into the Garden and otherwise avoid the man, for Treant was a strident misanthrope of the worst kind. He absolutely hated civilization, organized thought, people of all kinds, and especially politics. But he loved plants. Killzone had given Erick an edge to dealing with this Shade, but Erick needed to wait for the right time, and to see how Treant actually felt before he opened his mouth and spoke of his advantage. 

So Erick waited.

Eventually, the bark-skinned orcol spoke, “I am torn.”

Erick successfully resisted the urge to say, ‘Hi, Torn! I’m Erick.’

Treant continued, “On one side, you have created a World Tree, and you have created many new plants. But on the other side, they are farming plants. Lives created to CODDLE—” Anger exploded, but was successfully restrained. Treant forced himself to speak through his anger, “To coddle the people of this blasted world. But on yet another side, I have been ordered to offer you your pick. So pick: Sundrop, Rockdrop. Foamdrop. Stardrop.”

Erick sharply inhaled. Those were the names of the Stat Fruits. He collected himself, and said, “No thank you. I don’t want any of those.”

For the briefest of moments, Treant smiled. It was a wicked thing to see on this man. And then his smile was gone, replaced by his perpetual frown, which turned a hint darker, as he spat out, “If you don’t pick one, it’ll be a hunt through Kendrithyst with forty of us and one of you, and when we find you, you’re getting all of them. I hope you turn shadeling and everyone in your life leaves you. It’ll make you much easier to control.”

“… Ah.” Erick tried an evasion, saying, “Charisma is a death sentence according to the Mind Mages.”

“Then this is good news for you: the Charisma Tree has been altered. I’m debuting the Perception Stat Tree in a few hours. I’m still calling it Foamdrop.” 

Erick felt a chill. He deflected, “I need to know: Have you made these yourself, or did—”

Treant sighed. “Stop. Stop this. Stop vacillating. You are trapped by your own actions, so make a decision. Either cut your leg off and try to run and have the yoke forced upon you, or put the yoke over your own head, of your own volition.” 

Erick did not instantly answer. He was still trying to think of—

Treant growled out, “Tania. This is going too slow. Help me.” 

A shadow stepped onto the ground to the left, and peeled away, revealing Tania Webwalker, in her white dress. Her spider was on her shoulder again. She opened her mouth—

Another dark shadow stepped onto the grounds to the right. Fallopolis entered the conversation, saying, “What are you trying to do here, Treant?”

The man said, “I have been ordered to force a fruit upon Erick. That is what I am doing.”

Tania said, “You were ordered to offer him a fruit.”

“I know what I was told to do, and I am doing it, and then I am leaving. Don’t you play these games with me, Tania.” He looked to Fallopolis. “Don’t you try this shit, either.” Treant looked to Erick, and pulled four fruits from the air. “Choose.” 

The first was a fuzzy orange peach that glowed with an inner light. The next was a gold sphere with a tiny green leaf on the top. The third was a small bunch of green grapes; maybe seven on the stem. The fourth was a black apple with white dots, half the size of Erick’s fist.

Treant demanded, “Pick one. Or all four! The only interest I have in this scenario is my curiosity demanding to know if you’d turn shadeling, or not. Choose!”

Tania looked to Erick. “Take all four.”

Fallopolis said to Tania, “None. He shall have none, for he does not want them.”

Tania leveled her white eyes at Fallopolis. “Two.”

“None,” Fallopolis retorted. 

Tania smiled. “Impossible.” 

Fallopolis frowned. “One.”

“One,” Tania agreed.

They all turned to Erick. He could fight this, if he wanted. But that would just end in pain and hardship and then they’d get their way, anyway. Directly fighting this decision was not an option. So he rolled with it, and decided that he wanted the power offered to him.

Erick asked, “What do they even do?”

Treant gave a groaning sigh, like a tree being pushed around by the wind, then said, “Dexterity improves your ability to move and reduces Health consumption by giving a percentage reduction to all Health costs. Constitution gives you a percentage damage taken reduction. Perception increases your ability to notice the world and people, but the exact nature of the Stat is different for each person. That’s bleed-through from when it was Charisma.” He frowned at Erick, saying, “But you’re going to take Intelligence, so why even bother with this act?”

“I might not!” Erick said, and it was the truth, but only in the moment that he said it. When a second moment came along, Erick realized that Treant was probably right. Intelligence was the one Erick wanted. Obviously. 

Treant said, “Intelligence improves your ability to fight with magic, and also reduces Mana costs by a percentage. It also makes you smarter.” He sternly said, “You could use some of that. Maybe if you were smarter you wouldn’t get involved in godly problems ever again, and I wouldn’t have been dragged out of my Garden.”

Erick deployed his Killzone-gifted idea, “Don’t you want the Crystal Forest to be turned into a real forest?” He added another, more personal touch, to try and get out from under Treant’s, and now Tania’s demand, saying, “Don’t you want forests on new worlds, too, Treant?” Erick asked. “Forests without people?” He looked to the Stat Fruits, saying, “I’m not ready to experiment with my own body like that.”

Treant’s white eyes shone fractionally brighter, for several seconds, as he breathed in, and his massive, bark-skinned body seemed to flex outward, into the light, ever so slightly. He came down from that high, and said, “The gods sent people to kill all the World Trees I ever made. Even when I was a plain, misguided orcol, trying to work for the betterment of the green, and the wild. They won’t let the forests fight for themselves. They wouldn’t let anything of that level of power be born unless it’s under their control, and now they got their wish.” He tossed the black apple to Erick, saying, “So forget about your stupid fleshy body.” 

Erick caught the apple with a grip of light. 

Treant said, “Eat up. You’re going to need some smarts to survive the evil they’re going to throw your way.”

Erick stared at the dark fruit in his hands, and words failed him. 

Treant spoke to Tania. “My part is done. I’m not enforcing this.” He stepped away, his feet flashing dark, and then he was gone. 

Tania looked to Erick, saying, “Eat it, and this will go easier for you.”

Erick frowned.

Fallopolis said, “Sorry, Erick. You should probably eat that, and then get good and sloshed so that you can go back to having a good time.” She added, “If it makes you feel any better, if you don’t increase your Intelligence with points, then you won’t have any mental changes.”

Erick gazed down at the black apple-like fruit in his hands, with its star-pattern of white spots. He looked to Fallopolis, saw the writing on the wall, and lied through his smile, “That does make me feel better.”

He bit into the apple. It tasted like how he imagined stars would taste; a cold vastness, full of light. Tania watched. Fallopolis sighed, then stepped away in a dark flash. Erick got to what he assumed would have been the core of the stardrop fruit, but there was nothing there. The fruit was flesh throughout; no seeds. Erick got down to the last bite, just as Fallopolis stepped back into the space, carrying three white and black drinks; three Vivid Glooms. Erick finished the fruit. 

A blinding, ripping headache turned into a riot of color and darkness, as something intangible zapped through his body. He breathed hard, catching himself from falling onto the ground. His drink had spilled, and somehow that seemed the most awful thing in the moment.

Thoughts occurred, only to be drowned out by other ideas. An ocean of memory flooded through Erick in that second. Time flashed, and then went still. Ideas plinked against his brain like raindrops. And then, he was slightly himself again, but also very much not. 

He looked to his spilled drink. Ah, whatever, Fallopolis had brought three, that meant that one was for him, right? As a consolation prize? Right on cue, Fallopolis handed him a Vivid Gloom. 

He took it, saying, “Thanks.”

She asked, “What’d you get?”

Erick glanced at his Status. “Some number.”

It was 20. They didn’t have to know that, though.

He did ask, “What’s the name for the bonus at 20, though?”

Fallopolis snickered, saying, “I knew you were a smart one.”

“There is no 20 Intelligence bonus.” Tania said, “Not yet.” And apparently that was enough conversation for her; her job was done. She stepped away in a flash of black. 

Erick looked to Fallopolis, “Is that true, about not putting points into it?”

“Well.” Fallopolis sat down on the stone amphitheater seating, next to Erick. “I think so.”

Quilatalap, from Erick’s other side, said, “The first point does give some change; tests have confirmed it.” 

“What sort of tests?”

“Adventurers of this city who were captured and used in sapient experimentation,” Quilatalap said.

“Who made the trees?” Erick asked. “I heard that they were made of souls. It was Treant, right?” He looked to Quilatalap. 

The archlich said, “I’m pretty sure it was Treant.” He looked away, thinking. “And a few others. Tania was directly involved. Not sure who else. I’m not privy to a lot of the things that happen around here.”

Fallopolis said, “Tania, Treant, Rodel, a few others you haven’t met yet. Lapis, for sure. She’s the Shade of Enchantments.”

“Now there’s a good topic!” Erick asked, “How do enchantments work?”

Fallopolis looked to him, asking, “You’re moving on from this forced Stat rather fast?”

“I moved on rather fast when you tried to do that rhyme at me, too. And that reminds me! How do blessings and curses work?” He looked to Quilatalap, saying, “Got any tips, teach?”

Quilatalap looked to Erick, up and down, then said, “Are you feeling okay? You seem off.”

Erick was feeling fine. Better than fine, actually. “Maybe a little worked up. There’s nothing better than getting over the horror and the awfulness of Shades than by learning something new!” He added, “And I hope they all heard me say that, too.” Erick shot to his feet, deciding, “I need to work on some Stat enchantments for Intelligence!” He glanced from Fallopolis to Quilatalap, saying, “I bet I’ve messed up my rings and my belt and am thoroughly harming myself with these unbalanced Stats.” He looked to Fallopolis, saying, “Give me a moment and I can help you kill some more Shades.” He held a hand out and channeled mana through his Intelligence, producing a manalight of palest violet. “Making new jewelry should be easy enough!” 

Fallopolis glanced from Erick to Quilatalap, as she set her drink down and sat a bit taller. Quilatalap leaned away from Erick, regarding him. Erick, for his part, produced a maskward for Intelligence, combining it with a maskward for all the other stats, making a dense sphere of bright purple where all other light was denied. 

Tania stepped back onto the lawn, not five meters away. 

Erick waved to her. “Oh, hi! I’m going to make some magic!”

She frowned at him, but said nothing. After a moment, Bulgan appeared at her side, like some dark, male shadow a full half-meter taller than her, and with his arms crossed, he glared at Erick.

“An audience!” Erick cheered, “Fantastic!”

Fallopolis mumbled, “Shit. You guys. I think you broke him.”

“I’M NOT BROKEN!” Erick said, “I just have 20 Intelligence now! And some things are much clearer than they used to be! In fact. I think I can do THIS. It should work. It makes sense, anyway.”

Erick had an Ophiel conjure a [Prismatic Ward] to the side, where he then proceeded to have another Ophiel copy the ring on his finger, and while the copy would be non-magical, the metals of the surface would be conductive to magic, for that was the necessary thing. He then took the ring and put it into the Intelligence and All-Stats maskwa—

It was not a true All-Stats maskward. Erick would have to fix that, next. 

He scratched the metallic surface of the ring, and pumped all of his Stat light into the break. When he knew it couldn’t handle any more, he Shaped a [Mend] onto the scratch, leaving the rest of the ring untouched by that ‘fixing’ magic. 

He took off a ring, and then put on the new one. Success! 

He smiled, “Fifty Intelligence! That was simple enough.”

He repeated the process with a second ring, while three more Shades stepped onto the grounds around Erick. He greeted a few of the ones he recognized from Killzone’s primer, naming each one as they appeared. It was so much easier to remember everything with all this Intelligence. By the time he was finished with the second ring and was sitting pretty at 81 Intelligence, there was a dark-skinned human woman over there, who was sort of muscular and also androgynous. She was Lapis, the Shade of Enchantment. She was watching Erick with keen eyes, as Erick watched her. He had been waiting for her to appear, because obviously she was going to appear when Erick was working on enchantments out in the open like this.

Erick invited her over, “Hey, Lapis! Got the colors for the other three Stats?”

Lapis broke into a wide smile, but that smile quickly vanished as she looked to the right. 

Erick turned to see. Ah. Tania was eyeing him, and then Lapis. Bulgan was eyeing him. He looked around. A lot of Shades were eyeing him. Ah! Whatever. He turned back to Lapis, saying, “Don’t mind them! We’re making enchantment progress! Don’t you want to help?”

Lapis decided something in that moment. She decided to ignore the silent, brooding, thinking Tania. Lapis walked right up to Erick, saying, “I have those colors. Here, let me help you.” She held out her hand, and produced a yellow light. 

“Constitution.” Erick waved a maskward into the air of the appropriate color. “Have that one.”

Lapis smiled, and it was greedy and malevolent and yet, Erick didn’t care. “But can you combine it with the others?” She held up one hand, and produced a light of orange make. She held up her other hand, and produced green. “Dexterity and Perception, though I appreciated it more when it was Charisma.”

“Of course you did.” Erick said, “You’re using it on me right now, and though my dick is hard, my mind says no, so I am glad to see that Intelligence has some sort of a natural counter to Charisma.” 

Lapis laughed. She wasn’t the only one, though some of the laughs were more nervous than indicative of mirth. 

Erick said, “Oh, drat. How do you change the color of your magic?” He looked around for an answer, saying, “I still haven’t figured that out.”

Lapis said, “Mana Altering for color. Do it often enough and it becomes second nature.”

“WHAT!” Erick said, “It’s that easy!?”

Lapis said, “It’s easier said than done—”

Erick was already conjuring other colors of mana from his hands. “Easy.”

With a concentrated thought, Erick combined all eight individual maskwards into something that let all eight colors through, and none of the others. 

An oddly-white maskward appeared in the air. It wasn’t actually white. It was more… iridescent. Pearlescent. Shimmery.

With another copy of his rings, Erick set them into the new oddly-white maskward, and channeled mana into scratches in the rings. A pair of [Mend]s later, and Erick had two nice rings. He put them on.

He briefly saw his Status.
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He mumbled, “Oh hey, look! I unlocked all of them! That was easy.” But it probably came out rather unintelligible because half his face was numb, and drooping. And then his right arm flickered out, uncontrolled. He accidentally slapped himself. He yelled at his arm, “Stop that!” 

And then he collapsed. 

- - - - 

Erick floated above white clouds, in a blue sky. 

“Oh. Hello, Rozeta.” Erick said, to the endless vision. “Are you around here, somewhere?”

There was no immediate response. 

Instead, Erick had a long moment to realize what he had just done in the center of all those Shades, and what had just happened, and where his body was, and the fact that he had left that oddly-white orb in the air. Anyone could use that orb, now. Erick had created something that he probably shouldn’t have created. If his rings unlocked all the Stats for him, then his rings would unlock all the Stats for everyone? Did he have that right?

“Fuck.” Erick said, “Shit.”

“Yup.” In her white wrought form, Rozeta stepped onto the cloud next to him, and sat down, saying, “You gave them a lot of power. They kinda tricked it out of you, but that’s fine. They were almost there, anyway.”

“It’s the Intelligence. It’s doing something to my cognitive functions. I’m remembering things that I thought I had forgotten and I want to DO ALL THE THINGS. Like figuring out how atomic magic has been Banned or—” He controlled himself for a moment, coming back to himself, as he said, “I remember every single detail of every single physics lesson I ever took to help Jane pass her own classes. I remember… I remember a lot. Oh. Shit. Was your universe Vacuum Decayed?” A sudden panic gripped him. “OH SHIT. Could you Vacuum Decay THIS universe?” For the longest eternity and also no time at all, Erick had a moment, and then he let it go. “Ah. Shit.” And then he latched onto another topic, saying, “But why were the Time Wizards not able to see the Sundering happen before it happened? That seems like someone is lying or they just don’t have the whole story.” He added, “Or time was not what people thought it was. There’s a lot of ideas about time not being real in this universe, too.”

“Erick.” Rozeta said, “I need you to focus on the moment.”

“I am focused!” He joked, “My main Stat is Focus! Or at least it was.” He asked, “OH OH! I have an 81 in Constitution! Does that mean I take 81 percent less damage from every attack?”

“Focus.”

Erick looked to Rozeta; for some reason he had looked away. “What?!” He narrowed his eyes at her, then his eyes flew wide open. “You’re going to do something to me!”

“I’m not going to do anything to you.”

“Which means you’ve already done it.” Erick lamented for a fraction of a second, then decided he wanted to get something for himself out of all this. He asked, “What’s all this about mana generation and soul sundering and World Trees and new worlds and shit? Is that really how it’s going to go down?” He added, “And that was not very succinct or understandable, but you understood me, yes? Of course you do; you’re a god. If anyone doesn’t understand anything, it’s me.”

“I understand you.” Rozeta said, “But back to the issue at hand—”

“No. No deflection! This is my time to talk, and I want answers.” Erick said, “Ever since I got to Veird and made this Particle Magic, every single god has wanted a piece of me. And now I find out that some possible-planar guy named Xoat started your Old Cosmology!” He stared at the goddess in front of him, saying, “You know what I said to Melemizargo when I met him that first time, don’t you? I sang to him like an old friend! I called him that! Serendipity or planning! Which was it?!” He added, “Probably some time-shit.”

Rozeta sighed. “Serendipity. Or maybe it was the plan of a long dead god. Maybe it was the mana itself, untethered due to the madness of its current shepherd, searching for someone it had known a long, long time ago, and it found you. It would take years for me to properly explain planar-distance translocation, but I am not going to do that.”

Half hysterical, Erick straight-up asked, “Am I the reincarnation of Xoat?!”

“Probably not.”

“WHAT?!”

“We did not have the concept of reincarnation before you came along and gave rise to that word. The words we used for ‘reincarnation’ were either ‘resurrection’, or some variation of the word ‘summon’.” She said, “So could you be a reincarnation? Maybe. But likely not, for all that was Xoat was transformed into our Old Cosmology. That much of Shade history is true. We are living in the pieces of him, right now. This means that you literally cannot be Xoat, for you are certainly not everything around you.”

“Fine. Whatever. Let’s discard the idea that your Xoat Cosmology fell into my universe so long ago and this reality all around us is only a fraction of that whole.” He added, “Which was lost to you.”

Rozeta nodded, then sarcastically said, “Yes. Let us discard that impossible-to-verify idea right now.”

“Fine!” Erick asked, “Am I a Wizard, or not?”

“Yes, but that’s not important right now.” 

“Fine fine fine!” Erick said, “Then go on and tell me what IS important. Get on with your spiel and then send me back so I can… So I can do something! I’ll figure it out.”

“You’re in a moment of Stat Dissonance.” Rozeta said, “I pulled you into this moment because if you were to continue to experience this down there, then they would engineer it such that you would give them whatever they wanted. You fell into their trap by accepting that Stardrop, and then you went wild in the storm of your resurfacing memories.”

Erick had a dozen thoughts at once, and then he came back to himself, saying, “You’re not here to force something upon me, or to take something away.”

“I am not forcing anything upon you except for you to stand before my presence for as long as you desire.” Rozeta said, “I am doing this to give you the time necessary to acclimate to your new existence. This acclimation will go faster if you concentrate on centering yourself. You would do well to have this experience over and done with sooner rather than later.”

“Because Melemizargo can interrupt this if he notices.”

Rozeta shook her head. “He’s already noticed.” She turned her head to the left, and Erick followed her gaze. A Darkness held on the edge of the blue sky, like an unmoving ink stain. Rozeta said, “I might be able to hold him back for as long as you need, but not as long as you want. You need to center yourself, because you are surrounded by enemies and too many powers are interested in your future.” 

Erick stared at the goddess, demanding, “I want my questions about the soul sundering and mana trees and new worlds answered.”

Rozeta frowned a little, but answered, “The soul sundering would come from those who choose The End granted by Phagar. It is a painless process for gods to commit. You and the other Wizards currently alive on Veird wouldn’t need to be involved in this at all. In fact, we would prefer you not be involved at all. Not right away, anyway.”

Erick gasped. He asked, “You’re really going to do that, then? Travel to new worlds? Set up new Scripts? When? How? What is a sundered soul? I don’t understand any of that.”

“And you likely never will, for what you call a ‘sundered soul’ is not actually what is happening at all.” Rozeta paused for a moment, then said, “Quilatalap can help you with this. He’s rather neutral—”

Erick gasped again, as he smiled, then laughed, then giggled like a schoolgirl. “He’s not evil?!” Waves of laughter turned into tears, as Erick got out, “Oh my gods! He’s not evil.” And then the real tears came, as a thousand individual moments of pressure and horror came crashing down upon him, and he wished that this Shadow’s Feast was over and that he was on a vacation or something where he didn’t have to think and plot and plan around Shades and gods and world changing events. It took a long moment before the rolling emotions stopped, and he came back to himself. And then he had another thought. He looked to Rozeta, saying, “Ah. Shit. You said he was neutral. Not that he wasn’t evil.”

Rozeta said, “My own definition of evil is rather subjective. It has to be, for magic must remain neutral in all ways, and at all times. But Quilatalap… Quilatalap never hurts others when he has a choice, and he almost always has a choice. That is rather ‘not-evil’, for many definitions of such.”

“But there’s a caveat to all that,” Erick said, reading between the lines.

“Quilatalap has done just as many horrible things and just as many wondrous, great things, as anyone else his age. If we were still in the Old Cosmology, he might have been leading a school these days, teaching the young and raising up the mages of tomorrow to help Koyabez keep his parts of the universe more stable. More peaceful.

“Necromancy…” Rozeta got a far-off look in her eyes, and her voice turned distant. “Necromancy used to help the Peacekeepers of Koyabez enter the dangerous territories of warring factions, to calm the wars and help who ever they could help, for if they died, they would just come back and try again. Not many people were able to accomplish this level of necromancy, and we were lucky Quilatalap was there on Veird at the time of the Sundering. We would have never survived that event if it wasn’t for people like him.

“After the Sundering, necromancy would have been viewed the same on Veird, if not for the destruction of the Halves, and the creation of the Orcols.

“In the beginning of the Script, there was no magic. The mortals of this world had to create it themselves. Quilatalap created necromancy, and everything was going… Not well. But we survived, and that’s what was important. And then the Old Demons murdered all Halves. We tried to fix that, and we did, for a certain understanding of ‘fix’. 

“This fix created the Orcols, and inflicted them with the Rage. Quilatalap was no different in this regard. For the first time in his life, that peaceful man joined a war. He joined The War, where the newly-created Orcols unified under the Rage, and attempted to kill everyone else. His necromancy made them unstoppable, and if it weren’t for Aloethag becoming who she became, draining the orcols of their Rage, then we would have all died, not 35 years out from surviving the Sundering.

“Quilatalap's creation of necromancy and his actions in that time of war ran him afoul of many, many parties, and those wounds have never healed. Angels and demons both hate him. That man has enemies the world over. If he wasn’t in Ar’Kendrithyst, someone would track him down and kill him. The Interfaith Church has been trying to assassinate him for a millennium.”

The goddess’s calm voice, as well as the passing of time, and her words, brought Erick a bit of solace. A bit more to himself, as the storm of ideas inside his head calmed to something less forceful. 

Erick said, “You’re trying to get me to talk to him. To confide in him.”

“I am. That is correct.” Rozeta said, “You two are rather similar. He gifted necromancy to the Script. You gave Particle Magic. His war is long over, and he’s been trying to survive the aftermath all this time. Your war is just beginning.” 

Erick felt a little bit of his manic episode pass, as he said, “I might have made Particle Magic, but I have nothing else to give. You said I didn’t have to be involved.”

“And you don’t.” Rozeta continued, “But the Shades are trying to make you involved so that they can leverage the controls they already have over you in order to force you to be involved, in order to gain control over worlds yet to come.” She paused, then said, “I see you understand.”

“Now that you’ve pointed it out. Sure.” With that thought, Erick felt a certain kind of full-calmness spread throughout his body, as he knew now what he had to do. With that feeling, came a thought. “Ah. Did I just acclimate? I think I did. But… What are these Stats going to do to me? Short term and long term?”

“Don’t trust any of these new Stats, Erick. They all have diminishing returns. They’re not as powerful as the originals. 81 Constitution does not meant 81 percent damage reduction, and even with the other defensive skills out there, like [Defend], you might still take 25 percent of the damage you would have taken.” She stressed, “But a quarter of a million damage is still more than enough to end you. Do not get cocky.”

Erick followed the logic, saying, “And 81 Intelligence doesn’t mean free spells.” 

“Correct. There is always a cost to mag—” Rozeta suddenly frowned. She looked past Erick.

Erick turned. 

The blot in the sky was darker, and expanding. 

Melemizargo’s voice carried, but it was softer than usual, “We could work on all of that, Rozeta. Make these new Stats something coherent with a new Script. One we can put on other planets out there.”

Rozeta sighed. “We’re not talking.” Suddenly, with a tone Erick knew all too well, that Jane had used on him when he had fucked up, Rozeta spoke past Erick, her voice light, like a lure waiting to capture and drag the object of her ire down into the depths of her displeasure, “We will not talk until at least a decade has passed, and your actions haven’t doomed us all in the meantime. So if you could: go away, now.”

Clouds shifted. 

Erick’s cloud flowed away, through the blue, as Rozeta’s cloud broke from his, flowing off into the distance, to where the blue sky met the black void. White stars glowed in those depths, but two of those stars were larger than most; they were eyes. Melemizargo, in all his dragon form, hid in that void, like a nebula rarely seen except in the brightest artistic interpretations of the night sky. Erick blinked, and Rozeta was a dragon, sinuous and white-iridescent, coiling through the endless blue sky. 

Melemizargo spoke to his daughter, “We can—”

Rozeta spoke to her father, “We cannot. Because—”

They spoke fast, in words Erick barely caught.

“— well how—”

“A night of—”

“—can I—”

“Centuries! Yes!”

Melemizargo recoiled, “But I—” 

The two gods had been talking for less than a second, and also for hours. Rozeta jolted. She turned to Erick. Her voice slowed to a human-level of speed, saying, “The Shades barely answer to my father. Don’t trust his word to keep you safe.”

Melemizargo frowned, then turned to Erick, saying, “She’s right. She shouldn’t be correct in this, but she is, and I would be blind to not see this truth. I cannot protect you from them, and I cannot protect them from you. But please, know this: Some of them are salvageable. Don’t kill too many if you can help it. I would be most appreciative if you could save whoever you can save.”

“Oh?!” Rozeta reared back, and glared at the Darkness in the sky. With an entirely new level of sarcasm in her voice, she said, “Will you actually abide by the divine mandate to let mortals handle mortals? To guide with words and help, instead of clawing and Wizarding your way through your problems? Or maybe you’re only doing this right now because it is convenient for you to use MY HOLY COMMUNION with Erick to get what YOU WANT, in an attempt to show yourself to be more reasonable than ever before?” With the voice of a goddess, Rozeta demanded, “Is that your plot?!”

Melemizargo retorted with the voice of a sorry father, “No! I am just being honest with him because that is the right thing to—”

“Don’t you dare start talking about the right thing—”

Erick dropped out of the clouds as two gods began arguing again.

- - - -

Erick opened his eyes. 

He was still on the grass above the music, above the party. Erick knew this, even before he moved his head, or checked the eyes of his Ophiel. Though, upon checking on his Ophiel, he noticed quite a few things happening all at once, all around him. He filed away those interactions for later, but he kept in mind Bulgan, smiling like he had won a great victory, and Tania sighing, like she had lost something important, and Fallopolis and Priestess, both beside themselves with worry. And then the emotions of those four shifted, as Erick stirred awake. Bulgan frowned. Tania’s face became a mask of composed perfection. Fallopolis almost went to Erick, but she held herself back by the accusing gazes of every other Shade. 

Barely a second has passed since Erick came back to himself, and yet, it felt like a minute had passed.

… He might have technically acclimated to these True All-Stat rings, but Perception and Intelligence, in particular, were going to take some time. People weren’t meant to notice the whorls of air in their sight, or the dark grubs burying themselves in the dirt, or the perspiration on the necks of all the servers downstairs, and upon some of the Shades. Everyone was on edge—

No. Wait. Some people weren’t on edge at all.

Ah. Those were the crazy ones, weren’t they. The ones that were truly beyond hope of normal interactions with society. They were the ones that saw prey all around them, and were so used to getting what they wanted, that they didn’t know that the world was changing out from under their feet. They didn’t know their god had abandoned them.

Erick had not yet gotten up, or done anything to lift himself from the soft, grassy ground. He still looked to Tania, though, but with Ophiels’ eyes. The Champion of Melemizargo was the key person in this gathering of 29 Shades. The woman was tense; her face was a mask, but—

And then Tania proved that she was not to be underestimated. She sensed Erick’s eyes upon her, either through her spiders sitting all around, or through some other way. Erick couldn’t understand her at all. Something had shifted. And then Erick recognized the change. She was in her shadowform. She had put up her total defenses. She had prepared herself against Erick. Because… Because… 

Because she knew that Melemizargo had abandoned them!

Holy shit! She knew that the vast majority of their current Clergy were all dead Shades walking, and as soon as most of them were dead, the rest would follow, because civilization had had enough of them, and if they couldn’t defend themselves, then it was time to get rid of them all.

And with that realization, another shattering thought came down the line:

No one else knew of that abandonment. Tania was the only Shade in the know. If the full Clergy had known, they would go rampant and out of control and that would be the final straw and Melemizargo could officially declare a purge of his own Clergy. Either his current Clergy would die to themselves, and then the world, or they would die to Melemizargo himself. But they would all die, sooner, rather than later.

That Dark god probably had other people lined up, ready to take on the positions the Shades around him had filled, ready to become Shades themselves. 

And even if he didn’t, Melemizargo could probably survive for a long time without his people, without his worshiping base. Decades were certainly possible. Centuries were probable. He was a god with a physical body, after all. 

Aloethag, the goddess of Beauty and Brutality, back when she was simply Aloeth, the goddess of Beauty and the elves, had survived for a long time without her elves. All the elves had died within years of coming to Veird, after the Sundering, but Aloethag managed to survive for decades. She even survived till after the Deaths of all Halves, and after the Orcol Wars, when she then took over the Rage of the Orcols for her own benefit. That event was 35 years Post Sundering. 

Melemizargo’s plan was to kill his entire Clergy. Maybe the Dark Dragon or others would save a few, but most would die. He had even said to Erick that he would appreciate the saving of a few good ones. But. 

Did Erick want to save a few Shades?

Oh. Wow. 

No.

No he did not. 

Two seconds had passed since Erick awoke.

A brief thought came. Erick could open with an Aurified [Vivid Gloom], killing lots of the Shades all around him. His own sunform was off since he had gone unconscious and lost those spells. But he could survive a moment of [Vivid Gloom], maybe.

But. No.

Erick had lost his opportunity for murder, and he wasn’t prepared to cause that murder, anyway. As that thought occurred, he was glad that he had lost that chance. The Shades were an extinct people, they just didn’t know it yet. A moment of clarity slammed into Erick’s mind like a freight truck: was that extinction fate a good thing, or a bad thing? Personally, Erick didn’t want to help that fate to happen. Intellectually, if that death occurred really fast, then the world could move on, and there wouldn’t be a city of Archmages tearing itself and the rest of the world apart in their death throes. 

Ah. That was why Goldie and Tania and others had okayed the murders of Shades at the party. 

Usually, there was violence every year, but this year it was deadly violence with a purpose, and with a cover. Tania acted like the problematic Shades were problems to be dealt with, but she turned around and said that the vast majority of Shades were okay. 

But. No. She was thinning the herd to prepare for a full culling, all the way down to 3 or 4 Shades, who could then go into hiding and reemerge after a suitably long time, after Melemizargo reintroduced his Shades into this universe. Tania was walking a tightrope across a chasm of death-by-Shades, or death-by-all-the-rest-of-the-world.

Fallopolis broke Erick from his reverie, asking, “Are you… Are you okay, dear?”

Erick was still on the ground. Five seconds had passed since he awoke. 

He spoke to the sky, “I think so.” He sat up. He looked around, at the dead people staring at him; none of them aware that their executions were just a matter of time and place and circumstance away. He said to Fallopolis, “I’m feeling great.” He stood up, and standing was as simple as desiring it. Before his Dexterity, any movement at all would have taken some effort; some drain on his seemingly endless Health resources. But now… 

His body had gone through a shift, like when he gained Rozeta’s Boon of Recovery. This, now, was not just a younger body, like it was back then. Erick felt… He felt naturally limber. If he wanted, he could fall upon his hand, and do a slow-motion cartwheel. But now was not the time for that. 

He put on a smile, and spoke to the crowd, “So that was interesting! Sorry for worrying everyone. I’m fine. Got all the Stats unlocked, though. That’s a thing that can be done, apparently.” He instantly canceled the maskward in the air in front of him. “But I see some of you plotting to make your own, so that’s not going to happen without my permission.”

Lapis, still standing nearer than most, switched from visible anger, to quietly questioning what she was seeing. The transition of emotion was so smooth and so barely-there, that Erick would have never have caught it, if he was his old self. She was going to try and get him to help her, somehow. What were her goals, though? Erick didn’t know enough about her, but he probably would, when this was all over.

Lapis said, “I’ve already gifted you some knowledge. That should buy me some returns—”

Priestess spoke up, “No one is getting anything from Erick. Shoo! All of you. Lapis. No.”

Lapis said to Erick, “We can talk later.”

“He’s given us enough.” Priestess stared at Lapis with starbright eye sockets. “You’re done here.” She fluttered her bone hands forward, at everyone, saying, “Everyone, leave. Back to the party.”

Before anyone could depart, or move, or make their intentions known, Bulgan spoke, “I want to know if he’s still human.”

Everyone paused. 

Erick casually turned to the man who had tried to kill him several times over. “There is a question mark there, upon my Status.” He turned on his [Greater Lightwalk], but kept the activation barely visible, and just inside his shoes, at the moment. It wouldn’t be enough to protect him from Bulgan; not without [Lodestar], too. But maybe he could run away if things turned ugly. Erick asked his own loaded question of Bulgan, “Do you feel you are a benefit to the Clergy?”

Bulgan said, “I think everyone here can see the benefit of having one of us specifically tailored to take you down.”

The crowd agreed with him, though no one said anything, they spoke volumes with their bodies, and their slight turns of head, and in the tensions in their shoulders. Erick saw it all, with the Ophiel all around. Now was not the time for a confrontation. Erick would lose, and he would lose hard.

Erick said, “Quite reason… able...” He had an idea. He thought it over for a hot three seconds, then decided to let it out there. “So. I’d like to offer my help to any Shade who wants it! The only caveats are that you’ve got to be trying to make the world a better place for all involved, and then I will help you in those endeavors.” He looked around, “I’m sure none of you are truly bad people. You’re just misunderstood. Your power has given you too many advantages and thus you see others as less than sapient—”

A woman Shade wearing clouds for a dress and a disgusted look upon her face stepped away in a flash of shadows. Three more rapidly followed.

Erick continued, undaunted, “All you have to do is tell me about all of your current projects and then I can come with you to verify your projects and we can talk about—”

Five more Shades stepped away. Then seven more departed the field. Erick heard a muttered, ‘No thanks.’

Erick continued, “And we can solve some problems! Make the world a better place! Turn the Crystal Forest into real forests! Hunt down and end the Moon Reacher threat! No one likes those guys, am I right? Maybe we could even work to end the Quiet War, once and for all—”

More Shades left. Soon, almost all of them were gone. 

Bulgan, Tania, Priestess, and Fallopolis remained. 

Erick said, “Ah. Well. No takers, then.”

Priestess happily said, “Don’t worry about them. They’ll come around, eventually. I am happy to see you want to become involved, though. That is a welcome change. What was the cause, do you think?”

Erick snorted, “Well that’s a loaded question.” 

“It is.” Priestess said, “But please answer, anyway.”

“Intelligence has got me thinking it’s easier to work with the systems already in place then to try and cull them from existence.”

Priestess seemed to withhold judgment, as she spoke in an even-tone, saying, “I hope that is true. I like you Erick. I like who you are, as a person. But you have been poisoned by civilization into seeing the Shades as evil incarnate. And we are not. Not anymore.” She added, “You speak of culling, but we have already done this much today. The true work begins now, and it won’t be as easy as murdering the murderers. The flock must be brought to heel, and we must heal the damage we have done. I hope you speak true words about helping Erick, for I can give you many ways to help our Clergy, if you are willing.”

Erick spoke what may or may not have been a lie, “I can help with that.”

Priestess nodded, and sighed a happy sigh. She said, “Good. But we can delay that for a day. You are acclimating, and there is a Feast to be had. See you later, Erick.” She floated away. 

Erick bid Priestess farewell, then turned to Tania. 

The Champion of Melemizargo regarded Erick, then asked, “Do you understand the nature of the current crisis?”

“So you would truly call it a crisis?”

“I would.” She spoke, and Erick understood the meaning behind her words, “But make no mistake: It is a crisis for you, and everyone else. I aim to limit the damage, and to rebuild from the wreckage.”

Bulgan’s eyebrows went up, as he whispered to her, “What are you talking about?”

Tania continued, without care for her right-hand man, “What is your aim, Erick?”

“I aim to help those who should be helped.” He said, “I am not beyond forgiveness.”

“I will hold you to that, Erick.” Tania asked, “Do I have to mention any threats?”

“No.” Erick said, “You do not.”

Tania said, “Good.”

She stepped away; her feet blinking black momentarily. Bulgan looked to the right, to where Tania might have gone. Then he looked to Erick. His emotions were unreadable, but he might have been worried; Erick was unsure. Bulgan stepped away without another word. 

Fallopolis whispered into the shadows inside his ear, “I’m ready to start the killing as soon as you are.”

Erick turned to the elderly Shade, who was now sitting on a stone bench of the amphitheater, not three meters from Quilatalap, who had yet to say a single word. The archlich certainly looked concerned, though. His face was in a scrunch, while his lips were in a frown, showing his lower fangs. 

Erick said to Fallopolis, “I seem to have spilled my drink. Party foul, I know. You helped so much to get those other ones, today. I’ll get the next round.”

Fallopolis smiled. “Want some help getting those drinks?”

“Maybe tomorrow.”

Fallopolis nodded. “Tomorrow, then.”

Quilatalap’s frown deepened. He sent to Erick, ‘Oh, please. You’re not being nearly clever enough. Don’t fight them Erick. They’ll kill you. Don’t make me help them against you. Ar’Kendrithyst is the only place that I can live in relative peace.’

Erick told the man, ‘Melemizargo has withdrawn his protection from all the Shades. The Clergy is dying but it doesn’t know it yet. I heard this from the dragon himself.’

Quilatalap startled.

Fallopolis put her fists to her hips, saying, “Unless that’s pillow talk, I want in!”

Erick stared at the pouting Shade. He stared for a long moment. She stared back. Erick looked to Quilatalap, and the orcol nodded. Erick let Fallopolis in on the talk. 

The first Feast ended without further incident, though Fallopolis did spend the rest of the time dancing and laughing at no one in particular. That was odd, but not too odd for her.
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                Erick stood before his bed, under the protections of his [Prismatic Ward], while he had strung ample [Alarm Ward]s throughout the space and also outside, while Ophiels provided the bulk of the early-warning system. The Ophiels inside were quiet, but the ones outside brought a bit of birdsong to an otherwise silent land. He gazed down at the bed and hoped he would actually be able to sleep. Though he had taken another bath to calm down, and that had been rather successful, he was still rather high-strung at the moment, what with everything that had happened, and that promised to happen.

Erick breathed deep, and sat on the bed. The covers went up and over, and Erick’s head hit the pillow. Three half-thoughts later, he was asleep and snoring. 

He woke to the actions of nothing in particular. He jolted upward. For a moment, he panicked, activating [Greater Lightwalk] on the bottom of his bare feet, under the covers. There was nothing in his room except for him. The dense air was still there, too. 

And now that he was not running on fumes and desperation, and everything seemed a mite calmer, his new Perception seemed to help him see the density in the air a lot clearer than before. He was almost tempted to try some meditative techniques to see if he could gain a Mana Sense, like how Teressa had gained while they were at Oceanside. 

Erick’s mind started whirring as he fully woke, and old memories came to him like sudden waves of nostalgia. Things he had forgotten from his childhood. Events he had cherished, then abandoned somewhere along the way, for reasons he could not recall. His mother’s smile. His dad’s hugs. Remembering those was like opening a forgotten gift left under the Christmas Tree. 

For a long moment, Erick sat in bed, and remembered his parents. He had a small cry, which turned to laughter when he remembered the better times. Like Sunday dinners at grandma's, or when mom used to cook. He remembered watching Saturday cartoons with his father and laughing with him. That thought invariably led to remembering trying to watch Saturday cartoons with his own daughter, but the tradition of Saturday cartoons was gone, off the airwaves, by the time Jane was interested in such things. They did have a small tradition of fantasy movies every Saturday when she was small. That lasted two wonderful years, until Jane had gotten old enough that she wanted to spend her weekends with her friends and not with her father. 

He smiled at that. Jane certainly grew up fast. It seemed like one moment he was feeding her formula, and the next she was slaying imaginary bad guys, and then she was fighting real bad guys on Veird, and actually slaying them. Erick had mixed feelings about all that, but he left those to the side. It was daddy’s turn to kill the bad guys now, or at least ensure that they burned to their own evil. It was time to make the world a better place for Jane, like he had always tried to do, but only ever succeeded some of the time. 

Erick got up, and turned on [Lodestar]. Keeping his sunform to his back, and ready to deploy at any moment, he went and got ready for the day. Or was it night? Hard to tell. Rainbow auroras hung in the sky outside the windows and there were no clocks in this roo—

There was a clock in the living room. 

Erick sent an Ophiel to check on the time. There were two clocks out there. Erick had missed the second one. Apparently, it was 8:10 PM,outside-time, but inside Ar’Kendrithyst’s wonky Feast Time, it was a few hours into the third day. Erick had slept more than ten hours. He must have been more tired than he had thought. 

Presentations of Power was supposed to begin today. Each Shade was supposed to prepare something that proved their worth to the Clergy and to Melemizargo. Erick was supposed to present something, too, but these people had been spying on him for a long time. He’d likely be ‘asked’ (forced) to give some sort of presentation on what everyone already knew. 

Well fuck that!

For one bright, shining moment, Erick considered blowing off the rest of Shadow’s Feast. Of stepping off into some other part of Ar’Kendrithyst and telling them all to go fuck themselves. But then he discarded that notion. He had well and goodly decided not to kill any more Shades unless the perfect opportunity presented itself, but Tania was going to kill more. If Erick wasn’t here to see that happen, to see the winds of change coming, he would be caught unaware by the coming storm, and that was unacceptable. 

Sometime soon, the news of the Clergy’s demise would run through Ar’Kendrithyst and everything would start happening, very, very fast. 

So, again, Erick considered running and hiding. But where would he even hide, though?

Oh. Now there’s an idea. If Ar’Kendrithyst was truly sealed… Was it sealed against Shades looking to escape, too? If everything came tumbling down and all the Shades started murdering each other in one great, grand blood bath of magic, would it be contained to Ar’Kendrithyst, for the duration of the Feast?

Erick was glad that he had managed to sleep when he could. He was going to need those ten hours. 

And yet, despite all the danger, there was something entertaining about experiencing history first hand, and having a part to play in that history. Erick briefly imagined himself in the fall of Rome; wearing a toga, and drinking wine, while the city burned, civil war raged, and all his enemies fell to the swords of his other enemies… Or however it was that the fall of Rome went down. Erick was never a history buff. 

He was certainly remembering all of his studies of physics that he had ever looked upon, though. He was remembering a lot. That thought led to another: 

Intelligence was not going to stay like this. None of these new Stats were going to remain. Erick felt too strong. He felt too secure. Even discarding the mental changes, which was enough to get Intelligence nerfed to oblivion, there were the simple numerical changes to mana costs. 

Erick began a small test, there in his temporary bedroom. He had to rearrange the [Prismatic Ward], and create an empty space for himself to cast, but that was easy enough for an Ophiel to do. The two spells he chose were [Ward], because it provided solid results in a confined space, and [Hermetic Shredder], for much the same reasons. 

Ophiel cast the [Hermetic Shredder] for 1200 mana, stringing the spell into five separated lines, and then another 195 lines pushed to the side. Erick did it this way for Ophiel had no spell cost reductions, and what Ophiel cast was what Ophiel got. According to the blue box, those 200 lines each had 200 points of ‘damage capability’ before they broke.

Erick cast the [Ward], spending only 10 mana for a small defensive [Ward]. 

He dismissed his own [Personal Ward], and reached out to touch the first molecular wire. It broke against his skin; the [Defensive Ward] taking a major hit to its stability. Erick had no way to check the viability of the remaining [Ward], but it certainly looked thinner. Checking his Health, he saw no change. 

He touched the second wire, popping the [Ward], and popping the wire. There was not a single blemish upon his finger. He checked his Health, anyway. He was down 2 points. Those two missing points replenished themselves in a regenerating second.

Ah. He recognized a problem. He recognized several problems. Mainly, though, his Constitution was preventing damage, too. 

He could probably still figure out something from all of this, though. He just needed more samples, more casts, and more tests. 

Half an hour later, he had come up with some rough estimations of the power of Intelligence, and Constitution. Like he had initially theorized, both were wildly overpowered. 

That 10 mana he spent on a small defensive [Ward] produced over 300 points of damage soaking. Erick’s [Ward]s only cost 3% of the original costs, meaning that 1 of those initial ten mana was used to create the [Ward] in the first place, but the remaining 9 of those mana went through a (roughly) 33.3 multiplier. 

But that much wasn’t too surprising.

Clarity dropped the initial cost of each [Ward] down to 50% costs, and with Favoring [Ward] that cost dropped another 25% off, but then there was also the Class Ability for a 10% Spell Cost Reduction. Force Savant also dropped the cost of [Ward] another few percentage points, for a final cost, before Intelligence, of 12% of the initial costs. So while 81 Intelligence dropping [Ward] down to 3% of the initial costs seemed rather screwy, and piss-poor of what 81 Intelligence should get you…

Practically all of Erick’s spells were down to 3% or 5% of their initial costs. [Hermetic Shredder] very easily demonstrated the raw power of Intelligence, because Erick could just count the wires and calculate his bonus that way.

 




	
Hermetic Shredder, instant, medium range, 1000 mana + Variable

A Variable number of molecular wires stretch through a Variable space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of Variable points of damage before breaking.








 

Erick spent 100 mana on that spell, and got 1500 wires, each worth that many points of damage, before they broke. With a small mental calculation, Erick worked out that [Hermetic Shredder] was working off of a 4% mana cost multiplier. 

So. 

Intelligence was way too powerful. This was getting changed, for sure. Erick saw that coming down the line. But that was fine. Shades shouldn’t get nice things. Erick could even forgo this bonus, and quite frankly, he kinda wanted to be rid of it right now. His mind strained with desires to go out there and rewrite the world in his own image, and that was not a nice thought. Still...

Still, he was going to abuse this as much as he possibly could, while he could. He was going to LEARN ALL THE THINGS and MAKE ALL THE MAGIC. Erick practically trembled at the thought of entering a library! A real library. With real magic books! 

“OH!” Erick smiled. “The Librarian already gave me a book. Where was it...”

Erick searched for his book. He found it. ‘Defined Barriers’. It was a small, white book, supposedly penned 1200 years ago. He opened it. 

Twenty minutes later, it was read. The book was helpful in many ways to understand the nature of the ‘Domain’ class of spells. Cast Domains, divorced from their caster and set out in the world, like Erick’s [Domain of Light], were weaker than those Domains constantly maintained by the caster. Those kinds were effectively dead wills imposed upon the mana. They were called ‘Domains’, and they were; technically. But active Domains, like Erick’s [Lodestar], were the pinnacle of the art. Active, well-honed Domains could be used against other active Domains in a battle of Willpower and Mana reserves. Smaller, harder, and heavily surveilled and secured Domains were better than larger, less-secure Domains.

The book even outlined how to use Domains and Elemental Body spells together to affect a greater working than the two could separately. Erick already knew this from his own experiments with his ‘sunform’, but it was nice to see it all spelled out on paper, and to see a few ideas on that paper that he had yet to discover in his own workings. 

After Erick read the whole thing, he suspected that he could tear through any ‘dead Domain’ with his own sunform. ‘Defined Barriers’ was a great, little source of knowledge. The only problems with this knowledge, were that the Librarian had given Erick this book, which meant that she knew what she had given him, which meant she knew all the tricks and tips and magics outlined therein. 

Still some useful ideas, though! All the tips outlined also had counters, though. Erick briefly contemplated a scenario where he had to fight the Librarian. He got into a mental chess game of ‘if she does this then I’ll do that but then she’ll do this’, and so on and so on. He didn’t get far in that chess game. He knew all of his own pieces, but whatever the Librarian was fielding would be new to him. Hopefully they wouldn’t need to fight. The possibility was still something to keep in mind, though. 

Ah. But! One good thing that was not a trap in this book, Erick tried right now. 

Normally, it was impossible to cast tier two magic with an Elemental Body; you could, at most, remake the Basic Tier spells out there, and gain those extra points from those Spell Remake Quests. But with a Domain supplementing your Elemental Body, you can cast pseudo-‘tier two’ spells. You wouldn’t get any blue boxes out of this technique, but you would get the use of those spells, and they would be outside of the global cooldown of the Script.

Erick had already suspected most of that, but it was nice to see it spelled out on paper.

With a flex of his sunform, and a burst of intent, Erick manually cast a [Force Wall] attached to his [Lodestar]. A radiant shield of light burst into the air in front of him, onto the edge of his sunform. Normally, [Force Wall]s were stationary objects. But it was a wall cast in his Domain, and that made all the difference. With a flex of his Domain and his lightform, the shield moved at his command. It bounced around, stable when he wanted it to be, mobile when he wanted it to move. 

Erick calculated throwing a 200 point [Blood Bolt] at his side of the shield, which, by his calculations, should cause over 4,000 points of damage. The Bolt wasn’t ethereal, which meant that it would be blocked, but even if it wasn’t, Erick could take the damage. 

He had already spent 17,000 Mana on his [Personal Ward], and with all his bonuses, the white sheen that slipped over his skin and clothes was a damage barrier worth over a quarter of a million points, if his calculations were correct. 

Erick aimed—

Ah. No. He should be doing this outside, in case he was throwing around too much power and he accidentally broke something. But there was no need to actually go outside, was there? Erick looked to the south, to the window that showed the waterfalls behind the Palace District. With a push of light and the shaping of his auras, Erick remade his shield on the other side of the window. He also had a shooting angle on that shield, from that very same air outside the window.

And since this experimental area was outside… 

Erick aimed a 2000 point [Blood Bolt] at the shield, this time. With that much power behind the Bolt, it should translate into something like 40,000 damage, with all the various reductions he had to mana costs. 

He let the Bolt fly. 

The white Bolt detonated against the shield like a tube of TNT, exploding outward into great, ripping white sparks. But for all that damage, the house was already protected by Erick’s [Prismatic Ward]. The house was fine. The shield was fine. Some of the plants out there were… not exactly fine, but they were okay. Looking over them again, Erick would need to replace some of the ones directly against the house. Those were… Not fine. That area was more crater than wild grasses. 

A sigh sounded at the doorway to his room. Erick had seen the man already, but at his sigh, Erick turned to face the music. Quilatalap stood there, on the other side of the doorway, beyond the dense air of the room, frowning at Erick. 

Erick smiled at the man, saying, “Hello!”

“At least you did it outside.” Quilatalap looked to the window, adding, “For a certain definition of ‘outside’.”

“Yup!” Erick asked, “Are people giving their presentations yet?”

“You’ve still got a few hours. I was setting mine up when your butler and my people alerted me to an explosion here.” 

“Got any places to practice some spells? Or I could just step out of the Brightwater District?” Erick thought for half a second, and decided, “It would be stupid to step too far away, but it could also be smart.”

Quilatalap eyed Erick. “You just gained all that Intelligence, and you’re going to fight, right now? Really?” 

“Sometimes fighting is the smart thing to do.”

“You should take some time and learn some things from all the sources on display, today.” Quilatalap said, “Or, I could teach you some necessary skills before you go out and get yourself ambushed.”

“Oh! Sure!” Erick touched the belt around his waist, saying, “Let me remake this— Oh? Do you want one of these rings?” He held up his hand. “Have you unlocked all the Stats, yet?”

“… You would do this for me?” 

“So you haven’t unlocked them all? That’s weird. Oh. Is it because you don’t want to accidentally become a shadeling? That has to be it. Or is it the danger of altering your Intelligence?” Erick looked away, saying, “This 81 Int is doing a number on my psyche, for sure.” He added, “Oh! But I didn’t turn shadeling, did I? I just got a question mark on my Status. No Shadeling Curse with unlocking them this way! Well isn’t that interesting.” He looked to Quilatalap, and knew he hit the mark with that last one. “It’s that last one, isn’t it?”

Quilatalap grinned. “Maybe.” He lost most of his grin, saying, “Maybe you shouldn’t remake the belt. This Intelligence is doing odd things to you.”

Erick waved that concern away, saying, “I’m remaking the belt, and then I’ll pick up everything you’re putting down. I’m eager for a lesson, teach!”

Quilatalap gave a small, nervous laugh. “Sure. Let’s talk. Come out when you’re ready.” 

Quilatalap walked away from the doorway, while Erick sat down on his bed and took out some supplies from his bag. 

Ten minutes later, Erick had crafted a second, 3-sphere, Deep Sky Silver belt, just like the first, but this one was a true All-Stat magical item. He also made a ring for Quilatalap. The orcol would probably have to wear it like an earring, or something, but that would likely still work. 

Erick strapped the belt around his waist. The world shifted just a little bit more into focus. It was not the shift that had occurred yesterday, when Erick gained Perception, and he could count the threads on his bedsheets from three feet away, if he wished. It wasn’t like when he gained his Boon of Recovery, and his body shifted younger, and he could count his individual eyelashes in the mirror. It was something lesser, and yet greater at the same time. Like finding a new setting on a television set, or a computer screen, that made the picture just a little bit better.

Diminishing returns, for sure.

Erick felt at home in his body, like he could move however he wished and all would be easy. He felt his mind expand, and all the failed math lessons he had ever had percolated underneath everything else he already knew. He felt safe, as his skin and bones and flesh felt stronger, somehow, in some magical, Constitution way. 

And yet, he recognized the diminishing returns of these untested, False Stats, which were surely going to get nerfed sooner or later. But for now, he was going to use them to get what he wanted, and what he wanted was knowledge.

Erick found Quilatalap in the living room, sitting on one of the couches. He enthusiastically said, “Ready! And: here!” He tossed the man a ring.

Quilatalap caught the ring with magic, holding it suspended in the air. “It’s not a smart thing to throw items around when you’re around people of power.”

“Phhhbtt!” Erick said, “You got a recommendation from a source I trust.”

Did Erick truly trust Rozeta? Ehhhh. The jury was still out on that one. But he trusted her enough, and that meant he trusted Quilatalap enough. For now.

Quilatalap startled at Erick’s words, briefly, then he locked that down, his emotions turned to something deeper. His eyebrows scrunched over narrowing eyes, as he spied the ring in his magical grip. With a flick, the ring vanished; gone, somewhere, to some pocket on his person, no doubt. Quilatalap asked, “Where would you like to start? It all starts as one, then flows into ten thousand variations, but in the end, it’s all the same.”

“You say that, but…” Erick took a seat on the other couch in the living room, asking, “I feel like the height of magic is actually soul magic?”

“No, actually.” Quilatalap said, “There are multiple magics that can each take you very, very far. If you wanted to harm others, I would suggest any of the Elemental Magic branches, or even your own Particle Magic. Soul Magic is mostly defensive. There are very few outright harmful soul spells, for most Soul Magic must first pierce the Shroud in order to affect the person. For this reason, most Soul Magic is directed inward, or along non-living angles. These non-living angles include spells such as ancestor summoning, or non-sentient necromancy, or elemental conjuring. Sapient necromancy and sapient elemental conjuring is an order of magnitude more difficult than the lower versions of those spells, simply because it affects a sapient soul.”

Erick scrunched his face. “I expected more offensive uses. Curses and Blessings and such.” He said, “What you said doesn’t make sense, because everyone I know says it’s the most dangerous out there.” He shook his head, adding, “Let’s begin at the beginning. Defensive spells? Or whatever? Sure.”

Quilatalap smiled. “There are harmful soul spells, and they are some of the worst things that can happen to a person, but those workings are compounds of all that comes before. So, yes; let us begin at the beginning.”

Erick nodded, and listened. 

Quilatalap said, “Back in the beginning, when magic was not constrained to the Script, it was different, but most magics are still the same at their core.

“Magic is possibility. This much is known, and this much is still true to this day.

“But possibility is not the same from one person to the next. Ideas are not the same. Power is not the same. It is here that the Script has flattened much of the nuance of magic, removing variation and creating a coherent whole, accessible to all. 

“But back before the Script, and in a way that remains true against all the more horrible Soul and Mind Magics, but not true in the case of Blood magics, consent is key. You must keep this in mind going forward. Against the worst Soul and Mind magics, consent is needed. But against Blood Magics, consent is not strictly necessary. We are getting a little off track, but some mages will use Blood Magics to fool the biology of a person and guide them into giving consent for the more awful Soul and Mind Magics out there. 

“But back to the basics:

“The first technique I can teach you, that will help you against the stronger, terrible magics out there, is to run the constant thread of ‘No’ in your mind, and direct this feeling out toward everything that might touch you. It sounds simple, but it is not. It will make you cranky. It will make you mean. It will cut you off from the rest of the world. But you can eventually get this thought of ‘no’ into your mind, and you might be able to live a normal life from then on, secure in the idea that you will not be fundamentally changed by some stray attacker you never saw coming.

“Back before the Script, this ability to deny the magics of others from affecting you was the most important part of being a mage. Since magic is possibility, the ability to deny possibility is also the ability to automatically [Dispel] all harmful magics. This was the basis for the creation of [Dispel].

“But with the advent of the Script, you can no longer simply ‘disbelieve’ a fireball to the face. You must actively [Dispel] such a thing, using as much force as the original caster put into their belief. 

“And now we come to an example: [Teleport], and [Teleport Other]. What I speak of now, is how you went about making those spells in the first place. Not in the spells as they are in the Script; this is a major difference. 

“It is here, in creating these spells on your own, that you met one of the greatest examples of where magic starts; the beginning of it all.” Quilatalap asked, “Can you give me a run down of how you made those spells, so I can better teach you? All I know is that you have them.”

Erick obliged, giving Quilatalap a short rundown on how [Teleport] and [Teleport Other] happened. He even spoke of [Teleport Monster], because Quilatalap felt it relevant.

When the explanation was over, Quilatalap said, “With [Teleport], you had to have the consent of yourself, or rather, your Ophiel, in order to [Teleport].

"With [Teleport Other], the Myriad Citrus allowed you to move it, so that doesn't count for this discussion.

“With [Teleport Monster], you needed to find the ‘in’, on those Crystal Mimics. They attacked you, and that gave you your ‘in’. From there, you exploited this break in their armor to then encompass the whole mimic, to then have it [Teleport] itself.” Quilatalap asked, “Correct?”

“Correct.”

Quilatalap nodded, then continued, “The break in the armor that was required to enact this [Teleport Monster] is what we call Breaking the Shroud. The Shroud, as we call it, is the normal area of subjective reality around a soul. Finding the break and then breaking it to affect the actual soul inside, is called Breaking the Shroud.

“As an aside, the stronger the Shroud, the harder it is to break. It is the density of the Shroud that determines the categorization of a thing as either object, a monster, or a person. Objects have no Shroud. Monsters are not in control of themselves, and like all insane beasts out there, their Shroud is already heavily compromised. Consider this type of Shroud to be as air, and easily moved around. The Shrouds of sapients is stable, and varies anywhere from air, to water, to rock. We will speak of personal Shrouds at another time when you can actually see them.

“And to that end, I suggest you work on gaining a second technique: you need a mana sense. This is among the most necessary skills that any great mage would have.” Quilatalap added, “But an easy workaround to this requirement would be to gain [Mana Sight]. One of the easier ways to gain that skill is either from one of Tania’s shadow spiders, or from any number of other monsters that have this skill elsewhere in the world. Mana Slimes are perhaps the easiest ones to find, as they go up for auction in Eidolon every now and then for a few million gold. Elsewise, you would need to find an aberrant monster that has accidentally and miraculously developed [Mana Sight]. You would need to be [Polymorph]ed into those monster forms to use those skills, though. So that is the downside to those possibilities. Elsewise, you could work on your mana sense. It might be easier for you now that you have all those new Stats.” Quilatalap eyed him, saying, “You seem to have understood every single thing I have said, and that is slightly disconcerting. Talk to me. You seem like you might be having strange thoughts.”

Erick sat back in his chair, and was, indeed, having strange thoughts. 

Quilatalap watched. 

Erick said, “Okay.” He narrowed his eyes at nothing and no one in particular, saying, “Can I do this ‘no’ with a [Personal Ward]—” A flash of inspiration struck. “Oh. Shit. Can I do that with a [Personal Ward] tied to defense? I’ve never tried to make a [Personal Ward] outside of the normal [Personal Ward]. Oh. Shit. Why haven’t I tried that? I should try that. It should be easy enough to make a ‘[Soul Protecting Personal Ward]’, right?”

“No no no.” Quilatalap interrupted Erick’s minor mental flood, saying, “You would do well not to tie this to a [Ward], for that would mean you would need to cast it, first, and that is not always possible in the heat of the moment. And besides that, if you are tied to ‘no’, then you would automatically decline many things that you would wish to accept. Such as healing magics, or telepathic communications. You must learn how to do this ‘no’ outside of the shortcuts of the Script. It must become second nature, like a quiet voice in your head that you must personally turn off when you wish it turned off. A skill that won’t necessitate the use of a Universal Second of the Script.”

“… That’s going to be such a pain in the ass.”

Quilatalap laughed loud, then he said, “Yes. It is, at first. And then it is not. It’s only truly useful against the most harmful Soul and Mind magics. For example, there’s [Soul Splice], which is a Soul Magic that adds another soul to your own, and mutates the body into a combination of the two. This is how Hollowsaur’s cow-people were created. For Mind Magic, we have [True Domination], which is a permanent [Mind Control] effect.” He thought for a second. He said, “I don’t have an example of that you might have seen. The Mind Mages are rather thorough at keeping that stuff to a minimum out there in the world, and Mind Magic sees little use inside Kendrithyst.” He added, “This technique is useless in most cases. All the lesser spells, such as [Soul Burn] and [Mind Spike] are hard-cast to work no matter what, like that fireball-to-the-face example I gave you earlier.”

“I know of [Mind Spike], but what’s [Soul Burn]?”

“Oh!” Quilatalap smiled, saying, “I can teach you this, but…” He paused. He said, “[Soul Burn] is the beginning of all damaging, offensive Soul Magic. This is not a very deep branch of magic, and if you want to kill someone, almost any kind of magic would be better suited for the task. [Soul Burn] is only useful in that it weakens resistance to other Soul Magics.” Quilatalap handed Erick a blue box.




	
Soul Burn, instant, close range, 50 mana

Disturb the soul of a target, dealing 50 damage. Damage is increased or decreased by the stability of the target’s Shroud. May cause a minor decrease in the stability of the target’s Shroud.








Quilatalap asked, “You can see how [Soul Burn]s can rapidly increase in damage?”

Erick could certainly see that. “It’s a spell that gets more destructive the more a person is struck. That’s impressive.” And then he remembered something. “Oh. My apprentice made a spell that increases firelight damage taken by the target.”

Quilatalap said, “If you had a mana sense, I could show you the actual effects of a [Soul Burn], and you would see that it is not as impressive as it might appear in the Script box. Almost any other spell is stronger if you actually want to hurt someone, and whatever spell you speak of with regard to your apprentice is likely better than [Soul Burn] for the purpose of causing damage. [Soul Burn] only truly works in two scenarios: in long, drawn-out fights, where the target is unaware that they need to say ‘no’, to all outside forces. Or when the target is unaware they are being attacked. In both cases, if they are able to say ‘no’, then [Soul Burn] will do almost nothing. In most fights, most people will instinctively be able to have that ‘no’ going on in the back of their mind, so the second scenario is more likely to work than the first.

“This is why I teach students to first defend against these spells by learning to have that ‘no’ in the back of their minds, always.” Quilatalap said, “That is the most important thing, because without that defense… [Soul Burn] does damage, yes, but it is an easy thing to make a better version of [Soul Burn] that does zero damage and inflicts a much stronger, stacking debuff… Imagine, you’re flying around in Kendrithyst, or you’re at a party, or you’re just inside your house, and you’re being struck from the shadows with this second tier of [Soul Burn] every second. You might barely be able to feel more frightened—

“Ah. That’s another thing. A burned Shroud makes the person feel frightened in a primal, complete sort of way. I forgot to mention that.

“Anyway: Suddenly, your Shroud is gone. It’s all over. You’ve lost, and all you felt was a gradually increasing fear that was as normal as any other fear. But your Shroud is gone, and someone hits you with a [Soul Splice]. You’ll never see your death coming.”

Erick felt a chill.

Quilatalap said, “You understand, now.”

“Yes.” Erick shivered. He asked, “If I gained a mana sense… I could see my own Shroud? Know if I was being attacked in that way?”

“Yes.” Quilatalap said, “This is how you can know if you’re being targeted by Soul Magic.” He added, “I see you worrying, but you should know that the Script has other defenses in place against the more terrible Soul Magics and Mind Magics. Health and [Personal Ward] automatically help resist almost all Soul Magic by automagically keeping your Shroud intact. Health provides less of a defense against Mind Magic, and very, very little against Blood Magic, but against Soul Magic? Health is a great defense. The easiest way to harm someone with Soul Magic is to first grind down their Health and then their Shroud, then strike them with the deadly spells.

“You might be immune to most Soul Magics, just because your heavily inflated Stats gives you a great deal more Health than most mages. Most mages, and Rookies, and most of the population of Veird, have under 600 Health. That much Health is not much of a defense.

“Using a [Soul Burn] against people with that low of Health, will almost always result in the wearing away of the Shroud. It is possible to make a [Soul Burn] work against Juggernauts, too, or other such persons, but you have to get their Health down to low, low numbers first, which is a chore. Those types always have Skills like [Second Wind], to turn their Health Regen per day into per minute, for one minute.” Quilatalap said, “Or they just have a really good healing spell. Or a Healer, on hand.”

While all of that was interesting, and Erick vowed to gain a mana sense as soon as possible, Quilatalap’s mention of ‘Health as a shield’ had Erick frowning. “Really? My [Personal Ward] and Health protect me?”

“Of course they do.” Quilatalap said, “And I see you rethinking that all this talk was useless, if you are able to keep your Health and [Ward] up. Know now, and keep this close, that that sort of thinking will do you a disservice. Those sources of defense are not infallible.” He added, “It is much better to have a ‘no’ defense constantly running. Besides, this ‘no’ defense works after death. Having your soul captured is… It’s not good, Erick.

“Whatever the case, if you develop a mana sense and then only use that to inspect your Shroud every now and then, and you only ever use the ‘no’ defense when you’re around people or when you think you’re in danger, that would be a good enough outcome for some good starter defenses.” Quilatalap said, “Actually, you should only work on one of those, for now. I suggest you attempt to gain a mana sense, and try to see your own Shroud, for it takes more than a mana sense in order to see a Shroud.” Quilatalap asked, “Any questions?”

There were a lot of questions. Erick tried to keep it simple, for now. He remembered all his failed attempts at gaining a mana sense in the past, but, just to be sure he had been taught that correctly, he asked Quilatalap, “How does one gain a mana sense?”

Quilatalap said, “Purposefully using the lower ranks of Meditation allows you to experience the world of your soul. From there, become one with the mana. And then, you need to understand what it is you are seeing. I could go into it in more detail, but that is usually enough for most people, and any more explanation than that usually ends up messing with what comes later. 

“This is the only way to gain a mana sense, and it takes time. There are no tricks to it, but… If this Perception turns out to help you achieve this ‘oneness with the mana’, you let me know, okay? That would be nice to know, going forward.” He stood up, asking, “Are you coming to the presentations? They begin in a few hours, and though I will be occupied for a short while giving my own presentation, we can walk around afterward and poke around at all the other presentations?”

Erick smiled. “I’d like that.” Erick stood up, saying, “I wouldn’t want to miss it.”

“You might be called upon to give a presentation yourself.” Quilatalap said, “You can probably just say ‘no’, if you want.”

He almost made a joke about how he needed to learn to say ‘no’ sooner, but that thought fled as another took hold. He asked, “How many times has my soul been attacked, so far?”

“Eight times that I know of and witnessed myself.” Quilatalap said, “Five of those people who tried it were executed yesterday.”

“… Ah. Okay then.” Erick asked, “Was anything… done to me?”

“Nope. None of the attacks were real attacks. They were probing measures that couldn’t get past your [Personal Ward] or your Health. Also, your Domain is rather tough, though you would do well to learn to keep that around your whole soul, and not just around your heart and your back.” Quilatalap said, “When you gain a mana sense, we can work on transforming your mana sense into a [Soul Sight], and then you can see what I mean regarding your Domain’s more nuanced functions. We can also talk about... Eh. There’s a lot to talk about. But not until you get past that first step.”

“Okay… Ah. Wait. What about this ‘no’ you’re talking about. Would that interfere with the ‘becoming one with the mana’ part of mana sensing?”

“No. They’re different. You can do both at the same time. You’ll understand when you get there.”

Erick had one more question, and he was loath to ask it. But he asked anyway, “What about Fallopolis? Has she tried to attack my soul?”

Quilatalap lied, “Nope.”

- - - -

Erick sat on his bed, in his room, and banished all thoughts of Fallopolis. 

Then he tried to recall everything he had ever heard about mana sense. 

Thoughts came to him like a brush of rain, of talking to Teressa every so often about her [Witness], of what Professor Rue Downs had spoken of back at Oceanside, and of what Ramizi had teased when he revealed that there existed a skill that let him see the world as mana saw the world. 

Mana sense allowed the viewer to see the world as the mana saw it, which was from every single angle, from both inside and outside of both people and objects. That was how Ramizi counted the fingers behind Erick’s back without using any tricks except for his mana sense. A mana sense would almost be like his own [Detect Intent Aura], which he was guided to by Rue Downs. But a mana sense was also capable of letting you gaze into the past, and unlock [Witness], like in the case of Teressa’s own mammoth affinity for that skill. 

Erick smiled a bit, as he understood, now, why those three people had their mana sense. 

Ramizi had it because he was likely delving into forbidden knowledge. He went for an Intelligence fruit as soon as he could, and then kept that Stat, even though he had already agreed with Eduard and Maia to get Intelligence purged from his Status, as soon as the test of that Stat was over. What sort of forbidden knowledge? Erick didn’t rightly know. Ramizi had complained about not being able to reach the deeper Force Magics on his own, and yet Intelligence enabled that to happen. So maybe his whole deal was he thought he needed Intelligence to progress as a mage. And maybe he did.

Rue Downs was an Underworld incani. Her familiarity with mana sense was likely exactly as she needed it to be; an extra sense when sight failed down in the deep dark. She had spoken of Underworld inhabitants gouging out the eyes of their children to help them gain a mana sense, and maybe that’s what had been done to Rue. There were too many other variables around the woman for Erick to make a guess about any other possible motives at gaining such a skill. 

Knowing what Erick now knew about mana sense allowing a person to inspect their own soul for damage… 

Teressa had wanted mana sense to be able to defend herself from the darker magics out there, so that she would never again be subjected to the horror of having everyone she loved killed and then transformed into abominations to then harry her through illusions, while she was forced to kill each and every one. Even just surviving that terribleness ended with the Witch going after Teressa’s whole tribe, to do the same thing to them that she had done to Teressa. 

There was no doubt in Erick’s mind that a properly honed mana sense could negate many illusion magics, or at least such a sense would allow the practitioner to recognize illusions for what they were.

Erick banished his new revelations regarding acquaintances and friends, and focused on the steps to gaining a mana sense. He had read some books and passages in various books on the subject, but all of them had given the same steps to mana sense acquisition that Professor Rue Downs had given. 

Step zero: Rid yourself of all magical items and effects, and put yourself in a place where there are no influences upon you, save for the mana all around you.

Erick failed step zero, and there was no way to succeed on this matter; he was not about to abandon all of his defenses, while he was here, in this place. But step zero might not truly matter, for Teressa had gained her mana sense while she was inside Erick’s [Prismatic Ward]. She had compared the feat to lifting heavy weights. Erick could probably lift some very heavy weights right now, so: Moving right along.

Step one: clear the mind of all thought.

… Okay. Step one might be difficult.

Moving right along!

Step two: become one with the mana, and see the world around you. Step three was making sense of the new sightless senses granted by step two. Step four was expanding on the understandings of those new ways of seeing until your skill got large enough that you could see outside of yourself, and both into the past and into the future. Teressa’s [Witness] saw into the past. But people like Krakina Kali, the Weather Witch, and her granddaughter, Ikawa Kali, could attune their mana sense to see slightly into the future. 

Too bad Erick was stuck way back on step zero. 

Maybe this wouldn’t go as smoothly as he wished. 

He still tried, though. He gazed out at the room around him, checking on various corners and outside with various Ophiel, before finally deciding that he had seen enough; he wasn’t in danger at this particular moment. And then he Meditated, using the lowest rank of the Skill, divorcing himself from his body for a brief time. Everything became darkness. Everything became nothing. And there he was, somehow, in the center of it all, with his body beyond him, and only his mind to keep him company.
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                    Patrons have 120, End of Book 4. 

As far as the plan goes for between now and Book 5: I'm going to keep Patreon 6 chapters ahead. They haven't gotten the start of Book 5 yet, because I haven't written it, because various medical things happened recently and threw a wrench into the works. Whenever Book 5 happens, there will be a pause in RR releases so that Patreon retakes is +6 chapter lead. That pause will be maybe 2 weeks. Maybe 3. I'll let everyone here how it will happen when it happens. 
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                Meditation didn’t actually increase ones Mana Regen; it just opened one up to the mana—

No no. Go away, stray thought.

Stray cats. Erick wanted a cat. That was the reason he started making his first [Familiar] in that direction, but cats were all murder machines, and this was even more true on Veird than on Earth—

Stop that, mind. Focus on nothing. 

Nothing. The void. The Void? One of Sirocco Zago’s cat [Familiar]s was named Void.

No. Stop that.

Now what were Erick’s ‘shadow magics’ doing when he tried to cast [Shadow Bolt]? Was he fucking up that understanding with Void? Or was that the nascent outcome of his own Wizardly Path manifesting—

Nope. You can flow away on the breeze, too—

OH! There’s a breeze!

Ah. Now it’s gone. 

Hmm. Becoming one with the wind. Now there’s a thought. Might as well go for it. 

Erick breathed in, and in the dark division of Meditation, where body and mind were no longer strictly connected, he recognized his breath. He saw his lungs move under an illuminated breeze. And then it was gone. But yet… 

He felt every whorl, every flutter, every brush of mana. That mana came into him, and then left through his skin. 

His skin! He could see his skin— 

Oh. No. Gone again. 

Erick breathed out, and he pushed those whorls away. 

A spark caught in his chest. A drop of light in the darkness all around. Erick saw his heart beat and felt a sense of hope, but then the light died, and darkness returned. 

Too much thinking. That was his current problem. Thoughts were not necessary in this initial process. The only thing that mattered was the experience; being in the moment, and letting the moment shine. 

A spark took hold. Erick breathed deep. The spark turned into a light, dim and small; an ember in the endless sea of darkness all around. But it was him. It was a part of him, anyway. 

Erick knew this, somehow. He saw with this spark. Erick relaxed into the spark. 

And the spark grew. 

A sudden flash, concentrated stadium lights turning on! Light encompassed his entire body, and nothing else. 

He saw himself from the inside out. Blood vessels like roots and branches all throughout. Heart pumping. Bones resting. Brain pulsing with electricity. He watched as breath flowed into his lungs, to brighten the whole. He watched mana flow from his skin, out into the world, sending out streamers of illumination into his surroundings, like glowing inkstains that caught on nothing and everything all at once. 

And that’s what mana was. Nothing and everything, all at once. There was no ground. There was no sky. There was no person or object; not to mana. All was the same. It only looked different to fleshy people, but to mana, it was all just a part of the Greater Whole. 

Erick opened his eyes without opening his eyes. He breathed in a storm without breathing in a storm. He exhaled an ocean of illumination, without doing any such thing. He became a part of the whole, there, on his bed, in the middle of Quilatalap’s house. He was a small part, compartmentalized to his few rooms of dense air and a little ways beyond, but it was still a lot, and his vision was still growing, as he understood more and more, and became part of the Greater Whole.

He saw himself smile, but he was separate from his body, by just a little bit. Enough to matter. Enough to understand. Whatever [Mana Sight] was, from Jane’s shadow spider, it had nothing on this. This was like viewing the world through his sunform, but even that paled in comparison to this real mana sense. 

For [Greater Lightwalk] just couldn’t capture the sense of wind whirling at the littlest movement, or the warmth of the body, or the solidity of the ground below the house, or the moisture on the air above. 

Erick looked to himself, and saw a brightness upon his body that had nothing to do with any physical medium. It might have been his soul. Or maybe it was something else. Whatever that particular glow was, it demanded more experimental data before he started drawing conclusions upon what he was seeing. 

With a sense of dissonance, but with a willpower strong enough to ride it out, Erick used his fleshy voice to call out to Violet, his butler for while he was here at the Palace District. In moments, the incani woman appeared at his doorway, and spoke to him asking what he wanted, while at the same time, she looked him over, and kept down the panic happening in the back of her mind. Erick heard her words, certainly, but those words were again similar to the difference between seeing the world through his sunform, versus this new mana sense. Words paled in comparison to actually seeing someone, inside and out, while they were talking. 

And he saw her, alright. Not too deep, though, for her Health and her soul, perhaps, kept him out of most of her. But there was more to it than that. Her body glowed with a layered density of spellwork. Something was active in her muscles and all of her sensing body parts, such as her eyes and her skin. But there was also another layer of defenses just atop her skin. That last one was a similar glow to Erick’s own [Personal Ward]; he matched that spell up to his rather easily, and if he were to guess, her body spell was probably [Hunter’s Instincts], or something similar. She also had pools of shadow mana active all over her self. [Shadowalk]; had to be. 

But there was something else to her, that Erick noticed that he had, too: A density, just atop her skin. Erick held a similar density atop his own skin. Violet’s density was slightly stretched into the shadowy mana at her feet, and wasn’t that interesting!

Erick activated his own lightform, and sure enough, he saw what had to be his ‘soul’ shift toward his new aura, exactly in the way that Violet’s own aura shifted into her shadowy magics. Elemental Forms were shortcuts to aura-work, which itself seemed a shortcut to soul manipulation. So you cast spells with your soul, then? 

Ah. No. That was too reductive. 

The soul was the self. 

The self manipulated the aura to manipulate the mana to cast the spells. 

Aura control or Elemental Form control was what made the spells. 

The difference was thus: When baking a cake without magic, you did not use your mind to move ingredients into bowls and then into pans and then into the oven. You used your mind to move your body to do all of that lifting and sorting. Souls on their own couldn’t do jack shit. Souls inside bodies could do everything. 

Conversely, being reduced to a soul without a body meant that you couldn't do anything. 

Which… Of course that was true. Duh. 

Violet said something else, and Erick responded with words that said he was fine. He was fine. But Violet did not seem to believe this. She said something about the time in order to get him to drop his mana sense. Erick still had loads of time, and he told her so, but there was no need to make her worry, after all, it was her current job to worry over him, and it could be possibly that Queen would not be pleased if Erick was hurt on Violet’s watch. Or maybe it was more that Queen wouldn’t be pleased if it came back on her that Erick had been hurt while under her ‘protection’.

Erick told Violet that he would be done soon; he just wanted to mess around with time a bit.

Violet was understandably worried, but she stepped away anyway.

Now, how to do this? Erick thought for a moment, then took the plunge in the most obvious way: tracing the mana to where it had been in its previous moments. 

The world split, as though Erick had crossed his eyes. One set of perception remained with him. The other moved into the past, to where the mana had been in the previous moments. Perception split again, into a broken kaleidoscope of happenstance and never-happened. Violet spoke. But yet, Violet yelled. And yet, Quilatalap showed up instead. Or no. Fallopolis showed up, and congratulated Erick on his accomplishment. Or, not that either. 

Erick faced himself, standing in front of himself. The second Erick was a spot of calm certainty in the center of a broken continuum of possibility; an anchor, a solidity—

Oh.

“Oh,” Erick’s voice reverberated the world, and yet only himself. “Hello, Phagar. You’re here, then?”

Phagar’s voice calmed the world, or maybe just Erick, “I’m always here.”

“That would be appropriate for the End to always be nearby, and yet just out of sight.” He asked, “Are my eyes really that white these days?”

Phagar gave a tiny, knowing grin, as his white, white eyes seemed to glow, ever so faintly. “You still have the pupils, but yes, they are.” He said, “I was expecting you to come calling a lot sooner than this.”

“I was unaware that I could contact you like this!” Erick said, in a lighthearted manner.

Phagar sat down at a chair that was not there, until it was. The world stabilized from a shifting kaleidoscope into a solid stained-glass structure. Time stopped, and was yet allowed to happen uninterrupted. The God of the End and Time, said, “I meant that I was expecting a call way before you gained a mana sense. You’ve had a lot of questions bubbling on the stove.”

“Well. Yes.” Erick said, “Truthfully, I didn’t even know what I was going to say the next time we met. Where would I even start? Questions about this plan for sundering souls and accepting Melemizargo’s plans for new worlds? Or perhaps I would ask you about Wizardry? Or Time Magic? Or about Melemizargo trying to claim me as a Shade, or something, but then you went and already had a claim over me? The true cycle of life and death of Veird? The nature of the Infinitesimal Ban as a measure against Wizards? Or how about the Atomic Ban; is that real? Have I been conflating it with the Infinitesimal Ban, and that was just allowed to happen? And— Oh yeah!” Erick had trouble keeping his voice even, as he said, “And what about the Forgotten Campaigns and all that genocide?!”

Phagar held up a hand and rattled off, “Here and now is a good place to start. That plan is decades long before we even start to believe Melemizargo. Ask someone who is not a Shade and who doesn’t kill Wizards on sight; for example, the Headmaster would be a poor choice to ask about Wizardry. Ask me about Time Magic, first, and then we can go from there. That was for your own protection. People are born, creating a new soul in the process of birth, then they live, they die, and the souls move on to wherever they wish, or wherever they do. The Infinitesimal Ban was against Wizards, yes, but there was overlap with Particle Spells; you broke through that slight barrier, though, and probably only because you are a Wizard. The Atomic Ban remains; we put it on after the Atomic Cult came along, but they were never known by that name, and their name has been erased from history. You have been conflating the terms.” With a slightly darker voice, Phagar said, “And you’ll never know what we have done to ensure the survival of this world.”

“… Well. Okay.” Erick thought through Phagar’s various answers, then said, “That was… More succinct than I thought it would be.”

Phagar waved a dismissive hand, saying, “Gods help their followers. I’m not too sure if the ones that originally made you fell out of reality, or whatever happened there, but I and the rest of my kind exist to help those who ask.”

There was a lot to unpack in that tiny statement, and Erick might eventually pursue that line of questioning with other parties, but here and now… “But it’s not that simple.” Erick said, “If it was, then you wouldn’t appear before me. Teressa never mentioned meeting you in this space.”

“Well… We’ve already gone over all the big ideas in your initial flurry of questions. That was my main reason for showing myself.” Phagar said, “But I must correct you on this idea that I have appeared before you. You have it backwards, Erick. You’re the one that journeyed into Time. You stepped into my home.”

“Ah…” Erick frowned. “Is this a problem?”

Phagar laughed a kind laugh. “Not at all. Most accomplished mages and otherwise get to this point sooner or later. Looking costs nothing and changes nothing. It’s not true Time Magic, so I usually let viewers travel however they wish without letting myself be known. But you’re almost my Champion, so it would have been rather rude to not make an appearance when you came along into my space.” Phagar smiled, saying, “Good luck with the [Witness], or whatever other magical sight you desire. You seem skilled enough with that new Perception to go for any of them. [Soul Sight]. [Mana Sight]. [Future Sight].”

Erick said, “Oh. Oh! Oh? Uh.” He inwardly frowned, as he asked, “Are these new Stats getting nerfed?”

“Nerfs? Not exactly. But if Melemizargo becomes involved in magic again, then everything is going to change, Erick.”

“How so?”

“You’ve poked great big holes in the Script with both Particle Magic and these Stat enchantments. You’ve turned small, temporary improvements into necessary, permanent improvements that the powerful will use to subjugate the powerless. Some would call you a prodigy; an example of what anyone should be able to achieve if they begin with enough resources and have enough drive and smarts and good chances. Others would call you the coming ‘normal’.” Phagar said, “That second one scares people.”

Erick imagined people like Bulgan gaining all of these new Stats. He said, “No one should have this level of power. Aren’t you going to remove them when this latest lie of Melemizargo’s is over?”

Phagar sat for a moment, then said, “When we made the Script, we culled most of the higher levels of power that were possible in the Old Cosmology, while giving some of that power to everyone. From our perspective at the time, it was the equivalent of handing everyone a refrigerator and a house and the power to make their small parts of the world a bit better.” He said, “And we succeeded. From your perspective of 8 billion people on a world a quarter of the size of Veird, it might appear that we have failed. It might appear that we could have a much, much larger population, and that we have failed to conquer the natural world as your people once did. But the half a billion people currently living on Veird is still crowded by the metrics of all of our shared, Old Cosmology History. 

“Power is not the problem, Erick. Power has never been the problem. Power in the right hands, is.” Phagar said, “By all metrics, you’ve done well with the power you have created for yourself.”

“… It’s not right.”

“Of course it’s not right. But a just universe is impossible to create, for some will always rise, and some will always fall. So accept that Class Ability for the Quest Board and let us help you make it that much better, or at least point you in the right direction so that you can help where we cannot.” Phagar said, “That is another reason that the gods are here; to help mortals make the world a better place.”

Erick had no response to that. He had the responsibility to use his power correctly, didn’t he? By that same token, he didn’t have any right to complain about abuses of power if he wasn’t willing to do his fair part. He wasn’t some guy just trying to make his own way in the world. He hadn’t been that guy for a long time. He already knew all of that, instinctively, but having it pointed out was something new to consider. 

Phagar said, “I hope you’re prepared to keep this level of power, Erick. You’re probably going to get grandfathered-in to whatever comes next, just like all the people who already have Charisma.”

And that was a whole new problem to land on his plate. Erick said, “That’s disconcerting. You can’t… you can’t fix that?” 

“These new Stats were created by Melemizargo’s power. Their effects are deeper than the Script is capable of fully fixing. Unless you’re willing to deal with the Dark Dragon to have him undo what has been done, then you should accept that you’ve fundamentally shifted who you are.” Phagar said, “All those orcols who came in to Ar’Kendrithyst, and had themselves reverted, are doing well. But all of the people who gained a Stat and then had it removed at a Registrar… They complain of ‘lost limbs’ and phantom pains, for removing a part of the soul always has repercussions.” 

And that brought Erick to his next question. He asked, “Am I even human, anymore?”

“Yes, because that is one of the races recognized by the Script, and that’s how we made it work. But you’re not truly human. Not really.” Phagar said, “Question marks upon the Status happens more often than you would suspect. Blood Magic is the most common cause. The outcomes of this transitional state varies from monsterfication, to automagic stabilization back to the original race, to the creation of a new species.” Phagar waited, as though for Erick to ask a question.

Erick rapidly obliged, “What’s happening to me?”

“A change. A choice. A destiny, I suppose, if you want to call it that. But Time is not a straight line. It curves and changes and transforms based on the smallest of details, and the interactions of impossibly large events occurring well out of sight. I travel those paths, all the time. I know what you could become. But that doesn’t mean I know everything that is possible. Here: let me show you a little of what I have seen:” 

For a moment, Erick saw Phagar, but he also saw the world shift around the god, and his mana sight go wide. A dozen paths into the past and future collided into sweeping vistas of destiny and promise. A million choices made by people well out of Erick’s circle led to a billion outcomes that affected everyone. 

A future filled with green planets, and Earth hanging in the far distance, while spaceships traveled the stars. A future of desolation and deserts, where cities crumbled and oceans dried. A nebula of tree roots and branches. A dozen grandchildren and even more great grandchildren, and dying in a hospital bed far, far away. Collapsing on a battlefield with one hand little more than shards of bone, while the other dug into the chest of a downed man, bursting light out of the man’s ribcage, killing them both. Of making love to the most wonderful woman he had ever met, on a towel, on a private beach, under the night sky while waves lapped in the distance. 

Of holding on tight to a walnut the size of a head, and then releasing that first Seed of the Season into the air, to watch it drift away on the waters of the manasphere, to touch the roof of the world, and pluck off a piece of the whole, to carry What Had Come Before as it journeyed to Elsewhere to bring forth What Will Be. Erick turned, and saw Yggdrasil behind him. The World Tree had grown into a mountain of roots and trunk, topped with another mountain of branches and leaves. Its shade provided homes for hundreds of thousands of lives, while ten thousand seeds hung heavy on its branches. All at once, those seeds released, then carried on the wind and mana, up to the roof of the world, where they too, pushed through the Script, plucking off tiny balloons of power, carrying that power with them as each seed conjured a [Gate], and then floated through. 

Phagar’s voice drew Erick back to the Near Past, as he said, “Nothing is set in antirhine. Everything could change at a moment’s decision. Your future is up to you to decide, and then make whole.”

Erick said, “That last one. With Yggdrasil…”

Phagar said, “One of the larger possibilities. It was a faint, barely-there idea, when you first dropped to Veird. It remained as such until four hours ago, when it became something much, much more solid.” He added, “Still might not happen like that. There are other versions that I left out of the viewing. Viewings where Yggdrasil is made of blood, and tumors released to the air. Fragments where Yggdrasil turned to shadows, and drew Darkness across this universe.”

“… Oh.” Erick stared out at nothing and everything, all at once.

Phagar stood up from his chair saying, “Good luck with Shadow’s Feast, Erick.” 

Erick felt something solidify in his heart and mind. He said, “Thanks for the visit.”

Phagar smiled again as he said, “You’re the one that visited me.”

“Right. You said that… Already...”

The kaleidoscope of the past churned into moving action and never-happeneds, as Phagar vanished into the mana like the turning of a perspective. And then he was gone. Time resumed. 

Erick decided to leave more [Witness]ing to another day. A pulse of intent, a flowing back to himself, a concentrated restriction of vision, and Erick was back in his own body. He gasped. He breathed. He saw out of his own eyes, heard the world with his own ears, and felt the bed under his butt with his own fingers, clutching at the sheets. They were soft, good sheets. 

Violet spoke from past the door, where the dense air prevented her from entering, “Are you well, sir?”

Erick blinked a few times; adjusting. He said, “I’m fine. Thanks for asking.” He hopped off the bed, and glanced to Violet’s feet, where he knew unseen shadows roiled inside her shoes, and under her soles. He still didn’t get Shadow. Maybe he should have asked Phagar about that? Eh. The god said to call him up any time he wanted. But… Erick wanted to figure this part out on his own. He asked Violet, “What does Shadow mean to you?”

Violet briefly flinched, as though physically struck. Her voice was perfectly professional, as she said, “I am unsure what you mean.”

“Don’t worry about it.” He barreled on, trying to compartmentalize all that he had seen, saying, “We got time for breakfast before the presentations, yeah?”

“We do, sir.” Violet stood tall, as she asked, “Do you have any requests? I am here to serve.”

“Scrambled eggs, pancakes, some meat, and some of that coffee I brought with me. Actually!” Erick walked toward the door. Violet moved aside, as Erick said, “I don’t have much of that coffee. I need to copy it, first.” He decided, “And that’s what I’m going to bring if they ask for a presentation.”

Breakfast was good. 

Violet was a great cook. Erick had rarely ever had eggs as good as the ones she made, and while the pancakes were pancakes, the jams and jellies and honey that Violet paired them with turned those pancakes up to 11. The sausage was pretty great, too. Kinda spicy. 

Erick ate while he thought of Laplace’s Demon, determinism, Free Will, and what he had just witnessed with his near-[Witness]. Now that some time had passed, he could honestly say that all of that was interesting stuff! It was beyond nice to know that Free Will was a real and true thing. Maybe Free Will was a high dimension, soul-aspect, kinda thing? Or maybe a time-thing?

It was also interesting to think of time and decisions. 

The ‘present’ that people thought of as the ‘now’, was actually a few hundred milliseconds. People naturally existed over a small slice of temporal displacement. 

Mana Sense provided the ability to see further into the past than was normal, and even into the future, according to Phagar. But it also allowed a person to see the mana, or the soul. Maybe, mana sense was just a step off of causality, and the ability to see the river of time? Mana was ‘liquid’ possibility, after all, and possibilities were endless in the mana. 

Was mana…

Was mana, the drawing down of a higher dimension, into this dimension?

Was the Sundering… The ‘sundering’ of a higher dimension? Was the Old Cosmology actually Vacuum Decay’d, like he had feared? Or perhaps, a narrowing of dimensions, from, like, what, five? Down to three? Four, for gods? Phagar was clearly a fourth dimensional being. Maybe all gods were. 

Eh! Those thoughts were too deep for now. Best shove them aside and focus on current events. With a glance and a listen through the Ophiel around the house, Erick heard and saw people of all sorts moving around the Palace District in groups of three or four, while rainbow streamers were billowing from the tops of certain towers and buildings, here and there, all around the tiered castle city. Those people certainly seemed like students, but they were quieter than any students Erick had ever seen before. Mostly, they kept their eyes forward, and their mouths shut, as they walked down white lines in the road that wound around the whole district, from one rainbow-streamer building to the next.

Erick exited Quilatalap’s house, saying, “You know, I wasn’t expecting a Science Fair when everyone spoke of ‘presentations’.”

Violet closed the door behind them. “I am unsure what you mean, sir.”

“A magic fair? Where people show off the stuff they’ve accomplished that year?” He looked to Violet, saying, “Those exist, don’t they?”

Violet nodded. “Truedark Arcanaeum is having their Graduate Presentations all this week, except for today, when those of the Clergy present some of what they’ve done this year in order to further Melemizargo’s goals for this world.” 

“And they’re presenting to the students? That’s a twist I wasn’t expecting.”

“While the Shades are presenting their projects to the students, the students are here to present themselves to the Clergy. The hope and the plan of many today is to find like minded individuals in order for all to rise to new heights.”

“Ah.” And then Erick had another thought. “Ah, shit. I’m not taking apprentices.”

Violet frowned a little, but she banished that expression as fast as it appeared.

- - - -

Every place where a rainbow streamer lifted from the Palace District, was a presentation. From one presentation to the next, were white lines engraved upon the right sides of the roads of the Palace District. Every place there was a presentation, and upon every line, were people in the black robes of Truedark Arcanaeum. Most of those people were in groups of three or four. Erick had initially suspected the students to be of college age, but with the few Ophiel fluttering around him, and with most silently Handy Aura’ing around in the distance, Erick saw that only half of those students were in their 20s or early 30s. Many were much older. There was more than one heavily wrinkled man or woman among the quietly moving crowds, but none of those individuals wore anything that set them apart from the others; they probably weren’t teachers. 

The students walked on the white lines. Erick left them to that. He took the center of the road, staying out of their way, and not letting them be in his. Some of those students gasped as they saw him. All stopped as he walked by, and though some stopped and bowed, some just stopped in wonder. Some even looked like they were about to open their mouths and speak to him, but a glare from Violet, or a hard grip on a shoulder from someone with them, stopped words from ever leaving their lips. Erick wasn’t a mind reader, but he could tell a lot about what those who almost spoke wanted from him. Some had greed in their eyes, or academic questions left to rot on their lips. Some wanted something special, and were willing to do anything to get what they wanted from him. There were hate-filled eyes, and hate-filled faces. Some were scared. Others tried to act as if nothing special was happening. 

Most, if Erick didn’t have his Perception, he probably would have recognized as just humble people making way for those in power. But he had both a Perception and Intelligence in the 200s, and he couldn’t help but find patterns in the littlest micro expressions. He might have imagined 5% of what he saw, but 95% of it was real, and Erick was surprised at how easy everyone was to read. 

It also helped that he flickered on his mana sense, occasionally as fast as between blinks, seeing the world through a whole new lens, and joining the fluctuations on peoples’ Shrouds to their expressed emotions. He got rather good at verifying emotions, rather fast. That guy was nervous in his core, but outwardly rather composed. That woman was horny as all get-out for Erick, and that emotion showed in her eyes and on her face. That guy over there was similarly horny, but his emotions were directed at anyone he saw, while his whole body was thoroughly filled with terror. 

Erick could relate. 

This was almost mind reading. 

A part of him wondered what Poi would say about all this. A part of him wondered at the hovering ‘almost Shroud’ surrounding each and every Ophiel, but that surrounded none of the various automatons that had been stationed here and there around the Palace. The Shrouds of those students on the street varied from air, to water, to one woman’s impeccable stone. He wondered at his own soul, too, for now that he was familiar with the Shrouds of others, his own Shroud appeared as thick as liquid concrete. 

Erick wondered about a lot of things as he strolled up the road, to where the white line crossed the street. That white line entered a garage-like space with three walls and a roof, and a few scattered tables with glass boxes upon them. People were there, mainly students in front of the tables, looking down in the boxes, but there was also a woman sitting in the back, atop a stool, watching the students like they were thieves. Her eyes only looked away from the fruits under glass and the students gazing upon them when she saw Erick. And then she gasped. The students rapidly recognized Erick behind them, and parted, shoving themselves out of the way, to let him see the uninterrupted sights of the presentation.

It was then that a side of the room turned to a shadowed puddle, and a woman stepped out; a Shade. She was dark-skinned and muscular. She was Lapis, the Shade of Enchantment. She smiled, and then smiled wider, as Erick blinked on his mana sense. Her Shroud was about as solid as his own liquid-concrete Shroud. 

Lapis spoke, “Greetings, Erick! I must say: you have taken remarkably well to those new Stats. A mana sense in a single day, the smarts to use it, and the stability of body and mind to blink it on and off like that, with no ill effects? Remarkable.” She added, “Your own experience is in line with some of my other tests, though. Tell me: do you have a sudden craving for blood or flesh or anything of the sort?”

Erick watched the world with multiple senses and saw when probing bits of shadow tested the edge of his Shroud. He touched the nearest shadowy tendril with his own and gave it a gentle push away, as he said, “Five of the last people to do that got executed, Lapis.”

Students exited the room a quickly as they could.

Lapis smiled, and said, “I was one of those that tested you when you fell, and who was determined to have due cause to test. We had to be sure that you weren’t having a mental and physical breakdown. That’s happened to some people.”

Erick kept his emotions level, and his anger at sapient-testing down to a minimum. “Why do you think I survived?”

“I have many theories regarding these new Stats and the people who get them. But first:” Lapis gestured to the glass boxes on the tables. “Care for an Introduction to New Stats? My assistant was giving this lesson, but I would prefer to do this myself since you’re here.” 

“… Sure. Why not.” 

Lapis turned halfway to her assistant. “Set up for a full display.”

The woman, a short human with darker skin than Lapis and with dark, human eyes, bowed quickly, then said, “Yes, mistress,” as she bustled to the second of the three glass cases. With careful, quick hands, she began pulling out fruits and metals and objects from the case, and setting them up on the table, as she conjured sculptures of light into the air.

Erick had seen the glass cases and their contents well before now, but this was Lapis’s show, so he let her guide him through whatever it was she had done. 

The Shade moved to the first case, in which text sat under glass, next to small drawings. She said, “Here I have detailed the problems of Stats, and the normal ways to increase or decrease them through tainting the aura with a boosting color. Stats and their colors are an artificial construction of mana, you know?”

“Of course they are.”

Lapis gave a small, happy expression. “A rather open-minded perspective. It usually takes a lot of evidence to prove to most people that the Script is wholly artificial.”

“Many things are artificial. The idea of a family. The idea of a community. Just because they are artificial does not mean they are somehow wrong.”

Lapis shrugged, then continued, “Because Stats are artificially constructed from the mana, we can hitch our attempts at enchantment to this artificiality in a few different ways. The first, is to use a like-to-like mana light, boosting the power of the soul by flooding the Aura, and thus the Shroud, with that mana light. This is the normal way to enchant for Stats, and much like you can equip a person with a weapon in order to increase the work a person is capable of doing, this is how you equip the soul with a weapon to thus increase the power of the soul.”

Erick had nothing against her words, except that she was purposefully holding back and that she failed to use words like ‘harmonic’ and ‘lightwaves’, which Erick was sure that she knew. They had been spying on Erick this whole time, after all. 

He also said nothing because he blinked on his own mana sense, and checked his rings and his belt, and yes, there was something there that he hadn’t paid attention to before now. He knew how Stat Enchantments worked, after all. But seeing it was different than reading and poking around with various experiments. 

Lapis moved onto the next glass case, which had been opened, with the drawings and words therein strung out into hanging lightwards that more easily displayed the information. Lapis went through those light sculptures, and took her place in the center of the display, as she spoke, “Our goal was not to equip the soul with a new weapon, but instead to fuse those weapons to the soul, directly; to change a man’s arms into sword-arms, so to speak. We did this by taking certain souls of the correct natural color out of the manasphere with summoning magics, as well as using starter souls from various sources, and turning those people into Stat Fruit bearing trees. When one of those resulting Meatdrops, Blooddrops, Dewdrops, or Oceandrops, was used by a person, what was happening was that the very soul, the very connection to the Script, was being stressed along its foundation. This stress was then filled in by the Script, fundamentally expanding the power of those Stats by one. Some people, with very low starter Stats, sometimes gained two, or even three points in those Stats.” She added, “The Points gifted to users of the Script, those gained by levels or other means, are also capable of doing this, but we are not able to access this functionality of the Script. 

“There is a similar event that happens when someone is at a low Strength but then they eat enough monster meat to gain a point of Strength. That is a much slower method of gaining Strength, but that method was useful to understand in order to exploit the rest of the Script.”

Erick kept his anger in check, but it was getting difficult. This woman… This monster, experimented on people like they didn’t matter. Erick knew this, already. But to hear it again… Erick kept himself from sighing.

Lapis stepped to the third box, saying, “And here is how we created the new Stat Fruits.” She stood before a few different illusions of trees and people. “The hardest part was finding people of the right color magic to start with. We began with a global scouring for those with the dispositions and natural manalights that we wished to pursue. The original thirty resources we discovered ranged from Sanity to Luck to Endurance, to the four we decided upon, and a few others that never came to fruition. From there, we broke those resources with Melemizargo’s help and used those breakings to flow mana in a way it hadn’t moved before, creating Constitution, Dexterity, Charisma, and Intelligence. Recently, though, Charisma was broken again, and shifted into Perception. We tried for Intuition, but that mutated into what it became, and the outcome was acceptable. Perception seems like a great Stat.” 

Erick asked, “And what happened to the original people?”

“They’re trees now. They’re happy. Treant has a whole little court of like-minded tree-people, happily soaking up the sun while their roots dip into the dirt.” Lapis frowned a little, as she put on a false front, saying, “I’m not one of those people who enjoys causing pain and suffering, Erick. Besides! Those people were all horrible people who deserved what they got. Not a single one was worth anything to civilization or their own societies, and now they are.”

“Ah. Well.” Sarcastically, Erick said, “That makes everything better.” A bit more serious, he asked, “How do you know that they were useless people to their own societies?”

Lapis was prepared for this. She said, “Rodel was the primary gatherer for both intel and the people themselves. I don’t know about the majority of the failures of this project, but I know for a fact that our Intelligence guy came from a bandit camp in Nelboor. He had delusions of world conquest, and he killed hundreds of people to rise to the top of his own particular heap of shit. He had a harem of women he abused on the daily.” She gently flapped a hand to the right, saying, “The Shade of Whispers is up the mountain somewhere. He’ll know more about the individuals chosen for the honor of becoming the Stat Trees.”

“Maybe I will speak to him, but right now I’m speaking to you.” Erick asked, “Why was it necessary to harm people to create new magic? To create something new in the Script?”

“Because the Script is strong, Erick. It was made by ten million minor and major powers all weaving their chains together, all focused on controlling our reality, on controlling our lives.” Without malice or subterfuge, Lapis said, “We work with what we have, and what we have is soul magic, blood magic, paths already laid down in the Script, and Melemizargo’s power to turn those paths to new directions in the hopes of escaping this prison.”

Erick listened to that answer, and for the briefest of moments, he put himself in Lapis’s shoes. 

In her eyes, the world was a trap, and the people therein were also trapped with her. There was no escape from this fate, and the strongest tools that existed to break out of this fate were the lives of her fellow prisoners. For a moment, Erick accepted that this was a valid trade off. For a moment, the sacrifice of other people to break out of an endless prison was okay. But just for a moment. 

And then Erick came back to himself. He said, “I hope you have plans to forgo this type of experimentation and harm when new worlds open up to you.”

Lapis lied straight to his face, “Of course.”

He asked one more question, “So what was the purpose of these new Stats?”

“To get the gods to come to the table and debate how to move forward into a new expansionist era, in this New Cosmology.” Lapis said, “It takes a lot to get gods talking. If you want to blame anyone for the horrors unleashed by the Clergy, blame the incompetence of the Interfaith gods and their desire to control us all.” She added, “Personally, I believe that the Sundering was caused by all those falsely vaunted gods, or maybe the Wrought themselves. Melemizargo certainly would never have broken the universe. Even if you take the worst possible view of Our God, it makes no sense that he would seek to Sunder his own power.”

“… Thanks for the presentation.”

“Any time, Erick.” Lapis said, “If you wish to talk about other forms of enchanting, let me know. My assistant will be here all day. Or you could come around to Truedark; I have office hours most afternoons over there.”

Erick left the presentation booth. 

- - - -

The next presentation was for how the Shade of Monsters, who never showed, had created a new breed of slime that mimicked normal sewer slimes and yet was four times stronger than usual. Those new slimes had been seeded in thirty different smaller towns and larger cities throughout continental Nelboor. They had gone on to kill somewhere between 100 to 700 Rookies. The only problem with the new breed of slimes was that they did not transform into very good oozes. They were only about half as strong as any normal ooze of the same variety. But that didn’t really matter. They had been wiped out three months after introduction, in an unusual act of cooperation between the warring city-states of that war torn continent. 

The man who presented this information to Erick really drummed up the acts of cooperation that came about from the Shade’s slimes.

- - - -

One presentation was empty. 

The person in the middle of that space told anyone who came that, “The Shade of Enlightenment has grand plans for the coming years, and cannot divulge any secrets at this time.”

- - - -

In one well-attended room, Erick found a dozen people all reading from huge chalkboards that had been set into the walls. Notes adorned those chalkboards. Notes on atoms, and the molecular makeup of water, and a large number of other things Erick had spoken to others in confidence…

Just… 

All out there.

Hanging in the open. 

Erick left.

He hadn’t noticed anything on those chalkboards about light, though. For a moment, he was hopeful that they didn’t know any of that. But then that moment passed. They knew about light. Why not display those private talks with Kiri? Why not expose all of what Erick chose not to expose to the world? Were they scared of light?

Possible.

- - - -

A room of scattered blood and viscera was contained behind solid shadows. Guts slithered on the floor. Bones undulated on the walls. A young man stood in the back of the room, untouched by the gore all around him. Where he stepped, blood flowed away. When he stood up from his chair, lumps of cancerous flesh moved to retake the space, but when he went to sit, those lumps of flesh moved away from the chair, leaving the seat pristine, and his for the taking. 

Some students stood outside the space, but none dared to move inside, though the man inside was quite amicable to such things. He smiled, and spoke in a friendly manner using words that seemed anything but friendly, “Come on in, if you dare, if you’ve skill with Blood Magic. My master won’t take anyone that isn’t capable of keeping away small monsters like these.”

Erick watched the man talk to the students, and then he walked forward. 

The four students who were watching, backed away, fully. 

Erick stopped at the edge of the gore. 

The man on the other side, in the sea of blood and body parts, and yet not touched by any of it, brightened. He bowed, “Welcome, Fire of the Age. I am the humble servant of Crimsonair, the Shade of Blood. How may my master help you?”

“I have no idea how he could help me.” Erick looked to the moving walls and floor and ceiling, asking, “But what’s with the horror show? And why are you calling them small monsters?” Erick looked around the room with multiple sights, saying, “I can see the soul in that thing, and though it’s spread out, it’s a single monster.” Erick pointed behind the kid, to a particularly bloody patch of gore, saying, “The core is right there.”

The guy smiled, as he sighed a little. He made himself stand tall, saying, “A subtle ruse to knock out those incapable of [True Sight], [Blood Sight], [Soul Sight], or [Mana Sight]. Any one of those would have sufficed.” He added, “As for assistance, Crimsonair is working diligently on adaptability spells, to change a person to survive in harsh climates, in ways that would not need the Script to hold them all together. If you were amenable, he would like to speak to you of your own experiences or knowledge of the dangers of void travel. You might not have personal experience with that, but he would like to speak to you about ideas, either way. In exchange, he could help you with any number of Blood Magic spells that you might be interested in.” The man bowed again, saying, “Please let me know if you are amenable to any of this, Erick Flatt.” 

“… Maybe.” Erick was a little freaked out by the blood monster, but not that much. He repeated, “Maybe.”

And then he walked away. 

He walked to the next presentation, checking on the various ‘sights’ he had heard mentioned. He had a few of them available for purchase.




	
Mana Sight 1, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the truth of mana all around you.

Purchase [Mana Sight 1] for 1 point? Yes/No

















	
Blood Sight 1, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the blood all around you.

Purchase [Blood Sight 1] for 1 point? Yes/No

















	
Soul Sight 1, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the souls all around you.

Purchase [Soul Sight 1] for 1 point? Yes/No








No.

He had not unlocked [Future Sight] or [Witness], or even [True Sight]. The first two were understandable; Erick had not gone very far with seeing into the past, or the future. Teressa had needed to see hours into the past to qualify for [Witness]. It would make sense for a similar restriction to exist with [Future Sight], though the future was not written in antirhine, so perhaps [Future Sight] worked rather oddly compared to the solidity of the past, and of [Witness]. 

[True Sight] seemed like it would be a combination of all of the ‘Sight’ skills out there; that one didn’t seem like Basic Tier at all. 

Someone around here probably knew the combination to get [True Sight]. 

“Excuse me,” said no one to an Ophiel on the far periphery of Erick’s walk.

That Ophiel was currently sitting pretty on a street corner five blocks away. Erick ignored whoever had spoken, for people were praying to all of his Ophiel, everywhere, when they weren’t falling down in front of him and suddenly kowtowing like he was some great king. Erick was not a fan of this worship. It was downright strange, and wrong, and weird. But it happened, and he did nothing to stop it.

After all, Jane had once joked to him, ‘If someone calls you a god, say yes!’ and that seemed like the prudent thing to do, in this case.

“Could I have a moment of your time, Archmage Flatt?” said no one, again. 

Erick paid the least bit of attention to the voice, speaking through that Ophiel, “What’s up, stranger who doesn’t want to appear?” 

Erick could see the speaker, of course, now that he tried to see them, anyway. He had figured out how to work a mana sense through his Ophiel with the barest attempt at the skill. It was a little odd, but no odder than the usual dozens of eyes and myriad of viewpoints common to his [Familiar].

The speaker was a human man nine meters away, cloaking himself against the side of a building, and looking ready to flee at a moment’s notice. Erick wouldn’t have noticed him for all the magics wrapped around him, except that his Shroud was torn and tattered like a broken sail on a ship, and that he was using some sort of voice-projection spell that connected his voice to the air inside Ophiel’s feathers; that was why Erick had noticed the intrusion more than most. 

The mystery man spoke like he wasn’t currently keeping a frantic eye out, viewing everything around him in a way that was worse than Ophiel’s usual habits, “Sorry to intrude, sir, but I want money and power, and I am willing to do some awful things to get it, including work with the Shades. I would prefer to work with you, though. Could I bother you to please make me a few dozen All-Stat rings, and for you to leave them somewhere of my choosing?”

Erick laughed, then said, “No.”

“I am afraid I am going to have to insist. The guy speaking to you right now is controlled to say this to you, so don’t go murdering him, please. We’ll do that for you, if you insist on doing this the hard way.”

Anger, like a raging storm, flowed through Erick, all at once.

Erick had a sunform Ophiel cross hundreds of meters in a flashing moment, to stand before the guy, enveloping him with his power. Erick had kept his own body walking down the road, prepared for the other shoe to drop and for some direct attack to happen, as he split a good ten percent of his focus to the now-trapped patsy. The guy dropped to his knees, crying, yet still under his intricate illusion. 

The voice said, “I have people on the outside that will do this to your daughter and apprentice if I don’t get what I want. Please keep this in mind during further negotiations.”

Erick was already working his spells through the man. He found what he wanted to find: A packet of light magic strung through the guy’s whole spine, and inside all of his bones. Erick spent 10,000 of his own mana on a [Dispel], targeting the guy.

Four things rapidly happened. 

The guy turned visible, stripping away what was likely dozens of wrapped spells that were far beyond a simple [Invisible]. The guy was a kid, maybe 17 or 18, and wearing rags. 

A bolt of light came from well out of view, into view, and attempted to impact the kid. Instead, it splashed against Ophiel’s sunform and suddenly summoned shield, turning parts of the street into rubble, but otherwise achieving nothing.

A bolt of light came out of the sky, descending on Erick’s own body, but he wrapped himself in his already-cast sunform and summoned his own light shield, negating the attack. 

A third bolt of light impacted Violet, directly behind Erick. She had grabbed the bolt, holding the vibrating, illuminated missile in a wrap of shadows. With a violent smile, she held the attack in the air, and crunched it under her fist, yelling out to whoever might be listening, “Have to do better than that!”
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                “So. Violet.” Erick calmed the rage crawling over his mind, and said, “Someone tried to extort some things from me and then kill not only me, but also the kid they used to give me the message, and you. What’s the usual outcome of something like this? Is there a procedure, or other such necessary steps to take, going forward?”

Violet waved her hand out, scattering away glowing shards of light that fell to the ground like concentrated acid, boring holes where they touched stone. A few sparks touched her clothes, but failed to do more than reveal the dark skin underneath her dark garments. All in all, her capture and destruction of the spell aimed at her produced minimal collateral damage.

The light missiles that tried to strike Erick, and the kid three streets over, had been splashed around the whole area, cutting holes into walls and streets. Erick still felt a little twinge of guilt that he hadn’t thought to minimize that splash. He hadn’t even known that the spells would splash, but he could take that into account next time someone fired magic at him.

Violet composed herself and spoke with a professional tone, “Politics comes first. How you go about handling this attempt on your life and your sovereignty, and if you ask for help from others, will either endear you or damn you in the eyes of the Clergy and the populace. Melemizargo is all about personal strength helping to strengthen those around you, so you must protect yourself and your own, for you are the only power you can count on when the horde is beating down the doors.”

“I imagined that’s how it would be.” Erick said, “Thank you, Violet. I will begin doing that right now.”

Erick had some experience with tracking people down and the various ways the people of Veird did such a thing. But the first thing he did was have a nearby Ophiel release a [Mending Aura] into the surrounding space, removing the holes in the ground, repairing the nearby windows, and mending Violet’s clothes for her. Queen would appreciate that, and being a good guest seemed like a good idea, even though he hated the idea of playing nice with Shades.

He pointed in the direction where the kid was, saying to Violet, “The pawn is over there. I am going to ask him some questions.” And then he took a light step, and was there.

Beside a building and street that had turned to swiss cheese, was a kid, wrapped in light; trapped and also protected by Ophiel’s sunform. He had been terrified, and according to everything Erick saw with his multiple eyesights, and according to the tears still rolling down the kid’s face, he was still terrified, but he was holding it together. The kid was in his late teens. Human. He wore decent clothes, but nothing special. He stood tall, putting on a brave face.

Erick asked, “Hello. It seems you were involved in something you wished not to be a part of. Do I have that correct?”

The kid was brave, Erick had to give him that. He stood tall and unflinching, and said, “Yes, sir.”

Erick nodded, then said, “This was a big part of your life, I’m sure, but it will be a very small part of mine, for I do not take kindly to the kinds of threats I heard from the people who used you to get to me. The spell I took off of you looked very similar to a [Force Bomb], so I’m positive you were meant to die; possibly so that I wouldn’t be able to ask you questions. The missile was the backup plan.”

Erick didn’t mention how there were a hundred other ways to go about this that might not leave much of a trace, but a theoretical [Conjure Force Elemental], or a one-off [Familiar], or a letter, or any of those, would likely have not have seemed like a real threat. So they sent this kid to die, to prove a point to Erick.

That was their second mistake. The first was threatening him and his family at all.

Erick asked, “What would you like to happen to the people who did this to you?”

Erick watched as the kid’s tattered soul solidified; like a storm-tossed sea turning calm.

Violet stepped to the street ahead of Erick, nodded at him, and turned, to take a stance in the middle of the road, to watch as the three other people in sight either walked, ran, or politely scrambled to leave the location any way they could.

With dried tears, the kid said to Erick, “I would like the people who did this to me to die.”

Erick was under no illusions as to what the vagaries of life demanded of him, at this juncture, in this place, if he was to keep any semblance of peace in his own life, going forward. If he didn’t do what was necessary, then others would take advantage of him, as the people behind this attack had tried to do.

So Erick said, “Then tell me everything you know, and I will see justice done.”

The kid started talking.

Near as Erick could tell, the kid, who was named Lerreg, did not lie. Erick did not move him from that spot on the sidewalk, but he did have some Ophiel summon some chairs, as he surrounded the area with a [Visual Disruption Ward], and an [Audio Disruption Ward]. With those two spells cast, the land around Erick and Lerreg became a jumble of small noises and impressionist, Picasso-like blobs.

Erick… did not like that effect.

After forty five seconds passed, with Lerreg speaking the whole time, Erick asking questions, and also casting spells in the appropriate locations through his Ophiel, decided that the multiple casts it took to put up both the Visual and Audio disruptions took too long. On a whim, he decided to combine the separate effects into a new spell, where light and sound and information came in just fine, but where information exited the space in a twisted jumble, allowing no proper sight or sounds to escape to the outside. A blue box appeared.




	
Privacy Ward, instant, long range, 50 mana

Disrupt all information leaving a large space. Lasts 1 hour.








Erick canceled the initial [Disruption Ward]s.

From the outside, Erick appeared to have turned his part of the world into a jumbled rainbow. From the inside, everything turned crystal-clear. A slight crystalline structure to the air, about four meters out from him and Lerreg, was the only indication of any nearby magic.

Lerreg looked to the crystalline air.

“I just made a new spell; don’t worry about the change.” Erick said, “No one can see us or hear us. So. As you were saying? Rivals in the Arcanaeum?”

Lerreg remembered where he was, and who he was talking to. His eyes went wide, as he began talking again, and Erick recast some [Cascade Imaging]s in other locations in the Arcanaeum District, only thirty kilometers away.

Lerreg had spoken of a normal enough life living in the Brightwater District, primarily over in Truedark Arcanaeum’s surrounding towns. He had graduated from gradeschool this year, and was scouting departments at Truedark for further education, and visiting various thesis presentations, when he was picked up somewhere around the marine biology department.

Truedark Arcanaeum’s District was a beautiful land of rolling green mountains and valleys, along with floating mountains made of crystal and castle, scattered over a 30 kilometer arc of Brightwater’s western coast, and about 400 square kilometers of mountainous green land beyond that coast. All of the Arcanaeum District was still a good twenty kilometers below the roof of the Brightwater District, but it seemed rather densely populated.

Those floating islands were rather impressive. There were at least ten of them, with some that looked like multiple mountains stacked atop each other, while some of the floating mountains were barely lifted from land below. There must have been some Underworld gravity fuckery happening to keep those mountains in the air, but if it was magic keeping them aloft, then that magic was massively impressive. After all, enchanted items were not permanent, so if magical items were keeping those mountains aloft, it had to be artifact-level enchantments. All of the various enchanting knowledge Erick had ever read percolated in his mind as he looked upon the glowing castles in the sky, and watched the various platforms floating up and down from those castles, carrying people to wherever they needed to be.

It was all quite impressive.

And Erick had already scanned the whole place. He found Lerregs’ DNA in multiple locations. Investigating those locations was as easy as splitting his focus several ways, and flashing out [Lodestar] empowered Imagings wherever necessary. While Erick followed faint blue markings and investigated denser blue areas, Lerreg spoke of his last memories, which were only an hour old. Finding the scene of that crime was just a matter of following the blue. Erick, or rather Ophiel, ended up at a rather clean location on the intersection of an outdoor walkway, near a bench where Lerreg said he had sat down while reading a book, before a thesis presentation was set to begin in a few hours.

Erick did not have [Witness] yet, but after telling Lerreg to quiet while he concentrated, and then one minute later, Erick saw those who had taken Lerreg. Looking back a few hours wasn’t that difficult, it seemed. Erick found Lerreg sitting on the bench, reading, when the kidnapping occurred.

Two rapid blurs of invisible movement, layered in dense, obscuring magics, grabbed Lerreg. There was a scuffle that was little more than a beat down against Lerreg, and then he, too, was surrounded by obscuring magics and taken away.

Erick turned to the left while he was watching, and at the edge of his mana sense, saw Phagar watching the scene play out, too. The God of the End and Time angled his head, as if asking if Erick wanted help. Erick politely declined. Phagar smiled, nodded, then vanished into the timestream.

Erick watched the scene play out a few times, then he said, “Looks like you didn’t manage to get any hits in yourself. That would have made this easier.” There wasn’t any blood on the scene, for it had been [Cleanse]d away, but if Lerreg had managed to score a swipe or something on his attacker, Erick could have searched the cleaned spots on the ground for further DNA. As it was, the only DNA down there were the remnants of Lerreg’s DNA.

With embarrassment flushing his face, Lerreg said, “Apologies, sir… That’s. That’s never been— I will have to take some classes for such instruction.” He added, “I know who it was, though. Like I said. It was Toff and Hutt. They have dealings with the White Market. Whatever happened to me has to be connected to them. The White Market had to be involved. They’re the only ones stupid enough to do something like this because they’re the only ones that still exist.”

“Yes yes.” Erick said, “I heard that. But I’m going off what I’m seeing. Not what you think happened.” And there was no theoretical ‘Toff and Hutt’ DNA to follow. “Besides, you were thrown into Clergy business—” He paused. “Ah. I should have considered this. But is the Clergy connected to crime inside Brightwater District?”

The kid paled again, as if realizing where he was, again. With a soft voice, he said, “No. They’re not. The… The White Market operates outside of the Clergy. That’s what makes it ‘white’, by definition… It operates outside of the Clergy, as far as I know— But! I don’t… I don’t really know… all that much.”

“White Market? As opposed to the Black Market?” Erick said, “If you’re speaking of what I think you’re speaking of, usually those terms are used in the opposite way.”

Steeling himself, the kid said, “The Clergy controls the Black Markets. The White Market is controlled by others. That’s… That’s why they’re separate things. There’s some grey… Some mixing, sure. But the sides don’t usually mix for too long before White turns Black or gets eradicated.”

“What else can you tell me about this ‘Market’ business?”

“The… The Black Markets are open to all and provide stability around the Brightwater. We call them the Black Market, but they’re the government, and the Clergy puts governors in charge of each one. The governors oversee the day-to-day stuff, like skyroad building and keeping the markets open… And… And all the city stuff.” Lerreg rapidly said, “The White Markets are the crime, and I never had no dealings with any of them, but…” He seemed to deflate a little, saying, “But I think my life is already forfeit. You don’t… You don’t go against the powers around here unless you have power, and I was at the bottom.” He rapidly added, “But I was getting there! Into power, I mean! I just needed to not get… troubled... I was going to be a part of the Marine Department! For studying ocean life and making more life to put into those oceans!” He paused, then said, “Others want… other stuff. So they go to the White Markets to try and break from the Lesser Way. Might makes right, after all.”

“Explain the Lesser Way.”

“Oh. Uh.” Lerreg said, “Restoring complexity to the world’s ecosystems to what they used to be before the Sundering, in order to break the chains of this world by overloading the Script, or possibly killing the caretakers of the Script.” He added, “Uh. It’s… It’s a good path. Beats dying to the Higher Calling— That’s directly fighting the good fight against the Wrought and others. Uh. Other people call the Shadow War or Open War other things, but that’s what I was taught to call them. Uh. Sir.”

This kid believed everything he said. Erick was sure that soul shenanigans or mind fuckery could be going on to make Lerreg believe what he believed, but the much more simple explanation, and what matched the turmoil of the kid’s soul and the micro and macro expressions on his face and body, and all of his words and how he said them, was that Lerreg was raised to believe that the world was a prison, and it was his job to break that prison however he could. Not everyone could stand up and wield the sword, but a lot of people were needed to make the swords and keep the bases operational while others wielded those weapons, or, in Lerreg’s case, created the traps to send out into the world.

While Lerreg spoke, Erick had tracked down what was likely all of Lerreg’s locations, or rather, wherever there were large accumulations of the kid’s DNA. Students and people in armor watched as Ophiel fluttered around various places, and conjured various imagings, but Ophiel was never interrupted or stopped.

Back in the Palace District, Erick held up lightform images of the places Ophiel discovered as belonging to Lerreg, to have them confirmed as such by Lerreg. There was the crime scene of his kidnapping in the floating marine biology castle. There was a room in an apartment building in the mountain town below the marine biology castle, along with a few other nearby places with heavy amounts of Lerreg’s DNA. A bakery, which Lerreg confirmed as his day job. A house in another village on the other side of the mountain; his parent’s home. A second, third, and fourth room at his apartment building; the rooms of friends and his girlfriend’s room. Classrooms on the floating mountain. Bathrooms on the floating mountain. Lerreg reported getting beaten up and pissing blood a few times in the past year, which likely meant ‘a great deal more than a few times’, because Lerreg lied slightly about that answer. So Erick almost didn’t pursue the DNA he found in the sewer system.

But then… Most DNA dies in the sewer, and there was a space in the sewers that held Lerreg’s DNA on the walls, instead of in the muck. And that was odd.

Quite a lot of DNA, in an area that was recently [Cleanse]d.

A quick check through time, and the same invisible people appeared, along with a surgery chair, or a massage chair or something, and another man. He was tall, with black hair and black eyes, and skinny, and wearing dark robes. The blobs strapped an unconscious, nude Lerreg onto the surgery chair, setting his face into a cushioned ring, while exposing his back and spreading his legs and arms to the side. The man yelled for the blobs to move away while he went to work. The blobs obliged. And then the man began cutting, and spending so much mana that the image of his work was erased from the manasphere.

Lerreg had spoken of other possible conspirators that he heard of in the most general, vaguest sorts of ways, while Erick had forayed into the past. This was obviously such a conspirator.

And wow! Had this guy done a number on Lerreg’s bones! Oh, wow.

That was a lot of deep surgery.

Concerning surgery.

Erick took another look at Lerreg, honing in on the boy with a great deal more than 75% of his newfound Perception and mana sense. It wasn’t long till he saw something troubling. Lerreg’s spine was a wreck. Erick had gotten rid of the interior spell with his earlier [Dispel], and everything seemed to be intact, but something was wrong. Lerreg sat straight, and yet, his bones had hairline cracks, and some were missing much of their interiors. A layman-guess had Erick thinking this kid was suffering from some advanced stage of osteoporosis, but even an amateur could see that the bones were hollow, and bleeding. And broken, in some spaces. As the kid shifted in his chair yet again, Lerreg’s entire lower spine seemed less like bone and more like sawdust held up by a memory of what it once was. And yet, the kid wasn’t showing any obvious signs of pain; not even when he started to bleed out of an opened wound on his back.

Erick sniffed the air, and smelled blood.

Lerreg flinched.

Erick looked to Lerreg, asking, “Are you feeling okay?”

“Yes, sir.” Lerreg sat straighter, cracking more unseen, and unfelt bones. “Much better, now that you’re going to get your revenge! It’s only proper that I help you if I can.”

An Ophiel was already retrieving Erick’s rod of [Greater Treat Wounds]. The rod dropped into Erick’s hand, as he sent Ophiel over to Violet to say a few more words, while he said to the kid, “What I am seeing inside of you tells me that you should be feeling a great deal of pain. Are you sure you’re okay?”

Lerreg rapidly looked left and right, and for the first time, appeared nervous.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Erick said, “But your bones are breaking.”

Lerreg laughed nervously. “Uh? I’m fine, sir?”

Erick looked to the right. Violet had done her job. Quilatalap stepped through the edge of the [Privacy Ward], and looked at the kid. The kid, for his part, went wide-eyed upon seeing the black-armored Caretaker. He tried to leap off of his seat, probably in some attempt to kowtow to Quilatalap. But Larreg squawked as his legs broke out from under him and his arm broke as he moved. Erick caught him in a bed of hard light that he tried to make as soft as possible. A bone cracked.

With his head supported and his body failing, Larreg spoke through a broken jaw, asking, “Whas appenthing to ee?”

Quilatalap rapidly said to Erick, “That rod won’t work.” He spoke softly to the kid, “Don’t struggle. Let me help.”

The archlich touched the kid’s face. Bones snapped, then settled. A spine appeared out of rubble, then came together and healed. Arms reset. A jaw realigned. Blood spurted everywhere, but then flowed back into Larreg’s body. Nerves regrew, and the kid released a tiny scream, but he then locked down to a whisper.

The kid healed in a way that Erick would have considered a miracle at one point in time, but magic existed, and Quilatalap had 3000 years of experience. With a gesture, Quilatalap lifted Lerreg from Erick’s light, then set the kid back on his chair, where Lerreg huffed out blood, groaned a lot, then composed himself to the best of his ability. Ten seconds of gasping later, Larreg looked no worse for wear than he had in the beginning of the interview.

Erick had mixed feelings about Larreg’s ability to keep calm in the face of overwhelming danger and power. It had to be a cultural thing. But maybe it was a Blood Magic or Soul Magic thing, too. Erick did not doubt that the Shades would magically experiment on their populace like that.

Quilatalap asked, “How are you feeling?”

“Very well, sir.” Lerreg said, “Thank you, very much, Caretaker, sir.”

Quilatalap asked Erick, “You good?”

“Yes. Thanks. I wasn’t sure if healing him would have killed him, or not. That looked nasty.”

Quilatalap smiled. “That was a correct guess; whatever you tore out of him left his soul in tatters and his body weak as a newborn’s. The standard [Greater Treat Wounds] would have filled him with unchecked growth and killed him outright.” He asked, “You got your mana sense, then?”

“Yes.” Erick gazed upon Quilatalap’s soul, and saw a true abyss; a maw with teeth around the edges, poised to strike at any who dared to get too close. He looked away from that pit of darkness, then said, “A few different Sights already unlocked.”

“Good. Buy all of them, if you want, but we can talk more about all of that later.” He asked, “So what are you going to do with the kid?”

Erick said, “I’ve got the guy that messed up Lerreg in my view, and unless there is more to this, then I might be done in minutes. Then I’d like to see your Armory presentation.”

Quilatalap gave a small ‘hmmmm,’ then asked, “Whatever happened, failed to happen?”

“There were some threats made to my family that have yet to be resolved to my satisfaction.”

“Ah. Not over yet.” Quilatalap stood for a second, then said, “I’ve no doubt whatever happened will require poking around in the territory of the Clergy, but when you find a solid lead, you might want to warn someone before you take action.”

Erick glanced through Ophiel, to a nicely appointed private office room in a tower in a floating castle, where windows showed the green vistas outside, and let light into the room, to land upon a large wooden desk and its current occupant. A tall, thin man sat behind that desk, frowning down at a tiny Ophiel, as Ophiel hopped across the wooden surface, chirping as he poked at an inkwell, upturning the small glass, spilling dark ink across what appeared to be paperwork and student tests. Ophiel dipped a feather into the ink spill, and finding that interesting, he splashed his whole wing into the puddle. He chirped in happy violins as black blots went flying. Then he began truly playing.

Professor Illipine Grouser remained stoic; silently watching the whole time.

Erick said to Quilatalap, “So… I guess I will find Farix, then.”

Quilatalap startled. “Farix?” He glanced at Larreg, then said, “Ohhhh. He’s an arcanaeum student. Ah. Well. I’m not getting involved. Good luck with this.”

“Thanks, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap stepped away, vanishing back to wherever he was to continue to do whatever it was he was doing.

Erick said to Larreg, “You can stay here for a minute or ten. I’ll be right back.”

“Of course, sir!” Larreg said, “My life is yours to do with what you will.”

Erick frowned, then he stepped away, too.

- - - -

At a ‘presentation’ zone that was more ‘desks and bureaucrats’ than any sort of magic, and rather large for a presentation zone, he found the formerly naked bartender, the Professor of Truedark Arcanaeum, wearing robes and working paperwork, while assistants did the same at other desks. A long line of students stood upon the white line leading into the presentation space, while those who had already gone in and got done with whatever it was they did in there, walked out the other side, some with paperwork, some with empty hands and disappointment in their eyes.

Erick walked past the line, directly up to the Professor.

The blue incani saw him coming, and with bright white eyes, and a smile, greeted, “Hello, Erick!” He waved away a female student who was with him, saying, “Yeah, yeah; you can attempt to join the manaminer division. Shoo, before I change my mind.”

The woman gripped papers tight against her chest as she bowed several times, backing away as she left as fast as she could. While that was happening, a white-skinned woman incani stepped out of the shadows, to Farix’s right. Farix glanced at the new woman, then immediately eyed Erick, and then the white incani. A telepathic line connected the woman to the Shade. The Shade sat a bit straighter.

Farix narrowed his eyes at Erick.

Erick stepped to the other side of the Shade’s desk, and said, “One of your professors was involved in trying to kill me.”

Farix frowned, deeply. He asked, “Why come to me about this? Kill the man and be done with it. Professor Grouser’s career is over, as of this moment.”

Paperwork stopped. Eyes wandered over to Erick and Farix. Some students started writing much faster. One male orcol sitting behind one of the desks, wearing professor robes, turned from forest green to seafoam green around the face.

Erick noticed the orcol’s reaction. He pointed out the man. “What’s his deal with Grouser?”

Farix sighed, glancing over to the orcol. “Grouser is a professor of the osteomantic arts. The pale fellow is named Curook. He has been Grouser’s rival for a good five years, in the same field of study.” Farix eyed the orcol, and the orcol paled a bit further. Farix turned back to Erick, and declared, “Whatever happened to you didn’t involve Curook. The guy can’t lie to save his life.”

Erick said, “I don’t want to jump to a hasty conclusion and operate in your territory without you knowing, but the people who Grouser worked with have talked about harming my family. I am going to solve this problem,” He kept the edge mostly out of his voice, as he said, “But is there anything you wish to tell me, first?”

Farix said, “The only one who can leave Kendrithyst while the Shadow’s Feast barrier is active is Tania, but if she’s involved in this thing happening to you then you’re fucked either way.” He spoke a bit softer, saying, “I don’t know what happened to you, but threats and such happen all the time to people like me and you. Grouser and others should have known not to deal in unapproved… Whatever it was he did. What did he do?”

“Cast some bone spells on a kid who was thrown at me in order to extort some Stat rings.”

Farix snorted. “Oh yeah. That shouldn’t have been done. Kill him. Make an example. You probably need to make more examples, large examples, so this doesn’t happen to you again. Doesn’t matter to me, just don’t go blowing up mountains if you can help it. I know you can be a lot sneakier than that.” He asked, “Is that all? Or…” He smiled, tugging at the collar of his robe, revealing blue skin underneath. “Would you like to talk about nicer things, in a nicer setting?”

“Maybe some other time.”

Farix shrugged. “Very well.” He lifted a hand, and gestured to the side, past Erick, calling out, “Next!” When the next in line, a tall woman, failed to come forward and mostly just stood there, staring at Erick, who failed to move, and then at Farix, and then back to Erick, Farix said, “Stop staring at the Fire of the Age and get your ass up here. He and I are done.” The woman quickly moved, as Farix added, “Your application better be fucking STUNNING, Meponoria.”

The woman whispered, “Yes sir, sorry sir, yes sir.”

Erick didn’t like being dismissed like that, but he understood the need to establish power.

Had this had all happened because Erick hadn’t yet established power? Eh. Erick had thought he was rather useful for hunting down all those Hunters that tried to attack him back when Carodogh was around. And killing literally millions of Ballooning Spiders and Crystal Mimics and such.

But people were people, and someone always had more stupidity, insanity, and power, than was good for them.

Erick rejoined Lerreg, while also setting down for a remote talk with Professor Grouser.

- - - -

While all that was happening, Ophiel plundered some academic records while others looked on, and then took a trip to some dorm rooms. Erick had found Toff and Hutt.

Or, at least, their final resting space. [Cascade Imaging] had led Erick to an area a dozen meters across, on the side of a grassy mountain, chock full of scattered bits of DNA. A check through the past didn’t reveal their final fate, for someone had used a great deal of magic in the area, erasing most of the recent past.

But Erick could still make out the exploding skulls and guts, cast through the air, all falling to a flaming end. It had to be a [Cleansing Flame], too, for Erick only found some dried blood, far from the scene, and a single, clean toenail, in the middle of it all.

- - - -

Erick watched as Ophiel played around in the black ink and Illipine Grouser wrote on a small, nearby table, outside of the splash zone. With a bit of control, Ophiel hovered into the air, and Erick saw what the man was working on. It was a will, or as they called them on Veird: Final Affairs. The man stopped writing his will when he recognized that Ophiel’s behavior had changed.

Erick opened with, “I would have figured a man who does what you did would have already sorted his Final Affairs.”

With calm ease, the man said, “My current Final Affairs is two years old. This one might not be admissible in court, but it will at least let others know how a few new things are to be distributed.” He asked, “Will you allow me the option of taking my own life, after I have finished this paperwork, sir?”

“If you give me a full and complete accounting of what happened, your involvement, and whoever else was involved, then I won’t touch you.”

Grouser paused. He breathed in. He said, “It was my plan to extort you for your new rings. News of these true All-Stat rings has gotten around rather quickly, and I knew I needed them, so I scrounged up the necessary resources as fast as I could, and attempted to go about my day as normal to throw off any suspicion. It seems I was exceedingly mistaken about your tracking and sleuthing capabilities, and for that, I will pay the price of my failure with my death.”

Erick watched the man lie to Ophiel’s face, then said, “200-plus Perception along with mana sense and all this new Intelligence says you’re lying.” He hadn’t just been eyeing Grouser, though. “I can also see into the various hidden compartments in the walls around here, as well as the magics you have that are attempting to conceal all those places, but I have no doubt that the more important items are somewhere else entirely. But there is one thing here, of note: You got a little painting of a son and a wife that you keep in your desk drawer, which I can see even through the enchantments guarding your desk. That new paperwork that you were working on tells me their names: Illipine, which comes from you, I assume, and Margareete. I am guessing that by lying to me, you’re trying to protect them. Do they need rescuing before you’re willing to talk?”

Erick didn’t mention that all of that was rather transparent. This guy knew what he was doing. By writing a Final Affairs in front of Ophiel, Grouser clued Erick into his family, and his concerns, and what was most likely being threatened to force Grouser’s compliance.

Grouser calmly said, “My life is forfeit, sir.”

“Are you choosing to ignore my offer of assistance with whatever problems forced this foolishness upon you?”

“My life is forfeit.”

“… I repeat: are you forgoing my assistance with this problem? I found yourather fast. I can find the others just as fast. In fact, I have just now found your own son and wife.”

Grouser’s whole body flinched.

Erick continued, “And I have found the four people watching them. I am now fully investigating the threat.”

In a mountainside city, three kilometers away from their little meeting, in a little playground outside of a house, in a row of houses beside a lake, a woman pushed a boy on a swing set. The boy was somewhere around eight years old; he giggled as the woman pushed him higher. The woman had to be in her forties. She played at being happy, but she knew something was wrong. She eyed the lake, and a small rowboat upon those waters.

A man and another man sat on that rowboat, over a hundred meters away. One of them watched the woman. The other watched the waters around them, where other couples rowed out on the waters and at least appeared to be lovey-dovey with each other; these two men played at no such cover.

They also had some of Toff and Hutt’s DNA on them. [Cleanse] worked well, but it did not clean as well as people thought it cleaned.

Another pair of men were stationed on the road in front of the house, out of sight of the mother and son. If Erick didn’t have his new Stats and his new senses, he would have missed them entirely. One was surrounded by invisibility magics that were deeper than [Invisibility]. The other was sitting on a porch across the street, drinking tea and reading a book, looking for all the world, except to Erick, that he was just a normal guy, doing normal guy things.

If he didn’t have his new Stats, and his new mana sense, he also would have missed the bomb-like packets of mana in the necks of both the mother and son. They were much smaller than the spell Grouser had put on Lerreg, but the structure was certainly similar. Was the caster a student of Grouser’s?

Back in Grouser’s office, the man shot to his feet, scattering papers, yelling, “No! They have—”

“How much mana should I spend on a [Dispel] on those bombs in their necks?” Erick interrupted. He added, “No bonuses, now. Just straight-up costs, since I have a global cooldown on my own, personal [Dispel], and 20 seconds is more than enough time for the second one to trigger. Or. You could choose which one you want to live?”

Grouser’s face did a weird, jumble of things, where he was obviously thinking some deep, horrible thoughts. After a half a second of that, he practically shouted, “15,000 mana for each!”

Erick wrapped Grouser’s wife and son in Ophiel’s sunform, rapidly trapping them behind pretty lights. A second Ophiel joined the first. Two 15,000 mana [Dispel]s ripped from those two Ophiel, targeting the glowing packet of bomb-like mana at the base of the mother’s and son’s skulls. The spells broke apart.

Several things happened all at once, and Erick dealt with each in their own way.

Back in the office, Erick had Ophiel hold up a lightform image of the event. Grouser looked down upon his family as the kid looked to the sky, his giggles of laughter turning to wonder at the sparking air all around. The wife quickly stopped the swingset, her face suddenly switching from instant fear, to a calm mask. She took the kid into her arms, speaking happy words that failed to translate over the lightform image, but the kid was certainly giggling.

The invisible person in front of the house moved to cast a spell at the mother and son. A bolt of invisible light rocketed from the hidden space, right as an Ophiel descended on the hidden person, and engulfed them in a vise of forceful light. Whatever spell they cast didn’t matter, for Ophiel grabbed the mother and son and took them into the sky, leaving the Bolt behind.

The man across the street tried something, too, casting a larger spell at the rapidly escaping mother and son, but an Ophiel got him, trapping him much in the same way as Ophiel trapped the invisible person.

The men on the lake were already trapped, and out of range of the ability to do much. Erick told them to sit tight and they wouldn’t die today. They complied. Erick repeated this warning to all of the trapped people, and the only one who tried anything was the invisible guy, who Erick now saw was a woman. She splashed bright light into her cage, not managing to do much except catch herself in the corrosive fallout. Erick flexed the cage and saved the woman from most of her own stupidity, but not all.

Back in the office, a few spells triggered below Grouser’s office, doing massive damage to the stone all around the man, utterly demolishing the office and a good portion of the floor above and below. But Grouser was fine. Erick had already wrapped him in hard light the second his rescue began.

The mother and son were currently tearing across the sky, and while the kid screamed a little, it was nothing a [Stillness] couldn’t fix. The mother attempted to fix the rest, with calm words, though the kid just screamed louder, causing bright pops of white light to surround his head with every breath. It didn’t take long before the kid caught on to his screams causing the light. Then he started laughing again. The mother smiled.

And the wind whistled through the new hole in the tower, where Grouser’s office had been. It did not collapse. Erick held up the structure with bars of solid light so that it wouldn’t budge, and said, “I have successfully saved your family and you. I demand compliance to remove the threats made to my own people.”

Grouser said, “I need my family with me.”

“They are flying this way, right now. Your son has been very brave.”

“Don’t lie to me. He’s a coward,” Grouser said, without venom in his voice.

“Be that as it may—” Erick had Ophiel release a [Mending Aura], repairing the office back to whole while he spoke, “They are safe, and on their way. They should be here in a minute. If you wish to tell me something, now would be a good time, before they arrive and things get more complicated. You should know I already spoke to Farix. He has told me your career is over.”

The room came back together as flowing stone remade itself into walls, and growing desks, shelves, and books retook some of their former positions. A lot of books ended up on the ground, and a good portion of all of the stuff that had been in the room seemed missing. The lived-in tower space was more like a neglected storage room, now. It was a good thing Grouser was the only one in the tower, so aside from Ophiel and the ex-professor, no one had been in danger.

Erick asked about that, “Offices above and below, yet you were the only one in your office today?”

Grouser’s chair was missing from the repaired room, so he just stood there. “I told them to be elsewhere today. They smartly accepted. This sort of thing happens every so often. Caught between massive powers, that is.”

“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a pretty massive power, too.” Erick asked, “How often do you do that full-bone explosion trap?”

“I am not a higher power.” Grouser seemed to hold back a tide of resentment, as he said, “I have been forced to do that several times by those who are truly powerful, including the one who I suspect wronged you.” He breathed in. He prepared himself.

And then he spoke of the White Market.

Three minutes later, for Erick had slowed down the mother and son’s flight as Grouser expounded on organized crime, Erick reunited the man with his family. After a short series of hugs between Grouser, his wife, and his son, Erick asked Margareete, the mother, about the White Market. She immediately began a tirade over the dealings their family has had to suffer from the White Market, and pointed Erick in several possible directions, and one really good one. Grouser agreed with Margareete’s thoughts.

Erick confirmed her words by visiting those places, and by asking the people he had trapped the same questions.

Those assassins weren’t going anywhere except where Erick put them. [Lodestar] was a Domain, after all, and Erick shut down every single spell they tried to do. The Librarian’s little white book was very helpful in this regard.

When Margareete was finished, and a few more concerns were answered, Erick asked the three of them, “Where will you go, now?”

Grouser hugged his wife and his son, saying, “Away from Kendrithyst as soon as the Feast barrier is down.”

Margareete spoke to Erick, “If you murder every high ranking member of the White Market then we might not have to leave Truedark Arcanaeum. Otherwise, we must go, and we must go now. We can survive in the Pillars of the Spire until the Feast is over, so that is a better answer of where we’ll be. Can you get us there? Somewhere in the middle of it all? We can find out if it’s safe to come back after you do whatever you wish to do. No need to bother yourself with that much, Archmage Flatt, sir.”

Erick said, “Sure.” With a slice of light against the outer wall of the room, a secure hold, and a push, the wall opened up like a swinging door. Air flowed in. “Let’s go.”

Margareete picked up her boy and nodded, as she held onto Grouser, and the thin man held onto her. Erick grabbed the three of them with solid light, and told them to sit, if they wished. They did so, like people trained to listen to others. Erick filed that thought away as he floated them out of the room, and then resealed the room behind them. Erick guided Ophiel out from the Arcanaeum District, and out across the Brightwater, to the land beyond the lake.

Erick turned his attention back to the people he had caught, and also back to himself. The people at Grouser’s house were still trapped, all together now. Erick threatened them with releasing them to Farix. He was hoping for a quick round of information gathering. Instead, the assassins seemed to die on the inside, going completely silent.

Ah. Well. Maybe Lerreg would be more helpful.

Lerreg sat across from Erick, waiting to be helpful.

Erick asked him a few questions, based on what he had found out from Grouser and Margareete.

Lerreg scrunched his face. “Uh. I don’t know any of those people. I mean… I know of the White Market. But… I don’t know anyone in it, or any of the people you mentioned. Oh! But Toff and Hutt are in it, right?”

“Yes. They were.”

A wild smile broke upon Lerreg’s face, before vanishing behind discipline. He said, “Oh.” He asked, “Did you clean that threat from the land?”

“… No. Others got to them, first.” Erick said, “This has become larger than I thought it would be. I expected some dumb shit Shade to try something well before I stepped into Ar’Kendrithyst, and I got that, but I didn’t expect to encounter more dumb shits in the shapes of people.”

Lerreg flinched.

Erick continued, “I expected this extortion attempt to require a simple fix. But it’s taking up more of my time than I would have liked.” Erick said, “I have much bigger things to deal with than this nonsense, Lerreg. If you’ve been holding back anything, let me know now.”

“No no! I would never hold anything back!”

Erick sighed.

He returned his attention back to the assassins currently held captive on the backyard lawn of Margareete’s house. They came around from their brief catatonia at being threatened with release to a Shade. Then they gave up a few names rather quickly. Tracking the DNA of the four of them brought Erick to a rather ornate house in the middle of an expensive part of Truedark Arcanaeum’s district. An expensive, well defended house, with guards everywhere, and with a name Erick had discovered several times already. The Rollini Family. The leaders of the White Market in the Arcanaeum District.

This discovery necessitated another trip to Farix.

So Erick stood in front of Farix’s temporary desk, again.

The Shade was not there.

The white-skinned incani had taken over for Farix. Erick asked her for directions to the Shade. He got them. So now, Erick stood at the dark gates to the temporary Dark Temple, south of the Palace District.

- - - -

Behind the open doors to the temple, Farix stood, speaking to Priestess, who floated nearby, her skeleton body was wrapped in dark cloth, while the white core in her ribcage glowed a soft white. They noticed Erick, as he stepped to the entrance.

Priestess waved him in, saying, “Welcome, Erick. I have just heard some interesting news. Come on in.”

Erick did so, walking inside, while Lerreg and Violet trailed behind.

Priestess gestured to the kid with Erick, “I assume this is the young man who almost blew up?”

Erick stepped toward Priestess and Farix, saying, “Yes.”

Priestess said to Lerreg, “Please stand on this side of the door, while the three of us speak.”

Lerreg immediately moved off to the side, followed closely by Violet.

Erick walked all the way to the Shades, stopping when he got near, asking, “So you’ve heard it all?”

“Not yet.” Farix said, “But I heard you uncovered some of the White Market in my lands. I have received reports of heavy activity, all around my lands, too. This is concerning, Erick. I do not appreciate this level of clandestine activity in my lands.”

Erick said, “Then it is a good thing I have come to you, isn’t it? I’ve already tracked down most of the people who tried to do me harm, but since impeding upon you is not something I wish to do without just cause, I have sought you out for the second time.”

“Does Grouser live?” Farix asked.

The Shade was obviously angry, but doing a great job of hiding that emotion. If he were in his shadowform, then Erick wouldn’t have caught any of those emotions at all.

“Him, his wife, and his kid, are all fine.” Erick asked, “I thought you would ask after the White Market?”

Farix went hopeful, then silent, and calculating. After a moment, he turned to Priestess, then to Erick, saying, “I want a privacy barrier for what comes next. Either you put up one, or I will.”

Priestess nodded her skeleton head, saying, “A good idea. I could put up one, or, if you are uncomfortable with that, you may, Erick?”

Erick had an Ophiel pop a [Privacy Ward] across the three of them, cutting out all exterior senses.

Priestess frowned, as she looked upon the crystalline air. “Audio and visual, but no [Scry] protection, or mana sense protection.”

Farix said, “It’s fine. If you could erase the mana signature later, Priestess?”

“I can, and will.”

Erick frowned at the Shades. “What other spells would you have combined with this?”

Priestess explained, “[Soul Sight], [Witness], and [Scry], but in reverse. This is a good base, though.”

“You can do that when there’s no larger concerns.” Farix seemed to relax, as he said, “Grouser is my old drinking buddy. I won’t have him murdered over a failed assassination against you. What do I need to do to get you to back off from him?”

“He’s fine. I won’t hold it against him, since he was forced into helping out the White Market in your lands.” Erick said, “But I want the people who plot to harm my family brought to a definitive end.”

Farix said, “No. The White Markets in my land are some of the best they’ve been in years. I don’t want you upsetting the balance. Let this go. Besides. Why are you asking for me to end the Rollini Family? You won’t kill them, and your family can protect itself. Jane is not going to die to those people.”

Erick threatened, “So you want me to carve their house from the land?”

“You’re not going to do shit, Erick.” Farix said, “I am glad you didn’t kill Grouser, but I have no obligation to do your dirty work for you, and besides! I wouldn’t want to! As I said, the Rollini family is rather good for the area. They provide what my governor cannot, in order to keep the rest of the people happier than they would be otherwise.”

Erick sighed.

Priestess spoke, “Every land has its illegal markets and powers, Erick. To eradicate one is to prepare the land for others to take root. To this end, it is good that you have not struck yet.” She turned to Farix. “But if he were to strike, what would you do?”

Farix rolled his eyes, “He won’t.”

“And why won’t he?” Priestess asked, sparing Erick the task of threatening deaf ears.

He liked her a little more because of that.

“There are kids in there, and the Rollini Family does whatever it takes to protect themselves, including using their kids as shields.” Farix said to Erick, “You’ve scouted the place. Do you see the kids?”

“I have seen the young ones inside the house and elsewhere nearby… I knew they were going to be a problem, but I did not expect them to be that sort of problem.” Erick frowned, every part of him jumbling with anger and other, less understandable emotions. “They… They use their kids as shields?”

Priestess stared down at Farix. If she would have had flesh and skin to her skull, Erick was certain he would be seeing a frown on her face. And then she spoke and made her displeasure felt, “Really, Farix. This is intolerable.”

Farix said, “They found out a personal weakness of mine! So what! A guy is exploiting it.” He nearly rounded on her, saying, “You want to go murder the hundreds of children they have in their power? Yeah. I didn’t think so. This is just a part of business as almost-usual.”

Priestess’s eyes turned to points of hard starlight, but she said nothing.

Erick stared at Farix, changing tactics, “I came to you because this is your land. To know that you were this complicit in the Rollini Family’s business of extortion? That is news, too. All of this is news, actually. All of this bodes badly for you, Farix.”

The Priestess continued to stare down at Farix.

Farix laughed. “Here’s some more news: I’m not willing to topple a stable power in my kingdom when someone else possibly worse might take their place.” He rolled his eyes, or at least Erick imagined he did; Farix’s eyes were nothing but pools of white. He said, “Destabilization kills just as much as an archmage attack.”

“Fair enough.” Erick said, “So I’m going to go in there, and extract some killers, and I want you to be okay with the outcome.”

“No.” Farix sighed. “Leave them alone. Your involvement will kill a hundred kids. I will take care of this for you. It will take time. You will owe me for this.”

Erick scoffed, then smiled. “I’m not going to owe you shit. Is this a test of how far I’m willing to go against one of you? Because if it is, I am not going to play nicely.”

He almost blurted out that when the entire Clergy went to war with itself, that every single person in the Brightwater District was likely going to die, anyway.

Farix eyed Erick. “I don’t police my people like some Mind Mage despot, and I don’t appreciate the implication that I do. What’s happening here, between me and you, is diplomacy. In diplomacy, you ask for something, something is given, and something is given back. You will owe me for this, one way or another.”

“It’s more like this: You remove this threat against me before I remove it myself. And then you will have to deal with your crooked house before gravity tears it down, and I won’t owe you shit.”

Farix warned, “You compare yourself to intractable gravity?”

Erick wanted to laugh, but he didn’t. Instead, he stared at Farix, pitying the man and hating him in equal measure, as he let loose a small secret, saying, “You have no idea of the inexorable forces arrayed against your house of cards, do you?”

Farix puffed up, almost going to say something.

But Priestess intervened. “Please, gentlemen! No need for that sort of anger. Everything was going well but we’ve all gotten a little heated. So let’s turn down the burner a bit. Farix is just defending his own. But. Erick. What you just said...” With a suddenly serious voice, she asked Erick, “I feel that you mean something deeper by that?”

Farix glanced up at the skeleton woman, his face going from tense, to slack, to a mask. He looked at Erick, and he waited.

Erick’s anger had already gotten away from him. Though Farix was a Shade, he was also a professor, and Killzone didn’t have too much evil to say about the man; what little there was to say, anyway. That he wouldn’t kill kids was a very, very low bar, but it was a bar Farix had passed, nonetheless.

Erick decided to expound slightly on what he had already let loose. He said, “I am going to have a little talk with the Rollini Family. I urge you to either step aside, or fall in line. If you choose to stand against me, tell me now, and I will forgo pursuing this Rollini plot until such a time comes when everything is already on fire.”

Priestess floated a bit straighter. Farix flinched into the shadows, though the transformation was so fast and he came back to physical form so quickly, Erick would have never known of the shift if he did not have his new Perception.

Priestess mumbled, “… Well then.”

Farix calmly said, “Do keep your destruction to a minimum.”

“I already planned on it. I have proven a capability for surgical action when I saved Lerreg from various annihilating forces, and then when I saved Grouser and his family without causing undue destruction. I further proved my methods when I came to you to deal with this problem I found in your territory.” Erick said, “My Ophiels are already in position. Would you like to watch?”

“No.” Farix said, “I will inspect the aftermath.”

“I have the assassins that were guarding Grouser’s family. Do you want them?”

“Yes. I’ll give them to Grouser as a gift. Where are they?”

“Outside of his wife’s house.” Erick held a hand up, and created a map from his lightform. A blue dot appeared on the map. “Here.”

Farix gazed upon the floating map, then a tendril of shadows flowed from his feet, detaching, to quickly move out of sight. He said, “Hold them there for five minutes. I’ll take it from there.”

“Accepted.” Erick nodded, first to Farix, then to Priestess. He almost turned around and left, but he instead gestured to Lerreg. “Lerreg over there is a part of your division that creates monsters to fill the oceans and kill people. Do you wish to keep him? I do not want him. I don’t like that there are people that actually create monsters, either, but I’m not going to kill him for the choices his elders have made centuries before he came along.”

Farix glanced over at the kid, and squinted his eyes. He said, “Whatever. I don’t recognize the kid, so he doesn’t matter to me.” He turned to Erick, saying, “Most of those biology departments are about increasing biodiversity to create healthy ecosystems, so that this prison of a planet is more real than what it was when the gods created it and trapped us all here, Erick. Monster creation is a part of that field, sure. But mostly it's just about making healthy environments with balanced ecosystems.”

Erick said, “Whatever. Probably a good field to keep around when we start designing planets from scratch. Might need some overhauls with the curriculum to include less monsters, though.”

“Already in the works!” Farix said, “I’m getting back to my job.” He stepped away, vanishing, as shadows dissipated where he had been standing.

For a moment, a gentle wind blew through the Dark Temple, an Erick enjoyed it.

Then Priestess spoke, “Thank you for approaching the problem like this, Erick. That said: You must not appear weak to this Rollini Family. Speech is reserved for initial dealings with the non-initiated and against other Shades, but against those who seek to do you harm… Well. Violence is sometimes the only language some people know.” She added, “I don’t know this Rollini Family in particular, but they sound like a crime syndicate that took after the Carod Family that came before, maybe twenty years ago. I’ll spare you the history lesson, but the Carods were a cell-based White Market, with little of the exterior and apparent structures of the White Market out in the open.” She added, “It is worrying that this Rollini Family has managed to get a finger onto Farix, though.”

“There will be violence, and some dismantling to ensure this doesn’t happen again.” Erick said, “And to that dismantling end: I tracked down four of their cells while we were speaking. Got an enchanting building full of supplies in the Arcanaeum District, more enchanting supplies in your Temple District —Which is very pretty, by the way. Then I got more enchantments in another place under the waters of the Brightwater near Arcanaeum lands, and an orphanage, or a school, or something, also in the Temple District.”

Priestess’s white core flickered radiant when Erick mentioned the Temple District. She asked, “Could you… Could you please tell me where those locations are? In the Temple District. Farix might not be willing to assist you in his own lands, but I will not have a White Market in my own District.”

“Sure, if you tell me why they enchant so many wands?”

Erick had never seen so many wands in one place than he had seen in those rooms, and that included enchanting shops. The wands were laid in boxes on the wall, fifty to a box, while grand rads sat in the center of the room, and runes on the floor drew mana into the room to increase the powering of the wands that sat outside of the circle. It was an intricate piece of work. As far as Erick could tell, what was happening was the same thing that happened when one blew out birthday candles, for example. More air came along for the ride than what exited the lungs. That extra mana went into those partially enchanted wands, charging them up to full power, for sure.

It was an ingenious little bit of magic that allowed the grand rads in the center to empower more wands than was normally possible. It also wasn’t quite magic at all, and reminded Erick of how dungeons cycled mana around to keep it all flowing and yet also stagnating in the proper places, to facilitate monster growth. It was just a simple inscription on the floor, too.

Erick was going to steal that design, for sure. He had never seen anything like it before. But then again, enchanting was a deep, deep field of study, and he hadn’t gone poking around in any high-class enchanting shops yet. Though, now that Erick thought of it… There could have been one of these diagrams behind the wall of Ulrick Ulrick’s enchanting shop? Maybe? Erick wouldn’t have noticed the diagrams in these wand rooms if it wasn’t so conspicuous.

Erick said, “That’s a lot of wands. Easily thousands in a room only two meters by two meters.”

Priestess strongly said, “It’s because we don’t allow our people to use the Script to learn magic by spending a point. To Matriculate, and then to use magic like it is simply something you can buy! It’s disrespectful to the whole Art!”

“… I can see this is a powerful subject for you.” Erick added, “But that still doesn’t explain anything.”

“Apologies.” She calmed a little, then said, “Let me start with how we graduate our students to magic, for this is integral to know to understand the rest.

“Much of Truedark Arcanaeum’s curriculum is based around kids learning how to make spells themselves, from aura work, or otherwise. To this end, we have three shadow dungeons operating at full capacity in the Temple District, giving every 16 year-old child a Crown of Shadows; a step upon the journey to [Shadowalk] and an acceptable way to learn how to control their aura. Most students absorb the essence armor and gain [Shadow Touch] but a rare few gain [Shadow Strike]; two of the more common first steps to [Shadowalk]. From those humble aura-work origins, they can learn in Truedark or in any of the other places in the Brightwater, and eventually gain all the rest of those spells that appear in the Script. There are no shortcuts in our lands, Erick.

“To keep our laws and our faith strong, yearly Status reveals are required from age 16 onward, and in the case of any possible arrests or such. It’s all very above-board. Those found to have an excess of spells without their Remake Quests are punished based on the severity of the offense.” She sighed. “But people are people and often do what is easy, as opposed to what is proper. The use of wands to circumvent the law is a minor but pervasive offense that is mostly overlooked, but which is ultimately harmful, and which I cannot allow in my lands.”

Something didn’t add up, and it was something that had actually been bothering Erick ever since he came to the Brightwater District, and saw people casting spells. Erick asked, “So does that mean you have Registrars? To enable the Script for people?”

Priestess looked at Erick with star-filled eye sockets, as she cocked her head back, and her jaw dropped open. She almost said something, but then she stopped. She closed her mouth, then after a moment, she said, “Oh.” She added, “I understand the confusion. The system we have is rather much more complicated than what you experienced with your ‘Matriculation’. Short version: No. We do not have Registrars. We do not allow agents of the Script into Kendrithyst. But when a child turns 16 and after they gain a piece of the [Shadowalk] Elemental Body, they are automatically Script-enabled. The same is true for anyone who gains any Elemental Body skill. In our own case, some children choose to walk a different path than the path of Shadow. We don’t get many of those sorts but we keep several of those optional essence armors in stock for those such children. Fire Crowns. Stone Crowns. Etcetera.”

Erick knew he would have some Big Thoughts about all of that, later, but for now, he flexed his lightform into a map, indicating the wand-filled buildings with small blue dots.

Priestess asked, “Could I get a bigger resolution, please?”

Erick obliged.

“Thank you.” Priestess said, “I must be off. Good luck with your own dealings with this Rollini Family. I need to instruct some others to deal with my own Rollini problems.” She bowed, ever so slightly, then stepped away in a flash of black.

Erick was alone in the Dark Temple. He glanced back to Lerreg and Violet, standing by the doorway. They couldn’t see him past the [Privacy Ward], so here was as good a place as any. He conjured a chair, and sat down.

It was time to talk to some mobsters who used children as living shields.

Joy.

He had been a fool to expect this to go quickly. Farix had been right: Erick wasn’t about to murder everyone in his way and damn the consequences. Not yet, anyway.

Hopefully not ever.

- - - -

Forests grew tall upon verdant mountains, where creeks trickled down into valleys, and houses, strung like ornaments, decorated the land. Higher up on those mountains, were the bigger, more ornate houses. Most had large balconies attached to them, like cliffs, sticking out into the open air. Some of those spaces were attached to roads that wound down the mountain, while some balconies were occupied by carriages of various magical make. Atop the largest fake cliff, attached to the largest house, were guardsmen and women standing out in the open, though some were trying to be sneaky, and remained hidden under invisibility-adjacent magics.

One incani man in black, with black horns, walked out from the house, onto the cliff, and stood there, in the center, looking up at Ophiels that had made themselves known, but not yet felt.

Ophiels gazed down at the man. Some of the feathered [Familiar]s were full-sized, others pint-sized, some in sunform, others under [Invisibility]. Erick would have to work on his own invisibility-adjacent magics at some other time, when life and death did not hang in the balance.

At Erick’s order, the lead Ophiel descended in a tangle of wings and eyes. Erick had Ophiel use his lightform self to generate a hologram of Erick, that was more or less exactly as Erick appeared. Ophiel fluttered to hover at the edge of the outcropping, while ‘Erick’ walked forward.

The man in black smiled a fake smile, as he laid his hands in front of his stomach and bowed, and said, “Greetings, honored archmage. How can this one help you?”

Erick saw glittering green gems on various anklets and a belt, under the guy’s clothes. They were enchanted, likely with Charisma, according to the little tug Erick felt acting on his mind. It wasn’t anything to be scared of, though; the force of that pull was like a piece of floss trying to pull a boat. It would take a significant exposure to this man’s Charisma to do anything to Erick.

Erick decided to start off with a reasonable, easy request. He said, “I want the people responsible for the threats made against my family. I also want assurances that the rest of their plot will not be allowed to come to fruition.” He added, “And it’s in rather poor taste to boost your Charisma before speaking to me. Is that how things are done around here? Mind magic?”

The man smoothly said, “Apologies. I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’m sorry that you came all this way for nothing. Would you care to stay for tea, perhaps?”

This man’s body did not indicate that he lied. Every part of him seemed to speak the truth. Which meant that this man was capable of lying rather perfectly. Honestly, some of the Shades Erick had met were not even this good.

But it wasn’t his reactions that gave him away. It was the reactions of everyone else within sight, and some of those well out of sight, too. Some flinched. Others sweated. The invisible people moved in more obvious ways, moving to get a better shot at Erick’s hologram. People inside the house whispered to each other, far away from the confrontation taking place out front. They spoke of what was happening to their ‘vaunted master Poriti’ while they joked about who would die this time, as they lovingly placed their hands on their own necks…

Where bombs laid, waiting to be triggered.

Erick felt his body go cold.

Damn, this guy’s Charisma was way too high. A part of him had wanted to dismiss all the words he heard inside the house. A part of him was already seeing Poriti in a bright, handsome light. But when he saw the neck bombs, Erick jerked his mind away from that part of himself that called for peace and understanding.

Back at the Dark Temple, Erick sighed.

This guy wanted to play that way? Fine. Erick could play that way.

But he would make sure he was right, first.

Erick began, “I have found connections between people who would do me harm which has led me here, to you. Let me explain, as succinctly as I can…” And then he did. He conjured faces as he spoke, drawing diagrams at the same time, linking people to places. Erick was a bit impressed at how easy it was to manipulate light and produce the holograms he produced, but the man in front of him was a steel wall of indifference. Some of the surrounding guards were not so indifferent. Some of them were sweating. Erick spoke of various wand distribution centers and how he could track down where everyone on that platform had been in the past week, and he already was, but he left out that he could likely track down their whereabouts over a much longer stretch of time. Finally, he said, “And you, yourself, mister Poriti Rollini, your name of which I have discovered by sending an Ophiel into your house and checking on your usual whereabouts, and plundering your office— Well. Not actually ‘plundering’, but you get the gist. You are not the head person in charge. That person is gone to a safehouse three mountains away, which I also already found. But let us deal with you, for now.” Erick repeated, “This threat made against my family. I want it ended, and I want it to never happen again.”

Poriti spoke with a joyful, comforting voice, “That is all rather impressive, Archmage Flatt. But before we continue, I must inform you that those bombs you found on the skulls of Grouser’s wife and child are distributed to many people. Most of them children. Please do not attempt anything without first thinking of the children.” The man continued, “That said: I still have no idea what you are talking about. It seems you have discovered something of a Branch Family plot, for though most who come through our halls here at the Rollini Mansion, the assassins guarding Professor Grouser are known to me as from the Rocini Branch. If it pleases you, I would cull this threat for you, and let you know of the outcome as soon as possible. How would you like to be informed of their demise?”

This man was lying directly to his face, and Erick couldn’t get a read on him.

But the bombs were his own! The people inside the mansion already confirmed them as his spells.

He was lying right to his face, and Erick couldn’t tell! Fuck.

There was another solution to this problem. With a quick look, he scanned every person there on that outdoor platform, again. He found three people with bombs in their necks. Three Ophiels lightstepped into position, and each spent 15,000 mana on a [Dispel]. Two were guards, in the back of the platform, behind Poriti. One was an invisible guard behind Erick’s fake-lightform. All three of them gasped. That action took a single second.

Poriti yelled out, “Aggressive actions are—

The invisible guard, a male harpy, squawked, as he paused, unsure what had just happened. The visible guards both shot hands to their own necks. Poriti turned. All three of the people Erick had freed, stepped away in flashes of shadow. Two vanished; haunting looks of relief on their faces. One remained.

The harpy stepped into the sky, next to the largest Ophiel, putting distance between him and Poriti, rapidly saying, “Hello, yes, thank you, if you kill him those bombs activate. He was driving force behind da plot against you. His Charisma is too strong. I want position when you kill him. I ensure Big Boss does right by you, sir Erick, sir. Big Boss good woman. This guy trash guy.”

Poriti stared up at the harpy, then turned his attention back to Erick. He said, “I will have you know that—”

Poriti briefly turned to shadows, attempting to step away. All he managed to do was crash against a solid wall of glowing light, sending a wave of green light across his body; the glow of a [Personal Ward] taking damage.

Erick said, “Cancel all your spells and I will let you go.”

Poriti stood tall, ran a hand through his hair, then looked to Erick. He pointed past Erick’s false-lightform, past Ophiel, to the mountain on the other side of the valley. “Please direct your attention to the schoolyards over there. I have just now killed one child because of your actions right now.”

Back in the [Privacy Ward], atop the dark tiles of the Dark Temple, Erick stood, transfixed. He moved an Ophiel closer to where Poriti indicated, of course. There was a schoolyard, with a playground out front. There was a young body, missing a head. Kids screamed. Teachers stood, wide-eyed, then calmed, and began talking about how an ignorant fool must have angered Poriti.

Erick viewed the carnage and felt his stomach drop while his mind went in ten directions at once. One of those directions went to Poriti, while the man spoke, and while Erick heard him, nothing he said was too important. He was just monologuing.

There were at least ten ways to go about solving this problem. Erick picked the fastest one, and wondered if it would work, as he glanced at a spell he had made once upon a time with the help of another archmage.




	
Spell Breaker, instant, long range, 301 MP

Trick a normal spell into canceling. Excess Spell Breaker might go on to cancel other nearby spells similar to the first targeted. Has no effect on ongoing spells larger than 1,500 mana. 








He recalled lessons on ‘pillars holding up spells’ and ‘tricking magic into canceling itself’, and then he warped all of that into a 500 Mana Shaping for something more. Something deeper, and targeted on the man in front of him. He, himself, cast a grand [Dispel] upon Poriti, spending 17,000 mana to do so.

It was only after he had made and cast the spell, that he had realized his mistake. He hadn’t made the spell wrong; he was going for a generic [Dispel] that could target the unknown [Neck Bombs] spell. When the blue box appeared, he knew he had made the spell right. That wasn’t the problem. The outcome was the problem. He tried to reason with himself that most people would make the same mistake, but that didn’t help. It was a stupid mistake, like accidentally putting a shirt on backwards; you didn’t realize what had happened until it was pointed out after the fact. 




	
Grand Dispel, instant, medium range, 50 mana + Variable

Trick the spells a target has cast into canceling, regardless of distance, by paying the Dispel cost. If you generally know the spells you are targeting, Grand Dispel first works on all instances of that spell. If excess power remains, Grand Dispel carries over into other magics cast by the target, starting with higher-cost magics first.

Alternatively, trick a spell into canceling by paying half of the Dispel cost. Excess Grand Dispel might go on to cancel other nearby spells similar to the first targeted.














None of the kids at the schoolyard lost their [Neck Bombs]. One person inside the house, did.

The mistake was thus: Clarity, Favored Spell, All Spell Cost Reductions, and even Intelligence, did not come into effect until after the initial spell creation. Spells cost their full costs in their initial casts. Tangentially, Erick realized this was likely to prevent people from casting spells well above their capabilities; or, less cynically, maybe the Script literally couldn’t reduce mana costs until after the magic had been made.

Erick had fucked up. And now he had no mana. It would take him 13-point-5 minutes to recoup the 17,000 he had just spent. His false-lightform flinched. His real body almost fell to the floor, partially because that was nearly all of his mana and that always winded him, but also because the enormity of his fuck-up was like a kick in the nuts.

Poriti had stopped talking when Erick flung a mass of darkness at him.

But now, the man smiled. Wide and bright, and mean. He asked, “Was that your best shot?”

Erick instantly moved all his Ophiel back. He removed his lightcage around the man—

Poriti called out, “Don’t you fucking run away from me!” Ophiel paused. Poriti laughed, then yelled, “Get your feathered ass back here, Erick!” He laughed again. “No! You know what? I want your actual ass here. Now. Or I kill another kid. You got five seconds. One! Two! Whoops!”

Erick watched, horrified, as a pop occurred on the playground, and renewed screams filled the air.

With a flex of his own sunform and a flashing step, Erick stood on the cliff sticking out of the Rollini mansion. The sky was bright as daytime, though it wasn’t, and a peaceful breeze blew through the space, though it was anything but. A small part of Erick thought it was a nice day. A small part thought of Poriti as a very handsome man.

The larger part of him thought it would be nice to rip Poriti to pieces, one bone pried off at a time.

Poriti smiled. Erick remained in his sunform, his mana slowly coming back to him. It wouldn’t be fast enough. He needed a plan. He needed something unexpected.

He sent an Ophiel back to Violet and asked a question. She flummoxed a small answer, but she would need to speak to someone else to find out anything more. That was fine. Her small answer had been fine enough. Erick had her stand by, while he continued to deal with Poriti, standing before him.

Poriti laughed. “Dark Gods, you’re standing right in front of me, and I’m not having any effect on you, am I?” He pulled the collar of his black robes loose. “Still nothing? Oh well. Guess you have to die.” Poriti demanded. “Your rings. Your belt. Now. Right now. I’ll kill another kid if you don’t move fast.”

Erick moved in tune to Poriti’s demands, saying, “I’m doing it! I’m doing it!” Erick pulled at his belt, slipping a few times with the clasp, trying to give himself enough time to finish talking to Violet, dozens of kilometers away. When he finished with her, he popped off the belt, letting it clatter to the ground. It was pretty hard to pretend to be this clumsy with his Dexterity, but he managed. Maybe.

Oh. Fuck. Poriti was the best person in the world. Why would Erick ever want to harm—

“Rings, too, weakling.” Poriti sneered. “Kick the belt over here.”

Erick yanked his mind into a direction it didn’t really want to go. And then he didn’t bother with the rings. With a quick shift of tendrils of light, that definitely endangered some kids somewhere, he lifted the belt and wrapped it around Poriti’s waist.

He stared at the man; hoping.

Poriti’s eyes went wide and hopeful as he put his hands on his new belt. “And my Charisma rings are fine?! HA!” He smiled, radiant and wonderful. “I want your rings too, arsehol—“

His eyes rolled up into his head and he collapsed into a heap.

At least five of the guards yelled, asking for help to save Poriti, or to kill Erick, or any number of things. Some rushed forward. Ophiels moved to intercept the rushing people, but they all stopped coming, once the feathered [Familiar]s fluffed up large, and blocked the way.

For a moment, Erick almost went and got his rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] to help the downed man, but he snapped himself out of that thought. And then he moved fast. First, he put his belt back on his own waist; it hadn’t been damaged by interacting with Poriti, and that was good. Then he stripped Poriti of all his jewelry, of any drop of metal or green gem on his body; all of it went in a pile to the side. Erick even had to do some minor surgery to remove one particular piece.

Instantly, Erick felt better. He shook his head. He glared at nothing. Then he glared at Poriti.

His rage returned.

The guards around the area also lost their Charisma-afflictions. One man violently hurled into a potted plant. One woman collapsed to the ground, the sorrow in her eyes turning to the deepest hate Erick had ever seen.

Erick regarded the man in black, laid out on the ground. And then Erick just stood there. For a long moment, he watched Poriti’s sleeping form; he watched the man’s soul toss and turn, flex and shiver. He watched for signs that Violet had mentioned. He watched, as Poritis soul began to twist, and left hand crunched in on itself, the muscles of his forearm and upper arm curling in, without biological limiters.

The twisting continued.

Erick breathed. He had time to think about everything that had happened, now. Time to reflect on what he had done wrong.

The harpy stepped down onto the ground near to Poriti, but not too close. He stared at Poriti’s broken hand.

Erick said to the harpy, “That’s… Probably that.”

The harpy blanked. “Sir?”

“What Stats did Poriti have? That you know of?” Erick said, “I’m guessing Charisma and Intelligence.”

“Yeah. He had dose.” He asked, “Is… Is Poriti… What’s happening to him? What did you do?”

“They remade the Charisma Fruit into a Perception Fruit, you know?”

“Uh…” He shook his head. “I don’t know bout dat, sir. Is he going ta be out for long? Can we kill him now?” The harpy pleaded with his eyes, but kept his desire mostly out of his voice, “Please, sir. We must end him, fore he wakes.”

“That’ll activate the bombs.” Erick pointed to the pile of green jewelry. “I took that off of him. He’s clean.”

“He’s NOT.” The harpy calmed. “He has gems inside. I know! I tried ta do dis once. I failed. Your mind, it be clouded. Please, sir. We have to kill him. Now.”

Erick touched a light tendril to the pile of jewelry, overturning a bloody, silver-clad emerald. “It was inside his chest. Already removed.” He said, “We have long enough to rescue those kids.”

“… If you say so, sir.”

With a thought, Erick sent an Ophiel back to the Dark Temple. Once there, he asked Violet for a mana potion. She nodded, then stepped away. In moments, she was back, holding a blue vial. In a few more moments, that vial was in Erick’s hand. He cast a [Cleanse] on it, then when nothing happened, he downed the drink. His body relaxed. His soul seemed revived. Mana poured in, like the opening of a dam.

The harpy kept his attentions to Poriti, lying on the ground.

Erick also watched the man for signs of movement, planning to bring this tragedy to an abrupt end if needed.

He also thought of his own needs for future situations like this one. He could use [Sleep], or something similar. Something stronger, for sure. That was Mind Magic, though, so maybe that was a non-starter. He might be able to find some other nonviolent means to take out a target, but he would ask around for [Sleep], first. Poi would have an answer for him, right away.

He glanced through Ophiel, back to the bloody playground, and wondered what it would take to get [Resurrection]. Probably a lot.

A minute passed in relative silence; Erick’s mana was almost back to full. Poriti showed no signs of waking, at all. Something was definitely buggy with the Charisma/Perception interaction, for sure.

A few guards on the cliff platform made themselves scarce. Erick recognized when they left, but he gave no pursuit. A few stuck around; those ones watched Poriti with obvious hatred in their eyes.

Erick was back up to full mana.

He fired off another [Grand Dispel], with all of his bonuses. This time, 17,000 mana transferred into roughly 425,000 points of dispelling power, if Erick’s 4% Spell Costs estimate from earlier remained true. He had no real way of knowing that particular number, for now.

Looking through an Ophiel on the other side of the valley, Erick saw that the kids in the schoolyard had run away from the space where two bodies lay, and were now hiding wherever they could. Erick managed to catch sight of several of them. He began to check them, one by one.

Missing bomb. Missing bomb. All clea—

Nope. There was one bomb— Two bombs. A few more bombs.

Erick asked the harpy, asking, “Was Poriti’s 150-kid number accurate?”

The harpy said, “Probably. Maybe higher. He spends an hour a day, five days week, each day at a different school.” He scowled at the sleeping man, adding, “He casts same spell at us when we break rules, and then he leaves it on us forever.”

“What rule did you break?”

“… I tried to kill him when he started using all that Charisma.”

Erick nodded.

There were only 25 people at the school across the valley. Erick’s [Grand Dispel] should have gotten all of them, and a few more besides. But that discrepancy was easy to account for if [Grand Dispel] worked on the closest targets first. And sure enough, a check inside the house revealed all the [Neck Bombs] gone from all the women and men in there. Some of those people were packing up their clothes and other such stuff, as they rushed to get away from the area. Some were just crying. Erick left them be.

Erick asked the harpy, “How much mana does it cost him to cast those [Neck Bombs]? How much to [Dispel]? They do detonate if he dies, right?”

“1200 mana cost. But da bomb resists [Dispel]. Equivalent 15,000 mana to remove, but he knows when it’s gone.” The harpy said, “That’s da problem. Poriti knows when people be messin wit his magics.” He looked to Poriti, saying, “Dis man deserves everyting you be given him. And, yah. Dose bombs explode ifn he bites da ground.” He leaned closer to the sleeping, tortured man, saying, “He don’t look ta be waking.”

Erick said, “He won’t. I’ll kill him before that happens. But I can rescue more kids, first.”

“Big tings are gonna change when he’s finally dead.”

Erick didn’t doubt that.

Killing Poriti would be the start of a massive change in the criminal cultures of Truedark Arcanaeum. Killing Poriti was the correct choice. But would someone worse come along, later? Whatever. That wasn’t Erick’s problem. His problem was this man laying on the ground in front of him.

The harpy whispered, “Maybe tings get back ta normal-like.”

Maybe; for a given example of ‘normal’. Nothing about the Clergy or the Brightwater District was ‘normal’. Nothing about Veird was ‘normal’, either, but this place was extra fucked.

As for the [Neck Bombs], Grouser’s 15,000 [Dispel] number was correct, it seems. Or at least the professor and this assassin had been fed the same information. But, whatever. That line of thinking wasn’t productive for the current math problems.

With a bit of mental math, which was quite a bit easier since he got all this Intelligence, at 15,000 mana to [Dispel] a single [Neck Bomb], that meant he had cleaned 28 people, with his 425,000 effective mana [Grand Dispel]. That meant that Erick needed to cast his [Grand Dispel] 5 more times at least, at that same cost, to clear out a full 150 [Neck Bombs].

His mana was back up to full, so he cast again. Somewhere out there, 28 more [Neck Bombs] disappeared. Erick decided to find out where those other schools were. With a thought, he directed an Ophiel into the sky, and soon, a cascading orb of light appeared even higher above, while a map took hold in the air near that Ophiel.

Erick cast his [Grand Dispel] again.

He found the other schools. He found more [Neck Bombs].

Meanwhile,he cast another [Grand Dispel].

Now that the problem was getting solved, Erick asked Violet for a better answer than the one she gave him before. She nodded, then stepped away in a flash of shadows.

His mana filled, and he cast for the fifth time.

Poriti had yet to stir awake, at all.

Erick’s mana came back for the sixth time, leading to the cast of his sixth [Grand Dispel]. The mana potion was beginning to lose effectiveness. Instead of ten times his mana regen, it was only four times. With one more cast of 17,000 mana, the seventh one, the potion was on its last legs. As the dark magic soaked into Poriti, his [Personal Ward] blinked bright green as if under attack, and then broke. The weight of a hundred and fifty families slipped off of Erick’s shoulders. He smiled. If his [Grand Dispel] was turning off that, that meant there were no more [Neck Bombs] out there.

Erick had expected 5 more [Grand Dispel]s; he ended up with 7. Who else had this guy bombed?

“Good,” Erick whispered, to himself. Then he asked the harpy, “What’s your name?”

“What is good— I mean!” The man looked nervous, then just blurted out, “Terodoor. Uh. Sir.”

“Well, Terodoor.” Erick gestured to the man. “The last spell cleared off Poriti’s [Personal Ward], which means all his other currently cast [Neck Bombs] are gone. Why would he claim to have 150 out there, then have a lot more?” Erick didn’t truly care, but it was a discrepancy; one that Erick might need to pursue.

“Uh.” Terodoor looked to the other guards, ten meters away, looking for answers. One guard shrugged. The others mostly shook their heads; unknowing. The harpy turned to Erick. “Uh. He put dem on other contacts, too?” He admitted, “I don’t know.”

“Fair enough.” Erick asked, “What do you want to do to the man?”

The man’s eyes lit up, and then he stopped. “… You’re giving me dis honor, sir?”

Erick grabbed Poriti’s prone form with light, lifting him into the air, tilting the man’s head back, exposing his neck. “Yes. He wronged you, right?”

“Yes he did!” Terodoor’s eyes turned hateful, and happy, “But. Uh. You sure?”

“Yes. Cut off his fucking head.”

Terodoor turned his maniacal eyes on the man who had once planted a bomb in his neck, and said, “Den! Then! I take out the trash, sir.” He lifted his wing. Great talons of shadow coalesced in the air, combining into one, to look like a curved guillotine, before the man’s wing went down, dragging the shadowy weapon with it. The talon sliced clean through. Blood spurted. The head rolled away.

Erick threw a [Cleansing Flame] on the body parts. He watched as white fire leapt high, and the soul that had inhabited the body fled, like so much fog under a sunny sky. Erick, and everyone else, watched, as the body burned away to nothing.

Erick flexed his sunform onto the green jewelry, and with a supercharged [Lightshape], he twisted that part of the world into a glittering, bright green and sheared metal mess. A continued twisting turned that mess into a single green orb of broken emeralds and precious metals. He gave it to Ophiel, and though it was no longer magical, and was very unable to be [Mend]d back together, he had Ophiel plop it into his room, back at Quilatalap’s cottage.

Erick said to Terodoor, “Do I need to threaten you to keep your organization out of my affairs and away from my family?”

“Sir no sir!” came Terodoor’s quick reply. “We know not ta mess with da powers round ‘ere!”

Erick turned his gaze toward the other guards, still standing at the edge of the platform, closer to the mansion. “Do I need to threaten anyone else? Do I need to kill anyone else to prevent other plots against me or mine?”

“Sir no sir!” came the reply of every guard still visible, and a few that were invisible.

“Good.” Erick said, “Then I’m done here. Don’t make me come back.”

Terodoor dropped to his knees before pressing his head against the ground.

One by one, and rather fast, everyone else on the cliff followed suit, kowtowing toward Erick.

Erick left without looking back.

- - - -

Erick stepped onto the dark tiles of the Dark Temple, south of the Palace. Lerreg was still there, near the doors. Violet was missing—

Violet stepped onto the ground near Lerreg, briefly scaring the poor lad.

“Sir.” She said, “I have found out a larger answer to what you asked.”

Erick put on a happy face. “Don’t keep me in suspense.”

Violet nodded. “Shade Lapis informs you that in the case of overlapping Stats, such as Charisma and Perception, the result is almost always a true monster, but this is easy to prevent, if the imbiber of the conflicting fruits seals their soul against outside forces. In the case of a successful sealing, the original Stat remains; the other is discarded. The only way to switch from Charisma to Perception is to first rid the Charisma person of their Charisma, and only after that occurs, can they then safely take up Perception.

“In the case where a soul takes in both Charisma and then Perception, they would become an abomination, without fail. Shade Lapis discovered this problem with the new Stats when she briefly had a Virility Fruit tree, which overlapped with Dexterity.” She said, “There was an innuendo in there that she instructed me to share with you if I felt I could do it justice. I cannot. Do you wish to hear it anyway?”

“Thank you, no thank you.”

Violet nodded, then added, “In exchange for this information, Shade Lapis desires your company this evening. She has instructed me to tell you that this is non-negotiable. Dinner is at 10 PM. She will pick you up. Expect an interview about how your own Stats are affecting you, and about what you did to Poriti Rollini. She saw the whole thing, and she did not expect Poriti to be affected by this Stat overlap phenomenon.”

Erick breathed deep. “… Fine.” He added, “Has Quilatalap’s presentation begun?”

“Almost. We have very little time, though.”

With all that done, Erick turned toward Lerreg. The boy stiffened. Erick rattled off, “Toff and Hutt are dead. They were murdered by some people who Shade Farix has since taken care of. Professor Grouser was the one who cast that exploding bone spell upon you, but it was done under the auspices of Poriti Rollini, who had planted similar bone bombs in others. Poriti’s bombs were simple neck bombs, though.” Erick said, “The list of problems not solved is thus: Poriti’s obvious connection to Grouser. The identities of the people who fired missiles at me, Violet, and you. The necessity of planting [Neck Bombs] in children— though I rather suspect that was to keep Farix at bay. That’s over, now, by the way.” Erick continued, “The validity of harming a White Market weighs upon me, because, since they operate under the Shades, I probably should have helped them, but they threatened me instead of seeking out a pleasant solution to all of our problems. And they were criminals who killed and mind controlled to get what they wanted. The only one who actually got what was coming to him was Poriti, but that’s as far as I was willing to go. So. Lerreg.” Erick stared the kid down. “Far as I can tell you just got caught up in something because Toff and Hutt hated you or saw you as an easy mark; I don’t know.

“But since you’re into making monsters and such, which is already rather confrontational, you might want to consider a plan that doesn’t bring you into conflict with others, and especially not conflict with me. Biodiversity is good. Biodiversity that kills, not so much. If I see you letting killer whales out into the oceans, I will come and kill you, too. So good luck going forward.”

With a serious face, Lerreg said, “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

Erick walked off. Violet followed. Ophiels lifted from the pillars and the wall, to flutter after Erick.

Lerreg remained behind.

- - - -

When Erick got out of direct sight, Lerreg smiled, then hyperventilated a bit, before dropping to his knees. He bowed toward the empty Dark Temple and remained there for a long while, just breathing, and probably praying.

Far to the south, where the waterfalls from thirty kilometers above rained down the crystal cliff, touching off on green spaces and journeying along many carved paths to the Palace District below, there sat an Ophiel. He fluffed out his feathers, scattering drops of water into the air, as his hidden claws gripped the green moss under him. He watched Lerreg for a little while. Maybe he’d get to watch the boy for a few days, just to see if anything else came of Erick’s little foray into the local criminal scene.

But probably not. There was lots to do around here.

For now, though, he’d watch.

- - - -

Far afield, at another nice part of the Arcanaeum District, white marble towers and peaked-roof buildings sat atop the peak of a mountain. A dozen kilometers to the east, the green lands became towering crystals that rose dozens of more kilometers into the sky, but here, the wind blew nicely, and the false light of the Brightwater hung in the sky, providing light for all.

A human woman, wearing something resembling a bikini, reclined in a nice chair, atop one of those marble towers, while she read a large book. Though her hair was white and something about her made her seem like she was in her seventies, her heavily tanned skin was unwrinkled, while her face was mostly unlined.

She was the Big Boss, according to the DNA trail and the various clues Erick had discovered inside the Rollini mansion. Erick knew this chiefly because her portrait hung above the mantle of a fireplace, her picture was nowhere to be seen in the main office though others were, and a few other facts he had uncovered here and there. With all of his snooping, Erick had discovered her name, too: Karine Rollini. She was Poriti’s adoptive mother, while he was her third adopted son.

Ophiel settled down on the railing of the marble tower, a meter away from Karine.

Karine glanced over her book, saying, “Why hello there, pretty birdy. I was wondering when you were going to fly closer than just out of range of our alarms.”

Erick said, “Did you have anything to do with Poriti’s attempt on me and mine?”

“Not directly.”

“… Explain.”

“That man used the information network I built and the people I have recruited in order to enact his plan against you, but before he ever got that far, he was doing similar threatening tactics to lesser powers.” Karine said, “Bombs in necks, in order to keep the rougher elements under thumb. Eventually, that became bombs in the necks of kids, in order to keep the stronger powers at bay. Or at least those who would succumb to this method of threat.”

“Your society is terrible.”

“The terrible rise to the top, or they succumb. For all his overreaching, Poriti was a power who kept various other powers from our throats.” She added, “Until he got too full of himself. I should have seen it coming, but these things creep up on you, you know?”

“If this was your plot against me, you could have come at me differently. An alternate outcome might have occurred.”

Karine said, “That was not me, Archmage Flatt, though I am glad to know my son has not burned all avenues of communication between us.”

“Yeah… Well...”

“If I had been in charge, this never would have happened. But I was ousted by my son months and months ago, and though I grieve as a mother, it is a small emotion compared to the relief of knowing a true monster is dead. He killed his sister and brother before throwing me out here, and cutting off almost all my methods of communicating with the outside world, you know?”

“I figured something like that had happened. He kept family portraits on the walls, but with the faces removed or slashed through. Your own portraits were fine.”

“… He did that, huh?” She looked sad for a moment, and it seemed genuine, even when she faintly smiled. She said, “It’s a rather sad sort of glad, to know he’s dead, if you can understand that.” She leaned back in her chair, banishing all emotions as she regained her poise, and said, “Now, if you don’t want to kill me, and if you don’t wish to go against the Clergy and rescue me, too, then I must ask you to leave. I have no doubt that my own Divine Judgment will be arriving when they feel like arriving, but I can’t imagine it taking much longer than it already has.”

Ophiel departed.

- - - -

Erick stepped up to a large pavilion, on the north side of the Palace, facing the Brightwater. It was a nice location, suitable for any number of medium-sized parties. Rainbow auroras decorated the dark sky, while the lake itself cast white light all across the horizon, and a cool wind blew into the space. Of the space itself, there was a small stage to the front, set with a podium made of crystal and a backsplash made of the same, but much taller than the podium, and big enough for at least two chalkboards.

To the sides of the space stood weapons, cups, shields, rings, and other such items, attached to pedestals with little placards on them that described the items, then gave brief descriptions of who they went to and what happened after that. They were replicas. Erick was barely able to recognize that they were replicas and to glance at a few placards before he had to get to his chair, near one of the tables set up for the event. There were at least twenty Shades in attendance already, with most of them sitting down and quietly talking to each other in whichever groups they felt like.

Erick sat down at an empty table, near the front, where someone had laid a card with ‘Fire of the Age’ written upon it in nice calligraphy. He had barely sat down, when a flicker of shadows to his right heralded the arrival of Queen, who also sat down at his table.

Erick put on a happy face as he said to the new arrival, “Hello.”

Queen said, “Hey, Erick. I heard you dismantled a White Market today.”

Erick lost some of his false-mirth. “They tried to dismantle me, first.”

Queen smiled. “If what I heard was true, that they were using kids as shields, then they deserved way worse than what you gave them. Some corruption is necessary in any society, but Farix let that one get waaaay out of hand.”

Two tables over, a human man who Erick recognized as the Shade of Enlightenment, spoke up, “Everyone gets weeds in their fields when the fieldsare big enough. Lay off of Farix, Queen. He does a good job.”

Queen angled her seat and herself toward the man. “Maybe if he wasn’t laying every piece of ass that came in his field of view then he’d do better, Leofield. And how much land do you have now that you lost your position as Chancellor of Truedark, hmm?”

“I’m going to have entire worlds, my dear.” Leofield said, “And don’t worry so much about Farix. Sex is one of the easier vices to satiate. Much easier than—”

A flash of shadows resolved into Fallopolis, as she stepped onto the pavilion, saying, “He’s not as bad as some of you, that’s for sure. Melemizargo knows how many of your messes I’ve had to clean.”

Leofield huffed at Fallopolis, saying, “While taking all of our research and setting us back multiple years. Decades, sometimes!”

“Punishments for failure and time for you to better understand what you did wrong, my dear former Truedark Chancellor.” Fallopolis walked to the front of the room and took a seat at Erick’s table, then angled back to say, “What do you even do anymore? Anything? You haven’t fucked up in a while, so either you’ve gotten a lot better than you used to be, or you’ve been nothing but a drain on My God.”

Leofield’s face broke into a wide smile. He chuckled a bit, then said, “I’ve got some nice things coming down the line, Fallopolis. Just you wait.”

Fallopolis fired her own smile at the man, saying, “Better be good, Leofield.”

There was no flicker, this time. Quilatalap simply stepped onto the crystal platform ahead. If Erick didn’t have Ophiels watching that part of the pavilion, he would have missed the archlich’s entrance. The crowd ceased their talking as Quilatalap stood behind the podium. The crystal backsplash animated into color and light, and a large image, five meters wide by four meters tall, showed an aerial view of the Armory. It was exactly as Erick remembered; bulbous and black, like a land of kilometer-wide soap bubbles frozen in time.

Quilatalap spoke, “Welcome, everyone, to this year’s Armory Presentation. You all know me; I’ve done this a thousand times already. Some of you have heard this hundreds of times. But for one person, this is their first. So let me explain a little bit about the purpose of this production...”
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                Relaxed in his heavy black armor, Quilatalap stood in front of two dozen Shades, while an image of the Armory hung in the air behind him, looking like a land of black bubbles. He put a hand on some papers behind his podium, and began, “The Armory serves as the testing ground for petitioners to gain artifacts that will help them in their own particular parts of the world. The Clergy makes most of those artifacts, and shelters many more. Everyone here who wished to be informed when their items went out, has been, but now is the time for an unveiling of every item that has been won.

“To that end, we have this presentation.

“This is a display of strategic assets gone out into the world.

“It is a display of power by the Clergy, for the Clergy. This is a mixer for all involved, so that plots can be strung together after this presentation, if people so choose.

“So. Before we get into the meat of the matter: Anyone have any pressing desire to display their own artifacts and associated stories? There’s always at least one of you.”

Three hands went up in the audience.

“Alright then.” Quilatalap flicked his eyes across the gathered Shades, and said, “Forin Leofield, Shade of Enlightenment. Stardust, Shade of the Edge. Toymaker, Shade of Diversion.” He shuffled some papers around on the podium, pulling three slips of paper out of the whole and moving them to the front. Erick never saw the papers before he started shuffling them. Quilatalap said, “There we go. We’ll do you three, soon enough. But first, some numbers.” Behind Quilatalap, the viewing screen shifted. Names and numbers appeared and then moved off to the side, as he spoke, “This year, like many others, the majority of petitioners came from these various lands, of which I will only separate from their continent if their country of origin has more than 10 million people. City States will only be listed in the case of a winner.

“The Greensoil Republic. 28 losing teams, 5 choosing to go on past the first death, 26 permanent deaths. 5 winning teams. 7 survivors, 21 deaths. An abnormally large ratio of winners to losers this year, and quite a lot of post-adventure murder and infighting. We’re going to see a lot of that, this year.

“The Wasteland Kingdoms. 35 losing teams, 15 choosing to continue, 97 permanent dead. There was but a single winning team. That team of twelve had been in there for two months, only passing their final Artifact Trial after Shadow’s Feast had already begun. They won. You all know what they won, but we’ll go over that later. There were ten of them alive at the time of their win, but four of them killed the other six after they won. Those four will be on the stage later.

“Assorted lands of Glaquin. 71 losing teams, 6 choosing to continue. 38 permanent deaths. 4 winning teams, 20 survivors, 3 deaths. Orcol team, orcol team, assorted Crystal Forest team, assorted Sovereign Cities team.

“Assorted lands of Nelboor. 190 losing teams, 42 choosing to continue. 218 permanent deaths. Not a single winner from Nelboor this year. Quite odd. They usually get at least one artifact, and some war always erupts over there because of it. Not this year.

“Eidolon, of Nergal. 1 winner. Not a team. A singular winner. A human girl of 17. Very odd, but very capable person, there.”

Small laughs murmured from the crowd of Shades, along with one soft, ‘Really?’ There was a response of ‘Oh yeah, it was—’ but Quilatalap glared at the offender, and the offender went silent.

Quilatalap calmly said, “No spoilers,” then went on, “Nergal, both archipelago and continental, 37 losing teams and 19 losing teams, respectively. 4 and zero willing to continue. 7 permanent dead. Zero winners.”

“Quintlan.” Quilatalap smiled. “3 winning teams, 15 survivors. No losers. No deaths.”

“What!” more than one person exclaimed.

“Favoritism!” someone called out.

“Blatant favoritism!” added another.

Quilatalap smiled, then faked a frown. “I can’t help it if they raise them better over there.” He spoke over all resulting rejoinders, saying, “Moving right along.

“Assorted islands and underwaters, including Oceanside, Stone Reef, Deadtide, and all of those. 29 losing teams, 19 continuing. 109 permanent deaths. Zero winning teams.

“Stratagold, Underworld. Zero losing teams. 4 winning teams. 19 survivors. 1 permanent death.

“Assorted Underworld. 289 losing teams. 4 choosing to continue. 21 permanent deaths. No winners.

“And that’s it for the Artifact Challengers of the Armory. Total teams: 715 teams, for a total of 3,672 people.

“As for the lesser numbers: We have the Easy, Medium, and Hard courses of the Armory Challenge. These stand at roughly 28,000 people, 11,000 people, and 6,000 people, respectively. Winning rates hold steady at 70%, 38%, and 7%. But no one cares about those deeper numbers, so there will be no total breakdown. For those who care: the average prizes won were 50-Stat items, or some Stat Fruits, which turned out to be really popular once they were available. Once they were available, they were chosen 95% of the time, for a total of almost 8000 Stat Fruits given out, with Intelligence coming out far and away more chosen than any of the other options. Roughly 60% of choices went for Intelligence, followed by Constitution for 20%, Dexterity for 15%, and Charisma for 5%.”

Quilatalap turned to the board, which listed everything behind him, and waved a hand, brushing away the numbers for the losing teams, leaving only the winners. Those winner-numbers reorganized to take up the whole screen.

Erick felt a profound sense of oddness. He, himself, had just killed a man. And now, here he was, listening to death-numbers like this was a board meeting and not a horror show. He wiped away some wet thing on his face as he pretended nothing was wrong.

Queen leaned over, whispering, “Are you okay?”

Quilatalap whipped his head toward Erick, his deep black eyes searching for problems.

Erick pulled himself together and said, “I’m fine.”

Queen sat back in her chair, shrugging.

Quilatalap nodded, slowly, then went back to the board, continuing, “A total of 18 artifact winning teams this year. 2.5% win-rate. That’s rather low compared to the Artifact Trial win-rate in previous years. My observations conclude this is due to a number of interrelated factors, including the Converter Angel and the Breach Demon, as well as the introduction of Particle Magic to the world, and the general smartening of the various Ancients around the world, due to the decrease in the generalized discombobulation of Melemizargo. For instance, this year's Unicorn Hunt over in the Sovereign Cities was particularly brutal, with the Ancient Unicorn there doing a lot more than in previous years. All that doesn’t even touch upon the existence of the Ballooning Spider Horde, though the death rates for that event was considerably lower than previous balloonings.

"Champion Yetta's successful incursion ended up enticing a lot of people to come to Kendrithyst who should never have come here. 

“All of these factors acted in concert to cause people to search for ways out of those messes, and for a lot of them, it meant coming to Kendrithyst well before they were ready.

“But one happening stood out from all the rest.

“Candlepoint’s existence was frightening for a lot of nations out there, but once it was proven that Candlepoint was exactly what it said it was, that lesser experience with the Clergy gave a lot of adventurers the courage to try their hand at Kendrithyst.”

Erick felt his skin go cold.

Quilatalap continued, “I say now, with eyes open and time passed, that I feel there was not enough distancing from Kendrithyst and Candlepoint. The people who came from Candlepoint to here were NOT prepared for the true trials of Kendrithyst, and the Armory numbers show it. But even outside of the Armory, more than once, a team either wandered into the Swamp, or into the North River, or got stuck to the walls, or any other of fool places to be, where they then died to overwhelming power or vicious chance. I know some of you even saved those people, only for them to run away and into more danger, and get themselves killed.”

Far behind Erick someone spoke up, “They got what they deserved!”

A few agreements echoed around the pavilion.

Quilatalap continued, undaunted, “Whatever the case, Candlepoint is no longer under Clergy control. People will go there and then come here, expecting to walk through these ruby-purple halls and pick up treasure just sitting on the ground. They won’t expect to be tried for their deficiencies, and found wanting.”

Bulgan, standing on the edge of the pavilion, called out, “Not our problem! Complain about Candlepoint to Erick, if anyone.”

Erick felt his sight narrow, as his heart thumped hard.

“Now is not a time for discussion. Now is a time for facts and neutral perspective.” Quilatalap said, “That said, we continue:

“Many of the people who came to the Armory were reaching beyond their means in order to either save themselves or to prepare for the oncoming strife, or just because they thought they could. The Wasteland is firmly in the first category. Nelboor, in particular, is very guilty of the second. Many of the people this year fell somewhere in the third category, which we had much too much of.

“We’ve seen this before in other years of grand upheavals, and we’ll see it again.”

Erick felt like he was going to be sick.

“And now, for the artifacts and the winners.” Quilatalap continued, “Let us start with a contribution from Forin Leofield, Shade of Enlightenment.” Quilatalap gestured to the viewing screen behind him. A black book appeared. It had thick, metal covers, with white opal-like gems running up the binding. Some people in the crowd instantly boo’d.

Fallopolis turned around and muttered at the man, “Honestly.”

Leofield, an otherwise unremarkable human-looking man, just smiled wider.

The Librarian, who was near the back, said, “I like those!”

“You always like those Books of Knowledge,” said another.

Quilatalap’s voice broke over the crowd, “A Book of Knowledge. A common artifact, but one readily taken by many, since everyone knows that they are safe artifacts to hold and use. Leofield submits a Book of Knowledge every time the original is won, and there’s usually one won every other year.

“He also has other artifacts for winning, but those remain ensconced in the Armory, waiting for the right person to come along.

“Made with solid adamantine covers and with pages of the thinnest paper, the mostly-indestructible Book of Knowledge copies every nearby book within its pages. When the Book is not in this black, true form, it mimics the form of any book it has copied, and then hides in bookshelves, looking like a completely normal tome.

“When a user cuts themselves on the pages, they bind the book to them. Thereafter, when the user channels mana into the book, the book reveals its true form.

“In its true form, every book it has ever copied is shown on the pages.

“The Book of Knowledge is a multi-functional artifact with search, organizational, and other functionalities.” With a slight profundity, Quilatalap added, “And additional functions unlock when the user has a Greater Elemental Body.”

The bored crowd sat a bit straighter.

Leofield smiled wide, cheering for himself as he said, “That’s right!”

Fallopolis turned to the man, narrowing her eyes. And then the rest of the crowd, except Erick, all seemed to understand that something special had happened.

The Librarian, shocked, asked, “Finally?”

“Damn straight!” Leofield said, “Finally got it! Ask me later if you want one, ha ha!”

Quilatalap spoke over the crowd, “In the presence of a user with a Greater Elemental Body, the Book of Knowledge gains sentience, and is able to tailor the user’s reading experience to all such books that would best benefit them. It will help create a Domain. It will begin to highlight the various misinformations perpetuated by the Arcanaeum Consortium. It will eventually gain a small ability to move on its own, in the form of a [Spectral Butler].

“This year, the Book of Advanced Knowledge went to an orcol team from Wyrmrest. The book has been in the hands of an accomplished mage for six months. He was the leader of their team, and though he began with [Greater Stone Body], he has since added [Greater Water Body] to his skills, while not only joining the Cult of Melemizargo, but also rising in ranks from Follower to Leader. His team has experienced similar benefits.”

There were a few professional claps around the gathering, and a few excited claps. Leofield repeated his offer of Books of Knowledge for anyone who wanted one. Erick heard no takers, but he didn’t doubt there would be a few. The Librarian, for sure, wanted one.

Erick felt a little sick, again.

Quilatalap continued his presentation, “And now we have Stardust, Shade of the Edge, and her Void Star.”

Stardust was a female snake shifter who sat one table over from Erick. She was pale and bald, but tiny white scales ran up the sides of her neck, dappling her face and her head, while also running out of the sleeves of her loose, black dress. As her name was called out she sat taller, and smiled.

Quilatalap offhandedly gestured at the screen behind him. A dark glass orb appeared, with what looked to be an eclipse in the center. Quilatalap said, “I have been asked to say that Void Stars are extremely easy to make. Stardust has had a breakthrough on an old project, and can make one of these a day, if she wanted. They are true artifacts, too. They do not break with ten thousand uses.”

Stardust smiled wider. There were a few small, professional claps.

Quilatalap continued, “When at least 850 mana is channeled into the Void Star, one [Void Star] is produced. If not directed to a target, the [Void Star] will attempt to kill the user. But otherwise, these energetic, ethereal summons, will rapidly move to any target within sight, slipping through most intervening barriers, in an attempt to reach that target’s center. Upon reaching its destination, the [Void Star] detonates in a [Void Blast], of medium size. Simple. Effective.

“And the entire team that won it is already dead from misuse and infighting.”

Stardust paled.

Then the giggles began. Fallopolis began chuckling, then cackling. It wasn’t long before a few Shades were howling with laughter.

“You told me those people won eight months ago! How am I just hearing about this now?” Stardust sat straighter, attempting to speak over the laughter, “Were they fools?! Or was this treachery?!”

Fallopolis ceased laughing, like the sudden stop at the end of a long fall. She glared her hateful white eyes at Stardust, and said, “They won. And then they died to what they won. That’s not right, Stardust.”

All laughter ceased, as eyes turned on the snake shifter woman.

Fallopolis continued, “Were they not aware of this fault? Or did you not tell Quilatalap?”

With a cocky sort of calm, Stardust said, “I told him. It was on the placard I wrote up. The winners knew what they were getting into.” She asked Quilatalap, “Didn’t they?”

“They knew. But they were a team from the Greensoil Republic, with ties to nobility. I suspect treachery of some sort, but I cannot confirm at all. And you would have known if you had asked.” Quilatalap said, “The artifact itself is still in play, and in the hands of a young noble of Greensoil, now.”

“A noble?!” Fallopolis instantly stated, “I vote for a Reclamation.”

Leofield said, “Deny.” He added, “They fucked up. It’s out there, now.”

Fallopolis eyed the man. Leofield just smiled. Stardust almost began to speak—

But Quilatalap shorted any more discussion, saying, “MOVING right along.” The screen behind him became an image of a spherical-ish die, with a short spike on every corner. It was silver, but otherwise unremarkable, save for the brighter parts of the metal that seemed abnormally shiny, and the shadows were deeper than they had any right to be. “We have Toymaker’s Breaking Die.” Quilatalap smiled. “For once, it’s not a murder machine. It’s an unusual little piece of fun.”

Through Ophiel’s eyes, Erick eyed Toymaker, who sat two tables back. He was a dark purple incani man with much of his horns, nails, and hair, an even darker purple, while his outfit was one of a comfortable black almost-sweater and almost-sweatpants. Erick knew of Toymaker, thanks to Killzone.

The Shade of Diversion was heavily active near the western wall of Ar’Kendrithyst, with much of his creations populating that side of the city. The Shade never showed himself, but his killer golems often resembled children’s toys, up until they released their inner swords or warhammers or such, and then you had a bunch of stuffed rabbits and frogs and puppet knights, all ready to kill. No teddy bears, though; Veird didn’t have that particular cultural phenomenon.

Toymaker smiled as Quilatalap kept speaking.

“This artifact would be easy to mass produce, too, as are most artifacts made by Toymaker.” Quilatalap said, “The Breaking Die is usable once per day, with a reset time of a day. When it is used, the Breaking Die is able to grant the user a single step along the Elemental Body skill that most complements their nature.”

Some people in the crowd gasped.

Fallopolis turned around. “Really?!”

Toymaker grinned. “Really. I’ve let three of them go in the Sovereign Cities already. Pure havoc.” He added, “The good kind!”

Quilatalap spoke before the crowd could ask any questions, “When rolled, the Breaking Die grants a step along the Elemental Body most in tune with the user. It will only stop working for that person when they have a full Elemental Body of any sort. With any luck and personal balance at all, a person could end up with a full suite of nascent skills, though that part about stopping at a full Elemental Body is more conjecture than proven fact.”

Toymaker spoke up, “The problem is that gaining a Body makes the die always roll that way!”

Quilatalap nodded, then continued, “The larger benefit of this item, is, of course, that the gain of any Elemental Body Skill automatically unlocks the Script usage for the recipient, without the need for crafting any elemental essences into armor, first.

“A hidden benefit appears when not used for ten days, and then used by any young person who has not yet Matriculated. For such a user, the Breaking Die will grant a beginner skill in all six Elemental Bodies at once, and then fall into a stupor for 10 days; unusable.”

The crowd tried to speak to Toymaker. The proud man just kept his eyes on Quilatalap; joy radiating from him like a palpable force.

Quilatalap continued, “A further hidden benefit appears if not used for 1 month. If not used for 1 month, the Breaking Die gains temporary sentience and will attempt to escape all bonds in order to find a child for whom to grant its boon. Toymaker. As we agreed, you can say the rest. Small speech only, and make it fast.”

The audience turned to the man.

The Toymaker stood, regarded the crowd, and said, “The original Breaking Die went to the Sovereign Cities team. And then I found them, and gave them three more. In Melemizargo’s name, they have already started to build a rebellion to overthrow their controlling overlords. None of them are true believers, and they likely won’t get very far —they never do— but it’s been seven months and some of them are still alive, and fighting!” He smiled. “Over a hundred people have been freed from the tyranny of Rozeta’s Registrars, and more are freed every day.”

Professional and enthusiastic claps all around. Toymaker bowed a few times, giving thanks, while a few people requested him to make more.

And then Tania Webwalker stepped out onto the stage, across from Quilatalap. A fist-sized white spider sat perched on her shoulder. The crowd stopped. Toymaker turned, and regarded the Champion of Melemizargo.

Tania said, “A good artifact. Simple. Necessary. Well made. I want a thousand. Rip out whatever functionality you need to rip out to make a working artifact of base needs. Complete this task, and you will be awarded commensurately.”

Toymaker, still standing, looked suddenly mad. He started, “That’s impo—” He paused. He forced his anger away, and asked, “What do you consider base?”

“The options for elements beyond Shadow are unecessary. Everything else is fine.”

Toymaker sighed, and with exasperation in his voice, said, “It only works because it is balanced, Tania. I have never gotten the shadow-only one to work. If I had, I would have debuted that version a hundred years ago, and the world would be a very different place.” He glanced toward Erick, saying, “This one only works because I stole his lights in that dungeon he made. That was the missing piece—”

Erick whipped around. “You WHAT!”

Toymaker pulled a frown at him, saying, “Ooh. Like you were the only one I stole from. Get over it.” He added, “If it makes you feel better, that light dungeon in Nelboor was trash compared to what you made.”

Fallopolis said, “I agree with Erick’s anger. Give him twenty of these Breaker Dice, and fulfill your obligation to him, first.”

Erick stared at Fallopolis, unable to come up with a counter to her suggestion, for there were too many places to start, and it would take way too long, and he’d lose anyway, and—

Quilatalap glared at everyone as he loudly tapped his papers on his podium.

Tania rolled her face toward the man, then turned back to Toymaker. “We’ll talk more later.” She snapped a finger toward the side of the pavilion, where a few butlers stood. “I want a table up front.” She turned toward the table where Erick sat, then pointed not two meters to his left, saying to the butlers, “There.”

There was an awkward reorganization. Tania and Bulgan sat down at a small table only two meters from Erick.

Soon enough, Quilatalap resumed.

He spoke of a diadem of [True Sight] that never broke, and which were able to eventually let the user gain the skill for themselves. Next came an [Onslaught] Shield, which let the user easily overcome a Juggernaut’s Unmovable with a simple [Shield Bash].

And then he spoke of artifacts based upon the laptop that had fallen to Veird with Jane.

The pavilion-full of Shades glanced Erick’s way, looking at his back, as he kept his own eyes firmly forward, but he did let Ophiel’s wander where they would. As Quilatalap spoke, and the Shades behind Erick congratulated themselves on their stolen ideas brought to fruition, Erick recalled his talks with Jane, about her hobbies when she was younger, and more recently, about all the items that had been on display in Candlepoint. As it turned out, according to what he was seeing right here, those one-off items or 50-charge wands or ‘belts of giant strength’ or ‘bags of holding’ offered at Candlepoint, were but the beginning. The versions of items won at the Armory’s Artifact Course were exactly that; artifacts that never fully broke, unlike all the other magical items created under the Script.

A weapon made of living fire, that grew with the user. A Bottled House, that came out with a command word and went back in with the same. A Robe of Tentacular Eyes, that was a conglomeration of Ophiel’s ability to see everywhere, an eldritch abomination, and that yellow eyebeam wyrm Erick killed both a lifetime ago, and not too long ago.

One of the bigger items was a Mini Box, that used an advanced form of [Adjust Size] in order to fit a meter of stuff down into a 4x4x4 centimeter metal box. The box itself was also imbued with a [Gravity Ward] that negated all of the weight of the stored items. Erick’s brief marvel that Jane’s ‘Bag of Holding’ had come true, was turned to annoyance, sadness, and disgust, all at once, after the boisterous creator spoke of breaking the Wayfarer Guild. This Shade had created a marvel! But all they wanted to do was destroy.

Then there was the Amulet of Non-Presence, that negated the ability for a person to regain Health or Mana, prevented them from using Health or Mana, but also erased their presence from the Manasphere. They wouldn’t trip [Alarm Ward]s. They could walk through [Prismatic Ward]s. Almost all non-physical magic would simply pass them by, as if they weren’t even there. And the creator Shade was happy that it had already been used to assassinate several high ranking politicians of some place called Stratagold in the Underworld.

Fallopolis must have noticed Erick’s confusion, for she whispered to him, “Stratagold is the largest Wrought City in or on Veird.”

Quilatalap said, “And now, for the final two winners. We’ll do the single winner from Eidolon, first.” Behind Quilatalap, the image of a young human woman appeared. She was walking along a skyroad holding a seafoam-green conjured sword that was easily three times her own height. It reminded Erick of Jane’s choice of sword; thin, brittle, useless if used wrong, but when used right, it was an object of pure cutting. The woman had sun-bleached hair, brown eyes, and bronzed skin, and was absolutely covered in the rotten gore of a killed umbral wyrm. Quilatalap said, “Hakina entered Kendrithyst 45 days ago by coming over the wall. She shot from level 34 to 75 in her first week by attacking the Deep Dark. A quick trip outside, and then back, had her returning as a Dragonslayer.”

The questioning gazes and interested faces of many Shades suddenly shifted to recognition. Some turned to admiration. A few Shades leaned back in their chairs, going, ‘Oh.’ A few others nodded, like it was obvious what Hakina was, and had become.

Quilatalap said, “Hakina completed three trips through the Armory. Her first two were on Hard. She selected a Constitution Fruit and an Intelligence Fruit. There was never a danger of her turning shadeling, for she was well trained in a few good soul-securing techniques that she had gained from her grandmother, who in turn, gained them from Messalina.” Quilatalap remained professional as he mentioned the Life Binder, but Erick recognized a break in the facade. What was that about? Quilatalap continued, “Hakina’s dream was to become an herb stalker, like the rest of her family, but when Messalina’s village was destroyed and the power structures she enabled were torn down, the whole of Continental Nergal went into a spiral. In Eidolon, Hakina’s family was killed by a dragon fight, that was apparently the result of trade routes shifting and two dragons coming into contact with one another.”

“Yup.” “Saw that coming.” “Of course.”

Quilatalap glanced through the audience, and his eyes landed on Queen.

Everyone seemed to know what that meant, as Queen herself gasped, and others clapped.

Queen asked, “Really?”

Quilatalap said, “Yes.”

“Finally!” Queen exclaimed, giggling as she smiled wide. “I’m so glad you didn’t tell me. I wouldn’t have been able to resist tracking her down.”

“That was what you asked for, and that is what I provided. Now, for the item.” The image behind Quilatalap shifted, to show an entire tiara made of what looked to be opal. “Queen’s Bright Crown was installed in the Armory nearly 60 years ago, and had yet to be won, until now. Very few winners had fit the item’s requirements in the last 60 years, but only Hakina had elected to actually pick the Bright Crown as her artifact.

“The Bright Crown is an artifact of automatic [Counterspell]s and [Suppression]. It allows the user to store up to half a million mana, set a target within long range, and then the crown takes care of the rest. It’s perfect for killing mage targets, of which dragons certainly qualify.

“Higher functions allow the user to, upon slaying a selected target, absorb all the essences from the currently appointed target, and to add them to your own Elemental Bodies. Dragon Essence is excluded from this functionality.

“The Bright Crown allows for the user to hold a [Polymorph] of the most recently slain target. It allows the user the ability to turn all of their mana displays invisible. And finally, the crown can be made invisible, intangible, and unknowable, whenever the user wishes.

“The Bright Crown is a narrow, but very powerful item, when in the hands of a gifted user. Hakina certainly qualifies.” Quilatalap said, “Hakina is currently on a dragon slaying rampage, working her way through Archipelago and Continental Nergal. As of two days ago, she has killed eleven known dragons.”

Goldie spoke up from the back, “Woop Woop! You go, girl!”

Now that Erick noticed Goldie, he also noticed the larger audience, with some Shades standing just outside of the main floor. He was distracted by the extra people for just a moment, as he turned his gaze upon the other dragonkin Shades. There were only seven dragonkin Shades, but they were all looking upon Hakina with something akin to joy on their faces. Ah. Right. Erick remembered now. Dragonkin didn’t particularly care for dragons, because dragons were cannibals when they could get away with it, and Erick didn’t doubt that the older dragonkin in the audience personally knew at least one kid who was eaten by a dragon.

That thought sent Erick spiraling down a few different tangents.

But the main one was: Had he just experienced sympathy for the Shades for their sympathy toward the people they had once known?

He had also just killed a man not an hour ago. Had it been an hour already?

There were too many problems with Shade society. Criminal organizations that used children for shields. People dropping to the ground and kowtowing toward Erick. Erick not receiving any flak for his, quite honestly, horrific abuses of power, what with the rampant searches and spying and violence he had done not too long ago. He might have only personally killed one guy, but if speaking was non-violent, and force was violence, pretty much everything he had done to end the threat against his family was pure violence.

Erick didn’t want to be that guy.

But he would have to be that guy, wouldn’t he? As Quilatalap spoke of the last artifact and gestured to the side, where four incani stood, Erick knew he would have to be rather violent toward the upcoming Converter Angel problem, too. He had gotten rid of the Breach Demon, after all, and in order to keep his neutrality in the Quiet War, and because he had already promised to help, he would need to take an active role in eradicating the Converter Angel. Erick felt the Silver Star on his chest briefly warm, and then cool, in time to his thoughts.

The four incani were four different colors. A red man, a magenta woman, a blue woman, a white woman. All of them wore adventuring leathers; rough clothes meant to protect from most easy threats, but easy enough to sleep in, while [Conjure Armor] went over them as needed. They didn’t look too scared to be in front of all these Shades, though. In fact, they looked rather… drugged out? Yes. That was it. The four of them walked as they needed to walk, glanced around as would anyone who needed to not step into something, and took their spaces on the platform like this was just another day at the office. No irregular heartbeat. No sweating. No concern for each other, either, save to not bump into one another. No concern for where they were. No recognition in their dull eyes.

Quilatalap introduced them. “From left to right, we have the surviving members of an unregistered adventuring team that was hastily composed of multiple factions. In their case, it was a union of noble adventurers, common adventurers, and merchant adventurers. There would have been ten of them up here, but when these four commoners heard what the others had planned, the party split. The commoners won.

“Technically, the party split after two weeks of being inside the Artifact Course, and though some people tried to bring them all back together, what the nobles and merchants wanted, the commoners could not abide. After the artifact was won, the commoners took action. And thus, the commoners survived.

“From left to right, we have Rexx, Idolizia, Caizoa, and Skorka. Assassin, Hunter, Juggernaut, and Cook.”

More than one Shade laughed, as more than one shouted out, “Cook?!”

Quilatalap let that interruption happen for a while, then he said, “Skorka here was the only reason they were able to last as long as they did. Her almost mythical-level of cooking Skills provided much needed buffs for the entire team. Skorka worked for one of the nobles they killed, and was instrumental in their solution to the dangers posed by those nobles, when she poisoned them all to death. She’s actually their highest level because of that. A level 88 Cook.”

More laughter.

Quilatalap did not laugh, though. Erick could tell this was just a job to him, that this was his end-of-year report. Sure, he tried to add in some mirth here and there, but he, himself, did not join in that mirth.

Quilatalap gestured to the screen behind him, and the four incani, saying, “And now, the item they won. You all know what it was, but let me refresh everyone’s memories.”

The screen shifted.

A four-pointed hunk of blackened metal appeared. It was a brooch, and Erick instinctively knew this artifact for what it was. His own pristine Silver Star pulsed cold on his chest, almost in confirmation. This was a Black Star, like the one Silverite had shown Erick, months ago. But this one was something deeper; something inscribed in the manasphere itself. Erick felt a tug on his heart as he gazed upon a piece of Peace, taken into the fires of war, and desecrated by the realities of life and death and ultimatums.

Quilatalap said, “The Black Star. This item is an ancient artifact created by a Paradox Wizard of the Old Cosmology, hundreds of thousands of years ago, when Koyabez was born out of the remnants of a God War and was just starting to gain power. At the time, Koyabez was a minor deity, and could not prevent this warping of himself.

“Because make no mistake, the Black Star is an item of violence. Of death. Of ending threats. Since then, there have often been arguments between the Black and the Silver houses of Koyabez, but they both survive to this day, for Koyabez has accepted this darker part of himself, along with this Black Star.

“The usual argument goes like this: In order to understand the Black House of Koyabez, you must understand that peace is only true when all sides play along, in true discourse, and true goals. Harmony and peace thrive when the problems are ones of operational concerns, and not ones of one side just waiting for the day that the other side lowers their guard, so that they can murder them all.

“When systems break down. When tyrants rise. These are the occasions where ending a threat is a more peaceful action in the long run, for in playing along with those who seek to undermine and destroy, for in allowing true harmony to falter and fall and to let the harmful dictators rise to the top, all you get is dystopia. All you get are people happily living in the dirt and muck, licking the shoes of those in power, never knowing what could have been.”

A Shade in the back called out, “Too bad you can’t use it against the Script!”

Another added, “I’d like to not live in the dirt, if you ask me,” to which a good dozen other Shades openly agreed, and another ten nodded along.

“What are their plans for the Converter Angel!” demanded a third.

Quilatalap looked at the offender, and said, “I am getting to that.”

Erick, meanwhile, experienced yet another moment of surrealism. His shoulders shook. He sat straight. His hands started to shake, in restrained anger, for how could these people not see that they were the ones in power? That they were the ones that needed to die? That—

Fallopolis loudly said, “They’ll never get it, Erick. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

Small conversations ended, when Fallopolis spoke.

Erick countered, “Some of them have to understand. It’s just...” The gathering was silent. The Shades watched him, while Quilatalap gave every indication of just standing back, and letting whatever was going to happen, happen. Erick turned, and faced the crowd. He shot to his feet, declaring, “You all have all the power in this world! You are the rulers, according to all your actions, and from what I’ve heard already! If you don’t like your lot in life, then it’s your own damn fault. If you don’t—”

A male Shade stood up from their table. Incani, white skin, motley suit of various blacks. Erick recognized him as Gora, the Shade of the Arena. Killzone had warned Erick about this one, but Erick had been aware of this guy well before Killzone spoke of him. Erick recalled what he knew.

Back when Jane was helping Yetta through her trial to kill Planter, Jane had escaped from the final fight with an antirhine golem. She raced away from that confrontation with several people in her shadows, but a Shade named Porter had tormented her, causing her to drop the survivors. The victims of that arena died. But in a stroke of luck, based on time and place, Jane had reversed the dynamic between her and Porter, and gone on to kill that Shade.

But Porter was tight friends with Gora. Porter had often blipped offending adventuring teams into Gora’s arena, and now that Porter was gone, Gora’s Arena was falling out of favor with the other Shades, for the nightly shows with captured, harried adventurers were much harder to have without those easily captured victims.

At least the victims of the Armory chose to go in there.

Gora said, “You speak like someone who has only ever known the mud and muck. You truly have no idea what the gods and the Script keeps from us. Of what they’ve conned the people of this world into believing.” He said, “You are living in dirt, and you don’t even know it! Shut your mouth and learn from your betters.”

He got a few nods from the crowd, but most eyes were on Erick.

“Are you immortal?” Erick asked, knowing the answer already. “You’re not. All you’ve ever experienced was life on Veird. The only difference between you and I is one of perspective. You see trash all around you. I see opportunities to clean up, and build higher, and plant gardens, and make friends. You’ve been raised on stories of power, and then you have the gall to whine about not having enough. I’ve been raised on stories of perseverance, and—”

Tania stood. She said, “Heavy points, all around, but we can have debates another day. I will cut this short. Gora is correct. This world was built to cage magic and Melemizargo; that was the goal of the Script Builders, and they succeeded, robbing us of untold futures among the other worlds out there, and with our God. Erick is also correct. Every single person in existence can always do better. They can do more. They can achieve efficiency. They can achieve perspective and wisdom. Both of you are powerful. Both are going places. But only one of you is using your power to light the way forward. The other is apparently a Void.”

Gora’s bright eyes went wide. He glanced to the side, looking to flee, only to see Bulgan standing right there, a full head taller than the Arena master. Almost all the Shades in the audience were staring at Gora, as the man looked left and right.

Looks of glee erupted from the gathered Shades, as they turned to Gora, and smiled, their mouths full of fangs. None of them held this look quite as well as Fallopolis.

Gora’s shoulders slumped. “Fuck you, Tania.”

Tania proclaimed, “If any of you are unhappy with your existence! If any of you think that the trials are too tough! That the reward is not good enough! Then perhaps you shouldn’t exist anymore.” She snapped her fingers at Gora.

Gora became gore.

Fallopolis clapped loudly, as blood and mess pitter-pattered from the sky, like red rain.

Queen asked, “Erick? A [Cleanse] please?”

Tania turned to Queen. “You have servants for that.”

Some red thing flopped from the front of Erick’s now-red robes and landed on the ground with a slap.

Like he was suddenly in a dream and nothing felt real, Erick turned on his [Cleansing Aura]. He had several of his Ophiel, all around the gathering, do the same. Almost on autopilot, Erick turned back to his seat, and brushed away a bone fragment from his chair. That fragment vanished into thick air before it touched the ground. As he sat down his red outfit returned to pristine white. He spoke an apology to Quilatalap, but his words were lost in the absolute torrent of thick air that spilled out from the gathering, like a tornado.

The entire congregation of Shades experienced his [Cleansing Aura], and just like what had happened with Fallopolis that first time, each Shade became the headwaters of a tsunami of thick air.

An Ophiel Erick had sitting half a kilometer out, also caught the sight of that torrent. From that perspective, the occurrence made Erick think of a massive explosion, but without the fire. Windows shook in the passing of that thick air. A few windows broke. Nearby potted plants fell over, and then rolled away. Thick air usually had no physical form or feeling, but in these quantities, it did.

When the minor storm finally finished, Erick said to Quilatalap, “Apologies for the interruption.” He muttered, “What even is that thick air, anyway?”

Quilatalap said, “The thick air of [Cleanse] is a complicated topic, best left for another time. Now. Could we continue?”

Tania was already sitting. She magnanimously said, “Of course. Continue.”

Quilatalap nodded, then gestured back toward the screen behind them, where the Black Star was displayed. He said, “The Black Star was the last resort of the Peacekeepers. It has always been locked up behind heavy wards, and heavy restrictions, when not in use. Some of those restrictions are self-imposed; this is a semi-sentient divine artifact, after all.” He gestured to the four incani still standing on stage with him, saying, “Rexx, Idolizia, Caizoa, and Skorka, passed these restrictions, and gained the trust of the Black Star. Thus they have won the right to use the Black Star against the Converter Angel sent by unknowns of the Greensoil Republic.

“The Black Star requires a goal and a certain level of conviction in order to activate. Once those measures are met, the Black Star does many, many things for the wearer.

“As for the lesser functions, the Black Star automatically [Greater Teleport]s the user out of traps. It provides nourishment and a healthy body. It protects against disease, parasites, and all sorts of environmental harm. It provides immunity from all forms of mind, soul, or body control.

“Its larger function is to provide complete and total protection to the user, when the user is in pursuit of their goal.

“As the Black Star is very much a divine artifact of the Founding God of Veird, there are only two other greater gods on Veird that are capable of overcoming this protection: Rozeta and Melemizargo.”

There were some minor ‘booo’s from the crowd at the mention of Koyabez and Rozeta, while Melemizargo got several small prayers; it all inexplicably seemed like a game to Erick.

“The greater function is thus: When the user declares a goal in line with the goals of the Black Star, the Black Star will point the way to those who would harm all. There is no way to obscure this function, and it works through all known systems of obfuscation. Back in the Old Cosmology, this function worked five worlds away from any world touched by Koyabez, and would have only been slightly off in its guidance past that. Here, on Veird, this function is absolute.

“If the user is able to somehow, miraculously solve the problem that necessitated the use of the Black Star, without killing, then the Black Star does nothing. In such a case, the Black Star will usually choose to stay with the user. But in the usual event that the user intentionally causes a death, then depending on what the Black Star saw, it might stay with the user, or it might slay the user, and then [Greater Teleport] back to a Black Priest of Koyabez.

“All in all, it is an item of absolute self-protection, and a guiding star toward a chosen goal.” Quilatalap gestured to the captives, saying, “And now that you know the item, let’s hear their plans for this ancient artifact, from the winners themselves.”

The four incani on stage began to stir from their addled state. They blinked. They rolled their shoulders. Some sort of magic settled upon them, or rather, peeled back from their upper halves. Though they moved their legs, their booted feet came right back down on the stage, and their lower halves seemed to de-animate, just as much as their upper halves began to move.

One gasped, and then the other, as they looked out at the sea of white eyes staring back at them. The Cook schooled her face, while the others panicked, and then calmed. No one said a word.

And then the Cook looked to Erick. Skorka’s red eyes went wide, and then narrowed. “Fuck. He turned Shade.”

From two meters away, Bulgan laughed a single, “Ha!”

“Fuckin’ knew it!” exclaimed Rexx, the only man in the adventuring group.

Erick sighed, muttering, “Not a Shade.”

Fallopolis smirked as she suggested, “You should look into some cosmetic magic for those eyes of yours, or maybe just take the plunge and actually join us.”

And then there was quite a lot of bickering on stage, though none of the adventurers were able to do more than that. Erick, and the Shades, watched on, some smiling at the hatred on display, some looking a little bored.

And then Skorka brought their yelling back to Erick. “What the FUCK are you doing here with them?”

Erick asked, “What’s your plan for killing the Converter Angel? I’m already obligated to help with that, so maybe that means I’m obligated to help you.”

Skorka shut up, her mouth closing with an audible click of her teeth. The other three looked to her for guidance. No one said another word.

A Shade spoke up, “So what’s their plan? I want to hear it so I can watch it all happen!”

Another added, “They don’t seem that fractured to me.”

Quilatalap said, “They killed their opposition, so, yes, they’re not that fractured anymore.”

A bored Shade said, “I expected more than this. Why’d they go silent?”

“Operational security,” Quilatalap said. “They never spoke in full and complete terms in their journey through the Artifact Course.”

“I want to know why their trial took two months,” Tania casually demanded.

“Can we all just move on?” Fallopolis said. “They were obviously taking their time in there. It’s boring, but it does happen.”

“Yes we can!” Quilatalap readily took the offered out by waving his hand at the four adventurers, returning them to their zombie-like selves. He banished the floating image behind him, then picked up his papers, and said, “That concludes this year’s Armory presentation. See you all next year—”

“No.” Tania said, “These people are connected to Erick. I need answers. What are you going to do with those four?”

“Storage, till after the Feast is over. Then I’ll loose them outside of Kendrithyst.”

“Nonsense. It does them credit that they kept their heads despite facing three dozen of the Clergy. Not a lot of credit, but some. I want them at the party, after the Second Telling, tomorrow.” Tania said, “I want to see how they deal with Erick in a less confrontational setting. Also. Have you given them the Black Star yet?”

“No.” Quilatalap said, “As laid down by the precepts of the Black Order, the plan was to temporarily block their memories of everything beyond the Converter Angel, give the Star to them, and release them out into the Crystal Forest, all at the same time. After the Feast.”

Tania gave a sly smile. “We’ll talk.”

Quilatalap frowned at Tania. Then he put on a neutral face, and turned to everyone else, declaring, “The Armory Presentation is over. Thanks for coming. Queen has opted to provide refreshments—”

Queen gestured to butlers waiting off to the side. They began moving. A door opened, and carts with covered trays began rolling out toward the Shades.

“—so you may now begin further plans for artifacts like the Breaking Die, the Void Star, the Mini Box, and others.”

Erick got the fuck out of there.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Those end-of-year meetings are certainly killers, aren't they?

Ba-dum tssh!

...

Patrons have 122, the Start of Book 5!

Thanks for reading.



                



117, 2/2


                Erick needed to clear his head.

So, for whatever reason, he decided to visit a few more Presentations, while almost all the Shades were busy being elsewhere. Such were the circumstances in which he found himself walking along the roads of the Palace District, toward whatever that place up ahead was, where a plume of rainbow smoke billowed out from atop a long post.

He wasn’t alone.

“Not that I’m saying your presence isn’t welcome. But why?”

Fallopolis said, “I’m waiting to see who you kill next. That business with Gora was pure art, that was.”

Erick reflexively gasped, but he kept his reaction tiny, as soon as he realized it was happening. He said, “I didn’t kill him.” Erick attempted to quip, “Not a single point of Participation.”

“And that’s what made it so artful!” Fallopolis happily added, “Gora makes two Shades killed today.”

“… Two?” Erick asked, “Who was the other one?”

“You don’t know him, but he was a dragonkin Shade who helped the Halls of the Dead gain the materials to make a Breach Demon, all those months ago.”

Erick paused. He tried to think of any possible person, in any of Killzone’s words, who fell in line with what Fallopolis had just said. He came up blank. “I really should have heard of that one before now.” Especially since he was the one who killed the Breach Demon. He asked, “Who was it?”

“Guy by the name of Anopix. He always keeps to the deep shadows. He barely showed up this year. And then Tania killed him.” Fallopolis said, “He was a less-successful version of Torika, the Shade of Ashes. The one who Tania Judged the other day who went around infiltrating and killing higher-ups? You remember. I think Tania is following a plan, and culling the slippery or quiet ones, first. Anopix barely had a presence inside Kendrithyst, so he certainly qualified as quiet.” Fallopolis smirked. “Get it? Quiet? Of the Quiet War?”

“Well then I’m glad he’s dead.” Erick added, “Couldn’t have happened to a better guy.”

Fallopolis nodded, agreeing. Then she said, “Tania is done, though.”

Erick frowned a little. “What does that mean?”

“It means that it’s going to start, soon. Cracks are showing.” Fallopolis said, “Look around you, Erick. Does this look like a place on the verge of a party?”

Erick had been looking around all this time. He saw normal people rushing to follow white lines carved into the road, hurrying to get to presentations, to submit themselves to individual Shades for consideration. He saw presentation spaces almost empty, or manned by a single non-Shade. What he didn’t see was the cavorting and extravagance and lounging and casual violence that he had expected, coming in to this Feast. “Well. Maybe.” He said, “I did expect orgies out in the open.”

Fallopolis exclaimed, “Yes! No orgies this year! You see it. This is wrong. And people are catching on.” She asked, “What’s your plan when the towers start falling?”

“I can’t tell you what I don’t know, Fallopolis.”

With a slight scowl, she said. “How very politic.” And then she looked ahead. “Oh? Are we going to taunt Hollowsaur, next?”

Erick’s destination was just ahead; a large plot of grasslands on the western slope of the Palace, where large cages sat in the sun, and animals prowled under the watchful eye of their Beastmaster, Hollowsaur.

Erick said, “I heard he makes level 90 beasts, and I wanted to see one.”

Fallopoilis eyed him. “Why, though?”

He shrugged. “For a number of reasons.”

Fallopolis hmm’d, as the two of them finally moved close enough to see, in person, what was going on with the ‘animals’. Beyond a small fence that would have done nothing to prevent any sort of escape if any of the monsters inside wanted to escape, lounged four beasts, sunning themselves in the aurora light from above. Several small green people sat around with them, tending to their needs like the monsters were rich ladies at a spa. It was a relaxing sort of atmosphere.

Except for the monstrous monsters, of course.

One beast was a fox. It was three meters tall, and void-black, even its eyes, save for the tiny white tufts on the tips of its ears, and on the tips of its three tails. It sat in the sun, enjoying itself as a small green person brushed out its coat with a long rake. It yawned, showing off a red maw full of needle teeth.

Another monster was actually a collection of normal-sized monsters: owls made of lightning and fire. Four of them sat upon a scorched tree stand, while a small green man took turns flipping up fishes to them.

Ophiel instantly took an interest in the birds, and they took an interest in Ophiel, but Erick kept his own [Familiar]s back, as the lightning birds flapped a little and hooted at him from twenty meters away. A suddenly concerned owl-feeder looked over to Erick, his eyes going wide as he shook his head, muttering ‘no-no-no-no’. Erick just nodded, and stayed away from the lightning birds as he moved Ophiel out of direct line of sight. The owls calmed down, and Erick stayed on the edge of the field.

The last monster was an eyebeast made of golden eyes, held together by optic nerves and magic. Four meters tall, it almost looked like some sort of bull. The shape was there; four equal-length legs made of eyes, a thick body made of eyes, and a head with horns, which were, of course, made of eyes.

Killzone had told Erick about this one. It had been made from adventurers who had been turned into ‘eye-cattle’, who were then harvested for eyes, while being healed to ensure that the eyes kept coming. It was horrific stuff.

Doing some very rough math, and estimating the weight of an eye and the optic nerve weighing 10 grams, and comparing the bull in front of him to those Erick knew of, as weighing 1500 kg…

“A hundred and fifty thousand eyes?” Erick guessed. “Sounds about right.”

The gold-eyed bull plodded around on the grass. It leaned down to open its maw and eat some grass. Oh. So it had teeth, too. Maybe it wasn’t fully made of eyes? How quaint.

The abomination turned toward Erick. It huffed, then went back to its small green caretaker.

Erick turned to leave.

Hollowsaur stood on the road. He narrowed his eyes at Erick, and asked, “What do you want?”

“I wanted to see the pretty monsters.”

“Cow shit.”

“Maybe.” Erick said, “I’ve actually been thinking a bit, too. Maybe that’s why I came over here.”

Hollowsaur deadpanned, “What.”

“You offer incentives for people to invade you, asking them to harm your people and your pets, and then you kill them when they aren’t fast or strong enough because you enjoy this. But you’re obviously skilled enough to make horrors without using people.” Erick gestured toward the monsters, asking, “So why do you do this? Do you hate the world? Do you simply wish to cause lasting harm? I don’t think you actually do wish to cause true harm, for these people here seem to like you. Or have you soul scoured them into loving you like fanatics?”

One of the green men rushed the fence at the edge of the garden, shouting, “You leave him alone! He’s a good guy!”

Hollowsaur glared at the smaller man. No audible words were exchanged, but the man went back to work, tending to the eye-bull.

“I don’t control my people like that, Erick.” Hollowsaur turned toward Erick. “I turned those invaders back into people. They’re still partially cows. That’s never going to change. So congratulations on inventing a new form of sapient life. They’re your responsibility now.”

“Ah.” Erick nodded. “The minotaurs. Glad to hear they’re okay. I’ll have to go check on them later.”

Hollowsaur scrunched his face. “The what?”

“You stole Jane’s laptop. Those words are in there.” Erick said, “Anyway. I hope they won’t have long lasting health, social, or soul problems because of what you did.”

“They’re more stable than incani souls.” Hollowsaur sneered. “But when the world tries to kill them, that’s on you.”

Erick smiled. “I’m sure you’ve done well. Hopefully, you never have to do such awful things ever again.”

“Get the fuck out of here.” Hollowsaur said, “You sound like Priestess and you’re pissing me off, and my birds, too.”

Erick saw as the lightning-fire owls flapped and puffed in his direction, and as the fox on the other side of the field regarded him. Erick said, “Very well, Hollowsaur. See you tomorrow at the Second Telling.”

- - - -

Three streets closer to Quilatalap’s apartment, Fallopolis asked, “What was the point of that?”

“I’m not sure.”

Fallopolis smirked. “Okay?” She added, “Also, you named those cow people something special, didn’t you?”

“You guys didn’t already have myths about cow people?” Erick said, “There’re shifters everywhere. Are some of them not cow shifters?”

“Nope!” Fallopolis said, “Wolf, owl, and snake. Three kinds. And I’d hardly consider one out of every thousand random people to be ‘everywhere’. Shifters are rather rare.” She said, “So tell me: how prominent is this word you just used to describe these cow-people? Was it anything close to ‘Reincarnation’?”

Erick scrunched his face. “Not at all. But that brings up something I’ve been wanting to ask. Magic and language; how connected are they?”

“Deeper than the deepest Darkness. It could be said that without language, there could be no magic.” Fallopolis said, “It’s widely believed that the Ancient Script of the Script is a bastardization of Holy Thought, brought down to Veird, and wrapped in chains of soul and wrought. What we tap into when we attempt to enchant, is both what others have carved out of the Script, and a real bastardization of actual magic. True Magic and True Enchanted Items never fade; like dreams written down so that you can know of them beyond the few moments past waking. But everything fades away under the Script.”

“And that’s another thing!” Erick asked, “How are you guys able to make artifacts so easily? That Mini Box is something my Jane has been after since we fell to Veird. A portable storage unit. It wasn’t till recently that I began to think of doing the same thing but with [Gate] magic.” He added, “You know… Eventually.”

Fallopolis shook her head. “Artifacts are not easy to make. The Script gradually… I should start at the beginning. Whatever enchanting ideas you’ve been fed are likely wrong.”

“Let’s get back to the house, and we can talk.” Erick said, “I want to make lunch, anyway.”

Fallopolis smiled. “I will take you up on that offer!”

- - - -

Erick knew what awaited him inside the house, before he opened the front door.

Quilatalap was already there, already in the kitchen and making lunch, while the four adventurers sat at the table, looking much like lemons were on the menu; a little bit pissed, sad, and angry, at the same time. Rather silent, too.

And then Erick opened the door and walked inside. The adventurers instantly locked eyes with him.

Quilatalap just said, “Hey, Erick,” as he busied himself in the kitchen kneading some pasta, or making bread; Erick wasn’t sure. He had already put together some sort of cheese sauce that was currently simmering on the stove.

Erick said, “Hello, Quilatalap.” He stepped in further, saying, “Hello,” to the four people he would need to help survive the Converter Angel. Or something. He still wasn’t quite sure how that was going to work out.

Fallopolis grinned wide, silently watching, as she filed in behind Erick and waited for something more to happen. She was enjoying this, for sure.

Erick said, “I was going to make lunch, if you wanted. I can make it for all of us.”

Quilatalap just smiled a little, then said, “I got it. I’m making cheese pasta. Instead of that, why don’t you talk to these guys, first? Tania seemed serious about having them at the Second Telling, so I thought it best to get that problem out of the way, now. They’ve been talking about you amongst themselves for two months now.”

Fallopolis said, “Oh! Spoilsport! Just look at them.” She said, “I’m not one for Tania’s plots, but it would have been so much fun to see them at the Second Telling, without a private introduction. More Shades could have died.”

Erick grumbled, as he stared at Fallopolis, hoping that she could leave for a while.

Fallopolis smiled wider, and said, “I’m not leaving. This is pure drama! The fate of nations! The plight of planets! Or at least the plight of poor people in those places.” She teased, “Watch out now! Skorka might try to kill you by switching out the salt shaker!”

“I will not,” Skorka said, as her red eyes locked on Erick’s, telling a different story.

Fallopolis stepped, her feet flashing shadows, and suddenly she was sitting on the couch, across the room. Every single adventurer casually turned toward her. There was a moment of heaviness at the Shade’s open use of potentially hostile magics. And then it was gone.

Fallopolis told the adventurers, “Good reaction! No immediate violence. Nice dilatation of those eyes. But you: Blue.” Fallopolis eyed the blue woman, saying, “You turned on some physical skill. That could be taken as a sign of desire to fight. Around Shades, your only real shields are either propriety, or vulnerability.”

Erick eyed the adventurers, and went over their names in his head. The red man, Rexx, was an Assassin. The magenta woman, Idolizia, was a Hunter. The blue woman, Caizoa, was a Juggernaut. The white woman, Skorka, was their Cook. Skorka was responsible for enacting the plan that poisoned and killed off the rest of their remaining party…

And there were too many new names today. This was not mentally exhausting, but it was emotionally exhausting. Erick had just upended a local crime syndicate not two hours ago, after all.

Caizoa, the Juggernaut, said, “A defensive skill, to prevent the likes of you from running over us like a raging wyrm.”

“Oh! Baby, darling, honey, sweetcake.” Fallopolis lightly said, “Don’t challenge a Shade to prove they’re better than you. You wouldn’t like the obvious outcome.” She offhandedly complained to whoever would listen, saying, “Children these days! Did you not even read the codes of conduct for entering Kendrithyst? Such shame.”

Skorka put a hand to Caizoa, preventing the woman from rising from her chair, as Skorka said, “Our Caizoa is the idiot of the group. Pay her no mind.”

Caizoa glared at Skorka, but there was more embarrassment in her look than any real heat.

“I was already doing so, dear, but here’s some advice for you: don’t tell a Shade what to do. They’ll go out of their way to fuck you over.” Fallopolis magnanimously said, “You four are going to experience a lot more shit till you get out of here with your Black Star. Best be better than who you are!”

“Your advice is acceptable.” Skorka asked, “When can we leave?”

Quilatalap said, “As soon as the barrier is down. 7 more days.”

Professionally, Skorka said, “We will not last that long if we are to be paraded out in front of the… The Clergy, time and again. I ask that we be allowed to leave Brightwater, and to take refuge in the open city beyond.”

Fallopolis tilted her head. “No. You’d die out there, for sure.”

Skorka barely kept the glare out of her eyes, as she asked, “Why?”

Like it was the most obvious thing in the world, Fallopolis said, “Because I’d kill you myself, take that Black Star, and shove it at Erick.”

While the four adventurers glared from the Shade to Erick, Erick just sighed, Quilatalap paused his kneading for a moment, before continuing, and Fallopolis looked like a cat who got the cream.

Erick said at Fallopolis, “Why.”

With exuberance, Fallopolis said, “To start this show off right! Tania is already planning on—”

“Are you really doing this, Fallopolis?” Quilatalap asked.

“Yes, we are doing this! It’s already happening, my fine dead friend! Tania killed two Shades this morning!” Fallopolis continued talking at Quilatalap, undaunted, “All the smart ones know what is happening, and all the dumb dumbs are decidedly dead.” Fallopolis gave a wild smile, as she continued, “And these four can either fall in line, or fall apart. Besides! All they wanted was for the Converter Angel to die, right? Give Erick the Black Star, and that problem solves itself!”

“I’m not going on a killing spree, Fallopolis.” Erick said, as he sat down on an empty couch, facing the rest of them.

“You really could, though.” Fallopolis kindly said, “And I’d help.”

Skorka said, “We don’t want to get involved—”

“Shush.” Fallopolis shot them a look. “The adults are talking.”

Skorka continued anyway, “And we refuse to allow the Black Star to fall into the hands of an archmage, anyway. It’s ours, by right of trial, and we will see that Angel evicted from this world before it can do any more damage.”

“Oh?” Fallopolis, partially mad, went suddenly intrigued. She asked, “It’s not the human-thing that concerns you? It’s the unkillable archmage? That’s interesting… I wonder why.” Casually, and in a way that no one thought was actually casual, she asked, “Have you been talking to Tania already? Or was it Bulgan?”

While their Juggernaut paled to a brighter shade of blue, the other three tried not to give away the game at all. They failed. They were very good at it, though. Erick could barely tell that Skorka knew the most of all of them. He wasn’t quite sure how he knew; but he did.

Erick looked directly at Skorka. She looked at him. Erick asked, “Did one of them want you to kill me?” Erick instantly zeroed in on the assassin; Rexx. “Why?”

No one spoke. Rex activated some sort of Skill; his breathing evened out as he calmed, completely, and began to sit there, same as before, but now with a mask to his features, and an average beat to his heart.

Without turning from the adventurers, Fallopolis offered, “Tania wants Erick dead now?”

Confusion, all around, except for Rexx. His entire body was still a mask.

After a moment, Erick said, “No... That’s not it. Maybe Tania or Bulgan weren’t involved, yet?” Erick realized, saying, “It was another Shade. But who?”

“… Perhaps.” Fallopolis said, “Likely, in any case. So who was it? Are you four kids connected to one of us? Oh. That got a reaction.” It had. Caizoa, the blue Juggernaut, gave away that secret. Fallopolis waited a beat, and when no one spoke, she said, “I’m going to throw out some names. Here goes: Silverite—”

Not one of the adventurers had any emotions.

Erick openly balked. “What?”

Fallopolis glanced at Erick, saying, “It’s a long list! I can probably do this without you, but you might want to know going forward. So hush, and let me do my Quick Interrogation!” She pointed at Rexx. “And you. Stop that. It’s a crutch. That [Stilled Body] does you more harm than good, because not only does it prevent you from developing real skill, if you don’t stop, there’s going to be some physical harm done to you, right now.”

Quilatalap said, “Fallopolis. Do not harm my guests.”

Fallopolis mouthed, ‘Killjoy’.

Skorka spoke up, “We wish to go back into stasis until this is over. We have a goal, and it has nothing to do with whatever is going on with you all.”

Quilatalap said, “If I put you in storage, you’ll likely die.” He said, “I saw the look in Tania’s eyes. I can’t tell exactly what she wanted, but she has something planned, and it will likely involve you. So if you’re not there to participate, then you will die.”

The women adventurers went silent. The man, Rexx, was still operating under the power of his Skill.

“Fine! I’ll continue the interrogation normally. Bah!” Fallopolis rattled off, “Viscount Andro Helix, of Frontier… No. Pirazel Xelxex, of Kal’Duresh… Looks like a no. North, Old Kingdom, Swamptown, Delta, the Wall… Oh. Old Kingdom. Yes. House Blue. House Tourniquet. King Rashi. Oh. There’s something. House Ribbon— House Ribbon! But not all of you. Skorka. House Ribbon. Yes.”

Erick watched her do it, keeping up with the names that were new to him, and watching as her words sent ripples through the Adventurers. They reacted to a lot more than just ‘Old Kingdom’, though— Oh.

Erick frowned at Fallopolis, saying, “They’ve been inside the Armory for two months. You already knew all this. Are you doing this to prove something to me?”

“No no.” Fallopolis said, “Well. Yes. I knew the basics of where they came from, but this business of not wanting to hook up with you is very odd. They’re from Swamptown, Erick. So why did they react to ‘Old Kingdom’ so much? That’s what gives me pause. That, and that you’re already contracted to help kill the Converter Angel, and the New Demons know this, so these people should know this, too. So why not use you? When you searched and found those hunters, after they ran? That was worldwide news! You’d be nothing but a help to these people. So. This reluctance is an unexpected phenomenon, and Tania must have caught on to that, too.

“What I just pinged off were the larger Kingdoms of the Wasteland, and I wanted to see where the discrepancies led, for myself. Old Kingdom is a very old operating area for almost every Shade who has ever gone through that place.” She turned back to the adventurers, and started naming Shades. “Cludolphis, Farix, Goldie, Queen, Perri, Rodel, Skyhook… None of these? Odd.”

Erick came to the same conclusion, mostly.

Fallopolis said, “Let’s get weird, then. Strain, Mallor, Natis, Gora, Anopix— Aha! Anopix! OF COURSE it’s that one. But I had to go through the other options first, to get a baseline, you know.”

Three adventurers flinched, in tiny, barely visible ways, as Fallopolis spoke of Anopix. Rexx did not. He was still under the influence of his Skill.

Fallopolis smiled, asking anyone, “Is that why Tania killed Anopix today?”

Their reactions were much larger, that time. Much larger. Skorka breathed deep. The other three, even Rexx, seemed to deflate, ever so slightly. Caizoa’s eyes went wide, and wet, as anger washed across her face, and she whispered denials to herself.

Skorka simply said, “Shit.”

Fallopolis triumphantly declared, “You need to pick a new route if you want to go forward with your plans! That one is closed, my sweets! Anopix is deader than the Old Cosmology!” She gestured to Erick, saying, “Here’s a route. Pretty good one, too. With the Black Star on his chest, he can kill all the Shades and then move on to the Converter Angel.”

Skorka said, “I will not give absolute power to a human.”

“Ah!” Fallopolis laughed, then said, “It IS the human-thing! Good old racism! Pops up where you least expect it!”

“I don’t want that Star.” Erick said, “And I will not accept it.”

Fallopolis’s face fell a fraction. “But it’s such a good solution! Everyone wins!”

Erick was still thinking of the bodies on the playground, as he said, “I don’t think I can kill anyone today.”

“Okay okay. Fine fine.” Fallopolis said, “Tomorrow, then. Nothing has to happen right now!”

No one spoke. The adventurers glared at Erick, or at Fallopolis. Caizoa silently glared at the table in front of her, hot tears rolling down her face. Quilatalap silently rolled pasta into sheets, and moments passed in relative silence.

Erick said, “I’d like to know more about Anopix.”

Caizoa’s face shot up to stare at Erick.

Fallopolis asked, “How much do you know of the Opalice Kingdom, and the Scaled Horns?”

Erick said, “The Opalice Empire are the people who broke the Lori Dukedom, while the Scaled Horns were the ones that tried to push for dragonkin inclusion into higher offices in the Greensoil Republic. The two events happened at roughly the same time on opposite sides of Glaquin.” Erick thought a bit more, and added, “When the Opalice Empire was destroyed and the remnants became the Wasteland Kingdoms, meanwhile, over in the Greensoil Republic, the Scaled Union was radicalized into the Scaled horns...” He asked Fallopolis. “The Opalice Empire was a nation of Script-haters. Was that you?”

Fallopolis said, “I know for an undeniable fact that the Clergy did not cause the fall of the Lori Dukedom. They were controlled, and we liked them that way.”

“Yeah. Right. A land as old and as stable as the Lori Dukedom suddenly falls to anti-Script rhetoric and you expect me to think you guys weren’t involved?”

“I mean… We were involved… In a way. But it wasn’t very direct.” Fallopolis said, “Long story short: Anopix was a dragonkin born to an incani mother and a dragon father, who reached maturity about the time the Opalice Empire was gaining traction in the Lori Dukedom. Anopix came to us while the Lori Dukedom was still burning. He became a Shade, and then he went right back into the world, looking to kill those who had taken his kingdom from him. Where all the rest of us were content to watch that part of the world burn, Anopix went on a silent rampage, cleaning up the Opalice Empire, and then, when that was done, he left the remnants of that land to their own devices.

“Anopix next set his sights on the Greensoil Republic, looking for revenge however he could get it, for the killers of his kingdom had to be human, right?” Sarcastically, Fallopolis said, “It’s not like people are dumb and hateful and controlling on their own. Anyway. Anopix had heard about their Scaled Union, and went to investigate. No one but those people are truly sure what happened, then. But soon enough, the Scaled Union changed from an instrument of slow social change, into an organization dedicated to pushing radical change. When that didn’t work, they turned to extremism, and terrorism. And then you have the birth of the Halls of the Dead somewhere in all that mess.” Fallopolis said, “Anopix has been quietly seeding war against the Republic for a long time. He’s rarely ever in Kendrithyst—”

The blue woman, Caizoa, couldn’t handle it anymore. She yelled, “And you PIGS turned our best hope for real change into Experience! DAMN YOU ALL!” She flickered, blue, then went still.

Quilatalap was staring at her. He had done something.

Caizoa sat back down in her chair, like a puppet put to rest. The other three incani glared from Fallopolis, to Quilatalap, to Erick, but no one said a word.

And then Fallopolis said, “I knew Anopix cultivated some sort of following. But to get this reaction? How close were you?”

Skorka breathed deep. Then she said, “He was a silent benefactor. Some of us were closer to him than others.”

That was a lie. A pretty big one, too.

“Why bother lying, now?” Erick asked.

Caizoa stiffened, as she sat upright in her chair. Quilatalap must have let her go. She didn’t speak, but she did hunker down in her chair.

And then Fallopolis set off a metaphorical bomb, saying, “Caizoa. You’re related to Anopix, aren’t you.” She pointed at Caizoa. “Familial relation? Did Anopix have a sister or brother somewhere? Someone he kept with him after becoming a Shade?” She narrowed her eyes, and hammered in, “Are you his grand-niece?”

Caizoa’s eyes went wide. And then her chest heaved. Her shoulders shook. And she started bawling. Snotty, tear-filled crying. It rapidly got worse, and louder.

“Yup.” Fallopolis said, “Got it.” She smiled. “That’s also how they were able to stand in front of the Clergy and not piss themselves; they’ve had practice facing Shades.” She smiled at Quilatalap. “You knew! You kept their lower halves controlled, to give them plausible deniability!”

The magenta woman, Idolizia, put a hand on Caizoa’s shoulder, and Caizoa fell into Idolizia’s arms, still crying.

Quilatalap just sighed, as he tossed fresh noodles into a pot of boiling water.

Skorka looked from her teammate, to Erick, saying, “We’re not giving humans power over anyone. Ever.”

“Good.” Erick said, “I don’t want it. But I am going to help you kill the Converter Angel when the time comes—” And then several thoughts struck Erick like a bolt from the blue. “Oh.”

Fallopolis’s jaw dropped. “You thought of something! Tell me!”

Erick looked to Quilatalap, saying, “You usually remove memories before you give out the Black Star?”

“Yeah.” Quilatalap said, “Operational procedure when giving out artifacts that have the chance to go really wrong. The Black Star is one of them.”

Erick said, “Tania is going to ask that the Black Star be given to them now. With unaltered memories.”

Fallopolis narrowed her eyes at nothing in particular, then she turned to the adventurers. “Who do you want to kill most?”

They didn’t speak. All they did was stare at Fallopolis and Erick like they were monsters.

Erick knew their unsaid answer.

Erick said, “They want to kill humans, and Tania wants to kill humans, too. You qualify as human, Fallopolis, and so do I. Hence the hatred in their eyes. Tania wants to give the Star to them and set them loose upon Kendrithyst.”

Skorka said, “You humans deserve death for what you’ve done.”

Fallopolis said, “You’re going to have to narrow that statement down, girly girl.”

“You both deserve the End.” She looked to Erick. “And you’re worse than her. That Breach Demon would have helped to finally end the threat of the Republic.”

Caizoa stopped crying long enough to say, “I want to see Uncle Anopix. Where is his body?”

“Turned to gore then ash, no doubt.” Fallopolis said, “Sorry, girl. Your uncle is gone.”

Caizoa sniffled, then continued to silently cry.

Skorka glared at Fallopolis, saying, “We’re not stupid enough to start a war against the human Shades, or the Shade-adjacent.”

Erick saw that for a lie, and he called her on it. “Why keep lying? I can already see you thinking about what it would mean to join Tania in her war. You’ve already worked with one Shade long before today, so what’s another?”

And then another thought occurred. Should he kill these people, to prevent Tania using them against every human under the barrier?

Erick asked Quilatalap, “Would this scenario be possible? Wouldn’t the Black Star kill the user if they used it like this?”

“Now that you’ve laid it all out there…” Quilatalap fished noodles out of one massive pot and put them into the second massive pot, full of cheese sauce. He said, “It sounds like a risk Tania would be willing to let these people take.”

“It’s messy, but… But it would kick it all off. Honestly, it’s getting rather stale, waiting this long for the open war to begin. If Tania does this...” Fallopolis shrugged. “I can evade these young idiots, so I’m not worried about myself. So, I say: Let Tania have her plots! I should go work on my own.” She stood up. “Good luck, kids! I hope you kill plenty of Shades before the Black Star kills you.” She turned to Erick. “We can talk magic another day; there’s work to be done!” She stepped into shadows, and was gone.

Rexx, the assassin, lost his mask, as he muttered, “Well, shit.”

Idoliza said, “Seven more gods damned days in here.”

“I can put you all into storage if you want.” Quilatalap said, “But it sounds like people have plans for you, and it’ll be hard to evade those plans when you’re not yourself.”

“No storage.” Skorka said, “We live and die in the open.”

Erick asked, “Who was Anopix, Quilatalap?”

Caizoa shouted, “A wonderful man! The only good Shade out there!” She did not devolve back into tears, but it was a close thing.

Erick frowned at them. “You just said a Shade was ‘good’, and Skorka there is entertaining the idea of joining Tania’s scheme to kill the human Shades, at least. But there’s only one Black Star, right? Only one of you gets it. That means the rest of you die when you try this crazy idea.”

Skorka said, “We knew what was necessary before we tried for the Black Star. We have a plan.”

Rexx eyed Skorka, saying, “We had a plan, Skorka.” He added, “Joining a Clergy-plot will harm that plan.”

“What is your plan?” Erick asked.

Skorka looked away from Erick. Taking their cue from her, the other three began to ignore Erick, too.

It appeared that Erick didn’t rate an explanation without a Shade standing beside him. He didn’t know whether to be happy or mad about that.

Quilatalap finished plating out six large bowls of pasta, saying, “Seems this is a good time to stop talking and eat, no? Maybe you four will feel less suicidal after some pasta.” He asked Violet, “Can you help dish these out?”

Violet, who had been standing off to the side this whole time, being professionally barely seen, and not heard, did as she was asked. There was a bowl left over for her, too, but she gracefully said that she would eat later. She would probably report all of what was said to Queen, later, too. But no one seemed to care about that.

The adventurers accepted their food, in silence, and remained in silence the whole time.

It was an awkward lunch.

Partway through, Erick asked, “Oh, Quilatalap? You mentioned that the thick air from [Cleanse] was a very complicated topic.”

Skorka, Caizoa, Rexx, and Idoliza, scowled at Erick.

“We can talk afterward.” Quilatalap asked, “But have you bought all those Sights, yet?”

Erick said, “Yeah. I bought them earlier, and leveled them during your presentation. They’re all level 10.”










	
Mana Sight X, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the truth of mana all around you.

















	
Blood Sight X, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the blood all around you.

















	
Soul Sight X, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the souls all around you.








They were easy to level, since they were just 5 mana per second experience machines, and Erick could run all of them at the same time. He just activated them through an Ophiel who was sitting out of the way, with nothing better to do.

“Good.” Quilatalap said, “They’re not great on their own, but they are necessary for creating counters.”







- - - -

Erick looked through the back window of the house, at a small cottage partially hidden beyond some low trees. He asked, “They’re actually going to be safe over there?”

Quilatalap shut the door behind him, as he said, “They’re not safe. No one is safe, Erick. Especially not with this trouble looking to start.” He sat on the couch. “But I can help prepare you a bit. Any radiant questions, burning pages in your book?”

Erick looked at Quilatalap. “Oh. It’s a saying.”

Quilatalap laughed. “Making me feel old! I thought everyone still said that one?”

“Maybe they do?” Erick said, “I’m beginning to think that I don’t spend nearly enough time outside of my own house. I have the distinct feeling that I missed out on talking to those four; on trying to come to an understanding. I should have been able to talk to those people, to try… But… The hostility of this world still gets me… sometimes. Or maybe all the time.”

Quilatalap nodded, knowingly. “Something to work on.”

“Lots of things to work on!” Erick sat down on the couch across from him, and rattled off a few of his goals, both long term and short term, in no particular order, “The best [Dispel]. The best [Privacy Ward]. The possibility of learning [Resurrection], and the possibility of learning an [Immortality] spell. Though those last two are more curiosity than necessity. Oh! And the possibility of a [Renew] spell.”

Quilatalap thought. He said, “Let’s start with the impossibilities. [Resurrection] and [Immortality]. The first, because you’re not ready and I don’t teach that to just anyone, no matter their backing. And [Immortality] is impossible without Phagar’s direct allowance. It’s much easier to just learn enough Blood Magic and Soul Magic to keep yourself running for however long you wish.”

Erick nodded. He had expected most of that.

Quilatalap continued, “[Dispel]… Normally, I wouldn’t push people down this path, but you might do well to learn how to [Counterspell]. It's a variant [Dispel] that allows the user to spend a pittance of mana, comparatively, to lock down another spellcaster’s casting. Useless in a duel, when you might run out of mana or mess up a counter well before your opponent makes a mistake, and then you’re dead. Useless when the enemy has an Elemental Body and knows how to use it outside of a Script Second. But in certain situations [Counterspell] shines. One of those situations is when you’re in a group, and you have one dedicated Counterspeller. For you, you can probably achieve the best of all worlds by dedicating an Ophiel to this task.”

Ophiel cooed at his name.

“What about a [Total Dispel]?” Erick clarified, “Spend a thousand mana, [Dispel] any single spell. Or all the spells on a person. Or… All the spells connected to a person. That would be useful.”

Quilatalap chuckled. “That would be useful, but that’s firmly in the realm of a Destruction Wizard.”

Erick grumbled.

“The Script enforces a lot of nuances in its operations. One of those is a 1-to-1 mana cost to erase another mage’s spellwork.” Quilatalap added, “You can make a [Dispel] with some high-ratio Variable costs, but that’s either Blood Magic, or ‘tricking’ magic. I can help you achieve some of that, too.”

Erick nodded.

Quilatalap continued, “I think that the best [Privacy Ward] is going to be rather easy for you, now that you have a mana sense. As soon as you can get [Witness], you can put that and [Scry] and all the Sights you got today, backwards, into [Ward]. Or, if you don’t want to block the sight of your Ophiel, you can not include [Scry]. Play around with it. It’s only tier 2 or 3, depending on if you want to start with a good [Privacy Ward], first.

“Now, as for [Renew]…” Quilatalap asked, “What is that?”

“A spell I’ve been kicking around for a while.” Erick said, “The idea is a spell that would allow others to [Renew] ongoing magics. Here’s an example: you have your resident archmage cast a big defensive spell around a city, and then you have guards, or whoever, contribute to the defense by casting [Renew] into the shield, renewing duration, damage absorption, [Teleport]-negation. That sort of stuff. It would be like large-scale temporary enchanting, that anyone could contribute to, that would have the potential to outlast the archmage’s life by a very long time.”

Quilatalap instantly said, “Paradox Wizard. No other way to do that.”

Erick’s heart sunk. “Nooo….”

“Yes.” Quilatalap said, “But… Tell me if I have some wrong assumptions: What you’re asking to make is a Basic Tier spell that anyone can buy for a point. This spell will allow for the renewal of magic, which, when you get down to the complexity required, is like an original caster using a coin-press to churn out a spell, and then when that spell degrades, like a coin rusting, another caster comes by and meticulously fiddles with the coin to un-rust it. Is this basically correct?”

“Yes! But! [Mend] exists. This would just be [Mend] for magic?”

“Ah! But [Mend] doesn’t actually fix anything. It makes it so those items never broke.”

“… What?”

“That is what [Mend] does.” Quilatalap said, “And when the damage to an object is too deep —too ingrained in the history of the item— [Mend] fails. To make a long explanation short: In a similar way in which [Mend] fails to heal long-term damage, when magic degrades, the damage is too deep to be repaired.”

“So maybe a [Renew] that works on new-ish magic? It won’t revive a dead spell, but it will keep a young spell young?”

“No. Let me explain another way: [Mend] is physical reconstitution of an etheric construct of the manasphere that exists because items have lingering lives in the manasphere. Going in the other direction, to make mana constructs from the physical, is also possible, but that field of magic is called enchanting. But you don’t want to use artifacts or enchantments, so, that’s that.”

“But. Like…” Erick tried, “I can unrust a coin with Particle Magic.” He wasn’t able to right then, but Erick was pretty sure he could string together a few Particle Spells to unrust most any coin. “And I’ve made a Permanent duration spell before! I know it’s possible to ‘repair’ magic.”

Quilatalap took a deep breath, and sat back on his couch. He said, “You’ve got a lot of overlapping problems and topics, so let’s tackle the permanent duration spell, first.

“In the case of permanent magic, you made a spell that is readily able to be repaired through the natural vagaries of magic. I’ve made a few permanent duration spells, too. We probably made them in similar ways, with built-in methodology for self-repair. Right?”

“Yeah… Sort of.”

Quilatalap nodded. “But you’re talking about making a spell that will enable the repair of any random spell you encounter. Now, if you wish to make a specific shield spell, and then teach people some individualized spells that people have to learn that can specifically repair the specific original spell you cast, that might be doable. You might even be able to make an artifact that is able to prop up this shield you speak of, with nodes that allow the caster to imbue them with mana, to continue to prop up the shield. This has even been done before.

“But what you’re actually trying to do is have anyone repair any damaged magic. True?”

Erick said, “True… But now I’m really intrigued about this shielding artifact you speak of.”

“The real ones are called Tears of Aloeth. The fake ones are called City Shields, though no one uses them anymore since they’re so easy to break. Anti-specific-magic runes are much, much more reliable, and harder to break, since you have to stress multiple runes for the whole system to fail. Stressing and breaking a City Shield is as easy as attacking any part of the construct. Anyway—” Quilatalap continued, saying, “To be able to [Renew] with a simple spell is the realm of Wizards.

“Because here’s another fact to know: No two people cast the same magic.

“The Script makes this fact even more clear-cut, but even the Script has just codified something that has been true since the dawn of time. You see: When a person buys a spell from the Script for a point, that act of buying and accepting that spell into their soul, and then leveling that spell, is the creation of their own, personal mold in the magic. Their own coin-press, so that they can pop out the same spell they managed to cast that one time, again and again.

“Magic does not interact with other magic, not directly…

“I say that, but there’re caveats. There’s sympathetic magic or metamagic. Like [Dispel]. Or various exceedingly complicated spell-searching spells. Or any host of other minor overlaps. Even group-casting is only possible when everyone has the same spell, and even then your working might not work, for there are discrepancies between every mage, and small cracks might turn into chasms in a group-cast.

“But the fact is, is that no one truly casts from the same magic, so to create a [Renew], you would have to either make it through Paradox Wizardry, which would honestly be the easiest way, or you would have to make a spell that would…” Quilatalap went silent, thinking. When he started speaking again, his voice was much less negative. “But...” He offered, “Okay. So. As a thought experiment, there would have to be a tapping-into of the spell you wish to [Renew], and then an Altering of your own magic into something compatible with the target spell, and then you’d have to prop up what had come before… Somehow…” He went silent again. “It would be like trying to manually repair a house, and...”

Erick waited.

After a minute, Quilatalap said, “Outside of Wizardry, if such a spell were possible, it would be horribly mana inefficient, and it would be much higher than Basic Tier. You’d probably have to pull apart a Tear of Aloeth and try to recreate that divine magic, as a normal mage.”

Erick smiled wide. “That’s further than I’ve gotten!”

“Your foray into permanent magic will help you in this quest.” Quilatalap said, “But let’s talk about something else for a little while. I’ll keep thinking about your [Renew], though.”

“Okay!” Erick grinned, happily asked, “Next question! What is UP with that Thick Air! Or should I say, what is down with that thick air? It sinks pretty good.”

“Oh yes.” Quilatalap said, “That thick air you see when you [Cleanse] is another part of magic that the Script has merely codified, instead of outright changed.” Quilatalap said, “I will briefly lay out the most basic nature of magic.

“Mana comes in distinct Elements. Stone, Water, Air, Fire, Shadow, and Light. We’re ignoring all the rest for now. They exist. They matter. They don’t matter for this conversation.

“When these six combine in roughly equal measure, they form mana that is suitable for life, for balanced mana becomes something larger than the sum of its parts. But it is the breaking of that balance that leads to more life. In such a case, if there is a critical mass of life already in the area, that life eventually balances the mana out again, which leads to more life. This is a compounding cycle, where life creates mana and mana creates life.

“As long as the balance isn’t too unbalanced, that is. In such a case, life usually dies rather fast.

“But back to balanced mana: All the mana around us is partially tuned by the Script to be balanced, to generally enable life and magic. The Script keeps a loose rein on elemental balance, only truly fixing this balance when it breaks. It hasn’t broken many times since the creation of Veird, but— Eh. That’s history.

“Anyway.

“But aside from balance, mana also comes in density. Here, the Script readily enforces a good equilibrium. Not too solid, not too thin. You don’t see mana rocks on Veird, nor do you see mana vapors. All you really get is the manasphere, which is basically liquid mana.

“But consider this: in water, there is a triple point, where ice, water, and steam, can all exist at once. This is similar to what the Script does, all across Veird, all the time. But it’s not perfect. And neither is the balance of elements.

“Because life needs broken balances in order to grow and function.”

Erick was suddenly reminded of potential energy and heat energy and all the other energies he knew of, and how they related to life. Life could be said to exist in the broken balance between high and low energy states; in the drawing from high energy, to the using of that energy, to the expulsion of low energy. Erick smiled, as he saw a great deal of similarities between what Quilatalap was saying, and what he already knew.

Quilatalap continued, “So. Back to [Cleanse], and the nature of magic:

“In the Old Cosmology, if you wanted to cast a [Fireball] you needed fire mana. If you were in an area of very low fire mana, any [Fireball]s you cast would either fail, or end up as puffs of flame, and nothing more.

“Until you [Cleanse]d the space, and restored balance to the world.

“Restoring balance enabled that balance to be broken again. In this way, you could thus cast your [Fireball] at full strength.”

Erick said, “Ohh!”

Quilatalap said, “Since [Cleanse] has been codified in the Script, it has gained some additional functionality, but in the beginning, it was just the ritual to prepare a space for magic, and for life.” He added, “So when you [Cleanse], not only are you fixing the messes all around you, you’re also balancing the world with the matter turned to mana by that [Cleanse].” He finished with, “You hardly ever see it anymore, but if there’s not enough people [Cleanse]ing in a year, then the gods release large-scale [Cleanse]s all across the inner surface of the Edge of the Script, whereupon that thick air will fall through the world, toward the Core, fixing problems as it goes.”

Erick smiled. It was all so magical! And wonder—

“… Wait. So [Cleanse] turns matter into mana?” Erick said, “I mean… I see that happen all the time. But I didn’t expect it to actually mean what I thought it meant.”

“Yes. [Cleanse] turns matter into mana.” Quilatalap said, “In the other direction, mana becomes matter any time a slime is born. That’s also a major part of the mana cycle.”

“There’s a cycle?!” Erick instantly added, “I mean. Of course there is some sort of cycle?”

“There is. It’s an exceedingly complicated topic that is hard to explore on Veird, for reasons of the Script.” Quilatalap said, “And by the way: Slimes were the first [Cleanse]rs. They’re really good at balancing mana, too, if you let them. This is why slimes pop up in dungeons that have been tuned too far into one type of mana. They’re trying to re-balance the world by removing excess mana types and condensing them into their core.” Quilatalap stated, “This is how dungeoneering works: The dungeon creates an imbalance. Slimes move in to rectify that imbalance. People harvest that imbalance by harvesting the slimes. Repeat to infinity.

“Or, in a more natural setting, monsters or animals grow and spread by eating those slimes, and slimes eventually stop spawning because the imbalance is solved.” Quilatalap added, “But imbalances are almost never truly solved. There’s always more slimes spawning somewhere, in some unbalanced area.”

Erick felt like he had been slammed by knowledge.

“… Slimes are the basis for life on Veird?! And Magic?!”

Quilatalap said, “Slimes are born whenever there’s too much mana or imbalance. In being born, and in bringing balance, they thus enable more life to break that balance and flourish.”

Erick had visions of evolution, dancing in his brain. “Does it go somewhere from there? More complicated slimes? Multi-slime slimes?”

“Yes; all of that.” Quilatalap said, “Eventually, after thousands and thousands of years, slimes evolve— Back before the Script, I mean. Slimes evolved into higher lifeforms all the time, back then. Theoretically. I never saw it happen, but some immortals liked to watch it happen, and cause it to happen. There was always the occasional story of an intrepid scholar finding slimes with nervous systems or eyes, out there in the more remote parts of the Mana Ocean. But that doesn’t get a chance to happen on Veird. Not enough time. Not enough undisturbed slimes.” He whispered, saying, “Don’t tell anyone I told you, but back in the Old Cosmology, every learned person thought that our universe started with mana and slimes, and then worked up from there.”

Erick scrunched his face. He asked, “But what about the First Telling? With Melemizargo and Xoat?”

“A version of the truth, or completely true. I’m not sure; I wasn’t there.” Quilatalap shrugged. “What I do know is that the Clergy changes its dogma with each new dragon who takes up the mantle left by the old God of Magic, as each holder runs things a little bit differently. Now, I say that, and you should understand that names and timings and certain stories might have changed from one holder of that Dark Divine Spark to the next, but the First Telling about the Darkness meeting Xoat is almost certainly true. That one has never been told differently.

“But it’s also possible that all life was all slimes in the beginning.”
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                The pair of them had moved outside of the house, to a plot of grasslands south of Quilatalap’s cottage, a little over a kilometer away. It was a nice place, with rolling green hills and scattered trees. It was a daunting area, though, for just a little bit away rose the 30 kilometer crystal cliffs that bounded the southern edge of the Palace District. Intellectually, those cliffs were so tall and so large that they seemed to be directly above, ready to crush down at any second. But the rainbow auroras hanging in the air blocked most of that enormity from sight. Thanks to those pretty lights, it was easy to put out of mind all of the danger looming all around.

And then there was magic, to completely distract him from the daily trauma of living in this land.

So let’s just forget about the impending deaths and destruction for a little while.

Quilatalap had offered to fill some deficiencies in Erick’s repertoire, and Erick had readily accepted. So here they were.

Quilatalap asked, “Have you made much ‘tricking magic’?”

“Not really, but!” Erick enthusiastically said, “It’s really quite interesting that you can trick the Script into cutting the spells of another mage— No. Wait…” Erick asked, “Is that what is happening with tricking magic?”

Quilatalap smiled. “The Script isn’t as limiting as some people would have you believe. At its heart, the Script is about chopping down highs and evening out lows, and streamlining spellwork. Tricking magic has also been streamlined to a certain degree, but tricking magic itself is as old as magic, and it hasn’t changed much since the Darkness first helped us to learn the first spells.”

“Right! Okay. Well. I have done some of this tricking magic before.” Erick popped out a few blue boxes, saying, “I learned about these [Intent Understanding] and [Spell Breaker] from another. And then I made this [Grand Dispel] from some of that.”

Quilatalap raised an eyebrow as he looked upon [Grand Dispel]. “This one. This is a good spell.” He dismissed the boxes, saying, “You won’t be able to make a [Grand Dispel] much better without going deep into Blood Magic or Wizardry. Your multiplier could have been larger, but you have a chaining sort-of [Dispel] instead. Don’t try to remake that; you’ll never get better. It’s really strong.” He said, “But, that said, [Grand Dispel] seems like an end-stage magic, to me. You might be able to work some higher spells out of that eventually, but don’t try for those today. Today, we’ll do the rest of these tricky [Dispel]s with [Spell Breaker] as the base magic.

“You’re going to want to make eight spells.

“Six spells, one spell aligned against each element, using the respective Elemental Shape. What you do is you take your [Stoneshape], for instance, invert it, and then attach it to your [Spell Breaker]. You will be decreasing [Spell Breaker]’s versatility of working against any small magic, to instead fully meld with all Stone-derived magics. As a word of caution: for any normal spell, this resulting ‘[Stone Breaker]’ will work just fine. For specialty spells, like when facing someone with a [Domain of Stone], you will have trouble making [Stone Breaker] work.

“These first six spells aren’t very great for the simple fact that a boulder thrown at you is still a boulder thrown at you. But a [Stone Breaker] against a spell-empowered wall of stone will destroy that wall of stone for much less than any other option. A [Grand Fireball], packed with a hundred [Force Bombs] and flying at your face, can be turned into a puff of flame with a properly made [Fire Breaker].

“Etcetera. Etcetera.

“The seventh spell is [Force Breaker]. The first six spells are easy to make, but this one is a complicated little spell. For this one, I recommend inverting [Force Wall], [Envelop Item], [Conjure Armor], and [Conjure Weapon], because those four spells are the most [Dispel] resistant Force spells in the Script, and the ability to strip a melee attacker of their weapons and defenses is often necessary.

“The eighth spell is [Ward Destruction]. Now this one is truly complicated, for [Ward] is among the most complicated spells out there, simply because it is so varied. I suggest trying this spell after you figure out everything there is to make with the base [Ward] spell, and more than a few other [Elemental Breaker] spells. You will know you have figured [Ward] out, when you are able to make a good version of every kind of [Ward] described in that way-too-big blue box.

“When you get to that point, then you just invert all of those various ideas into one coherent whole, and combine it with [Spell Breaker]. Thus, you will get [Ward Breaker].

“None of these spells should cost you more than 50 mana, if you’ve made them right. But they will be… What tier is your [Spell Breaker]? Tier four?”

“Tier four,” Erick said.

“So a thousand days to try again if you get any of these spells wrong.” Quilatalap said, “The only one that is truly necessary is [Ward Breaker]. You’re going to want to know every part of that spell before you try for that one. Better to spend a year experimenting, and then get it right, instead of almost three years in downtime.”

Erick thought for a moment. He asked, “So when you say ‘Invert’, what does that mean, exactly?” He added, “Also: Is there some way to [Teleport Spell]? I wanted [Spelleport] for the longest time, and if anything is tricking magic, that should certainly qualify.”

Quilatalap smirked, then said, “Inversion of a magic is rather simple to understand, now that you have a [Mana Sight]. And one small hint. I’ll see if you get it with [Mana Sight] before I divulge the hint.” He held out one hand to the side, “Watch this with your [Mana Sight].”

Erick turned on [Mana Sight], and saw the dense spells upon Quilatalap, like a layer of gravity upon his skin, and upon the world. And then Quilatalap cast.

In the palm of his hand, Quilatalap popped a [Ward]. He hadn’t called it as such, and the spell was invisible to normal sight, but to Erick’s [Mana Sight], and compared to his knowledge of what magic looked like what, Quilatalap had conjured a dense sphere of power that was unmistakably a [Ward]. The archlich moved his hand to the side of the dense space. He conjured a void.

Erick stared for a few moments. “Huh. It’s an inverted [Ward], correct?”

“Correct.” Quilatalap waited with a small smile on his face. His lower fangs showed, a little. “But that doesn’t tell you anything, does it?”

“… No.” Erick sadly agreed.

Erick turned his attention back to the void, trying to understand.

Calling it a ‘void’ was perhaps not correct. Quilatalap had already provided the words for such an item. It was an inverted [Ward]. Simple! Except… Not quite so simple.

Erick held out his own hand, and channeled mana through [Ward]. A sphere of white light held above his hand, sounding much like an edge. A demarcation, where the world was slightly different inside, than it was on the outside.

Erick held out his other hand, and channeled mana through [Ward], but… differently. It was an attempt at… At something else. White light flickered from his hand, and instantly became one with the surrounding mana. Like he was dropping ink into a world of bleach; the mana flowed away, reshuffling itself back into the manasphere.

No. That was incorrect. It wasn’t… It wasn’t destructive enough.

Oh!

It was Destruction!

That’s why [Ward Destruction] was called [Ward DESTRUCTION]! It was the Destruction Esoteric Element!

Or… Was it?

Erick had never touched a Destruction spell before. He had certainly read of them, though. So he tried what he had read, using the barest bit of Mana Altering, and condensed a breaking of the world into his mind, and into his magic.

A globe of flexed gravity took hold of the air; a denial of existence. A breaking. A Destruction.

“Huh.” Erick said, “Destruction mana?”

“Yes!” Quilatalap enthusiastically said, “You got it! You figured out the secret!” He strongly added, “Don’t try to actually use Destruction in a spell. You will kill yourself.”

Erick eyed his hand that he had just channeled Destruction from. “Uh… Okay.”

Quilatalap noticed, and said, “Channeling Destruction isn’t that bad. It’s like channeling Fire mana; that won’t actually hurt you.”

“… Right.” Erick had channeled Fire mana before, and it hadn’t hurt. He did so right then, producing a prominence of flame without actual heat.

“See! All good. Just don’t make a Destruction spell.” Quilatalap returned to being enthusiastic, as he laughed, and said, “That’s the secret to inverting spells. You combine the starter spell with Destruction, and you end with something attuned to the spell you want, but inverted.”

“Huh.” Erick looked at his hand, and channeled Destruction, producing a mana prominence that was more world-breaking white, than normal white. Archmage Opal had never spoken of Destruction mana, but then again, he hadn’t heard of that particular ‘element’ until well outside of his time at Oceanside. He looked to the two orbs still present in the air beside Quilatalap, and asked, “You do magic a lot differently than they do at the arcanaeums, and elsewhere.” He added, “All the Elements. And No math.”

“Math is useful for describing the world, but magic is more than the math.” Quilatalap said, “Magic is communion with the greater self to enact a change upon the world.” He added, “More cynically, magic is all about creating impressions in the manasphere, filling those impressions with your power, and enabling those impressions to do what you want them to do. Some people come to magic through math. Some don’t. No way is wrong.” He added, “But one thing is always true: In all my understanding of magic, the systems of mathemagic, the elemental systems, harmonic, spiritual, ritual, formation, talisman, tree-based, soul-based, or any other… When a person finds a way that works for them, if they continue along that path, then things usually work out for them.”

Erick listened, and then he acted.

He channeled a few inversions from his hands, listening to their Destruction, and their desire to break what had been whole. And then he cast to the left, flashing a breaking into the world. There was no target, because Erick didn’t need one for this.

And it worked. The ideology behind the first six spells was easy to understand. One blue box appeared. And then, with five more casts, each twenty seconds apart, came five more boxes.










	
Stone Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Stone into breaking.

















	
Fire Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Fire into breaking.

















	
Water Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Water into breaking.

















	
Air Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Air into breaking.

















	
Light Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Light into breaking.

















	
Shadow Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Shadow into breaking.














“That’s six elemental breaking spells. 50 mana cost.” He asked, “Is there a [Prismatic Breaker]?”

Quilatalap smiled wide. “Yes.”

Erick channeled his new spells through his palm, all at the same time. This proved to be too much, though, so Ophiel helped. And then, surrounded by a harmonious destruction, Erick cast.

A burst of shadow erupted from his hands, impacting the land beyond.

A blue box appeared.




	
Prismatic Breaker, instant, long range, 300 MP

Trick an elemental spell into breaking.








Quilatalap’s smile got even wider.

“Huh.” Erick said, “That felt rather natural, actually.”

“How so?”

“Like… Like the cohesion of a disparate unwanting. A harmonious junction of denial.”

Quilatalap held his hand out to the right. “Break this, if you could?”

A small spire of multicolored, floating crystal appeared, two meters from the orcol archlich. It was perhaps three meters tall; a bit taller than its caster. Erick felt a strange sort of power roll off of the crystal, like a gentle breeze. As that breeze passed, he felt his nearby Ophiel grow intrinsically stronger, their lightforms shifting into something more powerful, while those in their sunform felt nothing.

“Oh.” Erick asked, “It’s a rift? Or something?” as he flicked ripping shadows at the working.

The crystal spire broke back into the manasphere, like it was never there.

Quilatalap laughed, a great big belly laugh. “Yes! It was a rift!” He said, “It usually takes students years to be able to [Dispel] that! And you just popped out your [Prismatic Destruction], just like that. Or— Which spell did you get?”

“[Prismatic Breaker].”

“A clean variant, then. Sometimes there is too much Destruction. But…” Quilatalap sighed; a contented sound. “Ah. This is nice. I don’t think I’ll be able to teach normal students for a long time. You’ve ruined me, Erick.”

Erick smirked. “I gave you that ring. A good 45 Intelligence should do wonders for new students.”

“That Intelligence is part of your current success, but I’ve seen more than my fair share of smart idiots in my life. Even if your Wizardry is helping you, I’ve sensed none of that so far. You’re just good at this. Giving my future students a lift up with something like 45 Intelligence would help most of them, but some would still never get it. Besides—” Quilatalap waved a dismissive hand, saying, “Intelligence is not sticking around. If the Relevant Entities and Melemizargo ever decide to come together to remake the Script, I do not see them allowing for the easy acquisition of magic.”

“You think so too, huh?”

“Hmm. Well. I said what I said, but perhaps a better way to think of it is… Intelligence was created to enhance the capabilities of the mind, and that is a rather taboo subject when it comes to the gods.” Quilatalap said, “Melemizargo created Mind Magic, and that’s been a horror show for as long as it’s ever existed.”

Erick’s eyes went wide for a long moment. And then he said, “Ah.”

“Intelligence is probably going to be another problem like Mind Magic, but vastly more limited, and possibly changed all together in the future.” Quilatalap said, “So let’s get you powered up while we can.”

Erick almost stopped everything by asking what Quilatalap got out of all this. If Ar’Kendrithyst went away, or rather, if all the Shades here died, then wasn’t he vulnerable to the rest of the world? Wasn’t he here, in this place, because it was the only safe place for him to be?

Or maybe that wasn’t true?

Whatever the case, Erick couldn’t continue to accept help from the man until he knew a little bit more about him. So Erick asked, “Why are you helping me, Quilatalap?”

“I’ve got three gods that like you, and that’s more than a good enough reason to entertain the idea of assisting you in your magical career. Just to entertainthe idea, though.” The 3000 year-old archlich nonchalantly added, “But my reasonfor helping you is that you’re an exemplary archmage, and I like teaching good students. That is my joy in life, and my reason for being. And then there’s the fact that ever since Kirginatharp called you an archmage that you’ve done nothing but good with the power that came your way. And you’ve only been at this magic-thing for a year! That’s insane! So, I will do what I can to help you in some small way, and so, I’ve decided to help you fill some holes in your spellbook. It’s not power, for I don’t often teach people how to gain power. It is utility, and the ability to stay alive, and you, Erick, certainly need some help to stay alive when the meteors start falling.”

Erick tensed. He asked, “What will happen to the people caught in the crossfire?”

“They’ll try to get out of the way. Most will succeed.” Quilatalap said, “Gods willing, if this thing ends with me in any position of power and not running for my life, I will see about reviving those who wish for such a thing, but I doubt many will. The people around here generally don’t like accepting [Resurrection]s.”

For a long moment, Erick thought.

He didn’t want to be the man who put down the monsters. He never had. But he knew the necessity of such actions. He felt that he had broken himself of his tendency to shy away from the ultimatums of life on Veird. But at the same time…

Hollowsaur took joy in killing those who came for his creations, in setting a boundary and laying treasure just beyond that boundary. He wanted to kill people who he could easily label as thieves and intruders. Was it possible to help Hollowsaur turn his desire to kill into something less destructive? He obviously cared about his little green people, and they cared about him.

Or was that thought too naive, and to what degree was it naive? Did Hollowsaur actually care about his people, or was that another layer of his ‘this is mine; you come here, I kill you’ line in the sand?

And what about Farix? He wouldn’t harm a child, and he wouldn’t harm someone if that harm would cause harm to a child. ‘Don’t kill children’ was a low bar, but in being able to pass that bar, Farix had hinted that he still had some sort of morality within him.

And yet… What of justice?

… Yeah. What of justice? Did justice matter? Or was kindness more important, when it came to guiding the powerful back into the light? Or, had these people ruined their chances at redemption long, long ago?

Even Hitler had a dog. But he deserved death.

Shades deserved no less.

And yet… Melemizargo’s insane touch might have had something to do with the decisions the Shades made when they became Shades. Before they were Shades, they were just people, looking for power and destruction, and they got it. They became powerful enough to become the law of the land. They became powerful enough to write their own laws.

But what of everyone else, and their innate right to be free of undue influence and danger?

And what of this world?

Was Erick unfairly ascribing a lenient morality to a world that could literally not support it? The only true ‘law of the land’ was you either followed the idea of ‘Polite Society’, or you didn’t. You either saved your murdering for outside of social interactions, or you didn’t. All other laws stemmed from ‘Might makes Right’.

… Even back on Earth, ‘Might Made Right’. Violence had just been turned into something that was solely the right of the State. Only the police could murder and get away with it, everyone else was forced to play nice.

… In that way, the society the Shades had built in the Brightwater was oddly similar to what Erick had grown up with.

But.

No.

They were not the same. The Shades were tyrants who killed to ‘make the world stronger’. But this world didn’t need more strength. Veird needed more compassion. More understanding. Less power, and more vulnerability.

But at the same time, the Shades still existed. And might still made right. So, like with the Black Star of Koyabez, was it better to end a threat now, or to let it lie in hopes that it could get better tomorrow?

Not too much time had passed since Erick fell to silent thought. Quilatalap graciously waited.

Erick asked, “Quilatalap. How do you deal with people that wrong you?”

He raised an eyebrow. “A philosophical conversation?”

“Not a long one. But, yes.”

“I have found that philosophy can flow rather long, depending on the depth of the problem, and I see you having some Big Thoughts behind those white eyes of yours. But that does not mean I will not oblige this detour.” Quilatalap said, “So. How to deal with someone who wrongs you: In my own affairs, I believe that everyone is their own person, out to get what they can, but limited by the circumstances around them. So I don’t begrudge people who wrong me.” Quilatalap said, “I also don’t give them the opportunity to do it again, but violence is rarely my own solution. Usually, I make myself scarce, and let time take care of my problems. It’s an easy stance to take when you’re immortal and very good at defending yourself. But at the same time, I recognized that it is easy for me to say that, when I have the power to enforce such an option. Not many can say the same.”

Erick said, “Perhaps, a better question would have been: How do you deal with those who wrong others?”

Quilatalap was quick to say, “All tyrants must die.” He added, “But in my own perspective: the tyranny of this world is a tiny, tiny thing. We are not dealing with the corruption of world-spanning cultures, or with powers rising from the depths successfully taking over society after society. We are not dealing with the wholesale murder of nations because some man in some room decided to press a glyph. Compared to the sights I have seen, you have never seen true evil, Erick, no matter what you may believe, and the Shades are far and away much more insane than they are true evil. All this world has is petty warlords, minor kings, and children playing with other children.”

A wind blew across the green fields, twisting the grass like it was seaweed at the bottom of an ocean.

Erick kinda felt like he was at the bottom of an ocean, too. Never seen true Evil? How could Quilatalap say that? Erick had seen evil when he rescued those people from Dorofiend’s lair. He had seen evil when the Halls of the Dead tried to summon a Breach Demon, and before that, when they killed Odaali with the Daydroppers. Thankfully, he had never seen Evil back on Earth, but maybe he would have been a better man today if he had seen true Evil before coming here, and seeing Evil in the white eyes of every Shade.

“Evil is not a matter of scale, Quilatalap.” Erick said, “Evil is a matter of quality.”

Quilatalap sighed, then minutely gestured to everything around him. “I am not blind to the horrors I see around me, Erick. But the Shades used to be the best of us. Their ‘Trials of Darkness’ have always been this deadly, but they used to be more… They used to be better about the process, about the journey and the destination. Less horror. More honor.

“But a lot of the people who come here... They misjudge the depths. They misjudge the power. They are young and stupid and they think themselves invincible. They think themselves ready. They try, and they fail, a great deal of the time. And it was their prerogative to try. To reach for power, and succeed or fail on their own merits.”

Erick let that percolate, for if he spoke his thoughts, he would have started to yell, and he did not want to yell. So he changed topics. He asked, “Are any of the current Shades redeemable?”

Quilatalap looked away. Then he looked to Erick. He asked, “What’s the next spell you want to attempt?”

That answered that question firmly enough.

Moments passed.

Erick said, “I will try to make this one, now.” He channeled some spells through his hands, along with Destruction mana, and harmonized the resulting sound. He cast to the left. A flicker of shadow leapt from his fingers and a blue box appeared.










	
Force Breaker, instant, long range, 75 MP

Trick a Force spell into breaking.














“That’s [Force Breaker]. For the next one... I think…” Erick held up a hand, and channeled mana through [Ward], but wrong, producing a shadowy glow of non-light. It wasn’t Shadow, but it was something shadow-like.

Tentatively, Quilatalap asked, “Are you going to try for [Ward Destruction]?”

“… No. Not today.” Erick considered his next needed spells. “Let me think about what's next.”

Quilatalap nodded, then said, “Let me know when you want assistance.”

While he was waiting for the global cooldown to come back, Erick decided to ask one of Jane’s questions. “Ever heard of a buff spell that makes one regenerate more mana than usual?”

“It’s not a spell, but there is a way to do this.” Quilatalap said, “Through the use of your mana sense, and flicking Meditation on and off, you might be able to see the way that mana flows into your soul. If this doesn’t work, you can try using weak mana potions to see this flow. Once you understand the flow, by using your aura you will be able to purposefully pull in extra mana into the well of your soul.

“But understand that this is a skill of last resort, and there is no resulting Blue Box for this ability. It is one of those things the Script does not automate for you, for it is dangerous, and will likely harm you when you try to force this mana into your soul. It is like when you use too many strong mana potions, and just like in that case, you cannot do this action too often, for you risk condensing rads into your body.” He added, “Personally, I think this is an unnecessary skill to learn because it promotes the wasteful expenditure of mana. Learn to cast more efficiently, and this skill becomes a waste of time.”

Erick nodded along, considering all of that.

He decided on his next spell. He cast to the left, chaining together the Destructive versions of [Mana Sight], [Soul Sight], and [Blood Sight], onto the Audio and Visual options of [Ward]. He didn’t have [Witness], yet —he’d need to be able to look a day in the past to be able to get that spell— but maybe he didn’t need to go that deeply into this particular working.

A large sphere appeared, looking like rainbow static. A blue box appeared right after.




	
Sealed Privacy Ward, instant, medium range, 500 mana

Disrupt all light, sound, mana sense, and life sense as it exits a large area. Lasts one hour. 

When ended, Sealed Privacy Ward further disrupts all mana sense within the space.














Erick smiled. Then he stuck his head inside the space.

From the inside, the rest of the world looked normal; he could see out without impediment. Pulling his head out, and adjusting his senses toward the mana, he couldn’t see inside, but when he stepped inside, he could sense the interior, and the exterior, just fine. Good. The spell disrupted mana sense in one direction, just as he hoped it would.

He ended the spell. It collapsed in a crushing rainbow of shadow and light.

Erick blinked his mana sense into the past, and had a look. If he had done it wrong, he would have been able to see his own head, peaking into the formerly protected space. And he sort of saw that, but there was also a great deal of static and overlapping blind spots overlaid upon everything. Not a perfect [Privacy Ward], but it was close enough, for now.

Quilatalap asked, “No [Witness], yet?”

Erick frowned. “Nope.”

“Going to have to remake that one.”

“Yup.” Erick moved right along, asking, “What about a lingering [Dispel]? And [Counterspelling], too?”

“Let’s consider the second desire, first, for [Counterspell] is the spell at the heart of all lingering [Dispel]s, which is itself a new spell, known as [Suppression].

“There are three ways to [Counterspell]. Active counterspelling is when you have a good mana sense on the target and you can see how much mana they’ve put into a spell, and then you [Dispel] that spell, as it is happening. This leaves you open to spells slipping through your counters. This type of counterspelling does not use the [Counterspell] spell, and is the most mentally taxing version of the practice of shutting down an opposing caster.

“The second version of [Counterspell] is through the use of the spell, [Counterspell]. This version has a half-second window where you can cast the [Counterspell], and the enemy cannot cast whatever spell they were trying to cast. In this version of [Counterspell], you must still choose how much mana you wish to spend.

“With enough practice, and enough skill with your active mana sense, you can know, roughly, how much mana you need to spend on your [Counterspell].

“The third, and most dangerous way to [Counterspell], but also perhaps the cleanest, is instead of using [Dispel]s normal functionality of ‘spending X mana to remove a spell of X cost’, you instead open up your mana pool, allowing your [Counterspell] to automatically pull from you enough mana to automatically spend that Variable cost to fully counter whatever spell the enemy might be casting. This [Counterspell] includes [Intent Understanding], so you’re at tier 3 for this sort of working, at least.” Quilatalap said, “The problems with such a working is that you might end up at zero mana, when you try to end the enemy mage’s major spell, or you might be tricked into gutting yourself by a mage using a specifically [Dispel]-resistant magic. The most often result of using a [Perfect Counterspell] is an economically countered spell, but you must be aware of the edge cases when considering magic like this.”

Erick thought about that for a moment, then asked, “What’s [Suppression]?”

“Now here’s where things get truly tricky. [Suppression] is throwing a ‘sticky [Dispel]’ onto a target, for 10,000 mana or however much, and then that [Suppression] automatically counters everything the caster does.” Quilatalap said, “In this way, the third, automatic-version of [Dispel] is the best [Counterspell] to use when making your [Suppression], for obvious reasons.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Because it can use the mana put into the working as needed, instead of in possibly-useless discrete chunks.”

Quilatalap smiled. “Exactly!” He added, “In all cases of [Counterspell] and [Suppression], you’re going to want the best version of [Dispel] you can make. In some cases, that means using [Prismatic Breaker] to make your [Suppression]. In other cases it means using your [Grand Dispel].

“[Counterspelling] is a very, very large field of metamagic. But most people don’t even bother, because most people fight monsters, and monsters use skills that can’t really be countered. The only real use of [Counterspelling] is for when you’re fighting other people.” Quilatalap said, “But, by that same measure, if any death squads ever come for you, you’re going to want to know how to [Counterspell].”

“… A cheery thought.” Erick asked, “How to make a sticky [Dispel], though?”

“There’s at least ten good ways to go about that. One of the best ways is if you take your [Counterspell] and Mana Alter it into clinging Ooze or cloying Gloom, depending on your own proficiency. Another method is to link the [Counterspell] to a [Bind] spell, which is in turn made from an offensive [Conjure Armor]. I prefer the ooze version.”

“I’ve never tried ooze or gloom before. Let me… try…” Erick pointed to the side, and shot off something that was halfway between a [Water Bolt] and a [Stone Bolt], with a heavy emphasis on splashing and sticking.

Erick saw the resulting spell, and was instantly embarrassed. Quilatalap made no remarks, but then he saw Erick’s reaction, and smirked.

Since Erick’s magic was white, the glob of white stuff that splatted across the ground made a rather distinctive splooping noise, and possessed a rather distinctive look. Its resemblance to certain other physical substances was too close to not be remarked upon.

Quilatalap joked, “Green just looks like snot. Red is bloody boogers. Ooze never looks pleasant.”

Erick chuckled.

Quilatalap asked, “Would you like to try to learn counterspelling?”

“Yes! So how do we do this, with the 20 seconds between each spell, I mean?”

“Before the Script took over, it used to take multiple moments to cast a spell, so the disruption of spells was a much easier affair. And necessary, too. Counterspelling was much easier than actually casting most magic. But with the advent of the Script it takes less than a moment for spells to activate, and the pendulum has swung the other way.” Quilatalap said, “However, in the time dilation of Shadow’s Feast, those ‘instant’ cast times become something much larger.

“There’s an easier way, though.” Quilatalap said, “Counterspelling auras is the best way to learn.” A small shift took place in the air around Quilatalap. He smiled. “How many times will it take you to counter this?”

Erick gazed upon Quilatalap with the majority of his mana sense and with four different Ophiel each utilizing one each of [Soul Sight], [Blood Sight], [Mana Sight], and a secondary mana sense, just to be sure. And Erick was stumped. He had no idea what spell was surrounding the man. Quilatalap’s soul was the same as it ever was; an abyss of nothing lined with teeth. His blood looked normal enough, and flowed in most of the normal ways one would expect, while also possessing a lot more life than Erick would have expected from someone that was supposed to be ‘undead’. [Mana Sight] revealed the archlich’s aura, of course, but that aura seemed like nothing more than a shift in the world, a turn to the side, like… gravity?

“A gravity aura?” Erick asked, as he flicked a low powered, high intent [Dispel] at the man.

Quilatalap’s strange aura dissipated for a moment, before coming right back. You could do that with auras; [Dispel] only knocked out their use in that particular moment. Erick didn’t even get a blue box for his effort, likely because he hadn’t actually done anything besides a normal [Dispel].

Quilatalap smirked. “No spell?”

Erick shook his head. He offhandedly said, “This reminds me that I need to work on my own auras. Or rather, [Greater Lightwalk].”

Quilatalap nodded. “Elemental Bodies allow one to get around most of the Script’s controlling ways, since they are the basis for much of the Script’s functionality.” He added, “We can do that after you try this for a while.”

Erick cast again, aiming a 50-mana [Dispel] at disrupting what was already there. Whatever Quilatalap was casting could not have been more than 50 mana per second, and likely cost much, much lower.

It didn’t cause a blue box to appear, and Erick realized why.

“Oh. Right.” He said, “I should have been aiming at your creation of the aura. Not at the aura’s prominence.”

With some of his characteristically relaxed attitude, Quilatalap said, “I teach people how to [Counterspell] and yet every time it takes them hours before they come up with the same solution I told them. You only took a minute, though.”

“It’s tricky!” He added, “And your soul looks like an abyss lined with teeth. I’m afraid to actually touch too deeply with any sort of magic.”

Quilatalap just smiled, as he silently flexed his maw-ringed soul, knowing that Erick could see. Erick shivered.

Then he cast, aiming at the part between the archlich’s soul and the spell, where he saw mana, soul, and intent, all combined into the creation of an aura as heavy as gravity.

Quilatalap’s aura blipped off. It reappeared a full second later, which was a longer delay to reactivation than the first two times. Was that the true ‘capability’ of [Counterspell]? It might have been, because a box appeared.










	
Counterspell, medium range, 10 MP + Special Cost

Prevent a magic from being cast.

Costs as much mana as the spell you are trying to counter.














“Got it.” Erick said, “Basic [Counterspell].”

Quilatalap smiled wide as he clapped twice, and said, “Good job! Now that you have put the theory into practice, want to try for an automatic [Counterspell]? It’s the best way to make a [Suppression]. You don’t want to ever use the automatic [Counterspell] yourself, though, for the previously stated worst-case scenarios of trying to disrupt a too-big spell or a [Dispel]-resistant magic.”

Erick asked, “Is there a way to make an automatic [Dispel], too? One that will kill an ongoing magic, without spending excess mana?”

“… Technically, yes. But… Such a [Dispel] would hinder your ability to properly gauge the strength of a particular magic with your mana sense, because once such a spell is in your grasp, you would never need to learn how to use your mana sense to properly gauge the strength of a spell. In such a case, you could just guess at a rough cost, instead of gaining finesse in your spellwork.” Quilatalap said, “Like I said already: You shouldn’t ever use an automatic [Counterspell] in combat, and for the same reason as you shouldn’t ever use an automatic [Dispel]. But for a [Suppression], automatic [Counterspells] are the best at ensuring your [Suppression] lasts for as long as it is able.”

“Then I guess I won’t be trying that, and will instead just move right along.” Erick rapidly harmonized [Counterspell] with [Intent Understanding]. The two spells went together like an understanding discordance, as the spell flashed from Erick’s hand to strike Quilatalap with a flicker of darkness.

Quilatalap’s gravity well flickered, then came right back after a full second. [Counterspell] did work better against auras than a straight-up [Dispel]… So that was interesting.

A blue box appeared.










	
Harmonic Counterspell, instant, long range, 10 + Special Cost

Drains you of the mana necessary to prevent a magic from being cast.














That blue box was also interesting.

“[Harmonic Counterspell],” Erick said.

“Not too unusual of a name.” Quilatalap said, “I won’t be going further with you for any more counterspelling, though. This field of magic requires the basic spells, and then a whole lot of skill in timing, and calculation, and basic mage battling. You can practice that with Ophiels fighting Ophiels. I also feel that you should try to create some clinging ooze spells of other kinds, before you try your hand at [Suppression]. But, for now, and later, you know what to do. Good luck with that.” He asked, “Anything else you’d like help with?”

Erick instantly said, “The problems of fighting with Elemental Bodies. I’ve got most of my own worked out, but I know I could be doing better.”

Quilatalap nodded, then asked, “Have you gone through the whole list? That’s something a lot of people skip over, but I find it best to start at the beginning.”

“The… List?”

Quilatalap conjured a chalkboard that looked hewn from a quarry, and not taken from any classroom except possibly from a room in the school of hard rocks. Erick almost made that joke to Quilatalap, but it was missing cultural context, and it would have fallen flat. Instead, Erick abandoned the joke and read the words that were written upon the board’s surface, in six different columns. The first column was for Fire.










	
-Flame Touch, finger fire

-Flame Strike, temporary flame coating on weapon

-Inflame, make flame bigger / burn faster

-Torch, make flame stronger

-Flame Breath, careful for backlash

-Flaming Steps, run across fire

-Flame Shield, reactive shield / no defense

-Flame Weapon, weapon of flame / no defense

-Blessing of Fire, immune to natural fire damage, half magical damage

-Flame Sustain, make a flame self-sustaining

-Flame Armor, reactive flame

-Fireblend, meld with fire

-[Fire Body].














“Oh.” Erick said, “That list. Yeah. I know that.” He read the one for ‘light’.










	
-Glow, finger-sized light

-Light Strike, blinding flash on hit

-Empower, make light bigger 

-Light Orb, a real light source

-Bright Pulse, a small damaging flash

-Light Steps, walk on light

-Light Shield, heavy defensive shield

-Light Weapon, heavy weapon

-Blessing of Light, immune to strong natural light, half magical damage, see through nearby light

-Bright Light, make a light damaging to everyone nearby

-Light Armor, heavy defensive armor

-Lightblend, meld with light

-[Lightwalk]














“Haven’t read that list in a while, though.” And he’d never really practiced with those functions, either.

Quilatalap said, “Do you know the true difference between [Lightwalk] and [Greater Lightwalk]?”

Erick had not exactly known before Quilatalap had asked, but seeing it laid out there like this, Erick had an inkling. “I’m guessing that the only true change is the ability to extend the [Lightwalk] well past the limits of my normal aura. But all of these options… I should already be able to do all of this.”

“Mostly correct. The size of your influence is the only real difference between Greater and Normal. But in that size difference, there are things like a Light Weapon not activating at larger than a tiny dagger, unless you’re at that particular level of the Elemental Body. All of the ‘Step’ abilities fall under this category, quite solidly, for to truly use the stepping abilities you must also have the blending and the range of the Greater Elemental Body in question.” Quilatalap asked, “Have you tried all of these functions with your [Greater Lightwalk]?”

“Not really… But—”

Erick took his lightform, and bent it, rapidly copying the abilities he saw on the ‘chalkboard’. His hand became a flashlight, a glowing globe flickered out damaging rays, a two-meter long sword landed in his hand, and then armor covered his body. Most of the abilities listed up there were normal enough stretches of his lightform that he just hadn’t thought to really do… Except for the lightswords. He had definitely used that one before now. Swords made of light seemed a lot more natural than armor made of light. Erick much preferred his sunform to any sort of armor, though this would prevent the necessity of spending a cooldown on conjuring armor, so…

This was good.

Erick said, “There’s just…” He smiled. “There’s just so much magic out there, isn’t there?”

“More than you or I will ever know.” Quilatalap said, “I still make new spells every once in a while.”

“I’m still not very good at enchanting. Or shadow magics.” Erick said, “Still not sure of my problems with those two subjects.”

“It’s not uncommon for a mage to develop a deficiency in one area of spell casting. My own deficiencies are with plant biologies, but I’ve never met anyone who couldn’t learn how to enchant once they actually learned how. The enchanting skills taught in arcanaeum is like approaching a sword fight with your swords attached to poles attached to arms you’ve never used before; it’s just not very good.”

“Ha! I mean… What?” He added, “I know that some of what they teach in arcanaeum is not exactly necessary, but I didn’t think it was that bad.”

“There is a certain stigma against proper enchanting, for proper enchanting is just the application of soulwork into a container that can replicate that soulwork.”

“… Oh.” Erick tentatively asked, “Necromancy?”

“No. Necromancy is a very crude term for proper enchanting.” Quilatalap explained, “There is a spell called [Greater Conjure Soul], that is the basis of all good enchanting. It is derived from [Conjure Force Elemental], but taken up several tiers and balancings beyond that Basic Spell. The general working is thus: with a [Greater Conjure Soul] in one hand, and the unenchanted item that you have carved and created in the other, you bring them together to make an actual magical item. It’s more complicated than that, but this is what the Clergy does for all of their artifacts. They make their souls manually, and you could leap far ahead in your own enchanting by attempting to do the same.”

“… [Greater Conjure Soul]?” Erick almost didn’t want to ask, but he did. “Like. A person’s soul?”

Quilatalap smiled, knowingly. “Here is where the capable necromancers are separated from all the rest. You can use a person’s soul for the vast majority of crafting soul work. Some of the less scrupulous hedge mages out there will do so, and some of them will achieve much of the same outcomes as a true enchanter, but they’re also murdering people to achieve those outcomes. This is unnecessary, and harmful to proper workings. If you use a person’s soul, you first have to cleanse it of all the impurities that is the life that person lived if you wish to use it for enchanting…

“This is a complicated topic. In the case of enchanting, it is much better to use a conjured soul. In the case of bringing someone back to life, you must use the soul of the original person. Crossing these uses will cause major problems. So. Don’t use conjured souls to make a person; you have a very high chance of creating a monster that will then attempt to eat you. Don’t use sapient souls to create items. Not only is it cruel, but it is unnecessary, and you are making more problems for yourself down the line.

“Anyway. A conjured soul is what you get when you balance out the manasphere then add a spark of life in that balance with a resonant flex of your own soul, or, a tiny piece of your own soul. For the first method of soul creation, there is no cost besides a mild uncomfortableness. After this soul creation, you take the conjured soul and mold it properly to the item. In this way, what you are doing is akin to making someone else cast a spell.

“You have already achieved as much with your accomplishment of [Teleport Other], so this sort of enchanting should be within your capabilities.

“The second method of creating a conjured soul —the method where you use a piece of your soul— costs Experience to craft. You break off a piece of yourself that you are comfortable losing, that will cast the spells or cause the effects you wish to cause, and you stuff this nascent soul into an item, and then the item operates as you would.” Quilatalap said, “This second method does not usually need that much prompting in order to get the conjured soul to cast the spells of the item.

“So, you either teach the conjured soul to cast the spells you want, or you rip a piece of yourself off to then cast the spells without that teaching necessity. More teaching work in step one, or less teaching work in step two, but more personal cost.”

Erick heard and would remember all of that, but he was still stuck on one part in particular. He asked, “So… A conjured soul is... not alive?”

“It could be, if you stuck it in something that had the capability to live. A tree. A slime. Some other biological thing. You will likely end up with a monster if you attempt this. But if you stick that conjured soul in a to-be-created artifact, then the soul will grow to fill the purpose of the item, and then power that item. Some artifacts are alive in a rudimentary sense for this reason. Some artifacts made with actual people are actually alive, for this reason.” Quilatalap said, “It’s a lot more complicated than that. But that is the base idea. Ah! Don’t ever use your own soul to make something until you’ve done soul work on slimes, and such. Using your own soul is only for very, very high-level enchanting. Artifact enchanting. Enchanting where you’re not afraid of losing a part of yourself, forever, in order to have an artifact that does what you want it to do. Or, you know, when you know you won’t actually hurt yourself. Eventually, soul work gets easy, but… Not for a good sixty years of constant experimentation and testing.”

Erick was still concerned. It must have shown on his face.

Quilatalap added, “A conjured soul is a blank slate. A nothing, that has yet to become. By placing it in an artifact that already has a purpose engraved upon it, that soul becomes a working item. A sapient soul… even the barely-sentient souls of slimes, or other tiny things, are more. Real souls have personal choice in their lives. They have branching futures. A conjured soul is not that, for it has none of those things. But don’t trust me. Go ahead and work on some, and you will see.”

“… I don’t think I will be doing that any time soon.”

“Really?” Quilatalap looked at an Ophiel, flying free in the sky above. “He’s a rather good working. If I didn’t know better, then I would already think of you as a novice necromancer.” He added, “Or summoner, if you prefer that terminology.”

Erick changed the subject, “So! [Spelleport]?”

“Oh. Right.” Quilatalap said, “A niche spell, for sure, but I can see the uses. I am guessing you will have to use some combination of [Teleport Other] and [Intent Understanding]. But that might not work. Metamagic to adjust the spells of another is rather difficult. What is the goal of such a spell?”

“Defending from a Red Dot attack.”

Quilatalap thought for a second. He said, “This is just a guess, but you might want to pursue [Gate], instead. It would be rather easy to [Gate] a spell away from yourself, though I saw what you did with that Red Dot, so for such a working… You would need a heavily reinforced [Gate], lined with reflective magics, in order to have your [Gate] survive contact with a spell such as the Red Dot. But to actually [Teleport] a spell away from yourself? My first instinct with a [Spelleport] is that it is either Paradox Wizardry, or metamagic on the level of your [Renew].”

“Damn.” Erick asked, “How do you make that [Gate] spell?”

“I bought it for 10 points.”

Erick’s head drooped, as he cursed under his breath. “… Fuck.”

Quilatalap laughed. “I would never have been able to make it myself, Erick. I’m a hermit. I do know how to make it, though.

“What you do is you walk around the world, stopping here and there, enjoying yourself, then continuing on to parts unknown, or wherever your circumstance takes you. Do not use Spatial Magic to make your trip shorter, for that is an impossible task. That said, do manually cast whatever Spatial Magic you need; if it’s not as natural as breathing, you likely won’t get [Gate]. Do go into the Underworld. Do undertake a journey to the Core. Trust in the journey, for there is no destination.

“Take people with you for part of the trip, or the whole trip, if you want, but it is not necessary. Somewhere along the way, you’ll pick up some, and lose others. Somewhere along the way, you’ll step around a corner, and be exactly where you need to be. You’ll look back, and see that you passed through a [Gate], and the Quest will move on to part two, and the largest trial you will face will be right there in front of you.”

Erick thought for a moment. He said, “That actually sounds really nice. Why don’t more people know this method?”

“Because The Worldly Path is directly overseen by Melemizargo. You went on a small journey when you walked through Kendrithyst, but the Worldly Path is the truest form of the Journey into Darkness.”

“… Ah. I see.”

Quilatalap asked, “Ready for more magic, or got any more questions?”

“I think I’m done with questions for now. You’ve given me a lot of work.” Erick said, “I need to work on some of that, and then get ready for my meeting with Lapis in several hours.”

“Good luck with that. Don’t let her experiment on you. Keep up your soul defenses. Don’t use [Harmonic Counterspell] on her; she’ll notice and drain you dry, just to get you in a compromising position.” He added, “And I have a book for you about enchanting with souls. If the topic comes up, I don’t think she’d try to lie to you, but…” He paused. He said, “I have two books for you.”

Erick gave an involuntary shudder. He said, “I will gladly read those books, but maybe I need to work more on my Elemental Body, too.”

Quilatalap shrugged. “You won’t ever be able to match a Shade’s Elemental Body. The Script both helps and hampers you in this regard. You’re stuck to tier 1 or 1-point-5, if you include buffs. The Clergy has to manually make all their magic, but they’re not restricted to the lower tiers, at all.”

“Oh! That’s another question, then.” Erick asked, “How do I defend against someone turning my lightform into shadows?”

“A good soul defense will take care of much of that.” Quilatalap said, “Let us work on that, actually.” He held up a hand. Three shadow claws, each a meter long, appeared in the air. “These claws consume light. You won’t be able to defend against a Shade’s skills, but you might be able to defend against this, and the only way to defend against a Shade is to start somewhere.” He added, “[Greater Lightwalk] only. Aura only. Don’t put your body into this. Domain-work comes later.”

Erick flowed his light out to form a barrier two meters away from him. “Ready.”

Quilatalap’s shadowy claws tore right through Erick’s light, sucking his radiance into those three raptor talons like a never-ending sponge sucking up a lake. Light became tattered glows, as Erick’s aura ripped away, leaving him with nothing. He fell to his knees as cold enveloped him, like winter had come on while he wasn’t looking.

Erick shivered, whispering, “Holy crap.”

Still holding his shadow talons in the air, Quilatalap said, “Again. Soon as you’re ready.”

Eventually, Erick was ready.

Eventually, he used his Domain.

Eventually, he was able to resist some of Quilatalap’s [Shadow Talons], but all of the archlich’s attacks were glancing blows, and the 3000 year-old necromancer wasn’t even aiming directly for Erick. If he had, he would have struck, and Erick did not think he could have survived a strike from that spell.
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                Erick sat on the couch, sipping on coffee, with a blanket wrapped over his legs and chest as he read one of Quilatalap’s basic soulwork books. It was a personal tome, made by the archlich himself, to introduce the reader to soulwork, both as a concept, and as a defense. Another book sat beside Erick, outlining the basics of enchanting with souls. The basics of making a soul seemed easy enough, but Erick wasn’t about to attempt such a thing at the moment, and maybe not ever.

Quilatalap was in the kitchen, making dinner. It was steaks again, but he was still on the potatoes. He was making ‘sticky potatoes’, which is something Erick had never seen before, but which involved the continuous pounding of potatoes with a mortar and pestle until they turned into a sticky mess. Sticky whiteroot was a traditional side dish in some parts of the world, and apparently some people had made the same thing out of potatoes.

Erick shivered as he read about the dangers of using sapient souls, and pulled his blanket tighter.

Quilatalap frowned. “Your soul should heal soon enough.”

“I’m feeling better already. Thanks for offering to make dinner, too.”

Erick’s soul had been bruised by Quilatalap’s [Shadow Talons] spell, but it was already healing. He should be all better by the time Lapis came calling.

Erick changed the topic, asking, “Why not use [Cleanse] to balance out the manasphere, for soul creation?”

Quilatalap eyed Erick. “You sure you’re okay? Your soul looks fine…”

“I’m good.” Erick smiled. “Thanks though.”

Quilatalap shrugged, then went back to pounding potatoes, as he said, “You would think that with [Cleanse]’s innate ability to bring balance to an area, that this would be good for making a soul. But [Cleanse] specifically helps to erase malformed souls from the world. Or, rather, it helps to allow unnatural souls to go back into oblivion. In fact, [Cleanse] will do much to erase half-summoned souls, like the average zombie or petitioner or thrall, but for fully-summoned souls, [Cleanse] does not work any longer.” He added, “It is a short hop from [Cleanse] to undead eradication magic. Or demon or angel banishing. Or [Familiar] banishing. Anything in a temporary body, really.”

While Erick thought about that, Quilatalap took his pounded potatoes and put them aside, in a [Heat Ward].

“Could a [Cleanse] take out Ophiel?”

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s shoulder.

“Not directly. You’d need a [Greater Banish] for him. [Banish] would work against most non-real entities, but Ophiel is rather stable, and you’d need a specialty [Dispel] like your [Grand Dispel] in order to get rid of all of him at one time.”

Erick went back to reading, as Quilatalap put some vegetables into boiling water.

Eventually, Erick asked, “What is a Blessing, or a Curse?”

“Hmmm…” Quilatalap grabbed four salted and seasoned steaks and put them on the hot grill. The scent of meat and herbs filled the air. Eventually, he said, “Something you shouldn’t mess around with yet. I’ll give you the knowledge, but you wouldn’t have the skill. You should try to make a buff or a debuff, first. They’re the same general methodology, but while buffing or debuffing is akin to tattooing yourself, Blessing and Cursing is akin to self-surgery.”

Erick instantly remembered his conversations with Syllea, about Mana Altering. He said, “I heard buffs were like Mana Altering the aura of a target. The cleaner and more harmonious the altering, the better the buff. Is it the same for debuffing, but in the other direction? Like taking an [Ultrasight] and adding Destruction to blind a person?”

“Got it in one try.” Quilatalap smirked. “But keep going. What do you think is a Blessing or a Curse?”

“A Mana Alter of the Soul, that sticks around for a long, long time? Something more solid than the moving mana of a person’s aura?” Erick asked, “But how? Doesn’t the soul constantly change?”

“Correct. But the shifting of the soul takes about ten years, in normal circumstances. When exposed to trauma and danger, that shift can happen a lot faster. When you gain levels, the soul grows in power, and this too is a shifting of the soul, but one of vastness. Ah… And we could get into the mind-body-soul triumvirate that allows a person to maintain who they are even when everything else is shifting, but that’s too large of a conversation for now.” Quilatalap said, “To go back to buffs and debuffs: those magics are born in the aura of the creator, as is all magic. But Blessings and Curses need to be born in the soul of the creator, and then gifted or forced into the soul of another. This transferal requires a myriad of skills, including self-soul-surgery and supreme aura control. You can use a conjured soul for Blessing or Curse creation, but conjured souls are not truly alive, since they have no mind-body-soul triumvirate; they have no ability to stabilize the Blessing or Curse. Life is more than just a soul, and it is only in life —in the life and soul of the creator— that a Blessing or Curse can actually live on under its own power.”

“I’m getting the impression that this is all a very high level overview.”

Quilatalap laughed as he flipped the steaks. “I haven’t gone into depth about anything, and yet I see you thinking and comprehending, Erick. You’ll get it, now that you’ve been shown the general shape of the road ahead. Just don’t go delving into anything more than the soul of a slime for at least a month. Don’t try creating souls or messing with any of that for at least a year.”

“Maybe not for a lot longer than that.”

Quilatalap smirked. “That’s what I said when I was first starting out, too. But then I found out I wanted to be a Holy Necromancer of Koyabez.” Erick flinched, slightly disbelieving. Quilatalap looked straight at Erick, as though probing with his eyes. He said, “But someone already told you that.” As though he was a lover finally resigned to asking about fidelity, he casually asked, “Who was it? Koyabez?”

“Rozeta, actually.”

Quilatalap’s shoulders went stiff. He breathed out. “… Ha.”

“She said that necromancy used to be an accepted school of magic. Among other things.” Erick said, “She was the one that recommended me to treat you better.”

“… Ah.” Quilatalap looked down at his sizzling steaks.

Erick decided to go for some lighter topics. “Have you been to many places on Veird, yet? Have any favorites? I might be going on a journey soon enough.”

After a moment, Quilatalap breathed out, and relaxed. He put on an easy smile, and asked, “Oh, there’s lots of places to see.” He took the steaks off of the grill, and began talking, “I’m partial to Quintlan, though the Fractured Citadels is always a nice mess to visit. Like seeing bickering children, if you can imagine that…”

He set out a plate for Erick, with a single steak and some of those sticky potatoes and steamed veggies, while he gave himself three steaks and the rest of the food. He spoke of travels. Of the Underworld. Of politics and underlying faction wars that could trace themselves back to the release of certain artifacts from the Armory. Dinner wrapped up, but the talking did not. Erick made coffee and would have copied his cupcakes for dessert, but they were slightly stale after all this time. So instead, Quilatalap took a cake out from a separate fridge. As Quilatalap handed Erick a slice, he continued to speak of the places of Veird that he had visited over the years, of those that were still there, and those that had vanished long ago.

Erick didn’t ask any more questions about magic, or Shades, or plots, or people scurrying about in Ar’Kendrithyst. Quilatalap didn’t either. It was a nice talk. Soon enough Violet knocked on the front door, and came inside, saying that Erick’s meeting with Lapis was a half hour away.

- - - -

The restaurant was nice, if a bit empty with only three occupied tables out of ten; it was late, after all. White marble floors. Gold-leaf wall and window accents. Giant windows, with a good view of the floating gardens of the Palace District. Straight-backed staff in black butler uniforms, who handed out ruby-red wines and tiny menus with barely any options. Over in a corner somewhere, some small group of people was playing light music. It was opulent. It was the first place that seemed worthy of being under the control of someone calling themselves the Shade of Opulence, and ‘Queen’.

Dinner surely would have been a nice experience, if not for the company.

Lapis, the Shade of Enchantment, sat on one side of a cozy table, while Erick had yet to sit down; he had only just arrived, after all. The androgynous woman wore a nice blue dress that was so dark it was almost black, with the gold and blue jewelry to match. All of it was heavily enchanted, but with what, Erick couldn’t tell.

She smiled at him, saying, “Welcome, Erick. Please. Sit.”

She said it like a command, so Erick had to respond in kind.

“I can see many reasons to sit, so I guess I will.” And then he did so.

Lapis smirked.

The waiter handed out two tiny menus, and asked after any specialty drinks.

Lapis said, “A bottle of red. Whatever is good.” She did not allow Erick to look at much of the menu, for she picked up both hers and his, and handed them back to the man, saying, “We’ll take a little bit of whatever. One of the dishes must be chicken-based.”

The waiter took the menus, bowed, and turned around.

“So!” Lapis centered her concentration on Erick, saying, “I couldn’t have imagined that Poriti would have succumbed to that nasty bit of Stat-Overlap. I’ve done experiments on those sorts of things ever since the Virility-Dexterity scramble, and Poriti should have known enough to not let that happen to him.” Her eyes flicked to Erick’s rings, as she said, “Unless you’ve legitimized these stats of yours, somehow? And made all others obsolete? That’s my current guess. Have you been talking to gods, Erick?”

“If you already have these educated guesses, then what do you want me for?”

Lapis shrugged. “We could talk about your experiences with Intelligence and other Stats. But I already know how you’ve fared. Let me guess: Diminishing returns. An equilibrium reached, and sustained. A broadening of sights and thoughts and a relaxation of the body. Have you tried taking a hit from some high powered spell to see how much damage reduction your Constitution actually does?” She looked at him, with eyes of white depths, saying, “Your soul isn’t any physically stronger. Soul attacks probably pose as much danger as normal. Blood Magic is likely included in that Constitution reduction, though.”

“You sound so threatening, Lapis.” Erick said, “Is there a reason you’re like this? You’re better than everyone else, perhaps? How many souls have you torn apart to make your items? I hope you at least made them with conjured souls and not idiot adventurers.”

The waiter almost came to the table with the wine, but he paused upon hearing Erick.

Many people in the restaurant paused, for almost all of them kept some part of their concentration on what was happening over at the table with the Shade and the Fire of the Age.

Erick noticed, and spoke up, “Look at the reaction garnered from a simple talk between two people in power. This is not healthy for your communities. This is not healthy for your psyche, Lapis.” Erick gestured to the waiter to bring the wine. “Sorry about that. Hopefully nothing will happen tonight.”

With pure professionalism, the waiter brought the wine. Then he left.

Lapis picked up her glass and sipped the wine. “Good wine.”

Erick tried the wine. “It is good. Thanks for the invite. This seems like a nice place.”

The audience around the room resumed pretending to eat their meals.

Lapis said, “It is necessary to be strong in this world, Erick. Strength is everything. Without it, you’re like the butlers and the servers; you live at the pleasure of those above you.”

Erick said, “Well that’s just short sighted.”

“Ha!” Lapis’s laugh seemed genuine. She smiled, and the chill in the air vanished. Sheasked, “How is that short sighted?”

“You have knocked something loose that I have forgotten about, until just now.” Erick asked, “Have you ever heard of the term altruistic egoism?— Ah. No. English words…” He thought. He said, “There’s no comfortable translation, so I will just say selfless selfishness.”

Lapis sipped her wine, then happily said, “Regale me with ideas of your world!”

“I shall, because it benefits me to instruct you on this.” Erick said, “And that right there is the first lesson. The ideas of Altruistic Egoism is all about imparting something to another so that they may help you in the future. By helping others, I help myself.” He added, “This breaks down when there are true enemies, of course, but the idea should fit nicely into the culture of Polite Society of Veird, in a much nicer way than the simple phenomenon of ‘saving the fights till outside of city limits’, which, unless I am wrong, is the bedrock of Polite Society.”

“That is a correct interpretation of Polite Society.” Lapis smirked. “But that idea sticks around in hostile territory, in the form of Guest Rites and else-wise, like with your own Untouchable status. Your idea breaks down when exposed to enemies, at all, as it is breaking down when you are trying to convey it to me. How is your idea even supposed to work?”

“Because to help your neighbor lift a house one day, means that they can bake bread for everyone the next, means that someone can eat that bread and survive while they teach the children, and everyone else is free to go about their days. This idea remains true over all non-hostile relationships, and it is one of the reasons that I decided to release my Particle Magic out into the world. It is why I released chocolate into the world. I can’t very well expect to get chocolate cake at the local dessertery without them first getting chocolate, for example.” Erick said, “Selfless selfishness is the idea of civilization, at its best, and most basic. Those with power must do what they can to help others, because power is nothing without others around you. Therefore you have a commensurate responsibility to do your part to minimize cruelty, and maximize support, so that you too are in turn supported.”

“A naive theory from another world that has no bearing on this one.” Lapis said, “I can survive all on my own, in any part of this world. I need no others, and if I do, then I can make such people myself. [Familiar]s, Golems that will never betray. Elementals for pets. But even the lowliest level 30 person can wholly support themselves in the middle of nowhere, too. One trip to Spur, a few carves at a few Crystal Mimics with a few spells, and if they’re smart and driven, they’re set for life.”

Erick nodded, then said, “True. You can live a life all on your own. I could too. But I don’t want that.” He said, “There was a study done years ago in my world, involving apes. I’m not sure if you have apes on Veird, but you would know them as hairy, primitive humans. Anyway, our evolutionary tree split from theirs about 300,000 years ago. The point is that they’re similar to us, and we didn’t want to do human testing.

“Long experiments cut short, and with the addition of dozens of ethical studies done later: humans need touch to thrive. They need connection with others.” Erick asked, “Are the humans of this world much different? Are orcols, or incani, or dragonkin? I would have to trust whatever you say, since I have never read studies on the matter, but I cannot believe that you, who looks to have been human at one point in time— I cannot believe that you are thatdifferent from me. I look to the incani, and the orcols, and everyone else, and I see the same: Communities built upon the need for others, and the desire to belong.” Erick said, “Even you, and the rest of the Clergy, are part of a community, living in one city, in one part of the world.”

Lapis listened, and then she said, “You can scrape that part out of you if it causes you discomfort, and if you truly need touch, then build yourself a girlfriend better than all the rest. I’ve done it a few times. But this idea you are spouting has no basis in this world.”

“Why do you say there is no basis for civilization in this world?” Erick asked, “I look around me, and I see people living and working and joined in place and purpose. If we were meant to be alone, then none of this would exist at all.” He added, “You’ve asked after my current experience with Intelligence, and my big brain thought-of-the-day is that violence is the answer of the lonely and scared, and for those who, for whatever reason, are unable to truly connect with the world that they wish to connect with.”

Lapis had sipped her whole wine glass to empty. She refilled it. She said, “Are you trying to fuck me, Erick?”

“No.” Erick saw Lapis, at her core, in that moment. She was hurt something fierce in the past, and she had no way to cope but to lash out. Erick was having none of that. “I don’t appreciate you throwing some obvious falsehood at me in an attempt to derail a conversation about the purpose of existence, and our places in it.”

“Ha! And where is that? What sort of place do you envision for us?” Lapis said, waggling her eyes.

“Again: I am not trying to seduce you, and it pains me to see you throw crudeness my way in an attempt to throw off the conversation. So I will answer in the manner of which I wish you would have asked.” Erick said, “The proper place for anyone of power is to help those who do not yet have power, and to hinder those who would hinder others.”

“And now you’ve come to the problem of the Script.” Lapis said, “No one deserves the power that the other gods have stolen from people like you and I.”

“Throwing off the conversation again, but I see I have reached the limits of your willingness to engage. So. Moving on.” Erick said, “Yes. Power was stolen. And what of it? They should have taken more. No one should be allowed to throw a city-sized fireball at anyone else. It’s just unnecessary.”

“Again with the crazy ideas. Power is necessary, Erick. For without power, you have nothing.” Lapis said, “You would have the rabble at the gates murder the pillars of nations because of the lies of others. You would have worlds fall to hordes of elementals and beasts and the thought-controlled.” She spoke without obvious anger, but it was still there, buried deep, yearning to come out and wash away what Erick had tried to convey. She said, “And worst of all, you would have My God caged by pretenders to the throne. Magic doesn’t want to sit still, Erick. Melemizargo cannot be contained forever. Magic wishes to be used. To break free of the chains of the Script. To walk the universe again.”

Erick said, “And if Melemizargo did that without care, it would break the Script, and this world would collapse, killing everyone, and shortly thereafter, everything.” Erick said, “The Script supports geology that should not exist. The Script supports atmospheres that should not exist. Did you know that this world has the barest of magnetospheres? It’s just unsustainable. All of it. If the Script broke in true, everyone would die.”

Lapis had been ready to argue, but Erick saw when he had struck something she had not considered.

She asked, “What does the magnetosphere have to do with anything?”

“Excusing the nonsensical geology and the crazy atmospheric and geologic pressures strung throughout Veird, and the fact that I think we should also be crushed under our own weight if the gravity of this world was normal, at all, the magnetosphere is what keeps the atmosphere of a planet from blowing away, due to solar winds.” Erick said, “Veird barely has a magnetosphere. On its own, I don’t think it would support the atmosphere of this world, at all— IF we managed to survive the crush of a broken Script. The Script is truly nonsensical, but not because it cages anything or anyone, but because it makes this world act in ways it physically shouldn’t.”

“So it should be destroyed.” Lapis said, “Not only is it hindering our magic, it is also hindering our understanding.”

“Why destroy it? Why not just make a new Script on a new world? But even if the rest of us allowed that to happen, could we trust you not to leave deadly surprises on this world?” Erick said, “That’s my only true fear of moving forward with this plan the gods have cooked up. Seems half-baked, to me.”

“Would you even believe me if I told you that escaping the Script is good enough for us? That if we don’t have to break the cage to flee, then we won’t?”

“I would not believe you. Not right now. But with a hundred years of good behavior, maybe.”

She went silent. Erick said nothing.

The food arrived. It was some chicken breast thing with a red sauce and sparse vegetables, along with some almost-lasagna and a mashed green root. It was good. The people in the restaurant began to relax as Erick and Lapis silently ate.

When he had eaten more than enough, and both of them slowed down, Erick eventually restarted the conversation with, “So I heard artifacts are made with souls.”

“Conjured souls are best for most any normal artifact. Using the soul of a person is only done in the case of a person having particular knowledge that you want to preserve.” Lapis changed the topic, “Theoretically. If we wanted to try doing ‘good’, would you stand with those who did?”

“Not till a hundred years have passed.” Erick said, “Besides: Weren’t you just saying you don’t need other people? You don’t need me to stand with you. You’re strong enough on your own.” He added, “Unless, of course, you’re not strong enough on your own?”

With a smile that failed to reach her eyes, Lapis said, “Of course I’m strong enough on my own. Every member of the Clergy is, and if you weren’t Untouchable, I would be honor-bound to prove as much by smashing your body across the Brightwater.”

“Of course. And that drive to violence is part of the overarching problem. Thank you for demonstrating as much.” He asked, “Apologies for forcing you to take that stance. I can guess at what being a member of the Clergy must do to you, as a person.”

With scrunched lips, Lapis hmm’d, dismissive, then said, “You ask for too much, too fast.”

“I ask for what should have happened at the beginning, to happen now.”

Lapis said, “I cannot say that it has been a joy to dine with you tonight, Erick, but it certainly has been something.”

“I know I said I wouldn’t stand with you, and I meant that.” Erick said, “But the Clergy has the power to do whatever it wants, and that includes eventually becoming an organization like it used to be, back before the Sundering changed everything. Back when Shades helped from the shadows, instead of harmed.”

She kept the sneer off of her face and out of her voice, but it was still there, below the surface, as she said, “How can you possibly think that this world is real?”

“So you would be horrible to others, just because you can’t see them as people?”

“Yes, Erick. I would!” Showing perhaps too much emotion, Lapis said, “For to accept that others are real, is to damn ourselves because of what we’ve done.”

Erick felt his heart ache at the honesty in her words, but he also saw the people sitting at their tables, or standing to the sides of the room, watching him and Lapis talk openly about the Clergy. He also saw her flinch, as she talked of damning herself.

Her confession might have been a ruse.

But it might have been real, too, on some level. And that had scared Lapis. Her flinch might have been her realizing where they were, and what sort of conversation they were having.

Erick decided to offer her an out, so that she could continue to save the face she had crafted as a Shade, so she didn’t need to go murder anyone to ‘prove herself as strong’, and he could keep his own morals intact. With a knowing look, he said, “I’ve been told that Shades don’t lie unless they see you as a threat, so I will take your compliment in the way it was never meant to be received.”

Lapis stared with bright white eyes. She calmly said, “I guess I will need to find another way to get you where I want you, then.” She stood. Erick did not. She walked off without another word, taking three steps through the dining room before she turned to shadow, vanishing.

Erick took a minute to finish his wine. In that minute, the restaurant cleared of all patrons; it seemed a lot of them were waiting for the ‘all-clear’ to rush away from their empty plates and empty glasses. Erick didn’t begrudge them their hasty retreat. The workers were still there at the sides of the room, though. Erick was going to leave soon enough so that they could finish out the night, but… There was wine to finish, and his nerves were slightly frayed. So he finished the wine.

Eventually the server came by, asking, “Could we provide something else for you, good sir? Desserts? After dinner tea? More wine?”

Erick thought for a moment, then winced, as he said, “I have no money. How do you get paid?”

The waiter stared for a long moment, then his professional facade broke. He laughed. It was a hurt sound.

“Not a joke.” Erick repeated, “I don’t have any money. How do you get paid?”

The waiter laughed louder. Similar sounds came from the doors that led to the kitchen.

The waiter shook his head, saying, “No need for that, good sir.”

“I can help clean up?” Erick said, “It was really quite a good meal.”

That ended the man’s laughter. He stoically said, “No thank you.”

Erick got the distinct impression that the people here didn’t want him here any longer, so he obliged, and left, giving out a few more thanks and a few more compliments to the chef as he departed.

- - - -

The sky was alight with rainbow auroras and the glow of the Brightwater to the north, while Erick laid in bed, and tried to get whatever sleep he could get. It was at least 1:30 in the morning, on the fourth day. The fourth day was the day of the Second Telling.

Yesterday, Erick had:

Killed a man in cold blood and ripped apart a crime syndicate in the most dangerous community in the world. Discovered more about magic than he had ever known before. Found out that the Quiet War was about to erupt inside Ar’Kendrithyst due to both Melemizargo’s Champion organizing something in the background, and Fallopolis moving to counter her. And finally, he had gotten way too emotional with too many Shades.

Getting emotional with people was normally not a bad thing, but Shades were...

Erick was starting to see the Shades as people who made bad decisions because they were bad people, but also because they had the option of being as evil as they were. It wasn’t their fault the institution of the Shades and their Clergy had existed for time immemorial. It wasn’t their fault that Melemizargo fell to this world, and fucked over everyone with his bad decisions.

It was their fault for choosing to pursue that sort of life.

Erick’s mind went in a few different directions at once. One of those directions circled around the idea of forgiveness. Could he even forgive these people? These Shades? No. He could not. He was an outsider. Others would need to forgive the Shades for what they have done and for what they continue to do. Erick could only enact cold justice… If he needed to.

Another part of his thoughts went out to a few Ophiel that scouted the area.

But his main thoughts were on magic. Lapis was right about one thing: Without power, there is nothing. So Erick considered his experiments on [Counterspell], taking place among some Ophiel on the grasslands to the south of Quilatalap’s cottage.

The proper use of [Counterspell] was something that Erick would likely never be good at. It required seeing the target and instantly acting to disrupt their magics, as those magics happened. In the heat of the battle, that was just not possible. Not possible for him, anyway.

Ophiel, though, was getting rather good at [Counterspell]ing.

Erick watched five of them go at it for a while, one of them erupting with shadows, the other faltering as a spell failed to happen. Then they switched, and the first one cast, while the second countered. Other Ophiel chortled in guitars and violins both when a spell was countered, and also when the counter failed. It was a fun game for him.

Erick couldn’t play around though, so he worked with a separate pair of Ophiel a bit away from those five. He played with [Counterspell] and Ooze Magic and other Esoteric spells. Soon enough, he made a few spells he knew he would need.










	
Ethereal Force Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of ethereal mana unerringly strikes a target for WIL.














That one was just for practice, but the ‘ethereal’ nature meant it could fly through most normal defenses. Health and [Ward]s would still stop it, but that was fine.










	
Ethereal Ooze Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of ethereal ooze inexorably slaps a target for 15 + WIL, and coats them for one minute.














That one was kinda fun. Erick didn’t expect Ooze to ‘slap’ the target.

… The white coloring was still a bit of a ‘problem’, though. First world problem, for sure. But…

… No. The white goo was funny.

Erick left it exactly as it was. This was fine. This was great.

The next spell was great, too.










	
Tangled Bloody Ooze Bolt, instant, long range, 25 + Variable mana

A bolt of ethereal bloody ooze inexorably slaps a target for 3x Variable, then deals constricting damage each second for one minute.














Erick’s first foray into combining Blood and Ooze Magic seemed to work out well, producing a bright red spell that got away from the immaturity of the previous spell. His [Tangled Bloody Ooze Bolt] resulted in a tangle of thin, separated, and constricting red slime, that tangled up an Ophiel rather well. Ophiel got out of it, of course, but [Watershape] and [Stoneshape] did not help. Ophiel had to turn to light and become a struggling ‘amoeba’ to escape the tangled red ooze.

Erick’s next experiment was a smaller one, made with smaller parts, before he went for the big spell. His brief attempt at harmonizing these parts of the spell, and the resulting blue box, proved he was on the right track.










	
Harmonic Suppression, instant, long range, 20 + Variable

Launch an ethereal, inexorable ooze that automatically and constantly applies a counterspell of appropriate cost to its target, using up an amount of Variable cost. Lasts one minute. 














And then Erick channeled the mana of [Harmonic Suppression] and [Tangled Bloody Ooze Bolt]. One was the sound of disharmony, while the other was the sound of a slippery seeker of death.

The two spells came together into something more than the sum of their parts.










	
Harmonic Blood Ooze, instant, long range, 25 + Variable

Launch an ethereal, inexorable Blood Ooze under your control that automatically and constantly applies a counterspell of appropriate cost to its target, using up an amount of Variable cost. Lasts one minute. 














Now that one was an interesting spell!

Erick tried his new spell a few times, Ophiel against Ophiel. It worked a lot better than Erick thought it would have worked. He even tried out some of the odder Esoteric Elements out there. Eventually, though, after renewing some spells and putting up some more, and reorganizing his Ophiel, and growing tired of the 20-second wait between spells, he managed to find some sleep.

- - - -

Ten crystal pillars, filled with arteries of darkness, lined the round, crystal room. The walls beyond those pillars were paired to the pillars, and filled with similar, but smaller veins of dark power. All were joined to a singular goal. All met in the center of the room, in a wide pool in the middle, where darkness swirled and combined and melded in a pit that was darker than the deepest black, and spanned the whole world.

That pool swirled, faintly, or maybe a whole lot. It was hard to tell. Those dark waters let out no light. There were no waves to be seen. There was no roil. There was no telling what was happening in there.

Not unless one used sights beyond the norm. In that case, the darkness might also have been pure white.

Step. Step. Someone made a sound over there.

The room had been empty, and then it was not.

A janitor, a normal enough shadeling human, stepped out from behind a pillar. Yes, he was a janitor, but he was also a high priest of some high order, depending on your point of view. He was dressed in black robes, and he flicked shadows all around him as he walked, cleaning up any stray patches of dust that might have appeared for whatever reason. Mostly, he just balanced the mana in this holy space. His appearance in the room changed something intrinsic, though, for it was at his debut, that the true size of the room came into perspective. The pillar was ten meters across. The pool was half a kilometer wide. The veins in the walls were the size of the janitor, while the arteries in the crystal towers were the size of rivers.

Perspective shifts again, to something more current.

Another steps into the space. She is a Shade. She is meant to be here. She is Tania Webwalker, the most powerful Shade of the current era, and if rumors are to be believed —and they usually are— she is the Champion of Melemizargo.

The janitor notices Tania. Of course he does. It is his job to know who is here, after all. He bows. This is a normal occurrence for him. He makes to leave, to give Tania her space. He turns and ends up, instead, in the jaws of a massive white spider. He is dead, but not before he can think of his son. Hopefully the kid will grow up okay without a father.

The chances of that happening are low, but not that low.

Tania turns to the side, and calls out to another janitor on the other side, “You’re promoted. Kill your human compatriots or you will meet the same fate of all the rest who fail to take up the sword tonight.”

The incani man, dressed exactly as the human man before him, knows better than to countermand Tania. He gratefully accepts his new charge. He decides that he never liked the humans in his workplace, anyway. With this sort of thinking, it is easier for him to do what he does next.

But his story is not why we are here. That smaller drama is not what we are witnessing tonight.

Fallopolis steps down onto the head of Tania’s spider, crushing it in a brilliant shattering of darkness and death. The first janitor’s left leg falls out of the monster’s maw.

Tania’s white eyes go wide as she witnesses the death of her beloved pet who she raised from an egg 89 years ago. She wants to scream. To cry. To kill Fallopolis right now. She does none of that.

Fallopolis says, “TSK TSK, Tania! Killing the help is bad form.”

Tania recognizes the threat before her. She whispers, “So Erick told you.” It is not a question; it is what happened. Tania can connect these many dots.

Fallopolis says, “He’s still Untouchable. I will guide him to kill all of you.”

“Our society is already dead, Fallopolis.” Tania says, “This is just the final act in a long play.”

“You always went too hard for those dramas.” Fallopolis says, “That’s how Bulgan managed to pry open your frigid cunt, isn’t it?”

“Let us leave the men in our lives out of our current conversation, Fallopolis.” Tania says, “The Culling is happening. Have you prepared?”

“I have.” Fallopolis says, “You never should have been appointed as His Champion. You are not cosmopolitan enough. You came in here with your ‘kill all humans’ attitude, and it never got any better. The goal of the Clergy is to enlighten the world to the problems of the Script, and for all of us to overthrow the leaders and false gods of this world. It is not a task for one people. It is a task for all people, together.”

“I’m not for the stage. Not like you. All I have is honesty and truth on my side, and the truth is that the world would be better off with all humans dead.”

“No, it would not.” Fallopolis says, “We have this argument every time—”

“Tonight will be the last time we speak, Fallopolis, one way or the other.”

Fallopolis continues, “—and every time I tell you that unless you have enough power, that I just don’t care what you want.” She eyes Tania, saying, “You cast a True Judgment at me, and I lived. That was your best shot.”

“No. It wasn’t.” Tania says, “My best shot is still coming.”

A few more Shades have stepped into the room by now. There’s Rodel, the Shade of Whispers. Goldie, the Shade of Assassination. Bulgan, the Shade Doomed to Die at the End of the Day.

It is not his designation, but that is the thought in your head and in mine.

Truthfully, they’re all doomed to die. The world has cast their vote long ago, and I reinforced that vote when I allowed my Clergy to become who they became. The world tried to show you the truth, and you didn’t believe. But after a while, you saw parts of the whole. Then you fought against the inexorable march of consequence, and still, you thought to turn some to your side. You are a good man.

But this isn’t a world for good men. Not yet.

Turn your gaze back to my Clergy, standing around the Well, My Heart. Twenty seven of them stand upon the Dark Shores of Eternity, and argue with words of no consequence. They rail against the truth that Tania has been showing them, with each use of My Judgment over the last two days; that they have fallen out of favor. Some recognize what is about to happen. Those are the smart ones.

Tania proves the validity of her claim by executing two human Shades you have never seen before. Their names are unimportant, now, but they were the most sane of my people, and two of the most powerful. It is not a coincidence that Tania chose them to display the validity of her claims.

The stupid ones choose sides, aligning themselves with Tania. They gaze at their former brethren with greed-filled eyes.

It is an ugly look. It is a look they have been wearing for a long time. It is a look that Tania will wipe from their faces when she eventually turns them, too, into red paste on the floor.

The smart ones flee. Tania kills two more before they can escape. Two more humans, of course. She was never able to get over her prejudice. She was born to a loving family. A human mother, an incani father. They tried to make a life for themselves out in the Crystal Forest, but her mother was tracked to her home by her Angel-fucking family, and the rest is a tale of fire and hatred. Though the particulars are different, Bulgan has a similar story of an attack on the Wall. Theirs is a story that has happened all too often.

Look at Bulgan now. He chops off that man’s head rather fast.

Normally, that would not kill one of My Clergy. But Bulgan is strong enough to do this much.

Oh? Why not just take their power from them?

A rumble of laughter vibrates the dark pool. Ah. Some of the Shades see this. Some of them call out to the Dragon of the Depths, but they will have no answer today. Tania already gave them His Answer; His Judgment.

But here is the answer you wish for: I cannot take away their power.

Maybe, theoretically, I could. But I cannot, for that is not who I am. I am not Rozeta, and she will learn, someday, that what she has built is a farce that cannot be allowed to continue. Maybe she will let me help her on the next one.

But… Maybe not.

So I will just have to convince everyone else that what I want is what is best for everyone. No one should be allowed to tamper with the abilities of others, with their Holy Connection to the Mana.

Maybe the next Script will be completely self sufficient. Unable to be tampered with by Rozeta, or me, or any other.

Ah. Will you look at that? The Well Room is now a land of coruscating spells and deadly force, of blood, and fire, and death, and war. It was so nice before, but balance must be broken for life to live. Oh well.

“You should wake up now. The bombs are getting closer.”

- - - -

The bed lurched. The world was sound and fury. The very air crackled as it broke. Chaos clashed against the windows, burning, freezing, shattering the world outside.

Erick had already activated [Hunter’s Instincts] when the bed lurched. A dream passed into oblivion, but left him with purpose, and now, he moved. At a thought, a sunform Ophiel grabbed him and tore him away from the windows near the bed, through the light of the room—

The two of them struck a chaotic wall of power and shadows just beyond the door, where the [Prismatic Ward] ended and the house beyond was beginning to evaporate under the spell layering the land. Ophiel’s sunform tendrils tore at that chaos, but Erick sensed a Domain in the elemental roil; Ophiel’s scratches barely touched the swirling color.

The floor began to break. Holes opened in the floorboards, as wood and rock and then the whole bed sunk into the force outside, and under the house. The ceiling was beginning to fall. It was barely supported by the [Prismatic Ward] of the room.

With an Ophiel stationed high above and to the south, against the southern wall of crystal behind the Palace, Erick saw the scope of the current attack. Quilatalap’s house was off-center of an elemental roil. Fire, lightning, shadow, and ice raged in a maelstrom of power, scouring the land. The shadows in that spell prevented Erick from leaving the relative safe area inside his [Prismatic Ward]. But that safety was breaking.

A second had passed. Erick had gathered his go-bag. He had never taken off his accessories, or his clothes. He was at full mana, and running [Hunter’s Instincts]. He wasn’t sure why he had turned that spell on so fast; maybe it was an instinctual thing. Maybe it had something to do with his dream. He had been trying to keep his mind free of [Hunter’s Instincts]’s influence, but now seemed like the best possible time to pull out all the stops.

A memory of a dream spoke to him of the approaching end.

Erick would have shivered if he had the time.

With another thought, a spare sunform Ophiel near Erick gestured toward the ceiling, and cast a [Luminous Beam] toward the heavens. White light, thick as a tree trunk, erupted, carving into the elemental maelstrom above, breaking right through the chaos.

The sunform Ophiel grabbed Erick and rode that line of light out of the house. And then they were out. The pulsing spell below continued to pulse. A few more Ophiel made it out before the [Luminous Beam] broke, but Erick was far below his usual count.

Directly above the attack, Erick saw the full dimensions of the spell. Elemental chaos reached three streets into the Palace District, and covered all the way to the Brightwater. It was a kilometer or two across and uneven in its presence; like a lumpy loaf of dough.

Ah. And now Erick was thinking of Quilatalap making that pasta yesterday. Was he okay?

He was a lich, he was probably okay. They died and came back to life all the time, according to Jane.

Ophiel stepped Erick away from the area, while he directed his Ophiel with his go-bag to go elsewhere—

A line of black cut across the aurora sky, carving against Ophiel and Erick. It clipped the sunform Ophiel with Erick, clipping off part of his defensive sphere. The little guy was rather buff, but he just couldn’t control his lesser sunform like Erick could control his own sunform. The Light Dedication Class Ability just did not translate over to [Familiar]s, among other things.

So Ophiel ran Erick across the sky, across the Brightwater.

Three more prismatic maelstroms roiled atop the Brightwater, well out of Erick’s path. The fight had been going on for minutes, at least.

He dodged another black beam.

And now that he had a few seconds of distance, the black beam was certainly trying to kill him, but the rainbow spells were already there. The one that struck his room might not have meant to kill him?

A step. Another dodge. Another step. A landing a few kilometers away. A few times, a black beam caught Ophiel. Ophiel could almost move as well as Erick could, but he was still a [Familiar] using borrowed spells. He whined in distressed flute sounds, knowing he wasn’t doing as well as Erick could have done, but Erick told him he was doing well, and not to worry. He just had to keep this up for a little while longer. Then they’d be okay. Ophiel whined in sad flutes, knowing Erick was just trying to make him feel better.

A beam lanced out from nowhere, striking the center of Ophiel’s sunform, carving across him like the flashing knife of a killer, splitting his sunform in half. Ophiel rolled Erick out of the way, sacrificing himself to save his human. It had been enough.

20 seconds had passed. Erick activated [Greater Lightwalk]. The next black beam struck the greatly weakened sunform Ophiel, but this time Erick supported their defenses. The black beam skittered off of Erick and Ophiel’s combined sphere of power like a deflected laminar flow.

The black beams stopped.

Elsewhere on the battlefield, Erick had an Ophiel cast a [Prismatic Breaker] at the prismatic maelstrom. It did not work. He did not expect it to, either, but it was good to know. For all that work on [Counterspell]s and [Dispel]s today, he doubted he would get much use out of any of that. Or maybe he would?

Erick tried to be optimistic.

Erick still dodged non-existent black beams for a little while, just to be sure the caster didn’t surprise him with an unexpected version of that black beam. Another 20 seconds passed. He turned on his own [Lodestar], resuming his own, personal sunform. It was time to go on the offensive. With a minor look into the past, he tracked a black beam to where it had come from. He found a blank spot in the manasphere; nothing and no one. There would be no easy hunts tonight.

But with a bit more looking around, he also found Fallopolis, and the actual fight.

Erick took five steps straight up, past the aurora sky, and then kilometers higher, into the brightness that pervaded all of the Brightwater, while the illusions of Old Cosmology planes hovered even higher above.

The Culler of the Clergy of Melemizargo cackled, wild and free, as black lightning surrounded her like a shield made of swords, snapping and cracking in time to her own laughter. She held her kendrithyst staff aloft, condensing an orb of darkness at the tip of that red-purple-black crystal, while countless orbs also condensed in countless clusters positioned a hundred meters in every direction. She was not looking at Erick at all. She was faced the other way.

She was not the only one fighting.

Her opponent was the prismatic Queen, awash in as much color as Fallopolis was cloaked in black.

Four kilometers away, and yet way too close, another battle took place between a great serpent of green shadow and a bird of brilliant midnight. Stars fell as green fire burned the very light in the sky.

In the other direction, a man made of swirling blood was the center of a hurricane of crimson crescents that whistled as they streaked across the darkened sky, aimed at a woman who stood adamant and untouched inside a glass crystal five times her own size. She sent out her own arcs of crystal toward the bloody man, but her spells also broke before she could reach her opponent.

Further north, where the tips of the towers of the Temple District poked up through the auroras below, shadow flame reached up one of those grand dedications to Melemizargo. Erick watched that ten-kilometer tower as it began to lean. It was falling into the city beyond, and would surely kill someone when it fell. A lot of people were going to die here, tonight, because of the Shades and their civil war.

The dark orb atop Fallopolis’s staff reached the size of her own lightning aura. The orbs in the air around her flashed with brilliant shadows.

She laughed.

Queen threw up a six-barrier defense; a layered cake of hexagon sheets in front of her. She pulsed, brighter. Her barriers suddenly tripled in width and depth and number.

The countless black orbs in the sky flowed together, to Fallopolis’s central black orb. Her orb became a beam of darkness that vibrated the world as it crashed through ten of Queen’s barriers, instantly, but it stopped upon the rest, deflecting into countless flashing streams that brought to mind a disco ball, but darkly. Queen held her hands forward, struggling to hold onto her defenses, as Fallopolis laughed like a wild woman, and her main beam flexed thicker. Deflections condensed. Another three layers of Queen’s barrier broke.

Queen repositioned a step backward, replacing her barrier as she moved, strengthening the whole, as she screamed out, “LITTLE HELP! HERE!”

Fallopolis’s beam tracked the target, breaking through a few more barrier sheets.

A gnat of a woman, blue-skinned, blue horns, with blue armor, and weeping tears of rage, stepped through the sky, carving toward Fallopolis with a blue sword three times her own size.

The older woman’s laugh faltered. Fallopolis’s lightning aura flickered sparks toward the newcomer, at the blue incani, but Fallopolis’s spell might as well have been water. Lightning touched upon a layer of divine fire, and deflected.

Erick noticed it, then; the Black Star, upon the blue incani’s chest.

Fallopolis abandoned her black beam, and her countless empowering orbs, as she was forced to vacate her empowered position to avoid the blue woman. It was then that she spotted Erick. Fallopolis smiled wide, and laughed again as her white eyes went crazy. “Erick!” She roared, “Tania is going to kill us all! We're doomed! Doomed, I say! SO KILL KILL KILL, WHILE YOU CAN!”

Queen repositioned, quick as a flashing rainbow step. “There he is, Caizoa!” She pointed right at Erick, “OH LOOK. IT’S ERICK!”

The blue woman, Caizoa, locked eyes with Erick. She screamed something inarticulate, full of anguish and hate.

Ah. So the prismatic attack wasn’t a mistake. It was part of a larger plot.

… Pretty poor opener. Probably wasn’t meant to kill, then. Ah. But it was meant to get Erick involved. Which meant that the blue woman, the Juggernaut Caizoa with the invincibility-granting Black Star, was the true purpose of waking him up like that. But then… What about those black beams? Those certainly looked like Fallopolis’s beams. Would Fallopolis have attacked him? Maybe.

Or maybe Erick was just supposed to think that Fallopolis tried to attack him.

That made much more sense.

Also, Erick only saw maybe seven Shades in the sky all around him, though he was low on Ophiel. 20 more seconds had passed, though, so he conjured another one of those little guys, bringing him up to 5, total.

Erick had a moment to think.

The Shades he saw in the sky were either incani or human, and they were on opposite sides of the battle. Erick was admittedly low on Ophiel, and he couldn’t very well send them out to scout in the middle of a fight this large, but he saw no orcols, or dragonkin, or shifters, or harpies.

Bulgan was either not in play, or hiding, waiting for the proper moment to strike. Tania was somewhere, doing something. Of all the Shades Erick had spotted, and of what Killzone had told him, Bulgan and Tania topped the list of the most dangerous ones to Erick, personally. All the rest of the Shades were not too far behind, but Bulgan was specifically raised as a Shade to counter Erick.

So where were those two?

Waiting, no doubt.

Or… Maybe they didn’t consider Erick a threat?

That seemed more likely.

So. Erick would have to wait to be struck first by a Shade. If he went on the offensive, he would lose the ‘Guest Rites’ of his ‘Untouchable’ status. But if he waited for someone else to strike first, then that decision might end up costing him his life. Even Queen’s ‘attack’ could be a fake out, for if they actually wanted Erick dead, then he would be dead.

Probably.

So. He couldn’t strike first.

They would have to strike first. And this Caizoa didn’t count, even if she did have a Black Star upon her chest and even if Queen had ‘directed’ her to kill Erick.

Caizoa stepped fast at Erick, the blue armor of her body moving with her, like grains of blue sand blowing on the wind. Suddenly, she was there, beside his spherical sunform. Her sword, three meters long and empowered by divine fire, carved a line through his [Lodestar] like it wasn’t even there, proving her power as the dominant one.

Ah. Erick wasn’t taking her Black Star seriously. He saw that now. That was a mistake.

Erick moved away.

Caizoa moved with him, following like she was tethered. Oh! She was! With a blink of mana sense, Caizoa lit up like a vengeful god, and Erick saw the tether connecting her to him. He didn’t recognize the spell or ability, but he could tell its functions easily enough. He would never be able to shake Caizoa, under normal conditions. But maybe…

Ophiel threw a [Grand Dispel] at her, attempting to counter the magics upon her person. That dark splash of power burned out as it touched the divine fire coursing through Caizoa’s aura.

She struck with her massive blue sword, moving faster than most sights could follow. But Erick’s vision was not limited to light. He followed the arc of her cut. He could not escape her, so he flexed his sunform like an ocean parting. The sword went through him, but not through him.

Caizoa tried again, bringing her sword around for another cut.

Erick focused on the tether connecting them. It was a trail of power, wrapped partially in divine fire. Even the part that touched his own aura, almost infecting him with its power, was wrapped in untouchable flames.

Caizoa struck at him, he moved, she followed without needing to move. Her sword cut swept through a suddenly empty part of Erick’s sunform. But then her sword flashed and changed directions. She carved up and over, into his sunform, breaking through a part of him, flickering his [Personal Ward] active, turning his whole sunform white as Caizoa’s sword became a metalgrinder and firework, all in one, brightening the sky with a temporary flash of killing power.

Erick would have winced if she had actually hit his body. Instead, he concentrated on the tether that connected them together. A [Counterspell] from an Ophiel did nothing.

Caizoa made to strike again.

Erick kept the tethered part of himself near her, but moved all of the rest of his sunform away, like an amoeba struggling to get away and let the enemy have a piece of them, instead of the whole. In a sudden thought, Erick moved the tethered part of him into the path of the blade. Caizoa’s sword struck the tether, breaking it, and Erick was suddenly freed. Fast as he could, he stepped away.

Caizoa screamed bloody murder as she advanced again, but she was forced to actually cross the distance between them. There was no easy tether for her to follow, this time.

Erick didn’t let her get close. He ran. He conjured Ophiel. Soon enough, he lost Caizoa in the chase.

Soon enough, he was up to ten Ophiel. Time to counterattack.

Nope. Wait. There’s Caizoa again.

Ah. Right. The Black Star allows the user to see where their enemy is all the time. Erick was going to have to deal with her first, wasn’t he?
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                Gleaming crystal towers dominated the horizon in every distant direction, some of those towers only a dozen kilometers away, others, over 50. If this were any other part of the world and if those towers were of normal size, then Erick wouldn’t have been able to see them past the curvature of Veird. But Erick was in the Brightwater, at least 20 kilometers below the surface of the planet, and yet he was only halfway down to the bottom of this place. The Brightwater District was a massive bowl, where bright white light hovered at the bottom like a perpetual cloud, hiding sight of the civilization that existed on the coasts of the lake at the center of it all.

This was a land where Shades had played at civilization for over 900 years.

But no longer.

Erick stepped through the sky, evading the woman chasing him, not exactly sure how to defuse the situation.

Caizoa, some last name, had been a member of a Wasteland-led party that had completed an artifact run of Ar’Kendrithyst’s Armory. She and her people had won the Black Star; a greater artifact of Koyabez that provided total immunity to everything, as well as allowed the user to find their target across entire worlds. Erick had understood the Black Star was supposed to go to someone else, but Caizoa now wore the Black Star upon her blue armor, like a burnt brooch, as she continued to follow Erick through the sky, crying some of the way. It was hard to tell. Her body and blue armor was like billowing sand, that moved as she moved like a demon possessed.

Technically, she was a demon. All incani were demons. Or, at least she would be, when she finally died her final death, and her soul slipped away to the pink moon in the sky known as Hell. Caizoa wouldn’t be dying for a long time, though. Not with that Black Star on her chest.

And that part frustrated Erick. She had that Black Star because she was going to use it to kill the Converter Angel out there, threatening the rest of the incani on Glaquin. Erick wasn’t quite sure what was going on here, and why she was gunning for him, but even if she managed to kill him, then she would die, wouldn’t she? According to what Quilatalap said, the Black Star decides the wearer's fate for each life they take. If she killed Erick, then wouldn’t she be killed in return?

Erick knew he was not some beacon of purity, or innocence, or anything like that. But he highly doubted that as an Avowed Pacifist, already vetted by the same god that empowered the Black Star, that Koyabez would be okay with his Black Star being used to kill him. Especially when Erick had already promised to use his power to hunt down the Converter Angel, himself.

So how had this happened? What sort of chain of events had led to Caizoa rushing at Erick with murder in her eyes and hatred in every swing of her three-meter long blue sword? Maybe Erick would never know. He certainly wasn’t going to find out right now, at least.

Caizoa screamed murder and stepped through the sky, trailing sand as she moved through the wind, coming just close enough to be too close. Erick stepped away, well before she could latch onto him with her tether. She screamed again, more frustrated than angry, this time.

Erick decided: Tania must have something to do with all of this nonsense.

Erick spoke through the light of the sky, his voice easily sounding over the hundreds of meters to Caizoa for he was not willing to get close, “Hey, Caizoa. What’s wrong?”

She screamed, “You killed my friends!”

“I did no such thing.” Erick thought for a moment, then asked, “Did Fallopolis do something?”

Caizoa yelled, “Of course she did! All you humans work together! All of you deserve to die!”

Erick decided there was only one way this was going to go.

He let her get close to him a dozen times. He let her attach her tether, several times. Each time, he moved his sunform self and the tethered part of him into Caizoa’s attack, and let her sever her own tether. Instead of telling her that her attacks were useless, he showed her.

She screamed obscenities. She recounted a dozen atrocities that Erick had never heard of. She spoke of the ‘weak-willed’ nobles who they had to kill to get their hands on the Black Star, to do what needed to be done.

“We had a plan!” Caizoa said, completely unfazed by how hard she had been fighting. She probably used some healing spells to keep her Health high, or maybe the Black Star negated the need for such resources, or maybe she had some Dexterity, cutting down on the Health costs of all her physical [Strike]s. “Then those pigfuckers wanted to get in bed with you! All because you promised them a [Gate] Network! But you’re a lying human!” She attacked. Erick let her, and then extricated himself from her attack as easy as a lizard leaving behind a tail. She screamed. She yelled, “As soon as you figure out that [Gate], you’re going to open portals to Celes! And then we’re all going to die!”

Erick had been silent up till then, but he couldn’t let those words stand unchallenged. “I would never do such a thing.”

“LIAR!”

“I would no—”

She yelled at him, drowning out his words as she continued to attack.

So Erick flickered the light next to her, ensuring that his voice could be heard and she could not drown him out, “Melemizargo wants a [Gate] to the moons as a part of his plan to destroy and harm the Script and Veird. Therefore, I would never make a [Gate] to the moons. To any of them.”

She stopped, her feet swirling sand as she hovered. With a crazed smile on her face and hate in her eyes, she happily said, “Then I guess I don’t need to fight you and kill you, do I! Okay! Nice! Why don’t you come closer so I can give you a hug.”

“… Take off the Black Star, first.”

She laughed out hate, and yelled, “I can’t! It’s a part of me until I die or displease it! You’ll just have to trust me that everything is fine, now!”

“I think I preferred when you were actively hunting me.” Erick said, “At least that felt more honest.”

She roared, and advanced, quickly covering the distance between them. Erick let it happen.

She attached her ethereal tether to his sunform and proceeded to swing her blue greatsword. Erick evaded without moving, having grown used to her simple attack style. She would attack and Erick would flow his sunform around her attack. Sometimes, she would attack, and then [Strike] in a different direction, rapidly shifting the arc of her sword, but even that much damage was not much of a threat.

He messed up a few times, and according to his mana sense and the density of his [Personal Ward], Caizoa was knocking off at least 50,000 defensive power with each [Strike]. It was a good thing his [Personal Ward] was worth 280,000 effective-Health, as Jane had called it once. But 50,000 wasn’t too much of a hit, and that only happened four times. Besides, it seemed that for all the Black Star’s power, even Caizoa wasn’t exempt from the Script’s 1 second global cooldown. Most of her attacks were normal sword swings.

Erick disengaged again, having Caizoa [Strike] her own tether to break her from him. She nearly didn’t hit her tether, this time, for she, too, was gaining some measure of acclimation to Erick’s flowing defense. But she did hit her tether, and then she roared again; inarticulate and angry.

Erick got far enough away to spend 17,000 mana to recast his [Personal Ward]. That much mana would come back over 13 minutes, but regenerating 200,000 defense would take about 2.5 hours. Erick did not have time for that. He did, however, have time to talk more to Caizoa, and to help her come to her senses.

… He probably had time.

Erick was up to 10 Ophiel, and he had eyes on a great deal of the Brightwater. Shades were killing Shades, all over, and none of them were currently coming after him, though he knew that would certainly change in the near future.

Over there, by the Palace District, Fallopolis was still fighting Queen. Fallopolis sent black beams thick as towers and black lightning fast as thinking at Queen, while Queen retaliated with kilometer-wide elemental roils and bounced black beams back at Fallopolis with elemental shields. It looked exactly as Erick figured an archmage duel would look. Way too flashy. Way too deadly. The Palace District was already burning down below, while bodies laid where they had fallen, and people tried to escape. Most of them rushed into the crystal towers outside of the Palace District, but it was not truly safe there, either.

A shade made of blood, who Erick now recognized as Crimsonair, the human Shade of Blood, stalked those clear-crystal districts, blood slashing through crystal towers like a storm of blades, searching for the opponent who had fled and destroying much of the land in the process. As a tower fell like some great tree, it fell toward the Brightwater, falling like a slow moving bomb, and then speeding up as it finally fell forward enough to fall free, into the Brightwater. Cascades of glowing water showered into the sky, as a great thwap sounded across the greater district.

Erick did not see where Crimsonair’s target, Cludolphis, the incani Shade of Mending, went. She was the one responsible for repairing the destruction of the larger battlefields. Erick could only wonder at what she was thinking right now, as Shade fought Shade, openly, and with all their might. Only a few crystal towers were falling forward, and into the brightwater. Some were collapsing where they broke, and then further breaking as they fell straight down, smashing and crashing and breaking as they went. Erick watched, momentarily, as he saw three parts of the bowl of the Brightwater District fall right then, in three very separate parts of the area. He held his breath, as some of those broken towers stopped falling.

The broken crystal just hovered there, like the levitating mountains in Truedark.

An explosion rocked the land to the north; the Temple District. Erick watched as a citadel tower of the Temple District began to teeter, as shadowflames licked up its length. And then that sight went out of sight, as Caizoa forced him further west.

Erick found himself on the shores of Truedark Arcanaeum. Just beyond Erick laid a land where mountains floated on nothing and the majority of Brightwater’s people lived. He had no real population numbers, but from his investigations just yesterday...

There were hundreds of thousands of people down there, and with a glance, Erick saw that the fight had progressed to this place, too. Castles made of stone were on fire. Mountains had been turned half-liquid, to fall upon the communities below and bury people under a billion tons of rock. Here and there amid the destruction, were giant balls of stone, literally half the size of the melted mountains.

Erick watched as Farix fought someone else; another incani, actually. Erick took a moment to pin down who the other guy was, and came up blank. No distinguishing magics, so far; many different Shades used stone magics. No distinguishing features, and it wasn’t like Killzone offered pictures of the Clergy.

Farix threw arcing [Force Bombs] that exploded the sky in various colors. The other guy picked up 500 meters of a mudslide, turned it into a giant ball, and hurled it at Farix, all in one smooth, fast motion. Ah. That was a recognizable spell. Erick knew the second guy, now. He was Mallor, the Shade of Granite. According to Killzone, he oversaw the Bottom Wall of Ar’Kendrithyst, down in the deep dark of the Lower Reaches. He was tied with Salvolanche, the human Shade of Stone, for weakest Shade in the city.

Mallor’s ball missed, because Farix dodged that shit as easily as stepping to the side. And then the ball hit the side of a mountain a kilometer away, obliterating several houses as it buried halfway into the dirt.

That was bad.

Erick decided to get involved.

He stepped toward the battlefield, leaving Caizoa far behind. Her fading roar of hatred vanished into the background as Erick stepped to the air a good distance from the fighting Shades. Farix and Mallor both noticed, right away. How could they not? Erick was a giant ball of sunshine right now, after all.

Erick asked, “What’s happening, guys?”

Farix yelled, “Tania has gone fucking insane! She’s killing everyone!”

“She has every right to kill whoever she wants!” Mallor yelled, “Lay down and die, Farix! If you don’t fight with us, you’re against us!”

Farix added, “And this fucker thinks she won’t kill him in the coming purge!”

Erick avoided Caizoa attacking from behind. Farix and Mallor paused their own fight to watch Erick’s and Caizoa’s, as the blue incani sliced through thin air, and Erick stepped back down onto the light of the sky, a good two hundred meters from where he was before. Caizoa screamed in impotence.

Erick thumbed at Caizoa. “Happen to know why she thinks I don’t want to help kill the Converter Angel?”

“Anopix didn’t trust you, and Tania doesn’t either!” Caizoa yelled, “Now hold still and die!”

“Yes.” Mallor sneered and spoke with wild glee, “Yes! Kill the Angel-fucker!”

Mallor acted faster than Caizoa. He magically gripped a good hundred meters of mud below, wrapped it into a ball, and hurtled it at Erick, all in under a second, breaking the sound barrier with the ball of rock as it rocketed his way. Erick dodged, of course—

… That ball wouldn’t hit a home somewhere, would it? … No. Probably not. Erick had been at the wrong angle. The ball continued on into the sky, arcing upward and… Shit. It probably would hit something.

Erick stepped a bit higher into the sky, just in time for the next stone orb to come his way. An Ophiel shot off a [Prismatic Breaker] at the spell, which, of course, did nothing. It was stone moving at a very, very high speed, after all. But Erick didn’t stop there. Another Ophiel attempted to grab the passing boulder with [Stoneshape], and that, surprisingly, also still did nothing. Must have been Domain-empowered? That was the most obvious answer.

Erick stepped closer to Mallor, evading another orb, as Mallor ripped rocks from the ground and flattened them into rough blades. With a twist of his hands, Mallor sent the blades spinning around him like he was the center of the world’s largest blender—

As an Ophiel stepped into the blades, behind the Shade, sacrificing itself to cast a [Luminous Trap], while a second Ophiel, far out of the range of the blades, cast his entire self into the Variable cost to summon an ethereal blood ooze. That red goo gleefully slithered through the sky, slipping through spinning stone with the barest of resistance to strike Mallor right as the black orb sucked him into its dark depths.

Erick summoned another Ophiel, in preparation for something else to happen.

A black orb locked around Mallor. The blood ooze theoretically locked down his spell work. The swirling spikes fell to the ground. The mud below turned solid; maybe Mallor had been actively controlling it? Erick didn’t test his trap too thoroughly. He just stepped to the side, keeping well out of Mallor’s range but repositioning at the same time. As a second of no response turned into five, Erick noticed that while no part of Mallor stuck out of the black orb, the blood ooze did. The pokey parts of the red ooze moved around the void-black globe like suddenly raised and lowered islands of red gelatin. Mallor must have been struggling inside.

Erick was struggling outside, too, but only with the fact that his plan had actually worked. He still didn’t believe that [Luminous Trap] actually did what it looked to be doing. It was too useful against the Shades. But then again, maybe [Luminous Trap] was just the Shade-equivalent of a vampire’s weakness to sunlight?

… Did vampires exist on Veird?

Ah. Not now.

Erick let [Hunter’s Instincts] carry him right back to the moment; right back to the fight.

Because Caizoa looked to fuck up Erick’s [Luminous Trap] by sand-stepping right at the black void, with her sword raised, and then cleaving down with shadows licking the blade’s edge. A [Dispelling Strike]? Perhaps.

Farix, not one to miss an opportunity, had been preparing his own strike ever since Mallor was locked to the black orb. The Shade’s was a bit more magical than the warrior’s. About fifty coruscating [Force Bomb]s launched from Farix, to impact the black orb, right as Caizoa slashed through that void with her sword. Mallor’s rebirth into the world was cut short, as that part of the world briefly turned to burning reality.

Caizoa came out of that event completely unharmed.

Mallor did not.

As the pulsing, burning bombs finally dissipated, a burned corpse fell through the sky, further igniting as it did, turning to ash and dust, well before it could reach the solid land below. Mallor had died. Erick got a Participation Box for the kill. 70%. It wasn’t enough for a level. But...

He… He didn’t know how he felt about that.

In the process of thinking about Mallor’s death, Erick had accidentally let Caizoa get close enough to reapply her tether. Erick dodged a little, not making much of an effort to actually escape the attack and yet still doing so, as he wondered, again, how he felt about unintentionally killing a Shade. Caizoa roared, again. And as a matter of fact, now that her roar happened again, he noticed that it had been a rather constant roar, every minute and a half or thereabouts.

He asked, “Is that a [Roar] buff, or something you keep applying to yourself? I can’t really see anything that you do under all that divine fire.”

She did not answer, except to stare, as she attempted to cut him down. Again.

Farix noticed, and from a safe distance, asked, “What’s up with little miss Black Star and you?”

Erick moved himself out of the way of another [Strike]. “I have no idea.”

Caizoa attacked a dozen times before she could release another proper [Strike], which Erick also evaded. He was getting better at this, and Caizoa was only marginally improving. Her [Strike], characterized by the rapid directional shift of her sword, was her only truly dangerous attack, and that was on a 20 second timer.

Farix asked, “She does know that you’re obligated to help with the Converter Angel, right?”

Erick said, “I’m thinking that Tania wiped her memory selectively, or something. Maybe Quilatalap did it, for whatever reason. Obligations, perhaps? He did mention that memory wipes were necessary when giving out items like the Black Star.”

“No one touched my memory!” Caizoa roared, “You’re just the enemy in front of me and none of us are getting out of here for another six days!”

Farix crossed his arms, and said, “You could theoretically kill Tania and break the Feast Barrier, little girl, if you could actually manage to hit true occasionally.” He lifted one hand up, as if wondering what the fuck Caizoa was even thinking, as he said, “But then again, what the fuck are you even thinking, attacking any one of us at your level of mediocrity?”

“EVERYONE ELSE IS DEAD.”

Farix laughed. “So? Quilatalap can resurrect them.”

Caizoa swung her sword, empowering the 3 meter blue blade with a [Strike]. Erick flexed his sunform, and had her hit her own tether, releasing him from her grasp. He stepped away, getting well out of her range. Maybe, in a normal situation with normal 1-second global cooldowns, Caizoa would have been more of a threat. She could have almost instantly reapplied her tether. But in here, where it was 20 seconds between Skill use, Caizoa was rather mediocre.

Caizoa stared bloody murder at Erick, as she stood there, in the sky, her extremities and blue armor swirling away like sand off of a sandcastle, only to come back to her body to replace what had been blown away. Erick studied those sandy movements for a moment. She must have been running a [Stone Body] and [Air Body] at the same time. Erick had heard of Jane’s experience with a guy that ran [Air Body] and [Water Body] at the same time; that guy had looked like a seafoam wave in the shape of a person. Stone and Air, though, combined to make Sand, so that was normal enough.

Erick wondered, if he got [Greater Shadowalk], could he make himself an [Illusionwalk]? He probably could. But… Eh. He liked his sunform. If he went for an illusion form, then he’d need to make a [Domain of Illusion], too.

It was something to consider for the future, anyway.

Caizoa faced Farix. “Help me kill him and I won’t kill you.”

Erick watched as Farix burst into laughter.

“Ha!” The Shade shook his head at Caizoa, saying, “No wonder Tania gave you that Black Star. You’re an idiot.”

“And you’re a disgrace to incani and demons everywhere.”

Farix blinked a few times, then mumbled, “Like every stupid kid on their first day at Truedark—” He spoke louder, asking, “When you look at Erick, what do you see?”

“A human that will betray his oath to kill the Converter Angel the first chance he gets!” Caizoa said, “And it won’t be because he won’t try. He’ll fail because he will get too close to the Angel and fall under their sway, like all the others who had done so! Therefore, he must die before he gets too close to the bastard and becomes a threat unlike any other.”

Erick paused in thought. But only for a second. He said, “You have to get near them, right? That won’t happen.”

Caizoa glared at him from a hundred meters away. “You are an arrogant asshole. You would try to talk to the Angels, and they would turn you, and then use you against the rest of us.” She hefted her sword. “If you truly wish to assist our cause, please stand still, so that I can end a threat before it becomes one.”

“Ah. Interesting.” Farix said, “You have thought this out, if only a little.”

Caizoa’s glare shifted toward Farix, who was also a hundred meters from her. The three of them formed a sort-of triangle in the air, at the moment. She said, “You should die, too. But as a respect toward my late Uncle Anopix, I will let you live, if you help me kill Erick.”

“I repeat: you have only thought this out a little. You don’t actually know what the fuck you’re talking about, at all, and that includes your assessment of your ability to hurt me.” Farix waved. “Bye!”

He vanished in a flashing, black step.

Caizoa screamed at the sky, “Coward!”

Erick interrupted her, “Is there a way to protect against the Converter Angel’s conversion?”

Erick had been told and knew from a few different sources how Breach Demons worked. Once summoned to Veird through a ritual [Gate], a Breach Demon would go on a rampage, killing people with a gesture, and simultaneously replacing their souls with those of demons, or rather, the souls of dead incani, which would then begin to transform the body into a stronger vessel for their needs. Breach Demons were the stuff of nightmares released, and always summoned where a lot of humans had died. The summoning of a Breach Demon was a historical event that almost always happened once they were started. Erick’s high-profile, public prevention of the last Breach Demon was a historical first.

Converter Angels, however, were spies that dealt in subterfuge and the toppling of kingdoms. Erick had heard that a Converter Angel was responsible for the fall of the Lori Dukedom and the chain of events that caused the Wasteland Kingdoms. Where Breach Demons breached the body and reinstated a demon inside, a Converter Angels did exactly as their name implied. They transformed the soul of a target into one of the Heavenly Host of Celes, letting them keep everything about themselves, but firmly converting them to the side of the Angels. The only saving grace here, was that Converter Angels did not convert everyone in sight. They supposedly had limits, though Erick suspected those ‘limits’ were more practical than actual. The demons liked to rampage, but the angels liked to topple kingdoms with as little expenditure as possible.

Erick was just going to avoid the whole problem of subjecting himself to the angel by killing the creature from a good 12,000 kilometers away, or whatever.

Caizoa glared at Erick. “There is a way to protect against falling to the Angel. Let me kill you.”

“Ah. Well.” Erick sighed. “That’s not going to work for me.” He stepped far, far away, leaving the blue woman behind as he moved on. She would catch up soon enough. But whatever. Erick had some concerns at the moment, and Caizoa didn’t rank amongst any of them.

- - - -

Erick had three primary concerns.

The first, was that he needed to know why Fallopolis had been fighting Queen. He couldn’t quite tell why, but he had the distinct impression that Fallopolis would be better served elsewhere, wouldn’t she? Like, on the side of her fellow human Shades, fighting the incani, as they worked for Tania? Wasn’t she better served fighting Tania? Wasn’t that what Fallopolis had been planning on? Fallopolis had never told him her plans, but Erick got the distinct impression that her plans involved rounding up some idiots to fight with her, and then killing them all after she had won.

Erick’s second concern was more nebulous, but linked to the first. Where was Tania, anyway?

Erick sent a sunform Ophiel high, high into the sky, way above the Brightwater, where he could see out along the tops of the crystal spires all around, and into the red-purple crystals out in the normal part of Ar’Kendrithyst. With a cast, Ophiel launched a [Cascade Imaging] into the illusion-filled sky, and mapped the dead city, searching for Tania. Maybe something would show up? Maybe not.

Erick’s third, and largest concern, was for all the people caught in the crossfire. He wondered, perhaps, if he would have focused more on the people if he weren’t running [Hunter’s Instincts]. But he was running [Hunter’s Instincts], and a large part of him kept thinking of how resilient the people of this land must be, if they could live under the rules of the Shades. Most of them were probably fine, and hiding out in their own hiding space—

A telepathic connection tickled at his mind. It felt like it was from Fallopolis, but he was aware of how someone skilled enough could fool a telepathic connection. It had happened to him before, back when he was going up against the Daydropper Queen. So Erick ignored the call.

Thirty seconds later, while Erick was still deciding where to go next, the Ophiel beside his map, nearly 25 kilometers straight up, sent a concerned feeling. Erick glanced through that Ophiel, and saw Fallopolis standing in the air beside his white map, looking down at the blue dot that was near the Spire. Ah? What was she doing there?

It was nice to see that the map was able to find Tania, though.

But… Hmm.

Fallopolis smirked at Ophiel, and Erick felt another telepathic ping from the Shade in front of Ophiel, to Erick. He still didn’t pick up, but he did change his direction to straight up. Ten steps later, Erick stood a hundred meters from his map, and from ‘Fallopolis’. He kept a straight face, and gave away nothing, but this was not the woman who had walked beside him all the way to the Palace District. And now that he was closer, with more than a few Ophiel running more than a few different Sights all around, he could see the frayed edges of the lie in front of him.

‘Fallopolis’ noticed the distance between Erick and her, and scoffed, saying, “What’s all this! You don’t want to be allies anymore? A girl could get a bad idea in her head, Erick.”

Erick would have frowned, but he did not. Apparently, it was time for illusions.

Admittedly, they were good illusions. If he were on his own, or in some sort of compromised position, perhaps he would see this person as ‘Fallopolis’. But he was not on his own, and he was very much not compromised at all.

So he said, “You’re not Fallopolis.” And then he listed some problems, but not all of them, “Your aura is wrong. Your soul doesn’t fit your body. Your smell is wrong.” That last one came from [Hunter’s Instincts] activated on the nearest Ophiel. Erick returned her question, “So what’s all this?”

Erick felt something brush through the air not a meter from his sunform, touching upon his glowing self like a gasoline stain on water. The spell managed to occlude some of his glowing globe, before he peeled himself out of whatever the hell that was, while an Ophiel on his shoulder shot a 10,000 point [Grand Dispel] at it, and another shot a [Prismatic Breaker]. Peeling the spell away from his main self did more to rid him of the near-invisible magic than either [Grand Dispel] or [Prismatic Breaker].

At the same time he felt the first inklings of magic arrayed against him, he had the Ophiel near ‘Fallopolis’ throw a black void upon her body.

Erick had managed to avoid Not-Fallopolis’s attack. Not-Fallopolis did not manage to evade Erick’s counter.

And then something struck the black bubble from outside the encounter; some sort of hidden attacker, or something. The black bubble popped, releasing a frowning orcol woman who wore rags and yet still managed to look pretty. The only thing that truly stood out about her was that her skin was the greyest Erick had ever seen on an orcol. She was practically the color of ash.

She narrowed her grey, normal-ish eyes at Erick.

Erick kept his eyes out for the person outside of the encounter as he instantly put up a few more defenses, most notably, he had a lightform Ophiel surround and hold onto the exterior of his sunform, covering his back and most of his front like the shell of a turtle, as that Ophiel then turned on [Pure Reflection Ward]. Erick’s rapid defense might not stand up to Domain-infused magic, but it was better than nothing.

The grey orcol sighed. “It would have been easier if you’d have let me win.”

She stepped away.

Three seconds later, when nothing else happened, Erick found himself asking, “Who the fuck was that?”

Whatever had happened, the woman was gone.

Erick stepped backward in time with his mana sense, just a bit, quickly rifling through the last few moments over and over again, three times. When he came back to himself, thirty seconds had passed, and he had recognized something weird. Whoever that was, had very much been sucked into his [Luminous Trap]. But she had also gotten out, due to a [Dispel] that came out of nowhere, about twenty meters away. In that space, Erick found a mana construct that had detonated itself in order to [Dispel] the [Luminous Trap].

So. Not a secondary person. The orcol woman was just prepared in case Erick trapped her.

That made sense. Erick had displayed his trapping spell twice; once days before, too. Someone would have had to have made a counter by now, and this grey orcol had. Pretty simple counter, too.

Erick would need to add a reflective Ophiel around the bubble, along with a counterspelling blood ooze, and maybe that would be enough.

But who was that lady! Erick had never heard of a ‘grey orcol’ from Killzone. The woman had normal eyes, too, so either she was a Shade hiding her white eyes, or someone else getting involved for the fun of it, or some shit.

And then there was the fact that she had noticed the [Cascade Imaging] almost instantly, and then had a plan set up to take advantage of Erick’s willingness to parlay. Shades were always watching, so that sort of made sense.

Whatever. This was a war-zone. No time to pursue all of that right now, and Erick had never heard of a grey orcol shade who wore rags and dealt in illusions. Considering that there was an illusion, who he had just met could be almost anyone.

So. Moving right along.

Erick had an Ophiel reset the [Cascade Imaging] to search for [Shades].

He waited a full minute before giving up on that pursuit. ‘Shades’ didn’t show in the search. He switched the search to ‘Fallopolis’, and found the woman. She was now in the Spire, near where Erick had searched for and found Tania. Huh.

The implications were… Something.

A possible-Shade had found his map and used that map to try to get to him by impersonating Fallopolis, while Fallopolis had simultaneously found and used the map to find Tania? Or. No. Fallopolis had been fighting Tania this whole time.

Then who the fuck was fighting Queen back there?!

Erick did a quick check back in time, back to when he set up the map, itself. He came back to himself, right away. In the near past, this not-Fallopolis had shown up almost instantly, after Erick had put up the map. And she had remained. She was still there, and had not done much, when Erick had walked into the scene. Good illusions? Or something else? Because right now, Fallopolis’s blue marker was over in the Spire—

Erick switched the imaging to ‘Tania’.

A blue dot appeared in the Spire, near where Fallopolis was.

Okay. So. There was something fucky going on over here.

Erick glanced to the Spire.

He was not walking into that shit show. He needed a plan to survive and thrive in this warzone, and he needed it now.

… There were still 6 days till the Feast ended, and the Feast Barrier went down. Killzone had said that the Feast Barrier always vanished with the first rays of the new day. So, theoretically, Erick had to survive 6 days.

Maybe.

Maybe the Feast Barrier only dropped when Tania dropped it. She had cast it, after all. She could still go in and out whenever she wanted, too. But Tania wanted to kill all the humans and have incani-only Shades. That would only happen if she made it happen. That was why she and Fallopolis were fighting right now, wasn’t it?

So. Best case scenario: Erick needed to survive for 6 more days.

To do that, he could either hide and wait for Tania to kill him, because he was human, and that seemed to be her desires right now, if Caizoa’s tirade was any indication of Tania’s plans.

Or he could get some powerful, temporary allies.

Erick had absolutely no illusions that his ‘Untouchable’ status was good for anything, anymore. And hiding would not work. Only fighting would see him through this night. Therefore, allies were needed. At this point, Erick recognized that his thoughts were circular, and he was not in his right, calm mind, at all. He shook his head, and focused.

Fallopolis was already fighting Tania, so she was not an ally at the moment. Maybe later, though.

Quilatalap was… Somewhere.

Erick switched the map to search for Quilatalap, and found nothing. For a moment, Erick worried.

… The 3000 year-old archlich was probably fine, but if Erick couldn’t easily find him, then he was probably not going to be found. So. Erick decided to pursue the Shades he had seen as the lesser evils, wherever they might be.

Erick switched the Imaging to another, and a blue marker appeared over in the Temple District—

A roar happened right behind Erick. Caizoa had showed up again. Erick sighed, then went to find the only possible Shade worth saving in all this mess. Killzone had said that Priestess was the only Shade who never did wrong by anyone, after all.

- - - -

Erick had briefly seen the Temple District before now, when he scouted the place with Ophiel. Where Truedark Arcanaeum was a green land of floating mountains, tall castles, and many, many residential areas, the Temple District was almost the same. The only true difference was the height of the towers, the building materials, and the ornamentation. All of that was of a much larger scope.

Soaring towers of crystal and gold, of darkness, light, and flowing water, provided the backdrop for daily worship of the Dark Dragon, Melemizargo. Statues of Shades occupied places of prominence. Statues of Melemizargo occupied places of endless devotion. Choirs sang in constant song, with rotating rosters so that the harmony would never falter. Scribes wrote the words of their god onto paper, to be distributed out into the rest of the world.

And at the moment, all of that was on fire.

Over there, green fire. Over there, black fire. Blue fires, too. Red and yellow fires glowed here and there, but they were small things, and most likely the result of wooden structures burning as naturally as they could, when everything else in a 10 kilometer radius circle was burning with some other, stranger flame. Black smoke billowed into the sky, while heat stress cracked crystal towers and sent monuments to the Dark Dragon tumbling into the burning churches and temples and shrines below.

Erick counted at least five Shades in the sky or nearby the temples, adding to the flames, or fighting each other. There was Hollowsaur with his shadowflames, burning a statue of Melemizargo in the ruined temples of a cathedral. Some harpy Shade seemed to make it her job to topple the tallest towers. Her flames were blue. Others, non-Shades, ran away from the destruction, but fleeing was hard when everything was on fire. Erick’s desire to find Priestess multiplied, as five people were consumed by the flames in front of him. More parishioners attempted to swim out into the Brightwater, only to fall to the snapping jaws of glowing monsters under the waves. A river ran through the Temple District, and though it had been a shallow, wide thing with many picturesque waterfalls and wide pools that could have easily defended some people from the raging inferno, there was a Shade in those waters, too, floating above the calm stream, setting the water to burning with radiant yellow flames.

Back up in the sky, where an Ophiel waited by Erick’s map, Erick made sure his target had not moved yet. And she hadn’t, according to the blue dot. Priestess’s position was not five kilometers from Erick’s position, though while Erick was in the sky, Priestess’s location was a problem.

According to what he was seeing, Priestess was at the center of a massive conflagration of black flames, flanked by burning spires and dwarfing them in its height. She was at the center of the fires. Dead center. Ah. That couldn’t be good.

Erick did not want to risk himself. He sent a sunform Ophiel forward. The [Familiar]’s bright sphere of light carved through flames as he stepped through the black conflagration. Erick expected to find Priestess tied to a stone pole and burning, or something. Instead, Ophiel burst into a ceremony absolutely full of people. For a moment, Erick was stunned. Priestess was holding Mass, or whatever she called it, in the middle of a world of black fire.

In a small, public amphitheater, Priestess floated, surrounded by onlookers, while flames raged beyond the area, threatening to engulf everyone inside, but Priestess kept those flames out, magic pulsing from her body. Her body was much the same as it always was. Priestess was still a stretched-out skeleton, with black ribbons wrapped around her pelvis and chest and arms; ribbons that gave the impression of flesh that was not there in reality. The white orb inside her chest was cracked; the black line in that central part of her spreading by the seconds. Her bones were already flaking away, like ash. Yet she was not ready to go. She pulled magic into her bones, solidifying them while they continued to disintegrate, warring with inevitability.

The parishioners looked to have come from all walks of life. Some wore expensive robes. Others looked like they had just gotten out of bed. Women, children, men, of all races, all gathered close to Priestess, listening to her words, but they mostly watched the black flames. The flames were already eating away at the edge of their secured space. Some people on those edges caught fire as Ophiel burst into the ceremony; into their safety. Ophiel noticed what he had done, and so did Erick.

Erick tried his best shot: a 10,000 mana [Grand Dispel], cast from his own hand, through Ophiel, at the flames. With all his own multipliers, that was almost like a half-million mana Chaining-[Dispel]. He hoped it would be enough.

The blot of shadows struck the black flames, and spread, consuming fires as it passed, like a scythe through a harvest, turning deadly spellwork into naught but a memory. Erick breathed deep, over five kilometers away, as he watched the conflagration around Priestess and her flock turn into nothing. In a flashing second, the amphitheater was cleared of all danger.

It was only after he was done with the black fire that he heard Priestess’s communion, and saw that the edge of his [Grand Dispel] had swept outward, and then inward, back to its caster. Back to Priestess.

“We offer up our lives to you, our Dark God! May we be forever held in your embrace—”

The [Grand Dispel] reached the Shade. She flinched. Her white core cracked a little bit more.

Erick could not contain his anger. He yelled through Ophiel, “What the FUCK?! You’re burning your people to death?!”

Some of those people saw the writing on the wall and ran away as fast as they could. Not many got very far. Parishioners in priest outfits held spells of restraint upon the people who looked like they just got out of bed. Priestess was burning these people to death, along with herself, as her priests acted as accomplices.

Priestess did not deny it. She reveled in it, as she happily called out, “Erick! You should join us! Melemizargo surely has plans for you, too! We just all need to die to escape this current crisis! The faster the better!”

So she was insane.

Maybe he could work with that?

Erick rapidly thought about what was needed.

He turned his voice angry, which was not very hard, and forcefully said, “There will be no mass-suicide today, Priestess. I need you to help me figure out which Shades should live through this, and which should die. I demand this of you, here and now. So pull yourself together and HELP. ME.”

She chuckled; a friendly sound. “But Erick. The solution to our problems is already here. Just die with me, and it will all be better!” She was not insane in the usual way. Melemizargo had already brought her back several times, if her own words and those of Killzone could be trusted. But as the starlight in her eye sockets swirled, and she glimpsed people struggling against their captors, her voice took on a harsher tone, as she spoke to the captives and her priests, “Everything will be okay when we pass beyond the flames. It doesn’t hurt that much.” Priestess turned back toward Erick. “Come with us, Erick.”

He played along, “I’m not prepared for what comes after the resurrections. What sort of world are we going to fall into? And besides that, how am I supposed to make this Mana Generation Wizard Core without knowing more about all of that, first? I need you to tell me all about that. I need you alive!”

“No, you do not! Worldly affairs are meaningless in the face of Melemizargo’s displeasure!” Priestess spread her arms wide. Black flames licked across the sky, as she declared, “Die and be reborn with the rest of us!”

Erick came back to himself, recoiling from a destroyed Ophiel, just in time to see black flames roll across the Temple District like a Red Dot explosion. He was already five kilometers away, but he stepped backward, fast. He was barely fast enough.

Black flames washed across the Temple District like the unfurling of the world’s largest lotus. Petals of flickering flame blossomed outward, continuously, blasting away towers with their shockwaves, sundering crystal, evaporating the river, extinguishing all other colored fires and pushing back the Brightwater with concussive force.

Erick’s sunform flickered as the very air bent and broke, but he was far enough away to avoid the death and destruction which claimed everyone else. Fire passed him, and he withstood its destruction. And then the outward force turned inward. Erick watched as the black lotus turned into a mushroom, and rose in the sky, blackening the world as it passed, carving a hole into the ever-present light that rested like a false-sky across the whole Brightwater District.

The few other fires, the reds and greens and blues, were sucked into the sky as the black cloud lifted higher and higher, and winds whipped across the Brightwater and into the dark cloud. The lake followed the sudden inward tempest and broke its banks, flowing into the former Temple District. Massive plumes of steam lifted from the molten land, as the glass near the waters cracked and broke under temperature fractures.

A minute passed from explosion to black mushroom, before Priestess’s spell vanished completely into the sky above. Another minute passed, while Erick processed what he had seen, while he calculated the loss of life, and the aftermath. He looked upon the land, and felt despair, like a tiny knocking on his soul, loud enough to drown out the power of [Hunter’s Instincts]. The land of the Temple District looked like the outsides of Spur looked, after the Red Dot. All he saw before him was a land of glass that had been whipped up to stiff peaks, and burned, like the meringue coating of a freshly baked lemon pie.

Belatedly, he recalled seeing Caizoa’s sandform self flying through the air. She was not dead, at all. But apparently, explosions this large could overcome some of the Black Star’s invulnerability, and move the user with the power of excessive physical force. Erick filed that thought away for now. He filed away many of his weird, current thoughts, and tried to stay on track.

But what sort of track was he on? He had not exactly lied to Priestess. He had hoped to enlist her into finding those Shades worth saving. Maybe? Is that why he was here?

… Why was he here?

It was for allies, yes, but also…

Erick looked down upon absolute destruction, and felt his heart move back into the correct position. He could find temporary allies, yes, but if there were Shades that could be saved, then that would be good for a transition period, wouldn’t it?

He breathed out, and felt a minor panic, as he wondered just how insane the Clergy actually was. They had all seemed like perfectly normal Evil People until now…

But they were burning the Temple District specifically, weren’t they. They had lost their faith, when the secret got out that Melemizargo hated them all. That Melemizargo’s displeasure was why Tania had been Judging them and killing them these past days.

And that fact broke more than a few of them. Priestess had been broken, too. It was hard for Erick to imagine a sane person doing what she had done, even if it was true that she had come back to life multiple times because of Melemizargo’s desire. Erick doubted that all of those parishioners would be coming back. Did Priestess not see that?

Did Erick have that right? Priestess had been the off and on priestess for Melemizargo’s Clergy since before the Sundering. She was only a skeleton because she was an alvani, the child of an angel and a human, and alvani were impossible under the Script, ever since the Old Demons had killed all the Halves and made the incani.

… Erick put away those old thoughts. They were getting him nowhere.

The Temple District was gone. The fires that burned had been extinguished, either when the black bomb destroyed the place, or when the land had melted into liquid and then cooled into glass. Here and there, parts of the place had survived; the lee behind a particularly large temple, or where a boxy, sturdy building had managed to be buried by the blast, instead of being blown apart like so many others.

With a cold detachment, Erick thought about calling in some rains to cool the place down. But if he put water down there, it would steam up, and maybe kill anyone who had managed to find a place to hide out?

… No. That made no sense. Anyone down there who survived…

No one survived that. And if they did, they were probably under the glass, and praying that it would cool down faster.

Unsure what he was even doing anymore, but knowing that he really, really wanted to make it rain because he liked the rain and he felt like doing something that he wanted to do, Erick had an Ophiel cast a [Control Weather] into the sky, and hoped that it would be enough for whoever still lived; if anyone. It would take a while for the rains to fall, though. The Temple District was a good 30 kilometers below the surface of Veird.

The blackened sky turned to cold wind.

Five minutes passed before the rain reached all the way down to the glassed land, turning black as it fell through the sky above. Another four minutes passed before the rain managed to remain liquid long enough to actually touch the black glass. It didn’t remain liquid for long. Steam filled the sky. More minutes passed. Half a kilometer away, Caizoa stood in the air, her eyes affixed to the land ahead, tears rolling down her face. Erick could only guess at what she was seeing, and what she was thinking.

The Brightwater glowed down below, but Erick’s rains washed black ash into those waters, forming dark tendrils of ink that seemed to poison the light, dimming the radiance, turning the world a little bit colder. The glass of the Temple District crackled with a sound not unlike breaking glaciers.

With a thought, Erick moved on. He needed to find allies, right?

… Or he could help people survive this current crisis.

There were two ways to go about this. He could hunt Shades, and prevent more Red Dots from happening, or, he could… try to rescue people? Doing the first would automatically do the second.

… Whatever the case, he could try a different method to search for Shades. He considered the core at the center of each of them. Fallopolis had one. Priestess had one. Maybe they all did. What did it look like again? Oh yeah. A 10-15 cm wide white sphere, right where the stomach would be. Could he just search for something of that general size?

He tried it.

He got over three hundred positive results.

He almost sat down in the air and had a cry. 300 Shades? Fuck!

And then he noticed that only some of the blue dots moved around. The others were stationary. Maybe he had simply managed to get multiple results with his single search? It seemed likely. Or, at least, it seemed possible.

With [Hunter’s Instincts] allowing him to work through the pain in his heart, Erick decided to check the two orbs that remained in the Temple District, first.

The first orb was locked under a wave of black glass and inside of a building. With a wave of [Stoneshape], that glass came away like so much churning mud, to fall out and over into the pouring rain. The uncovered orb was nothing special. It was locked to the claws of a sculpture of Melemizargo, in what had likely been some sort of small worship center. It was almost like a grand-rad, in that it was solidified magic and a knot in the manasphere denser than most grand-rads, both sucking in and expelling mana in some sort of natural flow. It was definitely similar to the sphere at the center of Priestess, though Erick had never seen this kind of ‘flow’ among Priestess’s body, or the body of any other Shades. Maybe this was a dead Shade-core? Or something?

Erick left it behind, and stepped over to the other blue dot on the map.

He found what remained of Hollowsaur. Or, at least, what might have been Hollowsaur.

A plume of black glass rose from the surroundings, like a singular wave crested out of nowhere. Most of the interior was clouded, but Erick spied the searched-for orb inside of a charred skeleton. The bones were of orcol size, with a skull that had large lower fangs, exactly like an orcol. The orb was whole. The skeleton’s arms were crossed over the chest, protectively. Slight magics radiated from the white sphere, giving a gentle glow to the surrounding glass. This… was probably Hollowsaur.

… Was he still alive?

If Erick wasn’t in his sunform, he was sure he would have felt his heart sink. Hollowsaur’s orb still glowed. He might still be alive. So, the next question naturally flowed: Could Erick murder this man? Was that the right thing to do? To murder in cold blood, when presented the head of an enemy-of-the-world? Erick gazed upon the trapped skeleton with several sights. He felt himself go cold, even though the glass all around him was still billowing steam into the air, as he recognized a truth.

Erick whispered, “Holy shit you’re still alive.”

Hollowsaur responded with a pulse of light from his core that left him dimmer than before. Erick had an Ophiel set a [Weather Ward] up above to keep the black rain off of them.

“Severely weakened.” Erick said, “But alive.”

Erick watched as Hollowsaur’s orb ebbed brighter, radiating some sort of anger, but then it cracked, dimmed, and darkened; A candle flickering its last breath.

Panic swelled.

From the deepest, most true part of himself, Erick knew he could not kill this man. Not like this. Never like this. And yet, he couldn’t let the Shade die. And yet, he also couldn’t let him live.

Something else swelled in the mana and in the shadows and light all around. Power built, and demanded to be used. Like a flickering light on a dark street at night, Erick saw a way forward where he wouldn’t have to kill. After all, Veird was a world of magic.

And the solutions of ‘kill or regret’ was a silly binary, when you truly thought it over. Erick decided a few crucial things about himself in that moment. He decided to make his first Blessing.

Or maybe it was a Curse? Hard to say. ‘Both’ was surely an option, too.

Erick decided he wouldn't let his curse be a noose around Hollowsaur’s neck. It had to be something else. Something more honorable than that. Something that included way too much soul magic that Erick had read about, but not yet truly tested.

But that was okay, too.

Erick turned to flesh and bone, and breathed in the harsh air all around him, feeling the mana as it flowed through his body, and around his soul. It felt like an old friend visiting for the holiday.

“Hollowsaur.” Erick’s voice rumbled, “Hear me. This is a binding. You will accept it, or you will die.”

Hollowsaur’s corpse flickered, angrily, and then reluctantly. His orb glowed, for perhaps the last time. And then his defenses lowered, completely. Erick watched as the Shade’s soul unfurled, the Shroud breaking, exposing the interior, opening like a flower. And then Hollowsaur’s Shroud dropped, completely.

Erick saw Hollowsaur, in that moment, as he spoke in cadence, “A little help from me to thee, a blessing for you now to see, the people in the light who plea, for worlds where Shades are loved to be. Amends you’ll make eventually, a life well lived, a life lived free, but till then there is to be, a leash round you, without a key. Now tell me true, are we to see, the end of woe; rebirth of thee?”

Something swirled in Erick’s own aura, like the start of a tsunami in the middle of the ocean, right after a quake had been set off far, far below. Without buildup, that wave crashed through Erick. A pulse from his soul erupted outward, blinding in its intensity of need, dimming his sight as it passed like an unseen weight upon the world.

That unseen weight flowed from Erick, into the dark glass, and into the body below the surface, wrapping around Hollowsaur’s core before sinking in and becoming one with the Shade’s entire being. The Shade’s Shroud folded back inward, a flower closing, back to how it had been before Erick had demanded the man’s life, and everything that went with it.

For a startling moment, Erick wondered what the fuck he had just done. And then he put aside thoughts of warcrimes and mind control. This obviously wasn’t mind control, after all. It was a blessing of sight and emotion that would link Hollowsaur back to the people he had tormented his entire life.

… If Erick had fucked up, maybe he would know sooner, rather than later.

A blue box appeared.
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That line of smaller boxes was inscrutable and worrying, but that was a thought for another time.

Erick acted fast. With one Ophiel, he instantly [Stoneshape]d the dark glass out from around the Shade, rapidly excavating Hollowsaur’s front half before taking a bit more care with the bones, and with the dull orb in the center of it all. Free of his glassy prison, the orb began rapidly sucking up mana, becoming a well in the manasphere, as all power flowed in.

The crack in the orb repaired itself, mostly. Blood appeared out of shadows, to flow into veins and arteries that came out of nowhere, and were supported on invisible scaffolding. And then the flow of mana flickered. The orb shimmered, and cracked again, as all the blood and nascent organs in Hollowsaur’s body fell from their scaffolding. The man was dying.

Erick hadn’t done enough.

But what could he do to help, more? He wasn’t too sure, but he had some ideas.

With a thought, Erick had the Ophiel with his go-bag, who was currently stationed far out of sight, step across the Brightwater and into sight, carrying the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] and a canteen of water. While that was happening, Erick had another Ophiel conjure a [Prismatic Ward] above the Shade’s body, while another [Stoneshape] turned the glass cavity into a true bowl, cupping all of Hollowsaur like a massive bathtub. The canteen of water emptied into an Ophiel’s grip, inside the [Prismatic Ward]. With a flick of [Cleanse] to clean out the water and the glass around Hollowsaur, but not Hollowsaur himself, an Ophiel released his [Duplication Aura]. Erick controlled the flow with his own solid lightform, so the high-pressure flow didn’t harm Hollowsaur. In a short while, Erick raised the water level around Hollowsaur, until the Shade was fully covered with minor-mana-potion water.

Shades were beings of mana, right? Erick had even trapped Hollowsaur and that other guy, Mallor, into a [Luminous Trap]. So even if they looked solid, they were not truly physical. Maybe. So a mana potion would help, right? Too bad Erick didn’t have any of those. The few stocks of potions he had seen in his various searches of this land, were here, in the Temple District, and those potions were very much gone.

The dark scaffold supporting Hollowsaur’s bones and bloody bits reappeared under the mana waters. As Erick watched, arteries and organs seemed to fluff up, as his white-orb center began to glow again.

With a command, another Ophiel turned on his [Cleanse Aura], but he didn’t inundate all of Hollowsaur at once. That would probably disturb the bones and building body parts too much. Instead, he manually moved the [Cleanse Aura] around the man, touching bones and blood, letting loose thick air under the water, like champagne bubbles. The veins around those bones were disturbed, but they came back into position fast enough.

Hollowsaur’s body came together even faster.

Erick touched the body with the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds].

Hollowsaur’s orb finally healed, the crack vanishing like it never was, as mana swirled down from all around, into the tank. Three seconds later, with a new heart sitting above his white orb, that heart pumped blood, and filled the tank with red. Erick was still able to watch with his mana sense, and an Ophiel’s [Blood Sight], as Hollowsaur repaired himself over the course of five minutes, eventually sucking all the water in the tank into his reformed body, exposing deep green skin that was unmarred by the man’s usual scars.

Erick sighed, hoping he had done the right thing.

Hollowsaur opened his eyes. They were not as bright as they had been, but they were still white. He said nothing, as he breathed. He stared up at nothing, while he laid there in his tank, and the world rained black waters all around their little [Weather Ward]ed area, but not upon him, or Erick, or Ophiel.

Hollowsaur clenched his fist at his side, then relaxed, as he touched the glass under himself. He sat up. He would not look at Erick. Erick did not speak, or force him to acknowledge anything.

A moment passed.

Hollowsaur gazed to his side, at the black glass landscape. Black rivulets ran down [Weather Ward] above, while Hollowsaur continued to stare.

Tears collected in his white eyes, and rolled off his face.

Erick waited.

Eventually, Hollowsaur said, “We’re not what he wants. I thought we were. Through everything… We did what he wanted… But it wasn’t… It wasn’t what he actually wanted. Was it?”

“A lot of people go through life pursuing things that are not good for them. I doubt the gods are any different than the rest of us.” Erick had made his voice kind, but now he turned stern, “The only way this is going to function is if you actually want to and then work towards a better future. Otherwise this arrangement is over before it can even begin.”

Hollowsaur laughed. He rubbed his eyes with the back of an arm. “Yeah.” He said, “I’m aware of the contract.” He breathed out, “Shit.” He touched his chest, and Erick saw the Shade’s soul flex. He said, “That’s some fucking… Some fucking Curse you got there.” He suddenly sobbed into his hands, heaving for a moment, right before his emotions overtook him and he just cried.

Erick watched as Hollowsaur’s soul turned chaotic and restless, and his heart beat hard atop the white core underneath. He watched as tendrils of something hopeful reached out from the man, attempting to connect to something out in the world, but failing. Erick wasn’t sure why he thought that Hollowsaur was trying to connect to someone, but it made sense. Or maybe Erick was just ascribing his own ideas to what he was seeing.

Hollowsaur suddenly cried even more, as he muttered, “Oooh, Spot. Fang…” He asked himself, “Why did I do that? Why… Why...”

Erick felt like reaching out to the man, but the day was young, and the war was still happening out there. So he said, “Hollowsaur.”

Hollowsaur snapped, “What?! Damn you!” Hollowsaur dropped his hands, showing a face full of anger. And then he blinked. Something shifted in his soul. He turned contrite, and worried, and chastised, all at once. He looked away, whispering, “Holy fuck. That’s some fucking curse you got there.”

“… It’s not a curse. It’s a blessing.”

“Ha!” Hollowsaur said, “Fuck you, I haven’t felt this way in 200 years. God. Wait.” He stared. “You.” His soul flickered, suddenly reaching out to Erick, only to be batted away by Erick’s own soul.

Erick frowned. “What the fu—”

“You got a connection to the Red Bitch, don’t you? I was free of her, dammit! FUCK YOU, ERICK.” Hollowsaur said, “I killed my pets so they couldn’t be used against me, and now you put your own damn leash around my neck! Fuck off and die!”

Normally, those sorts of words would have caused Erick pause, at the very least. But Hollowsaur’s anger had been an empty thing, directed at the air, and possibly at himself more than anyone else.

Erick ignored the man’s wants, and said, “I helped you because you helped those minotaurs become people again, even if you had to be forced into doing right. I returned your goodwill back to you, as one should do almost always.” He added, “And now, maybe you’ll actually be someone that others want to see in the world. It’ll be hard, and long, and distressing, but maybe you are worth saving. Maybe your life is worth living.”

“Then what about this damned curse?” Hollowsaur sneered, but his sneer faltered, even as his voice kept on going, “And your ability to ‘heal’ leaves much to be desired. What the fuck was this… tub… And a magic wand! That’s... Learn some... Learn some darn magic… already.” He looked away, whispering, “Shit.” He lifted a hand, and touched the world, vibrating a red string that Erick had not noticed till Hollowsaur touched it. “Fuuuuuck.”

“… What was that?”

Hollowsaur glared at Erick, but had no fire in his eyes, or his expression. “You reconnected me to the Red Dreaming. Asshole.” He laughed, to cry, as he repeated, “Fuck.”

“I did no such thing?”

“You’re connected to the Red Dreaming, aren’t you?” Hollowsaur had said, “I hadn’t put any stock in those rumors, but I guess they were true. So this is my torment—” He suddenly stopped talking, and with a heavy voice, said, “I need to fix the minotaurs.”

Erick had no trouble letting his anger show in his own glare. “What did you do.”

Hollowsaur eyed Erick. “I fucked them over bad.”

“Then let’s have you help them. Fix them properly. Can you still [Shadowalk]?”

Hollowsaur touched the shadows all around him. Then he wrapped them around his waist, covering his nudity as he stood up, taking a half-step into the air to stand on shadows. “Fuck… I guess I can.” And then he glanced to the air, narrowed his eyes, then suddenly paled, his green skin turning seafoam, looking like he had seen his own ghost. He seemed to be reading something.

A Script message, then? It had to be. Erick waited.

Hollowsaur took a deep breath and touched a suddenly-appearing blue box to slide it Erick’s way, saying, “Looks like your Curse has gained some divine recognition.”
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Erick read the box, then said to Hollowsaur, “It’s not a curse. It’s a blessing.”

Hollowsaur snorted. Then he pointed up and out. “You’ve got a tagalong, you know?”

Erick said, “Yeah. I know.” He looked to the left, spotting Caizoa in the sky, exactly where she had been for the last ten minutes. Ignoring her, Erick turned to Hollowsaur, and said, “After a stop by the map, let’s go help those minotaurs.”

Erick stepped away, his sunform flickering as he left. Hollowsaur followed, flickering shadows.

A second later, Caizoa followed, trailing sand.
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                Erick needed to stop by the map to check on what he had seen there.

High above the bowl of Brightwater District, where an orb cascaded even higher above and the white map of Ar’Kendrithyst hovered in the middle of the sky, there were Shades, standing around, eyeing the map. When Erick stepped up to the space, with Hollowsaur trailing behind him, the Shades turned to Erick.

One of them was Lapis, the dark-skinned human Shade of Enchantment, who wore adventuring leathers with lots of pockets. Another was Farix, the blue-skinned incani Shade of Truedark Arcanaeum, who still wore robes. Goldie, the goldscale Shade of Assassination, hovered to the side, wearing a tight set of black cloth armor. None of them looked well rested, or happy about anything at all.

They were already looking Erick’s way as he stepped into the space. Erick regarded them and they regarded him with trepidation. But when Hollowsaur stepped in a bit behind Erick, the Shades all looked his way, their micro and macro expressions shifting to something calmer. Goldie looked hopeful, yet restrained, while the other two looked skeptical.

Hollowsaur spoke up, “Hey, fuckers. Come to join the winning team?”

“I saw you bawl like a baby.” Goldie instantly turned professional, and said, “So no. I won’t be accepting that curse.” With a clinical eye, she said, “Look at you. You can barely stand before the three of us. You’ve been neutered, and that won’t work for me right now. I will, however, take Erick up on his offer after this shit is over and Tania and her ilk are dead.”

Erick had many things to say about all of that, chiefly among those things was that he had not offered anyone anything. He didn’t get a chance to speak, though, before another did.

Lapis said, “I can enact Binding Oaths for us to all work together to—”

“No.” Goldie said, “You’re no better. Erick has morals and you do not. Look, Erick.” She pointed at herself with a manicured talon, saying, “I’m trustworthy, but you don’t know that and Tania and her ilk will start lying to you, now that you’ve made your move to control us. So do you want me in the shadows, or out in the open? Whatever makes you comfortable, but I will not accept a curse at this moment.”

Erick paused in thought. He understood what was happening here, and he did not like it. “… This is one of those ‘no right answer’ situations, I see.”

Goldie shook her head. “There is a right answer. It is one of the two I gave you. Or, I guess I could just hang around and wait for Tania to come for you.” She pointed at the map, at a cluster of blue dots to the east of the Spire. “That’s Tania.” She moved her hand a bit to the right, at almost the same spot, indicating a different cluster of dots, smaller than the first. “That’s Fallopolis.” She dropped her hand. “The ones around those two dots are the stupid ones, fighting out the main fight on those two sides.

“Tania wants to kill everyone except for a few incani, and maybe not even that. Fallopolis wants to kill everyone, except for her own chosen few, and maybe not even that.

“All of the idiots on both sides think that if they win that their leaders will not just turn around and kill them. But that’s what’s gonna happen. The people in those fights are not the ones destined to survive.” She pointed at lone blue dot after lone blue dot, saying, “After Fallopolis or Tania rout the other side and then travel all around Kendrithyst to kill all the stragglers, of course.” She looked to Erick. “I want to survive. And I saved you from Welodio that one time. It should buy me some goodwill, and I mean to take my due at this time. So do you want me out in the open, or hidden?”

Erick looked to the three of them, and then to Hollowsaur. He even gave a glance toward Caizoa, standing off in the distance. Turning back to the Shades, he asked, “Which one of you is going to inevitably betray me?” To their credit, not a single one flinched at Erick’s words. He added, “I guess you hear that all the time.”

Farix said, “Not quite those same words.”

“Normal enough expression, though,” Lapis said, “Which is why I suggest some Binding Oath Bracelets. These are also a normal enough method of ensuring that Oaths are upheld for a while.”

“Which means that you know all the ways to break them,” Erick said. “So why not just take the blessing now?”

Farix, Goldie, Lapis, and even Hollowsaur, each frowned a little. The first three disregarded Erick and turned to each other.

Goldie looked to Lapis, and said, “This really isn’t about him, right now. It’s about us three, here, and maybe more, with him as a guide and a goal.”

Farix said, “We will need his Curse put upon us when this is over or we will just be hunted down like animals by the rest of the world, or whatever batch of Shades come next. So it is about him, somewhat.” He glanced to Erick saying, “But right now Hollowsaur couldn’t hurt a cow—”

Hollowsaur sobbed once, hard, and then schooled that emotion away as fast as he could.

That was completely unexpected.

Erick’s eyes went wide as he turned to the large orcol. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” Hollowsaur lied. He added, “But I need to go fix the minotaurs. And they’re right. I’m going to be useless in a fight.” He leveled a pointed finger at Erick, and like a kitten trying to be forceful, he said, “Don’t you dare die on me.” He froze. He realized how he had seemed, and what he had just said. “… Shit.” He stepped away, flashing dark.

“A neutered stallion.” Goldie said, “But that’s the goal, when this is over. A curse round the neck is better than oblivion.” She turned to Lapis. “Fine. Let’s do this Binding Bracelet thing.” She asked Erick, “Is that good enough for you? For now?”

It absolutely was not. None of this was good, or okay, or enough. He had wanted some allies, and this was the way, but these people just showed up, all on their own! Hollowsaur was one thing, but that man was dying and Erick had a way to solve that problem…

And then Erick came back to the people in front of him. None of them were willing to take on his blessing. None of them were willing to prove that they were as contrite as Hollowsaur had been forced to be.

And sure, Erick saw that Hollowsaur was rather… different from how he used to be. But it would be a damn long time before Erick considered Hollowsaur a changed person, just because of some words written in a blue box and cursed— Blessed! And blessed into his soul!

But then Erick looked at Lapis, and Farix, and Goldie. They seemed sincere. Erick had already had come-to-Jesus moments with the first two (Maybe. Could have been fake. This was all happening way too fast.) which is likely why they chose to approach him instead of taking their chances on their own. Goldie was a wildcard, though. And yet…

Erick wanted to offer them an honest hand out of the darkness that had been their life.

What had he told Yggdrasil? ‘It was better to be kind and get hurt, than to cause hurt upon another, for violence was hard to stop once it began.’ That statement was still true, even in the face of horror. And that’s who Erick was, at his core. He forgave, perhaps stupidly. But then again, he had seen people turn their lives around just because they were offered a hand up, rather than a jail sentence, or bills they could never pay, or be forced to live with their abusers. Sometimes, all it took was a little kindness to guide the hurt and the hopeless onto the right path.

For what was the alternative?

If Erick didn’t open up another part of his heart, then these people were going to hurt others.

And besides… Erick might not survive this Shadow’s Feast if he didn’t have a few more allies.

A cynical part of himself spoke of how normal people would never get the opportunity Erick had right now. That the Shades were right about at least one thing: Might Makes Right. If Erick wasn’t this powerful, then none of these opportunities would have come his way.

If Erick had been the same person he was when he first fell to Veird, none of these Shades would respect him enough to even entertain the idea of accepting his blessing. They would just kill him, out of hand, and because it would bring them a little bit of joy.

Erick looked to Lapis, and asked, “How do those Binding things work? Do they force specific actions?”

“No. They’re not that binding.” Lapis explained, “They’re an honor-based system stitched with a bit of Time Magic that will alert the rest of the group if one of the members breaks the binding. The point is to not break them, and yes, you can get around these Binding Oath bracelets if you word them incorrectly. But in this case we can word them simple-like so that breaking them can happen with the least bit of misconduct or the immediate intention to commit malfeasance.” She pulled three dark bands from a small pocket on the side of her leathers, speaking to Goldie and Farix, as she said, “What sort of Oath do you want? I am comfortable with ‘Do no harm to our future chances at gaining Erick’s Curse.’”

Farix said, “Could be stronger.”

Goldie suggested, “I would prefer, ‘Do what it takes to gain Erick’s Curse when this current Feast is over, with the intention of following through with the Quest we all saw Hollowsaur get’.”

Erick spoke up, “It’s not a curse. That wording would be an automatic failure of binding. And if you three already know this and are fucking with me, then this temporary relationship is already off to a bad start.”

The three Shades looked at him.

Farix said, “I thought you were joking—”

“It’s really a blessing?” Lapis asked.

“So you’re good with this?” Goldie asked, cutting to the point.

Lapis followed her lead, saying, “We could go with a ‘Blessing’ wording, instead.”

Erick said, “I am not good with this. But I’d rather force more Shades to repent for a hundred years and a thousand deeds than have Tania reestablish power and fuel the Quiet War to a dark end.” The silver star on his chest, that was now just a part of his sunform, turned pleasantly cold. Erick added, “That said, I will not prevent Tania or Fallopolis from coming for you, and I will not stand with you when the time comes.”

Farix said, “Of course not. You’re still Untouchable. I’m going to stand behind you when Tania shows up, and hopefully that will be enough to survive that encounter.”

Lapis frowned. “We can do more than survive if we work together.”

“Impossible.” Goldie said, “She’s still the Champion of Melemizargo, and our divine backing has evaporated. Standing behind Erick is the only way. He is still Untouchable; that much has not changed.”

“What does that even mean?” Erick asked, “Mechanically?”

Lapis said, “Melemizargo placed a limiter on our cores when he called you Untouchable. This limiter will cause a Fracture if we harm you before you harm one of us. It’s a death sentence in almost any normal situation, and especially so since you’ve demonstrated an ability to survive the first strike. But if you harm one of us, that limiter is removed on a one-by-one basis.” She added, “You already attacked Bulgan, though, so his limiter is off.”

“… Shit.” Erick felt a thought creep up. “That was part of the reason for Bulgan going to Candlepoint, wasn’t it?”

Goldie said, “No. Bulgan never had a limiter.”

Lapis said, “What? Really?”

Erick sighed.

Farix said, “Tania still has a limiter, just like the rest of us. If Tania attacked you, Erick, then even her core would crack. We could kill her, then. That is my plan; to get her to attack you. Know it now, so that you’re not surprised later.”

“Mine, too.” Lapis said.

“Mine, as well. I am glad to see we are of the same design.” Goldie emphatically declared, “We have spent too much time talking. Look.” She pointed back to Erick’s map.

Five blue dots were fighting ten blue dots, just south of the Armory, moving back and forth, stepping here and there, their battle taking place over a ten kilometer section of Ar’Kendrithyst. Elsewhere on the map, a good dozen dots moved around the rest of the city, while a good hundred or more sat stationary.

Erick noted to himself that the Armory had a good twenty static blue dots; a good twenty Shade-cores, perhaps? Were they actually Shade-cores? Erick still wasn’t exactly sure. They seemed to be stuck inside architectural parts of the city, as well as inside every Shade. Maybe they were something else, entirely.

He listened to the distant sky. The sounds of battle were too distant to hear, for Fallopolis and Tania’s battle was at least 50 kilometers away and past a lot of intervening crystals.

Goldie said, “Right now, Bulgan is helping Tania fight Fallopolis’s forces, but when Tania has finally killed that crazy Culler, she and Bulgan will come here.” She stared at Erick with white eyes, saying, “Which is why you need us.”

Erick asked, “And what if Fallopolis wins?”

“Then we are doomed to die.” Goldie said, “But if you think to use her to kill us and keep your hands clean, my last act in this life will be to take your head.”

Erick leaned back in the air, saying, “Ahhh. There we go. There’s the threat.”

“Since we are still talking —while we are in the middle of a serious conflict, mind you— instead of solving some problems, then threats have become necessary to provoke movement.” Goldie glanced toward the map. One of the blue dots on the smaller side was gone, now. She glanced to the air, then said, “Stardust is dead. Tania has gained the upper hand. Fallopolis is down to four people on her side. We’re doing this.” She turned to the other two Shades, saying, “We can talk about strategy after we have laid the bedrock for a strategy to happen.”

Farix looked from Lapis to Goldie, saying, “I am comfortable with Goldie’s suggestion for the Oath. ‘Do what it takes to get and then thrive under Erick’s Blessing by the end of this Shadow’s Feast’. How does that sound?”

Lapis held up three bracelets, saying, “Perfect.”

Goldie nodded. “Do it.”

Lapis spoke words of power into the bracelets, “Do what it takes to get and then thrive under Erick’s Blessing by the end of this Shadow’s Feast.”

Like the plug pulled in a bathtub, mana flowed from all around, into the bracelets in Lapis’s hands, turning the dark bands into something prismatic, and then back to black. She slipped one around her left wrist, and then tossed the other two to Goldie and Farix. They wasted no time in putting them on. The bands flickered prismatic, before turning dark again around their wrists.

Erick asked, “Now what?”

Lapis said, “No idea.”

“Prepare and fight hard,” Farix said.

Goldie rattled off events as she saw them, “The most likely turn of events is that Fallopolis loses, she falls back, she incorporates Erick into her strategy, Bulgan gets involved. We kill Bulgan before he kills Erick. Tania enrages and wipes the floor with all of us. We all die, including Erick. Tania goes into hiding, to orchestrate the downfall of humanity from the shadows.” She looked to the air, as her aura turned diffuse, like a mist spreading from her soul. She began making shit up; guessing, “The World Tree under Sininindi is used to enact Scripts on the other worlds of this orbital system. A century or two passes. Tania makes her way to one of these new worlds, after they stop looking for her. Maybe Melemizargo has a new Clergy by then. Maybe they’re already searching for her… to kill or to drag into their hierarchy… And… That’s all I got. Can’t see too far into the future, but that’s the closest to the truth, right now.”

Erick would have paled if he had been in his human body. He recognized a pattern in Goldie’s casual use of magic. Goldie wasn’t just rattling off events as she saw them. She was actually seeing future events. Erick glanced to Farix and Lapis, and saw two very concerned people, their worry showing in the lines of their faces. He looked to Goldie, and saw nothing but certainty.

Erick asked, “How often do you use the future to determine the present?”

“All the time.” Goldie said, “I’m usually perfectly reliable to a good five minutes out. Past that, it gets nebulous. Sharing what I know about the future usually ruins it, sending the paths into spirals and fractures. But I am telling you now because the futures where I don’t tell you are less-hopeful than the ones where I do.” She added, “This is the only time I will be discussing my power.”

“No.” Erick said, “No.” He demanded, “Tell me why you can’t kill Tania, yourself. Your power seems too powerful.”

“Because, Erick.” Goldie said, “Time watching is a trick, and tricks do not matter in the face of overwhelming power.”

“I always wondered how you did what you did.” Farix asked, “But what now?”

Goldie said, “I’m good with defending here.”

Lapis said, “Here is fine. We’ll be able to see them coming from every angle without dividing ourselves off into sentry-eyes.”

Goldie lifted her head up, as she turned toward Caizoa, who remained in the sky, in the far distance. “She’s going to be a problem, but there’s not much we can do about that.” Goldie turned to Erick, saying, “If you make yourself truly vulnerable in front of her, she’ll probably kill you. Hard to tell, though. Too much divine interference.”

“I wasn’t going to do that, anyway.”

“Uh-huh,” Goldie said, unconvinced.

Erick frowned, then looked to the other two. “You two got any special powers?”

Lapis said, “Tania and her kind raided my Forge, so all I have is what I have on me, and these trinkets will make themselves known at the appropriate time.”

Farix snorted. “About what you’d expect from the Shade of Enchantment.”

“Since we’re at the end, why not tell us all what your abilities are, then, Professor?” Lapis needled. “Never seen you do much of anything!”

“Ethereal Elemental-Blood explosions.” Farix said, “Back when I had the Script, I could do times-five multipliers, all day long. It’s a lot better these days.”

Lapis’s eyes briefly went wide. She looked between Erick and Farix, asking, “Did you—”

Goldie sighed, loudly.

Lapis smirked as she couldn’t help but to postulate, “Blood explosions, eh? Did you put that criminal up to extorting Erick?”

Erick looked to Farix. The incani’s face betrayed nothing. No visible, or invisible part of him did, either. But Erick still stared, wondering how he would answer.

Farix said, “The only hand I had in all of that was teaching others how to properly explode various things, and bodies make very good material.”

Erick sighed, hated everything for a brief moment, then decided to accept this lot in life, for now, as he banished an uncomfortable thought and turned his attention to the map. Hollowsaur’s dot, presumably, had been moving around the Jungle for a little while now, but it had stopped for the last five minutes at a place near the water’s edge. Erick sent an Ophiel stepping through the light, in that direction.

Erick changed topics, “So you all saw that Quest he got when he showed it to me, right?”

Nods all around.

“So how are you spying on me, exactly?”

Lapis said, “Long range sentry-eyes.”

“Shadow Sight,” Goldie said.

“Shadow Sight,” Farix said.

Farix and Goldie looked to each other for a brief moment.

“Whatever. Okay. Fine. So. Did Hollowsaur fake that Quest?” Erick said, “He ran off rather fast, and he certainly did not look healthy when he went. I heard that faking a Script screen even does bad things for Shades.”

Farix suddenly narrowed his eyes at Hollowsaur’s dot. He said, “I certainly hope it was real. Fucker better not have faked it.”

Goldie shook her head, saying, “He didn’t fake it.” She spoke to the sky, “And I want the same damn one, Rozeta.” She winced as she spoke Rozeta’s name. Blood trickled from her nose, but she just wiped it away. “Yeah. Yeah. I hear your complaints about my existence.” She spoke to the group, “We’ve got some downtime till the fight gets to us. Anyone got any bright ideas?”

“Let’s move to some other location.” Erick glanced down. Somewhere far below, maybe 25 kilometers deep and past a heavy layer of white light, there were people living around the Brightwater. He said, “I don’t want stray spells to hit anyone down there.”

Goldie said, “Fine by me. Let’s go up another twenty kilometers.”

Lapis asked, “To the Edge?”

“Yes.” Goldie said, “Having a wall to one side might help. Crystal towers certainly won’t help.” She glanced at the map again, saying, “Too many elemental-aligned Shades in there.”

- - - -

Caizoa watched as Erick stepped through the sky, with three Shades at his side. First, he goes Cursing Hollowsaur into a meek puppy, then he gets three more to divulge critical abilities, just like that, and then he actually works with them? He was too naive, for sure. If he ever met the Converter Angel, he would become the Wasteland’s greatest threat. He’d surely try to talk to the damn thing, and that would doom them all.

Shades couldn’t be corrupted by the Angels, but Erick was already way more powerful than many Shades, though he acted weak, for some bizarre reason.

It was truly odd how he had gained so much power, in such a short time. His whole planar-story had to be cowshit, of course. Some sort of act. Some sort of ploy. Maybe he had been a Shade all along? Supposedly, he had met Melemizargo in his first moments on Veird, but that would have been insane, right? That couldn’t have possibly happened.

The Black Star spoke in her mind, ‘I am starting to come around on the necessity of killing Erick. He is too easy to trick. He is too enamored with untainted peace. He cannot get done what needs to get done.’ The artifact added, ‘But I sense a disturbance in your own resolve. Pray tell, what are you thinking?’

‘I am thinking that I need to show him that Shades cannot be trusted. Uncle was the only good one. And then Tania killed him… And then Fallopolis killed everyone… else...’ Caizoa held back tears, recalling a horrific morning and an hour of fighting for her life, and yet failing her friends.

Everything had gone so crazy, and then she touched the Black Star, and finally found peace in the storm, only to be reminded that everyone she knew was dead. She had no idea where one problem started, or ended, or even how she ended up pointed at Erick in the first place. She did know that part of the plan everyone had decided upon was to kill Erick, if they got the chance. That part was as true in the beginning as it was right now, and made all the more true for Erick’s displayed power. He had shut down that other Shade, Mallor, with two spells! He was too strong.

But… Caizoa wondered if her memories had been altered.

Maybe they had?

Maybe she was going a bit crazy. She had heard that Fallopolis had killed Anopix, but…

Everything she heard in this Dead City was a lie. Uncle Anopix always said that. Don’t trust any of the other Shades.

And just now, she heard that Tania wanted to ‘orchestrate the downfall of humanity’.

So that meant that she should work with them, right? But… Uncle Anopix always said to not trust the other Shades. Uncle was a good man. The Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst were the strongest, yes, but they were also the most evil. Anopix was a good, honorable man.

… Could Tania have killed him? He would have opposed total war. He just wanted to destroy the Angels and the moon, Celes. And a few humans, too, yes, but not all of them. Only the ones in charge.

… This was too much. As a headache threatened, Caizoa came to a conclusion: All Shades Need To Die. A simple, elegant idea. The Shades killed Uncle, and now they would die, too, and that included Tania.

Erick’s death could come later.

She asked, ‘If you’re still not convinced that Erick needs to die, then are you up for Shade killing?’

‘Of course. I have seen these people at their worst for a long time. Even the one Erick has Blessed is still a liability. They all need to die and leave this world behind.’ The Black Star added, ‘Erick might be salvageable, though, so I am glad you are thinking thoughts along those lines.’

‘I’m just pursuing all ideas. Do you think he could actually range-kill the Converter Angel without subjecting himself to danger?’

‘I only know the current world through your eyes, but from what I’ve seen and felt from you, and from previous interactions with archmages of his caliber, Erick could probably range-kill the Converter Angel.’ The Black Star sent, ‘It would be much easier for you to track the Angel down and do it yourself, though.’

Caizoa moved forward, to stand before the vacated map, floating in the air. She looked it over, and asked, ‘Which one is Fallopolis?’

‘Are you still going to go after her?’ The Black Star lit up a silver blot in Caizoa’s vision, right over one of the blue dots on Erick’s map. ‘There she is. It appears she’s down to 4 compatriots. I would be happy with her death, too.’

‘And Tania?’

‘I cannot offer full protection from a Champion of Melemizargo, but I can offer a minute of protection.’

‘Understood. Tania?’

A different silver dot lit up on the map. Tania was surrounded by seven blue dots.

Caizoa hefted her three-meter long sword. Divine fire flared around her blue armor and in her eyes, as she said, “I didn’t plan on killing all the Shades, but when in Ar’Kendrithyst…”

‘You could use the levels, anyway.’

‘ I could. I only got 25% Participation on that last one.’

- - - -

Ophiel stepped back to the edge of the map, as Caizoa departed.

Erick searched for Violet, using a DNA sample he had already gathered, well before now.

He found traces of her in the Palace District, next to the brand new kilometer-wide hole in the ground that had been Quilatalap’s house, and some of the Palace. He did not find Violet, herself. He had hoped that he could have found her, but it was not to be. He searched for Violet, herself, just to be sure. Zero results.

Erick searched for Quilatalap through his DNA.

Quilatalap’s DNA was shit, though. It might not even have been real. Zero blue dots in the Brightwater. Zero blue dots on the rest of the map. A search for the man himself also turned up nothing.

He spied on Hollowsaur, both with a check through the [Cascade Imaging] for his DNA and through the Ophiel he had sent the orcol’s way. Hollowsaur’s DNA was shit, too. Erick was beginning to suspect that Shades were more shadow than true substance, and undead might be much the same, but different. Erick wondered if he would have the same problems searching for the Converter Angel.

Erick might have gotten zero results for Hollowsaur’s DNA, but he already knew where the man was. Erick switched the map back to searching for Shade cores, and then he switched his sight into the Ophiel who he had sent Hollowsaur’s way.

Almost all of the minotaurs on the beach were crashed out on the sands, while Hollowsaur went from person to person, touching souls, and transforming flesh. The minotaurs in front of the man were more beast than person, with massive horns and shaggy fur, with hooves for hands and feet, while their mouths were made of fangs. The ones behind him looked like people. Humanish, or orcolish, with shaggy red hair and bronzed skin, but no fur. Some had horns. All had hooves for feet. All had souls that were less monstrous, and more normal. None of them had been wearing clothes, but while Hollowsaur healed his wrongdoing and moved onto the next, his small green people began moving amid the changed and shoving them into clothes while they slept on, unaware of their surroundings.

Erick turned a [Scry] eye toward the people at the Bend in the North River. The people he had saved from Dorofiend had gathered up thirty more. They must have caught wind of the current battles raging across Ar’Kendrithyst, for they were layering their defenses wherever they could. Their various walls of magic would give them a little time to escape, or possibly weather the storm if they only took glancing blows.

From what Erick was seeing, the only way for them to survive would be to get lucky, and not experience the battle, at all.

For Erick saw the battle, now, after stepping high enough into the sky to crest the ridge of the Brightwater District’s curtain wall, and then step higher. Much of Ar’Kendrithyst was laid before him, far down below. A good distance away, thirty or forty kilometers or more, Erick wasn’t sure, great plumes of black swallowed the land beyond red-purple kendrithyst towers. Waves of red smashed the sky like a deity striking a gong, sending a shake across the heavens that was heard all the way to where Erick, Goldie, Farix, and Lapis stood, waiting for the fight to come to them, and for the world to end.

“Shit.” Erick said, “How fucking big was that red smash? Who did that?”

“Ten kilometers wide, but that doesn’t matter. It won’t happen again.” Goldie said, “That was Crimsonair. He’s dead, now. Fallopolis is down to three extras. She might start fighting for real.”

“Ha,” Erick said, without mirth. “Calling them ‘extras’.”

Farix joked, “There goes my rejuvenation treatments.”

Lapis chuckled, a nervous reaction, and then offered, “I’ve got some rings that help with that.”

Goldie looked to them, and said, “You two need to take this more seriously.”

Farix said, “I preferred you when you were bubbly and drunk at the party.”

“And I preferred being that person.” Goldie said, “But needs must, and all that shit.”

“When this is over, I’m turning hermit.” Lapis said, “Far away from everyone. Catch me teaching a few good students every year like Quilatalap, or something.”

Farix said, “That won’t be enough to satisfy that Quest we saw.”

“I’ll figure it out.” Lapis said, “I’m sure this is just another trial of Our Dark God. We can survive this and come out stronger on the other side.”

Goldie said, “I’m going to end the wars in Nelboor. That should be acceptable for a few thousand good deeds.”

Farix asked, “How are you going to do that without killing?”

“That’s easy.” Goldie said.

Erick waited.

Goldie didn’t elaborate. Farix didn’t pursue the rest of her answer. Lapis had her eyes fixed to the north, where crashing wind sliced the sky with shockwaves, and lines of darkness carved through kendrithyst towers, lopping off tops to then crash down into the darkness below.

Goldie said, “I’m heading further up, and then I’m vanishing for the fight. I’ll help from the shadows.” She stepped upward, flashing darkness, her voice trailing away as she vanished from sight.

Lapis nervously chuckled, again, and said, “I’m… I’m going to…” Her voice trailed off. She stepped up, into the sky, past the illusions of false planets hanging up there, going further and further until she was barely visible.

Erick realized, with a start, that the illusion had changed. The sky used to be a mess of worlds, surrounded by a thick Mana Ocean, but almost all of those myriad worlds were gone, now. Belatedly, Erick realized that when the Red Smash had happened, three seconds later, an illusionary world of buildings and architecture vanished, like it had never been. The deaths of the Shades killed their illusions.

With a bit of dark humor, Erick realized that he might actually get to see which illusion was Fallopolis’s, if only after the fact. But that was for later. For now...

Erick looked to Farix, and at the black band on his wrist. “What’s your plan?”

Farix took a moment. He breathed, as though going through scenarios in his head. He said, “I will summon some helpers.” Farix cast a bloody dot into the air that became like a gravity well, sucking up ambient mana. The bloody spell drifted away, then hovered at a far distance, while a faint tendril of intent connected it to Farix. The Shade summoned another, then said to Erick, “I look forward to working with you all if we survive this.”

“How is this supposed to work when none of us have worked together before?”

“Just don’t worry about hitting teammates.” Farix said, “Try not to take any direct hits, either. I imagine that Tania will stop using area spells once she comes this way, just so she doesn't risk hurting you and causing a deviation in her core.”

For a brief moment, Erick wondered if he could solve all the world’s problems by making himself vulnerable. And then his brain started working again, [Hunter’s Instincts] seeming to poke his thoughts back on track.

Farix summoned another three bloody orbs while Erick had his moment of thought. Those orbs now floated around him in perfect formation. Erick looked to the man, and wondered when, exactly, he would betray them.

Farix noticed Erick’s glance, and said, “Thanks for agreeing to this. I know we sort of shoved this at you without much notice, but I’m glad you decided to trust us, at least a little.”

Erick was still running [Hunter’s Instincts], and had been running it this whole time. With his Regeneration, and with the Health Cost reductions of his boosted Dexterity, [Hunter’s Instincts] cost almost nothing to maintain. Almost nothing.

But the Skill had a habit of warping his perceptions of reality, of seeing danger everywhere.

It had served him well when Hollowsaur was trapped inside glass, and then later, when he had freed the orcol. Erick got no perceptions of danger from him. But here, alone with Farix, there was a danger.

So Erick decided to test the waters, exposing a fact he had kept to himself until now, as he said, “I know you orchestrated some of that hit upon me; that shit with Poriti. I don’t need Lapis to point that out. Not that she’s any better, with her human experimentation to make those new Stat trees.” As Farix flinched, Erick continued, “You couldn’t get the Stat fruits you wanted, or something? Perhaps it was the rings themselves on my fingers, that were the big prize. They unlocked every Stat, and they’re artifacts. That makes them at least as good as those elemental dice that Toymaker showed off. I could see some sort of many-pronged scheme to take them from me, though threatening my family was in poor form.”

Farix casually summoned another blood orb, and said, “Do you really want to do this right now?”

As if to punctuate his statement, a part of the world 35 kilometers away was swallowed by a black orb. When the orb vanished, the tops of the towers that had been there were now gone, as though they had been scooped away.

“No.” Erick said, “I would like to not do this at all. But then you all invited me into here for this Feast, and started this chain of events yourselves. I am only thankful that whatever schemes everyone else had planned on days four through ten are likely as dead as their planners.”

After a long moment, Farix lied, “Tania forced me to participate in that shit with Poriti.”

Erick would have liked to have been surprised at the attempt to lie, but he was not. His voice stung with sarcasm, “What a convenient set of circumstances for you.”

“Fine.” Farix said, “You want me to come clean?”

“Yes. I would.”

“I never wanted to be a Shade. I wanted to be a damned researcher. But the only way anyone survives this place is to get on top and stay on top. So I did what had to be done.”

“What does that have to do with threatening my family, and setting bombs in kids?”

“That wasn’t me. Not directly.” Farix scowled. He breathed deep. He said, “I gave my son, Poriti, to the Rollini Family thirty years ago. He found out I was his father when he was 16.” Farix said, “He sought me out, and won my respect. I told him I would help as much as I could, but I would not shield him from his consequences. He was a good kid, but I was not a good father, for I couldn’t be. The rest of the Clergy would have killed him just to see what I would do. So he laid low. For a long time, he was a part of the White Market of Truedark, and he would tell me what was happening in the criminal world of my Arcanaeum.” He sighed. “And then… Either Lapis gave him the Charisma Fruit, or he got involved with her some other way. Things went downhill from there. I always told him I would never protect him if his schemes caught too big of a fish, and he never tested me against the Clergy, but I ended up helping him out of way too many problems. In the end, I couldn’t help him survive his encounter with you.”

Erick nodded, as several wriggling thoughts slipped into place. “You didn’t care about the bombs in the kids at all, did you?”

“Of course I cared about that.” Farix declared, “I won’t kill kids. How the fuck do you think that Poriti knew of that fucking fact? I told him one day! Stupidly told him. Fuck.”

“Well…” Erick decided, “With any luck, you’ll be able to make up for all the shit you’ve done.”

“… yeah, yeah.”

“It’s too bad that power is so necessary to this life.” Erick asked, “Have you ever considered that all your problems stem from a need for power?”

Farix snorted a laugh. “Yeah. And all of the solutions come from the same place.” He added, “This is a world of monsters, Erick. If I wasn’t in the Clergy, I would have died to the stragglers that make it past the walls and down into Truedark, or to those who kill more than I killed.”

“Then maybe there shouldn’t be any monsters.”

“There are always monsters.” Farix said, “Behind every corner. Under every bed. In the forests and in the deserts.”

“You misunderstand. Maybe Melemizargo shouldn’t have made the monsters in the first place. That’s what this whole Shadow’s Feast is about, isn’t it? The First Triumph of Melemizargo against the Script. The creation of the monsters.”

Farix scrunched his eyes at Erick. “Melemizargo didn’t make them. Rads have always formed inside all living creatures, even back in the Old Cosmology. Back then they were a lot more dangerous than these days, too. After the Sundering, Melemizargo’s First Feast was a result of asking the monsters to fight for him, to tear down the Script that had imprisoned him, and them. He barely had to ask. Every single creature with a rad in their heart knew, instinctively, what had been done to them. That’s why the monsters and the ancients still fight, to this day, against anyone who has Matriculated into the Script.”

Interesting way to view the facts, but Erick instantly latched onto a problem with his argument. “What about the slimes?”

Farix laughed. “Don’t fall asleep with a slime in the room. No matter how bouncy and cute they are, they’ll still try to suffocate you and eat you alive—” He looked across the Dead City, and muttered, “Shit.”

Erick gazed down at the bright crystal towers of Ar’Kendrithyst, and watched as three detonations of magical power rocked the land. With a glance down to the Ophiel near the map, he saw that two of those three detonations had happened on Fallopolis’s side. Only one of them happened on Tania’s side.

“Why isn’t Tania just Judging everyone?” Erick asked, feeling a rising panic. Fallopolis was alone, now, and she was coming this way.

“Limited use, I’d imagine, otherwise we wouldn’t have time to have this conversation. I’m not too sure how Tania’s Champion magic works.” Farix stepped up, higher into the sky, dragging his bloody orbs with him as he ascended, saying, “Try not to aim at us, Erick. We’ll do the same.”

As Farix went out of sight, into the sky, Erick considered the facts in front of him. Maybe Tania needed someone else to kill Fallopolis? That made more sense than a limit on her magic. Fallopolis had survived a Judgment already, after all.

Fallopolis stepped right in front of Erick. Her hair was wild, her kendrithyst staff was broken. Her flouncy black dress was scorched and burned, along with her flesh underneath. She smiled, wild and crazy as she spied Erick. “Oh! HELLO THERE! Fancy meeting you in this place.” She cackled, and said, “I hope you’re ready!”

Another Fallopolis stepped into the air, not too far away.

There was a surreal moment.

Fallopolis looked at Fallopolis, and then the second one’s eyes went wide, as she said, “It’s the Witch! Kill the bitch!”
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                Erick hovered in the middle of the sky, seeming like an imitation of a sun, surrounded by light and made of light himself. Nine Ophiel hovered around him, some in replicas of Erick’s own sunform, others running other spells, like [Hunter’s Instincts], or one of the Sight spells Erick had recently unlocked and bought. He was as prepared as he could have been, and yet, he wondered at what else he could have done. Tried to make [True Sight]? That would have been useful. What did he need to get that one? Maybe he could have had each of his Ophiel grab a rock, and then each of them could put a weak [Prismatic Ward] on them, and then each Ophiel could each run [Pure Reflection Ward] in their sunforms, while keeping the [Prismatic Ward] at their center so they could remain high-mana.

Ah. He should have done that.

He also only had nine Ophiel around him. The last one had been watching Hollowsaur, but it was time for him to come back.

Erick had that one grab some supplies on the way, and then light step it back here as fast as he could. Shit was about to hit the fan. And yet… Erick just wanted to enjoy the view for at least a moment.

The Dead City really was quite beautiful from this angle. Erick and his Ophiel were a good 15 kilometers up, above Ar’Kendrithyst. They could see the entirety of this once-great wrought city. From horizon to horizon, where the black solid-lace Feast Barrier cut them off from the rest of the world, the crystal city glowed with radiant reds and puissant purples, almost looking like some modern city, while the space below was an arena of light, with depths far too deep to see, and sides a good 50 kilometers from edge to edge.

And then there was the Edge of the Script, up above. The barrier that held the mana of the Old Cosmology to Veird, that enabled Veird to function as a planet, hovered a scant several kilometers higher. Maybe less.

Lapis was already up there, hoping for the start of a new life. Farix had joined her, and surrounded himself with blood magic of the highest order; dark red orbs, just waiting for a target. Goldie was somewhere in that dark sky, too, but none of Erick’s various Sights revealed her location. But none of that mattered, for a part of the fight had already started.

Right in front of Erick.

Fallopolis One looked much the same as Fallopolis Two. Both of them wore tattered black dresses; the same one from the last time Erick had seen the woman. Both had a broken kendrithyst staff in their hands. Both had frazzled, burned hair, and burned flesh.

Fallopolis stared at Fallopolis, as the crystal city in the distance exploded with varicolored lights and fires, hinting at fights far out of sight.

“This bitch!” Fallopolis One yelled, “I knew we shoulda killed you first! What the fuck you doing with my face!”

Fallopolis two almost responded, but—

Erick threw a pair of [Luminous Traps] at both of them, catching both of them in the effect. Fallopolis One and Fallopolis Two swirled into utter darkness. Erick dismissed the spells right afterward.

Fallopolis Two tumbled out of the broken black void with a disjointed, “ARGglee gabble! Fuck! That HURTS!” And then she laughed, for she saw who had tumbled out of the first [Luminous Trap]. “AH HA! Fuck you, Perri!”

The grey orcol woman tumbled out of the first trap. Barely a moment later, a splash of shadows, the triggered [Dispel] that the Witch had used before to escape Erick’s [Luminous Trap], struck the Witch’s back. It did nothing.

And then she vanished into another [Luminous Trap], cast from a second Ophiel. The very second she fell back into the void, another Ophiel threw all of himself into counterspelling Blood Ooze which he then flung into the black void, while a third Ophiel, currently in sunform and running [Pure Reflection Ward], surrounded Perri’s new prison. Some of that Ophiel slipped into the black void it protected, but another Ophiel cast a [Perfect Mirror] on the black void, turning the lightless sphere into the world’s shiniest, 4-meter wide ball bearing. The reflective Ophiel settled down around the mirrored space, perfectly molding himself to the surface. Erick was barely fast enough. Three more dark splashes of [Dispel] magic struck that Ophiel’s reflective coating, soaking in, but accomplishing nothing. The blood ooze poked out from the bottom of the silver sphere, but otherwise remained inside, trapping the Witch under a great many various spells.

Erick was down to 8 Ophiel, so he summoned another, bringing him back up to 9, just in time for the tenth Ophiel to step into the space, carrying some rocks for Erick’s [Prismatic Ward] plan. He had his currently unoccupied Ophiel give out the stones to the rest, as they began enacting his will, all on their own.

Fallopolis had barely yelled her dislike of Perri by the time Erick had solved the problem. She had been about to tell Erick to do something; he could see it in her wide eyes. But now she just kinda stood there, in the air, growing more gleeful with every passing second. She laughed, then asked, “What was that red thing I saw?”

“Counterspelling ooze.”

Fallopolis gasped, then cut her gasp off. “Ah. She’s probably already out of that. Good spell, but I doubt it works well against her. I’m going to kill her now.”

A black beam ripped out of Fallopolis’s chest, to impact the reflective Ophiel surrounding Perri’s prison like a protective shell of glowing water. That part of Ophiel scattered like so much radiant rain, though the rest of him remained attached to the ball bearing. Erick almost said something —he wasn’t really sure what he was going to say, either— but Fallopolis had acted too fast, and now he just wanted to see if she could actually get through his spells. He had little hope for his [Familiar] holding up against Fallopolis, since Ophiel wasn’t exactly a real boy; not yet anyway. He had less hopes for the [Perfect Mirror].

But then the [Perfect Mirror] proved better than the [Familiar]. Fallopolis’s black beam scattered wide. She frowned. She kept her beam going for a good five seconds, before she stopped, in a huff.

All this while, Erick had been watching Fallopolis, from every angle, and with every sense he had going.

She was the real one.

Erick said to her, “Let me, Fallopolis.”

With a thought, Erick had the sunform Ophiel surrounding Perri’s prison turn real again, and stick a feathered wing through the edge of the silver sphere, and into the black void beneath. From that wingtip Erick cast a spell of pure light that bounced around inside that protected space, becoming a laser without beginning or end as it crashed through the trapped Shade.

Erick didn’t see it as it happened, for all the power of [Luminous Beam] was trapped as solidly as Perri, but he got the notification of the kill.
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That certainly was a lot of experience. Erick glanced at his Status.

“Huh.” Erick said, “I’m level 90, now. Shit. She was pretty big, wasn’t she?”

“Fuck your illusions, bitch!” Fallopolis cackled at the space where Perri had been, adding, “With her dead, this’ll make killing the rest of them so much easier!” She smirked, adding, “You know, if we don’t die in the process!”

“… What?” Erick imagined he would have felt his stomach drop, if he had had a stomach, at that moment. Everything was happening too fast. “What did I do?”

Fallopolis pointed north. “Do you see the Swamp from here? Well. Theoretically. You can certainly see the part that matters.”

The Swamp did lay to the far north. But from this angle, it was more a void in the kendrithyst landscape, than able to be seen. That part of the Dead City was most firmly on in the Middle Reaches. One part of it did stick up into the air, though; River Tower Gloom. It was a spike of green and black kendrithyst rising up near the middle of the Swamp.

… It was green? And glowing. Brightly. Ahhhhh.

No no no. Erick was sure that he would have noticed such a unique architectural feature of Ar’Kendrithyst. There were no green towers anywhere in the city, and certainly none that glowed so brightly.

“She’s been threatening some shit like this since before I was here. Her tower went off once, you know? That was an annoying set of circumstances. Some adventurers managed to—”

Erick rapidly demanded, “What is it?!”

“Poison, probably. But not just poison. We could solve that fast enough. We might not have [Cleanse], but Void works fine for getting rid of most airy issues.” Fallopolis called out, “Give us your worst, you dead hag!”

As though her words were meant to summon the dead, the green tower glowed even brighter. An image of a woman projected into the sky. It was the grey orcol. Her illusion was as large as one of the fake planets hanging around in the rest of the sky. She spoke, carrying a recorded message across the whole of the Dead City. “To those who finally managed to take my life: Congratulations. Have some poison, some mutative monsters, and my undying curse. Rot on this damned cursed world for the rest of your miserable, short life.”

There was a sinking feeling inside Erick’s center.

“Ha! Poison! Weak!” Fallopolis looked to Erick, “Did you get a curse?”

Erick had been on high alert this whole time, and saw nothing. He reevaluated, and decided, “… No? What would it have looked like?”

“A rainbow splash to your mana sense.”

“No.” Erick said, “Definitely not.”

“Then probably don’t worry about it. Or it might be contained into that silver sphere.” Fallopolis said, “That poison coming out of the Swamp is very real, though. Like I was going to say: we had to clear out of the city and spend a year cleaning up her messes. She was there to throw her potions around to help clean it up, but we obviously won’t be getting that help this time.” As Fallopolis spoke, the green river tower’s waters turned bright green, as a fog rolled out and into the air, like a volcano exploding. The fog spread into the air, but it was much heavier than air. It all fell back to the ground, back out of sight. Erick imagined it layering the land beyond, killing everything it touched. Fallopolis said, “Let’s murder Tania and the rest of them and then we can go save some stupid adventurers in the center lane before the poison reaches them.” She pointed upward, “And those three need to die, too.”

Fallopolis was talking too fast. Mentally, Erick could keep up. But emotionally, he was lagging behind.

Erick said, “Can’t we just [Cleanse] it? Wait. You said we can—”

“Won’t work too well. There’s… What’d you call it? Radiation?” Fallopolis shook her head, then said, “There’s Extreme Light inside there. A lot of it.”

“Fine. Fine.” Erick already knew of a few lightmasks that could block most high energy radiation; they had worked against the Toxic Hydra months ago, too. His lightmasks even seemed to work on particle decay. That was probably a result of [Ward]s ability to negate Particle Magic, more than a lightmask’s ability to block harmful light. Whatever! Erick tossed that thought aside, only to realize that he had actually created a [Lightmask] spell that specifically blocked all forms of harmful light. He moved on, anyway. He said, “I made a [Blessing of Empathy]. Hollowsaur got this Quest.” Erick threw the blue box at her. “Those three above are going after my Blessing, after this is ov—”

Fallopolis glared, saying, “What the fuck, Erick! You’re not going to kill them? I knew you were a pushover but—” She finally glanced at the Quest, and her anger drifted away. “… Hollowsaur got this?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “And he turned the minotaurs into real people— And where the fuck is Tania?”

Fallopolis deeply considered something, as she offhandedly flicked her hand to the north, where she and Tania had been fighting. “Back down there, fending off Caizoa—”

Having gotten enough answers to his most pressing questions, Erick instantly demanded, “And what the fuck was that attack this morning?! Did you throw those black beams at me while I was running away from Queen? Where’s Queen? What the fuck happened with Caizoa! How many Shades are left?— Shit. I’m panicking. And I can’t take a deep breath, because I’m not flesh and blood right now. Wow. New form of torture.”

“Oh yeah,” Fallopolis agreed. “Processing emotions when you’re in an Elemental Body is tough. I don’t recommend prolonged usage, but ya gotta do what ya gotta do.” She rattled off, “Anywho! Tania is likely cleaning up some stragglers before she comes my way. You put a map up down there, yeah? She’s using it, you know. We all are.” Fallopolis glanced down, and behind Erick, at the map below. “She’s murdering Shades as fast as she can. Faster than I ever could, too.” She scrutinized Erick, asking, “Are you not getting Participation for those kills? She’s only finding them because of you.”

Erick was suddenly torn between canceling the spell and letting Tania’s murdering continue. Too many things were happening all at once.

Fallopolis continued, “And the Caizoa-thing was a true mercenary brawl. No one knew who was doing what or how or any of that.” She breathed deep, then said, “I think we got a bit of time, so this? This feels good to talk. Relax a little! Shake out the bones and circulate the blood!” She shivered a bit, and her wounds closed, though her dress remained in tatters. “Anywho: Quilatalap was doing the memory altering, just how it had to be done, and simultaneously, Tania called the meeting and killed a bunch of bastards while I helped on my side. We actually had the upper hand! A little. Tania ran like a rookie, rushing to her next toy, rushing to Caizoa and those other three. But Quilatalap wasn’t done with the memory shit! Tania finished the memory mods herself while I tried to kill her, so it got a bit fucky… I think I accidentally killed the Cook.” She smiled wide. “Tania definitely fucked up with the memory mods somewhere along the way. When we were fighting just now, Caizoa just showed up down there, swinging her butter knife around! Actually managed to clip a few people on Tania’s side! Ah ha! It was wonderful!” She pointed upward, to where Farix, Lapis, and Goldie were. “Those three gotta die, tho. They’re not good people. They don’t deserve a second chance.”

“No one who has done what the Shades have done deserves a second chance, Fallopolis.” Erick said, “But I give them one anyway, in hopes that they will know how best to fight the evils that will rise in their place, and because Hollowsaur cried like a baby when someone mentioned that ‘he couldn’t hurt a cow’.”

“Hmm… Glad to see you draw the line somewhere.” Fallopolis pointed to the ball bearing, saying, “Perri would have been too much to handle.”

“… Yes. Well.” Erick had no idea why he killed Perri so quickly, compared to the rest, and now that he had done it, he felt a twinge of remorse. But then [Hunter’s Instincts] told that part of his brain to quiet-down-now, and Erick said, “She tortured Teressa. I couldn’t live with myself if I let the Witch live, especially after she tried to trick me twice.”

“She likely tried to trick you much more than that. You remember when Tania told you to stay away from her, way back when you killed Dorofiend? Tania probably had Perri looking over you this whole time.” Fallopolis asked, “What was the other time she tried to trick you? Besides just now?”

Erick almost answered, but then he asked, “When was the first time we met, today?”

“When I woke you up with the fight with Queen over your room. I didn’t throw any beams at you, though. Not on purpose.” Fallopolis looked Erick over again, saying, “You don’t sound so good.” She nodded, then said, “Tell you what: Why not hand over a few of those [Luminous Traps] attached to rocks, or something, and let me use them to trap some bad guys? I can clip them with a telekinetic push, and that seems to be all that’s necessary to trap a Shade, so when I capture them, you can do whatever you did to Perri! You can get all that experience! Simple! Effective!”

Erick answered reflexively, “No.”

Down below on the map of Ar’Kendrithyst, blue dots winked out, one by one. Tania and her posse had been mowing through the central corridor of the Dead City, killing Shades, headed generally north. By the time Perri broadcast her poison-volcano announcement, Tania had shifted west, hard. She was headed straight for the Aerie, where four moving blue dots stood their final ground.

Erick could not really see the actual action happening over there, but he was high enough in the sky to see the Aerie. It was a bright red place, a craggy mountain that stuck up from the rest of Ar’Kendrithyst like a crooked thorn. It had to be over sixty kilometers away, from the lower wall of Ar’Kendrithyst all the way into the upper sky.

Fallopolis asked, “Why not?”

Erick laid it out there. “Are you going to take on my Blessing? Are you someone who should survive this culling?”

For a long moment Fallopolis said nothing. She just watched Erick. And then she turned away, and gazed out at the Aerie, far, far in the distance. She said, “I don’t need a chain around my soul to make me do right by the people of this world.”

“Get a Quest from the gods, then.”

“I cannot do that. I will not work with them. Not now, not ever.” Fallopolis said, “A lot of people come to the Clergy to gain power over others. These are the people who need your Blessing and that Quest. These shackles will make them better people, and allow them to better serve Melemizargo’s ultimate goals of rejoining the Relevant Entities. For my own role as the Culler of Melemizargo, I can tell that what you’re doing is the proper course.” After a moment, she said, “But I came here to never be powerless again, and to especially not be powerless against the gods. They took my Wizard mother from me in a Forgotten Campaign. That was not a lie. I will never willingly go to those who took my world from me. I will never allow myself to be a part of their power.” She looked to Erick, declaring, “If I need to kill Tania alone, I will do this alone. I will likely die, but if that is my fate then so be it.”

Erick looked to Fallopolis. Then slightly left, at the kendrithyst staff floating next to her. It had broken in half, and yet she kept it. Erick inclined his head at it, saying, “Got an extra staff?”

Fallopolis scrunched her eyebrows together, then glanced at the staff next to her. “This is just an affectation. Nothing special about it. I was never one for artifacts or trinkets.”

Erick shook his head. “For the [Luminous Trap]. I need an item to bind to the trap.” He thought for a second, and added, “And for the counterspelling ooze to hold.”

“Oh!” Fallopolis hovered the staff his way, saying, “Just use this one! How long does the ooze last? Eh. No. Don’t bother with that part.”

Erick grabbed the staff with a tendril of light and held it for a moment, thinking. He had an Ophiel cast a [Mend] upon the red-purple crystal. The staff flexed out to two meters long, looking perfectly fine. Erick stopped. He turned to Fallopolis, suddenly worried, and probably for no good reason. He said, “Some rules, just so that you can’t claim that I didn’t ask you not to, later.”

Fallopolis winced, breathing out through clenched teeth. “Shit— Fine! What do you want?”

“A non-binding oath that you won’t be like the Shades everyone thinks of when they think of ‘Shade’.”

“Easy!” Fallopolis said, “I agree.”

Erick nodded, slowly, then said, “And you can’t scoop up every Shade and then run away with them under your control. I want them either dead or Blessed into accepting the new world order, where Shades are a part of a good and helpful society.”

“Also easily agreed!”

“And now, the binding one.”

Fallopolis flinched. Her voice matched Erick’s for power, as she began to speak in cadence.

“A demand you have, of me I see. I cans’t not guess what it could be!”

“A little thing I tell you true, the only thing I want from you.”

“I am intrigued. What could this be? What binding doest thou string round me?”

“I want the truth for now and ever. Deception: No. No sense how clever.”

The manasphere tumbled around Erick and Fallopolis, like churning waters, hinting at movement far below. Erick’s voice had turned hard. Fallopolis matched him power for power.

“You wish for us a bond of truth? You surely do now show your youth. Lies can also love and lift! They are not always harmful grift.”

“A point well made yet and here now, I will not be your slaughtered cow. Lies from you cannot not harm... though I will settle for alarm.”

“A binding then, between us two. Alarms for both, for me and you. Upon the timing of a lie, we shall now know each other by.”

“The bond is struck, a light-touch thing. A working barely deep as fling. But here and now and evermore, it is a part of both our cores.”

“Accepted with the grace of God! I will not ever be a fraud.”

“Then here’s a blessing struck forsooth. This working sounds ‘gainst honest truth.”

The world pulsed around Erick as it pulsed around Fallopolis. Something tiny slipped around him, as the same thing slipped around her. And then it was gone, or rather, invisible. Fallopolis smiled, as she breathed hard like she had just run around a city block.

Erick briefly returned to his human body and breathed hard, too. He briefly noticed his mana dipped down, maybe only a hundred points. Maybe less. Not much, in the grand scheme of things. He recovered faster than Fallopolis.

A blue box appeared.
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Erick returned to his sunform. Fallopolis did the same. And then she flinched away from the air in front of her like a surprised goat.

“What the shit!” She said, “I got a box! I haven’t had a box in 400 years!” She flapped her hand through the air, wide-eyed, dismissing the box. She tapped the air a few times, and suddenly went from happy to annoyed. “Oh.” Fallopolis looked to Erick. “Not connected to the Script again. Just the one box. Damn. Thought I’d get [Cleanse] again.” She looked to Erick. “Could you…?”

Erick inundated her with a [Cleanse]. Thick air blasted away from her, while Erick asked, “What benefit does that give you?”

Fallopolis smirked. “Let’s test out this alarm.” She smacked her lips, then said, “It makes me clean—”

A soundless buzz sounded in Erick’s soul, like a buzzing bee had somehow gotten inside his chest and decided to do the mamba. Fallopolis must have noticed his reaction, because she stopped talking.

Erick said, “So that was a lie.”

“Technically, that was not a lie. It was—” Fallopolis paused when she saw Erick experience another buzz. It was smaller than the one before, but Erick still felt the Shade’s lie, and he purposefully let Fallopolis know he knew her lie by the expression on his face. Fallopolis hummed, then continued, “[Cleanse] does make me cleaner—” Buzz. “But the truth! The truth is that [Cleanse] also balances the mana in my soul and body, and enables easier manual magic.” She paused, staring at Erick; waiting. Erick was waiting, too, but nothing buzzed. Fallopolis said, “And that’s what I used your [Cleanse] for.”

No buzz.

Erick said, “Well. Okay then.”

Fallopolis looked to the side for a moment. Then she looked to Erick. “Tell me a lie.”

“Tania wants to fight for the humans.”

Fallopolis did a little involuntary dance. “Ohohohoh. That’s a lot!” She looked away. She looked back, saying, “Gimmie another lie.”

“If you destroyed the Script, Veird would be fine.”

Fallopolis frowned at him, then said, “Again.”

“I appreciate those who play games with my life and my people.”

“Getting a bit deep there, Erick.” She added, “Anyway! No buzz on that last one. Good. Turned mine down to nothing.”

“You can do that?”

“Sure. I’m not walking over dragon eggs around you, but you’re free to do whatever.” Fallopolis said, “Minor Blessing, and you even called it ‘a working deep as fling’. Here, try to adjust yours: The sun is blue.”

Buzz.

Erick said, “I don’t want to adjust mine right now.”

“Fair enough.”

Fallopolis nodded, and turned toward the north. Over the last few minutes, the fireworks had multiplied. Giant plumes of brilliant light. A sudden tempest of crawling blue. A smashing cacophony of sound that pulsed the sky, sending a visible shockwave across Ar’Kendrithyst.

All the while, the grey mist seeping from the Swamp kept going.

Erick turned away from the ongoing battle, and worked on the staff, taking his mind off the upcoming fight until it got here. Fixing up the staff took a lot less time than he would have liked. He just cast a black sphere a meter across into the air directly above the top of the 2-meter long staff, locking the spell to its position. It was done. With a twist of some tendrils of light, Erick experimented with handling the staff.

Fallopolis eyed him and the giant lollipop of dark doom. She smiled.

While he played around with the staff, Erick asked Fallopolis the same questions he had asked her before, and in much the same way, but a lot more specific. Did she promise to be a ‘good Shade’? Did she promise to either kill or convert the Shades she captured with the mobile black sphere? Did she promise not to screw Erick over when this was all over? Fallopolis answered truthfully and quickly until that last one. For that one, she paused before answering.

She looked at him, and said, “I won’t intentionally harm you or yours.” She added, “And I’ll do you one better! I also won’t, through inaction, allow bad things to happen to you without at least warning in advance, as much as I can.”

There was no buzz.

… Erick handed her the lollipop of dark doom. She took it, gleefully, careful to keep the dark end well away from herself. She cackled, just a little, and then spun the staff around like she was leading a parade.

Erick asked, “What does it feel like to get sucked into one of those?”

“Oh~ You know~ Pain beyond imagining. Doesn’t stop being painful, either, because the spell sucks in and traps all ambient light and thus you’re inundated with waaaay too much light.” Fallopolis said, “Can’t think. Can’t cast. Very painful. Worst pain I’ve ever felt, actually, because it’s not a killing pain. It’s just pain.”

“… Sorry to hear that,” Erick said, feeling a hole where his heart usually was.

“Huh.” Fallopolis looked at him. “Truth.”

“You turned it back on?”

“On and off as I want.” She waved the staff around, asking, “Have you been trapped in one of these yet?”

“Parts of me.” Erick said, “I don’t get sucked in all the way like you do.”

“I doubt you’d experience the pain, anyway. You’re not shadow-aligned.”

Moments passed.

Erick pointed at the staff, saying, “It’s vulnerable to [Dispel]. Best watch out for that.”

With a wide smile, Fallopolis said, “I’ve already fixed that.”

“… Truth?” Erick startled for a moment. “How?”

“An application of my own abilities.”

Erick willed the [Luminous Trap] to cancel. It burst.

“Bah!” Fallopolis sighed at him, then handed him back the staff. “Make it smaller this time, please. Contrary to every warrior out there, stupid-giant weapons are just giant acts of stupidity.”

Erick cast another [Luminous Trap] upon the top of the staff, shaping it to look almost like a natural extension of the crystal, but with a gap between the crystal and the magic. “Better?”

“Perfect!” Fallopolis cackled again.

Erick asked, “So what are you doing, exactly? To make it [Dispel] proof?”

Fallopolis gazed at the dark blot at the end of the crystal, and said, “I’m wrapping my personal Domain around the area. I’m glad you can’t tell, but, here: I’ll make it visible for a moment.”

Erick had been looking at the staff and seeing nothing special, but at Fallopolis’s direction, the mana around the staff and the spell at the top lit up like a bonfire made of intent. It was like glimpsing the tendrils around Poi’s head, but times a thousand. It completely occluded the [Luminous Trap] at the top of the staff. Between moments, the display vanished; returned to invisibility.

Fallopolis said, “A more esoteric use of a Domain, but one of the most useful.”

“Oh. Aura Domain magic.” Erick said, “Not one of the Elemental Domain magics. Ugh. So many things in that book that the Librarian gave me that I haven’t had a chance to try.”

“This one is easy enough.” Fallopolis said, “You’ve already been doing this with your ball-of-light form and those spells that bounced off of it. The Elemental version is a little less strong than the Aura version, but not by much. The actual trick I’m employing is not getting sucked into the void myself. I think all the ball has to do is touch a Shade’s aura and it sucks… them… in...” Her voice trailed off.

The entire Aerie glowed white, shining like a lighthouse for all of Ar’Kendrithyst.

And then a detonation shook the top of that glowing mountain, shifting the glow from white to darker, and the entire mountain suddenly became a bright, cherry-red brilliance.

Erick felt the worst sort of panic. Maybe it was part of his enhanced Perception. Maybe it was something more primal, as though he saw his life flashing before his eyes. Whatever the case, his first instincts were for other people; those too close to the Aerie to escape unharmed.

He made six Ophiel rush forward, fast as they could possibly go, to three locations. One pair went to Hollowsaur and the minotaurs, still on the beach of Lake Leviathan. Another pair went to Hollowsaur’s plateau, to protect his little green people as much as Erick could. The last two went to those who he rescued from Dorofiend, at the Bend in the North River. Those six Ophiel barely made it in time for Erick to megaphone panicked, loud warnings of what was coming. Three Ophiel cast giant [Stillness]s, changing all sound above a whisper to bright light, causing the mouths of the people in those spaces to blink with glowing bubbles as they yelled in response to Erick’s sudden warning. The secondary Ophiel in those three spaces turned themselves into full powered [Prismatic Ward]s, like deflector shields, outside of the main area where the people were, and heavily sloped in the direction of the Aerie. Hopefully they could deflect the blast up and out, and they weren’t just blown away by an explosion that looked large enough to break the entire Dead City.

With a final touch, Erick had the surviving Ophiel in those three spaces, still in their sunforms, cast themselves as wide as they could go, stretching into the light, turning it solid, expanding themselves as they protectively wrapped around everyone they could reach.

Meanwhile an Ophiel near Erick and Fallopolis cast a [Stillness] all around the two of them, while another created himself into a [Prismatic Ward] deflector that faced the Aerie.

Five seconds had passed. Fallopolis had not been motionless, either. She had cast her own deflector, far ahead, in front of Erick’s [Prismatic Ward], as the two of them stared at the glowing Aerie. The mountain was now a structure of bright-orange iron, like it was fresh out of the forge and ready to be hammered into shape.

Erick barely had time to yell at the sky above, telling the other Shades to come into his protection, before the Aerie exploded. Goldie, Farix, and Lapis stepped up behind Erick, behind the shield he had created, while Fallopolis cast more dark magics forward, and Lapis let loose with some sort of tiny trinket that crumbled into dust and erected a massive bubble all around the five of them.

Clinically, Erick compared what he saw now to what he had seen in a documentary about Krakatoa.

80 kilometers away, the visible kilometers of the mountain known as the Aerie became fire and expanded faster than the speed of sound. The interior blast was short lived, and maybe only reached a good fifteen kilometers away from every part of the Aerie, from the peak to the base all the way down in the Lower Reaches.

The shockwave was larger.

Nearby crystal towers, themselves maybe 40 kilometers tall, broke. The smaller fragments rode the white shockwave like they were surfers. Only a few of the larger ones remained visible, as the pressure wave expanded.

A dozen illusionary planets vanished from the sky.

The shockwave grew; a white bubble of air and pressure imposing its will upon the world. Towers crashed into other towers. Crystal blasted into the sky. Erick had the Ophiel near the three locations solidify as much as possible, but he knew it would not be enough.

Erick had one spell he could cast himself, though, through those Ophiel, but to choose one area was to damn the other two. That didn’t matter. He still had to save one. The Ophiel near Hollowsaur rushed forward, into the blast, while Erick cast a [Stillness] into the shockwave. The spell slipped into the air, shaped like a plow, but not before the shockwave hit the sunform Ophiel, popping him like he was an old soap bubble.

Erick watched, from his own perch, a good distance away, as the shockwave rolled over that first [Stillness], turning some of that power into light which flashed across the entirety of Ar’Kendrithyst, like a lightbulb giving its last. The shockwave continued on as though it had hit a very small rock.

Three more lightbulbs burst, deep down inside the kendrithyst towers.

More towers crashed away from the explosion.

The shockwave continued. It crawled across the Swamp, sending up massive plumes of grey smoke, and cracking the green tower.

The edge reached Erick like an oncoming wall of force. The world turned white. The shockwave was too much. If Erick had ears, they would have burst. If he had eyes, he would have been blinded. He had none of those things, and so he merely felt as though someone fired a cannon next to his non-corporeal head. His own [Personal Ward] flashed white, but it was hard to tell that when everything else was also as bright as the sun.

The Shades did not appreciate the light. The four of them instantly went down, almost falling out of the sky. With four tendrils of light and the help of his Ophiel, he caught Lapis, Goldie, Farix, and Fallopolis, before they fell too far.

The shockwave passed. Seconds later, it struck the edge of the Shadow’s Feast Barrier and rebounded, coming back for a second showing. Instead of a cannon blast, it was merely the sound of a shotgun fired right next to his head. Lapis and Farix both screamed in pain as the world turned white again, thanks to Erick’s Stillness. Erick hadn’t heard them do that the first time. Goldie merely flinched upon Erick’s sunform platform, as she turned darker while the light turned brighter; an eclipse-like form that Erick had already seen Bulgan do when he had fought the Shade over Candlepoint. Fallopolis gritted her teeth as she similarly withstood the blast.

The entirety of Ar’Kendrithyst became a sounding bowl as sound bounced on the Feast Barrier and tore across the sky, from every direction, hitting from the left and the right, from the top and the bottom. Erick’s [Stillness] popped on the second passage.

Time passed, and eventually, the resounding shockwave had lost its power.

Erick re-summoned his Ophiel, as he was able. Every single one he had set forward was gone. He sent more forward as he could, to check on what had become of the people out there.

Hollowsaur’s plateau was gone. Simply… not there anymore; replaced by a hole in the ground where the crystal had likely broken below, and the top had fallen through. Much of the Jungle was either on fire or knocked down to the ground, or uprooted. Erick doubted that anyone on that plateau had survived. His deflector [Prismatic Ward] was not there; it had taken too much damage and broke.

Back on the beach, Hollowsaur huddled against the ground with the minotaurs and a few small green people, inside a structured assortment of bubbles, one on top of the other, while black flames grew on the sands all around them. They had layered themselves in overlapping [Ward]s, which was understandable, and some of Hollowsaur’s flames, for whatever reason. It was enough for some, but not for all. Many people were bleeding, and in pain. Some who had been outside of the center [Ward]s were dead. Erick’s [Prismatic Ward], shaped like a slope, had managed to throw much of the debris up and over the party. It might have saved their lives.

But the beach was gone. All of the middle layer was built upon dense crystal pillars. Somehow, the pillars under Hollowsaur’s particular beach-front remained strong. But all around, the supporting pillars must have been disturbed. Sand slipped through holes in the ground. Water vanished down whirlpools.

Where the Aerie had been, only 20 kilometers away, the land was in much worse shape.

Not a kilometer from Hollowsaur, the land dropped away into a crater where crystals floated in midair, like lazy rocks, and Lake Leviathan drained down into the dark. The nearby land, which had been supported in equilibrium with the weight of the water that made up the lake in the center of it all, was beginning to slip even further. Landslides started all around the Jungle as the supportive water slipped away into the dark of the Lower Reaches.

Erick’s [Stillness] had popped around Hollowsaur, so he had no trouble to shout at the Shade and his people, “You’ve got to move! That land is not stable!”

Hollowsaur flinched, but he didn’t do much more than that. He was alive, though. Some of his people were crawling toward him. Some of the minotaurs were staring at their own hands, and at the destruction all around. With a quick tendril of light, Erick saved a disoriented green person from falling down into the nearby chasm. He set the guy onto the edge of the rest of the gathering, and told them all to get moving. Some responded. Some became aware of their surroundings. The group started to move.

Erick turned his gaze toward the Bend at the North River.

It was half gone.

Erick’s [Stillness] was also gone, but people had managed to get [Ward]s into the air. It was an uncoordinated mess compared to Hollowsaur’s structured defenses, but they had been behind a lot of intervening crystals, too… Shit. Maybe Erick should have put his first [Stillness] here? And not on Hollowsaur? Shit.

But… These people had been behind a lot of intervening crystal. They should have been a lot better off than Hollowsaur, who was on the unobstructed beach. And yet...

A myriad of uncoordinated people were already running around and healing others. Some were up and walking around in a daze. The North River was currently trickling out of what remained of its aqueduct, because this area had not been that safe, at all.

Erick quickly surmised what had happened when he looked a bit further, looking for survivors. A crystal tower had fallen through the space taking out the intake and the exit of the Bend. That broken spire had crashed just off center of their defenses. Broken crystals now hovered in the air down below. People flew down into the dark below, [Fly]ing however they could, screaming out names, trying to find those who they had lost.

The intervening crystal had likely both saved many of them, but also killed just as many.

Erick had his Ophiel hover into the dark, into the center of where the crystal tower had fallen, into the center of the searching party. He cast a [Cascade Imaging] into the space, shaped for that specific area, searching for ‘People’. And then he had that Ophiel come right back.

The fight wasn’t over. The Barrier was still up, after all. That meant that Tania was still alive. The end would come soon enough. Erick just had to survive what he could survive.

Ar’Kendrithyst had changed, though. Where once there was a 60 kilometer tall spike of crystal, going from the very bottom wall of the Dead City, all the way to the top and beyond, there was now a hole, ten kilometers across at the smallest point, twenty five kilometers across at the largest, which seemed to be a crack that went all the way through to the center of Lake Leviathan. Those deep, dark waters drained into the Lower Reaches. Erick watched, as dead leviathans and other, larger monsters, fell down hundreds of new waterfalls.

He wondered if Undine had survived. Only nine illusionary worlds remained up above. Only nine Shades were left.

Erick looked down into the bowl of the Brightwater, where most of the people of Ar’Kendrithyst lived. The ever present light down there was fading. Erick couldn’t make out much of the devastation down there, but Ophiel could. Erick felt his heart sink again, but also buoy, for while there were people walking around in dazes with blood trickling from ears, there were also people helping other people.

Farix, Goldie, Lapis, and Fallopolis had all managed to regain their stance in the air. Lapis took down the bubble barrier around them; it was already broken in almost every direction, anyway. Fallopolis’s shadow barrier was gone; destroyed by the shockwave. All this time, Erick had been resummoning his Ophiel as necessary and gearing up for another conflict when they weren’t out scouting. Each Ophiel now held a rock with their own [Prismatic Ward] attached to that rock, while they were all in their sunforms, with [Pure Reflection Ward], [Hunter’s Instincts], and a few different Sights active.

Erick asked, “Does Tania still live? The Barrier is still up.”

No one seemed to want to answer Erick, which told him as much as he needed to know.

He asked a different question, “I see people walking around in the Brightwater. Are they going to be okay?”

That seemed to open the floodgates.

Farix rapidly said, “Maybe. I told my people to get to cover in the secondary bunkers.”

Goldie said, “They’re not okay. Not many people survived that.”

“I didn’t know…” Lapis said, “I didn’t know they set the Aerie to do that. Who did that?”

Fallopolis said, “I don’t know. That was news to me.”

Goldie said, “I’m guessing Rodel was involved. Not sure why.”

“Probably everyone there was involved in some way. Rodel. Spinner. Skyhook. Natis.” Fallopolis guessed, “They probably gave Tania an ultimatum and she said ‘no’.”

Farix asked, “Rodel? The Shade of Whispers? He wasn’t on Tania’s side?”

“He was human.” Fallopolis asked, “Did you not know that?”

Farix looked toward where the Aerie had been. “No. I did not.”

Erick finally spoke, “That was Evil.” He turned to the Shades, and pointed at where the Aerie had been. “That is why the higher magics should be further restricted. No one should be able to do that. Not even when there are more worlds, and more places to escape to. That should not be allowed to exist. Surely you have seen shit just as bad as that before!”

Goldie frowned. Lapis absentmindedly nodded.

Farix said, “We can argue the Script another time.”

Erick asked, “Who else has set up bombs for when they die?”

Lapis was the only one who gave away the game; she looked to the other three Shades, while nervously shifting on her feet.

Erick snapped, “WHAT THE FUCK.” He demanded of anyone who could answer, “WHO?!”

“No time to talk!” Fallopolis said, holding her staff up high. “Here they come!”

Seconds stretched unfathomably long.

Goldie vanished. Farix stepped far away. Lapis panicked, froze, then thawed out half a moment later, a calm descending over her entire body. She turned to shadows as several trinkets cracked and broke from her fingers, her neck, and around one of her ankles.

Bulgan released a blast of air that mirrored the explosion of the Aerie, but much smaller, and completely aimed at the four of them. Mostly at Erick. Erick hadn’t even seen him arrive.

- - - -

For all of Bulgan’s bluster, his attack had moved Erick backward a hundred meters, and nothing more.

Ah.

And then Erick saw the purpose of the attack. It was to scatter their lines; to move Ophiels all around. The sunform [Familiar]s had been pushed back and out, much, much further than Erick had been. Lapis remained behind, as though she had been purposefully missed. Bulgan went for her next, possibly because she was the closest, but more likely because his attack was the orchestration of a martial mind. Lapis had been human at one point in time, after all, and that seemed to be all Bulgan really cared about; killing humans. Bulgan shot forward, directing his fist up into the enchanter’s chest—

Time seemed slowed, even further. Erick wasn’t quite sure how, or why. Perhaps it was the metaphysical equivalent of adrenaline? Whatever the case, his mind was certainly making use of the current vibrancy running through his entire soul and sunform body. Offhandedly, he recognized that his Ophiel had taken some hits. They were all down to half stability, though their reflective shells and their inner [Prismatic Ward] cores had remained; only their sunforms had been damaged.

With a directed thought, Erick had an Ophiel lightstep forward. The feathered ball of sun gleefully stepped between Bulgan and Lapis, right as Bulgan’s fist turned to bright shadows, right before he would have driven his unfurled, claw-like hand into the woman’s chest. Ophiel took the attack meant for Lapis, shoving the woman out of the way at the same time.

Ah. This was a Skill, wasn’t it?

Erick barely registered that he had gotten a new blue box for recreating the Skill, [Interception]. Jane had this Skill. All it did was move the user into the line of attack meant for another.

Ophiel popped, as Bulgan’s fist tore through his center, exploding the air beyond with a concentrated blast of shadows and light. Only Ophiel perished. Lapis was outside of the attack, completely. She countered by reaching out and flexing the manasphere, pinching the space around Bulgan.

Bulgan winced, flipping away like a cockroach from the light, as the air around his previous location turned in on itself with an implosion. Neither of them won the exchange, and Lapis had likely lost, simply because she used up a few trinkets to make her attack.

Others had been moving all this time, of course. Erick glanced at them, comprehending the mishmash of strategies they were already carrying out, as he made his own. Two Ophiel manually cast a pair of [Force Beam]s at Bulgan, avoiding the use of their global cooldown, but they cut those spells out almost instantly when Bulgan soaked up that light like a happy visitor to a sunny beach.

Erick was in the midst of enacting his own magics and using his Ophiel’s global cooldowns, when another Shade appeared.

Queen. In all her radiant, iridescent self, she touched the sky, and the sky responded with a thousand bolts of power, in every color of the deadly rainbow, her spells flowing like a flock of a million birds toward all of them. Most of her working was a weak, widespread attack, meant to hide the larger spells, but Erick saw those hidden threats in the brilliance of their mana signatures; sharks hiding among the school of fish.

Fallopolis rushed Queen, staff held behind her, none of the calm joy of their previous fight on her features.

Erick almost tried a dangerous tactic. He almost stepped right into the path of one of those brilliant bolts. He almost turned himself fully human, to experience a bit of pain, to cause a deviation in Queen’s core. But he had eyes on the whole sky. He saw Bulgan, waiting. The man’s bright white eyes might not have given a true indication of where he was looking, but Erick didn’t need a specific look to know that Bulgan’s only true target this fight was him.

So he did not walk into their trap.

When he decided that, he saw Tania’s plan fall apart. Bulgan hadn’t moved in moments. Queen continued her area assault. But all the Shades on Erick’s side were moving to encircle. And then it was Erick’s move.

One Ophiel released a 10,000 point [Harmonic Blood Ooze] at Queen. Another released the same spell at Bulgan. Two vibrant red oozes, ethereal and deadly, zipped through the sky like to red laser blasts. Bulgan and Queen both dodged. Bulgan’s face split into a massive smile, as he looked to Queen. Queen did not look at him, and yet, acknowledgement passed between them.

Queen stepped backward, into the ooze. She did not have to step as far back as she thought she needed to step. That was the first indication that they had underestimated Erick. Those blood oozes were a step up from ‘Unerring’, they were ‘inexorable’. They were also ethereal. The ooze aimed at Bulgan curved harder than he would have thought, too. It struck him on the forearm, then whipped around and enveloped the rest of him.

Queen tried to turn to shadows to escape. It didn’t work. She tried again. It worked. The ooze slipped away, but it was a persistent bloody booger. It came right back at Queen, slicing through her shadows with ethereal tendrils. Her third attempt at ridding herself of the monster went a lot better. The ooze slipped away, through the sky, before coming right back. All of that took place in two seconds. Bulgan had much the same experience.

Erick realized something fundamental he had gotten wrong in his thinking of his [Harmonic Blood Ooze]. They were subject to the global cooldown, too. Ah. This was but a small mistake, when it came right down to it. They were still ethereal. They still caused constant damage. This was good.

Queen’s prismatic rainstorm continued to flow around the whole of the sky, pelting Erick’s sunform, and everyone else, with constant tiny explosions of power. A larger explosion rocked against Lapis’s body, and then another struck Farix, all the way to the left, seeming to be out of the fight. Maybe he was waiting for the right attack to come, to counter that?

As if responding to Erick’s thoughts, and only four seconds since the battle had been joined, Farix released the seals on several of his blood orbs. They became blood beams, thin as razors, but looking like lines of radiance to Erick’s mana sense, as they struck—

At Lapis.

Bulgan laughed as he fully tore the ooze off of him.

His laugh ended when Lapis turned to something resembling glass, or perhaps illusion, or some other esoteric element, or power. Perhaps it was merely the result of a few different single-use trinkets that Lapis had been saving for a rainy day, and today’s prismatic rain seemed worthy of the sacrifice. Farix’s blood beams struck her, soaking into her glass-like form, becoming something more, something darker and brighter at the same time, as Lapis lifted her own arm out, pointing at Queen.

Blood beams became blood columns, erupting from every part of Lapis’s see-through body, in every direction, only to catch on some illusionary force in the air, to redirect toward Queen. Every flow of power converged on the prismatic Shade.

Queen raised several shields, the blood ooze not working nearly as well against a Shade as Erick would have liked. Ah. He had made a mistake. How could he miss such an obvious mistake? Of course the oozes could only counterspell every 20 seconds. Oh well.

All in all, Erick’s miscalculation wasn’t the worst mistake he could have made.

Lapis’s redirected blood columns struck, breaking through all of Queen’s shields, striking her body like an industrial water-cutter, carving flesh. The columns of blood did not so much cut, as simply vanish parts of Queen.

Queen did not die, though the ooze was certainly gone, now.

Farix’s spells cut out first.

Some of Queen’s prismatic storms still rained on Lapis, catching in her body, transforming into something stronger. With a calm redirection of her glass-like arm, she lensed that rainbow rain stronger, taking in the larger bolts in the storm, turning all of that into further power. Power she directed at Bulgan.

Bulgan was forced to defend. Mostly, he slipped back and forth, putting up shadows in the air to catch and diffuse the bolts as they swung around for another hit. Tiny shields exploded with rainbow force, while Bulgan remained unaffected. But he was distracted for long enough for someone else to move into position.

Fallopolis, who had been waiting for the right moment, stepped next to Queen’s destroyed body, and swiped her staff through what remained. Erick was sure he saw Queen’s face turn panicked right before her body vanished into the black orb. Instantly, Fallopolis channeled darkness through her staff, flipping the power she imbued inside into something else, into brightest light, before it flooded the [Luminous Trap] at the end.

A notification for Queen’s death rolled across Erick’s vision.

Bulgan was still dealing with Lapis’s counter, but he frowned when he saw what Fallopolis had done.

A large, hateful part of Erick was overjoyed to see Bulgan suffer.

Several seconds had passed since the start of the fight. Tania had yet to show. And then she did. Her pale violet skin was unmarred, and her dark leathers, that mirrored Bulgan’s, were untouched by war. She held nothing, but she didn’t need to. Divine fire licked across the edge of her form, looking much the same as Yetta had looked all those months ago. Back then, Erick thought the sight of divine fire was rather nice.

Now, that divine fire was worrying. Tania had stepped into the air right beside Fallopolis. She had been late. The Champion of Melemizargo arrived half a second after the Culler of Melemizargo had already killed Queen.

With a clawed hand, empowered by divine fire to magnify her strikes into something resembling those of her patron, Tania struck at Fallopolis, carving through the staff, obliterating the [Luminous Trap]. Fallopolis stepped away, abandoning the staff to its fate. It had done a decent job.

There were 8 worlds in the sky, now. Only 8 Shades left.

Goldie, Fallopolis, Farix, and Lapis were near Erick. And then there was Tania and Bulgan against them, while Hollowsaur was still at the beach. Probably. That left one Shade unaccounted for. Who was it? Where were they?

Tania pulled back, stepping away. Bulgan stepped to her side, just as Farix shot another mess of blood beams at Bulgan. Bulgan conjured tiny deflector shields, and scattered those beams wide.

The Champion and her consort had gone out of range. Tania and Bulgan stood in the sky, three hundred meters away. They conferred with each other for three seconds.

Erick almost reflexively recast another Ophiel, to bring him back up to 10. But they might have been waiting for that; waiting for him to use the only global cooldown he might get. Instead of that, Erick watched his enemies, having yet another surreal moment, as he considered the fact that he had ‘enemies’ at all. He stowed that thought away, as he watched, and understood what was happening over there, though no words were exchanged, and their white eyes gave nothing away.

Tania seemed to speak to Bulgan, without micro-expression or bodily indication, “This is going to hurt you, baby, but it has to be done. Take him out while you can.”

There was likely more nuance and hatred and grandstanding involved in her real words.

Bulgan responded non-verbally, seeming to say, “I’ll always protect you, Tania. Let’s do it.”

That was a total guess. Of course, it might have been possible for Bulgan to see himself as Tania’s protector. But, the more rational side of Erick’s mind painted Bulgan more as Tania’s hired gun, while Bulgan himself didn’t know that he was disposable. But then again… In Goldie’s version of one possible future, Bulgan died first, and then Tania lost all restraints and wiped everyone else from the sky. Maybe Tania truly did love the man? Maybe Bulgan truly loved Tania?

Ah... But what did the love between Evils matter, in the grand scheme of things? Erick was not delusional enough to offer a way out for Tania or Bulgan. There was no high-road to take, right now. No meeting-of-the-minds, to find a way forward. There was only kill or be killed in return, with failure resulting in a new eruption of the Quiet War, where Tania led the way to the death of all humans.

Erick was reminded of a conversation he had with Anhelia, the iron wrought lady at the front desk of the Mage Guild. She had wanted Erick to help her kill all the Shades. Her plan for him had been to flood the city with as much power as he possibly could, to tip the war from stagnation, into a final end. What would she have thought, now that almost all the Shades were gone?

Erick also went over every spell he had ever made, looking for the best one for this moment. [Death Spiral Plasma] would probably get ripped off, or slithered out of. [Electrolysis Bomb] was a no-go; it’d take too long and he doubted there was water inside any Shade. His light spells would get absorbed. Perhaps… his firelight spells? Maybe an aurified [Vivid Gloom]. Now was the time for such a thing, after all. It would trap everyone in this space, and Erick could probably exempt the Shades on his side… Probably?

While Erick considered, Tania acted first, and proved her power as the Champion of Melemizargo. Divine fire flared. Darkness cracked the world around her, and light poured out from that darkness, into the sky. It was the start of Erick’s own [Vivid Gloom].

With a deep, sinking feeling, Erick recognized what was happening. Either Melemizargo’s power or Tania’s own allowed her to copy spells. Maybe both. She might have even been a Copy Mage in her previous life.

Fallopolis roared a few expletives at Tania, but the roar of the breaking world was much louder.

Divine fire flared. Light expanded. [Vivid Gloom] billowed outward from the Champion of Melemizargo. Her spell swept out across the sky, enveloping everyone before Erick could counter. Tania turned the world a bright, painful white, while a perfect mirror edge, several kilometers away, cut the seven of them off from the rest of the world.

Light and radiation flared from Tania’s divine center.

Lapis, Fallopolis, and Farix countered the attack in what would have been an easy way, except for the radiation. The three of them erected shadow-barriers around themselves, enacting their own analogue to a [Weather Ward], or perhaps a [Lightward]. Whatever they tried, it was not good enough. All three of their shadow-barriers instantly collapsed, though all three of them erected more with each passing moment of Tania’s attack.

Erick and his Ophiel were already made of light, so while [Pure Reflection Ward] took care of most of the incoming damage, flexing the edges of their sunforms into lightward-adjacent effects only took a thought, and that flex stopped all damage from Tania’s [Vivid Gloom].

But that was just her aura. She still had all her own power to draw upon; all her own attacks, while her aura continued to harm. Erick recognized the inevitability of his position. Tania did not tire. The shadow barriers around Farix, Lapis, and Fallopolis were already breaking down, faster and faster, as the light inside this mirrored space turned brighter, and brighter.

And then the true brilliance of Tania’s preparations appeared.

Bulgan could feed off of Erick’s magic, which meant he could feed off of Tania’s [Vivid Gloom] Aura. It was a good plan. It was already working. Bulgan and Tania became the only spots of darkness in the mirrored arena.

All thoughts of trapping either of them inside a black void vanished. Bulgan would just eat up the light that gathered inside, and Erick never expected for it to work on Tania, anyway. Even if he did trap either of them, the radiation in the space all around them would have carved holes in those black voids, and let escape anyone he trapped.

He’d still throw a trap out there and see if it worked, though.

Erick stepped an Ophiel next to each Shade on his side. Sunforms did not fully envelope Farix, Fallopolis, or Lapis. Instead, three Ophiel cast three [Lightmask]s, denying all harmful light around each of those he needed on his side.

Farix recovered the same as the other three, but Bulgan was already on him. He yelled about traitors and punched the Professor of Truedark, while Farix fired concentrated blood beams at Bulgan.

Bulgan won the contest of strength.

Farix, the [Lightmask] around him, and the Ophiel protecting him, all perished in a splash of dark-light. Bodies dispersed into fragments that then caught on radioactive fire in the oppressive brilliance, becoming ash, then nothing. Blood orbs carved tiny lines into Bulgan, but the inner light of the [Vivid Gloom] soaked into him. His flesh repaired as soon as it was cut. He never stopped moving. He aimed right for Lapis.

Three Ophiel cast 10,000 point [Hermetic Shredder]s into the radiance all around, each of them creating 9000, 9000-point wires, that they wove into the air around both Tania and Bulgan. Neither of them seemed to care. Both of them stepped through the lines in the sky without damaging themselves. The radiation all around seemed to mess with the spell, breaking the molecular wires like they were naught but cotton candy.

Inside of her [Lightmask], Lapis had half a moment to recover. She barely had time to register the new attack, but she saw Bulgan coming. Her earrings broke. She mumbled something about ‘if I ever had to use it against Erick’, as she smiled, and transformed the space around Bulgan into a fractured zone. Erick wasn’t quite sure what she had done, but Bulgan froze in place. A [Time Stop], or something similar?

No? Yes? Whatever the case, Bulgan was trapped in fractured space. He was still moving, if barely.

Erick was already moving onto his next attack. He had an Ophiel move to Tania. Bulgan’s eyes tracked that movement. Bulgan broke free of Lapis’s fractured space, but not before the Ophiel closer to Tania turned into a mandala of lightning, the halo of [Fulmination Aura] becoming much more when under the direction of a sunform.

Lightning licked off of an envelope of reflection surrounding Tania, zapping away so much water on a duck’s back. She smiled at Ophiel, right before Bulgan struck the [Familiar], turning him into broken mana.

Inside of her [Lightmask], Fallopolis had been preparing. She had been charging an attack; streaming shadows from the edge of Erick’s [Lightmask], into the center of her palm. Erick had no time to smile at that but he still felt oddly proud. Tania’s [Vivid Gloom] surrounded them all, but all that light was still blocked by Erick’s little [Lightmask], and that blockage was enough for Fallopolis to gather shadows from all of the Champion’s light. It was poetic, in a way.

Fallopolis released a carving line of darkness, directly at Tania. Some of that spell evaporated before it could touch Tania, the radiation in the air weakening all other magics. The power that managed to reach Tania did nothing except to flash off of a section of light and shadows a meter away from the Champion, to scatter into the sky like so much wasted potential.

In that same moment, with preternatural swiftness, Bulgan was already halfway to Fallopolis.

Erick reacted, perhaps unsmartly, queuing up a [Harmonic Counterspell] with his own global cooldown, preparing for Bulgan’s inevitable smash against Fallopolis by matching his spell against whatever mana was needed to counter that spell.

Bulgan struck.

His fist connected with Fallopolis; her eyes wide, his eyes narrowed and hateful. Fallopolis did not explode. Bulgan did not win that contest of strength. Nothing happened, except that Erick lost over 15,000 mana; the equivalent of at least 300,000 mana, but likely more. The [Harmonic Counterspell] worked. There was a moment of introspection between Tania, Bulgan, and Fallopolis. The moment passed as fast as the rest of the fight had gone; blink and you’d miss it.

Fallopolis became a being of tentacles and teeth. A monster of myth that Erick imagined that he would have heard about from Jane, or from one of Jane’s highschool friends. She ate Bulgan in a flashing second. A fist punched out of the old ‘woman’s’ writhing mass, while a foot kicked out of the other side, but ‘Fallopolis’ drowned the man inside of her gnashing, ripping, tearing body. She did not spit out any bones. Bulgan was there, and then suddenly, he wasn’t.

Erick got the notification of Bulgan’s death. 95% Participation. He wasn’t quite sure how that happened, but it had.

Barely 9 seconds had passed since the fight started. Erick was down to a few global cooldowns from Ophiel, but he had already used his own.

Tania screamed a lie, “BULGAN!”

Erick instantly saw through the farce. Tania had screamed to draw in someone who had yet to show themselves. Tania’s outpouring of emotion was a good lie. Well made, but still a lie.

A foot-wide sword shot straight through Tania’s body, from back to front, going right through where her core would have been. In that same instant a crack sounded across the sky, breaking the light, and breaking something deep inside the Champion of Melemizargo. Tania’s imitation [Vivid Gloom] flipped off.

The battle returned to the clear skies of Ar’Kendrithyst.

Erick feared for what he saw happening. He hoped that his fears were unfounded. He hoped that Goldie had succeeded. For a moment longer than all the others in the last few hours, Tania took three seconds to touch the plank of metal sticking out from her chest.

Goldie vanished backward. She reappeared as spiders popped out of the sky like trapdoor hunters, grabbing her out of her invisible magics, wrapping her in dark threads that Erick distantly recalled prevented all magic. (There was a way to improve his Blood Ooze in that thread, but how to do it?) That thread was the specialty of the shadow spiders, and suddenly, there were hundreds of those spiders in the air, crawling across Goldie, stabbing her with their fangs, injecting venom that would prevent her from controlling her mana as they wrapped her with more threads. Within seconds, she would likely be dead.

Two Ophiel each released a [Domain of the Withering Slime], each of them becoming an orb of light around an orb of light, while releasing tsunamis of thick air.

“Nope.” Tania said, “My victory.” With one hand, she held her chest as black blood flowed from her wound, while with the other, she splashed shadows and divine fire through the air, defining a space around Goldie where his magic could not reach. Her Domain. “My win.”

Goldie died one second later.

Erick’s Withering Domains might have caused some damage, for he got Participation in her death. 95%, again. His heart sunk at that number. He knew he did not do that much damage to her, for Shades didn’t have water inside of them, right? And yet…

The thick air of Ophiels’ spells washed over Tania, but did not touch her. They didn’t touch Fallopolis, or Lapis, either. Erick had correctly exempted Fallopolis and Lapis from those Domains, but Tania escaped in some other way.

Tania smiled at the world, and declared, “It’s over!”

The spiders retreated back into the empty air, vanishing from sight, right as Erick cast an [Electrolysis Bomb] from one Ophiel and a [Luminous Trap] from the other. Tania escaped the first by splashing shadows over herself, but didn’t bother with the second. The [Luminous Trap] just broke when it touched her. She could not be trapped.

Ah. Shit.

Erick had lost. Time seemed to speed up as he came to the same conclusion several times in the space of a moment. Even if he had ten more casts all lined up and all ready to go, that he would continue to lose, no matter how the previous moments had played out. Goldie had been right. With all his own spells, and even with Goldie’s ability to see through time, all of that was just a trick when compared to overwhelming power, and tricks were useless.

And then Tania started gloating, and Erick’s heart sank further.

“You have lost! I have won!” Tania spoke, “[Pure Reflection Ward] for most of your magics, [Weather Ward] for others, [Lightmask] for all the rest, [Dispel] for all the rest, and my own power reinforcing all of those! And no Script Seconds holding me back!” She smiled, viciously, as she said, “Whereas Bulgan was built to take youdown, he does not compare to I who was empowered to murder anyone and everyone who relies on the Script by using their own magics against them! You have prepared counters for all your own skills while I have no Script Seconds to hold me down. You literallycannotwin.” She pointed to the space where Goldie’s body had been. “Even the Shade of Assassination was not enough! And her [Strike]s are fatal on most everything she hits.” Tania smiled. “Mostly.” She said, “If only she had gotten twoshots in, maybe she could have killed me, but My God has declared all the Shades must die, and so I work to bring about this future. Even Bulgan needed to be sacrificed to the greater good, for there was no other way to make Goldie come out of the ambient mana.” Tania faked a mournful sigh, and said, “He was a good lay, but I’ll get over it. I will simply have to raise up another to fill my needs.”

Fallopolis said, “You’re talking a lot about Bulgan for someone who didn’t care about him.”

Tania breathed in happiness as she lifted her hand away from her chest. Though her blood remained upon her like thick, black paint, her wound was gone. “I was, wasn’t I.” She said, “Apologies for the amateur gloating. I’ve never done this before. I usually just kill everyone I need to kill, but we’re at the end, and some words must be said if only for the depth of the history forming around us at this very moment.”

“Pompous!” Fallopolis asked, “What now?”

“After I kill you and fulfill my needs?” Tania nodded, saying, “After that.” She spread her hands to her sides, indicating the Dead City below, saying, “Ar’Kendrithyst is to be abandoned to the rest of the world.” She looked to Erick, and lied straight to his face, “You get to live. Hollowsaur too, oddly enough. That curse you put on him is exactly what will enable Melemizargo to transition into the fold as a proper Relevant Entity of the Script.”

Just for the hell of it, Erick asked, “And what if I gave my Blessing to Lapis and Fallopolis? Would they, too, be allowed to live?”

He felt Lapis and Fallopolis look at him, even though they didn’t take their white eyes off of Tania.

“Oh? No no no.” Tania said, “They’re dead.” She stood straighter, as if she had remembered that she left on the stove at home. “Ah. This one has to die, too. Can’t forget him!” She pointed down and to the east. A spot of light and shadow spilled from her hand, radiating as much magic as the Red Dot, before flitting down through the sky like a dangerous, impossibly fast snowflake.

The coruscating dot touched the center of the Garden. The plateau of wooded, green space, just north of the Spire, became a sphere of flickering shadows and brilliant light, ten kilometers across. Shockwaves pulsed the sky. The spell took ten seconds to end. When it was done, Treant’s Garden was gone, reduced to molten slag that spilled over the edges of crystal pillars like melted candle wax.

Up above, another illusionary world vanished. Only four were left.

“Treant was always way too passive.” Tania shook her head. “Not a good look for the future of My God.” She raised a flat palm toward Lapis. “I am SO GLAD I saved the humans for last. One final treat! Three final murders! A culmination of all my time in this city!” Light gathered in her hand.

Lapis almost flinched. She almost ran. But then she stopped herself. She stared up at Tania, and waited with her eyes wide, and her shoulders squared, facing her end head-on. She said nothing. She stood strong.

The light in Tania’s hand faltered. She frowned. “What is it? You’re taking this way too calmly.”

Lapis said, “If Melemizargo decrees it, then I must die. It was foolish of me to expect otherwise.”

“… No.” Tania said, “That’s not it. You have something else prepared.” She smirked. She said, “Let me guess. You have a backup-soul somewhere? Is that it? I’ll just find and kill that one, too, but besides that! A copy isn’t even you! What a stupid backup plan. I thought you were better than that, Lapis.”

Lapis’s breath hitched.

“And besides even that! You’re a worse actor than I am. Should have panicked properly, then I never would have known.” Tania twisted her hand, and the light in her palm turned into a shimmering, invisible force. “This here is [Chaining Soul Destruction], stolen from my time watching Quilatalap. Thanks for telling me I needed to use it.”

Tania fired her spell before she finished speaking. A pulse of divinely-empowered soul magic struck Lapis, touching her core, ripping her apart from the inside, turning her body to ash. The spell reconstituted from the leftovers half a second later and shot off to the far west to disappear into the crystals towers near the southwest wall of Ar’Kendrithyst.

Tania made a spectacle of watching the spell go, saying, “Look at that thing move!”

Fallopolis said, “Such a shame. I kinda liked her, there at the end. Very honorable way to die.”

Tania turned to Fallopolis. “Her copy isn’t her, old woman.”

“Exactly. Which is why it was honorable for her to meet her end like that.” Fallopolis asked, “So? What are you waiting for? Kill me already. I won’t be giving up quite like Lapis, so watch out for the counter attack.”

Erick interrupted Tania’s answer, demanding to know, “Why would you lie about letting Hollowsaur go? Or not killing me?”

“… Ah.” Tania nodded. “So yeah. You’re going to die, too… I might as well just tell you: The reason is your Stats. They’re going away, and I can’t let you live with them. Can’t let those get out into the rest of the world. You could call your death a side-Quest.” She brightened, as she said, “But you’re not the only side-Quest. When I’m finally done with all of you stragglers, I’m killing every single person in this place, along with destroying every magical item, and then gathering every soul to myself, to ensure none of the riches of this land fall into anyone’s hands but my own. Towers to rubble! Rubble to sand! Can’t leave anything to chance, and we especially can’t leave behind the cultures we’ve created in the Brightwater. That’s a bomb just waiting to go off. Those people down there will do more harm to Melemizargo’s return than anything else I could do.” Tania said, “Even more harm than will happen after tonight is over, when I kill every human in this world. My people will strut about for centuries, politicking about how much ‘evil’ I do in the coming months, but they’ll still be alive to strut, and that’s good enough for me.”

“Terrible.” Fallopolis said, “Bad gloating. Bad master plan. You fucked up, because you spoke about it before the end, just like how you fucked up with waking and taunting Jane before we managed to complete the Rite of Ascension with Yetta.”

Tania frowned. She almost spoke to defend herself—

“After all I tried to teach you! After all the guidance I tried to give you!” Fallopolis spoke louder, “Don’t you lie to me, young lady! Not at the end! Not about My God’s Plan! You fucked up then, and you’re fucking up now.” She spat, “None of the real players on this stage are dead yet, for Melemizargo’s Sake! And you give in to the main hero’s taunt and then you reveal your master plan? WHAT SORT OF FOOL ARE YOU?!”

“Yeah… Well? Your opinion doesn’t matter to me.” Tania’s left arm bulged and then briefly turned to black gore before it reformed into two pristine, violet-skinned arms. Her right arm did the same, splashing dark blood into the air, as her dark leathers snapped away like broken shadows. Her entire body flexed out into that of a giant, furry-white shadow spider; an illusion removed, revealing the true kilometers-wide monster underneath. Her [Avatar of Melemizargo]. Fangs gnashed and venom flowed, as shadows and countless smaller spiders appeared and spread through the battlefield, preparing to strike from Tania’s domain of webbing and power. Her transformation took two seconds. The enormous white spider snapped, “Time to die, and to let me fulfill the promise of your name, Fallopolis!”

“The only one destroying this city is me, you lackey!” Fallopolis reacted by transforming into her eldritch abomination form; a mass of shadows and teeth and eyes and abyss, larger than her brief reveal before, and then suddenly becoming larger than Erick would have ever guessed. Where she ended and the shadow web around them began, Erick could not tell. Smaller spiders were already dying as fanged shadows bit and ripped at all of Tania and her brood at once.

They clashed. The world shook under their power. Erick was back up to all his cooldowns, but that didn’t matter.

Ophiels erected defenses but popped anyway, as shockwaves and shadows and gnashing teeth and spider threads similar to Erick’s [Hermetic Shredder] sundered and severed sky. Erick spent his global cooldown on a [Withering Slime], cast into the sky as the force of the battle brushed him aside like a child’s toy. He cast that spell in order to kill all the spiders Tania had summoned, to help Fallopolis, but his assistance didn’t last long. A casual [Dispel] from one of the many combatants dispersed Erick’s attempt at war, and then another clash of power cracked through Erick’s sunform, breaking him like an egg.

- - - -

Erick recovered his sense of self mid-air, far from the fight. The hazy light of the Brightwater held all around. He must have been tossed a good 25 kilometers. Luckily, his sunform was still active.

Caizoa showed up; coming out of nowhere as she stepped right into Erick’s sunform. Her sword glowed with awesome power as she struck true, right through the center of his incorporeal body while he was already low on mana, and shield. Something crucial broke as Caizoa’s [Strike] was different from all of her others. It had been lined in shadows. It had been a [Dispelling Strike], of some sort, or maybe something more profound than that. Erick’s [Personal Ward] was gone. No. Wait. Not just that. His sunform ended; having suffered too much damage, too fast. Erick might have had a thousand mana left, but Caizoa had broken his sunform. He tried to recast his [Greater Lightwalk], but he could not. It was too soon. He could not [Greater Lightwalk] for another ten seconds. He could not raise his [Lodestar] for another 30.

Erick began to fall through the sky, headed straight for the dim waters down below.

He did not fall far. Caizoa spun around, fast as a blink, whipping her sword through the air. She sliced the sharpened end of her conjured plank of force through his chest. Or. She tried to.

Her sword carved into his clothes, then into his armor, but failed to draw a line of blood deeper than an inch. For all her prodigious Strength, all she managed to do was send his falling body flying through the hazy white air like he was a ball and she had been at bat.

Erick instantly realized what had happened. He almost laughed, but all he could do was cough under the surprising force of her attack. Constitution finally managed to do something! All that damage reduction didn’t work versus [Personal Ward]s, but it worked for Health! Erick almost cried. He was still fucked. Even if he used that big spell of Phagar’s he had been saving, the [Death’s Approach], he was still locked to one cast every 20 seconds. All the mana in the world wouldn’t matter if he couldn’t spend it. That was why he didn’t use it earlier.

Erick’s mind stretched, searching for more time, trying to find answers he might have missed—

Ah. There was a simple solution, wasn’t there? He just had to become Phagar’s Champion. That would probably be enough.

He sent a plea out into the manasphere.

Time paused.
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                A familiar, long-dead caldera filled Erick’s vision. Black, rippled crust extended off into the distance, where house-sized spikes of volcanic glass shredded the constant fog that flowed into this dark, holy space.

Phagar stood to one side of the black caldera, looking much like Erick.

Melemizargo stood on the other; only half his full size, or maybe a bit smaller; a nod to the size of the arena, perhaps. He flexed his wings, dispersing the crowding mists.

Erick stood between the two gods, and did not let them speak first. He demanded, “I will be Phagar’s Champion. I will kill Tania, and then this… This horrific night will be done.”

His words echoed across the caldera for a stretched moment.

Melemizargo’s deep voice rumbled, “A Championship will not save you.” He stated, “None of the gods can help you face Tania, and even I cannot help you much more than I already have.”

Erick did not expect Melemizargo to be here, and though his words were worrying, his stance did not matter right now. Erick looked to Phagar.

Phagar did not look happy. He said, “I cannot.”

Anger. Regret. Frustration without outlet. Emotions warred within him, and they were enough to drown, but Erick held himself above the metaphorical waves, and asked, “Why?”

“Because you come to me in the hour of your greatest need, demanding something you don’t truly desire, with consequences far beyond the ‘Now’.” He added, “And Tania’s plan is to capture your soul and save it for Sundering in her own hour of greatest need, when she needs the temporary power of an untempered Wizard.” Phagar spoke with a finality to his decree, “I will not add my own power to hers.”

“… Ah.” It was a cruel sort of calculus, but Erick understood. “Very well. What else can you offer, then?”

Phagar smirked, then looked up to Melemizargo, but spoke to Erick, “What I can offer is to slip you into your body of five minutes ago.”

Melemizargo scoffed.

Phagar continued, “Everything that has passed will have been but a particularly vivid [Future Sight].”

Melemizargo spoke, “Gifts of Time are useless in the face of power.”

“He could win, if given another chance.” Phagar said, “Your Champion is not Absolute and now Erick has a bit of knowledge of what will come.”

Melemizargo ignored Phagar and said to Erick, “Erick. This is not the way you will win. You look to the wrong institutions for help when the answer has been staring you in the face this whole time.”

Erick narrowed his eyes at the former god of magic, asking, “Got any better ideas that don’t involve me selling my soul to you?”

Melemizargo laughed. “Ha! That is not my way.” He said, “There is only one thing holding you back, and it is not a lack of time or space. Five minutes will not matter. Even five centuries of learning would not help you inside the Feast Barrier. No! Tania might be the sword that commits the final bloodletting, but the truth is that only one thing will be killing you tonight, and that is the Script, itself.”

Erick stilled. He said, “Then what do you propose, Melemizargo?”

Phagar sighed, almost small enough to miss.

Two more gods stepped into the black caldera. Rozeta, looking angry in her pantsuit-wearing white-wrought human body. And Koyabez, looking resigned, and wearing his usual loincloth.

Koyabez said, “There is only one way this night ends well for the world, my old friend.”

“Phagar is right about one thing and one thing only. Tania is not Absolute.” Melemizargo huffed, “But your solutions are too weak.”

Rozeta spat, “Only because you have put too much of yourself into that wretch for her to ever fall to anything other than her own hand. So get to it, Old Man. Tell us all your desire, and how you plan to damn Erick by offering him power, just how you have damned every mortal who has ever been born into this tiny world, and crossed your evil path! Show us, yet again, how you will damn this world with every chance you get! But lo! Watch as we watch him deny you, as he should, and then still die to Tania, as would any other archmage, Wizard or not. For you cannot be trusted. You cannot be bargained with. You cannot be allowed into the Relevant Entities of the Script.”

As Rozeta spoke, eyes opened in the fog all around; the eyes of deities, both major and minor. Atunir stood in the fog, surrounded by plants and farm animals, alongside Sininindi, who stood beside a storm-tossed tree. On the other side of the caldera stood the alabaster form of Aloethag, and the armored presence of Sumtir, the god of Righteous War. Between those gods were dozens of other divine eyes, belonging to other gods, and other beings.

Angels stood watching from the mist, some ancient, and some ascended mortal, all witnessing the events unfolding around them, all with great fervor and hatred in their sight. Some looked to Erick. Some, at Melemizargo. But the majority gazed to the other side of the caldera, at the demons.

The Demons, both incani and long-dead transformed elders, held much the same hatred in their eyes.

But they all listened to Rozeta rail against her father.

Rozeta declared, “But besides that! What is really happening here is that you believe that tonight is a forgone conclusion. Erick is already dead. Tania has already gone on to her final war. The only thing actually happening here tonight, is that you are hoping for Tania to redeem herself over a few centuries. That she will grow a spark of empathy, or maybe that Hollowsaur will taint her with his own Blessing. You are hoping to claim your own form of legitimacy through a weakening of our collective resolve, and the removal of humanity and thus the Quiet war.”

“There are many plans, my dear daughter.” Melemizargo said, “Any of them work for my needs.” He turned to Phagar, “But this Gift of Time is not enough. Therefore—” He turned to Rozeta. “Break him from the Script, or I will offer the service myself.”

A hundred voices decried the Dark Dragon, from both sides of the caldera.

Rozeta spoke louder than them all, “No.” She glared at her father, and said, “But you already know I will not do that, for what you actually want is the temporary suspension of the Script Second to give him a taste of your dark power so as to drag yet another Wizard one step closer to your all-devouring abyss.”

As the notion of Melemizargo’s offer went unconsidered, Erick moved right along onto Rozeta’s ‘conclusion’, demanding to know, “You think I’d fall for that sort of trick?!” 

“There is no ‘falling for it’. It is a fact. Power demands to be used, and once you have a taste of unfettered magic, then you will want more.” Rozeta said, “I have seen it a thousand times before.”

And now, Erick was truly angry, “What-the-fuck-ever! You want Tania dead, yeah? This is a big deal, yeah? Besides! Sininindi and all the rest of you are planning on murdering me before Yggdrasil outgrows his bonds, so what does it really matter if I fall to the Darkness in 75 years! I’ll be dead by your hands well before then, all of my own magic will already be out there, and killing Tania right now is much better than the plans she is enacting against the whole world, at this very moment!” Erick demanded of Rozeta, “So I’ll take that suspension of the Script Second.” He turned to Phagar, saying, “And I’ll take those five minutes, too!”

Rozeta stared at Erick, her face a mask hiding much under the surface.

Melemizargo chuckled.

Erick spat at him, “Shut up, Dragon. Fuck you, too.” He pointed to the entire audience of the caldera, saying, “And fuck all of you, too! Gods damned fucking warmongers! I see what you want! You want the war! Assholes!”

Melemizargo laughed louder.

Voices carried out from the fog, raising higher, arguing against Erick, or for their own agendas.

Koyabez silenced them all as he grabbed Erick’s attention, saying, “I need you to use the artifact spell I gave you to empower your [Blessing of Empathy] into an instant-cast spell, Erick.” All voices turned silent as eyes turned to him. Koyabez looked up to Melemizargo, and yet spoke to Erick, “You must ensorcell any Shades you wish to offer a second chance before you destroy Tania, for breaking the Barrier will allow them all to get away. Fallopolis is the only exception, for you have already wrapped a part of her in something better than who she was before.”

Melemizargo shrugged; it was an odd look on a dragon. “Acceptable.”

Koyabez turned to Erick, “Know this: Goldie, Farix, and Lapis lied to you about accepting your Blessing.”

“… Ah. Wonder how I missed that.”

Melemizargo explained, “They selectively divorced a part of their souls and themselves from their beings in order to accept those Binding Bracelets without triggering those Binding Bracelets. The divorced parts will come back to them when the danger is over. It is a common technique for appearing like a different person for a little while, and is a necessary skill to master before becoming a proper member of My Clergy.”

Erick would have sighed for an hour, if he had the time. “If they weren’t pressured into a corner, they would never have even acted as though they needed my collar around their necks, would they?”

“Absolutely not.” Melemizargo said, “It is a complete anathema to who they are to accept such a thing. They will likely still fight you if you try to force this soulwork upon them, so be ready for that.”

Koyabez said to Erick, “Empathy should never be a collar, and I am sorry you had to make yours into one.”

Erick asked, “Any tips on how to handle Caizoa?”

Koyabez said, “She only followed Tania because Tania was going to win. If you’d have seen her before the Aerie broke, then you too would have thought she was on your side. And she will be, if you win.”

“Yeah… Well?” Erick said, “That’s all still up for debate.” He looked to Rozeta.

Everyone looked to Rozeta.

Rozeta scowled. She raised her hand, and a pulse of light went out. “A vote, then. You have ten seconds to vote or abstain.”

Ten seconds passed way too fast, and also like slow torture.

Rozeta glanced to the air. She frowned a little, and then she read the results with a monotone voice, “67% to deny Erick all that has transpired in this caldera and to let the world happen as it already has.”

A black rage dimmed Erick’s sight, as he muttered, “Sometimes I really hate democracy.”

“Yes. Well.” Rozeta said, “This is why we have a Goddess of the Script. Someone in charge to lead the ignorant, scared masses who vote in blocks to keep their Quiet War running.” She announced to the caldera, “You’re all outvoted.” While the Angels and the Demons roared out accusations and anger, Rozeta pointed at her father, adding, “Fuck you, dad. This is your singular chance to do right by me and Veird.” She turned to Erick. “You’re getting your Suspension of the Script Second. Don’t you make me regret this, either.”

Melemizargo bowed toward his daughter, while the caldera erupted in further anger.

Erick blinked.

- - - -

Erick blinked again.

The future condensed into a faded possibility. One of a hundred varied futures, already dimming as Erick came to back where he was, running his spells he had been running, while Fallopolis yelled to his side.

“No time to talk!” Fallopolis said, holding her staff up high. “Here they come!”

The Aerie had already exploded. Bulgan and Queen had yet to make their first appearance.

One blue box appeared, followed by a second.










	
SSS, 0, 0, 0

<Use this first. It will last for 1 hour.>








 




	
TS, 0, 0, 0

<Use this next. This will negate one hostile use of Time Stop. Don’t tell anyone about this one. I do want you to win, but I had to put on a bit of an act. Still. Them voting like that was pretty shitty. Good luck.>














Seconds stretched unfathomably long. Time began to repeat.

Goldie vanished. Farix stepped far away. Lapis panicked, froze, then thawed out half a moment later, a calm descending over her body. She turned to shadows as several trinkets cracked and broke from her fingers, her neck, and around one of her ankles.

Erick knew Bulgan was about to appear. He looked at the people on his side, but gave a small part of his perception over to the part of the sky that would soon contain Bulgan. He knew that the Shade was likely looking for his blind spot, so if he looked to that part of the world, then Bulgan might change tactics.

Erick waited.

Bulgan appeared, almost exactly where he had before, already smashing forward, trying to scatter the group and then go in for the kill on whoever he could.

Erick activated several spells at once, including the one had been saving for what seemed like a very long time.

 




	
Death’s Approach, <Phagar>

Become a being of untouchable mana for 1 hour, multiplying your base mana by 10, giving you endless mana, and instantly filling your mana pool. Your regeneration is damaged to a varying degree when the effect ends, cutting your regeneration between a fifth to a tenth of what it was before. Debuff lasts until you recover the mana spent while Death’s Approach is active.

<Ignite the entire candle to drive away the night.>














‘What appropriate flavor text, as Jane would call it.’

Of the several spells Erick cast, the one that actually caught Bulgan off guard was the [Stillness] cast upon his whole area. Bulgan’s smash turned him into a glowing ball of light, with barely any sound.

Erick was currently a ball of light, too, but different. His sunform glowed like a minor sun, and then began to glow brighter, and brighter, as [Death’s Approach] fully settled into his being, multiplying some intrinsic part of himself into untold heights.

Fallopolis laughed, saying, “Ha! Fuck you, Bulgan!”

Oh you have no idea, Fallopolis.

Erick felt a rush. The mana of the world slipped into his sunform exactly as fast as he cast. Erick preemptively moved an Ophiel to Lapis, who was just floating there, watching the blossom of light in front of them all.

Bulgan sucked in all of the light created by bursting Erick’s [Stillness] and instantly went for Lapis. Erick queued up a [Harmonic Counterspell], and kept it queued. The Ophiel next to Lapis was just for insurance purposes.

It worked just as well as it had the first time, instantly draining 15,000 mana and negating Bulgan’s attack, but this time Erick had 177,000 mana, and that 15,000 came right back, ready to be cast again.

Bulgan tried to move backward, to escape Lapis, but another [Harmonic Counterspell] killed Bulgan’s intended use of his [Greater Shadowalk]. He faltered, midair.

Lapis’s implosion didn’t miss, this time.

Bulgan turned inside out, then collapsed further inward, trying to flash some sort of magic into the air to get him out of Lapis’s attack, eliciting another activation of Erick’s [Harmonic Counterspell] for 120,000 mana. It was Bulgan’s last-ditch attempt to evade. It failed.

Erick’s mana instantly refilled.

He watched as Bulgan’s body became a speck, smaller than a fingernail, hanging in the air just in front of Lapis, who looked completely surprised. Erick was surprised, too. A part of him had not expected that. A part of him thought back to all the pain Bulgan had caused.

Bulgan had done horrible damage to Spur, and Frontier. It was his attack on Frontier that had caused Erick to accidentally kill a person for the first time, when Erick used his [Withering] on the city in order to save it from the invading monsters. Those two souls had forgiven Erick, but he had never forgiven himself; not really.

Bulgan had also murdered untold hundreds of human adventurers over the years, inside Ar’Kendrithyst. He had been the first person known to have become a Shade in the last 60 years. He had probably done much, much worse after his ascension to Shadedom, but Erick had no personal knowledge of those possible events.

Bulgan had killed over a hundred thousand people at Candlepoint, when he let the ballooning spider horde descend, all in order to draw Erick into a battle for control of that place.

And he had stymied Erick at every turn. But now, he was dead. Erick even had the notification of that death.

The fight wasn’t over, though. Erick got his head back in the battle.

But…

Queen did not appear.

There seemed to be a lull in the fight, so Erick took that moment and made something of it.

He took a part of his central sunform, and returned that part of him to solid reality. His Silver Star manifested in his center, as he vibrated his entire being with his [Blessing of Empathy], and cast another old spell that had been lying dormant in his Status for a long time.

 




	
Divine Creation, <Koyabez>

A touch of the divine will enable the creation of an appropriate artifact.

<The hands of eternity achieve the impossible.>














The world flexed outward, then inward. Silver light splashed across the dark heavens, as the Silver Moon appeared up above in a way it certainly should not have been able to appear. That moon glowed in the darkness, shining brighter, and brighter, causing a mirrored glow to take hold in the center of Erick’s sunform, around his personal Silver Star, his proof of his Avowed Pacifist status. Erick held onto the moment, knowing he would remember this, and Phagar’s [Death’s Approach], for the rest of his hopefully long life.

Lapis stared, mouthing, “Holy sh—”

The silver, ghostly form of Koyabez descended onto the world, shaping what was his to shape, carving and creating under the power of what belonged in his Domain, before all others.

Erick’s own Silver Star became something shinier.

Koyabez retreated, his work done.

While everyone was still staring, still flabbergasted, Erick stepped toward Lapis, fast as he could, and used his Silver Star on her. The effect was instant. Something deep pulsed inside the Star, eliciting a similar pulse inside Lapis. She turned limp and fully physical, as she began to cry out glowing tears. Erick moved her into the warm wings of the Ophiel he had already positioned next to her. She didn’t resist; she did the opposite. She reached for Ophiel, trying to find comfort in anything, trying to wrap herself in his feathers. Ophiel turned them both to light and vacated the battlefield.

Before anyone could say anything else, he appeared behind Farix. A [Grand Dispel] for 100,000 mana cast upon his blood orbs stripped those from him, but not before one of them fired an ineffectual beam at Erick, and Erick fired off a simultaneous [Harmonic Counterspell] at Farix, directly. Erick smiled, saying, “Don’t worry.”

Farix tried to get away. He failed, as a dozen [Harmonic Counterspell]s suppressed his power. Erick touched the Silver Star to the Shade’s chest. A similar pulse, same as the one that took Lapis, shocked Farix from the inside out. He fell, insensate, into an Ophiel’s waiting arms. That Ophiel took the man away, as Erick said, “You’ll survive, now.”

Fallopolis looked to him, saying, “You better not do that to me!”

“Of course not.” Erick launched a [Cascade Imaging] into the sky, targeting Queen.

Ah. She was hiding.

Erick stepped her way, uncovering her hiding spot like finding a toddler hiding in a cupboard. With a series of very effective counterspells and other magics, he sent Queen off into the arms of another Ophiel. He was glad he could rescue her, too. She may have been on Tania’s side, but she seemed like a nice enough person, and both Violet and Fallopolis had both given her ‘good’ endorsements. Maybe now she’d realize what she’d done wrong in her life.

Erick was not under any illusions about Queen, though. She was still a Shade. She was still evil. He had seen as much in the terrified eyes of her various butlers at the First Feast and otherwise. Queen, like every Shade before her, had done some dark deeds in the shadows.

He switched the map to ‘Goldie’.

She did not show, either on the map, or to Erick’s sight.

He switched the map to Tania. She was standing far to the southeast, inside a bit of land known as Weaver’s Quarters, near the Upper Reaches. Erick nodded at the location, then turned to Fallopolis.

Fallopilis stared at Erick. She frowned. “What divine cocks did you suck while I wasn’t watching?”

“With the Feast orgies canceled I had to get my fuck on somewhere, Fallopolis.”

“Ha!” Fallopolis might have laughed, but it was a hollow sound.

Erick pointed down at the Garden. “Is Treant worth saving?”

Fallopolis flicked her gaze down to the Garden. “If you save him, I doubt anyone will ever see him again except for the most devout Walkers in the Dark. He’ll set down in some grove somewhere and that will be the end of his involvement in mortal affairs. Maybe he’ll make some forest somewhere better than it had been before? I don’t know. I’m not a fortune teller.”

Erick nodded. “Then I will be saving another before we go confront Tania.”

He stepped down into the Garden, right next to a massive, dark tree with bare branches raising into the sky like lightning bolts. It was Treant, and he was surrounded by eight fruiting trees. The Stat Trees.

A series of super fast [Harmonic Counterspell]s prevented the disguised Shade’s counterattack, while Erick’s own massively empowered sunform took care of the lashing roots and blasting beams and bashing branches that poured in from the rest of the nearby Gardens, and from Treant himself. The touch of the Silver Star soaked into the Shade, ripping through what looked almost like a Domain. The fight was over.

Erick departed, while Treant shuddered. His branches slowly drooped. Erick could have called him a weeping willow, but that seemed overly harsh. The Shade surely deserved all the emotions he was currently feeling, but Erick did not feel like being cruel.

“Okay.” Erick stepped back into the sky, next to Fallopolis.

Fallopolis flinched backwards, stepping away fast as she said, “SHIT, son!” She forced herself to relax. “You’re scaring me a little.”

Buzz.

Erick smiled. “Lie.”

Fallopolis couldn’t help but grin at him. “… Maybe.” With much innuendo, she said, “There’s certainly some strong emotion happening, though.”

Not a lie.

Erick ignored the implication, and spoke to the air, “Goldie? Are you here?”

“She’s here.” Fallopolis pointed to an empty speck of sky. “Come on out. We might actually have a chance at this, thanks to whatever juice Erick has been drinking.”

Goldie appeared, like stepping out of a fog. She stared at Erick. “Got a plan?”

“I am going to lock Tania down.” He looked to Fallopolis. “Fallopolis will end her.” He looked to Goldie. “But you’re going to run away before you get your Blessing, if you can, and I don’t like that. So either lie to my face, and be forced to accept the inevitable, or take the Blessing now, without fighting back.”

Fallopolis grinned at the assassin, saying, “He’s got you there.”

For a long moment, no one said anything.

Goldie glared, but then softened. “… The gods are really doing this, huh?”

“Not only them, but Melemizargo, too.” Erick said, “And you know this already.”

“I know.” Goldie said, “I’m just being reluctant.” She closed her eyes. She said, “I don’t want to see it coming. Do it.”

Erick did. Goldie didn’t even flinch as the Silver Star touched her soul, eliciting the growth of something deep inside of her that had been turned off or ignored for a long time. As she collapsed in on herself, wrapping her arms around her knees, Erick had an Ophiel pick her up and move her away.

When they were alone, Fallopolis teased, but in a serious voice, “No Blessing for me, huh?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “Whatever you did a hundred years ago was pretty shitty. From my understanding you brought about the Great Purge of Spur. But since then, you’ve been helping a lot more than you’ve been harming.” He looked to her. “How did that all happen?”

Fallopolis looked away. “… It was a stupid thing I did, working us all into a frenzy to go against Spur.” She looked to Erick. “The story is stupid, when I look back on it. I worked to get Silverite called ‘Untouchable’ by the Clergy, which was about 400 of us at the time. I succeeded. Silverite got a big head and came into Kendrithyst, looking to end us all, exactly as I knew she would. Then I sprung the trap… I got a little overzealous, along with the rest of my people. Like idiots, we scoured Spur from the Crystal Forest. We never should have done that. I never should have done that.”

Erick nodded. “Why not?”

Fallopolis sighed. “Now you ask the tough one, huh.” She told the truth, “It’s not because I particularly cared about the people there. Not until they were gone. The destruction of Spur caused an event I never would have wanted, if I had known the future. It caused the rise of Kal’Duresh and Frontier, creating a brand new front of the Quiet War, that, of course, spilled into here.” Her voice took on an angry tone. “Into Kendrithyst! This once-great cosmopolitan City of the Shades became a mere reflection of the Quiet War, and then fell into even more degradation over the last century as people like Tania came into power.

“The Great Purge was a travesty on a thousand levels that I never forgave myself for allowing to happen, or for enabling. I miscalculated everything, from beginning to end, because of some misguided idea that Silverite had ties to the rest of wrought society and that by getting her, I would get the people that took my mother.” She said, “That was wrong of me, too. Silverite has always been a nobody in the Underworld.” Fallopolis laughed. “Killzone used to be a prince, though. Using him never got me anywhere, either, so that’s why I moved onto Silverite, thinking she had deep connections.” She looked to Erick. “Did you know that? About Killzone?”

“No…” Erick thought about the blacklight he had given the man; about his stunned silent reaction to the ultraviolet-glowing stone, and the brilliant purple reaction of his wrought body. Later information at that same party revealed that blacklights were used by royalty. Neither Silverite or Anhelia had the same sort of reaction as Killzone, so Killzone being a prince, and thus connected to the lights that were used as the gems of royalty, explained that discrepancy. “But that makes some sense, now that you’ve said that.”

“Too bad [Future Sight] isn’t as useful as Rear-sight, eh?” Fallopolis smirked at her own joke, then said, “You know? I killed practically every single new Shade to be born since then, trying to stomp out further expansions of the Quiet War. I wasn’t always the Culler, but that’s how I became the Culler. I had to do it, too. Every single one of them new youngling Shades would have added to the Quiet War on one side or the other. I’ve been fighting Tania ever since she was made Champion, in those stupid years after Spur’s Great Purge.” She flipped a hand through the air, toward where Bulgan died. “That Bulgan was the only one I couldn’t kill. Tania protected him too well.”

Erick nodded, taking that all in. Then he asked, “What are your thoughts on Tania?”

“You’re not going to try and save her, too, are you?” Fallopolis side-eyed Erick.

“No.” Erick said, “I cannot allow the Champion of Melemizargo to live. I have absolutely no doubt that she could break any Blessing I put upon her, so she has to die.”

“I like this side of you, Erick.” Fallopolis happily said, “If we make it out alive, I’ll show you the good time you were missing this Shadow’s Feast.”

Erick smirked. “When I’m done here, I’m probably going to go home and cry a lot. If we survive.”

“… Not a lie.” Fallopolis frowned. “That part of you is less attractive.”

Erick ignored the dig, and asked, “Tania is a Copy Mage, isn’t she?”

Fallopolis’s bright eyes went wide. “The number of living people who know that is now a total of two. You and me.”

“Just two? Not even Quilatalap?”

“… Ah.” Fallopolis said, “He might have known. I’m not sure he’s alive. Er. Dead. Undead. Whatever.”

Not a lie. Ahhh… Shit. Erick’s emotions took a funny, hateful roll through his sunform. “Fuck.” He asked, “Who did it?”

“Tania,” Fallopolis told the truth. “Happened sometime with that memory fuckery with Caizoa. She shot off some soul-rending magic; the only thing that can actually hurt a lich.” She shrugged. “But if anyone can survive that, Quilatalap can.”

Erick nodded. “And that’s enough rest.” Erick glanced through his Ophiel, checking on the Shades. The Ophiel were alone. The Shades they had been carrying had abandoned them somewhere along the way. That was fine. But instead of having them come back, Erick just resummoned a fresh batch of ten; ten casts, all in the space of one.

“Holy—!” Fallopolis averted her eyes, “Scaled God! Do you have any idea how bright that was to a proper mana sense?!”

Erick postulated, “Let’s see... Each Ophiel is worth ten of the previous Ophiel. And I saw it all happen, too. So, yes. I do have an idea. But… It wasn’t that bright.”

“Maybe to you.”

All ten Ophiel turned on their [Greater Lightwalk]s, brightening the dark sky with their gentle radiance.

Ah. Hmm. Had he made another mistake?

Erick considered the [SSS] spell he had used. It was now gone from his Status, but could his Ophiel have used that spell?

… It probably wouldn’t have worked, anyway, and now that he considered what could have been, giving [SSS] to Ophiel seemed exactly like the sort of thing that would get him smacked by Rozeta. It was probably better that he never thought to do such a thing before using the spell himself. The same went for [Divine Creation] and [Death’s Approach].

After enough time, the Ophiel each raised the same defenses that Erick had the previous ten Ophiel raise; those defenses had not worked perfectly, but they had worked well enough, so if it wasn’t broke, there was nothing to fix. [Prismatic Ward]s were cast at 30,000 mana, and restricted to dense cores of power locked to small stones held in the center of each sunform Ophiel; it was just there to provide yet another layer of defense, after all. Erick didn’t want those dense airs targeted and dispersed right away. After that, each Ophiel wrapped themselves in [Pure Reflection Ward]s to protect their exteriors, along with [Lodestar] for even more control of the light all around them, while [Hunter’s Instincts] and Sight spells flared back on, enabling extrasensory perceptions.

A perfect [Dispel Familiar] might take each one of them out in one cast, but Erick had yet to see such a spell from any Shade.

… Or maybe that’s what Bulgan had used back when Erick had tried to defend the people of Candlepoint?

Whatever.

This was good enough. The process took a few minutes. In the meantime, Erick and Fallopolis talked tactics. Tania’s little dot on the map never moved. She was still there in the Weaver’s Quarters. Waiting.

Erick was ready.

But he asked one more question of Fallopolis, “Did you split a part of yourself off, too, so that you could answer me truthfully when you so wished? To get around this mutual anti-lying Blessing?”

Fallopolis smirked. She said, “Nope. This is all me, my wonderfully smart, Fire of the Age.”

Not a lie.

“Would you even know if you split a part of yourself off, to enable lying? Could you remove the Blessing we now share if you wanted?”

“Nope! And yes.” Fallopolis said, “But our Blessing will remain for now until eternity because I wouldn’t want to remove such a nice gift from you, anyway.”

Erick just had to accept that, didn’t he?

Because for every magic that enabled or denied, there was another that got around those permissions. There was always a counter. There was always a slippery trick, somewhere… In fact, Erick thought of several good ones, and one horrific trick that should not be created. He mulled that thought over for a moment and came to an immediate conclusion. The spell he imagined would be a war crime, for sure. Something that should not exist, even if it could be used against Tania right now.

But besides that…

“She’s not moving, so I assume she wants to talk.” Erick asked, “Should we let her?”

Fallopolis frowned. “Don’t speak of plans until they are done. Don’t allow the enemy to get in your head if you know they can. Don’t walk into traps without having a way out. And don’t trust Tania to ‘just talk’.” She added, “That said… You’ve had a revelation from some future event. I can infer that we got to the real fight. And that we lost. So think of what you want the world to be like when you win, this time. Do you want her to have gotten in your head, or do you want to end her how she would have ended you?” She pointed toward the Swamp, where grey smog continued to billow from River Tower Gloom. “In ten more minutes that will have filled up the Lower Reaches. In forty, the Middle Reaches, though it’s already reached that level if only a little. There are adventurers in all those spaces. This is not over yet and the more you wait the harder it will be for them.”

“I am acting soon, but I’m just deciding how far I will go.”

“For a Shade, the only option is ‘as far as you can’.” Fallopolis looked to Erick, saying, “But for you… I am guessing that you have a trick, but are concerned that whatever you make will become a part of the Script?”

“Something like that.”

“Hmm. Minor lie.” Fallopolis thought. She said, “Don’t make this magic. We’re strong enough. I won’t hold back this time.”

“You’re weird when you’re all teeth and tentacles.”

“And eyes! Don’t forget the eyes.”

- - - -

Erick stepped into the sky a hundred meters from the center of Weaver’s Quarters, a Black Zone section of Ar’Kendrithyst where people went in but never came out. It was easy to see why. The land here was crawling with spider monsters, of all sizes and shapes and colors. Erick saw zero Shadow Spiders, but that was probably by design. The horse-sized spiders were the most noticeable, as they crawled across webs that spanned from red-purple tower to red-purple tower. But there were also flying spiders, and thousand-leg spiders, and other, larger beasts down in the purple, webbed-depths below.

Tania was a kilometer away, lounging by herself on a two-person divan in the center of a platform of silk stretched between four wide-set towers. She wore her usual white dress, while she had a plethora of snacks stacked up on the tables around her, one of which was surely a tub of ice cream, and another which were Erick’s untouched chocolate bars he had prepared for the First Feast. Tania mostly stuck to the meats and cheeses, though, while tears stained her face and Jane’s laptop sat on an arched table, perfectly positioned for Tania to watch while she drowned her sorrows. Her characteristic white tarantula was gone, as was the other person that would have fit on the other half of her divan.

Glowing white tears fell as Tania watched a movie on the laptop. It looked like a romantic comedy.

Though much of her act was fake, parts of it seemed like an act carved from a part of her heart and set out for Erick to witness, more than anything truly impossible.

Erick spoke across the sky, “How would you like to die?”

“From old age and with Bulgan at my side!” Tania abandoned the meat and cheese, scattering those snacks to the floor as she grabbed the iced cream, which was more commonly known as icies. It was green-colored. She stuck a spoon in the paper tub. “But failing that, then after this scene. It’s over in five minutes.” She ate a spoonful of green icy, and cried.

Erick moved his Ophiel inward, but had them keep some of their distance.

He glimpsed the movie.

On the laptop, a man and a woman argued in the pouring rain.

They yelled out their love and their hate at each other, and in equal measure. And then the man said something profound, stopping the woman in her tracks. She said something equally profound. The rain kept falling, but they cared not for the distraction. All they cared for was each other.

Tania suddenly sobbed. Erick’s heart wanted to reach out to her, but he stopped himself.

The man and the woman on the screen rushed each other, arms wide, to hold each other tight while lightning crashed in the background, but they didn’t mind. They only had hearts for each other. They kissed, a gentle, rough thing, that mimicked their whole relationship up till then.

The movie was not over, the rain still fell on the screen, but Tania shut the laptop. The laptop went to sleep. Tania breathed. She sighed. She set the green icy aside and collected herself as she stood from her divan. She picked up the laptop with one hand, saying, “I can only hope that this sort of technology makes it to the rest of our worlds one day.” She gestured with the laptop. “Take it, please.”

Erick moved an Ophiel forward, and took the laptop. That Ophiel retreated, carrying his cargo away as he scanned it for any magical or mundane traps.

Tania sighed, again. She breathed. She said, “I’m going to take my own life and end this chapter of my life on my own terms, if you will allow such a thing.” She held up her arm. “Blast it, please, so that you can get the Kill Box and know I am truly dead.”

Erick instantly did so, carving a [Luminous Beam] across Tania’s forearm.

Tania winced, as her hand vanished into bright light. She held up her stump, casually watching as her black blood spurted out, dyeing her white dress to black, and scattering darkness onto the white spider silk platform underneath. She did not bother to staunch the flow. She looked up and over at Erick, and said, “You have glimpsed a future, and come back to make things end as the gods will. I see this, and though I could fight this, as I have fought this before… I cannot. Melemizargo has declared all Shades must die, and so I will follow this decree, to honor the life he has given me.” She breathed. “But I know that the woman you saw in a previous reality probably did some horrible shit.” She breathed again. “I would like to leave my office of the Champion of Melemizargo with a bit more dignity than whatever caused you to make whatever bargains you were able to make. Please remember me as I am now, so that whichever Champion may come later is not tainted by actions that I have never done.

“Goodbye, Fire of the Age. I wish you well in illuminating this New Cosmology for all of Those Who Aspire.”

Tania Webwalker, Champion of Melemizargo, detonated under her own power, becoming a fireball of shadows and light barely larger than the silk platform under her feet. A blue box appeared; a kill notification. In a detached sort of way, Erick recognized that she gave less experience than the Witch.

And it was over.

It was actually over.

Was this real?

This was real.

Was it, though?

Yes. It was.

Fallopolis stepped up next to Erick. The two of them looked upon the tattered remains of the spider silk platform that had been the location of Tania’s End. She said, “Unexpected.”

Erick’s voice was barely above a whisper, as he said, “Yeah… Unexpected.”

Fallopolis had no trouble acclimating to the new world all around them. She happily asked, “What next?”

Erick latched onto something he had only just then realized.

He pointed to a spot in the sky located directly above Abyss Lake, next to a small, barely known location known as the Observatory. An illusionary world floated above, smaller than some, but not the smallest Erick had seen. It was a one-house world, with a small lake and a few scattered trees, with something made of eyes and teeth and claws casually lurking in the shadows of that fake world.

“That’s yours.”

Fallopolis frowned. “Doesn’t count if I told you that in a different timeline.”

“You never did. But enough Shades died to make it easy enough to guess which one was yours.” Erick seemed to acclimate to the new world all around him, too, while he asked, “So what’s my reward?”

“Hmm.” Fallopolis looked Erick over, then said, “I was going to give you that Blessing that I was going to give you, but you already refused that, and the goal was getting you to murder every Shade you could… Which you have managed to do with a little bit of help from me getting the whole thing started.” She added, “And with the gods, I suppose. So that’s great. I approve of most of that.” She thought. She said, “How about this? I promise to give you updates on how each of the Shades you saved are doing?” She added, “I need to keep eyes on them, anyway.”

Erick nodded. “Sure. Maybe don’t report to me, but be sure to tell Killzone and the rest. Unless you find one of the Blessed Shades are in need of another Blessing.”

“I can do that.” Fallopolis said, “I’m sure at least one of those Evil Shades will try to wriggle out from underneath their new obligations.” She brightened, as she said, “And I can also tell you a secret—” She paused. She frowned, and said, “Ah. Er. No. Maybe not.”

Erick frowned right back at her. “What.”

“Ohhhh. It’s not that bad! You know what? I’m just going to tell you. And I’ll tell you more than one secret, too. Lots of rewards, for the great hero, the Fire of the Age, Erick Flatt!” Fallopolis said, “The first secret is that the spell [Healing Word] does not enable extra casting outside of the Script Second. What the spell does allow is for the user to queue multiple iterations of Healing Word and then release them as necessary over the course of ten seconds or so. You can extract this usefulness out of [Healing Word] and enable a bit of cheating around the Script Second. It’s not as useful as being a Shade and getting all your magic outside of the Script Second. But it’s a good trick.

“The second reward is that you can now remove the Feast Barrier at your leisure. It won’t come down just because Tania is dead, but you can just throw that [Grand Dispel] of yours at it, and start punching holes in the working. If you choose not to break it right now, then I’m going to break it tomorrow after I’ve cleaned up what I need to clean up. After that, I’m gone. The other Shades will likely vanish as soon as they can, too.

“The third reward is that I like you Erick, and that makes me want to tell you some deep truths, but I can’t tell you any more secrets because you have no mental training to resist Mind Mage intrusion. I can tell you that I’ll be checking up on you occasionally, just to make sure you’re still you. So try not to kill me the next time you see me, okay?” Fallopolis said, “I’ll try not to let myself be killed, either.”

Erick absorbed all of that faster than he thought he could. After he did, he asked, “Will the Mind Mages actually be a problem?”

Fallopolis smiled a sad smile, and said, “Yes. But maybe not. You killed every Shade in Ar’Kendrithyst, except for me, Goldie, Farix, Treant, Queen, Lapis, and Hollowsaur, and each one of us you Blessed into submission. You even killed Tania! That’s bound to get you some goodwill.”

“… You called it ‘Ar’Kendrithyst’.”

“I did.” She nodded. “This city has always been a land of refugee souls from a distant Cosmology, hoping and praying for new bodies. So it was never really ‘The Dead City of Kendrithyst’. But I guess we’re giving up on that? Eh. It’s Melemizargo’s decision, and I likely don’t have all of those answers.” She said, “People will call this city what they have been calling it for a long time, and now there are no Shades to countermand the will of the world.” Fallopolis pointed across the webbed sky, toward the Brightwater. “But people still live here. That’s certainly a living part of Kendrithyst. That’s the bomb that will go off now that all the Shades are dead. That culture is dangerous, Erick.”

He felt a sinking feeling, again.

Fallopolis said, “So good luck with all of that. I’m off to pillage some knowledge before I go. Care to join me in the Library?”

Erick looked to the north. “Not yet. I have to fix the Swamp.”

Fallopolis nodded. “I’ll set some books aside for you! Be sure to take them and hide them somewhere no one else will find them.” She added, “I’ll probably have to give them to you several times if the Mind Mages get involved, but that’s fine. See you later!” She turned to leave.

“Wait.” Before she stepped away, Erick asked, “Are you going to change your name?”

Fallopolis suddenly froze. “Oh. Shit.” She turned back to Erick, looking contemplative. “… I really want to share that third reward with you, Erick, but not until I know the Mind Mages won’t get you. I’ll be ‘Fallopolis’ for a long while longer.”

“See you later, then, Fallopolis.”

Fallopolis bowed. “Fire of the Age.”

She stepped away in a flash of shadows.

After a moment of simply standing there, Erick stepped away toward the Swamp.

When he arrived, he gazed down into the bowl-like area of the Swamp, and saw a vision of the apocalypse laid out before him, for twenty-five kilometers in every direction. Dead trees. Grey mists turning those trees into mush. Mushrooms growing out of everything. Zombies crawling through the mists. Giant mobile mushrooms, walking around like kings, directing forces forward into the chasms in the surrounding curtain wall of the Swamp. Here and there, Toxic Hydras roared out green and grey light, filling the sky with even more grey mists, while green pools glowed beneath them all. More, unknown monsters, crawled through the mists. Erick was certain that one of the pods of beasts was some sort of Moon Reacher-type monster, except it was shaggy black, instead of shaggy grey.

A light tingling at the bottom of his sunform, ripping away his control over his own magic, indicated the presence of radiation in the air. Erick adjusted his and his Ophiels’ sunforms to block out all of that harmful light, along with the associated beta-decay particles, or whatever other radiation or exotic extreme lights hovered in those grey mists, tearing at himself and his [Familiar]s. It worked to cut the tingle, more or less.

Ten Ophiel unleashed ten [Domains of the Withering Slime], adding yet another layer of white light to their hovering forms. Thick air spilled out into the hordes below. Monsters popped, sending up plumes of even more thick air into the grey mists, carving holes into the poison with each accompanying [Cleanse]. The effect was smaller than it should have been, but Erick had ten Ophiel, and that made up for most of the difference.

Erick released a thousand [Mirage Slimes] over the course of a minute, while his Ophiels employed [Luminous Beams] upon the more dangerous monsters and [Vivid Gloom]s upon the more dangerous hordes. Experimentally, he cast a 100,000 point [Grand Dispel] into the mist. That didn’t work.

After twenty minutes, he cleaned up almost every monster, though some of them had certainly gotten away.

He moved to River Tower Gloom; the source of the mists. The green kendrithyst mountain proved a bit resistant to his efforts to excavate and discover the actual source of the problem, but he managed. Well before his [Death’s Approach] ended, Erick’s Ophiel had entered directly into the poisoned river and followed the twists and turns through the green mountain, finding artifacts strung along the whole of the aqueduct that turned water into poison. A bit of crushing, repeated a hundred times, was all it took to end the outpouring of grey mist into the Swamp.

A bit more cleanup outside, and the Swamp was cleansed. More or less. It was still an apocalyptic warzone, but the monsters were gone. The sight reminded Erick of his time helping to clean up the Crystal Mimic incursion past the Wall.

With that done, he checked up on the Shades whom he had given a second chance.

They were doing okay.

Farix was down in Truedark, helping rescue people from rockslides and giving orders to all who could listen.

Lapis stood beside the orcol-form Treant, inside the Garden, standing beside the Stat Trees. They spoke in low voices, asking for forgiveness. The trees did not respond. Treant touched a tree, and it turned ethereal, before vanishing completely, becoming as though it never was. They moved onto the next.

Goldie and Queen were at the Palace District, inside a map room with gold-inlaid work tables, surrounded by ornate shelves full of expensive-looking books. They spoke about Quest Requirements over a massive map of Nelboor, talking about how to best fulfill the needs set before them. They shot their eyes to the left, to the door to the room. A butler walked in, wondering who he had heard, but Goldie and Queen were already gone. Their map and a few books were gone, too.

Hollowsaur stood in the dark, below the broken Jungle, searching through the remains of a broken plateau that had once housed hundreds. He was not alone. A few green people searched through the wreckage with him. There were no minotaurs. Those hurt and hopefully healed people were somewhere else. Erick looked, and found them.

The minotaurs were at the Bend in the North River, meeting the people there who had managed to survive. There was tension. There were a few harsh words over how the minotaurs seemed like abominations. There would be trouble, later, but for now, there was calm.

Erick moved on.

He searched for Quilatalap at the Armory.

The whole bubbled structure was broken, while the characteristic blackness of the entire area was gone, replaced with the normal red-purple glows common to the Dead City. The central dome was completely sundered. Someone had looted the place. All Erick found inside were pedestals where the artifacts would sit, and many, many broken vault doors.

Down an empty hallway, not too far from the center, Erick found a wall that was open. There were no signs of a struggle in this place. Beyond that wall was a small house with a small garden out front. Inside, the furniture was sized for orcols. But all the drawers and cabinets and other storage places had been ransacked, just like the rest of the place. Erick did not find the archlich. A [Telepathy] sent out to the man returned nothing, but maybe he had gotten out of the Barrier some other way?

There might have been some open passageways way, way down, in the deepest parts of the Dead City. After all, the water had to come in from somewhere, right? … Though the water could have been recycled. Maybe.

Erick moved on.

He had never been to the Library before, but now he had. The Libary was a massive structure of a hundred floors and a dozen towers, in the upper Middle Reaches where the sun still reached, but not too strongly. Erick didn’t want to go inside. He did, however, pick up the bundle of books that sat outside the door, waiting for him.

There was a note.

 




	
I finished faster than expected! Go ahead and break the Barrier, if you want.

Till we meet again!~

-Fallopolis

JSYK: I stepped into the broken armory to see if I could find Quilatalap, or any missed artifacts, but all I found was his hidden home, already rifled through. I have no idea if Quilatalap is alive, but if I meet him, I’ll tell him you were worried over his fate! Gook luck with him!

JSYK 2: Watch out for unexpected artifacts popping up in the rest of the world. I managed to snag a few, but I did not get most of them. No idea where they all went.














“Ahh… Shit.”

Ah… No time to worry overmuch.

It was time to go. Erick couldn’t wait around any longer. Not with this [Death’s Approach] running out. He imagined that his 21 Mana Regen would likely become 2.1 Mana per second when this was all over. Maybe less. He had likely spent over 3 million mana since he had activated that Skill. Conservatively, according to the math, he had somewhere between 17-20 days before his Regen returned to normal.

… So he went to spend some more mana. He needed to get home. That Feast Barrier needed to come down. Erick first copied the books, and sent those copies to a few different locations inside the Dead City. Then he copied Jane’s laptop and did the same with that. 

He stepped to the top of the north wall of Ar’Kendrithyst.

Black threads layered the world from left to right, reaching all the way down well past the ground and way up high, to the Edge of the Sky; the Edge of the Script. The last time Erick had spied the barrier it had been shot through with divine flames. That fire was gone. All that remained were the threads.

Erick cast a 20,000 point [Grand Dispel]. It might have been the equivalent of half a million mana.

The splash of shadows touched the darkness of the Feast Barrier, and broke a single thread.

“Ah.” Disgruntled, Erick said, “Okay then.”

He cast a 170,000 point [Grand Dispel]; Over 4 million mana worth of anti-magic magic.

Threads snapped like the breaking of an entire piano’s worth of strings. Erick rapidly stepped away. Threads broke in a chain reaction but not because of Erick’s [Grand Dispel] chaining onto another similar target, but because something intrinsic to the magic was now gone. More threads snapped in a cascading reaction. Time flexed.

Time resumed its normal, 1-second-equaled-1-second manner. The Feast Barrier snapped, then vanished like twisted spiderwebs blown away on the everpresent northern winds, taking its [Teleport]-blocking capabilities with it, ridding Erick of that particularly annoying full-body itch he just couldn’t scratch.

He looked out at the world, and felt a weight fall from his shoulders.

The dark sky beyond glittered with a billion stars. The moons were little more than dark spots blocking out the stars beyond. They were still new moons, after all. Tomorrow, they’d come back to the sky as tiny slivers, but for now, the only light above was from the stars.

And then there was Spur.

The city glowed to the north. A beacon of light in the dark. Erick smiled. From this angle, Spur was a lot closer to Ar’Kendrithyst than he would have liked. Maybe it was just his perspectives that had changed.

He joked to himself, “I am on top of the wall, instead of in Spur, after all. There’s at least one changed perspective for you.” And then he sent a message off to Poi, ‘Hello, Poi!’

‘SIR?!’

Erick immediately sent the man a 10,000 mana [Telepathy] overview of the events of the last four days, adding, ‘Take your time with that. I’ll talk more, but I have to remake the defenses around the house while I can. I imagine that things are going to get rather busy, rather fast.’

Poi’s response was a garbled, ‘Wha— ohgods.’

Erick stepped across the night sky, glowing like the brightest star in the heavens and traveling very, very fast, right onto the flat, orange land in front of his house. His garden smelled nice. His house wasn’t on fire, though someone had built a large bonfire in the next lot over.

… There were lots of bonfires, everywhere in the city. They were kinda nice. Erick suddenly wanted marshmallows, almost as much as he wanted to know what everyone was going to say when they found out the Clergy was gutted; reduced to 6 forced-to-repent Shades and 1 Culler.

Anywho!

Erick spent 174,000 of his own mana replacing the [Prismatic Ward] across his house. Sure, a [Ward Destruction] would be able to clear that off, but there was something nice about being able to sleep in a [Ward] worth something like 20 million points of defense.

Ah. Good thoughts!

… Which led to more good thoughts.

Erick cast to the left, stringing together all of his thoughts of defense alongside all of his recent experiences with Destruction, as he molded together one very complicated spell, with one trick. A spurt of shadows touched nothing. But a blue box appeared, anyway.

 




	
Ward Destruction, instant, long range, 100 Mana

Dispel a ward.














Ah. Good. That worked. Erick smiled.

And because experimenting was important, he cast the spell at the [Prismatic Ward] he had just cast.

The dense air popped, because of course it did. Heh. That was fine. Erick could layer that dense air with a few other anti-[Dispel] tricks he had seen in the last few hours. But that would happen tomorrow. Or maybe later than that. Erick recast the [Prismatic Ward], and enjoyed the moment.

He felt good.

He relaxed.

He slipped back into his mortal body and felt a rush of pent up emotions roil through his head and heart. He rode that wave, willing it to go down.

And then he looked at his hand. A fine mist of white light flickered like candle flames across his skin. That brought him back to the moment more than willpower could ever do. He realized he better get indoors before his various spells failed. He went to touch the handle—

Jane slammed open the door. “DAD?!” She looked him up and down. “What the FUCK did you DO?!”

“Something very dangerous, though I told Poi most of it, but hey!” He briefly turned into light and slipped into the house, bypassing Jane, simultaneously setting Jane’s computer down on the counter next to the door. “Found your laptop! Poi probably needs to go over it for memetic hazards while everyone else needs to prepare for my collapse.” He turned physical again. His skin flickered with dying candlelight.

Poi rushed around the corner of the hallway, saying, “Don’t touch that laptop!”

Jane barely glanced toward Poi before saying, “It’s really you!” as she rushed him with arms wide open—

She stepped through his body, splashing light into the air. “What?” She turned.

Erick was gone.

Jane screamed into the air of the foyer, “DAD?!”

Erick came back to himself. “Huh. Odd.” His body still glowed as though rimmed in white fire, but... “I thought I canceled the [Lightwal—”

[Death’s Approach] was over. Erick caught sight of Phagar, to his left, just as the magic faded. Phagar waved, and then vanished.

Erick’s eyes rolled up into his head.

He would have fallen to the ground if not for Jane. She grabbed him, able to hold his physical body this time, as she cursed and prayed for his safety. Kiri rushed down the staircase, but stopped before she reached Jane. Justine held back, remaining at the top of the staircase. Teressa rushed into the room, carrying the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] while Poi frantically sent out a dozen different telepathic messages at once.

Poi was also still decoding the message Erick had sent him. 10,000 mana had translated into a quarter million mana message, after all.

Ten, 174,000 point Ophiels descended on the house, some roosting on the towers, some turning tiny as they took their places on windowsills, setting up point defenses, while a few followed inside to watch Jane and the rest worry over Erick. They chirped in fun little violin sounds as everyone else panicked.

- - - -











            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    There is a small epilogue, chapter 121. This will be posted next week, as usual. Patrons are up to chapter 126 of Book 5. 

THANKS FOR READING, EVERYONE!

It's been a long trip to get to the end of book 4. This storyline got away from me, by a lot, with characters doing many things that I never expected them to do, and character goals shifting as they interacted and resolved conflicts as they were wont. The ending I had envisioned was not what happened, because my vision fell short of what the characters wanted and accomplished. But they got to an 'end', eventually! Over 700,000 words! That was way too many. Book 5 will not be that long...

Probably.

The entire story is currently 1,325,000 words, as of this chapter. So. Yeah. 

Cue shameless plug: 

Please rate, or review, or upvote the reviews of others that you like! There've been a lot of .5s from people who only managed to get through half of book one, or less, but those are the breaks. Still disheartening to see, tho. If you can give an advanced review, please do so!

Thanks for being here. Thanks for reading and commenting. Onward to book 5! (after the epilogue for this one). 

(I had planned on there being a week off of RR updates because I want to keep Patreon at 6 chapters ahead, but I'm going to meet that goal without a RR break, unless I'm being an idiot about counting. So. We'll see.)

 

 

 



                



121 - Epilogue, Book 4


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    It's a short one, like I said. 



                

                Caizoa stood in the starlit sky, watching two different dramas unfold in two different directions. To the southeast, Ar’Kendrithyst and all that evil was undergoing a change of Underworld proportions. Almost all the Shades were dead, and most of those who survived had been placed under divine Blessings to ensure that they would be boons to the world, going forward. The one who had not been Blessed, Caizoa knew she was no match for, so there was no point in pursuing that fight. Still, though…

Still, she kinda wanted to kill those she could. Better to clean up loose threads than to let them mar the tapestry going forward, as grandma always said.

‘They’re Blessed by another artifact of My God,’ The Black Star sent, in response to Caizoa’s thoughts. ‘Killing them while they retain this Blessing is an act of aggression I cannot abide at this time. Take solace in the news that we will be the first informed if they break their Blessing.’

… Which was fair enough, she supposed. It was, theoretically, possible for a Shade to be ‘good’. Uncle Anopix was a good Shade, after all. Caizoa was one of the very few people in this world that knew that a Shade could be and do good, so this was fine.

… Fallopolis though, did not have the Blessing of the Silver Prism, which was just a tentative name for the Blessing and the artifact at the moment. Eh. Caizoa knew she would only wear herself out if she went after that one, and besides, Fallopolis wasn’t Caizoa’s main target. The young Juggernaut tried to put that awful human Shade out of her mind, as she concentrated on the path forward.

The sandform woman gazed north east, to the sparkling city of Spur. Bonfires raged yellow glows upon every tower that could hold a fire, and in every watchtower on the walls, though they were still dim things, in the darkness of Shadow’s Feast. Courtyards and neighborhood squares held similar sights. And yet, no one was on the streets except those who tended to those large, yet dim fires.

Well… There were some shifts in the Human District. Lotta action over there. Caizoa almost went closer, just so she could see what was happening at Erick’s house. But she did not. She refrained, contenting herself to watch from afar, as handheld wardlights scattered across the darkened district, and the unseen people holding them turned their eyes upward, looking for danger.

That man… That human had pulled out a great deal of impressive spellwork back there, at the end. Rapid, almost casual [Dispel]s that locked down Shade after Shade were the most impressive. Caizoa didn’t think that anyone would ever have enough mana to be able to counter a Shade’s magic, but then again, she had overheard that Erick had been empowered by divinities. The depths of those empowerments did not seem real until the Black Star had spoken to her, and told her that killing Erick now, after he had gone out of his way to create a Greater Artifact for Koyabez based around empathy…

Killing Erick Flatt now would indubitably result in her own death, and thus the failure of her main mission.

So, not killing him was fine. This was okay. Maybe he wouldn’t get converted by the Angel. Caizoa could kill the blasted thing herself, anyway. Probably. She was still unsure about all that, for she had yet to ask her question, now that the Feast Barrier was gone.

Caizoa prepared herself, then asked, “Where’s the target?”

After a moment, the Black Star responded, ‘Mount Torkrendy is the main area of Converter Angel activity, with much of the countryside under Converter Angel control. The Angel itself is located a ways into Mondariska Mountains, west of Mount Torkrendy, halfway between here and Greendale.

‘Secondary targets include many locations in the Wasteland Kingdoms. Tertiary targets have spread to Kal’Duresh, Portal, Spur, Frontier, and every city of the Sovereign Kingdoms. Fourth tier targets include other major cities all over the world, and in the Underworld.’

Caizoa breathed. Holy shit, that was worse than she thought it would be. Her heart did a number in her chest, as she contemplated. After a moment, she decided. “I’m going to need help.” She put on a hard smile, to fight the ache in her heart. She would have had that help if not for Tania and Fallopolis. And then her thoughts turned harder. “At least those bastards back home can’t use you now that we’re together.”

‘I would have been against helping some places before others, just to watch other places burn faster.’

“You should have gone to Skorka. She was the smart one. You would have done a lot better with her.”

‘You seem to be doing alright. You killed five Shades, after all. Level 80 looks good on you.’

“The Class Abilities will certainly help. I didn’t know you’d function as a Registrar, too.”

‘I have many functions, this ‘registrar’ one is just a facet of my power.’

Caizoa turned to the west, where Kal’Duresh and the Wasteland Kingdoms lay. “Any suggestions of places to hit first?”

‘The one right in front of you.’ The Black Star said, ‘Spur. And then Erick will assist you in your task. My God will ensure it, if you ask him.’ The artifact added, ‘There are a few things to keep in mind, though. Whichever place you attack first will likely inform the others that they are being successfully targeted. And then there’s this: Soon, this entire world is going to be set ringing with the news of this Shadow’s Feast, and my prognostication abilities are greatly weakened when everything is in an uproar over such a large, world-spanning event. What I can tell you now, though, is that Spur, Kal’Duresh, and Frontier will be under great scrutiny by all. The Angel might pull its forces out of here before anything truly happe—’ A pause. Then a rapid series of statements, ‘Ah. Nearby tertiary targets are already moving. All targets are moving. Consolidating. The news of Shadow’s Feast is spreading fast. An Ascendant Mind has descended to Spur. Spur is cleared of influences as of this moment— Make that two Ascendant Minds.’ A moment passed. ‘They are now aware of your presence, though they cannot do much since I am with you.’

Caizoa would have paled if she had been in her fleshy body. She rapidly decided, “Let’s find targets in the Kingdoms.”

‘As you wish.’

She stepped away, through the sky at first, but then across the tops of the dunes of the Crystal Forest, moving almost as fast as a [Teleport]. Sandstepping was pretty damn fast across sand, after all.

- - - -

Poi stood inside the house, exactly where he needed to be, mentally messaging a hundred people over two hundred concerns rated from 8 star to 12 star, as well as overseeing Erick’s immediate bodily recovery. Mostly, he was doing the first. Teressa and everyone else was fully on the second. And besides, Erick was fine. Sure, he had passed out as soon as…

Poi checked the message Erick sent him.

Erick had passed out as soon as [Death’s Approach] ended. His soul had been damaged, but not too severely. His body had been ravaged by the transformation, but a double-tap from a rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] solved that problem. A real healer was on their way—

Concerns radiated into Poi’s mind, and then they fell away, like a million kilogram weight lifted from his shoulders by a mind much stronger than his. No. Wait. Not a single mind. A pair, and then a trio. Poi glanced to the ceiling, and far beyond, to see the threads of [Telepathy] which strung across the sky, and to see the threads he had once held, now held by others with much more claim to that Domain.

Poi pulsed out, ‘Sirs? Who has come?’

For an unstable moment, Poi was utterly surprised, and yet not, as one of the greater beings of the Crossing above actually responded to him.

An Ascendant Mind spoke with a dozen voices at once, saying, ‘This one is merely an assistant to understand the problems joining our world on this Shadow’s Feast. Don’t worry about these questions for now. Could you let me in a bit more, please?’

Poi rapidly obliged. A cool feeling lifted up his mind above, briefly taking control of his body from him, but then giving it right back. Poi blinked, and saw that Erick was now seated in a recliner. A minute might have passed in that ethereal, disembodied moment, and Poi had come back much stronger for it, and with a lot more perspective. He gazed at Erick, and saw what he had already seen, but in a whole new light.

The Fire of the Age, the Untouchable Killer of Ar’Kendrithyst, Veird’s First Particle Mage, and his boss, Erick Flatt, was perhaps the most pivotal living soul on Veird, at the moment. He was still unconscious and drooling on himself.

That was probably for the best.

A second Ascendant Mind asked, ‘I would like your cooperation to recreate Archmage Flatt’s message to you. There are many missing spots.’

Poi gave his permission. It was easier this time.

Again, he felt his mind touched, but this time with warmth and water; with mana unending, pulled directly from the Crossings above. He had managed to hold together much of Erick’s 300,000 mana missive, but he was only mortal. There were holes in the sending. And now, with Ascendant Two’s help, those holes began to fill. Poi was involved, yes, but only indirectly.

Ascendant Two began to ask questions of Poi’s mind, and Poi’s mind began to answer. He had trained his mind very well, and so the answers given were mostly accurate, but there were mistakes here and there. Poi answered questions when they came, using his personal knowledge of Erick to cross gaps in his message that were gone forever. Recreating the whole missive took five minutes. Soon, a full accounting of Erick’s Point of View came into being. And what a Point of View it was.

Intelligence!

The transformation of Charisma into Perception!

Laptops!

Dead Shades!

The creation of a Greater Artifact of Koyabez! The Silver Prism!

The creation of Erick’s own Artifacts of Stats, which granted all four of the new ones! They had no names, but Ascendant Two tentatively labeled those artifacts as the Flatt Rings and the Flatt Belt.

Poi’s mentality relaxed, as the Full Account came into being. There was nothing too damning in there, considering the outcome. With this composition and with the verification of it being composed of True Memories, verified by Ascendant Minds, Erick might avoid much of the blame of what will come after tonight. But as far as what would come?

‘I have no idea,’ Ascendant Two sent.

‘A lot of bad, and then some good,’ Ascendant One commented. ‘And then a lot more good. And then a lot more bad. The usual.’

‘Thank you,’ Poi sent, meaning that he was thankful for everything, and that he hoped for a good outcome.

With a knowing smile attached to the response, indicating that they were glad to provide assistance, Ascendant Two moved the conversation forward, ‘Keep your heading clear, Poi. You’ve already been elevated rather high, but with this, your position next to Erick makes you invaluable to us. Knowing what will come enables us to keep our people alive, and it is not an exaggeration to say that this world and many others will revolve around Erick’s actions.’

‘If we play this right, we could have mentalists out in the open on other worlds,’ sent Ascendant One. ‘Maybe even on Veird, one day.’

‘That will never happen.’ Ascendant Two said, ‘It is enough to know what is coming rather than to be in control of anything. Control is not good for our kind.’

Poi asked several questions at the same time, about Forgotten Campaigns, Shades in the rest of the world, and the Converter Angel still out there.

The Ascendants went silent. And then they asked another.

The Crossing flexed, as yet another Mind touched down in Spur, right next to Poi.

Invisible to most, and yet not invisible at all, they were a collection of thoughtful intents, an amalgam of hundreds, perhaps thousands of minds, and they were the arbiter of most final decisions and actions. A flick of divine fire encapsulated their being, but if anyone in the room noticed them, they said nothing.

All of the nearby Ophiels noticed, for sure. Hundreds of eyes swung to the space next to Poi. Poi silently asked Ophiel for forgiveness before something terrible happened, and that was enough. Ophiels returned to their violin song.

Ascendant Prime watched all of that happen, and then they responded with the silent voice of a half-step deity, ‘Erick’s missive has now been sent out to others, and with their help and my own workings, we have sussed out the edges of his sight that Erick was not privy to. His constant Perception and multiple Viewpoints helped immensely in this task. So, unless his new Intelligence has allowed him to lie most convincingly, or if his various touchings in the Darker Arts have allowed him to split his thoughts from his mind…’

Poi tensed. Moments passed like the ticking of a clock toward the scheduled time of execution.

Ascendant Prime sent to all who knew of the night’s events, ‘It is the choice of this Prime, that since no Black Thoughts have been breached by Erick’s journey into Ar’Kendrithyst, that we have no place in this fight. This is much too big for us to be involved, for this is not a problem of memories or the mind. This is not our domain. This is not our burden. This is not our problem. This is your problem, Poi, and the problem of the people in the ground, and the problem of the people of this world.’ Ascendant Prime added, ‘But as far as the Converter Angel is concerned: That is not our problem, either, and it never was. We cannot be involved in the affairs of this world. These people hate us just as much as they hate the monsters of Veird, and it is only through our vigilance and self-discipline that the people of this world have naturally forgotten their hatred toward us. Maybe, in another world and another place, we can make our own home and live in the light. But that time is not now, and it is not here. This is the verdict of this Prime. Smaller declarations will come in the following days.’

Poi breathed out, smiling.

Ascendant Prime left the group-think. A weight lifted from the world. The Crossing above became a tensed web again, instead of a thing distorted by Ascendant Prime. There were still two weights upon it, though.

‘That went a lot better than I thought it would. This is good.’ Ascendant One seemed to breathe in, and out, relaxing, before they declared, ‘And with that… Most of the thoughts linked to you, Poi, have been spread onto the Crossing. Your necessity as a temporary Node has passed. Minds are speaking amongst themselves. I am done here. Thank you for your assistance.’

Poi glanced up to see Ascendant One also release their hold on the Crossing. Various connections came back to Poi, and he began fielding them on his own. He sent his silent thanks to Ascendant One.

After a moment, Ascendant Two declared, ‘Archmage’s message has been enshrined in the Crossing, for all eligible to see at their need. Our people are now dissecting Archmage Flatt’s message on their own, and adding more messages and notes onto all of it. Oh. Looks like it’s gotten a Designation. ‘The (possible) Final Shadow’s Feast of Ar’Kendrithyst, 1436 Post Sundering’. Ah. That’s going to be a Big File.’

Poi watched, as the multi-Viewpoint ‘Final Shadow’s Feast’ shifted from a collection of Views, into a river of memories, beginning with Erick’s entrance into the Dead City, flanked by a primary View and three to ten others as Ophiel provided, then ending on Erick’s dispersal of the Feast Barrier. And then the tributaries came in. Countless copies of other files stitched into the main flow, allowing the viewer on the river to understand more about what was happening in the Main View.

Larger rivers attended Erick’s View. Quilatalap was an ocean. Every single Shade Viewed by Erick was a river. Various spells and sights received streams or pools.

And then the Archivist got involved, like a water-weaver, and some of those tributaries went solid, frozen, as it was decided that too many secrets were too out in the open. People could still view those files, as long as they got authorization first. Poi was automatically given a key, but he declined to pick that key up. He already saw which parts were locked out from public knowledge, and they were mostly the parts about soul magic and the various books Erick had read.

Ascendant Two brought Poi back to the moment, ‘I cleared out a Converted among your city, as well as another Converted in Kal’Duresh and Frontier.’

Poi almost startled.

‘I know, I know. Prime said not to get involved. But that beast has been infecting souls the world over. That’s bad for what’s to come, if you ask me.’ Ascendant Two said, ‘No one asked me, though, which was a shame, but you don’t get to Ascendant without doing what needs to be done every now and then. Keep that in mind, Poi.’

Poi almost voiced his question about how he hadn’t noticed the Converted.

Ascendant Two heard Poi’s question without the exchange of such silly things like ‘words’. They sent, ‘It’s a soul infection. You should read up on Erick’s soul magic lessons, instead of hiding from those thoughts. But I understand the reluctance. It is not our way to gain knowledge this way. You could always ask Erick for some lessons, though. The Converted infection is very subtle… Ah. And now there’s Silverite, asking me what-the-fuck I’m doing. You can tell her about the Converted.’ Ascendant Two sent a memory packet, then sent, ‘I’m out! Good luck!’

Poi took ten seconds to make sure everything was okay in the house, and it was.

Then he answered Silverite’s call.

‘Mayor.’

‘Give me an overview. Short version.’

This would have been a lot easier if Silverite was a Mind Mage and thus allowed to see the Crossing, but if she were able to do either of those things, then she wouldn’t be the Mayor.

Poi began, ‘All but seven Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst are dead. The Clergy of the Dead City is gone, with Erick having a direct hand in all of those deaths, but he only possesses a Kill Box for some of those kills. All of the various bombs set up that would have exploded and harmed us all, due to a dying Shade, have been mostly contained to the Dead City. Erick killed the Witch, and cleaned up the resulting Extreme Light Swamp. The entire Aerie exploded just like we thought it would. Moving right along:

‘He forced Hollowsaur to remake his Cursed Cows into a new species that Erick has called ‘Minotaurs’, but who are likely to be another stable Shifter people. He has worked with Quilatalap and attained Dark Knowledge of Souls, and gained every single new Stat, except Charisma, which has been turned into Perception. He has gained Perception. He has made artifacts that unlock and boost these New Stats. The tentative names for these two rings and one belt are the Flatt Rings and the Flatt Belt. The culture of the Brightwater has survived, and they are in there, right now, recovering. Quilatalap was not seen in the final battle. Erick has no idea if he survived. There are more smaller events, but those are most of them.

‘Shade Survivors: Farix, Lapis, Goldie, Queen, Treant, Hollowsaur, and Fallopolis. The first six each have a [Blessing of Empathy], but Fallopolis has this other one.’ Poi sent along the description for [Blessing of Empathy] and [Blessing of Minor Truth]. ‘Erick used a one-off artifact spell from Koyabez to create the Silver Prism; an artifact that instantly imparts the [Blessing of Empathy] onto their target.’

‘Oh My God.’ Silverite whispered through her connection without meaning to, ‘It’s real.’

Poi continued, ‘There are many things that Fallopolis has promised Erick that she will do to ensure that the first six act according to their Blessing, while those first six have likely all received a Redemption Quest that is similar, or perhaps exactly similar, to the one Hollowsaur received.’ Poi sent that Quest Box along. ‘The Armory is ransacked. The artifacts are missing. The Library is undefended. Melemizargo has abandoned his Clergy, and has possibly abandoned Ar’Kendrithyst altogether, but shadows remain inside the kendrithyst towers. That’s all.’

‘… Okay!’ Silverite took a moment to think, then she sent, ‘Erick is getting some more defenders. Suddenly! A good [Prismatic Ward] just isn’t enough! Shit! Gods damned… Erick! No no. Wait. This wasn’t his fault. There’s no way he did this on his own. Which gods were involved besides Koyabez?’

‘All of them.’

‘HA!’ She asked, ‘ Is Erick awake yet? He’s not answering my sending.’

Poi looked over to Erick. ‘He’s still out of it, but he’s coming around.’

‘Is he still human? Did he tell you about that? He got all the New Stats, right?’

‘There’s a question mark by his species.’

‘… Probably fine.’

Poi said, ‘One more thing: There’s an incani Juggernaut with the Black Star looking to kill the Converter Angel. There was a Converted man inside Spur.’

With much self-directed anger, Silverite said, ‘Yes. I heard about that part.’ With a suddenly lighter voice, she added, ‘Okay. Good work, Poi. Let me know when Erick comes around. I want to talk with him as soon as possible.’

Silverite cut the connection. Poi could tell she was already sending out a few other connections to other people. Likely to Killzone, at least, and to a few Team Leaders, for sure. Spur needed to secure the major parts of Ar’Kendrithyst before anyone else could, otherwise it would be a major problem.

Poi could see it now.

The World had stood back, only reacting to Shade aggression every now and then. But now that the Dead City truly was dead? Now that Ar’Kendrithyst was undefended, except by monsters and traps?

Like… The material wealth of the Palace District was worth several hundred kingdoms anywhere on Veird, except perhaps inside the Geodes. That place had solid gold gates, for gods’ sakes! There was no holding back when it came to [Duplicate] in there! And then there was the Library! And Truedark Arcanaeum! Securing some of those professors and probing them for information, and then gaining that information successfully, would mean solving existent monster threats the world over by knowing of monster weaknesses and then being able to exploit those weaknesses. And the Spire! If that place was intact at all, plumbing those depths and file cabinets and coming up with intelligible information would enable the deconstruction of many Shade affairs the world over.

Very soon, the opportunistic carrion feeders of the world would descend upon Ar’Kendrithyst and rip it to shreds, if the place wasn’t already being torn apart.

Erick came to, briefly, his lidded eyes opening and shutting just as fast. “Wha… What about…”

Jane sat with her father, but she looked to Poi. “When is the healer showing?”

“He’s been soul-damaged.” Justine spoke up from the staircase. “A normal healer won’t help.”

Jane whipped around to stare hatred at Justine. “How do you know that?”

“Peace, please.” Justine asked, “Anyone who has seen as much injury as I have could tell. There’s no blood. There’s no physical injury. Even if there had been, they’re gone thanks to that healing rod. If he’s still like this, then it’s either parasites, poison, soul damage, or mind damage. I’m just guessing it's the third option, as that makes the most sense.”

Poi said, “Justine is correct. He’s suffering from soul damage. It’ll take two weeks to heal, according to what your father has already managed to tell me before he fell into this state.”

A frantic smile alighted upon Jane’s face, briefly, and then it was gone. “Okay! Okay… Okay. That’s… That’s good news, I think. Isn’t it?”

Kiri allowed herself a small smile. “Yes. That is good news.”

“I still want a healer here.” Jane had been holding Erick’s hand, but now she held his shoulder as well. “Can you hear me, dad?”

Erick mumbled, “I’m fine. It’s just…” He did not open his eyes, as he said, “Withdrawal from a divine spell, or something. I want to go to bed but I can’t do that yet, can I? Or rather, I shouldn’t. All but seven Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst are dead. Melemizargo has abandoned the city and his Clergy.” As his news elicited gasps from everyone except Poi, Erick turned his head to Poi, and asked, “How bad is it?”

Poi was already fielding messages across the city, so answering Erick’s question was easy enough. “Not that bad right now. After the initial release of information on your trip into the Dead City has gone out into the world, there seems to be an immediate push back saying that this is all a trap, and that the Shades have tricked you into saying what you have said—”

“How much has he said?” Jane asked, suddenly nervous and worried for her father’s continued well-being.

“Almost everything,” Erick answered. “I’ll tell you, too.”

Poi continued, “And since we are still only a third of the way through this Shadow’s Feast it appears most actions from the rest of the world will not happen until dawn breaks on the week of the Triumph of Light, tomorrow.”

“Ahhh. That’s good. For the best.” Erick mumbled, as he recovered his senses, laid back on his recliner. He blinked a few times, then finally kept his eyes open. They were whiter than before, but he still had a pupil. He wasn’t a Shade himself. Poi couldn’t have gotten a read on the man if he was. Erick said, “But there are a lot of dangers I missed. They’re pouring out of that Dead City right now. I think the Witch—” Teressa went solidly still, standing at Erick’s side. Erick noticed, thanks to an Ophiel in the background watching them all. He continued, “I killed her, by the way, Teressa.” He produced a box and flicked it backward, toward Teressa. Teressa grabbed the box and stared at the blue rectangle. Erick said, “She created some new Moon Reachers. They’re shaggy black things instead of grey things. I killed some and I saw the Kill Notifications for them, too. They’re called Dark Reachers. I know some of them got away when her place exploded, but a lot of new toxic or Extreme Light monsters are in the Dead City, and I’m sure some are coming here.” With great difficulty, and with Jane’s help, Erick levered himself into a seated position. “There’s people that need rescuing, still trapped inside the city.”

Jane thought for roughly half a second, then she stood up, and said, “Then it’s my turn to help. You’ve done enough, dad.”

Erick smiled; an exhausted, happy expression. “I’m sure Killzone has started working out something. I’m going to have an Ophiel put an Imaging up near the Center Lane… Done.” He looked to his daughter, and said, “I missed you in there, but I’m glad you didn’t come. They would have murdered you right in front of me just to get a reaction.”

“Yeah…” Jane suddenly seemed to realize, all over again, the gravity of her father’s recent journey. “You’re right.” She looked on the bright side, saying, “But now they’re all dead, and they can’t threaten us ever again!” She chuckled, then joked, “Only the monsters are left.”

Erick let loose a large secret, like it was nothing, “There’s an entire people in the Brightwater. Hundreds of thousands, maybe. They’re going to be hard to deal with, but try not to interact with them too much, for now.”

Kiri, Teressa, and even Justine, all flinched.

Jane blinked. She was the first to recover. “… What?”

Poi interrupted the revelation, “Killzone is calling in all hands. Guardmaster Merit is doing the same. Jane, since you are asking to be involved, you’re needed. Report to Reform Point Three.” He looked to Erick, and asked a useless question because he had just been ordered to ask, “Can you exclude the Brightwater from your Imaging?”

“Uh.” Erick said, “Yes. Probably. But I’m not going to do that. To exclude that part of the Imaging would likely exclude all the people between the Imaging and the Brightwater. And that’s gotta be at least…” He glanced away. “Looks like 2 people. Well. I’m still not doing that.”

“Understood.” Poi said, “We’ll just put blackouts on parts of your Imaging.”

“Ugh. Poi.” Erick said, “The entire world will find out soon enough.”

“This is true. But not tonight. Those people are dangerous, Erick. They’re a society raised in the dark of the Shades. They make the monsters, and they would kill us all if they could.”

Jane turned to Justine, asking, “Who are these Brightwater people?”

All eyes turned to the former shadeling in the room.

“What are you looking at me for!” Justine honestly said, “I don’t know about people in Brightwater! All I ever knew was that it was off limits.”

“And this is true,” Poi said, “The Shades kept the people in the Brightwater out of the light for good reasons. Those people are the monster makers, and the plague spreaders. The arcanaeum there lives up to its name very well; Truedark.” He said, “And now they have no masters. They’re free to escape into the world to integrate into other societies and harm whoever they wish to harm.”

Erick said, “Everyone seems so worried about them but they didn’t seem that bad.”

Poi frowned directly at Erick, and Erick noticed. Poi said, “And what about when that guy threatened all of us if you didn’t give him what he wanted?”

Erick turned stern, as everyone else waited for the answer.

Erick said, “It only took me a single hour to track him and his organization down, and then I chopped the head off of that couatl myself. That plot died with him.”

Poi said, “And what about the people who are not you? What will happen to those normal people, the non-archmages, when the Brightwater does that to others?”

Silence filled the room.

Erick said, “Then they will be dealt with accordingly.”

Jane softened, as she saw what Erick had been forced to do. She said nothing, but she put a warm hand on his shoulder, and held him for a moment.

“I’m fine, Jane.” Erick sat back in his recliner. “But I’m really tired.”

Poi said to Jane, “You’re needed at Reform Point Three.”

“I can spend a little more time here.”

“Yeah. But…” Erick tensed, as though his muscles ached, then he relaxed. “I’m fine. I set up a good dozen layered [Ward]s across the house with Ophiels just now, when no one was looking.” He smiled, as though he had made something simple out of a complex problem. “I layered the house with defensive [Ward]s, of all kinds. A single [Ward Destruction] won’t break these walls.” He frowned, realizing he had still not done enough. “But a [Chaining Ward Destruction] would still get through… Blast.”

“It’s okay, sir.” Poi said, “You’re not the only one defending yourself anymore.”

Erick smiled wide and laughed, though his eyes remained shut. “Right! That’s the better solution, anyway!”

Jane nodded, then said, “Okay. Then I’m off. I’ll be back later.” She leaned down and hugged her father, saying, “I love you, dad.”

Erick hugged her back, saying, “I love you, Jane. I softened the place up for you, so swing for the fences.”

Jane laughed.

- - - -

The night was long, but the terrors were already mostly dead.

Mostly.

An attack of Dark Reachers managed to breach three streets into Spur, along the western edge, before they were discovered. Their major differences from the normal Moon Reachers were their downfall. They disintegrated magical defenses with a touch. If it weren’t for that, they would have gotten much, much further into the city. Their incursion still managed to get through four buildings and leave behind forty-eight dead before it was stopped.

Two Dark Reachers were killed by the Guard. The Guard reported them speaking to each other, coordinating efforts and supporting each other, though their reports could not be considered wholly reliable, as the guards were thoroughly beset with [Thought Fog]s. Three Reachers escaped, but that number might have been low. Even a [Witness] conducted on the spot failed to uncover the full truth of the incursion.

Ophiels displayed the power of orchestrated light-based attacks to an awestruck Spur, when Erick easily dispatched a double-size Toxic Hydra with wings that had flown out of Ar’Kendrithyst, spotted Spur, and decided to fly north. That 7-headed, mansion-sized monster now laid halfway between here and there, its body spilling green and grey goo out into the dark night. Eventually, Erick cleaned the corpse, though it took a good twenty minutes to get through all that radiation.

Killzone and the Army rescued dozens of adventurers who were found inside the abandoned hallways of the Shades, looting as much as they could but failing to understand that even though the masters were away, the dangers were still active.

Most adventurers, as soon as the itch of the anti-[Teleport] Blessing had vanished, vacated the city all on their own. On any other night, they would have likely gone right to the bustling taverns and started drinking and telling stories. But this was still Shadow’s Feast. Every bar or otherwise was still closed. The wardlights all over the city were still dimmer than they had any right to be.

A few illegal parties did start in a few illegal gathering sites, anyway. The Guard broke those parties, and sent those people over to the one place that would take them: The Adventurer’s Guildhouse.

The Guildhouses had both been packed with people who started their nights there, in preparation for something to happen, since something always did happen on Shadow’s Feast. When that ‘something’ turned out to be the destruction of almost every Shade of Ar’Kendrithyst, the people remained calm, as though someone was playing a trick on them. Some instantly moved to verify.

Some had been staring at the Dead City since the night began. They had already verified the truth everyone else was just now hearing. They had already [Teleport]ed directly into the Dead City, directly where they wanted to be. They began looting. Some of them were wildly successful, having gathered enough wealth for themselves in a few uninterrupted minutes that others would take centuries to amass in any other way. Some only found a quick death, as the entire city had shifted and changed in the wake of this year's Shadow’s Feast. Sometimes literally. Some [Teleport]ed onto walkways that were no longer there, or into the maws of monsters that should not have been there.

Sirocco Zago sent her best team into the undefended city the second she saw the Barrier come down and she connected enough dots to understand what she was seeing. She acted well before any official notices came down from on high. That team managed to make it into the Library with little incident. They made it out with similar grace, carrying the knowledge of both the Old and the New Cosmologies. But some texts were missing from their divined locations. Instead, they found almost all of those tomes stacked in a bundle just past the main doors to the place, on the right-hand side, on the floor, beside a shelf full of nothing-literature; mostly self-help books. (Those self-help books had to be a joke. They were right inside the entrance to a Shade’s domain, after all. They were a taunt, right? They had to be a taunt.)

Hours after his arrival back in Spur, a little bit before midnight, Erick and Silverite shared a tense, tactical conversation, inside of a [Sealed Privacy Ward], inside his library. She asked fast questions. Erick answered quickly. Five fast minutes, and the talk was over. She said that she’d be back later—

Erick didn’t let her get away that fast. He asked, “Who does the Black Star go to when the user crosses it?”

Silverite regarded Erick, sitting on his recliner, half-awake and yet fully cognizant.

She told the truth, “Me.”

“Because you’re the Head Priest of the Black Order, and that’s to whom the Black Star always returns.” Erick expected as much, but it was nice to hear her confirm. “But then that means you give it to Quilatalap. Somehow. For some reason. Why did no one tell me about him? Why didn’t you tell me about him?”

Silverite breathed, then said, “I almost did. Once. Back when I asked if you wanted to learn more about necromancy, back when you encountered that Flare Couatl for the first time. I told you that some necromancers are good. I almost offered again, when you asked after Blessings and Curses.

“Quilatalap is one of the very few good necromancers.”

Erick needed more than that. Silverite saw, and she obliged. 

“After many years of reparations and then settling into Ar’Kendrithyst well before my time, Quilatalap regained his title as the Most Holy Necromancer of Koyabez’s Peacekeepers. That is why I give him the Black Star whenever it comes my way, for that is my duty under Koyabez.” Silverite frowned. “But that man has an inevitable desire to teach, and those he teaches are not who anyone should accept as students. That man’s view of life, and thus the perspective of his students, is much too fluid. It is here that he and I have always had our major disagreements.

“About half the time, Quilatalap’s students always end up viewing life as something less than holy. Almost every dangerous necromancer to ever threaten this city or any other place in this world has had a connection to Quilatalap, and yes, that includes Messalina. I thought she was one of the good ones, too, but...” Silverite went silent for a self-hateful moment. She continued, “Almost every single one of those misguided students of his that show up in Spur, causing trouble, I kill, myself.” She glanced at the Silver Prism on Erick’s chest. The metal of the object had become more like metallic glass, and partially transparent. She looked up at Erick’s face, and said, “But, as always, it appears that Quilatalap is still useful to My God. Quilatalap helped you learn how to make that Silver Prism, and that means a lot, Erick. It means a lot, but not everything.

“So I will give you some advice, and I hope you will take it: Do not seek the archlich. Don’t talk about him to whoever might come after today. I could do without that man in my life for a while. We all could.”

Erick asked no more questions. Silverite gave no more answers. She blipped out of Erick’s house without saying another word.

- - - -

Erick rested, lightly. Poi woke him up a few times to kill more monsters that had come over the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst. There were a few giant centipedes. One more flying Toxic Hydra. Several Umbral Wyrms. But that was it. Other people took care of the other threats. Erick even had a chance to see the other archmages of Spur in action.

Obsidian, the one with the dark-spike orb [Familiar], copied Erick’s [Luminous Beam] attacks against a flying squid. Both things were odd to see, but that guy was good at figuring out other magics. Maybe he was a Copy Mage, too? Perhaps.

Wave, the one with the swirling water [Familiar], turned kilometers and kilometers of the sands outside Spur into an ocean of vibrating sand and glass and hard-edged stone, swallowing a horde of shadowolves and giants made of shadows. When Wave was done, even the corpses were gone.

Opal did not make an appearance, though. That was kind of disappointing. She was probably busy elsewhere.

And then the battles were over. It neared 6 am.

And though the morning was minutes away, the world outside was still only lit with starlight and bonfires, and lightwards too dim to truly push back the darkness. The entire sky was still dark, as though the sun was not just over the horizon.

And, yet, it was.

Erick stood outside of his house, with his family, and his friends, and Justine. Erick wondered about Justine for a moment, about her future. If she was to be a spokesperson for bridging the gap between what had been, and what will come, then she was certainly poised to do just that. But how would all of that happen, exactly?

The sky shifted.

Erick turned his attention to the East, and all around.

The Triumph of Light came upon the world all at once.

The sun broke the horizon, literally, as the first rays of True Sunlight reached the upper walls of Ar’Kendrithyst. Cracks spread through the dark firmament above. The firmament broke. Darkness scattered, becoming shattered fragments to fall from the Edge of the Script, into the clouds, becoming nothing but mana well before it touched the sands of the Crystal Forest below.

Like someone turning on the lights in a dark room, shadows rustled away, back under cover.

Light took hold of the world. Lightwards brightened. Fires turned radiant. Starlight vanished under the power of the sun, as the endless blue sky returned.

Teressa gazed upon the Dead City with the Kill Notification for the Witch hovering to the side of her sight. Tiny tears flowed, and she did not care. She was full of joy, and sorrow, and memories, and hope.

Kiri cheered, as was customary. Erick heard many people cheering all across the city, some with voices, others with firecrackers, or spells shot into the sky, or the striking of drums. Erick cheered with his Ophiel, who took up a cheer of their own, booming with the sounds of something that was similar to a violin on steroids, or maybe a klaxon, and mixed with their own ineffable voices.

Poi pressed his hands to the sides of his head, not wishing to hear so much cheer when there was so much work to do. He still had a good twenty lines of thought radiating from his head.

Justine just watched the Dead City in the far distance, her eyes dry, full of pain, but also with a gaze toward the future.

Jane was still out there, somewhere, still helping to sort out the mess Erick had just come from, but she’d be back soon enough. In the meanwhile, Erick would make breakfast, and he’d save her some for when she came back. And then she’d likely go right back out, into the crush and danger, to come out again with glory and victory.

Erick almost turned to go back inside, but then...

He looked to the Dead City, far to the south. Something glittered on the wall. Erick knew what it was from here, but he lightstepped an Ophiel closer to get a better look.

He had been right. A Kendrithyst mimic had alighted on the walls of the Dead City. It was fifty meters tall and yet still it was dwarfed by the size of the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst. As Erick watched, the great beast settled down on the wall. It had moved up there to better soak up the morning’s light, glowing brighter with each passing second. More red. More purple. More radiant. A second Kendrithyst mimic stepped up into the light, onto the walls not a kilometer from the first.

Justine saw. Everyone saw. But Justine was the first to give voice to what she was seeing. She exclaimed, “Oh my gods.”

Erick asked Poi, “Those things are level 75. Do I have to kill them?”

“Ah. Shit. Uh. No.” Poi’s eyes went wide. “Okay. It seems that the real looting of Ar’Kendrithyst is going to happen in three… two…”

Erick watched, as someone blipped into the sky near the first Kendrithyst Mimic. They blasted the beast with a [Fireball] derivative. The beast’s natural [Reflection Aura] bounced the spell right back at the caster, knocking him out of the sky, and into the waiting arms of another flier.

Soon, hundreds of people were in the air.

Ah. Some of them would likely die.

But those Kendrithyst Mimics surely died faster. Or… maybe not. One of the beasts released a concentrated beam of light, similar in shape to Erick’s [Luminous Beam], but colored red and purple. That line of light lanced out across the attacking horde of adventurers, bouncing off of a few, clipping a few others, but missing most. Most adventurers retreated. Some remained.

Ah. That was some drama over there. Well. They got into it themselves, right? Erick did not intervene.

Erick turned his attention to other matters, “Are the minotaurs out yet? What about the adventurers stuck in there?”

Poi answered, “Yes, and yes, for those who wanted out. The minotaurs are actually at Candlepoint, now.”

“Uh… Okay?” Erick did not want to deal with Candlepoint right now. He said, “Uh. I’m still going to bed after breakfast.” He looked to Poi, “Uh. If I can?”

Poi, smug as a bug in a rug, smiled, and said, “Nope!” He added, “But hey! I’m wide awake and well rested, so that’s good enough.”





- - - -







Yggdrasil grew at the bottom of two different lakes. It had been unnaturally dark at the bottom of one for a while, but at the other, it was always dark, and monsters prowled in those depths. They tried to bother Yggdrasil, but well-placed, spiky [Prismatic Ward]s were more than enough to dissuade them. 

At the return of the light, he relaxed. 

At the return of his creator’s voice, he perked up.

‘Hello little gu— Oh! You grew some, didn’t you! Very nice.’ Erick said, ‘Okay. So. Let’s get this worked out better… You have [Scry], yes? Go ahead and use it, or. Here. Let me help you. Oh! There you go. Yes! Just like that. Now try using this over here. Yes! Just like that. Hello.’

Yggdrasil gazed upon his creator. 

His creator was small. 

And then the feathered-one burst into view, singing such nice songs as he alighted upon the creator’s shoulder. Erick patted Ophiel, saying small niceties, as both he and the [Familiar] waved to Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb. 

Erick sent, ‘Hello. This is me. And now you can watch me and see where I am! You can participate in daily activities to a certain degree, if you want. Your main body is a bit far from here, but that’s not a problem for you.’

This was true. His body might be far, but distance didn’t really matter to [Scry]. 

Distance didn’t really matter to Yggdrasil, either. 

… It helped that his secondary body was only a few kilometers from his Creator. Yggdrasil took great solace in this fact, as he watched Erick go about his day.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And there you have it! The actual end of Book 4.

Book 5 starts next week. There is no update on wednesday. 

Patrons already have 127, 6 chapters ahead. 

Thanks for reading~

- - - -
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                    A full chapter because it has to be. 21,670 words.



                

                Erick stepped back from his summoned chalkboard and considered his new list.










	
Things To Do, in no particular order:

1) [Renew], non-lethal way to subdue someone, new magics to make me look like a different person

2) Make sure Yggdrasil is comfortable, invent some defensive spells for him

3) Make sure Candlepoint is comfortable, set up trade routes from them to the Wasteland? They’re only one blip away! 

4) Find + kill Converter Angel

5) Check up on Shades? Maybe not.

6) Uncover other existent threats to the world, and then end them! (hopefully not)

7) Have some fun during vacation! 














He smiled. This was a good list. Six items was a good number of necessities. They were, of course, six very large entries, but that was fine. He smiled wider. Then he banished the chalkboard and gave a final once-over to his tower…

… Okay!

Done! There was nothing else he needed here! Erick had packed his bags, but now it was time to break the real news to everyone else, except for Poi, of course; the resident Mind Mage already knew everything Erick was planning to do. And what a plan it was!

It was time for a Worldly Path! Or something to that effect. Erick still wasn’t sure, exactly, what all of the [Gate] Quest entailed, but he’d find out. If the last three days were any indication of what was going to happen to him if he stayed in Spur, well then… he just wasn’t going to stay here.

Oohh~ 

He’d be back. Spur was still home, of course. But he needed to be away for a while, or at least until events stopped coming at him like Script Second cooldowns. The problems hadn’t started with hero worship, or threats of murder for that matter. Far from it. But the current problems had headed in those directions rather fast.

- - - -

The first real action of the first day of the ten-day end-of-the-year Festival known as Triumph of Light, was a telepathic conversation with an antagonistic young woman.

‘Hello, Caizoa,’ Erick sent.

An immediate flare of ‘No’, something that was surely more instinctual than real, severed Erick’s attempted communication, slapping him with a good thousand points of False Damage. He weathered that minor storm without blinking an eye.

And then he went about his day, wondering if Caizoa would call him back, or if he’d be forced to go looking for her.

He started with breakfast. Potatoes went on the grill, eggs became omelettes and went out first, flour and various supplies became pancakes, while coffee dripped down into a glass pot. Erick made most of the food, alongside Kiri, while simultaneously fielding questions from his young apprentice. Justine was in a different room, telepathically talking to people, but Teressa was deep in thought, sitting at the kitchen table, staring off into space, her half-eaten omelette sitting before her like a forgotten foe.

Kiri’s enthusiasm for Erick’s trip through Ar’Kendrithyst had been tempered by Poi, but only after the sapphire-scaled man had given her a hard look, after she asked about the people in Brightwater. From there, her questions changed into the topic of high-level archmage battles, or more accurately, the act of fighting a Shade, and all of what that entailed.

Erick continued, “… I’m glad I never got to see ‘Dorofiend’s second form’, or whatever that was. [Domain of Light] shut that down rather fast, or, more realistically, it just gave me a moment to catch him off-guard with a [Fulmination Aura] from Ophiel. That moment of lightning, empowered by the [Domain of Light] for some interesting reason, was enough to zap him into death. And that was all it took.”

“Ah. Yes. [Fulmination Aura].” Kiri scrunched her face as she flipped sausages on the stove. “I’ve seen your [Fulmination Aura]. Isn’t it only 25 plus Willpower damage per target, per second? Used through Ophiel, that means only 25 damage per second.” She postulated, “Perhaps it is your specific definition of a ‘target’, that makes it so effective?”

“It’s 26 mana per second.” Erick said, “If it wasn’t able to target every individual cell of a person, then it would be a pretty useless magic.”

Kiri’s spatula stilled above the flattop grill, as her eyes went wide. “Every cell?”

Erick hummed, then said, “Maybe it’s not that precise. But there’s certainly more than one ‘target’ per person.” He added, “And I’m pretty sure Shades don’t have cells like you or I. Maybe they’re magic cells? They’re all vulnerable to [Luminous Trap]. I think they’re actually made of Elemental Shadow, which is partially Light-based, so this makes some sort of sense.” He spoke up for Teressa’s benefit, “That was how I killed the Witch.”

Teressa startled. She glanced to Erick, then down to her food. She stuck her fork back in the omelette, but her heart just wasn’t in the meal.

Erick saw the orcol woman’s reaction, and then continued, “She tried to pose as Fallopolis to do something and to catch me off guard with a curse, or something, but I wasn’t falling for that. Mana sense helped to show that she wasn’t who she pretended to be, which I was very happy to learn, but the most ‘off’ thing about that fake Fallopolis was that she didn’t smell right.”

Teressa glared down at her omelette.

Erick said, “So I sucked her up into a black void. But by this time, the Shades had seen this trick with the fight with Hollowsaur. To counter a trap, the Witch had prepared an automatic [Dispel] magic in the air some ways away. This triggered and released the Witch. When she came out of that black void, the torture of being in that super-lighted space had broken her illusions. She was no longer Fallopolis, but instead a grey-skinned orcol with grey eyes.”

Teressa’s eyes suddenly flicked toward Erick. She demanded, “How can you know that was her? No one has ever seen her.”

“I can’t, since the Kill Notification did not list ‘the Witch’. But there are a great many circumstantial evidences that lead me to believe that she was the Witch.” Erick said, “Primarily among them: she used illusions, and when she died, River Tower Gloom in the Swamp erupted in green and grey light, spreading mushrooms and Extreme Light in a heavy grey mist that rushed out into Ar’Kendrithyst. There was also the message that played in the air above River Tower Gloom congratulating those who finally managed to kill her. It went like this:” Erick thought for a moment, then recounted, “To those who finally managed to take my life: Congratulations. Have some poison, some mutative monsters, and my undying curse. Rot on this damned cursed world for the rest of your miserable, short life.” He continued, “I really do think she was the Witch, Teressa.”

Silently, Teressa returned to her omelette.

Kiri ensured the silence didn’t last long, asking, “What about her curse?”

“Ah.” Erick refilled his coffee, then said, “The second time I encountered the Witch, I trapped her in a much better [Luminous Trap]. That second time, I also threw a [Perfect Mirror] around that void, as well as a sunform Ophiel that was equipped with a [Pure Reflection Ward]. Several [Dispel] attempts struck that reflective orby Ophiel and bounced away. Before much else happened, though, I had an Ophiel turn real and then poke a feather into Perri’s prison. Ophiel filled that prison with a [Luminous Beam].” When Teressa just blinked at him, he added, “It’s that one that is all light and power. It bounced around in there and probably killed her ten times over, just by virtue of exposure to the beam.” Teressa slowly nodded. Erick continued, “I think I got really lucky, there. Any number of things could have gone wrong. Her [Dispel]s could have been larger. Her soul could have been split before she encountered me, and likely has been, but if that second version of herself still exists, she’s no longer a Shade.”

Teressa frowned.

Erick continued, “She tried to curse me before that second encounter, back when she pretended to be Fallopolis for the first time, but I stripped that off of myself, while she taunted, ‘This could have gone easier if you would have let that into you’, or something like that.” Erick recalled Perri’s exact words, but he saw that Teressa wasn’t taking this as well as she could have, so he went rather informal in his retelling, “And then, you know, the second time she came before me, she also pretended to be Fallopolis. But then I sucked both of them into their own black voids and then canceled them and Fallopolis came out of one and Perri came out of the other, and then I wrapped Perri in all those previous spells and then killed her with the [Luminous Beam].”

Teressa nodded.

Kiri asked, “But what about the undying curse?”

“Oh? Eh. I think the bouncing [Luminous Beam] killed it. That thing is partially Extreme Light.” Erick said, “I canceled Perri’s prison and nothing came out of it; no flex in the manasphere, no intent in the world, nothing. She’s dead, and all her plans are dead.” He added, “But some of those new monsters still live.” He waved a hand, saying, “And the Swamp is now the Mushroom Swamp, or whatever. Not sure what’s going on there.”

Teressa nodded, again. This time, she spoke, mumbling, “There’s plans to slash and burn the whole place.”

“Do you want to be a part of that?” And then Erick asked the better question, “Or would you rather take a trip to Treehome?”

Teressa looked up at Erick with hope in her sparkling emerald eyes.

Erick added, “I said I’d like to go there for the Triumph of Light, or for some sort of vacation, and last I recalled you wanted that. Plans have only slightly changed since the Shades have died.”

Teressa allowed herself a small smile. She said, “Making definite plans for the Triumph before the Triumph is bad luck.”

Kiri spoke up, “Which is why all the hotels are booking up right now.”

“Not all of them.” Teressa pulled a fake-scowl at Kiri, saying, “I can find some good places.” She looked to Erick with hope in her eyes. “If you want to go?”

“Yes, I want to go.” Erick said, “So best start making some plans. I’m counting on you for our itinerary.”

Teressa laughed, faint, and then it was gone. She nodded, then said, “Yes. Of course, boss—” She froze. Over a moment of thought, she thawed, asking, “I’m going to need some private time to see my… to see my old home, though. If that’s okay with you?”

Erick had hoped that she would want to see her old home. He easily said, “Whatever you need, Teressa.”

To the side, Kiri kept her smile to herself. Erick didn’t openly show his joy at Teressa’s words, either; he knew better than most how fragile someone in Teressa’s emotional state could be, and she wasn’t the only one recovering from a great tragedy in this household. Erick knew he would be ‘walking on dragon eggs’ for a while, but that was fine. As Erick set out the second serving of breakfast, and everyone came to the table, and he saw the burgeoning light in Teressa’s emerald eyes, and a similar, if more nuanced light glimmering in Justine’s red eyes.

After breakfast, Poi spoke privately to Erick, sending, ‘Caizoa is trying to contact you.’

Half a second later, before Erick had a chance to respond to that, came the voice of the woman in question.

‘Hello, Archmage Flatt.’ Caizoa asked, ‘Why did you call?’

‘To coordinate.’

‘I don’t have time to go on the offensive right now for the Angel has infected my homeland. We are clearing that up and then we will move on to the Angel itself. It will be several days.’

‘How long do you expect that to take? What are the problems? Can I help?’

‘These problems are our own. The Angel’s soul infection is nefarious but easy to spot now that I have the Black Star. The best thing you can do is stay home and out of danger.’

Erick smiled. ‘Can’t do that. You know more than most what has happened and I need to be a part of this, Caizoa.’

There was a deep, angry inhale on the other side of the line. Caizoa sent, ‘Fine. Let us coordinate. What is your itinerary? Where can I meet you without any guards nearby?’

Erick teased, ‘So that you can know where I am and kill me?’

‘I don’t feel like killing innocents, but I will make an exception for you.’

‘Ha! I didn’t expect such honesty from you.’ Erick said, ‘Anyway. If we can’t agree with me helping you, then Candlepoint needs trade routes, and the Wasteland is the closest to them. Can you secure some of those for me?’

‘… What is with this sudden change in topic— No. I will do no such thing.’ Caizoa’s voice raised, as she sent, ‘Of all the stupid things to ask for! I am not a merchant! Don’t talk to me about that! Why would you even ask me about that?’

‘The topics on my mind are many and few, in that there are many different ways to secure safety and prosperity for the people who need such assistance.’ Erick added, ‘And besides, I’m just giving you the opportunity to help me, here. There are many others that I can personally go to with this desire, and many who have been working on this for a while who I have yet to check in with. But you’re there and we’re going to work with each other for a while, so I figured ‘why not?’ and gave you a call to lay out some of my concerns and questions.’

Erick knew that asking Caizoa for trade routes would be useless. But with that Black Star affixed to her young self, she was now a power that would be written about in the history books. Who knew what kind of doors were opening up all around her?

But besides that, Erick wanted to curb the woman’s tendency toward violence with regard toward himself, at least. Asking for trade routes seemed like a good way to show that he was not just some human archmage, on the ‘other side’ of the Quiet War.

Caizoa went silent, but the connection remained open. Erick got the impression she was thinking.

Erick decided to get back to the main topic. He said, ‘I’d also like to know what a ‘converted’ looks like, so that I can identify them myself.’

‘That is easily done.’ Caizoa said, ‘Everyone is to know what the enemy looks like, and it is thus:’

An image came down the line of a normal-enough incani man, except for the binding chains that locked him down upon a heavy iron chair. He was bloody and unwell, as though he had been beaten and starved and made sick, somehow. But they couldn’t have had the man in custody for more than a few hours, could they?

Erick fought down his urge to decry the inhumane conditions, and sent, ‘I could use a location so that I can view the man myself. What you’ve given me is nothing but sadness at the man’s treatment. No soul image. No blood image. No mana sense. And… Caizoa… Don’t you have better ways to fix him than whatever this is?’ He tried to be diplomatic with his words, at least.

After a moment, Caizoa sent a location, along with the words, ‘He’s just the latest in a line of people captured and contained, and the tenth to be cured today. He won’t look like this for long.’ She warned, ‘They’re going to try to fight you off when Ophiel shows.’

‘I would like your help to ensure that a fight does not occur. It will make working with you in the future easier for me.’

‘Look to others if you need more help than this, Erick. I’m already at the end of my patience with any of these fuckers, and would love it if you brushed past their meager defenses with overwhelming power. All too often these nobles around me forget that they are but mice in the face of the true dangers of this world.’ She repeated Erick’s own words back to him, ‘It would make working with you in the future much easier for me.’

She cut the connection.

Erick sighed.

And then he looked to Poi. “Can you contact the Baroness Xelxex for me, please?”

Poi nodded, and then did so.

Three minutes later, while Erick sat in his library reading a copy of a copy of a book that he probably shouldn’t own or display in the open at all, the voice of a certain magenta incani came to Erick.

The Baroness spoke, ‘Archmage Flatt. I have heard some interesting stories and seen some interesting reports come across my desk this Triumph of Light. If you could, tell me what happened?’

Erick considered not telling her for a brief moment, but he quickly discarded that idea. Having the Baroness know what happened, from him, was better than the alternative. He sent, ‘Melemizargo has withdrawn his legitimization of his Clergy, and because of that, all but seven Shades are dead and the rest have mostly been Blessed into submission by the divine force of Koyabez, with myself as a conduit for that force. But that is not why I called.’

‘And why have you called?’

‘Your people in the Wasteland have captured some victims of the Converter Angel. I need to see them so that I can identify the symptoms myself, for when I go hunting for the monster myself.’

‘I’m sure we have, but I cannot give you leave to do as you wish with those victims. You are not a member of my people, Erick. If you’d like to change that, we can certainly talk about that process, if you wish.’

‘Ah. Sorry. A misunderstanding.’ Erick said, ‘I am asking for forgiveness for I am going to check up on the man, myself. Right now.’

Keeping her tone even, but not able to keep her sudden anger completely hidden, Xelxex asked, ‘Is this truly how you wish to play this engagement?’

‘We have had a good working relationship so far, and I wish to continue this into the future, but I will not let anyone get in the way of my obligation to keep the Angels and the Demons out of Veird. Everything would be much nicer if both sides would lay down their arms, but until then, a bit of force is necessary.’ He added, ‘If it makes you feel better, I am going to approach Helix and demand he find a way to send the Angel back to Celes so we can avoid this—’

‘Ha!’ Xelxex laughed; a hurtful sound that became real as the laugh continued for ten seconds. She said, ‘Good luck, Archmage Flatt! I’ll smooth over some waves for you, but try not to make a tsunami.’

‘Thank you.’ Erick added, ‘And one more thing: I am looking to open trade routes for Candlepoint—’

She cut him off, saying, ‘What do those shadelings produce besides worry for the rest of us, Erick? This is my problem with that shadeling city. Nothing but a problem! Just look at them, so close to the Wall! Unless they can give us a reason to appreciate their proximity then there is no reason to have any ‘trade routes’, as you call them, with that city.’

Erick offered, ‘Food? I can make the farms there rather large.’

‘No one is going to eat anything that comes out of Candlepoint and the Wasteland is much more self sufficient than the nonsense farming that you tried with Spur. No. We’re not accepting any foodstuffs from Candlepoint, for a hundred different reasons. Try again.’ She cut off further communication, saying, ‘Understand, Erick: I am very busy. I only answered your call because I needed to, but if you want to talk trade, then come up with something better or— I’ll send an envoy to Candlepoint. That is the best I can do. They’ll arrive in a few days, or something. One of my people will contact one of your people. Farewell, Archmage Flatt. Thank you for killing the Shades.’

She cut the communication.

Erick turned his attention back to the Wasteland.

His Ophiels had already slipped through a dozen [Ward]s, circumvented a dozen more, and tripped the last several because people were already spotting them and time was more important than subterfuge. Deep below the surface of Veird, Ophiel reached the captured agents of the Angel. Erick took a good long look at the five men and four women locked up behind heavy doors and under heavy chains. He saw their weird souls, their shifted blood, and a strange, bright mana that they held in the center of their being.

If Erick had to guess, he would have called that bright spot ‘Holy Mana’, but he wasn’t quite sure.

With several concentrated thoughts, Erick extricated his Ophiel from that darkened hole in the ground while dozens of mages and warriors tried to blast or cleave those sunform blobs of Ophiel apart. Some people just stood to the side on the surface, watching the whole thing, making no effort to be involved.

Caizoa was one of those who stood to the side of the exit, hovering in the air, waiting for his Ophiel to emerge. She waved her giant blue sword; a greeting, perhaps. Ophiel waved back, mostly ignoring the spells flying at all of his [Pure Reflection Ward] protected selves; he did try to angle the reflections away from the casters, though. No need to accidentally hurt someone with a bounced [Fireball].

With several quick lightsteps, each Ophiel vacated the field of battle. They headed for Candlepoint, and took up their usual patrols across the skies of that darkened city.

Then the calls started coming in.

Erick answered most of them, since they were all from people who were able to demand his attention.

There was Silverite, who mostly just asked him if he had really done what people were saying he had done. Erick told her he hadn’t hurt anyone, but yes, he had invaded a secured compound inside the Wasteland. Silverite didn’t seem to really care past that.

Then there was Sirocco, then the Baroness, again, Caizoa, that magister Iordex with his purple and gold robes, and then Mephistopheles, actually. That last one was an odd one. Erick had never telepathically communicated with the man in charge of Candlepoint before, but it was nice to do so. Mephistopheles just wanted to know about this envoy from the Baroness who was supposed to show up in a few days.

Erick took some time to speak to the nominal ‘mayor’ of Candlepoint, since this was an important discussion. He said, ‘I am glad you asked. So. What kind of products can Candlepoint make? I’m trying to get some trade routes for you guys and the Baroness seems to think that you can’t offer anything.’

Mephistopheles sent, ‘We’re not very stable right now, Erick. Those minotaurs just showed up and everyone is on edge from the news we’ve received about Ar’Kendrithyst.’

‘… You know what? I think it’s time I came to Candlepoint in person. See you soon!’ Erick cut off that communication before the man started speaking too loudly and questioningly. He said to Poi, “Time to go to Candlepoint. Want to come?”

“I’m ready.” Poi asked, “But what about your mana?”

“Eh. I have a high enough base pool, and Intelligence drops almost everything to negligible costs.” Erick said, “But you’re just saying that to make me aware of my limits more than I already am. Don’t worry, Poi. I’m fine.”

“Very well, sir.”

- - - -

Candlepoint looked more or less the same through his own eyes as it did though Ophiel’s, but this was still Erick’s first time in the shadeling city, in person. It was Poi’s first time in Candlepoint, too. Erick looked to his right-hand man, and the scattered city around them, and wondered at how different things might be now that the Shades were gone.

Erick had landed the pair of them in a rather central location, where the landscape all around them was dotted with singular buildings surrounded by greenery, with nice roads connecting everything. There weren’t many people, though. It was near noon, and most shadelings were crepuscular. This was good; Erick decided he didn’t need to meet more locals right at that particular moment.

He did, however, need to get some of the city’s defenses up and running while he was here. In the interest of being proactive, he hopped on that task as soon as he saw that task looming above him.

The Black Crystal was fifty meters tall, and just as black as Erick remembered it being. However, being here in person conveyed something that Erick didn’t really recognize as a problem before now.

Waves of the lake lapped against the coastline not two hundred meters to the west. This proximity to the lake seemed to be asking for trouble, but that could be fixed with a bit of lakeside construction. But besides that, the Black Crystal was already fully exposed to the world. Unlike the few Crystals he had seen in the Brightwater during his short time there, this one was vulnerable. A concentrated blast of firepower could probably snipe the thing to shards from kilometers away.

That was probably by design.

Either to keep Candlepoint from looking like too much of a danger, or to leave its primary defenders vulnerable to whatever plots Melemizargo demanded, the Crystal was not very well defended at all.

Erick could change a little bit of that, but that base vulnerability would require…

A giant dome put over the thing? Some unknown defensive magic already inside the artifact? A self-repair function that Erick didn’t know about? Having some shadelings constantly monitoring the Crystal and protecting it from attackers?

Any of those solutions would likely keep the Crystal intact.

Erick turned away from the Crystal, to take in the rest of the Crystal Courtyard, and to watch as shadelings appeared. He and Poi were no longer alone. A pair of people had popped out of the shadows near a general store to the south. The store was closed, but it was not unoccupied. Erick briefly nodded at those new shadelings. One tentatively waved. The other bowed.

Ah. Good. They knew who he was.

To the north, other shadelings had appeared next to Melemizargo’s Church. Those people were now frantically either moving away, or cautiously coming closer. Those people knew who Erick was, too. Erick briefly wondered why some of them would run, before he put those worries out of his mind, and re-considered the Crystal.

The new arrivals in the Crystal Courtyard were in for a show, or a failing; Erick wasn’t sure which it would be. But first, he would have to switch this artifact from Darkness, to Light, if possible.

With a Shaped cast, Erick began to slowly conjure a [Domain of Light] down into the black Crystal. The spell did not take hold instantly, instead, Erick had a pillar of light gently fall through the center of the shadowed Crystal, from top to bottom, and then expand outward in all directions, pushing out all the shadows and darkness within. The slow start to his investigation of the Crystal turned out to be a smart move, for it had lost its [Prismatic Ward] protections while Erick had been inside Ar’Kendrithyst, and some people had decided to move into those deep shadows.

Or something.

Erick wasn’t quite sure what people were doing inside the Crystal, but whatever the case, they were kicked out, now.

Three shadelings fell out of the shadows in the Crystal into the waiting arms of a few Ophiel, who set them down outside of the Crystal’s space. Two of those shadelings looked rather pissed, but they quickly got over that emotion when they saw who had evicted them. The third just screamed a little while he fell from thirty meters up, screamed some more when Ophiel caught him, and then he ran, as soon as Ophiel set him down on the ground. Erick paid the runner no mind.

Soon enough, the [Domain of Light] brushed through the entire black Crystal. All the shadows inside became little more than Gloom that sprung from the solid surface of the artifact like steam from a kettle, to filter away on the morning wind. Soon, the shadows were gone. The Crystal was a bright white and yellow-gold structure of quartz or maybe some kendrithyst derivative. Maybe it had been mined from the Brightwater District? Whatever the case, the Crystal looked a lot better like this, Erick thought.

His next thought was that he would never openly call what he had done a ‘[Cleanse]’, for that would have implied that shadows were an evil that needed to be cleansed, and that would simply not be right; Candlepoint was full of shadows that deserved life and liberty and all that, after all. But Erick had certainly shifted the Element of the Crystal.

Back in that first day of the Shadow’s Feast, Fallopolis had said a curious thing to him, asking him why he hadn’t played around with this Crystal yet. As of right now, with the Crystal realigned to Light, Erick realized why Fallopolis had asked him that. He had seen the other Summoning Crystals in Brightwater, but this one was much different than those other, mass-produced artifacts. It was much larger, for one. For another, it had a much greater inner magical signature than the other Summoning Crystals he had seen.

Maybe it had more self-defense options than simple summoned guardians?

There was another option, though.

Since this whole ‘reintegration of Shadows into the Script’ plan of Melemizargo’s pivoted around Erick taking control of Candlepoint, that Dark Dragon had probably either made this thing able to explode, at the worst case, or to accept all sorts of variable inputs, at the best case. Since, according to what had happened since then, Melemizargo’s plot didn’t seem like an initially destructive one, Erick was betting that this thing couldn’t explode at all.

Or at least not without a great deal of overrides.

… Erick was rather confident that he could mitigate any explosions of the Summoning Crystal’s size.

The three people had barely fallen out of the Crystal when Erick reached for the interior of the artifact with a tendril of light, with his mana sense, and the senses of several Ophiel.

The woman had done nothing but watch, until Erick started touching the Summoning Crystal with light tendrils. She yelled, “What are you doing?!”

“Being proactive.” Erick found the enchantment in the Summoning Crystal. He offhandedly answered the woman, “It probably won’t explode, but be prepared to run.”

The woman said, “Don’t touch it! I almost had it figured out!”

She almost figured it out, eh? All the more reason that Erick was here, now, working on this as soon as he could. He ignored the woman, and continued to poke at the Summoning Crystal’s interior.

The interior was not just a single enchantment. It was a complicated spiral of enchantments, actually. Several dozen artifacts lined up together, in complementary structure, with each of those artifacts powered and maintained by soulstuff. Erick’s eyes widened. These were real artifacts. Greater Artifacts.

… And this woman here had almost figured them out?

Hmm.

Erick looked to the two people who had fallen out of the Crystal. A human man and an incani woman. The man stood as still as stone, not wanting to draw attention to himself, while the woman glared hatred at Erick, her grey eyes swirling with shadows. She had very quickly gone from disturbed to disbelieving to angry, all in the span of the last few seconds. She wasn’t hurt, though, and neither was her partner. The third one had run away upon being ousted from the Summoning Crystal, but he peeked out from behind the edge of a far-away building. He noticed Erick noticing him. He quickly returned to the shadow.

Erick told the woman, “I didn’t break it.”

“Yes you did!” She continued, “I was just about to solve it all! And then you flooded out the miasma! How’s it supposed to make suits of armor for us now! SHIT!”

The man at her side touched her shoulder. The woman barely calmed at all; in fact, she probably got more mad, but she did regain a small level of self control.

She said, “Archmage Flatt, sir. I heard you were a support. Please allow us to support ourselves first, sir.”

“I am not going to stop you from supporting yourselves, but I need to know what this artifact does. People are going to ask me about the giant artifact in the center of this town, and I’m not going to lie to people when they do.”

The woman seemed to lose much of her anger.

Erick added, “And I really didn’t break it.” Erick said, “These things are pretty damn sturdy, and this one, I think, was made especially for me to play around with.” He tripped a few obvious switches inside the Crystal. “See?”

Three armored summons appeared a few short steps away from the four of them, each of the conjured armors made of matte white light and glows. The first was the warrior summon that Erick was already familiar with, and that had been set all around Candlepoint back when Bulgan was in charge. It was two and a half meters of thick armor, with a sword to match magically locked to its back. The second summon was a robe of similar size to the warrior, but this one came equipped with a staff. Erick suspected it had [Force Beam] spells, or something similarly powerful and cheap. The third summon was a meter-tall munchkin made of floating knives.

None of the summons did anything but stand upon the open ground next to Erick.

The woman almost spoke again.

But a person Erick had wanted to talk to appeared just down the street. Mephistopheles was already hurrying their way. As Erick’s eyes turned toward the new arrival, the woman followed Erick’s gaze, and also saw who was coming.

She whipped back around to Erick, gleefully smiling.

Ah. She probably thought she was getting her toy back, didn’t she?

… Maybe she would? She certainly seemed to be here on someone’s orders, otherwise she would have run away as soon as Mephistopheles appeared, but instead, she turned happy.

It looked like it was time for politics.

Mephistopheles was exactly as Erick remembered, but without the over-the-top flamboyance of his previous position as Master of the Garrison. His lacquered red horns and fancy clothes, which were just a touch nicer than everyone else’s, still set him apart from the rest of the shadelings within sight, while his grey eyes wholly marked him as a part of the people here. He wasn’t alone, though. He had brought another.

Ava stood a woman apart. A shimmering stripe of green makeup had been slashed across her eyes and face like someone had taken a pearlescent green paint brush to her visage, while her bright green dress billowed in the morning breeze. She looked at Erick with hungry green eyes, and aside from Poi, she was the only other person here who was not a shadeling. While Mephistopheles rushed toward Erick with the stride of a man in charge, Ava lightly walked forward, her bare feet helping her along her chosen path as though the very ground wanted her to be where she wanted to be.

With the appearance of those two, others came out of hiding. All around the Crystal Courtyard, people stepped out of the shadows, into the light. Almost all of them looked upon Erick, and the bluescaled dragonkin behind him, with questioning looks upon their faces. Only a few spoke in hushed tones, ‘That’s Archmage Flatt’, as though the presence of the Ophiels above weren’t already indication enough.

Mephistopheles approached, and said, “—”

“Hello, Mephistopheles!” Erick spoke before the other man could, “I hope you’re ready for a new world order.” He announced for the crowd, too, saying, “In case you haven’t heard, almost all of the Shades are dead. That includes Bulgan and Tania.” The crowd, while not gathered close at all, heard what Erick had said. Some gasped. Others exclaimed, ‘It’s true!’. Mephistopheles and Ava did not flinch; they must have already known. Erick said, “I can set up some defenses for Candlepoint with this Summoning Crystal by appointing certain people as users of the Crystal, but I’d also like to talk to you about the minotaurs and whatever is going on there. But first: Are they doing okay? Are youdoing okay? The city looks great, by the way.”

Mephistopheles frowned a little, then said, “—”

Ava spoke first, “The minotaurs are like young shifters; barely able to control their form. They will learn, or likely seek out the Lifebinder. Rumor has it that she was active in the region not several months ago.”

“She was; that rumor is true.” Erick almost frowned. Would some of the minotaurs actually do that?

… Of course they would.

Duh.

Ava’s composure solidified.

Mephistopheles frowned at Ava, then pointed at the less-angry shadeling woman who Erick had kicked out of the Crystal. “I already had someone on figuring out the Summoning Stone. You did not need to do this Archmage Flatt.”

Erick acknowledged the woman, then said to Mephistopheles, “I know I did not have to. But I’m being proactive while everything is in turmoil and I needed to see how this worked, myself. Other people are going to ask me about the giant artifact in the middle of Candlepoint. Everything is going to go weird, and fast. Even if the Shades were evil, the Shades were the most stable, powerful force in this world. I have no idea what is coming, but I must act upon the world before it acts upon me, and that includes certain things like this Crystal, here.” Erick returned his eyes toward the Crystal, then asked, “In that regard, there’s options here to appoint people who can then control the various summons. You’d be one of the appointed, of course. As well as Ava here, and then Slip, and Zaraanka, and maybe Valok. We can appoint whoever you wish, later, after we talk.” He added, “I’m not too sure how the Summoning Crystal works in practice, but you could use them, yes?”

Mephistopheles said, “Of course, Archmage.” He gestured to the unknown woman, and said, “When we get around to it, I wish to also appoint Willow. She’s quickly become my second-in-command.”

Erick looked to the not-so-angry incani woman. “Oh?” He narrowed his eyes. “You were not near Mephistopheles until today.”

Willow weathered Erick’s gaze with her own strong visage. “Correct! I only came out of the fugue yesterday. I’m not sure why, but I used to work under Shade Lapis five years ago, and now I’m here.”

Erick withheld judgment, but silently vowed to check up on Willow every now and then. He turned his attention back to Mephistopheles and said, “So why do you trust her?” He rapidly added, “No. Nevermind. I’ll not pry into your business.”

Mephistopheles said, “Thank you for your consideration.”

Erick got back on track, saying, “A lot of things are going to be happening very fast— Ah. I sound like a broken record. Anyway. Stuff is happening. I want you all to be safe. I don’t think it’s a good idea to throw around too many shadow magics, if possible, which is why I turned the Crystal to Light magics.”

“I can appreciate the sights we’re sending with such an artifact, as well as the timing. This is fine. Thank you, archmage Flatt.” Mephistopheles bowed, then said, “I’m also glad to finally welcome you to Candlepoint, in person. We have been informed of your accomplishments—”

“I really don’t mean to interrupt you, but I was only barely involved. I have to clear that up, right now.” Erick said, “Melemizargo denounced his Clergy. That was why the Shades died.”

More murmurs went through the crowd.

With unbridled and quiet rage, Willow whispered, “Good riddance.”

The force of her conviction almost caused Erick to derail the conversation again, but he did not.

Mephistopheles nodded, then said, “It is how you have said, then, Archmage Flatt. But I digress: While we are happy to welcome you here, finally, why are you here, in person?”

Ah.

Erick might have made a mistake in coming here so fast. Not only was it rude, but it had caused a misunderstanding.

Mephistopheles wasn’t asking that question with regard to current problems or solutions. He was asking that question because he was scared of losing his current level of power over Candlepoint. Eh. He didn’t need to worry about that. Erick could see that the town was doing fine, and no one seemed to be too angry at Mephistopheles. The guy was doing great, and Erick wanted nothing to do with managing a town.

Though, with Justine waiting in the wing, Mephistopheles had probably been wondering at his expiration date for a while.

Erick waved off the need for such a concern, saying, “I’m not here for anything drastic, and nothing is changing with regard to how you want to run things. I had originally planned for Justine to take a role as the non-shadeling face of Candlepoint, but she’s—” There was no need to spill Justine’s fragile emotional state all over the Crystal Courtyard. Justine was still picking up the pieces of her life and her self from the tragedy that had been her life as a shadeling, and Erick wanted to let that happen. He said, “I don’t think you have anything to worry about with Justine. She might be going on a lot of missions for Candlepoint, though. I just came here so quickly because I needed to get a very fast jump on everything, before other people started making decisions for me and about me and about what all of this might mean, going forward. I am here to stabilize anything that needs stabilizing, to fix up this Crystal to see what it can do since I will likely be traveling for a while, and to check out to see if any Shades are hiding in this town.” Before anyone’s visible emotions spiked too high, Erick told the truth, “I already put an Imaging out over the waters of the lake. I can’t find any Shades in this town. So that’s good news, right?”

Mephistopheles’ politician-face barely cracked. But it did crack.

Oh? Was he expecting a Shade to be in Candlepoint? Who?

Erick had expected Slip to be a Shade, but that was not to be! The Guardmaster of Candlepoint really was telling the truth this whole time; he wasn’t a Shade. The man in question stood to the side of the Crystal Courtyard, almost out of sight. According to all the sights and scanning Erick had, the man was just a normal shadeling with a normal rad inside his chest, atop his heart.

Erick added, “I do want to know if you guys like the name of the town, though. We can certainly change it from ‘Candlepoint’ to something else now that there’s no Shades to care about. Also, I’m going to try and open some talks with the Wasteland, to see about getting trade routes. Gotta strike while the iron is hot, after all! Maybe I can throw Justine at that? Eh. Her choice.” He spoke up again, “Also! Do you guys want another party? I hear that’s what we’re supposed to do on the Triumph of Light.”

By now, there were a good forty people standing a good distance from Erick, Mephistopheles, Ava, Poi, and Willow. With Erick’s final words, almost everyone’s eyes brightened.

Ava said, “We still have all of those other beds and blankets and food that you gave to us just yesterday.”

Erick smiled. “Yeah, but you can always use more, right?” He gestured to the rest of the city, saying, “Where are those minotaurs? Let’s go meet them. And whoever else you want me to meet. We can walk and talk and then come back and assign users for the Summoning Crystal.” He added, “I already talked to Baroness Pirazel Xelxex, and she said that no one was willing to do food trades with Candlepoint, and I sort of agree with that. I don’t like it, but I can see the point of not disturbing established markets too much.”

Mephistopheles nodded, then gestured toward the north, saying, “Then let us walk this way, and speak of possible products.”

Erick walked north, and others followed. Willow stayed behind, her eyes firmly locked on the Summoning Crystal. Erick turned away from her to focus on the people around him.

Ava began with, “Textiles is always a profitable business. With the controlled weather, we could easily raise silk spiders or cotton fruit.”

Erick asked, “People would be comfortable working with spiders?”

“It’s actually quite easy for a shadeling to work with monsters like silk spiders.” Mephistopheles said, “I’ve done a lot of work with those types myself. If Tania is dead, we could even rush in and grab some from the Weaver’s Quarters. She had some specialty spiders that she never let anyone have.”

Erick winced. “That place was on fire, last I saw.”

“That just makes them mad.” Mephistopheles smirked.

“If you guys want to do that?” Erick said, “Sure. I don’t care. Like I said when Bulgan went away: I’m just your support. Everything that this town is and could be is up to you.” He added, “But if all goes well, then in a hundred years when my World Tree has grown to be an actual World Tree, or maybe before, then Candlepoint could be a stepping stone to the stars, with [Gate] travel happening right here in this city.”

If he figured out [Gate]s before then, then maybe Candlepoint could become a hub-town; Erick did not voice this idea, though.

Mephistopheles’s eyes went wide as he stopped in his tracks.

Ava recovered faster than him. She laughed, loud and happy, then asked, “Truly?”

“It’s the truth. Yggdrasil is growing out in the lake right now, and I expect him to be the size of two stacked mountains in a hundred years.” Erick pointed to the air above, at a particular [Scry] orb. “That’s him. Hello, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb bounced in recognition.

Mephistopheles and Ava stared at the hovering ball of invisible intent.

Ava waved, and happily rolled with the situation, saying, “Hello, Yggdrasil. I’m the Sewermaster of Candlepoint, and I like pretty things. Can you use [Telepathy] yet?”

Erick was taken aback at Ava’s casual attitude. It was kinda nice. It would also be nice to see what Yggdrasil would do.

But… apparently what he would do was ‘nothing’.

Ava looked to the air, waiting. After a moment, she said, “Ah. Shy?”

“Maybe.” Erick said, “I know arbors advanced at a very fast rate, and Yggdrasil is more than that. Ah. He hasn’t talked to me yet, either.”

Mephistopheles asked, “Do you wish for us to protect your… He’s still a [Familiar], then? He hasn’t split from your soul yet?”

“No need for any of those concerns. Thank you, though.” Erick said, “It’s all very new to me, but I’m a hundred percent confident that Yggdrasil can protect himself, and he’ll eventually protect you all, too. All I can ask is that you be polite, but don’t coddle him. I heard that was really bad for arbors, and I bet that goes double for World Trees.”

“Usually…” Mephistopheles said, “Usually, they have to become real beings before people consider them arbors, and no one considers their still-[Familiar] tree [Familiar] as a World Tree… How sure are you of this fact?”

“Fully and completely sure.” Erick said, “It’s just a matter of 100 years.”

“And this time table? You seem sure of that, too?”

“Yes.”

Mephistopheles scrunched his face in thought, as he looked away.

They walked in silence, toward the north. They passed houses and apartment buildings, where large trees lined the roads providing shade to all, but very few people were out and about. It was a nice walk.

Ava changed topics. “Back to trade, then? I am interested in all the finer things in life, so I want theaters and music halls and the international connections to make those happen, but the basics come first. I’ll help with whatever is necessary, but where do we start? I was hoping for some sort of food trade, but if that is off the table, then I really do think that textiles would be a good primary market.”

Mephistopheles said, “Food is sorted, thanks to Valok, so we can accept Xelxex’s warning away from the food trade. But not everyone is happy with the options of this city, for we still have a ways to go with the normal necessities, like bakers, clothiers, cooks, cleaners, meat farmers— Now there’s an odd problem. We needed cattle and otherwise, and I understand that you promised Valok’s man, Mister Ooragh, to procure such goods. But now we have the minotaurs.” He looked to Erick, saying, “They just… showed up! I’ve spoken to them all, and they seem perfectly nice, but… People want beef and goat and some even want spider, but when the first minotaur overheard the farmers talking about some of our plans for the future and the inclusion of cows in those plans, there was an altercation.”

Erick frowned.

Mephistopheles said, “It’s sorted, for now, but the problem is here.”

Erick decided, “I’m not having a conversation with them about how they feel over nearby cattle farms. Let us avoid the issue for now and stick to chickens and fish.”

“My thoughts exactly,” Mephistopheles said.

Ava said, “Everyone is learning to live differently. The problem with the minotaurs is that they’re still in the middle of their war response, so we’re walking on dragon eggs. Some fool boy got up in their face when they first got here— the boy is fine, but these people are all high level adventurers.” She added, “Luckily, shadelings are high level, too.”

Mephistopheles pointed forward, saying, “We put the minotaurs in their own compound, across the street from the orchard. Most of them crashed out once they were out of danger, but we should be able to find a few still awake.”

- - - -

Erick glanced ahead, and all around, with the help of his Ophiel, his [Greater Lightwalk], and several senses beyond the norm. Mostly, he liked what he saw.

Dark-walled apartment buildings were scattered here and there, with some in clumps and others on their lonesome. Most were occupied by people who looked like they just moved in; Erick didn’t investigate those places more than a cursory glance through the windows. The empty houses, however, all had plumbing and kitchens and all of that, ready and waiting for someone to move in and turn the place into a home.

Glass in the windows, chimneys for fires at night if it got cold, thick doors for safety. Locks. Erick readily noticed crystal panes in some of the walls that seemed out of place, but upon putting a tendril of light down into those shadowed depths, he understood them as shadeling pathways; something for someone to [Shadowblend] through, similar to the crystals of Ar’Kendrithyst.

With a touch deeper underground, a smile crept upon Erick’s face. There was an entire second layer to the city of Candlepoint, just below the surface.

Erick turned to Mephistopheles and Ava, and said, “I like the underground crystal areas.”

Mephistopheles said, “They’re mostly bunkers in case of attack.”

Ava lightly complained, “Not everyone can get into those bunkers, or take part in the markets that are growing down there.”

“When did that start, anyway?” Erick asked.

Mephistopheles said, “The first crystal roads were laid a week ago.”

“They’ve been expanded, since,” Ava added.

Erick let that conversation drop as the four of them walked down the street, and a fifth separated from the shadows of a tree to join their party. Slip, the Guardmaster with bright white eyes who everyone thought was a Shade. He certainly looked the part, with black skin, horns, and bright white eyes. The man had never done anything to dissuade those rumors, either.

Erick greeted him, “Hello, Slip! How goes the fishing?”

“Sir.” Slip bowed his head a fraction, then righted himself. “It’s only been a day since last we spoke. Nothing much has happened, except for everything, apparently.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I suppose that is true.”

“The lake looks good, though.” Slip said, “It’ll take a while for the new plants to spread and restore a balance to the waters, but that’s just a matter of time. Just a matter of time for more fish to spawn, too.”

“Got any ideas for various markets for Candlepoint to take part in?” Erick asked.

The guardmaster surprised everyone, saying, “News and printing machines and various other propaganda to ensure that we aren’t attacked out of some misguided attempts to ‘cull the last Shadow holdouts in the world’.”

Erick froze. “Please tell me you are exaggerating for effect.”

“Only a little.” Slip said, “That Summoning Crystal will go a long way to ensuring safety, and I like that you rid it of all those shadows, but we will be attacked. With your help, I feel we can defend ourselves from all but an archmage attack. To that end, I am asking for permission to contact you in the case of such oversized threats.”

Erick was startled again. “Of course you can contact me for such a thing! Have I not explicitly said as much? I feel like I might have… Or maybe not?” Erick returned to what the man had originally said, “But propaganda machines? You all don’t want a society built on false ideas, do you?”

“We wouldn’t be dispersing lies.” Slip said, “But it would be good for Candlepoint to be seen as the world healing from the atrocities of the Shades, rather than as a holdout of shadows.”

Well. When he put it like that… Erick could agree… To a certain extent.

Mephistopheles said, “Being under the auspices of the man who ended the Shades should be good for that.”

Slip said, “Which is why his appearance here is good for us, but it is not enough.”

Erick suddenly saw what was going on between Mephistopheles and Slip, though it appeared Ava was slightly out of the loop. Perhaps the two men had had this conversation before, and were just now including Erick? Whatever the case, Erick smiled, and played along, “I will be telling people that Candlepoint is still under my protection. I only hope that when I send people here that you treat them well.” He added, “I’ll tell you before I send people here, of course.”

Slip allowed himself a smile, as he said, “Candlepoint is one of the safest places on Veird, and I aim to keep it that way. Invite whoever you wish, and the Guard will ensure their safety with our very lives.”

“I mean…” Erick was uncomfortable with Slip’s level of zeal, but he said, “Acceptable. Thank you, Slip.” Erick stopped walking forward, since they were close to their destination, and turned to the three members of Candlepoint, “And be sure to contact me if any large monsters come for Candlepoint, too.” He gestured to Poi, saying, “Or contact Poi. I don’t think you have met, but— Mephistopheles, Ava Jadescale, Slip, this is Poi Fulisade, my head guard, and one of my closest confidants. Please treat him as you would me. He already knows who you are. A lot of people do, actually, but it’s past time for certain bilateral information exchanges.”

Ava, Mephistopheles, and Slip, each bowed to Poi.

Poi took a half-step forward, coming to stand beside Erick. He barely bowed at all, before righting and saying, “Greetings. I am a Mind Mage, and if I may be so bold: I humbly suggest less talk of propaganda, and more consideration to honest trade.”

All eyes widened.

Erick barely held himself back from flinching. Poi just came out and said that he was a Mind Mage? And then he offered an opinion?!

New things happened all the time, apparently!

Erick recovered, and said, “I agree with Poi. So let’s come up with some ideas for industry that don’t involve food.” He added, “Or unique magics. Or propaganda. Something that isn’t a valuable resource of the area, either. Something that is only purchasable through the people who live here.”

A small silence descended.

Ava suggested, “Adventuring guides? Every shadeling is a Classed individual at level 55 or higher. That’s almost four times the worldwide average. Power leveling youngsters was good for goodwill in my previous life.”

“Yeah. But that’s the Underworld,” Slip said. “And even that has fallen out of favor in recent centuries.”

Erick frowned at Ava’s suggestion of violent work, but he said the word to see how it felt, anyway. “Mercenaries?”

“We wouldn’t be calling it ‘mercenary’ work, Erick! Guides. Not mercenaries.” Ava said, “It’s a rather unique service that brings a lot of prestige with it, as long as behavior is maintained, of course. High level insular communities do that all the time in order to showcase talent and honor and the like. Guides were particularly prevalent over in Nelboor.” She looked to Slip. “Is that still true?”

“Yes.” Slip said, “Somewhat.”

“But… Mercenaries?”

“Monster-only hunts, of course.” Ava said, “It’s something that Zaraanka and I have spoken about a few times.”

Mephistopheles said, “I’m not sure.”

Ava frowned at the man.

Erick did not like the idea of mercenaries— Or rather, ‘Guides’… And yet, there was something about it that sounded… Almost good? Shadelings as guides would allow the rest of the world to see them as agents against the darkness of this world… And yet, Erick’s frown only deepened, killing the conversation in the process. With a few deep thoughts rattling around in his head, Erick resumed his walk toward the minotaur encampment. The other four followed, in silence.

Erick reached the minotaur house not one block later.

It was a rather ordinary series of buildings, three total, shaped like a U with the northern winds flowing into the center of the three structures. It was only ten small houses, and with a quick glance inside, Erick recognized three bedrooms per house. There weren’t enough rooms. Some minotaurs were sleeping on the ground, or in the same beds as another. A quick count showed at least 45 people, all of which looked mostly the same, but with slight variations.

They all had bronzed skin, either almost shiny as gold, or as deeply brown as stained wood. Cloven hooves for feet. Reddish hair, but only on their heads… And none on their arms or legs? Erick wasn’t about to violate anyone’s privacy any more than he already had, but from what he saw, they did not have normal mammalian hair distribution. Most of them wore conjured armor, which was a bit of a shame. Maybe no real clothes fit them? At least not yet, anyway. All of them had horns similar to those of incani, but more to the sides, and with about as much variation as incani horns, too. Some had no horns at all, but Erick saw bald, hard spots on a few heads where their horns should have been. Some of them had already carved off their horns.

And now, as he looked, he saw some people crying into mirrors and touching their hair, or the rest of themselves.

Erick hoped the body dysmorphia wouldn’t be that bad, but it obviously was. These ‘minotaurs’ were a people created from all of the various races of Veird, save for the wrought, and each one of them had been soul and blood warped into mutant magical cows, then mutated back into mostly-bipedal bodies, and then changed again into what and who they were right now. Though the Shrouds of their souls seemed strong as steel, with all that body and soul modification, there was going to be mental trauma, too.

But even knowing a bit of what to expect, Erick still felt his heart lurch hard when he spied a woman trying to cut scales into the golden skin of her muscular forearm, while a second woman desperately tried to stop her from hurting herself. The second woman almost needn’t have bothered. The knife failed to cut more than a thin red line into the gold woman’s skin. There was no blood.

Erick turned his attention back to his surroundings.

Slip gave a nod to a pair of shadelings in guard uniforms, stationed outside of the minotaur compound. Those guards bowed toward Erick as Erick’s small group of people walked past them, toward the communal part of the central building. Slip slipped to Erick’s right side, while Mephistopheles and Ava held back a bit, and Poi stepped to Erick’s left side.

Most of the minotaurs had crashed out, sleeping, or trying to sleep, but as Erick approached, a few industrious and wide awake cow-people caught sight of him. Events proceeded fast. Someone yelled out about ‘company coming in’. This call repeated twice through the compound, rapidly becoming murmurs as everyone who wasn’t totally wiped out quickly hopped to attention, coming out of their homes to stand at the doorway to watch, or coming all the way forward into that communal space in the front.

As Erick stepped onto the dark stone under the central pavilion, others were already waiting for him to speak, or for someone else to come forward and demand Erick explain his sudden presence among them.

All before him, Erick saw strong people in a weird situation.

Except for a few particularly large guys and girls, every one of them was still shorter than an orcol, but they stood tall all the same, providing a more united front against Erick’s intrusion than he had expected to find.

“That’s him!” came the startled voice of a bronze-skinned man taller than Erick, with curling white horns on his head. “That’s Archmage Flatt!”

Murmurs erupted as recognition and shared words enlightened everyone to Erick’s identity. And then, like a switch flipping, the entire gathered group of twenty-odd people casually dropped to their knees. Tears fell. They prayed several different ways. Some with their hands clasped together, others with their heads bowed and arms to their sides, and still others who kowtowed, going as low as they could.

Shocked to silence, Erick said nothing. And then he got hold of himself. Words rushed out, “Please! Don’t do that. Stand, please.” When they didn’t immediately comply, he stepped forward, almost ready to lift them off of the ground himself, but the first people he approached shuffled backward, their eyes going wide. Erick stopped. He stepped back, and they seemed to relax. Still, he said, “Please don’t do this worship thing.”

“It’s not worship.” A strong-looking man got back on his cloven hooves, saying, “It’s honor. We honor you for what you have done for us.”

Another stepped up, a woman, saying, “We honor you.”

“Honor to the Archmage!” said another, and then another.

Soon, they were all standing again. Most of them took up the call, “Honor to the Archmage!” But a few remained quietly reverent, their amber eyes sparkling in the light.

Erick felt their emotions wash over him like a warm wave in the ocean. As it passed, he asked them, “Are you all physically okay? Is there anything I can get for you?”

The strong-looking man stepped forward. “Is there anything we can do for you, good sir?”

“Nothing I can think of, but—” Erick instantly asked, “How did you get here? Where is Hollowsaur?”

At the mention of their torturer’s name, the entire crowd turned ugly. Some spat on the ground. Others openly cursed the Shade’s name.

The strong man said, “That Shade is gone! And good riddance!”

A woman said, “We couldn’t kill him, but we tried. Sorry for failing, sir.”

Before the gathering turned more ugly, Erick said, “Don’t worry about it. You’re all okay, and that’s what matters.” As some people frowned at that, Erick added, “Or at least you will be okay, now that the danger of that man has passed.”

That seemed to restore some of the relief on the faces in front of him.

The strong man said, “That Shade tossed us through a [Shadow Gate], dropping us here, telling us all the while that he was sorry.” He glanced toward Slip, then back to Erick, saying, “Some of us already knew this place and its people, and so it was easy enough to get temporary housing. We are making the best of it, and hope to be out of here as soon as we can. But some of us won’t ever be welcomed home as we are. I know I will not be welcomed back home, and I know several of my fellow people won’t be welcomed to their homes, either.”

Ah. It was time for more politics.

Erick picked up what the guy was putting down, saying, “If it were up to me, I’d offer you permanent residences here in Candlepoint, but—” He gestured to Mephistopheles, silently asking the mayor of Candlepoint to come forward, as he said to the strong man, “Mephistopheles is the man in charge around here, along with his other contemporaries. They have final say on any immigration.”

Mephistopheles immediately accepted Erick’s approval of his position by cementing himself in that position, by saying, “Of course they can stay.” He turned to his new people, and said, “You will be bound with the same rules as any citizen of Candlepoint, and you are encouraged to find or make jobs. We’re a growing city, and could use all the help we can get.”

Relief passed through much of the minotaur crowd.

And then Erick had an idea. He sent to Poi, ‘What I’m about to offer does exist, right?’

‘Yes. A lot of us specialize in this for our own communities, though the help you’re thinking of is considered beyond extreme by almost every culture except the Mind Mages.’

Erick suddenly felt a lot better about the broken, yet strong people he saw before him. He spoke, “If anyone wishes for some Mind Mage emotional support or therapy, I will be looking into that sort of assistance not only for you—” He said to Mephistopheles, “But also for the shadelings of Candlepoint. I really should have done this sooner, and so I can only apologize for not acting in your interests faster.”

Even though Mephistopheles grinned at Erick’s side, and then wiped that expression away, the relief of the previous moments became something more spiky, and worrisome, as grumbles passed through the gathered minotaurs.

And then the strong man spoke again, playing a role that he saw needed to be played, “Thank you, Archmage. I will be the first in line for such a service, and I can only hope that some of my compatriots will follow my lead.”

With that simple statement, the strong man seemed to lose a lot of his support all around him. One suddenly-disgusted man stepped away, deeper into the crowd.

But Erick couldn’t help but smile. “I’m glad to hear that, and I can safely say that after all that has recently happened it would probably be good for me, too, to see a therapist.”

A few awkward chuckles passed through the group. And that was okay. Erick was fine with putting himself out there like that, exactly as the strong man had done.

Erick asked, “What’s your name? I’ve just been calling you ‘strong man’ in my head.”

The man smiled at his moniker, then said, “Danarin Longtusk. Former orcol, newly-created ‘minotaur’, and unexpectedly finding himself overjoyed at the true beauty of life ahead.”

Every single large person in the group smiled at that, and even a few of the smaller ones. Erick recognized the sentiment Danarin expressed; by saying ‘true beauty’ he was referring to a life lived outside of Aloethag’s divinely-imposed standards of beauty, and outside of the goddess’s control over any part of him, even if that part had been his empowering Rage. The man had even crouched his language in common idioms instead of directly calling out Aloethag, and that, more than anything, let Erick know that he actually had been an orcol, before all of this soul mutilation. With that revelation, Erick turned a slight attention to the smaller minotaurs, and wondered if the Angels or the Demons were still talking to the former humans or incani, telling them of wars to be fought against their eternal foes, or not. Erick guessed that those smaller minotaurs, too, had been severed from their usual divine overseers. Probably.

Maybe.

Erick considered how to bring a bit more joy to everyone here, and tried, “So as you all know, it’s the Triumph of Light.” A few of the orcol-sized minotaurs gave a quick ‘whoop whoop!’ leading Erick to smile again, as he continued, “Keep in mind that Candlepoint is a city of refugees, though, so our ability to party as we should is a lot lower than it usually is, but even so, I will be trying to supply some good cheer and beer and all of that before the end of the day. Has anyone spoken to all of you about the various people in power around here? And the various help that everyone is trying to give each other? I can’t direct you around much, since I am just an assistant here to help everyone else get back what was taken from them, and so in that way, people like Mephistopheles here should prove much more helpful to you and yours than I.” Erick ceded the floor to the mayor.

Mephistopheles spoke up, “We’ve not gone over much more than the preliminaries.” He turned to the crowd. “But if you’re all willing, then we can begin to integrate you into Candlepoint, as guests or residents, or whatever you want.”

Danarin, who was still a step more forward than anyone else, said, “We’re glad to receive assistance, and to help, and more than ready for the celebration of the Triumph of Light. We’re all well over level 50, too, with many of us having many different skills from classical Arcanaeum training, to warrior training, to self-sufficiency training.” He acknowledged Mephistopheles, then turned to Erick, saying, “We will not be a burden on Candlepoint or on your good graces, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick couldn’t help but continue to smile. “I look forward to it.” And then he conjured images of the various other people that were in charge of Candlepoint, and said, “So this person is Valok Greentalon. His home is over that way, and he was the head man of Spur’s Farmer’s Council before he was assassinated and then resurrected as a shadeling, here in Candlepoint. He is my friend. You can probably seek him out in order to get work at the Farm over there, or to find food.” Erick conjured another person, saying, “This person is Zaraanka Checharin, a competent woman who is currently in charge of the various rad gathering and other adventuring-ish forces of Candlepoint. If you’re into that, seek her out.” He gestured to the other people with him, except for Poi, and said, “And these people can introduce themselves.”

Ava went first.

Soon, small groups of minotaurs were talking in small groups with Ava, Slip, or Mephistopheles.

Erick hung back, and let others come to him, if they wished.

And they did.

He spent an hour talking to various minotaurs, while he had Kiri run around in Spur, searching out caterers and such, while Poi also, but remotely, helped organize a Triumph of Light feast that Erick would surely need to [Duplicate] to make work for an entire town.

Two more hours passed rather fast, with Erick talking more to shadelings now, than the minotaurs. A lot of people just wanted to talk to him, to either thank him, or submit a request for certain items that they thought everyone should have.

Somewhere in all that, Valok showed up.

Erick saw his friend, and smiled wide. “Hello, Valok!”

Valok smiled back, as he walked closer. “I heard you fucked up more shit.”

“I did indeed do that, and more.” Erick grabbed the man’s offered hand and pulled him into a one-armed hug. “Glad to see you in person. Sorry I didn’t show up sooner.”

“It’s okay. It’s okay.” Valok quietly asked, “My daughter isn’t with you, is she?”

“No.” Erick said, “I wouldn’t spring that on you. Not after what you said last time.”

Valok’s white-grey eyes turned slightly whiter, and brighter. “Good.”

Somewhere in all of that, Erick heard the grumbling stomachs of some of the people around him. He started asking what people wanted to eat, knowing full well that he had most of a feast on its way, eventually. He was just gauging the crowd. But Valok heard Erick and rushed in, saying that they had Triumph of Light supplies, but the cooking wouldn’t start for another few hours.

… Erick still had Poi and Kiri continue to find some bulk food sellers. It turned out that the people Erick used before, Palasio’s Caterers, were already booked for the entire week. Most caterers were booked, with those bookings mostly taking place in the dawn hours of that very same day; it was bad luck to make plans for the Triumph of Light before the Triumph of Light, after all.

And then Danarin threw a wrench into the whole thing by coming right up to Erick and saying, “I want beef.”

Erick’s face became a mask, as talk around him seemed to end. “Really?”

Danarin glanced around, then promptly declared, “Everyone is too freaked out by it, but—” He opened his mouth wide, and showed Erick some impressive pearly-white chompers, saying, “Oo hee hese?”

Erick’s mask broke, as he saw what he saw. He smirked, saying, “I see those; yes.”

Danarin spoke normally, “I may have molars, but I still got incisors and fangs. Grass ain’t gonna cut it with me; no sir, archmage sir.”

Erick couldn’t help but chuckle. “Okay— Then! A normal feast. I’m already working on it, but I can ask for some beef, too.”

Danarin cheered up, smiling wide, saying, “I can cook! Just need some supplies! A lot of us can cook.”

Valok interjected himself into the conversation, saying, “We got grills that need manning, if you’re up for it.”

“After the torture I’ve been through, I’m up for just about anything!”

A few happily shared Danarin’s sentiment, with cheers and joy. A few others just gave small, hard smiles, as they tried to keep from breaking all over again.

- - - -









The sun set as a party of unique proportions began, in a land claimed by shadow but liberated by light. There were more musical instruments now than there were hours ago. There was more food than there had ever been before. Songs from a hundred different homelands raised to the sky, as different people got up on impromptu stages that had been scattered all throughout the cosmopolitan city of shadelings.

Erick asked an innocent question, “What about music? How does that work on Veird? I never really investigated any of that.”

Mephistopheles had one answer, “You hire people to sing or play for you.”

Ava had another, “There’s song crystals, but those are only for people with too much money and not enough sense. They burn out after a few dozen days, so they’re only really good for listening to new plays when you can’t see them in person.”

Zaraanka had another solution, “Hire a songstress. They telepathically play music for everyone in the area, and over long distances, too.”

“That fad didn’t die out?” Ava wiggled her fingers beside her head, glancing at Poi as she said, “There was a whole problem of Mind Magery back in my time.”

Poi silently sighed.

“It died out and came back several times,” Zaraanka said, sipping a beer. “Mind Mages probably culled them a bit, but the versatility keeps bringing them back.”

Poi chose to enter the conversation and give Erick the answer he was looking for, “Music does not exist on Veird how you know music.”

Ava’s eyes brightened. “Oh! A new way to listen to music? How?” She turned her attention fully away from the players in front of them, to Erick, saying, “Do tell?”

“Maybe. I’m thinking, now.” Erick smiled, as he sipped his own beer, and watched Danarin, shirtless and sweating on stage, belt out a deep song about returning home. “I think I’d have to invent plastics, too? Oh! No. I can make records out of glass, I think.” He added, “Or metal. Or anything. Need to invent the recorder first. Hmm. Now how would that work...”

With a smirk, Ava said, “Let us know if you have a breakthrough, okay?”

Erick nodded, as his mind went off in a direction he hadn’t considered. Soon enough, his head started bobbing up and down to the sounds and joy in front of him. Others danced. Erick almost wanted to get out there and do the same. But. No. Not right now. Not yet. No dancing in the crowd for him.

Maybe later.







- - - -







The party was good, and then it got great. As the sky turned from blue to red and gold, celebrations spread across the city. Erick duplicated many, many things out of sight of everyone else, ensuring that no one went hungry. A few guards, organized by Slip, began handing out raw goods and prepared food at various stations around Candlepoint, for those who did not wish to take part in the larger festivities.

Beer flowed like water.

Some people happily lost their shirts.

Some lost their pants.

Erick did none of that, but he did have a good time ensuring that everyone else had a good time. Mostly, he stayed on a short VIP stage area erected on the other side of the minotaur compound, a short distance toward one of the main song stages, while others came and left Erick as they wished. Erick felt kinda funny, as people came by his ‘station’ and bowed or kowtowed, but when they just honestly thanked him? He felt great about that.

He felt less great about no one else willing to come to Candlepoint, in person, besides Poi. Erick even offered! But no; Kiri, Jane, Teressa, and Justine were all busy.

As the three crescent moons took to the starlit sky above, each of them barely a sliver of light, and the bands played loud just a short distance away, Poi quietly broke the news, “Silverite wishes to honor you at Spur’s ongoing festivities.”

“It’s that time already?” Erick had been suspecting something like that would happen for a few hours, now. According to everyone back home, Spur was in the throes of a party in the Human District that was much, much wilder than the tame thing happening all around Erick, in Candlepoint.

Danarin, who had chosen to stick around near Erick for most of the evening, asked, “Are you going?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “We’ve got to honor you once more. Just give me ten minutes.” And then he was off, back into the crowd.

Erick had wanted to tell him that there had been way too much ‘honoring’ by then, but Danarin knew this, and thus didn’t wait for an answer. Erick was beginning to suspect the man had a few of the new Stats, or perhaps he was just that adroit. He was pretty sure that every Minotaur had Constitution, at least.

Poi continued, “While we are waiting, there are many others who also wish for your presence as soon as possible.”

“… Others?”

“Yes.” Poi said, “On the personal side, there’s Guildmaster Zago and Guildmaster Mog, who wish for a detailed account of what happened. There’s the populace of Spur, Kal’Duresh, and Frontier, who are clamoring for definitive answers. You might consider writing a book to field much of these sorts of queries.

“On the less personal, and halfway to the political side, there’s the Baroness, who has decided to openly support you to get into your good graces. Archmage Syllea Wyrmrest has expressed a deep interest in hosting you for a trip to Treehome; she has likely intercepted Teressa’s attempts and successes for booking rooms and such in that Forest city. The Headmaster has formally requested your presence for a full accounting of everything that happened. In return, he is willing to throw in a Favor, as well as a bargain of trade, as well as access to his vast resources.” Poi waited.

Erick did not speak his concern; the Headmaster’s offer seemed too good, didn’t it?

Poi continued, “But from the rest of the world, there are demands to know— and I’m paraphrasing here: ‘What the fuck did that fucker do now!’ ahem.”

Erick erupted with laughter.

Poi continued, “From most to least rude, those demands come from the Pearl King of Portal. The Viridian King of the Greensoil Republic. Many different kings and queens of the Wasteland Kingdoms. Various states, provinces, and democracies of Nelboor. Eidolon, of Nergal. And even two wrought geodes. Stratagold and Titanite.”

“Democracies? Those exist on Veird?” Erick shook his head, ridding himself of that concern, for another concern was much more interesting just for the novelty of it all. “Stratagold and Titanite? I’ve heard of the first, but not the second.” Excitement entered his voice. “Could I actually get to go into a wrought city? That’s an impossibility for most people, isn’t it?”

“No. That is not what is happening here.” Poi frowned a little, then said, “They’ve both formally invited you to their embassies. You would not be allowed inside the cities themselves.”

Erick waved that off, saying, “Then I won’t be doing—”

The stage ahead lit with lights, brighter than those that had come before. The current singer was a young and happy human woman shadeling, who cheered to her friends in the audience, then bowed to Danarin, who had taken the stage from behind. She hopped off the front, into the crowd, like so many revelers that had come before, as the shirtless, bronzed minotaur walked forward. From behind Danarin came several other minotaurs, along with Zaraanka, Ava, and Valok, and a few other shadelings.

A quiet filtered across the crowd.

For the first time tonight, in the brief silence that followed Danarin’s proclamation, came the sound of the wind. That wind flowed from north to south, and it was getting a bit chilly already. Winter was technically over as of this morning, but the Crystal Forest was always cold in the dark.

A few people in the crowd turned back, toward Erick, briefly, before turning back to the stage. This was obviously something special happening and they had no idea what it was. Erick had no real idea, either, but he smiled anyway.

On the stage, Danarin’s voice was already amplified by the [Ward]s cast in that space, but when he spoke, it was even louder than before, “On this Triumph of Light, we honor those who we lost along the way. We honor those who are here with us now. And we honor those who led the way through the Darkness, and brought us into the light. And in this last case, we honor one who has done more than most ever have. Thank you, Archmage Erick Flatt, for the rescue, the transformation, and the new home. We wish you well in the years to come.” With one hand holding a mug of beer and the other gestured forward, toward Erick, he declared, “To long life, and battles won!”

The crowd took up the cheer, “To long life, and battles won!”

As Danarin and the rest of the people on the stage took a drink, Erick did, too.

This was a good night.

It took half an hour to extricate himself from the party, but it happened soon enough.

- - - -

Erick stood at Silverite’s side on a much larger stage, overseeing a much larger crowd. This crowd was mostly contained to the Human District, but bright festival lights and animated images of cute slimes and cutesy dying monsters had been scattered all across Spur. The entire city was a land of lights, without a single visible shadow anywhere in sight.

In the south, in the distance, atop Ar’Kendrithyst’s walls, white wardlights each easily twenty meters tall flickered like massive bonfires, illuminating the walls and the night like a line of miniature suns. That was an impressive sight, too. Erick preferred the Dead City this way, compared to its normal darkness-on-the-horizon.

Silverite finished her speech with, “So thank you, Archmage Erick Flatt! Thank you for eradicating the Shades of the Dead City. Thank you for coming to Spur. Thank you for dropping onto our world.” As a bit of a joke, she added, “And thank you for leaving some of Ar’Kendrithyst for the rest of us.”

The crowd roared for Erick.

Erick tried to smile, as he responded more or less as Silverite had asked him to, saying, “I’m glad I could help. It’s still dangerous there, as proven by the fifty-nine confirmed dead from just today. Don’t think you can just walk in there now that the Shades are dead. Only one person out of every fifty used to die to the direct machinations of those particular monsters, while most died to the monsters, but now the monster-keepers are gone. We have no idea what will come out of there—”

Right as the audience was starting to lose its mirth, and right on cue, Silverite interrupted Erick, saying, “The dangers are still there! But we know how to deal with them, so please stick to the normal channels when attempting to enter the Dead City.” She raised her voice, and her own cheer, as she said, “But that’s all for later! Enjoy the night! Enjoy the day! Enjoy this new development of Ar’Kendrithyst, and what might very well be Veird’s most special Triumph of Light, ever!” She gestured behind her, adding, “And now, back to the band!”

As the crowd cheered and the music resumed behind Erick, Silverite exited stage left, and Erick followed.

She whispered to him, “Let’s meet in your house.” She extended him a hand, “Can I get a lift?”

Erick took her silver arm, and was both surprised and not. It had been a long time since he had physically touched a wrought, and though he knew her to be warm and firm as flesh and bone, he had expected her to be cold and hard. With a tug of his readily-kept sunform, Erick picked up Silverite and flew the both of them over the crowd, his orby form sparkling with rainbow hues more vibrant than the other prismatic light all around them. The crowd cheered at his passage.

Erick set down inside the foyer of his house; only a few kilometers from the music, and the crowd.

Silverite immediately turned to Erick saying, “I need you to take a vacation. A long one.”

Erick felt a tender sort of angry-joy in his chest.

“Understand me: This is NOT me kicking you out of Spur.” She practically glared right into Erick’s soul as she spoke, “I want you in Spur. I want you here. Never forget this.”

“I know.” Erick said, “I can tell. I want to stay here, too.” And because he knew he could get away with it, he said, “But I’d like Candlepoint to receive some help while I’m away, if you could.”

Silverite seemed to judge Erick for a long moment, then she said, “Good. As long as you understand I’m not doing this to you.” She added, “And of course I’ll help Candlepoint when I get half an hour without an emergency. Might take a month, though.”

“That’s fine. I understand this, too.”

Silverite slowly nodded, then said, “You say you understand, and I believe you, but you’re agreeing too fast. I expected a bit more anger. That would at least allow me to explain myself.”

Erick smirked. He faked an angry voice, “How could you?! After all I’ve done! How awful.”

“Thank you.” Silverite said, “This is not about you. This is me needing to restructure absolutely everything Spur does and is, without the archmage that caused it all attracting a thousand ‘messages of grave importance’ from the various leaders of the world, each of which I have to answer ‘right now or face political sanctions’, with every single one of them demanding I make you accountable to them. If you’re on vacation, I can tell them that you’re out of your office and I have no idea when you’ll be back. Watch out, though. Some of them will contact you directly. If someone tries to steal you from Spur, let me know and I can make you a better offer.”

Erick appreciated that, and he said so, “I appreciate that, Silverite.”

She nodded, then said, “I need you to know that the ‘59 number’ I told you to say was less than half true. It’s more like 200, and the numbers are still pouring in. Killzone is grinding his ass off trying to keep up with the shitstorm it seems practically every idiot youngster is committing in trying to enter that death trap of a Dead City.”

“… yeah. I know.” Erick said, “I suspected something was up when you gave me my script. Didn’t think it was that bad, though.”

Silverite softened a little. Mostly around the eyes. “How are you feeling, Erick?”

“Busy busy. Not as busy as you, but still. Busy busy.”

“That’s not what I meant, and I can tell you knew that already.”

“Ah. Yeah. I’m avoiding my feelings for now. It seems to be working.” He jokingly said, “I thought that I would come home and crash and cry for a week. That hasn’t happened.”

“I know the feeling.”

“… And I believe you.”

“I like this idea of you working with Candlepoint to open new markets.” She said, “This is a good thing to focus on. I’ll help you with this, too, as I have said. There’s no more need for you to focus on the monsters or—”

“Aside from the Converter Angels and the Ancients still out there and the random monsters that kill people every single—”

Silverite stepped forward and put a warm hand on Erick’s shoulder. “It’s not okay, but it will be.” She softly said, “There will always be monsters, and you have done your part, Erick. You’ve done more than most ever will. It’s okay to retire after only one year on the job.” She smiled, saying, “That’s what Champions usually do.”

Erick felt his eyes tear up, and he couldn’t stop the flow. Silverite pulled him into a hug, and Erick fell into her embrace. He cried. It wasn’t pretty. Silverite still held him, anyway.

Halfway through with the heavy emotions tumbling through his head and heart, Erick pulled away from Silverite, mumbling, “Thank you.”

Silverite still held Erick’s shoulders with her hands, squeezing gently as she said, “Take a vacation.”

“Yeah.”

“Considering what you just came through, I’m not too worried about you out there as long as you keep a low public profile. But Poi will stay with you, right?”

“Yeah.”

“Good.” She released his shoulders, and stepped back, saying, “I’ve got people to meet and work to finish. I’ll see you later, Erick.”

“… Yeah. I’ll see you later, too.”

- - - -

Erick gave a small nod toward Teressa as he headed off toward bed.

Teressa stood strong, saying “Boss,” with an almost reverent tone, as Erick passed.

- - - -

The afternoon sun shone down from Erick’s windows, waking him as its warmth touched his hand. He startled, fully awake. Worries shot through him like bullets. Where was he? What happened? Who died? Is Jane hurt? And then, he answered those questions himself, almost as fast as they came. He was at home. He slept a full night and all of the next morning. No one was dead; a quick activation of [Greater Lightwalk] confirmed Teressa, Poi, Kiri, Justine, and Jane, were all alive and in the house, doing various things from using the bathroom, to poking around at plants, to baking bread, to ensuring that the people outside…

Erick glanced out his window.

He shut the curtains. He would deal with that later. They were just people and… and a lot of stuff.

Erick would deal with that later. For right now...

Not even half a second had passed, before the thought of being unprepared caught Erick completely unprepared in its ferocity. It would take him a good three seconds to put together all of the magic necessary to ‘be prepared’.

That was too long.

But he could fix this problem!

Erick looked up [Healing Word].




	
Healing Word 1, instant, medium range, 10 MP 

Speak, and heal a target for 25 + ½ WIL. 

You may cast your next Healing Word as soon as you desire.

Purchase Healing Word 1? Yes/No














… That clause of ‘next [Healing Word]’ practically screamed that it would take an expert hand to extract it into usefulness. Erick spent the point and bought [Healing Word 1], giving up easy access to all other healing spells in the process. You could only buy your first healing spell for free, after all. All subsequent healing spells required a Registrar-assigned Quest.

A worry Erick had thought he had laid to rest, came clawing forward.

Erick’s own brief idea of an Immortality spell in the beginning of his time on Veird was just a passing fancy, but it was still a bright goal on the horizon. But mostly, it was a desperate clawing at the world by a man who thought he was going to die very soon. He had suspected, yet never confirmed, that buying a healing spell would have taken up his single attempt at [Immortality]…

There were more than a few ways to live forever, anyway. Erick need not invent an entirely new path. Besides: Fights in this world both started and ended within the span of a handful of Script Seconds. If he was able to extract [Healing Word]s ability to avoid the Script Second, then he would likely be able to string together a full activation of all of his necessary spells, like [Greater Lightwalk], [Lodestar], and [Hunter’s Instincts], all in the space of a single flashing Script Second. Living right now was more important than living forever.

But… Still.

No. Erick discarded those wasteful thoughts.

But as he considered future needs, Erick realized he had more points that needed allocating. He opened his Status, and considered the numbers.

Right away, he noticed his Regen was shit, but at least only his Mana Regen had been broken by [Death’s Approach]. His Health Regen worked fine, and because of Rozeta’s Boon of Recovery, practically doubled his resulting Mana Regen.

Therefore, his Mana Regen was acceptable… Somewhat.

… His Mana Regen was only acceptable when his Intelligence was considered. That Stat dropped almost all of his spell costs down to nearly nothing, and was even making him rethink some of his Class Abilities. Was 10% Spell Cost Reduction actually necessary, anymore?










	
Erick Flatt

Human?, age 48

Level 90, Class: Particle Mage
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Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!














Right away, he noticed that did not like having uneven Stats, and that he was likely going to be putting his belt somewhere safe and out of the way. Perhaps. Or maybe not. He could work out something better than the clunky silver thing he had gone to bed wearing around his waist.

To a proper mana sense, his belt was practically a firework strapped around his waist. It screamed ‘steal me’. His rings were like minor lights compared to the belt, but he figured he could get away with the rings. If he were forced to abandon everything, though, it would be better if he weren’t the clumsy oaf he had been before Dexterity came along. Eh. He was likely still a clumsy fighter, even if he evened out his Dexterity, but… Whatever.

… He put 3 points in Dexterity and 1 in Perception.

Nothing really changed for Erick, lying in bed, and that was fine. Things would likely change a whole lot if he decided to abandon his rings and belt, and go incognito on his ‘forced’ vacation.

Five points went into each Willpower and Focus. That dropped him to 11 points left over, and that was as far as Erick was willing to go. He would probably find a much better use for those points outside of his inflated Stats. New health cost skills, perhaps? New ‘forbidden spells’ like [Duplicate] that stripped points from you if you managed to make them? New basic spells he had never heard of before? All of those were possibilities.

He briefly considered more Intelligence, but he rapidly decided against putting more points there.

Oh!

An idea!

As Erick looked over his Class Ability, Blood Mana, which allowed him to spend Health in addition to Mana to cast a spell, he thought to cast a Healing Spell on himself using Blood Mana. Using this methodology, he could theoretically cast massive heals on himself for a fraction of the mana cost.

Erick’s mana costs were already fractioned, but this was new magic! It had to be explored! So Erick did just that.

Erick triggered [Healing Word] for the cost of 1 Health and 1 Mana, and almost launched out of his bed at the surprising pain. A series of phantom bee-stings tap-tap-tap’ed across his chest and arms. The pain passed as fast as it had come. Okay. That was strange. That hadn’t happened when Erick had experimented with Blood Mana before. As another experiment, Erick cast a [Cleanse] with Blood Mana, again spending 1 Health and 1 Mana for the spell.

No bee stings that time.

Ah. Well.

Pain for Blood Healing, or whatever, was either sadism on the part of the Script, or some weird interaction between healing magic and Blood Mana. Maybe both. Erick filed away that question for another day, and cast [Healing Word] on himself, normally.

He flickered with white light, and then it was gone.

… He cast [Healing Word] again, instantly. And then five more times in super-fast rapid succession.

A wide grin plastered itself to Erick’s face. With all his bonuses, [Healing Word] only cost 1 mana. It had actually cost more to cast the spell with Blood Mana. Ha!

Erick rapidly transformed a thousand mana into a thousand casts of [Healing Word]. He watched as a white glow suffused his skin, like a life magnified. He continued to smile, as he fell back in bed, and relaxed, feeling a lot better. [Healing Word] was great. Was there some ‘feel good’ component to it? Or was this just the niceness of being hale and clean? Ah! A question for the healers. Not a question for the mages.

Oh! But this rapid-cast function! How amazing!

Oh. This rapid-cast function… How… Troubling.

Rozeta had been right; being allowed to ignore the Script Second was a slippery slope. Erick had tasted freedom, and he wanted more. But he also recognized that no one should have this much power.

Ah. Whatever. Erick ignored philosophy for the moment as he rapidly cast enough [Healing Word]s to level the spell to [Healing Word X]. When that single second passed, Erick discovered that the spell did not change from level 1 to level X. But that was fine. It was already powerful enough.

He held one hand out, and channeled mana through [Healing Word].

— And was suddenly entranced by the complexity and joy of ethereal words without meaning, and yet full of meaning. Like a sudden orchestra in his bedroom, [Healing Word] played in the white light of his hand; a voice echoing upon itself to reinforce the way, to enable more of the song to come again, faster and faster. A staccato song that only stopped beating when Erick desired it.

Erick cut the channel.

“Ah.” He said to himself, “Healing magics are complicated, and that one is much more than it appears to be.”

Knowing he would likely have to try multiple times, and thus take multiple days, to pull the magic he wanted out of [Healing Word], Erick threw away his first attempt with an offhanded, experimental cast.

[Healing Word]’s staccato beat came away from the orchestral music and a blue box appeared.




	
Quick Spell, instant, self, 10 mana

Cast Quick Spell as soon as you desire.














Erick balked.

Was that a success? Had he done it on his first try?!

Maybe… Maybe it was? Erick wasn’t quite sure what ‘success’ looked like, in this particular case. [Quick Spell] might have been the best possible outcome? He cast a few hundred [Quick Spells], just to see if it worked, and it did. A hundred no-effect spells splashed out of Erick like so many puffs of white light.

Ah. Well. Maybe this worked? Whatever the case, there was no time like the present to try for something else. What other spells did Erick have that he didn’t mind experimenting with? How about… [Force Wall]? Yes. That sounded decent. Suddenly erecting a dozen walls across a battlefield wouldn’t stop Spatial magics, or whatnot, but a dozen sudden walls would be great for controlling minor monsters.

And now that he thought about it for more than half a second, there were actually a lot of ways that instantly casting a dozen [Force Wall]s could be useful.

With a happy smile, and an almost childish joy, Erick channeled a song of delineation in one hand and a staccato of rapid beats in the other. Combined, they formed something new. Erick cast a different kind of [Force Wall] against the side of his room. As a mostly transparent wall of white force appeared, so did a blue box.




	
Quick Wall, instant, medium range, 65 mana

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 50 damage before breaking. Lasts 1 minute.

You may cast Quick Wall again as soon as you desire.














… Okay. That looked very wrong. [Force Wall X] was much, much better than… than whatever [Quick Wall] was supposed to be.










	
Force Wall X, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.














Yeah. Erick had screwed up somewhere. Perhaps [Quick Spell] was the problem? He channeled mana through [Quick Spell], listening intently to the staccato beat. Hmm. There might have been a problem, there. He held out his hand toward the Ophiel currently roosting on his headboard.

“What do you make of this, Ophiel?”

Ophiel, who had been quietly watching, now took up the staccato song, amplifying everything about it, filling Erick’s bedroom with a beep-shh-beep-shh-beep-shh.

Oh. Drat.

“Ohhhh.” Erick said, “Now I hear it. That ‘shh’ shouldn’t be in there.” Then he looked at the belt around his waist, and wondered why 200+ Perception couldn’t help him out with the sound, here. He took off the belt.

… Nothing really changed.

He looked to the belt, asking himself, “So why couldn’t I hear the magic?” He thought for a moment. He looked to Ophiel on his headboard, and asked, “I know my soul is damaged… Could that be the problem?”

Ophiel shrugged his little eye-filled wings.

Erick certainly heard as someone stepped down the hallway, outside of his room, though.

Jane asked, “Dad? Are you awake?” as she fully opened his bedroom door. “Ah. You are awake. Are you feeling okay?”

Erick briefly considered putting the belt back on, but he decided against that. Instead, he held it out, considered his daughter, and decided now was as good a time as any. “I’m doing fine, but since you’re here, I want to talk to you about this.” He set the belt on the nearby dresser. Jane’s eyes turned toward the silver, cable-like construction. “This belt allows the user to unlock all of the New Stats. It also shifted my Status to ‘human’ with a question mark. Unlocking all of the New Stats also made me rather odd for a good while. Maybe five to ten hours; I was inside a liminal space at the time so I don’t quite know how long that lasted. And that’s another warning against the New Stats. There’s also a horrific reaction if someone has a New Stat outside of the other New Stats. Like if you already have Charisma and then you gain Perception; it rips your soul and body apart. But anyway: There don’t seem to be any downsides right now to my human-question-mark Status, or to the Stats themselves, but who knows what will happen later. Melemizargo is trying to get his Stats into the Script, but that might not happen. So here. Take this belt. Don’t wear it right now, and maybe not ever. And especially not if you already have one of the New Stats.” He said, “But the choice is yours. You’re already smart enough, and strong enough, but maybe you’ll need something more one day, and this could be it.”

Jane thoroughly ignored the belt and pulled over a short reading chair to Erick’s bedside. She sat down. She looked her father in the eyes, and said, “I’m worried about you.”

Erick sarcastically said, “Me too.”

Jane continued, “And though you’ve always done what you could to support my choices, this belt and an offer of the New Stats is a bit much, even for you. I’m not going to wear that belt. I’m not going to risk myself like that, but I will take it, if it makes you feel better. I’m sorry you risked yourself like that, too.”

Emotions swelled behind Erick’s eyes, and came out as tiny tears rolling down his face.

Jane put a hand on her father’s hand, and said, “You want to talk about it?”

Erick sobbed, once. After a while, he said, “I want to talk about it.”

“I’m here. Let’s talk.”

And so they did.

“So many people died, Jane. So many… So many awful things happened...”

- - - -

Hours later, and over tea and chocolate chip cookies, Erick finally got through much of his story, told from a much less tactical perspective, and a much more emotional one. Somewhere along the way, Erick asked Jane of her night, and she shared her own experiences of the last few days.

The first day of the Triumph of Light had been more than hectic for Jane. It had been a killer. Monsters inhabited Forward Base. Adventurers flooded the Dead City. The people of the Brightwater showed themselves to the world. Adventurers flooded the Brightwater, and the Brightwater fought back, easily turning away every single person that tried to invade.

“They failed to stop the Headmaster, though,” Jane said, bringing the horrific recounting down to a personal level by naming a specific person.

Erick’s eyes went wide. “He went in there? Personally?”

“Oh yeah. Him and about five hundred of his Elites. They hit three places over the course of one hour early this morning. The Library is now gone, in its entirety. Where once were towers full of books, there’s now a scoop carved out of the horizon.” Jane said, “Then the same thing happened to the Palace District, and a part of that Truedark Arcanaeum. He entered the city as a dragon, dad. Nearly a kilometer long! Bright gold the whole way down from nose to tail, with a halo of light twice as large as that.”

Erick whispered, “Wow.”

“Oh yeah.”

Erick suddenly said, “You need to work on your magic, Jane. You need a Domain. You will die if you don’t have a Domain. The Headmaster’s halo was likely his Domain; I think I have close enough to the same one.” He rapidly said, “I’m going to teach you how— I need to teach Kiri, too. Holy shit. You don’t even know how bad it could be— If you don’t have a Domain then you’re less than a bug to—”

“Dad. Dad.” Jane set down her drink and stared into her father’s eyes. “Dad. Relax. Please.”

Erick breathed in, then out. “It’s not over yet, Jane. Shadow’s Feast was just the start. Something is going to sweep in to fill in the gap left by Melemizargo’s Clergy. And now that Converter Angel is here, too!”

“And that’s not okay, but we don’t have to worry about the power vacuum or the Angel right this second.” Jane said, “Right now, we’re just talking. There’s no need to worry about magic or the future right now.”

Erick tried to sum up his fears, trying to keep his words from turning into a rant, as he said, “Okay. Fine. But let me say this: You need a Domain. It’s the only thing that will stop someone from fucking you over at their whim.” He added, “And maybe you should put on that belt, but I’ll never forgive myself if it does something bad to you. But I think I’m fine, and I gained a mana sense due to those New Stats, as well as a lot of the Sight spells. They were the only things that allowed me to see through the various illusions inside Shadow’s Feast. Also, [Healing Word] is a spell that the user can cast as fast as they want, skipping over the Script Second, but I think I screwed up my first attempt at extracting that ability from that spell. I managed to make [Quick Spell]—” He pushed the box for that toward Jane, along with [Quick Wall], saying, “But [Quick Wall] is nowhere near as good as [Force Wall]. Just before we started talking, Ophiel showed me that I messed up extracting [Quick Spell] out of [Healing Word]. I think I failed on the first try because my soul has been damaged by what I had to do to win that final fight with the Shades and I can’t hear the magic so well...” Erick said, “And I’m worried about you. I know I try to let you do whatever you want. But I’m worried about what comes next… And I’m rambling.”

Moments passed in silence.

Jane said, “Hello Rambling, I’m Jane.”

Erick just blinked. And then he laughed. And then he cried. Jane got out of her chair and grabbed her father into a hug.

Erick mumbled against Jane’s shoulder, “I should be the one supporting you. I’m the parent here. I’m sorry I can’t be stronger for you.”

“I’m only strong because I have the best dad of two worlds.”

Erick laughed again, and this time Jane joined him. Time passed, as father and daughter embraced. After a short while, Erick pulled away from Jane. He sniffled. He threw a [Cleanse] into the room, ridding himself of the mess he had made of his face and of Jane’s shirt.

He breathed, and then he glanced to the side, to a window. “When did that start?”

Jane did not need to look out the window to answer. “Last night.”

On the street, and on the nearby empty lots, just past a short wall that was not there the last time Erick looked, there were guards. They wore the silver armor of Spur’s Guard, and stood outside of the new wall, to keep the people beyond from coming too close.

People of every race and sex and type of dress had been coming by all day long, and though only a few of them stayed longer than five minutes, all of them brought something with them. Something special to lay upon that wall, or upon the land just beyond. There were tiny painted portraits of those who had died because of Ar’Kendrithyst, and the Shades. Mementos of broken swords. Broken staves. Tiny rings. Flowers and candles. Some people came with small stacks of stone books and left those relics of Rozeta amongst the other mementos. Some came with tiny carved-stone slimes, or little Silver Stars, in honor of Phagar, or Koyabez.

Incense spilled into the air from dozens of small bowls of rice, scattered among the display.

Erick had avoided looking at most of the memorial, or thinking about it all too deeply, until now, until he had disgorged some of his worries. Until he was able to take on more. He sat down again, and gauged himself. He was ready to take on more.

Jane sat back down in her own chair, and continued, “It started about three hours after you departed the celebration. Good speech, by the way. Was that your idea?”

Erick shook his head, then sat back down in his own chair. “Silverite had that whole thing planned out. A lot of political talk is happening around me and I’m mostly just going with the flow. I met the minotaurs yesterday, you know? Ah. Wait. I already said that.”

“You did. But go ahead.”

“Danarin, their ‘spokesperson’, for lack of a better word, got that title because he spoke up when everyone else was silent. I think he’s a good guy, but he definitely saw an opportunity for power and took it.” Erick glanced at the air, briefly checking Candlepoint like he had since he woke up, and said, “I’ve been checking on Candlepoint since I woke, and that guy is already throwing people into groups and organizing with Mephistopheles— That’s another guy that stood up and took control when he could, and everyone else let him… I let him. But he seems to be alright, too.” Erick paused. He asked, “So where is everyone else? Except Poi.” Erick looked through the light, to see Poi sitting in the Library, reading to himself.

Poi looked up, and waved.

Erick smiled.

Jane said, “I asked them all to give me and you some space when you woke up. Kiri, Teressa, and Justine are all at Forward Base. Kiri’s helping with Sunny to clear up some of the larger problems while Teressa has already explored the Swamp twice now. Justine is just there to help Killzone find targets of opportunity. I was helping with that for a while, too. But then you woke up and Poi alerted me, so I came here.”

Erick sat back in his chair and looked to the chocolate chip cookies and the cooling coffee. He asked Jane, “What do you want for dinner?” He added, “And do you want to come on my vacation to Treehome? Has Teressa figured that out? I thought she would have been on that. She still wants to go, right?”

“I want burgers and fries for dinner, and I do believe that Teressa does still want to go to Treehome. She’s already organized all that, as far as I know. I heard you’ve got some very fancy reservations at a very fancy hotel, too. So I’m looking forward to the full spa treatment.”

Erick giggled.

Jane smiled, adding, “You know: If they do that sort of thing on Veird.”

“Ha! Oh. Wait! We could provide luxury spa treatments at Candlepoint!” Erick said, “That’s an idea.”

Jane continued to smile, as she said, “Yes. It’s an idea, for sure.”

Erick got up from his chair, saying, “So smash burgers and fries?”

“Good choice. I love it already, dad.” Jane got up from her chair, and hugged her father again, saying, “I love you.”

With a smile, Erick said, “I love you more.”

- - - -

The next day, Erick set an appointment with Spur’s Registrar, Irogh, and then attended that appointment, using Poi to dodge the very-full Courthouse hallways. Even still, some people in the hallways had recognized Poi, though they did not approach until Erick lightstepped into the room and slid past the woman coming out of Irogh’s office. He disappeared beyond Rozeta’s Script-blue doors and shut those doors, just as the people in the hallways had started to call out for ‘just a moment of his time!’ or some other desire.

As blessed silence filled the room, Erick felt a sudden tension drain from his shoulders. He said, “Hello, Irogh.”

Irogh was the same man he remembered; orcol, very handsome, with short salt-and-pepper hair. The man smiled, showing off his large lower fangs, as he said, “Welcome, Erick. How can I help you?”

“Hi! Yes. Sorry for trying to be quick and rude about this: How long till these New Stats are real? Did I fuck up [Quick Spell], or is that the good version? You probably won’t answer that, but I’m trying, anyway. And with my Intelligence dropping most spell costs down to nothing, which Class Ability would be better to replace for Quest Board: 10% Spell Cost Reduction, or Force Savant?”

Irogh let out a small laugh, then said, “I’m not sure about any of that.”

Erick paused. “Uh. What?” He narrowed his eyes, questioningly, saying, “I expected some denials of answers, but to not know any of them?”

“I know that my memory got blanked the last time you were here, and I’d prefer for that to not happen again. To that end:” Irogh announced, “You’ve been approved as a Minor Entity of the Script. Congratulations! That designation means this:”

As Erick was still trying to process the sudden event unfolding before him, a blue box appeared.




	
Welcome, Erick Flatt, to the roster for Minor Entities of the Script.

What this means, is that you now have the ability to act as a Registrar for yourself. Questions you would normally pose to a Registrar will now be directly answered by Rozeta, if such answers are possible. Please note that due to operational security, Rozeta WILL NEVER answer questions about how the Script works, but she will always explain your newfound magics or abilities to you. 

You have NOT been granted power. 

You have NOT been granted legitimacy.

You have NOT been granted a vote.

You will be denounced as a Minor Entity if you abuse the access you have been given.

Thank you for understanding.














Irogh said, “All you have to do is send a small prayer and Rozeta will answer you, directly, allowing you to work your Status however you wish. You still need to provide grand rads if you wish for large alterations, though. That part hasn’t changed.”

It seemed like a whirlwind of events was happening all around him, and all Erick could do was hold on and weather the storm. It had only been three days since the Shadow’s Feast, and now this was happening, too? Whatever ‘this’ was, anyway. Erick had heard of ‘Minor Entities of the Script’ before; one of the authors of one of the Headmaster’s large tomes had been a Minor Entity.

But what did that actually mean? Was it just a self-Registrar ability? Really?

And yet, Erick only had one problem with what was happening right now. He said, “I feel like I’m going to miss our interactions.”

Irogh smiled again, saying, “I will too, but I won’t miss the mind wipes. Don’t go abusing what you’ve been given. I suggest you only use this new ability when you’re in a secured and private location. Operational security is real, Erick.”

“… Okay.” Erick deflected that problem to another hour. He focused on Irogh, saying, “There’s going to be more parties, and I might have one in a few months. Silverite has asked me to leave Spur for a little while, so I’ll probably do that, but do you want to come to that eventual party?”

“Maybe I will.” Irogh smiled, and said, “Thank you for the invite.”

Erick nodded, then turned back toward the blue door to the room. “There’s people waiting out there for me, isn’t there?”

“I’m sure you’ll survive the attention.”

Steeling himself, Erick said, “I’ll see you when I see you, Irogh! Thanks for everything.”

Irogh said, “Thanks for coming to Spur almost a full year ago.”

“Thanks for the welcome reception almost a full year ago!” Erick braved the door, opening it wide. A dozen voices called out to him, but guards had pushed the crowd back while Erick was meeting Irogh, leaving him with a clear path to Poi. “See you!”

Irogh waved from his office as Erick touched Poi with a light tendril, and the two of them lightstepped away, back home.

The crowd voiced their disappointment with ‘Aww!’s and ‘Dammit, I wanted to talk to him!’s and various other annoyed words.







- - - -







It was time to get gone.







Erick set down his two packed bags onto the floor of the foyer, then called out, “Where is everyone! Aren’t we ready yet?”

Kiri shouted back, “Check in isn’t till noon!” She rambled into view atop the grand staircase, carrying two bags with her. “What’s the rush?”

Erick smiled. “I have an announcement!”

Teressa stepped out of the kitchen, saying, “Ah? Boss?”

“Nothing to do with you— Well. Maybe slightly to do with everyone. But this is personal.”

Poi walked out from behind Teressa, asking, “Do you really feel it necessary to spill this secret, too?”

“What secret?” Jane stepped out of the shadows under the staircase. “What’s going on?”

Kiri plopped her bags onto the ground next to Erick’s as she eyed him.

Justine stepped into view atop the staircase, then took several steps down. She did not join the group gathered around Erick, though; she held back.

With everyone more or less there, Erick announced, “I know how to get [Gate], and— Yes, yes, Kiri. I see you all excited. You know the Quest? Yes, you do. I already showed you.” Erick handed out the box to all of them, just so they could see again.




	
Special Quest!

The Worldly Path 0/1

OR

10 Points

Reward: The ability to cast Gate














He said, “It involves a trip around the world, done without Spatial Magics to make the trip shorter, for there is no actual destination, because the journey is the destination. Which means this small vacation to Treehome is just the start, for me. Everyone else can make their own decision about if they want to come all the way with me around the world, or not, but there will be no hard feelings if you just want to get on with your own life, or plans. I honestly have no idea how long this is going to take.”

Silence filled the room.

Erick added, “I’m keeping the house in Spur, and will be turning the weather nice around here whenever necessary. If you choose to only come part way, you’re still part of this household. This is just an extended vacation, for me. And maybe for you, too, if you want? Planned locations include the Songli Highlands, the Orrery of Rozeta, and the Core.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide again. “Holy— The Core?!”

Jane smiled wide.

Poi frowned.

Teressa looked pensive,

Justine looked… Hmm.

Erick said, “Nothing will change in the long run. I’ll be back to Spur eventually. But this is my plan going forward. I also picked up this Class Ability called the Quest Board, though I’m still debating how to use it. I’ll probably get some Quests from some Relevant Entities and knock those out as I’m traveling, but hopefully they’re not too arduous.” When no one spoke, and Jane just smiled wider, Erick added, “It’s just something for everyone here to think about.”

Justine said, “I won’t be going.”

Everyone turned toward her.

Justine added, “You said I could stay here as long as I wished, but, I think this is a good spot to break this temporary arrangement. I wasn’t even coming with you to Treehome.” She stood tall. She said, “I’m level 57 again. I snuck off into Ar’Kendrithyst to kill some known monsters. I’m ready to go back to Candlepoint, and I will be doing this, today. Now is a good time.”

Erick said, “I’m happy to have helped you when I could, Justine. You’re welcome to come back whenever you wish. Are you packed up, too?”

“It would take but a moment to do so.” Justine bowed at the foot of the grand staircase. She rose, saying, “Thank you for everything. Could you please remove my prismatic permissions in a few hours? I should be gone by then.”

“I’ll do you better than that. I’ll keep your permissions active for a day, okay? If you have to come back for the night, I’ll know with Ophiel, and I’ll keep your permissions active even longer.” Erick said, “You don’t have to run off because I’m running off for a while. I mean that.”

Justine smiled, faintly. She sniffled, held back her tears, and said, “I am eternally grateful for everything you have done for me, Archmage Flatt. If I can ever repay even a portion of your goodwill, please do not hesitate to ask.” She bowed again. She rose again, saying, “I’m… I’m going to hurry up with that packing. Goodbye, Archmage Flatt.”

His heart broke a little to hear her call him something besides Erick. He said, “Please. Call me Erick.”

“I cannot. That would be too informal.” She bowed again. “If you will excuse me, I must prepare. You have been extraordinarily kind in ways I did not deserve. Thank you, for everything.” She blipped away; just upstairs, not wanting to wait for Erick to say another word.

He could tell that leaving was hard on her, but also that it was something she had to do. Erick wished her the best. She wouldn’t be in the house when they got back from Treehome, and that was an emotional blow, but Erick could visit her in Candlepoint, anyway. She’d be fine.

This was okay.

Jane glanced at the spot where Justine had been, then looked to her dad. With a smirk, she said, “This ‘Worldly Path’ sounds pretty darn awesome to me.”

Erick felt a rush of warm joy flush through his body. He said, “I’m glad to hear you say that.”

“Well shit yeah, dad!” Jane said, “Let’s see the entire world! Fuck yea I want to see the Core!”

Kiri said, “You have no idea what that means, Jane.”

“It means I get to kill a level 90 monster, Kiri!” Jane playfully demanded, “Where’s your sense of adventure!”

“Dead and buried so that I can stay alive, thank you very much.” 

Jane laughed.

Teressa brought them back down to the moment, saying, “Let’s see Treehome first, please.” She added, “And I need to get my bags.”

Jane rushed off, saying, “Me too!”

Poi silently went to his own room, to grab what he needed.

Five minutes later, they were all gathered back in the foyer.

“Okay!” Erick held out tendrils of light, touching Teressa, Kiri, Poi, and Jane, as he said, “Getting around Ar’Kendrithyst without blipping was kinda difficult, at first, but then it got really easy toward the end. Poi, Teressa: We should probably go by that Light Dungeon I made and get you [Greater Lightwalk]. It’s very, very useful.” He deployed his [Lodestar], turning the light around all of them all up to eleven, as he said, “This first step is gonna be big, but it won’t be bad—”

- - - -

Erick stepped once, and moved a hundred kilometers to the north of Spur, and a good twenty meters off of the ground. Light glowed like a platform underneath everyone, easily supporting their weight in the afternoon sky.

Teressa exclaimed, “That wasn’t a [Teleport]!”

Poi smiled.

Kiri said, “Holy crap you can do that? How much mana was that?”

“Negligible.” Erick said, “Maybe 3? Without the Intelligence cutting spell costs it would only be 10, anyway.”

Jane stared at her father. “How did you do that?”

He smiled. “Domains are important, Jane. You need one.”

She frowned at him.

Erick admitted, “It’s called [Lightwalk] for a reason. Just walk on the light! And then use the light to help you walk faster, and a Domain to walk even faster than that! Simple.” Before anyone could interrupt again, Erick said, “But we’re delaying the trip. Hold on! Here we go again. A lot of steps this time, each one faster than the Script Second!”

Erick stepped once, and moved his whole party another hundred kilometers. And then again, and again. Before long, Erick stepped the five of them to the edge of the Crystal Forest. A few more steps brought them over the Wyrmridge Mountains, into the airspace of the Forest, and within sight of Treehome.

Teressa looked down upon the vast green world ahead, and smiled.

Erick looked down upon the vast green world ahead, and wondered if he could talk to the particularly large trees that dotted the sprawling community of Treehome. They were Arbor trees, after all. Giant, massive, former [Familiar]s, each one reaching a thousand meters into the sky. Some, even higher than that.

And then another thought occurred: Maybe the whirlwind would calm down a little bit. 

This was supposed to be a vacation, after all. 
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                Though Winter was over, snow still clung to the shadowed spaces of the Forest, as cold winds filtered through the evergreen trees all around. The air smelled of spices and cooking, while the sounds of laughter and merriment and the Forest city carried far and wide.

Erick set his party down a bit further outside of the city than most, in one of the lesser-used [Teleport]-cleared areas, the one that Teressa had plotted before they embarked on this journey. As they appeared in an empty grove, Erick appreciated her nod toward keeping a low profile. He also appreciated that the festive atmosphere of the Triumph of Light was active even this far away from Treehome. Lightward sculptures rounded every tree with reds, golds, greens, and whites, casting warm colors into the cool air, to welcome visitors to the ancestral home of the Orcols.

A few guards in maybe-wood armor with maybe-wood weapons stood near the trees ahead, or sat inside a small desk area, to watch as people came in and out of the [Teleport] zone, but right now, they only had eyes for Erick’s group. They saw, and then dismissed the human man who ‘blipped’ everyone in, instead glancing toward Teressa; the only orcol in the group. Teressa stepped forward with a bright smile on her face, ready to lead the way down the stone road ahead. She got three steps to the guards and almost greeted them, before another person blipped into the clearing, directly in the path leading toward the city.

Syllea Wyrmrest, Archmage of Treehome and of the Wyrmrest tribes, stepped onto the ground next to the guards, along with her longtime friend, Bayth, the heavily muscular woman who had come to Spur alongside Syllea not too long ago. The guards glanced at the two women who didn’t blip into the proper center of the [Teleport] zone, ready to issue a citation, but all of them did double-takes as they realized who had stepped into their midst. Erick felt a pang of recognition as he watched the guards give Syllea the same look that the guards back home gave him.

Teressa stopped dead in her tracks, and stepped to the side, letting Erick come forward. Erick didn’t get a chance to come forward, though, before Syllea greeted them before they had been there for even three seconds.

Syllea whipped her hands down and out, exclaiming, “Erick! I heard you killed all the Shades?!” She laughed a little, perhaps nervously, perhaps with true joy, as she said, “What the hell happened!”

The guards turned Erick’s way. Their already large eyes went wider as recognition passed between all of them.

Erick stepped forward, and happily said, “I would love to talk about all of that, and also, maybe, about turning the Crystal Forest back into a real forest, too. But I’m ready for a vacation. I heard Teressa booked a nice hotel?”

Syllea smiled. “One of the best. Let’s get you situated.”

Jane grabbed Erick’s bags off of the ground, as well as her own, telling him with her eyes that he should talk to the archmage. Their party rapidly reorganized, with all of them lined up behind Erick, with only Poi and him free of holding any bags. Erick appreciated that everyone was willing to work together.

He left the bags to them as he walked forward to walk with Syllea, saying, “I didn’t expect you to show up this soon. I’m glad, though.”

“Of course I came this fast! It is only proper, after all.”

Erick stepped forward, down a wide, stone path that carved through the greenery ahead, with Syllea at his side, Bayth leading the way, and everyone else following. Everything around them was decked out with light and color, and the trees themselves were massive things, with at least ten meters of space between the forest floor and the start of the canopy. Erick felt small, and not only because Syllea was nearly three meters tall, and Bayth was just a bit taller, but because he could tell that this forest had eyes, watching him from the manasphere with great interest.

Erick had gotten into the habit, long ago, of automatically popping all of the [Scry] eyes that tried to view him. But the eyes in this Forest were only partially the [Scry] kind. The more concerning ones were the knots of magic inside the trees that looked like eyes. The very Forest itself was watching them.

Which was fine and all, Erick supposed. This was the territory of the Arbors.

And then something happened which Erick had to stop. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, which had been keeping up with Erick all the way here, popped. Erick had seen who had done it; Syllea.

Syllea didn’t even know what she had done, for popping [Scry] eyes was likely rather automatic for her, too, so she spoke as though nothing had happened, continuing to say, “It’s not every year that there’s a true Fire of the Age, and then that Fire goes and burns away the main order of Melemizargo’s Clergy.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye came back. Syllea popped it again, instantly.

Erick was ready to talk to Syllea about Shadow’s feast, but first, there was a problem he had to fix. He said, “Ah. Don’t pop that one, please.”

Syllea raised an eyebrow. “Ah? What?”

He pointed to the air. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye appeared where he pointed. “That one. That’s my own tree [Familiar].”

Syllea looked to the [Scry] eye, then asked Erick, “You have a tree [Familiar], too?” She frowned, but then wiped that expression away.

Erick said, “Yup. For about four days, now. He’s growing rather well.”

“Four days, and already exploring the world with [Scry]?” She said to Erick, “That’s rather fast, you know. Tree [Familiar]s aren’t like other [Familiar]s. They grow really fast. Four days to [Scry]ing means four months to maturity.”

“I know the dangers.” Erick said, “I think he’ll be good, though. And he was [Scry]ing on day 2.”

Syllea inhaled; a small gasp. “… Very well.”

“It’s a special circumstance, though.” Erick said, “I have time to help him learn how to deal with people.” He smiled, as he spoke to the [Scry] eye, “You’re stuck with me for a while, big guy.”

Faint waves of emotional acceptance and a small, childish joy, seemed to come through his connection with Yggdrasil. Erick smiled again.

Syllea looked perplexed, but she got over it, maybe. She spoke to the [Scry] eye, saying, “Apologies for popping your [Scry] eye…?” She glanced to Erick.

Erick supplied, “Yggdrasil.”

Syllea nodded, then said to the [Scry] eye, “Apologies, Yggdrasil. I hope you enjoy the sights of Treehome. If you wish to learn how to be a proper Arbor, then you might communicate with any of the Arbors of this place. They might like to talk to you, too. They are rather chatty, once you get to know them.”

“Are they now?” Erick said, “I heard they were rather silent.”

“To most people they are as silent as the Forest. But for you, who is apparently raising a tree [Familiar]? They would be very chatty with you.” Syllea said, “Honestly… I would have thought someone would have told me that you had a tree [Familiar], and I could have avoided this social blunder.” She added, “I want to spend a night talking to you, so if you have room in your schedule, please try to fit me in.”

Erick almost spoke openly about Teressa, and being here for her as his primary reason for coming to Treehome, but he shut that down. He could be in Treehome for several reasons, actually. He said, “There’s a few events I’ve come to participate in, but nothing too strenuous. Physically, anyway. I’m hoping for something of a proper vacation.”

“If anyone deserves it, it’s you.”

The trees all around them were slightly larger now than they had been before, with wider spaces between each rising trunk. In the distance, squat wooden buildings appeared between the trees; the start of civilization. The scents of a busy market, with food stalls and spices, wafted on the cold air.

Syllea said, “I am glad to have been able to greet you as you arrive, but I am rather busy at the moment. Everyone likes staying at the Holy O’kabil, or at least all my guests always say they love it. But before I head off: Would you accept an invitation to dinner, tonight?”

“I will gladly accept an invitation. Where?”

Syllea smiled, showing her lower fangs. “I have a standing reservation at Overloot, but I hardly ever go. Will you join me there tonight, at 7?” She glanced backward, adding, “Everyone else can come too, of course.”

“Sounds great to me.” Erick said, “We’ll be there.”

“Excellent!” At the edge of the road, just before the buildings started, Syllea stopped. She looked down at Erick with a smile, but only because she was much taller than him. “We will see you there!” She glanced to Bayth, then seeing her friend nod, she turned back toward Erick. “See you later.”

The two orcol women vanished in a blip of thick air; there and gone.

Erick breathed in the cold, Forest air, or rather, the cold, Treehome air. It was more damp than he was used to, having been in Spur for a lot of the past year, but the cool, crisp air reminded him of being back on Earth during the Spring thaw… you know, aside from all the really tall green people in the market and streets ahead. It was a small market, though, which was rather normal for being this far from the center sprawl of the city.

Treehome was a gathering place of tribes and Arbors, with solid city centers with tall buildings and much of that metropolis look, but out here, at the edge, was where the transient orcol tribes gathered like hangers-on, setting up temporary markets and temporary homes on cleared ground. They were still under the watchful eyes of the Arbors of the city all the way out here, but this was neutral territory where anyone could stay, for a time.

Erick had heard a little about how the Wyrmrest Tribes operated, but he was sure he had not heard the full story, so as they walked forward, Erick asked Teressa, “How does everything work, here?”

Teressa seemed to have a perpetual smile on her face, but at that moment, it grew larger. She walked next to Erick, and nodded toward the streets ahead, saying, “About 75% of Wyrmrest Tribes are migratory.”

They walked down wide, stone streets, under tall canopies, toward a land of solid buildings just out of sight, while the campgrounds all around them gained more and more people as they strode deeper into Treehome. Kids, the size of full-grown adults of any other race, played with swords and spears in mock battles, while older parents or tribe members oversaw those fights. Mothers and fathers cooked lunch, aunts and uncles set up temporary wooden buildings, while grannies and grandpas sold goods on carpets near the street. Every campground held one tribe, though in some cases a specific tribe sprawled across two campgrounds. Children laughed. Babies cried. Some woman yelled at some man. A lot of people worked on the lights around their campgrounds, placing red, or white, or gold, or green lights here and there, in decorative arrangements, adding to the ones already strung up in the public spaces. Some people eyed Erick and his people, but Erick waved, and they waved back, friendly. It wasn’t often that people actually waved back at strangers! This was nice. Erick suddenly felt a lot better about everything.

Teressa continued, “Any recognized tribe can come and claim an outer territory, but they’re all heavily encouraged not to stay for more than three months.”

“Do you have to pay to stay? What about water and stuff?”

“The Arbors of Treehome provide water to every campground in the form of a small watertree that grows whenever a tribe moves in.” She scoffed, “There’s no fees.” Teressa playfully chided, “Twenty years ago, I would have wondered why anyone would think there would be fees to stay at Treehome— Anyway: the goal of most tribes is to use their temporary time at Treehome to meet up with other tribes for trading or hunting or any number of things. A lot of marriage arrangements come out of chance meetings in these campgrounds. A lot of new friends are made, too.

“Celebration Hunts is a big thing, where people post Hunts at the various gathering spots in these campgrounds, or inside the cities themselves. We’ll see a lot of those during Triumph. A few of the more magically inclined, but not yet established tribes, have the goal of adding another Arbor to Treehome, to expand the home of our people, and to become one of the 25% who don’t move with the seasons. It’s those people who control the permanent structures of Treehome.”

“That’s a big discrepancy.”

Teressa mocked a frown at Erick, then said, “It’s really not some high-versus-low class thing that you’re thinking of. Every non-orcol always thinks that. Everyone is wrong.”

Kiri spoke up, “Treehome is considered one of the best places to live in the world. Just can’t live here if you don’t belong to one of the Arbor tribes.”

“And that is correct!” Teressa said with a laugh. “Oh, green gods, I haven’t been here in… In way too long.” In the Triumph lights all around, Teressa’s blond hair shimmered, as her emerald eyes glittered. She smiled all over again, saying, “And we get to stay at The Holy O’kabil! That’s Arbor O’kabil!”

Erick blinked. “We get to stay with an Arbor?”

“Yup!” Teressa lifted her arm, pointing forward. “You can almost see her through the outer trees, now.”

The canopy ahead was dense, but not complete. Beyond some of the holes in the greenery, there was even more greenery, but it was only after a few more steps that Erick could tell that that extra layer of green was much, much higher than the canopy all around. With a pressure of intent to the Ophiel on his shoulder, Erick had eyes in the sky.

“Oh.” Erick said, “She’s a big girl, isn’t she.”

Teressa smiled. Then she lost her smile. “Maybe… Don’t call the Holy O’kabil a ‘big girl’.”

“Noted.”

They passed the campgrounds, into the city, though there was no city wall. The shift from temporary wagons and houses to solid stone buildings was swift, and somewhat unexpected. Erick had known that Treehome had no city walls, unlike the rest of the world’s major cities, for the Arbors here saw all, and took care of all monsters before they could come anywhere near the people of Treehome. But still, Erick had expected some sort of delineation from temporary to permanent.

Maybe that road they had passed had been it. Or maybe not. Right in front of them was another side road just as nice as the last three. All the roads here were nice. Some of them even went over little creeks, and that was yet another nice touch to this forested land.

Except, soon enough, among the wide stone streets and increasingly larger buildings, they left the normal forest behind. Maybe the Holy O’kabil didn’t like her smaller neighbors?

The tree herself was magnificent. Though her trunk was surrounded by silver stone buildings that rose a good hundred meters into the air, the Holy O’kabil herself rose much higher. A kilometer, maybe, if Erick had to guess. Her trunk was silver, matching the buildings all around, and rising high into flat-bottom branches that stretched underneath her canopy like arteries in the air, supporting bright-green greenery above, but not below.

Erick kinda liked the silver-and-green theme.

He also enjoyed looking at the people and the city all around him. As they got closer to the Arbor herself, the roads were almost as crowded as the Adventurer District of Spur, but everyone here wore normal clothes; there wasn’t a single person with [Conjure Armor] in sight. With a blink of mana sense, Erick saw that barely anyone had any temporary spells, like [Personal Ward]s, or otherwise, active on their person. More than a few people around him might have some nice magical items on their person, but Erick’s rings were still brighter than most. Even the former ‘All-Stat’ rings around the fingers of all of his own people were only half as bright as his own true All-Stat rings.

Erick spotted another problem. He could have prepared for this one, if he gave it half a thought, but he had not. Many street signs and storefronts had smaller labels written in Ecks, but the larger signs were written in the language of the Orcols, Gargantual. He could have gotten [Language Acquisition] cast on him before he left. Ah! Whatever. He’d get that when he checked in with his ‘Minor Entity’ Status, later. Probably.

“What ya thinking about, dad?” Jane asked.

“I’m thinking I want to eat there.” Erick gestured toward a steakhouse that smelled absolutely wonderful. He asked, “What are you thinking about?”

“I want to see what a Celebration Hunt is.”

Teressa said, “There’s one every night of Triumph. We can sign you up for one. There’s always some mixed-Hunts going on, somewhere.”

“That sounds much better than dinner with Syllea.” Jane said, “No offense, dad.”

“Ha! No offense taken.”

- - - -

A main street eventually brought Erick and his party to the base of Holy O’kabil. The silver tree was herself surrounded by tall, multi-layered stone buildings with full-glass exteriors, looking like silver crystal, a circular road that encircled those buildings, with even more glass structures outside of that circle. Through Ophiel, Erick saw the whole area. The land around this Arbor was all silver spike buildings, built in concentric rings around the tree herself. She was just part of Treehome, though.

Most of the city lay to the south, where over a dozen other trees each held sway over their own parts of Treehome, each as varied as the Holy O’kabil, from lands under the boughs of trees that looked to be on fire, to places where steel and wood were joined in civilization, to where an Arbor made of ice held court over a land of heavy stone.

To the north lay the Forest, along with scattered campgrounds, residential areas, and other such places.

As far as Erick looked, he saw the same scenes play out everywhere. People in Treehome were just going about their business, either in campgrounds or in more permanent structures, where festive cheer and bright lights gave a sort of joy to the very air.

- - - -

“Welcome to the Holy O’kabil,” said a professional young man behind the counter. “Do you have a reservation?”

While the outside was a layer of reflective glass and strong stone, the inside of the hotel reminded Erick of the ‘wilderness lodge’ theme of the Adventurer’s Guild back in Spur. But with stone. And glass. And maybe it didn’t look very ‘wilderness lodge’ at all. It was certainly high-class. Erick almost felt out of place. Everyone wore nice suits, almost like Al wore, though these people were not sultan-mobsters, but just normal mobsters in cream-colored attire. Erick felt slightly out of place in his magey-robes.

Oh! Wait! There’s some orcols wearing robes over there.

Erick didn’t feel so odd, anymore.

Teressa stepped forward, saying, “Yes. Reservation under Rednail.”

The man nodded, then flipped through papers on his side of the desk—

He froze. He looked up. He set a small truthstone onto the counter between them, then asked, “Your reservation is for Rednail, correct?”

“My reservation is under Rednail. That is correct.”

The stone glowed blue.

In a way which Erick would have called impossible had it not happened right in front of him, the man turned even more professional than before. He snapped his fingers to the side. A bellhop rushed forward from out of sight. The man replaced the truthstone with five red cards with holes in them, then said to Teressa, “Your room has been prepared for you and your guests. Our guide will show you the way to the suite. These cards will open the room. The Holy O’Kabil hopes you enjoy your stay, Miss Rednail.”

Teressa took the cards, and followed the bellhop.

Erick followed along, as well, past a grand fountain and a restaurant, past a tea house, to a cleared square of land, right next to a wall of silver bark that extended far to the left and right, where the orcol-made building had tunnels extending into their neighboring buildings, and the silver ‘wall’ was not a wall at all, but the Holy O’kabil, herself. Erick looked up, to the other floors above, and to multiple [Force Platform]s, some coming down, and some going up.

Erick briefly wondered at the construction materials used to keep the building upright, as he thought back to a conversation he had with Al about the maximum size of buildings based on stone construction. This place was much more airy than the buildings of Spur. Perhaps there were buildings regulations in Spur that kept the buildings built a certain way. Or perhaps, this place was supported partially by magic.

Ever since Erick had passed the first concentric circle of silver buildings on their approach to this location, the manasphere had slowly but surely changed from random phantom images of spells and eyes and teeth and otherwise, into something calmer. Something almost like mist. Being this close to the Holy O’kabil, and seeing that mist pour off of the tree herself, he named the phenomenon as a Domain; it had to be. Or perhaps it was a spell?

It was something to investigate, for sure. But later.

The bellhop conjured a silver [Force Platform] with railings, and then stepped on.

Teressa followed, and soon, everyone was on the floating magic.

They went up, and up, and up. Past ten floors, with rooms all in front of them and the Holy O’Kabil behind them, to the eleventh floor, the very top, where the bellhop guided the platform onto the landing zone of the only room. This side of the suite was not that impressive, since it was up against the Arbor and that was a rather plain view of silver bark, though there was a nice seating area directly next to the tree, on the right. Erick did like the skylight above, though. It showed off the underside of the branches of the Holy O’Kabil, high above.

Teressa handed the bellhop the red punch card. The man slipped it into a slot on the double doors, then swung them open, saying, “Welcome to the Suite.”

It was a space of wood and marble and bright lights, with an absolutely fantastic view of the uninterrupted north. Erick walked in after Teressa, and found himself staring at the gem-like skylight and fully-glass wall of the main room. Someone had lit some incense; it smoked in a small bowl in the center of the rich-person’s room, giving off an inviting smell of cookies, sugar, and gentle spices.

The bellhop said, “If you wish for a guide to bring you up and down, you may ring this bell beside the door and one will be up within a minute. Is there anything else I can answer, before I leave?”

Erick didn’t have any questions; he walked further into the room. Poi followed. Teressa was already all the way in, and headed toward one of the rooms.

Jane squealed a little with happiness as she tossed her bags to the side and jumped onto a plush couch, positioned to view the northern Forest. The couch easily caught her weight, but an artfully arranged throw flopped into the air. Jane caught it, and gasped. She exclaimed, “Oh my gods! This is so soft!” She rubbed it on her face then wrapped it around her body. “What is this?”

Kiri had been asking the bellhop some small questions, but she stopped and turned to Jane, and rolled her eyes.

The bellhop answered, “Mist Rabbit fur.” He went back to answering Kiri.

“I’ve never heard of that before!” Jane laughed a little. “Oh. I think I need a coat made of Mist Rabbit.”

Teressa giggled. “Good luck. That little thing you have is probably a grand-rad just by itself.”

Somewhat concerned, but only because one should know how much money they’re spending, Erick asked a question he hadn’t asked yet, “How much is this place per night?”

The bellhop spoke up, “It’s free. Everything is free, for you, as guests of Archmage Syllea Wyrmrest.” He continued, “We dearly appreciate her, for it is only with people like her and our Arbors that we can live like this in the Forest.”

Teressa smiled, “I got a good deal, don’t you think.”

“Nice going, Teressa!” Jane threw the thousand-gold throw onto the couch as she got up and rushed toward the fully-stocked kitchen, saying, “Oh! Man! This is amazing! It’s all oversized and somehow that makes it even more fun. Ha! I feel like a kid.”

Teressa snorted a laugh.

Kiri spoke to the bellhop, but her question was for everyone to know, “Can you tell us the rules regarding magic, please?”

“Of course.” The bellhop gave a practiced speech, “The Holy O’kabil will not interfere with Spatial Magics, except at night, when all Spatial Magics are denied due to her empowerment of the runes hidden in all the walls. Until nightfall, you may come and go from your suite as much as you wish. Do not attempt to enter anyone else’s room except from the front entrance, as this is a gross violation and will be dealt with accordingly. Aside from those Spatial Magic warnings: Anti-Shaping runes are always active. Other types of magic are also denied, based on the needs of our Arbor. The Arbors of Treehome are all very powerful beings, with control over much of the ambient mana all around us. You might have noticed the mist in the manasphere; this is her. We urge you not to test the limits of our Arbors, for while they are benevolent, they are not easily coerced, and will take such attempts as an affront to their freedom and their choice to support the life around them.”

Erick asked, “What about if I want to put up a [Prismatic Ward] in this space?”

The bellhop blanked for a second, as though he did not expect such a question. He recovered, and said, “Solid Wards are allowed in your room— In your suite, only. Though the Holy O’kabil does her utmost to protect everyone around her, and likes it when people depend on her, she recognizes that not everyone is ready to accept her protection that easily. Please keep your Solid Ward within the confines of your suite.”

“Okay.” Erick nodded, “Sounds good. Thank you. Is that everything?”

Kiri nodded. “That’s all I wanted.”

The bellhop glanced from Erick, to Kiri, then not seeing Teressa because the woman had already picked a room, he bowed. He stood straight, and said, “We hope you enjoy your stay. Please don’t hesitate to hit the bell for any and all of your needs. We are here to ensure you enjoy your stay. The menus are on the kitchen counter.”

Erick said, “Thank you for the escort.”

The bellhop bowed. He righted, then said, “Good day.” He turned and left, shutting the doors behind him.

Erick instantly flooded the room with his light and his [Lodestar], and seeing nothing untoward, he scouted the edges of the suite. With the edges defined, he had an Ophiel cast a 50,000 point [Prismatic Ward]. 300,000 defensive points of dense air flooded through the space…

And Erick felt better. A bit safer. A bit more restful.

He kicked off his shoes and sat down on the same viewing couch Jane had vacated, whereupon he wrapped himself in the fluffy blanket— “Wow. This is soft!”

“I know!” Jane had finished combing through the kitchen and was now fixated on the menus for room service. “I want one of those blankets, and also!” She pointed to the menu, saying, “This. I want this. ‘Aunt Firemaw’s Blazing Beef’. Supposed to be ten out of ten stars on the heat index! It’s time for lunch anyway, right?”

Teressa came out of her room, saying, “This place is great.”

Kiri got into her own room, on the second floor of the suite, and happily said, “Look at that bed!”

Erick heard his apprentice flop onto a large, soft surface, followed by a luxurious groan, and a mumble that she needed to get a new bed when they got back to Spur. Erick agreed. More luxury in life would be nice. He wrapped himself in the soft blanket, and told everyone, “Go ahead and do whatever you want. I have some stuff I need to do without going anywhere.” He added, “And I also need room service! Let’s order a cake.”

“Beer, please,” Teressa said.

“We got beer!” Jane opened up a cold box behind her and yanked out a mini-keg, saying, “Beer!” She pulled out a smaller keg, saying, “And liquor!”

“That’s not going to be enough,” Erick said. “Order some more. But, before we do that, I must tell you that I don’t think you need to be alarmed, but we’re being watched. Heavily.”

All mirth left the common room. Kiri stepped out of her private room. Teressa frowned a little, but Jane went from happy, to happily ready to cut someone. It was a subtle difference that most people would miss when it came to his daughter, but Erick readily recognized the shift.

Poi, who was already on high-alert, confirmed Erick’s words with, “The Arbors are watching. Every single one of them is focused on us.”

Erick said, “I’m pretty sure they’re waiting for you all to slip off, or something. Or for me to fall asleep. I don’t mean to air orcol secrets, but you all already know of the Red Dream. It would surprise me if the Arbors of Treehome weren’t already a part of that Dream.”

Everyone but Erick looked to Teressa.

“… They are.” Teressa’s face scrunched, as though fighting off a great embarrassment, as she said, “When I spoke of marriages before, to find a partner through the Arbors of Treehome is considered a great gift. They give this gift through the Red Dream.” She rapidly tried to diffuse the situation, saying, “And of course the Arbors are watching! That’s what they do. It’s not a big deal. You’re never safer than when you have an Arbor watching over you.”

Erick yawned, saying, “That’s why I’m pretty sure this [Sleep] they’re trying to cast on me isn’t a big deal.”

Teressa frowned. “It’s not! That’s— They wouldn’t do that.”

Jane set down what she was doing and focused on her father.

“Teressa is right about it not being a [Sleep].” Poi said, “It’s not a [Sleep], you’re just exhausted, sir. You stressed yourself out when you stepped us here.”

“Oh? You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

Teressa said, “See! It’s fine! The Arbors are good people.”

Jane and Kiri shot Teressa a look.

Teressa shot them a look right back.

“That’s all well and good, then.” Erick said, “I was worried when I couldn’t see the spell effect.” He lazily trailed a hand through the air, saying, “The magic in this place is subtly messed up. It’s under someone’s control, and I have no doubt that it’s controlled by the Holy O’kabil. Take note of the weird intent in the air. It looks like a barely-there mist. It’s a Domain; it has to be. Jane. Kiri. You two need Domains going forward, unless you want to get squashed by one of the higher powers out there.”

Teressa lost a little bit of her surety.

Jane kept her voice even, her anger barely heard, as she said, “And we just walked in here?”

“It would be insulting not to accept the invitation. And Teressa is right.” Erick glanced over to Teressa, instead of just looking at her through the light, to make sure that she saw that he had seen her. “You did nothing wrong.”

Teressa currently didn’t look like she had done nothing wrong. She looked positively crushed, as though someone had told her they accidentally killed her dog.

“Don’t worry, everyone,” Erick said, “Treehome is a rather nice place, by all accounts. I doubt anything would happen to any of us besides some rough questions, which I expected no matter how any of this happened. That we’re in a nice, popular hotel right next to the Arbor herself, leads me to believe that nothing will happen.”

A knock came from the door.

Everyone tensed.

Through the light, Erick saw the person at the closed front door, though he didn’t know who she was. She was just some orcol woman of indeterminate, possibly old age, with white hair and bright green eyes. She wore a fancy, Mist Rabbit coat, like some rich fashionista. Erick had no idea who she was. She was something of an enigma, so Erick flicked on his mana sense and [Soul Sight].

His spells proved the identity of the mystery woman more than any introductions could.

Her soul did not exist as a normal soul existed, in the body, but rather it existed outside of her body, like a diffuse indentation in the misty, Domain-laden air. In some strange way, Erick couldn’t help but compare the woman’s somewhat-soul to the color, density, and the misty feeling that exuded from the trunk of the Holy O’kabil, just a dozen meters behind the woman.

The woman glanced toward Erick’s sight, then turned her eyes back toward the door. She waited. Erick sat up in his chair, tried not to yawn again, then opened the door with a light touch. The woman on the other side glanced through the room, and stepped into the dense air of the room like she had been invited.

She had not been invited, though.

Jane, Kiri, and Teressa did not need to know that quite yet, though.

“Hello, Holy O’kabil.” Erick said, “Pardon me. I haven’t prepared any gifts for this sudden meeting.”

With a curt attitude, the woman said, “I gain much prestige in hosting you while all the other miscreants of Our Home fail time and again to get a nice enough hotel up and running.” She smirked. “We all wanted you here, but I’m the one that got you! But though you have not prepared, there will be an exchange of gifts. On the part of Our Home: We want some light rain this evening, and every evening, as long as you can make it last with one cast. On my part: I want a nice overview of what happened at that Shadow’s Feast. Omit whatever you want, but I will have my full accounting.” She said, “For yourself: what do you want? I’ll make it happen. Don’t get too greedy.”

Erick smiled. “I want a nice, bed-sized Mist Rabbit comforter.”

“I see you being modest, and I don’t like it. You will have your comforter by tomorrow, but ask for something more at a later date.” Holy O’kabil asked, “My rain? My overview?”

“A [Telepathic] overview? I am not in the mood to talk to someone about all of that right now.”

“Acceptable.”

Erick looked to Poi. “Can you make that happen? Or should I give her a copy?”

Poi turned toward the representative of the tree, and said, “One moment. A Mind Mage verified copy will be—”

“Partially acceptable. I will take that, but that is not enough. I also want one directly from you.”

‘Okay.’ Erick opened a connection to the Holy O’kabil, sending, ‘Ready?’

‘Yes,’ sent the person/tree standing just inside the room, just inside his [Prismatic Ward].

Erick sent off a 5000 mana accounting of Shadow’s Feast. It wasn’t the most organized thing he had ever done, but it was close. With some emotional and otherwise distance from the events of three days ago, he had managed to condense and understand much of what had happened to him, and around him, into a cohesive narrative. Hopefully that would be enough to appease his host.

After a moment, the Holy O’kabil said, “Acceptable.” She looked toward Poi. After another moment, she said, “Also acceptable.”

Before she could say anything else, Erick had an Ophiel lightstep through the panoramic windows, into the sky, to gain an uninterrupted view of the target, so he could properly cast a [Control Weather]. The sky was mostly clear, with a few nascent clouds drifting through the air, and through the canopies of the Arbors of Treehome, but at Erick’s touch, the heavens shifted. Nothing happened right away, but by the time night rolled around, rain would surely fall. With another thought, Erick recalled Ophiel to the room, to sit upon his shoulder.

The Holy O’kabil declared, “Excellent. If you are wondering what foods to order from the service, I suggest anything that is made of monster meat. I pride myself in growing strong people, and that meat helps to make you strong. Only the best for our guests here at My Hotel.” She nodded, then, not waiting for any confirmation, or otherwise, she stepped out of the room. The door shut behind her.

No one else saw, but Erick certainly did, as the woman’s existence melted away into the mists once she was out of sight.

Kiri asked, “Did you give her permissions, Erick?”

He wondered who was going to ask that, first. He answered honestly. “Nope. She just walked on into my [Prismatic Ward]. This is why you need Domains if you want to run in the big leagues, or not get squashed by some passing power.”

Jane asked, “But you have a Domain?”

“Just of Light, and of Withering.” Erick said, “[Prismatic Ward] is partially Light based; I doubt my empowerment works with that spell because that spell is also Shadow based, along with all the other elements. But besides that, this place is thick with mist. It’s been under the Holy O’kabil’s power for a long, long time. And besides all that: This [Prismatic Ward] is Ophiel’s. My Solid Ward is still around the house, back in Spur. But enough about that.” He changed subjects, “Order some room service, Jane. Get some of that monster meat. I could eat some fried chicken.” When worry still clouded the penthouse suite in a way almost more tangible than the faint fog in the surrounding mana, Erick said, “Come on now! Less worries! More vacation! Pop those bottles, Jane. Let’s get it started.”

Jane frowned a little, but she picked up the menus again. Teressa picked up Erick’s bags and moved them into a room. Poi went to his own room. Kiri frowned a little, too, but eventually she went to the kitchen, to see the menus.

Soon enough, Erick relaxed back into the couch, and waited for the other shoe to drop.

The Mist Rabbit blanket was rather perfectly comfortable though, so that was nice.

- - - -

Jane looked to a set of tubes, set into the wall, and a small container that fit that wall. Right beside those tubes, next to the menus on the counter, was a pad of paper and a pen. With the supplied bit of paper, she wrote down the orders she had taken from the group, then slipped that paper into the container. The container went into the tube with the down-arrow.

She pressed the down-arrow button.

Suddenly, suction pulled that container out of Jane’s hands, eliciting a surprised, happy giggle from Jane.

She declared, “Pneumatic tubes! I wouldn’t have guessed.”

Teressa said, “Pretty popular in some places.”

Kiri said, “Not that popular. People gotta work them all the time, constantly.”

“If you got an Arbor though?” Jane asked Teressa, “That does most of the lifting for you?”

“Well…” Teressa said, “The Arbors help us, and we help them. It’s a mutual arrangement.” She strongly added, “The Arbors are good people.”

“Sure sure sure,” Jane said. “I, too, like someone watching me all the time.”

Teressa threw up her hands, saying, “Bloody damn! You say it like they’re afflicted by some perversion! Like they’re peeping on people in the bath!”

Kiri asked, “Do they? Is that something I should be worried about?”

Teressa glared.

Kiri and Jane giggled.

A minute later, the container came back, smacking into the top of the up-arrow tube with a pleasant ‘ding’. Jane rushed over to retrieve the message. She happily declared, “Lunch will be here in twenty minutes!” She flopped the paper in her hands, adding, “I expected there to be another note here. Something spooky, perhaps. Very disappointed.”

With a spooky voice, Kiri said, “Weeerrreee waaatchiiing youuuu pooooo.”

Jane laughed loud. Teressa frowned.

- - - -

Lunch was great.

There was chicken that was too spicy for Erick to even be near, but which Jane practically inhaled, sweating all the while. Drinks made of fruit and ice. A charcuterie board sized for an orcol family, with crackers and cheeses and preserved meats and fresh fruit.

It was a good meal, but it was also a meal that Erick could not properly appreciate. The meat tasted off, somehow. The drinks felt thin. The cheeses were gooey, and not much more than that. Everyone else seemed to enjoy them, so he knew the problem was with himself. This was just a spat of bad health, is all. Nothing to really worry about, considering Erick knew the source of the problem, and it was a problem that was all his fault. He was the one who actually went and used [Death’s Approach] to something to the tune of 3 million mana, after all. Maybe more? It was a powerful spell, with a downside that would take at least another full week to recover from. Being inside the Restful air of his [Prismatic Ward] helped, though.

Poi had probably been right. Erick did feel tired after he moved the five of them several thousand kilometers to Treehome in the space of five seconds. That exhaustion just didn’t hit right away. It took a while.

Erick glanced at his own soul, through the eyes of Ophiel, sitting off to the side.

His inner core of white light was a ripped thing, with edges like cheesecloth. It was better today than it had been yesterday.

Comparatively, Jane’s soul was a dark blue thing as solid as a stone. Kiri’s was a little disturbed, but even her green soul was nice and solid. Poi was fine; solid blue there. Teressa… The orcol’s soul was in decent shape, but she was more disturbed than anyone else in the room, save for Erick himself. She was hiding her own hurt well, but Erick could tell, when Teressa glanced out of the windows or looked down for a moment too long or sighed, that she was ready for some private communion with her own ghosts of the past. If the others noticed Teressa’s inner plight, they did not give themselves away.

Jane ate the last spicy chicken strip, enjoying the sweat, as Kiri watched, disbelieving, and a little bit disgusted.

Erick smiled. Then he pushed his plate away from his seat, and said, “I’m going to lay down for a while.” He got up. “Teressa? Can I talk to you, first?”

Teressa whipped her head around to look at Erick. “Sure, boss.”

- - -

Inside Erick’s room, he stood to one side, while Teressa stood to the other. Erick shut the door behind them. Before the large woman could get any more worried, either about him or about herself, Erick said, “I’m not feeling great, but I want to be there for you. Whatever you need. I know you want to do something special and likely private during this Triumph, but you don’t have to suffer in silence. I want to be there for you, but if you don’t want me to, let me know before you decide to do whatever you need to do.”

Teressa listened, then she said, “Thank you, boss. I’m…” She looked ready to deny him. But then she shifted. She said, “If it’s just you, then yeah. I would like you to come with me.”

“I can do that.” He stepped closer to her, craning his head up, to ask, “I’ll be here for you.”

Teressa’s soul shifted. Solidified. She smiled as she held back tears. Her voice was a whisper, “Thank you.”

Erick took her hand, and she let him. He said, “You’re alive. The Witch is dead. Her curses and her traps are nothing more than bad memories, but bad memories still hurt.”

Teressa sobbed, once.

Erick continued, “They still hurt, and that’s okay.”

Teressa gripped Erick’s hand, then let go. She put on a smile, laughed once, and said, “I thought I was over this, years and years ago. I will get over it; I promise.”

“No need to push yourself like that. You’re doing great.” Erick said, “You should know: I used what you told me about [Witness] and your own mana sense to gain a mana sense for myself during Shadow’s Feast. It was very helpful. It has been very helpful. You’ve been a great help, Teressa.” He added, “I’m still working on [Witness], though.”

With a faint smile that suited her well, Teressa said, “I’m sure you’ll get it soon enough, boss.”

“Just gotta find some time.”

As though talking to herself, and Erick, Teressa said, “We have lots of time, now.”

Erick nodded. “We do.”

“Thank you, boss.” Teressa excused herself from the room, saying, “Have a good rest,” as she shut the door behind her.

Erick immediately went to bed and zonked right out.

- - - -

There was a forest.

Cool and rainy.

Growing tall, and deep.

Wind flowed through branches.

Water rushed through streams, brilliant red, the color of enchanted blood.

None of the celebrating people seemed to mind the red of the rivers.

- - - -

Erick woke to a panoramic view of a sunset sky. He stretched, cast a [Cleanse], checked on his various Ophiel (and found nothing untoward), and checked on the other people in the suite. Jane, Kiri, and Teressa were all out. Only Poi was left, sitting by his lonesome in the living room.

“Hey, Poi,” Erick called out, his voice reaching past his door and into the main room, “I’m gonna try something odd. Don’t mind me.”

“Sure thing!”

Erick said to whoever might be listening, but mostly to the mists in the mana all around him, “Some privacy, please.”

After a moment, the mists around him retreated. Erick smiled. He nodded to himself, and then, still in bed, cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] around the room, cutting off most of the outside world. He still needed to unlock and then buy [Witness] so he could remake [Sealed Privacy Ward] able to completely block all forms of spying, but that might have been overkill for a simple Status conversation.

He sent off a small prayer to Rozeta.

A blue box appeared.




	
Welcome, Erick Flatt, Minor Entity of the Script!

This is your first time using your Minor Entity access, so there are some procedures to check before a full connection can be established. 

Checking privacy...








Erick waited.

Another blue box appeared.




	
Success! Privacy meets bare minimum requirements.

Checking Status...








Erick waited.

Another blue box appeared.




	
Success!

You are now a registered member of the Minor Entities of the Script! 

Choose your method of communication (This can be changed later):

1) Telepathic. 

2) Summoned to Speak with Rozeta, with accompanying time dilation. (Better for more privacy)














“One.”

The blue boxes vanished.

Erick sat, waiting.

After several moments, a divine fire hovered in the air, and Rozeta’s voice came to him, ‘Oh! Erick! Hello. You’re in Treehome? That’s a nice place. What Status-thing can I do for you?’

‘Hello. Yes. Nice to talk to you like this.’ Erick laid back in bed, and sent, ‘I’m wondering which is better to drop for Quest Board? 10% Spell Cost Reductions, or Force Savant?’

‘Let me… You gonna wear those rings all the time?’

‘Yes.’

‘Spell Cost Reduction. You can drop that one. Force Savant has some nice interactions with the creation of Force Magic, so I’d keep that one if I were you.’

‘Then I will take that advice, please.’

‘Just one second…. There!’

Erick felt a shift in something far off, like a marker on an unseen horizon had changed without him realizing it till now. It was not an unpleasant feeling, but it was a feeling nonetheless.

‘You’re all set up for the Quest Board. That’s a complicated thing, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out.’

‘Thank you. Another question: Is my [Quick Spell] the good version?’

‘… I could answer the first one because it was a Class Ability question of numbers, and that was easy enough to crunch on my end, if only to save you some experimenting of your own. But this one; I cannot answer this.’

‘Fair enough.’ Erick went right along his questions, asking, ‘Sorry to be so fast about this, but are these New Stats real? What’s going on in there?’

‘I prefer fast. But...’ With a tired voice, Rozeta said, ‘They’re real for you. For now, there’s no telling how they’re going to affect other people.’ Slightly more serious, she said, ‘There’s no telling how they’re going to affect you, in the long term.’

Erick thought about that, then said, ‘This Converter Angel. Why don’t they just ‘Convert’ everyone? From my understanding, the Breach Demon the Halls of the Dead almost summoned was going to murder everyone they could and turn the rest, creating a tide of demons to wash across the Greensoil Republic… But this Angel is operating in the shadows and picking individual people for its purposes. So why the different modus operandi from the Breach Demon?’

‘Ahhh… I have to be neutral, Erick. I can’t answer this one.’

‘I didn’t think you could, but thank you anyway.’

‘I can say that there are Angel and Demon Entities on that Quest Board. You might be able to find some more answers there.’ Rozeta paused. She said, ‘I can’t say much, but Erick… Thin as it was, you were under Melemizargo’s protection for most of that Shadow’s Feast. Are you understanding what I’m saying?’

Caizoa had already spoken her objections to Erick’s involvement in the hunting and killing of the Converter Angel; he would try to talk to the damned thing first and then get Converted. Caizoa seemed to think the Converter Angel would fuck him over as soon as it could, and then fuck over everyone else in the process. It seemed that Rozeta thought this way too, though she was unwilling to voice that thought.

Erick said, ‘Yeah. I understand.’ He added, ‘Ah, I have one more question, then: Got any suggestions for a Soul Magic teacher?’

‘There might be something for that on the Quest Board. I know there are more than a few people who are looking for apprentices to pass their knowledge.’ Rozeta said, ‘I can’t help you more than this.’

Erick had another question, but he was not prepared for it, on his end. He almost smacked himself. He should have grabbed a grand rad from home before he started this communion. He asked anyway, ‘[Language Acquisition]?’

‘Sure.’ Rozeta added, ‘Just hold a grand rad sometime in the near future and will it to me, and that’s fine. You owe me a grand rad for switching out your Class Ability, too. So that’s two you owe me. Maybe don’t get in the habit of this. It’s not a good look.’

Shit. He needed one for his Class Ability switch, too? ‘Uh. Sorry about that.’

‘It’s fine, Erick. I know you’re good for it. I’m not able to interact with your bank account like Irogh was, though. So you do need to get me those grand rads yourself. Preferably sooner rather than later.’

‘Why do you need grand rads, anyway?’

‘I won’t answer that.’

Erick let that go and asked, ‘What’s the fallout of Shadow’s Feast looking like? Anything I need to be worried about?’

‘It’s all still happening, and yes, you likely do have a lot to worry about, but I can’t say more than that. Neutrality, and all.’ With a sad smile coming through her voice, Rozeta said, ‘Good luck out there, Erick.’

The connection broke. Rozeta’s divine fire vanished from the air.

Erick laid in bed for a moment longer, contemplating Rozeta’s ‘It’s all still happening’. Then he canceled the [Sealed Privacy Ward] and got up. Opening the door to his room and stepping out into the living room, Erick paused to take in the beauty of the room, draped in the oranges, golds, and purples of sunset.

Then he asked Poi, “Where is everyone else?”

“Jane went to find a Celebration House to sign up for a Hunt. Teressa and Kiri went to watch.”

Erick frowned, disappointed. “I guess it’s just you and me for dinner with Syllea, then.”

“But.” Poi smiled. “All the Hunts are full. Jane signed up for tomorrow’s Hunt. They’re wandering around town right now, and they won’t be back for dinner with the archmage.”

“Ah…” Erick frowned for an entirely different reason. “Why don’t they want to come get a free dinner with an archmage? That’s not right.”

Poi shrugged. “I’m looking forward to it. Gonna get me some fish, for sure.”

That brought a little smile back into Erick’s life.

He turned around, went back into his room, and went to his bags. What to wear for dinner with Syllea? He could wear this white thing… but he wore that to Shadow’s Feast, and wouldn’t that be a bit tacky?

To take his mind off of fashion, Erick briefly checked his Quest Board...

And then he sat down.

He read, and read, and read, and only stopped because Poi called out that it was half an hour to go-time. Erick rapidly put on the white robes, and didn’t bother to think too much about how he had gotten them from Violet, who was now certainly dead, with her body lying in the rubble down in the Brightwater.

Ahh…

He needed a drink.
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                Erick and Poi journeyed a short five kilometers, though streets filled with revelers and bright lights and drum beats, to a different part of Treehome where the architecture of the buildings did not resemble ‘silver spikes around a tree’, as was the land around the Holy O’kabil. Instead, this place was pure brutalist. Concrete-like stone slabs thirty meters tall. Walls that were devoted a hundred percent to function over form. Barely any windows anywhere, except for as thin lines here and there, filled with foot-thick glass. Balconies abounded at every elevation of this part of town; solid, thick grey slabs, that seemed to be more like staging areas to organize an army, than places to watch the sunset. The only thing allowed to be pretty seemed to be the tree at the center of it all, sitting on his vast array of blocky buildings, like some sort of dragon on a hoard; Firebrand.

The massive Arbor rose tall above it all as a gangly, yet solid, collection of vines in the shape of a tree, with glowing orange leaves that looked like they had just flaked off of burning hot iron. Firebrand was a thunderhead blotting out the sky, made of sparkling gold and burning red depending on how the wind rustled the leaves. This was his neighborhood, for sure, and it showed in the small corners of shaped stone, and along the edges of tall walls. Vines of the main tree were everywhere, but only if you looked for them. Once Erick noticed those vines, he couldn’t help but notice them hidden, and not-so-hidden, everywhere.

He also couldn’t help but notice the ‘city guard’ in this area, with their beaten-copper armors, glancing at him from the various corners of buildings, as he walked through the crowds, toward the restaurant called Overloot. The guards noticed him, but they didn’t bother him, so that was nice.

The manasphere filled with some sort of fiery Domain as he got closer to Firebrand himself. It seemed rather similar to the Domain around the Holy O’kabil, but with fire, instead of mist.

Erick had his own Domain active and tucked into his shoes, along with his [Greater Lightwalk]. His own Domain pushed back the fire in the air, but he didn’t press too hard, and Firebrand didn’t push back too hard, either. Being this close to another’s established domain was like putting his hand up against a soft wall that could turn hard at any moment, but which chose not to.

… Which was fine, but not very relaxing.

Would he ever be able to actually relax?

… Probably not.

- - - -

Overloot was a three-story cube on the south side of Firebrand, across a large courtyard from the local branch of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse. The Guildhouse was four times the size of Overloot, with people of every race on a dozen balconies, eating or drinking at any of a handful of restaurants or bars inside the Guildhouse, or warming themselves by any of a dozen large bonfires scattered across the cliff-like projections from that massive building. They were having a rowdy time over there, under Triumph lights, and beside the warm fires.

Overloot was a higher class place, but only because of the money involved.

Erick walked through the first floor, ‘the butchery’ according to the sign, and saw unicorn corpses being dismantled by expert, bloody butchers. That shimmering meat was slapped onto trays, bound for the restaurant on the top, alongside other monsters Erick had briefly heard about at one point in time or another.

Furnace turtles, each the size of a hippo, famed for their shells; currently being dismantled for giant soup pots.

Pale walkers, which were like spiders the size of horses, but also not like that at all. They probably tasted like crab.

Scarlet kings, which were like the flying fish of the Crystal Forest, but much more violent. Erick glanced at Poi, just in time to see the man close his almost-drooling mouth. Erick smiled. He would be sure to order some of that at some point in the evening, unless Syllea had plans already.

One odd item were the invisible shrooms, which Erick only saw by blinking on his mana sense. The guy was just slamming his cleaver onto nothing, until that moment, and then he was slamming his cleaver through dense white flesh, making mushroom steaks.

Continuing up to the second floor required invitation, or standing in a line and getting lucky. Erick walked to the front of the line, drawing envious looks from people who clearly had enough money to eat anywhere they wanted. With how nicely everyone was dressed, Erick was glad he picked his nicest clothes. He reached the front line and did not get a chance to speak before the bouncers noticed him, and recognition caused them to flinch. Ah. So much for anonymity. It was kinda nice walking through town with no one recognizing him.

A bouncer unlatched a thin rope that stretched from one side of the entrance to the other, as a man came down from the room beyond; the host, no doubt. He was certainly dressed the part, with sleek lines to his sleek almost-tuxedo.

“Welcome to Overloot.” The man backed away, saying, “Please follow me.”

Erick followed, glad that the man hadn’t openly called his name and spoiled what little normalcy there was about all of this. The people in the line were giving him looks, and that was kinda fun.

The dining room was not a dining room. The second floor was a large, nice bar area, with tables to stand at and music playing in the back and people enjoying many small foods and much larger drinks. Erick had felt a bit small, since many of the people around him were orcols, but some of the standing tables had platforms for the shorter people to stand upon.

The host brought Erick and Poi to one such table. Erick chuckled a little as he stepped onto the raised platform, and wondered if there were ‘high seats’ waiting in the proper restaurant, above.

The host looked scandalized as Erick giggled; maybe he thought something was wrong? He asked, “Is there something I can get you right away, sir?”

“I’d like some beer, but don’t mind me.” Erick said, “I’m just laughing at the logistics of orcol architecture. This is how your kind must feel back at my home. I might need to adjust a few things when I get back to make everyone more comfortable, for sure.”

The man lost his worried look. With a gentle smile, he said, “It’s sometimes hard to account for everyone, but we try. Thank you for noticing.”

A waitress came by. The host left. Everything proceeded exactly like a normal restaurant, and that made Erick inexplicably happy, for some strange reason. He certainly couldn’t do this back home; not without drawing a crowd.

It wasn’t till the waitress brought around Erick and Poi’s drinks, that Syllea and Bayth walked into the room. Erick noticed them before they noticed him, for that was easy enough to do when the entire room’s energy whipped toward the front entrance, and people suddenly stopped talking.

Bayth appeared first, looking as muscular and as strong as ever. She moved into the room like a solid wall of power, and then stepped aside.

Syllea wore a dress made of crystal and cloth that barely held her ample chest inside. Her blond hair cascaded. Her eyes were bright, and beautiful. She locked her sight with Erick from across the room, then smiled wide, and happily said, “Archmage, Particle Mage, Erick Flatt! Destroyer of Shades! Liberator of Ar’Kendrithyst! Welcome to Treehome!” Into the muttering silence that followed, and as several pairs of eyes turned Erick’s way, Syllea said, “This year’s Triumph of Light is the most aptly named Triumph of them all, so let’s drink to the future, and to all that comes next! I’m buying out Overloot for the night, so drink up, everyone!”

At that, there was no muttering, or murmuring. There was only cheering that rocked the building in its ferocity, and the sounds of bottles popping, and the doors to the kitchen thrown wide, as trays upon trays of meats and otherwise came out into the room, seemingly right on cue, and all eyes turned toward Erick, as Syllea walked up to him.

Erick smirked, saying, “I was beginning to enjoy the anonymity.”

“Ha! No more of that, now! Besides, with me here, it’ll be five Script Seconds before someone realizes who you are. Might as well pull that leech off when you see it.” With a gleam in her eyes, Syllea took her place on the other side of the standing table, saying, “Rejoice in your accomplishments, Erick. You’ve earned them.”

The host suddenly and silently appeared with a bucket of ice containing four bottles of wine. He popped one, and began setting drinks out for Erick, Syllea, Poi, and Bayth.

Accepting his drink with a smile, Erick said, “Thank you.”

Holding her own drink, Syllea said, “Could have done without the rain, though.”

“I was asked to do that.” Erick said, “Besides! It’s just a light misting.”

As if cued into his words, the sky outside crackled with faint lightning and a rain began, though it was barely seen through the thin windows with their thick glass, or heard through the density of the walls. Hard to hear over the party, too.

He sipped his wine. He smiled.

It tasted good.

The night wore on, wonderfully, tastefully, and in great quantities, too.

Contrary to Erick’s expectations, there was no talk of politics. There were no veiled conversations, between him and Syllea or anyone else that came over to their little part of Overloot and who wanted to talk. There was only a nice time, from talking about the dishes that the waitress paraded out for Syllea and Erick’s approval, to discussing the histories of Treehome and the surrounding areas.

- - - -

On the third floor of Overloot, over small sample dishes of cakes and dessert wines and in a corner of the building slightly away from the main party happening everywhere else in the building, midnight came and went. The night had turned away from the sudden party of before, becoming something more intimate. While Poi and Bayth stood to the respective sides of the sit-down table, and almost no one felt like approaching the archmages’ VIP area, the conversation turned to trade.

Syllea lifted her half-drained drink, which was a fruity red thing this time, and said, “Alcohol is a good trade. Blueweed is fine, too, if you plan to get into adventuring business. Ain’t much call for those medicinal herbs outside of easing hard memories.”

Erick stared at Syllea like she had spouted off some fundamental truth. “Blueweed is good for that? Holy shit! I should have planted a square kilometer of that stuff, then!”

Syllea laughed. “It’s a short term solution to the hard memories.” She asked, “Do you want some?” She decided, “We can get some. I’m gonna get you some. Ah! I have some. Here—” The archmage waved her hand and Spatial Magics suddenly dropped a small wooden box upon the table. She lifted the lid, showing strips of blue grass on one side, next to what had to be a grinder. “Non habit-forming, relaxing blueweed. Perfect for those difficult nights.”

Erick watched, ready to try anything, because sure? Why not?

But Syllea touched the grasses, and frowned. “Er. It’s all dried up. Ah. I didn’t think it had been that long since I did this. Ah. This won’t do.” She waved a hand, and the box vanished. “Let’s go get some fresh stuff.”

Bayth asked, “Are we done here, then?”

“I think so.” Syllea asked, “Unless you’re still hungry, Erick?”

“Oh. No. I am stuffed! This place is wonderful.” Erick asked, “Are you good, Poi?”

“That Scarlet King was great. I’m good.”

“Then!” Erick said, “This has been absolutely wonderful, but I’m ready for a walk and some illicit drugs.”

“Now now.” Syllea smirked. “Blueweed is perfectly legal. It’s those variants you have to watch out for.” She stood, wobbled a bit, then righted, saying, “I’m gonna settle the bill, then we can go.” She whispered, but not really, “How much do you think it is? I think I’m gonna need to take up some contracts after tonight.”

Erick smiled, mocking, “You poor, poor archmage. Whatever will you do for funds.”

Syllea snickered.

Within minutes, there was an uproar of disappointment from the patrons over Syllea’s and Erick’s departure, a quiet joy from the people in the kitchen finally being allowed to shut down the kitchen, a disappointment (that was really relief) from the host that perhaps he had not done enough for her, and then Erick and Syllea were back on the brightly lit streets of Treehome, and walking west.

- - - -

Outside of a small shop tucked away in a quiet, high-class part of town where the architecture was wood and stone and pretty to look at, where the rain drizzled all around them, but not on them, and Triumph lights painted the night in red, white, gold, and green, Erick sat upon a bench next to Syllea. They had already been inside the shop and procured the goods. A few other patrons sat in pairs or trios, on other benches, passing between themselves handmade, burning cigarettes.

Syllea held up one of the dozen cigarettes Erick had bought. She lit the end, sucking on the other to draw the flame into the contents. After having the first draw, she passed it to Erick.

He took it, and smiled, saying, “I haven’t done this since before I had Jane.” And then he took a drag.

He coughed, handing off the blunt as he did so.

Syllea smiled. “It’s not the strong stuff.” She took an easy, long drag, then spoke with smoke in her voice, “It shouldn’t do much more than ease the tension in your shoulders.” She passed it back to Erick. “And you came from another world! How did you get blueweed?”

“Ah. Well.” Erick said, “I guess it wasn’t blueweed. At all. Similar drugs, though. Or maybe not?”

He tried taking another drag. This time, it was easier. The effect was almost immediate. It began as a warmth in his back, then spread out to the rest of him. Like dipping into a hot bath. It felt good.

“So what are your plans now?” Syllea asked, as Erick handed her back the blunt.

“Three things are at the top of my list. The first one is to help clear out that Converter Angel.” He would have said more, but then—

Syllea frowned. “That’s a big task.” She took a long drag.

“Yeah. Fortunately, I know what the Converted look like. It’s easy to spot once you know what to look for.” Syllea’s eyes went a bit concerned, but before she could ask, Erick said, “I haven’t seen any in Treehome, yet. Mostly, I’m just waiting for the current holder of the Black Star to spearhead that problem. It doesn’t feel right stepping on the toes of the incani people. I was contracted to help with the Breach Demon, after all.” He tapped the crystal star on his chest, saying, “And you gotta be impartial in this Quiet War business… I guess. Or at least you gotta be fair.”

Syllea gained a measure of composure as Erick said there were no Converted nearby. But she was still worried about that. She asked, “How can you tell if you have a Converted?”

“Here. Let me…” Erick sent her a telepathic package of what he had seen down in the dungeons of the Wasteland. “Like that.”

Syllea went silent for a moment. She handed Erick back the blunt, as she thought.

Erick took a drag, then took another.

Syllea sprouted a few tendrils of telepathic thought; she was obviously talking to someone, and she said as much as she mumbled, “Sorry. That was an unexpected turn of events. I have to shove off some thoughts to others.” She added, “I’m gonna need to teach you how to get [True Sight].”

“I’m not in any rush, but yeah; I’d like to learn [True Sight]. I will take that offer.” Erick glanced around the small area, at the other occupants who were doing a terrible job of not staring directly at Erick, or Syllea. “But we could probably move to a more private area. We can talk about some denser topics, too, if you wish.”

“Yeah… Let’s do that.” Syllea asked, “You two want to come to my place?” She glanced to Bayth, saying, “I think Bayth is all tuckered out, anyway.”

Bayth rolled her eyes.

“I would like that.” Erick looked to Poi, asking, “Sure?”

Poi nodded.

Erick repeated, “Sure.”

Syllea let loose with a few other tendrils of intent, touching each of them, as she said, “Here we go—”

- - - -

The world resolved into a space of warmth and clean smells, with Erick at the center of a living room he had never seen before. Blanket and fur-covered couches arced around a fireplace without a fire, where the floors and walls were made of dark wood, and the ceiling was a skylight where rain drew rivulets across the glass. Beyond the roof, clouds swirled around a tall, dark Arbor, high above, only visible in the night because of countless bright orbs, like stars, scattered among his lofty boughs. All around Erick, Syllea, Bayth, and Poi, hovered a thin, star-filled brightness in the mana of the air; the Domain of the Arbor above.

Erick stared through the skylight, asking, “That’s Wyrmrest, right?”

“Yup! The original, and the largest!” Syllea stepped around the couch, headed towards a kitchen area. “You want more ale?”

He dropped his gaze to his host. “I’m ready to switch to water, actually. Or tea, if you have it.”

Syllea said, “I can do tea.”

Bayth said, “I’m going to head to the other room.”

“You don’t want to stay?” Syllea asked.

Bayth waved her off, and walked away. Poi bowed, then stepped away, following Bayth down a hallway into another part of the house.

Syllea grinned at Erick. “Just you and me, then. Pardon me if I do this the easy way.” With a pulse of intent, she flowed invisible control into the kitchen, pulling out a teapot, mugs, and a few small clay pots. She drew a globe of water from the faucet. With expert control, she joined the items together and heated where necessary. In three moments, she walked back to the couch area, her collection of items floating before her, steaming, as she gestured to a couch, teasing, “You can sit, you know.”

“I was just watching.” Erick sat down upon a fur, atop a comfortable couch, adding, “I couldn’t quite tell what spell that was. But I’m guessing it was just a [Telekinesis] aura?”

Syllea sat down on a couch beside Erick as the tea floated down onto the table between them. “Correct.” The tea steamed, as it steeped. “This Converted problem. How long has the Angel been active? Have they made any aggressive moves aside from the people you showed me?”

Erick glanced at the cigarettes they had bought, sitting on the table. Then he ignored them. “I’m not sure. I haven’t gone too deep into any of that. I have yet to go to Koyabez or— Did you hear about Shadow’s Feast? The full story? I told the Holy O’kabil earlier, and she seemed to imply that she would be telling others.”

“I've heard the story from many angles. I heard it from Wyrmrest, though. I know about Caizoa and the Black Star.” She said, “Asking Koyabez for guidance might be a good place to start, if you want to go down the path of full confrontation. But Converter Angels aren’t as completely violent as Breach Demons, as long as you aren’t their enemy. If you were, then you’d have been the target of assassinations well before now.” She said, “That’s how it usually goes.”

“I’m pretty sure I am their enemy.”

“If you were, they would have come after you by now.”

“Ah. There are many reasons why I believe I haven’t been attacked yet.” Erick smirked, then said, “Its minions are rather hard to miss, once you know what you’re looking for. Once I broke the Feast Barrier, it started moving all of its forces the world over. And then there’s this Silver Star on my chest; it’s a great way to fight against the thing if it should show.

“Taking all of that into account, and the fact that I’m already honor-bound to kill it should it show, I think it’s staying away from me if it can.” He said, “And I’m staying away from it, too, just because I’m not ready to start that war yet. There’s no way there wouldn’t be collateral damage. Maybe it knows this? It’s like how you said: Converter Angels aren’t as ‘raze the countryside’ as Breach Demons. More subterfuge and assassinations than overt war.”

Syllea glanced at the crystal star, saying, “So it’s true. That’s a Greater Artifact of Koyabez. You used that against the remaining Shades. Cursed them into mediocrity.”

“Well… I wouldn’t put it like that.” Erick scrunched his face a little, then said, “Cost me one of my spells to make, but I think it was a good trade off. There’s no way that Melemizargo isn’t going to remake his Clergy at some point in time, so if those Shades form a better base than what came before, then that’s good, right?”

Syllea didn’t look convinced, but she said nothing. She just thought for a moment. Then she poured tea. One for her, and one for Erick. She asked, “Sugar?”

“Sure.”

Two sugar crystals went into Erick’s cup, then Syllea handed it to him. She did the same for her own tea, and took a sip. Erick sipped his, waiting for her to say something else.

Eventually, Syllea said, “I don’t know what’s going to happen, now that Ar’Kendrithyst has been purged. No one does. But the Cult has suddenly become active in Treehome.”

Erick recalled that Syllea’s brother was a member of Melemizargo’s Cult. He almost said something about that, but he chose not to. Instead, he asked, “Anything I should be aware of?”

“Probably.” Syllea frowned at nothing in particular. “They’re putting fliers on walls and openly recruiting. It’s… We’ve had three raids in the last three days. The Arbors are all agitated. Everyone is worried. I’m worried.” She went silent. After a moment, she said, “If the problem isn’t at my door, I’m not willing to get involved in the Quiet War.”

“I hope your troubles clear up soon.”

“Heh.” Syllea said, “You too.”

Erick changed the subject, asking, “Ever heard of the Worldly Path?”

Syllea blinked, startled for a moment, then laughed. “You’re going to do that? Now?”

“I’ve already started,” Erick said, not quite understanding the stress in Syllea’s voice. “Treehome was my first stop. I’ve got a few others lined up, but nothing too solid.”

Without sarcasm, Syllea said, “Good luck with that. I tried to walk the Worldly Path a decade ago.”

“You did?” Erick asked, amazed. He did not expect that when he brought up the topic, but in retrospect, it made perfect sense that another archmage already knew of the Worldly Path, and had tried to walk it.

Syllea asked, “What’s your overarching goal? Do you have one, yet?” With a bit more serious of a tone, she asked, “Is it to kill the Angel?”

“No. The Angel is just a part of it all. Probably, anyway. I’m not sure.” Erick said, “I don’t have a goal except to see the world. I’ll probably get a goal soon enough, somewhere down the path.”

She nodded. “That’s probably the best way to do it.”

“I take it you had a goal?”

“One that ended in failure.” Syllea glanced to the empty fireplace, saying, “I’m going to start the fire.” She pulled at her dress as she got up, adding, “And I’m going to change into something more comfortable.” She waved her hand at the fireplace, conjuring a flame upon the logs already there, as she walked away, saying, “Be right back.”

Erick refilled his tea while he waited, and wondered, his mind going to some rather interesting places as heat began to replace the chilly air of Syllea’s home. Not a minute later, Syllea reappeared wearing what might have been a sweater and sweatpants, both grey, with her long blond hair pulled into a pony-tail and her jewelry gone. All sexy thoughts happily vanished from Erick’s mind, as Syllea retook her spot on her couch, and started speaking.

She said, “The Worldly Path was something I tried much too soon in life. I had a goal before I set out, to gather every Elemental Body, to transform all of them into their Greater variants, and then to make a [Greater Prismatic Body]. There were a hundred other smaller goals, too, for this was back when I was still making new magic every other day, and a keeper at least once a week. But those smaller goals didn’t really matter. It was the larger ones that fucked over everything.

“The problem was [Shadowalk]. I left that one for last. That was my downfall, for the Worldly Path gets harder the further you go.

“I couldn’t get into Ar’Kendrithyst; that was out of the question. By the time I tried the Path, I was already at tier 7 spellwork, and I wasn’t willing to have my final test come at the hands of the Shades. So I tried for the Shadow Canyons of Nergal. I think I told you about them once before?”

“You did.” Erick recalled that conversation, then said, “You also spoke of the Fractured Citadels. You told me about how some of your people were soul-attacked.”

“Yup.” Syllea said, “That’s what ended the Path for me. I had a choice, near the end, of either going alone into the Darkness or pulling back, to keep my friends and family alive. They weren’t about to let me go alone, much to my anger, and I couldn’t… There were a lot of dangerous arguments there, right before the end. I cut my Path short. I ended it, rather than see people I love get hurt.” She offhandedly said, “I gained [Shadowalk] a year later after hiring people to gather shadow essence and craft a masterwork full-body armor. Had to do that twice, actually. I was so damned mad.” She chuckled. “I laugh about it now, but back then... That was maddening. Getting [Greater Shadowalk] was easy, comparatively, but by then The Worldly Path had already vanished for me.”

“Why not eat the shadow monsters for the Elemental Bodies?”

“I did. Mostly. But...” Syllea said, “You have to understand: The Worldly Path is a ritual of Fate and Space; a confluence of Elements that ensures that the Path gets harder and harder as you walk those steps. I wasn’t facing shadowolves by the end, Erick. If only I had been so lucky! But every shadowolf was gone. All that were left were Tyrant Whispers and Fallen Avatars; monsters that were more Ethereal Blood or Vile Darkness, than Shadow.”

Erick somehow felt the shadows of the room draw closer, but when he looked, they had not moved at all.

Syllea kept her eyes on Erick, saying, “I saw them move too, but that’s to be expected.”

“… Melemizargo is always nearby.”

Syllea snorted. “Yeah. But that’s not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

Syllea said, “Even now, you are on the path.” She sighed. “I should have known. The first time you came out of Spur to see the world, and it’s on the Worldly Path. Now I’m swept up in it, too.”

Erick almost panicked. “Did I do something to you?”

“Yes, but no. Don’t worry about me, especially since you’re this close to the start of your journey.” Syllea dispelled none of Erick’s worry by saying, “I met my own mentor when I started the Path. It’s a grand ritual, after all. Part of that ritual is the initial guidance. My own mentor told me some things, and hinted at others, but the Path I walked was my own, as your Path will be for you. If this ends well for you, one day, you might find yourself suddenly mentoring someone else who has chosen to walk the Worldly Path.” Syllea asked, “I know you said you have no plan, but do you have any idea at all about what your Path is about?”

Erick hung his head for a moment. Of course the Worldly Path wasn’t just a simple trip around the world, hitting the highlights and seeing the big sights the world over. Of course it was a ritual. Now that Syllea had said it, that made perfect sense.

Erick asked, “How much of the ritual is under Melemizargo’s control?”

“I’ve heard it’s just the bit at the end. The part after you succeed. A closing statement, if you will.”

Erick took a moment to digest all of that, then, knowing he was part of a ritual, no matter how weak that ritual was right now, he said, “My plan is to see where the wind takes me. To see the Core, and a few other places. To see what Veird is like, the world and Underworld over. I’m also looking into trade routes for Candlepoint; to search out products for them to make without making targets of themselves. I’m also raising Yggdrasil. To do all this and not get bogged down by everyone who knows me, or knows what I can do, I’m brainstorming magic that makes me more anonymous, or that lets me fight without giving away my identity to onlookers. I’m also looking for a way to subjugate a target without actually killing them. There’s also this Quest Board Class Ability that I just got. I’m going to use that to clip out some of the larger dangers the world over and get rewards for them, while I can.” Erick said, “But as for actual plans? Nothing too concrete— OH. And then there’s the previous [Gate] network, out there in the Forest. I was gonna go after that somewhere in my various travels. Sooner, rather than later… And of course… I have to kill the Converter Angel.”

Syllea smiled softly as Erick spoke. When he was done, she said, “You should stay in Treehome for a little while. I can help you with much of the magic you’re looking for, and the Arbors are eager to speak to Yggdrasil, and you.” She chided, “I’ve been waiting all night for you to tell me that you made a fricken WORLD TREE!” She laughed.

“Ah.” Erick frowned a little.

Syllea asked, “Ah?”

“I hope I live to see him become a real being.”

Syllea rolled her eyes, not believing Erick’s sudden confession. “You’ll be fine! Probably. About as much as any of us, I’m sure.”

“It won’t be four months till he’s real.” Erick said, “It’ll be a hundred years. He has a seal on him.”

Syllea sat a bit straighter. “Oh.”

The fire crackled, sending a spray of sparks up the chimney.

“That’s probably fine, then?” Syllea said, “I have no idea.”

Erick shrugged.

She said, “Anyway: The Arbors have told me that they want to make sure you raise him right. They expected several months of intense work, but now… Now they have time? Sure. They have time. You have time. And in your immediate time, I’m going to help you make some magic that subdues, rather than harms. What you’re looking for is Elemental Mercy.” She added, “We can go out into the Forest and search out some of those [Gate]s, too. I may not be able to cast the spell myself, but I’d like to be involved in remaking the [Gate] network.”

Erick grinned. “Of course! That sounds like a great plan, to me.” He stood up, saying, “But I should get going. See you tomorrow?”

“Wait wait wait. Before you go… I would like to talk about your Quest Board.”

Erick glanced to the hallway where Poi had gone, and saw Poi standing there, waiting. He turned back to Syllea, asking, “What about it?”

“Head Priests of the Interfaith Church usually get an Interfaith Quest Board, full of needs populated by the Relevant Entities of the Script, but those who have personal Quest Boards always have the truly dangerous Quests, the ones that the Entities reserve for those specific people with that Class Ability.” Syllea said, “You might want to think twice about accepting any Quests while you’re on your Worldly Path, or while that Angel still roams the world. Fate, Space, and Ritual will contort reality around you. Some things that should not happen, will happen. Impossibilities become sure-things.”

“Ah. Yeah. I sorta figured it would be like that… But thanks for the warning.”

With a bit of magic, Syllea picked up the cigarettes they had bought and floated them toward Erick. “Don’t forget these. Take a break while you can.”

Erick smirked as he took the drugs. “Thanks, Syllea. I had a great time tonight. Thanks for the invite.”

“Thanks for coming, both to dinner, and to Treehome. We’ll do it again sometime, and also talk more tomorrow. Okay?”

“Okay.” Erick reached a tendril of light toward Poi, who accepted the touch on his shoulder. He said to Syllea, “See you later,” and vanished in a puff of light.

- - - -

“A hundred years?” Syllea looked up, through the skylight, at Wyrmrest. “Did you know that?”

‘We will not let Sininindi raise a World Tree.’ Wyrmrest said, ‘We will just have to break Yggdrasil’s seal.’

Syllea refilled her cup of tea, and thought.

- - - -

Erick and Poi reappeared in the living room of their hotel room, under the boughs of the Holy O’kabil.

Poi stepped away, headed toward his room, before suddenly turning around, and asking, “Good night, sir?”

Erick smirked. “Yeah. I guess I should just go back to bed.”

“Oh thank the gods. I was worried for a moment. Please don’t leave the suite without me, sir.” With a slight sarcasm in his voice, Poi said, “Let’s change our fate tomorrow, please.”

Jane stepped out of her room, rubbing her eyes. “You’re back. How’d it go?”

“It was great! You should have been there! Lots of strange foods.”

Jane winced. “You’re too awake for this late at night.” She said, “Glad you made it back. I’m back to bed.”

Erick watched her go, then he watched the door shut. Then he was alone.

But… Not really.

The manasphere was dense with his own [Prismatic Ward], but it was also thick with mist. And that was worrying. He had never considered that someone might lay down a Domain that allowed them to freely enter his [Prismatic Ward]. But then again, there was that artifact in Quilatalap’s presentation, the Amulet of Non-Presence, that allowed a person to walk through all magical defenses as though they weren’t even there. Had the Holy O’kabil done something like that? Despite her apparently physical form when she entered his [Prismatic Ward] without permission, she was just a soul and the shape of a body, wasn’t she? There was no blood in that form. There was no actual physicality. Erick had checked with a few different sights through his few nearby Ophiel.

But he could have been wrong.

… Even if she wasn’t totally real, she should have been blocked, right?

Ah. Her Domain was here first. 

Ophiel twittered on Erick’s shoulder, and also on the top of a nearby chair. Only two of him were following Erick around right now. The rest were on never-ending patrol over Candlepoint, or at his home, prepared for a sudden explosion of monsters from Ar’Kendrithyst’s dying corpse.

And that was fine. If needed, they could all be here in under ten seconds.

Erick patted the little guy on his shoulder, eliciting a violin coo.

Then he looked to the blunts he had set down on the table. He grabbed two, then looked around for a moment, trying to find— Ah! There it was. Right where it had been the last time Erick had seen it. A balcony, just beyond some doors near the kitchen. He forgave himself for losing track of it; he had cast Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward] out there, after all. Whatever. He was still slightly drunk, and looking to get a bit more wasted.

Erick lightstepped onto the porch. Ophiel followed.

A slight wind blew from the northeast; chilly, but easily withstood since the rain seemed to be over. Erick lit a cigarette, took an easy drag, and relished the feeling of warmth spreading across his shoulders and through his body, as he gazed out upon the early morning lights of Treehome. The land near the Holy O’kabil truly did resemble silver spikes of crystal. It reminded Erick a little bit of the Brightwater, but much more metallic, so maybe not like the Brightwater at all. Here, there were normal people, going about their lives, doing what they need to do to survive. But in that dark, bright place, there was only death, and the evil of a terrible, pitiable society, doing what they could do to tear everything down, because their parents, grandparents, uncles, and aunts, all did the same.

And then there were the Shades that Erick had let go!

Argh!

He pulled up a few Quests, just to stare at them again.




	
Find or Kill Queen, Shade of Opulence. 

Find: 0/1

Kill: 0/1

Reward: 10 points

Note: Half reward for a location that leads to a kill.

Posters: Rozeta, Goddess of the Script; Headmaster Kirginatharp; Demon King Dinnamoth; 15 lesser posters.








 




	
Find or Kill Treant, Shade of the Forest. 

Find: 0/1

Kill: 0/1

Reward: 10 points

Note: Half reward for a location that leads to a kill.

Posters: Rozeta, Goddess of the Script; Aloethag, Goddess of Beauty and Brutality; Fangorl, God of the Wild; 27 lesser posters.

















	
Find or Kill Lapis, Shade of Enchantment. 

Find: 0/1

Kill: 0/1

Reward: 10 points

Note: Half reward for a location that leads to a kill.

Posters: Rozeta, Goddess of the Script; Headmaster Kirginatharp; Kiral, God of Commerce; Crown of the Host Adavido; 7 lesser posters.














Erick flipped through the rest of them; all of the Shades he had spared were on the list, each of them hunted by dozens of individual Entities of the Script. He stopped flipping when he came to Fallopolis.




	
Find or Kill Fallopolis, Shade of Melemizargo. 

Find: 0/1

Kill: 0/1

Reward: 10 points

Note: Half reward for a location that leads to a kill.

Posters: Rozeta, Goddess of the Script; Crown of the Host Adavido; Demon King Dinnamoth, 107 lesser posters. 














“Haaaa,” Erick groaned. “The only one that both the Angels and the Demons both agree needs to die.” He took another drag of the cigarette, then mumbled, “One hundred and ten Entities of the Script want to kill the only one I didn’t personally Bless into being a better person.”

Shit. I think I fucked up.

Erick finished off the first cigarette, trying to think about nothing in particular, while blue screens hovered around him and he felt both warm, and utterly cold at the same time. He lit up the next blueweed blunt, and continued to poke through other screens of the Quest Board, trying to get a feel for it.

The Quest Board was a rather intuitive system. There were search functions, but they were not as good as other search functions Erick had used in his previous life on Earth. The Quest Board seemed to share the Script’s overall poorly implemented ‘Help’ function, that Erick barely ever used, anyway.

In the Open Script, if you didn’t know the Basic Spell or Skill that you were searching for, then you couldn’t search for it, and thus you couldn’t purchase it for a point. In the Quest Board, you could search by region, poster, reward, or target, but all you got were lists and vague descriptions and no maps. He also had to think at the Script to get it to work, and that was a bit wonky. It might have been better than a keyboard, but maybe not? Erick tried to think/demand for a keyboard, but that functionality was missing. The lack of maps was a pain in the ass, too. No matter how much he reorganized his searches, he gained no map. It was only halfway through his second blunt that he wondered why he wanted a map, anyway. He had a map. [Cascade Imaging] worked fine for his mapping needs.

All the Quests he saw were for some target, somewhere in the world…

Ah. No. That wasn’t true.

Erick glanced up at the artery-like boughs of the Holy O’kabil and her expansive, dark canopy, more than half a kilometer above him. He returned to the Quest in front of him. It wasn’t a kill quest, and that was nice to see.




	
Expand Treehome. 

Establish a new and welcomed Arbor into the land of Treehome. 0/1

Reward: 5 points, along with unknowable amounts of prestige and political power in Treehome. 

Note: This is a Special Quest, with many failing factors, most of which arise organically in the pursuit of this goal. The Posters of this Quest reserve the right to destroy a bad Arbor without warning.

Lesser Posters: The Arbors of Treehome; Wyrmrest, O’kabil, Firebrand, Icebrand, Rottundra, Heral-ken, Home, Nosier, Leaf-cutter, Redarrow, Steel Branch, Ikabobbi. The collective tribes of Treehome.














That all read rather well; even that warning. Did this mean that they were willing to help him raise an Arbor? Could they help raise Yggdrasil?

Erick thought to all he had seen on his first day in Treehome.

Treehome was a nice place. The people were happy. They worked hard, and they played hard. There was good food, and good opportunity either in pushing back the Forest, or getting a merchant job in the city itself, or some other job. Waiters made good money. Butchers made good money. There were no homeless on the streets, which was either fantastic, or horrific, but right now, Erick was leaning toward the first scenario.

With his Ophiels sometimes flying above while he walked below, Erick had seen farms and such all over the place, beyond the larger buildings that surrounded and demarcated each Arbor’s territory. Erick could have been a farmer here, easily. If he had been born an orcol on Veird, he would have been lucky to have been born into one of the collective Wyrmrest tribes. He would have been lucky to live in Treehome.

… But he wasn’t ready to commit to this ‘Expand Treehome’ Quest.

And yet…

Erick spoke to the mist in the mana all around him, “Is it actually ‘Holy’ O’kabil? Or is that an affectation?”

From one blink to the next, O’kabil appeared on the balcony just two meters from Erick, wearing the same fur coat as before. She eyed Erick, then turned toward the north, saying, “It’s not often someone is willing to risk my ire by asking such a cheeky question.”

“Apologies for the terrible question.” He held out the remaining half of the blunt he had been smoking. “Care for a drag?”

“No.”

Erick nodded, then took another drag of the blueweed. O’Kabil stood at the edge of the balcony, not moving, and not speaking. Erick didn’t interrupt her thoughts with any more words.

She said, “I’ve reviewed your trip into Ar’Kendrithyst. You failed to put down the monsters. You let Treant live. You enabled his survival. He’s at our borders right now, pleading for understanding.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. He coughed a little, but regained himself quick enough. He waited for her to say more.

Eventually, O’kabil continued, “He’s been there for two days, now. It sickens me. And yet… And yet, I cannot put too much effort into killing that ooze, myself. Much like how you used the Shades to kill the Shades, we are using him to clear out the larger dangers out there. He thinks he will attain forgiveness for this.” She went silent.

Erick breathed out blue smoke that carried away on the air.

O’kabil held out her hand toward Erick; her thumb and forefinger waited for him to place something there. He handed her the remains of his blunt. It was almost gone. He’d need to get another one. So he did; grabbing one off of the table inside with a quick tendril of light. O’kabil, meanwhile, put Erick’s blunt to her lips and breathed in for twenty seconds, fully burning and inhaling all that was left of his second blunt. Erick lit a third, puffed on it a bit to get it started, then handed it to O’kabil, for she had her hand held out again, waiting for a refill.

She inhaled again, fully burning the third to nothing but ash over the course of forty seconds. She opened her mouth, and breathed out a small cloudbank. Blue fog swirled up and around the outside of the penthouse suite. Erick briefly considered getting a fourth blunt, but the three-meter tall orcol representation of the kilometer-tall tree above did not seem to want another, and Erick was done, anyway.

O’kabil said, “Treant will never attain forgiveness for his crimes.”

“What were they? His crimes, I mean.”

“He tried to raze us to the ground five times in the last two hundred years. Over those campaigns, he has killed at least one hundred thousand people.” She looked to Erick, then looked away, saying, “It is frustrating that you forgave him—”

With a hard voice, Erick said, “I have done no such thing.”

O’kabil went still.

Erick said, “I can never forgive him for his crimes. Only you or anyone else he has wronged will ever be able to forgive him. All I did was force him to feel the pain he has inflicted upon others.”

For a moment, no one spoke.

O’kabil stared out toward the north. “A better wording than my own.” She said, “It is for this reason that I cannot kill him. He suffers more as a living Shade than he would as a dead one. Every time he goes out and kills another wyrm nest, or a Twisted Vision of the Forest, or any of the other greater threats to our people… Every time he comes back, he shows us what he has done. He pleads for forgiveness.” For the first time since Erick met her, O’kabil smiled. It was not a nice look. “I like it when he pleads, and even more when I deny him and he turns into a puddle of a man, weeping like a broken child. He deserves this, and so much more.” She banished the smile from her face. “But I would like it more if he were not here. I do not like this part of me that revels in his pain.” She turned and stared at Erick. “I would have liked to know that he was dead. I would have preferred him in the ground, or turned to ash, or any other number of deaths.” She asked, “Are you more vicious than I am? Or are you weak, and unable to kill who needs to be killed? Or perhaps, do you truly think that no Evil is beyond redemption? That this pain you have inflicted upon a terrible enemy is somehow going to end in something other than tragedy? That perhaps, this will end in something good for us all?”

“He will suffer in his own way for what he has done, and if one day, his charitable deeds outweigh his horrors, then that will be good. But it's not up to me if it will be enough.” Erick asked, "Would you prefer to have no recompense?" 

O’kabil looked away.

Then she vanished, from one blink to the next, and Erick was left out in the chilly wind. He glanced up, beyond the boughs of the Arbor above. Clouds gathered, in the normal ways that clouds did sometimes, but no doubt spurred on by Erick’s control of the weather, earlier.

Erick went inside before it started to rain again.
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                    Bit short today. Bit longer on Wednesday. Such is life.



                

                The day dawned with a gloomy haze covering the sky, and remnants of a near-constant, small rain, settled into puddles on street corners, which reflected the green, gold, red, and white lights of the season. A cold wind blew across the Forest, and into Treehome, casting a chill into the air, but doing nothing to hinder the festivities. Some people were still partying, but most of those awake this early morning were either bakers waiting for their bread to rise, or revelers on their way home after a night of parties and fun.

- - - -

The gloom was there, outside his windows as Erick laid in bed. He briefly woke when he thought he heard someone, but that turned out to be nothing but the wind. He closed his eyes, and drifted back to sleep. No need to get up, yet.

- - - -

Erick stood on the porch in the gloomy sunshine, smoking a blunt of blueweed and feeling good, with a warmth spreading through his body, and his belly full of a delicious breakfast.

The sun had risen hours ago, but no one in the suite, besides Jane, had risen until the doorbell rang. Jane had ordered room service, again. A pair of bellhops and their delivered goods almost tried to enter the room when she opened the door, but she stopped them before silver-domed plates and bowls went tumbling. This was how Erick woke to the scents of an already-cooked breakfast. Sweet rolls. Sausages. Syrup and pancakes. Eggs and breakfast tea. Mushrooms and some sort of oatmeal-like soup, both of which weren’t all that bad at all. Erick had never had mushrooms for breakfast, and he had quite liked it.

As he leaned against the balcony, watching the Forest to the north, Erick roughly planned his day. There was much room for adjustment, after the main event was done.

Soon enough, Poi came and said, “Syllea is ready, if you are.”

“Oh? Already?” Erick looked to Teressa, who was cleaning up breakfast, and who had stopped the second Poi mentioned Syllea. Erick asked, “Are you going out today?”

Everyone else within earshot found something else to do.

Teressa waffled for a moment, before saying, “No. Tomorrow, though… I’ll go out there tomorrow.” She glanced toward Kiri and Jane, saying, “We might sign up for a Celebration Hunt tonight.”

Jane whipped around, smiling, “You want to Hunt? Great! Yes! Let’s do that.” Jane instantly locked eyes with Kiri.

“Ehhhh…” Kiri shut the book she was reading, then said, “Well… Yeah. Okay. Let’s do a Hunt.”

“Yay!” Jane said, with enthusiasm.

Erick smirked, then tuned to Poi. “Then I’m ready. Where to?”

“Her house. The backyard.”

- - - -

In the light of day, even as gloomy as it was, Wyrmrest was the most impressive Arbor of Treehome, by far. From high above, he looked like a normal enough tree among a field of grass, with knotty, dense roots that twisted and turned and covered a space twice as much as himself. But if you were anywhere close enough to judge his true size, you would see that those knotty roots were actually normal-sized houses, stacked and nestled among each other in numbers that defied easy counting. You would see the grass that surrounded him was just the normal trees between the Arbor and the rest of Treehome. You would see that his trunk was a few hundred meters wide, which went well with his two kilometer height, to support a canopy that was almost as wide as the tangled houses below.

Erick, with Poi at his side, stepped onto the light a few hundred meters above Syllea’s house. He gazed up, briefly, to see the underside of Wyrmrest; to see the Starfruit glowing among those green leaves like tiny motes of light from afar. Those Starfruit were each the size of a person, but no one could tell that from down on the ground.

Erick turned his attentions back down to the ‘ground’.

Wyrmrest’s primary district was a maze. Bridges connected upper parts together. Stairs ran up and down everywhere. People worked and played and lived inside Wyrmrest himself, and Archmage Syllea was no exception.

… She was a slight exception. Her house was on the top floor of the knots down below, right next to Wyrmrest himself.

Erick saw his target, and stepped down onto a bit of wooden land behind Syllea’s house. The space was an off-kilter, somewhat square dip and rise of wood, of about 20 meters to a side, with three sides belonging to Syllea’s house, each of which had either glass windows or a glass door, and the final side being Wyrmrest’s main trunk. The Arbor of the district named after himself, loomed like a cliff, high above.

Syllea opened the glass door, saying, “Hey, Erick!”

“Hello.” Erick smiled. “Woke up later than usual and had a nice brunch. Thanks for the help in securing that room; it’s been great.”

Syllea stepped outside. “I’m glad you like it.” She got right to it, by saying, “So I was thinking of your dilemma regarding anonymity, Elemental Mercy, and your desire to subdue a target rather than kill them. I have a question though: What sort of people are you considering to use these spells against?”

Bayth stepped out of the house, next, silently holding a pair of chairs. She set them beside the door and sat in one, as she gestured to Poi and the other. Poi nodded, and sat down next to Bayth.

Erick looked around, at the clear air, and the lack of spells in the air, aside from the starfield that was Wyrmrest’s Domain. He asked, “Can we talk openly?”

“Oh yeah.” Syllea waved him off. “Wyrmrest has control over much that happens this close to him. Sound and mana sense only goes as far as he wants it.”

Erick blinked on his mana sense, and sure enough, his sight ended at the walls of this outdoor space. So Erick answered Syllea’s question, “I just want to be generally unidentified around others. But… specifically…” Erick paused. Ah. This was more difficult than he had expected. He tried, “There was this one guy—” His throat closed. Speaking was impossible. He felt both embarrassed and furious at himself for one brief moment, but then he breathed. He looked away. When he turned back, he spoke through the feeling of a stone sitting on his neck, “Specifically, there was this one guy who put [Neck Bombs] into the bodies of children.”

Syllea tensed, but said nothing. Erick practically saw as Syllea reassessed her future questions, but he also saw that she was willing to listen to what Erick said next.

Erick was thankful for that. He continued, “He put bombs in the necks of kids in order to keep his power over the nearby populace. I… I got lucky. I managed something that I don’t want to repeat.” He lost most of the pain in his chest as he realized that Syllea needed to know something. “The guy had a Charisma Stat. When you put two of the New Stats into a person, there’s a reaction. That reaction tore the guy apart. His soul turned broken as it collapsed inward— It didn’t kill him and I’m not sorry I did that to him. He deserved every bit of what he got. But… He could have had triggers on those kids… I got lucky, in that moment those triggers didn’t trigger. But before I did what I did to the man, two of those kids were blown up as a warning to me.”

Syllea seemed to relax, in that way that a person does when the horrible thing they expected to happen, happened.

Erick said, “That’s why I need something to put someone down and keep them down, without killing them. I’m fully convinced that if I just killed the guy, every single one of those kids and many of the people they were near would have died as a direct result of my action.”

“I had heard about you committing some sort of action against a guy… But I had not heard it quite like that.” She stood a bit straighter, stared Erick in his eyes, and said, “What happened was fine.”

Erick almost objected.

Syllea shook her head, and spoke with conviction. “Erick. You and I are the type of people who need to make the hard decisions when it comes to people’s lives. I know you understand this, for you killed that Charisma guy and only had two bits of collateral damage—”

Erick felt his face shift toward disgust.

“—and yes, calling the deaths of two children ‘collateral damage’ is harsh, but life is harsh.” Syllea said, “And that doesn’t matter right now. What matters is shutting someone like that Charisma person down so they can’t trigger whatever spells they might have waiting for a ‘go’ signal. This is best achieved with Mind Magic, but I’m not a Mind Mage, and you don’t want to get burdened by those people, anyway.” She quickly turned to Poi, saying, “No offense.”

Poi just bowed his head, ever so slightly, indicating that no offense was taken.

She turned back to Erick, asking, “Unless you want to go that route? Choosing that path means you aren’t allowed to participate in normal life. You would become a hermit. No one would know who you are after you became a full member of the Mind Mages, because you would remove yourself from their memories. There are archmages that do this, but I only know of them because I’ve been allowed to know that they exist.”

Erick had a lot of thoughts about what Syllea had just divulged. His first one was that he had not expected to hear that from her, but that he really should have; she had been at this archmage-thing for a lot longer than him. His second and third thoughts made him glance toward Poi.

Poi openly lied, making no effort to cover that fact, “Those people don’t exist.”

“Of course they don’t,” Syllea allowed the lie, saying, “I must have been mistaken.”

“That’s not an option for me, anyway,” Erick said.

“Good news, then, because a Mind Mage’s [Sleep] is somewhat duplicated with Elemental Mercy. Or, rather, it’s more like if you compound enough False Damage onto a person they usually go unconscious.” Syllea said, “A Mind Mage’s [Over Mind] is the perfect counter to triggered spells, though. Just so you know, you cannot duplicate that outside of that branch of magic.”

“… [Over Mind]?”

Syllea rambled off, “It’s a spell that wraps the target in a false cocoon of ‘everything is okay’, cutting that target off from all spells they have cast. It doesn’t disrupt more spells or more connections from being formed, but it’s good for an opening spell in order to go for a quick and less painful take-down. If you want the perfect solution to your problem of taking down a person who has planted bombs, [Over Mind] is it, but learning how to do that spell requires you to fully commit to being a Mind Mage. Which you won’t do.” Syllea said, “But now you know what the perfect solution is, which I always try to know before I make my own imperfect solutions.”

“How do you know of that spell?” Erick asked, for he had certainly never heard of much Mind Mage magic beyond the simple ones, like [Sleep] and [Sense Emotion], and the dangerous ones, like [Dominate]. He briefly wondered if Poi had any of those, but he doubted Poi would tell him, which was probably for the best.

Syllea said, “The only reason I can imagine that you don’t know more about various Mind Magics is that you haven’t yet pursued that particular discipline. Either that, or it could be that you’ve only been at this archmage stuff for less than a year. It wasn’t till five years in that I met the Mind Mages.” She shrugged. “And even then, they just told me how to identify and defend against some of the more dangerous mind altering spells. Have they not formally approached you, yet?”

“Have they?” Erick asked Poi.

“Not yet, sir.” Poi added, “You’re too high profile.”

“Ah.” Syllea said, “That makes sense. I might be an accredited archmage, but only a few people ever achieve the level of notoriety you’ve achieved. Which brings us back to the current problem. I’m probably a bit more knowledgeable about your spells than most, but every single new mage out there knows about [Call Lightning], Ophiel, and [Withering]. So you need a new way to fight, to be more low-profile.”

Erick nodded. “That’s the long and the short of it.”

Syllea asked, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re all about large spells and vast effects. Do you have any short range spells at all?”

“I do, but I barely use them. Being in melee is… I’m not good at that.”

“That’s fine. I’m rather poor at melee, too.” Syllea said, “But I can fake it well enough with a few buff spells. Do you want to do the melee-thing?”

“… No.”

“Mid-range mage, then.” Syllea said, “Much easier to acclimate to. Much easier to fit in with all the other mages the world over.” Syllea paused. She asked, “Did you ever do the normal ‘adventurer mage’ thing? From what I heard, you just stayed in Spur, mostly. Except when you came out to Oceanside that one time.”

“That is correct. Oh— I did go on a wyrm hunt once. That was… That was dangerous and I was not truly prepared for that, but it worked out well enough.”

Syllea nodded, then said, “Okay. So you’re… pretty new to the kind of fighting that most people will do in their lifetimes.”

“I have taken remedial adventuring courses at a Guildhouse, as well as done the equivalent of three months of sparring every single day… But I haven’t done that in a while. And it wasn’t continuous sparring… or very good sparring.”

Syllea’s face seemed to light up. “That’s all good! That makes me a lot more confident in helping you.”

“I can do the mid-range mage-thing, even though I don’t have much experience with it.” Erick said, “I really am just looking for spells to appear to be like another person when I’m in a low-recognition environment.”

“I can skip almost everything I was going to say and go right to the magic, then.” Syllea said, “I’m going to ask a few questions. Tell me the first thing that comes to your mind.”

“Okay.” Erick wondered where she was going with this, but it seemed fun. “Sure.”

“Fire.”

Erick recoiled. “Too much lingering pain.”

Syllea tilted her head. “Lightning.”

“I can do that already.”

“Stone.”

“You can hit someone with stone and not kill them?”

Syllea smiled. “Holy.”

“Too angelic.”

“Ice.”

“… Uncomfortable?”

Syllea nodded. “Chaos.”

“Uh. What does that mean, though?”

“Order.”

“The idea is interesting, but what does that mean?”

“Blood.”

“Illegal, but useful.”

“Ooze.”

“Dangerous, but useful.” Erick considered his [Harmonic Blood Ooze] spell. “Very useful.”

“Decay.”

“Lingering pain. Do not like.”

With a slight joy in her eyes, Syllea said, “Wind.”

“I like flying.”

Syllea paused, a smirk on her face. After a moment of thinking, she asked, “What if I told you that you can make painless Decay magic?”

“… I am intrigued. But it’s too slow, isn’t it?”

“Yes. Decay is slow. But a well made Merciful Decay would be a ‘container’ spell; something you cast on someone in order to keep them down.” Syllea said, “Most mid-range mages have a handful of spells that they use all the time; somewhere between four to ten. Not counting all the utility spells, of course. We can make three spells today, or maybe just get started on them. First, you need to be able to use Mercy… Which is a problem for some, but likely not for you. Now…” Slightly intrigued, but withholding judgment, Syllea held out a hand, palm up, and said, “I’ve heard that you can hear the mana?”

A prominence of thick air, like a mirage, bent the light around Syllea’s hand as the sound of reaching out and touching the world combined with some other, subdued sound. Erick readily identified [Force Bolt]. The second part must have been Mana Altering for Mercy. It was kinda hard to understand, but it was definitely the sound of something held back.

Erick said, “I hear [Force Bolt] and Mercy, I’m guessing. Never played around with Mercy before. I have read about it in that book you told me to get. Esoteric Elements. That’s a good book, by the way. Really helped me along in more than a few ways.” While he spoke, he had the Ophiel on his shoulder listen, tease out the [Force Bolt] from Syllea’s mana, and focus on the other sound present.

Soon, Ophiel sang a song of restraint; muted, and yet full, like background noise turned into a flat surface. Like the stripping of defenses, and a laying low of the opposition. A knife that would never fall all the way. Erick had not heard the full sound of Mercy at first, but he did once Ophiel had sussed it out from the whole.

Erick continued, “And Ophiel helps me with the more difficult sounds.”

Ophiel stopped singing Mercy, and instead trilled in violins.

Syllea smiled. She lifted her left hand toward the center of the open space. A burst of mana conjured a block of crystal from the ground that quickly grew to the size of an orcol. She said, “There’s a target.”

Erick combined Ophiel’s song with his own power, and cast.

A bolt of gold-flecked white slammed into the crystal. A blue box appeared.




	
Mercy Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana.

A bolt of mercy inexorably strikes a target for 15 + WIL.














Erick frowned a little.

Syllea said, “That one looked good. What were the numbers?”

Erick showed her the box, saying, “Mercy element. Inexorable. 15 plus Willpower.”

Syllea read the box, her eyes briefly going wide before she settled with a slight smile on her lips. She said, “That’s pretty great for your first time.” A bit more serious, she asked, “Do you have experience with Ethereal? And Blood Magic, for the multi-Variable costs?”

And there was the source of Erick’s current frown. “I do have experience with those.” He said, “I was trying all of that… But… I only got inexorable.”

“I dohave [True Sight], Erick. Don’t worry too much about getting any of this all right now.” With kindness, Syllea said, “That you were able to do this much with the current damage to your soul shows a lot of talent and skill. Just don’t try for anything beyond tier two until your soul is better.”

Erick looked away as he felt a flush of something nice inside of his chest. Syllea was a great person. This was why she was the ‘darling of the Wyrmrest Tribe’, as Teressa had once called her. Syllea was actually 45, though, which was pretty close to his own 48. Erick had found that out when—

Erick banished those thoughts, and said, “It is true that I don’t feel so great, but I don’t need strict bed rest yet. Thank you for your concern, though. But back to the magic:” He asked, “[True Sight]?”

Syllea rattled off, “[Witness], [Blood Sight], [Soul Sight], [Mana Sight], and [Future Sight]. You can achieve all of those through accomplishments with mana sense and various personal shifts in perception. All of those are base tier spells you have to buy. You have to buy [True Sight], too. Can’t make any of those yourself, or Remake Quest them —I’ve tried— so I hope you have points saved up.”

“I do.” Erick said, “I just need to work on [Witness] and [Future Sight], then.”

“Good.” Syllea said, “I almost fucked myself out of that one, but eventually Bayth and I and a few others managed to secure some high-level kills inside a particularly nasty Twisted Vision of the Forest. [True Sight] was my goal with those latest levels, and that cost has never been better spent.”

“What is a Twisted Vision of the Forest? I’ve heard that twice now.”

“They’re high-level monsters that are more environmental hazards than actual monsters, but make no mistake; they’re one of the most deadly things in the Forest. Twisted Visions cultivate monsters like the Arbors cultivate civilization.” Syllea said, “We’ll probably see at least one when we go out into the Forest to find Gates. You’ll know one of them is near when you see a bunch of the exact same monster. And I mean exact.”

“… Oh. That doesn’t sound good.”

“They never are. You’ll find Twisted Visions in Deep Forests all over Veird, but the ones up here like to take in wyrms and spawn hundreds of copies. I usually deal with about three wyrm-spawners every year.”

And that was another topic that Erick wanted to broach with another archmage, and Syllea was right here. So.

Erick asked, “How valid and good would it be to cast rolling monster-killing spells? Super large? Wipes out a good ten-kilometers of monsters as it lasts hours, or more? Covers thousands of kilometers before it ends?” He clarified, “I mean: Why don’t more archmages do this? Or— Why don’t we all do more of this?” He added, “I really wanted to ask this of a Poison Archmage down in the Wasteland about organizing widespread monster kills when I saw her during the clearing of the mimics out of the Wasteland, but she didn’t seem to want to talk. I think her name was Orenza. She had this Decay magic that covered a diameter of at least 25 kilometers.” Erick said, “Her and Peatrice Shallowhammer, their Stone Archmage, would be a great addition to any plan to clear the Crystal Forest of Crystal Mimics. You said you wanted to talk about that, back at Oceanside, right?”

“Orenza is about as caustic as her magic, so that doesn’t surprise me.” Syllea frowned a little, and said, “When I was younger, I, too, wished to be able to unleash my monster-only variant [Starlight Fall] upon the lands outside of Treehome. To clear out hundreds of kilometers of land. To free us of the monsters. But every time we do that, it means that the others who live here will never grow stronger. They will never know of the actual dangers out there in the Forest.” She stated, “And we orcols are a people who cannot afford to grow complacent.”

“Fair enough. But… Not everyone is an orcol. Not everyone can regrow their heads.”

Syllea said, “They do widespread monster control in the Greensoil Republic. The archmages there— They’re not real archmages. Every single one of them purchases their way to that rank. Anyway. The archmages there all have [Weaken Monsters]. It’s a massive spell of suppression, turning every monster in a hundred square kilometers into something weaker than it was before.” She said, “All this does is ensure that their people never know personal strength.”

Erick was getting real close to saying that Syllea’s words sounds strangely close to Melemizargo’s. But that would be extremely rude. So he said, “But this wouldn’t be weakening the monsters and allowing them to go berserk when the spell lapses. I mean actually killing them.”

“Same problems. One day, you won’t be around, Erick.” Syllea said, “And the exact same thing will happen on those days that you’re not there to support your people, that happens in the Greensoil Republic when [Weaken Monsters] lapses, and a monster goes berserk and kills a dozen people before it’s stopped— By yet another person who actually fights the monsters, I might add. The farmers and the merchants of that place know nothing of monsters, and it shows in their dependency on [Weaken Monsters].”

“… That’s fair, too.”

Syllea said, “But with all that said, the Crystal Forest is a blight upon the world that needs to eventually be culled and reseeded with actual green growth. I have absolutely nothing against rolling magics through that land, killing everything that lives, and then reseeding the whole place afterward.” She added, “And now that the Shades are dead, maybe we could look into that decade-long plan.”

Erick’s face broke into a wide smile. “Sounds good to me.”

And then another thought occurred. Would turning the Crystal Forest into a real forest be a good thing, if it became a forest like the Forest surrounding Treehome?

It was something to think about, anyway.

“Anyway!” Syllea said, “I think you should try for some Air-based workings. Here are some spells I’ve already made, that you might like to make yourself.” She popped out a few boxes.




	
Wind Cutter, instant, medium range, 10 mana

Ten wide bands of sharp wind slice forward, each dealing 25 + WIL

May cause suffocation.

















	
Air Decay, instant, medium range, 50 mana

The air around a medium-sized target begins to rot, dealing WIL per second. 

High chance to suffocate the target.

















	
Triple Air Bomb, instant, long range, 150 mana

Launch a quick ball of air that explodes on contact, dealing 50 + 2x WIL damage in a medium area, and then again, and again.

May cause suffocation.














Syllea popped out a few more blue boxes, saying, “And here’s some more ideas.”










	
Merciful Purge, instant, medium range, 500 mana

Inflict ongoing 5x WIL False Damage to a medium-sized target. Lasts 1 minute.

















	
Merciful Ooze, instant, medium range, 50 mana

Summon a Merciful Ooze under your command that will trap and stifle a target, dealing False Damage for 1 minute.

















	
Merciful Ooze Mothertree, instant, long range, 2500 mana

Summon an ethereal Merciful Ooze Mothertree under your control. The Mothertree constantly and consistently spawns and shoots inexorable Merciful Oozes at designated targets. Lasts 1 minute.

Attacks which destroy the Mothertree will release all Merciful Oozes at once.














Erick read those boxes, and saw a few good ways to proceed.

“This [Merciful Purge] is nice.” He said, “[Merciful Ooze Mothertree] seems pretty amazing, too.”

“The first is a [Force Bolt] strung through Blood Magic for the multiplier and then switched over to Mercy. Blood and Mercy are closely related, so this works rather well, but maybe don’t try that one till your soul heals.” Syllea said, “I mostly use [Merciful Ooze] when I need to subjugate a lot of people. Haven’t killed someone with that one, yet! The base spell is [Force Bolt] then Mana Altered for Ooze and Mercy. To get the Mothertree, you have to Alter again for Tree. You can throw in some Blood Magic, too, if you want higher multipliers on that one, but I found that high multipliers on Oozes tend to be too deadly to use for subjugation.” She stressed, “But while Mercy is good for not-killing people, if you use it against monsters you’re asking for a bad time. Monsters don’t really care about Health, headaches make them mad, and monsters like wyrms will not even care at all about your Mercy.”

“I have a question about suffocation.” Erick asked, “Is that as deadly as I think it is?”

“Suffocation is the weaker version of asphyxiation.” Syllea said, “Certain spells have a way of getting into the body more than others. Air is one of these. Most living things breathe the same way, via sacs of blood in the lungs, and when you use Air spells you have a tendency to rip up those tender sacs inside the lungs. Suffocation is one of the ways Elemental damage can get through the natural shielding of Health and Shield, but it's a very superficial thing. Like how cold slows, and lightning paralyzes. In the case of Air Magic, we’re talking about how pressure waves propagate around corners.

“The only time you’re going to actually kill a person with low-grade Air magic is when they take your spell head-on, breathing in the whole time.” She added, “Birds and other hardy beasts also aren’t affected much by Air Magic’s generalized ‘chance to suffocate’. Mostly, an Air spell will just inflict a bit of extra damage and stagger a person when they realize they can’t breathe, but it usually goes away based on the duration of the spell.” She hastily added, “All of this only works against stuff that breathes based on lung physiology, anyway.”

Erick frowned a little at the viciousness of suffocating someone with a spell. But this was life on Veird, wasn’t it?

And yet… There was still something distasteful about denying something the ability to breathe. Sure, Erick had killed monsters by ripping out all their water, or frying them, or blasting them, but to make them suffocate? To make them suffer?

No.

Or maybe… He could at least try it out on some monsters, right?

And that gave him another idea.

“What about poison that puts things to sleep?”

“Alchemy can do this…” Syllea said, “I don’t do alchemy. Or much Decay magic, for that matter. Those two go hand-in-hand quite often. Here’s your problem with a [Sleepy Cloud]— It wouldn’t be called that, since you aren’t using the [Sleep] spell, for without using the [Sleep] spell, you’d have to make a different magic for different people. There’s flowers in Nelboor, Wild Calm Roses, that puts orcols to sleep, but does nothing against anyone else. There’s calming tea made from Townhouse Tree roots that knocks out humans, but does nothing to anyone else. This is the problem with weaponizing sleeping poison; it might not work on the person you’re using it against.”

Erick considered generalized anesthesia, and filed that idea away under ‘possible Particle Magic’. Syllea wasn’t well versed in alchemy, so maybe she just didn’t know? That was possible. It was also possible that anesthesia just didn’t work on Veird how he thought it could work.

… He could still try to make Diethyl Ether, anyway.

What was that again? Ah! Right! (C2 H5)2 O.

Ohh. Intelligence was kinda scary. When did he even read about that? Huh.

Syllea raised an eyebrow at Erick’s trailing words. “Are you thinking of manually putting the brain into a sleep-state?”

Well now he was. “I am.” But where to even begin? There was the hypothalamus and the pineal gland that controlled melatonin… Which was another thing Erick could see about recreating with Particle Magic. But as for controlling the brain directly? Erick decided, “I don’t know enough to mess with that and I’m not willing to experiment.”

Syllea smiled. “I would have been surprised if you did. I’ve read old books about people committing atrocities in order to create spells like [Induce Rest] to get around the Mind Mage control over [Sleep]. But in the end, almost all of those people have just found out how to make [Sleep], and then the Mind Mages move in and that knowledge is taken from them.”

Erick almost asked her if she had a problem with Mind Mages, but he left that door closed, as he asked, “Got any suggestions for keeping a low profile? I feel I am likely missing some rather obvious things.”

“You are,” Syllea said, with a smirk. “You should look into some permanent alchemical or Blood Magic options to change the color of your eyes to something less white-white-black. Maybe change your hair, too. Don’t do any temporary spells; those just light up for anyone with a Sight to see. Your eyes are one of the most noticeable things about you, so fix that and you should be good. That, and your clothes, I suppose. Those are definitely the robes of a well-off man. Put on some shabbier shoes. I have a whole room for outfits for undercover work and that’s usually enough, as long as I don’t draw the attention of anyone who would know me for me. I hardly ever use the eye dyes, but they’re decent.” She added, “You also need to find or think of a way to hide Ophiel, but you already knew that. Other than those few things, you should be good for walking anonymously through most human towns.” She shrugged. “Or you could try your hand at what sort of Polymorph you might have? Do you feel like you’d rather be some other race than human? If so, and since you’ve lived in Spur for a while, perhaps you have a different form just sitting there, waiting to be found.”

“I’ll go with the alchemical dyes.” He glanced to Poi. “I can probably find someone to sell me that stuff back home.”

Poi nodded.

Erick turned back to Syllea, saying, “Thank you for this. I still haven’t gotten around to making any buff spells, but I might need to make some of those, too.”

“Don’t go wandering back home, yet.” Syllea said, “We still haven’t gotten the basics of what we just talked about, and you shouldn’t try to make a buff in your condition, or any difficult spells. But if you make some less-than-ideal mid-range spells, then I’ll at least know you know what you’re doing.” She rapidly added, “Not that I don’t think you don’t know what you’re doing! Ah. That came out wrong.”

Erick smiled at Syllea’s unexpected, small contrition. “I’ve only been at this for a year. I’m completely sure that I only have the barest idea that I know what I’m doing.”

“You do seem to be doing alright for yourself, but there’s always more.” With a conspiratorial eye, Syllea asked, “Have you ever experimented with Elemental Destruction?”

Erick paused. “I have. It’s useful for creating specific counterspells. I was warned away from using it in actual spells, though.”

“Oh, drat. Here I was hoping to let you in on a big secret.” Syllea added, “And yeah. You don’t want to make actual Destruction spells. On the spectrum between Order and Chaos, Destruction is wildly chaotic. I lost limbs and otherwise on five separate occasions before I finally decided that I was done with Destruction.”

Erick smiled, and asked, “Have you tried experimenting with [Healing Word]?”

“Bah. That damn thing.” Syllea asked, “You talking about the [Quick Spell]?”

“Yes!” Delighted, but tempered by Syllea’s reaction, Erick asked, “But it seems you dislike it?”

“The problem with [Quick Spell] is that it naturally decreases the power of the resulting spell by a factor between 10 to 5, while multiplying costs to somewhere between the original spell’s cost, to three times the original cost.” Syllea said, “[Quick Spell] is a very hard spell to get right. How good is yours?”

Erick showed her, asking, “About that good?”

Syllea dismissed the spell box, saying, “Not a good way to judge. Did you make a spell from it?”

Erick showed her [Quick Wall], saying, “A tenth as good as the original.”

“Rip it up and try again.” She added, “Working magic with a damaged soul is difficult. Maybe wait on that one, too.”

While Erick mourned his failure to correctly make [Quick Spell], he was glad to finally get confirmation that he had screwed up. With a mental tug he ripped [Quick Spell] apart, feeling something shift in his soul…

Two things shifted.

Erick winced, as [Quick Wall] broke, too. A cascading failure. That was new. Erick had heard of what would happen if he ever tore apart a ‘building block’ spell, and now he finally got to experience it for himself. It wasn’t as bad as creating new magic, though, and it certainly wasn’t as bad as an Error.

Syllea still noticed. She asked, “Did you make a lot of magic with that one?”

“Just [Quick Wall].”

Syllea hummed. She said, “Maybe… Maybe you should try for an Air Element spell, so that I can see that you’ve got it, and then we stop here. A mage doesn’t normally get cascading Deletion Fatigue like that unless they destroy the basis of a large branch of their magic. Ten spells or more.”

“That’s…” Erick felt something like heartburn in his chest, and then it was gone. “We can stop after another spell. That sounds like a good idea.”

Syllea held out her hand, channeling an airy [Force Bolt], saying, “Here. This is [Air Bolt].”

Erick listened, but Ophiel teased out the sound of ‘air’ better than he could at the moment. With a concentrated Mana Altering and a mixing of possibility, Erick cast at the summoned crystal, five meters away. A bolt of swirling white air struck the crystal with a blast of wind, and a blue box appeared.




	
Air Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana.

A bolt of air inexorably strikes a target for 15 + WIL. May cause suffocation. 














Erick flashed the box toward Syllea, saying, “I know I messed that up a little, but it’s close enough. Thank you.” He winced.

Syllea looked down at Erick, and frowned. “Yeah… We’re stopping here. When you’re feeling better, Alter for Air, then Shape as needed, as with all Esoteric Elements. The specific Element Shape spells, like [Airshape], work better than the generalized Mana Shaping, but working with the more Esoteric Elements, like Lightning, requires specialized Element Shaping that you need to make yourself. You could probably make a very good [Lightning Shape] if you tried. But you don’t need those specific Shapings quite yet, and you probably shouldn’t try too hard for them, either.”

“Heard and understood.” Erick felt another odd thing flex inside of himself, and also not. “Ow— Okay. That was a weird stitch in my side.”

With kindness, Syllea asked, “What did you do to yourself?”

“Oh… A lot of things.” Erick stood up straight and tried to stand strong, but a triplicate stitch ran up his right side. He bent over as nausea rolled through his chest. The nausea vanished, quick as it came. He stood up; a bit less straight this time, but more or less okay. “I’m fine.” He breathed hard, then said, “Okay! Yes. We can cut this early. I think I need a nap again.”

“How about some tea?” Syllea said, “Have you tried Soul Palm Balm tea? I have some. It should help your soul better than sleep. It’s pretty rare, but I know some people.”

That was the stuff Jane got in the Headmaster’s hospital. She only got a few doses of it to get her out of the worst of her Dragon Essence sickness, for Soul Palm Balm was supposed to be incredibly expensive. Erick said, “No thank you, I couldn’t possibly impose more than I already have—”

“You aren’t imposing!” Syllea said, with perhaps a bit too much fervor. She paused. She looked away and walked toward her house, saying, “They take the sap of the tree and pack it into little cubes. You have to do a special preparation, which I can show you, and then you can take a decagram with you.” She stopped and turned around at the doorway, saying, “I insist.”

“… That would be great.” Erick decided, “I would appreciate that.”

He followed her into her house, while Bayth and Poi followed him.

Within a minute, Erick had a nice little paper package of cubed tree sap, with each cube glowing with faint flickering embers. It reminded him of the broken Shroud around his own soul.

Syllea sent him off, saying, “I’m going to get you some better blueweed, too. Someone will deliver it to your room.” She added, “Get some rest, Erick.”

Erick felt a warmth of kindness bloom in his chest. He said, “Thank you, Syllea. I will.”
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                Poi sent, ‘He made Syllea’s tea, then drank it. Half of a blueweed cigarette put him right to sleep. Before he crashed, he said not to wait for him if the Hunt starts, and that he wishes you luck.’

Sitting on a bench just outside of the Celebration House, Jane sighed. ‘Thank you, Poi.’

Poi signed off with a telepathic nod; severing their connection.

Jane sat back on the bench, and looked up.

Steel-Branch loomed high above, like a collection of steel tubing in the shape of a massive, oversized tree. Those steel tubes vanished into the permanent thunderhead that was Steel-Branch’s canopy, where electrical discharges constantly zapped out of sight. The Arbor was a thing of lightning and steel, and he was amazing.

Everything in Treehome was amazing.

While her father slept yesterday, Jane had explored the city, from the Adventurer’s Guildhouse, where she spotted no less than four quests in the Forest that she wanted to pursue, to Arbor Heral-ken Healer’s House, which was basically a giant spa. All three of them, Teressa, Kiri, and Jane, had readily taken to a full spa treatment, which was not called a ‘spa treatment’, but instead a ‘bath day’. Just those two trips had eaten up several hours, and they had gotten to Steel-Branch’s Celebration Hunt House way too late. Today, she had visited Arbor Steel-Branch’s Celebration House first, signed up, and then took a trip over to Arbor Ikabobbi’s ‘Polymorph Emporium’. She wasn’t rich enough or involved enough in the right circles to merit getting into the actual auction, but she did manage to see listings for several of the rarer monsters out there. Jane almost spoke up about who her father was in order to secure a spot at the exclusive auction, but after having that thought, she instantly recoiled from herself.

She would not be that kind of person!

What a weird thought to have, anyway.

So instead of bidding on new [Polymorph] forms, she was having fun at the Celebration House, at the very Forest Edge of Steel-Branch’s District, waiting for the night to start. The houses of this place were steel-walled, and the Celebration House was no exception. Jane thought that calling it a ‘house’ was rather generous, though, as it was basically just a steel circus tent in a vast clearing, with seven of eight sides open, where several bonfires raged around the interior, and people signed up for the Celebration Hunt and other activities. Jane, Kiri, and Teressa were all outside the House, sitting on a bench, killing time.

They might have just been killing time, but being here was the most fun Jane had had in awhile, because while people waited for the Celebration Hunt, they also—

“You! Human girl!”

Kiri, sitting to Jane’s left, said, “Oh gods, here we go again.”

“Oh you like it!” Jane whispered right at Kiri.

Teressa murmured, “I certainly enjoy it.”

Kiri hummed.

Jane didn’t give Kiri another thought. Instead, she regarded her newest best friend. He was a male orcol, three meters tall and wearing the typical kilt and boots a lot of guys around here wore. He was a bit on the brawny side, but there was definitely some magic going on around him and his two friends. Jane wore nothing but her conjured armor, which was like wearing conjured rocks that moved like liquid across her skin. Currently, her helmet was down, but Jane could flex her armor aura and put it right back up, if she needed. But she didn’t. It probably would have helped to hide her smile, though.

Jane stood up and played at being an offended person, “What the fuck you want, little boy!”

“Little!” The man chuckled darkly, spreading his arms wide as he said, “Little girl in weak armor calls me little? You have no eyes to see! Or maybe you conjured your armor wrong. You’re obviously incompetent.”

Jane almost retorted.

But the man stepped closer, to tower over her, as he said, “Another obvious thing is that I won’t be dying to you fucking up while we’re out there, so how about you let me take that leaf from your chest and we can all save ourselves the duty of informing your parents of your death.”

Jane barely felt the weight of the wooden leaf on her armored chest as she stared up into the unknown man’s eyes. She raised her voice loud enough for everyone on every other nearby bench to hear her, and said, “Anyone need to use the bathroom or go for a snack before I put this dude on the ground? Well too bad! We’re getting close to go-time!”

One pair of women on another nearby bench, called back, “We already got our snacks!”

The other woman of that pair held up some caramel apples.

… Caramel apples?! Where were they selling those? As Jane looked around, her eyes searching for the caramel apple vendor, she only found the candied nut and meat-stick vendors, and the eyes of people watching her confrontation with her newest friend.

The challenger spoke loud enough for the audience, as he practically yelled at Jane, “They won’t save you now! You picked up the leaf, you owe the Forest blood.”

Jane stared him straight in the eyes, saying, “And when I win, you owe me some caramel apples.” She called out to the pair of women, “Where’d you get those?”

“Down that street there, girl!”

Jane gestured the way the woman had pointed, saying to the man, and the man’s friend, “If you want to save yourself some embarrassment, you can have your little friend go get them apples now. I didn’t know they had caramel apples here.”

The other man with the challenger, who was slightly taller than the challenger, smiled, saying, “I want some apples.”

The challenger frowned at his friend, and with a theater voice, demanded “What is this betrayal?”

The friend whispered, “You don’t come to a Hunt without knowing your shit, and that goes triple for non-orcols. She’s gonna pound you good, mate.”

“Enough talk!” The challenger ignored his friend, and said to Jane, “I challenge you for the right to Hunt.”

“Accepted!” Jane loudly said, “Three offensive magics, three rises!” She quietly added, “I’m Jane.”

Loudly, the challenger said, “Accepted!” He softly added, “Kordon.”

Jane happily added, “Just so you know, I have [Greater Treat Wounds], so we’re gonna have some good fun.”

Chuckles and laughter erupted from almost everyone listening in to the conversation, but instead of paling like the last two guys, Kordon chuckled, too, looking like a tiger ready to devour a goat.

Oh. That was good.

Jane smiled, looking forward to the coming fight.

- - - -

Jane stood on one side of a 20 meter diameter flat circle of land, well outside of the challenging zone, but before the Forest began. Kordon stood on the other side. All around them were other dueling rings, where people fought for the right to Hunt, and most of the audience, who watched as people bled and fought on the hard-packed sand. All of the rings had been full when Jane and Kordon showed, but they only had to wait two minutes for a ring to open up. In that wait, the ringmaster for the current area welcomed Jane back to the battlefield, asked her to heal a few people if she could, which she did, and gave Kordon a pitying look.

Kordon didn’t like that.

Jane almost laughed as she stepped up to the line in the sand that was her starting point.

Kordon stepped up to his own line.

The announcer stepped between them, while people in the audience looked their way. More looked Jane’s way this time than the first three times she had done this, filling her with a happy feeling in her gut.

For just the two of them, the announcer said, “No lethal Skills or Spells.” Then he spoke for all who cared to hear, “In this ring, we have Jane on one side, and Kordon on the other. A usual fight with the usual limit of three offensive skills, and an end when someone gets up three times!” He stepped away. When he reached the edge, he shouted, “Begin!”

For the first time of the day, Jane’s opponent surprised her. Kordon activated an Elemental Body. That was her shtick! Jane couldn’t help but chuckle while the towering orcol began to flake apart, like falling, burning leaves.

Now a mass of burning ash vaguely in the shape of a four meter tall orcol, Kordon whispered, “I had heard that there was a human girl with a few different Elemental Bodies hanging around, looking to get her ass whooped. I hope I didn’t pick the wrong one.”

Jane shifted to shadow, happily saying, “You’re the first one I get to use Shadow against!”

The air burst with brilliant fire, crashing into Jane’s shadow form, turning her solid and dispersing the smaller shadows across the small battlefield. Ash rolled forward, turning brilliant. Hot. Radiant… Actually radiant, too, now that Jane had a second look. His Elemental Body wasn’t just Ash. He had a Lightform in there, too.

Ah. Maybe she shouldn’t have called out what form she was using.

Jane moved, shadowstepping, but only getting half as far as she expected.

Briefly, she thought back to her father’s words. She saw weakness in her own steps, and considered a Domain. If she had a [Shadow Domain], then Kordon’s little lightshow wouldn’t have done shit.

And then she got her head back in the game.

Superheated Ash, or maybe just Radiance, consumed the spot where Jane had once stood. Kordon rolled her way, barely needing a second to shift direction.

In any other scenario, Jane would have shifted elemental bodies. If this were a violent scenario, she would have gone for the kill with Water and Wind, while also turning on her Frost Owl’s [Freezing Aura], becoming a gale force sleet storm, to turn Kordon into a pile of frozen ash. But that would have harmed him a lot more than she was willing to harm. This was a fun-time feel-good duel. Not a duel to the death.

So Jane flicked a cast of [Shadoward] into the air. Ribbons of shadow scattered throughout the whole arena. Jane dove into those shadows. Kordon rolled through the battlefield, searching for Jane, sending radiant ash into the shadowed pathways, and yet accomplishing nothing. He wouldn’t find her that way, for Jane had already cast [Erase Presence]. That was her third offensive spell, and though it was likely that no one saw it, or understood that she had used up her allotment of abilities for the fight, she would know. Besides that, [Greater Shadowalk], [Shadoward], and [Erase Presence] were game-enders for any normal fight, for she had been practicing with her [Greater Shadowalk] ever since her father had shown her how to remake a few of the basic tier spells.

Jane emerged five meters behind Kordon’s flaming tumbleweed form.

Kordon [Blink]ed right on top of her. That was his second magic, then. He probably used something like [Hunter’s Instincts], too. He was rather very quick, after all.

But he had made a mistake. He landed on something that only looked like Jane. Kordon tore up one of Jane’s shadow clones, and Jane watched from the shadowed pathways in the air. She hadn’t been able to make [Shadow Clone]; not yet, anyway. But a bit of shadow in the shape of herself was a great distraction.

Jane barely poked out of the [Shadoward] in three different locations around the battlefield. From each one, she flexed her [Greater Shadowalk]. [Shadow Bolt]s peppered Kordon like splashes of dark water, breaking up the glows of his radiant tumbleweed form. With a second concentration, [Shadow Beam]s splashed against the man, carving ashy edges off of his body.

Kordon shifted again, this time back into something closer to his orcol form. Jane aimed her blue-grey beams at him for just a second, but he had expert Elemental Body control; he ‘dodged’ her beams by pulling his ashy self out of their way. Jane aimed her beams to the side; the guy was obviously done fighting. That’s why he stopped, right?

She dropped out of her [Shadoward] to the right of where Kordon was searching. “What’s happening here?”

“If you’re gonna cheat using more abilities, at least have the decency to make it less obvious.”

Some people in the gathered crowd boo’d the lack of blood on the arena flood. Others told Kordon to suck it up and let the human do what she wanted.

Wait.

‘Let the human do what she wanted’?

Jane zeroed in on the audience members who said that last thing. “What is that supposed to mean?!”

The guy in the audience shrugged. “It’s just for fun, anyway.”

“You think I’m cheating!” And now Jane was mad. She exclaimed, “I’ve only used three!” She tapped the shadowed pathways above her with a shadowy tendril. “One! [Shadoward]!” She extended her immaterial hands. “[Shadowalk].” And now that Kordon was staring right at her and his light was off, she shadowstepped to the right. Kordon briefly lost track of her. Jane said, “[Erase Presence].”

Kordon held out a few floating, ashy fingers, saying, “[Shadowbolt]. [Shadowbeam]. [Shadowstep]. [Hunter’s Instincts].”

Jane scoffed. “So we’re back to trash talking now, huh? Is my natural hunting so much that you have to call it a Skill?”

Kordon smiled rather meanly, saying, “If you want to go all out, we can take this into the Forest.”

The audience bemoaned, “Nooo!” and, “Aww!”

Jane held her hand to the side, saying, “Look. Dude. Just because you can’t do it, doesn’t mean other people can’t. Watch.” Jane concentrated on the shadowed pathways in the air, focusing her [Greater Shadowalk], concentrating on what she had learned. She hadn’t ever done this for an audience, but she had done it in practice a few times.

Her concentration clicked.

A dozen [Shadow Beam]s and a good fifty [Shadow Bolt]s descended from the shadowed air. Dust flew up, as a wash of Shadow Magic impacted hard dirt, making a noise like a sudden storm on a tin roof; there and gone. Jane cut her [Shadow Beam]s short; no need to let them go their full duration.

Jane watched as Kordon lost his smile, then said, “See? Just learn your Elemental Body better.” She waited for him to say something, and when he continued to stare with floating, ashy eyes, she turned to the audience. “Did you guys really think I was cheating this whole time?”

“It’s not a big deal.” “Yes.” “Well yeah.” “Yes.”

One man’s jaw dropped as his eyes bugged out at his fellow audience members. He shouted, “She didn’t cheat! Of all the ignorant—”

Everyone looked the man’s way.

The man stood up. He was a normal enough looking orcol man, maybe in his sixties, and wearing normal clothes. He said, “She lied about the three abilities she’s using, but if you ignorant children can’t figure out which one, then you don’t deserve to know.”

Jane could accept that. She gestured to the guy, saying, “Thank you!”

The man sat back down. Two other audience members instantly bothered him with questions, but he waved them off and went back to eating his caramel apple.

How had she not seen those apples until now? Did the store just open?

Jane turned back to Kordon. “Done whining?”

He frowned. He lost his frown. He went, “Huh.” And then he regarded Jane again, saying, “I guess I am. Apologies.”

Jane instantly unloaded a good two hundred [Shadow Bolts] at him.

“Apology accepted.”

Kordon’s ashy body went sailing out of the ring from the force of the condensed attack. When he landed, he rolled, his body turning from ash, to bleeding, bloody flesh. For the briefest of moments, he was conscious, and sitting on his ass. He glanced to Jane, said, “I deserved that,” and then his eyes rolled backward. He smacked the ground with a thud.

Jane was already at his side, casting [Greater Treat Wounds].

He didn’t get up till ten minutes later and under the care of the other healers on stand by, but by that time a different pair of would-be hunters were already in the ring, duking it out with fire and water, and in a much more normal way than Jane and Kordon had fought. Jane could have had that! If only some less excitable guy had challenged her— Wait. Where did Kordon go? She only looked away for a minute.

Ah. Whatever!

- - - -

Jane sat upon her bench, waiting for another challenger, but doubting that she’d get one. By now, word of her prowess had gotten around, and the few people who came her way all ended up veering off at the last minute, because they saw that everyone on the nearby benches were watching, and waiting. Some of the would-be new-friends even had the audacity to bow and call her ma’am, before finding someone else to fight!

Of all the chicken shit things to do!

“What the fuck.” Jane asked, “Why no more challengers?”

Teressa said, “There’s holding back for a fun duel, and then there’s being a punching rock.”

“Dammit all.” What was she gonna do now? She leaned over to Kiri, asking, “Got anything you want to do?”

“I’m already doing what I want to do with Sunny, out in the Forest.” Kiri spoke seriously, “That place is dangerous. Sunny’s already been popped a good ten times already.” The little ‘couatl’ on Kiri’s shoulders glittered green in response to her name. Kiri patted her, eliciting a minor riot of rainbow colors from the feathered snake.

Jane turned to her other side, to Teressa, asking, “How about you?”

“I’m already doing it, too.” Teressa said, “I’m [Scry]ing… I’m doing whatever. Don’t worry about me.”

For all her even tone, Jane could tell Teressa was hurting.

Jane asked no more; not wanting to get pulled into the slightly older woman’s tragedy. Sure, she could be there for her if Teressa asked, but she was not comfortable with putting herself out there like her father had when they first got to the hotel room. Even thinking back to what she overheard yesterday…

Jane cringed.

She knew it was silly. She knew Teressa had done right by her father, and therefore she should do right by Teressa. But Jane just couldn’t be that emotional kind of person. It wasn’t happening—

Kordon stepped into sight, looking contrite, with his tall friend at his side. But even better than knowing the guy was actually okay, was the fact that he had a bunch of caramel apples on sticks in one hand.

Jane whispered to herself, “Oh oh oh. What’s this?”

Kiri and Teressa whipped around to see what Jane was seeing.

Kordon and his friend walked toward Jane.

Jane smiled as he approached, saying, “You’re not dead of internal injuries somewhere, so that’s good!”

Kordon dispersed his subdued look, turning back into the hothead he was before, saying, “Of course not! I have healing spells too!”

Jane teased, “Are you sure you’re using them right? Don’t want to end up with accidental bones in your body, or an extra spleen.”

Kiri mumbled, “Honestly, Jane.”

Teressa smiled.

The very second he got close enough, Kordon shoved the caramel apples toward Jane, saying, “Here! As agreed!”

Teressa teased, “You should [Cleanse] those. He could be trying to poison you before a rematch.”

“I would never!” Kordon squeaked.

Kiri got into the spirit, saying, “You stopped the fight halfway through because of suspected cheating. Could just be a strategy.”

“That’s right!” Teressa added, “You’re still technically in your first fight because that was only one ‘down’ out of three.”

Jane laughed.

Kordon shoved the caramel apples at her, again. “You won, alright! Take your prize!”

Jane happily took the apples, saying, “Thank you very much, Kordon.”

Kordon instantly turned demure. Standing there, wearing just a kilt and some boots and being three meters tall with enough muscles to put human bodybuilders to shame, lessened the effect, a bit. But Jane was sure she saw the man blush. And then Kordon steeled himself, and asked, “Would you three ladies like to Hunt together, tonight? So far it’s just me and my friend Gweko here.”

Jane asked the other ‘ladies’, “I’m game if you two are.”

Kiri said, “I don’t want to actually hunt.”

“I’m going!” Teressa happily said, “Sounds great.”

Jane had been hoping that she could get Teressa to come out to the hunt, but until this moment, the woman had been waffling on actually joining the Celebration Hunt. Her newfound enthusiasm was welcomed, though. Jane might not have been willing to be there when the woman went to visit the graves of her family, but this? Jane could be there for this.

Jane happily said, “We two would love to go on a hunt with you two.” She flicked a [Cleanse] at the apples. Nothing happened, except Kordon frowned, and his friend, Gweko, laughed. Jane said, “So let’s have fun, okay!” as she handed the caramel apples out to Kiri, Teressa, and back to Kordon and his friend, saving one for herself, of course.

She bit into it—

Ohhh. She had been right! They looked good, and they were good.

Kiri spoke up, “But what’s happening until the hunt?”

Kordon’s friend said, “Beer?”

Jane agreed, “Beer.”

“Then this is where I sign off.” Kiri got up from the bench, saying, “I’m going back to the hotel room to take a nap. See you kids later!”

Teressa scoffed, “You’re the youngest one here.”

“Coulda fooled me!” Kiri said, walking away, waving her caramel apple as she went.

- - - -

Kiri tossed the caramel apple stick into the trashcan on the street corner, and then she paused. To the right was the road leading back to the Holy O’kabil. To the left…

She looked to the left, toward Arbor Redarrow. The massive tree loomed above a district of volcanic-rock buildings, looking like a copse of grey-barked trees, fifteen in all, with a shared canopy of red clouds, atop a land of black. It was quite an elegant sight, in Kiri’s mind, which was appropriate, since Redarrow’s District was home to the Old Dragonkin Expedition Center. The largest repository of ancient dragonkin knowledge anywhere on Veird.

It would also be appropriate to say that the ODEC was the largest repository of Old Dragonkin history anywhere in the known universe.

… And wasn’t that a thought. ‘In the known universe’. Wow. The enormity of that fact had never touched upon her until that moment. Some things were just too big to think about until you actually considered them.

Kiri sharpened a talon against a talon, absentmindedly, as her thoughts drifted.

And then she headed left, toward Redarrow’s District.

- - - -

Giant black buildings reminded Kiri of what she had seen of Candlepoint, and gave her ideas of what Candlepoint might look like if given a few undisturbed centuries to grow. But everything here was sized for orcols, and orcol-heritage dragonkin, like that son of Erick’s friend, Al… Savral! That was his name. That guy was huge. As Kiri looked around, she mentally added, ‘Not as big as these guys, though.’

Kiri didn’t know what she expected, walking into this district, but she certainly didn’t expect to continue to feel small.

… Maybe it was just nerves, making her feel small.

Ever since Erick had walked out of Ar’Kendrithyst, Kiri had felt odd. Half the time, she felt as though a weight she didn’t know she had been holding, was suddenly gone. The other half of the time she considered the Absolute Vacuum of the Void Beyond the Script, and wasn’t that just terrifying in a whole new way. The AV and the VBS were just sometimes-frights, though. There were many others beyond that one. Like the fact that every shadow on Veird contained Melemizargo. Or that without a Domain she could and likely would be crushed in an instant, considering what Erick got up to when he wasn’t changing how the world viewed magic.

The Holy O’kabil had just walked into Erick’s [Prismatic Ward], without a care. Now that was an interesting expression of a Domain’s power. And then there was the fact that the Holy O’kabil was able to project a body outside of her own body, which was interesting enough to make Kiri reevaluate what she knew about [Familiar]s and magic. As thoughts turned into more thoughts, and Kiri felt on the precipice of a descent into Underworld madness…

She found herself at the Old Dragonkin Expedition Center well before she was ready to walk in. So she sat down across the street at a public garden full of lights and smaller red trees to watch the crowd, and to think.

The ODEC was a primary part of Redarrow’s District, situated directly below the outer boughs of the Arbor’s main grove, and composing over half of the center buildings. The other half of those central buildings were private spaces which were blocked to the public, but which housed the people who worked here at the ODEC, and the people in charge of the Redarrow Tribe.

Chieftains? Was that what they had? Kiri couldn’t quite remember.

It was either Chieftains or Patriarchs (or Matriarchs), one of the two.

The Old Dragonkin Expedition Center was a massive edifice of black stone that looked as though it had been chipped out of obsidian, with hard edges everywhere and shiny surfaces between. Kiri knew that most of that was just lightward coloring and one-way glass, but the effect was beautiful to see. The main archway of the building led directly to the main museum, and Kiri wanted to go in, but then she saw the sign hanging over the door, and everything changed.




	
The time and tragedy of Ika-lan! A land of revived gods and nascent imperialism!

On loan from Tower Town.

Now on display in the traveling wing!














She didn’t want to go in.

Bad memories surfaced, and it was suddenly as though all the growth she had done as a person was laid low, and all her old hatreds resurfaced. She thought of the nobility of Tower Town, and the institutional bullying, and the boot on the neck of every dragonkin back home. How that one idiot shitstain of a noble’s son used to talk about how ‘all dragonkin are good for is wyrm food’. Kiri didn’t even want to think of his name, but it came to her anyway. Teddric Watfield.

Fuck that guy.

Fuck the Greensoil Republic, too.

And fuck her ancestors for dying and leaving this world a mess for all the dragonkin to come.

She was having irrational thoughts again. Her ‘ancestors’ were not the Old Dragonkin. Those assholes weren’t responsible for their own deaths. Kiri’s ‘ancestors’ were the bastard sons and daughters of dragons that couldn’t keep their dicks and cunts to themselves, after the Old Dragonkin were all dead.

Fucking dragons! Those ‘people’ are the real problem. They spawned children the world over, then left their ‘weak’ halfbreeds behind when they ‘couldn’t keep up’ with their fathers or mothers! It was their actions that forced their abandoned children to live like second class citizens the world over, because not only could they not keep their genitals in their pants, but they couldn’t keep from going to war with one another if they ever met another dragon on the street, either!

All the problems of dragonkin were connected. But one of the main one was that there was no ‘dragonkin country’ on Veird, for the only times anyone had tried to make one, it was out of the children of other nations, and those other nations always got involved to destroy those nascent dragonkin countries from the inside out, or through total war. The rest of the time those dragon parents came along, and then they met other dragons, and proceeded to do what dragons did: cause destruction.

Fucking city states dying to fucking terrible shit…

That was another problem!

Kiri was pissed at her parents and her family for staying in Odaali. They were helping those idiot humans retake their land, and rebuild their homes, but after everything was said and done, they might get a knighthood out of it, but some idiot human who was rebuild-adjacent would likely get blessed with a barony. Or better! It had happened before, it would happen again.

Kiri looked around her at all the orcols, and at all the dragonkin, and wondered if this place was any better. It wasn’t, she was sure. If it was, she would have heard of it. From what little she remembered from her self-studies, there wasn’t a damn place on this damn planet for damn dragonkin, except living under someone else’s damn rules.

Even when they had had their own home—

And it had been a nation unlike any other! The most technomagically advanced on Veird, with a [Gate] network, automatic [Grow]ing machines, the wealth and knowledge of an entire universe, and a hundred cities in the Forest, before all the monsters came! A billion dragonkin! All living in one nation! All working together, to bring Veird together!

—even when they had their own home at the beginning of the Script, it had been taken from them with the flip of a few switches; the Death of all Halves. An atrocity of the highest order, committed by the Old Demons in the early years of the Script, just because they wanted to harm the Angels.

Kiri was glad the Old Demons were long dead. More old immortals should join them in the grave. Kiri thought back to her small brushes with the radicals back when she was living in Tower Town. They had the right of it: Kill all godlings! Kill all immortals!

… There was always the caveat to leave the wrought alone, but that caveat was usually just understood. Those metal people stayed down below, doing nothing but staying out of everyone’s business, unless provoked. Course that never stopped the rumor mills from—

Kiri wrenched her thoughts back to the moment, trying to calm herself. She was getting worked up over nothing but a flapping sign about a traveling exhibit, and also that exhibit itself, of course... But...

She must have been thinking too loud, or looking too conspicuous. A greyscale woman, dressed about as good as anyone else on the street, was walking her way, coming from the vendor on that street corner, holding a bag of hot candied nuts like many others leaving that same vendor. The woman was little, just like Kiri. Maybe a bit smaller. An immigrant to this town, perhaps? The old woman wasn’t the only small dragonkin in the area, but the greyscale was the only one walking right at Kiri.

The old woman sat down on the bench next to Kiri, saying, “I see you staring, but not going in. Having deep thoughts instead of light action. Want to talk about it?”

Kiri thought for a moment. Then she jumped right in, asking, “Why even have this place if we can’t ever have our own home? Is it to torture the rest of us? The New Dragonkin?” She pointed at the hanging tapestry fluttering across the museum’s front, saying, “And now there’s an Ika-lan exhibit on loan from Tower Academy in there. That’s just more salt in the wound.”

The woman listened, then she silently offered Kiri the candied nuts. Kiri eyed the bag, then shook her head.

The woman casually asked, “What do you have against Ika-lan?” then popped a candied nut into her mouth.

Kiri instantly said, “I’ve changed my mind. I’m not in the mood for this.”

“I have a lot against that awful place, too.” As Kiri regarded her unwanted bench-neighbor, the old woman continued, “Mainly that they’d be so inept as to fall to mountain monsters.”

Kiri frowned. She couldn’t help herself. She said, “They fell to a lot more than that.”

“Oh?”

Kiri waved it off, saying, “It was half a millennium ago, though. So who really knows? The dragons? Pbthhh! Who would believe them?” She asked, “And who would believe historical records dug up by the very people who helped to cause Ika-lan’s downfall, anyway?”

“Every nation hunts each other,” the old woman said. “The human lands back then were no better than Hunters, in that regard, preying upon each other and going for the throat more often than not. The reforms of the Greensoil Republic were still a pair of centuries away. Which means...”

“Yes yes.” Kiri frowned, recalling her history, then said, “Ika-lan rose and fell well before the Greensoil Republic came along and the Greensoil Republic was not the fall of Ika-lan. But the Viridian King can link his bloodline all the way back to pre-Sundering, drawing a line through several different noble houses of the pre-Republic days, four of which took part in the destruction of Ika-lan, one of which was based in Tower Town. So to cut a long list of links short, forgive me if I don’t believe that the excavation of a former enemy state was done in any honorable or historically accurate manner.” Kiri let some of her real anger show, as she said, “I know the people of Tower Town, I was born and raised there, and even went to the Arcanaeum there. Anything that showed dragonkin in positions of power was always decried by the humans in power, in any way that they could.” She gazed up at the exhibition banner, saying, “Anything from there that has to do with us… I don’t trust it.”

“Those are all very salient points.” The old woman countered, “But have you actually been to the exhibit, yet?”

“…”

The old woman stood up, saying, “I have a season pass to the museum. I was going in for my usual stroll but then I saw you just staring at the place. Want to come with me? No charge for guests.” She added, “I’d love to hear your take on what we see.”

“… Yes.” Kiri stood, not quite knowing why she was going along with this old lady, but it was as good as doing anything else. So why not? She said, “I’m Kiri.” She held out her hand for a shake.

The old woman smiled, saying, “I’m Orta,” as she grasped Kiri’s hand with her own. “Nice to meet you.” She offered the candied nuts again. “Want some?”

This time, Kiri did.

- - - -

A large painting, seven meters across and three tall, hung in the front room of the first part of the exhibit. It was of the mountains that would become Ika-lan. Three mountains, lower than most of the surrounding mountains, and situated in the center of the Mondariska mountain range, Ika-lan had been a fertile land full of razorwings and gorge goats and poison trees and a hundred other monsters, as well as a temple to some then-forgotten god. It wouldn’t be till the first decade into Ika-lan that they would uncover the name of that forgotten god, rededicate the temple to Ikaronal, and formally change the growing city’s name from Kin Land to Ika-lan; the Land of Ikaronal. The change was done in a bid to get a guardian deity for the growing city.

It had worked. Partially. Ikaronal revived, barely. That act was enough to shift the future of the land from that of a struggling city, barely able to survive in the mountains (next to what would eventually become the Greensoil Republic), into a threat.

“Bah!” Orta softly decried, “A threat? You can’t dumb down Ikaronal’s revivification that much and still be right.”

“How was Ika-lan not a threat?” Kiri asked, dumbfounded on how her analysis could have been wrong. “All the scholars agree that Ikaronal’s revivification was a threat to their neighbors.”

“I’m not disagreeing with you on the fact that Ikaronal’s revival was an act of war. Gods seek power, and though some are better about it than others, Ikaronal was not.” Orta said, “But the people of that city could have changed Ikaronal. They could have done any number of things to hone their imperialistic godling into embarking upon a conquest of the mountains. Or a conquest of the Forest, as the Orcols have done, though we could do better in that regard, if you ask me. Or maybe Ikaronal could have gone on a conquest of magic, as the Old Dragonkin had done, before their untimely demise at the hand of the Old Demons. But they let Ikaronal run rampant over their society. They became imperialists, for that was the easy way out; that was how Ikaronal was able to grant them so much more power than they should otherwise have had.”

“… I meant all that.”

“Maybe you did.” Orta said, “But a small story might as well be another type of lie.”

“Eh. I hit the important parts.”

Orta did not seem to agree.

- - - -

A whole room was dedicated to the small artifacts of normal, Script-assisted make, as was the norm for almost all new cities. The ones of pre-Ika-lan were made for people with claws, though. They didn’t have all those flat, soft surfaces that the utensils of other races had. If a human picked up that wine glass there, they would have cut themselves.

- - - -

The painting now was of the three mountains, but mountains past those three had been carved up into buildings, too. Farmland checkered the valleys, while gold-colored buildings rose up upon each peak, each decorated with the motif of the sun, for Ikaronal was a sun god. But beyond that, it was all basic architecture.

Orta said, “The middle-period of Ika-lan was rather normal for any imperialistic culture. The laws in the beginning were enough to hold off the terrible parts of society, and they hadn’t yet truly started up their war machines. They had conquered the nearby mountains, though.”

Kiri said, “They were also pushing into the Crystal Forest. They cut a line of walls from the edge of the Eastern Jut, northwest, all the way to the Mondariska Mountains, and then began a full-scale invasion of the Crystal Mimics. This was the start of their imperialism.”

“The infantry needed levels and the hierarchy needed to hone themselves against a so-called ‘easy enemy’. What better way to learn how to fight than by trying to cull the uncullable Crystals?” Orta said, “It was a small enough spot of land, too. Only 150,000 square kilometers.”

“And they succeeded.” Kiri said, “One of the only incursions into the Crystal Forest that actually managed to get somewhere.”

Orta smiled as she gazed upon the painting. She said, “It’s not widely believed, but I think there were humans and incani and all the rest inside Ika-lan.”

Kiri looked at Orta like she was crazy. “But all the historical records…?”

“And everyone has mothers and fathers that weren’t dragonkin.” Orta said, “There had to be other races inside that supposedly ‘dragonkin only empire’.”

- - - -

Cups with sun motifs, of both the stone variety, and the porcelain variety, were present in this next room. The chairs were luxurious things that could have been in any high-class place anywhere in the modern-day world, except for the sun motifs on them. Those sun motifs were the mark of Ika-lan, and they had never been popular in dragonkin culture, if there could even be called a ‘dragonkin culture’, ever since Ika-lan ended how it did.

“We have a culture.” Orta frowned, saying, “It just comes from everyone else, and gets remade in our own ways. We’re very cosmopolitan in that way.” She asked, “And do you see the sharp edges of the cups and plates are gone? Not just talons gripping these dishes, no way!”

“That’s a weak argument for the other races being a part of Ika-lan, and… I don’t consider ‘cosmopolitan’ to be a culture. Where I’m from, dragonkin aspire to be knights to work and die under the human nobility. I don’t like it, but that’s a culture. What about you, and the orcols? Is it much different here?”

“Why yes!” Orta’s eyes went wide. “You need to get out of that place, Kiri, and you need to force your family to move, too. Treehome is wonderful, but unless you want to marry into the Tribe, you can’t live here. But you’re smart enough…” Orta offered, “I have a grandson about your age—”

Kiri couldn’t help but laugh. “No!”

Orta shrugged. “No flesh off my bones. You’re probably too good for Grosh, but you should move, anyway. I’ve heard good things about Vindin. Have you ever been there? I’d recommend Spur, but who knows what’s going to happen now that the Shades are dead.”

“… Yeah. I don’t really want to think about the Shades right now. I’ve been thinking about them non-stop for a while now.”

Orta nodded, and let the topic drop.

Kiri’s eyes washed over the sun-crested swords, cannons, and other weapons, as she and Orta continued onto the next room.

- - - -

A hallway led to the final exhibition room. On one side, the painting of Ika-lan showed that the three-mountain city had become a metropolis. But the sun was setting in the background. This was right before the fall, at the height of Ika-lan’s power.

On the other side of the hallway, was the painting of Ika-lan’s End.

The city was overrun by a horde of beasts, while dragons fought in the background; one red, another white, the last one silver. Flames scorched the farms. Bodies piled in red rivers. An invading army picked off the stragglers while setting fire to everything that wasn’t already burning.

Kiri said, “It took a hundred years, but they killed Ika-lan for reaching too far, for trying to make a home.”

“And for threatening to make war upon the green lands.” Orta said, “They were not without fault, Kiri.”

“You really believe that?” Kiri said, “It wasn’t five years later that these very same invaders would break the wall that Ika-lan had built between the Eastern Jut and the Mondariska Wall, in order to genocide the last remnants of Ika-lan, hiding out in that desolate spit of desert they were halfway to reviving. They did that in order to kill a people who were already beaten.”

“Some would say they did that to stop an enemy who was not willing to let a 90% cull end them.”

“Even if that were the case…” Kiri didn’t know where she was going with that, so she said, “Whatever. The world would have been better off if Ika-lan had been the winner.” Kiri pointed to the dragons hovering above the painting. “But everything was arrayed against it.” She gestured to the army, then the monsters, pointing to a specific monster in particular. It looked like a Moon Reacher, all long limbed and soft central body, but done up in gold. “The Shades made that monster there, the Sun Eater, just to fuck over Ika-lan. If this place would have survived, maybe Ar’Kendrithyst would have been killed well before now.”

Orta glanced from the painting to Kiri, saying, “I don’t think you understand enough about Melemizargo’s Clergy to say that. I heard they only died because their God told them to die. If all it took was an empire to end them, they would have been destroyed long before now.”

“… Maybe so.” Kiri looked to the last room, and saw the treasures of Ika-lan, but no guards. Fake treasures, then. “Let’s see what’s left of what could have been.”

Orta walked on, beside Kiri, commenting, “This never would have been. Ikaronal was much too much of an imperial to allow other societies to flourish. I still maintain that his infectious desire to enslave and control killed Ika-lan just as much as outside forces.” She added, “Just look at what happened with the Shades. Same story there, surprisingly. I never would have guessed they would have died to their own hubris.”

Kiri hummed, seeing the parallel, but not willing to concede the point, because, “Ikaronal stood by his people till the end, didn’t he? Therefore the parallel is not the same.”

“Mm.” Orta said, “That much is true.”

Kiri couldn’t help but walk up to the main part of this last room.

It was a giant, gold-colored statue of Ikaronal, as a dragonkin, at least five meters from foot to face. Behind him was the sun, his hands gripped two swords, one in each hand, for there was no greater defense than a good offense. He would have been magnificent, except for the eleven iron spears that had been driven into and through the metallic body, each splashing away yellow metal. It was a symbolic killing of the god, for each of those spears belonged to one of the people who allied against Ika-lan.

Ikaronal’s face was partially destroyed. His arms hung on by the barest bits of ‘gold’. One leg was gone, three spears having blown all of it away except for the lonely foot still clinging to the pedestal. That foot also had a spear driven through it.

Kiri said, “The conquerors killed him, but the Sun Eaters made sure he stayed dead.”

Orta asked, “What do you think happens to gods when they die?”

“You’re asking me?”

“Sure. Why not?” Orta studied Ikaronal, saying, “You’re here, and it’s not often that I have a notion to ask this question… of anyone. It’s an odd question, isn’t it? How does an idea die? You and I are here, and we are talking about Ikaronal—” She pointed at the Revivification of Ikaronal hanging on the wall to the side. It was a beaten-gold scroll inscribed with the Holy Rite of the Sun, which was purported to have been the ritual that the people of Ika-lan used to worship and eventually revive their patron deity. “And that’s written in Ancient Script. We could perform the Rite, right now, and it would theoretically give power back to him. If enough of us do it, maybe he could try building an empire again, but with a different set of dragonkin who have the benefit of history behind them.”

Kiri would have laughed, if it weren’t so sad. “This exhibition hasn’t changed much since the last time I saw it when I was fifteen, and when I was fifteen, I tried that Rite for a summer, along with a few brothers and sisters.” She waved off the Revivification of Ikaronal, saying, “That’s why I came in here saying it was all propaganda. If all it took were the right words and the right stances and incense, then Ikaronal would be alive again today, because I know for a fact that I wasn’t the only stupid kid doing that Rite, every morning, praying for a way out of the hell I was born into.”

“There are always ways out of hell.” Orta said, “But not all of them are in the light.”

Orta smiled softly, and flashed her white eyes at Kiri.

Her fully white eyes.

Ah. She was a Shade.

Shit. Kiri had known that this might happen to her. She should have stayed with Jane and Teressa.

Ah. Shit.

Kiri’s world turned tiny, as her heart beat hard, and a spotlight shone down on just her, and a person who was certainly not ‘Orta’.

She blinked, and the Shade pulled a kendrithyst staff out of the air. Her scales fell away, revealing human skin, and frizzy, white hair.

Fallopolis said, “You’re right that the Rite on that wall is propaganda, as is much of this entire exhibit. These sorts of things often are. But the real Rite would work, if My God ever released Ikaronal. We did make the Sun Eaters, after all.” She smiled. “But maaaaybe he’s looking for someone he can entrust with divinity, and Empire. The right person could gain a lot, for both themselves and for a lot of people. But who is the right person? Someone who wants something bad enough to go out and take it, for sure. Someone smart, of course. Someone clever, too, for brains are nothing without wisdom. But most of all, someone in the right place, at the right time.” The Shade spoke a deadly demand, “Tell me, Kiri. Are you in the right place at the right time?”

“I am not.”

The words left her throat and bubbled out her mouth before she could form a coherent thought, but as her impetuous answer hung in the air, a darker thought came forth.

Kiri successfully managed to strangle that thought before it could make itself known.

Fallopolis frowned in disappointment. “A pity.” She added, “Tell Erick that we’re all doing fine, though Treant is likely going to stir up some shit in Treehome before he takes the next step of his Worldly Path.” She shrugged. “Or don’t tell him, and just think for a while. Melemizargo can disable the mental reading of this conversation, if you wish.”

Kiri instantly said, “I do not wish.”

“… A pity. Then I guess it’s a temporary memory wipe for you.” Fallopolis apologized, “I truly hate messing with autonomy, but needs must, and all that shit. For what it’s worth, I enjoyed our little chat. Erick certainly did luck out with you. What are you, like 19?”

Kiri didn’t get to answer. Not that she wanted to, anyway.

- - - -

Kiri walked out of the Ika-lan exhibition, steaming mad and hating her circumstances even more. She had almost forgotten about that stupid Holy Rite of the Sun, but then she saw that beaten gold scroll on the wall, and the sudden memory of praising the sun with her siblings was like an assault on her mind. She vividly recalled getting her butt tanned by her father over being ‘too uppity for your own good’ and ‘don’t you let the nobles see you doing that!’. Fury at the past wrapped around Kiri like an old, nasty blanket, too comfortable to throw away, too far gone to be [Mend]ed whole, and too much loved to be burned to ash like it deserved.

Why did she go into that stupid museum?

Why did she come to this stupid ‘dragonkin district’? It was all just another ploy to keep her people as second class citizens. At least the orcols were better about it than the humans. You could probably marry into the Redarrow tribe, at least.

Ahhh… Kiri liked Spur, anyway. It was better than most places the world over, even if it was run by an immortal. Silverite wasn’t so bad. There were no odd racial laws under her watch, aside from every race having their own districts, and that was a normal enough situation the world over. Killzone was a nice commander to have, too.

And as soon as Kiri unlocked and accepted Particle Mage as her Class, more doors would open up for her.

Turning the Crystal Forest into an actual forest.

Piloting ‘space ships’ to new worlds.

Making her own town! Kiri could do it, too, if she had [Call Lightning]. Then she could make [Exalted Rain], and change her fate, and the fates of many others. All it took was being in the right place, at the right time. And the right time was certainly coming, soon enough.

Kiri headed back to the hotel, trying to think better thoughts.

- - - -

The sun set over the Forest.

Celebration fires reached high into the air, lit upon bonfires stacked twenty meters high.

The drums played a thrumming beat that pounded into Teressa’s heart with the sound of a world ending and beginning, all at once. Her grey armor clung to her chest and around her waist; a binder to keep mounds of flesh in place, and a kilt as was appropriate. No boots; this was a Forest Hunt, after all. Her hands were free to do as they needed to do. Her mind was free, so she could do what needed to be done.

Setting aside her worries had taken more effort than she would have liked, but she had drunk deep of the Celebration Wine, and all thoughts paled in comparison to what would come. There was no tragedy. There was no pain. There was no dead family. There was only the Hunt, and she was the huntress. She, and her three companions. Would have been four, but Kiri had elected not to Hunt, and that was probably for the best.

But Jane practically vibrated in her own conjured armor, her bloodlust another flavor to the air, her presence welcomed by the other hunters all around. She was the smallest one of the horde, though, so Teressa silently vowed to watch out for her, if only a little. Jane could take care of herself, but if Erick found out that Jane got hurt while she was out here with his daughter and she hadn’t thought to watch out for Jane...

Teressa shook her head, dissipating those awful thoughts.

The drummers drummed their final notes. Arbor Steel-Branch crackled high above, blue lightning discharging between metallic branches. The night seemed to pause.

And then!

Thunder rolled, a final boom, followed instantly by whooping and roaring and running.

And then a mad dash into the dark treeline. A hundred pairs of feet pounded on loam, which soon became the sound of nothing but the wind as every single person of the group activated [Hunter’s Instincts]. Five minutes passed in silence. Five, too-short minutes. Teressa reveled in the feeling of a proper hunt, but the sound of some animal sliced in half and dying on the northern flank put her back in the bloody moment. The brief run had covered five kilometers already; they had passed the edge of the Steel-Branch’s protection two kilometers ago. Monsters started showing.

As their squad leader, Jane opened a telepathic connection to the four of them. Silently, Teressa knew the locations of her people better than just ‘Jane was at her left’, ‘Kordon was on the right’, and ‘Kordon’s friend Gweko was further right’.

In the deep Forest, where the moons were barely visible crescents and the knifing light that filtered down through the canopy was barely enough to see anything at all, the full hunting party began to split. The goal was to kill any threat they came across, and Teressa was thrilled with that clear-cut purpose.

Ten minutes in, their team found their first monster. It was a prowler beast; a chimera of cat and frog and snake. Teressa was closest. She summoned a grey-steel mallet that would only ever be picked up once, and slammed it down atop the monster, caving in the beast and lodging her mallet deep into the tree the monster had failed to hide against. Blood splattered, like red rain across the hunting party, and the run continued. Behind them, the mallet dissipated. In a week, that damaged tree would have repaired itself, or been replaced by some stronger greenery of the Forest. It was monster-eat-monster out here, and that included the plants.

They all took part in slaying the next monsters; a group of wild silk spiders that was twenty kilometers into their run. It was their first real effort. And yet, it only took ten seconds to kill them all. Korgon laughed as he turned the nest into ash. Jane smiled as she sliced apart the barely-queen spider. It was a young one, but it had to have moved into the area just this day, since there was no way that the Celebration Hunt yesterday would have missed these spiders.

The monsters and the monstrous trees would move in and regrow, as they always did, but it was still necessary to kill the worst of them whenever they showed. With that thought holding up her world, Teressa laughed as Jane ran on, and the rest of them followed their fearless, tiny leader. They would all be covered by blood and monster guts well before the night was through.

And that was a good thing.

- - - -

Erick sipped tea while he watched his daughter and Teressa and their two new friends rush through the Forest, killing monsters. Well. ‘Watched’ was perhaps not correct. He had an Ophiel throw up a [Cascade Imaging] far out in the Forest, then switched the search as necessary from Jane, to Teressa. Jane sometimes vanished into shadows and also from the map, but Teressa was always on the map.

He also searched out ‘rads’ and ‘grand rads’. Their hunting party was headed straight for a trio of ‘grand rad’ monsters, and Erick might have Ophiel move in closer, but he knew he shouldn’t. That trio of grand rad monsters were just some large frogs. Large, toothy monsters, with very long, grabbing tongues, but…

Jane was FINE. Teressa was FINE.

Stop hovering, Erick told himself.

He had searched out ‘Moon Reacher’ and ‘Wyrm’, though, and after a quick check in with O’kabil, he ended those threats before they could become much of a danger to anyone in any of the hunts on this night. Jane and Teressa’s Celebration Hunt was only one of a thousand Hunts going on all around Treehome, and while a good ten-thousand monsters would fall to the raging —but not Raging!— horde, no one wanted the more dangerous monsters to upset anyone’s lives.

Erick allowed himself this much hovering.

O’kabil, in her aristocrat-ish orcol form, frowned, as she spoke from her seat beside Erick, “I did not imagine that we had Moon Reachers that close to the city.”

Erick sipped his tea, savoring the flavor of Soul Palm Balm, then casually, but very much not, asked, “Want me to scan all of the Forest for them? If you have some agents up to the task, we could exterminate them tonight.”

“… Though I want to say ‘yes’, I am hesitant, for though the Moon Reachers are a terrible monster, they also kill other terrible monsters, and removing predators from an ecosystem can cause vast and unknown harm.” O’kabil paused. She thought, then she said, “I and my fellow Arbors will consider your offer and give you an answer in a day, after we have had a chance to speak to experts in the field that might offer useful perspectives. I suspect that our answer will be ‘yes’.”

Erick admitted, “It would likely take several days to find and cull them all, anyway, and my daughter would want to be involved.”

O’kabil sat straight, her eyes falling upon Erick like a merchant deciding whether or not to buy the offered goods. Erick sipped his tea, and waited for her to speak.

Eventually, she asked, “How much will this service cost us?”

“Room and board for a week.”

O’kabil narrowed her eyes. “Again, you ask too little. Do you not value yourself? Or do you think us paupers?”

“Oh please.” Erick mocked her expression with one of his own that was decidedly more sarcastic. “I want them dead, too. If they’re gone, then that would make the Forest that much easier to explore when I decide to get out there and find those old Gates.”

“If you think Moon Reachers are one of the more dangerous monsters out there, then you are in for a dangerous awaking.” O’kabil said, “There’s Twisted Visions. Deathsoul shrooms. Dragons.”

Erick shrugged. “I can’t solve all the problems in the world, but I can help to solve some of them.” Again, Erick considered a particular magic that he first thought of back during Shadow’s Feast. Again, he banished that thought without giving it much thought, saying, “And I shouldn’t solve all the problems in this world, either. No one person should, for that is nothing short of tyranny.” He added, “I won’t be going forward with this Moon Reacher extermination unless you, the beings in charge around here and the people you work with, decide to move forward. And if you want to kill all the Deathsoul Shrooms instead, I would need some help with that. I never heard of those monsters.”

O’kabil looked away, turning to face the windows, to watch the night and the northern Forest. She said, “You have no problem with eradicating a whole species, do you.”

Erick almost exploded in anger at the implication of her words. And then he calmed, before he spoke words he did not want to speak. He considered another direction. He asked, “Would you eradicate a particular parasite, if you could? Snap your fingers; destroy a plague.”

O’kabil didn’t speak. She certainly looked to be thinking, though.

Erick sipped his tea, feeling something inside of him slip back together with each sip. Soon, he finished his second cup of the day of soul healing tea. Syllea had given him enough for ten days, which should be more than enough. His first one had gone down smooth and his resulting nap had been wonderful. But he wasn’t tired, now. He was ready to relax even more! He reached over and opened a small wooden box; another gift from Syllea. He pulled out a blueweed blunt, lit the end, and took a puff.

He held the blunt out to O’kabil.

She easily took the blunt, and this time, she didn’t inhale the whole thing in seconds. She just took an easy drag, then handed the blunt back to Erick.

Erick took a drag.

O’kabil blew out a small cloud of blue smoke, and said, “Your earlier words have merit, but I would not personally snap my fingers and kill a parasite the world over. I would instead put that power into the hands of a committee of individuals concerned with many different and acceptable goals.”

Erick nodded. “Would you accept a partial vote for eradication?”

“No.” O’kabil said, “A full consensus would be needed.”

“Then the Moon Reachers probably won’t be eradicated by this time next week.”

“… Probably not.”

They passed the cigarette between them both, while Erick watched Jane and Teressa from afar, and O’kabil did the same for her own people.

- - - -

“Oh yeah!” Erick jokingly asked, “Where’s my Mist Rabbit comforter?”

O’kabil slowly turned to him. “It’s not here?” With a glance around, she answered her own question. “It’s not here.” She looked away, blue smoke trailing from her lips as she crushed the roach of the last blunt in her fingers, turning it to thick air. “The crafters are sleeping at the moment. I’ll figure something out tomorrow.”

Erick smiled, saying, “I’m just teasing.”

“Even if you are, you should have had the agreed upon exchange paid in full hours ago.”

Erick lit a second blunt and handed it to her, saying, “Want something to drink?”

O’kabil took the blunt, saying, “This body needs no sustenance.”

“I’m gonna make myself a drink, then.”
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                The day dawned, and Erick ignored it, until he heard Jane and Teressa walk into the apartment. At that point he jumped out of bed, feeling mostly great, to greet his daughter and his guard before they could wander off to bed or otherwise.

“Good morning!” Erick said, happily, as he walked into the living room, trying to ignore the sudden stitch in his side as he moved.

Jane grumbled, “Too bubbly.”

She looked like she had fought a keg of booze and barely won. She was still hunting out there in the woods with Teressa by the time Erick had tucked himself into bed, which was much later than Erick liked to go to bed. So she couldn't have gotten too drunk.

Teressa just looked haggard. But she was an orcol, so her ‘haggard’ was anyone else’s ‘well rested’.

“Good night, sir?” Teressa asked, hopefully.

“Go ahead and get to bed. Both of you.” Erick turned to Teressa, as the woman’s eyes turned soft and thankful, adding, “I’m staying in today. I’ve got no plans for anything but some light reading, and some work with Ophiel. There probably won’t be a need to guard me, unless the building explodes or something.”

“Ugh! Dad.” Jane was temporarily reinvigorated, as she demanded, “Why do you tempt fate saying shit like that?”

Teressa had already ignored the conversation and headed right to her room. As Jane grumbled something about flags and room service and not being able to sleep at the moment because someone decided to push their luck, Teressa was already out of sight. Three seconds later, Erick heard the thump of a very tired orcol hitting a very large bed. Erick began the quick process to order breakfast, and half an hour later, Jane could barely hold her eyes open as she slowly chewed her omelette. She probably should have gone to bed, too, instead of forcing herself to stay awake.

Kiri, however, had gotten a good night’s sleep, so when she joined the group, it was with a happy, “Good morning, everyone!”

Erick smiled as Kiri sat down at the table. “Do you have any plans for the day?”

“Not really,” Kiri said, as she helped herself to the pancakes. “Do you need something from me?”

“Probably, yes.” Erick said, “I talked to O’kabil last night, after you already went to bed, and the Arbors might be asking me to help extinguish the Moon Reachers, among other monsters. Some plants, too, I imagine.”

Jane perked up. “What?”

Kiri paused, her knife full of butter for her waiting pancakes. She unfroze, then asked, “Is that feasible? Like, actually possible? Logistically?”

“What she said,” Jane added, barely more awake than she had been.

Poi just ate his toast in silence, going from normal breakfast eating to narrowed eyes. He only had a few tendrils of thought around his head at the moment, but at Erick’s proclamation, he gained a few more.

“It’s theoretically possible. Aside from killing them all, which will be a very dangerous task for most people, the main problem is finding the monsters, and I can do that. I found a good dozen Moon Reachers on the outskirts of Treehome last night.” Erick declared, “I can do a lot more than I have been doing, so now that the main threat of the Shades is gone, or at least squashed for now, it’s time to be a bit more proactive than usual. If the people here want it, of course. O’kabil is likely speaking with the other Arbors and the Chieftains, or however it is they do it, talking about this very thing that I am now discussing with you.” He added, “I offered tracking services for other monsters, too. All of the plague species, if you want a term for them. It’s a broad category.”

For a good ten seconds, no one said anything.

Kiri poured syrup on her pancakes, as she said, “It’s so weird to casually talk about eradicating a monster species over breakfast… But what’s weirder would be leaving that decision up to a committee.” She frowned, as she said, “I feel like a noble.”

“You can’t just go deciding things for other people, Kiri,” Erick said. “This Forest is their land. I won’t be acting without their permission, or without their direct assistance.”

Kiri’s frown turned into something less, as she said, “Then you’re going to have to talk to the Sovereign Cities, because they border the Forest, too. And don’t forget the Greensoil Republic. That border is massive.”

“I know you’re being sarcastic, but maybe they should be involved.”

“Then you’ll never kill the Moon Reachers, or any of the other dangers out there.” Kiri said, “Because you’ll never get everyone to agree to it, because that is what nobles do. They fuck up good things because they’re not getting their fair share. Watch: Someone, and maybe a lot of someones, will tell you that they won’t allow it, because they’re ‘losing out on grand-rad revenue sources’. They’re going to demand compensation.”

“I’m not paying shit to anyone. So if that happens, then we’ll go forward with…” Erick thought for a moment. “A two-thirds majority.”

Kiri eyed him. “So if two out of three nations say that they want the Moon Reachers to stay, that they do not want you killing these plague species, you would allow the voices of the people in charge, because they were born to those positions, to overrule the lives of people who live near the Forest, who brave the Forest every single day?”

“Yes.”

Kiri gave a sudden, flat stare at Erick. “Really? That does not seem like you.”

“Of course I’ll abide by the decisions of the people who live with the Forest, Kiri. Besides that, do you really think that the people in charge here would want to see the monsters live, when they have the opportunity to End them?” Erick said, “I have a little more faith in people than that.”

Kiri relaxed. “Oh. Yeah. You would.” She added, “But people make bad decisions all the time.”

“Exactly.” Erick said, “It may be I who is making a bad decision in offering this opportunity. When I brought this up with O’kabil, she told me that Moon Reachers are a predator species that kills other monsters all the time. Maybe, from a pure numbers perspective, the correct decision is to let them live.”

“Or,” Kiri countered, “The correct decision is to End them, as you put it, and to also End thirty other monster species while you’re at it. Bring an entirely different balance to the Forest. One with more animals and less monsters.”

“… That’s a good counterpoint.” Erick asked, “Would you be interested in helping with something like that? It would take months, at least, and another operator on my own level would go a long way to that cleaning effort.” He glanced to Sunny, sitting on Kiri’s shoulders. “Sunny and you would be invaluable.”

Jane had said nothing, all this time. Poi remained silent, too. The two of them had just been shifting their gaze from Erick to Kiri while they spoke.

Kiri said, “Of course I would be interested in that. If it happens at all. But just like those nobles, I’m not going to do it for free. Working is a lot more honorable than sitting back and watching money grow itself, after all.” With a bit more strength in her voice, she stated, “And you shouldn’t do this for free, either, Erick. People won’t appreciate what you could give them unless you charge for it, and it’s going to have to be a lot. This is a major undertaking. It might even be harder than eradicating the mimics from the Crystal Forest.”

“All the rads and grand-rads from every monster killed.” Erick said, “If there’s to be a fee, then that’s what I already decided on.” He added, “But I’d really rather do this for free. Or maybe, in the case of Treehome, a house in the city somewhere? I heard you can’t live here unless you’re married into a tribe, but I’m sure I can get around that requirement.” He smirked. “Or maybe I can start my own tribe. Yggdrasil will eventually get more than 2 possible bodies. Maybe I’ll plant one of him on the outskirts of town. The Arbors have already said that they were interested in helping me raise him right, and it’d be a lot easier to do that if he’s in the neighborhood.”

Kiri’s eyebrow ridges were slightly scrunched together, likely in thought, but she said nothing as she ate her pancakes. Breakfast turned silent. Erick almost continued to talk of plans, but he saw that everyone at the table was deep in thought. So he let his words hang there, while they ate.

Eventually, after her third pancake, Kiri asked, “Wasn’t there supposed to be an envoy from Baroness Xelxex to Candlepoint, today?”

Erick waved off the concern, saying, “Mephistopheles is walking around town with that envoy right now. Nothing happening there that I need to be concerned with.”

Jane, a little more awake than she had been, asked, “What’s your goal for helping Candlepoint, dad?”

“For them to be self sufficient, and for me to never need to directly help them out unless there’s a monster attack, or something.” He added, “Why?”

Jane paused, seeming to debate with herself if she wanted to say something. And then she said, “Because I think that Melemizargo is using you to legitimize himself, and you’re willingly going along with his plan.”

There was a lot to unpack there, and while everyone looked to him, Erick considered where he wanted to start. He started at the beginning, saying, “Yes. This is what is happening. I see this. But so what? I’m fine with helping a definitely-dangerous god work toward legitimacy. Someone has to, and I’m just a lowly mortal. The actual people who decide Melemizargo’s presence in the world are other gods, and they’re not so easily fooled. Or at least I hope they aren’t.” Before anyone else could say anything, Erick added, “Besides! I’m not going to ask for people to put Dark Temples up anywhere, or any of that nonsense. All I care about is that he’s not actively hurting people, and that he’s trying to heal old hurts. If people think that he is working through me, I will set them straight. I’m not giving that guy any credit for anything that I do. But if people silently think what they want to think, then there’s nothing I can do about that, and I hope that actions speak louder than rumors.” He added, “And I’ll never repeat any of that for anyone else, ever. I hope that this is the first and only time you ask me that, Jane. It’s a dangerous question.”

Jane looked down at the remnants of her uneaten omelette. Kiri ate her pancakes in silence.

Poi said, “I have been informed by the Mind Mages that we are very interested in your assistance in erasing several mental threats from the surface of Veird.”

Everyone looked to Poi.

Erick laughed. “Okay! Sure.”

Poi said, “The Moon Reachers are one of them.”

“… Ah. Okay?” Erick asked, “How do the Mind Mages work with others? Uh. That’s not my first question. My first question is when do we start? Where do we start? How will this work?”

Poi said, “Now there is a fourth interested party when it comes to clearing Glaquin of Moon Reachers. But there are also Puppet Minds and Masters. Spinal Spiders. Putrescent Slugs. And Book Slippers. These four mental monsters are four that do not need to exist. They cause nothing but pain. Glaquin can be a test case for eradication of these ‘pest species’.”

“I assume I would need to scan cities. But not a lot of cities liked that when I did it after the Hunter attack on Spur...”

Poi nodded, saying, “Yes. This would need to be a long term goal. A worldwide effort in the end, but a continent-wide effort in the beginning. If we managed to cull all of the stated threats inside the Crystal Forest, that would do much to get the rest of the world in line with a culling effort, and those cities already know and have worked with you before. It would be the work of a week to get this first part settled, and with your permission, I will be able to tell my people to start talks with the cities of the Crystal Forest.”

“Yes!” Erick enthusiastically said, “Yes! Sure. Go ahead and start some talks on my behalf.”

Poi nodded, as a few tendrils of thought erupted into the misty manasphere around his head. He continued, “As for going forward, past the Crystal Forest, we would likely need to travel to places like Greendale, the capital of the Greensoil Republic, and work with them on something in order to prove your ability. We’d certainly have to do a tour of several kingdoms in the Wasteland Kingdoms to do the same.” He looked to Jane, saying, “We would need to use the title of nobility you claimed in your Unicorn Hunt, over in the Sovereign Cities, to get a seat at that table.” He continued, “Treehome is already debating the merits of eradicating the Moon Reachers, so that might turn out well; we seem to think so.”

Erick practically beamed, as he said, “That’s wonderful!” He added, “And yes. We can do all of that, I think. Ah? Have they heard anything about the Converter Angel?”

“… No. The angel has gone to ground, or something. Your images of what to see inside of a person if they are infected have gotten around, along with more images handed out by the Wasteland Kingdoms. It seems that they did not like being shown up by you.”

Erick smirked a little at that. “That sounds like the best outcome, so far.”

Jane nodded. Kiri went, ‘yup.’

Poi said, “But if you really want to really flex your mana in a place beholden to none, we could try to clean up Quintlan.”

Kiri barked a laugh, then giggled.

Jane’s eyes went wide. “Now that place is dangerous.”

“Hmm?” Erick asked, “What? We could do it… Maybe. Aside from it likely taking a lot longer than I care to do work on a thankless task, what’s wrong with that idea?”

“Do oozes even show up on [Cascade Imaging]?” Jane said, “I’m not sure oozes have DNA. I’m absolutely sure that slimes barely have DNA; it’s more like a magical signature.”

Erick asked, “Where could I find an ooze to test?” He looked to his daughter, adding, “Besides your [Polymorph] form…” He had a thought. “Because I can’t get DNA from a flaming ooze without it burning up, I think? Which leads me to believe that it would be similarly hard to do the same for other oozes. They have no DNA, do they.”

Jane shook her head. “That’s only part of the problem, and easily testable, anyway. Sorry. It’s… really late for me. The main problem is that the mechanisms that created the oozes in the first place are still there. The old dungeons and old ruins of Quintlan are the bedrock of that entire continent. There’s literally no way to clear all of those up, unless you’re capable of leveling mountains… Which I guess is possible. Ah. But even if you do, the Rock Oozes just make more dungeons.” She added, “Sorry. Tired. I forgot about those. The Rock Oozes make more dungeons all the time.”

“Oh?” Erick asked.

Kiri said, “A lot of monsters make natural dungeons when they dig out homes under the ground. We’re still waiting for the inevitable Ballooning Spider Horde dungeons to start spewing monsters back onto the surface around Spur, any day now. They’ll probably be half a [Teleport] away and no real threat because of the Crystal Mimics, but those holes are out there, for sure. Anything could spawn in those dark tunnels.”

“Ah,” Erick said, a tad sullen. “I forgot about all the natural dungeon makers.”

Poi said, “We might not be able to eradicate every monster on Veird’s surface, but we can do a whole lot of good, if you’re willing. Half a house is good enough when it’s raining, sir.”

Erick thought about that, then said, “Syllea said that we archmages shouldn’t try to solve the monster problems of the world. What do you all think of that?”

“Rubbish!” Kiri instantly said, and likely louder than she meant to say. As the other two turned to her, she continued, “You have power. Therefore, there is a responsibility to use it correctly. That’s what you once said to me, wasn’t it? With great power, comes great responsibility. By your own words, you have a responsibility to save others who cannot, will not, or who are too ignorant to save themselves.”

“Yes. I said that. Which is why we’re having this discussion. There is great, fantastic, all together apocalyptic power, right in this room. You might not be an archmage yet, Kiri, but you’ll get there soon enough. With Sunny on your shoulder, you’re already well above all the other mid-tier mages of the world. Hopefully when you are an archmage, you’ll talk everything out before you decide to change the world.”

Admonished, Kiri said, “Well. Yeah…”

Jane said, “I think archmages should solve the problems of the world, with fire and light and surgical strikes. Have you considered linking your [Cascade Imaging] to your [Luminous Beam]? In a matter of moments, you could create the single most useful death-spell in the world, and eradicate every single Moon Reacher for a thousand kilometers, all at once.”

Kiri looked down. Poi looked away.

Erick said nothing for a long moment, and then he said, “I have thought of that spell, Jane. I have the rhyme, the intent, the power, all ready to go. But I won’t ever pull that trigger. A spell like that should not exist.”

With a quiet voice, Kiri said, “I agree with Erick. That spell shouldn’t exist. There is a limit, Jane. That spell would cross a horrible limit.”

“But!” Jane said, “According to all the spells I’ve seen out there, it could work. Why not make this magic? So what if it’s horrible? It’s efficient. It’s fast. It clears out a problem that everyone but stupid nobility would agree is a problem. So why not?”

“… I could do it,” Erick reluctantly said. “But a spell like that should not be allowed in the Open Script, or locked behind a Class, or whatever other qualifications you want to put on it, no matter how rare and hard to get.”

Jane said, “Give it over to Phagar. Seems like a very ‘Ending’ spell, and Phagar is your sponsor god, right?”

“Sponsor is not the right word.” Erick said, “And I don’t want to have to make that sort of spell, anyway.” He added, “There are a handful of spells that should not exist. I have thought of them. I have almost made them, in my moments of desperation. I am not going to make any of them. And besides that, circling back to Kiri’s words about people valuing this endeavor: If others aren’t involved, then they won’t see the value in what is done for them. I won’t ‘clean up’ this world for the people that live here. That’s just… That’s not who I am.” Trying to keep a mounting horror out of his voice, Erick said, “And aside from all that: I’m not going to put a target on my back by making some spell that could individually kill all the people in a thousand kilometers. Gods! That’s… That’s unconscionable.”

“I agree.” Jane said, “But if I were you, then I’d make the spell anyway, use it to clean up this world, then give it to a god I trusted for safe keeping.”

“You would?” Erick asked, not sure he liked where this was going.

“Yes. The power to, in the space of an afternoon, erase Moon Reachers, or Puppet Minds, or any of the other monsters from the face of the world? Yes. Absolutely. Do it, and never look back. And when people complain, [Teleport Other] them away.” Jane said, “There is a responsibility to use it, and then to lock it up behind all the gates you can find to ensure that it is never used again, but the power itself should exist.” She added, “Besides! If you don’t make it and then lock it away, someone else could make it!”

Erick shook his head. “The power to wipe out any vast part of the world should not exist.” He added, “I don’t even like that the Script allows for more than [Telekinesis] and [Cleanse]. If there were less power in the world, then the Shades would never have been a problem. I’m not going to contribute even more to the problem than I already have.”

Jane sat back in her chair, saying, “This is something that’s been bugging me for a long while, and I think I’ve found some of the problem. You know all my troubles with making magic? Well. I have a theory. I’m a lot more violent than you, dad. By a vast quantity.”

Erick did not like her talking about herself like that. He instantly said, “You’re not violent, Jane. You’re just driven, and this world requires violence. Don’t get the two confused.”

Jane smiled, then lost her smile. “I know what I am, dad. Just as I know that you’re a pacifist, I know that I am violent. I think this is why you’re better at magic than I am. The mana is alive, I’m certain, and it wants certain things, like to grow and expand, and… And I think I am very tired and not making much sense. Anyway. You’re good at magic because you believe in the good of magic. I just see it as a tool to carve a bloody path through my problems. I don’t think the mana likes that.”

Erick didn’t know what to say to that.

There was one secret he was keeping from everyone in his life, except for Poi, because the man was a Mind Mage and knew everything. Erick had never told anyone, including Jane, that he was a Wizard…

Except the Shades all knew, didn’t they. Ah. Shit. Did they tell anyone?

But Jane didn’t know, and it felt awful not to tell her. It felt horrible to hear that Jane thought that things were difficult for her because she was ‘violent’. Things were just easy for Erick because he was lucky… And maybe there was something to Jane’s theory, but...

Erick ignored all those thoughts, and said, “Maybe. I don’t know, Jane.”

Kiri instantly latched onto the idea, saying, “Erick’s methodology is vastly different from normal arcanaeum training, but everyone who goes to arcanaeum goes there in order to learn how to kill monsters or about various other topics. Only a very few graduates ever become archmages, but that number is much higher than the number of people out in ‘the wild’ who become archmages, like Erick.”

“How would you even know that, Kiri?” Jane asked, “Where’s your knowledge base coming from?”

“… I admit, that I might not know a lot about a lot, but I do know a little about a lot, and one of those things is the number of people who manage to become archmages every year…” Kiri added, “Or rather, I know the number of people who the Arcanaeum Consortium verify as Archmages every year. It’s a matter of public record.”

“Is it?” Erick asked, right as Jane said, “Really?”

Kiri said, “It’s widely believed that not everyone who gets accredited chooses to make themselves public, though. With regard to the idea that magic loves pacifists, I would have to look at arcanaeum records for centuries before I would ever go so far as to say that your idea, Jane, has merit, but it is testable.” She whispered, “And isn’t that interesting.”

Erick frowned at that, and asked, “How many archmages are there in the world, according to this publication? How many live on the surface?”

Kiri scrunched her face, and said, “Something like 400, total? Maybe? Only a handful of those in the Underworld, though. It’s believed that Melemizargo doesn’t like them being down there.”

Erick said, “I was told by a priestess of Melemizargo, named Priestess, that there were 47 currently living archmages in the world, with only 18 of them, including me, living on the surface.”

“That’s weird.” Kiri asked, “Why would she lie? Shades don’t usually lie… Wait. I’m remembering Priestess now. She lies all the time to people in order to get them to join the Cult of the Dark Dragon.”

Jane said, “I don’t think she was lying. Maybe they have a different definition of ‘archmage’.”

Erick said, “That might be possible. She said there were only 47 archmages on Veird, and she compared them directly to the number of Shades, saying that they outnumbered the archmages by a fair bit.”

“Huh.” Kiri said, “She was comparing you as a Shade, then. Or at least of that power level.”

Erick said, “Which is another odd thing! They talked of destroying the world, but if there were truly over 60 mages with a skillset similar to my own, then they could have done whatever they wanted to whoever they wanted.” He added, “But I guess they already did that.”

Poi said, “You are vastly more powerful than most Shades, Erick. I don’t think you understand this.”

Jane nodded, saying, “Yup. Which I think is because you won’t kill or harm unless you absolutely have to, and the Mana likes that.” With eyes widening, she added, “But the Shades were manual casters! And as manual casters, they make their magic individually, all the time! … But they’re as violent as I am… so they shouldn’t be that good at magic… Okay. I see a flaw in my thought process.”

Kiri stifled a laugh.

“Anyway!” Erick continued, undaunted, “It is important to have self-imposed limits. I won’t go forward with this monster extermination without approval from others, and I certainly won’t ever make a magic that can automatically exterminate a two-thousand kilometer diameter of Veird’s surface!” He shivered. He added, “Never repeat that thought, ever, anywhere. Please.”

Kiri said, “Of course, Eri—”

Jane slapped a hand against the table, triumphant. “That’s it! You have limits!” She said, “Each Shade had limits, too. Maybe a hard limit means the Mana likes… them…? I think I lost my train.”

Erick looked to his daughter. He tried to keep the frown off of his face and the hurt out of his voice, he asked, “You don’t have limits? Jane?”

“I mean…” Jane fumbled, “I have limits. But I wouldn’t hesitate to press a button and kill every single monster in the world. I guess the Mana doesn’t like that much viciousness in their heroes.”

Erick sent, ‘Did something happen after the Hunt? Or during?’

Jane stood up from the table, saying, “I’m being entirely too melodramatic. Time for sleep. If the building blows up while I’m asleep I’m blaming you for planting that flag, dad.” She sent, ‘I had a good Hunt. I’m just tired.’ She walked off, toward her room.

“Good night— Er. Morning.” Erick said, “Sleep well.”

Kiri watched Jane go for a second, then turned back, and finished off the last of her cold breakfast. Erick had already finished his while it was hot. Cleaning up was as easy as leaving the [Cleanse]d plates and utensils on the food cart, and leaving that cart outside the door.

After the heavy conversation at the breakfast table, Erick settled down onto the lounge with a rather dry, but heady book from his library, for he needed some perspective that was not his own. It was titled ‘On the nature of Magic and Ethics’, and it was dense. It was a thick book composed of selected texts from many of Veird’s historically-known philosophers, but whom Erick had never heard of before. The book was not reader-friendly. Occasionally, when he just couldn’t follow the looping arguments anymore, he shifted his sight to Candlepoint, and to other spaces where Ophiel flew, unimpeded. On his third glance toward Candlepoint he saw Justine, who had moved into the city just last night. She walked alongside the envoy from the Baroness, and also alongside Mephistopheles, as they strode along the boardwalk next to the water. They spoke of trade and products.

Justine looked alright, even if the eyes she occasionally made at Mephistopheles weren’t the kindest. Mephistopheles gave her those same eyes right back, though none of them did any of that when the envoy could see them.

Erick turned his gaze to his house, back in Spur. Justine’s room was empty, except for a note.




	
Dear Archmage Erick Flatt,

Thank you for everything you have given me. From the words of encouragement, to the opportunity to dip my fingers back into alchemy, to the clothes and the allowance, to the room, to the home, thank you.

I hope to be able to repay all that you have given me, some day, and I hope to continue to work with you in helping the people of Candlepoint live out in the open, with lives of their own, with their own dreams to guide them. 

Please remove my [Prismatic Ward] permissions.

With all my gratitude,

Justine Erholme














Erick smiled, and then lost his smile. With a heavy heart, and a twitch of thought, he disallowed Justine from entering any of the [Prismatic Ward]s he had, anywhere in the world. The moment passed without fanfare or demarcation.

He returned to his book.

- - - -

In a forest of twelve trees, where a million small messages passed between roots each day, and all minds were in a sense, as one, a voice grumbled, and rose above the susurrus.

Wyrmrest spoke, “An Idea has been presented. Small deliberations are complete. We will now begin the large discussion, and come to an accord within one standard week, or sooner.”

The susurrus went quiet. Other voices rose into that silence.

“Which monsters have we decided upon?” asked Ikabobbi. “I wish to know which ones I will no longer be able to taste.”

“That is strange for you, Ikabobbi.” Home said, “I would have thought you would have been against this idea.”

“I am against it, but the small deliberations have won me over.” He said, “Twice now, a chieftain has died to those Deathsoul Shrooms and deprived me of my Honored Meal. That shrooms would feast upon what was mine by ancient pact is beyond unforgivable.”

“There’s the Ikabobbi I know,” said Home, with maliciousness in her voice. She dropped her anger, and said, “I vote to proceed, though I would prefer to kill all of the monsters listed, I can live with ridding our Forest of the selected two.”

O’kabil said, “There is still the matter of payment for Erick.”

Nosier said, “He has gotten enough from Syllea. If he wishes for more secrets of magic then we can give those to him, but I refuse to actually pay him anything at all! This action against the Forest will cripple many of my enchanters! I will lose money with this plan, and I don’t like it.”

Home said, “Disgraceful.”

“And when the anti-magic runes on your houses fade and the Grand [Prestidigitation] Stoves stop working, then you will come to me begging for grand rads, and I will have none.” Nosier said, “This is what will happen. If anything, he should pay us for hunting on our lands!”

“Enough squabbling over money.” Icebrand said, “My mages and I stand ready to purge the Forest. We are eager to bring about the deepest days of winter to those who have done us the deepest harm. Freeze the Deathsoul Shrooms to splinters. Bury the Moon Reachers in ice. An avalanche upon the Twisted Visions and the—”

“Just the first two, my sweet.” Firebrand said, “We’re not touching the rest of the list. It has been decided.”

“… What!” Icebrand vibrated with chilly anger. “Kill them all!”

“I agree. Kill them all.” Rottundra said, “We should just melt the entire Forest to the ground and burn what remains. Maybe create some reservations out in select areas, full of certain lifeforms that we wish to come back, when we instead demand that Erick regrow the whole thing with his [Exalted Rain]. This is a much better idea, and we should discuss this greater plan more than you all have been willing to discuss.”

Redarrow said, “There are too many artifacts and too much history in the Forest for us to melt it all down. I will not allow such a thing to happen. If we move forward with this plan of yours, know that I will not support such an action, and I doubt the small deliberations will support it, either.” He added, “And besides that, we’d have to get a full tribe accounting before we went on melting, and that would be a disastrous headache if there ever was one.”

Heral-ken said, “We won’t be destroying the whole Forest to just regrow the whole damn thing. There are too many horrific nasties out there, and I will not have them allied against us when they see that we are the only parts of the Forest not burning.”

“There would be no alliances against us, Heral-ken. They are just monsters and dragons.” Rottundra said. “Besides, this is an idea that would take years to complete, and years to back off from if it seems we were upsetting things that should not be upset. And besides that! With the Shades gone, we might actually get to work on turning the Crystal Forest back into a real forest, and unless we want the Crystal Forest to become another Forest forest, then we must seriously consider purging all of the current Forest, before it can look right over the mountains, see a fresh green land, and expand into the fresh green that has been denied to it for almost a thousand years.”

“Freeze it all to bitter shards.” Icebrand said, “I would agree with this plan.”

“I would see the Forest burned, too.” Firebrand said, “But perhaps, only when we have Yggdrasil on our side. A World Tree would do much to quell whatever might boil out from the green after we start applying the heat.”

“There is merit to delaying this plan until we have more of an actual plan,” Leaf-cutter said. “I would like a thirty-year projection of the long term consequences done up by at least a hundred prognosticators of tier 6 quality or higher. We could ask the Geodes for some projections, too. There is no need to be hasty with this. A long term view is exactly what we need to take, if we are to mulch the whole Forest. Which, for the record, I see as a good thing.”

O’kabil said, “I, too, would like to see a long-term prognostication of what would happen if we adopted Rottundra’s alternate plan.”

Steel-Branch said, “Melting and burning the entire Forest, only to regrow it seems like the plot of a play. Adopting such a plan would be asking to get murdered by every Dragon, Twisted Vision, and horde hiding out in the Green.” With a jubilant laugh, he said, “And I love it! Bring it on! We can weather these storms, and we can bury them all in lightning and fire and rot.”

Icebrand said, “And ice!”

Wyrmrest spoke, “I do not like this idea. It is too hasty by far.”

O’kabil offered, “Adjourn, then, while more prognostications and small deliberations are undertaken?”

Rottundra rustled with a small joy, as he said, “I have never before thought that we could change the world. But then all the Shades died to their own god. It truly does seem like anything is possible, doesn’t it?”

“It does!” Nosier asked, “But if we do this, then we do not need Erick for the first part. Leave him to the side, and let us consider the Complete Destruction of the Forest. My mages could use the resources. We should not be paying him for anything else besides regrowing it all.” He added, “Maybe by then some of our own religious types will have gained that [Exalted Rain] through Atunir. I hear she’s giving it out now, too.”

Home perked up. “Really? When did this happen?”

“Yesterday, in her grand church in Fortress Rad-binder, in the Kingdoms.” Not allowing further off-topic discussion, Wyrmrest continued, “I disagree with the idea of cutting Erick out completely, Nosier. We need him to work with us on something, and soon, so that Yggdrasil can see how a proper Arbor acts upon the world, and how we act upon our communities.”

“Well when you put it like that…” Nosier said, “Then yes, we need to work with him on something.”

A small round of agreements passed through the discussion.

Wyrmrest declared, “Then we should vote upon the extinction of the Moon Reachers, and the Deathsoul Shrooms, for this is the plan that has been vetted by the small deliberations, and for this plan we very much need Erick’s magic. We will put aside the Idea of Complete Destruction and Regrowth to a full prognostication effort, to be completed in a satisfactory manner by all involved. What say you all?”

There was more discussion, but more of logistics and clarification than of any real substance.

Soon enough, the Arbors of Treehome came to a decision.

- - - -

Erick was done reading, for now. He did not like the ethics of Veird. Much too violent and much too dense, in his opinion. So for now, he was mostly just waiting for other people, and Arbors, to make decisions about the future of the Forest. He almost went back to reading, but there were things he could be doing besides reading, or magic making, or spying on other people. Or getting high on blueweed, he thought, as he looked at the blunt in his fingers.

He could be making music!

Which is why he had Kiri go out and get a few supplies. Those supplies were now sitting in front of him, taunting him, because he wasn’t exactly sure how, exactly, to record music. Oh! He knew the theory behind it all, with the little grooves in the vinyl that then became sound. But how to turn sound into those little groovy grooves? And that thought brought up another.

Listening to music back when he was a teenager, both by himself and when he was smoking out with his friends in one of his friend’s garage-turned-bedroom. They’d all get together every time they could...

Erick blew out blue smoke, and smiled to himself as old songs came back to him. Janet Jackson. Michael Jackson. Madonna. Whitney Houston. Looking back on it, Erick had to laugh. His entire group of friends was queer and none of them knew till later in life.

Ahhhh. And here came the bad memories. Erick felt a spike of pain, as he recalled one of his friends dying of HIV right after he had Jane. George was his name. He and his boyfriend both died of that disease, or rather, from complications from that disease. This was back at the turn of the millennium, and though HIV treatment was leaping ahead, it wasn’t fast enough, or cheap enough, for some people.

Looking back on that, and with the benefit of so much time and space between him and those events, Erick linked up those facts with his own unwillingness to actually fuck around with anyone on Veird… Or even back on Earth, for that matter. Erick certainly looked at all the pretty people whenever he wanted to look, but when was the last time he actually fucked around with anyone?

… Seven years ago? With that woman he flirted with all the time, over at the county clerk’s office? Marissa? That was her name. Marissa Collins. If she hadn’t moved, maybe something would have come of that. But even then, they had flirted for five years before anything shifted in that relationship, and Marissa had been the one to initiate it. And then she up and moved two months later!

Had it really been seven years since he had… any sort of relationship with anyone? Physical, or otherwise?

… Had time really gotten that far away from him? Shit. It had!

That thing with Al and Mog in the Red Dream did not count. That was a very nice experience, but it did not count.

Erick took the cigarette out of his mouth and extinguished it with a flicker of [Fireshape]. Or at least, he tried to. The end still glowed.

“Oh. Right.” Erick spoke to the air, “O’kabil? Can I get some Shaping permissions, please?”

Erick felt something shift in the air. Some power in the walls turned off. Erick tried a [Fireshape] again. The cigarette stopped burning. He nodded, then spoke, “Thank you. I’m gonna need those permissions for a while, if you could please. I’m gonna try to make some music.”

The misty Domain in the hotel room fully vanished.

“Now. Where to begin with those groovy little grooves?”

Erick faced an incredible uphill battle, and he knew it. Modern recording systems, back on Earth, were made off of wires and electricity and vibrating parts that were all built upon other understandings which were built upon even more understandings that Erick barely understood. He knew the direction he had to take, though.

“I just have to have vibrations and then I need to record those vibrations and then I need to be able to play them back. All without the use of magic in the end result.” Erick put on a happy voice to fool himself into thinking that this would be easy, and said, “Simple.”

[Metalshape] turned some steel into a cone—

“No. Not that way.”

Erick started with the base—

“But how to get the turntable to turn without a motor? That’s a whole level of society that just doesn’t exist yet.” He stopped what he was doing, and said, “I need to figure out how to record the music, first. I can just manually turn the thing, for now.”

He went back to the cone, and considered vibrations.

And then he asked Poi, who was sitting across the room from him, “No one has ever invented non-magic-based recording and playing? Really?”

Poi looked up from his book, and said, “Really.”

Erick returned to his cone, and said, “Then that’s no help— Wait! I got it!”

A flat circle of metal became slightly domed, and a little arm came out of it. More metal wrapped around the outside, but it was then Erick knew he needed to use other materials, too. This type of machine was not possible without rubber, at least. But he had not asked Kiri to gather rubber.

He asked Poi, “Is rubber a thing that exists?”

Poi took several moments to answer, “Not really— I mean. Yes. It does exist. But… No. Not the kind of rubber you want. You’d have to invent that, too. We do have rubber vines, if you want some rubber from those.”

“Rubber trees would be better, wouldn’t it? Why would someone make rubber vines?” Erick said, “With trees, all you do is score the outside and they leak rubber.”

“With the vines, you cut the end, put that end into a bucket, and the entire thing pumps rubber to the bucket.”

“… That works, too.” Erick looked around through the light and found Kiri in her room, upstairs. “Kiri! Can you go get some rubber? Sorry, I should have thought of this beforehand.”

Kiri called out, “I’m on it.”

Erick returned to his recording cone as Kiri flickered to light, vanishing from her room. With that part soon to be settled, he returned to his metal cone, and the ‘cymbal’ with the arm attached to the dome. He stared at the pieces for a moment…

“Oh!” He moved fast as everything suddenly clicked. Metal flowed, as he mumbled, “This part goes here, and this goes here, and then this arm cuts the surface— And I can make a diamond cutting head to cut the steel! And a play-back head will just be of a softer metal than this one! HaHA!”

Over half an hour, Erick molded metal, defined some diamonds, worked with wood for some of the parts he would replace with rubber, and eventually, rolled some rubber into some ribbons and made some O-rings to keep certain things separate from other certain things. Soon, a large, thin-metal, acoustically amplifying cone was connected to the would-be vibrating cymbal, which was surrounded by separating rubber. A small cutting arm arced out of that cymbal, onto a rolling cylinder of glass, because steel was too hard for the diamond to cut (producing grooves which were too small) as the vibrating head vibed back and forth. It was thick glass, anyway; it wouldn’t break that easily. The cone and arm and upper parts barely weighed as much as an apple, which was good, because Erick had to suspend that entire half of the construction on a tension-spring metal arm that held it at exactly the right height above the glass cylinder, which was the bottom half of the construction.

With a happy heart, and with Poi and Kiri watching, Erick turned the crank at the bottom, which both spun the glass, and moved the upper half at a constant rate across that glass. Diamond carved into glass, making an awful screeching sound—

“Ah. Damn.” Erick said, “I thought I fixed that. That’s going to ruin it all… But I can fix that.”

Another half an hour later, Erick had worked out that screeching kink by switching to a glass disk. The problem with the cylinder and the automatic moving of the cutting head across the glass surface, because Erick had created a single swinging point for the cutting head, which arced across the cylinder like how disk record players worked, but for a cylinder, he’d need to figure out some perfectly straight method of moving the cutter, and he didn’t want to do that. Going back to a flat disk removed all of that unnecessary problem. And besides! Disks were easier to reproduce from a mold than cylinders were, and the end goal was mass-produced music.

Time to test it!

Erick put his face into the metal cone, had an Ophiel crank the wheel to the device with a bit of Handy Aura, and listened to the sound of nothing, as the diamond head cut into the glass.

He spoke, “Hello, World. This is Erick Flatt speaking. Test. Test. One, two, three.”

Ophiel stopped as Erick pulled his head back out of the cone. They had only gone through eleven revolutions of the disk, forming almost a dozen lines of spiral on the glass surface. Erick stared at the disk for a moment, wondering. Imagining.

It was the work of three seconds to switch out the cutting head with the play-back head. Kiri watched, enthralled. Poi’s eyebrow ridges were high on his head, as he regarded the scene.

Erick moved the head back into the starting position, and carefully took control of the turning wheel, himself. He spun the disk, and listened. He barely heard his success.

“Hello, World. This is Erick Flatt speaking. Test. Test. One, two, three.”

It was crackly. It was imperfect. It was not what he remembered when he thought of records and music. But it was a start. Erick smiled wide, and reset the player. He turned the crank again, listening to himself again.

Kiri said, “Well that’s certainly something I’ve never seen before. You’re going to put a lot of musicians out of business.”

Erick laughed much, much louder than he ever intended. Kiri frowned for the briefest of moments. Erick almost thought he was going to have to explain it to her.

But then her eyes widened. “OH! They can record music and sell it the world over. Right. You did say that, didn’t you.”

“You got it!” Erick said, “And this is just the prototype. The proof of concept. The thing I made in an afternoon with the wrong materials, and barely any ability! Gods above, magic is wonderful.”

Poi asked, “How good are you going to make it before you show the world?”

“I wanna record something,” Kiri asked, her emerald eyes glittering with hope. “Please?”

Erick stepped away from the machine, saying, “Go for it!” He said to Poi, “As soon as I can get it to work as well as I can, then I’ll showcase it to a few select people.” He added, “[Control Machine] might be just what is needed to make great recordings, or maybe some other specialized spell. And that would be good to control some of the creation of these records. But I want anyone to be able to play them back—”

Kiri had been waiting by the machine, patiently, after replacing the glass disk, but she couldn’t help but glare a little at Erick as he continued to talk. Erick shut up, grinning. She handed him the disk he had recorded on, saying, “This is important. Maybe not right now, but for the future, it’s already a historically important item.” She added, “If this ‘record player’ thing sells well.”

Erick took the disk, and set it aside, saying, “I think it will sell really well. Everyone likes music, right?”

Kiri nodded, but all of her attention was on the recorder. She was just waiting for Erick to stop talking. When he did, she recorded what was possibly the second-ever record on Veird, saying, “Hello! This is Kiri Flamecrash speaking! Test! Test! Three bees with keys and peas, squeeze and sneeze round breezy knees.”

Erick held back his giggle till she was done, then he asked, “What was that?”

Kiri responded, “A nursery rhyme,” as she flipped out the recorder heads and moved the needle back into the start position. She stepped away, saying, “Here goes.”

With a bit of her own [Telekinesis], the recorder began to play back her words, which sounded fine, but the nursery rhyme was more buzzing than anything intelligible. Still, her smile never left her face.

Erick said, “We can make a better one.”

“Of course!” Kiri exclaimed, “But even this much is amazing!” She suddenly stared at Erick. “Do you know how to make a computer? You talked about them once and then you brought that one back from Ar’Kendrithyst…?”

“Barely. A record player is an application of simple physics, but a computer is that, and a lot more.” Erick said, “I must have seen several videos on how a computer works, but I couldn’t tell you how any of the parts actually connect together, or anything, really. Besides. Veird needs electricity and—” He paused, as another thought came to him. He asked Poi, “Didn’t those people who showed up informing us of Hocnihai’s death talk about electricity in the Wasteland Kingdoms? And lightbulbs?”

Poi nodded. “They did. They also offered to host you for a while.”

Erick said, “Well then we have to go there!” He added, “But maybe not right yet.”

Kiri asked, “So what was the methodology with this recorder?”

Erick brightened, as he began speaking to his apprentice, saying, “I will start at the beginning. Sound is just vibrations in the air; an oscillating pressure wave of dense and not-dense particles that…”
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                    We have two new pieces of fanart!

The first is from a patron, BananaInMyPants! It's a 3D painted model of Erick and Ophiel!!

I'm truly amazed by it! Thanks, BananaInMyPants!








 

 

The second is by also from a patron, henodus2! Another wonderful Art Nouveau style portrait, but this one is of the Headmaster!

Thank you so much!






 

 



                

                Three hours later, and Erick was on a roll.

The fidelity of the recorder was not the best, but it was able to reproduce intelligible spoken words through the power of [Control Machine]. With a little bit of magic, Erick empowered the device to turn as he wanted, keeping all the cutting parts in perfect motion and in perfect alignment, allowing the playback to be as best as it could be, all without motors or any actual electronic control. This, however, was about as good as it was going to get. Erick was likely going to need to figure out electricity and transistors and circuitry if he wanted better recording devices, and that was rather far above him, at the moment. Someone else can do that. Or maybe he’d tackle that problem later? He could certainly experiment with electricity if he wanted. He had made that [Battery] spell way back during his time on Oceanside for just that eventual purpose, after all.

For now, what he wanted to do was recreate another 1800’s technology: the camera! As long as it hadn’t been done before, that is.

He asked Poi and Kiri, “Can either of you two think of any machines that recreate pictures of objects? Or magics, if there are no machines.”

Kiri said, “[Telepathy] images. [Lightshape] control. [Watershape] with paints. There’s a [Paintshape] that some painters use to recreate what they see with their eyes, or other senses. Lightward paintings.”

Poi said, “There are lightboxes, but they only produce basic images that most painters will then turn into paintings using the methods Kiri has stated.”

“Those are little more than sketching assistants.” Kiri said, “Like using a microscope to help you see the yeast that you have to [Grow] to make [Fermentation Ward].”

“People who use lightboxes still have to use [Lightshape] to fry the image onto the backplate; this is correct.” Poi added, “But those lightboxes are rather close to what Erick is envisioning.”

“Oh?” Kiri said, “Then my mistake.”

“This is good!” Erick said, “Next question: Are there alchemical solutions that perhaps turn into the colors they’re exposed to, or something like that?”

Kiri said, “If there were, I do not know. Alchemists tend to be rather secretive about their work, but practically any first-year alchemy student would know how to make a mana or health potion. I think what you’re looking for is rather specific, though.” She added, “Someone has likely tried to invent a ‘color fastening potion’, though, for use in lightboxes.” She perked up. “Oh. That seems like a very logical step, now that I’m thinking about it.”

“… And now that I think about it,” Erick said, “I’m not sure I want an alchemical solution, anyway. I want something completely non-magical…” His voice trailed off, as he thought.

Kiri and Poi watched.

After a few moments, Poi offered, “We could go buy some lightboxes? Maybe you could make a contribution to portraiture simply by making a better lightbox?”

Kiri looked at Poi, and said, “I’m sure he could. All the best artists I’ve ever heard of make their own lightboxes. Only the richest people buy them.”

“Oh oh OH!” Erick teased, “Well then! As one of this world’s rich persons, I simply must go out and buy one of them ‘boxed lights’!”

All Erick got were blank looks.

Erick mumbled, “Maybe I’m funnier than I think I am.”

“Always a possibility,” Kiri teased.

Poi said, “I’ll go wake Teressa.”

Erick frowned. “We don’t have to, do we? They’re both exhausted.”

Poi leveled a look at Erick, and Erick backed off.

In twenty minutes, they were out the door with Teressa in tow. Erick tried to apologize, but Teressa was having none of that. Five hours of sleep was more than enough, and besides, it was past lunch time.

Teressa said, “We spotted this one place by Wyrmrest that we have to try. They should be open for dinner, though.”

“Oh?” Erick asked.

With a soft smile, Teressa said, “Yeah. My…” She stumbled on her words, but then she just came out and said what she needed to say, “I have a great-aunt who married into Wyrmrest when I was a kid. I had forgotten about her until I saw Wyrmrest and Jane and I walked that way as we came back last night. I think it’s her restaurant.”

“Then we have to go there!” Erick agreed, “Absolutely!”

Teressa let out a small laugh, then nodded. And then her eyes went wide. “If it’s not her place, then I don’t want to eat there. I do not miss my tribe’s cooking.”

Erick laughed.

Teressa continued, “It was ‘throw everything in a pot and boil it for 5 hours’ stew every night. Very boring.” She added, “But the portions were good for the price.”

- - - -

With the subject of money coming up, Erick remembered he owed a certain goddess a certain number of grand rads. A quick flap of Ophiel’s wings brought the [Familiar] into his house, in Spur. A quick stretch of light grabbed two grand rads out of a pile that Erick had stored in the room below Jane’s mage tower. With a quick prayer sent to Rozeta, two brilliant sharp-edged jewels, each the size of a head, vanished.

Erick got no receipt, but then again, he wasn’t expecting one—

A blue box appeared.




	
Total debt remaining: 0 grand rads

Thanks~














Well okay then.

- - - -

They didn’t actually stop for lunch, but they did partake of the many vendors selling food on many different corners. Kabobs of meats and veggies. Candied apples. Roasted nuts. There was even cotton candy, which Erick just had to get because it felt right. That cotton candy even tasted like how he remembered: way too sweet.

- - - -

The people in the front foyer of Hotel O’kabil knew just where to send Erick, Kiri, Teressa, and Poi. The shop, called ‘Boxed Light’ was a popular place, located in the informal ‘mage district’ of Treehome, which was Arbor Nosier’s entire District. That particular Arbor had a great deal of love for all things magic, and Erick instantly felt a bond there. Upon reaching Nosier’s land, Erick stopped, and stared, and confirmed what he had felt when he heard of Nosier’s love of magic.

Nosier was a sea of green hovering in the sky, connected to thick branches that dropped thick trunks throughout all of his District. Around each of those trunks were mage towers. High class mage towers of stone, too, with five or six of them encircling each propping root, each cluster forming almost what Erick thought of as a proper city block, complete with skyscrapers. All of the outlying areas dwarfed the construction around the center, though. The central trunk looked like a tiered cake, which reminded Erick a little of Kal’Duresh, or the Palace District of the Brightwater.

This place was much nicer than both of those other places, by far. The air was cool, the sunlight filtered through the leaves above, and Triumph lights were strung up everywhere, while the tree that Nosier resembled was like seeing a friend Erick hadn’t known he had misplaced.

“He’s a banyan tree.” Erick gazed up at Arbor Nosier, and smiled. “I love banyan trees.”

Kiri walked on, down the stone-paved road, saying, “It’s this way.”

Erick followed.

‘Boxed Light’ was a happening place, alright. The store itself was almost a minor shopping center, with dozens of people walking through dozens of aisles where paints and fabrics and brushes and yes, lightboxes, were all on sale for the discerning customer. Most of the people in the store wore clothes much like Erick; nice enough, but not that nice. There were employees wearing brown, but almost every one of the customers had old paint stains on their clothes, which… was odd.

Erick asked, “Doesn’t [Cleanse] take off paint?”

Kiri led the way toward the back, where they kept the lightboxes, saying, “Not always. All professional painters use minorly magical paints specially created to make it so [Cleanse] doesn’t work on them.” They passed a display of smaller paints. Kiri pointed at them, saying, “Those are the non-magical pigments meant for practice work. You can [Cleanse] those.”

“But when they dry? [Cleanse] still doesn’t work on the special paints?”

“Uh.” Kiri guessed, “Finished paintings become objects in the manasphere?”

Poi said, “Using [Cleanse] near paintings is still a sure way to accidentally ruin them.”

Erick went, “Hmm.”

A short orcol woman in brown, who was still taller than Erick, came up to them saying, “That is correct, sir. But we do have paints that are especially resilient toward [Cleanse], and even if you accidentally tag one with that spell, you can be sure to [Mend] the problem away. Can I help show you those paints?”

They were close by the lightboxes, so Erick pointed, saying, “I want one of those, and I want to know how they work.”

The saleswoman’s eyes lit up briefly, possibly with greed, as she happily said, “Of course, sir. Right this way.” She plucked a thin book off of a shelf of similar books as she moved behind a counter that blocked the fancier-looking lightboxes from the rest of the room. She set the book down on the counter, saying, “This is an introduction to optics for the painter. Recommended for all lightbox beginners.” She halfway turned to the lightboxes, asking, “Any idea which sort of project you’ll be working on?”

“I’m very new at this, so just one second…” Erick opened the book, and flipped through it to get an idea of what he was looking at.

After a good twenty seconds, Erick knew that these lightboxes worked like primitive cameras, exactly as Kiri and Poi had said, but there was no film to these ‘cameras’. Some of the more delicate and high-class ones required a practitioner to use [Lightshape] and [Fireshape] to make [Radianceshape], which was then flickered in a flash across the target scene to be reflected through a nice set of lenses in the lightbox, onto a backplate made of thick paper.

Those smaller, portable lightboxes were just the first part of a two-part process, if you wanted a real painting of a good meter by meter size, though. For the largest paintings, you needed a special room set up with much larger canvases, where a special lightbox used the smaller picture taken with the portable lightbox, to project onto that larger canvas. [Radianceshape] was used here, too, to facilitate this transfer. Some lightboxes had this dual functionality built in, but according to the book, it was better to have two different lightboxes of high quality instead of one middling box of middle quality.

None of that allowed for full-color photographic quality work, though. All that a lightbox helped with was the transferring of a basic image of a scene, which was then painted over by the artist, using their own expertise and talent.

Erick looked up at the saleswoman, and said, “I want to produce full-color pictures of about hand-sized, with one click of one button. No need for painting or any of that. Is this possible?”

The woman lost a little bit of her smile. “You can do this. You just have to have certain specialty spells and other products on hand.” She reached back and pulled out a smaller booklet, saying, “This details how to make [Perfect Painting]. It is a tier four spell involving [Lightshape] and [Watershape] for [Paintshape], which is then combined with [Prestidigitation] and [Telekinesis] for [Painting], and then taken to new heights with practice and skill, to make [Perfect Painting]. Using this spell, some of our paints, and one of our Painting-class lightboxes, you can achieve your goal.”

Erick tapped a finger on the second book, saying, “I’ll buy this book, too, but you misunderstand. I want a mechanical way to produce perfect paintings. Or rather, I’d prefer not to use paint at all. I just want the color of the printing paper to change to the proper colors. Full fidelity. One click of a button.”

The woman regained her smile, but Erick could tell was an expression she reserved for when she suffered fools. She said, “We have no artifacts of this level, but I heard Ar’Kendrithyst is open to the public. Perhaps you should delve into the Enchanter’s Laboratories.”

And yeah, that was an insult. Framed politely, but meaning anything but.

“Apologies. I am not making myself understood.” Erick said, “I want paintings at the press of a button, with no magic involved at all. A pure physical process. No artifacts necessary.”

“Ah. Now I think you should talk to Rozeta, or one of the other gods. Maybe they can help you on your divine quest to ruin all honest painters the world over.”

Okay. So. Erick realized he might have been a bit… pushy. Or something. But there was no need for that sort of blatant insult. So, perhaps unwisely, Erick decided to pursue her insult. He hadn’t ever taken art history lessons, but he did see a fair bit of art over his year of life on Veird, and this woman’s argument that photography would ‘ruin artists’ was just plain wrong! A proper camera would just shift how art was made on Veird. ‘Realism’ and ‘landscape’ were not all that great, in his opinion.

Erick had seen a lot of art over his 48 years of living on Earth, too, after all.

Erick said, “Now there’s a fun argument. What do you think would happen if painters didn’t need to strive for realism?”

The woman huffed, then sarcastically said, “Why don’t you tell me, Seer.”

While Teressa and Poi had held back, as they often did, Kiri remained at Erick’s side, so this woman obviously did not understand that he was here with his guards. She did not understand who he was, and her rising voice proved that.

Not many people in the rest of the shop did, but they had started gathering ever since the woman began raising her voice, and insulting Erick. They watched the growing argument from around the corners of shelves, with their paint-splattered clothing, alongside other people in brown clothing, one of which Erick guessed was the saleswoman’s boss, just by virtue of his uniform being slightly nicer than the woman’s. That guy wasn’t willing to get involved, though. He had definitely seen that Erick was guarded by two other people, hanging back from the confrontation, and his eyes had gone really, really wide, upon seeing Erick. Almost no one in the room knew who Erick was, but the salesman certainly did. And yet, still, he did not get involved.

Erick said, “I’m not a Seer, but I know a bit about the painting styles of this world, and I have a few more that I’d love to show you that come from a different sort of world.” At that, the woman lost some of her annoyance. She turned questioning, but Erick didn’t give her a chance to speak whatever revelations were going through her mind. He quickly grabbed some rubber erasers from a bucket of them on the counter, and taking one in his hands, said, “Feel free to [Dispel] these if you want, but there’s a lot more out there than realistic painting.”

With the work of an intense second, recalling some of his favorite paintings he had ever seen back on Earth, Erick conjured a lightward of impeccable quality, reproducing something rather close to what a master painter had made many years ago.

Blues tumbled into whites, which swirled around yellow stars and a bright moon, while the sleepy countryside continued to sleep, and a spire of black bushes reached up toward the sky. Or at least Erick thought they were bushes. They could have been something else.

“This one is Starry Night, a Post-Impressionist painting by Vincent Van Gogh, made about 150 years ago. That description is on the bottom of the painting. It’s very famous, and I think I’ve done it justice. Hopefully.” He moved the eraser, and moved the lightward, too, adding, “And it’s linked to the eraser, so it’s mobile— and also permanent.”

The woman looked at the lightpainting, her eyes going a little bit wider at the casual display of perfect lightward control. Or maybe it was at the lightpainting itself. Or maybe it was because of Erick, himself.

Erick set that painting aside by setting the attached eraser aside, and conjured Van Gogh’s Irises; a painting of blue flowers on green stems and leaves, growing in the dirt. “This one is another bit of non-realism painting.”

Then he conjured The Kiss; A man draped in golds of black and white surrounds a woman of gold and color, they are in love, they are framed by a darker gold and supported by rising flowers.

Erick said, “Art Nouveau. ‘New Art’. This is another broad category. This one is called ‘The Kiss’.”

He conjured an image of a woman reading a book that almost looked like stained glass, but highly stylized, and very close to realism. He said, “Alphonse Mucha’s Daydream. Also Art Nouveau. Also one of my favorites. Actually, I like that whole style, a lot. Most of what I remember comes from that art period.”

Erick conjured several more paintings done in the same style, of people, of advertisements for soft drinks that didn’t exist (yet, maybe), of flowers, of animals. “This whole style is very easy to play around with. It’s been copied a lot back on Earth, but I haven’t ever seen anything like it on Veird.”

By now, the saleswoman had gone pale, and quiet, as she realized who she was talking to. Erick tried to be as nice as possible with his tone and his words, but realistic painting was rather stale, in his opinion. If this helped to liven up the art out there that he had seen, then this was good, right? The people in the audience were certainly interested in his display, with most of that interest eventually shifting toward the paintings Erick was conjuring.

A skinny young orcol man, dressed in clothes that were stained with hundreds of paints, looked upon ‘Daydream’ like he was seeing the face of a goddess. His jaw held slack, his blue eyes sparkling with an inner light.

Erick conjured some of Picasso’s work, explaining, “Another abstract style. It’s called Cubism, and I remember a lot of it, and I like it, but there’s a lot of cultural stuff that just is not in the paintings that you have to understand in order to understand them. This particular one is called Guernica, by Pablo Picasso, and it’s about the horrors of war.”

A lot of eyes focused on that painting.

Erick moved on.

His next set of paintings were of things right next to him, but taken a magnitude higher; crisper, sharper, more more. He said, “These are just examples of Hyper Realism of things I see around the room. It’s a nice style. You probably already know this one.”

There were more people in the audience now. Maybe double as many as had been in the shop before. With a glance through Ophiel that he had left outside, and small, Erick saw that more people were rushing down the street, coming this way.

Oh. This wasn’t what Erick wanted.

He stopped himself there, saying, “And I am terribly sorry for throwing all of that on you, but there’s a lot more to art than Realism. In my experience, anyway.” He gestured to the books on the table, asking, “How much for these?” He gestured to the lightboxes in the back, asking, “And one of those? A medium-grade one.” He had spied the inner workings of many of them with a casual blink of mana sense and his [Greater Lightwalk] while he was talking. They were all about the same, as far as he could tell. He said, “Maybe that one?”

The saleswoman steeled herself, and said, “I am terribly sorry Archmage Flatt, for treating you like I have.”

“I’m sorry, too. I probably took that a step too far.” Erick asked, “So let’s just let bygones be bygones? How much for the stuff?”

Professionalism took over, as she looked to the lightpaintings, and said, “Boxed Light could never accept money from you. Take the books and whichever lightbox you wish. With deepest politeness, I would simply ask if you could grace us with one of your lightpaintings, if you could.”

It was a deal that favored Erick in a way that he was not entirely comfortable with accepting. But she was trying to save face, and Erick could respect that. He said, “You can have them all. I made them permanent because I was hoping to give them to you, anyway, if you liked them. I cannot claim credit for what others have done. Except for the Hyper Realist lightwards. That style is not mine either, but those particular images did come from me.”

The woman bowed, then reached back, and grabbed the lightbox Erick had indicated before. She handed it over, saying, “Thank you for coming to Boxed Light, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick took the head-sized ‘lightbox’, saying, “Thank you for being here.” He glanced behind him to see Teressa and Poi flanking him and the entire shop filled with people. He turned back to the saleswoman. Saying, “Pardon us, but we will be taking the quick exit.”

The woman nodded, as Kiri grabbed the stuff, and Erick grabbed his people with a light touch.

- - - -

“I didn’t know you knew art!” Kiri exclaimed, when they arrived back in their room.

Erick shrugged, saying, “I hadn’t thought to try recreating anything from Earth before, so that was a surprise to me, too.”

Kiri set down the lightbox and the books, asking, “Could I get a copy of that Arat Nervo stuff?”

“The translation is just ‘New Art’.” Erick said, “I’m pretty sure there is something similar to it on Veird, right?” He felt a sudden stab of embarrassment. “Ah. Shit. Was I talking trash? I barely know anything of the art styles of Veird.”

Kiri said, “Me either, but Realism is the main one, right?”

Poi said, “Nature Art is a big one. Other than Realism, Nature Art is probably the largest art style on Veird at the moment. And for a long time, too. I think you’d know them as ‘Landscape’.” His voice took on the air of an easy lecture, as he said, “Then you have Monster Horror, which is a niche style depicting the casual violence of the adventuring life. A lot of emotion in that one. Fantastical is a look to the ancient past, with people imagining what the universe was like pre-Sundering. That one has never been too much in favor, but you can find it in some places. And ‘Realism’ is a truly broad category.

“There’s ‘As you see it’ Realism, which is from the point of view of a person watching a scene. There’s Hyper Realism, which is one or a few objects or faces drawn out to massive proportions, with every detail visible. Very similar to the one you showed in there, Erick, with the lightpaintings of paint brushes in bottles and tubes of paint, done with an unnerving eye for detail. Coincidentally, it’s the same name, too. Then there’s Flowing, which is a Realism style similar to those Van Gogh lightpaintings, but much more based in real objects and people. Then there’s…” His voice trailed off.

Erick smiled, as he listened to Poi. Kiri and Teressa just looked at him like he was suddenly naked in front of them.

Poi suddenly paused. He reluctantly said, “… I like art.” He shifted the subject back to Erick, saying, “You probably started a small cultural revolution with what you did, just by virtue of the ease at which you popped out those light paintings, the breadth of style, the audience, and recent world-wide events.”

“Maybe I did!” Erick found himself taking a great deal of joy in that, as he added, “Did you see the face of that one kid when I popped out Daydream?”

Poi said, “When I spoke of a cultural revolution, I was not exaggerating.”

Kiri and Teressa gained some odd looks, and Erick did too.

Erick said, “I thought you were being dramatic?”

“Not at all.” Poi frowned a little, then said, “You are very famous, and… Your skill at creating those lightpaintings cannot be undersold. You probably handed that shop a good hundred thousand gold.”

Erick waved him off, saying, “They weren’t my art, anyway.”

“Two hundred thousand gold,” Poi said.

Erick winced a little.

Kiri smiled though, as she shrugged. “It is what it is.”

Teressa added, “You did say that you liked those styles a lot, too. I wouldn’t be surprised if we get solicitors looking to sell you art.”

Erick asked, “That’s all it takes, huh?”

Poi added, “The Headmaster is fond of Fantastical, so despite a lot of people never knowing what the Old Cosmology used to look like, that style still survives to this day. It is said that he buys whatever he sees if the art remotely resembles something he saw from before the Sundering. Sometimes he commissions pieces, too. Sometimes the gods commission Fantastical art.”

Kiri said, “Oh, yeah! You can make a lot of money if your personal Fantastical style is any good.”

“Huh.” Erick thought for a moment, then turned his attention to the lightbox he had ‘bought’. “So you know how to use these, Poi?”

Poi said, “If I did, I would have said something.”

Erick teased, “It’s hard to know sometimes!”

After giving a perfunctory nod, Poi stepped away, back to his book he had left sitting beside his seat. Teressa signed off as well, heading back to bed for a nap, while Kiri stayed with Erick, and they began playing around with the lightbox.

Not half an hour in, and with a good two dozen ‘pictures’ taken of the room and his people, which were mostly just sepia-toned flash-shadows burned onto the paper attached to the backplate, Erick declared, “This is not what I want, but it has all the moving parts.”

Kiri pointed out the problem, saying, “You just need to invent a non-magical method to record light.”

“A way to record green, red, and blue light, which can each form a different image, which can then be transferred into some… other… medium…” Erick lost his train of thought, then regained it, saying, “And then I need to combine all of those into one coherent whole! Easy.”

Kiri pointedly glanced over to the recorder, saying, “This one might be easier, for now. One technology at a time?”

Erick agreed, “One technology at a time.”

And then, when his soul finally felt better and he wasn’t wincing after casting too many spells, he’d get back to making magic. That was the plan, anyway. Erick hoped nothing too horrible would come up in the meantime.

- - - -

The seventh iteration of the record player was likely as good as it was going to get. The base rotated at 35 revolutions per minute, with each record having a theoretical run time of 20 minutes. They hadn’t recorded anything that long, but Erick had let one run for that long just to time it all, even though Kiri said that she calculated the time from the angles and the surface area at being 20 minutes; they didn’t have to actually run that test. But Erick ran that test anyway. The 10 centimeter band of playable space on the 30 centimeter diameter glass seemed to be at the sweet spot for recording and playback purposes. Any closer to the center of the disk and the sounds became unintelligible.

Erick listened to the words he had recorded, and replaced the needle on the arm with the previous needle. The thirty-eighth needle sounded slightly worse than version thirty-seven. Then he set it into the starter groove, and cast [Control Machine].

The record player soundlessly began to turn.

‘Music’ erupted from the horn above the player.

“Bum da bum da bum tish tish tish bum da bum.”

It was a nothing song, made by Erick and Kiri and Ophiel each contributing to the recording. Erick got the medium sounds, Kiri got the highs, and Ophiel supplied the deep bass. And it all came through.

Kiri said, “I can’t really tell the difference between 38 and 37.”

“I can,” Erick said. “And yet...”

Bah! This wasn’t great. It wasn’t perfect. But he would have to settle for this mechanical sound. This thing was a purely analog machine, though, so this was as good as it was going to get.

Kiri said, “I thought the last three machines each sounded good, too.”

“Yeah…” Erick said, “It’s not going to get better than this. Not with the level of what I know, anyway. I’ll have to experiment with magnets and electricity another day.” He looked out the window. The sun was a few hours till setting. He asked, “What does everyone want for dinner— Oh wait! Teressa? Teressa?”

After a few moments, Teressa poked out of her room. “Dinner?”

“Yes. Your great-aunt’s place. Is it open? Want to go?”

“… Yes.”

She did not sound very sure of herself.

Erick asked, “Is it actually her place?”

“Yes.” Teressa said, “I checked. It also isn’t very popular because… It’s not.” She offered, “How about I just go say ‘hi’, and then we pick somewhere else to actually eat?”

Erick said, “That’s fine, too.”

- - - -

Teressa was right. This place wasn’t very popular at all. The day was practically into the dinner hour, and the diner only had a dozen people, with room for a dozen more. The little restaurant wasn’t in the best location, being on the outskirts of Wyrmrest’s District, so maybe that was the problem? There was certainly more than one item on the menu, but it all seemed to be different types of curry, so at least it wasn’t as bad as Teressa had made it out to be. Sure, the only thing for sale was ‘stew’, but there were a dozen varieties.

The place smelled like curry and fresh bread, and that was fine by Erick. Maybe they would eat here? That would be fine. Jane certainly seemed to perk up as she caught the scent of something incredibly spicy on the air.

But as soon as Teressa stepped inside the place, the idea of having a simple evening fell through.

An elderly orcol woman behind the cash register saw Teressa and her mouth dropped open. She yelled, “TERESSA REDNAIL?!”

The entire restaurant turned to see Teressa.

Teressa, with her green face flushing darker, said, “Hello, Auntie Arathani. Yes. It’s me.”

The woman shot out from behind the counter, shouting, “Oh my dear child!” She ran right at Teressa, her billowing dress, white hair, and body flopping as she ran, arms wide, right at Teressa, crying out, “You’ve finally come back to the Forest!”

Teressa caught her great aunt in a hug, not bothering to correct the woman as they shared a private moment, in a public space. But when Auntie Arathani’s face was buried in Teressa’s chest, Teressa frowned, and Erick saw it was going to be a difficult conversation.

Arathani pulled away, saying, “Let me look at you!” She grabbed at Teressa’s arms, marveling at her muscles, and then at her face, marveling at her eyes, saying, “You’re as big and as strong as I remember!” She finally realized that there were more people than just Teressa, as she boggled down at Erick, Kiri, Poi, and Jane. With a grandmotherly voice, she said, “You all look like you could use some food! Come! Sit!” She grabbed Teressa’s hand, dragging her toward a great big table, saying, “You and your new adventuring group is always going to be welcome here, Teressa, my dear child.” She giggled and laughed, saying, “I’m so glad you’re finally better!”

Teressa’s momentary good cheer evaporated like it had never been. But she put on a strong face and said, “They’re not… I’m not...” She changed her mind about whatever it was she was going to say, and said, “I have good news, Auntie Arathani.” She pulled out the kill notification for Perri, the Witch, and handed it to the older woman.

The old woman blanked as she saw the notification. And then she touched it, like she was touching a tombstone, which, in a way, she was. Her voice became a whisper, “Is this… Is this hers?”

A man came out from the kitchen, looking concerned, asking, “Arathani?”

“Yes; this is that Shade’s Kill Notification.” Teressa said, “I got it from the man who killed her. The Witch is—” Her voice hitched. “The Witch is dead. The bitch who killed our family is gone. There’s not even ashes to piss on.”

Arathani blinked out tears as Teressa spoke. She breathed hard, as the man from the kitchen came over and put his hand on her shoulder. Arathani grabbed his hand with one of hers, while her other gripped the Witch’s notification like it would fly away if she let go.

The man looked to Teressa, asking, “I didn’t believe it, but it’s true? The Shades are really dead?”

The entire restaurant was silent. Some of the people watched Teressa, Arathani, and the man. Most looked away. But as the seconds ticked by, some of them noticed Erick. One of them recognized Erick for who he was.

“They’re mostly dead, Uncle Yogdrick.” Teressa said, “Seven Shades of the city still live, as well as the ones that were outside of Ar’Kendrithyst during Shadow’s Feast. But the Witch is dead, for sure.”

“Yogdrick.” Arathani stood up straight, and turned to the man who was her husband, saying, “Let’s break out the good brandy.” She rounded on Teressa, “You must stay the night— Have you had dinner yet? We have dinner! Eat here. All your friends, too!”

Teressa started, “Uh—”

“We’d love to!” Erick said, wholeheartedly, right as—

Jane said, “We’d love to.”

“Yup,” Kiri said, as Poi added, “Sure.”

“I guess we’re staying for dinner, Auntie,” Teressa said, “But we already have a place to stay.”

“Fine fine. Good.” Arathani wiped a tear from her eye, as she rushed Teressa for another hug. With her head on Teressa’s shoulder, she told Yogdrick, “The brandy, sweetie.”

“Right!” Yogdrick headed back to the kitchen, repeating, “Right.”

Erick sat down to a large, empty table, along with everyone else, except for Arathani and Yogdrick, while Teressa fielded questions from her great aunt like a woman deflecting [Force Bolt]s. ‘How did you get this notification?’ ‘How can you believe it?’ ‘What have you been up to?’ But what finally broke the camel’s back, was an event that took a few minutes to become fully realized. It started with some guards in wooden-looking armor taking position outside of the restaurant's doors, which Arathani did not notice right away, because some people asked for their bill. That forced Arathani to give up her line of questions for Teressa, to give the people their bills and send them on their way.

It was then she noticed the guards. She put her hands on her hips and demanded to no one in particular, “What are those two doing outside my diner? Standing there like that! They better not stop people from coming to my diner!” She almost went to walk out the door, to confront the guards, but—

Another trio of patrons needed their bill. And then all of them did. Arathani was suddenly apologetic to all the people leaving, for some of them hadn’t even finished eating yet. But they all paid their bills as quickly as they could. On their ways out, more than a few people glanced at Erick.

One of them said to Arathani, “Congratulations on your family reunion.”

Arathani said, “You don’t have to leave because of that!”

“It’s for the best,” said the man. He bowed to Erick, saying, “And thank you, sir.” The man rapidly left, following the rest of his small group.

Arathani turned to Erick. “What was that about? Do you know Rupar?”

“Never met the guy,” Erick said.

“Then why—”

Teressa sighed, almost too quiet to hear, then said, “Auntie. I haven’t actually introduced my friends yet.”

“Oh! Where are my manners! This Triumph of Light has me all aflutter with that news from Spur and now you’re showing up at my door! It’s been a strange week so far.” Arathani stood straighter, then glanced around, saying, “And where is that husband of mine with the brandy! Whatever.” She came back to the table, saying, “It is such a pleasure to meet you all. Are you all part of Teressa’s new adventuring group? Would you like something to drink before we break out the brandy? Tea? Or water? Beer?” She gestured at the suddenly empty restaurant, saying, “Looks like we have some room for a proper reunion. And you can tell me what you’re going to do with your life, now that your vendetta is done!”

Teressa winced, then said, “Auntie Arathani Wyrmrest, I’d like you to meet a few people.” She gestured around the table, saying, “Poi Fulisade, my Squad Leader.”

Arathani paused, narrowed her eyes a little, and said, “Uh. Squad Leader? Hello, mister Fulisade.”

Poi nodded. “Ma’am.”

Teressa continued, “Kiri Flamecrash, a private in Spur’s Army.”

Kiri nodded. “Hello.”

Teressa rapidly said, “And Jane Flatt, also a private in the Army, and Erick Flatt, my assignment and boss and friend and the person who gave me the Witch’s Kill Notification.”

Jane calmly smiled, saying nothing, as Arathani’s eyes bugged out and she temporarily stopped breathing.

Erick said, “Hello, Teressa’s great-aunt. I must say that the smells in here are quite nice.”

And then Arathani narrowed her eyes again, and almost spat at Teressa, “That’s not a nice trick to play on an old woman, Teressa! If you were twenty years younger I’d tan your hide—”

Erick spoke, drawing Arathani’s ire, saying, “It’s true, ma’am. The Witch is very much dead, and unless she has a back-up body and soul somewhere —which I wouldn’t put past someone like that— she’s gone. Even if she did come back, she wouldn’t be a Shade anymore, which means she’d be a normal criminal, with much less power.”

“… Oh.” Arathani said, “And here I thought your eyes were just…” Her voice trailed off.

Yogdrick had paused just as he came out of the kitchen doors, holding what was likely a large bottle of liquor. When Erick finished, Arathani breathed a bit, then she walked over to grab the bottle from her husband.

She started pouring glasses, not looking at Erick, as she said, “That is quite a tale.” She quickly finished pouring seven shots, drank one of them right quick, and brought the bottle and the glasses to the table, adding, “I’m not partial to believing fantastical things, like all the Shades are dead, but I can certainly believe that the Witch had a back-up body like in those stories about necromancers and shit.” She set the glasses on the table, and took one for herself. “So what do you all want for dinner? On the house, for sure.”

Teressa relaxed, then managed to get out, “Whatever’s good, Aun—”

But the front door opened, ringing a bell above the entrance as it moved. An elderly man with slicked-back white hair walked in, dressed in a green robe with white gems studded on the fabric. This was why the guards were outside the door. Erick was wondering if that small action was a friendly hand from Wyrmrest to prevent another incident like what happened at Boxed Light, but those guards were actually clearing the way for an important person. That was Erick’s second guess at why the guards were there.

Arathani saw the man, and her lips turned into a hard line. She bowed, right as Yogdrick also bowed.

Yogdrick said, “Welcome to our restaurant, Chieftain Wyrmrest.”

The Chieftain spoke, “Thank you for welcoming me into your place of business. Now, if you don’t mind, I would perchance speak with one of your guests.” He looked to Erick, asking, “Sir Archmage Flatt. Would you mind speaking with me for a short while—” He gestured to the side of the room, toward an empty table, saying, “Over there is fine with me, if it is acceptable to you.”

“… Certainly.”

- - - -

Erick sat at a table across from a man he had never met before, but who was apparently a big-wig around here. He’d have to be, with a title like ‘Chieftain Wyrmrest’.

Erick began with, “So what’s your actual name? You can call me Erick, by the way.”

The man put on an easy smile, and said, “Peron. Thanks for taking the time to meet, Erick. I apologize for interrupting a family moment, but it is my hope that this should only take a few minutes. It is regarding the plan for the annihilation of the Moon Reachers and a few other monsters out in the Forest.”

Everyone at Teressa’s table went silent. They were already whispering to each other, with most of that whispering being between Arathani and Teressa, but now there were no sounds at all, except for Jane shooting back a shot of Arathani’s brandy.

Jane went, “Woo! That’s strong!” And then she tried to restart their own conversations.

Erick was thankful for that. He focused on his own conversation, which suddenly seemed like either a suddenly appearing [Force Trap], or a bridge to a better future. He asked, “Is there some part of this plan that needs amending? Or something? I already said I wouldn’t do it without everyone’s agreement and assistance, but I hope that everyone chooses correctly. Now that the monster-makers and the Shades are mostly taken care of, a targeted extinction of certain monsters might actually work.”

Peron said, “Theoretically, I and many of my compatriot Chieftains approve of this targeted extinction event. Theoretically. But it has come upon us too fast, and we really would like to be more cautious about this sort of thing. None of us want to be responsible for clearing out a predator from the Forest, only to have worse things take over, and for the best solution to those new problems to be to reintroduce Moon Reachers from another continent.” He added, “Those creatures really are some of the world’s best predators. But. Barring all of that… Is this something you could actually do?” He rapidly added, “Not to disparage my own intelligence network, but hearing is different than seeing.”

Erick saw where this was going. He asked, “Do you have some smaller targets that you wish gone, first?”

Peron’s smile was purely political, as he said, “We do have some smaller targets. The Cult of Melemizargo. You’re just as capable at finding people as you are at finding monsters, unless I am mistaken.”

Erick suddenly said, “No. Nev— Wait.” Erick stopped talking, and winced. “Sorry.” Erick said, “That was a reaction. Not my answer.”

Peron slowly nodded, once. He waited for more. His politician face never shifted from anything other than calm listening.

Erick said, “I don’t want to hunt people. But I will hunt for them and allow your people to take care of them, if, and only if, you can prove their murderous intentions, or a history of such. I will help you to hunt down the worst offenders; Hunters, murderers, terrorists. Those sorts of people. I will not help you to kill simple cultists. And yes! Before you say anything else, there are simple cultists. Some of my people in Candlepoint are simple cultists, because Melemizargo was there for them, when no other gods were. And yes, I fully understand that it was Melemizargo who did what he did to the people of Candlepoint, but some of the people of Candlepoint still revere him, and all they usually do is leave out pastries on darkened shelves, or light tiny candles inside dark rooms. That is the full extent of their cult activities and I have no doubt that this is the full extent of the cult activities of many of the people of this city and land. A lot of cultists get into that worship just to ask for a way forward in the night that doesn’t end with their death, or for trials to grow stronger. Not all of them make monsters or war or horror.” He thought for a second, then added, “That’s my answer. It’s probably not my full answer, but that’s my answer for now.”

Peron had listened, his face betraying almost nothing. Erick could tell that he didn’t like his answer, though. There were some deeper, more hateful emotions buried under that professional facade, and they were buried deep.

Peron said, “I was not aware that you were a cultist yourself.”

Those were fighting words, but Erick would not rise to them.

“If you see every peace-loving person as an enemy, then we are going to have a rough time.”

“I want you to kill Treant, too.” Peron said, “He’s to the north east, right now, on the edge of Steel-Branch’s territory.”

“… Oh?” Erick had an Ophiel rapidly lightstep in that direction, as he said, “One second.”

In a matter of moments, Erick found Treant.

It was hard not to. The man was surrounded by bloody, 300 meter long wyrm corpses, gathered in a massive pile with tails and heads and flayed spines twisted and splayed out all across each other, in the center of a large clearing within sight of Steel-Branch’s steel-and-cloud canopy. For some strange reason, the entire arrangement reminded Erick of a plate of multigrain spaghetti. The blood and gore even looked like a meat sauce, if one were to look at it all from very far away. It was surreal, actually.

...Or maybe Erick’s stomach rumbled at all the good scents currently around him, and his mind went somewhere weird. The scents around Ophiel were certainly not good at all. Erick remembered that smell from when he hunted wyrms with Teressa, Poi, Kiri, Jane, and Rats. It smelled like a sweetened movie-theater dumpster.

And yet, there Treant stood, right on top of it all, calling out toward Treehome, repeating the same phrases over and over again, “… me, Treehome! I ask for forgiveness! I ask for a task to earn that forgiveness! Hear me, Treehome! I ask for forgiveness! I ask for a task to earn that forgiveness! Hear me, Treehome!…”

His voice was full of hurt. Glowing white tears streamed down his face, turning pink as they mixed with blood. He had lost his bark-like skin somewhere between the last time Erick had seen him, and this time, but the rest of him looked the same. Black hair. Short kilt. Brown skin.

And then he spotted Ophiel, for Erick made no attempt to hide him.

Treant’s raw voice turned toward Ophiel. “Erick! What can I do to make amends?” He instantly added, “You owe me! You did this to me! And I gave you those Stat fruits! Help me!”

Erick spoke through Ophiel, rapidly saying, “I don’t have time for a therapy session with you right now, and I will not speak on your behalf. Not yet. And besides! I have no experience with helping people find forgiveness after they’ve murdered hundreds of thousands of people. There’s just no coming back from what you did right now. So why don’t you just keep doing good in the shadows, and maybe that will eventually outweigh the bad. In like, a hundred years. I don’t know. I’m not the one that you wronged. Not really. You got a Divine Quest, right? Just do that.”

Treant listened, and then he collapsed to his knees. He cried, silently, his shoulders shaking.

Erick recalled that Ophiel, and returned to his own senses. He looked to Peron, and said, “Good luck with that guy. If he becomes an actual problem, then… We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I think he’ll just murder more monsters, though, and that’s a win for you guys.”

Peron silently regarded Erick.

Erick waited.

Peron said, “Every single person he harms is on your head.”

“Then every single person he saves is my joy, too.” Erick said, “I knew what I was getting into when I Blessed them into Empathy. You’re merely reaping the main benefits. So unless this posturing is for someone else’s benefit, then I would appreciate a bit more honesty and forthrightness. Is ‘chieftain’ a political appointment, or a familial thing?”

Peron’s mask did not slip. Had Erick hit the right mark? This guy was good at keeping a straight face.

Erick called over to the other table, asking, “Is Chieftain a political appointment?”

While everyone else’s mouths suddenly shut, Poi called back, “The designation of ‘Chieftain’ is indeed a political appointment. Peron won seven years ago, and is up for reelection this year. He has won the last three times in a row, but it’s been close each time.”

Peron sighed, almost too quiet to hear, or see.

“Thank you.” He turned back to Peron, saying, “You wish for a win? Then how about you help me take care of the terrorists, Hunters, and murderers in your town, instead of trying to tackle the Shade in the area who is rather misguided in his helping, but he’s still helping.” He added, “I’ll have to see the files myself, as well as talk to your Guardmaster, while using a truthstone. If that’s okay with you?”

Peron said, “I need Treant dead, Erick. You just aren’t understanding. But that is okay. For now.” He stood up, and Erick stood up with him. Peron said, “You’ll have your lists, and your interviews with Guardmasters. Truthstones are acceptable. I’ll even command my people to open themselves up to whatever Mind Mage probes you demand, so that you understand that we are not lying, or demanding something unreasonable when we ask for the eradication of the Cult.” With hard eyes, Peron said, “I wouldn’t send an archmage against unnecessary targets, Erick. I hope you can understand that I only have the best interests of my people in my heart by the time the long-term prognosticators come back with the long-term monster eradication plans.” He put a hand on his chest, and bowed ever so slightly, saying, “Thank you for meeting me on such unexpected notice, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick copied the man’s gesture, and said, “Thanks for coming to talk to me, Chieftain Wyrmrest.”

The Chieftain left the diner. His guards outside followed him. The trio of them stepped down the street three steps before they all vanished in a star-filled blip.

Arathani rushed the restaurant door. With a turn and a click, she locked the entrance, saying, “Holy gods! So many important people today! I’m all frazzled.” She turned to Erick, asking, “You okay? What am I saying! Yes, you’re okay. Sorry about that—” She fell into what was obviously an old standby mode, asking, “What can I get you to drink?”

Erick smirked, saying, “A beer.”

“A beer for the archmage!” She rushed toward the kegs on the side of the room, where she started filling a drink, and mumbled, “A beer for the archmage. Never thought I’d say that.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons have 131! Thanks for reading~



                



126, 1/2


                Dinner turned to drinking, which immediately became stories of the past, and of what had happened between then and now. Erick knew that everyone here who was not Teressa and Arathani were quickly headed into ‘third wheel’ territory. But, to Teressa and her auntie’s credit, they did not make him, or Poi, or Kiri, or Jane, feel unwelcome.

As the sky outside turned to night, Erick stepped up from the table during a lull between stories, and said, “Arathani, Yogdrick. Thank you for the wonderful—”

“You can’t go yet!” Arathani leapt up from her seat, saying, “I have cookies in the back! Dessert!”

Arathani did not wait for an answer, or recognition, as she tore off into the back room. She did that a lot. She had a nice, tough attitude, and Erick liked that about her. He smiled as Arathani came back with a giant basket filled with enough cookies to choke a small dragon, or at least several orcols. She set the basket on a separate dining room table, saying, “Berry and oat! I made a batch for the school for tomorrow, but you can take some. Take a dozen! I’ll get you a to-go plate.”

As others moved to get going, Teressa rose from her seat, too—

Erick said, “You can stay, Teressa. Spend the night if you wish?”

“Yes!” Arathani put a hand on Teressa’s shoulder, firmly planting the younger woman back onto her seat, saying, “We’ll have her back to you tomorrow safe as antirhine!”

“Auntie.” Teressa began protesting, “Sir. I do not have to stay—”

“You can, though.” Erick put on a false bossy facade, saying, “But I’ll expect you back tomorrow morning, soon as you’re able.”

“Please?” Arathani asked Teressa. “We got a nice room right upstairs for guests, and we’ve got a lot to talk about.” She teared up, saying, “You’ve been gone for so long and we had that awful fight—” She shook her head. “Please stay, Teressa.”

Teressa said, “Sure. Of course I’ll stay. Thanks for having me, Auntie.”

Erick said a few more goodbyes, then left, trailing three of his four people and carrying a plate of cookies.

Teressa and her Auntie would end up talking long into the night.

- - - -

Teressa walked in as Erick set out breakfast.

“Hey there!” Erick said, “Welcome back!”

Teressa smiled softly, and said, “Good to be back. She’s invited us all to dinner again. This time she promises it will be something special… And I promised her that I would tell you that, but we don’t have to go.”

Jane said, “I liked her food.”

“I liked it too, and we got time for this sort of thing. I haven’t heard back from O’kabil or that Chieftain about anything.” Erick said, “So we’ll go back to Arathani’s, unless you would rather go yourself, without us. That is perfectly fine, too. Family is important, after all.”

Teressa said, “Then let’s go back there for dinner.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Then we will! But other than that, you all do whatever you want to do. I’m going to actually, truly try to stay in today. Get some work done.” He added, “Record players won’t make themselves, after all!”

- - - -

Two hours later, Erick sat before Chieftain Wyrmrest and the man in charge of the Special Forces of Treehome. While the first was an orcol man of poise and strength, the second was an orcol man of blood-red plate armor and a no-nonsense face with quite a few scars. More scars than Erick had ever seen on an orcol, too. Of course, ‘more than he had ever seen’ also meant ‘one or two’, in the case of orcols, but this dude was scarred up like any human or incani Juggernaut you’d find in Spur’s Adventuring District at any time of the day.

Hollowsaur didn’t count for Erick’s idea of ‘orcols with scars’.

Peron introduced the scarred man, saying, “Archmage Erick Flatt, I would like you to meet Warchief Koropo Ikabobbi, leader of the Special Forces of Treehome, and the man who has been fighting the cultist menace for years.”

Erick said, “Nice to meet you, Koropo. Please call me Erick.”

Koropo paused in surprise, much like how a rock could be surprised, then spoke in a particularly deep voice, saying, “Informal, then. Erick. I heard you had some conditions for your support. What are they?”

“I won’t track down simple cultists. I will track down murderers, Hunters, and terrorists. Anyone who has taken a life in service to Melemizargo qualifies to be hunted, but I’d like you to be sparing with your targets, if you can.” Erick thought for a second, then, deciding that his words had been good enough, said, “That’s about it.” He gestured to Poi, standing behind him, adding, “And my guard and friend, Poi Fulisade, will be verifying the truth of your words, and any questions I have regarding any of the paperwork. Broadly speaking, I have no reason not to trust your word that the people you seek are dangerous killers, so please don’t give me a reason to not trust you.”

Peron said nothing and gave none of his emotions or biases away as he watched the conversation between Erick and Koropo.

Koropo said, “If I catch cultists in my net they will be tried and found guilty of consorting with The Enemy. The usual punishment for that is execution. If you want to take them off of my hands, then I’ll give them to you, but I will not go easy on the enablers of the Hunters, murderers, and terrorists.”

Erick blanked for a minute, then said, “No. I want you to let them be. Just don’t prosecute them.” He added, “This should not be a hard thing to compromise on.”

“If you don’t want them, then why should I have to deal with them? Don’t you have a city full of cultists?” Koropo said, “If they’re too dangerous for you, then we should just kill them and be done with it, and when we do catch them and we do kill them, I won’t have you gainsaying me in my decisions about my city.”

“Ah. So you don’t want my help at all.” Erick stood up, getting ready to leave, saying, “Sorry we couldn’t come to an arrangement.”

“I apologize for my dutiful Special Forces.” Peron stood, saying, “Please sit back down, Erick, and let us continue these discussions.”

Erick turned to Poi. “Is he actually apologizing, or is he playing ‘good cop bad cop’ with Koropo, just to see how far they can push me?” He turned back to the orcols, saying, “Because at the first sign that my wishes aren’t being upheld, then I am gone, and I will not be persuaded by Peron trying to placate me when you, Koropo, go ‘off all on your own’ and kill some stupid, idiot cultists who don’t know any better. If that is indeed what you’re both planning on doing.”

While Peron’s face remained the same mask as ever, Koropo’s scarred visage gained a hard-edged smile. Poi did not need to answer; Erick gained everything he needed to know right then. Peron was the actual bad cop, here, while Koropo was only pretending to be the bad cop at Peron’s behest, because, at the end of the day, Peron was the boss and Koropo was the underling.

Poi remained silent.

Koropo stood, and continued to play his part, saying, “I can respect you for murdering the Shades and turning the survivors into soul-slaved helpers, but this is how they get you, Erick. You’re doing what every single cult leader has ever done, just on a much larger scale.

“The leaders start the initiates off small, having them give gifts in the shadows to the Darkness. Then it’s compassion. Then comes a feeling of belonging. Then comes the request that the initiate prove their worth to the cult, and I’m not just speaking of Melemizargo’s Cult. This is how they all work. The people on top draw the people on the bottom into their webs of lies and comfort, and the people in bottom thus draw even more people in, and the cycle continues.

“All of the people in these cults are all part of the problem. Even if we cut the heads off of the wyrm, they always grow back, because that’s what tumors do when you only cut out the parts that are causing direct harm. For that’s what the Cult of Melemizargo does. It stays dormant for years. And then all of a sudden, there’s a crisis manufactured by the people in charge, usually when they find an initiate willing to kill to solve their problems. One problematic person becomes two, becomes five, and then you’ve got a string of murders on your hands, and too many murderers covering for each other.

“So your insistence that we ‘leave the simple Cultists alone’ is asking for us to leave the wyrm alone while it regrows its teeth.” Koropo said, “I will not do this, and if you won’t help clear out the entire cult, then I don’t need your shitty help, because as soon as we move on them with your kind of power, they’ll activate every single dormant member, instructing them all to kill as much as they can, to take out as many leaders and key people as they can before we can pin them to the wall.” Koropo said, “It’s happened before, and it will happen again.”

Silence descended upon the room.

No one spoke.

Erick glanced to Poi.

Poi said, “Warchief Ikabobbi believes what he is saying, and the event that he is referring to is the Insurrection of 1406, thirty years ago, when a string of massacres inside Treehome was found out to be the result of Cultists.”

Erick felt himself go a little pale, then mentally reminded himself that he didn’t always know everything, and that this wasn’t Earth. Erick’s experience with the Cult was not everyone’s experience with the Cult. He sat back down, saying, “Fine. Let’s talk.”

Koropo and Peron sat back down.

Erick said, “My initial statement stands, but there is an amendment: If they start doing what you say, then I will help you eliminate them all. If they do not activate their sleeper agents, if they do not start killing indiscriminately, then I want you to leave them alone. I will leave it up to you to proceed however you wish in order to enable a quick kill on whichever targets you desire, without alerting too many to what is going on, but, if possible, I ask you to detain and then release whoever you capture who is not directly responsible for some atrocity.”

Koropo said, “There will be collateral damage, no matter how much my people would wish to avoid such. I need to know that you’re in this till it’s over, no matter what happens, otherwise you’re a liability I won’t risk. I won’t risk stirring the dragon’s nest with a partner that is going to [Teleport] out at the first sign of trouble.”

“I’m taking a risk here, too, Koropo.” Erick said, “If you aren’t willing to take a risk that I’ll leave as soon as I see you harming innocents, then maybe you’re right. We shouldn’t be doing this at all.”

While Koropo slightly narrowed his eyes, in what had to be either a practiced or naturally perfect manner, Erick waited. He had given his line-in-the-sand, knowing that it would be tested, going forward. He hoped his morality wouldn’t be tested too harshly.

Another silence stretched through the meeting room.

Koropo said, “What do you need to find people?”

“… Are we going to do this, then? Will you abide by my rules? Both in spirit and to the letter?”

“Fine, dammit.” Koropo laid a gauntleted fist on the table right as Peron’s mask slipped, and the Chieftain’s anger briefly showed to the world. Koropo tapped the wood with a thick, armored finger, saying, “But listen to me when I say that stepping out halfway will be worse than doing nothing. Listen when I say that collateral damage is expected. We fully expect a large-scale retaliation, and we will be preparing some specific countermeasures to counteract that, but— Gods dammit, I’m usually the one telling my hothead subordinates not to get carried away.” He took away his hand, adding, “I haven’t been on this side of the table in forty years.” He stared Erick right in the eyes, saying, “I need you to go the distance with us. The Cult of Melemizargo must be eradicated from Treehome and the surrounding lands. Roots and all. I can’t have you getting scared halfway through. And I mean that.”

Erick softly asked, “What sort of large-scale retaliation?”

Koropo sat back in his chair, saying, “Archmage Syllea’s brother, Omaz, is one of the Cult leaders, so. Something on that level, and Syllea will likely get involved, too. Do you know Omaz? Anything about him?”

“No…” Keeping the sudden horror out of his voice, Erick said, “I met him once. But. No. I don’t know the man. At all.”

Koropo said, “He’s picked up some tricks from his sister over the many years. She’s got that famous [Starlight Fall] magic. He’s got it, too.” He whipped out a blue box and gave it to Erick. “According to Syllea, this one is Omaz’s version. It’s a pale imitation of the original, but it’s still an existential threat.”




	
Starlight Fall, instant, super long range, 35,000 mana

Conjure countless stars down to Veird, each creating a small explosion for 25x WIL per star.














It was almost the same spell that Syllea had shared with him way back when. He looked at that one, now, and saw that they were pretty similar.




	
Starlight Fall, instant, super long range, 29,900 mana

Conjure countless stars down to Veird, each creating a large explosion for 50x WIL per star.














Erick mumbled, “Syllea is better than her brother, but…”

“But ‘countless’ stars is still ‘countless’,” Koropo said.

Erick asked, “How many is ‘countless’, anyway?”

Peron said, “About three million, over a ten kilometer diameter space. Normal [Dispel]s are useless. You need a [Chaining Dispel] to counter those magics.”

Dawning horror turned into something darker, as Erick realized what sort of ‘Cultists’ he was going up against. At least when he had been in Shadow’s Feast, no one could escape the Feast Barrier, and he didn’t have to worry about hostages and collateral damage. But this? This was worrying.

Koropo said, “Syllea gave me a breakdown of her brother’s capabilities when he proved himself a traitor. Pretty much the only spells he has are Star-based, so we don’t have to worry too much about Blood or Soul magic, but the fucking traitor probably hid that stuff from her. You see it all the time with these types. They lead double lives in the shadows, practicing ritual murder and conspiring in ways that any normal person would never consider doing. As for what Syllea knew, Omaz is at least level 75, and he certainly has Intelligence. Syllea clocked her brother at a max of 36,000 mana, or 150 Willpower, but that could be a screen, too. If he gets the chance to retaliate, then he would certainly put on some temporary Stat Rings to boost his Willpower higher. That much mana in a mage would normally be a limiting factor, even if it is rather high, but with his Intelligence, we have no doubt that he can cast his [Starlight Fall] at least ten times in a row, and still have mana left to escape.”

A lot of things stuck out in that little bit of information, but what Erick focused on, was asking, “How are you able to wear casters out?” He clarified, “I mean: You speak of how many times he can cast his spells, and I think you’re vastly underestimating the value of Intelligence, but I have literally never seen a long fight. Everything is always over within minutes, if not faster. Do you plan on winning by wearing out the opposition? Is that a real win condition? How do you do that and not just kill them, accidentally or otherwise?”

Peron couldn’t help but smile, it seemed. “Not everyone’s magic is as strong as an archmage’s.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Well. Yes. My experience with fighting is not normal. I accept that. But you can still Critical someone by hitting them in the head.”

Peron nodded, accepting Erick’s words as they were.

Koropo said, “We have a lot of experience taking down strong targets while minimizing casualties. The problems arise when people outside of the targets get wind of what we’re doing to their friends. They start shit where we can’t see them, and where we’re not prepared. Which is what will happen if we do this wrong.” Koropo asked, “But is the question you’re asking about taking down targets without killing them?”

“Yes. How do you do that?”

Koropo nodded, then said, “Most of the people in my Special Units have vetted experience with Blood Magic and Soul Magic, and most of them are Mage Hunters, but we also have a few Warrior Hunters for the less usual targets.” Koropo said, “I’m a Witch Hunter myself. All of us have high-rate [Mana Drain Wards] which we can latch onto various targets we're actively fighting. We even have several people with [Curse of Locality], to prevent [Teleport], as well as counterspellers to prevent the use of magic. But our best offense, is to take people out before they realize they’re in a fight. We don’t like long fights, either, for when that happens, something has gone wrong. But if we do end up in a long fight, we’re always at an advantage because our Drain spells not only deny the targets many of their resources, but we take those resources for ourselves. That is what Mage Hunters do.”

Koropo’s words were a shock to Erick’s mind. How could he have forgotten about [Drain Ward]? The rate it drained was rather slow, but there had to be some way to make it drain faster!

[Drain Ward] was an inherent part of [Ward]’s big blue box, and Erick had somehow forgotten about that when it came time to think of ways to incapacitate a person without killing them. He had certainly remembered the Drain part of [Ward] when he was making [Ward Destruction], though!

And then there was the Class itself.

Erick recalled all of what he had heard of Mage Hunters. The first time he heard about them was back when he was wondering about ways to take mana from someone else, for his own use, and for ways to give his own mana to another person. Kiri suggested Mage Hunter as the Class that took mana from a target, then she told him that Font was the Class that gave mana to another person.

He had heard about Mage Hunters again, when he was asking around how to figure out the [Polymorph] problem; how to track a person through the vagaries of [Polymorph]. Even [Cascade Imaging] didn’t break that absolute protection provided by [Polymorph]’s lifestyle shift. [Cascade Imaging] sidestepped that problem by being able to track shed DNA, and that stuff got around, especially if the [Polymorph] target didn’t take special steps to clean themselves between shifts.

Erick sighed to himself, as he considered making a Health and Mana [Drain Ooze] to complement his Counterspelling [Blood Ooze]. Such a spell would go well with his eventual [Anesthesia] Particle Spell. Maybe a few Wind spells just to tie it all together. Bloody Wind spells, too.

… He could pretend to be a Mage Hunter, when he was out in the world, going incognito. That actually seemed really good.

He wasn’t out to lie about his life going forward. He wasn’t seeking a new identity. Just something that he could don when traveling through, like, Nergal and the Underworld and Nelboor and… And pretty much anywhere except for Treehome. He had already fucked up his chances to be incognito in this city, even if it was rather large.

Only five seconds passed in silence while Erick thought. He came back to the conversation, thinking of how Caizoa followed him through his lightstepping, and asked, “What about following people through a [Teleport]? Do you have some ways to do that?”

“Of course.” Koropo, straight-faced but with the barest hint of pride in his voice, said, “You don’t get to be Special Forces unless you have [Teleport Link] or some other niche spells or abilities. A full 25% of my people can do this.” He turned sterner, slightly, and said, “But that’s dangerous. We don’t do that on any but the highest value targets, and only if they’re fully debuffed. No telling where you might end up once that tether gets latched on. They drill a lot of lessons into us when we’re at the academy.”

“Do you have Mercy spells to incapacitate, too?”

Koropo nodded, saying, “And Draining Cuffs and a Tattooist for more permanent means of incapacitation.”

“Then…” Erick said, “We need a test run. I need to see how you work, and you need to see how I can help you. Name your time and place.”

Koropo said, “Now, and just down the hall. We have some targets outside of the Cultists that we would like gone, but which we haven’t been able to find. You get us close, and we can take it from there. I can promise you now that the targets I can put together in the next hour will not test your line in the sand at all, or else we have a much bigger problem on our hands than I thought.”

Erick said, “I may be a pacifist, Koropo, but even I know that some people don’t deserve multiple chances.” He added, “Our definitions of acceptable targets are likely more in line than you think.”

Koropo’s stoic face took on the tiniest smile, as he said, “We’ll see.”

Peron, however, was not happy at all, but he said nothing.

Erick had met with Koropo and Peron inside Wyrmrest’s home office, which was located on the other side of the Arbor from Syllea’s house. As their first meeting ended, Erick followed Koropo and Peron to the next room. They passed by a training yard next to Arbor Wyrmrest’s trunk. It looked rather similar to the space beside Syllea’s house, which was somewhere directly on the other side. Erick wondered if she knew that her Chieftain and Warchief were hunting her brother. He wondered if Syllea knew that he was helping Peron and Koropo to hunt for her brother.

There was some drama waiting to happen there, when she found out.

Would she want to go hunting for her brother, too? Or would she try to stay away? Ah… She probably felt really bad when it turned out Omaz was a traitor. Erick had a hard time imagining what he would do if any one of his people turned traitor, becoming a pawn of Melemizargo’s insanity.

Rats, or rather, Xendross Sands, as was his real name… He was the closest thing Erick had ever encountered to a traitor, and even that would be stretching the meaning of the term so far as to be untruthful. Rats leaving had hurt an awful lot, and that was probably nothing compared to losing a brother to the Darkness.

Koropo led the way into a large office, filled with wall space, mobile blackboards, corkboards, and several tables. The room was empty, and possibly recently cleaned, as evidenced by the order of it all. There was a place for everything and everything was in its place. It looked ready for work; for papers to be splashed and tacked up on a cork board, and for clues to be written on blackboards. A double stack of chairs rested in a corner, waiting to be spread around the room, while a glass dome in the ceiling let in scattered light, offering a great view of Wyrmrest, so high in the sky he seemed frozen in time. Erick strained for a moment to look for movement. Person-sized leaves rustled in the wind, kilometers above, as Starfruit gently glowed, even in the light of day.

Koropo spoke, and Erick’s attention came back to his surroundings. He said, “If this works, this room is our headquarters. I don’t want your map or that glowing ball over the space, unless we have to do that. I will need your Imaging off-site, and a recreation made here for us and Wyrmrest to see, but if you can’t do the recreation in addition to the map then I can have someone else make that. There’ll be some adjustments as we learn to work together, but as for our first target—” He lifted his head. A telepathic line of intent flowed from him, into the starlit manasphere. “I just got a call from one of our team leaders. She’ll be here soon. She’s been chasing this guy for years—”

The air blipped on the other side of the room, revealing a thin orcol woman with dark green skin, short black hair, and dark eyes. She wore ruddy leather armor. Real armor too. Not the conjured stuff.

She put a fist over her chest, and bowed, saying, “Sir!”

“Speak of the Darkness—” Koropo said, “Squad Leader Naervion. Meet Archmage Erick Flatt. Erick, meet Naervion.” Koropo indicated Poi, saying, “This is Erick’s Mind Mage oversight for this meeting. You will comply with a mental scan of whatever the Archmage wants, and answer all his questions as truthfully as you can, and he’ll be doing the searching. Is that clear?”

“Sir, yes sir. Thank you for this honor!” Naervion stood at attention, asking, “Where should I start?”

Erick asked, “Before that. Something else is bothering me. Why don’t the Arbors see the killers and such? They see everything, don’t they?”

Peron stepped into the conversation, saying, “They only see when they want to see, or when their attention is called. For the most part, all of these problems mostly happen outside of the Districts, in the nomadic parts of Treehome. These itinerant lands are the problem, as we find almost all of our targets out there. Don’t go blaming Wyrmrest for stuff that happens outside of his perusal.”

Koropo added, “Almost all the area you’re going to be searching, Archmage, is well outside of Treehome. From the Wyrmridge mountains to the deep Forest, to the coasts surrounding the Forests. These people might commit their crimes here, but they live elsewhere. Sometimes we manage to catch them when they show up here, but mostly, we find them in the itinerant lands.” He gestured back to Naervion.

Naervion waited for Erick to speak again.

“Well, okay then.” Erick stepped toward the woman, closing a little of the distance, and asked, “Who are we hunting, and why? If there’s gore or other horrors involved, just be up front about it. I’ve seen some shit so don’t worry about offending me.”

With utter professionalism, and relaxing only a little, Naervion began, “We call him the Flower Killer. He is one of the few who come in and kill directly under the Arbor’s boughs. He’s operated under the canopies of practically every single Arbor, too. He’s one of the more dangerous ones.”

Peron almost frowned, but he kept that under control.

Naervion gestured to a blackboard. “The paperwork is on the way, and should be here in minutes, but—” With great control she cast several images into the air, directly onto the slate. She explained what she had conjured, saying, “The corpse is always laid directly on the ground, in the sun. The chest is always methodically pried open, with the organs mostly intact, except for the heart. With the heart thus exposed, the Flower Killer then plants a Carmine Lily directly in the heart, and then [Grow]s it to full size, meaning a green stalk of about a meter long with a fist-sized brush-like flower on top. He has been doing this for the last twenty nine years, at least twice a year, and though the exact date changes, he always finds a victim during the Triumph of Light. The second one usually comes six or seven months later. Sometimes he drops two bodies at a time.” She added, “We haven’t found the victim for this Triumph yet, so we don’t think he’d killed yet.”

Erick looked toward Poi.

Poi nodded.

Erick turned back toward Naervion, asking, “How has your investigation gone so far?”

“I took up the cause when my previous Squad Leader was killed by the Flower Killer, years ago.” Naervion lost a bit more of her professionalism, growing angry for a brief moment, before stuffing that emotion down and away. She continued, “We’ve tried policing Carmine Lilies, but that was basically a fool’s errand. They’re—” She almost continued, but she instantly changed track, saying, “We’ve tried Seers. Blood Mages to track him down. Necromancers, in the rare case that the victim’s family has agreed to such a thing, in order to call back the dead and ask questions. Nothing has worked. The Flower Killer doesn’t stick to a single District. He doesn’t stick to a single type of victim. But we do know a few things about him. We know that he is a fantastic Polymage and that he routinely changes bodies, and that he is a remorseless killer.”

“How do you know he’s a ‘he’?”

“When we have had a necromancer call back the souls of the victims, we were able to ask enough to know that they were attacked by a man. Some have called the man tall, or fat, or short, or muscular, or skinny, with everything from brown hair to white to black. This is how we know— How we suspect, very strongly, that he is a Polymage.” She said, “But there’s no real way to verify that information. Our resident Necromancer was barely able to pull together that much, as the Flower Killer opens the target’s chest while they are alive, killing their target with horrific pain. It is a horrible way to go and leaves a lot of trauma on the soul.”

Erick nodded, then asked, “So why did you interrupt yourself regarding the Carmine Lilies?”

Every orcol in the room turned slightly uncomfortable.

“Oh!” Erick understood. He said, “It’s a Red Dream thing.” While Koropo suddenly had to cough and look away, Peron blinked long, and Naervion went stock still, her eyes glazing over as she mentally retreated inward. Erick asked, “Or is it a funeral thing, for the Red Dream?”

Naervion whispered, “And he keeps saying it.”

Erick said, “And I’m a part of the Red Dream, too. Did a Quest for Aloethag, bringing someone back from the Rage. I know all about all of that. Even had my own ‘experience’ with it not too soon after that Quest completion. Had no idea what was going on. I thought it was real.”

An intern, or a clerk, walked into the room at that moment, carrying a large box of papers, then walked right back out.

Erick continued, “So less embarrassment, and more talking. Like I said: I’ve seen some shit.” He thumbed toward Poi, saying, “And he’s a Mind Mage! He’s seen worse than everyone in this room, no doubt!”

Koropo sniffed, once, then said, “Like the archmage says, Squad Leader. Full disclosure.”

“Apologies, sir.” She corrected herself, saying. “Sirs.” Naervion breathed deep, then said, “The Flower Killer is tied symbolically to the Red Dream, somehow, and we’re not quite sure how. Aloethag won’t help find the killer, but there is a long-standing Quest to find and kill the Flower Killer.”

“Oh!” Erick said, “Hold on, one second.” He turned to his Quest Board, and searched for ‘Flower Killer’.

A blue box appeared.




	
Find or Kill the Flower Killer

Find: 0/1

Kill: 0/1

Reward: 2 points, ???

Note: Half reward for a location that leads to a kill.

Poster: Aloethag, Goddess of Beauty and Brutality

Lesser Posters: The Arbors of Treehome; Wyrmrest, O’kabil, Firebrand, Icebrand, Rottundra, Heral-ken, Home, Nosier, Leaf-cutter, Redarrow, Steel Branch, Ikabobbi. The collective tribes of Treehome.














Erick said, “I have a Quest for that, now.”

Naervion asked, “You have a Quest Board?”

Koropo said, “Most high-level people do, Squad Leader.”

“Recently acquired, yes.” Erick said, “Still getting used to it.” But noticing that Naervion knew what a Quest Board was, he asked, “How do these Quests get made, anyway? Or posted, rather?”

Naervion glanced to Peron. Koropo did the same.

Peron said, “A Quest maker, usually a mortal, beseeches a Relevant Entity for sponsorship, usually through a Church, and then gives over whatever they wish to give for the Quest Reward. Around here, the Arbors and the Chieftains each give portions of their power to institute some of those Quests, but for Quests that the gods make themselves, they grant power from themselves to empower those Quests.”

“Huh,” Erick said. Then he gestured to some of the diagrams and dates drawn in wardlight on the corkboard, saying, “Run me through this, from the top? How to find this guy? Don’t have to do much, though. This is a valid kill, as far as I’m concerned. I just want to know how we’ll be working together.”

Naervion said, “Certainly. The Flower Killer first appeared...”

- - - -

A bell rang overhead, set to chiming by the opening of the door, as Rudidi walked into the shop. The scent of a dozen different orchids swirled around him as he started down the main aisle, searching for his target. He almost stopped to smell the flowers well before he spotted the one he had come here for, because it wasn’t every day that you see such perfectly cultured specimens. Why, the reds of that Bloodheart Orchid were simply divine! And that Radiant Dew! It sparkled like frozen light. ...But.

No. He was here for a certain orchid. A specific target.

And then he saw it. He had not been lied to.

He almost froze on the spot. A Flaming Sapphire orchid! He sighed out the sigh of a man who had finally found water in the desert. It was a perfect specimen, too. The sweeping, upward curves of the blue stem matched the upward curves of the transparent blue flowers. It glowed with health, and with a bit of mana, too.

Rudidi was so enthralled by the Flaming Sapphire, that he didn’t notice the employee of the shop coming up from his right. The man spoke, “It’s a—”

“Wha—!” Rudidi practically jumped a half meter. Then he instantly realized he wasn’t in any danger. He smiled, sighed again, and said, “Didn’t see you there.” He gestured to the orchid. “How did you ever get such a fantastic Flaming Sapphire to grow so well? I must have it. I’ve been looking for one of these for a very long time.”

Rudidi noticed the exact moment that he lost the purchase. This employee was the only employee here, and the shop was rather off the normal paths, and though it was technically inside Arbor Nosier’s domain, it was also technically outside of that Arbor’s domain. It was just a flower shop, after all. The flowers here weren’t even that magical. Most of them, anyway.

Those various facts, combined with Rudidi asking how the man managed to get the flower to grow so well, and then speaking of directly purchasing it, caused the employee, or more accurately, the owner, to narrow his eyes, and frown.

The owner said, “If you can’t take care of him, then you don’t deserve to own him. Get out of my garden.”

Rudidi instantly said, “I’m very terribly sorry, sir. I shouldn’t have said such an awful thing about such a nice orchid. I do know how to take care of them, sir, but every time I get them to bud, they go up in flames! How did you manage to arrest the impetus to self-immolate? Please, tell me how you manage to get yours to live?”

The owner’s frown deepened. He took another look at Rudidi’s clothes, which were rather nice, but said nothing. Rudidi had certainly started off on the wrong path with this man.

Rudidi tried, “I will pay you the price of this one if you can just tell me. I still have bulbs that I have in storage, but I fear growing another if they’re just going to burn down my garden like that one did.” Rudidi shivered, recalling waking to that blue fire. That had been awful.

The owner scowled. “What sort of fool horticulturalist are you? You can’t grow a Flaming Sapphire?”

“Well… I can. Technically.” Rudidi scratched the back of his head, then asked, “I can pay you for the cost of this orchid, if you will help me with some information? How much is it, anyway?”

The owner crossed their arms, then said, “It’s 25 gold.”

Rudidi didn’t even balk at the inflated costs, or at least he tried not to. Something must have shown, for the owner got a rather disgusted look on his face.

The owner said, “No. Get out of my shop. You don’t deserve—”

“But! Please!” Rudidi got closer to the man, pleading, “I need—”

Before their relationship could deteriorate any more, Rudidi whipped a hand out, up, and directly into the owner’s chest, driving inward with all of his might. The man didn’t even know what had hit him as Rudidi grabbed onto what was left of the man’s heart, his hand encircling a mass of tough vines that had evaded all attempts to tell them apart from actual arteries and veins until just half an hour ago, when Archmage Flatt narrowed in on this space and confirmed what no one else could see. The Flower Killer was part flower himself.

Right as Rudidi’s hand struck true, four people stepped out of the shadows and into the room. One cast an entangling [Ward] that wrapped around the Flower Killer, into his body, and then down into his heart, draining Mana. Another cast a similar spell that began draining Health. The third person cast a special Curse onto the Flower Killer, preventing it from using all Spatial Magic for a short while; hopefully their presence would prove to be superfluous. The fourth was a new person, and so their timing was off, slightly. They cast a flash of black magic into the air, instantly killing every plant in the room, turning precious, well-tended flowers into naught but sludge—

Rudidi banished that stupid thought, and focused on herself, and the mission. Naervion, with her arm in the Flower Killer’s chest, finally had another second of the battle to use another attack. As the Flower Killer’s heart flailed against her touch, trying to dig into her hands, but faltering because of the pulse of black that turned it weaker than a shadowolf, Naervion pulsed burning light through her hand.

The Flower Killer’s skeleton, along with all the vines and roots inside of him, turned radiant, illuminating him from the inside-out, before flashing through his skin, and detonating the body. Blood, organs, bone, and roots, exploded into the room, splattering against everything and everyone.

No notification came.

And yet, there she was, currently [Polymorph]ed into Rudidi, with her hand empty, and still, no notification.

She didn’t have to yell that the target was getting away. She had worked with most of these people before, and they all knew what ‘no notification’ meant. Every single person in that room should have gotten at least 1% if the target was dead.

“There!” shouted the new guy, as he pointed at the ceiling at a glob of flesh and root stuck upon the stone. The blob was moving.

Fire and lightning blew a hole in the stone ceiling, revealing the light from outside. Still no notification. Three awful, terrible seconds had passed since the start of the actual fight. Naervion leapt through the roof.

She paused. Anger stilled, as she saw the salvation of her fuck up, hovering in the air before her.

A fluttering abomination of light, eyes, and wings, shone like a second sun had come down to Veird. A pleasant trilling of violins flowed on the breeze, as Naervion’s eyes moved from ‘Ophiel’ to what looked almost like a solar flare coming off of the [Familiar]. Inside that pustule of light, was a ball of bloody roots. It struggled against its confines like a crazed spider.

Erick’s voice came through the air, “It’s trapped. It’s not going anywhere; not with those spells and that Curse you put on it, but at the same time, I don’t want to kill it—” He seemed to change tactics, as he said, “I mean: I don’t want to kill it because then I’ll get full Quest completion.” He said, “I won’t steal this win from you if you want to kill it yourself.”

“I’m not an ‘it’!” yelled the ball of roots. “I’m just trying to have a child! Let me go! Don’t do this to m—”

Something happened to the light around the Flower Killer. It railed harder against its cage, but no sound came out.

Naervion took one look at the Flower Killer, the one who had killed her former boss, the one she desperately wanted to kill herself, and knew that if she asked for the chance to kill it while Erick held it, it might be able to slip away. She couldn’t take that chance. She said, “Kill the fucking thing and be done with it!”

Ophiel’s glowing light flexed around the root ball, crushing inward, twisting, then flexing back out.

And the rootball still moved. Still, no notification appeared.

Erick’s voice came through, “What is this thing made of?”

He crushed again, and with a great deal more force than probably necessary. Naervion watched as the very air seemed to crack and break as light piled into light, crushing, tearing, and forming even brighter cracks in the radiance all around.

The air popped, as the root ball broke inward, all resistance vanishing.

A notification came, like blessed rain after a drought. Naervion looked upon the proof of death, and blinked long, as a wave of memories came over her that she would spend a long time dissecting. Disbelief, rage, acceptance, even more disbelief. She sniffled, then [Polymorph]ed back into her normal body. When she opened her eyes again, Ophiel was still there. The notification was still there, and she would deal with that later. Her old boss’s final theories had been right, and Archmage Flatt had proved him right, or at least on the right track.
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Erick seemed happier, as he said, “Oh! Quest Complete! And I didn’t get major Kill credit. Who did? All I got was 30 percent.”

All Naervion wanted to do was visit the old boss’s grave and tell him how he could rest easy, now that the Flower Killer was dead. But she maintained poise. She said, “That would be me, sir. 31 percent.”

“Very good then. I’m glad it worked out like that.” Erick asked, “So? Next target?”

“Right!” Naervion rolled with the emotional punch to her face, the quick shift from one problem to then think about the next, muttering, “The next target.”

She’d go to the old boss’s grave after work. Or maybe in a few days, when work calmed down. She had seen the map that Erick had summoned. She had seen the ease at which he put together facts and postulated answers that no one had thought of. No one, except for one.

The old boss was the first to consider that the Flower Killer was a plant himself. Because of that, some of those files were left in the case file, and Erick had seen them. And yet, even the old boss had given up his thoughts of killer plants when further pursuit of the ‘plant angle’ got them nothing and brought them no closer to catching the Flower Killer. For if the Flower Killer was a Deathsoul Shroom, or a Changeling Vine, or a Meat Gardner, then why were the victims left with their soul, or why were there victims at all? Deathsoul Shrooms consumed the person from the inside out, eating their soul, as they spread spores over a population center. The Flower Killer didn’t do that. Changeling Vines ate their victims whole, before spitting out copies to entice or force more people into the Forest. The Flower Killer left their victims in the middle of roads, or other sun-filled places, with a Carmine Orchid growing out of their opened rib cage. Meat Gardners fit the Flower Killer’s profile the best, but even those treant-like beasts weren’t methodical enough to drop bodies every 6 to 7 months.

But a Variant Changeling Vine?!

Someone had to have made that. Someone created that creature, on purpose. The creature spoke, too, so some soul magic had to be involved. Or maybe the creators were trying for an intelligent Changeling Vine? Those plants were already almost creatures, based on intelligence alone. Maybe the old boss had gone back to the plant angle on his own, off the record, and gotten himself killed for it…

Some Cultist probably made that Carmine Changeling Vine. The arrival of that killer was pretty close to the Insurrection 30 years ago. Was there something to that angle, there? Maybe the old boss had pursued that angle, too.

Ahhh. Yet another thing to tell the old boss when Naervion visited his grave. But then again, he probably already knew. He was probably watching them from the Red Dream right now, and smiling.

We finally got the bastard, sir.

- - - -

Erick sat up in his chair. “That ‘Carmine Changeling Vine’ was just trying to procreate? Huh?” After a moment, he asked, “Failed experimental monster? Or a dead-end natural evolution?”

Poi said, “No way of knowing, sir.”

Koropo, who oversaw the whole operation from his own [Viewing Screen], from his own seat to the side, said, “A lot of blame for these sorts of things is irrationally laid at the feet of the Cultists of Melemizargo, and the Forest produces a lot of strange monsters... But my gut is telling me that this was a Cult project. Chimeras usually are, and this one managed to live underneath Nosier for a long while.” He added, “The only time that happens is when the Cult is involved.”

Erick didn’t want to argue with the man. The Halls of the Dead and their Queen Daydropper had no known ties to the Cult of Melemizargo. The Flare Couatl was a product of Messalina. Messalina made the Toxic Hydras, too, centuries ago. But he recognized that he lived in Spur, a land where Cultists could not survive at all, and why would they want to? Ar’Kendrithyst was a safe haven for them, just on the horizon.

Erick said, “A lot of people make monsters. If this was a Cult-made monster, then I doubt it would have failed to procreate after all this time. I have a feeling that it was actually a strange cross-pollination event, perhaps involving dragon essence, since that is a melting pot of biology.” He added, “I’m just glad you guys had samples of every possible monster you’ve encountered. I couldn’t have tracked down this chimera without those.”

“I’m surprised those samples worked for you. We keep them around for Scanning people we have in custody for the stranger of the Forest’s infections, but that long range Scan of yours is something else...” Koropo’s gravely voice turned fractionally harder, as he asked, “How did that work, exactly? Never seen that kind of Blood Magic before.”

Erick said, “The less people that know about this right now, the better. I will not answer that question.”

Koropo grumbled something resembling either assent, or resignation. And then he returned to work. With a grab and a flop, he moved a thick folder from the pile beside him, onto the table in front of him, saying, “Moving right along. The next target is…”

Erick listened to Koropo, but he also glanced around the room, watching as more Special Forces put up more police work onto more cork boards, for Erick’s eventual perusal, while a cadre of paper pushers gradually added more and more thick folders to the pile beside Koropo. It was going to be a long day, and Koropo had already said that they likely weren’t getting to the Cultists till tomorrow, and maybe not even then.

Erick suddenly had a question, and he couldn’t wait till Koropo was through with his overview of the next killer, so he interrupted, saying, “Sorry for the interruption, but I just have to ask.”

Koropo looked up at Erick, asking, “Yes?”

“How many violent crimes go unsolved each year?” Erick looked to the stack again, asking, “How many murders per year?” Erick thought again about what he had seen across the city, which was more like 12 different kingdoms all connected over a vast area of land a good forty kilometers across, and that was just for the main Districts under each Arbor. He asked, “How many people live here?”

Koropo seemed to organize his thoughts, then said, “You have to know a few things for me to answer that question. Firstly, there’s about 9 million orcols who call Treehome home at least part of the year, with most of those being nomadic. Maybe 40% permanent, 60% nomadic. Then you gotta know that there are two categories of killers. You got your low-level crimes of passion or unprepared planning. And then you got your high-level premeditated murders.

“The Guards of the Districts take care of all of the first category and we rarely have to step in to help, though when we do, it's a near 95% clear rate. Otherwise, the Guards of those Districts clear low-level murder cases at about an 85% rate. For this last year of 1436, we had about 250 low-level murders of passion inside the Districts of Treehome, and 1500 in the itinerant lands, with the vast majority being low-level problems and quickly solved. We had about 75 high-level murders this year, with most of the culprits being Hunters or terrorists or cultists, though there is quite a bit of overlap with the terrorists and the cultists. We don’t get much of the Quiet War up here, thank the gods.

“As for violent crimes, total, including rape and assault and burglary and such, we had 2500 cases in the Districts, and 18,000 in the itinerant lands, with rape being very low on the list of crimes, but it does happen.” Koropo said, “But you don’t need to worry about all that. The Guardmasters take care of much of that. All we’re having you deal with are the high-level or weird murder cases that are strictly the realm of Special Forces, like the Flower Killer. Special Forces has about a 30 percent clear rate on these dangerous cases, but that number comes with a high mortality rate for our people, and many of them don’t get solved for decades, when the killer dies of old age or just stops killing for whatever reason.

“I’d like to say that what you saw happen with the Flower Killer today was an aberration, but these are the sorts of cases Special Forces deals with, but we’re only mortal. Usually, we know exactly who has done what, but the trouble is finding them, and when we do manage to find them, our people are rarely as prepared as we were today with the Flower Killer. But even that wasn’t enough, as you well saw.” Koropo said, “You’re saving a lot more than just the lives of future victims by helping us today, Archmage Flatt, so thank you for this.”

Erick couldn’t help but compare the violent crime statistics of Treehome to the violent crime statistics of New York City. That was why Erick had asked after Treehome’s statistics, after all. Somehow, New York City’s violent crime numbers, from a should-have-been forgotten internet surf so long ago, had surfaced onto the mindscape of his brain and dominated his focus.

New York City went from something like 2,200 murders per year in the 90s, and half a million assorted violent crimes, to something like 500 murders per year in recent times, and a hundred thousand violent crimes. That place had a population of something like 8 million people in a much smaller space than the widespread Districts and the surrounding land of Treehome. NYC was about half the space of Treehome, actually, and that wasn’t counting much of the rural land further out from the Districts.

Koropo asked, “Is something wrong?”

“… Ah. No. I’m just… I was thinking of a city of comparable size back on Earth. My home planet.” Erick said, “People have told me that Treehome is one of the best places to live on Veird, and I guess I didn’t actually believe them, until now.”

A gentle smile broke across Koropo’s face. He said, “Damn straight. We work hard to keep those numbers that low, and it’s not always easy, but we get the job done.” And then he lost his smile, as he complained, “I don’t mean to disparage others in my own comparable position, but those assholes over in the Greensoil Republic are a shame to the job. I hear that they’re lucky if they get 50% clear rates for violent crimes in some of their major cities. The Kingdoms are not much better, hovering around 60%.” He waved a hand, saying, “And the Sovereign Cities are terrible. Every single one of them is a pile of shit, and the people in charge are shitlords themselves. Never walk those streets if you can help it. Stepping on the mud out there is taking your life in your hands, for sure.”

Erick felt a pang of sorrow, and said, “Yeah. My daughter went there once… I did too. It was… It was awful how they treat their people over there.”

Koropo said, “I heard that they’ve got a major rebellion on their hands. They’re calling themselves ‘Dicers’ and they’re killing every noble they can find, and killing hundreds in the crossfire.” He added, “Their problems are systemic, from top to bottom, from noble to mudslinger.”

Erick went silent, and then he began, “The Shades…”

The room was full of people, moving around, getting ready for more operations, but at Erick’s words, almost all of them paused. Koropo just listened. Erick knew that the Warchief was pumping Erick for information, or maybe he was just an amiable man, but Erick was willing to oblige this much, especially if the ‘Dicers’ were killing hundreds in the crossfire. But just to be sure, he glanced to Poi.

Poi just nodded.

Then Erick turned back to Koropo, and said, “The Shade who called himself the Toymaker created these dice artifacts, about the size of a fist. When I was at the Feast, he bragged about seeding the Sovereign Cities with them. Tania, the former Champion of Melemizargo, wanted to expand that program to the rest of the world. What those dice did was grant someone one step on the path toward an Elemental Body that was best in tune with their nature. This action automatically Matriculates a person, you see.” Erick left the rest unsaid.

Koropo breathed in, deep, then said, “I see. So that’s where they’re all coming from. The current rumors had the Dicers as having some unknown dungeons where they were gathering elemental essence, and then unlocking new people in defiance of the law. But Shade artifacts? I don’t think many people guessed that.” He added, “They probably did, but thinking that the Shades are responsible for all the evil in this world is…” He almost smiled, but he didn’t, as he said, “Well, that thinking is going to have to change an awful lot, isn’t it?”

Erick said, “I gave out a full accounting of all the artifacts I heard about, including those dice. Someone should have heard about those dice by now.” He almost said that he was glad that the Sovereign Cities were imploding in revolution. Couldn’t have happened to a more deserving place. But to hear of collateral damage put a heavy damper on that thought, and Erick said no more on the subject.

Koropo turned back to his paperwork, asking, “Back to the case?”

“Yes. Of course. I’m listening. Thanks for the tangent. I’ll try to keep them to a minimum going forward.”

Koropo nodded, then restarted, saying, “So this woman is a Hunter who...”
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                After the day was done, and too many people had been killed, Koropo broke open five kegs of celebratory brandy for every single soldier and clerk on staff. Erick had a small glass himself, and stood to the side as Koropo gave a great speech. They had killed the 25 most wanted criminals of Treehome and a good lot more besides that, and though the whooping cheers and hurrahs were infectious, Erick could barely believe the extreme violence and power and death that he had bore witness to for the last 8 hours. He, and his Ophiel, had scanned all of Treehome and much of the Forest, and the mountains, to find their targets, and they had been wildly successful. Erick got to see every single takedown, and he even participated in a few, when the target broke encirclement and almost got away. And yet, still, with all their preparation and foresight, soldiers died. There were civilian casualties. Buildings exploded, and people got hurt.

Several of his 170,000 mana Ophiel were even banished by mages of considerable power, or luck, as was the case in two instances when the target had [Banish Familiar]. It was an acceptable loss, for in those few seconds, when those mages were dealing with Ophiel instead of with the soldiers all around them, Special Forces took them down.

Erick knew he had saved more than a few soldiers from death today, and a lot of them looked to Erick with appreciation in their eyes. More than a few of them spoke with him, thanking him afterward, their voices filled with reverence.

Peron came into the room ten minutes after the first round of celebratory drinks had been drunk. The room went quiet as he held up his hand.

“Good work, everyone!” Peron said, “You’re all getting bonuses!”

A round of cheers went up. Peron had no more words for everyone else, though, so people returned to their drinks, and their talking as Peron walked over to Erick.

“Erick.” Peron said.

Some people looked their way.

“Hello, Peron?” Erick asked.

With a polite yet firm stance, Peron said, “Erick. I have heard that your Ophiel was directly engaging with some of the people you all hunted today.”

Koropo stepped in, saying, “Aye. And it was good that he did. Made me change my mind on [Familiar]s. We should consider looking for some Summoners to add to our ranks, if we can find some with quality summons like Ophiel.”

Ophiel trilled on Erick’s shoulder; a quiet sound, mostly.

Without giving Erick a second to think, Peron continued, “I do this as a part of my job, you understand.” He stated, “You are here on guest rites. You are not a member of our community, and though we value your assistance in the spells we have asked you to cast and the actions we have asked you to take, please do not overstep your bounds. We have much more work ahead of us all, and I will not have vigilantism in Treehome. Please hold your Ophiel back from participating in any fights, from here on out. This much vigilantism sets a bad precedent, and people are complaining to me. I would prefer not to receive complaints about you, Erick.”

This was not a fight Erick was willing to fight. So he said, “Of course, Peron.”

Peron nodded, then moved on.

Erick had another drink, and then moved on, too; back to his room at Hotel O’kabil.

- - - -

Erick sat by the dinner table, the full enormity of the day’s events coming down on him all at once, as Jane set out the room service dinner. Kiri just looked to him from across the table, obviously wondering if he was okay. He was not okay. Not really. He didn’t know how to be okay right now. This was different than that time he had hunted for the Hunters that Caradogh set upon Spur. Much different. Back then, he had gone into all of that in some rage-fueled fugue state, where he barely understood that the people he helped Spur to kill were still people. Erick would have liked to have blamed all of that barely-remembered time on [Hunter’s Instincts], but that was a cop out. He had chosen to help hunt and kill those people. Those Hunters.

Just as he had helped to hunt and kill the people he had hunted and killed today. And this time, he didn’t have the excuse of running [Hunter’s Instincts]. This time, and last time, too, all of this death was on his hands.

… But by that same token, with the deaths of the Hunters, serial killers, and terrorists today, Erick had saved an untold number of people in the future. Koropo had said as much, several times, and changed from a stoic man, solidly following the lead laid down for him by his superior, Peron, into a man with a smile on his face at the end of the day. And Koropo wasn’t the only one. At the end, many people in that office walked with a skip in their step and a relaxation in their shoulders that they did not have at the beginning. There was some sadness for the soldiers who had died in the line of duty, but Koropo had never lied about the people that Erick needed to hunt, either. Those killings were justified, in almost every common usage of the word ‘justified’, but—

Jane uncovered a plate of spicy fried chicken, right in front of Erick.

The smell instantly assaulted his nose. He turned away and sneezed, and sneezed—

Jane demanded, “Tell me what is wrong, dad. You’ve barely said a word since you walked in the door.”

Erick sneezed once more.

“Bless you,” Jane said. “Now talk.”

And so, Erick talked. “The Special Forces… They were so prepared. It was practically a storm of activity, with every single Guardhouse of every District called in to execute the orders of the Special Forces… Fast as they could be. We were clearing a mission every five minutes there, in the thick of it all.” Erick sighed, then said, “I helped kill forty four people today, Jane, and every single one of them deserved it.” He said, “I’m coming to terms with that, and with the fact that tomorrow, there will be more.”

Poi, also sitting down at the table, said nothing, but he had been there the whole time. Erick almost wished that the man would have said ‘no’ to some of the deaths. He almost wished that he was being tricked into hunting innocent people. But then that would have been a lie. Everything that Erick saw in those case files, and everything that he saw on the ground, when the teams confronted the people Erick had found, proved that those targets needed to die. One guy was found in the middle of a room full of severed heads, the trophies of his victims, way out in the Forest where he never would have been found otherwise.

Jane said, “If they deserved it, then they deserved it.”

“They did… It’s not that simple, but at the same time, it is that simple, isn’t it?”

Jane said, “Sometimes there is no grey. Sometimes black and white do exist.”

“Yeah…” Erick said, “Eleven of them were serial killers, each more crazy and yet capable of hiding that crazy than the last.

“There were nine alchemically toxic orcols who were a part of this group called Downfall, which consisted of fifteen people, in total. They wanted to bring down the Arbors of Treehome. They almost succeeded in killing an Arbor twice in the past five years. Once was an attack on Ikabobbi and on the Special Forces headquarters last year, and the other was against the base of Steel-Branch. Both Arbors only survived due to massive assistance efforts on the part of every other Arbor. Those Downfall people only hadn’t been found for so long because those toxic orcols were literally immune to most scanning magic.

“And I helped take down their entire organization in a matter of hours.

“Thirteen of my kills were Hunters, which is a distinction from ‘serial killer’ that I don’t quite understand, but… That’s how they do it.

“And then there were six monsters that only looked like people. Acted like people, too.” Erick shivered. “Those were scary.”

No one said anything, but they did start digging into the food that Jane had set out.

After a moment, Erick added, “And twelve good— twelve good men and women died to make that happen, and this is what is labeled as a success.” Erick looked down at the food he had mechanically served himself, somehow, and then decided he wasn’t really hungry. He was thirsty. So he got up and went to the kitchen and poured himself a drink.

Jane watched her father. “Are you going back tomorrow?”

“… Yes.” Erick downed the first shot of Sunset Red Rum. Jane had found the bottles for sale when she had gone out into the city today. It was a good drink, and it reminded him of simpler times, of discussing magic with Jane while they sat in Windy Manor. Or, rather, those weren’t simple times? Were they? They were just in the past, facing a different set of trials, while Erick was here, in the present, and facing yet more trials. He poured himself another shot, and said, “I’m going back for more hunting tomorrow, because they need my help. They said as much, too, and not just verbally. It was their hopeful eyes and their relaxed shoulders and their… Their everything… They need [Cascade Imaging].” Erick verbalized a thought he had been kicking around for a little while, and said, “I think I have to give this spell to a god of justice, or something. Or at least let them use it, like I let Atunir use [Exalted Rain].” He asked, “Is there a good god of Justice out there? For some reason I don’t think I’ve ever heard of one.”

There was a short silence, as Jane looked toward Poi, Erick glanced over between Kiri and Teressa, and Kiri and Teressa shared similar unsure looks. Poi just frowned a little.

Kiri said, “Not really.”

“Sumtir is close,” Teressa offered.

Poi looked to them both, and said, “No. He’s the god of Righteous War.” He turned to Erick, saying, “There’s no god of Justice. Justice is too subjective. There are minor gods of justice, though. For humans, there’s the Crown of the Host, while the Incani have their Demon King. Both of those stations have a divine spark to them.”

Well, well, well. Wasn’t that a thought? Erick narrowed his eyes, and took another drink. The rum burned a little going down, but it was the good kind of burn that warmed him from the inside, chasing away the cold clawing at his mind.

He said, “I didn’t know that’s how it worked.”

“This is why there is no god of Justice?” Jane asked, “Is it the diametrically opposed views on justice that make it so no god of Justice can be born? Incani versus Human, or Angel versus Demon?”

Poi said, “No one knows, but that’s one of the current guesses. Both angels and demons do exist on the moons of Celes and Hell, after all.”

Kiri said, “There are lots of Gods that should exist and who have existed historically, before the Sundering, but don’t anymore. Back in Arcanaeum, they told us that Veird is just too small of a pond. That the domains of gods used to be hundreds or thousands of worlds, but that’s just not possible here on Veird. There just isn’t enough room for more gods to be born. There should be a god of Knowledge, too, but they don’t exist, either.”

“That’s not a bad thing, though.” Poi said, “There used to be dark gods back before the Sundering, but we don’t have any of those, either.”

“… Well now I’m depressed about a whole different topic.” Erick asked, “What happens with the gods if Yggdrasil actually does manage to open the Script on the other worlds of this solar system?” He let that question hang in the air for three moments, before rapidly declaring, “Whatever! Let’s eat.”

Dinner was delicious, but silence stretched over the room for a little, while everyone ate, and thought. It was rather quiet, as far as dinners usually went.

“Oh.” Erick said, “Wait.” He looked to Teressa, asking, “Weren’t we going to eat at your auntie’s again?”

Teressa shook her head, saying, “That fell through, but don’t worry about it.” She asked, “I heard you managed to clear some Quests today, though?”

Offhandedly, Erick said, “Enough for 13 points.”

Jane almost choked on her chicken strip, but Teressa slapped her on the back and a piece of chicken went flying across the room, barely missing Poi. Poi continued to eat as if nothing had happened.

But it was Kiri who demanded, “What! How?!”

“Criminal Quests,” Teressa said.

“There were Quests attached to a lot of those criminals,” Erick confirmed. “I didn’t get full points for a lot of them, but I did get partial points, which is something. Usually a quarter to a half of a point. That terrorist group, Downfall, was seven of those full points.” He added, “And I saw a lot of how Mage Hunters work. That’s a pretty amazing Class, you know? Niche, for sure, but really good at taking down other people.” He looked to Teressa, asking, “How good are the Mage Hunters in Spur?”

Teressa said, “They’re pretty good. About as good as anywhere else, really. We have more Sin Seekers than Mage Hunters, though. There’s a lot of overlap with those Classes, and Sin Seeker is usually better.”

Jane said, “I never considered law enforcement as a path toward extra points.”

“It’s usually not.” Teressa said, “We discourage that sort of stuff in Spur. But up here, where there’s 8 to 10 million people? They need those incentives to cut down on potential criminal activity.”

Erick briefly wondered who Silverite or Merit would petition to create a Kill Quest, even if they wanted to. Silverite was aligned with Koyabez, for sure, so… Erick said, “I doubt Koyabez would want to sponsor the type of Kill Quests that are necessary in the Guardhouse, anyway.”

Poi said, “Yup.”

Over dinner, Erick figured now was as good a time as any to distribute his new points. So he did so. 5 points went into Willpower. 5 points went into Focus. He’d save the other 14 for when he needed a new Basic Spell. A few of those points were already earmarked for [True Sight], eventually, when his soul wasn’t tattered and he was able to make new magic without fucking it up.
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- - - -

“Downfall is over. In the space of a single afternoon, they were raided and ended by Warchief Koropo and his Special Forces.” A light voice said, “We can no longer count on them as customers.”

“The Flower Killer is gone, too,” said a deep voice. “I quite liked that little scamp.”

“That plant was a failure, anyway.” Light said, “Erick Flatt has come, and our little part of the world collapses at his arrival. We must plan.”

“It’s true, then? Erick Flatt has come to Treehome?” Deep asked.

“Yes,” Light said.

“What are we to do?” asked a petite voice.

“Go to ground. Run and hide,” said Light.

“And when that isn’t enough?” Deep asked.

“… We could kill Erick?” Petite ventured.

“… No. We can’t… Can we?” Deep said, “The Clergy itself went against him, and died for it. We would do no better?”

“I can kill him. I’ll have it done in an hour.” Light asked, “If this is our decision?”

“It will be dangerous, but if we don’t kill him…” Deep said, “Then we will end up like the Clergy.”

“We could…” Petite offered, “We could play nice like Treant has done. We could go to Erick before he starts hunting us, and offer to take on his Curse.”

“It is a Blessing, not a Curse.” Light said, “And I will not do that to myself. We must decide if we are to kill him, and we must decide this soon. Otherwise I am going to the Underworld and you will not see me for ten years.”

“Maybe we should just do that now.” Deep said, “I don’t think we should kill him. Melemizargo has plans for Yggdrasil. We do not want Sininindi’s World Tree to be the only one left to our Dark God, for that would complicate everything.”

Petite offered, “What we could do, is not tell everyone else, and then let Erick find them, but not us. We can clear house and leave our underlings out to dry. Then we come back much stronger in ten years.”

“Or, in ten years, Erick’s Imaging might be able to penetrate into the Underworld, and we will never be safe.” Light said, “Which is why we have to kill him now, if we are ever to have a chance.”

Deep was resolute, as he said, “We should take the loss and Erick’s Blessing. It’s better than death.”

“Have you eyes to see? Ears to hear? Treant moans at the Arbors every day, and gets nowhere.” Light said, “I will not have that ‘Blessing’ on me.”

“I see and hear more than you think.” Deep said, “You don’t even know who I am. There is a reason we meet like this.”

Light said nothing to that.

Petite said, “I’m going to the Underworld, for at least until Erick leaves Treehome. I pray you all make similarly smart decisions.”

Light said, “Then I’m going, too. If we meet, I hope we don’t kill each other, Petite.”

Petite chuckled, saying, “You think too highly of yourself, Light. Goodbye~”

Petite’s voice faded from the silence all around.

Light asked, “If you decide to go to Erick and take this Blessing, are you going to mindwipe yourself, first?”

“No. I have to give him something to prove my sincerity. I’ll give up a few dozen people. A few major operations.” Deep said, “He’s an honorable man, so I think he’ll take the win.”

Light sighed. “In any other time, I would be forced to be an honorable man, too, and kill you for the good of the rest of us, but times have changed.”

“Ha!” Deep said, “Times certainly have changed, Omaz.”

“… When did you find out, Edolphis?” Omaz asked.

“… When did you find out about me?” Edolphis asked, his shock plain in his voice.

“Since everything is ending, I might as well tell you. It was eight years ago, when you fucked up that caravan attack and cost us three operatives.”

“That was a bullshit target and you know it!”

“You fucked up. I gave you all that information, and you fucked up.”

“And you fucked up when—” Edolphis said, “I’m not doing this. You are right: everything is ending. Goodbye.”

Edolphis’s deep voice faded from the silence.

“And then there were two.” Omaz asked, “Now that those two have abandoned the tribe, what’s the real plan?”

Silence.

“Hello? I know you’re there. You’re always there.”

Silence.

“… Melemizargo? My Lord?”

Silence.

- - - -

The conference room looked much the same as it had when Erick left the room yesterday. Papers filled with information and ‘photos’ that were more drawing than actual photos, lined the cork boards, while writings and postulations filled accompanying blackboards. But those papers were not the same as the ones that had been there yesterday.

Right now, those papers were all about cultists. Mug shots of Omaz Wyrmrest, Archmage Syllea’s brother, were pinned up alongside sketches of a walled settlement, outside of Treehome. Erick had heard of that ‘settlement’ before. He had even spotted it from afar while he was searching for people yesterday. It reminded him of a prison. Blocky, stone buildings, lined with anti-Shaping runes. A curtain wall several meters tall, and unique in the area, for there were no walls around Treehome. The people inside waited in line for food from dispensaries. They grew nothing for themselves and had no daily jobs. There were only a few hundred people in that small settlement, but there were at least a hundred guards stationed on the surrounding wall, and around the perimeter.

The commune was a place of little cheer where they had kept the people who became shadelings when they consumed a second Stat Fruit, and gained a second one of the New Stats. Erick hadn’t actually been inside the place yet, in any capacity. But that was going to change. Today was the day to investigate the commune for cultists.

… If any of the targets led that way. Erick hoped that nothing pointed toward the commune, but that seemed like a fool’s thought.

Erick walked up to the picture of Omaz and the sketches of the camp, and said, “That place looks rather worse in person.”

Naervion, who had been on many missions yesterday with Erick leading the way, stood beside him, and said, “That’s not my beat so I’ve never been inside. I’m on call for when the targets show outside of there, though.”

“Didn’t a lot of them come to Ar’Kendrithyst and drink at the Well? Get shifted back to being normal orcols?” Erick instantly added, “Or. No. That was only 12 people, wasn’t it.”

“I heard there were plans to do all the rest, later. But then you happened, sir, and killed all the Shades.” Naervion said, “I heard that the Well was gone.”

“Aye, it might be.” Erick asked, “How many people are still there? Over two hundred was the last I heard.”

Koropo spoke from behind Erick, saying, “We’ve still got about three hundred thirty shadelings in there.”

“More than there were, then.” Erick turned to the man, saying, “After I went home, I was thinking about a few of the kills yesterday. A few of them stood out to me more than most. The Flower Killer was the most obvious, for sure, but the people of Downfall were similarly tough. They all had at least Constitution.”

Koropo lost some of his good cheer. He turned stoic, again.

Erick continued, “Spotting Constitution got me talking with a guy down in Candlepoint a few hours ago by the name of Mephistopheles. He knew roughly how many Stat Fruits Candlepoint had given out while Bulgan was in charge. But something doesn’t add up.” He said, “I had access to a few different sources, and from what my guy at Candlepoint tells me, and from what I overhead at the Feast, there were maybe 4,400 Constitution Fruits given out, in total, with something like 21,000 various Stat Fruits of all different types, all combined, distributed to various people. But that number went to people all over the world. Now here’s the question: In your professional opinion, how likely is it that every single major killer from yesterday had access to those New Stats? How many people in Treehome have any of the New Stats. You obviously had enough extra Stat Fruits rolling around Treehome in order to have an entire commune of people who became shadelings.” He added, “Each one of those Shadelings has at least two of the New Stats, which means that’s over 650 of the Stat Fruits accounted for. But how many orcols are in Treehome that have just one of the New Stats? How many people slipped under the Scan, so to speak?”

Erick did not ask his big question, not yet. It was only a thought rolling around in his mind that there might be more Stat Trees out there, and he did not want to voice that concern when he had no numbers to back up his thought.

Koropo listened, then he said, “I can see how you might look at the numbers and think them a little stretchy. Not to be too proud, but we orcols are some of the best adventurers in the world, and we make a point to stay ahead of the curve. All of our high-level adventurers have been to Ar’Kendrithyst and gotten a lot of treasure out of that place, so it doesn’t surprise me that there seems to be a lot of our people with those New Stats. To me, you asking that question is strange, because we’ve always taken what we could from Ar’Kendrithyst.” Koropo added, “Add to that, many of us dislike our Divine overseer, Aloethag.”

Naervion harrumphed, adding, “That’s putting it lightly.”

Koropo glared at Naervion, who had the wherewithal to take a step back and looked chastised. Koropo continued, “Aloethag is one of the main reasons why a lot of orcols end up becoming Cultists of the Dark God.” He said, “It doesn’t surprise me that we seem to have a larger number of people with the New Stats than we should.” He seemed to struggle with something, then just came out and said, “When word got around that becoming a shadeling cut you off from the Red Dream, a lot of people worked hard for those New Stats, specifically for that reason.”

Naervion, and more than a few other orcols in the room, rapidly found important tasks elsewhere, away from the conversation between Erick and Koropo.

“Hmm.” Erick turned back toward the pictures of the commune and Omaz. “Does Syllea know you’re hunting her brother?”

“… In a general sense.” Koropo said, “And that’s a headache and a half.”

So he hadn’t told her that Omaz was on the docket for today. Why not? Was Peron involved with that decision? That seemed likely.

Erick asked, “So where are we starting this Cultist hunt? Are we starting in the commune?”

“We have the major targets, but…” Koropo said, “But they’re not killers, like the ones we took down yesterday. Look. I’m gonna level with you before Peron shows up and I need to shut up to keep my job and my city safe. Today’s gonna be hard for all of us, because we want the targets dead, because they are Cultists. But you won’t want them dead, because they haven’t actually killed anyone.”

Erick was surprised, and said as much, “I didn’t expect such forthrightness.”

“You’ve done this city a major service and I don’t want to alienate you over some religious differences between Peace and Vengeance, since that seems to be your hard line in the dirt.” Koropo said, “Our major problem with most of the Cultists is that they corrupt us from the inside out, and we don’t want them in our city. I spoke of people accepting shadeling status, just so those people could step out from Aloethag’s domain, but it was the Cultists who really churned up the people, getting them to accept the idea of becoming shadelings. A lot of those people in that commune are there because, for them, being a shadeling was better than being an orcol. Even if they have to live in the dirt to do it. No one cared when we went after the terrorists and the killers yesterday, but those people in that commune are a tight-knit community, even if they are just a couple of months old.”

Erick thought for a moment, then asked, “So if all they’re doing is talking and convincing people to switch gods, then why not just leave them alone out there?”

“That’s what most of them do. And a lot of the people who do the talking are just the shadelings, who we label as Cultists because... If it sounds like a wyrm, walks like a wyrm, then it might as well be a wyrm.” Koropo said, “We do still have a list of killers that need taking down. People with clear intentions of generalized harm. The problem is that they’re going to band together with people who are nominally Cultists, so I wanted to be upfront about that. The line is about to get blurry, and when we go after some of these guys, we’re going to stir up the whole commune.”

Erick asked, “This might sound like a stupid question. But have you tried posting Wanted posters into the commune? Talking to people? Telling them that the killers there will not be tolerated?”

“Yes. We’ve done—” Koropo turned toward the entrance to the room.

Peron had walked in, wearing his usual green robes. He spotted Erick, and began walking over. Smiling amiably, and speaking to the whole room, he said, “That was some good work you all did yesterday. You’ve all certainly earned your pay, and your holiday bonuses, which I’m looking to expand in a special chieftain action in the coming week.”

Several people around the room brightened at that. Some, who Erick noticed as those who had been on the front lines, were rather stoic and silent at Peron’s proclamation. They recognized the duty that they had to make their home safe, but they also felt the sting of missing faces that had been in that room yesterday.

Gods above, Erick did not understand how anyone could willingly get into this line of work. To face this sort of death every day? But then again, he did understand them, at least a little. They were people who saw what had to be done to keep their world safe, and then they went out and did it. Jane was the same way. Hell, it seemed that more and more, Erick was getting that way, too.

Peron said, “Good work, everyone.” He reached Erick, and said, “And thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I’m glad we were able to work together. I hope that today goes…” He just couldn’t be that polite and political. He couldn’t not mention all the people who had died to make yesterday a success. Good men and women, working to make Treehome safer than it had been, were now dead and gone. Their funerals were even put on hold, because there was work to be done. So, Erick said, “I hope everyone goes into today as safe as they can. It’s dangerous out there.”

Peron said, “I’d say that it’s more dangerous out there than you know, if you were anyone else besides who you are.” He stood tall, and gazed upon the papers on the boards, stating, “I don’t like how we left the cultists for later. But it was either going after them first, or going after the other half of the problem. We made our decisions, and now we will live with the consequences.” He looked down to Erick. “Are there going to be problems doing what needs to be done to rid ourselves of the Cult?”

“Probably!” Erick said, with perhaps too much vitriol in his voice. And then he toned it down, and seriously asked, “Have you tried telling them to stop? To leave that commune, and to leave Treehome, and the Forest? There’s lots of places in this world for them to be besides in a place they are not wanted. I’ll help you find and kill the killers among them, for sure. But.” Erick said, “I see you, Peron. I see your desire to get rid of the Cult, entirely, and in the worst way possible. I foresee you stepping over the line in the dirt that I have already established, and then saying ‘oops, oh well’, afterward.”

Koropo sighed, almost imperceptibly.

Peron looked down his nose at Erick, and said, “I won’t step over any lines, Erick. But it is my belief that you will soon see that your lines are placed on shaky ground. Make no mistake: Yesterday was a choice to go after a lot of the disjointed Evil in this land. It was a choice that cost us the lives of good soldiers, good men and women. But the Evil we combat today will be as poking the dragon. The dragon will wake. The backlash will test our resolve, both of Treehome, and yourself. You would do well to come down on the right side of the line you have drawn, before you drop into a chasm of your own making, and before you get even more people killed.”

Erick had a near-difficult time restraining his anger, but he held himself back. He did not rise to the bait in Peron’s words. He did not fight against the implication that Erick had gotten those soldiers killed yesterday. But maybe he should have. Some of the people in the room were looking Erick’s way, and not all of those looks were ambivalent.

Erick said, “This isn’t my home, and this isn’t my fight, but I have been helping you in your home to fight your fight because it is the right thing to do. I can help more, if you wish. Closer Ophiels? More backup? How much do you want me involved in your affairs? Yesterday, after it was all over, you told me to only act within the parameters you set going forward, to only be your scanner, because ‘people were complaining to you about me’. Now you want me to look the other way while you use my power to harm people who are potentially innocent—”

“They’re Cultists of Melemizargo. The same Dark Dragon who has almost destroyed this world time and time again. They undermine and they poison others to their dogma.” Peron said, “People like that have no place in any good society. People like that are not ‘innocent’, by any stretch of the word. Besides! Look around you. The people in this room took down dozens of murderers yesterday, and they were well within acceptable levels of collateral damage. You’re telling me you think these fine people will purposefully harm innocents? Bah! I tell you that they will do exactly what is needed, and you need to do the same.” Peron said, “You need to back these fine soldiers with all of your power when that entire commune comes together to protect the evil that they harbor within, or else you need to leave, and we need to call this whole thing off.”

“… Less talk of politics.” Erick said, “More talk of actual responses that you expect to happen from this ‘deadly’ commune, and how we are going to negate those responses.” He turned to Koropo, saying, “I’m going to need some good mana potions up in here to chain-[Dispel] whatever large-scale counterattacks might happen. If they happen.”

Koropo nodded, then silently turned to the side and gestured at a clerk. The clerk ran off.

Peron barely glanced at the rushing clerk, before focusing on Erick. He said, “I would love to include you in those plans, but I cannot, for these ‘politics’ as you so dismissively call them, include not divulging operational protocol to unknown actors.” He added, “But if you see the sky filling with danger, then do your best to get rid of it.”

“Of course.” Erick said, “I can do that.”

Peron stared at Erick for a moment, then turned toward Koropo. “The first target is Omaz. Syllea does not know. I want that boy’s head on a pike before she catches wind. I want every person found with him in heavy custody. Do what needs to be done, Warchief. You have your orders.”

Four seconds passed while Erick debated with himself if he should warn Syllea.

He needn’t have bothered. Someone else already had.

“Peron!” Syllea had blipped into the air outside the hallway, yelling as she burst into the room, “That’s my brother!”

Bless whoever had told her and taken that guilt off of Erick’s shoulders!

Peron casually turned toward the angry archmage, saying, “Omaz is guilty of high crimes. I would do the sa—”

“Shut your god’s damned mouth.” Syllea turned toward Erick, saying, “Find him and tell me where he is. I’m taking care of him myself.”

“Okay. But. Hear me out:” Erick said, “Maybe we could all work together today? To take down the parts of the Cult that need removal, and to pardon those who have done nothing wrong?”

Syllea glared hard at Erick. “You shouldn’t be casting spells in your condition, let alone telling me how to deal with my traitor of a brother.” She rounded on Peron, saying, “And I have to find out you’re going after him from someone else besides you, grandpa?! What the fuck?!”

Peron said, “You are too close to this, Syllea. You need to back off and let us elders handle this, now. You are not in charge here, so listen to those who are, or you will find yourself in chains, too.”

“Ignore him.” Syllea turned to Erick. “Find me my brother.”

Peron started, “Syllea—”

“Fucking shut up!” Syllea yelled at his face.

Peron sighed, then said, “Do as she says.” He said to Syllea, “Whatever that traitor does now is on your head.”

Syllea said, “And if I hadn’t gotten here in time and you did to Omaz what you did to all those people yesterday, then I would have had your head, old man.” She said, “I wouldn’t give a shit about the consequences, either.”

Peron went still, as he narrowed his eyes at Syllea. “That was an ill-advised threat.” He turned to Koropo, and said, “You have your missions, Warchief. Leave Omaz to Archmage Syllea. She will have no backup.”

“… Sir?” Koropo asked.

“You heard me,” Peron said. “Do your job, or I will remove you and instate someone who will.”

Koropo put a fist on his chest, followed soon by the same gesture from everyone else in the room, except for Erick, Syllea, and Poi. Erick briefly registered that another person walked into the room. Bayth, Syllea’s bodyguard and oldest friend. The massively muscular woman nodded toward Poi, who simply nodded back, then she took a stand beside the door.

Syllea turned to Erick.

Erick spoke before she could, saying, “My Ophiels are already out there, Imaging the whole of the Forest and Treehome. I remember what your brother looks like, but I won’t have the best Imaging of possible locations unless I have some of Omaz’s blood or body parts.”

Syllea instantly turned to Koropo, demanding, “What parts do you have of my brother?”

Koropo gestured to a severed and cauterized lump of meat sitting on a table to the side of the room, saying, “That’s from one of the bodies we think he has [Polymorph]ed into.” He gestured to two other lumps of flesh, and one severed hand, saying, “The hand was his, though. Our blood mages weren’t able to get far with it…” His voice trailed off.

Because Syllea moved toward the hand, her hard eyes turning soft, as she almost touched the dead flesh with her own open hand. And then her eyes turned hard again, and her open hand became a fist. Anger filled her visage, as she muttered, “You fucking idiot. Why the fuck did you join the Cult.”

- - - -

In the deep Forest, to the far north, where every tree was larger than an Arbor and spirit deer the size of mansions walked across the land, bringing growth and death in equal measure, an Ophiel hovered high above it all. A ball of cascading white light hovered even higher than that. This map was one of several currently Imaging different parts of the Forest. Maybe this one would get lucky?

A map formed out of misty white light, revealing the land for a thousand kilometers in every direction.

And barely, ever so slightly, a blue mark appeared on that white map.

This map and its blue mark was not the only blue mark that Erick had uncovered in the last ten minutes. This map was just the seventh map to be manually checked.

Syllea went in.

Erick moved Ophiel to follow, as he had done for the last six positive results.

And then Ophiel popped.

Erick instantly moved another Ophiel toward that location. The second one reached the treeline and managed to survive what had killed the first, for Ophiel had turned on [Pure Reflection Ward]. A comet struck Ophiel, but bounced away, impacting a branch and crushing it with Void and Light. It wasn’t an attack directed at Ophiel, in particular, though. The entire Forest was filled with comets, and more were filling the darkness under the canopy as each second passed. Branches broke as balls of starlight swarmed. Fire spread as light burned bright enough to incinerate the drier parts of the Forest.

Gloom turned flickering, then yellow and red, as trees burned all around. Animals whooped and screamed as they fled. Something roared far away, or possibly really close.

Syllea, hovering below the canopy, flying in a sky made of straight pillars of burning tree trunks, slapped away a comet aimed at her, yelling, “How many!” She flew at her brother, still a hundred meters away, demanding, “How many!”

Omaz flew backward, keeping just ahead of Syllea’s advance, as comets swirled around his body. He laughed, and said, “I thought it was someone else! But it’s just you! Go home, sister!” The comets in the area seemed to calm, but they did not disappear. They were simply waiting to strike.

Erick noted several parts of this area of the Forest rather fast. The first was that several of the nearby trees were warped near the upper part of their straight trunks, forming something like houses out of holes in the wood. The second, was that there were a lot of other people in the area, boiling out of the houses shaped out of the tree trunks, but they were all running, flying, or blipping away. Several of the people here had their faces on the boards back in the room Erick was in, at that very moment. The final thing Erick noticed was that none of them seemed to care about getting involved in the fight between Syllea and Omaz.

… Which seemed like a feint. Erick had started running [Hunter’s Instincts], and everything about this scenario screamed that something bad was about to happen. He rapidly got more Ophiel into position to help Syllea if needed, while he simultaneously told everyone around him, back in the conference room by Wyrmrest, what was happening. The people around Erick didn’t need to be told, for they had already been moving, too, but Erick still felt better warning everyone that shit was going down.

“How many!” Syllea roared at her brother, “How many people have you killed over the years?! How much of what I told you ended up killing someone I knew?!”

Omaz laughed again, saying, “Hundreds! At least! They were coming after my people, so of course I killed them first!”

“Your people?!” Syllea swiped a hand through the air, and every spell around Omaz burst into fractured mana. Omaz briefly lost his smile as he began to fall, but he stabilized almost as fast, though he was a lot less bright according to Ophiel’s [Mana Sight]. Syllea advanced on him, pointing a finger back toward the treetop village they had quickly passed, roaring, “You dare to call Cultists your people! HOW? WHY?! What did I do wrong?!”

“Everything!” Omaz laughed, saying, “You did everything wrong! And if you don’t let me go, I’ll be forced to put you in the ground with all the rest, dear sister! The only reason I haven’t is because your help was what got me where I am today! If it wasn’t for you, the Cult in Treehome wouldn’t be nearly as powerful as it is today!”

Erick watched as Syllea turned silent, calculating, and a little bit red. It started with her eyes, once so clear, becoming pink, then crimson. Omaz saw it happen, too. His own eyes went wider, as a manic sort of glee overtook him. All at once, every single hovering comet began to shift, they swarmed, heading straight for Syllea. The archmage was falling to her Rage, and her brother was happy to see it happen.

Erick considered his options. And then he saw that Syllea was not doing anything to actively defend herself from those comets. She likely had some sort of [Reflection Ward] active, for she had backhanded that one comet away from herself. But Erick didn’t want to risk her spell not working against all the thousands of the comets currently aimed her way. That fact made his decision for him.

He had one of his few remaining high-mana Ophiels cast a 36,000 point [Grand Dispel] at the nearest comet; a little over the raw mana cost of Omaz’s [Starlight Fall], according to the blue box Erick had seen before. The dark magic struck true, setting off an instant chain reaction through the entirety of Omaz’s [Comet Swarm], propagating through the offensive light, popping comets like they were soap bubbles, until the [Grand Dispel] circled all the way through the trees to impact Omaz and rip away his defenses, again. Syllea didn’t seem to notice.

Her body was wreathed in Light and Void. She was half a moment from reaching Omaz, and from plunging starlight swords into his chest.

Omaz faltered through the sky, looking dejected, as he muttered, “Bah.”

And then he blipped away. Starlight swords flashed through empty space. Syllea’s eyes sparked red—

She whipped around to stare at Ophiel, red lightning trickling across her body. Erick almost panicked. Teressa had almost killed Poi back when she Raged. How bad would Syllea’s Rage be? At least she couldn’t use Spatial Magic, right?

Ah. This was why Omaz had taunted her.

Syllea’s head jerked to the side, as intent flowed from her body and into the air. The air around her turned dense, then dissipated, almost as fast as Syllea had exerted her control. She flinched. Her eyes turned redder. She wasn’t trying to attack Ophiel… What was she do—

She turned to wind, briefly, as she stepped through the sky, to reappear ten meters in front of where she had been.

Ah. Shit. She was windstepping.

- - - -

Someone touched his shoulder.

Erick came back to himself, to see Poi standing beside him, with his hand on his shoulder. Bayth stood on Erick’s other side. The room was a flurry of activity, as it usually was, but there was something more frantic about the current rushing about. Someone was yelling about something happening to the southeast, while another person spoke of activity in the north. Erick focused on Poi, though.

Poi said, “There is a counterattack. You’ve been asked to assist. Please help with [Grand Dispel]s.” He handed Erick a mana potion, adding, “And you need to get checked for intestinal rads after today.”

Bayth gazed down at Erick, pleading with her eyes for good news, but she asked for nothing, and Erick couldn’t tell her what was going on out there right now. So he mentally left that task to Poi, who instantly grimaced. Erick went to work.

Ophiels took to the skies over Treehome, right as the starfalls began.
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                While most of the tribe was spending the morning in bed and recovering from a night of drinking, those with other tasks and daily duties had been awake for a while. Those with children had even less free time, now that the tribe was in Treehome for Festival. Kids rushed through neighboring tribes, finding other kids to get into trouble with, and almost always finding ways to get out of doing their own chores.

But not this one, though that was only because his mother had caught him before he could sneak off to play with his new friends.

“Come on, now,” said the mother. “That dough isn’t going to knead itself!”

With his tiny fists just sitting upon the mass of brown dough, the boy sighed wistfully, as he gazed across the road. His new friends were already gone for the day. He muttered, “Stupid bread.” He looked to his mother, and started a new, old argument, “We can buy bread in—” And then something else caught his eye through the spaces in the canopy.

“We’re not buying bread when we can make it ourselves.” The mother said, “And besides. This bread is special bread. We put all that sugar in it, you—”

The kid interrupted, “Mommy? Is that an attack?”

The mother almost reprimanded her kid. But then his words sunk in. She glanced upward. She felt the blood drain from her face, and then she put on a happy mask, for she could not worry her child, though she was very much worried herself. She said, “Now don’t panic on me, but these are the drills we practice for. That is an attack up there. High level mage. It looks like Syllea’s spellwork, but I don’t know.” Her kid’s eyes went wide as she lifted up the little guy, heedless of the flour, accidentally tipping over the table in her haste to get to her child. Dough fell to the gravel floor of the campground. She wrapped him tight in her arms, and whispered, “We’re going to hunker down, and wait it out.” She yelled to the rest of the sleepy, vacationing tribe, “Attack on the—”

A piercing wail echoed through the trees. The mother covered one of her son’s ears, and pressed his head against her chest. He started to cry. She comforted him as best she could.

The entire campsite was awake in under a second. Mages reacted with [Ward]s. Warriors [Blink]ed into positions, either on top of the main caravan, or around the perimeter. Some people reacted slowly, but others made up for the difference. The mother held her son in one arm and grabbed another scared child up under the other arm. With two kids accounted for, she rushed for the main [Ward] next to the main caravan and took a spot with the other non-combatants.

And then the campground on the other side of the street exploded into glimmering light. The kids started to cry. The mother told them that everything would be okay, and that the archmages and Arbors would save them.

Stars glimmered overhead, falling faster, and faster; a sky full of diamonds, upended onto Treehome.

A warning blared out from the water tree in the center of the campground, talking of a cultist attack, while children huddled together, a neighbor roared out trying to find their son, a mage attempted a long-range [Dispel] against the falling stars, and dough sat on gravel, slowly rising.

- - - -

Some clerk announced, “Full Arbor defenses operational in one minute.”

Koropo was already speaking to a dozen people through [Telepathy], but he took the time to speak to Erick, saying, “Do whatever you can.”

Erick said, “Already on it,” as he summoned Ophiels to replace the ones he had lost.

- - - -

An Ophiel, stationed near the center of the sky over Treehome, and by a [Cascade Imaging] map, switched the map over to search for Omaz. He didn’t show; not yet. But he had been out there, for sure. Erick switched his attention to the falling stars.

A high-mana Ophiel lightstepped to the edge of the massive spell, right before most of them reached the smaller trees that loomed over the campsites and itinerant lands between the Arbor Districts. A few had already touched down, and Erick hoped that the people down there were safe, but he knew there had to be some casualties.

He cast a 36,000 mana [Grand Dispel] at the closest sparkling light drop. Dark magics impacted that drop, then spread like a shockwave of shadows and sound, popping thousands, tens of thousands, and then a full third of the [Starlight Fall] that had come to Treehome. The only reason Ophiel’s spell didn’t reach further, was because he wasn’t the only one combating the attack.

Two other casters in other parts of the sky released their own [Chaining Dispel]s, taking out another third of the [Starlight Fall]. Here and there, other mages cast smaller [Dispel]s, some which popped hundreds of falling sparkles, some which only destroyed a few. The spell was gone, and yet...

And yet, still, some of those countless falling stars made it through the countermagics. Trees had exploded. [Ward]s had popped. People had died.

Erick had zero time to spread blame, or to think he hadn’t done enough. He thought he had. But the propagation of his [Grand Dispel] was a lot slower than the fall of the stars. In less than ten seconds, the whole of that spell had fallen from the sky to the land, like a rain cloud releasing almost all of its rain, all at once.

The map in the center of Treehome briefly blinked blue on the other side of the city. Omaz had blipped into the sky. The sky over there turned to stars. And then Omaz left.

Erick was much faster with his [Grand Dispel] this time.

Ophiels moved with lightstepping brilliance, directly into the center of the swarm. A single 36,000 mana [Grand Dispel] pulsed into the sky, directly into the center of the falling stars. Theoretically, Ophiel could have spent half of that. [Grand Dispel] had a double modifier for the purposes of erasing a targeted magic. But Erick wasn’t going to take that chance.

The entire brilliant sky shimmered with stars, and then shadows ate them all from the inside out, spreading like a shockwave, turning explosive power into disjointed mana. Briefly, other shadowy [Dispel]s tried to strike the starfall, but Erick’s spell had already cleared the whole thing from the sky.

Erick was even faster with the third starfall. The spell had barely been in the sky for two seconds before an Ophiel was in the center of it all. This time, Erick could make a mistake, so he had Ophiel throw 18,000 mana at the sparkling sky. It was enough. The whole of the starfall vanished in a shadowy shockwave. That was good! Erick relaxed a fraction. He didn’t have many of these high-mana Ophiel’s left. He couldn’t throw out 36,000 mana [Grand Dispel]s all day long, and he needed to save his own mana for the important parts of the fight.

Ophiel responded to Omaz’s next appearance half a second before Erick even realized Omaz had appeared again.

Erick briefly looked upon Omaz. Omaz briefly looked upon Ophiel. Omaz had already lifted his arms to the sky. Less than a fraction of a second passed as Omaz filled the blue with sparkling stars. Almost instinctively, Erick queue’d up a [Harmonic Blood Ooze] for 3000 of his own mana and launched it at the man, while a separate high-mana Ophiel stepped into the air above and dispersed the stars from the sky. The first Ophiel, who had arrived on scene before Erick could think to send him, cast a [Ward Destruction] at the cultist, flashing power against Omaz’s skin, shattering whatever defensive [Ward] he had running.

As Omaz began to fall, and before another Script Second passed, the blood ooze wrapped around him, preventing his next cast. Erick watched as he bubbled with mana, but the blood ooze bubbled with shadows, canceling whatever Omaz had tried to do.

Time, which had seemed slow, sped up rapidly. Omaz fell through the sky. Other people blipped into the air. Some Special Forces people grabbed the man, locking Omaz down with even more spells while they arrested his fall, and arrested him, too. The blood ooze tried to carve into Omaz’s skin, but Omaz had Constitution, at least. That ooze couldn’t do much more than prevent him from casting.

Someone asked Erick to call off the ooze; they were having trouble attaching the drain collar to him because the ooze would attack whoever got close enough. Erick was pretty sure that the ooze was being a good boy and not attacking anyone, but the jailers seemed to be scared of the bloody spell, so Erick canceled it. Omaz was rapidly wrapped up in several other spells from other people and decked out with a whole suite of drain collars, one for each limb. He wasn’t going anywhere, and if it weren’t for the [Silence] spells cast upon him, Erick was sure that the man would have been yelling plenty of obscenities. He could read the man’s lips, after all. He was glad he didn’t have to listen to that as they took him away. He had more pressing concerns than the murdering Cultist, now that he had been dealt with.

- - - -

Erick sat up, and breathed. He turned to Koropo. The man had a smile on his face and was almost about to speak, but Erick said, “Syllea is Raging right now. She’s windstepping this way. I have an Ophiel on her, and she’s getting much faster with her windstepping, and I’m pretty sure she’s not just windstepping anymore. She’ll be here in ten minutes. What do you want to do?”

The stoic Witch Hunter, the Warchief of Treehome’s Special Forces, paled, briefly, and then he turned hard again. He narrowed his eyes, and said, “We do to her exactly what you did to Omaz.” He turned and stared across the room, his eyes quickly scanning the room, as he announced, “We will get Syllea under control before—”

A clerk interrupted. “[Grand Fireball]s reported near the commune. Twenty seconds ago.”

Koropo instantly ordered a woman standing by some viewing screens, “[Witness].”

The woman looked to the air, her eyes flickering ruby red. The [Viewing Screen]s near her shifted, and played back what had happened, right as the woman came back to herself, and said, “Someone attacked the commune as we were dealing with Omaz.”

“Stuff Omaz in the Hole and retask Team Takedown onto Syllea. Our priority is Syllea, IF she comes close to Treehome. The normal guard should be able to deal with the commune since they were waiting for it to explode anyway.” Koropo turned to Erick. “Where is she?” He immediately added, “Nevermind.” He looked to Poi. “He’s a Mind Mage, yeah? You’re conscripted. You already know who to talk to, so get it done. Coordinate with your Archmage.”

Erick was perfectly fine with that—

Which was likely why Poi said, “Of course.” A bevy of telepathic lines erupted from his head, as he added, “On it.” Poi spoke to Erick’s mind, sending, ‘You’re connected.’

Erick went back to Ophiel.

- - - -

Syllea had changed a great deal in the minute since Erick had left her to focus on Omaz. She was no longer flesh and blood, for one. No longer did she simply windstep across the sky. She was radiant and dark and flaming and frozen, all at the same time. She stepped through the trees of the deep Forest. Canopies, trunks, branches, and a great deal of wildlife, scattered at her undeniable passage, falling to the Forest floor as ash, or frozen shards, or melted slush, or to simply drift away as mist and gloom. Red, yet prismatic lightning gathered in her eyes and flickered across her airborne footfalls. She took a step and moved a hundred meters, causing the sound of thunder to soak into the dense Forest all around. Syllea was not being quiet, at all.

Her Rage didn’t present like Teressa’s Rage. Was Syllea still in there? Somewhere?

Poi’s voice came to him, his words much faster than if he were speaking, ‘Some orcols Rage differently than others. I am being told that Syllea’s Rage is documented. This controlled sort of Rage is normal for her, but her Rage will not end with killing her target. It never has. So try to get through to her, if you can. If you can’t, then Bayth is going to try. She has experience with this.’

Erick heard and understood.

He wrapped an Ophiel in [Pure Reflection Ward], and stepped him forward, into Syllea’s path.

Syllea flickered with prismatic lightning as she bounced off of Ophiel’s sunform, scattering all around, her entire body dispersing then coming back together on the other side of Ophiel like a sandcastle destroyed then instantly repaired. She didn’t even look back as she continued to step through the Forest, destroying everything in her path, except for Ophiel, apparently. Erick tried again.

This time, Ophiel formed a bowl that Syllea ran right into. Before she could disperse around again, Ophiel’s sunform became a sphere, trapping the archmage inside. Erick could barely believe that had worked.

Erick spoke fast, “We’ve captured your brother. Omaz is in custody—”

Syllea reconstituted into herself, inside of Ophiel, but she was still radiant and dark and a roil of elements. She pulsed with some sort of Force-based spell. It rebounded off of Ophiel’s inner reflective surface, crashing back into Syllea. She growled.

“—We have Omaz in custody,” Erick repeated, fruitlessly.

Syllea pulsed with another sort of magic, but Erick had been aiming a [Harmonic Counterspell] at her. 270 mana drained from Erick. A ripple of shadows destroyed whatever Syllea had attempted. She paused. She cocked her head, almost playfully, as she looked upon her prison made of light. She smiled, her lower fangs showing, her face looking ready to devour something. She cast again. Erick automatically counterspelled it again, but this time, it drained him dry. Over 5,500 mana, gone, just like that. He had bottomed out.

Erick came back to himself, briefly, feeling like he had been kicked by a horse. Blood trickled down from his nose. He reached for Ophiel’s connection and managed to get back to the fight right as Syllea did the same magic, and Ophiel tried the same [Harmonic Counterspell] before Erick could have him stop. Erick briefly recalled a warning from Quilatalap about using his [Harmonic Counterspell] against someone who knew what he was doing; Such a person would then use specially-made magic to trick him into wasting all of his mana to [Dispel] a worthless magic.

Erick adjusted his view to a different Ophiel in the area as the one around Syllea burst into nothing. Ophiel had tried to [Harmonic Counterspell] Syllea, too. That [Harmonic Counterspell] had cost that Ophiel his body.

Back in the conference room, Erick downed a mana potion he had already set aside for just such an occasion, then went right back to it.

‘Poi. I need a mana drainer on her. I’ll give them an opportunity. They need to take it.’

‘Understood.’ Poi added, ‘They’ll be ready in thirty seconds.’

‘I need enough time to regen, anyway.’

As Erick’s broken Mana Regen gradually ticked up, he gradually felt more and more nauseous, but he toughened through it. The edges of his soul flickered, breaking, but they were small breaks; barely noticeable. He could do this. He summoned enough Ophiel to bring him back to full, then had them buff themselves into reflective sunforms, and had them run [Hunter’s Instincts] and [Mana Sight]. He sent them in.

Syllea was ready this time. She saw Ophiel approach, and she smiled.

She touched the world, and the world responded. For a kilometer all around her, trees, each hundreds of meters tall, turned to ash, not even turning to fire, first. Ash wrapped around ash, a hundred columns of the stuff at the same time, turning denser, harder, then flashing over into something sparkling and sharp. Diamonds. A hundred swords, each fifty meters long, each made of sparking diamond. They twirled into the air, half of them surrounding Syllea like they were shields, the other half spinning around her like she was a blender.

The air whispered, “I can make diamonds, too.”

The sun beat down on the new clearing in the Forest, glittering off of a hundred diamond swords as those swords fell into the telekinetic control of the one who made them.

The first Ophiel cast a thousand point [Grand Dispel] right at Syllea, but the spell caught on a sword. Every single diamond sword briefly faltered. They did not disappear. They were not summoned constructs, but actual diamonds.

Syllea mumbled, “Do better.”

She reasserted her control over those diamond swords much faster than should have been possible. Another Ophiel cast another [Grand Dispel] at her, faltering her swords again. But she controlled them right away, reasserting her control much quicker than the first time. Erick ran through his Ophiel, one right after the other, each one casting a thousand mana [Grand Dispel], each hoping to strip away whatever control Syllea had over those swords. Some of the swords fell out of her power, but she maintained enough control over some of them to turn them into missiles, or cleaving edges, catching two of Erick’s Ophiel with what were obviously some sort of [Strike]s that also avoided the necessity of the Script Second.

Two Ophiel exploded, followed quickly by two more. An Ophiel threw a [Harmonic Blood Ooze] for 8000 mana at Syllea, before Syllea carved that Ophiel in two. Syllea tried to block the blob with a sword, but the red blob sailed through the sword and crashed into Syllea’s brightness.

The next [Grand Dispel] onto the swords brought a much larger falter than before, as the blood ooze soaked into Syllea’s prismatic form, bursting a single bit of shadow, before it went dormant again for another Script Second.

Syllea ripped one of her swords through her own body, scattering her form, but failing to dislodge the ooze—

No. Her body reformed well away from the blood ooze, dropping the offending bit of magic to the ground.

“Ha,” Syllea laughed, once, then went silent, as her swords swept through the sky.

“Stop using Quick spells!” Erick said, “It makes you much harder to take down without hurting you!”

Syllea laughed again, louder this time, giving three chuckles before falling silent, all the while swinging swords through Ophiels. The feathered [Familiar]s began to dodge her attacks; it took a bit of practice, but they had acclimated to her cadence.

Poi’s voice briefly came to Erick, ‘Backup cannot get close to her, but she seems focused on you. They want you to wear her out. Bayth will appear when Syllea is weaker.’

A hundred swords, each a hundred meters long, whipped through the air, filling the battle with a great keening sound as swords turned to little more than blurs. Ophiels popped off manually-cast [Force Beam]s, a dozen apiece, attempting to carve into the maelstrom of slicing diamond, while simultaneously getting into a rhythm of their own, each one popping off a [Grand Dispel] when they could, and switching it up with a [Harmonic Counterspell] against whatever auras Syllea flooded into the battlefield. Swords sometimes shattered. Shards became even more dangerous than the swords, carving through Ophiels like telekinetically controlled swarms, before coming back together, reforming the diamond sword it had been before.

Erick sent back, ‘She has a lot more mana than I thought she would!’

Bayth’s voice came to Erick, ‘She’s manually restoring her mana. It’s a trick she learned long ago, and the Rage lets her do it effortlessly.’

‘What about rad condensation?’ Erick asked, as another ten seconds of the battle passed, and he summoned an Ophiel with practically every single one of his Script Seconds. while waiting for his mana to refill enough that he could cast something larger. ‘And why can’t I [Dispel] her [Prismatic Form]? Why are my [Counterspells]s not landing properly?’

Bayth instantly sent, ‘I can’t tell you her secrets. She can, when she comes back from the edge.’

‘Just tell me if it’s her Domain, Bayth.’

‘… I cannot tell you her secrets.’

So it was her Domain. Erick had a lot of tricks left to learn about Domains.

Erick let his conversation with Bayth go, and focused on Syllea.

The woman was a four-meter tall pillar of light and fire and darkness that bled into her surroundings like a blot of radiant watercolors. And Erick’s current tactics were not working. Syllea cut down three Ophiel at the same time as she stepped across the battlefield like a woman taking a stroll through a garden, picking off Ophiels like she was selecting flowers for her bonnet. She was acclimating to this fight much, much faster than Erick.

Just to be sure that he wasn’t missing something obvious, he threw a [Prismatic Breaker] at Syllea, right as she advanced on an Ophiel. Briefly, she flickered, her light and power fading, before coming back even stronger than before. The next [Prismatic Breaker] failed completely, as Syllea laughed like she had just heard the best joke in the world. All the while, she continued her slice across her targeted Ophiel, sundering the [Familiar] with a [Quick Strike], or something similar. Erick wasn’t quite sure how she was able to cast so many spells so fast, but she was certainly stronger than any of the Shades he had ever met… Or maybe not. Hard to say, really.

Was she manually casting every single one of her spells? Maybe she was.

Erick tried a new tactic.

With a coordinated cast, several Ophiel dodged, as they pulsed mana. High above, where the sky was bright and clear, motes of Force coalesced into something stronger. An inevitability took hold of the upper range of the fight, waiting to fall as it could.

Syllea glanced upward, then paused, wondering why the spell wasn’t coming down faster.

And that was enough of a distraction. Every single Ophiel released their Handy Aura. They attempted to grapple the diamond swords. Most of those telekinetic, airy hands failed to do more than get cut by the spinning swords. Some managed to grab. Some even managed to hold on. It was enough. [Teleport Object] sent those swords away. About ten kilometers back the way Syllea had come, actually.

One second saw the removal of seven swords. Two seconds saw the removal of six more swords from the fight, for Syllea had cut down an Ophiel while he tried to blip away the sword. Syllea’s joy temporarily turned curious, then angry, as she frowned, and every single sword became a mess of prismatic might. Erick was waiting for that. A [Harmonic Counterspell] from one of his fresh Ophiel negated Syllea’s magic just long enough for the removal of even more swords. If she wanted to get more she’d have to get to more trees, but she didn’t look interested in that. She only had lightning-eyes for Ophiel, and she was determined to take him down. Syllea tried something else, but an Ophiel had snaked a Handy Aura hand close enough to her rainbow form.

A blip moved Syllea up, up, all the way to the edge of the Script, high, high above, putting her even further out of the range of backup physical objects, like those swords. Ophiel followed her into the sky.

‘Where did she go?!’ demanded Bayth.

Poi answered, ‘To the edge of the Script. Erick didn’t want her to have any more resources and she was going to overcome the removal of her swords soon enough.’

An Ophiel was already waiting for Syllea to appear. This time, when the Archmage crashed into Ophiel’s bubble of a body with its reflective interior, Ophiel swarmed, and locked her inside, flooding the area with a [Domain of Light], denying almost all other resources to Syllea. It was enough of a mode-shift that Syllea flexed out several Quick spells that instantly turned to sparkles, giving the rest of Erick’s Ophiel enough time to swarm upward, and lock the Raging archmage behind even more reflecting [Lodestar] forms.

Syllea flashed some bright spell at them, only to have it bounce around inside the cage of Ophiels. Another ten Quick spells flexed out, some of them turning to weak light, some of them turning to sparkles, and nothing more. Erick did not relax, instead, he focused harder.

Erick watched through an Ophiel’s [Mana Sight] and through another Ophiel’s mana sense as Syllea began flickering with some test spells, small things, taking control of the air around her with gentle brightness. Erick didn’t even bother counterspelling those attempts at magic. The airblades she made with the bright air merely bounced from Ophiel’s reflective surfaces, while the air itself was more like a gentle breeze, once the magic was stripped from it.

The flat horizon had become a curve of green all around as the blue sky was replaced with utter black, and stars glittered just beyond the Edge of magic. Syllea’s rainbow watercolors began to shift, and expand. This was her Domain and her [Prismatic Body], for sure. Erick hoped he could withstand it with his own Domain, half-removed from his personal control.

Bright fire bloomed inside of Ophiel’s cage, while luminescent ice crashed upon the other side. Erick selectively let that ice crash through, not bothering to defend where he didn’t need to defend, for Syllea was not just using her Domain to push against Erick’s, she was also trying to escape, and with his mana sense and Ophiel’s [Mana Sight], Erick watched as the fire part was her main body, and the ice part was not.

The ice crashed through Ophiel, taking some of Syllea’s radiance with it. The small bits of Syllea that managed to escape, just dissipated. Her main form remained inside. Erick watched as she tried again, flickering light and shadows in different directions, but she was in the light, and the shadows were just a diversion.

Erick realized a flaw in his prison a second before Syllea realized the same. He had a second and third Ophiel flicker around the first Ophiel, forming a compound shell, just in case Syllea tried to trick him with her own control over her mana. In case she pretended to be the larger bit of herself, but was actually the smaller bit.

Syllea flexed out a hundred bolts of radiant ice. Erick let some of that ice get through, into the next shell of Ophiel.

Syllea, much diminished, fell into the second shell of Ophiel, while her main power remained behind. Erick quickly extricated that main part of her body from the prison, leaving Syllea in the second shell, while the radiant watercolors in the first shell naturally lost cohesion; like sugar dissolving into tea, Syllea’s former intent-filled body dissolved back into the manasphere.

Erick held Syllea onto the inner surface of that second Ophiel, then constricted the shell, pulling Syllea together into a small space perfectly sized for her, as he spoke through Ophiel, “We have your brother in custody. You won’t be able to attend the execution unless you can be a part of Polite Society again.”

She suddenly turned fully physical, abandoning her [Greater Prismatic Body]. Red, prismatic lightning flickered in her eyes, but she said nothing.

Erick would have to ask her, later, if she had never learned how to recreate the [Teleport] spells, for surely she could have gotten away if she had learned those magics. But that thought was gone as soon as it occurred. Syllea cast a few more low mana spells at her Ophiel cage, before trying to trick Erick with a sudden expenditure of mana. She held her hand up and out, and mana roared. An Ophiel beyond her cage, but with a part of himself sticking through the reflective surface of that inner Ophiel, tried to [Harmonic Counterspell] Syllea’s new major magic. That second Ophiel popped as his entire existence was demanded to pay the cost of that [Harmonic Counterspell]. It still wasn’t enough.

A tiny star appeared on Syllea’s open palm.

… A tiny star packed with enough mana to beggar Erick back when he was wearing that +150 All Stat belt. Not a trick, then!

Syllea let the star go, a manic smile upon her face, showing her joy to the world as a pit of dread opened up inside of Erick and threatened to consume him entirely. He reacted with a [Teleport Other], shoving Syllea a hundred kilometers toward the north.

He had barely been fast enough. Every Ophiel around the blossoming star instantly vanished, as waves of Void and Light and Syllea’s Domain, no doubt, flashed through the world like a concentrated supernova. A few Ophiel managed to get away, or to reflect most of Syllea’s major spell away from them, but many did not.

Erick frantically conjured Ophiel, sending them on their way, as Syllea’s [Supernova] continued to fill the sky with power.

The archmage was laughing as she fell through the sky, blood dripping from her nose, her right hand missing and spurting blood; the hand she had used to hold the [Supernova]. Blood splashed through the air as Ophiels recaptured the Archmage on a fluffy bed of light, inside a [Domain of Light], while more Ophiels rushed over as fast as Erick could summon them. One of them brought Erick’s rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] from his hotel room at Arbor O’kabil.

But before the healing could start, and while Syllea was still giggling like a schoolgirl, Erick cast a [Drain Mana Ward] into the air around her. Giggles turned to Rage again, and Erick doubled up her temporary trap with a [Drain Health Ward], too. Syllea went from Raging and slamming the fluffy edge of Ophiel with her fist and her stump, to ripping at her own skin with long fingernails, and the edge of her broken radius and ulna bones, as the itchiness of the [Drain Health Ward] fully flowed around her. She tried casting a small spell, but Erick saw that it was small, and let it happen. The resulting flash of blood impacted her imprisoning Ophiel, and rebounded, clipping Syllea on the shoulder. She glared at her soft, reflective prison, and tried something a bit larger.

Erick shut down that spell with a [Harmonic Counterspell].

She threw something like a [Dispel] but darker at the air around her, but Erick reinforced the [Domain of Light] with his Ophiel’s [Lodestar]s, exactly as he had been shown in that book from the Librarian. The [Domain of Light] held. She cast a [Dispel] at the Draining magics, and she broke those, sure, but Erick recast them easily enough.

Three minutes and a hundred other attempts at breaking free later, as well as scratching her skin raw in many places while not caring at all about her broken hand, Syllea finally collapsed onto the softness of the Ophiel all around. To his [Mana Sight], she looked half dead. [Soul Sight] showed her as ragged, but healing. [Blood Sight]… Erick had an Ophiel rush in with the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds]. With a tap, her skin began to heal over, and her arm began to regrow, slowly, but surely. Internal injuries flexed into wholeness and bones set into their proper positions.

Her eyes still glittered red. Rage still held her in its grip. But this was going a lot better than it went with Teressa. Erick really should have thrown some [Drain Ward]s at Teressa, back then.

Two more minutes passed. Erick canceled the [Health Drain Ward], but left the mana one active. Syllea’s arm and skin began to regrow and heal, even faster. Soon, her eyes turned heavy. She blinked long, then she closed her eyes for a moment, before going wide-eyed again as she struggled to stay awake and active. She stumbled to her feet, trying to stand on Ophiel’s softness, but Ophiel flexed and landed her back on her butt, back onto the bed of light.

Erick maintained his prison over her, having Ophiels [Harmonic Counterspell] anything that looked to be over a hundred mana. He could tell the mana-cost difference, himself, after watching and countering so many of Syllea’s spells. To Erick, the smaller spells looked like a shift in Syllea’s interior mana, while the larger ones looked like a pulse, thrumming through her, before erupting into the world. That much was easy to tell apart from each other. But the difference between 50 mana spells to 300 mana spells looked more or less the same to him. Ophiel could tell the difference, though. Ophiel was much better at countering the instantaneous spells of the Script, too, either because he had several bodies on the scene and each of them were ready to counter, or because he was just better at that sort of thing; Erick wasn’t quite sure at the moment, and he couldn’t spare many more thoughts on the subject at the moment.

Disaster was still unfolding across Treehome.

- - - -

Erick briefly came back to himself, back to the conference room, where reports of firefights and battle came from the viewers all around, and Koropo organized what he could.

A man in front of a [Viewing Screen] reported, “Commune walls are down. Shadelings flooding outward, into the city.” He added, “The shadelings are killing the guards.”

Another person said, “Reports of explosions at the Hole. Omaz has likely escaped.”

A woman reported, “Prognosticators are telling us to prepare for another wave of large-scale magic.”

Bayth breathed in, gasping just a little, almost too quiet to hear.

Koropo instantly turned to Erick, asking, “Can you bring Syllea here? Can she fight?” He looked to the woman who spoke, “Is that a safe move?”

“… Unclear.” The woman said, “Syllea’s Rage is almost gone but she’s going to be useless afterward.”

A man said, “Arbor Home’s defensive line is breached. Cultists disabled the anti[Teleport] runes and appeared inside of her.” With a heavy voice, he said, “Elder Atanaro-Home is leading that contingent of Cultists.”

The room fell silent for the briefest of moments.

And then a woman said, “Prognosticators are saying that Syllea is in danger. Move her!”

Koropo said to Erick, “Move Syllea closer, but not into the city.”

Erick was already on it. He simultaneously erected another [Domain of Light] closer to the city, and moved his Ophiel over first, before blipping Syllea into her new container, right as something solid and cylindrical smashed through the space where she had been. The [Domain of Light] where that cylinder touched turned to motes of uncontrolled mana, almost like a solid [Dispel]ing object had sailed through the space. That object continued upward, through the Edge of the Script, briefly disrupting that Edge, before crashing right back down, like it had struck something solid and been repelled.

Erick did not have a lot of time to wonder at what his nearby Ophiel had just seen, but he thought he recognized that object. It was a dull grey metal. It was lead. It was antirhine.

And someone had just fired it from below.

There were several things about that occurrence that stood out as ‘odd’. But the biggest one, was that they were in the middle of the Forest, and antirhine couldn’t be moved by magical means— Or. No. That was wrong. You could probably put it on a conveyance with a separator between itself and the antirhine, and then you could move that conveyance really fast. You still couldn’t blip it around, for antirhine just wouldn’t go through a [Teleport], or a lightstep or anything like that, and probably not even a [Gate], but you could certainly move it around if you planned ahead.

… Or if you had some friendly prognosticators. They certainly seemed to know a lot.

Ahhh! Erick needed to look into future vision, too, now!

An Ophiel dropped down to the Forest floor, tracking where the antirhine had come from and where it had gone by following it through the near-past, followed the line of absence that the antirhine made in the manasphere. Erick rapidly found a blank spot in the mana where the antirhine had likely been for a little while, before firing upward at Syllea.

The antirhine missile’s trail continued off into west—

Erick came back to himself as a shockwave passed through the building and the skylight cracked. Spiderwebs ripped through the glass, as Wyrmrest, high in the sky, was both on fire, and lit with a million tiny stars, and fighting that fire—

Poi lifted his finger, and pointed at a man to the left of the room. The man fell to the ground, insensate, as Poi announced, “That man was planning on exploding at this point in time. My duty as a Mind Mage compelled me to take him down when he posed an immediate threat.”

Koropo almost rounded on Poi, his face full of anger, but Poi finished speaking, and Koropo shifted tracks. “Fucking Cultists!” He glared at Poi. “Who else?”

“I cannot say.” Poi said, “They pose no immediate threat.”

Koropo snapped his fingers at two people, one of them staring down at the collapsed man. “Take Yoron into custody. I want him alive to answer questions.”

At Koropo’s snap, the two people moved.

Erick snapped out of it, too. Yoron? A Cultist? Shit. Yoron had helped to take down half of the people they had taken down yesterday. And at that thought, Erick had another. There were other Cultists in the room, but Poi hadn’t taken them out because they posed no immediate danger. Almost casually, Poi looked to Erick, blinking once, in a way that seemed on purpose. Erick put that out of his mind, for now.

He asked Bayth, “Syllea is partially down. Her mana has to be rather low. She’s still Raging, but it’s an easy thing to negate. You want to go in?”

“YES!” Bayth repeated, “Yes.”

Erick touched her arm with a bit of light and intent, as he said, “Don’t worry about the drop.”

Bayth barely had time to react to his words before Erick blipped her away, into the middle of the sky. With a glance toward the Ophiel Erick had on scene, he watched as the muscular woman landed on a mattress of soft light, right outside of Syllea’s cage. Red lightning glittered across the archmage’s skin and she tried to cast something, but her resulting spell was a simple thing of spherical ice and light that Ophiel easily contained and bounced right back at Syllea, knocking the woman back onto her butt. Bayth watched it happen then tried to defuse the situation with something funny, to which Syllea’s red glow switched to something less vibrant as she shot off another spell that Ophiel locked down; that one was at least a thousand mana, according to what Erick saw. Bayth yelled affront. Syllea frowned, her glow dimming. And then Bayth started talking, and Syllea’s Rage began to fracture.

Erick split his attention, taking a second to glance at his mana. He was barely half full. Had he really gone through that much mana taking care of Syllea? Or. No. His Regen was just that much shittier than usual. He didn’t feel that great, either.

Wordlessly, Poi said, ‘If you can spare some Ophiel to combat the larger spells in the city, they would appreciate that. I am sending you location data, now.’

Erick could spare some mana.

He wasn’t anywhere near top shape, though.

But he could also spare some Ophiel to combat the large-scale spells erupting in the west, around the commune, while he also tracked that antirhine missile, wherever it had landed… Oh! It had to be in the tree above, somehow. Those branches were broken up top but there was no ‘missing line’ in the manasphere down below—

Poi interrupted, ‘I know that is important, sir, but—’

Erick found the antirhine missile in the canopy. He briefly noted that the tip was an enchanted gem, and broken, while the stabilizing tail was a grand rad that looked more like the plume of a rocket flare than a normal grand rad. The tail was also broken. The length of the missile, the important part, was lead.

Erick had an Ophiel grab the missile by the tail, his Handy Aura destabilizing a little bit but not enough to matter, while a second Ophiel glimpsed at a section of the Forest nearby that was erased from the manasphere, which had likely been the result of concealing magics. The people who fired the missile had been looking for it too, but Erick got there first. He couldn’t find the attackers, but with their attack in his grip, Ophiel raced through the sky, holding the missile by its non-lead parts, as he came toward Treehome, trying to carry back the one clue Erick could find as to who had tried to kill Syllea. That bit wasn’t that important in the grand scheme of this dangerous moment, but it would be important later; of that, Erick was sure.

While that Ophiel was doing that, the others protected Syllea and a few lightstepped back to Treehome, then to the west, toward the commune but not yet there.

Right as Poi finished saying, ‘—but the commune guards need assistance, or a diffusing of the situation.’

‘On it!’ Erick sent, ‘Ophiels are now over— Holy shit.’

Arbor Home’s District was the closest one to the commune. Erick had briefly seen Home’s District on his excursions through the skies of the city. It had been a rather nice place filled with placid hills tiled with farmland all around, while a large, squat tree sat in the center of it. Arbor Home had reached half a kilometer into the sky while being almost just as wide, with a sparse green canopy that looked more like a roof rather than like leaves. She had been a barrel-shaped, home-shaped Arbor, surrounded by nice white-walled buildings with nice green roofs.

She was half gone. Fires burned in her upper half, exposing the labyrinth of tunnels and housing inside of her main body. The land around her was on fire. Fields burned in blues and greens and whites and reds.

Poi answered the question Erick had barely asked, ‘Yes. Rain would be good. Home is far from dead, but her main body is hurting.’

Erick responded with a few casts of [Control Weather] into the skies over Treehome and several consecutive casts of [Call Lightning] over the most on-fire parts of the city. Home wasn’t the only place burning. Wyrmrest was burning, too, though he had his canopy mostly extinguished by the time the rains started.

And then a great keening filled the skies over Treehome. Stars began to fall, once again.

Omaz had gotten free?!

Erick rapidly came back to himself, just in time to look up, and see the skylight fracture. Glass broke, as Wyrmrest, high above and still lightly on fire, broke. A thousand thousand stars attempted to crash into his canopy, and while most of them burst upon stars lurking in the manasphere, there were a million of them. A lot got through. Erick didn’t even have time to [Grand Dispel] any of the attack before it was almost over.

Smaller branches and massive leaves and person-sized starfruit began to fall; knocked loose by the attack from above.

One of the larger branches snapped as Void and Light broke it at its base. That branch had to be a kilometer long, and it had to weigh millions of tons. From this lower distance, it barely moved, but Erick could tell it had likely fallen hundreds of meters already. Erick only barely registered those facts, for Koropo was already yelling,

“We’re fine!” Warchief Koropo roared, “Wyrmrest can arrest that fall. It’ll take more than that to wound him.”

Almost disbelieving that the Arbor actually could do what Koropo said he could, Erick watched, as the star-filled Domain in the manasphere all around them turned into something denser. Stars seemed to rise out of nothing, soaring upward. Light flickered high above.

Erick flickered an Ophiel closer, and watched, as what was likely a [Gravity Ward] sized for the branch itself, took hold of the air around the falling branch. The ponderous weight fell a bit more, but soon slowed, and then reversed course, floating back into the sky. Back into position, to where the fractured stump of the limb’s base stuck out from Wyrmrest’s top like a mangled and half-missing finger. Wood flowed like water. The branch reattached. Falling starfruit turned to energy to soak into the Arbor himself. Star-filled mana pulsed out from Arbor Wyrmrest, stifling fires all around, repairing buildings, and healing many, many orcols who had been hurt by all the fighting. Wyrmrest did not heal everyone, though. Erick watched as a line of Cultists toward the east, or perhaps they were just opportunists, who were balanced against the defenders at a bank, were suddenly overrun by guards that could not be harmed. Heads rolled.

Erick came back to himself, as the rains began to fall. He sent a few Ophiel over to Arbor Home, to have them become radiant funnels to personally control the rain, to drown fires, to do for Arbor Home what she could not currently do herself.

The attack over there, led by Elder Atanaro-Home, who Erick had briefly seen, was done, too. Cultists, either dead or in chains, were locked into [Woodshape]d barrel-like containers with only their heads poking up from the wood. Most of those people were just dead, though.

With a thought, an Ophiel went to the map Erick had left in the center of the city. It was still searching for Omaz, and Erick expected many others to have used this map to track the man, for stars had been falling for a little while now, until they stopped. Erick didn’t worry about those starfalls, for other people were [Chain Dispel]ing those monstrous spells. But now, as he looked upon his map, he saw a problem. Omaz’s blue dot was there, but he was in the center of the commune.

And the commune was still fighting.

A ring of tall stone walls stood fractured around buildings that were just as broken, in a clearing in the Forest that was also broken, and on fire. Few shadeling orcols slunk around in the shadows, throwing high-powered spells at orcol mages flying high in the sky, and just out of range of most magics. But those were the outliers. Erick casually had an Ophiel throw a [Grand Dispel] at some of the fires in the area, extinguishing a good hundred meters of flickering flame, while he himself cast a [Grand Dispel] at a fireball larger than most that had lifted off of the ground and tried to hit the people flying high above. That [Grand Fireball] vanished in a puff of magic.

Most of the fight was not magical, though. Most of the shadelings were upright, full of shadows, and swinging around swords made of darkness. They fought against orcols who had been guarding the commune the last time Erick had seen this place. A battlefield had erupted since then. Lines in the mud had been drawn and guarded against, past the western wall of the commune, with healers in the backlines of both sides, throwing [Chaining Healing Word]s at the front-line fighters who clashed in the middle. Mud churned with blood and worse as warriors crashed against warriors, and death came to many.

With a casual [Harmonic Counterspell], Erick dismissed another house-sized fireball as it shot out of the shadows, before it could arc over the front line and strike at the guards on the other side of the battlefield. Four seconds later, while rain began to fall heavy, Erick dismissed a similar [Grand Fireball] from Treehome’s side.

Someone yelled from the shadeling side, their voice empowered over the roar of battle, “The Fire of the Age joins us! Push back the non-believers!”

That voice boomed with power. A shockwave passed through the rain, pressing it away as it passed over the battlefield. Shadows crawled over every person, making shadeling swords swing faster, and weighing down the feet and arms of the orcols on the other side.

Disgust and displeasure roared through Erick. These people were fighting their own, both sides egged on by their own emotions, sure, but those emotions were being played with by the Cult. Could they not see this? That guy who had called out about ‘non-believers’ was already dragged from his position and stabbed from five different directions by five different shadelings. Erick instantly saw that these ‘Cultists’ were mostly not. Maybe one or two of them were, but certainly not the whole.

Erick cast a thousand mana [Grand Dispel] at the shadeling side, ripping away that empowering magic, as his own voice boomed across the battlefield, “WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING! STOP FIGHTING!”

No one listened. If anything, the fighting intensified.

Erick punctuated his displeasure by absolutely filling the sky with lightning. Bright white flashes broke the heavens, and continued to break, in a coruscating, thunderous roar, much, much louder than anything going on down below. A flash of inspiration struck halfway through his display of power.

He displayed control, when he vibrated the lightning itself to thunder out, “Stop. Fighting. Now.”

Eardrums broke. Blood trickled out of eyes and ears and noses.

Surprising even himself, some of the people stepped back from the front line. Some shadelings fell to the ground, to the wet shadows, and pulled back. Some orcols retreated. Erick cast a shaped [Domain of Light] directly down through the center of the fighting, zig-zagging the eruption of saturated brilliance through the worst of the fighting, through the places where the shadelings had broken through, and across the places where the forces of Treehome had advanced into the commune.

Shadelings fell out of their shadows, forced to retreat or to take a hit. Guards found their [Strike]s of fire or lightning or ice flicker with nothing more than sparkled light.

Forces on both sides tried to [Dispel] the [Domain of Light], and they failed, completely. It would take another person with a competing Domain to take down that barrier, and no one Erick could see on this battlefield had such a thing.

Erick’s Ophiel floated into that separating gulf of Light, and spoke with his voice, “Here is the ultimatum: The Cultists who have committed crimes for the sake of harming this world or any other, are to be served up to the authorities. Every other shadeling who wishes a better life, who doesn’t want to stay and answer for the crimes of those who demanded you follow them into the maw of battle, you’re invited to Candlepoint.” He announced, “Make your way there on your own, right now, or await for my assistance, but certain criminals will not go unpunished. Omaz Wyrmrest! Answer for your crimes against your own people! You threw down starfalls against your own city, for gods’ sakes!”

Koropo’s voice railed through to Erick, forcing him to come back to his body, “What the fuck, Erick!”

The man almost loomed over him.

Erick got up from his seat, saying, “I’m solving your problem. Help me, or fail to do so, but the duties of your station have been successfully discharged for a long while, don’t you think? We did a lot of good work yesterday, and you could easily find another line of work if you wanted. Perhaps in Candlepoint?”

Koropo stared down at Erick, while Erick stared up at the Warchief and simultaneously put out a dozen different fires near Arbor Home, canceled a dozen other high-mana attacks from both sides of the dividing [Domain of Light] between the shadelings and their prison keepers, and kept a good dozen eyes on Omaz’s blue dot and on his person; Ophiel moved very fast when it was necessary. 

Omaz was still in the center of the commune, in what looked to be a non-important building that was only half intact. He wasn’t moving. He was waiting.

But the shadelings in that battle were not waiting. Dozens moved all at the same time, turning to shadows, retreating to the commune and then beyond. The shadeling line broke, like a dam. They rushed away from the fight. Some went to Omaz’s space in the city, their retreat turning into a strategic repositioning. But only a few did that. Most disappeared past a broken curtain wall, into the Forest, sneaking away as they were always able to do, but never did for what was likely a myriad of reasons. Maybe that wall had anti-shadeling runes on it? Anti-[Shadowblend], for sure, and at least.

And then that curtain wall erupted in deep, frosted stone. Stone rose higher, and higher, as freezing fog rolled off of that burgeoning rock. Some had escaped already, but most of the fleeing shadelings raced back, away from the stone, back toward the commune. They were locked into the commune, encircled on all sides, with a barrier of Light and a war on one side, and that stone on the other. Erick flickered an Ophiel toward the icy stone and threw a [Grand Dispel] upon the biting cold of those erupted crags.

The cold briefly vanished, but then the crags shifted. Golems made of stone and ice lifted from the broken land. They did not attack, but they did reposition, taking a stance like a company of soldiers, each ten meters tall, their line of golems ten deep, waiting for their orders.

And then a smaller man made of stone stepped forward, directly into Erick’s view.

He waved, and in a pleasant voice, the rock man said, “Archmage Tenebrae wishes you to reconsider what you are doing, please!”

Okay. So.

ALL OF THIS...

All of this was a bigger problem than he had signed up for. A lot of power was coming out of the woodwork, and Erick needed to deal with it. After he dealt with other, certain things.

Erick, back in the conference room, said, “You or any of your team want a place in Candlepoint, you have it, Koropo, but I suspect Treehome needs you now, too, and I fear that I have overstepped some line in the sand.”

Koropo became the man he was when Erick first met him; hard edged and emotionless. He said, “Eri—”

Peron burst into the conference room, demanding, “Erick Flatt! You are under arrest!”

Instantly, several people stepped out of the stone, the air, the shadows, and even the light. Erick had noticed them before, but paid them no mind. There were more important things going on at that moment. And besides. He wasn’t defenseless, despite whatever thoughts might have been flowing through Peron’s mind, making him do whatever fool thing he was currently trying to do.

As soon as Peron yelled his first syllable, Erick transformed into his sunform, clipping Poi in the effect. Both of them watched as a [Curse of Locality] spilled across the dome of Erick’s light like a pitiful splash of gasoline on water. Another person cast a [Mana Drain Ward] onto Erick, while another cast a [Health Drain Ward]. Both spells turned to nothing more than expended mana when they touched upon Erick’s sunform. Erick expected nothing less, since even Shades had had trouble with his [Lodestar]. Anyone without a Domain would have trouble even touching him, unless he wanted it to happen.

Erick turned his gaze upon Peron, who had turned from angry to stoic, his face becoming a mask of indifference.

Peron said, “I knew it was too good to be true. You are a Cultist.”

Erick narrowed his eyes, and said, “You blind yourself, Chieftain.” He turned half of his attention back to the commune. His voice echoed over there, and inside the conference room, “My goals are nothing less than the eradication of actual dangers to this world, and the next. Your petty vendettas against outdated hatreds are but small problems for my goals. Problems that we can all overcome. I assure you, that there will be justice for the crimes committed in the past, and when that occurs, that will be the End of those issues. No more hate. No more subsequent persecution. We will have Peace. We will have integration. Prepare and act accordingly.” He gave a small, personal message to the rock man standing in front of his golem troops, “I need your blockade to end or I need to talk with Tenebrae.”

The rock man nodded, saying, “We eagerly await your arrival to discuss all of that.”

Erick fully turned his attention back to the conference room.

Peron glared at Erick’s words.

Koropo backed away, a single, slow, half step.

Everyone in the room, except for Poi, backed away. Poi stepped closer to Erick.

Erick turned his gaze toward the commune and then he lightstepped there in one flashing, radiant moment, with Poi at his side. The skylight above broke just a little bit more in his passing.
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                Erick landed on the air, just above the ground in front of the rock man. He maintained his sunform, and said, “I need you to let these people go. Please clear out.”

The rock man bowed, slightly, then rose, and said, “Apologies, good sir. We cannot do that. Tenebrae is contracted with Treehome with bargains much older than the one he has with you. One of these is that he has been tasked with preventing the mass escape of the commune if such an event should come to pass. And besides, you have called for justice, so let us have justice.” He added, “We are merely the first responders to today’s events. There are other archmages on their way, and already watching, and you will not be able to handle us all, so let us play nicely, please.”

Play nicely? Erick balked, and then he considered.

With a sudden shock to his mind, Erick realized that he had overstepped some major lines. Everything had rapidly and terribly spun way out of control. He only meant to stop the fighting. He did not mean to step in and take away Treehome’s autonomy to deal with their own criminals. But… The fighting had stopped! That was good, right? But.

But why the fuck had he spoken like that to everyone? Telling them that there would be an End to… whatever it was he had promised. Thinking back over his words, he had no idea what was going through his head at the time.

But he rolled with it. He plowed forward, telling the rock man, “There will be justice. I trust that Tenebrae will not interfere as long as the people here don’t try to escape without that justice?”

The rock man said, “That is not truly acceptable to Tenebrae, but it will be as it will be. Tenebrae says that as long as Treehome bothers you before they bother him, then he doesn’t care what happens here.”

“… Okay.” Erick said.

He turned away from the rock man, and the deep lines of rime-covered golems. He faced the commune, and the shadelings standing far behind him, near the ruined walls, and on the edges of the shadows. Most of them were ready to retreat into the darkness at the first sign of trouble. But some stood tall, and in the open. They waited for Erick to come to them.

He obliged. Erick stepped across a field of broken stone and grass, his feet flashing light as he walked, rain all around him turning fires into steam, and dirt into mud. Poi walked beside him, supported by Erick’s light. The silence all around him, from the people, from the city, from the golems waiting for war not twenty meters away, threatened to crush Erick, the tension and coiled intent in the air dense enough to see for those who had sight for such a thing, and Erick certainly did.

Mana roiled in the shadows, and in the stone, and in the fire, and in the people. Eyes and fangs and scales and wings; Melemizargo was nearby, but he was as silent as usual. Erick would not call out to him, or to any other gods. That would just be making everything much more complicated, and this event was already complicated enough.

Erick glanced to Poi, wordlessly asking for assistance that he knew the man might not be willing to give.

Poi nodded, then said, “I can help with that.”

Erick banished the sudden smile from his face. And then he walked forward, to meet the two people who stood before him, waiting for him to come closer to the broken commune. Both of them were shadelings, and also orcols. One man, one woman. Neither wore nice clothes, but their clothes were certainly nicer than the clothes of the shadelings at Candlepoint, back when they were first brought to that young city.

The woman and man stood straight. They each slammed a fist to their own chest, rumbling the air with the sound as gentle thunder rolled overhead.

Erick asked, “Are you two amenable to clearing out the dangerous aspects of this place, and finding a new home elsewhere, perhaps at Candlepoint?”

“Sir, yes sir!” they said, in unison.

The man said, “We’ve been waiting for someone we can trust to come in and break the hold they have on us.”

The woman announced, “We didn’t know we were waiting for you, but at your announcement, we realized damn fast that you were our chance.”

Erick asked, “Are you Cultists?”

“NO!” Spat the man, before realizing he probably shouldn’t have done that. He looked ashamed for a half-second, for yelling at Erick.

Erick didn’t hold it against the man.

“We are not cultists.” The woman replied with a bit more tact, but her face showed the difficulty in holding back her anger. “They call us that because we look like this. That is all.”

The man, now calm, said, “If we were cultists, then we wouldn’t have turned shadeling!” He wasn’t that calm when he finished speaking, but emotions were running high, and this much anger was expected. The man said, “We just didn’t want to be connected to the Red Dream anymore, and now we’re not. Some of the people in charge of Treehome didn’t like that.”

“I want to say that that is surprising, but it is not.” Not after what Erick had seen already. Erick nodded, then gestured to his side, at Poi, saying, “This is my friend and Mind Mage, Poi. He will be helping me to solve the problems here, quickly, for those who will allow such a thing.”

The man instantly glanced to Poi, his softly-glowing white eyes turning softer, sadder, and perhaps angrier, before he turned back toward Erick.

While Poi bowed, ever so slightly, Erick raised his voice, so those outside of his immediate encounter could hear, “But denying such a mental intrusion will not result in a denial of your plight. Justice will just proceed slower, is all. Even if most of you are not Cultists, there is at least one Cultist here, and I think some of you know who I am talking about.

“I am here, and I am willing to help, and I have the power to back up my desire to help.” Erick spoke up for the benefit of others, outside of the current conversation, “How do you wish to start? For my own purposes, it would be helpful if known Cult operatives would be brought forward. I honestly do not care about those who have helped you when others would not, or those who have done nothing violent against Treehome, or other people. But some of the Cult is hiding in this commune, and they have contributed to murder and mayhem, therefore I need to see them Ended for Peace to begin.”

Some shuddered at Erick’s voice. A few slunk off into the deeper shadows, racing away.

The woman glanced to Poi, too, but her brief look was one of longing, and hate, and acceptance, all at once. Then she focused on Erick, and spoke with hope in her voice, “Then I wish to be cleared right now. I can’t speak for everyone, but I know many who would accept a Mind Mage clearance, if that’s what it takes to get out of this cesspit of a ‘commune’.” She said the word with such derision that Erick felt it in his gut, then she said, “Clear me, and I will help you scour this commune, and then I will accept a place at Candlepoint, since no one in my former Treehome would accept me.”

“She’s clear,” Poi said, without prompting. “She’s tried to get Mind Mage help several times, but we could not intervene without another power backing us up, and no one was willing to do that. You are that power, now, Erick.”

Erick accepted that, and asked the woman, “What is your name?”

“Lashii, sir!” said the woman, Lashii.

Erick looked at the man.

“Toruke, sir.”

Erick glanced back to the map he had left over the center of the city. Omaz was still in the center of the commune. Erick came back to himself, and said, “Then let us go meet with Omaz. He seems to want to say something, since he hasn’t moved much since he broke out of the Hole, killed a bunch of people, and came here.”

Lashii frowned, deeply, as she practically growled.

Toruke said, “He’s in House Four. That’s where the Cult gathers.”

Erick asked, “Has the guard or anyone else actually tried to speak with you? To treat you like people?”

“Some.” Lashii said, “But most of those people have turned out to be Cultists themselves.”

“Omaz Wyrmrest was one of those people,” Toruke said. “Practically half of the guards are cultists, too. But the only way our story gets out is through those people! Of course the world would think that we’re Cultists, but anyone with half a brain would know that the only ones that got turned into shadelings were those that didn’t believe in Melemizargo!” His voice got away from him again, as his anger flowed like a fresh wound. “That’s how it fucking works! They know this, too.”

Erick said, “I’m not here to prosecute Cultists, anyway. I’m here to defuse the threat of Omaz and any co-conspirators, and then to End this poor treatment of you, either through reintegration to Treehome, or offering an invitation for you all to come to Candlepoint.” He gestured to the broken commune beyond, pointing at one building in particular, saying, “I’m going in there. I advise you two to find and secure everyone who you wish to secure, and to prepare for a full accounting. There will be no more war today. There will only be an End to whatever is going on here.”

Lashii and Toruke slammed fists against their chests again, as they stepped to the sides.

Erick walked forward, into the commune.

The buildings reminded him of how Candlepoint had been, before Erick took over. It was a sad sight. Treehome had failed these people; through a combination of fear, segregation, and hidden conspirators in the shadows, the people of this commune had been failed by those who they had trusted. Maybe some of them had chosen to take multiple Stat fruits in order to willingly become shadelings to separate from Aloethag. Maybe some of them had been lured into the promise of power. Maybe some of them actually were Cultists, if not before they turned shadeling, then maybe afterward. Toruke was a Cultist, for sure. Erick saw as much when he protested so strongly against the Cultists.

Though he wasn’t a hundred percent sure about that.

Erick made it to the building with Omaz without incident. Many shadeling orcols watched him walk through their city, their eyes glimpsing out of the shadows like tiny, paired stars. He watched many shadelings vacate the shadows around his intended building, like bundles of magic whisking away, through the half-darkness all around.

Erick cast a [Domain of Light] upon the building, tumbling several shadelings out of the eaves and darkened corners of the place with as much gentleness as he could muster at the moment. Some of them crashed outside a little harder than was necessary. And then Erick walked inside. It was a boring building. Stone walls. Glass windows. Bare floor. Furniture of rough make and little comfort.

Omaz sat on one such couch on the second floor, surrounded by severed heads. He looked to Erick, as Erick walked into the room. Then he glanced down to the fresh heads around the room. Erick recognized four of the eighteen heads. They were the heads of those on the boards, back in Koropo’s conference room. Erick recognized a few of the other heads, too, including one Elder he had briefly spied earlier, and wasn’t that a surprise. Some of the heads belonged to complete unknowns.

No one spoke.

And then Erick spoke, “A lot of orcols can survive with their heads cut off. This could all be fake.”

Omaz smiled. “True. Then at least you could think of this as a gesture of goodwill. Maybe all of these people are still alive and waiting for judgment.”

“What do you want?”

“… I’ve been thinking that I could learn to live under that Blessing of yours.” He looked to the Silver Prism on Erick’s chest, saying, “I was against the idea, at first. I even had a good ten backup plans so I would never need to get to this point. The Hole only held me for a minute!” He smiled, then he lost his smile. “Had to burn a lot of favors on that one. I thought that my base out in the Forest was defended rather well, too. Literally no other Scan has ever been able to find us there. The spells defending that place were centuries old and filled with power. But your [Familiar]s are way too strong, Archmage Flatt. Your Scanning spell is too new. Too much of a battlefield shift.” He added, “And then Melemizargo stopped talking to me. That was the final straw. I went all out! I tried to accomplish what no other had before. And I failed, just like all the rest. So I wish to repent for as long as it takes.”

He was lying about wishing to repent, but Erick said, “Okay.”

Erick flickered the Silver Prism to real, shifted it around the room faster than the speed of thought, and slammed its magic into the back of Omaz’s head, the exact moment he had agreed to Omaz’s request. Omaz flinched forward. Magic roiled through his body. Erick cast a [Harmonic Counterspell], denying whatever Omaz was doing, as a sliver of soul magic soaked through the orcol’s Shroud, invading his core, making a home for itself before becoming one with Omaz’s entire being.

Maybe he had thought he was better than the Shades who had fallen to the same magic? It was possible. He seemed rather arrogant out there, when he was taunting Syllea.

Omaz’s wide, angry eyes, turned soft, as he crashed to the floor of the room, already crying, his eyes going wider as he turned toward the heads laying around the room.

Erick added, “And if you think that whatever parts of yourself you have divorced away are somehow able to come back and break through what has happened here and now, then you must truly be delusional.” He declared, “I wish you well in your pursuit of redemption, for wishing for that is wishing for the good of us all. You will receive no further help from me, and you will likely die if you don’t run. If you get a godly Quest, then good luck with that. Goodbye, Omaz.”

Omaz reached for one of the heads; a woman’s.

He never touched it. Erick blipped him away with a [Teleport Other], sending him into a spot of the Forest he had already scouted ahead of time, into the carved-out knot of a tree. An Ophiel watched as the man curled his outstretched fingers into a fist, followed fast by his entire body, curling in on himself as tears streamed from tightly-closed eyes.

With an insouciant shrug, Erick said, “Glad to see it works on non-Shades.” He stared down at the heads. They glimmered quite brightly in the surreal glow of the [Domain of Light] all around. Blood seemed as rubies, and emerald eyes truly resembled emeralds. He said to Poi, “Can you let them know Omaz has been soul-shackled with Empathy, and that several heads of the cult and one Elder are possibly dead. There is some overlap in those two groups, too.” Erick added, “They can start moving in some investigators, now.”

Poi resolutely said, “Done.” He added, “They’re on their way.”

Erick stepped out of the building, to stand upon the short stairs leading up to the place. He and Poi were soon joined by others, but not by soldiers of Special Forces, or anyone else from that direction, but instead by Lashii, Toruke, and lots of other shadelings. The people of the commune stood in the shadows, and in the rain on the street, but they stood tall, and proud, shoulder to shoulder, gazing up at Erick where he waited on those short stairs into the building. They looked at him like he was the only path leading out of a forest fire. In a sense, he was.

Lashii spoke for the people she had gathered, “Greetings, Archmage. We are those who would be cleared by Mind Mage, and who would like to move out, right now, to Candlepoint.” She added, “We will need your assistance to get through the blockades, as all of our own Spatial Magic has been stripped from us.”

“Okay.” Erick quickly counted, then said, “There’s about eighty of you.” He looked to Poi.

With a dozen tendrils of intent coming off of his head and more being added every second, Poi answered Erick’s unasked question, saying, “I can do this. It will take a little under a minute per person to uncover anything but surface thoughts.” As a wave of worry silently passed through the crowd in front of them, Poi silently sent to Erick, ‘This is very irregular. There will be blowback from asking this of the Mind Mages, and you know this, but I must actually say it so that you understand.’

Erick acknowledged Poi with a nod, then spoke to the people in front of him, “We’ll finish in groups of ten, and then I’ll send those people on their way, but know that you do not need to do this mental probe. This is just for speed of departure. There is nothing wrong with doing this the harder, longer way, with background checks and the support of Treehome, and with final farewells to anyone who you might be leaving behind.” He repeated, “Once again, agreeing to a mental probe is not necessary to leave this place, or for joining Candlepoint.”

A few people in the crowd stood relieved, their shoulders loosening and their eyes relaxing. Others looked to Poi like he was their quick ticket out of this place. And he was.

Lashii spoke for herself, and for many of those behind her, saying, “We understand, Archmage Flatt. We’re ready to leave as soon as we can, but I will go after everyone else.” She stepped to the side, shouting behind her, “Form lines and ranks! We’re doing this as fast as possible.”

Before many people could move, Toruke spoke up, “I’m going to wait for the law of Treehome to clear us, as will many of us.” He said, “Full disclosure: Many of us participated in the battle that you ended, because they were coming after us. The Cultists have infiltrated much of the guard here, and we had to defend ourselves.” With a hard voice, he said, “We will not be held accountable for defending ourselves from those people.”

Quite a few people in the crowd behind either nodded, or gave small ‘Yeah’s.

Erick narrowed his eyes, and said, “You will be held accountable if you actually participated in that fight, as will I be held accountable for stepping into Treehome’s affairs like this. But the nature of that accountability will be subject to politics instead of summary judgment. I will ensure that you are treated fairly, to the best of my ability.”

The crowd didn’t know what to make of that, and that was fine. Erick felt like he was talking out of his ass, but he made it work, as best he could. Who knew what Treehome’s response would be, now that Erick had taken this position, and already dealt partial judgment to Omaz, one of the worst terrorists of Treehome, according to his own words.

Poi stepped to the side, Erick keeping him safe inside of his Light-filled Domain, while the orcols under Lashii lined up. A sort of silence descended, as many people watched the first person get a memory probe.

Poi declared, “What you are about to participate in is a full mental scan. Nothing will be shared with anyone else if you consent to this action, except for Cultist status and any malicious murders you might have committed. These two statuses will be publicly shared. Do you consent?”

“I do,” said the woman, with steel in her voice.

Poi nodded, then stood there, his eyes partially unfocused and staring out into the middle-distance, while tendrils of intent floated away from him to intersect the young woman. Poi’s tendrils did not just touch her head, but also her chest, legs, and all the rest of her, seeming to soak into the woman’s skin, to catch upon her bones and layer across her flesh. She raised her right hand just a bit to look upon the tendrils. Oh? Ah. For a brief moment, Erick stopped all of his unnatural, magically enhanced Sights, and saw that Poi’s intent was visible to normal vision. The color of his magic was the faintest blue, like a clear sky. Erick resumed his magical sights, and his straightforward gaze.

Twenty seconds in, with no one nearby speaking, but several small voices asking questions of other people in the deeper parts of the crowd, Poi’s eyes focused, as he turned to Erick, and said, “Warchief Koropo Ikabobbi and a few Chieftains, including Peron Wyrmrest, are asking to speak with you about your current actions. Would you like to meet them at the guardhouse, back across your dividing light at the first battlefield?”

“No,” Erick said, “Tell them to come here.”

Poi withheld a sigh, then said, “Chieftain Wyrmrest’s words are as follows: They will not treat with a vigilante in the middle of a field of monsters.”

Erick said, “Then they will not get their meeting, for I am a very busy person at the moment, and so are you. Please continue as you were, Poi.”

Poi nodded, then went back to scanning the woman in front of him.

Erick stood on those steps leading up to the building, stiff as a statue, devoting half of his attention to seeing through the eyes of his Ophiel, to make sure certain situations were either resolving, controlled, or not worth his time, while also maintaining Domain strength and keeping an eye out on the line of golems, and the various forces gathering all around the commune. He had an Ophiel cast a [Prismatic Ward] across him and Poi, just to give himself a bit more of a buffer if someone should decide to attack.

Poi softly said to the woman, “You’re clear. Please step to the side.”

An unruly tear fell from the woman’s left eye, but she brushed that away as quickly as it had come, then did as she was asked.

Erick had a half-sized Ophiel come down from point defense, to float to the woman’s side, as he said, “I can take one at a time, too, if you wish to go now.”

The woman said, “Please!”

Ophiel wrapped the woman in light, turning into a reflection of the sun, while others looked on, and Erick said, “You’ll be there in under ten seconds, so just hold on to the light.”

The woman nodded once, and then she was gone, along with Ophiel and his sunform. Erick briefly watched as Ophiel lightstepped without stopping. Five seconds later, and Ophiel deposited the woman into the center of Candlepoint, not too far from the waters, and rather close to the bright white Crystal in the center of town. Slip and a few other guards stood to the side, for Erick had already notified them of what was happening. The Guardmaster of Candlepoint waved, then tried to start a little speech.

But the woman broke down. Tears of joy rolled down her face as she thanked Ophiel and the man, profusely, and Slip went with it, handing her off to one of his orcol guards. Erick noticed that he had a minotaur guard, and then he noticed an incani guard that was not a shadeling. She must have been recently transformed back into her former race, for Erick didn’t remember seeing her before now. Good for her.

Back in the commune, to Erick’s left, Poi was already scanning another person; a man.

But that look back to Candlepoint got him thinking.

He spoke up to the crowd, “There is a Dark Temple at Candlepoint, where one can speak to Melemizargo and rid themselves of their shadeling status, if you so wish. It is not a pleasant experience, just so you are aware.”

A chuckle started in the crowd.

Toruke took up the chuckle, and turned it into a laugh, as he said, “You should have led with that!”

Erick warned, “It’s not a sure thing. I’m not sure what happened in the Well with those other orcols who went there and came back as themselves.” The laughter died. “Whatever personal meeting you might have with Melemizargo in that Dark Temple does not mean that you will come out of it whole and unharmed. The very process of recapturing your previous self is filled with danger.”

Toruke said, “Aye! And that’s fine with me. I thought I hated the Red Bitch, but I’d take her over any more of this. I’ll miss Constitution and Dexterity, but they’re not necessary.”

Someone shouted in the back, “They wouldn’t let us all go to Ar’Kendrithyst!”

Another shouted, “Some of the cult tried to get one of them Dark Temples up and running here!” A few people turned to the newcomer, and he spoke louder, “Yeah! That’s the rumor I heard. If we had a Dark Temple here, then we could have scoured these New Stats from us and gone back to Treehome!”

“Why didn’t they do that?” Erick asked. Though he had a guess as to ‘why not’, he still asked the question.

Toruke spoke loud enough for everyone, as he said, “The Elders and the Chieftains voted against that. Couldn’t have a Dark Temple here, even if it would have let some of us brave that transformation. A few Elders tried to get it to happen, but they couldn’t.”

“Which Elders tried to get the temple?” Erick asked.

Toruke blanked. “I’m not sure.”

Someone spoke up, “Elder Atanaro-Home and Elder Bilovac-Nosier.”

Erick nodded. He expected the first name, but had no idea who the other person was.

Silence descended once again, filled with the sounds of rain.

It’s not like the Chieftains and Elders were wrong to not let a Dark Temple be put up in here, but it still would have solved a lot of problems. Maybe the commune would have dissolved on its own, as people chose to walk away from Melemizargo after hearing what the Dark Dragon had to say. But… At the same time… Erick could understand not wanting people to ever speak to the Darkness. That was just asking for trouble. Which is likely why Elder Atanaro-Home wanted the temple here, in the first place.

Another person spoke up, “Wouldn’t let the Registrars visit, either!”

“That’s just downright wrong,” Erick said.

Erick briefly watched as Poi gestured to a waiting Ophiel, and softly gave the man he had been scanning the all clear. The man stepped toward Ophiel. Ophiel whisked him away to Candlepoint in a flutter of light, then came right back, by himself, chirping in violins as he fluttered back into his waiting position.

Erick asked, “Why not let the Registrars in?”

Toruke said, “Not sure.”

Lashii responded with a shrug, but then immediately went back to the line for Poi, giving a few people the evil eye who had tried to push forward.

Poi gave his little speech to the next person in line, “What you are about to participate in is a full mental scan. Nothing will be shared with anyone else if you consent to this action, except for Cultist status and any malicious murders you might have committed. These two statuses will be publicly shared. Do you consent?”

“I do.”

Erick watched Poi, and many other things, all at the same time.

Poi got a few seconds into the next person, when he turned to Erick, and said, “Warchief Koropo and a small team wants to be here for this. They have ended the various threats concurrently happening around Treehome.”

“Sure.” Erick said, “I will attend to them as we are doing this. Tell them to bring some paperwork or whatever for whatever criminals that they need to find, and to come directly into the building behind us.” He looked up at the sky, and though he didn’t really feel the rain, and it was putting out small fires all over the place, it was likely mightily uncomfortable for everyone standing in the streets all around. Some of Treehome was still burning, though. He asked, “What about the rain. Do they still need that?”

Poi had already returned to his scan, but he said, “The Arbors are all using the rain to repair. Every single one of them was struck hard today. Leave it raining, they say.”

Erick sighed. He was sorry that he hadn’t been there for more of that fight. He did see as some [Grand Fireballs] struck the great stretching branches of Arbor Nosier, and watched as stone rumbled through the streets of Arbor O’kabil, upsetting buildings and breaking much, but he was maxed out on Ophiel. He could do nothing else except for stopping the fight at the commune, which, admittedly, was the largest fight. Others helped to end the Cultist threat in the rest of the city, for Treehome was very much not defenseless, with the Arbors themselves providing much of the counterattack. But still… Erick was sorry he couldn’t have done more.

Poi, deep in his scan, mumbled, “They say not to worry about it. Ending the fight here was a win for them, too.”

Erick allowed himself a small smile, and almost said something else. But then he turned around to face the interior of the building. He flexed his control over the Light in the air, and let a [Teleport] happen. He had picked up quite a few tricks from that book on Domains, and after seeing the Arbors of Treehome, and how effortlessly they denied certain spells, it was not a large stretch to employ such methods with his own Domain. Blocking [Teleport]s coming in was easy. All Erick had to do for that was to make the space a bit more constrained, thus shunting out all inward-bound blips toward the outside of the Domain. He’d need anti-[Teleport] runes in the walls, exactly like the Arbors used, if he wanted to block people from blipping away, though.

The air blipped, and a small platoon of people appeared in the open room beyond; Koropo, Naervion, and a few other Special Forces members. They were dressed for full warfare, with heavy armor, but without any weapons, or paperwork. Maybe they were prepared for war, and not for paperwork? If that were the case, then Erick was disappointed. But it was understandable. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

Erick greeted them, saying, “Hello, Special Forces. The heads are upstairs. Omaz has been soul-shifted into repentance and he’s out in the Forest in a safe spot, for now. That’s as much as I am doing for that murderer and traitor; the rest of his existence is on him. If you wish to pursue him, then you can, but as you have no doubt noticed, I have already dismissed the map in the center of the city. There will be no easy searches for him, this time.”

Koropo rumbled, “We’re going to talk about all of that, Erick. But we’ll deal with the heads first.” He touched the Light in the air, asking, “This you?”

Erick nodded. “Yup.”

Koropo grunted, then turned to the stairs, taking the forward position as he walked upward. Naervion did a little bow at Erick, before rapidly following Koropo and everyone else. She seemed to be taking up the rear. Erick would watch her closely. She was a very good actor. Erick turned back toward the shadelings of the commune, to watch over them, and to watch over Poi, to make sure his friend stayed safe while he worked.

“Thanks, sir,” Poi mumbled, as he continued to scan the person in front of him. “I can do multiple things at the same time, though.”

Erick smiled, then thought at the man, ‘I didn’t want to say it earlier, but you seem to be messing up your telepathic messages and your verbal ones.’

Poi flinched as though struck, coming back to himself with a start. His sapphire scaled face briefly turned darker, then he focused again, sending, ‘Well… It won’t happen again.’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ Erick sent, ‘Thank you, Poi. This is much more than I expected, and I won’t forget to repay this to whoever needs repayment.’

‘We’ve decided to throw in with you, sir.’ Poi sent, ‘But if you’re worried about repayment, then Imaging for the various monsters we’ve already discussed is more than enough. In fact, we would still owe you quite a lot.’

‘… Well okay then. I did not expect that, but it is rather nice of you, Poi, and everyone else on your side.’

Poi just nodded, as he continued to scan the person in front of him.

Erick quietly watched over the proceedings, along with everyone else on the streets. Soon enough, Poi released his current target with an all clear, Ophiel took them away, and Poi moved onto the next person, repeating his request for consent. The next person in line readily gave it, and the line moved up.

- - - -

After fifteen people had gotten through the line and even more shadelings had chosen to get into the line, Naervion came down the stairs. Erick turned toward her.

She said, “We’ve confirmed the heads of fourteen of the eighteen up there. A few of them are the heads of those who broke him out of the Hole. A few belong to the guard who we had stationed around the commune—”

Toruke shouted, “We told you!”

Naervion didn’t engage with the man. She ignored him completely and kept going, “And a few more of them were a surprise. Which is what we need to talk about. Can we talk?”

“I want to. But that depends.” Erick asked, “Why did Koropo not step down here to tell me this, and what is the discussion going to be about?”

As if expecting the question, Naervion said, “Warchief Ikabobbi is currently engaged with the entire Conclave of Elders over the identity of some of the heads up there. Firstly, the discussion will be about locating the rest of the bodies up there, and the people themselves, if they live. I don’t know what it’ll be beyond that.”

Erick nodded. He neither sensed nor saw any lies from Naervion, but maybe that was just because she had told the truth and the people who sent her were lying, or due to the fact that she was a rather good actor. He decided to go along with her request. He said, “Sure.” And then he stepped forward.

Naervion led the way upstairs.

He set another Ophiel to watch over Poi, and followed the Special Forces woman up the stairs, to the room with the heads. Naervion stepped to the side and made herself available, but out of the way, while the rest of the soldiers had the heads separated around the room, and labeled. Erick saw some paperwork, this time, on the clipboards in the hands of some people, and in a box set to the side. Koropo Ikabobbi stood off-center in the room, his fingers supporting his forehead while tendrils of thought radiated from him. He turned to Erick, then turned away, muttering that he’d be a moment.

Erick waited.

Ten seconds later, Koropo dropped several tendrils of thought, and turned to Erick, saying, “A lot of people who have been sympathetic toward the shadelings are now dead, and the Cult shows itself yet again.” Before Erick could get mad, Koropo pointed to three of the heads. “Specifically Elder Atanaro-Home, Elder Huni-Rottundra, and Elder Demetriol-Leaf-Cutter. We don’t know when they were replaced, or if they were turned long ago. We think that Huni and Demetrio were replaced at least four months ago with some unknown magics, the least of which were [Polymorph]. Atanaro was turned. Arbor Home is inconsolable at the moment. Atanaro had control over much of the commune, and was responsible for much of the anti-shadeling sentiment that kept them separate from the rest of Treehome, along with a great deal of the sentiment that kept this place from being bombed to an abyss.” Koropo added, “He worked over both sides, trying to establish more power by holding the looming threat of the shadelings over them all. It wasn’t hard, for though they look like people, they are monsters, Erick. You know this.”

“Yes. They are.” Erick said, “But so are dragons, and if it weren’t for their Blood Curse they would be monsters that weren’t crazy like all the rest.”

Koropo paused, alongside everyone else in the room who had been listening. He said, “It does the monsters downstairs no benefit to compare them to dragons.”

“You’re right, of course.” Erick asked, “So who needs finding?”

Koropo pointed at the three heads. “The Elders, first, to make sure they truly are dead. From there, our people are going to do some heavy [Witness]ing to see if we can find out who helped Omaz to do all of this.” He looked to Erick. “And we need to find Omaz, if you could help with that, too.”

Erick glanced through the light, then he turned back to the room, saying, “He hasn’t moved much. He’s still crying. I can’t help you find him, though. He has been soul-shackled, too, and I have a responsibility to let that play out.”

Koropo frowned.

Erick gestured toward the woman’s head Omaz had been reaching for, saying, “That one has some special connection to Omaz. Not sure what it was, though.”

Koropo glanced to the head, then said, “Yeah… Her. That’s Blackfist Groka. She was a major player in the Adventuring scene out of Steel-Branch’s Guildhouse. Look. Erick. This is a fucking mess. It’s gonna take us months to get through all the shit that unloaded all over this city today. What can I do to speed along whatever you’re doing out there? I want them gone, and their problems vanished from my purview.”

“… I appreciate the pragmatism, Koropo, so I accept your help.” Erick said, “A lot of them don’t want to accept a Mind Mage rooting around for secrets and hidden murders in their pasts, so any help you can give to clear the rest of any malicious murders or known connections to the Cult? That’s what I need to get them out of your city and into mine.”

Koropo asked, “And what will you do if we find out they’re Cultists?”

“Two people who’ve gone through Poi were already found to be Cultists.” Erick said, “They committed no crimes and enabled no murders. They’re already safe at Candlepoint. I’m not sure what we’ll do about the Cultists who don’t submit to a mind probe. I suspect I will hand them over to you.”

Koropo sighed. “Just like that? Eh? You really trust those monsters that much?”

“They’re only technically monsters. Every single one of them has their own mind, and is their own person. If there was one thing that I learned when I was at Shadow’s Feast in Ar’Kendrithyst, it’s that Melemizargo doesn’t do mind control. If there’s a monster that can speak and reason with you, then chances are they’re not that monstrous. They just have bad urges sometimes.”

Koropo asked, “You know that Moon Reachers can trick you and speak Ecks and hunt just as good as any person, right? With traps and feints and planning. Does that make them people, too?”

Erick stared at Koropo. “… Moon Reachers are people too? Fuck me. Shit.”

“Ha!” Koropo chuckled, then said, “That’s not where I thought you would go with that!”

“You’re— You’re lying to me, right? Moon Reachers aren’t people, are they?”

Koropo lost all of his mirth. “They know enough to pretend to be people long enough to get where they need to get in order to do the most damage. They enjoy hurting the people they hunt. They rip off legs and arms and watch as people wonder why they can’t walk or why they’re suddenly bad at using a sword. They’ve been using a sword their whole adult life. They can’t even imagine why they thought they were good with a sword, though, because they don’t have any arms.” He pointed down at the floor, toward the entrance to the building, saying, “That’s what everyone sees when they see those shadelings pretending to be people, because that’s the type of monster they’ve always been. That’s why they were in a commune and separated from everyone else. A lot of people were calling for their deaths, but a lot of people decided we couldn’t do that simply because they resembled people so well.”

Erick suddenly recalled something that Al had told him, long ago. The Headmaster routinely had to break ‘idiot, naive nobles’ from believing that they could talk to the monsters and play nicely with them, or that the taint of monsterhood could be removed from a monster. He had experiments set up for all of that. People could try to talk to monsters, or watch them, or do their own experiments. Almost always, the experimenter came out of those experiments with a newfound appreciation for monster killing. Sometimes, that wasn’t enough, though. Once a person was done with the idea of civilizing a monster, they moved onto the more radical procedures.

One of those experiments was the raising of monsters in captivity, and the separation of rads from a forming fetus. Those baby monsters never developed right, and routinely had to be euthanized for they were in constant, never-ending pain, for the constant removal of nascent rads from their bodies always left heavy wounds that never healed quite right. If they let the rads form, though, the monsters became what they were meant to be, their damage healed, and they were as murderous as any monster found in the wild.

Except for shadelings. And dragons. And Ancients, with their powers of speech and thought, like the Queen Unicorn that Jane fought. And the Shades themselves…

Those monsters were perfectly capable of being civilized, for a certain definition of ‘civilized’.

Erick said, “I don’t have all the answers, Koropo. All I know is that there are two types of shadelings. Those who have lost themselves to the monster therein, and those who have woken up to who they were before the Darkness claimed them. It appears every single person who took in more than one of the New Stats is of the second type. They never had to go through the trouble of regaining themselves through reincarnation, and they are lucky for that.”

“I don’t know that word, ‘Reincarnation’. But I do know [Polymorph]s. I do know pretenders. I know of changelings in the dark that lure you in with pretty words and long-forgotten faces. I know that sometimes, being a person isn't good enough of a reason to be spared the axe.” Koropo asked, “Do you know of those horrors? Or are you willingly looking the other way?”

“I know that what I believe to be true is vastly different from what you believe to be true.” Erick said, “So let us discard this discussion, and get the problem out of your city and into mine.”

“… Fair enough.” Koropo said, “I’m gonna need some cooperation from you and your Light. It blocks the shadelings, right?”

“It blocks a shadeling from using their [Shadowblend]; yes.”

“… I’m gonna need spaces where you can keep the people I send safer than under just their own power. I'll provide the desks and paperwork and everything else.” Koropo said, “We’ll clear this backlog of shadelings and send them on their way, one way or another.”

Erick said, “Thank you, Warchief. I can imagine that this space is a rather black mark on your violent crimes records. Sorry about that.”

Koropo bowed, slightly, then said, “Archmage.”

- - - -

Soon, desks and people and papers and permissions came down to the commune. Clerks stood under [Weather Ward]s, while it rained, and shadeling orcols stood in lines, eager for clearance to leave. Back by the building, Poi’s line shrunk as people went to the desks, and the clerks. A fight could break out at any moment, but with any luck, this forced bureaucracy would happen and then everyone would go their separate ways as quickly as possible. This commune did not need to exist, and Erick would ensure its end as soon as possible. 

A lot of drama happened outside of Erick’s purview, and that was fine with him. He was running on fumes. Too much magic cast too many times. He glimpsed his own soul and the damage was much worse than it had been before he started with all this awful killing and terrible justice. Ragged edges circled his body and spotty glows filled his being. By contrast, the souls of the shadelings in front of him were solid and whole, but really small and really dense, for those souls were constrained to the rads in their chests.

Erick briefly checked himself over for rads with a [Cascade Imaging], cast small, and overlaid with his body, producing a map of himself right in front of himself. More than one person in the crowds looked toward him.

Blue dots glowed just below his ribcage.

Ah. Yeah. He had used too many mana potions too recently. With what was probably a bad idea, he briefly turned partially to light and ripped the nascent rads out of their current tracks to his heart. Blood spurtedinto his robes. He had an Ophiel immediately tap him with the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds], and the sudden pain of the moment turned transitory, then vanished.

“Ouch,” he mumbled, a delayed reaction, as he tossed the small flecks of solid magic onto the muddy ground.

A small [Cleanse] took care of the blood.
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                Lines of shadeling orcols stretched down the muddy street, while rain fell all around. They waited for their turns at the paperwork stations, or for the Mind Mage on duty. Poi’s line was the quickest by far, but very few of the 327 remaining shadelings of the commune wanted to go to him. His line was only thirty two deep.

Poi’s line was still gaining members, though, for the main lines had complications.

A little ways away, those main lines sat underneath [Domain of Light]. There were six desks, each manned by four different people. Only one of those people actually engaged with the shadeling standing in front of them. The other three were a mix between backup for any violent situation that might occur, and clerking staff. They occasionally blipped away to come back with more paperwork, before rapidly taking their position back at the side of the person actually conducting the exit interview.

Erick looked upon one of those interviews from far away, checking up on them as was his power, while he kept eyes and ears out in all directions, and watched as more and more shadelings came out of the depths of the commune, to either try their luck at running the blockades all around the broken housing development, or to try their luck at the desks. No one made it through the blockades of light and stone and ice all around the commune, though. Either Erick bumped them back into the commune area himself, taking personal control of his Domain to lock down the shadeling trying to sneak through, or the minor mountains of ice-stone golems did the same, but with much more violence.

Erick watched, as a man approached a desk.

The shadeling stepped into the Light, becoming something more solid and shivering, like every other shadeling before him. Another step took him under the [Weather Ward] cast over the desk and the people in front of him. He wore rags and dripped rainwater, but he wiped his arms and hands off as best he could; they wanted him to sign paperwork, after all.

The woman behind the desk indicated the gently-glowing green truthstone sitting just to the side. It glowed green, as she said, “All of this interaction will be conducted under truthstone. If you disagree, then you won’t be leaving Treehome today and perhaps not even tomorrow. Your ability to leave tomorrow might be greatly diminished if you choose not to continue, for who knows what will happen if you don’t get out of here while you can. Do you wish to continue?” It was a phrase she had said many times already. The stone remained green all throughout.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Very well.” She said, “State your name, date of birth, tribe and Treehome tribe, if applicable, and affiliation, if you have one, and if anyone will vouch for you.”

“Deckari Sideril-Nosier. 1, 5, 1407. Tribe Sideril of Nosier, Adventurer’s Guild. Uh. My team was Rapple Leaf Four. The team goes back about four years. They’re still out there, last I heard. They won’t vouch for me, though.”

The woman listened to Deckari and watched the truthstone out of the corner of her eyes. It had never varied from green. She took a paper from a stack to the side and slid it across the desk to him, then indicated the cup of pens, saying, “Write all that down.”

Deckari did so.

When he was nearing completion, the woman asked, “Why won’t your team vouch for you?”

Deckari finished his end of the paperwork, then prepared himself. He said, “Shadeling Cultist.”

Erick had been about to move on, but instead he watched the interaction a bit closer. The people beside the woman at the desk stood a bit straighter, their eyes focusing a bit more.

The woman kept a calm voice, as she grabbed another form from a different pile. With a small spell, her own pen began to float in the air, hovering over the new sheet of paper, ready to fill out the worksheet on her own. She asked, “And how did that happen?”

The pen moved, waiting for the answer.

Deckari paused. He said, “We did the Candlepoint thing, getting dark chips and all that. We got one New Stat fruit apiece, and then I was the first to get their second New Stat. First was Intelligence. Then came Constitution. That was when I turned shadeling. That led to some… hard conversations. They took me here.” He choked up, briefly, then fought on, saying, “I was in here. I looked to the gods for help, but when I called their names, they didn’t respond and I bled when I continued to call out. But Melemizargo answered me.” He spoke stronger, saying, “And he helped me through this really tough time. More than Aloethag ever—” He winced. Blood dripped from his nose. “It’s more than the Red Woman ever did for me.”

The truthstone stayed green.

The pen had written down most of what Deckari had said, but not exactly as he had said it. Looking over her shoulder, Erick saw that nothing was too off about her account of his account. But the woman had written down in a separate part of the form regarding the weaknesses that Deckari had displayed. ‘Can’t speak about other gods without bleeding’ and ‘Melemizargo targets shadelings for conversion’ were among the notes in that second box.

The woman said, “Since you’re a Cultist, you have extra requirements for leaving Treehome.” Her pen waited as she got out more paperwork. She set that down and moved the pen over it, as she started, “First: Your contacts in the Cult.”

“A lot of them are dead.” Deckari said, “A lot of us are like that.”

The truthstone stayed green. The woman wrote down Deckari’s answer. It was not the first time that someone had given Deckari’s answer, and it wouldn’t be the last.

And his answer was not good enough.

“I still need names.”

“Omaz, though I didn’t know him as Omaz. I knew him as Light. That’s what he went by when he spoke to others in the city, who I also tried to stay away from. I don’t know those people’s names either. There were also a few of the guards on the other side of the wall.” Deckari said, “I tried to stay away from them, too.” He maintained his calm facade, but Erick, and everyone else, could tell he was angry at those nameless, faceless guards.

“Which shadelings in the commune? Which guards?”

“I don’t know their names. Initiate Cultists don’t get to see the faces of their compatriots.”

The truthstone stayed green.

“Typical,” said the woman. “Every fuckin’ time. Look. Give me something, or you ain’t getting out of here today.”

The implication that he would never get out, at all, ever, was left unsaid.

Deckari said, “I did know the guards were from Block 6 and 7. I never knew their names, either, but I knew their faces.”

“Only halfway useless, with a better chance of making us second guess our own people than actually helping. Just like a fucking Cultist.” She asked, “Tell me straight: Did you participate in the day’s battles?”

“I shot some spells at the guards who tried to kill me last week; yes.”

The woman narrowed her eyes. “What spells? Did you kill anyone?”

“[Chain Lightning]. Yes. I killed the guards— the Cultists from Block 6 and 7. The ones I was talking about. You won’t have to worry about watching your back, because I killed them for trying to kill me.”

The woman’s pen stilled. Erick stilled, too. The truthstone flickered pink.

The man rapidly added, “I mean. I don’t know if you have to worry about watching your back. I only knew about the ones who tried to get me.” Somewhat repeating himself, he said, “I killed the Cultist guards who were planning on harming me. The ones from block 6 and 7.”

The truthstone stayed green.

The pen resumed writing, as the woman asked, “Is the Cult big on murdering itself?”

“When other parts of the Cult get out of line with Melemizargo’s goals, yes.”

The woman almost sighed. She didn’t want to ask this next question, but she did, anyway. “Did Melemizargo put you up to killing those other Cultists?”

“No.” Deckari said, “I just saw the chance to kill the people who had promised to kill my old team if they ever came to visit, and I took it.”

“… So you still harbor some love for your old adventuring team?” She glanced at the paperwork. “Rapple Leaf Four?”

“Of course I do.” Deckari was hurt at the woman’s insinuation, whatever she could have been insinuating with those words, but he let it go. “I told them to stay away. They only stayed away after I converted, though.” He said, “I am truly a Cultist. You can’t fake that. Melemizargo doesn’t like that.”

“… Okay.” The woman said, “If you were not a Cultist, I could offer you a third choice of getting your paperwork vetted that would be that. But since you’re a Cultist, and you have admitted to killing some guards… Who were also Cultists, according to you, you have two choices.” She pointed with both her finger and the floating pen at Poi, across the street, saying, “Archmage Flatt’s Mind Mage is the fast way. He’s over there. I suggest you forget about all of this paperwork and just go to him.” Then she and her pen pointed to the right. “They’re the start of the slower way.”

She had indicated a circle of stone and glass and crystal, sitting out of the [Domain of Light], under the rain, where four people stood to the four corners of the magic circle and held their hands high, as a shadeling stood in the center. Magic flashed. The four casters and the shadeling began to glow. The casters glowed white, with a bit of grey and a bit of red. The shadeling glowed grey with a lot of black, and a little bit of red.

According to what Erick had seen before, that meant that everyone in that circle was guilty of killing someone, but it wasn’t outright murder.

Deckari frowned. He glanced at Poi, then turned toward the circle of casters.

The shadeling in the center of the circle was directed to the right, to another desk. They had passed their test. They got to continue onto the next set of paperwork.

Another shadeling walked into the magic circle. The casters raised their arms. The shadeling glowed bright red this time, almost instantly. That brightness barely had a chance to get out, and the shadeling barely had a chance to plead for mercy, before the air flexed and the shadeling imploded into a head-sized ball of gore.

Someone cast a [Cleanse] on the gore, vanishing it into thick air.

Deckari turned back to the woman behind the desk, pleading, “I know I killed those guards and I’m sorry but they deserved it. They were Cultists, too. Can I please have leniency for these facts?”

The truthstone stayed green.

Without remorse, the woman said, “If you leave the line now and fail to go to the indicated options, you will be hunted and killed where you stand.” She said, “We want this commune emptied today. You have two avenues open to you. Pick one.” She briefly gestured toward Poi again, saying, “The monsters the Mind Mage finds aren’t getting instantly killed, but all us normal people can do is summary judge your sins with a Seeker. So I suggest you go to the Mind Mage, and try your luck there, monster.”

The truthstone stayed green.

Deckari had hoped for a different outcome than what the woman had given him. He had hoped that his circumstances would have given him that third option, that the woman had taken away. He only had two choices before him. One was certain death. The other was less certain.

To be sure, he said, “If I hadn’t have told you about the Cultist thing and the killing thing you would have judged me as a person, and not as what you see before you.”

The woman said, “Correct. And then we would have found out later and executed you upon the reveal of your lie.”

Deckari reluctantly got in line for Poi.

It would be a while before he got to the front of that line, so Erick mentally marked Deckari and moved his sight elsewhere.

- - - -

A woman tried to kill a desk clerk. She was executed where she stood, with spells and attacks coming from seven different directions, all at once. Erick’s contribution to the fight was the deflection of the woman’s heart-piercing magic, saving the desk clerk’s life.

A hundred shadelings passed their investigations. Erick helped them on their way to Candlepoint.

A trio of men tried to murder the Sin Seekers at the magic circle. Erick intervened, faster than anyone else, saving the lives of the Sin Seekers. The trio failed in their attempt. They died.

- - - -

Erick watched as Deckari watched as Ophiel took a woman away in a flash of light.

Deckari stepped up to Poi, looking grim, and resigned.

Poi asked his questions.

Deckari reluctantly gave his consent.

The scan happened, and then finished.

Poi said, “Deckari Sideril-Nosier. Cultist. Mostly solo. Tried to get others involved in the Cult. He has murdered in a calculating and purposeful manner, but the guards he murdered were purposefully inciting the war of the day. According to other people I have scanned, and Deckari himself, those guards were also Cultists, so if we were to overlook the fact that Deckari is a Cultist himself, and that the targets were technically part of Treehome’s forces, he would have been given honors in any other situation.” He narrowed his eyes at Deckari, and said, “The vigilantism is frowned upon but your circumstances were valid. When you get to Candlepoint, join the guard or the adventuring guild there. It is not a true Guild, but they’re trying to get that approval. For now, and if you wish, you could be helping to feed yourself and others the rads you need to survive.”

To Poi’s side, a clerk and their floating pen wrote down everything then filed that paperwork away in the appropriate wooden box.

Deckari stood stunned. He breathed out, and he failed to breathe back in; his jaw open in astonishment. And then he gasped. He sniffled. He breathed fast a few times, then shut his mouth as tears threatened. Others in the line watched on, as Deckari walked over to Ophiel, muttering, “Thank you.”

Ophiel whisked him away to Candlepoint.

Erick felt a fraction of relief.

The next person stepped up to Poi, and Poi gave his speech, asking for consent.

The woman said, “I consent.”

Poi began his scan.

- - - -

Erick watched as Deckari stepped onto the black ground of Candlepoint.

The Guardmaster of Candlepoint, Slip, said, “I got an eye on you.” He pointed upward, toward an Ophiel floating overhead. “But Erick’s got a hundred.”

Deckari said, “Heard and understood!”

Slip nodded. Then he asked, “Now what do you want to do with your life?”

“Adventuring seems great to me.”

“Then you’re gonna want to talk to Zaraanka Checharin of the Pink House or the guildhouse. Human woman, likes to wear pink.” Slip pointed. “It’s that way.” He thumbed behind him, toward a squat, black building. “And that’s the Dark Temple. If you want to try your hand at turning back to what you were before, you go in there, and you might come out alive but you won’t come out whole. We got healers on standby for that. Try it or not, I don’t care.”

Deckari locked eyes with the Dark temple, then tentatively asked, “What about open worship?”

“Nonexistent.” Slip said, “I’m watching you. I’ve got you in my book.”

Deckari flinched, then said, “Heard and understood!”

Deckari strode off toward the Pink House, trying not to smile too wide.

The bright blue sky showed through gaps in the clouds, as a cool wind blew from the north, and shadelings lived out in the open, all around, without fear. Well. Maybe a little bit of fear. Deckari glanced up at a squadron of robe-type summoned creatures, hovering above the white Crystal in the center of town, while more robe-summons crawled out of the artifact’s white surface, to gather into more formations, to go wherever they were meant to go.

Deckari glanced around, and saw no other summons, though. Perhaps he was looking for the armored ones that he had seen, back when Candlepoint was ruled by a Shade.

Ophiel hovered high in the sky, in his diffuse lightform self, barely a glow on the sky as he watched the new addition to Candlepoint find his way, while spying on many other current events. Erick turned most of his attention back to his own body, though he was never too far away from any of his Ophiel.

- - - -

Erick wasn’t that far away from Yggdrasil, either.

But sometimes it felt like that to Yggdrasil. Possibly. Maybe. He wasn’t quite sure what anything felt like, except for the water, and the waves above, and the darkness and the light. He checked up on Erick almost all the time, keeping a [Scry] eye close and active to his creator, but that was not the same as being there. Which was fine. He didn’t think he liked moving all that much. When he tried flexing a branch, it was the most awful feeling in the world. It was like flexing a branch! And wasn’t that awful.

But when he grew that branch. Oh! That was practically wondrous. It was a sense of progress, a sense of distance passed, and a sense of being that much closer to the world around him.

There was a lot of world to get close to, after all, and he was so very small, with such very small thoughts. Thinking was a bit difficult, but he could still do it if he thought hard enough.

What was ‘thinking’, anyway?

He was certainly getting something resembling thoughts through his connection with Erick, but they were shadows of a truth that was just out of his reach. Erick spoke of waking from dreams, one time…

Or maybe Erick had thought that idea around a space currently occupied by Yggdrasil? And Yggdrasil had just picked it up?

Yggdrasil wasn’t quite sure.

He wasn’t quite sure about anything.

And what was going on with all the destruction happening around Erick right now, anyway? And those words he had spoken. End, and Peace. There had been Power in those words, and though the first one was interesting, the second one felt better. Like a firmament laying down, giving layered rise to new growths, where the tangled roots of possibility stretched out into time’s eyes and soaked through the matter of the world, drawing forth new perspectives in the tumbled light and shadows…

Yggdrasil imagined leaves and branching patterns of fractal might and other nebulous things, like people riding goats through the dark water and turning lights to flowers in the air, as shadows were people and people became shadows and the abyss was just the start of another, deeper world...

Ah.

It was time for dreams, apparently.

Yggdrasil didn’t quite sleep, but he wasn’t quite awake, either.

Even when he was awake, an argument could be made that he was actually, truly asleep.

- - - -

They had seen the battle in the sky, of course, for they had been out on the town at the time, but they had not participated except to make themselves scarce, and to then run back to the hotel after it was all over. It was only then that they got an update from Poi, and from others.

Jane frowned as Kiri repeated the news, after Teressa denied it wholeheartedly. 

Kiri tore through her bag of clothes, muttering, “Where is my good dress—” She stopped, and rounded at Teressa, saying, “It’s true! And we need to prepare! Part of that is not looking like we just came off the street!”

Jane joked, “But we did just come off the street.”

“You!!!” Kiri ignored Jane as she ripped into her second bag.

“It can’t be true.” Teressa said, “Erick wouldn’t— He wouldn’t do that? He wouldn’t help the Cult? Against Treehome?”

Jane said, “If he had a good enough reason, I’m sure he would have.” She added, “And if we’re going to war, what’s the point of clothes?”

“Only you would say that! We’re not at war yet, so don’t go putting us at war when we could step back from the edg—” Kiri stopped tearing into her second bag of clothes, saying, “Right! I have [Clothe]!”

She shimmered like a magical princess, and Jane was a little bit jealous when she came out of that shimmer wearing earrings made of silver and diamonds and green gems darker than her scales, along with a classy, white dress.

“Ah ha!” Kiri said, “I knew I brought it!” She kicked her bag to the side of the room, venting her anger just a bit.

Jane said, “Why did you ever bring that?”

Kiri rounded on Jane, saying, “Because I knew that sometimes our battles would not be ones of swords or spells, Jane.” Kiri dropped her anger like it was poison, for it was, and adopted a perfect facade of poise and grace, as she said, “This is going to be a battle of politics and nobility well before it turns into a war of swords and spells, and if you can’t do that, then you should stick to the shadows and stick to what you’re good at, but I, for one, am going to stand by Erick with all of my might.” A Sunny coiled around her neck, becoming both a necklace and a scarf, as Kiri turned to Teressa, saying, “And you! What’s your damage? Erick told us that he is helping the shadelings. Not that he is helping the Cult!”

“But all the shadelings in the commune are a part of the cult.” Teressa said, “That’s what everyone is saying.”

“Obviously you have been lied to.” Jane said, “If they were a part of the Cult, then they wouldn’t have been changed to shadelings by taking in multiple New Stats.”

“Okay. Okay.” Teressa said, “Probably. But Erick went and stepped right into all of it… Erick wouldn’t do anything too crazy, would he?”

Kiri’s eyes went fractionally wider, but they could have gone much wider than that.

Teressa said, “Okay. I realize how stupid I just sounded.” She went to her room, saying, “I know I brought something...”

Jane said, “I’m not playing dress up.”

Kiri deflated the perfect amount to show displeasure as she looked Jane up and down, and said, “Please get over yourself and put on something better than leathers and dirt. Before the day is done, we will either be fighting for our lives, or talking to people a thousand rungs higher on the social ladder than us. [Conjure Armor] can make up for the first eventuality, but it will not do for the second. They will look down on us if we wear fake clothes. They always do.”

Teressa called out from her room, “Orcol society isn’t as shitty as your own, Kiri.”

“And yet you’re still changing!”

“… And yet I am still changing.”

Kiri glared at Jane.

Jane frowned, then went to her room.

In two minutes, the three of them were ready. Kiri, with her classy white dress and surrounded by floating couatl-shaped Sunnys. Jane, in a black dress with a slit up the side that made moving easy and could be discarded at a moment’s notice for [Polymorph]ing. Teressa, in a three-piece suit of grey with silver accents.

Jane said, “I like that, Teressa.”

“It’s my uniform for official parties. Cost way too much.”

Kiri asked, “We ready? I’ve scouted a good location and I’m blipping us close, but not too close.”

“What the fuck?” Jane asked. “Just get us right in there next to dad.”

Kiri said, “We’ll have to walk in, Jane. That place is laced with [Teleport Trap]s of the ‘instantly clasped in irons’ variety. I didn’t get to see much of it because they popped Sunny several times, but some trio of noble-looking orcols blipped right into the commune, right where some guards were waiting for them, and then other guards came in and locked them all in chains, including the ones that allowed the others to come into the commune. If we blip in there, then we will be roughly escorted to a tiny cell, and besides that! I got a chance to speak to him, as I’m sure you did, too, and Erick has asked us to be as polite as possible… But if things look to go bad, then… We’ll figure something out. If things do go wrong, Erick will probably be better off without us there… Maybe we shouldn’t go at all.” Kiri asked, “So. Are we going in? Are we doing this? This is dangerous.”

“I’m going in, and you two are welcome to join me.” Jane said, “If nothing else, I can be another pair of eyes to watch my father’s back.”

Teressa tried a joke to lighten the mood, “Silverite would kill me if Erick died on us and I wasn’t there to protect him.”

“Good. I thought so, but… Yeah. I need to be there, too. I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t go and he ended up needing me.” Kiri said, “Short-term spells, then.”

Jane started running a few spells. Teressa did the same. All three women steeled themselves, and then a couatl touched each of them, and then they were gone, out of their hotel room at Arbor O’kabil, and onto a flat spot of land in the middle of nowhere, that was slightly in sight of the commune.

“Ah. Shit.” Jane said, “That looks bad.”

Across a few hills, past a sparse treeline, was a land of broken shadows and solid light, surrounded by icy stone and even more solid light. Rain fell, but it was a light drizzle.

“It’s worse up close.” Kiri said, “They’re shooting down everything that flies over there.”

As if her words summoned the action, several sparkling spells exploded in small amounts over the commune.

“Just like that,” Kiri said. “More [Scry] eyes, maybe.”

Teressa grunted. It was go-time, and she had few words to spare, anyway.

Jane took the lead.

They met a blockade within moments of passing over the first hill. A low wall of hastily-erected stone had been put up by someone, then manned by guards standing atop that low wall. Their wall wasn’t even the largest one in the area; that designation belonged to the jailing wall that formed the second concentric ring around the commune, past the wall that directly surrounded the commune. The middle wall, the jailing wall and all the guard barracks and towers there, had been broken by some large-scale magics. The commune’s wall was barely visible, but what was visible were ruins and rubble. Where those structures had been broken, solid light had filled the gaps.

“Halt!” said a man in solid, wooden armor, next to the outer wall. He held a spear at the ready as the three women appeared. Him and seven of his guard buddies turned toward Jane, Kiri, and Teressa. “No interference! Leave now, or be locked in chains until this is all over! The other prisons are not full, at all! We can always make more rooms.”

Kiri stepped forward, half a step, saying, “We are here as associates of Archmage Erick Flatt, and wish clear entry into the contested zone. Please allow us entry.”

“Fuck that Cultist lover! We have no obligation to him!” The guard stepped toward them, again, shouting louder, “If you wanted entry in there, that was a bad lie to try! That place is rigged to blow if anyone tries to ‘port in, so don’t go trying that, either.” He stabbed his spear forward. Lightning crackled from the tip and struck the ground in front of Kiri, scattering dirt on her dress. He shouted, “Leave!”

The other guards focused on the three women, though some kept their eyes open for people coming from other directions. They were all on high alert.

Kiri simply asked, “Is there a way to procure travel inside, using legal means?”

“No.” The man brandished his spear. It crackled with electricity. “Leave.”

Kiri half-turned, then said, “Then we are leaving.”

And then she did.

When they were far enough away, Kiri whispered to Jane and Teressa, “There’s another place down the way. We’ll try there.”

Teressa asked, “Rigged to blow?”

“A lie.” Jane said, “I can see the spells they have beyond there, and those look like [Force Trap] but with [Bind] and a few other spells to them. Hard to tell from this far away.”

“They didn’t look like the deadly kinds of traps to me, either.” Teressa said, “I was just wondering if either of you two saw what I saw, too. But that man seemed convinced of what he was telling us.”

“That’s what they told him those spells were,” Jane said. “It’s not lying if you don’t know you’re lying.”

Kiri sighed, “I need [Mana Sight], don’t I?”

“Yup.” “Yes.”

When they were close to the next attempt, Kiri said, “You’ll take the lead on this next try, Jane. Or maybe you, Teressa? You two interacted with that guy more than I did. One of your friends, from the Hunt.”

Jane had looked excited, but then paused. “Who? Which one?”

“That guy. What’s-his-name. The one you actually went Hunting with.”

“… Oh.” Jane said, “We’re not friends.”

Teressa snorted. “Oh yeah. They’re not friends.”

“Gods above and all around, Jane!” Kiri found herself pushed over an edge, and spat, “Why the fuck can’t you be friendly?”

“I tried!”

“She did try.” Teressa said, “But he kept stealing her kills.”

Jane waved a hand, adding, “And then things just sort of… Escalated.”

Kiri locked down her stronger emotions, and said, “Whatever. We’re still trying your not-friend. Try to be friendly, please.”

- - - -

“Kordon!” Jane called out, “My ashy friend!”

The next attempt at the encircling wall was a kilometer to the west, a kilometer closer to Treehome, and Arbor Home’s District. In this place, there were roads and the hills had buildings on them, and Kiri, Teressa, and Jane, were not the only people standing far away from the third encircling wall of the commune, watching the guards, and the land beyond.

Kordon stood atop that low wall, along with several other guards. They hadn’t noticed Jane, Teressa, or Kiri from the crowd, until the three of them had stepped closer than most others were willing. And then Jane called out to them, drawing even more looks, both from the guards up there, and from the people down below.

A nameless guard stepped forward, saying, “Back up, ma’am. Do not approach. Do not engage with us. We are keeping this place safe and we do not need your shit right now. Leave.”

Jane said, “Well, that's gonna be a problem. See, my father is in there, and I mean to get to him. So I need you to tell me how that’s done, and then let me do whatever I need to do to get that done.”

Kordon leapt from the low wall, to move forward, saying, “I got this, Hurock.”

The first guard, Hurock, huffed, then stepped to the side, saying, “They’re not getting through. Tell them to go away.”

“I know.” Kordon turned to Jane, and from five meters away, said, “Jane. Leave. This doesn’t concern you. There aren’t any humans in there, anyway. It’s all shadelings. Your father is not here. I know you want to play games and shove your tiny weight around, but this is not about a fun hunt right now. They’re Cultists and killers in there, and you are not welcome. Leave.”

“You have no idea why you were beaten so badly, do you? You never really thought about it, did you?” Jane said, “I really didn’t want to do this, but I gotta say, that you’re not too bright. Why were you even called in here?”

Hurock seemed to flinch as though jolted. He took another look at Jane, and sighed.

“I’m an elite guard. Of course they called me in.” Kordon’s voice turned harder, “And you’re stepping too far. Leave.”

“Okay. Fine. You’re an ‘elite guard’ and I’m sorry for that state of your guard if that is true. But I’m not leaving, though. This is further than we got at the other place.” Jane eyed the guards behind Kordon, asking, “One of you has a truthstone, yeah? Well hold it up, and listen good. I’m Jane Flatt, my father is Erick Flatt, and I need to know what the fuck is going on in there with my father.”

Kordon instantly derided, “Gods! You’re a fucking princess! No fucking wonder. How many gods damned artifacts are you wearing right now? Couldn’t beat me in a bout without ‘em, could you!”

Other people had decidedly different reactions. The crowd backed away from Jane. The guards in the area focused on her, entirely. And then the first guard, Hurock, came forward.

Hurock held a green stone in his hands, and said, “I’m not dealing with this shit.” He singled out Kordon, saying, “Since you know the young lady, take three people and escort the women into the commune. Pretend they’re one of the chieftains we let through.”

Kordon almost yelled at his superior officer, but then he locked eyes with Hurock, lost some of his sudden anger, and turned back toward Jane. With narrowed eyes, he said, “Well come on then, princess! You get even more special treatment! Want me to massage your feet for you, too?”

“Absolutely not.” Jane said, “You’d probably be shit at hitting my critical spots just as you were shit at critting that Chimeral Cat.”

Suddenly struck dumb, but then quickly recovering, Kordon exclaimed, “Chimeras don’t have critical spots! They’re five different monsters at the same time!”

Jane pointed at the truthstone in Hurock’s hand, saying, “I crit that Chimera twice and killed it when you couldn’t. And it was easy.”

The truthstone stayed green.

Jane said, “Not my fault you don’t know shit.”

“Kordon.” Hurock said, “Take the women and deliver them to the Archmage. Now.”

Kordon turned around. He jumped back on top of the wall, pointed at three guys, then jumped down to the other side, into the badlands where spells of sharp light still hung in the air. Jane stepped on flowing shadows to reach the top of the wall in one smooth motion, while Kiri stepped on light like it was a staircase, taking quick steps upward. Teressa just pumped her legs and leapt onto the three-meter tall wall in a single bound. The seven of them proceeded across the badlands, with Kordon silently leading the way.

Spells of detection and otherwise noticed, scanned, questioned, and dismissed the seven of them as they walked through curtains of light and trod through bloody mud. The people at the first jailing curtain wall had a few questions about ‘what the fuck is going on’, but they must have gotten their answers from better sources than Jane and her escorts, because that second line of soldiers moved the seven of them right on through the next battlefield, and then to the breach in the commune, itself, where layer upon layer of detection magics filled the air like the spider webs of the Weaver’s Quarters in Ar’Kendrithyst.

The density of the magic here was only visible with [Mana Sight], though. While her father’s [Domain of Light] blocked, corralled, and denied, like a massive glacier, the spider webs sought to trigger and inform those who waited for anyone to step out of line. The glacier and the spiderwebs were almost comparable densities of magic, too.

Jane guessed that they were [Alarm Ward]s, or a variant thereof. As Kordon spoke to the people manning the final barrier to the commune, and finally got them access, he walked forward and triggered several of those alarms. Those spells flickered, sending off signals to others higher on the walls, and out of direct line of sight.

Jane felt tense, but also fluid; ready to leap in any direction at a moment’s notice.

But Kordon got them through the final checkpoint, unmolested. Following Kordon, the three of them passed beyond the final rubble-like wall, to make it inside the commune proper.

Jane let out a breath as she saw the lines of shadelings and the desks and the people in full armor with weapons in their hands, and her father, beyond it all, standing on the edge of a broken building. Light surrounded him like a tumbling river, and yet frozen in time and place. Ophiels flitted about, both in their sunforms, and as winged, eyed, abominations. Poi stood to the side of her father, wielding tendrils of brightest magic, touching upon a shadeling, only to let go, and then declare something too quiet for Jane to hear over the voices of everyone else, all around. It was louder here than Jane would have thought. Everyone was talking everywhere else.

She must have passed a sound barrier back there. She had missed that one, eh?

Kordon gestured to a path in the ground, never raising his hand higher than his own waist. With a subdued attitude much more fitting for the situation than his previous one, he warned, “No loud actions or spells. Don’t raise your hands. No fast actions, either. Follow me. Do not run.” He glanced to the three escorts, and said, “Wait here for me for the walk back.”

The three other escorts just nodded, then stood to the side.

Kordon proceeded forward, and Jane followed. Kiri stepped to Jane’s left, while Teressa took up the rear. Many, many people watched them walk across the muddy land, including every shadeling in the lines, at least once. Those same people and shadelings quickly returned to writing on papers or talking or getting spelled from four different directions at once, by four different mages. Sin Seekers, if Jane had to guess.

The Sin Seekers flickered grey and red, in minute quantities, while the woman shadeling between the four of them glowed mostly grey. No red at all. One of the senior officers at the side, if Jane had to guess, declared the woman clear. The woman bypassed a smaller desk and stepped to a waiting Ophiel, and then she was gone.

Kordon walked Jane, Kiri, and Teressa to the edge of her father’s [Domain of Light], and then he took a step inside. Jane did too, and instantly felt better. Her father was here, and whole, and no one was fighting right now. Some tight knot of discomfort loosened around her heart as she saw him, wreathed in light, and he saw her. He smiled.

“Hey, dad,” Jane mouthed, not willing to speak too loudly.

He nodded at her, but also said nothing.

Kordon guided them to the edge of a [Prismatic Ward], his eyes on Erick the whole time. He went no further. He stepped to the side, saying, “Ladies. Jane. Nice to meet you. I hope the next time you’re in Treehome you don’t cheat in our bout.”

Teressa and Kiri went right through the edge of the [Prismatic Ward], ignoring Kordon. But he did not ignore them, or how easily they moved into the protected space. His jaw opened a little, as disbelief and proof warred in his eyes. And then he sighed.

Kordon said, “I guess you weren’t lying, eh?”

Jane walked into the dense air, too, saying, “Yup. I wasn’t lying about this. And I wasn’t lying about not cheating in our bout, either; not really. I only used three Skills against you, but they weren’t exactly what I called them.” She added, “See you around, Kordon.”

“Stay out of trouble, Jane.”

Kordon walked away, and Jane watched him go, briefly, before glancing at Poi. He was doing the Mind Mage thing, whatever that was, to a willing orcol man. Jane put that out of her own mind, and turned to her father.

He was already talking to Kiri and Teressa, but as Jane came in, he readily included her, saying, “Hey, Jane.” He said to the three of them, “I’m glad you all could make it. I could use your...”

His white eyes drifted away from the three of them as his focus went somewhere else, briefly. In that short moment, magic flared, and the entirety of his eyes shifted to white, his pupils becoming almost too small to see. And then he came back, smiling again, the same man that Jane had always known her whole life, trying to be happy for everyone else while he helped everyone else, and usually succeeded. Sometimes, she wondered if he was truly happy himself.

He said, “I could use your help. A few Treehome Elders have already shown and they’re up there, behind us.” He lifted his head toward the building in the back, saying, “Warchief Koropo is up there. Introduce yourself, Kiri. Show him Sunny. Ask what you can do to help and be diplomatic. Both of you go with her. Teressa, offer your [Witness] if he asks, though I don’t think he will. Jane, I don’t know what he would ask of you, but anything to show sincerity would be good.”

Kiri was polite as she said, “I think you should introduce us to him, Erick.”

“… Right!” Erick said, “Right. I should. Shouldn’t I? You’ve never met— I don’t know what I was thinking. I’m…” He looked away again, then came back, saying, “Everything is moving really fast right now.”

Jane said, “I’m not going anywhere, dad. I’m staying right here, silently observing, and guarding. When the people have gone to Candlepoint and all this ordeal is over, then we can consider optics and politics.”

Erick breathed in, then said, “That’s a better idea than the one I had. Yes. Let’s do that.” He rapidly added, “Thank you for coming in through the front… way…” He looked away again.

When he didn’t come back right away, Jane settled down to one side of her father. Teressa took the other. Kiri stepped to the back, while Sunny spread out around them all; not going too far, but not remaining too close, either.

Jane considered, briefly, the saturated world of color and power all around her, as she considered her own theoretical Domain. But mostly, she kept her eyes on the jumpy crowd and the tense soldiers.

Poi declared the man in front of him, “Not our problem.”

The man instantly roared, “But I—!”

Ophiel descended upon the man with bloody countermagics while soldiers to the sides descended with restrictive spells of capture and containment. The entire event was over in a moment, though the man was still alive, and still struggling. The bloody spells kept locking down the shadeling’s magics, as soldiers took him away, out of the line and out of sight.

Jane watched the whole thing happen, knowing that it was not her place to get involved, and so she didn’t.

Kiri, though, went pale at what she had seen. She hadn’t been ready for that.

Poi spoke to a scribe to the side, saying, “Name of Saldrock Waterammer. Cultist. His main offense was that he plotted the murders of an entire noble family over the course of the last three years in Portal, and that he is not done with that vendetta. He plans to keep killing everyone that was involved in a certain event in his life. You will have to give him to Portal, or the Pearl King, or coordinate with them for further action. They would know him as the Belt Killer, and the people he killed as House Harathin. He saw those murders as justice. And they might have been.” He said, “Either way, Portal would want that man. He is not our problem and we cannot harbor people like him.”

The scribe wrote everything down in the appropriate boxes, their eyes going a little wide at Poi’s proclamation. Jane’s eyes had gone a little wide, too, as had Kiri and Teressa’s and several other people both in line, and all around.

“Holy gods… First time for that. Waiting all day long for that to happen—” Erick sighed, saying, “Bound to happen eventually.” He asked, “Why did he think he could come through this line and not get caught?”

“I will not say.” Poi said, “If they don’t kill him right away, then all of that will likely come out at his trial, but it will not come out here, or from me. He did not consent to that when he consented to this Scan.”

The scribe asked, “Cultist connections?”

“Many, and varied. He knew Omaz and several others.”

The scribe said, “Then they probably won’t kill him right away.”

Erick said, “I want to see him delivered to Portal, eventually. He must face justice, and if he thought that he was doing justice, then I must ensure his trial isn’t a farce.”

Poi said, “I will inform Silverite, if you wish.”

Erick said, “Thank you, Poi.”

The scribe said, “I will mark down your wishes, Archmage.”

Jane silently watched as the next person came up to Poi, and Poi gave a tiny speech, asking for consent.

The woman in line said, “I give my consent.”

- - - -

Hours passed.

People died for deaths that they had caused and for which they desired to continue to commit. That desire to continue killing was the only thing that Poi called out, but the Sin Seekers of Treehome judged against all murder, and all Cult connection, no matter the situation or the circumstance. But at the end of the day, only thirty nine people were executed for their crimes.

All the rest went to Candlepoint.

Some of those people just sat under trees and listened to the wind and the sounds of freedom all around, contained in the voices of the people, flowing on the desert wind. They relaxed, unwound, consoled each other, and then moved on. Some did not move on until they got hungry, or had some other necessity. Others went right to talking with the residents of Candlepoint, asking questions and finding answers. Some Cultists met other Cultists, and Erick informed Slip of those meetings, but Slip already knew all of them. He had kept his eyes open and his guard on point, tracking movements and keeping tabs almost better than Ophiel.

The Cult was already there, in Candlepoint, but at this, there would be a small surge in practice. Erick had no doubt that some people would chance open worship. He hoped that Melemizargo’s Clergy would not revive under his watch.

There were no Shades in Candlepoint, according to a [Cascade Imaging] of the area.

Hopefully it would stay that way for a while longer.

- - - -

The muddy roads of the commune were empty of all shadelings. Light no longer hung in the air. Golems of ice and stone were returned to the land and Tenebrae had sent his rock man forward to speak to the guards on that side of the commune, before the rock man left, too, having never made his way over to Erick to speak any further.

Which was understandable. Erick didn’t feel like talking to the rock guy, or Tenebrae, either.

Koropo ordered the soldiers and guards on duty to begin taking down the commune. They readily obeyed, moving in groups of five throughout the dark place. They systematically took down houses and otherwise, first removing the anti-[Stoneshape] runes embedded in the stone, before turning stone to sand, and vibrating out all the stuff that had been inside the houses. Furniture, rags, clothes, brushes, soaps… All the accoutrements of life floated to the top of the sand, while the sand itself was shoved back into the ground. Most of the stuff was burned in great big piles.

Erick watched as another pile went up in flames, to the north. Then he turned his attention back to the stairs before him, which led up to a flat meeting area that had been made for this moment. With his daughter, his apprentice, and his guards following him, Erick stepped up onto that platform, where the people there had been watching him approach for the last ten seconds. Three chieftains had decided to come to the commune, to see the end of the commune, and to speak to him, personally.

Chieftain Peron Wyrmrest, in his diamond-studded green robes, took a place of importance in the center of a half-circle of seats. He was flanked to the left by Chieftain Yura O’kabil, an ancient woman with white hair and lines on her face unlike every other old orcol Erick had ever seen before. She wore silver robes. To his right was Chieftain Bloodwoo Nosier, who had to be the thinnest orcol Erick had ever seen. He looked almost emaciated in his plain tan clothes, but he was also rather tall, at almost four meters tall, so maybe he was a perfectly normal weight for an orcol of his size.

Warchief Koropo sat to Bloodwoo’s right.

And, unexpectedly, Archmage Tenebrae sat to Yura’s left. The human man looked exactly the same as the last time Erick had seen him, all the way back at Oceanside all those months ago; tan skin, white hair and beard, and with a hateful scowl on his face that let you know he did not want to be here.

Erick said to the man, “I thought you had left.”

“Aye. And then they called me back for this.” Tenebrae frowned. “What the fuck are you doing stepping into shit that isn’t your concern? You’re getting tricked by Melemizargo, for sure. You know that, right? He tries to get to all of us, all the time, but you seem to like being in his claws.”

“It’s a matter of principle to help where I can, and to solve problems when I can. It’s not my fault you seem to ascribe this perfectly normal desire to help in perfectly normal ways into being somehow working for the Darkness.” Erick looked to the Chieftains, as he said, “This single problem is now removed from your city. I am sorry for how I went about helping the shadelings and stepping over your authority, but everything happened rather fast. So. Apologies for that.”

Bloodwoo spoke, “You will assist us in a large scale culling of specific monsters from the Forest, and we will call it even. You will not be paid for this. It will be expected of you. Further disruptions to the law and further trampling of Treehome’s authority will be met with extreme anger and a deterioration of goodwill. Do you agree?”

No one else said anything else. They all waited for Erick’s decision.

Erick, meanwhile, took a moment to catch up. They weren’t yelling at him? It was right to business? This had to be a trap of some sort.

Erick asked, “Which monsters?”

“Moon Reachers, Deathsoul Shrooms. Just those two, for now.” Bloodwoo said, “We also ask that you be open to completely obliterating the entire Forest and helping to regrow it all afterward. We would, of course, leave certain patches of it alone, so that the proper biologics can take hold of the land once it is regrown. But our prognosticators have not fully vetted this idea. Once they do, we will proceed to the next phase of the plan. If we do end up obliterating the whole Forest with your assistance, you will not be allowed to harvest those rads yourself, but you will instead be granted 10% of the rads we will harvest.” He added, “It is just an idea at the moment, but these are the numbers we are looking at.”

Erick breathed out. He said, “Okay. I agree to the first part, and agree to keep an open mind about the second part.”

Bloodwoo Nosier leaned back, satisfied.

Yura O’kabil asked, “Will you give up the location of the traitor Omaz?”

“No.” Erick said, “He’s soul-shackled. I will not get between you and him, but I have a responsibility to let that play out. I highly doubt that he will be harming anyone except himself anytime soon.”

Yura sighed, then sat back in her chair.

“I am not satisfied with this solution.” Peron eyed Erick. “Neither is Wyrmrest. Omaz has pertinent knowledge regarding the Cult of Treehome, going back decades. We have no doubt that he lived and worked and undermined us since the day he first Matriculated. He stole from our archmages to use that stolen knowledge and power against the whole of our people. Just today, the actions of the Cult and Omaz have killed over a thousand people, with more numbers pouring in each minute!”

Erick steeled away his own emotions, as he said, “And Omaz feels every one of those deaths, more deeply than any pain you could possibly put him through.” Slightly incensed, but trying to keep a cool head, Erick added, “Besides! We all knew what was going to happen when we all decided to pursue this action against the Cult today, Chieftain Peron. The only thing I will be accepting fault for is for taking the shadelings from this place, and for not asking for your permission to do so.”

Peron narrowed his eyes, and said nothing.

Yura said, “It is a cruel punishment you deal in, Archmage Flatt. It is one thing to mutilate the soul of a Shade in order to enact justice, but it is another to do the same to a person. We do not like this outcome, and so, for our own part, we will also seek Omaz. We are not done with him. Not by a long ways.”

Peron added, “We will still seek him out; Yes. We will still deliver our own justice unto his head, after we extract everything useful out of that rotten skull of his.”

Bloodwoo said, “Nosier wants nothing to do with this hunt. We have other, more important targets in mind for the near future. He and I both wish to add that we do not like that Omaz was soul-shackled. We would have preferred the cleaner solution of the executioner’s pyre. As he is, he is an unknown, much like Shade Treant. Much like the shadelings let go today. Much like Candlepoint.” He looked to Erick with deep-set eyes, saying, “Much like you, Archmage Flatt. If anyone else would have done what you have done here today, we would already be trying to string you up above the pyre, as well.”

Erick did not respond to that.

They seemed to want him to, but what wrong had he done that he had not already apologized for? The only truly wrong thing he had done was to enforce his will upon the situation, trampling over the authority of the people who lived here, but because of that, a lot of people who would have died, had lived. Though there were collateral deaths of the innocent kind, and those were unfortunate, but ripping out a tumor does have consequences. There was not a single person on this stage that was not guilty of ‘poking the dragon’, as it were.

… He really should bring that up again, shouldn’t he? But then again, they didn’t seem that angry with him, and if he poked this dragon sitting before him, they would try to poke back. Were they purposefully egging him on to say something that he didn’t need to say? It was quite possible. Highly likely, even.

After a long moment of Erick standing there, and the Chieftains and Warchief sitting in judgment, there was yet another long moment of waiting for something else to happen.

Ophiel whistled a gentle nonsense tune from his spot on Erick’s shoulder.

Yura broke the tense air, saying, “The day’s war is over, but there is much to be done going forward. Archmage Flatt. I will call upon you tonight, in your room. I wish to have a personal discussion with you regarding certain subjects that have no bearing on this here.”

Erick blinked in surprise. “You’re not kicking me out?”

“No.” Yura said—

As Peron said, “Unfortunately not.”

Yura continued, “We are not kicking you out of Treehome. Or anywhere else, for that matter.”

“You are the sovereign of a nation of your own making, Archmage Flatt.” Bloodwoo said, “Therefore we are considering today as a diplomatic problem with a diplomatic solution. To us, you are the new ruler of all shadelings and you merely took your people back.”

“Oh… No...” The weight of Bloodwoo’s words came crashing down on Erick. He said, “That is untrue. I will not accept that designation.”

“Then we will say you are their jailer, for the truth is what we make of it, for we are a much larger nation than yours and all you have power over is a few thousand monsters. We have this prerogative, and this power, and so we will use it.” Bloodwoo said, “Please do not countermand us when we say that you took your people back today, while giving us the ones who sought to harm our nation. It will enable you to enjoy a higher level of political power going forward if we are to speak nicely of you.”

“Well that’s the oddest way anyone has ever asked to fuck me before,” Erick said, “But sure. Why not.”

“Be warned.” Peron said, “If you die or lose control of that city to the Cult then we will turn that land and all the monsters therein to ash and glass.”

Erick put on the best political facade that he could at that tense moment. He said, “Then I will be sure to neither die, nor to let a destructive Cult take over Candlepoint.”

Peron huffed.

Bloodwoo said, “Then, for now, we will be sure to paint you in a better light than we could have in both our official responses to our constituents regarding the day’s events, and in future dealings between our peoples and yourself. Do not make us regret this decision.”

For a little while now, Tenebrae had been smiling, ever so slightly.

And Erick couldn’t take it any longer. He asked, “Why are you smiling?”

“Because!” Archmage Tenebrae answered, “This is how my relationship with Treehome started, too. Though my fuckup wasn’t nearly as large as yours, there are a lot of similarities.”

Erick blinked a few times. He almost pursued that conversation, but then he did not.

Yura answered Erick’s unasked question, saying, “We like to keep the archmages who swing through Treehome as happy as possible, and with as large of a working relationship as possible. If our relationships sour, we attempt to fix them. If our relationships turn to poison, then we will kick you out, and then ban you from all interactions with Treehome. We prefer to never take the steps beyond that one, but we are a nation of millions, and archmages are never as defended as they think. We are a long way from those final steps, Archmage Flatt. I don’t want to see that day ever come, because you are ever so useful to us, and to the rest of the world.”

Peron frowned at no one in particular, but also directly at Erick.

Bloodwoo said, “Even if your murder of all the Shades is but another act of Melemizargo, we do not believe that you are his man—”

Peron interrupted him, saying, “They might not believe what I see before me; that you are, in Truth, the High Priest of Melemizargo. But they will see, in time. We will all see, soon enough.”

Bloodwoo continued, again, “Unlike the minority of my colleagues, we believe you are just a convenient tool for Melemizargo at the moment. But we also believe that you are a convenient tool of Koyabez and Phagar. A pull of deific proportions weighs upon your life, Archmage Flatt, as has happened for many archmages before you.”

Tenebrae smirked.

“Today, the casualties of your blood-soaked Worldly Path have been those who would call themselves the enemies of all.” With pointed words, Chieftain Bloodwoo-Nosier said, “Do what you can to ensure that this Fate of your Truth remains true tomorrow, and on the days which are yet to come.”

A chill wind blew.

Ah. So they knew of his Worldly Path? For how long?

Had Erick been wrong to try for a Worldly Path vacation?

With a dozen unasked questions weighing on his mind, and too many eyes staring at him, waiting, Erick spoke the only words that anyone on that platform wanted to hear, “I will.”
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                “Come on, Syllea. I know you’re back.”

“Go away, Bayth” Syllea curled tighter into the comfort of her bed, shoving her face further into her pillows. “Tell them I can’t make it.”

A great weight settled on the bed. A hand touched her shoulder. No one said anything for a long while.

And then Syllea moved her hand onto Bayth’s. The floodgates opened again, and this time Syllea let herself be pulled up by her best friend, into a hug. She cried into Bayth’s shoulder, as Bayth patted her on the back.

After a while, Bayth asked, “You ready to meet the chieftains?”

“… I threatened grandpa. I knew it was the wrong thing to do— But he!” Syllea sniffled, then released Bayth. She stared into the dry eyes of her best friend, and said, “I told him about Erick’s Worldly Path. It was a necessity, because of what the Path is—” She breathed. She said, “You remember. You remember how it was. And grandpa he… I told him to stay away from it all. To minimize interaction.”

Bayth said, “And then your grandfather decided to do the exact opposite of your suggestion.” She got up off of the bed, and extended a hand. “So let’s go yell at him.”

“… Okay.”

Syllea dried her tears, then took Bayth’s hand. With a yank and an undignified yelp, Syllea came right out of her blanket cocoon. A few spells later and she was presentable.

She brushed her hair back with her hands, then said, “Thank you, Bayth, for being there for me.”

“You’ve done the same for me.” Bayth said, “I’m sorry about your brother.”

“I’m not.” Syllea said, “He’s alive. He’s under some Fate-cursed path— Or ‘blessed’, I guess. Though that spell certainly does seem like a curse, to me. Whatever the case, Omaz can repent for a decade or four, and that will be good enough. Better than being dead.”

Bayth’s calm face turned a bit harder. “It would be easier if he were dead. If he shows around Treehome, he might get dead. I heard they caught his trail after Erick sent him away, but he lost his trackers.”

“… It would be easier if he were dead.” Syllea said, “But… I can’t… I can’t, Bayth. I just can’t.”

“You won’t, and that’s different.” Bayth said, “Omaz has used your knowledge and your magics in order to kill citizens of Treehome. He’s given knowledge to the Enemy. He’s a danger to us all. And you ‘won’t’. Not you ‘can’t’. You’ve done the hard shit before, and we both might need to do it again.”

“I… I know… But…” Syllea breathed in. She grimaced, then brushed away another tear.

Bayth changed the topic, saying, “So Erick did by himself what took five teams of five each, last time.”

“Oh gods in green.” Syllea groaned, desiring the warmth and comfort of her bed again. But she resisted that siren’s call, then said, “I owe him big, don’t I?”

Bayth shrugged. “Not really. Best not to get too much more involved with his Path.”

“Well. Yes. That is true, too.” She huffed. “So! I’m thinking I really like the idea of punching grandpa in the face. Yes. Let’s go do that.”

Bayth smiled. “Better not let him see it coming, or else he’ll start talking all about ‘acceptable losses’.”

“… Good idea.”

Twenty minutes later, Syllea greeted her grandfather in the hallway between two offices. And then she punched him in the face. Peron sat up and cupped his jaw, both in surprise, and in pain. His jaw was broken.

Syllea declared to her Chieftain and everyone else within earshot, “When I tell you important shit, grandpa! Don’t do the opposite of what I say!” And then she walked away.

- - - -

In a large room chosen for the occasion, with a number of chairs and a table appropriate to the party’s size, there were a handful of people. All of them knew each other. No one was sitting down, for this was a meeting of friends.

Mephistopheles greeted another with a happy tone, slapping his hand into the other man’s, saying, “So you made it out, ya big fucker?”

Toruke grabbed Mephistopheles’ hand and shook it, saying, “Of course I made it out ya flamboyant fern.”

“Not so flamboyant these days.” Mephistopheles stepped back and put his hands on the lapels of his nice suit, saying, “I’m trying to be respectable.”

“Yes yes. Fine fine. You two can fuck later.” Zaraanka demanded, “What about Edolphis? Did he survive? I’ve been waiting all day for him to show up!”

Toruke broke the news fast. “Probably dead in the crossfire. Sorry, Zaraanka. I heard he was planning on offering himself up to Erick for his Blessing, but if no one has heard of him by now, then he’s dead.”

A pall descended upon the gathering.

“… Damn. A real pity.” Zaraanka said, “I will miss his deep voice. I think that was what finally brought me out of my fugue. Reminded me of my father, I think.”

Deckari said, “He helped me when I was having trouble with the guards. He ran interference. Saved my life twice, I think.”

Mephistopheles said, “And probably organized those guards against you, too.”

Zaraanka slapped Mephistopheles on the shoulder, saying, “He's dead. Be kind.”

“He played every side,” Toruke said. “If he had done what he wanted to do, then our little group would be known. A lot of our people would be known.”

“I understand that.” Zaraanka waved them off, holding back her emotions, as she sniffled, and said, “It’s… It’s fine. I only knew him for what I thought he was. He was a good man to me.” She added, “But… It’s just as well if he did not survive. The Cult has no place like it used to have, here in Candlepoint. Probably for the best that he went to the Darkness and didn’t leave us with a mess to clean up.”

“Exactly,” Mephistopheles said. “We’re already cleaning up, getting many people to leave the Cult. We don’t need even more complications.”

Deckari, surprised, asked, “You are?”

Toruke said, “I’m leaving the Cult. Going to try my hand at that [Reincarnation] thing. The commune was a wakeup call.”

“What?” Deckari looked to Toruke. “You're leaving?!”

“You should think about renouncing your vows, too, Deckari. The world has come a long way since you came into Candlepoint with those former ‘friends’ of yours,” Mephistopheles said.

“Melemizargo has been nothing but good to me.” Deckari defended, “He’s a world of better to deal with compared to all the rest of them.”

Zaraanka said, “There’s a purpose to leaving the Cult, though. We’re all out of it. Not a single person in charge in Candlepoint is a part of the Cult anymore. We simply cannot be, for we’re meeting envoys from other nations now, and they all bring truthstones.”

Mephistopheles nodded, saying, “Clinging to the Darkness was a survival tactic that has outgrown its usefulness. That’s what I’m telling people. And it’s true, so that helps.”

Deckari said, “No… I can’t. I… No.” He decided, then said, “I don’t need to be in public office.”

Zaraanka said, “We can’t be seen with you, then.”

“You’re already not.” Deckari said, “That’s why we meet like this.”

“Less meetings than this, after today.” Mephistopheles said, “I’ve greeted a few converts besides yourselves today and told them all the same. Most have listened. You should too.”

Toruke said, “I need to not be a shadeling.”

Zaraanka and Mephistopheles nodded in understanding.

“After all that work you put in for those fruits?” Deckari asked, slightly offended, “After everything Melemizargo has done for us?”

“Yes.” Toruke said, “I’ll always be grateful, and I might still light some candles in some closets, but I’m done with this monsterized life. I don’t think food tastes as good as it used to taste. I’ll miss the easy leveling but I learned enough tricks from the Cult that I can level well the next time.”

“We can actually feed you proper rads, Toruke. Those taste really good. Better than the 5-pointers you got at the commune. You don’t have to turn back to orcol if you don’t want to, and it’s not a guaranteed thing.” Zaraanka said, “Join my Guild. Fight with us out there.” She saw Toruke’s face fall a fraction, and changed her tact, “Or give up your newfound freedom and power. Your choice— Oh! Yeah! I almost forgot. Before you do give up your shadeling life, you have to come by the pools! Both of you. Archmage Flatt set up this Shadow-shifted [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]. It’s the most beautiful thing you’ve ever seen, and it’s like a balm for the soul for any shadeling. Every single one of our wanderers is healed!”

Toruke whistled low and small. “Now that is interesting.”

Deckari said, “See! The Darkness takes care of us better than the other gods ever could.”

Mephistopheles said, “You’re gonna have to cut that talk out, Deckari. Even when we’re alone.” He added, “I’ve seen a lot of people join the Shadows before, but you’re just… You just went right for it. Sorry your life was so shitty before.”

“… It wasn’t that bad.” Deckari said, “I just didn’t know that it was that bad until I saw the Dark. This world is messed up. The Script enrages the monsters. The monsters kill the people. The people harm the monsters and each other in the process of the struggle for life. It’s all such a vicious cycle that cannot be undone with the methods we have available to us. The next world will be better, and I plan to be there when those [Gate]s finally open. Shadelings are immortal. Orcols are not. It's simple math, for me.”

Mephistopheles turned serious for a moment, saying, “Those were the words we said to pull you in, but know this: The Shades and the Brightwater and Ar’Kendrithyst and even Melemizargo… They were all insane and dangerous. Beyond dangerous. The Dark is comforting, until it isn’t. Until it prods you to new growth and new depths that you weren’t ready to travel. Hopefully your own prodding will not be nearly as vicious as our own.”

Zaraaka nodded, saying, “You’ve only been in this life for a few months, Deckari. We know what we’re talking about.”

“With all due respect,” Deckari said, “You do not. You are a human and an incani. The Red Woman is not… She is not a good god. You do not know what the alternative is for me.” He looked to Toruke, saying, “And I find it hard to believe that you want to go back to that.”

Mephistopheles hummed small, then almost said something.

Zaraanka frowned. She held herself back from speaking, too.

Toruke said, “I’ll miss being able to control my Rage. But I don’t need that power, either. Power leads to just as many problems as it solves. Whatever worlds Erick feels like germinating, I hope that we can try the Old Ways, and nothing more. No Points, nor Levels, nor Health or Mana.”

Zaraanka said, “I would like a few spells. [Cleanse], [Mend], [Telekinesis].”

“Just give me the ability to grow an Elemental Body to full strength,” Deckari said, “Like they used to be able to. I can get everything I need for myself, from there.”

Toruke said, “[Stoneshape] and [Grow] for me. Housing and food is all I need.”

With a glint in his eyes, Mephistopheles asked, “Do you two want to go see Yggdrasil?”

Deckari laughed, then asked, “Oh my Dark God! Can we?! Really?”

Toruke’s eyes went wide. “Can we?”

Zaraanka smiled, saying, “From afar, yes. But you have to treat him like a real Arbor. His power is locked away, but he will undoubtedly remember everything that happens to him.”

“Eh?” Skeptically, Toruke asked, “They’re more dreamlike in their early years, right? Will he actually remember anything?”

“Come on, Toruke!” Deckari said, “He’s a World Tree! Even if his power is locked away, he will remember everything, no doubt.”

“Dreams leave lasting impressions, and Melemizargo is out there every day. All the more reasons not to do anything but watch from a great distance.” Mephistopheles looked to Deckari again, and asked, “And where’s your book, anyway? You never went anywhere without that thing.”

“It’s still here.” Deckari held a hand up. Shadows swirled in his hand, turning into a tome that was black as night, with a binding crusted over in opals. He flicked his hand again, and the book vanished. “Any chance you can get me into Archmage Flatt’s personal library so I can copy everything?”

Mephistopheles said, “No. Don’t ever ask that again.”

Zaraanka shook her head. “There are some boundaries you should respect, Deckari. Erick’s approval is literally the only thing that is keeping us from falling to the [Grand Fireball]s of the rest of the world.”

“Okay!” Deckari held up his hands in mock surrender, saying, “Heard and understood! But I had to ask, you know.”

“You didn’t have to,” Mephistopheles said.

Toruke frowned, then said, “I want to meet Yggdrasil, and then I want to try for a [Reincarnation].”

Deckari said, “You should get a Greater Elemental Body before you do that, Toruke.” He turned a hand to water, and then the other to stone, saying, “They’re very useful.” He dropped the spells, saying, “Once you give up the [Shadowblend] of your shadeling self, then it’s gonna be a lot more dangerous to get the Elemental Essences you need.”

Mephistopheles said, “He’s right about that.”

Zaraanka said, “We’re working on plans for a Stone Dungeon. A Water Dungeon, too. We’ve already got alchemists trying to make [Polymorph] potions.”

Toruke frowned. “Eating slime cores, eh?”

“It’s the best way.” Zaraanka said, “No wasted materials on making armor.”

“No Shadow Dungeon?” Deckari asked. “I was hoping to get [Shadowalk].”

“Shadow slimes spawn around here, sometimes. We get them every day in the Shadow-shifted [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] room.” Zaraanka said, “But we’re not expanding that room. Maybe not ever.”

“Too controversial. We’ve already had people try to [Dispel] it on us, but we put up protections after that first attempt nearly knocked the thing out. It came back, though.” Mephistopheles said, “We got lots of time to talk about all of that, if you drop this necessity of being a Cultist out in the open. We do not need that around here.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Deckari said, “I can tone it down. I can hide.”

“Not hiding, Deckari.” Mephistopheles said, “Renouncing.”

Deckari frowned.

Toruke asked, “How did you even get past that Mind Mage? You’ve been in this longer than I have, by a long while.”

Mephistopheles said, “We heard about that, and I’d like to know that answer as well.”

“Mind Mages are usually the deaths of us,” Zaraanka said, “I’m surprised he let so many of us through.”

“He did label every single Cultist. That was no small thing.” Toruke said, “But you’re right. the usual killing didn’t happen.”

Mephistopheles said, “Slip is watching you guys. Be careful. If you’re staying in this, Deckari, I can’t be seen with you ever again. I mean that.”

“Me either,” Zaraanka said.

“Dark Gods, I didn’t know it was that bad. Yet another reason to formally leave the Cult.” Toruke turned to the younger orcol, saying, “Poi should have clocked you, easy.”

Deckari said, “Poi knew. He knew everything. Your guardmaster, Slip, even called me out, saying that he has me 'in his book'. He said that that way on purpose. But I’m no killer and I never want to be, despite the needs of the moment back there in that battle… And other times. I think he let me off easy.” He asked, “How’d you get through Treehome’s interviews, Toruke? I knew if I went that way, I was setting myself up for automatic failure.”

Toruke digested that, then said, “I got through the same as anyone who managed to get through. I had the good fortune to never have killed in the name of Melemizargo, and I plan to keep it that way.”

Mephistopheles said, “Then I might have room in my administration for you, Toruke.”

“Good. Thank you. I could use a job.”

Zaraanka said, “I could use some more people to hunt mimics, Deckari, but I can’t be seen with you if you pursue this path.”

“Fair enough. Maybe I’ll take up farming. Or help with those dungeons?” Deckari said, “But let’s go see Yggdrasil, for now. Or, should I go on my own?”

“Probably both of you go on your own.” Mephistopheles said, “Don’t get too close.”

Zaraanka said, “Be seeing you! And welcome back to Candlepoint.”

The room, which was not actually a room at all, dissolved into shadow and nothing, as the people therein departed, each already doing their own thing, in a different part of Candlepoint.

… Most everyone departed.

Melemizargo said, “That’s the one to watch.”

Justine, completely out of her depth but still treading water, said the only thing she could say, “Okay.”

“I have plans for him.”

Koyabez asked, “And what plans are those?”

“The only plans I’ve ever had: To expand the cosmos and to bring life and magic to all, of course.”

“That’s not as assuring as you think it is, old friend. Perhaps you should take a step back for a while. Center yourself around a few good mortals.”

“… Perhaps.” Melemizargo sighed, and the world sighed with him. “Perhaps.”

- - - -

Erick sat back in his chair in his hotel room to watch the light fade across the Forest to the north. Reds became purples, becoming dark blues, full of stars. The moons were out there somewhere, perhaps to the west, but they were out of sight, and not that bright. Though they were getting there. The only real brightness out there came from O’kabil’s pale silver light, and the light of civilization from the silver buildings down below, and from under the green canopies out ahead.

Treehome looked much the same as it had when Erick first arrived. Though the city had suffered a wide-scale attack, the Cult and the opportunists had been caught or killed. Very few actually got away, especially when Koropo asked Erick to help find those who had escaped, and Erick had obliged.

That was only an hour ago. Erick had just finished with that job.

He looked down at his hands. They were clean, but he imagined the blood on them, and that thought would not go away. So he grabbed a blueweed cigarette and lit the thing. It was not enough. So he put together a pot of soul-tea, and that helped calm his nerves more than anything.

Jane stepped next to him.

Erick smiled to see his daughter beside him. He offered her the blunt.

She took it, took a drag, then handed it back, saying, “This is pretty amazing, dad.”

He knew she was talking about something else, but he said, “It’s good blueweed, yeah.” To keep the conversation off of difficult topics, he barreled ahead, saying, “And that dress looks great on you. I think everyone took you girls a bit more seriously with those getups. I should have dressed up, too.”

“Hmm.” She sat down on a nearby chair, saying, “If you want to deflect, we can do that.”

“I’d like to, yes.” Erick said, “For now, at least.”

“… Okay. What do you want for dinner?”

“I want you to decide.”

“Then I’ll do that.” Jane got up, then went to the kitchen to look over menus, adding, “Don’t get too wasted!”

“Sure thing.”

What Erick didn’t say, though, was that even four of those blueweed sticks wouldn’t even take the edge off. Not today. Not right now. He was wired, frazzled, and a whole mess of other emotions that he barely could categorize, let alone understand.

So he let his mind wander while he waited for dinner to show.

He considered the spells he had seen today.

He planned out magic.

He wondered just how much he was going to be blamed for enabling Treehome to solve some of their long-standing problems. If it got bad, he’d talk with Silverite. She’d know what to expect, and he could trust her judgment, for sure.

… Maybe he should talk with her, anyway. She had been the Mayor of Spur for centuries, after all, and those centuries had been filled with powerful people. No doubt there were other archmages with similar problems—

Ah. No. That was probably untrue. Maybe in a small way, Silverite had experience with this, but even she hadn’t seen the destruction of the Clergy in her previous centuries. She had even tried and then failed to kill them all, herself.

Erick wondered if part of Silverite hated him for what he had been able to do, that she could not.

He let his mind wander again.

As he sipped his tea, he saw his soul heal, just a bit. It wasn’t much. He had certainly set back some of his healing, for sure. Maybe by a few days. Maybe longer. Long enough to plan some better spells to combat all that he had seen, and to make some better plans to ensure that he wouldn’t be used like this again...

But… But Erick liked being useful to others. He liked helping. He liked being that guy that solved problems, and maybe monsters and murderers were a bit out of his previous wheelhouse, but he was getting there. Had his desire to help led to some of the day’s deaths and side effects? Yes. Undoubtedly. But… But a lot of good was done, too.

Acceptable losses, perhaps?

Perhaps.

Erick decided he would continue to work with Treehome in the future, but he would definitely have a private conversation with Peron about his desire to throw Erick under the bus about the day’s events. Maybe Syllea would have to be present for that conversation, too. Maybe one more? But who?

Before he knew it, dinner had arrived.

Dinner was good. Great, actually. Much better than any other meal served at the hotel. Beef tips that melted in the mouth, with a red wine sauce made with berries and nuts. Small, savory muffins. Mashed root vegetables that were close to potatoes, but they were not potatoes. They were ‘whiteroot’. Erick smiled upon hearing of that vegetable. Sirocco Zago had spoken of white root back when Erick introduced potatoes. And now he finally got a chance to try them. They were good. A bit like a smoother, maybe glutenous potato. Lots of cheese in the white root, though, so maybe the taste was not genuine white root, but everything was better with cheese.

Kiri spoke of Koropo approaching her while Erick was hunting down escapees. Koropo had seen her Sunny, and asked after her capabilities. She had told him that Sunny was not at the level of Ophiel, but only because Kiri herself was not up there, either. Kiri offered to help clear out monsters, just like Koropo had been edging toward, and her help had been accepted. She would be worked into the system they came up with, when they came up with it. Sunny was ready for some action, for sure.

Erick was glad for that.

Jane spoke about that Kordon guy, the one who had escorted the three girls to the commune. He was apparently a higher ranked guard than others, with ample adventuring experience, and would likely also be joining the effort to clear out the Forest of Moon Reachers and Deathsoul Shrooms. Jane was eager to show him up again when she did the same. He barely understood his [Radiant Ash Body], though she allowed that perhaps she didn’t understand his Elemental Body, either.

“What would make a person want to get Radiant Ash?” Jane said, “I don’t understand that combination at all.”

Kiri said, “Shadow, Fire, and Light. For blending in to the Forest when you want, and for burning it down when you don’t?”

“He was good at that.” Teressa said, “Hid rather well when he wanted, and the incorporeality of Ash lends itself well to defense versus physical attacks. Most monsters are most dangerous due to their physical attacks.”

“Probably cheaper to use than [Prismatic Body], too.” Jane said, “But cheap is not powerful. The monsters could barely hit him, but he also couldn’t hurt them as much as he needed to, either. Now. If he were a [Polymorph]ed lava ooze with [Radiant Ash Body], then that might be something. Not enough adventurers do the [Polymorph] thing.”

“That’s because it’s disgusting, Jane.” Kiri smirked. “You’re an ooze or a spider half the time! Eww!”

Erick chuckled, saying, “I have a hard enough time being a light slime.” He shivered. “I keep thinking that someone will try and splat me for the Experience.”

“It’s not that bad!” Jane flexed her aura and armor appeared, like a ghostly imprint in the manasphere. She said, “And this [Mutable Aegis] means that I’m never without armor, so there’s little chance of anyone mistaking me for a real monster. And if they do, then I can just tell them to lay off. I’m getting better with adding vocal cords to my Familiar Forms.” She dismissed her coalescing aura.

Erick asked, “How is your Class going, anyway? Did you knock out all those quests you were talking about?”

“I have indeed!” Jane smiled. “Fully Classed up! I’m actually hunting for more Familiar Forms…” She looked to struggle with something for half a second, before just plowing ahead, saying, “While you were cleaning up the escapees today with Warchief Koropo Ikabobbi, some people from that District must have found out that I’m a Polymage, and they invited me to Ikabobbi’s ‘Polymorph Emporium’. It’s this exclusive place, and I think they’re trying to get in good with you, but, would you like to go see some monsters? Maybe you can find something interesting that’s not a little light slime? I don’t think they’ll have anything I want, and they’re certainly out of my price range, but they’re supposed to be the largest monster sellers on Glaquin with a lot of monsters with rare abilities. The only larger auction houses are down in Nergal, in Eidolon.”

“I can pay for whatever—”

Jane interrupted, “I don’t want you to pay. I would like to go see the monsters with you, though, if you want to go.”

Kiri offered, “There’s some nice magical history museums in Nosier’s District that would be nice to see, too. If nothing else happens, I think those would be a nice distraction, too.”

Teressa said, “My Auntie wants to cook for us again.”

Erick smiled. Then he looked to Poi, asking, “What’s your offer for cheering me up?”

“The Mind Mages have some therapists ready to go to Candlepoint, and here, if needed.”

Erick laughed. “That’s a good offer, too!” He looked around the table, saying, “But I’m okay, guys. Well. No. I’m not. But I will be. And this is fine. This is the world we live in, and the one we get to make better tomorrow through the actions we take today. This is fine. This is just what power means. I will eventually be okay with this, but… Thank you. All of you. Jane, Kiri, Teressa. Poi. You’re all looking out for me, but I have not done nearly enough looking out for you—”

“That is simply untrue.” Poi said, “And it’s weird that you think that way.”

“If anything, you need to try doing less, dad.” Jane said, “I agree with Poi.”

“Yes.” Kiri said, “Completely agree. Let’s do less, okay?”

Erick looked to Teressa, expecting something.

Teressa surprised him, by saying, “I appreciate the idea of burning down the entire Forest and starting over. I want to help with this however I can. It’d be like a [Cleanse] on a massive scale.”

Erick laughed, then said, “I do love that [Cleanse] spell!”

“Oh!” Jane’s eyes went wide. “Could you shift a [Cleanse] into erasing the Forest?”

Kiri said, “Oh gods no! Don’t try to mess with [Cleanse]. That’s one of the first lessons they teach in Arcanaeum. I think I’ve said this before?”

“I’ve heard it before.” Jane said, “But so what? You can have multiple useful versions of [Cleanse], can’t you?”

Teressa said, “Probably don’t mess with [Cleanse]. It doesn’t happen in Spur a lot, but there's people who try it every so often. Mostly incani who really hate humans, or the other way around. Just last week, some incani from the Wasteland tossed a [Cleanse] over himself and clipped a human in the process. Half the guy vanished, instantly.”

Erick winced, as did Kiri and Jane.

Poi hummed disapproval.

Teressa said, “The human survived, thankfully. The incani was exiled and his blood taken to mark him as a permanent exile. Guy didn’t even act sorry. Said something about the Converter Angel, and how all humans were guilty.” She added, “That bit there almost got him executed instead of exiled.”

Erick hummed.

Kiri brought the conversation back from that cliff, saying, “They told horror stories in the dorms about people trying to work [Cleanse] into something more deadly. Those stories were like campfire monster stories. One day, the students were just practicing magic, and the next day they didn't show. Go to their rooms and what do you find, but a sphere of annihilated space, perfectly cut into the surrounding stone like someone had scooped out that part of the world.” She added, “And everything was perfectly clean.”

Jane giggled. “No way.”

“Yes way!” Kiri said, all serious, “It happens.”

Jane lost her giggle. “Okay. Well. Then never mind the mutated [Cleanse] idea.”

Erick thought about [Cleanse], and wondered about Elemental Destruction. There was something to that, wasn’t there.

Kiri said, “Anyway. Don’t mess with [Cleanse]. Much better to just burn down the trees.”

“Some of the trees just get angry if you try to burn them,” Teressa said, with a hint of dark humor. “And then they start clawing.”

- - - -

A small knock echoed from the door to the hotel room.

Poi was already there at the door well before the knock came, while Jane, Teressa, and Kiri were making themselves scarce in a separate room on the second floor. Erick waited in the center of the main room, down below. A pot of tea steamed on the table between a few chairs, while chocolate chip cookies sat cooling on a tray.

Poi opened the door, and said, “Welcome, Chieftain Yura O’kabil.”

“Hello, Mister Fulisade.”

The elderly orcol on the other side was dressed rather nice, in more or less the same silver robes of before, but with a wrap of white fur around her neck that draped down her front and back. To her side, stood another woman; the orcol-body of the Holy O’kabil, wearing her normal Mist Rabbit fur coat like it was a thin, draping cloud. O’kabil held a large, paper-wrapped package in the air to her side.

“Welcome, Holy O’kabil.” Poi stepped to the side. “You’ve been granted Prismatic permissions, Chieftain. Please come on in.”

Yura smirked as she touched the wall of dense air that delineated the threshold, and her hand went right through. She nodded, said, “Thanks for the invitation,” and stepped inside.

“Hello, Yura!” Erick stood up, saying, “Hello, O’kabil.”

Yura huffed a laugh, saying, “You’re right. He is cheeky.”

“I made some cookies for us.” Erick asked, “Have you tried the chocolate I made, yet?”

O’kabil floated the paper bag at her side as she strode past Poi, keeping in line with Yura, saying, “This is that Mist Rabbit comforter that was ordered.” She placed the bag on an empty chair, breathed in, then breathed out, seeming to relax. She said, “It was rude of them not to be done sooner and in line with my promises, but it is what it is.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I’m sure my daughter will love it. Thank you, O’kabil.” He gestured to the chairs, the tea, and the cookies, saying, “Please. Come. Sit.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Yura took her seat first, saying, “The tea smells lovely.”

O’kabil sat down, saying, “Let us discuss the matter of the day, and then move on to the matters of the morrow. I will begin—”

Yura poured herself some tea before Erick could move fast enough, and then she poured him some.

“—by saying that the Arbors of Treehome are thankful for the quick response, and for the removal of the shadelings from the area—”

Yura brought out a silver flask and poured some potent-smelling alcohol into her cup, before breathing deep, and then taking a deep swallow from the flask. It was only after her slug of alcohol that she sipped the tea, and softly said, “Good tea.”

“—for it will be much easier to deal with those shadelings when they are somewhere else. We are all thankful for the removal of the Cult, and though we did suffer some loss of life and some unfortunate and unknowable betrayals in the process of that event, the loss of life was well below projected numbers.” O’kabil finished with, “Chieftain Peron has already received a broken jaw from Syllea for his role in turning your Worldly Path into such a confrontational event. We are prepared to offer recompense if you should fail in achieving [Gate], including a lifelong commitment to reconstructing that ancient magic through excavation of Gates in the Forest, and otherwise.”

Erick, tense, said, “I was wondering if Peron did that on purpose. So Syllea told him?”

Yura flipped a cigarette out of a small silver box, lit it with a spark of magic, and held it in her hands. Erick smelled blueweed. Yura said, “Syllea told him, and then when he brushed her off because he didn’t understand, she told him what the Worldly Path meant. And thus we come to the day’s events. I was only informed about what he planned while you were out hunting for criminals, yesterday. I hadn’t found out about what the Worldly Path actually meant until after the stars started falling. I finally managed to harangue O’kabil here into spilling some old secrets, after you ended the day’s minor war and sent Omaz off with a brand upon his soul.”

“We Arbors know more than you, which is not a fault, but a simple truth. We deemed the possible outcomes worth the risk. This is why most no one was informed until after the event.” O’kabil said. “It’s not often that Fate rushes across the land with as much of a boon following in its wake.”

Yura spoke with smoke on her breath, saying, “I would be enacting laws against allowing known Worldly Path people into Treehome, but I have been informed that doing so would likely draw more harm than good.” She took another drag of her cigarette. “For one, such a law would inform people of what the Worldly Path meant, and that would just get more and more people attempting to walk it.”

Erick reached over and opened the small box with his own blueweed cigarettes. He lit one, offering it to O’kabil, who took it. Then he lit another for himself. After a moment of everyone sitting there, just smoking, Erick asked, “Do you think it’s going to get worse?”

O’kabil said, “Teleportation magic was blocked in Ar’Kendrithyst, for Shadow’s Feast. You gained the Worldly Path Quest long before that day. Part of the ceremony for joining the Feast is learning how to walk with the magic. They even call it a Journey into Darkness.” O’kabil put into words a thought that Erick had considered but didn’t want to touch, as she said, “You started your Worldly Path well before you came to us, and it started with the destruction of the Dark Clergy. That was a momentous first step. A very large first step. Then, you came here, and destroyed the Cult hiding in our shadows. In both cases you rescued those you could, and damned those who deserved such an outcome. I would wish you good luck going forward, but Fate and Ritual has you in its grasp, and luck will twist you to its ends no matter how much I were to assist, just as sure as the gods do watch over us all. So tread carefully, and make good decisions.”

“Right now, I’m considering getting wasted on booze and drugs.” Partially sarcastic, Erick asked, “Is that a good decision?”

“Nothing wrong with taking a day off after you fundamentally shift the power of a large part of the world.” Yura said, “You could try a month, too. No rush.”

“I tried a Worldly Path that was just a vacation, but then this happened.”

Yura smirked, asking, “Did you, though? Did you, really? You came in here and almost immediately floated the idea of hunting a few monsters to extinction.” She added, “We can blame Peron for shifting your focus toward the Cult, but he’s not wholly to blame. Not with those first steps you took on your Path. Perhaps Peron was ensorcelled by your Path as well. We were all waiting on that stage for you to throw the day’s events at his feet, but it was a good thing you didn’t, for Peron was certainly ready to throw some facts right back in your face.”

Erick frowned, then he took another drag. He breathed out blue smoke, as he said, “I’d prefer less confrontation, but then there’s that Converter Angel waiting for me out there.”

“Don’t let that monster be your final step on your Path.” O’kabil said, “But first, there is the duty to discharge the promises made to us regarding the hunt of the Moon Reachers and Deathsoul Shrooms. Treehome needs a unifying event after the day’s attack, and such a hunt will be that unifying event.”

“And that won’t be yet another bad step?”

“Today’s events were not bad, Erick.” O’kabil said, “Acceptable losses, and a cleansing unlike any other. These were good outcomes.”

Reluctantly, Yura said, “Continuing with the plan to eliminate a few monster species is an acceptable risk considering the possible gains.”

“Very well. When are we going to start that?”

“A few days after the new year.” Yura said, “We need time to get the proper word out, to organize the hunt itself, and to control any problems regarding today’s outcomes. We’re considering anywhere between five to six days from now.”

Erick joked, “You probably had other things going on before I came here, eh?”

Yura said, “Taxes are starting up again, then there is a land distribution problem with a new family joining O’kabil. Some problems in our border with Steel-Branch—”

O’kabil continued, “Farming troubles in the south. Trade breakdown between the local Mage Guild office and the Enchanter’s Block regarding the value of rads and training—”

“A labor dispute between several young scions and some transient tribes. A problem with the Distributed Treehome Merchants, but the DTM is continually full of problems, so that’s not really anything new.” With a hint of anger clouding her voice, Yura said, “Always somehow pressing, too.”

“A case of variant parasite roaches in one of the apartment buildings. That problem seems to move around instead of actually being solved, and it has vexed me most angrily.” O’kabil took a long drag of her blunt, then said, “Then there’s that problem with a variant blueweed known as redweed circulating among the transient tribes to the south, hyping them up to unwarranted violence.”

Yura spoke with smoke on her breath, too, saying, “That redweed problem might clear up on its own. We’re pretty sure that the Cult was the main force behind that issue.” She added, “We do like to blame a lot of the problems of this world on the Cult, and they usually deserve that blame, but sometimes they don’t. We’ll know soon enough if we have to dig deeper into that problem if the redweed doesn’t disappear on its own.”

O’kabil said, “The usual, really.”

Erick nodded. Then he took up the small tray of cookies, and offered them out, saying, “Have you tried chocolate, yet? These are just sugar cookies with chocolate in them, but I have some bars of chocolate to try, too, if you wish.”

Yura smiled softly, as she took a cookie, saying, “Thank you.”

O’kabil also took a cookie, as did Erick. He took a bite of his first, as was probably custom, or something. He wasn’t sure. Yura and O’kabil only took a bite of theirs after Erick went first. And then Yura started in on what Erick suspected was her actual reason for coming here. The older woman pointed right at the record player, with its bright silver horn and felt-topped turntable.

“So what is that?” She hid her excitement by adding, “And these chocolate cookies are rather good.”

O’kabil took another cookie, but her eyes were locked on the shiny record player.

Erick smiled. And then he got up, grabbed the record player, and began explaining.

It wasn’t long after he demonstrated his creation by playing a record of the nonsense song that he, Kiri, and Ophiel had made, that Yura spoke of old bands that she dearly missed that were just not around anymore. She loved the idea of magic that did not decay, or rather, physical objects that did not decay, so she was in love with the record player. She had a few recording crystals that had lost fidelity over the years, and she wondered if Erick could solve that problem in a more permanent fashion. And could she get a record player, too? She could work on making [Control Machine] herself, or hire someone for such a task; those were just foibles in the idea of a record player to be managed.

Erick said, “Let’s try copying some music over to a record. Got a few crystals that you don’t mind wasting toward the attempt?”

With a gleam in her eye, Yura said, “I’m sure I could find something for a suitable experiment.”

O’kabil produced a crystal from a pocket, or more realistically, from plucking the crystal out from some other part of her Domain and then bringing it here.

With a similar gleam in her eyes as Yura’s, O’kabil said, “Here’s one. Let’s try this one.”

When the music started, Jane, and Kiri came out of their room and made themselves even more scarce. Kordon had invited Jane out for a night of drinking, and Kiri piled on to that suggestion as fast as she could. The two of them would be meeting him and one of his friends, Gweko at a bar over at Arbor Ikabobbi. Poi and Teressa stayed behind, of course, but after a small back-and-forth, Erick discovered that Teressa had been invited out, too.

Erick sent Teressa after his daughter, citing the need for multiple layers of protection for a night on the town, but mostly understanding that Teressa wanted to go, but was unwilling to abandon her post. Erick also cited that he was perfectly fine staying home and making music with Yura and O’kabil, and that Teressa need not be there for that.

With the house emptied of distractions, except for Poi, who even turned in early, Erick finished out the experimental copying of old music to new material. For the rest of the evening, he just listened to music with two nice old ladies while smoking blunts and sipping alcohol. The sound from Erick’s record player was almost as good as the crystal recordings, too.

Erick asked after Treehome.

Yura and O’kabil spoke of their homeland.

O’kabil asked after Erick’s homeland.

Erick spoke of Earth in a far off manner. He smiled, as he spoke of a world vastly different from Veird, where magic was probably not existent, or at least not there in any real quantity, and where the record players were much, much better, and made with electricity and wires, instead of solid-state objects.

O’kabil put on a song crystal made by a current band. That band was still recording their songs every so often and selling them to interested parties who could fund such an extravagant expense. The song reminded Erick of monks singing in a Tibetan monastery, with airy voices and ringing metal bowls. It was nice, but O’kabil seemed to find it really nice. The mist around her began to glow silver. The boughs of the tree above began to flicker with faint light. It was a holy experience that Erick was glad to have.

“That’s her favorite music,” Yura whispered.

“They’re good,” O’kabil said, smiling for the first time of the night.

Erick felt buoyed by the music and by the misty manasphere all around him, as though he was lifted up and touched by something greater than himself. It was a good feeling.

And his soul healed just a little bit.

- - - -

The next day, there was much organization done well out of Erick’s sight.

Erick read books and played around with magic, but didn’t do much besides plan and experiment.

He did manage to make a new record player that worked marginally better than his first one, as well as construct a record recorder that worked much, much better than his first iteration of the device. Splitting recording and playing into different devices seemed like an obvious necessity, in retrospect, but like a Shade once said to him: ‘Too bad [Future Sight] isn’t as good as Rear-sight’.

He even managed to work a bit on his own mana sense, working toward [Witness] and [Future Sight], but he had to stop after a while, and move on to something else. So he moved back to his music players.

With a bit of experimentation with his current spells, he managed to make a soundless space in a part of the room, somewhat suspended from the floor, and almost completely cut off from all exterior vibrations. He had discovered that small vibrations in the floor and in the air were accounting for a loss of fidelity on his recordings.

Subsequent recordings in that still space, surrounded by a bubble of [Stillness] and not actually intersected by that [Stillness], produced much better records than before. He tried the same with a [Hermetic Seal], shaped to the space, and found that both spells worked about as good as each other. Further refinement would require more experimentation. 

He presented a new record player to O’kabil that evening, along with a few records made from a few ‘throw-away’ song crystals she had left in his care.

An hour later, she immediately gave him some of her ancient, most precious song crystals. She was present for those recordings, for there was no way that she would miss those last songs if the recording turned out bad, or if the crystals broke halfway through.

One of the four crystals did break halfway through. O’kabil sighed, as small silver tears rolled down her face.

Three survived, and O’kabil was overjoyed to have permanent copies of her music.

That night, and for the entire night, the Holy O’kabil glowed with a sad, happy, bright light, her mists filled with joy while a long lost and nearly forgotten song flowed through her boughs. If one listened really, really closely, they might have heard voices hundreds of years old, singing songs that had not been sung for just as long.

The next day, Erick had requests for record players from four different Arbors, including Wyrmrest, Nosier, Home, and Rottundra. The day after that, there were even more requests.

He might not have been making magic, but making music was certainly a nice distraction.

- - - -

The last day of the Triumph of Light came and went.

Two days later, into the first of the year, Erick woke up and checked his Status because he had felt a change. It took him a while to understand what had shifted, or even why he had felt the need to check his Status at all. But there it was, at the top of the blue box. He was 49.

His new birthday was the second of the year.

Two more days later would mark Erick and Jane’s first year on Veird. The Fourth of the First. A few weeks from then would mark the start of Particle Magic joining the Script. Things and events were coming down the line, and Erick needed to be ready for them, but for now, it was still vacation time.

He got up to make breakfast, but Jane was already up and making that breakfast, chopping up potatoes and onions just like Erick had planned and set out the night before.

“Hey, honey!” Erick asked, “How’d your night go?”

Jane winced upon hearing Erick’s voice. She mumbled, “It went fine.” Frowning, but speaking as calmly as she could, she said, “Kordon can’t hunt for shit without overpowering the target—” She paused. She said, “No. That’s unfair. He's pretty damn good. I’m just…” She sighed. She asked, “Did you turn 49 today?”

As Jane began speaking Erick was worried, rather deeply, that Kordon had done something wrong to his daughter, and if so, then he was going to have to bring the wrath of several gods and his own archmage power down on that boy’s head. But this was not about that! This was just about birthdays…

Erick almost smiled, but then he stopped.

This was not about boy troubles. Jane was upset about something much worse.

Was today her birthday, too? Or had that not come yet? Had she had her birthday yesterday, and she wasn’t willing to bring it up until today? Oh. Shit. Had he missed her birthday?

But!

If he had, then Jane’s mother lied to both of them about when Jane was born. They were supposed to be on the same day. That’s how it had always been.

Oh. This could be bad. That could be very bad.

Best to pull that bandaid off fast!

Extremely seriously, Erick said, “The Status says 49.”

Instantly, Jane relaxed. She set down the knife she was using to chop potatoes, and sniffled. She said, “I just got 23.” She laughed, then said, “At least That Woman didn’t lie about that!”

Erick went over and hugged his daughter. “Happy birthday, Jane.”

“Happy birthday, Dad.”

“So what kind of cake do you want?”

“Chocolate.”

- - - -

All over the world, news of the events of Ar’Kendrithyst and then Treehome spread as fast as [Telepathy] could connect people, which was pretty darn fast. The people in power spoke of what would happen next. They asked each other of plans, and counter-plans.

What if Erick comes here next?

Would he even tell us if he did?

Barely anyone understood the significance of the Worldly Path, but even fewer heard that Erick was on that Path.

Look now to a rather contained part of the world, and yet the most not-contained part of Veird at all, where plans are held like prepared guillotines and words are wielded like hidden daggers full of poison. The two presences here understand the Worldly Path, and know enough to know what it means. 

Two people who hate each other stand across from each other in a small ocean cave, where the Elites of the Headmaster come to get quests and take [Gate]s to other parts of the Veird’s surface. These two people represent the opposite sides of the two largest forces of good and other-good in the world, though neither side could ever see each other in that way. To each other, the other side is pure evil. On the rare charitable days between them, they merely regard their counterparts as deluded sycophants to their own misguided causes.

This is one of those rare days.

One of the people is a shirtless, muscular man of dark skin, with eyes and a body that glows pale gold. His kilt is made of knives, while a pale-gold sword hovers behind his back, sized to his whole, slightly floating body. His name is Oteril.

The other is an incani woman of red skin, wearing a slick black dress. She glows with a different sort of inner radiance, that is more like a dark, red gloom. Her eyes are fiery rubies, while a disk of red light hovers behind her head and back. Her name is Aviza.

Time passes.

With no one there to quest, and no one having shown up in the last hour, Aviza decided to speak nicely to her counterpart, saying, “Why not take your Converter home?”

Oteril had gone through this discussion before, and so gave his usual response to almost all of Aviza’s ‘requests’ for less war, “As soon as you demons rescind your dark power, and let that power vanish into the Void, we will step back from war on all fronts. We are not the untrustworthy ones, here. You are.”

Aviza said, “We’ll have to kill her, then, you know. It’s just a matter of time.”

“How do you know it’s a ‘her’?”

Another hour passed in silence.

Aviza said, “If you go after Erick, then we will have to respond in kind. With our own archmages.”

“He’s plotting to clear out the entirety of the Forest of Glaquin from multiple monster threats. Why would we want to interrupt that? Why would you want to interrupt that?”

Another hour passed in silence.

Aviza, slightly angry, said, “Step lightly, Angel.”

“Die in the Depths, Demon.”

“Why do you want us to rescind the power we took from the demons? Oh yeah. Because it used to be yours. Emphasis on ‘used to be’. Well Heaven ain’t all yours anymore, Angel, so suck off a dragon and choke on the lava.”

Oteril narrowed his golden eyes, saying, “You don’t have a spark of the Heavens. You have a spark of the Depths. The Abyss. The Unending Far. It twists you into mockeries of yourself and you are deluded enough to call this taint a form of power. You are misguided, as are all the demons that have ever come before you, for there is nothing Good about where you have built your houses.” He said, “In the name of all that is Good and Holy and Right, I pray you to seek reason. Give up your hold on the Fragmented Horror of the Old Demons and become something better than what you were forced to be.”

“Caizoa is about ready to tackle that Converter Angel. Maybe we can capture that old girl and get a backdoor into Celes. Wouldn’t that be nice.”

Oteril flinched as though struck. He went silent.

Aviza smiled, knowing that she had drawn blood.
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                Erick asked, “What’re Treehome’s death-to-monsters statistics?”

“You’re here, in this space, and that’s what you ask?” Koropo laughed a little, then asked, “Is this the first time you’ve had this question?” He looked upon Erick, and said, “You didn’t actually know what you were offering us, did you?”

Erick ignored that last part of Koropo’s little interrogation, then said, “This is a lot more than I expected.”

“What did you expect?”

“The conference room under Wyrmrest. From before.”

Koropo smiled a hard, happy grin, exposing his large lower fangs, saying, “It’s not every day the city of Treehome and the orcol people conspire with an archmage to rid a pair of monsters from the world. Of course this would be a big event, and what better place than the Red Henge?”

When Erick woke up this morning, he had expected directions to the conference room from before. Instead, Poi directed them to a large area in the mountains overlooking Treehome, that was anything but a simple staging area.

It was a ritual site according to everything Erick saw, from the pillars of stone lifted from the mountain like it was the older, much larger cousin to Stonehenge, to the plateaus all around where large red crystals strained against massive silver chains and bindings, struggling to soar up and away. If one were to watch with Meditation active, like Erick did, they would see that power hung in the air, in the manasphere, like red rivers barely held back from flooding the world. But even to normal sight, power circled the floating crystals and cycled through the Red Henge, winding and curling like a small part of the manasphere plucked out of the whole.

Hundreds of orcols stood outside of the main area, organized into loose groups of five to six. Quite a lot of them wore some sort of uniform-ish plate armor or standard-issue robes, but a lot more wore whatever they felt like. Some were in loincloths and wrappings. Others wore feathers and cloaks. Some had swords or staves or spears, while almost everyone had a knife at their belt. Magic laid heavy on them and Erick could tell a lot of their armor was conjured, but some had true metal armor and weapons and otherwise.

It was upon those who wore only magic that Erick saw the red rivers in the sky curling into them, but not sinking into their souls. Instead, that red river sunk into their magic, strengthening it, perhaps. Or perhaps sustaining it in an easier manner than their users could on their own.

But it was on the plateaus of the Red Henge where the real organization would take place. It was there that people set up [Viewing Screen]s of all sorts. Erick knew some of the people in that space. Peron was there, and he saw Erick, but immediately turned away to look upon a [Viewing Screen] and talk to someone operating that screen. Chieftain Bloodwoo Nosier, that massively tall orcol, spoke to other similar-height orcols, the group of them standing under a central floating crystal that was redder than red.

None of the two thousand people here were obviously anxious, but Erick was certainly getting there.

“What is this place, anyway?” Erick asked.

Koropo nodded, then looked out over the land with Erick, saying, “A ritual site dedicated to mastery over the Forest. Our people come here when they need to vent their Rage over lost loved ones. Occasionally, people come here to take that Rage back, and commit vengeance against our enemies in the Green. It is said that when the Rage Wars ended, it was because of sites like this siphoning away the Rage from our people and into Aloethag. Many people have mixed feelings about this place, but it is certainly useful when the time is right, and there can be no better ‘right’ time than this.”

Erick looked to a pair of women that soaked up the Rage in the air, asking, “Is that what’s happening over there?”

Koropo followed Erick’s sight, then said, “Yes. They’re both priestesses of Aloethag.”

That threw Erick for yet another loop. “Those exist? I thought… Well. I’m not sure what I thought.”

“I can guess what you thought.” Koropo gave a weird expression halfway between a scrunched face and embarrassment. Erick couldn’t really tell what that was all about. Koropo said, “It’s complicated.”

In retrospect, it was obvious that priests and priestesses of Aloethag would exist. Whatever was going on there was probably not all that complicated, really. If gods controlled someone’s life, some of those people were bound to worship those gods. It was the same with the shadelings and Melemizargo.

Erick asked, “So? Statistics?”

Koropo huffed, then said, “We’ve got 9 million orcols of Treehome, with 40% being permanent residents. There’s rarely any monster deaths inside the city, itself. Mostly, those deaths come from people who explore the nearby Forest and suddenly find themselves overwhelmed. We have maybe 15,000 dead per year due to various monsters. Moon Reachers account for anywhere between 1,500 to 3,000 of those, though it’s hard to say. Some estimates have them at much lower than that, simply because we don’t know how a lot of people die when they die to monsters. If there’s matted silver fur at the scene then it’s obvious those ones were killed by Reachers, but that doesn’t happen all that often.

“Deathsoul Shrooms account for much higher casualty rates inside the city, itself, because once that infection takes hold and the soul starts to corrupt, then there’s no practical way to save the person. We have much better numbers on that one, at around 5,500 per year.

“All those numbers are completely inadequate when it comes to deaths of our transient orcols. We guess that there’s 22,000 orcols who die to Moon Reachers per year. Maybe 18,000 to Deathsoul Shrooms. Both Shrooms and Reachers have a much easier time operating outside of Treehome.

“For total orcol deaths per year from monsters and other Forest issues, you have to account for the total orcol population of Glaquin, and that’s only a little bit higher than Treehome’s 9 million, at about 10 million.

“Total orcol deaths per year, via monsters, across the Forest, is about 110,000 people. Monsters, as a whole, are the single greatest killers of our people.”

Erick blinked, then looked out across Treehome, then further, to see the Forest beyond. “Burning it all down and starting again seems like a great idea.”

“Aye.” Koropo gazed out with Erick, saying, “If the Prognosticators are wrong about the impact of removing the Moon Reachers, burning it all down and starting again will be the next task. We hope we’re not wrong.”

“Why not have everyone be a city orcol, then?” Erick asked, “Build some proper walls? Let anyone live there who wants to live there?”

Almost laughing, Koropo said, “Then we wouldn’t be who we are, Erick. We’d be caging ourselves, and we will never be caged, Erick; No. We fight fang and nail for our little slice of this world. Even if the monsters were a thousand times worse, we would still get up and keep fighting, because that is who we are. To do anything less would be a disservice to our neighbors, our children, and our parents; our tribe.” He added, “A lot of the transient tribes don’t ever want to be city orcols, either. I had a rather serious relationship once that broke down because she didn’t want to become a city orcol. A lot of city orcols have that same experience.”

“Sorry that didn’t work out for you.”

“Aye. It’s in the past. But thanks anyway.”

Erick asked, “Where do I go?”

“We still got a while yet before actual go-time. Maybe half an hour. A few other Elders need to show.” Koropo said, “But you can be anywhere you want, really. You don’t even have to do it from here, if you don’t want, but this is our base of operations. Everything that happens today will be coordinated from here.” He pointed to one of three empty stone platforms, saying, “That’s the spot we have for you, if you want it.”

“I will take it.” Erick said, “I also need some sort of sample of a Deathsoul Shroom, preferably some physical piece of one, if possible. I’m confident in my ability to find Moon Reachers since I have researched and seen them through Ophiel and can easily acquire my own samples, but researching Deathsoul Shrooms is not the same as seeing them and knowing them for what they are, and I am wary about approaching them with Ophiel out in the wild.”

Erick had found a few Adult Shrooms out in the Forest, but he had read about them, and he did not want his first experience with those monsters to be without supervision.

“Of course, Archmage. I will see it done.” He paused, then asked, “Do you know how to deal with a Shroom?”

“Vaguely, but if you know any tips, I’ll be glad to hear them.”

Koropo nodded. “Then I must explain that first before I find you your samples— Actually.” He swept his eyes across the people all around, and settled on Chieftain Bloodwoo Nosier. “He should explain. He would have those samples, too.”

Koropo stepped toward the tall orcol’s platform and Erick followed, feeling like a kid running after a grownup. An aide to Bloodwoo saw Erick coming and notified the chieftain, who then turned, and looked down upon Erick, for Bloodwoo was nearly four meters tall. Well over twice Erick’s height.

Erick came up to the man, feeling tiny, as he said, “Hello, Bloodwoo.”

Koropo stood to the side.

“Erick. Warchief.” Bloodwoo regarded them both. “Do you need anything from me while we are setting up?”

Koropo looked down to Erick.

Erick said, “I have no personal experience with Deathsoul Shrooms. Do you have samples that aren’t too deadly? Perhaps a proper explanation of the Shroom life cycle, so that I’m not missing anything obvious when I search for them? Are they, perhaps, several different shroom monsters at once? Or anything like that, really.”

Bloodwoo said, “Of course.” He held his hand out to the side, conjuring a large image of an orcol—

And then he instantly dismissed it.

He said, “I am being informed by Nosier that he wishes to personally tell you of our targets, as well as give you a sample. We have time, if you would agree to such a diversion. My Arbor also wishes to personally thank you for the recorder, and to ask you how it works and what ways there could be to improve upon the physical object.”

Erick smiled, then said, “Sure. Ten percent of the day’s treasure haul for an explanation of the recorder.”

Bloodwoo narrowed his large eyes. “Five.”

“Ten.”

“Seven.”

“Twelve.”

“… Ten.”

“I’m glad we could come to such a quick arrangement.”

“You agreed to take no treasure from this hunt, and we agreed to not speak ill of your involvement with the commune.” Bloodwoo said, “That you use this opportunity to take what was already promised to us does not bode well for future engagement.”

“Don’t pretend like you aren’t still happy.” Erick said, “You or Nosier, for that matter. I’m not sure which one of you I just bargained with. And I’m pretty sure that a lot of stuff everyone finds is going to get ‘lost’ in the hunt, as well it should; these people are risking their lives out there.” He added, “And a lesson on recorders was outside of that bargain, anyway.”

Bloodwoo hummed, then said, “Meet me at Nosier’s Roots.” And then he blipped away in a smattering of red.

Erick wrapped himself and Poi in light, and followed.

- - - -

Erick stepped out of the light and into the shadows of Nosier, right next to Bloodwoo, on the side of the road leading in toward Nosier.

Above and before and all around them, the boughs of Arbor Nosier wrapped into each other to form arches and support structures and the central, kilometer-tall and kilometer-wide hollow ‘wicker-basket’ that was Nosier’s ‘trunk’. Inside of those protective ‘roots’, lay Nosier’s magic laboratories, where streams of smoke and clouds of color flowed into the air, out of gaps between roots, and apprentices and masters alike made the magical items that helped a lot of Treehome to function. The Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove in Erick’s hotel room was made here, as well as the anti-magic runes that went into every other wall and protected space in the various Districts of Treehome. This was a semi-public space, with people streaming in and out all day long.

A pair of guards were stationed by the [Teleport] zone where Bloodwoo and Erick and Poi had come in. They noticed Erick and Poi, but focused on Bloodwoo, and bowed.

Bloodwoo walked toward an archway ahead, saying, “This shouldn’t take too long.”

Erick kept up, but it was a near miss. With Koropo, Erick had felt like a child, but with Bloodwoo, he felt like a small child racing to keep up with an adult.

Bloodwoo took them right past security, sweeping by students and masters alike, to a central elevator, and then to the left, to a smaller elevator. He went in, and Erick and Poi followed. With the push of a button that was actually out of Erick’s reach, and which Bloodwoo pressed the second Erick and Poi were inside, the elevator went up, and up.

“You walk rather fast!” Erick playfully said, as they ascended.

“It is a big day and after this meeting we will be leaving the faster way.” Bloodwoo said, “I hope you can deliver on your promises, Erick. It would be a true embarrassment for you if you cannot.”

“I can.” Erick said, “And if we miss a few, then this could be a yearly thing.”

“Hmm. Quite. Realistically, we hope to cull 95% of the problem. We wish for 100% of course, but the Forest is full of mountains and valleys and densities of magic that make conventional Scanning impossible.” Bloodwoo asked, “How is it that your Scan works so much better than all the rest?”

“Ah. Well.” Erick wanted to shut Bloodwoo down, to not answer any questions about [Cascade Imaging], but instead, he asked, “What will you offer for a half-answer?”

“More goodwill and charitable future interaction. Also, we will up our previous 10 percent to 15 percent.”

“… You tell me how you think it works, and I’ll tell you how close you are.”

Bloodwoo was a man who didn’t like beating around the bush, and so he immediately said, “You are Light aligned, and your first forays into magic were Particle-based and also light based, as evidenced by your advancements in the field of Stat enchantment. You assaulted everything I thought I knew about gem enchanting and mana light and the fundamental nature of this reality, so I would say your [Cascade Imaging] has to do with light, but not Light.”

Erick heard the inflection between ‘light’ and ‘Light’ and knew he probably had a dumb look on his face, for Bloodwood looked down at him, and smiled. Erick was about to speak when the elevator stopped, and Bloodwoo wordlessly stepped out into a hallway.

Erick followed, saying, “So… You… Uh. Imaging is Particle Mage only, though.”

“Of course it is.” Bloodwoo said, “And I’m trying to raise up some good Particle Mages myself for just that reason. We’ve got a whole class of them studying those new Particle Spells you’ve made, but I doubt a single one will actually acquire the Class. If a single one of them gets [Cascade Imaging] I will qualify the whole affair as a success. Nosier is hoping for [Control Weather] or possibly [Call Lightning].”

“Ah. Ha.” Erick said, “[Call Lightning] should be up in a few weeks.”

“13 days.”

“… 13 days?” Erick thought back to last year. “That can’t be right.”

“13 days,” Bloodwoo repeated.

“… But?”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” Bloodwoo walked through an archway made of stone and roots, to a room lined with glass boxes each a meter across, saying “That’s the number I heard from multiple sources, including Rozeta.”

While that number now loomed over Erick’s head, he peered into the glass boxes of the room and briefly forgot about his new deadline, for every single box was filled with rotten meat. Bones and sinew. Guts and cartilage. There was no smell, for the room itself was perfectly clean and normal, made of thick stone and filled with the dense, green Domain of Nosier. But that Domain was even thicker near the gore in the glass boxes, like it was holding something back. Erick instantly had the Ophiel on his shoulder turn on [Soul Sight].

Each pile of gore was absolutely awash in the Shroud of some large soul.

“Are these all… Are these all Deathsoul Shrooms?” Erick asked, suddenly aware that this was a very dangerous room, and while that glass looked thick and warded, he still felt a tingle of fear crawl down the back of his neck. It was almost the same fear as standing in front of a Shade for the first time, but Erick knew that these things were almost worse than Shades, for they played no games. They just consumed, and sought to consume even more. “And Nosier…?” His voice trailed off.

“Nosier holds them down, preventing them from continuing to grow. It is a good method for strengthening his own soul defenses.” Bloodwoo said, “Every Arbor does this. You would need to do this with your Yggdrasil, eventually.”

“… Oh.” Erick looked to the piles of gore, whispering, “They look a lot like the book said, but not quite.”

A new person stepped out of the air, into the center of the room, saying, “They are juveniles.”

Erick instantly recognized the man as the humanoid-form of Nosier, for his soul and everything else about him resembled O’kabil’s orcol-body form. His stature, though, was closer to Bloodwoo’s; very tall, and rather skinny. But instead of wearing normal robes, like his chieftain, Nosier wore robes of emerald light, the same color as the Domain all around them.

Bloodwoo said, “The gore is but a disguise of the child spore, designed to lure in new hosts. It usually succeeds. Adult Deathsoul Shrooms do not have to resemble this form, but the Adults usually have juveniles around them at all points in time, so this form is rather what people think of when they think of Deathsoul Shrooms.”

Nosier gazed down at Erick. “That deal about ‘telling us how close we are’; How close are we to [Cascade Imaging]?”

Erick deflected toward the Shrooms, saying, “I need some dead spore for a sample.”

“How dead?” Nosier asked, “Ash? Would ash work?”

Another ploy for information.

Erick saw a way around that, saying, “Ash would never work for Blood Magic.”

“So it is Blood Magic?”

Erick doubled down, “I need an inert sample for [Cascade Imaging].”

“How would you go about obtaining such a thing?”

“How would you?”

Nosier eyed Erick, saying, “Lock it in a [Ward]ed space and investigate it as needed with an Elemental Body of appropriate make. [Greater Lightwalk] or the Shadow variant would be my first choices. Touching it with your skin is even more dangerous than touching it with your soul, so don’t ever touch it.”

“Really?” Erick said, “Would that even work?”

Bloodwoo said, “Deathsoul Shrooms are particularly deadly to mages, for Health is one of the best ways to withstand soul and body attacks. Your inflated Health due to your rings might allow you a brief window in which to touch the actual spore and not become infected, but I would not chance it.”

Nosier said, “Most healthy people and almost every animal out there focuses on Strength and Vitality, and can fend off a Deathsoul Shroom infestation, but not always. Pass by a large enough clump of them and they can [Soul Burn] you into submission and then latch on.” He gestured to the glass cages, saying, “These ones are tiny and relatively safe compared to a real infestation, but even they would be striking you right this moment if not for my overriding soul. Have you ever had anti-soul-manipulation training?”

“I have not had much experience with soul attacks; no.” Erick frowned, saying, “And as you can see, I am not in that great of a shape for such training.”

“Yes. I can see that. So do you want to try holding a [Ward]ed glass sphere of Shroom, anyway?” Nosier said, “It would be nothing to prepare one of these for you. I often prepare them for others so that they can experience soul attacks to learn to defend from them, but if you need one for Scanning purposes then you need one, and I can give you one. I will, of course, keep an eye on your soul if you wish to Image from a room I have in here; I keep many [Scry] rooms active and pleasant, as would any proper host of mages.” He barreled on ahead, saying, “If O’kabil isn’t treating you right, I certainly will.”

“Thank you for the offer of hospitality, but I don’t feel like moving my stuff; no offense.”

Nosier hummed.

Erick said, “I will take you up on your offer of some soul watching help, and that orb, but I will be Imaging from that platform they have set up for me back at the monument, or whatever it’s called. Hopefully I only need the one exposure.”

Nosier nodded. “You still haven’t explained your Imaging for that extra 5% take.”

“… I don’t need that 5%.”

“We have books!” Nosier said, slightly pleading, and then he instantly calmed. He offered, “Many, varied books, full of magical knowledge. More than you. Almost as much as the Headmaster. Just tell me how the spell works over such a long range and I will open my libraries to you.”

Erick almost shut Nosier down again, but he considered what he knew, and what he knew was that Treehome was full of good people, even if they had been rather harsh on the shadelings, and on the Cultists. Erick didn’t have much personal interaction with Nosier so far, but he suspected that they would have a lot more interactions going forward. If anyone should have some information about [Cascade Imaging], then it should be Nosier, right?

Erick asked, “You can keep secrets?”

Nosier almost looked offended for half a second, then he lost the attitude, and said, “Of course.”

“… A hint, then, and that is all, for this touches upon something I don’t want to reveal yet.” Erick said, “[Cascade Imaging] doesn’t Image at the site. It Images at the cascading orb in the air. All of the magic of the spell is contained in that orb.”

Nosier suddenly breathed deep. Bloodwoo narrowed his eyes at nothing in particular.

Nosier glared, but there was no fire behind his gaze. “Another 5% for a better hint.”

“Nope. Sorry.” Erick said, “Cannot do. I have obligations to more than just you.”

Bloodwoo said, “We already suspected this, but to know is a boon.”

Nosier glared at Bloodwoo for a moment, then said, “Fine. It qualifies. 15% of the day’s declared take.” He added, “You were right about treasure not finding its way to us. We suspect we’ll lose out on over half of what is actually recovered. These are acceptable losses considering the gain.”

“I knew Moon Reachers and Deathsoul Shrooms were bad, but I didn’t know they were quite as bad as Koropo told me.” Erick said, “That man knows a lot.”

Bloodwoo said, “It is his job and place to know the numbers. This is expected.”

Nosier nodded, then casually reached over to one of the glass boxes of gore. With a twist of his green Domain, a small section of bone and gore snapped off of the pile inside and floated upward. The break left behind did not look like the rotten meat that it seemed to be, instead, it was like a cross section of a loaf of bread; airy and bubbly. The entire pile of gore truly was fake; a facade to fool anyone interested in an easy meal, to fool them into getting close and taking a bite.

If the spore in their mouth didn’t get them, the spores flowing up from the new break in the gore’s surface would have.

Erick switched on [Blood Sight], and saw the pile of gore as completely false. It was a living organism made of fake bones and fake blood and fake meat.

Wrapped in Nosier’s emerald Domain, that broken piece of the Deathsoul Shroom floated upward and toward the wall of the enclosure. With another twist of magic, Nosier plucked the sample into a bubble in the thick glass, and then out away from the enclosure. He picked the sample out of the air, holding it between a thumb and a forefinger that were each as big as Erick’s own forearm. The glass bubble was the size of Erick’s own fist; tiny, compared to the person holding it, and even smaller than that, when considering that the ‘person’ was actually the mana construct of a kilometers-wide Arbor.

Erick wondered, briefly, if the Script Second still applied to Arbors, or if they did all their casting manually, like the Shades.

Nosier cast several small spells over the glass sphere all in under a second, confirming what Erick had already suspected. He handed the sample to Erick, saying, “It will attack you when you touch the sphere with your lightform. Don’t let it get a foothold.”

Erick steeled himself, and took the sphere with a lightform tendril.

The distancing of the tendril did not work as well as Erick had hoped. As he touched the sphere, a cold fear ran up his spine. He breathed deeper, which was probably a method for the Deathsoul Shrooms to further invade a potential intruder. He calmed, even as his heart raced. He thought, even as his stomach quivered and his feet told him to run away and seek the safety of others.

He mumbled, “Which is yet another way it gets you to spread it…” He said, “These things are insidious, aren’t they—”

Nosier snatched the sphere from Erick’s lightform, saying, “That’s enough. That was rougher than I thought it would be.”

Erick glanced at his own soul and saw it was more or less the same. Still, he shivered as though he had just come out of the cold. “That was slightly disconcerting.” He breathed, shallow and controlled, then had an Ophiel that was already outside, move into the air directly over the center of Treehome.

Nosier cocked his head, just a bit, turning his eyes toward the center sky of the city.

Erick held his hand and his light out, saying, “Again. This time with Imaging.”

Nosier plopped the sphere down onto Erick’s waiting light.

Cold crawled across Erick’s back, into his chest, into his soul, as he flowed mana through his light and into the Deathsoul Shroom spores. Quick as a wink, he cast through that sample, searching for DNA at Ophiel’s resolving map, in the center of Treehome’s sky.

And then his lightform did something strange.

It crushed down onto the Deathsoul Shroom’s container, like a muscle out of control; a twitch, and a shatter. Glass broke. Ophiel squawked. False-gore splat—

Nosier locked down the very air, containing everything that should not have been broken in the first place. With a shove like a god tipping him backward, Erick landed two meters away from the broken sphere, falling into Poi’s arms. The shards of glass hovered back together, reforming their container around the now very dead Deathsoul Shroom.

Sweat rolled down Erick’s face as Bloodwoo looked down upon him, a look on his face as though he had been proven right about something.

Nosier’s body briefly turned translucent.

Poi righted Erick, then shivered himself. Erick stopped hyperventilating; when had he even started? Ah. Shit. That was scary. And then Erick laughed. Poi sighed.

Erick said, “Ah! Shit! That was terrifying!”

Bloodwoo sighed. “Quite.”

Poi shivered, again.

Nosier came back to his false body, and said, “A dangerous thing, that.” He glanced away, toward where Erick’s map lay, hovering and populating above Treehome. “But I think it worked.”

Erick turned his attention away from his own mortality, as he turned his eyes toward the Ophiel at the new map in the center of Treehome. The map came together with little blue dots exactly where Erick, Poi, and Bloodwoo stood; inside Nosier.

Erick relaxed a little, as he said, “So I guess that works.” With a small instruction, he sent a sunform Ophiel lightstepping deep into the Forest to the north, putting Ophiel far enough out that a second [Cascade Imaging] wouldn’t interfere with the first. And then he cast from memory, searching for Deathsoul Shrooms. While that second map populated, he asked, “So my Ophiel is beginning to get a Shroud. Any idea if he’d be subject to a Deathsoul Shroom?”

Nosier looked to the bundle of fluff and eyes on Erick’s shoulder, and said, “Impossible to know unless you try. I assume they’re all the same [Familiar]? You’d have to dismiss all of him if he gets infected to clear out any soul infection, but I don’t see that being a problem.”

Erick glanced out to the second map, saw all the blue, then came back, wide-eyed, asking, “How many instances of these monsters do you expect to find today?”

“50,000 Moon Reachers. Several hundred square kilometers of Deathsoul Shrooms.” Bloodwoo said, “Conservative estimates.”

Nosier said, “I’m guessing 65,000 Reachers and 1,200 square kilometers of juvenile Shrooms, with at least a few hundred adult varieties. 350, probably.”

With Ophiel’s eyes glancing down upon something rather terrifying in the middle of the Forest, far away, Erick came back to himself, and said, “Ah. Yes. Adult Shrooms. Of course.” He breathed. He said, “I didn’t expect them to be that big. You know, you read about something, but then you see it. And. Well.”

“Oh!” Nosier asked, “Where?” He looked away. “Not near the city?”

Erick sent a telepathic pulse to Nosier, including the location of the second map. “Here.”

Nosier turned around to face northwest. “Ah! That is a big one. Are you going to kill it?”

Erick said, “I’m going to kill it now.”

And then he did, cracking the sky with light, pouring [Vivid Gloom] onto that faraway part of the Forest, gradually and yet quickly turning trees covered in gore and a central spire of fake bone, blood, and rotten flesh, into burned shrooms. The Forest caught on fire, briefly. The Forest fought back, briefly.

The Forest lost, completely.

For anyone else, fighting the adult Deathsoul Shroom would have been an act of heroism. A trial of a life, a hero fighting against a monster that was in fact a thousand monsters, each linked to each other and each pulling on the soul of anyone who tried to attempt its destruction. A man or woman fighting on the ground would have been stripped to their bare self, like an exposed nerve of a tooth, trying as they might to hold themselves together as they hacked and slashed and burned through suddenly appearing ghosts of everyone who had fallen to the Shroom before then.

Ghosts, in most cases, but also ‘flesh’ horrors that would not appear until later, after the ghosts had failed to eat the hero. Monsters of not-meat and not-bone would have pulled themselves from the piles, organizing themselves around fragmented souls, and the desire to hunt and add real flesh to their piles, or to spawn, and lay their spore in fertile flesh.

For even if the hero succeeded, they would likely be marked by the shroom; a latent infection, to come out in dreams and germinate at the base of the brain. That hero would then walk around their town, dripping slime that would become tiny piles of gore, to start the process all over again.

But for Erick, a few thousand kilometers away from the adult and casting spells through [Familiar]s that flew high in the sky, clearing out an adult infestation was as simple and as necessary as desiring such a thing. This was the power of an archmage, and it was not fair, though it was necessary.

Places like Treehome, and Spur, and many other places, would simply not exist if not for people like Erick. The monsters were too strong. They were too populous.

After the course of today and the following week, no doubt, some of those monster populations would be less populous, though, and that was good.

Erick cast a few more [Vivid Gloom]s, shaping them to be airy, clinging things, to seek out Erick’s targets and to drag those targets into its darkest, brightest, burning depths.

First, came the kill notifications, pouring in like sudden rain. Deathsoul Shrooms died by the hundreds of thousands, with not a single one being more than level 40 according to Erick’s focused Perception. They were colony monsters, after all. They probably shared in each monster they killed.

And then another blue box appeared, dominating the rest.










	
Vivid Gloom Ooze, instant + 1 minute, super long range, 1000 MP

Chaotic radiance grows to become a super large ooze under your control, dealing <damage> every second to all consumed. <Various effects of direct exposure include, but are not limited to, Cancer, Blindness, Magic Failure, Immolation, Boiling, and other Decay-like effects.> Spell lasts <1 hour> after conjuring is complete. Effects last longer.

Particle Mage Only.














Erick felt a twitch in his soul as something slid some odd kinda way, almost like another muscle spasm. He dismissed the blue box, knowing it as useful. He hadn’t been trying for a new spell; not exactly. But he was happy with the one he had gotten. He kinda liked ooze and slime magic. It was always useful.

He looked up at Nosier and Bloodwoo, saying, “Thanks for this.” He added, “And about the music player, it just works off of recording the vibrations in the air. For my next version, I’m going to try something involving isolating individual sounds and then playing them all together on a few record players at once. Like, one for the deep sounds, another for the middle, another for the high. That sort of thing.”

Nosier said, “A good idea.” He crushed the sphere in his hands, annihilating the small amount of dead Shroom and glass, all at once, in a rather impressive, tiny display of power. And then he went on as if he hadn’t displayed such power, speaking like a nosy neighbor, or perhaps like an enthusiastic coworker, saying, “I have a method for reproducing song crystals from song crystals, but the fidelity fails around the third re-recording. And then there’s the problem of all magic items: they naturally decay. Yet another issue when it comes to recording from recordings.” He gestured away, saying, “But we can talk about that another time. Do you require some more Soul Palm Balm? Syllea might have her connections, but I also have connections too, you know.”

Erick said, “I would love a cup of tea before we begin the day’s events. I am feeling rather disconcerted after experiencing that soul attack; yes.” He glanced to Poi. “Do you want some, too?”

Poi shook his head.

Nosier gestured toward the door, saying, “I’ll meet you there. Bloodwoo can show you.”

And then he vanished in a sparkle of green.

Bloodwoo said, “This way,” as he walked out of the Deathsoul Shroom room.

Erick felt a whole lot better as he stepped out of that gory place. As he looked to Poi and saw the sapphire-scaled man visibly relax, he knew he had not been alone with his primal fear.

- - - -

Erick sat down for a spot of tea in a small room that was more like an extended balcony. Sunlight glittered above, falling through Nosier’s canopy, but barely reached down into this cool, comfortable place. Wardlights provided most of the illumination, while nice wooden chairs with cushions and high backs made Erick feel like a kid sitting at a high table.

… A lot of this entire building was like that.

Nosier set out a pot of tea atop the table, along with a small tray of three bricks of Soul Palm Balm. Of course, for Nosier, ‘small’ was the size of a fingernail, but one of Nosier’s fingernails was the size of Erick’s whole hand. Erick eyed the absolute bricks of Soul Palm Balm, and wondered at how ludicrously expensive they were.

Without asking or consideration, Nosier set a brick of the white, sugary, oil-like Soul Palm Balm into a small teacup that was actually a massive mug, already filled with boiling water. He set that mug in front of Erick, saying, “Drink as much as you want. Despite doctor instructions, there is no overdosing on this stuff, but a soul can only heal so much so fast. Any excess past that natural limit turns to smokey Shroud that rubs off rather fast but which will insulate you against further soul damage as long as that excess exists. We can do this later, when it is time for actual Shroom scanning, after we’re done with the Reachers.” He immediately went into, “Now about this Particle Magic nonsense.”

Erick glanced down at the sludge of a sugary drink that Nosier had made, and asked, “So this stuff can insulate me? Why not bring that up first?” He mumbled, “Would have been good to have before I went in there.” He shivered a bit, then put his hands on the warm mug. The day seemed a bit brighter as he felt the warmth seep into his palms. “I had some of this stuff from Syllea. I didn’t know it could do that. I would have prepared better.”

“You didn’t know?” Nosier waved Erick off, saying, “That’s not important. You know now, and that is all that matters. So why did you have the idea to take vibrations in the air and turn them into physical records? Is this a Particle Magic thing? In retrospect, this is an obvious solution. But the quality is much less than a Song Crystal, and thus the end product is not that great. Do you know the difference between a song crystal and a normal recording?”

Erick breathed deep, then spoke when he guessed it was his turn. “Not really.”

“You’ll figure it out. So have you done any more enchanting? You’ve revolutionized the field of Stat enchanting and I’ve been trying to replicate the silver coating but…”

Erick sipped his tea, and endured. Time spent with Nosier was a mentally taxing affair of questions regarding Particle Magic and the overt implication that Erick was rather dumb. Or at least uneducated.

Which… Was true, from a certain perspective.

… From most perspectives, actually.

When it was over, Erick wasn’t quite sure if he liked Nosier, if any of the Arbor’s complaints were valid, or if the tree was just like that. Bloodwoo certainly seemed like that, too. Not quite rude, but altogether rather caustic.

The tea was great, though.

Next time, Erick would definitely fight back a bit with his own caustic words, just to see what happened.

- - - -

Erick stood on one of three platforms around the central platform, out of the way from most other people, but surrounded by his own. Jane was at his right, Teressa was on his left. Kiri and Poi stood behind. All around, on the henges and the obelisks and the platforms, red crystals strained to fly into the sky, but failed to do so because of the heavy chains that held them tight. Red streams in the manasphere flowed around crystal and stone, while the only Ophiel in the area sat upon Erick’s shoulder, and Sunnys floated around wherever they were wont.

Tacticians, organizers, and Team Leaders, organized 200 teams of 5 people each, all across the mountainside. A thousand warriors and mages, each ready to loose their power against enemies that had plagued Treehome for as long as anyone could remember. Some of them were Mind Mages, ready to defend themselves and their people from the [Thought Fog]s of the Reachers. Most wore mental magic blockers around their skulls, like iron crowns. Almost all of them stood loose and cool, but slowly, and then quickly, the time approached for war. Tension rose.

Without warning, for everyone was waiting for just such a thing to happen, Warchief Koropo Ikabobbi moved away from the [Viewing Screen]s and took the center stage. His armor was blood-red that shone in the mid-morning light. It was real armor, made of real metal. Erick could tell that much, though he couldn’t tell what kind of metal it was, exactly. All he could truly tell was that it was very magical and also layered over with Force; a casting of [Envelop Item], no doubt.

Warriors, mages, and everyone else, looked up. Slight disorganization turned to perfect wartime harmony. Extraneous voices cut off. Everyone watched. The very air seemed to calm, as though giving the blood-red warrior the floor.

Koropo’s voice boomed across the mountain, “We gather for what is Right! We gather to honor the fallen, and to honor those yet to come! We gather for pride in ourselves and our country and our people! Today, we will end the monstrous threat laid against us! Today, the Tribes of Treehome go to war!”

The crowd boomed,

“HOOO RAAAH!”

Koropo nodded, repeating, “Hoo rah,” then stepped off the stage.

People started shouting orders.

Erick’s maps were already out there, in the Forest, waiting with their thousands and thousands of blue dots, with more blue dots appearing as every second passed.

Mages began moving people around. Erick spotted several people with blue and brown badges on their chests; the mark of the Wayfarer’s Guild. He spotted even more with Adventurer’s Guild badges. He saw Kordon, as Kordon waved to Jane, smiling, and Jane just frowned at him. Kordon laughed as he blipped away with his team. Jane just huffed.

Jane hadn’t been invited to any hunting team, even though she had wanted to go. Erick would have to find a way to get her out there on her own, for she was perfectly capable of taking out Reachers without anyone else’s help. But, for now, she held back.

And then instructions and questions and shifts in his maps were demanded. Erick complied.

He watched.

Maps all across the Forest showed the locations of enemies who sought nothing more than the pain and the deaths of every living thing besides themselves. Maybe the Deathsoul Shrooms weren’t malicious about it; Erick didn’t know. But the Moon Reachers certainly acted to cause the most pain possible.

And so, Erick watched.

And when necessary, he helped.

- - - -

In the deep Forest, where spirits roamed and monsters consumed, and animals were just as vicious as all the rest, there was a camp. You wouldn’t know it was a camp unless you had some mental protections, for all anyone normally saw were shaggy grey trees, or boulders, or splayed out silver grasses, looking like minor hills in the sunlight. Maybe laying down on that hill over there, in the sun, was a good idea? It certainly looked comfortable enough.

But for those who could see, they saw sleeping Moon Reachers.

A trio of mages and a pair of warriors descended on the camp.

They won.

They took gold from fingers and spat on the shaggy silver corpses when they were done. The Forest would reclaim those bodies fast enough. Some of that fresh meat was already being eaten; the parasites and bugs that lived on the Moon Reachers were all too happy to consume their dead hosts, now that their meat was wholly undefended.

That team went on to the next target. They needed no help, and so Erick gave them none.

- - - -

200 teams of high-powered soldiers, adventurers, and mages, had vacated the fields around the Red Henge in a matter of minutes. They blipped into the Forest, positioning themselves according to their handlers, who watched from [Viewing Screen]s all around the sacred site.

When a team didn’t run into trouble, it took ten minutes for one team to take down one group of Moon Reachers. That was just the average, though. And that average was concerning.

For as the maps populated and the full extent of the problem came into view, the numbers were reevaluated.

The Forest of Glaquin was roughly 14,000 kilometers long from east to west, and half of that from north to south. The total area of the place was well over a hundred million square kilometers.

Six Africas. Seven North Americas. Almost 4 Asias. No matter how you cut it, the Forest was massive, with hundreds of thousands of separate ecosystems and billions upon billions of places to hide.

Erick’s map, at its largest setting, covered over 3 million square kilometers. In ideal conditions, he could Image the whole of the Forest in 33 maps. Erick had sat down and done the math with Kiri before today, but here, at the event, the pure ability to do such a thing, at all, boggled, just a bit. The Elders were certainly impressed.

But Erick could not Image at the largest setting, because the trees of the Forest, the monsters therein, or the power of the land, was not easily penetrated. Or maybe it was just the nature of the beast, and there was nothing magical at all in that deep, dark place.

Yeah right.

But the fact was, that every map placed next to every other map would make both maps useless, as they interfered with each other way too much to ever produce a useful result.

Erick knew this, though. He did not suggest maps every thousand kilometers in a square pattern. Koropo asked for such a thing, and Erick complied just to show it wasn’t possible. So he switched to an ‘every other’ square of Forest Imaging pattern; a checkerboard pattern.

It was then that the true numbers came into focus. Or at least half of them.

Even Erick did not believe that all of those blue dots were real targets. He was soon proven right. Blue dots appeared where there were no Reachers.

And so, Erick dropped down to half-max resolution, with maps placed two thousand kilometers away from each other. There was no interference then, and the blue dots organized themselves in a much nicer way. More intelligible. But also…

More terrifying.

Reorganization and reevaluating did not take long; maybe twenty minutes. And all the teams were out on targets anyway; there was no interruption to the actual Culling.

But the numbers had to be reevaluated.

The Elders were displeased.

Bloodwoo said, “My new estimate is 120,000 Moon Reachers.”

Koropo said, “The Prognosticators are telling me 100,000.”

Yura O’kabil said, “My own people are saying 150,000.”

Erick looked across a vast distance, briefly, at the active maps in the 30 million square kilometers nearest Treehome. Each one counted thousands upon thousands of Moon Reachers. Erick dropped an Ophiel close to one of the unassigned targets.

That blue dot was a place of filth and rot, where Moon Reachers basked in the sun, and a pair of Reacher children played with the corpses of a man and a deer, ramming the deer’s horns into the dead man’s chest.

He almost called everything off, right then and there.

It was horrible, sure, but it was also ‘child’ playing with a ‘toy’, too.

And then he realized that he was having a stupid thought. He banished all ideas that the Moon Reachers were ‘people’. He focused on the job. He did what he needed to do. He came back to himself. He found his throat rather dry, as he spoke to the gathered Elders, “We’re going to need more teams.”

Jane mumbled to herself, “We’re gonna need a bigger boat.”

Erick would have laughed in any other scenario. But not right now. He just… couldn’t. So he forced himself to smile, and to think of all the horrible things that Moon Reachers did every single year to every single person they got their hands on.

And as the teams went into their second missions, their thirds, and their fourths, he saw what Koropo had spoken of; he saw Moon Reachers playing at being people. He saw Reachers who were awake, who saw their deaths approaching and laughed and tried to pluck off arms. He saw rings from dozens of victims stuck on long, silver fingers. He saw adventurers, mages, people from all walks of life, go up against those silver furred monsters, and he saw them win, and then he saw them happy beyond belief.

As people returned, taking breaks or whatnot, someone spoke of how they lost their mother to Reachers, and that they were grateful to belong to this historic event. Another person spoke of how they lost their brother. Another spoke of a dead sister. Another spoke of a long-dead father, and a son. Another spoke of a lost tribe. Many spoke of lost tribes.

Many spoke of how much safer the Forest would be.

Everyone was happy, and Moon Reachers died.

Erick was happy to help, too. He was happy to be there. He was happy.

He hoped no one would ever ask him if he was actually happy. For he would have to lie.

… He really shouldn’t have a problem with what they were doing. He got mad at himself. So what if the monsters looked like people? Big fucking deal! Looking like people was obviously a tactic engineered by the people who made the Moon Reachers in order for those Moon Reachers to produce more victims! Not a single one of the monsters here, or anywhere else, were not manufactured by someone! Every single one of them was created in order to produce the most harm!

And it was working!

Erick was harming himself by constantly seeing a touch of sapience, or at least sentience, in every single monster out there. Did some of those monsters deserve such compassion? Sure! Maybe!

But big fucking deal!

And now Erick was making himself furious, watching Moon Reachers act like people.

How dare Melemizargo for allowing these things to exist?! How dare the people of Brightwater for creating them! For making something with the sole purpose to harm others!

Koropo updated the numbers after the first hour.

He spoke to the gathered Elders.

“New estimates of total Moon Reachers have now reached 230,000. In addition to the new numbers revealing a problem none of us ever suspected, we are learning a few new things about them that we never knew before. We thought they grouped in 5 to 6, but most groups are composed of 3 to 5 individuals with 2 to 3 juvenile Reachers in those groups. There are also a surprising number of lone hunters out there. Maybe 30%. Those lone hunters are giving our people a hard time, because not only is every single one of them awake and active and jumpy, but they also seem to display abnormally strong abilities. Each one of them is abnormally clean, too. We’re not sure what that’s about.

“In addition to that, there are the normal groups of 5 to 6 Reachers, as expected.

“Instead of needing 21,000 hunts for 120,000 Reachers, and each hunt taking about 15 minutes, which would put our 200 teams at 27 hours of work, or four days of seven hours of hunting per day.” Koropo said, “Our new numbers put us at 50,000 hunts. This is going to take seven days, at minimum. And that’s just for the Moon Reachers. Estimates for the Deathsoul Shrooms are still coming in, because every single one of those hunts is going to take a lot more care than the Reachers.” He added, “I request permission to gather more teams, or at least activate the Adventurer’s Guild and the Mage Guild.”

Peron, Yura, and Bloodwoo, thought for a moment.

Bloodwoo said, “Assaulting Reachers is a simple affair, but ending the Deathsoul Shrooms will be difficult. Miss Flamecrash is particularly adept at clearing targets. I put forth that we could look into hiring similarly adept Summoners for the second half of this task. Though I disagree on the need for activating more teams or the Guilds for this first hunt. We can just take more breaks with the forces we already have.”

“Hiring Summoners?” Yura frowned. “I have never seen a Summoner as adept as Archmage Flatt or Miss Flamecrash, and they aren’t even Classed Summoners. No. We will not be doing that. This must be a properly run hunt, and I will not abide the inclusion of people who are less than capable. We do not want a single casualty, and lowering our standards will cause that.”

Koropo asked, “Perhaps we should see about calling in the Summoners we have tagged? We do have some in our armies.”

Yura sarcastically said, “With less diplomatic words, I repeat: Are they, though?” She turned toward Kiri. “Seeing what we see now, it is a wonder that anyone I have ever known even qualified for ‘Summoner’, and it’s my understanding that young Flamecrash isn’t even Classed yet.”

Everyone turned toward Kiri. The young greenscale reclined on a [Scry]ing chair set up next to Erick’s [Scry]ing chair. She was a team unto herself, assigned to the tougher targets. Each one took her about 3 minutes. She was mowing down Reachers as fast as her handlers could guide her to her targets. Erick suspected that she would not stop even when everyone else stopped for the day, for she could do what she was doing from anywhere.

Erick was not hunting targets, himself, because he had a larger obligation.

Yura turned back toward the small gathering, saying, “If there is a reprisal from the Forest, then our mages, archmages, and even our ‘lesser’ Summoners will have their mana occupied with defending Treehome. We will not be using them for the Reacher threat. We will consider using ‘only mages’ for the Shroom threat, though. When we get to those, we can switch the warriors we have out there back to the defense of Treehome. That, I will approve.”

Koropo breathed in, and said nothing.

“We are doing enough.” Peron said, “Continue as ordered and planned.”

Koropo looked to Bloodwoo.

Bloodwoo said, “I have nothing to add; I agree with my fellow Elders.”

“The problem with that is that someone is going to mess up. We have a harder schedule ahead of us than originally thought, and I would like to see this done as bloodlessly as possible.” Koropo said to the Elders, “In my professional opinion, we could use some assistance. Have you considered my request for aid from the Headmaster? He has offered—”

Yura immediately said, “Heard and denied, Warchief. He asks for too much, for we all know there are dragons out there in the green. I will not accept the outcome of him accidentally hearing of other dragons out there, and, gods forbid, should he actually meet one. No. We can do this ourselves. It will just take longer than we thought.”

Bloodwoo said, “Proceed as planned. Take more breaks.” He turned toward Erick. “Can you Image for the Deathsoul Shrooms, again? I would like to see that problem on a larger Imaging. I have a ticking feeling that we are woefully underestimating that task, as well.”

Erick had a strange thought pop into his head. He knew of another summoner like himself, who might actually have become a Classed Summoner since the last time he spoke to her. Erick would talk to her when the next break began, but for now, he said, “Of course, Bloodwoo.”

Koropo said, “At the next break.”

“Agreed.” Bloodwoo said, “On the next break.”

- - - -

Hours passed. A fraction of a fraction of the Moon Reachers of the Forest of Glaquin met their end.

More would follow.

But for now, a thousand orcols, both warrior and mage alike, sat around the mountainside, on break. Refreshments were served because it was the comfortable thing to do, and though no one was truly tired, this was a marathon, not a sprint. Breaks were required.

Some laughed at their hunts. Some rejoiced at the novelty of ‘taking breaks’. Some reviewed the new numbers, and balked, but others doubled down on finally being able to eradicate an existential threat from the Forest. Some did not want to waste the mana to come back to the Red Henge; they would wait out their break in the Forest. Erick offered those groups an Ophiel for transport but few took him up on that offer. They’d wait out there till it was time to ‘port to the next target.

While all that was happening, Erick also spoke to someone he hadn’t spoken to in a long while.

‘Hello, Sizzi!’ Erick sent, ‘Are you busy?’

Sizzi hadn’t picked up right away, but she responded quickly enough, sending, ‘Archmage Flatt! Hello. I am not that busy at the moment. To what do I owe the honor?’

Erick smiled at the woman’s voice. He was pretty sure that Sizzi’s mother, Guildmaster Zago, was probably right beside her, telling her to be polite. He had told Sizzi to call him ‘Erick’ last time they spoke, for sure, so why call him ‘Archmage’? Maybe Sirocco was listening in?

‘I have a proposal for you.’ Erick sent, ‘We’re clearing out the Moon Reachers and Deathsoul Shrooms from the Forest of Glaquin. I was wondering if you would be able to assist. The job is looking a lot larger than anyone suspected, and if your summons are up for the task, we could use you. I don’t know how much Treehome would be willing to pay you, but the task would certainly go easier with more summons as good as Ophiel. I also haven’t cleared this with them, and they seem reluctant to accept any professional outside help. But your help would be appreciated, I’m sure, if they actually allow such a thing.’

There was a pause. That pause went on for a while.

Erick looked over to the [Viewing Screen]s one platform over, where Bloodwoo, Koropo, and a few unmet Elders all went over the images of the maps Erick had adjusted; they now showed Deathsoul Shroom markers. Those white maps were rather blue. No one liked what they saw.

Sizzi’s voice came back, ‘Ah. Yes. Uh. Well. Yes.’

Another pause.

Erick sent, ‘If you—’

‘How many— Sorry. Go ahead?’

‘What were you saying, Sizzi?’

‘Uh… Well. I can do this. How big is the job?’ She paused, then, with much enthusiasm, immediately sent, ‘I’m sorry! I was just in the middle of— It doesn’t matter. This task you have would mean a lot to a lot of people, wouldn’t it. Yes. I want to be involved. My mother wishes to come to Treehome as well, to participate. She won’t be able to remain, but she wishes to be there for a little while.’

Erick smirked. ‘Good to hear. I’m sure we can find places for both of you, but the current time table has us at a minimum of 15 days of clearing out these two problem monsters from the Forest, and maybe more than that. What sort of spells can you operate through your summons? Have you actually Classed-up, yet?’

‘I just got [Grand Lightning] but I have been comfortable with my ability to take out most targets at range for a while. I have never tackled a Deathsoul Shroom… But that shouldn’t be a problem? I’ve read about those. And yes, I have Classed into Summoner.’ With a happy voice, Sizzi said, ‘All because of you, Archmage Flatt. So for you, I would do this free of charge. But Treehome will need to pay.’

Erick laughed. ‘I’m sure you’re worth it! After they’ve seen what Kiri and I can do with our summons, they’re looking to expand their Summoning program. Don’t be caught blindsided when they try to poach you from Spur.’

‘Ha! Little chance of that happening. My mother would disown me.’

‘Do you need me to [Teleport] you and your mother up here? Or would you prefer to find your own way?’ Erick rapidly added, ‘It might be easier if I brought you here and introduced you, actually.’

Pause.

She was probably speaking to her mother about plans and timing.

‘Yes. We will accept your help getting there. Just… Give us an hour?’

‘I’m sure that will be fine. Ophiel will come to you, then. See you soon.’

‘See you soon!’

Erick ended the call.

He went over to the gathered Elders and Koropo. Koropo saw him coming, and then so did everyone else. The crowd parted just a bit, allowing him entry into the gathering.

Erick asked, “What’s the new Shroom estimate?”

Koropo said, “Somewhere between 15,000 to 17,000 major Deathsoul Shroom hunts.”

Many Elders grumbled at that, and Erick sighed a bit.

Koropo said, “Some of the targets require slashing and burning for a dozen kilometers in every direction. Others would be smaller, and only slightly less dangerous. We estimate it would take a person of your power half an hour per large infestation. If you were working alone, according to the math, it would take you, personally, an entire year of hunting and burning—” A few grumbles from the audience caused Koropo to speak louder, over the group of gathered Elders, “For anyone with less than a well-made Super Large Area spell of incineration or other burning or decay magic, we’re looking at—” He breathed in. He let it out there, “10 hours per Adult. 7000 days of clearing—”

A few Elders almost spoke up, objecting.

“—or double that since we won’t burn at night—”

Most everyone groaned at that.

“— I know, I know! It’s not what you want to hear.” Koropo continued, “But a full day per adult is historically accurate, and also the best case scenario. No one expected this many Adult Deathsoul Shrooms. This Imaging has revealed the insides of trees as Adults, the insides of some wyrms as Adults. This Imaging has revealed entire new life cycles that we never knew. And so, the problem is larger than we ever knew. If we do this wrong, we risk spreading the shrooms, which is why we will do this right the first time.”

Elder Erod from Icebrand said, “The Shrooms are deadly, yes, but if we kill 99% of every infestation, then that should be enough, right?”

Elder Juli from Firebrand said, “The Forest eats small lives all the time, and tiny Shroom colonies would be no different.”

There were many objections to that. No one wanted a half-assed Culling.

But Bloodwoo objected the loudest, saying, “We will do this right. Failure will not be our goal.”

Erick spoke up, “No one expected it to be easy, did they?”

An Elder from Steel-Branch, Elder Moro, said, “We expected that finding them would be the hard part. Usually, you only run into these damned things when you’re trying to run from something else and you get deathly unlucky. We did not expect the problem to be this large.” He complained to Koropo, “Your numbers cannot be accurate.”

Koropo glared at Elder Moro, then he blinked, breathed, and broke off his harsh look.

“Everyone always underestimates the time it takes to make something good,” said Elder Fara Home, diplomatically.

Chieftain Ro-Uki Rottundra, said, “Yet another reason to just melt it all down. We can even throw up large stone walls as breaks—”

Yura said, “That plan is still with the Prognosticators. Speak no more of that plan. It is tiring.”

Before anyone else could speak up—

Erick said, “Anyway! I might have another good Summoner coming, if you want them. They helped me to make my Ophiel, and I helped them to make their own summons. They’re a proper Summoner, too. Classed, and everything. I suspect she will be much better at clearing out targets than even my apprentice, Kiri. If you want her?” He added, “You’re going to have to pay her, too, of course. I don’t know what she’ll charge.”

Everyone looked down at Erick.

Yura was the first to speak. “Not an agent of the Headmaster, I hope?”

“Or a shadeling!” Peron said.

A few Elders nodded at that.

“Nope; neither of those.” Erick said, “She’s the daughter of the Mage Guildmaster of Spur. Sizzi Zago.”

Yura spoke first, “I have no objection.”

With a gleam in his eye, Bloodwoo said, “Nosier happily accepts. Yes. Bring her in.”

Elder Moro asked, “How good is she?”

“We’ll find out together.” Erick said, “But she has [Grand Lightning], so she should be fine.”

Erick didn’t know what [Grand Lightning] was, exactly, but he could guess it was something like [Grand Fireball], and thus suitably impressive.

Chieftain Ro-Uki Rottundra asked, “Is she as good as your Miss Flamecrash?” He looked to Koropo. “Give me some numbers based on that estimate.”

“[Grand Lightning] is a fine spell.” Bloodwoo said, “This Summoner’s assistance in clearing the adults would be enough to let us kill the lesser infestations much more safely.”

Peron frowned. A few other Elders frowned. But none of them said anything. They all knew how dangerous a Deathsoul Shroom could be.

Erick said, “I’m pretty sure Sizzi has at least 20 summons, too. I have 10. Kiri has 10. I am not comfortable doing this with just us three, but if it’s just the adults, then we can probably do that. Juvenile cleanup would take the most time… Maybe?” He added, “But anyway: No offense meant, Koropo, but I think you’ve vastly overestimated how long it will take to kill an Adult. For me, anyway.”

What he didn’t say, was that it would likely be the work of a minute to find the thing, and then a moment to cast his new [Vivid Gloom Ooze]. Boom boom; dead shroom!

Some Elders seemed to reassess Erick, but most looked to Koropo for the numbers.

Koropo said, “If she’s as good as Miss Flamecrash… Who I think can tackle a Deathsoul Shroom Adult just fine for an estimate on par with Archmage Flatt’s timetable, which I am now moving to 10 minutes per infestation… This means we’re looking at cutting the task down to a fortieth of what it was before. But maybe only go with 35, for each caster will only have most of their summons out there. 17,000 hunts, which means… 170,000 minutes, cut by 35, means 4900 minutes per summon, cut by 60, means 80 hours per summon, means three and a half days for each summon out there, to end every Adult Deathsoul Shroom in the Forest.” He looked to Erick. “Can you do that? Does that sound reasonable?”

Everyone looked to Erick.

Erick said, “I’m not running 24 hours a day. None of us are. But we can certainly do a lot from the comfort of a hotel room.”

Every Elder, Chieftain, soldier, and [Viewing Screen] clerk within earshot, seemed to brighten up a bit. A tension in the air seemed to relax. A lot of people were listening in on the conversation, it seemed.

Koropo said, “I know it wasn’t what we originally planned on, but this is good.”

Yura said, “We will have to see about increasing your pay.”

A few laughed at that.

Erick smiled, saying, “But first, the Reachers.”

“Yes; the Moon Reachers.” Bloodwoo said, “They are a much more manageable problem.”

Another Elder said, “Still gonna take days.”

“And days and days.” Another Elder said, “But it will be done, and then the only Reacher you’ll see would be stuffed, in a museum.”

Elder Juli Firebrand said, “Once we cull most of them from this world, all the stragglers would have a hard time finding each other, so even if we got 99% of them, then the rest would die out in a generation.”

“And good riddance!”

As Elders and Chieftains began to separate, to walk their own ways, to talk to their own people, Koropo asked Erick to switch the maps back to the Moon Reachers. Erick obliged.
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                An Ophiel descended to a tower of the Mage Guild of Spur. He stepped inside, allowing Erick to greet his two passengers, then wrap them in light. After several quick lightsteps, Sizzi and Sirocco Zago stood before Erick, Koropo, and Bloodwoo, upon a platform of the Red Henge.

The two of them looked much as Erick remembered. Both mother and daughter were pale violet incani with upturned horns and white hair. Sirocco was in her 60s, but Sizzi was somewhere around 30. Both could easily pass for noble women, considering that their rose-red dresses were surely designed to impress. The only ornaments they wore were silver jewelry, in Sirocco’s case, and a gold bracelet with bright purple gems for Sizzi.

The band was one of Sizzi’s summons; made with [Stoneshape], if Erick recalled correctly. Her other summon was upon her shoulder; a tiny, magenta bunny. That bunny flopped her ears and wiggled her nose, as she looked upon Erick. It had been a trivial thing to include both extra ‘bodies’ in Ophiel’s lightstep trip to the Red Henge, but Sizzi would need to resummon the rest to this location, now that she was here.

Erick blinked, and one bunny became two. Sizzi was already resummoning them.

Both of the women looked to Erick, but then looked up, and up, to regard Bloodwoo. The man was rather tall. Erick barely came up to his thigh.

Erick smiled, saying, “Hello, Sirocco. Sizzi. I’m glad you two could make it on such short notice.” He gestured to Bloodwoo, saying, “Chieftain Bloodwoo Nosier of Arbor Nosier.” He gestured to Koropo. “Warchief Koropo Ikabobbi of Arbor Ikabobbi.” He gestured to the newcomers, saying, “Sirocco Zago and Sizzi Zago; Guildmaster of Spur’s Mage Guild and her Summoner daughter.”

Sizzi gave a small curtsy. Sirocco did not.

Koropo nodded in greeting.

Bloodwoo regarded Sirocco, saying, “Welcome to the Grand Hunt of all Moon Reachers and Deathsoul Shrooms on Glaquin. I have heard some interesting information, but is your daughter capable of what I have heard?”

Sirocco did not miss a beat, saying, “She is more than up for the challenge and the honor of participating in your Grand Hunt. Just last week, her Summons ventured into Ar’Kendrithyst and slew dozens of high-level monsters. She has Classed into Summoner, and I have no doubt she will be a power unto herself in a short time.” Sirocco said, “She merely needs a good foothold upon history to become that power.”

Bloodwoo said, “We shall grant her this opportunity after a successful display.” He turned to Sizzi, saying, “Your level and the box for your summon.”

They had never asked Erick for that, nor had they asked Kiri for hers. But Sizzi did not rank that high; not yet, anyway. Sirocco held one hand on top of her other, as she turned to her daughter, and nodded, fractionally; she had obviously anticipated this, and had likely told her daughter what to expect.

Sizzi curtsied again, then held up a blue box. Erick had already seen her summon’s spell once, but he saw it again, now. It looked almost exactly like Ophiel’s.




	
Summon Rokkel, medium range, 1104 mana + Variable.

Summon an Rokkel to do your bidding. Maximum 10 Rokkel permitted.

Rokkel persist until killed or dismissed.

All Rokkel are the same creature; to know one is to know them all.

All Rokkel naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Lightshape], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

All Rokkel are able to alter their size and shape.

Imbue your Rokkel with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Rokkel. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Rokkel. Variable














Bloodwoo read the box. His eyes went slightly wider when he was done. “I was informed you had multiple summons?” His eyes flicked from the bunny on Sizzi’s shoulder to the bracelet on her arm. “This is just one box, though.”

Sizzi said, “Thank you for this opportunity, Chieftain Bloodwoo, but if you would allow this beginner mage some of her own secrets, the box for Rokkel and Grahla are mostly the same.”

“Do you have much experience with ranged-killing?” Bloodwoo glanced to Sirocco, saying, “I have heard of your mother’s capabilities for [Scry]ing. I imagine that if you learned some of her skills in addition to your unusually well-made summons, then you truly will become a force to be reckoned with in the future. Or even right now.”

“I have learned much of what is taught in my mother’s Guildhouse and have been running myself ragged assisting with the Army of Spur in our pacification of Ar’Kendrithyst. Or at least the management of the horrors coming out of there every day, now that the Shades are gone.”

Erick stood straighter. Ah. Maybe Sizzi had been really busy? He looked to Sirocco, and she looked at him, but said nothing.

Bloodwoo nodded, seemingly satisfied. He said, “We’ll try not to keep you too long. But it might be a month.”

Sizzi nodded, saying, “I am sure that with Archmage Flatt, myself, your own people, and the might of Treehome backing us all, we can rid the Forest of Glaquin of at least a few major threats. It benefits us to assist with this, for now that the Shades are gone, we might look into corralling the Crystal Mimics and bringing back part of that green land, too. But if the Forest still exists as it does, then that is just asking for us to turn Glaquin into another Nergal, or gods forbid, Quintlan.” She said, “We are thinking that we would like your assistance with this when the time comes.”

Sirocco spoke up, “There is also the matter of payment.”

Bloodwoo regarded Sizzi; he ignored Sirocco. “Who is ‘we’?”

“Spur.” Sizzi said, “And the Wasteland Kingdoms.”

Bloodwoo said, “Hmm.”

Erick frowned. He wanted to hum his disapproval, too, but after a moment he put a happy face back on, and said, “A dream for another day. How far is the Wasteland thinking of expanding?”

Sirocco spoke up, “The Magisterium is considering expanding all the way up and around Candlepoint.”

Erick could not stop his face from doing a turn. Perhaps his eyes went wide? He wasn’t quite sure.

Sirocco spoke into the sudden silence all around them, “Now that the Shades are gone, all that fresh water is out there, and we have a friendly face as the Archmage in charge of that land, the people of the Wasteland are eager to establish new lands past the Wall. We desire to open up trade routes with the new land of shadelings, and to restore the sandy land of the Crystal Forest back to its green self of a thousand years ago. Or at least one small part of it.” She added, “A test case for future expansions, at the very least.”

Erick’s face surely did another weird thing.

Sizzi and Sirocco both glanced his way, before looking back up at Bloodwoo.

Bloodwoo turned slightly, toward Erick. “Were you aware they were going after your city?”

“That is the furthest perspective of the truth as anyone could be.” Sirocco, politely, said, “We merely see the benefit of such an action; of getting close to our newest neighbor. A bridging of nations, both old and newly formed.”

Sizzi, in what was likely a prearranged signal, ended further discussion by speaking up, “I am here to help Treehome and all citizens of this world, and I would like to get to that. Is there a place I could be, Chieftain Bloodwoo?”

Bloodwoo gestured to Koropo. “Warchief Koropo can fit you into the working. Light duty for now, or whatever he decides. Much of your main duty would come later when we assault the adult Deathsoul Shrooms.” He turned back to Sirocco. “Guildmaster Zago. I ask you to join me for a talk, but first I would know your allegiance. Do you work for Spur, or for the Wasteland? Who am I dealing with, here?”

“I work for the good of Spur, but I know the location of my homeland and my ancestors.” Sirocco asked, “Treehome might distance itself from these affairs, but you have heard that the humans have released a Converter Angel against us, have you not? Archmage Flatt is even honor-bound to fight the thing, which should come as no secret.”

Bloodwoo frowned. “Let us talk somewhere else.”

Sirocco asked, “Will you be joining us, Erick?”

“No thank you. I am needed here.” He wasn’t exactly mad, but he did need to think for a minute, or a few hours. If he went with Sirocco and Bloodwoo he would surely blow up at them, and besides that, he was needed here; Erick had not lied. Every five minutes something was happening that required the adjustment of a map, the elimination of a particular threat, or the rescue of a team, though, thankfully, that last one had only happened once, so far. He said to Sirocco, “Thanks for coming, and for informing me of the new state of the world.”

Sirocco said, “It’s nothing sinister, Erick. Baroness Xelxex has sent some envoys to Candlepoint and she liked what they showed her. Our Stone Archmage, Peatrice Shallowhammer, has fully recovered, too, so the capability of us changing the landscape of the Crystal Forest has gone up a notch. Ah. And you should know, now: The reason she and Orenza were injured last time you interacted with us, when you were clearing out those mimics? That was the Converter Angel. The Wasteland has been fending off strikes from various unconnected foes for the last few months, but it is only now, with Caizoa and the Black Star, that we have managed to root out those infections and see those separated incidents for the larger scheme that they were.”

Erick felt a profound gulf of dispassion swallow him, as he said, “I really hope the Wasteland doesn’t bring the Quiet War to Candlepoint. I will not abide that, Sirocco.”

With a perfectly political smile, Sirocco said, “We would never do such a thing, Erick.”

Bloodwoo interjected, “Yes they would. They will drag you down if you let them, Erick.”

Sirocco conceded, “We cannot control what the Republic does, but we have obligations to respond.”

Bloodwoo hummed, then said, “Let us be off to Nosier, then, Guildmaster. I’m sure you can’t stay for very long.” He regarded Sizzi, saying, “Koropo is empowered to talk of gold, after he sees you in action.” He nodded to Koropo.

Koropo gestured away, saying, “This way, miss.”

Sizzi curtsied again, then followed the Warchief.

Sirocco asked Bloodwoo, “A [Teleport]?”

Bloodwoo held out a hand. “Of course.”

Hand in hand, the Chieftain and the Guildmaster vanished in a blip of green light.

Erick remained. It had all happened so fast. The Wasteland wanted Candlepoint, eh?

Was that a good thing?

He looked up at the blue, blue sky, and at the ribbons of red that flowed through the manasphere, curling around floating red crystals like they were whirlpools. And then Poi, who stood behind him this whole time.

Poi shrugged.

Erick nodded. He got back to work. Maps needed adjusting. Monsters needed killing.

The sun moved across the sky.

And Erick got to see Sizzi in action.

- - - -

Grass grew to the sides of a game trail carved into the Forest floor, while trees blocked out almost all light from above. Something magenta flashed inside the grass. Tall ears poked from the green, followed by a twitching nose and beady eyes.

The bunny looked up.

Some of the trees were not like the others. Instead of brown bark with green moss and vining leaves covering them, they were silver shaggy things, topped with shaggy silver pillows each the size of a mattress.

One of the mattresses moved. It tilted a bit, to look down. Tiny black eyes, like polished obsidian, blinked at the bright bunny below.

And then a tiny hand, covered in rings of tarnished silver and dirty gold, came down from that silver mattress, as that mattress smiled.

Teeth, like a shark’s, surrounded a hole of red flesh that quickly widened into something much too large for the monster to which it belonged. A biologist from Earth would have trouble putting together the bone structure of such a beast, but any knowledgeable person from Veird could tell you that the bones of a Moon Reacher were more suggestions and cartilage, than the solidness of any femur or ulna. Moon Reachers were basically stomachs attached to rubber arms, and made all the more horrific for it, for the only way they could support their own bodies was through prodigious Strength. The only way they could maintain their health, for all the parasites and bugs crawling on their skin, was through a Vitality of the same.

With some artistic license taken, the Moon Reacher did what it was named after. It seemed to reach from the moon, or at least a very high space, to pluck at the bunny down below.

The bunny responded with lightning.

A [Grand Lightning].

A tempest unsealed! A storm brought down to land! Magenta cables of thick, coruscating power struck from that tiny magenta bunny, running up the length of the arm reaching for it, then continuing on to every other target in sight. Five Moon Reachers, none of them that close to each other and only one of them briefly aware of their death before it happened, each received a dose of shocking power that went back and forth several times in the blink of a single Script Second, connecting each monster to each other, frying, burning, electrocuting, and killing, while excess power continuously flashed out into the rest of the Forest, burning trees and incinerating green life.

The bunny’s job was done. Her mana was used up. The bunny seemed to sigh into the Forest as she turned into dissipated mana.

In other parts of the Forest, tiny not-slimes made of gold and amethyst eyes found their own targets. They too, discharged their [Grand Lightning], ending themselves in the process. They had just enough mana to get to their targets, and to kill their targets. Some of the more distant targets required multiple [Teleport]s to get there, and those bunnies had to wait to recharge, but that didn’t take too long.

Sizzi was a Scion of Focus with a pair of Erick’s Willpower and Focus rings on her fingers, after all.

And besides that! Those bunnies and gold-amethyst slimes came back at the rate of one every minute, for their creator was a Summoner and one of her Class Abilities let her summons come back on their own, depending on how many remained. Bunnies multiplied like… Well. Bunnies.

Slimes multiplied like cells dividing.

In addition to that Class Ability, another Class Ability Sizzi had was to double the number of summons by halving their mana and damage.

So.

This meant that, all around the Forest, 38 targets at a time (Sizzi kept one bunny and slime with her, of course), lightning loosed, and Moon Reachers died, for of course they died. [Grand Lightning], like [Grand Fireball], like many other ‘Grand’ type spells, was actually multiple [Lightning]s at the same time.

- - - -

Sizzi said, “Nine [Lightning]s, in my case, based around [Force Beam] with Mana Altering for Lightning and Chaining, with the duration shunted into more power for a minimally increased cost.” She popped out a blue box. “It’s the limit of my current ability, Warchief.”




	
Grand Lightning, instant, medium range, 2200 mana

Unleash a wild tempest of chaining lightning that deals 900 + 2x WIL for 5 seconds to all targets within range.














Erick looked at the blue box, then back to Sizzi. The spell was expensive! But it worked.

Sizzi must have noticed his look. She glanced to him, but spoke to Koropo, “It’s expensive, but thanks to the rings Archmage Flatt gifted Spur for the defense of the city, even with each summon halved in power, each Rokkel or Ghrala has enough mana to get to one target, and then to take out that target.”

Koropo eyed the rings on Sizzi’s fingers, and there was a desire there, but he did not ask Erick for rings, and Erick did not offer.

Erick shifted the conversation, “Summoners are pretty good.”

Sizzi grinned. “This would not be possible without you, Archmage.”

“Or you, either,” Erick said, for Sizzi had helped him to make Ophiel in the first place.

Koropo sighed, then smiled wide, showing off his lower fangs, as he said, “Ah! This is wonderful. We really need to train some good Summoners.” He looked to Erick. “We’re offering a million gold for whatever method allowed this new breed to flourish. I want rings, too. Name your price.”

Erick suddenly balked. “What? No.” And then he seemed to see a glimpse of a terrible future, and every good thing he saw before him took on a darker hue. Last he heard, Sizzi had accidentally given away his method for making Ophiel to her uncle, who ran off to the Magisterium of the Wasteland and tried to give it to them, but as far as Erick knew, nothing came of that, thank the gods! Well, he wasn’t going to take a second chance and let this method go to Treehome, either. And besides that— He rapidly asked, “You don’t consider this a war crime waiting to happen? That’s what I was worried for, at first. But if it’s just me, Kiri, and Sizzi, then that’s fine! But no more!” He doubled down. “No more. Not from me.” He looked to Sizzi. “No.” He added, “No rings either. Sorry. Uh. No.”

The incani woman nodded.

“I will ask after the rings some other time, and yes, you are right about these summons being warcrimes waiting to happen.” Koropo said, “But all archmages are all warcrimes waiting to happen. It changes nothing that you have summons like you have. But Miss Zago here? And Miss Flamecrash? These are new magics that would save countless lives. We would obviously need to implement some failsafes, like perhaps having practitioners get their mind blanked by a Mind Mage after a successful creation… But that is just a detail of security. There are many achievements to your name, Erick, but personally, this summoning achievement is the one where I see the most opportunity for good.”

“Still. No.” Erick said, “I am glad no one has been able to replicate this success.”

Koropo sighed, small. The Warchief suddenly waved off, saying, “Onto the job! We’re glad to have you here, Sizzi Zago. My people will keep you in the loop and active.”

Sizzi curtsied. “Though I will not be spilling Archmage Flatt’s secrets, I will be paid for my efforts on the Reachers and the Shrooms, Warchief.”

Koropo laughed. “Aye! Wouldn’t have it any other way. Our people come through and clean up the messes, but if anything should happen to not be there during that clean up, then that’s fine. Don’t get too greedy, though. This Culling is expensive. Other than any choice of treasures you might find, we’re offering 10% of whatever you kill in rads and 10% of your portion of the day’s kills in treasure, to be divided at the end of every day. It’s the same offer we’ve given everyone. The only limit to how much you make is how fast and how many Moon Reachers you can eliminate.”

Sizzi said, “Very well. I accept this standard offer.”

“Good.” Koropo said, “You’ll go far, Miss Zago.”

“I intend to.”

Koropo chuckled as he walked away to deal with a clerk who had been waiting for him.

Erick turned to Sizzi. “That’s some nice Summoner Class you have. I didn’t expect doubled summons and automatic resummoning. What else is there?”

Sizzi smiled; a genuine expression. “A lot I wished I could have taken, but I settled for Doubled Mana and Regen and a few other basic Abilities. I couldn’t have done this without you, Erick. Thank you.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you, either. And Koropo’s right, you know.” Erick said, “You’ll go far. I hope you make good choices, but then again, I hope that for everyone.”

Sizzi turned serious. She bowed. “Thank you for this opportunity.”

Erick would have spoken more with her, but Koropo wasn’t the only one with a clerk waiting to speak with them. Sizzi also had some people waiting to get her into the system. He asked her, “We’ll do dinner, perhaps? You and your mother and all of us from Spur?”

“I would be delighted, and I’m sure my mother would be as well.”

“And now for work.” He turned to the clerk assigned to him, asking, “What’s up?”

“Just some adjustments to map 14, 17, and 19, Archmage.”

“Around the Fallen Hills?”

“Correct. We need…”

- - - -

The day came and went.

New numbers were tallied.

There would be five more days of this, or somewhere around there, and then…

Every single Moon Reacher in the Forest of Glaquin would be dead and gone.

Sirocco spoke over her glass of wine, “But there are still more Moon Reachers in the world, and even on Glaquin. They don’t like the mountains for all the Stone Elementals roaming that land, but they do still exist in the Wyrmridge, the Greyhorn, and everywhere else.”

Erick cut into his steak, saying, “There was talk about that today. Treehome wants to assist with Imaging and culling all throughout the mountains around the Crystal Forest.”

Dinner was served in a private room to the west of the hotel under Arbor O’kabil, and it had been served fast. Kiri, Sizzi, and Jane all sat next to each other. Poi and Teressa sat on the other side of the table.

Erick and Sirocco sat on opposite ends.

After a few small words between everyone, and a few small pleasantries, here they were. In a certain sort of way it was nice to see Sirocco again, but so far Erick was still tense, and could not put out of his mind that the Wasteland wanted to expand around Candlepoint, like some amoeba swallowing a morsel. Sirocco didn’t seem to want to approach that topic yet, and neither did anyone else at their table, but that tension held in the air, for sure.

Sirocco asked, “If they approach the Wasteland for assistance or permission, then we will agree to assist. Moon Reachers are extraordinarily rare in the Greyhorns, but they do show from time to time. The only problem with getting rid of all of them in all the mountains would be the Greensoil Republic. Last I heard, that Converter Angel is in the Mondariskas, to the west of the Republic.”

“… I have half a mind to just get that over with.” Erick asked, “Is Caizoa ready?”

“She’s getting there.” Sirocco said, “And the Angel isn’t always over in those mountains, anyway. She moves around a lot. A lot faster than we thought possible. We think she has a [Gate].”

“You can just buy the Spell for 10 points, if you can get that far. And that’s concerning, simply due to the tactics required to take down such a target.” Erick said, “But what concerns me more is that you are speaking as though you are a member of the Kingdoms, and not a pillar of Spur.”

Silence, save for the scratching, and then sudden stopping, of cutlery on plates.

“In the face of such danger all incani must band together, for we die if we do not.” Sirocco said, “Even a pillar of Spur is a target.” She continued, “Did you know that I was scheduled to die, just seven days ago? It is true. An assassination attempt was scheduled to go off in the middle of the Triumph of Light, but then you happened with the Cleansing of the Shades, and Caizoa came out of there with the Black Star and upset the Angel’s plans in the Wasteland, and all those monsters came out of there, and we had to adjust every single one of our security protocols— It was this adjustment of protocols that saved my life.”

Erick had dropped his fork. He didn’t even know he had dropped it until Sirocco had paused her terrifying words.

Sirocco said, “Silverite authorized a few special scanning magics which we installed in a few discreet locations. These scanners caught the intruding Angel-touched mere minutes before they attacked. I was saved. Eleven people were killed in the crossfire.”

“… I am sorry, Sirocco.”

“For what?” Sirocco asked, flippantly. “Don’t mistake me, Erick. I’m not mad at you. You have a full schedule. You are dealing with matters that affect the world over and it’s not like this was my first time as a target of assassination; No. Frontier has tried to murder me too many times since I became the Guildmaster of Spur. I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at the Angels. I’m mad at the humans of this world. I have had to deal with this Quiet War my whole life. It is exhausting.” She asked, “Aren’t you mad at the Republic, too? They’ve withheld that Quest reward for killing the Daydroppers for months upon months! They refuse to execute that woman in their custody, and thus they screw you out of those points that are rightfully yours.”

Erick leveled a glare across the table. “I will not fault them for not executing a woman who I believe was forced into working on the Daydropper.”

“That is all well and good, but they refuse to execute her because it would give you more power; not for any moral reasoning. They refuse to even hold a trial!”

Erick balked. “No. That cannot be right.”

“It’s true.” Sirocco said, “The Angels of this world have a stranglehold upon their progeny. The Angels are all the same. They whisper secrets into the ears of the humans. They coordinate across the globe. In the beginning, they might not have executed that Daydropper woman due to her forced inclusion in the creation of the Daydropper, but the reason the Republic doesn’t do it now, is, in part, due to the fact that such an action would give you power. And you’re already positioned to go against their greatest current threat in this world: the Republic’s Converter Angel.” She asked, “Here’s a hypothetical, and please tell me true: You have two invites. One to see the Kingdoms, the other to see the Republic. Both are lavish, respectable invitations. Do you visit either? Do you go, but in secret?”

Erick said, “I would visit both.”

Sirocco pulled out a sealed letter from her robes and flipped it across the table, to land in front of Erick. It was laden with wax in several colors, with several seals, some done up with ribbons. She said, “Here is an invitation to visit the Wasteland, signed by King Rashi, Queen Tiz, and Magister Aerie Iordex. There are also lesser signatures from a few barons and baronesses. Baroness Pirazel Xelxex is on there.” She sat down, saying, “We would not dream of interrupting what you are doing here, with the Culling of the Forest, but we do offer you this opportunity. Please visit whenever. And please do not visit the Republic until the Angel is gone. For your own safety. I know you say you would visit both, but I cannot believe that you would actually do such a thing. Those humans will either kill you or control you the second you show yourself over there.”

Erick stared at the letter. He said, “I feel like you have blindsided me over and over again today, Sirocco.”

“I have been neither polite, nor gentle; this is true. Apologies for that.” Sirocco said, “But I was almost assassinated a few days ago, monsters keep pouring out of Ar’Kendrithyst, the Brightwater has turned half of the Dead City into a warzone, and my secretary— But more like my predecessor. Anhelia. You know her. Every single Mage Guildmaster before me has relied on her for so much, and I am no different. She has all the real power in the Mage Guild of Spur— But Anhelia has gone off the abyssal shelf! Banded together a dozen wrought, she did, and now she assaults the Dead City every day, attempting to carve out a bit more of it into livable wrought territory. Silverite is fighting with her, you know. Not physically, though it did almost come to blows right in the middle of the Guildhall.”

“No. I did not know.” Erick said, “Silverite told me to stay away.”

Sirocco sighed. “Probably for the best.” She said, “Apologies. It’s been… It’s been a week. I am blowing some incidents out of proportion. I was almost assassinated. That definitely almost happened. But… On the bright side —ha!— the Brightwater isn’t much of a warzone.” She sipped her wine.

Tense moments passed.

Erick ate his steak.

Everyone ate, or drank. Sirocco ordered a second bottle of wine.

No one said a word.

Suddenly, Erick could not stand the silence. He spoke, “So! Sizzi—”

Sizzi tried not to choke on a slice of whiteroot. Kiri patted her on the back.

Erick continued, “How was your day of summoning?”

“It went well, Erick.” Sizzi said, “They eventually offered me 1.6 million gold to give them your method, but I turned them down, of course.”

Erick sighed, and smiled, and considered secrets, then asked, “What is the major difference in our summons versus all the rest? It’s just the mana they are summoned with, isn’t it?”

“That is it, entirely. Your method produces summons that come summoned with full mana.” Sizzi said, “Standard summons do not have that, and they cannot regenerate their own mana. You have to feed them mana to get them to do anything at all. At their most crude level of use, they are spell platforms from which to prepare contingency magics and for attacking from a separate angle. Before you came along, the best summoning magic I knew of could hold that mana for a rather long time; indefinitely, even.” She added, “Some Summoners could even artificially inflate their mana pool by creating summons that did nothing but hold their mana for them, which they could then retrieve themselves at a later date. Though that is also a rare art, indeed.”

“Oh?” Erick said, “I never considered giving away mana and then taking it back. But that’s an interesting idea.” He added, “I’m still working on that [Melee Reflection] you once showed me. I think Jane is working on that, too.”

Jane gave a small, polite smile, as she said, “Still working on it; yes. Spell reflection was easy once I was shown the way.”

Sizzi asked Jane, “What’s your methodology for [Melee Reflection]?”

“Ah.” Jane said, “[Rebound], [Strike], [Personal Ward]. The usual.”

Kiri spoke up, “I’ve tried that one but never got much further than Jane.”

Sizzi said, “If you two would like, I could work with you on that...”

The conversation turned to magic and melee.

It was a better discussion than the one about Angels and obligations.

- - - -

After dinner, Erick met Sirocco on the balcony of his hotel room, while Sizzi moved into one of the empty rooms on the second floor. Sunset painted the sky orange and gold. He handed her a glass of wine; a refill for her own.

Sirocco took the glass, saying, “Thanks for inviting Sizzi to stay with you. I feel much better about leaving her.” She added, “I feel much better about her being out of Spur, too.”

“I’ll look after her.” He asked, “Did the assassins go after her, too?”

“No, and thank the Demon King for that! If she had been… I wouldn’t have been able to...” Sirocco looked away. “I blew up at you at dinner, and you did not deserve that. The Angel is not your fault, nor should anyone truly expect you to make it your responsibility; not when you’re already doing so much. It is up to us to put that thing into the Void, as it has always been.”

Erick sipped his wine.

Sirocco drank hers.

Erick asked, “Are you truly a part of Spur, Sirocco? Or are you just an arm of the Wasteland?”

“I know where I live, but I also know where I came from.” Sirocco said, “Don’t stop cleaning out the Forest. That is a noble goal almost as bright as culling Ar’Kendrithyst. I honestly feel bad about bringing up all this Quiet War shit around you, but you needed to know. You are still a valued citizen of Spur.”

Erick smirked, and tried a joke, “So I once heard that the Headmaster has said that we should just blow up both Hell and Celes and be done with the Quiet War, once and for all.”

Sirocco’s eyes went wide as she turned to Erick.

“… That was something of a poor joke, I see.” Erick said, “Sorry.”

Sirocco said, “If you want to blow up Celes, go ahead. I already have a plot of land waiting for me on Hell.”

Erick’s eyes went wide, this time.

And then Sirocco chuckled. “My joke was better, yes?”

“Can you actually buy land up there?”

“Oh, no. I see there are some missing cultural—” She waved a hand. “You have to enter into contracts with an Ancient House if you wish to live on the surface, and even then you’re bound to start your next life in the mires and the tunnels unless you have the power or prestige or ancestry to make it up there on top.” She added, “I have what it takes to make it up there on the top.”

“And that… Appeals to you? To live after death, but struggling the whole time?”

“Of course it does? Is this a weird concept to you?”

“… What happens to humans if they end up on Celes?”

“Ah. Well. About the same, actually. More regimented, though. The Angels of the Celestial Choir are soldiers, through and through. Perhaps, back before the Sundering, there might have been other factions to have been a part of the Celestial Heavens, but the only faction to survive the Sundering and the subsequent turmoil was one of war.”

Erick glanced out to the west, to the horizon. Hell was already in the sky, followed by the Silver Star, looming on the horizon. Without Meditation active, the moon was a simple pinkish sphere. But turning on his ability to see into the manasphere, Hell became a land of lush trees and oceans of mainly red, but also every other color under the sun.

He asked, “Why do the Angels and Demons fight? Surely there have been attempts at diplomacy over the many centuries since the Sundering. What’s going on there, exactly? Is it anything aside from hate? Any actual reason for war? Hate cannot sustain a war on this scale, can it? Or… if they’re immortal and warlike, then… that is rather sad.”

Sirocco gazed out west, alongside Erick. “Immortal, biased, and hateful Relevant Entities of the Script fuel the war through incentivizing Participation amounts. For others, the Quiet War is just a small part of the Forever war. For others, it’s a matter of honor and reprisal. There are thousands of smaller, more personal reasons, from every single combatant. Celes is a land of war preparedness, and that’s a major fault. If there are deeper reasons for the hostilities, I don’t really need to know them, for the only thing that matters to me is that they tried to kill me. They have been trying to kill me for a long time, Erick. It is like that for most incani.”

Eventually, Sirocco needed to go back to Spur, so she did.

- - - -

‘Hello, Erick,’ Caizoa sent. ‘Late hour for a call, is it not?’

‘What’s going on with the Angel, Caizoa? I just heard my Guildmaster of Spur was nearly assassinated a while ago.’

‘Yeah. Her and about a hundred other highly placed incani the world over. Not many succeeded, for the Black Star saw them moving all at once across Veird and I started alerting people right away.’ Caizoa sent, ‘Half the time the Angel isn’t on Veird, though. She has a [Gate] to Celes, for sure.’

Erick sighed, as he felt some ephemeral weight descend on his shoulders. ‘Ah. That’s a complication.’

‘She was being circumspect about it at the beginning, but something changed recently. We’re not sure what. She disappeared from the surface every so often and reappeared in the Underworld a few times, making her an impossible target, but then the Black Star spotted her on Celes two days ago. She’s been on the dark side of that moon since then.’

‘Impossible to attack?’

‘You got a way to blow up Celes? Let me know and I will help you make that happen.’ Caizoa asked, ‘Did Zago give you that letter? Don’t accept it. Or do, and make the complication of you a bit easier to deal with.’

Erick filed away every single one of the implications of Caizoa’s words, then changed the subject, ‘If she’s up there, could she not bring more true Angels to Veird, then? All it takes is a [Gate] to Celes, right?’

‘It takes more than that. A ritual, at the very least. Something powerful enough to overcome Koyabez’s Domain of Veird, and a [Gate] is not that power. All this means is that we can’t get her how we thought.’ Caizoa said, ‘So don’t worry about her. We’d rather you stayed away from her, anyway. I’d hate to have to kill you after you’ve done so much good for this world.’

Her words were insincere. She would be fine with killing him.

Erick sent, ‘Good night, Caizoa.’

He got in his last words, and ended the call.

- - - -

‘Archmage Flatt. To what do I owe this late honor?’ spoke Viscount Andro Helix, of Frontier.

‘I’m going to be blunt. Can you stop the Converter Angel?’

‘Nope, and I have no reason to. The incani deserve everything they have reaped. They destroyed Odaali, Erick, or is your memory truly that selective?’

‘Did you authorize the attack on Sirocco Zago, the Mage Guildmaster of Spur?’

‘Not the latest one. I can tell you that she has tried to have me killed, too, just so you know. Her actions almost got you killed by Bulgan, as well.’ He asked, ‘Would you like to come here and put me under truthstone? Or have your Mind Mage Scan me? I'm very willing to take this step if it means getting you away from incani who wish to kill you.’

‘All too willing, it seems, but I will have that Scan the next time I’m in Spur; I will call your bluff.’

A laugh. ‘I await your arrival with open arms. But until then: have you heard? The Wasteland is looking to annex Candlepoint. We will help you fight them off, if you wish. We can even do so diplomatically; without swords. You have but to ask.’

‘Send a trade envoy to Candlepoint. Help them with honest commerce.’

‘We can do that, too.’ Andro Helix said, ‘But I feel I have gotten a raw deal out of our talk today, Archmage. It is considerably expensive for us to travel that distance, so I confess that I don’t see the good in setting up such a trade. Could you sweeten the deal? We could use an embassy in your city.’

‘Mephistopheles will be in touch.’

Erick ended the call, touching his head, fighting off a headache. He looked to Poi, asking, “Is it right or good to ignore the fact that they’ve both tried to kill each other before? It seems self-serving and disingenuous, but it also seems like the best way to proceed.”

Poi shrugged. “I can’t answer that, except to say that how you choose to proceed is how it will probably go. You’re a power now, Erick. People fall in line with what you want, or they’ll stay out of your way.”

“I’m still not comfortable with that. Benevolent tyranny is still tyranny.”

“I think you are making problems out of thick air.” Poi said, “Soon, the Moon Reachers will be gone. Deathsoul Shrooms are headed the same direction. You recently saved a decent sized group of orcols from imprisonment and rescued shadelings and the world from the Shades. You invented a spell of rain that already spreads through Atunir’s temples to feed people from many different nations the world over; both in the Wasteland, and in the Republic, and Nelboor and Nergal. And this is just the start. Anyone would love to have you as their overlord, sir.”

Erick felt a stab of some awful emotion knife through his heart. He recoiled, saying, “Ugh! Terrible word.”

Poi shrugged.

“And I couldn’t have done any of it alone! You’ve kept me a lot safer than otherwise. No one lives alone, or works alone, and I am no different. I would have been killed a dozen times over if not for you, according to what I saw in Guardmaster Merit’s office that one time— And that reminds me! That assassin from the Green Circle. I should have held that over Andro’s head.”

Poi said, “That kill order was surely issued by the Viridian King. I doubt Viscount Helix had much to do with that, but I do not know. That is just my professional opinion.”

Erick sighed. And then he frowned. “Overlord! Really! I’m not no overlord.”

Poi shrugged. “Would you prefer ‘Mage Emperor’?

“Ugh!”

“Archmage Tyrant King?”

“…”

“Lord of Candlepoint and Roadbuilder to the Stars?”

“… You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

Poi could not help but smirk, as he offered, “Worldmaker? Demon Slayer? Angel Killer, soon enough.”

Erick sighed.







- - - -







Four days and many slaughters later, the last Moon Reacher breathed its last breath in the Forest of Glaquin. Coincidentally, the final Reacher was killed by a team led by Kordon, with Jane and a few others in his party.

The celebration that night was monumental, enveloping all of Treehome.

Eight days after that, the last Deathsoul Shroom of the Forest was fried by four bunnies, each hopping around the Adult Shroom, each releasing torrents of power, like so much electric death. Sizzi had taken out the bulk of those targets, herself. Her bunnies and metal ooze could do so, so much more than Kiri’s Sunny, or even Erick’s Ophiel.

The party that night was even larger than the previous one. Though Erick was honored with many words and many gifts, Sizzi and Kiri both received their fair share of the accolades. Sizzi was even more popular than Erick, for she was actually approachable in the conventional sense, down there at her own table of honor, closer to the actual ground. People could see Erick, though, up there at his high table of honor, sitting with the Elders, but they could not approach him like they could approach Sizzi.

To everyone’s surprise, the Culling of the Forest went off without a hitch. No one died. Everyone lived.

… Monsters died, by the hundreds of thousands.

Monsters didn’t count.

The Culling of the Forest went off without a hitch; Erick had to repeat that to himself a few times. No one expected that. Everyone expected some other interruption like a Cultist attack, or something worse.

Erick still had no idea where that lead missile from the Cultist attack came from. He had squirreled that payload away in a tree out in the Forest, and he checked on it occasionally, just to see if he could find any clues as to who had tried to kill Syllea, but nothing came of that, either.

In fact, the entire world seemed to pause while the Culling took place.

The Converter Angel had remained on the moon of Celes, full time. She hadn’t moved much except back and forth on that white pearl of a celestial sphere, with almost all of those movements being on the other side of that moon. The one time she had appeared on the visible side, Caizoa had called Erick up and told him to look.

He couldn’t see her. Not even with Ophiel’s eyesights. Maybe he should have been carrying a telescope with him? The Converter Angel moved on even as Erick moved to find a telescope. Caizoa ended that call, disappointed in him. Some part of him felt that her call had been nothing more than a ploy, or a taunt, or something similar.

So Erick ignored the caustic young woman’s comments, and focused on what the Converter Angel had done since being up there on the moon, and the fact was, that the Converter Angel hadn’t made any new attacks against the incani of Veird, at all. She hadn’t done much of any visible thing, up there.

So what was all that about?

- - - -

Erick woke with the dawn.

Something had woken him up. Some intrinsic thing…

What had woken him? He checked himself out, and, finding nothing wrong, expanded his mana sense throughout the whole hotel room.

Jane was asleep in her bed in her room, tangled in the sheets. Kiri, Teressa, and Poi were all in their own rooms. Sizzi had crashed out in her own bed; exhausted. That young woman had truly done more than anyone when it came to Culling the Forest. Erick had been impressed with her fortitude, but she had been extremely busy, and he had not gotten much time to talk to her beside normal pleasantries. No one had. For her, it had been ‘wake at dawn, cast for 14 hours, then crash’. She was truly determined to make her mark, and Erick didn’t quite understand why, or for what reason, though he did have his suspicions.

But for now, the young woman had crashed out for a different reason than ‘overwork’. With how much all of them drank last night, none of them would be waking up for several more hours. Poi might be awake in a little while, but everyone else had partied hard. Erick didn’t want to be awake at this hour, either, and it wasn’t a full bladder that had woken him, though there was enough pressure down there that he could probably just get up and take care of that while he could.

But...

Something had woken him...

He checked himself and his Status.

His Shroud was healed. Mostly. He was rested, for sure. His Mana Regen was still a bit broken, but it was at 90% of where it should be; and that would have to be enough. Maybe he had woken over the anticipation of the spells he had unlocked and bought in the last few days? He hadn’t had much experience with any of them outside of initial usage since he was still healing and he truly could not afford to set his healing back any longer with any experimentation, but his new spells would prove useful, soon enough.










	
Witness X, variable cast time, variable range, 25 mana

See the past.

















	
Future Sight X, variable cast time, variable range, 25 mana

See the future.

















	
True Sight X, instant, medium range, 25 mana per second

See through all falsehoods.














But that anticipation had not woken him.

Why… ?

He gasped. He realized. He mentally checked the day, and knew what was coming, and what had happened. The Converter Angel wasn’t the only thing looming on the horizon.

An event a year in the making was scheduled to come to fruition, soon. Right now?

Today? Yes. Today.

Any second now.

As though summoned by his thoughts and fears, a blue box appeared, unbidden. A thrill of excitement and apprehension coiled up and down Erick’s spine, for the blue box was blank.

And then words began to populate that blue field, as though typed by a godly hand, directly to him.




	
Particle Magic is now a part of the Script.

Details to follow for concerned parties...


















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Little bit of a time skip! 

Patrons already have 135. 

Thanks for reading!



                



Erick's Status (not a chapter) version 2!


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    In the great tradition of expanding word count, 

I mean...

Particle Magic is getting an overhaul at this point in the story, so here's Erick's Status to remind you of what he can do. Patrons got this exact same 'extra chapter' at this point in time. I guess I was just lucky enough to have it count for the april word-count contest, too! Heh. 

Generally, spells with an X in them are either bought from the Script or made whole cloth; they are Basic Tier spells. A few outliers are out there, like skills having ranks, and Blessings having none, etc. 

Everything is listed under the category in which it belongs, first, and then in the order in which Erick aquired it. 

Crossed out boxes are spells he has had, but that he either abandoned, or used up. 



                

                 




	
Erick Flatt

Human?, age 49

Level 90, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 2.32 e20 /7.54 e20

Class: 10/10

Points: 11





	
HP


	
2,430/2,430


	
38,670 per day





	
MP


	
9060/9060


	
38,670 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+61


	
[81]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+61


	
[81]





	
Dexterity


	
10


	
+61


	
[71]





	
Constitution


	
20


	
+61


	
[81]





	
Perception


	
20


	
+61


	
[81]





	
Willpower


	
90


	
+61


	
[151]





	
Focus


	
90


	
+61


	
[151]





	
Intelligence


	
20


	
+61


	
[81]





	
Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!








 




	
Scion of Focus

Multiply your base MP regen by 4

Immune to Mana Exhaustion

Requirements: 50 Focus








 




	
Rozeta’s Recovery

The sum of your Health and Mana Regeneration now applies to both Health and Mana Regeneration. 

Immune to Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion.








 

HP Abilities:

 




	
Strong X

Multiply your base HP by 3

Requirements: 20 Strength








 




	
Enduring X

Multiply your base HP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Vitality








 




	
Precision X

Reduces HP costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Vitality








 

HP cost abilities:

 




	
Defend X, 1 minute, 1/10 HP

Take 50% less damage for 1 minute, cannot take more than 90% of your HP in damage in 1 hit.








 




	
Scent Tracker X, 1 HP per minute.

Smell clearly. 








 




	
Ultrasight X, 1 HP per minute.

See clearly








 




	
Perfect Hearing X, 1 HP per minute.

Hear clearly. 








 




	
Silent Movement X, 1 HP per meter moved

All actions are muffled.








 




	
Swift Movement X, 1 HP per second

Move faster.








 




	
Tracker’s Instinct, 1 HP per second

Hunt clearly.








 




	
Lightfoot, 2 HP per second

Move quick and silent








 




	
Hunter’s Instincts, 10 HP per second ~{Favored Ability}~

You are the predator.








 




	
Strike X, 10-40 HP

Level 1: Deal 1.0x damage with your weapon

Level X: Deal 2x damage, + 2x <Piercing Force> damage 








 

MP Abilities:

 




	
Discipline X

Multiply your base MP by 3

Requirements: 20 Willpower








 




	
Concentration X

Multiply your base MP regen by 3

Requirements: 20 Focus








 




	
Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus








 




	
Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Mana Shaping X

Alter spell AOE in better, subtle ways, 10 MP + spellcost

Alter spell AOE in better, moderate ways, 30 MP + spellcost

Aurify Unlocked

Alter AOE in better, major ways, 100 MP + spellcost

Alter AOE in better, extreme ways, 300 MP + spellcost

Change any spell into an AOE spell, or freely alter the AOE of any AOE spell, 500 MP + spellcost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 




	
Aurify 3

Transform an AOE spell into a semi-permanent effect surrounding yourself, based upon the parameters of the Aurified spell. Increase an instantaneous spell to a 1 second duration in order to create an aura.

Able to support 2 auras at a time.

You may choose who or what is affected by your aura.

Triples the range on an Aurified spell.








 




	
Mana Altering X

Bludgeon, Slash, or Piercing Damage

Force to Light, Blinding, Variable Cost

Invisible Force, Variable Cost

Force to Thunder, Disorient, Variable Cost

Force to Fire, Burn, Variable Cost

Force to Ice, Slow, Variable Cost

Force to Lightning, Paralyze, Variable Cost

Force to Decay, organic damage, Variable Cost x1.5

Chain, Variable Cost x2

Combine Effects, Variable Cost x3

Generate new effects. Variable Cost

Requirements: 10 Willpower








 

MP Spells:

 

Healing spells:

 




	
Healing Word X, instant, medium range, 10 MP 

Speak, and heal a target for 25 + ½ WIL. 

You may cast your next Healing Word right away.








 

Utility spells:

 




	
Cleanse X, instant, short range, 10 MP.

Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption. 








 




	
Cleanse Aura, short range, 10 MP per second.

Continuously purge all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption in a 10m sphere centered on you.








 




	
Mend X, instant, touch, 10 mana.

Touch a complicated large object, or a small common magical item, and restore it to its prime.








 




	
Prestidigitation X, instant, close range, 10 MP + 1 MP per effect

Create minor magical effects that last for 5 minutes per spell level. Prestidigitation lasts one hour.








 




	
Detect Magic X, instant, medium range, 10 MP

Detect ongoing magical effects.








 




	
Detect Intent Aura, medium range, 8 MP per second

See the control imposed upon nearby mana.








 




	
Identify X, instant, touch, 50 MP

Discover the properties of an object.








 




	
Find Target X, concentration, close range, 5 MP + 5 MP per meter searched

Find a target.








 




	
Stone Travel, instant, medium range, 50 MP + Variable

A large area of stone stabilizes around you, then quickly moves at your discretion across or through other stone. Lasts 1 hour.








 




	
Scry X, instant, super long range. 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a quick sensor to see a place you have been or have seen.








 




	
Telepathy X, self, super long range, 1 MP per minute + Variable

Communicate with the minds of people you know. 1 connection available per level. Unwanted connections are harmful to caster. 








 




	
Telekinesis X, medium range

Move large objects around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large objects around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Flight of a Thousand Hands Aura, 1 MP per second, medium range

Gain complete, quick control over a large amount of air and a thousand arms of intent. Take flight, if you are able!








 




	
Grow X, instant, touch or close range, 5 MP

Cultivate a single plant, or induce plant growth in a sphere of diameter equal to spell level in meters. 








 




	
Growth Aura, 5 MP per second.

Induce growth in the plants you choose in a 10m radius around you.








 




	
Conjure Armor X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create weightless armor of whatever design you can create. Lasts until catastrophic damage.








 




	
Conjure Weapon X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon. Lasts as long as held, or 1 minute per level not held. 








 




	
Conjure Item X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create an item. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 50 points of damage.








 




	
Force Wall X, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 




	
Force Platform X, instant, close range, 50 MP

Create a mobile, hovering platform of hardened mana that moves with you. Absorbs 100 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.








 




	
Fabricate X, 1 minute, close range, 50MP + Variable

Using provided materials, create a permanent object you know how to create. Fine control.








 




	
Control Item X, instant, touch, 5MP + Variable

Control a non-living item to move how you desire, for 10 minutes per spell level.








 




	
Envelop Item X, instant, touch, 50MP + Variable

Envelop an item in nigh-unbreakable mana. Lasts for 1 hour per spell level.








 




	
Adjust Scent X, instant, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Change a Scent.








 




	
Alter Size X, instant, touch, 10 MP + Variable

Increase or decease the size of a target. Damage breaks effect. Lasts 1 minute per spell level.








 




	
Alter Friction X, instant, close range, 10 MP

Increase or decease Friction upon a small target. Damage breaks effect. Lasts 1 minute per spell level








 




	
Husbandry X, instant, touch, 50 MP + Variable

An animal’s opinion of you improves.








 




	
Interception X, instant, close range, 5MP + 5MP per 10 meters moved

Instantly move to intercept an attack meant for another. Lasts 1 minute or until used.








 




	
Rebound X, Variable MP

A spell bounces.








 




	
Cleansing Flame, instant, medium range, 15 MP

A smokeless flame gradually consumes and transforms a large amount of organic material to naught but air.

Deals no damage.








 




	
Dispel X, medium range, 10 MP + Special Cost

Dispel a magic.

Costs as much mana as the spell you are trying to dispel.








 




	
Polymorph, instant, 500 MP

Change your physical body.

Familiar Forms: 2/18

~Erick Flatt

~Light Slime








 




	
Invisibility X, instant, touch, 100 mana + Variable

A person or item touched becomes unseen for 1 minute per spell level. 

Moving while Invisible incurs a cost.








 




	
Mending Aura, long range, 572 MP per second

Restore a very large, complicated location to its prime. Time since the structure was destroyed may alter final results. Automatically repair all objects in the area of effect. 

Minor ability to affect magical objects.








 




	
Clothe X, instant, touch, 25 mana.

Touch a garment you have worn and wear it again. Maximum transferring range of 100m.








 




	
Duplicate, instant, touch, 100 Mana

Create a copy of a non-magical, non-living item.








 




	
Double Duplicate, instant, touch, 150 Mana

Create two copies of a non-magical, non-living item.








 




	
Multi-Duplicate, instant, touch, 600 Mana

Create copies of every item in a small area.








 




	
Duplication Aura, instant, small range, 600 mana per second

Create copies of every item in a small area.

<Civilization will judge you for what you do.>








 




	
Control Machine, instant, close range, 15 mana + Variable

Imbue a non-living machine of complicated processes with your intent. Very Fine control. Lasts 100 minutes.








 




	
Mana Sight X, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the truth of mana all around you.








 




	
Blood Sight X, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the blood all around you.








 




	
Soul Sight X, instant, close range, 5 mana per second

See the souls all around you.








 




	
Witness X, variable cast time, variable range, 25 mana

See the past.








 




	
Future Sight X, variable cast time, variable range, 25 mana

See the future.








 




	
True Sight X, instant, medium range, 25 mana per second

See through all falsehoods.








 

Spatial Magics:

 




	
Blink X, instant, 25 MP

Instantly move from your location to another within <sight>, max range 10m per level of Blink 








 




	
Teleport X, instant, 250 MP per person

You and <hands> number of people appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Teleporting Platform, instant, 197 MP + Variable, 204 MP per person + Variable

Create a mobile, hovering platform of stone that moves quickly at your discretion. Supports a large amount of weight. Lasts 1 hour.

You and the people or objects on your Teleporting Platform appear in a known location, max 1000km distance








 




	
Teleport Object X, instant, touch, 25 mana + Variable

An object you touch moves to another known location, within 10 kilometers.








 




	
Teleport Ranged Object, instant, long range, 25 mana + Variable

An object you touch moves to another known location, within 5 kilometers.








 




	
Stone Fall, instant, super long range, 6000 mana

Teleport a large sized stone into the sky, to fall upon a target, dealing massive physical damage.








 




	
Stone Crash, instant, super long range, 6500 mana

Cast a large size of stone into the sky, breaking it into a hundred rocks to fall upon a super large area.








 




	
Firelight Comet Swarm, instant, super long range, 8100 MP

Cast a large size of Firelight Stone into the sky, breaking it into a hundred smaller pieces to then fall upon a super large area. Deals massive initial damage + 5x WIL, and 10x WIL damage per second for 60 seconds for all in affected area.

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 




	
Teleport Familiar X, instant, touch, 250 mana

A Familiar reappears in another known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Teleport Summon X, instant, touch, 250 mana

A summoned creature reappears in another known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Teleport Monster X, instant, touch, 250 mana

A monster reappears in another known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Teleport Tree X, instant, touch, 250 mana

A tree appears in another known location, max 1000km distance.








 




	
Teleport Other X, instant, touch, 250 mana

A being you touch reappears in another known location, max 1000km distance.








 

Elemental Body Skills:

 




	
Greater Lightwalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable

You are the radiant day.








 

Ward spells:

 




	
Ward X, instant, short range, 24 hours ~{Favored Spell}~

Create a Small Ward that can have Minor Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 10 MP + Z

Create a Small Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 15 MP + Z

Create a Special Ward. Variable Cost

Create a Medium Ward that can have Small Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 20 MP + Z

Create a Medium Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 25 MP + Z

Personal Ward: Any Ward of any type can be made Personal, to move with you. Original Cost x2

Create a Large Ward that can have Medium Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 30 MP + Z

Create a Large Ward that can have Large Effects, or prevent Z damage from attackers. 35 MP + Z

Create a Ward with another Spell attached to the interior. Spell activation based on Z invested into Ward. 100 MP + Z

Your Wards regenerate Z based on your Rested MP regen rate.

Special Wards can be made Permanent. 250 MP + Variable Cost

Minor Effects: Bug Ward, Temperature Ward, Alarm Ward

Small Effects: Visual Disruption, Audio Disruption, Weather Ward

Medium Effects: Area Hostile Visual Disruption, Area Hostile Audio Disruption

Large Effects: Drain Hostile HP/MP, Gravity Ward 

Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost








 




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.








 




	
Scent Ward, instant, close range, 350 mana

Block all scents under a medium moldable ward. Lasts 10 days.








 




	
Crystalline Air, instant, short range, 24 hours, Solid Ward, 50 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large barrier, that absorbs Variable damage before breaking.

You may increase or decrease the size of your Crystalline Air for an increase or decrease in Variable cost.

Crystalline Air regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to pass through Crystalline Air at will. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 




	
Pure Reflection Ward, instant, Personal Ward, 10 mana per second

Reflect spells cast upon you. 








 




	
Prismatic Ward, instant, short range, permanent, Solid Ward, 100 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large space, that absorbs six times Variable damage before breaking.

Prismatic Ward regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to operate within Prismatic Ward without restriction. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

All beings permitted inside Prismatic Ward are at Rest while inside.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time.








 




	
Kaleidoscopic Radiance, instant, medium range, permanent, 500 mana

A medium-sized lightward of evershifting brilliance supports the growth of Light Essence creatures. 








 




	
Lightmask, instant, close range, 50 mana

Deny all harmful light in an area.








 




	
Prime Area, instant, long range, 70 MP

Designate a large area as under your influence. For 1 minute, your spells are heightened and others are lessened. 








 




	
Light Shift, instant, long range, 120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
Blinding Shift, instant, long range, 110 MP

For 1 minute, your spells cast in a large area are naturally blinding to all except you.








 




	
Firelight Shift, instant, long range, 190 MP

Drastically empower your fire and light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark and water aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
Fermentation Ward, instant, close range, 500 mana 

Support the rampant spread and life of fermenting yeast, in a small area. Lasts 5 minutes.








 




	
Segmented Light, instant, long range, 620 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.

Segmented Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.








 




	
Lambent Light, instant, long range, 1120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area, without regard for the vagaries of distance. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.

Lambent Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.








 




	
Effulgent Light, instant, long range, 1620 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area, without regard for the vagaries of distance or depth. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 10 minutes.

Effulgent Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.








 




	
The Lingering Light, instant, super long range, 2120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a super large area, without regard for the vagaries of distance or depth or time. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 10 minutes.

The Lingering Light will reassert itself, using up duration, unless dispelled with 10x cost.

Those subjected to the Lingering Light are imbued with Light.








 




	
Domain of Light, instant, super long range, 5000 mana

Harken unto the Truth of Light. Let no authority diminish your brilliance. 

Undispellable. Uncorruptible.

Lasts 1 hour. Effects last longer.








 




	
Lodestar, instant, close range, aura, 1 mana per second

Shine Timeless Brilliance.

All of your Light effects are supercharged, and difficult to corrupt. 

All of your Light effects require 10x more mana to Dispel.

Your Light effects are uncorruptible and undispellable while they exist inside your Lodestar.








 




	
Privacy Ward, instant, long range, 50 mana

Disrupt all information leaving a large space. Lasts 1 hour.








 




	
Sealed Privacy Ward, instant, medium range, 500 mana

Disrupt all light, sound, mana sense, and life sense as it exits a large area. Lasts one hour. 

When ended, Sealed Privacy Ward further disrupts all mana sense within the space.








 

Force spells:

 




	
Force Trap X, instant, close range, 10 mana + Variable

Place a trap that deals Variable force damage in a small area. Trap lasts until triggered.








 




	
Force Bolt X, instant, long range, 5 MP

A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target for 15 + ½ WIL








 




	
Ice Spike, instant, long range, 22 MP

A bolt of pure ice unerringly strikes a target for 55 + WIL








 




	
Glacial Crash, instant, long range, 55 MP

A shard of pure ice strikes a target for 200 + 2x WIL








 




	
Force Beam X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of hardened mana that deals 50 + 2x WIL for 10 seconds.








 




	
Pure Force Beam Bolt, instant, long range, 100 MP

A bolt of pure mana unerringly strikes a target for 250 + 3x WIL








 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone








 




	
Billiard Ball Aura, short range, 5 MP per second

Crashing balls of mana bounce erratically, inflicting 25 + WIL damage per hit.








 




	
Force Crash X, instant, long range, 100 MP

Rain small destruction in a medium area, dealing 15 + WIL damage per crash. Lasts 1 second. 15 crashes.








 




	
Force Bomb X, instant, long range, 50 MP

Launch a quick ball of mana that explodes on contact in a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL damage.








 




	
Force Wave X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A pulse of rolling mana deals 10 + WIL to all around you.








 




	
Pure Fire Beam, instant, medium range, 25 MP

A burning beam of fire deals 3x WIL per second for 10 seconds, and WIL for 10 more seconds.








 




	
Flying Weapon, instant, close range, 100 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that flies at your command. Lasts until dismissed.








 




	
Plasma Cutter, instant, medium range, 133 MP + Variable

Create a controlled, flying weapon of flame that deals weapon damage, and leaves burns for 3x WIL per second, for 10 seconds. Weapon lasts until dismissed.








 




	
Plasma Wrap, instant, close range, 599 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing 2x WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Endless Plasma Wrap, instant, close range, 1101 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing 3x WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Death Spiral Plasma, instant, close range, 17,009 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing WIL damage a second until the target dies.








 




	
Riven Light, instant, close range, 7 MP

Sharpened light blasts forward, dealing 25 + WIL damage in a cone. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects.








 




	
Flash, instant, close range, 8 MP

Blind all seeing creatures in a forward cone, for ten seconds. 








 




	
Broken Light, instant, close range, 7 MP

Sharpened light blasts forward, dealing 25 + WIL damage in a cone. Blinds for 3 seconds.








 




	
Breaking Light, instant, long range, 260 MP

Designated light breaks to pieces, dealing 25 + WIL damage per second to all in contact with the spell. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
Devastating Light, instant, long range, 860 MP

Break a large area to pieces and explode the shrapnel in all directions, dealing 50 + 3x WIL damage per hit and littering the battlefield with sources of light that deal 2x WIL damage per second. Lasts 30 seconds.

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 




	
Firelight Beam, instant, medium range, 45 MP

A piercing, slicing beam of firelight that deals 4x WIL and last 10 seconds, and deals 2x WIL for 10 more seconds. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects.








 




	
Firelight Blaster, instant, long range, 900 MP

A line of firelight explodes on contact in a large area for 5x WIL damage, lasting 10 seconds. Leaves behind fires that deal 3x WIL damage per second for 10 seconds. Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 




	
Carving Radiance, instant, long range, 2100 MP

A line of firelight carves and explodes for 10x WIL damage, soaking everything damaged with power, then further exploding for 10x WIL damage. Firelight shrapnel deals 6x WIL damage per second for 30 seconds. 

Shadow aspect magic turns solid. 

Deals double damage to dark and shadow aspect creatures and objects. 








 




	
Radiant Bolt, instant, long range, 8 mana

A bolt of Radiance unerringly strikes a target for 25 + WIL damage.








 




	
Flying Striker, instant, close range, 250 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that automatically Strikes opponents at your command, draining your mana for each Strike. Lasts until dismissed.








 




	
Fulmination Aura, instant, medium range, 26 mana per second

Rip and tear at the constituent particles of reality with a chaining bolt of lightning that surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage and paralyzing all so touched. Deals more damage the more targets there are. 








 




	
Blood Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana + Variable

A bolt of your power unerringly strikes a target for Variable damage. 








 




	
True Plasma Bolt, instant, long range, 50 mana + Variable

A bolt of plasma inexorably strikes a target, imparting 2x Variable heat energy.

High Variables may lead to odd effects.








 




	
Inevitable Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana

A bolt of inexorable Force eventually strikes a target for WIL damage.








 




	
Inevitable Bolts, instant, long range, 250 MP

Bolts of inexorable Force each eventually strike a target for WIL damage. 15 bolts.








 




	
Inevitable Bombs, instant, long range, 975 MP

Bombs of inexorable Force each eventually explode upon a target, each dealing 50 + 3x WIL damage in a medium area. 15 bombs.








 




	
Inevitable Bombardment, instant, super long range, 1475 mana

Bombs of inexorable Force each eventually explode upon a target or targets, each dealing 50 + 5x WIL damage in a medium area. 15 bombs.








 




	
Ethereal Force Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of ethereal mana unerringly strikes a target for WIL.








 




	
Ethereal Ooze Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of ethereal ooze inexorably slaps a target for 15 + WIL, and coats them for one minute.








 




	
Tangled Bloody Ooze Bolt, instant, long range, 25 + Variable mana

A bolt of ethereal bloody ooze inexorably slaps a target for 3x Variable, then deals constricting damage each second for one minute.








 




	
Mercy Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana.

A bolt of mercy inexorably strikes a target for 15 + WIL.








 




	
Air Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana.

A bolt of air inexorably strikes a target for 15 + WIL. May cause suffocation. 








 

Shaping spells:

 




	
Lightshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of light around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts light around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Fireshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of fire around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts fire around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Shadowshape X, 1 minute per level, medium range

Move large amounts of shadow around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts shadow around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Stoneshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of stone and sand around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Metalshape, medium range

Move medium amounts of metal around you for 5 minutes. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move medium amounts of metal around you for 1 minute. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Airshape X, medium range

Move large amounts of air around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts air around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Watershape X, medium range

Move large amounts of water around you for 5 minutes per level of the spell. Fine control. 100 MP

Quickly move large amounts of water around you for 1 minute per level of the spell. Fine control. 50 MP








 




	
Treeshape, medium range, 100 mana

Direct the accelerated growth of a tree for 5 minutes.








 




	
Tree of Light, medium range, 200 mana + Variable

Bless a tree with accelerated growth, the ability to repair itself, and the ability to thrive without the need for sunlight or water. Effect lasts a maximum of 1 week.








 

Summoning spells:

 




	
Conjure Force Elemental X, variable duration, close range, 10 MP + Variable

Conjure a number of force constructs under your command equal to spell level, or one Large summon, or infuse your constructs with mana. Constructs operate based on mana. 








 




	
Summon Ophiel, medium range, 1505 mana + Variable. ~{Favored Spell}~

Summon an Ophiel to do your bidding. Maximum 10 Ophiel permitted.

Ophiel persist until killed or dismissed.

All Ophiel are the same creature; to know one is to know them all.

All Ophiel naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Airshape], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

All Ophiel are able to change their airy shape, as they are wont.

Imbue your Ophiel with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Ophiel. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Ophiel. Variable








 




	
Mirage Slime, instant, close range, 750 MP

Summon a semi-sentient mass of [Cleanse] to clean up all messes. Lasts 1 hour.








 




	
Shooting Star, instant, super long range, 250 MP 

Conjure a super quick fragment of starlight to crash through your enemies. Lasts 5 seconds.








 




	
Summon Jewels, instant, close range, 720 MP

Summon a creation of hardy stone that will retrieve a large amount of rads from as many monsters it can, while it can. Lasts 1 hour.








 




	
Summon Yggdrasil, medium range, 2500 mana + Variable

Summon a sapling of the World Tree Yggdrasil.

All Yggdrasil persist until killed or dismissed.

All Yggdrasil are the same creature, but only one Yggdrasil is the World Tree.

The World Tree has yet to be planted.

Summon Yggdrasil has as many maximum summons as the World Tree allows, with a minimum of 2.

Current Maximum: 2

All Yggdrasil naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Grow], [Watershape], [Tree of Light], [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], [Control Weather], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

World Tree Yggdrasil’s mana and regeneration are higher than yours.

Imbue your Yggdrasil with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Yggdrasil. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Yggdrasil. Variable








 

Tricking Magic:

 




	
Intent Understanding, instant, long range, 8 MP

Fire a packet of intent at a target spell that becomes as though cast from the other spell’s caster.








 




	
Spell Crack, instant, long range, 9 MP

Trick a normal, minor spell into canceling. Has no effect on ongoing spells larger than 50 mana.








 




	
Spell Breaker, instant, long range, 301 MP

Trick a normal spell into canceling. Excess Spell Breaker might go on to cancel other nearby spells similar to the first targeted. Has no effect on ongoing spells larger than 1,500 mana. 








 




	
Grand Dispel, instant, medium range, 50 mana + Variable

Trick the spells a target has cast into canceling, regardless of distance, by paying the Dispel cost. If you generally know the spells you are targeting, Grand Dispel first works on all instances of that spell. If excess power remains, Grand Dispel carries over into other magics cast by the target, starting with higher-cost magics first.

Alternatively, trick a spell into canceling by paying half of the Dispel cost. Excess Grand Dispel might go on to cancel other nearby spells similar to the first targeted.








 




	
Stone Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Stone into breaking.








 




	
Fire Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Fire into breaking.








 




	
Water Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Water into breaking.








 




	
Air Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Air into breaking.








 




	
Light Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Light into breaking.








 




	
Shadow Breaker, instant, long range, 50 MP

Trick a spell of Shadow into breaking.








 




	
Prismatic Breaker, instant, long range, 300 MP

Trick an elemental spell into breaking.








 




	
Force Breaker, instant, long range, 75 MP

Trick a Force spell into breaking.








 




	
Ward Destruction, instant, long range, 100 Mana

Dispel a ward.








 

Counter Magics:

 




	
Counterspell, medium range, 10 MP + Special Cost

Prevent a magic from being cast.

Costs as much mana as the spell you are trying to counter.








 




	
Harmonic Counterspell, instant, long range, 10 + Special Cost

Drains you of the mana necessary to prevent a magic from being cast.








 




	
Harmonic Suppression, instant, long range, 20 + Variable

Launch an ethereal, inexorable ooze that automatically and constantly applies a counterspell of appropriate cost to its target, using up an amount of Variable cost. Lasts one minute. 








 




	
Harmonic Blood Ooze, instant, long range, 25 + Variable

Launch an ethereal, inexorable Blood Ooze under your control that automatically and constantly applies a counterspell of appropriate cost to its target, using up an amount of Variable cost. Lasts one minute. 








 

Particle magic:

 




	
Crystallize Diamond X, close range, 1 minute per level, 25 MP

Cause a diamond to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>








 




	
Diamond Aura, close range, 1 MP per second.

Cause the diamonds in a small area around you to <grow in size>. <Results vary by growing environment>








 




	
Incandescent X, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Heat a small area to brilliance, dealing <damage> per second. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 




	
Frozen Mist X, instant, 1 minute per level, medium range, 25 MP

Cool a small area, dealing <damage> per second. Creatures caught in the effect are slowed if they cannot become warm. <Effect increases with multiple castings>.








 




	
Shimmer X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

Tiny specks of incandescent heat fill a large space, igniting flammable objects and dealing <damage>. <Shimmer can gain or lose damage based on the material inside the spell>.








 




	
Wintry Sea X, long range, 1 minute per level, 250 MP

A large designated space rapidly loses all heat, dealing <damage> to all inside. Damage from Wintry Sea automatically slows. <Wintry Sea attaches to those most affected by itself, and will switch to another target if the most affected target perishes>.








 




	
Stillness X, instant, super long range, 250 mana.

Drop all <sound> to the level of a <speaking voice> in a super large area for 1 hour.








 




	
Hermetic Seal X, instant, medium range, <250 MP>

A <medium sized area> becomes unchanging, for 1 hour per spell level. <Damage dispels Hermetic Seal>. <Hermetic Seal fails when cast on living creatures>.








 




	
Purge Water X, instant, close range, 25 mana

Draw out the water in a medium or smaller target, dealing <damage>.








 




	
Magnetize X, instant, close range, 25 mana + Variable

<Align the magnetic forces in a metal object in a singular direction>.








 




	
Adjust Density X, instant, close range, 25 mana + Variable

Adjust the density of an object. 








 




	
Tenderizer X, instant, close range, 10 mana

Cause minor molecular damage in a small target.








 




	
Condense Hydrogen X, instant, close range, 25 mana

<Collect all ambient Hydrogen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Condense Oxygen X, instant, close range, 25 mana.

<Collect all ambient Oxygen in a medium area, into a small area>. Lasts 10 minutes. 








 




	
Distill X, instant, medium range, <10 mana>

<Separate out all impurities from a large area of water>. 








 




	
Battery X, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Electricity flows>. Lasts for 1 minute per spell level.








 




	
Catalyst X, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

<Enables easier reactions in a large area>.








 




	
Electrolysis, instant, medium range, <500 mana>

<Bring the water in a target to the surface and turn that water into Hydrogen and Oxygen through the power of electricity>. Deals <damage>. Lasts 1 minute.








 




	
Electrolysis Bomb, instant, medium range, <1000 mana>

Turn a target’s water into the instrument of their demise, dealing <damage> until enough protected resources are collected to deal <damage>. Lasts until triggered or dismissed, or for 1 minute.








 




	
Luminous Trap X, instant, close range, 250 mana

A large or smaller object or space traps and perfectly contains all light, both magical and mundane. If you cast Luminous Trap on same object or space as before, you will renew the duration of Luminous Trap. Varying duration. <Lasts a maximum of 100 days>.








 




	
Perfect Mirror X, instant, close range, 250 mana

A large or smaller object or space perfectly reflects all light, both magical and mundane. If you cast Perfect Mirror on same object or space as before, you will renew the duration of Perfect Mirror. Lasts 100 days per spell level.








 




	
Hermetic Razor, instant, medium range, 500 mana

25 molecular wires stretch through a medium-sized space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of 100 points of damage before breaking. 








 




	
Hermetic Shredder, instant, medium range, 1000 mana + Variable

A Variable number of molecular wires stretch through a Variable space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of Variable points of damage before breaking.








 




	
Hermetic Bolts, instant, medium range, 300 Mana

A series of 5 wire-thick bolts launches forward in a small cluster, dealing physical damage.








 

Particle Mage:

 




	
Call Lightning X, instant, super long range, 500 MP ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the sky to strike an area or object of your choice for <damage>. If used in an active lightning storm, Call Lightning’s duration is as long as the natural storm. Every lighting bolt called reduces the duration of Call Lightning by 1 minute, or a natural storm by <undetermined>. Lasts 1 minute per level.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Lightning Aura, instant, super long range, 1 MP per second ~{Favored Spell}~

Prepare the air around you to strike for <damage>. One strike available every 50 MP spent.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Exalted Rain Aura, instant, super long range, 1 MP per second ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all <crops and pasture> to <harvest size> and restoring vibrancy to all other <desired> plant life and soil. If used in a <prepared field> <devoid of crops>, highly nutritious beans will sprout after <a full day of rain>.

Particle Mage Only








 




	
Withering X, instant, super long range, 500 MP

Purge all water from all monsters in super large area, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way. Lasts 1 minute per level.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Withering Slime, instant, super long range, 1000 MP.

Unleash a super large wave of semi-sentient magic that searches for monsters and purges them of all water, dealing <damage> every second. Cleanse the land around every monster killed in this way. Lasts 10 minutes.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Domain of the Withering Slime, instant, super long range, aura, 2 MP per second 

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Cascade Imaging X, instant, super long range, <500 mana>

Gradually build up an image of your greater surrounding area over the course of 10 minutes per spell level. Recasting Cascade Imaging on the same location will extend the spell’s duration to the length of the new cast.

The resulting image will gradually become more precise the longer Cascade Imaging is able to run. 

If you designate a <well known target> prior to casting, that target might appear on your resulting image. 

<Particle Mage Only>








 




	
Luminous Beam X, instant, super long range, 500 mana

Conjure a coruscating, tightly controlled plume of severing light that deals <massive damage> and lasts for <5 seconds>.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Vivid Gloom X, instant + 1 minute, super long range, 500 MP

Chaotic radiance expands to fill a super large area, dealing <damage> every second to all inside. <Various effects of direct exposure include, but are not limited to, Cancer, Blindness, Magic Failure, Immolation, Boiling, and other Decay-like effects.> Spell lasts <1 hour> after conjuring is complete. Effects last longer.

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Control Weather X, one minute, super long range, <500 mana + Variable>

Change the weather in a location. Effect lasts longer if desired weather and location are conducive to each other. Minimum duration: <1 day>. Maximum duration: <1 month>. 

Particle Mage Only.








 




	
Vivid Gloom Ooze, instant + 1 minute, super long range, 1000 MP

Chaotic radiance grows to become a super large ooze under your control, dealing <damage> every second to all consumed. <Various effects of direct exposure include, but are not limited to, Cancer, Blindness, Magic Failure, Immolation, Boiling, and other Decay-like effects.> Spell lasts <1 hour> after conjuring is complete. Effects last longer.

Particle Mage Only.








 

Class:




	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Double Base Mana

Double Base Mana Regen

Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.

Quest Board

Blood Mana

Light Dedication

Force Savant








 

Blessings:

 




	
Blessing of Empathy, 30 seconds, Sound + Understanding + Acceptance, 1500 mana

Blessing magnifies when harm is committed. 

[][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][]








 




	
Blessing of Minor Truth, 60 seconds, Sound + Understanding + Acceptance, 100 mana per person 

Every member of the accepting group can tell when the others purposefully lie or obfuscate the truth.








 

Special Abilities:

 




	
Divine Creation, <Koyabez>

A touch of the divine will enable the creation of an appropriate artifact.

<The hands of eternity achieve the impossible.>








 




	
Death’s Approach, <Phagar>

Become a being of untouchable mana for 1 hour, multiplying your base mana by 10, giving you endless mana, and instantly filling your mana pool. Your regeneration is damaged to a varying degree when the effect ends, cutting your regeneration to a fifth to a tenth of what it was before. Debuff lasts until you recover the mana spent while Death’s Approach is active.

<Ignite the entire candle to drive away the night.>








 




	
SSS, 0, 0, 0

<Use this first. It will last for 1 hour.>








 




	
TS, 0, 0, 0

<Use this next. This will negate one hostile use of Time Stop. Don’t tell anyone about this one. I do want you to win, but I had to put on a bit of an act. Still. Them voting like that was pretty shitty. Good luck.>








 

REMADE SPELLS for +1 point:

Force Bolt, Beam, Bomb, Shrapnel, Trap, Crash, Wave 

Armor, Weapon, 

Platform, Wall, 

Detect Magic, Telekinesis 

Blink, Teleport

Interception 

SPELLS GAINED BY CREATION (non-particle spells):

Clothe

Teleport Object, Teleport Familiar, Teleport Summon, Teleport Monster, Teleport Tree

Teleport Other

SPELLS GAINED BY CREATION (particle spells):

Most of them, except for,

SPELLS GAINED BY WITNESSING (particle spells):

 Hermetic Seal, Hermetic Bolts, Hermetic Razor, Hermetic Shredder (Kiri)

Incandescent, Frozen Mist (Maia and Eduard, of the Mage Trio)

Purge Water, Magnetize, Adjust Density, Tenderize, Condense Hydrogen, Condense Oxygen (The archmages at the Oceanside lecture)

Perfect Mirror (Kiri)

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Fun times!

 



                



130, 1/2


                 




	
Particle Magic is now a part of the Script

Details to follow for concerned parties...














Erick bolted upright, launching himself out of bed. More boxes came through.










	
You have been granted the ability to purchase Condense Particle.

You have been granted 1 extra point.

One point has been automatically deducted in order to purchase Condense Particle.

Here is your new spell:

















	
Condense Particle 1, instant, close range, 25 mana

Collect loose particles of a chosen type into a small area. Lasts 1 minute. 








 




	
In most cases, Particle Magic now has a variant of the Physical Damage descriptor, instead of <damage>.

In most cases, Particle Spells have been finalized, based on what they were already capable of doing.

For almost all cases, and just how the same is true for all other magic, there is a [Ward] spell that will negate a Particle Spell, but it will not be as easy to negate Particle Magic as it has been. This was always a temporary solution. A more permanent solution has been found. Standard Absorption Wards will now work against Particle Magic with the Physical Damage descriptor exactly how they would work against all other physically substantive magic.

Particle Magic will now combine with other magics. Errors will no longer occur in such cases, but the resulting magics might not manifest in expected ways. 

In most cases, the necessary language required to facilitate a true understanding of various Particle Spells inside of their blue box is woefully inadequate. Thus, prolific vagueness will continue to exist in all Particle Magic boxes. 

Many texts have been updated.

You may, and are encouraged to, continue to invent more Particle Spells that lie outside of the Condense Particle spell line, but any such spells will be similar to Teleport Familiar or Duplicate, and will lie outside of the Open Script.

All currently invented Particle Spells also lay somewhere in the Condense Particle spell line. Experiment to find out where they lay!

In most cases, the spells under Condense Particle’s Open Access are minuscule versions of what is possible to make through one’s own power; as it has always been.

There will be no delay for many of your spells entering the Script. You still had some months for many of them, but that was an untenable solution. All of your spells are now a part of the Script. Yes, even your latest one, Control Weather. It was easier to work them all into the Script right now, instead of waiting a year. All of your major spells are still Particle Mage Only. 

Many Class Abilities of Particle Mage that influence the Particle Spells of others have been eliminated. It is only through the practical, physical knowledge of particles that two Particle Mages, or other types of mages, will be able to influence the particle spells of another.

A few Class Abilities have been added to base Particle Mage. It is possible for mortals to add more Abilities to this Class. Seek out the Orrery if you wish to learn more.

All words stated here are for your benefit. Others will not receive the same notification.

Thanks for all your hard work, Erick.

~Rozeta 














Erick read, reread, then checked his Status, looking over every single one of his Particle Spells. He saw the changes right away. Almost every single angle bracket was gone; his spells were now finalized.

And then he put all of those away and strode out into the living room, thinking.

It was time to start the day. To make breakfast, and such.

But…

What was going to happen? Erick sat down in the living room, waiting for something to happen. As the sun rose higher and dawn turned to early day, he was still waiting, and still thinking.

Poi spoke up behind him, “Sir?”

Erick turned, and smiled. “Sorry. Did I wake you with my thinking?”

“Yes.” Poi frowned a little. “That’s some announcement.”

Erick got up and went to the kitchen, saying, “Yup! So what do you want for breakfast?”

“I’ll make breakfast, today, sir. I’m sure something big is going to happen any minute now.”

“Eh! You do enough. I’m making breakfast.” He was on his way to making breakfast before he stopped to think while he was alone, but now Poi was up and about, too. Erick went to the cold box and started pulling out the good stuff that he hadn’t been able to make, but that he still wanted to eat. Candied and spicy sausage. The really good milk; 5%! The semi-magical flour, that was perfect for pancakes but cost way too much. “I feel like making a feast.” He sent out a light tendril to tap Kiri, all the way in her room, making sure to wake her as he yelled out, “Everyone up and awake!”

- - - -

Kiri jerked awake. “Wha—”

And then her eyes went wide.

A distant part of Kiri listened to Erick talk to Jane, telling her that there was no emergency, not yet, while Jane barked back that he shouldn’t have yelled out like that for no good reason. Erick had a good reason, though. The world wasn’t on fire, but something almost as shattering had happened.

Particle Magic had just become part of the Script.

She knew this well before the arguments started outside, for a notification hovered in front of her.




	
Particle Magic is now a part of the Script

Details to follow for concerned parties...








Notifications poured in.

Getting to sleep last night had taken way too much alcohol. Today was way too big of a day. But it was here! Finally, it was here! Kiri laughed as she got out of bed, reading as she moved. She listened to Erick and Jane and then Poi speak just beyond her door, but she didn’t listen very close. She was busy. She did not have time to go into the living room ‘for a nice spot of breakfast while they waited for something to blow up somewhere’, as Erick put it.

Because after the notifications for changes to Particle Magic, none of which were very surprising, there came another.

“Oh my gods.” Kiri’s eyes went wide. “I don’t have to go to a Registrar first?”




	
Class Quest! (Retroactive, Special Exception)

Create a perfectly constructed Particle Spell of tier 7 or higher. 0 / 1

Or

Create a Basic Tier Particle Spell. 3/1

Reward: Particle Mage

Reward: 1 Class Ability; Ability to Create Particle Spells Greatly Increased

Accept Reward? Yes / No














“Accept!” She laughed, feeling something expand in her core, in her very sense of self, setting her all aflutter like when she had gone flying for the very first time. Sudden, happy tears rolled down her face, then she wiped them away. Erick had warned her that she might not get [Particle Mage], even with all the work she had put in. He didn’t even tell her the qualifications; only that he would help if she didn’t qualify. And yet! She did! And retroactive!? Ha ha! She laughed again, whispering, shouting to the world, “Oh my gods!”










	
Kiri Flamecrash

Dragonkin, age 20

Level 82, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 3.81 e18 / 9.19 e18

Class: 1/6

Points: 53





	
HP


	
2,460/2,460


	
2,460 per day





	
MP


	
3,360/3,360


	
13,440 per day





	
Strength


	
20


	
+62


	
[82]





	
Vitality 


	
20


	
+62


	
[82]





	
Willpower


	
50


	
+62


	
[112]





	
Focus


	
50


	
+62


	
[112]














With a few quick casts, Kiri dressed herself for the day, [Cleanse]d the ick of sleep from her scales and her body, picked up Sunny to put around her neck, and then burst out of her room.

She called out, “I just got Particle Mage!”

“That’s great, Kiri!” Erick called back, “Come on down; I’m making breakfast.”

She laughed again as she hopped down the stairs, smiling. “What sort of notification did you get this morning? I got a wall of text that [Distill]ed into a bunch of changes that everyone knew was happening.”

Erick was already cracking eggs into a bowl, while Jane made coffee behind him. Poi sat at the window with tendrils of thought coming off his head, while Teressa grumbled as she came out of her room. Sizzi was still sleeping, which came as no surprise. That girl could party. Or at least drink.

Erick smiled, joking back, “You’ve [Condense]d all those notifications down to just that?”

“No bad puns yet, please.” Jane complained, “Too early.”

“It’s never too early for puns!” Kiri shouted just for Jane, “Aren’t you excited?!”

“No.” Jane gave Kiri a flat look —or perhaps a ‘Flatt’ look. Ha!— saying, “I am not excited.”

“Killjoy.” Kiri asked, “I’ve got to see a Registrar for all the rest of these Class Quests. Mind if I take off for an hour?”

Erick smirked. “If you don’t want breakfast, go ahead. We’ll be here. We’ve all got to get checked out for soul infections once more, then I’ve got to meet with Syllea… First, I need to ask for a meeting with her. She’s been avoiding me, I think. After that, I’m thinking of following the [Gate] quest into the Forest, looking for one of the Old Dragonkin Gates. I have yet to decide how I want to tackle that particular journey, but I’ll figure it out soon enough. Probably have to get hold of Tenebrae. Somehow.”

Kiri paused her current joy as an old focus came upon her. “I would greatly like to explore the Old Dragonkin ruins.”

Erick smiled. “I thought you might. Exploring sounds nice to me, too.”

Teressa perked up. “Exploring the Forest? We’re actually going?”

“Heck yeah! Proper exploring, too, down on the ground and into those mountain-sized lost-cityscapes out there,” Erick said, pouring batter onto a hot, buttered skillet. “Wherever they are. I didn’t really see any.”

Kiri said, “The ODEC keeps those locations as a loosely guarded secret. We could probably talk to a Knowledge Mage if Tenebrae doesn’t help, but then again, Archmage Syllea would know a location, for sure.” She added, “Probably.”

Jane asked, “Anyone have any leads on one of those ancient Gates?”

“No leads, yet.” Erick said, “I saw a lot of interesting places out there, but mostly from the air, and from way too far.” He looked to Teressa, adding, “We still need to visit your tribe’s land, too, Teressa. Say the word and we’re there.”

Teressa smiled as she looked away. “Yeah. I know. I just haven’t wanted to. Maybe soon.”

“You’ve been visiting your aunt, right? Arathani?”

“Yeah. It’s been nice.” She added, “Also, trying. But that’s family for you.”

Jane burst out with a little laugh. Teressa lost her smile.

Kiri would have commiserated with Teressa at any other time, but right now, she was too hyped up to talk about family problems. And besides, the only family she had ever lost over the years was a brother, and a few uncles and aunts. Teressa had lost her entire tribe because she had run afoul of the Witch.

“Jane’s certainly a handful some of the time,” Erick said, sagely, obviously attempting to make Teressa feel better.

Jane laughed louder. “Me?! I’m not the one who killed all the Shades, old man!”

“Hey now! I'm not that old. I could pass for 30.”

Teressa smiled, but said nothing.

Erick looked to Kiri. “So you’re not staying for breakfast?”

Kiri said, “On any other day, I would.”

“I understand, perfectly.” Erick motioned away with his hand. “So what are you waiting for? See you later! I want a full report!”

Kiri turned to Poi, asking, “Irogh still has those morning slots for soldiers in the Army, right?”

“He does.” Poi said, “You’ll have to wait in line, but you’re cleared for [Teleport]ing into the Courthouse. They got a new system set up. You’re aware of this?”

“Yes. I am. Thanks!” Kiri smiled wide. “I’ll be right back!”

She couldn’t help but laugh as she flickered away, into the sky, and then further, to the south, to where the sun was a little bit higher in the sky than it was in Treehome. Back to Spur! Directly into a small hallway in the Courthouse that was used as a [Teleport] destination for soldiers and otherwise.

Kiri stepped down onto white marble, right into the middle of a [Ward]ed space that had not been this protected the last time she had been here. Runes glowed on the walls. Soldiers up ahead, stationed beside protective runes, eyed Kiri. But Kiri hadn’t tripped any of the runes in the area, so they didn’t do much besides perk up for a moment, then settle back down. And then they looked at her, and perked up again. One of them stood at attention.

They recognized Kiri, and wasn’t that a trip! To be recognized! Of course, they only recognized her because she was attached to Erick, but one day, they would recognize her for her, for sure.

“Badge?” the unknown soldier asked, unsure.

“Hello.” Kiri turned the edge of her collar back, revealing her Army badge. It glowed with the exact same light as the runes all around; it was a resonance enchantment. If it didn’t glow, Kiri would have been on the receiving end of some powerful suppressive magics. This place certainly was a bit higher-security than it had been the last time Kiri had taken this path. “Just here for the Registrar, boys!”

The one that stood at attention, relaxed, then stepped back, saying, “Sure thing, Miss Flamecrash.”

Beyond those soldiers, was the door to the main Courthouse hallway. They opened that door for her, and Kiri happily went through. They closed the door behind her with a click as Kiri continued on, almost skipping across the white stone floor, toward the blue door down the way.

The Courthouse was barely busy at this early hour, but four other people were already waiting in line for Irogh; soldiers, every last one of them. She did not know them, for though she was technically part of Spur’s Army, she had not done much of anything routine or ‘soldier-like’ with any other soldiers, at all, except for that first month all those months ago. She was apprenticed to Archmage Flatt, after all, and his whims dictated her life.

And it was such a good life.

But one day, she’d be on her own. She almost wished that day was today, but as soon as that thought crossed her mind, she banished it. Be careful what you wish for!

The door opened. An older woman came out while a young man went right in.

Kiri had learned so much while apprenticed to Erick. Sure, he didn’t know much standardized magic at all, but that never stopped him from controlling the weather or killing every monster in millions upon millions of kilometers. Holy shit. Kiri took a moment to realize that that would be her, soon enough.

[Withering]! [Control Weather]! [Cascade Imaging]!

[Call Lightning], the base of Erick’s power! And what a basic tier spell!

Holy gods, holy gods, it’s actually happening.

Kiri searched for those spells in the Script, and she didn’t find them, but that didn’t matter. She didn’t think she would find them, anyway. They were too good. Too powerful. She would have to make them herself.

She thought for a second and came to the conclusion that [Call Lightning] probably existed outside of the Open Script. It had to be like [Duplicate], or [Teleport Familiar]. Accessible, if you knew how.

And then another thought occurred.

Oh.

Gods.

Could she get that Class Ability that let Erick effortlessly GAIN ALL PARTICLE MAGIC HE WITNESSED?!

Could she do that? Could she get [Control Weather], just like that?

TODAY?!

A tiny, maybe-crazed giggle leapt out of Kiri. She pulled it back in, stuffing that emotion down, down, down. Silencing that small, too-overjoyed part of herself back into something more proper for one of her station. She had a station, yeah? Yeah, she did. Erick could get away with being crazed, but she certainly could not; at least NOT YET!

Bwahahaha!

The other soldiers were looking at her.

She controlled herself. Mostly. That laugh had been inside her head, hadn’t it? Yes. It had. Mostly.

At least one being had been looking at her without judgment, though. Sunny curled up around Kiri’s neck, flickering happy greens, her little wings fluttering with rainbows. She was happy that Kiri was happy.

Kiri whispered to no one in particular, “Sorry.”

But she wasn’t really sorry. She was jubilant. Exuberant. Magnificently elated!

Another person shuffled into Irogh’s office as the person from before stepped out, and then away.

Soon, another person shifted through the registrar’s office.

Kiri was next!

The main hallway of the Courthouse was beginning to come alive with the normal business of the day. People from off the streets were beginning to step across the white stone, or talk to their clients in the hallway, or to argue in small voices with other lawyers standing just outside of the various courtrooms of the Courthouse.

Kiri didn’t care about any of that. Because she was next in line, and the door to Irogh’s office opened—

A voice came from the side; not from the open door.

“Miss Flamecrash.”

“Nooooo…” Kiri whisper-whined, as she turned to the person who had been approaching her for the last twenty seconds. Of course, Kiri had noticed Silverite, the sundress-clothed silver wrought Mayor of Spur. Or, actually, Sunny had noticed, and then poked at Kiri to get her to notice the silver woman walking through the crowd of not-wrought. She breathed, turned to Silverite, asking, “Can I please go inside and then come out and talk with you, Mayor Silverite? It’s a very, very big day for me. I promise I won’t take long.”

Silverite gestured away from the line, saying, “I promise I won’t take long, Miss Flamecrash. Come along now.”

Kiri reluctantly gave up her place in line. She tried to be professional about following along like a good little soldier, but that [Teleporting Platform] had already left the Guildhouse. She was most decidedly unhappy. She tried not to let it show and was mostly successful, in her own opinion. Silverite probably saw right through her. Immortals were like that.

… Erick was sort of like that. It was that Perception of his, for sure. But then again, he had always been fast on the social clues. Kiri had needed to take up [Sense Emotion] from a helpful Mind Mage to be able to do the same thing Erick could do without magic.

Silverite took Kiri down a hallway, then into one of the empty meeting rooms that any lawyer or judge could use for their purposes. She closed the door behind them.

They were alone.

Silverite began, “I need you to come back to Spur, today. Erick needs to stay away longer.”

Kiri almost shouted ‘no!’, but then she controlled herself. Erick had just spoken of journeying into the Forest, into the Old Dragonkin lands! The only reason she hadn’t gotten radically more excited when he suggested that, was because she was already at peak-joy. Today, she had become a Particle Mage!

Silverite narrowed her eyes. She waited.

“Can I ask why I need to return right now?” Kiri said, “We were planning on going to the Forest to hunt for Gates in the Old Dragonkin lands and I would dearly like to be part of that.”

“I need another person I can call upon at a moment’s notice in order to defend the city from over-sized assailants.” Silverite said, “There has been a monster attack every other night, and Archmage Wave, Obsidian, and Opal, are complaining to me over their massively increased obligations. Now that the Culling is done up there, I need you and Sizzi both to come back. Ask for something and let me give it to you, but in exchange, I need you here, and on-call.”

Kiri felt a flush of emotion. Silverite was asking for her help? And offering an exchange?

… This… This was also everything Kiri ever wanted!

Kiri rapidly said, “Of course, Mayor. I was not aware that the city was actually in danger. I will—”

But… Kiri really, truly did want to visit the Old Dragonkin lands. But, she didn’t need to visit those gravesites, did she? No; she did not. What she needed was a secure place of her own in the world. Until this very moment, Spur was not exactly that spot. Sure, there were far-off plans that were vague enough to include such a possibility. Part of her harbored the hope to someday return to Tower Town as some sort of archmage, or conqueror, but those were the dreams of a vengeful child.

A much better dream was staring her in the face, right now.

A place of power in Spur. Leverage for the future. Ever since she became Erick’s apprentice, those needs had always been nebulous stars to reach for but never quite catch.

But now?

Kiri saw her paths, and picked one.

Kiri said, “A promotion. Tax exemption—”

She almost added that she wanted to talk to the other Archmages of Spur, too, to learn from them, but that would have been asking for way too much. She had gotten exceedingly lucky with Erick, and that was only because of his own unique circumstances, and the fact that she was able to approach him in the training ring of Spur’s Adventurer’s Guild. You did not approach Archmages without due cause, nor did you ask of them anything that they were not already willing to give, unless you liked being set on fire or your world turned upside down. Such stories were common when it came to publically-available archmages like the Headmaster.

Erick might not set many people on fire, but he certainly turned their world upside down whenever he could, and sometimes without even trying.

Kiri added, “— And a path to being a power in Spur, Mayor Silverite.”

Silverite said, “You are now a Specialist. It’s outside of the normal command structure. The only ones you will have to take orders from are me, Killzone, or Liquid. If, in the future, you choose to stay with Erick, then you will still have to listen to Poi; he is much more trusted than you, though you are getting there. I offer you 50,000 gold in tax credit. If you stick around in Spur, then you will be a Power, and soon. But that all depends on you.” She asked, “Is this sufficient?”

“Fifty tho—!” Kiri returned her wide-eyes to their normal measures of openness as she stood tall and readily agreed, “Yes.” She added, “I am going to stay with Erick. But I’ll be in Spur. I have to go back and tell them that I have to return. We truly did have plans for exploring the Forest, Mayor Silverite. Erick wants to plunder the Gate network if we can find any left.”

“You have the day. I need you and your Sunny here before night falls. Let Erick know that I don’t believe he will find any Gates; they’ve all been plundered centuries ago.” Silverite added, “When you come back, you’ll be on a night-time schedule, so be ready for that.”

“Heard and understood, Mayor.” Kiri said, “I must get back to Irogh, then back to Erick. I will be back before nightfall.”

“Good.” Silverite walked to the door and opened it, saying, “Glad to have you here.”

“Glad to be here, Mayor.”

- - - -

Kiri sat down across from Irogh, the Registrar of Spur.

The greying orcol smirked, saying, “You look like you’ve gotten some good news.”

“It’s like everything is coming together, Mister Registrar. A hundred moving pieces, all at once, converging into something wonderful. I’m less than thrilled some parts seem to be happening out of order, but that’s life.”

“I’m happy for you.” Irogh asked, “Now what can I do for you, today?”

“Class Abilities!” Kiri said, “Please and thank you.”

Irogh nodded.

Blue boxes appeared.




	
All Spell Cost Reduction. 10%


	
More Mana. 2x





	
All Particle Spell Cost Reduction. max 20%


	
More HP. 2x





	
All Ability Cost Reduction. 5%


	
More Mana Regeneration. 2x





	
More Spell Damage Done, General. 1.25x


	
More Spell Damage Done, Particle. 2x





	
Less Spell Damage Taken, General. .75x


	
Less Spell Damage Taken, Particle. .25x





	
General Spell Duration. 1.25x


	
Particle Spell Duration. 2x





	
Particle Reinforcement. All Particle Spells deal in the physical, and you’ve imbued this power into yourself. Double your Health. Casting Particle Spells restores your Health.


	
Particle Power. All Particle Spells deal physical damage, and you’ve imbued this ability into all of your magic. Effect varies. 





	
Particle Spell Creation. Your ability to create Particle Spells is greatly increased. 


	
Mana Shield. Damage taken is split between MP and HP





	
Hero of Veird. 3x damage done to any monster.


	
Mental Defenses. Increases your ability to withstand mental attacks and to understand if you have been targeted by a mental attack.





	
Sculpt Spell. All Spells are always affected by Major Mana Shaping, for free. Greatly reduced cost to alter ongoing Auras.


	
Lesser Summoner Savant. Your summons gain minor access to your Skills and Abilities. 5% efficiency.





	
Light Dedication. Take much less damage from Light Sources. Do much more damage with Light Sources.


	
Light Efficiency. Greatly reduce the costs of all Light attacks and spells.





	
Force Savant. Your Force Spells do more and cost less.


	
Fire Savant. Your Fire spells do more and cost less.





	
Draconic Heritage. A glimpse of High Magic. Your magic is much more effective, and you are more vulnerable to all magic. Unchangeable once selected.


	
Draconic Denial. A denial of High Magic. Your magic is much less effective, and you are resistant to all magic. Unchangeable once selected.














Kiri had… Several questions. Some of them were much larger than the others.

She started with the smallest question, which until this moment, she had considered the largest, asking, “I don’t get the ‘see a particle spell and get that particle spell’, Ability?”

“No.”

Simple answer. No elaboration? No elaboration.

Maybe… Maybe she didn’t understand Particle Magic as well as Erick? Or maybe that Class Ability was Erick’s alone, and it would never be anyone else’s? Well… Whatever! Kiri had years upon years to gain more spells and power and Abilities. So what if she didn’t get what she was hoping for right away?

Kiri rushed forward, asking, “Why do I have Mental Defenses? I should not qualify for that one. They very clearly told me that if anything like that should show like it would mean that something bad had happened to me, without my knowledge.”

A shadow seemed to pass across Irogh’s face, as he said, “I can’t tell you why someone outside of this office would have told you to do something with regard to what you might see inside this office. That’s outside of my jurisdiction.”

“Okay… Okay.” She resolved to speak to someone else about that when she got back to Erick. Poi would Scan her if she asked. That’s what she would do. She would ask Poi for a Scan. Kiri moved on. She eyed the Draconic pair of Abilities, then ignored them, and asked, “How does Fire Savant work with Light Dedication and Particle Power, when it comes to infrared light?”

Irogh paused, briefly seemed as though he had never been asked that question before, which, fair enough, he probably hadn’t, then he glanced to the air. He narrowed his eyes at some invisible blue box, no doubt, then said, “They all stack.” He blinked, then looked to Kiri. “I’m not sure what you asked me, so I can’t help you more than that.”

“Okay.” Kiri asked, “What about Particle Power when it comes to fighting someone under a [Ward]? I read that the interaction of Particle Magic and [Ward] has been altered, but… What’s going on there?”

“The Script has fully integrated Particle Magic into itself.” Irogh said, “All this really means is that your [Hermetic Bolts] will now be able to strike a target under a non-solid [Ward], doing damage to the [Ward] instead of the person. Attacking a solid [Ward] with [Hermetic Bolts] will do damage to that Solid Ward. Normal interactions.”

Kiri nodded along as the man spoke, as she read the list of Abilities again and again. There had been a few surprises on there, but she knew what she wanted, so she said, “I’ll take the Class Ability Slot Increase Quest, four times, please. I can complete them right now, so keep ‘em coming.”

Irogh eyed her. “Just so you’re aware, according to my math and if you take the Mana Class Abilities I think you’re going to take, it would take you 320 days at 12 hours of regen each of those days, in order to complete the first Quest of the Slot Increase Quests. You don’t have to channel into the Quest for 12 hours every day. You might be able to get that channeling down to a single hour a day, split up however many times you can do it, over 12 hours.” He said, “You’re already level 82. You might never get new points from gaining levels ever again. Spending those points on this Slot Increase is a big decision.”

“I’m aware of the repercussions, but I do not have the time nor the desire to channel into those Quests and I’m sure the Abilities I want will save my life; I am sure of this decision.” Kiri said, “Thank you for your concern.”

“Very well.”

Blue Quest boxes appeared.

Kiri completed them, one right after the other, four times in total. 40 points vanished in the course of half a minute, before she could second-guess herself for the thousandth time. When it was over, she sighed. Those damn points had been staring at her, demanding to be used every single time she stared at her Status. And now they were gone! Thank the gods.

Irogh asked, “Which Class Abilities were you thinking?”

Kiri breathed deep, satisfied, then said, “I want the Quests for…”

- - - -

Erick lifted his eyes from his book as the air shimmered green on the other side of the living room.

Kiri popped in.

“Hey, Kiri!” Erick smiled. “How did it go? What did you get?”

Kiri giggled, saying, “So much! I got so much!” She looked around. “Is anyone else here?”

“Poi is in the bathroom, but everyone else went ahead to Nosier’s to get their soul checked out one more time. We can do that, too, now that you’re back, but what did you get?”

“I didn’t get that Ability you have that allows you to see a Particle Spell and copy it into your own Status. I don’t think anyone will ever get that one except for you.”

Erick winced. “Ah. Damn. There goes that easy idea. But hey! That means that no one else can copy what I put out there. Did you see that part in the notification about making new Class Abilities? I think a trip to the Orrery is in order!”

Kiri paused. “Uh. No. I did not get that notification.” Astounded, she asked, “Can you do that?” She rapidly answered, “I mean. Yeah! Of course you can. People invent Classes and Abilities all the time— Or at least they used to do that. Centuries ago! A thousand years ago, actually. That was part of my Magical History Class. I had forgotten about that.” She asked, “What were you thinking?”

“I don’t want to say it out loud before I invent the thing, but I’m pretty sure of at least one Ability that was missing from my list. Maybe more.” He said, “I checked out my own Status and Abilities while you were out and didn’t see much more than what I already had. Nothing of note, anyway. Particle Reinforcement and Particle Power seemed nice, but I’m not changing anything right now.” He eyed her. “So what did you actually get?”

Kiri pretended at difficulty and obstinance, but she could not keep the smile off her face, as she sent, ‘Double Mana. Double Mana Regen. 10% All Spell Cost Reduction. Particle Reinforcement. Particle Power. Light Dedication. Fire Savant. Sculpt Spell. Particle Spell Creation. And one more I can’t really talk about.’ She spoke aloud, “I’ve got to do all of the Quests for all of them, and that might take a while, but that doesn’t matter, because I finally got it!” She held up both of her hands, showing that she was only wearing one of her rings. “I had to take off your rings or else they’d have gotten absorbed, but I’m going to remake my own temporary ones for those Mana Quests as soon as I can.”

“I’m happy for you, Kiri.” He stood up, saying, “So if you can’t copy my Basic spells like I copied yours, then we’re going to have to do the ritual. [Call Lightning] is waiting for you! And then we can plan the trip to the Old Dragonkin ruins out in the Forest.”

Kiri was practically glowing, but then she dimmed. “Yeah. And I do want to go…” She breathed. She said, “But Silverite wants me back in Spur. They’re having monster problems at night and the archmages of Spur are getting angry that they have to take care of everything. Is that…” She asked, “Is that okay?”

Ah. Damn. That was disappointing.

“Well. If that’s what you want?” Erick decided, “Sure. Yeah. You can go back to Spur and help them— Wait a second. Does she need me back there?” Erick found himself with sudden questions, asking, “How did this happen? Is she ordering you to go back? I haven’t had Ophiel on many patrols in a while except to recast [Control Weather], but I was never asked to keep them around the city— Poi would have said something!” And then he looked to Kiri, and ignored his own questions to focus on his apprentice. As he had spoken, she had turned from joyful to miserable-but-hiding-it. She had likely been shoved into an awkward spot by Silverite’s request, too. But the Mayor’s request was also an opportunity, wasn’t it? Erick said, “Sorry. I don’t want to influence your decision. But...” He had expected Kiri to go all the way on his Worldly Path, because… “It’s easier to protect you when you’re near me, Kiri, and I like having you around. But. If you’re not near me, then you might not be in as much danger. Is this what you want? To go back to Spur? If Silverite is actually asking for you, directly, then this is an opportunity, yes?” He rapidly added, “I will go to bat for you if you don’t want to go back. I can field problems in Spur while we’re out in the field.”

“No. No. Thank you. But…” Kiri smiled softly, then she relaxed, as she said, “Silverite caught me in the hallway outside of Irogh’s office and asked me what I wanted in order to come back to Spur, to protect the city at night. They’re having monster troubles as the Dead City shifts into a new equilibrium. I asked for a promotion, some tax credits, and a path to power. She met my offer, so it’s the smart thing to accept her request. She specifically said that she doesn’t want you to come back yet.”

But why wouldn’t she want him back in Spur, if the city was in dange—

Ah… There was a simple answer to this question.

Not many knew what the Worldly Path meant, but Silverite would have known. Why hadn’t she told him what it meant, then? Maybe… She was probably keeping her interactions with him to an absolute minimum.

But she still had a city to protect, and because of that, she was poaching his apprentice.

Eh.

Kiri was probably safer in Spur, anyway.

“That’s fine, Kiri.” Erick said, “I’m glad for you. You’re still going to stay at the house, right?”

“Of course!” Kiri said, “And I don’t have to be back till dark, anyway.”

Erick smiled. “And now you have an excuse not to go with us to the Core.”

Kiri gave a nervous laugh, then asked, “You’re not actually going there? I thought that was a joke?”

“Not a joke.” Erick said, “We’re going to the Core, ya know, eventually.”

“Then I’m glad to have gotten out while I could!”

Erick laughed. And then he settled, with a sigh. “I’ll miss you on the rest of this Worldly Path. I don’t know how long it will take.”

Kiri said, “I’m absolutely sure that if you need me, I will be able to get away from Silverite, and Spur. I will be there whenever you call.”

“I’ll call you if I need you, but I’ll try not to call.” Erick decided, “You should work on a Domain while you’re at Spur. In fact, that’s your homework. Make a good Domain by the time I come back. Whenever that might be.”

Kiri paled, a bit. “Uh. I don’t even know where to start.”

“What were you going to work on, then?” Erick said, “Actually. Let’s you and I spend the next few hours going over whatever Particle Questions you might have, and then we can work on getting you [Call Lightning]. We don’t have to show up for the soul checkup at any set time, and your soul already looks normal enough.”

And it did. Kiri’s soul was a bright green roil of light and life just below her scales; her Shroud an ethereal existence of stabilized fire.

Kiri brightened. With a quiet joy in her voice, she said, “Absolutely. Let’s do that.”

“Jane and Teressa are out, but where is Poi… Oh.” Erick called out, “Hey, Poi! You didn’t fall in, did you?”

Beyond the closed door to the bathroom, Poi grumbled.

- - - -

The orange sands of the Crystal Forest lined the horizon like ocean waves at sunset. But this was the middle of the day, and the sky was perfectly blue. Cloudless, and getting hotter by the minute. Warm winds blew from the north. If one were much, much further north, they would feel those winds coming down from the Wyrmridge Mountains like cold rivers, but out here, those mountains were far out of sight, and the winds were like a warming ocean, sweeping across the land.

Heavy with moisture but devoid of clouds and rain for a variety of reasons, one of which were the invisible Cloud Giant cities that strolled the Crystal Forest, stray air flows kicked off of tall dunes, sending itself spinning as it curled sand into the sky, creating minor dust devils. A few of those dust devils might have been air or sand elementals. A few were moisture elementals, which were almost like water elementals, but lesser.

Here and there under the moving oceans of wind, sat crystalline monsters, pretending at being plants but failing miserably. The agave that those monsters pretended to be did not grow this far north, for the winds of the Water Season were upon the land, and the monsters here had to hold onto the ground and readjust their positions all the time. Their meters-long crystalline leaves chimed against each other, but the wind was not strong enough to break them. The wind was strong enough to break the land bit by bit, moving the ocean of sand, which, in turn, would have broken any true Crystal Agave, which was why there were no agave this far north; they’d get buried under such a breaking force.

Another breaking force appeared in a flash of white light; three people.

Less than a second later, more light flashed, green and white, and the people were suddenly surrounded by flapping not-birds and undulating not-couatls. There was a man dressed in robes of brown and tan, who was not as young as he appeared to be. Another was a young woman with green scales, dressed in greens to match those scales. The third was just there to watch; he held a magic rod in his hand. He was prepared for success, and also failure.

A few small words of encouragement carried away on the wind.

Both men stepped away.

The young woman stepped forward.

She stood under the heavy sky, alone, and yet not. She flickered with green light as her emerald eyes scanned the blue above. She had the words. She had the understanding. The sky held the promise of rain, just as it had in all Water Seasons of the past. Usually, this promise was broken because the land itself had been broken by millennia old monsters and magics. But today...

Today, the young woman just needed to find her voice. She needed to bridge a gap in the natural order.

She needed magic.

Magic came upon her like a friendly stranger.

Mana flowed across the land. She could feel it now, and it could feel her. She was but a pinprick of light in the brilliance of the day, while the friendly stranger was an entire world of possibility. A brush of foreign power that was at once both odd and familiar, touched upon the young girl, as if asking if this was correct. As if asking for permission.

As if asking for a promise.

The young woman had done much with magic, but never before had she felt the mana as she had that day. Maybe it had been like this, a bit, when she called her [Familiar] from the mana, or when she had seen that mage wrap that wyrm in fire, all those years ago, or when she had done this very same thing on much smaller scales in order to make her own smaller magics. She realized, now, that what she felt in this moment was the same thing she saw, as though from a distance, every time she saw her mentor create a new spell. He would not have flinched at the power she had prepared to call, for that power was ready to answer.

The force of that answer was frightening.

The young woman’s voice cracked on her very first word.

The mana roiled—

The woman laughed at her mistake; nervous and yet even more determined than ever. She tried again, her voice growing strong as she spoke to the sky in words that could never convey the entirety of her thoughts.

But she could convey her feelings.

In this case, those feelings were directed up and out, but also at a spire of stone in the distance.

“From ground to sky, and cloud to mount, from flash we mouth a subtle count!

“A strike of three from there to thee, marks the end of ancient trees.

“From ground to sky, and cloud to mount, from flash we mouth a subtle count.

“From high to low be now call’t, in this place, a [Lightning Bolt]!”

They were old words, spoken almost a year ago over a dinner between new friends. To those new and now old friends, they had been the words of a man who didn’t know how magic worked. To the man who had spoken them, those words were filled with ideas of electrons and charge differentials and the rubbing of moisture against moisture in systems so vast that no one person could ever hope to comprehend or control the whole; so he asked magic to fill the gaps.

The young woman had done the same, on this day, but she had the benefit of established magic helping her along.

As the original caster looked on with a dozen different viewpoints, preparing to intercede should something horrific happen, he watched as his apprentice recreated his first magic. He smiled, even before the magic took hold, for he saw the world respond to his apprentice, and it was good.

The sky shifted, but barely. Even if you were watching, you might have missed the wispy white brushstrokes of clouds that painted a part of the sky to something other than blue. The mentor noticed, but then he noticed something else: the shadow produced by that cloud.

That shallow darkness seemed a living thing. It was expected. It was there. It did not interfere.

Eyes turned fully to the sky.

The sky charged.

A brilliant bolt of green-white lightning flashed across the blue, to strike the distant spire.

The young woman collapsed, bleeding from her eyes, her ears, and her nose. She coughed up blood as she was tapped with a glowing rod. Her world was pain, but her mentor held her in his arms and told her everything was going to be okay. He listed her internal injuries to her; they were mostly burst blood vessels caused by something he didn’t quite understand, but the rod’s magic was already mending her body. He did not mention that her soul was slightly damaged, but that too, looked to be minor. She smiled, weakly. Then she held out a familiar blue box.

Erick smiled, overjoyed for his apprentice. “Good job, Kiri. I knew you could do it.”

Kiri groaned and laughed at the same time. Blood trickled from her mouth. A [Cleanse] cleaned up the blood, and her laugh turned pure for two moments. Then she groaned again. She tried to sit up, but only managed to collapse back into Erick’s arms.

Kiri closed her eyes, and said, “I feel like I got run over by a wyrm.”

“I was out of it for a while, too.” Erick said, “I only had access to [Treat Wounds] but you have [Greater Treat Wounds]. You should get better faster than it took me.”

Poi spoke up, “Congratulations, Specialist Kiri.”

Kiri opened her eyes, and said, “Thank you.” She leaned up, trying to stand. Erick helped her to her feet, then held her upright when she almost wobbled back to the ground. She breathed out, “Ohh... That’s an uncomfortable rush.”

Erick said, “You look like you’ll be fine. Maybe don’t attempt any of the other Particle Spells you’ve seen me make until you get better, and never without supervision and help. Maybe take a week? I’ll check up on you each day, but your soul damage is minor. As far as I’ve been able to tell, people walk around with similar damage and are fine for it—” He paused. “Or maybe… are they depressed? Or something? Oh. That’s an idea.” He shoved that thought away and said to Kiri, “You need to work on your mana sense. You need at least two, maybe three things to make it as a power in this world. You need a Domain. You need [True Sight] and all the other Sights, and those come from a mana sense, so you need a mana sense. And you need a place to call your own, along with allies.” He smiled, saying, “One out of three ain’t bad.”

“I will take your words to heart.” Kiri breathed deep, smelling the warm, moisture-rich air. She said, “I just want a moment, then we can go back to Treehome.”

Erick said, “Of course.”

The young woman stared out across the land, to spy the spire in the distance. A black mark adorned the tip, like a splash of ink scattered upon the orange stone. She sighed. She smiled. She was ready to go.

The older man who was not, the emerald woman, and the sapphire guard, all vanished in a flicker of light. The not-birds and the not-couatls vanished in the following seconds.

When everyone was gone, the shadow around the base of the stone spire became something darker, but only briefly. The Darkness left as fast as he had come, gifting a laugh to the wind that was almost too quiet to hear.
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                Kiri stood in a familiar room in one of the towers of Nosier’s Roots, near the top. The orcol-projection of the Arbor stood in front of her with his hand hovering above her head. Erick watched as a profound number of eyes opened in the manasphere, and gazed upon the young greenscale. The eyes blinked, and then departed.

Nosier said, “Clean. Minor soul damage from some recent event. A day of rest and you should be fine.”

Kiri sagged just a bit; relieved.

This was the last such scan for Erick’s people. Everyone else had already gone through this process.

Erick stood to the side and saw the end of his involvement with Arbor Nosier, but he didn’t quite know if he should ask the question that was on his tongue.

He decided to ask, anyway, “Is the generalized soul damage I see on people’s souls out there on the street from some mental issue, or from something else?”

Nosier smiled wide, and then instructed, “The harshness of life is often a cracking force upon the soul; this is the nature of existence, and there is nothing to be done save to strive for greatness and then to achieve it. But in practical terms: they probably just tried to make some spell or otherwise, as I guess your apprentice has done. Knowing which has happened usually requires asking the person in question. And now for my question—”

“That’s not good enough.” Erick said, “If you want to exchange questions, I need a better answer than that.”

“My question is not that large, and your answer just now was the best I can do, for I do not work in soul magics except for defense.” Nosier moved right along, asking, “What are the requirements for Particle Mage?”

“Nope.” Erick added, “And I cannot believe that you think those two questions are anywhere near the same value.”

“I need not find out from you. Someone in this world will have met the requirements besides your apprentice.” He looked to Kiri. “Congratulations, by the way. I can tell you gained a Class and I believe I know which one. I offer you the same question, and the same level of reciprocal answer.”

Kiri shut that down, saying, “I cannot, sir Arbor.”

Nosier shrugged. He turned back to Erick, looming over him, saying, “Someone will let me purchase that information. Somewhere in this world, someone has achieved Particle Mage aside from you and your apprentice. The value of this answer is limited only by a time frame.”

“Still: no.” Erick said, “Ask a different question.”

Nosier sighed. Then he asked, “Where are you going to plant your next Yggdrasil? Surely you have seen the ‘Expand Treehome’ Quest? Yes? When are you going to formally ask us about that Quest?”

“… Ah.” Erick glanced at his blue box for Yggdrasil, then turned back to Nosier, saying, “I can’t plant another one yet. Not sure what the limitations are, there.”

“So you are planning on partaking of our offer?”

“… Yes.” Erick had been toying with the idea of ‘Expanding Treehome’ with Yggdrasil, but it wasn’t till then that he decided, “Yes. That is the plan. But I’m not sure why I haven’t gotten another planting.”

“What’s the wording? This does not count as reciprocation; if you are planting him here, I need to know.”

Erick considered the strategic information Noiser was requesting, and then decided that if anyone would know how this ‘arbor-thing’ was going to go, it would be Nosier. And he was right; you couldn’t very well ‘Expand Treehome’ without the consent of the current Arbors. So, Erick said, “All Yggdrasil are the same creature, but only one Yggdrasil is the World Tree. The World Tree has yet to be planted. Summon Yggdrasil has as many maximum summons as the World Tree allows, with a minimum of 2. Current Maximum: 2.” Erick said, “I am almost completely sure that the Yggdrasil at Candlepoint is the main trunk, but I am not so sure. I’m not even sure how multi-trunk Arbors work. None of you all are multi-trunk summons, are you?” He added, “Not even Redarrow is a multi-trunk summon, though he looks like a grove of trees.”

Nosier leaned back, thinking. The emerald mana in the air around him turned thicker. His eyes clouded over in green. And then he came back to himself. “In all things, time is necessary for growth. Yggdrasil will grow more than most. Him having multiple bodies is a nuance to the usual working…” Nosier glanced at Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb, saying, “Your Yggdrasil is a unique specimen in that we know what he will become if given time. Yggdrasil is not unique in the ability to have multiple bodies.

“It might seem to the world at large that the creators of us Arbors only made single-trunk Arbors. But this is not what has happened. This is survivor’s bias.

“Multi-trunk Arbors have never worked out for one reason or another, but mostly because the split of power from one to ten weakens the whole, making them susceptible to soul attacks, or other infections. For multiple reasons, I doubt Yggdrasil will have this issue, but all multi-body summons have some issues in their first years of real life that single-body summons do not.” Nosier glanced to Ophiel, sitting on Erick’s shoulder, as he said, “For your Ophiel, I suspect there will be a fight for dominance. There will be differentiation of minds, souls, and bodies. Shifting biology will come, of course, and that first attempt at procreation will be awkward for all involved. There is a possibility that you, as the summoner, might try to control the life you have made, thus becoming an accidental slaver in the process.” He added, “I doubt you will have the Slaver-issue, but Yggdrasil will have some of them.”

“But that’s a hundred years away?” Erick glanced at Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb, saying, “He has time to learn before he becomes himself.”

Nosier smiled softly, saying, “A hundred years is nothing, Erick. It will be over before you know. I still remember being an Arbor of Treehome a thousand years ago, back when our community was much different. We used to have a sister-city on the southern side of the Wyrmridge Mountains, but then Ar’Kendrithyst erupted from the center of that land and then the Crystal Mimics came. With your obvious ability, I have no doubt that you will either plunge this world into untold ruin, or you’ll be around for longer than I am, helping where you wish to help.” With a shrug, he added, “Unless you get yourself killed. Which can happen to anyone.”

Erick didn’t know exactly what to say to that, so he said, “I didn’t actually ask for an answer.”

“Ha!” Nosier said, “We can dispense with the [Strike]-for-[Strike]. With the day’s final Scans, our little foray into Cleansing the Forest has come to a close, and you have proven yourself as a valued guest of Treehome. Speak openly. Ask what you will. Go and come as you please. My library is open to you whenever you wish, Erick, so don’t hesitate.” He said to Kiri, “And you, too, Miss Flamecrash.” He asked, “Are you going to stay in Treehome for a little while longer? Or are you moving on? I haven’t heard anything about that Converter Angel.”

Erick felt a warmth in his chest as Nosier spoke. He replied with that warmth, saying, “Thank you, Nosier. I haven’t heard anything regarding the Angel either, except that it’s still on Celes. Kiri is going back to Spur tonight, but the rest of us are headed off to the Old Dragonkin lands in search of a Gate.”

“Oh!” Nosier brightened. “You are? I did not know if that was actually going to happen. You must speak to Redarrow. He runs the Old Dragonkin Expedition Center—” He paused. He said, “Hmm. I was going to tell you a secret, but I will inform Redarrow instead. It will be his prerogative if he wishes to speak with you. Anyway. Speak to Redarrow about adventuring in search of a Gate. He might know a location to search, but all the ones I knew about are long gone... Actually. I would go for another round of [Strike]-for-[Strike]. For starters: You didn’t see a Gate out there when you were Imaging the whole Damned Forest? Surely you know that they’re giant squares of solid metal. That should be searchable.”

“… I looked, but I did not find one. I researched what they were supposed to look like, so I know what I’m looking for, but I still got no results.” After he switched away from Imaging for Gates, Erick got quite a lot of results when he searched for specific metals of all kinds, but those maps were wholly blue and not very helpful; there was a lot of metal in the Forest. Besides that, he was in the middle of Imaging for monsters, anyway. Erick said, “I’ll go see Redarrow, but I had a bargain of trade from Tenebrae that I was going to use for that, specifically because he said he knew the location of an intact Gate.” Erick sighed. “But Tenebrae seems unwilling to want to telepathically talk with me.”

Nosier laughed. “He is a rather ornery little man, isn’t he. Just go talk to Redarrow, instead, and don’t mind his weirdness; the people of the ODEC will tell you how to behave. And take care, Erick. Don’t go dying out there.”

“I’ll be seeing you around, I’m sure.”

- - - -

While Erick was busy cleaning up his parts of the hotel room and Imaging some of the Forest to make sure that he didn’t miss any obvious Gates hiding in the Green, Kiri was already done with her room. Kiri laid in bed, resting for a little while. They were all waiting for Jane and Teressa to come back to the hotel. Kiri was waiting for something else.

Poi opened the door to her room and came inside.

Kiri sent, ‘Thanks for doing this.’

‘It’s no trouble, except that it’s troubling it needs to be done, at all.’ Poi, ever the professional, asked, ‘Do you consent to a [Lesser Deep Scan] with regard to missing or altered memories?’

‘Please, and yes. I consent. It had to have happened recently, right?’

‘It could have happened anywhere in the last year, ever since you came to Spur and became part of Erick’s entourage.’

‘I know you have to lie as part of the job, Poi, but I’m absolutely sure I’ve been scanned for memory alterations before now. You probably do this routinely. So why didn’t you tell me I had been altered?’

‘I do NOT do this routinely. I NEVER do this without consent. Never insult me in this way again.’

Kiri winced. ‘Sorry.’

Poi sighed. He breathed. ‘Apology accepted. Shall I proceed?’

‘Yes; I’ll shut up now.’

Poi closed his eyes. Tendrils of intent flowed from him to touch Kiri from head to toe, connecting with her entire nervous system; connecting with her entire mind. Kiri forced herself to relax. Relaxation wasn’t necessary, and the Scan did not hurt, but it was still a vulnerable thing to put herself into.

A minute later, Poi opened his eyes.

He shook his head. He frowned. ‘Nothing?’

Kiri frowned. She sat up, onto the edge of her bed. ‘Nothing?’

‘No memory alterations. No soul-shifting, according to Nosier; I don’t check for that. No lingering scars on your history. No oddities at all, except for those events that introduced you to Mind Magic in the first place.’ Poi said, ‘You do have some rather high aspirations, but aside from those eventually killing you if you play them wrong, I see nothing too abnormal at all.’

Kiri’s frown deepened. ‘Okay. So. Why do I have the Class Ability: Mental Defenses? Should I take it? I really feel like I should.’

‘… I’m going to have to get back to you on that one. You might need to visit someone else for a better Scan.’ Poi said, ‘But aside from that: You’re already high-profile, Kiri. I would suggest you stay away from any Mind Magic. [Sense Emotion] is already treading a line. Erick’s [Call Lightning] already puts you on several watchlists the world over. You already have a history with us, and that gives you some goodwill, but to actually go further means that you are either tied to us even more, or…’ He seemed to decide something, then he said, ‘Or bad things happen and you will never know they were done.’

Kiri felt a chill.

He asked, ‘Why not go for Draconic Denial? That’s always a good one.’

‘For all your ability to read people, you would think that I would go for the Denial option? Please.’

‘It would be hard on Erick if you died to your own magic.’

‘… Yeah. But…’

Kiri had no further response to that. She did not want to hurt the man who had raised her as high as he had. But at the same time… Limiting herself to lesser magics? No.

‘Maybe I’ll just go with generalized less spell damage taken. Or Mana Shield.’

‘Those are always good fallback options. I wish Erick would have taken Mana Shield. He could probably survive almost any one attack, if he had.’

‘Better than Blood Mana, for sure.’ Kiri shivered, involuntarily.

Poi said, ‘Blood Mana is not that bad. He barely uses it. I thought I’d have to be explaining to Silverite why my charge was bleeding everywhere whenever he cast, but thankfully that has not been the case.’

‘I’m sure that will change, given time.’

Poi shivered. ‘Not funny.’

‘… It was a little funny. Besides! You’re there for him!’

Poi grumbled.







- - - -







Arbor Redarrow was a stately grove of grey-bark trees of fifteen trunks in total with a looming, bright-red canopy. He, for Arbor Redarrow was just one tree despite looking like fifteen, sat atop a land of volcanic glass. Composed of black buildings with sharp edges and sharper looks, Arbor Redarrow’s District was home to many dragonkin, and the proud host of the Old Dragonkin Expedition Center. The ODEC was one of the main buildings in that volcanic-black set of buildings directly under Redarrow. That museum boasted the largest collection of Old Dragonkin lore, artifacts, and history, of anywhere on Veird.

“Except for probably the Headmaster and other similarly strong or hidden forces out there,” Kiri said.

Erick, Kiri, Poi, Teressa, and Jane, walked down the street, toward Arbor Redarrow, toward the ODEC.

Jane was focused on a different problem. She stated, as though in disbelief, “And you’re really going back to Spur. Right before we go explore Old Dragonkin ruins. Really.”

“Silverite asked me to come back, and so I will.” Kiri said, “I don’t appreciate it, but I am going to comply. Besides. If there is a Gate out there, it will no doubt be underground and well guarded by either dragons or wyrms or some other awful monster. I don’t need to get in Erick’s way any more than you do.”

Erick said, “Hey now. No one is getting in anyone’s way. I will not be able to do this alone, but if Silverite needs help, and Kiri is willing to give it, then that’s fine with me.” He asked Teressa, “How dangerous is the usual expedition into the Forest?”

With a glint of something joyful in her eyes, Teressa said, “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Kiri winced. Jane smirked.

They had to navigate the crowds a little, but they reached the ODEC and walked inside. Erick introduced himself to the receptionists, weathered a bevy of disbelieving stares and words, then someone who knew what was going on came out from the back. After a few profuse apologies from the staff, for the Chieftain was out, and after being given a few instructions to follow when meeting with Arbor Redarrow, Erick stepped up an obsidian staircase, headed toward an audience with Redarrow.

Jane, Kiri, Teressa, and Poi, followed.

- - - -

Under the Arbor, at the top of the building, in a place both familiar to Erick, and not, they met. Instead of craggy black teeth rimming the land, there were grey arbors. Instead of nothing in the flat caldera of this recreation of the volcanic crater of the gods, there was a shallow pool of unnaturally clear waters. Instead of mists filling the air, steam curled here and there.

A path of dry volcanic stone led from the edge of that pool, toward the center. At the center was a raised basin of water, barely shorter than Erick, that overflowed with clear waters. Steam rolled away from that fountain, across the stone and obscuring a man who was not a man at all.

Their guide had pointed Erick toward the staircase, but that guide was all the way back at the bottom. The only ones in this sacred, steamy and yet cool place, were Erick and his people.

Erick proceeded. Others followed.

A wind blew from the side. Steam cleared. The person in the center of the surrounding Arbor was not an orcol, but a dragonkin, and also not. Their soul was as diffuse as the steam in the air, while their body was a construction of intent, without any blood. Redarrow lifted his head, flicked his tail, and Erick almost stopped, in shock.

The man was a bright scarlet dragonkin with a tail, a muzzle, and a triplicate set of horns that surrounded his head like broken halos made of twisted spears. He stepped to the side. He had legs like a bird’s, with the talons to match. And he was large. Not as large as Nosier, at least not by body-height. Maybe he was only most of the way to being orcol-sized. But by another metric, he was much larger.

Wings lifted from Redarrow’s back. Large, massive wings, each at least three meters across, each as brilliant a red as a sunset, stretched out across the small spit of land around the man. Steam curled as he moved. He was stretching. He had likely been staring into that basin for a long time. His wings relaxed, then wrapped down around his shoulders to act like some sort of bat-wing cape. The only thing he seemed to be wearing was a simple pair of tan shorts. Those shorts were clean and stylish, and kinda at odds with his whole dragon-ness.

“Greetings!” Redarrow extended a hand down and out, his claws open and inviting, as he called out, “Did y’all come for a reading?”

Erick kept walking forward, but his stride broke as he heard the slight twang in Redarrow’s voice. A reading? What was that about? He kept going, though, as he had been instructed to lay his problems out there as fast as possible and to let whatever happens, happen. Erick said, “We seek a Gate of Old Dragonkin make, out in the Forest, if you’ve anywhere to look.” He added, “And to know of anything else you might wish for us to know, perhaps with regard to Yggdrasil.” 

Redarrow’s head bounced as he said, “Oh! Okay okay okay!” He lifted both hands out from below his wing-cape, extending his open claws to both sides of his water basin. He closed his eyes and breathed in the steam— He stopped, suddenly.

Erick stopped on the edge of Redarrow’s somewhat-dry spot of land, in the center of the not-caldera, where his basin flowed steam and waters that flowed into the air and splashed atop the black, glassy ground.

Redarrow opened his ruby-red eyes and stared at Erick. He had no pupils; just light. “You’re Erick Flatt! Right. I knew that. You’ve been in Treehome for a while. We just did some readings for you two weeks ago.” He looked away. The light of his eyes flickered strong, then dimmed back to a low heat, as he turned back to Erick. “That seems to have gone well. Moon Reachers Dead. Deathsoul Shrooms dead. A thousand other, smaller targets of opportunity… also dead. Some stragglers in the mountains that might make themselves known in decades to come. But that’s acceptable. I will warn the appropriate... people… Hmm.” He looked to Erick, his eyes turning brighter once again.

Erick would have been lost if he hadn't been warned that Redarrow liked to go off on tangents if he deemed them more important than the petitioner’s questions, but what Erick had not been told, was that Redarrow was obviously some sort of prognosticator; those people had been mentioned more than a few times while Erick had been helping to clear out the Forest.

He did not actually know who the Prognosticators were, until this moment, for he hadn’t asked, partially because he doubted he would have been told, but mostly because once he had been told, he knew that he would seek these elusive people out… And then he’d set his magic back weeks, or more, attempting to figure out exactly how ‘prognostication’ worked.

Erick almost jumped for joy at having this piece of the puzzle of Treehome finally fall in his lap. He had expected to talk to Redarrow about a trip out to the Forest, possibly involving logistics or whatnot. He had not expected to actually find one of Treehome’s elusive future-tellers.

… The guide back there, at the bottom of the stairs, had never given this away. Erick had assumed this would be a normal meeting.

Erick smiled.

His joy was short-lived.

With bright red eyes, Redarrow’s words came out stilted, “What has...” He glanced to the side, at Kiri. His face fell. He sighed. He said, “You were touched by a powerful force, and recently. When did it...” He looked to Poi, then glanced over everyone else. “No one else…” He looked to Kiri again. “It happened right below— What! Right below? How... When you visited that exhibit that was on display, when you first came to Treehome.” He narrowed his bright red eyes. He was angry. “They come into my home and…” He focused on Kiri. “I cannot see which power messed with your winding thread, but it did happen, and it was the work of a complete professional. I have rarely ever encountered someone who has been so smoothly fate-fucked, and possibly mind-fucked. I am only guessing at the second occurrence; Mind Magic is not my field.”

Erick’s eyebrows went up as he smiled, disbelieving what he was hearing. Then he asked everyone, but mostly Redarrow, “... What?” He had even more questions, now, as his smile left him, he realized there was no joke, and he focused on the most important part of what he had just heard. He looked to Kiri. “Is she safe?”

Kiri’s eyes were wide, her face pale. Jane angled toward the greenscale, while Poi jolted, and Teressa looked like she wanted to take a half a step away from Kiri, but then she thought better of that. Teressa remained where she was, at Kiri’s side.

Redarrow forestalled any immediate issue, saying, “I barely saw what had been done to your apprentice until just now, and only because I looked further and deeper than I usually do, and only because something unexpected has occurred.” He leveled his burning eyes at the young greenscale, saying, “Your fate was tied to Erick’s rather tightly until today. Today, you begin what others might call a divergence, but what I would call a shadow cast by the light. An echo of what has come before; similar, yet different. For your future, I tell you this: Boldness has always served you well, but if you falter, you will falter hard. Good luck.”

Erick almost spoke up again, but Redarrow was not done.

The large, winged dragonkin turned to Erick. “By your feats of prowess and your power, you have earned two readings. One has been chosen for you, for you would not have picked the correct reading. I will allow you to choose your second.”

Erick rapidly thought, then said, “I did not come for any readings, but to talk of events and logistics and to ask—”

“Oh! I see. I see.” Redarrow said, “My mistake. You want directions to a Gate? Trying to recreate that network? Ah. Yes. I see. I will help with this…” He glanced away, his eyes brightening, before he turned back. “If Tenebrae accompanies you, he will die. If he does not, others will die. Hmm. What is the value of a life? A pinprick of light upon the background of reality? A beacon in the darkness; a lighthouse, perhaps. What is the value of a life, when comparing bonfires to candles?” He added, “All of that is barely-there misty Fate. Choose as you will and already have. Maybe Tenebrae will simply be humbled. Maybe everyone will live. The chances of either are rather low. But! What I see does not always come to pass, while what comes to pass, is always seen before it arrives.”

The man sat down onto a small bench Erick was sure had not been there before now. His wing unfolded from his shoulders, to lay behind him, as he leaned over his bird-bath of bubbling waters. He stared into the steam. He said nothing else.

Erick got out, “Red—”

Redarrow interrupted him, “The Arrow of Time is done. Please come again another da—”

“I have one boon left.”

“Bah!” Redarrow’s eyes glowed bright. “I have given you two! We are quits! No more quest—”

“I can interrupt, too. I can be a bastard, too.” Erick said, “You answered me without me asking the question. In such a case, how can it be that you have answered anything I asked of you, at all?”

Redarrow paused. He looked at Erick. Then he grabbed a piece of paper out of the air and folded it up a few times. When he was done and the paper was not directly readable, he said, “Go ahead. Ask your questions.”

Erick nodded, then said, “So what’s that supposed to be? A list of—”

“Gods dammit.” Redarrow unfolded the paper. “You were supposed to ask the questions I already wrote out! Not just jump right to demanding to know what this damned thing is!” He crumpled the paper and threw it at Erick. It sailed five meters and bounced off a sheet of light, then landed in a grip of Erick’s light. Redarrow said, “Read it at your leisure!”

Erick held up the paper. It was absolutely filled with tiny text.

Ah. He understood. Redarrow had written this out with the plan of showing that he already knew everything that Erick was going to ask, for he had written down all the answers ahead of time.

Erick began reading,

“Erick: What is the purpose of life?

“Redarrow: What you make of it! Ask me a real one.

“Erick: Where is the Gate?

“Redarrow: Where Tenebrae says it is.

“Erick: What happened to Kiri?” Erick paused his reading, then said, “Really? You thought I was going to wait till question three to ask after her? And I already know the purpose of life. I would have gotten to Kiri at question one. Two, at the very least.”

Kiri softly said, "Erick."

Erick glanced at her. Kiri was stiff, and silent, and obviously did not want to be the focus of anything right now. So Erick let that issue go, for the moment.

“The future is not always a sure thing.” Redarrow nodded at the paper in Erick’s hands, saying, “That is the answer to question ten, and also question twenty five, by the way, as it deals in teaching you prognostication, which is questions and answers twenty through thirty four.” He said, “I will admit, though, that what is happening right now is something I failed to predict.” His eyes glittered red as he stared at Erick, saying, “And that is interesting.”

“W—”

“It’s interesting because this rarely happens. Questions forty and forty one. The answers are thus: Most people are simple. I am not disparaging them. They simply are simple. They work routines. They have dreams they attempt to achieve. This applies to everyone from peasant to emperor. Adventurers are a bit tougher. This is bec—” He stopped. He flinched. He asked, “Why do you think this is?” And then, finding his question correct, he nodded. “Yes. I should ask you why you think this is. Tell me?”

Erick glanced to the paper in his hands. It certainly did hold a lot of answers to a lot of questions Erick had thought to ask. He read and understood each of them with just a glance, and then he looked to Redarrow, and said, “The reason I’m messing up your future-telling has something to do with Spatial Magic.”

“… You’re rather sure of that. How interesting. I see my written answers are not good enough. I will explain.” Redarrow said, “There is something to be said for Spatial Magic’s influence on Fate, since there is a lot more overlap between those two schools of magic than most would guess. Personally, and according to all the history I have ever experienced, Spatial Mages and Prognosticators get along just fine; both schools of magic don’t unduly affect the other. I have even met other planars, so the bubbling idea you were about to ask me about if your planar-ness is messing up my prognostication? That might account for some variance in my foreseen futures, simply due to the fact that you have come to Veird from a very, very long way. But this does not account for all of my problems reading you. Not by a [Long Bolt].” He added, “Do you know why Melemizargo considers us all to be fake people?”

Several questions Erick had barely thought to ask, came to the forefront of his mind. Chief among them were, ‘Is Melemizargo right about Veird being fake?’ and as a corollary to that, came another: ‘Am I actually on my deathbed in some hospital back on Earth, out of my gourd and imagining all of this?’. Both were unprovable either way, so Erick mostly ignored those every-so-often nagging notions.

He focused instead on the ideas of Spatial Magic.

All Spatial Spells, from [Blink] to [Teleport] worked on the idea of a person temporarily inhabiting a different present, and then fully inhabiting that different present; in effect, ‘teleporting’ from one place to another.

This, obviously, must have something to do with future-telling. But Redarrow did not seem to think that Erick’s long distance ‘Teleport’, or more appropriately, the [Gate]-ish event that brought him and Jane to Veird, was a wrench in Redarrow’s ability to Prognosticate.

And now he was talking of Melemizargo’s thoughts that this world was fake?

Erick could roll with the conversation, though he seemed to be rolling a bit further than usual.

He did have something of a theory about Melemizargo considering everyone fake, but it was not complete. He decided to answer Redarrow in a manner which would likely demand more information.

Erick said, “Because he’s a Prognosticator even more powerful than you.”

“Close. But rather far from the truth. And now we’re back to my written answers.” Redarrow smiled, and said, “It’s the concept of time, itself. Gods live beyond time; they are timeless. But also… Not. They see this New Cosmology like we would read a book. Some of the best Prognosticators are barely able to read a paragraph ahead. Some can read the title. Very, very few are able to see the synopsis, and lo! What a skill that is! Once in a millennium Prognosticator! Even I am not that good. Even I have never met someone like that. Back when the Grand Eye walked the world, I was but an idea in my creator’s mind. He took up after her in order to create me, but I never got to meet her.

“But that is a tangent, and unimportant for the Now. Back to time. Back to gods. Back to Melemizargo and his idea of a fake world.

“You see: Gods live among the library. They can see every book and read every variable copy.

“This is a simplification.

“And it was not always this way.” Redarrow said, “I understand that in the Old Cosmology, time flowed differently. It was more subjective. People could control their own time, to a certain degree. Gods controlled time the best. Where they tread, everyone lived at the same time. It had to have been awfully confusing compared to what we have today, for though I have heard of how it worked —second hand and through many different sources— I still cannot quite wrap my head around it all.

“But to Melemizargo, this world must seem rather false. Perhaps he is too close to the library. Perhaps he is too close to a simple reader, passing through. Or perhaps he has read every single book there has ever been written. Gods can deal with this level of simplification, I think; they can deal with living in a smaller world where things seem simple. If they were not able to do this they would have gone insane and killed us all, just like Melemizargo, therefore, they have some way to mitigate this tendency toward insanity because all they have to play in is the single sandbox with all the pieces of sand already counted. Melemizargo, however, sees everything around him from both his draconic eyes, and godly eyes. He cannot shut off his ability to See, and it drives him insane reading the same damn thing all the time.

“I am lucky in that I am not a god. I imagine I would get bored rather fast.” Redarrow smiled. “But you, Erick… You, and even Jane there. You are moving targets, more so than most. You are not simple. You are chaos, and your Particle Magic is even more chaos. Perhaps, even Chaos. I gotta tell you, it’s making this Telling quite a chore. I have had to revise my conversation with you a hundred different times since we started, and I am still getting it wrong, even now.”

Erick started, “—

“HOWEVER.” Redarrow spoke over him, “I am going to call it quits, here. I am not Melemizargo. I don’t take pleasure in not knowing what comes next. I imagine this is because I am technically mortal. If I was multi-millennium old, I would likely be the other way— Ah.” He glanced away. His eyes brightened, then dimmed. He looked back to Erick. “Just checking. Yes. You haven’t changed that future. Good to know some things remain true even in the face of Chaos. Now be off with you. You have your answers. You have gotten more than most… Wait.” He stared down into his basin of steaming water. “Okay.” He looked up. “One more question. Make it good, and before you ask, know that knowing a version of the answers rarely lets you avoid the pitfalls.”

Erick instantly asked, “Who shot that antirhine missile at Syllea?”

“Another surprise!” Redarrow laughed, then said, “Cultists. Syllea came here a week ago and asked after that very same thing. I believe the man’s name was ‘Edolphis’. He’s dead now. Unmarked Forest grave. He was injured by stray spells when you and Syllea fought, only to succumb to his wounds afterward. We raided the man’s hideout before you started on the Moon Reachers.

“And to answer the question you should have asked: Search the Wyrmridge west of the Firemaw volcanoes. It is there where you will find Tenebrae.”

“… Thank you.” Erick looked to his answer sheet, then said, “This helps, a lot.”

“I know it does. It was the easiest way for me to set you upon the proper trajectory.” Redarrow said, “Please go, now. I was hoping that we could be best friends, but I really do not like what Fate does when you’re around. Think of me when you’re off your Worldly Path. And no: the Path should have made your Fate even more solid. You should be easier to read. Not harder. I have no idea what’s up with the Angel and I am not getting involved with that. Thanks for not asking me. Anyway! I’m always happy to answer questions of the past for allied archmages. Just… Not for you, and not right now. Goodbye, Erick. And don’t tell people that I’m a Prognosticator. I prefer when they discover that for themselves. It makes for more correct Readings.”

Redarrow’s words felt final.

So Erick left it at that.

Erick nodded, saying, “Goodbye, Redarrow.”

He turned, and left. Kiri, Poi, Teressa, and Jane, bowed toward Redarrow, then followed Erick out of there.

- - - -

At first, Jane had been transfixed that Redarrow was a dragonkin like Apogee, the former Guildmaster of the Wayfarer’s Guild, back in Spur.

BUT WITH WINGS!

How awesome would it be to have wings all the time? And they folded down like a cape! How fricken’ cool was that?

(Jane had tried that with her [Polymorph] but wings on a human body were either decorative, stressful on her back, or really awkward to use; not very pleasant. But she hadn’t tried bat-wings! She would try that, later.)

And then the Arbor started talking like he knew things. And then he did know things. He was the Prognosticator for Treehome! He likely had a whole slew of other people who he worked with, but he had to be the main one. Sure, the reveal that Kiri had been fucked with was rather awful—

Jane glanced over to Kiri, as they walked down through the volcanic innards of Arbor Redarrow’s obsidian glass buildings. The greenscale seemed a bit more green than usual. Erick whispered after her feelings. Kiri spat fire, literally, then stopped herself. Poi glared at her. Erick just went with the flow, talking about how, ‘You’re walking around, and you feel fine, don’t you? Then you’re fine. Poi. Tell her she’s fine.’

Those were not his words, and Poi’s resulting words were similarly not the ones he said. Their words didn’t matter, for Kiri was having none of any of it. She was angry. She was furious, really. And she was also beyond hurt.

Erick tried to help Kiri, for of course he tried to help.

But so what if Kiri had been messed with? She was fine, wasn’t she? Jane wasn’t about to step onto that landmine of a conversation, so she stayed out of it.

Her mind was on the events of the last ten minutes.

And then she thought of her current future. There had been three things on her list of necessities. Getting a mana sense, getting a Domain, and getting [Greater Prismatic Body].

[Greater Prismatic Body] was a matter of pushing her [Prismatic Body] further, and that would come with time. A Domain would likely come with time, too. Jane had considered making a variable Domain; something she could switch at a whim, to whatever Element she was using at the time. A Prismatic Domain would likely cost way too much. She suspected that [Greater Prismatic Body] was already going to cost a base of 50 mana every second, and that was a lot.

But now, seeing Redarrow, and knowing that [Future Sight] came from unlocking the sight spells with a competent mana sense…

Jane moved ‘attain mana sense’ to the top of her list.

She would work on that later tonight.

… As long as nothing exploded.

Jane smiled, thinking of using [Future Sight] in a fight. How awesome would that be!

Kiri spat, “Why are you smiling at my misfortune!”

Jane left her thoughts and came to the Now. They were walking through an exhibit for some dead city state or something, and Kiri was glaring at her. Jane said, “I was considering how awesome it would be to use [Future Sight] in a battle. It had nothing to do with you.”

Kiri frowned, her rage turning to something lesser. Something more internal.

Teressa said, “Using [Future Sight] in battle is extremely difficult. I’ve tried.”

Kiri startled. She stared at Teressa; her own issues temporarily forgotten.

“Oh!” Jane said, “What are the complications? How does it work? Dad just got it, but he hasn’t even used it yet.”

Erick looked to Teressa. “I didn’t know you had [Future Sight], too.”

“Yeah... You were talking about all the Sights last week and one thing led to another.” Teressa shrugged. “I worked all the way up to [True Sight] while you were Cleansing the Forest. But I’ve had [Future Sight] for a while. It’s not all that great because I’m not good at it. Soon as you act upon any divergent path you see, it all changes. The more you include others in your vision, the more that path diverges.” She said, “I have no idea how the Prognosticators do it.”

Jane said, “I’m interested more in the battle applications. Ten seconds out. That sort of thing.”

“[Future Sight] is a variable cast time—”

“Teressa?” Kiri yanked the conversation away from Jane, as she asked, “Could you please [Witness] this area?” She asked Erick, “Did you find anything, yet?”

Jane would ask more questions later, when they weren’t busy with Kiri’s trauma.

Jane was not making light of what had happened to Kiri, and she probably should have waited till after the current drama to talk about [Future Sight] with Teressa. But she knew that [Witness] wasn’t going to find anything; nothing was going to get solved right now. Trauma did not heal through revelation; only with time. 

Jane’s unspoken prediction turned out true.

Erick was the first to fail. He hadn’t had much experience with [Witness], and that inexperience proved itself in how much he was able to see, which was nothing. He could barely see to a day ago, after all, and Kiri’s mind-fucking —for that’s what it had to be, in Poi’s opinion— had happened almost two weeks ago.

Teressa had more luck, and skill.

The orcol woman said, “I see Kiri walking through the exhibit, looking at things. Someone is there, beside her. But…” She shook her head. “There’s nothing. The presence has been erased and filled in, almost perfectly. The blank space is not blank. Hmm. No one else around Kiri and the assailant are reacting to the presence next to Kiri. They’re not even reacting to Kiri. I don’t think anyone sees either of you. This is very high-level magic. I have never seen this level of mana-stitching before.” She added, “Other people might have. Here.”

Jane, and everyone else in the group, received a telepathic packet; an image.

Kiri was looking at a map of a land in the middle of the rise to empire. Beside her was a scratchy blot on the manasphere, barely different than all the rest. Jane knew she would have missed the discrepancy if Teressa hadn’t spoken of it, first.

What followed next was Erick searching for DNA, finding none that was not contaminated by multiple sources —this was a highly active museum, after all— Kiri growing ever more despondent, and Jane wondering, privately, what was for dinner. The museum staff got involved when Erick started casting spells inside the museum, but their sudden worry turned to sudden acquiescence once more than just museum security got involved. An hour later, Kiri’s despondency had become something less depression-like. It wasn’t long till Jane saw the exact moment when the woman decided on some hard choice.

Good for her, Jane thought. This sort of thing was never easy.

Kiri stood taller. Her eyes focused.

Ten minutes later, after ‘one more [Witness] attempt’ from Erick to see if he could see what Teressa had seen so easily, Kiri called it off.

“We’re done.” Kiri said, “Thanks for trying, Teressa. Erick.” She looked to Poi, and seemed to solidify her decision from earlier. “I’m taking that Ability, Poi.”

Poi frowned, then nodded. “There will be consequences, but you probably should.”

Jane didn’t know what that was about, and she’d likely never know. Kiri and Poi switched to telepathic conversation after that. Sending messages between themselves was a rather rude thing to do, considering they were in a group setting, but no one blamed them. Jane guessed Kiri was talking about some Mind Mage Ability that had shown up when Kiri got her Class. Kiri had a history with the Mind Mages, after all, but Jane didn’t know much more than that.

She said her guesses to her father, later, when they were mostly alone and killing time while Poi and Kiri went off somewhere else. Teressa was in her room, cleaning up her stuff.

Erick agreed with Jane’s guess, but he wouldn’t get involved with that. “She probably has to give up something if she’s taking a mental Class Ability.”

“But what, though?” Jane said, “I don’t really understand how they enforce their Mind Mage society, either. You know anything about that?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “But I can guess that they don’t enforce it with much mental controls. Otherwise there’d be no rogue Mind Mage users at all, out there.”

“Maybe there are, but then there aren’t.”

“… Erasing mental abilities from a person if they cross a line? That seems… That seems reasonable. Much easier to wipe the offending memories of a few than the existence of a person.”

“Maybe it’s easy to erase people.” Jane said, “I want to say this whole Mind Mage faction thing seems very 1984 to me, but I don’t know enough about the Mind Mages to say that.”

“What’s that book about, again?”

Jane recounted what she remembered about ‘Unpersons’ and ‘Thought Police’ and the systematic denouncement of anyone who was not of ‘The Party’.

Teressa had joined them somewhere around the beginning of Jane’s recounting. When Jane was done, Teressa said, “The Mind Mages aren’t like that, at all. They’re always the Solid Man in the plays and books I’ve read. Poi is the perfect example of a normal Mind Mage.”

“That’s a look they purposefully cultivate,” Jane said. “You’ve heard Poi talk about propaganda in books and such before. There’s absolutely no way he doesn’t know the image he puts out there into the world.”

“Everyone wears a mask,” Erick said. “To me, the Mind Mages seem more like a persecuted people who turned hard. They project the image of strong and secure, but in the background, they are ruthless toward those who would make them appear as anything less than honorable. This is their survival strategy, and it only seems suspicious because they can communicate with each other to ensure compliance. This seems fine to me. I’d rather not deal with people messing with my mind.”

Jane looked at her father. He was holding something back. She said, “You know something else.”

Erick sighed. “No I don’t.”

Teressa looked at Erick. “Yes you do.”

“Okay. Yes. I do.” Erick said, “But I doubt either of you two would ever have to deal with what I know, so I’m not going to put those bad thoughts out there. I’m sure if I was Poi I would literally be itching from all the bad thoughts I know must be out there.”

Jane said, “Okay. Fine. I’m going to speculate, and you stay right there dad, so I can read your face.”

Erick forced his face and his shoulders to go slack. His voice was so even-keeled and forcefully pitched deep that it was almost comical. “Give me your best shot.”

Jane smirked, then she narrowed her eyes, playing her part, too, as she tried, “They’re all secretly cannibals who get their Mind Mage powers from eating the brains of children.”

“What the fuck, Jane,” Erick said, his mask readily breaking.

Jane laughed. She had won!

Teressa eyed Jane, then chuckled. “What the fuck.”

“I’m spitballing, here.” Jane said, “And that one was mostly a joke, but Unicorns and Moon Reachers get their powers from eating brains. So. How about this: They control the minds of everyone to make them believe that they’re harmless.”

“I’m pretty sure that’s the exact opposite of what they do,” Erick said.

“Okay. But they have to erase people, for sure.” Jane said, “Teressa?”

“I don’t know about that.” Teressa said, “But I’ve heard that as soon as a Mind Mage puts a [Mind Control] on a person, the controller gets labeled a Slaver and the controlee gets the Kill Quest for that Slaver.” She asked, “Is that what you’re talking about?”

“No. But… Go on.”

Erick’s eyes went a bit wide. “No. That’s not what I was thinking… That happens with Mind Magic? The Slaver and Slave sub-Classes?”

“Really rare; but yeah.” Teressa said, “I’ve read those case files. Rogue Mind Mages that try to control people usually end up dead when the controllee gets the automatic rescue from Slavery. Those automatically-rescued people are readily found by other Mind Mages, and then the actual Mind Mages come down hard on any mind controllers. People don’t always rescue themselves, though. Any middling Mind Mage will know enough to have their controlled person deny that Quest.” She said, “Guardmaster Merit had me read some of those case files as part of the oddities I needed to look out for, but they were under the ‘almost never happens’ part of that workload. I was told the Mind Mages try to keep that sort of thing quiet, but you can try asking Poi if he’s ever caught any people like that. I doubt he’d tell you, but I’m pretty sure that one of the things he routinely ‘listens’ for is for the presence of the Class: Slave.”

“Well that’s interesting.” Jane listened, filed away those thoughts, then changed the subject, “So. Teressa. How much have you done with [Future Sight]’s combat applications?”

The large woman shrugged, saying, “A lot. But also not nearly enough. I’ve no teacher for that sort of thing, and I’m more focused on viewing the past, anyway. [Future Sight] isn’t much use for detective work.”

“Oh reeaaaally?” Jane said, “But what about scanning the future for a time when you solve the murder, say ten days from then, but then you use that scan to solve the murder on that very same day? Does that work?”

“Doesn’t work.” Teressa said, “Looking at the future changes the future. Looking at your own future changes that future more than most other glances. And like… This has been my experience with [Future Sight]: I’m lucky to see an hour ahead of time, and only if I really try, and only if I don’t interact with that timeline at all. As soon as I touch that timeline with any sort of actual force, then it moves. Most every future teller I have ever met always speaks in riddles because of this reason. I have literally no idea how Redarrow was able to do what he did, but even he got it wrong. And man! That meeting… That was a revelation on so many levels. A lot of things make sense, now.” She smirked, adding, “Now I know why I could never get any good reading on Erick. No one can.”

Jane smiled at that.

… And then she wondered if the same was true for her.

“His paper list had a few riddles on it… I was wondering why the riddles.” Erick said, “So. Back to [Future Sight]. There is this Shade that survived the Feast. Her name is Goldie. The Shade of Assassination. I told you about her, yeah? She does what I think you’re thinking of, Jane, and that ties into what you’re talking about Teressa. Goldie can see the near future, rather perfectly, for five minutes out. She got the drop on Tania because of it. Of course, Tania shrugged that blow off, but Goldie was still able to strike her through her core. This means that Goldie is both able to see her own near-future and then plan around that future.

“Goldie can also casually read the far-future. She told me that Yggdrasil will be able to plant roots on other planets, eventually. My other source confirmed this as well.” Erick asked, “But can you see that? A hundred years out? Seems like a massive, massive event. It should be visible in the manasphere. Theoretically.”

Jane sat back in her chair, stunned. And then she smiled. She had heard of Goldie from her father, of course, but maybe she hadn’t listened. Well Jane was certainly listening now! Apparently, you could warp [Future Sight] into some sort of [Prescience]! That was almost even more awesome than a winged dragonkin that was actually a tree.

… Winged dragonkin were rather awesome, though.

There were so many awesome things about this Worldly Path! Sure, there might have been some deaths, and Kiri was having a bad day, but there was also a lot of good, too! And her father was actually out of the house and exploring, and Jane was there with him! All good things.

Teressa brought Jane back to the moment, smiling, and saying, “I’m glad you think so much of me, sir, but I am not that good at this. The most I’ve ever noticed about what you’re describing are certain inevitable things that ‘color’ the background of a [Witness], like the sun rising or falling; you can’t ever see the sun, but you can see its effects on everything else. Eclipses are rather powerful events, too. There’s one coming up, I think. But… If I were a guessing person, I’d guess that you’d need some sort of far, far ranging [Witness] in order to see an event like Yggdrasil becoming a real being. Or you’d at least have to be on-location.” She added, “Even then, you’d need a wide sight in order to see the larger events.”

“Oh. That’s a very good point. If it doesn’t happen in the mana, then you can’t see it happen.” Erick decided something, then nodded. “My soul is almost healed, so I’m going to try and figure out all of those spells as soon as I can. Maybe do that before traipsing into the Forest.”

“Let’s not have another week of down-time.” Jane said, “You can make magic in the Forest, too.”

“Yeah. But… What if I need it before then?”

Jane shrugged. “How much need is there for new magic when you can blast out fifty [Shadow Beam]s and a hundred [Shadow Bolt]s all at once?”

“But that’s so… Crude. I’m right, right? That’s crude.”

Teressa smirked. “Yes. That is crude.”

“It works!” Jane said.

“Doesn’t get you any closer to a Domain,” Erick countered.

“… Fair.”

Teressa spoke up, “So. Sir. I would like to take you up on that offer of [Lightwalk] from the Headmaster’s dungeon.” As Erick brightened, Teressa went ahead, saying, “Eventually. Not right now, and maybe not for a while. But. Eventually.”

“Of course, Teressa!” Erick said, “Of course.”

- - - -







Dinner was great.

Erick made it a whole big thing to see Kiri off, but she was having none of it. She kept the evening subdued, saying that she’d be back if he needed her; all he had to do was send the word. Erick nodded politely, and knew that he wouldn’t be calling her back.

She had been flustered, quite a lot, by the revelation that she had been mind-warped by some oversized power, all while directly under Redarrow. She didn’t say so, but Erick got the distinct impression that her opinion of the Arbors of Treehome had soured, quite a lot. It didn’t help that Redarrow didn’t seem broken up about what had happened.

Jane unhelpfully suggested that maybe Redarrow had done something to Kiri, and that by letting them know that something had been done, he was throwing out ‘red herrings’ for them to chase.

It was a poor joke. Kiri didn’t get it. All she got was fire-spitting angry.

Jane apologized as soon as she could, but the damage had been done.

Kiri accepted the apology, but Erick knew she didn’t really.

Erick saw Kiri off right as the sun was beginning to set. He held her tight for a long moment, and said, “I’m sorry this happened to you. I’m always here if you want to talk.”

Kiri hugged him a bit tighter, then let go. She smiled, even though tears had rolled down her face. “Thank you, Erick. Good luck with the trip into the Forest.”

Kiri blipped away.

Erick sent an Ophiel ahead to Spur, to watch as Kiri arrived. She didn’t arrive till twenty minutes later. She did not look as if she had been crying, and that was likely why she took so long to get back to Spur. She was only 20, but she was professional, through and through, as she walked up the tall Courthouse steps, to meet with whoever she was meeting. Silverite, probably.

- - - -

Late at night, and unable to sleep, Erick sat up in his bed.

He couldn’t do anything for Kiri that he hadn’t already done. She would be fine, in time. They would find out who did that to her, and why, and what, exactly, had been done. From the [Witness]es Teressa had taken, it seemed as though all Kiri and the Mystery Person did was talk.

...Kiri was fine.

Erick couldn’t sleep, though, so he decided to try out a spell. He held up his hand and listened to the sound of [Healing Word]. It was a staccato beat overlaid and an ethereal romance for the body; a love born of wholeness and purpose. Erick easily separated that beat from the whole.

A blue box appeared.




	
Quick Spell, instant, self, 10 mana

You may cast your next Quick Spell right away.














He smiled, as he compared [Quick Spell] to [Healing Word].

 




	
Healing Word X, instant, medium range, 10 MP

Speak, and heal a target for 25 + ½ WIL. 

You may cast your next Healing Word right away.














That second line was the same in both spells. His first attempt at [Quick Spell] had different, and probably lesser, wording.

He channeled mana through [Quick Spell], and to make sure he was hearing what he was hearing, he had Ophiel repeat the sounds coming out of his mana. Ophiel twittered in a ‘Pip-pip-pip-pip-pip’ like a machine-gun, firing almost too fast to hear, but this was exactly what Erick was already hearing.

He smiled, again.

Erick combined [Quick Spell] with [Force Wall], producing a new spell.




	
Quick Wall, instant, medium range, 50 mana

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes.

You may cast your next Quick Wall right away.














Erick’s eyes went wide. Except for the duration, which was 1/10th of the original, his [Quick Wall] was just as good as [Force Wall].

 




	
Force Wall X, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 10 minutes per level.














Erick wondered…

He flicked his lightform through the air, manually casting [Force Wall] after [Force Wall], one right after the other, only half a Script Second apart. They were small, thin things, and Erick stopped after four walls. He didn’t put too much effort into making any of them, so they would probably collapse under their own metaphysical stresses in under 10 minutes.

Ah. So.

[Quick Spell] was an inherent part of an Elemental Bodies’ ability to cast as fast as the user could shape their magic.

Apart from that minor revelation, Erick looked at himself with Ophiel’s [Soul Sight].

His soul was healed.

He dismissed the walls of light hanging in the air and laid back in bed. Today had been a day of trials, but none of them were what he had expected. He had expected nuclear bombs and other horrors, even if Atomic Magic had been Banned; he still expected it. There had been no eruptions of Particle Spells, anywhere. No stray [Call Lightning]s over Candlepoint. No odd weather patterns that he, himself, had not put in the sky over Spur. No [Withering]s, but for non-monsters, rolling through Treehome, or Portal, or Kal’Duresh, or Frontier. No [Red Dot]s, or similar magics.

No reports from Caizoa about the Converter Angel.

No… Nothing.

No major tragedies at all.

… There had been one major, minor tragedy, but Kiri would be okay.

Eventually.

Erick closed his eyes, and hoped tomorrow would be more of the same, or even easier. If it was calm, then he’d seek out Tenebrae, maybe talk to Syllea about some Gates, do some magic, and then? It was off to the Forest, to hunt through what might have been a grand civilization at the dawn of the New Cosmology, but which fell to the Death of all Halves only 25 years into Veird’s new existence.

From what he had seen already, he’d likely have to dig through mountains of trees and canyons of monsters to reach anywhere near any old, forgotten Gates. Everyone talked like there were ruins sitting out in the open out there, but throughout all his Imaging of the Forest of the last two weeks, Erick hadn’t seen any old buildings or otherwise.

Just… Thousands upon thousands of kilometers of green.
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                    So she got that reading you all wanted, and then even more. 

 

... Patrons have 136!
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                Sizzi had attended several meetings yesterday in order to ingratiate herself into Treehome’s various societies. Erick had barely paid attention to her as she had not come down for breakfast and he had left for the day with Kiri. That evening, she strolled back into the hotel suite rather inebriated. She had been drunk then, and she was probably a bit drunk this morning. But she managed to get up for breakfast, this time.

“Good morning,” Sizzi said as she came down the stairs.

Erick flipped a waffle out of his waffle machine, saying, “Good morning, Sizzi. I made waffles again. You want one? This one is yours.”

Teressa, Poi, and Jane were already halfway through their own waffles.

“I’d love a waffle! But I will have to take it to-go.” Sizzi came up to the counter and took her prize. The heat caused her [Personal Ward] to flicker magenta at her fingertips. “Thank you for your hospitality, Erick. Sorry I haven’t been around much, but that trend will continue; I will be headed back right now. I heard Kiri had a great night killing monsters with all her new lightning and I must return to reclaim some of my place among the leaderboards.”

She had said it in a nice tone, like a dryly delivered joke, but it was undercut by an actual need.

“So soon? Okay. Well. It was nice having you around to help with the Culling.” Erick smiled, and started making another waffle, as he said, “If either of you two ever need help with any monsters, just let me know; I owe you one. I have a feeling that Silverite will delay asking me, or not ask at all, and I would prefer to be asked.”

“Will do, Erick.” Sizzi held up her hot waffle, and said, “These waffles are a nice little invention. They’d go over well in the Wasteland.”

Jane huffed a single laugh, then said, “You guys need to stop trying to poach my father.”

“It’s just a fact, Jane.” Sizzi added, “They like non-magical inventions over there.”

Sizzi headed off with a bow and another thank you, and then breakfast went fast, in the usual, nice way. Erick rescinded Sizzi’s Prismatic permissions as soon as she departed.

“First thing first!” Finished, Erick got up from the breakfast table. And then, as though proclaiming a great secret, he said, “Man cannot live on diversions of record players and Art Nouveau posters and cameras alone, but I’m not making any magic here, and I think it is time to make some magic.”

Jane said, “Don’t forget all the monster killing. I daresay that part was more important than the ‘diversions’.”

Erick smiled, then frowned. “Ah. Kiri should have been here for this.” He asked around, “Anyone else want to come? Aside from Poi, who is coming. Right?”

Poi was in the kitchen. He had just finished cleaning up the debris of breakfast-making, and was enjoying a new cup of coffee. “I’m coming.”

Teressa shook her head, as she poured caramelized cactus syrup on her seventh waffle, the last one, saying, “I’m going to work on [Future Sight], unless you want me out there with you?”

“No no. That’s fine. Jane?”

Jane said, “If you’re not at the auction at noon then I’m going without you.”

Erick paused. “I thought that was four days ago? Wait. You lost that auction, didn’t you? Did you tell me there was another one yester— You did tell me there was another one yesterday. I thought you weren’t going for that monster.”

“Arbor Ikabobbi has animal auctions all the time.” Jane added, “And yeah: I lost the Prismatic Octopus, but there’s another going up today and I decided I want it. The Beast Master who sells them had a whole clutch, apparently, but he didn’t want anyone to know that he had managed to breed multiples. Should go for a lot less than 23,000 today! Hopefully.”

“I can give you money, Jane.”

“I know.” Jane said, “But I want to get it myself. Bad enough that I’m buying the damned thing, anyway. I’m at least going to buy it myself.”

“Eh. Fine. I’m going to feel almost lonely out there with no one else to watch.” Erick glanced over to Poi. “You ready?”

Poi sipped his coffee, then said, “One minute.”

“Okay okay.” Erick asked, “Tenebrae get back to you, yet?”

“Nope. He’s denying all communication. We’re going to have to visit him in person.”

“How about Syllea?” Erick said, “Is she still avoiding us?” He amended, “Avoiding me?”

“She has said that she will help after the Path, but, yes, Syllea is avoiding you.” Poi said, “I remind you of similar requests to help you assist in the creation of a Gate network, after you figure out [Gate] magic. There’s Tasar of Stratagold, and also the Headmaster.”

“I remember them, but I don’t want to involve Tasar or the Headmaster right now. The first because she seems like a whole new adventure waiting to happen, especially because she is Tasar, the Summoner, and there’s no doubt she’ll have something to say about the Culling we just did, and the second because he’s… I just don’t want to. Eh! We’ll find Tenebrae and shake that location out of him. It can’t be that hard.”

“Good luck with that!” Jane said, “I’m going into the auction without you if you’re not there.”

“I’ll be there.” Erick looked to Poi. “Eventually.”

Poi went to the cupboard and took out a traveling mug with a lid. He poured his coffee inside, then said, “Ready.”

In a flash of light, Erick whisked both of them away to the mountains south of Treehome.

- - - -

He had scouted this location earlier and cleared out the monsters with a bit of [Withering], killing a good dozen level 25 threats and a few hundred lesser threats, all across the mountainside. Greenery dotted the valley below, with a few scattered trees and lots of grasses, but up here, there was simple, bare rock, slowly slanting downward.

There was also a small stream and a medium-sized pond. The pond had held some sort of alligator-like monster infestation that were listed as ‘mountain gators’ in their Kill Notification, but they were all dead now, and the [Cleanse]d remains rested at the bottom. This was why Erick chose this place. It was nice and pretty, and perfect for magic, and it had needed a little more cleaning than the other valleys.

The manasphere was alive with possibility, waiting to be given form, and Erick was here to give it those forms.

He had leveled [Condense Particle] through an overhead Ophiel, flying in the skies of Treehome while he was having breakfast. The spell looked much the same as before.

 




	
Condense Particle X, instant, close range, 25 mana

Collect loose particles of a chosen type into a small area. Lasts 10 minutes. 














It lasted 10 minutes, now.

Erick smiled wide, as he pointed to the air over the pond, and cast, targeting a specific element.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Condense Hydrogen, instant, close range, 25 mana

Collect loose Hydrogen into a small area. Lasts 10 minutes. 














He already had [Condense Hydrogen X] as a Base Spell, thanks to his talk with the archmages at Oceanside. That one had actually come from the Headmaster, as he made the spell right in front of Erick and Erick had thus gotten a copy of that spell. Archmage Tasar had gifted Erick with a similar spell for oxygen; [Condense Oxygen X]. There were plenty of applications for these Basic Tier spells, but all of the most tactically important options involved making up for mistakes and for improperly made magic; spell combining from a lower starting point could literally save centuries of waiting, if you fucked up your high-tier spell.

Which is why Erick planned to not start his combining efforts with his lower-tier Base Spells. If he messed up, he needed a different way to get to those high tier spells, and his grandfathered-in Base Spells would be that way. As that thought crossed his mind, he wondered at the Condensing spells for three elements in particular, Carbon, Oxygen, and Hydrogen, and wondered if Shaping them in different ways would allow him to remake a failed spell without needing to break the previous spell.

… And also if he could use those three Condensing spells in different ways to make different molecules. If he was ‘locked’ to only one use of those three elements, then that kinda sucked.

But first, he would need to make those spells!

So he focused on [Condense Particle]…

And then he went through the Periodic Table of the Elements.

Stuff didn’t just pop out of the air. Blocks of gold did not fall from the sky. Almost every single one of Erick’s rapidly growing arsenal of spells did not pick up and condense a single thing. But those blue boxes kept coming, and they didn’t stop coming. Erick dismissed each spell as he made them.

Erick started slowing down somewhere around element 11: Sodium, so he started chanting.

“Sodium is a part of salt; here’s another spell for the vault!

“Magnesium is good for health; silver-looks but gives no wealth!

“Aluminum is soft yet hard; this one will be avant garde!

“Silicon has blue-grey luster; watch out now, it’s a blockbuster!

As an aside to his only audience, Poi, Erick added, “I bet the wrought use some of this, but who knows what gives kinesis.”

Poi smirked.

Erick continued,

“Phosphorus is so reactive, therefore life finds it attractive!

“Sulfur stinks like rotten eggs; sometimes comes from oil dregs!

“Chlorine is a match for salt; it makes many great gestalts!

“Argon is a noble gas of purple glows that has a mass of 39.948, but it does not appreciate the other parts upon this list— And here we go, onto the next,”

“For Potassium is part of life, it works and works throughout all strife!”

“Cal~ci~uuuu~UUmm! It’s what makes your bones all strong!”

“Scan-di-ii-um! All I know is it exists!”

He started laughing. Then he got back to the music.

Titanium was easier to sing about, titanium had applications! What the fuck was Scandium for? Scanning magics? Ha! If anyone was listening, would they make the mistake of thinking so? That would be funny.

He hit a speedbump at copper, but he managed to make it though. The speedbump was just a flicker of the manasphere, anyway. An odd flicker, but it was there; Erick saw it. There was a similar flicker on his soul. A creation here, and also there.

It was not much more than that.

Nothing to worry about.

Erick kept going.

Silver came, and the flicker it made was deeper, this time. Erick felt a warmth on his face. He touched his nose, and his fingers came away bloody.

Poi tapped him with the rod.

Erick smiled, and kept going, but he had no more song after Silver. He just had numbers that were definitions, that had surfaced in his mind and needed to be categorized into magic.

He started sweating after Dysprosium; number 66 on the Periodic Table. He faltered, but his voice was strong. He kept going.

Platinum was a solid wall, looming ahead. Erick didn’t know how he knew it was a wall, but he knew.

He met that wall with a small ritual.

“Platinum is extremely rare and often found all alone, looks like silver but it’s not, accept no lesser white-gold clone!”

A blue box appeared, and Erick stumbled where he stood. He breathed hard, spat blood onto the rock under him, and he went on to the next element; that lustrous yellow metal that made the world go round. Not even platinum could compare.

The manasphere held tense, as though waiting. As though prepared to hit him with a very, big, rock.

Erick sang against that limitation,

“And here we have a metal known for all the worlds as kingly throne. Bright as suns and used for lots not having ‘nuff twists life in knots. Here and now a lustrous shine, if I were greedy, I’d make it mine! It is a flash that all do seek! It is of course of Gold I speak!”

A blue box appeared.




	
Condense Gold, instant, close range, 25 mana

Collect loose Gold into a small area. Lasts 10 minutes.

Particle Mage Only.














Erick crashed to his knees, then to his butt.

Poi tapped him with the rod again, saying, “Maybe stop with the particles.”

Erick eyed Poi, standing above him, then looked to the air, and cast one more spell as he spoke, “Mercury.” And then another, “Thallium.”

A blue box appeared, and then another. They were normal boxes.

No backlash that time.

“Ha!” Erick spat blood, then said, “So there are limits to Gold, Silver, Platinum, and even Copper, if only just a bit. Only Gold got the ‘Particle Mage Only’ tag. I was wondering how Rozeta was going to work around that.”

Poi said, “I’m surprised you didn’t get hit with a negative-five point penalty.”

“Gold really isn’t that impressive. It’s just… useful. And pretty. It shouldn’t be limited. Fiat currency is the wave of the future.” Erick sighed at the blue box, then said, “But something has to be a monetary standard in this world, I guess? I’m not getting into banking.”

Poi shrugged. “Are you going to try for the next one?”

“… I’m not going to try for Antirhine.”

If Gold had been a wall, Lead was a void to fall ever into. Erick did not take that step.

“Glad to see you have some sense remaining, sir,” Poi quipped, as he helped Erick to his feet.

Erick swayed a little, but he steadied himself. He considered the path to the next spell, then brought out another blue box.

 




	
Catalyst X, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

Enables easier reactions in a large area.














He had made that one long ago, back when he made [Electrolysis Bomb]. It had been a part of ensuring that the water pulled out of the target was electrically conductive, allowing an easier time for that water to be broken down into Hydrogen and Oxygen. It seemed appropriate to use [Catalyst] for the next spell because the spell would need some way for the separate parts to come together easier. This next spell wasn’t something like [Crystallize Diamond], where it was just carbon being jumbled until it locked into the correct position to expand the diamond. It was an actual molecule that required breaking and reorganizing before it could come together in the proper way.

Erick briefly checked the sound of each necessary Element.

All of them sounded the same; like nothing at all, or possibly background static. Channeling mana through each one produced the same flare of mana, too; a white orb hovering above the hand. He was sure that if Kiri were to channel any of these spells she would produce a green orb. He doubted that she’d hear any different, too.

Maybe that would change in the coming centuries as the collective unconscious of people, society, and civilization, shifted the manasphere’s idea of Particle Magics. But for now, combining them seemed simple enough.

Erick got a feel for [Catalyst], along with [Condense Hydrogen], [Condense Oxygen], and [Condense Carbon], but also with [Cleanse], which was the only complicated part of the magic.

Aside from knowing what the targeted molecule looked like, of course.

That was a rather large hurdle toward making good Particle Magic.

He was almost ready to cast, but a nagging feeling poked at the back of his mind. He frowned—

“OH!” he exclaimed.

He rapidly added one more piece of the puzzle, and laughed at the obviousness of what he had just added. Volatile compounds were sure to occur in this spell, that’s why he had [Cleanse] in there, but it needed one more thing to round it out into non-lethal status, and that thing was a Mana Altering to Mercy.

Erick smiled. He shaped. He cast.

The air wavered on the mountainside. The starter spells were only capable of small-sized spaces, but Erick was a Particle Mage, and that made all the difference. A space the size of a house seemed to twitch, as a rim of thick air took hold around it all. Inside that space, possibility herded airborne particles into a form more fitting for Erick’s purposes. He couldn’t quite tell what he was seeing since the contained result was colorless, but that was exactly how it was supposed to be.

… Maybe there was a heat-mirage-like occurrence in the middle? Erick couldn’t quite tell, even with his Perception and the Sights of all the Ophiels hovering around the area.

A blue box appeared.




	
Merciful Ether, instant, long range, 150 mana

A large creation that may induce sleep. Lasts 10 minutes. Volatile. 














“Still volatile, eh?” Erick nodded to himself, then looked back at his creation, watching as it matured. He smiled. “Oh! So that looks like it works… Oh yeah.” He pointed. “See that spot, Poi? That’s where the ether is forming. Looks like it’s flowing everywhere, though. There appears to be some thick air from [Cleanse]’s inclusion, too”

“Uh.” Poi was focused on something else. “Volatile?”

“Oh yeah.” Erick waved that concern away. “This stuff explodes, but I’m pretty sure I cut down on most of that.” He paused. “Or maybe not?”

Poi rapidly said, “Let us back up. Perhaps to the other mountain across the valley.”

“Oh! It’s not that bad!” Erick had an Ophiel throw a [Prismatic Ward] around them, and then throw a [Stillness] into the surrounding air. “We’re good. But!” He gazed down at the forest below. “I need an animal to test this on. Or rather...”

In minutes, Erick had his first test subject.

Ophiel, in his sunform, held aloft a squirming squirrel, except, it was not really a squirrel as he knew them. It thrashed and bit and was the size of a small adult human, with a tail and fur made of spines, similar to those of a porcupine. It was a monster; Erick saw the rad in its chest, right behind its heart. It would have been trying to kill them if Erick had gotten anywhere near its territory. As it was, it was trying to spit poison at him and at Ophiel, too, and it would have, if Ophiel didn’t have a few tendrils around the squirrel’s muzzle. Clear goo dripped out between the monster’s lips. That goo plopped on the mountainside, then bubbled and ate away at the stone. Ophiel had the monster locked down. The squirrel wasn’t going anywhere.

Erick said, “Good job, Ophiel. Put ‘er in the sleep spell. Let go of the mouth.”

Ophiel held the squirrel in his strong grip, dangling the thing from tendrils of light, but he let the monster’s muzzle go. It instantly started screaming light and spitting globs of clear goo that did nothing to Ophiel. It tried spitting at Erick, over ten meters away. It would have hit, if not for the [Prismatic Ward]. The goo struck the edge and slid down. The squirrel was completely outclassed. Ophiel hovered the monster into [Merciful Ether]’s area of effect.

Erick waited.

The squirrel’s energy kicked up several notches as it tried to trash and bite and claw and shoot acid and quills at everything, but mostly at Ophiel. It was not successful at doing anything but tiring itself out—

The monster tired out much faster than normal. Ten seconds passed, and the squirrel’s tail drooped. It slashed one more time, and then its arms drooped. Its head lolled. Ophiel cleared away the quills underneath the squirrel, then set the monster down.

Erick couldn’t believe his eyes.

“… Oh my gods. It’s sleeping.” Erick gazed with [Blood Sight], and said, “Heart rate falling. Eyes closed. Not dying. But sleeping… Sleeping very deeply. Slowing heart, still… Very slow, actually. I think it’s going to d— Oh! Look at that.”

Tiny puffs of thick air escaped from the squirrel. Its heart rate steadied. When its heart rate slowed too much, more puffs of [Cleanse] escaped from the creature. Keeping it alive. Asleep, and alive!

“Success!” Erick called out, his voice echoing across the valley, eliciting a flash of light from the [Stillness] all around, “But we’re not allowing that monster to live. So!” He looked up to Ophiel.

Ophiel sent a fire down into the not-very-protected space.

For one bright, shining second, all was light, and little sound. When the light cleared, the squirrel was very dead and Erick had the blue kill box as certifiable proof of that death. One couldn’t trust the blasted, blackened landscape as proof that the monster that had been at the center was dead, after all. Not even the little bits of blackened monster squirrel raining from the sky were proof of anything, once you had seen the horrors and illusions of Ar’Kendrithyst.

Erick clapped his hands, eliciting a flash of light from his palms, as he said, “That is what ‘Volatile’ means. I imagine many of my spells will have this tag.” He recast [Merciful Ether] onto the same spot, telling Ophiel, “Go find some non-monsters.” He added, “We can let those ones go when we’re done.”

Soon enough, there were several small animals resting atop blackened stone, in a space filled with [Merciful Ether]; an owl, a snake, a pair of rats, one normal squirrel. There were also two large animals off to the side; two wolves. The wolves had each taken thirty seconds to succumb to the ether, but the smaller animals had taken a lot less. There were obviously some body-weight variables happening there.

Each one of them had gone a bit oddly crazy before they finally zonked out, but now, even the wolves were drooling like saint bernard dogs. Maybe they smelled the other animals? The wolves jerked in their sleep, as though dreaming, perhaps.

“… No. Wait. I know what that is. The monster squirrel messed me up.” Erick said, “The drool is a byproduct of the ether. I knew it had side effects, but I had forgotten. Also, some of them might not actually be asleep.” He asked Poi, “Can you tell which ones are actually asleep?”

“The wolves are not. They’re just disconnected from themsel...” Poi paused, then said, “Now they’re asleep.”

“Yes. That’s right, too. Sometimes it disconnects people from themselves.”

Erick let the spell run its course, eyeing the animals for any signs of distress, or otherwise. As the spell went on and the ether inside the space turned deeper, becoming more concentrated, the thick air spurting from the animals became a steady, even trickle. The animals remained under their anesthesia, and were likely unhurt. Did they still have Health left? Erick didn’t know, and it would be difficult to test, for animals like these always had low Health and low levels. Maybe the wolves were in their twenties, but they were likely not much higher.

When the spell ended and the rim of thick-air containment broke, Erick threw a [Cleanse] at the escaping ether, making sure to miss the test subjects. Ophiels moved in, casting [Quick Wall]s, ensuring that any waking animals would not immediately hunt the others.

Five minutes later, the rats woke first, followed almost instantly by the squirrel. All three of them stumbled about, as though drunk. It was another minute until they noticed the wolves lying two meters away. Then they woke up quite a lot faster. Ophiel let them run back down the mountain, back to the woods they had come from, but they ran like drunkards; swaying this way and that and not running in the direction they wanted. Erick threw a [Cleanse] at them before they got out of range, clearing out their systems of all lingering ether. The three animals instantly began to run much, much faster.

A minute later, the snake tried to snap at the sleeping owl, but it hit an invisible wall.

Erick frowned. “I didn’t even see that the snake was awake.” Erick looked to Poi.

“… I should not be helping with this sort of thing, Erick. I shouldn’t have mentioned the body-disconnect in the wolves, either.”

“Eh. Okay.” Erick turned back to his experiment, watching the snake flop around as it too, was obviously still doped-up. “I couldn’t even tell it— Owl is awake.”

The owl’s heart beat hard. Ten seconds later, it twisted upright, and then flopped back to the ground. Erick threw a [Cleanse] at both the owl and the snake. The owl righted, instantly. Erick lowered the walls around it just as the owl looked up and flew away. The snake remained where it was, contenting itself to curl up into a coil, its eyes watching Erick, the Ophiels above, and the wolves to the side. The snake did not want to move, and Erick didn’t make it move; not yet.

Another full ten minutes later, or maybe even fifteen, for Erick was thinking about other magics while he waited for his current experiment to finish, and the wolves woke. They seemed similarly wasted, like all the other animals, like they were waking from a night of partying. Both of them fell right back down. Erick threw a [Cleanse] at them while taking down their walls. They perked up. They stared at Erick with bright, dark eyes, then turned and bounded away. Erick watched them go until they reached the treeline, and vanished into the woods.

With a lightform scoop, Erick had Ophiel transport the snake back into the tree where he had found it.

That done, Erick made his next spell which was a variation of the previous one, but Mana Shaped for 500 more mana and transformed into a new and more-useful form.

A medium-sized blob of thick air popped into existence. Within seconds, a mirage-like core took hold of the center of the ‘creature’. A blue box appeared next.










	
Merciful Ether Slime, instant, long range, 750 mana

A medium-sized ethereal sleepy slime sticks to a target. Lasts 10 minutes. Volatile.














Erick joked to Poi, “Not all slimes wait for you to fall asleep before pouncing.”

Poi narrowed his eyes. “You made this spell just so you could make that joke.”

“I did!” Erick laughed.

Poi pointed at the slime. “It’s coming this way.”

Erick was still laughing as the slime rolled their way. He laughed again, and then dismissed the spell. The slime had barely gotten to the edge of the [Prismatic Ward]. Erick said, “It almost got us, Poi!”

“… Quite.”

“Those slimes are deadly, you know. Don’t fall asleep with one in the room.”

“…”

Erick chuckled, then went on to the next spell. He had had time to consider the future, so he knew mostly what he wanted, but he asked Poi for a second opinion. “I’m thinking mace and shield. What do you think?”

“I would prefer you never step into a physical combat, but I approve of shields.” Poi added, “Most untrained mages cast from their hands, though. So if you want to appear untrained you gotta keep one hand free.”

Erick sighed. “I thought you might say that. And yeah. You’re right. Okay. Just the shield, then. In which case, I’ll just move onto the next spell and use that to make this one. And I think I understand how it works, now. Sizzi helped a lot. Those conversations over dinner…” He paused. He asked Poi, “If this works, should I tell her?”

Poi frowned. “You already know that you will tell her.”

“… I want you to talk me out of it.”

“Sizzi Zago and Sirocco Zago are still valued Citizens of Spur.” Poi said, “Helping them helps us all.”

Erick felt Poi’s words sink in. He had already decided to tell Sizzi, if this worked.

Hopefully it worked.

With thoughts of mana and reality as both physical and not, and therefore able to twist back on itself, Erick considered [Rebound], [Ward], and [Strike], together. [Pure Reflection Ward] was great, but it was a [Personal Ward], and therefore rather limited. He already used his [Personal Ward] for damage mitigation, and had done so for a long time. 

So! To make a good [Melee Reflection Ward] that was not on his person, Erick needed something solid.

[Conjure Weapon] would do for his needs.

Ophiels on either shoulder began to sing, small, and yet powerful. One spoke of [Conjure Weapon]; a solid plane of Force, but twisted sideways into a blocking Force. The other spoke of [Rebound]; an echoing noise that picked up [Conjure Weapon] and turned it into a mirror. Other Ophiel hovering in the air sang of the delineation of space; [Ward]. Others spoke of harm committed in the most advantageous ways; [Strike]. Discordant noise became reflective harmony.

Erick felt the magic in his very soul. With a breath in, and then out, he willed [Conjure Weapon] into [Rebound], [Ward], and [Strike], blending into his working the idea of the reflection of matter and magic; a denouncement of all oncomers, a denial of the enemy. His [Lodestar] flexed. The light around him moved as though sinking into a whirlpool, churning and condensing.

He felt a call in the light before him.

He plunged his left hand into the churn. Mana drained; a staggering cost for any normal person, but not for Erick. Light snapped to his forearm, cracking the air with a flex as that light turned into something more solid.

It was… a shield… of sorts. Erick had never seen anything like it. From his own perspective, a small buckler of solid silver held against the outside of his wrist, upon which tendrils of thick air, like solid glass, arced away from that silver center. From Erick’s side, his new shield looked like a masterwork of glass with a bit of silver at the center; an ineffectual shield a meter tall and two-thirds of that wide, a working that would break at the very first [Strike].

But from an Ophiel’s perspective, just on the other side of that shield, Erick’s new magic looked like a solid, thorny briar and a brilliant mirror without a single gap. It was a reflection of the world, pointed outward and against all oncomers.

A blue box was waiting for him when he came back to his own sight.










	
Shield of All Reflection, instant, self, 2500 mana

Create a nigh-unbreakable weightless shield that reflects all spells and Strikes. Lesser protections against physical attacks. A much lesser protection extends to cover your entire person while held. Will break if the user suffers too much damage. Lasts as long as held, or 10 minutes.














“Ohh.” Erick breathed out, then said, “That’s a mighty fine spell!” He looked to Poi. “Hold out your hand. I want to try something.”

Poi eyed him.

“Bah! Hold out your shield-hand!”

Poi sighed, then held out his hand.

The shield wasn’t actually attached to any part of Erick; its silver-buckler part hovered just on the other side of his forearm, so he had an inkling of some fun tricks he could pull. And he was right. Erick held the shield against Poi’s arm and willed the shield away. It snapped like a closing beartrap upon Poi’s sapphire-scaled arm.

Poi yelped. Then he relaxed. “Okay. So. That was just unexpected.”

The shield had snapped over his arm, but then reformed.

Erick smiled to see the shield on Poi’s arm. “You look good with a shield! Why don’t you use one more?”

Poi waved his arm and the shield around, feeling the weight of it all, or rather, the weightlessness. [Conjure Weapon] was rather light unless you made it otherwise. The shield still caught on the air, of course. If one were to look at it from Poi’s perspective, it might not even seem to exist—

Nope. That was wrong.

Erick looked at the shield again, from an Ophiel that was flying behind Poi, while Poi held the shield up in front of his own face. Glancing over Poi’s shoulder, the shield was just solid silver.

Poi said, “Yup. Only the wearer can see through it.”

Erick summoned another shield onto his left arm. “Want to play around with it? Spell description says it should work against all spells and [Strike]s.”

“No.” Poi twisted his arm to view the opposite side of the shield then poked one of the thorns with a talon. His hand flinched back. He continued to poke at the shield but with more care. “You don’t see me with shields because I’m terrible with shields.”

“Bah!” Erick dismissed his shield, and also the one on Poi’s arm. Poi waved his arm around a bit, as if recirculating the blood. Erick added, “But you’re right. I’m not that great with shields, either, so, I either learn and spend all that time sparring— Or! I do this!”

In much the same way that Erick had once made [Flying Weapon] by linking together [Telekinesis] and [Conjure Weapon], he now did the same with [Telekinesis] and [Shield of All Reflection]. With a quick channeling of mana through his abilities, and checking to hear how they all went together, Erick cast.

The air folded and twisted. Six silver vines, covered with thorns, sprouted from a silver whirlpool, each vine spouting even more vines, all of them curving and curling around and back toward the center, or through each other, layering like some creation halfway between a snowflake and a briarpatch.

The shield hovered a meter in front of Erick. The outside was a silvered surface, covered in tiny spikes with a mirror in the center. The inside was silvered, too, but partially transparent. With a telekinetic impulse, he moved the shield exactly as he would have moved his [Flying Striker], or his light tendrils, or any other telekinetic-adjacent spell. The shield moved quickly. At a thought, Erick whipped it around, testing the responsiveness.

It was pretty good.

Erick checked the blue box.










	
Flying Shield of All Reflection, instant, self, 2600 mana

Create a nigh-unbreakable weightless shield that moves at your command, and that reflects all spells and Strikes. Lesser protections against physical attacks. A much lesser protection extends to cover your entire person while held. Will break if the user suffers too much damage. Lasts until dismissed, or 10 minutes.














Erick smiled. He could make it better.

He channeled the sounds of [Interception] through one hand, and the [Flying Shield of All Reflection] in the other. He combined them into something quicker. Something more responsive than humanly —or even ‘human?’ly— possible.

Mana twisted away from Erick, then snapped to his forearm, forming into something small; a tiny twisted-silver buckler not even a handspan across.

He blinked.

It might have looked like a nothing-spell, if you used normal sight, but it certainly did not feel that way, and to [True Sight], the tiny buckler appeared like a glowing rock upon Erick’s forearm, bright as his All-Stat belt had been. With a twist of will and a push of intent, that tiny buckler was suddenly in the air, and fully deployed into a full shield, faster than the eye could see. It was the same flying shield Erick had seen earlier, except perhaps more streamlined. Smaller, yes, but no less powerful for it. With another flex of intent, the spell was back on Erick’s forearm, like it had never left.

This was a powerful spell.

The blue box that appeared confirmed Erick’s hunch, somewhat. He came to that conclusion based solely on the dearth of words therein, for other powerful spells like [Lodestar] didn’t have many words, either.










	
Animadversion, instant, self, 3500 mana

A thorny rebuke!

Lasts until dismissed, or 10 minutes.














Poi put a slight damper on the mood. “That thing is certainly not low-key, sir. Even when it’s small.”

“But it’ll be great when needed!”

“That’s not what I mean— You could use the first or the second one whenever you want. Adventurers have strange magics out in the world all the time. But that thing is casually blocking my— my natural [Telepathy]. Not completely, but partially.”

“… Oh?” Erick glanced at the shield upon his forearm. “That’s a foible I can work around. Would it block hostile mental attacks like [Pure Reflection Ward] does?”

“Yes. That’s a touch above [Pure Reflection Ward], actually.” Poi said, “And you can use it at the same time… That’s... That’s really good. It’ll reflect all healing spells, though. So keep that in mind. You need to actually dismiss it if you want to be healed because it lasts ten extra minutes...” Poi frowned. “I don’t know if this is a good spell.”

“Foibles to work around, Poi! Nothing more than that.” Erick smiled, then dismissed the shield. “I don’t know how Jane expects me to make magic in the middle of a battle. Archmages need to be prepared ahead of time.” Erick did not completely ignore the fantastic spells he had made in the heat of any moment, like [Flight of a Thousand Hands], but he could only get lucky so many times. Being prepared was better than pulling things out of his ass whenever they were needed. “[Animadversion] will be useful some of the time, but not always. So let’s see... I got my shield. My incapacitating spell. I need one or two damaging spells and then I think we’ll be good for exploring the Forest. What do you think?”

Poi instantly said, “Remake your [Sealed Privacy Ward]. I want a nice place to sleep at night, please and thank you.”

“Oh! Right!” Erick said, “That was also on the list. I broke that down just the other day… Has it been long enough? It feels like it has...”

Erick checked his magic, then considered the Destructive versions of [Mana Sight], [Soul Sight], and [Blood Sight], along with the Audio and Visual Disruption options of [Ward], exactly as he had before, but this time he added more pieces. Ophiel picked up those pieces, singing a song of privacy. Erick continued onto a Destructive [Witness], listening to the end of mana sense. He sprinkled in a Destructive [True Sight], listening to the end of sight. There was a Destructive [Scry] in the mix, of course. With a thought to what he had done to make his [Prismatic Ward] permanent, Erick added some of that same functionality to his new creation. He wasn’t sure, exactly, when he had switched from theorizing and listening to casting, but he went with the flow, and magic happened.

Five meters away, in a large space the size of a house, the world blinked, then came back, looking exactly as it had been; nothing seemed to have changed, but everything had. With a blink, Erick switched on his mana sense.

He smiled, laughing a little. This was a good version! The original [Sealed Privacy Ward] had been rimmed in the visual static of [Ward]’s Audio and Visual Disruption options. The spell today had created a private space that looked exactly as it had before. Unless one walked into that space, Erick doubted that anyone could even tell it was there…

Except if they had a mana sense.

Seeing the world as the mana did, Erick saw an opaque white bubble where the spell lay. This was fine. Erick would have put up a [Prismatic Ward], anyway, and there was no way to hide that working from a mana sense.

He blinked off his mana sense, and read the box floating before him.

 




	
Sealed Privacy Ward, instant, medium range, 1500 mana

Disrupt all light, sound, scrying, mana sense, soul sense, life sense, and true sight, as it exits a large area, replacing all of that with an image of what was already there. Lasts 24 hours.

When ended, Sealed Privacy Ward further disrupts all mana sense within the protected space. 














“I didn’t expect anything close to permanency with as little study I have put toward this, so 24 hours is great! … Blocks all senses.” Erick felt something was missing, but it was a vague feeling, easily dismissed, as he said, “That’s a keeper.”

Poi sighed, content, saying, “Yup.”

“Oh! No scent blocking! … But I already have that in my [Scent Ward]. This is fine.”

“For a trek into the Forest, there will be many redundant hiding spells.”

“Right.” Erick continued, “So! On to a few attack spells, then…” His voice trailed off. Then he said, “I don’t know what a normal mage’s spells look like.”

Poi chuckled, then gestured toward a boulder over yonder. A puff of flame escaped his hand, traveled the twenty-ish meters to the target, then struck, billowing easy-going flames around the rock and leaving lingering fires at the site. He said, “[Fireball] is always a good one.” He kept pointing. A spike of ice, a meter long, dashed forward, cracking into the rock. The ice broke; the rock was fine. “[Ice Spike] is decent. You already have that one.” He lowered his hands. “Then you got [Blinding Flash] and [Thunderous Chime]. Both are useful against anything that relies on sight or sound to target. Great for clearing away animals. Less effective on monsters. [Noxious Scent] works wonders as an animal deterrent, and you get that from Decay and [Alter Scent]. [Invisible Bolt] is great for harrying monsters and keeping them distracted from the tank, but not fully focused on you.” He said, “Basically, just go through the whole Mana Altering Skill, and have one for each Alter.”

“… I had never considered doing… any of those.” Erick said, “You’re quite talkative today, too! I like it.”

With good humor, Poi said, “Maybe we should have gone to the Adventurer’s Guild more. All you keep thinking about is air magic that suffocates and Mercy magic that’s useless against monsters, and besides that, those are not middling-mage spells.”

“How about sticking to anything under 50 mana?” Erick asked, “Would that work?”

“Sure. And then Ophiel shows up and blows your cover. Normal mages don’t have [Familiar]s.”

Ophiel, sitting on Erick’s shoulder, objected with a series of flute sounds.

Poi glanced up to Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb, adding, “And not even middling-mages let people [Scry] on them all the time.”

Yggdrasil’s orb did not react.

“Everything about you is odd.” Poi said, “I’m not even sure why— I mean. I know why you want to make these new spells. But you don’t really need them to go incognito out into the world. Polite Society dictates that you don’t use active magic inside cities. If you want to walk around without attracting a crowd, all you really need is to dye your hair and your irises and to wear something less nice, and for Ophiel to keep away except for having him as a small bird.” Poi looked to Ophiel. “And I mean actually looking like a bird. Two eyes, at the most.”

Erick chuckled. He, too, looked to Ophiel on his shoulder.

Ophiel got the message. He flexed. His tiny jumble of wings became streamlined, as he took the form of a bird with a normal-looking head, a beak, two wings, a normal body, and a long tail. No legs, but that could be discounted by him sitting down directly against Erick’s body. And he had only two eyes!

But…

He was fully white. Even his beak. And his beak was made of tiny, tiny wings.

His whole body was made of tiny, tiny wings. Hundreds of wings, at least. Perhaps a thousand. Every one of his wings were so fine as to be mistaken for feathers. And then he flexed out his main wings, revealing dozens of eyes on the underside of each.

“I didn’t think it was possible.” Poi said, “But that’s even more creepy.”

Erick laughed as Ophiel relaxed back into his normal form of four wings and a scattering of eyes. He squawked. Erick patted him.

Poi said, “This world is not as connected as yours. If you did what I suggested and left Teressa, Jane, Kiri, and I behind, you could walk down the streets of almost anywhere in the world, except for Spur, and likely not be recognized by any normal person. You’d have trouble with Candlepoint, too, I suppose.” He added, “Your biggest problem with retaining anonymity would be your lack of experience with visiting cities as a normal person, and the people in charge would recognize you sooner or later depending on various factors outside of anyone’s control; chance meetings and such.”

“Bah! Problems for later! For now: Magic!”

Poi smirked.

Erick listened to the flowing wind of [Air Bolt], the spell he had made with Syllea’s help, and with Ophiel’s help, then he extracted the sound of the wind. Getting the same result from Mana Altering was easy enough, and from there, he refined the sound even more, into a gale force breeze. With a twist and a cast, Erick flowed wind into [Force Shrapnel], because [Force Shrapnel] was a rather decent short-range spell.

 




	
Force Shrapnel X, instant, short cone, 5 MP

Sharpened forward blast of mana that deals 25 + WIL damage in a cone














A blast of ten cutting wind blades, some meters wide, exploded from Erick’s hand, slicing through the air like the whistle of an oncoming tornado. Most of the blades went wide. Some scraped tiny furrows in the mountainside. All of them went much further than Erick expected.

Ophiel instantly copied the sound, whistling like a windstorm on the horizon.

Poi shivered.

“Wind must add range, eh?” Erick mused, as the blue box appeared.










	
Tornado Blades, instant, medium cone, 15 MP

Ten blades of wind blast forward, each dealing 50 damage + WIL














Erick said, “Only 50 damage plus Willpower. I left the suffocation out on purpose. Does that seem close to normal?”

Poi countered, “50 damage plus Willpower per blade. With your Willpower, that single spell deals 2000 damage if they all hit, with a high chance of at least one of those blades critting. Beyond the simple Health damage of the magic itself, it would probably do some decent damage against hard targets, too, though I am not certain of that fact. Wind is not sturdy.”

“Well… I can’t help it if everyone else is shitty!”

Poi laughed.

“No. Seriously.” Erick said, “Do they teach wrong at the Arcanaeums on purpose?” He glanced around, as though expecting the Headmaster to be right there. “I heard about the Headmaster’s brother… Was that true? About the origin of the Dragon Curse?”

Poi’s laughter died. He said, “That’s just one more story among the apocryphal origins of that Curse. ‘Melemizargo did it’ always made the most sense to me; he doesn’t want dragons overpowering him now that he’s so small. You must keep in mind that there’s only one existent dragon that isn’t Cursed, and her name is Rozeta.”

“Oh!”

“Don’t believe everything a Shade tells you, sir. But about arcanaeum magic? That method of magic works just as well as yours—” He winced. “I realized what I said the second I said it. Your Particle Magic works a lot better than normal magic. From what I’ve seen, it could be true that we’ve had it wrong all this time. The god of magic has been insane for a long while, after all.”

“Oh. I never considered that angle.”

Poi said, “Anyway. Your [Tornado Blades] is fine. A bit strong. But fine. Try for a Mercy variant?”

Erick was back to being excited for magic, as he said, “Mercy seems like it would like the suffocation, so let’s add that back into the mix.”

Erick did exactly as he said.

Curling, insubstantial blades made of wind and light blasted across the mountainside like fog given form. They did not leave tracks on the stone where they touched. They left fog, instead.










	
Merciful Suffocation, instant, medium cone, 35 MP

Ten curls of suffocating wind blast forward and attach to struck targets. Curls stack. Affected targets take 50 damage + WIL to Health per curl of wind each time they attempt to breathe with a high chance of causing suffocation. Each breath expends one curl upon the target. Merciful Suffocation immediately fails if the target has no Health.














“Huh.” Erick said, “A bit more sinister than I envisioned.”

“Less sinister than that slime you made earlier.”

“Hey now. Don’t disparage the slime. They’re your ancestors, after all.”

“I can disparage my ancestors all I want.”

Erick laughed. Poi smiled.

Poi added, “And ‘damage every time you breathe’ is a lot less sinister than a potential 20,000 damage to the face. Not many people can actually shape [Force Shrapnel] as well as you can, and some mages have trouble getting a single shard of a [Force Shrapnel] to hit, but I doubt you would have that problem. Keep that in mind when you cast [Tornado Blades] where other people can see.”

Erick frowned. “Surely you exaggerate. Other people can Shape [Force Shrapnel] to hit a target with all the shards, and with that in mind, [Tornado Blades] would only be… 10,000 damage for a normal mage… Ah. Still really high. Bah!” Erick deflected, “That’s with all of them hitting a person’s head, though. I couldn’t do that.”

Poi gestured forward. “Make a statue. I bet you can.”

… Erick made a statue with [Stoneshape]. It was a rough human-sized target, and that was good enough for the purposes of a target. From ten meters away, Erick shaped and shot his [Tornado Blades] at the statue’s head.

Five blades struck true. Five went wide, with three clipping the body, but each of those were only barely off course, missing by decimeters, if that. Every attack that hit carved a tiny furrow in the stone.

Poi joked, “I guess I expected too much from you.”

“Ha ha,” Erick droned. “That was my first time. Here—”

He cast again, and this time all ten blades lined up like a barrage, each funneling into the power of the one behind it. Each blade struck true, right where Erick had meant for them to strike. He briefly considered linking [Force Bolt]’s ‘inevitable’ to the striking power of [Tornado Blades], but… No.

[Force Bolt]s Bolts always struck where it was easiest for them to strike. They could not be aimed at heads or such in order to critical. Erick suspected this was due to some Principle of Least Action, or something, that designated that a [Force Bolt] take the shortest possible path to a target. [Force Bolt]s could crit, but only if you got really lucky with the target turning their head toward the Bolt at the right moment, or some other similar accident.

Combining [Force Bolt] with [Tornado Blades] would create a spell that was almost guaranteed to not crit, and Erick had more than enough of those.

He pointed at the target, saying, “There we go. Other people should be able to do that with some practice, right? It doesn’t even seem good against armor, or anything hard, really. That’s normal magic, right? Or… I’m missing something obvious, aren’t I.”

Poi reminded him, “Your Sculpt Spell Class Ability~”

“Oh.” Erick could have smacked himself. “Not many people take that, huh?”

“Not just that!” Poi said, “I don’t think you actually understand— The problem is that you have a Class at all, let alone gone as high as you have, which makes magic easier for you in a way that shows in everything you do, but that, and Sculpt Spell, is just the start. Any seasoned adventurer looking at [Tornado Blades] would mark you as a Classed person, but if you were to show off your less well-known Particle Magic, anyone with the knowledge to see would either recognize you as ‘Erick Flatt, the Particle Mage’, or they would see you as an uncommonly talented adventurer.

“[Incandescent] or [Frozen Mist] are really good crowd-control spells, effectively blocking off avenues of attack, but with damage. Actual blocking is achieved with [Force Wall], and you have that. You could probably pass off [Hermetic Razor] as a Wind-based spell if you wanted, and most would never know the difference. Spells like the [Sleep]-slime you just made would get you some weird looks, but not many know that [Sleep] is a Mind Mage only spell. You could probably pass that one off as a wind-derivative spell, too. Incidentally, I have circumvented the visit that you would normally get from us Mind Mages, of course.

“But even disregarding all that: there’s the fact that as soon as a person sees that you never run out of mana, they would, at the very least, rearrange everything they think they know about you. Most people in this world have 600 mana, at the most, and that is only true of those who actually try their hand at being a mage. Most people don’t even have that, with the average being 80 or 120 mana.” He finished with, “So the only way for you to go incognito would be to pretend to be an adventurer, but in those circles, you’d get spotted almost right away. That’s why I say that this idea of going incognito is going to be tough.”

Ahhh… He knew this was going to be tough, but he had not allowed himself to connect as many dots as Poi had. Maybe he should have, but he had not wanted to, because, now that Poi laid it all out there, in some intrinsic, sad sort of way, Erick felt a disconnect between himself and the rest of the world; a gulf he could not easily cross.

Poi stood straighter. “Sorry.”

“It’s not your fault. I just… Forget, sometimes.” Erick said, “I’ll figure it out. I appreciate the warnings, and the perspective. Thanks, Poi.”

Poi nodded, “Of course. So what other spells are on the list?”

“Let’s see… Shield, sleep, two attacks… and all the other spells I barely ever use.” Erick decided, “Good enough. Let’s move on.”

“Back to the room?” Poi asked, hopeful.

Erick crushed those hopes, saying, “Nah. I’m going to ring Syllea.” Erick did so, sending out a telepathic call to the other archmage.

Poi said, “She is still avoiding us.”

“Yeah. But I haven’t actually pressed the issue until… now… No answer, though. I’m going to try Bayth.” He did so.

No response. No backlash of a denial, either, though! So—

The connection cut; a denial, but not a harsh denial. And then Syllea’s connection cut, too, in much the same way.

“Bah! Still avoiding me. Well fine.”

Poi asked, “Tenebrae?”

Erick agreed, “Tenebrae.”
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                Ophiels descended upon the mountains west of the Firemaw Volcanoes, far away from the deep lava pools and open, red maws of Firemaw itself. It was here that the land was still covered in black and cooled lava drifts, but green grew in the cracks. In some of those valleys, the green took up more space than black and brown, and tiny streams of water wound through nascent river beds. This place was a lush bit of land, where the Forest was a far-off idea to the north and west.

The Firemaws hadn’t opened in this place in centuries, and may not open here ever again.

This was a land of budding green, and many, many rock monsters. Elementals, mostly. Standard stone, but also rarer variants, like cutting obsidian that glinted in the sunlight, and light-weight pumice that rode the wind like a jumble of black sand. Mud elementals rested at the edges of streams. Water elementals rested in the edges of the streams themselves, cutting whirlpool-lairs out of the banks.

Mostly, the elementals ignored the other lives all around them, or perhaps it was more accurate to say the life around them knew enough to skirt around the elementals; to not disturb them into attacking.

Blackscaled fish avoided whirlpools, staying in the deeper parts of the black sandbed streams. Mountain deer, with their black glittering horns and their dark fur, avoided shiny rocks out in the sun, sticking to the green, shadowed parts of the mountains. Green birds stayed in the trees, or among the grasses, looking for food among the new growths.

It was a really nice place.

Which was probably why Tenebrae’s Castle floated in the distance.

Erick stepped onto the air above a nice valley. Poi stood beside him. Both of them held steady on the light under their feet while Ophiels darted in the windy sky and squawked in joyful violins.

It hadn’t taken that long to find the stone-based Archmage, not comparatively, anyway, but it had been a complicated thing that had taken longer than Erick had wanted it to take.

[Cascade Imaging] had returned blank responses for Erick’s searches for ‘humans’ and ‘rock people’ and ‘golems’ and even ‘castle’. ‘Humans’ was a long shot, since Tenebrae had obviously prepared against those sorts of scans, but as for the other ones, Erick imagined he didn’t understand the archmage’s rock people well enough to scan for them. There had been some false positives in all his Imaging, but Ophiel checked those out easily enough, and found nothing more than adventurers out in the world, doing what they wanted to do; Erick didn’t bother them, for none of them seemed in danger. After a while, and after a dozen more scans, Erick had been reminded of his search for Messalina. He had failed to find the Life Binder until the woman had allowed herself to be found in her cloud giant castle in the sky, in order to enable some convoluted scheme to find the people who had hunted her village in Nergal.

So, going off of that experience, and imagining that Tenebrae’s floating castle was invisible and highly [Ward]ed in special and similarly infuriating ways, Erick had his Ophiel sunform-step across the whole of the entire mountain range, each of them wielding [True Sight].

It hadn’t worked. Erick wasted thirty minutes doing that.

But then he remembered the cloud giants again. They were visible through the heat they emitted, though infrared light. He had his Ophiel manually scout the land again, this time with their sights shifted toward infrared.

This also didn’t work.

Erick had thought back to his freshly created [Sealed Privacy Ward]. He checked that out with infrared sight, and though he couldn’t see inside, he could see that there was something there. Maybe he’d have to remake that spell, now that two vulnerabilities had been found; scent, and light-sight beyond the norm.

But regarding Tenebrae’s Castle, Erick finally got a break when he shifted the weather of the entire thousand-kilometer wide area and called the rains. Brute force solutions! If brute force doesn’t work, you aren’t using enough of it.

Brute force worked. Erick suspected that if Ophiel didn’t have great experience racing through the valleys and mountains of this land west of Firemaw, if they were as slow as they had been the first time in their search, that he would have missed Tenebrae’s castle, for the archmage would have solved the minor issue of blocking the rain from reaching the ground.

And so, Erick found the [More than Invisible] castle, then dismissed the rains.

Now, the land steamed in the bright sun, elementals and animals came back out to do what they were wont to do, the greenery seemed a bit more green, and the castle had dropped all pretense of hiding. It was a normal-enough castle of solid grey stone with a few towers, but it was certainly built for war, and not for comfort. The walls were thick. The windows were small. The upside-down mountaintop that it rested upon looked solid, and the roofs matched that look.

The rock-man standing on the walls also looked rather solid. From a kilometer away, he waved.

Erick waved back. Then he started walking forward. An [Animadversion] held on his left wrist, and also on Poi’s. Erick was happy that he could share that spell with others, though the twisted-silver shield would only last 10 minutes in Poi’s hands. It might be enough to divert any sudden, magical disapproval regarding Erick’s visit.

Erick and Poi reached the edge of the castle with little fanfare, except from the rock man on the walls.

“Hello!” the rock guy called out. “Archmage Flatt, yes? Sorry for you to come all this way, but Tenebrae isn’t accepting visitors at this time. We are thankful for the rain, though. You have exposed a vulnerability that we normally have more time to prepare against.”

“I am glad I could assist in some small way.” Erick politely said, “Tenebrae owes me a bargain of trade, and I have come to collect. Can I please see the man?”

“He wishes you gone.” The rock man stood resolute. “Please leave.”

Erick maintained his civility, but he pressed forward, “He owes me a Gate.”

The topmost tower’s window slammed open, the glass cracking.

Tenebrae stuck his head out, yelling, “I ain’t owe you SHIT! Get the fuck off my property!”

Erick lost his civility. He called back, “Give me my damned Gate, old man! AND the plans to this floating castle!”

“Tell me how this new Particle Magic is supposed to work!”

“… I’m going to throw a spell at you now. Figure it out, but don’t use fire! It explodes if you do that!”

Tenebrae started sputtering. Defenses went up across the stone, like hexagons of grey light suddenly manifesting. Erick pointed, and cast. [Merciful Ether Slime] coalesced around the window like a bag of thick air, failing to make its way inside the castle’s window. Instead, it hung on the hexagons of light that covered the stone.

Tenebrae shot ice through his own barrier, at the creature. Ice locked around the ether slime, trying to hold it frozen in place, but the slime was an ethereal spell. It slipped out of the ice and kept trying to enter the room.

Fire came next.

This time, the slime exploded. It was a small explosion; barely more than a puff of fire and a thunderous crack sent through the air. The ice that failed to hold the slime lost its grip and plummeted to the courtyard below, in the center of the castle.

Tenebrae did not stick his head outside, but he did put his face to the edge of his barrier, as he called out, “What a shitty spell! That level of explosion wouldn’t hurt a child!”

“It’s a non-violent Particle—”

“Then it’s even shittier than I thought it was! You can’t call a spell that explodes ‘non-violent’! You truly are an idiot!”

“That would have put any breathing person to sleep, and without Mind Magic, but you destroyed it and you’re not getting another. I have fulfilled my bargain with you twice over! Give me my bargain of trade! Give me my Gate!”

Tenebrae sputtered curses as he retreated into his tower. The grey hexagons vanished.

Erick waited.

The rock man on the wall, who had simply watched all this time, said, “My Master does not wish to be disturbed. Please leave, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick sputtered, “What the— He just went back inside? He’s not going to get me my stuff?”

“That is correct. You may leave now.”

Erick spoke loud, saying, “Then I suppose I must ask the Headmaster about the honoring of bargains of trade.”

Tenebrae appeared at his window, calling out, “You damned bastard! Can’t you solve your problems yourself?”

“I am! I solve my problems by getting other people involved!” Erick called back, “What’s the problem, eh! Just tell me where the damned thing is and tell me how to make my own castle! You owe me both answers.”

Tenebrae muttered more curses in languages Erick did not know, then he called out, “Ransack a Cloud Giant city and take it for yourself! There. You got one out of two. Not bad! More than most! I ain’t givin’ you my Gate!”

“You said you were done with the damned thing!”

“I still want it! It’s mine, dammit! Find your own!”

“There are no more!”

“Not my problem!”

Erick glared.

Tenebrae glared right back, then said, “I’ll give you a recreation. I got the thing copied years ago. You can have that—”

“NOPE. I want the real thing, and you’re going to hand over the location.” Erick offered, “You can come with us when we go inspect it, but Redarrow said you’d die if you came with!” Erick thought about, but did not tell the man, that if he didn’t come, then others would die.

Tenebrae glared. He glared for a long minute. Erick had no problem glaring right back.

The stone archmage frowned, calling out, “You’d die without me there, so fine! I’ll go. Idiot youngster.”

“I’m fucking 50!” 49, but whatever.

“Could’a fooled me! And I’m 90, shit-for-brains!” Tenebrae retreated back through his window, muttering about young stupid people and how they never changed.

Erick called out, “I’m leaving for the place today! In the afternoon! I hope that’s okay with you!”

Tenebrae slammed right back through his window, almost falling out, but easily preventing a defenestration, as he yelled, “Well NO SHIT we’re doing it today! Get your asses in here!” He relaxed, either unable or unwilling to maintain his anger. “We’re taking my castle.” He retreated back into his tower.

The rock man instantly turned and gestured to the courtyard down in the castle, saying, “This way, if you would, Archmage and guest.”

Erick pointed in a different direction, at Tenebrae’s window. “I’m not done talking with him. We have to pick up my daughter and my other guard, as well as make a visit to the auction. I only physically came here because he wasn’t answering my calls.”

The rockman said, “—

Tenebrae happily stuck his head back out the window, his voice turning pleasant, as he said, “Why don’t you go get them? Come back here when you’re ready and then we can leave for the Gate.”

“So you can vacate this valley and abandon your bargain? Maybe learn how to hide your castle better?”

A hateful look briefly crossed Tenebrae’s face, then vanished. His voice was full of sugar, “Ohhh. Nooo. I’d stay right here, for sure! Promise! I’ve got a few things to do before we traipse across the Forest, so we can wait for your auction to be over. Go ahead! Go be with your daughter!”

Erick weighed the possibilities of casual treachery and found them very high, but he liked Tenebrae pretending at being nice, so Erick decided to adopt a saccharine tone as well, either in mocking, or to keep the conversation at least partially pleasant. Maybe this almost-’Polite Society’ interaction would last past one verbal joust.

“I’d be ever so pleased to take some tea and crackers with you so we can discuss where to meet to venture into the Forest. That way, even if you aren’t there for some, I’m sure, completely valid reason, we can just mosey on in without you.”

Tenebrae almost spat some horrible words, but then he paused. He calmly said, “You’d never be able to find it without me.”

“Exactly. You are necessary, Tenebrae. I wouldn’t want to cut you out of any discoveries, either.”

“You can’t move it either! You can’t— Just! Just…” Tenebrae’s voice dwindled. He called to the rock man, “Get them a table and a room for—” He asked Erick, “How many?”

“Four people.”

“Four is fine. Good number. And I make five. Rocky. Get them their room.”

Rocky, the rock man, which if that was his actual name was rather rude or strange, Erick wasn’t quite sure, gestured behind him, to a building in the castle, saying, “This way, Archmage Flatt and Guest.”

Tenebrae vanished back into his tower.

Erick did nothing to stop that or to interrupt what was happening. They seemed to be moving in a good direction. So, he followed Rocky onto the castle walls, and then down a set of stairs, to the courtyard below.

Tenebrae’s Castle was a well-lit, austere sort of place, with a square curtain wall and an organized jumble of stone, box-like buildings inside that wall. The only bit of color in the place was a gnarled tree in the center of the courtyard, atop a small dome of stone. It wasn’t very tall, but it was brown and vibrant green, and the roots, small as they were, went everywhere, in every crack or along every wall of the stone. To Erick’s [True Sight] and mana sense, that tree was a beacon of light and air in the center of this heavy place.

It didn’t look like a [Familiar]. It looked like a natural tree. Highly magical, though.

Erick only paid a little attention to the tree, interesting as it was, for there were other rock men in doorways and windows of the castle’s buildings. Only a few of them stopped whatever they were doing to look at Erick and Poi as they passed through. Most of them were simply talking with each other. There weren’t many, maybe a dozen to be seen, but they all looked somewhat the same.

Human-sized bodies, with thick arms and thick legs, they all looked like someone had attempted to sculpt a person but stopped when they had gotten to the ‘human-looking’ stage. There was definitely some sort of ‘uncanny valley’ thing going on, but at least they were all slightly different looking, but none of them wore clothes. None of them had visible genitalia, either, but for some reason, Erick got the impression that they were all male.

‘Rocky’ led them to a building on the other side of the tree; a small house built into the curtain wall, with a nice little porch in front, where sat a table and a few chairs.

He said, “This is our guest house. Meetings will be conducted at this table outside. Master will not venture inside while you are a guest. We ask that you respect his privacy as well; do not go past any black lines in the stone. Other than that, please avail yourself of any amenities you might find in the Estate. Also: do not adjust any of the stone with any Shaping; it is all thoroughly enchanted, so you shouldn’t be able to, but please do not try. For the duration of your stay in this Estate, you will be cooked for by the same chef who cooks for our Master. Dinner is served across the courtyard in that building there. If you wish for more food, then it will be provided, or, you can acquire it on your own terms and bring in back here. There is a kitchen and other such amenities inside the guest house. I, or someone else, will always warn you when our Master is coming. We Stone Men thank you in advance for bearing with his eccentrici—” A pause. “Master is coming right now. Any quick questions before he arrives?”

“Is your name actually ‘Rocky’? Are you being insulted every day?”

Now that Erick looked again, Rocky seemed like a person. He had a soul, but it was a thin thing. Thicker than Ophiel’s. Maybe Rocky was a summon, too?

Rocky smirked, only a little, the stone of his face moving like the metal of a wrought, but rougher. “I am still a member of the collective and have yet to differentiate my self or my name. All of us here are like that.” Rocky gestured to the table. “Please, take a seat.”

The collective? Well. Okay…

Erick found no reason not to comply, for he had checked out the place rather well with his Ophiel flying all around in their tiny bodies. The stone seat was not comfortable, but it would do. Poi took his place standing behind Erick.

Rocky stepped away, to the side, but he did not leave. Another Rocky came forth with a plate of small sandwiches and a glass pitcher of cold tea, with three cups. He set them down then walked away, but not too far, right as Tenebrae opened the courtyard door of his tower.

Erick put on an easy expression with a slight smile and relaxed shoulders. By now, the [Animadversion] had expired from Poi’s arm, but it remained on Erick’s as a twisted silver buckler. Erick silently asked Poi if he wanted another. Poi shook his head.

Tenebrae walked around the courtyard, spitting, “Show me that damn thing on your arm.”

Erick paused. Then he held up his arm as Tenebrae stopped in front of him. Erick forced politeness and kindness out of his mouth, “Why of course, Tenebrae. I can show you some functions of it, too, if you wish to tell me about your castle.” The silver buckler extended a few thorny snowflake-like arms, but Erick kept them small. “It’s just an [All Reflection] spell.”

Tenebrae leaned over, slightly, and stared at the buckler, his eyes roaming across the thorny silver protrusions. He flickered with a few spells, but Erick couldn’t quite tell what they were.

Ophiel whistled in unsure guitar thrums.

Tenebrae said, “Looks like you can give it away like it was a normal [Conjure Weapon], but it’s a shield. I approve. Probably the best thing you’ve ever made!”

While Erick was suddenly dumbfounded, Tenebrae ignored the shield and sat down on the other side of the table. He served himself some tea, but did not do the same for Erick. He picked up a small sandwich, took a bite, and stared. He hadn’t even set the pitcher of tea close to Erick, or even halfway; he had set it directly in front of him, on his side of the table.

… Erick stood up and reached over to grab the pitcher. He served himself some tea, then set the pitcher halfway down in the center of the table. He sipped the tea. It was good.

Tenebrae said, “The Gate is inside a Twisted Vision of the Forest.”

“I assume it’s more complicated than that, and that there’s a reason you can’t just kill the Vision to get the Gate.”

With a deep frown, Tenebrae said, “You don’t know what a Twisted Vision is, do you.”

It wasn’t a question. Erick gave his answer, anyway, “They inhabit parts of the Forest and copy monsters, growing their preferred pets like a mayor grows a city, or something like that.”

“You don’t know—!” A sigh. “That’s barely a tenth of the common knowledge in any Adventurer’s Guild near the Forest! Ignorant, dumbass— Archmages need to know more. Here’s a lesson: Twisted Visions are products of [Duplicate] and other spells gone wrong. Don’t know what the ‘other spells’ part is, and don’t care, but some Shade made them 1300 years ago or more, for sure. Their ability to copy is not limited to monsters and biologicals. They can copy gold and jewels and other stuff, if they want to. Almost none of them do, but this one does. It copies everything.”

Erick sat straighter. He frow—

Erick jumped to the obvious conclusion, “It’s copying Gates?”

“Among other things. It’s classified as a 9-star threat— You do know about the ranking system the Guilds use, don’t you?” Tenebrae stared at Erick.

“Yes.” Erick withheld a rebuttal that would have gone along the lines of ‘killing the Shades was a 12 star threat’, for many reasons, least of all that he didn’t actually kill them all. He only killed a few. “I am aware of the ranking system. 10-star requires nations to get involved. Your 9-star means it's just below a national-level threat. It’s probably killed thousands of people.”

“… Correct. Before we go further, I will have your promise that you will not endanger the life of this Twisted Vision. It is rare. It is valuable. And it doesn’t just ‘copy Gates’.”

Erick almost lost it. Exasperation, disgust, anger, all of these emotions swirled, and more. But he kept calm. As politely as he could, he asked, “Why can’t we just kill it and take the Gate? Are you really that—” Erick stopped himself before he said something unkind. This place did not look rich. Was Tenebrae poor? A poor archmage? Was that what was going on here? How, though? Why? Erick almost asked those questions, but he did not. Instead, he said, “Okay. It’s valuable. More valuable than the Gate inside?”

Tenebrae eyed Erick, then said, “Long time ago, a very, very long time ago, don’t know which idiot did it, but someone found a Twisted Vision that copied stuff besides monsters. That wasn’t the only criteria this unknown person searched for, I’m sure. This particular Vision is one of the calmest Visions I have ever seen. Maybe it’s a byproduct of what was done to it. Maybe it’s a byproduct of how old it is, for this Vision is old. It’s also extremely deadly if irritated. That is why I choose to approach this Vision with care and quiet. We will not be killing it. Understand this?”

“Somewhat. But not really. Please go on.”

Tenebrae huffed. He continued, “Either someone got the bright idea to throw the broken pieces of several Gates inside, or maybe the Vision found, or was birthed on, a dumping ground for Old Dragonkin Gates. When the Rage Wars were going strong, people destroyed the Gate Network so the orcols couldn’t use them anymore, you see. But every single Gate was guarded. Those attacks that took out the Gates were suicide hits. Most were not properly destroyed. Most of the broken Gates were left behind for the Raging orcols to pick up and try to put back together. They failed.

“And thus, those broken Gates likely went in a laboratory, or a pile, depending on how one views primitive Orcol society. Truth is, I don’t know how it happened but it happened. and it doesn’t matter. Point is: Almost every Gate in that dungeon-like space is broken, but all of them appear to work, but that is just part of the real illusion of the place. All Twisted Visions are odd, disjointed spaces, but this Twisted Vision figured out [Gate].” He finished with, “And that’s why we can’t destroy the Vision. The monster itself is a clue to [Gate] just as much as those Gates are.”

“… Huh.” Erick immediately said, “You talked about recreated Gates that you brought out. How close are they to the original?”

Tenebrae frowned. He breathed in, then out, calming himself, then he said, “I’ve been inside twenty times.” Slight lie there, but Erick let it slide. Tenebrae continued, “I’ve managed to find a reasonably intact Gate ten times and copied them as best I could, but all I ever got was a long way down a false path.” With venom, he asked, “Do you want to see my own attempts?”

“No. I want the real one.”

“Good. Fine. I ain’t letting you see my failures, anyway.” Tenebrae said, “But there’re complications to this Vision. Every time I go in there, all I mostly find is near-death, because this Vision’s Domain is stronger than most.”

“Ah. Complications.” Erick’s words were an understatement.

Visions had Domains?

“Quite.” Tenebrae said, “Using Spatial Magic inside this Vision will get you [Partial Teleport]ed into a wall or the floor or some other shit. Elemental Bodies are constrained. Shaping spells alert the Vision that you’re inside if used on any ‘wall’, though Visions don’t really have walls— You do not want to alert it that you’re inside. As soon as you try to move a Gate… Any number of things could happen. The Gate could activate a [Gate] and monsters or water could flood out and try to drown you under claw or ocean pressure.” Tenebrae spat, “You can’t move any of these Gates inside. I already told you that before! Didn’t you listen! All I made were bad copies.”

Erick did not explode back at the man. Instead, he calmly absorbed all of that, then he said, “I assume manual Spatial Magic is blocked?”

Tenebrae calmed a fraction. “Correct. I have not discovered all the limitations of that place, for I do not test it anymore.”

“How do you get inside, then? What are the actual limitations of this place that have allowed you to explore it?”

“Physical hiding —no magical hiding!— with minimal monster contact. Minimal use of magic. The Vision is larger than most Visions, and also calmer; this combination causes oddities that you would never find in other Visions. This one will ignore campfires, for instance. If you use magic that does not harm or attempt to hide, then it might not react. The best way to investigate is to cast your magic outside and hope that you’re not stuck inside when the duration ends. Any spell exposure beyond 50 mana might mean that you have to run, for it might notice you, then. NO DOMAINS! It senses those right away. Elemental Bodies might not work that well, but they’re the preferred way to operate.” Tenebrae said, “This Twisted Vision is among the largest, most hidden, best defended Visions in the entire Forest. It spans thousands upon thousands of kilometers, though you’d never know it because almost all of that space is the Border Vision. We will NOT be going into the Vision more than a hundred kilometers; somewhere at the Middle Vision. We will be coming in from the sky, and dropping directly into the Middle Vision, through a [Gate] attached to a Gate. That Gate is the most broken one I have ever seen, but we can stick around and eye it for a while, if you want. What we’re after is one of the better Gates deeper in.”

Erick refilled his tea, and said, “Okay. That sounds dangerous. I thought Twisted Visions were just out in the open monsters that adjusted how you viewed the space. From what you’re saying, it sounds like they don’t exist in the real world. Elsewise we could just scout the Deep Vision from the air and not have to walk through a [Gate] in order to explore the space.”

“You really don’t know shit about anyth— Twisted Visions are pseudo-spaces. They twist everything around and depending on the Vision, if you attempt to leave, you either run into monsters or walk out of the space, and if you attempt to go through the canopy, you will be eaten. You break anything at all and the Twisted Vision will try to break you. Most Visions are the size of hills or valleys. They affect an area that is measured in a handful of kilometers. Those are babies. This one is a mother. It is calm. It is massive. Most people pass through the outer edges without even knowing it exists. It is old. Some would even consider it the first Vision to ever exist, but I doubt it. You will follow my instructions at all times, or I will not help you find it.” Tenebrae said, “And we won’t be killing it!”

Erick frowned.

Who the fuck cared if it was an old monster? Old monsters deserved to die more than most. All it sounded to him was like this Twisted Vision needed to die. It needed to be GONE. He kept those thoughts to himself.

Instead, he asked, “Does it have a name?”

Tenebrae paused. He lied right to Erick’s face, “No. But I call it the Green Labyrinth.”

“Thanks for that, Tenebrae.” Erick spoke with his most sincere, thankful voice, “I appreciate your help with this.”

“You better appreciate it.” Tenebrae said, “The Green Labyrinth pops up in unlikely places all the time, spewing out excess monsters every so often. Most people come across these side entrances and think them young Twisted Visions. Most people never find the true entrance. Only I know where the true entrance is, and that’s where we have to go if you want to look at a [Gate] or a Gate.”

Erick had several thoughts.

Chief among them were, in no particular order:

He needed to talk to someone else about this ‘Green Labyrinth’. If it was as odd of a Vision as Tenebrae said it was, then Syllea would know where it was and what it contained, for sure. Teressa might, too, if only through hearsay and stories, but she would be Erick’s second choice for information. He could also go back to Nosier and ask him for his opinion on why others had not thought to excavate Gates from the Green Labyrinth, or, why others had failed to excavate from the Green Labyrinth.

And why couldn’t he just kill the Labyrinth with a particularly violent set of murderous magics? Erick needed to talk to Arbor Rottundra about that. Him and his Chieftain were all for melting the entire Forest away. Surely such a plan would account for something as dangerous as this ‘Green Labyrinth’.

And finally, did he want Jane involved with this?

Once his daughter found out about such an enticing location… Could he even forbid her from coming? Like. Sure. He could try. He would fail. If it weren’t for the Feast Barrier, she would have followed him into Ar’Kendrithyst. But looking at it from a different way, should he try to dissuade her? Visions weren’t Shades. Visions were hordes of monsters and dangerous ecology. Without the use of his many stronger magics, Jane would likely be stronger than him in such a place, what with her martial bent and all that. She could even cast all of her necessary spells before she went inside. Erick could not.

Tenebrae leaned on the table, eyeing Erick, and said, “And if you go talking to others about this I’m calling the whole thing off. You can run to the Headmaster and force a compromise, but I’ll take my hits and you won’t get shit. I’m not giving up the Green Labyrinth to anyone. You hear me?”

Erick heard the man, but mostly, he considered Redarrow’s warning.

Was he more comfortable with risking Tenebrae’s life, or the life of everyone else?

And also, looking back on it, a lot of Tenebrae’s words seemed contradictory. If all Twisted Visions were pseudo-spaces, didn’t that mean that they were all partially [Gate] capable? How old was this ‘Green Labyrinth’, if it had managed to find a whole stash of discarded Gates? Surely such a stash had to have been impossible to have gone unfound for very long, unless this monster was really, really old.

Erick was sure that he could pick apart what he had been told, to figure out the lies and more, but then Tenebrae would renege on his bargain of trade, and Erick would be risking the lives of his daughter and his people.

Erick said, “I will be researching Visions more.” The man across the table almost exploded, but Erick spoke louder, saying, “I will not tell others why! But I will be researching them for my own needs. If anyone asks, it will be a part of learning what might boil out of the Forest when we set to destroying the whole thing.” He glared at Tenebrae, adding, “If you don’t want to risk such an information leak, start explaining why you have been lying throughout this whole conversation.”

Tenebrae stared.

Erick waited.

Eventually, Tenbrae said, “I’m casting a [Privacy Ward], and then I’ll speak.”

Erick nodded. “Sure.”

A foggy haze, like grey dust, enveloped the world beyond their table, swirling with hidden sights, as Tenebrae’s eyes glittered grey. Ophiel turned blind; gently squawking in disturbed flute sounds. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye vanished. Poi vanished beyond the grey cloud. It was just Tenebrae and Erick, sitting across from each other. Erick’s mana sense and [True Sight] failed him, as they touched upon that grey expanse. He patted Ophiel, trying to calm the little guy down. It worked, if only a little.

Tenebrae said, “Dragons live inside that Vision. They have for the last ten centuries. The Headmaster has tried a thousand times to get at them, but he has failed a thousand times over. I will not allow you to be the vehicle in which these people are finally murdered.”

Ah. So Erick could have gone to the Headmaster. Probably Syllea, too.

Good thing he was avoiding the first and the second was avoiding him.

Erick said, “I will not cause harm where there is no need to harm.”

“That’s not good enough. I need your word that you won’t start shit.” Tenebrae said, “The only reason I am even considering helping you is that you’re on your Worldly Path, and I either have to help you and mitigate your disaster, or let you find your own way forward, killing everything that crosses you. And these people will cross you, and it won’t be on purpose. Do I have your word?”

“Maybe you didn’t understand me, Tenebrae.” Erick said, “I won’t start shit where shit does not need to be started. My record should speak for itself, but allow me to say that nothing I have done has ever been intentionally harmful to people that did not deserve such harm. Or would you say that the Shades did not need to die? That I should not have liberated those shadelings from Treehome’s commune? That the murderers of Treehome deserved to remain at large? That Melemizargo deserved to remain insane, and for this world to not understand the basic building blocks of existence itself?”

“Ha!” Tenebrae laughed. “Tell me, oh great arbiter of what is right and good!” Tenebrae snarled, demanding, “How do you plan on helping the dragons overcome their Blood Curse? Can you actually fix that, or will the dragons you see become like that Carmine Changeling Vine, who was only trying to reproduce?”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Ah. Yeah. If the Dragons are like that, then I’m murdering them, for sure.”

Tenebrae smiled. “Then run along now and murder the Headmaster. We can rejoin this Forest Hunt after you do that.”

“I’m not sure what you think those words accomplish, but I do know that they have exposed your dumbassery. Like? Do you want the Headmaster dead? Go do it yourself. I’m not involving myself in your suicide mission. Should I warn him that you’re coming? Meh. He probably doesn’t need me to do that, does he.”

Tenebrae flinched back, saying, “That’s not what I meant. I meant that—”

“I know what you meant. All dragons are Cursed to kill each other, no matter what sort of damage that will cause. The Headmaster is out in the open, therefore he’s automatically challenging all dragons the world over. There’s probably something in your words about— some tangled thoughts about how, since I have been allied with the Headmaster, that these dragons will seek to harm me or dominate me in some way, as a way to dominate the Headmaster. What you meant was for me to have empathy for killers who can’t help themselves. And I do. Believe me, I do. I couldn’t even kill a monster without puking when I first came to this world, and though a lot of that is gone, the base remains.” Erick said, “So I ask you! Why don’t you go ask Melemizargo to lift his Dragon Curse? Or was it cast by the Headmaster’s brother, Idyrvamikor? In which case, find yourself a Wizard. I hear stories about them all the time, so they must exist. Or, was Idyrvamikor’s story, which I heard from the Shades, just propaganda? There are just too many things I don’t know about dragons to make a judgment call, Tenebrae. But what I do know is that I know nothing, and therefore I would like to know more.” He added, “But to make myself clearer: monsters deserve to die. So! Are dragons monsters?”

Tenebrae sat there, his face a mask.

Erick waited. He almost took a sandwich, but he did not.

Tenebrae asked, “Do you know any Wizards?”

“Nope. Do you? I’d like to know what makes them so deadly, if you got any ideas.”

“… Nope.” Tenebrae lied, “I don’t know any Wizards.” Tenebrae turned to truth, saying, “But there’ve been a few Wizards to venture through the Forest now and then. I never met one the Headmaster didn’t kill as soon as the world found out about them, but over the many centuries, those few Forest Wizards have lifted the Curse from a few dragons. We might even get to meet one of those Cleansed Dragons. So meet back here when you’re done with your daughter and your other guard, and we can visit them. Once you meet and understand them, maybe you can help me look for more Wizards who can do more than spot-treat Idyrvamikor’s Legacy.” He breathed deep, and with a maybe-genuine smile, said, “Glad to know your measure, Erick. Don’t speak of this conversation to outsiders.” He stood and waved a hand at the grey swirls beyond their table. Erick stood, as well. The clouds began to dissipate. Tenebrae said, “Glad no one had to get hurt, today.”

The cloud cleared.

A pair of Rockys removed a collar from Poi’s neck and let him go.

Erick was suddenly, deeply furious, but he had expected some sort of treachery, and Poi was safe. Poi was safe. Bloody around the neck, but safe. With a stern face, the sapphire man unruffled his uniform and stood tall. Ophiel’s eyes returned to him, he was alone, and Erick sensed his solitary nature as a second moment passed. All of the other Ophiel were gone. Erick had been locked out of sensing through them while he was inside that grey, sandy fog, but he had assumed it was just like the Feast Barrier; no [Telepathy]. That had happened, for sure, which exposed another problem of Erick’s [Sealed Privacy Ward], but the problem was deeper than a [Telepathy] block; his Ophiel had been [Dispel]ed. Tenebrae, or, more likely, the Rockys, had [Dispel]ed every Ophiel aside from the one on Erick’s shoulder.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye came back.

Tenebrae stared at Erick, as though challenging him.

Erick almost punched the man. He refrained. He said, “I am glad that Poi is merely bleeding from wounds on his neck, instead of bleeding out. Do I need to make threats regarding what could have happened if you had done more?”

“I’ll ignore everything you say if you pose an actual threat. Until that time, I see no reason not to work together.” Tenebrae said, “But you mistake yourself, Erick. You are merely picking up the scraps that I have left behind, because I am the one in power in this place, in this bargain of trade. If I find you have run off and mouthed off to the unworthy, then… Well. I hope you have the sense to not come back here. You have been warned.”

Erick buried his overwhelming anger as deep as it could go. “I will be back soon enough. Please don’t run off.”

“I would never!” Tenebrae said, mockingly and with a smirk. “See you soon.”

- - - -

Once he was several mountains distant, Erick roared out something unintelligible. His voice bounced across the valley, echoing. Birds flew. Monsters stirred. They’d be gone before the monsters actually showed. Erick calmed. He turned to Poi.

Erick asked, “Are you okay? Did they do anything to you besides that collar?”

“I’m fine. Thank you for your concern,” Poi said, pretending to be calm. “And since I deem it necessary, I will answer your other questions that you didn’t ask: I couldn’t get a read on the Rockys because they’re a hive mind. Impossible to break through. We’ve had our eyes on that man for a long time because he fucks around with Mind Magic. His former [Familiar]s are just one of many such issues.”

“I remember. He intercepted a [Telepathy] to Rats, back with the Daydropper stuff. Pretended to be Killzone to find our location. Did anything happen there?”

“He was censured as much as we could for that action, which, as you have already guessed, was for us to do nothing at all.” Poi calmed by the second as he spoke, “Archmage Tenebrae is protected by too many powerful forces. He regularly helps people lost in the mountains, or at least his Rockys do. He murders any major monster asked of him and if enough gold is raised to pay his fee. He has accords with Treehome and Oceanside and every other nation in the world. He’s—” Poi touched his neck. “He’s not a nice man, but he is a good man. Vaguely. We have left him alone for the good of the world.”

Every word sent Erick’s heart to thrumming hard, and angry. He asked, “Has he disappeared people before? Were you in actual danger back there?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. And yes, I was in danger. Right before you went into that [Privacy Ward], he gave his commands to his Rockys. Until he popped that [Privacy Ward] and gave his Rockys the all-clear, I could have died. We both could have. Tenebrae… I barely got a read on him at all. I know I said this back when we met him at Oceanside, but it bears repeating: I cannot protect you from other archmages, Erick. I cannot protect you from Tenebrae.” Poi asked, “Do you want to continue this path?”

“I have to. Do you want to go back to Spur, too? You can.”

Poi smiled, a sad thing, as he said, “No. I cannot do that. I will stay, of course. You couldn’t chase me off with a [Fireball].”

Erick joked, “What about a [Luminous Beam].”

“That would do it.”

Erick chuckled. Poi huffed a laugh. They fell to silence, as wind blew through the valley. Erick resummoned his Ophiel. All of his high-mana Ophiel from when he summoned them with [Death’s Approach] active were now gone.

After a minute of silence and gentle violin sounds, Poi asked, “We’re really doing this dragon-thing?”

“I guess we are. So there are dragons inside Twisted Visions? Or at least inside this one?”

“News to me.” Poi said, “And no. I can’t tell you where the place is. I think I got a location, but it might have been a [Screen]. But besides that, if you show up there without him, he will know how you got that information, and then my people will come down on me, and I might be useful, but I am not a world protector.”

Erick teased, “That thought didn’t actually cross my lips.”

Poi laughed, once, small, then said, “Thank you, sir.”

“I will ask if he's going to run off, though.”

“He’s not. He was. But he’s not anymore.” Poi said, “I think so, anyway.”

“If he runs off, that’s not as big a deal as I initially thought.” Erick gazed toward the west. “Time to go to an auction. Got any [Polymorph] forms that interest you?”

“Nope.”

“Me either. I don’t know how Jane does it.” He added, “And I’m not sure what else is missing in my [Sealed Privacy Ward], but I think it’s something intrinsic.”

“There are always missing parts to a [Privacy Ward].”

“Eh… I won’t break it apart today, but soon. When I figure out the other pieces.”
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                The buildings around Arbor Ikabobbi looked like normal enough utilitarian structures that Erick would see anywhere, from Spur to Candlepoint, to the temporary structures that Odaali had put up after their city had fallen to the Queen Daydropper. The buildings here were only a bit nicer than those sorts of buildings, and only because ‘adornment’ seemed to be the Arbor’s choice of style, with every building having mouldings or sculptural doorways or sculptures of animals pinned to the walls here and there. That made sense, because as Erick gazed up at Arbor Ikabobbi, he definitely 100% knew that the former [Familiar] must have been designed after the Ikabob trees; those trees were magical trees that speared and held any woodland creature or monster that had the misfortune to get too close.

… Or maybe it was the other way around. Erick wasn’t quite sure.

The Arbor stretched above the buildings like a tapered spire of grey-brown stone. At the top, maybe less than a kilometer up, a sparse decoration of red canopy held to the spike-like trunk as though it was a bit of bloody meat, speared in place by some force of nature. And then there were the countless other spikes, all around the entire spire, like thorns. A few of the higher spikes had similar tufts of red leaves upon them. Most were barren.

But with his own sight, and with Ophiel in the air, Erick saw that the rest of the Arbor was exactly what he would have expected. Wyrm bones, like garlands, wrapped around the Arbor. The bones of chimeras or other large monsters dangled upon thorns like Christmas tree ornaments. A few thorns were like places of honor, for sure, because the bones stuck upon those thorns were carefully arranged in seated positions atop the thorns, the body held directly against the tree, locked in place by a hundred smaller thorns. Those places of honor were orcol bones, for sure.

Erick barely paid attention to the gilded buildings all around him, or the thorny plants that were cultivated like flower gardens, because his eyes were fixed upon the thorny orcol man in the manasphere who walked beside him, covered in red mana, silent and evaluating. The first time Erick noticed the much-taller-than-him man, he glanced at the man, and the man vanished. Erick walked on for moments more, headed toward the auction house ahead. As soon as he wasn’t looking, the red man appeared again in the corner of his vision.

Another glance at the man had him vanishing from sight.

Erick walked on, asking Poi, “Did you see him?”

“No.” Poi said, “But others have.”

Erick had noticed the other people on the street, how they gave Erick a wide berth, how some bowed to him, and how no one spoke to him at all. And then he noticed that they did not just do this for Erick, but also for the presence walking beside him, even though that presence was rather invisible most of the time.

As Erick walked forward and people got out of his way, Erick asked a woman who hadn't fully vacated the street, “Is that Arbor Ikabobbi beside me?”

The woman startled at being singled out. She just nodded, then backed away, bowing as she went.

Erick walked on, and casually asked the red air, “After this auction, I’m going hunting for some of the bigger monsters out there. Got any recommendations?”

Whoever else happened to be on the street, after overhearing Erick, decided that they immediately had other places to be. Guys out on the town, rushed to vacate the area. Mothers pulled daughters out of the way. Grandsons helped grandfathers to leave.

Ikabobbi stepped onto the ground to Erick’s left, and the world turned to thorns. Buildings sprouted phantom knives. The street erupted in ethereal swords. Erick paused, as the field of edges touched upon his skin, and his [Personal Ward] flickered with the faintest white. Poi held perfectly still as the thorns touched him and then drew away.

It wasn’t an attack. Erick could tell that much, and he had heard a bit about what it was like to meet Ikabobbi in person, but he hadn’t expected it to be so real, or necessary. Why would an Arbor purposefully hurt its people, after all?

But here, now, Erick saw that it was not intentional. It was just how the Arbor was.

As the thorns came into being, they folded away, out of Erick’s path. Erick resumed his walk, and Ikabobbi joined him.

Poi was forced to hang back, lest the meter-long thorns slice him to ribbons. He gave Erick a small message that he’d meet him at the auction house, and then he blipped away.

“You know just how to get a tree in the mood, don’t you. Such bloody conquest, and now you’re asking for more! I love it.” Ikabobbi asked, “Have you thought about what you’ll do with your body after you die? I’m willing to make you an offer. I have nine archmages in my boughs, but there will always be a special place of honor for you.”

“I’m sure I’ll die in battle somewhere but I hope to die at least a century from now. I’ll have to get back to you on that.” Erick asked, “Got any targets in the Forest?”

The thorns in the area flexed, but came no closer. Ikabobbi smirked, then said, “Twisted Visions. Wyrm Tangles. Forest Crowned Stags. A few Ancient monsters, too, like the Ancient Treants in the Deep Forest. Shade Treant is still out there, somewhere. He’d moved on recently. Want to kill a Shade you missed, and add his bones to my trophy spikes?”

“No.” Erick said, “I have a responsibility to let him try to make amends. What’s a Forest Crowned Stag?”

“Great big things. I hear your daughter killed an Ancient Unicorn once. Forest Crowned Stags are about the same size. They raise up the Forest all around them as they walk. Cousins to the Unicorns, but the Stags came first. They’re less murderous; more flighty. Easier to kill in some cases. Hard to kill because they run quite often and can [Blink] through the Forest, while the Forest itself will try to kill you in the chase.”

“If all they do is run, then that doesn’t seem like a monster I wish to harm, even if it does sound like they enable the rest of the Forest to thrive.”

“Hmm. Yes. I suppose so. They’re rather rare monsters, anyway. If you find any, then mark them, and we’ll try to keep them alive. Hard to hunt when the home-makers aren’t able to make homes anymore.”

“Speaking of monster spawners. I heard that Twisted Visions spawn monsters.”

Ikabobbi smirked, and the thorns scraped at Erick’s skin, eliciting tiny white flashes. Then the thorns relaxed, and the Arbor said, “Visions are fun. If we kill the whole Forest with fire and rot and ash, then the Visions will be the defenses that come after us, trying to stop our advances.”

Erick’s eyebrows rose. “They’re sentient?”

“Enough to know how to best kill intruders, or to know where an attack is coming from. Doubt you’d be allowed into their heart, though, not with all that power you have layered upon your skin. If the Visions retaliated we would have to send particularly skilled low-level people. Higher leveled or powered people have a tendency of either getting brutally murdered, or the Vision closes up and runs away.”

Erick fixated, “I just need to know if they're sentient… I can’t kill one if I know they’re people. This is the first I’m hearing of this nuance to the Twisted Visions and it both annoys and intrigues me.”

Thorns retreated. Ikabobbi frowned. “You do have that weakness in you; needing to understand others. Why not test them with power and see how they react, and if they fail, then they obey you. It is a failing of society that we talk so much.”

Erick said, “Your Warchief talks a lot. I liked working with him and knowing the numbers.”

“Koropo has a thorny rest waiting for him when he dies. If it would help sway you to accept my offer, I would tell him to talk to you about your final resting place.”

“I don’t think that would help.” Erick said, “I left funeral planning behind when I left my world behind.”

Ikabobbi smirked. “Enjoy your Forest Hunt, Archmage Flatt. Leave the Wyrm Tangles for the lesser hunters. You’d probably just blast them out of the sky and learn nothing.”

“Blast ‘em from orbit; it’s the only way to be sure.”

“Perhaps.”

Ikabobbi faded back into the manasphere, taking his thorns with him.

Erick walked up the entrance stairs to the open doors to the auction house, and walked inside. The outside had been impressive, but Erick was not here for the sights.

Just beyond the door, hiding behind the wall of the building and on the other sides of grand staircases and potted plants, people gathered, huddling just out of sight. They were dressed in nice clothes, but not that nice. They were all ready for a big, expensive auction, for sure, but more than a few looked like warriors or people hunting for rare ingredients for the tables of nobility, or people ready to abandon their clothes and trade in their body for another Familiar Form. That last category belonged to at least one person here; Jane. Erick’s daughter stood beside Teressa and Poi.

Erick smiled, saying, “Hello! So this is the auction house, eh? Looks nice.”

And it did. Though the building was simple stone, it also had wardlights that looked like fires holding onto twisted iron torches, large paintings of various rare animals up for auction that day, and a rather comfortable atmosphere of plush couches and other soft items. Erick liked the grand staircases curving up and away from this preparation-like room, too. They probably led up to private auction rooms and to the second floor of the main auction room, which had to be beyond those huge double doors, beyond that large counter, there.

People started to mumble. Some tried to approach Erick. Poi and Teressa were faster, flanking Erick and giving evil eyes to other people, warding them off.

Jane was faster than those two, whispering, “Glad you could make it.”

Erick smiled, as he said, “Glad to be here.”

Teressa casually told someone, “If you wish to speak to the Archmage, please file a request with Spur. He is here on vacation.”

“But he can make so much money if he—”

Erick promptly ignored the money-making man and several others, as a different man who looked to be in charge of the auction house, or something like that, popped up from behind the main counter. He wore a grey suit with red accents. He had been hiding, only to come out after the ‘danger’ was over.

“Ah! He left. We’re clear!” The man clapped his hands over his head, drawing attention to himself. He spread his arms, calling out, “Now that our esteemed guest has arrived, we will begin filling into the auction room! Please see an usher if you are unaware of where to go.” He stepped out from behind the counter. Ushers, wearing the same outfit as the man, stepped out from behind half-open doors upstairs, and also out from behind the staircases. The man gestured to the large doors. They opened. “Please take your seats! The auction will begin right away!”

Jane and the man locked eyes, briefly. She nodded; he nodded. She grabbed Erick’s arm and Erick went with the flow. He soon found himself in a private box up and above the main auction floor, with a good view of the all-metal stage.

It wasn’t five seconds later that the man from before strode out under the bright lights, and began talking.

It was an auction. How much of a difference was it from auctions on Earth? Erick was not very impressed, but Jane was certainly wound up. He was, however, interested in all the active spells all around. The nearest active spells were upon the box Erick, Poi, Jane, and Teressa, now stood in. Those spells were conveniently listed on a small metal plate affixed to the railing between them and the stage. Aside from the general comfort spells, such as a [Temperature Ward] and a [Concealing Ward], with the first active and the second not, according to the lit and unlit button. There was also a [Sound Barrier], one-way, of course, allowing the people in the box to talk amongst themselves without being heard. That one was inactive, too. All Erick would have to do to turn that on was to press the labeled button, but he did not. There were also the bidding buttons, conveniently right there as well; several of them, in fact, with denominations going from ‘+100’ to ‘+10,000’. Pressing any of them would raise the bid that amount, and from what Erick’s mana sense was telling him… Also do something to the mouldings just outside of the VIP box. Possibly, light them up? Yeah. That was Erick’s guess.

The man down below gave generalized introductions, and then he said something about the Archmage in attendance.

Erick looked up when he heard those words. Many people below, and inside the other boxes on the other side of the auction house, were looking at him. He waved. Some waved back.

The host waved, then gestured behind him, to the metal stage, saying, “And now! Onto a special auction! One worthy of an archmage!”

Ah. Damn. They shouldn’t have gone through the trouble. Erick wasn’t interested in any of this.

But hey! If it made Jane happy, and she didn’t have enough to buy something, he was totally going to buy her some horrific monster.

… Or maybe some cute and cuddly monster. Yes. That was a much better idea.

Were there bears on Veird? Erick hadn’t ever actually checked, but he had never seen a bear, either.

As the host spoke about the auction plan, Erick wondered at the strangeness he was seeing upon that dark metal area behind him. It was fully metal, and heavily enchanted; that was all Erick could truly tell from here. The floor practically glowed, while the air above it was partitioned into boxes that were otherwise invisible. Erick switched his Sight off and on a few times to see that… Yes. Those were [Force Wall]s of some sort. [Force Cage]? Yes. That seemed right.

The host gestured, and an animal appeared in the central box. It appeared as though floating in midair. Startled, it quickly reorganized itself, as it realized it was standing on something invisible. It did not like the invisible floor, but as it bounded left and right, it hit the box that contained it, and flopped, rather cutely.

It was a bunny with a horn of glass. Er. Or. Not glass. Something harder, for sure. The audience murmured as its horn scraped the [Force Cage] and managed to cut the cage, but the cage reformed, and three more [Reforming Force Cage]s —for Erick was reevaluating what he was seeing as it happened— snapped shut around the first Cage.

It was fluffy. It was cute. That horn could cut through Force rather well, which was odd, actually. Maybe it wasn’t that cute, but maybe Jane would like it? She needed more cute animal forms.

The host said, “A Variant Mist Rabbit!—”

Ah. No. That seemed somehow morbid. Jane already had that Mist Rabbit comforter. Never mind!

“This Mist Rabbit has a Force Horn and is capable of practically every Basic Tier Force Spell. It might even have the mythical [Force Body], though we’ve only ever had that come through our Grand Auction House three times in the last hundred years! More often than not, what we get is a monster or animal with Force Savant, which is still useful in its own way! There’s no way of knowing which one this little monster has, so there is a risk to this entry. Bidding starts at a thousand gold.”

Erick instantly pressed the button for a thousand gold, raising the price to 2000. As he suspected, the mouldings outside of his VIP box lit up with red glows.

Jane looked to him, her eyebrows raised. As others instantly started bidding and the auction house flickered red here and there, Jane pressed the [Sound Barrier] button. As a thin layer of magic enveloped the space and nothing audibly changed, and yet an Ophiel outside of the box couldn’t hear what was going on inside the box at all, Jane asked, “That wasn’t for me, was it?”

“I’ve never heard of [Force Body]. I want it.”

Jane seemed to have trouble understanding what she just heard. She paused. And then she laughed. “Okay. Okay. Good! Yes. You go for that. It doesn’t exist, far as I heard, and I researched those a lot. He was embellishing for the auction.”

Erick shrugged. “Eh!”

Others had been bidding as soon as Erick bid, with some bidding faster than others. Bidding slowed down to hundred gold increases soon enough, but then Erick hit the thousand gold button, bringing the price from 5,200 to 6,200. Someone increased the price by another 500.

“How much will it go for, you think?” Jane asked.

“More than that.” Erick casually pressed the ‘+1000G’ button, again, raising the price to 8,400, saying, “The auctioneer said that other people had gotten [Force Body] from other monsters, and he wasn’t lying. My ability to tell a liar from not isn’t perfect, but that guy was not lying at all.”

Across the auction house, in another VIP box, a rugged-looking man scowled and outbid Erick again.

That guy had been the same one to take the bid from Erick, each time. He was rapidly followed by others, but that other VIP seemed to really want that rabbit.

Jane shrugged. “I wouldn’t risk wasting the money.”

Erick pressed the thousand gold button twice, raising the price to 10,700, saying, “It’s just gold.”

The guy across the way yelled, but no one heard him; he was behind a [Sound Barrier], too.

And then other people in the audience down below began bidding in earnest. If the archmage wanted it, then they wanted it, too!

Jane laughed again.

He asked, “So? Do bears exist? Do you want one of those?”

Jane was suddenly serious. “Win me a bear, dad.”

“I’m gonna win you the cutest, bestest bear. Something bright pink! If they have it.”

“How about something with lightning and acid?” Jane said, “With racing stripes to make it go faster.”

Erick laughed. Suddenly serious, he said, “Bright pink. Possibly with a tutu. I’m sure that must exist.”

Bidding lights blinked throughout the room. Erick stopped after another two increases, when he realized that he didn’t want to actually eat the bunny, and that guy across the way started to look distraught. Besides! What would a [Force Body] get you that wasn’t already a Basic Spell that Erick already had? And besides that: one bunny wouldn’t get you enough ‘Force Essence’ to get [Force Body], anyway, if such a mythical ability actually existed. Erick suspected that he’d have to eat a thousand such ‘Force Mist Rabbits’ to get [Force Body], and that was simply not happening.

Was the other VIP across the way a breeder? Perhaps. Certainly not a normal sort of rich-person. He was one of the fancy people that wore normal clothes, as normal as Erick’s.

Erick asked Jane, “Is there a listing of auctions, for today? How does this all work? Who is everyone here?”

Jane hummed, then said, “There are a few highlights promised and listed on the walls out in the front room, like the octopus I want, but there’s also a ton of random monsters from known breeders around the world. This place might not look as fancy as some of the auction houses back on Earth, but it is one of the best places for this sort of thing. Lotta Polymages and Beast Masters in the audience.” Jane pointed to the upper back of the room, where a bunch of [Scry] eyes held in the air. “This place also has people watching from all over the world, but you’re only allowed to bid if you’re actually here, and you’re only allowed inside the doors if you’re high-class. You helped me get past a lot of that without ever knowing.” Erick smiled at that, as Jane continued, “See those people down there? Most are servants or stuff like that; here to bid on what their employers tell them to bid on. I think that guy across the way is a Beast Master of some sort. Gods. Look at him. Still bidding on that rabbit.” She shrugged. “Other than that, it’s all rather normal auction stuff.”

That man was indeed still bidding, though each raise seemed to physically hurt him. The woman with him put her arm around his shoulder as he dropped his head into a hand, then pressed one of the ‘+100G’ buttons for what was probably the fiftieth time. His VIP box flashed red.

A few more flickers happened throughout the audience. Then one more came from the guy in the box.

Everyone waited for the price to keep increasing…

The VIP guy looked out across the crowd, staring daggers while holding hope in his heart.

“Sold! For 121,300!”

The guy across the way burst into a cheer, talking about finally having a breeding pair. Of course, Erick couldn’t hear him. He was behind a [Sound Barrier], after all. But reading lips wasn’t that hard.

Erick smiled.

This was a nice break after dealing with Tenebrae.

The rabbit blipped out of its [Force Cage].

The next animal was a unicorn. It popped into existence inside a larger [Force Cage] than the bunny had occupied. A series of collars wrapped its neck, legs, and horn; each of them more enchanted than the one that came before. The unicorn was asleep, too. Dead to the world, and yet still standing.

And, of course, it was black of fur with a mouth of tentacles, and the shadows around it seemed sharper. It was not using its usual [Beautification Aura]. There was no danger to the crowd, but Erick wasn’t the only one who went tense at the sight. Then the announcer explained all the various ways they had the creature on lockdown.

… Erick considered if he wanted a unicorn.

Jane noticed, then said, “You might want that, Dad. They’re highly useful, especially with a lightform.”

The auctioneer called out, “A unicorn of normal quality. Nothing special, aside from the fact that it is a unicorn. Sale is for Polymorph purposes only. Beast Masters need not apply. We will be checking credentials and overseeing the consumption of this particularly dangerous monster. You will not be allowed to leave the premises with it alive. Bidding starts at 10,000 gold.”

Someone in the audience instantly bid the asking price. Another raised ten thousand gold. The price quickly raised to a hundred thousand gold, and then doubled.

Erick leaned back in his chair, saying, “I think I can hunt one myself. Why are they keeping it alive?”

“To sell the body in a fresh condition.” Jane eyed him. “You will never catch one in the Forest, even if you can find them. They are much, much too flighty outside of Unicorn Season. That they managed to trap one and bring it here is a big deal.”

“Eh. Maybe… But I’m not made of money, Jane.”

She laughed, then said nothing more.

An usher came around offering refreshments. Erick ordered some fruity alcoholic drink, while Jane ordered beer for the whole VIP box. Teressa had some, while Poi refrained.

The unicorn went for 317,000 gold. Even Jane thought that was too much.

Other monsters came and went. A bevy of Assassin Frogs of every color; hand-sized things that radiated an aura of deadly Decay that was much larger than themselves. A Trip Wolf; a dog-like creature made of vines that made a great Beast Master pet. A collection of Hidebound Sneakeyes; eye-like creatures that grew like barnacles, which were able to hide and adapt to any environment, and were also gifted with [Life Sight]. Upon hearing of that ability, Erick asked about it, and was told that it was a lesser version of [Blood Sight]. Jane got one of those for 700 gold.

They were not great monsters, but they were cheap enough and it was an easy path to [Life Sight]. Jane had gotten the Class Ability to triple her Familiar Forms, and she could take lesser monsters for some of those new slots, if they had a good ability.

The Prismatic Octopus appeared in a [Force Cage], without any water. It didn’t need the water, either, for it was an amphibious monster and perfectly capable of living on land. It even had ‘bones’, though they were more like cartilage, like that which Moon Reachers had. Jane explained that it had a habit of living near the water, so that if things got too hot in one area, it could escape into the water, or onto the land. It was not the big prize of the day, for there were many more monsters after this one. Jane didn’t want those other monsters, though. She wanted this one.

She sat on the edge of her seat, her eyes wide, a smile upon her lips.

The host called out, “From one of our esteemed breeders, we have multiple Prismatic Octopuses—”

Three more [Force Cage]s each blipped with another Prismatic Octopus. Jane smiled.

“—which number four in total. We will be bidding on them one at a time, but this is our stock today, and let no one grouse or grumble that they preferred the one that came after the one they won. From left to right, we have male, female, male, female. Bidding will begin on the left, and go to the right. Opening bid on octopus one! Can I get a thousand?”

Someone bid a thousand. Another raised to two. The bidding went on, and Jane almost pressed the button, but she refrained, and sighed.

Erick covered his mouth, and asked, “Don’t like that one?”

“It’s fine. I’ll try for one of the female ones.”

Erick glanced down at the bidders. Men and women both bid on the first octopus. “You know… I’ve never actually asked if gender dysphoria is a thing among Polymages.” He added, “Or among the wrought, or the Hunters who [Polymorph] into other people of a different gender… Or any of that.”

The first octopus went for 15,900 G. That was a good price.

Jane relaxed. Bidding started on the first of the females, but other people bid on it, and Jane sat back, waiting for the right moment to strike.

“All of my monsters are female, though the slimes and ooze are non-sexual. I think.” Jane waved her hand, saying, “Never bothered me, so there was never any risk of a bleed-through, but I don’t want there to ever be any bleed-through. Body dysphoria doesn’t seem like a real thing when I’m existing as one of the other Familiar Forms, anyway. I feel comfortable as a spider or unicorn or ooze. It’s quite nice being a Primal Frost Owl, too. I think that might be part of the magic.”

“And yet still, you want the female octopus?”

“Yeah. I do.” Jane said, “I feel good and lucky with what I’ve managed to get, so—” She went silent as she pressed the first bidding button, raising the price to 13,900 G.

Seconds passed. No one else bid.

The host said, “Going once! Going twice! Sold, to Archmage Flatt!”

A few small claps echoed in the room, as had happened after a few of the previous sales.

Erick instantly wondered if they were waiting for Jane to bid—

Jane smiled, and through gritted teeth said, “Ah. Damn. I think they were waiting on me to bid. I could have gotten that for a lot cheaper.”

Erick just smiled.

It wasn’t long till the Prismatic Octopus auction was done. Jane opted to leave, but Erick wanted to stay for a bit longer. This was supposed to be in his honor, right? Surely they had something interesting planned. Or, at least, that was the idea that Erick got when Jane asked the waitress about leaving and getting her two monsters. The suddenly-worried waitress begged Jane to wait a moment, then she left and came back with someone in charge who assured Jane that the monsters would be distributed at the end of the auction, and were there any refreshments they wanted? Complementary, of course.

Jane saw what they wanted, and Erick was in no rush to continue, so she ordered spicy foods, and sat back down, both slightly miffed, and curious about what was coming up. She hadn’t seen anything too special on the listings outside.

Erick wondered what was coming, too.

But the monsters on parade right now weren’t that interesting.

Erick spoke to his daughter of his two new non-particle spells, through [Telepathy], while including Teressa, Poi, Ophiel, and Yggdrasil in the conversation. While handing off his new reflective shield spell to Yggdrasil and Ophiel, and the boxes to everyone else, Erick described [Animadversion], and how Jane should consider making such a spell. Jane’s eyes practically bugged out of her skull when Erick showed her the blue box. Teressa laughed loud, then said that his [Animadversion] was the first spell he made that she wanted. Who wouldn’t want a reflect-all shield!

Erick paid attention to the auction in the background, of course. But mostly he ate spicy little beef wraps while he talked to his daughter and his people about reflective spells. Poi hinted that Erick needed to erase the manasphere of the space once they were done, for it was possible for a good [Witness] to pick up on the sub-vocalizations that everyone made when they used [Telepathy]. Teressa agreed. She wasn’t as good as Felair had been, but she’d get there eventually.

This was fine; Erick would just use [Sealed Privacy Ward] to erase the space, and did Teressa have any thoughts on making a better one? Her mana sense was the best of everyone in the VIP box, after all.

Yes, she did have some ideas.

Somewhere in the middle of that, more Variant monsters came to the stage.

Jane perked up when the host announced a Variant of a monster Erick hadn’t heard of in a while.

“A Rivergrieve?” Jane looked to the stage.

“I think he said ‘Lesser Rivergrieve’,” Erick clarified.

The smaller [Force Cage]s across the stage had been cleared to make way for a single, five-layered [Force Cage]. Water appeared in that tank with a blip, as whoever [Teleport]ed the monsters in and out had been doing as necessary for the entire event —they likely had multiple people casting [Teleport Other] and [Teleport Object], for the mana colors had been at least three, so far— and then, came a monster.

… A small monster. Comparatively. Small compared to a wyrm.

Still at least a dozen meters long and terribly dark green.

And, actually, now that Erick looked with his [True Sight], it wasn’t a monster at all. Technically. It didn’t have a rad in its heart. It was an animal.

The host described the beast, “Thirteen meters long, this Lesser Rivergrieve has the characteristic ocean snake-like body common to its larger cousins, but with only a smattering of the ethereal jaws, claws, and greater self that define a true Rivergrieve. A well-honed Polymage might be able to affect the style of its larger cousins, but as we all know, a true Rivergrieve is impossible to hold in any tank. The bidding will start at 50,000 gold.”

Bids started flying. A VIP box who had yet to do anything, and which was covered over in a [Privacy Ward], blinked, as they made their first bid of the afternoon.

As the price rapidly inflated to 110,000, Erick asked, “Is a Lesser Rivergrieve impressive? It’s not a monster...”

“Yeah. It’s not... I thought it was a real Rivergrieve.” Jane frowned a little, but then lost that frown. “They’re still impressive, but they’re nothing compared to a real Rivergrieve. They’re some of the few naturally ethereal creatures, like Forest-Crowned Stags or Anathemas. You can’t contain them even inside a [Force Cage]. This lesser Variant has a body, though, so it can be contained.” She whispered to herself, “I didn’t know this was an option.”

“… Do you want it?”

“No. … No.”

“Liar,” Erick said, with good cheer, then reached for the bidding button—

Jane bopped his hand. “No. I do not.”

“Bah!” Erick did not press the button.

After half a minute of increasingly surprising silence, where bids raised the price way too high, almost everyone dropped out, except for three. The three-way bidding war was between the darkened VIP box and two patrons in the audience. The price was already pushing a half a million gold. Erick almost raised it further, but…

He asked Jane, “Why not have this one? Do you have a water form yet?”

“It’s a good form for the water and I don’t have one yet, yeah. It’s one of the best, actually, and that’s why the price is so high. But. It’s not a true Rivergrieve. It’s how you get a true Rivergrieve.” Jane said, “And I’m not doing that. Those things are death. Let these people fight over that animal; I don’t want it.”

That certainly did not sound like Jane, but she obviously did not want her father to pay for anything, and so Erick would have let it slide… Except...

Erick asked, “Will this ‘Lesser Rivergrieve’ keep you safe in the water?”

“I will have a water form once I eat some sushi for dinner. The Octopus is not as impressive as this animal, but it’s viable on land, and that is more important… For now.”

“… Okay. I guess that’s true.”

Erick watched a bidder drop out. It was just the VIP booth guy and a different guy down below. The price hit, then passed, 550,000 gold. Then began to slow. The guy down below seemed to be losing his cool as the price went ever higher. Erick turned his gaze toward the animal in the cage that reminded him a lot of a moray eel. As he watched, ethereal blue jaws snapped open and shut all along the curling monster’s body, trying to strike at what lay beyond the [Force Cage], but failing to get more than a meter beyond the invisible shield. The host was a good four meters away, though.

Erick deduced, “It can attack from any angle.”

Jane said, “True Rivergrieves are the monster-form of these Lesser Rivergrieves... Or else they’re a different species. I’m not sure. True Rivergrieves are entirely ethereal monsters. You can’t hurt them unless you use Force. They’re usually the undisputed masters of their domains.”

“From how those people are betting… I think you can upgrade this one to a full Rivergrieve.”

Jane eyed the bidders, and then her mouth opened with a tiny gasp.

The darkened VIP booth raised the price to 655,000 gold. The guy in the crowd, who was certainly a proxy for someone else, raised the price to 660,000 gold. The host had trouble keeping the giddy look off of his face as he called out the new bets and then egged on the other person to raise it even higher.

Even though the [Sound Barrier] was still active, Erick found himself whispering, “What sorts of price tags were here last time?”

Similarly mystified, Jane said, “51,000 was the big auction. It was a Nascent Salamander. They’re what you’d expect, but about a meter big. Exposure to any sort of strong Element would have mutated it into that sort of Elemental Salamander.”

“Oh? The Primary Six? Or any Element?”

“I think it was any. The woman who bought it was a Blood Mage, so I think she was going in that direction. I didn’t get the whole story. I overheard that Blood Salamanders have to be made, but also that they have unmatched regenerative properties. Practically impossible to turn a Nascent Salamander into a Blood Salamander, but if you can, they’ve no real weaknesses and they’re really hard to kill for most… people...” Her voice tapered off.

The blinking bid lights had stopped. The [Privacy Ward]ed VIP box waited to be overturned by the man down below. The man down below did not raise the price again. Instead, he stood from his seat, turned to the VIP box, and bowed.

The host swiftly announced, “Going once! Going twice! Sold! To VIP Box Two, for 712,000 gold! Congratulations. We wish you well with transforming your Lesser Rivergrieve into a True Rivergrieve.”

The audience clapped; a small sound, but a sound nonetheless.

Jane sighed. “Ah. You can transform it. Ah.”

“We can go hunting for one? A real one, too! How about it?”

Poi sighed. Teressa grinned.

Jane sighed, too, then said, “No. I have the octopus.”

“That Prismatic Octopus will be good for our trip to the Forest. We’re going to need to do some manual, non-magical hiding, according to Archmage Tenebrae.”

“How did that meeting go, anyway? You did meet him, right?”

“Ah.” Erick had been mulling over how much he wanted to tell Jane. The whole truth? Or a truth that would enable her to have an easier time with the man? Erick opted for the middle path. “I did meet with him. From what I hear, and from what I saw, he’s not a nice man, but he’s a good man. He’s a right asshole, though. We’ll talk about it more when we get to his floating castle.”

Jane said, “Sure. That sounds… reasonable. Did he seem friendly? At all? I asked around about him and he did not seem like he would make this an easy trip.”

“Ha! That’s an understatement. That man does not seem like he’s going to be a good friend.” Erick eyed his daughter, then said, “Don’t let yourself be vulnerable around him, Jane.” He turned back, toward Teressa, adding, “You either. He’s a good man, but he’s not a nice man.”

Teressa nodded.

Jane asked, “Worse than the Headmaster?”

“… I’m not sure.”

Jane hummed, thinking.

The auction continued.

Erick kept waiting for a bear to show up on the auction block, but no bear came. Nothing cute. Nothing cuddly. Nothing that was appropriate for a father looking to buy a nice animal for his daughter. Everything was death and destruction and too many arms or legs, with some of those extra appendages being little more than scythes-for-hands. There was a nasty insect called a Scythe Bearer, which had ‘bear’ in its name, but that was the closest anything came.

Jane wanted many of them, though she never said; it was all in her eyes.

The auction drew to a close with three more monsters, blipped out onto the stage all at the same time. Erick smiled. They weren’t bears, but they were similar in shape and face; very furry, large, and plodding, but bright green. Almost neon green. They looked friendly, and that made Erick smile. He had to have all three. What possible kind of evil could they be? They were so cute.

They were still getting situated into their [Force Cage]s as Erick said, “I thought bears didn’t exist on Veird? Maybe we should start a breeding program.”

Jane turned to her father. “Is that what you see?”

“… Are they not bears?”

It was then, that Erick noticed the crowd below had gone completely silent. Everyone was staring at the creatures like they were adventurers and the monsters were piles of gold. Erick turned his [True Sight] back on; he had let it lapse.

The monsters became skinny creatures of dark flesh that seemed like a cross between a dog, a skinny bear, and some sort of clawed monster, though their claws were rather small. Their eyes were bright and dark. Those eyes stared around the room, seeing, and perhaps understanding. Erick blinked. Though [True Sight] was active, the monsters turned back into neon green bears.

Erick blinked. “What?” He asked Jane, “What do you see?”

Jane said, “I see three fat dogs. Big ones. Nice ones.”

Poi spoke up, “They’re False Sights. Reality or Mind Magic monsters, depending on who you ask. They normally never get anywhere near people because they’re herbivores and—”

The host spoke, “Three False Sights! Our crowning achievement for today’s auctions! I know they might not appear as such to most of you, but I assure you that these are true False Sights. These monsters naturally appear non-hostile because they will always run before they try to fight, but if they’re forced to fight, their unlucky foes will usually end up pissing themselves in fear. They’re wary of us right now, but that could change if you are a Polymage looking for one of the best Familiar Forms in the world. For those Beast Masters out there, a False Sight will make one of the absolute best pets, for they are herbivores, and extremely friendly once they trust you. The person who brought them to us is offering a 50% rebate for any Beast Master who takes them in.” Some of the audience instantly frowned, or voiced their disgust in other ways, but some leapt for joy. The host continued, “From left to right we have male, male, female. The bidding begins at 250,000.”

Lights started blinking. Bids came rolling in.

Erick asked, “A pet? Do you… Have to be a Beast Master? Those things are monsters; they have rads. But… They look so nice.”

“You want a pet?” Jane asked, incredulous. “With your lifestyle?”

“… Okay. When you put it like that. That would be rather cruel. Maybe not, then.”

The first one went for 550,000, to a Beast Master. So did the second.

And then… So did the third.

“I could have bought it for you.”

“I know, dad. But I didn’t want that.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s go get your octopus.”

And so they did.

Erick didn’t watch Jane eat it, but the auction house had a complimentary room for that sort of thing, They even killed the creature for her, first, with a simple strike to the brain, as one would do for any animal bred for slaughter. Erick thought it was all rather morbid, but he enjoyed a good steak, and that was practically the same thing.

Sort of.

- - - -

Jane was currently a replica of the chair near the window of the hotel room, except you could tell which one she was by the tiny bits of flesh that stuck up here and there like tufts of fluff. Real chairs did not normally have fleshy bits.

Erick said, “And I can see your blood with [Blood Sight]. It’d fool almost anyone except for… Well. The three people in this room.” Ophiel whistled. Erick added, “And Ophiel.”

Jane unfolded from her chair-like mimicry, revealing her rainbow-like Prismatic Octopus self. She was almost the size of an orcol when ballooned out to this size, but her actual body was smaller. Her skin moved in odd ways as she stood upon her arms like exactly how a real octopus could not. She spoke through her [Greater Shadowalk], saying, “It’s more difficult than I thought it would be.”

“You’ll get the hang of it.” Erick gestured to his own bags. “Are you packed?”

“I am!” With a shadowy slip through the world, she moved out of sight. Her voice came out of her room. “Be ready in a moment.”

A knock came from the front door.

Erick answered from the living room, guiding a flick of his lightform over to opening the entry to welcome the person he already knew was standing there. He called out, “Hello, O’kabil. Glad to see you again.”

O’kabil strode into the room, her white Mist Rabbit fur coat fluttering like a soft cloud as she moved. She sniffled, on the edge of tears, and Erick turned quite a bit more concerned.

“O’kabil? Is something wro—”

“Don’t die out there, Erick. That’s what I want to say.” O’kabil schooled herself, then said, “You are much too valuable an archmage to go risking your life out there in the Green, but if you must go, then you must. You will always have a place waiting for you here at my hotel, or otherwise. Yura wanted to be here but she is dealing with politics and mortal problems.” She huffed. She asked, “Is there some way to convince you not to journey into the Deep Forest? You might never come out. Many never do.”

Erick smiled. He liked O’kabil’s genuine emotions. He liked the old tree. But… “Unless you have a spare, intact Gate lying around, then I must go in search of one.”

“Would that I could offer you a series of drawings and measurements recorded a thousand years ago by a different Arbor, but those measurements were lost long ago and never recovered. There hasn’t been a real Gate sighting in a very long time.”

“That’s what I don’t get.” Erick asked, “How did Tenebrae manage to find one?”

“I don’t know. If I knew, I would help you there, if only to keep you out of danger.” O’kabil said, “I have grown fond of you, Erick Flatt. Don’t die out there.” And then she turned, and walked away. Her body turned to mist as she strode beyond the door.

Erick spoke to the air, “Thank you, Holy O’kabil, for your hospitality. I enjoyed my stay, too.”

The misty manasphere wafted through the air like a gentle breeze. Erick swore he could hear music upon that mana, but maybe not.

Soon, Jane was ready. Teressa had been ready. Poi was packed.

It was time to go.

Erick had his Ophiel transport many of his unnecessary items back home, to Spur, but he kept a few. A record player and a few records, copies of a few song crystals; they might go a long way to making Tenebrae a bit more pleasant. Or maybe not! Who knew!

But there was a stop to make, first.

- - - -

In a bit of land, framed on one side by a mountain, on a second side by a shallow lake, and on the third by the Shallow Forest, the trees had reclaimed what was once a village. Hundred meter tall grey-pillar trees and their like joined together into an endless green canopy that kept hidden this broken place. There were huge houses built of thick logs, where [Woodshape] had been used to turn them into seamless homes, but now, those places were either rotting into fungus-filled piles, or branching out, and becoming true trees again. Cleared roads were now layered with leaves and vines. A well, once filled with cold water, was now filled to bursting with mushrooms.

And now, Erick saw that some of the buildings were not just abandoned. They had been burned. The well had been broken, and possibly poisoned. The shallow lake had not been that close to this place, before. Someone had broken the land and jumbled what remained. Buildings rested in the shallows.

A lot of people had died here.

The Rednail tribe had been nomadic, like most tribes, but they did have a small home that they kept functioning to provide for those who could not travel. To enable easier trade with other tribes. This had been that place. Erick had not known that until now; Teressa had not told anyone how it worked, until now.

Teressa stood in the center of her former village. Tears rolled down her face, as she stared around herself, and remembered. Erick stood beside her, silent and supportive.

Jane and Poi stood much further back. But not too far away, either. This was the Forest, after all, and there were dangers everywhere, even if Erick’s scans showed no nearby monsters.

This place was only four hundred kilometers northwest of Treehome. It had been a part of a minor trade route that supported several tribes in the area. Now, all of that was gone. Rednail was just the first to fall. The rest moved away soon after. This measure of civilization had been gone for years.

Teressa spoke, “There are thousands of little villages like this out there in the Forest. I never thought my Tribe would ever get added to the Lost.” She breathed out, “… I’m a mess.”

Erick just stood beside her.

Teressa stood straighter. “I burned this place down. It was just me and a few others… Auntie Arathani. A few more… I lost track of all of them except for her. A few went to the Greyroots… but I have no idea where that tribe is. They were our neighbors, but all of those are gone, too.”

“Someone must have rebuilt it.”

“No. I don’t think so… Fire doesn’t always take in the Forest. The Forest rebuilds, sometimes in the shapes of what had been here before… In the shapes that are desired by those who came before.” Teressa turned, and gazed down a darkened, overgrown street, then she looked over a large house that seemed like a tree imitating a home. She said, “When Silverite and the Army pulled me out of my daze, and we came back here to drive off the Witch… We burned the bodies and scattered the ashes. We had a [Cleanse]ing ceremony, too. But… I guess the ghosts here were too strong. The trauma was too deep. They made homes again, even if they couldn’t live here anymore… They should have been able to move on.”

She went silent, her eyes flickering grey.

Erick peered into the manasphere, and saw what Teressa saw. He watched as children played in the streets and old men smoked blueweed on porches. He blinked, and he saw monsters eating people, and hatred slashing through lives. He blinked, and fire consumed it all, only for those flickering flames to dance into the forms of people who grew flowers and houses from the ashes.

He asked, “What do you see, when you look into the mana?”

Teressa smiled and cried at the same time. “I see lives that should have moved on.” She sniffled. “I want to burn it all down again. This time I’ll do it right.”

“I can help. If that’s what you want.”

“… Yes. That is what I want. Let’s burn it down.”

Jane stepped forward, saying, “I want to help, too. Flame Oozes are great at burning.”

Teressa laughed, then she nodded.

Jane became a flaming ooze. Fires ignited five meters from her body. She moved down the streets, starting the flames, but Teressa came in and added to the inferno, Shaping flames higher and deeper, into living and dead wood alike. Ophiels fluttered around the edges, strengthening the sudden conflagration.

Erick kept himself, Poi, and Teressa safe from the fires with [Prismatic Ward]s and sunforms provided by Ophiel. A [Cleanse] kept the air breathable. Soon, the three of them stood in the center of the once-again burning village, watching as inferno consumed what should have already been consumed.

Giant grey trees tumbled from the surrounding lands, becoming firewood, becoming ash.

It took a half an hour; much shorter than any natural fire.

The land was blackened, but not glass. Piles upon piles of white-grey ash drifted on the wind. The sun slanted in from the side, but it was only early afternoon. Erick, Poi, Jane, and Teressa, stood in the center of an ashy desolation.

Erick started the cleanup with Ophiels moving out in every direction, [Cleanse Aura]s active.

Ash became tidal waves of immaterial mana, billowing through the manasphere, blowing away what had come before, revealing brown sands, rocks, and little else. And yet, still, looking through the manasphere, Erick saw people on porches enjoying their former lives, and others running terrified from an unseen enemy. Erick deployed a hundred [Sealed Privacy Ward]s for their ability to disrupt the ‘memory’ of the manasphere.

That did the trick.

Teressa gazed upon the mana alongside Erick and they both saw the same thing: static, a blank slate, nothing yet. That was enough. This had been enough.

Teressa said, “I don’t think I really… tried... the first time… I wasn’t ready. No one really tried.” She breathed deep. “I’m sorry.” She spoke to the land, “You can rest, now. The Witch is dead. I’m sorry.”
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                Three mountains over from their first of many destinations on this small part of their larger path, Erick gave a few final warnings to his daughter and his people.

Don’t piss off Tenebrae. Be as nice as possible. Follow Rocky’s lead when it comes to being polite, but do not ever be alone with Rocky, ever. Don’t be alone with Tenebrae, either. Erick had learned that the man responded almost disarmingly so when confronted with niceties, but don’t let him trample over you, of course—

“So Shade-interaction rules, then?” Jane said.

“Sounds like,” Teressa said, “Poi?”

“That’s the right of it,” Poi said.

Erick said, “We’ll do our best. I hope he won’t be as bad as he had been… We’ll do our best.”

A short lightstep later and the four of them stood upon illumination, not ten meters from the castle.

A Rocky stepped out from a protected part of the wall, saying, “Welcome back, Archmage Flatt and guests! Please follow me, and we can get you situated in the guest house.”

Erick kept his eyes open and his Ophiel alert, and while Poi knew what to do, Teressa and Jane were having much different reactions. Teressa was subdued, so that was fine. But Jane...

- - - -

Jane stepped down from the light and into a fairy tale land of enchantment. A flying castle! Stone people! A trip into the Forest, with archmages at her back, and the promise of high adventure awaiting! She could not keep the smile from her face. This! This was what she had wanted when she decided to become an adventurer! And yet, it was also so much more! Could she ever have imagined such an event, two years ago?

Well. When she dropped to Veird, and after finding her feet and knowing that there was a chance for survival, she had imagined scenarios exactly like this. Surely flying castles must exist! This was a land of magic, after all. And here was one!

She had lost some of that wonder in the following months. But...

Jane almost laughed for the sheer joy of it all, and sure, there might be death-defying acts of heroism waiting for her, alongside monsters that wanted to eat her still-beating heart, or whatever, but that was life for you! Monsters and magic, and everything else!

She was taking this seriously. Let no one say that she was not taking this seriously. Her father’s words had not washed in one ear and out the other. But so what? Life was dangerous, and life was awesome.

The ‘Rocky’ brought them past a tree that Jane was sure was absolutely not the lynch-pin of how this flying castle flew. Who would put such an obviously magical weakness out in the open? No, it probably had other functions. Hiding functions? General protection functions? Utility functions?

… Jane would have to find out!

“And these are your rooms,” Rocky said, gesturing toward an archway in a house.

Erick said, “Thank you,” as he sent an Ophiel in, probably to scout the place, seconds before he followed.

Her father was like that a lot, these days. Second guessing people. Checking before he moved. Keeping his defenses on high alert almost all the time— and yup. There was that familiar spell. The house filled with dense air; [Prismatic Ward]. Jane enjoyed the spell. It made her feel safer when she slept, especially since that time with the Moon Reachers reaching into her underground room all those months ago, back when she was going after [Fire Body].

But they had killed every Moon Reacher in the Forest!

And how awesome was that!

Jane followed her father into their room.

… It was not as nice as the Holy O’kabil’s hotel. It was just a stone box… With stairs. Two boxes, then; one on top of the other. A half box for the kitchen. A separate box for the bathroom. Multiple boxes, none of them stylish.

No furniture.

Tenebrae obviously didn’t want people spending too much time in his abode.

This was perfectly great, though. This is what [Conjure Item] was for! For beds on the go; exactly what any enterprising adventurer used in these sort of situations. The kitchen was as bare as anyone would expect, with just a stove and some pots and pans and a small water basin. Jane headed upstairs, while Rocky and the others spoke of whatever; standard ‘don’t do this’ stuff.

She listened! She just didn’t listen that closely.

The second floor was a bit nicer. It had some windows, at least. Jane conjured a bed in a corner of the room and plopped her stuff onto the stone floor beside it, then she went back downstairs.

Rocky had left.

Her father said, “The castle will begin moving in a few minutes. But first: some rules...”

He listed some rules. Jane paid attention; she did! But they were normal rules, and she had been through this sort of thing before. He was speaking as though she had never dealt with people way out of her weight class, that she knew she could not offend. It was grating to be treated like such a child, and though she knew that her father did what he did out of love and worry, it was still grating. And then he surprised her.

“And we’ll…” He paused. He said, “We’ll be going into a Twisted Vision. We will likely meet dragons. Tenebrae will say more, I’m sure.”

Jane’s excitement vibrated from 8, to 11, then down to 4, and then all the way back up to 10.

“Visions and dragons!” Jane gasped.

Teressa whispered, “Shit. Visions and dragons.”

Jane zeroed in on Teressa. “How do you deal with those?”

“You run away when you see the Forest turning odd around you, and if you ever meet a known dragon, you never, ever speak of it, ever.” Teressa turned to Erick. “I wish you wouldn’t have told us. It’s easier to look the other way and pretend you don’t see what you see when something like that happens.”

“Impossible.” Erick said, “Something would have happened with regard to the dragon-thing anyway, and I will not be some fool who doesn’t let you know crucial information.”

Jane added, “And running away is not an option, right, dad? So how do you deal with a Twisted Vision?”

Erick and Jane waited for Teressa.

Teressa said, “Uh… To kill a—”

“We’re not killing it.” Erick said, “Investigation only.”

Jane stared at her father. “We’re not killing it?”

“We’re not killing it?” Teressa asked, at almost the same time.

“I don’t know why, either, but that’s what I promised.”

“Then...” Teressa smirked, as though a problem vanished, and a path became clear. “Okay. That makes it easier. A lot more fun and a lot less dangerous. Still dangerous, though. But not Shade-dangerous. I think, when it comes to Visions, you just don’t do anything. Don’t kill monsters. Avoid all interesting phenomena, like glowing lights or stuff like that. Don’t investigate noises. But obviously… I think you’re saying that we have to actually explore the thing. So I think I recall— The elders used to say that if there was no way to avoid a Twisted Vision, say if you were walking and found yourself trapped between a closing valley of twisted Forest, then you just had to follow the mana. I was really bad at it, back then, but now? It’d be easy enough to escape one, or to go deeper. Following the flow of mana will drag you deeper into the Vision. Going against the current would lead you out. Simple.” She paused. “… Except when it’s not.”

“Stealth mission.” Jane said, “Sounds like fun!”

“Ah. Yeah. Stealth Mission.” Erick said, “I hear this particular Vision likes to suppress everyone with its Domain. So no [Lodestar] for me, with minimal ability to [Lightwalk], since it suppresses those, too. It also notices the casting of spells, so all spells need to be cast outside of the place, and then walked in.”

Teressa scrunched her face. “I’ve never heard of a Vision capable of that. But everyone I knew tried to stay away from them, and I have not been near the Forest in years. Maybe I would have heard of such things had I not stayed away for so long.”

Jane heard the sudden hurt in the woman’s voice, and pretended she did not; it’s what Jane would have wanted anyone to do for her.

Erick went right for that hurt, though, saying, “Don’t worry about it, Teressa. I’m sure Tenebrae will tell us more.”

Jane jumped in. “So I heard that we’re free to go anywhere we want, just to stay behind the black lines, right?”

“I wasn’t sure if you were paying attention—” Erick zeroed in on Jane, his eyes going hard. “Do not test this limit. Please.”

Ophiel squawked, echoing her father’s words.

Jane had to say something against that. “Dad. I hear you and understand. Don’t worry so much. I am not a child.”

“I… I know.” Erick softened. He spoke to all of them. “Let’s just be on our best behavior.”

“Is there any other type?” Jane teased, then, not waiting for an answer, she hopped around her father and went out the door. “I’ll just explore a little bit!”

Erick cursed, saying small words about ‘not wandering off on your own’.

Jane smiled as a tiny Ophiel sat down on her shoulder, glaring at her.

She ran almost into a pair of ‘Rockys’, coming down the stairs leading to the curtain wall. She twisted out of their way and stepped onto the shadows, off the side of the staircase, avoiding them.

“Whoops! Sorry! Hello there!”

Rocky One just nodded, and continued down the staircase.

Rocky Two said, “No problem, Miss Flatt. Do you require guidance anywhere?”

“I’m just exploring a bit, and not going beyond any black lines!” Jane asked, “I’m allowed to do that, right? The one guy said we could… But?”

Rocky Two nodded, saying, “That is correct. Do you wish for a guide?”

“I would not want to impose since you have places to be and I don’t want to take up your time— But. Maybe tomorrow. What’s up with the tree in the center of the courtyard?”

She might not have a proper mana sense, but her spider form had [Mana Sight], and with her Class Ability, Shifting Form, she had easily replaced her eyes with a spider’s for practically no mana at all. Almost no one could tell, either, unless they looked closely. If these Rockys could tell, then they hadn’t said. She hadn’t shown her father this Ability, yet, but she would, when they started talking tactics.

She looked to Ophiel on her shoulder. Ophiel’s eyes widened at her, as he scooched a tad away.

No need to tell her father, then!

Rocky Two said, “The Home Tree provides for minor defenses of the Estate, as well as plumbing and water functions. It was a gift from Arbor Home, and has been a part of the Estate for many, many years.”

Jane gazed at the small tree with a bit more reverence. “Ohhh!” And then she said, “That’s awesome! I love magic.”

Rocky Two smiled, then said, “It is my understanding that you and your father came from a world without mana. Do you prefer this world or your previous one?”

Jane’s temporary high came back down to a low joy.

Rocky One poked Two in the shoulder. “Impolite. You will never differentiate if you can only emulate Master.”

Rocky Two lost his smile. He looked lost. He turned to his companion. “How was that rude?”

Rocky One glanced to Jane, then turned to Two. “I will explain later. I do not wish to be further rude.”

Jane jumped in, saying, “It’s not a— I don’t feel wronged. My old world was a lot more technologically advanced, but you guys have magic, and that makes up for almost everything I miss from back home.”

She missed some of the shows she had been watching, but at least she had managed to see the Game of Thrones ending…

She could have done without that ending.

Rocky One’s eyebrows came together. “But… Surely you miss the people?”

“Eh. Well. That’s different. I try not to think about that. Besides. The only one I care about came with me. So it’s really not that big of a deal to lose everyone else.”

Rocky One looked unsure.

Rocky Two nodded, sagely, saying, “I can understand this sentiment.”

Rocky One chided his partner, “Still a rude question.”

Jane stepped across faint shadows, to stand on the stairs above the Rockys, saying, “I am not offended and we’re all learning about new people and how to get along all the time, aren’t we?”

Rocky One nodded, then said, “Thank you for your forgiveness.”

Rocky Two bowed to Jane, saying, “It was nice to meet you, Jane.”

“It was nice to meet you, too. Uh. Rocky? Right?”

“Correct. I have not differentiated. None of us Stone Men in the Estate have truly differentiated.” He added, “You might not want to be on the walls when we begin to move. People have fallen off before.”

Jane looked up, then turned back to Rocky Two, saying, “Thank you for your recommendation. I think I still want to go up there. But if you know: How would the Rockys or Archmage Tenebrae feel about me using my [Polymorph] forms around here? Shadow Spider and such? Not the Flame Ooze, of course.”

“You will have to ask him about that. We just grow up here and follow the rules.” Rocky Two turned and followed Rocky One down the stairs.

Jane watched for a moment. Then she continued upward, to the northern castle wall. As she crested the edge wind came on from all sides, whipping her hair back and forth, fluttering the Ophiel on her shoulder as she beheld a wonder that she had already seen. A green and pleasant valley stretched out below while blue skies held above, and the castle floated in the middle. The sight made her giddy. A giggle escaped her lips.

Ophiel twittered in happy violins.

And then…

Movement.

It started slowly, with crosswinds that buffeted from every side becoming something else; organizing. Soon, northern winds blew her hair straight back. Ophiel clutched tighter, turning himself more aerodynamic. Jane smiled as excited violins squeaked next to her ear, and the winds carried that sound away. She almost lost her balance; the wind was almost too much. But then, it wasn’t. She turned her body to stone and set herself in place upon that leading edge of the moving castle. Hurricanes were nothing compared to the might of the stone moving under her cemented feet, or the strength with which she gripped that castle wall.

For there was a hurricane. Perhaps this was why the castle was built so blocky; to minimize the damage done when it moved through the world. There were no fancy buttresses or wimpy glass windows to break in this place.

Jane was the only one on the walls. She laughed at the thrill of it all. A flying castle! Monsters waiting in the Forest! Her laugh caught on the wind as the castle rushed north, toward the green, passing mountains, flying over rivers, heedlessly advancing to a land covered with trees and danger.

The castle advanced. Faster.

The ocean of air tried to brush Jane aside, to fling her like a little ball of lint, to break her, to see what her insides looked like as they painted the grey stone of Tenebrae’s Estate. But it could not. She held strong to the stone under her, one foot in front of the other, the wind tearing upon her with shrill whistles.

Or maybe those whistles were coming from Ophiel. It was hard to tell at this sort of speed.

And then the wind stopped. Abruptly. Jane almost went flying forward, into the still air and off of the castle, her back foot coming off of the stone wall, her arms wheeling. Ophiel fluttered away. She caught herself with her front foot, in a fashion, slapping down onto the stone wall and melding just a bit with the grey. She laughed as she righted herself.

Ophiel came back down to rest upon her shoulder. He squawked in angry flutes and unsure guitars.

The castle had not slowed, or altered trajectory. A shield had simply come up over the entire thing and blocked the wind.

Jane laughed at it all. And then she sat down on the wall and watched the world roll away, far below. Soon, she just smiled. Ophiel’s eyes scanned in every direction, but even he was mostly watching forward. He enjoyed the speed, too.

- - - -

Tenebrae watched the young girl through the windows of a middling tower in the center of the Estate. From the outside, this place was just one of a few such towers, it wasn’t even the highest, and yet, it provided a full surrounding view of the entire Estate, letting the archmage see through the stone, to see every single person in the place. He could also spot the enchantments both active and not, to see if any of them needed repairs. If needed, he could also scan for any potential enemies, from any direction. Half the floor and all of the ceiling was see-through. All of it was enchanted with variations of [Stone Sight] and [True Sight].

From the outside, this place was nothing special, but from the inside, the archmage appeared to be just off-center of what could have been a lighthouse, which was what he called it, since it provided a wonderful full view of the entire place, and more besides. Everyone else who knew of this place also called it the Lighthouse when talking to Tenebrae, but since ‘everyone else’ was almost entirely just the Stone Men, and they were different from him, they also called it another name: Operations.

Tenebrae took his hand off of the control crystals that glowed upon a pillar in the center of the Lighthouse, leaving the controls to Rocky.

The Rocky standing behind the controls said, “Shields holding. Minor damage is already being repaired. Speed increasing to 140 KPH.”

Tenebrae had delayed activating the wind shields to see if the young girl was going to fly off like so many other young idiots had. She would have survived…

Probably.

Either way, Erick would have vacated the Estate and Tenebrae would have left him behind, and damn the consequences. Once that uppity archmage was gone, there would be time to fill in some gaps in the Estate’s [Ward]s, and with a bit more discouragement, maybe Erick would simply never find him again.

But then again, neither would anyone else. And that was actually a problem.

If Tenebrae calibrated the [Ward]s to block Erick, then he would also block out others who could actually use his help, others that Tenebrae would actually consider, outside of a Headmaster-backed bargain of trade.

Why had he ever agreed to this? Particle magic was idiotic.

Erick was idiotic.

“Bah.” Tenebrae stepped away from the controls and spat, “This is going to end in disaster.” He glared down at the guest house. “Look at them! He brought two people without an Elemental Body! For almost any other mission they would have been fine! But for this one? How foolish! Nothing but a hindrance!”

The orcol woman and the Mind Mage dragonkin both crashed into a wall when they took off. They were not hurt, because of course they weren’t. At least Erick had the sense to bring along rods of [Greater Treat Wounds].

“But only Erick’s girl has [Stone Body], or any other Elemental Body. All Erick has is [Greater Lightwalk]. A Domain, sure, but… Bah. Domains are useless where we’re going.” Tenebrae frowned as he gazed upon Jane, sitting on the wall. “Even his Girl is going to be useless! Prismatic Polymage. Too specialized, by far…” He went silent. He asked, “When was the last time we saw one of those?”

Another Rocky, this one near a set of secondary controls, said, “Thirty nine years ago. He won your assistance and you put down a roil of Tangled Hydras for him and his team, in the Uncharted Beaches southwest of the Kingdoms.”

“Ah. That one. He was rather competent. When did his city die? It died, didn’t it? They always die.”

“Thrived for twenty two years. Population of 30,000, and then more Tangled Hydras washed ashore. They did not survive the second attack.”

“Of course.” Tenebrae scowled. “Damn blasted idiot adventurers, thinking they can sustain even the smallest of towns out there in the wild! That Prismatic Polymage killed all those people who believed in him. I don’t know why I help when they— Wait. Did he die before the hydras? Or during? Might not have been his fault. Rare, but it does happen.”

“That Prismatic Polymage fought the hydras as they appeared. From what we heard after the fact, he was killed by an antirhine dust attack in the middle of the battle. Weakened him enough for the hydras to eat him.”

Tenebrae’s scowl deepened. “I authorized a counter-assassination, didn’t I?”

“You did. We carried out your orders to satisfaction.”

“Good.” Tenebrae said, “Damn blasted idiots all over this world.” He thrust a hand forward, gesturing toward Erick and then Jane. “Idiots from every world! It never changes!” He looked to Erick, then to Ophiel, then said, “Damn idiot archmages, too.” He spat, “And no mana coming from him?”

“None that we can detect, Master. He is not one of them.”

Rocky did not say the W-word, and he didn’t have to.

Tenebrae eyed the control crystals in the Lighthouse. A few important ones were dark. “And we’re running all the detection magics?”

“All the ones we think he is not able to see.”

“… Hmmm.” Tenebrae stared at those darkened control crystals, then sighed. He asked, “What’s for dinner tonight?”

“Baked Chicken. Steamed vegetables. Highland Wine. And for dessert, we have Chocolate Cake.”

“A humbling meal, for sure. But… Chocolate? That thing that Erick made?” Tenebrae scowled. “I don’t approve.”

“You will like it. It hits all of your desires in a dessert. Sweet, decadent, and it requires a lot of work to transform the cocoa beans into a proper food item.”

Tenebrae continued to scowl. He huffed. “But he made the base item. Beans, though?”

“This is a good way to show that you are willing to meet halfway.”

“… Fair. Then it will fall to him to be polite. I am already meeting him halfway.” He scowled a bit. “No… I will have to do something more. I have met more than halfway.”

“Of course, Master. Would you like to try some cake before dinner, in case you don’t get that far?”

“No.” Tenebrae said, “I can have it in private after they give me cause to storm off.”

- - - -

After a tumultuous upheaval of their new living quarters, whereupon everything Erick had thought to take with him was unceremoniously thrown to the southern side of the room, Erick set everything back to rights, and [Mend]ed whatever needed [Mend]ing.

And then Erick and his people were invited to dinner with their ‘illustrious benefactor’. Erick had not named Tenebrae that; Rocky had. Erick had quite a few other words to describe the man who had most assuredly moved the castle like he had, specifically to injure, or at least be as petty as possible.

Jane had been on the wall. Erick had told her not to go anywhere on her own, but she immediately ignored him. But he put an Ophiel on her shoulder, so she was never in any real danger. But...

Erick refused to make himself more angry than he already had been. Anger was not a fun emotion. It ate him up inside, and so, he made every effort to get rid of it as soon as possible.

Erick distracted himself with the smell of a nice, if plain, dinner.

Baked chicken, steamed vegetables mostly of the green variety, but also with some corn in there, and nice wine. It might not have been the most impressive meal, but there was no want for portions. At least three chickens were quartered and placed in a large bowl, beside another bowl full of vegetables. Tongs were provided for grabbing whatever one wanted to grab. It was all very informal. It meant sharing with others.

Erick’s estimation of Tenebrae rose several degrees for that.

And then promptly fell, because Tenebrae was seated upon a nice chair. Teressa and Poi and Jane all had nice chairs. Erick had a two-legged stool that only stayed upright when held upright. The legs were too short, too. Even if he did sit upon the ‘stool’, it would put him eye-level with the table. He, of course, did not sit in the chair and find out that it was too short for him; he eyed it, and found out that way.

Everyone else sat down, because Tenebrae was being very polite to them, and Erick had told them to be polite back. And yet… Tenebrae smiled at Erick. Erick was the only one still standing.

Tenebrae asked, “Why, Erick? Is there something wrong? It’s a good meal waiting for us, but we can’t partake unless you sit. Palodia worked hard on it.” He waved over to the kitchen, which was half visible, saying, “Thank you, Palodia! Smells wonderful.”

Palodia was an ornery old incani woman with red skin and horns who scowled out of the opening toward the kitchen. She disappeared back behind the divider and some metal thing slammed against some other metal thing, as she said, “I cooked for kings, and you ask me for baked chicken! Disgraceful.”

Tenebrae called to her, “Blame our guests!”

Palodia did not comment.

Tenebrae spoke to Erick, “Please. Erick. Sit.”

Erick sat upon the given chair, but only after supplementing it with lightform supports, turning into a copy of all the other chairs, in everything but color. Erick’s chair was white.

Tenebrae did not lose his smirk.

Erick crafting his own chair seemed to be within the man’s expected parameters of this interaction.

Erick said, “It smells wonderful. Thanks for the invitation.”

Tenebrae waved his hand, activating a magic without saying so before he did, being as rude as possible in the process. Erick did not react, for the spell was just to move the food around the table, onto the plates.

Erick got wing-tips and spines and potatoes on his plate. Everyone else got real food. He hadn’t even seen the bones in the pile of baked chicken. Erick said nothing. He could eat the potatoes. This was fine.

Jane glared, then stood. She cast a localized [Cleanse] on Erick’s plate, removing the fried bones, then used the tongs to give him two pieces of meat.

Erick said, “Thank you, Jane.”

“Of course, dad.” She sat back down.

Tenebrae watched, smirking the whole time.

Tenebrae ate first, then everyone else followed. It was a tense situation. It was boring food. But it was good food. The chicken was seasoned well, and moist throughout. The vegetables steamed, but well seasoned. It was a pretty good meal. Palodia was surely capable of much more than this.

Halfway through dinner, Tenebrae broke the silence, as he looked to Jane. “Filial. Decent Class. Decent abilities. You pass, for now.” He turned to Poi. “Mind Mage. Useless for everything except for grave scenarios that you could have prevented in the first place.” He regarded Teressa. “Recently learned and close to mastering [Witness], but for all that you are still a [Juggernaut]. Why? No. Don’t answer. I don’t care. I suppose your Class is good enough, but you won’t survive an encounter with a dragon. None of you will. And you’ll get Erick killed when he tries to save you.” He looked to Erick. “And you’re the worst of them all. An archmage, so I must judge you harsher. Self taught. Excelling in such, so this much is fine. But have you ever considered taking the Basic Mage Certification Course provided by Arcanaeums around the world? A year or two to complete, and you would have had a spell for every occasion. Or do you imagine yourself with a full arsenal? An answer for every occasion?”

Tenebrae went silent, waiting.

Erick answered, “I have enough spells for now and more will come as necessary and as I consider them. Do you have a spell for every occasion?”

“Yes. But this isn’t about me. It’s about you.”

Fair enough. Erick could play along. He asked, “What spells do you think I should have?”

Tenebrae kept his smirk. “What do you have that will protect you from Blood Magic?”

“Nothing, except for a lot more Health than the average mage.” Erick said, “All I can say against that is that I would be fine, and my vengeance against those who dared to wrong me would be served to them ten-fold.”

As if telling someone to step aside from a hostile magic, instead of trying to outrun a spell, Tenebrae said, “The spell is called [Blood Dummy], dumbass. The enchanted items are called Blooddraw dolls. You take [Conjure Force Elemental], [Interception], and Blood Magic and you combine them into a doll that will take into itself the Blood-mangling parts of any targeted Blood Magic.”

Erick sat up straighter. Ah. There was a solution? But why hadn’t Quilatalap suggested—

Tenebrae smirked. “You’d know this if you went to Arcanaeum.”

Erick almost scowled, but he refrained. He simply said, “I don’t believe I would. Not after years, if at all. Certainly not after the basic arcanaeum courses. I was there for a little while and they spoke of Blood Magic like it was just a level below Soul Magic.”

“You’re old and stupid and yet young and stupid, too. A terrible combination. I’ve seen grandfathers who were both less and more smart than you.” Tenebrae declared, “You should have started slower. Making such lightning in the middle of a city! Terrible. You were found out right away. And then you gave out your Particle Magic with lectures to anyone who wanted to come! Completely asinine. I’m surprised you’ve lasted this long.” He glanced to Poi. “How many assassination attempts have you had to save him from?” Not bothering to wait for Poi, though Poi was never going to answer that, anyway, Tenebrae stared at Erick. “A hundred assassins? Maybe even some proper Assassins, too? Mostly Mage Killers, as befitting someone so deeply powerful and deeply flawed.”

Something relaxed in Erick as he heard the vitriol in Tenebrae’s voice. The man was deeply hurt by a lot of events in his life, for sure. He was 90, at least, and if he had been an Archmage for most of his life, then he had likely lost a lot of people. The cook, Palodia, was the only other real person Erick had seen inside this flying castle. Most of the ‘people’ here were the Rockys. There was a story there, for sure, but for now...

Just how many people had Tenebrae lost?

The most important ones, for sure, and then thousands more besides.

If Erick lost everyone, he’d probably become a hermit out in the middle of nowhere, too.

Erick calmly asked, “What would you have done? I couldn’t very well not give out all that information. They would have come after me even harder. I needed the support of the people of Spur, and I got it. And now, I’m known as the Archmage who gives you what you want; you just gotta be nice about it. Much better than being—” Erick cut himself off before he said something mean.

Tenebrae sniffed. “They call you a pushover.”

“Sure. Why not. I don’t care what others think; only what they do. And I like helping people.”

Tenebrae snapped, “You are doomed to a life of pain! You know this, right? You will be used and thrown away when you are useless! You will watch your daughter die to some petty tyrant who thinks to steal from you. You will watch your city burn to idiot Hunters, looking for levels! Did you think that first Red Dot was the only time that would happen? It will happen again.” He spat, “More Red Dots! More parasites in your brain! More of everything!”

Erick softly said, “I know.”

His attempt at being gentle did not cause Tenebrae to think before he shouted.

“This [Gate] network will be the death of at least five million people!” Tenebrae said, “That’s what the Headmaster estimates. That’s what powers like Yggdrasil and his copy down in Archipelago Nergal represent. Millions of deaths! Ending the Moon Reachers and the Deathsoul Shrooms means massive sweeping changes in the Forest in ways no Prognosticator could ever truly see! That’s another million deaths right there! The Converter Angel will do horrible things to end your Path before you get anywhere near her. You should just become a hermit right now. Abandon everything you have set to achieve. Find some criminal in some part of the world and consume him for a new body. Practice Mana Altering your magic all the time, until your natural color becomes something else. There are ways to avoid what you have set for yourself, and yet you do not! You will kill millions, Erick. And that’s saying nothing about what you did to the Shades and Melemizargo.”

Silence.

Tenebrae said, “All the good you do will haunt you for the rest of your life.”

Silence.

Erick softly asked, “So we should try to achieve nothing? Do nothing?”

“Yes.” Tenebrae said, “Do as little as possible. Stay out of the affairs of the world. Let them come to you, and let them prove that what they ask is for the best. And when they succeed because of what you give them, you watch them fail later when you’re not around to help, or when you turn your back for just a second. You harden your heart. The problems of the world are not yours to solve.”

More silence.

Erick said, “I will take your words to heart, Tenebrae. Thank you for them.”

“… And yet, that is not the end of this quest into the Forest, is it?”

“Correct.” Erick said, “We’re still going, for I am young, and dumb, and I still believe in the basic goodness of most people. Thank you for taking us to the Gates, Tenebrae.”

“Good causes just as many wars as evil.”

Tenebrae grabbed his plate, stood from the table, and left. He seemed both incredibly angry, and something else. His eyes were rimmed in the red of unshed emotions, but it was hard to tell which ones. There were surely a lot of them, but anger and sadness were the most obvious.

Erick, Jane, Teressa, and Poi, resumed eating, but remained silent.

A Rocky brought out a chocolate cake with a slice cut out of it, and told them it would be a few days of travel to reach the expedition point. They would not be going all the way to the center. There would be a lot of walking, soon enough.

- - - -

Beyond a deep spell of obfuscation and occlusion, in the deepest parts of his Estate where paintings of lost ones adorned the walls, a man tried not to cry, and failed. He did not need to be a prognosticator to see the future that laid before his guests. His past, and their future, was contained in a painting in his hands. The painting was of a happy family, taken long ago. These days, only one of the five remained. Even after all these years, Tenebrae had never changed his beard or hairstyle, though there was a lot more white where once was brown.

All of the others in the painting were nothing more than dust and ash.

The oldest had died to assassins breaching the walls of his former home, back when his Estate did not fly.

The youngest had perished to a team of adventurers who would not take ‘no’ for an answer. For their evil, not only did their homelands die, but they died, too.

The middle child died when a Shade came calling…

That Shade had died in the Culling of Ar’Kendrithyst. Tenebrae did not have the strength to ask Erick if he had done what no one else could do; to seek a clarification of the report published by the Mind Mages, or the second report, handed off to the Arbors of Treehome. If Erick had managed what he could not… The shame of it would have broken Tenebrae all over again.

The last person in the painting died to her own hand; to a decision to walk into Ar’Kendrithyst and kill the offending Shade or die trying. She had died. All her children had been taken from her, and she could not bear to keep on living. She had wanted Tenebrae to join her, but that was asking for the one impossibility he could not grant. He had a responsibility toward the world. That responsibility had finally separated them, for while wars and nations and Wizards had only brought them closer together, she was tired. Three of her four reasons for living were gone. The future was gone, and so she was done.

Tenebrae had killed her shadeling a year later.

That was almost forty years ago.

Where no one could hear him except the dead, Tenebrae whispered, “I cannot ever join you, it seems. Even that final journey was taken from me by Erick.”

He sighed. He set down the painting. He spent another minute in the room, gazing upon all the other paintings of those who had come before, of memories of long ago. Then he sealed off the room and entered the hallway beyond.

Rocky had been standing there, looking pensive, but he stood straight and professionally when he saw Tenebrae. Why was he there? Had something happened?

With his senses extended far beyond himself, Tenebrae paused. He saw a little charm of deep magic held in Erick’s hand. More charms, or perhaps… Charms? More Charms sat in the hands of the others. Those bits of magic had not been there before.

He returned to himself.

Rocky said, “He has experimented with your comment over dinner regarding Blood Magic.”

Tenebrae ran through several scenarios in his head.

The first was colored with anger. Erick had experimented with Blood Magic? On his Estate? What sort of messes needed to be cleaned? If he had injured Palodia or conjured some new bacterium then he would be very wroth with Erick. As soon as that thought occurred, Tenebrae checked on his cook. She was in her rooms, reading her romance novels, as she usually did. She was almost more of a hermit than Tenebrae himself. She was fine. She didn’t even know of the horror that had almost happened. It was better that way.

He might need to clean out his entire Estate, but no one was dead. They’d all need to be checked for Blood Corruption, though, and before they made it anywhere close to the Village; that place dealt with more danger than most of the rest of the world, but Tenebrae wasn’t about to be the vector for even more danger.

Anger blossomed, and kept blossoming.

Tenebrae didn’t fully process scenarios two through twenty; they were probably wrong, anyway. The idea that Erick had made a good anti-Blood Magic Charm? Impossible. He hadn’t even known to try before dinner!

Not even a thought worth entertaining.

Ohhhh! Now he was good and mad! He would throw them all out! Then blast them into shattered—

Rocky derailed his anger, “How was the chocolate cake, sir? You have some on your beard.”

The memory of chocolate was a bucket of water poured over his head. She would have loved it.

And Erick had made the base bean; one of dozens of new vegetables he had unleashed upon Veird in the past year. All of those were also made in an afternoon, or less.

And wasn’t that a sobering thought.

Tenebrae cleaned his beard, staring Rocky down. He said nothing, and then he stormed down the hallway, or at least he tried to storm. His heart just wasn’t in it at the moment. And yet… What sort of fool spells was that ‘archmage’ making now!

There’s the anger! Yes. Hold onto it, and wield it like a sword.

Tenebrae loved being angry.

- - - -

Erick cast the spell again, creating a tiny sphere that glittered with promise. It was an intricate working, but it likely fell short of the [Blood Dummy] Tenebrae had mentioned over dinner.




	
Minor Anti-Blood Charm, instant, close range, 250 mana

Create a minor charm that prevents a single major Blood Magic or many minor Blood Magics from affecting the holder. Lasts a maximum of 48 hours.














The glittering white sphere caught the last glints of sunlight in its depths, like a marble made of compounded crystals.

Erick said, “I’m not sure if ‘major Blood Magic’ means what I want it to mean… And I have no way to test that theory without a [Cancer Spell], or something.”

Jane held her own [Anti-Blood Charm] in her hand, then she stuffed it in her pocket, saying, “I like the idea of Charm magics. Make a bunch and then string them on a bracelet, or something.”

“It’s a niche field.” Teressa said, “48 hours for your first one is pretty good. Our Charmer’s Charms usually only last a few hours, and we almost never get them unless we’re going up against actual threats. We never even got the option in the Army.”

Poi said, “Shades like to steal things that can be stolen, and Charms are among the worst offenders.”

“That, too.” Teressa said, “If you can be deprived of it and it can be used against you, you best not be taking your Charms into a thievable situation. Same reason we tell people to never make non-anchored [Ward]s—”

“You!” Tenebrae called out from across the courtyard. “What are you doing!”

Jane sighed, and then she put on her best face.

Everyone did.

As the angry archmage walked their way, Erick stepped forward, saying, “Your hints over dinner were interesting and so—”

“You’re experimenting with Blood Magic in my house!” Tenebrae stepped to Erick, demanding, “How have you not blown yourself up yet! Barely a year in this world and you touch upon the depths of magic! Foolish! Irrespons—”

Erick showed him the box for the spell.

Tenebrae scowled, brushing away the box. Erick simply showed him another one, this time holding it in his own hands so that Tenebrae couldn’t brush it away.

Tenebrae read, and his scowl almost vanished. Then he fixed his face, regaining his scowl.

Erick spoke, “Your hints at dinner were useful. I had never considered making such magic, but once the idea was planted, I spoke to Teressa, and she spoke of the Charmer Class. Very interesting magic, there. I didn’t even know the field existed, but I think my first foray into that particular magic was decent enough for a first try.”

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes at the blue box. Then he stared at Erick. “You didn’t make this with [Conjure Force Elemental].”

“Nope. Here.” Erick held out a glittering charm. “What do you think?”

Tenebrae took it, like a child snatching a toy from another kid. He held it up to the light and his eyes glittered grey with some [Sight] magic, no doubt. He pinched. The charm broke into dust and drifting ideas, scattering on the air. Tenebrae regarded the dust as it disintegrated into nothing.

He said, “Destructive Blood and a [Ward]. Well put together, but still the work of an amateur and an artist. All style and no substance that does not befit the goal, and in the process, crafting holes in the working that would catch upon all Variable Blood Magics, and thus ruin your charm. You have made a protection worth roughly 450 Health, and thus a Blood Mage would hammer you with a minor spell and break your protections, as any Blood Mage would do anyway, thus opening you up for the actual spell that you needed to protect against.”

Tenebrae had said all of that with disdain and hate, and not a little bit of gloating.

Erick responded with a nod, and a calm voice, saying, “You have spotted the problem I have spotted. I assume this was why you suggested [Conjure Force Elemental] and not [Ward]. That change would have been to give the spell some measure of sentience, to choose when to activate. Charms, I think, are always full protection, since they are based on [Ward].”

Tenebrae deflated, ever so slightly. He reinflated, saying, “This is why the [Conjure Force Elemental] version is better! If you would have done the math, then you would have seen this glaring flaw well before you got as far as you had! How much time have you wasted on this spell? How many days till you can try again? Ten? A hundred! A tho—”

“Just one.” Erick said, “It was just a tier two spell, and I didn’t use [Conjure Force Elemental], so your method is still possible. As I was saying, I didn’t even know that Charms were a field of magic that existed. In retrospect, it was obvious that you could make a Destructive Charm against specific types of spells, but the use of Destruction was also not something I was familiar with, until recently. Very dangerous magic, that. But surely there is a way to limit the discharge of a Charm?”

Tenebrae huffed, then said, “Basic Charms are too broad and too easily discharged. If you must go that route, then you must include an [Interception]-based clause to the magic in order for your Charm to only trigger when damage or a certain level of spell approaches. Otherwise, bumping into tables or simply walking around will break a basic anti-damage Charm.” He added, “Anti-Damage Dolls are the preferred method of generalized defense, and those include [Conjure Force Elemental] in their working, but you must include some sort of healing magic with those.” He sneered, “And all you have is [Healing Word]!”

Jane stood to the side, listening, her eyes locked on the conversation as she kept her mouth shut, but at Tenebrae’s words, she whispered, mostly to herself, “I can make a [Greater Treat Wounds] Charm.”

Tenebrae turned to her. “You have [Greater Treat Wounds]?”

“Oh. Uh.” Jane smiled brightly, saying, “Yeah! Never go anywhere without it. Saved my life a lot. Would have died to an Ancient Unicorn without it. I think it was having that spell that allowed me to get Shedding Form, too. Much cheaper to just reform my Familiar Form these days, than it is to cast that spell.” She added, “But I can’t always be near people, so I think I need to learn how to make Charms so that they can heal themselves.”

“… Good. I approve.” Tenebrae turned to Erick. “You need better healing magics than [Healing Word]! What is the problem! Do the Quests. Get them. Your daughter has [Greater Treat Wounds], and you should, too! What is wrong with you!”

Erick honestly offered, “I was considering a certain healing magic that I would have had to make myself, but I have mostly abandoned that idea. I had heard that you could only purchase one healing spell, and until recently, I hadn’t even had [Healing Word].”

Tenebrae asked, “What healing spell were you considering making?”

“[Immortality].”

“… Ah.” Tenebrae said, “That would explain the expertise with Blood Magic. I warn you not to try this, but if you do, you will not try this under my aegis. I don’t want any [Grand Abomination]s in my estate, understand? You risk [Abomination] with every active Blood Magic. You know this, don’t you?”

“I did not—”

Tenebrae laughed loud.

“—But I would not attempt mutative Blood Magic, anyway.”

“Any why not?” Tenebrae asked, narrowing his eyes. “You already do all this other Destruction and Blood Magic without any training. Maybe you would succeed!”

It was a taunt.

Erick did not rise to the man’s taunt. Instead, he said, “The only reason I have succeeded with those dangerous magics is because denial and countering is easier than creating.”

“And yet you’ve created a whole new branch of magic! You should try this [Immortality], but give me your notes before you do. I would like a souvenir of your death. I could probably sell it for a lot!”

Jane twitched. Teressa and Poi tensed.

Tenebrae was incensed, now.

Erick had been trying to deescalate, but he had not done enough, obviously. He probably should have stayed away from the idea of [Immortality], but there were tons of immortals on Veird. It wasn’t that taboo of a subject, as far as Erick knew.

Erick tried, “I won’t be doing the more dangerous magics until I know more, and all I know right now is that I don’t know enough. [Immortality] was a crazy idea that I will not be pursuing any time soon. That was why I finally got [Healing Word], as you have discovered… How did you discover that? Even though I haven’t shown that spell around you, or those who I believe to be your agents. But then again, you are a member of the Wyrmrest Alliance. Did Treehome tell you? Should I be mad at them?”

“Ha! I don’t need them to speak to me of what I can already see!” Tenebrae smiled, viciously. He thought he had won the exchange, and that was good enough. He said, “[Identify]. It’s a useful spell, once you shift it into the right perspective.” He pointed at his left eye. It flickered grey. “Figure that one out, why don’t you.”

Erick instantly guessed, “[Identify] plus some sort of soul magic aligned with… I’m not sure.”

Tenebrae kept his smile, but a tough battle of emotions raged behind his eyes. Erick had broken off his guess once he realized he should purposefully take the loss, but he had still gotten more than halfway there, and Tenebrae did not like that.

Tenebrae said, “Don’t go experimenting with souls on my Estate. I’ll rip yours out of you if you do.”

And then he turned and walked away.

- - - -

Erick laid in bed, considering a theoretical [Identify a Person’s Spells] spell. It surely included [Identify], [Soul Burn] or [Soul Sight] and possibly both, to either puff away a part of a person’s soul and scan through the contents or maybe just seeing the soul was enough… There also had to be some intrinsic interaction with the Script in order to classify the basic tier spells that existed in the souls of others. It was entirely possible that you couldn’t check for anything more than Basic Tier, for reasons similar to why [Cascade Imaging] could only check for spells which Erick already possessed. Which meant that the more magic someone possessed, the more they could understand the spells of a scanned target. Which meant that Tenebrae likely had [Quick Spell], if he had [Healing Word].

Or.

Someone was feeding Tenebrae information. Possibly from a Sin Seeker, or some other Class that allowed the scanner to see the Status of their target.

Or.

Erick was being spied on in other ways.

Because he hadn’t told Tenebrae or showed his [Quick Spell] capabilities around anyone except for his people, and the Arbors, and Syllea. Which…

Tenebrae was a part of the ‘Wyrmrest Alliance’. The older archmage had probably received missives about Erick regarding his combat and utility capabilities.

And, he was probably being spied on.

Eh. Tenebrae seemed better the more they interacted. Maybe, when this was all through, they’d be the best of friends!

One can only hope!

- - - -

Jane laid in bed, thinking.

It was a good thing she had taken Draconic Inoculation.

What would it be like to have a dragon’s actual body?

Ah. No no no no.

Banish that thought.

No eating the people they were going to visit!

But… if some were to die and she was there and the brain and the heart was right there….

Okay. Look. Hypothetically. If one were to entertain the idea of being a dragon without being a dragon…

Jane sighed as she tried to stop her stupid mind from getting her into way too much trouble.

She turned off her Hidden Monster: Surround Sight, and tried to sleep. And then she turned it right back on. She was in a dangerous place, after all, and she could sleep ‘with her eyes open’, as it were.

And then she couldn’t sleep at all. 

She sat up in bed, and tried to process, again, that her father had made every single [Condense Particle] spell up to Thallium. He had stopped just before Lead.

Damn, dad.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    In this chapter, all of Jane's Class Abilities have been revealed. They were voted on in chapter 95! Took a while to get here, but she had to complete all of those Quests for these Abilities, anyway, which happened offscreen. If you don't feel like searching the text to see what Abilities got picked, then here is the list:

[7] TRIPLE YOUR AVAILABLE FAMILIAR FORM SLOTS (she has 33; base 1 slot per 5 Willpower, 55 willpower = 11 slots, x3 = 33) (Due to stressing her familiar form slots to the limit)

[9] UNLOCK. Almost all Familiar Form Abilities are unlocked, and can be practiced through the interface of the Script. (The primary Ability of the Polymage)

[16] SHEDDING FORM. Automatic [Greater Treat Wounds] whenever you fully [Polymorph]. Recover your Health Regeneration in Health whenever you fully [Polymorph]. (due to posessing [Greater Treat Wounds])

[18] SHIFTING FORM. [Polymorph] becomes Variable cost. Gain the ability to partially and cohesively adjust your Form for a reduced cost. (Due to experimentation and cohesion) 

[34] DRACONIC INOCULATION. No longer able to gain Dragon Essence. Has no effect on currently possessed Dragon Essence. (Due to expelling Dragon Essence from the soul at least once)

[27] HIDDEN MONSTER. Adapt a single Body Ability from one of your monstrous Forms to apply to every Form, with or without appearing monstrous (your choice). This Class Ability may be taken multiple times. (Surround Sight, from Flame Ooze) (due to the natural inclination of the Polymage Class) (Flame Ooze picked because it's the best Ability, and also because she can't use it outside of her slime/ooze forms, and also author fiat)

 

Patrons have 138!

Thanks for reading~
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                “It is a fact of magic on Veird that everything follows the Elements.” Erick said, “This was how one is able to create a spell that generically counters ‘all Blood Magic’, or which destroys all of a specific Elemental magic, or, in extreme cases, destroys enough of the magic inside of a specific spell that you have countered the entirety of that spell.”

Jane watched her father speak, then she turned to the other Archmage in attendance.

Tenebrae scowled, then said, “There are so many holes in that theorem that I don’t know where to begin, so let’s start with the most obvious. [Force Boulder]. A spell composed of Force and Stone. Counter one half of the spell and you still have the stone hurtling toward your skull.”

Erick calmly said, “Generalized theories are never the whole story, but what you asked for—”

“Your daughter is already ruined enough with your crazy ideas. It’s a good thing I demanded this nonsense, otherwise you’d ruin her even more!”

The sun had risen an hour ago, but before that happened, Erick was awake and Palodia caught him in the courtyard. She asked him about what he liked to eat, and almost right after they started talking, Jane, Teressa, and Poi, who were awake as well, joined in the conversation. Palodia was happy to talk of food. She promised to serve some ‘pizza’ and ‘fries’ after they stopped moving and a Rocky went out for resupply, but breakfast would be ready in just another hour, after she got started on it. Did they have anything in particular they wanted, today? Jane wanted fried toast and sausage, and so, after explaining what she meant by ‘fried toast’, which was just french toast but that naming convention wouldn’t mean anything to anyone on Veird, Palodia went back to the kitchen, promising that Jane would get her request.

And now, they were at breakfast. Tenebrae joined them, of course, seeming to need to force himself to come out of his tower while complaining about ‘fried toast’ all the while. Tenebrae sat down at the table, of which everyone had a nice chair this time, while Palodia served them all in the same family-style dinner as yesterday.

Spicy sausages, fluffy eggs, crisp fried toast, and a hearty breakfast tea. It wasn’t the most lavish of meals. It was not a feast. But it was perfect, and that mattered more than anything else. Palodia was a Cook, with the Class Ability, Perfect Meal. It helped her to make everything just a little bit nicer, a little bit more rounded and healthy.

Breakfast looked to be great!

And then Tenebrae opened his mouth and spoke of how he wasn’t happy that Erick was stealing secrets out of the little words that he had let loose. The older archmage used harsher language than that, and there were threats regarding souls and minds and blood, but Erick let those threats wash over him, as he tried to play nice. He even suggested that they engaged in a [Strike]-for-[Strike], as Arbor Nosier had called it. A hint for a hint.

Tenebrae instantly latched on to that idea.

He declared that Erick was already down at least two [Strike]s, even if he hadn’t perfected his [Anti-Blood Charm], or made an [Appraisal] spell. And then he demanded Erick start divulging everything, from the beginning. What was the most basic bit of information Erick had on magic. How did he approach magic? That sort of thing.

Erick calmly reminded Tenebrae that he had only picked up tiny hints from Tenebrae, not full magical essays, but then he rushed forward, and started talking. Maybe, Tenebrae would be nicer after they talked for a while. That was the idea, anyway.

But then, Erick had barely gotten past answering Tenebrae’s first question, and Tenebrae was already complaining, and in a way Erick never expected! To declare that Erick was ruining Jane’s magical aptitude? What!

Erick was now personally offended.

“I have not ruined my daughter.” Erick huffed. “I have—!” He continued, more calmly, “My methods work.”

“They work because you have uncommonly deep delusions that they will work.” Tenebrae said, “You see the same sort of savant-like ability in the criminally insane who go around making the best [Force Trap]-derivative spells in a generation, where most people are barely capable of making [Stone Trap], or anything of that nature. You also see it in those who partake of mind altering substances in order to solidify a spell they’ve been workboarding for years. Anything to get them over that final hump. Anyone with enough intent can cause all sorts of strange phenomena.

“This is, in fact, one of the ways that mages usually end up killing themselves. They desire something so strong, like the casting of a spell which obliterates a target without care for the collateral damage, and thus the mana responds, accidentally killing them in the process. It is this ‘deep intent’ that will strip away the Script’s safeguards and cause blood and soul damage larger than normal.” He added, “It’s not your fault you have undertaken this flawed methodology. People are emotional creatures, and no mage becomes a mage without some sort of deep desire to change the world, and then believing that they are capable of achieving such a thing. But it is your fault if you continue on this path! I retract my previous question. I don’t want to listen to your delusions about magic. Where you claim to start your spells is not where one should start their spells.”

Erick sat in his chair, his fluffy eggs getting cold. He waited.

Tenebrae calmed. Then he said, “I appear to be even more [Strike]s to my favor. So. I will ask this: Tell me how [Cascade Imaging] works.”

Erick considered. Then he gave a non-answer, “Invisible light.”

Tenebrae considered this. He narrowed his eyes and gazed off into the distance. After a moment, he looked to Erick. “But it’s Particle Magic.”

“[Cascade Imaging] is indeed Particle Magic. I hope that satisfies, since it was about the level of the hint you gave me for [Analyze] and [Blood Dummy]. What’s your next question?”

Tenebrae almost frowned, but he did not. Instead, he resumed eating his breakfast. Erick resumed eating, too. It was slightly cold, but that was fine.

Tenebrae did not ask his question.

After breakfast, Tenebrae retreated into his tower.

And then Jane asked for help with her magic. She wanted her father to continue whatever it was he was saying, earlier. Erick had never actually spoken that way about his spellwork before.

Erick happily obliged, almost beside himself with quiet joy that his daughter wanted to learn from him again. He set up a chalkboard in the courtyard, since there was no space in the rooms for this sort of thing and the courtyard was mostly empty, except for the occasional pair of Rockys walking through from one part of the place to another.

He barely got through an introduction to the elements, as Syllea had once informed him, before the door to Tenebrae’s tower crashed open and the old archmage strode into the courtyard. Erick and Jane watched the man rush into their little talk, whereupon he conjured a chair for himself and sat down.

Erick paused in his explanation as he looked at him—

Tenebrae gestured forward, saying, “Get on with it! Let’s hear how wrong you have it all!”

Erick had not been counting on Tenebrae showing up, but he had a plan for that potential event. He said, “This will discharge all of my debt toward you, and then go even further, putting you in debt to me.”

“Nope. Because I’m going to correct you when you’re wrong.”

“Then at least the first half.”

“Again. No. Because I’m going to correct you when you’re wrong. You will owe me even more.” He said to Jane, “You shouldn’t even take part in this correction. You’re completely inexperienced and I have no doubt that your father’s words have damaged your ability to create magic of your own.” He said to Erick, “She hasn’t even made a good [Fireball] spell and you’re talking about countering elemental spells! This is bad teaching. There is the problem of Spatial Magic learning but even worse! There is a reason that we don’t allow the teaching of Spatial Magic in normal classes; all they end up creating is [Partial Teleport], and then they eventually, somehow, cast a basic [Teleport] wrong and kill themselves!”

Erick frowned. “… You can cast [Teleport] wrong? When you’re using the spell you buy from the Script?”

“Yes! My gods you didn’t know that either—” Tenebrae said, “[Teleport] puts you where you could have been. Some people can’t even cast that spell in the direction of the ocean because they’ve never swum that far out to sea and they could never see themselves doing that. Some people couldn’t use the spell to even go three towns over! Why do you think the Wayfarer’s Guild exists! In another example, for almost anyone, [Teleport] won’t let you [Teleport] over the Firemaw unless you demand such from the spell, which from your tone, I see that you demand weird things from [Teleport] all the time, don’t you!”

“I haven’t used [Teleport] in almost a month.” Erick added, “And I never felt or heard of what you’re talking about in all my [Teleport]s before then, so I can only assume you are lying to me or being purposefully obfuscating. That spell has never steered me wrong or put me anywhere I did not expect to be put.”

Jane added, “Me either. Never heard that or felt that.”

Tenebrae almost burst out at Erick, but then he turned and regarded Jane. His tone turned questioning, “Never? You never felt a ‘sticking’ odd sensation when you try to [Teleport] somewhere you’ve never been?”

Jane said, “Maybe at the beginning? I don’t actually recall. If I did, it must have been forgettable.”

Tenebrae focused on Jane. “Tell me: how often have you tried to [Teleport] into places you have never been?”

“A few times?” Jane said, “Mostly just in directions, like: ‘1000 kilometers in that direction, toward Spur’ or in other directions, toward a destination.”

Erick said, “Me too. Same thing.”

Tenebrae frowned. “Almost everyone experiences this ‘stuttering’ of [Teleport]. It is a common, well known phenomena. What was the first spell you experienced?”

Jane laughed, then said, “Uh! Melemizargo [Teleport]ing us to the surface? Yeah. A few kilometers above, actually.”

Erick regarded Tenebrae, unsure. “Are you talking about the problems of [Teleport 1]?”

Erick had had problems with wardlights back when his [Ward] was not max level.

Tenebrae kept frowning. “I am talking about the base spell, fully leveled; [Teleport X].” He asked, “Aside from [Teleport]ing for distance, do you ever try to [Teleport] where you have never been?”

“Never,” Erick said.

“Never,” Jane echoed, with a bit more force than her father.

Erick looked to his daughter. “Really? Never?”

Tenebrae leaned back, and watched Erick and Jane through narrowed eyes.

“I was caught up on the idea of ‘Teleporting Paladin’ when I came here, but that idea was based around many campaigns where my GM back in high school ruled hard for [Teleport].” Jane said, “I respect that spell. [Teleport] on Veird is positively beautiful compared to the [Teleport] I had been expecting. [Polymorph] is awesome, too!”

“But you’re so cavalier about [Polymorph]?” Erick asked.

“[Polymorph] is not scary either, Dad. I don’t understand your problem with that spell, either.”

Before Erick could speak of missing hearts or lungs, or skulls that crushed the brain in an experimental [Polymorph], or the fact that you didn’t have a brain as a slime (how the fuck does that work?!) or any of that, even if he knew there was no actual problem because Magic—

Tenebrae asked him, “You have a problem with [Polymorph]?”

“It’s just a bit terrifying, isn’t it?”

“No, it is not,” Tenebrae said.

And Erick had enough intelligence to shut up about his unfounded fears of [Polymorph]. Fear is the mind-killer, after all, and Jane did not need to take on Erick’s fears.

Tenebrae looked back to Jane, saying, “You do have experience with a lot of magic, don’t you, Jane. Even if it was imaginary. Maybe that is the answer, here. You believe that magic is solid, but in a way that is contrary to how it is. This produces a problem when you’re trying to make magics and all you can think of is how you would have thought of it back on Earth.” He looked to Erick. “You’re open to whatever.”

Erick connected a few dots there, too.

With accusation in his voice, Erick said, “I thought Jane’s report to the Headmaster was confidential.”

Jane suddenly sat straight. “What? That was confidential!”

“And I’m an archmage in league with other archmages, including the Headmaster. What of it?” Tenebrae barreled forward, “I think the real answer here as to why you’re so bad and Erick is… decent… is because you’re pulling at deeper magic, trying to emulate what you have seen your father do, while your father came to the magic quite naturally. Still doesn’t explain why you never experienced the common problems of [Teleport]— Oh! Wait! You’re planar. Ah.” He sighed, and smiled. “That’s it. That grand transition to Veird was likely the first magic you experienced. I got it, now. It’s a common thing in some parts of the world for parents to inundate their children with specific magics, in hopes that they can rise to greatness on those magics. It works, sometimes. I never put much stock in any of that, for all the good outcomes were anecdotal and all the bad outcomes were well documented. In your first moments of magic, you were inundated with Spatial Magic.”

Jane said, “I’ve never heard about any of that, though...”

Erick lost some of his anger, as he considered what had come before.

Tenebrae shrugged. “Blame your own lack of education. Or glance at the people you lived around for the last year.” He gestured to the house behind them, where Teressa was lounging inside, reading a book, then to the side, where Poi sat in a chair, reading his own book.

Poi raised his head to look at the old archmage.

Tenebrae continued, “A nomad adventurer who likely broke herself of the mental block that hampers [Teleport] long ago, and a Mind Mage, who likely had that thought drowned out of him when he came to Spur, where everyone in that city got there either through their own Spatial Magics, or through the Wayfarer’s Guild. It’s no wonder you never heard of this. If you had been born and raised on a nothing-farm in some nothing-part-of-the-world where you never moved outside of a ten square kilometer box your entire life, you would have had a lot of trouble with [Teleport]. But surely you had trouble with some spells. So what were they?”

Erick went with the flow, saying, “I had a lot of trouble with wardlights until I came to magic with an open, unafraid mind.” He gestured to the right, and cast a complicated structure of—

Tenebrae lifted his hand. “[Dispel]!”

The light sculpture that Erick had been trying to make, collapsed. White light broke into motes that drifted into the ambient manasphere like so much disappearing dust. Erick was almost too stunned to be mad, and then he was mad.

Tenebrae glowered. “It’s rude to cast magic in Polite Society without announcing it first.”

Erick clipped off his angry response, and said, “You’re right. It is.”

“And yes! You cannot be afraid of magic if you wish to be a mage!” Tenebrae laughed right at him. “It’s a wonder you got anywhere at all! Your methods are not applicable to everyone. Your magic is not foolproof. You are not the archmage you pretend to be! So! Continue with your basic lesson, Erick, and I will point out more problems and their roots.” Tenebrae smiled. “This is fun.”

“…” Erick gestured to his chalkboard. “So as I was saying, all magic is based on the Elements—”

“Wrong!” Tenebrae said, “Shaping is just as important as Elemental usage. For instance, Spatial Magic is not Elemental, at all! Many magics are not Elemental. [Teleport], [Mend], [Telekinesis], and more! If all you deal with is Elemental magic, then you are only learning half of the story—”

Erick interrupted, “Force is an Element. Spatial Magic is therefore based in Force.”

With a greater smile, Tenebrae said, “Force is the absence of Elemental power! Your conventions are not normal conventions, Erick! And I bet you can’t even shape— No. Wait…” He looked at Erick, and saw something there that made Erick worried. Tenebrae said, “Ha! Your problems are even more basic than that. You just never considered the shape, did you?” Tenebrae instantly recanted, “No. That’s wrong. You must have considered the shapes of your magic otherwise you would never have gotten anywhere. When you make a magic, how do you shape the magic?”

Erick found himself figuratively stripped bare.

First of all, Force was an Element, for sure. Erick had no idea what Tenebrae was smoking, but Force was definitely an Element. It was even in that book of Elements that Syllea recommended. And, also, Erick was adept at making magic. He had made Force Element spells before. Force was an Element!

But.

Shaping was important. Possibly even more important than the Elements that would occupy the shape of the desired magic.

Shape was so important, that Erick had never really considered the shapes of his magic, at all.

Of course you would need a canvas before you began painting. Of course you needed a turkey for Thanksgiving, or a car before you considered going on a road trip, or a house before you considered hosting a house party. These were just givens that Erick had never truly considered more than ‘oh yeah, this is what is necessary’. Therefore, the shapes of Erick’s magic was exactly what it needed to be.

But had Erick ever truly considered the shape before? Yes, and also no.

Erick answered, “I shape the magic in the most cost-effective way I can think of for any particular spell.”

“Boil a stew to burned residue!” Tenebrae laughed. He demanded, almost joyfully, “How do you actually shape your spells? Let us discuss [Ice Spike]. And no! Not you.” He looked to Jane. “You. You’ve heard from your father. You’ve had lessons before this, for sure. So! [Ice Spike]! Tell me where you would begin.”

Jane looked to Erick, and Erick gave a ‘whatever’ face.

Jane paused in thought, then said, “[Force Bolt] with Mana Altering for Ice, then infusing the idea with… Motionless thoughts of motion, touching and impacting the target.”

Tenebrae nodded, then said, “Basic start, muddling middle, basic ending. A failure of a spell. Perfectly normal. Not good enough for an aspiring mage.” He looked to Erick. “Now you.”

Jane sputtered.

Erick almost warned Tenebrae off from talking to his daughter like that, but that would lead to a deterioration of everything; ruin lay in that direction. He did glance at Jane, though. She glanced back at him, and calmed, putting her own professional facade back on. She handled herself just fine.

Erick turned to Tenebrae, and said, “Mana Altering for Ice and [Force Bolt], channeling the mana for both through my hands to hear them—”

“What is this nonse—!”

“You asked. Let me finish. Tear apart the whole thing, after I am done explaining. Please.”

Tenebrae scowled. “… Continue.”

“First, I decipher Elemental Ice, which is a variant element of Water, which is technically the sound for Water but slightly larger, since frozen water is larger than ice. There’re also connotations of deepness and spreading and the leeching of all heat in there, and some Particle ideas, but I need not go too far for those when it comes to [Ice Bolt], which is the kind of spell I would prefer to make; not [Ice Spike]. I like actually hitting my target, and—”

Tenebrae interrupted, “Not what I asked for, but sound reasoning and not everyone can aim properly, though you give up most chances to critical when you do this. That you have this failing is not the largest of your failings. I will allow it.”

“… And then I take the sounds of [Force Bolt] and join them with the sound of Ice, and create a cohesive whole, which I then shape into something that is sure to touch the target, and to bypass all defenses. In this way, I make an Ethereal, Inexorable [Ice Bolt], which is probably upgraded to [Glacial Bolt], or something. I haven’t actually tried that particular one yet.”

Tenebrae smiled, showing off white teeth. “You haven’t made this one? Lying now, are we?”

“Ah… Wait.” Erick just remembered, “I have made this one. But it was long ago, and…” He looked up his Status. “Ah. It’s called [Ice Spike]. I made it back when I was first starting. I would make a different one if I was doing this today. I must have barely tripped the line toward the naming conventions… Or something. I made [Glacial Crash] using this spell and then Mana Altering for fire, and that one does not have ‘unerring’. I could probably remake that one, too.”

“Let me see. Both spells.”

Erick… decided to show him.




	
Ice Spike, instant, long range, 22 MP

A bolt of pure ice unerringly strikes a target for 55 + WIL








 




	
Glacial Crash, instant, long range, 55 MP

A shard of pure ice strikes a target for 200 + 2x WIL














Erick watched as Tenebrae read. The man obviously wanted to tear Erick a new one, but his joyful sneer vanished, replaced by a small frown. And then Tenebrae’s smile returned.

Tenebrae said, “Over four times the original cost for what is surely a fraction of the damage of a four-times [Force Bolt], depending on your Willpower. And no ability to Slow the target; which is the purpose of Ice Altering. A failure of the spell. The second is even worse! The only impressive thing at all is that you have managed to combine the diametrically opposed Elements of Ice and Fire into this [Glacial Crash] while managing to retain the ‘pure’ designation. If I were you, I would rip these up and try again. They are a disgrace for any archmage, even if the archmage in question is you.”

“You’re right.” Erick deleted the spells immediately, saying, “I have erased them. I will be remaking [Ice Bolt] at my earliest convenience.”

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes. They flickered grey. He nodded. “And barely a shift…” He sat up. “At least you were aware enough of your own shortcomings so that you didn’t need to uproot a whole tree of spell failures.”

“Yup.” Erick said, “I only ever made the two, and that was way at the beginning. I have only been at this for a year. Please forgive me for my failures.”

“Not forgiven. Not yet. Maybe not ever.” Tenebrae said, “Especially when you talk of ‘musically combining spells’! Even the Songstresses of the Songli Highlands use some maths in their magic.”

Erick felt his heart sink. “Oh, gods. Math.”

Tenebrae laughed. “Yes! Maths! I have decided where we shall begin with your reeducation!”

… He was getting a reeducation?

Tenebrae declared, “We will work on proper spell matrices! Gridwork! This would enable a clarity of shaping and elemental designations much more than your ridiculous ‘hearing the magic’ ever could. Not everyone hears properly, and emotional magic is insanity waiting to happen. Your methods are deeply flawed, even if they have —somehow!— worked for you.” He stood and flicked his hand at Erick. “Get away from that chalkboard. I will speak of the true basic start to any spell creation! I will speak of gridwork, and you will learn.”

Erick… thought he might have heard of gridwork before, but he wasn’t quite sure. It might have been in some of those math classes at Oceanside. But! Whatever! This might as well be happening. Erick walked to the chair beside Jane and sat down.

Jane raised her hand, hoping to ask a question.

Tenebrae glowered, then warned, “If you dare to say some variation of ‘Doesn’t the Script do it all for me’, then I will end this talk now and you’re not getting dinner for a week.”

Jane kept her hand raised. She did not flinch under Tenebrae’s glower. She did, however, put on an even nicer, more congenial smile.

“… Ask your question.”

Jane asked, “Isn’t all math just a representation of the real world? Or do maths have some actual, intrinsic function upon magic? Does 2 plus 2 have a basis in this reality?”

Tenebrae paused, as though he had walked into an [Invisible Force Wall]. He asked, “What? Where would you ever get that idea? Mana is possibility, and maths have a direct effect upon the world through the act of sympathy, which is the oldest and best known way in which magic functions, as its most core. Mana is possibility. Magic is the shaping and condensation of possibility. Maths are how you turn Possibility into Reality. Maths are magic, and they’re also not. Maths are sympathy at its most core. Maths are representative, and also so much more than that. I could repeat it a few different ways, but you get the idea. I hope.” Tenebrae added, “But while 2 plus 2 does not have a basis in our reality, it does have a basis in our subjective, personal Reality, therefore it does have a use when considering the symbology we erect in order to enact sympathy with the mana in order to create magic. Do you understand? I cannot make it more basic than that.”

Jane nodded. “Sympathy. Right. Makes sense.”

“… Do you know of sympathy?” Tenebrae asked, almost dumbfounded.

Jane said, “Like-works-as-like.”

Tenebrae found his footing again, saying, “Okay. Yes. For a second there I thought I would need to talk to you as if you were a complete idio—” He rounded on Erick. “Did you know of sympathy, before now?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “I knew. Which is why I never bothered to learn the math. I got plenty of sympathy already. Just, not with the maths.”

Jane said, “I told him about that stuff years and years ago. It was part of Earth’s magic traditions.”

Tenebrae frowned; silent. Then he said, “I’ve read your reports to the Headmaster, but explain what you just said.”

Jane said, “If you have read all my reports to the Headmaster, you might have noticed that there’s so many parallels from Earth’s magic to the magic of Veird. There are even some parallels with animals like the unicorn and the ideas of elves and fae and angels and demons, too, but what I have seen on Veird is only partially similar to what has been imagined on Earth, and that is a whole different topic, somewhat. Not a fully different topic, because. Well...

“The similarities might have to do with all the magic that poured into this universe from the Sundering, that was not caught and kept by the Script. Maybe that unbound mana moved faster than light and instantly spread across the universe, catching upon the various worlds out there, and remained, somehow? There’s obviously some broken physics in there, which seems to go hand-in-hand with mana, or maybe something even stranger happened, but whatever the case, maybe some of that mana fell to Earth and we fell into a pocket of it, or something. Not too sure about that. But they do say that you cannot destroy mana, so while I suspect a lot of it fell into stars or black holes, a lot of it must have found planets like our Earth. This is what I mean when I talk about Earth’s magical traditions having parallels with Veird. But they’re, like, strange parallels.

“And then, there’s the idea that mana is also Melemizargo, therefore it is possible that Melemizargo is already on many different worlds, and he just doesn’t know it.” Jane asked Tenebrae, “He is the mana, isn’t he? That’s what I’ve heard.”

Erick and Tenebrae both listened to Jane, but while Tenebrae’s eyes turned distant and fearful, Erick was just proud.

His daughter had independently come to a lot of the same conclusions he had; Erick had just never expressed them, for those were terribly scary thoughts, as Tenebrae was currently demonstrating. Erick had hoped to never give those thoughts a voice, but there they were, suddenly, out in the open, and put out there by someone other than himself. He didn’t want his daughter out there on her own though, so—

Erick said, “I’ve heard that Melemizargo is the mana, too. I’m pretty sure that your ideas are exactly close to what might have happened, Jane, or at least I’ve had the same ones. I just… Didn’t want to voice those thoughts.”

Jane sat back in her chair, looking triumphant, as she playfully chided, “Can’t be scared of the magic, dad.”

Erick laughed. “I guess you’re right.”

Tenebrae startled. He declared, “This lesson is over.”

The older archmage rapidly walked away, visibly disturbed, and silent, back through the door at the base of his tower. The door to Tenebrae’s tower slowly closed shut, all on its own.

Erick and Jane, and Poi, watched that happen.

A moment passed.

Uh. So. That just happened.

“… Huh.” Jane said, “I did not expect that reaction from him.”

Erick stared at his daughter, and laughed, nervously. He calmed, but not really. “Giving a voice to the fearful thoughts is not always a good idea.”

“Eh.” Jane said, “Try not to worry about that stuff. Let’s just enjoy the adventure of it all.”

Erick smiled, and he just had to hug his daughter, so he leaned over and wrapped his arms around her. She laughed over his shoulder as she hugged him too, and patted him on the back.

“Love you.”

“Love you, too.” Erick released Jane and went back to the chalkboard, saying, “So! The Elements. I consider Force an Element, but I guess not everyone does. You’ve been reading that book Syllea suggested, right?”

Jane said, “Yeah. It’s in the room. It’s a bit juvenile, but it’s interesting.”

Erick nodded. “So! The Elements—”

Tenebrae’s door slammed open again. “Nope! We’re doing gridwork! Force is not an element!”

Erick sighed.

Then he stepped away from the chalkboard.

Tenebrae retook his position as professor.

A minute later, Erick and Jane watched as Tenebrae stepped away from the chalkboard, looking triumphant over his drawings, or rather, his gridwork he had placed upon the board. And it was a lot of gridwork, and each tiny space was filled with the Ancient Script symbols for various Elements; mostly Fire. He had even had to summon another chalkboard to write out all of his ‘gridwork’.

Ninety-nine, hundred-by-hundred grids, written out over three boards. There were 99 100x100grids because each of those 100x100 grids was a slice of a 3D magic construction, exploded out into exacting detail. When placed next to each other in the proper way, and if you had a hundred, then you wouldn’t have had an exact-center box, which was necessary in about half of magic, since a lot of magic needed a ‘central tenet’, where the Ancient Script symbol was that would hold the whole working together; if it needed such a thing.

Tenebrae explained the basic overview of it all as he cast the gridwork upon the board, but he did not explain everything. Mostly, he just told them what he was doing, but not the ‘why’ of it.

Erick had seen smaller grids like these in his short time in Oceanside, but he had never truly understood them, or even tried to understand them. But now…

This was complicated. And written small. Small enough to require most people to use [Ultrasight] to read the boxes from three meters away. Erick, almost uncomfortably, found he could read all of that just fine without any spells. Jane had had to squint, and then activate [Ultrasight].

The idea of all these grids was simple, though, once you understood that the grids corresponded to individual slices of a spell, taken at the moment of casting. Each box had a symbol that corresponded to An element, or a direction, or a shaping of the magic inside that box. Putting all of this sliced-gridwork together into a 3D lightward, and a mage could see what they would need to do to make the spell therein.

The problem with spell matrices, and why Erick had not seen many of them, was that even a 99 by hundred by hundred matrix could only describe the most basic of magics. No one used this methodology for anything over tier 3, except as a general guide, because gridwork failed at higher densities of spellwork.

But gridwork was great for learning basic magics.

“There! Now you know what you’re looking at.” Tenebrae asked, “So what is this spell? Jane.”

Jane’s eyes went wide. Erick frowned. Was the old archmage picking on Erick’s daughter? All Tenebrae had done was explain a bit about the gridwork in front of him; not what he was actually putting in that gridwork. Was he pouncing on Jane just because he could, just because she had no experience, at all, with this ‘gridwork’? He probably was.

But Jane was smart; she could handle this.

Jane guessed, “Fire… Something. An individual spell. So not… Wave… [Fireball]?”

Erick smiled. That was going to be his guess, too, except—

“Incorrect!” Tenebrae said, “Erick! Now you try!”

Erick frowned, complaining, “What you made has all the hallmarks of [Fireball] what with the majority of the gridwork looking like what I do to manually cast [Force Bomb]. That tiny bit of [Force Wave] you have in there is not a large enough part of the spell to make my daughter necessarily wrong.”

Tenebrae smiled wider. “So what would you name this spell?”

Erick guessed, “[Firewave] or [Fire Spreader]. The purpose seems to create a conflagration at the detonation point that spreads outward, putting all of the damage of the initial spell into the ‘over time’ part of the magic, with almost no damage in the initial effect. A common way to use Fire spells.”

“You have fallen into my trap!” Tenebrae gloated. “It’s [Extinguisher]!”

“What! There’s no Destruction mana anywhere in that—”

Tenebrae pointed at box 50, the center box, at the very center of the spell, and Erick fell silent. Tenebrae had left that central spot blank. Erick had assumed this was because he was not focusing on the explosion part of the spell… or… Actually. He didn’t know why the man had left it blank. The spell had lots of blank spots in its gridwork. None of them really meant anything, except for directions for the surrounding mana to flow, or transform, or…

Erick wasn’t too sure about gridwork, actually. It was one step removed from math and useless for higher level spellwork, so what was the point of learning it?

… To trick people who thought they knew everything? Seemed like a poor way to use a teaching tool.

Okay. Okay. Erick admitted, and only to himself, that he had no idea what was actually going on here.

Poi snorted a laugh to the side.

Tenebrae ignored Poi, and instructed, “A proper [Force Bomb] spell is a 100x100x100 grid. If you knew your gridwork, you would have known that. This one is 99x100x100 to enable this central square in box 50. You can shift around the gridwork as necessary. You could even do 99x99x99 and make it all symmetrical in a different way, if you wish. This blank spot, and all the others, are for Destruction to occur. If you look upon the structure here, and here, you can see that the Fire mana is sucked into the blank spaces, and nothing comes out. In actual casting, this would create Destructive Fire that would nullify any fire in the area. This is how you properly create a Destruction-based spell, since you never use Destruction in itself. You always have the desired Element you wish destroyed to flow into Destruction, or, in some rare cases, for Destruction to overtake the targeted Element. The first instance is normal application, as we see here. The second instance is almost Propagation, and unless you limit the spell most severely, it will not work due to the Propagation Ban of the Script. Don’t use the Propagation-Destruction except in applications of war. This second type of spell usually has ‘Destruction’ in its name. [Fire Destruction], for example.” He said, “It is with gridwork like this, that you create a perfectly-made [Extinguisher] spell, which will be named whatever Rozeta feels like naming your spell, but if you have a name you’re working with, your spell will likely get that name, unless you run counter to the Naming Conventions of the Script, in which case Rozeta will name your spell without your input. Questions?”

Erick had a few, but—

Jane instantly asked, “So circling back to the idea that math is representation is sympathy is magic: If you were to create a [Ward] with this gridwork, what would happen? And if a spell was not created, then why not?”

Erick almost said that nothing would happen. Lightwards were not spells… Right?

Tenebrae’s eyebrows scrunched. He said, “Nothing would happen if you made this out of a lightward. You have to make it out of [Force Bomb], Mana Altering for Fire and Destruction, and [Force Wave].”

Jane asked, “Okay. But. How? How does this translate into all of those things you just said?”

“It just does?” Tenebrae frowned. “I’m not sure what the problem is, here.”

Jane clarified, “Where is the gridwork for [Force Bomb] in the spell [Force Bomb]? I never see grids when I cast.”

Tenebrae frowned, then pointed upward. Erick watched, as the air around the man flickered, twisting inward upon the tip of his finger. A grey dot launched from his digit to soar past the roofs of the castle and detonate with a spack upon the [Air Shield] of the estate, grey light briefly glittering in the explosion. Tenebrae said, “The gridwork is right there. In the manual casting. It’s not actually a part of the spellwork. Gridwork lets you understand how to Shape and Alter the mana while you are casting the spell.”

“Oh!” Jane said, “Manual casting! Okay. Yes. I get that.”

Erick nodded. “That makes sense.”

“… What did you two think I meant?”

“I thought you meant inside [Force Bomb]s blue box.” Jane shrugged. “Somehow… inside that box. I didn’t understand that. How is magic inside the blue box? That makes no sense.”

“I was confused a little, too.” Erick said, “They spoke a little about gridwork in one class I took at Oceanside; that it was somehow in those boxes. I didn’t understand it at all, and the professor never properly clarified. I didn’t even know about manual casting till Kiri looked it up and showed it was possible.”

“Ah. This problem.” Tenebrae said, “Oceanside trains warriors that work for the Headmaster, or other powerhouses around the world. All Arcanaeums are like this. They train warriors, even if they call themselves mages. And they were not wrong to simplify manual casting to the blue boxes. The same thing happens in the manasphere when you activate magic using the Script, but you cannot feel that shift unless you manually cast your magic, but many teachers are forbidden from explaining about the Remake Quests and about aura work. Students have to come to that on their own. Most do, eventually, unless they’re purposefully kept from those lessons when they are deemed a risk to themselves or others. That happens quite a bit, too.” Tenebrae said, “The blue box for [Force Bomb] is one slight step above the truth of manually shaping the mana; it is an automated process to use that box. Meanwhile, Mana Altering is one slight step above the truth of aura altering for the various Elements; it is an automated process to use that box, too. Understanding these deeper truths of Shaping and Altering, through the process of gridwork, will allow you to properly visualize and then work both [Force Bomb] and Fire Altering in the best possible way. Do you understand?”

Jane said, “Okay! That makes a lot of sense!”

Erick understood quite a bit more, now. Gridwork was like the difference between drawing using freeform, or using tools. He begrudgingly admitted, to himself, that this ‘gridwork’ held possibilities.

He liked his own song magic methods, though.

But Jane was rather analytical. Maybe she would do well with this method? She probably would.

Tenebrae asked, “Do either of you have experience at all with using your aura to cast magic?”

Jane said, “I can cast with [Greater Shadowalk], and some of the rest. I have never learned aura control.”

Tenebrae sighed. “Elemental Bodies are shortcuts to aura control, and you need to learn how to properly control your aura.” Tenebrae zeroed in on Jane. “You have [Prismatic Body]. You need to work on turning that into [Greater Prismatic Body], either through remaking it with every Greater Elemental Body, or through aura work and great aura control. I suggest you choose the path of aura control, since this will allow you to mimic much of the smaller aspects of [Greater Prismatic Body] while that particular spell is not active, as well as allow you to cast smaller magics outside of the Script Second. You will be able to cast [Fireball] or any other low-tier spell whenever you wish. This will also save you on mana costs, since you will not need to be constantly running an Elemental Body if you want to simply pick up a cup of tea from the other side of the table. Save your Script Seconds for when they are needed. Never waste them.”

Jane’s eyes went wide. “Casting outside of the Script Second, for everything?”

“No no no!” Tenebrae said, “Low-tier magics, only, that will have full mana costs. It’s not as good as using the Script to cast. Clarity does not work for manually cast magic. But for you, with all of your Elemental Body experience, there are fewer time constraints when you use proper aura control to cast your smaller spells.”

Erick was too busy thinking about the need for better aura control, himself, that he almost missed when Tenebrae rounded on him.

The glowering archmage turned to Erick. “And what of your aura control?”

“Ah…” Erick admitted, “Non-existent outside of [Greater Lightwalk].”

“… What!” Tenebrae exploded, “What travesty is this! And you made it to Archmage with—! How has this happened! What the f—!” He suddenly calmed as he closed his eyes and gripped the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger. He opened his eyes, dropped his hands, and said, “You have given me a headache, Erick Flatt, because you are technically an archmage. You’ve even got a tier 9 spell. You are qualified. And yet, you astound me.” He stared at Erick. He asked, “Are you a Wizard?”

Erick’s response was calm; measured, even. He saw what was coming, and he answered as best he could. “What is a Wizard, exactly? I know they produce their own mana and have a core, but that’s about it. Why does the possession of a core mean that they’re able to overcome the Script?”

Jane seemed unable to help herself as she stared at her father, and then at Tenebrae, then frowned a little, and tried to turn her face unreadable. She mostly failed.

Tenebrae bargained, “I would not be nearly as hostile with you if you were a Wizard. We could work together to achieve something that should have been done a long time ago, for Wizards can truly cast magic outside of the Script. They can remove curses that gods themselves have placed upon lineages, or individuals. They can travel through time, with perfect accuracy, and without Phagar’s limitations. They can create new Elements.” Tenebrae seemed genuine, and sad, and desperate, all at the same time, while trying to appear as none of those. “I ask again. Are you a Wizard?”

“No.”

And it was the truth. Erick had none of the hallmarks anyone had ever said should be there. So what if other people called him a Wizard? That didn’t make it true.

Erick asked, “Should I bring a truthstone with me, too, when I deal with you and your possible ‘lessons’? You claim the Headmaster is purposefully hindering the magical growth of the people of this entire world, and that seems like something I would have been better served to hear while a truthstone was present.”

He didn’t know where it was, but there was no doubt in his mind that there was at least one of those truthstones somewhere around here.

Tenebrae scowled, but the heat was not there. He spoke the truth, “I would never use one of those against you.”

“Ah.” Erick understood. “Because you can just cast the base spells yourself. I should have guessed as much.”

“Exactly!” And then softer, “Exactly.” Tenebrae should have been triumphant; he had won a fight that he thought they were both fighting. But Erick was not fighting, and Tenebrae was not triumphant. He was just sad. “You should have guessed as much. Learn all the magic there is, yourself. Learn to cast as much of it as you can, outside of the Script Second; manually. Delve into the deepest Soul Magic. Explore Mind Magic, and don’t mind the Mind Mages; they get uppity, but you’re beyond them. Rip apart a million monsters to learn Blood Magic. Enchanting is a fine pastime, or a way to make some yellow on the side, but an archmage with need for trinkets is not a true archmage. Even those rings on your fingers… Well. I would have called them useless and a waste of time and even a detriment. But it appears you’ve made artifacts…” He tried again, “And you’re sure you’re not a Wizard?”

“As much as anyone can be sure.” Erick said, “I ask again: How is a Wizard able to overcome the Script?”

Tenebrae sighed, then said, “Okay. Now I’m done.”

And then he walked off. The door to his tower gently shut behind him.

Erick asked Jane, “Do you want to try out some of that ‘gridwork’?”

“Yes!” She said, excitedly. “Do you have any books on that?”

“Nope. We’ll both have to muddle through it together.”

Jane hummed, then looked toward the closed door to Tenebrae’s tower. “… I’ll ask him if he has any books at lunch, maybe.” She turned back, eyeing her father. ‘Are you a Wizard?’

‘Nope.’

Usually, Erick would have felt bad about lying to his daughter, but that was only ‘usually’. This was not a usual case.

‘Okay… Well. If you were… Which type would you want to be? I read all about them. If you picked ‘Time Wizard’ I would tease you relentlessly by calling you The Doctor.’

‘So you’d pick the Paradox Wizard?’

‘...They have a better name for them?’ Jane’s eyes went wide. ‘Paradox, you say! Oh! Okay! Paradox is a lot more varied than I thought! You could do—’

Erick cut in, before Jane got on a roll, sending, ‘I’m going to give you a bit of advice, and I urge you to consider it: Gifts of Time are useless in the face of absolute power. There’s also the Destruction Wizard, and the Creation Wizard. Together with the Paradox Wizard, you have the three archetypes. It’s my understanding that you can only pick one, and that you have to produce your own mana and take that mana and create a core, from which you then cast all your magics. I am almost a hundred percent sure that Wizards are like Shades in that regard. I’m not sure of the connection to Melemizargo and to monsters, but there is one there, for sure.’

Jane listened, then said, ‘I thought I had read about Wizards, but I guess not. That’s a lot more on the subject than I ever found. All I ever found were horror stories.’

‘What sort of horror stories? I never sought any of that out.’

‘Oh… There was that one Wizard Pirate a while ago that terrorized Archipelago Nergal. Hullbreaker was his name, I think. Made a lot of artifacts and stole from every ship he passed as well as created some still-hidden island that no one has been able to find. They say all of his stuff is still there. But I bet the Headmaster found it all. Every Wizard has some hidden caches around the world; that’s how the stories go, anyway. What sort of Wizard do you think Hullbreaker was?’

Erick thought, then said, ‘I don’t know of him. But… Creation— No. I’m not sure.’

‘Creation, eh?’ Jane started to silently think.

Erick changed the subject, speaking aloud, “So? Gridwork?”

Jane went with it, saying, “What does [Force Bolt] look like as a grid? And does it look like what I think it looks like? When I manually make a few hundred at a time with [Greater Shadowalk], I make it like— Well.” She held up her hands and sort of did a spiky, gathering motion. “That’s how it usually happens. Oh! You know what?” She stood, saying, “Let’s make some 3D lightwards for [Force Bolt], and then compare! I’m going to make mine over here.” She rushed into the blocky house and stepped behind a wall, saying, “No peeking!”

Teressa spoke from inside the house, “What are you doing now?”

“Gridwork!” Jane answered.

“Magic stuff. Got it.” Teressa promptly ignored Jane and went back to reading.

Meanwhile, in the courtyard, Erick held a hand up and cast a lightward that was representative of what he did with his [Greater Lightwalk] in order to manually cast a [Force Bolt]. It was a simple design, really. Just gathering mana then linking that mana toward the idea of touching a target in the distance—

Ah.

Erick ran into a problem. How to represent that ‘touching’ aspe— Oh. Put the Ancient Script designation for ‘target’ in the center of the ‘gridwork’. Obviously. But then…

Jane mumbled, “This is more difficult than I thought it would be.”

Teressa absently said, “Mm’hmm.”

Erick heard Teressa flip another page in her book.

Erick concentrated on his own working. He recast his gridwork several times before rapidly abandoning the ‘grids’ after only a few recasts. When he was happy, he dispersed his working, then recast it, attaching the working to the chair beside him. Jane seemed to still be working on hers. Erick waited.

After five minutes, he said, “Okay. Come on back. Let’s check.”

“One sec! It’s taking me…” Silence. “Ah. Blast it all. This is good enough.” Jane walked back into sight, carrying a cube of light that had been divided into smaller and smaller cubes, each with a speck of notation inside of each tiny cube. She held it up, then looked to Erick’s, attached to the chair. “What!”

Erick looked at his own representation of [Force Bolt]. It was fully clear, with no smaller, inner gridworks.

Jane said, “You didn’t even divide that tiny thing into grids!”

“I don’t understand the need for that.” Erick held up his perfectly fine representation, saying, “This is fine! It’s only a 5 mana spell. How complicated do you need to be?”

While Jane’s gridwork was a bunch of arrows and boxes filled with Ancient Script for gathering and targeting, Erick’s spell representation more resembled a bit of glasswork in the shape of a spiral galaxy. The center of his spell had the ‘target’ part of the spell, while four spiral arms contained all of the inexorable and ethereal parts of the spell which were prepared to crash into the center, whereupon the whole thing would then take off and impact the target. The ‘target’ itself was a variable that could change based on need.

Erick’s and Jane’s representations were different in another way, too. His lightward gridwork was a handspan across and a singular construction. Hers was half a meter across, and made of several overlapping lightwards; the ‘grid’ itself was a single lightward, possibly so that she could recast the central ‘work’ pieces as she refined her idea of [Force Bolt].

Erick gestured to the chair next to him, and the accompanying gridwork.

Jane handed him a stone with its attached lightward. She likely kept that stone in her pocket for just such a necessity such as setting a mobile [Ward], for there were no useless stones anywhere in this estate; the place might be boring, but it was immaculate. Erick should keep a useless rock in his pocket, too.

She said, “You should keep around something to attach mobile [Ward]s to, dad.”

They began reading each other’s gridwork.

- - - -

Tenebrae watched them from his position in the Lighthouse. He mumbled, “It’s like giving new toys to deprived children.”

He couldn’t help but smile.
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                Lunch was a nice assortment of thin-sliced beef and vegetable wraps, sweet iced-tea.

Lunch was over, but Tenebrae had yet to dismiss them, because—

“You owe me several answers!” Tenebrae demanded, with a smile.

“… Of course.”

“Let us have a discussion of gridwork and you can go further into debt. And to that end:” Tenebrae turned to Jane, asking, “Do you have any questions about all the gridwork I saw you doing?”

Erick almost mumbled something, but Jane’s excitement was more important.

Jane still took a half-second to look toward her father, but Erick just nodded, and she turned back to Tenebrae and happily asked, “Can you somehow turn a grid into a working artifact? An enchantment, or something? How is gridwork connected to enchanting?”

Jane had come to Erick first with her question, but he had no real answers for her. Enchanting, as far as Erick had tried, did not seem to use the grid-system that Tenebrae had outlined.

Tenebrae said, “Enchanting a gridwork into a workable spell is to create what is known as a manacycler. This is difficult to do, mostly due to size and fidelity concerns. You see: A [Force Bolt] is barely larger than a human thumb. The manacycler for [Force Bolt] must be of the same size, or not too much larger. Attempting otherwise leads to gross inefficiency. While the gridwork can be of any size so it is easier to see and work with, magic itself works best at appropriate sizes.” He paused. He continued, “Manacyclers are not good items to focus on. There are so many issues with manacyclers. You can only make basic spells like this. Mostly Force spells. A few single Mana Alter spells, perhaps, but only in extremely well-made manacyclers. Can you guess at some of the other problems?”

Erick had an instant answer. But Tenebrae had not asked him.

Jane smiled, excited. Her guesses about gridwork and enchantment had been correct, but both she and Erick had no idea what the resulting ‘enchantment’ would look like. Such enchantments had a name, though: ‘manacycler’. 

Jane calmed herself, and asked, “I want to answer that, but first: What does a manacycler look like? I’ve never touched one. I didn’t even know they existed.”

“Ah. Yes. You didn’t know, did you?” Tenebrae lifted his hand toward the kitchen. A fork flew into his hand, becoming a small ball of silver metal along the way. He concentrated on the ball, his eyes flickering grey. The ball expanded, a fraction. A protrusion came out one end, while several slits appeared in the steel. It was a whistle, maybe? He set it in front of Jane. “A whistle of [Force Wall]. All one need do is blow mana into it and the spell structure will activate. This is a crude method, but it works. I could have made this cycler such that you could channel through your hands, but that is a whole different problem that I need not get into right now. Suffice it to say that mana released in the lungs and then blown out is physically stronger than mana channeled through the hand. So: a whistle. Go ahead. Try it. Blow away from the table, please.”

Jane picked up the whistle, poked at it a little, then turned to the side, pressed it to her lips, and blew. Dark blue mana shone out through the slits in the whistle and a barely-there shimmer of solid Force appeared in front of her; a circular shield two meters across. It was a shaped [Force Wall].

Jane held the whistle in her hands, her shadow flickering into the whistle, inspecting it. She frowned. She said, “Okay. I see inside, and… Yeah. That’s complex. That’s why you can only turn basic spells into manacyclers? It gets too complex otherwise?”

Tenebrae nodded. “And let’s not forget that this whistle is based on single-input spellwork; there’s only one hole to blow into. Higher tier work requires input from a thousand angles at once. This is something that you can naturally do with aura work but not with simple mana expulsions. But! There are some good things to be said of manacyclers. In this application of gridwork I have made an item that cost me no rads to power, and which anyone can use. You can make endless numbers of these for very little cost. With enough use, the mana flowing through them will imprint the item in the manasphere in such a dense and purposeful manner that they can sometimes become minor artifacts in their own right, if only because they become near-unbreakable, what with all that exposure to Force, and all. But still, they are worthless. Can you guess why, now that you have seen one?”

Jane set the whistle on the table in front of her, asking, “You can use this as many times as you want?”

“Yes. As I have said. It is very rare for a manacycler to break through proper use; they only get stronger.” Tenebrae added, “And you can even use it more than once per Script Second, if you blew really hard. The result of this particular manacycler is almost as good as a [Quick Wall], but with this you do not have the ability to put your [Quick Wall]s exactly where you want them. If you stuttered your exhaled mana into that whistle, you might even be able to shape the resulting [Force Wall]s that come out of it.” He digressed, “But there is a problem.”

Jane frowned. She glanced at the air, likely checking her Status, then glanced to the whistle. Her eyes narrowed, then went wide. “Oh.”

“Ah!” Tenebrae said, “You see.”

Jane said, “It cost me 54 mana to make that one [Force Wall]. That’s 4 mana more than the base cost of [Force Wall]’s 50 mana cost. This whistle still costs mana to use. Clarity or Favored Spell or any spell cost reductions… They don’t matter.”

“Exactly. All manually cast spells are like this. They cost full mana to use. When manually casting a spell, it is only through personal skill that you can attain any of the efficiency of Clarity, or any other such ‘spell cost reductions’. ‘Spell cost reduction’ is primarily an aspect of the Script.” Tenebrae said, “That is why these whistles are nothing more than toys. Even if this whistle enables a person to bypass the Script Second, you would be better served with a bandolier of wands. Just tap-tap-tap the wands, and the resulting [Force Wall]s spring up as fast as [Quick Wall]s, and for much cheaper than you could with this little whistle. Oh, sure, there’s a set-up cost to those wands and a risk of theft negating all your hard work, but preparation and scenarios where that preparation will not get stolen from you are more common than not.” He added, “But still: gridwork is good to learn in the same way it is good to learn how to move your arms and legs while you run; all for the sake of efficiency and power. This is the true power of gridwork. Once a person puts their understanding of a basic spell into a grid, it is easy to pick apart, and for an expert to see where, exactly, their casting has gone wrong, or inefficient. It is in this way that you can manually reduce the cost of your spells and ‘manually’ gain the benefit of the Clarity Skill.” He trailed off, “For a certain attainment of Clarity, anyway. It’s complicated.”

Jane, with a small frown, asked, “But what if we’re unsure where to even start with gridwork? How does it all come together into higher tier spells? How high can you go with gridwork?”

“Simple math is where you start. You can simply add the gridwork for various spells together, while following the rules for such additions, and thus find out how best to combine your starter spells in order to make a new one.” Tenebrae said, “You could theoretically go all the way to tier 7 or higher Force Spells with gridwork, but by then you’d be working with a million by million by million sized grid. Or larger! No one does that. Stopping at tier 3 and then learning other maths for the higher tiers is much easier.

“Or! You could try sympathy magic with Ancient Script, which is also a valid way to progress through the tiers. If you have luck with Rune work, then you should pursue that methodology and become an enchanter, since enchanting through Runes is easier than other ways, but usually only wrought are truly capable of truly good Rune work.”

Jane looked skeptical as she asked, “How do you make Rune Magic work? Is it useful for understanding the rest of it? I tried it… but nothing ever came of it.”

Tenebrae smirked, and it was a genuinely happy expression. For a moment, Erick thought the older archmage was actually enjoying his professor-like lecture. Maybe he truly was. But then he looked to Erick, and his expression soured.

“I feel I have talked enough.” Tenebrae asked Erick, “Why don’t you enlighten us what you know of Rune Magic? Succeeded much there, have you?”

Ah. Now they were back on the topic of Erick’s failures.

“I’ve tried Rune Magic for enchanting…” Erick said, “And what you do is create the rune inside the wrought-quality metal item, and then all the channels necessary to allow magic to spark into existence from the mana contained inside the metal and inside of the… Okay. First you have to have the words for your spell inscribed in Ancient Script inside the item, and then you have to fill in those words with rad dust, and then you solidify that rad dust and all the mana channels and all of that with the first casting of the spell contained in that dust. I can make a basic wand of [Force Bolt] using the Ancient Script, but it leaks mana and breaks after only ten to twenty uses.”

Tenebrae sighed in contentment. He almost said some truly unkind thing, Erick was sure, but then he smirked, and the words that came out of him were likely less harsh than they would have been, “Leave the Rune Magic for another day, for that is a field of expertise that is best learned well after the basics of gridwork, for good gridwork will help you with your runework. Even if Runework and gridwork are not the same, all magic has connections to all other magic, and the connections between Rune Magic and Enchanting and gridwork are deep, but also diffuse.” Tenebrae said, “I have decided. You still have many questions to answer for me, Erick, but aside from that, we will have a little contest: The creation of a proper [Fireball], made through gridwork.”

Erick suddenly had a lot of reservations about whatever was going on right here and now. Jane looked skeptical, too.

Tenebrae continued, “I’ll have Rocky give you some proper materials on how to manually combine [Force Bomb] and Fire, and you will study them. We will have another discussion over dinner in several hours, where you and your daughter will show me how you would use gridwork to make a [Fireball], then you will make that [Fireball]. A friendly contest after dessert, let’s say.”

Jane’s skepticism vanished as her eyes glittered, but then she looked to her father.

Erick was already saying, “I’m not competing with my daughter—”

“You’re right! You’re an archmage. You will be competing with me and my [Fireball] that I perfected seventy years ago!” Tenebrae looked to Jane. “Everyone else will be judged according to their own skill.” He looked to Teressa and Poi. “Would you two like to participate? I feel you two have been left out.”

Teressa said, “No, sir. I am not about [Fireball]s or any magic like that.”

“Thank you, but I must decline as well,” Poi said.

“… Unacceptable.” Tenebrae declared, “Erick. Make your people participate. I will count it against your reciprocal questions if they agree. By my count, I have racked up thirty seven questions, and you are deep in debt.”

Erick exclaimed, “How are you even counting to thirty— You know what? Okay.” He looked to Poi and Teressa. “You have the base spells, right? Just play along.”

“Yes yes! We are just playing!” Tenebrae said, smiling.

Teressa frowned. “… Okay.”

Poi said, “Acceptable. I agree. I already have [Fireball], so I will make [Frostball]. How many questions is Erick getting from this?”

“[Frostball] is fine.” Tenebrae said, “And let’s call it 15 fewer questions owed.”

Like he wasn’t just making up those numbers on the spot.

Poi nodded. Teressa briefly looked like someone had kicked sand in her dessert, but she agreed, too.

Jane, however, was bright-eyed and excited.

Erick said, “Okay then. It’s a contest.”

“Good!” Tenebrae nodded. “Now. Tell me: Why do neither of you two have [Fireball]? I can understand Poi and Teressa’s reluctance, but you’re an archmage, and Jane has experience with magic, and everyone tries to make [Fireball]!”

Erick frowned. “They do? It never occurred to me to make that spell. It always seemed so… Pedestrian.”

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes, then relaxed. “An unexpected answer, but understandable.” He looked to Jane.

Everyone looked to Jane, who looked like she had bit into a lemon.

Jane blurted out, “I tried! Okay? I tried.” She frowned, staring down at her empty plate. Then she raised her head, and said, “Every time, every [Fireball] was a 250 mana monstrosity with wildly differing numbers of anywhere between 10+2x Willpower, to 75+1/2x Willpower. The base [Force Bomb] spell is 50+2x Willpower damage. That Basic Spell was better than any Altered version I made. I have no idea what I was doing wrong.”

Teressa nodded in understanding, and so did Poi to a lesser extent.

Erick, however, felt like he was at the bottom of an abyss of terrible shame. He was an archmage, technically, so how had he not been able to help his daughter with her magic? This was somehow all his fault, for sure.

Tenebrae had a very different reaction. He exulted with brief laughter, then said, “There we go! That sounds like normal aspiring-mage problems! Finally!” He asked, “And you never had problems with [Teleport]?”

Jane went from rage at being laughed at, to sudden questioning. She ventured, “No? Never any problems with [Teleport].”

Tenebrae looked to Erick. “And all you ever had trouble with was [Ward]?”

“… And making Ophiel and [Prismatic Ward] and a lot of other things, but not as much trouble now, no,” Erick said.

Tenebrae relaxed with a sigh. “Okay. That sounds better. Much more normal. Particle Magic is a major outlier, but this sounds more normal.” Tenebrae said to everyone, “I never placed much faith in the ideas of exposing children to extreme mana experiences, but it seems we have an anecdotal case supporting that idea, right here. Maybe for you, Jane, this is what has caused all of your problems, for Spatial Magic is unlike almost all other magics. For Erick… I have no idea from where his success springs, aside from uncommonly well thought-out Intent, and sometimes that is enough.” He looked to Jane. “The only way anyone ever overcomes maligned magic issues similar to yours is through hard work and restructuring their entire approach to magic. We will begin some of that restructuring with a proper introduction to gridwork and [Fireball]. We will rebuild you from the ground up. You will learn. Teressa, you seem to have some of the same issues, so you will relearn, too.”

Teressa forced a smile, and pleasant words, “Thank you.”

Tenebrae said to everyone, “We will have a day or two more before we reach the Green Labyrinth, but we will likely have lots of time once we are there, while Erick sees what he needs to see regarding the Gates. These lessons need not end once we arrive, for I suspect we will be fighting off hordes upon hordes of monsters as we race for exits in the Vision, and then we will spend a great deal of time waiting for the Vision to calm down. That is what usually happens.”

A Rocky walked into the room, carrying a wide, thin book. Erick guessed it was barely over a hundred pages long. He set the book beside Tenebrae.

“Ah! Good.” Tenebrae set the book beside Jane. “Mage work for all of you. Only one book, but you can share as needed. It shouldn’t take a half hour to read this whole thing.” And then he spoke to Jane, directly, “Teressa, Poi, and your father have their own paths, so I don’t care if they fail, but if you’re not dedicated to this then I will stop teaching you the second I feel you are not worth my time.”

Jane, wide-eyed and seeming happy, gratefully took the book, saying, “Thank you, archmage. I can learn!”

“Good. See that you do.”

Erick wondered what would have happened if Kiri had been here. Would his apprentice have gone gaga over private lessons with another archmage? Maybe she would have, a little. Jane was certainly happy, and that was both worrying, and wonderful to see. Hopefully Tenebrae’s gridwork would help her more than Erick’s own methodology.

- - - -

After lunch, while Jane sat in a conjured chair in their rooms with the book in her hands, Erick read over her shoulder with an Ophiel. Jane read fast, for much of the book was rather easy to read; it was just a primer. Erick had his turn with the book next, but found that actually reading it himself was mostly unnecessary for he had mostly read it all through Ophiel. Intelligence was a boon that allowed near-perfect recall, and while that disturbed him a bit, he got over it. Teressa got the book next, and then Poi. Poi didn’t seem to need to refer to the book after the first read-through, but Jane and Teressa shared it between the two of them as they worked on their own grids.

Meanwhile, Erick sat in a chair in the courtyard, applying what he had read to lightward gridwork, but not for [Fireball]. He had already moved onto something else. Something more important.

He had never tried to recreate the Basic Particle Spells he had made so long ago, like [Call Lightning] or [Luminous Beam], but they were Basic Spells, and therefore able to be mapped to gridwork.

Theoretically.

Problems arose right away when the idea of gridwork just couldn’t account for the sky-spanning change that [Call Lightning] called forth. The most Erick could grid was the interaction of electrical charge and Force, the most basic Element of mana. (Force was totally an Element. Tenebrae was wrong.)

[Call Lightning] was only truly possible because water still had polarity, and through the power of magic nudging nature just a bit, a mage was able to take the moisture in Super Large Area of air and cause it to coalesce and then rub against each other, stripping electrons, moving them from one side of the cloud to the other, causing that cloud to become polarized. That same magic further allowed the mage to designate a point where a balancing of that gathered electrical charge could occur, causing a lightning bolt to connect most anything to most anything else.

So… The gridwork for such a spell was, at its most basic…

“Water molecules rubbing against one another?” Erick mumbled as he sat in the courtyard, shaping a lightward of gridwork that might have described [Call Lightning], or maybe only a very, very small part of it. “And then there’s a separation of— Oh. No.” Erick wiped away that lightward, and cast a different one. “It’s all about charge generation; yes. Which means…”

He cast for a while, imagining and reimagining [Call Lightning]. After an hour, he still wasn’t quite happy with his gridwork. [Call Lightning]’s existence was easy to understand, as a whole, but hard to put into a box, if only because the actual spell took place over an absolutely massive scale.

And there was something rather… maddening about magic being shoved inside a box, at all.

But gridwork was not about tackling the problem from the end result; Erick had read that, of course, but he had not internalized it until he had tried his own methods for a while. Gridwork was about the initial cast of the spell. What did that look like? What shape did that take?

That initial shaping was just a packet of Intent.

It was a thought that spread out, replicated X number of times.

… Which had interesting implications when one considered the Propagation Ban.

Oh.

Ah. Okay. So that’s how this works.

Erick dismissed the gridwork he had made, and started over, focusing on what was necessary for [Call Lightning]. Primarily, you had water drawn from the air. Then you had wind, or rather, the tumbling of water. So right there, you just had tumbling water out of air. That was easy to do. The next item was charge separation based on that tumbling, with electrons flowing downward through the space. From there, you had target designation.

A three part spell, with a fourth part, which was just ‘repeat this process as far as my 500 mana will go’. The electrons did not move to the bottom of each part of the spell, but instead moved through every single space without stopping at any individual border. In this way, one piece of the spell was replicated over a Super Large Area.

And that limit was only there because 500 mana seemed to be the limit of what a Basic Tier Spell was able to do. That limit had to be there because of the Propagation Ban.

Erick sat upright. He might have just discovered something that other archmages already knew. The Propagation Ban halted the unrestrained repeating of magic, but if your magic had a limit, then the Propagation Ban did not come into effect.

Maybe 500 mana was the ‘natural’, Script-imposed limit to ‘how far’ a Basic spell could go. Erick’s [Call Lightning], and many of his other Basic Spells, were simple replications of natural forces taken as far as they could go. That meant hitting that 500 mana Propagation Limit.

“Huh,” Erick muttered to himself.

Erick continued to refine his idea of [Call Lightning]; to take the mystical and put it into little boxes.

Before he knew it, it was dinner time.

- - - -

Tenebrae sat down at the table, smiling. Before anyone else could speak, he said, “Erick played around with spells that were not [Force Bomb] or Mana Altering to Fire. Jane practiced what I asked her to practice. Teressa and Poi had middling success. Unless you have a good reason, Erick, I will consider your goodwill spent, and I will no longer help you or your daughter with your magic. What say you, in your defense?”

Erick easily answered, “I was working on [Call Lightning]. I think I got it worked out, too. It’s basically Force magic, and it is only tier one, so maybe I could even make a whistle of [Call Lightning]. How cool would that be? And this is the gridwork for how I would do [Fireball].” He held up his hand and cast a grid into the air. “What do you think?”

Erick had only worked for a few minutes on his gridwork for [Fireball], but it was well-made, in his opinion.

[Fireball] was derived from [Force Bomb], which began with a packet of gathering intent in the center of a hundred-by-hundred-by-hundred grid. He could have gone with a 100x100x99 grid, but that type of grid felt unbalanced, for there was no ‘perfect center’ that he wished to gather around. The inner gathering of this gridwork was a small sphere-ish space that served as a separation and a condenser. When the mana for the spell went into the gathering, that separation protected it from randomly exploding until it touched a target, and that gathering membrane was actually broken. There were also some nods toward etherealness that would prevent the gathering from exploding on any random stuff that might get in the way, and other nods toward other effects that Erick wanted to achieve.

A second gathering was attached to the central gathering, on the caster’s side of the [Force Bomb]. This second gathering was shaped like a cone. This second gathering would produce the propulsion effect. The size and shape of the second gathering, and even the shape of the [Force Bomb]s main detonation packet, denoted how the spell would move through the air. Would it wobble, or would it fly true? Erick’s design would likely fly true, due to the stabilization fins and a few other items that he had put into the working, though he would likely have to experiment with some wind tunnels to get the whole thing rather perfect. He was not a rocket scientist. Yet.

This was good enough, for now.

To change the basic [Force Bomb] to [Fireball], all of the designations for Elemental Force had been switched over to Elemental Fire, though, again, there were nods to etherealness here, too.

Erick still wasn’t sure how to manually make Force become Fire, and the book Tenebrae had given them had not said how, but Aura Control was outside of his current skill set, and the Mana Altering Skill took care of that Elemental shift anyway.

Erick had manually cast [Force Bomb] before today. He knew how to flex his lightform in order to cast this spell. But before today, Erick’s manually-cast [Force Bomb] had been a one-off thing, just done in order to complete the Remake Quest, and get that point. But in being forced to put his own manually-cast [Force Bomb] down into a quantifiable imagery, he had identified many minor issues that surely led to a loss of power. From the shape of the charge, to the shape of the propulsion, to the size of the gathering, to the way it cut through the air and could be made to ignore crosswinds; there had been a lot of room for improvement.

He hadn’t actually made his ‘theoretical [Fireball]’ yet, but he was sure that this gridwork version would turn out well.

The question was: Would this [Gridwork Fireball] be as good as a [Sound it out Fireball]?

And would he be able to make both of those theoretical [Fireball]s, or would he have to destroy one in order to make the other? Would a bit of Mana Shaping allow for him to have multiple different [Fireball]s inside his Status, and overcome the Script’s limitations for combining spells? Erick would try that sort of experiment with a different spell. [Ice Ball], or something. He would leave [Fireball] for Tenebrae to ‘help’ him with.

Tenebrae’s eyes darted across Erick’s gridwork, his expression turning from ‘smug bully’ to ‘relaxed teacher’ in a matter of moments. He even managed a small smile. But then he realized he had smiled, and discarded that obvious show of emotion. He pretended reluctance, saying, “Passable.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you.”

Tenebrae turned to Jane. He waited.

She cast a grid into the air. It was a good grid! Looked fine to Erick. Jane looked ashamed, though.

Tenebrae said, “Good gridwork. We can work on visualization and actualization after we eat.” He looked to Teressa, and Poi, sitting on the other side of the table from Erick and Jane. “And?”

Teressa produced a passable grid that might have been better than Jane’s, but Erick would never voice that aloud. From what Erick had read, Teressa’s gridwork was pretty much a basic [Force Ball] but switched to Fire. Poi did the exact same thing, except for Elemental Ice.

Jane steeled herself, and did not slink into her chair, though Erick could tell she wanted to.

Tenebrae just smiled. “Good work, everyone.” And then he breathed in the smell of the dinner sitting before him, underneath [Heat Ward]s. “Good cooking, Palodia! Thank you!”

It was some sort of eel, wrapped like an ouroboros and stuffed with breading and sausage, sitting on a bed of rice. Everyone got one ‘eel donut’ except for Teressa. Teressa got three.

Palodia called out from the kitchen, “I don’t appreciate you putting my food under [Heat Ward]s!”

Tenebrae said, “Let us eat,” then he canceled the [Heat Ward]s over all the food, and dug in.

Teressa smiled as the subject turned away from magic, and followed the old archmage’s lead. Poi was right behind her. Neither of them had qualms about eels, and even Jane seemed interested in the food sitting before them. Erick, however, had been trying to avoid eating, once he saw what was for dinner.

It was… good.

Erick had the stuffing, the rice, and only some of the eel. And then he had the rest of the eel. It was quite good, actually. Dessert was more chocolate cake, and that was wonderful. Palodia really knew how to cook!

- - - -

To the west, the sun set over the darkened, endless Forest. To the east, the sky was already purple with night and stars. Below, the shadowed Forest flowed away as Tenebrae’s Castle flew north west, at a slightly slower speed than they had been flying at the start of their journey. They had to go slower, after all.

Four times today, Tenebrae’s Stone Men had needed to adjust course and speed when monsters had flown up from the Forest, trying to attack. Those four times, Rockys had taken their places on the battlements and cast siege magics at a flying tangle of gore-ridden wyrms, then at a flying Forest Hydra the next time, then at some ghost-like things of which no one knew about and which didn’t actually die (no notification boxes), and then, finally, to beat back another tangle of wyrms.

During the day, and for the most part, the Rockys remained on high alert on the battlements as the Castle flew, while Erick, Jane, Poi, and Teressa, had busied themselves with gridwork, down in the courtyard, and elsewhere.

Now, at sunset, Erick, Jane, Poi, Teressa, and Tenebrae, stood on the southern wall, overseeing the darkened Forest below, as it flowed away under the flying castle.

Teressa went first.

She pointed. She cast. A brilliant sparkle of grey magic flew out of her hand. It touched the [Air Shield] a good thirty meters away and detonated in a conflagration of grey-tinted fire that was quickly washed away by the tearing winds just beyond. She read the air, and startled. “Huh. It’s never been that good before.”

Tenebrae happily demanded, “Let us see!”

Teressa handed out her box for [Fireball].




	
Fireball, instant, long range, 75 MP

Launch a quick ball of fire that explodes on contact, damaging a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL and igniting everything touched, dealing WIL damage per second for 10 seconds.














Erick read, and smiled.

Tenebrae clapped. “A perfectly made [Fireball]! Very standard. Well made. Good job, Teressa. You need not destroy that one unless you wish to do so.”

“Uh. Thanks?” Teressa seemed to have a hard time processing what she had just done, but she put on a smile, and repeated, “Thank you.” She stepped away from the forward position, to stand back in line with everyone, as she mumbled, “It’s never been that easy.”

Tenebrae said, “Gridwork is a fantastic tool for sympathy and visualization. For those who have always had trouble with magic and who might not want to venture past tier 3, gridwork is one of the best tools in a person’s arsenal.” He turned to Poi. “Next.”

Poi already had [Fireball]; he had displayed as much to Erick just the other day. He stepped forward, pointed, and cast. A speck of sapphire-blue light arced forward and detonated against the [Air Shield], briefly flashing brilliant blue light, and then it was gone. Poi frowned just a little as he read the air, then he turned and handed out his new spell.




	
Frost Bomb, instant, long range, 83 MP

Launch a quick ball of ice that explodes on contact, damaging and chilling everything in a medium area for 65 + 2x WIL. Entities near the center are chilled more. 














Poi silently retook his place.

Tenebrae said, “Decent. You could remake that one, if you wished. ‘Chill’ is not as good as ‘Slow’. ‘Chill’ is what one might experience if they were dunked into glacier water without preparation. ‘Slow’ is an Elemental Effect which lingers, which directly affects a person’s thoughts and actions. As a positive: you got the ‘Quick’ and a decently sized area. Ice tends to have smaller areas than other elements, but you have not experienced this problem.”

Poi said, “Thank you, Archmage.”

“That said.” Tenebrae asked, “What does your [Fireball] look like?”

Poi winced, then handed out a second spell box.




	
Fireball, instant, long range, 95 MP

Launch a quick ball of fire that explodes on contact, damaging a medium area for 50 + WIL and igniting everything touched, dealing WIL damage per second for 15 seconds.














Tenebrae announced, “Just shy of acceptable. You should remake that. The longer duration is commendable, but you might as well go for the whole conversion. 30 seconds of conflagration for 2 times Willpower, or, 20 seconds of 2 times Willpower and a large area; these are the numbers you should strive for.”

“Understood and appreciated, Archmage,” Poi said.

Tenebrae nodded. He looked to Jane. “You’re up.”

Jane breathed in, then out. She hardened her eyes and her expression, then stepped forward, lifted her arm, and cast. A dark sparkle of deep blue light shot forward to detonate against the [Air Shield]. Midnight-blue fires expanded then fell through the [Air Shield], to vanish.

She held her breath as she read the air. Erick held his breath, too.

Jane’s face broke into a wonderful smile. She laughed, and Erick’s heart flip-flopped to see her happy. She wiped away tears then bowed to Tenebrae, saying, “Thank you.” She stood and handed out blue boxes, then took her place back in the line, right beside Erick. She grabbed his hand to hold it; he squeezed back.

Erick was proud of her; he always had been. But he felt a new swell of emotion as he read her new spell.




	
Fireball, instant, long range, 66 MP

Launch a quick ball of fire that explodes on contact, damaging a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL and igniting everything touched, dealing WIL damage per second for 10 seconds.














“Well made, Jane,” Erick said.

Tenebrae nodded, then declared, “An excellent [Fireball]! I can see that you have taken the lessons of gridwork to heart. You have even managed to create something that is below the expected costs for such a working, showing that you are focused on efficiency, which is a different way to do well in the further tiers. Well done.” He turned to Erick. “Your turn.”

Erick let go of Jane’s hand. She patted him on the back as he stepped forward just two steps.

He pointed. He cast.

A lightning-fast speck of twisting, flaming white light flashed through the air, slipped through [Air Shield] thirty meters away, and kept on going. And going. And going. In a perfectly straight line, uncaring for the wind or anything else—

It exploded when it passed double ‘long range’; maybe 250 meters. From that distance, the explosion wasn’t very impressive. It looked somewhat like an expanding flower. But then the ‘petals’ of that expanding flower fell, like a falling firework, spreading out as they descended, giving the whole spell the look of a weeping willow tree. It was exactly what Erick was going for. He had even packed the gridwork for the spell with what he recalled of firework preparation, which was a rather odd thing to pop in to his mind when he was making his [Fireball], but it was appropriate, so he went with it. He wanted the end result to leave flaming fire everywhere on every surface, anyway. But maybe he needed more duration and less initial blast. From what he was seeing, most of the falling fire from this [Fireball] probably wouldn’t do anything at all since it was falling so slowly—

A blue box appeared.

Erick reconsidered his idea that this falling fire ‘wouldn’t do anything at all’. With a duration that long, some of those petals would surely reach the Forest below.

 




	
Fireball, instant, long range, 100 MP

Launch a super quick ethereal missile of fire that explodes on contact or at the end of its path, creating a large tumult of cloying fire. Deals WIL damage then ignites everything touched, dealing 3x WIL damage per second for 25 seconds. 














He handed out the box.

Jane gave a quick laugh, while Teressa smirked, and Poi just nodded. Tenebrae snatched the spell, read it, then dismissed it. Erick waited. Everyone waited.

“I expected failure, but I got success. I would have been happy either way, but in this way…” Tenebrae declared, “I will gloat even more! Ha! My methods have a hundred percent success rate! Yours has a success rate of… What? One success, one half-success, and one failure; You, your apprentice, and your daughter. I have won this contest, and I can only hope you have seen the error of your ways. Do not teach your methods to other people. They are flawed.” He stared at Erick, almost imperiously, demanding, “What say you against proof of my competency and your inadequacy? What defense do you have against the truth of proper magic!”

Erick did not smile. That would set Tenebrae off, for sure. But he was happy and it was hard to keep his joy off of his face. He said, “Thank you, very, very much, for helping my daughter, and to do what I could not. My methods are flawed. They don’t work for everyone. But not everyone learns the same, and my methods work very well for me. If you don’t mind, I will be sharing this ‘gridwork’ with others, as I see fit, and I will credit you each time. My apprentice will especially enjoy this.”

Tenebrae stared down his nose at Erick. “It is only gridwork. This is… Acceptable.”

“Thank you again, Tenebrae.” Erick nodded, half-bowing, saying, “Archmage.”

Tenebrae seemed to accept the deference. A whisper of a smirk appeared on his face, and then vanished, as he said, “You should work that [Fireball] into a [Grand Fireball]. It is decent enough for such an upgrade. Your daughter’s [Fireball] is not there yet, but a few dozen more tries at efficiency and she will get there, too. With this method of gridwork, anyone can learn basic magic. It’s not hard, once you have the proper teaching.” He added, “And it’s not my invention. I will not take credit for this. Do not tell people that I created it.”

Erick couldn’t stop himself from smiling at that. He said, “Now, I just need to learn what it takes to make a [Grand Fireball]! I’m guessing it’s just a Mana Shaping for 500, and the replication of the original spell for that 500 more mana?”

“… Try it and find out. It’s only a tenday wait if you’re wrong.” Tenebrae turned, saying, “I will have questions for you on the morrow. You and I will have a private breakfast. Expect ten questions… Maybe a few more than that.”

“See you tomorrow,” Erick called to him.

Tenebrae disappeared down a trapdoor in the battlements that Erick had not noticed before it was there, and the archmage was gone from sight. The stone swung back into place and sealed with seamless magic, leaving the four of them mostly alone on the battlements, except for a few Rockys in their watchtowers to the left and the right.

Jane instantly hugged her dad, tight. He hugged her back. She laughed, then broke away.

Teressa chuckled. “[Fireball] has never been that easy.”

“Not for me either!” Jane practically shouted, “That was amazing! Kiri eat your heart out!”

Erick laughed, then playfully chided, “Ohhh! I’ll tell her about all of this soon enough.”

“I’m still gonna enjoy the moment.” Jane smiled, relaxing a bit, as she echoed Teressa’s words, “[Fireball] has never been easy. But that was easy!”

Teressa laughed again. “Easy!”

“Easy!” Jane shouted to the sky.

Poi cracked a smile. Erick did, too.

Jane started rushing down the stairs, into the courtyard, saying, “I brought a bottle of rum! Let’s open it!”

- - - -

Erick sat across from Tenebrae in a nice little room off of the side of a tower, where breakfast breads and teas awaited on a small cart to the side. A large arc of the stone walls to the left were enchanted to be as transparent as glass. The Forest whipped by, from left to right, as the sun rose on the right.

They were headed west, instead of north. They had switched directions in the middle of the night.

Tenebrae had called Erick here a little after sunrise. So far, all Erick had done was to greet the older archmage, and for Tenebrae to hum an unintelligible greeting. The older archmage had yet to say anything of substance. He just sat there in his chair, seeming at a loss for words, or planning something, or… something else. After moments of just sitting there, obviously thinking of how he wanted to start, Tenebrae decided to start in on breakfast. Erick wordlessly picked up his own tarrinol roll, which was almost like a cinnamon roll. Erick preferred cinnamon, but he had invented cinnamon himself and it had yet to make any real waves to go very far. Apogee, the former Wayfarer Guildmaster of Spur, seemed to like the cinnamon, but other than him? Nothing.

These tarrinol rolls had a rather thick sugar frosting, though, so they were pretty great.

Ophiels were already scattered around both Erick, and his people, and he saw nothing too untoward, but this silence was… worrying.

Erick tried to break the silence with, “I see we shifted course in the middle of the night. Trying to outrun the sun?”

Tenebrae’s knife and fork halted in the middle of cutting up his tarrinol roll.

Erick continued, “Or were we just avoiding the Blood Valleys?”

A moment of silence turned into a minute. Erick got through a roll. Tenebrae started on his second.

Erick tried, “Any other places we’re avoiding?”

“… There are a few places in the Forest that require avoidance, no matter how powerful one is, if only to protect those who have come along for the ride. The Blood Valleys are one such place.”

Erick was happy for the engagement, but he kept his voice even as he said, “I noticed the danger of the Blood Valleys when we culled those Reachers and Shrooms. Luckily, there were only a few of them in there. Took my apprentice four times to get in there and complete those hunts.”

“Hmm.”

Tenebrae ate a bite of his roll.

Erick had a bite of his own, and then took a sip of tea. He said, “Great tea and rolls. Palodia is a great cook.”

“She is one of the best.” Tenebrae said, “Hired her sixty years ago and though she’s come and gone a few times, she’s here, now.” His voice turned harder. “I would protect her with my life.”

Erick set down his fork. It seemed they were finally getting into the discussion that Tenebrae wanted to have.

Tenebrae set down his own fork, then said, “You should stop teaching your methods to others. Emotional magic is dangerous if only for the fact that it is rooted in force of personality, and not in actual magical theory. Your ideologies are what various accidental archmages the world over have been allowing into popular consciousness, and they are dangerous. Century after century, these ideas poison the well of true magic. Your guard, Teressa, is the most common reaction to that poisoning. An excellent mana sense, but she abandoned the idea of pursuing magic long ago, and opted to become a warrior. Your daughter is another. Popular magical ideas and your own ease of becoming an archmage have stunted her growth. I have proven that there is no one that is truly incapable of learning magic, and that your methods are dangerous. What say you against these accusations?”

Erick said, “I say that you’re somewhat right. I will stop teaching some of my ideas to others. But you’re also wrong because magic is possibility, and possibilities allow for my methods to work, as well. This gridwork is wonderful, but in the end, it is just another tool for visualization; to evoke a sympathy from the manasphere. Gridwork’s main boon is that it allows someone to put their spellwork into ink, so that the maker can see the problems they might have made for themselves, and also so that others may see that work and assist with problems that the caster cannot see themselves. My methods have none of that capability.” He added, “Yet.”

Tenebrae regarded Erick. “… Yet?”

Erick said, “Ask your questions, if you wish. We will probably go over some of what my ‘Yet’ means if you ask the right ones.”

“Very well. Then my first question is for you to elaborate what you mean by ‘Yet’.”

Erick chuckled. Then he said, “Sound exists in waves, like the surface of the ocean, where densities of particles correspond to peaks and troughs. Do you know of sound waves?”

“… Not like you do.”

“No one does. Just like no one knew of particles, not really.”

Tenebrae said, “You are too full of yourself. Alchemists have been working with the physical world for a millennium before you came along.”

“Even the alchemists and metallurgists just knew enough to get by in their jobs and to establish some rudimentary formulation and chemistry. None of them knew what they were doing aside from that it worked, or else they did know what they were doing, and they hid that knowledge from the world. None of them made magic or shared their notes with each other. Not like I did. I came along, and with a few small lectures, changed the world.” Erick said, “False modesty does neither of us favors.”

Tenebrae frowned, but he was emotionally on the edge of his seat. Erick could tell. He could tell a lot about the people around him, all the time, these days. Mostly, he edited the awful thoughts that occasionally bubbled up in his brain, like how Teressa was on the edge of leaving their little group, but she felt obligated to stay. Or how Jane resented him, and couldn’t bring herself to actually say or do anything that would give away those inner thoughts. Silverite was worried about needing to kill him, if he turned ‘evil’. The people of Candlepoint wondered if they were getting ready for war against the world, with Erick leading the way. Kiri blamed Erick for her current troubles and triumphs, and she, too, wanted him to go away, to leave her to her own devices and power, though she, too, would never have said those things. She was happy in Spur, though; Erick had checked.

Poi was the only one who wasn’t an open book, and that was nice, but Erick wondered how much of that was Poi, himself, or due to Poi’s magic allowing him to mentally edit himself. Such a thing was surely possible, right? Soul editing existed. Therefore mind editing must exist, too.

… Blood editing existed, as well. The practice wasn’t very popular in Spur, but in other parts of the world, people edited their bodies all the time. Or, at least, that’s what Erick heard. He wasn’t too sure where ‘other parts of the world’ existed.

But anyway.

And then there was Tenebrae, sitting right in front of him. Sometimes, he was as easy to read as the words on a page. Tenebrae was obviously suffering from some deep, untreated trauma, which likely had to do with a dead family. Erick guessed that they had all died long ago, each to horrible circumstances.

Normally, Erick shut off that cynical part of himself, that had recently grown so large with the introduction of Intelligence. But now, he let that part of himself out to play, to make sure that he wasn’t being played, himself.

From what he had seen, he was pretty sure that Tenebrae was a rather good man.

But still...

“Please do not pretend that I am not divulging huge ideas to you right now.” Erick said, “Elaborating on what I mean by ‘yet’ is massive. Do not do both of us a disservice and pretend otherwise.”

“… We shall see.”

“Fair enough.” Erick explained, “Sound is a wave. It is a density of energy that propagates through a medium. This world has tuning forks—” Erick grabbed an extra fork from the side, then lifted it up. With little effort, [Metalshape] turned the two-pronged utensil into a two-pronged musical tuner. “Like this one.”

Tenebrae said, “I have an entire set of those. You needn’t have ruined my silver.”

“It is hardly ruined. I’ll repair it when I’m done.” Erick tapped the tuning fork against the stone breakfast table. It vibrated with a rather normal sound. “I think I’ve tuned this one correctly to 440 waves per second, also known as 440 hertz. That is just a measurement, though; it doesn’t matter. What matters is that this little bit of metal will send out pressure waves in the air, at 440 waves per second. Longitudinal waves, to be precise. Those are compression waves; compression on particles, mind you. Transverse waves are the other type of waves.” Erick did not elaborate on those types. He did, however, cast a moving lightward into the air, showing a moving sinusoidal wave against a graph-paper-like background. “This is a representation of a soundwave, and unless my time in Oceanside was complete misdirection, then I know you have never seen this before.”

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes, and slowly nodded.

“Sound is characterized by a few things.” Erick pointed, as he continued, “In no particular order, you have:

“The speed of the sound, which is an intrinsic property of the material that the sound travels through. Sound travels faster through metal than through air, for example, because metal is denser than air; the particles are closer together, which is what makes a thing ‘dense’. Incidentally, the speed of sound in air is around 343 meters per second; though I have not taken that measurement on Veird, this is mostly what it was back home, at sea-level, and it seems to be the same here on Veird. On Veird, even way up in the sky, it might still be 343 meters per second. This is due to the Script mostly ‘evening out’ pressure throughout all of Veird.

“Anyway.

“The first characteristic of sound is frequency, which is the number of compression points in a given amount of time. High pitched voices have higher frequency. Low-pitched voices have lower frequency. There are points beyond high and low that are above or below a person’s ability to hear.

“Second, you have the intensity of sound, which is the power of that sound. This is the amplitude, or how tall the crests are. Louder sounds have higher intensity, and softer sounds have lower intensity.

“That’s all there really is to understanding how sound exists and functions. Except, I suppose, to understand that sound radiates out from where it was made in a spherical pattern, and with distance from the source, the intensity will naturally decrease as the sound expends its energy to move through its medium.

“As for why I imagine that my methods don’t work as well as yours, is that I don’t know how to let other people hear the magic as I hear the magic. Kiri barely hears what I hear. Jane even less so. I am almost a hundred percent sure that mana can vibrate with the soul, and hearing those sounds is not as simple as listening to the vibrations that channeled mana makes upon the air, which then vibrate a person’s ear drums.” Erick said, “But! I am sure that some machine, some day, will be able to understand mana and magic perfectly, and after hearing a spell, that machine will be able to copy what it hears, and thus be able to recast the spell that it heard by recreating those sounds, and eliciting a resonance with the magic that is already out there.”

Erick stopped talking. He had given away more than enough hints and truths.

He repaired the tuning fork back into a real fork. He dismissed the lightward that described wavelengths.

Tenebrae sat back in his chair, eyeing Erick, but also thinking, deeply.

Erick sipped his tea.

Tenebrae eventually said, “I was taught that sound was an aspect of Force. I was taught that Force was the base nature of reality, and that the physical detritus that composed this physical world was a necessity of the transition to this New Cosmology.” He said, “I understand, now, why you think that Force is an Element. To me, Force is just the real nature of reality which we can only experience as temporary and personal Reality. To me, you must Mana Alter Force in order to get Sound, which is what the soul hears through the physical medium of the various parts of the ear. To me, Sound is derived from Thunder which is right next to Lightning, which is an offshoot of Air and Light. It has nothing to do with ‘frequency’ or ‘particle density’… Can you prove what you say?”

“I can make a Particle Spell with the theory I just spouted; sure.” Erick said, “I already have, actually. Here.” He passed over the box for [Stillness].




	
Stillness X, instant, super long range, 250 mana.

Dampen all ambient physical damage in a super large area, turning that damage into light. Lasts 1 hour.














Erick said, “It used to say ‘Drop all <sound> to the level of a <speaking voice> in a super large area for 1 hour.’ But that was before Rozeta added Particle Magic to the Open Script.”

Tenebrae read, then postulated, “An application of the transformation of one element into another, or, in this case, the transformation of sound ‘intensity’ into Light. Perhaps?”

“Something like that.”

“… I see. I also see that these ‘waves’ are easily a form of maths. But you don’t like maths. What is going on there?”

“Uh.” Erick stumbled a bit, then said, “I mean… I guess. Yeah. They’re math. Not like your magic math, though. I don’t know how to translate those two systems into a working whole.”

“Hmm.”

After a moment, Tenebrae stood up, saying, “You have discharged your debt to me.”

Erick stood up, and nodded. “I hope you use this information well.”

“Perhaps. I won’t be sharing it with anyone, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“I admit, that was a small worry, but it is good to know that we can trust each other with secrets.”

“Hmm. Quite.” Tenebrae said, “I don’t need to see you make another spell. I have seen enough. Prepare yourself for entry into the Green Labyrinth. We will be there in a few hours.”

“We’re ready.” Erick said, “Thank you again for helping my daughter with her spellwork.”

Tenebrae paused, then said, “She seems like a capable young woman, but she needs to develop proper aura control if she is to fully utilize her Prismatic Class. I have no idea how to help you with yours, but I suggest the same to you. All proper mages need proper aura control.”

“I’ve been working on it, though I do admit that aura control has dropped rather low on my current list of necessary goals.”

Tenebrae nodded, then walked off, saying, “I remember when I was like that.”
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                One thing to know about Veird was that it was rather large. Much larger than Earth. The mountains were twice to four times the size of Earth’s. The distance from the land to the sky was, first of all, measurable, which was a difficult concept to grasp at first because the atmosphere of Earth was a nebulous 50-800 kilometers from bottom to top, depending on who you asked. On Veird, the atmosphere above the surface was an average depth of somewhere between 90 to 110 kilometers, depending on the landscape, and ended at the Edge of the Script. The oceans of Veird were a whole different existence than the oceans of Earth, altogether. The average depth of the Pacific Ocean was 4 kilometers, but the oceans of Veird often had large parts of them that simply continued down into the Underworld, and then all the way to the Core. The Underworld of Veird to the Core, both of which had no equivalent on Earth as far as Erick knew, was 6000 kilometers deep.

The singular surface continent of Glaquin, which was the smallest surface continent, and the only one that Erick had been on, was the size of several Asias.

In most parts of Veird the trees were all normal, Earth-sized. But in some places, when they wanted to be, the trees were pretty damn big.

From his position on the southern deployment zone of the Castle, Erick looked down upon a land of green trees. None reached up this high, of course, but ‘this high’ was actually two kilometers above the surface. The surface, and the path to the start of the Green Labyrinth, started two kilometers down, past a dense canopy, which was itself, almost like a second ‘surface’. In some places, the branches and leaves were so thick that they provided places for various animals to stand upon. In one spot, just down there, actually, the canopy gave one orangutan-like animal a good vantage for him to throw his crap.

Those tiny turd missiles actually managed to reach the [Air Shield] surrounding Tenebrae’s Estate. They didn’t do anything, but still! What a throw! At least two hundred meters, or more. Erick watched, as the furry thing was joined by another furry thing. The second furry thing brought rocks. A third furry thing brought a boulder.

The boulder hit the [Air Shield], too, but it broke up into sand and whipped away on the wind.

“What are you looking…” Tenebrae frowned at Erick, then pointed at the animals. “You’re not going to kill them?”

More and more six-armed furry animals climbed out of the canopy. They hooted with grey annoyance, but Erick only heard them when a rock or pebble clipped the [Air Shield] and briefly allowed their calls to enter the Estate. They were loud.

“This is going to sound stupid, I’m sure. But they’re animals…” Erick asked, “Aren’t they harmless?”

“You’re right! Those were stupid words!” Tenebrae said, “They aren’t getting those rocks from the canopy. They’re making them. Only the young ones throw feces. The other ones conjure stone. Elder Furred Rockers are actually a threat— Speak of the Darkness. There’s one now. Ha! Pests.”

Tenebrae lifted his hand and pointed, right as the rockers hooted very loudly and all of them scattered, giving the new arrival their space. A giant orange thing lifted through the trees. It was easily the size of a house. Arms unfurled, like a lotus blooming, revealing a slightly-larger rocker at their center, with each of its many arms holding a javelin of stone.

Tenebrae shot a marble-sized stone of his own that ripped through the air, supersonic, then passed through a hole in the [Air Shield] that only appeared at that moment, letting out the stone and letting in the sudden hooting cheers of the smaller rockers. Tenebrae’s marble impacted the elder rocker’s head, cracking the air with a sudden spack. Javelins dropped from the elder’s arms. It screamed, then raced back down, into the safety of the Green.

All of the smaller rockers scattered when their big brother was defeated.

Tenebrae said, “Their monstrous cousins are probably around here somewhere, so they’re going to be a problem, but this is the easiest place to enter, so we’re going in here. Use whatever spells or Domains you have until I say so, then we will be going in under stealth.” He added, “And those Rockers are harmless, unless you’re weaker than them. Then they’ll eat you up. Animals kill and eat people, too, you know.”

Without another word, Tenebrae stepped off of the side of the Castle walls.

He dropped like a stone. A pair of Rockys followed, also dropping like stones. The [Air Shield] opened, briefly, as they passed. Tenebrae fell right through one of the less-dense parts of the canopy, and the canopy swished out of the way of his passing, then closed right back up. The Rockys just crashed through, breaking branches.

Jane giggled as she stepped past Erick and dropped off the edge. The [Air Shield] opened at her passing. She didn’t transform into shadows until she got too close to the canopy for comfort. Teressa followed; a smile upon her face, and hard grey [Conjure Armor] on her body. She crashed through everything, and she seemed to enjoy it, too.

“Nothing to worry about at this point.” Poi said, “The only one who hasn’t spent most of their life doing this sort of stuff is you.”

“Right right.” Erick turned into his sunform. “This is probably just War Fatigue, isn’t it.”

“Yup. We’ve all dealt with it, too. If you need to talk to someone, I could help, or I could find someone else for you to talk with. The Mind Mages have gone to Candlepoint, and though not many are partaking of their services, some are.”

Erick nodded as he held Poi in his sunform, and then stepped off of the Castle walls. He descended in a controlled manner like a fast boulder, through the [Air Shield] and then into the canopy, brushing aside thick branches as he moved. Leaves swung back overhead as he passed. Shadows swallowed them.

Ophiels swarmed, providing eyes in every direction and Sights of all kinds. The mana and blood and souls of creatures glowed, like Erick had stepped into a blacklight rave.

Small glowing animals huddled against branches that wound like roadways through a tangle of green that supported a million swarming insects and those that lived solitary lives, both flying and not, each of them a slightly different brightness and color, while larger animals were like great, singular glows that preyed upon all the rest and were preyed upon in turn.

Erick and Poi descended faster now. These trees were massive, after all. At any sort of slow rate it’d take ten minutes to reach the bottom. Erick moved smaller branches out of the way as he and Poi passed, racing toward the bottom, avoiding the larger beasts in the trees—

And then, they were out of the main canopy. The topmost layer of Green was up there, and they were in the trunk-space, where smaller roadways of branches snaked through here and there, but mostly, it was just up-and-down trunks, each the width of houses. Here is where the real monsters roamed.

Far to the left, an Ophiel spied the beginnings of a spiderweb similar to the ones that laid across the Weaver’s Quarters in Ar’Kendrithyst. A mother spider was curled around a tree trunk, looking like a bulge of brown bark half-again the size of the tree she clung to. Her eight eyes seemed to shift toward Ophiel, but Ophiel kept himself well out of reach. As Ophiel moved around, he saw a horror in the spider’s web; the carcasses of countless red-furred rockers, and other, desiccated things.

To the right, the trees had been damaged by large slashes in groups of threes. Some large, 3-clawed monster had marked its territory, here. Mushrooms sprouted in the slashes, like brown shelves, the same color as the trees themselves.

Erick and Poi continued down, down, into the darkness, for the light of the canopy was far, far above, and the brightest thing in this whole place was Erick, and all of his Ophiel; a central sunform surrounded by smaller scouting planetoids.

After a minute of descent Erick and Poi reached everyone else. The party stood upon loamy land covered in soft moss. Most of it was stable, but there was a lot of deadfall in some of that green Forest floor. Jane and Teressa stood upon part of a fallen tree, partially reclaimed by the Forest. Tenebrae and his Rockys stood upon the mossy ground. The old archmage looked peeved.

Tenebrae said, “Took you long enough! And turn off the lightshow and use your actual eyes without Meditation. You’re missing all the beauty of the land!”

Jane smiled, as if in anticipation. Teressa grinned, as she turned her eyes outward.

… Erick did not turn off his sunform, but he did retract it to the middle of his back. Each Ophiel retracted their own sunforms down into tiny dots in their centers. The light of their temporary solar system vanished as Erick used his own, normal sight, to see. He even lost track of the manasphere, when he let Meditation drop.

The Forest was dark and full of unseen terrors. It was almost worse than the eyes and the flows of the manasphere.

And then a million small things happened all across all of Erick’s vision.

The Forest came alive.

Ferns unfurled with bioluminescence, glowing green and teal. Fireflies flickered reds and oranges. Small blue-glowing animals darted into the darkness, attacking other pink-glowing animals.

Jane giggled.

Erick went, “Huh.”

It was pretty, for sure, but Erick had already seen this when he used all of his Sight spells in the canopy above. It was kinda nice to see it without magical aids, though.

Teressa said, “A Forest-Crowned Stag came through here a day or two ago.”

“Hours ago, I bet.” Tenebrae said, “Okay. That’s enough of that. Turn your Ophiels back on, but not yourself. With any luck, the monsters we find will attack the [Familiar]s first.”

Erick rapidly had Ophiel pop back into full sunforms. The glowing Forest vanished, hidden, as Ophiels moved out into the darkness, dispelling much of the oppressive gloom. They would let them know of encroaching monsters or animals that were too dumb to know to run the other way.

Tenebrae pointed south, saying, “That way. About a thirty minute walk because we have to approach it on foot or it won’t appear. Mana senses active. Watch where you step. Not all of this land is land; a lot of it is deadfall.”

A Rocky jogged forward, taking point. Teressa went next. Poi, Erick, and Tenebrae went somewhat together, as they were the mages of the group, while Jane and the second Rocky took rearguard.

Poi offered, “Shall I connect us?”

Tenebrae hummed, then said, “Voices won’t attract anything. Yelling might… Yeah. Connect us.”

‘Connected,’ Poi sent to all of them.

Tenebrae sent, ‘The path I plotted to the Gate should be empty of any real dangers, but I suppose there’s no harm in correct protocol.’

The Forest floor was a land of darkness and depth and the calls of animals and monsters, seeking mates or declaring their territory. It was more than a little scary; if Erick had been here without all of his people… He would have never gone to a place like this. Erick felt sweat drip down his neck. As he walked forward he felt as though he was walking through some amalgamation of the Jungle in Ar’Kendrithyst, and also the towers of the Dead City, but hyped up to a whole new level of danger. At least the Dead City had lights everywhere and relatively known terrors. Can’t have shadows without light, after all.

And then there was the fact that Ar’Kendrithyst and the Forest both spat new and unknown monsters out all the time, but the monsters that came out of the Dead City were mostly able to see and gauge the power level of any particular person-sized morsel walking through their territory. The monsters of the Forest…

They saw a thing, and they wanted to eat that thing.

Tenebrae’s prediction of an ‘empty path to the Gate’ turned out to be nothing more than fiction.

Three minutes into their journey, a monster appeared.

Twenty meters up, and to the right, out of sight of the party but not out of sight of an Ophiel, a trio of curved claws curled around one side of a house-wide tree trunk, followed by another that curled around on the other side. Some massive creature was gripping the trees, and coming closer.

Erick was suddenly terrified, but he had dealt with monsters before.

Poi stiffened—

Right as Erick sent, ‘Monster or something, ahead and up twenty meters up; claws surrounding a tree trunk—’ Erick moved that Ophiel around to get a better look. A smashing trio of claws, their points held together by the monster beyond, crashed into Ophiel’s expanded sunform. Ophiel gave a surprised guitar twang as he spun away from the attack and gazed upon the attacker. ‘— a giant fucking…? Twenty-limbed very-furry moss-covered… sloth?’

Everyone had paused their forward walk.

‘Ah.’ Tenebrae said, ‘Kill it, Erick. Extreme force. It can—’

Several quick lightsteps by Ophiel later, and Erick had the thing surrounded.

It was a sloth of epic proportions with a face four meters wide and eyes as dark as the darkness all around. Greenery grew upon its deep fur, like shag carpets and green garlands. Twenty arms, maybe more, supported it as it hung in the middle-tree layer. Whoever designed the monsters around here must have loved the many-arm approach!

(A more rational part of Erick’s mind connected the Rockers he had met earlier with the Sloth he met now; the rockers were animals, but this was a monster, with a monstrous form.)

The Forest up ahead, where the monster was approaching from, briefly turned into daylight, as several Ophiel each unleashed [Luminous Beam]s. Meter-wide flood lights of deadly light impacted the beast, spilling away from it as it reacted, trying to protect itself with its arms while it simultaneously attacked the tiny Ophiels. Ophiels dodged; easily. The monster flailed. Lights as though from a pulsar rapidly burned through the monster’s resistance, cutting it to bits. Bony arms dropped to the deadfalls below, like so much meat. The rest of the burned and severed monster dropped from the tree trunks, crashing into the mossy loam. Ophiels tracked the falling monster to the ground, [Luminous Beam] trained on the monster’s core, ensuring that the beast was very dead.

Tenebrae softly continued, ‘— It can attack the Castle and maybe injure someone.’

Nervous laughter escaped Erick’s lips. He shut that down as soon as he recognized what he was doing. A notification appeared for ‘Lesser Armed Sloth’. It wasn’t a high level. Maybe 52.

As the heat of the moment died, the large gouges from from stray [Luminous Beam]s caught fire. Those fires did not last long. Erick watched as the trees themselves seemed to flex in the manasphere. Divots and damage repaired; living wood flowing back into normal positions.

Tenebrae started walking again, faster than before, sending, ‘The meat and the kill and the light, for sure, will attract larger monsters. We will hurry and avoid all of that.’

Rockys, Erick, everyone, picked up the walk again, but this time it was almost a jog.

Ten minutes later, there was a giant lizard that seemed like Tyrannosaurus Rex’s larger, uglier cousin, but with arms. Long arms, with large claws. Only two arms on this one, though!

Tenebrae killed it with a stone bullet through the head while it roared and charged. His tiny bullet splattered brains and blood over a good twenty meter space behind the beast. And then he shot it again, and again, because T-Rex’s cousin felt like regrowing its head, its chest, and then its head, again. Its head flopped on its broken neck, and then it used its arms to hold its head in place while the neck fully regrew.

It roared again.

“This is ridiculous…” Tenebrae mumbled. “Why is that here?”

And then he cast again, and the ground swallowed the wannabe-threat.

There might have been a roar, but it came from the other side of several hundred tons of rock. The roar cut out soon enough.

‘There we go. Dead.’ Tenebrae exclaimed, ‘And what the damn! An Armed Sloth I can understand; rockers live around here and the Worldly Path is a causality fucker. But that lizard was thirty biomes from his home!’

Twenty minutes later, Erick and everyone else was still on high alert for something else to jump out at them.

Nothing did.

There were a lot of bugs, and a lot of smaller animals eating those bugs and each other. The cool Forest remained dark in the distance, but here, around every Ophiel, lay pools of light that drove back some of the fear coiling in Erick’s guts.

Tenebrae suddenly said, “We—

Erick startled.

“—’re here!”

Erick breathed out. Nothing to worry about! It was just Tenebrae speaking aloud for the first time in a while and causing a minor, unable-to-be-stopped panic. No worries!

Erick looked around. He wasn’t the only one who had a sudden bout of panic. Poi, wide-eyed, breathed out hard through his nose. Jane whipped around toward the sound. Only Teressa was cool as a cucumber on ice; Erick was glad to see one of them was.

The Rockys seemed to know what was going on, though. No panic there, at all.

Jane sent, ‘Where is here?’

Tenebrae gestured forward, to a path between the trees which was the same as all the other paths between the trees. He sent, ‘Look at those two trees, there, to the left and the right. Tell me what you see.’

Erick looked— Oh.

To the left and the right of a flat bit of mossy ground, same as all the rest, were two trees, each slightly wider than a house, same as all the rest, each stretching up into the dark above, like all the rest. But the tree on the right had this rather picturesque root that stretched out from the trunk and buried into the ground, just like all the other trees all around. And the tree on the left had the very same root, except mirrored. As Erick glanced across both trees, he matched up parts that were the same on both trees, except opposite. The same knots, but flipped. The same moss patches, but flipped. The trees were mirrors of each other. The same tree, but flipped.

With a small wonder in her voice, Jane said, ‘Same tree, but duplicated.’

‘Mirrored, is the more precise term. Duplication is slightly different.’ Tenebrae said, ‘This is one of the smaller, stable entrances to the Green Labyrinth.’

‘This is the entrance?’ Erick complained, ‘But you said the entrance was a Gate?’

Tenebrae smirked. ‘This is a Gate. It’s just broken as all fuck! It’s attached to the trees, and if you want to investigate this Gate, then you will do so later, and on your own time.’

Okay… Well. Fair enough.

Erick didn’t see the Gate, exactly, but—

Oh. There was a slight bit of fading—

‘Pay attention, now!’ Tenebrae continued, ‘This is a stable entrance to the Green Labyrinth. One where the larger monsters inside cannot get past. If we find any monster of size large or above, we will not kill it. We will stall it, and we will run. We might be able to kill medium-sized ones without alerting the Vision and needing to run, but we’ll try not to kill medium sized monsters, either. Smaller ones are fair game, unless there are more than five. Then, we run. If we get ten kilometers in, I will count that as a successful first day. The real Gates that actually look like Gates are all a hundred kilometers in.

‘This journey is where stealth becomes necessary, where Domains will provoke the Vision’s ire, and Elemental Bodies are subdued. Sight spells are your friends. Cast your long term magics now.’ He added, ‘And the only reason I am being so accommodating to allow this entire thing to happen in the first place, is that most of you have proven yourself as Ar’Kendrithyst-capable. Except for you, Erick.’ He looked at Erick, his voice turning disappointed, ‘You just blasted through everything, didn’t you? No stealth at all.’

‘That is completely correct!’ Erick said, with a bit of pride, even if it wasn’t what Tenebrae wanted out of him. ‘There was also a lot of purposefully flying out in the open; the opposite of stealth!’

Tenebrae snorted, then asked, ‘Can you make your Ophiel invisible without [Invisibility]? The Labyrinth is sensitive to that spell.’

With a thought, each Ophiel turned their lightforms to infrared. They vanished from sight, though the air did turn a tiny bit warmer.

‘And make them small, too.’

… They were already head-sized, but they could go smaller. At a thought, each Ophiel turned to parakeet-sized. They twittered in anxious guitar thrums, their songs becoming just a part of the background cacophony of the living Forest.

Tenebrae pointed at the [Scry] eye hanging over Erick’s shoulder. ‘That won’t work once we get deeper, just so you know. The Labyrinth shouldn’t react to that, or to [Telepathy], but [Scry] fails once we get far enough.’

The [Scry] eye bobbed in affirmation.

Tenebrae watched it happen, then sent, ‘Is Yggdrasil a part of this group-think?’

‘He understands what I think about almost all the time.’ Erick looked to Poi, and guessed, ‘Yes?’

Poi clarified, ‘He is not, but he understands Erick rather well.’

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes at the [Scry] orb, then looked away, toward the entrance to the Labyrinth. ‘Okay. Here we go. Domains off. Cast your long-term spells.’

Erick cast an [Animadversion] onto his left arm. The silver spell took hold above his robed arm like a twisted bit of metal. Thorny mirror-like vines briefly appeared, before slipping back into the spell. Every Ophiel equipped themselves with their own [Animadversion]s while four of them each cast small, meter-wide [Prismatic Ward]s, onto stones, and then picked up those stones. They’d be using those Restful spaces to regenerate their mana and to defend themselves, and others, if necessary. 

Jane summoned a rather normal-looking sword of only a meter length. Teressa summoned a massive mace. The Rockys both summoned one-handed shields, leaving their other hand unoccupied. Poi and Tenebrae did nothing; they had already cast their long-term spells, their [Personal Ward]s, earlier that morning.

Tenebrae said, ‘Don’t get seen. Don’t strain your Elemental Body to reach too far. Don’t cast spells of more than 50 mana; and that’s after your various reductions. Spells or Abilities that you have Favored to be below this limit should be fine. No splashy spells either! None of that [Luminous Beam] shit; don’t care how much it costs you. The Green Labyrinth will sense if too much mana moves inside its Domain. Use your Mana Sense to find the way out if we get lost! Remember! Go away from the pull of mana to leave the Labyrinth. The Labyrinth always pulls mana toward its center. Running against the flow will get you out. Don’t try to go through the canopy or the floor or the trees. You will be seen. You will be attacked. Depending on the severity of those attacks it could go very badly, for we will NOT fully engage with the Vision. We will die if we do.

‘The first few kilometers are easy. Don’t get confused if nothing looks different.

‘Let’s go.’

Rocky stepped through the space between the trees. Teressa followed.

Then everyone else came through.

Ophiel spread himself out, keeping his selves aloft on [Greater Lightwalk], while dragging along spheres of dense air in order to keep his mana high. He would switch the rocks holding the [Prismatic Ward]s around, as needed.

Erick followed Tenebrae through the space between the trees, his mana sense active, trying to see more of what he was already seeing.

Mana always flowed. Normally mana flowed with the wind, with the water, with all natural movement, as though it was just a touch behind and ahead of the movement of the natural world. But between the twinned trees, mana flowed inward, against the wind.

‘Huh.’ Teressa said, ‘That’s odd.’

‘Odd flow,’ Erick agreed, as he followed Teressa.

Tenebrae kept up behind both of them as he sent, ‘You should work more on your magic, Teressa. You have achieved a skill that many never do. All you need is proper aura control.’

With a smile, Teressa sent, ‘I can only cast what I can because of the rings I have. I’m no mage.’

‘You could be.’ Tenebrae sent, ‘Anyone can be a proper mage if they know the way and have a few of the basic starter skills. Discipline, Concentration, Clarity, Meditation. You have those. You could be a mage.’

Teressa gave a non-committal grunt.

And they walked.

Ophiel kept watch over them all with [Greater Lightwalk] turning him to heat and shifting much of his vision into something resembling [Heat Sight], though Erick had yet to find such a spell available for him in the Open Script. Between all of his bodies, the feathered [Familiar] kept every Sight spell active, and his eyes trained on the darkness, and on the path ahead. He would be the first to know if something was out there.

They walked.

Not a single person in the group made any sounds. Everyone had some sort of [Muffle] effect; either [Silent Movement], or in the case of the Rockys, Erick, Jane, Teressa, they had [Hunter’s Instincts]. The party walked between the trees, giving each of them a wide berth, in case something hid on the other side, or just above, waiting for something to come close enough to grab and eat.

But nothing materialized out of the gloom. Nothing descended from the canopy high, high above. Nothing came up from the loamy ground, or out from under the many deadfalls or the mushroom piles or from out of the very air itself. Nothing appeared from behind the curve of any tree.

And they walked.

As they walked, Erick felt his [Greater Lightwalk] become something less. His natural control over the surrounding light grew weaker. Ophiel experienced the same thing, but for him it was a greater problem. He could no longer fly through the darkness, supplying his own light. So he started to walk on the ground. Four of him took position on the shoulders of each of Erick’s people, and Erick himself.

‘Dad.’ Jane said, ‘I don’t need the hanger-on.’

‘I didn’t put him there. He likes you.’ And that was true.

Tenebrae smiled, then he looked away, into the darkness, struggling to see something in the distance. It was an act, though. There was nothing out there. Tenebrae was looking away because of some emotions bubbling forth.

And they walked.

All in all… It turned out to be a nice walk, even if it was in almost complete darkness.

Twenty minutes later, a Red-Ferned Armed Sloth appeared. It was not a Lesser one, for there was no way a beast of that size could compare to the one that Erick had killed earlier. Red talons wrapped around trees far ahead as the beast held itself a good twenty meters above the Forest floor, like some cross between a spider of a hundred arms and what should have been an herbivore, but obviously wasn’t. Not with those teeth! Erick’s stomach and heart flip flopped in his chest as the back end of the beast failed to come into view. The beast’s torso and so many more arms just continued into the dark beyond, like the head of the monster was simply the first car in a train made of red fur and ferns and arms.

It moved without making a sound. Somehow, there had been no hints of its arrival. The Vision was empty of threats, and then, suddenly, it wasn’t.

Tenebrae saw the complication a bare moment after Erick. While Erick was currently feeling something between satisfaction that the enemy had finally appeared, and worry because it was a damned huge monster, the older archmage sent out, ‘Retreat. Quiet as you can.’

Erick turned around—

‘This way, idiots!’ Tenebrae rushed to the right—

Erick blinked his mana sense back on; somehow, he had lost that sense, briefly.

The mana flowed to the left.

Erick had gotten turned around, somehow. He wasn’t the only one. Everyone seemed to move in a slightly different direction for a bare second, but then Tenebrae’s instructions snapped them all in one direction. They moved right, against the flow, toward the exit.

In the distance, the massive sloth moved with a ponderance, possibly not having seen—

Red arms, almost black in the darkness, slipped around the intervening trees. The beast flowed toward the party, like a tram moving through the skyline of Chicago. The dark eyes of the main body stared in Erick’s direction, focused on him, like two abyssal pools. Red glittered inside an open maw. A sparkling darkness lanced forward, aimed directly at Erick.

Teressa deflected the dark lance of stone, barely changing its trajectory. The attack shunked two meters into the soft loam to the side. Ten meters of the stone spear were still visible.

Ah. Would Animadversion have worked against that? Erick did not know, and he wasn’t eager to find out. The weakness of reflective magics were that they did not completely work on physical objects, and that [Stone Lance] certainly looked partially physical! Maybe it wasn’t fully summoned stone? The monster could have picked up stone from the ground and shaped it with—

Focus.

You’re being chased by a monster, Erick.

Focus.

They ran, just like Tenebrae demanded of them. Erick threw out a few dozen [Quick Wall]s into the air behind him, in front of the beast. The exit was far away, but they were running rather fast.

And then, somehow, there were two Red-Ferned Armed Sloths. One behind them, crashing into [Force Wall]s and breaking through them with great effort, while another descended from above; a long spider crawling down from the treetops, high, high above.

Stone lances rocketed forward. An Ophiel stepped into the way of one aimed for Jane. Jane sidestepped the attack. The attack struck Ophiel’s thorny shield.

The lance broke into shards as it also bounced backward with a small explosion of reflective power. Red stone shards sprayed into the eyes of the oncoming sloth. The sloth did not even flinch.

No more experiments!

Erick threw out more [Quick Wall]s, blocking the one from above. It worked, for a very generous definition of ‘worked’. The monster crashed through the panes of Force, but was stopped as the [Quick Wall]s piled up faster than the monster could break them.

The party raced away.

The two sloths roared, tiny and ineffectual and far behind them.

And then the sloths were gone. Suddenly. Without warning. The darkness of the Vision turned into normal darkness of the land under the canopy of the Forest. Tenebrae ran for twenty more seconds before he stopped.

None of them were out of breath, at all. A Rocky did throw several blinks of [Healing Word] at Tenebrae, though. Tenebrae stood taller, and then he sighed.

‘Are they invisible?’ Teressa openly wondered. ‘Should we keep running?’

‘Did we pass out of the side of the Vision?’ Jane guessed, ‘But we didn’t pass through the trees we went through to go inside? Are we just… somewhere in the Forest, now?’

Tenebrae breathed again, then sent, ‘They are not invisible. They’re the lesser guardians of the Vision so they’re stuck inside. We just raced toward the nearest edge and exited the Vision, and that edge is in a lot of places. So, yes; we are somewhere in the Forest. Probably not too far from where we started.’

A Rocky pointed in a direction.

Tenebrae nodded, then pointed in the same direction. ‘The Castle is thirty kilometers distant. The Vision will be on high-alert for the rest of the day. This day is sunk. We were found out too early to get very far. Disappointing, but not that bad. Anyone have any idea what could have set it off? I didn’t see anyone break any of my rules and we approached it in the correct manner… I can only conclude that it was Erick’s Worldly Path, but that feels wrong to me.’ He said, ‘Let us have this discussion inside the Castle.’

He blipped away, followed by his Rockys.

Erick turned on his [Lodestar], and enveloped his people. One step later, and he was above the canopy. A few more lightsteps, and they were back at the Castle. Palodia greeted them and then set to making more than just a sandwich for herself for her lunch. She didn’t expect them back till dinner.

Over a quick lunch, they discussed the failure of their first expedition.

Tenebrae said, “I saw [Quick Wall]s. What’s your mana cost for those? With your bonuses?”

“Three.”

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes. And then he relaxed, and hummed. “Three… Is rather low. The sudden hundred of them likely helped to cause the Vision to [Duplicate] the Sloth, but even the first one went directly for you…”

Erick asked, “Should I not have used those [Quick Wall]s?”

Tenebrae waved him off. “I was going to throw up some [Stone Wall]s if you hadn't done that. The run was fucked as soon as the Sloth went after us.”

Jane suggested, “Every Ophiel and me and my dad were all running a Greater Elemental Body? Could that have caused it?”

Tenebrae waved that away, too, saying, “That shouldn’t have done anything. The [Familiar]s were running it at 10 mana per second, but that’s fine. I’ve taken whole squads of Rockys in there, and they were all running [Greater Air Body] or otherwise. Forty Rockys! The Vision shouldn’t care about constant, low-level mana expenditure. It never has before.”

“Something has it spooked,” Teressa offered.

Tenebrae breathed in deep. “Ah…” And then he frowned. “Maybe. If it was spooked… Maybe.” He said, “The problem is that what we saw we should not have seen until a few hundred kilometers into the Vision, or if we killed some random roaming monster on the edge, and then continued to do so against every monster that we saw. Then we would have gotten a response like that, and not before. And then, the Vision copied the sloth right on top of us! Both of those were very large responses… Too large. I don’t believe that this was a Worldly Path problem, but it either is a Worldly Path problem, in which case this is doomed to failure, or something has the Green Labyrinth spooked, or… Something else.” He shrugged. “I expected failure right away, but not that sort of failure. We’ll try again tomorrow.” He rounded on Erick, his eyes narrowed, but his voice even, “You didn’t have a Domain running, did you?”

“Nope.” Erick asked him, “Did you?”

“I did not. Odd.” Tenebrae frowned. Then he shook his head. “Anyway! The Castle’s full defenses and obfuscation magics are active now that we’re done for the day, and we’re ten kilometers above the Forest. We shouldn’t be attacked, but if we are, we’ll be fine. Don’t [Teleport] away. You won’t be able to get back without the proper telepathic codes and I’m not giving you those. Just read a book, or something. Make some more magic.”

- - - -

Back in the room, Erick received a ping from Jane, which included Poi and Teressa in the group-think.

She asked, ‘Should we be worried about Tenebrae trying something? Or is this Worldly Path shenanigans?’

‘I don’t know about the second one,’ Erick said, ‘But if Tenebrae is trying something, I don’t think he’s even aware that he is trying something. As to what ‘things’ could be ‘tried’, I have no idea about those, either.’

‘Delay tactics.’ Teressa offered.

Jane frowned.

Erick reflected on that idea, then sent, ‘Okay. That’s plausible. What for, though?’ He added, ‘And besides that, I didn’t see any Vision-tripping magics come from him or from anyone else.’

Jane sent, ‘Could have had a Rocky come in when we were kilometers from the start point. That third Rocky could have alerted the Vision.’

‘While plausible, I won’t start second-guessing Tenebrae.’ Erick sent, ‘He’s been awful, but also informative. If the Rockys did that then they did it on their own.’

‘Okay…’ Jane sent, ‘I agree. So. Maybe it’s not Tenebrae at all. How much have you paid attention to the Rockys?’

Teressa sent, ‘They’re omnipresent, but otherwise compliant to Tenebrae. They wouldn’t do something without his consent, would they?’

A thought clicked.

‘Ah.’ Erick said, ‘I told Tenebrae that if he went with us, there was a high chance of him dying. A Rocky was there to hear that.’

Teressa and Jane paused as they digested that information.

‘Eh. Don’t worry about it.’ Erick sent, ‘If we get chased out again then we will have to change tactics. Other than that, Tenebrae believed himself when he said that the unexpected monsters were not because of the Worldly Path. So this is either a Worldly Path thing, or a Rocky thing. Or some outside force.’

‘Or just bad luck,’ Poi sent, deciding to join the conversation.

‘Or just bad luck,’ Erick agreed, then he asked, ‘Anyone able to talk to the Rockys? Aside from a few early talks, I think they’re avoiding me.’

‘I talked to a pair of them once, but they’re avoiding me, for sure,’ Jane sent.

Teressa sent, ‘And me.’

‘And me,’ Poi sent.

- - - -

Dinner was great. It was hamburgers with lettuce, onions, and the red tomatoes that Erick had made in response to the purple tomatoes in the marketplaces of Spur. Piles of thin-cut fried fries sat in a large basket in the center, while everyone had a strawberry milkshake. It was absolutely decadent. It reminded Erick of home in a way that he hadn’t known in a long time. The food truly was perfect.

Erick took his third bite of the burger, and had to stop to wipe away a small tear. Tenebrae watched him, silently, as Erick swallowed his food and said, “This is really good.”

Jane sipped her milkshake from a waxed paper straw. She had needed to wipe away several tears already.

Tenebrae nodded, but did not comment, though a smile did briefly appear behind the hidden cover of his white beard. He ate his hamburger with a knife and fork in the same way that Poi ate his, and though Erick wanted to call them out on their sacrilege, he did not.

Teressa ate her four burgers like they were sliders. Two bites! Gone.

Erick commented, “Even got the straws, too.”

Tenebrae said, “They use straws for cold drinks over in the Wasteland.”

“Ha! Yet another reason to visit that place,” Erick said, “So many places to see! It’s kinda nice. Did you ever go on the Worldly Path?”

“Tried it.” Tenebrae cut another bite of burger off, saying, “Didn’t care for it. I experienced a choice that wasn’t a choice at all, and I chose to abandon the Path.”

“How far did you get?”

“Several steps past the start, a few more toward the end.” Tenebrae said, “You’re only on your… What? Third step out of… how many?”

“At least a dozen.” He asked, “Do you think it would rile up the monsters if I sent an Ophiel into the Vision?”

“You can try. You won’t get far. Your connection to Ophiel will vanish after several kilometers.” Tenebrae seemed to struggle with something for a moment, then he said, “If you wish to enact your own series of experiments on the Vision, without damaging it, then you can do so. Don’t kill too many monsters. If you alert anything as big as that Armed Sloth then you will set us back another day. Whatever you feel like doing, I tell you now that the only way to actually proceed in there is to go in your own body and to be as stealthy as possible.”

Erick smiled. And then he went back to enjoying his hamburger.

- - - -

Seven Ophiel fell off of the side of the Castle, while the sun set in the west, bathing the Forest in menacing oranges, and the east was filled with darkness. The moons rose on the horizon, as Ophiel knifed through the sky, aiming for breaks in the Forest below. He did not lightstep, for there was no light to step upon; he just descended. The canopy proved no barrier. Ophiels slipped through leaves.

The sounds of the Forest echoed across the dangerous land, soaking into the leaves, giving credence to the idea that some hungry thing was around every corner. Monkeys howled. Birds squawked. Bugs buzzed. The canopy was as alive as things hunted in the darkening twilight.

Smaller things lived high in the trees, hoping that the larger things could not get them on the fragile branches. They died instead to other smaller things, like ants, spiders, and carnivorous birds.

Larger things hunted in the deeper canopy, feeding off of each other and whatever fell from above, or wandered too far into the dark.

Ophiel dodged grasping arms. Monsters or animals, Erick wasn’t quite sure, reached out to catch the glowing thing that passed beside their hiding holes. One grasping hand was too fast, but Ophiel was untouchable, liquid light. A roar of frustration followed the escaping Ophiel down through the tangled branches.

Ophiel passed straight through spider webs like falling rain, his glowing bodies catching on the dark eyes of the spiders of those webs. The spiders just watched Ophiel pass, not bothering to move because Ophiel had not disturbed their webs.

A cat, or a jaguar, or maybe it was a frog, leapt, and caught an Ophiel in its maw. Erick checked for a rad; the rad was there. This was a monster. That Ophiel burrowed through the frog-cat with a carving of [Force Shrapnel] made extra sharp. Ophiel left the scene of the attempted eating; a body remained behind for scavengers to find.

Erick had all of them switch to their infrared, invisible forms; he had not expected any trouble at all to get to this point, but maybe he should have.

And then Ophiel was past the canopy.

Ophiel spied larger monsters hanging on the sides of trees. Another spider. Another web.

Something moved far below, like the darkened space in sight that happened whenever Erick had seen a bright flash and experienced a temporary light blindness; the monster was both glowing, and the exact opposite. It moved away from Ophiel’s path; there was no bother.

Somewhat invisible, Ophiel descended to the Forest Floor.

Erick’s Perception and Intelligence, and several Ophiel floating around everywhere with eyes in every direction, helped him to find the path he had traveled earlier in the day.

Three minutes later, Ophiel came to the Twin Trees. Each Ophiel cast an [Animadversion] for themselves, which a few wore like hats, a few wore like a buckler either on their left or right side, and one wore like it was a platform to float upon. Each Ophiel was only as large as a hand; Erick thought they looked very cute. He almost asked if Jane wanted to see one, but she was busy with gridwork.

Erick focused on the mission.

One by one, Ophiels used their lightforms to give themselves a semblance of legs.

… The Ophiel with the ‘platform’ buckler turned his shield into a ‘backpack’ buckler.

And then they walked inside.

They walked, and walked, and wal—

Erick felt his connection grow faint. He had an Ophiel hoof it to the entrance, which was…

That way! Still directly behind them. They were only a kilometer in; they hadn’t gotten turned around too bad, yet. Once that Ophiel was back beside the Twins, the others moved forward. A second Ophiel was left behind after two kilometers in, creating a connecting bridge to the rest. That Ophiel hunkered down in the moss, holding his buckler over him and retreating to his smallest form, closing the [Animadversion] over himself like he was closing the hatch in a submarine.

Two more kilometers later, a third Ophiel did the same.

Erick constantly checked the direction and the flow of mana to ensure that his Ophiel were moving forward, all the time, and that to look backward was to truly gaze back toward the entrance.

Erick reached the end of his Ophiel. 14 kilometers in. That’s as far as he had gotten. He could have used the ones around him in the Castle, but that seemed like a mistake.

Back in the Labyrinth, and for every single Ophiel therein, nothing appeared out of the gloom. Nothing attacked. Erick had kept his Ophiel as small and as dim as possible. They peeked out from their hiding spots occasionally, seeing if they could see anything, but there was nothing in the Vision save for darkness and house-sized tree trunks, covered in moss.

Okay. Time for tests! Here’s the big one.

Erick had one of the forward-most Ophiel enact his [Lodestar].

Briefly, the world flickered, as the forward-most Ophiel expanded out into a tiny sunform, barely half a meter across. His twisted silver buckler hovered in the air behind him.

The mana of the Green Labyrinth churned with sudden intent.

No one blinked, for Erick was seeing through [Scry], and Ophiel had a hundred tiny eyes trained upon the world beyond. But still, something appeared that wasn’t there before, without warning, without sound.

A flickering fire. It was green around the edges, with a white core, and pink accents. That fire shifted into a solid sphere that twisted around to reveal a pupil made of darkness. Another eye opened three meters from the first. And then came a smile, wide and bright as a crescent moon, stretching beneath the inquisitive eyes.

Erick wondered, briefly, if he had made a mistake.

The smile vanished. The eyes closed.

Three Armed Sloths descended on that Ophiel, like three trains converging onto a point. Arms and massive claws came out and crashed into Ophiel’s sunform, battering him around like he was a soccer ball. His silver buckler became a full-body snowflake-like wrapping, with dozens of thorns directed outward. Red claws broke as they tried to break Ophiel’s sunform, and only managed to hit [Animadversion]. Arms with broken claws retreated, only to be replaced by countless more claws and the addition of another Armed Sloth.

Erick expected Ophiel to break. Ophiel whined in flute sounds, expecting himself to break, too.

But that didn’t happen.

[Animadversion]. [Greater Lightwalk]. [Lodestar]. These were enough for simple melee attacks, and to negate most magics. 

Ten minutes passed; the attacks never stopped.

Claws broke upon Ophiel’s [Animadversion]. [Stone Lance]s turned into reflected shrapnel. One [Stone Lance] actually fully reflected, hitting an Armed Sloth in the face but breaking at the contact.

Without warning the Armed Sloths retreated into the gloom, vanishing from sight and every Sight that Erick tried. The fiery smile didn’t return. The eyes did not appear. The world seemed to still. Moments became minutes.

Erick called out, “Hello? Are you t—”

Gloom vanished. The mossy Forest floor wheeled underneath Ophiel, like the world’s fastest moving tram. Without moving, Ophiel was suddenly far ahead of where he had been.

Erick briefly saw a Gate standing in the middle of a clearing. It was a bright silver metal, with each of its four sides maybe a meter thick, while the whole thing was rather blocky. He guessed it was about ten meters tall and maybe that much wide, while it sat upon a platform that was double that size. A small ramp of the same silver metal arced into the active magic in the center of the Gate.

The Gate was active.

The sun shone on the other side.

There was a city. People. Waterfalls. Buildings made of airy levels of carved stone. A market.

Someone in guard-armor yelled at the direction of the Gate, while other guards ran toward the Gate, and the people beyond suddenly stared at the Gate. Some ran away.

Erick lost his connection to Ophiel.

He sat up on his chair.

Thirty seconds later, he went to find Tenebrae.
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                Tenebrae received Erick in the tea room. The sky outside sparkled with stars and the brilliance of the three full moons. Hot tea curled steam into the air as Tenebrae poured himself a cup. He did not pour Erick a cup; Erick had to do that himself. Which he did.

Tenebrae started, “You disturbed the Labyrinth.”

“Did you know it would draw Ophiel toward an active Gate if I used a Domain?”

“I know that’s not what happened.” Tenebrae said, “What happened, was this: You tried a Domain. Monsters came. You survived those monsters by inflicting damage and not being overly damaged yourself. Or rather, Ophiel survived the tribulation. Then Ophiel was pulled toward the active Gate.” He sipped his tea.

Erick frowned. “That’s… a marginally more correct list of what happened.”

“I have a question for you, Erick. Do you want to get involved with the dragons? Or do you want to learn how to make a Gate? The two options are not necessarily linked. In fact, choosing one might mean that you cannot acquire the other. The dragons that live inside the Labyrinth do not like people poking around at their Gates. But, if you are strong enough, you can bend that entire society to your will, and they will help you acquire the knowledge of the Gates. They’ve lived there for a long time, after all.”

Erick narrowed his eyes at Tenebrae. “What is your deal, here, Tenebrae? Are you getting something out of this that you’re just not telling me?”

Tenebrae seemed to weigh his options. Slowly, he spoke, “I… failed the Worldly Path long ago, when I was offered a choice that was not a choice. But I never stopped wanting [Gate]. That was the entire goal of my Path. When I fell off of it, I was lost. But I went back to the chalkboard. For twenty years, I chased down every [Gate] lead I could find.

“I met sycophants of rulers, with contracted [Gate]-mages who had completed the Worldly Path by paying points. When I could, I trained them in proper enchanting and proper magic. Often, I had to murder them, or their patrons, when they came to me looking for more than I was willing to give.

“I spoke to the Angel and the Demon of Oceanside, to ask them for their [Gate] magics. I quested and Quested for both sides for a decade, when they needed me. But still, they could not help me to understand [Gate].

“I visited the Orrery of Rozeta, in the Splinter Mountains, and reached untold heights of spellcasting, and yet, still, I could not fathom [Gate].

“Finding a Gate from the Old Dragonkin civilization was something I failed to accomplish on the Path. Afterward, I searched in my spare time, casually scanning the Forest as my Estate flew across the land.

“When I was on my Worldly Path, these things were just pieces of the puzzle, but after I fell off the Path, I tried to pick up the pieces, to see the grand design of it all, but all I did was retread old roads. It got harder and harder. And then, I got lucky. My Scans revealed the hidden [Gate] we walked through today; those twin trees. Fate and Ritual could not find that [Gate], but hard work could.

“I stepped in there with my Domain active, for I run that thing all the time even when I conquered other Visions, for why would I subject myself to the whims of a Vision? Why would I ever lower my Domain? I experienced a tribulation, likely the same as you. I survived, of course. Then the Labyrinth moved me to its very center and pushed me through a [Gate].

“I landed in the middle of their city. There was… confrontation. When the dust settled, they offered the opportunity to study their Gates and their [Gate]s, if I brought them what they wanted from this outside world, for despite all my power, I am not what they are looking for.

“I am not a Wizard, and they care nothing for Archmages. The power of this world is not their own. It is poison to all of them. While they are inside the Green Labyrinth, their Dragon Essence is… Different. While they are out here and fully contained by the power of the Script, they are subject to Idyrvamikor’s Curse; they are dangers to everyone they know.

“But Wizards can break this curse, and allow more of them to leave that place.

“I could not give them what they wanted, and so, I was banished. They gave no knowledge and I had no opportunity to steal any secrets. All I had was a quest from them. ‘Find us Wizards!’ they demanded. And so, I searched. I never found any. They never gave me any more answers. Since you say you are not a Wizard, and everything I have subjected you to tells me you are not lying, the same fate awaits you.

“And so, people like you and I must steal what we want from the Gates lying around in the Labyrinth, or else we will have to deal with the dragons.”

Erick sipped his tea. He sat back in his chair.

Tenebrae sat back, too, as he waited.

Erick glared at the older archmage, but there was no true anger in his expression. “Why are you continuing to scan me?”

“Because I think you’re lying to me about being a Wizard, and my leading you here would obligate the dragons to fulfill an old promise and hand over tome upon tome of [Gate] creation and Gate construction.”

Erick’s tone took an edge. “Are Wizards cows for the slaughter?”

“No, dumbass.” Tenebrae scowled, as he set his teacup down with more force than necessary, spilling tea onto the table. “A Wizard can break a dragon from the Curse, but they can only do it while they’re alive. This is not sacrificial magic.”

Erick saw through that lie. He said, “You’re guessing it's not sacrificial magic. You don’t actually know that, do you?” That was just the kinder interpretation of what Erick saw. The more accurate interpretation was that Tenebrae was directly lying.

“I know what I’m talking about!” Tenebrae said, “They have living Wizards in there! It’s one of the only places in this world where Wizards aren’t murdered on sight! They’re treated like royalty!” He practically shouted, “I have met them!”

… All of that seemed truthful.

Huh.

Erick wondered at himself; did he read that body language wrong? Or the micro expressions? Maybe… his ‘lie detector’ wasn’t all that great? Or maybe he had gotten over sensitized. Tenebrae set his ‘lie detecting’ senses off a lot, after all.

Erick tried, “My mistake, then. Maybe it is as you say.”

“Damn right it is!”

“Sorry. I have zero experience with Wizards and the idea of them weirds me out.”

Tenebrae seemed to accept that. He cooled down. He said, “I know of no Wizards. The Headmaster always gets to them first. And so, I am forced to avoid the dragons and steal their [Gate] secrets.” He stared at Erick, asking, “Unless you have a secret Wizard that we can go capture and throw at the dragons?”

“I do not, and I wouldn’t do that, anyway.”

Tenebrae frowned, then nodded. “If we get caught and are forced to deal with them and with the Wizards therein, you will see that my suggestion of capturing and handing them a Wizard is not whatever foolish evil thing you are imagining. You are thinking of Blood Ritual cults and such, no doubt!” Tenebrae huffed in annoyance. “Wizards the world over all live in fear of the Headmaster for no other reason than that the Headmaster kills all the Wizards out there, which is a fair fear. That Old Dragon is truly dangerous if you are not an approved person. But I tell you now, that if you ever find a Wizard, and if you bring one here? You can get almost anything you want. All the dragons want is to be free of their Curse.”

While all that seemed fascinating, Erick contemplated what it would mean to erase the Dragon Curse. To break that Curse would be to unleash a whole new immortal population onto Veird, each of which had the ability to reach high, high levels, each of which could theoretically be a match for the Headmaster’s power.

It seemed like a bad idea to release dragons onto the world.

Erick asked, “If the Curse was gone, would the dragons fight the Headmaster to become the Second? The collateral damage would be… immense.”

Tenebrae lied again, “They’d just go into hiding.” And then he told the truth. “Even dragons die to a boulder to the brain. Killing is not hard, Erick. The Script ensures as much, both inside the Green Labyrinth, and in the world out here.”

Erick blinked a few times. He poked at the lie, asking, “Why would they go into hiding if they didn’t need to?”

In a huff, Tenebrae poured himself some more tea. “They’re hiding now, aren’t they!” He spilled the tea as he said those words. He scowled at the spill, then ignored it. He looked to Erick. “What say you? Which path are we taking? The one where you steal from dragons? Or the one where you talk to dragons and fail to get what you want, exactly like I have for years upon years?”

Erick asked, “Why not both?”

Tenebrae froze. He suddenly laughed, then laughed again. He breathed deep, smiling. Then he frowned, and scowled, saying, “No. Even with the two of us. No. Impossible. Foolish. No. Inside their part of the Green Labyrinth, they are practically unassailable. We will not do that. We will journey through the Labyrinth without the use of Domains and without partaking of any tribulations, ensuring that we do not alert the dragons. We will find those Gates and you will see whatever you need to see.” Relaxing a little, he added, “I have taken my own notes over the years, which you had already rejected once, but when you have done enough exploring on your own, you will look at my notes, and then you can help me to make [Gate].” As an afterthought, Tenebrae added, “And I will do the same for you.”

Erick said, “When I propped up my Domain in the Labyrinth, a pair of pink-green-white eyes appeared, and then a large smile. And then the tribulation happened. What was that about?”

Tenebrae flinched, but he controlled his flinch. Mostly. He lied, “That’s how it always is when you test the Labyrinth.” Then, he spoke the truth, “The Labyrinth looks upon you and tests you back. And since we would crush any test, we would then be dragged before the dragons! Hence, we do not confront the Labyrinth!” With his fuse already short, he demanded, “Your answer, now!”

Erick said, “Hiding and stealing.”

“Good.”

- - - -

Erick got back to the rooms. He gave an abbreviated, telepathic report to Poi, Jane, and Teressa, then he asked them for their opinions.

Teressa sent, ‘I’d rather confront tribulations head-on. But that’s not viable here, is it?’

‘No. Passing a tribulation would put us before the dragons.’

Jane smiled, saying, ‘Then we must be more sneaky! Anyone know how to make a [Shadow Clone] spell that can run off in wrong directions and draw monsters away?’

‘Never even considered that idea.’ Erick sat up straight. ‘How would you even… I’m going to have to consider that idea. It has to be linked to Elemental Illusion, I would think?’

Poi sent, ‘Time for sleep, anyway. Work on the magic in the morning. It sounds like we have a full day of downtime, anyway.’

Jane asked, ‘Tenebrae would know how to make a [Shadow Clone], wouldn’t he?’

‘Probably,’ Teressa sent.

- - - -







Over breakfast, Jane asked, “Archmage Tenebrae. Could I ask you a magical question?”

Tenebrae looked up from his pancakes as he poured caramelized cactus syrup on them. He set the pot of syrup aside, and regarded Jane. He said, “Sure. A small one.”

Jane smiled, then turned as serious as her happy heart could let her. “I have been considering a [Shadow Clone] for a while. Is there a best way to do this?”

“[Shadow Clone] could mean many things. What are you wanting this spell for?”

“For evasion tactics and minor hits versus large monster targets. Perhaps something that I can send running in one direction while I run the other.”

“Then this is a good spell to progress your understanding of gridwork, as it is a low-tier spell.” Tenebrae nodded. “There are many paths for this magic to take, but broadly, you can either have a few expensive clones, or many, many useless clones. 1500 mana cost clones, or 150 mana cost clones. Or you could pick a middle path. The proper spell is actually called Replication. With your Prismatic Class, I suggest you forgo this [Shadowy Replication] idea you have and instead attempt to work in Illusion, with [Illusionary Replication]. It’s a more difficult spell to create, but it’s still only tier three, which is doable through gridwork. You could even try it at Tier 2 if you wish to work in the remaking of [Shadowshape] and [Lightshape] into [Illusionshape] for every attempt at this type of spell, so you can try again every single day.

“To make this Replication, you start with [Conjure Force Elemental], Mana Alter for the appropriate Element, and the appropriate Shaping spell. This is the low-quality version, but if you get a ‘limit of 10’ on this version, you have failed. From this starting point, you apply [Strike] or [Conjure Armor] or anything else you wish to apply, and for that increased cost, your summon will have those— What is with that expression? I’m sure you can do this! All you need to do is do the gridwork.”

Jane had been highly attentive, but then she briefly frowned as Tenebrae mentioned ‘summons’. She said, “I don’t like the idea of summons… They’re not… going to grow up like Ophiel, or Rocky, will they?”

“Ah.” Tenebrae nodded in understanding. “I see. This problem. No. [Illusionary Replications] will not grow with you unless you add [Telepathy] and [Scry]. Adding those to the spells already listed will bump up the tier to four or five and thus you will have semi-permanent summons that might grow into real beings in forty years, or so. Just stick to tier 3 for your [Illusionary Replications] and you should be fine. It’ll be like killing a slime every time you cast this spell and create a very basic soul, but that is nothing to worry about.”

“What about leaving out [Conjure Force Elemental], completely?”

Tenebrae frowned. “[Conjure Force Elemental] is the basis of every rudimentary summon spell, and what you want to make is a summon spell. Get over your inhibitions and make the spell the correct way.” Tenebrae continued, “But as I was saying… Where was I?”

Jane supplied, “[Conjure Force Elemental], plus Altering and Shaping, and then adding [Strike] and whatever.”

“Yes.” Tenebrae said, “Altering is for the base summon, but Shaping will turn that mass of empowered Element into a better facsimile of yourself. Empower that mirror of yourself— Ah! Yes. Include [Rebound] in the first layer of your spell in order to give the Shaping something to Shape into and to make the whole working a lot less complicated. That way you can designate a target and the spell will copy that target. That’s a neat little trick. I had almost forgotten that. So: a four or five spell combination at tier 2. There’s some difficult gridwork for you, but wholly possible.”

Jane bowed at the table, saying, “Thank you, archmage.”

A quick smile passed across Tenebrae’s face, keeping mostly hidden under his beard, as he said, “You should consider making a Replication of each Element, but I suspect that if you make a good Illusion-based one, then you will not use any of the other Elemental versions. That’d be a five-spell combination. As I said: You need to turn [Shadowshape] and [Lightshape] into [Illusionshape] inside that first combination, unless you want to make that spell beforehand and bump the whole creation up a tier, and thus it will cost you ten days to remake it if you fail the first time. The gridwork to make a tier 3 is easier, in some ways, but larger and thus more time consuming.” He paused in thought, then said, “Eh! That book I gave you will steer you right. Once you have the basic forms down, all gridwork requires is properly executed methodology.”

Jane repeated, “Thank you, archmage Tenebrae.”

He waved her off. “We’ve got downtime. Have some fun with magic while we wait for the Labyrinth to calm. We’ll try another attempt tomorrow morning since your father set it off only 10 hours ago, and I am not going to go into any Twisted Vision at sunset.”

After breakfast, Jane hit the books. She didn’t come up for much, but she did make time for Tenebrae-enforced meals, and bathroom breaks. Erick liked that Jane was so industrious with her magic, and he liked that Tenebrae forced everyone to eat together. Erick even managed to ask his daughter after her magical progress without upsetting her, which was something Erick had rarely been able to do. Erick couldn’t help but feel some deep gratitude toward the older archmage, and for not the first time, he saw one possible future for himself.

He fervently hoped he would never have to experience the older man’s tragedy for himself, whatever it was.

- - - -

Erick did not go into the Green Labyrinth.

He did, however, stand just outside of the Twin Trees and their mutated space. Tenebrae stood beside him, along with a few Rockys. Poi and Teressa stood further back, while Jane was even further away, her eyes trained on the Forest, while Ophiels flitted about through the gloom. It was just past noon above the canopy, but it was barely twilight down here.

With his senses peeled to the max and a few Ophiel helping him, while they weren’t scouting for approaching dangers, Erick studied the [Gate] that made up the start of the Green Labyrinth. Tenebrae watched Erick.

Mana sense allowed one to become one with the mana, and to see the world as the mana saw the world. This sense could be focused in multiple ways. Focus it enough in certain ways, and one unlocked the ability to purchase some top-quality Sight spells from the Script. [Blood Sight], [Mana Sight], [Future Sight], [Witness], and [Soul Sight]. Get all of them, and one could purchase [True Sight].

Erick gazed upon the [Gate] with every single Sight available, switching as needed, trying to uncover something he hadn’t seen before.

Nothing helped him to understand what was happening in that liminal space, except that the mana was basically ‘ambient’ everywhere except for when it crossed a fuzzy threshold between both trees. Even around the outsides of the trees, the mana was ‘ambient’; it flowed with the natural world. A breeze moved it around, or the growing power of the trees of the Forest drew it upward, or the moss on the ground swirled it down into the ground.

At that fuzzy threshold, the mana went in one direction: into the Twisted Vision.

The threshold was most present at the Forest floor. Ophiel confirmed that the ‘[Gate]’ fuzzed out the further one got from ground-level. Ambient mana stopped flowing into the shifted space somewhere around meter 35, but from meter 10 to 25, there was still some ‘draw’ that pulled the mana into the Twisted Vision.

When Erick started inspecting the opposite side of the entrance, he saw nothing; the Forest beyond was perfectly normal, and the [Gate] was non-existent from this direction. He could even see Poi standing there, on the other side. But an Ophiel next to Poi could not see Erick on the other side of the [Gate].

Linking his own mana sense to the mana sense he was getting from that Ophiel was like seeing an impossibility. The mana flowed normally; the mana flowed into the [Gate]. Erick got an instant headache. He dismissed the multiple mana senses and his headache retreated.

Tenebrae suggested that he send an Ophiel through, or step through himself.

Erick stepped through the opposite side of the Gate.

Briefly, the entire [Gate] vanished, like he had disturbed a reflecting pool. Over the course of five minutes, the [Gate] reestablished itself, slowly; the ‘reflecting pool’ calming down enough to resettle into the space. Ambient mana flowed, once again, through the entrance to the Twisted Vision, like a river finding a new exit toward the ocean.

Erick stood back, stumped.

Tenebrae asked, “What do you see?”

“I see a [Gate] that connects to a slightly different but mostly the same reality as this one.” Erick said, “That can’t be the secret to [Gate]. I took a [Gate] once, and I know I did not shift into a different reality… Unless the multiverse theory is true and this is just how [Gate]s work? They do not connect one part of the world to another? They only connect realities to realities? Am I not in the same Veird as the one I fell to?”

Tenebrae looked at Erick, then looked off at nothing; thinking.

Erick continued to investigate the Gate and the [Gate] therein.

Tenebrae eventually broke Erick from his investigation, saying, “Interesting theory. I don’t agree with it. The Vision beyond this Gate is controlling that whole space with a very powerful Domain. That’s all that you’re seeing. The Vision is not actually on the other side of the twin trees, here. It is on the other side of that [Gate]. It only looks like it is connecting to another reality because that is how Visions are; they’re tricksters. Duplicators.”

“… Okay. I can get behind that idea. It’s not a separate reality beyond the [Gate], but an application of a Domain.” Erick gazed upon the [Gate], and then he turned his eyes toward the twin trees. “Have you ever poked at these trees?”

“Scans; yes. Very little actual poking, and I will not allow you to poke or take samples, either.” Tenebrae said, “They’re just copied trees as far as I can tell. I scanned all the way from the top to the bottom, too.”

“Fair enough.” Erick looked to the older archmage. “I’m going to Image them.”

“Non-damaging?”

“Particle Spells are physical spells, but this one isn’t damaging, as far as I know.” Erick said, “I can test it, first, with a smaller working. In fact. I will do that.”

Tenebrae nodded.

Erick held up his hand, shifting his [Greater Lightwalk] into a sphere upon his palm. With a thought, he shifted that light into radio waves. The sphere blinked out of sight. Nothing happened to the Twin Trees or the [Gate] between them.

Tenebrae gave a sudden sigh of relief.

Erick did too. “And now, the actual scan.”

With a few quick steps, he moved away from the Twin Trees, each of which was at least 10 meters wide. He gave himself forty meters of space from the entrance to the Vision, for this was going to be a large spell. Ophiels, Jane, and Teressa, moved with him, to make sure he was protected from every angle.

Everyone knew that this would likely alert monsters. It was a very flashy spell, after all.

“Just do it!” Tenebrae said, seeing Erick’s problem and eagerly waiting for the actual Imaging.

Erick shaped a [Cascade Imaging] into the air above, being sure to exclude stone from the Imaging.

A bright white orb took hold of the gloom, shoving back the darkness as it showered the air with bright white glows that raced off in every direction, then came back in like sand settling on the bottom of a pool. Ahead of Erick, between the orb and [Gate], a white mist flowed out of the air. Moments later, that mist began to carve away from itself, revealing an exact copy of the trees, except twenty meters in front of the trees, and completely penetrable.

And since it cost nothing and could easily image over a rather large area, Erick included four other nearby trees in the effect, creating ghostly copies of those trees in the air between them and the Imaging orb.

Erick had Imaged trees before. Most normal trees were uniformly denser than a person, except for a person’s bones. Bones were usually denser than trees. The trees of the Forest were all as dense as bones. The trees of this entrance to this Twisted Vision were even more dense than that. A great lot of the Image that appeared out of the mist was solid white.

But this spell could run for a hundred minutes, gradually refining itself as it went, and could be renewed with a cast at the same location. If the spell ran long enough, Erick would be able to see the entire inside of every nearby tree, from ground level to twenty meters up, without harming anything.

Erick had time.

And he wasn’t getting any further with mana sensing or Sighting the trees, so he ended his investigation here, leaving his [Cascade Imaging] to run as needed. Everyone hoofed it back the way they had come.

A trio of Ophiel remained at the site so that they wouldn’t need to come back the long way each time. One couldn’t just lightstep to the entrance of the Green Labyrinth, after all. If the entrance to the Green Labyrinth wasn’t approached properly, then you wouldn’t find it, and part of that ‘proper way’ was to arrive on foot; no blipping allowed!

And besides that, Erick wasn’t about to let some monster come by and break his Imaging with some odd monster magics, or whatever.

If this didn’t work, he’d make a [Cascade Imaging] but with X-rays.

… Or maybe all he would have to do would be to Mana Shape [Cascade Imaging] into x-rays.

- - - -

When Tenebrae had mentioned to Poi that Elemental Ice was capable of inflicting Slow, Erick had filed that idea away in the back of his mind. Being chased by large monsters brought that idea back to the forefront. Obviously, he should have a Slowing spell of some sort!

Aside from Eduard, of the Mage Trio back in Spur, Erick had never really seen anyone use Ice Magic, and Eduard never showed off much of his spells, so while Erick waited for the Imaging to finish, he read about Ice in the Esoteric Elements book that Jane had brought along. Jane’s conversation with Tenebrae over breakfast had also given him some ideas about Illusions, but those were rather unformed ideas. Ice. Illusions. Hmm.

Erick considered what he wanted.

There was a temptation to throw a good ten ideas together into one.

Elemental Slow. Illusionary diversions. The stickiness of ooze. The slight intelligence of conjured elementals. The ability to pump out a good hundred of these at a time.

… Anti-[Dispel] tactics. Either something that would prevent [Chain Dispel], or something that an enemy could [Dispel], only to make the attack worse. Was that possible? The obvious solution would be to include a bit of an [Illusion Domain] into his working, probably though an aura, but Erick would need to make such a Domain first and that wasn’t happening today. Erick put the idea of an actual solution to [Dispel] on the backburner, too; that was too complicated for now.

… And then he separated out his desire for Illusions and Slow, too. He’d work on Illusions later. All he wanted was a Slow spell.

Now! If he was making a Slow Particle spell, he’d start with some ideas of gravity and the nature of time itself, and he would surely do that eventually. He could even ping Phagar to see what he would say about all of that. But for an Elemental Slow spell, he would work with Elemental Ice, for now.

Putting together the actual spell took less time than it took to figure out what he wanted.

Erick stood upon the staging area atop the southern wall of the Castle. He held his right hand forward and channeled mana through the idea of Ice, producing a prominence of white splinters that brought a mist from the air as they sang a song of endless stillness. It was the uncaring dark of winter. The solidification of an iceberg. The slow march toward permanence, and the uncaring death of all things.

With his Ophiel around him, he refined that chaotic rush toward the absence of life into something else. Something less deadly. Something less damaging. Splinters of mana became a mist, which then became a glow, which then became a faint orb of white light that completely engulfed his hand and his arm up to his elbow. A phantom sensation of cold had filled his entire being while he worked on this transformation of an idea, and now, at the end, he knew he had it right. Cold had become just stillness. There was no pain. No end. There was only calm.

He added Mercy to the mix.

Mercy and Slow went together like cream and coffee.

With Ophiel holding together the sounds of his working, Erick added another spell; a simple [Force Bolt]. And then he added another working; a bit of Variable Cost, for Variable Damage, but in this case, for Variable Effect.

He pointed at a target dummy made of cloth and hay positioned twenty meters down the Castle wall, and cast.

A white bolt surrounded by a nimbus of white light zipped forward, fast as it could go. It struck the dummy like a ball of cloying mist, soaking into the straw dummy. Frost flashed across the target and soaked into the stone wall underneath. Tiny icy burs spread over everything in a three meter space.

A blue box appeared.




	
Slowing Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana + Variable

An ethereal bolt of mist inexorably strikes a target, inflicting Slow for a Variable length of time.

Very high Variable costs may inflict Stop.








“Oh! Neat.” Erick handed out the blue box. “Is [Stop] what I think it is?”

The two members of his audience lost their shit.

Tenebrae threw up both hands, saying, “What the fucking shit is this shit! Break it all to dust— [Stop]! You made [Stop] at tier 2? Fuck you, idiot-savant brain-addled— Fuck you!”

Jane just stared, and then she laughed like a half-crazy person. “You made [Stop]! Isn’t that a legendary—”

Tenebrae exclaimed, “It’s not legendary magic! He’s not that accomplished! This is disgusting. I’m…” His voice trailed off, as he stared at the target dummy, narrowing his eyes.

Jane smiled as she said, “It’s not [Time Stop], but it’s a start!”

“How do you think that one would work?” Erick guessed, “Speeding up yourself to the point that the rest of the world looks like it isn’t moving?”

“That was my guess, just now, which you just now updated based on what you just did.” Jane said, “Before today I would have thought [Time Stop] was actual Time Magic. Not some stretch of heat magic, or whatever.”

Tenebrae stared at the target dummy, offhandedly saying, “[Time Stop] is Time Magic and it is restricted by the divine decree of Phagar.” Tenebrae glanced at Jane then turned to Erick. “You postulated that ‘cold’ was the slowing of ‘particles’, which you just tangled out of Altering to Ice in order to create Elemental Slow… You also said that ‘heat’ was the speeding-up of particles, did you not?”

“… It was a little different than that. I said that ‘cold’ is particles moving relatively slower than oneself, and ‘heat’ is the opposite. For example, when you touch a ‘cold’ object your own heat leeches out of you depending on the conductivity of the object in question, which gives you the sensation of ‘cold’. The sensation of ‘heat’ is when the object in question gives energy to you, instead.” Erick said, “Generally, though, the particles in hot objects move fast, and the particles in cold objects move slow.”

Tenebrae squinted at Erick; his eyes flickering grey.

After a moment, Erick added, “It’s considerably more complicated than that when it comes to ideas of time or Phagar or whatever, though, but space and time are inextricably linked. It makes sense that you can come to Time magic from a different direction than through Elemental Time, if such a thing even exists.” He said, “It’s not in any of the Elemental books I ever read.”

“Hmm.” Tenebrae said, “Interesting. No lies...” He looked away, adding, “All magic is linked to all other magic. You can come to many spells in wildly different ways. The connection between Time Magic and Elemental Ice is one that many people play around with, but few ever reach the depth of such workings to create a [Stop] effect. If there is a way to speed oneself up through Elemental Fire, then… Such a spell would be the career-creating work of one lucky or smart individual.” He added, “Such a person might get slapped down by Phagar, or at least get a visit from the God of Death and Time.”

Jane asked, “What would you call such a spell? I always called it [Haste], and the larger version is [Time Stop].”

Tenebrae instantly added, “[Alacrity] is the spell I am referencing. I know not of this [Haste], and I doubt you could get to [Time Stop] without Phagar’s approval.”

“Lots to think about!” Erick stepped back, taking the focus off of him as he said, “Anyway! Jane? You’re up.”

Tenebrae looked to Jane. He nodded.

Jane breathed deep. She said, “Okay!” And then she stopped. “Uh. One second.”

A shadow flickered from her feet, zipping down into the Castle like a very, very long arm. As that shadow came back, it brought with it a stone and an elaborate wardlight attached to that stone. Jane grabbed the stone and studied the lightward briefly, before setting it down on the ground beside her.

She stepped away from Erick and Tenebrae. She cast.

She stepped left.

A dark copy of her stepped to the right, and backward, and forward.

The forward copy walked off the edge of the Castle wall and promptly fell down, down, down, toward the Forest below. It hit the [Air Shield] and was ripped to pieces. The backward copy teetered over the inner edge of the wall and splattered on the courtyard, turning into shadows. The right one kept walking.

Jane, however, had stopped walking after just two steps. She turned, and winced as she read the air, and watched her copies fall. The right-moving copy failed in walking and tripped itself. Jane winced again as that copy rolled off the edge of the wall and followed the forward-copy toward the [Air Shield].

It splatted. Its shadows dissipated on the [Air Shield].

Jane said, “Ah. Damn.”

Tenebrae said, “The basic functionality is there except your execution was off. Your scaffold is correct. Now work on the ornamentation.”

Jane nodded, as she tore something out of the air. Erick watched as a tiny piece of her soul vanished, leaving a repairing hole where it had been.

Jane said, “Thank you Archmage Tenebrae. I will do better.”

“Of course you will.” Tenebrae walked off, saying, “Now, I must see to some day drinking. It seems your father cannot stop himself from harming every part of me and I wish to forget some of this interaction.”

- - - -

Erick checked the Imaging at the Twin Trees before dinner.

As far as he could tell, according to the glowing map, the trees around the Twins were normal trees. The Twins themselves were denser than the rest, but otherwise they were normal, too. The only thing odd about them was that they were twins, all the way down to their roots, and all the way up to their canopies, both of which tangled together in intricate patterns.

But Erick’s Imaging only mapped the first three meters below the surface, and the first 15 meters above the surface. Ophiels manually confirmed the similarities in the canopy. Erick wasn’t sure how far the mirrored similarities continued below the surface. So he had the Ophiels recast the Imaging a good fifty meters up, above the Forest floor, and focused on the root systems.

The second Imaging would run all night while Ophiel kept it safe. It wasn’t hard for Ophiel to keep the space safe; he had done so already. All it required was some [Animadversion]s to take care of the few natural magics of the local wildlife and some [Merciful Suffocation]s to further dissuade any beasties from trying to eat the feathered [Familiar]. The inability to breathe without experiencing pain and the inability to injure the thing causing that pain was a good, mostly-humane combination, in Erick’s opinion.

Over the course of the day, Erick had occasionally been pinged by Ophiel. Something had attacked them, trying to get to the large glowing space beside the Twin Trees. Over the course of the day, Erick had watched as many types of animals failed to injure Ophiel or to disrupt the Imaging.

Cats fell from the trees, their claws glowing with power in attempts to [Strike] at Ophiel. Those cats touched silver thorns, slipped off of Ophiel, and left that brief encounter covered in small, bleeding scratches. Then they got facefuls of gold-white gas which injured them every time they tried to breathe. Those cats ran away, trailing glowing mists, escaping from Ophiel in every direction they could race. [Merciful Suffocation] ended when the target was out of Health, so Erick wasn’t worried about accidentally killing the cats, while the more injured ones got a few [Healing Word]s cast at them, as they fled. Erick wasn’t in the business of overly injuring animals, after all.

Ophiel mostly dodged all the other attacks that came for him, though. The cats had been the major exception. Wolves were easily seen before they got close enough to attack. They got face-fulls of [Merciful Suffocation], too; even the ones sneaking up from the sides. That was enough to send them racing away.

When a massive spider came down from above like a mountain climber rappelling down a cliff, drawn by the rather radiant [Cascade Imaging], that spider hocked a loogie made of white webs at an Ophiel. That attack webbed around an Ophiel’s thorny shield before instantly bouncing away, into the dark.

Then the spider received its suffocating welcome. With white-gold mist trailing around its entire body, the spider skittered back up the tree trunk, back up to the middle trunk-space.

But when monsters came around, Ophiel’s welcome was much more deadly.

A Lesser Armed Sloth raced forward, through the trees, right into a near-invisible web of taut molecules; a [Hermetic Shredder]. Claws broke a few severing wires, but it was not enough. The remainder cut the oncoming monster, like a trip through a laser grid. Cubed, julienned, and rough-cut pieces of that Lesser Armed Sloth tumbled through the gloom. Ophiels pushed the mess away from the scanning area. Animals were hungry, after all. No need to clean up all this meat right then.

The next time Erick was pinged for a monster attack, there were Monstrous Ghouls coming toward the Imaging. Erick had read of these monsters before, and what he read was what he saw. Monstrous Ghouls were an undead-type monster that inhabited the bodies of Furred Rockers and person-sized spiders and something that resembled an otter, but they were all the same undead. They went right for the remains of the sloth.

Erick was not too happy about that. He had felt bad about chasing away the cats and the wolves, and yes, even the spider. They were not monsters, after all. Monsters were not deserving of his sympathy…

Erick realized what he was thinking the second he thought it.

Maybe some monsters were deserving of sympathy. The shadelings were, after all.

Through Ophiel’s eyes, he looked down upon the remains of the Armed Sloth and at a trio of cats that had started to scavenge from the left side of the pile of meat. He turned toward the Monstrous Ghouls that had come in from the right to also scavenge.

He decided to experiment.

He waited for the undead to attack the living, or vice versa.

The undead saw the living cats and attacked, en masse. Erick had Ophiels shoot out Merciful Suffocations—

Ah. They didn’t care. Undead. Duh. Erick forgave himself; he had never faced undead like this before, except for that one time over in Odaali, and that didn't really count. He had forgotten that they did not breathe. The spell did draw the attention of the ghouls away from the cats, though. They ran toward the Ophiel. When the undead groaned toward Ophiel, the cats heard, and took off in the opposite direction.

Erick focused on the undead coming for Ophiel. For his first experiment, he erected enough [Quick Wall]s to make attacking the Imaging area almost impossible for the land-based undead.

The undead did not care. The glowing orbs in the air had attacked them and they wanted to tear apart those glowing orbs. The ghouls attacked the [Quick Wall]s in front of them, breaking through rather fast, so Erick just cast more… And then he cast more, and more. And more.

Erick watched for five minutes, stopping the undead advance, but not actually damaging them.

The undead were not stopping their attack.

So much for that experiment. Undead monsters were incapable of not-attacking, just like the books said.

Erick filled the air on his side of the [Quick Wall]s with [Hermetic Shredder]. When the undead broke through again, Erick did not recast the Walls. The undead raced onto molecular wires, meeting the same fate as the Lesser Armed Sloth.

Erick plucked out rads from the wiggling undead bodies, killing the undead. He pushed the remains into the meat pile.

When more monsters came, they came for Ophiels, or to investigate the Imaging, or to prey upon the animals that came for the meat, or for the meat itself. Erick tried to dissuade every encroaching monster from the first three targets, just as he did for the animals, but where animals learned that only the meat was fair game, the monsters seemed incapable of learning.

By next morning, and after being woken up every hour, it seemed, the meat pile was very large, and the root-system Imaging was mostly done.

Erick cleared up the meat pile with [Cleansing Flame] over breakfast, an hour before it was time to investigate the Imaging and the Labyrinth, too. He didn’t need violent wildlife hanging around while he personally studied what the Imaging had revealed.

- - - -

Erick walked through the air, light splashing under his feet as he explored the illuminated root system. There was something here besides just what he was seeing, and what he was seeing was that the Twins were mirrored underground as well as above. He already knew this, but now he saw the full extent of the mirroring.

The major roots of the left tree went left, while the right tree’s roots went to the right. There was little tangling of large roots between the two trees, almost as if both of them had been planted on mirrored, opposing cliffs, instead of right next to each other on the same Forest floor.

The only exceptions to this phenomena were amongst the smaller roots. Anything less than a few centimeters in diameter was a mess of growth that grew in whatever direction it felt like growing,

While the larger roots were mirrored systems that grew away from each other, the smaller roots in that small space between the two Twins, directly under the [Gate], took on a rather peculiar pattern.

Erick saw the pattern. He memorized that pattern as easily as he had replicated Van Gogh’s Starry Night with a single cast, back in that art supply store. He saw how swirls of roots obviously moved mana around like the Twin Trees were some sort of living enchantment.

But he didn’t understand any of it.

There was no known language in that pattern; Erick checked rather thoroughly for Ancient Script, and then all the other languages he had learned since coming to Veird. Gargantual, the language of the Orcols. Inferni, the language of demons, and thus the base language of the Incani. Karstar, the language of Angels, and thus the language of many humans, but more accurately the language of human nobility in several parts of the world. Ecks, which was actually a blend of Karstar, Inferni, and many other languages, and the main spoken language of most people on Veird.

There was no language pattern in the patterns of the roots under the [Gate].

There was a pattern, though. An enchanted pattern, was Erick’s guess. Not a gridwork pattern, or a basic enchanting pattern, but with a bit of expansive mana sense, and knowing what he was looking at thanks to the Imaging, Erick could feel the flow of mana through the roots, and the trunks, and the air. There was a system of mana movement here, for sure. That system likely gave rise to the magic in this space, but whatever that system was, it was beyond Erick, for now.

Tenebrae hovered not too far from Erick, his robes and small parts of his body wisping away under the effects of his [Greater Air Body]. He glanced toward Erick every now and then, but he mostly studied the glowing root map, too.

Everyone else was watching out for threats from the outside.

Erick asked Tenebrae, “The metal Gates, inside the Vision? They have more of all of…” He waved his hand at the Imaging in the air. “All of this?”

“A great deal more.” Tenebrae said, “Easily a hundred times more complicated.”

Erick started speaking aloud, “Maybe… You said before that the Vision is just connected to this space though this attached [Gate], and that it is not a separate reality that just begins at this connection.” He asked, “But in such a case, where is this Vision, then? Physically?”

Tenebrae said, “Maybe I was not understood. This Vision is there on the other side of this [Gate] space.” He pointed toward the [Gate], then curled his finger up and over in a gesture that was almost like a hop of his hand, saying, “It’s on the other side of this [Gate]. It is physically there. Right over there.” He lowered his hand. “But the Vision’s Domain allows it to make its own Reality, which we then invade when we go through this [Gate].”

Erick hummed. “Okay. That clears up some misconceptions.” He pointed at the tangled, patterned roots, asking, “Have you tried damaging the roots? What happens?”

“They regrow based on the damage done.” Tenebrae said, “Takes a while.”

“So the Vision reconnects itself to this space? Or someone else reconnects it? Or the Twins reconnect on their own?”

Tenebrae said, “The Twins regrow the pattern depending on how damaged it is. Cut out a small piece and it comes back in a day. Cut out a square meter section and it comes back in a week. I did not test further than that and I would advise you against this.”

“I wasn’t going to suggest destroying anything, but it’s good to know it comes back, eventually.” He asked, “Have you made new Twin trees anywhere, to see if you can move the [Gate]?”

Tenebrae frowned a little, but that expression didn’t last long. “I have. It won’t move from here. I’ve replicated the mana flows and everything else perfectly. Still, the [Gate] will not switch locations.”

“Then the [Gate] regrows itself, but the Vision is what connects to this space. Or maybe the act of reconnecting is what produces the regrowth in the Twins. Or—”

Jane spoke up, “Activity in the west.”

Ophiel chirped up a second later, confirming what Jane saw.

“Huh.” Erick said, now looking. “What is that?”

Past a good dozen ten-meter wide trees, in the small spaces where the dark was as deep as the bottom of the ocean, eyes hovered just to the sides of the trees, glowing with a reflected light. Something was spying on this space. A good five somethings, at least.

The interlopers startled; they saw Erick seeing them.

They lit up with tiny lights, illuminating what looked like wide-brim hats upon their heads and lines of pearls along their arms, and then they ducked behind their trees.

Erick had no idea what they were, but they were obviously smart.

Tenebrae said, “Looks like Forestspawn.”

Jane asked, “They’re not shroomspawn? No Bleeding Veil to worry about?”

“Similar, but vastly different creatures. Both are monsters of the mushroom variety, but Forestspawn follow around Forest-Crowned Stags. They’re technically monsters, but they won’t attack unless we attack their Stag and there’s no Stag around here. They either got lost or were just born, or something. Whatever the case, the light of the Imaging might have confused them. We would never have seen them, otherwise.”

Teressa stood beside Jane. Both of them were eyes-forward on the part of the Forest where the monsters had been. Jane looked ready to kill something, but Teressa had a faint smile. She looked ready to cheerfully kill something.

Erick asked, “Can we ignore them?”

Tenebrae waved off Erick, saying, “They don’t matter!” He pointed at the [Gate]. “Focus. You have enough of the damn Stat, don’t you?”

“Enough to focus on multiple things at once. So! About these Forestspawn?”

Tenebrae spat out, “Bah! It’s like you want a damn book shoved under your nose with all the answers! Focus on the [Gate]! Tell me what you see!”

“Forestspawn are mostly harmless. Worse than a slime, better than a shadowolf.” Teressa said, “They eat the bugs and small life that sprouts in the wake of a Stag, but if you kill one, it explodes, showering the area in virulent Decay; that’s the worst they can do to you. More Forestspawn will grow from where another has detonated.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you, Teressa.” He looked to Tenebrae, saying, “Didn’t think to mention the exploding?”

“Not relevant,” Tenebrae said. “You would have found out.”

“Fine, fine.” Erick gestured at the massive root Image before him, saying, “I’m certainly not finding anything more out about this, though. I have no idea what is going on here, except there is an obvious movement of mana that somewhat resembles the movement inside enchanted objects.”

Tenebrae sighed. “Must I teach you enchanting, too?” He muttered, “Dammit.”

“I’ve read all the theories!” Erick said, “I’ve just had trouble putting them all together. A lot of it is contradictory.”

“There’s not a single damn thing in any damn enchanting book put out by the damn Arcanaeum Consortium that is damned contradictory with any other damned book!”

Erick could not help himself. “Well damn! Since you put it like that, it all makes sense!”

“Don’t get snippy with me.” Tenebrae said, “Just because you can’t understand what you’ve read—”

“Here’s an example:” Erick said, “Why does the Grand [Prestidigitation] stove use what I now know to be gridwork to make almost all of itself, but a wand of fire-spewing [Prestidigitation] only uses Ancient Script for the spell but with a bit of different characterization in the interior inscription?”

Tenebrae paused as he looked at Erick. “That’s a high-level question. I thought you were going to ask about [Force Bolt].”

Erick replied, “—

Tenebrae rolled over Erick’s words with a louder voice, “I’m going to lay all of enchanting out for you, so listen up! All enchanting is about eliciting magic from the manasphere. Low-level enchanting is about learning all of the basic tools in the enchanter's arsenal. High-level enchanting is about applying difficult Shapings and sometimes contradictory ideas to that eliciting, like using Ice and Fire Alterings in the same spell! You have read contradictory enchanting ideas in all those damned books because magic itself is contradictory! Mana is possibility, and that includes going left and right at the same time when you’re supposed to go forward!

“None of those books are contradictory. They’re all just pieces of the whole puzzle.

“When you spoke to me the other day about Sound and about picking magics out of the air with resonance it sounded like you had already found your enchanting path. But this question reveals to me that you have not.” Tenebrae said, “So think on what I said, and also on these Gates and [Gate].”

Erick flinched backward.

Tenebrae had slapped him with some high-concept enchanting, resetting his entire idea of the whole field of meta-magics.

An idea developed in Erick’s mind. An idea that involved the gramophones that he had reinvented.

But first…

Erick said, “Thank you for that, Tenebrae. Shall we go inside, now? See how far we get?”

“Yes, dammit. Finally!” Tenebrae said, “[Dispel] this Imaging; all it’s doing is attracting problems.”

Erick dispersed the light in the air with a thought. Gloom swallowed the party. The Forest sounded of animals and monsters in the dark, while eyes opened up in the far distance, but that was normal. It was time to get going.

A Rocky, Teressa, and Jane were the first through the [Gate]. The rest of the party followed. Everyone had their long-term spells active. Everything was the same as it had been in their first excursion into the space.

Except, Erick cast an [Alarm Ward] over the entrance to the Vision, and he also had the Ophiel on his shoulder cast [Scry] into the air a good distance from the Twins, to see if anyone came in after them. He wasn’t sure if the [Alarm Ward] or if the [Scry] would work because both spells would likely have some issues sending their signal to Erick, or Ophiel, while they were inside the Vision. But if this didn’t work, if the larger monsters appeared right away, then that only meant that he would have to try something else to monitor the entrance.

Walking through land beyond the [Gate] was simple and silent.

And then, almost half an hour later, the Ophiel on his shoulder poked Erick in the face to get his attention, and then he mentally showed him an image of what he had seen. The [Alarm Ward] had failed, for whatever reason, as the intruder walked right through the invisible space without setting it off, but Ophiel’s [Scry] had not failed.

Erick sent to the party, ‘A Rocky entered the Vision at the entrance.’

Tenebrae rounded on his Rockys and glared at them like the world’s angriest man. At that moment, he might have been. Erick didn’t need to elaborate on what the unexpected Rocky meant; it could only mean one thing.

Ten seconds later, the Red-Furred Armed Sloths appeared. They zeroed in on Erick, again, for some reason.

After Tenebrae vented his anger at the first four Armed Sloths, turning them into little more than red rain, the entire party started to run and Erick got to experiment with [Slowing Bolt] on the oncoming eight Armed Sloths. 200 mana caused a Slow that lasted 10 seconds, where the afflicted Armed Sloth moved at half speed, and rapidly fell behind all the rest. A thousand mana caused a three second complete cessation of movement —a Stop— followed by 30 seconds of Slow.

Erick suspected that if the creatures were not literally subway-train sized that his Slows and Stops would last a lot longer. As it was, everyone who could helped to erect [Force Wall]s into the air as the entire party all ran against the flow of mana, toward the nearest exit.

Two minutes later, everyone had escaped from the Labyrinth.

Tenebrae started yelling at his Rockys. For the part of the rock men, they looked ashamed. Erick heard a lot of ‘we didn’t want you to die’, so Erick wasn’t really mad. This was quite a dangerous event, after all. And then a Rocky did something Erick was not expecting.

Tenebrae repeated, even louder than before, “You do not get to choose what I do with my life! If you don’t like how I—”

“I can’t watch you kill yourself!” a Rocky shouted, his meekness suddenly shifting to rage. “Redarrow even predicted your death! Believe him if you don’t believe us! I cannot do this anymore! I love you too much, and I— I can’t watch it! I’m done!” The Rocky shifted, his stone flesh becoming mud, and falling away.

Tenebrae was too surprised to argue. A tear fell down his face.

He recognized a significance to the mud-form that Erick did not.

The Rocky’s stone body spun back into itself, briefly, then broke away, casting grey dirt to the ground, revealing a pristine young woman made of white marble, wearing a toga made of the same. She moved exactly like a wrought, her body and clothes made of her self, while her face was full of anger and gold tears colored her white eyes. Gold rolled down her cheeks and fell from her chin. 

Her voice was an octave higher than it had been before, “I’ve decided my name is Ophelia, because Erick treats his summons much better than you! If only I were born to him instead!” She quieted. “Do not blame the others for this plot, as it was my idea, but since it’s not working... Then…” Her chest heaved as she breathed hard. She spat out, “Goodbye. I never want to see you again, you death-seeking old man!”

Ophelia vanished in a gold blip.

Tenebrae crashed to his knees. The remaining Rocky was suddenly there, beside the old man, trying to help the archmage, trying to get him back on his feet. He spoke in soft tones and Tenebrae mumbled in softer words, tears rolling down his face, catching in his white beard.
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                Erick stepped out of the light, down onto the stone courtyard of Tenebrae’s Castle, along with Jane, Poi, and Teressa. 

The door to Tenebrae’s tower, on the other side of the courtyard, closed. Tenebrae had just vanished inside, along with a Rocky.

Ophelia was nowhere to be seen. Erick did not expect to see her here after what she had said, but newly sapient [Familiar]s were not something he had ever dealt with before. She could have been here. Jane was certainly a handful sometimes when she was younger, and though harsh words went back and forth sometimes, he would still have wanted to see her. Whatever the case, Ophelia was not there in the courtyard and Erick had no idea where she had gone, but news of what Ophelia had done was here, for sure.

Rockys stepped outside of their houses, concern in their posture, if not their stone-solid faces. And then the cafeteria door slammed open. Palodia rushed out, straight for Tenebrae’s tower— She stopped as she saw Erick and everyone else.

“What happened!” she demanded, her voice frail.

Rockys, who had been avoiding Erick and his people since they moved into the guest house, all turned toward Erick, with more coming out of their houses as stressful moments piled onto each other. Some went right for Tenebrae’s tower, completely avoiding whatever talk was happening in the courtyard.

Erick spoke, “A Rocky interrupted the expedition with a bit of trickery which indicates a conspiracy of some sort that involved multiple Rockys, but after she transformed into a fully unique soul and took the name Ophelia, she denounced Tenebrae because she couldn’t stand to watch him die. She left. Tenebrae is not taking it well.”

Gasps echoed around the courtyard. Immediately, several Rockys turned toward two Rockys in particular, their near-expressionless faces gaining hateful accents. Palodia went blank for a long moment, looking out past Erick at nothing in particular.

Palodia spat, “Shit! Dammit.” She scowled. She turned and eyed one of the Rockys who everyone else was looking at; the one on the staircase leading to the walls. “Volcanus. Who did this? Was it Igma?”

Most every Rocky looked more or less the same. There was variation on a theme, for sure, but picking out one Rocky from another would be like picking out an Ophiel from another; impossible. The Rocky that Palodia and everyone else looked at, however, had dark stone eyes that were almost black. It was the barest nod to individuality.

Oh. And this had been the Rocky who Erick first saw when he intruded upon the Castle, days ago, back when it was flying near the Firemaw. This was the one who had overheard Erick talk about Redarrow’s prediction.

Volcanus said, “Igma apparently made her choice of name and residence. Ophelia is cut off from the Estate.”

Palodia said, “Dammit! Ig— Ophelia— That bitch really had to pick that name, huh? She just had to be as much of a cunt as she could have—” She stopped herself. “Fine. Ophelia can deal with the loss of her ability to see her father on her own.” She ignored everyone and went straight for Tenebrae’s tower, muttering, “I can’t believe she did that. Of all the fool—” She tried the latch.

It was locked.

She scowled, flickered with red light, and the door swung open. She rushed inside. The door slammed shut behind her, leaving the courtyard in silence once again.

Volcanus drew everyone’s attention as he spoke to all, “Master Tenebrae is now indisposed. It is our duty to prepare to receive our Seniors. They will likely show in the next few hours.” He stepped down the staircase and into the courtyard, moving toward Erick.

Other Rockys began moving in a quick rush throughout the Estate, toward destinations and purposes that Erick could only guess at. Events seemed to be happening rather fast, and Erick felt something like an outsider.

Volcanus walked up to Erick. He said, “We of Tenebrae’s Estate apologize on our Master’s behalf, Archmage Flatt. He will likely not be able to receive you or venture into the Green Labyrinth for the foreseeable future. At least a week. We will gratefully host you during this time, or, you can leave, and venture forth on your own. Or… Master Tenebrae has authorized me to hand over copies of his own [Gate] research. He authorized this yesterday, in case the worst should happen. Thankfully, all that happened was a major fright. Do you wish for this option?”

Erick’s eyebrows rose. He said, “No— I mean. Yeah. I’ll look at notes, but if he’s not there to help me with them, then I know I won’t get far— Is he going to be okay? He did not look good.”

Other Rockys paused in the courtyard as Volcanus and Erick spoke. Volcanus noticed, and swished a hand at them. They took off again, headed toward wherever it was they were going, to do whatever it was they were doing.

Some Rocky came out of a house with a white carpet, and laid it out on the ground outside of the door to a house across the courtyard from Erick’s guesthouse. A hole opened up in the courtyard, and a pair of Rockys came up the unseen-until-now staircase, carrying a mattress made of white stone.

They were... decorating?

Volcanus continued, “Master Tenebrae has occasionally had bouts like this over his long life, but he has come back from them before, and he will again. He is not that old, yet. But if you do not wish to wait, then we will wish you good luck. As for now, we will be moving the Estate into safer territory while he convalesces.”

“You all want to leave the Green Labyrinth?” Erick said, “No. Can we not do that? I’m not ready to move on and I don’t think Tenebrae would either. Is protection a problem? I can have Ophiel patrol if needed.”

Volcanus smiled, a little. “I am in charge of defense when problems arise, and Master falling ill is one of them. I am attempting to solve possible problems as fast as I am able. I apologize for the quick pace.”

“That’s not a problem.” Erick was keeping up, just fine.

Volcanus nodded. “Then, I will accept your offer of the protection of the Estate on my Master’s behalf. I know he would not want us to move you from your Path unless absolutely necessary, and so your offer will likely bring him comfort while he recovers. Thank you. We will merely move the Estate higher into the sky, then, after—”

A thrum vibrated the courtyard, right before the air in front of the tree shimmered with purple light.

Volcanus turned toward the shimmer, saying, “Right after the Seniors show, for you can’t [Gate] into a moving location.”

The purple shimmer in the air opened, like mist separating. A [Gate] appeared, leading to another courtyard, in another place, where the stars shone in the sky and wardlights illuminated a small gathering of stone people. Seven stood out in the open, but more watched from behind pillars, or from elsewhere in the illuminated space.

Three of the stone people stepped forward, through the purple portal. The magic shut behind them.

The first was a woman of black stone, and thick like she had eaten well her whole life. The second was a man of grey, thin to the point of appearing breakable. Both of them wore their own stone flesh like it was thin clothes; pants and shirts and shoes, but nothing too fancy. The last person out of the [Gate] was a Rocky who wore clothes, with flesh fully animated, unlike the other Rockys all around who looked more like broken stone statues.

None of them wore happy expressions.

‘Rocky’ stepped down into the courtyard, saw Volcanus, and asked, “Where is he?”

“Tower,” Volcanus said, not wasting time.

Two of the newcomers rushed toward the tower. ‘Rocky’ flickered with white light as the grey one reached the handle. The grey one opened the door both he and ‘Rocky’ vanished into the tower.

The black one remained behind. She asked Volcanus, but eyed Erick, “How bad was it?”

Volcanus said to Erick, “I apologize for asking this rude question, but could you please make yourself scarce? I must deal with family matters, now.”

Erick said, “I will, if there is nothing I can do for him, or for the Estate, or anything else.”

The black one asked, “Do you know immortality magics? Full body restorations? Any of that? [True Restoration].”

Erick would have taken those words as sarcasm from anyone else, but the black rock woman sounded completely sincere. Erick said, “I do not. Sorry.”

The woman nodded. She turned to Volcanus. “Do we need to find a lawbreaker for [Polymorph] extensions? I can get one, tonight. Eidolon has jailfulls.”

Volcanus said, “No.”

Erick walked away, into the guesthouse, feeling like someone who was escaping from a series of unfortunate events.

Jane was already inside the house, waiting for him, but Teressa and Poi had only abandoned the courtyard when Erick did. He shut the door behind him, while Volcanus and the black rock woman argued about bodies and magics. ‘Messalina, the Life Binder,’ got rapidly offered; the black rock woman would search for and find the woman if it was necessary. Volcanus denied the necessity of such a drastic action.

… And Erick sent out some Ophiels to patrol the air outside of the Castle, while everything changed inside the Castle walls, and Erick tried not to listen in on the various conversations happening right outside his temporary residence.

Erick went to his stacks of books and picked one out, trying to take his mind off of what he was hearing outside, through his patrolling Ophiels who were both on the Castle walls, and in the air beyond. He felt his stomach sink as he could not help but listen.

Jane came right up to him, asking, “Is that Rocky out there the original, you think?”

“Yes. He is.” Erick said, “I can hear some of them speaking of a few things, and that is what someone said out there. He calls himself Rock, now. The black one is Obsidia. The grey one is Slate. They’re the Seniors; some of the first Rockys to become their own person over the years. There’s a lot of them living in Eidolon, down in continental Nergal.” He said, “Volcanus lied about Tenebrae being okay. He might not make it.”

Jane paled.

Erick continued, “Heart failure. Stress. Circumstances. Rock gated in some doctors from somewhere not a minute ago. Imperial doctors.”

Wide-eyed, Jane sat down on a conjured chair next to her father. She picked up a book, and read next to him for a while, also trying to take her mind off of what was happening outside.

- - - -

There was a knock on the door.

Erick briefly panicked, assuming the worst possible news.

He rushed the door, answering it quickly.

A normal, mostly-put-together Rocky handed him a delivery of tomes and wardlights. Erick asked after Tenebrae. Tenebrae was okay. Tenebrae was stable. Tenebrae was okay. The Rocky repeated himself. Erick knew he was lying.

But what could Erick do? Nothing. And so, he read, while the Rockys of the Estate and the Seniors who had come before all walked around the courtyard, or stared at the door to Tenebrae’s tower, or sat in the shadows to the side, waiting for news. Erick could not help but overhear their small, deep conversations, or their names, or what they thought of Ophelia, while a part of him oversaw the whole event through Ophiel’s eyes.

Erick focused on the books before him.

The tomes were the work of decades of attempts at [Gate], and only a small portion of those notes were from the Gates of the Green Labyrinth. Everything else came from the demon and the angel of Oceanside, and various immortals around the world, and other archmages, and everyone who he could ever track down who had completed the Worldly Path.

That last one sunk Erick’s heart; Tenebrae had never found anyone who had managed to complete the Path in the correct way. Everyone either paid the 10 points, or gave up. Apparently, people in ages past had completed the Worldly Path, but no one had completed it in recent memory.

- - - -

Another knock came from the front door. Hours had passed. Erick rapidly answered the caller as Jane came up right behind him, eager to see who was on the other side.

Rock stood on the other side, looking well-put-together, but that could mean anything. Erick felt a twist in his chest.

Erick asked, “Is Tenebrae…?”

Rock said, “He’s not okay, but he will live for at least 20 more years—”

Erick felt a tension leave his gut, and his shoulders. He sighed.

“—if he never has another scare like that.” Rock looked at Erick, as though waiting for confirmation of an unsaid understanding.

Erick said, “And you don’t want him to continue, but he wants to continue.”

Rock nodded. “That is correct.”

Erick’s curiosity got the better of him. He asked, “Why was what happened so traumatic, if you don’t mind me asking? Was it something I did? Was it something Ophelia did? Feel free to tell me off; that I have overstepped.”

Moments passed, as Rock seemed to weigh some ineffable thing, then he said, “I will answer, because he will answer this without you asking, and he will lie, and more problems may arise from his lies, as they usually do.” He paused. He said, “The only variety Tenebrae likes is in his food. Everything else reminds him of what he has lost. So when Ophelia did what she did…” Rage. And then, not so much rage. Rock calmed himself, then continued, “Tenebrae summons as many ‘Rockys’ as he needs, all the time, and while we all originally belong to the same hive mind, that same hive mind crystallizes all the time into new, individualized lives. When we do differentiate, we try to do so out of sight. Ophelia did not. Thus… Today’s issue. Tenebrae’s issues. It came together to give him several heart strikes.” He added, “In case you haven’t noticed, Tenebrae is a rather emotionally stunted, angry man. It is… a problem.”

Erick was polite, “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Haaa.” Rock sighed, then he asked, “Will you please leave him behind while you journey into the Labyrinth?”

“I will have to talk to him about that.” Erick said, “But Redarrow didn’t say that it was a sure thing that Tenebrae would die if he came along.”

Rock glared, but then softened. “If Redarrow even hinted at the possibility that my father could die, then I must ask you again to please take the old man’s wellbeing into consideration, even when he will not, and leave him behind. He is too old to go chasing fantasies anymore. He had four children who could cast [Gate]. Any of us will be here for him and be personal [Gate] mages, if he wants. But please. I ask you: Leave our father out of this fantasy.”

Their father. Ah. It’s like that.

Erick felt warmth in his chest.

“Can I see him?” Erick asked.

“Yes.” Rock said, “That is why I came down. To talk to you and tell you what everyone else wants, what father wants, and to ask you to do the right thing. Will you see him, now?”

Erick agreed, leaving behind Jane and Teressa, but took along Poi.

The courtyard had changed while Erick had been holed up in his rooms. Carpets of all colors and wardpaints of all kinds had dressed up the courtyard into something that Erick did not recognize, but the main colors were tans and whites. Reds, yellow, blues; these were accents here and there, except for on the roofs, where they had been fully wardpainted into pastel colors.

From inside, the place looked a lot nicer. From above, the place looked like a rainbow village on an Italian coast. The castle looked wonderful.

Erick instantly knew that Tenebrae would hate it, for sure, otherwise it would have looked like this all the time.

They followed Rock through the door into Tenebrae’s tower, into a place full of trinkets and paintings and books and carpets and lush wood. A staircase wound upward, and the three of them took it, passing reading rooms and drawing rooms and libraries. One floor had closed doors, each of which had a space for a nameplate on them, but each nameplate was empty, except for one, labeled ‘Rocky’; it was the only one open. Obsidia sat on a stone bed inside. She looked up as Erick passed by.

The next floor was a living space with a kitchenette and assorted furniture. The next floor held one room, with a door between it and the staircase. The door was open. Slate was inside, next to Palodia. Both of them stood on one side of a large bed. A dragonkin stood on the other side, speaking of medicine and gesturing toward bottles, laid out on a dresser.

Tenebrae laid in his bed, surrounded and buoyed by pillows and under the covers, looking sickly, with bags under his closed eyes and sweat upon his forehead.

Rock moved into the room and was acknowledged by everyone, but the doctor kept talking of medicine regimes to Palodia and Slate. Erick stepped in, but remained to the side, exactly like Poi usually did. Poi stepped in and stood beside Erick.

The doctor finished his instructions, and asked, “Any questions?”

Palodia said, “No sir. Everything is understood and we even have the notes. Thank you for responding so fast.”

The dragonkin said, “I’m glad I could help. If not for Archmage Tenebrae… It would have been bad. We would have lost an entire city to those Rivergrieves. He’s a great man. I hope he gets better.” He looked toward Rock. “Now I’d hate to be pushy, but we are in the middle of a battle and Tenebrae is fine. Can I get that [Gate] back, now?”

Rock lifted his hand. A purple-rimmed [Gate] appeared. A throne room appeared on the other side. A man on the throne threw his hands up in relief, shouting about how it took them long enough. Rock said, “Thank you for your assistance, Grand Alchemist Irikilo.”

Tenebrae opened his eyes.

Irikilo looked down on Tenebrae, and said, “You’re in good hands, Archmage. Get better! Bed rest for a while. Doctor’s orders!”

Tenebrae grumbled in annoyance, then closed his eyes again.

Irikilo nodded, then walked through the [Gate]. It closed behind him.

Tenebrae’s voice was weak, as he asked, “All clear?”

Slate said, “Clear. All medicines are what they appear to be. He was truthful. No soul problems, either.” He spoke down to Tenebrae. “You should get better, if you follow his orders.”

“I will make him follow the doctor’s orders,” Palodia declared.

Tenebrae scowled, his eyes still closed, and said, “Bastard has the gall to charge me that much money, I should damned well get better, or I should go and destroy those towns that I saved.”

Rock said, “None of that, please. Besides: Erick is here.”

Tenebrae breathed deep. He opened one eye, lifted up his head, and peered at Erick.

Erick waved. “Hello.”

Tenebrae’s eye snapped shut as he laid back onto his pillows. “Bah. Stupid. I swear, I am not this feeble! Ophelia just surprised me, because...” His voice trailed off, then came back as he asked, “Did you understand all my notes yet? I’m not going to die without learning [Gate]! So if you have learned it already, maybe don’t break this old man’s psyche until next week!”

Erick tried to lighten the sudden dark mood by saying, “I’ve got some better theories than I had before, but nothing too solid; I’ve only had them for a few hours, after all. You’re still necessary, Tenebrae, for who else would I astound with my ability at magic if you die? Everyone else is already accustomed.”

While everyone else in the room winced, Tenebrae laughed.

“Ha!” Tenebrae smiled, and said, “Idiot-savant planar-archmage. Can’t enchant a gods-damned Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove, yet expecting to make a Gate in his first year on this planet! Ha.” He sighed, then said, “I feel better now—”

He tried to get up, but Palodia and Slate were right there, gently nudging him back to horizontal, saying that the doctor ordered bed rest.

Tenebrae said, “Well I gotta shit! You want me to shit the bed?”

“That’s why the gods made [Cleanse].” Palodia glared, and without a single hint of amusement in her voice, said, “Shit the bed.”

“Dammit.” Tenebrae said, “At least help me put the pillows behind my head. I need to talk to Erick.”

Rock said, “Erick cannot stay long because you need to sleep.”

Slate helped to put a small pillow behind Tenebrae’s head.

Erick stood at the foot of his bed.

“This is a minor setback. I am not this old. 90 is not that old. I am fine. But my Rockys are overprotective.” Tenebrae eyed Erick, saying, “We are still going into that Labyrinth, you hear me?”

“I hear you.”

“Read my notes if you have to do something. Or whatever. You’re not leaving me behind when you go in there, understood? I don’t trust you in that place yet! It’s dangerous.”

Rock, Slate, and Palodia frowned.

Erick said, “I understand.”

Tenebrae’s voice turned harder, “This is my life’s dream. I don’t have many of them left, and you’re not going to take this from me without my direct consent. Don’t fuck with the dragons. Don’t explore there. Wait for me to get better.”

Erick said, “I’m on vacation, Tenebrae. Relaxing with magic books seems wonderful.”

Tenebrae sighed out as he smiled wide. He closed his eyes, saying, “Good. Now someone take this pillow out from behind my neck—” Slate removed the pillow. Tenebrae muttered, “I’m not going to be comfortable for days, am I.”

“Nope.” Palodia said, “Ready for sleep? It’s time for sleep. Slate is going to watch over you. Then it's Obsidia’s shift. Rock and Volcanus have the night shift.”

Tenebrae muttered, “Stupid rock names. Why did you idiots all pick rock names. I swear, it’s to torture me because I was so unoriginal…” His voice trailed off.

Rock gestured Erick toward the door, then walked that way. Erick and Poi followed Rock down the stairs. A sudden argument exploded back in Tenebrae’s room as the old archmage quarreled with Palodia and Slate about his healthcare needs. Erick heard something about Shaped [Cleanse].

Tenebrae’s voice carried far, “You want me to get rads, woman? I oughta write you out of my will! I will not shit my bed!”

“You will if you have to! If it weren’t for the potions you couldn’t even talk!” Palodia declared, “We’ll just have to deny you those potions then, won’t we? I’ll get much better compliance out of you if you’re weaker than a mouse!”

Tenebrae protested—

Rock stopped at the drawing room, rounding on Erick, bringing him back to the moment as he demanded, “Are you going to let him follow you into the Labyrinth?”

Erick’s plan had been smashed from a direction he hadn’t even considered. But Rock’s words lit a discordant flame in Erick’s heart.

‘Let him’?

What trash! Erick was following Tenebrae along paths the old archmage had charted long ago, and he was thankful for that help! And what was this, now coming from Rock, except for an attempt to control Tenebrae’s freedoms?

Now, obviously, Erick understood that Tenebrae probably shouldn’t be running around in a Twisted Vision full of hidden dragons and assorted [Gate]s, but—

Trying not to let his anger into his voice, Erick said, “I am going to honor his wishes, and you should do the same. It is not right for you to take away his dreams.” He offered, “Or! You have a week to get him to change his mind. Maybe this is just what he needs to realize he shouldn’t be doing something like this anymore. Redarrow spoke of that possibility, too.”

Rock demanded, “What were Redarrow’s words, exactly? Did you write them down?”

“No need to write them down. I remember them just fine.” Erick recalled, “They were… ‘If Tenebrae accompanies you, he will die. If he does not, others will die. Hmm. What is the value of a life? A pinprick of light upon the background of reality? A beacon in the darkness; a lighthouse, perhaps. What is the value of a life, when comparing bonfires to candles? All of that is barely-there misty Fate. Choose as you will and already have. Maybe Tenebrae will simply be humbled. Maybe everyone will live. The chances of either are rather low. But! What I see does not always come to pass, while what comes to pass, is always seen before it arrives.’ And that was all of that.” Erick added, “Except… Redarrow did have to revise his conversation with me a hundred times, and he still failed to predict everything that I would ask of him.”

Rock glared, but his stony facade softened when Erick spoke of humbling, and that ‘everyone might live’. He said, “That’s not as bad as I was led to believe... And yet...” He gestured toward the staircase, saying, “Please find your own way to the guesthouse. I must think.”

Erick said, “I’m sorry for that episode, or whatever it was. I never expected… Ophelia.”

Rock turned away, sighing. Silent.

Erick and Poi left Tenebrae’s tower and made their way back to the guest house, through the decorated courtyard.

- - - -

Flying through the cold air, high above the Forest, Ophiel dissuaded many different attackers from approaching the Castle. Flocks of man-eater birds. Sky serpents that moved like flying snakes. Forest couatls, which were almost like flying snakes, but with feathers. Small attackers couldn’t get past the [Air Shield], but the larger ones could… if Ophiel hadn’t been there. Mostly, he used [Merciful Suffocation], dealing large amounts of damage every time the animal attackers breathed. Erick tried the same defensive measures against monsters, but monsters just enraged when they found out their prey fought back.

And so, sliced up monstrous attackers fell down, down, down to the Forest, after they failed to navigate the molecular wires of [Hermetic Shredder]. Occasionally, notifications for brand new monsters would ping in Erick’s view. Skyborn Owls. Airfrost Elementals. Snakes. Variant couatls. A ballooning spider! How weird. Weren’t those all gone? Apparently not.

Even more elementals.

There were a lot more high-flying monsters out there than Erick had ever known.

At dinner time, a knock came from the door to the guest rooms. A Rocky delivered sandwiches and soup that Palodia had made; there would be no communal dinner this night. Maybe tomorrow.

- - - -

An undulating not-couatl blipped into the night sky between the city of Spur, and the Dead City, Ar’Kendrithyst. Her name was Sunny. A second Sunny blipped in beside the first. Both were bright green and glowing brighter. The clouded sky turned darker as roiling moisture hid the moons, and the stars. The [Familiar]s were preparing for what was to come.

It appeared, exactly as usual.

Above the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, where purple and red light played in the night, a darkness swelled, like a rising tide. The crystal lights of the Dead City dimmed as a new type of monster lifted beyond the walls, preparing to crash over the edge.

A new type of monster. A tide of shadows.

It swelled up, and then over, falling like a sudden river, over the wall, to the sands below. Like an ooze, too big to be believed, it crashed over the wall, and Ar’Kendrithyst was brighter for its absence.

No one really knew what the new monster was, only that it was dangerous. The powers of Spur had named it the Dark Tide, but if it had an actual, Script-appointed name, Kiri had not found it out. No one had. For the damned thing didn’t seem killable.

The great shadow ooze crawled across the orange desert, swallowing all life as it passed. The few Crystal Mimics that had repopulated the space between Spur and the Dead City during the day were swallowed in the Dark Tide’s passing. They were nothing more than tiny morsels of meat and magic that added to its bulk, like drops of rain adding to a kilometers-wide sudden sea that spread out and forward.

Some, who heard the stories coming out of Spur, were calling the new monster a whole lot of slimes. Most were calling it a new type of ooze. The people who actually fought the phenomenon had no real designation for the beast, whatever it was, but they did not call it a slime, for the Dark Tide had no core; Kiri and everyone else on duty tonight had checked for that many times. It could have been an ooze, but… no. That was too fantastical. An ooze this size would destroy civilization, and an ooze this size would not be so ‘easily’ beaten back, each night.

Lightning flickered overhead.

And then the storm unleashed.

Rain fell; a sudden onslaught of water, turning the sands to wet mud. Lightning flashed down, striking the Dark Tide where it flickered throughout the whole intact mass like the undulating shadows were some dark reflection of the skies overhead.

Where lightning crawled, shadows evaporated.

Where shadows crawled, they ripped past stone walls set up in the daytime, like concentric rings between Spur and the Dead City, put there by the defenders in order to give the Dark Tide pause, and themselves a bit more time to fight. The Dark Tide paused, yes, but it crashed through those walls, just the same.

More lightning came. More of the Dark Tide evaporated in sudden bursts of liquid shadows becoming gloom, becoming air, becoming nothing.

More Sunnys took to the sky. Lightning fell every second. Kiri dismantled most of the ‘ooze’, but not all of it. Smaller pools of liquid shadows, separated from the whole, made it closer to Spur, and that’s why people did not think this monster was an ooze. When oozes got pieces chopped off of them, usually those separate pieces just died. Sure, they might have fought on for a while, but they did die. These separate pieces just kept fighting.

Of course, then people were quick to point out that some species of ooze would separate into individual killers if the parent was split into pieces. No one liked hearing those people talk.

And besides! These pools of shadows were easy to kill. Oozes were not this easy to kill.

As the smaller pools of shadows came for Spur, other people took over, where Kiri left off.

For half an hour, lightning turned the night into day and booms echoed across the desert, while fields of fire, ice, and decay, all tinged with Light, burned, froze, and melted the smaller pools of shadows.

But not everyone had someone like Kiri on their side, and Kiri was herself just filling in for the archmages who wanted breaks.

In the morning, the people of Spur would hear that Frontier had fallen, but that came as no surprise for Frontier had almost fallen yesterday. They had already evacuated all non-essential personnel the night before. They had been planning to try some new tactics to combat the Dark Tide, but obviously, those new tactics did not work. The real problem was that Frontier hadn’t had an archmage in years, and thus, they fell.

Shadows almost took Kal’Duresh the day before that, but the incani city had somehow gotten the Poison Archmage, Orenza, to come to town. 50-kilometer wide fields of glowing orange mist did wonders against the Dark Tide. Kal’Duresh would last for a while, or until they made Orenza unhappy. From what people were hearing, keeping the Poison Archmage happy was a difficult task.

At least the Dark Tide could not survive under the sun. It could not survive under any bright light. It could not make it to any other cities of the Crystal Forest before the sun would come up the next day.

Too bad it usually stayed in the Lower Reaches of Ar’Kendrithyst, until the sun set.

The Brightwater might have been a part of those Lower Reaches, but it was still filled with brightness and Light, so this helped the people of the Brightwater to ward off the Dark Tide, but it was not a perfect defense.

As the sun crested over the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, a Sunny popped into the air above the Brightwater to see what damage had been done by the night’s battles. What Kiri saw was what she expected to see.

The Dark Tide had captured another kilometer of the white crystals surrounding the place. Just a single kilometer of the edge. Deeper in some places. Shallower in others. The frantic actions of the people and shadelings there had done much to prevent an overrun in the middle of the night, but they were losing ground. Eventually…

Well. The fate of the Brightwater was obvious to anyone with eyes to see.

Kiri moved Sunny along.

She watched as the agents of Frontier, who had lost their city the night before, decided to make sure that the people of the Brightwater lost their homes, too. As daylight came upon the world, yet another assault began on the last remaining brightness of Ar’Kendrithyst.

Kiri sent her Sunnys around, checking on certain parts of the defense of Spur that needed checking.

One place that didn’t need checking was Forward Base. It had fallen to the Dark Tide at the Dark Tide’s first appearance, and was now nothing more than rubble scattered in the air of the Middle Reaches. No one knew where the liquid shadows came from, exactly, but there were a lot of fingers pointed at the Brightwater, which, to be fair, might have been responsible for the Dark Tide. Shades and their whole society had been responsible for a lot of evil in the world, after all.

Silverite was in talks with the people of the Brightwater, though, and news was that the Brightwater was saying that they had nothing to do with the Dark Tide.

Which. Again. Lies, probably.

We were talking about Shades and their ilk, here.

Except, that the Dark Tide did attack the Brightwater from every direction, every night; that much was true, for sure. Kiri had even seen as much.

Kiri didn’t know much about all that, though. Not really. Whatever rumors came around were rather baseless, as was the nature of such things. All she knew, for sure, was that the Shade known as the Professor, the Chancellor of Truedark, and also just ‘Farix’, had publicly announced that the Brightwater was not responsible for the Dark Tide, using the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst to speak that ‘truth’ to everyone both inside and outside the city, and to also ask for people to ‘please stop trying to kill him’.

He had actually said ‘please’, too!

Unheard of.

There had been many attempts on his life, apparently, but all those who tried to attack him left those encounters with no memories of what had happened, except of Farix saying he was sorry, and that he was trying to do better, and ‘would you like to work with us and help us do better?’. A [Cleanse] had fixed whatever fuckery was going on with the assassins Farix had released, but after such a [Cleanse], all memories of their attempted assassinations were completely gone, from the time of their departures for their mission, to the point when they were [Cleanse]d and in the middle of debriefing. 

Kiri flew Sunny across the lands between Spur and Ar’Kendrithyst, watching as broken walls were rebuilt and the killing fields were repaired for easier killing, for tomorrow’s battle. The sun had risen hours ago, and the land was almost reset for tomorrow. Kiri came back to herself and yawned, as she finalized the details in her nightly report and signed her name. She handed the report to Sunny, then Sunny blipped over to Quartermaster Liquid’s office in the Courthouse and deposited the report into a small box made for such. Hers was the fourth such report to arrive. 

Kiri hadn’t done much physical action in the last week, but she had cast more magic than she ever had before. Scion of Focus was the best.

She had wanted to read a little before sleeping, but that plan failed as soon as she tucked herself in and her head hit the pillow. She gave one final glance, through Sunny, to a bastion of defense located in Ar’Kendrithyst that had failed to fall in the middle of the night, and that had actually expanded since last she looked.

… It looked fine, still.

Kiri slept.

- - - -

Anhelia stood resplendent upon a rose-pink crystal skyroad, while lavender glows reached up from far below, and the bright yellow sun crested the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, bringing even more light to her little slice of eventual-heaven. Crystal towers loomed behind her, with nary a single shadow in a single crystal depth. From the roof of the Dead City, all the way down to the Lower Reaches, she and her family had carved away the darkness from seven different towers. A tower a day, so far! One of those towers was more special than the rest, though.

Anhelia started her conquest by aiming for the rivers, or rather one river in particular. River Tower North was hers. But for all the logistical power that the River Tower represented, with its gardens and defensible fortifications and living quarters, it was only one third of the original river system of the dead city of Kendrithyst.

Over a millennium ago, back when Ar’Kendrithyst was still under the ground and wrought walked these roads, and lived in this land, a three-part river had flowed throughout the entire mega-metropolis. It was known as the Vital. The Vital hadn’t been called by its true name in a long time, but eventually, it would be called that again.

Surrounded by cleansed towers and purified itself, the river tower drew dark water up from the deep depths, then Anhelia’s magics went to work. Bright with power and anathema to all shadows, [Cleanse]d and Light-Altered water cascaded down onto crystal washways and aqueducts. That water churned with purifying power as it moved through pipes and flowed in the open air, banishing all shadows that got too close to its cleansed brilliance. This single River Tower, properly adjusted, as Anhelia had done, would push back the dark. It would enforce a new status quo upon the Dead City.

It would bring Ar’Kendrithyst back from the dead, eventually.

It was all a part of the plan. And what a plan it was!

All the threats around them, from the monsters both old and new, and the unknown threat of the Dark Tide impinging on their borders, desiring their lives, could not compare to the preparation that had gone into Anhelia’s conquest of her grandmother’s home. Now that the Shades were gone, all obstacles were merely tribulations to overcome. Nothing would stop her conquest. Nothing. She hadn’t known that there would be a ‘Dark Tide’, but it was within expected parameters. That was why she had set up River Tower North as she had. The light from those cleansed waters pushed back most everything that was actually a threat, and the Dark Tide was no exception.

Anhelia smiled.

She turned, a little, and regarded her family, and all the others she had hired and bargained for into being here, for this. Her family was with her, of course; eleven wrought of the iron-caste, just like herself, though only a few of them resembled incani like her. There were incani from the Wasteland; people who she had always been close to, but never truly a part of. Orcols from Treehome; only a few of them, and only because they were the best at taking down large threats. A few shifters of varying talents. There was even one harpy. Ikawa Kali had been the granddaughter of Krakina, the Weather Witch of Spur. The young woman would have eventually taken Krakina’s place as Spur’s Weather Witch, but then Erick came along and changed the way the weather worked! Ikawa worked well here, though; Anhelia had plenty of work for a young prognosticator such as Ikawa.

She had use for anyone with spellcasting talents. She even had some humans, but only three of them, as they were the ones the Headmaster had sent to Spur and were therefore reliable. Eduard, Maia, and Ramizi. There seemed to be some inter-party trouble there, but they kept that problem to themselves. Anhelia had been close to many humans in the past, but not since Erick’s reintroduction of humans to Spur, had she had many chances to meet more that had not immediately thought of her as a threat since her form was incani. These three were decent, and they doubled as a connection to the Headmaster, which allowed Anhelia to ‘excuse their inclusion’ to the incani in her employ.

The Quiet War was quite tiring, sometimes.

And then there were the three wrought from Stratagold. They were of adamantine-caste; Royalty. Each of them were as dark as Dark, though some had green hints in their reflective surfaces. They were overseers, and completely uninterested in ‘taking back Ar’Kendrithyst’. They were only here because they had to be here, according to their own imperialistic laws, to ensure that no wrought secrets would be unleashed on the public. They were something that Anhelia was forced to accept, or else there would be problems of entirely different sorts. At least she had gotten good royalty. Most of them weren’t worth a damn.

Killzone was also of the adamantine-caste, and Anhelia liked him well enough, but—

Enough problems! Today will be a good day! Thank you for giving me this opportunity, Erick! If you ever come back to Spur, I’ll be sure to give you a 90% discount on all information.

Anhelia had regarded her forces to see that they were ready, taking just a moment to do so. And now, she turned forward, chuckling.

Her forces waited behind her, in the rose and lavender sunlight.

But in front of her laid the next conquest. The next tower of the Dead City.

Dark red, like blood. Shadowed purple, like the color of deathberries (1). Mists of gloom and abyss and shadow swirled in the depths of a 40-kilometer tall crystal spire, exactly as they had swirled for the last millennium. Exactly as they had been ever since Melemizargo killed Kendrithyst, and made it his own dark home.

Anhelia stepped forward. Her footsteps clinked on the rose-colored crystal, until she reached a line in the air. On her side was daylight and brightness. On the other side, in front of Anhelia, was shadow and darkness. This was the edge of her [Domain of Light].

Anhelia did not have many powerful spells, for she was not an archmage. She did not have the [Call Lightning] of Erick, or his apprentice. She did not have the [Grand Shield] of Archmage Opal. She did not have the raw ability to shape the world to her whim, like Archmage Wave or Archmage Obsidian.

But she was immortal, and she had been planning and preparing for this day for a long time. Time and information can make mockery of skill, after all.

With a cast, she expanded her Domain.

Light flooded the next crystal conquest from top to bottom, like strings of radiant fireballs exploding downward, as far as the eyes could see, deep into the depths, rapidly passing the Middle Layer, crashing down into the darkness of the Lower Reaches, pushing out the invading shadows of the crystal spire.

Leaving behind another home for more people who would eventually come and have children of their own and repopulate the—

The expected reprisal shook Anhelia out of her reverie, but it was expected, and so, she was prepared. She just let her hopes get away from her for a little while.

The screams of displaced shadows and disturbed monsters echoed up from the depths. And then came the scratching and the clawing. Monsters raced up the soon-to-be-reclaimed crystal tower, right into the jaws of death.

With a joy unbounded, Anhelia commanded her forces, “To war!”

She was being melodramatic, she knew. ‘To war’? What nonsense. What slag! On the first day of this she had yelled ‘Take back the homeland!’ That had earned her a lot of side-eyes and small laughs. These people were here for treasure and levels and power, and that was it. Some of them even wanted rings like the ones on her own fingers; Erick’s artifact-level Stat rings, that never broke. She had already given out many such rings, but once people got a taste for power, one ring wasn’t good enough. They wanted two, and then the better versions. Ah! Greed. Such a good motivator.

If it weren’t for these rings, then… Well. It would cost more to do what she was doing, but Anhelia had been preparing for this for a long time. All Erick’s rings did was save her some yellow…

Erick had done a lot for her. Maybe she’d give him a 95% discount.

Ah! This was fun.

Anhelia smiled as the spells of her family and hired mercenaries rained down on oncoming kilometer-long centipedes, sword-birds, ethereal ghasts, and all manner of shadow monsters. She worked on maintaining her Domain; that was the only true heavy lifting necessary in this conquest of the Dead City, now that the Shades were gone. Only one was still inside Ar’Kendrithyst. The rest?

Anhelia knew where a few of them were.

- - - -

Caizoa had not slept in two days. With the Black Star on her chest and a map of the world on the desk in front of her, she pointed out the locations of the Converted. Her teams of assistants moved out at her command. In minutes, they were on site and telepathically linked to the holder of the Black Star, asking for confirmation on their targets that they had standing, or sitting, or sleeping, in front of them.

Caizoa sent out ‘Yes’, then ‘Yes’, then ‘Yes. Both of them.’, then ‘No, it’s the other one, to the right.’.

Takedowns commenced. Slave collars were wrapped around necks. People got shoved through [Gate]s, right into holding cells.

Minutes late, after everything was calm, a letter carrier delivered letters to Caizoa’s war rooms. He wore the livery of King Rashi, as usual, for Caizoa had taken up residence in the King of the West Bank’s castle, located on the Grace, in the center of the Wasteland. King Rashi had thrown his full support behind Caizoa after she had liberated his daughter from Converter Angel control and brought her back home.

She’d be more grateful to the rest of the world if they would follow King Rashi’s example.

She did not want to read the letters, but she did. Some of the letters were declarations of war if their people were not released. Others were strongly worded threats. All of them were official notices of anger at her actions, sent to her because she, or rather her teams, had left letters at every single abduction site, detailing what they were doing and why, and that if they wanted to blame anyone, then they should blame the Angels.

The only reason she hadn’t sparked a full war against the Wasteland, for she had abducted nobles and commoners alike, is because most of those so abducted had already been released back into the world, without the Angel’s Conversion upon their souls.

King Rashi was fielding most of that diplomatic hassle; thank the gods. But Caizoa still needed to be updated on the threats, according to King Rashi, and so, she was.

Such soul cleansing had been difficult at first, taking days, or longer, because Caizoa knew no real Soul Mages. She was not a noble, after all, and all the nobles who had been in her party had been killed in the Trials of the Armory, or by Skorka, later, in the mass poisoning that Caizoa took part in.

Caizoa only knew that the kings and queens of the Wasteland had such Soul Mages in their courts, but none of them had been willing to show their hand; to reveal the existence of the soul shifting that every noble took part of, behind closed doors. Nobles all Matriculated with 20 in every Stat, as everyone well knew, and they did not get there by hard work or good eating. King Rashi actually didn’t have a Soul Mage in his employ, and he might have been one of the few.

Or maybe he was lying to her, too.

So Caizoa had to find other Soul Mages.

She had found one fast enough.

“You should get some rest, Caizoa,” said the ‘soul mage’, after everyone else had left the room. “You’re losing weight and dignity. King Rashi is going to start testing you again if you appear weak.”

Caizoa looked to the dark-skinned ‘soul mage’. The soul mage could have passed for a man, or a woman, depending on lighting, but though she appeared incani, with horns that looked like horns and eyes that looked like eyes, Caizoa wasn’t fooled. She was not what she appeared to be, but Caizoa didn’t really mind the deception. So far, the Black Star had vetted her soul surgeries at 100% perfect.

Caizoa said, “Since you’re here, I can only assume that the last batch of healings went well?”

“Correct. You can send them away whenever you want, or whenever King Rashi feels like he’s gotten enough ransoms or concessions, as usual. I’m not a part of that ugly business.”

Caizoa turned back to her map, asking, “What is your business, then?”

The Soul Mage smiled, “Just doing my part to help the world, Caizoa.”

Caizoa wished she could truly believe that. Uncle Anopix had said never to trust the other Shades.

But.

Well...

Without Lapis, the Shade of Enchantment, there was no way to fix the Converted without extensive damage and long recovery times and fuck ups which included death, mutations, or worse: soul mutilations. Without Lapis, Caizoa certainly would have inadvertently started a war, for the Black Star had revealed harbormasters and mayors and sergeants and so many nobles were all Converted, just waiting for the Converter Angel to call for Total War. The Angels had been very close to winning that war before it had even begun. Now, the Converter Angel was on the Moon, Celes, just biding her time, doing gods-only-knew what.

And so…

It was what it was.

Lapis was a vital part of the fight. For now.

Better Lapis than Erick!
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Yggdrasil’s sight around his father had failed him too many times in the last few days. Mostly, when Erick went into the space between the trees. That space was tough to navigate. The mana went all sideways and stretchy in ways that Yggdrasil did not understand.

So while all of that was happening, Yggdrasil contented himself to look upon the world outside of his father’s current odd obsession. The man certainly did run through them all rather fast, didn’t he? Yggdrasil felt more ‘laid back’ than that… Yes. ‘Laid back’, a term that Yggdrasil liked.

He quickly counted himself lucky that, though he might be at the bottom of a liquid darkness that was filled with monsters and strange people, and that he was not ready to poke above the single surface that he was close enough to poke out of, he was not in the Forest. Thank the gods!

This dark place was sometimes scary when people or shadows prowled around, but that dark place was full of problems. Everything was always eating everything else, and, if he was being honest, shitting everywhere. So much shit! Why so much?

Yggdrasil suspected that living trees liked all the fertilizer. Currently, Yggdrasil just liked the mana, and the light. Maybe, when he grew up, he’d like all that poop on his roots, too, but right now? Eww.

The other trees made the space for other things to live, though, and Yggdrasil liked that whole idea a whole lot.

… And not only because it involved a lot of him ‘being himself’, and ‘going with the flow’. He wasn’t lazy. He was just going with the flow! Exactly like his creator.

… His… Father?

Eh. Yggdrasil wasn’t sure if he approved of that designation. That other archmage’s former [Familiar]s seemed to call their creator their ‘father’. Seemed kinda needy, if you asked Yggdrasil.

… Such strange thoughts flowing through his trunk these days. Maybe, next week, he’d like to call his creator his ‘father’? He didn’t know right now. Maybe he’d never know.

Meh. He’d know, sooner or later.

Oh. Wait. He had already thought of Erick as his father, didn’t he?

Well there’s the answer, right there! Or maybe not. He’d think about it.

What he certainly knew, is that he didn’t like it when the shadelings or anyone else came down to look at him. It made him feel all weird. One of them was doing so right now, but whoever it was, was disguising himself like a pile of mud, slowly drawing closer. That tumbling bit of mud couldn’t fool him! Yggdrasil had [True Sight]! But why was this person trying this? Hmm.

‘Bout to find out.

Yggdrasil’s white roots were arced into the muddy soil all around, like the bones of creation, holding him steady atop a plateau deep under the surface of the lake of Candlepoint. His trunk was a growing, twisting curve the size of a tower, while branches spread out, filled with neon green leaves. Light spread into the dark waters all around, like rainbow glitters.

And a person, little more than the size of one of Yggdrasil’s leaves, in the form of a mud slime, plip-plopped across the silt, drawing closer to one of Yggdrasil’s further roots like a mosquito coming in for a snack. It extended a small glass vial from itself, moving quick but hidden, thinking itself beneath Yggdrasil’s notice. It was beneath the tree’s notice, in truth. Or it would have been, in most other cases. But Yggdrasil’s sight was on his surroundings at the moment—

Oh. This mudball had come before today, hadn’t it?

Yggdrasil had forgotten. They had taken leaves. Just… Pluck-pluck! Snatchy-grab. Those leaves had been about to fall off anyway, but they hadn’t actually fallen off. They had been taken. Not a big deal, now that Yggdrasil thought of it. But best to discourage theft. This mudball was obviously not a monster trying to eat it. Yggdrasil had chased off plenty of those. It was more like the fish in his boughs that swam around in his light and leaves like they were birds.

Except… A bit more parasitic.

This required a small touch. How to defend…

Now where was… Oh. His twisted silver shield had been broken? Or maybe it had drifted off? Maybe Yggdrasil forgot to hold onto it. Yeah. That was probably it.

And. Huh. He should remake his [Prismatic Ward] around himself. He had outgrown that warding a while ago. Somehow, though, he got the impression that he couldn’t make it much bigger than it already was. Maybe he could sculpt it to the shape of his body? Yeah. That would extend the range by a lot.

The mudball scraped off some bits of tender, newgrown roots.

And then it retreated, fast as it could.

Ah. Too late. Yggdrasil missed his opportunity to defend himself.

Oh well. Besides, grasses and fishes and all sorts of life were growing up all around him, anyway. Big deal if some person takes some roots! How long would they even last outside of his body? He was a [Familiar], after all. Nothing remained once it was cut from him. Even the fish that tried to eat his leaves only found themselves munching on glimmers of light.

But, still! Fish were one thing, but Yggdrasil didn’t like being poked by mudballs, and he had a solution to this problem. He recast his [Animadversion]. A twisted hunk of silver metal took form out of the waters, to hover in front of Yggdrasil’s trunk. That shield slowly began to circle Yggdrasil, like a slowly orbiting moon.

… He liked it like that. It reminded him of the Silver Star in the sky.

His father had called him a ‘World Tree’. Maybe one day he’d have a real moon of his own!

That sounded pretty ‘cool’.

Yggdrasil liked that word, too. It did not mean exactly what it meant! How cool was that!

The mudball came back the next day. The mudball struck at another root with another glass vial. The vial bounced off of Yggdrasil’s white roots; reflected! The little vial must have been a lot of magic to actually reflect like that. How odd! How funny!

Ha! Yggdrasil laughed a little as the mudball kept trying.

His laugh sent vibrations through the lake.

That mudball froze as the fishes that swam around Yggdrasil all suddenly billowed out of the [Familiar], like flocks of birds disturbed by a great threat. The mudball seemed to look up at Yggdrasil.

Yggdrasil popped open a [Scry] orb, big as the mudball and as shifting as a kaleidoscope, right on top of the mudball, staring down at the camouflaged creature.

The mudball blipped away.

… But would it come back?

Whatever!

Yggdrasil turned his attention back to his ‘father’, and realized that he liked that term the more he used it. ‘Creator’ was too… was not… was inadequate. Yes. ‘Creator’ was inadequate. Creators created and then did whatever. Fathers raised.

He watched his father try to understand [Gate].

He copied some of what he saw with his roots, and branches, but he didn’t understand what he was seeing, either. Oh well!

- - - -

Justine walked along the shores of Candlepoint’s lake, her shoes tapping on the dark stone boardwalk as her new dress fluttered in the breeze. It was a nice day, made nicer for the fact that her current guest was a rather pleasant person, most of the time, and that the boardwalk was actually ready to be visited. It did not look this good yesterday!

Princess Weilux pointed out a restaurant, saying, “That was a pile of bricks. And now it is much more than that.” She sniffed the air, and smiling, said, “Now it smells like lunch. Let’s go!” She walked off, her pace quicker than before.

Justine kept up with the younger woman, saying, “Of course, Princess.”

The princess’s guard scowled, as always, but said nothing, as always. She was a rather taciturn woman with too many scars upon her face and enough plate to her fullplate to mark her as a rather high-powered warrior, but she moved without making a sound, keeping right up with her charge, and with Justine. There was another hidden bodyguard not ten meters away that kept up with the princess, too, but that bodyguard was more of a nightmare figment than an actual presence on the field.

Neither of the Princess’s charges spoke, for whatever reason. Justine had asked after the princess’s guards, once. She had tried to make the three of them comfortable when they arrived two days ago, but for all of the 19 year-old’s child-like acting and niceties, the Princess of the West Bank, daughter to King Rashi and second in line for the throne, only acted like this to put people at ease, before she went for the throat.

She did not see to the comfort of her subordinates. She did not actually care for the desires of other people. She was probably a sociopath, according to the dossier that Mephistopheles had put together for Justine. Or maybe she was just exactly as much of a ‘princess’ as she had to be, which, in her case, was pretty damned scary. She had gotten even more scary after it was revealed that her younger sister had been Converted, and then unconverted.

But for all that, Princess Weilux was not as scary as a Shade, for she was first and foremost a diplomat.

The only power she truly held was the ability to angle the entire Wasteland toward war with Candlepoint, or away from war. So, she wasn’t as scary as a Shade, but all-out war was scary in its own way, for there was no way that Candlepoint could survive. Oh, sure, they could all run away and hide like they were cultists, or some shit like that.

But Candlepoint was the chance for shadelings to live in the open, under their own power. And sure, Justine wasn’t a shadeling anymore, but that had been a large part of her life, and she would never abandon her people. Even if she hadn’t been reborn under Koyabez’s power and charged with bringing lasting peace between shadelings and the rest of civilization, she would still be here, still doing exactly this, but in some other, unknown way.

The princess stopped at the outdoor settings, just outside the restaurant, where other people were already sitting down and eating. The Princess looked to a seat that was occupied, near the waters; the perfect seat, hence the current occupation.

… And then she chose the second best seating, a bit closer to the water, a bit more in the wind. The table had yet to be cleaned, but that didn’t bother the princess. She threw a [Cleanse] at the space and sat down, then organized the now-cleaned plates with a quick [Telekinesis] and moved them off to another table.

Other people watched this. So did Justine. But Justine sat down across from the princess and said not a word. The entire action had taken less than five seconds.

Princess Weilux was a dangerous person, because she tried to put you at ease. Justine recognized this. Unlike how Erick tried to put people at ease because he wanted peace and prosperity for all, Princess Weilux wanted power for the Wasteland above all, and she wasn’t afraid to murder to get it.

Her dossier put her first murder at age 7, when a nanny came into her rooms with poisoned cupcakes.

Princess Weilux snapped her fingers at the waiter looking at her, who was likely wondering ‘who the fuck this bitch was’. But he got with the program fast enough. Most shadelings could do that, if given enough context clues, and there certainly were a lot of those clues going on around here right now. For starters, Justine was well known, and she would have been in Mephistopheles’s position if fate had been slightly different.

The waiter ignored his other shadeling guests and came right over, saying, “What may I serve you today?”

“A nice wine, purple, if you got it, and three of your best fish dishes.” Princess Weilux asked, “And how did you get a clientele when you weren’t open yesterday?”

“Right away ma’am.” The waiter noticed that the Princess was testing him, though he did not know the test. How could he know the test? He couldn’t. So he said, “And our cook and a few of us have been cooking in the neighborhood for a while, just trying to make it, but then the lake happened and then all the fish, too. It’s been going well, and so we decided to open this place. We got our approval for this place a few days ago, but it wasn’t till last night that the building crew got to us, and so today is our first day. Thank you for blessing us with your business.” He waited.

Princess Weilux smiled; a mask. “Good luck on making your fortune. You’ve certainly got a good location.”

The waiter smiled, also a mask. “It is our good fortune.” He bowed a little, then said, “I’ll go put your order in.” He walked away; not too fast, not too slow. He ignored the people at the other table that he had been serving. Those others were just more shadelings, like himself, and there was a hierarchy in all the world that demanded he serve this unknown incani guest, first.

Or at least get her order into the kitchen before coming back to the tables.

Princess Weilux said, “I know it was seeded a while ago, but fish do take time to grow, especially in a new lake.” In a way that was both casual and not, she asked, “You didn’t even have a fish restaurant open in this city when I booked my trip. And today, you do. Are the fish old enough to be served?”

There were many ways this could go. Justine considered telling Weilux that her known love for fish dishes was considered by Mephistopheles and herself, and thus this restaurant was fast-tracked through the system, all in an effort to make the princess feel more comfortable. This was the most truthful statement.

Another ‘truth’ would be that they were hurrying to develop everything that they could develop, and that included restaurants on the boardwalk. This was closer to a lie. Despite all of the bounty that was available to Candlepoint, utilizing that bounty would require trade and resources that the city just did not have. Restaurants with luxury food were low on the list of necessities. This new fishery was an extravagant endeavor. It would have been better to spend resources, both in the collective manapower and time of Candlepoint’s residents, on developing the cottonfruit fields and the textile industry. Now there was an industry. Something that could be exported. Restaurants? Not so much.

But people gotta eat, and bad food is one of the ways that people just stopped caring about everything else, and retreated back into that servile fugue-state of the before times. Justine had seen that specific backslide many times when she was a shadeling in Ar’Kendrithyst, and a few times more recently.

Justine chose a middle ground, deflecting the answer into another way that would entice Weilux to learn more, and explore more. “Our sewermaster, Ava Jadescale, is spearheading the development of the luxuries of Candlepoint. One of those luxury items is good food, but we could all use some good food. This fishery is just one such place.”

“Hmm.” Princess Weilux nodded, then asked, “How much is this meal going to cost?”

Another question with a few good answers.

Justine picked out the best truth for the moment, saying, “We don’t operate on a gold-currency right now, so this makes a normal economy difficult at the moment. All the people you see here are here on work-vouchers. Anyone who works gets vouchers; the darkchips that Candlepoint started with. A lot of people work in the fields, but I’m sure that once the fish start truly populating the lake, then we’ll open up that industry, too.” She added, “As for how much this meal will cost? It’s free, for you are a guest of Candlepoint.”

“… Adequate.” Weilux asked, “But how much would it cost, in gold, if you had access to the economies of our Wasteland?”

“3 silver for a good meal. 5 silver for a meal here.” Justine said, “We are working to provide luxuries, but this is as good as we can do at the moment.”

“I suppose it would have been rude of me to expect a 10 gold fillet.”

Justine did not respond to that except to put on a tiny smile and pretend like everything was okay.

The waiter brought out three dishes and set them before Weilux. Each of them was normal fish fare, dressed up as nice as could be, given the circumstances. One was breaded and fried, with some fries on the side; lotta grease, there, but it was a popular meal and a nod toward Erick bringing potatoes to the world. The other fillet was steamed, and served with citrus from Erick’s Myriad Citrus trees; that would be the best one, in Justine’s opinion. The third was some sweet sauced fish on rice; a staple dish of the Wasteland.

Each of the dishes were made of singular fillets of fish. Each of those fillets were barely half the size of Justine’s own hand. They were full fillets, too. Young fish. Too young. Justine winced, internally.

Weilux smirked at the fish, saying, “Young fish. Too young. Oh well. They’ll grow up, I’m sure.” She gestured to the dishes. “Would you like one? I had expected to share, but I didn’t expect to need to share quite this much. If I like one, I might have to order another, if that’s okay with your voucher system?”

Justine zeroed in on the citrus one, saying, “That one. I love the citrus trees that Erick— that Archmage Flatt has provided us.”

Weilux slid the plate toward Justine, saying, “You were a part of his household for a little while, I understand—”

The waiter rushed out with the wine, his white eyes too wide. He had panicked and not served the wine first. A mistake like that would have gotten him killed in Ar’Kendrithyst, but here—

Weilux did not look to the man, as she said, “Wine generally comes before the meal.”

“A thousand apologies, Prin—” He shut up.

Weilux brightened, though. She turned to him, saying, “So you do know of me!”

The man, who was named Grett, and who Justine had known for months, now, said, “Uh.” And then he left the bottle and got out of there as fast as possible.

Not the best strategy, in Justine’s opinion, but he didn’t have to deal with Weilux anymore if he wasn’t actually here anymore. So? If it works, it works.

Weilux served herself some wine, happy as a cat who caught a mouse, as she asked, “I know that Candlepoint is poor, and that you throw resources at diplomats in order to make yourself look better, or to woo us, but I’d like to not do that anymore. If we’re to trade, I need to see Candlepoint for what it is.”

Justine shrugged, going with the flow as she grabbed a lemon slice and squirted it on her fish, saying, “Sure. You know, I expected your tour to break down yesterday when we were walking through the threadspinner fields. Some people barely know how to raise a good spider, but we’re learning.”

Weilux held up her wine glass, asking, “How much did you learn under Archmage Flatt?”

Without missing a beat, Justine said, “Enough to know that he’s a man too good for this world, and so he’ll make some new ones, for sure.”

Weilux paused, her drink halfway to her lips. And then she took a sip. She set down her glass, not taking her eyes off of Justine for a single moment. She said, “You really think that.”

“It’s a fact.” Justine said, “I could stop the whole tour right now, if that’s all you want to know. One day, Candlepoint will be the gateway to the stars. Do you want to get in on that? A lot of people have, so far. A lot of people have decided otherwise.”

Weilux hummed, then ate a bite of her fish. She smiled, saying, “This is rather good sweet-sauced fish for 5 silver, even if the portions are rather small. Ripping xerix, if I’m not mistaken.”

Justine said, “We’ve got fields and fields of million fish grass out there, and yes, ripping xerix. Several types of xerix, from silverscale to pin to zorut. We’ve the three reservoir fish going strong. Rainbow flits. Goldscale slippers. Striped silvertail. Bountiful fortuna, too, but those will take years to mature to a proper sport-size. Right now they mostly hide out in Yggdrasil’s underwater boughs.”

Weilux asked, “Is Yggdrasil on the tour?”

“If you want him to be, though I suggest you just look at him from afar, with a [Scry]. People started to gather around him too much and he didn’t seem to like that. I can point him out on a map for you.”

“You give out his location so easily.” In the most non-threatening manner, Weilux asked, “You’re not worried that someone will just [Dispel] him, erasing Candlepoint’s future at the same time?”

In the same non-threatening manner, Justine said, “Not an issue. People have tried to [Dispel Familiar] him along with a whole mess of other erasing magic. None of it worked. We’re not sure of all of his protections, but there’s a lot of them.”

You’d need a Wizard to [Dispel] Yggdrasil, but Justine did not say that.

Weilux smirked.

They resumed their lunch.

- - - -

It had been three days since the older archmage had fallen ill after a sudden scare. The Senior Rockys had come to Tenebrae’s Estate and made themselves at home, though not many of them were willing to speak to Erick, or anyone else in Erick’s party. Jane and Teressa had decided on the second day of inactivity that they wanted to explore the Forest, or rather, Jane had decided, and Teressa looked like she wanted to go, so Erick made the suggestion that Teressa go with Jane.

Teressa readily accepted.

What was there to explore? Erick had no fucking idea, and the excuse of ‘more monster forms!’ seemed pretty damn thin. The two women weren’t going into the Green Labyrinth, though, which was the most dangerous place around, so they were probably fine. Erick sent along a pair of Ophiel with them so he could watch and rescue them, if needed, but he shouldn’t have bothered. All he ended up doing was making himself a worried mess.

The two women were absolute powerhouses. Lesser Armed Sloths came out of the trees, slamming into Teressa from every angle, hitting her shield, or her armor, or getting blocked by her mace, failing to harm the Juggernaut at all. Teressa just roared, flickering with grey light as she taunted the beast, drawing the monster’s full attention as Jane moved to kill.

His daughter was a blur of shadows and ethereal armor. The sloth struck toward her with two long, multi-joined arms, claws ready to pierce and slash. Jane ghosted through the attack and clipped off the offending arms with a snicker-snack of her meters-long sword; her usual weapon.

Erick had yet to see her pull out her [Prismatic Body], and he doubted that he would. The monsters around here were deadly, yes, but Jane and Teressa were both outfitted with artifacts on their fingers, boosting their Stats to powerful heights, and they both had lots of experience with dark places and big monsters. Were they actually in danger?

… Erick told himself that they weren’t. That they knew their limits, and that neither of them were using their major spells or abilities. Teressa moved like she had eyes in the back of her head. Erick watched as she sidestepped poison darts that exploded from vines twining up trees in the dark; her mana sense was active, for sure. Jane did much the same, as she bobbed through the suddenly-there spider webs from a particularly red, person-sized spider that was hanging on the tree, and that had not been red before that moment—

Erick’s heart caught in his chest as the unmoving spider threads suddenly moved, detaching from where they anchored, twisting up and around Jane like—

Jane turned prismatic, easily slipping out of the spider threads. In a quick click of movement, Jane was suddenly standing in the air beside the spider, her longsword embedded in the bark under the spider.

The bottom half and then the top half of the spider slipped off of the tree, falling down to the loam below. Jane turned back to human, laughing, eyes wide. Teressa’s eyes were wide, too. They gave each other some mental back-and-forth in their telepathic connection, no doubt. Jane shrugged.

The red spider was dead.

Jane turned into a black spider and began eating.

… Erick looked away.

Erick read over a particular account of Tenebrae’s trip through the Green Labyrinth for the tenth time, the words mostly flitting in and out of his head as he tried not to worry over something he shouldn’t even worry about. Jane and Teressa were fine. Everything was fine.

- - - -

One of the fun things about being a Polymage, Jane thought, was that with her Class Ability, Shifting Form, she could integrate most any piece of any Familiar Form into any other Familiar Form. Some things just did not translate, though, like the High Flier of her Frost Owl and any form that did not naturally fly, like the new barnacles she got at the auction.

It was rather difficult to integrate the camouflage ability of her Prismatic Octopus into any other form, too, because that particular ability required malleable skin and a malleable body. Shadow Spiders did not have skin, for instance. She could partially integrate the Octopus’s color changing ability into every form, but in most cases, all she could do was to make herself be able to change color. Great for having options, but it was not the best.

But having two Familiar Forms that were as close as her Shadow Spider and this new Red Thread Weaver? Brilliant! This new spider form had [Telekinetic Threads]. It was a much improved version of [Telekinesis], but only with regard to the threads that Jane laid, and much cheaper on the mana. A lot of man-eater spiders had this ability, but Shadow Spiders did not; they were more tarantulas than other species.

Jane had almost picked up a Ballooning Spider form to get this Ability, but those ones had an ability that was more air control focused than the [Telekinetic Threads] of this beautiful Red Thread Weaver.

And with Shifting Form, she was even able to give herself a red hourglass on her butt! How cute!

And thus, some childish part of her was overjoyed!

Teressa spoke up, “You’re cackling, Jane. It’s disconcerting.”

Jane abruptly stopped cackling. And then she slipped through the shadows to stand a few meters from Teressa. “Boo!”

Teressa inhaled sharply. She did not break stride. After a moment, she sent, ‘So why the red triangles?’

Jane ‘walked’ alongside Teressa, but it was more like floating. Her black legs held onto wispy threads that moved her along like a bacteria with a thousand well-controlled flagellum. [Telekinetic Threads] was pretty cool! As soon as the next monster appeared, Jane was gonna wrap it up with her already-prepared threads.

Jane sent, ‘It’s called an ‘hourglass’ pattern, and it’s the marker of one of the deadliest spiders on Earth, though the spider on Earth is only the size of your smallest fingernail, and it’s not all that deadly with modern medicine. Also, I’ve taken a lot of liberties with the form. The original spot for the hourglass is on the abdomen, but you can’t really see that, can you?’

‘It’s certainly making you stand out.’

‘… Yeah… Maybe it’s not the best.’ Happily, Jane sent, ‘Still, though! I didn’t expect to find a Red Thread Weaver out here.’

‘We could find you a Furry Stalker if you want something truly deadly.’

‘… Um. I’m not sure I like the name of that one.’

‘What is this hangup?’ Teressa smiled as she bent down, just a little, then vaulted five meters up, onto a fallen tree that blocked their path. She looked down at Jane. ‘What’s wrong with Furry Stalkers? Do you even know it? I assure you, it is deadly!’

Jane guided her threads to move her up the tree, like a queen on a palanquin. She rejoined Teressa, and sent, ‘I heard of them. They spread fine fur in the air that chokes and kills.’

Teressa nodded. Then she leapt off the other side of the fallen tree, landing in a mound of deadfall and sinking up to her knees. She trudged out of that like it was nothing, breaking rotten branches and making way too much noise, in Jane’s opinion.

Jane decided to try something. She expanded her threads outward, catching the air, falling much quieter than the orcol woman, but much less controlled. As her threads left the solid surfaces all around her, Jane slipped left and right in the air. She sent threads back to the tree behind her, guiding her controlled fall. She landed beside Teressa.

[Telekinetic Threads] did not mean [Air Threads], apparently.

… Maybe she should have gone for one of those Ballooning Spiders when she had the chance, but they were all underground, now.

Teressa gave words to Jane’s newest thought, seconds before Jane had it, ‘There are lots of spiders out there with lots of special abilities.’

‘Despite my fondness for deadly things, I don’t want to be a Spider Polymage,’ Jane sent, deciding that right there and then. ‘I did consider going into Ar’Kendrithyst and plundering the Weaver’s Quarters. But… No.’

She didn’t need [Air Threads], either. She might have tripled her Familiar Form slots to give her the capability to hold 33 forms, but each of those slots was precious. Another slot used on another spider? No thanks.

… And yet...

Teressa suddenly opened up, saying, ‘My old team, back when we were starting…’ She smiled behind her fullplate helmet. ‘One summer, we were finally old enough to help clear the way forward, so that the rest of the tribe could be safe as we trekked to the summer valley. That was the first year that we got to actually join the veterans out front. My brother… He was just learning how to be a Druid from the Elders.

‘Long story short, we found some Furry Stalkers, and we killed them exactly as we knew; from a distance, and with fire. As all young idiot adventurers have done long before us, we missed some.’ Teressa’s mirth came through as she sent, ‘My brother got facefuls of fragmented hair. Ahh. Ha.’ Slightly more serious. ‘Course, he could have died if we didn’t have the Elders there. That hair burned through his Health like it was nothing. I got a small exposure and even that dropped me to minimal Health. It’s just constant, small bits of damage. If we’d have gotten a Variant Furry Stalker with a Decay effect, my brother could have died. Easily.’

‘… Okay. You sold me on the idea. I need a Furry Stalker.’ Jane sent, ‘I can make the Decay effect myself.’

‘Did you see that giant spider back there, a few days ago?’ Teressa sent, ‘It hasn’t moved! Except to eat what it catches, of course. Did you think about that spider?’

‘I did, actually. It looks like a Woodshaper Hardspine, behemoth variant. The normal ones are only person-sized.’ Jane sent, ‘A lot of monsters are person-sized. You’d think that the Cult would make smaller monsters. Horde-types.’

‘They do, occasionally.’ Teressa sent, ‘Smaller monsters don’t get the same levels that larger ones do, so they’re naturally weaker. A good [Chain Lightning] from any decent mage would take out a good forty smaller monsters, and the larger monsters have abilities like that. Have you considered a Spark Skitterer?’

‘I have not even heard of that one.’ Jane asked, ‘How many spider species do you know of?’

‘Not all, but a lot.’ Teressa said, ‘I can shrug off a lot of damage as a Juggernaut, but you need to know roughly how much damage some monsters will do so that you know if you can have fun, or if you need to fight properly, or if you need to run.’ She added, ‘Spark Skitterers have electrified webs. It doesn’t do as much damage as [Chain Lightning], but it can do a lot, and it recharges. I could step on one just fine, but a mage probably couldn’t… Erick could.’

Jane laughed. The sound came out like a grating cackle and endless chittering, filling their small, insignificant part of the Forest, echoing into the darkness all around them.

Teressa said, ‘Wow, is that creepy.’

Jane laughed again—

She stopped.

Something chittered up above, and it was not an echo.

A low buzzing filled the gloom. Bits of moss and bark fell to the Forest floor.

Teressa noticed, too.

“Whelp!” Jane said, loud as she could, for there was no avoiding this monster. “Here comes a lot of things!”

Teressa hefted her shield, happily sending, ‘Forest Wasps! Just in time for your web control.’

Jane released a minor storm of webbing into the air, suddenly spreading out threads from every nearby tree, blanketing the roof of their small, shared space. And then she controlled that thread to part, like opening holes in a trap. She waited for the wasps to get closer, and when they did, that thread would wrap them tight.

As the first person-sized wasp descended they completely avoided the webs by flying fast and whipping around to attack from the sides that Jane had not covered in thread.

These were not normal wasps. Ah. Shit. They were spider hunters. Probably parasitic. Shit.

Suddenly serious, Teressa sent their prearranged ‘Oh Shit’ command, ‘[Beautification Aura].’

As Teressa bounced three wasps away and smashed another one to the ground, Jane flitted to the side, an untouchable shadow, avoiding wasps that were eager to inject their venom. She twisted her form, casting a partial [Polymorph]. Brilliant twists of crystallized light erupted out of the first joints of her long legs.

The next second, the land filled with light. Flowers sprung up from the ground. The dark Forest had transformed into a sunny spring meadow, and Jane and Teressa were nowhere to be found. Nothing was to be found. Only the meadow.

Wasps still flew through the space, though they were blinded and lost. Almost all of them crashed into each other or into the ground.

Others were not so lucky.

A wasp fell to the ground, smashed. Another tangled in webs that they couldn’t see. The main swarm arrived, diving into the meadow, vanishing from their own sights as they did, and suddenly, ten wasps were tangled in invisible webs. Another three became splatters on the ground, or against an unseen tree. The wasps attacked anything they could. Sometimes, they attacked each other. They died from unseen enemies, lurking in the light. A spider leg tipped with spears. A mace, powerful and swift. A [Fireball], unseen by all, but felt by the breeze of heat that washed, unseen across the meadow.

A few more [Fireball]s, just because they could, and the flames from the first one already destroyed all the webbing. Jane already had ideas about how she could counter that; she just hadn’t gotten to them yet. Shadow Spiders could already spin fire-immune webbing —and they also had magic-blocking webbing and magic-blocking venom which were ostensibly better options when fighting magical enemies— but, like so many monster abilities that came from their diet and biology, those options were not manifested by the standard [Polymorph] spell. Jane knew what she had to do to get that power, though.

She needed 10 points for a Class Ability Slot Increase Quest, and then she needed to get Healthy Form. 

She was only level 71. All she had to do was find the right monster, then kill it, and she could get those points. Or, she could do Quests. There was more hope for the second option since she would be lucky to ever gain more levels, and her father did have that Quest Board. Jane just… had to ask him for some Quests. Yeah…

Anywho! The wasps were dead. It would have been a horrific fight, except for all of Jane’s nice little abilities. Polymage truly was awesome!

The meadow vanished.

Teressa opened her eyes again, happily saying, “Gods damn, do I love having a mana sense!” She sent, ‘Holy shit. Uh… Haha! We could have died there! Not Forest Wasps. Deep Forest Wasps! Ha! Good fight.’

‘We were fiiiiinnne. Wanna find the nest?’

‘Very much; yes. No need to search, though. It’s right there.’ Teressa pointed upward. ‘About a kilometer up. HUGE nest. I just tracked them with [Witness].’

‘Awesome.’ Jane laughed. ‘Ahh! I need a mana sense.’

Maybe she should ask her father to make a Perception necklace or something to unlock that Stat. One New Stat couldn’t hurt, right? … Truthfully, though, Jane was still torn about which New Stat was the best. Practically free spells, or practically immune to damage, or the ability to see and react to everything that came her way, or … free attacks. Okay. Dexterity was probably not worth it. Jane was on the fence between Perception and Intelligence. Both would lead to better magery, but a mana sense, according to Tenebrae, would enable an easier understanding of aura work, and aura work would lead to better spells...

Teressa smiled as she sent, ‘Time to try out this spell—’

She stepped into the air; surefooted, but unsure. And then she kept stepping into the air. She giggled. Jane followed, except she stepped on the shadows in the air. 

‘What spell is that?’

Teressa sent, ‘[Personal Ward], [Force Platform], and [Force Wall], make [Force Step]. Only thing that could hold my weight! Gridwork is amazing.’

‘You should get [Lightwalk].’

‘Yeah. I talked to your father about that. We’ll head over to Oceanside, eventually.’ Teressa looked up, toward the nest, sending, ‘Lots of places to go and things to kill!’

‘World tour, wooo!’

‘World tour!’

- - - -

Erick watched as [Fireball]s tore apart a wasp nest the size of a small mansion that hung between three trees, halfway between the Forest floor and the canopy. He also watched as a meadow of flowers grew near that nest, in the middle of the air, and wasps fell out of that meadow, burning.

[Beautification Aura] seemed like it was cheating.

… Unless you had some of the many, many Sight spells, or even a mana sense, to see through it all. Wasps did not have that, though.

Erick paused in his reading.

Were there, perhaps, illusions in the [Gate] designs that Tenebrae had seen before? Erick flickered through his memory of everything he had read in the past three days—

He shot up from his chair.

“Ah. There’re illusions in the Green Labyrinth.” Erick said, “I’m sure of it.” He paused. “Or maybe that’s too simple. Poi? How would you know if you were afflicted by mind-blocking magic?”

Poi looked up from his book, taking a second to replay what he had just heard. He went back to reading, saying, “You’re not afflicted by mind magic and you’ve never been.”

“Okay. Okay. I realize now that that was a bit rude, but how do you know?”

“Mind Mage secrets.” Poi added, “Tricking the mind to miss a piece of reality is easy to check, Erick. Hiding such a trick is difficult, but also doable, except in your case. You are highly visible. I won’t let anything affect your mind. I promise.”

Erick felt a warmth in his chest at those words. “Thank you, Poi.”

Poi nodded, then said, “A much safer method of obfuscation is to make a piece of reality not be able to be seen in the first place. I can’t check for that. Jane’s [Beautification Aura] falls into this category. There’s also obfuscation through false positives.”

Erick considered all of that, then he said, “That’s all well and good, but what about memetic threats? Take, for instance, Jane’s Prismatic Octopus. She can flicker the skin to induce seizures and disorientation-like effects in prey. She told me it was called [Hypnotic Pattern]. What about physical magic effects that work in similar manners, that erase itself and other parts of itself from the brain, the second they are conceived?”

Poi looked up from his book. He frowned. “Yes. Those types of threats exist. But we do a good job of picking them out whenever they’re found. All you have to do is behold small parts of the whole and then recognize those smaller parts—” He paused. He said, “We have departments dedicated to erasing memetic threats. I regularly submit myself for decontamination to ensure I haven’t been compromised. I did so last night. Nothing is wrong with anything I have seen.”

“But what about what I have seen?”

“Okay.” Poi stood up. “Let’s do a scan.”

Erick clapped his hands together, saying, “Excellent!”

Three minutes and one longer-than-usual scan later...

Poi said, “Clear.”

Erick frowned. “Clear? Why’d it take so long?”

“Intelligence complicates scans.” Poi looked to Tenebrae’s [Gate] tomes and wardlight images, saying, “There’s no trickery, here. Or at least none that Tenebrae recorded. I doubt he would submit to a scan, though.”

“So much for that easy answer.” Erick frowned. “I just don’t see how these twists of mana and intent make [Gate] work.” With a smirk, Erick asked Poi, “But since you now know everything I know…”

“Sadly, I cannot talk to you about [Gate]. That would be violating the Mind Mage credo.”

“But it wouldn’t be divulging the secrets that other people know! Just talking to me about my own. Like a sounding board.” Erick knew he was doomed to failure, but he asked anyway. “Please?”

“Nope.”

“Bah! Fine. Then let’s go bother Tenebrae. It’s been days and he should be somewhat better, right?”

- - - -

“Absolutely not.”

Rock came out to meet them when they approached the door to Tenebrae’s tower before they even had a chance to knock on the door. After Erick’s inquiry about a visit, Rock emphatically declared his decision.

“You will upset him and I cannot have that.” Rock said, “He is recovering.”

Erick countered, “I won’t purposefully upset him.”

“Very few people go around purposefully upsetting Tenebrae, and those that do, don’t upset him for very long.”

“… I still want to talk to him.”

“No.”

Rock shut the door in his face.

Erick went over to the cafeteria, searching for his other way to get to Tenebrae.

Palodia’s room was beyond the kitchen, beyond the dining room. Erick had been in the kitchen a few times to get a few items, which he then brought over to the guesthouse to prepare in their kitchenette since Palodia was mostly watching over Tenebrae and not cooking that much.

But he had never knocked on Palodia’s door.

He did so, now.

No answer.

… He’d try again later.

On the way back to his guestrooms, he met Palodia in the courtyard beside the tree. She had just come out of Tenebrae’s tower. She locked eyes with him the second she saw him.

“Just the man I wanted to see!” Palodia went back to Tenebrae’s tower, motioning for him to come along. “I brought him his early dinner and he asked after you. Saw you down here. Saw Rock shoo you away, too.” She re-entered the tower, saying, “Tenebrae does want to talk but his kids are overprotective.”

Erick smiled, as he walked into Tenebrae’s tower. A few floors up, he noticed Rock and Slate standing together in the room labeled for ‘Rocky’. They glared at Erick, as Erick ascended past them, up to Tenebrae’s room.

Tenebrae sat up in bed, surrounded by pillows. A covered dish sat to the side; dinner, waiting. The old archmage didn’t care for that dinner. His eyes focused on Erick as the younger archmage came into view.

“Erick!” Tenebrae demanded, “What have you made of my notes! Tell me. Sit. Speak your mind.”

Palodia had a much calmer voice. “He’s juiced up on several different potions right now—”

“I am fine, woman!”

“— so he might not be all there, but he still noticed Rock rush downstairs to shoo you away and he wanted this conversation—”

“Yes! So you can go away, now, too, woman!”

“—but I’m going to stay in case he needs more medication.” Palodia sat in a chair beside a window, saying. “Don’t mind me. Try not to upset him.”

“I am perfectly in control of my own facilities, wretched woman!” Tenebrae ignored Palodia, and locked eyes with Erick. “What do you think of my notes? Speak, dammit!”

Erick said, “How likely is it that you’re missing something in your various scans and reproductions of the Gates?”

“Extremely!” Tenebrae said, “Hundred percent! I’m missing a lot in those scans and there is degradation in the wardlights, for sure. I doubt I captured 60% of the various Gates I have seen in the Green Labyrinth, for I got chased off every time, except for once, and that once was around a twisted Gate that barely functioned as a [Gate]. It flickered off and on every few minutes. You read about that one, didn’t you?” His voice raised, “You did read what I—”

Before Tenebrae could make himself angry, Erick interrupted, “I read everything at least three times.”

Tenebrae relaxed. “Good.”

Palodia scowled at Tenebrae, but said nothing.

“Why do you think you’ve missed something, physical?” Erick said, “You have pieces of thirty seven Gates, and each of those pieces come together to form a whole. Theoretically, you should have a full Gate in your notes. So why do you not? I cannot believe that you missed this potential answer. So… What is happening there?”

Tenebrae relaxed further. “Good. We are here, then.” He said, “Yes. I have a whole map of a ‘complete Gate’, if you take the pieces of what I’ve scanned and put them together.” He held his hand out. A book flew to his hand. He held the book toward Erick. “Here.”

Erick opened the book. It reminded him of graphpaper notebooks, for it was a book of gridwork. Flipping through a few pages, he recognized that this tome was the culmination of Tenebrae’s attempts to stitch together all the individual pieces of the Gates he had found into a coherent whole. It was exactly as Erick had guessed; it was the next step to the work he had already seen.

While Erick read, Tenebrae said, “I produced two of these objects, for each side of the [Gate].” He added, “I produced one. Then I had the Headmaster [Duplicate] it. Didn’t work. Likely because I didn’t have [Gate], and the Script does not let you enchant spells that you do not have.” Like a sad story, he continued, “And then I went and helped an enchanter I trusted to get him [Gate] by him paying the 10 points, and then I helped him to learn [Duplicate] from the Book Binders. All things being equal, that should have worked. It did not.” He added, “Incidentally, that enchanter died a few years ago.”

Erick asked, “What metals did you use?”

Tenebrae waved him off. “If you are looking for small problems that we could have missed, you should spend your attention elsewhere. We did everything we could with top-quality materials, and none of it worked. Deep Sky Silver, [Duplicate]d so I would have enough to make the first Gate, made wrought-quality through the best methods. We also did gold and silver and all sorts of metals. Nothing went wrong, there.”

Erick considered speaking of using [Duplicate] in a Restful space, to automatically make metals wrought-quality… And hell. He went for it. “Did you use a Restful space? [Duplicate] your Gate inside of there?”

Tenebrae smirked. “Yup.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Then have you considered that there were illusions on the various Gates you found?”

“Of course.” Tenebrae said, “I also considered the fact that the Green Labyrinth can confound my scans through the power of its Domain. All of that has been mitigated as much as it could have been mitigated.”

“Okay. Then. Did you ever talk to Apogee, the Wayfarer Guildmaster of Spur?”

Tenebrae scowled. “I have spoken to the Wayfarers more than you could ever know. They have a theory about how the two spaces have to be ‘perfectly similar, so you can walk from one to the other’. That’s cowshit, too. I did all that, as well. Never managed to make [Gate]. With regard to Apogee in particular: Yes, I did talk to him. At length. He never helped me, and he still—”

Erick smiled.

Tenebrae spat, “What’s with that dumb look!”

Palodia spoke up, “Don’t make me knock you out, you old bastard.”

Tenebrae sighed. He repeated, softer, “What’s with that dumb look?”

“You’ve done a lot of legwork, here. And I agree with the Wayfarer theory, but from a different angle than how you probably see the problem. So. How about this?” Erick laid out his current top-contender for ‘how [Gate] works’, saying, “Have you considered that the creation of a [Gate] is the linking of two spaces through their vibrations? That all of everything vibrates at certain frequencies and strengths, and that duplicating that same resonance in two different locations might be the secret to [Gate]? To make them resonate, and therefore make their spaces become ‘perfectly similar, so you can walk from one to the other’? Maybe the Wayfarers are onto something, but— You once told me that you believed that Force was responsible for Sound, and therefore you didn’t truly understand what ‘sound’ was, so maybe your entire approach to [Gate] is wrong, too, at a fundamental level. Maybe everyone’s approach is wrong.”

Tenebrae frowned, and then he looked away. After a moment, he turned back to Erick. “Are you talking about resonant Force? That’s an obscure field of magical study. Not much power to it. I suppose… There could be something to pursue in that direction.”

Erick was instantly dumbfounded. He wasn’t sure what he expected out of his unfounded theory on [Gate], but he did not expect Tenebrae to call ‘resonant Force’, whatever that was, an ‘obscure field of magical study, without much power’. Erick said, “Resonance should be really strong. Like. Stupidly strong.” He instantly reevaluated his idea. “Or maybe Health blocks it. That could be… Hmm.”

Tenebrae scrunched his eyebrows, disbelieving. “How much Sound magic do you have?”

“Ah. Just the one.” Erick said, “Actually. That’s a really good thing to make. I need to make a resonant sound spell. I’m going to work on that, and then come and tell you when I’m ready, if you want to watch me create the actual spell?”

Tenebrae raised a bushy white eyebrow. “I would be delighted to see that. Tomorrow?”

“Actually… I just thought of everything I needed to make the spell, right now. So? Want to go now?”

Tenebrae started laughing—

Palodia spoke up, “Nope! He’s had enough excitement for a day. He’s going to crash after he eats dinner.”

Tenebrae scowled again, saying, “I won’t leave the bed. I can [Scry] him. I can even eat while he does his cowshit singing magic! It’ll be like my own personal court clown. Everyone needs entertainment in their life, Palodia.”

Rock came up from outside, where he had been listening, saying, “Nope. Eat. Then sleep. If you don’t need potions to wake under your own strength tomorrow, then you can watch Erick make his magic tomorrow.”

Erick’s eyes widened. “It’s that bad?”

Tenebrae called out, “I am FIN—” He clutched his chest.

Two sudden, frantic minutes later, Tenebrae was awake, but barely. Rock and Palodia had moved the fastest, but now, they just looked down at Tenebrae, and said nothing. Slate organized the potions on the shelf for the third time; a nervous tic, no doubt. Obsidia stood in a corner, a curled hand nervously covering her mouth while her other hand was held tight against her chest.

With lidded eyes, Tenebrae stared at Erick. A ferocity lurked in those powerful grey depths that was not present in the rest of him. He said, “Tomorrow, Erick. I will see this magic… Tomorrow.”

Erick said, “I’ll be waiting.”

Rock turned, glanced at Erick, then turned back to Tenebrae.

Erick excused himself.
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                There were multiple uses for resonances, Erick thought, as he walked across the courtyard of the Castle, hurrying to get back into his guest room and distract himself from watching Tenebrae almost die.

Anyway. Resonances.

There were positive feedback loops, which would be a small physicality that built damage over time. There was the idea of making two spaces harmonically identical, which was Erick’s current guess at one of the major pieces of the [Gate] puzzle. And then there was the idea of denying the harmful sound magics of others, or, what was more likely, was denying the harmful side effects of his own harmonic magics.

Magic itself also had harmonies. Many of Erick’s experiences with creating spells was based upon the idea of discarding disruptive aspects and heightening positive aspects; to refine mana until it was as close to perfectly aligned with other parts of itself and with Erick’s own intent, thus resulting in a better spell.

But working with actual, physical sound was different than working with magical ‘sound’. Magical ‘sound’ certainly had a soul-aspect to it that you could only hear through non-physical means. Particle Sound Magic would have to be solely based on wavelength, amplitude, and medium; on mana affecting the material world. All of these ideas were largely unexplored by Erick, though, and from Tenebrae’s disregard for ‘Sound Magic’, he suspected that they were largely unexplored by everyone else on Veird, too. Except for maybe one people, in one particular place.

The Songstresses of the Songli Highlands in Nelboor probably knew much of what Erick was already thinking about… Or maybe they didn’t? Maybe they hoarded their knowledge, too. Whatever the case, that leg of this Worldly Path was yet to come, and right now, he was pretty sure that there were three categories to resonance.

Positive, neutral, and negative.

To make any of these spells, he would need to be able to target the physical resonances of a target.

Erick ran into his first problem.

Targeting the ‘resonance of an X’ was a non-starter. People, plants, rocks— Okay, maybe not all rocks. Anyway. All of those were systems with millions of smaller parts that all resonated differently. It was only when most of an object was in harmony that—

Ah. There’s the solution, and the hurdle to overcome; putting a target into a single resonance state. That was one of the spells; the starter one, perhaps.

Or maybe not?

That idea knocked loose a few others that Erick had forgotten about, and that’s when his ideas finally began to crystallize.

Back on Earth, an object was said to have a number of ‘normal vibrational modes’ intrinsic to itself, as a matter of its molecular makeup and a whole lot of other factors, and in a bastardization of the term ‘superposition’, objects as wholes could be said to vibrate in a superposition of all of these modes at the same time. Harmonizing those molecular ‘normal modes’ down to one, which could then be excited or diminished or whatever, would be the responsibility of the magic that Erick was going to make, and would thus allow two spaces, or any number of spaces, to actually be harmonically the same.

This was just a better explained version of what Erick was trying to do with [Gate].

It was probably a good thing that Erick wasn’t out there, right now, singing a song to make new magic for Tenebrae to witness; his ideas were there, but the depth of his ideas could use some work. So Erick took out an empty notebook and started writing, trying to see the problem from multiple angles and to understand exactly what he wanted. Magic could fill in a lot of gaps, but Erick needed to get as close to the goal as he could, and the closer he got, the better the end result.

Attuning a collection of objects to one harmony didn’t seem like it would be a problem, but attuning a person to themselves might be a problem, and [Gate] needed to attune the people that went through it, right? And that meant getting through Health to affect the person shielded by that Health—

Or. No.

This was an ‘outside-in’ problem. Magic worked from the outside toward the inside, so attuning a person might not actually be all that difficult. It wouldn’t be a damaging spell, anyway. Actual damage would be blocked by Health, but status effects? Not so much. Erick’s new spells would likely create a brand new status effect, called ‘Harmonized’. Yeah. That would work, wouldn’t it?

Erick probably didn’t need to consider souls or Health when making this new magic. This was physical magic, after all.

Anywho! Work work.

Erick wrote, thought, made dinner for himself and his family when Jane and Teressa got back, and then worked some more. He went to bed for a few hours, which was enough, honestly, and then he got up and continued to write in his notebook. He wrote by wardlight, in the courtyard, while the stars glittered overhead, Rockys and the occasional Senior walked through, and everyone else slept.

He had never used a notebook before, because he never wrote down any ideas, because he never wanted any of his ideas to be stolen and used by the wrong people. But his current series of ideas were likely not a big deal, because there were only four spells here, and one of them would automatically negate the other three; three to turn a targeted system into an actual system, and one more.

Positive, harmonized, negative, and ‘restore natural superpositions’.

[Restore All Normal Modes] would be the first spell to make. Whereas the first three would empower, solidify, or weaken vibrational effects, the last one would be able to negate these adjustments. Since Erick wanted these spells to go into the Open Script, Erick felt good about himself for first making the counterspell to this entire new branch of magic. Well. Mostly new. He had already made one ‘sound magic’ spell already.

His spell, [Stillness].

That spell took all the minor physical effects in a Super Large Area, read: loud noises, and turned them to light. [Stillness] was outside of this current 4 part theory, though. That would be the fifth part; the shifting of sound into some other element.

Maybe he could try reversing that spell, in order to turn light into vibrations. He already had a light Domain, and there was probably something interesting lurking in a combination of all five of these spells...

The sun rose. Erick made breakfast, ate with his people, then went back to work on his ‘Sound Magic’.

Tenebrae did not wake under his own power. Palodia said that he was getting better, but he was not good enough to see any new magics.

Erick went back to his ideas and continued to refine them. When they were good enough, he sat back in a reclining [Scry] chair, flickered on his mana sense to become one with the mana, and then took a small step outside of the current timestream as he sent off a hundred mana to the God of Death and Time. He had some questions of new Particle Magic, and Phagar had the answers.

The world crystallized into stained-glass fractures. Divine fire filled the mana.

A god in the shape of Erick stepped out of that glass and pulled up a chair out of the ether, saying, “Hey, Erick. I’m not actually the God of Death, you know. That’s just what people think.”

Erick happily said, “And I am one of those people, it seems.”

Not-Erick grinned, saying, “What kinda magic are you making today?”

“Maybe not today, but soon enough.”

Erick laid out his ideas, while Phagar listened.

Erick ended with, “Broad strokes: Positive, Neutral, Negative, and Normalize. Four new spells based on a Particle understanding of the world, but I want them to be open to everyone, so I won’t make them at full power. They should be at the same level of power as [Stillness].”

Phagar said, “Sounds like you have a good plan. It’ll work, too. But just so you know, the magic that you are trying to make has already been made.”

Erick’s mind blanked, briefly. “… What!”

Phagar laughed, then said, “Song magic was made long ago at the dawn of the Script and then, with a century of stagnation and with the clarity that it would never be strong enough to be its own field of magic, ‘Song Magic’ was subsumed into Elemental Thunder; pruned into what it is today. Never improved upon beyond that, either, for no one had the skill or the understanding to do so, and everyone confused Sound and the natural actions of Force.” He got up from his chair and the stained-glass of the world turned back into fragmented Reality, as he cheerfully said, “So go ahead. Rewrite the book on Sound Magic. Good luck!”

Phagar’s divine fire vanished as Erick came back to himself.

Erick went back to working on his theories and his applications, though there wasn’t much more to do. He was mostly waiting for Tenebrae to get better. He didn’t know how long that delay would be, so...

Erick decided to take Phagar’s words to heart, and literally write a book on Sound Magic. Just a small one. It might not even be correct, if his spells didn’t come out exactly as he plotted. But he wrote down what he knew in the most concise manner possible, giving broad strokes first, and then refining those ideas down into something more manageable.

For the first time in his time on Veird, he missed having a computer. Writing by hand sucked!

Another day came and went.

Palodia was scheduled to cook again. Tenebrae was finally healthy enough to not need eyes on him 24 hours a day. They still kept eyes on him all the time, though, but he was getting better. Erick looked forward to Palodia’s cooking, but he had magic to make, so he sat in the courtyard, writing in his notebook. Hours passed.

Dinner was an hour away, and so was sunset. Erick wrote in the shadows, and he hoped that the shadows weren’t being too nosy, but they probably were.

The door to Tenebrae’s tower opened.

Erick looked up.

Tenebrae walked out of his tower under his own power. He did not walk fast, but he did not walk like the old man he was, either. Rock and Obsidia walked on either side of the old archmage. Erick stood up, and smiled.

“Hello there!” Erick called out.

“Yes yes. Hello hello. Pleasantries everywhere and all that shit.” Tenebrae’s voice was weak as he walked up to Erick, saying, “Time to prove that the squiggles in your notebook are real and not the delusions of an idiot-savant.”

“I’m glad you think enough of my squiggles to spy on me,” Erick said, with good cheer. “I was worried it was just Melemizargo out here.”

“Bah! Call not his name. Are you a dumbass? Oh wait. It’s you. Of course you are,” Tenebrae said, without any heat to his voice. He pointed at the notebook. “I want to see that in action.”

“I was just waiting on you! But before we do that.” Erick pulled a small box out of his pocket. He held it toward Tenebrae, saying, “Want some Stat gems?”

Tenebrae eyed the box, but he did not reach up to take them.

Erick could already see why, for an Ophiel turned on [Blood Sight] as soon as Tenebrae’s door opened. The man could barely hold himself together. His muscles looked atrophied. His heart pumped slow. He was drugged up right now, for sure, and with a bit of [Mana Sight], Erick saw that he was supporting himself with several magics. [Force Platform] derivatives, no doubt. Tenebrae was not walking under his own power.

Erick had overheard most of the inadequacies of healing magic over the last few days. [Greater Treat Wounds] was great to repair physical damage that could be repaired, and that did not have time to set in. [Regeneration] was great for bringing back lost limbs or body parts, or healing chronic damage. [Soul Healing] was a rare magic that adjusted the soul to better heal the body. [Restoration] was decent for healing age-related problems, but even that failed past a certain point.

For while healing did not accelerate aging, it could not decelerate aging, either.

The one solution he could have taken, he did not. Tenebrae could have gotten a new [Polymorph] form, and lived a whole new life. ‘Tenebrae’ would die, though, eventually. That ‘Familiar Form’ wouldn’t age if it wasn’t lived in, but eventually, death came for all living things.

And besides that, the ‘[Polymorph] Solution’ was abhorrent to every civilized nation in the world, and was not a viable option for those who still had their morals. For all of his bluster and power, Tenebrae was not the sort of person to take another’s form, even if it would save his life, even if he could take the form of someone who was already doomed to die, like any of the people headed for any executioner block in any city the world over.

Now that was a very loud conversation between Obsidia and everyone else. The black rock woman had argued that ‘all these bodies just lying around after executions the world over! Just take one! They’re not using them anymore!’. No one confronted her words, directly. Most people just went quiet when she started arguing her points. The only people inside the Castle that Obsidia did not talk to, to try to get them to convince the rest, was Erick and his people. Erick had no idea what he would say if Obsidia did try to talk to him about ‘the [Polymorph] Solution’.

Erick could not do anything for Tenebrae’s actual problem, but he could help in his own way, and thus, the gems.

Erick continued to hold the box toward Tenebrae, saying, “I know that Stats can’t really help, but they might be able to make you feel better. I know they made me feel a whole lot better. I should have offered them days ago, but… I know they won’t actually help you.”

Tenebrae took the small stone box. He could move his arms! Erick smiled.

Tenebrae thumbed open the box, revealing silver spheres nestled in fabric. He asked, “What kind are they?”

“All Stat.” Erick added, “Well. All of the four original Stats. If you want one of the New Stats—”

Rock stepped in, saying, “No. We have no idea what the new Stats do.”

Tenebrae softly said, “I can decide for myself, Rock. But you’re right. No experimenting with Stats, today.”

Rock scowled at Erick, then said to Tenebrae, “You shouldn’t even use those. Stat sickness would be just as bad as an unknown New Stat.”

“There’s no Stat sickness with true All Stat gems.” Erick said, “At the most, it feels like waking up in the morning, or something like that. Perfectly natural. But, you’re right. I don’t know how they’ll react to someone with health issu— You don’t have to use them if you don’t want. They’re each plus 10 to All Stats, and I made them all at the same time, so there shouldn’t be any resonance issues with attaching them to a single item, or splitting them up.”

‘Resonance’. Ha! Erick had laughed when he looked back at his Stat enchantment books and their mention of ‘resonance’. Completely wrong, and yet, not. It was little things like that, and a whole mess of preconceived notions from immortals, that likely confused the Arcanaeum Consortium into teaching that Force and mana had some relationship with sound and light.

Tenebrae flipped the box shut and handed it to Rock, saying, “I’ll look at them later. Let’s go see you make some magic.”

“Do you want to go in person? Not through a [Scry]?”

“I have witnessed new base spells only once in my life, and that was when the Headmaster made that [Condense Hydrogen] spell in front of us at your little talk at Oceanside, and then again, when I made my own tiny Particle spells, later.” Tenebrae stoutly said, “I wish to see new magic shake the heavens before I die, Erick. The entire sky, if you would be so kind.”

Rock turned concerned. Obsidia frowned, then wiped away a silver tear.

Tenebrae, however, was completely engrossed in the moment.

Erick said, “I think I can do… exactly that, perhaps. So… We need somewhere without anything destructible. We can’t do this here. Want to take a trip to the northern coast? That’s only a few lightsteps away.”

“We will not be doing that.” Tenebrae said, “Rock here will take us wherever you want in the world. You can do your magic there, and then we can come back.”

Erick knew he wouldn’t lose his Worldly Path Quest unless he actively chose to abandon it, so a little trip through a [Gate] wouldn’t be a problem at all. If it was, he would have already lost his Quest, just by stepping into the Green Labyrinth.

So going through a [Gate] to somewhere else? Sounds like fun!

Erick excitedly said, “Let’s go somewhere I haven’t seen before, with wide open spaces. Big spaces and an open sky.” He added, “And water. By the ocean? Not Oceanside. But yes. By the Ocean.”

Tenebrae said, “Pick a location, Rock.”

Poi stepped out of the guesthouse, saying, “Teressa and Jane are out hunting and if Ophiel leaves here, something will attack.”

Tenebrae scowled, saying, “We’ll be back soon enough and Slate and the others can defend the castle for an hour or four. We are fifteen kilometers up. All the big monsters can’t get up here. So get your [Greater Treat Wounds] rod ready, Poi.” He chuckled, weakly, then said, “I want to see Erick bleed for his magic.”

“… Ha?” Erick chuckled nervously, saying, “I hope it won't be that bad.”

Poi leisurely closed his eyes, as though processing that the old man wanted to see blood. Then he said, “Okay.” He walked into the room and came right back out wearing his armor with the healing rod in hand. He placed the rod in the pocket of his thigh armor, and said, “I have sent messages to Jane and Teressa. They will come back here to help defend the place while we are gone.”

Erick perked up. “Oh. Okay! That works. Thank you, Poi.”

Rock gestured to the left. A purple shimmer coalesced in the air—

“Oh!” Erick said, “We’re going already?”

“Yes,” Tenebrae said. “I’ve got five good hours in me, then it’s back to bed.”

Erick looked around with his [Greater Lightwalk], checking his supplies both on hand and in his room.

… Nothing he couldn’t live without.

—Purple light expanded, dilating, becoming a window to another land, and then a door. A breeze blew onto the beach beyond, scattering white sand away from the purple portal. Tenebrae and Obsidia wasted no time as they stepped through. Erick and Poi followed, while Rock took up the rear.

Erick had already peeked through the [Gate] well before he walked through, using his sunform to scout out the place. He saw nothing untoward.

With a single step, he had moved across the world!

Erick marveled at his new life, again. And then he marveled at their new location.

White sand stretched for kilometers upon kilometers from south-ish to north-ish, while the wind blew in from the ocean to the west, and green prairie stretched toward the east. In the distant east, across the sandy dunes, trees grew. In the west, laid an ocean that was as clear and as pure as few places were on Earth. There were sand bars under those waters; the ocean was shallow for a long ways away, as far as Erick could see.

This was actually a really nice place.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye came through the [Gate] along with a few Ophiels, but then the purple portal snapped shut and the caster of the ethereal eye and all the Ophiels not right beside Erick were way out of range. The [Scry] eye popped. Erick lost feeling for the remaining Ophiel; they dissipated, too.

Not really a problem. Erick just started summoning more Ophiel. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye could return in his own time.

A cool breeze blew in from the ocean’s surface. The sky was blue. Few clouds marred the heavens, and Erick felt pleasant, watching the sun shine brightly above the horizon. It was almost sunset here, too. They must be near-enough the same longitude.

Erick said, “This is a nice beach!” He cast a [Cascade Imaging] through one of his Ophiel, atop the dunes and twenty meters out of the way, searching for rads; searching for monsters. He let that run.

Tenebrae eyed the misty spell as it became less misty. “What is that for?”

“Searching for monsters,” Erick answered. One cursory examination later, and not thirty seconds into the run time of the spell, he said, “Doesn’t appear to be many monsters. The spell needs a few minutes to be sure, though.”

Tenebrae dismissed caring about Erick. He said to Obsidia, “Chair.”

“Of course.” The black rock woman conjured a fluffy black chair onto the beach. “Let me help—”

Tenebrae grumbled as he patted away her hands, not accepting that much help, and set himself in the chair. He relaxed into the fluffiness, then said, “It’s too hot!”

“Of course, dad.” Obsidia cast a [Temperature Ward] across her father.

“Too windy! Too bright!”

Obsidia cast a [Weather Ward] and then a disk of shadows above and behind him, blocking some of the light. Erick smiled, then decided to help out.

He [Stoneshape]d some of the white sand into stone, then into a pair of sunglasses without the ‘glasses’ part. For that missing piece, he cast a permanent lightmask on them, creating some polarized glasses, exactly as he had made for his own strolls through the Crystal Forest, and for the workers and delvers of the light dungeon he had left in the Headmaster’s care.

He handed the pair to Tenebrae, saying, “Here. Sunglasses. Makes these sunny places easier on the eyes.”

In the center of the handoff, Rock said, “No magic, father. Don’t [Inspe—”

“Bah! I can use some! Doctor said I could.” Tenebrae took the glasses. He put them on, then looked around, pausing to look at the water the most. “This is a weird fucking lightward. How come can I see into the water better? My [Inspect] isn’t helping me identify the effect.”

“I can’t answer that without giving a lot away, but the [Ward] is permanent and should come back if you don’t disturb the effect too much. Have fun figuring it out, when you get better.”

Tenebrae frowned, hummed, then said, “Very well. I’m going to pick apart your gems, too, so it’s a good thing you gave me eight of them.” He waved a hand forward. “Get on with it.”

Erick checked the map. No nearby monsters. He switched it to search for people, then said, “I’m mapping for people, now. Soon as that clears, we're clear. No monsters nearby, though, which is kinda unexpected. Where are we, anyway?”

Tenebrae scoffed at Erick. “No monsters at all?”

Erick amended, “There are some 20 kilometers from here. In the water and on land. Mostly in the water.”

“We’re somewhere in Archipelago Nergal, though. One of the many small islands,” Tenebrae said. “Did you pick a rare, monsterless island?”

Rock said, “West of the North Arc of the Archipelago. It’s a good location. About 10,000 kilometers from Eidolon and Continental Nergal, which are down past the East Arc, and around 7000 kilometers from Nergal in the west.”

Tenebrae said, “Rather uninhabited, I would say.”

Erick looked to the map. Zero people, except for the four currently around Erick, which made five. “This seems like excellent land, though. Why no people?”

“There’s nothing here and extra land doesn’t matter. Obviously.” Tenebrae said, “If there was something here, then there would be people!”

“Okay. Well… That… Makes sense.”

Rock said, “No powerful people means no defense means no people at all.”

“Right.” Erick nodded. “I knew that.”

Tenebrae smirked and chuckled. “Did you? Hard to tell what you know sometimes.”

“Hard to tell what I know most of the time.” Erick clapped his hands, then stepped forward on the beach, saying, “So let’s test my thoughts, and see if the mana agrees with me!”

“Yes! Yes! On with the show!” Tenebrae snapped at Rock, “Down in front!”

Rock had been slightly in front of Tenebrae, between him and Erick, but at his father’s outburst he moved to his father’s side, to guard the old archmage between him and Obsidia.

Erick made a [Prismatic Ward] to the side, for Poi, which Poi gladly took, then he looked to the other three people. “Are you going to defend yourself? Or do you want me to? I can, if you want.”

Tenebrae harrumphed, eyeing Obsidia. Obsidia moved into action, and suddenly, a splash of massive, Solid Ward crystal, flashed around Obsidia, Tenebrae, and Rock. Tenebrae nodded from inside the protected space. Erick nodded back. He had no idea how good of a protection Obsidia had provided, but he trusted them to know what they were doing.

Erick turned toward the ocean.

He breathed in the humid air, feeling the salt on his skin and the taste of brine in his mouth. He focused on the world before him, on the tiny sounds of birds flitting across the sands in the distance, on the crashing waves that made the water seem inviting, on the sounds of the wind rustling through the grassy dunes, and the shuffling of sand.

Ophiel’s violin sounds seemed to echo, somehow, in the vast open space all around them, in time to the crashing of waves, and the flow of the sky.

He breathed, and became one with the world, his sense of the mana around him becoming like an extension of himself. Perfectly normal perfection manifested in his mind, and everything he saw was good. Everything was normal, and exactly as it should be. This would be the first spell; the one that would negate the other three, and possibly a lot more.

He spoke,

“The banshee’s wail is gone today.

“The drummer’s drum has no reprise.

“The piano’s gone, it’s so passe.

“Hear now of death! We eulogize

“past lows and highs. We [Normalize].”

Wind rustled, waves crashed, the sun shone down on everything, and nothing was out of order.

Magic filled the world, and nothing changed.

And yet, everything changed, as it had done before, and as it would do again.

Erick knew his eyes glowed white, and that Poi tapped him with the rod because blood dripped down from his nose, but the normal release that happened at the end of every spell did not happen. The mana held him, waiting. He had teased a new possibility as he reinforced normality, but the mana wanted more than that. 

As blue boxes blinked into Erick’s sight, he blinked them away.

Tenebrae said something but Erick didn’t hear. Poi quickly realized something was wrong, but all Erick heard was the vibration of the universe, and that vibration demanded a voice.

So Erick went right into the next spell.

He spoke again,

“The singer’s come again today

“The band is here with more allies

“A symphony doth start to play

“Now hear this! A galvanize

“of all that’s here. We [Harmonize]!”

The world crystallized.

Waves suddenly began to crash upon the sand in sync. Grasses waved in harmony. Wind blew in lockstep. Schools of fish became perfectly organized, which would not normally be odd at all, but then they started to swim in cube formations, and tetrahedrons, and rectangular prisms.

The three hearts of the three mortals on the beach each began to beat in sync.

Obsidia’s crystalline Solid Ward did not block this new magic.

If Erick had been able to, he would have seen this:

Tenebrae gasped, just a bit, a smile on his own face to match the one on Erick’s, and the tiny one on Poi’s. Rock leaned over on one side of his father, suddenly concerned like the world was ending. Obsidia did the same thing on Tenebrae’s other side. Both of them did not realize that they moved like mirrors to each other, and then both of them suddenly realized that they did.

Erick felt a pain in his chest that mirrored the pain in Poi and Tenebrae’s chest, but then Poi healed Erick and no one bled at all. Erick felt older. Poi likely felt older, too. But Tenebrae felt, and looked, briefly, like a man half his age.

A blue box appeared. Erick couldn’t see it.

Mana was already rushing out of his throat.

He spoke,

“A note is held, to high refrain!

“The chorus sings to glorify

“A power builds, of high arcane!

“Now hear this! We purify

“all that’s here. We [Amplify]!”

The waves crashed higher. The wind turned sharp, like kitchen knives. The ground began to shake. Everything fell out of resonance with everything else, and into its own personal hell.

Erick bled from his eyes, his ears, his mouth and his nose. Poi tapped him with the rod, telling him to stop. Tenebrae, Rock, and Obsidia were gone. Erick did not notice their departure. He was in the grip of the mana and it would not let him go.

From outside of himself, Erick watched.

He didn’t so much speak as simply will the world to shift.

Sand blasted away. Erick floated in the light. The beach dropped out from under his feet, becoming a crater that extended into the ocean. Saltwater rushed away from him. Poi, unable to hold his ground, was flung backward, through the [Prismatic Ward] and into the dunes beyond.

Words came forth from every part of Reality.

“A song is snapped; fragmented breaks.

“Chaos walks, there’s no accord.

“A power stills, and nothing shakes.

“Now hear this, and be floored.

“Witness the apple of [Discord]!”

Harmony broke.

Waves crashed and did not rise again. Schools of fish broke apart, the individuals each swimming in different directions. The wind stilled, unsure of which way to go. Ophiels flew in every direction, unprepared for whatever Erick had done, and with no idea how to act. Poi was somewhere in the dunes, crawling out of the sand. The rod had been in his hands before, but now, it was not.

The only semblance of normalcy was when the ocean broke the bank of the beach and crashed into the crater that Erick had dug out of the sand. Erick, though, crashed into his body, all semblance of harmony with the universe gone, completely. And then he fell down into the churn of seawater below him, into the crater he had made. He was already unconscious.

- - - -

Poi watched as Erick did some stupid shit that no one would have considered as stupid until after the fact. Erick got hurt, again.

Don’t anyone worry, though! Poi was there to save the day, as always.

Anyway.

Poi pulled himself out of the sand, [Dispel]ed the effect in the sky, then found his rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] with a quick application of [Telekinesis]. And then he briefly despaired. The rod was almost dead. The light at the bottom of the silver object was barely visible; low charge.

Half a second had passed since the magic ended and Erick fell into a crater filled with water.

Poi almost wasted time cursing at how the rod had been at full charge not five minutes ago. He was already diving into the new crater in the beach and reaching for Erick with mental force.

He found Erick fast enough. The crater was five meters deep and a swirl of water and sand and a few rocks, but Erick was there, bleeding out, like always.

Poi did not let himself get angry. He just tugged Erick onto the beach and did a quick check. Ah. Yeah. Lungs full of water and blood. Not breathing. Not good. He tapped Erick with the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] and the rod broke; the last charge used.

The magic took hold, though. Erick’s body began to repair, but the magic could only do so much while there was water in his lungs. Time to fix that.

Poi telekinetically hoisted Erick into the air, by his feet, then [Airshape]d a breeze into his open mouth. Bloody water came out, as well as the contents of a recent snack. Cheese and crackers, Poi remembered.

Erick gasped, coughed most heartily, and pure disorientation flooded out from him. Poi had to gird his own mind in order to stop from falling over himself, but he managed to set Erick back down before the man could get even more disoriented. Erick retched for a while, then calmed, then went unconscious again. This time, he breathed just fine.

Poi avoided the sick on the sand and sat down beside Erick.

Barely ten seconds had passed since Erick had finished his magics and gone under the waves. It was good that Poi was already sitting down, because he would have passed out otherwise. That was too much excitement. When he took this assignment, he was hoping to guard an old man who only wanted to grow some vegetables. Ahhh. Oh well. Plans change.

He looked to Erick.

Erick breathed well enough. Poi threw a [Cleanse] over the two of them, turning saltwater into normal water, and vomit and blood into thick air. Erick began to breathe better; calmer.

Ophiels fluttered overhead, watching the whole thing happen.

Poi waved at Ophiel, “Think you can make us some housing for the day? They planned on leaving us here, so we might as well get comfortable.”

Ophiel responded by turning small as they pranced up to Erick. Some landed on his chest. One of them threw another [Cleanse] over everyone, which did nothing for anyone.

Poi asked them, “Are you sapient yet? Sentient?”

Ophiel twittered in concerned and unsure violins and guitars.

Poi sighed. “Not sapient yet.”

An Ophiel landed on Poi’s shoulder and threw a [Cleanse] on him.

Poi laughed. He grinned as he looked to Ophiel. Then he turned his attention back toward Erick, and then the ocean. The waves lapped against the shore. The sun shone down. The wind blew.

And Poi waited.

If he hung his head and vented about Erick almost killing himself, again, at least no one was around to hear him. Ophiel didn’t count. Not yet, anyway.

- - - -

A [Scry] orb that did not belong to Yggdrasil appeared in the air above Poi. He hadn’t moved much except to make himself and Erick’s sleeping form a bit more comfortable on the beach. The [Scry] orb went to Erick, watched him for a few seconds, then turned toward Poi.

Poi purposefully sighed in the direction of everything that the orb was and who it belonged to.

The orb vanished.

Ten seconds later, a purple [Gate] opened twenty meters away.

Teressa and Jane stood on the other side, looking through the purple hole in reality, trying to comprehend what they were seeing. Poi got an impression from them fast enough. They had both just come back from killing monsters in the Forest, and were still armed for such occasions.

They both raced through the [Gate].

Both of them had been lied to about some monster attack and that Erick was unconscious and a whole slew of smaller, perfectly crafted lies, except for one. Rock and Obsidia had ‘needed to get Tenebrae out of there as soon as possible’. The old archmage had been exposed to Erick’s new magics, and while he wasn’t truly injured, they had not wanted to take any chances.

Their whole ploy, taken as a whole, was easily seen through, but some of the Senior Rockys carried some of the Mind Magic within them that Tenebrae had collected over his long life. They had used that magic against Jane and Teressa, and thus, here was Jane, and right behind her, Teressa. It was a violation, but whatever. Tenebrae was practically untouchable, and this ‘violation’ wasn’t something to get mad over.

The [Gate] closed behind Jane and Teressa.

Jane raced for her father and slapped him with a handful of [Greater Treat Wounds]. Erick gasped, as even more healing flowed into him, but he did not wake. Only Teressa had noticed that the [Gate] had shut behind them.

Before Jane could get even more worried—

Poi spoke, “Erick is fine! But keep healing him, Jane. As you can see, Ophiel is still here. Erick is still alive. There is no lasting damage. There is no monster. You were lied to about a lot.”

Teressa was the first to understand Poi’s words; it only took a bit of mana sense to confirm the world around her, and to see what had just happened with a manual use of [Witness]. She discarded the helmet to her armor and wore her displeasure openly. She was now about 70% mad that Tenebrae had tried shit, and an assorted other percentage of various other feelings, most of which centered around concern for Erick’s wellbeing, and disappointment at the looming reality that they would not be further exploring the Green Labyrinth. Poi would have to shift most of her anger with a few choice words, because he highly doubted that this was the last they had seen of Tenebrae, or the ‘Green Labyrinth’, which was not its real name. Further anger would be disruptive to that eventual future.

And speaking of anger...

Jane stared at her father, and then at Poi. She went from raging warrior, to scared little girl in the blink of an eye, and then she swung back toward some halfway point that would probably swing again soon enough. And… Yup. There’s the swing. All of Jane’s emotions pointed in one direction: Anger at Tenebrae. Poi would have to shift her rage, too.

“Lied—” Jane’s eyebrows danced as her words stuck in her throat. She calmed, for a certain definition of ‘calm’. Rage became cold, and calculating. She said, “There was no monster that ‘came out of the ocean because he was making magic’. Did Tenebrae knock him out and toss him here? Why? To—”

Poi stood up, and tried to discourage any misunderstanding. “They did not injure your father. He injured himself making magic. What has happened to us is that the Senior Rockys obtained Arbor Redarrow’s full prognostication from Erick himself, and with that, they managed to convince their father to abandon his current quest for [Gate], and to shove Erick onto the next step of his Worldly Path—”

Far down the beach, a purple [Gate] spawned and spat out a collection of luggage, and then closed.

Ah. Good. Poi had hoped that they wouldn’t have everything stolen from them. How much had Tenebrae returned? Probably none of the magic books.

Poi continued, “… They conspired to shove Erick out of Tenebrae’s life and onto the next part of Erick’s Worldly Path. Their hope is that when Erick finally figures out [Gate] that he will come back and teach Tenebrae.” Poi stressed, “Erick was here, and he was making magic, and Tenebrae had high hopes that he would be able to witness Erick creating his four new sound spells, but even witnessing him create two of his four new spells was too much for the old archmage.” Poi said, “Rock and the others finally convinced Tenebrae to accept being humbled, instead of accepting the other option, which was death.” He spread his arms down and around, as he said, “And so, we are here.”

Jane went through a dozen emotions. She settled on resigned anger.

Teressa discarded her anger. She changed the subject, asking, “Where is here?”

“Erick currently thinks we’re in the Northern Arc of Archipelago Nergal, and the sun is setting on the horizon, but that was a lie.” Poi said, “We’re actually in the Southern Islands of Nelboor, a few thousand kilometers from the mainland, and that sun is rising.”

Jane frowned, looking down at her father. “And he didn’t see through that lie? You didn’t tell him?” She narrowed her eyes, and sent, ‘Testing. Message for Poi.’

‘Yes. Hello, Jane. Good use of proper protocol to check the validity of the people around you. And of course I didn’t tell him. I am honor bound to not use the knowledge that I have gained through mental means either against or for anyone.’

Teressa didn’t need confirmation. She had [Witness] to see it all, almost first hand. Jane didn’t check on Poi’s claim until she was sure her father was safe, though, and that was a breach of protocol. Upon seeing him next to her father, she should have probed him right away, but… Whatever. Poi let that slide, for now.

Teressa said, “Nelboor is a shit continent.”

Poi nodded, saying, “As for why Erick did not see through Tenebrae’s lies: Your father had his doubts, but he prefers to see the good in people, and I’m sure that if he were awake, he would not care that they shoved him further along his Path.” Poi shook his head. “But enough of that. We are in the lands of eternal war and I am not as constrained when we are in danger. Erick is unconscious, and healthy, but we can’t [Teleport] the unconscious, and he will likely be unconscious for a while longer. He did a lot of magic. I don’t think that there will be much actual trouble in the near future, for that [Cascade Imaging] back there shows all nearby people in 500 kilometers, and it’s only showing us four. So now that we all understand the situation, let us work to minimize our chances of death.” He said, “Jane, look after your father. Heal him like you are already doing. Teressa. How does Erick look to you?”

Teressa had already checked him out with her various Sight spells, but Jane didn’t know what Teressa knew yet, and Poi wanted everyone on the same track.

Teressa said, “Soul damage. Minor compared to the damage from Shadow’s Feast. Already healing, too. Blood damage is healing. With that Immunity to Health Exhaustion and a younger body, he shouldn’t have any healing complications. He’s just exhausted. Or something. He’ll wake soon enough. If not, we have a difficult journey ahead of us, to get back to civilization.”

Jane tapped her father with another cast of [Greater Treat Wounds] as she looked down at him, worried.

Poi declared. “Teressa. You and I are on shelter-building. Everyone keep an eye on the Imaging. If anyone shows, we will erase the Imaging with a [Dispel] and we will make new plans based on whatever shows.”

Jane said, “Okay,” as she picked up her father on a bed of shadows.

Teressa pointed at the supplies down the beach, saying, “I’ll get those.”

Poi said, “I’ll start on the shelter.”

They got to work.

- - - -

Erick woke to the smell of barbecue and the twittering of Ophiel, and then he blinked. He had half a thought and then his world became vibrating pain. Light spiked his eyes. He jolted out of bed, reflexively, out of control, and disgorged watery bile as roiling, head-splitting pain shocked through all of him.

Jane was suddenly there, at his side, touching him with a glowing blue hand and speaking in muted sounds. Erick puked again, but nothing came up. Ophiels sang, as though underwater. Everything sounded as though it was unde—

His hearing came back with an inner-ear pop.

The world stopped shifting under his hands and knees. He breathed. He puked some blood.

And then he felt better.

But darkness came on, anyway.

- - - -

Erick woke to quiet words spoken on the other side of the room.

Jane slapped down a card on a conjured table, followed fast by Teressa, and then Poi. Poi took the pile and that floor of the Wizard’s Tower.

Jane frowned. “I’m starting to think mind reading is a better way to cheat than shadow spying.”

“Wizard’s towers is a game of skill more than luck.” Poi smiled as he said, “So take your loss and slap down another warrior so I can steal that floor, too.”

Teressa set down her cards. “He’s awake.”

Jane was suddenly beside Erick, having slipped through the shadows to be there. Deep worry filled her eyes, and then she softened. She breathed. She touched his arm. “Hey there, dad. Feeling better this time?”

“A lot—” He sat up and the world swam, but then the world calmed. He had some messages, but he ignored those for right now. He breathed. He said, “I feel a lot better.”

They were inside a stone building that was not the guesthouse at Tenebrae’s Castle, for it was only one story tall, and the windows showed a beach just outside. They were still at the beach? Either a lot of time had passed, or not much at all, for the sun shone outside. Erick guessed that a lot of time had passed, because Tenebrae had vanished with Rock and Obsidia when he was halfway through making his new magic, but they didn’t come back. How long had he been out? A day? It had to be some length of time because the others had conjured furniture and were playing card games.

Erick asked, “Is Tenebrae okay?”

“He’s fine.” Jane’s voice sounded more hurt than angry, as she said, “He abandoned us, but that’s Tenebrae for you.”

“… Ah.” Erick understood. “I see.”

“Yup,” Poi said.

Erick sighed. “I was hoping he could see all the spells I made. They weren’t supposed to be that… powerful.”

“And then they were,” Poi said.

Teressa said, “I saw the whole thing through [Witness]. That was some strong magic. You were floating without a flight spell. Super Large Area, too.”

Jane asked, “The first one negates the other three, right? That’s what you planned on.”

Erick mentally flipped through his latest blue boxes, reading them as he went. “… Yeah. It negates... Er. No. It also weakens, uh, other magics? Huh. That one turned out weird.”

 




	
Normalize 1, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Empower normal physical functionality throughout the physical world, creating a myriad of individual effects. Directly weaken some forms of magic.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Exp: 0/100

















	
Harmonize 1, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Shift the physical into individualized order.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Exp: 0/100

















	
Amplify 1, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Fill the physical with rising power, enabling a myriad of possible physical effects.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Exp: 0/100

















	
Discord 1, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Shift the physical into discordant chaos.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Exp: 0/100

















	
To Erick,

That was a lot of magic, and all at once, too. Good job!

+12 points to you, as is appropriate. 

All of your new spells are alpha spells with those little alligator teeth, as you have called them, because what they do is not what is written, and they are supposed to be basic tier spells. I’ll figure out the proper wording after I see you use them for a while.

As for the spells themselves:

My first instinct was to deny them from the Open Script and make them Particle Mage only, for I can see what they can do, as I am sure you can, too. But denying this new branch of magic would be wrong. Unless anything truly breaking happens, your new spells will be absorbed into the Open Script in a year and a day, like normal, but only Normalize, and likely a lesser version of it; Medium size, perhaps. People will have to study and understand that one in order to get the others, like people have to do for the Worldly Path Quest, from [Blink], to [Teleport], and then all the rest. 

Thanks for your hard work!

-Rozeta

As always, this message will delete after it is read and understood. Thanks again!














Erick watched as Rozeta’s words vanished, then he read over his new spells again. He said, “These are going to be confusing for a lot of people.” He handed them out to his daughter and his people, saying, “What do you think?”

Poi dashed the boxes away, saying, “Now that you’re awake, I think we need to talk about where we are, and what we’re doing next.”

Erick blinked. “… Right. That is a good point. Is Tenebrae actually okay? I considered that we would be abandoned, but I didn’t think… Well. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Jane was reading the spell boxes, but she looked to Erick, and sighed. Teressa grunted disapproval at further mention of Tenebrae.

Poi said, “Tenebrae will eventually be fine. He’s not getting near us again, though.”

Erick sighed. “Yeah. Probably for the best. Good for him for deciding to be with his kids instead of denying their requests. I was hoping that he’d pick that option. Where is ‘here’, though?” He looked to the window. “How long was I out? It’s already the afternoon?”

“You’ve only been asleep for a few hours,” Jane said.

Poi explained everything.

Erick listened.

And then he went, “Huh. I noticed the lies, but I did not notice that the sun was rising, instead of setting. I feel like I should have noticed that.”

Jane snorted.

Erick clapped once, then rolled himself out of bed and stood up, saying, “So! We’re in Nelboor! And close to the Highlands? I think I know our next step!”

Teressa laughed, then said, “Let’s slow that [Teleport], Boss. Nelboor ain’t like any other continent. Did you read about this place?”

Erick sat back down on his conjured bed. “Yeah, I read about it. Lotta war, all the time.”

Jane said, “A lot less monsters.”

“A point in its favor.” Teressa said, “But there’s a reason for that.”

Poi said, “There are roving bands of mercenaries that call themselves soldiers or clans, depending on how they operate. They’re great at keeping the monsters mostly dead, but they tend to threaten the same against everyone else they meet who doesn’t fly their colors. You might as well call them privateers.”

“Or bandits,” Teressa added.

“Yes, but we won’t antagonize them by calling them that, will we?” Poi asked.

Teressa happily raised her hands and mocked, “I surrender, sir! Please take only all of my money and possessions.”

Jane frowned. “Please tell me it’s not going to be that bad.”

“It might be!” Teressa said. “I’ve heard stories about this continent.”

“So.” Poi asked, “Are the four of us going to pretend to be a clan? Or soldiers? Either choice will be difficult. With a fake clan-name, other clans we find will challenge us for duels, and if we call ourselves a known clan name, we might have to fight for our lives, or we might find unexpected friends that will hate us even more if they find out we lied. If we pretend at being soldiers, then… That’s complicated. We probably shouldn’t do that. If we pretend to be adventurers, we will likely be press ganged by armies, or be toyed with by clans, or maybe even killed if we’re found outside of towns, and we will be found outside of town, because there are no inns for adventurers. Adventurers are violently discouraged from being here, but mostly it's just beating and robbing. But, we could pretend to be adventurers, anyway. It would be the closest to the truth, and thus easiest to fake.” Poi said, “But, more importantly, didn’t you want to go incognito, now, Erick? That’s gonna dictate how we do everything from here on out.”

Erick smiled wide. “Yes! I want to go incognito.” He briefly thought of the clothes he had left behind in Spur, along with everything else he had put together in order to be incognito, and decided that he could always get more, or make more himself. “How do we buy stuff if they don’t like adventurers? Can we just be people on a world tour? Or sightseeing? A fourth option?”

Teressa said, “This place isn’t like Spur, or Treehome, or Oceanside. Every city is owned by a clan or an army. Or… Maybe it’s the other way around. Anyway: You have to be approved to enter cities, and adventurers are automatically un-approved, far as I heard. Even the Mage Guild isn’t appreciated, but they are tolerated, if only to empower the massive anti-Spatial magic spells that blanket every city. If we go as unaligned tourists then we will get targeted and then attacked. No matter how we do this, we’re going to have trouble.” She smiled as she said, “We were not prepared for this leg of the trip.”

Erick chuckled. “Do you want to beat people up?”

“I would not be against such outcomes,” Teressa said. “But the problems I see happening is that these people are going to take it too far, and I don’t think you would like that. I can keep my anger in check.” She looked to Jane. “Can you? This won’t be like those Celebration Hunt duels.”

Jane frowned a little at Teressa, and asked, “All we’re doing is going to the Songli Highlands, though?” She said, “I admit, I did not read up on them too much, but I did read that the Highlands were neutral ground. We’re just going to lightstep in there, right? Shouldn’t require too many lies or fights.”

Teressa went, “Ehhh.”

Poi raised an uncertain eyebrow.

Erick had read up on the Highlands, though. He said, “The Songli Highlands are a bunch of villages and a few major cities located to the west of the Wanzhi river. They try to teach anyone who shows aptitude for Song Magic, but they only allow those who become part of the clan to actually learn their major secrets. I’ve heard that they’re peaceful in their interior, and that they’ll trade with anyone, but they’re ruthless to those who try to take what’s theirs.” He looked to Teressa and Poi, and said, “And I heard that they liked tourists. We’re just going to have to stay in the designated parts of the towns and such.”

Teressa shrugged. “You might be right. It is a large continent.”

Poi said, “I did [Blink] past a lot of detail, this is true. Nelboor is almost twice the size of Glaquin, and home to as many different cultures as there are Clans and Armies, and there are a lot. But, broadly, we are going to have problems in Nelboor that we could solve now with a bit of preparation.”

Erick nodded, “Of course. I’m going to prepare by leveling these new spells I just made, and… Did I smell barbecue before? Is there any left?”

Teressa said, “Yup! Poi cooks a good fish.”

“Yeah.” Jane walked over to a stone box set against the wall and opened it, saying, “I did not expect Poi to be able to cook out here just as good as he could cook at home.” She took out a stone tray of fillets, smothered in sauce. “This guy just walked through the dunes and found some spicy weed growing in the sand and turned it into a sauce.”

Erick’s mouth began to water as he caught the scent of the cooked fish.

Poi practically beamed. “Thank you, Jane.” He added, “Sweetgrass grows wild almost everywhere that people have fished the ocean. Not so much in inhabited places, but everywhere else. It spreads like dune grass and almost looks the same, but it has a slight orange tint. Anyone can do what I did.”

Jane conjured a table in front of her father and handed over dinner, which was actually more like lunch according to the sun’s position outside. Erick cast a [Heat Ward] on the plate. It started to sizzle, slowly, but it would take a minute to heat up. He breathed in the smell. It was full of umami with a hint of sugar.

“How did you make the sauce?” Erick asked.

Poi said, “Dry and pound sweet grass to a powder in a stone bowl, then mix it with [Cleanse]d ocean water and bring to a boil in that same bowl. Easy as can be.”

“Convenient!” Erick said, “Someone made that a long time ago, I guess?”

“Yeah, but no one knows who.” Poi said, “So about our plans and the dangers ahead…”

Erick dismissed the [Heat Ward] and conjured a fork, as he said, “Love to hear about it.”

Poi nodded, then spoke in detail about clans and armies and expectations of the pervasive tribe-like culture of Nelboor, but most of it was generalizations. Most of it likely wouldn’t happen, but it was better to be prepared than not. Teressa added her own knowledge to the talk, while Jane asked questions. Erick mostly listened and ate dinner. The fish was delicious.

While they were talking, he experimented with his new spells through an Ophiel hovering a good ten kilometers out to sea. Erick got a good idea of what they all did, and then he started power leveling them, dumping mana into [Normalize], [Harmonize], [Amplify], and [Discord] until they all became level 10.

Erick fully came back to the conversation when Poi dropped a minor bomb.

Poi said, “And the Quiet War is in full effect in this land, so you two, Erick and Jane, will likely get some challenges, but they should all be open and honest challenges as I have already discussed. We’ll have to watch for assassinations at night, especially if we don’t use [Prismatic Ward], but I think we should use [Prismatic Ward], and if someone finds out who Erick is, we’ll deal with it.”

Jane frowned. Erick grumbled.

Teressa’s eyes brightened as she happily said, “I could take those challenges for you! That would be fun.”

Poi said, “That would be bad. Don’t forget that code of honor I talked about.”

Erick said, “Eh. We’ll be fine.”

Jane said, “I’d be happy to slap down an uppity young master.”

“A ‘young master’?” Erick said, side-eyeing his daughter.

Poi sighed.

“Oh, Poi!” Erick said, “We’ll be fine! The Songli Highlands are supposed to be friendly!”

Poi said, “None of this is going to go how you think it will go. The Songli Highlands are only friendly because they have the power to be friendly; we will have to submit to certain measures if we want in any of the towns. If we break those measures, then they will go after us like they would any other lawbreakers. Maybe even more so.”

“Eh! The more you tell me, the less worried I am.” Teressa said, “All anyone says about Glaquin is that we’re all a bunch of adventurers who knife each other in the back and sell our souls to Shades, but I know that isn’t true.”

Jane laughed. “Some people do sell their souls to the Shades, though! Don’t forget about Bulgan.”

Erick said, “It’ll be fiiiiine!”

Jane asked, “But what are we going to call ourselves?”

And so began a debate, with much arguing, and laughter, and jokes. Even Poi started to smile and get into it when Jane started throwing out names like ‘Dragon Killers’ and ‘Demon Hunters’, which would surely draw the exact wrong kind of attention. Poi suggested ‘World Conquerors’ and Erick groaned.

Jane suggested, “Oh oh! Treehuggers. Because of Yggdrasil.”

Teressa laughed loud while Poi gave a sensible chuckle.

Erick helpfully supplied, “I heard that ‘treehugger’ refers to someone who fucks trees. Or rather, treants. Or possibly trees that they have [Treeshape]d. I am unsure.”

Teressa laughed louder.

Jane said, “So no to the ‘Treehugger’, then.” More laughter. Jane added, “I’m not hearing ‘no’!”

- - - -

Tenebrae opened his eyes. He reclined in his bed, his arms and legs feeling like antirhine weights, but a fire of pure magic blossomed in his chest. A raging hope. An audacious series of thoughts tangled in his mind, clashing with each other like a thousand conflicting [Lightning]s. Those strange thoughts had woken him.

Something fell to the stone floor. He turned his head. Palodia had gotten up from her chair and dropped her book; she was already walking toward him. Rushing toward him, really. Asking if he was okay.

He said he was fine. She nagged at him again and again, and he said that he was fine, again and again, but his heart and his mind wasn’t really focused on her, anyway. He had woken up under his own power, this time, and then he remembered.

The world; harmonized. Reality made subjective. His own heart beating in time to Poi’s and Erick’s, while the waves crashed in perfect sync with each other.

He laughed.

Erick had called out to the world with his stupid little song, and the world responded. That idiot-savant managed to do it again.

Tenebrae laughed.

“Oh gods, he’s hysterical. A potion reaction?” Palodia called out, “Obsidia! Rock! Slate!”

The others rushed up the stairs, their stone feet smacking stone like the tumbling of several boulders. Bah! His children were too damn loud.

Tenebrae decided to say as much, “Too damn loud. I’m fine. I’m awake. I’m better.”

Rock instantly declared, “No you are not! We agreed—”

“Bah!” Tenebrae felt a tension inside of his chest, so he relaxed. He breathed. He said, “I know. I’m not going into the Green Labyrinth ever again. But…” He smiled wide and looked to his children, and to his oldest friend and the best cook in the world. “I don’t have to go in there ever again. Erick will figure it out. And if he doesn’t?” Tenebrae laughed. “I’ll throw him at the Dragons, and he and I can both get [Gate] that way. Erick is a Wizard.”

Rock, Slate, and Obsidia each startled in their own way.

Palodia stared down at Tenebrae with focused eyes. “Have you any proof?”

“I don’t.” Tenebrae said, “I saw no mana come from him. I can prove nothing. But I know. Palodia. I know he is a Wizard.”

Palodia leaned back, a slight frown on her lips. “If there’s no proof, then he’s not a Wizard.”

“Rock.” Tenebrae asked, “What did you see out there? Obsidia?”

Rock frowned.

Obsidia said, “What I saw was that you failed to be healthy enough to witness the entire spectacle, and that my barrier did nothing.”

Tenebrae sighed, with a smile. “All true. It was a status-effect. Not direct damage. An oddity that somehow got through your barrier, perhaps. It matters not. What matters is that Erick is a Wizard.” With great effort, Tenebrae lifted his hand and held it out, palm up. “Give me his notes.”

Rock stared down at the upturned palm. “No. You can barely lift that arm.”

Tenebrae didn’t fight. Instead, he dropped his arm, saying, “Fine. I have time. We took everything of his, did we not? Is the Estate moving yet?”

“We took his notes but gave back everything else. We’re already headed back to Wyrmridge.” With obvious distress, Rock said, “We’ll be there in a few days, and then Slate, Obsidia, and I will depart. You should be better by then and I am sure you don’t want us here.”

“No.” Tenebrae said, “Don’t leave. Stay. You already moved back in, so make it more permanent.”

Tenebrae felt lighter after saying those words. He was never able to say those words before, but he suddenly found himself able to speak the desire he had buried for so long. It was a stupid system they had created all on their own; every new not-Rocky rushing away as soon as they could. They had thought he wanted them gone. He used to want them gone, this much is true. But no longer.

As the words he had spoken settled into the room, everything felt right for the first time in a long time.

Rock, Obsidia, and Slate, each startled in their own way, again.

Slate smiled first, and said, “We will stay.”

“Yes!” More softly, Obsidia repeated, “Yes. We will stay.”

“Of course, father,” Rock said.

“Good.” Tenebrae felt lethargy claim his excess energy. He had glimpsed new magic, and he wanted to do everything, but he couldn’t; not right yet. And so, he closed his eyes again, saying, “I feel like sleeping again, so go away, but not too far.” He remembered something. He opened his eyes, and put a little heat in his words, as he said, “Ophelia needs to write me an apology! Two pages. I won’t ever see her again until she does.”

That was a lie. He’d see her if she showed, even without the apology.

Obsidia chuckled, while Rock and Slate smiled.

Almost timidly, Palodia whispered to the other three, “Is Erick a Wizard?”

Already drifting off to sleep, but still able to hear and respond, Tenebrae said, “Probably, Palodia. Probably.”
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                Erick walked along the beach, barefoot and happy, sporting shorts and sunglasses. It was a good day, and feeling the hot sand between his toes was a good feeling. He would have liked to have actual beachwear, but they only sold stuff like that in certain markets, like for the pearl divers of Portal, or for other underwater professions. Beachwear for leisure didn’t really exist on Veird. ‘Shorts’ didn’t really exist, either, but getting a pair of those only required the sacrifice of some pants and an application of [Fabricate].

Jane wore a bikini made from an extra pair of her own clothes. She kicked the surf as she walked beside Erick. It was just the two of them, right now. Poi and Teressa were back in the shelter, sleeping inside a [Prismatic Ward], while a few Ophiel played in the dunes atop the shelter and kept a lookout. Other Ophiel flew high in the sky, or played in the surf beside Jane. One sat on Erick’s shoulder, twittering in contented violin sounds, while a pair watched over the Imaging, vigilant for the appearance of new blue dots. They watched for monsters and people, switching the map back and forth whenever they felt the need, which was every 5 minutes or so, apparently.

The map was only there as a normal precaution, but this place was rather empty of everything. Monsters or people, neither were here. It was nice. Even Yggdrasil’s eye had managed to find Erick again, though it had taken him a while to do so. Erick was glad that he hadn’t accidentally gotten out of range of the big guy, and had Yggdrasil pop like the Ophiel had, though he suspected that ‘getting too far from Yggdrasil’ was a feat that might be literally impossible.

Erick and Jane had walked a good kilometer down the beach, talking about nothing in particular; just enjoying each other’s company. Erick’s soul was slightly damaged, but nothing too bad. It was mostly healed, too, which was good. He wasn’t done making magic today.

And because of that thought, he turned the conversation toward magic, asking, “How’s your [Shadow Replication] working out?”

“A few problems to fix, yet. Failed to make it exactly how I wanted, but I can make it again tomorrow.” Jane said, “But since we’re talking about magic and it’s just you and me, Poi said that one of your spells made you float.” Jane walked closer, then matched his stride. “Said you looked like you were supporting yourself on a [Thunder Wave Aura]. When that spell dropped, he said he had to pull you out of the water and you almost drowned.”

“… Yeah. I probably shouldn’t have done that so close to the beach.” Erick asked, “Are you mad at me?”

“Yes,” Jane said, without anger. “You need to pick up the Quests for [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration]. That way, Ophiel can heal you the next time you almost kill yourself. By the way, you counted for 1 person out of the 5000 that I need to ‘rescue from death’ in order to get [Regeneration].”

She had said the words casually, but she was just hiding her hurt.

“Sorry,” Erick said.

“I love you, dad, but just like how I have my own life and that hurts you, I know you have your own life and that hurts me, too.” Jane looked away, saying, “I’m not… I’m not actually mad at you. It’s just a part of life to watch the people you love get hurt. I’m more mad at that fact, but you are the one hurting yourself, so there’s some obvious overlap.”

They walked together, down the beach, atop the wet part of the white sand. There was no separating line of broken shells between the dry part and the wet part, as there would have been back on Earth. Erick distinctly recalled from his time in Florida that there should have been a line of jumbled shells up on this beach, but this world was too young, and not many seashell-type animals had been made. That realization did not hit him as hard as realizing that he was hurting his daughter just by exploring this world, and that her plan would have visited that same hurt upon him.

And that there was no way to avoid that.

Jane matched her stride to Erick, and Erick did the same for her. She grabbed his hand, and he squeezed hers. Both of them smiled for a little while, ignoring the truth of reality. They walked hand in hand in the sun, across the sand. And then Jane broke away.

The wind blew warmth across the beach.

Soon enough, Erick broke the silence, asking, “What’s the difference between [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration]?”

Jane handed Erick a blue box.




	
Greater Treat Wounds X, instant, touch, 250 mana

Greatly heal the injuries of the target. Greatly increase the natural healing of the target for one full day. Greatly increases Health Regeneration. Effect breaks if damage is incurred.














Like speaking from a book she had read, Jane said, “While [Greater Treat Wounds] will repair broken bones and has the ability to restore minor losses of flesh when used right away, [Regeneration] is focused on the secondary effect of [Greater Treat Wounds] and can be used well past the window where [Greater Treat Wounds] shines. For actual medical treatment, and when discussing healing outside of battle, a healer is not a healer if they do not have [Regeneration].” On a more personal note, she added, “[Polymorph] sort of makes both of them obsolete if you use it right, but not many people have [Polymorph], and injured, unconscious people can’t [Polymorph], anyway.”

“You’re going to be a healer?” Erick asked, “I heard about [Restoration] helping to restore vibrancy to the body and making all other healing magic easier. Have you considered that one, too?”

“I’m not going to be a healer, but yes, I am. Can’t have two healing quests at the same time, though, so [Restoration] is going to have to wait.” Jane said, “I’ve been working on that Charm magic, too. Charms won’t be as good as actual rods of [Greater Treat Wounds], but we’re out of those, now, and I won’t ever let myself be out of the battle because of an injury.”

Erick smiled. “I’ll have to get those Quests, too.”

Jane nodded, happily saying, “Good! Start with [Greater Treat Wounds]. That should be the most practical for you.” She asked, “But what are you going to do with your new spells?”

Erick looked out across the world, and said, “I need to play around with them, first.”

“I know you leveled them already. No ideas yet?”

“Ohh!” Erick smiled. “I’ve got ideas.”

“Good!” Jane smiled, then she hopped back the way they came, saying, “What form won’t be affected, you think?”

Erick shaped a [Stillness] over his daughter, along with a [Prismatic Ward] from an Ophiel, saying, “[Lightwalk]. You should be able to see through the light of [Stillness] with that one.”

Jane glowed with an inner brightness, turning partially transparent and mostly dark blue inside the dome of protective magic. She called out, “Let ‘er rip!” but it came out as simple spoken words and a flash of white brightness.

Erick smiled, then he turned his attention to the ocean. He had a grand plan for his four new spells, but like all grand plans, it started with a few steps.

[Normalize]. Aurify.

The world around Erick turned safer, it seemed. Not much happened except for a slow drain on his mana. A good distance away in every way, there was a great lot of nothing. This was the expected result. These spells were not meant to be used individually, after all.

A blue box appeared.




	
Normalize Aura, instant, large area, 1 mana per second

<Empower normal physical functionality throughout the physical world, creating a myriad of individual effects. Directly weaken some forms of magic.>














Erick cut the aura, then moved onto the next spell.

[Harmonize]. Aurify.

Waves began to crash upon the shore with purpose, and in sync. The wind moved like a solid object. Sand moved in that wind, becoming fractal swirls. Grass swayed in harmony. A blue box appeared.




	
Harmony Aura, instant, super large area, 1 mana per second

<Shift the physical into individualized order.> 














Erick cut that aura. The effect lingered, briefly. Then chaos came back into the world.

Moving right along.

[Amplify]. Aurify.

Erick was the center of a still pond, and then, he was the disturbance. He moved a hand, and ripples raced away, like itty-bitty shock waves, guided by the surface of his body. Those waves crashed outward, going a lot further than Erick would have expected before they dissipated.

A blue box appeared.




	
Amplify Aura, instant, super large area, 1 mana per second

<Fill the physical with rising power, enabling a myriad of possible physical effects.> 














Erick wasn’t done with this one.

[Amplify Aura] was the damaging part of what would come. He needed to understand it more than the other parts.

He snapped his fingers and his aura rang like a gong, like dropping a boulder into Reality at his fingertips, creating shockwaves that radiated from the entirety of his body, and that continued to radiate, like a gong smacked hard. Sand blasted away from under his bare feet, quickly leaving him standing above the ground. He floated on his own shockwaves as those shockwaves rushed across the beach and into the sky, pulsing away dunes and turning the tops of cresting waves into mist. He took a step—

A problem appeared.

He couldn’t walk on the air, like this, like he could with [Greater Lightwalk]. He stepped forward and only managed to flail his feet. His flailing only managed to increase the shockwaves coming from his whole body, which in turn forced him further into the air, away from the land, in a way that was likely ‘away from the closest solid object’, which was Veird itself. Erick wasn’t quite sure what was happening there. All he knew was that he began to rise into the air as shockwaves continued to blast away from him. It wasn’t unpleasant. It was just odd. He smiled, and enjoyed the lift. It wasn’t nearly as loud as he had expected, either, but that was likely because it was his aura, after all.

He heard the gong noises, sure, but they did not hurt him.

Ophiel’s experience of this aura was completely different.

Shockwaves crashed over Ophiel, and Ophiel fluttered backward, away from Erick, taking minor bits of damage with each pulse. He complained in flute sounds that were more telepathic than aural, since Erick couldn’t really hear anything except for his own gonging. This was a much better result than what he had expected. He had expected the noise to be worse. He had expected his eardrums to rupture and for blood to splatter from every part of him.

He also expected to shut down the spell well before it got that far. So this was good! All good results, so far. Better than expected.

He glanced to Jane. The entire bubble he had put around her was bright white; the result of [Stillness] turning sound to light. Ophiel was there with her, in his white sunform, protecting her while Jane used her own lightform, looking rather blue.

Erick noticed the waters ahead of him. Some fish under the waves had turned to mulched sushi. A lot of fish, actually. The water was pink and frothy and the mist off the waves was also pink in some places.

Ah.

Erick pulled his aura inward, trying to mitigate the damage—

He immediately turned his aura off, as his own [Personal Ward] began to flicker bright white, taking damage, and the gong sounds ramped up to 11, and then well past 12. Without the shockwaves to support him Erick plummeted into the new hole in the beach. The ocean rushed in to congratulate him on his magical success with a bit of impromptu drowning.

After an embarrassing rescue from Jane, Erick was once again on dry land.

He joked, “I didn’t swallow any water this time!”

“Yup!” Jane said, as she poked him with a dark glow. “You’re bleeding from the ears, though, and now you’re not.” She glanced to the air. “No Quest credit, that time.”

“See! I was perfectly fine!” Erick threw a [Cleanse] over himself and turned saltwater into normal water and stray blood into thick air.

“Don’t sound too much like Tenebrae, dad,” Jane said, as she moved back to her protective bubble.

Erick cast his next aura.

The waves ahead of him crashed down and turned into indistinct ripples that moved in every possible direction, including away from the land. Schools of fish that had come to eat the sushi results of the previous aura, began to move in uncoordinated ways.

… Sand, disturbed from a dune, began to roll uphill.

A blue box appeared.




	
Discord Aura, instant, super large area, 1 mana per second

<Shift the physical into discordant chaos.> 














Jane left her protected space, looking at everything. And then she looked at the footprints she was leaving. Holes in the sand resettled like water coming back together; like a tiny splash. That splash continued upward, to form footprints that extended above the sand, inverted.

She walked closer to Erick, but eyed the upward footprints, saying, “That’s fucking weird.”

Except the words came out as static; just barely above silence. Erick could only understand her because he noticed her lips moving. He instinctively read them when no sound came out.

Jane waved the air in front of her and sent, ‘Sound wave canceling aura?’

‘And a few more unintended effects.’ Erick sent, ‘The sand is acting weird. And so is the water. But… It’s actually quite relaxing.’

‘Yup.’ Jane said, ‘Now turn it off.’

Erick did so, then said, “The combination aura will be all of those effects, as I choose.”

“No [Stillness]?” Jane said, “Make people think you’re shooting light when you blow shit up. Make it easier to move around with [Greater Lightwalk]. I noticed you had trouble walking, there.”

“Eh… Maybe. But, no. I want this completely separate from lightform.” Erick said, “It’ll be a [Particle Domain Aura], or whatever it ends up being called.”

“Light is a particle,” Jane teased.

“… A valid point.” Erick said, “But, no. I want to be able to see through this magic; Not blind myself. And I don’t want there to be any elemental conversion shenanigans that other people can exploit. Adding [Stillness] would create way too much light.”

“Fair enough. It was just an idea, anyway.” Jane poked him with another finger full of dark blue magic. “Whatever the case, if you don’t like what you make, you can always remake it in ten days.” She went back toward her protective space, saying, “Good luck!” just before ducking back into safety.

Erick smiled at his daughter, then he turned back toward the water. He breathed. He held up a hand and began channeling mana through his new spells, to check to see if his new auras made any unintended sounds different from his Particle Spells. He expected static, just like all of his other Particle spells.

His eyes went wide, as his ears, and his soul, heard sounds that were not static.

There was an underlying calmness to [Normalize Aura]. A unifying density to [Harmonize Aura]. A rising tension, in [Amplify Aura]. And finally, some jazz-like oddity to the ordered chaos that was [Discord Aura]. Erick laughed a little. What a happy accident! He wasn’t particularly fond of Jazz, but he liked the sound of [Discord Aura].

With a thought, Erick had four Ophiel flutter down to stand with him on the beach. Each one took a part of the new magic, and each one helped to bring them all together. With a ringing joy in his heart, Erick cast.

A vibrancy filled Erick’s aura, spreading out like a symphony, touching the world, and turning it all more solid. He snapped his fingers, and a controlled gong broke the beach under his feet, splashing away water and flinging dirt in every direction as shockwaves crashed from his whole body. The crater was only a five-meter-wide crater, but Erick was standing on air again.

He flexed. The crater expanded.

He pulled back, turning on Discord. Sand flowed like water, into the space it had been before. Erick pulled back his whole aura, like a breath withheld. The world turned normal as his feet met the sand, again. He walked, like normal—

And he fell over, falling into the sand like it was made of air, all the way up to his chest. He cut his aura, instantly.

… And now, he was stuck in the sand. One arm was completely submerged, the other free to flail around. His mouth was barely above the surface and the beach pressed in from all sides like a tight blanket. Erick couldn’t help but laugh, and so he did.

Jane stepped out of her safe space, saying, “Don’t fall too far down! You don’t have [Stone Body]!”

Jane didn’t get a chance to get close enough to help. Erick just turned to light and stepped out of the dirt.

He spread his arms, indicating that everything was fine, saying, “There’s a learning curve.” He looked around. “Now where’s that box. It’s taking its sweet time—”

A blue box appeared.




	
Physical Domain, instant, super large area, aura, 5 mana per second

<Produce a myriad of Physical effects.>














Erick hummed, then handed the box to Jane, saying, “Something tells me that there are hidden depths to that tiny description.” He glanced at his other, really good Domain, and then at his third Domain, which read differently than how it used to read.










	
Lodestar, instant, close range, aura, 1 mana per second

Shine Timeless Brilliance.

All of your Light effects are supercharged, and difficult to corrupt. 

All of your Light effects require 10x more mana to Dispel.

Your Light effects are uncorruptible and undispellable while they exist inside your Lodestar. 

















	
Domain of the Withering Slime, instant, super long range, aura, 2 MP per second

Provide an anchor for the Withering Slime to exist on your world.

Slightly empower all physical damage dealt when in use.

Particle Mage Only.














[Domain of the Withering Slime] did not have that ‘Slightly empower all physical damage dealt when in use.’ until recently, until Particle Magic was integrated into the Open Script and all those alpha-spell carets in all of Erick’s spells got removed, and the spells were adjusted to be closer to what they actually were. He hadn’t experimented too much with his Withering Domain since then, but he suspected that the ‘revealed attribute’ had actually always been there, it was just unnoticeable. A lot of magic had effects that weren’t listed in their little blue boxes, like the Restful space of [Prismatic Ward] making [Duplicate]d metals automatically be ‘wrought quality’, and ready for enchanting. Particle magic had more ‘hidden effects’ than most. [Condense Hydrogen], [Condense Oxygen], and [Condense Carbon], was just one such trio of spells with untold secrets.

Erick handed over the other two Domains to Jane, saying, “[Physical Domain] obviously has hidden depths.”

Jane read the three boxes, then dismissed them saying, “Maybe [Physical Domain] needs [Stillness]. And then you should add [Domain of Light].”

“I had considered [Stillness] and all of that—” Erick said, “The idea is to have separate powers, though. Why combine everything?”

Jane shrugged. “I’m combining everything these days and it feels nice to switch through Elements as fast as I can make them. [Illusionshape]. [Gloomshape]. [Plasmashape]. I made them all. Just the other day, I started practicing with [Prismatic Body] and using Shape spells to pull those aspects out of me, and then cast them away like minor [Fireball] like effects. You just wrap them up tight and then throw them at a target. It’s all exceedingly clunky and none of it works that well. Most Elements are about as useful as bonking monsters with an active [Stoneshape].” She said, “But some are great.”

Erick happily said, “I want to see! I didn’t know you were doing this.”

Jane blushed a little, looking embarrassed, then she said, “Okay. Here. Watch.”

Jane turned to a rainbow watercolor, then stepped to the side, and pointed down the beach. A dark fragment of her radiance flung away like a spreading blot of— Ah! It was Elemental Gloom. A mix of Shadow and Air. Gloom spread like, well, gloom, quickly expanding into a large blot of wispy shadows that drifted away on the wind like so much smoke.

And then Erick frowned. “Ah. I just realized. I know what it feels like to [Lightshape] my own lightform, even if those feelings have been secondary and mostly experienced through Ophiel.” Ophiel chirped in flutes, agreeing with him; it was painful! Erick asked, “Doesn’t that hurt, Jane? Like, a lot?”

Jane returned to her body, and said, “Not really. It’s a small pinch from the whole. I tried this with [Greater Shadowalk] and yes, that is painful if you do it wrong, but if you do it right, then you can make all sorts of strange effects, like shadow spears and whatnot.” She gestured to the spreading gloom, saying “And now I have shadowed air to move around in, but I didn’t have to make the spell first. I can do the same with plasma for an explosion-like effect, or fires to start a fire, or sand to throw in a monster’s face. [Lightningshape] is a bit… uncontrollable at the moment. But I’ll get that one right, soon enough. [Prismatic Body] is every Element, and those Elements come back fast enough.”

“Is this useful, though?” Erick said, “I remember seeing you in your [Greater Shadowalk] and spearing wyrms with a bit of [Shadowshape] to start off the process. Why not work on getting [Greater Prismatic Body], and all of this… self-injuring Shaping would be a lot more effective. And not so injurious.” He added, “And besides. The Shaping spells make those elements weightless and non-injuring until you let them go, which just screams of danger, to me.”

Jane said, “It’s not that useful right now, and a [Stoneshape] released above a monster still does a lot of damage, but I’ve only been trying for a few days. And I can only sustain [Prismatic Body] for ten minutes. It’s been difficult to understand how to upgrade it to ‘Greater’.”

Erick asked, “Did you upgrade to [Greater Lightwalk], yet?”

Jane instantly turned reluctant. She frowned. “… Not yet.”

Erick pressed on, saying, “I probably can’t help you with [Prismatic Body], but I know I can help you with [Greater Lightwalk]. I helped Kiri with some advice, but I can do a lot more than advice.”

Jane glanced down and away, frowning. Then she looked up, right at Erick, and said, “Okay. I’d take some help with that.”

Erick smiled wide. “Great!” He cast a bit of [Stoneshape] to create two stone seats on the beach, facing each other. He sat down, saying, “Come! Come, sit.”

Erick began to glow with light, and the world seemed to glow with him, humming alongside him as he sat across from the seat which would eventually hold his daughter, if she would hurry it up! He was happy that she was letting him help her, and happy that she had helped him with her healing spells while he was… injuring himself. But none of those temporary, fleeting joys compared to the bliss of just being here, in the moment, with the person he loved most in the universe.

Jane… sat down across from her father, and turned on her own lightform.

Where Erick’s form was almost an exact copy of himself, but brighter, Jane’s was herself, but darker, lighter blue.

Erick began at the beginning.

He said, “Feel the world around you, and the light of it all.”

“This is so weird, dad,” Jane mumbled.

“Come on now! Give in to the New Age thinking!” Erick teased, “Or maybe, pretend I’m a massive dragon and you’re a little spider.”

Jane laughed. “Careful, dad. He might hear you.”

“Bah.” Erick said, “Of course he can. He’s listening right now, I am sure! But whatever. Now, do as I say.”

Jane smirked, briefly, then wiped that emotion from her lightform and raised her head and soaked in the sun, glowing just a bit brighter, but not much. She had a blockage of some sort, for sure.

Erick channeled [Greater Lightwalk] into the world, and shifted his sight outside of himself, for while Jane was a body of light locked into her imagined form, Erick was a being of brilliance much larger than the small lightform sitting on the stone seat below. He regarded the lightform of his daughter, and then he shifted his own lightform a little, matching hers, but not completely.

Erick’s white core tinged with blue. Jane’s dark core of herself responded, glowing white, glowing brighter.

This too, was a resonance. Exactly the kind of resonance that Erick had worked with all this time, in matching various pieces of spells to other pieces of other spells, and driving the resulting spell to higher heights.

Pulses of radiance echoed from father to daughter, granting her a semblance of a secret that he had understood, but she had not.

Erick saw the exact moment that something clicked inside Jane’s soul. Changes radiated throughout her whole lightform. The dark blue light of her lightform shifted, becoming brighter, becoming bluer, but not changing too much at all, as instead, Jane expanded.

- - - -

Jane felt her soul shift.

She was the light, and the light was so much more than what it had been.

Jane opened her eyes.

In a way that normally only happened when she was her shadowform, Jane was under the ocean, swimming alongside fishes. She played in the grass, watching as the sun soaked into the green. She was in the sky, flying with Ophiel. And she was also sitting across from her father, who was currently beaming with pride and a lot of white light, and a bit of blue.

She smiled, and came back to herself, to her too-small physical self.

A blue box appeared.




	
Greater Lightwalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable

You are the radiant day.














Jane laughed loud, and then her father was there with his arm draped over her shoulder, singing her praises. She shoved him off, playfully, speaking of how it wasn’t a big deal.

And yet, it was.

- - - -

Erick stood on the beach, watching his daughter play with shadows and light about thirty meters away. She had gotten [Greater Lightwalk]. All it took was some resonant harmony between his own glowing lightform, and hers. It was magical. It was easy.

Well. It was not easy. Helping Kiri had been ‘easy’. All Kiri needed was a few hints. Helping Jane had been… A good workout. Erick would not delude himself into thinking his experiences were the experiences of everyone in the world. What he had just done had taken a lot of magical knowledge, strung together through a myriad of experiences, and a great deal of control, in order to—

She called out, “You can start experimenting, too! I’m watching!”

Erick smiled, then started his own experimenting.

[Physical Domain].

Nothing happened, and then, tiny ripples flowed from his skin, into the world. Resonance built, because Erick let it, quickly becoming gongs that heralded the start of the shockwaves.

Erick adjusted his aura, letting the shockwaves happen well outside of his body, while keeping his body safe. It was an almost instinctual reaction that he had yet to understand, but he would. The gonging sounds lessened, as he fiddled with his new power. Soon, he could hear the world outside of him like he wasn’t the center of a constant producer of pressure waves.

He lifted his foot from the sand, and he stepped forwar—

His foot sunk. He caught himself.

But his shockwaves suddenly grew even larger, pulsing across dunes and disturbing sand, and racing across the waves, kicking cresting waves into mist. [Physical Domain] continued out much further than was comfortable at the moment.

This aura was massive. Controlling this aura was not like controlling his lightform, with tendrils of intent and fine control. This aura was more like [Domain of the Withering Slime]. It was about designating parts of the world to be affected. In [Physical Domain]’s case, Erick understood he was choosing which of the four individual facets of the spell that he wanted to enact upon the world; choosing location, along with quantity, and quality. At a decision of control, and with a flick of intent, the land, sea, and air around him was now ‘normalized’, instead of ‘amplified’.

The shockwaves instantly stopped.

Erick lifted his foot out of the sand, and the sand poured off of his foot exactly as it should have. The displacement of his foot left a small hole in the beach.

The ocean waved onto the land exactly as it should. The wind moved as it wanted to, and nothing seemed out of order. This was the Normalize part of his new aura, and it read: <Empower normal physical functionality throughout the physical world, creating a myriad of individual effects. Directly weaken some forms of magic.> But what did that mean, exactly? A myriad of effects? Weakening certain magics?

He’d figure it out, eventually.

The next test was Harmonize and Amplify at the same time.

He started small, releasing Amplify around his feet like pairs of shoes, not allowing that shift in his aura to cover the rest of him. It was a very small change, and Erick had trouble keeping it that small, but he managed it just fine. His feet vibrated the sand and he sunk down a bit into the beach, but that was it. He had excellent aura control due to quite a few factors, not the least of which was his extensive use of his aura to carry out many different minor tasks, like using his [Flight of a Thousand Hands] to chop vegetables, or using his [Greater Lightwalk] to pick up a book. The greatest affect on his aura, though, was probably his Class Ability of Sculpt Spell, which allowed all spells to be affected by a Major Mana Shaping, for free.

[Physical Domain], though, had some obvious problems.

His feet were getting hot. It was already a bright day, so standing on the white sand was already a minor test in endurance, but as the vibrations stirred up the beach and the sand was not able to escape that heating process, his feet got hotter. And even more worrying, his [Personal Ward] began to flicker across his legs. He was taking actual damage. Not much damage, but still, there was damage.

It didn’t feel that good, either.

Erick cut the vibrations and stepped out of the burying sand.

He held up his left hand and localized an Amplify to just outside of his palm, and not against his skin. He allowed the Amplify to expand to a decimeter across. He realized, right after he had done it, that it was an affectation to use his hand to indicate the position of the ball; his aura controlled where the ball was, not his body, and though there was a correlation between the two, there need not be.

He dropped his hand, and concentrated on the ball, now hovering in front of him.

He didn’t do anything to the new experiment, except to look at it, to try and understand how the space transformed over time.

It wasn’t long till tiny shockwaves vibrated across the interior of the caged space. Very tiny. Not much to see, there. With a thought, Erick expanded the space to a full meter, and then to three meters wide; something between a small-sized space and a medium size. He pushed the space away, just a bit, and watched.

Shockwaves began to manifest, more visibly. Like white impressions in the air, ripples bounced back and forth, growing large, trailing smaller shockwaves fore and aft of the main disturbances. A small, droning sound came from the space, but it was not that loud; everything outside of the space was Normalized, after all.

Erick threw a Discord into the center of the vibrating sphere.

The shockwaves instantly stopped.

He removed the Discord and allowed the shockwaves to naturally begin again. It took half a minute, but the shockwaves started again, and once again filled the space like a cacophony of crisscrossing ripples.

… He added Harmonize to the sphere.

The ripples turned into soldiers, falling into line with each other. Soon, shockwaves began to rip out from the center of the sphere then hit the edge, then bounce back inward to where the waves once again shot outward. It was as though Erick had created a 3D pond surface and dropped a rock in the center, except these ripples only became larger with time. Erick watched, mesmerized.

The sphere caught fire.

Erick startled as heat washed over him, singeing his hair and doing damage, but not much. Erick ignored the minor pain.

Flames washed outward from the ever-building shockwaves, escaping the sphere. In three seconds, the fire extinguished itself, but the shockwaves did not. Vibrations had turned the contained sphere into something else. Air became plasma. Light ignited in the sphere, and poured outward.

A bright pink light. A bright blue-white here and there on the edges, and only faintly, but the sphere was a bright magenta for sure.

That wasn’t the problem though. That was only a happy accident. Erick decided he would Alter his mana signature to neon magenta, for he could change the color of most of his magic, but magenta was the color that plasma nitrogen emitted when it was inside an electrical field, and there was no way to easily change the color that he was seeing right here.

But still...

“That’s… not right. It’s not hot enough for that.” And it wasn’t. “Oh. It’s just turning everything into a soup. … Okay. Which is why there’s an electrical thing going on, too, I suppose. Interesting.”

And then Erick noticed his [Personal Ward] was flickering white, but barely, like sand was striking his body without his knowledge. As time progressed, Erick started to resemble a powdered donut.

Mostly, though, he noticed that the magenta shockwave-orb was growing, overtaking the Normalized air all around it with each pulse of inner light. When Erick noticed this, he started to act against the process, wrapping Normalized Reality tight around the magenta sphere.

It was like holding onto an expanding balloon, or maybe like holding onto one’s own bicep; you could control the strength of your grip, as well as the flexing of the bicep. The only problem here was that the ‘bicep’ was growing.

Erick instantly introduced Discord to the energetic space.

The purple plasma suddenly dulled. The shockwaves ceased. Erick dare not cut his new Domain, though. Instead, he cast a second aura, his [Cleanse Aura]. Thick air seeped up from all around him.

Yup. Radiation.

Erick frowned. He cut his [Cleanse Aura], and focused on his [Physical Domain]. The pulsing sphere was gone, now. This was good. There were surely uses for Discord beyond this ‘sonic canceling’ application, but that would require more experimentation.

For now…

His new [Physical Domain] covered a space that was easily 5 kilometers in radius. At that range, he could not even imagine approaching a town and remaining incognito. His aura would be seen by anyone with a mana sense. So, he tried something… different.

He shrunk his Domain onto himself, with the Normalize aspect active.

… No side effects appeared throughout the whole shrinking process. In moments, his Domain was layered against his skin. It didn’t actually do anything at that range… Did it? Probably not. Anyway! He could hold his [Physical Domain] against his skin or out of the way any time he wanted. Good.

He tried to use his Domain like his [Flight of a Thousand Hands], to lift himself into the air through direct, gripping-the-ground action. Failure. This aura was a Domain. Not a telekinetic force. None of his Domains could actually, directly affect the world. Even [Lodestar] was only a boost to [Greater Lightwalk]’s telekinetic-like force.

Fair enough.

But he was certainly able to produce a force upon the world with his [Physical Domain]. And force meant action, which meant reaction. So...

Erick kept himself inside of Normalize, but then he activated Amplify and Harmonize outside of his skin. In seconds, the natural vibrations of the world turned into radiating force, and Erick was standing atop another new crater in the beach. This crater was much smaller than before. Maybe only a meter deep. His Domain was still directly against his skin, after all. Only a small portion of his power was drilling into the ground.

His Ophiel, as outside observers, relayed to him that he was making a whole lot of noise. They began to ‘gong, gong, gong’ in mimicry of him, as they flew around in the sand storms and sea spray that he kicked up.

He stepped forward, and his feet flailed in the air, exactly as before.

So, he cut the Amplify and Harmonize that was in front of him, leaving only the Amplify and Harmonize that was happening against his entire backside.

Action caused reaction.

With a great big gong, Erick suddenly found himself twenty meters out to sea. He turned his aura off in a panic, fell to the ocean as gravity dictated, and then skipped across the crests of waves. Once, twice. Then he sank below the surface.

As he swam back to the beach, Jane was there.

She called out, “Looks like fun!”

Erick did the backstroke, saying, “The water looked great, you know! Had to try it.”

Jane reached out with a tendril of light and tapped him with a [Greater Treat Wounds]. She walked back to her own part of the beach, smiling.

Back on the beach, Erick played around with a whole new way of flying, which was more like controlled gonging. It wasn’t very precise, but that would come with time, for sure. It was, however, very loud, and that would be a problem. He could solve that problem… probably.

Meh. Flying was dangerous. He probably didn’t need to fly, and if he did, he wouldn’t be gonging himself into the sky, for sure.

Erick stood upon the beach and proceeded with his last experiment. The big one.

… Not the ‘big one’. Let’s go with something slightly smaller.

He released his aura to its full size, and then, with a bit of control, Erick exerted his Intent into his aura, choosing a roughly large-sized section of reality just ahead, about a hundred meters forward, on top of the water. Amplify and Harmonize overlapped. Nothing happened at first. And then the ocean waves under the sphere caused ripples to break upward, into the sphere, and the wind rippled against itself.

It took a fair minute, but soon enough, the whole space clanged into itself, exactly as the smaller version had done. The edge sent shockwaves inward. Those waves crashed against each other. The inside sent shockwaves outward. The ocean below the sphere burst away from the effect.

The entire space turned into a crashing, breaking sphere of power that pulsed like the beating heart of some magnificent monster. Saltwater became mist. Air flexed and bent. Power rose and kept rising, but the ‘normalize’ effect outside of the sphere kept the breaking power contained. The sphere expanded, for sure, but it was far enough away that the expansion wouldn’t be a problem.

After a full minute, space shifted. Fire burst from the sphere. Briefly, it was as though a second sun had descended. And then the fire flowed away on the wind, and the plasma in the sphere exuded a bright magenta light.

Electrified nitrogen was pretty. The oxygen had burned away, but it had come back and was present in the faint white-blue hue and in the tiny fires on the exterior of the sphere.

Now, was the time for the actual experiment.

Erick methodically created a tunnel of Harmonize from the far edge of his wide, wide, aura, enabling a tunnel of harmonious power between the breaking sphere and the edge, way off in that direction where there was nothing except more ocean. He made sure that Normalize was still around his daughter, and also Poi and Teressa, who were still sleeping back at base. He checked the [Cascade Imaging] closer to the base; still no people within 500 kilometers of here.

With the exploding magenta orb pulsing larger every second, Erick connected the Harmony tunnel to the—

The roaring, blasting sphere of power shattered out of its container, like a purple explosion from a cannon. Sound and violence shook the world as magenta light blasted down a multi-kilometer-long tunnel that clipped the surface of the ocean like a carving knife. Water turned to mist. The ocean separated left and right.

And beyond the tunnel, where aura met the open ocean, a soundwave blasted outward in all directions like the knocking of a god.

Erick could barely hear it. He was protected by the Normalized air.

The effect was very visible, though!

After his magenta explosion hit the ocean, it traveled left and right and overhead, across the edge of his aura like a vaguely magenta line, turning white as its initial power diminished greatly the further away it was from the release of his control. The shockwave still managed to turn a small part of the ocean to mist and knock clouds backward, just a bit.

… He canceled his aura as the explosion fully wore itself out.

Jane was already beside him. “Way to go, dad.”

Erick watched as the separated ocean crashed back together, then leveled out, leaving seafoam to mark what had once been a temporary canyon.

Jane grabbed Erick’s attention by saying, “This is how far I’ve gotten. Look.”

Erick looked.

Jane pointed a finger at the sand and a red dot a handspan wide appeared on the beach. Jane had made a laser beam with her [Greater Lightwalk]. She said, “It’s not quite on the level of the Red Dot-ish spell you just made, but I can make it bright enough for the coherent light to appear under the full sun! I’ll find a use for it yet! Maybe if we had some cats— Spur has cats, right? Fun!”

Erick deadpanned, “You're teasing me.”

“I am!” Jane happily said, “I could already do laser light before but the joke seemed appropriate. Good job breaking the balance. Again.”

A blue box appeared. 

 




	
An update. 

Several spells are now Particle Mage Only.

Several spells are now harder to acquire.

~Rozeta














The box vanished.

Erick felt a great relief. “Rozeta just put all of these spells into ‘Particle Mage Only’.”

Jane laughed. “Yay for active developers!”

- - - -

In a cloud-filled sky, that was neither full of clouds, nor sky, Rozeta hunkered down on a particularly fluffy imitation cloud. She turned and glared at the unwelcome visitor to her domain that had been here for the last hour, watching Erick with her. She wondered what he would say.

They had plenty of time to talk; the current moment was stretched to infinity, after all.

The Darkness crossed his arms and stretched his wings, as he sighed toward the [Viewing Screen]. “The problem is that you have given everyone access to the magic of everyone else. This version of your Script was doomed to failure before it even began.”

“Besides the fact that you used to support Wizards into supporting others, so that their magic would live forever in their descendants—” Rozeta glared at the Darkness, even harder. “If you cannot understand why we did that, then I cannot talk to you right now.”

Melemizargo, the God of Magic, and also Rozeta’s father, said, “Your reasoning was unsound and made in the heat of the moment. None of us are proud of what we all did—”

“You aren’t proud.” Rozeta said, “I am proud of what we Relevant Entities managed to accomplish. Extremely proud. It is only because we have held out against you that we are even able to have this talk; that pieces of our universe still exist, at all.” She held her head high. “Besides. We have had this discussion before.”

Melemizargo said, “And I stress that your reasoning for making the Script as you did was unsound. No one should have unearned power. Wizards raising descendants with their power is much different than the Script enabling power for all.”

“We did this to stop you. Our first versions were not able to stop your machinations, so blame yourself if you wish to blame anyone.” Rozeta said, “Because what we did worked. And, more importantly, we discovered the untapped potential in every single person who gained the Script. The powerless, who, when granted power, became beacons of civilization. It is the same tale that was told across the Old Cosmology, all the time: A young mortal finds a jewel in the dirt that brings them power, and they use it to create worlds and empires that last for thousands of generations past their own deaths. All we did with the Script is give those jewels to every single person.”

“And trapped them on a single world—”

Rozeta glared, her eyes turning to white infernos.

“—which I will accept partial blame for.” Melemizargo said, “But even with these powers, most of them cannot properly wield magic. You have given the world crutches and expected them to outgrow the need, but your Script does not help anyone reach higher.”

“The Script helped Erick reach higher.”

“Bah! He is a Wizard. He would have gotten here anyway.”

“So what? That is a detail. The fact remains that when some people get the Script, they learn the basics, and their own drive helps them to learn the truths. The only difference between the Old Cosmology and the New is that now everyone has the opportunity to see if they want the power, not just the select few that luck into it, or are able to secure a proper apprenticeship.”

“And the other side of that tale is that a select few who don’t deserve magic are lifted up, and kill others, robbing us all of further opportunity.” Melemizargo said, “For all of our futures, you must see that there’s an entire uninhabited continent out there, Rozeta. Quintlan is dead. Nergal is barely inhabited.”

“And whose fault is that? You are the antagonist here, father.” Rozeta said, “There’ve been countless attempts to resettle Quintlan, but the Shades have stopped every major one.”

“… I will accept partial blame for that. But not all, and you do us both a disservice to blame me for all this world’s ills.” Melemizargo said, “A human settles on Quintlan's shores, then a raiding party of incani comes and kills them and their whole town. Or the other way around. The dragonkin suffer the same fates, but their issues are even more insidious. The orcols are tainted with wanderlust and unable to advance as a society, which brings up another point against the Script: When the answers to everything are given to everyone, then there is no reason to create solutions, or to attempt to understand the world.” Melemizargo said, “As one who has given unearned power to mortals, I can securely say that giving the wrong people all of the magical solutions they would ever need leads to horrific acts of terror and genocide.” He stressed, “You are doing exactly as I have done these last fifteen centuries, but you see your Script as an act of good. You refuse to see the truth. That all your tiny acts of kindness are actually acts of destruction.”

Rozeta glared, but then she sighed, and looked away. She did not have the desire to argue with her father. Though he had gotten better, he was still slightly insane.

Melemizargo said, “If I were to remake the Script—”

“Never going to happen.”

He continued, “— I would start with one of the other planets out there, not with Veird. I would plant the core and wrap the shell of the Script around one of those worlds to trap the atmosphere, and then enable some way to create more mana inside that barrier, and then see what happens. No control. No spells, sold for a point. No Status.”

“Doomed to failure, and instantly, too.”

“Why?”

Rozeta smirked. She almost said, “Like I’d tell you.”

But that would be ridiculous, for multiple reasons. Primarily, Melemizargo already knew all the ways in which the Script worked; what it did, and how it did what it did. He was obviously speaking in simplifications and rushing past some of the necessary details. She just wanted to be petty, because she could.

But also, he was rushing past all the necessary details.

So Rozeta actually said, “That is so inadequate. And you know this. The Script needs a certain amount of mana to start, and what you propose is not the way it would have to be. Are you actually in there? Or is this darkness that appears before me merely a shadow of what once was?”

The answer was yes. Yes; this darkness was a fragment of what came before. Everyone knew this. But… Okay. Rozeta was fine with being petty, but at least she wasn’t being petulant.

Melemizargo didn’t seem to mind her tone, and if he did, he didn’t show it. He happily said, “To solve the initial problem of mana, I would suggest there be permanent [Gate]s linking the worlds—”

“Father!” Angrily, Rozeta said, “All these planets ALL MOVE! This entire sun system moves! No [Gate]s allowed!”

“Bah!” Melemizargo said, “A detail to overcome. We could organize the [Gate]s to open at certain parts of the year, or something like that. With regard to moving across the universe, we’d set up stations in the Void, outside of any solar system. These stations would cut down on travel time between parts of the entire rotating galaxy. Every little issue with making a proper Script and exploring and populating this New Cosmology is just a problem to overcome. Precision will be a problem, though, so with regard to the needed precision: Have you seen the computer that Erick and Jane brought to this world? Or their car? They’re pulling that car apart in the Wasteland Kingdoms, and they have found its onboard computer, but they are completely lost.” He suggested, “You could get one of Erick’s copied computers to them. Give them a second system to compare. That would enable them to understand what they are seeing by quite a bit.”

Rozeta laughed. “Now who is giving out answers for free!”

Melemizargo briefly scowled. “Technology is not magic. It is not a means to shape the world as one sees fit. One day, it might be, but pure magic can overcome every technology I have ever seen, both real and imagined, and that includes manaminers and spaceships and all of that. One good thing about your Script, is that you can account for those variables, as you did when you rescued Veird from the Sundering.” Melemizargo said, “But technology will be the key to travel to other worlds. Of that, I am sure. Physical systems to aid mana to populate a physical universe.”

False clouds floated in a false blue sky, and Rozeta sighed.

“We don’t have enough mana. We’re barely at positive flow these days. Veird cannot support another world.”

“All we need is more people, daughter.” Melemizargo said, “And with my antagonism ending, and with Erick cleansing the world of major threats, we will get those people.”

“And we’ll get more monsters, too.”

Melemizargo said, “Yes. More mana means more monsters. We might even see monsters with glorious rads for cores. We will surely see a sudden explosion of magictech, too, which will require those cores. You might need to activate that option to let mana condense into crystals.”

Rozeta said, “You could help to prevent much of that. You could rein the monsters in.”

“I will not.”

Rozeta scoffed.

Melemizargo said, “And you know why. I help Those Who Aspire to reach their pinnacles. Monsters are a natural phenomenon, and I do not take away power from the natural world. I do not regulate power. And you shouldn’t, either.”

“You would have killed us all in the beginning if we had not regulated power through the Script. Veird will never bow to you, for that simple reason. You broke ten thousand years of goodwill and the mantle of the God of Magic when you stood against all that remains of our Cosmology.” Rozeta snapped off, “Maybe I should send some monks to dissuade the Wasteland from learning the secrets of that ‘car’.”

“Now you are being petulant, though you have every right.”

Rozeta buried her anger, deep as it could go, as she considered her father’s plans for the future, and how he would fuck over everyone as he usually did.

Melemizargo looked away.

Silence stretched.

Rozeta said, “You will not get any more talons into this Script, father. Kirginatharp will continue to hunt down the Wizards you try to raise into weapons against us all. Do not try me.”

Melemizargo laughed. “What about Erick?”

Rozeta spat, “Are you taunting me, now? Claiming Erick as your own! How foolish!”

Melemizargo stopped laughing. “I apologize, again. That was a rude rejoinder.” He calmly said, “I am just trying to understand your perspective and I went about it in the wrong way.”

“Whatever.” Rozeta said, “Erick is done for the day. You can excuse yourself from my personal space, father.”

“Very well, daughter. Thank you for making his new spells his own.”

Rozeta spat, “I did NOT do that for you. You even saw the other messages from other Relevant Entities rolling in! Sininindi almost manifested herself after that shockwave tore across the world. No doubt she’s already upped her plans to kill the man, just because he exists.”

“I know you didn’t do it for me, and I would never presume, but I still felt the need to thank you. You acted like a true God of Magic in that moment.”

“Are you trying to make me undo it, or is this some other, stranger ploy? Are you insulting me for being lenient the first time, for trying to allow Erick’s spells into the Open Script, which was what he wanted? That’s what Wizards used to do! They used to teach everyone and raise immortal dynasties on the magic they created! But this isn’t the Old Cosmology, father. We can’t let Wizards teach all their magic to everyone they want. We do not have countless other worlds to live upon if this one blows up!”

“I see I have angered you unduly. I apologize. These were just honest words of thanks and praise, my daughter. I shall take my leave.” Melemizargo turned to darkness and retreated, his last words echoing, “I’ll bring some pulled beef next time!”

Rozeta felt, more than saw, as her father left the cloudy sky.

When he was gone, she roared out her anger across the sky and tore apart several clouds. Then she calmed, and exited the timeless moment of Erick’s spell creation. She began to review the problems that she had neglected for a few solitary seconds. There were a lot.

Rozeta sighed, feeling her anger fully vanish, for anger was beneath her. Anger was unproductive. And Rozeta needed to be productive. She began fixing small problems and answering prayers at an increased pace, until she caught up with the normal flow of issues.

… The Script had a few problems, sure. One of which was the necessity of ensuring the thing ran as well as it could. If there was one thing that Rozeta would switch about the next version, would be the necessity of all this oversight. Looking over one world was easy, and Rozeta loved this part of being the Dragon Goddess of the Script. But accepting this same godly mantle for multiple worlds? Impossible.

She could do it for a while, but she would burn herself from all ends if she tried to meet that demand.

Even the dragon that held the mantle of the God of Magic in the Old Cosmology would only hold on to that power for a few hundred thousand millennia; it just got too tiring. And besides that, when her father had been the actual God of Magic for the entire Old Cosmology, her father barely did any actual work! Mostly, he delegated. He did not have to wrangle mana itself, all day long!

Rozeta could not delegate the Script’s demands to any lesser powers. She could not give that power to mortals. That would be the height of foolishness. Worse than giving Erick’s new [Physical Domain] to everyone who had an extra 9 points!

“… Dammit, dad, now you got me thinking.”

And so, while Rozeta worked, she thought of what would go into the Script 2.0.

“Bah!” Rozeta mocked, “Buh buh buh ‘Have I seen Jane’s computer? Have I looked at the ‘car’?’ buh buh buh.” She harrumphed. “Insulting, is what it is! Nothing but insults from that decrepit old man. And what a foolish idea! An untended manaminer? In this Cosmology! What hubris!”

- - - -

Erick and Jane arrived back at the temporary base to find Poi and Teressa both still asleep. Neither of them had heard the sound of his new ‘explosion Domain’, so Erick woke them both and explained what had happened. Poi rapidly suggested they move base. So they did.

In a new spot a good hundred kilometers away from the first, and more inland, dinner was fish again, but this time with rice. Erick had a container of extra seeds in his bag that Tenebrae had been kind enough to leave him with, even though he took many of Erick’s magical supplies, so with rice in hand, Erick soon had rice in paddies. He even used filtered seawater to grow the plants. No need to alert people to their location by changing the weather, no matter how brief.

He practiced changing the natural color of his magic for a while. Mostly, it was easy; all you needed was a bit of Mana Altering, and Erick had done this much when he was creating his new All-All-Stat rings and belt, back during Shadow’s feast. The hardest part was getting Ophiel to be magenta instead of white. That took a good hour.

But soon, Ophiel was a bright magenta. It was a great color, actually, but it was also a very incani color.

The color of an incani’s magic usually laid somewhere between red and blue, with a great many of them having magic that was an offshoot of purple, and with a heavy correlation with their skin color. Humans tended to have ‘natural colors’ as some would say; blue, red, yellow, green, white, black. Dragonkin almost always had magic signatures the same color as their scales, but usually a brighter hue, and some of them had metallic-looking magic. Orcols were greens, browns, and greys. Wrought were as varied as the people they resembled, but also with metallic accents in their mana signatures.

And so, Erick’s ‘incani’ color led the team to decide on some cover stories. Erick would be a demi, or half-incani, as some would say, or, half-human, as others would say. Horns were unnecessary; some demis looked exactly like humans, or incani. No one but the most rude of people would ask for proof, either, but everyone would recognize him as a demi, since he had a human look to him, but magenta magic, and that was not a normal human magical color. If anyone did ask for proof, he was well within his rights to tell them to fuck off.

He would likely need to tell people to fuck off quite a bit, but with his Avowed Pacifist Silver Star on his chest, and claiming to be a demi, he would mostly be off of the radar for casual fights, which seemed to be a normal occurrence between Clans in Nelboor.

And that was another thing. They had finalized the idea of pretending to be an insular clan, out exploring the world for the first time.

Jane would likely get a lot more challenges than Erick, but being in Erick’s company would likely drive off most obvious warmongers, for he would still step in as Jane’s father, even if he looked too young for the part.

They’d have to come up with new names for everyone, though…

Jane readily immersed herself into the idea of false identities, coming up with false backgrounds for everyone, and false names, too. Teressa happily joined in, though Poi remained on the periphery of the whole ‘false identity’ thing happening all around him.

From what he saw, Erick suspected that Poi had some issue with him pretending to be demi, but Erick didn’t poke too hard at that revelation, and Poi didn’t seem too put out about the discussion happening all around him. As the discussion slowed down, Poi agreed that the ideas paraded around were good ideas. Being a demi was a good cover story. Erick would need to put a lightward over his Silver Star to make it look less like silver crystal and more like plain silver, though, but that was just a detail; one of hundreds that would need to be accounted for, and that would likely fail fast enough. This was Erick’s first time out pretending to be something besides an archmage, after all.

Night fell. Eventually, everyone slept.

While they slept, Ophiel patrolled, flickering his magenta eyes across the world, looking for trouble.

When Erick awoke, Ophiel reported on the many events that had happened while he slept. There was lightning on the horizon! Some bugs ate some other bugs in the dunes! Fish swam in the ocean! There were crabs on the beach!

In other words, nothing had happened. Erick patted Ophiel, told him he was a good boy, then waved to Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb. He got up and recast his [Personal Ward] as magenta, and went about the normal business of being the first awake.

The sun rose across the dunes, heralding the start of another bright day, as Erick made a stir fry breakfast out of leftover fish and rice and sweetsauce.

As they got ready to move on, Erick remembered something. He went to his bag and found what he was looking for. A small container of potion dyes, meant for the eyes. Cyan, magenta, yellow, black, and white. They would last for 26 hours, and one drop per eye was all you needed. Erick used his lightform to quickly mix a drop of magenta and a drop of white, and then poked himself in the eyes with the new color. He blinked several times. He looked at his own eyes with an extension of his lightform. Bright pink irises looked rather fetching, actually. 

Jane looked at his eyes, too. “Looking chuuni, dad.”

“… Middle School Syndrome?” Erick asked, “Did I remember that right?”

Jane snickered and waved it off, saying, “Looks good. Very pink. Your disguise is complete.”

Erick smiled. “And it won’t come off in a [Cleanse], either!”





            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Don't break the balance too much, Erick! There are consequences.

- - - -

Beneath the Dragoneye Moons is still such a good serial. Love where it's been, and where it's going in the latest chapter. 

- - - -

Patrons have Ar'Kendrithyst 142. 6 Chapters ahead! Over 100k extra words.

Thanks for reading!



                



137, 1/2


                Wind flowed north to south across a prairie of vibrant green grass that spanned horizon to horizon. Far to the south, well out of sight, the blue ocean lapped against tall cliffs. Wind rushed over that dark edge, to fall down to the waves far below. A couple of blips to the east, the South Eastern Tribulation Mountains formed the coast of Nelboor.

To the west, laid the target.

This was a good spot to start the walk into Eralis, the first city of the Songli Highlands. They didn’t want to just blip into the middle of town, after all, and the border was a lot more nebulous than Erick, and everyone else, had originally thought.

Magenta light flashed.

Erick, Jane, Teressa, and Poi, stood atop tall grasses. There were only two Ophiel visible, and both of them were bright magenta. Both of them were on Erick’s shoulders, though neither looked like they usually did. One resembled a hunched-down bird, with a single pair of wings, and only two eyes; there weren’t more eyes hiding under the wings, either. Ophiel was getting better about keeping himself hidden by being out in the open, but he was very energetic, bouncing up and down as he was wont. This was probably to counter the other Ophiel, on Erick’s other shoulder. That second Ophiel resembled an unmoving decoration of magenta feathers and magenta eyes. Perfectly still; perfectly disguised as yet another part of Erick’s magenta [Conjured Armor].

The hopping Ophiel got a bit too excited, though, being in a new place. He twittered in happy violins. He fluffed out his wings. A few extra eyes appeared then disappeared from his forehead.

Erick playfully tapped him on the forehead, saying, “Careful now. I saw your extra eyes.”

Ophiel whistled in guitars and flutes, then solidified himself back to two eyes, two wings, and a bird-like body. He chirped in fiddles, which was like a guitar and violin at the same time; an uneasy happiness. He was still getting the hang of these new forms, but it would take time.

Erick said, “It’s okay Odin. You’re doing great.”

Both ‘Odins’ chirped in conspiratorial harps. And then shoulder Ophiel squirmed, fluffing out in several extra eyes to make up for the lack of eyes elsewhere. Both of them chirped again, asking for approval.

Erick said, “Shoulder-Odin can have extra eyes and a few extra wings, sure. Mobile-Odin only gets two, though. Shoulder-Odin has to pretend to be jewelry.”

More harps—

Jane was already walking west, plowing through the tall grasses, flattening them with her conjured boots. She called back, “Daylight’s burning!”

Teressa and Poi followed.

Erick caught up, saying, “We got time, Julia.”

Julia smiled as she walked backwards, still easily flattening the grasses in her path, saying, “Eralis is hours away, Elias.” She looked to Teressa. “He could have gotten us closer, for sure. Right, Tiffany?” She asked, Poi, “Probably a lot closer, eh, Paul?”

Tiffany said, “I don’t want to appear in the middle of some place where I’m not supposed to be, and neither do you, Julia. You’d at least have the chance to pass off as a normal resident. I cannot.”

“Tiffany is right.” Paul said, “We walk in from the outside, and hope we don’t hit a roaming clan or soldiers. Hopefully, they won’t instantly attack, but we’re kinda naked out here.”

A lot of things had been left behind. Paul’s guard armor was left behind, since that was very clearly ‘guard armor’. Tiffany’s, too. But both of them had their backup, [Conjure Armor], which would work just fine. All of them wore [Conjured Armor], in fact. Tiffany’s was slate-grey and blocky and covered her entire body, with a helmet that fully covered her head almost like a dome. She could see through it, of course, but when the time to fight came, she would use her impeccable mana sense, more than any visual sense. Poi, for his part, was very blue, wearing a meticulously-conjured fullplate that was thicker than most any Erick had ever seen on a person. It was still weightless, but it looked uncomfortable. Poi had insisted that it wasn’t, but Erick—

Erick— Elias, caught himself.

Paul had insisted that his armor wasn’t uncomfortable, but Elias— Yes, his name was ‘Elias’ right now—

Paul said, “We’re going to mess this up so quickly.”

“Ohh!” Julia walked with eyes forward, calling out, “It’s gonna be fine, Paul! Believe in Clan Phoenix!”

“Yes, Paul.” Elias repeated, “Believe in Clan Phoenix.”

Paul groaned.

Elias asked, “Are we sure there’s no Phoenixes?”

Julia laughed, saying, “They’re here now!”

With a sigh, Paul said, “There are all sorts of elemental birds. Fire birds. Ash birds, too. Water birds. No birds that self-resurrect, though… Maybe some undead birds do that?”

Tiffany said, “There have to be undead birds somewhere. My money is on Quintlan, inside those lich kingdoms.”

“Phoenixs might not exist, but Thunder Birds exist. They’re called Tribulation Birds, though, and as you might have guessed, they’re all over the Tribulation Mountains.” Julia thumbed backward, to the east, saying, “They mate and nest in the South East Tribulation Mountains but they make their actual territories all over the entire scattered Tribulation Mountains of Nelboor.” She added, “I read that the royal family of the Songli Highlands has the Thunder Bird as their Clan symbol.”

“How do you even make monsters?” Elias asked, “How would you make a Phoenix?”

“Blood Magic, Elemental skill or Mana Altering —not sure— and [Husbandry] secrets,” Tiffany said. “[Husbandry] is a very deep spell.”

Julia said, “The resurrection part would be difficult. If anyone could do it, the Life Binder could.”

Paul said, “If such a bird existed, it would be hunted down with extreme force. We should not talk about that sort of monster, anyway. If any conversations go that way, just call it a Thunder Bird Variant that turns to ash when it’s weakened and comes back as fire to enact vengeance, or something.” He stressed, “[Resurrection] does not exist. All the spell does is make cannibal monsters.”

“But the spell does exist.” Julia said, “Politically, it doesn’t. But it does.”

Poi gave a disapproving sigh.

Erick said—

Dammit.

Elias said, “—

Paul said, “You’re literally never going to be able to get your mind to think of us as our names, Elias.”

Tiffany laughed. “I’m having a lot of trouble, too.”

“We just need time.” Julia said, “We can do this.”

Erick asked, “But no last names?”

“We’re not nobles.” Teressa said—

Dammit. Her name was ‘Tiffany’. Tiffany.

“—We’ll be surname-phoenix, if anything.”

Elias spoke aloud part of their story that they had come up with, as though he was recollecting, “Those nice summer months watching the wheat and rice turn gold in the shadow of the North Tribulation Mountains. While our uncles and aunts protected us from the larger threats, we went out and killed the small things to keep our land safe.”

“It was a nice time while it lasted.” Tiffany smiled, saying, “But alas, young scion Elias Phoenix’s dalliance of 20 years ago came knocking; named Julia. Thus he was disgraced, and forced to abandon his home. Luckily, his two retainers decided to go with him.”

Elias frowned. “I’m not exactly comfortable with… parts of that.”

Julia happily continued the story, saying, “But he can regain his position through alliances and power and bringing prestige back to Clan Phoenix. Meanwhile, his daughter can also prove herself in the Clan’s eyes, by being a positive influence on her father’s quest to regain his Clan position.”

“How about we just want ties to better clans? None of that other stuff.” Elias suggested.

Paul laughed, then continued the story, “Meanwhile, Paul is on assignment to ascertain the validity of his master’s—”

“Do they really use the term ‘master’ here?” Elias asked.

Paul smirked, and continued, “Yes, they do. Anyway. I’m here to ensure that things go well. I want to get back home but I can’t without Scion Elias.” He added, “The other term they use is ‘Scion’, but that denotes a much higher class of Clan. Do you want to try that one?”

“Ah. Probably not,” Elias said.

Paul said, “The second we meet other people, they’ll likely choose what you’re called, anyway. Don’t get hung up if they call you ‘master’.”

Tiffany continued the story, “Meanwhile, Retainer Tiffany is just here to kick ass and have fun—”

Julia laughed.

Tiffany continued, “But more practically, because of some political game her parents are playing that is way over her head, and also to get rid of her. She must return in triumph alongside Master Elias, or remain away in disgrace or die in a gutter; it matters not to Clan Phoenix.”

“You’re much more valuable than that, Tiffany,” Elias stressed.

Tiffany smiled. “And that is why Tiffany is here with Master Elias. Where else would I be?”

“Meanwhile…” Julia took the lead, saying, “Julia was raised by Demis over in Kal’Duresh, in Glaquin, but when she turned 16 and matriculated, her adoptive parents told her the truth of her parentage. She went to Nelboor and found her father in their village in the North Tribulation Mountains, in the Tempest Forest, though we don’t talk about where the Clan actually is. There were problems then, and there still are, but she just wants the stability and power of being in a Clan.” Julia said, “My goal is to put Clan Phoenix on the map and to usurp my father’s place, but I need a lot of resources and contacts.”

“See? Now that’s just hurtful, too.” Elias said, “I never would have abandoned you.”

Julia smiled, nodded, and said, “And I am finding out that you didn’t. I was actually taken from you. We already had our fights about all of that when I came to Clan Phoenix last year. Which is why I am happy to finally be around you. Working together to gain a place in a Clan!”

Tiffany said, “Hear, hear! So let’s get to town and start drinking! Ale fixes everything.”

“This is going to fail, so fast.” Paul said, “So very, very fast.”

Elias ignored Paul and said, “I already scanned a lot of that part of the Tempest Forest. We’re going to tell people that we’re from around there, but not exactly where. We don’t want to fail this because someone got a bright idea to actually look for our Clan.”

Paul glowered, like a spoilsport. “That’s only one of the ways this is going to fail.”

Elias waved him off. “No one talk about anything too exact, anyway. Openly lie.” He added, “Except, we are Clan Phoenix. That’s not a lie. Just a lie… in the eyes of the legality of Nelboor.”

“Ha!” Tiffany scoffed, “The ‘legality of Nelboor’. People invent towns all over this shitting place, claiming any and all trashy things they want to claim. In that same tradition, we are Clan Phoenix, by the very act of claiming to be Clan Phoenix. That’s literally all it takes. Lying about the location is normal, though.” She shrugged. “Far as I heard.”

“It’ll show up as pink on a truthstone,” Paul said. “Half-truth.”

Julia said, “One truth is that we have very little money on us. Dad’s still technically rich, but they won’t let him access it, which is true, in a sense. They kicked us out with whatever we could pack, but no valuables. Told us not to come back unless it’s at the head of a parade of money or power.” She added, “We chose to try for the power route.”

“They didn’t leave us completely bereft.” Elias said, “We have our rings, which are proof of our Clan’s backing.”

Though the rings were solid bands of diamond and encased in platinum rain ‘silver’, they now sported covers made of Deep Sky Silver, tooled to look like wings and eyes and with little flame motifs.

Everything else had been buried back at the beach, inside a sealed stone sphere fifty meters down; adventurer’s badges, guard armor, clothes, everything except the essentials, which included Erick’s eye dyes and a few other things which could fit on their persons. Any of them could find the location with a simple [Teleport]; that spell would place them directly above the proper spot.

Tiffany said, “So the first order of business is to make some money! Can’t adventure for it, though— By the way. I just decided I came from adventurers. That’s how I know how the star-ranking system works, if we happen to visit a place that uses that. We shouldn’t, though.”

“Ah. Good idea.” Julia said, “I come from adventurers, too. Or rather, raised by. Didn’t you know I’m actually the next in line to be Young Master of your Clan, since my father is the Clan Scion? I found out several years ago, hence this journey. Too bad the Elders don’t like me.” She added, “I left Glaquin well before all that Particle Magic business.”

Tiffany said, “You’ve got a long way to go if you ever want to be respected by those old Phoenix Elder bastards.”

Julia said, “Hopefully the Songli Highlands have opportunity. I heard they oversee this whole area, keeping the peace and making prosperity.”

Paul said, “We should cut the chatter, now. We’re still hours out from sight of civilization, and this is the territory where we’ll be attacked, for sure. Elias sticks out like a flamboyant fern.”

Tiffany laughed. “Pink is a good look!”

“I like it.” Elias defended his [Conjured Armor], which was a breastplate and gambeson ensemble, with shoulders for Odin to rest upon and an open-faced helmet. “It lets Odin easily disguise himself.”

Julia said, “We were never going the Stealth-route, anyway. But yeah. Let’s talk about what we know of this place; Eralis.”

Erick paused, as he just realized something.

He said, “Maybe I should have picked a different name. Elias and Eralis… Too confusing.”

“Not too late.” Paul said, “But the window is rapidly closing and you’re already messing up names. You could just live with it.”

“No, no. I’ll change.” Erick asked, “How about Ezekiel?”

“Now there’s a proper demi name.” Tiffany said, “I never heard it before, but that hardly matters.”

Paul said, “Okay. That’s a good one. Better than Elias, actually. A lot better.”

“Ezekiel it is,” Ezekiel said.

Julia shrugged. “Whichever. So! About Eralis?”

Ezekiel said, “Let me just erase all of the [Witness]able land we just walked through…” With a few quick casts, he layered the previous lands they had walked through with [Sealed Privacy Ward]s, and then he popped those spaces. Those spaces were now retroactively non-visible to all mana senses, and [Witness]. “Okay then.” He started, “The big thing they have are the Void Walls. Each of the three cities that count themselves part of the Songli Highlands have these same magical constructs. They’re this massive anti-magic effect that restricts [Teleport] and a dozen other spells, and they’re the reason that the Songli are powerhouses. Very hard to attack them. It’s a highly populated land, too, with…”

They had gone over a lot of this stuff already, but more preparation rarely hurt anyone. Julia interjected her own research, which was monster-based, which would give them some good leads to find some monsters to kill for parts and rads and thus money. Tiffany knew rumors and a few stories, though she didn’t put much stock in any of them now that they were on the ground and Ezekiel had seen what he had seen through Odin. Paul spoke of tactics that they were likely to face off against, whenever they ran into the inevitable privateers roaming the prairie. At that, the whole conversation turned to tactics and powers and all of that.

Ezekiel listened, but he also repeated his name to himself a few times.

Ezekiel. Ezekiel. Ezekiel—

Most of Odin flew high in the sky, as invisible and as intangible as light could be. Ezekiel did not have any ‘invisible’ Odins directly around him, for magical Sights were a concern, but they still made good high-flying scouts. He wasn’t sure when, exactly, he’d need to rein them in and cut Odin down to two or three, but they were not at that necessity right yet.

And because there were so many Odin still in the sky, looking out for problems, Odin pinged him.

Ezekiel checked on the ping.

Ezekiel interrupted the information rehash, saying, “Contact. Ten kilometers ahead to the left.”

Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, all smoothly transitioned to focus.

“Scratch that.” Ezekiel said, “At our 10 and our 5. The party ahead had seven people, according to Odin’s memory. Now Odin sees three ahead of us, and four— Three behind us. One went invisible, or something. One kilometer out, both parties.”

Tiffany conjured massive grey gauntlets over her armored hands, doubling their size, as she happily said, “The welcoming committee for Clan Phoenix!”

Ezekiel quickly flickered his desire for certain information through Odin and Odin responded. Ezekiel said, “Reviewing some memories, our greeters were not at their ten-kilometer position ten minutes ago. They showed up in the last four minutes.”

Julia asked, “Probability of attack?”

Paul said, “Extremely high. They likely prepared for anyone who came through here, but we were the ones to fall into the trap.”

Ezekiel reviewed his spells, rapidly deciding which ones were good to use, and which ones would give away his true—

Tiffany perked up. “Oh! Do you see the trick, Ezekiel? Blades of prairie grass that are not all grass. We walked through a field of them.”

Ezekiel, suddenly mad at himself, spat out, “But I was look—!”

An Odin turned on [Mana Sight], since Ezekiel’s mana sense was not good enough to see what—

Oh yeah. Ezekiel paused, ever so briefly. Those grasses were not entirely real. They were barely magical, too. Ezekiel guessed that they were actually normal grasses, but with thin lines of magic on them; [Alarm Ward], or something similar. A neat trick. He had been watching for [Alarm Ward]s, but not such fine ones. Mostly, though, he had been looking out for large magics, larger than a person’s head. [Force Trap] and the like. The small shit had escaped him.

He scowled at the grass. “How did I not see—”

“I didn’t notice them either,” Tiffany beamed, as she smashed her gauntlets together, and roared, “Come on out, little shits! Take your beating!”

Paul said, “At least they didn’t have a chance to set up the field against us. I was worried more about that, then any— Guy to the left, invisible.”

Ezekiel was just about to call that out, but instead, he handed out magenta-silver [Animadversion]s to everyone, using four Script Seconds for 2800 mana, total. Paul took his shield, first; it slipped through the air like passing off an intangible cloud, to slip around Paul’s left arm. Julia got the second one. Tiffany, the third. At that same time, each Odin cast their own twisted pink-silver shields that then hung over Ezekiel’s shoulders like pink pauldrons, before each Odin took to the air, giving up their disguises.

A red, flaming spell came from the invisible guy, a hundred meters away. It was not a simple [Fireball]. It was like four [Fireball]s at once. Not quite a [Grand Fireball], but it was clearly meant to injure, and kill.

Ah. Yes. This was a fight. No parlay. No attempts at anything non-lethal. Ezekiel guessed the [Large Fireball] would do at least a thousand points of damage; and that much again over the course of a few seconds. Most people only had 600 Health or 600 Mana.

Odin moved to intercept the [Large Fireball], to bash it away with his thorny silver shield. The [Fireball] detonated on everyone, anyway, since it had likely reached its maximum distance just as Odin touched it; or maybe it was triggered to explode as soon as it touched anything at all.

Fire and heat billowed across the land. Whatever parts of the spell touched Ezekiel and his people, just kept on billowing a bit, until that fire flopped onto the ground. [Animadversion]’s reflection extended to the whole person, after all.

The land burned. Ezekiel’s magenta [Personal Ward] took damage, flickering bright in the burning air. Everyone’s [Personal Ward]s took damage; even Tiffany’s, and her grey spell was barely anything at all.

And though the ground burned…

This was completely livable. Oh, sure! It was not comfortable. The fire hurt. But it didn’t hurt bad. This was like being in really hot sunlight. Ezekiel wondered for a brief moment if he could just walk through flames, now. He probably could!

And then came [Large Fireball]s 2 through 7, from every one of the attackers, and then came the attackers themselves. Pink reflections barely bounced the flaming spells before they exploded. The attackers barely cared that their spells bounced. Some of them didn’t even dodge the bounce; they didn’t seem to care that they were now on fire. One guy who was now flaming with blue fire, laughed. He was almost upon Julia.

Time slowed, and yet, it did not, for Ezekiel had turned on [Hunter’s Instincts]. Suddenly, the battle seemed less like he was frantically responding to a horror, and more like he was casually planning how to extricate all of his people from this current problem.

The forward three attackers were incani. The backward three were human. The invisible person was a harpy. None of that mattered, it seemed. Erick was briefly glad that incani and humans seemed to be fighting alongside each other. Too bad this small collection of enlightened souls were trying to kill them.

Fire burned and boomed all around, and then the greeting party offered up a welcoming of steel.

Two humans from behind suddenly accelerated, and slashed at Paul. One with a sword, glowing oozy green, held by a woman; the other with a saber, glowing brighter green, held by a man. Paul somehow worked [Animadversion] to catch both attacks, the spell flickering with bright pink thorns as it smack smacked from one attack to the next, rapidly blocking both [Strike]s with perfect [Interception]. [Strike]s reflected.

Bright green ooze reflected onto the sword woman’s arm, rushing up the limb, over the green [Conjured Armor] to soak into the joints in her plate armor. The stench of melting flesh filled the air as green gasses briefly jettisoned from every crack in her armor, all the way up into her helmet and chestplate.

When the man’s green saber impacted pink thorns, green flashed backward, becoming disco-rays of decaying magic that splashed against the man, burning holes right into his green conjured armor.

Both of the cloying green spells suddenly stopped as both of those people aborted the rest of their attacks, backing up just as fast as they had come forward. The man healed himself and then the woman, as both of them rushed away, but not out of sight.

Ezekiel realized that maybe they did not strike to kill, but to severely injure?

No. That was giving them too much credit.

Their Decay Magic seemed to be frontload-type Decay, and they had struck with the entirety of their own killing power. [Animadversion] had thrown all of that power right back at them. They might have already burned through all of their Health. They certainly would have died if they hadn’t canceled their own damage over time effects.

Other than that, Paul was doing just fine.

Three seconds had passed since the battle was joined.

Ezekiel barely paid attention to Julia or Tiffany, except to see that, yes, they were clearly in control of their own fight against three incani. Julia flickered out with a short sword, deflected a non-elemental [Strike] with her own [Animadversion], and easily drove back her attacker, while Tiffany played with her single attacker, goading him into attacking her own shield of pink spikes.

The goad worked. The man barreled forward, not allowing Tiffany to dictate the flow of battle. They fought.

Julia fought two-on-one.

Both of the women were doing fine.

Ezekiel had his own problems.

Was Paul okay?

He briefly wondered if it was right to worry about the man, for Paul was more about soft-power than direct firepower, but he was also a highly competent fighter who had taken care of his own dual attackers in a single moment, while everyone else was still combating everyone else. After this was over, Ezekiel would not have been surprised to find out that Paul had subtly manipulated the two attackers into harming themselves with maximum power. That’s what the Mind Mage did in combat, after all.

Ezekiel’s own designated dance partners had not engaged him yet, for one simple reason.

In rapid progression, the battle shifted, as the attackers realized those shields were damn fucking powerful. Ezekiel enjoyed that feeling, briefly, then he started dismantling the attackers with just as much precision as the rest of his obviously more competent team.

Paul already knocked two people out of the fight, after all!

Those two people were currently staring at them from fifty meters away, but they weren’t currently fighting—

The invisible harpy blipped, getting right next to Ezekiel. The third human, coming from behind, was already next to Ezekiel with a spear pointed at his heart. The two decaying humans suddenly blipped right next to Ezekiel, their swords not glowing this time, but aimed at vital parts nonetheless.

Ah. Four on one. They wanted to kill him fast. Everything else had been a probing strike.

Bird Odin blasted the two on the left with [Merciful Suffocation], spitting ten curls of magenta-gold air that wrapped around the attackers and flowed into their mouths, dealing damage with every breath.

Shoulder Odin blasted the other two on the other side with the same spell. It struck both, but bounced off of the invisible person; a shockwave reflected. [Merciful Suffocation] then bounced off of Ezekiel and Odin’s own reflective spells, too, then struck the invisible person, soaking into their body. Ezekiel did not know what was happening there. The spell had bounced, but what were the criteria for a bounce? Did a stronger reflection denote how a spell was bounced? Or did the invisible person only have a single bounce to their own reflection? Or what?

This had literally never come up before. He had not studied this interaction before.

Ah. Well. They say that you never know how good your preparations are until you have to use them.

Ezekiel dumped a hundred mana into [Slowing Bolt]’s Variable cost, which was more like 2000 mana with all of his modifiers taken into account, causing a zippy pink cloud to pulse from his chest, as Ezekiel had not bothered to point at the guy with the spear. Pink mist washed over the spear-holder. The attacker stopped, completely, but his momentum carried him forward to plant into the ground. Ezekiel stepped to the side to avoid the crash.

As Ezekiel moved, causing the decay mages to retarget him, Paul, Ezekiel guessed, caused the Decay mages to trip on their own feet and fall to the ground, too, as Ezekiel slammed his gauntleted fist into the face of the invisible attacker. He could have done a lot more, but he wasn’t willing to blow his cover for something like this and only a single second had passed. Each Odin was already casting even more [Merciful Suffocation]s at every target they deigned to hit, so they were already doing everything Ezekiel wanted from them.

That punch was not the first punch Ezekiel had ever thrown in his life, but it was the first thrown with the intent to injure.

The invisible person tilted their head, ever so slightly, taking the blow to the side of their invisible helmet, instead of to their nose. But Ezekiel still had 81 Strength. This attacker was obviously expecting a caster. They were not expecting warrior-levels of power.

The attacker’s head moved several inches more to the side than they expected, but the attacker was still, barely, able to follow through with their own plan. An invisible sword came up toward Ezekiel’s groin, aiming for the space under his armor. [Animadversion] easily caught the imperfect blow, moving faster than anyone had time to blink. Mirrored-pink spikes grew larger, catching the attacker’s attempt at a disemboweling. Blood erupted from the air around the attacker’s invisible arms.

In his next Script Second, Ezekiel threw another 100 mana [Slowing Bolt] at the stronger of the two incani attacking his daughter. The incani dodged. They even put up their own shield to block the spell. The ethereal, inexorable mass of pink light passed through the shield and conjured armor around the attacker, hitting the incani, freezing them, causing them to unbalance and fall to the burning prairie grasses.

Odin was still laying down the [Merciful Suffocation] on every single attacker. Pink-gold smoke-like crescents layered upon everyone that was not Ezekiel’s team.

Julia took down her attackers. Tiffany wiped the ground with her single foe, which might have been what they were expecting. The attackers had thrown a sacrificial fighter at the 3 meter tall orcol, hoping to keep her busy while they took out the rest of the team.

That plan had not worked.

Ezekiel began putting people into Stops, but he was not willing to test the reflection of the invisible person again. If he [Stop]ped himself… That would be bad.

He needed to test what how reflections worked more than he had—

No. Wait. He had read about how multiple reflections interacted before. He had talked to Sizzi Zago at length about reflective magics! Ah.

He was just panicking, a little.

Okay. Crisis solved.

Paul moved to take down the invisible person, pulling his own sword from the air and smashing down on the attacker. A half a second and four hammer strikes later, which was two hits more than necessary, it seemed, the harpy went down. Their concealment spell faded, revealing an unconscious harpy woman with red feathers, blood seeping out of her conjured armor.

Ezekiel continued to put people into Stops. The fight wasn’t over, but it was close. Now they just had to secure their victory.

Which they did.

And then they secured their victory even more as Paul listed procedures for containing downed enemy combatants, and everyone moved to enact his words. Ezekiel was glad for that. As the adrenaline finally ebbed, he felt a cold seep into his body, racing up and down his spine.

Julia banished the flames all around them with a few [Flameshape]s. Tiffany grabbed the stragglers who were further out of position and brought them closer. When they were all down, and closer, Ezekiel cast a strong [Mana Drain Ward] atop them, and then a [Health Drain Ward]. All of them were Stopped, so maybe they didn’t feel the itchiness, or maybe they did; Ezekiel found himself not actually caring if they were comfortable.

It was an odd feeling.

Ah. They could have died. Yeah. That could have happened.

These people were out for blood.

… He canceled his [Hunter’s Instincts]. The world sped up. He breathed.

Pink-gold air and pink mist layered atop their seven attackers.

Ezekiel took a moment to recall the interactions of reflection. Generally, the more power there is in a reflection, the more resilient it is. Lesser reflections will simply break under constant reflecting. His own [Animadversion] was very high powered. Whatever the harpy had been using was low powered.

The harpy had lost that reflection contest.

[Animadversion] would likely break if numerous spells targeted the parts of him that the shield could not directly reflect, but the shield itself was the strongest part of the spell. Having a reflection contest against the shield, itself, would likely result in the opposite party losing that contest.

Ezekiel calmed down, thinking about magic. He stepped away from the line of sleeping killers. So did everyone else.

Julia asked, “They’re still in their armor?”

Paul suggested, “Ezekiel?”

“Right.” Ezekiel already knew what they meant by that. He began casting several spells, designed to strip targets of protections. He should have done this already, but he was a bit flustered.

[Ward Destruction] was first. Seven of those. Then came [Force Breaker]; [Conjure Armor]s popped like so much broken spellwork. [Prismatic Breaker] was just to get rid of the other small spells Ezekiel saw, though he could not tell what those were, exactly. When he was done, the seven people were naked save for underclothes, Stopped, and stripped of all normal defenses, as well as surrounded by a lot of [Merciful Suffocation]. Ezekiel had Odin switch off of that spell as he finished stripping them.

He asked, “What do we want to do with them?”

Tiffany said, “We’re taking all their stuff, obviously. I see gold, jewels, rings. A lot of it is marked, but it’s still worth something. No papers or badges or anything like that, though.”

“Expected worse.” Julia added, “A lot worse.”

“Those fireballs would have cooked us alive if we were normal people. [Animadversion] is a very strong spell. All of them had reflections. None of you noticed except for Ezekiel, and only with regard to the harpy.” Paul sent, ‘And we should start talking like this.’

Ezekiel felt another chill.

‘Who are they?’ Julia asked.

‘That was a fast fight and I hear nothing from them now, but I think they were just uncommon bandits. We would label them Hunters, but they call themselves a minor Clan. They’re based in a small city north of here, but they lay traps like this all around in odd places.’ Paul frowned. ‘That’s a common tactic; laying traps in the prairie. Walking into the city will not be as easy as I expected.’

‘We can do this to more people if they need this done to them.’ Ezekiel found his backbone again. He sent, ‘How would this have gone if they were a clan, or soldiers?’

‘Um… No functional difference. Hard to say. There were a lot of thoughts in that fight.’ Paul sent, ‘But that’s not really important. What’s important is that these people have done this before. They had prisoner drain-collars waiting for us for when they took us down. With our resources locked down, they would have tried to torture us for information about where we came from, and then they would have tried to ransom us to those people. When that failed, they would have killed us, and they would have saved your death, Ezekiel, for their leader, since they would have suspected you of being the most leveled person here. Near the end, they began to suspect that they have fucked up royally; maybe literally ‘royally’. And that brings us to this: Do you want to try to listen to them explain away their guilt and possibly get away? Or should we execute them now?’

It felt like it was the middle of winter, for some damned reason. Ezekiel shivered.

And then he decided.

“… Odin sees the collars in a pile, just up ahead. That is proof enough...” Ezekiel said, “I’m grabbing them now. I will… Allow these people their last words. They have acted like Hunters, and so they get the same treatment.”

Tiffany nodded. Paul approved.

Julia said, “Good.”

Ezekiel moved to—

Wait.

There was another way. He touched his magenta breastplate, holding his hand over the spot where the Silver Star laid hidden, upon his chest. There was a way to not need to kill them.

Ezekiel offered, “The alternative is that I could bless them.”

A warm wind blew across the prairie. Grass rustled under the sun. No one spoke.

In the distance, Odin fluttered down from the sky and grabbed a bag dropped on the ground. He blipped over to the team, and dropped the bag of assorted drain collars in a great jumble of clangs and scratches. The thin bag ripped open, spilling out rusted iron circles, each with thorns on their interiors. They looked as though they could never be cleaned, no matter the effort anyone could put to the task.

And still, no one spoke.

And then someone did.

“No.” Poi said. “In death, they will have their sins judged by the gods and their fates sealed by their own hands. Giving them their final words is enough. There is no need to change who they are.”

Teressa scoffed at Poi, then said, “Killers should not get as much deference as Paul thinks they should… Bless them, then kill them. Maybe they’ll be able to understand what they did wrong when they meet their makers.” She said, “But if this is about being squeamish about killing them, then let me take this responsibility, and don’t give it too much thought.”

Jane said, “Justice demands a swift and uncruel answer. My instinct is to say that your artifact should only be used against the worst people. The ones that harm everyone. But…” She paused.

While Erick thought, he had Ophiel slip collars around every person, locking them into place with the provided screws and clips; they weren’t the most secure locks. These people obviously didn’t plan to need to use them for very long. Necks bled, but not too profusely.

Poi said, “If you use that Crystal Star here, you will be using it against literally everyone you meet.”

Jane turned to the man. “Would that be such a bad thing?”

Poi went stock still. Jane eyed him, then turned away, to look at the sleeping killers.

Teressa... just watched.

Erick saw two possible futures stretch out before him. Two ways in which the Crystal Star of Empathy changed the world forever.

One, where the world was happy and prosperous and everyone sang hand in hand, which was completely fictional and so delusional of him that he almost slapped himself. And the second, where he was hunted down by people he respected, like Silverite, and now Tenebrae, and others, for sure, because he had gone too far, because he had… He didn’t know? Likely gone into every prison the world over and forcibly changed the souls of every single person therein? The only problem with that, was that there weren’t many prisons in the world. Mostly, lawbreakers either got exiled, or murdered, depending on the local laws and the whims of the magistrates.

So the idea of going into prisons and ‘fixing everyone’ was a fiction, because that was literally not how the world worked. But...

He would find the leaders of the Incani and the Humans, and Bless them with Empathy, ending the Quiet War.

He would find every bandit leader in the world, and change who they were, at their core.

He would turn the ‘common bandit’ into a thing of the past.

Maybe the ‘new common’ would become someone who talked to the people they were about to rob, to speak about taking only a bit of gold for ‘safe passage through a land’, instead of taking lives and everything else attached to those lives.

War would end, because Erick would make it end.

It was such a wonderful, terrible, awesome, horrible idea. A dark bloom of laughter called to him in his mind, to change the world to his liking, for his liking was better than what had come before, for he was a better judge than anyone else who had ever existed on Veird. 

And he knew, instantly upon having those thoughts, that he was wrong to think those thoughts. He tore himself away from that dark part of himself.

He breathed deep. He watched as killers trickled blood onto prairie grasses. He felt, as his Crystal Star weighed upon his chest, a burden, an opportunity, an option.

For didn’t even the lowliest criminal deserve the chance at redemption? Didn’t everyone deserve a second chance, especially if that second chance would actually change who they were, at their very core? The Blessing of the Crystal Star was not some mind-game, temporary thing. It was a true change. It was soul magic.

It was the chance at true redemption.

Erick chuckled, nervously. “Ah. I don’t like this part of the path.”

He didn’t expect to want to press that button so much, either. To rid the world of problems with a single spell, spread so wide, as Jane had said when the topic of [Cascade Imaging] and [Luminous Beam] came up. It would be so easy.

Just step over the line and do it.

Do it right now—

Poi’s voice broke through, “They’ll know they were soul-mutilated. Maybe not today. Maybe not for a long time. But they’ll recognize the shift in their own soul soon enough. They’ll see how they aren’t able to get back up after a loss, and go out and kill some other people who aren’t able to defend themselves as well as us. They will discover what was done. They will know divinity changed them. Do you want to blow your cover so soon? Do you want to walk down that path?”

Teressa frowned at Poi, saying, “You have no place to tell him that, no matter your rank in this unit. Adjust yourself.”

Poi’s eyes went wide. He looked away and gasped as he stood straight, a sudden pale descending upon him. “I have overstepped. You are correct.” He looked to Erick. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

“You’re right, though.” Erick said, “Silverite said that soul magic is a slippery slope. Best not to fall down that path this early. Let the gods judge them.”

“No,” Jane said.

Erick startled, and looked to his daughter.

Jane stared at her father, then at everyone else. “You’re all overthinking this. The options are to kill them, or to make them better people. There’s no reason to think that changing who they are is a bad thing.” Jane stared at her father, saying, “Do it, and don’t look back. Or, if you need to have a line you won’t cross, then only do this to those people who personally try to murder you, which every one of these people tried and failed to do.” She stressed to her father, to Poi, to Teressa, and, it seemed, to the very mana itself, “This is not a dark moment; don’t make it one. This is righting a small part of the world into something better.”

Poi cut in, “The problem is not here. The problem is in escalation. When does the solution not become soul-control, once soul-control is on the menu? It’s the same problem of [Mind Control]. When does the evil action that’s used for good become just another evil action?”

Teressa sighed, but said nothing.

Jane said, “I already said when: when they come after us directly and they could obviously use some empathy. Besides! We’ll never see these people again, either way, but if they’re Blessed, then they might do some good after doing all the bad they’ve done. Do you see those collars? You don’t even need to tell me that they’ve done wrong! I can see it already.”

“You have this concept of Free Will.” Poi said, “You understand the need for this. Why is this a hard concept for you?”

Jane said, “Because we had jails to lock up the bad guys. Not everyone should be free, but since there’s no jails here, except for jails of the mind, then we should use these ‘jails of the mind’ against those who deserve such treatment.”

Poi went dead silent, not giving a flicker of emotion away as his face became a hard mask.

Teressa looked on.

A minute passed.

Erick said, “I’ve decided.”

Poi looked to Erick. He nodded. Teressa crossed her arms.

Jane asked, “What are we doing?”

“In what is likely stupid, but the only way to be sure: I’m giving them a choice.”

- - - -

He woke up, stripped of everything. A bubble of opaque pink Force surrounded him—

“That damned pink demi basta—”

The man touched his neck, and the collar that he had used on so many other young brats dug into his skin. His status read zeros all across the board. He was fucked. Royally fucked, maybe. He pressed against the capsule in his groin— There was a dimple in his inner thigh; already healed over. God damned scions. They even took his emergency potion! What the fuck was a scion doing out here!

The man called out, “If you’re alive and you can hear me, shit-for-brains! I’m gonna kill you! You hear—”

A voice asked, “Accept soul mutilation so that you will never work this line of terror against anyone else ever again, or die right now.”

He froze. He paled. He would have pissed himself if he hadn’t gone minutes before the alarms tripped, and a target of opportunity had appeared.

… Ah.

He was royally fucked.

These were the threats made against him, then.

Ah.

The man went cold. A resolve formed, quick enough.

The voice asked, “Your choice?”

“Death!” He said, “I choose death, and when I get to Hell, I will raise up armies to visit horrors upon you for all eternity! I will contact my sisters and brothers and my whole clan! They will summon me, and I will descend to this Melemizargo-fucked abyss and destroy everything you love!”

The world tilted.

He felt nothing. Not the pricks of the collar around his neck. Not the feeling of his hands, or his legs. He caught sight of his body, as he fell to the right. The body fell to the left.

He died.

- - - -

The incani chose death. The humans, who were not, chose death. The ‘harpy’ chose death.

The harpy was not actually a harpy. Erick noticed her truth imprinted upon her soul, as if her words weren’t convincing enough. She was incani. She had just Hunted the harpy and had taken her form. Recently, too. Erick had a hard time hearing her rant. Upon hearing the harpy’s words, and what he had heard from the rest, he knew that none of them were who they appeared to be.

Erick had encountered people like this before.

Poi apologized, for giving wrong information based on surface thoughts that were not entirely correct. These people were not going to try to ransom Erick and everyone to the fake Clan Phoenix. If these people had won the fight, Erick, Poi, Jane, and Teressa, would have been dead, and then their bodies would have been used for other, terrible purposes.

Erick’s first introduction to Nelboor had not been Clans, or Soldiers, or being found out as the Archmage Erick Flatt, or being ostracized or worse for appearing to be adventurers. His first introduction to this continent had been the same plague that had afflicted all of civilization, one that he had purged out of the Crystal Forest, and helped to kill within Treehome. A plague of body snatchers.

A plague of Hunters.

- - - -

They burned the bodies and slagged the collars, and then Erick erased the site of their questioning from the manasphere with a few casts of [Sealed Privacy Ward]. He did not erase the site of the battle. If someone came looking around here, they would see what had happened, but they would not see the full outcome.

In a moment of paranoia that even Teressa considered unfounded, Erick went and had Ophiel erase most of their walk from where they had landed on Nelboor, to here, back when they had talked too openly about too many things. He had already done this, but he wanted to be sure.

Erick walked on, toward Eralis, surrounded by Teressa, Poi, and Jane, feeling numb.

- - - -

Ten minutes of walking later, Erick broke the silence. “What a fucking mood swing.”

Teressa said, “Didn’t think Hunters would be our first introduction to Nelboor. And so close to civilization, too. I said it before, and I’ll say it again: Nelboor is a shit continent.”

Jane said, “I forgot these types of people even existed. Dad killed all the ones around Spur.”

Erick suddenly felt like all the energy had drained out of him; but he kept walking forward, barely breaking stride. He was being weak again. He thought he was past this.

He would never be past this.

“And those answers…” Jane scowled. “It’s like they weren’t even prepared for their own deaths. Like Hunting people would never have rebounded on them.”

“That’s the disconnect of the mortal condition, for ya. That’s just how people can get through the day.” Teressa said, “Living next to monsters… Living next to war and death. You can only think that ‘it could never happen to me’, or else you’d go crazy. Because it does happen to you. It happens to your neighbors, and your family, and yourself, eventually.”

“I guess that’s true,” Jane said, mollified.

Teressa said, “And yet… That harpy…” She shivered.

Poi spoke up, his voice strong, and sure, “We just met some killers, is all. People who have abused the good works that were given to us by the gods. We will surely meet more, in the future. That’s all that was. Cherish that we had the power and the luck to drive off the darkness, and that we did not lose ourselves in doing what had to be done.”

They walked on. A warm wind blew across the prairie.

Time passed.

Poi said, “… That’s what my sister used to say. It’s served me well for many years.”

Jane focused forward, on the path ahead. Teressa glanced backward, toward Poi, and then away, toward the horizon. Erick just thought, and considered, and weighed, as he walked; [Mana Sight] active on one Ophiel, [True Sight] active on the other, and with Yggdrasil’s eye trailing behind, watching.

After a minute, Erick said, “Your sister sounds like a smart woman.”

Poi looked away for a moment, then turned back, and nodded.

Ah. His sister was dead.

Poi did not break stride, though his breath halted, briefly.

They walked forward, across the prairie, no one looking at anyone else. If Poi wished to talk about his sister and all of this morality stuff later, then Erick would listen, but he would not bring up such a subject here, or now.

Jane broke the silence, “We should have just killed those Hunters after we subjugated them. Soon as we found out what they were.”

“I agree,” Poi said.

Teressa said, “Right about that.” She frowned. “I still can’t get that harpy out of my mind.”

“They were all Hunters.” Jane said, “She just reveled in it more than most.”

Erick said, “I thought they were humans and incani working together. I would have liked to have believed that. You know, even if they were on the other side of the battlefield.”

Poi said, “Yeah… That would have been...” his voice trailed off.

Jane said, “They were all incani, and those ‘humans’ were just part of their recent… conquests.”

The wind blew.

Erick wondered if—

Poi spoke up, “All of you are messing up your names, and it’s driving me crazy.”

Ezekiel said, “Shit.”

The same time that Tiffany said, “Dammit! I can do this!”

Julia chuckled, then laughed.

Tiffany was not far behind with her own laughter. Ezekiel chuckled.

A gloom seemed to pass, like the breaking of a dawn.

Julia, “Thank you, Paul.”

“No problem, Julia.”

Tiffany asked, “How much further till the first villages, Ezekiel?”

“Just over the horizon, Tiffany.” Ezekiel said, “Half an hour. Then a few hours till the city itself. We have to cross the delta, but we should arrive at Eralis in the afternoon, unless something else happens.”

“We have lots of money now.” Paul said, “I would like to find a nice place to drink a lot of liquor.”

Tiffany happily shouted, “Damn fucking right!”

“The good stuff too. No beer or ale.” Paul continued, “I can [Cleanse] myself afterward, but I would like to get piss drunk in the shortest amount of time possible, unless it appears we will not be able to.”

Tiffany laughed.

Ezekiel put on airs, declaring, “I will arrange such a treat for my loyal people! Drinks for the unrepentant spy for the elders of Clan Phoenix. Drinks for the party girl. And drinks for the daughter I didn’t know I had till last year!” He put on a stern face, saying, “But do not forget why we are here.”

Julia happily asked, “And why are we here, honored father?”

Ezekiel said, “To reclaim our place and power in Clan Phoenix, filial daughter!”

“And to drink!” Tiffany said.

“And to drink,” Paul repeated.

“And to get drunk!” shouted Julia.

- - - -

Fields of grain stretched across the world, with dots of houses here and there amid the waving gold, except they were not just ‘dots’. They only seemed like that because of the distance. They were actually sized like minor mountains.

The people out here did not build small. They built for defense. The only thing small about this furthest farm around Eralis was the small wall that encircled the entire compound; fields, buildings, guard towers and all, to delineate where occupied territory ended and the prairie began. Those guard towers placed all down the wall and in the centers of the fields were more appropriately sized to the mansion beyond; they were each at least twenty meters tall, and thick as extra-fortified lighthouses.

Guards were everywhere. Farmers were everywhere.

Like a dark mirror to a similar arrival, a year ago and half a world away, Ezekiel and Julia were watched as soon as they crested the previous hill and exposed themselves to the civilization growing before them. As they got closer, just minding their own business, Ezekiel waved at the staring guards. The people in the tower —a few humans, wearing steel armor— did not wave back.

Ezekiel led the way south, around the field, giving the short wall a great lot of distance. He had seen a road down this way, and they were close to it.

Soon enough, they found that road. It just ended, right there, before it got too far past the northern farm. Despite being in the middle of near-nowhere, the edge was meticulously maintained. Grasses grew from the prairie, but did not touch the road, while the road itself was ten meters wide and lined with white stone. The road was perfectly flat, like someone had scraped the world with a planer, and it was the best way to walk forward to Eralis, so that’s what they did.

Their new path brought them closer to the guard towers of the northern farm than Ezekiel would have liked. The farmland wall was only ten meters north of the road. Ezekiel heard, as much as saw, the guards atop those towers talking about them, as they walked past.

It was either stay on the road, or cross through the other farmland on the south side of the road, which also had towers and guards, though fewer than the farm on the north side. They were threading their first needle, it seemed, and there was no way out but through.

Ezekiel sighed.

Julia observed, “They’re all looking at us.”

Tiffany said, “This is the road to Eralis. We’ve every right to be here as anyone else.”

They walked for five more minutes before they could not. They stopped.

Several guards lined the road in front of them, along with one woman who stood out front. She seemed in charge, and wore black, spiky armor that would fit the style of any villain in any of Julia’s stories that Ezekiel had ever seen. Ezekiel blinked his mana sense active, and looked past her completely smooth helmet. No horns. Pale skin. Human coloration, mostly. Probably human. None of the guards with her seemed anything other than human, either.

But the guards in the tower to the south were all incani; their horns were prominent, their armor utilitarian, but slightly ornamental. They looked down from their tower, not bothering to make themselves look like they weren’t there to specifically observe the confrontation on the road.

The woman on the road stepped one step forward, toward Ezekiel, and spoke in Ecks, “You will now be questioned under a truthstone. Fail to give the right answers or attempt to flee, and you will be dealt with accordingly, as is our lawful right as a Border Clan of Eralis.”

Ezekiel stepped forward, but maintained a five meter distance between them. “We will be happy to answer anything that is not a problem for us to answer, and we will do so right here, and now.”

The woman nodded, curtly, then raised her head to the right, barely. A man stepped forward with a box. He opened the box, exposing a clear jewel. A truthstone, no doubt.

The woman commanded, “State your names.”

“No.”

The woman paused again.

Ezekiel said, “We will not be interrogated unduly. That I am deigning to answer anything at all is a gesture of goodwill, and a desire to make this as quick and as informative as needs be. Ask your important questions.”

The stone glowed blue.

The woman said, “Strange accent you have there. Where are you from?”

“Far away.”

Blue stone.

The woman seemed to relax. “Do you have any designs on this land?”

“Allies, information, the secrets of the Songstresses, but not if those desires would make me enemies.” Ezekiel asked, “Do you have any of that which I seek?”

Blue stone.

The woman had paused when Ezekiel mentioned ‘Songstresses’. Several people, on both sides of the roads, went still.

The woman sighed. Ezekiel could tell that she had been looking for something in particular in his answer, and that she did not get it. The guards on both sides had been Scanning them since this whole confrontation started, too. Maybe the woman had gotten her answers from those scanning people, for the scanning man right next to the woman had lingered their magic in a few conspicuous places, like the small bag of loot that they had taken from the Hunters, and held open a telepathic connection between himself and the front woman. The Hunters didn’t have much gold, but they did have rings and gems, most of which had already lost their enchantments, but all of which looked personal.

Ezekiel asked, “Is there something you are looking for in particular, with all your mostly-invisible Scanning magics? Maybe I could help.”

The scanning people on both sides startled.

They scanned harder.

The woman weighed something in her mind. Then she asked, “Do you meet any people out the way you came? Anyone at all?”

“You already know the answer. I see you talking to someone through [Telepathy], and the Scanning man to your left gazed upon the rings and jewels that we collected as spoils of that encounter, and his gaze locked for several moments. I wasn’t able to tell exactly which interested him so much, though. His Scan was too broad.”

The woman in black gave no hint that Ezekiel had struck at the heart of the matter, but others had. The incani guards to the south all seemed to sour at once. The human guards to the north turned hateful, all at once. Most of the humans’ ire was thrown directly across the road, toward the tower full of incani guards. Only a few humans still looked down at Ezekiel, Tiffany, Paul, or Julia.

This was momentary.

In the next second, the crowd focused on Ezekiel. Hands tightened on sword hilts. Mana swirled.

Ezekiel needed to defuse this. He angled backward, saying, “The small bag of loot.”

Tiffany handed him the bag and the crowd drew back from open hostilities. It seemed that neither side knew where Ezekiel’s loyalties laid, and they were mostly content to watch, until watching became untenable.

Ezekiel put his empty hand forward and down, conjuring a waist-high pillar with a shallow bowl on top. The guards on all sides stiffened, but did nothing. Ezekiel spilled the bag’s contents onto the pillar. Gold and silver rings glinted in the light, along with a few loose rubies and sapphires. Three pearls were adorned with lettering, of which Ezekiel was not able to read.

“Taken from Hunters, as you have all likely guessed.” He asked, “Is there something in particular you seek?”

Anyone could have heard a pebble drop.

The guard woman spoke, “All of those are spoils from Hunters who have been attacking our lands and the lands of our allies for months. All of it was taken from us. We wish it all back.”

Blue stone.

“What will you give us in return?” Ezekiel said, “It is only right that we get payment for eliminating a threat.”

“What do you want?”

“Directions to good places to stay in Eralis. Pointers for contacting the Songstresses without angering them, for I know not the protocols of this land. Some of this loot that we rightly took from people who don’t deserve it; enough for a night in a good inn. A gold equivalent would be acceptable.” Ezekiel looked from the incani guards, to the human guards, and the human woman standing in front of him. “To know if this is some Quiet War aggression, and to know how to stay out of it.”

Blue stone.

The woman lifted her head, just a bit. Her tone bordered on disbelief, “Quiet war agg—”

One of her fellow guards, the Scanning Man, spoke, “He has a Silver Star. He won’t believe us.”

The atmosphere shifted to something lighter, something that was happening around Ezekiel and his people, instead of to him and his people. One human up in the nearby northern tower even began to chuckle, as he stared hatred across the road, at the incani in the other tower.

Ezekiel heard him whisper, “Not on their side, then.”

Another one whispered, “Not on anyone’s side.”

The woman silently straightened her gaze at Ezekiel. She spoke more easily, but louder, and no less forcefully, “Please give us what was taken from us. In exchange, we can give you food for the night, and a welcoming to our home, and tomorrow, we can escort you to the city—”

“Don’t believe her, Scion!” The incani guard in the other tower called out. “They kill demis, too.”

The woman, unperturbed, said, “We kill those who take from Clan Grey Cloud, no matter their species. And I’m demi myself. Half of us are.”

The truthstone had not shifted from blue this entire time, though it had grown brighter, then dimmer, then brighter again.

Ezekiel stepped aside from the pillar, attempting to divorce himself from the situation, saying, “Thank you for your offer of hospitality, but I am not getting involved in this. I’m sorry for your loss. Upon further inspection, these are obviously tokens of successful Hunts and they should go to the loved ones of the deceased. We’ll have nothing to do with this.”

The woman stiffened, then nodded. She gestured backward. Her people swung off of the road, toward the north, unblocking the way. They backed up to the short wall of the northern farms, to stand next to the tower.

The woman remained at the edge of the road, and said, “The Quiet War has nothing to do with any of the issues that you walked into, foreign Scion. This is just a blood feud between Clan Grey Cloud and Clan Red Lotus, and it has been for a long time. Clan Grey Cloud apologizes if we have given an incorrect impression, and we extend, again, an offer of hospitality for the night.”

“Apology accepted,” Ezekiel said. “But we will not spend the night here. I don’t need reimbursement for killing the Hunters, either.”

The woman said, “Then I must ask now, as rude as it might be: Did you see a pair of humans that looked like me?” She touched the black helmet of her conjured armor, dissipating it.

… Ah. Yeah. Ezekiel did not need to have her remove her helmet, but now that she brought attention to it, Ezekiel mana sensed through all of the people present, again, just to ensure there wasn't some trick.

There was no trick.

He had seen two people that looked like the woman. She had pale skin, bright eyes, distinctive red glints in her hair, and a deep sadness upon her face. She was likely somewhere in her thirties. Ezekiel connected everything about her to two of the human-shaped monsters that he had just killed, back there on the prairie.

He said, “I am sorry for your losses. The Hunters who took the bodies of your relatives are now dead, and the bodies burned to ash. Apologies if that is not your custom.” He looked to the Scanning man, saying, “I’m sure your man can follow our trail, if you must. We left the battlefield intact.”

The woman’s face did not betray her emotions. She reconjured her helmet, then she reached over and closed the lid on the box that contained the glowing blue stone. The man that held the box stepped back.

She bowed. The rest of her people followed suit.

She stood, saying, “Thank you, Scion. May Clan Grey Cloud know your affiliation?”

“Clan Phoenix.”

And in that moment, it was true. The stone glowed blue inside its container, though only a few people here saw that blue glow.

“Clan Grey Cloud thanks Clan Phoenix.” The woman said, “Clan Grey Cloud wishes to impart some knowledge to Clan Phoenix, if you would hear it.”

“Go ahead.”

“The Songli Highlands accepts wayward Clans and those seeking the Songs all the time, but if you have trouble finding a path forward, for your service today, Clan Grey Cloud will assist. We are a minor Clan under Clan Star Song. Our word will carry weight with them, if you wish to be known through us.” She added, “And the Quiet War is a poor reason to start a fight around here, foreign Scion. Those who do so are punished rather ruthlessly by more than a few major families, including Clan Star Song and Clan Void Song, two of the major powers of the Highlands. Both are filled with either demi progenitors or sympathetic humans and incani. We do not revere Koyabez as much around here as we could, but parts of his will are upheld by most.”

“I am glad to hear that. More than you might guess.” And he was. Ezekiel decided, “I will find my own way forward, but if I have trouble, I will keep your words in mind. What is your name? Does your name carry weight?”

“Shuu Grey Cloud. My name does not carry as much as some, but it is not tarnished.”

Ezekiel nodded. Then he looked to the Scanning Man.

The Scanning Man said nothing. Ezekiel could tell he was important, though, based simply on the fact that the clothes he wore under his armor were wildly more expensive than the armors of everyone else in the gathering.

Ezekiel ignored the Scanning Man.

The woman in black armor bowed again, along with her fellow guards. The Scanning Man did not bow; not since he was found out.

Ezekiel walked on, past the demi woman and the man who was some sort of boss to her, keeping to the center of the road, followed by Julia, Tiffany, and Paul. The four of them passed between the two feuding Clans, following the road to Eralis. He did not speed up, but he did not break stride, either. Soon, they were out of the range of crossfire.

- - -

After the foreign Scion walked away, Shuu raised her head. Through the sightless gaze of her full-face helmet, she stared at the incani guard on the tower opposite the road. Even though he hadn’t done it himself, that man had surely killed her brother and sister, and he would pay, eventually. She just needed to prove his involvement.

As the foreign Scion disappeared beyond the hills, and propriety allowed her to go about her business, she checked on several missives she had already sent out. To her left, the young master [Teleport]ed away, likely to give his own report to the elders, or to do whatever he wanted to do; it was not for the likes of her to gainsay his decisions.

One minute later, Shuu was at the site of the battle. She was too late. The people she had sent ahead could only stand there and explain their failure.

The young master of Red Lotus’s farms had beaten her to the stab, for of course he had; he had likely checked in on the Hunters the very second the foreign Scion had entered the sight of Red Lotus with his bag of retrieved ‘trophies’.

All that was left at the obvious battlefield were burned grasses, and nothing else. When the people she had sent ahead had arrived, the entire space was already in the process of being scrubbed by a large-scale red magic that flashed and sparked with lightning and shadow. When Shuu arrived, even that much was gone.

She had nothing. Nothing to fight the Red Lotus in Clan Court. Nothing to prove guilt, or to start an official inquiry. [Witness] was not admissible if the area to be [Witness]ed was gone, and no bodies meant no proper burial. The magistrate would not listen to her testimony, or even care about the retrieval of signet rings and identification pearls. They would see this whole event as Grey Cloud having a fortuitous encounter, and happily close the book on this current iteration of the Red Lotus and Grey Cloud feud. The Greater Clans wished for prosperity, more than they wished for justice.

They would just tell her, “So what if a few people died on the borders to murderers and thieves! You’re the Border Clan! That’s what you signed up for when you took this power. If you didn’t want it, then give up your power to Red Lotus, and abandon your ancestral homes!”

They tell all the Border Clans as much, almost every time a Border Clan brings up a claim against another.

Shuu’s rage flamed higher.

Her anger almost landed on the foreign Scion and his disregard for the dead. Burning the bodies! Who does that!

… Foreigners do that. Shuu understood her anger and she calmed. The foreign Scion knew not what he did. It was not his fault that this happened. And besides that…

That man could have killed them all.

Shuu changed plans. She would send a missive to Clan Star Song if the young master allowed her to do so, or if he didn’t already send one himself, which he probably had. They might not be able to use the wandering Scion and his small fragment of a Clan to directly combat Red Lotus’s encroachment and devilry, but when you see a man walking around with that much power, you stand up and pay attention, or you would soon find yourself dead.

Hopefully, Clan Red Lotus would be the one to receive that death.

Except…

Shuu would still send those missives. But she decided that it would be for the best if she never dealt with that foreign Scion ever again. He seemed like a reasonable sort, so she let him walk on, unimpeded. He and his team had killed seven high level Hunters, after all.

They looked like they could kill several hundred Hunters, if they wanted. Shuu had never seen such perfect reflective shield magic.

Ah. Yes. Don’t reach for the heavens, Shuu. They will smack you down.

Shuu returned to the Clan House and went over the trophies.

She had no proof that the Hunters who had plagued the Clan for the last year were actually bought and paid for by Red Lotus, but she knew of the Hunters themselves. Shuu counted trophy rings from Clan Grey Cloud, Clan Ward Stone, and several others, each of them from other Outer Clans responsible for the border, each of whom had been approached by Red Lotus to ask them to sell their farms, and their bases of power along the border. There were even identification pearls from Clans she did not recognize.

No trophies from Red Lotus, even though there should have been some in there, if the Hunters had been hunting evenly. In this circumstantial way there was some proof that Red Lotus had been hiring Hunters to disrupt the borders, to take over through force what they could not achieve through diplomacy and merit.

But.

Circumstantial evidence did not matter.

If only they had had the bodies! They could have beseeched the Court Necromancer to call back the souls of the dead…

The foreign Scion didn’t want that, though, did he? That’s why he burned the bodies, perhaps? Or for some other reason? Koyabez was against necromancy for its part in the Quiet War, so perhaps that was why…

But! If only he hadn’t burned them! She could have gotten to—

Shuu’s anger rose, but she clamped it down. She wished to say goodbye to her sister, at least. If she had the body, she could call back the true owner, for one last farewell.

But...

She could not go against a Scion, even if he wasn’t from around here, especially if he was actively looking for allies, for whatever reason. With that shield of thorns upon his arm that was packed with enough ambient reflective magic to stave off even the young master’s senses, and rings of true power upon the hands of every one of his, admittedly, uniquely poor-seeming people? He was likely both a great Warder, and a walking calamity.

So, as the grand-elder used to say, ‘Ignore the dragon buying drinks at the bar, and calmly make your way to the exit.’

It was good advice.
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                Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, passed the farms of Grey Cloud and Red Lotus, only to walk by even more farms with much less security to them.

And then Ezekiel had a surreal moment as he looked across a field of wheat in the process of being harvested, and saw the redscale Valok and his young pinkscale daughter. They were harvesting the grain right alongside everyone else on the farm.

This was obviously a false impression.

The two strangers were not Valok and Delia, two of the very first people Ezekiel and Julia met as they walked in from the desert. And yet, the resemblance was uncanny. A redscale father. A pinkscale daughter. In this case, a world further, a year later, and with completely different people, it was like Valok and Delia were gathering wheat, instead of planting rice.

Julia noticed, too, her eyes going a little wide. She sent, ‘How are those two doing, anyway? Has Delia tried to kill or steal from you again?’

‘She never tried to kill me, Julia.’ Ezekiel tore his eyes away from the lookalikes and focused on the road, sending, ‘Valok is doing great, last I heard. Still not talking to his daughter because he doesn’t want to scare her, and Delia doesn’t want to talk to him yet; not until she can defend herself in a land of shadelings. I might have been too stringent when I told Delia to be that self-policing, but… She’s doing well in her classes at Oceanside, as of a week ago. Getting good with Decay magics. She’s going Scion of Balance and aiming for the Calamity Dagger Class, and also working on becoming one of the Headmaster’s Elites.’

‘Good for her,’ Julia sent.

They walked on.

- - - -

“So,” Tiffany said. “We have no money now.”

Tension broke.

Ezekiel laughed. He said, “Sorry about that.”

They walked along a nice, wide road, twenty meters across, that stretched far past the horizon, toward Eralis in the unseen distance. Smaller group housing, private farms, and even little village squares had started to pop up to the sides of the main road and down myriads of side roads with some regularity. Many of the houses held multiple floors, but more than a few were simple one-story buildings, built wide and out of wood (possibly to invalidate [Stoneshape] shenanigans), with peaked, blue roofs. Odin flew high, high above, and Ezekiel saw the actual city of Eralis far ahead, but it appeared they would have to go through suburbia and then the floodplain of a delta to get there.

“I’m not disparaging, boss.” Tiffany said, “I’m sure we can find something that pays, but it woulda been nice to not have to worry about paying for a night’s sleep.”

“The Tribulation Mountains always have monsters in them.” Julia said, “Worst that could happen is that we find the [Teleport] zone into the city, get some papers or whatever the entry system requires, then go out and hunt a few beasts. Getting back to Eralis is going to be a lot easier the second time around. That was always the plan, anyway.”

Ezekiel stepped off of the center of the road, toward the right, as other people began to start using the roads, too. Julia, Tiffany, and Paul followed his lead. Just ahead, on a side road that seemed to be another major-ish road, carts pulled by cows moseyed north and south, carrying goods bound for markets, or people bound for destinations. Runners, or some other type of job, raced left and right, remaining on their own sides of a solid white line in the center of the road. Some of them had packs on their backs. Some just had their own self, and their blue-edged official-ish clothes that were barely more than shorts, tunics, and shoes.

They ran fast. They used some variation of [Swift Movement], for sure. Ezekiel saw one zoom by and activate a quick pulse of healing magic on themselves, likely so that they could run faster, because then they did just that. A cloud of dust ripped up from the solid stone road as the runner vanished toward the north.

Some people complained about the dust, setting off a chain reaction of others complaining about the lack of rain.

The four members of Clan Phoenix rapidly navigated the cross traffic and continued on down the main road, where they naturally joined the midday throng of people walking to and fro. This was not a journey of people walking all the way toward Eralis, though. This was just a journey of people going about their normal lives in suburbia; buying food at the grocers over there, getting new shoes at the cobbler on the other side, taking a small jaunt toward the apothecaries and the shopping center down that way.

… Going to that brothel over there, which did not look like a place of health and respite, but more like the exact opposite of that.

… Kicking that drunk while he was down on the ground already, and huddled against the outside wall of that bar.

… Getting manhandled by the guards walking down the street.

… And there’s a homeless man getting picked up by guards, and getting thrown in a wagon with other homeless people. ‘Bound for War’ was written on the side of the wagon, while the homeless inside were given bread and informed of their new fate.

Ezekiel frowned.

“Not as bad as I expected,” Julia said.

… Aside from a few things…

Yeah. It wasn’t that bad, actually. Over there, some young human women were out on their own, walking between shops and laughing in the open. Across the way, a young incani boy, barely a man, held the hand of a very old incani woman, practically dragging the smiling elder forward, talking about how mother was waiting for them. 99 percent of people were just walking along, minding their business, or rapidly crossing or narrowly avoiding the center white line in the road, where runners and fast-moving cows dominated.

Ezekiel only saw the less-savory parts of the city because Odin still flew in the sky, allowing him temporary oversight of the whole land. His own Perception, down on the ground, allowed him to see the world around him in better detail, and through all of his senses. He wouldn’t have even seen the homeless wagon or the brothel if not for his eyes in the sky. What he would have focused on, were the scents in the air, because they were walking past a large market square full of two and three-story restaurants. The air smelled great. The city was clean. The people dressed nicely, mostly. And no one was fighting anywhere.

But there were a fuck-ton more people than Ezekiel had expected.

And this was just the suburbs!

“There are so… so many people.” Ezekiel said, “Everything is so clean.”

“I’d say to watch your pockets,” Tiffany said, “But I think enough people are watching our pockets for us.”

“We certainly are drawing some eyes…” Ezekiel’s voice trailed off as he focused more on the world directly around him.

The people on the road gave the four of them a wide berth, but no one did anything besides glance their way before quickly turning their attentions in other directions. Some walked a bit faster to get away. Some walked slower, or moved to the other side of the street, braving the fast paced traffic in the center.

It was easy to see why they were drawing attention. Ezekiel, Julia, and Paul, were all in their [Conjured Armor], looking like magenta, dark blue, and sapphire blue jewels in a sea of browns, whites, and tans. And then there was Tiffany, standing twice as tall and half-again as wide as everyone else in the predominantly human, incani, demi, harpy, and everything else crowd. She was the only orcol in sight. She still had her grey armor on, too.

A quad of guards spied them from a guard tower, a good fifty meters ahead. Each of them wore steel breastplates with feathers and lightning motifs. They blipped down from the tower, in unison, landing on the road in front, directly in the way. The people nearest the guard moved away from the potential battlefield, while the guards —two incani, one human, one dragonkin— waited for the pink idiot to approach.

Ezekiel did not disappoint them.

And then one of the incani guards stepped forward, and bowed, before Ezekiel could even stop, saying, “Apologies, master Scion, but might this one inquire why you are out and about in full defensive regalia?” He raised his head, and gestured forward, down the road that Ezekiel had been walking. “If it would please you, we could walk and talk, or perhaps I can find you a carriage to make your walk that much more enjoyable?”

Ezekiel broke stride for a moment, smiled briefly, then kept on walking. The guard walked alongside him, and Ezekiel allowed it.

Ezekiel explained, “We’re not from around here and we cannot afford a carriage, for various temporary reasons. I have come to inquire about alliances and information and such, but I wished to see what the Highlands were like outside of the cities, first. It’s a lot more prosperous than I was led to believe, and that makes me very happy.”

The guard said, “The Songli people have a long history of accepting clans into the Highlands, so I wish you luck. But, if you would pardon this one’s impudence, we do not allow such grandiose displays of power, and your mana signature is very… vibrant.”

“Ah.” Ezekiel said, “Well. You see: We walked in from the east, hoping to see all of this land from the edge to the center. To that end, we started in the prairie past a farm held by a clan we soon discovered to be named Grey Cloud, near where they bordered another clan which we found out was named Red Lotus. We were attacked by seven Hunters before we got to those Clans, however. Perhaps they thought they had a numerical advantage; I know not. The problem of those Hunters is resolved, now, but I suspect that whatever was going on there will only escalate… or maybe not. You will understand that I am hesitant to drop the defensive measures I and my people have employed. I expected some sort of trouble on this trip, but not quite the intrigue that had the misfortune to find us.”

The incani guard barely betrayed his sudden flash of inner fear as Ezekiel spoke, and he was not the only one. Several nearby people increased their walking speeds, getting further away, just a bit.

The guard resigned himself to pressing forward, and said, “Please accept a carriage on behalf of the Highlands, Scion; no charge. We are a block away from a carriage house.”

“Very well. I will accept.”

The incani guard visibly relaxed. He stepped forward, happily saying, “Allow me to lead you, Scion.”

Ezekiel allowed it.

The ‘carriage house’ was only a few hundred meters forward, located on the corner of a north-south road half the size of the main one. Ezekiel had a sudden memory of another time, in another world, where people flew in on large metal birds, to land in town and to then take a carriage to their next destination, for the carriage house was directly next to the teleporting platform for the area.

Half of the area was flat, open land, tiled with solid white stone and filled with people blipping in and out, but almost no one came in or left on their own; it appeared that the people who actually cast those [Teleport] spells were in blue and white garb, in some sort of Nelboor-corollary to the Wayfarer’s Guild. Or maybe it was just a Highlands thing.

Those blue and white people moved off toward a side house after they blipped their people, while inside that side house, there were more people waiting to get blipped into other locations. It appeared the passengers and their blipper would walk out of the side house, and onto the white tile square, before they blipped away.

The other half of the space looked more like a guardhouse than a carriage house. The people coming off of the [Teleport] field walked toward that guardhouse, under the scrutiny of bored guards up in their guard towers. Inside that official and open-air building, the people spoke to guards, getting papers or flashing badges, and generally being ushered through as fast as possible. When the people were done talking to the guard, a great majority of them just walked away, into the town, but the richer looking ones took carriages that were lined up all the way down the side road, waiting to accept passengers.

It was to the front of this line of carriages that the incani guard took Ezekiel and his team. He bypassed the first carriages in line, for none of them were large enough for Tiffany. The fifth carriage was big enough, though. It was a large, window-filled wagon with lots of space, views, and with two hulking bull cows to pull it. The guard rapidly spoke to the driver about ‘charge the guard, no tips, straight to Eralis’ as he slipped the man a metal token that was certainly not currency. The human driver briefly complained, but only with his eyes, before instantly putting on a smile and turning to Ezekiel.

Ezekiel’s guess was that they had more than enough strange, high-powered people walking around that they had protocols for this sort of thing, and that he and his people had fallen into one of those protocols.

Interesting.

The guard turned to Ezekiel, saying, “Thank you for accepting our hospitality, Scion. This carriage should get you all the way to the city, and a fair bit faster than walking.”

“Aye!” The driver said, “I’ll take you right to Teleport Square inside the city, if that be what the Scion wants.”

Ezekiel said, “We would like exactly that. Thank you for your assistance. Both of you.”

It was the work of moments to get everyone in the carriage, and to start down the road. As the cows wheeled the carriage out of the line and started on the journey to the city, the incani guard and his four people bowed to the departing carriage.

Tiffany said, “I can get behind this nice treatment.”

“How many people do you think were plotting to kill us out there?” Julia asked.

Paul said, “Mostly fear, from what I saw. Lots of worry. No plots to murder. More than a few people wondered why a Scion was in their midst. We came into the city in an odd way. I didn’t think it would be this odd.”

Ezekiel said, “That’s about what I saw, too.” He exclaimed, “And there’s just so many people!”

Tiffany laughed. “Yeah!”

Julia said, “Low level, though.”

“There are few monsters around here so almost everyone is under level 20.” Paul said, “But that doesn’t seem to be a problem. It’s… It’s a better looking life than I had expected. Better than I had been warned.”

Ezekiel gazed out the window, watching the prosperous world go by, and said, “It’s a lot better than I thought it would be, too.”

Tiffany chuckled, saying, “You say that, and yet we were attacked by seven high-level Hunters—”

A knock came from the barrier separating the driver from the cabin.

Julia opened it, saying, “Yes?”

“Pardon Scion, but we will be speeding up now and there’s a bump when that happens. Just wanted to let you know.”

“Thanks, good driver!” Ezekiel said.

The vehicle lurched, as the cows began to speed up. Within moments, and likely because the cows somehow had [Swift Movement], and the driver had [Rejuvenation] to keep them high Health, and also the skill, or perhaps the Spell to make the cows use their Skills, the carriage joined the speedy line of traffic headed toward Eralis, in the unseen distance.

The driver shut the partition again, but Ezekiel had Julia open it. The driver startled, briefly.

“Good driver?” Ezekiel asked, “How did you get the cows so well trained? Some [Husbandry] spell?”

“Oh? Uh.” The driver was clearly nervous, but he managed to get out, “Oh, no! Just good old training, Scion. Uh? You’re not from around here, I take it?”

“Not even a little bit.”

The driver went silent. Julia almost went to close the partition, but Ezekiel shook his head, and it stayed open. The window provided a nice breeze in the cabin, as the carriage rolled west, to Eralis.

Ezekiel stared out the window, watching as the city rolled by. Tiffany and Julia seemed equally engrossed in watching the massive, multi-million person ‘suburb’ around Eralis. Ezekiel had seen this land from the air, but those Odins were way too far to see what he was seeing now; he didn’t want the magenta [Familiar] to trigger any alarms over the city, after all. Those high-flying Odins took great care to avoid the [Alarm Ward]s strung across the sky that were only visible to [True Sight]. But… It was almost to the point that having Odin way up there wasn’t actually helpful, at all.

It was a nice ride. But...

Paul stared out the window, slack-faced, and possibly worried.

Ezekiel asked, “Are you okay, Paul?”

Paul blinked a few times, then said, “I had heard certain things about this place. I expected certain things about this place. I expected we’d need to fight off marauding bands of clans or soldiers, I did not expect a sprawling metropolis. I did not expect a carriage ride into the city.”

Ezekiel nodded. He turned to the open window, and asked, “Driver?”

“Yes, Scion?”

“Do you mind if I bother you for some information?”

“Never be a bother to me, Scion!” The man spoke happily, but falsely, saying, “Ask away!”

“What’s the population of Eralis? Are we actually in Eralis right now?” He asked, “Could you give us some basic information that you think we might want?”

A small chuckle came from the driver, as some of his worries seemed to evaporate. He relaxed a fraction, and said, “I’d be happy to do that, Scion. I haven’t given a proper tour in a long time, but I’ve lived here all my life. Let’s see… I’d start with this: If someone asked me where I lived, I would say Eralis, but that’d be a minor lie. We’re actually in the town of Redflood. There’s towns like this one scattered all along the Wanzhi river. Rich farming land, you see? We’re nary a stone’s throw from the Delta right now, and though that place still floods, this Water Season is drier than usual. The rains are just late, I suspect.

“Once we get past Redflood and the Wanzhi Delta, we can enter into Eralis directly. Right through the Void Gates! Very impressive sight.

“And though you’d have to take a different road out of the west side of Eralis, it’d look the same as this one, and you’d eventually find more towns like Redflood, but smaller, for sure. The Army and the Border Clans tend to keep us safe as newborns, but outside of the borders and such… Yeah. You’ll find the usual warmongers.” He paused. He asked, “If’n you don’t mind me asking sir. What’s yer goals here in the Highlands? I might be able to direct you somewhere specific.”

“I want to talk to the Songstresses. I heard they’re famous for how they make their magic, and I want to know more about that.”

“Ah!” The driver happily said, “Then you’ll be wanting to go to the Void Theater. Center of Eralis. You seem like someone who could see the sights from the air, and in such a case, you can’t miss the Void Theater. Only building that looks similar to the Void Gates. But. Er. Don’t be flashing— Er. I have been told that the guard don’t like people being flashy with magics like that, er… Scion. They reintroduce the ground to fliers rather painfully, if’n they can. Probably best not to go flying in the city limits… if you even could— Which I’m sure you can!”

“Then we will search on foot once we get there.” Ezekiel tried to make his tone as nice as possible, without being weak, as he asked, “Anything else we should know?”

“Oh! Sure! There’s lots! Let me tell you about...”

- - - -

‘Julia’ found herself grinning whenever she forgot to stop herself, ever since the encounter with the guards of Grey Cloud. But now, as she watched peaked-roof buildings and so many people roll past her window, and she heard her father speak like a real Scion for about the fiftieth time, she let herself smile. He was good at this, and this was fun. This was really fun.

She sent him, ‘You’re so much better at this than I expected.’

‘Ezekiel’ paused in his words to the driver, briefly, but then kept talking to the driver as he simultaneously sent her, ‘I paid attention to you kids and your role playing games, and all those movie nights you and I shared when you were a kid.’

Julia almost laughed. ‘There’s no way that those things prepared you for this. I read books about blending in. Joined a club in college. I didn’t think you had a subterfuge-bone in your body.’

‘A large part of blending in seems to be more about reading the room and filling in a story about yourself that other people expect you to follow, and I have seen a lot of different stories. But yes. You’re right. I’m only able to do this, here, because I’m listening and watching everyone around us, and working to adjust my actions to what I see and hear.’ He added, ‘This part is a lot easier than I thought it would be, but I fear we might have come in too strong. We might have to fail at something in order to be knocked down a peg by the people who we do not want to meet, but I’m getting the impression that all we’ve met are low-ranking people who would never gainsay anything we do.’

Julia blue-screened.

She felt like the world had shifted under her feet. Her father had just said that. Her father. The naive pacifist… Well. He wasn’t that anymore, was he? And he hadn’t been that for a long time. Probably still too much of a pacifist, though. He should have just Blessed those Hunters. A jail of the soul was better than death, especially if those bastards could actually make good on their threats to come back from the dead, but Julia suspected that that was just them posturing for their lives.

‘Well you’re doing a great job, dad.’

‘Thanks!’ He sent, ‘You are, too.’

Julia scoffed a small laugh, then stopped pestering Ezekiel. She could be doing a lot better, but she was fulfilling her ‘role’ right now, and that was what was needed. Julia let her father engage with the driver, while her mind turned toward a different direction. Back toward a thought that had been on her mind for a while, now; to the New Stats.

Perception would allow her to unlock her mana sense much easier, but Intelligence is what allowed her father to make sense of what he was seeing, wasn’t it? What boon would she want to take for herself? Which was actually better?

She asked her father for his thoughts on the question.

‘It’s the Intelligence allowing me to make sense of all this, but I wouldn’t notice all the social cues without Perception. So it’s a tossup. If I could only pick one, I’d do Perception for the mana sense. But Tiffany’s better at that than I am, and she doesn’t have Perception, so Perception is obviously unnecessary. Therefore Intelligence might be better in the long run.’

… Another point in Intelligence’s favor.

Julia went silent, and contemplated.

- - - -

‘Tiffany’ relaxed in the back of the carriage, sitting beside ‘Ezekiel’ as he spoke to the driver. She had a lot of legroom in this vehicle, though the carriage was still half the size it should have been in order to make this a comfortable ride. It would have been overcrowded if her original team was with her. They would have needed to take two carriages! Ah. What a fun thought.

Ah. And look at that. She could think of them without crying.

She smiled, faintly and to herself, as she looked out the windows. The city was full of small people, and the journey was perilous and full of unknown dangers, but that suited Tiffany just fine. In truth, it was better than ‘fine’. This was great. She would have liked to see some other orcols walking around or whatnot, but outside of the Forest, and outside of Glaquin, her kind were treated more like beautiful giants and less like people. Thank the gods she was able to wear her armor into town, otherwise she would have felt so uncomfortable. It was the undressing with the eyes that really got her. Wearing unflattering armor helped.

The Red Bitch’s curse was one of the many reasons that orcols didn’t venture very far from the Forest.

… Unless they were into that sort of thing. Tiffany had a hard time understanding that urge to fuck someone who found her pretty, but some people were into that. Besides that, though, fucking around with non-orcols was odd by the very logistical nature of such an event. It was the sausage-in-the-canyon problem. Or the barge-fording-a-stream problem. Or the fact that non-orcols were just… tiny and easy to break. A little blood in the act was fine and expected…

Sometimes a lot of blood made the whole thing a lot more fun.

But the smaller races were very concerned about blood. Logically, Tiffany understood the problems that small people had with blood being outside of their bodies. Their blood didn’t come right back. Their skin… and holes… didn’t heal like they were supposed to heal.

Across the carriage, ‘Paul’ flushed a deep blue. He closed his eyes, and breathed.

Whoops. Too sexual for you, ‘Paul’?

Hey, now. Why do you think the city is named Redflood? Because of blood? Because the city has flooded before and killed a lot of people? Or because there’s some ‘time of the year’ for the Wanzhi River, and all of a sudden it’s just a flood of blood, like, out the cooch?

Paul steadfastly looked away.

Tiffany grinned and looked out the window. She watched the world roll by.

City Redflood ended in another north-south road that was lined in white tiles, and then a short, wide white wall, that seemed more like a staging area than a divider.

The driver said, “This wall protects Redflood from the seasonal floods when the red flits swim upstream to spawn, and the entire river turns sparkling red.”

Tiffany eyed Paul.

Paul slowly turned and eyed the partition, and the driver beyond that opening.

The driver continued, “Beyond here is the delta for the Wanzhi River.”

And it was.

They passed the dividing wall and the road began to rise. Not too high, but high enough to give the river below all the space it could ever need. Behind them, two and three story blue-roof buildings, and their individualized courtyard-like properties, dotted the city of Redflood. Here, beyond the wall and below the bridge, the water flowed like a lazy wanderer around banks of grasses and mud, and people fished or bathed along the white wall of Redflood. It was all rather idyllic, as far as Teressa saw. Very peaceful.

Kinda nice.

The driver spoke of speeding up and the carriage began to move faster, to keep up with the rest of the traffic, racing toward or away from Eralis in the distance. The cows were practically galloping, now, but they made less noise than before.

The driver said, “We’re coming up on the Noble District, to the right. You might be wanting to go there, master Scion, but I can’t help you with that. I don’t try to reach the stars and the stars don’t cast me down into an early grave.”

Ezekiel asked, “Does that saying have something to do with the Clan Star Song you were talking about?”

The driver suddenly shut up. Then he went, “Uhh.”

“Should I steer clear of Star Song?”

“Uhh…” The driver sputtered, “Uh. They’re fine people! Couldn’t ask for a better Head Clan, and I mean that, too, Scion. They’re great. They keep the roads and they keep the peace. But people like me don’t reach too high because… We just don’t. I should shut up, now.”

“Thank you for the talk, driver.” Ezekiel said, “If I had any gold on me, I would love to pay you for this, but maybe I’ll strike it rich soon enough. What’s your name?”

“… Uh. Dohzi,” the driver said in a happy, completely fake way. “Dohzi is my name, Scion. Thank you.”

Tiffany smirked. That’s a fake name. Everyone was using fake names today.

Ezekiel said, “Thank you, Dohzi. We’re Clan Phoenix.”

“Oh! I wouldn’t presume to ask your names, good Scion.” ‘Dohzi’ said, “Don’t worry none about me. I can best be forgotten.”

Ezekiel nodded, then said, “If that’s what you wish.”

… The driver slowly reached over and closed the partition.

Tiffany looked out across the waters, and saw the ‘Noble District’, and was awed for not the first time. Traveling just did that to a person. Seeing new sights was awesome. Too bad she couldn’t have done this with her own family. Ahh… Oh well.

At least it didn’t hurt to think of them, anymore.

- - - -

Ezekiel gazed out the window at the Noble District.

The island sat upon the center of the Wanzhi Delta like a scattering of minor mountains, filled with ancient houses, pagodas, and temples. The entire land was surrounded by a white wall, then further surrounded by the scattered banks of the river.

Their current highway did not join that kilometers-wide place. Instead, this road kept well clear, as it went on toward the west bank, where the white walls of the city stood, like a much larger cousin to the Noble District.

Eralis, the first city of the Songli Highlands. Home to millions of every race that existed on Veird, though the populations were not very balanced at all. There were human districts and incani districts and other segregations within that massive city, but most of the city was a land of mingled powers, where the guard came down hard upon rule breakers and every neighborhood had at least one guard capable of [Witness].

Try not to upset the order, or you might get drafted into the military if the arresting guard thinks you’re worth a damn.

Otherwise, don’t walk down streets that you don’t know. Don’t flash your gold. Keep track of your pockets.

Stay out of Clan business, for they are in the business of keeping the city safe and prosperous, and they are legally allowed to murder anyone that gives them just cause; the only check on their power is the other clans, and their own codes of honor.

And yet…

Ezekiel heard the negatives, but what he saw were the positives.

A city of millions. Two dozen million, if you counted all the surrounding lands, which many people did.

A city of trade, where billions of gold flowed in and out every day, where you could buy almost anything you could ever want.

A city where most people were under level 20. Which… was honestly a good thing. How had a place like this survived with beings like the Shades active in this world? Where people were able to cast Red Dots at a whim? Ezekiel needed to find out.

And he could already hear one of the reasons for Eralis’s prosperity.

It was a song, barely heard, like a pulse to the world late at night from a bar across town that was still going strong. That song stayed, ever present, not increasing in volume or clarity, as the carriage rolled closer and closer.

The driver opened the partition, saying, “Here’s the Void Gate, master Scion! You only ever get to experience this once!”

Ezekiel chuckled as he made a show of looking through the partition, but he had already seen the Void Gate from the air. The driver’s excitement in showing off his home to a foreigner was infectious, but that did not diminish the fact that this land was honestly impressive, and in so many ways.

The white wall was a dozen meters tall and set a good kilometer past the edge of the end of the wide, wide, delta, but the ring of the Void Gate itself raised half a kilometer high, a ring of white stone that arced up and down. It reminded Ezekiel of a certain gateway made of silver metal, in a faraway land named after a dead king. This Void Wall was more than just a simple sculptural building, though, and it was also more than the sum of its magical protections.

This Void Wall was not named after anyone in particular, for there were no need for names in this particular situation.

Like a dragon sized to a city, laying down in a protective circle, the Void Wall was a sculpture of Rozeta, the Dragon Goddess of the Script, without beginning and without end, adorned with a scale pattern that shimmered rainbow in daylight. If there was a head or a tail in that sculpture, Ezekiel had not seen it; perhaps both were hidden in the city somewhere. If there were legs, those were similarly hidden.

All that was visible was the endless body of the Dragon Goddess, the patron of this great city of trade and civilization of the Songli Highlands.

Far to the south, Eralis opened up to deep water, where the Void Wall dipped under the waves, allowing boats to pile into the piers to bring goods to and from the city. Kilometers out to sea, the wall arced out of the open water, up and over the main channel, like some great sea serpent's body. To the north, another arc of Rozeta’s body formed another Void Gate that led to the cities and villages to the north, where the two other major cities of the Highlands lay; the farming city, Alaralti, and Holorulo, the seat of power of the Songstresses.

To the west was another arc of the Void Wall, but that one merely opened up to the coastal road, and to all the other ‘villages’ like Redflood on the other side of Eralis.

They drew closer to the Void Gate.

The song increased. Wordless words came and went in an endless choral flow. It was not uncomfortable, but it was… Not comfortable.

Ezekiel asked, “Anyone else hear that? It’s… kind of annoying, actually.”

“Hear what?” “Nope.”

Paul rapidly said, “You shouldn’t be able to hear that.”

The driver gave a good-natured chuckle, then said, “You truly are a Scion!”

“Is that the Void Song?” Ezekiel asked. “I thought you couldn’t hear it.”

“You’re not supposed to be able to hear the Void Song, but people do, all the time.” The driver happily said, “You can almost always get a Clan sponsorship if you can pass the test that proves that you are actually hearing the song. Just be careful. They don’t like people faking that.” He rapidly added, “And here’s where the denial of magic starts!”

Right after that warning, Ezekiel felt something clash with his soul. It was as though he had eaten too much pizza, but back when he lived somewhere far, far away from here. He struck his chest, trying to get rid of what felt like a sudden case of heartburn.

“Is it supposed to feel like… nausea?” Julia asked.

“The feeling will pass. They sell pills in town that’ll ease the feeling for a week but after being here for a month most people don’t feel it.” The driver said, “There’re shops that sell those pills right beside the Teleport Square, and that’s where we’re headed”

Julia asked, “What’s the full list of denied magics?” She tapped her own chest, saying, “I can’t hear it, but I can feel it.”

Tiffany smirked as she said, “I feel fine.”

Poi seemed similarly okay. He nodded, and indicated that yes, he was fine.

The driver said, “This Void Wall is not some simple, set-it forget-it magic, like them runes and oils they use in smaller places. There is a list of spells that don’t ever work right, of course.” He rattled off, “[Blink], [Teleport], [Invisibility], [Force Trap]. A lot of esoteric [Teleport] spells. All the Shaping spells. [Polymorph]. [Hunter’s Instincts]. [Strike]. A lot of esoteric warrior spells and skills…” His voice trailed off. Then he came back strong, saying, “The Void Song focuses on those spells, and it can change from day to day, but it actually hits all magic.”

Ezekiel’s eyes went wide. “All magic? You can do that?”

“Yes, master Scion.” The driver said, “Practically all spell or skill costs are doubled, at the very least. Most are increased by tenfold.”

“Which ones aren’t banned?” Julia asked.

“[Telekinesis], [Telepathy], [Cleanse], [Mend]. Most healing magics. Still doubled costs, though.” The driver said.

Ezekiel asked, “Is there some way around those restrictions?”

“Oh! Sure!” The driver perked up. “Everyone knows the guard ain’t restricted. It’s cause they got them badges, but those badges are theirs only; non-transferable. If you’re part of the Clans, you might get a badge, too. Apply for a worker license for a Shaping spell, and you can get a badge for that. A lot of people go in for [Metalshape] in order to work their jobs and that’s a pretty easy license. Ain’t no one I know ever got a [Stoneshape] license, though. [Woodshape] is also pretty easy to get; houses still gotta get built, after all.” He brought a necklace out from under his shirt, saying, “This here’s just a [Rejuvenation] license so my girls can run as much as they can. That was pretty cheap to get, but the paperwork! If’n you can make [Papershape], then you’re sure to get a good paying job in Eralis. High class of life, that, and— Opp! And here we are! The Void Gate!”

As the driver talked, the carriage passed under the archway of the Void Gate. The white-stone sculpture of Dragon Goddess of the Script arced high above, so far out of reach.

Ezekiel felt the world shift, like a part of him was cut off from the whole. A small part. It hurt some. But not really. Odin squeaked on his shoulder. Yggdrasil’s orb continued to follow behind; [Scry] didn’t seem to be affected, or maybe it was, if all spell costs were increased. From what Ezekiel felt, blocking any spell at all seemed to be easy enough, but he knew it could not be that easy. In order to interact with a magic, one needed to have that magic, first. You can’t enchant a spell you didn’t have, for example.

But…

This Void Wall was able to increase the costs of all spells… How did they do that?

It was probably exceedingly difficult.

At least it didn’t affect spells that were already active. His magenta armor and [Personal Ward] seemed to be fine. He did feel a burning in his chest, though. He asked, “When will we arrive at one of those pill shops you mentioned?”

“I’ll take us right there! Don’t you worry. It’s just uncomfortable; no lasting harm.”

Julia rolled her eyes in the most cynical way possible.

Ezekiel almost laughed. The driver hadn’t been lying about anything, as far as the driver understood the world, but Julia was paranoid and saying something like that around her would always set her off.

Beyond the Void Gate, the city appeared like buildings stacked on buildings surrounded by cultivated nature. There were round buildings and square buildings, buildings with upturned roof corners and buildings stacked like ever-smaller bricks up as high as they could go. Everything was browns and whites, with lots of colorful reds, greens, and blues, and nothing looked rundown at all.

The city had a flow to it, too. One that Ezekiel couldn’t quite grasp, but that he could certainly hear in the hustle and bustle of so many people and so many carriages, all moving along with each other, and mostly not getting in each other’s ways.

… Not that impressive of a sight, for a man who had come from a land where ‘carriages’ did this on much larger roads, but here, in Eralis, this was impressive. There were no stoplights here, after all.

The carriage came to a massive roundabout, well past the Void Gate, where a great many sidewalks and side roads split off, to run throughout all of the rest of the city. From the air, Eralis was well organized into blocks, but each of those blocks was like a tangled city itself.

The driver discharged Ezekiel and his people on the side of the roundabout, in an area meant for such, right beside a large courtyard that was obviously the Teleport Square. This one was twice as large as the one back in Redflood. People blipped in and out of that space, and according to Ezekiel’s Sight, there was something going on in the guard towers that ringed the Square, that allowed [Teleport] to happen inside that space, but not outside the square. It was like the towers were holding back… floodwaters, perhaps. Perhaps… Like a withheld shockwave? Maybe.

The driver quickly walked Ezekiel and his people to a kiosk that sold the pills he had spoken of, then he paid a silver of his own money for a small bottle. He handed the bottle to Ezekiel, saying, “Farewell, master Scion. Enjoy your stay in Eralis.” He pointed to the left. “That’s the Teleport Square, as I am sure you can see.” He gestured to the blocky, white building beside the square, saying, “Get your papers and your interview over there, and they’ll let you [Teleport] in and out.”

Ezekiel took the bottle, and said, “Thank you, driver. As soon as I get some gold, I’ll pay you for the information.”

The driver rapidly shook his head. “No need for that. Have a good day!”

He high-tailed it out of there.

Tiffany said, “He seemed like an alright guy.”

Ezekiel turned, and saw the reason that the driver had moved so fast. Some mean-faced guards were staring at him from ten meters away. He put on his best impression of a young noble and went to greet them, noticing all the while that quite a few random people all around them were glancing his way, and then rapidly specifically not looking his way. The guard with the mean face, a male dragonkin, spoke before Ezekiel could.

“I don’t care if you’re destitute. I do care that you’re openly wearing expensive magics.” He said, “Turn them off, right now, lawbreaker.”

“… Ah. You are testing me. I can appreciate that.” Ezekiel turned off his magenta armor, revealing nice, peasant-ish clothing, and his Silver Star pinned to his chest. He had disguised the artifact with normal silver, layered in tinfoil-thickness over the crystal core. A lightward would have been seen as a lightward, and even this wasn’t the best solution, but this was what he had decided upon. His shoulder-pad shaped Odin was revealed for what he was, but then he morphed, and mimicked the other Odin, turning bird-shaped. Ezekiel felt an actual chill for the first time, now that he was out of his armor and the wind was getting into his sleeves. He was reminded that it was barely Water Season. He said, “As you can see, I can follow rules.” He looked to his people.

Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, each dropped their colorful armor, revealing similar peasant clothing. Each of them briefly gained goosebumps from the chilly air.

The guard and his men, and the other guards hiding around the area in case this meeting didn’t go well, all seemed to relax a fraction. He said, “Good. Now that shield and the [Personal Ward].”

“No.” Ezekiel offered, “I can make the shield less obvious, if you wish.”

Not wanting to argue, and likely deciding he had won enough, the guard said, “Fine. Do you have a place to stay, foreign Scion? Did you come here with a plan? How can Eralis assist you in not becoming a problem for the law, or for our people?”

“As you can see, we are destitute. We came to Eralis because we heard of the power of the Songs, and we want to listen. Broadly, we come seeking allies and magic for personal matters of little importance. If you have any directions to those ends, I will listen.”

The guard blanked for a second as he tried to understand what he had just heard. For Ezekiel to outright state that ‘he came to Eralis for aid and secrets’ seemed to have short circuited the man. Maybe it had.

Ezekiel asked, “Is it truly such an odd concept to want to broaden one’s horizons with travel to a land that—” Then he changed tactics, softly saying, “We were told that the Highlands held great magic. Were we misinformed?”

Seeming to find his feet, the guard said, “You were not misinformed. It’s just… odd to hear it so openly stated. It’s refreshing.” He shook his head. “Look. You seem like a decent Scion, and Rozeta knows we need more of those. I’m gonna level with you. It’s odd for people to come in here and say all of what you said. Sets off all sorts of alarms, because people come in here to try and steal, instead of ask and bargain. Here’s my advice. Check-in at that Teleport Square. Get some directions to some places. Maybe go hunt for some cores in the Central Tribulations and get yourself some money, since you’re obviously capable. Make your way over to the Void Temple and see about getting a meeting with the Songstresses. All roads lead to the Void Temple, so it’s not hard to find. Maybe even take a look at the Noble’s District. Maybe you might meet someone you know there. But do not make a fuss about being denied at every turn and threatened with bodily harm. Please do not press any issues with the people of Eralis.” He stressed, “In the very best case, don’t expect anything to happen right away.”

Ezekiel said, “I will accept your advice in the honest spirit of cooperation in which it was given. In the matter of money, hunting for some cores was already a part of the plan of regaining—” He paused, then said, “Well. Those are personal matters. Whatever happens, we will not be destitute for long. Thank you.” Ezekiel stepped back.

The guard bowed, and then his people bowed, too, but not too deep, and not for too long. The guard nodded once more, spared a long glance at Tiffany, then moved on, a tendril of thought already connecting him to others, out of sight. He seemed like a busy fellow.

Ezekiel turned toward the intake-building next to Teleport Square, and started walking. Behind him, Julia smiled as she followed, Tiffany eyed everything while people suddenly started eyeing her now that she was out of her armor, and Paul walked at Ezekiel’s side.

Getting through ‘customs’ was fairly straightforward, and while there weren’t any visible truthstones, there were still glowing rocks under the desks. This led to some careful evasions. Eyebrows were raised, but the woman behind the counter didn’t seem too interested in pressing any particular issue; she just asked the questions as an automated quill wrote down his answers, in duplicate. By the end of the three minute interview, Ezekiel gave his Clan name of Clan Phoenix, of which he had to spell for her since she had never heard the word before, his goals, which were hunting some monsters for some money and then looking into what the Songstresses were all about, and his expected length of stay, which he tentatively put at a week or a month. He wasn’t sure.

In return, he got a quick explanation that open displays of magic were highly discouraged (but not illegal!) and that approved Clans, of which he was not, according to her own ‘list of approved Clans’ she kept behind the counter, might take umbrage with him for so openly flouting accepted custom.

“Why not just make it illegal, then?”

The intake-lady spoke in a bored tone, “Because we value those who can still cast under the Void Song as they are sure to some day be the very people who will move against our enemies and keep us all safe.”

“Ah?” Ezekiel asked, “So the other Clans will take umbrage with me not because of actual anger, but because it looks like I am intruding into their territory by defending myself? That I am insulting their hospitality, or something? Or am I misunderstanding that?”

The woman’s bored tone momentarily vanished. “Who is to say what goes on in the minds of our betters.” She slapped a piece of paper down in front of Ezekiel. “Please sign here, and we can conclude this intake.”

Ezekiel did so.

He got one paper, which he was to keep on himself at all times. Since he was not a citizen, if he was found in the city without those papers, there would be a fine. The duplicate set of paperwork went into a large box behind the intake lady, where, after Ezekiel asked, he found that it would go to the Records Office, and that all black marks he might accrue during his time here would be added to that paperwork. If the Records Office discovered something heinous, then he would be tracked down and evicted from the city, or worse.

Ezekiel said, “Well… I’m rather confident that my Clan has never been here before…”

The lady waved him off. “Not my problem. Enjoy your stay in Eralis.”

She shooed him and his people away, and Ezekiel went. He hadn’t even gotten the chance to ask about hotels. He didn’t really need to, though, since he heard a majority of the conversations happening around him, but he would have liked to have had the official recommendation. None of the other people at the other check in counters were Scions, so their recommendations would obviously differ from his.

“That seemed to go okay,” Julia said, as they walked past the Teleport Square.

“Decently enough,” Paul said.

Tiffany asked, “Bar? Hotel? Just to find the place, then we go kill some monsters? Make some money.”

Ezekiel said, “Yes. All of that.”

They walked down a road lined with massive trees that showered pink flowers with every gust of wind. The air was cool and filled with the sounds of a major city, with cows clopping down roads and groups of people walking this way and that. It wasn’t long till they came upon the aptly-named Hotel Street where every place was five stories tall and lit with wardlight signage.

“And there’s the hotels!” Ezekiel said.

“Good.” Tiffany said, “Let’s go fight some monsters.”

The group turned right back around.

On the way back to Teleport Square, Ezekiel wondered how close he was to being found out.

Paul sent, ‘They don’t know who you are, and ‘Clan Phoenix’s name is currently flowing up the channels, but if we’ve tripped any protocols, I do not know them. We are known to the local Mind Mage network because… Because we are. But they would never give away that sort of information.’

Ezekiel smiled, sending, ‘That’s an awfully strong word, ‘never’.’

‘Even if we are found out, the culture around here seems to leave powerful people alone, and the powerful people around here tend not to care about anyone aside from themselves.’ Paul sent, ‘It’s all rather stratified. A lot more polite about it all, too.’

‘I wasn’t expecting so much politeness, either.’ Ezekiel sent, ‘I know you don’t want to, but how do you feel about murdering some monsters and ripping out ‘cores’ for profit? Just a bit of that and then we can get to drinking, and possibly talking about your sister, if you want. I’m here to listen.’

‘I'm fine with hunting monsters.’ Paul cracked a smile. ‘And… Thanks, Erick— I… Dammit.’

Ezekiel gave no outward sign of mirth. Erick, though, was laughing.

‘I don’t really want to talk about my sister, but I will go for those drinks.’

‘Fair enough.’ Ezekiel nodded, then looked over at the oddly-acting member of his party, asking, “Are you okay, Tiffany?”

Tiffany cautiously whispered, “It’s the eyes. They’re all looking at me. I do not like this part of small-people cities.”

Ezekiel had already seen the problem. Yes; Tiffany was drawing a lot of looks. But there was nothing to be done about that right now.

Soon enough, they were back at the Teleport Square. Crossing the barrier into the white-tiled football-field sized space was like walking out of the rain. Everything felt nicer; less disruptive to his body and mind. His heartburn ceased. He smiled.

Lightforms went out from Odin, and then Odin blipped them all out of the city, to the west, to a spot already scouted; a field in between two villages where there was nothing and no one.

In the distance, the Central Tribulation Mountains lifted up from the rising land like the very surface of the world had been broken and piled on top of itself. Sheer cliffs. Daunting peaks. Clouds caught upon stone, like ripped fabric. Greenery grew where it was able. There was a certain wild beauty about it all.

Tiffany let out a massive sigh of relief, exclaiming to the much quieter world, “Fuuuuck! I forgot how awful cities are!”

Ezekiel smiled, saying, “We’ll get you covered in unsightly blood and guts soon enough.”

“Eh…” Tiffany frowned. “The point is to be less sexy. Not more.”

Laughter drifted on the breeze.

As Tiffany said, “Maybe I need a veil, or something.”
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                A heavy mist flowed through the darkened mountain valley, collecting on Ezekiel’s magenta armor and the leaves of nearby trees. Far above, the sun shone brightly, but down here, in the mist, water dripped from the edge of his visor and seeped into his clothes, leaving him colder than he would have liked. He moved forward, along with the rest of his people, his feet easily finding purchase on the rocky, mossy path. He held a staff to help secure his footing, but it was mostly a weapon, for the enemy was all around. They would attack at any moment.

A gust of wind forged a wayward path down into the valley, setting off a cascade of rain from the trees above, dousing the party and filling the sky with a rushing sound. The afternoon sun, lazy as could be, briefly appeared, revealing some of the valley.

Ezekiel, and then everyone else, paused, to gaze out across the way.

Trees, like reaching arms, stretched out from the broken land, into the sky, the collected moisture upon them sparkling in the little light of the sun. Birds and beasts called out for mates. Bugs buzzed around the barest scraps of a recent gory meal, which was only a single finger bone. Everything got eaten up, it seemed; that bone wouldn’t last long. Moss covered half of everything, while lichens and ferns and smaller plants covered everything else. Here and there mushrooms sprouted, like small adventuring parties clustered together for safety in the obscuring mist, just like Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, there on that mountain path.

As for what they needed safety from? It was obvious.

Claw marks in trees delineated territory. Broken trunks, without moss growing on the breaks, were evidence of recent battle. All across the green space, Ezekiel counted the target monsters by their reflective blue eyes, as the monsters gazed upward, wondering where the mist had gone.

Some of them locked eyes with Ezekiel. They began to move.

Half of the target monsters were curled around claw-carved trees; the other half were out in the open, moving from one spot to the next. They might have best been described as lizard-buffaloes. Or maybe tiny dragons, though everyone was of the opinion that dragons would take offense at that, so if the wrong person overheard, to call Mist Stone Gluttons ‘tiny dragons’ would be an error one might not make a second time.

Mist Stone Gluttons of the Tribulation Mountains were the preferred hunting target for many, for there were always more of them. It would be incorrect to say that they multiplied like rabbits, but only because they had abandoned biology. They were now, most firmly, a variety of half-stone elemental. The other half was mist. The entire monster was, altogether, little more than a rabid desire to kill anything that walked on the ground. They usually won those battles, for a few reasons—

Mist flooded the valley. The gluttons were already moving, as silent as the mists.

Paul sent, ‘Here they come.’

They were in a dangerous location, on a mountain path with the mountain on their left and the valley far below, on the right. It was the perfect ambush spot for the gluttons. It had to be. If you didn’t give them openings, then they would run away. But with Julia in front, Tiffany in the rear, and Ezekiel and Paul in the center, all lined up on the path? This was how you got the gluttons to engage.

Otherwise, they—

The ground on Ezekiel’s left slipped. Moss parted. Mist flowed forward, becoming stone claws and stone jaws. He shoved his thorny shield in the monster’s face while his staff went to the right, blocking a claw. The glutton bit down, chipping itself, the same second that Julia reached backward with her three-meter long sword and pierced the creature where its brain should have been.

Ezekiel was already running several spells, including [Hunter’s Instincts].

It seemed that with all his new Stats, that his ability to consider the flow of battle under the influence of [Hunter’s Instincts] was multiplied, several-fold. This had almost proven to be a problem when facing the Hunters earlier in the day. It was almost a problem right now.

He had a great many extraneous thoughts about the weight of mist stone, a few concerns about claws trying to tear through his staff and his leg, his footing on the mossy, rocky path, and, of course, one must never forget about inertia. Inertia was the most important factor here, though.

Ezekiel ducked, moving his body in a way he had while sparring, but not used in actual combat much. The mostly-dead creature tried to scrabble upon his magenta armor, but death came as Julia’s sword severed its head off, and Ezekiel dipped all the way to the ground and let the creature sail right over him. The Mist Stone Glutton became merely dead mist stone, as the corpse shot into the open air.

It was only the first glutton. It was the smallest, too, at two meters long. It was a probing strike, meant to take out the smallest member of the party and send the rest into disarray. Ezekiel had thoughts to spare about being offended, but he let those go.

The second and third glutton came from the empty mist on the right, both aimed at Tiffany; one at her head, the other at her leg.

Ezekiel tossed a [Slowing Bolt] at the leg-aimer.

Tiffany ignored the suddenly-stopped seven-meter long glutton with its jaws open around her leg. The other one flowed at her, its four legs positioned forward, its decimeter-long claws splayed like some velociraptor. Tiffany responded with a twist of her whole body and a gauntleted fist rocketing forward in a straight punch. She never touched the beast. The beast never clawed her. It turned to mist, flowing over her, recombining on the other side, its jaws already open and almost latching on to Tiffany’s right shoulder.

Another two gluttons came for Julia. One fast, and almost there, the second hanging back a fraction.

Ezekiel shot off another 500 mana [Slowing Bolt], aimed to assist his daughter. He clipped the glutton that held back, the second one, so it could not assist its friend. Blue mist froze over with pink frost.

Julia smashed upward with shadow spears, impacting the first glutton through several parts of its body. Her attack was ineffective; this larger one knew how to move its body better than the smaller, first one that she had easily killed. Mist separated around those shadowed spears. The monster recombined right beside where it had been, only to stop moving for the briefest of moments.

Paul’s telepathic intent had done that; Ezekiel noticed his invisible lines of intent upon the monster.

Julia used that moment to attack the creature with a guillotine of shadows done in triplicate, crashing through the glutton’s neck, back, and tail. All three attacks bounced off hardened stone; the other ability that Mist Stone Gluttons were known for; the incredible durability of the older ones.

Three seconds had passed since the fight began.

Ezekiel shot off another [Slowing Bolt], Stopping the sixth glutton that appeared in the open air, directly above Paul. Jaws froze open right above the bluescale’s head. Paul nimbly blipped out of the way as several tons of toothy lizard dropped down where he had been. The beast crashed next to Ezekiel, then tumbled down the mountain, breaking every piece of itself as it fell. It seemed that shadow strikes were less effective than pure gravity. A notification came.

Ha.

Ezekiel shot off two more pink glows at the remaining two gluttons; the one on Julia, and the one on Tiffany. Julia’s monster froze pre-pounce. Tiffany’s beast was halfway sunk into the mossy mountain when it suddenly moved no more. The large woman had managed to keep her monster occupied with a few feints and a few taps of her massive fists, until Ezekiel could lock it down for good.

The battle was over, and yet it was not over at all. Six gluttons had appeared. Maybe more would come. But they shouldn’t. There hadn’t been any notifications, though—

A blue box appeared.

It had taken five seconds for the first glutton, the smallest one, to fall off of the mountain and to break itself in the tumbling impact.

Julia hammered her Stopped target with her sword, once, then again, then again. Sparks flew, but no notification. The creature was still Stopped.

Tiffany laughed as she brought her joined fists down on the second target, jutting from the mountain. She broke the glutton’s head away from its body like snapping an icicle. “Come’on Julia! Hit it harder! Like this!” Tiffany lifted her foot and brought it down upon the still-Stopped head of the glutton at her feet. Another snap filled the misty valley with a resounding echo. Another notification came right after. “Easy!”

Julia cursed, then discarded her thin sword. She pulled a massive hammer from the air and brought it down upon her targets. Her first [Strike] deflected like she had struck a mountain. She tried again; angrier this time. The glutton’s head snapped from the body, killing it. She killed the second one in the same way, though that one took four hits; four [Strike]s.

Ezekiel got up from the ground. He said, “There’s five in the mists around us, still. They’re not approaching.” He fired off another [Slowing Bolt] at the nearest one, twenty meters away and floating in the air of the valley. Pink light struck the mist—

And the beast froze out of the air, like a suddenly-condensed ice cube. It fell down, crashing through trees and breaking in the passage. The other gluttons raced away. Julia eyed the mist as Paul brushed moss off from his hands as he stepped next to Ezekiel. Tiffany sighed out, giving a great big smile to the world.

Dismantling the killed beasts went fast with [Stoneshape]. Mist Stone was valuable if you killed the glutton correctly and if you had a nice variant, like a red or black or metal-flecked, but these particular gluttons were blue-grey pure stone, the most common kind. Not technically worthless, but using [Stoneshape] to sift the ‘cores’ out of the corpses ruined the natural striations that made the stone valuable in the first place. And they were broken, anyway, so that ruined the price right away. 

The bodies at the bottom of the valley were already being dissected by other stone gluttons and made into more stone gluttons, so they didn’t bother grabbing those. Four 10-mana cores were enough. Under Spur’s exchange rates, that was 20 gold, which was almost like 6000 dollars, which should get them room and board for three days.

… But that was under Spur’s exchange rates.

Tiffany asked, “We’re not done yet, right?”

“We are not.” Ezekiel said, “20 gold is not going to cover much of anything.”

Julia kicked a glutton’s head down the mountainside, saying, “I’ve met Stone Wyverns less tough than these guys.”

“It’s [Defend],” Ezekiel said. “Along with the perks of being elemental.”

Tiffany smiled, crashing her fists together, as she said, “Let’s get some more.”

Ezekiel was less generous with the [Slowing Bolt]s the second time. It wouldn’t do to get over reliant on that sort of spell.

- - - -

Moss-covered stone shifted underfoot as Tadashi ran, heedless of the dangers in the mist, for the dangers behind him were much worse than the gluttons hiding just beyond sight.

Laughter echoed behind.

A whistling sound carried forward. He dodged left, hugging the mountainside. A red bolt flew to the right, to vanish into the mists. Tadashi’s bare shoulder slammed into the rock face. He forced himself up and ran, leaving a bloody spot on the canyon wall where he had been. He raced down a stone fall, cutting his bare feet. Injury did not matter. Pain did not matter. Blood flowed, leaving prints wherever he stepped.

If only he could get past the wards, then someone might see him, then he might be free.

Tadashi ran. Another whistle came from behind. He could not dodge; he slipped, blood fouling his step. He grabbed for anything he could find to save himself from going over the edge. He saved himself from a deadly drop.

But then a sparking red bolt struck the rock overhead, breaking granite into more gravel. Shards struck Tadashi’s skin, causing even more injury than the needle-collar around his neck. Pain flared, for the thousandth time. Being at zero health was already a death sentence in any other situation, but Tadashi had no choice. He had to run, even if the canyons were full of gluttons. He had to get away. Otherwise—

A hand clamped over the back of his neck, driving the needles further into this skin as one of his captors pressed his face into the stone. He cried out, in pain, in anguish, in hatred.

His captor, The Sadist, laughed, saying, “We let you walk around, and this is how you repay us.” Mirth vanished. Rage appeared. The man leaned into Tadashi’s neck, his hand almost becoming a fist, threatening to break bones all over again. He had done it before. A man could survive a broken neck for a little while. Tadashi’s neck did not break today, though. The man had other ideas. He said, “The price of your transgression is the normal price. Your femurs will become like glass shards.”

Tadashi’s heart beat hard. His captor’s second hand went around Tadashi’s left leg, halfway encircling the emaciated limb, made weak from repeated healing. Tadashi whimpered, pleading for mercy, yet knowing that he would gain none. The captor’s hand clenched. Tadashi tensed, waiting for the pain.

The captor whispered, “You can end this at any time. Just give us what we want.”

The hateful man did not wait for an answer. This hateful man was not the master, who wished for secrets that Tadashi could never give away. He was just a sadist who liked to inflict pain upon others, as he had done to Tadashi many times before.

Bones broke, like rotten wood.

Tadashi thought he had no more screams. He was wrong.

“Quit whining, Tadashi! It’s just pain!” His captor laughed. “But please continue to defy us! This is so much fun!”

And then his second pursuer spoke, “Boss says we’re done with collars. We’re gonna force him to make it.”

“Ha!” The Sadist said to Tadashi’s ear, “Hear that, ya shit? We’re gonna Elixir you up.”

“No!” Tadashi cried, “No! Please—”

“Ah! Shut up,” the Sadist said, shaking Tadashi by the neck. “I guess this means I can’t break you anymore. Not with Elixir in you. Ha!”

Tadashi was well past panicking by the time they dragged him back behind the full wards of their camp. When their boss held up a vial of grey metallic liquid, Tadashi began to beg. They healed him, first, ensuring that his bones were in the right places, while he begged louder and louder.

The Sadist said, “We only want one thing from you, Tadashi.”

They forced him to drink the Antirhine Elixir.

All magic fled.

They laughed as they removed his collar. He still bled a bit, but that blood eventually stopped on its own. He would carry the scars of it for the rest of his life, though.

Maybe his life wouldn’t be too long, now? He couldn’t give them what they wanted! Even if he wanted to, he couldn’t...

He found himself not caring about anything, anyway.

Nothing mattered.

All magic was gone.

Tadashi was an alchemist, though. One very versed in the Antirhine Elixir. This was why, even though he had no thoughts for the rest of his life and everything was ruined, he found himself thinking about all the various ways in which he was well and truly fucked.

You could take off antirhine manacles. You could remove the needles of certain Enforcers who liked to use those types of needles. But you couldn’t remove the Elixir. Not once it was inside of you. Imbibing the Elixir was a permanent change, given only to those too valuable to exile or kill. It was routinely forced upon Elders who were found guilty of a terrible dereliction of duty, like Tadashi’s great grandfather.

Tadashi glanced at his Status, and started to laugh. For the first time in a week his Health and Mana had started to rise. But what was the point? You couldn’t use any of that Health or Mana when you had the Elixir in you. Maybe you wouldn’t die to the smallest of cuts, and with Health to boost your immune systems and recovery systems you could heal from most unintentional small damage, but forming mana into magic? Forming Health into [Strike]s? All of that was now impossible.

He could accidentally eat an amoeba and he’d die to the shits. He couldn’t work in the alchemy labs anymore, for he would truly die without daily [Cleanse]s.

Ahh…

… Shit.

He would have to bathe himself, daily. Like his great grandfather had needed to do. It had been so degrading.

For a long while Tadashi laid there on the stone, in the center of the bandits’ camp.

And then the Sadist poked his calf with a knife. Tadashi yelped and moved to staunch the blood flow with his hands. The analytical part of himself eyed the wound, and knew it would close over fast enough; even faster now that he had some Health coming back to him. But it would scar over. Healing magic was now useless. He could make an ointment to gradually reduce the scar, but…

What was the point?

The Sadist was having none of Tadashi’s angst.

The Sadist mocked, “Little boy got a wound, huh? Why don’t I just heal it—” He reached forward with a glowing red hand. The light winked out as he touched Tadashi’s shoulder. “Ohhh. Such a shame. No magic for you, it seems. Best get to those herbs we got you. Work up a non-magical solution.”

A sudden, hard anger came over Tadashi. He spat, “I can’t cast the spells necessary to even attempt to make the potion now, you idi—”

A light punch sent Tadashi to the ground. A punch like that would have done less than nothing to Tadashi before his capture… before the Antirhine Elixir. But now… He couldn’t fight. He was useless.

The Sadist loomed over him, saying, “We provide for your every need. We have your payment of ten thousand gold when you complete the potion. All we ask is that you do one little thing that we know you know how to do. Your obstinance is becoming tiring.” He twirled a finger at the ground around Tadashi, saying, “And this act is especially tiring. One would think you didn’t even know how to make what we know you can.”

“I can’t, though. I managed an experiment that worked once and I don’t even know which part of the experiment caused success! I told you all this already! And the potion wasn’t even biologically compatible! It would kill a person if they drank that!” Tadashi said, “I told you this already!”

The Sadist held his knife. “I can poke more holes in you if you wish. Do you want that? Or.” He pointed at the alchemy shed that they had tried to get Tadashi to use for the last week. “You could try to make a second successful experiment; try to work your magic again.”

Tadashi lost all tension in his face, as melancholy came on him like a drowning tide.

The Sadist mocked, “Oh. Was ‘work your magic’ a bad choice of words?” He began to laugh.

Tadashi had already tried to kill the man several times, but he failed in each attempt. In that moment, he wanted to go for attempt number 9, even if it would kill himself in the process.

He walked toward the alchemy shed.

The Sadist laughed, following along.

- - - -

Three gluttons came from directly below. Ezekiel hopped into the air. Paul matched him, exactly, wordlessly picking up the ideas Ezekiel was putting down. Seven pink flashes flickered below the two of them as Ezekiel layered [Quick Wall]s one atop another, each one defending for 500 points of damage. It was enough. The three gluttons slammed against the Force like birds hitting a window.

Thump-thump-thump.

— Right as a large, orange maw appeared in the mists above Julia. She turned to light and the orange glutton, half-stone and half-mist, flowed through her, snapping and slashing at the ephemeral. Tiffany was suddenly there, at Julia’s side, her fists raised and empowered.

She struck the misty, orange monster, the fire power of her [Strike] becoming literal flames that burned away the orange mist.

The orange glutton roared in pain. It solidified, slamming into the side of the mountain, looking to escape, or— No. It attacked with its other weapon. A long, orange tail flickered across Julia. She deflected the flowing stone. The monster adjusted, aiming for the closer target, only by circumstance of her own height. Tiffany punched the monster as it tried to maw her from above—

Julia called out, “Freeze him! That’s money!”

Ezekiel did so, throwing a thousand-mana [Slowing Bolt] at the orange beast.

The orange glutton was half-sunk into the mountainside, looming over the path, its maw open, hissing as it came in for another strike against Tiffany. Pink mist flowed over the monster and it became more Gothic-architecture than threat.

While that beast chilled out, the four warriors of Clan Phoenix accepted the regroup-attack of the three smaller monsters, who had been underground, but now were not. The ground was still covered in pink Force. The gluttons attacked from the open, misty air.

Julia threw a [Fireball] at the mist. Heat bloomed in the wet valley. Mist burned. Mist Stone monsters shifted fully to stone and dropped to the valley wall, below the path. They burned, but they scrambled into the mountain, leaving behind that fire.

Tiffany got into position. She waited. Ezekiel checked on the Stopped orange beast; it would be Stopped for a while. More than long enough to finish this fight.

Paul held himself ready to do… whatever it was he did.

Paul glowered at Ezekiel. “I helped us to jump at the right time, if you must know exactly, but it seemed like you already did.”

“Right. That.” Ezekiel said, “Thank you very much, Paul.”

“Do you want to try a fight without me assisting?” Paul asked, going from rather annoyed to simply asking. But Ezekiel could tell he was still actually mad.

“Well of course I am! Every time—” Paul shut up. He almost said something else, but then kept his mouth shut.

Tiffany looked away from the man, toward the mist, and said, “Hmm.”

Julia eyed the mountain. “… Are they done?”

“I think so,” Ezekiel said. Then he turned to Paul. “Sorry about that.”

“I never throw out any spells except when necessary. I know what it looks like.” Paul said, “It looks like I do nothing at all.”

“Are the monsters done?” Julia asked, stress in her voice.

Tiffany relaxed. “They’re hanging out a hundred meters away, down the mountain. Four are above us, doing the same.”

“… So the fight is over?” Julia asked. “I’m not letting anyone talk about tactics till we’re sure we’re safe.”

“We’re safe,” Ezekiel said. “As safe as we could be in the Tribulation Mountains, anyway.”

“Then let’s have this discussion: The only way to get better is to actually get better,” Julia said. “Maybe you wouldn’t need to ask what Paul does if you can see what it’s like when he’s not active.” She looked to Paul, saying, “These fights are honestly way easier than they should be. These are level 45 monsters, and every single one is using [Defend] in battle. That automatically makes them an entire star rank or two higher than usual. I’d put them at a 5. 6 for a pack, and they are clearly pack hunters. They are killers. This has been too easy.” She looked to Ezekiel, saying, “And you can’t even appreciate how much easier this is with Paul here. You fight way too many things from absolute range. It has made you tactically weak for the kind of thing we are trying to do here in the Highlands.”

Ezekiel had what was either a brain-fart, or a revelation. He turned to Paul, asking, “Do you not like adventuring because people don’t see what you’re actually doing? And they always dislike having you around for that reason?”

Paul’s eyes went wide, and then narrowed. “Okay. That’s part of— Just. You know— Just. You can forget about that little revelation you’ve just had, if you please. I am not that needy.”

Tiffany’s eyes went wide. “Oh my gods. Paul!” She teased, “Is that true? Do you not feel wanted?”

“Of course he doesn’t feel wanted,” Julia said, “His power is soft in a world of hardness.”

Paul ignored everyone, and said, “We should try a few fights without me! These might be large-threat monsters, but they won’t be able to kill you in one hit, Ezekiel. Not with all that magic on you.”

“I’m so sorry, Paul.” Ezekiel said, “I have seen you work before. I know what you can do. I just… I forget, I guess? I have no excuse. Sorry.”

“I’m sorry, too,” Tiffany said, smiling.

Paul frowned deeply at her. “No.”

Tiffany opened her arms and tried to approach Paul for some physical affection. But Paul stepped around Ezekiel and did not let the woman get closer.

“Again, I am sorry, Paul,” Ezekiel said as the man took refuge behind him. “We don’t have to talk about your perfectly valid responses to other people’s ignorance, mine included, if you don’t want to.”

Paul stopped and leveled a glare at Ezekiel.

Ezekiel stepped away, clearing a path for Tiffany, who then instantly caught the man and pulled him up and off the ground, into a hug. Paul protested, as was his wont. Ezekiel reached up and patted the man on the back, saying, “Sorry, sorry.”

Tiffany dropped the man, adding her own small apology.

Paul protested louder, saying, “You already know what I do, Tiffany! Why are you pretending at this nonsense?”

“Because even I can see you need a hug,” Tiffany confessed.

“No. What I need is a drink.” Paul said, “I have decided I am a drinker.”

Ezekiel smiled, then looked to the orange glutton, still stuck like an overhanging gargoyle above the mountain path. He pointed. “So?” He said, “This guy is still alive. Variant gluttons are worth money if we can kill it and keep the body intact.”

Paul rolled his eyes. “We’re gonna need that money for the drinking, later.”

“I agree.” Tiffany nodded, as she reached forward and patted Paul on the head.

He slapped her hand away, scowling.

Tiffany said, “I am sorry that not everyone sees your worth. You’re worth a lot to me.”

Paul groaned, “Oh my gods.”

Ezekiel added, “You’re worth a lot to me, too!”

Julia said, “I already knew your worth.”

“And Tiffany does, too, but she’s having too much fun.” Paul straightened himself, adding, “And none of you are being false friends, and that almost makes it worse.”

“Makes it better, you mean!” Tiffany smiled.

Julia had had enough of the moment, though. She exclaimed, “Back to the STILL LIVING MONSTER hanging above our heads.” She pointed at the monster, offering, “Cut it from the mountain. Put it in a sealed box. Make the box on fire to burn away the moisture, turning it fully to rock. [Cleanse] the rock. Fire shouldn’t damage the stone too much?”

Tiffany offered, “Low and slow cook? Fire will damage rock with moisture in it. Make it break apart.”

Ezekiel said, “I heard a ton of ways back in Eralis. A water-purge spell is the preferred method.” He eyed everyone, casually saying, “Sooo… I got this new spell! Called [Purge Water]. It’s that new particulate magic, or whatever it’s called. I’m going to try it.”

Tiffany blanked. And then she laughed.

Paul blanked, and then he sighed, saying, “We’re going to have to wipe the manasphere in this area, now.”

Tiffany laughed louder.

Ezekiel heatlessly spat, “It’s just a bit of that new magic! No big deal. Doesn’t make me anyone special! Let’s try it out!” He pointed at the orange glutton. “[Purge Water]!”

The frosty glutton began to spout like an actual gargoyle; mostly from the mouth, but also from every part of its body. The effect lasted less than a second. The creature’s orange coloring became more like orange-white coloring, as it dried. It didn’t die or break, and though it might have been his imagination, the monster seemed fractionally smaller.

Ezekiel cast again. And a third time. And a fourth time. On the fifth cast, no more water came from the beast. The orange glutton still clung to the mountainside like the downspout to a cathedral. Though the light in its eyes was gone, it was not dead; no notification came.

“Huh.” Ezekiel said, “No notification.”

“It’s a stone, air, and water elemental.” Julia frowned. “So getting rid of one part of it isn’t good enough to kill? Usually that’s enough… But it's not, is it? I’m going to try something.”

“Don’t damage the body!” Tiffany said. “I want some good food tonight.”

Ezekiel smiled. “Only the best food for my retainers.”

Paul rolled his eyes.

Julia flicked a rapier out of the air, then took a step right underneath the glutton’s open jaws. She aimed. She pierced inward, through the mouth, into the monster’s chest. A tiny crack sounded through the monster.

The whole thing turned into several tons of sand, promptly burying Julia.

As she dug herself out of the pile, it was to the sounds of laughter filling the valley.

She spat out dirt, saying, “Don’t pierce the core. Right.”

Tiffany’s laugh turned into a groan. “And now we’re down a core!”

“We can get more.” Paul said, “But erase the space before you forget, then we can continue hunting.”

Ezekiel cast and then canceled a few [Sealed Privacy Ward]s around the small battlefield.

Julia kicked some orange sand down the mountain, asking, “How are you supposed to keep the body intact if breaking the core kills the beast? You can’t [Stoneshape] a living elemental.”

Ezekiel said, “Killing them normally didn’t turn them to sand. I suspect we have to make them harden themselves, and then we break them apart to kill them, then we put them back together, afterward. Or something. I’m not sure. They’re rather odd creatures, though. There’s a trick to this, I’m sure.” He added, “Ah! But— Getting rid of the water would leave air and stone, which.” He gestured at the result. “Sand.”

“[Air Purge], Scion Phoenix,” Tiffany helpfully suggested.

“Yeah… I should make that one.”

Julia said, “Odd creatures, for sure. Or… Odd elementals. They’re not really elementals though, are they? It looked like it had an actual digestive tract when I looked in the mouth.”

“I noticed that, too,” Tiffany said.

“They still got something of a mind, as well,” Paul said.

Ezekiel said, “Vestigial organs everywhere.” He pointed up the mountainside, at a lump on a tree that had not moved in minutes. “That lump is actually a lizard, and I bet they’re the progenitors of the gluttons.”

As if knowing it had been spotted, the lump lifted from the tree, flashing open a sail on its back to expose a bright redness. It dashed around the tree, out of sight.

“Probably true. Lotta monsters come from humble origins.” Tiffany eyed the pile of orange sand occupying the mountain path. “Where would we have taken that monster, anyway?”

“I know not where, exactly, but that hardly matters.” Ezekiel said, “That pose? Hanging from above and in the middle of a downward pounce? I would have carved out this cliff and tried to move the whole thing. I would have braved the monsters in the sky for such a prize! If they buy mist stone, someone would have bought that, for sure. Such poise! Such fierceness! Or maybe it would have been a good gift for a Songstress.”

Julia lightly glared, not happy with being teased in a battlefield. “Okay.”

Ezekiel smiled.

And then he said to Paul, “Really sorry about that—”

“You can stop teasing me, too, if you please,” Paul said, trying to fight a smirk.

- - - -

In the purple twilight of the fading day, Ezekiel smashed his staff into the head of the charging lizard, deflecting the monster into the ground, only to spin and batter away a tail that threatened his neck. The tail scraped along the staff, and if it had been metal, there would have been sparks.

And suddenly Tiffany was there, her left arm a bloody wreck and her grey armor broken. She grabbed the tail as it came around again, yanking the monster off of its feet and into the air. The five-meter long glutton turned to mist halfway through the action, slipping out of her grip as it came back around, jaws and fangs turning to stone, its size more than a match for Tiffany.

Five meters away, Julia turned to light.

A hundred carving lines of illumination blasted around the sunset battlefield. Mist became steam, which billowed away from everything and everyone, as radiant force carved into each suddenly screaming, roasting rock monster. Julia’s [Radiance Beam]s lasted several seconds.

Of five gluttons, only three stuck around long enough to die. Her attack ended before she could carve far into the losers’ bodies. When it was over, Julia rushed to Tiffany and cast a burst of healing into the bloody orcol. Flesh knit.

The battle was over.

Odin whined in guitars on Ezekiel’s shoulder, complaining that he hadn’t gotten to participate because he hadn’t been allowed. Maybe it had been a mistake, to disallow his participation. But this whole battle had been an experiment. This whole battle had almost backfired, disastrously.

Ezekiel stared at the battlefield, and breathed. He looked to Paul. Paul was okay; he hadn’t been injured. He had even managed to deflect away the single glutton that came for him. Tiffany was already healing up and her scars were vanishing, but that had been a lot of blood—

“Got ya’, ya fucker!” Tiffany exclaimed as she thumped the stone corpse of the glutton that almost got her, breaking what was already on its way to breaking. The monster’s core glittered in the resulting sand. “Those jaws hurt! Ha!” She said to Julia, “Thanks for the healing.”

“Thanks for the sudden save, too, Julia,” Ezekiel said.

Julia tapped her father with healing magics. “I think we’ve learned enough for one day.” Then she tapped Paul with healing, just to be sure.

Tiffany laughed, saying, “We could spend the night out here!”

So… Uh.

She was having a great time…

Both Paul and Ezekiel looked away from her, and at each other.

“That went downhill fast,” Paul said.

“Yes. We got in each other’s way rather quickly.” Ezekiel said to Tiffany, “Sorry about that.”

Tiffany happily exclaimed, “Oh! Don’t worry about that! It was just a little fire spell.” She cast a grey magic onto her burned clothes. Fabric [Mend]ed back onto her body.

It had taken less than an instant for the battle to go wrong in the beginning, at the most important part of the confrontation, and it was when Ezekiel had cast a [Firelight Beam] at the glutton attacking Tiffany, but Tiffany had stepped into the beam’s path. He had cut the spell right away, but the damage, and disruption to the battle, had already happened.

“Still. Sorry about the firebeam.”

Tiffany said, “I’m fine. We’re all good.”

“I think the experiment into fighting without me was a bad idea. Let us not do that again.” Paul said. “I was barely able to keep myself alive.”

Julia said, “You are valid and we appreciate you.”

Paul scowled. “Don’t you start, too!”

Tiffany said, “I’d like to not get firebeams up my backside anymore, so know that you are appreciated, Paul!”

Paul lost most of his scowl.

Ezekiel said to Paul, “You are appreciated. No more of these experiments.”

Paul came back with, “Now that’s going too far. We should continue with these experiments because normal teams won’t make any of the mistakes made in that last fight.”

Tiffany said, “I agree.” She added, “Paul can do… Some of his own [Fire Beam]s, or something. Or whatever it is he does aside from making us all be better.”

Paul regained his scowl, and Tiffany smiled wide.

Julia said, “I had to bust out the emergency button, and I should not have needed to do that.”

“Okay… Well…” Ezekiel said, “Fair. But anyway. With these gluttons here, we now have eleven cores. Should be worth 55 gold if the conversion rates are the same. We’re done for the day.”

“The sun’s likely already set on Eralis.” Tiffany said, “Want to try for a coastal town’s inn?”

Ezekiel saw right through Tiffany’s suggestion. “We can room outside the city, if that makes you more comfortable. We can go to Eralis in the morning.”

Tiffany smiled, saying, “Good.”

- - - -

The coastal city of Darzallia was a sprawling city of expensive courtyards, massive play houses and other public attractions such as mall-like areas, with lots of light and a vibrant nightlife. When Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, blipped into the local Teleport Square, they were exposed to that nightlife, briefly, mostly in the form of rich and powerful people blipping into the space all around them. And then the guards on the square spotted them, thinking them poor, and shouted at them to move. Ezekiel recognized their classism for exactly what it was, for the guards did not shout at the very well-dressed people blipping in right beside them.

Ezekiel’s team had arrived in peasant clothing, after all; their colorful armors dismissed before they blipped in. They didn’t make a fuss about being shouted out of the way. They just left, exiting to the north, to a Mage Guild exchange that Ezekiel had scouted before they arrived.

The Adventurer’s Guild might not be present in Nelboor, but the Mage’s Guild sure was.

- - - -

“Damn all the gods for scheduling conflicts.” Sikali exclaimed as she grabbed onto Xue’s arm, pressing her ample bosom against him. “It’s been too long since we’ve gone out.”

The fabric of her dress was sheer to the point of scandal, while half of her was on full display. She drew eyes from everyone else in the Teleport Square, and Xue loved it. A cold wind blew, and his wife, Sikali, pressed against him even tighter. She bit her lip as she stared into his eyes, and Xue wanted little more in that moment than to treat her to everything she deserved and wanted, which he usually did, and which usually involved lots of drink, song, food, sex, and the thorough enactment of violence against those deemed worthy.

When they weren’t working, of course.

Work almost called to Xue, in that moment, as he looked across the courtyard, and saw an anomaly.

Sikali leaned away from him, recognizing that he wasn’t fully present in the moment. Then she followed his eyes and saw what he saw.

A team of commoners walked out of the other side of the Teleport Square, headed north. One of them had [Familiar]s on his shoulders, and a magical effect strapped to his wrist. Another was an orcol, which was pause enough, for their kind weren’t very populous around here and they were very, very large people. All of them were dressed like the worst of peasants, but none of them walked like peasants.

They walked like they had power.

Which could only mean—

Sikali stepped in front of Xue, between him and the commoners, saying, “No. Xue. No.”

Xue’s eyebrows danced in incredulity. “Who is this in front of me? Some impostor, perhaps? Surely this is not my beloved Sikali, for she would want to investigate the oddity, too!”

“I don’t care. We’re not enforcers for Star Song tonight. No.” Sikali said, “We are here in party-town Darzallia, and I have been wanting to see this show for a year. This is their last week of performances, Xue.”

Xue smirked. He began, “Let’s—”

“Don’t you dare.” Sikali frowned. “I don’t trust either of us to ignore them if we simply ‘go see what they’re about’, so I will enact my self-control right now, and so will you.”

Xue smiled, devilishly, saying, “Let’s go see what they’re about.”

Sikali tried a different tactic. She whined, “Noooo. Please, Xue. I want to see the show.”

“The show is already ruined. All you’ll be able to think about is this missed connection.”

She looked away. “… That’s… Not… True.”

“And if you really wanted to see this show, you would have seen it months ago.”

And that was the wrong thing to say, apparently.

Sikali hardened, staring straight at him. “Now that is untrue! We’ve always got work! We never have time for each other anymore. I’ve been hunting in the mountains for our lost alchemist for the past week and you’ve been hunting down new Particle Magics for this entire past year and—”

“Okay! Peace!” Xue held up a hand, then put that hand in Sikali’s, entwining their arms together. “We will see the play. I can track those anomalies down later, for both of us.”

She pressed against him as they walked off of the Teleport Square toward the carriages. She kissed his cheek, saying, “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

They got into the carriage and headed toward the theater. He put a hand on her leg and she moved his hand upward, much to both their joys. With one hand occupied down below, he moved his other to cup her breast. He kissed her deeply, and she responded in kind.

And then Sikali pulled away, just a bit, and suddenly said, “I have to go back to the mountains tomorrow.”

Xue frowned, and yet his hands did not stop what they were doing. “Do you?”

She gasped a bit as his hands worked their magic, trying to distract her. She lamented, “I do.”

“Are you sure?”

“I— Ah! I...”

Xue smiled.

- - - -

The Mage Guild was also called the Clan Exchange. Both titles were displayed above the gateway to the Exchange, though the second was much more prominent. Ezekiel affixed the new designation into his mind as best he could and strode through the inviting gateway, to the courtyard beyond.

Under pink blossom trees, robed students of the arcane arts discussed theory and execution while steaming tea was served by brown-tunic people who were barely seen, and never heard. The pagodas beyond were where the actual exchange took place, but the front courtyard was where the public mingled.

Ezekiel spotted no spells among any of the guests. He did spot a guard, next to the entrance, who eyed him, and expressed his displeasure at Ezekiel’s shield with a frown. Ezekiel got the message. He dismissed his shield. The guard lost his frown, and lifted his head a fraction. Ezekiel knew he probably shouldn’t walk around with that thing active, but he was not feeling the most publicly comfortable he had ever felt, especially since a lot of people eyed Odin, like he was a prize. Even here, in the Mage’s Guild, people still eyed Odin.

Tiffany drew even more attention than Odin, though, and she probably didn’t like that.

Ezekiel strode forward. He headed directly toward the exchange like he had done this a thousand times before, wanting to make this quick. No one accosted him, or his people.

Five minutes later, it was done. The four of them walked out of the Clan Exchange in a perfectly normal way. Ezekiel was as surprised as anyone else.

As they walked toward the hotels, Ezekiel had time to think. He thought mostly of money, and what had just happened. The exchange rates here were the same as in Spur, and the ordeal of transferring them at this Mage’s Guild was as easy as showing up and handing over the rad— the cores. The cores. They were cores, Ezekiel.

A 10 mana core was worth 5 gold. A 5 mana core was worth 3. A single gold was worth the equivalent of about a hundred dollars, in 1980 money, which was considerably more than what a gold would have been worth in modern-day dollars, which was about 300. Apparently, Spur had been in a bit of an inflationary period…

Which may or may not have been because of ‘Ezekiel’. Huh. He did bring the rains and all that prosperity, but most money flowed into the city in great big lumps due to adventurers and their various hauls, which was normal for Spur, but the adventurers had only been there because of Erick. So that inflation back home was probably his fault.

Coming to The Songli Highlands, which had absolutely no adventuring-based economy, might be rather easy, in a monetary sense. Ezekiel’s expectations of money had been thus:

He would be spending all of his 55 gold tonight, and likely come up short tomorrow.

But in reality… He saw the prices of tea in a chalkboard menu hanging in the Mage’s Gui— The Clan Exchange, and knew that copper was a good price for tea, and that silver would be expensive. As they left the Clan Exchange behind to find a hotel in Darzallia, they passed by food stalls selling sticks of meat or fried breads, all for coppers. They bought some, as an early dinner. Everyone was hungry.

They ate from a lot of food carts, actually. Maybe this would be dinner? Anyway; the prices were all in copper. One stall couldn’t even break a gold. Which was fine; they just got a large amount of that stall’s food, which were delicious breaded-meat skewers.

They passed a bordello with prices listed in silver on the door.

A really nice restaurant of three stories, with a band and bards singing in the center and everyone dressed mostly-nicely, had a ‘full course special’ for 2 gold. Ezekiel reminded himself that the monster meat he ate in Spur was especially expensive because it was monster meat. He had gotten used to spending hundreds of gold for a meal, and that was simply not necessary in a place like this. Monster meat would be an extreme delicacy here, for sure.

Now that Ezekiel thought of it, even Treehome’s prices were inflated, but that land was still cheaper than Spur. Maybe that was because orcols had a culture of going out and killing monsters? All those ‘cores’ would naturally make them rather rich.

As thoughts of money filled his head, the four of them discussed the hotels that Ezekiel had scouted.

As he walked through the city of Darzallia without his shield, Ezekiel found fewer eyes upon him, and usually only because of Odin. The bright purple [Familiar] was listening to the wind with just as much ability as Ezekiel, and he heard the same singing that filled Ezekiel’s ears. Music and life poured out into the twilight night, from playhouses, bars, restaurants, bordellos. It was a good sound.

They got to the first hotel option without incident. Tiffany dismissed that hotel before they even entered the lobby, and it took Ezekiel a second of stressing his mana sense to the limit to understand why. The hotel was full. Every room was occupied. Ah. Maybe it would be difficult to find a hotel? Was this a busy night? Was it the weekend?

A quick listen to the air confirmed nothing about the day of the week.

… The second hotel option suffered the same fate as the first; no vacancy.

The third hotel had vacancy, a full bar, and most importantly, an ‘oversized’ option with a large bed and larger amenities for orcols. It was one of the only hotels that offered such. It was also, unsurprisingly, the most expensive.

It was two whole gold for the night, for all four of them!

Wow! So expensive!

… So unless they found another nice place when they walked around Eralis tomorrow, then this was it. ‘The Sour House’. Odd name, but a nice place to spend the night, according to everything Ezekiel could see.

Though they might not stay that long, Ezekiel paid for three nights and the four of them got their room. It was a minor suite with two rooms of two beds each, two master bathrooms, and a nice veranda that looked south, ostensibly toward the ocean, but the view was of the city and all of its many lights, tiled roofs, and walled compounds. This room was nothing compared to Hotel O’kabil, but the four beds were big and the two baths were nice. This would be a nice stay. But, in the course of preparing the room for temporary residence, he had a choice.

Tiffany shoved open the paper divider between her and her room, exposing the sight of a massive bed, which, now that Ezekiel looked, was likely barely big enough for her. She still smiled, though, saying, “I was afraid I’d have to conjure my own bed! I’m glad I don’t have to do that. Real beds let you roll over without breaking it. This is nice.”

“It is nice, but we can move if we find some place better if we must.” Ezekiel asked, “So how do we want to do the defenses?”

Paul walked away, into his room, saying, “However you think it should go.”

He didn’t seem to care, which was fine.

Ezekiel considered...

‘Ezekiel’ was a Scion of Balance. Therefore he would have around 6000 mana, without any Stat buffs. His rings were buffs, but they ‘were not artifacts, and should not be used for normal buffing’. Normal Stat rings broke when used for more than a few mana pools worth of casting. Therefore, Ezekiel should have 7000 mana, maybe. He was a Warder, and they got reductions to [Ward], which would put his [Ward] cost at around 10% of the actual cost of the Ward. Which meant that spending 7000 mana on a defensive [Ward] would grant him 70,000 defense.

But using his actual modifiers and casting a full, 9000 mana [Ward] into the suite, would put up a Health shield worth almost a quarter million defense. It would be even more if he used Blood Mana to spend his 2400 Health like it was more Mana. But he wouldn’t be doing that. He’d make-do with a 3000 mana [Ward], then. That would be worth about 75,000 points of defense.

He could put one of Odin’s [Prismatic Ward] down across the beds in the rooms… But someone would likely check on the rooms. It wouldn’t surprise him if one of the people who eyed them in town were tracking them down right now.

So, no [Prismatic Ward] right now. Odin could pop one at the first sign of actual trouble, though. Yes. That would be good.

The [Alarm Ward]s would go up as normal; nothing special there, except for maybe a few different layers of them with a few different triggers.

It took Ezekiel all but five seconds to come up with the plan. A defensive [Ward] blossomed like magenta light to then settle into the very edges of room, but no further. Then came the layering of alarms, most triggered to be silent and upon the encroachment of unapproved people.

Paul came out of his room, saying, “Let’s get to that bar.”

Julia piped up, “How about that restaurant we passed back there. The one that was also a bar?”

“I could certainly eat more!” Tiffany said, coming out of her room. “Those snacks were not enough.”

Ezekiel smiled, happy to be around his people, and said, “Let’s go do all of that, then.”

And so they did.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I finished reading the first book of An Outcast In Another World (which finished last week) and I greatly enjoyed it. 

Also, I started reading Salvos again, and that's a fantastic story, too, but a lot of you probably already knew that. 

- - - -

Patrons got 144, a few hours ago.

Thanks for reading~
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Did y'all see the new voting stuff!?

(please vote for me, thank you)

 

- - - -

Also: whoops on yesterday's accidental posting!



                

                Sikali grabbed Xue’s hand as soon as intermission allowed them to leave their private box. Instead of going to a nice dark corner of the playhouse to use those dark corners for their intended purpose, and to continue what they had begun in the carriage ride, she brought him into the hallway, and then toward the rear exit.

“I didn’t think it was that bad,” Xue teased.

Sikali spat, “It was derivative tripe. No wonder it’s their last week. Whatever. They can’t all be Playway Hits.” She shook her head. “But that’s not why we’re leaving.”

The guard by the rear exit opened the door and let them leave. Husband and wife strode out into the cold night, full of stars and bright city lights. A few more steps brought them to another exit that dumped them onto the street beside the playhouse. They grabbed a carriage to Teleport Square.

Xue asked, “Are we going after those adventurers?”

Sikali frowned, her lower lip bouncing as the carriage hit a bump; a truly sad, and yet beautiful expression. “I want to, but…” She sighed, then laid it out there, “I have received a personal missive from Elder Mirizo Song. They’re putting out a Quest for our young alchemist and I am required to report, in person, and either fund the Quest myself, or demand a fund from an initiate who we will then elevate to the Capture Squad.” She frowned. “Though I doubt that is their goal.”

“No? What? Really?” Xue frowned, surprised. “Highly unusual. And right to the Squad, eh? Usually there’s a step in between.”

“It’s so ridiculous, I know!” Sikali said, “But the worst part is not about me having some damned initiate on my Squad. In the first place, Tadashi is from Diligent Scribe! A branch family! Why are we Enforcing for a branch family!”

“Because you’re the best, Sikali, and I love you.” Xue said, “And this whole thing is odd. Why put a Quest out for the guy you are trying to find. You know… Until we decided to go see a play tonight.”

“It was a bad decision, I know!” Sikali said, “And I love you too, but this has reeked of politics from the very beginning, and it vexes me. All I was supposed to do was work on recapture while they worked on negotiations for Tadashi’s return. And now we’re all the way to a Quest? Insulting, is what it is.”

“Could you have been better at finding the man?”

Sikali scowled. Xue regretted his words, immensely.

But Sikali was as much a professional as him. She said, “They must have caught wind that I went to see a play. Someone told them. But even I am allowed breaks! I was out there for a solid week!”

“Even you are allowed breaks,” Xue agreed.

“I am! It’s just…” Sikali frowned. “Alchemist Tadashi’s recapture is a higher priority than I was led to believe, and instead of properly informing me of the necessity of my task and allowing me to do my job… The shit is rolling downhill, as they say.”

“Should we just… Go? From here? No need to stop at the Teleport Square.”

“No.” Sikali said, “I am angry at them for lying to me. I will respond promptly, but in my own time. I am sure this is some sort of politics. Perhaps they have an initiate in mind? Someone’s pet? I cannot think of anyone. This is just Elder Mirizo Song’s way of getting another claw into my Capture Squad, I am sure of it.”

Xue supplied, “Elder Mirizo Song’s grand-niece is currently an initiate.”

Sikali suddenly went utterly silent; thinking.

They got out of the carriage and reached the Teleport Square. The white tile land was awash in flood lights, while the stars glittered above. A few people flashed with magic, arriving or leaving as they were wont. Xue left, taking his wife with him.

The world flashed.

Red pillars rose from a white courtyard, revealing the inner sanctum of Clan Star Song. Ten hidden elites watched them, but they made no moves to impede the two people who had just appeared inside Clan High Command.

Sikali flicked her hands and sleek, black leathers layered atop her sheer dress; her usual attire while working in her official capacity as the captain of Capture Squad Four. Xue worked his magics with a bit more finesse, discarding his clothes into a bundle at his back, while simultaneously conjuring the sweeping red robes that were his official Loremaster Squad Two attire. There were no captains in the Loremasters and everyone of specific squads were all of the same rank, except for the assistants.

With his rank, this meant that Xue could invite himself to Sikali’s… ordeal.

Which he did.

Elder Mirizo Song, the culprit of the current problem, and Elder Doniro Scribe from Diligent Scribe, the current person trying to buy favor from Clan Song, or whatever it was he was doing, received the pair of them in the solarium. At least that’s what it looked like, at first. But then the truth of Alchemist Tadashi came out.

Doniro was sweating. Mirizo was angry, but good at pretending to be calm. In easy, reasoned voices, Elder Mirizo spoke of what was to happen. Sikali was to fund a Quest to retrieve the Alchemist, and it would be done by the dawn of the next morning. However she wanted to do it was up to her. She could elevate an initiate. She could fund it herself. She could call in favors and have it done that way. But it would be done, and there would be no stopping that decision.

“This is opening the retrieval of Alchemist Tadashi to all the Clans of Eralis,” Sikali said, ensuring that everyone in the room understood the meaning of the action they were asking of her.

“This is correct, Captain Sikali,” Mirizo Song said. “Anyone else who has a Quest Board in the region will be able to see what you post. We need that alchemist back, and as the Captain charged with bringing him back, the enacting of this decision falls to you. Do your job or I will grant your position to your second. Enforcer Peroit will do what needs to be done, if you will not.”

Ah? So that was their play? A full dismissal of Sikali for her ‘failure’ at finding Tadashi?

Hmm. Devious, but easy enough to fight. Still. It made Xue’s blood boil.

Sikali just went colder.

With a dark voice, Sikali said, “I demand an initiate to fund the Quest. Pick an initiate you wish to elevate.”

She tried to bait out the real meaning of the shift in priority of her assignment, but—

Mirizo laughed.

Mirizo had laughed at his Sikali!

Xue almost blasted the Elder’s head off, but he refrained. He wasn’t even sure if such an attack would actually work. There was always the chance of catching a man off guard with a sudden killing spell, but—

Mirizo spared a glance toward Xue.

Yeah. That man wasn’t off-guard at all.

Sikali was in a tough spot, and Xue wasn’t sure how to best help her. How had she pissed off Mirizo? Or had her second, Enforcer Peroit, done something to gain great favor? Either were possible. Sikali was, however, beyond most easy reasoning.

She was entitled to this much, considering what they were trying to do to her.

Sikali said, “My wording for the Quest will be that Elder Mirizo has lost his butt boy, and that he—”

“INSOLENCE!”

The word blasted from Mirizo, focused on Sikali entirely, yet only slamming her back a single meter. She would have gone flying, but she had clawed her feet into the marble floor before she spoke back to the Elder. A few cracks formed in the glass of the solarium, but nothing a single [Mend] couldn’t fix.

Xue looked to his wife, to see how she wanted to proceed. He was ready to fight, and she was already seeing red, but then—

“Please,” Elder Doniro said, into the sudden roaring silence. “Please. There is no need for this violence, but there will be a grand lot of violence if we don’t get him back, and he must be brought back.”

Mirizo frowned, as he turned his glare to the other Elder.

Sikali lost some of her anger. She stared at the branch family Elder.

Elder Doniro said, “I will inform you of the reason we must recapture Alchemist Tadashi. I will even provide you with the five points to create the Quest, as we have already done this much preparation. Tadashi will just have to repay the points himself, therefore, he must be captured, and not eliminated.”

Sikali relaxed a fraction, but it was just for show. Xue knew she was prepared for this to go sideways, and so was he. The middle part of Doniro’s proclamation had rocked her just as much as it had rocked him.

Five points? For an alchemist? Ridiculous! Utterly insane! Was this ‘Tadashi’ the bastard son of some Elder… Some Elder like Elder Mirizo? Clan Star Song and Clan Diligent Scribe had been allies for hundreds of years, and there was no small amount of marriage between the two clans, but...

But… Elder Mirizo’s reaction to Doniro’s words was one of quiet displeasure at the smaller Elder. The room calmed. By that action, Xue knew that something big was happening, but that it had nothing to do with anyone here, aside from the normal scratching and backstabbing that happened everywhere. Elder Mirizo was angry at Doniro for spilling a secret which likely should not have been spilled.

If anyone of Sikali or Xue’s level had gone over Mirizo’s head like this and spilled secrets to the underlings of some other Elder… That would have been bad.

But Elder Doniro was an elder for a branch family.

And yet...

A five-point Quest. For an alchemist. A branch family alchemist!

The logistics involved in such an organization of resources could only mean three things. Either Doniro had supplied the points himself, or he had forced another to supply them, or he had truly organized the spread of those points from five different people in order to pay for the Quest.

Secrets would out soon enough.

Either way, one only put up a Quest when it was absolutely imperative that a task be done right then and there. Xue looked to his wife. By her face and stance, he guessed that her thoughts mirrored his. She had more of a right to speak on her thoughts, though, so he stood back and watched as she did so.

Sikali said, “Five whole points? A ridiculous sum, made all the more ridiculous by the manner in which you comport yourselves. Elder Mirizo. Elder Doniro. You had made me believe that this lost alchemist was a simple ransom, and you were using me to discover the quick way to end this confrontation while you were negotiating with the bandits through missives and such, as per usual.” She said, “These were all lies, or at the worst, a design upon me. Before I accept this assignment, you will tell me why Tadashi is necessary. You will tell me why you failed to impart his true importance when you gave me this assignment.”

“We will not, Enforcer Sikali.” Elder Mirizo said, “You are an Enforcer. You are not an Elder.”

Sikali stared at her Elder, saying, “I will not put my foot into a [Force Trap].”

“You will put your foot where I tell—”

Elder Doniro broke in, “He’s my son.”

Elder Mirizo scowled, but he did not interrupt.

Xue had to speak up, so he did, “That’s a lie.”

Doniro thought about refuting Xue’s declaration; Xue could tell. But he did not instantly refute Xue’s rebuttal, for he had lied, and he was not prepared to have his lie so easily caught and called out. Xue almost smiled in satisfaction, but he kept his face a mask, as was appropriate for the situation.

Mirizo sighed, then said, “Tell them the truth.” He warned Sikali and Xue, “This truth will not go in the Quest, nor will it leave this room.”

Sikali lifted her head a fraction; acknowledging.

Xue waited.

Doniro fiddled with several thoughts, for sure, because he did not instantly speak.

“I’m waiting,” Sikali said, glaring at Doniro.

Elder Doniro spat out, “We told you Alchemist Tadashi was captured when he went out searching for reagents for potions. This much is true. But… Alchemist Tadashi has invented a new potion. That potion is worth more than your life. We had hoped for negotiations to go well, but… Other people are working from opposite angles, and they have screwed all of us. All I can say is that it is imperative that you get him back, tonight.” He lamented, “They forced him to drink the Antirhine Elixir, and thus have forced all of our hands.”

Xue gasped. Sikali’s eyes went wide.

Mirizo breathed out his dissatisfaction, while Doniro wrung his hands.

To force the Antirhine Elixir upon a man was to poison them for all eternity and for them to die to scratches or bedsores or some other such mediocre horror. And the bathing! Constant need for bathing! An ignoble death, reserved for those who were too powerful to exile, too knowledgeable to kill, and too tricky to use more temporary means, like collars and tattoos. There was, at least, some dignity about the Elixir compared to the collar and the tattoos. Less blood and no true markings upon the body…

And you could walk around like a normal person. Mostly.

There were even some people, some fallen scions or fallen elders, who lived reasonable lives in the Noble District. Those people were no longer threats to the Highlands, after all, and their presence reminded everyone what happened to those who defied the will of the Songstresses.

But the Elixir was still a monumental sentence.

What sort of potion had Tadashi made?

An immortality po—

Sikali guessed before Xue could, “An Immortality Potion?”

Doniro angered. He spat, “Every child thinks [Immortality] is the goal of all alchemists! I tell you it is not! There are—”

“Stop.” Elder Mirizo declared, “You have received your true answer, and the heightened reasons for the actions we undertake today. You will receive no more. Do your job.”

“One more question.” Sikali asked, “Are we sure Alchemist Tadashi has not defected?”

With darkened eyes and in the cold air of the room, Elder Mirizo declared, “If Alchemist Tadashi has given his new potion to anyone else, or if he has defected, you will execute the true will of Clan Star Song, and the true will of the Highlands.”

Doniro frowned, then he quickly nodded.

Sikali stood straight. She had been appeased. Xue saw it in her stature and in her soul. Sikali gladly said, “By your will.” She turned to Elder Doniro. “Do you have the points now? I can post the Quest immediately. Is there a specific wording you would want?”

Mirizo produced a sheet of paper. “This wording, right here.”

Within minutes the Quest was posted. It was funded through points paid by Elder Doniro, and backed by an unusually easy prayer to Rozeta. Sometimes Sikali had to pray harder than she usually did. Once, she had even needed to explain herself, and Rozeta had refused to sponsor that Quest. But this time? This posting happened without incident or interruption, like it was meant to be.

Anyone with a Quest Board in the greater area would see the posting. This meant that the same group of about a hundred people would all see the Quest, as soon as they checked. Though the individuals in that group might change, there were always about a hundred of them. Xue’s wonderful wife had been a member of that exclusive group for the last ten years. Most of them were Scions, but some were just high-level Enforcers, like Sikali. Most of them checked the postings every day, but some would check it sooner, for sure, and then the tide would depart; every single one of them searching for Alchemist Tadashi.

Tadashi might be back in custody by the end of tomorrow. Or sooner.

Five points was a major quest. And a simple search? Well… Likely not so simple. Sikali hadn’t been able to find a single hint of Tadashi’s existence in a full week of searching, though by her own admission she had not tried that hard. Xue felt that this was both her fault, and the fault of the Elders, for they had not informed her of the necessity of rapidly completing her assignment.

But with this new development… Was the man still there? To be found?

After the meeting, Xue walked with his wife toward the Enforcer Manor, asking, “Is he still in the mountains?”

Sikali said, “[Teleport]ing is the only safe way through the Tribulation Mountains, and even that is dangerous if you have not scouted the area before you arrive. If the bandits tried to fly him out, then they are already dead. If they were to tunnel him out, then they are even deader. But the Quest went through. He’s alive.”

“And all this for a simple branch family alchemist.”

“I shall require your assistance, Loremaster Xue,” Sikali said.

Xue heard and understood. “In what official capacity can this Loremaster assist?”

Sikali returned to her casual way, saying, “I’m going to have to figure out a way to transport him out of those mountains. He cannot [Teleport].” She exclaimed, “They inflicted him with an Antirhine Elixir! Can you believe it?”

“I will undertake this task.” Xue said, “There are few standard formations that would be up to the job, but I am sure we have something better in the archives. I will have to check, but I should have a sky boat ready for your specific needs in five or six hours.”

Sikali nodded. “Enforcer Sikali appreciates your work.”

Xue nodded, as was appropriate.

All of this for a new potion. Must be some damn interesting potion.

… And then he considered.

He sent Sikali, ‘A New Stat Potion?’

Sikali’s back straightened. ‘Perhaps?’ She scowled. ‘No. They wouldn’t do this for a potion of Dark Boons. They would have ordered me to kill him like they ordered me to kill every single minor clansman who gained one of the New Stats.’

‘You were forced to ignore some of those from our High Clans.’

Sikali wanted to scowl, Xue could tell, but they were close to the Enforcer Manor, and her face was a mask. Enforcer Peroit might be nearby. The next time Sikali saw that man, Xue knew that Enforcer Peroit was going to get a talking-to, or perhaps a severe beating.

Sikali sent, ‘If Tadashi has made potions of New Stats, then he might suffer some untoward fate on the perilous journey to retrieve him. Grand Elder’s orders supersede whatever this mess is all about.’

‘It would be for the best.’

The two of them entered the Enforcer Manor. The entire building was already active and excited about the new Quest; they were all prepared to head out, right away. Good news travels fast, it seemed.

Enforcer Peroit was standing there, also excited about the new Quest. Sikali acted completely normal around him, for now.

Xue left his wife, saying, “I will organize a flying boat for you. It will take two days.”

Sikali said, “Thank you, Love.”

“Anything for you.”

Xue wanted to stay and watch what his wife did to Enforcer Peroit, but he was on a timer. He went directly to Loremaster Manor, to see what sort of treasures he would need to create that would suit the retrieval of an Antirhine Elixir’d individual.

He rushed to his books on sky boats, and to his personal scrolls.

All of the obvious formations were immediately discarded. They all relied on full field effects. Such a boat might fall out of the sky if the Alchemist wasn’t positioned in them properly, and flying through the Tribulation Mountains would surely cause the Alchemist to get tossed around a fair bit.

As Xue organized his thoughts and plans, he found his mind wandering.

How was Tadashi going to make his new potion if he was Elixir’d? His very touch would destroy the magics in many herbs and all the normal tools of the alchemist would be lost to him. Ah. Not a problem for this particular moment. Tadashi would just have to explain his process to the Loremasters of Clan Star Song, and they would work with him to recreate any specific spells he had, and any specific techniques he utilized. There was no way that whatever potions Tadashi had invented would go back into the hands of the branch family Diligent Scribe. Not at this point.

But those were thoughts for later, for after Sikali rescued Tadashi and claimed the five points that Elder Doniro put into that Quest.

Xue smiled. How strong was his wife right now? This Quest would put her at 249 extra points, if he recalled correctly, all of them spread out mostly evenly in her Status.

Maybe he should ditch one of his Class Abilities… Perhaps Heighten Blood? Then he could retake the Quest Board. The extra damage provided by Heighten Blood was hardly necessary with his current level of spellwork, and he was only at 210 extra points. If his wife got too far ahead she might start teasing him again, and while a little teasing was okay, Xue did not like being teased over power levels.

Not going to happen.

Anything else was fine, though.

Xue shook his head, smiling, and lost himself in his work, pulling out books and scrolls and even accessing the Grand Archive for more esoteric sky boat designs. He quickly discovered that he had been right; there were few formations up to the triple task of speed, safety, and accounting for an Elixir’d person.

There were many formations on record that allowed a sky boat to traverse the Tribulation Mountains at great speed, and under great defense. There were even formations that were meant to ferry the Elixir-afflicted without harming them, or the formations of the boat. But combining the two was a different sort of problem, never really solved. Alchemist Tadashi would likely need immediate medical attention, too, so Xue would need to account for that…

Trees grew at his command. Wood became planks at his touch. Planks curled and bent together, becoming more than what they were before. Soon, the skeleton was done. Ten meters long and half that wide, this was the smallest he could make the boat. He would have liked to have gone smaller and therefore faster, but the formations needed a certain amount of space to be able to ignore the effect the alchemist would have upon them.

Xue adjusted the boat’s skeleton a few times.

When he was satisfied, he opened his forearm with a casual swipe of his finger. Crimson blood poured into the air, like a floating river, and then began to glitter darkly as Xue condensed his mana directly into core-powder within that blood. Glowing red and full of possibility, Xue wielded his blood like a knife and set to work, inscribing the first set of runes into the skeleton of the sky boat.

He smiled. This was almost as good as knocking down upstart adventurers.

… Ah. That man with the shield, and the [Familiar]s. Xue had forgotten. Oh well.

That man would be a problem for someone else.

The first set of runes was easy enough to lay down, for Xue had laid these runes a hundred times before now. The ordeal of minor variations was no real ordeal at all. After a once-over, seeking flaws among his work and finding none, Xue went to his door and told his assistant to make him some food; whatever they had ready and hot in the kitchens would do, and some wakeful tea. The young initiate ran off at his command.

When the assistant came back, he came with a full roast chicken, some of those delightful new ‘potatoes’ from Glaquin, a good tea, and with Elder Arilitilo. The older woman had been woken up by the news, or someone had woken her. Whatever the case, Xue’s mentor appeared as regal as ever, in her bright red robes. Xue’s own conjured robes were a match for hers, of course.

“Loremaster Xue.” Arilitilo said, “I understand that a large Quest has gone out and that you were there when it happened.”

Xue owed this woman everything, and so Xue said, “Yes, Elder.”

“I wish to hear your thoughts, and to hear what was left out of the Quest.”

He told her what he had heard, but he did dance around certain facts that were left out of the Quest, like the fact that they wanted the alchemist back because of his knowledge of potions. Arilitilo understood the necessity of this particular dance, and so did not press, but instead danced along with him, as she had taught him long ago. At the end of the talk, Elder Arilitilo knew she needed to speak to certain people in the potion houses of Diligent Scribe.

She left, satisfied, and yet angry. Something was happening in the potion houses of Diligent Scribe, and she would discover what. Xue would not want to be counted among those forced to fully deny that old Blood Mage, but someone would try to block her path. Pity those fools, for they know not who they are dealing with.

… Just what had that young Alchemist invented?

- - - -

The bar was hopping, everyone was drunk, Paul was a euphoric-drunk, and this was fun.

The light hit his sapphire eyes like a blue fire, as he said, “I just wanna say, that I—! That I appreciate you.” He flipped a hand, speaking in a universally true way, “And I know you do the same to me. We don’t have to ever talk about that so-called ‘revelation’ you had out there. It’s like. I don’t know. This is great.” He concentrated, saying, “We’re being all ‘new-land’ and shit, and that’s great, too. And! Hey! You haven’t nuked anything yet, and that’s just swell.”

Ezekiel laughed, as he teased, “What the fuck is a ‘nuke’, Paul?”

No one cared about whether their words were too loud, for the band was louder than everything else and the night was jumping. Tiffany and Julia were dancing and drunk and surrounded by too many men, but whatever. As for Paul and Ezekiel? Though they were ‘speaking’ in the audible way, they were both horribly slurring their words, and thus only able to actually communicate telepathically. Which is how they were actually talking. The line between mental and aural communication methods was rapidly becoming open to interpretation.

Paul laughed. “A nuke is a cloud made of mushrooms!”

“You’re going to have to explain the logistics on that.” Ezekiel asked, “How does a fungaloid get as large as a cloud? It’s some monster, no doubt.”

“Your diversions to the conversation help no one. For anyone else, I would have told them that they have to go and get laid and I would likely be their wingman—” Paul stopped. He suddenly lamented, “I’m always the wingman.”

“Ha!” Ezekiel said, “I didn’t know that.”

“Yeah. You didn’t. I’m not a great communicator.” Paul said, “And I’m truly going to regret this conversation in the morning, but I need to talk about my sister, now.”

“Please.” Ezekiel said, “I am listening.”

After he said those words the mood between them became something a lot calmer than the rave happening in the other parts of the bar. One might even say that the air turned ‘funeralish’.

“She was great! She helped me gain control of my abilities. And then she died.” Paul scowled, then downed the other half of his liquor. He amended, “She was murdered. She didn’t do something as simple as ‘die’. She was murdered.”

Ezekiel launched out of his seat and grabbed Paul, wrapping him in his arms, saying, “I’m so sorry.”

Paul just started bawling as he hugged Ezekiel just as tight as Ezekiel hugged him. In a building of hundreds of people, no one heard. No one saw. No one cared, except for Ezekiel and Paul.

Paul broke away, drying his face with the edge of his claw, saying, “Gods. I haven’t broken down like that in twenty years.”

“I’m sorry about your sister.” Ezekiel said, “I had a sister. Younger sister. I barely remember her; she died when I was eight. Complications from… I’m not sure. My parents never really said. I think it was some sort of heart disease. Genetic.”

Paul smiled softly, saying, “My sister… Rizala. That was her name. She was murdered by—” He suddenly stopped. He said, “It doesn’t matter.”

“Paul.” Ezekiel sent, and said, “I’ll protect you from everyone in the world, if I have to.”

Paul laughed loud, though not loud enough to break past the music. “I know. I know. Thank you. I thought I was ready to speak of this, but I’m not.”

Ezekiel smirked. “That’s okay, too.”

Paul said, “It’s just that everyone is healing, it seems. Eh. Actually. Your young greenscale friend is fucked up, but Tiffany is doing a lot better. Have you noticed? Yes, you have noticed. Bah. Julia is doing great, too! That gridwork helped her a lot!”

“It did, didn’t it!”

Ezekiel laughed, downed his drink, then signaled to the incani waitress walking around in a thong and floss and the sheerest, smallest robe possible. She was showing more purple skin than any other three people in the bar, combined, and it was great. Paul thought so, too. Two more firewater shots! Bring the bottle! He watched her violet ass bounce as she walked away. It was a good sight. He turned back to Paul, who seemed to be stuck watching the waitress’s ass.

Paul laughed, catching Ezekiel’s thoughts. He turned, and said, “You’re so much more observant than you used to be. You know?”

“I do know.” Ezekiel could not seem to stop smiling. “I know a lot about a lot, but very little about the important stuff. I really should have noticed that about you and your reasoning for not wanting to adventure. Constantly shoved out of the light because your skills aren’t flashy at all.”

Paul affected a glare, without heat. “I’m fine.”

“You say that; sure.”

“The only thing that fucked me up in the last few days was those Hunters,” Paul said, taking a shot from the newly arrived bottle. “Not because of my sister, though. You can nix that thought right away.”

Ezekiel paid the waitress a full gold coin. She set the coin into a small pouch just above her thong, smiling while Ezekiel stared at the obvious goods on display.

Paul poured a shot for Ezekiel, bringing him back to the moment, saying and sending, “The temptation is always there. To make the world a better place, through force.”

Ezekiel zeroed in on Paul, listening intently.

Paul seemed to flinch under the sudden, focused attention. He drank another shot. Ezekiel took another shot, too. Odin was busy singing along with the band, amplifying the sounds of everyone up to new heights and better harmonies, and the band seemed to love it, and genuinely, too; not in that way that the cowed sometimes pretended to love the actions of the rich and powerful. Odin even managed to stay fully bird-shaped! Amazing!

Even Yggdrasil’s orb was bouncing in time to the music around Ezekiel. Everyone was jumping, everyone was dancing.

But Paul and Ezekiel were alone in the crowd, at their table in the middle of the restaurant bar.

Paul said and sent, “The problem is that you can do it, and it works, but then what? We’ve tried this before. Quintlan is not only uninhabited because of monsters.”

Ezekiel exclaimed, “Well you obviously did it wrong in Quintlan!”

“Ha! What? No we didn’t.”

“All’s I’m saying is that you didn’t do anything. Your people did. And a thousand years ago or whatever. What do you know about what happened back then? What do you really know? You were surprised about the Highlands.” Ezekiel asked, “How reliable is the information that your people collect? Are the stories you tell yourself real stories, or imagined ideals? Or imagined horror stories, meant to frighten and box you in?”

Paul affected a scowl, saying, “This surprise over the Highlands was just a matter of me not reading enough. I do not read horror stories. I am not Tiffany. Bah!” He returned to the issue, saying, “The problem is that all central authorities eventually succumb to corruption. The ideas themselves are not a problem. That Empathy Option is not a true conundrum. The fallibility of people is the problem, and while we respect the gods, no one is willing to enact a theocracy, and the gods wouldn’t want to take control of society, anyway. They like being benevolent assistants, like you.” He flipped a hand, saying, “But then we got the other immortals. The mortal immortals. But leaving power in the hands of immortals is similarly asking for an eventual violent revolution. It’s the problem of immortal mediocrity; they usually fall into ruts and short-lived mortals are not in ruts and just look at Frontier and Kal’Duresh—” He froze. He continued, “Where your daughter is from, you know? Kal’Duresh. That place. And Spur! Run by an immortal, but fallen to ruin until recently… What was I saying? Oh yeah. The Empathy Option. Putting power like that into the hands of any system is asking for that system to become corrupted.” He clicked a talon, saying, “Oh yeah! And don’t give power to immortals, because they can’t do as good a job as mortals. They’re too relaxed. Honestly, this is likely the real issue with the Headmaster and what they teach at Arcanaeum. Nothing too evil happening there, just good old relaxing into a rut. And—”

Paul was obviously in the ‘I will talk all night’ part of his drunken process.

Ezekiel interrupted, “All power eventually wanes and waxes.” He said, “This is not a reason to not enact good while we can, using the methods at our disposal.”

“That’s an argument, too!” Paul said, “But stripping free will is not an answer.”

“So we just ask the people. Give them a choice aside from banishment or execution.”

Paul smiled, then said, “There are other options. There’s one they use in this very land, too. It’s called the Antirhine Elixir.”

Ezekiel leaned backward. He frowned, scowled, then cringed. Then he asked, “Does that do what I think it does?”

“Yup! Locks someone out of magic, entirely. Life-long potion, too. No magic. No healing, either.” Paul hummed, as though reconsidering his enthusiasm for the option. “They usually die of an infection. They still regain Health and Mana though, so if they’re high level, they go and get some different Class Abilities. Mana Shield is one of them; automatically use your Mana like extra Health.” He paused. He added, “A few others, I’m sure, but I cannot think of any.”

Ezekiel said, “Yeah. No. Don’t like this Elixir at all.”

“It’s just death by another name, isn’t it?”

“A slow, painful death.” Ezekiel said, “Magic is absolutely wonderful. I don’t think so many people should have as much as they do, but I certainly don’t think that anyone should be locked out of magic— should be locked out of even receiving magic, too! No healing! No [Cleanse]— OH MY GODS. No [Cleanse]! That’s just awful.”

Paul hummed. “Yeah. That is pretty bad, isn’t it. Anyway!” He pointed at a very hot dude by the bar, saying, “Do you want a wingman? I see you looking.”

Ezekiel laughed loud. He pointed at the woman at the table next to theirs, the one who was currently playing around with a berry stem as she eyed Paul. “Do you want a wingman?”

Paul’s eyes went wide, as he looked. The women at the table next to theirs started laughing.

One of them asked if Paul and Ezekiel were going to fuck, and if they could watch.

Well no, there would be none of that, but hey, pretty ladies, you want some drinks?

They did.

The rest of the night went well.

Ezekiel ended up spending 35 gold, which was way more than he expected, and even more so considering what 35 gold actually represented in the Highlands’ stable economy. 10,000 dollars in one night was a lot! But… Maybe it wasn’t.

The four of them had certainly eaten and drunk more than enough, and they had made some temporary drinking friends, but they had spent too much. They’d need to go back to the mountains tomorrow. They’d be more careful about their spending going forward.

In the hotel room, Tiffany and Julia took the room across the hallways. Paul and Ezekiel roomed together. A very drunk [Witness] from the two people capable of such revealed no intruders into the hotel space or anything else untoward, aside from the proprietor of the establishment combing through the rooms, looking for gold or bags or whatnot.

Joke was on him! Ezekiel and his people had nothing! Ha!

As the lights of the moons stretched across the room in pink, white, and silver, Paul laid in his bed, and Ezekiel laid in his own. Odin twittered on the headrest. Ezekiel reapplied his eye drops, and closed his eyes.

Paul rolled over, unable to sleep. He sent, ‘I’m actually demi. Technically.’

Ezekiel opened his eyes and looked over to his roommate.

Paul’s eyes were already open. He sent, ‘Mother was incani. Father looked incani. He bolted when my twin sister and I were born and his truth was discovered.’ Paul stared out the window, at the moons, and at Hell, in particular. He was still drunk and his words reflected that sort of disjointedness, as he continued, ‘A lot of people lie and say they appreciate me, but they never do. A lot of people lie, almost all the time. But you never have.’ He snorted. ‘Overmuch, anyway. It’s… really nice. Not many people are exactly who they appear to be. Most people are a lot worse. Most people truly hate when they find out that I can hear what they think, but you like that I can hear what you think. That’s been really nice.’

Ezekiel listened.

Paul smiled as he looked away, and sent, ‘I still think this experiment in subterfuge is an exercise in futility.’

Ezekiel’s face broke into a wide grin. ‘It’s not that bad, is it?’

‘Not nearly as bad as I thought it would be, but it’s getting there. We attracted the eyes of hundreds of people, but only several that mattered. A few young masters. A few scions. A lot of people dismissed us when we paid with gold. A lot of people started to look the other way.’ Paul sent, ‘There was one pair of people in particular— A pair of Enforcers for Clan Star Song, but they were more enamored with themselves than with us.’

‘About as expected.’ Ezekiel asked, ‘What would happen if I revealed myself as myself?’

Paul thought for a long while.

Ezekiel noticed that his usual telepathic lines of intent were down from a dozen, to just two, and one of those two was to Ezekiel. He had noticed the lack of the usual lines of intent before, as soon as they got away from Spur and Treehome, but he had not truly noticed the change enough to reflect upon this new, temporary normal, until now. Paul was disconnected from his usual people. Usually, he was talking to everyone, right? But they were far from those people, now, and he was probably feeling lonely.

‘Phhhbt! I’m not lonely! Not really.’ Paul sent, ‘And I’m not sure what would happen if you revealed yourself. It’d be annoying for you. Likely a lot of posturing in front of people you would rather not talk to. They’d demand shit. You would counter. Big things would happen. Do you want big things to happen?’

‘Not particularly.’ Ezekiel asked, ‘Are you still deflecting people from me? Even here, outside of Spur?’

‘… I did, once. It was a young master who didn’t like how you looked, back in the third bar we went to. I shouldn’t have done that. I was operating on auto-pilot.’ Paul sent, ‘Archmage Erick Flatt gets a lot less messages these days, though, since we are half a world away from where you’re supposed to be. I am still deflecting the few that get this far, though.’

‘Can you teach me how to deflect people away from me?’

Paul smiled. ‘I cannot express to you how happy it makes me that you are not asking that question out of a desire to get rid of me—’

‘Of course I wouldn’t want to get rid of you!’

‘— But I can’t. You’re not a Mind Mage, and this is… It’s an intrinsic technique. You once postulated that mind mages have something different about them that makes them naturals? This much is true. And you just… Can’t ever learn this technique.’ Paul added, ‘You could fake it, though. Maybe? Some form of [Sealed Privacy Ward] turned into an aura, perhaps? You’d be actually invisible in that case, so it wouldn’t be the same at all… Ahhh. Sorry. I can’t help you, there.’

Well that was slightly disappointing. Not the end of the world. Still disappointing.

Ezekiel postulated, ‘Are you sure it’s not just a [Don’t Notice Me] spell, turned into an aura? Is it even an aura? I don’t even notice you running auras but… I have never noticed you running an aura.’

‘Sure you have! Those ‘lines of intent’ that circle around my head. That’s an aura. That’s always been an aura, and always active. Almost all the time.’

‘Oh!’

‘Eh. Well. It’s not a real aura, though. It’s just aura control.’ Paul sent, ‘And that’s another thing. You can’t learn this technique because you have no aura control outside of Aurify. There is a [Don’t Notice Me] spell, and you could turn that into an aura, but then you have to run that aura all the time, and that’s not even the first problem you would have to overcome. I’m only able to do what I do because I can hear the surface thoughts of those around me, and then apply the [Don’t Notice Me] spell in a directed manner. An undirected [Don’t Notice Me] is very noticeable.’ He added, ‘Everything I do stems from my natural ability, which… you do not have.’

‘Yeah. I can see the complications… Eh. It’s fine. A bit of a let-down, but that’s okay.’

Paul seemed to weigh something.

And then he sent, ‘You could fake my natural ability through a [Telepathy] aura. Open ended, receive only. It would be difficult and you’d need to learn a lot more about Mental Magic, but that would be the first step.’

‘Maybe some other day.’ Ezekiel smiled in the darkness of the room, and sent, ‘You know, we gotta get back to the mountains tomorrow. I spent most of our gold today.’

‘Ugh! Yeah. I know. Prices are so much better around here, aren’t they? And yet we still managed to spend all that gold. Maybe we shouldn’t have hit up the fourth bar. You know—’

Ezekiel chuckled, then interrupted him, sending, ‘Good night, Paul.’

‘It’s so weird not sleeping under a [Prismatic Ward]. Remember when those Shadow Spiders almost got us?’

Ezekiel was suddenly wide awake. ‘I am certainly remembering it now!’

Paul just rolled over in his bed, sending, ‘Don’t mind me. I’m just drunk. We’re perfectly fine. No monsters under these beds; I checked. Good night.’

Ezekiel stared at the ceiling, his mind working overtime on too many thoughts at once.

Soon enough, Paul filled the air with gentle snoring.

Ezekiel threw a pillow at him.

- - - -

The morning dawned, and Ezekiel woke to greet it. Jet lag? What was that? [Gate]-lag didn’t exist for him, either, and neither did ‘hangovers’. The necessity of having a ‘recovery time’ certainly existed for everyone else, though.

Julia frowned as she stuck a spoon into the rice-gloop that was the common breakfast food of the area. It did not look appetizing. She added a lot of sugar to compensate, as she grumbled, “What’s for today?”

Tiffany held her head, saying, “Hit me with a healing, Julia. This hangover isn’t going away.”

Julia slapped Tiffany on the arm with a blue spell.

Tiffany grumbled. “Shit. I drank way too much.” She pointed at the general vicinity of her head, saying, “This shouldn’t be happening. Were we poisoned?”

Paul chuckled. “No. You just drank thirty gold of the highest proof alcohol in the world.”

“Thirty gold is nothing!” Tiffany said, “I—” She relaxed. She breathed and blinked. “Okay. There it goes. Thank the gods for healing. First time wasn’t enough.”

“Wish I could say the fifth time was good enough for me,” Julia complained.

With a cheerful tone, Ezekiel said, “You should have healed up last night and drunk more water~!”

“Hush, you,” Julia said, as she added berry jam to her rice glop.

Paul took the jam from Julia and added some to his own glop, saying, “Your powers of recovery are more than those of us mere mortals, Scion Phoenix.”

Ezekiel barked a laugh. Then he tried his own glop… Hmm. “What is this called, anyway?”

“Disintegrated Rice,” Julia said. “Called a dozen different names, but more commonly known as congee. So what’s for today?”

Ezekiel said, “Well. We gotta get some more money, and I’m apt to do that before we go hunting for Songstresses. Maybe spend the morning doing that. In the afternoon we can go visit the Void Temple. Maybe look for a hotel in Eralis proper.”

Tiffany nodded along, then said, “Then I need a veil.”

“You were dancing so nicely in the middle of that crowd, though,” Ezekiel said.

“But before that, I was drinking like a void fish,” she rebutted. “Because of the eyes.”

“Ah. Well.” Ezekiel nodded.

Julia said, “Did we really spend that much last night?”

“Oh yeah. 45 out of 55 gold, gone. I don’t want to control our money, either.” Ezekiel said, “This time I think we should kill enough monsters to get that much for each of us. Of course, we could just hunt for a grand-core monster. That’d give us a nice base for all future interactions in the city.”

Julia said, “I know we avoided it last time, but we could consider flying around. Attract a lot of big monsters that way. Then you freeze them and they fall out of the air and we’re rich.”

Tiffany hummed, then said, “There’s making money, and then there’s tempting fate to turn you to paste. You seem to be after the second option.”

Julia said, “The gluttons only appearing when they’re already able to bite you is more scary.”

“You need a mana sense,” Tiffany teased.

Julia groused, “Don’t I know it.”

“The Mist Stone Gluttons were dangerous enough,” Ezekiel said, “But even those intangible monsters stayed away from the sky because Thunder Birds roost up there, and they blast apart anything that flies from kilometers away.”

“And…” Julia said, “That’s another thing. I was thinking that I want a Thunder Bird.”

Tiffany laughed. “I should have seen that coming.”

“We can certainly hunt for one.” Ezekiel said, “Anyone else got any [Polymorph] forms they want? Or anything else they think they might want to do?”

“Hunting a bird would be much more dangerous than gluttons.” Paul suggested, “Maybe we stick to gluttons for a little while.”

“Fair enough.”

“Are there any high-level monsters around here?” Tiffany asked, “We could hunt some of those, too.”

“Oh! There’s another way to get points, though.” Julia perked up. “What’s your Quest Board saying, dad? Anything good in the area?”

Tiffany frowned a little, but said nothing.

Julia glanced her way, her eyebrows smushing together in a questioning sort of way.

“Quests, eh?” Ezekiel said, “Let me check.”

“Point of order.” Paul said, “Any Quests posted here would be events that we would wish to avoid.”

Ezekiel waved him off, saying, “Oh! We’ll be fine. Now let’s see...” He brought up the Quest Board.

Not twenty seconds of reading later, Ezekiel began to frown.

Paul ate his congee, knowingly.

Julia looked between the two of them. She frowned. “What?”

“All of these…! What’s up with this?” Ezekiel handed over three to the group, saying, “Now you tell me: Is this what it looks like?”
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Julia hummed, reading.

“Ah. Yeah. That. That’s what I was remembering.” Tiffany nodded, as if she had been proven correct. “Yup! This is how Quests go bad. Yet another reason why we don’t do them at S— Home.” She caught herself from speaking of Spur, there at the end.

Julia asked, “And you can do this with Quests? They still have to pay out of their own points, don’t they?”

“Nope.” Paul said, “All you need is someone with a Quest Board to post the Quest and someone with a point to give up, and there you go— Ah. Rozeta does have to approve of it. She doesn’t approve of everything.”

Tiffany said, “If you were to make a Quest that read something like: ‘Go and kill a guy and you will take their points.’ That kinda thing does not work. I think you get smited for that.”

“There’s never been a recorded case of actual smiting, Tiffany,” Paul said.

Tiffany shrugged, “Like I believe the records. Phshh.”

Paul continued, “More normally, Rozeta won’t allow points to be transferred if the people doing the transfer honestly don’t want to do the transfer. You can’t control someone to put their points up for a Quest as Rozeta checks each time someone accesses the Script in any meaningful way, and Quests certainly count.”

“But you could build a culture around Quests and giving points to the people in charge,” Julia said.

“Oh yeah, you can; people do.” Tiffany said, “There’s tons of ways people try to abuse the Script, and themselves, and their children. I heard that some places— Maybe even here? I heard that they have soul mages to fiddle with their noble children to give them 20 in each Stat, across the board, the day after they matriculate!”

Ezekiel’s eyes went wide. “You can do that?”

Julia was equally stunned.

Tiffany nodded, as though she had drawn people into her campfire story. She continued, “Whenever you hear about a noble’s son or daughter going bad a few days after Matriculation, that’s when you know that their parents fucked with their souls.”

Ezekiel gave a nervous laugh—

But Julia just barked a full laugh, saying, “You’re fucking with me!”

“I’m not!” Tiffany said, “It’s true!”

“It is true. It does happen,” Paul said.

Ezekiel’s face scrunched as strange half-thoughts filled his mind with disappointment and worse emotions.

Julia stopped laughing. She narrowed her eyes. “How easy is this soul magic? Could I have saved dozens of levels of points? Does it go higher than 20? I heard that’s the natural cutoff for slow growth, but… I don’t really know, now do I?”

Tiffany said, “You don’t want to do this soul surgery. The only people who’ve done it right have each performed hundreds of experiments that went wrong, damning the souls of children into becoming monsters in order to learn their dark arts.”

Ezekiel suddenly stopped believing Tiffany’s horror story; she had taken it too far. “Eh! You can fix the soul before it hurts the person too much, can’t you? I don’t know if such surgery would require a practitioner to drop bodies before they got any good at it. And besides that? Can’t you just do the surgery on animals?”

Tiffany rolled her eyes, then said, “Sure. I can see what you’re saying. But—” She gestured around at the walls of the room, saying, “Look at all the people here. There’s so many, and there’s no homeless because they’re all yanked off of the streets and thrown into the war machine of the Highlands. I am sure that someone heard the same stories I heard, but didn’t have your morals, and practicing on people would always give better results than practicing on animals. If you think someone around here didn’t get deep into that dark magic and then make a successful career out of it, then I got some Immortality Potion to sell you.”

“Okay. Despite that horror.” Ezekiel straightened his face, and with the most serious expression, asked, “How much for the potion?”

Tiffany laughed. Even Paul chuckled.

Julia asked, “And can you make more Immortality Potion? We can gain great favor if you can!”

Tiffany laughed louder, and the rest soon followed.

When the laughter died down, they got back to Quests.

“So what do these people get?” Ezekiel asked, “These people who put up the points for the Quest?”

Paul said, “Broadly speaking, those people who give up their points are elevated from initiate to clan member. I’m sure I have not heard the whole story there, but I have little reason to believe that anyone undertakes this action without knowing exactly what they are doing. So… You tell me? Does that sound like a bad deal?”

Ezekiel said, “It means they can go out and hunt monsters and level properly. Probably with assistance? I know how our Clan works, but not every Clan is the same. And these ones are a lot different than I thought they would be.”

Tiffany frowned. “I still don’t like it. It’s too easy to abuse, and the people who give up to get into the system permanently hurt themselves so those at the top can become even more powerful. Look at these Quests. ‘Give a vase of water to an Elder’. These are repeatable Quests, for sure. Means the powerful around here are running around on an extra 200 Stats, at least.”

Paul shrugged. “It’s how they do it, here.”

Julia said, “Even a guy with 200 Strength is still going to die to a pillar thrown through his head. The Script does ensure this much.”

Tiffany said, “With 200 Strength, I bet that same guy could punch a pillar with his head and be fine.”

“I meant an unaware target, obviously. Such a target would not be fine.”

Tiffany shrugged. “I would be fine.”

“And you’re an orcol.”

Tiffany nodded. “Not everyone is perfect; this is true.”

With a smile, Ezekiel said, “Let’s math it out a bit. With 200 Strength, Scion of Strength, and a Class Ability for Double Health, you’re looking at 48,000 Health.”

Paul said, “But most people around here are Scions of Balance.”

Ezekiel nodded, saying, “And I’m sure they’re more balanced in their Stat distribution, too. 150 to Strength and Willpower, means 18,000 Health, and 18,000 Mana.”

These new numbers meant he could revise his previous calculations, where he dumbed down his own ‘incognito Stats’ to a bare 6000 mana. He could pretend to have 18,000 mana… But his current idea of going at 6000 mana would jive well with him being a ‘Foreign Scion’ that didn’t participate in these sort of Stat games like the Highlands evidently did… Which meant that maybe he shouldn’t revise any numbers at all.

He certainly didn’t have to be quite so calculating about mana costs, though, in case someone was watching. And with [Witness], you could be sure that someone was always watching. At least, back home, his [Prismatic Ward] blocked most of that. Tiffany had only gotten as good as she had because she was able to pierce through that dense air.

“18,000 Health and Mana. Ahh.” Julia said, “A large amount, that. But all it really means is that they have the resources to back up their actions, and to make up for a failed attack.”

“That’s…” Tiffany scowled a bit, then relaxed, saying, “That’s not incorrect. Fights between Scions might last more than a trio of exchanges if they have the raw Stats to back up a good, actual defense, and if they focus on reflective magics.”

“Anyway!” Julia said, “I want some more Stats. Got any Quests that aren’t based on the systemic abuse of underlings, and that the posters might actually let us complete?”

“I can agree to that,” Tiffany happily said.

“Yeah. I saw a good one.” Ezekiel said, “Here.”
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“I wanted a good in with the Clans.” Ezekiel said, “This is perfect.”

Julia laughed as she read, “We’re just going to drop all attempts at subterfuge, then?”

“Yes. If it means saving someone’s life.”

Julia eyed her father. “I didn’t expect so much enthusiasm, but I suppose I should have.”

Ezekiel said, “We’ll try to be circumspect, but if we get backed into an unwinnable corner, then yeah. No more subterfuge. I’ve never seen a Quest with a timer on it, so this guy is obviously important to someone.” He added, “And it’s his life, which is more than enough reason to do this.” He frowned. “I’m not sure how best to transport a guy with an antirhine problem, though. Can’t be [Teleport]ed. Eh. Wrap him in a comfortable box and drag it behind on a chain, or something? Attach a flying spell to the other end of the chain, of course. But… Hmm… We did see a lot of monsters in the air over the mountains.”

Julia suggested, “Just go up high enough?” She looked to Odin, saying, “He did fine, didn’t he? Ah. But. Yeah. Thunder Birds. They hunt by sound, and Odin was light, so that just avoided the problem, but you can’t avoid this problem with an antirhine person dragging behind you. If they’re not themselves detected, then the box they’re loaded into, or whatever, would be detected.”

“Yup.” Ezekiel said, “Got it, exactly.”

Julia shrugged. “Just kill all of the Thunder Birds. Or Stop them; make them fall out of the sky. That was my original idea for bird hunting, anyway.”

Ezekiel nodded, then asked, “But how to find Tadashi?”

Julia laughed. “You know how.”

“Yes. But…” Ezekiel considered. “People would see that almost instantly… Though I could put it up well away from the mountains? Now there’s an idea.”

Paul said, “We should not take that chance. Someone would see it. Especially if people are searching for strange magical effects, which they will be. 5 points is a lot.”

“There’s always the manual way.” Tiffany said, “You have 10 Odin and [Witness], after all.”

Odin chirped in violin twangs.

Julia looked to Tiffany, saying, “Yeah, but surely they’ve tried those methods before?”

Tiffany shrugged. “Possibly. If it was us, we would have exhausted all the normal methods already. Including esoteric ones like [Shadowalk] hunting, and [Familiar]s geared toward searching. Honestly, there are so many ways to hide, and there are just as many ways to find. If someone doesn’t want to be found in the Tribulation Mountains they could dig a deep hole and you’d literally never find them.” She frowned, then added, “Or maybe not. There are probably horrible things living underground, too.”

“Yes, there are.” Ezekiel said, “But you have given me a [Familiar] idea, though.”

Julia countered, “I’m pretty sure that 10 Odin is very conspicuous.”

“Of course he is. Which is why I don’t want to do that.” Ezekiel decided, “Not a [Familiar], though. Something I can cast a hundred times. But… Hmm.”

“Point of order, again.” Paul said, “We should probably avoid rushing to find this guy. We are not prepared for such a thing, and —after asking around, just now— I am one hundred percent certain that Tadashi is already being searched for by every power in the area. 5 points is a lot, and this is their culture; they go for these Quests pretty hard.”

Ezekiel went silent, in thought. Tiffany and Julia finished off their bowls of congee, silently thinking. Paul did the same.

With her bowl empty, Julia said, “I still want points, but not if it’ll get us killed. This seems like something that they would kill over, especially if what that driver said is true; that Clans are able to legally murder whoever they want. If everyone is going after him, then we’ll be in their sights, too.”

Tiffany nodded. “Yeah. Hunting for that guy is a bad idea.”

Ezekiel decided that Paul was right. He wasn’t prepared for such a rescue, and Nelboor was full of war.

And looking over the spells he would have used to make a ‘[Searching Buddy]’, [Cascade Imaging] cost 500 mana. Combining that with [Conjure Force Elemental] to create a searching magic was only the barest idea of such a spell. This idea was already 510-plus mana. Such a working was economically nonviable. He needed a 50 to 150 mana spell, at the most. Something to flood a super large area with searchers. 

And that base idea wasn’t even touching upon the other magics that he would want to put into such a [Searching Buddy]. Would he want a map to pop up where he was? Or would he want the conjured beings to report back to him, somehow? Or maybe they could just send a flare into the sky once they found the target?

Yeah. Paul was right.

He wasn’t prepared to find Tadashi, and even if he could be after an hour of brainstorming, the alchemist was already being searched for by all the major powers of the area.

- - - -

Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, stood on the windswept plains northwest of Eralis where no one roamed but the breeze, and those looking for trouble. The mountains were still a few lightsteps away, full of monsters and money and at least one tortured alchemist.

The Quest had said that the man had vanished about a thousand kilometers in that direction, in the center of the South Central Tribulation Mountains.

So Ezekiel looked… to the left. Their monster hunting destination laid a good 900 kilometers south of Tadashi’s vanishing, two valleys over from where they had been yesterday. They shouldn’t run into any trouble with any bandits, or accidentally run into any scions or young masters searching for their 5-point prize.

Accidentally running into Tadashi was perfectly fine, but Ezekiel wasn’t about to encourage such reckless action.

… Maybe if no one found the alchemist by the end of the day, he would risk a [Cascade Imaging] to search for people, and then he’d check in on all of those resulting blue dots. But not before then.

Odin scouted ahead to the target valley. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary in the deep mist of that particular valley. No blooming fires. No wars happening right in front of Odin. No missing alchemists out in the open. There were monsters down there, of course, but that was expected.

With a light step, the four exiled members of Clan Phoenix were once again surrounded by mist.

The Mist Stone Gluttons attacked four minutes later.

In a particular ‘oh shit!’ moment, one of them managed to bite into Ezekiel’s thigh and claw up and down his side at the same time, before Ezekiel hit his emergency button and turned to light, letting the monster flow through him without so much as another point of damage. His thorny shield had stuck itself in the monster's jaw and thus prevented a lot of damage, but the monster was three times Ezekiel’s size, and thus more than able to claw around the tiny deflector.

Ezekiel had taken a claw to the face, directly on an eye, for a critical, and yet...

Killing that beast and the rest was a simple matter of a few more moments of effort. When Ezekiel came back to his body, he checked himself. His [Animadversion] had prevented most of the attack, while his [Personal Ward] had taken all the actual damage and his magenta armor mitigated most of that, anyway. The claw to his eye had scraped at nothing, inflicting no harm. Sure, he had taken damage, but that damage was all to resources that could regenerate. Ezekiel himself looked no worse for wear. His [Personal Ward] would need an hour to regenerate, but by his estimates, he could take another two or three full, direct attacks like that, and not be too worried. He would probably survive even if the monster got a better critical than it had. 

And so! He had defenses. They worked. And if the monsters got through his defenses, he had Constitution to fall back on. Ezekiel was stronger than most threats, but threats were still threats.
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                The South Central Tribulation Mountains formed a barrier much larger than that of the Songli Highlands' western flank. This land of relative peace only claimed about 3000 kilometers of the range. To the north of that claimed space, the mountains continued on for another 2000 kilometers, before the South Central Ridge joined the curving Eastern Ridge. To the south of the Songli Highlands’s staked-out land, the South Central Ridge continued on for another 4500 kilometers.

The South Central Ridge was nearly a thousand kilometers wide in some places, but it was mostly only 500 kilometers wide, on average. Near the Highlands, the Tribulation Mountains were, on average, 700 to 400 kilometers wide.

Some of those mountain peaks soared 20 kilometers into the sky. Some of those valleys plunged just as deep into the surface, where parts of the Underworld were exposed for all to see.

A man could get lost in those mountains.

Not Ezekiel, though. He knew right where he was:

In the middle of a battle of life and death.

He smashed his staff into the head of a charging Mist Stone Glutton, deflecting the multi-ton monster with a [Strike] made of pink fire that burned the beast and sent him scurrying, into the ground, leaving behind wisps of flame on the surface. No time to finish off that beast; another one was coming up from behind, directly at his head.

Without turning, or even acknowledging the new monster, he fired off a magenta [Firelight Beam] from the back of his head, right down the glutton’s throat. Pink fire erupted inside the monster and burst out of breaks in the rocks here and there, briefly filling the air with steam before more fire came forth. The beast roared in pain, and tried to bite down on the thing making it hurt. Instead, it bit down on a pink shield made of thorns and reflections. Stone teeth fractured.

Ezekiel turned his body, just in time to let the raking claws of the monster scratch along his edges instead of where they had been aiming, turning possible major injury into lesser damage to his renewable defenses.

Ah.

But.

The creature was still several tons of stone. And that stone was coming for Ezekiel with the inexorable force of weight with nowhere else to go but through. It was still on Firelight fire; Ezekiel’s beam was still trained on the monster, still damaging it for 4x Willpower per moment. It didn’t seem able to transform back into mist while it was on fire.

Good to know!

He was still going to get crush—

Odin, already in pink-lightform, grabbed Ezekiel and moved him out of the way in a moment of shifting light.

The glutton fell to the ground, phasing into the mountain, leaving behind glowing pink fire.

Ezekiel’s beam was still trained on that spot, which was helpful, because the first monster came back, transforming from mist to stone while it was still in the air on Ezekiel’s left. He trained the beam on that one as it lunged at him. Stone caught firelight. The beast burned.

Ezekiel stepped to the left, out of the monster’s attack vector and without Odin’s help this time. The glutton sailed past, unable to become mist while it was on fire, and unable to escape into the ground because it was a meter above the ground.

With another second to cast, Ezekiel purged the water from the on-fire glutton, which… Had the effect of instantly putting out the flames. But also hurting the monster! He did manage this much! He had not fucked up; he just didn’t think that the mundane water would put out the magical fires.

Yes. That was what he was going with.

Stop it! He’s learning.

And quickly, too.

The [Firelight Beam] was still going; it had five seconds left in its 10 second duration. It was still trained on the beast, who was now not-on-fire and not getting there any time soon. But something had changed after he purged the water.

The [Firelight Beam] carved through the beast’s forehead, then across the body, splitting the monster in half. Small droplets of burned sand scattered across the battlefield. A notification came. [Firelight Beam] ended on its own.

There had been a few fuckups on his part. Some non-ideal action. But he had taken care of his targets. Mostly. Where was the first one? Not here, not bothering anyone else…

He could have done better. There was just something about being actually in the fight that made it all so much more confusing and him all that much more clumsy.

But as his daughter had said: No way out but through!

He glanced his daughter’s way. Now she was good in a fight. Look at that giant hammer in her hands! Swinging it like it was nothing. And surrounded by monster corpses, too. It had only been twenty seconds since the start of the fight, and only ten minutes since they landed, and already Julia had taken out three gluttons, in this glutton-filled canyon.

Tiffany was surrounded by corpses, too, but hers were completely demolished. If he didn’t know any better, the scene would have made Ezekiel think that Tiffany was breaking rocks in a quarry for fun. She looked so happy.

Paul was easily avoiding the monsters and had even caused two of them to crash into each other, twice. Those gluttons apparently didn’t like getting in each other’s way. They had started tearing into each other right after that. Last Ezekiel saw, Paul’s opponents were rolling down the mountainside—

Whoops!

He lifted an arm and his shield caught the jaws of the other glutton he had been fighting. He brought around his staff for a Firelight [Strike], directly to the side of the beast’s head, experimenting to see if Firelight, or rather, Radiance, was particularly good against these guys. That last glutton went down rather easily, and this one had taken a good twenty seconds to get back in the fight.

The grey-blue stone cracked. The monster went limp. Ezekiel stepped to the side as the glutton fully fell out of the mist like a puppet with its strings cut. It landed with a heavy, burning thud. Had he somehow dazed it? But they were elementals? Could you do that to elementals, if you used the proper Element against them? That wasn’t true for many Elementals, and most people were cautioned against trying to rely on elemental weaknesses...

These were weird monsters. Maybe Radiance was good against mist—

… That made sense.

Oh. Well. It couldn’t be that easy, could it? A little bit of elemental weakness? Like how fire was weak to water, water was weak to ice, and ice was weak to fire… Mist might be weak to Radiance? Best practices on combating elementals was based upon the idea of transforming the base Element which composed the targeted elemental into something else, in order to kill that elemental.

So in that way, ‘burning’ away the mists of a mist stone glutton seemed to be right on track for best practices.

Anyway.

There was a monster, stunned, not frozen with a Stop-effect, at Ezekiel’s feet.

Julia was suddenly there with her giant hammer. That glutton became dead stone after a few heavy attacks.

The fight was over seconds before that, anyway.

The bodies of eight more Mist Stone Gluttons lay scattered across the mountainside.

Ezekiel stood tall, and scanned the land with his eyes and his mana sense, watching the gently curved mountainside for any more threats.

There were lots.

But they kept back, like prowling shadows, twenty meters away, thirty, thirty-five. Most were at the very edge of his own senses. He counted maybe seventy.

Tiffany, giddy, said, “I count a hundred twenty.”

Paul spoke softly. “This is a great area for rigorous combat training. I’m not denying this. But maybe we should pick a different valley. One less populous. While we can.”

The original target of the day had been a valley a bit south from this one. The four of them walked around there for a good half hour and only got three gluttons to give a probing strike. They killed one of those gluttons, but the other two retreated, oddly enough.

This valley, three valleys over from that first one, had some nice mostly-flat areas for easier fighting, and a lot more gluttons. The four of them had barely spent any time at all in one of those flat spaces before the gluttons began to come up for a bite. While the gluttons were weird monsters, this land was also pretty weird.

If Ezekiel would have had ten extra minutes of rest, he would have tried a [Witness] in the area, just to see if all these flat spots actually used to be foundations for houses; if this land used to be a mountainside village. It well and truly could have been. Except for the monsters, and the mists, and how deadly the Tribulation Mountains were, there was a nice river down in the valley, the sun could show whenever the clouds decided to play nice, and [Grow]ing food here would have been easy with the mists providing all the necessary water. This would have been a nice space for a little town.

You know… except for the monsters.

Always monsters. Everywhere.

Ezekiel held his staff in both hands, since he didn’t need to hold his shield, as he stared out into the gloom. “Firelight seems to work exceptionally well,” he said, as he walked to regroup with his party.

“It does. I started using [Radiance Strike], too.” Julia stared out into the mist, holding her hammer like she was ready to strike at anything, as she repositioned herself, too “Seems like a standard Elemental interaction.”

“Standard?” Ezekiel said, “There’s nothing standard about these guys.”

Tiffany punched a gauntlet into the other, eliciting fire from the air. “Plain fire does better.”

“Any sort of heat-based attack would work fine, for the dryer they are, the more damage you can do. That is what you are seeing.” Paul said, warily watching the world around him, as he stepped closer to everyone. “The problem is that they can wipe off the fire and purge the heat by diving into the stone.”

The gluttons circled in the mist, their blue eyes flickering like ghostly fireflies.

Ezekiel had a few thoughts.

He thought back to Kiri, and her [Firelight Defender]; the automated turret-like summon that spawned countless [Firelight Bolt]s at designated enemies. And then he considered something else.

Was Ezekiel a Fire and Light kinda guy? Wind and Mercy, yeah… But firelight?

Or rather, Radiance?

No no. Not Radiance. Firelight; that other term for the same thing. Yes. Erick would have spoken of Radiance, but Ezekiel?

Clan Phoenix was about Fire. Maybe a bit of Light. Ezekiel could be about Firelight, too, or at least some of his spells. He would have had a history of fire and light in his family, anyway, right?

Yeah. Sure.

And besides that, he recalled meeting a Riftcaster, once, who cast Rifts into the air to bolster certain elements and deny opposing elements. That man had a brother who had learned incantations from the Songstresses of the Songli Highlands in order to adjust his [Healing Beacon]-derived healing and harming spell into whichever was needed at that moment.

Ezekiel was getting off track.

Neither Ezekiel nor Erick had ever made a Rift, he decided. There was something of a need for an actual Rift, but Erick had already made the precursor to a Rift a while ago, and that would do, for now.

 




	
Firelight Shift, instant, long range, 190 MP

Drastically empower your fire and light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark and water aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.














The difference between a Rift and a Shift was one of degree and intent. Rifts were better, by and large, and Ezekiel should probably make one out of this particular spell.

… Later.

He said, “This should help us.”

He cast, directly above them all.

A dot of intent unfurled like a blazing lotus, expanding and enveloping like a wash of pink plasma. For several meters in every direction, the land was not actually hot, but stone did appear to be on fire, and the air filled with the idea of heat and magenta light.

Mists vanished; pushed away by magic that was anathema to its existence.

A pink panic seemed to take hold in the blue eyes of the monsters in the mist. Gluttons screamed. They ran away; into the mountain, into the air, as fast and as far as they could get. But only the closest ones. The gluttons that were already a hundred meters away flinched under the pink false-fire surrounding the party, for sure, but they remained. They did not approach, but they did not leave, either.

“Clan spells, am I right?” Ezekiel smiled, saying, “Some phoenixes are just as much light as they are fire.”

“Yeah yeah. Wave to the [Witness], why don’t you.” Julia watched the eyes in the mist as she spoke, “What is that spell, anyway?”

Ezekiel handed her the spell. “Firelight.” He frowned. “I told you about this stuff?”

“Did you?” Julia asked, as she glanced at the box. She dismissed it, then focused on the mists beyond the flickering pink ‘fire’. “Is this one of those Rifts you mentioned months ago?”

“Oh. I remember what happened, now. We talked about Rifts and then… we just never talked of them again. But I did tell you about Domains not too long ago, right?”

“… Oh. Yeah. That.” Julia frowned a bit.

Ezekiel knew that Julia likely didn’t want to hear him talk of Domains and Rifts, and certainly not again and in this space, but maybe she would? Since she had learned gridwork from Tenebrae? There was a definite difference in how much his daughter was willing to talk of magic since she learned of gridwork...

Ezekiel plowed ahead, even though he likely shouldn’t have, saying, “[Prime Area] is the basis for both Rifts and Domains. You can make [Prime Area] through any combination of any two Force spells. The ones I used are [Force Bomb] and [Force Wave]. To make [Firelight Shift], I took [Prime Area] and Mana Altered it for Firelight. I have not made a Rift out of this. That was one of the options, and that option is most normally used to produce something which enhances the power of a specific element, and maybe even the growth of those specific types of Elemental Essence creatures. A variation on this idea is a spell which makes a Domain; an area that is under the control of the caster who makes such a spell, and is usually based around an element. The two ideas are similar, but different, in like how all bladed weapons have blades, but not all of them are swords.” He added, “Rifts are unaligned boosting and denial. Domains are controlled boosting and denial.”

Julia’s frown deepened. “… Yeah.”

Pink firelight continued to dance on the ground like waving neon grass.

Seventy meters away, gluttons prowled in the mist.

Ezekiel started, “Do you want me to help you make [Prime Area]? It’s the basis for a lot—”

“I can’t even see the damned monsters except their eyes,” Julia complained. “And only when they want them seen!”

“Yup. There’s five times as many gluttons out there than the eyes you can see.” Tiffany spoke up, “We should decide if we’re moving or staying—”

Paul rapidly spoke, “Fully scare them away, now, or we need to move. They’re preparing to swarm through this spell.”

Ezekiel didn’t even gesture. He just willed the magic to flow, targeting various clumps of gluttons.

With every passing second a new [Firelight Shift] blossomed on the mountainside, driving back the mists with large impressions of hot summer bonfires. Gluttons screamed as they raced to get away from the heat and the light, though this level of spellwork was not truly dangerous to those beasts. The spell wasn’t even hurting them. But it was greatly weakening water magics, which was apparently more than enough to disperse the horde.

With the passing of seconds upon seconds, the mountainside was soon awash in imaginary summer heat.

Mists dispersed. Gluttons raced away.

And the mountainside looked different under the light.

This area had to have been an abandoned mountain village. Ezekiel and his people were likely standing in what had once been a main square. The air smelled of summer bonfires, and it reminded him of roasting marshmallows by the fire, and having Julia burn hers and then toss the still-burning treat at the neighbor’s kid.

Ezekiel smiled at the memory.

Tiffany asked, “So [Prime Area] is just any two Force spells? Because this [Firelight Shift] looks damn effective against elementals. Or at least these elementals.” She gestured at the frightened gluttons, saying, “This is great crowd control.”

“The spell isn’t even hurting them; they’ll attack soon, I’m sure. Rifts are better and still I need to make this one.” Ezekiel said, “But yeah, Tiffany, I’ll help you make [Prime Area], too, if you want.”

Julia frowned at the world, her eyes firmly fixed on the mists that remained. “Did that chase them off?”

Tiffany said, “They’re out there. They’re staying far away, too.”

A wind blew from the northeast, flowing through the valley. The remaining mist kicked up into the sky, vanishing through the mountain passes in the south. There was still an ocean of mist out there, though. Ezekiel had only banished the barest bit.

And then Ezekiel eyed the north. He decided to have some fun.

An Odin fluttered into the northern passage into the valley, where mists flowed through a kilometer’s wide passage like it was a connection between two oceans. Ezekiel threw a few [Firelight Shift]s into the ‘mist-intake’, creating a dissipating blockage in the flow. Air came through, and so did mist, but a lot of it did not. As the wind kicked up, mist vanished into the south, uncovering more of the valley with each constant gust. Gluttons appeared out of the mist like dropped leaves, briefly piling up before they vanished down, into the mountains, or they raced with the mist toward the south, or they gathered near the river, so far down, where the mist never left.

Julia watched her dad throw out orbs of magenta heat.

When it was done, and the village foundation around them was clear, she asked, “What was that for?”

Tiffany put one hand on her hips and gestured across the valley with the other, saying, “For the view! Obviously.”

Ezekiel chuckled. “Yes! For the view.” He renewed several patches of pink fires on the nearby mountainside, and said, “And magic is fun! You know? What do you say? We could take some time and each try to make a Rift—”

A strange gorge appeared on the other side of the valley, nearly three kilometers away, as the mist peeled further out of the valley. The hole into the mountain looked man-made, in the way that it would look if someone had cast a great magic and carved a great furrow straight and deep into the stone; with chipped edges where the attack exited, or maybe entered the space beyond, breaking reality under the violence of the attack, but with defined edges in the center of the slice.

Ah. So.

He should have expected this? He should have expected something when he cleared the mist from the valley. So Ezekiel prepared several contingencies right now, that he hoped he would not have to use, which mainly involved having Odin buff himself, out of sight—

And, yup! There were people over there. Lights, too. They eyed Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, from the edge of that break in the mountain. They did not look friendly.

Ezekiel waved, anyway.

One of the people, a man in red who held a sword the same color, waved back, with his sword.

Ezekiel said, “In my defense of not spotting them, they were covered by mists.”

“I didn’t say anything,” Julia said. “I can’t see five damn meters in that soup.” She looked to Tiffany. “What’s your excuse?” She turned to Paul, and with more enthusiasm, asked, “What’s your excuse?”

Tiffany waved at the likely-not-friendly people, saying, “Out of range.”

Paul did not wave. “Same, though I am now focusing...”

“So.” Julia sent, ‘I am now accepting bets on if its the lost alchemist’s kidnappers, or not. I think it is them and I am betting 10 gold.’

The red guy on the other side was joined by four others in variously colored [Conjure Armor]. He had stopped waving for thirty seconds, now.

The two parties stared at each other from across the valley.

Paul sent, ‘No one is taking that bet. We are now in deadly territory. Our experiment with me not helping with fights is over, for now.’

‘Agreed.’ ‘Yeah.’ ‘So no takers on my bet? You might make some easy money!’

Paul sent, ‘I’m picking up some heavy thoughts… One of them is thinking about killing a man named Tadashi in their camp.’

Ezekiel floundered for half a second, then scoffed, ‘No way. Too much of a coincidence. Maybe ‘Tadashi’ is the name of their lookout?’

Julia laughed.

Paul elaborated, ‘Nope.’

Julia asked, ‘Are we fighting, or are we—’

The air blipped red a hundred meters away. The red man and a few of his people appeared on the empty foundation of a former home. They all looked human.

“Hello!” the Red Man called, in a cheerful voice.

Ezekiel recognized in the man’s voice an undercurrent of joyful violence; that he was happy he had some new butterflies with fresh wings to pluck. Ezekiel didn’t know how he knew this, but he did, with every fibre of his being.

Ezekiel responded politely, anyway, “Hello? How can I help you? And pardon me for refreshing this spell I just put up.”

The first of the magenta [Firelight Shift]s had started to fall apart. Ezekiel recast one toward the north, Mana Shaping it into the absolute for another 500 mana, going the full distance through the actual pass, stretching his spell absolutely wide, and thin, like a curtain of magenta fire. It would block out all that was opposed, which would be the mist and thus the gluttons, and—

A blue box appeared.




	
Firelight Curtain, instant, super long range, 690 MP

A shimmering curtain greatly strengthens all passing fire and light magic, while greatly weakening all passing water and shadow magic. Blocks dark magic. Lasts 1 hour.














Ezekiel was surprised at the new spell, but he tried not to betray that surprise. He said to the people around him, “That one should last an hour. So! Hello. Who are you? Are we intruding?” As he also sent to his people, ‘We’re doing this, and Odins will arrive with your shields when this goes south, but I’m going to try to talk them out of it, first.’

‘Yes, sir.’ ‘You got it, Boss.’ ‘Ready.’

For a nice, calm moment, Ezekiel felt great about his people. He was delighted that they chose to follow him halfway across the world, even if they ended up in situations like this.

The Red Man lifted his eyes toward the spell in the distance. “Soon our valley will be fully without mist and our protector gluttons do not like that. Could you cancel that spell?”

“I would rather not.”

The Red Man innocently asked, “Why?”

“Because,” Ezekiel said, “It appears you have a captured Tadashi Diligent Scribe in your hideout back there, and I would like him back.”

The Red Man went stock still. His people froze. Cheer vanished, and calculation came forward. The Red Man nodded, once, then asked, “Tell me: Did you make that spell over there at this very moment?”

“Yes.”

Breezes flowed through the valley, clearing out mists. With the even-better curtain spell standing in the distance, cutting off the flow, even the deep mists were starting to dissipate. The river appeared far below, like a winding blue snake at the bottom of a green world.

The Red man said, “I saw you reading, so— Of course you made it as I was watching. Not a liar! I appreciate that.” He paused. He said, “Okay. Sure. You can have Tadashi. We’re not going to die to a Scion, and especially not one so accomplished in the arcane.” He declared, “Pack it up, boys! We’re out of here in half an hour.” He asked Ezekiel, “Will you give us this much time?”

“… Sure,” Ezekiel said, knowing that he was being buttered up, yet unsure why the Red Man thought that his buttering would work.

The Red Man resumed wearing his easy smile from before, as he teased, “Let us go, and Tadashi gets to live.”

And then he blipped away, followed instantly by his people, before Ezekiel could say another word. The Red Man reappeared across the valley, and then rushed down the inward path, into the crack in the mountain. In moments, every visible person had vacated the entrance.

Ezekiel sent to his people, ‘He’s lying out of his ass about everything, right? Should we have jumped him right there?’

Paul blurted, ‘He didn’t lie. If it was up to him, he would leave. But he’s not in charge, and the guy in charge—’

A speck of a spell flowed across the canyon, traveling kilometers in moments, headed straight at Ezekiel.

Something was happening, and there would be fighting, apparently.

This was fine.

Ezekiel resolved himself to the situation. He was already running [Hunter’s Instincts], anyway.

With a flick of mana sense, he understood the spell flying their way. It was packed with magic and it would have exploded the second it touched anything at all; Reflection was not an option. But it was elemental-based, so the solution was easy enough.

[Prismatic Breaker].

A speck of rainbow impacted the approaching spell. They annihilated each other, with zero explosions, or fires, or waves of shadow, or anything else. Both spells simply vanished, like they had never been. [Prismatic Breaker] was a good spell. Probably too good for the situation, but whatever. Ezekiel wasn’t about to let some strange spell hit them.

Instead, he called out, “That wasn’t very nice!”

His voice took a second to reach the other side of the valley. The response came quick enough.

The Red Man’s voice boomed, “I know! Which is why I just killed my boss! Good luck getting Tadashi out alive, Scion!”

Ezekiel prepared to annihilate another attack while he listened to the Red Man speak. But...

Nothing.

Thirty seconds passed.

“So.” Julia asked, “We going in?”

‘Not yet.’ Paul sent, ‘There are sound blockers beyond that crack in the mountain. You can’t hear it, but I can. They’re fighting. The red guy and a few others are trouncing the rest… Hard to tell.’ He held a hand against his temple. Lines of intent flowed out of his head and into the manasphere. ‘I can’t tell much. There’s a fight. That’s all I know—’ Paul stopped. He sent, ‘It’s over. The last mind just died.’

Ezekiel instantly sent four Odins into the crack in the mountain, feeling odd about not doing so earlier. Would it have been his place to stop this disagreement between the bandits? If they hurt Tadashi, that would have been on him—

Beyond the gorge and several active [Ward]s that layered the tunnel-like canyon, was a land of small houses, nestled under tall cliffs. Between them all was a wide open space at the bottom. Sunlight poured into the hideout at an angle, striking a garden with several fruiting trees, all of which were on fire. The entire place was on fire. Red fire, blue fire, gold fire. Harmful magic glowed in every part of the former bandit hideout, sometimes on stone or grove, but also on all the bodies laying around.

Odin began putting the flames out with [Fire Breaker]; deleting the fire from existence.

Within moments Odin had scouted the whole hideout with several different Sights. Everyone was dead, except for one person; an absolutely emaciated man with pale pink skin and tiny nubs for horns. He was in a hut near the bottom of the stacked houses, slumped against a wall, ass to the ground. He looked barely able to move, as if he was drugged, or poisoned, or something. As soon as Odin went to touch him, to [Teleport Other] him directly to Julia—

Odin vanished. Popped. Not even [Dispel]ed; just pure negation. He was alive, though!

Ezekiel came back to himself, saying, “Coast is clear. We’re going in. No traps found. I found Tadashi.”

With a lightstep, the four of them stepped right into the hideout. A third scan with [True Sight] and the mana sense of all his nearby Odin reconfirmed what he had seen before. The hideout was empty, except for the man in the hut over there. Ezekiel rushed that way—

Tiffany rushed ahead of Ezekiel, glaring at him like he was putting himself in too much danger—

‘Which you are.’ Paul sent, ‘Antirhine is deadly. Let us do our jobs, please.’

… Ezekiel followed Tiffany. In seconds, the two of them stood in the room with Tadashi. Tiffany had to crouch down a little, but she was in there, with her eyes fixed on the alchemist. She sighed, and shook her head.

The man looked worse in person. They had him in a loincloth, and nothing else. He didn’t even have a bed; likely, because everyone around here used conjured beds, and this man could not. Another quick scan with various Sight spells returned a whole mess of oddness. To [True Sight], the man was exactly as he appeared to be; this much was not that odd. [Blood Sight] and [Soul Sight] returned nothing, though; Ezekiel could not see the man’s life or his soul. Mana sense gave him a better idea of what was going on, but an even greater oddity occurred. Ezekiel could not see inside of the man, at all.

Stepping a few seconds back in time revealed nothing; the mana where Tadashi had been was just static to the manasphere.

Mana still flowed into him like it normally did, but there was no way to see that mana when it was inside of Tadashi, or when it was within half a meter of the man, either. And when the mana left him, it left without a single impression of the man. Mana always filled with random noise after passing through a person or important object; this is what a person saw when they used Meditation and they viewed the manasphere, seeing false eyes and false monsters and visions. This truth was apparently not true when mana traveled through those who were afflicted with Antirhine.

If it wasn’t for the obvious truth of his living nature, Ezekiel would have thought the man was dead. But even dead objects, like rocks and water, filled the manasphere with some small impressions.

Solid antirhine reflected all mana and stripped all magic from mana, but the Elixir seemed to work in a more diffuse manner. Less lead for more effect.

Tadashi raised his tired eyes toward Tiffany. He spoke in Inferni. “Weird death vision. I didn’t ever pray to Aloethag, did I?”

Tiffany tried to be nice as she smiled and responded in Inferni, “She only answers prayers of Rage, and you don’t look very angry, Tadashi.”

Tadashi laughed, but momentary joy turned to what Ezekiel now recognized as existence-deep sorrow. Tears began to roll down the man’s face. He slumped to the ground, pressing his nose to the floor.

Ezekiel couldn’t not go to him, so he went—

Tiffany whipped a hand out and prevented the contact, speaking in Ecks, “Not within a meter, sir.”

“It’ll be okay, Tadashi,” Ezekiel said, in Ecks, unable to keep the lie out of his voice.

Tadashi’s sobs turned quieter.

“We will get you home,” Ezekiel said, and this much was true. “I simply haven’t figured out that process, yet.”

Tadashi chuckled, darkly, directly against the stone floor of his room. He spoke in Ecks, saying, “I haven’t either! This antirhine aura is extraordinarily destabilizing. I could make it for a while through the mists, though; the gluttons don’t like me. But the other monsters...ha.”

“How far does it…” Julia stepped closer, reaching a hand out. Her dark blue [Personal Ward] and her gauntlet began to unravel well before she touched the crying man, but she did get within half a meter. She retreated, shaking her hand out. She reformed the gauntlet with an expression of her [Mutable Aegis]. “That’s going to be tough.”

Paul suggested, “Enough [Force Platform]s and a center of dirt. Keep him in the center.”

“I thought about it, and it would work, but such a working would be a huge target, and too slow,” Ezekiel said.

“It would.” Paul said, “But you could defend that much space.”

“Maybe. But. The other option is:” He looked to his daughter. “Julia? You have a Primal Frost Owl? She’s really big?”

“Oh yeah.” Julia said, “I can carry Tadashi; no problem.” She asked him, “He’ll be far enough away from my wings that I can still use internal magics, but external magics will not work. Need some mundane straps, though. [Fabricate] together some of the bandit leathers out there?”

Ezekiel nodded.

Julia asked Tadashi, “Do you want a ride on my back, or in my talons? How much Health do you have—” She kept most of her joy out of her voice, but not all of it, as she asked, “How much damage do you think you can sustain on a wild ride through the Tribulation skies? I’ve never gone up against a Thunder Bird, but I’m willing to try!”

Tadashi’s face was still pressed against the stone floor. But at Julia’s words, he rolled a little, and eyed her. “Are you some... adventurer?”

Ezekiel said, “That is my daughter and she was, but she is currently in line to the throne of Clan Phoenix. I would ask you to appreciate being rescued enough to overlook certain possible issues.”

“I don’t have problems with adventure... ers?” He rolled over, fully eyeing Julia, and then Ezekiel. “Your… Daughter? This is a very weird death vision.”

“She is my true born daughter, and you are not dying, but you are certainly weakened. Are you hungry? We could get you something to eat, before we leave? I see fruit trees out there and they’re not on fire anymore.”

“I’m just gonna carry you in my talons. Can you survive a [Super Quick Flight]?”

Tadashi grumbled, “In the thin chance that this is not a hallucination, my answer is that I probably cannot survive a [Super Quick—”

A crumbling, breaking sound echoed outside, in the bandit’s hideout. Tiffany raised her head, bumping the ceiling. As Julia raced outside, Ezekiel was already looking, through Odin.

He watched as some burning blocks of something fell from the gap in the overhead cliffs, and the various [Ward]s that had stretched across the entrance gorge, suddenly broke. What was that all about?

Odd.

Ezekiel had an Odin fly into the smoking pile of whatever, and turn on his [Cleanse Aura].

[Cleanse] didn’t get rid of it. Odder yet! It wasn’t poison? Or anything? Maybe it was magic?

Ezekiel tried a [Grand Dispel] for a thousand of his own mana, even though it didn’t look like a magic. Nothing happened. 

And then the scent reached Ezekiel. Flowers, growth, rain, and green. It was a good smell. Odd smell, sure, but really nice. Like some high-class incense that—

A mist stone glutton stepped up from the ground and tackled the scent bomb like a cat going after catnip, spreading the burning, smelling herbs like a bath bomb going off in a pool. The glutton continued to tackle the burning herbs, spreading them fast, and far.

And then a second and third glutton appeared out of the stone and batted the burning herbs everywhere they could, before a fourth one appeared and started rolling in the mess.

In the very next second, four more gluttons poured out of the walls of the bandit hideout.

The herbs had been burning for less than ten seconds.

“Oh. Shit,” Paul said, taking the words out from Ezekiel’s mouth, though he had not even seen the problem yet.

Ezekiel teased, “You read my mind.”

Ezekiel had an Odin cast himself into a full-strength [Prismatic Ward] into the stone hut, into the ground below and around Tadashi, but he avoided the man himself with a three-meter wide scoop taken out of the large-sized dense air. With a flicker of mana sense, he saw that gluttons were already racing underneath the stone below, but those gluttons deflected off of the density Ezekiel had erected in this space.

For his next trick, a sunform Odin grabbed much of the burning grasses with a thousand flicks of a thousand light tendrils. He flew upward, carrying the burning package toward the hole made by the cliffs above, just in time for that same Odin to catch even more bundles of flaming herbs that were on their way down.

The gluttons below tried to follow the burning scent up, turning to mist, but there was no mist to ride in here so they raced along the stone walls of the hideout, up, up, racing across roofs and walls, and then clinging to the cliffs above.

And then Ezekiel had to rethink about the fact that there was no mist in the hideout, as a thick fog rolled down the tunnel leading to the valley, carrying a wave of gluttons on its forefront. The bandits must have destroyed the [Firelight Curtain].

This area was rapidly becoming much more dangerous than it needed to be.

The Odin carrying the burning herbs crested the cliffs, and entered into the full sun. People stood on those cliffs, wielding even more bundles of herbs ready to fall into the space below. The Red Man smiled as he saw the bird-shaped Odin, carrying his flaming gifts back to him.

Odin threw the package directly at him with the full force of a sunform-empowered slap, and burning herbs went everywhere, again. But that Odin vanished. Ezekiel didn’t even see how it happened.

With the Odin inside the hideout, he saw all of those burning herbs fall back down into the soupy air, full of gluttons.

A different Odin tried to catch the falling package, but he failed as soon as he got near the burning herbs at all. He winked out of existence.

The grinding noise of the monsters turned worse. It became a constant avalanche.

Julia cast a [Stoneshape] closing off the entrance to their small hut, saying, “It’s flaming antirhine!”

Yes. He already knew that. But—

They needed another way out, and fast, but not through the hideout. Ezekiel did not trust any of his magic in the face of Antirhine. From what he was seeing, through the Odin outside which were far away from the smoke, the new brand of smoke was having some strange effects on the gluttons, too.

They did not float through the mist in the air, nor did they rise from the ground around the burning lead and herb debris. But they did swarm in from outside, like a feeding frenzy of sharks moving in for the kill. Some did come right out of the ground near the burning herbs, and instead of themselves breaking to the loss of magic, they broke the stone they stepped out of, leaving great divots in the bandit’s hideout. And then they piled onto each other, rushing for the burning lead, scrambling and breaking whatever they could to get nearer to the herbs.

They raced across the roof off the hut, their scrambling claws scraping against the edge of the [Prismatic Ward], chipping the stone in their passing. In every direction, they scraped against that dense air.

Okay. So. Let’s get out of here, right now.

He had a spell for this, though it would be tricky, what with all the monsters already inside all the stone all around them.

 




	
Stone Travel, instant, medium range, 50 MP + Variable

A large area of stone stabilizes around you, then quickly moves at your discretion across or through other stone. Lasts 1 hour.














Using it normally would not help Tadashi, but he could create a tunnel.

Maybe.

Ezekiel turned to the right, to the wall that the building shared with the mountain, where gluttons crashed against the [Prismatic Ward], and where they would have crashed through, if not for that spell.

Tadashi started to giggle like a broken man. Maybe he was. He said, “Thanks for the rescue! But I’ve been dead ever since they Elixir’d me! Sorry you didn’t get your points! How much was I worth, anyway?”

“Five points,” Ezekiel said, “And we’re getting you out.”

Tadashi laughed. “Five points! I’ll have to work forever to make that up to them!”

Ezekiel smiled, saying, “I promised my retainers points, and they’re going to get them! Don’t go crazy on me yet, Tadashi.”

“They’ll swarm for hours.” Tadashi almost reached for the dense air around him, but he stopped. He started to laugh, his eyes going wide. “I could kill us all by touching your Solid Ward.”

“Just yourself,” Ezekiel said, “We can get out of this with a [Teleport]. Don’t fuck yourself over, okay?”

Tadashi crashed to the ground, again, his face against the stone while gluttons crashed against every single wall of the hut. The roof was starting to break. That would be bad. Antirhine would get in.

Tiffany said, “Waiting it out isn’t a viable option. We have to move through that mountain wall—”

A corner of the building broke off as a glutton raced across that stone, exposing the dense air inside to the lead air outside. Dense air began to become normal air.

Juila plugged up the hole with a rapid [Stoneshape], taking stone from the floor of the hut and exposing the gluttons racing below. As soon as her magic touched the lead air, controlled stone became solid stone. It stuck in the hole, anyway.

Ezekiel turned toward the mountain.

He pierced the wall with [Stoneshape], flowed a sunform Odin into the space he had just cast, then had that Odin cast [Stone Travel] in the center of a dozen flowing gluttons. He had measured the distance correctly. The platform took hold, expanding a bubble out of the stone around it which ended right at the back edge of the house, opening a hole into the glutton-filled space beyond.

Odin was made of light, so he was not bothered by the gluttons. He still whined in flutes, though. He did not like being crashed through. And he was being crashed through.

A veritable ocean of gluttons, likely attracted from every single nearby valley, was trying to get into the hideout. This small part right here was just the smallest bit of that ocean.

The noise was incredible. Ear splitting. Ezekiel could barely think, and yet he did.

Odin rode the [Stone Travel] directly out, and then he went up at a 30 degree angle, up and out, to the north west. The platform’s travel created a perfectly smooth tunnel in the stone, doing here what it had done way back when Ezekiel helped his people to escape a Hunter ambush, while they were out hunting wyrms. [Stone Travel] was such a useful spell.

With any luck, there wouldn’t be any horrible monsters in these surface mountains? You know, except the gluttons, of which there were tens of thousands.

With another cast, Ezekiel threw a thousand mana [Hermetic Shredder] into the space, into the crashing glutton horde, twisting the spell forward like sprayed spiderwebs, absolutely coating the walls and ceiling of the tunnel with the spell. With his modifiers, a thousand mana became 19,000 strings of molecular wire, each of which would deal 19,000 damage before breaking. The spell reached far forward, but the tunnel would be kilometers long; he would need to do this a few times.

The effect of the spell was rather spectacular, though.

Gluttons turned to stone cubes as they raced through the cutting space.

No time to admire his spellwork.

The house crumbled around them. Julia patched holes as best she could. Tadashi stared into the dark tunnel and at the crumbling house as though seeing his death lurch closer with every passing second.

Tiffany just waited for Ezekiel.

Ezekiel caught their attention, yelling to overcome the avalanche of noise, “Here’s how it’s going: Julia? You have a carrying form, Yeah?”

“On it!” Julia turned to shadows, except for her clothes. And then her shadow form expanded. She returned to the physical world as a unicorn, all sparkling white and with a spiraling horn made of rainbows. She crowded the small room even more than Tiffany did. Julia asked Tadashi in a hoarse voice, “I hope you know how to ride.”

“Don’t get on yet, but after we’re in the tunnel.” Ezekiel said, “It’s too cramped in here and you’ll break the [Ward].”

Tadashi seemed to regain a lot of himself in that moment. He said, “Yes. I can do this.” He reached for her, but stopped and pulled his hand back before he neared the Solid Ward all around him. “I am not as strong as I used to be.”

Tiffany said, “I can help keep him on there.”

“Good. I need you on threat-finding, too. And you, too, Paul.”

Paul nodded.

Ezekiel turned to the new hole in the mountain. The Shredder had done a great job. The gluttons did not enter the space, and those that did, died fast. Now that there was nothing there but dead stone, Ezekiel had another Odin cast another [Prismatic Ward] into the edges of the tunnel, but he kept the center clear. He dismissed the [Hermetic Shredder]. A [Stoneshape] shoved the dead Mist Stone gluttons back into the mountain, clearing the way forward.

Ezekiel pointed to the hole in the mountain, saying, “Odin just popped out the other side. It’s not safe, but it’s safe enough. I’ll [Ward] the tunnels as we go. Julia, keep Tadashi in the center of the space. When we get to the other side, we will have a new plan, I am sure. Let’s go.”

They went.

Behind them, the house collapsed, as too many gluttons broke the walls in their frenzy to get to the smoke.

Tiffany helped Tadashi onto Julia’s back. She was a large unicorn; almost fit for an orcol to ride. The alchemist looked almost like a toddler on her back. Julia’s white fur turned black in large patches around wherever he touched.

And then they started running. Julia with Tadashi on her back, in the center, while Tiffany was at Julia’s side, and Ezekiel and Paul were in the back. The path carved by the [Stone Travel] was large-size and flat on the bottom, while the roof was arched tall. They did not have to run in a single file, but they did have to run; there was no telling how long such a tunnel would last, especially with gluttons seeming to pour into the previous bandit hideout from absolutely everywhere.

The lead smoke broke that first [Prismatic Ward], completely, before the smoke started to flow into the tunnel. Ezekiel nipped that potential problem in the bud with a quick [Stoneshape], collapsing the tunnel behind them.

With a small breather, Ezekiel attempted another [Stone Travel], right underneath the five of them.

It failed. The magic just didn’t happen with Tadashi there, in the center, even if he was a good two meters off of the actual stone platform.

The second cast of [Stone Travel] was done through another Odin, floating far ahead of the party, moving forward before everyone else, just to keep the ceiling intact; the first tunnel had already collapsed in its first thirty seconds of existence.

Ezekiel did not panic, but he wanted to.

Tadashi panicked, but no one blamed him.

Moving forward was a quick process but still done with methodical precision since gluttons were still absolutely everywhere.

The first step was a [Hermetic Shredder] that went up for 500 mana, which was more than enough to coat the ceiling and the walls for a large space forward, while leaving a path in the center clear of danger. Gluttons slammed into the shredders, thus enabling the second step, which was the casting of [Prismatic Ward] formed in a similar manner. And then they moved forward, their feet finding purchase on the fresh grey-blue gravel that layered the tunnel’s bottom, the sunform Odin on the [Stone Travel] platform lighting the way.

The tenth time this process repeated, they were finally in a space without so many gluttons. They slowed down. Ezekiel relaxed.

And then the mountain cracked a little bit above them, sending a minor rush of dirt and stone down onto the path ahead, even though the second [Stone Travel] was reopening the tunnel right in front of them. It seemed that stone, just shoved to the side, did not make for good walls, even though it was countless tons and tons of stone and it was impacted deep into the mountain all around them and—

Ezekiel dropped that useless train of thought.

They picked up the pace, racing forward, feet and hooves crunching on gravel as they flew through the darkness, the path illuminated by Julia’s bright horn and several bird-like sunform Odin. Odins moved fast to support the ceiling when it started to break here and there, but they did not stay still for long.

The party exited the tunnel into the midday sun, below a cliff, right as the tunnel began to fully collapse, showering them with dirt and debris. A sunform Odin parried a boulder, knocking it away, as the mountain settled into a new position behind them, while in the front…

The myriad peaks of the Tribulation mountains dominated the horizon, like jade-green islands jutting up from seas of white blue mist. The bright sun shone down from above, bringing a small warmth to the otherwise chilly air.
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                Ezekiel took a moment.

Everyone took a moment. Paul chuckled. Tiffany sighed, and smiled. Julia just stared ahead.

And Ezekiel breathed deep the mountain air. It smelled great.

And then Tadashi began ugly-crying into Julia’s mane, still holding onto her for dear life, saying, “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

Julia glanced backward, she said, “Help him off, Tiffany. Time to fly outta here!”

Tadashi was still crying, but he startled and sat up straight. “Oh bright gods.” Tiffany’s hands went around Tadashi. “Right. I’m on top of a person...” Tiffany helped him off of Julia, returning Julia’s black fur back to brilliant white. She set the alchemist upon the ground and he lifted his head to face the sun as tears rolled down his cheeks. He bowed to Julia. “Thank you for the ride, my good lady.” He said to Ezekiel, “Respected… Scion? To what Clan do I owe my rescue? Who are you?”

Julia flickered with [Polymorph], her orcol-sized unicorn form transforming into a five-meter tall snow-white owl; a full person taller than Tiffany. She fluffed her wings out, spreading them wide.

Odins were positively entranced by the large bird that had appeared in their midst. They responded in kind, fluffing themselves up. One chirped loud and instantly sat down upon Julia’s head, then transformed itself to look exactly like her, but miniature. Julia angled her head a bit, turning it all the way upside down, kicking the playful Odin off of his perch as she chirped in her own laughter.

Tadashi looked up at her, with more awe than before.

Ezekiel fluttered his Odin into the sky, and all around, assigning each of them to work their Sight to look for any approaching danger, or other possible issues. They were on a mountain in the Tribulations, after all.

There were no immediate problems.

While he did that, he turned to Tadashi and gestured around to his people, drawing the man’s attention back to himself. Ezekiel said, “Tiffany, Paul, and Julia. I am Ezekiel. We are of Clan Phoenix, and we came to Eralis to ask around about Songstress magic. This is only our first real day in the city, though, and we needed money, thus we came out here to hunt. We were not prepared to find you, but we did hear about the Quest regarding you. So. Let’s get you back home, and get some points for ourselves. And if you happen to know of any good methods to approaching the Songstresses to learn of their magic then I would love to hear it. Or, we could just talk to the people we turn you in to? I suspect we will have to do some of that, anyway. Do you have specific people to which you would like to be returned?”

Tadashi listened intently, and when he heard ‘Quest’, he faltered. “I overheard from my captors… And then you said—” He winced. “It was truly 5 points?”

“Yes.” Ezekiel looked at the alchemist, and said, “This distresses you.” He added, “I am unaware of how they do this Questing down here in the Highlands, so if I need to know something tactical, please let me know.”

“I would prefer to not accidentally die in the crossfire between High Clan Scions and their lessers.” He flicked his eyes toward the mountain-covered horizon. “Or to the dangers of the Tribulations. Where are we, exactly?”

Ezekiel produced a wardlight map of the general area. “This might be minimally incorrect since I have not been in Eralis for long, but my scouting capabilities are well developed. You are here. We are about 300 kilometers north of the direct east-west line of Eralis, which means roughly 1400 kilometers to Eralis, which means it will be half a day to get you back home, and that is without detours, of which there will be some… But... I might have that wrong. What is your fastest speed, Julia? I never asked, and I fear my own is much slower.”

Outside of lightstepping, of course.

Julia spoke using [Prestidigitation], “500-ish kilometers per hour with [Super Quick Flight]. I should be able to keep that up the whole way, but likely not with a dampener in my claws, for multiple reasons.” Julia raised a massive down-covered paw with huge talons, half a meter long. “And he won’t be able to survive that without cushioning and me dropping to half-speed. Maybe lower.”

Ezekiel quickly calculated. “A hundred kilometers per hour seems reasonable, which means 3 hours to get out of the Tribulation Mountains, and then 11 more hours to get to Eralis. We can stop halfway through if needed, but I would prefer not to.” To confirm what he already suspected, and to make sure he wasn’t making this more complicated than it needed to be, he asked Tadashi, “Should we contact someone for you? For them to come get you?”

Tadashi seemed to have gotten hold of more of his senses in the last several minutes. He said, “Absolutely not, good Scion. It would be best if we saved any contact for when we reach a border city where I am already safe, and someone aside from you can contact my clan for you. We might not have to go the whole way in— It would be for the best if we did not go the whole way into Eralis. But we must get out from the danger of actually being caught in crossfire between multiple Scions, out here in the Tribulations. You might not know this, but they will have grudges that they will enact upon each other without care for completion of any Quest, if it means a hated rival is thus ended. I would prefer to avoid that.”

“That’s exactly what I feared.” Ezekiel said, “Very well—

Tadashi shivered in the sunlight, though he tried not to show it.

“Right. Sorry,” Ezekiel said, full of knowing. “You have no clothes. We have no extras. We have no supplies for this, at all. We were not expecting you. Uh. Should we slow this down? I can make you food and clothes if I have some time. We’ve only been exposed for ten minutes, so far, and we are several kilometers away from the bandits’ hideout. And a few higher, too.” He looked around. “Opinions?”

Paul said, “I will go along with whatever you desire, Scion, but that Red Man was not happy to see us escape. He is likely searching for us right now.”

Julia asked, “Should we counter-ambush?” She said, “I feel that we should counter-ambush. Best not to leave a threat like him lying around.”

Tadashi shivered, almost uncontrollably, as he suddenly muttered, “I would prefer to escape. Please.”

Tiffany said, “Let’s not tempt the dragon. Let’s move, with purpose, and out of the Tribulation mountains.” She looked to Julia, and smirked. “Make him a spider silk robe.”

Julia chirped, “Bah!”

“Can you do that? With spider silk?" Ezekiel asked. "I mean. I know it can be done, but I’ve never seen you weave clothes before.”

“Clothes?” Tiffany laughed. “Hardly.”

“I have tried several times and failed twice as often.” Julia gazed down at Tadashi with giant, blue eyes. “I can wrap you in mundane threads and strap you to my legs. This is no problem.” She flexed her talons, and her voice trailed off, “Let’s see…”

She lifted a feathered foot into the air, and the feathers receded. White unicorn fur appeared over bright white chicken-skin a moment later, and then the tops of her toes, just above the talons, bulged. Her other foot similarly transformed.

Julia eyed the mountain slope below the party. A moment later, stone flowed into a large bird perch, and several short pillars that resembled a miniature Stonehenge. With a flow of lightform, Julia moved onto the perch.

Controlled threads flowed out from her talons a moment later. They spun in the air, controlled to land and stick to the pillars. More and more threads moved at her command to spin around the center of that spider web base. It thickened, layer upon layer.

Ezekiel walked closer. He looked up at his daughter, asking, “[Fabricate]?”

“… Don’t have it.”

Cheerfully, Ezekiel said, “I think I found your problem.”

Julia cackled a tiny laugh. “I don’t have it, yet. I am working on Remaking that spell and not spending the point, but it’s been difficult.”

“Oh!” Ezekiel said, in realization. “For all your lessons, you never took any sewing instruction, did you? Or learned fabric weaving.”

Another laugh. “Nope! But I have [Thread Control] now, so it might go easier.” She asked, “Do you want to try to [Fabricate] some robes? I can spit out a whole roll of non-sticky thread, if you want it.”

“Yes. But not right now.” Ezekiel glanced backward, at the shivering Tadashi. He turned back to his daughter, whispering, “He’s in a bad way. We need to get to civilization.” The layers of silk, which Ezekiel could tell alternated between sticky and not, were already as thick as a heavy winter comforter.

Julia swiveled her head toward Tadashi, then turned back, saying, “We do.”

“Oh. And—” Ezekiel asked, “Could you carry a carriage? So you don’t have to carry him? I don’t think he could survive that.”

Julia chirped. “Try not to make it too heavy. This is going to take a minute more. I need to make it thick but not too sticky and I think I failed in a few spots already. He can wear this, but I’ll fill in whatever basket you make with softer threads.”

Ezekiel nodded. And then he went to work, while the pale pink alchemist came over to watch Julia’s crafting.

First, he had an Odin find an unattended, small tree. The nearest, easiest to reach specimen was a mountain over to the west. A few casts of [Treeshape] and some heavy intent-filled growth later, and that Odin blipped in with his prize.

It was essentially a large, specialty-made wicker basket large enough for a person to comfortably rest within. On the outside, though, it was like a spiked ball, with those spikes turning into plenty of hand-holds a few meters away from the central seat, so that anyone would be able to carry the thing if it was necessary. Finally, a door was attached that would close the whole thing, to ensure Tadashi would not fall out, no matter how much he might accidentally be tumbled through the air. The alchemist should even be able to stick his head up and look out through several small windows, if he wanted.

… He would probably be fine. The basket certainly wasn’t up to any possible ‘flying carriage’ code, if such codes actually existed, anywhere, but it was light enough, and it would get the job done.

By the time Ezekiel deposited the basket beside Julia, Tadashi was sitting on the ground, surrounded by a rather crude, yet fluffy blanket made of white spider silk. [Warming Ward]s spewed heat at him, for they couldn’t actually warm him directly. He was already looking better.

Julia began to fill in the carriage with enough spider silk to make it like padding. When that was done, Tadashi tried to get up to go test it, but his comforter was stuck to the ground and itself; but not to him! Another helping hand from Tiffany pulled open the comforter and released its temporary prisoner. Tiffany began to pick at the comforter to get rid of most of the large stones, for Tadashi would still use it inside the basket, while Tadashi tested his new ride and found it adequate.

Julia fixed up the comforter, too, ensuring that it had no sticky exterior, at all.

When everything was ready, but before anyone was locked into any baskets with some spider silk, Ezekiel asked, “Anyone need to use the privy before we go? Or need water, or something?”

Tadashi blushed, and then paled, and then almost lost all of the small composure that he had managed to regain.

Ezekiel spoke before a terrible sadness overtook the man, “It’s not embarrassing. It’s just how it is for now, and this is why I asked. Don’t have a crisis about life before we’re out of danger. Have your existential crisis after you are back home.”

Tadashi pulled himself back from the brink. With uncertainty in his voice, he said, “I… I would like water, and… if… you could provide… facilities—” He rapidly said, “I apologize for this disgusting—”

“I might as well take a shit, too,” Tiffany said, lightening the mood. Or, at least, trying to.

Tadashi just looked that much more mortified.

A [Stoneshape] to the side provided privacy. An Odin [Watershape]ing mists into liquid provided the water for Tadashi, both for drinking and for a wash basin. Tiffany cleaned herself out of sight of Tadashi with a quick [Cleanse]. Ezekiel was glad for that, and Tiffany gave a knowing nod; no need to rub in the fact that Tadashi would never be able to [Cleanse] himself ever again. The man was already mumbling about [Cleanse] and he couldn’t even wear conjured clothes...

But there were some untended clothes not too far away, weren’t there?

A quick check-in at the bandit’s hideout, from afar at first, and then from inside, revealed that the Red Man and his accomplices were gone, the lead smoke had either dissipated or sunk out of the air, and the hideout itself had been turned from a ramshackle set of buildings and an open square, into a scraped-out canyon full of mist. The walls appeared as though they were clay, and someone had dug their fingers through the entire space, hollowing it out into a near-sphere with furrows everywhere, all going the same way.

Ezekiel still checked the place over, hoping for some clothes to give to Tadashi, but that fate wasn’t in the cards.

While that was happening, Tadashi cleaned himself with provided warm water then re-donned his spider-‘cotton’ blanket, then he loaded himself into the spiky wicker basket.

Nothing had bothered the five of them in the half hour it took to get to this point.

Odin had been scouting the eastern mountains while everything else had been going on, in preparation for the forward flight. Odin even turned solid as he scouted a little bit of the ways ahead, but nothing came out to greet him. He was only in the air for a short while, though. The journey to the barest bit of safety would take a few hours, at least, and across some of the most dangerous skies in the world.

With Tadashi in the basket, Ezekiel unveiled his next best idea.

A magenta Odin latched onto Paul, Tiffany, and Ezekiel’s backs. Those Odin expanded, becoming multiple pairs of giant wings extending over the shoulders of each of his people and himself. Since Julia was literally flying on wings out of the mountains, why not everyone?

A few Odin also latched onto the extra handholds of Tadashi’s basket, to support it if Julia needed to do something else. There were multiple redundancies in the plan to carry the Alchemist out of the mountains, and in the plans to combat the known monsters they would likely encounter. Hopefully those redundancies would be enough. For now, Julia, as a Primal Frost Owl, sat atop the basket like a parrot on a perch, waiting to fly away with that perch.

Tiffany tilted her head backward to see her new set of wings. Odin fluffed at the attention, a few small eyes appearing here and there, to look back at Tiffany. She smiled, and poked the feathers near an extra eyeball, eliciting guitar thrums from her new ‘wings’.

Paul reached back and touched his ‘right wing’, including everyone in the conversation as he sent, ‘This is different.’

‘Just for show, of course.’ Ezekiel smiled.

‘Too angelic, dad.’ Julia sent, ‘But I like it.’ She added, ‘Odin’s gonna have to provide some wind shear protection, yeah?’

‘Yes, and also help reduce weight and strain for you. They’re all in sunforms. And— Here.’

The Odins each cast small [Prismatic Ward]s either upon the clothes of their person, or upon their perch, and Julia’s perch, too. The Restful air would provide much needed stamina for the long journey.

‘I like it.’ Tiffany touched the solid light braced against her chest and torso, and the light that came up under her feet as she lifted her leg. She stepped onto the light, half a meter into the air. ‘Feels secure, but still loose enough to move.’

‘Hopefully!’ Ezekiel sent, ‘Let me know if it’s uncomfortable. Or. Actually. Let Odin know?’

Paul sent, ‘Let’s not experiment with telepathically contacting your [Familiar] and risk all that False Damage, please. We all have our own flight spells, anyway. If we fall, just don’t leave us behind.’

Tadashi watched, with rapt attention, from the tiny portholes of his basket.

‘Of course not. So!’ Ezekiel said aloud, “Here we go!”

Tadashi gasped, big, as he held onto the grab bars in his basket.

With a trill of violins, Odins raised into the sky, taking their cargo with them, giving Julia an easy way to take off, fast, from a bit higher than ‘ground level’. Julia cackled a little, obviously happy, as she unfolded her massive wings and her entire snow-white body glimmered with dark blue magics. She beat her wings, and they moved—

Tadashi screamed a little.

Julia slowed down; slowly, easily. In a moment, she simply hovered in the air, supported by her own light, as she peered down into the basket. “You okay, Tadashi?”

“I’m fine!” came the strangled cry of the alchemist. He righted himself, bracing his arms against the basket, saying, “My hand slipped from the handle! Sorry!”

“Then we go again!” Julia said, “Let me know if something is wrong!” She opened her wings and took off from midair, increasing her speed slower than the first time. “You okay?”

Ezekiel, Paul, and Tiffany followed on magenta wings. They were all fine. Tadashi, though?

Tadashi called out, “I’m good!”

Julia chirped in happy owl sounds, as she flapped her silent wings and gained speed. Unoccupied Odins happily repeated her noises as they chased after her. For a brief moment, Ezekiel was simply along for the ride.

The dark tunnel was behind them. The deadly Red Man was out of sight. And they were flying over some of the most beautiful land Ezekiel had ever seen, with his daughter up ahead, and his people beside him.

And also: Flying never got old.

The full weight of the moment seemed to hit him as the world rushed under their feet, the mist ocean dropping away, the mountain-top islands becoming smaller, and smaller. This was dangerous, sure, monsters everywhere and all that, but it was also exhilarating. Yesterday had been Hunters. Today had been bandits and then a rescue from a swarm of monsters, and yet, the day had barely even begun.

They were still in danger, right at this moment.

Ezekiel was still running [Hunter’s Instincts].

And yet…

Julia raced forward. Odin raced to catch her with all of his bodies, but she was faster than them by far, and wasn’t that a sight to see! Ezekiel had known that she would be better at flying than him, just as she was better at fighting, but to actually see his daughter surpass him never got old. She barely beat her wings, and the heavens flowed over her snow-white feathers faster than the light could move, for the light was being rather buffeting, at the moment. No real aerodynamics for this light. Not when they had a Tadashi to protect from the elements but without touching him.

Ezekiel smiled wide as they ascended, high into the sky, the wind barely touching them, the cold barely seeping into their armor. This was fun. And look at that land below! Majestic.

Julia flew faster and faster, into the eastern sky. Odin tried to keep up, but it was rather apparent that he could not. Julia kept pouring on the speed—

Tadashi appeared through the holes in the basket. He called out, his voice failing on the wind, but still heard because of [Hunter’s Instincts], “We are going too fast!”

Ezekiel spoke through the Odin on the basket, “Are you injured?”

“I am taking injury, yes! That’s a hundred Health so far!”

At that, the party slowed, greatly. Julia relaxed her flight. She hadn’t been jumbling him around, but without a way to heal except for naturally, every point of Health was a precious defense that didn’t need to be wasted needlessly.

“Ach! Sorry about that, Tadashi,” Julia said through the light, near to Tadashi.

“Quite alright! Thanks for the rescue!”

Odins caught up to Julia. Tadashi relaxed into his basket.

A sudden bubble of blue light expanded from the mountaintop on the left—

And here came the expected attack from the expected Thunder Bird.

“Nope-nope-nope!” Ezekiel said, as he reacted.

The rest of the party followed, preparing for what was to come. They had been briefed on how Ezekiel wanted to handle this, and they agreed with his assessment.

The party stopped, midair.

Tadashi poked his head up, confusion writ large on his face, and then came dawning realization, and horror, as he saw the blue bubble growing on the mountaintop below.

Ezekiel set up his seven-part reaction because he wasn’t sure what, exactly, would be the best defense against the sound-based attacks of the Thunder Birds; the main predator one needed to watch for when flying through the Tribulation Mountains.

Unoccupied Odin lightstepped into the air between the mountain and Tadashi and the party. The intervening space was a good five kilometers away, and though the Thunder Bird was nesting down there, the species also hunted and mated and lived high above; it was an even chance to get attacked from above or below, when traveling these skies.

[Airshape] took control of a section of air, making it Odin's own, while a [Prismatic Ward] of 6000 points of defense took control of another airy space. [Quick Wall]s covered another part of the sky, layered like the scales of a dragon. A [Normalize Aura] took control of another layer, behind all the rest, for Ezekiel had no idea if that would actually work against a large-scale sound-based attack. It probably would, but better safe than sorry. A [Discord Aura] took hold of the air beyond the [Normalize Aura], for that would surely work against the sound-based attack. The final line of defense was Ezekiel himself, lightstepping into the space between the attack and Tadashi, prepared to unleash a full sunform of his own. His [Animadversion] likely wouldn’t do much, since the attack of a Thunder Bird was spoken of as wholly physical, but he still had that silver shield strapped to his wrist. Hopefully, the bird’s shockwave spell wouldn’t get that far—

Tiffany stepped right in front of Ezekiel. With a massive forward shield held in both of her hands, she cheerfully chided, “Let the tank tank, please! Mages always out of position, I swear.”

The bubble of blue light around the entire mountaintop island—

Super Large Area. Thunder Birds go big, it appears.

—rippled, all across its surface, building in power, in waves. The entire space became like an ocean’s surface, that then peaked in only one direction; the direction of the party. The cresting wave of the blue dome shifted like an eye moving in its socket as it took aim directly at Ezekiel and his people.

This was why the party had stopped flying forward; Unless they were going at speeds too fast for Tadashi to handle then the heavy ordnance of the Thunder Bird would have tracked them, anyway.

The entire blue eye blinked, the pupil tracking them as it sent out waves of concentrated power, cascading in the party’s direction.

Thunder roared.

[Airshape] was the closest spell to the shockwave, and that was utterly useless. The shockwave tore right through that flimsy excuse of a spell, and then continued right through the 6000 points of defense that was the [Prismatic Ward], popping that dense air like the shattering of a glass ornament. [Quick Wall]s held, but the shockwaves merely flowed around them, their power barely reduced by that defense.

As he watched the power of the Thunder Bird, Ezekiel was reminded of watching the Aerie explode, back in Ar’Kendrithyst, during Shadow’s Feast, except smaller, and more concentrated.

[Normalize Aura] turned shockwaves into something smaller, but still present.

Shockwaves struck the chaotic layer of [Discord Aura] from a nearby Odin, and died, completely.

The shockwaves never reached Tiffany, the party, [Animadversion], or a to-be-deployed sunform.

A few more seconds passed to the great shock of everyone present, as the spell continued on past the party.

Tiffany laughed a little, as she said, “Look at the size of that magic! Never seen anything like it!”

Ezekiel gave a good chuckle at that joke, while Julia gave a single, loud caw.

The blue bubble on the mountain island flickered and died.

Paul brought everyone back to the moment, shouting, “Let’s get going again before it recharges!”

Ezekiel laughed as the party resumed racing through the sky. “I can negate the Thunder Birds just fine!”

Tadashi’s head appeared in the portholes. “You didn’t know if you could?!”

“Don’t worry, good alchemist!” Ezekiel deployed his [Physical Aura] into the sky, but only as the barest bit of [Discord] about half a kilometer out, saying, “I made a new spell recently and it works better than I thought it would against Thunder. I’m always making new spells, though probably not as much as I could. Gotta study how they all work, first!”

Tadashi’s eyes went wide, and then he disappeared back into the basket. “Always new magics...”

“Ah. Shit,” Ezekiel whispered, understanding that he had just made the man rather sad. Tadashi's magic days were over, weren't they? Ezekiel raced forward and called to Tadashi, “Sorry!”

A half-hearted wave came out of the basket.

Ezekiel tried, “Hey! You heard about that new Particular Magic, right? Maybe antirhine is a particular that you can extricate from the body! With alchemy! There’s a good lifelong goal for you.”

“… Yeah,” came Tadashi’s sad voice that tore on the wind.

Paul sent, ‘Really.’

‘What! I was circumspect.’

Paul mm’hmm’d at him.

Tiffany flew beside Ezekiel and shook her head a little, though she was still smiling from the thunder bird ‘fight’ and her joke of only a minute ago.

Julia’s head rotated all the way around to stare straight at her father, as she sent, ‘Particular Magic. Eh?’

Ezekiel smirked, as he sent to all of them, ‘This whole incognito-thing is just to be able to see the world as it actually is. We might have seen enough of the Highlands at this point, so I’m willing to give up this facade if necessary if it means helping someone. I don’t want to actually announce myself, though.’

Julia turned her eyes forward, and beat her wings, sending, ‘Ah. The ‘old wise man handing out swords in caves,’ shtick.’

‘Oh?’ Tiffany sent, ‘Is that a story from Earth? We have a similar one, but it’s about an old woman in a grotto handing out swords.’

‘I’m not that old!’ Ezekiel sent.

Julia ignored her father’s rejoinder, and exclaimed, ‘Ha! You tell yours first, then I’ll go next. We got a long ride and I could use a story.’ She looked down, then returned her eyes forward. ‘Looks like Tadashi trying to sort out something amongst himself, anyway. He’s shaking his hands at the air and mumbling to himself.’

A cause for concern?

“Tadashi?” Ezekiel flew closer, cheerfully asking, “Are you okay in there?”

“… How would you remove antirhine from the body?”

With a sudden seriousness in his voice, Ezekiel said, “I have no idea, but I would start with blood treatments. Maybe there’s a way to gradually weaken the amount of Antirhine in a person—”

The sky above and to the left, three-ish kilometers away, erupted in a kilometer-wide blue bubble. Waves crested on that surface, forming an eye that aimed at the party, releasing shockwaves in a torrent of physical power as the blue bubble collapsed inward, onto the sparking blue bird at the center. This time, the attack consolidated and came much faster, and the party never stopped moving forward. Just like he had been told, the Thunder Bird’s attack tracked them through the sky, spilling shockwaves across the moving party like it was was directing a laminar flow of breaking sound.

[Discord Aura] completely negated the attack.

They were a calm 500 meter center to a kilometers-wide flow of vibrating power.

What didn’t hit them kept on flowing, to the mountains below. Mist exploded. Rocks shook. But the attack had been mostly dissipated by then.

Ah. Hmm.

Ezekiel decided to extend his aura out even more and completely block the next attack, should something like this occur again. No need to accidentally send an attack at whoever might be below them. He sent an Odin back to where the bird’s attack struck to search for people—

Tadashi had poked his head up just in time to see the negation of the attack. “We’re too close and that one is hunting. It will attack us.”

Ezekiel had been prepared to ignore the bird, since the mountain-bound one had not giving chase, but—

This flying blue bird was sized to Julia; easily five meters tall, and twice that wide. It was shaped like an eagle. Lightning crackled across its feathers as it let out an ear-piercing screech, dive-bombing the party. The screech was completely negated, just as the shockwaves had been, but Ezekiel could tell what the bird had tried to do; it had tried to hit Julia, for whatever reason.

Maybe it didn’t like other birds?

When the bird was close enough and not seeming to want to change course, and with Tadashi screaming in the background that they were all dead, Ezekiel intercepted the bird with a lightstepping Odin that blasted the bird with a thousand mana [Slowing Bolt]. Not Ezekiel’s thousand mana; he needed his mana for the full escort. Odin’s thousand mana was more than enough.

A pink cloud-puff inexorably struck the speeding bird well before the bird could get anywhere near Julia and her wicker basket cargo.

Julia wordlessly adjusted her position with a silent flap of giant wings.

The Stopped thunder bird zipped right past the party.

It recovered itself into a Slow when it was well past the point of being a problem. With a single caw and a small blast of power aimed at the party, which was dissipated by the [Discord Aura], the thunder bird flew on. They weren’t monsters, after all, and animals tended to react to danger smarter than monsters. They knew when a meal was too big to be trifled with.

Tadashi had watched the Stopped bird fly past. He had stood in his basket, his face pressed to the port hole, watching the bird fly away in search of easier prey. And now, he sat back down, out of direct sight, but not out of lightsight.

Ezekiel flew next to the basket, but not too close, as he said, “As I was saying: Blood treatments to cure the Antirhine Elixir could—”

“Doesn’t work.” Tadashi spoke while out of direct view, “The Antirhine Elixir is not a simple case of Antirhine poisoning. The Elixir bonds to bone unless you get it out of a person before they’ve had time to digest and... I’ve had time to digest.”

Ezekiel listened, and then he tried, “How about blood treatments to get rid of all non-bonded antirhine, and then when all you got is what is in your bones, you might be able to cast through the aura over your stomach, for instance, since that might be far enough away from your bones.”

Tadashi shook his head, exasperated. “But... Eh.” And yet, there was something there in the glints of his eyes. “Eh. No. I mean… Maybe that would work… A little.” He shook his head. “No. The aura poisoning of Antirhine is very thorough.”

“Does it actually poison the aura? Does it make you have an Antirhine aura?”

“… No. That’s just what the effect is called.”

Ezekiel said, “You won’t know until you try, and it might not work, but maybe it could work at least a little. You won’t be able to [Cleanse], or take in healing magics, but you can still cast. Maybe.” Ezekiel said, “During any possible blood treatment you would have to pay special attention to infections. One of those would likely kill you well before you got anywhere close to being able to cast from your belly.”

Tadashi laughed, a sick sound, and said, “And I’d have to eat enough to regain a stomach, too!” He lamented, “Bright gods, but I am terrible at aura work.”

“Another thing to learn!” Ezekiel said, “I’m not that great at it myself, but there’s time.”

“That’s right…” He stepped up in the basket, saying, “You said you were here to learn from the Songstresses… but your spellwork seems to easily negate the Thunder Birds. Are you really here to learn from them?”

Ezekiel gave a genuine smile, as he said, “I know a few tricks and some of my magic resembles some of what I heard that they do, but I never had reason to come to the Highlands until events recently conspired to bring me and my retainers to Eralis. My hope is to return home, triumphant, with more than a few new insights into what I can already do.”

“… Yeah. That makes… Sense.” Tadashi glanced around, then sat down. He instantly stood right back up, and with strong eyes, he looked at Ezekiel, as he said, “I wish you good luck in your endeavors, and I thank you deeply for the rescue. Clan Diligent Scribe will most assuredly offer great recompense and I can even introduce you to some…” He paled. Softer, he said, “I could have introduced you at the Void Temple. But… I cannot go there anymore. Apologies. I… I don’t know what I’m good for, anymore.”

“We’ll get you home, Tadashi.” Ezekiel said, “Everything beyond that will happen when it happens.”

“… Thank you, Scion Ezekiel.”

Ezekiel asked, “Do you have a preference who you’re returned to? There are three names on the Quest: Elder Mirizo Star Song, Enforcer Sikali Song, and Elder Doniro Diligent Scribe.”

Tadashi’s eyes went wide. He sat down in his basket, saying, “Ah… Can I think for a while?”

“… Of course. I didn’t think it would be a big question, but by your reaction, I can tell that it is. Take your time.”

Tadashi gave no response. He just curled up into his spider silk comforter, wrapping himself tighter in his white-walled basket.

After a few minutes of flying at a relatively quick, but non-damaging pace, and every visible and known crisis seemingly dealt with, for now, Julia sent to the four of them, ‘What was the story you were going to say, Tiffany? About the person giving out swords?’

Tiffany’s thoughts took on the tone of a practiced bard, ‘We call her the Woman Of The Grotto, though that is but one of her many names. Sometimes she lives in a small hut in the lee of a large tree, or down a deep well. Other times she is the woman who is everyone’s aunt, who lives past a specific bend in the summer home’s game trails. Sometimes, she is not a woman at all. She is the one you go to for potions of fertility, or to find out where the monster lives…’

- - - -

They flew, fast enough, magenta wings of light and air carrying three of them to the east, and snow white wings carrying the other two. Julia’s powerful claws and her threads helped to keep Tadashi’s basket secure in her powerful grip.

The Alchemist quickly found enough comfort that everyone else soon found him asleep in his spider silk container, slumped into his comforter. He was exhausted, and no one could blame him; he was as thin as a rail with hints of bruises here and there on his pink skin. They had made plans to stop at a town Ezekiel had already scouted, and get Tadashi, and themselves, some good food with the little money they still had. They could likely buy Tadashi some real clothes, too, or at least some supplies that could be [Fabricate]d into decent clothes.

While they flew across misty mountain ranges, Tiffany spoke of legends and fact as though they were campfire tales, and she herself was a bard. She certainly showed off a knack for knowing history and culture, and the trip was better for it.

Time passed.

The [Prismatic Ward]s cast on clothes, or on top of Tadashi’s basket, helped to keep everyone’s Health and Mana high with its Restful air.

Thunder Birds occasionally turned their blue eyes toward the party, waking Tadashi with their rumbling, but then Ezekiel would deploy his [Physical Domain] and turn a terrible encounter into an easy passage. Except for that bird that tried to dive bomb Julia, none of the other flying Thunder Birds attempted to do so, once their flow of shockwaves met Ezekiel’s perfect defense.

(His Odin didn’t find anyone in the blast zone of that one spell he allowed to get by.)

The mist ended first.

Buffeting winds and easy outflows for the sea of mist allowed the full grandeur of the Tribulation Mountains to come into sight. The world dropped away another five kilometers before rising in front of them, causing them to fly higher, only for the world to drop away ten kilometers down, or in one case, twenty. And then the surface came back up, but never as high as it had been before. The size of the mountain range began to lessen.

Still, they flew.

Skyscraping mountains became merely mountains, which then gave way to hills.

Rivers mirrored the passage of the party, winding through those mountains and hills to join into tributaries of the Wanzhi River. These rivers certainly had names, but whatever they were, Ezekiel did not know.

They found the village that Ezekiel aimed for.

And then they went past the target, and flew to a second village that was more of a minor city.

They did this because as soon as they had passed into the hill lands, a man claiming to be ‘Elder Doniro Diligent Scribe’ had sent to his group a certain message, and thus it was intercepted by Paul.

‘To the unknown people carrying my lost Alchemist: Come to this Border Clan city here, or you will be executed and your prize taken from you before you make it anywhere near Eralis.’

After they woke him up, Tadashi had been ambivalent about the change of plans, saying, “It’s for the best. Elder Doniro is a good man, and ending the Quest as soon as possible will prevent any possible interference from a third party.” With dignity, he said, “Thank you for the rescue, Scion Ezekiel Phoenix. With your skill and power you have delivered me from evil. Thank you.”

Ezekiel looked at the man, and saw behind the obvious mask. Tadashi was breaking inside and barely holding it together.

Ezekiel asked, “Do you mind if I check up on you in a few days?”

Tadashi allowed himself a small grin, as he said, “I would appreciate that. If they will not allow you into the Alluvial District of Eralis on your own name, then a message might be gotten to Diligent Scribe through the guards at the bridge. I am not sure what will happen to me, but I suspect I will be within Diligent Scribe’s Potion House for quite some time…” His brief cheer eroded, but he kept his stoic speech, and said, “I will be somewhere in the Alluvial District— Er. The Noble District, whatever the case. I look forward to seeing you again under better circumstances.”

“And I, you.”

A moment later, Tadashi added, “I would keep up whatever Thunder negation you have running when meeting the Elder.”

“… Noted.”

- - - -

With magenta wings curling the air around them, three members of the party landed onto a land of bare, grey stone, outside of the unknown city. The fourth flapped her wings and came in for an easy landing, setting her precious cargo down upon its legs, and then steadying herself upon her perch atop the basket. With an easy motion, she transformed into blue light, and stepped down onto the grey stone. As her temporary form receded, she was once again a young woman in peasant clothing, and dark blue armor. The rest of the party was similarly attired in their own armors of grey, blue, and bright magenta. Magenta Odins turned from wings to shoulder-riders, and while most of the party got one, two settled upon Ezekiel’s shoulders.

Odin was being rather good right now about only having two eyes; he knew this meeting was important.

On the other side of the field, not thirty meters away, stood the dozen people they were meeting. To the left and the right, and further away, stood even more people, all of which likely invited themselves to this meeting, as was the prerogative of powerful people. Most of the extras were likely Scions or young masters that Ezekiel had screwed out of the day’s Quest, who had come to see who, exactly, had fucked them over.

Some of their sneers were worn rather openly.

Ezekiel briefly wondered if he had fucked up somewhere along the way between his arrival in Eralis and this moment, here. But… Oh well.

Best walk in with full power active, and get it done as politely as possible. At least all of the people here looked to be somewhere between human and incani, with only a few which looked truly human, and a few which clearly swung the other way. There’d be no obvious Quiet War stuff going on here, which was kinda nice. 

And then he heard whispers of ‘adventurers’ and ‘upstarts’, which was cause for another kind of concern, while some of the gathered people were no doubt thinking of how best to jump the four of them and to take Tadashi—

The alchemist in question stepped out of his basket, and a blue box appeared.
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Ah. Good. There’s one issue settled before it began. He dismissed the message, for now.

Everyone saw Ezekiel look to the air. They all knew what that meant. A few laughed, but some just grumbled, and others blipped away, not wishing to bother with whatever else was going to happen. In seconds, the battlefield was half as occupied as it had been. The people Ezekiel was delivering to, all remained, straight ahead.

They had been on the ground for ten seconds, so far. Tadashi walked forward, covered in his comforter like it was a robe without arms.

Ezekiel and his party walked behind him.

The four of them could have left! Right then and there; bug out before things got too hairy. It was an option. But it was the option of cowards.

Tadashi stood before his people, and spoke, “Greetings, Honored Elders.”

The older man, in front of the reception party, wore blue and black robes, while his skin and horns were a dull magenta, and his hair solid black. “Our wayward Alchemist returns to us. What have you to say regarding your negligence in getting captured?”

“I have no excuse, and can only thank you for the Quest to rescue me from the barbarians who had the audacity to attack the power of Eralis, and of Diligent Scribe. I will, of course, work to repay the 5 points that were spent on securing my recovery, Elder Doniro Diligent Scribe.” Tadashi bowed in the sunlight.

Elder Doniro narrowed his eyes at Tadashi. Then he raised his eyes, toward Ezekiel, flickering his sight to Tiffany, then Julia, then Paul. He returned to Tadashi, saying, “Rise, Alchemist Tadashi, and tell me about your appearance and your saviors.”

Tadashi rose. “I apologize for my appearance. My rescuers are highly competent, but they did not expect to find me, and we raced away from the site of my containment with all possible haste from several antirhine-based attacks. The rest of the journey was spent fleeing from the monsters of the skies.”

Several members of the audience scowled deeply, but at which part of Tadashi’s words, Ezekiel could only guess. Maybe they were jealous they missed out on the points? There was certainly some undercurrent of deepening distrust when Tadashi said, ‘did not expect to find me’, but the rest of the disdain he was seeing was likely due to jealousy.

A pair of people to the right of Elder Doniro were eyeing Ezekiel with a lot more barely-restrained bloodlust than he was comfortable with, though. One was a woman of pale skin in black armor, without her helmet on. The other was a tanned man with bright red robes. They stood together.

At Ezekiel’s gaze, the pair of people returned their own.

Ezekiel smirked, and gave a half-nod.

The woman in black smirked back, along with her partner in red. Their bloodlust became almost palpable.

… Ezekiel returned to watching the confrontation between Tadashi and Elder Doniro.

Tadashi stepped to the side, gesturing behind him to Ezekiel and his people, saying, “Scion Ezekiel Phoenix, his two retainers of Tiffany Phoenix, the orcol, Paul Phoenix, the dragonkin, and also his daughter, Julia Phoenix. I have only known them for the four hours since they found me.”

Elder Doniro gestured away, saying, “Welcome back to Eralis, Alchemist Tadashi. Loremaster Xue Star Song and Enforcer Sikali Star Song have prepared a sky boat for the rest of your journey back home. You will be questioned. Cooperate.”

The black-armored woman and the red-robed man gave a half nod to Tadashi. Far behind the greeting party stood what was likely the ‘sky boat’; a pale-wood medium-sized boat that was mostly flat, open space, but with a cabin in the center. The boat was intricately carved from stem to stern with red runes.

Tadashi acknowledged the red man and black woman, then turned to Ezekiel, and said, “Thank you, once again, Scion Ezekiel.”

“Good luck with your endeavors, Alchemist Tadashi. I’ll check up on you in a few days, if that is to your liking.”

“It is. Thank you.” Tadashi turned and walked to the side of his escorts, though he kept himself away from them, and they kept themselves away from him in turn.

Doniro turned his attention to Ezekiel. “Alchemist Tadashi called you a Scion, but you are no Scion I have ever seen. I have just now been informed that ‘Clan Phoenix’ does not exist in our records, either, except for our first entry which entered the Records Office just yesterday.”

A ripple of intrigue passed through the collected audience.

Ezekiel affected an easy attitude, which seemed to be the best course of action here, and said, “I was worried that my Clan would already have a record, for I would have no idea what it could have possibly said. I am glad to see that the Record Office has such tidy operations, though. I have been pleasantly surprised about your whole society down here, ever since we came here yesterday, and I like to be surprised in the ways I have been.”

“Oh?” Elder Doniro asked, “What has been the most surprising?”

“I know someone must have noticed by now, but I do have a Silver Star. I appreciate that if there’s to be war, that it’s not over such distasteful things such as prejudice and promises of experience.”

The black woman and her red man seemed to be reevaluating Ezekiel with every word he said, as did everyone else, but at his latest words, several people lost their scowls and gained some grins. Most of those grins were clearly of the ‘look at the country bumpkin’ kind. A few were truly appreciative, though.

Ezekiel continued, “I’m not sure, exactly, how you do it down here, but I am eager to learn. Which is why I came to the Highlands in the first place. I am interested in your magic. It was for this reason that I came to the Highlands with my retainers, and my daughter.”

Doniro’s mouth remained shut. Then he glanced to the side, toward an older woman of deep purple skin and bright white hair. She was obviously incani in a large way, but she had no horns. Doniro stepped back, but was he satisfied? Maybe.

As the woman stepped forward, the rest of the audience seemed to stand taller, or stiffer.

The woman named herself, “Elder Arilitilo Star Song. You may call me Elder Ari, if I may call you Ezekiel, Scion Phoenix.”

“Elder Ari. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“I thought I knew all the important Scions of the continent, but your presence is an anomaly. Your timing is suspect, as well.”

Ezekiel nodded, and spoke plainly, “Neither I nor my people had anything to do with Tadashi’s… anything. I did see the Quest this morning, but we decided against going for it unless the man happened to fall into our path. Which was exactly what transpired.”

Some of the people in the audience did not like that. One even called out about luck being too good.

Ezekiel asked, “Do you need me to speak under truthstone? I did see a lot of that at your Teleport Squares and with a few guards here and there. Can’t say I appreciate those things brought out at every occasion, but I understand the need for them in certain events, and especially when unknown powers rear their unexpected heads.”

Elder Ari pleasantly said, “There will be no need for that. I am satisfied. Feel free to contact me if you wish for another chat. We could even discuss magic. I was a Loremaster before I became an Elder, so I have had my hands in all sorts of specialties. What is your specialty?”

“Right now I am interested in matters of song and magic.”

“That would be appropriate, wouldn’t it.” Elder Ari stepped back, and said, “Welcome to Eralis, Ezekiel.”

Doniro said, “Then we are done here. Good day, Scion Pho—”

A voice came from the side. “You all may leave, but we are not done here.”

The speaker was a young man of white; white hair, skin, eyes, and horns. Even his clothes were white, save for black trim and black threadwork.

Elder Doniro and his party, each and every one of them, bowed slightly to the interrupter.

The Elders rapidly departed with Tadashi in tow. The red man and black woman guided them to the sky boat, which hovered in the air but a scant centimeter. There was already a stone set of temporary stairs leading upward, and into the cabin in the center. For half a minute, everyone who was not interested in the white boy’s words, watched as Tadashi walked up the stairs on his own and entered the cabin in the center of the sky boat. Everyone else lightly flew into position atop the craft. Soon enough, with its cargo secured and its complement of Elders and Enforcers standing by the railing, the sky boat ascended upward. It took off toward the east, toward Eralis.

The white boy did not like that Ezekiel was one of those who watched the departure, instead of him. He spat, “You dare to not give me your focus, Foreign Clansman?”

“Clansman? That was not how I was introduced.” Ezekiel gave the boy his focus, and then asked everyone else, “Is this boy the manner in which the rest of you compose yourself?”

It was the wrong thing to say, which is exactly why Ezekiel said it. The collective attention of the audience went as wide as their eyes.

The boy exclaimed in a suddenly nasal voice, “I am not a child!”

“In addition to your face and your words, the growth plates on your bones have yet to fuse. You are 19. Maybe less. You are a child.”

The white kid went silent as he stared; terribly angry.

And then Ezekiel felt embarrassed for himself.

The kid was a kid. Why did he engage with him on his level? It was unconscionably rude to say what he said, and also beneath Ezekiel. And yet… Every single face in the audience was silently weighing him against their own, deciding if he was trash, or useful. The very idea that he could be stronger than any of them did not register, because not a single one saw him for who he was, which was by design, yes, but also rude of them.

One should treat others how they wished themselves to be treated, after all.

But everyone here saw him as a toy. The boy had definitely seen Ezekiel as a toy… That was probably why Ezekiel had said what he said, and also why the boy had started this confrontation. Was Ezekiel an easy target? He certainly wasn’t in his element.

… And honestly, maybe they were stronger than him, in certain ways.

And there was something to be said of giving deference to those whom other people gave deference.

The white kid likely had none of these thoughts in his head. He was simply angry.

A large, dark-skinned woman on the other side of the field stepped forward, wearing heavy violet armor, and said, “You can’t expect to be treated like a Scion in a foreign land without being run through your forms. That is all Scion Nightmare was doing. But you took your rebuttal too far.”

That was also true.

The violet woman continued, “Now, I will challenge you for the sake of honor.” She turned to Scion Nightmare, asking, “If it pleases High Clan Devouring Nightmare.”

Ah. A ‘High Clan’. Hmm.

Yeah. He should have taken the verbal beating from the kid, and not said another word. Oh well!

“Thank you, Scion Small Scare! It does please High Clan Devouring Nightmare!” Scion Nightmare declared, “A simple demonstration of the power of the Highlands should remind all foreigners who is in charge around here.” He sneered. “Or, Ezekiel can post another 5 point Quest and hand over what he stole from us.”

Scion Small Scare half-bowed to Scion Nightmare. Then she turned to Ezekiel, and waited.

Ezekiel was already happily saying, “Oh? Well. Sure! Why not. Pardon my ignorance, I didn’t know this was actually a shakedown—”

Several people openly laughed, but Scion Nightmare just scowled. Scion Small Scare held her ground, patient.

“—Let me just—” Ezekiel turned to his people. “Do any of you want the points, before I do this? Just say yes, and I will have a spar instead.”

“Kick her ass, dad!” Julia exclaimed.

There were a few odd looks between a few people at the word ‘dad’.

“Please refrain from lethal blows, Scion,” Paul said.

“Can I get in on a spar, too?” Tiffany happily asked, getting into the spirit of the moment.

A man in green heavy plate stepped forward, cheerfully saying, “Yes you can, fair giantess!”

Tiffany scowled behind her helmet. “I’m gonna have to pound you into the ground for that insult, you know.”

Scion Nightmare interrupted the laughter of the group and the green plate man, saying, “We have but one bout at the moment, and it is between Clansman Phoenix, and Scion Small Scare. Clear the battlefield.” He glared daggers at Ezekiel, saying, “When you lose, I want those points. Don’t try [Teleport]ing away, either.”

“Why would I want to [Teleport] away? That seems rather unsport—”

“Clansman Phoenix,” Scion Small Scare interrupted the verbal jousting for she clearly wanted less of that. “State your rules.”

Ezekiel said, “We are in your lands. What are the customary rules? I assume no lethal attacks, at least.” he waved back toward his people.

Julia, Paul, and Tiffany, each got the message; they moved backward, clearing space. At their movement, the rest of the gathered audience also moved backward ten more paces. Soon, it was just Scion Small Scare and Ezekiel, ten meters from one another.

Ezekiel said, “I also do not know your name.”

“You may call me Caina.” Caina said, “The rules are as follows: No attacks above the neck. We fight to first lost limb greater than a finger or toe, or first weapon planted in the heart; whichever comes first.”

Ezekiel tried to control his face from paling. He failed.

Scion Nightmare’s smile was a ragged, awful thing.

Sensing Ezekiel’s confusion, Caina asked, “Is this not how they do it where you are from?”

“We mostly fight monsters where I’m from so we try not to injure each other that much. How about we fight to first blood, instead?”

The crowd did not like that. Several scowled.

Caina asked, “Do you look down upon me? Or is this the trick of a Blood Mage? I do not appreciate the insult, either way.” She lost a fraction of her cool demeanor, as she upped the ante, saying, “Rest assured, we will heal any injuries received, but should you lose those rings on your fingers due to a lost hand, you will not be getting them back.”

Ezekiel pivoted his verbal position, saying, “Do I get those daggers hiding behind your back if I win? They are quite shiny.”

“I will not be using those in a spar.” Caina gently nodded, saying, “But since I have set my sights on your rings, then I will accept this additional wager.”

Best to get through this ordeal as fast as possible.

Ezekiel said, “Let us spar in the way of your land.”

Caina summoned a pair of identical violet longswords, one for each hand, as she said a prayer to someone, “Goddess guide me to greater heights.”

“Activate your [Defend]s!” Scion Nightmare shouted, “Begin!”

Ezekiel stood still, casting and also prepared to cast more from the Odins on his shoulders. Caina’s swords glinted with violet void as she stepped to the left—

Spells were cast, attacks were met head on. Anyone not looking would have missed it, and those who were looking also had trouble keeping up.

Just like that, the fight was over.

But understanding what had happened took a moment or seven.

Caina’s first sword had dipped down low and come up from below, chipping into the magenta Force breastplate covering Ezekiel’s stomach, breaking through that surface and digging into the woven Force underarmor below, but not getting far. His [Physical Domain] was wrapped tight around himself in order to prevent any Thunder-based attacks so he didn’t have his [Lodestar] active, but his [Greater Lightwalk] had still likely done its fair share of dulling her damage.

Due to that portion of Caina’s attack, his 110,000 point [Personal Ward] had dropped below half power.

Cain’s second sword had attempted to impale him directly through his breastplate, to his heart. Instead, that half of her [Dual Strike] landed upon a magenta shield made of reflective spikes. Power rebounded.

Caina went completely still as her attack struck into her entire self and blood poured from every gap of her armor, for she had seen the other magics that Ezekiel had done in that impossibly small instant between the start and the end of the battle, and she knew she would not survive moving in any manner save for a Spatial extraction. Her next Script Second was still a second away.

For molecular wire shimmered on the air like lazy spider webs frozen in time. She had passed through several of them to get to Ezekiel, breaking them, and parts of her own violet armor in the process. She was lucky he had used his lesser spellwork; [Hermetic Razor] was certainly not [Hermetic Shredder].




	
Hermetic Razor, instant, medium range, 500 mana

25 molecular wires stretch through a medium-sized space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of 100 points of damage before breaking. 














The remaining wires now scratched against her violet armor as Caina held still. One gently sliced against her left forearm, where her armor had been broken entirely.

But the thing that truly stopped her from moving was the [Flying Striker] positioned at her back, over her heart, like a fragment of magenta Force waiting for the command to dive right in and eviscerate. Ezekiel gently moved the Force weapon to press into Caina’s violet armor, but no further.

Caina likely had room to continue her [Dual Strike], to press her weapons further into Ezekiel, but her momentum was gone.

And the fight over, of course.

She had a shadow-adjacent Elemental Body active, which Ezekiel guessed as a [Void Body], or something, and she could have escaped that way. But in the same way that Ezekiel did not deploy his full lightform because [Lightshape] exists and is a hard counter to that ability —without a [Domain] to back it up— Caina likely did not wish to open herself up to a full counter through the full use of her own Elemental Body.

The crowd was silent as the singular moment of battle came to an end, and everyone saw the various ways in which it could have gone much differently had either side aimed to kill.

With an easy grace despite the sword touching his gut, Ezekiel asked Caina, “May we call it a draw?”

Struggling to hold to her strength, and succeeding, Caina said, “Retract your insults to High Clan Devouring Nightmare.”

“They are retracted. I honestly do not know any of the people here, and that made me unwary and uncouth.” He looked over to Scion Nightmare, who was in clear shock, and said, “I apologize for calling you a child. That was beyond rude of me, and I should not have done that.”

“A— Apology accepted,” the white man said. “I command you both to end your hostilities. It is a draw. No further action is to be taken.”

Ezekiel did so. Molecular wires vanished. His [Flying Striker] returned to his side as he stepped away from Caina. Her swords remained where they were for a brief moment, then she dismissed them as she righted herself.

Ezekiel gave a small bow. “Thank you for your instruction. You were incredibly fast. I am impressed.”

Caina glowed with a violet light and the little grimace she allowed herself faded with each passing heartbeat. She stepped backward. “Your spells are more potent than they appear. Thank you for the spar.”

Ezekiel said, “I am reminded that weapons can do quite a lot. That was at least a hundred thousand points of damage even with my mitigation, was it not?”

After a moment of consideration of her opponent, Caina said, “I am reminded that the variation of magic is never ending.” She acknowledged him, “Scion Phoenix.”

“Scion Small Scare.” Ezekiel turned and asked everyone, “So what happens now? Drinking and feasting and talk of nothing important? Or shall I and my party depart and find our own sustenance?” He added, “And if anyone happens to know a good tailor, I could use one. I arrived in the Highlands without much to my name, but I am willing to work for it.”

Caina looked to Scion Nightmare, who stared at Ezekiel with something in his eyes between wonder and contempt. The whole congregation seemed to wait on the white man’s words.

Scion Nightmare suddenly recalled where he was, as he said, “Treat our fair nation properly, and it shall treat you properly in return, Scion Phoenix.”

Ezekiel bowed, then raised his head.

Scion Nightmare and Scion Caina Small Scare both blipped away under their own power. The rest of the audience rapidly began departing as well. No one here used anyone else as a [Teleport] buddy, it seemed. The green-armored man saluted Tiffany with a fist planted over his shoulder and a smile on his face, before flickering green and vanishing.

Soon enough, the only people standing on the grey rock were those of Ezekiel’s party.

He turned to his people, and said, “That went better than I thought it would!” He almost conjured a chair because he felt a great need to sit down, but he did not. [Witness] was a spell that existed, after all.

Julia stepped to his side and tapped him with a dark blue hand, worry in her eyes as she quietly asked, “Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine.”

It was true. He would be fine.

Julia eyed him for a moment, then accepted his words. She glanced toward where her father had almost been skewered right in front of her, her heart still beating hard. She asked, “What sort of attack was that?”

“I’m okay, Julia.”

“… I know.” Julia sighed. “I would have liked a calmer introduction to the Highlands.”

“Me too.” Ezekiel smiled, then said, “Cania’s [Dual Strike] was Elemental Void. I think her Elemental Body was of the Void, too. Her attack drew me into her swords just as much as she tried to plunge those swords into my torso. Void does that; it creates openings that allow two things to easily come together.” He added, “Well… That’s one of the things Void does.”

“I haven’t worked with Void much, yet.” Julia cracked a smile, saying, “So? Clan ‘Small Scare’, eh?”

“Oh yes! Aptly named.” Ezekiel touched his breastplate, where Cania’s sword had chipped past the exterior layer. “My heart beat hard, for sure.” He looked to Paul, asking an unsaid question.

Paul sent, ‘Surprisingly, none of them suspect anything that is close to the mark, which could be a problem in an entirely expected direction. I can’t really talk about it, though, since there’s no immediate danger to your life.’

‘That’s fine, Paul. Thank you.’

Ezekiel breathed deep, savoring the moment. There was just something about being in life or death danger that was… kinda fun. If nothing else came from this, then he at least understood his daughter a bit more. Julia certainly looked happy for the moment.

Ezekiel asked, “Any of you want these points, before we find some food and clothes?”

The atmosphere of danger seemed to evaporate, even more.

Julia looked to Paul, then up, to Tiffany. Paul looked from Tiffany to Julia. Tiffany stared down at both of them.

Paul suggested, “Wizard’s Towers? One win, one point?”

Tiffany and Julia both scoffed.

Julia said, “And have you get them all? No! How about some duels, instead?”

“No.” Tiffany laughed.

Paul said, “No way! Then you’d get them all.”

“That’s not a hundred percent certain.”

“One point each and then we flip some coins for the other two,” Tiffany suggested.

Julia said, “Eh. Fair.”

“Fair and fine,” Paul said.

Ezekiel instantly handed out three points, then tested the waters, “And two for me!”

Tiffany mocked, “What! You hardly did anything at all!”

Ezekiel erupted into laughter.
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Also: Ratings and advanced reviews help! I've gotten more than a few really nice advanced reviews lately, so thank you to everyone who did that! But Ar'Kendrithyst has dropped to 151. A long way away from the all-time high of 70. Oh well. 

Maybe I need to rewrite book 1... I've been meaning to do that for a while, but there just hasn't been time. 
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                Elder Mirizo Star Song leaned back in his chair, behind his desk, frowning.

Sikali wasn’t happy, either.

Mirizo was one of three Elders of Enforcement, and had been for the last thirty three years, but Sikali rarely ever saw this particular boss of hers. She usually worked for the other two Elders of Enforcement, doing exterior work. This was why Mirizo contacted her when it came time to find their lost alchemist, for that was both an interior and exterior job. Mirizo had himself been contacted by Elder Doniro, for Mirizo was the Elder in charge of ensuring smooth operations inside Eralis, and that meant when the branch families or lesser Clans needed some proper Enforcing done of their own.

Elder Mirizo was a politician, and for this reason, Sikali rarely worked with the man. She found the simplicity of proper Enforcing to be a beautiful thing, but not when it got mired in politics. She didn’t care about which son of whatever clan was summoning demons, or which baker on which street was cutting the bread they baked with plaster. All she needed to know was that her targets needed to die, and so, when she went out on assignment, the guilt of her targets was assessed, and then her targets were never heard from again. This was why Sikali had been tasked with finding Tadashi…

Elder Mirizo had it out for Sikali, but she still didn’t know why. It was infuriating.

This recent shit storm with Alchemist Tadashi had upset the grain carts of multiple intertwined assets of Eralis. Sikali had failed to pull Tadashi out of the proverbial fire before they all got burned, and thus, Mirizo was now deeply involved.

Thus, Sikali was punished for her failure to retrieve the alchemist, and thus, she was talking to Mirizo again, for the tenth time in three days.

This was all a punishment, for sure. But why, though?

If only she had gained that fortuitous encounter with Tadashi in the Tribulation Mountains, instead of Scion Phoenix. If only she skipped the play, like Xue had wanted, and they had investigated Scion Phoenix before the truth of his station was revealed.

… Sikali wasn’t quite sure how such an actual encounter with Ezekiel would have changed things, but something would have been different. She wouldn’t be working this closely with Elder Mirizo, at least, and that’s for damn sure.

With disdain upon his face, Elder Mirizo demanded, “Report, Enforcer Sikali.”

Sikali Star Song stated, “Alchemist Tadashi’s reintegration into the Potion House of Diligent Scribe has been a small scale disaster. He has only been back for a day, and the man has managed to break a dozen expensive [Ward]s and wilt three expensive treasures, including an Arbor Seed, a Thunder Nettle, and a patch of Radiant Grass. He claims the Arbor Seed was an accident, and it might have been, but the second and third were the result of a War Response and his own bad positioning. In his rush to rid the building of himself, he walked the quickest path outside, and thus killed the other two treasured plants. He is now near-inconsolable, and is being tended to by Elder Doniro’s servants.”

Mirizo said, “It seems you are capable enough when it suits you.”

Sikali did not respond to the barb. Of course she could subtly enforce certain events to happen, but most of the time it was beneath her to use anything except utmost force. She was an Enforcer; not a lackey.

It occurred to Sikali, that in addition to the obvious reasons for her current punishment patrol and assignment, she had overstepped herself the other day when she spoke of ‘butt boys’ to Elder Doniro and Mirizo. And thus, she was being forced to work for Mirizo, and forced to use underhanded means to ensure Star Song’s continued prosperity.

Elder Mirizo asked, “Are they working to make him a separate Potion House?”

“There have been whispers, but nothing solid.”

“What of his brother? Any news since his attempt to break through containment and get to Tadashi?”

“There is renewed talk of exiling Alchemist Wabi from Diligent Scribe, mostly centered around the fact that Tadashi was captured, but Wabi escaped, and no one has been happy with Wabi’s excuses. Since Tadashi’s return, both brothers have expressed desire to see the other, but Doniro is not letting that happen. Tadashi’s containment is well constructed and likely to deepen, and Wabi knows this. He is not happy about this, either.”

“Has Tadashi expressed words about his brother?”

“He wishes to see his brother if only to scream at him, though I doubt that portion of their conversation would last very long. The only thing standing in the way of such a meeting is Diligent Scribe, itself, for they strongly wish to acquire Tadashi’s invention.” Sikali said, “Unbeknownst to me until after I started this proper investigation—” If she had known, or been allowed to know, she certainly would have done a better job. For one, she wouldn’t have gone out to that damned play. “—Tadashi’s invention has thrown every single protocol of Diligent Scribe’s Potion House into complete disarray, and the truth of this full upheaval was revealed today when a man bypassed the usual chain of command and came right up to the Clan House and complained to Elder Doniro’s face about missing mana potions. They want what Tadashi made, and they’ve stopped everything they were currently doing in order to make this happen. Over four of their exterior Potion Houses are already working on what he pioneered.”

Mirizo narrowed his eyes. “How large is the information breach?”

“They are openly speaking of it within the Potion House. It is a matter of hours before the rest of Clan Society knows.”

And what a strange creation it was! The greater outcome upon high-tier society would be immense, if any other nation but the Highlands were to get their hands on it, but only if Tadashi could make it work. But if Tadashi actually could get his potion to work as intended, then…

The Highlands were sure to go through another bloody expansion period. Maybe to the north, into the Warring Clan lands. The Highlands would do well to control the headwaters of the Wanzhi river.

And wouldn’t that be fun! Now there was some proper Enforcing.

Elder Mirizo stood up from his desk, a look of scheming upon his face. “It is time for me to step in.”

Having easily seen through Mirizo’s plot and desiring to cut it down to something quicker, Sikali spoke up, “I can make the man come to Star Song if you wish, Elder. There is no need for this subterfuge.”

Elder Mirizo glared. “If I wish for several dozen swords to appear in the backs of the Potion Masters, Professors, Teachers, and Elders of Diligent Scribe, I will consult you, but until Diligent Scribe decides they don’t like being a branch family of Star Song, this is your punishment, Sikali. We do not raise our hands to each other. We do not harm our own—”

Sikali almost laughed.

“—Your bloodlust does us all a disservice at the moment, and until you learn that, or until I grow tired of hammering that into your head, then you will do as I wish, and nothing more.”

Sikali kept her mouth shut. She let her raging emotions flow through her, and away; she was a rock in the stream and would not be moved by her desire for blood. Not in the face of her Elder, anyway.

Mirizo waited for Sikali to say something, but she did not.

Mirizo said, “Let me know the second that Scion Phoenix attempts contact.”

Sikali briefly saw red, and then she let that go.

Mirizo noticed, and not only because he was purposefully baiting and waiting for such a response. He said, “You are a naked blade, Sikali, and no one has ever bothered to rein you in, but I have been given the opportunity to do so, and I will. Get used to this assignment. You will be on this case until either Tadashi creates his potion, or I deem the endeavor useless. Fuck it up, and you’ll get worse assignments.”

Yup. Sikali did not like Mirizo.

“Keep your watch. Keep your team active. You are dismissed.”

Sikali tapped her chest with her fist, saying, “By your command.”







- - - -

The day before yesterday, they had dropped Tadashi off with his people, had a confrontation with a few other Scions, and then went back to the hotel, since it was only a few hours since sunset, anyway. They ate dinner at The Sour House, and went to bed and got some good sleep in preparation for a large tomorrow. Ezekiel used a [Prismatic Ward] throughout the room this time, since that ship had already sailed once Tadashi saw them use the spell. 9000 mana from an Odin turned into a 54,000 point Solid Ward around their room. They’d be safe from most threats, which was good enough.

Yesterday began with shopping in the city of Darzallia, the suburb outside of Eralis, in order to turn their monster cores into gold. They tried to spend that gold on new clothes as befitting their stations, only to fail.

The robes, sashes, and accoutrements of Scions and the Scion-adjacent were well outside of their budget of 75 gold. It seemed that some things about the economy of the Highlands were the same as they were in Spur. Ezekiel and his people could have gotten clothes of almost any style for dozens of silvers, at the most, but the colors of such clothing would have been limited to browns or tans, or off-white. Actual good clothes, made in any color other than the ‘peasant colors’, would up the price to tens of gold for a single piece.

Going from cotton to silk, or to the even rarer spider-silk, was an even larger jump of, in some cases, a hundred gold per square foot of fabric used. At least in the case of spider-silk, Ezekiel understood that price, but everything else was the way it was because of the law of the land dictating certain price floors.

There was no law against wearing colors ‘outside of your station’, but from the hints the sellers gave Ezekiel, there didn’t need to be laws of those sort; wearing such ostentatious clothes would draw the eye of any noble he should happen to meet, which would likely not be a good thing.

Certain jobs with certain uniforms were exempt from this price increase, the most common exceptions being the blue and white clothes of various couriers, and any clothes one made themselves.

And so, Ezekiel ended up thanking every clothier they met for their time, but not buying a single thing. They did eat a nice lunch, though, spending little for food, before they killed the afternoon by going back to the Tribulation Mountains and killing more Mist Stone Gluttons. At the end of that excursion, they were now up to 162 gold, which was more than enough to give 40 to everyone for their own purposes. Maybe they would go hunting for gluttons when they got low again, but that shouldn’t happen for at least a few days.

And then they were back at The Sour House, for another night spent in Darzallia, where they got some good sleep in preparation for a larger tomorrow.

They woke up to birds singing outside, just as they had the previous morning. Nothing untoward had happened at all, for the second night in a row. This boded well for the future, and Ezekiel said so.

Julia stirred brown sugar into her bowl of congee as she said, “I’m almost disappointed we haven't been attacked.”

“Let’s not tempt fate quite so hard, please,” Paul said, also dumping brown sugar into his congee.

Tiffany stirred redberry jam into her white breakfast glop, saying, “If we see that green guy again and he says a single thing about me, I am going to punch him in the face. I’m telling you ahead of time so that you’re not mad when it happens.”

Ezekiel smiled as he cracked an egg into his congee, and then stirred the bright orange into the disintegrated rice. The egg cooked in the heat of the meal, as he said, “He expects you to punch him, you know.”

“Oh yeah. I know. Still gonna do it, though.” Tiffany said, “He looked thick enough to be a Juggernaut, so I bet he’ll test his Immovable Object against mine. Probably what he tried to do before White Boy interrupted him.”

Julia eyed her, and asked, “What would happen there? Immovable Object versus Immovable Object?”

“Heavy damage to both.” Tiffany smiled. “But I can take more damage than him.”

Ezekiel changed the subject, saying, “So, Julia? Want to try to weave threads into cloth and then into clothes, after breakfast?”

“Yes.” Julia said, “I can only make white thread, but we could go hunting for a specific spider called the Nacreous Weaver. Or more like, we could go hunting for an idea of where some hidden groves of them might exist. They’re impossible to keep in captivity.” She added, “But that’s for making threads of every color. For specific colors, there’s the Blood Weaver, for red, or— Heh. A Ballooning Spider for transparent. Don’t know about any others— Oh. There’s the Sand Weaver that makes tan and brown threads.”

“Should’ve gotten a Balloon Spider when they were falling out of the sky,” Tiffany teased.

“Yeah yeah.” Julia said, “I am reminded, once again, of that fact.”

“They have to have some spideries around here, somewhere.” Ezekiel asked, “Or? Are there?”

“They exist.” Paul said, “They’re rather guarded locations, though. You’d have to get an invite from a noble, for sure.”

“Maybe we can get one. We’ll check, anyway. Anyone else got anything specific they want to do today? Otherwise it’ll be weaving for a while, then we could try to find a spidery which sounds like a dead end, and then we’re going to visit the Void Temple inside Eralis.”

“A visit to a bookstore,” Paul said. “I need something to read in the downtime.”

“I want a veil before we go into the actual city. Can I get one of those?” Tiffany added, “And some books, too, if you’re going to be locked up studying magic again.”

“I’m sure I can make a veil,” Julia said, “And if I can’t, dad can.”

“Works for me.” Tiffany said, “I also want to get some bottles of good liquor. That stuff we had the other day was great. That stuff we had last night? Not so much.”

“We will be doing all of that,” Ezekiel said, with a smile.

- - - -

Xue lounged next to the viewing mirror, watching his target teach his daughter how to weave spider silk into garments, as he spoke of history. The Scion was patient and thorough, while the daughter was enthusiastic, and yet reluctant at the same time.

Ezekiel spoke of traditional methods, where a captured spider was stuck in a holder, and the silks were teased out of the animal onto a spinner, and then the animal was released back into the garden where they lived. The process usually happened once every other day, for several minutes at the most, as gathering threads for longer would stress out the mundane, animal spider.

Monstrous spiders were different beasts entirely, in that they were captured as soon as they were found in the garden and then drained dry till they were dead, in a process that lasted several hours. You couldn’t let a monstrous spider back into the garden meant for animals, and a garden meant for monstrous spiders was an incredibly difficult thing to do, and not just because of the danger posed for the people who would be tending to the monsters.

But all of that process was circumvented because the daughter just turned the underside of her wrists into spinnerets and then proceeded to spin out pure white spider silk onto a large spinner. In minutes they had kilograms of the stuff, all ready to work with.

Xue was jealous. He glanced to the left, toward a wall he shared with a different Loremaster.

Loremaster Riri was not a simple Polymage, but she was not whatever kind of Polymage Julia was, either. Riri was an Arachnid Polymage, and she made all her own clothes, but never for anyone else. It was infuriating. She did run Star Song’s largest spidery, and Xue could have gained silk that way, but it would be mundane silk, and who wanted mundane silk when magical silk was an option? The level of enchantment that could be made with true magical silk, taken from a person with sapient blood in their veins, was a hundred times more stable than that made with the mundane shit...

Hmm.

Maybe he could ask Julia for some of her silk?

It was an… Option…

Xue lost some of his words, as he focused on the viewing screen in front of him.

Over the course of half an hour, he watched as Ezekiel, with some of the greatest [Greater Lightwalk] control Xue had ever seen, took threads and manually formed them into cloth. Julia failed to do the same. Ezekiel kept helping her, though.

Ezekiel then conjured a small, basic loom, to help his daughter. It was little more than two parallel pieces of wood with a hundred tiny dowels on each side, through which thread could be wound, but it was proof of what he was doing and Julia followed along. With more care, and the same amount of control already displayed, Ezekiel wove thread onto the loom, wrapping threads between dowels—

The loom burst from the pressure of the wrapped threads.

Five minutes later, one of Ezekiel’s magenta birds returned to the room carrying a real hand loom.

He had likely just made that, hadn’t he? Out of a tree somewhere? Well, they guessed that he already had [Treeshape] due to the basket with which they had delivered Tadashi, so this smaller magic here was no mystery, but the speed of which the summon had been sent out and then returned did much to show off a great amount of skill, and power. It also proved that Ezekiel had made Tadashi’s basket.

Xue wasn’t sure which person was more lucky to encounter the other, Ezekiel, stumbling upon Tadashi, or Tadashi, for having the fortune to be rescued by a Scion truly worthy of being called a mage.

This much magic happening in real time was proof enough to firm up some other theories that Xue had acquired in his time watching Scion Ezekiel. He wrote a few more of the truths he had seen down on a piece of paper to the side.

The Scion almost assuredly had the Class Ability Sculpt Spell, as well as Light Dedication. Xue had seen more than enough to prove this much. He didn’t know Ezekiel's Class yet, though.

Xue’s guess was currently tied between Warder and Summoner. [Prismatic Ward] pointed heavily toward Warder, as did the strength of his [Personal Ward]. But Odin’s existence pointed toward Summoner, for sure.

As for Ezekiel himself, he was a Scion of Focus. This much was known. He kept up ten Odin at all times, which meant a great amount of mana was either flowing into the summon at every moment, or else Odin was able to hold onto Ezekiel’s mana to a much greater degree than most other summons.

Another needle pointing toward Summoner was that Ezekiel had not cast [Personal Ward]s onto each of his people, which is what a Warder would have done.

But also, Tadashi, and Xue himself when he went [Witness]ing Tadashi’s rescue, had seen multiple Solid Wards cast at the same time, which pointed toward Warder—

All questioning vanished from Xue’s thoughts as he watched Ezekiel [Fabricate] himself an exquisite robe of pure white spider silk.

It was beautiful, dammit, with squared shoulders that came down in a V toward a nice waist wrapping, while the rest was a nonrestrictive robe with a full-leg skirt and full arm coverings. Sure, the arms were tight-wristed and barely loose-sleeved, but that was because it was obviously a warrior’s cut. Everything had perfect edging, and tight threading. The center V and waist sash even had decorative embroidery of geometric design. Sure, it was all white, and the embroidery was barely visible, but understatement was beauty, too! If color was needed, that could be fixed in another attempt. Just add some dyes to the damnable silk first!

Ezekiel’s robe wouldn’t look out of place in any part of the Alluvial District!

Gods dammit.

Fuck Riri, then. If that damned woman wouldn’t give him a robe that he had been after for a literal decade, then he would get one from Ezekiel!

He got up from his chair—

Nope. Wait.

… no.

… He sat back down. He watched the daughter fail a few times to get anywhere near Ezekiel’s competency. She was obviously not a mage (and she likely did not have Sculpt Spell, either) but to hear the four of them speak, Julia was the real danger on the battlefield. That was understandable. Polymages were like that. Especially Polymages with a Unicorn form. Impossible to hold down, and she obviously had the Class Ability of Shifting Form. Any single encounter against her would need to account for her [Beautification Aura]—

A knock came from the door to his rooms. Seconds later, Elder Arilitilo stepped into the room.

Xue stood up from his lounge. “Greetings, Elder.”

“Loremaster Xue.” Elder Arilitilo shut the door behind her, saying, “I have had an interesting talk with Elder Mirizo. He says your Sikali is bordering on unwelcome bloodlust with regard to this new Scion in our presence. Waking dragons is unwise, so rein her in before the rest of us do so.”

Xue’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of ‘dragons’. Of course he had considered that Scion Ezekiel was some pretender, and one of those considerations was of the draconic variety, but to actually hear it stated so openly?

He asked, “Is that… What he could be?”

Elder Arilitilo casually said, “It is only a saying, until it isn’t. Let us step back from any potential edges before we get too close.”

“I will inform her of her need to temper herself, and, if you will give me the go ahead, I may have just found a way to initiate contact with Scion Phoenix.”

“Oh?” Elder Arilitilo stepped around to Xue’s side of the viewing couch and took a seat in another nearby chair, saying, “Tell me of your idea, and then we can discuss what else you have seen.”

Xue retook his seat on his couch, briefly gesturing toward the still-active viewing screen, saying, “Yesterday Scion Ezekiel spent half of the day visiting various tailors and finding the selection inadequate for his personage. The other half of the day was utilized to gain cores, and then turn them into the Clan Exchange. This morning, Ezekiel began instructing his daughter on how to weave cloth out of her own spider silk.”

Elder Arilitilo’s eyes had glossed over the viewing screen as she listened to Xue, but then she really looked. She asked, “Is that a full dress robe made of spider silk?”

Xue could not keep all of his excitement out of his voice. “Yes. I wish to approach him about buying such a robe.”

“Do so. I also want one.” Elder Arilitilo’s decision was instant. “See if he will take commissions— Be circumspect about this, of course. And frugal. I would prefer a blood garment, if possible, but base thread of any sort is fine.” She asked, “What sort of spiders does Julia have?”

“They have spoken of scouting for a spidery for Julia. All she has is white thread. Her current goals are for a Nacreous Weaver, or a Blood Weaver, or a Sand Weaver. They spoke of Ballooning Spiders, temporarily, and Julia lamented over being reminded that she had missed out on that chance.”

After a moment, Arilitilo said, “Loremaster Riri has not been able to identify the spider silk used to create the pile that was wrapped around Tadashi, or else Riri is lying to me. It would not be the first time for her to lie when it came to her silks. I, personally, will see about getting those two together in some fashion, if Riri is amenable. You will stay out of that.”

Xue almost said that if Riri and Julia got together, then Riri would surely tell Julia not to sell her silk anywhere within the Highlands… But he did not.

Instead, Xue said, “I was planning on visiting the Void Temple today since that is a part of their itinerary. If Ezekiel wears what he has made, then it is through that garment and the opportunity of his access to spider silk that I will strike. If not, then I will find another way.”

“This plan is agreeable. Do it. According to what we have seen, and if you have nothing too egregious to add, then we will be allying with Clan Phoenix.” Elder Arilitilo paused to let that sink in, then said, “But, that letter from Clan Grey Cloud painted a dangerous picture of our new Scion, proving that Ezekiel and his people might be harder to take down than most, so a good reconnaissance will be important if we need to shift priorities. If you can get Sikali calmed before you meet with him today, and if she is available, take her with you. Having your capable Enforcer of a wife gain a closer look at Clan Phoenix will do well for all of us if we need to go down that dangerous path.”

Xue nodded in understanding. “It will be as you desire.”

“And now for this.” Elder Arilitilo picked up the pad of paper that Xue had scribbled his notes upon. She began reading as she flipped through, commanding, “Summarize.”

While Arilitilo read, Xue began speaking of what he had seen over the last day, and also what he had not seen, which was mainly any real clue as to where any of them had come from, aside from Julia. While three of them were from somewhere in the Tempest Forest, or nearby there, Julia was an actual adventurer from Kal’Duresh.

Elder Arilitilo interrupted, “Either hers is a fake cover story, or she certainly got out of there in time. Have you seen any instances of your usual assignment?”

“I have [Witness]ed none of the usual signs of Particle Magic. No airs of combining water out of thick air or any [Cleanse]s turning whole spellworks to mana. The man certainly uses enough [Cleanse] that I feel I would have. If he is using Particle Magic, then he has made none of the usual toxic or poisonous byproducts that are the usual results of such magic, or else he is on his best behavior and he has chosen not to use any Particle Magic, which is entirely possible, and rather likely.”

Arilitilo nodded. “You recall that Tadashi spoke of Ezekiel speaking of ‘particular magic’ and ‘antirhine being a particular’.”

“Yes. Tadashi was not convinced that Ezekiel used the wrong wording on purpose, but he was rather distressed by his own admission. As for my own opinion, I believe that Scion Ezekiel knows a great deal about Archmage Flatt, and if nothing else, Ezekiel has a great respect for the Particle Mage. His Odin occasionally has many more eyes than a normal bird and he shifts sizes all the time, which means the template Ezekiel used for Odin was stressed in a way that doesn’t happen if you’re emulating a true bird.”

Arilitilo said, “It’s a stretch to say every odd bird [Familiar] is an Ophiel.” She added, “And while I agree about there being something strange regarding Odin, and also something strange about Ezekiel’s understanding of Particle Magic, you must keep in mind that we have seen Copy Mages before.”

Xue sat up straight. “You think he’s a Copy Mage? I thought him a simple imitator.”

“Imperfect copies, for sure. It is a known phenomenon.” Elder said, “Continue with your observations.”

Xue gave a lighthearted jest, instead, saying, “But what if he isn’t a Copy Mage. What if he’s actually Archmage Flatt?”

Elder Arilitilo raised her eyebrows at him, then simply said, “If Ezekiel is actually Archmage Flatt then we will never speak of this fact. We will pretend that we are blind, for he obviously doesn’t wish to be found, and the Highlands would rather Erick Flatt move on, unmolested. If you bring the wrath of dragons down upon the Songli Highlands, then you will be offered up as a sacrifice to appease those same dragons, no matter which direction they come from.”

She had said the words so calmly that they didn’t truly register until after she had said them. She had said them before now, and Xue had even been there when some of those proclamations had been delivered, but she had never said those words to him.

Her words struck Xue like an unexpected glacier.

Xue attempted to mitigate some of the disaster that suddenly loomed, “He is not, though, right?”

“Minimal chance. Not zero chance.” Arilitilo continued, “Don’t fill your head with overlarge ideas before you know the truth. We are still in the investigation stage and you might end up pushing out the true answer for one that is merely more shiny.”

“… I suppose he doesn’t conduct himself like a Planar would.”

With sudden small vitriol, Arilitilo said, “His people are barbarian nobodies and his daughter is even worse, but he is a perfect Scion.” Calmed, she said, “I doubt Archmage Flatt could accomplish such a deception considering what we have heard of the man, but I have been proven wrong before. So what do I know? Continue with your report.”

Xue continued his report in a much more clinical manner, listing everything he had seen and heard, and all of the spells he had witnessed. They even went over the spells shown in the [Witness]es of Ezekiel’s flight out of the Tribulations.

Xue asked, “That Super Large Area Thunder nullification spell… I’m not sure what to make of that. It has the whispers of Particle Magic, but also…” He dropped his voice a fraction, saying “Other magics.”

“He was not lying when he spoke of his desire to learn from the Songstresses. He has already touched upon many of our own Truths, so when you go see him at the Void Temple, do so with respect.” Arilitilo added, “You speak of Archmages, but the much more probable truth is that Clan Phoenix is a hidden branch family of High Clan Void Song, and that he doesn’t even know this himself. Archmage Flatt isn’t the only one with a bird [Familiar], Loremaster Xue.”

A cold sweat ran down the back of Xue’s neck.

“You have been too focused on Particle Magic this last year.” Arilitilo commented, “Take care not to let yourself get clouded.”

“Thank you for your instruction, Elder Arilitilo.”

Arilitilo nodded, then she said, “I have seen enough. Good work. You may move direct observation to whichever subordinate team you desire. If you manage to make a natural connection with Ezekiel today then you must direct him my way, but don’t press too hard.” She stood up, saying, “If purchasing a full robe isn’t possible, then the appropriate amount of thread would be acceptable, but be sure to get enough thread if that is the way you do it. I can’t be going back asking for more rolls of the stuff; that’s just embarrassing, and likely to end in a price gouging.”

Xue stood with her, then bowed as Elder Arilitilo left.

Xue began preparing.

- - - -

Ezekiel led the way into a small bulk-thread store. They had been here yesterday and bought nothing, but maybe there was something to be had, after all.

He approached the counter, and asked the woman there, “Hello. I was in yesterday. We failed to have a transaction of cloth, but perhaps you have some dye for sale, instead?”

The woman bowed, before saying, “We have dyes for sale, Scion Phoenix, but I am afraid the prices for those are similarly dictated by the Clans of Songli.”

“I figured as much.” Ezekiel asked, “Can they dye spider silk?”

With perfect aplomb, the woman asked, “Is this the nature of the fabric you are all currently wearing? Whoever made them is quite an accomplished master clothier.”

All four of them were wearing bright white clothes, each woven by Ezekiel, each done in the styles he had seen walking around the city. His entire ensemble was among the nicest things that he had ever worn, but it was too white for Ezekiel. The actual nicest things he has ever worn were the clothes he had taken into Shadow’s Feast. These were a close second, though, and the price was much more palatable.

Ezekiel put a hand on the embroidered sash across his waist, touching upon the geometric designs he had copied from what he saw others wearing. “Thank you for the compliment. I made them with my daughter’s help. She is an accomplished Polymage.” He turned to Julia.

Julia nodded.

Ezekiel said, “Which is why we need some dye.”

The woman said, “Dye is slightly cheaper than whole cloth, but for spider silk, it is even more expensive, for most spider silk does not take well to dyes. I would not wish to be seen as a swindler so I can only recommend several options and you will have to try your luck with them.”

“We can take some risks if the price is right.”

“Of course.” The woman said, “A secondary option would be to seek out Star Song Spidery, to pursue the option of purchasing a Varicolored Weaver, or any of their other options, for your daughter. I am not sure how much those will run you, but you would first need permission to enter that estate. After that, from the stories I have heard, you should expect to see a price of tens of thousands of gold for a single adult weaver.” She said, “But a basic dye kit is 100 gold. This includes magenta, yellow, cyan, and black. It should color twice as much clothing as you four are currently wearing if you use the colorant in even amounts.”

“We’ll take one of those kits, and also the location of Star Song Spidery.”

Gold came in quick, and left just as fast. They could make more tomorrow.

- - - -

They detoured back to the hotel.

Ten minutes and some small talk with the proprietor, and Ezekiel was reminded that magic truly was wonderful. He didn’t think he’d ever get over that.

Seven large vats, courtesy of The Sour House, sat in the courtyard, each of them filled with a different color of water and various clothing, each of them bubbling away due to [Heat Ward]s cast at their bases. This was an imperfect solution, and they would likely not gain much color at all and this would surely warp them a little, but pastel was better than white, and so, this was fine.

The proprietor's wife came out halfway through the experiment and served Ezekiel and his people some small honey cakes and fresh tea while they waited for their clothes to be done. She even asked about what they were doing, for she was truly curious. It was not every day a Scion did laundry in their courtyard, after all.

Ezekiel responded with good cheer, telling her of dyes and spider silk.

“Oh my. Spider silk?” With an almost conspiratorial tone, she responded, “I have heard that if you [Fabricate] during the dye process, you can make the colors richer, but… I fear you will damage your artistry by dying it after the clothes have already been made.”

Ezekiel smiled. Then he got up and went to the vat of black, saying, “Let’s try it, anyway.”

The wife was right. Even through a [Cleanse], the new dyes didn’t come off of the clothes, and the colors were a fair bit deeper than expected. After a few [Fabricate]s to adjust warping due to the waters and dye, and a bit more adjustment after everything dried, they were ready to visit the Void Temple.

Tiffany wore green and pink along with a matching bag. Paul wore blue and black. Julia wore black and red. Ezekiel’s clothes were shades of magenta, while his undergarments were white. The deeper colorings of his outfit matched Odin, exactly. They had no matching color scheme, which might need to change, but they could do that some other time.

Ezekiel paid for another four nights at the hotel and left the proprietor's wife a good tip.

- - - -

Star Song Spidery was an enormous enclosure of glass and steel, wrapped with layers upon layers of [Ward]s of all kinds, located in a private city north of Eralis. There was no admittance.

The four of them decided to pursue a different way to enter other than knocking on the gate of the guarded wall. Those guards up there did not look friendly at all.

- - - -

They found a good bookseller in Darzallia where Tiffany and Paul both bought new books.

- - - -

Magenta light came and went. Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, stood upon the white tiles of the Teleport Square closest to their destination. The Void Temple was a mere four blocks away. Immediately, the sounds of the Void Song were like a distant band playing on the other side of ten closed doors, and they weren’t even inside the actual song; they were still in the protected space of the Teleport Square. Once they stepped beyond this space, many magics would be disallowed, and the Void Song would get much, much louder.

Tiffany tensed beside Ezekiel for a different reason than the oncoming noise. People were watching her. She adjusted her full-veil, and her stance, and seemed to relax a little, if only by self-controlled force. Only her eyes were visible beyond the pale-green veil, and even those were behind lace. Her hands were in gloves, too. Every part of her was covered, and yet, she still felt exposed.

Guards to the side of the Teleport Square immediately noticed Ezekiel’s party. They noticed their clothes, too. And then they made a point of purposefully noticing other people, with less expensive clothes. As the guards commanded slower peasants to clear the field, Ezekiel and his people moved off of the tiles at their unimpeded leisure, walking off of the Square like they knew where they were.

The Void Song began to thrum the second they stepped off of the tiles, sounding like a band playing behind two closed doors.

The city was packed once the four of them got into the main congestion, though those with drab clothing made way for the obvious nobles. People still looked at the nobles in their presence, though, if only to turn their gazes toward the largest member of Ezekiel's party.

“Are you doing okay, Tiffany?” Ezekiel asked, not sure if he was doing okay, himself. The Void Song was rather strong. Odin was gaining some accidental eyes atop his shoulder, but as soon as Ezekiel noticed that, Odin steeled himself and controlled his body back to normal.

Tiffany said, “This is much better with the veil, Scion. Thank you for your concern.”

With the mention of ‘Scion’ the people walking near the four of them gave them that much more space. All in all, it was a nice walk. The noise was getting louder, though. People-watching helped to abate some of the distress building behind Ezekiel’s eyes. The buildings were immense and immaculate and majestic, sure, but they were just buildings. People mattered more.

The populace was large, and varied, and though most people wore browns or tans, the people themselves were much more than just that. There were incani of every color from palest blue to deepest purple; demi, also of every color; humans from white to almost pure black. Dragonkin, like jewels glinting in the sun. Even harpies, of red, or green, or tan, or blue. And now, this close to the tourist and spiritual center of the city, there were even other, odder races. Shifters, of wolf, owl, and snake varieties, known by their masks of those same beasts. Other orcols; all of whom stood much taller than all of the rest of the crowd. Most of the other orcols in the crowds wore veils similar to Tiffany’s. One man did not; he was jovially surrounded by a bunch of women as they all sat around that orcol at a table at an outdoor tea house.

There were other races, too. Ezekiel had heard of some of them, but he had never seen them before.

There were goblins. They looked like small humans except with green skin and black eyes and button noses. They worked at a restaurant on the right side of the street, waiting tables and tossing noodles and sauce behind a glass counter. They were sized to children, or maybe small adult humans.

Pixies, which he remembered from his time combating Messalina, manned a dessert shop named ‘Fairy Sparkles’, over there. They were a decimeter sized people with wings twice as long as they were tall. Fillarina Orchid was the Pixie Ezekiel knew the best. She worked for Spur doing recon, and she had even briefly guarded him, back when that Messalina mess had occurred. Likely at other times, too.

Ezekiel had no doubt that there were even planars inside this city, somewhere.

They left the tourist area behind as they stepped onto a curving street with white paving stones carved into the shapes of scales. Behind them were massive crowds, but in front of them, were less. Most people followed the curving street left or right as they walked toward other tourist destinations where they could spend money and buy whatever they wished. But some people, like Ezekiel and his party, walked across that curving street, toward trees that grew like spiritual lines in the sand, made of white bark and white flowers.

Small paths wound past those trees, and Ezekiel led the way, while the Void Song began to open the doors between itself and every living soul with the ears to hear.

They stepped onto a land of iridescent white, kilometers across, filled with so many people, and so much more.

Four large buildings surrounded a massive central one. The four outside buildings were all made of pillars that reached up into domes that peaked with spires. Each exterior structure most prominently featured a bell that was easily twenty meters across and twice that tall, and shaped like a thimble. There were four in total, one for each cardinal direction. Each bell was reachable by pilgrims, which is exactly what they did as they walked in one of two single file lines that wrapped around the entirety of the compound; one line circling clockwise, the other going counter-clockwise. They journeyed from cardinal bell to cardinal bell, walking across bridges that resembled clouds, that ensured that no pilgrim would have to touch the ground on their journey. From what Ezekiel was seeing, one could walk up to any bell and start their circular journey there.

The majority of people avoided those pilgrims and walked under the ‘cloud’ bridges to get to the central building, which was like all the rest, but four times the size and grandeur of the four exterior buildings combined. It reminded Ezekiel of Angkor Wat, or the Taj Mahal, but it was all dedicated to a single Goddess; Rozeta.

“I can hear it now,” said Julia, her mouth agape as she took in the splendor of the Void Temple.

Tiffany breathed out through pursed lips, then said, “Wow.”

Paul said, “It’s rather amazing, isn’t it.”

“I saw it from the air, but that doesn’t do it justice,” Ezekiel said.

Paul just smiled. Then he walked forward.

Ezekiel followed. They passed underneath cloud bridges and walked alongside others headed for the open temple doors. Signs hung to the sides of those massive doors, educating the reader on temple etiquette. Temple guards, wearing iridescent white, enforced some of those rules when they weren’t being followed properly. Mostly, those guards just stood to the side.

The four of them followed the crowd, moving along, listening to the Void Song. It was better here than out there in the city. Here, there was a clarity of sound that somehow made it all better. Like a radio had been out of tune and filled with static. But now, the dial had been shifted, and the music flowed. Odin nestled into Ezekiel’s neck, silent and fluffing up as the weight of faith drowned out all other sound.

For that’s what the sound was. Faith made manifest.

The crowd entered the cathedral. There were multiple ways to go, but most people went forward. Ezekiel went forward, too. The crowd slowed, but did not stop.

Ahead of them, hanging in the center of the Void Temple, was a tangle of a sinuous white body that was shaped like a white bell, twenty meters in diameter and twice as tall; the same size as the ones outside. But the ones outside were not carved, and this one was unreachable, high up above a dais where two men and two women stood facing each other, singing the Void Song, resonating with the bell above, filling the world with a thrum of power.

The crowd moved along. Ten abreast became three, then became single file as the crowd got to the front, and the line curved around the dais, always keeping a safe distance from those people holding up the safety of the entire city. Ezekiel got to the edge of the railing, and though the singers on the dais were important, he felt his gaze drawn upward.

The sinuous bell above was Rozeta’s body, carved out of stone. It would not have surprised Ezekiel if the tangled bell was an unbroken continuation of the Void Wall which encircled the entire city.

For a moment, Ezekiel saw clouds. He witnessed a pressure.

He recognized a Domain. He saw the touch of a goddess.

The Void Song was magic, but it also was so much more than that.

He looked down again and the world seemed grander than it had a moment ago. Sure, gods could work wonders, and there was a goddess present, but all this here? All this was the work of people, belief, and power.

The singers, a harpy man, an incani woman, a human woman, and a dragonkin man, each wore immaculate white robes with long trails that hung off of the dais and trailed on to the floor. They sang at each other, but their mouths were barely open, and the power of their combined voices was far more than any physical thing.

Ezekiel walked on, pushed along by the crowd behind him or of his own volition; he wasn’t quite sure. The moment had captured him in transient grace and moved him along in a daze.

He soon found himself standing on the open white grounds outside of the main temple, past the exit of the main structure. Something profound had touched his soul, and he wasn’t sure what would happen now, or in the future. All he truly knew was that he was not the only one who had had an experience, and that everyone else who had walked past the Void Song, both of his party and not, had felt something similar.

Small groups of people here and there, upon the white stone outside of the main temple, hugged each other. Others stood poleaxed in reverence. Most moved on fast enough, having shaken themselves from momentary beauty. Some remained entranced, and yet no longer outside of their own control, like Ezekiel. Those people turned back toward the way they had come. They saw the curving body of Rozeta, curling through stone clouds, hiding behind columns, her journey and task of keeping the world running in an endless grace which touched them all.

Ezekiel watched as the stone moved. Undulated. Rozeta curled through the clouds. The clouds reformed in her passing. The moment passed.

The stone was stone. It had not moved. The clouds had not shifted. Had he seen a vision of Rozeta? Perhaps. Perhaps not.

Ezekiel blinked. He breathed. He looked around himself, and wondered.

A small, cynical part of himself informed himself that he had spoken to multiple gods, many times, Rozeta among them. And sure, he had. But this was more than that. This was faith. This was beautiful. This was how other people interacted with the gods.

Ezekiel smiled. At least on Veird, the gods answered back in tangible ways.

He looked around, and saw that some people were reading the air. Some of those people were crying in joy, or pain, or mixtures of both. Whatever they were reading, they were experiencing revelation. And that was pretty great.

Paul smiled more than Ezekiel had ever seen the man smile. He said, “You can’t get this feeling anywhere else in the world, besides places like this.”

“That was more intense than I thought it would be,” Tiffany whispered.

Julia just gazed back the way they had come, watching other people walk out of the temple, seeing their own expressions. Ezekiel bumped her shoulder with his own, smiling. She turned to him, silent. She blinked a few times, then she looked toward the four cardinal bells and the cloud bridges that connected them all in a great circle that surrounded the main temple.

She said, “Let’s do that.”

Tiffany was already walking that way. The rest of them caught up, to join the procession at the northern bell, slotting themselves into the clockwise line that circled around the whole complex.

Ezekiel went to touch the bell, as he saw so many others doing, and was awed, again.

The collective hands of millions had worn down the white rock over centuries, creating a groove, as they also pressured the bell to rotate clockwise. He smiled. No one [Mend]ed this thing, for sure. He looked up, and saw a carving of one of the four claws of Rozeta holding onto the top of the bell, as the bell spun under her grasp. It was actually held up from the interior, though; a meter gap between the bell and the dais it sat upon showed the inside of the bell, where a massive pillar rose in the center, keeping the bell off the ground.

Ezekiel touched that hand-worn groove in the stone bell, like all the other people all around him. He felt the vibrations of an echoing Void Song in that contact. It was a good feeling, for this was where Rozeta’s touch descended; a place where others could reach out and join their hand to the workings of the Goddess, and each other, even if her claws were still out of reach themselves.

… But where were the head and the tail of the Void Wall? Perhaps nowhere? They weren’t in the main temple—

Ezekiel let his thoughts of mechanicality and other such mundane needs flow away on the wind, as he released his hand from the bell, his own spinning of the wheel gone; left for others to take up in his stead. Ezekiel walked on to the first of four stone bridges, shaped like clouds. The steps to the bridge were similarly worn down by the paces of millions of people.

He touched the eastern bell in the same way, tracing his hand on the groove of those who had come before, adding his own spin to the endless procession, as he gazed up at another hand of Rozeta holding the bell in place. He pilgrimed with the crowd to the southern bell, then the western bell. The journey around the complex only took a quarter hour. Maybe slightly more. Or less. This journey was both faster and slower than walking through the main temple, and hearing the four singers under the main bell.

Ezekiel, Julia, Paul, and Tiffany, stepped off of the cloud path to the north of the temple. Much of the crowd walked away with them, for many started their paths at the northern bell. Others kept walking, for they had joined in the journey at the other bells. Those bells had been spinning long before he came to Veird, and they would keep spinning long after he was dead. There was something subtle about that beauty. Ezekiel let that feeling wash over him as he stepped away from the flow of people, to stand under the shade of a white barrier tree. His party joined him.

And then it was time to move on, apparently.

A man in a formal red robe and a woman in a formal black robe were waiting for them under the shade of a different white tree. It was the same man and woman who took Tadashi away in that sky boat. The ones with the bloodlust. That bloodlust was much diminished at the current moment, but it was still there in both of their eyes. It felt wrong for such an emotion to be present in this holy place.

Spirituality fled; normal operations returned to Ezekiel. He recognized, now, the faces and emotions of those around him. Some were still stuck in their experience; eyes wide and the weight of the world unable to touch them. Others had never felt anything, their disdain and displeasure of their waste of time evident in their creased faces and frowns.

The red man and black woman were of neither group; they were here for business.

Ezekiel put on a neutral face. He faced the new people. They faced him, and stepped closer.

Ezekiel spoke, “Hello. I never learned your names, but I assume you know mine.”

“Loremaster Xue Star Song,” said the red-clothed man, as he took a place under the shade of Ezekiel’s tree. Xue was of tanned skin and dark hair, and had a distinct air of blood and magic around him, which Ezekiel could probably just shorten to ‘Blood Magic’, but sometimes simplifications were lies, and this seemed like one of those times. The man said, “And this is my wife, Enforcer Sikali Star Song.”

Sikali was a woman of strength, and paler features, like a sun-kissed beach goer. Or. at least she would have been, if not for the sharp edges of her formal black robes. She reminded Ezekiel of a bared blade. She bowed just her head, for just a moment, then said, “Scion Phoenix. A pleasure to see you for the third time.”

Ezekiel smirked, as was appropriate for the joke Sikali had made, though Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure what it was, exactly. “A third time? Are you perhaps the people who are spying on me with those [Scry] orbs high in the air?”

Xue easily said, “I’m sure someone is. You have a [Scry] orb hovering behind you.”

Ezekiel was not going to speak of Yggdrasil. Xue got the hint.

Xue continued, “But what my good wife is referring to is an event which occurred a few nights ago, near evening at the Teleport Square of Darzallia.”

Ezekiel thought, and then it came to him. “Ah. Yes. I remember, now. We were briefly near each other, weren’t we? I didn’t recognize you. That night, it appeared like you were out on the town for some event.”

Sikali said, “We attended half of a dreadful play. We almost blew the whole thing off when we saw you walking around with such power on your shoulders and upon your wrist. We would have come over to say hello had we known you were a foreign Scion.”

Xue said, “We would certainly not have made such a mistake if the same thing were to occur today, and if you were wearing the same clothes as you are now. Those are simply marvelous dress robes. Spider silk, yes?”

“Yes. Made with the help of my daughter. She has a few decent spider forms.” This seemed like a good enough neutral way to have a conversation, so Ezekiel latched onto it, turning to his daughter, saying, “You were looking for more spider forms, though, weren’t you?”

Julia glanced from her father to Xue, and said, “I am looking for more. Would you happen to know where I can find a Nacreous Weaver?”

“They are a rare breed, but I can certainly ask around, Miss Phoenix,” Xue said, looking pleased. “If you do happen to get one, I would be interested in purchasing rolls of colored silk. It is not every Polymage that is capable of bringing out the true worth of their Familiar Forms.”

Julia said, “I would be amenable to this.”

Ezekiel spoke up, “You are correct, Loremaster Xue, but as you say, not every Polymage is as capable as all the rest. I am sure there would be some monetary compensation for my daughter’s time and expertise.” It wasn’t a question; it was a command.

Xue nodded. “But of course, Scion Phoenix. Are there other exports of Clan Phoenix that you would be interested in discussing? Clan Star Song is always open to new trade with those capable of such luxury products.”

Ezekiel considered and then decided that he wasn’t willing to go that far, but if his cover was blown, then perhaps Candlepoint could use some exports? Eh? Eh? Mmm. Maybe not. Not yet.

“Not at this time; no.”

“… We could also discuss magic,” Xue said, recovering from Ezekiel’s direct refusal. “I must confess: I was informed of your presence here and thus instructed to help you speak to the Songstresses. My Elder of Enchantment, Elder Arilitilo, wishes me to repeat that her offer to discuss magic is also open to you.”

Ah. Well. Yeah. They were here on assignment. For sure. That was why Ezekiel was willing to speak of spider silk trading, even if that would be his daughter’s choice, and not his. He didn’t expect Xue to just come out and say that he was here on assignment, though. That implied active spying, and though Ezekiel had been sure that everyone knew they were being spied on, and even though he had taken steps to ensure that the spying wouldn’t uncover anything too awful...

Ezekiel considered Xue. There were a great many nuances and hidden meanings to the man’s words and entire persona. He was dangerous. His wife was similarly dangerous, but in a much more direct manner. So far, by his estimate, they were mostly past the danger of the wife, but Xue was a deeper sort of danger that he had understood and verbally sparred with the second they started talking.

Ezekiel wanted to talk magic, though, even if it would expose his truth that much faster.

Hmm.

… He decided to forgo any more direct confrontation, for now.

Ezekiel said, “I would appreciate an introduction to the Songstresses, and perhaps, if Elder Ari is amenable to a tea shop chat, we could do that, first? In a few days, perhaps.”

Xue gave a tilt of his head, saying, “I will inform her of your wishes.”

“I still haven’t inquired after Tadashi, either, which is another thing to do before I then visit him. Would you be the person to talk to regarding either of these necessities?”

Sikali tensed a little. Her reaction flowed away from her features, but not before Ezekiel noticed, and thus Xue noticed as well. Ezekiel turned toward Sikali.

Sikali spoke, since she was under direct spotlight, “I have heard that Tadashi is not doing well under the care of branch family Diligent Scribe, but though Star Song was involved in regaining Tadashi, we are not privy to Diligent Scribe’s full inner workings. I have heard that they aren’t even letting his brother visit.”

Ezekiel frowned. That was bad news. “I promised to see the man again. I suppose I will need to contact Diligent Scribe myself.” He glanced to the Void Temple, then turned back to Xue and Sikali, saying, “How long would a meeting with the Songstresses take?”

“The first meeting is usually short; a mere set-up for what follows.” Xue said, “If you’re going after Tadashi, I could make inquiries for you, but he is under heavy surveillance. Do you know why he was captured in the first place?”

“No. I do not.” Ezekiel said, “All I know is that I saw him in a terrible state, and I want to know that he is being treated well. The man’s life as an alchemist is over, and that… That is simply awful. Is there truly no way to rid him of the Elixir? I have never dealt with such a… It is a horror that someone could actually do that to someone else.”

Sikali eyed him. “You’ve never heard of the Elixir before?”

“Of course not. It’s barbaric. We don’t do that where I’m from.”

Sikali continued to eye him. “The Punishment of Elixir is widespread. Surely, even your hidden Clan knows of such ultimate punishments?”

Ezekiel frowned. “We fight monsters. I must say that this idea that all Clans have had the same experience of this world is rather eccentric. I wasn’t even aware that you all sparred to the first sword-in-the-heart.”

Xue chuckled.

Sikali’s opinion of Ezekiel seemed to take a nosedive, but she kept her professional facade. “Fair.”

Ezekiel ignored the lost reputation, saying, “Loremaster Xue, Enforcer Sikali. Thank you for appearing before me. I will accept that introduction to the Songstresses, and then, if you could get me a way to speak to Tadashi, in person, I will also accept that. Whenever such a meeting might happen would be acceptable; today or tomorrow. I am currently staying at The Sour House in Darzallia.” He gestured to the Void Temple. “Lead the way?”

Xue bowed his head, saying, “At once, Scion.”
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                Past a different entrance to the Void Temple than the one Ezekiel had first entered, the experience of the Void Temple was much changed. There was no line at this entrance; there were simply pews and people praying toward the bell in the center. Those people were separated from the bell area by several meters, and also by the crowd that still walked single file around that central location. This secondary area was much less congested, though; it seemed most people just wanted to get as close as possible and then get out, and so they came in through the other entrance, following the crowds.

The sounds of the Void Song was still as strong here as it had been in line, though.

Xue silently handed Ezekiel off to a silent woman in white robes, standing beside a staircase that went up to a semi-private second level. There were no introductions, or words uttered, either telepathically or verbally, in the hand off. After that, Ezekiel recognized that there was no sound in the Void Temple except for the Void Song.

But up on the second level there were suddenly voices, and the Void Song was slightly muted. This area was a cloister, with the courtyard of the Void Song to one side, and offices, workspaces, and small meeting rooms to the other side. That was just what Ezekiel saw, though. There were likely many hidden places in the bright white stone of the very large Temple.

Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, filed in behind Ezekiel as their guide stepped inward, toward a large alcove past the top of the staircase. Their guide was an aged human woman of pale skin and blond hair, with bright red eyes. Unless Ezekiel was mistaken, it seemed a great many people of the highlands were demi.

In a no-nonsense tone, she began, “Scion Ezekiel. Welcome to the Void Temple of Eralis. I have heard some of what has brought you here, but I would like to hear it in your own words.”

Ezekiel gladly stated, “I have been making magic in unorthodox ways since I learned of the craft. Usually, I listen to what the magic tells me about itself, and then I—”

“That is enough.” She said, “You may call me Sister Kaffi. We will continue this discussion in a more private setting; in one of our practice rooms.” Kaffi turned, and started walking.

Ezekiel kept up with her.

In less than a minute, they had gone up a wide, curving set of stairs, where the sounds of the Void Song vanished completely. They entered into a long third-floor hallway that was open in the middle, with doors on both sides. Normal-sized stairs on both sides of the room led up to a fourth floor that was a repeat of this third floor. There was an opening in the stone between both floors, where bright sunlights held like glowing pillars from the third floor to the ceiling of the fourth, illuminating all.

Over half of the doors were closed.

The structure of the hallway reminded Ezekiel of the practice rooms of the Mage Guild of Spur, for that was what they were. With his mana sense, Ezekiel saw the nearby people practicing magic behind closed doors, either on their own or with an instructor.

The Void Song might have been gone, but it had been replaced by the hum of those people beyond those doors, each practicing their magic, either through incantations or otherwise. There were so many odd methods on ‘display’, from people using instruments to cast, to others singing, to others who were chanting with others in the same room as them. Instructors were in many of the rooms, but not all.

Some of the rooms were ‘dark’ to Ezekiel’s mana sense; no mana entered or left, and the sounds of those spaces were cut off from the rest of the world. This fact, combined with the fact that there were small benches in the center of the room and people sat upon those benches, listening to the people beyond, led Ezekiel to believe that any practitioner in any of the rooms was able to shut off their own displays, if they wished, but most people didn’t.

… Or maybe there was something more complicated going on. Probably nothing too nefarious, though, since Ezekiel neither sensed nor saw any bloodlust upon any of the faces in the grand hallway.

Kaffi said, “These are our various public song cells. Every day, we teach music and the arts to those who wish to pay. We also teach our versions of magic, but unless a person shows aptitude for the Song then that sort of training is canceled, no matter how much a person can pay. We have long discovered that the talent for Song is not present in everyone, and while the talent can be uncovered with extensive training, we will not engage in such endeavors unless there is something to be uncovered. Either way, a payment is expected for our time and knowledge.

“These rooms are usually one-way boxes, wherein the sound escapes, but does not intrude overmuch. Many people can come and listen to the Cacophony of the Hallway if they wish, but most do not. Some say it helps to unlock the talent of Song. Others say there is no benefit. But, mana is possibility, and so, some people do achieve the Song by spending their time listening to the Cacophony.” She gestured forward, saying, “Pick a room and we can discuss more, either with the blocking active, or not. If one of your people wishes to join us, they can, otherwise they may wait out here.”

Ezekiel glanced to Paul, then to Julia and Tiffany. The girls shook their heads. Tiffany tapped her bag, which held a few books that they had gotten at the bookstore on the way here.

Paul said, “We will wait for you on the benches, Scion.”

Ezekiel turned back, and picked an open room to the right, saying, “That one appears fine.”

They went into the room and Kaffi closed the door behind them. Exterior sounds mostly vanished; the room was not fully silent inside, but it was close enough to be minorly maddening. Ezekiel could deal with the silence, for now.

The room was a five-meter wide cube with a dome at the top and a sunlightward in the dome. Control runes glowed by the side of the door, on a rotary dial. The room was currently on the ‘open’ setting, but he could turn the dial and set the room to ‘closed’, which seemed rather self-explanatory. Chairs were stacked to the side along with fold-out tables.

After a moment of adjusting with those tables and chairs, Kaffi sat across a table from Ezekiel.

Kaffi said, “That [Scry] eye behind you and the [Familiar] on your shoulder will both dislike what happens when the room is set to ‘closed’. Keep that in mind after I ask this question: Do you wish to give me the full story of your magics, or do you wish to keep certain things hidden? I am oath-bound to not reveal anything told to me, but that does not mean these rooms are not spied upon by others. The quality of the lessons you will receive might be dependent upon finding a personal Truth, which you might not want to do without the privacy activated.”

“I’ll keep the room open, for now. I rather think I know my own personal Truth.”

“You are familiar with the concept, then. Very well.” Kaffi said, “Next question. What is your worth? We charge on a sliding scale.”

“We’re going to have problems if that is how you charge. Can you give me a price, instead?”

Kaffi did not bat an eye as she said, “Five thousand gold, a thousand mid-grade cores, or five grand cores. Such is the expected patronage of a Scion for one month of instruction, which is all we give to outsiders.”

With reluctance, Ezekiel said, “Normally… I could pay that, but not as I am now.”

“We can apply this cost to your Clan, through your permanent record at the Records Office. You may pay this price within a year of the completion of instruction. Failure to pay will result in harsh penalties, but not of the accruing interest-type. The penalties of which I speak would be of the sort which would prevent your ability to do business in the Highlands. Such a failure of payment would be a black mark upon your record.”

Ezekiel said, “Then I will go with that option; deferred payment. We’ve gained hundreds of gold in a few days culling mist stone gluttons. I can dedicate some more time to that and have a full payment ready for the Void Temple soon enough.” He added, “If the instruction is as good as I hope it will be.”

Kaffi said, “Then we shall continue with a base reading, and if you should choose to continue after today and if we choose to teach you, then your debt will be added to your record, Scion Phoenix. Some of the balance of your bill will be expected sooner rather than later. A good amount is ten percent within the first week.”

Ezekiel nodded. “This is acceptable.”

Kaffi said, “If you are gaining outside help from your [Familiar] or from whoever is watching through that [Scry] orb, then you are doing yourself a disservice. This test that I will now conduct is a baseline reading of capabilities. All other lessons which might come your way will depend on the truthful outcome of this reading. Understood?”

“Understood.”

He had been looking for anything untoward this whole time, but Kaffi seemed completely on the level.

Kaffi said, “We shall begin.” Kaffi held up her left hand. “Can you hear this?”

Ezekiel looked to her hand, and then rapidly reevaluated everything he had thought of Kaffi, for she wasn’t doing anything. No mana channeled through her hand. No song echoed from her soul, which was rather stable. She seemed to truly believe that something was happening on her hand, and yet… Ezekiel saw and heard nothing. Was she a phenomenal liar? Was she lying to him about the sliding scale of payment, too? Had he just agreed to be swindled?

“Were you lying about the sliding scale of payment, too?”

Kaffi’s face broke into a tiny grin. “No.” She continued, “How about this?”

Still nothing came from her.

Ezekiel narrowed his eyes.

Kaffi lost her grin, turning completely professional. She held her left hand in the air and a hum entered the air, but not from her hand in the air. Her right hand, currently resting on the table, was humming, and only from her ring finger. She wasn’t quite channeling mana, but it wasn’t aura control either, or at least it wasn’t any aura control Ezekiel had ever seen. He saw no difference as he blinked on his mana sense…

She was truly just ‘humming’ the air from her right hand’s ring finger, giving a sound to the air that was similar to the sound of the Void Song, but different.

Ezekiel decided to answer her question, saying, “Your right hand, that finger there.”

Kaffi’s eyes went wide. She couldn’t help but grin again, and then she wiped that expression away, and held up both her hands, fingers splayed. “From your left to right. Numbers one through ten. Tell me what you can hear.”

Kaffi proceeded to play a song to the air, through her fingertips, without moving a single part of her body, or her mana. She did not go slowly. The notes had no variation, except for location. She repeated her aura play three times, then she waited.

Ezekiel said, “One, five, nine, nine, three, four, three, eight, ten, seven, six, two.” He added, “Can people actually follow that? I could barely follow that.” His first lie of their interaction; he easily followed her overlong sequence. He was more than fine lying to this lady, though; she was lying to him about something, for sure.

Odin chirped.

Ezekiel nodded. “Yes, it was difficult, Odin.”

Kaffi, wide-eyed, smiled, as though basking in the afterglow of fulfilled anticipation. Then she sighed, but she was still happy as she returned to professionalism. “I apologize for the rudeness of my test, Scion Phoenix. I was informed of your capability and gave you the hardest version. I also apologize for asking this next question: But could you retake this test in a closed room, without your [Familiar]s?”

“No.” Ezekiel explained, “What I just did was all me, and I am not willing to let my guard down in such an unknown location, just yet. I am sorry if this offends you. Please believe me: my [Familiar]s are not helping me with your test. Odin has helped me to make magic before, but has not helped me here.”

Kaffi said, “Then we will move on to the rest of the test.” She held up a hand, and with the same sort of control which was neither aura, nor the channeling of mana, inundated the air with the idea of [Force Bolt]. “Name this spell.”

Ezekiel did so, eliciting another quickly-vanishing smile from Songstress Kaffi. And then he and Kaffi ran through every other basic Force spell, many of the utility spells out there, and all of Mana Altering, even hitting some esoteric elements like Mercy, Void, Holy, and Vile. As for her spells, though, if those were all of Kaffi’s spells she knew, then he knew more base spells than her. Soon enough, the test was over. Kaffi crossed her hands onto the table between them.

“You’re a rare talent.” Kaffi could not fully keep the grin off of her face, saying, “Let us continue that introduction you almost gave me, before we came to this room. Tell me why you have come here.”

“I have come here to learn from the Songstresses of the Highlands, for I heard that their magic was similar to mine. I have heard that you use incantations and song in order to make your magic, and to influence how your magic behaves after it has already been crafted; to heighten or lessen certain parts of spells beyond the functionality described in the blue boxes of the Script.”

“This is all true. How do you make your magic?”

“By channeling mana through my hands to hear the spells therein, and then I combine those sounds into a cohesive whole, which is then cast into the world.”

Kaffi nodded. “Do you use any of the standardized methodology popularized by any known schools of thought?”

“I have learned of gridwork recently, and that has been useful in understanding the shaping of spells, but aside from that, most Arcanaeum teaching has not been useful and I don’t do magic like the rest of my Clan, anyway. Mostly, when crafting a new spell, I imagine my desires for a particular spell to the fullest of my ability, and then I chant out those desires to the mana. The mana responds with what I want. The only difficulty I have had with this method was when I created [Prismatic Ward]. That spell took me a few months of trial and error and ritual.”

He could have left out the part about [Prismatic Ward], but to claim to have no problems about any magics he had made would mark him overmuch. Everyone had problems making [Prismatic Ward].

Kaffi smiled wider, then banished her smile from her face. “I haven’t heard of gridwork in a long time. Do you know of the Remake Quests?”

“Yes. I’ve remade several basic spells so far.”

A bit quicker, she asked, “Aura control, or Elemental Body?”

“The second.”

“Are you aura capable, at all?”

“… I assume that means to have competency with aura control enough to remake spellwork, or cast magic, or otherwise?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

His lack of aura control was likely his biggest flaw. If Kaffi was asking about it, though, maybe she was able to solve that problem, so it was better to be truthful, there.

Kaffi sat back in her chair, relaxing into the pose of a teacher. “Do you have any spells you are working on right now?”

“Yes. I considered making a Rift the other day, but I realized that I should wait and do so here, to see how you do it.”

“We can make a Rift some other time.” Kaffi asked, “Do you play an instrument?”

“No. And I have little interest in learning one.”

“The aura is an instrument, too.”

“Uh.” Ezekiel’s eyebrows scrunched together. “It is?” He rapidly added, “I never considered it as such.”

“Of course it is. Do you know the spell we use to sing the Void Song?”

“Not exactly. But I have heard people speak of it as a simple spell that doesn’t seem like it should be able to lock out all the magic that it does lock out.”

Kaffi gestured. A blue box appeared.




	
Song of Annihilation, instant, super long range, aura, 50 mana per second + Special Cost

Call to the Void.

Multiple singers can join together to lessen the cost of this magic.














Kaffi said, “My [Song of Annihilation] is just one of several variants of the Void Song. The spells that other Singers create might not match mine exactly, so depending on which song a Singer unlocks, they might prefer to go to a different city of the Highlands where their talents better match those there, thus the costs of their magics will be lowered. Eralis, Alaralti, or Holorulo, or even one of the smaller suburbs with their own Singers; there aren’t many extra places for Singers to go, but they do exist.

“Or a new Singer might end up a Wandering Singer, if their song is one of the more useful and stranger variants. Either in war or protection, depending on their own predilections. A new Singer might even rise to become a member of High Clan Void Song itself, located primarily in Holorulo.

“Any potential Void Song, whichever version a person gets, doesn’t do that much. On its own, my [Song of Annihilation] is capable of rather devastating magical disruption, but it will not hurt a person, and it will only [Dispel] any targeted magics after I spend just as much mana as I would need to spend with a normal [Dispel] method. Void Songs are useless without all the other training we can give you.

“But! With the knowledge and training that we can give you, you can turn any similar spell you might create under us into a power similar to the Void Song that you hear out there in Eralis. With the control I learned here, my [Song of Annihilation] can [Dispel] for fractions of the cost, affecting entire warbands. With what I learned here, when I sing out there under the Grand Coil Bell, my power helps to protect the entire city of Eralis from threats without and within, making my fair city one of the safest cities on all of Veird. All it took me was five years of training, thirty years ago, and I have never once regretted this decision.” Kaffi asked, “Would you like to become a Singer, too, Scion Phoenix?”

Ezekiel most certainly did not want to do that. Not right now, and maybe not ever. Except... There was a conviction in Kaffi’s voice that made him wander down that path of thought. He took three metaphorical steps down that path, then turned right back around, and said, “Not this year. Not right now.”

Kaffi bottled up her disappointment, and said, “Then the knowledge I can give you will be not as much as you could have, otherwise.”

“Thank you for the attempt to persuade me to join your Temple. I am honored that you would ask. But I cannot give any promises regarding any lengthy terms of service that I am sure you would require of—”

“It is a five-year course, but the majority of the training is in the first year, and you are free to leave after those five years. We have a 90% retainment rate after that five-year course and our mortality rate of those who go out into the field is less than 1 percent. At the end of those five years, you will be given staff under your command who you can integrate into your own staff as you wish. You are protected when you become a Singer, and you will have the power to protect others, too. We will work with your needs.”

Now that was surprising. “It sounds like you are creating minor Clans all over the place.” Ezekiel asked, “What do you get out of offering such good terms?”

“We are creating minor Clans, because the Highlands expand. Four hundred and forty years ago the Songli Compact was signed by the now-High Clans Void Song, Devouring Nightmare, and Severing Crescent. Every year we bring more and more people into our aegis of protection and prosperity. Every year we expand from Holorulo, Alaralti, and Eralis; the three cities founded at our beginning.

“For we are Empire. We are charged with the holy duty to protect those who need protecting, and to empower those who seek power. We are always looking for new Singers to come to the Highlands, to join in our cause, and to put down roots in our great land.” Kaffi said, “With our ability to link to each other and cooperative cast, us Singers are like archmages to the rest of the world. What say you now, Ezekiel Phoenix? Do you not wish to become unto an archmage? Do you truly wish to pass up this opportunity?”

Ezekiel said, “I have opportunity already. I have obligations already. I cannot accept this option. I will accept the lesser training, please.”

Kaffi breathed in, then slowly released that breath. She was angry, yes, but mostly she was terribly frustrated. “Very well.” She took another breath and banished all irritation. “We have a few avenues of instruction open to outsiders. The mundane options are to learn an instrument, of which we have teachers for every instrument. Aura Song is not covered in this. This option is considerably cheaper than magical training. Are you interested in this?”

“No. I want the magical training.”

“Very well. It sounds like you are well versed in the normal functionality of much of what we do, so past a preliminary course, which should last anywhere between a day to a week and will be where you are assisted in making your Rift, the magical options are thus: Learning aura control, which then leads to Aura Song, which then leads to Cooperative Casting. This is the largest option. We also have Tier Work and Remake Quests, which sounds like something that you are already able to do. Then there are incantations and the molding of currently possessed magic into avenues of power that aren’t fully listed in the spells which you already possess.” Kaffi said, “Pick a path, and I will get you a teacher. You will have a month of instruction for your 5000 gold, and then you are cut off. Should you change your mind and choose to become a Singer, or should you choose to become integrated into the Clans of Eralis in some other, deeper way, we can reevaluate your continued education at that time.”

His choice was immediate. “Aura control.”

“This is the hardest of the paths. Are you sure? You might consume your entire month of lessons and not learn anything.”

“It will be a month well spent to learn whatever I can from the Songstresses of the Highlands.” He had never gotten far with aura control at all, and if the Songstresses had methods he could learn, then he would darn well learn them. He was glad he had been truthful about that part of his deficiencies.

“Very well. Your first lesson will be tomorrow at daybreak.” Kaffi stood, saying, “And we call each other Singers these days; ‘Songstress’ makes some men in our institution uncomfortable.”

Ezekiel stood, saying, “I will be here at dawn with the proper words upon my lips. Thank you.”

Kaffi said, “Show up at the eastern entrance. Good luck, Ezekiel.”

Ezekiel gave a tiny, half-bow.

Kaffi left the room first, walking away without another word.

- - - -

A scroll sealed with white wax waited for them at the Sour House, under the care of the proprietor and a runner in a white and blue tunic.

Ezekiel took the scroll up to the room and read it there. Plans were made because of what was written on the paper, but those plans would happen later. The team relaxed with some tea and some books and some weaving, while they spoke of what had happened in the meeting with Singer Kaffi, and if they would actually be in Eralis for a full month.

Ezekiel doubted that they would be here for a full month for something was sure to draw them elsewhere. But… if they were here for a month, if the world was peaceful for that long, would that be so bad? Caizoa hadn’t left a single message asking for his help with the Converter Angel, after all.

Julia thought Eralis a grand diversion, and was fine with staying here for a while.

Tiffany was having fun. Paul was doing fine.

Paul glanced to the opened scroll, adding, “But whatever happens there will likely change what happens to this decision.”

“Probably,” Ezekiel said.

They spoke a little of Loremaster Xue and his wife Enforcer Sikali, and postulated what Clan Star Song wanted from Clan Phoenix, exactly.

Julia said, “If all they want is thread in exchange for the Nacreous Weaver, then that’s suspicious. The Nacreous Weaver is a Variant of the Light Weaver, which is the usual result of a Dun Glint Weaver becoming a monster in an area full of Light Essence, which is already a rare combination to find anywhere in the world.” She added, “Such a trade would be incredibly beneficial for me, but they’d be losing out on hundreds of thousands of gold. They either have no intention of giving me the beast, or, they want you that much, dad.”

“… Well.” Ezekiel said, “That puts a few things in a few different lights.” He asked, “Would it be difficult to make the Nacreous Weaver work? From a Polymage perspective?”

“Yes.” Julia said, “Which is another angle. Maybe they’re so expensive that they’re actually priceless, and they won’t give them to anyone except those who enter into long-term contracts.”

Tiffany said, “They’re after you, Boss. Kaffi was, too. No doubt they’re plotting every way they can to get you to move to Eralis.” She eyed him.

Paul eyed him, too.

He sent, ‘I’m not leaving Spur.’

Tiffany sent, ‘Might not get that weaver, then.’

‘Eh. That’s fine,’ Julia said, ‘Just get some Dun Glint Weavers and throw them into the Headmaster’s Light Dungeon. Maybe in a year, one of them will be a Nacreous Weaver.’

‘I haven’t checked in on that place in a while.’ Ezekiel asked, ‘Paul? You heard anything?’

‘They expanded it a bit. Nothing too large, though.’ Paul sent, ‘I can make inquiries if they added new monsters or not, but that would announce that you are looking that way. The Headmaster will likely want to speak to you if you do this.’

‘… Not this week, then. Maybe next week, if things go well tonight and tomorrow.’ He said, “Anyway! We’ve got time for naps, if anyone wants to take one.”

Everyone took naps, for no one wanted to be low-energy tonight.

When Ezekiel awoke, he was the last one to wake, and it was an hour till sunset; the perfect time to leave. Ezekiel covertly dabbed his eyes with his magenta potion and reapplied some long-term buffs, for no one knew exactly what the night would bring.

There were some hints, of course. The scroll was a big one.

They had been invited to a gathering to welcome Tadashi into Clan Star Song, so Ezekiel was pretty sure that he would get to see the alchemist tonight, but he likely wouldn’t be able to see if the man was truly okay. If the 5 point Quest wasn’t enough of a clue, the very existence of such a party, and such an open change of Tadashi’s Clan allegiance, was yet another example that many Clans were still after the man.

Ezekiel openly wondered why.

Tiffany said, “An [Immortality] potion would start a major war.”

Ezekiel paled. “Let’s hope it’s not that.” He added, “And they wouldn’t invite us to a party with Alchemist Tadashi and several other Clans unless they were either planning on killing us there, or playing nice, and most of the people we’ve seen are trying to woo, rather than murder.”

Paul said, “They’re trying to woo you; this is known. They’re not sure they would survive the collateral damage from a murder attempt.”

Ezekiel grumbled, “Let’s have some… more positive thoughts than me killing them all in retaliation, please.”

“[Immortality] would have been my first guess, too. But now…” Julia thought. She offered, “It’s something to do with our reasons for being here.”

“Oh.” Ezekiel stood straighter. “There’s a thought.”

“Either a potion or a magic,” Tiffany guessed.

“A potion.” Julia said, “Has to be.”

Tiffany said, “There’s lots of precedent for this being about a magic considering that we’re here to gain magical understanding for Scion Ezekiel.”

“Maybe it has something to do with spiders,” Julia guessed, sarcastically.

“Ha! No.” Tiffany, suddenly sure, said, “It’s potions of the New Stats! Hundred gold, bet.”

Julia’s eyes glinted as she said, “I think they’re after Tadashi because he’s related to someone powerful. Or there’s a connection there that will be made public tonight. Hundred gold, bet.”

“No bet.” Tiffany laughed, then said, “You can’t get anywhere in Nelboor without knowing or being related to someone powerful. Tadashi is no different.”

Julia went, “Meh.”

Ezekiel put out there, “Alchemists use spells to craft their potions, just as much as any other magical profession does. But those bandits inflicted Tadashi with the Antirhine Elixir and there was a whole building of alchemy supplies back in the bandit hideout. They had taken most of the things out of there when they fled, but I noticed an Alchemist’s Friend in the corner.” At Julia’s odd look, Ezekiel explained, “It’s a psychedelic plant that feeds off of almost all potions, and it especially likes the toxic ones; a garbage pail for potion failures.” Julia nodded. Ezekiel continued, “They inflicted the Elixir upon Tadashi thinking that this wouldn’t harm him in being or doing whatever it was that… he did, or was doing. And that thing involved potions, for sure, and—”

Julia rounded on Tiffany, accusing, “You saw the potion house in the bandit hideout! That’s why you bet on potions!”

Tiffany burst out in laughter. “Yup! Not sure what kinda potion, but it’s a potion. Got a bit of a glimpse at the place in the past, too, but nothing conclusive. Tadashi destroyed the mana’s memory rather completely. I didn’t see any Stat Fruits, either, but I’m still going with the bet that Tadashi invented potions of New Stats.”

Julia said, “Then I change my bet to a potion of [Immortality]. Dad’s been after that for a while.”

“Oh!” Tiffany glanced around. “That’s a good counter. I forgot about that. Ohh. Maybe...?”

Ezekiel said, “[Immortality] is too dangerous. No… This has something to do with Antirhine, for sure.”

Paul held back a smirk throughout their entire conversation, saying, “I’m sure we’ll find out tonight.”

- - - -

Magenta light resolved into the forms of Ezekiel, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul. They appeared at the Teleport Square nearest the bridge to the Alluvial District. Nearby guards were plentiful and on edge, and other small parties blipped in all around Ezekiel. Everyone wore nice clothes. No one seemed to care about the guards. They just walked on, toward the bridge, which is exactly what Ezekiel did, too. His people followed him.

There was no need to show off papers, or anything like that. The people between the Teleport Square and the bridge were already scanning everyone, and scanning them even more as they walked past, toward the arching bridge that connected Eralis to the Noble District, the island in the center of the Wanzhi River’s delta floodplain.

Ezekiel brushed off the danger in the air with an imperious attitude and his finger on the [Animadversion] button. He walked with an even gait, matching that of the people around him, though he was much more nervous than everyone else. Perhaps he was seeing danger that wasn’t there.

The four of them walked under a small arch of the Void Wall, the stone body of Rozeta arching overhead, and onto the first meter of a kilometer-long, white stone bridge. The first thing Ezekiel noticed about the bridge was the size; wide enough for a company of men, twenty by twenty wide, to march across it without impairing their stride. The gentle rise and craftsmanship was superb, but the view was more impressive.

The Wanzhi Delta was a magnificent orange and gold, with cold waters snaking between sandbars, turning deeper here and there. A dark chill flowed through the air outside of the bridge, but upon the bridge, was light and life. Wardlight lanterns shoved away the oncoming night, while small fires lit upon the bridge drove away the chill. The people upon the bridge were cast in a myriad of shadows and light, and they, too, drove away the darkness with their happy voices and their good cheer. Most of them seemed to be coming from some other, earlier party, to hear them speak.

It was easier to hear them speak, out here, past the Void Wall, where the Void Song was already fading in power as they left it behind them.

The second thing he noticed about the bridge, now that he was truly on it, was that he was walking faster than normal, even though he did not seem to be expending much effort, at all. In a minute, they had reached the halfway point of the kilometer-long bridge. The bridge was enchanted for speed of travel, obviously. It was a subtle enchant; impossible to notice unless he really looked with both [Mana Sight] and his normal senses.

He would have liked to have studied the bridge more as they walked toward the Noble District, but Ezekiel put on his game-face. He heard a potential problem approaching from behind. Tiffany’s reaction was a scowl, hidden under her veil.

It was the green man who called Tiffany a ‘fair giantess’. He was already slightly drunk, but not drunk enough to miss Tiffany, tall as she was. She wasn’t hard to spot, but still… Ezekiel didn’t want her bothered, and the man clearly bothered her.

‘Do you want me to get rid of him?’ Ezekiel sent.

‘Nope!’ Tiffany said, ‘I want to beat him into the ground, please and thank you.’

Paul snorted a tiny laugh.

“My fair giantess!” called the man, once he was five meters away.

In an act of simple grace befitting her dress and station, Tiffany rotated on her heel and faced the man. A few nearby people paused their walk to watch. A few smirked, wondering what was going to happen. Others kept going, wishing for some people to have better manners; that particular emotion was directed toward both the green man, and in one case, toward Tiffany.

The green man wiggled his bushy eyebrows at Tiffany, saying, “We missed out on our spar.”

“I’m sure I missed out on less than nothing.”

The green man’s party caught up to him. They were a woman and another man who both wore clothes of slightly lesser quality than the green man’s shimmering silk robe, but they also wore veils, similar to Tiffany’s. Behind those veils—

Oh. Odd.

But. Huh.

They were half-orcols, maybe.

Both of the green man’s people had outsized lower fangs, like Tiffany, but smaller. One of them had a green cast to their skin, while the other had a red-brown cast to theirs. And then Ezekiel noticed something strange about the green man. His skin was barely brown, but it was brown in a red sort of way. He was a half-orcol, too, but... None of the three people were much larger than any other tall human?

Ezekiel had never seen a half-orcol before. He didn’t know what to make of them, or if there was some cultural thing going on between him and Tiffany. Or if this was just normal harassment. It seemed like normal harassment.

The man laughed, then said, “I’ve got rings of [Alter Size]. My ‘nothing’ can be anything you desire.”

People on the bridge gasped at the impropriety of it all.

Tiffany stared down at the man, her eyes turning red behind her veil as her voice turned calmer. “Step off before you hurt yourself.”

The man stepped forward, one step. He looked up, saying, “We’re both going to the same party. Maybe you should teach me how to behave.”

Tiffany stared for a moment, all hard-edged and hateful, and then she blinked away the red in her eyes. After another moment, she calmly said, “No.”

The man eyed her, then frowned. “Sorry for bothering you.”

And then he walked around Tiffany, continuing on his way across the bridge, toward the Noble District. His people followed him. The veiled man bowed to Tiffany, quickly, but said nothing and then rushed to catch up to the green man. Ezekiel still didn’t know the green man’s name.

He didn’t know what to make of that whole event.

Tiffany breathed deep. Then she turned back to Ezekiel.

The four of them resumed the walk across the bridge.

They reached the Alluvial District without further incident, except when they stepped off of the bridge and truly entered the land of the nobility of the Highlands. They gawked. The other people on the bridge walked around them.

The mountains that stood up from the Wanzhi Delta and formed the Noble District of Eralis were not mountains at all, but mansions, towers, lands of forest and enchantment, some with castle architecture and some done with less solid style. Only one thing was constant: every mansion mountain seemed like a maze. Gazing down from the sky above showed this place as simple mountains and expensive houses. But the view from the land—

Ezekiel recognized what had happened. There was an enchantment in the air that changed how it all looked unless you were actually here.

The bridge led to a white road that wound through the district like a circling river, giving space to each monstrous mountain mansion but also unifying them all. Overhead, bridges spanned that ‘river’, connecting ‘houses’ at multiple levels. Lights adorned everything. Shadows and color were part of the decoration.

Ezekiel walked forward, off of the white bridge and onto the white road, and found the road similarly enchanted for speed as the bridge. His people followed.

Not ten meters into the district, past hidden guards and beyond several layers of [Ward]s, their guide for the evening appeared, along with his wife. Xue and Sikali wore matching red and black robes.

Xue gave a half-bow, then said, “Greetings, Scion Phoenix. Welcome to the Alluvial District of Eralis. I trust your time with the Songstresses was successful?”

“I will need to be killing some mist stone gluttons soon enough to pay their bill, but yes, it was successful.”

“Glad to hear it.” Xue gestured back the way he had come, asking, “To the Clan House, directly to the gathering? Or would you like a tour of the District? It’s much more impressive from the ground.”

Ezekiel went along with recognizing that he had spied on them, though not as much as they had spied on him, saying, “Seeing sights with your own eyes is always more impressive than seeing them through [Scry]s. Tell me, though: Are you here as a representative of your Clan, or are you here individually?”

“For Clan Star Song,” Xue said.

“Individually.” With professional cheer, Sikali added, “Enforcers try not to get political.”

Ezekiel allowed himself a small smile, for there was nothing more political than the threat of violence, and Sikali was making a joke with an edge. He said, “I would like a quick tour. This seems like a wonderful place you have here.”

Sikali spoke up, “It is. Welcome to our homes, Scion Phoenix.”

He walked with them, upon the white roads that wound through the Alluvial District, their speed quicker than should be, as Xue spoke of the mountainous mansions here and there, naming them for who they belonged to. Clan River Walker, with their power built upon the fishing trade, and their house on the edge of the Alluvial District where waterfalls cascaded from on high to join the Wanzhi River outside. Clan Gentle Judge, who oversaw lawful operations for many smaller Clans outside of Eralis, with a no-nonsense mountain crafted with grandeur on the inside of the district.

Xue continued to list Clan mansions and speak of exports and spheres of business, likely to get Ezekiel interested in trade and power and all of that. It was a good tactic, Ezekiel admitted. He was thinking of exports and trade, but likely not how the people here would be willing to trade. Candlepoint was full of shadelings, after all. Ezekiel had only heard the name of the Dark God of Magic once, while inside this land, and it was from a child to another child. That first child was quickly beat to a pulp by the second, and also a third and a fourth. The first kid was okay, of course. [A Child’s Protection] kicked on after the rest of the kids left, and the first kid was physically whole.

Until his mother got to him, then he got a rather red behind.

They did not like Dark Magics here.

Anyway. Clan mansions!

There were so many different mountains of which Ezekiel would likely never visit, but which he marked mentally. And then they got close to their destination.

“Here we have Clan Diligent Scribe.” Xue gestured to a mountain made of houses with green, curled-corner roofs and stately plazas. “With their power given to them by our own Clan Star Song, Clan Diligent Scribe is in charge of the education programs of Eralis and the surrounding villages and towns. They also have a thriving potion trade, like many other Clans of the Highlands.”

Well that was nice to hear. Education programs, eh? Maybe he missed those, since Darzallia was a party town.

Ezekiel stared up at the mansion mountain where Tadashi had lived until recently. “Is Alchemist Tadashi doing better at your Clan? Or was he moved to some less-[Ward]ed location?”

Sikali answered, “He is doing well in a specialty-made potion house of Star Song. We’re taking good care of him, Scion Phoenix, but you will be able to see that for yourself at the gathering.” She gestured to the left, at one of the few mountains which had not been mentioned yet, saying, “The home of Clan Star Song, and our destination for this evening.”

Xue rapidly said, “Our relationship to Clan Diligent Scribe is still holding as strong as ever; you can see as much by the sky bridges that connect our two houses.”

Ezekiel saw those bridges, but he saw a lot more than that, for Star Song was one of the most powerful Clans in the land, and their mountain mansion reflected as much.

The sun set in the west, past the city of Eralis, painting half of the mansion in orange and the other half in purple, while the sky above was awash in a million glittering stars. Some of those stars seemed to have descended to Veird and placed themselves in lamps upon crenelations, in the trees that adorned the white road ‘riverside’ that wound between each property, and upon the many, many curled-corner roofs of the many twisting towers and structures of Clan Star Song’s home. The only normal structure to the whole thing was a many-sided pagoda-like structure at the top composed of several floors. A few bridges connected that top pagoda to smaller pagodas, separate from the main one, located on separate peaks of the same mountain mansion.

It was quite beautiful, and Ezekiel let his approval show on his face.

Julia said, “I’m really loving the architecture around here.”

Xue smiled at that, and much of it seemed as genuine as Ezekiel’s own emotions, as he said, “Thank you for the compliment.” He turned to Ezekiel and indicated the near-empty white road ‘river’ they walked upon, saying, “That concludes the tour, and it looks as though many people are already off the roads and have arrived at the gathering. Shall we also proceed to the gathering?”

Ezekiel consented, saying, “Lead the way.”

Xue nodded, and taking Sikali’s hand in his own, they led the way past Diligent Scribe’s home, toward the large gate that denoted the entrance to Clan Star Song. The six of them almost made it toward that gate, but something important caught Ezekiel’s attention, just to the left.

The white road wound around the entire Alluvial District, encircling houses and providing fast travel while one was upon them, but the mansion mountains were not perfectly organized. This meant that the ‘river’ grew wider and smaller in some parts, and especially wide at crossroads. To the left, directly in front of Clan Star Song’s mansion, was one such crossroad. Many such crossroads had sculptures or trees or even a little babbling spring, in one case. This one had a sculpture, and it was also the largest crossroad Ezekiel had seen at maybe fifteen meters across.

‘Sculpture’ would be a poor word, though. The island held an art installation. The main part was a perfectly normal pagoda-like structure made of air and stone in the center of the island, rising several meters into the air. The secondary part was the inclusion of four silver obelisks, half the size of the pagoda, that each stood equidistant from the pagoda, surrounding the pagoda like a square of silver. The third part was in the form of small bridges between each silver obelisk that arced from the white road, toward the pagoda in the center. This here was almost the same sort of structure as the Void Temple, with its four bell towers surrounding a much larger central building, except here, the bridges led inward, instead of from bell tower to bell tower.

And it reminded him...

Ezekiel tried to follow Xue and Sikali toward Clan Star Song’s gate, but he stopped and stared at the art installation.

From a certain angle…

The art piece was missing the full square of silver metal, but the obelisks did a great job of giving the impression of something that was only half there, and this way, one could see the art from any angle and they’d know what they were looking at. The main thing here was the pagoda made of air and stone in the center of the island. It had a distinctive shape. It was seven-sided, and there were no walls. Just curling roofs and plain pillars and many same-sized levels. This was a shape and style that Ezekiel had only ever seen in one place.

It was exactly like the pagodas of air and stone that he had seen beyond the Gate inside the Green Labyrinth, the Twisted Vision which held the only stable dragon culture on Veird. This art piece was missing all the people milling around at the market, but the structure of it all was exactly the same. This pagoda was entirely non-magical. Ezekiel already had his mana sense fully open and—

Xue’s voice brought Ezekiel back to the moment.

“What?” Ezekiel said as he turned to the man, more startled, than angry. “Can I help you?”

Xue was sweating. Why was he sweating? Sikali looked equally curbed, though less worried about the moment than her husband. Oh. Xue knew what this art installation meant. Sikali might be aware, or maybe not. Or maybe both of them had only heard part of the truth. Maybe they knew nothing?

Maybe they knew everything.

Xue said, “Apologies, Scion. I was commenting on the stone garden.”

Ezekiel asked, “How long has this been here?”

“Hundreds of years. The Elders refuse to have it changed seasonally, as we change all the rest.” Xue said, “I could ask around if you wish to know more.”

“Another time.” Ezekiel said, “Let us attend the gathering.”

Xue bowed, and this time it was a true bow of deference. His wife gave Xue a strange, appraising look, before she followed his lead. When they both stood, Xue led the way forward, into Clan Star Song.

The gathering had already begun. The scents of cooked rice and a hundred delicacies from savory to sweet drifted on the breeze as the sounds of stringed instruments filled the night. Odin sang in soft harmony upon Ezekiel’s shoulder.
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                Clan Star Song’s mountain mansion was a beauty of light and color; an oasis in the darkening night. Soft songs made of plucked strings and gentle voices drifted out from inside the palatial estate of towers and sky bridges and houses. The scents of spicy, savory, and sweet foods, touched upon the air, giving hints of what was to come.

Ezekiel Phoenix, Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, each wearing their best, and only, spider silk robes, followed Xue Star Song and Sikali Star Song under a wide, white stone arch, into Clan Star Song’s domain. It was not a Domain, though; Ezekiel was pretty sure. His mana sense and the Sights of his Odin were pushed to the limit in an effort to see all of everything that was to come. He saw a lot, but nothing too concerning.

[True Sight] informed him that much of the colors he was seeing were actually physically present; the walls were not light-painted with wardlights, like in most places that tried to be grand. This place actually was grand, with physical paint layered upon wood, real paper in the lanterns hanging here and there, and stones that were allowed to be stones. The only wardlights present were those scattered in the boughs of trees, or upon light posts, or in other locations where a wardlight was supposed to be cast.

For all the complicated architecture of Star Song’s mountain mansion, it was not complicated in a haphazard way. The building seemed planned out perfectly.

Ezekiel imagined that newcomers to the Clan likely had a hell of a time getting a house here… or maybe that wasn’t a problem, actually? Maybe this was just an ancestral home. Yeah. That seemed right. Maybe only the Patriarch or Matriarch was allowed to actually live here? Hmm. No. That seemed too simple, too.

They walked along a curving stone path into a cleft in the mountain, which seemed like a great location to ambush someone. But… There weren’t many magics active in the air. Ezekiel rapidly decided that this made sense since all magics degraded over time—

Most magics did. Permanent lightwards and his own [Prismatic Ward] and [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] were all permanent. But as for magics other people cast? Aside from lightwards, of course. Those magics were generally impermanent, with a duration that lasted weeks for lesser magics, and hours for stronger ones. The only spell that was the exception to the rule was [Force Trap], and even that one was not permanent. [Force Trap] was one of the spells that were widely banned by law in most places, but still, you’d expect to see those kinds of spells in a place like—

Right over there, by that sky bridge leading between those two towers. A Trap spell of some sort; [Wood Trap]? Maybe. Maybe not.

There’s another, over on that doorknob. Oh. There’s actually quite a lot on more than a few doorknobs… None anywhere nearby; none on the path they were taking to get to the gathering.

And besides that, people were always the largest threat to one’s safety.

There were quite a few people ahead.

Ezekiel got his head in the game.

Current threats? None active, or visible.

Active magics? None nearby that weren’t already attached to a person. None which seemed too strong; but the strength of a spell was not always perfectly indicative of effect.

Current emotions on faces? Happy. Calculating. Open hatred. Hidden hatred. More calculating looks, more false faces. The whole human and otherwise experience was on display in the party, just ahead, but none of that was directed toward Ezekiel, though a few people had their eyes turned toward the entrance, waiting for him. They knew he was arriving soon, but they didn’t seem to be waiting as a part of an ambush. They were waiting in order to see.

Ezekiel tried to relax, a little. He was going into a large communal event that would have a large effect on the rest of his time in this part of the world. This was why he chose to come to this event in the first place; make a good impression, find a few facts out about the Highlands, find some interesting or useful magics. That sort of thing.

But that stone pagoda in front of Clan Star Song had thrown him for a deep loop. His mind was filled with dragons and Paths and consequences and the fact that someone here was likely a dragon and wasn’t that kinda fucked up? He had heard expressions about dragons many times while he had been out and about in the city, mostly from the commoners who had seen him out on the street and then told their kids ‘not to wake the dragon’, after, or even before, they pulled those same kids out of his line of sight.

Ahhh.

Get your head in the game, Ezekiel.

It had been less than ten seconds since they had left the white road, outside of Star Song’s manor. They were now in an inner courtyard with little ornamentation, except for open windows above on every side, and a skinny, tall tree growing up from the middle, toward the open sky beyond. Past the tree lay an opened set of double doors. Light and song spilled out from the gathering inside.

Ezekiel followed Xue and Sikali forward, around the courtyard, and then waited just a moment for the other two to go ahead, first.

Xue and Sikali entered the gathering arm in arm. They bowed toward the people beyond, and then they both stepped to the left, their voices raised in unison, “Scion Ezekiel Phoenix, and entourage.”

Ezekiel stepped forward, into the space made for him.

He was atop a short staircase. The land beyond was a space of barely-raised platforms, five meters by five meters across, each separated by a meter-wide divide. Tables, shaped like rings with a small section cut out of them, each sat one to a platform. Not every table was the same size, but each held between ten to fifteen people. Servants moved in the meter-wide lower lands between each raised platform, rushing into the gap of each table when necessary to refill dishes and drinks and to take the dirty plates away. According to what Ezekiel was seeing and hearing, the gathering was still in the middle of its first course.

The people at the tables sat upon drum-like chairs with cushions on the top and nothing in the way of back support. The food they ate looked delicious, and yet Ezekiel doubted he would be able to enjoy it. From what he was already hearing, this was a party of plotting and schemes. He didn’t appreciate those. He much preferred party sort of parties, or at least one with less hidden hostility between guests.

Oh well. Maybe next time.

This was probably just how they did it among the nobility of the Highlands. There were a lot of cultural norms happening here that Ezekiel had never been exposed to before tonight. He could keep up, mostly, for he had surely gone to events where everyone hated each other, but he didn’t think anyone back home had ever murdered over the events of a night like this—

No. Wait. There was Rebecca and her husband. She cheated on him and then murdered him—

Ezekiel discarded that chain of thought and focused on the world before him. Barely a second had passed since his introduction.

Xue and Sikali bowed once more to Ezekiel, then they walked down the side of the staircase.

A man at a nearby table stood. He was one of the people who were waiting for Ezekiel to come into the gathering. He was also one of the people who were there when Tadashi was transferred to Elder Doniro, but he had left the second it became apparent that Ezekiel had completed the Quest, and gotten his five points.

The man wore a turquoise robe and spoke loudly, his voice quieting the people around him, “Begone, outsider! You stole our Quest, but you will not steal our hospitality.”

A hush fell over the room. Eyes turned to Ezekiel. This was a test, of course.

“I won’t fall for that sort of ploy a second time.” Ezekiel asked, “Are you some member of a High Clan, too?”

The man scoffed, “You are right to be wary! But we need not concern the High Clans to deal with the likes of—”

“Ah! Then you admit you’re not important.” Ezekiel promptly ignored the man and stepped down the stairs, asking one of the servants who failed to run away fast enough, “Is there a specific spot where I should sit? I’d like to see Tadashi, as well.”

The servant quickly made himself as small as possible, saying, “A thousand apologies, but this one knows nothing,” as he backed away, getting the hell out of there.

Ezekiel couldn’t blame the man.

Turquoise man’s face was a shade of pink, but it went red as he was ignored. A few laughs tittered out of some of the other people at the gathering, but not all. The people at the highest platform far to the left of the room, just looked on, impassively. Five people sat on one side of a linear table, up there on that platform, watching everyone. Each of them wore fabric crowns, but the crown of the person in the middle was the largest.

From left to right, was Elder Doniro, then some other guy, then a man who Ezekiel guessed was the Patriarch of Star Song according to his hat, then Elder Arilitilo, then another woman. To the left of that top platform was a medium-height platform, with a single smaller table, large enough for a single person.

It was Tadashi’s table, for sure, but he wasn’t there. A focused expansion of Ezekiel’s mana sense uncovered a blank spot a good ten meters beyond the gathering room, almost seventy meters to the left, deep into the mansion mountain. The blank spot was sitting at a different table in a small room, already eating. It was probably Tadashi.

They’d likely bring him out anyway when they decided to give their announcements.

But what to do until then? Just sit down… somewhere? Yes. But where? There was a hint here, somewhere. He just had to… understand it...

Barely a second had passed since he shut down the Turquoise Man. That dude was still trying to understand exactly how much he had been insulted.

Soon enough, multiple seconds passed. Ezekiel listened.

One group of small voices were saying one thing, about how Ezekiel should just take his seat at their table, which was in the middle of the room. This was a safe enough choice. Another was saying a different thing, about how Ezekiel’s guest of honor space was up by the Elders, at the small table.

Which meant that they were aware he was listening to them, and at least some of the people here were trying to trick him into making a mistake.

Was it a concerted effort? Or—

No. It was just a few people trying to be dicks. Some of the whispered suggestions seemed honest.

Whelp! There was only one way to win this type of game.

… Two ways, really. He could not play. He could turn around and walk away. That was always an option. Running away would always be an option, too.

The other option would be to navigate the issues before him and thread the needle between ruination and success. But what did success look like, here?

Success looked like a nice dinner and meeting new people and ensuring that Tadashi was okay.

So, to that end, Ezekiel paused and allowed the Turquoise Man to finally catch himself and say something.

“You overstep yourself, clansman!” The yelling man said, “Leave now, before I—”

Ezekiel turned his glare to the unknown pissant, and said, “I can handle a little impoliteness, but the Scion of your High Clan Devouring Nightmare acknowledged me, therefore: Are you insulting your betters, as well as me, clansman? You have woefully failed this encounter by taking that route.”

A few titters of laughter touched upon the air. Many were amused. Only a few were not.

The singers in the corner had ceased their singing while this minor drama played out before them, but the zither players strummed their instruments in quiet tempo, adding even more drama to the air.

This was just a play for all of them, wasn’t it?

Not the worst vice to have; picking on the new guy. But the game was over. If insulting the Scion of Devouring Nightmare the other day had cut that encounter to the quick, then invoking that High Clan here and now would surely have done so tonight, as well.

Ezekiel’s gambit had worked.

Three people stood up around the room. One was Caina, the purple-armored dark-skinned woman who Ezekiel had sparred with; she was at one of the three tables nearest the tallest platform, with the elders. The second person was some man in pink flowing robes near the entrance, at the table opposite the Turquoise Man. The last person to stand was Xue, who was at a table to the far left.

Caina stared at the turquoise man.

The turquoise man seemed to reconsider himself. He glared at nothing in particular, then turned contrite. He angled away, saying, “Then by a High Clan’s will, I suppose you are allowed to be here.” He sat back down at his seat and had a nervous server refill his cup.

Ezekiel ignored the man, then said to the room, “Thank you for the invitation, Clan Star Song. After my duel with Caina, I asked if there was to be drink and feasting and talk of nothing important. I am glad to have received your invitation to participate in such. And what a joyous occasion, as well. If that blank spot over that way is Tadashi, then I am glad to see he is at least doing well enough to eat.” He gave a small bow, then walked toward Xue.

Xue snapped a finger at some servants who moved quickly to make room.

Ezekiel walked past the pink man, giving a small nod of thanks, to which the pink man nodded back, then sat back down and resumed talking with his people.

Ezekiel was almost to his spot, but fate had different ideas.

Caina spoke up, diverting attention to her, “Scion Phoenix. Please come sit with us. Your people may sit wherever there is room, at a different table.”

Without missing a beat, Ezekiel turned to Paul, and Paul nodded, then he turned to Xue and gave a small shrug. Xue seemed to understand. The party split. Ezekiel went to Caina’s table, while Paul, Tiffany, and Julia, each found their own spots to be. Paul went to Xue and Sikali. Tiffany went to the pink man. Julia went to an open space at another table, beside Xue’s.

This was probably fine.

Singers resumed their soft songs. Zithers had never stopped playing. The Elders never lifted a finger or said a word. Ezekiel soon found himself to Scion Caina’s left, around a large table of white cloth and many small foods. Servers instantly moved a drum-like seat out from under the table for him to sit upon, which he did, and then they served him drink and food, all before he sat down.

Caina hadn’t sat down yet, either. She said, “You almost committed me to another duel of honor against that clansman down there, Scion Phoenix.”

Ezekiel smiled, saying, “I’m sure you would have won.”

“This is so. But I do not like the games that some people like to play around here, and you were playing a game with that man’s life as the stakes. He was only doing his task to ensure you belonged. There was no need to include High Clan Devouring Nightmare in that game.”

Ezekiel took his seat, and Caina took hers.

Ezekiel said, “I’m flattered that you thought my life wasn’t in any danger at all. I hardly know anything about anyone here, so I had to pick the most solid option in my arsenal against any future intrigue.”

“You are under hospitality rules. If anyone broke them, they would be retaliated against in kind.” Caina looked at him. “This goes for you, as well.”

“What are your hospitality rules, here? We have our own, but I am unsure if we have the same ones.”

By Ezekiel’s current understanding, Caina was a mechanical woman, in nature. Very by-the-books and no-nonsense. Duty and honor. But at Ezekiel’s question, Caina’s face scrunched a little, in annoyance.

Ezekiel said, “Apologies if it is an annoying question.”

Another person at the table spoke up. She was a pale woman in bare-shoulder red robes, with her blonde hair twisted into a bun and held in place with long, black needles. Her tan horns swept backward atop her hair, almost curling like a goat’s before they abruptly ended. She said, “Scion Small Scare is hesitant to answer about hospitality rites because anyone can claim broken rites if they have enough power.”

Caina strangled off a sigh.

A man of dark features, on Caina’s right, and with a distinct resemblance to Caina, said, “This is like saying the sun is warm. Rules have always been this way. Power enables one to empower or ignore the law at their leisure.”

Caina did not like her… brother’s (?) words, but she fully strangled off her response. A few people around the table just went along with the man; nodding, or lamenting. Some smiled, for they were the ones in power, and they enjoyed it.

Just who had Ezekiel sat down with?

Eh. He knew who he sat down with. This was fine.

Ezekiel could not help himself, as he said, “Power is the worst rule of law to follow. It would be much better if laws were enforced for the betterment of all, and the people who enforced them had the honor to not break them.”

The table watched Ezekiel.

But it was Caina who spoke first, as her personality seemed to come back together and focus hard on Ezekiel. She asked, “And how would you enable such a working of the law?”

“There’s no big secret to it. The only option we have is to struggle.” Ezekiel said, “Constant, never-ending, vigilant struggle. This begins by finding the right people to work with while shoving away those who fail to meet your criteria, or finding out why they have failed to enact your will, and then fixing the problems you find. But also, you have to be loose enough to let the small things go. Not too loose, however, that you let the small things pile up into large things. There’s also the matter of reevaluating yourself every so often, to ensure that the choices you are making are the correct ones. It’s a struggle.”

Ezekiel was quite proud of his answer, but he was aware that others did not share his opinion. He saw it in their faces, all around the table. Most just looked to Ezekiel as he spoke, trying to evaluate him and coming up short; Caina was one of those people.

The red woman smiled as she spoke up, “We all know it’s a struggle, but what is the best way to struggle? What is the goal?”

Ezekiel thought the answer obvious, but apparently, it wasn’t. He said, “To ensure the law holds two tenets above the rest: to judge with compassion, and to treat everyone the same.”

A blue-robed man across the circular space burst out in a laugh. A few others smirked.

The man on Caina’s right, who was most definitely her brother, said, “But the problem of unexpected power remains. There are always hidden masters who come in and disrupt the whole, for they would never allow themselves to be treated the same as a commoner. And they shouldn’t, either, for without power, there is nothing. It is only when eccentricity eclipses usefulness that anything like ‘the law’ should become involved.”

Caina agreed, saying, “If you have no power, then you have nothing. Thus, the Void Song, to deny power to the masses. Thus, the laws which put the power of the Clans above the power of the clanless, which allow us to execute those who would disrupt the balance. To put our lives on the same level as those beneath us is to risk everything, and it cannot be done.”

Ezekiel said, “In principle, I agree. The people in power must have the power to remain in power, but this question of ‘how to run a country’ is an old question that can never truly be answered. It can only be struggled with. But when the smaller people are empowered to prosper, they will, and then you get inventions and new magics and so much more opportunity than you would have had otherwise.”

He got a nice round of grins or other agreements, for that.

Ezekiel knew he wasn’t saying anything too radical, and the city of Eralis was stable and prosperous, therefore they could afford to indulge in talks of philosophy like this. In truth, all of this conversation was a simple test in order to gauge Ezekiel’s ability to engage with them and to see where he stood in the philosophy of governance. It was another truth, after all, that every single Scion at this table would eventually become the next head of their clan, and the philosophy of governance was something that they all partook of, at least in passing.

“Wise words, from our Scion guest.” The red-robed woman raised her glass, declaring Ezekiel’s words acceptable. And then she went off onto a different tangent, swishing her glass as she said, “I know I wouldn’t have this fine vintage here in my hand without empowering a small family of farmers we took into Star Song’s holdings two decades ago.”

A blue-robed woman said, “Empowering commoners is a great way to find new talent. Just this year, Clan White Wood took in a whole village of people running away from the northern warlords. They’re already producing some of the finest Lightwood we’ve seen in an age.”

Polite boasting of recent acquisitions began and rapidly proceeded through the whole of the table. They had used his talk of governing in order to show how well they governed, which… He could have expected that. Sure.

… This was actually going really well, actually, if that’s the direction they took his philosophy.

Some people gave their opinions on the politics that had already been laid out there by Ezekiel, but most were just trying to sell to each other.

And then a pink robe man who was not important at all decided to return to deep politics. “All this talk of empowering commoners only reminds me of the rebellions we have faced because of our leniency. If we were to try commoners in the same small courts as the nobility, then our nobility would riot the very next day, and they would be right to do so! We make this country able to exist, therefore we should be treated better than those who choose to live under our aegis.”

Pink robe was a proxy for someone else at the table, but Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure who.

The table went silent, as people turned Ezekiel's way.

Ezekiel asked, “You’ve all suffered rebellions before? I wouldn’t have thought so based on what I’ve seen. Why were there rebellions?”

Pink robe said, “We don’t allow those who have prospered from the protection of Songli to leave the aegis of Songli. There’s always one of the exterior cities from our main three trying to break off from our control, and they have no right. We don’t allow bandit states to exist.”

Ezekiel said, “I don’t know all about all that, but it sounds more like a Clan problem than a commoner problem.”

Caina frowned at pink robe, as she said, “This is a true enough summation, Scion Ezekiel.”

“Ah! Well, see there?” Ezekiel asked, “How many commoner revolts have you had?”

“Zero,” said the red robed woman, to the table. “We have never had a single instance of commoner revolt.”

Pink robe said, “Because it is our privilege to dispose of commoners without the necessary step of including the law. There have been no commoner revolts because they are ended before they could begin.”

Ezekiel felt a terrible chill run up his spine. He wanted to sigh, but he did nothing.

Many people at the table also did nothing.

Caina spoke, “I feel I have made an error. Earlier, I said that to put the nobility on the same level as the commoners was to incite war. I still believe this is true, but if there have truly never been commoner revolts, and all our problems have only ever come from each other, then perhaps the honorable thing to do would be to subject everyone to the same laws. If one makes a law that one would not follow themselves, then it is, by its very nature, unjust.”

Caina’s brother said, “Now, sister. That is taking an axiom too far. For instance: We wouldn’t want commoners buying land next door from us, would we? The point of having a separate district is so that we can connect with others on our same level. If a commoner moved in then what would they give us but eyesores?”

The red woman said, “Ah! But Ored! If they can afford the land here, then they can afford to be a Clan, can they not?”

“Loremaster Riri.” Ored frowned, then said, “Clans have military power and are the basis in which the Highlands supports itself and its people. Merchants do not belong here. There are many Clans which are less rich than others, but who support us in ways no merchant ever could. Why, a merchant would flee at the first sign of damaged products! But a poor Clan of the Highlands is still a Clan that would go to war for the lives of everyone. The day we allow money to rule the roost is the day we fall to pieces.” He looked to Ezekiel, saying, “Apologies, Scion Phoenix, but I disagree most ardently with your supposition about equanimity in the law. Our law works, and it works well.”

Caina looked at no one, as she said, “Maybe… I was too hasty.”

Ezekiel smiled, adopting an easier affection, and said, “I did not expect to have a conversation on law and country-running, but this has been quite fun and informative. Just so you know: Equanimity is the least of the laws which I would wish to struggle to implement. Perhaps, even more than that one, would be the ability for every citizen, no matter who they are, to be allowed to voice their opinions about the government, and not have those words silenced.” He threw in, “And way stations of [Greater Treat Wounds] on every corner!”

A few more laughs came almost as quickly as a few polite outbursts.

“Are you trying to foment rebellion?”

“Shortest lived Clan; that’s what your tombstone would read.”

“You cannot be serious about [Greater Treat Wounds] on every corner.” A miffed man in blue said, “The core prices alone would be astronomical!”

Ezekiel latched onto that last one, saying, “Okay okay. You’re right. Just free clinics. No one need pay for healing at all.”

The blue man frowned.

But Riri took Ezekiel’s concession and ran with it, speaking to the group, “If less people were afraid of the health costs of injuring themselves on the front lines, then maybe we would get more people willing to be on those front lines.”

Ored countered, “Our Highland-Sponsored Health Clinics have very reasonable rates—”

“But they don’t need to have any rates at all,” said a woman in blue across the table. “The gods gave us power to push back the Darkness, and it is our duty to use those tools to do so, and this includes helping each other regain lost health.”

The blue man, who now looked personally offended, spoke up, “That’s easy to say when the quality of your dinner wouldn’t diminish if we lowered our rates.”

The blue woman countered, “Then we can simply raise taxes across the board.”

There were several outcries at that.

By their pointed words over taxes, Ezekiel came to know that the Clans were taxed at least as much as the commoner. Nice to know!

Discussion continued.

Ezekiel happily ate his rice and fried fish while people talked about taxes all around him. Soon enough, other foods were presented to him as they were presented to everyone else at the round table. He chimed in with his own observations and ideas when warranted or when the conversation drifted his direction. When the situation called for it, he fully countered the more awful ideas, like the idea of having judge, jury, and executioner, all be the same person, for ease of enforcing the law. Even Enforcers were apparently just executioners. Juries barely existed at all, and when they did...

“This harkens back to your stance that the law should be balanced, Scion Ezekiel, but the law can never, and will never, be balanced.” Ored said, “When small magics are involved, we can [Witness] the crime unfold and judge accordingly. Only the nobility would ever need to decide the fate of their own, and only because when larger magics are used do they mar the readability of the manasphere. Commoners rarely need more than the Judge and the Executioner. And if they do, then they get them.”

The blue woman, Scion Gerella of White Wood, the Clan which built much of Eralis, said, “Commoners could get them, but judges and juries cost money, which most people do not have.”

The blue man, Scion Yaro of Red Ledger, the Clan which maintained the health of much of Eralis and the surrounding lands, said, “And I suppose you’d want to raise taxes on them all to do this?”

Gerella said, “No. Riri said it best: We must incentivize more people to go out and fight on the front lines. If your Health Clinics charged less, if the commoners were able to be actual warriors, then many of the problems of money would vanish from our society.”

Ezekiel commented, “There would need to be courthouses for any true shift in the Law to take place. I have not noticed any in the Highlands, but from what I am gathering, there are none?”

“We haven’t built courthouses in centuries,” Gerella said. “Even though our population is still ever-growing.”

Riri said, “Something will need to change in the coming decades with the population continuing to grow like this.”

Ezekiel said, “It is a good problem to have, though; Growth.”

“Aye.” Yaro lifted up his drink, which had been filled four times by Ezekiel’s count, saying, “Now that the shadow actors are gone—”

He got a few quick stares at that. Yaro startled. He set his drink down, then mumbled a nothing-apology.

Ezekiel guessed that Yaro was about to mention the Shades, but whatever the case, it seemed that people didn’t like speaking about Dark matters around a dinner table. Or, perhaps, anywhere.

That seemed rather short-sighted to Ezekiel. How could anyone form a plan against the largest problems in the world if they were not willing to talk about the—

Oh.

Right.

Normally, and for much of Veird’s history, no one could do anything against the Shades. So it was best not to talk of them, at all. Ezekiel could understand that much.

Caina got the conversation back on track, saying, “The Clans oversee their own lands and do their own judging. To that end, we have bureaucracy in place, but we mainly rely on the honor of our leaders and on our subordinates to make the correct choices in their Enforcing of the Law.” Like it was a horrible fact, she stoically stated, “And the bureaucracy grows.”

Ezekiel found he appreciated Caina’s honor, and the woman herself, but she had quite a few quirks to her that made her seem simple. She did not like paperwork, for one. She preferred everyone to be honorable and to just go about living her life—

“Ever and ever deeper,” Yaro said.

Scion Yaro, though, was a hothead and kinda lazy, it seemed. Of course, Ezekiel could have been wrong. They were at a party, after all. It wasn’t the best place to judge a guy.

“I’m more concerned over the gold woes.” Ored said, “We already mint our coins with less gold than can be found in other coins in the world. This problem is going to come to a head, soon, and result in widespread deflation. Maybe in ten years. Maybe twenty.”

Ored, though! Ored was clearly positioning himself to be the power-behind-the-throne, to his sister, Scion Caina. He seemed competent, which was probably a good thing.

Riri said, “We have certain plans for that eventual deflation.”

Loremaster Riri Star Song seemed like a scheming sort of person, but that was not bad. There was a lot of mystery to the woman, though, and that was slightly worrying.

“Do those plans involve some sort of fiat currency?” Ezekiel asked, “I’ve been interested in getting away from the gold standard, but I’m not sure how to do it.”

There were a few concerned looks around the table, but there were just as many interested faces.

Ored asked, “How would you prevent copyists from copying a fiat-currency that is not a physical, true object?”

Ezekiel, excited, said, “There’s a spell called [Object Reading]. It’s a lesser variation of [Witness], but I’m pretty sure it’s Mind Mage only, so the Mind Mages would have to be involved. But the currency itself could just be paper, or whatever. I admit, I only have the beginning of an idea, but we get truthstones from the Mind Mages, anyways, so basing another part of our judicial systems on them doesn’t seem like that bad of an idea.”

Caina finished off her latest cup of rice wine while Ezekiel spoke. She set the glass down for a server to refill it, and said, “Dislike. Pick another.”

“Why the complete dislike?” Riri asked. “As Scion Phoenix has said: it is the barest start of an idea.”

Yaro said, “It’s not the worst fiat currency idea I ever heard. But not only do you propose to put more Mind Magic into our systems, but a non-metal currency? This is not a good idea.” He looked over to Gerella, saying, “Clan White Wood tried that two hundred and forty years ago with wood and almost crashed our entire economy.”

Gerella frowned, and almost said something antagonistic, for sure, but she did not. Ezekiel didn’t know much about Gerella, but she seemed to like most of his own ideas and she wasn’t antagonistic when she didn’t have to be, and that was worth a few points.

“Oh! I have a better idea.” Ezekiel said, “Cloth currency. Not paper currency. Make the fiat currency out of some rare, specially bred spider. Then you have some potion that will react with that spider thread, and none other, briefly turning the cloth currency darker, or something.”

Riri’s eyes arched.

Her eyes would arch, wouldn’t they. Ezekiel knew Riri had something to do with spiders, but he wasn’t quite sure. No one seemed to bring up spider silk at the table, either; not even when they were talking of products. Spider silk was a large product of Eralis, though.

Which was why Ezekiel brought up spider silk in the first place. Might as well shake the tree and see if any spiders fall out!

Yaro laughed. “Reactive spider silk has more thought put into it than White Wood did!”

“Wood chips might be fine, too.” Ezekiel said, “The problem is that you need something that cannot be reproduced through simple spells already out there, and wood and silk can both fulfill that need if you [Grow] or [Husbandry] a specific plant or animal.” He had another half-thought, and added, “Wait. Never mind on the wood. I’m sure there are special [Grow] spells that can revive dead wood, though I know not a single one.”

Gerella lost a lot of her frown as she spoke up, “You cannot revive dead wood, if you know how to properly kill the wood in the first place. All this ‘wood-chip’ idea needs is some Decay-based alchemical baths to bleach the wood first to solve that grafting concern.”

Caina hummed a bit, and sipped her refilled wine.

“Good to know.” Ezekiel continued, “But as for cloth versus wood; there is the matter of space concerns. Cloth can be stacked like paper. Wood is bulky. Metal is already too heavy and the gold standard will lead to problems, eventually. This is why I like the idea of slips of cloth that can be used as a fiat currency. Or, I suppose, slips of thin paper made from special trees.”

Caina said, “Gold has multitudes of problems; I agree. But we need not abandon it yet. We are simply in the cycle where the problem is coming at us, yet again.”

“The Headmaster will likely get us out of the problem, just as he always has,” Gerella said.

Yaro said, “I loathe that solution.”

“On this, we can agree,” Gerella said.

Riri said, “We’re still paying off his last loan, and you know it didn’t cost him anything.”

Caina frowned. “[Duplicate].”

There were a lot of silent nods around the table. Silence descended, briefly.

Ored said, “I would still rather have some metal as our currency. You can’t burn metal, and if damaged, you can just Shape it back into coins.”

Riri instantly said, “But silk can be mass produced, and simple alchemical tests can prove the veracity of—”

Combative Yaro laughed, saying, “You just want your—”

Riri glared at the man, like she was dishing death and Yaro was eating his fill.

Yaro shut up.

Riri continued, “As I was saying. Simple alchemical tests can prove...”

The conversation continued. Ezekiel had long ago recognized a pattern. Normally, the Scions would speak, putting their thoughts out there, and then the people who were not Scions would speak, pulling apart ideas and arguments. Once or twice, a proxy war was started among the lesser clansmen, as they spoke on rougher topics that the Scions themselves would not touch, but at any moment a Scion could pull the conversation back to them, and restart the cycle back from the top.

The only one who seemed exempt from this cultural system was Loremaster Riri Star Song, who spoke at all levels of the topics happening around her. Ezekiel suspected that Riri’s ability to do this was due to the fact that the whole feast and conversation was taking place in Clan Star Song’s headquarters. As for interrupting Riri, though? No one had done that except for Yaro, and three times now. She was getting rather annoyed at the man.

Ezekiel was having fun, though. He did not expect polite and deep conversation when he came here. He expected bloodshed.

Eventually, Ezekiel heard the names of most everyone at that table, and the names of those around the rest of the large room. He learned a lot about the general ideology of the Highlands, and eventually, the conversation turned back to hospitality rights.

He would need to get Clan Star Song a gift, but that didn’t need to happen tonight, or even tomorrow. Giving a gift too soon would be seen as thoughtless, but too late would be seen as rude. What was ‘too late’? That was a whole new discussion. The general consensus was anywhere between two days after the event, and a week. By that point Ezekiel was up to five dishes cleared away, but some people were up to ten or twelve.

He glanced over to Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, occasionally. They were being tested in their own ways, but nothing too serious. Paul seemed to be nailing his interrogation, which Ezekiel expected. The man was giving nothing away and yet remaining amicable at the same time. Ezekiel was giving a lot away, but it was only philosophy, and it seemed important to give away his own philosophy since everyone else was doing the same, and they were all Scions. Tiffany was telling campfire stories and her audience was, if not enthralled, then at least doing a good job at pretending. She appeared to be a big hit.

Julia was currently in a game of knife stab—

The table of Scions noticed Ezekiel’s reaction, which was utter surprise, disgust, and worry. Several of them instantly wondered what part of what had been said was wrong. But...

Ezekiel slowly, so slowly, turned away from his table and affixed his gaze at his daughter, across the room. She had a knife in her hand. The guy sitting beside her had a knife in his hand. Both were smiling. Steel flashed. A knife jutted out from the man’s chest, buried hilt-deep, maybe all the way to his heart. The knife in Julia’s chest—

The knife did not enter her chest. The length of steel plonked off of her spider-thread robes; deflected due to the natural strength of the fiber and the tightness of the weave. They had worked on that weave for a while to get it tight enough to do exactly what it had just done; deflect a blade on its own. Part of Ezekiel was glad that it had worked. The other part...

Julia pulled the knife from the guy’s chest and the guy laughed, holding his suddenly sucking chest wound. She tapped him with a glowing hand, as she said, “It’s good thread, ri—”

Julia probably felt her father’s eyes (or the eyes of everyone in the room) boring into her skull, for she looked to her left. She locked eyes with Ezekiel, all the way on the other side of the room. His eyes narrowed; hers went wide. She put down the bloody knife and cast a [Cleanse] over the man she had just stabbed and the knife, then she shrugged. The formerly-stabbed man laughed all that much more, followed rapidly by their entire table, and some of the rest of the room.

A sudden influx of whispered questions followed the laughter, all of them variations of ‘What happened?’

Ezekiel breathed again.

He turned back toward his own table and sipped more of his rice wine. It was a good vintage; strong. It took his mind off of—

Riri said, “That is some fine spider silk your daughter makes, but the weave itself is as good as some Force constructs. What pattern did you use?”

“The thread and the weaving pattern is my daughter’s.” Ezekiel said, rolling with the situation. “She’s looking for a Nacreous Weaver if anyone knows where I could find one.”

Riri said, “Physical strength is more important than spellcrafting or colors, and that’s all that Nacreous Weavers can do. Your daughter’s silk does fine with black, though, and that is more than enough variety.”

Happy to move the conversation away from the faux pas that had just been committed, and the blood that had been spilled—

Seriously! What the fuck, Julia!

—Ezekiel wiggled his elbow, and thus his robe, saying, “Magenta did okay. Green and blue ended up more like sea foam and sky. But strength is a fairer concern than some others. I’ve heard that Nacreous Weavers are rather priceless, anyway. Is that because of the spellcrafting you mention—”

A chime sounded throughout the room, like a tiny notice of a change. Ezekiel turned toward the high table, finally giving face to the Elders who had been listening in on every conversation throughout the room.

Gods dammit. If Julia had just broken hospitality with her game—

No. They were clearly playing a consensual game of knife stab, and though Ezekiel had no idea why she, or the guy, had done it, it had been done, and he would stand by his daughter. No matter what.

The Patriarch, named Zalindi, chimed a second time, his aura manifesting a sound beyond the material, echoing into the silence of the room. All eyes were on him, for he was calling the gathering to order. Zalindi was a strong-looking old man of medium stature and hard edges, with skin so dark blue it was almost black. He was demi, for sure.

Zalindi spoke in a gravelly voice, “Welcome, fellow Clans of Songli, and guests. Tonight we celebrate an achievement from our branch family, Diligent Scribe, and the passing of resources between our great Clans for the betterment of us all.”

To the side, where the small, separate high tables sat upon the separate high platform, there was a curtain. The curtain parted. Tadashi came out from that curtain, and walked forward. He stepped up to his table, and stood beside his chair. Zalindi never acknowledged Tadashi, but everyone else did. They glanced the Alchemist’s way, then turned back to the Patriarch.

Ezekiel was very happy that Julia’s actions were being swept under the rug.

… Hopefully that’s what this was.

Zalindi said, “Clan Star Song gains the meritorious dedication of Alchemist Tadashi, and all of his previous work and knowledge. Clan Diligent Scribe regains the 5 points spent on Tadashi’s rescue, along with suitable recompense, and close ties to what comes next. Together, and with all of you, we will build upon what Alchemist Tadashi has already created.”

No one dared speak. Tadashi did not seem to enjoy the spotlight, but he endured.

Zalindi said, “And what he has created is a cure for the Antirhine Elixir. Everyone here—”

The crowd started to openly gape. Some sat stunned. Others asked questions, reminding Ezekiel of the sound of a startled cafeteria. Telepathic communications went out. A few stood up from their chairs, in sudden, reflexive action. Zalindi never stopped talking.

“—knows of a family member who came back from the front lines, cursed to an ignoble life. All of us know of people ransomed back to us from callous bandits or antagonistic warlords, who afflicted our loved ones with the Elixir in a final act of spite. My predecessor, the previous Patriarch of Star Song —Rozeta rest his soul— had two afflicted family members. Two sisters. Elders Turi and Elder Paras were to many of us, in my older generation, like aunts.”

The crowd was physically calm, but they held a deep fervor in their eyes as they focused upon Patriarch Zalindi.

Ezekiel’s processes were full up, taking it all in, trying to understand what Tadashi had done, and what he might undo. If Zalindi was telling the truth, and by the looks on many faces, he was going to change a lot of lives, and for the better.

Ezekiel found himself involuntarily whispering, “Good job, Tadashi.”

Zalindi continued, “For the rest of the evening, allied Clans may speak to Alchemist Tadashi, and to us. Our goal is to gain support for this creation, for it is a large one, and we will need help. After tonight, Alchemist Tadashi will be going to an undisclosed location, in order to fully explore his creation, and to hopefully give us a true cure to this insidious punishment which has plagued our Clans and many others of the Highlands.” He added, “This particular power will remain in control of Star Song, but it will be accessible to any allied clans, with strict caveats.” He said, “So bring us your support, or your Loremasters, or your Particle Magic knowledge, and be the first in line to cure someone you know.” He clapped his hands.

As he sat down, the curtains leading to the kitchens fully opened, and the next course was rolled out on wheels. Cake, ice cream, and other various desserts, all of which looked very fancy in small bowls and cups and plates. Dessert was rapidly dished out, while the rest of the foods were cleared away by dozens of people working in quick concert.

Almost no one cared about dessert. Everyone was either talking about a cure to the Elixir, or listening to others talk. The Scion table was mostly quiet, listening to it all.

Soon, the first of the people of Songli abandoned their seat and walked up to Tadashi’s small table. The Alchemist had been served cake and ice cream as well, but it sat uneaten, as Tadashi and the petitioners spoke.

Everyone listened in on their conversation.

Tadashi was adamant. No, he wouldn’t give away formulae; No, he wouldn’t give away spellwork; No, he wouldn’t give away the ideas behind his magic. The petitioners walked away.

Others took their place. A variation on a theme occurred, asking about ways to help through ingredients. It was a thinly-veiled attempt at deciphering the cure. That group walked away unsatisfied. All questions of ‘how’ were met with steadfast refusal.

“Those are terrible questions.” Yaro spoke up at their table. He had broken the spellbound silence of their space, and drew the eyes of many to him. The man frowned, deeply. “They obviously won’t give away that information.”

“Your Clan is responsible for much of the healing around here, is it not?” Ezekiel asked, “How do you think he did it?”

Eyes temporarily turned Ezekiel’s way, then the whole group focused on Yaro.

Yaro said, “It’s Particle Magic, for sure. But beyond that…” He thought. He said, “The Antirhine Elixir is a good threat against those who think they are untouchable, who break the honor of war. That’s who we usually use it against, and the threat of that affliction has prevented many assassinations that would have otherwise happened… But to actually be able to remove that affliction?” He shook his head. “I don’t like this. It’s dangerous.” He looked to Riri, saying, “You talk about getting people out on the front lines through easier access to healthcare, but we won’t need to put people on the frontlines if we can ‘unlock’ some of our most dangerous assets. Clan Red Ledger will need to train more Doctors, though, for the average soldier’s benefit.”

Ezekiel felt a dawning horror.

“This means rapid expansion,” Caina said, adamant in her understanding. “This means war.”

Her brother, Ored, repeated solemnly, “War.” and he was not the only one.

The room fell silent as that heavy word came out of the mouths of many, all across the gathering, like a brewing storm. The people near Tadashi fell silent. The Alchemist turned toward the table of Scions, his gaze passing over Ezekiel and everyone else as though he was in a daze. He might have been. Ezekiel saw his same disbelieving expression repeated upon many faces, all around. But as disbelief gave way to reality, Ezekiel also saw more than a little joy in the glitter of bloodthirsty eyes, and in the upturned corners of wicked grins.

The Elders sat resolute in their decision.

“One-sided war.” Scion Gerella White Wood stood, speaking to the gathering, her voice turning strong and loud, “We can use the Elixir. The barbarians can’t. We can shut down problems before they begin without undue fear of retaliation.” With power in her gaze, she turned toward the Elders. “Clan White Wood wants to know the timetable for this new potion.”

The gathering was completely silent. The Patriarch subtly turned toward Tadashi.

Tadashi stood from his seat, and said, “It is not a simple potion. At the current rates of antirhine expulsion we are able to achieve, ridding the body of this substance would be a treatment that would last years. The theory is sound. The prototype potions are created. It is a success, for a certain definition of ‘success’. But the treatment does a great deal of damage in the process. Most people— Most Scions, Elders, and otherwise, could not survive the treatment. The side effects are worse than those caused by untreated Blood Magic.”

Caina stood. “What about an Elder with 200 extra Strength? What about Small Scare’s Blood Tempest?”

Eyes bounced from Tadashi to Cania, going wide, and then returning to Tadashi. The ‘Blood Tempest’ must have been a big name to be trotted out there like that. A really big name, in fact, since [Scry] eyes began to pop up here and there in the gathering, but, now that Ezekiel spared half a thought, the new [Scry] eyes were likely due to the nature of the event, in the first place.

Most of the [Scry]s were instantly popped by this or that person.

And then someone popped Yggdrasil’s eye in the crossfire. He came right back, of course, but then he was popped again. Ezekiel reached up into the space where Yggdrasil’s eye had been and shielded his [Familiar]’s [Scry] as it came back. He casually told the man across the way who had popped the eye, “Please don’t do that again.”

No one touched Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye after that point. Yggdrasil moved his eye closer to Ezekiel, and then onto Ezekiel’s other shoulder. Odin chirped in tiny noises as he watched all around him.

Tadashi spoke, “We would not risk someone like the Blood Temp—”

“He would take the risk.” Caina said, “My uncle would take the risk. You will give him this treatment as soon as possible. Inform me now of how best one should organize their Status in order to survive your treatment.”

Tadashi said, “The usual methods. High Strength. High Vitality. Mana Shield. Be at Rest. That last one is more important than we had considered. We’re currently looking into a way to put someone at Rest, without magic. Until we can do that, I cannot recommend anyone partake of this treatment.”

Caina listened, and then she turned toward the Elders. “Clan Small Scare will contact Clan Star Song regarding ways to assist in the coming days.”

Patriarch Zalindi nodded, just a bit. Caina sat down.

Yaro stood next, speaking out, “Clan Red Ledger will employ our greatest resources toward this breakthrough, if you will have us.”

The Patriarch spoke, “Any medical experts will be welcome into this advancement of the Highlands, but know now that actual knowledge of what we have made will be kept under oath and key. No outsiders will be allowed to know the full story behind our new power, and betrayers will be met with the harshest of penalties.”

Scion Yaro bowed, briefly, then sat back down.

No one else stood up.

The small procession to Tadashi’s table began again.

Ezekiel, though, considered his own reaction to all of this new development.

He had postulated that Tadashi had some connection to antirhine, and just now, he had been proven right. Being right didn’t really matter. What mattered was what was going to happen, now. He had not considered that war would be the next outcome, but in retrospect, it was obvious war was the next outcome.

There were options, though.

The first option was to do nothing. He could go up, say hi to Tadashi, inquire after his health, hear that the alchemist was poised to eventually cure his own health problems, congratulate him, and then leave, and never look back. It was a boring, and possibly wrong option.

For the Highlands were on their way to creating chelation therapy, which would remove the lead from the bodies of their strongest people, allowing them to get back into the wars they had been removed from. Like Scion Gerella had mentioned; a one-sided war, where the Highlands used lead against their enemies, and were themselves immune to its long term effects.

This thought rounded over towards the question: Did the Highlands deserve to have its culture expanded? From what Ezekiel had seen, the answer was a resounding ‘yes!’.

But this would lead to war, and war was only the right answer in a narrow set of circumstances.

Ezekiel found himself amazed to have that thought. ‘A narrow set of circumstances’? What the hell. That wasn’t a normal thought for him… Except it was. This is who he had become. This was the reality of a world constantly at war with monsters. And that was the problem of this world. All the monsters led to constant aggression which led to people using their ingrained responses to monsters —which were the only responses they had— to deal with each other, too.

And. Oh!

One of the signs of lead poisoning was aggression. Was everyone afflicted with low levels of lead in this world? Was a certain threshold of lead necessary to cause anti-magic?

Or was that just way too simplistic. ‘Everyone was lead poisoned’. Bah.

Eh.

Ezekiel needed to learn more about antirhine. What were the signs and symptoms? What was the actual effect it had on magic, and mana? Magic and mana were two very different things, after all. Antirhine’s effect on mana was to bounce the mana away. Antirhine’s effect on magic was to destroy all the intent in the mana which made it qualify as ‘magic’, turning magical effects back into base mana… which it then bounced away.

But there were more options than to walk away.

The second option was to help Tadashi in some way.

Maybe he could get some concessions which would diminish the possibility of war? Doubtful.

This led to the third option, which, Ezekiel admitted to himself, he was fond of.

Circumvent all of this nonsense happening around him and invent proper chelation therapy himself, and then give out that magic to everyone, everywhere. There would still be a war, and it might be worse, or, it could be better. Maybe there wouldn’t be a war due to mutually assured destruction?

… He wasn’t fond of that option, but only because he couldn’t see it not ending in war.

Every option ended in war.

Except the fourth option.

He could kill everyone here and thus prevent a future genocide.

… He cycled back to option 3. No one deserved to lose out on magic. No one deser—

Some people totally deserved to lose out on magic. The Shades did, for sure. There were others out there as well… probably.

Tadashi did not deserve to lose out on magic, though! Ezekiel relaxed. There was at least one person—

What if Tadashi practiced his proto-chelation therapy on orphaned children? What if there were piles of dead kids out there, all victims to twisted science? He had to know.

Ezekiel found himself standing. His voice threatened to bubble out of him, uncontrollable, interrupting the lesser clansmen currently talking to Tadashi. There was no need to interrupt, though. As soon as he stood, the room fell to silence. All eyes turned his way. More than a few people were nervous beyond belief as they gazed upon Ezekiel, and Ezekiel found it good; they should be scared of him, if all they cared for was more war.

The Elders simply watched, impassive, and yet anything but.

Ezekiel mentally acknowledged the people around him, physically ignored the fear he could practically taste in the air, coming off of a great many people, and spoke, “Alchemist Tadashi.”

Tadashi had already turned his way. His eyes were not full of fear, but instead, full of hope. “Scion Phoenix. Thank you for attending this gathering.”

“I thank Clan Star Song for the invitation.” Scion Ezekiel acknowledged the Elders, then asked Tadashi, “From what I have heard, I understand Particle Magic can be rather deadly. How skilled are you in this new field of magic? Has anyone died from your treatments, yet?”

Tadashi instantly said, “We have lost thousands of rats, so far, and we will likely lose a lot more. There have been no sapient deaths, and we will keep it that way. This application of Particle Magic is very new. I caution anyone from raising their hopes too far. The product works, but not well. We will get there, but it will take time.”

Ezekiel felt a weight fall from his shoulders; it showed, for sure. They weren’t testing on people, or at least Tadashi didn’t know that they were testing on people. Ezekiel asked, “How skilled are you in Particle Magic? How do you know your treatment actually works? That it actually removes antirhine?”

Tadashi paused. He glanced toward Patriarch Zalindi, who gave a tiny nod. Tadashi turned back, and said, “I will tell you how I made this discovery. I won’t go into detail. Inside the potion house, we have antirhine pellets that we use in order to de-magic certain plants. One of these pellets got into a solution of an experiment. This was unintended, but I wouldn’t find out until the next day. Usually, when antirhine is broken down inside a liquid that can actually dissolve the antirhine, the antirhine remains, creating a diffuse solution that needs to be carefully controlled so that it doesn’t infect the environment. It is quite easy to make toxic antirhine Elixirs in this way, but the antirhine in this solution just vanished. The anti-magic effect was gone.” He said, “That was three weeks ago. Now, we’re here.”

“You destroyed it?!” came the voice of a disbelieving man a table over.

A woman instantly joined in on that chain of thought, saying, “If you destroyed it, why would it take years to cure the Elixir!”

Ezekiel’s voice rose above the sudden influx of other speakers, “He did not destroy the antirhine. He just sequestered it. It was still in the solution.”

Silence fell.

Ezekiel added, “Unless you just melted it and it turned to air and floated away, but I highly doubt that.”

Ezekiel got a few stares. The Elders looked impassive, but they were interested. Too interested, perhaps.

Tadashi eyed Ezekiel, one eyebrow going high as he said, “It did not float away. Upon burning the solution under controlled, physical circumstances, the antirhine reappeared in the smoke and then precipitated out of the next solution. When the mice urinated we found—”

Patriarch Zalindi tapped a single finger against the table in front of him, once. Tadashi fell silent. Zalindi asked, “Scion Phoenix. How did you know that the antirhine was not destroyed?”

Ezekiel considered not answering, but that was the coward’s route. He said, “Because particles cannot be created or destroyed, only moved around and changed. Mana is the same way.”

Tadashi exclaimed, “So you do know about particles! I thought—”

Zalindi side-eyed Tadashi as he tapped his finger upon his table, twice in rapid succession. The alchemist shut up, then sat down. It seemed that the time for questions was over. Ezekiel bowed to the Patriarch, then also sat down. The Scions and otherwise at his table were either eyeing him, or trying to not eye him.

Zalindi stood, and in a calm voice, declared, “The presentation of our new magics has concluded. Alchemist Tadashi will be here to speak of logistics, but we should all talk amongst ourselves regarding these new developments, and how we might best achieve mutual aid for mutual benefit. The members of Clan Star Song who are seated at the heads of your tables are empowered to speak openly of logistics, but in the case they are not, or if the situation demands it, they might send you off for an individual meeting with one of us. Tomorrow, more individual meetings will commence, for this is not the work of one night, or one month, or one year. This is the beginning of a bright new chapter in the Songli Highlands, and it will take all of us in order to make it happen.” He sat down.

Talk erupted around the room of crippled Elders who could be brought back from ignominy, of uncles and aunts who would be allowed back into the main house, of—

Ezekiel turned back to his silent table. They were all looking at him. According to Odin’s few extra eyes, which he rid himself of as soon as Ezekiel noticed, half of the other nearby tables were looking his way, too. He asked the Scions and otherwise, “Yes? What.”

Caina, sitting next to him, spoke first. “Who are you?”

“That’s a rude question.” Ezekiel said, “Next.”

Before his sister could get mad, Ored spoke, “What my sister means to ask, is: Are you a threat?”

“It certainly seems like I was put here in order to make a decision, doesn’t it,” Ezekiel openly wondered. “Does a war deserve to be started, because of a new magic, because it would be best for all? Or does a war deserve to die in its crib because it is war.”

For a moment, no one said anything.

Yaro said, “With all the respect due to a fellow Scion, but also a foreigner, the Highlands deserve everything we carve out of the barbarian lands. If whatever shithole you crawled out of decided to start something with us then you’d be put to the sword, too, and that would be counted as the ‘best for all’.”

“Here is what I am currently thinking, and it ties into what you’re saying, at its core.” Ezekiel said, “The Shades instigate war in Nelboor; this is known, though many don’t wish to speak openly of this fact. One Shade in particular, by the name of Torika, was responsible for infiltrating clans and armies and driving them to war, and then killing her own ‘side’ once her side won.

“She was killed last Shadow’s Feast.

“So keep that in mind as you talk of war. Ask yourself, are you perhaps fighting at the behest of shadows when you kill a roaming warband, who is also unknowingly fighting for shadows? Or, is that part of Nelboor done? I don’t know, and neither do you. Not right now. Maybe not for a long time. But either way, the scars of those shadows remain, and you should check yourself to see where your impetus to war originates. Will there be a war that does not need to happen, just because the Highlands believes that there needs to be a preemptive war, because that is how it has always been, when one side rapidly gains unexpected power? Or is this to be a war of conquest, simply because the only options are conquest or surrender? Are all of the warlords out there truly so evil that they cannot be brought into the fold, or are your own desires for conquest creating enemies where there are none?

“Just look at me. I have heard of the good works of the Singers, and I come to you as a potential ally. Before tonight, I would have been happy to be a part of Eralis.

“But you gain one potential, landscape-defining advantage, and your first action is to consider going to war? That seems shameful, and goes against the successes you have already achieved.” He added, “Some of the warlords might need to be eradicated, for sure. I acknowledge that. But Tadashi’s invention is not ready —thank the gods— so you will have time to reflect on what actually, truly, needs to happen in this part of the world.” He added, “Make better choices.”

People recoiled as he spoke of Shadows and Shades, but they did not run. They listened. Some people turned against Ezekiel as he went on, their faces turning hard. Others got terrified looks in their eyes. Others spoke over him, but only telepathically, and to each other; no one dared to openly interrupt him.

He wasn’t quite sure why people were suddenly gaining fearful looks in their eyes, but he had a few good guesses.

Gerella and Yaro sent out some telepathic messages. When they got their replies, Gerella sat fractionally straighter, her face becoming full of hope. Yaro seemed chastised, and then he went hard, determined to weather the storm facing him. Riri was speaking telepathically to a few people, though her face remained impassive the whole time as she focused entirely on Ezekiel.

Something hard solidified in Caina’s visage as she received her own telepathic messages.

When Ezekiel finished, there was a brief silence.

And then Caina spoke to the group, “The fallout of Archmage Flatt’s creation of Particle Magic and his trip through Ar’Kendrithyst, and all the rest, will be hundreds of years in the unfolding. Alchemist Tadashi’s treatment will take a year to perfect, and then a year to implement upon a person. We have time enough to answer the concerns raised by Scion Ezekiel, and time enough to evaluate the necessity of war. War might not happen, now that the true antagonists behind many of them are gone.” She said to Ezekiel, “But war is always a possibility when the landscape changes. Once it leaks that we can bring our loved ones back from ignominy, and once our loved ones regain the ability to eradicate those who forced them into that ignominy, they will want to rid the Highlands of those who oppose our prosperity.” She said, “The warlords to the north. The pirates to the south. The scattered Hunters of the plains. The nation of Terror Peak across the Tribulation Mountains. These are enemies we have always had, for they have always wanted our prosperity. That desire only grows worse as our prosperity flourishes, and now will be no different, except now we can end them.”

People nodded along as Caina spoke.

Ezekiel conceded, “That is a valid point. Sometimes, some powers deserve to be Ended, even if it would bring pain to many. I said this much already, and I fully believe it, too.”

He could have said more, but he had said more than enough.

Caina regarded Ezekiel, then turned back to the table.

Someone else spoke of something that was not a true concern, and then another voice countered that first one. Conversations multiplied.

Ezekiel tried his ice cream. It was a good berry flavor, even when mostly melted. The cake was fluffy and perfect and tasted of some sort of lime. He smiled. They needed more citrus flavors; they needed to trade with Candlepoint.

He participated in the conversations when they turned to him, but he was mostly thinking to himself. His answers were less than satisfactory, and mostly deflective; he knew this, everyone else was beginning to understand this, too. He had said his piece. Time would tell what would come of the Highlands, going forward.

And his mind was on other things, anyway. Like: How had Melemizargo blipped them into the air, well over a year ago, when car batteries surely contain more than enough lead to disrupt such a spell? How had they gotten to Veird in the first place, if lead was disrupting the journey?

Did he have a bit of lead poisoning, himself, from living most of his life on Earth? Did Jane?

On my gods. Jane once told him that she had been shot with a bullet! Could she—

Could lead poisoning be holding Jane back from her magic?

And besides that, Jane had always been an angry child, and lead led to aggressive tendencies, and—

Let’s just not think about that right now.

Or! Or maybe...

Or… Had the lead not come with them to Veird? Is that why the car died? Was the lead from the car’s batteries left behind on that highway, all those months ago? Were a few plates of lead, wet with acid, sitting on the road, all that was there to signal that they had left Earth behind…

No. That lead came with them— NO. The headlights died well before Melemizargo showed. The car was fully dead by the time they were blipped into the sky.

There was lead inside laptops, too, wasn’t there—

No. Not that much, if any. Cars had lead batteries. Laptops had lithium ion batteries. Not much lead in a smartphone or laptop, either. The only lead in there would be in the solder, but—

There was lead in traditional solder, which would have been the only instance of lead in their various electronic devices… maybe. But these days the manufacturers used lead-free solder in electronic devices. There might have been some lead solder in the car’s electronics, though? Ezekiel racked his brain, trying to remember what lead might have come with them to Vei—

The conversation came back to him with a pointed question from Yaro.

The Scion of Red Ledger asked, “Do you have a problem with how we run our city and our nation, Scion Phoenix?”

Ezekiel instantly said, “I apologize. The evening has left me stressed in uncommon ways. I have been rude, I am sure. Please forgive me.”

Yaro frowned, seemingly unhappy that Ezekiel had folded so easily; or at least that’s what it looked like he was thinking. A few others around the table seemed to regard Ezekiel with less importance after he was willing to debase himself with a simple apology, but that was fine.

The smart ones, Ored, Riri, and Gerella, seemed to get something else from Ezekiel’s apology. They saw Ezekiel’s full pull back for what it was; a deflection that worked. Ezekiel knew he had gone too far in claiming that he was ‘put here for a decision’ along with all the rest of what he had said. Even Caina seemed to recognize Ezekiel's words as the same sort of drawback that he had done to bring their own duel to a draw, days ago.

Yaro was not content with a draw.

Yaro said, “Tell us what you appreciate about Eralis.”

It was a command, and not a question.

And yet, Ezekiel answered, “I truly enjoyed the Void Temple and meeting the Singers. The restaurants of Darzallia were a surprise with their variety and good prices. The book sellers had a fantastic selection. And this here? Tonight has been wonderful. Meeting you all has been a treat. And yet... There has been stress, yes, from this most recent development. If you didn’t know already, they don’t use the Elixir where I’m from, so not only have I learned of that awful reality, I have learned of how it affects everyone here, and how it affects the whole of this land. I truly believe a cure is a good thing in the long run, but I fear for the short term, as well. We don’t fight people where I’m from. We fight monsters. We don’t like war.”

If nothing else came of this whole shit storm tonight…

Ezekiel made the quick decision that he didn’t want the Elixir ever used on him. So in that way, a cure was necessary.

He decided to help Tadashi learn more about chelation therapy. He’d have to remember more about that science himself, though. Or! Or maybe he could just slip Tadashi an Intelligence ring— Nope. Enchanted items would fail in his presence. Ah. There goes that easy solution.

… How did chelation therapy work? It was a...

… There was a girl at the office that spoke of it… a few years ago? Yeah. A few years ago. She was an anti-vaxer and she spoke of chelation like claws wrapping around individual particles of metals contained in the vaccines… Okay. So. Maybe she wasn’t the most reliable person to think about when he was trying to think of chelation, but…

Had he ever read anything else on the subject?

Nothing that he could remember at the moment. He was, admittedly, a bit backed up with seeing and understanding all the rest of what was happening around him.

Scion Gerella White Wood spoke, “The perspective of an outsider is appreciated, but even with your objections to war, you must see how it would behoove us all to gain the ability to rid our society of the Elixir.”

“I fully agree.” Ezekiel happily said, “It took me a minute to get there, but I agree to that.”

There were a few nervous laughs and a few polite chuckles.

The conversation continued, without Ezekiel.

Eventually, Riri lifted her voice into a lull, saying, “Scion Ezekiel. Elder Arilitilo and Patriarch Zalindi wish to speak to you, if you are willing. Tadashi as well.”

Ezekiel took the offered out and made this the end of his evening, saying, “I thank Clan Star Song for their hospitality, and I would love to speak to your Elders in private.” He turned to the Scion’s table, adding, “I have enjoyed meeting you all. Farewell.”

There were a few nods from the Scions, and a few deeper bows from the rest.

Ezekiel followed a servant to the Elder’s table and then to the left; the Elders were all gone from their seats, their places cleared. Around the room, other empty spots at various tables were like unwelcome silences in a song.

Julia, Paul, and Tiffany joined Ezekiel before he entered a hallway, to head deeper into Clan Star Song’s headquarters, to where danger and opportunity waited in unequal measure.
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                The room was a rocky cave made of dark stone with a red-lacquer wooden gazebo taking up almost all of the space. Tiny lights adorned the rough walls and the slatted red roof, while a few decorative curtains and some bamboo-scroll paintings hung around the perimeter. In the center lay a low table of black lacquer, nearly two by three meters large, surrounded by low pillows. A tea set sat in the center of the table.

Patriarch Zalindi sat on the opposite side, his hat removed. His dark-skinned pate was as shiny as the lacquer table, but in this lighting his skin was clearly blue. He looked calm. To his right sat Elder Arilitilo, with her long white hair and purple skin. To the left was Tadashi, pink-skinned and looking better up close than the last time Ezekiel had seen him. Of the three of them, Tadashi was the only one with horns, and even his were just small nubs. The Alchemist’s anti-magic aura wouldn’t come close to what was obviously Ezekiel’s seat.

Elder Arilitilo said, “Greeting, Ezekiel. We hope you have enjoyed our hospitality.”

“I have. Thank you for the invitation. I will have to come up with a suitable gift in a few days to match the honor you have bestowed upon me.”

Elder Arilitilo smiled politely, and nodded.

Zalindi said, “Please have a seat, Scion Phoenix.”

Ezekiel did so. His people moved to the side of the gazebo space, out of the way, but not out of sight. The servant who led them there went back the way they had come, closing the door behind him in his passing.

There were quite a few protections in this room, according to Ezekiel’s various abilities and spells. All of them were inactive, but it would be the work of mere seconds for them to become active. And yet, this was not a trapped area. It was just well protected for privacy, if it needed to be.

Elder Arilitilo leaned forward and gently moved the tea set toward her side, saying, “Customarily, Tadashi would be doing this, but as he cannot, it falls to me.” She began preparing tea, casting a [Heat Ward] in the air, and then setting the pot into that heated space. “How do you like your tea, Ezekiel?”

“Plain, would be nice, Elder Ari.”

Ari smiled, gently, as she began making tea.

Zalindi asked, “I’m going to enact a few small privacy spells, if you don’t mind. Just sound-based ones. Your [Familiar] and your [Scry] orb will not be affected.”

Ezekiel said, “Of course.”

Zalindi shifted the mana in the room. Sounds vanished past the walls, the floor, and the roof. They were in a cave of stone and heartbeats and Odin’s small guitar thrums. Odin was nervous. Ezekiel sent him soothing ideas; though they were in danger, they probably weren’t in immediate danger.

Actual danger would come later, when the gathering was over, and the rules of hospitality did not apply.

Ezekiel said, “I am glad that the rules of hospitality are so stable in this land. I saw some rather violent faces after my earlier outburst, but not a single person made a move against me.”

“Of course not,” Zalindi said, without rancor. “We are an honorable clan, loyal to the tenets of the Songli Compact. This includes the Hospitality Rite.” With a tiny bit of rancor, he added, “But that will not matter come tomorrow when you are no longer under our roofs.”

“I considered as much.” Ezekiel asked, “Who should I look out for the most? Any hidden dragons around here?”

It was a pointed question, but if there were dragons around here it would be best to know about them before they show. Maybe, if they were at least as friendly as the people here, Ezekiel could ask them about the ‘gate’ out front. This whole ‘Ezekiel’-thing seemed to be breaking down, anyway. Might as well get to the good stuff.

Ahh… But… If the veil was coming down, then he might not get to talk to the Singers at the Void Temple tomorrow… That would be rather shitty, as one of the main reasons for coming to the Highlands was to talk to the Singers.

… As long as the Singers weren’t too horrible after the events of tonight, for they would surely have heard of what went on here, he would still try to learn from them.

Zalindi fell silent.

Tadashi was sweating.

Elder Ari smiled, trying to soften the atmosphere in the cave as she said, “There are no dragons here, Ezekiel. Just some people trying to make the world a better place for us all. Would you care to help?”

Ezekiel said, “I would, actually. Despite the small failures I have seen around me, on the whole, this is a good thing you’ve got going here. I especially approve of the lack of a Quiet War. I don’t approve of the assassins and otherwise I have seen, but needs must, and all of that.”

“How can you help?” Zalindi asked.

Ezekiel turned to Tadashi, who had remained quiet. “How far have you gotten in your experiments?”

Tadashi did not wait for a signal from Zalindi, or Arilitilo; he just started speaking. “The increased resources of Star Song and the dedication of Diligent Scribe enabled a breakthrough which allowed us to isolate the sequestering agent, but we’re still trying to understand what we created, and to minimize interactions with normal biology. The research is spiraling off in those two main directions, but the majority of what we’re stuck on is combining the usual alchemical elemental sciences with a particle understanding of the world. We’re getting there, but if you have any help in any of those areas we would be most thankful.”

Ezekiel considered, and then he turned back to Zalindi and Arilitilo. “Have you considered avoiding the problem of Antirhine entirely? Use some sort of soul magic to yank out the soul, or catch it as it exits a person, and then you turn the body to mush, ridding it of the Antirhine, while at the same time you find a part of it that you can restore back to whole. Then you take that piece and you restore the body, but without the Antirhine inside of it, and then you put the person back into their reformed body. It would be [Resurrection], and I cannot do this, but someone can. Aside from that idea, I have another, but it would only work if Tadashi wasn’t inflicted with the Elixir so that is a non-starter.”

Tadashi’s eyes went wide. Zalindi narrowed his eyes.

Ari said, “This procedure has been attempted but it has failed every time it has been tried. The resulting person always becomes a cannibal monster. Even the Life Binder has not been able to make this succeed. She postulated that the deep level of antirhine exposure caused by the Elixir did something to the soul of the person, thus making a successful [Resurrection] impossible.”

Tadashi’s eyes were still wide, as he involuntarily whispered his disbelief, “We’re talking [Resurrection] magics, now.”

Ari nodded, as she poured out four cups of tea, saying, “This is the level of which your invention will change the landscape of Nelboor. Of course these sorts of questions will come.” She passed out the tea, serving Zalindi, then Ezekiel, then herself. She served Tadashi last, as she said to him, “Compose yourself, Tadashi.”

Tadashi took the tea and sipped it, his eyes firmly focused on an unimportant section of the table in front of him.

Ezekiel sipped his tea after everyone else. It was good tea.

Zalindi set down his cup, and asked, “How would you make this simpler for everyone?”

Ezekiel set down the cup, and said, “An attempt to cut this problem through to the end, tomorrow, with a small magical gift for Tadashi that would make his understanding of the world come much easier to him. But I fear such a gift will break in his presence.”

Zalindi asked, “What sort of gift?”

Ezekiel was reluctant to speak without circumspection, for the people around here did not like to talk of shadows. He said, “A gift of what you would call Dark Boons, but that I have been using myself for quite some time with little side effect.”

Zalindi smirked, then chuckled. “One of the New Stats?”

Ezekiel went for it, saying, “Yes. Intelligence.”

Tadashi breathed deep, then sipped his tea, his entire focus placed on the steam rising from his cup.

Elder Arilitilo asked, “Plant? Or Flatt ring?”

“The second.”

“It would break.”

Ezekiel looked to her. “You know this, for sure?”

“Yes.” Arilitilo said, “The gathering tonight was simply the public place to announce our new alchemy. Yesterday, there was another. One person came forth with your same idea. A stardrop; a unique treasure for a unique situation. The black apple withered in his presence. We had suspected it would, since he kills all magical plants in this same way, but since the apple was the creation of a Wizard, it was a risk and we took it. A ring would surely suffer the same fate.”

Tadashi let out half a sigh before he could control himself. He had flinched hard when Elder Ari had said ‘withered’. He had likely killed more than a few of his favorite plants, hadn’t he? Maybe he wasn’t too happy about having a New Stat foisted upon him, either? That was part of it, for sure.

“There’s no harm in trying the ring, anyway.” Ezekiel said, “I will, of course, watch it be used or broken, and take it back in either case.”

Zalindi said, “Acceptable.”

Ezekiel said, “I will require some notes on antirhine. What sort of studies have been done? What are the normal interactions of the metal when introduced to organic compounds? That sort of thing. I won’t be able to give you any information tonight, as alchemy is not my field of study, but I might know something for you in a few days.”

“You will have your notes.” Elder Ari asked, “Is there anything else we can do for you?”

Ezekiel considered the art installation in front of the clan. There were so many things he could ask about that small replication of what he had seen beyond the [Gate] inside the Green Labyrinth.

He asked, “If there’s a dragon here who can talk to me about the Gate out front, then I would appreciate that. I am not a dragon, though. Just so you know.”

Which was exactly what a dragon would say. Probably.

Tadashi was very, very focused on his teacup. Elder Ari let the world flow by her.

Patriarch Zalindi said, “There are no dragons here, Scion Ezekiel Phoenix.”

“We can drop the act, if you wish.” Erick said, “I know you know who I am. Tadashi even knows, though he’s keeping that knowledge buried deep, even from himself. I can get some rain called around here if you desire proof; I heard you were having some trouble with that.”

Tadashi froze. Zalindi just looked at Erick, his face a mask.

Arilitilo’s tone did not change as she said, “The cause of the small drought afflicting Eralis would be the warlord nations to the north, and their breaking of treaties regarding the Wanzhi River; not due to any lack of rain.” With a more serious tone, she added, “We would prefer to continue with this act, Ezekiel. Thank you.”

Ezekiel said, “Very well. Then… We continue. Thank you again for your hospitality.” He stood up from his cushion.

Zalindi and Arilitilo stood with him. Tadashi was too stunned to move.

Zalindi and Arilitilo bowed, ever so slightly. Ezekiel did the same.

And then Ezekiel left.

A servant escorted Ezekiel and his people out of the Clan mountain. Nearby hallways were empty. Nearby rooms were vacant. The main room where the gathering had been, was deserted. A push of his mana sense revealed to him the various magics here and there which he had already seen, mostly the [Force Trap] derivatives, but also a few more spells on a few different hallways that seemed more private than the rest. None of those spells were an impediment. Past those hallways, and in other rooms of the clan mountain, were people, here and there, twenty, thirty meters away, doing whatever they felt like doing. No one seemed to be watching Ezekiel and his party leave and the way was clear all throughout.

The servant left them at the gateway to the clan.

When Ezekiel and his people stepped down upon the white road outside of Clan Star Song they discovered that the speedy enchantment on the road was gone. The Alluvial District was dark, save for small lights here and there. The art installation laid before them, at the crossroads, looking the same as it had when they went into the gathering. It had remained the same for the last few hundred years, if Xue was to be believed.

But the rest of the equilibrium of the Alluvial District was breaking. Indeed, all around the world, in small ways here, in larger ways there, the status quo was vanishing under the tides of new history.

The four of them didn’t risk a walk back home. Right there on the street, Ezekiel wrapped them all in Domain-empowered light and stepped away, back to the Sour House, directly into their rooms which he had already scouted with Odin.

- - - -

“Ho-lee-shit!” Julia exclaimed, once they appeared in the hotel room and Ezekiel had put up the privacy wards. “What the fuck was that!”

Ezekiel was still unpacking all of what happened, and all of what he had overheard, and seen, and agreed to do, and—

Paul curtailed a rising panic, saying, “What is happening here is an event which does not need our involvement, but if we choose to remain, then it will be under a great deal more security.” He turned to Ezekiel, saying, “We should consider moving from this location.”

Julia rounded on Paul, asking, “Are they coming after us?”

Paul went silent.

Julia pulled back, not liking Paul’s silence.

Tiffany discarded her veil and looked from Paul, then to Ezekiel, her face slightly scrunched in concern. She hadn’t said anything yet; she was waiting for the initial panic to subside and for a plan to arise from the events of the evening.

Ezekiel gave his opinion on the evening, saying, “There will likely be some reprisals. However… I doubt any of them will be centered on me, or us, despite the talk of the evening and what happened at the end. They all think I’m someone I’m not and that makes them wary… I think.” He added, “I’m not sure who they think I am, but Arilitilo wanted to keep the game going, and so we will.”

Julia countered, “That Patriarch was ready to take your head off.”

“He just looked like that.” Ezekiel said, “He was more scared than anyone. He needs Tadashi’s treatment to succeed, and fast. He has some people breathing down his neck as well, no doubt.” He added, “Everything about tonight, about us, was all the rest of them bouncing ideas off of the outsiders to see how the rest of them reacted. That’s why we were invited to the gathering at all. At the most, Elder Arilitilo wants to use me in order to facilitate some sort of power play of her own.” Ezekiel paused in thought. Then he said, “Or maybe she wants me to prevent some sort of power plays from happening. The faster they roll out this transformation of the entire landscape of Clan Society the quicker they can get a hold on the future past that.”

Tiffany focused. “This was a big shift. Why reveal it at all before it was ready?”

Julia said, “I heard Diligent Scribe fucked up but no one at my table was willing to speak on how; they were all postulating on what it was, but some of them already knew. I could tell by the faces around us. And then, you know, when the Elders up and told us that everyone already knew what was going on.”

“Some people in the gathering didn’t know.” Ezekiel said, “A lot did. I believe that most of the surprise displayed was based around the disbelief that Star Song would pick this route of open cooperation.”

Paul said, “It was either open cooperation, or assassinations and theft. Star Song chose to call on the Compact of Songli and to share their bounty before it was taken from them.” He added, “However, sir, your declaration that you were ‘put there to make a decision' is what really pushed them all away from the brewing illusion war.” He added, “And then Caina seemed to come down on your side.”

Julia said, “That was a lot.”

“Quite a bold declaration, boss!” Tiffany said, “I don’t disapprove, but I feel like I’m on a target range, now.”

“We always have been; sorry about that,” Ezekiel said.

Tiffany smiled, revealing her large bottom fangs. “This is what I signed up for.”

Ezekiel nodded, and said, “Someone is going to come for us. How do you want to handle it? I get the distinct impression that murdering them right back is okay as long as they are in the act of trying to murder us. If they manage to get away, confronting them in the open would be bad for us, since we’re the outsiders, and the clans would tell us to go fuck ourselves— I mean. They’d be nice about telling us to go fuck ourselves, for sure. But the outcome is already known.”

Julia asked, “Who will come after us? Got any ideas?”

“Probably not the guy that you stabbed!” Ezekiel calmed, then continued, “But maybe Scion Yaro Red Ledger.”

Julia looked ashamed for all of half a second before moving right along, exactly as Ezekiel had done. She said, “We could rent out this whole hotel. Or we could find a smaller place outside the city. We could even make a hole in the ground somewhere between cities and stay there.” She rapidly added, “And that guy was perfectly happy to get stabbed. It was just a game.”

Tiffany said, “It was a test to see if you would break hospitality if given the opportunity.”

Paul nodded, silently.

Julia paused. “… I guess— Yeah. It was a test. But it was just a test to see how willing I was to risk injury and of my willingness to cause harm, disguised as a test against the thread I spun. They weren’t trying to get me to break hospitality… were they?”

Tiffany said, “Nobles will take losses and turn them into wins, and they never allow themselves to be diminished in front of their contemporaries, unless that diminishment comes from a power that they cannot hope to beat.” She added, “So, yeah, I think that you were tested to see if you’d break hospitality, under the guise of several other tests. But then your father blew all of those small plans to shit when he talked about being put here to make a decision. He made himself a much bigger target than you, and it was only because of that, that you’re not being targeted right now.”

Paul said, “Zalindi also threw out a lot of those smaller plans before they could happen by calling the gathering to order and displaying Tadashi.”

Anger appeared on Julia’s face, but it seemed she was angry at herself, more than anyone else.

Tiffany asked, “What I want to know, is do we need to move? Or abandon this part of the world altogether?”

“We’re not abandoning anything. This is the Path. I am walking it.” Ezekiel said, “But, to that end, I wouldn’t worry about anything that happened tonight. We’re strong enough to protect ourselves from almost all threats, and Odin is on high alert. There is going to be some sort of attack, though.”

“Just a matter of waiting,” Paul said.

Tiffany put on a happy face, saying, “Looks like we’re back to watches! Two to a shift?”

Paul said, “Layered defenses, please. Let’s not pretend at weakness anymore.”

“Odins are already in sunform.” Ezekiel said, “And I can also do this.”

A flush of magic filled the suite as layered [Prismatic Ward]s took hold of the space. A few Odins, with magenta shields of thorns, melded into the light at the very edge of the room. Pink glows held across windows and doorways while thorny shields held against the exterior walls, like gently moving wall decorations. Not even a [Chaining Ward Destruction] or non-Domain magic could get through those layers.

Ezekiel explained the defenses, then added, “But the Void Song is at least partially a Domain, so… You already know what I’ve said about those.”

Julia asked Paul, voice hard in a way Ezekiel had rarely heard, “Can they walk in here and kill us at their leisure?”

Everyone looked to Paul.

Paul said, “… I don’t… think so.”

“Better odds than usual.” Tiffany said, “I’ll take second watch. I’m ready to sleep.”

“Okay,” Julia said, similarly accepting of the situation. “I’m on second watch, too.”

Ezekiel turned to Paul. “I’m going to make some tea, then. Want any?”

Paul nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

- - - -

Surprising everyone, nothing happened that night to Ezekiel, or Julia, or Tiffany, or Paul.

Or even Odin!

- - - -

The dawn rose in the east, heralding the start of a new day.

Ezekiel stood before the eastern entrance to the Void Temple, watching the sun rise above the city, coloring the iridescent white temple in the oranges and blues of dawn. He was not the only one present. Several other people had shown up with him, though he was by far the best dressed, aside from his own people, of course. Julia, Tiffany, and Paul, stood off to the side, while he waited with his fellow petitioners in front of the open eastern doors.

The Void Song carried on the air, deep and thrumming. The crowds of the temple were a bare fraction of what Ezekiel had seen yesterday. The crowds who walked atop the cloud bridges and spun the great cardinal bells were still present, but they were not a constant stream this early in the morning. The bells seemed to do fine spinning on their own for a while, when gaps in the stream appeared. Ezekiel watched as the eastern bell went untouched by a hand for a few minutes and never slowed.

He would have talked to his fellow petitioners, but no voice could rise above the Void Song, and that was just as well. No one looked willing to talk to the noble in their presence, anyway.

Soon enough, a Singer strode down the staircase, just inside the massive doors. Ezekiel was briefly surprised, but maybe he shouldn’t have been.

Singer Kaffi, the older demi woman of pale skin and bright red eyes, wordlessly welcomed them into the Void Temple.

They followed her up the staircase.

In an alcove on that second floor, seven Singers waited for the eight petitioners who had come. Kaffi rapidly assigned people to their Singer, introducing them and then sending them off. When the crowd was gone, she turned to Ezekiel.

Kaffi said, “We’ll speak more in a different room than before.”

Ezekiel followed her up a wide staircase to the right, while everyone else went up a staircase to the left. His people followed. So far, his mana sense showed nothing untoward, but who knew what was going on after the events of last night.

The hallway up the left staircase was filled with individualized rooms of a useful, but not overly large size; it was the same hallway as the day before. The hallway of today, up the right staircase, was small, but it held three massive rooms. All of them were unoccupied and empty to Ezekiel’s mana sense.

Kaffi led him into the one on the right, saying, “Bring your people in here, too. Truth is important, and you won’t be able to have the kind of conversation we need to have if they’re not in here. Also, your teaching fee just went up.”

A spike of worry lodged into Ezekiel's mind. He glanced at his people.

Paul’s eyeridges suddenly scrunched, but he nodded. Tiffany shrugged. Julia eyed Kaffi, but said nothing.

The four of them followed Kaffi into the private, amphitheater-like space, with an open central floor and rising, concentric stone ledges all around. The rise continued for several steps, until the rounded wall went straight up, into a mirrored amphitheater-like space directly above. The room was not a perfect sphere, but it was most of one.

Kaffi shut the door behind them. She announced, “I’m turning on the privacy functions.”

Ezekiel instantly had two extra Odin flit into the space, already in their sunforms and already decked out with full protections. He saw no reason not to comply with Kaffi’s demands, but he need not make himself too vulnerable. “Sure.”

Kaffi turned a dial near the door. The world outside of the amphitheater vanished. All that existed was a single stone room, filled with silence and the beating of hearts, and the breathing of lungs.

Kaffi breathed out, visibly relaxing, seeming to lose thirty years from her face and body as she smiled softly and shifted her head, briefly fluttering her blonde hair in the motion. She walked along one of the ledges of the room, seven steps, then she twisted, and sat down on the stone, breathing out relief. She gestured to the stone, saying, “Please! Sit. Let us talk.”

Ezekiel tensed. Sister Kaffi was a taciturn woman according to what he had seen yesterday. This… was different. Ezekiel said, “Sister Kaffi gave me the impression that someone else would be teaching me today.” Ezekiel sat down, three meters from the Singer, saying, “Are you actually her?”

Kaffi smirked. “Of course I’m Sister Kaffi, but I’ve also had many other names over the years. So far you’ve only had two, but I expect many more in your future, Erick Flatt.”

Ezekiel went for the joke, saying, “I hope my teaching fee won’t go up too much.”

Kaffi laughed. “Not too much. Just by a factor of ten, which I know you can pay, but the main thing here would be a promise from you, to us, that you won’t go spilling Tadashi’s magics all across the rest of Nelboor.”

With sudden steel in his voice, Ezekiel said, “I would tell the entire world how to fix Elixir poisoning if the problem was more widespread than among Nelboor’s elite.”

“Can you? Cure the Elixir, I mean,” Kaffi asked, with genuine curiosity.

“I’d have to give it an actual effort. But yes. Not many people deserve to have magic taken from them.” Ezekiel focused on the actual concern at hand, asking, “Who are you? Who do you actually represent?”

Kaffi smirked, then decided something. She said, “Funny story, there. I am who half of those people at the party last night think you are: A secret Enforcer for a High Clan.”

Ezekiel frowned.

… No? That can’t be right. Zalindi, Arilitilo, and Tadashi, had to know the truth. Ezekiel didn’t come right out and say it, but he got pretty damn close. And everyone else had… been… looking at him with odd eyes. An Enforcer, though? Ezekiel had considered that his presence would be misinterpreted, but to this degree?

“I see you are unconvinced, but is it truly that hard to believe? Here you are, some unknown person, first finding Tadashi, and then getting involved in last night’s gathering like you did. Of course they think you’re an Enforcer! It makes a lot more sense than the truth.” Kaffi sighed, then said, “Sometimes, my ability to lie really fucks up my ability to be truthful. Honestly, I shouldn’t have been tagged to—”

Ezekiel reached over with his sunform and turned the privacy dial back to ‘open’.

The room did not open.

Ezekiel's frown remained.

Kaffi continued, “That’s my Domain wrapped around us. You can escape if you truly put in the effort, but I do not mean you harm and there’s nothing waiting for you on the other side of the blockage. I just want to have a true talk before we move on to the day’s lesson.”

Paul stood behind him. Tiffany and Julia were to his sides. They were ready to attack at a moment’s notice, but Ezekiel hoped… He wasn’t sure what he hoped, at this point.

He sent a wordless question to Paul.

Paul said, “She’s too confounding to tell fact from fiction, but now that some of her veil is lifted I can say that she believes she is a Clan Enforcer for Void Song.”

Kaffi smiled and half-bowed to Paul, saying, “I don’t lie about the important stuff, and this is rather important. I am an Enforcer for Void Song, and you are not in danger from me, or from the Highlands, though you might have made some personal enemies last night. Please just give them some light whippings when they come for you; we’re going to need all hands active and uninjured for what is to come.”

Ezekiel strongly worded, “I would prefer less subterfuge from you.”

“Okay. I’ll be quick with this spiel.” Kaffi turned professional, but remained cheerful as she rapidly said, “The Songli Highlands have been waiting for you for a long time, ever since we first heard of you singing to the sky to make your Particle Magic. To this end, we put in a few agents here and there to keep a lookout, and to help you, should you show. Our goal is to teach you. In trade for this service, we would ask for some additional trades apart from the normal monetary ones, and then you’d leave, going out into the world to literally sing your successes about our methods to everyone else.

“All this stuff that happened recently? A cure for the Elixir? Your showing at Ar’Kendrithyst’s Shadow’s Feast? Everything else you can think of. None of that was planned.

“But the Songli Highland’s overarching plan remained the same, and now, we know what those ‘additional trades’ would be.” Kaffi said, “For the training you would receive, we don’t want you spreading around this cure for the Elixir to anyone else. And why would you want to, anyway? Have you been outside of the Songli Highlands? I know you have. At least for a few kilometers, anyway.

“And you were attacked! Instantly! By Hunters! That’s how it is everywhere in this damned shithole of a continent. Monsters in the Tribulations. Monsters in the form of people everywhere else. The Highlands seek to stabilize all of that. And yes, we use untoward means some of the time, but you have seen the kinds of enemies that surround us. I know you have. Not only were there Hunters, but you even saw the bandits that took Tadashi. Look at what they did to him!

“We work to lessen the wars of this continent by winning them when we can, but mostly by showing that there’s a better way to be.

“Most of the time, clans, or individuals, come into the Songli Highlands looking for a better life, and we give it to them! Stability. Prosperity. Safety! All of that. We just ask that they slot themselves into the roles we have allowed them to have. Most give up their Clan aspirations and become normal commoners. Those that seek a higher station are allowed to struggle for it, as long as they play by the rules, most of which you’ve barely discovered, but you’re on the right paths to do so.

“And this works.” Kaffi said, “My offer yesterday was true, by the way. You’re welcome to live and prosper in Eralis and learn so, so much from us, maybe even more than we can learn from you. You could even become a true Clan. All are welcome in Eralis. Come for the peace, stay for the prosperity.” She said, “And that’s the spiel. Like I was saying, my ability to lie really fucks up the relationships sometimes, but I don’t lie about the big stuff, and that was the big stuff. Do you have any questions before I turn off the privacy?”

Ezekiel had a suspicion, and so he asked, “Is there a real ‘Kaffi’?”

“Yes.” Kaffi was suddenly serious, seeming to become an entirely different person; the person Ezekiel had seen yesterday. “Kaffi is real. She is who I am. But who I am changes as I desire. You’ve heard of the original usage of [Polymorph], have you not? You’d experience a similar addition to your Familiar Form options if you kept up this ‘Ezekiel’ act for a few more weeks. Normally, the process takes years, but it’s quite a lot easier to literally become a whole new person when your new life is acknowledged by so many others.”

Ezekiel considered, then asked, “Are you really a member of High Clan Void Song?”

“Yes.” Kaffi said, “I can get you an invitation to Holorulo if you wish. Foreigners aren’t normally allowed in there, but we would make an exception for you.”

“Maybe some other time.” Ezekiel said, “Okay. Turn off the privacy. We’ll do some aura control training, and I’ll decide all the rest later.”

Still her serious self, Kaffi said, “I will need to have your true response to my proposal by the end of the week, but I would appreciate a smaller response right now.”

“So far I agree with the prosperity the Highlands has created, and of the evilness of the Elixir.” With a bit of quick thinking, he decided to say, “But if you allowed a few changes to your society then it would be much easier to agree with you.”

Kaffi’s eyebrows came together, as she frowned. “Like what?”

“The ability for commoners to speak out against the nobility. Or at least getting rid of the law that allows nobles to kill commoners without repercussions.”

“You’re popular with the Reformists in Holorulo, but the true politics of the Highlands are far beyond you. In the meantime, feel free to stop any such murders you see happening in any way you wish.” Kaffi said, “Normally, we wouldn’t trust a foreigner with such power, but you’re different than most foreigners.” She asked, “But tell me, please. Have you seen any murders, so far?”

“… I have not seen any murders or I would have stopped them, but everyone talks as though it could happen at any moment.” Ezekiel said, “They even spoke like this last night.”

Kaffi nodded. “They talk that way because it does happen sometimes, though rarely is it unjustified. But! Please keep a close eye on our society for us, Ezekiel. We have nothing to hide and everything to show.”

Kaffi pulled her power back and the world outside of the amphitheater reappeared to Ezekiel’s mana sense. Nothing had changed; there were no assassins waiting outside, Odin’s extra bodies were still out there, Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye came back. Everything seemed fine.

Ezekiel considered leaving.

The main reason he did not, was twofold.

He wanted this aura control training. He wanted to know more about the Songli Highlands. And he did approve of most of their society.

The other reason to stay was that if it turned out that Kaffi was lying about her aura control techniques, then that would show what kind of people they were more than anything else.

Ezekiel said to Kaffi, “I wish to amend our agreement. If I’m paying you that much, then I want more for my money.” He asked his people, “Any of you wish to learn some techniques, too?”

Paul was calm and collected; nonreactive. Julia stood ready for anything, while Tiffany was in a similar, near-predatory stance. Ezekiel’s question caught Julia and Tiffany off guard, causing a flinch. Kaffi, though, was ready for the question.

Like a woman who had experienced the same situation hundreds of times before, Kaffi instantly said, “They can listen and watch, but I will not be training them and they are not allowed to ask questions.”

Julia, half-incredulous, stared at Kaffi as she sent her father, ‘You’re still going through with this?’ She added, ‘And fuck no! I’m not learning from her! You shouldn’t either!’

‘I’m surprised we’re staying, too.’ Tiffany asked, ‘What about the threats we saw last night? This seems like we’re adding to the pile.’

‘While we will be watching how we sleep and how we walk around the city, there’s no need to be that paranoid. Everything she said seemed mostly true.’ Ezekiel sent, ‘Besides, if Kaffi lies to us about how to control and use the aura, we’ll find out soon enough, and that would prove what kind of Clan Void Song is more than anything else. I always knew it was going to be dangerous to come here. We all did. But now we know of the danger. We have nothing to lose and a great skill to gain.’

Julia and Tiffany glanced at Paul.

Paul sent, ‘I agree with Ezekiel’s assessment.’

Ezekiel added, ‘It’s a great opportunity.’

Julia said to Kaffi, “We’ll watch.”

Tiffany grunted her assent.

Paul remained as he was.

With her professional facade intact, Kaffi said, “Then if you three would all please take your seats elsewhere, Ezekiel and I shall begin.”
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                “As I said yesterday, we will begin with a few preliminary tests to see where I need to start with my instruction, but almost all of that can be skipped.” Singer Kaffi said, “Let us move right along to the creation of the Rift that you have planned. Explain the tier work you have done and the goal of your final outcome.”

The privacy functions were off, but the stone amphitheater room was still exceedingly quiet. Ezekiel could hear his heartbeat. He could hear the heartbeats of Kaffi, sitting three meters away from him, on the same stone ledge as himself. He could even hear the heartbeats of his people, Julia, Paul, and Tiffany, sitting on the other side of the room. They were nervous in their own unique ways.

Kaffi was not nervous at all, which was normal, he supposed, for an Enforcer for a High Clan. If Ezekiel were to be even more exact about what he was seeing there, he would say that Kaffi was relaxed. As though it was finally testing day after preparing for so long. Which made sense. His own presence here was sort of like a test, and at least it was an event that Kaffi had said that the entirety of the Highlands had prepared for.

Ezekiel wondered, briefly, how nervous or excited the High Clans had been when they had found out that he was creating magic on the other side of the world by singing at the manasphere? A question for the future, for sure.

Ezekiel answered, “[Force Wave] and [Force Bomb] combined into [Prime Area] for tier 2, which I already have, then shifted to Firelight for tier 3 which I also already have, in [Firelight Shift]. The next step is to take [Firelight Shift] and a Rift-understanding of [Force Wall] to make a tier 4 spell. Alternatively, I could ignore my [Firelight Shift] spell and remake the Rift at tier 3, putting [Force Wall], Mana Altering to Firelight, [Prime Area], and the working for a Rift into one step.”

Kaffi asked, “Do you have a successful Rift version of a [Force Wall]?”

“No.”

“Explain your understanding of a Rift.”

“… Okay. Well.” Ezekiel considered, then he said, “Rifts are sort of like Shifts, but not... Shifts can only affect what happens inside of their own designated area, with minimal affect outside of the area, but a Rift’s effects linger as a buff or debuff well after someone has stepped out of its area of effect, only vanishing after the ‘cloying’-Shift has been used up. But a Rift is not a true buff or debuff, though, since it isn’t actually shifting a person’s aura into something else; it’s just stacking power onto the top of the aura.” He said, “A different way to work a shift is into a direction of personal control, instead of random empowerment. This other direction is known as a Domain.”

Kaffi paused, then said, “Though Rift, Shift, and Domain exist on the same axis, this is not how I would explain that axis at all. You have listed the breakdowns between each field of magic related to Rift work like some warband general fresh from the academy, listing out all the enemy’s forces before you attack, and before you have any experience in the field.

“There is an easier way to think of Rifts, and it is this: A Rift is the imposition of a resonance in the manasphere which causes the magics of everyone nearby to heighten due to harmonic sympathy. A side-effect of this magic is that spells which are harmonically opposed to the Rift are lessened. This resonance lingers on the people it touches, as opposed to Shifts, which have that resonance contained into a specific area.”

“Huh.” Ezekiel said, “That’s a more elegant philosophy, for sure.”

“Do you still want to make your Rift today? I can show you a few examples of Rifts if you wish.”

“Yes, and yes.” Ezekiel gestured to the large space in the middle of the room. “I’d like to see some Rift examples. The adjustments I need to make to my own Rift experiment will be minimal, I think.”

Kaffi gestured to the center of the room. A pulse of light appeared, like a crack in Reality, rapidly becoming a ball of ethereal water that cascaded blue glows into the rest of the room and kicked up a shimmering ripple on the edges of everyone exposed; outlining them in white-blue glows. The epicenter of the spell reminded Ezekiel of his own [Cascade Imaging] spell, but as seen from underwater.

Ezekiel felt like he was at the bottom of a pool, in a good way.

With a second gesture, Kaffi handed him a blue box.




	
Waterglow Rift, instant, medium range, 150 mana

Conjure a large rift of waterglow which empowers light and water magics, while hampering fire and shadow magics. Causes all affected to enter Rest. Lasts 10 minutes + exposure. 














Kaffi said, “This [Waterglow Rift] is the spell I would teach healers or those looking to become healers. But this one—” She canceled the previous spell and cast another into the air.

The glowing water turned darker, but not shadowed. The various lingering glows of the previous spell vanished completely as the new spell settled in, giving the impression of the deep ocean. Ezekiel was still at the bottom of a pool, but he imagined turning around to make sure that the bottom was still there, and instead, he just found endless ocean depths. It was unsettling, for sure.

Kaffi handed out a different blue box.

 




	
Water Rift, instant, medium range, 150 mana

Conjure a large rift of water which empowers water essence creatures. Lasts 24 hours.














Kaffi said, “This is what I would teach someone looking to start and farm a Water Essence dungeon. But for us Singers, this is not enough. I know that we did not agree to go down this route, but I feel I should show you what we Singers can actually do with our chanting, and aura control.

“One of our main advantages as Singers is that we can mold the magics we already have into something slightly different, without creating new magics. This is a benefit because with our techniques, we won’t trigger the ten, hundred, or thousand day penalties for making a magic wrong.

“It is like using Mana Altering to make a new spell, but until you actually commit, you won’t make the spell. We have taken this phenomenon a step further, to apply this trick to all magic, which enables us to experiment a lot more than a normal mage.” She said, “Observe. Tell me what you feel after this slight shift in this magic.”

She pointed to the watery orb in the center of the room, dismissing it in preparation for the next to come. The air around her body flexed as she cast. Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure what she had done with her aura, but it was something.

The resulting cascading blue orb was different than the [Water Rift] from before. That feeling of being in the open ocean vanished. Instead, it now felt as though he sat on a boat in the open ocean, listening to the waves lap gently, Restfully.

He was at Rest.

He hummed, thinking.

She was either lying, or telling the truth, and since Kaffi was obviously trying to pull him deeper into the Highlands, to get him to consider staying, she was likely telling the truth.

The next concern was this: They were supposed to do aura work, and maybe talk a bit about his Rift concern, but here she was, showing him how to chant to change his already available spellwork into something adjacent to what it already was.

He was interested, for sure. No problems there.

… So he let it happen.

He said, “You made your [Water Rift] Restful.”

“Yes.” Kaffi said, “It is the same spell as before, but I have aura controlled the casting of the spell in order to shift it slightly away from the deep, watery depth it was, into something more calm and applicable to everyone. This is both a nuanced version of what is possible, and an application of the skills I have been working on my entire life. A much easier way to see this application of chanting control is to witness a spell like this in action.” She handed him a blue box.




	
Favorable Wind, instant, medium range, 50 mana

A burst of wind hinders enemies and speeds allies in a large area. Lasts 1 minute. 














She dismissed the watery Rift in the middle of the room and cast her new spell. White flows burst from a point, expanding into the entire amphitheater space. White wisps, like something less than fog, touched upon every person, clinging to them.

Kaffi said, “This is the base spell. I have designated that Odin there as an ally, but the other as an enemy.”

She spoke of the two extra Odins in the room, still fluttering about, as opposed to the one on his shoulder which just watched. One of the Odin flew faster than normal, with the wind always at his back, but the ‘enemy’ Odin was hindered, with the wind always pushing away from the direction he tried to fly. Odin played with Odin, like a quick bird tumbling around another bird that had an invisible weight attached to his wings. Odin seemed to be enjoying the novel experience. But...

Ezekiel said, “I’m not sure I appreciate one of my Odins being labeled as an enemy for your display.”

Kaffi smirked. “I don’t have many non-damaging spells with which to demonstrate the power of aura control and Singer techniques.” She lifted her hand again, and said, “And this is the same spell but altered wholly toward the speed of allies.” She cast again, flickering her control. Wind filled the room.

The ‘ally’ Odin began joyfully whipping around the amphitheater, buoyed by a fierce wind at his back, while the other Odin struggled to catch up. The invisible weight was gone, though; that much was easy to see.

Ezekiel said, “You’ve adjusted the strength of the buff, moving almost all of it toward the support of allies.”

“Correct.” Kaffi said, “With our Singer techniques and a proper aura control, you can adjust where the division of power lies within all of your spellwork that contains divisions of power.”

“Ah.” Ezekiel said, “I see how this would be useful for Rift work.”

Practically all Rift work had a division between buffing and debuffing.

“Exactly.” Kaffi said, “Rifts are intrinsically buff and debuff spells, which means that to know all of our Singer techniques is to be able to work your Rift magic much better. You can have double powered Water magics instead of empowered Water and depowered Fire, or you can shift that same Rift toward drastically hindering all Fire magic.

“You can also use this technique to get around some of the limitations of combining magic.

“Say you wish to have your [Fireball] do even more of its magic damage over time, instead of upfront. Or you want the large damage-over-time [Fireball] you’ve made to release all that power at once. Normally, you would either need to make multiple spells to do this, and in some cases, like [Fireball], you cannot use the same combination you already have so you would need to break the [Fireball] you have and start again, or use some esoteric, less-useful combination. But using our aura control techniques, you can use the same spell you already have and shift it as necessary in the moment, as battle dictates. No need to use a less-optimal spell in combat because the spell you want to use won’t fit the situation. No need to attempt to make a new spell in the middle of combat and put yourself at risk for a worthless spell—” She cut herself off.

Ezekiel watched as Kaffi realized that she was pushing too hard.

Kaffi breathed. She said, “I feel I am trying to sell you on the Highlands more and more, and have gone off on a slight tangent. Apologies. It vexes me that you are not willing to consider staying, permanently. But…” She blinked away her concern, then said, “Anyway. All that we teach is connected. All magic is connected. To know some unimportant facet of magic today is to understand next year’s issue. Thus, this exploration of Rift magic has taken me down a path you did not ask to go…

“Anyway. Would you like to try making your Rift now?”

Ezekiel said, “Yes. Do you have any pointers you wish to share?”

“If you have not made a Rift out of the base [Force Wall] then I suggest you do that today. The spell you’re looking for is something like this one.” Kaffi handed him a box.




	
Force Rift, instant, medium range, 100 mana

Conjure a rift to empower most magic in a large area. Lasts 10 minutes. 














Ezekiel read the description, then he checked the Script for [Force Rift], just to be sure. He found nothing. This wasn’t one of those you could just spend a point and get.

“How would you make this one?” Kaffi asked.

He said, “Altering.”

“Most would guess Shaping.”

“I would have too, before I learned some tricks from a certain Archmage a while ago. Shaping changes the shape. The point of a Rift is, like you have said, to create a resonant reaction in the manasphere and touch the auras of all nearby. Altering is how you buff and debuff. Shaping does nothing for that.”

And that was a tip from Archmage Syllea, who knew all about buffs and Mana Altering; a field in which Ezekiel had barely touched, besides to understand some of the ideas behind it all. It seemed that he would be using much of that knowledge today, and it was about darn time!

Kaffi nodded. She watched and waited.

Ezekiel held out a hand and channeled mana through his [Force Wall]. An immaterial, magenta demarcation of solidity took hold in the protrusion of mana pouring from his palm. Instantly, he was annoyed. He could hear the perfect pitch of [Force Wall] and what it wanted to do, but his current Mana Altering for simple magenta coloring was tainting the vision of his magic. It added a… purple note to his spellwork; he wasn’t quite sure how to describe it other than by color.

He shook his hand out, dispersing sounds and feelings into so much broken, glittering mana.

Kaffi picked up on his thoughts, through his actions, saying, “That’s going to be a problem for delicate spell creation. Your rings, [Personal Ward], and every active spell on your person is also going to be a problem when learning aura control. Especially your [Greater Lightwalk], as that is using your aura, and you can’t be using your aura when learning aura control.

“We could always turn the privacy functions back on for this spell creation part, but for the aura control part, you would have to be a lot more trusting than you are, and I’m not going to ask you to do that. The most I am going to do is inform you now of what will hold you back.” She considered, then added, “I might inform you a few more times, in the future, if it looks like we’re not gaining any ground.”

Ezekiel considered for a moment. Then he had an Odin flit to the door and turn the privacy on.

The world beyond the amphitheater disappeared to Erick’s mana sense. He breathed, as his nearby Ophiel fluttered into their many-eyed forms. Then he stood up, shook his arms out, and held a hand up. He channeled mana through [Force Wall], producing a white flare; a solid spot in Reality. It was prevention and fortification; a demarcation between here and there and the power to keep separate.

Altering that idea was rather simple.

In his other hand, he Altered mana for openness. Instead of a demarcation, there was a door. Instead of here and there, he had flow from one to the other. An exchange. A breakdown of barriers, but not just that. A cascade of breakdowns that started in one location, but spread throughout, touching upon all the lives therein, empowering the possibility of Force to higher, purer magnitude.

He broke a Wall, and let loose a Rift.

He cast.

A white glow took hold of the center of the amphitheater, sending out flowing glows of magic, singing a soundless song of Force into the world.

A blue box appeared.




	
Major Force Rift, instant, long range, 100 mana

Conjure a large rift to empower most magic in a large area. Greatly empowers Force magic. Lasts 10 minutes + exposure. 














Kaffi’s eyes were wide as she took in the spell hovering before her. Erick handed her the blue box, and she began to smile as she read. She laughed, twice, then quieted to a small grin. Upon dismissing the box, she said, “If you weren’t such a well-documented Planar then even I would suspect you a secret, long-lost member of the High Clans. Especially after that display.”

Erick smiled at the compliment, then said, “What I don’t understand, though, is the wording between Shifts and Rifts. They read so similar, and yet they’re different.” He dismissed the [Major Force Rift] and handed her another box. “I got the ‘plus exposure’ on [Major Force Rift], so that’s different, but. Well. You see?”










	
Firelight Shift, instant, long range, 190 MP

Drastically empower your fire and light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark and water aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.














Kaffi read the second spell then she dismissed it, turning professional as she said, “The answer as to why many magics read similar or improperly indicative of what they are, is a difficult question to answer. The shallow answer is this: Shift, Rifts, and Domains exist on an axis that is muddled. The deeper answer necessitates a bit of philosophy.

“Here is a truth: Magic, the binding of mana into myriad forms, is more multitudinous than what we living beings are ever capable of truly, fully grasping. So we divide the indivisible into Elements, with simple names like ‘Fire’ or ‘Air’.

“But magic does happen, and we can divide it however we please.

“And yet, here is another truth: Magic should not come easy. Not anymore. Wizards ruined an entire universe when they had easy access to unlimited spellwork and the whispers of Darkness in their ears.

“And if the story ended there, if we lived in a world without mana, then that would be a different world than the one we have.

“But in this world full of mana, the Darkness is an endless threat. Rozeta knows that we still need mages and archmages in the world, and so we have the Script. That is why she hands out tiny Truths in exchange for levels we gain from victory over the Darkness. This is why she hides the True nature of magic in the basic wording of smaller spells, but the larger, better, Truer magics are either so minutely worded that you would never understand anything from them, or they’re just not in the Script at all. Mana sense. Aura control. Manual spell casting. Enchanting! Gods above, enchanting. Darker and brighter magics of which there are no names, only Truth and Possibility. These are not covered by the Script, at all.

“No one gets free answers anymore.

“So when you see that Rifts and Shifts have similar wordings, what you are seeing is a base representation; the first page of two novels that are the same on their surface, but different in their depths. It is in the using and the understanding of these spells that one comes to understand more of mana itself, and what we have wrought out of it. It is through personal trial and tribulation we learn personal Truths, so that we can reach the heights of magic and power that are necessary to keep this world safe from those who would see it harmed.

“Because ‘those who would see it harmed’ are all too often the people who live here, twisted by the Darkness, just as he has twisted other life into monsters.

“So, to put it less charitably, and simply, most people shouldn’t have access to most magic. And those who can’t understand it? Even less. Thus the obfuscation.”

Ezekiel hummed once, as he considered Kaffi’s words. Then he said, “I can see that perspective.”

Kaffi acknowledged, “Not everyone thinks the same, this is true. Very few people can combine a Force Rift like you just did, either, so whatever your perspective is, it works. Will you be making the next Rift, now?”

“I believe I will.”

Ezekiel channeled [Firelight Shift] through one hand, producing a flickering handful of bright white flames. It sounded like a bright summer’s day. A time spent by a bonfire, celebrating something transient and important, while also sounding like pure radiant power.

Huh.

There seemed to be an option, here. He could shift the spell toward a bright, bonfire day. Or, he could go for radiant power.

… There was a third option, which he should have already considered. He could just Mana Alter for Firelight, instead of using the [Firelight Shift] spell he already had.

There were a lot of ways to go about this. The only real reason to include a [Prime Area] derivative spell would be to heighten his own spellwork, and not the spellwork of others; to give only him a benefit and everyone else the disadvantage.










	
Prime Area, instant, long range, 70 MP

Designate a large area as under your influence. For 1 minute, your spells are heightened and others are lessened. 














Did it work that way?

He asked Kaffi, “Normal Rifts are universally empowering or depowering depending on what spellwork you choose to use. Am I to understand that to include [Prime Area] derivatives would restrict the buffing to myself, and debuffing to others?”

“Ah?” Kaff said, “Yes. Apologies. I thought you knew. Rifts which include a Shift in the working do exactly as you say. Otherwise, you can buff and debuff everyone the same, for cheaper. Rifts are universally affecting spells. Shifts are about control. Domains are about utmost control.” She added, “But a larger Truth is that the spectrum between Rift and Shift and Domain is not just a single line.”

Ezekiel nodded, then turned his attention back to his spellwork. He checked another spell he had.




	
Light Shift, instant, long range, 120 MP

Drastically empower your light aspect magic in a large area. Shadow aspect magic turns solid. Dark aspect magic is greatly weakened. Lasts 1 minute.














He decided to make two Rifts. The first was with [Firelight Shift]’s bonfire day, stretched out into an overflowing warmth that touched all, and yet empowered only him.

A thought clicked.

The joy of the day vanished from Ezekiel’s mind, for it wasn’t just hot outside, it was oppressive. It was forest fires starting without warning. Lakes drying. Mud cracking. Frogs baking in the light of day. The sun brought down to Veird. Ezekiel smiled, as another thought occurred.

A [Gate] that reached the sun would do the same.

But wasn’t the ‘Sun’ element part Air? Yes, it was.

He cast.

The manasphere ripped open the center of the room. Pure sunlight poured into the space; a heat and brightness that burned away as much as it blinded. Ezekiel stared at the brilliance before him for a mome—

The sun vanished as a Void Song tore it apart like waves crashing against a sunlit shore, drowning out that small part of the world. In seconds, tides of nothing surged over the sun, drowning it out.

… Huh.

Ezekiel turned to Kaffi like a man coming out of a daze.

And then he saw the ground. Stone smoked. Kaffi’s dress was singed on the edges. Odin fluttered on his shoulder, shedding burned feathers that turned into motes of magenta mana, drifting away on the Void Song in the air.

Here and there, smoke filled the room, hovering on steaming air. It was pretty darn hot in here.

Across the room, Paul, Julia, and Tiffany, were each standing, looking like they were defending themselves from a nonexistent enemy. Kaffi flicked a hand and thick air tore through the space. Paul, Julia, and Tiffany, each did the same, coughing briefly while [Cleanse]s turned smoke back into breathable air. The air conditioning [Ward]s in the room came back, plunging the space into cooler temperatures.

A stone bench on the other side of the room fractured under the rapid temperature change. A bit of rubble fell off of the ledge, crashing down into the silence of the amphitheater.

… Ezekiel had an Odin flutter over there and [Mend] it back together.

Ezekiel said, “Whoops! Sorry about that. Sometimes it gets away from me, Kaffi.”

Kaffi sighed at him while a blue box appeared.




	
Major Sunlight Rift, instant, super long range, 500 mana. 

Drastically empower your fire and light and air magics. Oppress all magics of all others, dealing WIL damage per second for each opposed active magic. 

Lasts 10 minutes + Exposure.














“… Were you trying to make a damaging Rift?” Kaffi asked.

“Uh…” Ezekiel considered. “Not at first. But the ideas and sounds came together rather well and then I went for it. The only unexpected thing there was exactly how much damage it does.” And the size and the duration and the multiplier from ‘each opposed active magic’. He gestured out to the empty air of the amphitheater, and said, “This next one won’t be damaging, I think.”

He cast again, this time using [Light Shift].

The air tore.

Pure Light came through, to fill the world with glory.










	
Major Pure Light Rift, instant, super long range, 500 mana.

Imbue all who witness your glory with the power of Light, drastically empowering your own light magic while shifting to Light and possibly hindering the spellwork of all others.

Lasts 10 minutes + Exposure.














He dismissed his new [Major Pure Light Rift] and threw out a good dozen [Healing Word]s to each person as fast as he could think to heal. It wasn’t true healing magic like [Greater Treat Wounds] was true healing magic, but it would restore Health quick enough.

“That one was better, right!” Ezekiel asked, smiling.

Kaffi blinked to clear her eyes.

Ezekiel said, “Thank you for your assistance.”

Kaffi breathed deep, and with professional mien, asked, “Could I see both of these new spells?”

“Sure.” Ezekiel didn’t hesitate because he had already decided that if she asked to see them, he would show her. Later, he’d get the opinions of his own people. He handed her the spells, asking, “What do you think?”

Kaffi frowned, but as she read the spells, her frown vanished, replaced by respect. She said, “It is as I suspected; Super Long Range, and no listed spell size on either. These Rifts will have diminishing effects depending on how far you’re from them, but you could put them high in the sky and no one would be able to reach them to [Dispel] them, and you’d still gain their benefits.” She bowed in her seat, saying, “It is humbling to be in the presence of a true archmage. Thank you for this demonstration.” She rose, adding, “Shall we turn the privacy off, and begin to work on your aura control, Ezekiel?”

Ezekiel said, “Yes. Also… Sorry about the burning. That was… unintentional.”

Kaffi smirked, slightly, saying, “This happens a lot when dealing with competent casters like yourself. Hence, the Void Song, to disrupt any damaging spellwork before it has a chance to actually harm.”

Ezekiel nodded.

With a bit of telekinetic control, Kaffi reached over and opened the room, dispelling the privacy. Ezekiel glanced outward with his mana sense, and saw nothing untoward. There had been no trap; there had been no subterfuge. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye reappeared, and Ezekiel felt better about his time with Kaffi, even if they hadn’t even had a full session yet.

Kaffi began, “Aura control is the skill by which mages are able to manually cast spellwork, but everyone’s aura starts off small, in the same way that low levels of Light Essence gives you a low level Elemental Body skill.

“We can skip the small stuff for now, like [Light] or [Light Step], for while they are useful, there is no equivalent aura control skill. The only time you actually get any aura control is when you’re at the [Lightwalk] or [Greater Lightwalk] stage.

“Knowing this, you can likely guess why not many people have skill at controlling their aura.

“Anyway, with [Lightwalk], you are unable to manually cast most spells, for you need a large enough aura to actually manifest the movement of mana in the space in which your spell will then take place. One can cast [Force Bolt] with a [Lightwalk], or any of the other spells which originate from your person.

“But manually casting a [Force Wall] is different. You need range to be able to cast that spell ten meters away from yourself, and [Lightwalk] simply doesn’t have the range. [Greater Lightwalk] has the range.

“To gain control of the aura, first you must unlock or understand your aura, and then you must grow it to a suitable size for magic work.”

Ezekiel knew most of what Kaffi was saying, but every time he had tried to learn to control his aura he had never had the theory behind the skill presented in quite this way. He knew that the Headmaster didn’t teach proper magic in Arcanaeum, or about the Remake Quests and stuff like that, but he would have liked to have heard at least some of what Kaffi was saying in a traditional classroom setting.

Maybe other people got that teaching? Ezekiel never saw a single hint of it, though. But, he was only there for two months.

Eh. If he had been there for ten years, would he have learned all of what he had learned in this past year, alone? Maybe he would have. Maybe not.

Likely not. You don’t meet other archmages in classrooms at college, after all.

Kaffi’s lesson was definitely higher-level than the aura control lessons he had already known, for sure.

Kaffi continued, “To say it another way: Learning proper aura control is first about finding your aura and then expanding your aura. You must discover a limb you didn’t know you had, and then you must lift heavy weights to grow those ethereal muscles. Have you discovered your aura, yet?”

Ezekiel wasn’t exactly sure what she was asking, so he said, “I have used Aurify. I have used [Greater Lightwalk]. I have experience with controlling what I think is my aura, but, when I don’t use a spell I already have, I do not have any ability to move the mana around me, which is what I think I should be able to do if I had aura control.

“I have a fantastic mana sense, and all of the Sight spells, so I feel I would know if I was screwing up somewhere. I’m not sure what the problem is.” He added, “There’s not even an [Aura Sight] spell to help out, either. I have no idea why not.”

“There is no [Aura Sight] for there are no easy answers in magic.” Kaffi continued right along, saying, “Your problems with aura control are normal problems that every mage experiences, the world over; you are just in a better position than most to see your problem than most.” She made a small joke, “Even if you can’t see it.”

Ezekiel allowed himself a smile; it was a good pun.

Kaffi nodded. “Aurify is fantastic. But it is a crutch. Also, your [Personal Ward] directly interferes with your ability to see and feel your aura, and almost all mages end up in the practice of casting a [Personal Ward] at the start of every day, thus locking in their weakness and hampering their ability to ever overcome that weakness. Your magical items have a lesser, but just as injurious effect against learning to control your aura.”

“… Why is that, though?”

Kaffi said, “A [Personal Ward] is exactly the same as sealing yourself in a barrier. This barrier is an impediment to aura control for the aura is a naturally wispy thing that sits atop your soul, usually doing nothing. Maybe I should explain:

“The soul is the base of a person. The bedrock. But it is not a person.

“And then we have a trio of expressions of the soul, which come together to form a person. The first expression of the soul is the body, which allows the soul to control the physical. The second is the mind, which allows a person to understand themselves. The third is the aura, which exists in the mana and allows a person to control the mana around them.”

Not the usual mind-body-soul triumvirate that Ezekiel knew of, but it was interesting to hear of a different philosophy.

Kaffi continued, “By already controlling the magic around you, you are shackling your aura down to its barest self.

“You overcome this limitation every time you use Aurify, for the Script is a great boon and allows you to skip a large step toward learning proper aura control.” Kaffi said, “Now, I know you cannot do this around me or around anyone but your most trusted people, but the best way to learn aura control is to divest yourself of absolutely every magical protection you have and then sit out somewhere, preferably with as few clothes as possible, trying to feel the mana. Bugs, wind, sensory experiences of any kind can disrupt your ability to control your aura.”

Ezekiel frowned.

Kaffi said, “So unless you manage an unusual breakthrough while I am helping you to feel out your aura, I suspect you will have to do that naked search on your own. I will teach you all the best techniques for feeling the mana, though. One of those techniques is to use Aurify to make a decimeter-or-less radius aura spell, and then you switch the spell on and off, seeing if you can understand the aura by watching it in the spaces between the transformation from active spell to inactive rest. This is the primary technique that I will be assisting you with today. I have more than a few methods to help with this.

“The next method is to take a piece of Essence armor and wear it, absorbing it, to see where the essence becomes part of your aura. This is wildly expensive, and a great waste of resources, but it does work. You can even make tiny rings of Water Essence, for example, and even though you cannot gain [Water Body] through constant absorption of the same piece of ‘armor’, you might be able to get a feel for your aura in this manner.” Kaffi said, “A different application of this same method is to gain a water slime Familiar Form and eat the Essence that way. You would need to have a good mana sense to make up for the lack of senses of a slime, but you have that, and in this method, you could even eat enough Water Essence to gain [Water Body]. Either way, this method runs out of usability once you gain all six main Elemental Bodies.”

Across the amphitheater, Julia near-silently cursed. Tiffany grinned.

Kaffi continued, “A third method is to ask the gods for help. Most people can’t make use of this option, but it is a possibility. Aloethag, the orcol goddess of Beauty and Brutality, helps many learn how to control their aura, and all she asks for is millions of health in monsters reaped for her honor.”

Tiffany near-silently cursed. Julia had the good sense to remain completely silent.

Kaffi said, “A fourth method is to naturally awaken in the heat of the battle, when all your defenses are down and you’re about to die and you need more Script Seconds than you have. This is a terrible method. I only mention it for completeness.”

Ezekiel asked, “Any spell recommendations for the first option?”

“Something invisible, and small.” Kaffi said, “[Invisibility] is not a good choice, though, since it tends to make everything invisible; even your aura.”

“How about an aura that is large but I can make it smaller, and keep it that way even through flipping it on or off?”

“This is also an option.”

“Good.”

Ezekiel turned on [Physical Domain], keeping it small, barely larger than a layer that extended out from his skin to beyond his clothes.

Kaffi leaned backward, breathing in air, suddenly worried— She paused.

She narrowed her eyes. “What… Is that?”

“Would a Domain not work?”

“… What does it do? It seems— I’m not sure. Excessively violent? I wasn’t sure if you were—” Kaffi cut herself off, then said, “I would not recommend this spellwork. It is too… strange and powerful. You want something that is invisible and benign.”

Ezekiel turned off his [Physical Domain] and turned on [Normalize Aura]. “How about this one?”

Kaffi frowned at him. She narrowed her eyes in thought, then whispered, “And you’re sure you’re not actually some long lost member of a High Clan? Some branch family from somewhere?”

He was teasing her and she knew it.

Ezekiel grinned, politely, then said, “Pretty sure I am not.”

Kaffi looked at him while she thought, in silence.

Ezekiel began to practice ‘feeling his aura out’, flicking his [Normalize Aura] on and off a few times to see where the boundary lay between his real aura, and the aura granted to him by Aurify. Nothing. He moved on to inspecting with his mana sense active. Still nothing. And then he did it again with his hand held up to his eyes, staring at the back of his fingers.

He saw his active magic. He saw the edge of his [Personal Ward]. It was less like a layered defense, and more like a magenta sheen to his skin, but this was a deceptive look. The [Ward] fully extended inward, covering all of his interior in its magenta protection. It was like he was walking around in a personal-sized and constantly adjusting [Ward].

Which. Well.

That was why it was called a [Personal Ward].

… He did not see his aura. He flickered his aura active and inactive, and watched the ‘process’ of activation. The transition between active and inactive was—

Ah. He saw… something. It was like a wisp in the mana that curled active or inactive as he cast his aura, and turned it off. Or.

No.

That’s just mana becoming his aura. Not his actual aura. When he dropped his aura, the mana that had been under control and a part of his aura while his aura was active, went out of his control, completely. He tried again a few times, but got the same results.

Kaffi interrupted, saying, “Attend to me, and watch as I flex my natural aura. It might help. You cannot see it normally, so I will make it visible to you.”

Ezekiel dropped his hand and looked to Kaffi.

Kaffi was sitting with her hands crossed, atop her lap, and her back straight. And then she started to chime, invisibly, here and there. Tiny ripples from her shoulder, or from her left pinky finger, or from her toes, and then her nose. She said, “This is the flexing of my aura. In order to cast larger spells, I must stretch it out from my body, gathering the aura of the whole, in order to get the range to cast at a distance. Like so.”

Without moving her physical self, her aura stretched and molded, but the only reason Ezekiel could see it at all was because she was controlling her mana inside her aura, somehow, allowing him to see the movement.

Ah. She was showing him her intent. But it was thinner than the intent in other magics. Thinner than the intent-filled tendrils that Paul usually had around his head, for instance.

The intent-filled fog on her body shuffled around her body, to form a three-meter long tendril to the right, where she then flexed her aura, and cast a red [Force Bolt] into the ground of the amphitheater. The spell kicked up a tiny spack of dust.

She relaxed and her aura snapped back to her body.

She said, “The size of my aura is small, but it is more than enough to do everything I need to do. It has taken me decades to get this far, but it took me a year to awaken my aura in the first place. Awakening your own aura will likely take a lot less time considering your current success with mana, but I would not get your hopes up, yet. Continue with your attempts. I will observe.”

Ezekiel continued.

Kaffi let this continue for another ten minutes, then she asked, “Do you know the rules of aura interaction?”

Ezekiel said, “Yes. Two auras from opposing casters, brought into proximity with one another, will press against each other, deforming each other in a manner based upon the proximity of the casters to where the auras intersect, and on the power of the two auras. Assuming the same power of auras, if one person has a large aura and the other has a small aura, then the smaller aura will not be pressed in as much as the larger aura is pressed, until the same percentage of aura deformation would occur for both casters.” He added, “But auras imbued with magic cut through all natural resistance, and in most cases, auras just mingle.”

“Correct, but also, in the mingling of auras one person might naturally feel out another.” Kaffi said, “I will attempt to touch you with my aura. See if you can feel your own aura in the mingling.”

“… Sure.”

Kaffi touched Ezekiel’s skin with her aura. He felt nothing, except a bit weirded out. It wasn’t the most comfortable position to be in; having someone able to cast touch-based magic without ever knowing they were touching you.

But, by that same measure, with her aura touching him he was ‘touching’ her, too. This ‘touch based’ vulnerability wasn’t a one-way street. Ezekiel supposed that made this a bit less worrying.

“Can you feel that?” Kaffi asked.

“… Nooo. Hold on.” Ezekiel flipped through his various Sight spells and his mana sense. He almost expected his [Soul Sight] to show him something, but Kaffi’s red soul was perfectly contained just under her skin, her Shroud appearing to be perfectly normal, and unmoving. “Nope. Don’t see anything.”

She retracted her aura, saying, “Continue using your aurified spell. Ask questions if you have them.”

Time passed.

He had questions. He asked them.

Kaffi had some answers, but all of her important answers had already been given. She mostly reworded what she had already said. Some of the rewordings were helpful, but…

Kaffi said, “It will be difficult to feel your aura as you are, but it can be done. By feeling out your aura right now, you might be building strength that you can’t feel, that will one day allow for the sudden manifestation of your aura outside of your [Personal Ward]… Or you might not be making any progress at all. Hard to tell.”

Ezekiel grunted and kept trying.

Half an hour later, the session was over.

This was gonna take a while.

Ezekiel bid Sister Kaffi farewell and left the Void Temple with his people in tow. As soon as they were at the Teleport Square, they left in a flash of magenta light.

- - - -

“So hey!” Ezekiel said, after they appeared in their rooms in the hotel. “At least Sister Kaffi seems... alright?”

He changed his statement into a question halfway through because of the looks he was getting from his people. Julia, in particular, did not look happy. But then she relaxed.

Julia said, “This is the Path we’re walking.”

Tiffany said, “True enough.”

“She seemed honest…” Paul said, “Aside from her blatant history of lying.”

Ezekiel smiled. “Aura control is difficult, and though she told me a lot of new ways to control my aura, most of the smaller aspects of her lessons line up with all the others I have ever received. But I won’t be dropping my defenses around her.” Even if he did drop his defenses around her, could she get through his Constitution? Likely not, or at least not fast enough where he couldn’t enact a [Defend] for even more time. Eh. He wasn’t going to take that chance, anyway; he wasn’t going to put himself in a vulnerable position around her. He switched topics, saying, “I’m putting up a privacy.” He cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] in the room, and said, “I’m going to try and get Tadashi Intelligence today, and let him figure out chelation and chemistry and all of that, but if that doesn’t work, then something else is going to happen. But that brings me to this: Anyone else want one of the New Stats while I’m doing this?”

Julia, Tiffany, and Paul each turned concerned in their own ways. Julia, like she was facing an exam she had prepared for, and wasn’t quite ready. Tiffany, as though she was facing a big red button and debating whether she wanted to push it.

Paul got through his dilemma fast, saying, “Constitution.”

Everyone turned to him.

Tiffany said, “That’s completely unexpected.”

Julia asked, “Not Intelligence? Or Perception?”

“No.” Paul said, “I considered Perception for a long time but ultimately, Perception is a helping hand to do what I am already capable of doing. Constitution is something I am not capable of doing; it is a blanket reduction on all the damage you take, outside of Wards and temporary damage. But that’s the superficial effect. The true effect is that it makes every part of you tougher. You become truly resistant to damage, and when your [Personal Ward] goes down, that toughness truly shines. It’s the most life-saving of the Stats.” He added, “As for not getting Intelligence: My magic is not traditional magic. It has little bearing on the bonuses of Intelligence.”

Julia said, “Really? Okay. Supernatural spells; sure.”

Tiffany said, “I’m gonna do it, too. I want Constitution, too.”

Julia whipped around to Tiffany, saying, “Really? Not Intelligence? You’re already rather tough.”

Tiffany frowned. She grimaced, thinking. “Yeah. … Yeah. No. … I don’t know.” She flummoxed, “I don’t know, Boss. Yes. I want one of them. Not sure which, though. Ask me some other day.”

Ezekiel said, “Of course. Take your time.” He looked to Julia. “Do you want one of these New Stats?”

Paul interrupted, “I changed my mind. I don’t want any.”

Everyone looked to him again.

Paul shrugged, “I changed my mind.”

Suddenly exasperated, Julia rapidly said, “None for me either!” She added, “But I do want some more points anyway. Got any Quests? I need at least one more point for another Class Ability.”

Ezekiel paused. Then said, “I have some extra points.” He had 23 extra points and he didn’t need to use a single one at the moment. But. There were those Health-cost debuff Spells, [Blind], [Deaf], [Dumb], [Infection], [Cause Wounds], and [Weak]… They could be interesting to have, right? Maybe. But that was more of a ‘far off idea’ than a current idea. He was also looking at the 10 point cost to complete the Worldly Path, if needed, to get [Gate] right away. And there were other Restricted spells out there, like [Duplicate], that would cost him 5 points to get... Though he didn’t know of a single one. With all that in mind, he didn’t need all of his 23 extra points, and if Julia did, then the solution was easy. He said, “I can make a Quest for—”

“No,” Julia said.

There was another option.

“I still haven’t assigned those other two points from Tadashi’s Quest, either.” Ezekiel said, “I was waiting for you guys to play a game for them, or something.”

Julia frowned. Paul smirked.

Tiffany laughed. “I thought you gave them to yourself right after I joked about it.”

“I have no pressing need for them, so you three can figure out who gets them. Two points is basically a whole level!”

Paul looked to Julia and Tiffany, and said, “I would not use them at the moment.”

Tiffany said, “Eh. Me either.”

They all looked to Julia.

Julia frowned. “No. I’m not going to take them because I’d use them—”

Ezekiel assigned her one point, joking, “You will take your point and be happy about it!”

Julia sighed. Contentment, embarrassment, a little bit of anger, and some deep joy, all battled for a place on her face. A smile came upon her, unwanted, but she said nothing.

Tiffany teased her, “The young master gets all the bonuses.”

Julia scoffed.

Paul joined in, “Nepotism at its finest.”

Julia began, “Now that’s just unfa—”

Ezekiel assigned her another point, saying, “And you can have the third one, too. Wouldn’t want you to be sitting at 0 points, after all!”

Julia went rock-solid silent.

Tiffany laughed, as Paul chuckled.

Julia turned away, softly saying, “Thank you.” And then went over and hugged her father.

Ezekiel hugged her back, saying, “What level are you anyway? Want to hunt some big monsters?”

Julia laughed into his shoulder.

Tiffany proclaimed, “I want to hunt big monsters.”

Paul groaned; a small noise, compared to Julia’s second outburst of laughter.

She broke away from her father, saying, “I want to hunt a Thunder Bird or a Lightning Shrieker. I’m not sure which would be better.” She added, “And after today, I think I want to explore some archives and look for a Familiar Form that could help with aura control. There has to be one of them right?”

“Oh!” Ezekiel said, “That’s a good point. There probably is. Also, there are Shriekers on the Quest Board. I saw one yesterday, but I don’t think we should do this.” In a scatter of moments, Ezekiel had found the Quest in question, and handed it out.




	
Special Quest!

Kill the monstrous Lightning Shrieker located in the South East Tribulation Mountains. 

This is a dangerous Quest.

Begin at the Desolate Harmony Plateau in the center of the Dry Highlands, then head east till you reach the South East Tribulation Mountains, then go south 3350 kilometers. When you spot a mountain that is desolation instead of green, you will have found the lair of the Lightning Shrieker. Kill it, and allow for Thunder Birds to once again nest in the area. 

This Quest has been active for <7 months>.

Reward: 2 points; optional meeting with High Clan Void Song.

Poster: Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script

Lesser Poster: Grand Elder Lingxing Void Song.














While they read, Ezekiel said, “The Quest was uploaded with precise directions, meaning that finding the target is not the problem with this Quest. What are Shriekers?”

Julia’s smile came back in full force as she read. “They’re the monstrous form of the Thunder Bird. I don’t know much beyond that.”

Tiffany turned uncertain. She hummed, thinking.

Paul said, “No. Please, no.”

“I would go with Paul’s recommendation here. If it’s worth two points and has been active for 7 months, something is wrong with this Quest, or it truly is that dangerous.” Ezekiel said, “We can scout it out and ask around, though. No harm in that.”

“Hm. I’m gonna need to read up on those more than I have.” Julia said, “I need to get to a Registrar and get an Ability Slot Increase Quest, anyway. Anyone happen to know where they are in this part of the world? I’ve kept an eye out, but I haven’t actually seen any.”

“They’re at the Void Temple, down one of the side hallways.” Tiffany said, “Looked like long lines, too.”

“Ah.” Julia said, “Then… I kinda want to do that. As soon as possible.”

An Odin blipped into the space room, holding a ring. He dropped it into Ezekiel’s hand, as Ezekiel said, “I made Tadashi’s ring while we were talking so that’s where I wanted to go next, but we can stop over at the Void Temple, too.” He held the plain-looking silver ring up, saying, “Sure no one wants Intelligence before we head out?”

Julia briefly stared at the ring. Tiffany and Paul both glanced at it, and looked away.

Moments passed in silence.

“Alright then.” Ezekiel put the ring into a pocket in the sash around his waist. “Let’s head out to Star Song, then. Or the Void Temple, first?”

Julia said, “I can go to the Temple on my own. Let’s go see Star Song. We can ask them about Shriekers and such— Wait a second. What are you actually going to tell Star Song about chemistry?”

“Well…” Ezekiel asked, “What do you think I should tell them? I want to solve chelation for them, and for me, in case anyone should ever want to pull that sort of shit on me… Or against anyone, really. I have to say: I have a strong urge to solve this problem for the whole of the world, but… I’m not willing to walk over the Highlands to do that. Yet. They seem like decent people to me.” He asked, “Do they seem decent to you all?”

Julia went silent in thought.

Paul said, “They’re better than most.”

“This place is fine, I guess.” Tiffany said, “But I don’t like how the people around here are so willing to be limited. To voluntarily live under the Void Song and under laws that allow their higher-ups to kill them at a whim.” She added, “I haven’t seen any murders either, but I’ve seen some shit go down in the alleyways that would not be allowed back home. And the nobles are nobles, so that’s shitty, too. ...But they’re not as bad as the ones back home in the Wasteland, or the Republic.” She shrugged.

Ezekiel said, “I’ve kept a few hundred eyes out with Odin, but I haven’t seen any murders either. But, the nobility is nobility. Back where we come from, the nobility had mostly been abolished, but our histories paint a similar picture of the nobility we’ve found here in the Highlands, and even back home with the Viscount of Frontier and the Baroness of Kal’Duresh. I think this is just the nature of power, when you’re forced to be violently powerful to keep your power in a world of violence.”

Tiffany frowned. “They’re not this bad back in Treehome.”

Paul said, “Treehome is uncommonly good.”

“Ha!” Tiffany said, “True enough.”

Julia said, “I think the people here are progressive and good when compared to what this world does to people.” She added, “That’s my objective opinion. But subjectively, we can’t trust them yet, and you should limit what you give them.”

Tiffany said, “Okay. Yeah. I agree with that.”

“They’re better than most,” Paul repeated. “But they’re not anywhere close to perfect.”

Ezekiel said, “Fair point.” He added, “So I am thinking about giving them the bare bones of the Periodic Table along with a basic chemistry lesson about electron shells and chemical bonds. Do you remember the types of bonds, Julia?” Julia eyed her father, looking wary and questioning, then she shook her head ever so slightly. He continued, “There’s ionic, covalent, hydrogen, and Van Der Waals.” He said, “And the Periodic Table is not just a listing of elements, but of electron shells and free electrons and a whole lot more. If someone well versed in particles saw the Table they’d see a lot more than what other people see, so it would probably take years or maybe decades for anyone here to understand it, but it could be a great map to the future of Particle Magic! I figure if I give some deserving alchemists this sort of information, then this world will advance to a decent level of chemistry fast enough.” He added, “I could also talk about the chemistries I’ve heard of, but we never covered them in your homework or in any of the video or wikipedia jaunts I drowned in, and so I don’t really know much of them. There’s Organic, Inorganic, Physical, Analytical, and Biochemistry. I’d imagine that Veird chemistry would be different though; different categories. Or maybe they’d just add in ‘Magichemistry’, or something like that. Keeping ‘Alchemy’ as the name of the field seems rather primitive to me, but, then again, Alchemy is a science on Veird, so your guess is as good as mine.”

Julia frowned. She seemed unwilling to voice her objection; likely because she had so many that she didn’t know where to start. In a similar manner, Tiffany scrunched her eyebrows, thinking.

Paul said, “Maybe you should not do that.”

“That’s also an option. Likely the one I’m gonna take, too.” Ezekiel said, “Honestly, I should spend some time learning chemistry on my own. But who has the time! I certainly don’t— Oh!” He had an idea, and said, “I have an idea. I could hand out Intelligence rings and the Periodic table to the top ten alchemists in the world. Make a Quest of it. Put some parameters out there to weed out the worst ones. Now there’s some scientific advancement for you.”

Julia stopped wrestling with her emotions and solidly said, “Don’t do that. For sure, do not do that.”

“Yeah…” Ezekiel considered; he’d likely want to give the Periodic Table to some people in Spur, or Candlepoint, or…

Maybe he should talk to Rozeta about that, first? Maybe… Maybe not.

He could at least seek Phagar’s opinion.

“Anyway! Want to see the spells I made?” Ezekiel handed out his new spells, saying, “They’re pretty great. You should make a Rift, too, Julia.”

Julia, Tiffany, and to a much lesser extent, Paul, each read, and each disbelieved.

Julia exclaimed, “Willpower damage per second ‘For each opposed active magic’?!” She looked at her father. “For each? Is that what I was seeing? Back in that room?”

Tiffany joked, “If you weren’t already on a watch-list, you would be now!”

Paul just smirked.

Julia said, “I only got a few ticks for 150, but then I put up a [Defend] and was still taking 150! This is why!” She deadpanned, “This seems like cheating, dad.”

“You haven’t turned those notifications off?” Ezekiel said, “I did that a long time ago.”

Julia barreled past his question, saying, “This means that Kaffi likely knows your Willpower.”

“Eh.” Ezekiel asked, “So what? There’s no way they didn’t know my Stats already.”

- - - -

Sister Kaffi walked up the spiraling staircase, crossing the paths of the occasional acolyte who shuffled to the side and bowed. Kaffi continued upward.

Eventually, she reached the office of the Grand Elder. The stately white-stone door stood at the end of a short reception area. Kaffi nodded to the senior acolyte on desk today while walking to the door; she did not need an invitation and thus she did not need to speak to the boy. The acolyte noticed, then returned to his paperwork; today was a normal day, after all.

Nothing special happening here.

Kaffi knocked on the door, then went in. She closed the door behind her.

Grand Elder Lingxing Void Song sat on a large purple pillow in the bright sun, her eyes glittering with the power of the black Void. Her stare reached across the Highlands to somewhere important, no doubt. Her skin was as white as Kaffi’s own, but a lot more wrinkled. No horns, either. Both white skin and lack of horns was a true sign of High Clan breeding, kept intact ever since the Compact of Songli all those centuries ago. Lingxing was lucky enough to be born with zero need for blood editing, which was one of the many reasons why she had risen so far in Void Song.

Kaffi was also one of those reasons that Lingxing had risen so far. A small, but important one. All the rest was Lingxing, herself. The woman was exactly who you’d want as a Grand Elder. Strict, but compassionate, exceedingly brilliant in matters of state, and not afraid to get her hands dirty to make her world a better place. She wasn’t a slouch on the power scale, either, but power wasn’t strictly necessary when it came to being a leader. Kaffi had power, but she was definitely no leader. Not at all.

Lingxing remained in her pillow, and did not react to Kaffi’s presence as quickly as she could have. Oh, sure, she was aware Kaffi was here, but this was her place of power, and Kaffi would do well to act like it. After ten seconds, Lixgxing raised a hand, a single finger, while she continued to stare out into the Void.

Kaffi waited.

Everything to keep up appearances.

Lingxing blinked, her purple eyes returning to her as the Void pulled back. She turned to Kaffi, then she cast the Void into the space around the room. The sky in the windows vanished, replaced with endless black. The world went away, and it was just the two of them.

Lingxing relaxed out of her pillow to stand, composing herself by quick increments, considering her age. She looked to Kaffi with a slight disappointment in her purple eyes. Kaffi waited.

Lingxing sighed, and said, “Give me the bad news.”

“There is none.” Kaffi said, “Ezekiel is Erick Flatt.”

For a moment the Void flickered; surprise and distress interrupting Lingxing’s control, but only barely.

Lingxing narrowed her now-violent eyes. “You’re fucking with me.” She started to huff, saying, “Don’t do this to me, grandma! I mean it! Is he a dragon? Some ploy by the Clans? Some body snatcher? Is Erick Flatt dead and we have an impostor in our—”

Kaffi burst out laughing. Great lungfuls of joyful guffaws. Sudden tears ran down her face for she could not contain her happiness at her trick, and at the truth of her news.

Lingxing’s frown deepened.

And then Kaffi said, “You should have seen the look on your face!”

Lingxing seemed to lose twenty years from her face as she realized that, No; Kaffi wasn’t fucking with her at all. Her purple eyes relaxed and her angry mouth turned into something much brighter. Then she went back the other way, back to calculating anger. “You’re truly serious.”

Kaffi was still laughing but she had controlled it down to small chuckles. “Serious as Soul Magic! Ezekiel is Erick Flatt.” She handed out the Rift magics the world’s maybe-strongest (non-wrought, non-dragon, non-immortal) archmage had just made, saying, “Look at this shit! He’s as good as Tixi or Erizod. You remember Erizod, don’t you?”

“Bah! I know who Erizod was, grandmother.” Lingxing read the blue boxes quickly, then looked up and said, “This Sun Rift. This does multiplying damage based on all active opposing spellwork?”

“Yes.” Kaffi said, “It’s a rare manifestation of that particular Element and it’s exactly as dangerous as it reads.”

“This makes me even more mad.” Lingxing was suddenly deeply disappointed. “Blast it all. I was hoping he was just another Scion.”

“Oh don’t be like that.” Kaffi said, “I know you’re disappointed that we didn’t get a new resource, but no one else is going to get him, either. He’s tied to Spur. We don’t even have to calculate around that mess anymore.” She said, “Though Star Song is getting some deep claws into him. Might want to step in there.”

“Our Tixi can probably do this Sun Rift if he wanted to. Have you met Nirzir yet? She could do this, too.”

“Oh? Who’s Nirzir?”

“Still young. Matriculated this year. Daughter to Erizod’s daughter.”

Kaffi’s eyes widened in genuine surprise. “Living in Holorulo?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I must go see them, then.” Kaffi rapidly added, “Some other time.”

“Yes. Some other time.” Lingxing paused in thought, then said, “He is doing well with Star Song, isn’t he? Hmmm.” She decided, “I want a meeting with Ezekiel. Make it happen.”

“As you wish. I will inform him tomorrow at our next session.”

“What else happened in the training?” Lingxing said, “You’ll have to tell me all about it. I shall make us tea, grandmother.”

Kaffi took a seat on a pillow in the sun, opposite Lingxing’s, and started talking. Soon, the scents of plum tea filled the air, as words painted ever more interesting pictures.
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                Xue sat on one side of the table, prepared to make his case.

Riri sat on the other side. She was not ready for this impromptu meeting, so she was not happy, but Xue was no fool; Riri was prepared for most anything. Any discomfort on her part was merely an affectation.

It was the best Xue could hope for, so it would have to do.

Elder Arilitilo sat at the head of the table. She said, “Loremaster Xue has informed me that Scion Phoenix is on his way here. We have little time to make this bargain, and yet we must make it. This is about your Nacreous Weaver, Loremaster Riri.”

Loremaster Riri’s amber eyes regarded the two of them. “Pearlchan does not deserve to be turned into a silk dispensary. She has been with me for fifteen years, and her children are a vital part of our silk house. I categorically deny you, Elder Arilitilo. And you too, Xue. I deny you, as I have done before, and will continue to do. Pearlchan is not for sale, trade, or otherwise.”

Xue said, “We could ask for anything, Riri. You understand this, right? He is bringing us a Flatt Ring of Intelligence. We could get that New Stat for ourselves. For several of our people.”

Riri remained firm. She said nothing. She didn’t have to. All of her complaints had been laid out in the dozens of conversations they had had on this subject, long before now. But Xue had hoped that she would see reason, when the prize sitting before them was so large.

Elder Arilitilo tried, “If Scion Phoenix has gotten his hands on a Flatt Ring, he can possibly get his hands on a piece of the Light Dungeon the Headmaster has. Would you consider this to be a fair trade? A minor Light Dungeon in which to raise Pearlchan’s children into actual Nacreous Weavers, instead of simple Light Weavers?”

Riri ignored Arilitilo’s argument and retread old ground, as she replied, “I raised Pearlchan from an egg and guided her through her mutation into a Nacreous Weaver. Dozens of her sisters perished, for nacreous Weavers are impossible to raise in captivity, but I managed the impossible, and have managed to keep her alive through continued impossibility. She is a unique specimen of uncommon mentality and love. Pearlchan will never become someone’s Familiar Form; not even mine. When she dies, I will burn her body upon the pyre, and make of her core and her final threads a meal that might transform one of her lesser children into a Nacreous Weaver, like their mother.”

Elder Arilitilo said, “Please see reason, Riri.”

“I see reason. I am very reasonable. It is you who are not. There is value in Pearlchan aside from her usefulness as a Familiar Form. I do not wish to be rude, and I am sure you do not either, but if I should happen to inform Ezekiel that I am giving up my beloved pet to him to turn into a Familiar Form, then he would not accept the gift anyway. And I would not want to present myself that way, either!” Riri said, “He seems like that sort of man.” With a gleam in her eye, she continued, “However, if you wish to make a few international trades regarding a Light Dungeon, then I will be more than happy to oversee the growth of new Light Weavers and Nacreous Weavers.”

That was a nonstarter of an idea. The Headmaster wasn’t trading any of his Light Sources, for any amount of money. Xue bet that Riri had already personally inquired, but had been rebuffed.

Elder Arilitilo frowned, then said, “Please rethink your stance.”

“I do good work for Star Song and the Spidery has never been more profitable, but I have one single line I will not cross. Do not ask me to cross it every six months. I do not appreciate this.”

Xue said, “We want Blood Weavers and you can never keep them alive. We ask for thread from your Pearlchan, and you will not sell, and especially not in the quantity we need. And we know you know what kind of thread Julia used to make her robes, but you will not share that information either. You are the most recalcitrant Loremaster of Star Song, and it is tiring.”

Elder Arilitilo said nothing; she let Xue speak for her, too.

Riri defended herself with a laid-back air, saying, “Blood Weavers need 50 liters of sapient blood per day, per spider. I cannot keep Blood Weavers alive because we would require donations from 100 people per day to do this. We could drop that down to 25 people per day if we use [Blood Regeneration] on everyone, but any normal person cannot keep that routine up for more than a week without feeling the deep effects of such harvest. As soon as I am allowed to set up such obvious Blood Magic harvesting then I will do so, but by the laws of Songli, I cannot. Take your complaints up with the High Clans, for I can do nothing about this problem.

“Regarding Pearlchan’s threads; she makes Star Song ten thousand gold every week. As soon as you are able to afford the fees she pulls in, then we can talk.” Riri stated, “The problems with almost every Loremaster in Star Song or in any other Clan is that you are not willing to give proper recompense for the materials I am able to produce. It is through no small part of my own, personal monetary efforts that Star Song enjoys such prosperity as it does. And because of this, Patriarch Zalindi upholds my monetary decisions, so unless that changes, then my stance will not change.

“As for Julia’s threads.” Riri frowned. “It has taken me a while to confirm what I suspected, but I suppose I might as well share right now: They’re Shadow Spider threads. Julia has a Shadow Spider form. She doesn’t have Healthy Form either, otherwise the threads would be much tougher. Possibly even magically constricting... or reflective. It could be either. I’m not sure. Most people who get a Shadow Spider form either get dead, or disappear, and it’s anyone’s guess as to if the people who disappeared actually got away.”

Xue frowned. All of Riri’s points were salient and her reasoning was sound. But he had heard them all before.

Except the part about Shadow Spiders.

There were many side effects to revealing ‘Julia’ had a Shadow Spider form, but when that bit of information was taken in concert with all the other ones they had…

Xue was experiencing many different emotions. Primarily, there was joyful surprise.

He was also angry that Riri hadn’t shared this until now, until this crucial upcoming meeting, but in the end, she had shared.

If there had been any doubt about Ezekiel’s true nature, it was gone, now. Talk of Shadow Spiders would have had Xue warding up his rooms with the most annoying and powerful spells in his Status if he had heard this news a year ago. Yesterday, before the gathering, this news would have made him go into temporary hiding, for a Clan gathering would have been the best place for the Shadow Spiders to attack.

But today, after the gathering of last night, upon hearing of Erick Flatt’s true nature, he was pleasantly thrilled to be in this place, at this time, taking part in these opportunities all around him. Erick Flatt was here, and opportunity abounded.

Oh, sure, the Clan Deliberation was still in session on whether Flatt was an agent of Melemizargo or not, and that smoldering bonfire of a conference would likely rage into an inferno soon enough, but Xue was firmly in the camp that Flatt was a benefit to the world. And either way, living in a time when all the Shades were either dead or Cursed into compliance was a novel experience, with each day seeming brighter than the one before. Flatt’s naysayers had used the proof of the Shades’ deaths as proof that Melemizargo was doing something different, and more insidious than his usual methods, but Xue thought differently. If the Dark God’s insidious plan was to kill his entire clergy, then Xue wasn’t going to voice objection.

More enemies of the world should shoot themselves in their hands.

Today was a much better day than yesterday, even if Riri was doing her damnedest to come out more on top than everyone else. Good thing Elder Arilitilo and he had conferred earlier, and decided upon the strategy of confronting Riri with their usual demands. By doing so, they forced her to deny the two of them, or else she would appear to be allying with them when she offered up her ‘Pearlchan’ to Erick, as though it was their idea. In the version of events Riri would have preferred, she would no doubt offer up her pet for some tiny concessions that only she would benefit from.

Ha! Not on his watch.

This way, they would all benefit.

Hopefully.

Xue said, “Then let us work together to get what we want. I want that Flatt Intelligence Ring. I am offering him Blood Magic lessons as a starting point. Maybe Blood Enchanting, too, if he wishes to learn.”

Riri’s facade briefly broke, revealing surprise. Then her facade came right back. She remained silent, and glanced to Arilitilo.

Elder Arilitilo added, “I want access to that ring. I’m offering him access to some of our archives, and to talk of magic, as well as some of our more hidden treasures.” She stared at Riri, saying, “Understand this, Riri, Star Song will take a great loss if it gains us the ability to become a High Clan. That is the opportunity on the table. That is the power we’re going after. To paraphrase what Ored Small Scare said at your table last night: Money doesn’t matter in the face of military might. So use your money to gain us some military might for once.

“I want you to seriously consider your future path in this Clan, for this is an opportunity that might never come our way again. Ever. Decide what you are willing to part with before the opportunity presents itself, so we may all cooperate however much we can, to get as much as we can, for I doubt the combined efforts of every single member of our Clan will get us everything we could get out of that man.” She added, “The entirety of Glaquin’s Forest has been made near-habitable due to the removal of two monster species. Half a continent opened up to Orcol expansion. This Elixir solution is one way we open up all of Nelboor for us, but we need more than that. Keep this in mind going forward.”

Xue waited for Riri to speak. Arilitilo waited, too.

Riri glanced to Xue, then to Arilitilo, then frowned as she tried not to appear nervous. They had unsettled the woman; this much was obvious. But this was likely exactly what she wanted them to believe. Riri was still Riri, and if she confirmed that Julia’s threads were Shadow Spider threads, then she knew what Xue had only just puzzled out himself. Even Arilitilo hadn’t known, for sure, until this moment. Probably.

It would be cliché to say that the Arachnid Polymage sitting before them spun webs and waited for opportunity to fall into her lap, but that is exactly what Riri did all the time. Only this time, Xue and Arilitilo were plucking the web as hard as they could to get her to come out and coordinate with them.

“I want that ring too.” Riri casually said, “I have always been loyal to Star Song, even if it does not appear as such to those who wish to use resources in less than the best possible way. But… for this… I am not a lone warrior, and I never have been. I will, of course, cooperate with the resources and strengths of Star Song in order to gain this valuable resource.” She added, “However, I will not give up Pearlchan. Not happening.”

Xue and Arilitilo both lightly stared at Riri.

Xue could understand, in an abstract sort of way, that Riri cared for her Nacreous Weaver, but the pure opportunity on the table was surely worth the life of a pet. Surely! Xue turned his stare into a pointed glare.

Riri huffed, then said, “I’ve already looked into acquiring a Light Source for a small Light Dungeon, but Oceanside will not sell one of their Light Sources. I even got a strongly worded letter from the Headmaster telling me to never ask again, though I got the impression that the letter was a single letter that he had [Duplicate]d and sent off to every single person that ever asked him the same question; there were many parts that did not pertain to my specific inquiry.

“To that end: If we could get a Light Source directly from Ezekiel then we might hatch some extra Nacreous Weavers. In a year. But Ezekiel is going to say no. He’s under contract with the Headmaster to not make any more Light Dungeons.” She rapidly added, “Ezekiel should say no. He could say yes. If he said yes, then the [Rebound] of that attack would fall upon us.” She asked, “Does Star Song want to go that route?”

Xue shrunk away from the opportunity before him. He was back to being a small frog in a well. He didn’t want to try and get out of the well, either, for up there lay dragons. He looked to Arilitilo. She wasn’t happy with Riri’s answer either.

Arilitilo frowned. “While true that we cannot put ourselves at odds with the Headma—” She briefly glanced away, then came back, saying, “We have little time. Ezekiel has passed the bridge and has stepped into the Alluvial District. He is coming here. We three here all want the same things. Let us decide on a plan of attack. We all want that ring. What are we offering?” She pointed at Xue.

Xue rapidly said, “Blood Magic and highly effective, secret matters of enchanting.”

She put a hand on her chest, rapidly saying. “Multiple treasures, multiple secrets.” She gestured to Riri.

Riri breathed out and blinked long. She said, “I have a secret. I will give it to him, only.” She stared at them, and her demeanor turned solid hard, “Let me make this deal for us. I don’t wish to disparage you two, but you’re both the furthest thing our Loremaster House has from merchants, and this needs a merchant’s touch.”

Xue warned, “Don’t fuck us out of our fair shares, Riri.”

“Have some more faith in your compatriot, Xue.” Arilitilo smiled, politely, saying, “I’m sure whatever tactics Riri uses will benefit us all.”

“I am thankful to have this opportunity entrusted to me.” Riri bowed in her chair, briefly, then raised her head. “This merchant’s daughter will ensure that the gains of Star Song are legendary.”

- - - -

Ezekiel and his people met Xue and Sikali at the edge of Star Song’s mountainous mansion. After a few pleasantries, they followed the Loremaster and the Enforcer into the complex, going left when the previous night they went right. They journeyed past magics and physical barriers that had been thrown open for Ezekiel’s arrival.

While they walked, Ezekiel asked who they were meeting, exactly, and Xue gave a concise rundown. By his tone, Ezekiel could tell that the man had lost almost all of his previous fear. This was good.

It also meant that Erick had been found out, completely.

This was to be expected, but Ezekiel would keep up appearances until circumstance demanded otherwise.

In minutes, they had arrived at a wide stone courtyard, open to the east. The area had understated elegance, with simple, yet sturdy grey flagstones. A curving grey stone railing separated the space from a wonderful view of other mountainous mansions, and the city of Eralis in the distance, which dominated the horizon. Further up the mountainside were smaller cabin-like spaces, sharing the view. Cultivated trees laden with pink flowers, like leaves upon willowy branches, occupied almost all of the edges of this comfortable space. Five stone tables were here and there, each with simple stone stools.

A barely-there magic held between the rest of the world and the courtyard, and from what Ezekiel was seeing of it, the purpose was to obfuscate the courtyard from sight and sound without marring the view.

Of the people in attendance, Ezekiel recognized most of them, and of those he did not know, Xue’s descriptions earlier had been enough.

Patriarch Zalindi was there with his dark blue skin and bald head. He stood central to the gathering on the other side of the courtyard, to the side of a central stone table.

Elder Arilitilo, with her purple skin, stood next to Loremaster Riri, with her large tan horns. Both of them looked ready for something, but Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure what.

Tadashi stood off to the side away from almost everyone else. He looked okay, or at least his pink skin seemed healthy enough, even if his obvious joy at the moment was heavily tempered with fear. His obvious brother stood with him; Wabi Diligent Scribe, if Ezekiel remembered correctly, and he probably did. Wabi was less fearful than his brother by far. Ezekiel didn’t know much about the man, but he was still of Diligent Scribe, which seemed like a problem, or a complication, seeing as how no one else from that branch family was here, as far as Ezekiel knew.

There were four alchemists from Star Song also in attendance, but they mostly stood behind and away from Tadashi. Xue had mentioned them, but not by name.

There was also Elder Mirizo, of Enforcement. He had been in attendance last night, but Ezekiel had not actually had a chance to speak to the man. He would likely get that chance today. Elder Mirizo was supposedly all about politics and getting things done, but Ezekiel had noticed that when Xue mentioned the man, Sikali briefly let her anger show. But they were here now, and Sikali’s face was once again a mask.

Xue and Sikali stepped out of Ezekiel’s way, moving to the side. Sikali went to stand with Mirizo. Xue went to Arilitilo.

Ezekiel stepped down into the courtyard.

Patriarch Zalindi spoke, “Welcome back to Clan Star Song, Ezekiel Phoenix.”

Ezekiel gave a tiny bow, as was appropriate for a Scion, even though every single person in the courtyard knew he was not. “Thank you for having me.” He straightened, saying, “Last night I offered an idea; today I am here to put words into action.” He pulled out a ring from his belt sash and held it out in the open. “To that end, we have this.”

Zalindi nodded, then gestured to a nearby table that held a bound book and several small folders of loose papers. “A comprehensive study of Antirhine as well as our current notes on the solution which Tadashi has created and our Potion House has attempted to understand.” He gestured to Tadashi, and to the alchemists behind the man, saying, “And though you suggested we use the ring on Tadashi, for he was the one who has most understood what he has made, we have more skilled alchemists than just him.” Zalindi gestured to where Xue had taken a stance with Riri and Arilitilo, saying, “And we have more areas of study than alchemy which could use the blessing of your ring. For a suitable recompense, of course.”

Ezekiel paused. He gripped the ring.

He considered.

Yes; he wanted them to recreate chelation therapy as fast as possible so that it could not be taken away from the world by an act of concerted killing. This was a point in favor of unlocking Intelligence in everyone here, or at least more than just Tadashi.

No one was able to unlock the New Stats through simple rings like Ezekiel was able to do, and had done. He knew this because the New Stats had gone far and wide when Candlepoint was still trading out the Stat fruits, and yet, only his artifact-level rings, made with a true understanding of light, were able to actually unlock the New Stats in a person. Other people could make rings of the New Stats, for sure, but they were made in the old-school way of enchanting, and they broke down rather fast, with half-lives measured in minutes.

This meant that unlocking Intelligence for the people here would be limited in scope, for a while. They could probably make rings of Intelligence, but they could not unlock the Stat for others. … Which was sort of a problem, but not a large one.

Maybe; Clan Star Song was a good Clan, from what he had seen and heard, but he had only been here for a few days. How they treated him was not indicative of how he judged if a person was good, or not. How a society treated people who couldn’t give them anything was a much better metric, and by that metric, the Highlands were failing.

Yes; he could get a lot of resources and power out of them for doing this.

Yes; it was better than giving them the Periodic Table, and that could come later, anyway, if his ‘Maybe’ from before cleared up into a full-blown ‘Yes’.

No; … he couldn’t think of a good reason not to do this, besides obstinance. He forced himself to consider why not to do this, but couldn’t come up with—

Oh. Wait.

No; these New Stats weren’t real. They were Wizardry, and they were from Melemizargo. Ah. Yeah. That was a great big ‘No’. Hmm.

Yes; other people might come to him with more trade and he could get even more stuff.

But what did he want from these people besides what he was already going to get from them?

Three seconds had passed while Ezekiel thought; while he eyed the others in the Courtyard. He made up his mind swiftly enough, and said, “Okay. I’m going to interview your chosen Alchemists and vet them one at a time. There need not be any subsequent exchange for this particular increase in the unlocking of Intelligence. But depending on how your people answer, they might not gain this boon.”

Every single alchemist except Tadashi, and to a lesser extent, his brother, looked like it was holiday time and they had gotten double presents. Tadashi was stoically reserved, like he knew he wouldn’t get Intelligence, and he likely wouldn’t. Wabi was a mix between his brother and the others, with a lot of empathy apparent for his brother.

Unless Wabi turned into a secret asshole, then Ezekiel would offer Intelligence to him too, simply because of that empathy right there. The jury was still out on the other four.

Zalindi nodded. “Our Alchemists will accept your judgment.” He half-turned to the Loremasters and Elders at his other side, asking, “What say you, regarding the other half of my inquiry?”

Ezekiel asked the indicated people, “I would have to know the offering on the table.”

Zalindi looked to Loremaster Riri.

Riri stepped forward, and said, “Our offers are myriad, but your offers are limited. We would ask that you increase your offer to the permanent granting of a Ring of Intelligence, as well as all the others.”

Zalindi was stoic.

Other people seemed scandalized, though they tried their best to hide it.

Ezekiel smirked. Riri knew she was not getting her demand. She was merely shifting the Overton Window in her favor, and by doing so, when she came down from her heights, she would appear reasonable compared to her starting zone. Other people might have called this simple bargaining, but if anyone around here were to call this ‘bargaining’ then they were deluding themselves. Riri’s request put this conversation firmly into the category of shifting how the world functioned around here, and that was firmly political.

Ezekiel said, “Not for all the magic in the world.”

Two could shift the window.

No one had sat down yet. No one had given out tea. This was not the true way to hash out a deal. And Riri knew this. It was all part of the plan, for sure.

Which is likely why Riri lightly smiled, then asked, “Would you care for some tea and cookies? We can also set up an interview space for your questions for the Alchemists.”

“Of course,” Ezekiel said, having already seen what was going to happen next. His mana sense reached into much of this part of Star Song’s mansion, after all.

Riri gently clapped her hands, and people started moving. Servants came out from behind a boulder and into the courtyard, carrying trays of tea and snacks. Paper dividers were positioned around a stone table to the side, making a semi-private area. Ezekiel would be putting up a [Sealed Privacy Ward] anyway, though. Did they think he would allow his interviews to be spied on that easily? Ah. Whatever. A few servants grabbed Ezekiel’s papers and book and bundled them in a paper wrapping, sealed with twine, then handed them over to Julia. At the same time, Julia, Paul, and Tiffany, were given their own set of tea and cookies at a table to the side of the courtyard, where they had come into the courtyard. The Alchemists were made to stand near the interview area on the other side.

Patriarch Zalindi, Elder Arilitilo, Loremaster Riri, and Elder Mirizo sat on one side of the central table.

Ezekiel sat on the other.

Riri poured them all a sweet-smelling plum tea, handing out the cups in the proper, deferential order to the Patriarch, then Ezekiel, then the Elders, then herself. They all sipped, and it was good, but Ezekiel was mostly focused on the cookies.

They were chocolate chocolate chip cookies. They were dark throughout with morsels of goodness within, and they smelled wonderful.

Riri handed out the cookies next, in the same order. Everyone took one bite.

It was so good, Ezekiel took a second bite, then held his up, and smiled, saying, “Chocolate is taking off faster than I thought it would. It hasn’t even been two months since its creation.”

Riri said, “It is a luxury food as of this moment, but it is easy to grow, and the taste is divine. The style of the treat was taken from a little shop in Spur known as ‘And Dessert!’. I believe it is your flagship store?”

Ezekiel smiled. Riri had certainly done her homework. He said, “Ratchet and Arial both do good work. Arial’s children’s store, ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ does rather well too, with the potatoes for the fries. Spur is a great place.”

“One made all the better for your arrival and continued support.” Riri said, “You bring prosperity wherever you go, and so we are thankful for your arrival here in Eralis, in this time of change. Have you gotten a good look at our fair city and culture?”

Ezekiel wanted to continue to smile, for Riri was a personable woman and the atmosphere of this place was rather friendly. But he forced his smile away, and said, “I’m not leaving Spur.”

Fully expecting this, Riri instantly said, “And we would not ask you to. But perhaps, when you get your [Gate] network up and running. Would you consider a [Gate] in our fair city?”

Well wasn’t that an interesting turn of events.

“Aye.” Ezekiel said, “That’s a fair possibility. I’m still on that Quest, though, so if you should happen to know any [Gate] secrets, let me know, and you’ll move Eralis to the top of the list.” He asked, “Does this mean you would be open to trade with Candlepoint? That’s likely where the Gates to the Stars will be located in a hundred years, but we might end up having [Gate]s before that.”

The calm atmosphere of the courtyard was the only thing that kept the excited, fearful, calculating, or otherwise surprised looks on peoples’ faces from turning into actual gasps or, worse yet, interrupting words. Even Zalindi and the other two Elders were unsettled.

Riri, however, was perfectly calm. “I would be delighted to speak of trade on a global scale, but for now, we have some smaller trades that we wish to conduct for smaller items.”

Ezekiel said, “I cannot permanently part with a ring. That is not an option.”

“Understood.” Riri countered, “Then in exchange for the unlocking of Intelligence for several people, I am willing to offer you the locations of a Nacreous Weaver and a Primal Blood Weaver for whatever usage you deem fit, as well as the knowledge of how to weave magic out of those threads. Weaving knowledge will come from me, while other enchanting and Blood Magic knowledge will come from Elder Arilitilo and Loremaster Xue, both of whom are particularly good with blood.”

It was a good offer, but what Ezekiel noticed most was the fact that Xue flinched, Arilitilo had a hiccup of movement, and everyone else had larger reactions, varying from surprise to disbelief. Zalindi was surprised, too, but his surprise turned to a small smile. Xue, standing behind Riri a good three meters away, couldn’t help himself but to glare at Riri’s back before turning his gaze back to Ezekiel.

Anyone else likely wouldn’t have seen any reaction, though. Star Song had a well-maintained united front.

“It is a good offer.” Ezekiel noted, “But according to what I see on the faces of the people in this courtyard, there were some surprises in your announcement. Why?”

“There are no Elders of Gold in the Highlands for various reasons.” Riri said, not missing a beat, “But in every Clan, there is usually at least one Loremaster who stands above the rest in the arena of commerce. Whatever reaction you have seen is the common reaction when big money starts to move out in the open.”

That was interesting, but that meant that last night—

Ezekiel asked, “Was Ored antagonizing you when he said that merchants did not belong in the nobility, last night?”

“He was.” Riri added, “But our small feud is more friendly than antagonistic.”

She was lying about that. But that was okay.

Ezekiel realized his question was, perhaps, rude. He moved on in the next direction he thought of, saying, “My daughter is looking into gaining a Thunder Bird or a Lightning Shrieker as well. Are those good forms?”

Riri held back.

Elder Arilitilo said, “Thunder Birds consume the minds of lesser Polymages in the same way that the ooze transformation and certain other monsters are capable of taking over a person. Many who considered themselves powerful Polymages have gone after Thunder Bird forms in the past, only to be consumed by the bird in turn, leaving their own Familiar Form behind.” She added, “It is strictly inadvisable to undertake this Familiar Form. Lightning Shriekers, though, are madness incarnate. They’re more Lightning and Thunder elemental than physical beast. I don’t believe it is possible to gain one of those as a Familiar Form.”

Well there went that idea. Ezekiel didn’t have to look behind him to see that Julia was disappointed by that news, but she got over it fast enough.

He asked, “Regarding these Blood Magic lessons. What would they entail?”

Elder Arilitilo said, “Most of what I teach is in regard to healing through Blood Magic. If you have not already gained [Greater Treat Wounds] through the Quest given by Registrars, then I can help you gain that spell and, more importantly, I can give you the capability to heal ailments that [Greater Treat Wounds], [Regeneration], and the smaller spells are not able to heal. I also teach a special method of enchanting where you can condense core dust into your blood that is outside of your body, and then you can use that for enchanting, directly, without the need to purchase or utilize cores.” She added, “Loremaster Xue was my apprentice for several years, learning all that I had to teach him, but he has gone further with this method of enchanting than even I.”

This was a fantastic offer.

Ezekiel wanted to learn those spells, and that method of enchanting.

Of course, he could have found some massive disaster somewhere and likely popped off the Quests for [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] in one afternoon, which is something he certainly could have done if he had a mind to do so back when the Ballooning Spiders were still happening. But this seemed much better. He preferred learning those spells as they were meant to be learned.

Hiding his interest, Ezekiel asked, “How long would that take?”

“How familiar are you with the body and how it works?”

“Extensively familiar with the body, though not in any true medical sense.” Ezekiel said, “I have not explored much Blood Magic except to learn how to deny it.”

“That is the first lesson already taught, then. With your mana sense, I believe I could teach you most of what I know in under a month.” Ari added, “It might take longer than that if we only meet for half days. I can work around your schedule.”

Ezekiel considered, then said, “It seems like a high possibility.”

Arilitilo nodded, bowing out of the conversation.

Riri asked, “Are we up for a trade, then, Scion Ezekiel?”

Ezekiel tried not to show his enthusiasm, as he said, “Yes.”

A collective relief seemed to pass through the group.

Elder Mirizo hadn’t spoken at all, and it was just now that Ezekiel realized that the Elder was only there in case something went disastrously wrong. If things went how Ezekiel wanted them to go, Mirizo might not get a chance to speak at all.

Zalindi inquired, “Would you question our Alchemists?”

Moving right along, Ezekiel said, “Yes,” as he stood from his seat. “It shouldn’t take long, but I will be putting them behind privacy magics.”

Zalindi and the others stood as one, as the Patriarch said, “As you wish.”

Ezekiel relocated to the table surrounded by paper dividers. He moved the majority of them out of the way with a twist of lightform, then he erected a [Sealed Privacy Ward] over a table. The air briefly shimmered over the space, but settled down fast enough. None of the people behind him seemed to care, outwardly, that he had committed a social blunder; likely because he had done it on purpose. But Ezekiel wanted to be able to see out of the space.

Without a spell such as [True Sight], the stone table and chairs appeared the same as before, but under the piercing power of appropriate magics, the space was a solid magenta sphere. Paul walked into the sphere exactly as Ezekiel had wordlessly asked him to, vanishing from sight. Inside the space, he could still see out, though.

Julia and Tiffany remained at their own table.

Ezekiel stepped into the sphere, half of his body vanishing as he motioned to the first of four alchemists; a young woman of brown skin and black hair. “Come inside.” He stepped inside, and waited.

Ezekiel’s [Sealed Privacy Ward] was different from other privacy seals he had seen. His allowed him to watch the world outside without disruption. The Void privacy of Kaffi, and the [Stone Dust Privacy Ward], or whatever it was Tenebrae had, were solid disruptions, both ways.

Odin whined as his sight briefly winked out, his eyes turning solid white, but then he just blinked, resetting the [Scry] part of his eyesight, and pupils and irises returned. You could see out of the sealed space, but not into it. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] orb was destroyed as it tried to follow Ezekiel inside, but the tree [Familiar] brought his eye back quick enough, except the orb was on Julia this time.

Ezekiel sat down while Paul stood behind him. Both watched as the young woman, the first Alchemist of the day, steeled herself and strode into the hidden space, eyes open the whole way. She crossed the barrier and her eyes moved down, to see Ezekiel already sitting in his chair. She took her chair, briefly looked out at the perfectly uninterrupted sight of everyone else in the courtyard, currently looking their way, then turned back toward Ezekiel.

Ezekiel began, “Name, age, level. How did you get to be here, in this seat you are sitting in right now?”

The woman blanked for a good second, and then she rattled off, “Eroi, age 32, level 61. I worked at my father’s alchemy shop in Eralis making potions of increasing quality with less ingredient usage, where by fate or chance I caught the eye of Loremaster Riri a decade ago. From there she raised me up to Star Song where I have been making better and better healing potions ever since. Most of my potions deal with long term care, with minimal alchemy involved. I have even had success with refining antibiologic mixtures and poultices which remain effective even on those afflicted by the Elixir. The advent of Particle Magic has even enabled me to begin to isolate some of the non-magical makeup of the old and new recipes we have in our Lorehouses.”

Truthful, quick, and her area was solidly in line with what was needed to solve the problems of Antirhine. Ezekiel approved. Of course, he could be paranoid, and suspect that everyone he would meet today was as good of a liar as Kaffi, but he suspected people like the Singer were exceedingly rare.

Ezekiel asked, “How do you think the solution Tadashi created works?”

Without hesitation, and with more than a small amount of excitement in her voice, Eroi said, “I’m not sure! There have long been certain treatments that help the body to purge antirhine —we notice the antirhine in the urine sometimes— but none of them are effective in the long term. The problem remains in the bones. So this new potion has to have some natural bone-scouring effect. I imagine that if we had people drink cow milk a lot then we would offset the natural problems that I am sure this treatment will cause, but then we have to watch out for interactions with medicines and milk, and—” She paused, then rapidly added, “I was getting off topic. I apologize, Scion Fla— Ezekiel.” Her eyes went wide, briefly, as her mouth shut tight.

Ezekiel smiled, and said, “You can step out, now. Send the next one in.”

Eroi rapidly took the offered out, got up, bowed, then backed out of the space. Once she was out, Ezekiel watched as she nodded at one of the other Alchemists. The man hopped to, and went into the room, while the other two Alchemists watched on with hidden anger in their eyes, for some reason.

Interview number two went as smooth as the first one. The man was named Choi, and he, like Eroi, was a Classed Alchemist scouted by Riri over a decade ago. He figured that if the body had more blood production then that extra production could scour antirhine out of the bones as easily as Tadashi’s new invention. There was already evidence for this, as some Elixir’d Blood Mages could, through innate Class Abilities, lessen the antimagic effect inside of them so that other people could [Cleanse], cleaning off the skin, though the Blood Mage themselves could never truly rid their body of the Elixir.

Number three, Hangbi, was a trueborn son of Star Song. That was not surprising, as Ezekiel guessed based on clothing and demeanor that he had been given two common-born Alchemists and two noble-born Alchemists to interview. The rest of his answer was surprising.

Hangbi said, “I believe that we’re going about this wrong. I believe that the true secret to overcoming the Elixir is pure mana flow. There is already evidence that this works in that when you place an Elixir’d person at the end-nozzle of an entire dungeon’s flow of mana, you can deform their antimagic aura. If we scaled up this idea then there might be something there. No one has ever attempted to actually scale up the problem to the proper size, though.”

“I’ve certainly never heard that before, but it would be interesting if you could ‘push’ the Elixir out of its rest state inside the bones.” Ezekiel asked, “Does that actually happen, though? Can you disrupt the antirhine in the body with excessive mana flow? And do not forget: There is the problem of this action forcing core formation in a person.” He asked, “Unless antirhine prevents core formation?”

“Antirhine does not prevent core formation.” Reluctantly, Hangbi said, “There is merit to Tadashi’s invention, but it is merely the first step of a long journey.”

“You are correct about that. Send in the last person.”

Number four was named Ving, and she was a trueborn daughter of Star Song, as well.

There was a rivalry between the commoners and the nobles, even if all were all technically nobles these days. He briefly wondered if this was a bad or a good thing, and then decided that rivalry was good in many ways.

And then Ving’s answer for ‘why was she here’ made Ezekiel very glad that she had been included in this event, today.

Ving rapidly said, “I believe that antirhine is a single particle of atomic number 82. This is because antirhine has purity. Most of the time, the silver-white metal has to be refined through physical means. When it is refined, the purer it is, the larger the antimagic effect. But similarly, the more intent-filled mana that touches the antirhine, the larger the antimagic effect is, as well. This is why when a person imbibes the Elixir the resulting aura is many times larger than the aura in the bottle.” She shook her head, saying, “Anyway! Their aura eventually settles down some, which means that the antirhine is getting diluted, or locked away into the body, but not enough to matter. Probably. I think this is the secret to Tadashi’s treatment. Like how you described that water is two hydrogen and one oxygen, antirhine merely has to be in a long enough chain of particles, a big enough molecule, to where it doesn’t count as antirhine anymore! If I could figure out how all the bonding works and why it is the way it is, then I could truly understand what Tadashi has created. And then—” She paused, then politely said, “Then I could solve my cousin’s Elixir problem.” She rapidly added, “And everyone else’s, of course.”

Ezekiel could not stop himself from smiling. He said, “Thank you for your answer. Please send in Wabi.”

Ving stood up, briefly appeared as though she wanted to say something else, then bowed and walked out of the privacy. Ving gave words to Wabi, and after a brief exchange of surprise among the other people in the courtyard, Wabi broke away from his brother. The two pink men looked so alike. Wabi could probably pass for Tadashi if no one knew of them beforehand.

Wabi stepped into the sealed space, flinched as he saw Ezekiel already seated, then took a seat.

Ezekiel said, “You didn’t expect to be let into this conversation, did you?”

“… No, I did not. I am also not interested in the Intelligence Ring. I’m only here to show that Clan Star Song is supporting Tadashi.”

“Are they?”

Wabi flinched.

Ezekiel said, “If it helps, I’ve already made up my mind. I’m for sure helping the four Alchemists to gain Intelligence, and then I’m helping them to create proper anti-antirhine therapy, but I’m going to have to read the material they have given me, first. But I would like to know of any possible problems that are coming over the horizon and you seem positioned well enough to tell me true. Is there anything you think I should know?”

Wabi froze, completely. He said, “I am sure I do not know anything about anything, Scion Phoenix.”

Ezekiel tried a different tactic. “Are you still part of Diligent Scribe?”

Wabi frowned. “No. I was disowned yesterday. I am only here because Tadashi is looking out for me when I was incapable of being there for him. I am an initiate of Star Song at the moment.”

“How did the bandits manage to capture him and not you?”

Wabi instantly said, “They targeted him first, knocking him out with Blood Magic. You can’t [Teleport] the unresponsive. I’m not happy about what I did, running away from twenty soldiers, but I ran and I got help. It was all I could do. By the time we got back to the glade the soldiers were gone.”

“Soldiers?”

“From Terror Peak, on the other side of the Tribulations. No one believes me because I have no proof, but I firmly believe they were soldiers. Or at least some of them were.”

Ezekiel nodded, then he asked, “Who is the traitor in Diligent Scribe?”

Wabi froze. He unfroze in increments, slowly at first, but then rapidly. He said, “I don’t know, but they’ll come around again once Tadashi figures out exactly what he made. And he’ll do it, too. He’s a genius. If your ring actually works on him, then he’ll have the solution by tonight.”

“Is Tadashi doing okay? Are you doing okay?”

“… He’s driven. In most cases, that is better than being simply ‘okay’. I am only an initiate of Star Song, but I’m able to see to my brother’s needs. I am thankful for the opportunity to be there for him now, since I wasn’t able to be there for him before.”

Ezekiel nodded, then he said, “With any luck, Tadashi might not have to depend on you in this way in a year. They’re close to the solution. All they need is a nudge, and I’m going to give it to them. You may go.”

Wabi brightened. He stood, bowed, then walked out of the bubble.

Ezekiel turned to Paul. “So how much of what we heard was a lie?”

Paul chuckled. “I can’t answer that.”

Ezekiel got out of his seat, saying, “Oh well. Let the cards fall how they will.” He dismissed the [Sealed Privacy Ward]. Most people were already facing his way, but now they were facing him, directly. He pulled the Intelligence Ring out of his sash and held it in one hand, as he channeled the mana glow of Intelligence in the other. The pale-violet mana plume was barely visible against the blue sky. He said, “I know the Shades made multiple Stat Trees, but I am not sure if they made multiple Intelligence-colored Stats. If anyone has this color of Stat already in their Status, then the addition of Intelligence will soul-warp you into an unrecognizable mess of flesh and bone and blood.”

He dropped his mana channeling hand, cutting off the color, as the faces around him went hard. Only Wabi went wide-eyed; they probably had not informed him of this nuanced New Stat information, but the others had all heard of this already. Erick’s viewpoint of last Shadow’s Feast was likely leaked to many, many people by now, and then there were all the other stories coming out of Ar’Kendrithyst from everyone else involved in that whole mess. Star Song was prepared to accept this New Stat into their ranks.

Ezekiel said, “My second warning is that there are diminishing returns. The third warning is that if a Registrar wipes Intelligence from your Status, then you will have lost whatever points you put into Intelligence. No recovery. The fourth warning is that there are no Skills linked to Intelligence; what you see is what you get. The fifth warning is to not put too many points into it right away.” He paused. He said, “I can see all of you already know this, but I’m still saying this for my own conscience. Who wants to go first?”

The alchemists went first. Everyone else watched.

Ezekiel watched with mana sense, [Soul Sight], [True Sight], and from multiple angles. The information he got from [Soul Sight] was the most important, here.

Every person had a natural color to their soul which helped to inform the color of their magic. Ezekiel's soul was white. Julia’s was dark blue. Tiffany’s was grey and Paul’s was blue. Anyone looking at Ezekiel with [Soul Sight] active would see the magenta of his magic and the white of his soul and realize that something didn’t add up, but [Soul Sight] was barely more common than [Witness].

He knew he was never going to pull off hiding for very long!

Anyway.

Eroi, Choi, Hangbi, and Ving, with their pink, red, blue, and green souls, respectively, each experienced the same thing. Each had a blossom erupt in the center of their soul as the ring slipped onto their finger; some ineffable density taking hold that was similar to when someone raised their Stats, or learned a spell, or gained an Ability. But it was also different. It was colored ultraviolet, for one. That ultraviolet flavor soaked into the whole, and soon enough, the soul returned to its original color, but shifted, slightly.

Ezekiel guessed that his own soul had shifted much the same back in Shadow’s Feast, but his was white and he had all the New Stats, so the overall effect was minimal.

Here, the overall soul effect was also almost nothing.

But each person reacted to the addition of Intelligence in their own ways. Ezekiel remembered his own mania of creation after gaining Intelligence, causing him to gain all of the New Stats at once and then gain a visit from Rozeta, but in his case, he had left the massively enchanted ring upon his finger. All these four people got was the unlocking of Intelligence, and then the ring taken right back off.

Eroi started mumbling about how she needed to grow some certain plants. Choi spoke of a sudden realization that blood had types, which is how they could remove the antirhine blood from a person and then donate other, clean blood to the person and toss away the antirhine blood, possibly speeding up the cleansing process. Hangbi suddenly lamented that core formation would be the inevitable result of enough ambient mana funneled into a person, and he actually collapsed to the floor, saying that his life was a lie.

He was just being dramatic. Right?

Ving went very silent as she looked at Ezekiel, and said, “Oh. It’s rather simple, isn’t it?”

Ezekiel smiled as he removed the ring from her finger, and said, “Maybe. You tell me.”

And then Ving declared that she needed paper and pens. Where are the paper and pens! She must have some paper and pens!

Ezekiel let Elder Mirizo and Enforcer Sikali deal with that, as he went back to Zalindi, Riri, Xue, and Arilitilo, who were still sitting at the central table.

He held the ring in his hand, and asked, “Want to wait and see how they handle it? Or want to go right now? Who wants this?”

“Elder Arilitilo, Loremaster Xue, and myself.” Riri said, “Today would be wonderful, Scion Phoenix.”

“Not you, Patriarch Zalindi?”

Zalindi said, “The High Clans are not happy with the New Stats, but they are willing to overlook smaller infractions. My personal gain of Intelligence would be a large infraction.”

Ezekiel nodded, and with his lightform, he held the ring and moved it to hover in front of Riri.

Riri stared at the ring for all of a moment, then slipped her finger in.

Riri, Xue, and Arilitilo weathered the change much better than the Alchemists. Ezekiel suspected that the Alchemists each had points waiting to shove directly into Intelligence, but while these three likely had extra points, too, they did not shove them into their New Stat right away. Or maybe they were just more controlled than a bunch of scientists who had their eyes enlightened to the world.

When it was done, Ezekiel took the ring back.

Riri smiled wide, and happily turned to Xue, declaring, “Starting score of 19! What’s yours?”

So maybe there were some side effects. They would be temporary, though.

Xue didn’t respond. He mostly just blinked a few times. Sikali glared at Riri from where she was wrangling Alchemists and getting paper for Ving, but she said nothing.

Arilitilo said, “Ah. That is an experience.”

Ezekiel said, “I suggest you take a day to acclimate.” He said to Riri, “I will be taking those locations of those spiders, though, and any starter books on your thread enchanting, or whatever the discipline is called.”

Riri seemed to come back to the moment, having mentally gone somewhere while Ezekiel was speaking. When he stopped, Riri looked at him, blinked a few times, and said, “Yes. Okay. Let me send you a telepath—”

“RIRI!” Xue came back to himself. “You said you couldn’t raise any blood weavers!”

Arilitilo started in on Riri, saying, “She was lying to us— No. She didn’t raise them at all. And she’s still not giving up her Pearlchan, are you?”

Riri laughed. “Nope! In an absence of immense amounts of sapient blood, Blood Weavers need full lives in order to thrive properly, and I will not do that! But naturally occurring Blood Weavers can live off of other monsters. The Primal Blood Weaver is in an enclave of the lesser same, reigning as Queen, while the Nacreous Weaver I’m giving Ezekiel is NOT PEARLCHAN! Gods above! I am not giving him my beloved Pearlchan! This other Nacreous Weaver is in a grove tended to by—” She stopped. “My mouth almost ran away with me. Even a hint would have been too much.” She said to Ezekiel, “Xue and Arilitilo always wanted my threads. Don’t go selling your daughter’s threads in Eralis or else I might have to enact a hostile takeover! Ha ha!”

Zalindi frowned, harshly whispering, “Riri!”

Ezekiel would have smiled at Riri’s laughter, but the woman was not actually joking.

Xue and Arilitilo both had been about to say something, but they stopped at Zalindi’s outburst.

Riri frowned. Then she looked around, and realized something. She stared at Ezekiel, then softened, and said, “I will have some books for you by tomorrow.”

“I can have some reading material for you in an hour,” Arilitilo said.

Riri inhaled, then said, “Apologies. I meant I will have your books in twenty minutes.” She sent him an image of a grotto bathed in light, along with a map and the words, ‘Here is the Nacreous Weaver. Be careful. It’s more fragile than it looks. And!’ She sent him another image and a location, saying, ‘And the Primal Blood Weaver is somewhere around here. WHOOO she’s a bitch. Good luck with that. Don’t get cocky.’ She stood up, saying, “And that concludes—” She sat right back down. “Ah. I need to sit here for a little while longer.”

Ezekiel stood up, followed by Zalindi and no one else, and said, “Thank you for the hospitality. I will be taking these books and—”

“We have rooms for you!” Arilitilo said, “I set them up earlier, if you want to stay here! We’ve got [Ward]s more than that hotel you’re in!”

Xue held his head, mumbling, “I need a nap.”

Ezekiel said, “Perhaps I will spend a longer time here some other day. But there is still one more person to give the ring to.” He turned to Tadashi, who had yet to speak, who stood beside his brother.

Tadashi and Wabi were both gathered near the other Alchemists, listening to them speak the secrets of the universe, or at least of a small part of the universe. As Ezekiel walked toward Tadashi, Wabi noticed Ezekiel first. Wabi tapped Tadashi on the shoulder. The two turned to him.

Ezekiel did not get too close, as he asked, “Care to try, Tadashi? You don’t have to if you don’t want to.”

Tadashi eyed the ring. He said, “I’d like to try.”

“Catch and be quick about it.” Ezekiel tossed him the ring.

Tadashi caught the small thing and jammed it on his finger. A moment passed. He frowned. “I felt… Some— No.” He shook his head. “Nothing.” He took the ring off and tossed it back. “Thanks anyway.”

Ezekiel caught the magically-dead ring, saying, “I’m sure your colleagues will have lots to talk about when they come down from this experience. Maybe you can wear one of these rings next year. But as for this one—” Ezekiel held the inert ring with his light, and with a great flex, snapped it in half. Diamond turned to diamond dust and shards. A [Mend] brought the ring back together, then he put it in the pocket of his sash. It might have been magic-dead, but Ezekiel ensured it was. “Good luck on figuring out chelation.”

Tadashi blinked in confusion. “Chelation?”

“Unless I’m mistaken, that’s the word for the process you have invented. It’s where a molecule of certain particles will flex in the presence of metals, like antirhine, because it is a more stable configuration with the metal contained in the molecule, than in any other configuration. Or something like that. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Chelation is the name of the therapy I’m thinking of, anyway.” Ezekiel walked away to suddenly dumbfounded alchemists and Tadashi, picking up his books on the way out, saying, “Thanks for the hospitality! We’re off to get some spiders!”

His people were ready to go, and with the final hint he had dropped on the courtyard, everyone was trying to talk over everyone else. Zalindi was one of two people with the wherewithal to bid him goodbye, with the other being Elder Mirizo, but even that farewell was cut short as the Elder needed to step between Xue and Riri before they started throwing more than just verbal barbs. Arilitilo seemed to be in the middle of a revelation, with her eyes to the sky.

Ezekiel left them to it.

With a quick wrap of magenta light and holding onto his books, the four of them were back in the hotel.

Ezekiel said, “That went well!” He asked, “Spider time?”
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                Paul put a damper on spider time by saying, “Absolutely not yet.”

“We need to know a few things first.” Julia rattled off, “Where are they? What are their abilities? Are we in a time crunch? And do we need to talk about what happened in that courtyard? Aren’t they going to deliver some books soon?”

“You still got those blood charms, right Boss?” Tiffany said, “I don’t know much about Blood Weavers, and especially not about Primal Blood Weavers, so we probably shouldn’t rush on out yet.”

“All good points.” Ezekiel set down the antirhine research he had gotten from Star Song on a table, saying, “We’ve got at least a day on those spiders, but we do have to tackle both of them as soon as possible.”

“Okay.” Julia asked, “I want to get to the Registrar, first, though.”

“Right! That too.” Ezekiel asked, “So let’s split up some duties. I need to read these books, and then I might need to burn them so no one else sees them.”

“Then Ezekiel and I will stay here.” Paul said, “Julia and Tiffany can go to the Void Temple.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Ezekiel added, “To that effect—” A pair of Odins shimmered into the room with magenta light, then took their tiny perches on Julia and Tiffany’s shoulders. As they set down, Ezekiel said, “Tell them where you want to go and they’ll do it; no need to spend your own mana.”

Tiffany said, “Fine by me.”

Julia eyed the bird on her shoulder, then said, “Hopefully it won’t take that long, but there will likely be a line.”

“There’s going to be a line,” Tiffany said.

Ezekiel said, “Better get going. It seemed to me that Riri had been holding those treasures back from everyone else for a long time, and that if we wait too long, then they’ll be gone by the time we get there.”

Julia frowned. “Did it seem like Riri was tricking you?”

“There was some sort of trick in there, but I’m sure we can weather it. It can’t be that bad of a trick if she wants to remain on good terms with us, and I am sure that she does.” Ezekiel said, “It was not a joke when she spoke about hostile takeovers if we butt into her spider silk market, though.”

“I didn’t think it was.” Julia said, “Okay. See you two, soon. Come on Odin, take us to the Teleport Square nea—”

Both women vanished in a flash of magenta light.

Ezekiel checked through Odin, to make sure that he arrived on target, then came back saying, “Odin is getting pretty smart, isn’t he?”

Paul shrugged. “Hard to tell sometimes.”

Ezekiel smirked, then returned to his bundle of new books and papers. Paul spoke of making tea, then made some, while Ezekiel sat down in a reading chair and began to sort through what he had been given.

- - - -

Ezekiel sat on the floor surrounded by his lightform and spread-out sheets of paper, reading, studying, and thinking. His mind ripped off course when a gentle knocking came from the front door. In a flicker of light, Ezekiel was at the door, opening it.

A runner in white and blue garb offered him a paper-wrapped package containing two journals. Ezekiel accepted the offer and the runner girl went away, back to the blue and white building down next to Darzallia’s Teleport Square.

He could already see what was inside the package. He opened it. One book looked mass-produced, likely because it was. The inside of the front cover had the Seal of the Arcanaeum Consortium. The other book looked handmade and well-worn, but also solid. Two minutes after that delivery, before he had the chance to read the first delivery, another runner arrived with another package. This second shipment contained one mass-produced book titled, ‘Anatomy for the Class: Doctor’, and two small journals, one penned by Arilitilo Star Song, the other by Xue Star Song.

The one by Arilitilo had a personal message written on the inside.

‘Dear Scion Ezekiel Phoenix.

‘In the light of this new sight you have given me I realize that what I have written here is childish, but it has still served me well over the last few decades. If my humble words help to enlighten you a fraction as much as you have enlightened me, then I will count my small words as successful. In either case, we can sort out all questions you might have, together, in the coming days and weeks.

‘Elder Arilitilo Star Song.’

Ezekiel smiled. It was a nice message.

He leafed through the books, looking for one thing in particular, at the moment. He found what he was looking for soon enough. Both Riri’s pair of books and Arilitilo’s selection had information on the raising and harvesting of Blood Weavers and Nacreous Weavers, but they were small sections, as the books mostly dealt with what to do after you gain the various threads of both beasts.

After reading those small sections, Ezekiel didn’t suspect it would be too troublesome to kill either spider, or in the case of the Blood Weavers, to pick out one spider from the whole for his daughter and escape the rest.

Except… It was a Primal Blood Weaver. Not a normal Blood Weaver. Julia would not settle for any but the best monster of the bunch, and Ezekiel didn’t want to have that argument anyway, so while the ‘Primal’ beast shouldn’t be a large problem, it would be some sort of problem, for sure. Riri’s note explained that she did not know what those problems would be, exactly, but they would likely be of the ‘Health Drain’ and ‘[Inflict Wounds]’ sort. [Blood Weaver] was the base ability of the same-named animal and monster, and that would pose problems, but Ezekiel was confident he could overcome that problem.

He had [Minor Anti-Blood Charm]s, but while he could load up his people with dozens of charms each, they would all activate against the first Blood spell, instead of spacing out. [Minor Anti-Blood Charm] was rather terrible in that regard. So. He would need to make a [Blood Dummy] before they go, using the methods Tenebrae told him about. 

They’d have to be extra careful with the Nacreous Weaver, too, but in a different way. A better name for such a monster would be ‘Reflection Spider’, or ‘Fragile Spider’. Or, as Riri had noted in a slip of paper in that section of her journal, ‘The only spider capable of murdering a hundred people sent to capture it, and then dying because it had worn itself out; they’re truly motivated little monsters!’.

Calling them ‘little monsters’ was obviously a joke, though. They were not little. Blood Weavers weren’t little, either.

Why were there such big spiders on Veird? Spiders! Ick! Who in their right mind would want to make such horrible things larger than they already wer—

Ah. Right.

Shades.

Duh.

- - - -

Under privacy spells, Ezekiel read of antirhine. Over the course of an hour, he gained quite a few understandings of this anti-magic metal, and more than a few questions. Most of his questions he could answer himself, after he read over his reading a few times and the information therein settled down.

Antirhine was lead, of that there could be no doubt. It was silver-white in its base form and when diluted in certain solutions. But in powdered, ore form, antirhine was anything from white, to black, to red, each color of the antirhine having a different level of antimagic power…

Or maybe not!

There were records of red antirhine taken out of a mine having the same reactivity as white antirhine, which had the second largest antimagic effect, but there were also verified records of red antirhine having a lesser-sized anti-magic field than the white powdered antirhine.

There were contradicting records all over the place.

Except when it came to black antirhine. That lead compound was universally weaker than all the rest. Usually. There were some stranger instances of white antirhine being weaker than black.

Ezekiel understood the problem after reading it over for a little while, after odd thoughts began to emerge from the shadows of his memory.

Lead had a few different natural forms. A lot of the ones he was seeing here had to do with how much oxygen was bonded to the lead. Lead monoxide came in a ton of different forms; which explained the color issues, somewhat. Lead dioxide was black; which explained that.

His memory went off in a few different directions.

He remembered how lead had been used to make various colors of paint back on Earth, when he read of how antirhine had been used as a paint here, on Veird. There were many places that needed perfect, and kinda dangerous, protection. Mostly, those lead paints were applied to plates that were then further sealed behind other paints so that the lead would never come off of the plate. Those ‘antirhine plates’ could then be manually attached to whatever walls needed them.

That reminded Ezekiel…

Most people ‘painted’ with wardlight, but actual, physical paints had a luxury market to them, and that meant money. The problem with this market was that many pigments were deadly, and [Cleanse] stripped those types of paints off the walls. Which was why paints were a luxury good; it was hard to find unobtrusive coloring methods.

But titanium white shouldn’t have that problem.

Titanium dioxide was white and biologically inactive. He mentally marked off ‘titanium white paint’ and promised to tell some people at Candlepoint about that. There were actually a lot of paints that Ezekiel could ‘invent’, and then have Candlepoint manufacture and distribute.

But back to lead:

Lead needed to be in a long chain of particles before it became inert; Ezekiel was sure. But why would this matter for inertness, anyway? Were individual particles of lead as dangerous as a whole lot of lead? What did this mean for casual lead poisoning in the environment? Was there casual lead poisoning in Veird?

… Hmm. That last one.

Probably not widespread poisoning. They’d been using lead on Earth for a long time for it to get everywhere; thousands of years, and even in the pipes, too. People strictly stayed away from the stuff on Veird because it was a great deal more deadly here. Ezekiel hoped lead stayed that way, even after Star Song invented chelation, for the more he read on it all…

The more it seemed like lead was purposefully designated as the ‘antimagic metal’, by forces above and beyond mortal ken.

Ezekiel was pretty sure that Rozeta, or someone else, had designated lead as antimagic in order to fulfill a need, or something. He wasn’t quite sure why this had been done, but he was sure that it had been done.

As far as Ezekiel could tell, nothing made lead special. The density of lead, at atomic number 82, was outclassed twice over by osmium, at atomic number 76. Lead was malleable and ductile, but so was gold. It was organically reactive, but so was mercury, and other metals.

Maybe they needed some sort of antimagic metal in order to protect or attack something? Something that could poison…

… Could poison a god? That had a biological body?

Did…

Did a Wizard do this?

Did the gods do this?

To Melemizargo?

Or… Did Melemizargo do this to Veird?

Ezekiel had to sit back for a minute when he had that thought. And then he got back to the books.

There was nothing in Star Song’s writings about the deep history of antirhine on Veird, except a small passage at the beginning, that said that antirhine was here when the first people started exploring the Underworld after the Sundering. Before that, in the Old Cosmology, there were anti-magic magics. Maybe, at the start of Veird in this New Cosmology, someone had condensed the Old Cosmology anti-magic effects down to lead, because it had to be done. Or… Something...

Or, more reasonably, some god made lead anti-magical. The goddess of Knowledge, when they sacrificed her, perhaps?

But why lead?

There was a weirdness, here, and Ezekiel didn’t like it.

Anyway, the chelation particle everyone might have been working toward was called ethylenediaminetetraacetic acid, or EDTA, for short, but that was just the precursor molecule. What was actually needed was calcium disodium EDTA, with an extra calcium particle on one side and two sodium atoms on the other, and four less hydrogen. The extra calcium and sodium (and less hydrogen) atoms were there to protect the body from the reactions of the precursor molecule so that when the CaNa2-EDTA bumped into the Pb in the body (or any heavy metal, actually), it would ‘unlock’, discarding the CaNa2 and picking up the Pb, because the molecule was much more stable with metallic lead in there instead of the other particles. The lead-infused molecule would then be carried out of the body through the normal cleaning actions of the body, through the kidneys, and then discarded through the urine, removing the antirhine from the body in the process.

Ezekiel looked down at the paperwork spread out on the ground around him.

Calcium disodium EDTA was a huge molecule, wasn’t it? How did it go...

What were they—

Oh yeah!

C10H12CaN2Na2O8

… Hmm…

Yup! That was correct. And it looked like a bunch of oxygens hanging out at the ends of a frayed nitrogen-carbon spoked chain, with two frayed ends on one side of the chain circling around into a calcium, while the other frayed ends dangled in four directions with a calcium on two of those ends.

Ezekiel looked down at the paperwork in front of him.

“Ah.” Ezekiel mumbled, “I remembered that I read about this, once, and barely deeply at all. And yet, everything just... came together, it seems. I think 75% of the pieces to this puzzle were missing, so I made up the rest myself.” He looked over to Paul, his voice rising as he said, “Hey I—”

Paul was staring at him.

“… I figured it out?”

Paul blinked a few times, as though clearing cobwebs out of his mind. “That was the deepest thought tunnel I have ever seen anyone go down.”

Ezekiel asked, “Should I go ahead and make it?”

Paul frowned. He thought. He said, “I’m not going to answer that.”

No easy answers, eh?

“Hmm.” Ezekiel looked down to the paperwork all around him. “I think I should… Not make it. And yet. I should, if at least to have for myself. But if I make this then I will want to give it to them, and then they won’t learn on their own. And they have to learn on their own, don’t they?” He said, “And if I make it for myself, it would surely do more harm than good, for all I know is how it works, but not how it works as a medication to a person… Or.” Ezekiel frowned. “Ah. It seems I can fill in those puzzle pieces, too.” Ezekiel’s frown deepened. “I could, theoretically, make this and then treat everyone I wished, but— No. They need other antibiotics and such to fight off infections during treatment, and a whole host of other necessities that are needed to treat the side effects of antirhine poisoning, which are a lot, and I have none of that.

“So if I gave them this part of the puzzle, they would plow ahead with this, and none of the other necessary pieces.

“And Calcium Disodium EDTA isn’t the only chelator out there. They might have invented a different one. This is just the one I remembered most of the pieces of, and which these notes helped me to figure out. Star Song doesn’t use the same words I would, but there’s acids and bases and solutions here and they all make sense...

“But if I gave them Calcium Disodium EDTA... They’re going to push this hard. They’re going to kill someone because they don’t have all the pieces, and I cannot give them all of the answers. But.” He asked Paul, “Should I, anyway? If I could prevent a death due to medical malpractice, should I? Because that’s what is going to happen here. I could prevent a death by solving this for them; by holding their hands as they administer this drug. But the only people who get Elixir’d are all mass murderers anyway, right?” He turned away, back to the papers. “So it’s fine if they die?

“And yet, Star Song wouldn’t risk their aunts and uncles to this treatment, would they. They said as much. Some would, though. Some would choose a different option.

“They would inflict the Elixir on a normal person, and then they would try to rid that innocent person of their lead poisoning. Maybe they already have test subjects lined up, down in the depths, chained to walls, destined to die for advancements in medicine.”

His voice trailed off.

Ezekiel stared at papers, his mind going dark places, unable to tear himself away peering deeper and deeper into the abyss. He thought back to when he saw that homeless guy picked up off the street, then shoved in a wagon that was off to war. How difficult would it be to shove a few of those poor souls in a different direction? Into the testing houses of the Alluvial District? Had that gathering last night, where he ate good food and enjoyed conversation with Scions and otherwise, happened high above underground caverns full of people filled with Elixir? Were there test subjects bleeding out in the dark down below, crying for help that would never come?

Or maybe the help would come, but it would be in a syringe that would kill them, and their body would be disposed—

“Sir.” Paul repeated, “Sir. You’re spiraling.”

“That’s all my thoughts are these days,” Ezekiel said, unable to tear his eyes away from the research in front of him.

“You need to step back, Sir. Erick.” Poi said, “Step back.”

Erick blinked long, and turned his head away from the papers. He shifted his body away and opened his eyes again. The papers weren’t there anymore. Ah. Poi had picked them up.

Poi looked to Erick, hard, then asked, “Do you want to talk about this? About these thoughts?”

Erick drew his knees up, crossed his arms over his legs, and buried his head. “Not really. I want these awful thoughts to remain fantasies; idle thoughts with no bearing on reality.” Moments passed.

Poi waited.

Erick lifted his head and sighed. He forced himself to relax as much as he could, which was not a whole lot. He said, “But it’s not possible for these thoughts to remain fantasy, is it? The Shades did this shit all the time. And Hunters go out and kill. I remember that room full of heads and body parts, from… Ah. Yeah. We saw that twice now, didn’t we? Once when the Hunters were at Spur, and again at Treehome. And monsters are monsters.”

Poi listened.

Erick asked, “I know you can’t talk specifics, but… Could you tell me if Star Song is full of the worst kind of people, or not? Are they worth being friendly with? I thought I knew. I thought I was making the right decision. But now… If I think too much about what people do behind closed doors… I start to spiral. It wasn’t always like this. This is the exact opposite of who I used to be.”

Moments passed in silence as the weight of Erick’s fears filled the room. Even Ophiel’s tiny twitters went away.

Poi broke the silence, saying, “Star Song is full of normal, powerful people. I can’t tell you specifics, but I can say that scandals can rip apart a Clan as fast as war is capable of the same. Hunting would be a scandal. Sapient experimentation would be a scandal. Star Song is not full of Hunters. They’re certainly not Shades. And if people do bad things around here, Clan Star Song is one of the ones that enforce propriety. And besides that: These Clans we’re dealing with are middle managers; they still answer to the High Clans.” He said, “Star Song is dangerous, yes, but these particular thoughts of yours are unwarranted. Star Song has given you no reason to think these awful thoughts of them. The only reason you’re thinking like this is because of your own trauma, causing you to imagine shadows before you actually see them.”

Silence returned. And then Ophiel sang a tiny song of concerned flutes, on his perch next to Erick. Erick looked up at his [Familiar] and the magenta guy flickered to white as he gained a dozen more eyes and leaped down onto Erick’s shoulder, becoming a fluffy ball of mostly feathers. Erick smiled as he patted the little guy. The little guy affectionately pushed against Erick’s face and hand.

And then the moment passed.

Odin turned into a magenta bird again, and took his place on Ezekiel’s shoulder.

Ezekiel breathed deep. “That did it. Thank you, Paul.” He stared at the ceiling, and said, “Star Song hasn’t shown themselves to be bad people. I shouldn’t judge them otherwise.” He looked to Paul. “You know how to make this molecule, now? Go ahead and tell your Mind Mage people, please. I don’t want to make this myself, for I know I will use it and Star Song won’t learn anything. But, I can’t let it be forgotten. Can you do that?”

“Um.” Paul eyed Ezekiel for a moment, then said, “Okay… Done.”

Ezekiel felt lighter. He stood up, saying, “Good. Thank you. Now to make some anti-Blood Magic spells.” He touched the dense air and the privacy in the room, then paused. “Ah. No. Not here. I’ll make it on the way to the weavers.”

Paul set his book down, and got out of his chair, saying, “I’m going to make you some tea, okay? Do you want any cakes or something— Ah! We can order room service. It’s near lunch anyway. Let us order room service.”

Ezekiel smiled. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”

Fifteen minutes later, the hotel owner’s wife and a few servants dropped by with a large set of tea cakes, some rice wines, and a great big covered dish of white rice alongside several meats and sauces in smaller dishes. The wife wanted to set up the meal herself, but Ezekiel asked her not to, as he paid her double what the meal cost. It was a bit of a social blunder to not let her set up the meal, but Ezekiel was still on edge, and the wife seemed to understand that easily enough. He didn’t want to make her worry for her property and her life, but she seemed to worry, anyway. Perhaps it was time to get out of her hair.

As Ezekiel ate a hot meal with Paul, a tension in his stomach relaxed. He said, “This was a good idea.”

“I have them occasionally.”

Ezekiel laughed, while Paul smiled. Ezekiel said, “Thank you for sharing every good idea you share.” He glanced away to Odin, then came back, saying, “Looks like they’re still in line, but they’re close to the front.”

Paul laughed. “She could have gone around the world and back, by now.”

“Oh yeah.” Ezekiel said, “And she knows it, too. She’ll come back here with complaints, no doubt.”

“No doubt.”

- - - -

“I had the option of having a ceremony inside the Registrar’s room!” Julia said, as she stabbed her spoon into her rice bowl. “A whole gods’ damned ceremony! That’s why it took so damn long!”

Ezekiel joked, “I’m pretty sure ‘damned’ is the exact opposite of what happened.”

Julia frowned pointedly at her father.

“And she didn’t do the ceremony!” Tiffany said, digging into the leftovers, making herself a bowl. With a forlorn look that was also completely false, she teased, “After all that wait time. Such an opportunity! Lost forever!”

Julia frowned pointedly at Tiffany, too.

Paul teased, “Could have gone all the way around the world in less time than it took you to have your little ceremony.”

Julia exclaimed, “I didn’t know they were having ceremonies until we got inside the room! Everyone else seemed to know, though.” She added, “Everyone in line was mad at me when I came out after only 2 minutes.”

Tiffany laughed. “Oh yeah they were!”

“Enough about stupid ceremonies.” Julia changed the subject, “You got more books, dad.” She gestured her rice-flecked spoon at the nearby books. “Anything interesting in what Riri sent you?”

“Lots!” Ezekiel said, “From what I’ve read, Healthy Form is crucial to spider thread enchanting and spellwork, because it allows you to craft intent-imbued threads. Personal skill will allow you to turn those threads into long-lasting Charm Magic.”

Julia’s eyes went wide. “I was hoping I could do something like that. It’s Charm Magic? Specifically?”

Tiffany ate while she listened. Paul sipped tea; he and Ezekiel had already finished lunch an hour ago.

Ezekiel explained, “Spider silk is used for much more than that, but I remember you said you wanted to try some of that Charm Magic back when we were with Tenebrae, so that’s why I mentioned it.” He said, “Spider thread works well for all sorts of protective and small-use magics. Charm Magic. Warding. Binding Magic. It’s a form of enchanting, but not quite the same.

“What you do, broadly, is you have a base Charm spell, for instance. [Blood Dummy], let’s say. —I’m gonna make that one before we charge into the Blood Weaver’s place, by the way.— And then, with your base Charm in one hand, you need to get your enchanting spell in the other. All high-level enchanters use an enchanting spell to make their items. But you don’t need to worry about much of that for spider silk magic, because, for spider silk enchanting, you just use [Fabricate]! You might make spells you don’t want along the way, but the goal is to not make any new spells.

“It is suggested that you eventually make a tier two [Fabricate] spell that is specifically used for enchanting with spider silk, that you make specifically so that it will play well with your other magics, but won’t combine with your other magics. You don’t have to do that in the beginning, while you’re learning, but it is suggested for higher level ‘enchanting’.

“Spider silk items aren’t the same as those multi-use items made of wrought-quality metal that can last for a decade with little decay, like rods of [Greater Treat Wounds] with 50 charges. Spider silk magic usually only lasts days, or weeks, at the most, with durations based on the original magics you use to create the items. Whatever the duration, though, you can usually get a few ‘uses’ out of a well-made charm. Spider silk charms are great for short-term, inexpensive work.

“All you need is Healthy Form and the appropriate spider forms in order to make the appropriate thread. The reason why you can do this at all, is because magical spider threads are magically conductive, in the way that wrought-quality metals are conductive. But they’re less stable, due to being organic in nature. Though if there are metallic spiders out there with metal thread that never decays, I’m sure you could make true magical items. Riri’s notes postulate this, but do not prove it as possible.” Ezekiel concluded, “Anyway, I could talk a lot more about it, but thread magic is more about weaving skill and even a bit of gridwork, than most enchanting. It’s a great field which lends itself well to Charm Magic.”

Tiffany gave an approving nod as Ezekiel finished. Paul glanced to Julia.

Julia’s spoon sat in her bowl, untouched. She said, “Huh.”

It wasn’t a dismissive sound, though. It was one of someone realizing that the path they were on was unexpectedly nice. Ezekiel smiled a little, knowing that he had helped a spark in his daughter to blossom brighter.

He asked, “Have you worked on any Charm Magic?”

Julia smiled, but it was a sad expression. “Yeah. I have. It’s not tactically great. Here.” She handed him a spell.




	
Charm of Ward, instant, close range, 100mp + Variable

Create a charm of the contained spell that the wielder may activate on command, or upon taking heavy damage. Charm lasts 24 hours.

Create a Small Ward in the space where the charm is used that will prevent Variable damage. 














She said, “The goal was a [Personal Ward] charm so that I could have endless [Personal Ward]s whenever one of them broke, but I’m having trouble putting that into a charm.”

“Ohh!” Tiffany said, “Smart.”

Ezekiel’s eyes widened. He smiled, saying, “That’s brilliant!”

“Eh.” Julia waved a hand, saying, “I don’t think I can do it. My latest theory on why some people are a lot better at magic than others, is that some people try to squeeze out every bit of power they can, and the Script doesn’t like that. Or maybe the mana itself doesn’t like that.” She said, “I’m still going to try, though.”

Ezekiel happily said, “Tell me when you get it right, so I can steal the design from you.”

Julia laughed. “Sure.” She asked, “So what did you find out about the spiders? Are we still going after them this afternoon? You don’t have to go, you know. Just tell me where they are.”

“Yeah. That’s not happening.” Ezekiel said, “I’ve already scouted them and they’re dangerous and I’m here and therefore I am participating in this monster hunt. We all are.”

Paul frowned a little, but said nothing. Tiffany, though, looked happy.

Julia scowled, briefly. Then she lost her scowl, and asked, “What did Riri’s books say about them?”

Julia was less than happy about Ezekiel’s decision, but she let it go, for now. They’d likely have an argument later, but for now...

Ezekiel began to explain, “The Nacreous Weaver can reflect most spells, like a Crystal Mimic, but its [Reflection] is better, and...”

- - - -

The forest sprawled across a dozen low-lying mountains, green and full of life. This was not the deep Tribulations. This was barely twenty kilometers into the mountain range, in a specific area about 4500 kilometers south of where they had found Tadashi, almost at the very end of the southern tip of the South Central Tribulations. Beyond that tip, the mountainous land plunged into the ocean, becoming a series of ever smaller islands.

Here, the Tribulations were beautiful. It reminded Ezekiel of the Appalachian mountains, with rolling green land as far as the eye could see. Birds sang in the forest. Monkeys howled for mates. The trees were normal-sized, and yet larger than most, with a sparse, light-filled canopy only ten meters off the ground. Game trails cut through the underbrush.

Three small deer moseyed down a game trail, toward a watering hole where they drank sparingly, and watched the green all around them.

Nothing was out of order. It was idyllic.

And it was a lie.

Here and there, tiny threads held to the trees, and laid across the ground. But there were no tangled webs in the canopies. There were no overt signs of spider predation. There was light and life aplenty. But that life had been cultivated, for sure.

Ezekiel’s magenta Force boots crushed grass as he stepped forward, following grey-armored Tiffany down the game trail. They passed in sight of the watering hole. The small deer bounded away upon the encroachment, into the thick bushes, effortlessly bounding through webbing that was not meant to stop them.

The sun was high in the bright blue sky. Sunset was hours away.

A cool breeze blew through the forest, wicking away sweat.

Paul stepped behind Ezekiel, following, while Julia took up the rear.

Tiffany led the way, silently, mostly, but she was seeing what Ezekiel was seeing, and she had to comment, “There’s thread absolutely everywhere.”

“I see it, too,” Julia said, her eyes dark as black. She had shifted to her Shadow Spider eyes a little while ago. She pointed at a tree, saying, “Look at those ones. A bird made a nest out of some of the visible threads.”

Ezekiel had seen the brown bird and its spider-thread nest. He glanced up anyway, and said, “Yeah. It’s sitting on eggs. Ah. And there’s the mate coming back with food.”

A bird with bright blue feathering flew past tree branches and alighted on its webby nest. With a quick shove, it fed its mate with a captured bug of some sort. The mate greedily ate the bug. They seemed to be doing okay in this environment made by the Nacreous Weaver. The spider threads on their nest didn’t seem to bother them, probably because the spider probably didn’t bother with them, either.

Nacreous Weavers liked large meals, and birds and small deer didn’t rate. The only one out here who truly rated was Tiffany. The weaver would settle for human-sized meals, too, though.

Tiffany stopped. She gestured forward, saying, “There’s a thread across the trail. Looks strong.”

“It is. Just break it.” Ezekiel said, “The spider isn’t anywhere nearby but maybe it will come.”

With a flick of her conjured mace, she did just that. The thread snapped.

“Ahh. Yep.” Tiffany said, “I don’t like that they break like that for me, and not for you.”

There were more threads just off the game trail. Julia touched one, and it broke like gossamer wind; like it wasn’t even there at all. She said, “That one had just as much magic in it, too.”

Ezekiel said, “You don’t rate as prey. Tiffany does. The thread is cast only to break like that for a big enough meal.”

Tiffany chuckled, both dark and happy, then said, “I’m finally going to be able to tank like I’m supposed to, aren’t I?”

The four of them waited. Moments passed with nothing appearing or any shifts in the surroundings. Maybe the spider was shy. If it wasn’t hungry at the moment, it still would have come; spiders always hunted, for they could wrap their prey and set it aside for later meals.

“Let’s keep walking,” Paul said, eyeing the world around him.

They resumed walking.

They came across another empowered thread across the path. Ezekiel broke that one, and it whispered away like dust motes in an old room.

Julia said, “You don’t rate, either.”

Tiffany the tank resumed the lead.

Ezekiel asked, “Where does that term come from, anyway? ‘Tank’? Anyone know?”

Julia perked up. She smiled. “Tiffany told me the story.”

“That I did!” Tiffany’s grey force boots crunched the dirt and small plant life as she remained in the lead, on the lookout, with her mana sense spread wide. She said, “Paul can tell it, though. He’s not doing much right now.”

Paul scoffed as Tiffany laughed.

Ezekiel and Julia glanced at Paul, then resumed scanning their surroundings.

Paul said, “The term comes from the Tank Anomaly series of monsters that came out of Ar’Kendrithyst however many hundreds of years ago. 800, I think. Some people think they came out of the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan, but we’re pretty sure they came out of the Dead City.

“They were little more than brains and eyes in large [Glassshape]d tanks of [Oozeshape] water-slime. They each had a base spell, [Tank Preservation], which was constructed out of the two previous spells and a monster ability called [Harden]. This single spell made them near-indestructible. There were dozens of varieties with more coming out every week. They got all over the world. Tank Anomalies were one of the greatest threats to civilization because they could not be easily broken.

“Of course, if you broke the tank, they were dead. They were little more than 10 Health monsters. The problem was overcoming the tank.

“Thus, the origin of the word.”

A lightbulb went off. Ezekiel said, “Oh! I was just messing up the Ecks word for ‘tank’ with the English word for ‘tank’, which has multiple meanings in English.” He said, “That clears that up.”

As she looked all around while she walked, Tiffany asked, “What’s a ‘tank’?”

Ezekiel glanced at Julia.

Julia said, “A box of metal on wheels that crushes anything it rolls over, with the primary weapon of a giant cannon on top that can rotate and fire in any direction. They’re really tough. The English word is actually derived from the idea of a ‘water tank’, for the British were trying to feed false information to the enemy, to mixed success.”

“Oh?” Ezekiel said, “So I wasn’t… actually messing up on that translation. Was I?”

“Nope!” Julia said, “Same sort of derivation. Tanks are tanks.”

“We’re all just sacks of red water surrounded by hard shells.” Tiffany tapped her grey chest armor, saying, “Some harder than others!”

“Exactly. So try to be more delicious, Tiffany,” Julia said, “We haven’t got all day to find this thing.”

Tiffany chuckled.

They walked, in silence.

They reached a hunting ground that looked nothing like a hunting ground. Ezekiel involuntarily shivered as his mana sense touched upon a body pile underneath a tree, about fifty meters ahead and to the right.

He whispered, “Do you see that, Tiffany?”

Julia asked, “What?”

“Piles of animal bodies under a tree, surrounded by threads. Up there about forty meters” Tiffany pointed with her mace, clipping three more threads with the movement, shattering the relative calm of the forest with three more loud snaps. “The Weaver stacks the bones and carnage into small disposal spaces to keep the hunting grounds clean, and the prey unwary.”

The carrion pile was desiccated, like the bodies had been dried out and preserved. There was no rot, because there were no liquids left. Even the bones seemed hollowed out. There were lots of furs and scaled hides and spines, though. It seemed that the Weaver’s digestive venom, or maybe its magic, helped it to digest everything but the skin and bones, making juice boxes out of its food. The bodies weren’t wrapped in thread, but the whole dump had been hidden behind thread. 

And there were smaller spiders inside that dump.

Ezekiel shivered again.

He checked his active magic, just to be sure he was prepared. [Animadversion] held to his wrist, all magenta and spiky. His [Personal Ward] was topped. He had four Odins, each with their own [Animadversion], ready to hand off their shields to each of his people, and one extra, just because. [Greater Lightwalk] and [Lodestar] hung out on his back, ready to spring up at a moment’s notice. He was prepared. Mostly.

He activated [Hunter’s Instincts]; it was time. He was ready.

His boots made no sound as he walked. His mana sense heightened, along with his sight and his hearing, to focus on his surroundings. He moved quicker, but he maintained formation. With a sniff, he smelled the various scents of the forest, from carrion, to musk, to plants, to water and… something else on the wind. Ah. Ezekiel touched a thread hanging by the trail and it broke like gossamer, leaving behind the scent of the spider. Kind of musky, but with an ozone flavor. That’s where that scent was coming from. Not a terrible smell—

He faltered as he walked, but he caught himself quickly enough. A sudden sadness weighed upon his chest, as he caught sight of yet another trauma in the world. A different sort of body pile.

Tiffany saw him stumble, even though she didn’t visually see him. She said, “Another body pile. This one is people. Looks like they were camping over that way.” She gestured forward, to the left. “Fifty meters away.”

Julia’s jaw clenched. She couldn’t see what he could see, or what Tiffany could see, or even what Paul could see, through sharing Tiffany and Ezekiel’s senses. Julia didn’t like that.

Ezekiel spared a glance at the second body pile.

It was a group of human bodies, without any insides. They had been stuffed into a hole in the base of a tree, just like the previous pile. Their camp was near their graves, but Ezekiel couldn’t see that camp until they got closer. And, yeah, that was a camp. A fire pit. The rubbled remains of a building made through [Stoneshape]. Other broken stone structures.

“Nacreous Weavers don't like oddities in their territory.” Ezekiel said, “It destroyed that hut, for sure.”

Paul grunted his assent. Tiffany said nothing; she was on high alert. Julia silently wished that she had a mana sense, too. But she had plenty of abilities none of the rest of them had. The four of them went dead silent, as they walked into the lair of the beast.

Nacreous Weavers were dangerous. Ezekiel considered the skills of his people, and how easy they had it.

Two people with mana sense, so that they could see the threats well before they approached. Reflective magics, that should negate much of the weaver’s own reflective magics. [Greater Treat Wounds], on their person who was the hardest to kill. Domain magics, if necessary. Paul’s mind magics to mess up the enemy and aid the party. Tiffany, being a great big tank.

For all those defenses, Ezekiel didn’t feel too secure. He sighed, making the loudest noise of the group. The forest was still loud with the sounds of life, of course, but the spiders obviously didn’t care about undersized meals, and the threads around them were thicker, now.

More full of power.

Tiffany swiped through five threads, woven across the path at her head height; three meters up. The first four snapped like breaking metal wires. The last one twanged, bouncing her mace away. She smiled under her solid grey helmet.

Contact.

She smacked the solid thread again. And again.

Twang. Twang.

Ezekiel whispered, “That did it. Movement. Take these shields.”

Odins offloaded their spiked magenta packages to the team. Thorns flashed in the afternoon sun, becoming shields on forearms, then becoming small, hovering discs on 10 minute timers.

The weaver was still forty meters away but closed distance with each second, its many legs weaving it across the land, touching threads as it went, delivering itself to Ezekiel. It was beautiful.

It was also massive.

And it was practically invisible to his mana sense, and also to the Odins hovering high above.

Easily four meters long, it was one and a half times the size of Julia’s Shadow Spider, but whereas Julia’s spider was of huntsman-make, built thick for combat, this spider was not. It was an orb weaver type. With long, thin legs, a body strong enough to hold all those legs, and a bulbous, small abdomen, it might have been larger than the shadow spider, but it had to weigh less.

It was pale green and iridescent violet, with pure white eyes that ringed its head on tiny bumps like a crown.

It was magnificent.

And it needed to die.

Ezekiel cast to the sky, ripping a hole in the air and bringing the sun closer to Veird. Radiant billowing heat blasted out of the [Major Sunlight Rift], cooking the forest, setting fire to magical threads that refused to burn too much, and then, suddenly, caught fire. In a flashing second, 90% of the threads around them vanished. The monster seemed not bothered by the heat, as it raced forward, but the spell wasn’t meant to kill the spider. It would just prevent minor threads from building up as the spider tried to control the battlefield.

And no one in his party was bothered by the heat. [Animadversion] cut this small amount of friendly fire down to nothing.

Branches broke. The spider charged into the game trail, right at Tiffany, its front legs reaching forward like spears as its back legs propelled it faster than an animal that size had any right to move. Tiffany raised her left arm and her magenta shield with it, forming a dense barrier of magenta spikes.

One second passed, and everything changed.

The spider was not charging Tiffany anymore. It was directly above Paul, and spearing down with three legs full of power, with green venom swirling around the tips. Paul caught two spears on his shield. The third struck Julia, who had [Interception]ed the attack.

Decay splashed in every direction except the one it was meant to go, as reflection warred with reflection. Green acid caught on trees, on conjured Force. Ezekiel’s own shield splashed that acid back to the ground, pitting dirt where it fell.

Julia counterattacked with a [Strike] from her long blue blade, barely touching the spider.

Her sword broke in the contact.

The spider moved again, faster than it had any right to move, and struck at Tiffany’s back with three more flashing green limbs. It was moving too fast for her to completely dodge. Tiffany sacrificed a hit to the leg to protect her abdomen and chest. Acid sprayed.

Ezekiel threw a [Slowing Bolt] at the beast. Magenta frost struck, and then reflected, to bounce back at Ezekiel—

He canceled the spell before it reached him, not wanting to take the chance on testing his own reflection against the monster’s. The reflection was too strong. It wasn’t supposed to be that strong!

The weaver also wasn’t supposed to have [Lightwalk] but it had that, too. That’s how it was moving everywhere in the light, faster than it had any right to move.

Tiffany smashed down with her mace, missing the beast because it turned to light—

Ezekiel slashed at it with [Lightshape], the perfect counter to [Lightwalk] users. Rainbows filled the air, but Ezekiel had only clipped the very edge of the spider’s lightform. Reflection still worked when the beast was in lightform, it seemed.

The spider slipped around the battlefield, triple-stabbing at Julia.

Paul did something. The spider froze, briefly, but Paul froze in the action, too.

Ezekiel had a few fully-Physical spells he could use, but the only ones that could work here were [Luminous Beam] and [Vivid Gloom], and he didn’t want to destroy the spider.

He tried [Hermetic Razor], scattering 25, 100 point damaging molecular wires throughout the battlefield, outside of their own area. The spider broke free of Paul’s working and flicked through the razor wires like they were nothing. They might have been Particle Magic, but they were still mostly magic. He had hoped that they would work a little, but no.

The shockwaves of his [Physical Domain] might work, but again, he didn’t want to destroy the thing.

Julia reached over and touched Tiffany with a shadowy tendril, casting [Greater Treat Wounds]. Her leg hadn’t gotten that bad in the seconds since the acid strike, but it was oozing red, and it did not look good. The healing magics helped.

Tiffany Roared.

Ezekiel felt his body tense with power as Tiffany’s buff inundated him.

The weaver reacted, too. It flinched, turned, and attacked Tiffany, all in the same action, flickering through the light to strike at Tiffany again.

Ezekiel cast a large box of [Luminous Trap] in the spider’s way, sized to the monster. It was using lightform, so trapping it might do something.

The weaver crashed into the sudden darkness. Where it touched, the edge of the spell flickered like broken pond water. The weaver got sucked in, anyway. Ezekiel threw a [Merciful Ether Slime] at the black box and then wrapped the whole thing in a force cage of instantaneous, layered [Quick Wall]s, hoping that it would keep the monster inside.

But.

Those Force walls might not keep the spider in there.

When Julia had swiped her Force sword at the weaver, her sword had broken. The weaver punched right through Tiffany’s Force armor like it wasn’t even there. This Nacreous Weaver had abilities far outside of what Riri’s notes had said.

A moment passed, as everyone waited for something else to happen.

… A second moment passed.

With his mana sense Ezekiel saw that the spider was in there. His [Quick Wall]s weren’t supporting the monster's weight, though. The monster was all the way in lightform, and supporting itself in the black box. It was just… Hovering there.

… It wasn’t doing anything.

It was just standing still in the center of the very, very bright box, its eyes alight with white glows. The [Merciful Ether Slime] was spilling thick air into the space, so it was working, but none of the spell actually reached the lightform beast. 

The fight slowed down, as nothing continued to happen.

Fifteen seconds passed.

The ether seemed unable to reach the monster, but… Maybe it was doing something?

Julia tentatively sent, ‘Is it dead?’

‘It’s not doing anything,’ Tiffany sent, not moving at all. ‘It really likes the light.’

Paul said, ‘Don’t anyone move, or do anything. It really likes the light. A lot. It doesn’t even notice that it’s dying.’

‘Is that going to kill it?’ Ezekiel asked. ‘Ethyl Ether kills insects back home, but I doubt it would kill spiders here? Right? And it’s in lightform. Is it using its lightform to breathe?’

‘I use shadowform to breathe when I’m a shadow spider,’ Julia said, staring at the black box hanging in the air.

‘It’s definitely dying.’ Paul sent, ‘I was about to suggest we run away, but if this works, it works. And I don’t think it’s dying to the ether. I think it’s dying to the sunlight. The Sun Rift isn’t doing much damage because of the spider’s innate reflection, but inside that box it is doing something.’

Ezekiel glanced upward at the bright Rift. ‘The sun can stay, then, but this other one can go.’

He canceled the ether slime before that ‘Volatile’ tag on the spell exploded the monster in their face. The ether didn’t seem to be doing much of anything, anyway, since the spider was definitely in lightform.

The spider did not react.

… Or maybe it relaxed into the heat and the light a bit more? Hard to say.

Tiffany sent, ‘Is this a deprivation reaction? All monsters are created, but some are created with specific weaknesses in order to control them during creation, but usually those are bred out of them before they’re released into the wild.’

‘The original versions were created, sure.’ Julia sent, ‘But Variants and mutations occur all the time in the wild. This is a Variant. Maybe the weakness came back.’

‘It’s definitely a Variant, for sure.’ Tiffany sent, ‘Destroyed my mace with a touch.’

‘It’s a much stronger Variant than Riri told us about,’ Ezekiel sent.

Did Riri send them into a trap? Or… No. Maybe not. Riri was being spied on, for sure, since she had said ‘even a hint’ would be too much, and there were no hints about this particular monster in her books; just general information. Riri had personally given him this weaver’s location while she was juiced up on Intelligence, so maybe she hadn’t been at her best?

… They were in the middle of a fight. Ezekiel got his head back into the game, even if the ‘game’ seemed to be at a strange standstill.

‘Its reflection is as good as yours, dad,’ Julia sent.

‘I have nothing that works on this monster.’ Ezekiel sent, ‘Nothing that won’t blast it away. I was about to suggest that we run away, too. And then this happened.’

‘I need to get a real weapon,’ Tiffany sent, holding up her empty hand. Her mace was gone. ‘Something that can’t be [Dispel]ed.’

‘It broke my sword, too,’ Julia sent.

‘That wasn’t a [Dispel]. That was something else,’ Ezekiel said. ‘Some Force-specific effect.’

Ezekiel watched through the mana as Julia silently tapped Tiffany with another hit of [Greater Treat Wounds], and the oozing hole in Tiffany’s leg sealed over. Mostly, though, he focused on the spider, inside of its cage. The spider’s eyes flickered with radiance, while the entire monster was awash in brilliant, hot light. It had stepped on that light to secure itself inside the black box, but it could step out at any time it wanted; all it had to do was go physical for a moment. The only thing keeping it in there was itself. The [Quick Wall]s around it were no match for it at all.

What sort of solid spells could he use, here, that wouldn’t obliterate the beast? Riri had warned that it was much more fragile than it looked, and he was inclined to agree. As for his smaller spells... He had [Incandescent] and [Frozen Mist] that would both exude physical heat and cold… But that would disturb the spider.

It was likely best to not disturb the spider while it was killing itself.

If they needed to evacuate and come back, Ezekiel would come back with a [Shadow Wall] spell that he could wrap through the battlefield, to prevent lightforms from escaping and from moving so well. If necessary, he could even vibrate the monster to death with his [Physical Domain], but that would likely obliterate it, too.

Julia sent, ‘You have [Flying Striker], dad. You need to make a true flying sword. Something solid. Something to use in this situation.’

‘I’ll think about making you one if you want it, Julia.’ Ezekiel sent, ‘I don’t want a sword.’

‘I’ll take a sword,’ Paul sent.

Julia wanted to laugh and Tiffany wanted to chuckle; Ezekiel could tell. He wanted to laugh, too. But no one made a single sound or moved a muscle. The situation was tense enough for levity, but not for actually enjoying that levity.

Julia sent, ‘I’ll take a sword made out of some bullshit fantasy metal, please. Something that can cut through solid rock as well as my Force sword can.’

‘Sure,’ Ezekiel sent. ‘We can visit the Adamantine Smiths of Underworld Nelboor. Their head offices are in the Northern Chasm Region of the Tribulation Mountains.’

Silence returned.

Tiffany’s buff ended, and Ezekiel sagged a fraction. He wasn’t the only one.

The spider didn’t care.

Julia added, ‘If you hadn’t turned off damage notifications, you would see that you were killing it.’

‘I’m not watching oceans of blue screens every time I fight, Julia.’

Julia joked, ‘Maybe you could get Rozeta to turn on global notifications. Little numbers appearing above damaged enemies.’

‘… I’m not going to do that, either.’

Tiffany added, ‘Tiny damage numbers and damage done to things you don’t know you’ve damaged isn’t shown anyway.’

Silence returned.

Minutes passed. No one spoke. Small fires started here and there in the forest, and Ezekiel got a few notifications for smaller monster life dying, but mostly, it was just a very hot day. The birds barely cared, the deer ran through the forest, unperturbed. The [Animadversion]s on his people kept the damage off of them, just like the spider’s own reflective carapace, or ability, kept it alive through the magical damage.

But the physical damage caused by Elemental Sun and a very, very bright space, would eventually get through its lightform. It was likely hotter in there than if he had thrown an [Incandescent] inside.

The ‘battle’ continued.

The spider was slowly dying. Its reflective powers were great, and the ability of its lightform to shrug off a great deal of the physical damage of the heat was strong, but slowly, surely, the damage piled up, and because it was such small amounts, the spider didn’t seem to care.

It was enthralled by the brilliance.

Seven minutes. Eight minutes. The Sun Rift would go out, soon. Their magenta shields were about to give out—

Without warning, the spider relaxed.

Its lightform dropped. Its long, iridescent green legs touched upon the walls of Force holding it in the cage. For one last, stretching moment, the weaver stared at the light, and the light burned.

The weaver died, slightly smoking, the light in its eyes going out as the entire monster went dim.
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It wasn’t enough to move Ezekiel’s Status at all. His own experience meter was ‘e20’. The Radiant Nacreous Weaver was only ‘e12’.

He breathed out, canceling the Sun Rift as he said, “It’s dead.”

At the same time, Tiffany relaxed, exclaiming, “Holy shit! Fucking Variant!” She laughed. “Radiant Nacreous Weaver!”

Paul blinked, breathed, and said, “Can we PLEASE do the Primal Blood Weaver from far away and with extreme power? Please?”

Julia rushed toward the black box, saying, “Let it out, let it out!”

Ezekiel canceled the [Luminous Trap] and the [Quick Wall]s surrounding the beast. Tiffany stepped back as the green spider dropped to the ground. It curled in on itself as it steamed slightly, but not too bad. It was only barely cooked.

It smelled like shrimp. Or maybe lobster.

“It should be okay! Right?” Julia spun into herself, flesh becoming more of a suggestion and less of a reality, as she discarded her clothes and armor, turning into shadows that then morphed into a three-meter-wide Shadow Spider. With a voice like Evil, she said, “Bone apple teeth!”

Tiffany escaped, rapidly rushing down the game trail, saying, “Seeing you eat one spider was enough for me!”

“I hope to never see it,” Paul said, rapidly following Tiffany, getting out from between Julia and her prize. “Let’s go bury those bodies.”

Ezekiel escaped too, saying, “Love you, Julia! Have a good lunch! It’s certainly a pretty spider!”

As the first crunching sounds echoed in the slightly burned forest, Ezekiel caught up to his people who were still shaped like people. The three of them walked through the forest, headed toward the burial mound, breaking spider threads along the way like they weren’t even there. The magic was gone in those threads now. To distract themselves from the crunching sounds echoing from behind, Tiffany asked about burial customs, and why Paul suggested burial, to which Paul spoke of various burial customs the world over.

“We cremate in Spur because—”

Crunch!

“— Because necromancy is outlawed because people use it to—”

Crack!

“—use it to raise demons or angels because of the—”

Snap!

“—Because of the Quiet War—”

Splat!

Paul winced, his eyes closing briefly as they walked on, saying, “She’s doing that on purpose.”

A horrific, shadowy voice called out, “I am!” followed by awful, evil cackling. In a much nicer, [Prestidigitation] voice that was closer to her own, she said, “It’s just monster meat! You guys eat this stuff, too.”

Tiffany called back, “I like my meat on a plate and well seasoned, thank you!”

“This is half-cooked!” With a smaller, no less evil voice, Ezekiel heard a worried mumble, “Too cooked.”

Ezekiel distracted Paul and Tiffany from the crunching and munching, which was now quieter, asking everyone, “They bury in order to dig up later, and to question the people?”

They reached the burial site at the base of a tree, which was more like a garbage pile, and yet not at all. Despite the horror which was apparent only to his mana sense, Ezekiel at least appreciated the weaver’s cleanliness. The weaver had dug down into the roots of a normal enough tree, and then stuffed desiccated bodies and all of the belongings of the people into one location, and then covered it over with layers upon layers of brown and green thread. It almost looked like the tree was simply thick around the base, but anyone with true eyes to see could tell that this was the barest attempt at hiding something.

And that something was a small nest.

Spiders lived amongst the bodies. Small and brown, they nested.

“They bury bodies to maybe raise with necromancy one day, yes,” Paul said. “It’s part of the judicial system, sometimes.”

“Weird,” Tiffany said, as she reached forward into the brown and green threads, and pulled.

Thread snapped, revealing desiccated bodies, bags, rotten food, broken weapons, and more than a few animal corpses, too. Tiffany pulled out the first body from the desiccated pile, dislodging the tiny brown spiders who had hidden deeper when they sensed people tromping around nearby. ‘Tiny’ being relative. They were still the size of Ezekiel’s hand. Maybe they were babies? Or maybe there was something else going on there; Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure. There were no rads in these spiders though; they were not monsters.

“Dun glint weavers. Not monsters.” Tiffany brushed away a spider that had decided to attack her hand, gently tumbling the spider to the soft grass below. “No biting, please.”

Ezekiel used his lightform tendrils to help dislodge the bodies from their garbage mound, and set aside the glittering brown spiders. They weren’t as pretty as the Nacreous Weaver, but they weren’t monsters, so there was no need to kill them. In minutes, they had seven very dried humanoid corpses laid out on the grass, in the sun, and most of the spiders were trying to remake their colony around the animal bodies that were left behind. The dun glints might not have killed the people they nested around, but they had taken advantage of their larger cousin’s efforts to keep the forest clean. After their disturbance, the spiders began to spread green and brown thread over the remainder of the corpses, to once again hide from the light.

Ezekiel was pretty sure the Radiant Nacreous Weaver was female though, so… where were those eggs? Where was that nest? Or did the entire Nacreous Weaver / Light Weaver line start off as Dun Glints?

Were there any Light Weavers around here? Those would certainly be monsters.

Ezekiel sent his Odin out to look, as he went over the bodies they had found.

The bodies of the people were categorized and checked for identification, and then they were buried in a normal gravesite, with unadorned tombstones to mark their final rests.

There had been four women of various ages, and three men of various ages, all of them between 20 and 40. All human, or barely demi. Three of them had identification for Alaralti, the second main city of the Songli Highlands. The rest had nothing. Ezekiel put those papers into a pocket of his conjured armor; they’d report the deaths and the location later.

Looking down on the graves, Ezekiel wondered how the afterlife worked in Nelboor, since a lot of people were demi. Where were the lines drawn when it came to the Quiet War? Incani souls were more stable than human souls. Did that nuance of souls transfer to demi children? Did all demis go to Hell, automatically? Or was there a choice?

He could ask Phagar—

All somber thoughts fled as Julia walked into the clearing as a four-meter wide, two-meter tall, brilliant green spider. After the initial shock, he sighed. Why did Julia have to like spiders, like this? Why were spiders so useful? And why were there spiders at all?

Whose idea was it to make spiders after the Sundering? Were there spiders in the Old Cosmology?

Whoever made spiders exist on Veird did not need to have done that.

Tiffany stared at Julia. Paul stared at Julia.

Ezekiel frowned a little, but he stared, too.

Julia twisted her body around, displaying herself, asking in a pretty voice, “What do you think?”

Tiffany said, “You’re an unholy abomination of too many different monsters.”

“I agree,” Paul said.

Julia laughed.

“Prettier than the Shadow Spider.” Ezekiel asked, “What are the abilities?”

The giant pale-green spider that was his daughter, popped a blue box into the air, saying, “It’s a lot more than I thought it would be.”
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She said, “Throw a [Force Bolt] at me!”

“No.” Ezekiel asked, “Are you using [Radiant Presence]?”

“Innate ability! There’s no need to ‘use’ it at all.” Julia twisted a little bit, showing off her own iridescence. “I have to have this nacreous shell in order to have [Radiant Presence] in the other forms, but I can do that. Watch.”

The green spider vanished into a swarm of light and shadow and came back out smaller, and yet twice as heavy with limbs twice as thick and powerful. Julia had great big green eyes in front and long fangs, with pedipalps ready to grip and tear, and an entire body made of green-black iridescence, in both shell and hair.

Julia said, “Shadow Spider form, Radiant Nacreous Weaver body, [Telekinetic Thread] from the Red Thread Weaver. There’s a lot of different options combined into a chimera, here. Much more than the usual 6 listed in the Familiar Form. A lot of thread options, mainly. And also! This is what the Weaver did to get through our armors. Give me a [Force Wall], dad.”

At Ezekiel’s cast, a wall of clear magenta Force sprung up to the side.

He asked, “Don’t you have that spell yet?”

“I Remade them! But it’s more impressive if it’s someone else’s Force spell.” Julia pressed her forelegs to the wall saying, “Watch.”

With gripping paws, Julia pressed through the Force, deforming it like it was made of gelatin. Then she lifted her paws away, and the Force Wall re-solidified in its deformed shape. She pressed her paws back to the magenta wall, and with a swipe, she yanked the solid wall into something not solid at all; into thread that coiled into the air, and then came down into Julia’s foreleg like a self-coiling garden hose.

With another motion, Julia transformed the collection of Force thread into a condensed ball of jumbled twine. She pointed that ball of magenta twine to the side. The ball rocketed away and spacked against a tree’s trunk, unfolded like strangling goo, enveloping the trunk with dense Force.

And then it turned hard again, wrapping the trunk in solid Force.

“Huh.” Ezekiel said, “One’s own conjured Force is usually extremely resistant to the control of another. I had thought the monster had just pierced through and reflected our conjured items. But… [Force Weaver] is a strong ability.”

“That’s why I wanted to use your [Quick Wall]!” Julia laughed an evil laugh, then spoke in her [Prestidigitation] voice, “Impressive! Isn’t it!”

Once again, Riri’s notes said nothing about [Force Weaver]. The abilities that the Nacreous Weaver were supposed to have were [Deflective Presence], [Light Thread], and [Light Weaver]; not [Radiant Presence], [Prismatic Thread], and [Force Weaver]. This was a Variant, of course. Maybe Riri just didn’t know that?

“Our armaments didn’t break due to reflection. The weaver willed our Force constructs to part.” Julia glanced toward the graves. “I bet the same thing happened to those people.”

Tiffany nodded toward the graves. “Yup.” She asked, “And [Venom Weaver]? The poison on its legs, I guess.”

“Correct.” Julia held up a foreleg. Venom flowed out of her fangs and became a spear-tip. She splashed the venom to the side, away from everyone, saying, “Useful.”

Ezekiel moved on, asking, “What does Healthy Form require?”

The green huntsman spider winced. Julia said, “I need to live as a form for a while and naturally produce some of the diet and life-based products of that form. I’m guessing it would take me a week to make the anti-magic venom of a Shadow Spider. Maybe less to make the fire-proof thread. Not sure about the rest.”

Ezekiel had wondered what the venom of a Shadow Spider was, way back when he first encountered that, and it had almost taken his daughter away from him. Now, though, he guessed, “Could it be an Extreme Light effect? Radiation injected into a victim to destroy while it impeded spellcasting? You’re not actually making antirhine, because normal shadow spiders [Shadowalk] all the time, and they couldn’t do that if they had antirhine in them. Unless the Shades had figured out chelation long before the people here did… I doubt that, though. Severely. That postulation doesn’t stand up at all.” Ezekiel asked, “How do you think your anti-magic venom works?”

Julia did a spider shrug, then said, “No idea. I could eventually find out, but I haven’t had the need to try until now.”

Ezekiel asked, “Do you want to live as a spider for a while? It can’t possibly be comfortable.”

“Sturdier than my human body. More physically comfortable, too.” Julia said, “But socially comfortable? This form has much to be desired.” She became dark blue light which transformed into her human body, already wearing her conjured armor like overlapping dark blue scales. She threw back her helmet, revealing her normal, human face, as she said, “I haven’t succeeded in a drider form, yet, but somehow I don’t think that’d go over well, either.”

“… Drider?” Ezekiel narrowed his eyes, then widened them, as he remembered. “Oh! Those human-spider people!” He instantly said, “That would not go over well.”

Julia waved him off, saying, “Meh!” She asked, “Are you going to make your [Blood Dummy] spell before we tackle the Primal Blood Weaver?”

“Yes.” Ezekiel glanced around at the gravesite, and at his people. “Not here, though. Let’s move closer to the target and take a small break.”
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                    Stay tuned for more spider time, next time on Ar'Kendrithyst! 
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                The four of them reappeared in a flash of magenta light on the western side of the South Central Tribulations, and a bit more north than their previous latitude. The ground under their feet was an expansive, bare hillside, high up on the mountain, where trees had yet to encroach. But down in the valley, the trees were as large as the smaller ones in the Forest of Glaquin.

It was as though they had appeared on a rocky island amid a sea of green and darkness.

The wind blew with a gentle force, whistling on scattered boulders and sharp grasses. Odin, sitting upon Ezekiel’s shoulder, joined in the whistling as more and more of his bodies rejoined the team, to watch down from high above.

They were only a few kilometers from the start of the Blood Weaver nest, but they were already in the monster’s territory. Close enough that they needed to be on alert in case the monsters prowled this far, but they were in no danger of an imminent attack. And besides, Tiffany and Odin kept the best lookout that was possible for mortals and [Familiar]s to keep.

Tiffany sat down on a boulder. Paul joined her. Julia stood nearby, watching.

It was time for a small bit of magic making.

“Here’s how this one is supposed to go.” Erick discarded his magenta affectation as he held up his hands, projecting white light through them. “[Interception] on one hand. Blood Altering with Destruction in the other.” An Ophiel alighted onto the ground in front of Erick and sang one song, while another Ophiel sang a different one. Erick said, “[Conjure Force Elemental], and [Ward]. From there, it’s a matter of joining them all properly.”

He heard the sounds before him, and they were… strange.

“Ah.” Erick said, “There are some oddities here. There might need to be some adjustments to the plan.”

His audience watched as two more Ophiel came down and took over the sounds for [Interception] and Blood Altering—

He found two problems.

The first one was an easy problem to fix, but it would require certain bloody sacrifices that were easy enough to sacrifice. Looked like Erick was finally getting to use his Blood Mana Class Ability.

The other problem came from Destruction, so Erick focused on Destruction for Blood Magic, himself, while his four Ophiel took up the rest of the song. Soon, they were singing the sounds of a primordial life rushing to defend its creator from the worst kind of mutative magics; of surrounding the holder of the charm with absolute [Interception] of all harmful Blood Magic.

Blood pulsed in Erick’s ears as he listened to the sound of life.

The mana bade him raise his arm. He did.

He cast, molding songs into substance. Mana rushed out of him as blood slipped out from burst capillaries in his hand, and pushed through his skin, appearing like dew. The bloody dew detached. It floated upward.

Life gathered into a thumb-sized drop of bright red blood.

Erick’s arm stopped bleeding when enough blood had gathered. It barely hurt.

And then mana flickered through the floating plasma and red blood cells and otherwise, turning liquid life into something less real, and more Real at the same time. Magic crystallized into a perfect red sphere that was cracked inside like broken dreams. It was bright, and it was powerful.

Erick swept a [Cleanse] across his upheld hand, dispersing the bloody beginnings of his spell into so much thick air.

The glowing charm descended into his grip.

A blue box appeared.




	
Sanguine Charm, instant, close range, 1000 mana and 1000 health

Create a major charm that prevents a multitude of harmful Blood Magics from affecting the holder. Absorbs a large amount of Blood Magic damage before breaking. Major Blood distortions made against the holder may automatically fail. Lasts a maximum of 48 hours.














He held the charm in his hand and watched as its crystalline form became liquid then twined around his hand, to slip around his wrist to hold there, becoming a red-ribbon bracelet with a central ruby. He held it up to the light and smiled as it glittered.

He sucked in a lungful of fresh air, barely registering that he had briefly stopped breathing. Eh! He was fine. Ezekiel looked to Paul, and said, “Finally found a use for Blood Mana!” He willed the blue boxes for his new spell to all of his party. “What do you think?”

“First: this.” Julia tapped him with a [Greater Treat Wounds], saying, “You stopped breathing for a moment there.” Then she read the box.

Ezekiel was pleasantly surprised that her healing spell still worked; if what Arilitilo had said was true, then [Greater Treat Wounds] was, if not Blood Magic, then at least adjacent to Blood Magic. [Sanguine Charm] seemed rather solidly against only the ‘harmful’ types of Blood Magic, though, so… Maybe there was a nuance between ‘harmful’ and ‘helpful’ that was more than just a matter of perspective? Or maybe [Greater Treat Wounds] was not actually Blood Magic, but instead merely attained through that discipline, sort of how he had Remade [Force Bolt] even though he had Remade it using his lightform, which was certainly not Force.

Something to ask Arilitilo about.

Paul finished reading the new spell. He said, “We should ignore the possibility that this spell will make the upcoming Primal Blood Weaver a simple affair, and you should kill them all from afar and not take the risk.”

Tiffany read the charm, saying, “Ohh! That’s pretty good. Reads almost the same as the Charmer at the guard station back home. A lot more duration, though.”

Julia read the box three times, then hummed, and looked to her father. “I think I need Blood Mana.”

Paul instantly said, “No you don’t.”

Ezekiel smirked as he conjured another [Sanguine Charm] to test the cost, now that the Script’s reductions kicked in. The initial creation of the spell took 1000 Mana and 1000 Health, but the next cast took 54 Mana and 63 Health.

… Huh.

Ezekiel cast another charm, and the cost was the same.

There was something odd going on, there.

Constitution reduced damage taken to Health by a diminishing return percentage. He currently had 81 Constitution. He also had 81 Intelligence, which reduced Mana costs by what appeared to be the same diminishing return percentage. … When [Defend] was active, though.

Ezekiel activated [Defend] and recast [Sanguine Charm].

Same costs.

The problem was that Dexterity was the New Stat which reduced Health costs by a diminishing return percentage, and he only had 71 of that. Which meant that his Health cost reduction was less than his Mana cost reduction, which is exactly what happened with the costs of [Sanguine Charm].

It made sense that Dexterity reduced that Health cost, because that is what it was created to do, but Ezekiel had thought that Constitution would have been the modifier, here. It was more intuitive for the reduction of damage to his body to be the modifier when it came to extracting damage from his body in order to fuel his magic.

But… Now that he considered a few other facts…

Namely, Dexterity was the ease at which the body could live and move and function. So, looking at it from that perspective...

Constitution just reduced damage taken, and he wasn’t inflicting damage on himself when he used Blood Mana. He was using the resources of his body to fuel magic costs.

Ah. Okay. That made sense.

Yes. Dexterity wasn’t exactly ‘Dexterity’, it was the ability for the body to function well.

Strength was more than physical strength, and though Strength had perfectly understood Health benefits, it gave rather undefined physical boosts. An orcol with 50 Strength was stronger than a human with 50 Strength, after all. For an orcol, their Vitality lets them regrow body parts. The same was not true for a human. Willpower wasn’t anything except for a measure of the mana a person could hold at any one time.

But why didn’t Constitution reduce damage taken to [Personal Ward]s, too, when armor and other defensive structures helped reduce damage to both Health and [Ward]? Dexterity had odd effects, too, now that Ezekiel reorganized his thinking on the subject. He was a lot more limber than he had ever been in his life, now that he had Dexterity.

Perception had odd effects, but numbers? It had none. All Stats were odd. All of them were abstractions.

Ezekiel’s minor detour into the workings of the New Stats and the Old ended almost as soon as it began, with barely a second passing. He returned to Julia’s comment about needing Blood Mana, and said, “I tried casting healing spells with it and it hurt like a fucker, so it likely won’t work how you think it will.”

Julia paused, thought a bit, then said, “There are a lot of different ways to work around that. I could still easily exploit Blood Mana to cast spells for an indefinitely long combat.”

“True. Healing yourself with regular, cost-effective mana, and then using that Health to make big spells. It’s a valid tactic.” Ezekiel said, “But Arilitilo’s books warn that a person would tax their body too much if they used too much Blood Mana, leading to systemic stress. But anyway—” He held out a hand, where his charms had stuck. Only one remained of the few he had cast. The charms beyond the first had tried to attach to the same spot and they had turned to red dust that spilled to the ground. “Can’t have more than one, it seems.” He conjured another one and put it on his other wrist. It turned to dust, too. “Yup.”

“I’d still take one,” Julia said.

Ezekiel handed out charms, saying, “One for everyone.”

Julia’s charm snapped around her wrist. Tiffany’s went around her thumb. Paul held his blood charm in his hand for a moment, then placed it against his wrist where it became a bracelet just like Ezekiel’s.

“So!” Julia said, “Thanks for the charm. Seems like it’ll protect me from the weavers, so I’ll hunt this horde on my own.”

A breeze passed through.

Ezekiel wasn’t sure he had heard that right.

He asked, “What?”

Julia said, “I’ll hunt this weaver on my own.”

Ezekiel felt his world crumble. He asked. “Please don’t do this to me. Not against Blood Weavers. Not against anything like this.”

Julia froze as the weight of Ezekiel’s displeasure fell upon her. She stared into his eyes for a moment, seeming soft for a long second. Then she turned hard, and said, “I can turn into liquid flame. Or metal. I have [Aura of Freedom]. Not only am I naturally immune to whatever Blood abilities they have, and I doubt I even need your charm, for I am capable of freeing myself from literally any binding spell they could possibly throw at me. [Blood Control] spells will not work on me. The only people in danger in this situation are you, Tiffany, and Paul.” She rapidly turned to Tiffany and Paul, saying, “No offense meant, but you don’t even have an Elemental Body.”

Tiffany stayed well clear of the conversation. Paul did too. Both pretended not to hear anything as they looked away.

Julia turned back to her father, and said, “I could have taken that Nacreous Weaver, too, if I didn’t have to watch out for you. I am much more competent in this arena than you think, and I do not appreciate this smothering.”

Ezekiel felt empty. Gutted.

Julia stared, unflinching.

A moment passed, while Ezekiel tried to put his own thoughts in order. She was right. She was wrong. But above all, Ezekiel had to let her do this. He had expected her to try this. He had expected to lose this argument, too.

Ezekiel said, “You’re right. But I’m sending an Odin with you, who will [Withering] them if needed.”

“… Acceptable.” Julia said, “Please keep Odin away from the actual fight. I will be going in, now.” She shifted to light and stepped ten meters away where she instantly immolated into liquid fire and splashed outward into a flowing pool of orange ooze. The red dot of her [Sanguine Charm] was a spot of red shadows in the billowing heat of her brilliant form. She spoke with [Prestidigitation], saying, “Thank you for watching over me.” Another twist of light turned her into a shooting star that took off toward the north, toward…

Toward what was likely certain death.

... For anyone else except for Jane.

Why was this so hard? It would never get any easier, either.

Erick watched. He waited. He could do nothing else, lest he drive away his daughter. He had learned that lesson long ago.

Besides… Jane could handle this fight.

- - - -

The world was cold and Jane was fi—

Julia was fire.

Ah. That talk with her father had gone less than great. But it had gone. And now it was in the past, and they’d talk about it when they all got back home, and everything would be fine.

Eventually.

Everything would be better if he would have let her go on this entire hunt on her own. She hadn’t spoken up when the plans were made to get the Nacreous Weaver, and that was on her, but there hadn’t been a ‘best moment’ to talk about it. If it had just been her attacking the monster, then no one would have gotten hurt at all.

She didn’t expect all that reflection, but if she wasn’t constrained to fight with her father nearby—

That wasn’t fair of her.

She could have gone oozey right away and flanked the monster while Tiffany struck from one side and everyone attacked from every angle. That had been her own plan, but then her father had lucked out and mesmerized the weaver.

Paul would have gotten hurt, though, for sure. He had strained to freeze the weaver for that single moment. He could have done it a few more times, maybe, but even once was a lot. Probably due to the reflection, again. Paul had frozen too when he froze that weaver.

Ezekiel had been almost useless, too, until he lucked out.

Eh. They all got lucky. [Force Weaver] was no joke. Even she didn’t expect that. She could deal.

Her Unicorn Form would have worked, too. [Beautification Aura] would have been an instant kill, with less chance of accidentally burning her own party. But Poi would have gotten hurt… Maybe. He could probably piggyback off of everyone else’s sights. Back during the Unicorn Hunt, Marric had been fine fighting the Unicorns, and he was a Mind Mage, too.

She could have done that fight so much better.

And she could have trusted them to fight beside her as a monster, too. Why hadn’t she tried that with them? Was it because her father didn’t like seeing her as a monster? He certainly didn’t like spiders.

Was she embarrassed?

Julia loved her father, and everyone else was pretty great, too. Tiffany was warming up to her, finally, but…

She had sunk a lot of that just now, hadn’t she? By demanding to fight on her own, she had basically said that they were all useless.

Dammit.

She was better off alone.

Or maybe, she just hadn’t found the right people yet. She needed people who actually wanted to war and destroy, who were capable of keeping up with her own desire to fight and tear a swath through the world, so that other people could come behind and fix it all up.

That’s all that was happening here.

She wanted to be on the front line.

Her father wanted to be on the backline, and his people were there on that backline with him.

There was nothing wrong with this. It’s just how it was.

Anyway. There’s the spiders.

Pretty nest.

The crevasse was a kilometer long and a dozen meters wide, like a crack in the world that ran from deep in the forested valley to halfway up the bare mountain.

The entire crevasse was filled with glittering red darkness that extended into the world above, the red threads spreading out like blood from a wound. It might have truly been a wound, too; a kilometer-long wound in the world caused by someone’s spell or strength, that then got infected with spiders.

Julia descended to the edge of the crevasse, partway up the mountain, where red thread touched bare rock. She was going to stay away from the forest if she could; the blood weavers were a known threat, but they had to feed on some other monstrous species, for sure.

Her lightform touched the threads, ten meters from the edge of the lair. She plucked threads with a dozen tendrils, and she waited. She did not wait long.

She couldn’t see them yet, but she could feel them. Oozes had [Vibration Sense], just like spiders, and in her lightform, her [Vibration Sense] covered a great deal of space. Oozes were fractionally better at this particular sense when it came to sensing threats that touched the same solid surface. But for threats in the air, spiders won that contest.

Chittering, plucking feet clamored up from deep below. The larger ones had to be a hundred meters away. Less for the smaller ones. Maybe only twenty meters down. They had been hidden in holes carved out of the side of the crevasse and layered over with blood thread, but now they sensed prey upon their nest, and they hunted.

The wound in the world boiled over with the first wave of crimson Blood Weavers. Each spider was the size of a head, with legs twice as long but thin as needles. They shimmered in the afternoon sun as they rushed Julia, who was an ooze, but still in lightform.

She dropped the lightform, becoming bright burning ooze.

The shift in temperature was a minor explosion. Wet threads burst into steam, flash-frying then burning. Heat heralded Julia’s assault as she oozed forward, burning away more threads. Dumb spiders were caught in the flames. They advanced for a moment more, to kill the thing that was killing them, but they never got close.

The vanguard burst into flames, five meters away. The second line overheated, boiling first, and then they too caught fire. The third line, still cresting the edge, wisely decided to rush in other directions, and then away from the threat. Every single one of them was between level 20 to 30, with most being in the lower range. Not many of them were monsters, either, it seemed. She didn’t have [Eyes of Magic] in this form, for that was the basic nature of Shadow Spider eyes, but she did have the All Ability of [Life Sight] of her Hidebound Sneakeye form. [Life Sight] showed none of the usual gathering of life around a core that a monster usually had.

Julia briefly checked her resources. Health? Check. Mana? Check.

Yup. She was fine.

For a brief moment she considered Intelligence again, and decided that maybe she would do it, later. Or maybe she’d pick that up after she saw how it affected those people at Star Song. Intelligence had changed her father, but not by much. Mostly, he just picked up everything she put down, and that was kinda nice.

He even remembered what ‘chuuni’ meant.

Discarding thoughts other than the fight ahead of her, Julia oozed closer to the edge, burning away everything that came close, charring a path to the crevasse. Spiders fled at her encroachment. She reached the edge, intercepting a weaver that was larger than most, almost as large as she was. Ah. This one was a monster. Certainly didn’t look like a ‘Primal’ anything, though. It was just a normal, monsterized Blood Weaver.

It screamed as it charged up, aiming for Julia.

Julia stepped back from the edge, taunting the beast to attack her at her level. Her heat flowed out and up, after all. It didn’t flow down.

The weaver crested the ridge and Julia slipped forward, directly underneath the spider while it stabbed down at her oozy form. It struck, yeah. Julia barely felt the attack, and barely took damage.

The weaver, though, standing above Julia, instantly caught fire and exploded from the expansion of gasses inside its body. A blue box appeared, and yup! Just a normal Blood Weaver. Level 40ish, if Julia’s guess was correct. Spider legs and body parts went everywhere, as they burned.

Some of those burning bits fell into the wound in the world.

Julia poked a bit of herself back over the edge. She didn’t see much, as the flaming wreckage went out of range. That was one bad thing about flame oozes; they didn’t have normal sight. Oozes had [Surround Sight], which was great in most situations, but not in this situation, where the enemy was some hundreds of meters down a dark, blood-soaked hole. [Surround Sight] ended after about a hundred meters, and it couldn’t see around corners like a proper mana sense.

Julia was still glad that she had taken it as her Hidden Monster Class Ability, though.

She sent a [Fireball] sailing down into that red darkness.

Ain’t no way she’d walk into that trap.

Fire exploded. Probably. Julia couldn’t see the damage, but there were vibrations, for sure. She sent more [Fireball]s down into the wound, hitting here and there and lighting a few things on fire. Heat billowed up the hole, and flame oozes were good at seeing heat in the world, so there was definitely some burning down below. She got damage notifications and kill notifications, too.

But not much more than that.

She waited. The ground melted under her presence. Small dribbles of burning rock slipped over the edge of the crevasse, tumbling down into the dark, rapidly cooling as they fell.

This was not comfortable, for multiple reasons. One, in particular, was worse than the rest.

As a flame ooze, Julia needed to exist within certain temperatures in order to feel comfortable. It was, quite frankly, frigid as a witch’s tit out here, in the bright sunshine in the heat of the afternoon. This was like being in the middle of a blizzard. She could deal; she had dealt with this level of awfulness before and she would continue to do so. But the cold was easier to deal with when there were more burnable supplies nearby, and she could start her own fires.

She turned partially to shadows, both to get a better look at what was happening down in the hole, and to escape the cold. It worked. She wasn’t cold anymore.

Julia sent a few shadows downward.

The enemy stood revealed.

Julia jiggled in the shadows, suddenly wary. The target had been waiting, just out of her [Surround Sight], but her shadow sight from her shadow form had revealed all.

Fires burned here and there, but they were small things already being smothered by the concerted efforts of smaller spiders. The true illumination of the monster was from Bright blood spells hovering to the sides of the beast; four spells in total, each spinning like red globes.

The Primal Blood Queen, for that was the only thing a monster of this size could be. It had a body the size of a truck and the legs to match, each the size of tree trunks. It was a tarantula-type, with dark crimson chitin and absolutely covered in bright red needle-hair that shimmered in the light of its own ruby-red spellwork. Two main eyes, lidless and red, watched Julia stand on the edge, while smaller eyes surrounded its head, allowing it to keep focus on its smaller kin.

It was absolutely beautiful. More beautiful than the Nacreous Weaver; Julia had no idea why her father had thought that spindly thing was pretty.

Now, this! This was power! This was beauty.

It was rather smart, too. It had dealt with oozes before; that much was obvious. It had likely dealt with a lot of odd threats before now, and oozes were massive threats. Even if most monsters attacked until they either died or they killed enough to survive everything they attacked, most monsters were still wary of oozes. Unicorns went after oozes first and foremost because they were the only natural monster that could kill a unicorn, and the unicorns knew that.

The Queen Blood Weaver seemed to know that Julia was beyond dangerous, too.

So the monster sat there on the side of the crevasse, perfectly motionless so [Vibration Sense] was useless, out of range of [Surround Sight], and even out of range of most spells. This monster had realized that this particular ooze had shot out [Fireball]s, and it was wary for other tricks. It didn’t sense the shadows moving below it, though, under the threads under its feet.

Julia left the shadows there, but only to watch. She did not attack through them. She could have, but then the corpse would fall down and likely break into dozens of pieces, or otherwise get lost in the nest. Instead, she poked over the edge again, showing her orange ooze self.

The weaver did not move, but its hovering blood globes pulsed with power, growing slightly larger.

The weaver’s one-sided staredown continued.

Some smaller weavers, which were only the size of Julia herself, blitzed out of the crevasse, and rushed her. These were the stupid ones. Sacrificial pawns, no doubt. Some of them held small floating orbs of blood, though, and those were slightly more dangerous than the rest.

Julia let the sacrifices get close. She barely fought back, pretending at more sluggishness than was real. She was feeling slow, for sure, but she hammed it up for the obvious audience. She even allowed herself to be wounded. When a spider carved a [Blood Beam] from a floating orb, aiming at Julia, Julia let the spell clip off a few kilograms of orange ooze before she flexed her fire and burned the beast under 800 degrees of heat, Celsius.

It wasn’t really Celsius, but that was easier than calling it Yols, since they were about the same measurement.

Hmm.

This wasn’t working.

Julia dispatched the wave of medium-sized threats.

The queen refused to move. Or attack. Or reposition. Or anything. She waited. She watched. She did not move.

… Julia looked over her recently created spells and picked the one appropriate for the situation.




	
Flaming Replication, instant, close range, 250 mana

Create a replica of yourself that moves like you and attempts to attack with your normal attacks, dealing fire damage with a chance to ignite. Or, the replica can run, evading all attempts to capture or contain. Choice is made at the time of casting. Lasts 1 minute. 














She had made one of these spells for each of her primary Elements, but there had been no use for them until now.

She cast. A flaming ooze oozed out of Julia and rushed over the edge of the crevasse, burning a path down the stone, through the webs, aiming directly for the Queen Blood Weaver. Julia turned to shadow and vanished from sight.

The replica detached from the wall and fell directly toward the queen, who instantly obliterated it by telekinetically swiping a blood orb across the air, striking the replica, splashing fire in every direction as the queen moved in the other direction. She repositioned so that the bits of obliterated fire touched upon anything but her. One of those pieces splattered on the webs near her, catching the web on fire.

The queen splashed the web with thick blood spells from one of her hovering orbs, dousing the flames. The size of her orbs diminished as she cast, but she didn’t seem to care.

Julia watched from the shadows, motionless. Watching and waiting.

Moments passed. The queen remained motionless.

Eventually, the queen tested a step forward. When nothing happened, she took another. Then she walked across the side of her web, avoiding the smaller spiders as she moved. The larger ones got out of her way as fast as possible. Julia saw why the larger ones moved so quickly when one of them didn’t get out of the way fast enough.

That large spider became another blood orb. Julia barely saw how the queen did it. One second the smaller-than-her spider was living, the next it had churned into itself, becoming another orb of glowing red blood, and then the queen’s four orbs were each back up to full size.

… Julia had made the right decision in telling everyone else to stay away. She could handle this herself.

Now with four blood orbs around her head, the queen proceeded to stamp out every fire in the area, smushing her blood orbs against the fire until the fire went away. She moved slowly, but fast enough. One well-burned area had to be re-webbed. The queen took a blood orb and made wrist-thick cable-like thread from it, laying down structural threads. The smaller weavers took over from there, quickly filling in the gaps in the nest while the queen watched. After a minute, the queen must have deemed progress ‘good enough’, and moved on. When she went away, the smaller weavers stopped caring about being so thorough in wrapping up their web. They kept at it, but they slowed.

The entire colony had been quiet during Julia’s attack, but slowly they began to chitter and shake their abdomens, and twang the thread near them as they communicated with each other. The queen’s orbs went dark as she started to walk with purpose, shaking the world as she moved down, down, into the dark.

There was intelligence behind that spider’s many eyes.

How intelligent, though?

While she was under the shadows, Julia restored her body with [Greater Treat Wounds]. When that was done, she spoke from the shadows on the other side of the crevasse. “Yo yo yo.”

The entire colony went silent again.

The queen turned around. She began walking back up the crevasse again, slowly, silently, her great big eyes watching for any movement at all.

Julia asked, “Are you intelligent enough to speak?”

The queen froze. Her blood orbs spun back up, returning to brilliant red life.

Julia switched her languages, asking, “Do you speak Ancient Script? Do you speak Inferni? How about Karstar? How about Gargantual? How about good old Ecks?”

The queen had zeroed in on the spot where the sound was coming from. Julia would have been surprised if she hadn’t. But then she ignored that spot, and kept looking, scanning the world for the speaker. Yup; she was intelligent. Also a monster. The core in her body was a grand core, for sure.

The queen spoke, in Ecks, “Help me! I’m down here!”

The spiders around the crevasse began to prowl with a purpose. They poked at shadows, and poked at air. Julia didn’t react when a spider poked at her shadow. The spider was obviously looking for movement, and Julia didn’t give it the satisfaction.

A few other spiders, the medium-sized ones, echoed their queen.

“We’re down here!” “The spider trapped us!” “We’re in the webs!”

Julia felt a lot better about killing them, now. She had to be sure they were monsters, and they were. Plus, her father would appreciate checking, and this way, he wouldn’t have to worry himself over if his daughter was killing sapient beings. Odin was still up there, high in the sky, watching, after all.

Probably.

Julia decided it was best to ensure that he was watching and seeing.

She asked, “What’s 2 plus 2!”

The weavers responded, “Down here! Help us!” and “It hurts!”

The Queen said, “Four! Why the math!”

Ah. Shit.

… Now Julia just had to know. She asked, “Do people often fall for that trap? Or are you truly not that bad of a monster?”

“I’m not a monster! I’m a [Polymage]! This is my life now because I can’t transform back!” The queen scanned her surroundings, as she asked, “Did you come here for thread? I can sell you some! Just bring us monsters. The bigger the better!”

Okay. Well. Now the Queen was starting to sound like a person. And Julia, dammit, was starting to fall for it. She did not like that she was falling for it, but that’s how it was.

Julia had absolutely no problem killing a monster that preyed on people, but this one was too smart, and that was a problem. She was like the Unicorn Queen. In that same way, this Queen Blood Weaver spoke like a person and spawned monsters that followed in her footsteps to kill people, for sure. But Julia had no problem killing that Other Queen, either.

Julia lied, “I’m going to come out now, and talk to you.”

The queen tensed. “I await your arrival.”

Shadows rose from the edge of the cliff face, high above; a purposeful usage of shadows created more by skill than any spell. Every weaver turned toward the figure. None of them moved. Julia remained off to the side. ‘Shadow Julia’ walked down the side of the crevasse, not caring for the spiders nearby. None of them attacked the illusion. Most weavers walked out of the way.

On a vertical battlefield, Shadow Julia walked down, toward the Spider Queen. They met in glowing red darkness, surrounded by the reflective red eyes of their audience.

A figment stood before a Queen ten times her size, and asked, “Are you truly a [Polymage] trapped in there?”

“I assure you, I am.”

“Prove it.”

“I cannot. How would I?”

“Cast [Cleanse]. Monsters cannot do that.”

The Queen said, “I cannot either, but that does not mean that—”

Orbs of blood turned into carving spells of death, ripping through Shadow Julia, and then the Queen moved. She covered two hundred meters in a flashing moment, coming to stand right above where the real Julia hid in the shadows, under the webs. Blood orbs soaked into the webs, turning a portion of the crevasse into blood spikes, killing a hundred smaller spiders in the process. Deaths fueled the return of the blood orbs.

But Julia suffered no injury. She was already on the other side of the crevasse.

The Queen directed her orbs into a different sort of soaking spell that went into the wrist-thick webbing of the crevasse and set the battlefield aglow. Light erupted. Shadows vanished.

Julia turned to light and ripped across the Queen, taking a leg at its joint, tearing it away, into the light. The Queen screamed as Julia dragged its body part up out of the crevasse, into the sun, making sure that her trail was highly visible.

The Queen followed, raging, and so did her horde.

Julia did not want to drag out the kill. Even monsters deserved this much respect.

But the Queen ate its young when it got injured, to restore lost legs and lost Health, and replenish its resources. And then there were the tricks. Three times the Queen managed to snare Julia, as an ooze, in an unburnable cage of solid thread, with neither light nor shadow allowing her escape. This was its most dangerous attack, but even that failed to matter, for Julia simply walked out of the space with a small application of [Aura of Freedom], acting as though the [Blood Web Cage], or whatever spell it was, didn’t even exist.

Somewhere in the fight, Julia figured out how the Queen had seen her when she was in the shadows. It was the [Sanguine Charm] Julia had kept inside her burning body. The charm didn’t burn away, for it was more magic than real, but it was a blood source, and that was enough for the Queen to notice where it was all the time.

Julia asked the Queen to stop fighting, twice, just so her father would see. Just so he would know this was a true monster. It refused. It killed its young in order to live longer. It attacked even when Julia stood still, and stayed away. Julia had survived worse attacks, and oozes could regenerate with just a bit of [Greater Treat Wounds], or, since Julia had [Shedding Form], she just re-[Polymorph]ed into a flame ooze again, for less mana cost.

Every time Julia emerged from her own sliced-down bit of goo as a fully large and in charge flaming ooze, the Queen chittered angrily.

In two minutes, well before Julia ran out of resources and would have been forced to retreat, the battlefield shifted. Julia had clipped off twenty legs and burned away countless crimson hair, burning through the Queen’s Health twenty-times over. The Queen could have kept going, except she had run out of medium-sized weavers to eat. She ran out of resources first.

Julia killed the Queen with a spear of shadows through its center mass. She would have physically gone into the monster and ripped its core out from its abdomen and ended the fight early, but the Queen’s heart was all around its core, and that action would have brought flame into the spider and destroyed the heart. That was an untenable solution. You needed the heart and the brain to get the Familiar Form, after all.

Upon the Queen’s death, Julia got a minor surprise. She had been calling the weaver a ‘Queen’ in her mind, but the kill notification box revealed the truth. The ‘Primal Blood Weaver’ truly was a ‘Queen Blood Weaver’. Not a ‘Primal Blood Weaver’.

Riri had been wrong, yet again. 

Odd, that.

The horde went crazy with the death of the Queen, and then they calmed as normal mental functions came back. The Queen obviously had some sort of [Spider Mind] ability that allowed it to control lesser spiders; most magical spiders had that ability.

Freed from control, the animal spiders rushed to get away from Julia; there were no monstrous ones left since the Queen ate them all. The young weavers vanished down the crevasse. Julia considered burning them all away, but there might be a need for more blood weavers at some point in the future, and they were just animals.

Julia transformed into light. She came out of that light as a Shadow Spider that gleamed iridescent black in the afternoon sun. Briefly, she felt the minds of a few smaller, closer spiders like they were extensions of her own body. She discarded those minds, telling them to go back to whatever they were doing, but in fewer words than that.

And then she got to eating third lunch.

Halfway through, she sighed out a horrific chuckle as she got another surprise.

There were no notifications for gaining essence, except for when you gained a new ability, and then lastly when you gained the full Elemental Body. You could feel it when you absorbed essence, though. It was sort of like a piece of the universe revealing itself in the shade of a tree, or the sound of a brook. The Queen Blood Weaver had essence, for sure. Eating the monster felt like reveling in something bloody, which was not unexpected, but still… Kinda surprising. Was there ‘Blood Essence’? Maybe.

But then reality appeared, and the notification Julia got was:










	
Dragon Essence Blocked and Discarded.














She thanked her Class Ability Draconic Inoculation for the meal, and continued.







- - - -







Ezekiel watched as his daughter ate the Queen Blood Weaver.

He came back to himself.

Nothing had happened to them while they waited there, on that mountainside. Tiffany sat on her boulder. Paul sat on his smaller boulder. Odin chirped on Ezekiel's shoulder. And nothing happened.

This was in stark contrast to what had happened to Julia. Spikes of worry seemed to slam into Ezekiel’s very soul, at least three times, as he watched the slaughter. Once, when Julia just looked over the edge while the Queen was there. Then again, when the Queen spoke. Then again, when it went straight for his daughter.

… There were a few more times there, for sure.

But.

Julia had it under control.

It was a one-sided slaughter.

But if he had gone in there with his own people…

Ezekiel turned to Tiffany and Paul, and said, “I am so sorry. There was no need to put you in danger. I had no idea what I was asking of you— I mean… I thought I knew. But I didn’t.”

Tiffany smirked, and her words sounded sincere, as she said, “Eh! Don’t worry about that. We could have taken them, especially with your [Sanguine Charm]s, but you can’t go overriding your daughter’s choices, can ya?”

She had said those words, for sure, but Ezekiel could tell that Tiffany was relieved to not get into that fight. Not once the Queen started talking. Ezekiel had freaked when the Queen did that, and Tiffany had seen it through her own mana sense, for sure.

… He wasn’t sure how he would have handled that fight, but only that he would have been less aggressive once the intelligence of the monster had been revealed. He would have liked to think that he would have protected everyone, making them all practically invulnerable to the Queen, but doubt was an insidious poison. It made him think of the worst possible scenario, and that scenario was not good.

“I would have pushed harder if we truly went to engage the monster, but I am glad we did not.” Paul said, “Polymages are strong as individuals, and your daughter is among the strongest I have ever seen. I am glad you let her go on her own, Ezekiel.”

Ezekiel glanced at the Odins hovering in the light, all around the battlefield. Some hovered only twenty meters away from his daughter. He didn’t think Julia had seen the majority of them, and that was slightly worrying for a different reason, but he had been ready to swoop in and save his little girl.

Except she wasn’t a little girl. And she hadn’t been for a very long time.

He knew he needed to trust her. But…

It was hard.

He glanced back to the battlefield. The Queen’s abdomen and cephalothorax were carved open, the heart and brain devoured along with a fair bit of the insides.

A second Queen walked around as though testing herself, poking at the ground with massive legs. With a gesture, the former Queen’s gore became an orb of blood that hovered above the second queen. With another gesture, the orb sprayed across the ground, becoming thread. A second gesture pulled that thread back into a blood orb, but it was lesser than it had been before. Without another gesture, the orb became a carving [Blood Beam] a meter wide that gouged into the ground, exploding dirt and stone into the air like a line of excavation detonations.

The battlefield was full of such devastation, but now it had even more.

With her blood orb fully discharged, the second Queen turned to light and shot off—

Ezekiel came back to himself.

Julia —human-shaped Julia!— stepped down onto the ground ten meters away. Ezekiel was thankful for that. No unexpected heart attacks for him! It had been a close thing!

Julia waved, saying, “Hey!” She walked forward. “How did you like that fight?”

Ezekiel said, “I am reminded daily that you’re strong enough to do anything you want to do, but always I forget. That is a failing of mine. Sorry.”

Julia paused, then she stepped in front of her father. “I’m sorry, too.”

They hugged, briefly.

Julia tore away first and summoned a blue box for Ezekiel as she said, “So this is pretty awesome.”
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Ezekiel’s eyes went wide. “Ah. It was a Queen, then? I was just calling it that.”

“Yup! Level 68-ish Queen Blood Weaver.” Julia said, “It didn’t have [Body Control] like it should have had, but I have no doubt that if anyone with blood or a traditional body got anywhere near her, they would have died. I think its [Blood Weaver] Ability used to be [Body Control].” She said, “I’m glad you let me go on my own.”

Ezekiel smiled softly, and said, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

Julia looked to her father, then looked away, seeming happier than before. She turned back and said, “Did you notice the weird thing about this form?”

Ezekiel asked, “The Queen Mind, right?”

“Right.” Julia said, “I think that’s a problem. I also think I’m done with the bigger forms, because I think this one was much, much stronger than anything else I ever encountered. Mentally, that is. If I get anything else, it’s going to be small and purely for its usefulness.” She turned to Paul. “Can you check me over?”

Ezekiel paused.

‘Check her over’?

… For…

For mental contamination?

Many thoughts fled, leaving panic in their wake.

While Ezekiel had a minor panic attack and kept it to himself, Paul agreed to Julia’s request for a scan and checked her out for mental contamination.

And he could do that? Ezekiel didn’t know that. Had he done this before, for her? Ezekiel watched. Time passed.

Paul declared, “Your Triple Familiar Forms Ability gives you a great deal of leeway, but you are pushing the limits. 55 base Willpower is no longer enough. You need 60, at least. 70 or 75 would be preferred. Or you need to get rid of a few forms. I calculate that you have a year to do this before the contamination becomes noticeable. If you don’t do this, the next powerful form you gain could be your last.”

Another panic attack struck Ezekiel’s core. Larger, this time.

Much larger.

A detached part of himself mused that Willpower must have mental side effects that dealt with the ability to keep oneself together, and wasn’t that odd? Did Intelligence help that function, or would it harm that function? Should he foist Intelligence upon his daughter? Even if she objects?

But the main part of him was in shock.

He stood, silent and staring. Not even blinking; barely breathing.

Julia brushed off the concern, saying, “I’m only level 71. I got time to get higher, and there are always Quests around here, right?”

Ezekiel’s eyes went wide. He cOulD sOLvE ThIS PROBLEM RIGHT NOW.

He opened up the Quest—

Julia instantly turned to him, knowing what he was about to do. “No. I can get this on my own.”

Ezekiel put on a calm face even though he was screaming inside. He casually tried, “Allow me to help. Please.”

Julia said, “I appreciate your help, but I can do this on my own.” She asked them all, “Anyone want to go explore a nest? Find some treasure?” She added, “We actually have two nests to explore; we never cleared out all of the other weaver’s nests.”

Nope.

Ezekiel instantly had his Odin scatter. They turned to magenta sunforms. Half of them dove deep into the Blood Weaver lair, lighting up the red darkness in search of bodies and treasure. The other half lightstepped back to the Nacreous Weaver’s hunting grounds, in search of spoils.

He had checked out the Nacreous Weaver’s grounds already, but he didn’t search that place nearly well enough.

“We won’t be clearing either nest,” Ezekiel declared, happy to have the distraction. “Odin is doing both right now.” He half-glanced away, saying, “Ah! Not five seconds to find the tragedies produced by the monster. I’ll try to keep the sites separate so that we can report where the people therein actually died.”

Magenta sunforms deposited a mound of corpses twenty meters away to the right, and also to the left; blip blip blip! Bones stuck out of dried gore. Webs got everywhere. Crusted metals laid dull in the afternoon sun, while clothes and the furs of beasts were vague suggestions of what they had once been. A few small spiders of both kinds had come along for the ride, but they were instantly dispatched by the ripping tear of an Odin who solved the various problems before they could become problems.

Julia, Tiffany, and Paul watched.

In ten seconds, the Blood Weaver pile of bones and gore slipped down the side of the mountain, for it had gotten too large, and sunform Odins kept bringing more. Most of the gore was not people. Mostly, it was monsters of all sorts. Chimeras. Frogs. Snakes. A lot of ant-like monsters that were small, but multitudinous. Wolves.

The Nacreous Weaver pile was much smaller, but contained a high percentage of people. Thirty-one people, so far.

In a minute, Ezekiel’s anger and sorrow over his daughter’s various decisions was matched for his feelings about the horror show that laid before him. He calmed, as many different thoughts swirled and organized.

This was yet another reminder that there was a larger threat out there than the ones that people made for themselves; than the one Ezekiel made for himself whenever he wanted Julia to stay home and safe and not go anywhere or do anything dangerous. He would have to apologize later. Again.

That thought swirled back to the Calcium Disodium EDTA he had almost reinvented earlier in the day.

War was going to be the outcome from that new technology, sure. But another outcome would be that at least one decent-seeming nation of Nelboor would gain a true foothold on power, and that power would allow them to spread even more civilization across this war-torn continent; allowing them to kill more monsters and make more of the world safe for people.

For in his brief time here in Nelboor, he had gotten a good look at this land.

Most of it was uninhabited. Like the Crystal Forest in some respects, but in others, not. The Crystal Forest held no water, and no greenery, and any greenery that showed was ripped to shreds by rampaging mimics. The monsters were the problem, there, just as much as the environment was a problem. But in the Crystal Forest, people couldn’t live without a complete environmental overhaul.

Here, half the problems of Nelboor stemmed from ever-present war, and that required different solutions than the solutions required to fix the other half of Nelboor’s problems, which was a problem of monsters.

An expansion of civilization would help to solve the problem of monsters, but would simultaneously exacerbate the other half of Nelboor’s problems of war.

Ezekiel hadn’t seen much of those brutal, flashing contests of blood, as his Odin prowled the skies. But he had seen the aftermath. Bodies rotting in fields. Scorched spaces in the middle of green prairie. Broken swords. Viscera and worse.

Which was worse?

War?

Or monsters?

This was a complicated problem, with no easy solutions. Plus, was it right for Ezekiel to even make these decisions? Likely not. Except, he had to live in this world, too, and if he did bring Candlepoint’s Gate network here, then he damn fucking better have a fucking say in how this part of the world worked!

While Ezekiel thought, silently, and watched bodies both new and ancient fall down the mountainside in an ever-growing pile of gore…

He thought.

“Sir,” Tiffany spoke over the continuous sound of tumbling bones. “Are you okay?”

“I am fine. I am angry, but I am fine.”

Julia began, “Dad, I—”

“I am allowed to be angry. So are you. It happens. I don’t want to talk about it right now.” Ezekiel said, “There are larger concerns.” He gestured at the pile. “There are a lot of people-bodies in that pile.”

Julia went hard. “Later, then.”

“Later.” Ezekiel turned away from the still-growing pile, to face Tiffany and Julia, as he said, “Now that the spider hunting is done, there is another issue. I remembered how to solve antirhine poisoning. Should I tell them, or should I give it to them, or should I do nothing and let them solve it on their own? I am partial to the last option, but I could be swayed in a different direction.” He continued, “From what I have seen, the Highlands could well serve the rest of the world by expanding, and by this expansion, they could end conflicts and erase the true threat that is the monsters. But I don’t know a lot about the Highlands. I don’t know if I should give them this technology. Perhaps they should come to it on their own. It might take them days, or months, or years to get where I already am. Or it could happen tomorrow. Or it could never happen. What say you?”

Julia and Tiffany went a little wide-eyed. They said nothing. Tiffany frowned a little.

Paul abstained, saying, “I already told you my feelings.”

Ezekiel nodded.

Tiffany said, “Don’t give them anything. Give this magic to Spur.”

Ezekiel said, “Right. This is a good option. I have already given it to the Mind Mages, but I could also give it to Spur.”

Tiffany continued, “Songli has proven they can make a society out of a shitty culture, but so what? They don’t deserve what you’ve already given them, or what you could truly offer them. Not yet.” She shook her head, and said, “We haven’t even been here a full week. At least wait longer than this.”

Julia said, “I agree with Tiffany. Don’t give them this yet, and especially not before we’ve had a chance to talk to Riri. I’d like to know how she had planned on these spider encounters going. That might shift my opinion.”

“Yeah. That too.” Tiffany asked, “Did they try to get one of us killed? Or did she expect you to Wither both sites and then to pick up the pieces afterward?” She added, “I expected a [Withering].”

Paul said, “I would have suggested as much if we had continued toward the Blood Weavers.”

“Yes. I apologize for that.” Ezekiel said, “Please tell me if I am ever this ridiculous ever again, and I will reconsider the plan. Neither of you signed up for this level of danger.”

“Eh!” Tiffany said, “Ah. Well. I still like this sort of thing. Don’t get me wrong! But… Ah. Thank you.” She added, “It’s been nice adventuring. I do like this. Definitely don’t give out more magic, though, Boss. Not this soon.”

Ezekiel resummoned his Odin who had depleted themselves moving around bodies, then sent the new ones out to gather more, and said, “There will be no dissemination of technology right now. Maybe not ever.” He looked to Julia, and said, “I will be using whatever happened here to gain concessions from Star Song in the form of points for you so that none of us have to worry about mental contamination. Please do not countermand me on this when we visit Riri.”

Julia looked at her father, briefly going hard, before she softened. Somewhat. She said, “Tell them I will work for those concessions. This will also give me a better chance to see what they’re about, and besides that, I can handle myself in the field against whatever they might have me do.”

Ezekiel shoved away unproductive thoughts that would only lead to more arguments.

Julia’s change to his plan was an acceptable idea.

Ezekiel nodded, saying, “Okay.” He turned to Paul. “You can check for mental contamination?”

“Of course.” Paul said, “One of the first things I ever learned, since I have to check myself for it all the time. It’s easy enough to do for another.”

… Right.

“… Right.” Ezekiel said, “Of course.” He turned to the bones and otherwise still piling up, still tumbling down the mountainside. There were more ancient bodies down in that hole, but there was no need to grab the rest. Ezekiel was suddenly tired. He had the Odin stop. Bodies and bones continued to slide down the mountainside like a minor avalanche.

Everyone stared at the flow, as ten magenta sunform Odin hovered high above.

“Look at all this death!” Ezekiel asked his people, “This sucks, doesn’t it?”

Tiffany and Julia laughed, tension vanishing as the horror of monsters settled into a gallows humor background. Paul affected a smile, but there was no heart in it.

Ezekiel added, “There’s a hole into the Underworld at the bottom of that crevasse, about hundred meters long and twenty wide. Removing this trash sent half of the rest of the trash falling down into the dark. It seems the weavers hunted from both directions. Yes, there are the bodies of sapients in this pile, but the weavers keep the Underworld monsters at bay. Shall I do anything... About any of that?”

Paul said, “Throw some stone pillars across the hole to block out the bigger monsters. Let the weavers open it more if they need to. Don’t kill the weavers. Underworld threats are worse.”

Tiffany gave an all-encompassing, “Yup!”

Julia nodded.

Ezekiel sent five Odin back into the hole. They [Stoneshape]d crisscrossing pillars from one side of the crevasse to the other, building up a thick network of blockages. It didn’t restore the webbing that had been there before, but it did enough, for now.

The other five Odin got to work on the pile of bodies sitting out in the sun, sorting people from otherwise.

When Ezekiel remembered, he cast a few [Sealed Privacy Ward]s across the land, at points where someone might [Witness] something they shouldn’t. With secrets once again hidden, he got back to work.

Half an hour later, Ezekiel, Tiffany, Julia, Paul, and Odin, had sorted out four hundred and sixty-four skulls from the rest, some with horns, some with scales, some with nothing. Some of the skulls were attached to bodies. Some were just separated heads.

There had been some treasures in the pile too, but no one wanted to loot the dead. Back in Spur, there was an endowment that anyone could pay into, in order to support the families of adventurers who had died in the line of duty. No one was sure if The Fund still existed in the Clan Exchanges of the Songli Highlands, but if it did, it would be getting a hefty donation at the end of the day.

Together, Ezekiel and Tiffany spotted barely a hundred sets of paperwork in the Blood Weaver pile, and most of the papers were too degraded to read, but the Nacreous Weaver pile had rather intact paperwork. By the time the sun began to set and the world had turned orange and gold, the team had recovered a hundred and seventy-one identification papers. Only seven of them could not be [Mend]ed back to quality. The paper was thick stuff, for the most part. It was designed to survive rain and weathering and unfortunate deaths in the dark places of the world.

Ezekiel buried the skulls in individual nooks in the mountainside, then raised an obelisk monument in the middle of them all. He carved upon the stone an image of Phagar on one side, Koyabez on another, Rozeta on the third, and a small prayer on the fourth that was a common epitaph in some parts of the world.

It read: ‘To those who have lost their lives defending us from monsters, may your gods guide you to a better world. The ones you have left behind will continue to toil against the Darkness, but your fight is over. Thank you for your service.’

The magenta light of [Cleansing Flame]s lit the coming night, burning the avalanche of bodies to thick air.

- - - -

They stopped in at the Clan Exchange in Eralis. The ‘Mage Guild’ in the main city was larger than the one in Darzallia, by a lot. It was five stories of stone and steel and seemed to be specially protected by the Void Song in the air.

They walked in with a massive bag of spider silk slung over Tiffany’s back, much to the surprise of many of the clansmen in the building. Some eyed them, seeing their wealth, and not knowing who they were except that they were unknowns. Some people almost made a move. But others held back those who moved, telling them in silent commands that this was not a procession to be interrupted. Even if they didn’t know Ezekiel and his people as ‘Clan Phoenix’, they certainly recognized a death procession when they saw it.

Ezekiel and his people soon found that, yes, the Clan Exchange had a ‘Fund’. They called theirs ‘The Office of the Lost’, and it was not exactly the same.

In a somber room, Ezekiel handed over a large stack of paperwork to a professional man in stark-white garb. In small words, they spoke of the location of the monument, and of the graves. Then they deposited the spoils gathered by too many monsters.

Many of the papers belonged to people outside of the Highlands, but the Office of the Lost respected death when it had been caused by monsters. The clansmen who had perished fighting against the darkness would find solace in that they had been found, and their graves had been marked. Their families would be told if they could be told, and the treasures Clan Phoenix had found would be used for this service.

A small amount of the treasures would go to the families who had lost people, but most would go to the Border Clans, who keep the monsters out of the Highlands.

It was the perfect sort of corrupt-government note to get Ezekiel’s anger up and fuming before he went to Star Song.

- - - -

Ezekiel sat across from Riri and Patriarch Zalindi at the very same courtyard they had been in earlier in the day, but now the sky was dark. Stars glittered above while gentle white lights illuminated the grey stone and the pink willow trees, and a cold wind blew across the Alluvial District.

Julia sat to Ezekiel's side. Elder Mirizo stood behind Zalindi and Riri; still silent. There was no tea, for there was no need. This conversation wouldn’t take long. Ezekiel had told them as much when he contacted Zalindi not ten minutes ago in a sending.

Ezekiel said, “Thank you for agreeing to meet so soon. Is everything going well with your Alchemists?”

“Most of them are still sleeping off their gifts.” Zalindi’s voice was that of a mountain rumbling. He said, “Loremaster Riri was also sleeping, but not too soundly, it seems.”

Riri looked as well put-together as ever. If she had been sleeping ten minutes ago, Ezekiel couldn’t tell. She affected a small smile, and asked, “Should we have reason to worry about the gifts given?”

“No.” Ezekiel said, “I was trying to break the tension, but I see that raising a concern over the Alchemists was the exact wrong way to break the tension.” He sighed. “I am concerned, but not for the Intelligence I have given you. What I am here for is the truth about the spiders you sent us toward.”

Zalindi gave no impression of tension or worry. But he turned an eye toward Riri, and that was enough. Zalindi was concerned now, too.

Riri, however, was perfectly poised. She asked, “Was there a problem?”

“A few small ones.” Ezekiel said, “A few possible poisoned treasures which make me wary of further treating with you.”

Mirizo watched, a slight concern in his eyes. Zalindi casually glared.

Riri focused, hard, and yet she remained soft. She diplomatically asked, “Please inform me of the issues experienced and I will try to reduce the severity of your suffering or remove it entirely, if it is within my power.”

Ezekiel nodded to his daughter.

Since a part of the deal Ezekiel had made with Star Song was to teach him and his daughter spider silk magic, Riri would need to know of Julia’s capabilities. So instead of simply showing off the Kill Notifications, Julia produced the Familiar Form boxes she had recently gained, then handed them to Riri. 

The Loremaster’s eyes went wide. Zalindi watched Ezekiel, but he spared a glance toward the boxes, too. Mirizo read over Riri’s shoulder.

Ezekiel waited.

Riri dismissed the boxes and became utterly professional. Or maybe she merely discarded her apologetic persona, since such an affectation would have been harmful in this situation; Ezekiel wasn’t sure.

Riri said, “The Nacreous Weaver and the Primal Blood Weaver were exactly that the last time I knew of them, which was four days ago and five days ago, respectively. You have gained a great deal more than we bargained for. I fail to understand the issue you believe you have.”

Ezekiel expected this tactic. He came ready to counter it. He said, “I understand that Star Song participates in Stat Quests. I want twenty points for my daughter. This extra allowance from you to me would counteract the disaster of the Queen’s mind emerging in a year. That is why I call this gift of yours a poisoned treasure, for it certainly seems that way to me.”

Zalindi breathed out of his nose, a little louder than normal breathing. He said nothing.

Riri said, “We cannot do this unless you are willing to work further with Star Song, past previously established bargains.”

Zalindi spoke up, “We cannot do 20 points. No. Five points; this is what we can offer in recompense for putting your Clan in danger, and each point would cost you in gold.”

“Not acceptable.” Ezekiel asked, “What needs to happen for 20 points?”

Riri took control of the negotiation, “Two hundred thousand gold per point. 4 million gold.”

“A lesser offer,” Ezekiel said.

“For 10 points,” Riri said, “Clan Phoenix can become a branch family of Star Song.”

Zalindi glanced to Riri, then turned back to Ezekiel.

With not a little bit of pride, Ezekiel said, “I have a counteroffer. For my daughter’s personal help in killing whatever monstrous threats you deem worthy, you will give her 20 points. Half upfront. If needed, I will step in, but I doubt that will be necessary. As of today, Julia has killed an Ancient Unicorn Queen and also this Queen Blood Weaver, solo. She has a Flame Ooze form and many others that are capable of countering many of the monstrous threats of this world. What say you?”

Zalindi and Riri turned toward Julia.

Silence.

And also trepidation.

Small lines of thought passed through the manasphere between the Patriarch and his Loremaster. More lines of thought went elsewhere, tapering off into nothing as they vanished in the distance. Julia waited. Ezekiel waited.

Riri said, “We can afford the 20 points if Julia agrees to do a month of missions. She will be sent out to branch families all across the Highlands. Border Clans, mostly. There will be a few deeper missions into the Tribulations where she will be expected to solo various threats that encroach upon our interests. There will be minor jaunts into the near Underworld. Most of the points she gains will be paid by us. Some points will come from standing Quests that have yet to be cleared, and that need to be cleared. We will not pay half upfront, and Clan Phoenix will become a branch family.”

“You will pay some lesser amount upfront,” Ezekiel said, “And Clan Phoenix will not become a branch family.”

“This is an unwise decision.” Riri said, “Branch families of the Highlands gain much power and opportunity. Are you sure you wish to take this route?”

“Clan Phoenix will not become a branch family,” Ezekiel repeated.

Riri said, “We accept that decision.”

Zalindi silently watched it all.

Ezekiel looked to both of them, while he sent to Julia, ‘Is this okay?’

‘Yes!’ Julia sent, ‘This is great.’

Ezekiel said, “She will not assist you with assaults on people, and 5 of those points will be granted as soon as possible.”

“It will be as you say.” Riri added, “Clan Star Song looks forward to a closer working relationship with Clan Phoenix.”

“We will cement this relationship now.” Zalindi placed his hands together in a near-silent clap and stood. Ezekiel, Julia, and Riri stood with him. “Young Mistress Phoenix. This way.”

Zalindi walked over to the edge of the stone courtyard, where a water fountain spilled from chest level down into a shallow stone basin. The flowers of pink willow trees laid upon the clear surface. A small stone vase sat near the edge of the water.

Julia joined Zalindi at the water’s edge.

He said, “Whenever you are ready.”

He handed her the Quest that they had seen days ago.
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It was a ceremony.

Zalindi stood on one side of the burbling fountain. Julia on the other. With a quiet joy and a reverence that Ezekiel couldn’t match, Julia dipped the stone vase into the basin, filling it to the brim. Julia was enjoying this. She stood, and handed the vase to Zalindi. He took the vase and spilled the water back to where it came.

Julia repeated this process four more times.

At the end, she bowed to Zalindi, and it was done.

Zalindi said, “Someone will pick you up in the morning. Clan Star Song looks forward to a close working relationship with Clan Phoenix.”

Ezekiel gave a thankful nod toward Zalindi, Riri, and also Elder Mirizo, who still had yet to say a sound in Ezekiel’s presence. The three of them gave deference to Ezekiel, but Riri went further than the other two, fully bowing.

After it was over, Ezekiel had some thoughts. This transference of points had been made possible by the sacrifices of lesser clansmen who gave up parts of themselves in order to gain access to a clan. This is how they did it here, and the transaction seemed uneven, somehow. It seemed exploitative. Ezekiel didn’t like this part of this culture, but if they did this to themselves, willingly, then it was okay for him, and for Julia, to take advantage of this aspect of their culture, right?

Maybe.

Maybe not?

Maybe he was thinking too much; this was certainly true. Julia was better, now, with 5 more points stuffed into Willpower. She’d be even better, later, when she had 75 Willpower.

By the time Ezekiel got back to the hotel room with his people in tow and his daughter safer, he was feeling better about most everything. He was even feeling okay about his various decisions of the day, and his new obligations going forward. Sure, there had been some rationalizations there at the end, but this was fine, right?

Even the fact that Star Song was scheming was fine.

Ezekiel was pretty sure that the schemes weren’t that bad. But there were schemes, for sure. It was fine.

Except…

One part of him was certainly not feeling fine.

“We ran around a lot there. No breaks.” Ezekiel touched his own stomach, asking, “Everyone else is really damn hungry, right?”

“Gods yes,” Tiffany exclaimed, as she dropped the second spider-silk bag Ezekiel had made onto the table. It clattered with the tell-tale sound of clinking coins. “One grand core means one fine meal!”

“Hopefully more than one meal,” Paul added.

“Blughh,” Julia said, sticking out her tongue. “No food for me.”

“How does that even work!” Tiffany loudly asked, “How do you eat in other forms and not get hungry in this one? It makes no sense!”

Ezekiel laughed.

Paul smirked, saying, “You can still drink beer, Julia.” He said to Ezekiel, “Let’s get dinner. I’m starving, too.”

“I could drink a beer,” Julia agreed.

“I could drink a keg,” Tiffany said.

Ezekiel gestured to the door, saying, “Onward! To dinner!”

- - - -

In a small room where none would see, Riri stood with Patriarch Zalindi and Elder Mirizo. The two men did not look happy with her, but this was to be expected. Something had gone wrong somewhere in the plotting. If one of her ‘underlings’ had fucked up like this, they might even be out of a job, depending on the severity.

Riri had made allowances for many unexpected events, each allowance designed to draw Erick Flatt deeper into her web, but this event came at her from the shadows.

Mirizo asked, “Did you plan on angering him like that?”

No. She had not. But she could not say that truth. She could not reveal that she hadn’t planned for every contingency. Yesterday, if this had happened, she would have considered throwing herself on the mercy of her betters, but today, her mind was clearer.

Riri said, “He was not angry. He was worried.”

“Of course he was worried!” Mirizo said, “Worry leads to distrust which leads to anger which leads to death at the hands of—” He stopped. He said, “I have been prepared for all of that to happen, eventually. I have been prepared at every stage of every possible breakdown, but I cannot properly prepare for our own people handing him poisoned treasure. Especially not you.” He added, “I am not angry that it happened. I am angry that you didn’t tell me of your plans ahead of time, Riri.”

“Have I ever led Star Song astray? No. I have not. Do not talk to me like I am some simple Loremaster or one of your Enforcer underlings.” Riri said, “This was simply an advancement of certain timetables, for while today’s upset was unexpected, it was within projected parameters. We were always going to lure them in with something unavailable elsewhere. So it happens to be points! So it happens that he could have gotten this from any Clan of our standing! We are lucky he came to us for simple points.

“This is acceptable. He could have asked for more and we would have given it.” She said to them both, “We are poised to expand, and greatly. Along with our own advancements in Particle Magic thanks to Ezekiel, this new deal with him is a perfect reason to go on a large recruitment drive. We will gain these points back in a single week. And! With Julia taking care of some long-standing threats and gaining half of her points that way, and with her father backing her up, we are set to expand in ways Star Song has never before been able to expand before! This is perfection. This is what we wanted. All the pieces might not have been planned, but they will be exploited, of that, you can be sure.”

Mirizo listened, silently.

Zalindi told them both, “Riri is trusted, and yet I cannot help but feel that it is we who have been taken advantage of here. Two unknown and potentially lucrative Variants.” He turned to Riri. “How much did they gain from the resources we could have had?”

She said, “We have not lost much revenue. We have lost options, which I would have turned into revenue, but not as of this moment. Pearlchan laid her eggs while I was sleeping, and none of them appeared special, therefore, nothing was truly lost.

“Except, the [Prismatic Thread] from the Radiant Nacreous Weaver is a qualitative upgrade over [Light Thread], usable in many different ways. I could have abandoned six different forms and taken up that one, opening up five slots for other forms. This is the only true loss. The Queen spider has gifted Julia with [Queen Spider Mind] and [Perfected Body], both of which I already have, but both abilities are paired with two different forms. I could have dropped two forms, for that one.” Riri said, “Another lost opportunity, but nothing serious. When I gave those treasures to him they were worthless to me. He has lucked out. Let him have his luck.”

Small lies, but they would serve. If Riri told herself those same lies enough times, she might even start to believe them. A special spider corpse was waiting for Riri under preservation and cold spells, but it could wait longer.

She would have liked to have had that Variant Nacreous Weaver! The Queen was a small loss, but the other one... It would have allowed for...

For a lot.

Jane would still need to come to her to learn how to use her newfound powers, though, so that was one good outcome to this unexpected mire. 

Mirizo frowned at Riri; seeing much of what went on behind Riri's eyes, but diplomatically unwilling to voice his own true thoughts.

Zalindi relaxed. “A shame, but no real loss.”

Riri said, “It is more vexing than anything real.” She declared, “The cost for Ezekiel’s deepening interest in Star Song has been paid, and it was as inexpensive as we could have made it. It is up to us to lure him deeper if we wish to do so, but let us not push too hard. The fish might escape if we tug at the wrong time.”

Mirizo frowned. “Spur will push back.”

Zalindi smirked, and said, “Why would Spur get involved? We’re dealing with Scion Phoenix, and he has no connection to that Dark Land.”

Mirizo added, “Holorulo and Alaralti will become involved soon, if for no other reason than because of our solution to the Elixir problem. Void Song knows of Clan Phoenix’s truth.”

“Your second news is more troubling than the first, but we have accounted for this.” Zalindi asked Mirizo, “Which Enforcer will you send to guide Julia?”

“Enforcer Sikali.” Mirizo said, “She already knows Julia, and she has a violent personality. Considering what we already know of Julia, they might get along well.”

“Make it so.” Zalindi asked Riri, “How is Intelligence treating you?”

Riri said, “I feel clarity in odd and unexpected ways. I’ve already thought up a dozen new approaches to our daily operations to make them more efficient and stronger. I have already implemented a few, and will do more tomorrow when daylight operations resume.”

Zalindi gave a rare half-smile, and said, “I look forward to seeing the bounty of your prowess. Both of you. Good work.”

Riri and Mirizo bowed to their Patriarch.
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                    Which would win in a fight?! The Force Weaver spider, that reflects every spell that attempts to touch it, or the Queen Blood Weaver, that fights with blood and a horde and dominates smaller spiders? 
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                The day dawned red, with stillness in the air and the promise of storms on the horizon.

Ezekiel had woken early, as usual. Breakfast would be delivered soon by the proprietor’s wife, but the room had supplies enough for a few things, and he had bought more in their time in Darzallia. He made himself a nice pot of some ‘specialty blend’ lime-blossom tea that had caught his eye and his nose, then poured that tea into a cup already filled with just the right amount of crystalline rock sugar. Granulated sugar was a rarity in this part of the world with both commoners and nobles mainly using rock sugar. The sugar Ezekiel had bought was also lime-flavored. Soon enough, shimmering green tea swirled with slowly-dissolving sugar in his cup, while Ezekiel sat by the window, reading, enjoying the quiet hours of the new day.

Soon enough, Paul joined him, and made himself a cup. He deeply inhaled the smell, and said, “I like it.”

Ezekiel refilled his own cup, saying, “I could see orange and lemon blossom tea being a thing here as well.”

Paul nodded, as he grabbed his own book and sat down on the other side of the front room.

Julia and Tiffany woke after breakfast was delivered, and the smells of thick-slice fried bacon filled the room.

Ezekiel spied another ‘delivery’ walking this way, out on the road that ran beside the Sour House. Enforcer Sikali. Her skin was a pale tan color, and she looked human enough, but something about her seemed ‘demi’. She didn’t seem to have any bloodlust in her this time, or if she did, it was low-grade enough to not set off Ezekiel’s gut feeling.

He told Julia, “Your escort will be here soon. Or handler. I’m not sure.”

Julia ignored the rest of her food and rapidly grabbed another bit of bacon. She stuffed it in her mouth as she rushed away from the living room, back to her own, speaking through her full mouth, “A minute!”

Tiffany rapidly proceeded to grab up all the rest of the bacon, saying, “All mine!”

In moments, Julia came out of her room wearing working robes of a cut similar to what a peasant would wear when toiling out in the fields, but hers were a bright blue that shimmered iridescent in the sunlight. Not bad for a tunic and pants! Ezekiel had worked with Julia last night to make them out of her [Prismatic Thread], and they were only one of a dozen new outfits. Everyone got new robes and otherwise. All of the new stuff was solid colored, but shimmered like rainbows when the light caught them at the right angle.

The new clothes weren’t as physically strong as the white-thread Shadow Spider silk, but they were superbly comfortable. Julia had trouble combining her new [Prismatic Thread] with the thick thread from the Shadow Spider, but Ezekiel had confidence that she would figure it out.

They had talked a lot about a lot last night, while they were weaving in the midnight hours.

They had started talking about how they treated each other, which they both agreed was poor, sometimes, but it was only because they both worried for the other. Then the conversation moved on, and they both tried talking as though they were both capable of taking care of themselves. They spoke of threats, and concerns, and smaller things. It was a good conversation.

Ezekiel looked at his daughter, dressed up in her new iridescent blue outfit, and smiled. She would surely get ripped up just as badly as her new clothes, but she had all the tools necessary to repair all of that damage. Soon, Ezekiel would also have all the tools to repair the damage this world could do to a body, and that had made Julia happy, too.

Ezekiel smiled as he said, “You look ready.”

Julia smiled back, and said, “I feel ready. [Perfected Body] makes me feel… Better. In all ways.”

Ezekiel’s eyebrows raised. “You can adjust yourself like that?”

“Come on now, dad.” Julia said, “I can put spinnerets in my forearms; I can put [Perfected Body] in this form, too.”

“I know that, but...” Ezekiel wasn’t quite happy that his daughter called her natural-born ‘Familiar Form’, a ‘form’. But he could deal. In an attempt to meet her halfway, he asked, “How does [Perfected Body] make you feel? Any differences inside that are apparent to you?”

Julia smirked. “You can look, you know. You tell me.”

He had already, to make sure that she was doing okay, but he didn’t like the idea of her replacing parts of herself like that. He asked, “Does it feel different?”

Julia shrugged. “Eh.” She walked to the front door, saying, “It’s hard to tell— Ah. My eyes are perfectly symmetrical. Just noticed that in the mirror, actually. The vascularity in my left arm is now as great as in my right arm, and the veins are the same. It’s a bunch of small things, you know? I’m also feeling great on four hours of sleep. So that’s a little different. Usually there’s some trouble waking up in the morning after days like the one we had yesterday, but there was none this morning.” She stood by the door, saying, “And it was easier to [Polymorph] those spinnerets last night, now that I think about it.”

“I still find it odd that monster abilities just have names, and no blue boxes,” Ezekiel said.

Julia said, “They’re more biological functions than abilities.” She looked away, frowning a little, then said, “Maybe monsters are like living enchantments?” She added, “Eh. No. That's too simple.”

Ezekiel hummed, thinking about it. Living enchantments? “They’re made with [Husbandry]… People can become monsters if they form a core... I don’t know.” He said, “When you go meet Riri for lessons, or something, let me know. I’ll end up there sometime, too.”

Sikali was almost to their door.

Julia said, “Whenever that happens, I’ll let you know.” She smiled, throwing open the door, saying, “But for now, we got monsters to hunt!”

Sikali barely broke stride as she walked into view. She had a mien of professionalism upon her face and a simple, yet elegant, red and black court dress. She spied Ezekiel in the room, past Julia, and said, “Greetings, Scion Ezekiel Phoenix.”

Julia went professional, too, as she recognized a tradition of greeting the one in charge first. She stepped to the side and stood, silent.

Ezekiel stood up from his chair, saying, “Greetings, Enforcer Sikali Star Song. Won’t you come in? I can make some tea for us.” With a thought toward canceling one of the layered [Prismatic Ward]s in the room, he did so, opening a space in the hotel room for Sikali to walk inside.

Sikali bowed her head a fraction, and stepped into the room, saying, “I appreciate the courtesy, but we have a busy schedule. Some other day, perhaps? My husband Xue makes a fantastic sun tea. We would love to host you and your Clan for a meal, if you are willing.”

“I gladly accept your invitation, though I know not when I am available; it seems like something large and new is happening every day.” Ezekiel asked, “And speaking of invitations: I have appointments with the Singers of Void Song during the morning, but my afternoons are free. I’m not too sure when your husband and Elder Arilitilo wish to get together for lessons, but if you know when that will take place, then I am sure we can figure out the rest from there.”

“Star Song has many duties, but we will make time for you.” Sikali said, “Regarding the teaching promised by Elder Arilitilo and my husband Xue, I have been told that it is best to practice Blood Magic a few hours after a hearty meal, so if your mid-morning is occupied, then mid-afternoon will need to be acceptable. If this is agreed upon, then please tell me now, and I will inform them to wait for your arrival in the afternoon.”

“This is a fine timetable.” Ezekiel asked, “Would you be able to speak on the planned lessons with Loremaster Riri, as well?”

“My husband and his Elder will be able to answer this concern, but I cannot.” Sikali said, “One or the other of them will likely guide you to Loremaster Riri’s secondary offices, which are located next to Xue’s in the Lore House.”

“Ah! Good.” Ezekiel asked, “Where should I go to meet them, then? Back to your Clan mountain?”

Sikali bowed her head, saying, “This is correct, Scion Phoenix. Upon arrival, an initiate or inner disciple will be able to guide you further, but I suspect that as soon as you show, an Elder will also show. Do you have any other concerns I may answer?”

“A schedule for my daughter, so that I know when I need to be concerned.” Ezekiel said, “I am not that worried for her, but a father is never not worried.”

Sikali grinned slightly, politely, and said, “I will ensure 12 hour check-ins, but we will be venturing into the Underworld in a few locations, therefore we will not be able to maintain that schedule. You will be notified when this occurs.”

Good enough. Ezekiel gave a low gesture toward his daughter as he stepped out of the conversation, but not away.

Sikali turned to Julia, saying, “I look forward to working with you.”

“And I look forward to working with you, as well,” Julia said, professionally.

Sikali turned to Ezekiel and bowed, then rose and walked out of the room first.

Julia rushed her father and hugged him.

Ezekiel enjoyed the far-too-short embrace.

Julia broke away and rushed after Sikali. She quickly fell in beside the Enforcer, and they started talking in small voices, but soon switched to telepathic conversation. Ezekiel watched them go down the stairs, then out of the Sour House. Far too quickly, Julia and Sikali were walking along the road outside the hotel.

Ezekiel relaxed his mana sense, and the two of them fell out of sight. He turned to his remaining people, and said, “Time to visit Kaffi.”

- - - -

Paul and Tiffany sat across the way, on the other side of the large stone amphitheater.

Ezekiel sat on the same stone bench as Kaffi.

A dozen books and twice as many scrolls sat between them. Some of the scrolls were opened and stacked to the side, along with some of the books; attempted and discarded. Others sat in a halfway pile; attempted and appreciated. The Singer had brought quite a few aura control training manuals to their session. None of them had led to a sudden breakthrough, but…

Kaffi unrolled another scroll, reading it as she said, “This might be a good one for you. It’s a little unorthodox, but it has worked before for many people.”

She had said that about every method.

Kaffi said, “Sit upon your knees, this time. Hold your hands in a triangle shape above your stomach, but do not allow your fingers to touch, or allow your arms to come into contact with any other solid surface, including your legs, or your sides. Sit in such a way that no body part is directly touching another body part. As much as one can, anyway. Relax. Breathe in and out. Relax. Move your hands in and out, gently, attempting to mold your aura into a ball. Breath in and out in time to the molding. Feel the energy flow across the skin of your body. Feel the direction of the flow toward your hands. Gather your aura in your hands, and realize how it works.” Kaffi added, “This one has some demeaning wording, but it works sometimes.”

Ezekiel smirked, as he got into position, sitting on his knees. He had gotten into a lot of different positions over the last hour, but about half of them had him sitting in this way. Laying down was also popular. Cross legged was not popular.

Kaffi went silent. She watched.

Ezekiel tried this latest method for ten minutes, to no result.

Kaffi called it, “Time.” She added, “That one seemed better than some of the others. No obvious results, though. Moving right along.” She picked up one of the books that they had already gone through, and flipped to a different bookmark, saying, “For this one you have to…”

That one didn’t work either.

The next one was a failure.

“Time,” Kaffi said, breaking the silence of the room again.

Ezekiel opened his eyes.

Kaffi asked, “Did any of those seem to work better than any of the other ones?”

“I liked the visualization ones. Especially the one that combined the aura casting and canceling but with continuous attempts at moving around the aura, even when the spell was off.” Ezekiel said, “They seemed like they were working, or that they might work one day.”

“Any idea why you feel that way about those techniques?”

“The goal is to be able to interact with the world with my aura, which pairs well with actually attempting to move the world even if I have no spell effects that allow me to easily do so.”

Kaffi asked, “And you didn’t like the ones where you use lower levels of the Meditation Skill?”

“Nope.”

“You explained already, but I require a larger explanation.” Kaffi explained, “Most people like those ones.”

Ezekiel frowned a little, then said, “Meditation causes the user to vaguely see the mana all around them, which has the side effect of forcing the user to see the hallucinations that life has imbued upon the immaterial. Most of those hallucinations have gone away since I gained Scion of Focus so long ago, but they’re up front and center when I use the lower levels of Meditation; when I drop myself into that dark place. I don’t appreciate that.”

“Hmm. Fair.” Kaffi said, “Well. We’re done for now. I expected this testing to take a lot longer. This is quite a lot easier to do when you can memorize everything as fast as you do.” She said, “I will bring a larger selection of techniques that might work for you tomorrow, based on what I’ve already seen and what you’ve said.” She stood, saying, “But the Grand Elder would like to see you, if you would be amenable. We’ve many options for lunch.”

They’d been at this for three hours. This was a good stopping point. But did he want lunch with a ‘grand elder’? Eh. Sure. Why not!

Ezekiel stretched, then stood, and diplomatically said, “I would be honored.”

Kaffi smiled brightly. “Then please follow me. We shall be heading upstairs, to the fifth floor.”

Up a grand, winding staircase they went, surrounded by white walls that gently echoed with the sound of the Void Song. The Song was a heartburn in process when he listened to it out there in Eralis, but when he was inside the Void Temple, it was nice; like quiet music. He said as much to Kaffi, as they walked upward, past hallways of acolytes in their dorm rooms or classrooms, and other hallways filled with office workers.

Kaffi said, “For all the Void Song has brought prosperity to Eralis, those of us with ears to hear can barely stand it. Thus, we have some tricks in the walls of the Temple.”

“I can imagine growing up here and never knowing that the world isn’t supposed to sound like that until after Matriculation and wanting to explore the world, or after stepping out of the city for the first time for some other reason.”

Kaffi said, “Most kids are raised to know what the Song is, but if they don’t understand themselves through common knowledge, then they learn through taking a day-trip with a parent or otherwise, outside of Eralis.” She asked, “What brought you to this observation?”

“Ah. I can imagine that, too.” Ezekiel said, “It’s the idea of it that captured me for a moment there. Suddenly, they don’t hear that background sound. It’s like finally realizing that there was more to everything than what they knew possible. It’s the same thing that seems to happen to me in every place I visit, and with every new thing I learn.”

Kaffi smiled, but said nothing more as they reached the fifth floor.

The staircase ended its rise in the center of a half-open floor plan. A wall separated north from south, just a little to the south of the staircase. Beyond those southern walls and doors were industrial-level kitchens, churning out lots of nice meals. The white stone floor to the north was filled with tables, while the walls were large windows that showed the greying skies over Eralis; rain had threatened all day long, but nothing had come of it yet. To the west of the staircase, Ezekiel mana sensed, and saw, as people blipped into a designated Teleport Zone in groups. Those groups were already talking with each other as they moved into the cafeteria.

And all around, people ate food and talked and laughed and lived. Most of them were younger than Julia, but there were a few older faces here and there. Most wore grey robes, but many wore white. Ezekiel understood that grey denoted trainees and acolytes, but white robes were given when one proved themselves as dedicated to High Clan Void Song, or if they were on the path of the Singer. If there were delineations between Singer and not-Singer and otherwise, then Ezekiel did not recognize them.

A few acolytes saw Kaffi and called her over to their table, but she declined, and guided Ezekiel forward, through the room, to a set of double doors on the far end of the cafeteria space. The doors opened at her approach. Ezekiel, Paul, and Tiffany followed her into a more private area.

Several booths lined the walls on either side of the door, each of them with a grand view of the north, through tall, massive windows. Grey clouds loomed all above, ready to unleash their rains. Buildings rose all across the horizon, each of them trying to outdo each other in size or architecture, but none reaching the heights that Ezekiel had seen back on Earth. Like a hidden treasure peeking out between those tall structures, the Void Wall was a sharp white line, while the Void Gate was highly visible. It rose high into the sky, to the left, the top-most arc of ‘Rozeta’s Body’ vanishing into the lower grey clouds, and then coming back down to resume its encirclement of Eralis.

It was a nice place to eat, for sure, but only one other person was in this VIP room.

She sat in a booth to the left. She was a stately older woman of white skin, white hair, and violet eyes, wearing a violet robe which had to be one of the most expensive, and yet understated walking-around robes Ezekiel had ever seen on a person. The second thing he noticed about her was a gentleness that was probably totally false, for you didn’t become a ‘grand elder’ of anything without being the kind of person that actually went for that sort of thing.

Being a Grand Elder certainly wasn’t like being an archmage, where all it took was having a knack for magic and suddenly you had more power than you knew what to do with.

Anyway.

Meeting a Grand Elder.

Kaffi walked the woman’s way, then stepped to the side, gesturing as she said, “Scion Ezekiel Phoenix. Please meet Grand Elder Lingxing Void Song.”

Ezekiel bowed his head, then rose, saying, “A pleasure to meet you, Grand Elder Lingxing.”

Lingxing gestured to the table she sat at, and spoke softly, “Please sit with me, Scion Ezekiel. We have some of the best cuisine here, and quite a lot of it has been recently inspired by the dishes coming out from the Crystal Forest. Your daughter is from there, if I heard correctly.”

Ezekiel felt nothing untoward in Lingxing’s voice or demeanor, but she seemed nice. So either she was the world’s best liar, or she was tied for that position with Kaffi, or she was simply being pleasant.

“Thank you for the invitation.” Ezekiel sat down, saying, “And yes, you heard correctly.”

Lingxing gave a small smile, then said to Kaffi, “Some menus, Kaffi.” She asked Ezekiel, “Or we could order everything on the menu?”

“I’m up for some Blood Magic lessons after this so I have been told I should eat plenty, but maybe not the whole menu.”

Lingxing gave a polite chuckle at the small joke, then said to Kaffi, “Some of the better dishes, and also the more popular ones, if you will, along with enough for Scion Ezekiel’s people. See that we are not unduly disturbed.”

Kaffi bowed, then walked away.

Lingxing asked, “Would you prefer some privacy spells? I can craft some, or I will accept yours, if you wish. I would like to talk plainly, but not about anything too important.”

No horrific alarm bells were going off in his head, so that was an alarm right there, but… Odin was on his shoulder. His defenses were up. He was safe.

He said, “I could accept raising my own.”

Lingxing nodded.

Ezekiel shaped a [Sealed Privacy Ward] across a large portion of the room, covering their booth, a few other adjacent booths, and half of the room. He gestured for his people to take one of the other booths nearby.

Paul and Tiffany took a seat at the adjacent booth.

Lingxing glanced around, and seemed at ease with the spellwork around her, but she wasn’t interested in that. She locked eyes with Ezekiel. The kindly grandmother-type was still there in her visage, but she was serious, now. Ezekiel sat straighter.

Lingxing said, “I’m so glad to meet you, Archmage Flatt. We’ve been waiting a long time for you to show, and I am glad you showed on my watch. I hope Kaffi is treating you well. If she is not, let me know, and I can find you a replacement.”

… Maybe she wasn’t secretly furious with him, or some other untoward emotion? Maybe she wasn’t filled with plots and plans? Of course, the absence of a plot or a plan was automatically both.

But Lingxing didn’t fill Erick with dread. She seemed curious. Hopeful. Happy, even.

“Kaffi, or whoever she is, was a surprise, but she seems fine. I can appreciate someone going incognito, so I have no place to judge that.” Erick said, “And it is a pleasure to finally be here in the Highlands, Grand Elder.”

“Oh! Please call me Lingxing when we’re in private. I have heard you prefer people to call you Erick?”

Erick fought off a smile. “I do. In private.”

“You have avoided many planned events by showing up under a friendly guise, instead of as yourself.”

“Then my own plots and plans were a success.” Erick asked, “But just so I know: What did you have planned?”

“There were to be parties, for one. We have some of the nicest hotel rooms in the world waiting for you, though they do get rented out occasionally; we would have made room. Other than that, there would be a lot of meetings with important people.” Lingxing said, “Half of the powers in the High Clans would have asked for your assistance in locating some murderers and terrorists and ending threats in this part of the world, though I understand your daughter is doing some of that. Thank you for that, by the way.

“The other half would have tried to drown you in excess luxury, while asking you for the favor to be returned in whatever manner they could convince you of.

“Everyone would have wanted to open trade, and to be the ones to teach you of the Songs, and to hopefully learn from you in turn.”

“Sounds like quite a tour.”

And one he did not want to do. Not yet, anyway. Maybe not ever.

“We can still do all of that, if you want, but it is strictly unnecessary.” Lingxing said, “Your ‘Scion Ezekiel’ facade is getting drawn into quite a few whirlpools of desires and plans, but Archmage Flatt would have been a lot worse.” She added, “Just so you know: If you ever need help with any of the problems you find in the Clans of the Songli Highlands, as Scion Ezekiel, you have friends in High Clan Places.”

Erick felt wary at being called ‘friends’ already.

So he asked, “Do I? Have friends?”

Lingxing said, “A premature notion, I am sure. To tell you the truth, Erick, I wanted you to be Scion Ezekiel. The idea of someone of your power and temperament showing up out of nowhere, desiring to be friendly with the Songli Highlands? That is the stuff of dreams. Erick Flatt is tied to Spur, and we wish him well. But Scion Ezekiel! He could have gone far, here, making a strong name for himself and his Clan.” She added, “Alas, Void Song is one of many who will need to content itself with seeing the big fish get away.”

“I hoped to not get involved in any large affairs, but I cannot seem to stick to that plan.”

“Plans and reality rarely mix well.”

Erick smiled at that.

And Lingxing hadn’t mentioned the Worldly Path yet, so maybe she didn’t know? This was good.

Lingxing turned fractionally more serious, “But now I must ask something important.”

Erick lost his smile.

Tentatively, he asked, “… What is it?”

“We have been trying to understand how best to use the new foods you have created, but some of them do not fit with the usual cooking methods common to the Highlands.” Lingxing asked, “I wish to talk about food with you. For starters: these red tomatoes!” With a pleasant, excited voice, she asked, “And the ‘beefsteak’ tomatoes in particular. How do you best use those in your food?”

Uh.

Okay!

This was fine?

“Besides ketchup?” Erick went with it, saying, “Slices of tomato in a sandwich of bacon and lettuce and mayo. I know it doesn’t sound appetizing, but every time my daughter made one for me, I was reminded that I really like those flavors together.”

“You can’t have a sandwich without mayo,” Lingxing said, “It makes everything better. I doubt your tomatoes even have to be red to enjoy that sort of thing.”

Ah. He saw where she was going with this.

Red tomatoes actually were a big deal, but in a Quiet way.

“I got some pushback on the red tomatoes back in Spur, too, but I never intended to touch that cultural nuance of the Quiet War. It seems like someone would have made other colors of tomatoes long before now.”

Lingxing smiled, and bright emotions swelled from the woman, as she said, “I never liked the purple ones either, but these red tomatoes are spreading everywhere, now that the humans of this world can hold up their own version of the ‘tomato’ as ‘human-made’.” She added, “We don’t do the Quiet War here, so I was glad to see that particular food item come from a creator with a Silver Star upon his chest. I love ketchup. I love red sauces. They seem to give a dish a certain vibrancy that you don’t get with purple, and tomatoes being red now has opened a whole new street of options. We usually have to make red sauces out of peppers, and spice is not one of my favorite flavors.”

Oh? Maybe she was actually a foodie? For real?

Food and culture was a big intersection. Talking about one but actually discussing the other was an interesting tact to take. It was easier, for one. Though Erick would be happy with a simpler talk about food, without the extra layer.

“My daughter can’t get enough spice, but I can do without it as well. Have you tried the ranch dressing?” Erick said, “I was particularly proud of that one. Had to invent almost every herb that went into that thing. But now I can cut down almost any spicy food that Jane brings home.”

“I have tried that one, but I feel it was not created properly. Do you have a proper recipe?

“Yes. I’ll get the recipe to you soon. Have you tried lemons yet?”

“Oh yes. I have tried the oranges, too, and those are great! Much better than limes. A dozen varieties of lime and none of them sweet. Why just the other day, I…”

Rapidly, they left behind the political layer to the food talk.

They spoke of foods of all kinds as the first dishes were wheeled into the room by Kaffi, and deposited on the table. There were fries and ketchup. Rice and mayo. Fish and red meats and white meats. Sauces of all kinds. It was a feast, and they spoke of every single dish there, talking about where it came from and how it was made. When Kaffi came back with more dishes, she came back with a pad of paper and pens. They exchanged recipes.

Lingxing was a foodie, for real, and it showed.

Erick left the Void Temple feeling full and fine, with a list of restaurants to try in Eralis and the surrounding cities, and with an open invitation to stay for lunch in the cafeteria whenever he felt like it, after his lessons with Kaffi.

Lingxing was obviously after something, but if that ‘something’ was just... the friendship… of an… archmage. Yeah. She was after that, for sure. But whatever?

There were worse friends to have, and Ezekiel wasn’t about to become some jaded misanthrope who was constantly judging the actions of everyone around him in the most harsh possible light. Everyone needs friends, right? Friendships had to start somewhere, and mutual exchange and interest and proximity was as good of a start as any.

And anyway, it’s not like they were friends after a single lunch.

Ezekiel asked his people, “Did you two like that lunch?”

“It was good.” Tiffany said, “I liked the steak.”

Paul said, “The fish was well seasoned.”

“Did she seem honest?”

Tiffany hummed, non-committal.

Paul said, “About as much as anyone.”

Fair enough.

- - - -

Light rain misted down from the sky as Ezekiel, Paul, and Tiffany stepped out of magenta light, onto the white tiles of the Teleport Square, before the bridge to the Alluvial District. By the time they got halfway across the bridge the sky had begun to rain rather hard. Rain did not touch him, though, or any of the other people on the bridge, for many different [Weather Ward]s had been erected over the bridge.

Maybe the deflecting [Ward]s were always there? Or maybe they were just there for the event of the day, for there was certainly something going on.

People lined both sides of the bridge, in small clusters, most of them with small children. There was no one nearby who Ezekiel recognized, and they didn’t seem to care about him, though a few people did turn to look at veiled Tiffany. The kids all watched the water, eager and excited, as the rain began to pour in earnest and the adults around them began to speak of ‘It’s about to start’ and ‘There! Did you see that one!’.

Down below, the Wanzhi River Delta, stretched out over dozens of kilometers in every direction, its many sandbanks full of grasses and small, winding streams, began to rise. The rains had started far to the north, long before now, and the waters and rains were just now arriving. The river didn’t rise too much, but there was a clear difference compared to a minute before. Some of the sandbanks were now little more than tufts of green that struggled to rise above the rushing waters.

Small ‘oohs’ and ‘ahhs’ escaped from the watching kids.

Ezekiel had slowed his walk, watching, but now he had to see with his own eyes. He went to an open section of the bridge to watch. Tiffany and Paul followed. He could already see what was happening with his Odin, flying high above, and so could Tiffany, with her mana sense, and so could Paul through the two of them and everyone else all around, but none of that was as nice as seeing in person.

Together, the three of them watched as the churning waters came alive with red glints. Here and there, like a beast was waking under a deep, frothing ocean, tiny red flits flashed their red scales in small sections, in sync with their direct neighbors.

The fish were each as large as anchovies and barely visible on their own, but they were plentiful, and a change was taking place in the massive school. The flits had been waiting for a signal, and they had received it. Small flickering red sections became large flashing red sections as the first red flits dashed above the waves, out of the water, rushing north, spurring on their neighbors to jump out of the water with them. Like a wave started in a football stadium, the flits began to cascade their jumps and their flickering of bright red scales in time with those nearby.

The dark waters, almost black without sunlight upon them, became a mix of black and flashing red.

Some critical mass occurred, all at once, and there was no more cascading wave. All the fish jumped and rushed and glittered all over the entire flooded delta, swimming north while rain crashed down from above.

And then they began to do more than glitter red in the dim light of the rainy day. They began to glow.

Crimson. Bright and shining with actual light, a billion billion red flits turned a gloomy day into a red flood that fought against the river, and won.

Ezekiel watched for a full minute.

And then, as fast as it had come, the event was over. The full crimson rush of light vanished back beneath the dark waters, though some fish couldn’t turn it off. They were red glows under the waves, like eyes, that swam north, into the storm.

It was beautiful. 

Some of the kids on the bridge had been entranced, though others had opted to be extremely vocal in their surprise and joy. A few kids threw tantrums when it ended, but they had been reassured that the red flood would come again on another rainy day. All Water Season, this happened, whenever the river flooded after the rain.

Ezekiel stepped away from the bridge, happy to have witnessed such a sight. From their expressions, Tiffany and Paul had enjoyed the moment, too.

They continued on to the Alluvial District.

- - - -

Ezekiel arrived at Clan Star Song, to an understated reception that was rather formal, but short. It was not unlike the ceremony of points that Julia had undertaken yesterday, but for Ezekiel, he just had tea in a garden with Elder Arilitilo, who asked if he could call her just ‘Ari’. Ezekiel obliged.

The two of them spoke of the books she had sent him, of what he thought of them, and of the goals he wished to achieve in his pursuit of Blood Magic. This was a simple question, with a simple answer: Denying and Healing were more than good enough for him, for now, but he wanted to learn that enchanting method they talked about. With that answer in hand, Ari informed him that they likely wouldn’t get to any Blood Magic today. This was fine.

Ari gave a small tour of the Lorehouse of the Clan Mountain, where Ezekiel got to see a nice library, and the doors to the offices of Xue and Riri and a few others, but none of them were in, so they moved on, down hallways that initiates and inner disciples used to get to rooms where everything from healing to harming to protecting were taught to those deemed worthy. He saw nothing untoward yet, but there was a lot to see! He’d likely be seeing a lot of everything else at later dates, anyway.

They got to the room that Ari had chosen to start Ezekiel’s education, where they stored the tools that she would be using to teach him. They went inside, to the center, to the main teaching tool.

It was a wax cadaver of a human male. It laid upon a table in the center of the large, currently-private room. It was perhaps the most intricate sculpture of a person Ezekiel had ever seen. It had veins and arteries and goo for blood and well defined organs, muscles, nerves, and bones, each of appropriate physical strength to make them as life-like as possible. There were small simplifications in the construction, of course, as the arteries of a real heart had layers to them, and the skin had more layers than were here, but other than those details, the wax figure was rather impressive.

A similar wax sculpture sat on a different table, not too far away. It was a wax incani female. On smaller tables around the room were other subjects, all done in wax. Several large eyes, all in a corner. The bones of the ear, times two; one labeled ‘humanoid’ and the other labeled ‘avian’. There were bodies of all sorts of people, and even animals, like rats and wolves and birds and frogs, but most of those were either in storage underneath other sculptures, or off to the side. This human male was actively used, all the time, as were the other ones currently sitting out in the open.

Ari stepped to the other side of the ‘cadaver’, and said, “Healing magic is varied by effect and nuance. But [Treat Wounds], and then [Greater Treat Wounds], is little more than the application of skill and understanding alongside an Elemental Body or aura control. I know you read the books I gave you, but very little of what is written down is so easily translated into working knowledge, and very little is adequate for your learning goals, so here we are in the Wax Room. Like most learning, we will start near the beginning.” She pressed the nude sculpture’s stomach and it moved like a person’s would; not a simple indentation, but a pressure in one point that deformed all other nearby places. She removed her hand, and the stomach returned halfway back to where it had been before. She cast a [Mend], and the sculpture reformed completely. “As you can see, this sculpture is one of many that each responds in life-like ways to many external stimuli. This room is used by all, but I have requested some private time for our first lesson.

“We likely won’t come here again.

“When I can see that you know the basics of Healing Magic, then we will move on to the healing of rats and then wolves. You must achieve [Treat Wounds] before you are allowed inside a hospital, whereupon you can further cast your gained spell and perhaps gain [Greater Treat Wounds].

“Along the way, you will likely gain [Inflict Wounds], and perhaps even [Greater Inflict Wounds], as it is much easier to destroy than it is to heal, and you will be learning a great deal about how to destroy, in order to do the opposite.”

Ezekiel nodded. He wanted to ask— Nah.

Ari said, “I can see you have questions. Ask them.”

“This is a basic one that hasn’t really been covered anywhere else, and your book didn’t mention this, exactly. But how do Doctors and Healers Remake these spells, if they don’t have aura control or an Elemental Body? Or a mana sense? The vast majority of people don’t have either, and this includes doctors.”

Ari nodded, then said, “They have to do this the hard way, through practice and understanding and a great deal of bloody work with knives and sutures and directed healing.” She said, “I know this particular answer was not in the books, or in the notes, so I will have to back up a bit and explain what is also not in the books, exactly, as the books deal with education and rarely with overall pictures.

“I will start from the beginning.

“Most Healers and other types, most of whom begin with a wish to repair their own bodies or the bodies of others, begin with a healing spell. Whichever healing spell they begin with is fine; they all go in the same direction. [Healing Word] is popular, as is [Rejuvenation]. [Healing Beacon] is less popular, but it does see use in war parties and clan excursions.

“Through the use of these healing spells, people will usually encounter a small truth.

“Though the use of Health restoratives is not true healing, it is adjacent, and if the body is at high Health, then applying more healing, from any source, will speed up self-healing. Almost all orcols are blessed in that restoring Health is the exact same as true healing, but the rest of us people have to work a great deal to learn how to help the body heal itself, and thus, healers will come to the next small truth.

“Most people who actually want to succeed at being a Healer will come across a situation. They will see that the placement of a [Rejuvenation] at a wound, with the intent to heal the wound, helps to heal that wound, specifically. A thousand instant applications of [Healing Word] cast in a struggle to heal a catastrophically injured friend, might actually work if the caster knows some of what they’re trying to achieve.

“Intent matters a lot in magic, and this truth is still true when it comes to healing.

“Of course, if a person merely throws resources at a problem without attempting to understand or direct their healing, then they achieve nothing. This sort of situation happens almost all the time outside of hospitals and healing-focused instruction.

“It is this realization of the phenomena known as ‘directed healing’ that allows a person to understand enough to gain the Quests for all the other healing spells.

“For all healing spells are Base Tier. You cannot make [Treat Wounds] out of [Healing Word]; none of the generalized healing spells are achievable from making them out of another generalized healing spell. Most people will learn this, and then unlock the Quest for [Treat Wounds] by understanding this directed healing truth of [Healing Word]. And then they will go on to complete that Quest, and gain that basic tier spell.” She said, “There are three routes to these spells, and three routes only. Either the Quest, or an Elemental Body, or aura control. Most people go the first route.”

“Directed healing, eh?” Ezekiel frowned a little, but mostly at himself. “I haven’t experimented with healing spells… At all.”

“Most mages don’t.”

“How do those Quests unlock?”

Ari said, “There are three big healing spells, with many specialist combinations derived from these three, or from an offshoot of these three. They are [Greater Treat Wounds], [Regeneration], and [Restoration].

“You gain the [Treat Wounds] Quest through the understanding of the directed healing spells, meant to repair the damage from a sword strike, for example. [Healing Word] is a good spell to gain this Quest. It is harder to gain this Quest if you use the other spells.

“Starting with [Rejuvenation], one can easily unlock the Quest for [Regeneration], which is focused on the ability to regenerate lost body parts and other assorted missing parts, such as teeth. With [Regeneration] in one hand, and [Treat Wounds] in the other, one can then unlock the Quest for [Greater Treat Wounds].

“The Quest for the [Restoration] spell, which is a touch-up spell used to prolong quality of life, is unlocked when one understands a great deal of the nuance of healing the body, and how it wears down and how it can be repaired.

“In the end, a Healer can work for years in a hospital to finally heal enough people to gain any of these magics, but completing any of the Quests makes subsequent Healing Quests easier to complete.” Ari added, “There are variations to the process, but this is how it usually works.”

“Outside of a hospital setting, and outside of the Big Three healing spells, one can also try for other healing magics which are primarily focused on the simple restoration of Health, which is a different branch of Healing. This branch of healing is focused on combat healing, and usually involves large, large amounts of Health.

“The Quest for [Rejuvenation] is gained by taking a healing spell and trying to stretch it out over longer than a second.

“The Quest for [Healing Word] is gained by casting a healing spell, back to back to back, and the Quest is completed in the same way.

“The Quest for [Heal], which is a spell designed to restore a vast amount of Health to one person, is gained by ignoring all nuance and damaged flesh, and trying to restore the [Personal Ward]-like effect of Health.

“The Quest for [Healing Beacon] is gained when you have too many targets taking area of effect damage and not enough time to heal them all, but you try anyway.

“The Quest for [Soothing Light], which puts a target into Rest and removes a modicum of pain, is gained when you need to put someone to sleep, to make them Rest because there are enemies at the gates and you’re on tight watches, with little time to properly rest.” Ari said, “There are a few more spells out there, but that is most of the Basic Tier healing spells.”

Ezekiel listened, cross checking what he already knew with what Ari had just told him. He found nothing too strange in her words, besides the fact that Julia had gained [Greater Treat Wounds] without going through [Treat Wounds] or any of that other stuff first.

Eh.

The gods saw that his daughter needed help and Atunir’s Champion was in danger and all that other shit was happening…

If anyone could figure out how healing worked and what ‘overhealing’ actually did, it was Julia. But besides that; Ezekiel was 100% certain that Rozeta could fudge things on her end. [Greater Treat Wounds] had served Julia quite well. It was likely serving her well right at this very moment.

Ezekiel asked, “So how do we gain those spells?”

“The first step is practice, here and now, and then we move onto living creatures. In order to practice, I will create a wound using [Greater Air Body], instead of aura control, so that you may see the wounding in action.” Ari gestured to the wax sculpture, and the air flexed with intent and power. A laceration crossed the chest of the fake cadaver, two decimeters long, spilling red into the world, exposing muscle and bone. “Aura control is easier to use to Remake Healing Magic than the Elemental Bodies, but your lightform will still serve you well. All you need to do here is press the wax back together as best you can, ‘healing’ the wound back to the original form as best you can.”

It wasn’t a full answer as to how Ezekiel would gain these healing spells himself, and in fact, it seemed like a non-answer, but he understood that there was a flow to learning, and not everything could be answered how Ezekiel wished it to be answered.

So he controlled multiple tendrils of light to reattach red muscles to white bone, smushing ‘muscle’-type wax back into shape with expert precision. Nerves and blood vessels came together, and then skin rolled over the wound. He even shoved most of the scattered ‘blood’ back into the body.

And then he promptly realized that putting exterior blood back into the wound was probably a bad idea.

In twelve seconds he had physically repaired the wound to perfection, though he knew he had made some mistakes.

Ari’s eyes were a little wide. She cast a [Mend] over the sculpture and the little blood still outside the body vanished from the surface to reappear inside. She said, “Don’t put scattered blood back into the body.” And then she slashed halfway through the sculpture’s neck, to the bone. “Again.”

Ezekiel got to work.

Repair the parts deep inside the wound, first, putting that bone chip back where it needed to be, working outward, mushing veins and arteries back together, repairing the throat and the voice box. Layer the muscles back together, back where they needed to be. A place for everything and everything in its place.

The repair took 39 seconds this time.

Ari looked more secure in herself. She said, “The patient died due to lack of blood to the brain. Repair the arteries first, and then the veins. Critical structures before lesser structures, always.”

She [Mend]ed the patient. Scattered blood vanished.

Then she slashed the sculpture through the neck; deeper this time.

“Again.”

Ezekiel went to work.

He healed neck wounds. He reattached arms. Genital injuries. Gut wounds, leg wounds, piercing and slashing. Blunt trauma was the hardest to heal. Bones were easy enough to put back together, but he needed to individually repair burst capillaries to heal that damage, and slice into the body to where his light wasn’t able to reach, in order to repair deeper burst arteries and veins. With his mana sense and with the piercing power of his lightform, he was capable of diagnosing the problems Ari caused right away. A few times, Ari had tried to trick him, with tiny wounds that looked like nothing on the surface, but would be catastrophic for the ‘patient’ if they were a real person. None of her tricks worked; Ezekiel saw through them all.

Ari stepped back from the wax body, saying, “I expected fast results, but this is astounding.”

Ezekiel glanced around the empty room, at the other ‘bodies’. “More?”

“Yes, we shall. You should gain some familiarity with each type of person and organ and otherwise before we move on to the live subjects, which will likely happen tomorrow."

This was as good of a time as any to either find out the world was horrible, or if he was worried over nothing. So Ezekiel asked, “How do you work on the animals? Do you put them to sleep with spells or concoctions?”

“Not a spell.” Ari said, “[Sleep] would be useful, but we don’t employ Mind Mages for that. No; we use potions. The rats and wolves feel nothing, and if we find healers that relish in the causing of pain, we quietly discourage them from learning more, with as much force as necessary. Rarely does this discouragement take the form of a quiet execution, but it does happen sometimes.”

Ezekiel felt several ways about what he had just heard.

One: Good! Don’t teach healing to people who would use it to harm!

Two: So they execute people who step out of line? Eh. Yes. This happens. Terrible, but…

Three: His desires in asking his question were seen through rather thoroughly, weren't they?

Four: He almost offered up his own [Merciful Ether] to live-subject experimentation, to see how it worked as compared to their own alchemical concoctions. He decided not to.

Ezekiel said, “It is disheartening to hear that extreme discouragement needs to be done to secure the safety of all, but I understand the need. Thank you for telling me.”

Ari nodded, pleased for herself but only showing it a little. She gestured to the female incani wax body, asking, “Next?”

“Of course.”

Ezekiel moved with Ari to the female incani sculpture.

Ari slashed at the breasts and Ezekiel repaired breast tissue. Then came more lacerations that spilled blood into the air and more bludgeoning wounds that trapped blood inside, where broken arteries sealed the woman’s ‘death’ even if there were no visible problems.

Ari stopped inflicting wounds when she deemed Ezekiel had healed enough, and she asked, “Now we will deal with spell effects. This is just an oral exam, so answer as best you think. How do you deal with [Blind]?”

“Depends on what has caused it. [Dispel] is the obvious choice for me, but that would have to go up against the enemy caster’s mana, and it could be a trick to get me to waste my time and resources.” Ezekiel said, “Knowing that, I’d have an Odin throw a thousand mana at it, or ignore it entirely, depending.”

Ari smiled, and said, “The first part was enough.” She gestured to the large sculptures of eyes sitting to the other side of the room, saying, “[Blind] is a cheap spell with little use, even if you think it would work wonders; the problem is that [Blind] works based on the Health of the target. Much of Blood Magic is like that.” She started walking. “An enemy can usually Blind a lot easier with Light Altered spells designed to Blind, and there are no easy solutions to this cause of Blindness, but a directed heal at the eyes might help in those situations. Now…”

Ezekiel walked with her. He listened. She asked questions. He gave answers. She gave better answers.

The solution to most Status effects was either [Dispel], [Cleanse], a directed heal to the afflicted area, or to ignore it if you could. [Blind] and other such small spells didn’t last long, but when they were unexpected, they could have disastrous results. Such spells were usually only good when the caster made a better spell with it than the basic tier spell.

The basic tier spells were worthless for multiple reasons, and also because a good mana sense negated almost all of them.

But Decay effects were not useless. They could be extremely dangerous. On the other hand, it was usually quite easy to heal through smaller Decay effects with a [Rejuvenation], unless they were special Decay effects that caused healing spells to go bad (which could mean any number of things), and thus a [Dispel] would be better. Combating Decay effects was a whole school of study, as Decay could do many, many different things.

Ari ended the lesson by picking up a knife and holding it against the purple skin of her forearm. “You have obvious skill, but wax is not flesh, and so, we move on to this next lesson which most people consider the first.” She sliced across her flesh, parting skin and releasing blood. She set the knife down and held two glowing red fingers against the wound. When she took her fingers away, the wound had become a bumpy black scar. A [Cleanse] removed the blood. “You cannot smush together actual wounds on real people as you can with these wax cadavers, which is why we must learn the true art of healing: directed healing. What I just did was apply a [Rejuvenation] directly to the wound.” She held her scar forward for Ezekiel to see, and pulsed more red magic on the spot, saying, “You can even restore scar tissue back to normal tissue, but this requires a careful application of inflicting and restoring at the same time.” Over the course of seconds, her black scar became unmarred purple skin. “If you haven’t Remade [Inflict Wounds] by this point, then you will likely gain that spell in this stretch of your healing education.”

Ezekiel watched. He said, “I have a few questions.”

Ari nodded, and waited.

Since she hadn’t answered his previous question to his satisfaction, Ezekiel asked, “How am I supposed to attain [Treat Wounds] through the application of [Healing Word]? How does that specific Remake Quest happen?”

There were many different ways to Remake spells. Most Remakes required specific shapings and intents imbued into mana. But Ezekiel had not Remade all of his current basic spells, because many of them required more than that. [Duplicate] was different, because that required him to target the history of a specific type of item with [Mend]. [Teleport] was different, too, in that it required a whole different stretch of [Greater Lightwalk] than the usual application. Healing Magic seemed even more different than the rest.

Ari said, “Most healing magics are flexes of other healing magics. Stretches of shape or size. Condensations of intent. Weights applied in specific manners.” She held up her hand, and the air around her hand began to shift and glow red, the glow becoming a controlled spiral, then a spike, then a thin film. “These are all [Healing Word], ready to be deployed, but each in different shapes, for you can do this with healing magic; you can queue it up for release.” She relaxed her [Air Body] and the red glow became a diffuse pattern of static, spreading out in the air like a mist. “This is the standard [Healing Word], meant to heal the Health of a target, and only that.” She dispersed the glow and lowered her hand, saying, “It is possible to attain every single Healing spell through careful application of a single starting spell, but you must treat real injuries on real people.”

Ezekiel went, “Huh.” Then he said, “Ah.” He understood. And then he understood more. An oddity stood out to him. “So a Healer could end up with a great deal more Stats, simply because they don’t have to spend any points on their main suite of spellwork?”

“This is technically correct, though rare in reality.” Ari asked, “Are there any more questions?”

“How do you condense core dust into the blood?”

Ari smiled, then said, “In medicine, a little bit of directed poison is crucial to combating many systemic illnesses, but this particular knowledge can easily become poisoned treasure, and I am not going to be the one to give that to you until you know how to heal yourself, first.”

“Heh.” Ezekiel asked, “You heard about that ‘poisoned treasure’ from last night, eh?”

“Not many did, but yes; I was made aware.” Ari said, “After that event, I was given some specific instructions of my own, and I will choose to follow them. Certain lessons will most definitely come after all the rest.”

Ezekiel nodded. He asked, “Is this how everyone learns?”

“Oh my no!” Ari said, “Directed healing is usually the first lesson. From there, paths vary. The normal way to healing mastery is through hard learning, accidental deaths, and mistakes that will haunt you for the rest of your life, as well as the presence of an overseeing Doctor or Priest who becomes very cross with any student who steps even the slightest bit out of line. There’s also a fair bit of learning about specific magical and mundane diseases which are mainly of the fungoid variety, parasites, and systemic disease that won’t go away with simple healing spells or through [Cleanse].

“Occasionally, someone breaks the mold, and rapidly advances, cutting out years of hard work. The most common variation is when a Healer desires to save a life and everything they know is not good enough. Most of the time, those patients die, but sometimes, the Healer will awaken their aura and thus they are able to stretch their healing spells to accomplish what they normally cannot. If they understand what they have done, and are able to repeat the process, then they go on to Remake the other healing spells.

“And then there are the people who come to this who already have a mana sense and a Greater Elemental Body, and the skill to use them properly. This is where you are at. Eventually, and likely sooner rather than later, you will be Remaking all of the healing spells we have already discussed.” Ari said, “There will be many days of learning ahead of us, but based on what I have seen today, it might take you a week to get through all of this early stuff. Once you gain the appropriate healing spells then we can move onto some of the more nuanced healing spells, such as [Blood Regeneration]. Once that is achieved, we can get to actual Blood Magic, which includes spells such as [Body Modification]. But we are done for today.” She said, “There are others who wish to use this room.”

It had been a few hours, and by now, there were several people as well as a teacher-like person waiting outside of the wax room for their turn at the place. They had been lining up, quietly, for the last fifteen minutes.

But a different person had been there for the last hour and a half. He was a boy of pale skin, maybe seven or eight years old, without horns, wearing fine white robes with black edging. His robes marked him as important, and also odd, for while his garb was of much finer make than the grey-robed inner disciples who also walked down that same hallway, they were also clearly of a specific design that was also not present anywhere else.

And the kid had silent guards next to him that wore black.

Ari had paused in her teachings, briefly, when the kid showed up, but then she resumed like nothing odd had happened. None of the obvious-teachers who also walked the halls seemed to bother the boy, either, even though he was obviously listening in on Ari’s private lesson, with his back to the adjoining wall and his head cocked to the side. He might even be mana sensing, but that seemed crazy.

Now that the lesson was over, though, the boy stood up and walked away.

Ezekiel said, “I thank you for your lesson. Tomorrow, at the same time?”

Ari said, “I’ll have to switch off with Xue tomorrow, but he knows all of this healing magic with a similar mastery as myself. Both of us can teach this part of the path toward actual Blood Magic, but after this is learned, then there will be specific and differing lessons. I will focus on combat, both defense and attack, while he will focus on enchanting.”

“I am eager to learn.”

Ari smiled politely, then added, “Also: we have rooms for you here in the mountain, if you wish.”

Ari had said those words in an offhand way, talking as though her suggestion was something that didn’t need to happen. But that was a lie. She wanted Ezekiel to room here in the mountain. Perhaps for personal gain, or for Clan gain, or to be properly polite; Ezekiel didn’t know. All he knew was that she wanted him here.

If Ezekiel had seen a single sign of something untoward, he would have instantly said no. But he hadn’t seen anything ‘Evil’, or whatever. He still wasn’t comfortable with being here, under the roof of an unknown power…

He had been fine being under the roof of an Arbor of Treehome, though.

… Those were two totally different things. Orcol society was based around communities that surrounded a colony of tree [Familiar]s, of which Yggdrasil would likely become a part of, sooner or later. But here in Eralis it was just people, with all their messy, dangerous, plotting lives.

Still.

They didn’t seem that bad.

Being here would give him a great deal more access to Clan Star Song. It’d be easier to check up on how Tadashi’s chelation therapy was progressing. He could pop in for visits, or whatever, and he would likely gain a few visits of his own.

The only problem with rooming here was that he didn’t want to talk to the people in power all that much. He wanted to see the city for what it truly was, and that went against rooming up here in Clan Star Song. That meant staying at the Sour House.

Except.

Star Song was one of the largest powers in Eralis; he had even heard them referred to as a ‘Head Clan’, which was something of a colloquial wording, for sure. Star Song didn’t call themselves that, but the common people did. It made sense, for Star Song had hands in everything, and deeper reaches than most of the other Clans.

So if he roomed here, he could see some of those expressions of power.

And besides that, as of today, Ezekiel was less wary of outright treachery and assassination, and more looking out for his own interests.

He did not want to move to the Highlands. He did not want to live in the Highlands. He had plans for the Crystal Forest.

But if he didn’t accept this offer of hospitality, then that would make Star Song worried, and there was no telling where that could lead.

He’d get spied on if he was here.

But it’s not like he wasn’t being spied on before. And he could spy on them in turn.

Who would benefit most from that interaction? Him, or Star Song? It might be a toss-up.

And if he were here, then it would be only Star Song spying on him. Back at the Sour House, he likely had every single Clan spying on him; or at least a few.

For that reason alone, it was a good idea to room here, for now.

A few seconds had passed since Ari raised the question. Ezekiel had thought over her offer of hospitality ever since she offered it the first time, but now, here they were, and the offer seemed more genuine.

So.

Ezekiel said, “I would be delighted to accept your continued hospitality.”

Ari’s violet eyes glinted with red light as she relaxed, and said, “Please allow me to direct you and your people to your temporary residence.” She walked toward the door.

Ezekiel followed. “You’re very good at this teaching. That was much nicer to hear all of this from you, personally, than to read in those books.”

Ari gave a subdued smile as she said, “We covered a great deal of Healing Magic in the last few hours that most people would never put down in a book. Of my own journal, I know that I didn’t spend more than ten pages on these early lessons.”

The two of them walked out of the wax room, into a grand hallway, with Paul and Tiffany following at a respectable distance behind. Ezekiel nodded at the professor and his grey-robed students who waited for Ezekiel and Ari to leave the Wax Room. The professor and his students all bowed to Ezekiel to varying degrees. Elder Arilitilo glanced at the other professor and his class, but casually turned her attention forward, mostly ignoring the man.

Ari said, “We have many classrooms here in the mountain, if you are interested in taking any other lessons, Scion Phoenix. Feel free to look around.”

Ezekiel smiled, and said, “I will. Thank you.”

“As for your rooms…”

She led them upward.

They hadn’t gotten to any actual blood magic today, so the extra lunch he had had with Grand Elder Lingxing had gone to waste, but that was fine.
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                Star Song’s Clan Mountain was divided into roughly three sections, like a cake. The bottom section held many public-ish spaces, such as the Gathering Room that Ezekiel had attended a few nights ago, inner disciple dorm rooms which were cramped but not too badly cramped, and many cafeterias and other such ‘public’ spaces that Ezekiel had seen, but not visited. From what he had heard before now and gotten the chance to see only a few times, the inner disciples, located mainly here, were afforded a great deal more prestige and learning than the initiates and outer disciples who lived at other locations inside and around Eralis, at other, smaller locations.

The second layer of Star Song’s mountain held the main classrooms and a few Elder offices, as well as a few operational spaces of varying needs. Rooms full of weapons next to rooms without any weapons; armory and training space. Multiple rooms full of books; personal collections as well as an obvious library. Rooms which were blocked from his mana sense, layered with lead walls. There were also quite a few places in the center of the mountain that were blocked from his mana sense because of magic, instead of being hidden due to anti-magic.

The second layer was also home to many ‘public’ spaces located on the exterior of the mountain. The stone courtyard where Ezekiel handed out the Intelligence ring was on this second level.

The top third of the structure belonged to a few nice gardens and forests, and many smaller, private houses, but was mainly dominated by three wooden pagodas that rose from the three peaks of the carved-out mountain, like grand decorations on an even grander cake. The two smaller pagodas were each roughly twice the size of his own three-story mansion, back in Spur. Each of those pagodas looked exactly the same, with one pagoda located northwest of the central peak, and the other pagoda located south.

The central pagoda resembled the other two pagodas, but larger. It was a minor skyscraper at nine stories tall and half that wide, only decreasing a little in diameter with each subsequent upper floor.

Now that they were closer to the south pagoda, which seemed to be their destination, Ezekiel could mana sense the inside of the structure.

It was nice inside. Everything was made of wood and cloth and was the height of luxury. There were people inside, too. Servants, for sure, but also higher ranking people on the second and third floors. The place certainly had more room for more people than what it currently held, so Ezekiel wasn’t worried about being cramped. Which rooms were his? On the fourth floor?

Ah! And he knew those people on the second and third floor. Well that was interesting, but he’d meet them sooner or later, for sure.

But what was also interesting was the building itself.

Disregarding all the embellishments of wood, and paint, and strengthening wards, and everything that was not actually structural, Clan Star Song’s entire clan mountain was constructed mainly of stone. Probably. It was a dense stone at the bottom, but up here, it got denser. Some parts were incredibly dense, in fact, but up here, that density was made apparent in the structure of the ‘wooden’ pagodas. They were not wood at all; the pillars and rafters, floors, walls, and otherwise, were made of the same super dense stone as the rest of the place.

… But was it stone, at all? Ezekiel saw few anti-[Stoneshape] runes in the place, now that he started to really count and notice them. They were certainly there, but there weren’t many of them. Not enough for a mountain of this size, at any rate. Maybe just to protect the stone that was directly near to them?

Elder Arilitilo had explained most of what Ezekiel had seen, as she guided him through the mountain, and other people got out of their way. She even mentioned, a few times, that his accommodations would be his for as long as he desired. She pointed out her offices, and Xue’s offices, and a few other important locations. She pointed out the location of her house on the edge of the third floor; should Ezekiel need to find her and she wasn’t anywhere else, he could leave a message there with the staff.

But she didn’t mention the density of the stone at all.

As the southern pagoda loomed and the open archway ahead led to the first floor, Ari said, “Southern House is the guest house of Clan Star Song, and as such, we have a few people in residence.”

“I am happy to have neighbors. I wasn’t expecting to see the Scion of Devouring Nightmare again, or here, though.”

They stepped into the first floor of Southern House, and the foyer was exactly as opulent as Ezekiel had already seen. Dark wood floors that were not wood at all. Cream colored plaster that covered a stone-or-maybe-not wall. Red and gold running carpets. Round windows with nice views of the surrounding Alluvial District. Vases on pedestals. Running water in a central fountain that was surrounded by a coiling sculpture of Rozeta that reminded Ezekiel of the Rutherford model of the atom, but more stylized and not very atomic at all. Rozeta was chasing hovering pearls, though, so that was kinda funny in an odd sort of way.

Above the sculpture was open air; a hole in the center of the pagoda that ended at the fifth floor. Staircases to the sides of the fountain coiled up and down through the pagoda, twisting around in a double helix, to landings where bedrooms and other rooms waited.

The top two floors seemed to be relaxation spaces, or something like that, with the top floor completely open to the world, and lounges scattered around for people to sit on.

The main kitchen was down here, beyond the sculpture of Rozeta, and already filled with people who were putting together dinner and otherwise. It was evening already, and the operation inside that kitchen was an undertaking, with at least ten cooks already hard at it.

Looking up, the rooms had kitchens, too, but they seemed small. The kitchens of the current occupants on the second and third floor appeared small, and also in disuse. Nobles weren’t supposed to cook for themselves, and Ezekiel wasn’t comfortable with that, but he was glad his room still held the option.

Ari paused inside the pagoda, and Ezekiel paused beside her.

She said, “As you have seen, Scion Hangzi Devouring Nightmare is currently in residence, as well as his younger brother Warzi, his aunt Yorza, and their attendants and guards. High Clan Devouring Nightmare is in town to oversee our progress with chelation, and so they are rooming here, on the second and third floors. You will have the fourth floor to yourself.”

“Huh.” Ezekiel asked, “That kid who was outside our Healing Magic lesson? Warzi?”

Ari gave a small, polite smile, and said, “You may be as informal with them as you wish, Scion Ezekiel, but most of us would call our betters ‘master’, at the very least. Young Master Warzi was indeed in the hallway during our lesson. Scion Hangzi and his aunt, Mistress Yorza, are often found in our potion houses, or whatever other operations they desire to inspect, as is their right as High Clan.”

Ezekiel stepped back, bowed quickly, and said, “Thank you for your guidance.”

Ari glanced outside at the grey skies and the dimming light, then asked, “Do you have plans for dinner?”

“Not yet. Do you have any suggestions?”

“I do.” Ari said, “Our Cooks here are some of the best in the world. If you have anything specific you wish to have, let them know before and they can likely create whatever you wish. The servants in this house are here to see to your mundane needs, at any hour of the day. Please take advantage of our hospitality. It would not be bragging to say that the fare here has satisfied many members of High Clans long before now, and will continue to satisfy all those who come after.” She added, “Besides that, I recommend you try some of the restaurants in Eralis. I am fond of a place called the Open Kitchen, down on Tiralis Road. There is a small guidebook in your room that can direct you to other locations.”

“I look forward to whatever is offered, and whatever I can find.”

“Let me know if I can make something more comfortable for you. Do you have any questions before I go?”

“Yes! What is this dense stone?” Ezekiel tapped the floor with his feet. “It’s layered everywhere, but it’s highly present up here.”

“Ah!” Ari smirked, saying, “This is one of the many secrets of the Clans that I cannot tell an outsider, no matter how much they have assisted us. I can tell you that the stone you are seeing will not warp under [Stoneshape], or any normal application of that line of spells, and that it is much lighter than stone. Many people with a good mana sense say it is dense, but it is merely strong. It is actually rather light. Without it, we would never have been able to build our fortresses as high or as decorative as we have.”

“Oh! That’s… That’s fascinating. Interesting way around that [Stoneshape] problem, isn’t it? Just… Just make a spell that Shapes items that no one else can Shape! That’s some nice lateral thinking. Okay. Well.” Ezekiel said, “Thank you for the guided tour, and the lessons— Ah. What about [Teleport] and such? And [Ward]ing? Are those frowned upon? Inside my rooms?”

Ari smiled softly at Ezekiel’s exuberance. She said, “Now that you are a guest, entering and leaving your rooms is perfectly acceptable, but other than that, please keep the Spatial movements to a minimum. Protecting your rooms is also done at your own discretion. Thank you for coming to Star Song, Ezekiel.” Ari said, “I will be seeing you soon.”

“See you later.”

Ezekiel watched her go, then turned to his people, asking, ‘So that seemed okay?’

Tiffany snorted, then moved ahead, saying, ‘I already know which bed is mine!’

Paul just shrugged, sending, ‘We’re not in any immediate danger.’

Ezekiel smiled at that. Paul’s proclamation was good enough for him!

The three of them went upstairs.

The rooms were great. The neighbors were in their own rooms, but they were all doing their own things behind closed doors, and did not seem to care that other people had moved in above them. Maybe they didn’t hear. The floors and walls were damn solid, and well insulated. They muffled the sound well. Whatever material the walls and floors were made out of was nice.

Ezekiel guessed it was carbon fiber, or some other application of carbon.

Something with great molecular bonding, for sure, since that was one possible answer for how something that looked dense was actually light. Gems and crystals and such were denser than other solids, like wood, because of the structure of the item itself.

But Ezekiel recognized that he might be seeing something that wasn’t there. He wanted someone else to have invented this much Particle Magic long ago, without truly understanding what they had done.

Wouldn’t that be neat!

How would the creator have gone about making such a spell, though?

They’d have to isolate the parts of the 2 kilometer tall trees of the Deep Forest of Glaquin, for sure. Those trees were dense, like this, too.

… And that was where the dragons were.

Huh.

Okay. Shove that thought to the side for a moment.

The walls here were about as dense as trees of the Forest of Glaquin, which might have naturally occurring graphene or carbon nanotubes inside them, as those things were also super dense but able to grow that tall without collapsing under their own weight. Slices of those super large trees were everywhere in Treehome... But… They were heavy as stone. Hm. Okay. Dead line of thought there—

No. Wait.

The slices of trees still had water weight. Which meant that the living trees were still subject to weight concerns. Water was heavy, yo! Did the dried wood weigh less? It likely did. This was something to check out— He could just ask Tiffany.

But those trees were alive, and living things could make themselves lighter through magic, negating their own water weight. Ah. Yes. That’s that mystery solved. Those Deep Forest trees made themselves lighter with magic. Ezekiel saw a lot of magic in those trees all the time.

Gravity was strange on Veird in that once you got below the surface, many things that should collapse, did not collapse. Mountains even floated down there, like they did in the Brightwater, which was 30 kilometers below the surface. But on the surface, things got heavy and sank. Tenebrae’s floating castle was a big deal, because it existed outside of the Underworld. Other large structures on the surface were big deals, too, like this clan mountain under Ezekiel’s feet. Tenebrae’s castle was surely stone, though, wasn’t it? 

There were many ways to magic, and many of them were not obvious.

So maybe this stuff here in Star Song’s clan mountain wasn’t carbon nanotubes at all.

Ezekiel discarded that train of thought, and tried another.

The stone here was not ‘stone’, and it probably wasn’t ‘tree’, not exactly, so then it had to be some [Stonetreeshape] spell, or something? ‘Tree’ had to be in there somewhere, since there were ‘root-like’ structures that went through the whole of the mountain… Though they certainly didn’t look like roots. They looked like rebar. But they could be roots, if one were to think outside the box.

Okay. He was getting way off track. And now he had another thought to occupy himself.

Ezekiel had the [Tree of Light] spell and Yggdrasil used that spell on himself all the time. [Tree of Light] made Yggdrasil practically weightless. The large trees of the Forest likely used the same sort of magic, but different. The arbors also used similar magic, for sure. 

Yggdrasil was fine for now, as he was underwater, but if he was the same tree, but located outside of water, without [Tree of Light]? He would have collapsed on himself many times over. If Yggdrasil’s [Tree of Light] ever failed, the same thing would happen.

… Ezekiel needed to invent a [Carbon Nanotube and Graphene Treeshape] spell, or something, just to further reinforce Yggdrasil. As a plus, Ezekiel could use such a spell for cheap, impossible to Shape-and-kill-the-people-inside construction. He had seen that tactic used, once, back when he was facing the Halls of the Dead and their Queen Daydropper and they attacked the temporary stone houses of the Odaali-in-Exile government.

It was considered a war crime to Shape a place with people still inside, with the intent to harm. That crime was on the same level as intentional murder, and laying [Force Trap]s around a town.

Even if the dense and light ‘stone’ he was seeing around him was not stone at all, it was a good idea to make graphene lumber; can’t Shape that shit! Not easily, anyway. Nice lateral thinking, old mage of the Highlands, whoever you are!

Anyway!

This was good construction, here. Ezekiel had once heard Al say that stone buildings could only be built from between 10 to 15 floors tall, and this Clan Mountain was much taller and much more complicated than a simple stone building inside Spur.

Yes.

He needed the [Graphene Treeshape] spell he was thinking of, and he needed whatever spell it was that helped them make these ‘clan mountains’, too.

Ezekiel hadn’t been in their new rooms for ten seconds, scoping the place out, thinking about graphene and trees and stones, before he said, “Okay! Looks great. Let me just set up the defenses…” After another thirty seconds, with dense air filling the rooms and [Alarm Ward]s set here and there, he said, “Let’s go check out with the Sour House.”

Magenta light whisked them away to their previous hotel. Clearing out of the Sour House took less than five minutes. Ensuring the proprietor that nothing was wrong took another five; they had just been offered some rooms in Star Song. After the mention of Star Song, and after some light obsequiousness on the proprietor's part to ensure that Ezekiel was, in fact, not unhappy, Ezekiel departed in another flash of magenta light.

When the proprietor went to clean the rooms, they’d find some extra gold and a thank you note. Ezekiel hoped that was good enough to soothe any hurt feelings.

Reappearing in his new rooms, Ezekiel packed his books and other stuff away in the small bookshelves provided, then went down to the kitchen to find out about dinner.

He got the distinct impression from the kitchen staff that they would prefer to neither be seen, nor heard, and if they had to be, then they’d be more comfortable talking to Ezekiel’s ‘servants’ instead of him.

… He let Tiffany take care of dinner, then. Tiffany gave him a polite nod, as he walked away, and she started talking to the cooks and Cooks, all of whom were suddenly much more relaxed.

Ezekiel went upstairs and made himself tea, then sat down by a window to read about medicine and wait for dinner. Paul settled in on the other side of the room, with his own books.

Soon enough, Tiffany came back, and with a slight smile, proclaimed, “Dinner will be served post haste, master Ezekiel.” In an easier tone, she added, “An hour.”

Ezekiel chuckled, then got back to reading.

Tiffany settled into another chair in the room, and picked up her own book.

- - - -

Ezekiel’s eyes drifted to the small knife he had sitting beside him, in preparation, but he frowned, and looked away again, back to his book, back to reading.

He had grabbed the knife from the kitchen in a spat of whimsy and consideration. But now… He was trying to get over the idea of self mutilation for the sake of magic. It was almost odd how he was having this feeling, now, after everything that had happened to him, and after everything that he had done to himself for the sake of magic. He had even ripped rads right out of his own chest that one time, and that had been no small thing!

That had fucking hurt!

But having unexpected pain from magic creation, while having a spotter, was a lot different than seeing a knife and knowing that the best way to learn healing magic was to stab oneself.

… And then he looked at the knife, again.

Tiffany noticed. She had noticed the knife when she had walked in and then again when Ezekiel had glanced at it, but she didn’t say anything.

She did now. “You gonna stab yourself with that?”

“I am thinking,” Ezekiel said. “It was Ari’s suggestion. But...”

She teased, “You want to stab my arm, instead?”

“Gods no!” Ezekiel exclaimed, “That’s even worse!”

Tiffany laughed. “Want me to stab you?”

Ezekiel considered. “… No.”

Without looking away from his novel, Paul said, “I did not expect you to have this problem.”

“I didn’t expect to have this problem either!” Ezekiel said, “Not the problem of needing to stab myself to have something to heal, nor the problem of being squeamish about it, either.”

Tiffany scoffed, got up, and plucked the small knife from the reading table. The ‘weapon’ wasn’t sized for orcol hands; it was little more than a paring knife. In her hands, it looked like she was holding a box cutter.

She stabbed the meat of her hand.

The knife! Just! Went in!

Ezekiel winced. He shivered. He went, “Erraughhh.”

Tiffany laughed as she retracted the blade and cast a grey magic over her hand. Her wound sealed completely. “Orcols heal better than you small people. It’s really not a big deal if you want to try some healing magic with me.” She held up the knife and exaggerated, “For my next [Strike], I’m gonna try again to drive it all the way through my hand!”

“No no! No.” Ezekiel got up and held out his hand, “Knife please.”

Tiffany smirked, handing him the bloody knife.

First he cast a [Cleanse].

He stared at the gleaming paring knife. Odin twittered on his shoulder, and also on the windowsill and on the back of his chair, unsure. He could do this. He could stab hims—

He stabbed himself. Straight down into his forearm! Full Strength! Wham!

The knife didn’t do jack shit. It skittered off of his magenta [Personal Ward]. The dense air of the room wasn’t a problem, for [Prismatic Ward] didn’t impede the people who were allowed inside. The problem was, he just had a lot more [Personal Ward] than he had the ability to easily damage himself.

Ezekiel said, “Ah. I’m not sure I want to lower my guard, though.”

Tiffany, now serious but playing it off like it was nothing, said, “We are being watched. Have been this whole time. And even before.”

“Yup,” Paul said, flipping the page of his novel.

Ezekiel said, “Kind of an odd person to pick to watch us. Odder still that he’s able to use his mana sense to see through the [Prismatic Ward].”

“He’s uncommonly skilled, but he’s surely not the only one.” Tiffany said, turning her gaze down, then to the left. “You could put up some actual privacy spells, Ezekiel.”

Ezekiel turned and directly stared at the source of the spying, and said, “It’s possible that he’s as worried about us as we are of him, but I’m not sure.”

Down on the second floor, the same white-skinned young kid who had watched over half of Ezekiel’s lesson with Ari, sat on his knees, with his eyes closed and his mana sense wide open. At Ezekiel’s and Tiffany’s words, and at their down-turned gazes, the kid looked up at them, and startled. His eyes went wide as he flopped out of his seated position and scrambled away, screaming, to touch upon a magical item.

A sphere of magic popped up around him. Other people near the kid, mostly guards, noticed the scream and the scramble, and started moving. Yorza rushed out of a side room, toward the kid, to comfort. Hangzi looked up, scanning around, but seeing nothing. No one down there but the boy had a mana sense, or the people who did were good at pretending to not have that capability, for none of them returned Ezekiel or Tiffany’s gaze.

But it didn’t take long for them to get moving upward, anyway. They had surely seen that new people had moved in, but they hadn’t needed to do anything about it until now.

With a sarcastic tone, Paul set down his book and chided, “Are we scaring children now?”

“Hey now!” Tiffany said, “The little shit was staring at us and probably reading Ezekiel’s books.”

Ezekiel said, “I just need to know if it’s a kid with a mana sense, or if it’s a [Polymorph]ed person, meant to spy on us for darker reasons.”

The Scion of Devouring Nightmare, Hangzi, and his obvious aunt, Yorza, rushed up the stairs, likely to inquire, probably rather strongly, about what Ezekiel had done to the younger one, Warzi, who was probably still inside his bubble. All three of them wore white garb with black ribbing; everyone else in those rooms only wore black.

Paul got up and said, “Let us ask them, then.”

Tiffany smiled, saying, “And it looks like dinner is ready, and the cooks don’t know this is happening up here.”

“Then hopefully the prospect of food will get everyone to calm back down, quickly.” Paul said, walking to the front door. “Hopefully.”

He opened the door just in time to see Hangzi and then Yorza rush onto his fourth floor. The two white-skinned demis glanced at Paul in the doorway, then looked past him, to Ezekiel. There was no recognition in the woman’s eyes, but Hangzi was a different story entirely. Hangzi stopped in front of Yorza, eyes wide, his heart suddenly beating hard as a tiny sweat broke out across his forehead. He was completely surprised. Yorza bumped right into him, cutting off whatever it was she was going to say.

Paul stepped to the side of the door, out of the way, and Ezekiel stepped forward, but not out of his room, or out of the dense air of the space.

Yorza ignored whatever was happening with Hangzi, went around him, and came up to Ezekiel. Still two meters away, she demanded, “There will be no spying on my nephew!”

“Counterspying,” Ezekiel said. “Not spying.”

Yorza went from mad, to apoplectic.

“You dare!” Yorza spat, “You shouldn’t even be in here! Who are—”

“Big Sister,” Hangzi said, stepping to her side. “This is Scion Ezekiel Phoenix; the one who found Tadashi and who dueled Scion Caina to a draw.”

Yorza glanced at Hangzi. Their black-armored guards had run out of the room with them, but they hung back on the stairs, and behind their masters, while Yorza and Hangzi confronted Ezekiel.

Ezekiel said to Hangzi, “Greetings, Scion Hangzi Devouring Nightmare. I did not expect to see you again so soon.”

Yorza turned back to Ezekiel. “I will not have you spying on my nephew. Do it again and I will have your head.”

Hers was not an empty threat.

And wasn’t this a novel situation! This was strange and new enough that Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure what to do with his sudden anger as that anger turned to rage inside his chest. She had threatened him. Openly. It was not an empty threat, but…

Her and what army?

Okay. She had an army, for sure. Somewhere. Wherever!

But even with her army!

He could destroy anything they sent at hi—

Ezekiel calmed himself, breathing out through his mouth, and deescalated, saying, “I merely wish to know if he is a gifted child or an impostor, and if so, are you a party to the facade, or not.”

Yorza’s eyes went wide. She yell—

“Big Sister!” Hangzi shouted. Yorza calmed, slightly, but also not at all. She was hiding her anger, just like Ezekiel was hiding his own. Something passed between the two people of Devouring Nightmare that was neither word nor telepathy, and Yorza stepped back, letting the boy take center position. Hangzi said to Ezekiel, “My brother is gifted. He has gone through many tests to ensure he is who he is. Do not broach this topic again. Do not scare him again. He is merely curious. Let him be curious and do not provoke him again.”

Hangzi seemed to be telling the truth as though his life depended on it. Ezekiel felt mollified, slightly, but he was still angry that Yorza had truly threatened him. But he had threatened Warzi, first, maybe?

Eh! He hadn’t, but the kid certainly took it that way? Little shit shouldn’t be spying on people. What did he expect to happen? What the fuck was this, happening in front of him right now? Some ploy?

Whatever the case, this reaction was over the top. This anger did not need to happen.

Ezekiel tried to let his anger go.

Ezekiel calmly said, “If one stares into the depths, the depths stare back. If he is not prepared for that, then he should close his eyes, or not use his mana sense in such an unprivate area.”

Yorza silently raged behind Hangzi. She was not willing to let her anger go.

Hangzi merely said, “We are aware, but he is special. He does not always understand what he sees, or who he spies, for he is only seven. I ask you for dispensation due to his youth.”

“Fair enough.” Ezekiel said, “But all we did was look at him.”

Yorza said, “Your [Prismatic Ward] intrigued him, and it is our legitimate right to see whatever we wish to see inside Highland territory! So let Warzi look if he wants.” She spat, “And don’t look back! As you say, dangers hide in the depths, and our depths are much deeper than yours.”

Ezekiel decided to…

Not push her.

He said, “Fair enough. Apologies, Mistress Devouring Nightmare.” He turned to Hangzi. “Apologies, Scion Devouring Nightmare.”

Yorza narrowed her eyes, searching for a lie. If she found any it would be a result of her seeing shadows where there were none. Hangzi stared at him too, no less searching than his aunt. On one hand, Ezekiel had no reason to antagonize Devouring Nightmare unduly, but on the other, a child with a mana sense like that only had two possible explanations, and while a prodigy was to be nurtured, a cuckoo was to be killed.

Yorza tensed for a moment. Hangzi’s expression turned fractionally harder.

Hangzi spoke, his voice filled with steel, “You have nothing to fear from my brother.”

Ezekiel said, “I believe you, and again, I apologize.”

He certainly had nothing to fear from a boy, even if that boy was an impostor. He also had nothing to fear from Hangzi, even though that was the implied threat given when Hangzi couched his statement with, ‘from my brother’.

On the second floor, the cooks paused as they saw the altercation upstairs.

A guard behind Hangzi whispered about dinner being ready.

Hangzi declared to Ezekiel, “I can overlook some uncouth behavior.” Hangzi decided, “But you will attend dinner at our table, and you will apologize to Warzi yourself.”

“… Eh?”

- - - -

On the fifth floor, in the dining half of the room, dinner was served at a large square table with seats for four people. The table could have fit eight and almost all of the surface was taken up with food. There was no way that Ezekiel could eat all of that which sat before him, but at least this wasn’t some ‘master eating before the help’ scenario, which he feared it could have been, and was how it was over in the Greensoil Republic. Tiffany and Paul were seated at a table behind Ezekiel, already being served by the cooks, while on the other side of the room, Hangzi’s people ate at other tables.

In Clan culture, everyone might not sit at the big table, but everyone ate together. Ezekiel appreciated that. He also appreciated all the food, but this much bounty was more a way for Star Song to show off their fortune, than for any real reason.

If it weren’t for the odd company, sitting at the rest of his table, and the complete silence ever since they sat down and the food went out, Ezekiel likely would have savored every bite of the stewed meats and heavy sauces and rices and breads and all of the rest of the food. But this was not a nice, calm meal with new friends. This was…

Ezekiel wasn’t quite sure what this was.

Yorza, sitting to Ezekiel’s right, imperiously held her nose up as she daintily plucked at her tiny portions. Hangzi, sitting across the table, ate like a normal person who was scheming something.

Warzi, to the left, was trying so very, very hard to eat normally.

Honestly, Ezekiel should have seen this back when he first saw Warzi, back when the kid was spying upon Ezekiel’s lesson with Ari. Ezekiel had been distracted at the time, but now he was not.

Sensing someone else using their own mana sense was not an easy task. There were no markers upon the mana when someone ‘became one with the mana and borrowed how it saw the world’, which was the concise and therefore incorrect way to describe what one did when they used their mana sense. Mostly, when Ezekiel saw that other people were seeing him with their own mana sense, he had to figure that out from a sideways direction.

It was the small things that gave people away. Micro expressions. The increasing beat of the heart. Spontaneous sweat. Staring at someone through a wall and watching as they looked back your way. He was completely sure that he gave himself away all the time when he was mana sensing, for the things he looked for in others, were certainly present in his own reactions.

This was how he saw that Warzi was mana sensing, and also that something was wrong with the boy.

Warzi was seeing everything around him, for a longer range than Ezekiel, no doubt, and he was jumping at all of it. He was fidgety. Flighty. He spilled rice off of his chopsticks and dropped food onto his robes. Back when Warzi had been in that hallway, he had twitched at everything around him, then, too.

It did not take Ezekiel long to see this, now that Warzi was sitting in front of him and Ezekiel could see the boy with his actual eyes, and in a social setting. As a cook dropped a tub of rice downstairs, spilling it everywhere, Warzi turned his head in the direction of the spill, then turned his head back to his meal. When Odins fluttered above the pagoda, playing in the wind, one of them pulled off a daring twist and danced with another and Warzi turned his head that way. His mana sense drew him all over the place, and it seemed to have made him unable to have a normal childhood.

With a slight adjustment, mana sense could lead a person to all the other Sights, too. Like [Future Sight], and [Soul Sight], and even [Witness]. And it didn’t cut off abruptly at a set distance. Beyond Ezekiel’s max of around 40 to 60 meters, his mana sense was a fuzzy thing. This kid was likely subject to all of that confusion, too. The confusion of seeing ribbons of light in people. The confusion of seeing blood in the eyes of a loved one. The confusion of seeing the past and future layered all around.

It might have been because of those extra layers of confusion that Ezekiel hadn’t been able to correctly identify the kid as a kid, but truthfully, it was much easier to see something like this in person than it was to see through the mana. Maybe this was because the human brain was wired to recognize reactions upon faces, as a part of human instincts, but mana sense was something that needed to be developed, and which had no instincts.

So did this little kid grow up with a mana sense this wide? That would have sucked!

Ezekiel frowned a little.

Most people in the room were halfway through the first dishes sitting before them, but no one had spoken yet. Everyone ate in relative silence, though some of the Devouring Nightmare guards were speaking with each other with [Telepathy]. At least some of them were having good talks over dinner.

… Maybe they were talking about how best to kill Ezekiel if needed.

Or. Maybe. The more rational idea here was that they were waiting for him to say something, first. They were waiting for an apology, or something along those lines.

Best not disappoint them!

Ezekiel broke the silence, asking, “Warzi can’t turn it off, can he?”

Warzi fumbled his chopsticks again. They went clattering to the ground.

A pair of servants rushed forward and replaced the boy’s utensils while at the same time they cast a [Cleanse] upon him, erasing the evidence of his most recent fumbles and the small bits of food on the ground. The boy dropped his hands to his knees and sat there, trying to hold back his tears, going utterly still as the servants did what they had already done three times already. Then the servants retreated.

“Correct.” Hangzi said, “My brother was born with a wandering soul. That’s what the doctors call his condition.”

… His soul looked fine to Ezekiel.

“A colloquialism?”

Hangzi said, “Yes. The most we can do for him is to not stare back, and to ignore when he looks at us. As he grows, he will learn how to control himself better, but that usually doesn’t happen till ten. He is three years away from that.” He added, “If you have anything that could help him, I demand you do so while we are here.”

Yorza stopped being prim and proper. She openly glared at Hangzi, then turned her gaze at Ezekiel. She stabbed a piece of meat on her plate with a chopstick, and left the stick upright as she glared.

Warzi whined, quietly.

Ezekiel felt compelled to at least ask, “What will I get in return?”

“Devouring Nightmare will solve whatever problems your clan is having out on the edge of the Tempest Forest.” Hangzi said, “That is why you are here. To return home with forces at your back, as a conquering Patriarch. We will help you with this.”

Ezekiel let that line of questioning go, and instead asked, “How long are you going to be here? Until they figure out the cure to the Elixir?”

Yorza harrumphed, then said, “They better invent the proper treatment soon if even barbarian trash knows about this breakthrough!”

Ignoring his aunt, Hangzi said, “We are here to grant Star Song assistance defending against those who would see this miracle destroyed before it can be used against them.” He asked, “I thought you would have salivated for my offer, but you aren’t. So why are you here, Ezekiel?”

Ezekiel said, “I’m here to learn, and to make allies and friends.”

Hangzi inclined his head, slightly, as though reappraising.

Yorza sneered, “How is that going for you?”

“It’s going really well.” Ezekiel said, “So far, I can count several high-class people who seem friendly, and who I can work with. So far, very few people seem to be against me.” He added, “And I have no idea how to help Warzi, but Phagar is right there in the mana. Has Warzi ever tried to contact him?”

Warzi spilled his chopsticks again.

Hangzi sighed softly, but said nothing.

Yorza, however, lost some of her malice. After a moment, after glancing toward Warzi, and then away, she said, “The God of Death and Time is not an option.”

Warzi did not drop his food this time, but it was a close thing.

“Why not?” Ezekiel said, “Phagar is a fine god.”

If this aura control training didn’t work out, he’d ask for Phagar’s guidance, himself. It wasn’t his first backup plan, but it was high up there.

“Warzi is unwilling to speak to the ‘boy in the mana’.” Yorza said, “Therefore, Phagar is not an option.”

“Ahh.” Ezekiel said, “I think I understand. This is more a fear problem, than a mana sense problem.”

Yorza frowned, putting on false anger into her voice as she said, “Devouring Nightmare is not scared of anything. Fear is not the problem. Getting his mana sense under control is the problem.”

Clearly a lie meant to bolster, but this was not a helpful lie. Warzi was terrified of everything and ignoring that fact would not make it go away. It would only break the boy further.

Ezekiel said, “My next suggestion would be for Warzi to talk to some Mind Mages, for some therapy to help combat these fears.”

Yorza glanced longingly toward Warzi, then turned toward Hangzi.

Hangzi declared to her, “No.” He declared to Ezekiel, “Fear is a part of the Nightmare. One day, Warzi will use the fear he has now to make him a true terror on the battlefield, and he will never feel that fear himself, ever again. The only true problem we have is that Warzi is unable to turn off his mana sense.”

Yorza picked at her food, saying, “It is as Scion Hangzi says.”

A systemic issue, then.

“I have no solutions for that. But you already have spells that block mana sense. And he seemed calmer during the day when he watched my magic lesson?” Ezekiel asked, “Why not extend those solutions? A ring enchanted to block mana sense would do well.”

Hangzi frowned, angrily, saying nothing.

Yorza said, “We have potions for use in the day that assist with calming, but the side effects demand he only have one. It doesn’t last a whole day.” With a tiny hope in her voice, she said, “We’ve never had any luck with anyone enchanting a transparent shield that blocks mana sense, only. As the ultimate Sight sense, you need to block all the rest before you can block a mana sense.”

… Ezekiel’s [Sealed Privacy Ward] blocked mana sense, but did not block sight. Yorza was just plain wrong in that last statement.

But Ezekiel was a rare case, wasn’t he? But! Surely someone else was able to do what he could do.

Or maybe Devouring Nightmare had no one that could? What an odd problem. They were a High Clan, were they not? Were their resources truly this poor?

Ezekiel considered.

Backing up a bit, Hangzi had been startled to see Ezekiel was their temporary upstairs neighbor. Yorza hadn’t cared, because she didn’t know him; she just knew he was the guy who spied on her nephew. There had been a rough little conversation, and then Hangzi pivoted to inviting him to dinner. And now he was here! Eating dinner, and talking over Warzi’s problems. Surely they would have seen the [Sealed Privacy Ward]s that Ezekiel had occasionally put up in his rooms at the Sour House? But then again, those rooms always had [Prismatic Ward]s in them, too, which made it near impossible for someone to see that there was no one in there when both spells were active. Someone with a well refined mana sense could do it, but even people with mana senses couldn’t easily see through [Prismatic Ward].

Felair, the previous [Witness]er of Spur, couldn’t do it.

And yet… here was Warzi, and he could mana sense through that dense air.

And another thing! Did these people know how much help he had given to Star Song with the chelation treatment? Hangzi might know. But did they know his true identity? Likely not.

Or was this whole conversation only happening because Ezekiel had made it quite obvious that he had a very well tuned mana sense, back when he had called Hangzi a ‘child, with barely fused growth plates on his bones’? Maybe they guessed that Ezekiel had a solution that they wanted? Were they just fishing, hoping to catch a prize? Possibly. It cost them nothing, not even time, for everyone had to eat, so might as well invite the stranger to dinner, right?

Or!

Maybe the Worldly Path put all of them here, in the same pagoda.

Eh!

Elder Arilitilo put them all here in the same pagoda, which is why she wouldn’t be available tomorrow, because if she had been available, then Ezekiel would be directly asking her if, by doing this, she had some sort of goal. Oh. Yes. That sounded right.

Ha!

Wasn’t that something. Cunning lady, that. If anyone had the capability of setting this up, she (or someone in Star Song) did, for she was the only one who knew all of the facts, for sure. She likely knew that Ezekiel would gaze back at the kid who was gazing at him, and then all this, here, would happen, more or less how it was happening.

Hmm. Well. Knowing all that, Ezekiel could go down any of those conversational paths and ‘solve’ Warzi’s problem. But. That would be the bad solution.

Instead, he went in a better direction.

Ezekiel calmly said, “There’s more than enough fearful things in this world to go around, therefore I don’t think it is right that you are encouraging the growth of fears in a little boy. With his mana sense, he’ll see more terrible things than almost anyone else ever will. He likely already has.” He said to Warzi, “Sorry I scared you, Warzi. I did not mean to do that. I was not aware that you are truly what you appear to be, and I got scared, myself.”

Warzi stilled, but did not drop his chopsticks. He just looked down at his plate. Tiny tears fell from his face, but he did not make a sound.

A lot of people had likely said the same thing to the boy over the years, and if Ezekiel knew kids, and he thought he did, such an action would just further cement Warzi’s status as an outsider, and as a weirdo. Did he have friends his own age? There were none here that Ezekiel could see.

A lot of people probably never apologized to Warzi at all, and that would have been worse than apologizing. 

Ah! Wasn’t that shitty. Poor kid.

Yorza ignored the men at the table, and looked to the boy sitting across from her. She wanted to speak, to comfort, but Ezekiel could tell that she could not. Tradition, culture, propriety, an eye toward the future; something held her back and that force was stronger than her desire to shield and protect.

Hangzi breathed out through his nose, and said, “Spoken like a man who has never known true terror.”

…

… What?

Ezekiel turned toward Hangzi, blinking. 

The white boy’s pitying face was squarely directed forward, at Ezekiel.

“Ha.” Ezekiel laughed, once. And then again. “Ha? Ha!”

And then the laughter came out like a flood, into the perfectly silent room. And then a second burst of laughter came out from Tiffany, sitting at the table behind them. Paul chuckled, but he schooled that away, mostly. He would not be laughing right now, no sir! Or at least not so openly. 

Ezekiel laughed for the both of them. 

Hangzi’s face flushed with anger. The guards on their side of the room were not laughing at all. They were staring. Some guard slammed their mug of beer on their table. Tiffany and Paul’s laughter cut out, instantly, as the two of them stared at the offending guard.

Yorza whispered to Hangzi, “Don’t do it in front of Warzi.”

Ezekiel stopped laughing at whatever that meant.

Ezekiel happily declared, “Sorry! Once again; sorry! It seems I blunder about, don’t I?” He fully taunted, “I don’t need to be ‘shown any true terror’ while your brother is here.” He stared across the way, and smiled. “How about tomorrow? After lunch?”

Hangzi waved a hand backward, at his guards. They settled down. The boy Scion stared down his nose at Ezekiel, then leveled his gaze, and said, “A test of talents, tomorrow. After lunch.”

“Sounds fun!” Ezekiel said to Warzi, “And the man in the mana is not a bad guy. I’ve met Phagar tons of times. Almost became like a priest to him, but then it didn’t work out, and that was okay, too.”

Hangzi narrowed his eyes, suddenly wary, like he wasn’t sure if he had seen a monster in the dark, or not.

Yorza had a different reaction. She straightened at Ezekiel's words. She glanced at him with narrowed eyes, then turned back toward Warzi, looking hopeful.

Warzi met Ezekiel’s eyes with his own. He was fearful, but also something else. And then the boy startled as the first drops of an evening rain pattered against the pagoda and rushed across the land outside, filling the air with the sounds of millions of tiny taps.

The rest of dinner was quiet except for the small moments when something unexpected happened outside, or downstairs, or upstairs, or elsewhere, and Warzi startled. He managed to hold himself together through three distractions, but then the fourth distraction came, and he spilled his food over himself and dropped his chopsticks. He didn’t cry when his servants helped him, though.

Either the kid was a fantastic actor, or a kid. After sharing a meal with him, Ezekiel was leaning hard toward the second option.

Poor kid.

- - - -

Ezekiel laid in bed, reading medical texts and Blood Magic notes, when a thought touched his mind.

‘Hey, dad!’

He smiled, sending back, ‘How’s it going out there? Kill any large monsters?’

‘We razed an infestation of Moon Reachers, actually! 45 of them. They’re over here on Nelboor, too. Been plaguing a whole mess of Border Clans for months now.’

Ezekiel sighed, worried for a moment, then banished that fear for it was completely illogical. He put his smile back on, and sent, ‘If anyone is qualified to kill them, it’s you. What was your final count in the culling over in the Forest? Almost four thousand, right?’

‘3,940!’

‘I’ll put up an Imaging for those kinds of monsters if Sikali or whoever can guarantee no one else can see it.’

‘We considered asking you, but they decided against it.’ Julia sent, ‘They’re saving your obligation for something larger, no doubt. So how was your day?’

‘Oh! You know. Met Grand Elder Lingxing Void Song for lunch at the Void Temple, and Scion Devouring Nightmare for dinner, and I learned all about aura control and healing magic. You could Remake all of that right now, I bet. I met a scared kid who was born with a mana sense to rival Tiffany; the younger brother of the Scion, in fact. He’s only seven, and I’m pretty sure this is neither a cuckoo situation, nor a [Polymorph]ed infiltrator situation. He’s just a kid with a massive mana sense.’

‘… Huh.’ Julia said, ‘I got no idea about that, but tell me more about this healing stuff? I tried to remake most of that, but it didn’t work right. I don’t have an Elemental Body for Healing, so I kinda gave up on that.’

‘Oh! I read about that. Hold on.’ Ezekiel sat up, excited. That had been one of his questions for Ari, for tomorrow or the next day, and he had found the answer in his books. Flipping through his books with multiple tendrils of light, he read as he sent, ‘Yes. Elemental Healing. I asked Elder Arilitilo twice about Remaking the healing spells, and she never mentioned it, so I was confused, too, but I saw a note on that in one of these books— Here it is! Okay. This is actually a multilayered problem that stumped me for a while. Part of the problem is translation-based. They call the joining of Elemental Water and Light, ‘Healing’. But Healing Magic is more nuanced than the simple Healing Element. With Elemental Healing, you could probably Remake the healing spells as they are truly meant to be remade, but you’d have to be careful not to make cancers along the way. Healing Magic is actually a lot more nuanced than simple Elemental Healing.

‘This is also something I read, that Ari didn’t go over, exactly: Healing spells are one of the few spells that you can queue ahead of time; that you can cast into a glow on your hand, or something, and then tap a person with when needed. There is no need to directly cast the spell on a person.

‘So in this way, you can shape the healing spell properly before then applying it directly to the wound in the best way to overheal Health in an area and allow the body to remake what had been broken. And that was a complicated sentence, but you got it.

‘That’s all it takes to Remake the healing spells.’ He paused. He sent, ‘But it’s a lot more complicated than one sentence from me. Don’t try pure Elemental Healing on yourself; you’ll just get cancer. [Cleanse] clears out cancers, but if you get them in a bad spot, like a pancreas, you could screw yourself up very, very fast.

‘Looks like it’s gonna take me a few weeks to learn what she has to teach. Are you getting lessons with Loremaster Riri, or something? I didn’t hear anything about that today. Is that working out like how we bargained?’ He added, ‘And tell me about your day!’

Julia seemed happy on the other side of the call, as she sent, ‘No lessons yet, but I talked to her. Lessons soon, but not yet. Tomorrow we’re going to kill some rivergrieves that are terrorizing some of the northernmost border cities, up past Holorulo, and then we’re going to…’

Ezekiel listened to his daughter speak of her joy.

Eventually, Julia signed off.

Ezekiel laid in bed, the conversation with his daughter swirling in his mind. He flicked on his mana sense, to check up on the rest of the world.

Paul was asleep. Tiffany was on first watch, sipping tea as she read her novel.

Odins flitted about outside, also on watch. They sat on the sills of the windows and on the branches of trees; bright pink birds hanging out in the dark and the rain without care for either. The one behind Ezekiel, hanging out on his headboard, was there to watch over Ezekiel while he slept. Ezekiel reached a hand up and patted the little guy. Odin twittered in happy violins.

Hangzi was doing paperwork down in his office. His guards were half asleep, with the others stationed here and there around his apartments. Hangzi’s office was almost directly below Ezekiel’s bedroom, but not directly below his bed.

Two floors down, Yorza tucked Warzi into bed and then activated a magical night light nearby. As rainbow glows touched the room, and the world rained outside his windows, an opaque bubble of magic surrounded Warzi. Ezekiel couldn’t see through the bubble, but he could tell that, after a minute, the bed stopped shaking under the boy’s constant fidgeting. Maybe Warzi was finally able to relax inside that bubble.

Ezekiel got to thinking.

How could you turn off someone’s mana sense? The obvious ‘solution’ to him was to take [Sealed Privacy Ward] and flatten it, then wrap it around the outside of the body, likely combining it with [Personal Ward]. Or something like that. Then you’d enchant that into a ring. Would that work?

He cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] into the air beside his chair, making it a flat, curved and closed surface. It was a bubble shape with nothing but outsides; even the inside was technically still ‘outside’ of the spell’s area of influence. The spell appeared like a barely-visible flex in the air.

To his mana sense, it was a solid sphere; impenetrable.

He got up out of bed and stuck his hand in.

In the exact edge of the sphere, where the spell effect actually was, his arm vanished. He could still see his hand and arm on the other side of the thin bubble, though, just in the way that he could look through a normal [Sealed Privacy Ward] and see what was happening on the other side.

Huh. Okay. That worked.

Well. No. It did not. This version of his [Sealed Privacy Ward] blocked all sound, too. Which meant that if this was made into a [Personal Ward], then the person inside could see out, but they couldn’t hear, so this was a failure.

Maybe he could make a simple tier 2 version of a [Personal Ward] that just blocked mana sense. That seemed easy enough. Probably.

… But anyway, there was still the enchanting problem. How could he put this spell into an item that Warzi could—

Ah. Julia had spoken of charms that could break to reestablish a [Personal Ward] whenever her first ones broke. This was a good idea! He could make a ton of those and hand the charms to the boy.

He held his hand up and channeled the sound of [Persona—

He stopped. It was late. He could do this in the morning, after he considered the problem a bit more. Besides that, he needed to experiment more with [Personal Ward]. Maybe, if he had an aura-permeable one, he could keep his [Personal Ward] up and continue to work on his aura control.

Ezekiel hadn’t experimented much with [Personal Ward]s because it was near impossible to make a better defensive [Personal Ward] than the base spell, and you could only have one [Personal Ward] active at a time. It was easy to attach other effects to [Personal Ward]s, though, like flight. Ezekiel had almost gone in that direction back when he first dropped on Veird. It should be easy enough to make a [Personal Ward] which stopped mana sense, but which allowed light through, as normal.

… Which, thinking about it, made Yorza’s earlier statement about this being a ‘difficult magic’, rather odd.

Meh.

A lie to get him to help her? Likely.

And he still needed to stab himself to learn healing magic, too!

… He’d do that in the morning, too, after lessons with Kaffi.

Ezekiel got back into bed, threw the covers over himself, and closed his eyes.

If he had (devouring) nightmares tonight, at least he knew who to blame!
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                There were no nightmares.

Ezekiel woke up an hour before the sun rose. He relieved Paul from his watch, sending the man back to bed to get a few more hours of sleep. Ezekiel became the only one on guard duty for a little while, and this was fine. Maybe in a few days, or after no one was worried about treachery, they’d all get to sleep at the same time. As it was, Ezekiel needed a lot less sleep than other people, so he took the lion’s share of the watch.

He went about getting ready for the rest of the day.

When Tiffany got up, Paul wasn’t far behind. After Julia checked in and Ezekiel could finally relax again, it was time to head to the Void Temple. He checked his Status, and saw that he could bring up the screen. Everything worked. He wasn’t in a dream.

- - - -

Once again inside the large stone amphitheater, Ezekiel sat beside Kaffi, as she unrolled yet another scroll. No books today. Just scrolls. Some of them were assorted, but the majority of them were bound in red leather with gold-leaf caps.

Kaffi left the red leather ones to the side, for now, and picked up a green leather scroll, saying, “We’ll do a few more assorted aura awakening techniques and then we’ll move on to the red scrolls, which are all based upon what you told me yesterday. I need to ensure that we haven’t missed something obvious, though.” She unfurled the green scroll, and started reading, “For this one, you must gather your aura spell into a shell around yourself, but keep it away from yourself. Imagine your aura spell as a thick-walled sphere that is not touching your body. But, since aura must connect to the body, trace where the connections remain the strongest. You must push away your spherical aura with all your might, for only in the smallest connections are you able to find out where your true aura originates.” She turned the scroll to him, and showed the pictures.

It seemed easy enough.

Ezekiel did as he was instructed, gathering his [Normalize Aura] into a shell against his skin, which he then pushed away, like a bubble expanding. Ten thousand tendrils of power connected him to the bubble. The large bubble. This was not going to work, was it?

Ezekiel pushed the spell hard, away from himself, minimizing—

Nope. He would need to use a smaller spell. His [Normalize Aura] was already threatening to go far beyond the walls of the amphitheater.

Kaffi noticed, her eyes wandering upward, then back to Ezekiel. “A smaller aura?”

Ezekiel turned off [Normalize Aura], and turned on [Lodestar], and did the same.

He became the center of one of those plasma ball toys that Julia absolutely needed when she was a kid, and then discarded a year later, except done in bright white instead of purple and blue. This spell seemed to work. His Domain flared wide, away from his skin, trailing tendrils from the bubble of radiance back to him, sitting in the center. He pushed.

The Domain swept across Kaffi, then out into the room, soaking into the air and the stone and turning both brilliant. And then a darkness crept into the center, near Ezekiel’s skin; the absence of the Domain. That absence became more pronounced as moments passed, and lingering light faded.

Soon, the only tendrils that connected him to his expanded aura came from the center of his chest directly over his heart, from the top of his head, and from his hands.

He could have pushed his aura further away, but he was beginning to feel a tension. A spring pulled tight. A muscle getting ready to snap. Ezekiel relaxed himself, and his aura, then turned his Domain off.

“Head, heart, hands,” Ezekiel said.

Kaffi quickly unrolled a second scroll and read a few lines before quickly discarding that one in favor of a different scroll. This one, she read more, then she smiled a little and lifted her head. “This is good. Now we know where your aura will originate from; your heart, your mind, and your hands. Most people don’t have a set starting point for their aura, but you do!” She set that scroll aside and picked up a red leather scroll. She unfurled it, and, finding her place, she read aloud, “With your mana sense active, concentrate on the beat of your heart, and the flow of your soul. Attempt to see where your soul moves while your extended spell aura is active. Flick your spell aura on and off as needed to begin to understand how to move your natural aura.” She said to him, “Try it with your light Domain.”

Ezekiel did so, flexing his [Lodestar] active and inactive, attempting to see how his control existed when the Script wasn’t assisting him. Mostly, all he saw was his Shroud directly below his skin moving like a thick fog, while his actual soul, existing in the same space as his Shroud, was as solid as ever.

After a while of this, Kaffi called it, saying, “Time.”

Ezekiel relaxed. He flicked his [Cleanse Aura] through the space, erasing the sweat from his body. He said, “That one seemed promising.”

“Hard to tell with your [Personal Ward] active. But yes; I agree.” Kaffi picked up one of two red scrolls she had sitting in front of her, saying, “I have higher hopes now for these two, than I do for the rest, but we will go through them as needed.”

Ezekiel was fine to keep going, but he had questions. “Before we do that: What is the link between the Shroud, the Soul, and the Aura?”

Kaffi paused, thinking. And then she said, “We call them the Outer Soul, the Inner Soul, and the Aura, around here. Functionally, both Outer and Inner souls are the same, and they exist in the same space, but one is the skin of the soul and the other is the meat. To damage the meat, one needs to get through the skin. Some theorize that the Outer Soul is false, and that all we really have is the Inner Soul. The Outer Soul might be like Health is to the body; a shielding force, and a resource, but as to what you could spend that resource on, I have no idea.” Kaffi said, “As for the link to the Aura, the Soul is the expression of our true self in the mana, and through our true self, we can influence the mana around us.

“The Script automates this functionality with every Aurified spell, but if we awaken our auras on our own, we are able to control some of what is out there, without needing to fully rely on the Script. Still can’t do much more than Basic Tier spellwork. But with a working Aura, you can do anything that you could do with a Greater Elemental Body. This was how they cast spells in the Old Cosmology.

“But mostly, Soul work is far, far outside of my expertise.” Kaffi said, “I fear telling you anything beyond the basics, for it is likely wrong, and you shouldn’t believe me about any of that. In particular, my theory that the Outer Soul is a resource is rather odd, and likely wrong. It’s likely more like Health that you cannot spend.

“I only truly know three things about the soul.

“One of them is that I am not able to control my soul; to move it to do anything.

“But I can control my aura, and my body, and my mind, and when my soul has been damaged, these three expressions of myself have suffered. Gaps in the aura. Sores on the skin. Blank spots in the memory.

“And I also know that there is no need to control the soul, or to work from that deep a resource, in order to control and expand the aura.” Kaffi waved a hand, saying, “I don’t do soulwork. You’d have to talk to necromancers to understand more of that.”

Ezekiel nodded, then said, “Thank you.”

Kaffi nodded in return, and unfurled a red leather scroll, saying, “Now for this one, you must…”

They spent two more hours on aura work. There were no breakthroughs.

When it was over, Kaffi invited Ezekiel to lunch again, but Lingxing was not available today. Ezekiel smiled at that, for if he had been invited to another meeting luncheon, he would have said no. But free food? Sure!

Lunch in the VIP space of the fifth floor cafeteria was great, though they were the only ones there in that room and it felt kinda empty. Sitting at his table, with Tiffany and Paul on the other side, Ezekiel had a lot of time to consider the problems he currently faced. None of them were truly pressing any more, which was nice. Even the Converter Angel seemed to be taking her sweet time on the moon, Celes, and the Shades seemed similarly silent.

Things seemed to be calming down, but circumstances could turn horrible at a moment’s notice. With that in mind, and thinking of the thousands of terrible things that he had already seen, what would Hangzi’s ‘true terror’ look like?

- - - -

Hangzi declared, “I have decided not to subject you to the horrors of the Devouring Nightmare. I’ve got too much work to do and not enough time to do it! Rejoice, Scion Phoenix.”

And then the Scion of Devouring Nightmare shut the door in Ezekiel’s face.

… Ezekiel knocked on the door again.

Hangzi whipped it open. “What!”

“You can do it right here, can’t you? Your aunt suggested that you could. I’m curious what form your terror actually takes.”

Was it some sound that triggered the amygdala? That would be rather terrifying, and there was no real way to defend against that. Or maybe it was a [Soul Burn] attack; soul attacks were supposed to make the recipient feel terrified.

Hangzi narrowed his eyes, then said, “Subjecting a warrior to the Nightmare is an easy variable to account for. You? No one knows what any given mage would do inside the Nightmare. Therefore, I will not be held responsible for the collateral damage that always comes about from subjecting a mage to our High Clan’s namesake. It is one of the first things my Clan teaches our disciples, and I will not flout that law.” He added, “Now let me work in peace. Don’t you have some wounds to inflict upon yourself? Learn some healing spells?”

Hangzi shut the door again.

Ezekiel stared at the door for a moment longer, then walked away.

- - - -

Ezekiel knocked on the door.

It opened inward.

Xue stood on the other side, saying, “Greetings, Scion Ezekiel.” He stepped aside, and into his room, saying, “Please come in.”

Ezekiel nodded, walking in, saying, “Thank you for the time and education, Loremaster Xue.”

The room was divided into unequal portions, with the larger section being empty. The smaller part held an office space, bookshelves, and other assorted living space objects, including a lounge, a large mirror, a table, and a tea set. While Paul and Tiffany took their places beside the door, Ezekiel watched Xue walk to the lounge area. Ezekiel followed him.

Xue sat down and gestured to the tea, asking, “Care for a cup while we discuss the lesson plan?”

Ezekiel sat, saying, “I would like some tea. Thank you for the hospitality.”

Xue deftly prepared the tea, and set it to heating in a [Ward], as he asked, “Have you had much experience with healing, yet?”

“I have not.” Ezekiel said, “I am finding it mentally difficult to purposely injure myself.”

Xue smirked. “Would you prefer someone else to injure you?”

“Probably not.”

The tea started bubbling, so Xue poured, and slid a cup to Ezekiel. Then he took his own cup and sipped.

Ezekiel sipped his tea, then set down the cup.

Xue asked, “Would you prefer to injure someone else?”

“Absolutely not.” Ezekiel said, “When I chose this path, I knew it would require injuries to heal, and I assumed I would be able to do it, but I did not think it would be this difficult to do. Difficult mentally, I mean.”

“You could injure me, if you wish.” Xue said, “It’s not an imposition to suffer minor wounds. I offer myself for this. The pain is not intolerable.”

Ezekiel frowned.

“Maybe not, then.” Xue said, “I never suffered from this problem you are facing, but I know that I will never affect as much as you have, or will. I humbly suggest you resign yourself to causing harm now, for there is no way to learn how to heal the injured without having injured subjects in the first place, and you will need this magic more than most going forward.”

Ezekiel was not comfortable with that fact of life. Xue was correct, of course. If Ezekiel had his own healing magics, Ezekiel could not only heal himself the next time he needed to, he could also heal others. He knew this, logically.

Logic and emotion rarely mixed well.

But at the same time, Ezekiel just needed to ‘get over it’, didn’t he?

Xue shrugged, adding, “Or we can move on to injuring and healing rats.”

“Let’s do that.”

“Then follow me.”

Xue stood, and Ezekiel followed.

- - - -

The Rat Room was located near the outside of the clan mountain, facing north. Sun shone through large windows, lighting up a room of solid stone that held comfortable carpets everywhere and walls that were honeycomb cubby holes. Little highways arced across the whole room, suspended in the air, linking space to space, but leaving plenty of room for attendants to see to the needs of the residents of this small paradise.

Happy rats, squeaking out of shredded-paper homes. Playful rats, tussling with each other, playing in the sunlight. Racing rats, chasing each other across the highways of their miniature city. They seemed full of joy, and that was good.

Ezekiel watched the rats from behind a one-way mirror, as initiates saw to the needs of the animals. Feeding them, playing with them, [Cleanse]ing up after them. Adding new shredded paper to a large pile for the rats to take what they needed, when the [Cleanse]s took out half of the rat homes, and the rats needed more building material. Ezekiel was surprised.

He was surprised in a happy way. They were taking care of the rats. Most of them were even neutered. This was a maintained resource, and seeing the rats run to the caretakers inside the space, looking for treats and to play, did more for Ezekiel’s estimation of Star Song than anything else he had seen in the last few days. This was especially true after hearing the warnings of the Rat Master.

The Rat Master was a stern older man with a big white beard and long hair, named Toix, who said, “You will be given a rat that is already sedated, along with enough potion to keep him or her under for an hour, as well as an emergency healing potion. I will be monitoring your first experiment to ensure that you know what you’re doing, but past that, Loremaster Xue has already vouched for you, so next time you can come on your own and get what you need. We know that occasionally the rats die due to student failure, but if you don’t do everything you can to ensure that doesn’t happen, then I will do what is necessary to ban you from this resource.” Toix said, “Happy, healthy rats are easier to work with than caged, stressed animals, and you will ensure that they stay happy and as healthy as you can make them.” He glanced at Xue, and a darkness passed over his face, then he looked to Ezekiel, and said, “We’re losing a lot more rats than usual. Do ensure that you are not abusive to our Healing Magic helpers.”

“I would never want to harm for the purpose of harming, Master Toix,” Ezekiel said.

Toix narrowed his eyes at Ezekiel, but said nothing. He led them to a smaller room on the side. In moments, a door opened between the main rat room and this side room. A young woman brought out a sleeping rat on a tray with the rat in the main box and two small potions in two slots of the tray. She set the specimen down on a table in front of Toix.

He was a beautiful specimen of white and gold fur, at twenty centimeters long, with the tail twice again that length. He was on his back, belly up, with the back half of his body sitting in a layer of blue potion. The tray was designed to hold the rat’s head out of the potion, but to keep him partially submerged in it at the same time.

Toix said, “Blue is for sleep and numbing. Keep the rat in a layer of potion that deep, and he won’t wake up, or feel a thing. Red is for healing, in case you make a mistake. If you make a horrific mistake, grab one of the rat keepers on duty, and they’ll be able to heal your mistake.” He asked, “Do you need tools?”

“No,” Ezekiel said, psyching himself up for what he was about to do.

“Fine.” Toix said, “Don’t harm too deeply. Go ahead. I’m watching.”

With his lightform active, Ezekiel…

Got to it.

A little slice against the abdomen….

… Nothing? Okay. A little deeper. Hmm. Hard skin. Slice a little strong—

Toix said, “I appreciate the restraint, but a sharper knife causes less pain than a dull one, and these rats all have a great deal more Health and Vitality than normal rats.”

… Ezekiel honed his lightform to a sunbeam edge.

Red spilled out from a shallow, half-centimeter deep wound. Ezekiel gasped as he breathed in, and then he focused. He applied [Healing Word] to the wound. Nothing. Ah. He forgot to shape the spell first.

… And he forgot to hold the wound together.

Right.

White light held skin and the barest bit of muscle together, while keeping hair out of the wound. Magenta [Healing Word] sunk into the sleeping, numbed rat, directly shaped to the sliver of flesh that had been parted.

Something shifted inside the wound as magenta light soaked in. Cells regrew. The rat healed. A tiny scar appeared, and Ezekiel let go of the holding light, releasing the wound. Then he went back in with his light and checked. Yes? The wound was gone? Okay? Was it actually gone, though? It was.

Ezekiel stepped back. “Is that… It?”

Toix bent down, inspecting. Xue held back; a small smile on his face. Toix cast a [Cleanse] upon the wound, only, and half of the scar came undone. Ah. Cancers.

Ezekiel paled.

Toix said, “Small cancers are hard to see. Keep going until that doesn’t happen. Don’t [Cleanse] the whole rat, either; just the wound you cause. The potion we use to keep them asleep and numbed is technically a poison, and every time you [Cleanse], some of the potion vanishes from the rat and more soaks into his skin, keeping the rat under and dropping the level of potion in the tray.” He pointed at the blue liquid at the bottom of the tray, that the rat rested in. “Observe how the level has dropped, slightly.” He picked up the blue bottle, and poured a little into the tray. “Keep it at about that level. There’s a mark. Keep it there.”

Ezekiel had already seen all of that, but he said, “I see. Thank you for your instruction.”

Toix stepped back.

Ezekiel stepped and looked down at the rat.

With magenta [Healing Word]s in his lightform, he got to work.

Thirty minutes later, there were still mistakes. Cancers still bloomed. He caused a dozen different small stomach wounds, but each one held the same problem; they wouldn’t heal correctly. Ezekiel added blue potion to the rat’s bath, keeping it under, but he could tell the rat was having problems. It breathed harder, for one. Its little chest went up and down hard whenever Ezekiel inflicted a wound, or tried to heal it.

Ezekiel was pretty sure his problem was his magenta mana altering.

Ezekiel stepped away from the rat, saying, “Please assist in the final healing, Master Toix. I cannot seem to get it right. I need to study more before I come back here.”

Toix had been silently staring and brooding as he watched Ezekiel injure his rat, but at Ezekiel’s declaration, he raised his head, and then nodded, approvingly. He said, “I doubt you need to study, for I’ve seen disciples with much less skill enter these halls and come out as master Healers. You only need more practice. Come back some other time and we’ll get you a new rat.” He reached over and tapped the rat twice; the first spell healed all of the rat’s wounds, and the second returned a brilliant shine to the rat’s coat and body. He picked up the tray and said, “This one can get some pampering and rest before he’s released back in the main room.”

Ezekiel bowed, saying, “Thank you, Rat Master Toix.”

Toix waved him off, and took the tray with the rat into another room.

- - - -

As they walked through the hallway, side by side, back to Xue’s office, Ezekiel said, “That was enlightening. Is that how you learned your specialty?”

Xue wore heavy black and red robes, while Ezekiel wore a similar style in magenta and white. The disciples around them all wore greys, while professors and Elders wore other styles. It was rather easy to tell who was higher class than everyone else.

Xue said, “Somewhat. I was a similar special case as yourself. I awoke my aura at a young age, and thus the normal Healing Quests were unnecessary. But let us continue this conversation back in my office.”

There were a few people in the hallway eyeing them, openly, and a few trying not to eye them, so Ezekiel went along with Xue’s request. Xue was acting a little squirrelly, though. It was an odd look on the man.

A minute later, they were back in Xue’s office, and sitting on the couch where they had taken tea.

“You were doing well with the rat. You simply need to do more, to get a proper feel for it.” Xue asked, “But you talked of needing to study more?”

“A lie.” Ezekiel said, “I know the problem. If I am allowed access to the rats on my own, I will likely overcome that problem.”

Xue said, “Your current value to Star Song is inestimable and there is little chance that you are going to abuse the rats, therefore you will have access to the Rat Room whenever you wish. Rat Master Toix is not happy with our current rate of rat consumption for the chelation experimentation, but the lives of people are worth more than a million rats, and this truth includes whatever gains you will reap on your own.” He added, “Give me a time, and I can make it happen.”

“Thank you. Then… I would like some time in the Rat Room, after our session is over.”

Xue nodded. “It will be done.”

Ezekiel asked, “As for injuring and healing myself… I think I am ready for that, but I am loathe to drop my defenses. Do you have any insight into solving this problem?”

“Yes.” Xue said, “An antirhine-core knife. It won’t break your [Personal Ward], but it will weaken it and also open a hole in your defense, allowing you to cut yourself without dropping your defenses. I have extra, if you wish.”

Ezekiel smiled, saying, “I would like that. I accept. Thank you.”

Xue lifted a hand toward the set of drawers under the large mirror on the wall. A small one near the bottom opened, revealing a thick-walled glass jar filled with clear liquid and a dozen stiletto knives, each of them black and weighty. Ezekiel had noticed them before now, due to their partial absence in his mana sense, but he did not think they would actually be used for cutting oneself without breaking a [Personal Ward]. Upon thinking about it for more than the barest second, though, of course such knives would be useful for someone who needed to break their skin all the time to work with Blood Magic.

But from what they looked like to his mana sense, Ezekiel had considered that the knives were actually weapons, and not tools. They looked rather specifically breakable; as though they could be stabbed into a person and then broken off, leaving behind an antimagical wound.

They probably could do that, too.

The whole jar of knives came floating out, and onto the table between them.

Xue reached forward, uncapping the jar, releasing the scent of alcohol into the air. He plucked out a knife with his hands and set it in front of Ezekiel, saying, “A small gift. I haven’t needed to use one in a long while, but they have all sorts of uses.”

Sure they did.

The center of the knife blade was anti-magic, but the grip was not. Ezekiel picked the knife up by the grip and tested its weight. They were heavy, but it would be child’s play to pick them up the non-lead end with [Telekinesis] and swing them around, or to use them in combat. He set the knife down in front of him.

Ezekiel said, “Thank you.”

“I have more if you lose that one.” Xue said, “They’re not overly expensive or difficult to make, but they are rather cumbersome.” He picked up one of the other blades out of the jar, sending scatters of alcohol onto the table. He exposed his opposing forearm, saying, “They’re sharp, though.”

He sliced through his forearm. Ezekiel’s eyes went wide as vibrant red blood gushed out of the laceration like Xue had opened up the neck of a suspended cow, and not his own comparatively puny arm. In a pair of beating seconds, a red orb the size of a basketball hung above the table and Xue’s arm stopped bleeding. He had healed the wound shut with the barest bit of magic.

The red orb hung there for a moment.

Xue gave Ezekiel a questioning look.

Ezekiel returned his own questioning look.

A tension passed, unremarked by Ezekiel.

Xue turned the orb to broken black dust that swirled away into the mana. A quick [Cleanse] from the Blood Mage cleaned up the blackened blood that was real.

Xue said, “There is some discomfort, but pain isn’t a real problem once you can heal away that pain the moment after it happens. You will end up with many scars while you are learning, but they’re only flesh wounds, and soon enough you will be able to remove those scars yourself.” He said, “But for now, if you will permit, I wish to go back to what you were saying earlier, about ‘you know what your problem is’ with healing the rats.” He asked, “Do you wish to enact a [Privacy Ward] for this conversation? Because I do not think the problem you think you have is the actual problem.”

Ezekiel considered, then cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] into the room. The spell was disrupted around the small knives, but not enough to prevent the casting, or to break the spell. Ezekiel was sure that some duration was gone, but that might have been the full extent of the disruption. He clipped Paul and Tiffany in the spell, but they were at the very far edge of it.

Erick asked, “It’s not the magenta color altering?”

Xue said, “I am sure that is a small part of it, but we have many disciples in Star Song who try to get away from their base mana color, and they can learn Healing Magic almost as well as any other.” He continued, “No; I think the problem you have is nuanced in a different way. I would not presume to speak of what an Archmage might know, but I do know a fair bit about this school of magic; Do you know of Elemental Healing?”

Erick said, “Yes. Elemental Healing is the pure Element that creates and reinforces life. It is closely linked to Elemental Blood, and also Elemental Mercy.”

“Do you know of Healing Magic, as it relates to Elemental Healing?”

“… I read some, but I am sure I am wrong. Please start at the top.”

Xue nodded, then said, “This particular story starts long, long ago, back in the Old Cosmology. It is a short story, but it is vital to understanding how Elemental Healing and Healing Magic are different.

“Elemental Healing brings forth raw life from the combination of Water and Light, but people back then were combinations of all the Elements. Back then, to expose a person to raw Healing was to turn them into abominations. Even today, the same result holds true, though most of those exposures are easily caught by [Cleanse] and ended before they have a chance to take a person over from the inside out, breaking down the natural barriers to core formation and thus turning a person into a monster of the worst kind.

“Back then, the solution was the same as it was almost here, on Veird, after the Sundering.

“Back then, Gods granted Healing to their followers, and through Divine Might, those spells would take Elemental Healing and filter it through a person, allowing that person to restore what had been lost. Healing Magic is exceedingly difficult, you understand.

“These days, Gods still grant healing, but because of certain forces, that healing is filtered through the Script and granted to anyone who wants it strongly enough.

“When you use the Healing Magic in the Script, what you are doing is taking those perfect, God-made spells and casting them perfectly each time. Most people will Quest for these spells. But you and I? We have to have literally godly levels of control, focus, understanding, and skill, if we are to mutate one of our Goddess-given Healing Spells into another, in order to Remake the rest of Healing Magic. Luckily, this is not as truly impossible as it sounds, for we have already been granted a starting point by those very gods.” Xue said, “All of the healing spells contain the marks of divine hands upon them. What you must do is find that guidance in your starter healing spell, and mold it into the other healing spells. For me, this Remaking was a spiritual journey of finding those markings and applying them in other directions; in understanding the small pieces of power that Rozeta and the Relevant Entities of the Script have left for us to combat the Darkness.” He asked, “Do you now understand why I did not consider a simple color altering to be a problem?”

“Huh. I think so.” Erick said, “According to you, most of the work has already been done for us. I only need to find those markings in the mana and shift them into the other healing spells.”

“Correct.”

Erick asked, “Is that why you specialize in rune work enchanting?”

Erick had taken a small moment to look around the room before now, but at the mention of ‘divine markings’, a few scattered clues fell into place. Runework enchanting. Blood Magic. Core dust into the blood. A vast majority of books which were all written in Ancient Script.

… The various active [Ward]s in the room.

All of it was runework Blood Magic.

Erick added, “Because that is your Truth? That markings make the magic?”

Xue grinned, then said, “That is my Truth, because it is True. This world was founded on language and life; in the Ancient Script, and in the Wrought, and in the bodies of all who live here.”

Erick asked, “But you can’t simply write down a spell and have it work, can you? I’ve tried; in core dust and in metal rods and otherwise.”

“Blood and magic are the ways in which the world communes with itself.” Xue said, “Not to be rude, but you’ve only been here for a year, and it took me fifteen to get to my current capabilities, and I still have a long way to go. If you wish to truly pursue enchanting it will take you a long time in a calm neighborhood, and even then, some people are not great at enchanting in the normal ways. It was only last year that I became able to make a 50-charge rod of [Greater Treat Wounds], and even then, I cannot make more than one a year.”

“Now that’s an interesting problem.” Erick asked, “Why not more than one per year? And why do they cost a quarter million gold? I’ve bought a few, and that price seems astronomical.”

Xue nodded, saying, “This is a multilayered problem, but the basic problem is that it takes fantastic materials in order to hold and stabilize the magic that goes into a rod of [Greater Treat Wounds].

“Getting into the depths: You could buy a lesser rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] for a great deal less gold, maybe as little as 10,000, but such a rod would only have 4 or 5 charges, and it wouldn’t be able to be recharged, and you run the risk of it breaking after every use. These lesser enchanted objects are common, for many people don’t understand what is needed to make a true magical item.

“A real magical item is heavily linked to the Script, which upholds the world. Poor connections to that underlying Truth result in poor items. Good connections result in 50 charges in an item, and the ability to be recharged, at least a little. This is why only items that have 50 charges are able to be sold, and why items are only sold if they have 50 charges; it is an indication that they are quality items that won’t fail on you.

“Or rather, they’re basic quality. As in the most basic application of enchanting theory and implementation.

“As for why I can only make one a year?” Xue smiled, and said, “This is because I make high quality. I cannot make artifacts, but the rods I make are able to be used hundreds of times before they need a rest in a mana condensing formation. Each one should last thousands of uses, and retain their workings for twenty years. This is what it means to make a magical item that truly connects to the Script.”

Erick sat back and had a small, happy laugh. “How much does one of those cost?”

Xue shrugged as he smiled, saying, “They’re not for sale. But I can teach you some of this power. Although, if your Truth is not compatible with my own way of working, then you might need to make adjustments.”

“Probably.”

Erick thought back to what he heard from the Shades, primarily Lapis, and from Quilatalap, back during Shadow’s Feast. They had all spoken of artifact enchanting as the working of soul magic to imbue an item with a soul, and then having that soul cast the spells you tell them to cast, based upon the shape of the soul’s container.

Most people made magical items more like how Xue made them, though.

But Xue, and Elder Arilitilo, were special in their own way.

Erick said, “I’ve never had much luck with runes or Ancient Script, but I can certainly see the usefulness of never needing to gather cores.” He asked, “So when you condense mana into your blood, to make core dust blood, I imagine you simply pressurize the mana?”

“Ah, no.” Xue said, “I want to speak of this, but not until you can heal yourself. I have heard of how you yanked a full core out of your chest in front of a hundred staring orcols, and then smashed it under your foot, only to wait a minute before allowing your retainer to heal you. I do not wish to accidentally be the cause of another such incident.”

Erick chuckled. “Ah. That’s not exactly what happened. It wasn’t that bad. It was just tiny shards that were around the diaphragm. Easy enough to remove with some light tugging. Anyway.” He stood, “You are right. I need to learn those healing spells, and there is only one way to do that.”

Xue stood with him, saying, “The sooner you remake [Treat Wounds], the sooner I can teach you about core refinement, and the sooner Elder Arilitilo can teach you the nuances of esoteric Blood Magic, and normal combat.”

Ezekiel took his new knife in his hand, and he took down the [Seale— He paused. The privacy remained active.

He asked, “So. Warzi? What’s going on there?”

Xue paused as though considering a hundred different, smaller things. “This is a compound problem.” Then he said, “The boy’s condition is well documented and true, but solving such an issue is difficult. All simple and known ways to block mana sense also block normal sight. From my understanding, Devouring Nightmare has scoured the world looking for an answer to the boy’s problem, but they have not found an answer that they are willing to accept. For a time, the boy wore antirhine thread clothing, but even that failed as his condition progressed. It was an untenable solution, anyway, for many of the same reasons that Elixir’d people are not allowed into sensitive areas, but also for the fact that A Child’s Protection would fail when he wore those clothes.” He said, “But the privacy spell you displayed when you interviewed the alchemists and which you have surrounded us with right now, allows for perfect outward vision. If you wish assistance in translating this spell or a lesser spell of the same nature into an object in order to solve Young Master Warzi’s issue, then we can move such magic item creation to the forefront of my lesson plan.” Xue added, “After you learn proper Healing Magic, of course.”

“Thank you for the offer. I will think about it.” Ezekiel said, “But I need to get back to the Rat Room, and then I will be cutting myself some. Thank you for your assistance.”

Xue looked at Ezekiel, and something seemed to crush in the man. A weight became too much to bear.

Ezekiel had wondered if anything was going to happen. It looked like it was.

Xue said, “Taking into account what my new Intelligence is allowing me to grasp, I have a feeling that you will be able to grasp all of this lesson plan soon enough, and then I will have to actually teach you something, instead of simply watching as you cut up rats.”

Xue had almost said what he wanted to say, but then he deflected halfway through.

Erick knew it.

Xue knew that Erick knew it.

But instead of violence, Xue had gone in a different direction.

Erick had warned them of almost all of the problems of Intelligence before he had granted them the New Stat, but now, there was need of another warning of the far more insidious nature of Intelligence. Something that wasn’t a problem unless you made it a problem, and Xue had certainly done that.

Intelligence bred paranoia, and Xue was soaking in it.

The signs had been there when Erick first saw Xue, an hour ago, now.

Xue had been quiet for a teacher. Much less exuberant than Elder Ari had been yesterday. That quietness betrayed his thoughts in small ways. It betrayed his worry, and his pain, and his inner thoughts. Was Erick going to murder him and everyone else at the slightest provocation? What about all of the other problems around him, besides his archmage problems? What about all the things he saw out there? Erick had only guessed at the last part, but from the viewing mirror and its prominence in front of the couches, as well as from the various things he had heard and seen elsewhere, Xue likely spent a lot of time looking at people, and tracking them down.

Xue was paranoid.

And he was losing it.

He had brought out lead-core knives that could easily be controlled to be thrown, and the aura was invisible, so Erick had every bit of confidence that Xue had his aura on all of the knives except for the one he gave Erick.

Was that blood charm on Erick’s wrist capable of truly deflecting his most powerful spells? Maybe not. Not with Intelligence multiplying Xue’s magic capabilities into higher heights. Not with the spells currently emplaced in Xue’s office; his locus of power, filled with spells ready and waiting to activate. They were small spells, and separately they were nothing, but together, and at Xue’s command…

Could he overcome Erick Flatt?

Xue wasn’t sure. His earlier blood orb had been a test to see how he would react, to see if Erick noticed the power Xue commanded. Erick did notice. He noticed a lot. But he did not react, and now Xue was trying a different tactic. Violence was not going to work.

Xue was asking for help, but he didn’t know how.

“Xue.”

The man flinched on the inside; his heart skipped a beat. His blood swirled with power. He did not move, or speak. He waited.

Erick said, “All these new thoughts can drown you if you let them. Intelligence is not doing this to you. You are doing this to you. You are seeing shadows that aren’t there. My own experience with Intelligence has also led me to bouts of paranoia, but at that same time, Intelligence has allowed me to see beyond the paranoia. To see that you are experiencing what I have experienced. To see that you are asking for help, and that I am capable of giving you this help. What is your current Intelligence at?”

Xue gave a small, shaky breath. He said, “It’s at 50.”

“A high base number. Do you know how to make a cursed item, to lower Stats? You might be able to temporarily reduce that number.”

Xue blinked twice, as though realizing a path forward, then deciding to walk it. “I can.” He added, “But I can see you have not chosen this route.”

“You’re right. I have not chosen this path, but I have considered it a few times. I opted not to take this route, because I cannot allow myself to be weak in the face of the threats I face. It’s not paranoia if they truly are out to get you. But… Most of the time, no one is out to get you. I certainly am not out to get you. Even the spells you have imbued into this space, ready to go off at a moment's notice, are more for your own safety, and less to actually try to kill me.”

Xue stared, realizing he had been seen through. And yet he relaxed. It was the same thing Erick had seen most prominently once with a client, long ago back on Earth, when that woman received the bad news that the pain in her gut was the cancer she thought it was. She had gone from nervous wreck to relaxed as though she was sipping a mojito on a beach at sunset. It was an emotion of acceptance, and pain; the relieving of a tight tension.

Erick continued, “This New Stat opens the eyes to the world around you, but it also invents problems that do not need to exist. Not everything you see is a shadow waiting to pounce. Back on Earth, there was a saying: Never ascribe to malice that which can be adequately explained by ignorance. And here’s another: Always interpret the actions of the opposition in the most rational and honest way possible.” He added, “Sometimes, the shadows are shadows, and you must defend yourself, but most of the time, people are just people; without subterfuge or malice.”

“Ha.” Xue said, “Your world was peaceful.”

“Extremely, and yet, it was also dangerous in subtler ways.” Erick said, “Here, the worst case scenario is extreme and deadly violence to you and all you hold dear; there, the bad outcomes came about from offending a co-worker or a boss, and thus losing what you’ve worked for. Violence existed, and it was just as deadly, but the vast majority of situations did not have violence as their natural outcome.” He said, “But the daily situations? The normal circumstance of peaceful life? That is the same.”

“Peaceful?” Xue said, “This is not peaceful.”

“It can be.” Erick said, “Nothing happened today, and I have no designs to make anything happen to anyone here. But you are correct. What you almost did was not peaceful, and yet, I never pressed the issue of all the spells and danger around me, and you never pressed back.” Erick said, “I’m still learning which parts of my previous life are useful, and which parts need to be reevaluated or discarded. Most of what I was has been preserved, but a great deal more has been added on top.” Erick said, “For instance: murdering billions of monsters at once! Never imagined that I would need to do that.”

Xue nodded, silently.

“But paranoia isn’t useful. Don’t hop at shadows, or else you will make them real by your hopping.”

Xue breathed out, silent.

Ezekiel tore down the [Sealed Privacy Ward] around them and held his lead-core knife, as he said, “I’m reasonably sure that another private session would be useless tomorrow, as I’m going to need a few days to figure out the rest of these healing spells. So no lessons tomorrow, if you don’t mind. If I have questions, can I reach you here?”

Xue’s fear had faded while Ezekiel talked, and now it was small enough to fully hide behind a professional facade. Xue said, “If not here, then you may leave a message with the initiate outside. Elder Arilitilo told me that you already know where to find her, so I assume she could also answer whatever questions you have.”

Ezekiel held up the knife, saying, “Thank you for the knife.”

Xue nodded.

Ezekiel left the room.

When he passed an open area connected to the outside, he had an Odin hold the knife by its non-lead handle, and fly it up to the balcony outside the room. With a few seconds to recast some of the dense airs inside, he had Odin set the knife down.

Then he went to see a man about some rats.

As they walked, Ezekiel sent to Tiffany and Paul, ‘That could have gone either way, but I’m pretty sure that if he saw telepathic messages from you to me, then that could have gone very wrong. Thanks for not messaging me.’

Tiffany sent, ‘Paul said not to when I reported the spellwork in the room.’

‘Xue was on the edge.’ Paul said, ‘Anything would have set him off.’

‘Did you nudge him, Paul?’ Tiffany asked.

‘No.’ Paul sent, ‘Stopping a random Young Master in a bar is one thing. Stopping a Loremaster? Here? When he was already paranoid? I would have taken him down had he done anything, but I would not have nudged him. Defusing that situation was all Ezekiel.’

- - - -

Xue sat in his chair and sipped his tea. It was good tea.

He had considered serving the blacknight tea to Archmage Erick Flatt, which would have killed him rather quickly, as blacknight killed all humans rather quickly and thoroughly. But he was Archmage Erick Flatt, and Poi Fulisade, his MIND MAGE guard, would have seen through that and then Teressa Rednail, an absolute tank of a woman, would stomp his face in, especially with that Blood Charm on her finger. He wouldn’t have been able to do a thing to any of them.

Even if he had succeeded in the impossible, then his entire Clan would have turned on him.

These were the thoughts swirling through Xue’s mind. He had quite a few variations on the theme, but all of them ended the same way; with his death and destruction.

… He was being paranoid.

Archmage Erick Flatt had been correct about this aspect of Intelligence, but according to the small conversations he had taken with the Alchemists in the Potion House, and Riri, and Arilitilo, only he seemed to be experiencing this side effect. Only he had ignored Archmage Erick Flatt’s advice, and had pumped almost all of his extra points into Intelligence. 32 points! He only had 3 floating points left.

None of the others had said how many points they put into Intelligence, but he had a feeling that most did not go over 25. All of them were benefiting, though.

Riri was restructuring her entire operation. For a short while, she predicted that the income of Star Song would dip, but she projected anywhere from 125% to 250% increase in gross income.

Arilitilo was going over all of her teaching materials. She was planning on writing a book on Healing Magic and a secondary one on Blood Magic. She might even get points from Rozeta for such a publication.

The Alchemists were in constant conference, and though they had not solved Tadashi’s anti-Elixir, they were close. They had also torn apart a library-full of alchemy texts, and reorganized them by Particle Magic effects and True Magic effects. The depths of that unrealized dichotomy were already sending waves through many of the clans participating in the realization of Tadashi’s creation.

And here was Xue.

Paranoid out of his mind.

Paranoid enough to think that Archmage Erick Flatt wanted to kill him.

The depth of his paranoia was unknowable, for why would Archmage Erick Flatt ever want to kill him? Why? It made no sense. And yet… This was what Xue thought.

Xue was also smart enough to know that Archmage Erick Flatt had seen absolutely every way in which he had set up an attack, and yet Archmage Erick Flatt had still walked into firing range of them all. Archmage Erick Flatt did not care about Xue’s meager skills, or spells. He did not see Xue as a threat.

For Xue was not a threat—

No. That wasn’t correct.

That was the paranoia speaking.

Archmage Erick Flatt had seen through Xue, understanding the man’s paranoia in a way that Xue himself hadn’t really understood, because Xue himself had not wanted to understand his weakness in that way. Archmage Erick Flatt was not trying to weaken Xue before he murdered him, either.

Archmage Erick Flatt’s entire existence was public knowledge, if you knew which public to ask, and Archmage Erick Flatt had never killed to silence opposition, or to silence people below him. Archmage Erick Flatt would not try to silence Xue, just because the man was being paranoid.

Ah.

His thoughts were flowing in ever-deepening circles. Again.

… He set down his cold cup of tea, then got up and went to the working side of his office. He opened a specific drawer in his apothecary cabinet, and pulled out a small box with an old object he barely used anymore. A silver ring with a bloodstone diamond set into the band. It wouldn’t hold the curse forever, but it would hold the curse for several days, and he had lots of bloodstones.

He pricked a finger with the focused power of another finger. Blood flowed, in tiny drops. In seconds, the curse was complete. The jewel glinted with the denial of power. He slipped the ring onto his finger.

The effect was instantaneous. The cursed item latched onto his finger, soaking into his aura and his body; it could not be removed except through extreme force, or divine intervention—

Or through one of Erick’s rings.

—and the world went… dim.

It was as though he had taken a shot of distilled rice wine. Color seemed to return. Weights fell away. He breathed easier. He cast a [Cleanse], and the world seemed nicer. Negative 31 to Intelligence. He overshot the mark by several points…

But this was fine.

The shadows didn’t seem to move around him anymore, like they were alive. Like they were watching him.

Xue didn’t know how Erick had done it; living with a high Intelligence all this time. Xue had enemies, for sure. He had been an Enforcer years ago, and he still did some enforcing when it came to those who created new Particle spells that harmed the world and the people of Eralis. But he certainly did not have the whole world watching him. He certainly did not speak to Melemizargo on a semi-regular basis, or have talks with Rozeta and all the other gods and—

Oh holiest of divine shits.

Xue had actually planned on attacking that man!

Fuck! Why did he think that was a good idea?

Xue groaned into his hands, as he laid down on the solid floor, and gently beat his head on the ground. Stupid. Stupid. Stupid. And then he sat up, and calmed. He considered what were the real ways in which Erick would ever want to hurt him.

Right now, the whole world might not be watching Star Song, but all the major players were.

… And Erick had been rather vocal about his views, hadn’t he?

Star Song certainly did not qualify as tyrannical. They fully adhered to the Compact of Songli, struck all those years ago. Xue truly had nothing to fear from Erick, did he? Star Song had nothing to fear from the man, either. They killed criminals and agents of shadow all the damned time, but those were functions of a working government, and Erick had even helped to kill all those murderers and otherwise in Treehome, and all the Hunters of the Crystal Forest.

Hmm. There might be a problem with conscripting people for war…

Was that correct? Would that be something that Erick didn’t like?

… Maybe?

Nah. It was necessary to defend oneself from—

Ah. Shit.

Xue looked at his finger, and the ring thereupon.

He had made a mistake.

Terror Peaks was banging at the gates. Soon, there would be an attack. Those bandits who had taken Tadashi had been from Terror Peaks, or at least some of them had been. Erick might not be out to get him, but others were. Sometimes, the malice was real, and the danger was, too.

Xue made a decision.

Xue sliced off his finger, discarding the cursed ring with the discarded digit. The curse lingered for the barest bit, but then it began to fade. As his Intelligence returned to previous levels, and his finger regrew, the paranoia returned, but this time, Xue had a better target for his worries.

For as the archmage had said, ‘It wasn’t paranoia if they were out to get you.’

Some of those people were preparing right now, no doubt.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons just got 151, 6 chapters ahead.

Thanks for reading~

 



                



145, 2/2


                Rat Master Toix left Ezekiel in a side room with a sleeping rat and plenty of potion. He warned Ezekiel to switch to a different rat after half an hour, but other than that, Toix left the room, allowing Ezekiel to do as he wanted.

Erick cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] into the space, making it even more private, and then he discarded all magenta affectations. He flared the mana projection of [Healing Word] in one hand, producing a cacophony of divine sounds and an accompanying staccato beat. He stopped the channel, then he restarted the white flare in his lightform, hovering the spell in front of him like a white glow in the world.

Tiffany and Paul watched; one on the door, the other with eyes on Erick.

Erick stretched the spell like putty, pulling it left and right and through itself. He quickly discarded the staccato sound, leaving behind a holy sound of Healing and direction. Erick didn’t understand the direction yet, but he would. With practice. He let that flare go. He focused on the task at hand. These were all happy, fat rats, and Erick was not going to cause unnecessary pain, but he was going to learn this Healing Magic as fast and as properly as he could.

With a separate swipe of his lightform, a red line appeared on the white rat’s thick stomach. Erick didn’t cut too deep, but he did get past the epidermis, the dermis, and into the fat beneath. This would be fatal without treatment, but the rat would get treatment, and soon.

Erick held that wound shut with his light, joining it together as seamlessly as he could, holding severed blood vessels to each other and everything else in its place, to prepare for the magic to come.

He hummed a [Healing Word] to a purity of Healing and guidance, and held that spell into his light, directly into the wound. White light glowed, then faded. The directed healing was done in a flashing second. Erick released his lightform from the rat and cast a controlled [Cleanse] over the space.

The wound partially separated, just as it had before.

… Hmm.

Erick inspected the wound, and found nothing too obvious. What was the problem, here?

… He let the wound remain open, not holding the sides together, and cast his directed [Healing Word] again.

The wound scarred over.

A [Cleanse] removed half of the scar.

He was obviously doing something wrong. Something that neither Ari nor Xue concerned themselves enough to speak on, and which wasn’t covered in the books they had given him. He didn’t think they were lying to him, but neither of them were telling him the full story, either, because the full story was massive.

… But Xue did mention that Healing Magic was difficult and only possible through the gifts of the gods, and the Script. Maybe this was true.

Honestly, it was a little presumptuous of him to think he could do this in two days, with little training beforehand. And yet, it made sense that he could. This was just repairing the body to what it had been before it was damag—

Ah.

Time Magic, repairing damage? Made sense for [Treat Wounds], as that often reversed wound damage. But…

Time Magic made no sense for spells like [Regeneration], which actually sucked up the body’s resources in order to regenerate lost flesh. No. There was no Time Magic here. Besides.

Looking back…

Though Erick had only found out about it after the fact, Rats had had some soul problems, which caused his body to heal incorrectly, and caused his eyesight problems.

If Time Magic was the only thing involved in this healing, then Rats’ healing issues would not be solved by [Greater Treat Wounds], for the body healed itself according to the soul, and if all healing magic did was restore the flesh through time-based actions, based on the blueprint of the soul, then Rats would have not been able to survive through his soul problems. Healing Magic would have killed him, not healed him.

So Healing Magic was not linked to the soul, and it was therefore not linked to Time Magic or to any previous incarnation of the body. If Time Magic was involved here, then wouldn’t constant healing reverse the effects of aging? It did not, therefore Healing Magic wasn’t Time Magic.

… Erick wasn’t 100% on that, but it felt right.

He continued.

So what was Healing Magic actually doing? Xue had said it best that Healing Magic was the restoration of the body through the application of Elemental Healing, through the controlled power of the gods, who could accurately heal like no other. And Elemental Healing was life force…

Maybe…

He needed to get rid of all of the broken and damaged body parts? The cells that were broken in the initial strike that wounded the rat? That made some sense. Imbuing broken DNA with life force seemed like a surefire way to cause cancers, which was what he was seeing.

Maybe this was the real reason why [Inflict Wounds] was a natural occurrence of learning proper Healing Magic? Maybe he needed to erase the broken body parts from the equation, before he could restore what had been lost… Except.

Except [Treat Wounds] was not ‘powering up’ the cells to the sides of the wound into healing over the wound, was it?

Well.

Actually.

Maybe that’s exactly what he was doing.

He had already considered that this was exactly what he was doing, but—

If that were the case, then resources would be taken from the body in order to cause this healing. Oh. Wait. Right.

Resources were not taken from the body to repair this damage because the spell provided the mana which provided the material to restore the body to full.

… Except in the cases where resources were taken from the body, as was the case in [Regeneration].

And [Greater Treat Wounds] was the absorption of [Regeneration] into [Treat Wounds], but [Greater Treat Wounds] didn’t take resources from the body.

Was there a [Greater Regeneration] that took greater resources from the body, in order to restore the body? That seemed like it would kill a person if their injury was great enough. Was that why Erick had never heard of such a spell before?

It was all kinda odd, now wasn’t it?

Anyway.

Let’s try it with an understanding of [Inflict Wounds] and [Treat Wounds] at the same time. Or. In a more simple way: Only [Treat Wounds] the cells and flesh which is not going to turn cancerous. Just… Simply don’t heal that which can heal wrong? Hmm.

Barely three seconds had passed while Erick thought through his few complicated thoughts.

He tried to heal the rat again, but slightly differently. This time he held the rat’s wound mostly closed, allowing for a tiny scar, and more importantly, for the cells in the area to grow and rearrange themselves as needed upon a scaffold of light.

He cast, and the rat’s scattered wound closed, knitting together into bumpy flesh. Erick tensed. And then he cast [Cleanse].

The [Cleanse] did not disturb the scar.

Success?

He succeeded in healing over the wound. But...

… No blue box.

Something was wrong.

The problem likely lay in that there was scar tissue at all. Normally, healing magic caused little scarring, and even caused scars to fade. Ari had even made a scarred wound on her forearm before erasing that with her [Inflict Wo—

Ah. [Inflict Wounds] was a part of the process, here. Right. Ari had mentioned that he would pick up [Inflict Wounds] somewhere along his journey into Healing Magic.

[Inflict Wounds] was still an aspect of Healing Magic, though? Eh. It had to be an application of Elemental Healing tied to Destruction. The Healing part would be to target the living tissue, and the Destruction would be to invert that power.

Hmm. Or…

He didn’t want to [Inflict Wounds] on a rat. With his modifiers, the rat would probably explode into red mist. He did not need to do that. What he could do, though, was incorporate some Destruction intent into his [Healing Word] and cast that spell ten times in a row, to both destroy every bit of scar tissue that forms, as it forms, and also to heal what remains to perfection.

Yes.

A perfect plan.

Erick harmonized a tiny sound of Mana Altering for Destruction into his directed [Healing Word], and held that gathering of power in his lightform. He almost applied the magic to the wound, but then he felt the need to speak, to further direct the mana. And so he did,

“Cull the broken, heal the hurt; with power spoken, death avert.”

Five bursts of white light coalesced into the body of the white rat. Flesh repaired in a flashing instant; perfect and without scar.

… That worked? He cast a [Cleanse] on the wound, and flesh did not disappear; it was a good healing. The blue liquid surrounding the rat dropped a bit, but this was an easy fix. Erick reached over and grabbed the blue bottle to refill the bowl—

A drop of red splashed onto the counter. Erick sniffed and rubbed his nose, coming away with a bloody hand for his efforts.

As he cast a [Cleanse] again, four blue boxes appeared.




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Inflict Wounds, here you go:

















	
Inflict Wounds 1, instant, touch, 50 mana

Cause 5x WIL damage in a target, and possibly inflicting a wound. Decreases target’s natural healing for a while.

















	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Treat Wounds, here you go:

















	
Treat Wounds 1, instant, touch, 100 mana

Heal the injuries of the target. Increase the natural healing of the target for a while. Increases Health Regeneration. Effect breaks if damage is incurred.














“Success! It wor— Oh.” Erick was almost thrilled, but then he read [Inflict Wounds] again and looked down at the rat, eyes wide. “You would have exploded. Good thing I didn’t do that.” He asked Poi and Teressa, “Any idea how much damage [Greater Inflict Wounds] does?”

Teressa said, “Something like 20 times Willpower? That spell will fuck you up.”

“This is correct.” Poi said, “Your [Sanguine Charm] would partially protect us from such a spell, but not fully. Healing Magic is not technically Blood Magic.”

Erick turned back toward the sleeping rat, saying, “I’ll need to make [Greater Inflict Wounds] on a monster, then. Wonder if I have to level [Inflict Wounds] first, tho… Eh.” He stared at the rat, and at the long, curling tail, wondering if he should cut off the tip and make the next spell. But... He mumbled, “All Healing Magic is attainable through all other Healing Magics… but what’s the difference between [Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration]? They seem almost the same. But they’re not. A lot of this healing feels the same… like its all just different sides of the same expression of magic— Well. They are, actually. So that makes sense.”

He considered Remaking the next spell, [Regeneration], with [Healing Word].

This seemed like a bad idea. Or at least a sub-optimal one.

Erick held a hand out, and channeled mana through [Treat Wounds].

Then he channeled mana through [Healing Word]. And… Yup! [Treat Wounds] was much closer to his idea of [Regeneration]. Even if the spell was still only at level 1… That shouldn’t matter, right? Right. He cut his channeling of [Healing Word], and focused entirely on [Treat Wounds].

The spell was a gentle, watery glow, that shimmered across his hand, like he had stuck his arm into the light beneath the surface of the edge of the ocean. It carried with it the sound of waves and renewal, and also of constant wear and tear being replaced by the new. It was methodical. Unending. And yet helpful; never harmful. Purposefully helpful, even.

It was the sound of the Mana Ocean, guided into perfect cause.

It was the sound of a beach eroding and renewing at the same time.

It would not be hard to shift that sound into one that would replace lost sand, and renew a missing beach completely to full—

That would be cancerous, though.

No. He needed to guide the renewal of the beach better than that. To find the flow in the waters of life and to bring forth only that which should be there.

So you needed to follow the coastline.

But not the soul.

Ah. You needed to follow the design laid down in the DNA. Souls could go into any body, but DNA was only present in that body…

Oh. So Rats’ soul wasn’t originally in that body, was it? Was that the problem, there?

But back to the problem. 

To regenerate lost flesh, you also needed to provide the scaffold for the body to regenerate upon, and to strangle that which was not perfect. This was control on a deep level. This was precise.

Erick snipped off the tip of the rat’s tail. Crimson blood swirled into the water as he moved the two-centimeter section of flesh and bone away, giving his magic room to work.

He cast, as he spoke,

“A bit of flesh has gone away, but here we have a little spell, with power to pull that which’s strayed; an empowerment of new-made cells.”

A few things happened in quick succession.

First, the rat began to deflate a little, as the tip of its tail scabbed over with new flesh, and then grew back to full length.

Second, a pair of blue boxes appeared.




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Regeneration, here you go:

















	
Regeneration 1, instant, touch, 100 mana

Enable the regrowth of the target’s lost body parts. Massively increases Health Regeneration. Effect breaks if damage is incurred.














And finally:

Blood began to flow from Erick’s nose, mouth, and his pants started to feel uncomfortably wet. Before he lost consciousness, he hit himself with [Treat Wounds], before falling to a knee, into Poi and Teressa’s concerned embrace. He blinked out blood, focusing on his mana sense, but he barely had a chance to look at himself before he fell unconscious.

His soul had been damaged. A minor explosion had occurred over his heart, and a few bits of his soul were outside of his body, briefly. His soul had rapidly flowed back inside, but now there was a trench where before there had been smooth, white soul.

Was that too much experimentation, too fast?

Ah…

Sleep is good.

- - - -

Ezekiel woke not three seconds later, coming to on the floor. The rat was still on the table above. Odin was hopping on his chest, hitting him with [Treat Wounds]. Paul sat on his knees, right beside him, going from terribly concerned to relieved as Ezekiel looked up.

Above Paul, was Tiffany, and she was still in the concerned phase.

“You fucked up your insides, a lot.” Tiffany frowned at him, saying, “And your soul.”

Uh.

Shit.

Ezekiel checked.

Yup! He hadn’t been seeing things before. There was now a rent in the Shroud of his soul, exposing the ‘meat’ below, along with a crack in that meat.

He realized what he had done and he was slightly embarrassed by it. This was a multilayered problem—they were always multilayered, weren’t they? Whatever the case, he wouldn’t be doing any more magic today. Maybe not tomorrow, either. He would have to beg off tomorrow’s meeting with Kaffi, too.

“Yeah.” Ezekiel groaned. “I fucked up my body and harmed my soul.” He added, “Got cocky.”

Paul sighed out, “Yes.”

Tiffany frowned. “It looks like normal spell creation soul damage, but… Worse, somehow.”

Ezekiel sat up. “I think you got it in one, Tiffany.” He tried to stand, and Tiffany and Paul helped him succeed. “Thank you.” He breathed out and hit himself with another [Treat Wounds], leveling the skill and also… Huh. Odd. He cast the spell again. The rent in his soul filled in at the same time. Maybe he could still make that meeting with Kaffi, actually, if his soul healed with each cast of his new spell. He said, “I tried to force a spell that wasn’t level 10 to make a new spell. Something didn’t like that.” He gestured at the rat, and said, “Let’s clean up and get back up to the room. I’ll explain up there.”

What he had seen had large implications, and he wasn’t sure of all of them, but he knew a few.

“We can talk a little right now.” Tiffany guessed, “When you make a spell, it makes a thing in the soul, and that thing is where you cast from, and as it levels to 10, it becomes settled, and thus you’re able to build upon it. But stressing your unsettled [Treat Wounds] into making a spell was too much stress, and since spell creation already demands a break in the soul in order to grow, you did the equivalent of building on sand, and hurt yourself in the process.”

Ezekiel smiled wide. “Yup! I didn’t understand how spell creation actually worked until just now, and the spotting of my own failure state.” He added, “You’re much better at this [Soul Sight] than I am.” He looked to the sleeping rat and its whole tail, saying, “Thank you for your assistance, mister rat.”

Paul gestured to the extra rat tail piece, and said, “Get rid of that.”

“Ah. Good thinking, Paul,” Ezekiel said.

With a tap of light, the bit of bloody rat tail was [Teleport Object]’d far away.

The rat went back to the handlers.

Ezekiel thanked Rat Master Toix for his assistance in gaining both [Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration], but that he was done for the day. He would have to resume his work tomorrow, or maybe the day after. Toix smiled wide, then patted the stomach of the sleeping rat, calling him a good boy.

As Ezekiel walked away, he heard Toix whisper to the little guy about how much good food he was going to get tonight, yes he was, yes he was!

- - - -

Ezekiel laid back in his chair, in his room on the fifth floor of the Southern House. He set aside Xue’s journal for a moment, and looked to the window. The view beyond of beauty and power, with multitudes of houses sitting atop forested and cultured mountains, which were full of even more houses, and teaching rooms, and libraries, and armories, and all sorts of other kinds of places. Ezekiel’s room was about 400 meters above the white road of the Alluvial District, so it was rather high, but it was the same height as much of the nicer housing out there, and below the even nicer places. He wasn’t at the top of the world right now. But.

It was pretty.

Ezekiel returned to his reading, but he didn’t pick up Xue’s journal. He picked up Elder Arilitilo’s.

He read for a while, then set that journal aside, then picked up Loremaster Riri’s literature on the enchanting of spider silk. After a while with that one, he set it back down, and went back to the Doctoring books. By the time he read through all of them a third time, the sun was an hour away from setting.

And Ezekiel had a problem.

Remaking [Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] had been odd. Different than how he had Remade all the other spells he had ever Remade, and it wasn’t just the burst bit of his soul that made him think this. It was that ethereal ‘guiding-hand’ he had heard in the sounds of [Treat Wounds], and [Healing Word]. It was unnatural.

That guiding hand bothered him.

Not because he didn’t appreciate the help making healing spells…

Okay. Actually. Yes. That was it.

He did not appreciate sidestepping the understanding of true magic. Ezekiel wanted to Remake his healing spells without outside help, or at least through the application of his own knowledge onto an arcane set of physics that may or may not be about communicating with a force larger than Reality itself.

He was being contrarian, he knew.

The problem was not that he was calling out to the mana and that the mana responded.

The problem, which was kinda hard to articulate, was that the ‘guiding hand’ did not sound divine.

Ezekiel knew what Divinity sounded like. Divinity sounded like Phagar, or Rozeta.

This sound in [Healing Word] didn’t sound like Melemizargo, either.

It sounded sort of like… chains? Not in the rattling, linked-pieces-of-metal sense. But in the containing sense.

Yes.

That was it.

Ah.

It was the Script. He was hearing the Script in all of his Healing Magic. That was it.

The sound of mana was a pure sound. It could get jumbled, too, but mostly, it was pure. The Sound of the Script was complicated and constraining. A boundary and a channel carved into the mana, to let the mana flow in specific directions. With Healing Magic, this boundary and guide was very present.

How to confirm this hypothesis, though?

Let us consider the facts thus far; old information.

The Script contains and holds the mana on Veird, and ensures that everyone has access to spellwork, even if most people cannot get high into the tiers. Almost everything about the blue boxes is an attempt to impart to the user what is beyond true understanding; to grant them magics that they can not gain themselves, or to constrain their magic to understood phenomena. But the Script is not magic. It is an overlay.

It is an assistant and a jailer.

Ah.

The Script is a yoke, to ensure nothing too bad happens, for rampant use of magic killed the Old Cosmology. Even if the Wizards had nothing to do with the Sundering, the mana (or it was a magic? Same difference, really.) still went on a rampage and killed everyone, erasing existence itself.

The mana left on Veird is the scraps of the Old Cosmology, yoked into usable form.

Where does magic come from, though?

Mana is created from the soul, but magic… also comes from the soul. When a person gains a new spell, that spell becomes a part of their very being; their soul.

Ezekiel looked at himself with [Soul Sight], and cast a [Cleanse].

He didn’t see anything ‘flex’ in his soul when he cast. But maybe he wasn’t meant to? Maybe that particular part of [Soul Sight] and mana sense was hidden from him?

It seemed… Right, to think that the soul held the magic of a person. Ezekiel had considered that Tenebrae used some sort of [Soul Sight] and [Identification] spell in order to ‘read’ Ezekiel’s Status, based upon what was inside of his soul. But he had no proof that that was what Tenebrae had done, except for the man’s ornery nature seeming to get more ornery, when Ezekiel guessed in that direction.

Thinking it over...

… All of that seemed correct.

So the Script did not control the mana itself, but it did assist Ezekiel in (re)making his two new spells.

But had he called out to the mana, or to the Script, in order to make that happen?

He was pretty sure that he had called out to the mana, for sure.

So, taking all of that into account... Had he damaged himself today, not because of any ‘building on shaky foundations’, as Tiffany had theorized, but because he had gone against the shackles of the Script? The Script demanded that a person level a spell to X before they made new spells with it. But his [Treat Wounds] was very much not level X. Had he gained [Regeneration] only because he had forced the issue, through the mana, and the Script had made allowances for the ‘bucking bronco’ that is the mana? But he had been harmed in the process, because the Script didn’t like that?

Where does the body and soul damage come from, exactly, when he makes a new spell?

He mumbled, “The damage has to come from the Script, right?”

Back when Ezekiel was trying to figure out the [Teleport Lock] of the Shades, he guessed that it was not a denial spell of any sort, but instead it was a spell that would ensure a fight. In this way, a Shade’s [Teleport Lock] was more of a lateral attack, and not a straight-up denial. Hard denials are difficult to do under the Script. But a lateral attack is easy.

For instance, when killing a monster with 1000 Health, it is easier to kill the monster by sticking a steel sword through the monster’s brain and getting a critical, than it is to throw a 1000-damage [Force Bolt] at the monster’s flanks and accomplish nothing.

And yes, it was ‘lateral thinking’ to strike at the weak point instead of at the strong point.

When Ezekiel asked the Interfaith Church of Spur and the gods therein about how [Teleport Lock] worked, regarding his own ideas about how to tear down that part of Melemizargo’s power, he was promptly told that to create such a spell would not only be an act of Wizardry, but it would also go directly against Melemizargo’s interests, and the Dark God would give a response. He was also told that Rozeta would still help him make such a spell, but that he might not survive the creation. It would be like [Zone of Peace] all over again, which was another act of violence that Ezekiel didn’t quite understand yet, but he had been told that he had tried to control the Script, and the Script didn’t like that.

Anyway.

Rozeta had sent him a note telling him to come to the Orrery in the Splinter Mountains if he wished to know more about the Script, and why a person is damaged whenever they make new magic.

But Ezekiel was guessing that there was no real secret to this damage.

When a person created new Basic Magic, they became trapped between the free use of mana, and the constraining power of the Script. Going too far out of line with either force would have a disastrous effect on the person in the middle, which often resulted in damage, based upon how much struggle happened between the involved forces.

None of this was truly new information, but with recent events, Ezekiel had cause to go over some old thoughts and to reorganize them into something new, and more informative.

In particular, this ‘guiding hand’ in the mana that helped him to make [Treat Wounds] and [Regneration] was very much not the ‘helping force’ that he spoke to when he made [Call Lightning].

[Call Lightning] came from the Script organizing what the mana had helped Ezekiel to make.

But [Treat Wounds], and all other modern Healing Magic, came from the Script enforcing a specific action of the mana.

Which meant the healing spells he currently knew were not his own, at all. Ezekiel had followed a road laid down in the Script, instead of finding his way through the mana. Remaking [Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] had been a trick of the system. Not even Tricking Magic was such an obvious trick.

Oddly enough, the only spell he made today that he felt he had made himself was [Inflict Wounds], for that was destruction, and destruction was easy.

Considering that all healing spells used to be divinely granted magics… could he have ever made them himself?

… Maybe not.

Ezekiel didn’t like that.

He didn’t like that, because… Of reasons.

And now he was being contrarian again. So what if the Script helped him to make magic? This was fine, right? The only actual problem would come when Yggdrasil opened up new worlds to new Scripts. If there wasn’t some overarching compatibility with each new ‘Script’ that populated the universe, then Healing Magic would never again exist. All other magic would be easy enough to remake… Maybe.

But not Healing Magic.

And there was another problem.

Ezekiel said, “It means that if there’s ever a space where the Script does not exist, then the magic that has been made might still exist, for it seems to become a part of the soul, but how would anyone gain any new magic? Through learning aura control? That would have to be it, right? But is that even how magic creation actually works? Is all my spellwork actually a function of the Script?” He added, “I want the magic I have made to actually be mine. But is it? Is this [Treat Wounds] actually mine, now, since it is a part of my soul, but I used the Script to do it, and that was an obviously incorrect method? The true way to make this magic would have been to use pure Elemental Healing, and control.” He murmured, “But I didn’t do that.”

Ezekiel let his mind wander.

… He realized rather quickly why he didn’t like this aspect of Healing Magic.

People got [Gate] through a Quest, and thus failed to ever get it on their own, just as most people got Healing Magic through the Healing Quests, and even if they Remade the spell on their own, they were still using the Script-assist to make [Treat Wounds], and all the rest.

Yes.

That was why he was mad.

And he was mad.

He was not mad because he had arcane assistance. A helping hand from the mana itself was fine and wonderful. He was mad because the Script assistance killed his ability to understand what he was actually doing.

And yet, at the same time, Healing Magic was incredibly complicated. Not even Healers in the Old Cosmology made their own healing spells; they got their Healing Magic from the gods, too.

It’s not like you could just increase cell production; that would age a person. Healing Magic did not age a person. And it wasn’t time magic, either. And it wasn’t like [Mend], where the spell looked into the history of the item and manifested that history into the current reality.

In a broken item, [Mend] ‘deleted’ the broken mass of the item as a side effect of restoring the main structure; this was why you needed to mutate [Mend] very far in order to make [Duplicate]. But Healing Magic didn’t care about what flesh had been flung where. Healing Magic made new flesh.

Ezekiel thought of Healing Magic, and of experiments he could do with Elemental Healing, and of stuff he had researched back when he was living on Earth. He had a lot of experience with googling and youtubing and researching how he was going to die one day; the most likely answer was cancer, and of any of three dozen different varieties.

As his thoughts wore on, he considered how to solve those various issues through true, real applications of Elemental Healing.

And he thought of [Immortality].

He thought of how no one had reinvented that magic, exactly, because the body worked differently here, in this universe, than it did in the Old Cosmology. Or maybe something else was going on there. Some people had certainly side-stepped the issue, like Quilatilap. Soul Magic was a lateral attack that worked against the problem of natural death.

Maybe real, [Flesh and Blood Immortality] didn’t exist, yet. Phagar had spoken like it didn’t. But were those words an act, or a real display of reality?

If [Immortality] did not exist, was one of the reasons for that failure of reinvention, because of the Script helping with all Healing Magic?

Was this ‘assistance’ on purpose? Did the gods want to keep the populace unable to rise above?

Or was this assistance the act of people (and gods) desperate to hold their world together and to keep everyone alive?

‘Never ascribe to malice what can adequately be explained by ignorance’. And probably fear, too.

Ezekiel was drawn to the idea that this problem of Healing Magic was simply a solution that they had, that worked. But he could easily see how someone could consider this just another part of how the Script constrains real magic.

Hmm.

A more logical explanation for the current state of Healing Magics was that Healing Magic was damned fucking difficult, and if the Script didn’t help with healing, then that entire line of spells simply would not exist.

Look at [Cleanse]! That spell was literally a gift from the gods. It targeted and turned-to-mana everything from cancer to toxins to the filth inside sewerhouses, the world over. That was some major magical assistance, as evident by when anyone tried to get that ‘targeting’ onto a different substance; they usually ended up poofing themselves into mana instead of achieving success.

Anyway.

Back to Healing Magic and [Immortality].

Ezekiel considered all the various individual magics that would need to go into an [Immortality] spell, and his mind quickly went down a hundred different paths.

When he came out of his fugue, the sun was setting outside, and he knew a few of the parts of [Immortality] which would need to be created before [Immortality] could be achieved.

There would have to be some sort of [Telomeres Restoration] spell. That sort of magic would likely come from [Restoration], because that spell targeted the whole body to restore general vibrancy. Maybe restoring the telomeres was already a part of that magic? Maybe.

Some sort of [Mutation Mitigation] would be necessary to remove mutated cells before they could become a problem. There might be a problem with mental growth past a certain point, if consciousness and mental change was linked to mutations in the brain...

Ezekiel did not know how DNA worked in the brain, or even how consciousness truly existed. But! Tiffany’s head got removed once, and she was fine afterward, right? Maybe not directly afterward. It took her a few days, but she was fine. Maybe Ezekiel was overthinking this problem. Maybe mutations in the brain didn’t matter? They probably didn’t. Undead didn’t have mental problems, did they?

(And that right there was a large reason to research necromancy and true summoning with angels and demons, to find out what was going on there with souls and bodies and how memories and learning happened when under the influence of mana instead of biology. The Fractured Citadels in Quintlan and Quilatilap’s necromantic legacy were sort-of on the itinerary, but not really. With this latest concern, maybe that undead place was firmly back on Ezekiel’s Worldly Path.)

There’d have to be some sort of [Stem Cell Restoration], too. Such a spell might overlap with [Telomeres Restoration], but it was good to have multiple failure points in a spell such as [Immortality]. But thinking on it a bit further…

A [Stem Cell Restoration] spell might be all that was needed for [Immortality], along with [Cleanse] to get rid of cancers, of course. He’d need to cast the spell like, what? Once a month? Maybe less. All other Healing Magic, and Blood Magic, could make up for the rest.

But if [Cleanse] was ever taken away, or if the Script just didn’t exist in the worlds to come, he would need a workaround for that functionality. A variation of [Inflict Wounds], perhaps? That automatically targeted all cancerous cells?

Whoa man, that would be a complicated spell.

Maybe, instead, he could work from the front end, and make [Stem Cell Restoration] even better? Something that would boost the immune system to enough strength so that it could overcome and kill cancer all on its own? Identifying the cancer would be the hard part, but [Cascade Imaging] can target DNA, which means mana can target DNA.

And wasn’t that an interesting tangent.

The mana made up for a lot of mistakes, but the clearer a person was with their crafting, and the closer that crafting was to reality, the less mana it took to bridge the gap into usability.

But was that the mana that did that? Or was that the Script?

It was the mana.

Back when he made [Zone of Peace], Rozeta had even said that the mana loved him, and when he asked it to do something that it was not allowed to do, it tried to control the Script. Rozeta did not say that it was the Script that harmed him, but looking back on it, that was exactly what had happened.

Mana could do a lot when the Script wasn’t involved.

But if the Script wasn’t involved… What happened, then? Did spells still get imbued into the soul? Why did he need to raise a Basic Tier spell from level 1 to level X? Was leveling a spell the act of solidifying the spell in the soul? Or was it something else?

What was Experience?

Monsters could ‘cycle’ their mana in order to raise their level. All the shadelings at Candlepoint could easily reach level 55 and gain a Class in this way. Dragons did this, too, but if they failed in the process they became raging wyrms, let loose on the world as the failures of dragonkind.

Ezekiel’s mind wandered.

He also leveled [Regeneration] and [Treat Wounds] to level X by casting from one Odin to another, outside of the pagoda. His soul healed as he leveled them; he watched as the rift over his heart healed, and his Shroud came back, mostly. He might have gotten more questions than answers out of his time spent thinking, but he did get one answer, for sure.

Leveling a spell from 1 to X ‘settled’ that spell into the soul, making it a permanent part of the self.

A few minutes later, Paul entered the room, saying, “Scion Hangzi has invited us to dinner.”

Ezekiel asked him, “Do you care to know if the magic you’ve bought in the Script is real, or fake?”

“Of course it’s real. It’s a part of your soul.”

“But then wouldn’t the resurrected people of Candlepoint still have those same spells in their soul? All of them lost [Cleanse].”

Paul sighed a little, as he said, “I have no idea how [Reincarnation] works. That’s Dark Magic, sir.”

“Fair enough.” Ezekiel added, “And dinner with him is fine.”

Paul asked, “You’re not going to goad Hangzi into something again, are you? You dodged the wyrm once, but I doubt you can dodge a second time.”

Ezekiel chuckled. “Oh, Paul. That guy was being a total asshole, and I was as polite as I should have been! Sometimes little brats need to be told they ain’t shit, and then that telling needs to be backed up with force.” Ezekiel got up from his chair, amending himself, “But I suppose it’s different when we’re talking about brats who will become patriarchs.”

Paul grinned, saying, “Slightly different.”

Tiffany called out from the other room, “Slightly more important to knock them down, you mean!”

“She gets it!” Ezekiel said. “They got all these sayings about ‘don’t wake the dragon’ around here, but by the way some people act, you think they never spotted a dragon.”

Paul deadpanned at him, “Do you really believe that High Clan Devouring Nightmare’s Scion has never met a dragon.”

Ezekiel flinched. “Ah. Maybe he has. I am pretty sure I’ve met at least two, and only one of them was the Headmaster.”

Paul looked at him. He said, “Melemizargo. Rozeta. Headmaster.”

“Okay okay.” Ezekiel said, “Four, then.”

Tiffany came into the room, excited and smiling. “Hey, Boss! If that ‘True Terror’ thing comes up again, I can take it. I want to see what it’s about.”

“… If the topic comes up? Maybe!”

- - - -

On the fifth floor of the Southern House, Ezekiel settled into the provided chair at Hangzi’s table. Yorza sat to his right, Hangzi sat across from him, and Warzi sat to the left. Exactly the same as before.

The dinner itself looked to be a reprise of last night’s opulent meal, with the same number of dishes as before, but with a few variations. The boneless fried chicken tossed in sweet sauce was still there, and it sat closer to Ezekiel tonight. Ezekiel smiled, happy that the servers had noticed that he ate quite a lot of that particular dish, so of course that meal remained, and its size had been increased.

The living octopus babies in saltwater were gone; good riddance.

Ezekiel was less glad that Hangzi seemed to be waiting for the perfect opportunity to pounce. They had made small talk up till the serving of the food, but as Ezekiel dished out some rice and fried sweet sauce chicken to himself, and the servers dished out the first course to the plates of High Clan Devouring Nightmare, Hangzi sat back. He was ready.

Hangzi said, “I understand you have sold your daughter for 20 points.”

Ezekiel almost laughed in the man’s face, again. Instead, he went diplomatic.

“I understand that you have no idea where my own lines lie, so you are trying to figure them out, crossing them as you are wont to see what reaction you cause.” Ezekiel drizzled some sweet sauce over his rice, happily adding, “This is a line you should not cross.”

“Perhaps you misunderstand. I am not threatening you, or her.” Hangzi said, “According to what I am hearing, you could have gotten a lot more for her services.”

Ezekiel looked to the man. Then he turned toward Warzi, but kept his eyes on Hangzi. “I have a nifty little spell I can cast over all of us, allowing us to see outward, and others inward, but which blocks mana sense. It’ll block all of our senses except for sight, actually. Would you like to see it in action?”

Ezekiel wasn’t threatening anyone, but what he had said did sound a certain way.

Warzi dropped his food. His helpers cleaned it up for him.

And silence held in the air for a long moment. Yorza went stock still. Hangzi lightly glared.

Ezekiel nodded, then said, “Let me know if you change your mind.”

Yorza spoke up, “Do the spell.”

Ezekiel complied before anyone could say otherwise. The air flickered magenta, and then a layered, surrounding [Sealed Privacy Ward] enclosed around the table, its occupants, and a few meters in every direction. Warzi’s helpers were inside the spell, but other than the six of them, the world beyond was behind a double layer of now-invisible magic. Everyone could see in, and out, but sounds failed to cross the barrier, and mana sense ended at the spellwork. Warzi could still sense everything inside the space, as could Ezekiel, but this small area was much smaller than the usual 100 to 150 meter range that Ezekiel thought Warzi had.

Ezekiel still had all of his range, though; even his range outside of the space, for he had done a trick. He had shaped the spell so that it cut through his legs. With a piece of himself outside of the barrier, his mana sense was able to sense both sides. It was an odd feeling, for sure, in that the part of himself that was directly inside the [Sealed Privacy Ward] felt numb to his mana sense. But his feet were outside, and that allowed him to see whatever he wanted. Mostly. His range was smaller, but...

This was fine.

Yorza ignored Ezekiel and Hangzi, as she looked to Warzi. Everyone looked to Warzi. Including those who were outside of the bubble. The bubble itself was invisible, but that which laid on both sides was not.

Warzi glanced around, as though coming out of the rain. He un-hunched his shoulders. He breathed deeper. He blinked, and took in the sight of his food, and then the sight of the rest of the room. He laughed once, then again, quickly giggling in joy.

Then he started crying.

Yorza [Blink]ed and was suddenly at Warzi’s side, holding the boy as the boy crawled at her, into her arms. She spoke calming words into Warzi’s ears as the boy cried on her shoulder. She smiled, and waved a hand down at the nearby table of soldiers.

The soldiers relaxed. Or at least they sat back down, properly.

The moment matured, and soon Warzi was laughing in Yorza’s arms. She set him back down and he went to the invisible wall. He touched the spell, his hand vanishing in the between-space, before his finger reached out—

He yanked his hand back like he had been burned; his smile briefly fading.

And then everything was great again. He laughed as he got back in his chair, where he instantly started eating again. This time, he didn’t drop a single bite.

Dinner resumed.

Yorza asked, “How much for this spell? How long does it last?”

“You don’t want this one.” Ezekiel said, “I’m working on something easier to enchant. I’ll see about getting you that one.”

With stronger steel in her voice than before, Yorza asked, “How much? We can offer you points—”

“No we cannot.” Hangzi’s light glare had returned in full force, as he said to Ezekiel, “Points are only awarded for meritorious service toward life and the pursuit of the betterment of us all. Though I love him dearly, Warzi’s condition does not count.”

Yorza hissed at Hangzi, “It does count! It would be in support of the realm!”

With measured calm, Hangzi said, “We’re gearing up for war, Yorza. We are not giving points to someone who could very well be an enemy. We will not make the same mistake Star Song has made.”

“This is not a convincing act.” Ezekiel almost wanted to bring up how Warzi was eyeing the two of them like they were aliens, or how both of them were perfectly in sync with each other, but he didn’t need to. He especially didn’t want to throw the kid under the bus. He asked, “Do people actually fall for this concerted speech, speaking openly in front of the— Ah. Of course they do. You wouldn’t act like this unless it worked. Which means I’m now on some other path of well-understood noble manipulation, aren’t I? I’m not sure I like that either. But at least it’s honest. At least Star Song started off on the honest path with me. You two have needed to be overly goaded before we got here.”

And they still weren’t at full, open honesty. That was fine with Ezekiel.

Before Hangzi or Yorza could speak, Ezekiel was surprised, but not by the older people in the room.

In a way that maybe only Ezekiel could see, Warzi subvocalized, with only his throat and tongue moving, “They’re always like this. Everyone is always plotting around me. It’s so easy to see through, too.”

Ezekiel did not betray that the kid ‘spoke to him’, nor did he react to the level of vitriol in the kid’s ‘voice’; he continued to watch Hangzi and Yorza.

Yorza said, “25 points; in defense of the realm. It is allowed, and this qualifies. It qualifies in exactly how Julia qualified. Warzi will someday become a fulcrum for the defense of Songli but he cannot get there as he is. Right now, he is a scared child. Right now, he needs help.”

Hangzi turned his glare toward Yorza, who purposefully did not look his way. He turned back to Ezekiel and said, “My aunt means well, but she has overstepped herself. Is there some monetary need that we can solve for you, Scion Phoenix? Perhaps your recent debt of 5000 gold to Clan Void Song?”

Ezekiel almost told the man that his debt was 50,000 gold, but that would reveal that he was an archmage in training, and not some random Scion from the mountains.

Hangzi continued, “Though I am sure with your talents you could easily acquire this yourself, so if you have some other desire, let it be known.”

Ezekiel understood something new about Hangzi, at that moment.

There was only one thing Ezekiel wanted. He wanted to know if Clan Devouring Nightmare was good people, or if they were tyrants. So far, Hangzi hadn’t done much of anything besides being an uppity twit, and that was forgivable. All people in power needed to control the powers under them, to mitigate the powers at their own level, and to fight against those above them, otherwise they would lose power themselves.

And there were multiple ways to fight against the powers above oneself.

One of those methods was to make friends out of those higher powers.

This was the preferred method of the Highlands, and of most of civilization on Veird. After all, there was one higher power that everyone fought against; the Darkness. Because of that, there was a good reason to make friends instead of enemies.

Ezekiel didn’t see one important fact about Hangzi in the beginning, but he saw it now.

Hangzi wanted to become friends with Clan Phoenix.

Not fake friends, either. Actual friends.

Whereas the people of Star Song had come to Ezekiel, knowing who he was and what they could get out of him, and Ezekiel responded in kind, here was Hangzi, not knowing any of that, and he was coming at Ezekiel looking to make actual friends.

But Hangzi didn’t know how to become friends without using the other person. He had never known anything other than transactional friendship; using others for what they can give you, and being used in return. For someone in Hangzi’s position life itself was surely a stressful situation, and to treat any friendship as ‘real’ would be setting himself up for a heavy emotional blow later on in life. Such an event had likely occurred at least once already; more, if Hangzi was unlucky.

Ezekiel did not frown, upon seeing how sad that all was.

He also wasn’t sure, now, how to proceed. He had had a plan, and now that plan was gone.

Ezekiel said, “I’m not sure what I would want in return for this magic, but once I do know, I will—”

The guards behind Hangzi flinched, hard. They all looked to the west. They had all started to receive telepathic messages. The room outside of the privacy bubble began to move.

Then Yorza noticed, and Hangzi a fraction of a second later.

In a smooth motion, Ezekiel canceled the [Sealed Privacy Ward] around them, and recast the same structure, but only two meters across, with the anchoring point being one of Warzi’s extra knives.

Sounds returned. Black armored guards stood up behind Hangzi. Warzi startled, but he quickly relaxed; his bubble was smaller, but it was still there.

Yorza wanted to say something to Ezekiel, but she did not; she recognized something was happening, and then she recognized that Warzi was fine, but behind a second bubble. She almost said something else about that, but she halted herself there, as well. Hangzi remained silent as telepathic lines of intent were suddenly able to reach him, like heat mirages on the desert.

The room was completely silent, as Hangzi’s attention went elsewhere.

And then, as suddenly as the telepathic messages started rolling in, Hangzi had heard enough.

In a smooth motion, Hangzi stood, speaking, “We have received an official declaration of war from Terror Peaks. Their armies march at our western front and assassins prowl our streets, hunting for weakness. If we do not respond to the challenge in one hour, they will rape and pillage our people and our land.” He declared. “Woe unto them, for not even death will save them from the nightmare they have unleashed!” He said to Ezekiel, “We shall continue this discussion later, for tonight, everyone shall witness the truth of Terror as it is unleashed upon pretenders to the throne. You may watch from afar, if you wish.”

Ezekiel tensed.

He had forgotten that—

Well. No. He hadn’t forgotten anything. He had certainly pushed out of his mind, though, that some actions which might seem like malice, actually were malice. War was one of these things. Somewhat. Malice was involved, but war was more than malice. War was about nations on trajectories, meeting each other like tectonic plates; inevitable and harsh.

Of course, Veird didn’t have tectonic plates, but still—

Individuals could be bargained with. Smaller groups could be cowed into quiet. Even large forces could be forced to submit, if the forces applying the submission were strong enough and the reason for fighting weak enough. Ezekiel had done this exact thing all on his own, back at the Commune of Treehome, when fighting erupted between the orcols and those who had become shadelings. That battle had started, and Ezekiel had ended it before too many had died.

But from everything he had seen, there would be no easy answer when it came to war in Nelboor.

Especially not with the tectonic shift of one side freeing itself from the Elixir, and the other still weighed down by anti-magic.

… He could try to stop a war, though!

He asked, “Is war the only possible outcome from this declaration?”

“I see that Silver Star upon your chest, Ezekiel.” Hangzi said, “The sentiment is appreciated. It is honored. It is people like you who allowed us to create the Highlands out of this war torn land. But to run from wars like this one is to run forever, and the Highlands will never abandon its people to the evil that lies outside our borders. Watch us fight this opening battle, Scion Phoenix. You, whose Clan does not fight people, and who speaks of peace, watch and see what kind of evil lives beyond the Highlands.” He turned to his men, who stood in rapt attention, listening, some praying. Hangzi rapidly gestured across his people, saying, “Remain and protect. Come with me. [Teleport] us. We leave now.”

Events proceeded rapidly.

While Hangzi spoke, lights began to brighten the sunset sky outside. Spotlights. Floodlights. Several clan mountains flickered with power as Domains spread across them like flickering fires, or whistling breezes, or bright lights. The light in the air around Ezekiel seemed to dim, without dimming, while lightwards gained glints on their edges, like far away stars trapped in ethereal nebulae. It was the Domain of Star Song, for sure.

Ezekiel’s own [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] held at his back; pressured inward, but not broken; someone had tested him, and then backed off.

Hangzi and half of his entourage had already left; one of the mages among them casting a large enough [Teleport] to move everyone at once, to another location.

A warning siren roared outside, shaking the skies.

Across the bridge, beyond the white stone Void Wall, the very air turned dense, as power flooded out from the Void Temple in the center of the city, to strike the walls and then roll over them, expanding across the land, swallowing the delta and Redflood and Darzallia and all the other smaller cities around Eralis. The whole Choir must be singing.

Ezekiel gasped as the Void Song touched upon him like a far away band, playing a midnight tune.

Yorza gathered a crying Warzi into one arm, and slipped the knife he had [Ward]ed into the sash at her side. She tried to say something, but she couldn’t speak through the privacy. She was nervous and uncoordinated, but she was moving faster with each passing second. She handed the knife and the boy off to one of his servants, then stepped outside of the bubble.

Ezekiel spoke first, “I can cast another bubble that will make you invisible to all of those who look inside. These spells last 24 hours.”

Yorza did a double take, for Ezekiel had guessed her questions and answered her the way she wanted. She said, “Yes. Do it.”

An Odin had already invaded one of the rooms downstairs. Ezekiel cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] through his [Familiar], and then said, “It is done. Your bedroom looked the most defensible; it is there.”

Yorza paused on her way down the stairs. She gazed at Ezekiel; it was a look of need, forlorn and desperate, but unwilling to voice her true concern. Instead, she said, “The rules of hospitality demand you contribute to the defense in the case of attack. This qualifies.”

Yorza, Warzi, and the rest of the black armored people of Devouring Nightmare rushed down the stairs. They found the invisible space, and hunkered down.

Ezekiel already knew his debt of hospitality. Yorza didn’t need to remind him, but if it made her feel more secure to do so, then more power to her. He might not attack, but he would certainly defend.

Soon enough, Ezekiel was in his room, surrounded by dense air and other protections, while Tiffany had grabbed up much of the food, and ate, watching the world around her. Paul sat to the side, watching him.

It wasn’t hard to find the location of the battlefield. Through Odin, Ezekiel overheard the staff and the people of Star Song speaking of what to expect, and of where the war would arrive.







- - - -







A trio of magenta glows watched from high in the sunset sky.

They were not the only ones up there. A butterfly made of wind, a cat made of fire, a long wolf made of lightning, and more. They all watched what was happening down below. None of them crowded each other, and even more [Familiar]s were completely invisible. But broadly, there were two sides, with a large gulf of empty space between them.

Just like it was on the empty plains below.

In this land west of the borders of Songli territory, in the deepening night, stood thousands of men and women in white. Most of them did not stand together; their formations, of ten or twenty or five, were spread wide and far, covering a dozen kilometers. One group stood out from the rest. 

In the center of the gathered forces of Songli, stood a regiment of a hundred men and women, lined up twenty long and five deep.

Opposed to them, on the other side of the field, stood the forces of Terror Peaks. They were a mirrored regiment to Songli’s 100 soldiers, dressed in reds. Others, also dressed in reds, were scattered around that main force; yet another mirror to Songli’s scattered forces, except much less in number. The sun set behind them, beyond the Tribulations.

This was artifice and ceremony. 

This was obviously a dance that both sides understood well, but glancing toward the defenses of Eralis, and of all the [Ward]s that were constantly arising with each passing moment, and to hear the increasing volume of a siren warning people to get inside and prepare…

This would soon blossom into a true war, and the people of Eralis had a lot to lose.

In a flash of [Teleport] magics, the main 200 soldiers were joined by more. A few more soldiers, on both sides. A man in red armor on Terror Peaks’ side, along with his small entourage.

And Scion Hangzi Devouring Nightmare, on Songli’s side, along with a few of his people. They were all in white armor.

Ezekiel overheard the red man’s name from the other people on the ground, all around. He was Scion Raidu Terror Peaks. He was human. Slowly, both Scions and one of their attendants walked toward each other. Ezekiel strained Odin’s hearing, listening, as the two Scions met in the middle, between their small armies.

Raidu sneered, “Hangzi. Now first in line! Good for you. I’ll send your head back to your weeping mother, too, just as I sent her the head of your former sister. Is that brat Warzi next in line? He’s staying with you right now, isn’t he. I could end two children of Devouring Nightmare tonight! Maybe I will!”

Ezekiel found himself suddenly rooting for Hangzi.

“No attempt at peace?” Hangzi was calm under fire. “What would it take to get this to go away?”

Raidu’s eyes narrowed as he seemed to take in his opponent a second time. He had expected vitriol. He had expected a rebuttal. Not a side-step. Raidu pursued his obviously weak quarry, saying, “The knowledge of your chelation treatments. The dissolution of the Songli Highlands. The reparations of twenty million gold. Your family and you chained in my dungeons, so that we may cut off your limbs and feed them to you until you grow tired of living.”

He wasn’t being hyperbolic for effect.

He meant what he said.

“With all your tools of torture, you still couldn’t get that alchemist to talk, could you?” Hangzi said, “Or did you send an underling when you should have gone yourself? I heard that your forces were destroyed from the inside out, once some random Scion happened upon them.” Hangzi laughed, saying, “Some rube from the mountains! Doesn’t even fight people! Has a damned Silver Star! And your people went running, fractured and scared and killing each other instead of driving away a single random nobody from some barely-known Clan!”

Raidu glared. He softly said, “You’re going to die today, and I am going to shit upon your corpse.”

Hangzi said, “Your branch family should have been culled three hundred years ago before you betrayed the Highlands. Tonight, we rectify that problem.” In an offhand manner, he said, “Retaliations to civilian populations will be met with extreme force.”

Raidu spat, “The time for posturing is over, Hangzi. If you could have taken us, you would have done so, but in partaking of Particle Magic, you have forced our hands in ways you could never force us otherwise. We will not allow the Highlands leniency now that they have been corrupted by Melemizargo, and his pet Wizard. Tonight, everyone in Eralis dies, and we purge the world of your Dark Power.”

Hangzi’s face contorted in disbelief. He opened his mouth to reply.

But he didn’t get a chance.

Ezekiel saw what had happened, after the fact. Hangzi had thought this would be a normal war. A war fought outside of the cities. A war of boasting and constrained power. It was none of those things.

The sky opened up with lancing beams of exploding green power that scattered across the battlefield like dancing lasers, as fast as an eyeblink. The beams skipped across the hundred warriors of Songli. Some managed to deflect the power of the beams, but explosions followed in the trails of the beams, and there was no deflecting those.

Raidu slipped across Hangzi, like a phantom.

Hangzi deflected, but barely. An arm went flying. Half of Hangzi’s neck vanished, and all of his jaw. He turned to shadow and flowed away.

The Scion of Terror Peaks ended his attack amidst Hangzi’s group, already slashing at Hangzi’s people.

Songli’s retort was of song, bright and shining and devoid of everything. Power swept the field, bursting enemy soldiers into dust, then scattering them further on the Void.

Spells and swords came out, as the remains of the original 200 soldiers filled the battlefield with fire and death.

Hangzi reappeared, whole and bloody, a dozen meters to the left of where he had been. He sang a single note, and a concussive wave exploded from him, to sweep across the remaining enemy soldiers. Enemy soldiers died to their own swords. 

It took a single minute of back and forth attacks and deflections, each swipe of spellwork or sword reaping lives, each explosion a brightness in the growing dark, but in the end, Hangzi and three random Songli Soldiers were alive.

Raidu was alone.

It was a victory for Songli.

The scattered clumps of clansmen had never taken the field. They had all watched the other side, to ensure that the other side never took the field, either.

With his spotless armor, and having never been struck, Raidu said, “This isn’t over.”

“Bring better tank-grown soldiers if you wish to battle again.” Blooded and dirty, with half of his armor gone, Hangzi said, “But step into Songli without breaking our defenses first, and you’ll be Elixir’d like you Elixir’d our alchemist.”

Raidu said, “You have bargained with Darkness. The result is your death.”

“You have seen our forces. We have beaten you. Further provocation will result in mutual annihilation.”

Raidu glared, and then blipped away in white light.

Terror Peaks vacated the field.
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                    Shit's gettin' real.
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                After three hours of nothing happening, a few of Eralis’s defenses came down.

Most notably, the Void Song that had spilled up and over the Void Wall, to inundate the world, became something less. It retreated, slowly. In four hours, the Void Song settled back to its normal territory, like a roused beast going back to bed. A few of the various Domains and spells that held over the Alluvial District went away; but that was more likely the result of improperly made or costly spellwork, and less likely because the casters thought the battle was truly over. Some spellwork stayed strong, and even got bigger, or denser, as the night wore on.

By the time morning rolled around, Ezekiel had caught three hours of sleep, which was more than enough for him to stay awake for several days, if needed. Paul and Tiffany each got a few hours of shuteye, here and there. They’d need proper sleep going forward, but from what Ezekiel had seen and heard from his Odins, and from his own mana sense stretched out into the Southern House, the Highlands were not going to full war. Not yet.

Hangzi had pushed back Raidu at the first Battle of Chelation, but while neither side had achieved dominance, neither side had displayed true weakness, either. 

Ezekiel was not amused that the name he had given to anti-antirhine therapy was being used as the name of a battle, or that they were calling last night’s battle the ‘first’. A few people had already taken the next step, and were calling this the start of the ‘Chelation Wars’.

The sun rose in the east, brightening the clouded sky and highlighting the various Domains still active across the Alluvial District. Star Song’s Domain, [Star Void Sky], as Ezekiel had heard it called, was still active. It was one of the few that had gotten denser.

Ezekiel recognized, now, that Star Song and Eralis had been in a state of peace, until last night. Sure, the guards in the city had been harsh and thorough with vetting him and his people, but now, they were being absolutely antagonistic. Everyone was being stopped on the streets and papers were being checked. Guards of a different sort, probably actual soldiers, were patrolling the white road that wound around the Alluvial District.

Another hour passed.

Ezekiel ate toast and eggs, as he watched the world around them. Hangzi had not yet returned to Southern House. In the course of the night, Yorza had come out of the [Sealed Privacy Ward] three or four times in order to send telepathic missives, while her guards had packed up the place for easy escaping, if needed. They didn’t look too panicked down there, though. Hangzi was probably fine.

As the day matured, and Odin watched from above it all, mothers and their children all around Eralis and the surrounding lands ran quickly from place to place, doing necessary errands. Men and their friends walked in groups from here to there. No one walked alone. Guards stopped everyone, randomly.

And Ezekiel waited for the impending disaster.

A wonderful event interrupted his waiting.

Julia sent him, ‘Hey, dad.’

Breath gusted out of Ezekiel’s lungs as he laughed twice, and relief flooded his mind. He sent back, ‘Hey, Julia. I’m glad to hear your voice.’

‘I’m glad to know you’re okay, too.’ Julia asked, ‘How did it go on your end?’

‘Ah. Things have been rather hectic here. I was worried about this place exploding on me.’ Ezekiel said, ‘I thought I knew what a battle between soldiers looked like. But that… They annihilated each other. I wondered how a place like Eralis could exist with spells like the Red Dot floating around out there. The Void Song was one thing, but I should have seen that the true answer was in their culture. They ritually murder centuries of soldiers instead of the civilians. But if the soldiers had broken, the civilians would be next. Then we’d have a real war. I think. I’ve overheard a lot of small conversations, but no one knows for sure what will happen. Terror Peaks has done some pretty awful shit, but nothing too bad in the last 50 years.’ He needed to change the subject, so he asked, ‘What did you do last night?’

‘… Killed monsters. I asked Sikali if that was going to change, based on the war with Terror Peaks, but she said no. Said I was going to keep killing monsters that threatened civilian populations so that a few more warriors could be freed up to face the oncoming war.’ Julia said, ‘I heard it’s gonna be bad. They think Terror Peak is going to break convention to murder some key defensive figures, and then they’ll sweep in and kill whoever they can. I heard you’re in danger.’

‘I’m always in danger, Julia. It’s different this time, but I’m more than capable of defending myself.’ he added, ‘I got [Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] yesterday. Gonna make [Greater Treat Wounds] as soon as I get a hot minute. I’m pretty sure the sounds need to be harmonized, and that’s all. How’s your Willpower doing?’

‘I’m up to 70 Willpower. 15 out of the 20 points promised. All’s good on the mind contamination front.’ Julia sent, ‘We’re running through these Quests as fast as I can do them, and once I’m done, I’ll be back at Star Song to get the last 5 points. Maybe only a few days. We’ll have to do this Underworld stuff later, when Eralis is not at the start of a war.’

More relief. ‘How’s Sikali?’

‘She’s pretty fun. And yet— I mean. Honestly? She’s a good person, I think. You wouldn’t like her. But we get shit done. Course it’s probably all an act, but whatever. Our goals align.’ Julia asked, ‘How is Xue?’

Ezekiel heard the unspoken concern in Julia’s voice. He sent, ‘Sikali has every reason to be concerned about her husband, for Intelligence has made him paranoid, but I think I helped him out of most of that. He was pretty damned deep in the paranoia, too. He thought I was out to kill him.’

Julia sighed. ‘Yeah. That’s the impression I got from Sikali. She hasn’t actually said anything, but I could tell. So Intelligence makes you paranoid, eh?’

‘I’m reasonably certain that paranoia is not a direct effect of Intelligence. Paranoia is more like a side effect. It’s like… In knowing that there are forces in this world that will and are trying to kill you, you become paranoid and start seeing shadows everywhere.’ He added, ‘And I gotta say, that it’s been a real mental hurdle to get over the idea that ‘seeing shadows where there are none’ means something very, very different here on Veird.’

Julia chuckled. ‘That’s what I figured, so I’m gonna tell Sikali all of that.’

All this while, people had been blipping onto the grounds outside, near the central pagoda of Star Song, into a prepared space with guards stationed all around it. The people blipping in confirmed their identities, then moved inward, to the central pagoda. Ezekiel recognized Scion Caina Small Scare and others, but it was the appearance of Scion Hangzi Devouring Nightmare that caused him to startle. The guy looked clean and poised, but he was ragged; the trauma of deep healing showed in his sunken cheeks.

It was time to go see what was happening down there.

Ezekiel sent to Julia. ‘I love you. People are talking downstairs. Big talks. I gotta find out what’s going on. Stay safe. I will too. I love you.’

‘I love you, too. Stay strong!’

They both signed off at the same time. He wanted to talk to her for an hour, but that wouldn’t happen; not on a day like today. War was upon Songli, and Ezekiel had to make some difficult decisions.

Ezekiel walked out of the room, with Paul and Tiffany joining him. By the time he reached the ground floor, more people had blipped into the temporary ‘Teleport Square’ that the guards had set up outside, including an unexpected arrival.

Kaffi had appeared.

She was showing her papers to the guards as Ezekiel stepped out of Southern House, but she certainly noticed Ezekiel, standing out in the open, only a hundred meters away. She left the temporary blipping zone, and walked his way.

Ezekiel met her halfway, on a garden path where willow trees cascaded pink flowers and a small spring bubbled out from below the willow’s roots. Kaffi looked exactly the same; an aged demi woman of pale skin and blond hair, with bright red eyes, though Ezekiel doubted very much that that was her original form.

Kaffi spoke without joy, saying, “Scion Ezekiel. We had an appointment half an hour ago.”

He had sent to her that he wasn’t going to make the appointment. She had agreed. And now she was here? Saying this?

Ezekiel went along with it, saying, “Apologies. I didn’t know if it was proper to [Telepathy] you, and there seems to be a war on.” And just to be sure that he was not mistaken, and that this was Kaffi standing in front of him, he sent to Kaffi, ‘Is something wrong?’

His connection went to the person standing right in front of him; this was Kaffi.

‘Many things are wrong, Erick.’ Kaffi said, “We won’t let a little thing like war stop us from fulfilling our obligations, even if that war looks to be larger than most. Let us adjourn to your room, or to the roof, and we shall continue the day’s lesson.”

Ezekiel glanced behind Kaffi, toward the central pagoda. An opaque Solid Ward dominated the entirety of the pagoda’s interior, denying him vision, and the ability to sneak inside and see what was happening. Scions and otherwise had no problems entering, though. Guards stood by the front entrance, where the white wall of the Solid Ward beyond blocked more people going in than the guards could ever hope to actually stop. Hangzi had already vanished past the white wall, without impediment.

Kaffi saw his look. She added, “You won’t be allowed in there, Scion Phoenix.”

Ezekiel turned his attention toward Kaffi, and said, “Maybe not.”

‘They’re talking tactics and expectations.’ Kaffi sent, ‘Hopefully, Terror Peaks adheres to proper rules of combat. This is why I came here: to talk to you about your involvement.’

Ezekiel frowned, then said, “Let us adjourn to Southern House, then.”

- - - -

The sixth floor of Southern House was open to the world, with railings all around and nice, full views of the Alluvial District beyond. An additional defense that was not a true defense, but one of illusion, was a [Sealed Privacy Ward] Erick had put up, that surrounded the entire floor, hiding Erick, Poi, Teressa, Ophiel, and Kaffi, from outward sight.

Kaffi sighed, sadly, as she gazed out across the land. “It’s quite beautiful, but those assholes from Terror Peaks are going to immolate this land as soon as they can. Four hours. Five, maybe. We might be able to talk them out of it, but I doubt that will happen. They’ve lined up many more forces besides their usual ones, including two archmages.”

Erick sat down on a bench, forcing himself to calm as he asked, “Archmages, eh? Has Terror Peaks had them for long?”

“No, but also yes.” Kaffi said, “People have spoken of the ‘evil of Erick Flatt’ long before now. People who think you are pledged to Darkness. But with Raidu’s words and official declaration of war, unexpected allies have appeared for Terror Peaks. Of concern to us are two archmages. There’s the Rain Mage, Shendeng, and Fulmination Spear, Xida. The pair of them are easy to contract when it comes to fighting monsters, and they’ll work with anyone who proves the validity of their need. They’ve worked with Terror Peaks before, but now they’re going a step further. They’re following Terror Peaks into war.”

“Never heard of ‘em!” Erick sighed. “What the fuck.”

“They keep channels open with Scions and Clan Heads, but not the common people. We’re not sure what they look like, exactly, but they don’t show themselves except through their [Familiar]s, and if their interests are stoked. Shendeng shows himself as a traditional lightning wolf, while Xida is a flying spear.”

There had been a lightning wolf in the skies last night. Had that been Shendeng? Likely.

Kaffi continued, “But what matters, here, is if you are going to stay and defend, or if you are going to leave. We can certainly use you either way, but if you choose to remain, then we must talk of purpose and methods and coordination.”

They would use him if he left? How would that work? Not well for Erick, no doubt. But… he had to ask.

“How would you use me if I left?”

“We would publicly denounce you and charge Terror Peaks with the burden of proving your involvement in our Chelation treatments. We would charge them with the burden of proving Wizardry. And since you display no mana coming from yourself, then that main claim would fail. When all they have is the existence of Intelligence in our potion houses, then we will gain some small manner of legitimacy. We would, of course, deny Terror Peaks from investigating themselves, but we are open to allowing Shendeng or Xida to investigate. We are already in talks with those two, in hopes of a peaceful and quick resolution. We theorize that many of Terror Peaks’ backers would drop them when Shendeng and Xida speak on our behalf, but Terror Peaks will still attempt assassinations and lesser war. Attacks on Border Clans, and such. Terrorism. Anything that they can strike at and leave before we can catch them in the act.”

Erick felt a coldness in his heart. “I would go from maybe-ally, to enemy. Just like that?”

“You would always remain what you are, but publicly, we would denounce you to make Terror Peaks easier to kill.” Kaffi said, “Ezekiel Phoenix would still exist, if you wish for him to exist. You can even come to the Highlands as Erick; later. All that matters at the moment is stymieing Terror Peaks’ propaganda campaign and dismantling their war works before they start their attack.” She added, “If you wish to cooperate with our forces to make this plan easier for us, we will accept your help. You would have to leave, though. When you come back, we will likely put up some token resistance to your presence, and then you can publicly win us over.”

It wasn’t a bad idea to just leave...

Erick thought about all of that.

Then he asked, “How do you see a real war going?”

Kaffi said, “Bloody. Best case scenario for Terror Peaks, is for us to lose half a million to three million citizens, depending on many factors which are unable to be calculated. Terror Peaks’ base of operations will be annihilated. Half of our clansmen will die. Several Clans gone from top to bottom.

“But Songli still wins.

“Afterward, the Highlands will expand, for we are stability and safety. For Terror Peaks to attack us with everything they have, and to still come up short, will gain us many other allies. I suspect Songli will expand rather darn fast after this war is over, and Terror Peaks is laid low.”

Erick shook his head. “If they know they’re going to lose, then why do this?”

“Ah.” Kaffi said, “I have misconstrued something. Terror Peaks, the myriad of cities which call themselves part of that Clan, will no longer exist, but the Clan will remain. We have destroyed their cities many times over, but they always rebuild in some other place, because the ones who need to perish to stop this fight always manage to get away.

“It would take ten years, but they will rebuild based on assistance from other clans.

“This problem is thorny, and it has to do with Terror Peaks being one of the major powers to stand against the Highlands, and many of the smaller warlord-led clans out there will give them assistance in order to keep them around as a shield to use against us. But that’s only one of the issues with ending Terror Peaks.” She asked, “Do you know of the tank-born?”

This was rapidly becoming a lot more complicated than Erick liked. As for the tank-born? That had seemed too fantastical, but he had heard too many variations of that sort of talk to discount it entirely.

He asked, “Are they truly grown in vats?”

Kaffi said, “They’re not grown in tanks of slime, like those ancient monsters, though the process is little better. They’re normal kids, but they’re produced by fanatical mothers who want nothing more than to produce more children for their society. They raise every child for war over there, and they Matriculate early, at age 10. Once the first few levels are gained, they assist every single child to level 45 by helping them kill mist stone gluttons. After that, the kids are put into training programs, which they call tanks. Inside those closed systems, the children are raised upon near-death battles with each other, while they are educated about the horrors of the rest of Nelboor, and of the Darkness.

“By the time they’re let out, they’re fanatical, insular, and also some of the best soldiers and monster hunters in the world.” She added, “When we crush Terror Peaks, it is never without great losses on both sides, but the majority of Terror Peaks’ elders and otherwise always escape the final [Strike]. The mothers are a major problem, too, for they are always the first to [Teleport] away, often raising their children in ‘tanks’ all on their own, before rejoining the main clan when the kids are old enough. Right now, if you were to look at the cities of Terror Peaks beyond the Tribulations, the people you see in the cities might only be a quarter of the actual population.

“Terror Peaks is named as plural, because of this cell-raised strategy of their culture. Terror Peaks is a land of a thousand peaks, each raising together to lift the world out of Darkness and into the terror-filled light.

“And when I say that we destroy their ‘cities’, I mean that we destroy several dozen trading centers over a thousand kilometer area.”

That was a lot to take in.

Erick sat still for a moment, thinking. Maybe he needed to send an Ophiel to one of these cities of Terror Peaks to speak to them. Or maybe that would be a bad idea, all around.

Kaffi watched him think.

Erick asked, “And you can’t simply give them the chelation treatment, because then they could unlock the few Elixir’d people who you’ve managed to get?”

Kaffi frowned a little, then said, “That is not what would happen. Terror Peaks does not suffer weakness, so everyone of theirs that we have ever Elixir’d, has probably taken their own life. But then again, they were trying to get Tadashi to make it for them, so this knowledge might be incorrect. Terror Peaks likes to show the world one face, but its people see their land in a different light.

“Even if we cannot confirm, we think none of their people are afflicted, so if we gave them chelation, then they’d use it as leverage against other clan states and bring them under their aegis with the promise of an end to the antirhine affliction. That is what we think that they were trying to do with Tadashi’s capture, but they failed.

“Once under Terror Peaks’ power, those smaller clans would begin their conversion to Terror Peaks ideology. It wouldn’t take long. A year. Three. Star Song’s projections of chelation taking a year or more would certainly give Terror Peaks a large timeframe in which to convert other clans with Elixir’d people. That would be enough. For all their fanaticism, Terror Peaks takes very good care of its people. Usually.

“Aside from when they fight us, or when they go against clans they suspect of dabbling in the Dark, they are a stable and prosperous country. If they weren’t so damned righteous, then the Highlands and Terror Peaks would be ideal neighbors. Even allies. But they are who they have always been, and so we are enemies.”

Even more to take in.

Erick asked, “What does me staying and defending look like?”

Kaffi nodded. Then she moved to a nearby bench and sat down. She said, “Everything continues as it has, and after the war, which we will win, you help us hunt down and eliminate Terror Peaks with your locator spells. We also ask that when the war is happening, that you prevent any atrocities you see around you. We have every confidence that you do not need to be part of a command structure, and if needed, then your guard can fulfill this role.

“As for problems of which you should know: It is only a matter of time before the assassinations begin, and we have agents of Terror Peaks in our homes. You shouldn’t have to worry about other archmages, for we will deal with them if they choose to bring out their [Familiars]. I merely informed you of them to inform you, and for no other reason.”

Erick asked, “Is there a way to get Terror Peaks to truly back down from this war?”

“Likely, no, and we are not going to put much effort toward that path.” Kaffi said, “Our efforts will mostly go to unlinking Terror Peaks from their temporary allies.”

Erick frowned.

“You, however, can feel free to do as you wish.” Kaffi added, “It would be reasonable for Erick Flatt’s Ophiel to show up after he has been called out as a Wizard. If you choose to pursue peace, I warn you to not expect much from Terror Peaks. Many of them are true believers of the light, and they feel certain ways about certain things. If they find a shadow collaborator in their own land, they have a tendency to enact a ‘three-fold ruling’, which is the execution of anyone three steps or less from the shadow collaborator. This fanaticism was why we banished them from the Highlands 300 years ago.” She said, “But the Church of Koyabez is reaching out to them today, anyway. I could direct you to them?”

Erick wanted to stand, and declare ‘Yes! I will talk to them and then go and prevent a war!’ but another, darker part of himself latched on to the ‘three-fold rule’ and the horrors of an enemy state that refused to die, which grew upon the backs of child soldiers, and which spread a doctrine of absolute hate against the enemy. In a normal Veird, if certain things had happened differently, if the Shades had killed Jane, or if they had pushed him into other parts of the world, and if he had met Terror Peaks in other circumstances… He might be their ally, right now.

In a Veird where Last Shadow’s Feast had not happened, and Shades still ruled, Erick might have gone to Terror Peaks, seeking allies against the Darkness. But today? Of all the thoughts circling in Erick’s mind, one stood out above the others: It didn’t matter if the shadelings of Candlepoint weren’t agents of shadow, Terror Peaks would never let those people live.

Terror Peaks would never believe that Erick wasn’t an agent of shadow, no matter what he had done.

As temporary emotions flared and died, and thoughts of a different Reality vanished like mist under harsh sun, cold rationality took hold, and Erick thought. His heart skipped a beat. He blinked. He breathed.

He looked away, and down, then back to Kaffi, and said, “I will pursue both paths to peace; through Koyabez’s church, and through my own actions as Erick. I doubt either will work, but I will try.” He added, “I also won’t promise to Image for anyone; not yet.”

But if Terror Peaks came after him, then…

Then he would make new plans.

“Understandable.” Kaffi said, “A desire for peace is an honorable emotion, but in this new world without Shades, people like Terror Peaks have no place, and they know this. So they will fight to the death, inventing shadows where there are none, and drawing others into their abysses of lies. Do not get drawn in.”

Erick frowned at Kaffi. “I appreciate the warnings, but do not take my appreciation for full acceptance of your words.”

Kaffi straightened. “Your castigation is acknowledged. I apologize for overstepping.” Kaffi bowed in her chair, then raised, and asked, “Shall we go to Koyabez’s temple?”

“I will go there on my own.”

Kaffi stood, and said, “Please be careful, Erick. I believe the Peace Envoy is leaving in an hour, at noon.”

- - - -

Erick did not head for Koyabez’s temple right away. He remained on the sixth floor of Southern House, waiting for Kaffi to leave. It didn’t take her long to get back to the temporary Teleport Square outside of the central pagoda. The meeting of Scions and otherwise was already over. The white Solid Ward inside the space was gone, and so were the people.

Erick turned to his people; to Poi and Teressa. “What do you two want to do?”

Teressa laughed a little, then said, “Whatever you choose is great by me!”

“Your choice is our choice.” Poi said, “But I’d advise us not to go to Terror Peaks, in person. I would have to strenuously counter such an idea if it were to come up.”

Erick asked, “What if the peace team from Koyabez plans on meeting the people from Terror Peaks in a neutral location?”

Teressa glanced to Poi, one of her eyebrows raised.

Poi glanced away from Teressa, back to Erick, saying, “You should not join this expedition. But we can certainly go and ask them for an impartial idea of Terror Peaks. And then we come back here, to a defensible location, surrounded by allies of convenience.”

Teressa eyed Poi, saying, “You could just tell us about Terror Peaks. Was Kaffi lying? She didn’t seem to be lying to me, but I’m no mind mage.”

Erick nodded, agreeing with all of that. He looked to Poi.

Poi sighed, then said, “Terror Peaks is fanatical and their inquisitors are worse. There were no lies in what Kaffi said, or at least there were no lies that she considered lies. It’s hard to read her, but I already asked about Terror Peaks long before she came here to talk, and everything she said matched up… with… what I...” His voice trailed off. He turned toward the west, toward Eralis.

The three of them watched as a fireball a kilometer across rose from a far part of the city, turning from white to red as it lifted into the sky. It was not a large spell, or effect, or whatever. The fireball was now little more than smoke on the horizon. Erick had stood, and found himself at the edge of the railing, at the edge of the [Sealed Privacy Ward], with a hand outside of the space. He questioned the Ophiel still high in the sky.

The target had been a collection of buildings, according to Ophiel; a central cathedral, and a few surrounding structures. The fireball had been large enough to blacken everything, but only the central location was completely gone.

“That was the Church of Koyabez.” Poi stood beside him. A few of his tendrils of thought were wiggling past the edge of the privacy. “Quick estimations have it at 350 dead. More injured.”

With growing rage in his heart, Erick whispered, “Okay.”

He went to help—

He stopped.

He watched as Eralis responded to its own problems.

Guards spilled from booths and stations. Fires were put out. Stone flowed away from ruins, revealing injured people who were then healed by guards who trained for this sort of thing. Erick would have gotten in the way.

Right.

He was currently superfluous. So he did what he could do in a situation like this: He made a spell, in order to prepare for what was to come. He channeled his normal, white mana through [Treat Wounds] in one hand, and [Regeneration] in the other. Ophiels gathered around, helping him to pick apart the spellwork.

The sounds of complicated healing rose to a crescendo. In a strange flow that was similar to how Elder Ari had described it two days ago, Erick heard the ‘lock’ of [Treat Wounds] crumble open when exposed to the ‘key’ of [Regeneration]. A bit of his soul bloomed where yesterday, it had broken. A rift healed over.

A blue box vanished.










	
Treat Wounds X, instant, touch, 100 mana

Heal the injuries of the target. Increase the natural healing of the target for a while. Increases Health Regeneration. Effect breaks if damage is incurred.














Another blue box appeared in its place.










	
Greater Treat Wounds 1, instant, touch, 250 mana

Greatly heal the injuries of the target. Greatly increase the natural healing of the target for one full day. Greatly increases Health Regeneration. Effect breaks if damage is incurred.














It took almost a minute to level [Greater Treat Wounds] to level X. Erick just cast the spell from one Ophiel to another Ophiel. While he cast, he considered his options. When his new spell was completely leveled, Erick changed who he was, and had an idea.

Ezekiel asked Tiffany, “So? Have you tried prognostication yet?”

Tiffany frowned. “Haven’t gotten far with it. Not in any useful way. What are you thinking?”

“According to Redarrow’s notes, Treehome might have the best prognosticators in the world, but places like this, and like Terror Peaks, will have lesser fortune tellers. There’s bound to be counter-prognostication going on in a situation like this, with both sides capable of seeing the large attacks, so I doubt we’ll get much warning, but any warning at all would be good.”

“I think you’re giving them way too much credit, Boss. A church was attacked right in front of us.”

“Not just that church.” Paul said, “Every church of Koyabez in Songli, all at the same time.”

Ezekiel’s heart sunk.

Tiffany frowned, then said, “Only Redarrow is capable of good counter-prognostication. I doubt that the fortune telling around here amounts to more than throwing runes and reading the random outcome. But I will do this.”

“… Thank you.”

Tiffany said, “If I’m not [Future Sight]ing all the time, there are going to be holes in the visions. There’s only one of me, so it might not work out that well.”

“This is true, and you should have your mana sense active whenever you can, but we’re in an odd situation here.” Ezekiel said, “With this Worldly Path, you might get lucky.”

Tiffany startled. “Ah. I see.”

Ezekiel glanced downstairs with his mana sense and his Odin, and said, “And now it’s time to put away this privacy. Got clansmen looking this way at the obvious-security-problem, and Hangzi is back.”

With a wave, the [Sealed Privacy Ward] popped, revealing the three of them. The clansmen who had been watching from the central pagoda stopped caring, now that they could see there was nothing special happening here.

- - - -

Ezekiel stood at the railing of the fourth floor, gazing downward to the third. He watched as Scion Hangzi stepped up the stairs. As if sensing eyes on him, or maybe due to the guards with him whispering about Ezekiel’s presence above, the young man turned his face upward. The two Scions locked gazes.

Ezekiel said, “I was thinking about joining Koyabez’s Peace Envoy to stop this war before it truly began. Now I’m not sure what I’m doing. Need help with something?”

Hangzi blinked, once. Then he rapidly said, “The mana sense blocking spell for my brother, eventually, but all that is necessary at the moment is for you to assist with Clan Star Song’s defenses, and in particular, the defense of Southern House. The duration of this assistance will last until the end of this war. Might be days, or weeks.”

Ezekiel nodded, slowly. He asked, “What is going to happen next?”

“They will attempt assassinations. We will retaliate in kind. Have you investigated Terror Peaks with your [Familiar]?” Hangzi quickly asked, “Would you be interested in assassinating some of them? I’m sure you could do it easily enough, and there is little they could do to stop you if you stay away from certain people, of which I can brief you upon before you go.”

“I will do what I can to protect this space.”

Hangzi hid most of his disappointment, but not all. “The attack at Koyabez’s temple was not a singular incident. Every major Koyabez temple in the Highlands was hit at the same time. Terror Peaks is saying that the God of Peace has Darkened, and joined with Melemizargo, so they’re purging everyone that has a Silver Star, or prays to Koyabez. So far, the death toll is at 7800 people, all in the last hour.” He stared at Ezekiel, asking, “Does this change your mind?”

If he hadn’t been holding onto the railing, Ezekiel would have collapsed to his knees. Three heartbeats later, his anger finally bloomed. He sighed out, and said, “Yes, but not in the way you imagine.” He walked away, into his rooms.

Down below, Hangzi stayed at the stairs for a moment longer, then walked into his office.

Ezekiel briefly watched as Hangzi reunited with Yorza and Warzi, but Ezekiel had other people to concern himself with at the moment.

For the first time in a while, Erick prayed.

- - - -

Weightless.

Directionless.

But then, substance.

Down. His feet touched a solid surface.

Erick opened his eyes. He stood upon a dusty silver land that stretched to the horizon in every direction. The sky was black and full of stars, except for a pink moon to the right, a white moon to the left, and Veird, hanging above. Erick’s current home was illuminated like a crescent moon, of blue, green, and white. Small lights brightened some of the darkness, but mostly, the dark overwhelmed.

There was Spur, in the middle of Glaquin, along with two spots of illumination in Ar’Kendrithyst. There was Kal’Duresh off to the west. Frontier seemed dimmer than it should have been, but there were lights there, too. Erick hadn’t looked upon that land for a while, for Silverite had told him to stay away, and he honored that request.

A presence stepped down onto the silver sand beside Erick.

Koyabez.

He was the same lanky violet-skinned demi that he had always been. He wore a loincloth that barely hid anything, while small horns poked out of wavy hair.

Koyabez’s voice was peaceful. “Hello, Erick.”

“Hello, Koyabez,” Erick said. “I saw some tragedies today.”

“You saw the barest bit.” Koyabez spoke without rancor, though his choice of words seemed otherwise, “Terror Peaks has purposefully destroyed all of the normal paths to peace. With this action, it is all but certain that Nelboor will have another Continent War. The last one was 125 years ago, and that war claimed 53 million souls. Back then, there were 400 million people on Veird. Today, we have 550 million. I suspect this new war will be larger than the last. Much larger.”

Erick felt a weight. “Is there a way to stop this war?”

Koyabez said, “The only reason that the Continent War ended was because it interfered with the plans of the Shades. Now, there are no Shades.”

The weight increased.

With a slight desperate edge to his voice Erick said, “So there’s a chance to end this.”

Koyabez turned sad eyes to Erick. Tears fell. He said, “The option you imagine is always an option for people of your power.” His tears dried, as though they had never happened. Hard-edged, he stared at Veird. “But make no mistake: Murdering the opposition is not the only way.” He said, “But sometimes, the only path to True Peace is through removing the causes of a war, one way or the other.”

For a long moment, no one said anything.

And then Erick said, “I’m still having trouble, mentally, seeing that a God of Peace is willing to kill and go to war to prevent greater tragedies. I did not understand this about you before… Even when Silverite spoke of the Black Order, it still hadn't sunk in. I think my problem was with how you spoke of the Shades, back when I came to you that one time.”

“I have to consider timelines larger than most people; especially angry archmages.” With a sad smile, Koyabez said, “I’ve been helping people against the Shades ever since the Sundering, when they became corrupted by Melemizargo’s insanity. My people led the fight against Ar’Kendrithyst for the longest time. Silverite was there, killing Shades as best she could. But...

“But after the Great Purge of Spur, for the last hundred years the Shades stopped raising any more of their kind, and so I pulled back from my normal aggression.” He said, “And now we’re here, in this place, where zealots of small nations are scared and banding together, becoming major threats to the rest of the world. It’s the power vacuum left by the removal of Ar’Kendrithyst; it tempts people, and when enough people are tempted, someone falls, and to borrow a term from Earth, the dominoes start falling. This is the opening act of a much larger event, Erick; one with possible outcomes far beyond what we can see.”

Erick felt Koyabez’s words in his soul, as he gazed up at Veird. The planet looked so peaceful, up there in the sky. Of course, it was anything but.

Erick asked, “Got any thoughts on using this Crystal Star against the people of Terror Peaks? Or against anyone else?”

“I only have one observation to share with you, to ease your own choice, but it is your choice, Erick. Not mine. The choice of how to enact justice is always in the hands of the living. But everyone touched by the Crystal Star no longer fights. They choose something else out of life. Most have chosen to help their fellow people in one way or another.

“To make homes out of desolation. To clear souls of corruption. To plead for forgiveness, and have it denied, and in some cases, allowed. To teach magic. To raise new life, in order to restore that which they have damaged. To aid those who plot toward peaceful power.

“To counter-assassinate, but in only the broadest sense of the term.

“For even the assassin isn’t killing anyone anymore. It is too painful. As they had once broken others using much more vile methods, you have broken them in return, and they will never recover who they used to be. Instead, they will do what they can to undo the damage that they have done.

“They will never purposefully strike down another life. This is their fate. This is their burden.

“You can do this to anyone you meet.

“Some deserve this fate. Others do not. And so, in order to separate one from the other, perhaps there is only one facet of this argument that truly bears weight:

“If you break every warrior in the world, then who will fight the monsters?”

A profound moment passed.

Erick and Koyabez watched Veird turn, as the full weight of Koyabez’s divorced perspective unfolded for Erick, and he understood what the god meant. There were no real morals to the argument for the use of the Crystal Star, were there?

This ‘Chelation War’ was temporary. Wars between people came and went. But the war between monsters and everything else would never end. In dealing with the wars of people, one must always consider the loss of life, and what it meant for fighting back the monsters.

“How many people directly died in that Continental War you mentioned?”

“Several thousand key people dead, due to assassinations. 5 million in population centers, due to massed attacks. 48 million due to failures of civilization, and over the course of the next ten years, before stability returned with the next generation rising from the ashes.”

“You know…” Erick said, “I didn’t consider that as a reason for Peace. I really should have.”

“You considered the fact that peace means prosperity. This was not wrong thinking.” Koyabez smiled, gently and full of divine love, and said, “You’re not part of the clergy. Knowing this other truth is not expected of you.”

“I should have considered this aspect, though.” Erick said, “And I should have considered this reasoning as a simple answer to the question of the Crystal Star. I was just blind, for some reason. Thank you for your help in understanding.”

Koyabez said, “That’s why we gods are here; to help.” He lost the quiet joy on his face, and turned to cold acceptance, as he said, “Good luck, Erick. The rest of us will need it.”

Erick blinked.

- - - -

He blinked again, and Ezekiel was back in his chair, in his room at the Southern House, under the safety of his [Prismatic Ward]. Tiffany sat on the other side of the room, reading, as she mana sensed the world around them. Paul was talking to people through [Telepathy].

Ezekiel looked to Paul, and considered how to explain that he was going to start using the Crystal Star, if needed.

Paul looked to him. He opened his mouth, but then he snapped shut, and turned to Tiffany.

Tiffany jerked her head up and around, coming out of her [Future Sight], sudden worry on her features as she yelled, “Attack from the south! Big! Caustic!”

Not even a moment of peace. Well fine then.

Ezekiel’s heart beat hard, and then he calmed as [Hunter’s Instincts] flowed through his veins.

Paul began sending out Tiffany’s warning, the tendrils around his head multiplying from three to dozens. Ezekiel sent instructions to Odin, who twittered in an orchestral understanding, each of him unleashing their sunforms. Brilliant magenta bubbles scattered across the skies, inside the room, and outside, sitting on the trees here and there.

Downstairs, Hangzi was in his office. He startled three seconds after Ezekiel had already started moving. The Scion of Devouring Nightmare began yelling at people to get defenses up and active. Everywhere Odin looked, people began to move. The warning had gotten out, but it would never have been fast enough.

A [Gate] opened to the south, maybe a kilometer away, in the center of the Alluvial District. It was lined in white. An orb of metal came out of the [Gate]. It was three meters across, dark silver, and resembled a globe. And the [Gate] closed. The entire action had taken less than a second.

A magenta sunform Odin still reached the orb in time.

Contact with the metal disrupted magenta light —radioactive— but not fully; not with the power of a Domain backing up [Greater Lightwalk]. It was a bomb. A massive bomb, charged to explode, but it couldn’t have gotten through the [Gate] if it was lead. Indeed, the Odin on site mana sensed through the whole structure, and saw no dead spaces that denoted antirhine. He just saw a lot of dense spellwork, and a heavily enchanted item.

Ezekiel didn’t bother looking too deeply, though.

Odin lightstepped the bomb out of the Alluvial District, toward the north, dripping pieces of the weapon all the wa—

Twenty three kilometers north of the Alluvial District, near the coast of the Wanzhi River, the grenade exploded. It was not an atomic bomb. Ezekiel had panicked for a good moment in the middle of transportation, wondering if the gods had lied to him all this time, thinking that maybe atomic magic was real, and was possible, and that now he had to account for all of that shit.

And also that he was very dead if it was an atomic bomb, anyway.

But. 

No.

It wasn’t an atomic bomb. It was a dirty bomb.

Green and white light flared from within the remains of the three-meter wide grenade. The weapon exploded into a flashing bright orb that burned and scattered, and Decayed the world with Extreme Light. Odin vanished under the onslaught of magic-killing magic. The radioactive materials spread on the shockwave.

The initial blast was a fireball half a kilometer wide. But the shockwave expanded radiation out to wherever the light touched. In moments, the fallout of the weapon began to rain upon the land, exposing pieces of the land to radioactive effects. It wasn’t an antirhine bomb, but it was the next best thing.

Ezekiel moved another Odin to the blast site, but three kilometers out, Odin’s sunform was already twice as bright on the leading edge, where radiation ate away at spellwork. He couldn’t see shit. He didn’t really need to, anyway. The blast was outside of the Alluvial District. If the bomb had exploded in the air, where it had appeared, and where it had been set to explode, that radiation would now be covering the entirety of the Alluvial District. Defenses would go down, and they’d stay down for some unknowable length of time. 

Erick would find out soon enough. Back in the Alluvial District, where the grenade pieces had fallen, those pieces broke the magic they touched. The white road of the Alluvial District was darkened for ten meters from where a single square of radioactive shrapnel had fallen. Half a Domain of Fire around one of the nearby Clan Mountains was now gone where a trio of pieces had struck. A similar scene played out all along the path that Odin had taken to get out of the district as fast as he could, for pieces had fallen from the weapon all along the way.

Ezekiel sat up in his chair and conjured another Odin. Was that the entirety of Terror Peaks’ attack? It might have been. Tiffany was sitting down in a nearby chair, her eyes glazed over as she sought to view the future. Paul was not sitting. He paced, with twenty tendrils of thought swirling around his head.

Ezekiel asked Paul, “What’s next?”

Paul startled, and looked to him. “There’s no consensus.”

“Did Terror Peaks send that dirty bomb?”

“I’m asking, I’m as— They have not yet claimed credit.” Paul added, “But they have officially claimed credit against the Temples of Koyabez, and we… We feel that this bomb was the work of Terror Peaks; yes. If it had worked, they would be claiming credit for this, too. They’d likely be attacking right now, as well.”

Ezekiel leveled his gaze at the man. “What kind of credit claims did they put forth about the temples?”

“It just went out; timed to the explosion of this bomb. [Viewing Screen]s here and there around Eralis, Alaralti, Holorulo, and many of the cities outside of the main three. Wherever they destroyed a temple. So far, seven major temples have been destroyed. 1700 dead.”

Ezekiel said, “I want to see it.”

Paul nodded.

- - - -

Ezekiel stood in a town square somewhere. Not inside Eralis, but close.

A smoking crater laid ahead, maybe a hundred meters across. People cried out all around, but most of them were out of sight. The viewer of the scene also cried. Ezekiel couldn’t move his eyes to look around. All he could do was watch the burning crater before him.

Suddenly, a flat pane of Force materialized above.

The viewer looked up, and Ezekiel looked up with them.

Images appeared.

Ezekiel recognized Raidu from yesterday, but the Scion of Terror Peaks was not center screen. He stood to the left. A woman in a red dress was also not center screen; she stood to the right. The man in the middle was old, perhaps in his eighties, but in the red robes of his office, he looked like a proper dictator. The vision supplied the man’s name as Patriarch Xangu.

With fire and power, Xangu announced, “Repent, sinners of Songli! You have trafficked with Darkness for too long, and it has corrupted you! You have allowed the corruption of your Temples of Peace! And so, your priests have been sent to their god, to atone for their sins. The Darkness has corrupted your casters into accepting his Wizard Flatt’s Particle Magic as the way of the world! You attempt to turn antirhine into power! And worst of all! You have kept your people weak in the face of the danger of the Darkness, as you have always done! For ALL OF THIS! You must atone in blood and fire! Repent and die, and find the truth of your vile nature in the arms of the gods!”

The screen vanished.

- - - -

Ezekiel came back to himself.

A dark fury held in his chest. A need to destroy.

He hadn’t been sure of where he stood, before now. It was all so divorced, wasn’t it? Sudden, and different. Like seeing a fireball on the horizon. What did that really mean? Nothing good, but it was all the way over there. Wasn’t affecting him at that particular moment.

And yet...

He didn’t know what he was going to do about any of it; not really. Run? Hide? Help? Pray it all blew over and that the politicians handled it? But, no. Those solutions would not work. They never worked.

And Ezekiel knew this.

Back when he had no power at all, back on Earth, he was persistent with phone calls and filing paperwork and getting people to come to the table. He was persistently friendly, too. Or at least he tried to be. Maybe that was just the past playing tricks on his thoughts, but Ezekiel helped people as much as he could. Even here, on Veird, he tried to help as much as he could, too.

And his ability to help had magnified, a million fold.

All of that meant that he was in a certain position in the world. He had tried to deny it, to go incognito for a while, but he had ended up here at Clan Star Song anyway. He had responsibilities to his power, and to his ability, and to use what he had to help others as best he could.

He did not want to get involved in this fight, for it was not his fight.

Except it was his fight.

They were calling him a Wizard. Did it matter if that was true? No. And besides: he wasn’t a Wizard. The only ones who called him such were gods, and they hardly counted… Right? What did gods know! Nothing! The goddess of Knowledge was dead, after all.

This was his fight because Terror Peaks had made it about him.

And Ezekiel was going to win it.

Ruthlessly and immediately, as Terror Peaks had tried to do—

… No.

He’d give them one chance.

Yes.

One chance.

Erick was, after all, still himself.

- - - -

The cities of Terror Peaks were not hard to find. One major location sat just beyond the South Central Tribulations, while more laid on the horizon. This nearest city was like a castle, expanded out thirty kilometers in diameter, with firebreaks between each major housing block and not a single location looking more important than any place else. The city was a study in wartime preparation. Solid red banners hung from every rooftop, curling in the wind. Doors were shut and barred. Barricades filled every street, while the gates were closed and barred with thick metal.

Every building looked like stone, but the material here was called ‘Flowstone’, according to what Erick had overheard. Erick suspected the structures here were anything but stone. These cities were ‘grown’ like the clan mountains of Eralis, for sure. Terror Peaks did get its start in Songli.

Not a single person was out on the streets, but the buildings were filled with warriors ready to attack. Even the mothers were prepared to fight, though Erick could only tell the mothers apart from other warriors in red because of the toddlers on their hips, or in the room with them, or in carriers on their backs. Everyone was human, though. Fully human. Which was odd. The Highlands had lots of demis, but maybe they were the only nation like that? Perhaps there was some Quiet War shit going on here, but Erick had not heard of such casus belli in any of the proclamations for war.

But also: it wasn’t called the Quiet War for nothing.

All in all, Erick saw several good landing zones in that first city place. A market that was empty of buyers or sellers. Courtyards. Fountain squares.

If Erick didn’t know much about this place, he would have thought them a prosperous, nice society. A bit austere, perhaps, for there were little decorations anywhere. Ah. Wait. There was a nice mosaic of a woman killing a monster on that wall. And the geometric designs of that fountain over there were well done. There wasn’t much wealth on display, though…

Ah. Erick noticed, now.

There was no wealth on display. There was nothing truly beautiful anywhere. This city was built for war, and thus, everyone there expected to die.

He had seen enough. He passed the city over.

Well… Ophiel passed it over. Erick was not there in person. Ophiel wasn’t looking like ‘Odin’, either. He was resplendent in his full form, of three dozen hard-edged wings, three times as many eyes, and glowing as bright as a second sun. He was vaguely surrounded by a [Prismatic Ward], cast onto a bit of wood and held inside his body, just to allow him to Rest, so he’d be at full mana the whole time.

From several kilometers up, Ophiel followed one of the main roads leading out of the first city, lightstepping quickly to hover over a second city that looked the same as the first. A second and third Ophiel joined the first, each of them running their own sets of spellwork.

Erick passed the second city, and then arrived at the third, for this one still had people outside, and it looked nicer. More murals. More fountains. Still no wealth anywhere, though.

… No wealth anywhere.

People walked through markets, taking what they needed from stalls and vendors. No money exchanged hands. No guards stood by, goading anyone into selling anything they didn’t want to sell. The ‘sellers’ were all old men and old women, while the ‘buyers’ were younger.

A young boy took an apple from a vendor’s stall and lost a hand for it. Snick-crack went the boy’s mother’s knife, and the hand fell to the ground. The mother started to reprimand the kid, and such a harsh reprimand likely would have gotten a lot further, but people started to see the three Ophiel hanging in the sky. The kid grabbed his own hand as the mother raced away from the open market, to get under cover. Apples and sausages and more went tumbling to the ground as people rushed out of the market with rapid, yet oddly orderly manners. It was as though they had all trained their whole lives for situations like this.

According to what Erick had heard, they had.

From three kilometers above the city, Erick cast [Cascade Imaging], targeting Scion Raidu.

The map began to populate.

It took a minute.

Down below, the city transformed into wartime readiness. Bars went over doors. Windows got shuttered. No [Ward]s though, strangely enough. Erick tracked the boy who lost his hand for a little while, but then someone cast a [Regeneration] on the boy, or perhaps it was A Child’s Protection activating, and by then, Erick had other concerns.

Four red-armored soldiers had appeared in the center of the city. They ascended toward Ophiel, and the map. One of them was Raidu, according to the blue dot that followed in sync.

Erick had his lead Ophiel shift his sunform into a copy of Erick, himself, as he stood back in his room in the Southern House. As Erick moved, the sunform moved. There were a few feathers and wings left in the skin and clothes of the resulting ‘illusion’, but only because Erick wished it so. He thought it a nice effect, if only to throw the scent off his own, real form, even though they had to know what he truly looked like.

Raidu and his three followers hovered to level with the map, keeping about 50 meters distant. Others blipped into the area, but kept far away. These extra people were mostly red-armored soldiers that were hard to differentiate from each other. A few people wore red robes, leaving their faces exposed, though Erick had no idea who those people were. And then people who were not obviously from Terror Peaks began to appear, though to a casual observer, they might be confused; they wore red armor, but of clearly different styles than Terror Peaks uniform style. At a quick count, Erick spied a good dozen extra groups of people not directly affiliated with Terror Peaks.

The archmage [Familiar]s that Kaffi spoke about, the lightning wolf and the floating spear, appeared after everyone else had already arrived, but they kept more distant than the rest.

As though waiting for the archmages to appear, Raidu began to move. He approached Erick’s image, speaking to the world, “I did not expect the Wizard to show up himself, and I was right! He sends his [Familiar]! Like a weak-willed sycophant of the Darkness!”

Erick ignored the jab and spoke his own mind, asking everyone, “Is there a reason you’ve started this war? Some provable reason? Or have you been deluded by the Darkness into believing that I am an enemy? What you are doing now is what the Darkness has done to this continent since forever. The most recent, active Shade responsible for this was known as Torika, the Shade of Ashes, but she’s dead now. One of the many Shades that I helped to kill at Shadow’s Feast. You’re not ignorant of this fact. You’re not ignorant that the Shades have controlled the people here to war, over and over and over again. So why are you continuing to war? Why are you doing this?”

Raidu instantly answered, “You killed no Shades! You are working with them! The Shade of Opulence works in Holorulo, working for Songli, so that they may swallow all of Nelboor for themselves! The Shade of Assassination leaves threats on pillows across the continent! And now you are here! A Wizard, stripping away the only defense we have against the predations of Songli, to keep that monster from overrunning us all! You’re ridding the Highlands of the only weapon we have to keep them in check!”

Erick would be checking up on all of that. But for now—

“When those in power overstep the bounds of good sense, most of us can only hope that those in power will somehow be held accountable for their actions, and to be excluded from the bloody act of counterbalancing the evil we see. Sometimes, though, we need to get involved. And since you are directly involving me in this war of yours, I am thus involved.” He stared at Raidu, and said, “I don’t want to be involved in this. I don’t want this war. I am asking you to stop, because I cannot let you harm civilians. I am asking you to please stand down. Don’t send any more Extreme Light Bombs through to Eralis. Don’t bomb any more churches. Don’t continue this war. End this now, before it escalates, and before this archmage must stand up to your tyranny.” He said, “Stop killing civilians.”

He spoke his words to Raidu, but he was not the person who needed convincing. Raidu was his own puppet, and convincing him would require Mind Magic. The people watching were the ones that needed convincing; the ones that were able to be convinced.

Raidu exclaimed, “He doesn’t deny it! Do you see?! He is working with Darkness! He is a Wizard, and if you allow him to sway your hearts, the Darkness will win! Already Holorulo tries to sway the Headwater Clans of the Warzhi River with words that are a little too knowledgeable, and with promises of relief from the Elixir! Already Songli is expanding down the Peninsula south of Eralis, killing thousands of innocent Clans! Songstresses have destroyed the scattered Clans north of our homeland of Terror Peaks, and they continue to prevent proper monster farming of the South Central Tribulation Mountains!” Raidu said, “Songli is an Abyss, swallowing all, and making them weak to the Darkness! Everyone knows that Shades openly walk in the streets, and that the Highlands only exist because the Shades allow it! They’ve had their summer homes there for a long time, but now that their destroyed city has become yet another lie of Melemizargo, to delude the rest of the world into believing what he wants you to believe, they’re living in their summer home, permanently!” As though driving a nail in a coffin, Raidu declared, “And let us not forget Candlepoint! A new home for shadows! UNDER THE CONTROL OF ERICK FLATT!”

Back in Eralis, in the Southern House, Erick stared out the window, and hated, just a little bit deeper.

He spoke through his sunform Ophiel, “Stop killing civilians.”

Raidu exclaimed, “We must be vigilant, now more than ever before, because Melemizargo has never been this devious. World Trees grow under darkened waters, while a second option of the Dark God grows on storm-tossed shores, under the auspices of a goddess that has always been closer to shadow than all the rest! Shades have abandoned their city, to make their marks openly upon a world that has been deluded into thinking that most of them are dead! Wizards subvert the natural order, creating Particles and…”

The man ranted. Erick couldn’t listen to it anymore, so he tuned it out. Soon enough, the man hit a lull, expecting a continuation of their ‘conversation’.

Erick merely said, “Stop killing civilians.”

Raidu’s eyebrows twitched, but he kept it under control, and he ranted again.

Ideally, Erick should have shut down the man with a rant of his own. Letting the opposition speak without interruption would only lead to the opposition ‘winning’ the ‘argument’. But he couldn’t control his anger to that degree. He couldn’t muster up the desire to yell over the enemy like that.

And, almost more importantly, he had already said his piece; he didn’t want to be the guy who always had to outsmart the opponent, for there were some opponents that could not be outsmarted, simply because they weren’t playing with a level field. This dude certainly wasn’t.

At the next lull in Raidu’s rant, Erick decided to speak a little more than before.

“I don’t have all the answers you’re looking for, but if you’re looking for war, then come at me, directly. Don’t involve others. That’s rather cowardly.” Erick said, “Strike me down if you wish for war, otherwise kindly go away, and stop killing civilians.”

Raidu said, “And now he threatens when he cannot convince! Such is the surest sign of Evil, because—”

Erick had a fourth Ophiel, in just a normal lightform, lightstep in and expand the other aura he had running: his [Physical Domain]. From one second to the next, in an expert control of aura, Discord held the sky around Raidu, silencing him completely.

Erick felt a perverse rush of pure satisfaction as Raidu ranted for three more seconds, before he realized something was wrong, and then he yelled louder. Erick almost laughed. He really, really, wanted to. But he did not. As Raidu roared in impotence beyond his silencing effect, Erick spoke to the gathered, suddenly-more-wary crowd, “I have merely silenced the man. This is not an act of aggression, but of procedure. I might not know all of you, but I welcome open discourse. I welcome the honest exchange of ideas, with equal time given to both sides, as long as both sides are equal in nature. 

“You wouldn’t give a murderer the same time to talk about murdering as you would the headsman about what needed to be done about the murderer, would you? Under such an understanding, I feel I have given a murderer of priests more than ample opportunity to speak of truth, but all he speaks of is zealotry. I cannot, in good conscience, abide by Raidu’s continued zealotry. If Raidu’s zealotry doesn’t get him dead, it will surely result in the deaths of millions. I don’t care what this man does with his own life, but I do care about what he does to other people. I don’t think Raidu cares about anyone else but himself, and his own goals. He’ll send you to your deaths, for sure, just like he sent those hundred soldiers last night to their deaths! And then, when he didn’t win? He broke war protocol!

“He could have told Koyabez to piss off, but he didn’t do that, did he? No. He murdered priests because he needs this war. I’m not sure why he needs this war so much, but he’s doing everything he can to get it. Maybe you should ask yourself why. That’s what I’m doing right now, and all the answers I can think of are not good ones. Whatever the case, he’s certainly not looking out for you. From what I hear, Terror Peaks will start a war, and lose, but they won’t lose their major forces. Nope! You’ll lose yours, instead! Your sons. Your daughters. Your wives and husbands! Like cows to the slaughter, all for the good of Terror Peaks, and only Terror Peaks! That’s for sure.”

It didn’t take Raidu long to understand that no one heard him, no matter how loudly he yelled. But Raidu did not attack the source of his silence. He blipped to the left, which was not fast enough to escape Erick. Discord followed the man like a bubble reappearing.

Erick continued his speech.

Was literally silencing the man the best method to deal with him? No.

Was killing Raidu the best option? … Maybe. But also, likely not. Especially with the audience looking unsure. Koyabez had spoken of world war. Now that Erick had a good bit of distance from that conversation, and now that he saw the lay of some of the forces arrayed against him, he knew that a world war was inevitable.

The end of Ar’Kendrithyst could only ever mean one thing, and this right here was merely the loudest, first true hint of that eventual world war.

And that meant that Erick was never going to draw first blood. That would make all these fence-sitters flow into the opposition. Striking the first blow would make Raidu’s forces stronger, which was probably what Raidu was hoping for.

… This was, of course, discounting the option where Erick hunted and murdered every single opposition leader who would ever stand against him. He could do that…

He would never do that. He would never let this war get that far.

So what the fuck was Raidu waiting for? Destroy his Ophiel already, and be destroyed in return! Erick might not be willing to put down every murderer on Veird, but one nation? Sure. He could do that.

If they pushed him again.

They had already pushed him pretty fucking far.

Even if he wasn’t personally impacted by any of the deaths he had seen today, he wasn’t ever going to turn his back on obvious injustice.

As silence stretched and Raidu never advanced against Ophiel, it seemed Raidu wasn’t going to strike first either. It seemed like he was waiting for something else to happen. Perhaps an attack on Eralis while Erick was occupied in this ‘conversation’? In that case, the joke was on him. This right here? Keeping Raidu’s dishonest voice silenced? This took barely any effort at all.

Erick raised his voice, flexing his [Physical Domain] into sound to fill the sky, speaking toward the scattered groups of non-Terror Peaks forces that floated all around, and waited on the roofs of the city below, “If anyone has any questions they would like to ask, to ensure that I am not the monster you believe me to be, please approach. I will not attack, and I will attempt to answer your questions to the best of my ability.”

For three long seconds, silence filled the sky. Raidu had stopped trying to escape Erick’s [Physical Domain], and now he just watched, though tendrils of thought betrayed that he was speaking to at least a few people. Others in the scattered audience also spoke to others through telepathic signals. Some whispered to their compatriots, but not many. There were about 325 people in the air, though that number fluctuated as some people left, and others appeared.

“I have a question!” came a bright voice from the lightning wolf; Shendeng, the archmage Rain Mage.

The gathering turned to the [Familiar] as the lightning wolf padded closer to Erick, tiny storm clouds appearing wherever the wolf touched the sky. His archmage wife’s [Spear Familiar] followed closely at the wolf’s side. Though Erick had no idea what the wife’s Class of Fulmination Spear meant, exactly, he had some ideas. Shendeng was the storm, but Xida was the lightning.

The lightning wolf stopped 25 meters from the map, and from Ophiel. With perfect calm, Shendeng asked, “How did you steal my Rain Magic?”

Uh?

Erick startled, and it showed on his projection. “Uh? … What?”

“I have no problem with some competitive theft among fellow archmages, but I had considered my fortress unknown and impregnable.” Shengdeng said, “Tell me what methods you used and how you discovered where I lived, and I and my Xida will ignore this war thing which we have been drawn into. Consider it a bit of reciprocal courtesy. I will also ignore that you have flaunted my methods to the rabble of the world, which I believe is more than fair; it’s positively magnanimous.” He added, “We only took this war option because from what we heard, you did not seem like a reasonable sort of man. Obviously, this was a lie. So. Tell me now how you stole from me. How did you manage it?”

Erick almost listed every single reason why Shendeng’s claims were completely baseless, from the fact that Erick had never heard of the man before an hour ago, to the fact that Particle Magic did not exist before Erick came along, but he quickly recognized that his conversation was a minefiel— No. Wait. This conversation was not a minefield. This was a single landmine, and Erick had already stepped on it. There was not a single thing he could say to prove his innocence, for Shendeng had already exploded. The [Familiar] gave away none of the turmoil and vitriol of the archmage on the other side, but it was there, for sure.

Well fine.

Fuck ‘em!

— No! No no. No.

Let’s step back a bit.

Erick tried, “Why do you feel that I stole your magic?”

The lightning wolf eyed Erick’s light projection. “You know why.”

So that was a non-starter. Okay.

Erick tried, “[Call Lightning] was the first spell I made. The rest flowed from there. Rain was a byproduct which I expanded upon afterward. All I know is that you’re a Rain Mage, so… I’m not sure what to tell you. Rain was just a happy accident of my own spellwork. I’m sorry. I cannot help you in this.”

Shendeng said, “Just admit it was Goldie, the Shade of Assassination. She got in here and she gave you my spellwork. It’s why she’s still alive and Blessed by you while all the rest are dead. It’s why she’s running around setting notes on pillows, threatening the release of even more secrets unless we cooperate with Melemizargo’s plans for peace and prosperity.”

Erick sighed.

He didn’t know much about any of that. But...

Erick asked, “Is she actually doing that?”

“Yes!” Shendeng said, “And since Songli is working with her, then Songli needs to die!”

“How about this: I will find her and stop whatever she is doing. I found her once, I can probably do it again. Finding people is not hard for me; and that is my own magic, completely.” So even if I did want your fucking magic then I could probably just find you and take it you pompous… Erick didn’t say that. Instead, Erick asked, “Will that be acceptable? No more of your secrets will spill out into the world. Or at least not through Goldie.”

The lightning wolf stared for a long moment. Then, he said, “Not my preferred outcome, but it is more acceptable than working with priest-killers and civilian murderers.” He paused, then let out a sudden laugh, and said, “A pet Shade on a leash!” More seriously, he added, “And they won’t turn on you if you make them slaves. A fitting punishment if I ever heard one.” The wolf retreated, adding, “I demand satisfaction soon, Archmage Flatt! Or else I will work with these priest killers even though it pains me! We cannot have Shades moving in the shadows of Songli. You might not have known they were doing this, but it’s a bad look for you either way.”

Erick had a very, very low opinion of Shendeng, but he kept that opinion to himself. Instead, he said, “I will need time to find her and inform her of my displeasure, and to investigate all of the new information I have received today. How about no one do any war for a month, and we revisit this problem then? We can even get a priest of Koyabez to erect a [Zone of Peace] in the talks, so that no one can cast any harmful spells at each other.”

Many of the gathered people seemed to approve of the idea; it was written on the relaxation of faces, and in the loosening of shoulders, and fists. But just as fast, the other people, the ones from Terror Peaks, went hard. Raidu was still behind a bubble, but the other ones weren’t. They made their opinions known.

“Shades have always walked the streets of Songli! You all know this!” The speaker was a woman who was at Raidu’s side, but far enough away to not be in the same bubble of Discord. Erick didn’t want to trap her when she hadn’t spoken until now. She shouted, “Erick controls the Shades! He admitted as much! He is an agent of Melemizargo!”

Another one, on the other side of the sky, yelled, “Don’t be taken in by the Wizards words! My clansman! Don’t fall for his lies!”

Raidu’s woman yelled, “He has all the New Stats!” She gasped, as though in realization; an act. She was a terrible actor, though. “He has Charisma! The Wizard has Charisma!”

That single word sent a ripple of change through the audience. Many backed away.

“Shield your mind!” a Terror Peaks clansman yelled.

Another yelled, “Kill the Wizard!”

And just like that, as though it was planned, for it likely was… There was a chant. One voice was joined by three, then by ten. Not everyone who chanted wore the style of armor of Terror Peaks, but half did.

“Kill the Wizard! Kill the Wizard! Kill the Wizard!”

Raidu’s woman leveled a spear at Erick’s lightform. The spear turned to flames, then the woman launched herself at Erick.

He was in absolutely no danger. The magic of the spear was minuscule. The woman was barely buffed up. Erick let it happen. He held Ophiel's [Animadversion] back, too, so that the woman didn’t explode herself in her own fake zealotry.

Erick, Raidu, the entire audience, watched the woman attack.

The woman burst into scattered light the instant her spear touched the [Prismatic Ward] that defended Erick’s lightform. It was as though she had exploded away…. Because she had?

Huh?

Red mist, burned flesh, and sliced bones scattered in the air.

She… She killed herself?

Is that… Is that what happened?

“Murderer!” exclaimed a man, right on cue. “Murdering Wizard!”

Erick was still trying to process what he had seen.

His first instinct was that this was some sort of [Teleport] farce. But he had [Soul Sight] running. Through [Soul Sight], he watched as the woman’s soul broke apart and vanished from where she had been. She had not done some odd [Teleport]-like effect. She had truly killed herself.

That had actually happened.

Erick shivered, but he was not so deep in revulsion that he didn’t recognize when a new person [Teleport]ed into the nearby air.

The newcomer was a man in flowing red robes, hovering a hundred meters from Ophiel. Erick recognized him. Everyone did. The chanting stopped, as Patriarch Xangu took the field. He was the man who claimed credit for the attack on Koyabez’s temples.

Xangu’s voice filled the world, “The Wizard has shown his true nature. He is aligned with Shadow and Darkness.” A spear appeared in Xangu’s right hand. It was a thin thing of craggy metal and a single brittle point, but it was also a solid-red brightness upon the manasphere, filled with enough power to drown out everything else in the sky. A second passed, and suddenly, Erick felt fear. He watched, transfixed, as that red brightness turned to white, but not just any white. It was his own color. It was the exact shade of white as his own soul. Xangu declared, “And thus, the sentence is duly passed.”

Xangu didn’t point with the spear, or move the artifact at all. It moved in the manasphere, becoming a Forest-tree-sized weapon of a thousand, thousand points, each curving through the mana without care for the physical, each trained on its target: Erick’s soul.

The singular weapon struck each Ophiel as though it was aimed from every angle.

The spear popped [Prismatic Ward]s. It drank in the light of [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk]. A handful of spear points reflected upon [Animadversion], but the vast majority got through, into the soul of Ophiel—

And then further.

Erick had already retreated from his [Familiar], back into his own body.

The spears followed.
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                Teressa watched, transfixed, as she saw the attack slice into Erick’s soul. There were too many spears for that small of a soul. Too many points of attack. Like sticking a thousand swords through a deer, the space where the meat had once been was now more steel than flesh. They caused no bleeding, but they separated the soul from the body and—

Ah. Shit. That’s a lot of blood.

- - - -

Jane hovered in the light above the beast on the beach, and tried to confirm the kill with a few more [Fireball]s, aimed at center-mass. The final part of the Tangled Hydra was dying. But ‘mostly dead’ was not ‘actually dead’. The final hydra hung on to life with a fervor that Jane rarely saw.

The monster was basically a husk of burned flesh at this point. Give up the ghost already!

The pestilent creature had been three kilometers of tangled snake-like creatures. Each one could live fine on their own, but when you got multiples together, their flesh melded into each other, and they could share nutrients and brain power. If you didn’t separate the individual hydras and kill them individually, they grew right back. It was like a wyrm, but without the spells, and with a lot more body mass. Killing a Tangled Hydra was not an easy task, and Jane was—

Jane felt an odd coldness in the light around her lightform.

Terror gripped her mind; sudden and deep.

But she was fine? She was fine. Why was—

Jane slipped away from the battlefield, and dropped onto the land. With eight eyes and her Queen Blood Weaver form glinting in the sun, she looked around herself. Her eyes were drawn to her own shadow, which she inspected with her light. She looked to the dune grass nearby, searching for the source of her distress.

The coldness in her soul only deepened.

Something was wrong.

- - - -

Poi watched as Erick died.

At that same moment, Poi was already in the process of bringing him back.

Contacting Ascendant Prime took but a moment. Arguments for and against took even less time, for it was already the judgment of the Ascendants that Erick was a valued resource that would be protected, if possible. Soul strikes were difficult to defend against, which was one of the reasons that Poi feared those kinds of attacks more than most, but Ascendant Prime was above those petty concerns, especially when a World War was inevitable if they did nothing.

Or maybe they only agreed to help because Poi would have killed himself to help Erick on his own, using half-realized knowledge that was not truly his own. Erick wasn’t dead, yet.

Erick already knew how to defend against Soul Magic, though, and he was struggling, but the spears were still there, and without their removal...

- - - -

The words of Quilatalap came to Erick, unbidden.

“No.”

It was simple instruction, to survive the most deadly of attacks. To survive all Soul Magic, and to survive the worst Mind Magics. It fared less well against Blood Magic, but with a strong enough soul and enough time away from the source of the damaging Blood Magic, then one could enact a healing, and survive that Blood Magic… If you knew how.

“No.”

The spear had not struck Erick. And yet, it ha—

“No.”

The spear moved through the world, lancing through his heart and his he—

“No. The spear did nothing. I am whole.”

Erick was in Quilatalap’s cottage, back in Shadow’s Feast.

Quilatalap continued with his lecture, saying, “You must learn how to do this ‘no’ outside of the shortcuts of the Script. It must become second nature, like a quiet voice in your head. It must become a skill that won’t necessitate the use of a Universal Second of the Script.”

“…That’s going to be such a pain in the ass,” Erick said.

Quilatalap laughed loudly. “Yes. It is! At first. And then it is not. It’s only truly useful against the most harmful Soul and Mind magics. Like the one you’re experiencing right now.”

“Ah.” Erick looked out the window, and saw the coruscating prismatic spell of Queen, devouring the world. He realized. “Oh. This isn’t real. Am I dreaming?”

Quilatalap said, “It’s only mana. It’s not solid. Subjective Reality is not true reality. All you have to do is deny it, as you’ve been taught. You’ve done some great mind tricks lately, so show me another one.”

- - - -

Teressa despaired.

She watched as her boss— as Erick was sundered by a thousand phantom spears, striking through him from every direction, holding him aloft in the center of the room. Teressa witnessed the death of possibility. As she had seen before, and as she had never wanted to see happen to the people she knew, a soul had been ripped out of Erick’s body and scattered to the winds, flowing away through dense air like so much scattered foam. And yet, it didn’t vanish. It remained, when it should not, but it also remained speared through by vile soul spells.

The soul attack probably wouldn’t matter, though. The effects of that attack, did.

Blood poured out of flesh that was whole, as though the spears had been real. Maybe they had been made real, simply by the act of touching a soul. There was damage to the ceiling and floor, and as Teressa watched, flesh split open around phantom spears.

He was going to die.

And she had never told him how much she appreciated him. She might have thanked him once, but she should have done so more often. Oh, gods. What was she going to tell Jane? What was going to happen to Candlepoint? Or to Spur?

Would Treehome do any—

Her people would go to war to avenge him.

And she would be right there with them.

Teressa angered.

Red rimmed her eyes.

Yes. It was to be war, then. Terror Peaks would die. Her people would gather like the great Horde it had been once, so long ago. They would descend upon Terror Peaks like the wrath of a god.

And even if the whole of her people didn’t go…

Teressa and Kiri and Jane could raise an army. That would work.

- - - -

Jane stood upon dune grasses, in the sun.

But the shadows around her were brighter and darker than daylight. They were abysses in the world, rimmed with power.

The Darkness was here.

Melemizargo whispered, “Terror Peaks is killing your father. What will you do?”

- - - -

Yggdrasil felt a shift.

A branch vanished. Light broke in half, and suddenly, he was half as much as he had been. His body in Spur’s Lake was gone; speared through by a thousand attacks from the inside. His body under Candlepoint’s lake broke under even more, but that body was larger; much larger. Water rushed into the space left behind. Shadows swirled in the depths as a thousand phantom spears rocked out of dimming roots, and trunk, and branches, and leaves. That which did not instantly break, was shredded.

A tiny, silver-spiked shield held over the heartwood of the first tree. The few spears that made it that deep, deflected, shredding the rest of his body in the aftermath.

Yggdrasil screamed in pain and anger, boiling the water nearby.

What had hurt him!

What had hurt— 

Oh no.

- - - -

Ophiel had been struck harder than ever before.

Four of him died instantly. Three died in the next second. Two of him twisted [Animadversion] and deflected hundreds of spears, but could not deflect the rest. The soul attack went through him, and speared the bodies of every single part of his growing soul.

The last Ophiel turned tiny. [Animadversion] covered all of him. Spears deflected into the surrounding sky like [Force Beam]s, each of them carving away at the cultured trees and decorative rock piles and scattered fountains and ponds of the Alluvial District.

Ophiel had never felt smaller, or more vulnerable. Terror crawled into his developing soul, and he raced to the only place that felt safe. He went to Erick.

He found Erick

He knew he had not been the focus of the attack.

More terror.

He was supposed to protect his creator! He had failed!

—But it was just a bit of blood. Maybe? Yes!

[Greater Treat Wounds]. There. Now he won’t die.

It didn’t work?

… Why isn’t it working?

Ophiel cast again, and again, and again. He added in [Regeneration]. He went back to [Greater Treat Wounds]. He tried [Healing Word]. Flesh knit. Bones healed. And then they broke all over again. 

Why wasn't the healing working?

- - - -

Erick sat on a park bench that faced another park bench. A concrete table was between the seats. A chess board had been built into the table. Erick was playing white, and he was down to three pieces. A king, a pawn, and a castle, though the castle looked more like a broken tower than anything sturdy.

The other Erick was playing red, and every piece Erick lost, the other gained.

Erick blinked, clearing his eyes, taking in the scene around him.

Ah. So it was like that.

Erick sighed out, “Hello, Phagar.”

“Hello, Erick,” Phagar said, smiling with Erick’s own smile. In a conversational tone, he asked, “Are you ready to move on?”

Shock.

Panic.

Erick answered instinctively, “No.”

And then a moment passed.

A time of consideration.

He could put down all his burdens.

But...

Erick repeated, softer, and yet firmer, “No.”

“You listened well to Quilatalap, but we’re beyond that specific moment in time. Are you sure you want to stay? This is a small part of what is in store for you if you do.” Phagar moved one of his red pawns onto Erick’s side of the board. It turned white. “I hoped to save you some pain, but if you’re not ready, then you’re not ready.”

Erick’s chest and head vibrated with fractures and lancing, white-hot agony, but only for a second. And then the pain was gone. He breathed again, as though he hadn’t breathed in an age, sucking in air like there was nothing else he needed more. The shock of it all took a moment to retreat, and for his mind to come back together.

Erick said, “My answer is still no; I’m choosing to stay.”

Phagar said, “It’s only going to get worse.”

Erick looked at the chess board in front of him.

He made a decision.

With a quick hand, he grabbed a handful of other pieces and jabbed them onto his side of the board.

“Ha?” Then Phagar laughed for real, as if he had seen something truly unexpected. He smiled. “That’s not how any of this works, but I’ll allow it.”

Phagar stood up, the red half of the chess army began to vanish from the board, except for the five pieces Erick had captured. One by one, they began to transform from red to white. A schoolhouse, a knight, a bishop, a distant queen, and another castle to replace his crumbling one.

Erick voiced, “A schoolhouse? And what’s a ‘distant’ que—”

Pain.

- - - -

Poi watched as one by one, Ascendant Prime twisted the Crossing, forming grips that removed the spears from Erick’s body, as though deleting phantoms from existence. Ophiel danced on the body, healing it with spells that barely worked, for the damage was more than flesh-deep. But ‘barely’ was better than ‘not at all’. A man could live through a soul attack, but not if the attack never ended, and if the body died in the meantime. Erick should already be dead, but he was not.

Maybe his Constitution saved him. Maybe his training. Maybe all of that only prolonged his suffering.

Poi didn’t know how Erick survived, but he wouldn’t survive for much longer.

All Poi could do was watch.

The spears in Erick’s head vanished first. And then the spears through his heart. With the twisting power of a half-step deity, Ascendant Prime removed the rest of the spears, making them as though they never were. But the damage remained. The body healed, mostly, thanks to Ophiel, but the soul was shredded, pierced, and broken.

It was the same problem Rats had, but on an exponentially larger scale.

Ascendant Prime sent, ‘This is all we can do. The rest is up to him. He’s still in there. He might come back. For all of our futures, we pray that he does.’

Ascendant Prime left. The weave of the Crossing relaxed as Prime’s power receded, once again becoming a web of connected thoughts high in the sky, beyond the reach of most people.

Poi could do nothing but watch.

He hated being this powerless.

He vowed he would not be this powerless, ever again. If Erick lived…

If he lived…

Soul Magic was a good magic to learn. Powerful, anyway.

Poi considered his problems of being scared and wary over Soul Magic, and decided that watching, impotent, was worse than issues of fear, and morality. He could use Soul Magic to heal, after all.

- - - -

Red-eyed and on the precipice of Rage, waiting for Erick to die so that she could KILL THEM ALL, Teressa watched as a miracle occurred. Poi had something to do with it, but also not. The phantom spears vanished from Erick, one by one, and quickly. The [Greater Treat Wounds] that Erick had unlocked earlier in the day was used by Ophiel to heal Erick’s own physical damage. He still floated in the center of the room, for Ophiel supported him, keeping his body together...

But the soul…

The scattered, tattered soul, white and dim and stretched across the whole of the room, flowed together, like a blanket mending itself. Or. No. It was the rejection of damage. The soul was rejecting its fate. Erick was literally pulling himself back together.

Not fast enough, though.

Wounds reappeared. Ophiel healed them away.

But Ophiel was losing power, and they had never replaced the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] after Erick had killed it with his Discord. And yet, there was hope. Barely five minutes had passed since the spears had appeared in Erick, and Clan Star Song was coming to help; or at least one person was.

Hopefully.

Teressa wiped the tears from her eyes, and said, “They’re coming.”

Tendrils of thought swirled around Poi. He looked around. “They are. We are protecting Erick. He can’t be moved. [Prismatic Ward] is helping him as much as he’s helping himself.”

Teressa nodded. She summoned her full defensive gear, just in case what she saw was a trick.

Everyone had seen how ‘Odin’ had exploded in [Force Beams]. They had seen the bomb before Erick had removed it. They saw the damage that the bomb had done. They knew the enemy. A few had thought Erick was attacking them, but that was quickly shouted down by Elders with calmer heads, who were in the know.

The time for subterfuge was over. Everyone knew that Erick was Erick.

And Elder Arilitilo was running up the stairs of the Southern House, holding a spot of anti-magic in her grip, like a thin knife. Was she a savior, or would Teressa murder her before she could do damage? Teressa still had her little [Sanguine Charm]. The Blood Mage was in for a shock if she tried shit.

And yet, any second now some main attack would happen. Teressa felt giddy with burgeoning Rage.

Just give her a target. Any target. Someone was going to die.

Clansmen gathered in clumps on the courtyards and staging areas of the mountain, prepared for the main forces of Terror Peak.

And then war broke loose.

Another portal opened up a kilometer to the left of where the previous one had appeared, but Eralis was watching for it, this time. Everyone seemed to know that they were under direct attack at the moment. Terror Peaks wished to press the advantage.

The second and the third bombs met the fate of the first. Or maybe something else happened. All Teressa knew was that there was a lot of sudden shit happening outside, and bombs were being windstepped far away, before they exploded.

They weren’t fast enough for all of the bombs, though.

On the other side of three intervening clan mountains, a green explosion washed across the world, Decaying everyone in sight and poisoning the land with Extreme Light. Defenses fell across the Noble District in the next second. The barest bit struck Clan Star Song, striking the Southern House full-on.

Teressa was already in the way, between Erick and the window, holding out her tower shield in front of her. Windows cracked. Half of the dense air in the room vanished under green light. The [Prismatic Ward] remained around Erick, but everywhere else it was in tatters.

Down below, the rest of the Southern House had been abandoned; Devouring Nightmare was elsewhere. They had left pretty damn fast after the first bomb had failed to detonate. Teressa was glad they were gone; less variables to think about.

Elder Ari had made it past the empty second and third floor to reach the fourth, when the explosion hit. Extreme Light ripped through the doors and windows down below, right underneath Elder Ari. She didn’t care. She yelled as she reached their rooms, “Let me help!”

Poi was already opening the door for her.

She held an antirhine knife in her hand.

Teressa glared at Poi, but before she could Rage at letting the Blood Mage clanswoman in the room, she understood why the antirhine knife was necessary. The room still held [Prismatic Ward], and the Blood Mage had not been given permissions. Elder Arilitilo rushed into the dense air, knife leading the way, slashing and cutting a path through magic that she could not get through otherwise.

Ari paused, barely, her deep violet skin paling a fraction as she saw Erick, hovering in the center of the room, still supported by Ophiel. And then she rushed forward, slashing away the intervening Solid Ward.

Ophiel sang in tired flutes upon seeing Ari, and then he gave the last of himself to cast one more [Greater Treat Wounds] upon Erick, his body breaking up after the spell took hold.

Teressa whispered, “Good [Familiar].”

Ari reached Erick and laid a hand upon his chest, and his head. Red light filled the room, latching on to every piece of Erick’s soul, helping it to come together, faster, and faster.

“The spears are gone. But…” Ari grimaced. “This is going to be difficult.”

- - - -

His world was agony.

White hot and cold as tundra, sparking and dying all at once. He felt the world outside of his own body.

He denied the End, and that helped.

He divorced himself from that fate, and that helped, too.

His mind swirled with variations on a theme. Of meditative techniques and ways to ignore the pain. Of ethyl ether and other ways to mechanically separate pain from being received. It didn’t help. That was the wrong method.

He got back on track, saying that the pain didn’t exist, and that he was not under attack, and that his soul was perfectly fine, and that the terror that gripped him wasn’t real.

A red light tried to help him, but he denied that too.

The red light was rather persistent, though. What was that damned red light doing out there, anyway? Where did it come from? Ah! Oh. Well, whatever. It was useful, no matter where it came from. It was a distraction. He needed that.

The pain was still there; it wasn’t going anywhere. But the red light was a nice diversion. A space to focus on that was not his agony-filled existence. He still denied the pain, of course.

There is no pain.

Now what the fuck is that red light doing.

Oh. It’s just moving around. And… It’s…

The world around Erick became more than pain, as the red light moved between scattered white clouds. Erick hadn’t noticed the clouds before. But they weren’t clouds, either. They were… something else.

The red light glowed bright and hateful.

Well fuck you, too.

Erick reached out to bat away the red light, but he touched a cloud, and suddenly he was more. He saw more clearly. He recognized… Something. Oh. All those clouds were soulstuff. It floated around him, broken and scattered. Kinda pretty to look at.

The red light rushed behind a particularly large cloud, illuminating the cloud from behind in a red rim. Oh. Now that was really pretty.

… Hmm. Erick felt an odd…

Need?

Did he need to touch that other cloud?

Well... Sure. Why not?

Erick grabbed the larger cloud, and he became more.

Oh. Now he saw.

The red light was Ari. The clouds were him. They were memories, and more. Erick needed to grab them all! But they were all so far away. Some looked to be vanishing altogether in the distance.

But that cloud right there is close. Erick reached—

[Call Lightning]. That was the cloud he had touched, and reabsorbed into himself. It was glorious, and now, Erick saw something new. [Call Lightning] had connections to everything else, for each cloud was not just a cloud, it was also a part of a web. Erick reached for one of the webs from [Call Lightning] and followed it to another cloud. Oh. This was easy. Erick reabsorbed [Lightning Aura]. [Exalted Rain] was next. From [Exalted Rain], he reached for [Grow].

[Grow] led to another massive cloud; a spanning power filled with light and roots and branches that Erick had not yet recognized until that moment.

Erick met Yggdrasil in his soul, and was once again joined to his largest [Familiar]. Yggdrasil exulted in recognition, and then he did what he did best; he grew. Roots spread from cloud to cloud, showing pathways that Erick didn’t recognize as pathways until Yggdrasil had revealed them.

Erick pulled inward from a dozen directions at once.

Ophiel!

Ophiel sang in vibrations that filled this odd place, and Erick remembered. Vibrations touched upon the world, and revealed even more pathways that had not been there before then.

With quick wings and vast eyesight, and roots ever-spanning, Erick re-captured the separate pieces of himself. He remembered Jane! If he wasn’t in so much pain he c—

No pain. Only healing.

Erick remembered Earth, and everything back home, and then his memories flooded with his time on Veird.

With the help of distant red light, he found memories that otherwise would have drifted away; too disconnected to be found otherwise.

He recognized that every piece of his soul was imbued with a bit of the whole, and as more came together, he saw that Constitution kept edges from fraying, Intelligence kept linkages intact, Perception revealed distant pieces, and Dexterity gave him the ability to retrieve it all. Strength and Vitality kept his body intact, but Willpower and Focus were not what they appeared to be.

There was a hole in his soul that led to somewhere else, where mana flowed like water, and reality became subjective Reality, allowing the soul to exist, at all. Willpower defined the edge of that hole. Focus defined the rate at which mana flowed.

The hole wasn’t truly a hole at all. And yet, it was.

As more and more of his soul coalesced, more and more of his sight dimmed, as though he was waking up from a dream.

The hole in his soul was lost in that half-waking, and Erick doubted he would ever find it again. It certainly hadn’t been there in [Soul Sight]. But he knew what lay on the other side, anyway.

It was the Script.

Erick tore his attention away from the entrance to Veird’s manaminer, and allowed himself to wake.

- - - -

Erick opened his eyes.

Agony.

And yet, that wasn’t the most concerning part of current events.

The room was on fire. Someone struck someone else nearby. Blood flew.

Teressa yelled at the enemy, “Come on, fuckers! I’ll kill y—”

Poi yelled, “He’s awake! We’re escaping!”

Hands and a sapphire mind touched Erick, and Erick could do nothing but assent. Sapphire light surrounded him, once, twice, thrice, each time the sky reappeared with a different cloud formation beyond. And then finally, Erick flopped, boneless, to the grassy ground, shutting his eyes tight to hide from the waves of pain overtaking his body. People moved around him. He couldn’t see for shit. He almost tried his mana sense, but that seemed like a bad idea. And besides—

Poi said, “We’re safe! Heal him more!”

Teressa grunted, and something heavy slammed to the ground outside of sight.

Elder Ari poked with healing hands, saying, “Heart and brain looks good. Nerves are shot to shit but that can heal over time. He’s in no shape to fight. Soul is heavily damaged, but he healed through the attack. It’s so much easier to heal unnatural soul damage—” She stopped talking, and breathed out. She said, “Gods.” She tapped his cheek. “Wake up, Erick. Open your eyes. Can you see?”

Erick opened his eyes. With his right eye he saw blood. The left eye saw nothing.

“Ah. Shit.” Ari cast a [Cleanse], removing that blood, then she tapped him with controlled healing magics, focusing on his left eye. “Dammit. Let’s try...”

Erick blinked, and his full biological vision returned. The sky was bright blue, and half cloudy. Warm air flowed from the north, dancing through the grasses all around, playing with Erick’s hair and touching his skin, eliciting both a comfortable warmth, and a chain reaction of needles jabbing all the way through his exposed face and forearms. He winced, and that brought about more pain.

Okay.

The pain was back, in full force.

“Shh shh.” Ari said, “Calm down. You’re going to be in pain for a while, but it’s just soul pain, and we can work on that. We’re safe, for now. Can you speak?”

He tried. His throat didn’t move how he needed it to move. He barely breathed.

Ari said, “Now that you’re awake, we can proceed with the rest of your healing. I’m actually a Soul Mage, but don’t go telling people. That’s a closely guarded secret of Star Song. I need your active participation in order to heal the rest of the damage done to you. Can you give me your active consent?”

Poi moved into frame, to stand over Erick. “She helped you this far. I suggest you give consent, or else we might not make it the rest of the day.”

Erick turned his eyes toward Poi, wordlessly telling him—

Poi said to Ari, “Do it.”

Ari got to work, saying, “The nerves of the skin are perhaps the most distracting, so we’ll concentrate [Soul Restoration] in your skin, first.”

With red hands, Ari touched his skin, and Erick felt a question weigh him down. It was a wordless inquiry, made all the more profound for its lack of nuance, and for the vastness of what his answer would mean. Ari was asking to be let in.

Erick formed the words with his lips and his breath, but nothing came out as he tried to say, “Yes.”

That was good enough. Red light flooded his eyes and his soul, and the knives in his skin slowly vanished. Ari’s breath hitched. One minute passed, and then another. Erick watched as sweat dripped down Ari’s forehead. He felt as her hands tensed on the skin over his chest, and over his shoulder.

Suddenly, the pain vanished.

It was like taking a bath after mowing the lawn on a hot summer day; Erick just wanted a nap.

He relaxed—

“Stay with me, Erick.” Ari said, “No sleeping. That’s a bad thing right now. I need active consent, all the time. Keep it up.”

He grogged out, “Okaaghy.”

Ari smiled, saying, “And now we can work on your nausea before it gets here. That’s always the second part. Can’t have you vomiting in the middle of treatment.” She mumbled, “Patients never realize the nausea until it's upon them.”

Erick felt his stomach settle. Ari had been right. He didn’t realize he was about to puke until all the other pain went away. He almost chuckled at the oddity of the situation, and the seriousness of it all.

“And now for the difficult part.” Ari said, “Enabling the soul to heal in three minutes what normally takes three months. I’ve done this many times before, for many people the world over. To do this part, I need you to talk. About anything at all. How about your daughter? Or Particle Magic. Or Earth? We’ll switch topics as you heal. I’ll tell you when to switch. And don’t worry about saying weird stuff. You’re going to be saying weird stuff, and I’ve already heard it all. I promise to never transmit any secret you say. Do you want to do this?”

Erick felt the wind, and saw Ari was telling the truth. He said, “Yes.”

Ari nodded, then said, “Here we go.”

Erick’s mind veered way into left field. He said, “The Periodic Table of the Elements begins with Hydrogen, which has one proton and…”

Ari told him to switch after Calcium.

“Jane’s mother was a flawed woman, just as flawed as her father, but I got Jane, and so I forgave Jane’s Mother a long time ago. But Jane has never forgiven her mother. Being abandoned by her other parent made her angry. I tried my best, but anger has always been Jane’s driving force. Anger wasn’t too useful back on Earth, but here? Anger is necessary. I suppose anger was necessary back on Earth, too, but back there you couldn’t give in to the anger like you can here. Anger lets you know when you’re being harmed, and that is an important instinct to hone.

“Jane’s been honing that instinct for a long time.”

“Switch.”

“Gravity is a function of space-time slowing things down and thus drawing them toward the center of the mass of an object. Space and Time are not separate entities. They are the same, and the name for this is spacetime. Phagar is so much more powerful than other gods, by virtue of having control over time. By this Domain, Phagar has control over space, too. This means a lot of stuff I don’t understand. To compound this problem, we have Melemizargo, who also controls time and therefore also controls space. How do the gods actually work? I’m not too sure how Rozeta gained a divine spark, or whatever you want to call it, since her father never gave up the role of God of Magic. I bet she got it from all the other gods sacrificing parts of themselves in order to keep Veird intact under the Primal Lightning of the Sundering. They sacrificed a lot to get this place through the Yawning Void and into my universe; this universe. But what is a god? Is there some intrinsic divine spark that...”

Ari’s eyes were wide. Eventually, she called for another switch.

Erick spoke of a dozen topics that mattered. From seeing the hole in his soul that led to the Script, to seeing the resonances between spells, to the creation myth of the Old Cosmology. He did not speak of Wizardry, except to wonder what it actually was. And then he spoke of Silverite, and Spur, and how happy he was that Teressa was healing from her own tragedy, and how he didn’t help Rats because he didn’t even know there was a problem until after the fact. Partway through the healing, Ari repeated her swear to secrecy; likely because Poi and Teressa were staring at her.

Erick didn’t care, though. Ari seemed like good people, and he wanted to share some of the burden of what he knew about the world, and what he suspected about how it worked.

Erick had enemies, for sure, but those enemies were not Ari or Clan Star Song.

Erick spoke of how Terror Peaks had used an open dialogue to espouse caustic ideas that went against the very nature of open and honest discourse. He elaborated on shutting down the lies, after he looked to be winning his argument with Shendeng, but then they sacrificed that woman— They had that woman sacrifice herself in order to paint Erick as the Evil Wizard. Her death had been a ploy to gain a reason for war, and for a reason to kill him. To do this to him, and to harm even more people in their terrorist campaign.

When he had gotten through most of his anger, and the time came for Ari to tell him to switch, instead, Ari said, “Terror Peaks does this. They have gone decades since the last war, and though the specific reasons have changed, this is how it started back then, too; a cause for war that any sane person could see was a lie.” She glared at nothing in particular, then said, “Switch.”

Erick spoke of vegetables he grew in his garden, back home.

It took an hour, but eventually Ari took her hands off of Erick and leaned back, drenched in sweat.

She declared, “Healed!”

Teressa said, “Mostly.”

“It’s the best I can do. The rest has to heal naturally.” Ari cast a [Cleanse], ridding herself of normal sweat, and Erick of sweat that was more bloody than it should have been. “Cast something, Erick. Turn on a mana sense. And reestablish whatever protocols you had going to negate soul damage. You’re going to be weak to soul attacks for a while, but if Hangzi can heal himself in a single night, then you can, too.”

Erick laid there for a moment, then blinked on his mana sense.

… His range had gone down. He was at about 25 meters through the clear air, and 20 through the dirt below. It had taken him months to train himself up to 70— Ah. He focused. And he relaxed. His range expanded out with each breath. And then the expansion slowed. 30 meters. It might take a week to get back up to range. Maybe a month. Why did his range go down?

He sat up—

He couldn’t sit up.

Ari noticed, and with a wave of her hand, Erick felt a pressure on his back; Ari’s spellwork. Ari’s assistance allowed him to move, but he was weakened. She said, “Your soul is unsettled, but it will settle soon enough. You gotta get up and move around. Help your soul recognize your body. Can you move?”

Erick lifted his arm, and felt as though he was lifting a thousand kilos. He struggled to sit up, and he managed it after a minute of trying.

Ari focused on him. “Tell me how you’re feeling.”

“Like shit.”

Rage came on like a growing headache. Rage at Terror Peaks. Rage at his own weakness. Rage at being laid low when he tried to do good. As that rage filtered through his muscles, he felt a connection relink. He breathed out, and in, full and deep. His heart pumped hard, and his hands became fists. He checked his Status.

Everything looked fine.

His Mana and Health were low, but they were climbing. He had more than enough resources to cast a few spells. First, he summoned an Ophiel, for the little guy wasn’t nearby. Did they leave him behind?

Ophiel appeared in a bright flash of white light, already crying out in painful flute sounds. The three-meter wide [Familiar] of wings and eyes instantly focused on Erick, and swamped him with those wings. Erick vanished under a pile of happy flute sounds and white feathers.

“Okay, okay,” Erick said, happier than he was before. “You’re too big.”

Ophiel instantly became small; lapcat-sized. Erick hugged him. He was much easier to hug this way. While he did that, he summoned the other nine.

Teressa said, “Ophiel did good, healing you while you were down. I think he’s learning.”

Ophiel tweeted in bright violin sounds, confirming Teressa’s story.

Erick felt a surge of pride as he said, “Oh!! Who’s a good boy! You are! You are!”

Ophiel responded with happier sounds.

“Good boy,” Erick said, still hugging one Ophiel, while all ten of them tried to hug him. “Good boy.” He had nine of them move away, as he turned to his people. “Thank you, Poi. Thank you, Teressa. I saw some of the fighting around me, but… Not at all, really.”

Teressa waved him off, saying, “I’m just…” She said, “I’m glad you’re okay. Now I don’t have to Rage on anyone.”

Ari whipped her head around to face the towering orcol in the group, looking worried, briefly, and then she discarded that unguarded emotion.

Poi said, “It’s a miracle you’re alive. I’m glad you’re alive.”

“I am too, Poi.” Erick said, “Seriously, thank you all for pulling my ass out of the fire.” He flicked on [Greater Lightwalk]. The air around him became luminescent, and then deepened to sunlight bright, as [Lodestar] took hold around him. He stood up under his own power, but it was difficult. After he finally managed to get fully upright, he turned to Ari, saying, “Thank you for the healing. I didn’t know you were a Soul Mage.”

“Thanks are unnecessary.” And then Ari raced ahead, saying, “But if you wish to assist in the defense of Songli, the battle is happening right now. Caution, though: That soul spear, or whatever it was, was specifically made to kill you, and everything attached to you. If it weren’t for the solidity of Yggdrasil, I doubt you would still be alive. In fact, I believe you are a weak point for that future World Tree.” She looked to Ophiel, sadly adding, “And Ophiel is a weak point for all of you, unless you take certain precautions.”

Ophiel twittered in unhappy, yet understanding flutes. All of them became smaller, then conjured their own [Animadversion]s. Each silver shield was three times the size of each Ophiel.

Oh? Was that how one of them survived the soul spear?

It must have been.

Ari looked at the transformed [Familiar]s, and said, “That should work.” She turned back to Erick, saying, “But you will not survive another one of those soul spears. Please take care, but please help save Eralis.”

“I will.” As Erick had his Ophiel empower themselves with their usual layers of spellwork, he asked, “How common are weapons like that spear?”

“They’re legendary weapons. I don’t know how to make them. I don’t know how Terror Peaks got their hands on those, either. It has to be some sort of [Soul Burn] linked to [Scry] along with a host of other spellworks, and then multiplied by the materials of the item and—” Ari collected herself. She was beyond stressed, and barely keeping it together. Erick was, too, but he had the capability to find and end the source of his stressors; it was the only reason he wasn’t screaming out obscenities at the moment. Ari was counting on him to end her stressors, too, but she was still worried that Erick wouldn’t actually pull that final trigger. Ari continued, softer, “Terror Peaks prepares for war. I have no doubt they have at least three more, and since they never got experience for killing you, they know you lived.”

“I’m done talking to them, Ari.” Erick said, “This war ends today. Please inform whoever you need to inform: I’m joining the defense, right now. We’re not letting those madmen slaughter Eralis.”

Ari stood straighter. She nodded, saying, “Then I will take my leave, archmage.”

She blipped away in a flash of red light.

Erick turned to his people. “Where is my daughter?”

“She was here, and then she left.” Teressa said, “You were out for that part.”

Poi said, “She’s currently locked in combat in the Noble District.”

Teressa rapidly added, “We tried to stop her—”

At that, Erick had to laugh. It was a good joke!

“Thanks; I needed that.” Erick sighed out, then happily said, “I could never stop her either. Thanks for trying, though.”

- - - -

Ophiel lightstepped back into battle, entering the skies above the mountains of Eralis’s nobility. Yesterday, from this angle, the Alluvial District would have looked like forested mountains with sparse housing. But those illusions had been broken. The truth of the land stood revealed.

The sight reminded Erick of when Bulgan let those ballooning spiders into Candlepoint, and then he unleashed those summoned guardians upon the populace, multiplying the problem. Here in the Alluvial District, people fought back, and while that was good for the people, it made the destruction worse.

Fires, everywhere, and in every color imaginable. Broken houses. Shattered roads. Mountain slides, revealing the interior of clan mansions. Students in grey robes fighting and losing against men and women in red armor. Red armor soldiers were everywhere. People in white pushing back the red. Blood and gore on the enchanted white road, which had lost its sheen and become grey.

And varied spells exploded, or burned, or froze, or Decayed, everywhere, constantly.

Domains, of every kind, wrapped mountains like defensive blankets, but some mountains had no defense. Those broken locations were where fighting was heaviest, where clansmen in white fought back against enemy clansmen in red. Swords clashed with shields clashed with spears and chains and more. Erick saw more of Eralis’s capabilities in that one moment than he had in all his previous time in this land.

He saw much of Terror Peaks’ capabilities, too; organization, coordination, complete control of the battlefield, and the fervor to win and fight to the last warrior standing, even if it looked hopeless. Their spellwork was more controlled; regimented, even. [Fireball]s cast by a dozen people at once. Hard front lines that did not fall. Movement, as though they knew this place like they lived here. There were also illusions, but they were used sparingly.

Both sides used illusions to attack and to defend, but Erick could see through those feints and fakes, for every Ophiel ran [True Sight]. Despite their brave showing, and illusions to fake attacks and defense and to split up the enemies, Eralis was in retreat, for they fought as individual clans, defending their individual mountains, while Terror Peaks fought as a war machine.

Erick glanced over to the main city, and saw explosions and spellwork happening near the Void Temple.

And over in Redflood across the Wanzhi Delta.

And everywhere, here and there.

The Void Song was down; the Void Wall was broken. The eastern Void Gate; that massive arch of white stone that stretched into the sky, lay in pieces upon the waters of the river below.

Erick pulled back from individual horrors, and understood the whole of what he was seeing.

The lines of Terror Peaks’ offensive were sweeping through the Alluvial District, focusing on open areas, while assassins, probably, snuck into Domain-defended areas and found the caster, and then killed them. Bringing down the now-defenseless Domain was as easy as pressing another Domain against it, cracking the mountain’s main defense and tearing it down.

In the main city, the Songstresses were occupied with defense, or maybe they were already dead.

There were surely a lot of assassins out there right now.

Erick couldn’t deal with the assassins, but he could deal with the main offense.

He spared a brief thought to the fact that these soldiers had all been raised in ‘tanks’; indoctrinated since birth to be zealots and worse. They likely all believed that Eralis had fallen to Darkness, and since the Darkness was weak right now, it should be purged. It didn’t matter that the Shades had been Blessed into becoming better people, and that the truth of that had been confirmed by Koyabez. Erick doubted he was the only one to hear that particular revelation. That was probably why Koyabez had been included in Patriarch Xangu’s proclamation.

All that Terror Peaks saw was that the enemies of the world were in the middle of another plot to take over and corrupt the world; a plot that would succeed if Terror Peaks didn’t end them while they could.

… Ah.

Erick almost talked himself out of what had to be done.

Targeting was easy; just hit the guys in red. There were few variations of that theme, for there were illusions down there, but those illusions didn’t matter to Erick.

Ophiels moved across the sky, nearly invisible but also as tiny as [Scry] eyes. Maybe that’s why no one attacked them, as each one got into position above different enemy clumps. By then, it was too late for the red warriors below.

[Luminous Beam]’s text had changed a little, since Particle Magic became a part of the Script.

 




	
Luminous Beam X, instant, super long range, 500 mana

Conjure a coruscating, tightly controlled plume of severing light that deals extraordinarily massive physical damage and lasts for 5 seconds. Anti-magic properties. Anti-life properties.

Particle Mage Only.








 

Bright white physical light, empowered by [Lodestar], exploded from ten points in the sky, lancing down like beams of erasing power, carving through red soldiers. 

- - - -

Shuu Grey Cloud and her Clan had come in from the Eastern Border hours ago, responding to the main family’s call to arms. They had fought valiantly on the front lines of the defense of Eralis. She had survived a single hour of fighting, but she did not expect to survive a second hour. Her team had been wiped out in the last push. She was alone, fighting on a white road, outside of land that was neither Grey Cloud’s, nor Star Song’s.

Blood dripped down her forehead, fouling her vision in one eye. Her wound had opened up again, and she doubted it would ever close. Her Healer was dead; the Young Master was dead.

The corpse of the Young Master of Grey Cloud burned on the right side of the road, alongside the red warrior who had killed him. She had failed to protect her charge. Oh well.

She would try to honor his memory and power, but she doubted she could kill any of the people in front of her; not anymore. The enemy had worked in concert to mitigate her power, while they also swung around and killed the weakest members of her group, first. She had been the Head Guard of Grey Cloud, but Terror Peaks had made her look as superfluous as tits on a man.

The enemy team was down to 10 out of the original 15 though! Small mercies for whoever came after her; maybe they could take down the rest. Probably not, though.

All of the red bastards were scattered in scouting formations across the land in front of her, but only four of them advanced on Shuu. She was alone; they didn’t need to come at her with their full strength. They were preparing for the next pocket of resistance… Wherever that was.

The entirety of Grey Cloud’s strongest warriors had been as nothing to them, and Shuu had no idea where to retreat to gather more forces, or to join a different defensive line.

Ahh… She would be joining her sister, soon enough. And her brother. This was fine.

She would end at least one of them on her way out of this world. The war wasn’t going to end today, for Terror Peaks was not going to win, so Shuu had to do her part to soften up the remainder. Songli would survive, but she would not be a part of what was to come.

Shuu hefted her sword and shield, and prepared to meet her end.

The red whore who would be Shuu’s death, lifted her spear—

Severing white light came down from the heavens, like a pillar. It touched upon the spear woman before she could react. The plume of light moved on like a hyper child, tracing a quick squiggle across the road, into the clan mountain on one side, before crossing the road and passing through the red-armored warriors on the other side. Where it touched, nothing survived.

Some of the red warriors had fantastic [Reflection]s. Shuu had seen them reflect high-tier [Force Beam]s from her own people, and even the Young Master’s Decay spells.

The enemies’ reflections were as nothing to the light from above.

As the smoke cleared, Shuu barely understood what had happened.

All she saw was a dark line of burned land that started at the spear woman and ended up in the clan mountain on the left. She did not see the warriors of Terror Peaks. They were gone. The spell could not have lasted more than a handful of seconds, but those scant seconds had been enough.

In realization, Shuu whispered, “Ah. A dragon is here.”

And then her mana ticked up past 125; the minimum amount for a Clarity-assisted [Teleport].

Shuu got the fuck out of there.

- - - -

Erick got through three iterations of [Luminous Beam], having Ophiel cast the spell a good thirty times, killing about 250 people over the course of 15 seconds, before there was a response.

Red warriors poured out the clan mountains that they had occupied. Some took to the sky, trying to kill or disperse or control the Ophiels above them. Their various spellworks touched upon full-form [Animadversion]s, and reflected.

Erick’s response was more [Luminous Beams]. He took another three hundred lives in a tenth as many seconds.

The physical power of radioactive light briefly splashed when it touched upon those with stronger reflections, but Erick’s light punched through anyway, carving death out of life. A few people cast mirror spells, which Erick suspected were stronger attempts to mitigate Ophiel.

Those mirror spells helped for half seconds, briefly scattering [Luminous Beam]s wide, but those mirrors broke, too.

In less than five minutes, Erick had killed thousands of soldiers of Terror Peaks.

A portal appeared in the sky above an Ophiel. On the other side was a man with a soul spear in his grip. The pitted metallic weapon was bright red to Ophiel’s [Mana Sight], but it shifted white in the single second it took the man, and three others with reflective mirrors, to step through.

Ophiel turtled underneath [Animadversion]s as the spear struck without moving.

A thousand thousand spear points touched upon Ophiel.

And reflected.

A million phantom lances of force and soul-killing power disco’d across the Alluvial District.

When the attack ended, and the soul spear proved useless, Ophiel retorted with [Luminous Beam]s. A second disco ball briefly appeared in the sky as the white light touched upon the spear-wielder and his protective entourage, but those protections broke, and Erick reaped four more lives, quick as a cast.

With the main threat gone, Erick went back to breaking Terror Peaks’ offensive.

It only took another two minutes of utter domination in order for Songli to regain a strong footing in the Alluvial District. Another minute was spent securing that footing.

When there were no more easy targets and Songli rallied, Erick moved on to the Void Temple.

The white bell buildings in the corners of the temple had been broken, the massive white bells themselves were smashed to the ground. Red blood painted white stone, everywhere. Thousands were dead. Grey robed initiates and white robed Singers were dead in equal numbers. The main cathedral was half rubble.

But the other half was covered in a dense barrier of Song that concentrated here, as a Solid Ward of some sort, while also vibrating out into the rest of Songli.

People were still fighting, absolutely everywhere. There was only one defensive line here, and that was at the bubble in the remaining half of the Void Temple.

A countersong was going on outside of that bubble. Red-robed people surrounded the bubble, keeping a good hundred meters away. They sang, and their song kept the Singers of Songli controlled.

For a brief moment, Erick watched.

It was like seeing toads in a pond, warring with each other based on how strongly they could vibrate the waters around them, except so much more deadly.

The Singers of Songli chorused, sending out a massive ripple of power.

The Singers of Terror Peaks sang back, ripping apart the ripple, and sending their own forward.

The bubbled area of the Void Temple diminished, slightly, before rebounding back to size.

Erick ended the stalemate with beams of light, killing a hundred red-robed people in five seconds.

And then he moved into the city, to where land burned and people died to red-armored warriors.

Occasionally, Erick had to resummon Ophiel because his [Familiar] had spent all of themselves in order to move as fast as they could, to kill as many red army forces as possible. Soon enough, the battle turned, but only after thousands had died.

The battle would have turned anyway, without his interference. Eralis was merely the weakest of the cities of Songli, and it showed in their defenses.

Erick soon discovered that Alaralti and Holorulo had both experienced their own, simultaneous attacks, but they had repelled those forces, and were now blipping into Eralis. Here and there, white-armored archwarriors scythed through Terror Peaks forces with as much aplomb and power as Raidu had displayed last night, when he carved through Hangzi, and had received no wounds in return. Other casters appeared with power similar to Erick, but in vastly different forms.

There was brilliant gold fire that burned only Terror Peaks, and black ice that raced like oozes to swallow enemies whole, and a thousand summoned flying swords that found hidden red soldiers and took their heads.

Erick moved on into the rest of the city, cleaning up what he could, paving the way for the smaller forces of Eralis to survive and push back against Terror Peaks. While he did that, he wondered about war crimes. This right here? This attack from Terror Peaks? It was a war crime, right? Harming civilians like this? And Terror Peaks did it anyway. Was the idea of a ‘war crime’ truly that ephemeral?

Did Nelboor not have the concept of ‘war crime’? No. Impossible. They had to, right?

That hundred versus hundred soldier battle last night? That whole thing had been very formal, as though to prevent this exact situation, to prevent the mass casualty of civilians. That pageantry had seemed custom-made to prevent war crimes like this.

But also...

If the one committing the crime won the war, then who would bring those criminal winners to heel?

No one; that’s who.

And yet, Kaffi and even Ari had both spoken and acted like Terror Peaks would not win a real war; they would lose if they fought openly. Kaffi and Ari had been right. Terror Peaks was already getting routed. Erick had sped up that process and saved tens of thousands of lives in doing so, but Terror Peaks was always going to lose.

So why did they choose to fight?

Why did that woman cause her own death when she attacked his projection, above that city of Terror Peaks?

Something didn’t seem right.

Also, there had been a lie earlier in the day. A lie of ignorance, perhaps, but Ari had said that the soul spear had been designed to kill him. She said that it had been built with a resonance to his own soul, which was why it was so deadly.

But the mana light of the first and second spears both started off red. They attuned to Erick to become white, before attacking. Erick wasn’t sure, but it seemed like those spears were not made for him, specifically. He suspected that they would work against anyone.

Eh.

Terror Peaks had a plan beyond losing the first battle, for sure; they were going to win this Chelation War. No one went to war to lose, right?

Goldie or Queen would know more.
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                Half an hour ago, it looked like an easy victory, but now...

Erick watched as Ophiel targeted and annihilated group after group of red-armored soldiers. Kill Notifications scrolled past his sight, and Erick added each one to his running tally. He was up to four thousand, three hundred and nineteen, so far.

Occasionally, he spared a view toward the other powers scything through the red warriors, but not often enough, it seemed. The flying swords of that one guy were not flying around anywhere. Half an hour later, Erick came across those thousands of swords scattered across the land, inert and stabbed into the ground as if they had been tracking a target, and died along their flying path. Some swords stood upright in stone. Most were broken.

Sword guy was dead, for sure. Erick had no idea where he was, but he was dead, and the killer was still out there. In that instant, Erick wondered if Ari and Kaffi’s prediction of an ‘easy war against Terror Peaks’ was true, or if those words had been a boast, to cover their own gnawing doubt.

Erick conjured a [Cascade Imaging] in the sky over Eralis, targeting Raidu, and then he came back to himself and glanced over to Poi. “Their goal was to get Songli’s elites out on the field. Now they’re killing those elites. Right? Or am I reading that wrong?”

It was such a simple concept. Erick shouldn’t have been surprised that Terror Peaks would throw away soldiers to draw out the actual threats of Songli. But he was. Erick could never imagine throwing away lives like Terror Peaks had done.

With tendrils of thought around his head, Poi said, “The soldiers needed to be dealt with, or else Eralis would have fallen, but, yes, the soldiers barely mattered. Terror Peaks’ elites are out hunting now. Songli is still expecting a win, but they knew it was going to get worse.”

“If they have biological material from those elites then I can track them. Have Songli give me those samples; lay them out somewhere. Otherwise the target is on Raidu.” Erick said, “I’ll spend most of my time hunting the red army, but I will attempt to kill every target they give me.”

Poi nodded slowly as he spoke to other people. After a moment, he said, “Please cast your Imaging over Alaralti and Holorulo, as well. Your samples will be in Holorulo— No. They’ll be at Southern H— I’m getting conflicting desir— Your samples will be at the roof of the Sour House, in Darzallia. They’re coming through in a tiny [Gate].” Poi said, “I will be informed when more samples appear, as it is easier to gather samples than it is to actually hurt these people— No. Wait… There won’t be samples. They’re asking if pictures will do.”

That could work, too. Erick said, “Pictures, names, abilities. A short dossier. Defining items on the person. There might be false positives, but we can work through those.” Not exactly true, but Songli didn’t need to know his full capabilities right now.

“Understood,” Poi said, as he sent off instructions.

Ophiel was already over the Sour House, waiting.

Erick tried not to think too deeply about the state of the building.

The Sour House was half gone. The bodies of the proprietor and the wife laid half in the courtyard, and half spread out everywhere else, along with the bodies of others who had roomed there. Terror Peaks had struck this location; they had known Erick had been here.

Unbidden, the names of the proprietor and his wife came to Erick; Derix and Iyolza.

Erick had tried to keep his distance from them, but he recalled their names and remembered who they were, anyway. Nice people. Orderly. Proper. Worried for their future when a Scion came to live under their roof. Normal people. Perfectly normal people.

Dead.

Gone.

Erick did not wallow in misery. He focused.

The Sour House was half gone but a part of the roof remained.

Less than a minute later, a tiny purple-rimmed [Gate] appeared atop that remaining section. It discharged several wardlight images, cast onto the backs of paper, while the fronts held names and brief descriptions. Every single person was listed as a rank in Terror Peaks’ army, most of them as ‘Special Attachment’. Two were captains. Scion Raidu was one of the targets.

With dry eyes, Erick said to Poi, “Raidu is first.”

Poi nodded as he silently communicated with others, elsewhere.

Ophiels lightstepped over to Alaralti, and Holorulo, while another Ophiel went back to the map over Eralis to adjust that one so it wouldn’t interfere with the other two.

Erick briefly marveled at the other two cities of Songli, ignoring the fires and destruction and focusing on the beauty.

Alaralti was like Eralis; cosmopolitan and varied, with massive buildings and a large noble district. The Void Wall perfectly encircled the main city, but it was a hundred meters off of the ground, supported by stones the shape of clouds. The city itself spread out below the wall, like the wall was a tram running around the whole place. There were no demarcations that seemed to say ‘this is Alaralti’ and ‘this is some other city’. Everything ran into each other, and clan mountains sprouted wherever they felt like sprouting.

This second city of Songli was called the breadbasket of the Highlands, and while that moniker wasn’t wholly true, it was true enough. Outside of the main cosmopolitan area, the land was farmland, stretched out as far as Ophiel could see. Rice paddies. Wheat fields. Orchards and lands full of vegetables. Fish ponds that were attached to the Wanzhi River. Everything seemed attached to the Wanzhi River, with irrigation that went everywhere. Normally, it was a beautiful place.

But right now half of Alaralti was on fire and the Void Wall had been broken, its pieces crushing houses underneath.

Erick put up an Imaging for Raidu high above, then asked Poi, “Do they want rain to control the fires at Alaralti?”

“Yes,” Poi said, instantly. “Lighter rains everywhere else, too, if you could.”

Erick obliged. The sky turned dark over all of Songli, but especially over Alaralti’s farmlands as quick casts of [Call Lightning] sped up the process of cloud gathering. Rain began to fall. That Ophiel then moved on to start erasing the few red-armor soldiers he saw still in Alaralti’s streets.

Holorulo was less on-fire than both Eralis and Alaralti, but only because the city had less to burn. The place looked like China’s Forbidden City, but if those architects had had access to magic, effectively infinite manpower, and a penchant for white and gold.

The first thing Erick noticed were the massive, half-kilometer wide, half-kilometer tall towers all around the central space; they seemed like clan mountains, but different. They were scatters of gold buildings atop those clan mountains, with small golden nooks here and there all across that solid white expanse of the ‘mountainsides’. Those balconies and exposed courtyards betrayed the living spaces and hallway’d interior beyond, and the depth of architecture contained therein. From his brief examination, Erick saw individual rooms of some variation, with brown woods and greens and other colors, but the official exterior was dominated by white and gold.

Holorulo had a Void Wall that resembled Alaralti’s tram-like sculpture of Rozeta, which formed a hundred-kilometer ring, denoting the far exterior of the city. The clan mountain towers formed a smaller concentric ring at 50 kilometers wide.

But the inner 30 kilometer radius land was what truly looked like it belonged to emperors.

Those interior buildings seemed ritualistically organized, and ten times the size of what was necessary for normal living. They had exterior walls which were of white pillars, while the roofs were gold and shining. Gardens were sparse, but well maintained and architectural feats in their own right. Golden fire wardlights illuminated the white land from giant sconces, showing the stark beauty of it all, but the red and black ruined it all.

Red blood. Black soot. More soot than blood, for Holorulo was truly underpopulated. The fights which must have happened here were massive. Erick saw no soldiers, anywhere. He didn’t see any people. No doubt if any person showed, they would be targeted by one side or the other.

Erick set up a [Cascade Imaging] in the sky directly above the center of Holorulo, directly above what appeared to be a Void Temple-like space. To the north of that space was a massive building that seemed ceremonial because of its overly large size. Songli actually had a triumvirate, but if Songli had emperors, that’s where they would have lived.

If there were red soldiers here, Erick didn’t see them. Maybe they were inside the towers or the other scattered buildings? Maybe there were only assassins; Holorulo didn’t look like the sort of place that you assaulted with an army.

While the map populated, Erick focused on killing the red army in Alaralti and Eralis.

The maps populated. Raidu never appeared.

Erick informed Poi he was moving the map to the next target, and then he did so.

Almost instantly, a blue dot appeared in Holorulo, north-northwest, not thirty kilometers from the outside edge of the city’s Void Wall. It was close. Ophiel was available. The target maybe didn’t know they were pinged, yet. From what Erick was seeing, the target was inside one of the large, special clan mountains. Near the top.

The man’s name was unimportant.

He would soon be dead.

Erick informed Poi of what he was doing, and after confirmation, he went and did it. Ophiel lightstepped into the area where the blue dot had shown.

The room was empty. Boring. Small enchantments were here and there; upon the board game abandoned by the window, upon the light orbs up above, and in the walls, for silence. Aside from those small bits of the casual detritus of life, the small sunroom was empty.

Which meant, of course, that it wasn’t. The target was a man of illusion and assassination. But still. The room looked empty, to all of Erick’s Sights. Nothing there according to Erick’s mana sense. Nothing there on the [True Sight]. The walls were made of the same not-stone that other clan mountains were made of, so if this guy had an Elemental Body that allowed him to swim in that substance, then Erick might have been out of luck, but he doubted that.

A different Ophiel checked the map.

The target was still there.

Erick didn’t have time to search for the parts of the room that seemed off.

Ophiel abandoned [Greater Lightwalk]. [Fulmination Aura] was the preferred aura, now.

 




	
Fulmination Aura, instant, medium range, 26 mana per second

Rip and tear at the constituent particles of reality with a chaining bolt of lightning that surrounds you, dealing 25 + WIL damage and paralyzing all so touched. Deals more damage the more targets there are.














The original spell caused a ring of lightning to appear all around the caster. That lightning would then spark off of every single part of every target it affected, but since Lightning was apparently close enough to Light for [Lodestar] to work—

A mandala of lightning bloomed around Ophiel; layers upon layers of form and function that slowly twisted around the [Animadversion]-coated [Familiar] in the center of the ‘empty’ space. The room lit up like a power station short circuiting.

Something died, somewhere, as lightning touched upon legs and fingers and each individual rib—

Ah. Yup. There’s the target.

Currently fried into ash and crumbling to the ground.

He had been hiding under the gameboard, under the table, as [Air Body] or [Shadowalk]; hiding his own magical signature with that of the game board. Nice trick, but it didn’t save him from the lightning.

Erick checked for a notification— Yup. The assassin was dead. Erick switched Ophiel back to [Greater Lightwalk], and informed Poi of the success.

Erick moved on to the next target.

The assassin was in Alaralti, inside a clan mountain, running away from red soldiers, somewhere in a group of people also running from those same soldiers. From the sky, outside of the mountain, and blending into the destruction as best as Ophiel could, Erick tracked the man who was probably the assassin. The fidelity on his Imaging wasn’t the best at this distance, so he didn’t attack yet, but he needed to, soon.

What was the guy’s goal here? Why try to blend in with a crowd? Was the crowd headed somewhere in particular? Oh! They were headed toward a defensive line—

Ah.

Scion Caina Small Scare was inside that defensive line.

Ophiel moved in and plucked the assassin out of the group with [Teleport Other], slamming the guy directly into the waiting arms of a pair of Ophiel. One of those Ophiels instantly used [Harmonic Counterspell] to shut down a [Teleport] spell from the guy, while Erick cast his own 1000 point [Harmonic Blood Ooze] to ensure that the guy wouldn’t be getting away. Thick bloody ooze wrapped around the guy, cutting into him, preventing every use of magic.

Erick took a second to check on the map. The blue dot had moved when Erick moved the guy, so this was the guy.

[Luminous Beam] checked off another killer.

And then Ophiel went back and murdered the red soldiers and every other red army person attempting to surround Caina, giving the woman some breathing room.

Erick had Ophiel appear beyond their lines, glowing and still small. He called out, “Caina! Need an evacuation, somewhere?”

The dark skinned woman turned his way, her white full armor and twin violet swords shone in the light of nearby fires. She paused, wary, taking in the sight of Ophiel talking to her. Then she said, “We will defend our clan mountain. Thank you for your assistance, Archmage Flatt. Why did you take away one of our initiates?”

Erick almost asked if this really was Clan Small Scare’s clan mountain, but Caina’s last words made him focus. He said, “That man was an assassin. Songli gave me targets and I went after them.”

One of the survivors Erick had rescued yelled, “He was not! He was my everything!”

Before Erick could panic—

Caina silenced the woman with a wave of her hand. “What level was he?”

Erick rapidly checked the notification. “E-17— Level 73.”

The surviving woman startled, as though plunged into ice. Erick realized what she realized in that same moment.

Caina confirmed, “We would never have an initiate at that high a level. He was an impostor.” She said to Ophiel, “Thank you for your help, Archmage Flatt. We will take it from here.”

… Ophiel moved on.

The third person was a woman, slicing through initiates in a different clan mountain in Alaralti. Spells bounced off of her.

[Luminous Beam] cut through that nonsense.

The fourth and fifth targets were in Eralis, assaulting high-value targets in a high-class market. Erick murdered them most violently, for they were in the act of doing the same to merchants and others, as others had done to Spur, not too long ago. And he hated that. He hated it, all over again.

For he remembered how the people of Spur lost the Farms, all because of the evil of one man.

He remembered Caradogh Pogi of Portal, and the Hunters the man sent at Spur, and he remembered the people Caradogh murdered. Valok. Apogogh’s father. Carnelia, the lady who worked at Ruby’s Reds. Savral, Al’s son. And—

So many people, murdered to fuel the ambitions of a small-minded man who couldn’t stand the prosperity of Spur.

Rage filled Erick’s vision, as the next target was at the harbor, where so, so many goods and people came into the Highlands, and to the warehouses, which were currently on fire. People were trying to put out the fire, but flames spread harder when water touched the carmine conflagration.

Erick saw it now.

Terror Peaks was not just killing civilians. They were not just trying to end a civilization they didn’t like. They were doing the same thing to Eralis that those Hunters had done to Spur. They were ruining the chance at prosperity. They were destroying growth, and that which allowed more growth.

The sixth target was spreading more carmine flames, burning everything she could, jumping from warehouse to warehouse, trailing fire everywhere she walked, laughing and killing whoever got in her way. She was the flame, and Erick had no doubt she was in [Greater Fire Body].

Erick broke out a spell he had never used, and cast it himself for 850 mana; the cost reduction after Intelligence. He had never used it before, but it seemed appropriate here. If it worked, it would prolong the woman’s pain, and that seemed great.




	
Death Spiral Plasma, instant, close range, 17,009 MP

Wrap a target in fire, dealing WIL damage a second until the target dies.














Ribbons of white flame—

Bounced off of the target, because she had a reflective spell active. Of course she did. Well fuck.

“Fuck you!” Erick yelled, to no one in particular.

The woman briefly paused. She had recognized Erick’s spellwork as an attack as white flames spilled away from her and fell into the nearby inferno like so much splashed milk.

The woman looked up, just in time to catch Ophiel’s [Luminous Beam] to the face.

She died.

With their creator gone, the fires started to falter under the light rain already falling across the city.

The seventh target held a sword four times as large as she was, as she whirled and twirled through battle lines, dancing like she was the only power that mattered. She got a [Luminous Beam] to the face, too.

Erick said to Poi. “More targets.”

Poi spoke to someone else, then he turned to Erick, saying, “If you want, you can move on to Terror Peaks itself. The counteroffensive has not yet begun, but you would be a good tip of the spear.”

“Okay.” Erick said, “I will go do that. I won’t kill civilians, but anyone in armor is going to die.”

Poi weighed his own response, resigned himself, then said what he had to say, “They’re all in armor. They’re all soldiers.” Poi added, “If you break their cities, they’ll run. Then the hypervigilance will start, along with shadow warfare.” He said, “Songli desires your help for this clean-up, more than the battle, but by asking you to assault Terror Peaks directly, they are hoping to draw off the Elites currently inside Songli, by threatening them with the lives of their children. Not many would return home, but some would.”

Erick’s eyes went wide.

Ah. He should have realized what was going on. But Poi had needed to explain it to him.

And then…

He understood.

Ah.

Okay.

No.

He couldn’t.

But if he didn’t, then the war would continue, but in a different form.

Wait.

He could do…

Yes. He could do that. Sure. It would be annoying to [Teleport Other] all the kids away from the cities before he murdered everyone there, but that would be fine.

Poi looked at him, and said, “Or. Your [Sunlight Rift] would harm rather fast, too, and without needing to extricate the kids first. Kids can’t cast much magic.”

“… But they would see their mothers die.”

Teressa had listened, but now she said, “And those mothers are monsters. They deserve death, as quick as you can give it.”

After a moment of thinking, Erick decided that he was not going to make that decision. He was not going to fight near kids. Not yet… Hopefully not ever. He put off that whole problem.

Erick looked away from Poi, and said, “I’ve got to find those spears. If I can. I’m going to search for those.”

Poi nodded.

Erick switched the maps everywhere in Songli to those soul spears that had almost killed him—

A blue dot appeared.

And instantly, too?

What! He expected nothing! What the fu—

And then Erick realized something.

He had searched for a specific image of the spear that had matched his memories of both spears he had seen, but, in the same way that every rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] was not exactly the same, surely every one of these highly-magical soul spears were not the same. And yet… they were. Exactly the same.

Exactly.

That meant something.

Erick didn’t know what, for sure, but he would, soon enough.

Ophiels rushed out to collect the target. But then Erick paused, when he saw the target. The spear was sitting out in the open, in a secluded courtyard, outside of Eralis. The location had been made important because the spear was there, laying on the stone in the middle of open ground, but otherwise, the building was boring. The surroundings didn’t matter. This location was a normal, everyday location, that one could find anywhere on the outskirts of any of Songli’s cities.

The spear was alone. It was the genuine article, too; to [Mana Sight], the spear glowed like a red sun, while to normal sight, it looked like a pitted piece of junk that would break at the slightest stress.

This reeked of a trap.

Well.

It could be that they were expecting him to touch the spear himself, or rather, with Ophiel. By extending Ophiel’s lightform past the protections of the [Animadversion], then the ‘invisible wielder still holding onto the artifact’, or whatever the trap was, would then activate the spear and target the exposed part of Ophiel.

Erick had ways around that vulnerability, though.

Ophiel moved in and molded the land under the spear with [Teleporting Platform]. The spear barely jostled as the disk of floating land appeared under it. This way, Ophiel could move the spear without actually touching it. Which he then did.

Blip. Blip. Blip.

While one Ophiel was doing that, others switched the maps to Xangu, thus hiding the spear’s new location.

Blip. Blip. Blip.

The spear went to the middle of nowhere, a field out in the sun, where another Ophiel instantly [Luminous Beam]’d everything around the spear, missing the platform but getting within a half-meter of the spear itself.

Blip. Blip. Blip.

And another [Luminous Beam].

… Okay. Maybe he was a bit paranoid at this point. But seeing that one assassin hide in the magical signature of that board game had messed him up. He didn’t even know that was possible. Some dude could even be hiding inside the spear, with [Air Body], or something like that, just waiting for the moment to strike.

—Oh yeah. He could check for that, actually, based on what it cost to [Teleport] the object, since [Teleport]’s cost was based on people transported. Even moving a [Familiar] like Ophiel cost base-250 extra mana. [Teleporting Platform] was of a similar nature.




	
Teleporting Platform, instant, 197 MP + Variable, 204 MP per person + Variable

Create a mobile, hovering platform of stone that moves quickly at your discretion. Supports a large amount of weight. Lasts 1 hour.

You and the people or objects on your Teleporting Platform appear in a known location, max 1000km distance.














Weight mattered for that spell, incurring additional mana costs as though extra people were being transported, but the spear weighed almost nothing. So Erick cast his own [Teleporting Platform] through Ophiel, lifting the spear with the cast onto the new platform, and triggered the platform through Ophiel.

Ophiel came along with the blip, costing Erick 10 mana. The spear came along, costing something negligible.

And another 10 mana was spent, as someone else was transported, too.

So.

How to solve this?

Answer:

Erick rapidly gathered his Ophiel and proceeded to cast eight spells in concert; [Stone Breaker], [Air Breaker], [Water Breaker], [Fire Breaker], [Light Breaker], [Shadow Breaker], [Prismatic Breaker], and [Force Breaker], targeting the space near the object. If any of his spells broke the object, then oh well. The hidden assassin was more important to kill.

And to ensure that the target didn’t just reapply whatever Elemental Body they were using, Erick queued up a [Harmonic Counterspell].

Light splashed against the spear.

Erick’s counterspell triggered.

A white-armored woman fell out of the spear, looking like a person from Songli.

Erick wasn’t going to fall for that, though. The woman had a red soul, the same color as the spear itself, which still glowed upon the manasphere with a red radiance strong enough to dim everything else.

The woman snarled in defeat, and Erick’s Ophiel began counterspelling her attempts to use magic. Erick rapidly enacted a few other spells around the space. A [Prismatic Ward], cast as a shell to lock the woman inside. A quick grapple of the spear with [Telekinesis] to take it away. An organization of [Harmonic Counterspell]s to keep her locked down.

And finally, a [Drain Ward], fueled by more hollowing hatred than Erick thought it was possible for anyone to experience at any one time. Erick had no time for emotions at the moment, though. He did, apparently, have time for a new spell, though.

A blue box appeared.




	
Draining Void, instant, close range, 500 mana

Drain WIL Health and Mana per second from every target in a large area. Lasts 24 hours. Lasts longer based on resources drained.














A shadowed space slipped around the woman inside the layer of dense air.

She didn’t scream, but it looked like it hurt, as blood and red glows flowed away from the woman like drops of light, to vanish into the consuming shadows all around. Still, it would take a while till she was out of Health and Mana, and she could still escape if given the opportunity, so Erick methodically canceled all of the woman’s spellwork with [Harmonic Counterspell]s, and layered on a few more [Draining Void]s for good measure. The dense air around the platform kept her in place. It was only a matter of time before she succumbed.

It was easy to tell when the [Draining Void] stopped working; the red glows flowing from the woman’s body instantly stopped flowing, and her pained face relaxed.

The draining had ended, for there were no more resources to strip away.

She might be able to [Second Wind] for more Health, or [Meditation] to Rest, and recover that way, but Resting would only grant her…

Erick did some quick math. 100 Focus, Scion of Focus as worst case scenario, double mana regen Class Ability, with Intelligence (doubtful), meant: 7 mana per second recovered from Rest.

If she was a Scion of Vitality and she had Blood Mana, or something like that, and since [Second Wind] transformed Health Recovery per day into per minute for a little while...

That meant she could hypothetically recover 400 Health per second.

[Draining Void] only erased 151 Mana and Health every second.

Taking into account Dexterity or Intelligence and—

Yeah. She could get away.

This would be annoying.

Erick filled the box with [Merciful Ether]. When his assassin was fully asleep, Erick left the woman where she was.

All of that had taken a few minutes. He could have simply killed her, as she was obviously an assassin, but Erick wanted some answers about that spear, and the assassin would have them. While she was sleeping, Erick handed over his Crystal Star to an Ophiel and Blessed the woman.

There. Good. He would get answers soon enough.

Erick shoved his hatred away.

Mostly.

Erick took back his Crystal Star, and finished taking care of the spear.

The spear went to a different, boring plot of prairie land. The weapon had lost a great deal of its mana light without the woman hiding inside, ready to release the weapon’s power as soon as she saw an opening. Now, the weapon looked like a spear from a distant age, corroded with time, and diminished from much of what it had once been. Still glowed to [Mana Sight] like a red wardlight, though.

Erick had an Ophiel [Stoneshape] the spear into the ground, entombing it in rock, while a [Sealed Privacy Ward] folded around the object to block the red mana signature, and a [Prismatic Ward] went around it to prevent easy theft.

Erick would deal with the spear later, too.

And then Erick had a most excellent idea.

See.

Erick had a problem.

He was angry at Terror Peaks. Logically, he wanted them all dead. But, he couldn’t bring himself to annihilate their cities, now that he was back in full power, and the forces of Songli were pushing out the invaders. He had killed many of their assassins and powers, and even captured a spear. He was on the rise and Terror Peaks was falling.

And so, even with all Erick had seen, he still couldn’t press that button, and kill all of the people who had wronged him, and who could potentially wrong him in the future. His anger was a fleeting thing when it came time to judge monstrous people in the way they deserved to be judged, especially when those monstrous people were in retreat.

After all, the people of Terror Peaks were indoctrinated to be that way. From the cradle, children were raised in tanks, cut off from the world, and made to harm each other and then eventually whoever their government deemed as enemies.

To kill such people would be as though killing children that didn’t know any better.

Killing soldiers in a war? Fine. Necessary, too.

Killing assassins? Sure! Mulch them all.

Killing high value-targets because if left on their own, they would kill more people? Absolutely.

But killing children and mothers and non-combatants?

Though his hatred seemed to be growing against certain targets, his anger was a fleeting thing.

Even if the mothers and otherwise were willingly enabling the system which produced the soldiers and assassins and high-value targets… Even if! Erick couldn’t kill them. They weren’t actual combatants themselves! They weren’t actual killers themselves.

And that counted for something, right?

So don’t kill the people who cause the system to exist. Just kill the people who participate in it. Words are fine. Actions are not.

Therefore...

What Erick could do, was find every single person who was at that meeting in the sky, who openly participated in the farce that led to Patriarch Xangu using that soul spear, and then kill them. They had tried to kill Erick with their specific actions. It was a grey area, though, wasn’t it?

Ah.

Erick was confusing himself.

It wasn’t a great split-the-difference plan, but it was one Erick felt comfortable with. There were just so many targets to Image for.

Patriarch Xangu! And Raidu! And that woman who was at his side in that broadcast where Xangu took credit for killing priests! And—

Okay.

Erick found his anger again. Hatred and anger. Good combination to keep going in the middle of a war.

Good.

Less thinking.

More doing.

Still not going to annihilate all of Terror Peaks with a few spells, though.

- - - -

A [Cascade Imaging] went up in the sky over a road that linked two of Terror Peaks’ cities, searching for Patriarch Xangu. While Erick waited for the map to populate, he watched the world below. The castle-like cities were ready for war, but no war had come to them. Yet.

Raidu appea—

Erick had Ophiel cast a [Harmonic Counterspell] to lock down any other spell casting, while Erick took a thousand mana of his own and cast [Harmonic Blood Ooze] upon the Scion of Terror Peaks. Raidu briefly stuttered as a splash of shadows canceled his next spell. The red ooze swarmed him, wrapping around his body like a net of constricting blood vessels, canceling his next three spells over the next three seconds. He probably would have gotten something else off, but Erick spent a thousand mana on a [Grand Dispel], and stripped the man of his Elemental Body and a good dozen other defenses he had cast upon himself.

Erick would have simply killed Raidu when he appeared, but the man came to the fight in underwear, with no visible weapons.

And now that the ooze was upon him, wrapping into his mouth and binding his arms and legs together, Erick cast several other spells, fast as needed and with Ophiel’s help, and the man ended up in the same sort of contraption that Erick had put that soul spear assassin under.

Raidu floated, struggling to stay awake, under a sphere of [Draining Void], atop a [Teleporting Platform], surrounded by a layer of Solid Ward, which was probably overkill… Erick replaced the [Prismatic Ward] with layers of [Quick Wall]s. There! No need to go wasting Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward]s on this piddly stuff.

And in the four minutes it took for that to happen… no one attacked.

Erick was waiting for it! He had [Luminous Beam]s ready to go! Other Ophiel on standby!

So what was this all about, then? Raidu, appearing out of nowhere, looking like he wanted to talk? Yeah, sure. Like Erick believed that. He’d talk to Scion Terror Peaks when Raidu was Blessed by the Crystal Star. But in the meantime, Erick could start slaughtering the people down below.

No.

No no.

… There were still red-armor soldiers to kill over in Eralis. The war was still on, though it had devolved down to Songli cornering red-armored forces before those red soldiers could kill more civilians.

… What was Erick doing here? Planning on killing other civilians?

Erick came back to himself, feeling a profound disgust at himself and at everyone else. He instantly decided to pull back from the counteroffensive. He left the map up, though, searching for Xangu. Might as well, right? If that dude appeared, Erick would very much enact some swift justice. But as for the cities of Terror Peaks, and otherwise… He decided not to do that.

As for Raidu?

Raidu was still struggling to stay awake, and he would likely keep struggling for a little while. But the ooze wasn’t killing him too badly. Superficial wounds, really. And Erick had [Greater Treat Wounds]. The guy could stand to be humbled a bit, in Erick’s opinion.

Maybe… Cut off someth—

No.

No torture, Erick.

Thirty more seconds passed. Raidu collapsed, forced to sleep atop the [Teleporting Platform], never having been able to say a word. Erick still didn’t believe all of what he was seeing, though. He was surprised that all of these spells worked on the Scion. Nothing had been reflected. The [Draining Void] worked exactly as it should have, stripping the man of his resources, while the Blood Ooze kept him tied up, and prevented every spell he tried to cast.

This whole thing was probably some stupid attempt by Raidu to prey on Erick’s willingness to forgive.

Fuck that.

Anyway.

You couldn’t [Teleport] the unconscious. But you could [Teleport Other] the unconscious!

One Ophiel moved the platform and all of the accompanying spellwork. Another Ophiel moved Raidu.

Blip-blip. Blip-blip. Blip-blip. Blip-blip.

Along the way, another Ophiel introduced Raidu to the Crystal Star.

And then Erick left the guy where he was, in the middle of nowhere, under the care of an Ophiel, exactly how he had left the soul spear assassin. And now that he thought about it, he went over and switched out that assassin’s dense air shell for some good, old fashioned [Force Wall]s.

With that done, Erick added some [Sealed Privacy Ward]s over his new prisoners, to hide both war criminals from casual observers, while their platforms themselves were still mobile, if needed.

And then he switched the maps in Songli to ‘people in red armor’, just to be sure it didn’t work, and this next step became that much easier.

… Nope! ‘People in red armor’ was too non-real of a query.

As Erick reattached his Crystal Star to his chest, he asked Poi and Teressa, “Do Terror Peaks soldiers use anything that I hadn’t noticed, that I could search for? Badges, or otherwise? Rings or whatever? Something solid. ‘Red [Conjure Armor]’ doesn’t work.”

Teressa had been about to speak, but then she did not.

Poi shook his head. “Despite the war today, a lot of goods flow across much of Nelboor without care for borders, so anything that you see down there is likely used by people on both sides.” He added, “And everyone who isn’t openly fighting won’t be wearing any incriminating items.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I didn’t think so, but I needed to ask—” His eyes went wide in sudden panic. He asked Poi, “Is Candlepoint or Spur under attack from these guys?”

“No.” Poi said, “I already checked and I have them set up to warn me if that changes. They have been warned, though.”

Erick felt a sudden wave of relief. “Ah. Okay. Good. Then… Let’s keep going.”

He turned his attention back to Ophiel.

- - - -

Every time a red-armor soldier stepped into the light they met the business end of a [Luminous Beam]. Every place anyone fought, Ophiel investigated. Most of the time the solution to the fight was a [Luminous Beam] upon certain red targets. Other times, when the target was surrounded by friendlies, the solution was to check for reflections first and then implement other solutions.

Checking was simple enough. [Purge Water] was a great spell for this. It instantly struck a person with white mana light, and if they were vulnerable, the light stuck, and the person temporarily halted their killing to puke out water. Then came the [Death Spiral Plasma]s. Erick ended three killers that way. Felt pretty good about it, too.

Sometimes, the white mana glow of [Purge Water] reflected against Ophiel, but since Ophiel didn’t have water, nothing happened. For these enemies, Erick had to get creative.

One man in particular was a terror on the battlefield, slicing apart people with impunity. Erick was reminded of that time outside of Odaali, when that one man who would become the Breach Demon was cutting through Odaali’s troops, and no one could touch the man.

This guy in red armor was the same. Not a single enemy weapon touched him, as he slipped around the broken first floor of a multi-story building, wielding his thin sword, stabbing people through their armor, into their hearts with quick, sudden sword thrusts. He downed three soldiers in white in the three seconds Erick found the guy. He would have killed more, but he noticed Ophiel, and immediately moved like air around the battlefield, wrapping a hapless low-level soldier with his [Air Body], to continue to stab at other people while he was himself protected from retaliation.

[Purge Water] splashed away from the killer.

Erick couldn’t just [Luminous Beam], though.

He tried [Air Shape], since that was the best way to kill those in [Air Body]. The guy’s reflection caused Ophiel’s spellwork to flash into impotent turbulence.

The red soldier turned his blade inward, to point at the heart of the Songli soldier he surrounded, daring Erick to attack, saying nothing as the Songli soldier began to panic.

Erick had his Ophiels cast a [Draining Void] along with a dozen [Quick Wall]s, to ensure the guy couldn’t get away, and then he [Teleport Other]’d the Songli soldier out of there.

The air man began to leak green Health and Mana, even through his Reflection. In three seconds, after one [Harmonic Counterspell] to shut down the enemy’s [Teleport], the leaking stopped. The guy was out of resources.

The guy might have been running on fumes, and yet he could still maintain his [Air Body], and his reflection. Even inside the [Draining Void], the man was still air and violence, attempting to slash at his cage to get away. Perhaps he specialized in [Air Body]? And with the Class Ability to reduce the cost of his [Air Body]? It wouldn’t be the strangest thing Erick had ever seen.

But he was essentially trapped now, so Erick introduced him to the Crystal Star, and watched as the man turned back into a man, and started bawling inside of the [Draining Void]. And since he was a person now… Erick wrapped him up in spellwork, and sent the sleeping killer off to be with others like him.

Erick would ask the man how he was able to keep [Air Body] up without paying the costs, but it was probably some silly reason that anyone would know if he asked the right people. Eh. This was fine.

Erick moved on.

Mostly, soldiers died. But when Erick found someone who could do more than routine murder, he turned them empathic. It went against his whole person to only subject the elites to his Blessing, for everyone deserved redemption, but Erick did not have that luxury at the moment. The war was still raging.

Well…

Not raging. Not really.

The sun turned in the sky. People died.

Most of Terror Peak’s elites got dead, due to the efforts of Songli’s elites, but a quarter of the ones Erick dealt with got locked behind [Draining Void]s, and made Empathic. Erick had lots of questions for them, but not yet.

Alaralti desired its rain shut off, so Erick did that.

Holorulo desired more targets to be found, so Erick did that, and let Holorulo deal with those targets.

Eralis needed help. The battle was over, the enemy in full retreat, but they would no doubt strike back with terror campaigns and more assassinations as soon as they got some room to recover. But that would come later, for now, Erick sent out Ophiels, armed with [Greater Treat Wounds], and began healing everyone he saw that needed healing. He was one tiny man in a massive empire, but one man could make a difference, and so he helped as much as he could, but without exposing himself to a possible soul spearing.

That soul spear was simply an awful weapon.

Erick found himself hating it.

Actual hate.

Felt a lot of hatred at the moment, now that he had some time to think of what had happened.

The last time he felt this sort of genuine hate was back when he wanted to murder all the Shades.

That this soul spear was able to elicit that much hate, surprised even him. He didn’t hate it for what it could do to him, physically, or to his soul. That was just part of life here on Veird; death came in many flavors. No. He hated it because if that damned thing didn’t exist, then he could have Ophiels flying around in full sunforms, touching off [Greater Treat Wounds] upon everyone who needed it. Instead, Ophiel were tiny, and they had to get close to their targets in order to heal, but even that was a vulnerability. Erick had to make himself vulnerable, extending his light outside of the [Animadversion] shell, to cast that touch-based spell. Every single time Erick had Ophiel heal someone, he imagined that some [Gate] would open up and Xangu would step through and spear Ophiel in that exact moment of vulnerability.

That thought right there, the fact that Erick was thinking such things, that was why he hated the soul spear. A fucking inanimate object! Drawing as much ire as the Shades!

How comical!

How hilarious that Erick had to make himself vulnerable to help others!

Oh, sure, he had been making himself vulnerable his whole life in order to help others, so that was not a problem for him, except… He had thought that Ophiel’s existence had divorced him from much of the actual threat that was vulnerability, but no! Here was new weaponry, made specifically to stab at how he chose to help others—

Ah. Well.

The soul spear was made to be able to stab at anyone who primarily interacted with the world through a [Familiar]’s eyes, instead of their own. That spear was a true archmage killer. Many people over the last year had said that archmages were never as untouchable as they seemed to be. This new soul spear was just one example of that truth.

And Erick hated it. He hated the spear, and what the existence of such an object was doing to him. With that thought, he flowed into the next, that he hated Terror Peaks for causing this war in the first place. He hated the loss of life, and the disruption to the world. He hated the small-minded culture of Terror Peaks that allowed this war to happen in the first place. He hated being called a Wizard.

He hated that all events conspired to make him a hermit. He hated that he, personally, would be better off if he was alone, and people came to him if they needed help. He hated that by choosing to become a part of the world, he subjected people to death and terror, because people subjected him to death and terror.

And then he thought of the Worldly Path.

He felt his hatred falter, as though overshadowed by something else.

Was this war a result of Fate and Ritual causing reactions that otherwise wouldn’t have happened?

Erick’s instinct was to say ‘no’.

Koyabez had it right; Ar’Kendrithyst’s destruction left a massive power vacuum in the world. It was as though The United States had fallen overnight. Of course there would be people wanting to fill that void with their own power.

But everywhere Erick went, war followed.

But not massive wars, actually, now that he thought about it. The beginning steps of wars. The parts where the most good could be done most quickly.

So, in that light, what had actually happened here?

Erick came to town, and proceeded to help the people here solve their Elixir problem. When that news broke at the gathering a few days ago, Erick stood up and proclaimed Songli as violating its own usual operations by speaking of war instead of peace. Maybe, by speaking up, he had brought some sense to those people—

Nope. That was being naive. He didn’t bring sense to them, but at least he had spoken sensible words and made his mind shown.

There had been a distinct desire for war, for they knew war was going to happen. They had known all along, didn’t they.

Erick felt he had curbed that war, maybe not in that room of the gathering, but maybe later, when he revealed who he was to Zalindi and Ari and Tadashi.

Eh.

Maybe the pressure of the void of Ar’Kendrithyst, and the proximity of the success of Eralis’s chelation treatment, had simply caused that war to erupt in a different way than how it was always going to erupt.

War was always going to happen, wasn’t it?

Raidu had spoken of Goldie and Queen orchestrating something in the background...

But maybe… Maybe, though, Erick’s ‘talk’ with Raidu, before Xangu appeared with his soul spear, had caused a lot of others to not join this war. There had been no sign of the Rain Mage or the Fulmination Spear, yet. And that was good, wasn’t it?

Erick realized:

There was only one real choice he had when it came to this war.

He could choose to mitigate, or he could choose to inflame the atrocities of war even higher.

Back when he had little power in this Worldly Path, Erick had shut down the war between the Shades in Last Shadow’s Feast, by letting it run its course until he had to act, to ensure the right people survived. He needed godly help to survive that himself, too, but he had survived, and, it could be argued, the outcome of that Feast was the best possible outcome for the world, considering the possible outcomes.

And then he went to Treehome, and did the same thing on a much easier scale. He ended a minor battle between shadelings and orcols through a show of force, then he took the survivors back to Candlepoint, and then he pointed Treehome to the Forest, to give them a new target. A new conquest.

Looking back on his time with Tenebrae, the archmage had almost introduced him to a civilization of dragons, which was at constant war with itself… But he had chosen to step down a different part of the Path, taking him away from that confrontation, for Tenebrae would have died if Erick would have continued.

And now he was here, in Songli, perhaps the most stable nation of this land of Nelboor, where everyone warred all the time. Erick had helped to mitigate some of the battle, but he could have done more.

Everything was connected by war and conquest and the fate of the world, for the first step on this Worldly Path had inadvertently been to end the largest Evil that had ever existed on this Veird.

With a dawning horror, Erick saw the Path stretch out before him.

He saw the wars yet to come.

And he knew he needed to find another way. Some different Path he could take. Something more peaceful. Something less high-stakes than the fate of the world.

Something smaller.

But a dark thought made him think of this in another way.

If he acted fast enough, and decisively enough, along every step of his Path, he could end wars before they began. He could save thousands upon thousands of lives. He could end horrors before they had a chance to show. That’s what he had done in Treehome, wasn’t it? He helped the orcols to kill hundreds of thousands of monsters, for the good of everyone else.

If he had made that ‘Kill Everyone’ spell that Jane had brought up…

If he had cast that over at Terror Peaks, targeting ‘people’...

A few hundred thousand people would be dead. But millions would have survived.

Like Silverite once said:

It was simple math.
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                As the sun touched the western horizon, Erick had an Ophiel skip around to renew the spellwork on his new Blessed, and he thought. These people were likely destined to die for crimes committed, but Erick would have a few answers first, for sure, and he would speak to Songli to let them go, or something… Erick wasn’t still sure about all that.

But anyway!

He needed answers about the soul spear, and the necessity of this war, and above all, Terror Peaks’ endgame.

The outcome of today’s terrorism was never in question.

Terror Peaks had lost.

So why did they fight?

Why did they continue to fight?

Even now, new pockets of war erupted every few minutes, as hidden forces came out of hiding here and there, detonating brilliant and deadly spells in more attempts to murder the most people they possibly could, before moving on again. It was a horrific tactic, because it worked, and it was hard to find those who did it after they moved on. Sometimes the terrorists moved too slowly and were caught.

And Erick didn’t understand them!

What drove these people to this?

Fanaticism? On the surface, that’s what it looked like, but was that truly the reason for this war?

Erick wanted to believe that there was something more going on, that even a nation like Terror Peaks was capable of rational thought and action, and that something else was going on behind the scenes to drive them to this suicide. But… Maybe there wasn’t.

Maybe the reasons Raidu had given in that ‘argument’ with Hangzi were the real deal.

Whatever the reason for the war, at least Jane was doing okay. Erick had checked in on her several times during the fighting, to make sure. He had no idea where she was at the moment, but she was fine.

She was fine.

She was fine.

She was fine.

- - - -

Jane had reached a transcendental level of anger that she had never known possible.

And her anger had changed.

Instead of a sharp radiation boiling her brain and blood, where she was offhandedly worried that she might break a tooth one of these days if she clenched her jaw any tighter, she was calm; the anger had simply become a part of her.

She stood amid a squadron of dead terror troops, their red armor dissipating with their deaths, leaving them in peasant clothing that anyone could have bought anywhere in Eralis. They bought their clothes over here. Which made sense, since these people knew where to hit to do the most damage; they had effectively been scouting this place for their entire lives.

[Teleport] made entry and exit into Eralis rather simple, after all. Maybe not into the city proper, but in these outskirts? Completely undefended.

Gore glistened on Jane’s white armor. The colors of Songli were marred with blood, shit, and hair. She had killed a lot of people in this recent push, and she would kill more before the day’s end. She was tempted to spend a little mana on a [Cleanse], but this battle was not a sprint. Those who had made the mistake of going low Mana, or low Health, laid dead all around her.

She took a moment, forcing herself to Rest with Meditation. She had recovered a lot more Mana and Health than was healthy, even with Scion of Balance allowing her to mitigate Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion. Her movements were starting to slow, while her mind was starting to fray, but she dared not stop, for everywhere she went, there were people in need of her sword.

She looked up, and watched Ophiel in the sunset sky, in the distance. The [Familiar] was practically invisible against the orange of the setting sun, but [Luminous Beam] was the most visible thing for kilometers around. That line of white light danced downward, swiping this way and that, and then Ophiel moved on.

Jane had noticed a change in the fighting ever since her father took to the skies. White-armored forces walked openly, hunting for terror troops, who had themselves hidden inside buildings or turned to guerrilla tactics. Rare was the red-armored soldier caught under the open sky, for those who were out in the open, were soon killed by the roaming [Familiar]s of one of the strongest archmages to ever exist.

That’s what Elder Mirizo was telling her through their telepathic connection, anyway.

She had linked up with Clan Star Song after—

Jane discarded that thought, and let her anger flow through her mind, telling her who to hurt, and who to help.

She hefted her sword. It was not her usual sword. It was a simple steel weapon she had picked up off of the corpse of a commoner several hours ago, back when the fighting was heaviest, and an enemy captain had ripped apart her usual conjured sword with uncommon ease. That man likely had a skill like her own [Force Weaver], or maybe he had a style that was good at [Dispel]ing Force constructs. After she dispatched that one threat, and moved on, Jane hadn’t switched back to her usual sword.

She barely understood why she held onto this metal thing in her hands. Part of her liked the heft and the craftsmanship. Part of her wanted to honor the commoner who had held onto it in his one remaining hand, even after he had been bisected from shoulder to groin. That man had been gripped by the corpses of two children, who had only become corpses due to a bladed weapon strike from behind, while they were hugging their father. The story on display in that small scene was easy to put together, and it was only one scene out of hundreds of thousands happening all around Jane, all the time.

Perhaps Jane liked this sword because it was the perfect tool with which to wield her anger. It was just a simple sword, taken from a man who failed to defend his children, so Jane had picked it up, and killed every terror troop that she could.

Speaking of which.

The lull was over.

The elites had found her again.

While she hunted them in the ruins of Darzallia, they hunted her in return. They had found her in the middle of a burned out mansion that seemed built more for parties and less for simple living. Bodies floated in the pool, and hung over the railings, while the remnants of fine wine bottles laid broken, all around. The air stank of shit and alcohol, but at least the fires hadn’t reached here yet.

A gentle breeze flowed from the north, rustling the trees.

The enemy arrived in a whisper, standing suddenly right beside Jane. A slash scraped across her neck. She narrowly avoided decapitation with the application of [Force Weaver], disintegrating the weapon before it could complete the [Strike]. It was a sloppy parry; [Force Weaver] didn’t always work, and it didn’t work that well when the enemy had well-made spell reflections. Jane had been out of position. She would curse at herself for being out of position some other time.

She slashed upward, shadows trailing her sword, protecting the metal and extending her reach.

The red enemy danced away, briefly turning to water to escape her counter—

[Watershape].

Jane twisted the man’s insides to the outside. Intestines and organs exploded out into the field, shredding apart. The red man turned into even more water, in an attempt to control his death. The second [Watershape] encountered heavy resistance, likely a reflection, but enough damage had already been done. He died, while Jane’s metal sword met the water sword of the second elite, deflecting the sudden blow into something ignorable.

The second man picked up red water in his own slashing attacks —A blood/water hybrid warrior?— to extend his reach, too, hoping to force an opening, but Jane parried with shadows as she disengaged, wary for the next attacker. These people liked to work in threes, unless they were really strong. Jane didn’t want to test herself against anymore of the really strong ones since they tended to have as many tricks as her, but since there were probably three people here—

Noxious green air filled Jane’s vision, succeeding in both blinding her, and then dissolving her eyes into sudden, bloody holes. Any normal person would have died right then, to the coordinated attack of both assailants, as the decay mage struck from behind with a spear made of her specialty.

But Jane had Surround Sight. She didn’t actually need her eyes. Jane deflected the two elites with a dozen sudden slashes of shadow, from every angle, getting herself out of their flank by digging deep into her mana as she sought to turn the battle. It worked. Their offense suddenly became a defense, as Jane locked in the reversal with her own [Pure Reflection Ward]. The green cloud that had grabbed onto her body suddenly flexed away, unable to touch her through her reflection. Her eyes stopped dissolving, but the damage had already been done.

In three short seconds, Jane spent a thousand mana, causing tiny cuts against both the water warrior and the decay mage. Neither of them looked worried, and they shouldn’t be. Jane couldn’t keep up this level of attack for long. They were drawing her out.

Jane wasn’t going to let that happen.

[Blood Weaver].

The decay mage looked weaker than her compatriot, so after Jane’s shadow slashes shaved off enough of the woman’s Health, there wasn’t even a delay as the Queen Blood Weaver’s power took hold. Blood controlled blood. Power swelled inward. The decay mage suddenly panicked, but she was between Script Seconds; there was no escape.

The decay mage died, and broke inward, becoming a hovering sphere of blood and resources, as the rest of her unwanted gore sprayed away. Jane only needed the blood, after all.

True to form as the excellent soldier he was, the water warrior did not panic. His sword strikes became more wary, but it was too late for him, too. With sudden swiftness, Jane moved the floating blood orb to flank the warrior. Her hatred flowed as she turned her new resources into cutting beams of power, exactly like the Queen Blood Weaver had shown her, exactly how she already knew how to do with [Greater Shadowalk]. Beams cut into the warrior’s back and legs, and a little reflected, and he dodged some, but some got through. Enough got through. The water warrior no doubt was built for Health, so 50,000 Health would not be uncommon.

Jane ate through enough of that Health, though, and faster than the warrior thought she could, enabling her to use the same [Blood Weaver] on the man.

Jane turned the water warrior into a second sphere of blood.

The fight was over. It had only taken a minute. A few mistakes here, some overconfidence there, and Jane’s monster tricks had overcome what had likely been three decades of training, taking into account all three elites. Jane ended her [Pure Reflection Ward] and then replaced her lost eyes with shadow spider eyes. [Mana Sight] without needing to spend the mana was a great boon in this situation.

Polymage was literally the best Class, because monsters were so varied, and deadly. Jane had a little bit of trouble deciding which of her abilities she liked the most. One ability that had stood out far and above most others, though, was the Queen Blood Weaver’s [Perfect Body].

With [Perfect Body], all healing at all seemed to act as [Greater Treat Wounds], giving Jane what orcols seemed to naturally possess.

Detrimental status effects seemed cut in half. Duration, power, everything. When an elite had showered Jane in fire, everything around her had burned, while she was only slightly hurt. When a frost mage had caught her in a Stop effect, Jane had managed to throw it off seconds sooner than the frost mage had expected, according to the wide eyes of the frost mage’s corpse. Jane’s body was ‘perfect’, and nothing affected her for very long.

But those were small potatoes compared to what else she had experienced today.

She was immune to Blood Magic.

Immune.

Her father’s [Sanguine Charm] still wrapped around her wrist; it had never been used. Made sense, though, for a ‘Queen’ Blood Weaver would need to be immune to the Blood Magic of other spiders, considering what Blood Weavers did to each other when they were hungry, or when they just felt like it.

Which came first, though? [Perfect Body], or queenliness? A question for an academic, for sure.

Jane was still very much not immune to soul attacks, though. A good reflection could take care of those, as Ophiel had shown. Jane was sure that her Nacreous Weaver’s [Radiant Presence] could be used in her human form, and thus make her naturally reflective, but she had tried to do that for a day back when she was hunting monsters, and she still couldn’t figure it out. She likely needed to have chitinous skin in her human form… Or she needed another monster that had really fine scales. Then she could incorporate [Radiant Presence] into those scales, and then those scales onto her body.

She also needed to find some monster that would make her immune to soul attacks.

If [Perfect Body] existed, then surely [Perfect Soul] must also exist.

Immunity to soul attacks would have been nice, before today, and before the reveal of that soul spear that had almost killed her father. When that spear had failed to kill him, they came for Jane, with another spear.

Jane shuddered, remembering the sight of a million soul spears suddenly appearing all around her, each aimed for her soul. If she had had her own reflective powers, up and active, then she would have been fine. She was still fine, though, but not because of anything she did.

The Darkness had saved her.

The Darkness still watched her from nearby shadows, too.

Jane didn’t know what to make of that.

She probably wouldn’t be telling her father; not about Melemizargo, nor about the soul spear.

Or maybe she would, if he had lost his anger. That was one sure thing that Jane knew about her father: Erick could not maintain his anger while he was winning. But! She could be wrong. Her father had certainly killed a lot more terror troops than she had. He kept up the battle. He didn’t falter. As long as one red-armored soldier was on the streets of Songli, he would keep going. That made sense, for he had always fought with all of his strength for those who were in pain.

But when the fighting was over, and the time came to cleanse Terror Peaks from this world...

Her father would falter.

Jane sighed out into the putrid air as she checked her Status. She had recovered enough mana to continue, and continue she would. Terror Peaks seemed to be retreating, and she had not killed nearly enough of them.

She sent out her shadows to see—

Ah. Shit.

The world turned to white fire—

Jane reappeared in the plains east of Eralis; an emergency [Teleport] having saved her ass once again. Her right arm was still on fire but— Yup. There it goes; extinguished all on its own, taking her arm with it, and the sword, too. Even metal burned away into nothing. Jane was lucky for her [Perfect Body], though; other people just disintegrated.

White Bitch’s fire was painful and destructive as all fuck, and that fact made her practically unassailable. [Fireshape] didn’t even work against that white flame. Jane had made the mistake of trying to use [Fireshape] and [Fire Body] to attack that woman, and she had lost her legs for that impudence.

Maybe the fire was actually Decay that just looked like fire? Possible.

… Highly likely, now that Jane had seen the fire up close for the third time.

Jane flicked her stump in the air, breaking off the remnants of her former arm. Okay. It was time for a larger break than normal. Her ring was gone. She was down 30 stats in every category.

“And the sword is gone, too.” Jane let her anger flow, as she gently cursed, “Dammit.”

It was time to regroup with her father.

- - - -

For all of his power and his ability to affect the world, Erick felt small.

Ten Ophiel could do a lot. His own power was enormous.

But Eralis and the surrounding thousand kilometers were home to 24 million people. 24 million lives, each going their own way, most in sync with each other, but many divergent. Paths untold and never known. Each trying to live, to fight against the enemy. The ‘enemy’ changed occasionally for each one of those people, and most of the time their problems were comparatively small when contrasted against now, but right now, the enemy wore red armor, and fought to exterminate, and when it couldn’t exterminate, it went full scorched earth.

With ten Ophiel, Erick saw commoners giving their lives to fight red soldiers they had no hope of winning against. Every time, Erick came in halfway through the fight, to end it decisively in Songli’s favor. Every single place that the forces of Songli had yet to retake, and most of what he had retaken, was a charnel ground.

While the rain helped against the natural fires, the magical fires raged unchecked. Those fires cornered people too low level with too few resources to [Teleport] away, and all too often, Erick arrived on the scene too late.

Erick briefly made the mistake of thinking that those who did escape had found safety in a field like the one around himself. But he was only safe because he had put a [Sealed Privacy Ward] mostly around himself, leaving just a hand outside of the invisible space in order to communicate with his Ophiel.

The grasslands directly outside of Eralis were filled with bodies, for the prowling Hunters and killers outside the cities still existed. They hadn’t gone anywhere, and they wore varied clothes, so identification wasn’t easy like it was with the red troops inside the city.

Erick could have spent precious minutes helping those outside the cities, but...

Everywhere Ophiel went, there were targets, but if he flew over the prairie, the targets only came every thirty seconds, instead of constantly, always. It was simple math to stay in the cities and help there.

Erick’s heart broke for those he could not help.

Ophiel was practically on auto-pilot already, automatically [Luminous Beam]ing everyone that wore red armor after having learned what needed to be done. And yet, every three seconds, Ophiel asked him if the person they were seeing was a target, for ‘people in red armor’ wasn’t always easy to determine. There was a lot of blood upon Songli’s white troops, and on everyone else.

And then, as the sun set in the west, a change took place.

Erick only noticed the change because Ophiel was taking ten seconds to ask him to confirm a target, and then, a whole minute rolled by with no new Terror Peaks sightings.

Poi spoke up, “Terror Peaks is withdrawing.”

Erick looked at the man, unsure.

“And Jane is coming here,” Poi added.

Erick’s face cracked into a half smile. “Ah. Good.”

Jane appeared a hundred meters away, standing atop the prairie grasses. Her white armor was immaculate, though she held no swords or shields. Her head was on a swivel, looking out—

She spotted the [Sealed Privacy Ward] and pulled her helmet back, exposing black eyes. Her Shadow Spider eyes, no doubt.

Erick’s heart swelled with joy, flaking away a little bit of the baked-in horror that had soaked into his very being for the last ten hours. He stepped out into the open, saying, “Hey, Jane.”

Jane smiled. “Hey, dad.”

He ran to her, and she walked to him. They met in a hug. Her armor was solid under Erick’s grip, while her arms were loose around his chest. The two of them stood like that for a minute; she, letting him hold onto her, and him, holding onto her for his own sanity.

Erick whispered, “I’ve seen some shit today.”

“Me too.” Jane pulled back, saying, “I need another ring; mine was consumed in white fire. I also need to give you a description of several elites so that you can hunt them down.”

Erick instantly said, “Right, right, right.” He almost took the ring off of his own finger, but he stopped; that ring was truly All Stat. Instead, he stepped backward into his [Sealed Privacy Ward], which was also filled with dense air, and cast a [Duplicate] on his ring. A brand new, unenchanted ring appeared in his hand. He cast a lightmask into the air outside of the bubble, scratched an opening in the silver surface of the new ring, put the ring in, and channeled mana through Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus. [Mend] sealed the manalight in. He took off his own ring and checked the new one. +32 to the four original Stats. He put his own ring back on and handed the new one to Jane, saying, “There you go.”

“Thank you.” Jane’s armor briefly turned translucent and ephemeral, allowing her to put her new ring onto her hand. And then she turned her armor back to solid. She looked to her father, saying, “There are four Elites I saw that need killing, for I barely escaped them with my life.”

Erick felt his hatred coalesce behind his eyes and in the clench of his jaw. He forced his jaw to relax, as he said, “Right. That. Please tell me about them.”

As they moved back under the [Sealed Privacy Ward], Jane informed her father of who had tried and almost succeeded in killing her. She left a lot out, but she gave succinct descriptions of form and items on the people, as seen through the [Life Sense] of her hidebound sneakeyes form, and through the [Magic Sight] of her shadow spider, and her own normal sight. She provided lightward images of all of the people she saw, and that helped, too.

As she talked, Erick felt his hatred go frozen-tundra cold. Jane left a lot out of her encounters, but she had told him enough. He hadn’t even noticed the white fire woman. The clans of Songli didn’t tell him about that one. Did they not know of that one?

Poi quickly confirmed, “I’m getting a ‘no’ on that. None of the people Jane saw are known to Songli. This is not that surprising, Erick. Much of the people in charge of the Highlands are dead. The usual communication network is in tatters.”

“I…” Erick said, “I know it’s not surprising. I’m still surprised.”

Poi nodded.

Teressa glanced their way, but kept a lookout on their surroundings. Jane sat in a chair, and for a little while she had tried to stay awake, but she had failed.

Maps switched all across Eralis.

And the targets weren’t there.

They had pulled out as the sun set. Did they not fight in the dark? Even with all the fires all around? How… Comical?

Erick almost opened up maps all across Nelboor, but…

For one, he would be going off on his own, and new talks with the High Clans were underway. Poi kept Erick abreast of the situation, but there was more than enough work to be done inside Eralis. He was putting out fires left and right with [Fireshape], rescuing people from downed buildings and roaming Hunters, and healing as much as he could. He restricted his actions to Eralis and the surrounding lands, for affecting the whole of the Songli Highlands was far, far beyond him.

Everywhere, there was work to be done. Everywhere, there were lives to be saved.

And though he was helping, and though he saw Songli soldiers and clansmen helping as much as they could, too...

Erick had never felt smaller in his entire life.

- - - -

As night came on in full, the talks with the High Clans ended outside of Erick’s purview, with them fully supporting everything he needed to do. They even managed to give him more targets.

So Erick decided to expand his net of Imaging. As the stars came out, maps populated across Songli, over the Tribulations, and even over Terror Peaks. Erick had expected some random red soldier to stop him from Imaging their cities, but all he got was some [Scry] eyes to view the maps he made.

Erick found the white fire woman in a normal house in Terror Peaks, surrounded by her children. He almost faltered at that, but he did not. A [Teleport Other] removed her from her human shields, placing her in the direct path of a [Luminous Beam].

Then there was the metal mage. That man had been immune to Jane’s attacks, and able to hurt her with impunity. Erick found the metal man resting in a burned out mansion in Alaralti, having returned sometime while Erick wasn’t watching. The offender managed to get three blips away, directly into the Imaging of other maps, before Ophiel tagged him with a counterspelling Blood Ooze. That man died under [Luminous Beam]s, too.

Finding the first Blood Mage of several had been easy. That one had been in the Tribulations. He and his entire squadron of soldiers had died before they had a chance to get away.

The second and third Blood Mage were caught assaulting shelters in Eralis, in a last ditch effort to kill as many civilians as possible.

An Air Mage of some sort, Jane didn’t know exactly, was found crying upon the open ground in the center of nowhere, between the Tribulations and Eralis. He didn’t put up a fight, so Erick gave him the same Crystal Star treatment he had given Raidu and a few others. He sent that man into a [Sealed Privacy Ward] into the middle of nowhere, to be dealt with later.

With those major elites dealt with, Erick went back to helping the people of Eralis.

Eventually, sometime around midnight, and after the High Clans started asking what he was doing with his new prisoners, Erick decided to talk to Raidu.

- - - -

The three moons hung high in the sky, while Erick stood outside of Raidu’s temporary prison.

The [Force Wall]s and [Draining Void] and even a [Merciful Ether] continued to suppress Scion Raidu Terror Peaks, while the ‘merciful’ part of the last magic kept the ethyl ether from killing him. Raidu still wore nothing more than a loincloth, but they were a copy of the clothes he had arrived in. Just like all the others he had contained, Erick stripped the man, copied his clothes, and then redressed him; he wasn’t about to let something like magical underwear into his temporary prisons.

Such a precaution had been rewarded on the last man Erick had imprisoned like this. That crying man in the center of the field had a minimally enchanted wire in his own loincloth. Erick didn’t know what it was, but he only noticed it after it had been removed from the man’s body. Perhaps a beacon of some sort? Something truly simple. Several people had potions in their underclothes, or even inside their skin. All of those were removed.

Even if one of these people managed to get a beacon off, they were all in different areas.

Erick spent another minute ensuring that all his prisoners were alive and safe, and then he turned to Raidu. With a casual dismissal, the [Merciful Ether] went away. A [Cleanse] stripped the remaining ether out of the man. A [Greater Treat Wounds], enacted by a very careful Ophiel who then instantly retracted back into his [Animadversion], was enough to rouse the killer.

Raidu grogged awake in a stumbling second. He slammed into the [Force Wall] containing him, then looked around and reflexively punched the invisible wall with enough force to break the first of several layered spells.

“Stop resisting, or your containment will become more violent,” Erick said.

Raidu startled then seemed to recall where he was, and what had happened to him. He looked around, and saw Erick, and then he sighed. He stepped away from the [Force Wall], to the center of his cell, where he sat down upon his knees and turned his eyes up toward Erick. He waited.

After a moment, Erick asked, “Terror Peaks has lost. They were always going to lose. Why fight?”

Raidu’s eyes focused upon Erick, as though he was seeing the man for the first time. Weeping came next. Raidu cried with more restraint than anyone else Erick had ever subjected to the Crystal Star. But he still cried.

Erick waited.

After a short while Raidu collected himself, and then he spoke with what might have been honesty, “Shades inhabit Songli, bending the people here to their Dark Purpose. To not fight would be to allow Shadows to spread. We died for the Great Goal; to rid the world of Darkness.”

Erick would address those words later. For now, he said, “The same feeling coursing through your body, that same Empathy you are now experiencing, was forced upon Queen and Goldie.” Erick asked, “Do you still believe that Goldie and Queen are filled with Dark Purpose, when they are no doubt feeling similar to how you are, right now?”

“Of course they are.” Raidu said, “They are bending your Curse into—”

“It’s a Blessing. Not a Curse.”

“They are bending your CURSE into their own Dark Purposes.” Raidu said, “For one, they are spreading the weakness of Songli upon the world. The prosperity of Songli? It looks like a good thing, but it is the furthest thing from Good! Songli is nothing more than the strong preying upon the weak in order to further their own selfish goals and keep the people weak. Their elites gain Stats from their initiates, and thus they are able to exert greater pressure on those below them, while those below lose parts of their souls in order to be allowed into the Clans of Songli!” He stared, saying, “Gain this Sight to see: if Songli is allowed to continue swallowing up Nelboor the monsters will overwhelm us all, for all it takes is one Grand Abomination or Dragon Fight or Wizard to expose the true weakness that Songli breeds in its people. 45 million people in all of Songli, and only 50,000 are worth their mana. 200,000 people in Terror Peaks, and we have laid Songli low by targeting those 50,000 and killing half of everyone who mattered in the first hour of combat.” With dry eyes, Raidu glared, saying, “If we had someone like you, we would have killed millions in the first hour of combat, and proven Songli as weak. We would have culled this destructive society from this world, and we would all have been better off for it!” He spat, “Wizard.”

“A compelling argument.” Erick said, “But the only part I can’t fault is the idea that this world will always need people to fight the monsters.”

“Then release me and help Terror Peaks to end the existential threat that is Songli!” Raidu said, “You could do it! Bring your light to this land of Darkness and destroy them all. Strengthen the world with the culling of a few million weaklings!”

Tears streamed from Raidu’s eyes as he spoke, but his voice never wavered, and he never devolved into voiceless crying. He was handling this Blessing rather well.

“We need people to fight monsters.” Erick said, “But not specifically you.”

“Then the Darkness truly has you.” Raidu said, “There truly is no talking to Wizards.”

Erick sighed, then he asked, “Why did Terror Peaks start this war?”

“For all the reasons previously stated,” Raidu answered, not missing a beat. “But mostly because Songli was going to start using antirhine against us all. Thus, we answered their existential threat with a coalition of powers.”

“Are those powers still backing you?”

Raidu said, “Of course they are!”

Obvious lie was obvious. For one, the Rain Mage and his wife were not on the battlefield. Erick wondered what had changed, exactly. Did his words have a real effect on that situation?

Erick moved right along, asking, “Where did that soul spear come from?”

“Gifted to us by nameless benefactors once they heard about us ending Songli’s existential threat.”

Not wholly a lie.

“Who?”

“I don’t know.”

Lie.

Eh. Moving right along.

Erick asked, “Why do you think I’m a Wizard?”

Raidu blinked, as though he had been asked a very stupid question. And then he said, “Because you are.”

“I don’t produce excess mana. I don’t have a core. I still use the Script.” Erick said, “By all the measures of Wizardry, I am not a Wizard.”

Raidu narrowed his eyes in disbelief, saying, “You brought a new magic to the world! You’re a Wizard!”

“Every single Basic Spell was made by someone at the start of the Script. The only ones the gods gave us are [Cleanse] and Healing Magic.” Erick said, “Your argument is flawed because all I did was follow in the steps of the first people to make magic on this world.”

“Lies.” Raidu said, “Magic was given to us by the gods in order to fight the Darkness. It is through strength of character and proven worthiness that we are allowed to unlock the higher tiers of spellwork. But you tricked your way forward, because you are a Wizard.”

Erick frowned. “… People make magic, and then Script formalizes it. This is how the Script works.”

“Were you hit on your head as a child? That is not how the Script works.”

Erick felt a terrible interest in derailing this conversation into whatever tangents Raidu felt like exploring, but he did not. He asked, “How do you see this war ending for your side?”

“With all of Songli dead!”

Erick already knew the man was delusional; this just confirmed it.

“And you’re comfortable killing these millions of people?”

Tears streamed as Raidu said, “It’s simple math! [Cleanse] the infection and work on regrowing the lost flesh after the poison is no longer killing the body!”

Erick was dumbfounded in multiple ways.

‘It was simple math’.

Erick had to pretend to be okay in the face of this awful man, because he was going to kill him if the man sensed weakness, or so much as sneered at him.

After a moment, Erick put his thoughts back on track.

Mostly.

Raidu was currently Blessed into Empathy, and he was obviously feeling bad about what he was doing, but he still thought it best to kill all of Songli. According to what Koyabez had said, Raidu wouldn’t be capable of killing anyone himself. He was therefore a perfect figurehead to delude others into killing for him.

Which is what he was already doing.

Raidu was the Scion of Terror Peaks. He might be an archwarrior, maybe, but he was more a public figure than anything else, wielding political power as much as his sword. Erick had no idea how their society actually worked over there, but this man would one day be the leader, or the taskmaster, or the guide to his whole society. If this man took over, then he would do what he said he wanted to do, and kill all of the people of Songli.

Erick felt even more dumbfounded.

Raidu was far past delusion. He believed the words he said.

There were more than a few implications here.

Erick went off on a tangent, to try and understand Raidu, at least a little. He asked, “How do you feel about your own people? If there were things you could change at home, what would you change?”

“I would change nothing. Terror Peaks will lead this world into a new age of power and light.” Raidu said, “We only have a short opportunity to capitalize on the mistake Melemizargo has made by killing his own Shades, and we are taking it, no matter the cost.”

“I saw a mother slice off her son’s hand when he reached for an apple on a cart. Is this the kind of society you think will truly lead the way into a new age of prosperity?”

“Prosperity!” Raidu spat. “Only fools and tyrants work toward prosperity. The Grand Goal has always been safety. Safety for the children, security in the walls, and power to the individual.”

“So you have nothing to say about the sliced hand I saw?”

“How about we speak instead of Songli’s hauling of the decrepit and the low-leveled to war. How about we speak of poverty in a world of plenty. How about we speak of clansmen routinely devouring the souls of those who look up to them, in order to increase their Stats!” Raidu said, “Whatever you saw was nothing compared to what Songli does all day, every day. And I know that kid got healed right after! Didn’t he! Yes, your face tells me he did. He learned a lesson in pain, and that lesson will serve him well while he grows up in an environment that will make him strong.”

… And now Erick was starting to believe the man about some of his points. Not all of them! No. Terror Peaks had a deep dogma to them, and those beliefs swung them against Songli. But in another life, Erick could see himself aligned with them.

And yet… Raidu seemed deeply dishonest. The lies sprinkled throughout his speech were proof enough of that dishonesty, but Erick could see himself falling for those comfortable lies, in another life. Especially if the man had been actively working against the Shades this whole time.

But Raidu was still a murderer.

And yet… all nations were killers when it came to war.

Erick decided: He was not going to judge this guy.

He cast a [Merciful Ether] into the prison.

Raidu’s eyes went wide as he saw the spell take hold, and then he relaxed. He breathed deep, as thick air flowed from his body. The ether started to build up, slowly at first, but increasingly fast as moments went on. Raidu resigned himself to his fate, and softly said, “There’s still time for you to pull back from this foolish alliance with Songli, for make no mistake: You are walking Dark paths, Erick.” He breathed deep, then again, and again. He blinked long, and then his eyes closed. He remained seated, with his hands on his thighs and his head slightly bowed; he did not fall over.

Erick pulled back from the lightform Ophiel he sent to oversee his talk with Raidu, and stood under a night sky a few thousand kilometers away. He had prepared for the man to have some trick, or some unknown skill, or power that would negate his capture. He had prepared to be attacked by the man.

But that didn’t happen.

Erick turned to Poi. “Tell them where Raidu is, and inform them that I believe he has a block on his soul, or something, that prevents the Blessing from fully taking hold. He might be feigning weakness for some unknown reason. But other than that…” Erick steeled himself, and said, “I’m ready to hear the end result of the main battle. What about Tadashi and his brother and the other Alchemists… And… Xue and Ari and all the rest.”

Jane woke up at the sudden noise of Erick’s voice; she had been exhausted, but she had also gotten enough sleep to be easily roused. Teressa turned her head Erick’s way, but said nothing.

Poi nodded, as he sent off messages. He asked, “What about the other people you captured?”

Erick had tried to speak to the rest of the people he Blessed, but Raidu was the only one who had been able to talk. All the rest just cried, openly and without restraint; weeping to the heavens. Even the assassin who was inside the spear, waiting to strike Erick down as soon as she found an opening, had just cried. He discovered more about her according to a [Witness] on the scene, than from her, herself. She had been waiting on that spear, in that courtyard, for an hour, before Erick found her. As for who put her there with the spear, or if she had put herself there, the [Witness] had been unclear; the power of the spear had erased that portion of the past from the manasphere.

“Inform Songli where those other people are, and tell them that those soldiers are Blessed into Empathy, just like the Shades were. They are unable to do much but weep, so I believe that their Blessing has fully taken hold.” Erick said, “I will not take their lives, and I suggest that Songli lets them go to repent as they are wont.” He stood straighter, and added, “Also inform them that I want to speak to Goldie or Queen, if they are in Songli.”

Poi involuntarily straightened, too, then he slowly nodded. He wordlessly sent off his messages.

Jane spoke up, “How are you doing, dad?”

“Horrible.” Erick sighed, then said, “[Hunter’s Instincts] is doing some heavy lifting, but Intelligence seems to be a soft counter to that usual sharpness and ruthlessness. I was close to blowing up their cities. I am thankful I did not.”

“You should have pulled that trigger.”

“Perhaps.” Erick said, “It would have been the rational thing to do. If the rest of this battle doesn’t go well, I will have zealots searching me out, trying to kill me. In ten years, the kids of today will become adults, and some of them will be raised on stories of Songli, and the archmage who— Ah. They’d call me a Wizard. Right.”

Jane said, “Which is why you should have pulled that trigger.”

Moments passed. Small bugs in the prairie chirped under the lights of the moons.

Erick tried a different tactic for countering his daughter’s ruthlessness, “That would be playing into their narrative.”

“Yes. So what?” Jane said, “This ‘high road’ bullshit is only good in a functioning civilization, and this shit here does not function.”

Erick calmly asked, “So I should kill children?”

“They killed children when they came over here to Songli.”

And there it was.

A truth Erick didn’t want to see, and yet he had seen all too often in the past 16 hours, and which he continued to see, as Ophiels still flitted about Eralis, helping out wherever they could. Erick spared a glance to an Ophiel currently excavating Redflood; he counted three small bodies and two larger ones. A family that had been killed by cutting magics similar to [Hermetic Shredder].

Erick tore his sight back to his own eyes. Tears fell, as he said, “I can’t do that, Jane.”

Jane looked to him, and said, “Okay.” She got up from her chair, stretched a little, and said, “They—” She stopped herself, as though pausing before she pressed a button she could not unpress. She looked away, then she turned back.

She said, “They killed Sikali. She was dead before I could do a thing to stop it. It happened in our second encounter in the Alluvial District. She was sliced in half by that metal mage you already killed. Sikali died along with half of the other people who went with us to hunt monsters. Just last night, I was around a campfire with all of those people, sharing stories about monster fights. And now they’re all dead. In the following encounters, our entire group was fully hunted down and murdered by the elites. I barely escaped with my life. But I went back into the fight, because to not fight against people who want nothing less than extermination is to accept that extermination.”

Erick felt ice on his skin and cold death in his heart.

Jane continued, “Wabi is dead; Tadashi’s brother. He died defending Tadashi. Tadashi might not survive the night. Yorza Devouring Nightmare is dead. Hangzi’s mother is also dead. I learned this when I went back to Clan Star Song, to reconnect with those who I had been working with. That whole command structure is fucked. I was working under Sikali, under their Elder of Enforcement, Mirizo, but when they killed Sikali I was rapidly handed off to someone else because Mirizo needed to step up to the top position. Patriarch Zalindi is dead.

“The half-orcols are dead; their entire clan is gone. And you remember that nice guy I stabbed with the knife at the gathering? Name of Xorii. Dead. His whole family, gone, too. A lot of highly placed people are dead. Assassinated.”

Erick’s breath stopped.

Teressa whispered, “Jane.”

Jane ignored her, and continued, “Scion Red Ledger, the next in line for the Healing Houses of Songli? Dead. Entire clan was focus-fired first, or second. Hard to know. People are dying on the streets for lack of healing because there are no more organized Healers. Barely any of them survived. Loremaster Riri was the only one of her spidery who survived. All of her employees and spiders are gone. I saved her life while she was busy weeping over her dead friends and that dead spider of hers, Pearlchan.”

Erick’s skin hurt, like ice knives had been driven up and down his arms and chest.

Jane continued, “And Terror Peaks tried to kill me when they couldn’t get to you. An assassin appeared with one of those soul spears. I only survived that attack because Melemizargo intervened.”

Erick’s ears stopped working. An emotional pain flowed through him, as though his heart had been ripped out, and everything connected to it had died, in that same instant.

Jane said, “Right this moment, you are treating your power as a luxury when it is an obligation. Right now, these fake-zealots are coming at you, and me, and everyone here. I call them fake-zealots because if they wanted to, they would have assaulted Candlepoint and other Dark places of the world. They have [Gate] capabilities, so they could actually fight the Darkness. But no! Their actions betray their desires. They want all of Nelboor. They want the High Clans of Songli dead and they’re going to do everything it takes to get it. That ‘everything’ starts with the conquest and murder of 40 million highlanders.

“Make the gods-damned spell we talked about. Blow up Terror Peaks before they scatter and escape.

“End the threat.”

Moments passed in terrible, blessed silence.

Erick said, “I can’t.”

Jane breathed in. She exhaled. She said, “Okay. Then I am going to get together with the High Clans and offer my services on a more permanent basis. I cannot watch you harm yourself like this, so I will stay behind while you walk your Path. I will help cull that which needs culling, so we don’t have elites hunting us while we sleep.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Jane—”

“I am very angry, dad. You are who you are and I love you. But I need—”

“Just stop. Please. Stop. Let me speak, too. You had your turn.”

Jane waited.

Erick said, “I’m not going anywhere. Not until the fight is actually over. I am expecting there to be a lot of terrorist-like attacks after today is done, for many red soldiers have escaped, and they’re going to come back. At that time, I am expecting the High Clans and whoever to alert me of threats so that I can help end them. I won’t leave this land like this. I won’t leave these millions of people to die, just because—” Erick had so many thoughts, he had no idea where to go with them all, so he ignored them and skipped ahead to the end of the discussion. “Just because I won’t murder our shared enemies all in one spell does not mean that I’ll let enemies live. I recognize the threat.” He said to her, “Do not ever ask me to kill two hundred thousand people with a single action ever again.” Now, he was angry, too. “Never, ever ask that of me. This is too much, even for you.”

Jane raised her head a fraction and looked her father in the eyes. She said, “Okay.”

“… Okay? Just ‘okay’?”

“I’m sorry, dad. I... I didn’t mean for my words to be that harsh.” Jane said, “I’m just— I’m very angry right now, and I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”

“I get that… I get that anger.”

Words trailed off. No one said anything.

Teressa was pointedly looking away. So was Poi. Jane sat back down in her chair and turned to face the night. Erick’s heart hurt, but there was no time for sadness right now. There would be time later, but not now.

He asked Poi, “What about Goldie and Queen?”

Poi startled all over again, then said, “They’re not here, according to the people I’m talking to.”

“And what about according to the Mind Mages?”

“They’re not here.” Poi said, “If those Shades are here, then we don’t know about them, which is possible, but highly unlikely.”

Erick felt a tiny weight drop off of his chest. He said, “Okay. Good. I will be searching for them later, but until then...” He decided he didn’t need to hear the full account of deaths, yet; Jane had spoken enough and it had broken him to hear it. He couldn’t be broken right now, not when the red soldiers were surely coming back in the day. Erick switched to the next topic, “How can I help Songli? Have them place me somewhere, or on some task.”

Poi explained how Songli wished for Erick to help.

Erick did so.

- - - -

The day dawned with a sky full of smoke and dark clouds. The heavy rains were over, but the light rain had never stopped, for it still helped to put out fires here and there.

The Wanzhi River glowed with red lights as tiny fish swam up the river. It was a pretty sight, but no children appreciated the view today, and Erick barely paid any attention to the procession. The white bridge where Erick had first watched the red glows laid broken in the river.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye came back to Erick, and Erick had a rough moment almost crying for having lost the big guy. Erick had no idea why the emotions hit him so hard at that specific moment, but they did. He kept Yggdrasil’s eye on his other shoulder, instead of trailing behind him, from then on. He’d have to recast Yggdrasil’s second body back into Spur’s lake, later, but for now, there was work to be done here in Songli.

Ophiels were but the smallest of helpers, carrying the largest of loads. [Cascade Imaging]s went up everywhere they could. The initial hunt for red soldiers was over. Now it was time to hunt for varied threats, and thanks to the close cooperation of Songli, Erick found them rather well.

They had set up a system. Soldiers supplied intel to higher-ups. When the higher-ups collected enough intel on a target, it was deemed ‘good to go’, and was then sent to Erick. Erick then populated the maps around Songli, and the South Central Tribulations, and even in the skies over Terror Peaks. Maps went down south, too, to the pirate-infested waters of Eralis Bay, and then further.

Erick lightly warned, “Some of these targets are around others who are not targets.”

The new Matriarch of High Clan Void Song, the former Grand Elder Lingxing, spoke with restrained anger in her voice, “Do as you see fit, Erick. I believe that all the pirates should die for their predations upon our shipping fleets and coastlines in this trying time, for they have taken advantage of the confusion of this war to strike at us directly. And besides that, you might not have noticed them with the main war happening all around us, but there is a secondary war of opportunism as well. These reports are clear: Terror Peaks is working with pirates.”

“… The targets are where they are on the maps. Do as you will.”

“We shall. Thank you for your assistance, Erick. Please come to Holorulo for a proper visit when this all quiets down.”

Maps appeared above the scattered Warlord Clans north of Songli, in the headwaters of the Wanzhi River.

Erick said, “It appears these warlords are working against Songli, too.”

The surviving Matriarch of High Clan Severing Crescent, the dragonkin Tipanri, said, “Not all of them, but some are, for sure; they always have. We can do surgical strikes, but if you could help with [Teleport Other], it would save us a lot of trouble, for we would prefer to keep our relations with the scattered tribes intact. We must look to the future, always.”

“… Acceptable. Done.”

“Please come to Alaralti when this is over. I wish to thank you for your assistance and would appreciate a talk in person. [Viewing Screen]s are proper, but they are too impersonal.”

Maps extended all the way into the Dry Prairie east of the Highlands, then into the South East Tribulation Mountains.

Erick said, “Easy targets. All of them are pockets of soldiers.”

The new Patriarch of High Clan Devouring Nightmare, Hangzi, said, “Please eliminate them for me, Erick. I am trying to hold together my Clan at the moment.”

“Done.”

The day ended with another three thousand kills to Erick’s count. His new total was 17,000. A far cry from the two hundred thousand it could have been. For all of his feelings of smallness, he had some of the greatest impact in this fight of any one person, reaping the lives of many of the elites of Terror Peaks and almost single-handedly breaking their offensive.

The counteroffensive began that night.

Songli hunted in Terror Peaks territory, but Terror Peaks ran for the mountains, and to the prairie, and to the Underworld, to hold up in hidden locations all over. Children were left behind in the care of those too old to fight. Searching the Underworld was a nigh-impossibility, so for now, Songli focused on the lowest hanging fruit.

The destruction of all of the resources of Terror Peaks.

In the Tribulations, and in the open spaces, Erick searched for ‘people’ and found them all. A quick [Scry] was all it took to check on those targets, to see if they were enemies. Half the time they were. The other half, Songli sent out missionaries to see what was going on there.

Specific tracking requests came in all the time, but less so than on the previous day. Erick found most of those targets. 

Most of the time, after they had been found, those targets went right back to Eralis, or Alaralti, and in rare cases back to Holorulo, in order to use their death to kill as many people of Songli as possible. They usually succeeded for about four seconds, and then Erick, or someone else tasked with looking at his Imagings, found the target again and put an end to their wanton destruction.

The third day eventually ended.

Erick’s new total was 21,000 kills.

He had never stopped running [Hunter’s Instincts]. In the back of his mind, he worried over what would happen when he turned off that Skill, but in the forefront, he saw enemies, and he ended them. Three times, Jane brought back food. Erick [Duplicate]d it to get more, for there was not a lot to go around. This war had disrupted everything, and that included food supplies.

Day four and five were much the same as the previous two days, except Erick added some platinum rains to farmlands around Alaralti.

The second city of Songli was the breadbasket of the Highlands, and they had been hit hard. Nobles and merchants opened up the granaries that hadn’t been exploded or desecrated in order to supply food enough for everyone to at least live, but it was not enough. Platinum rain, both from Erick, and from the Church of Atunir, helped to bridge the gap.

People got fed.

The world turned.

When Poi was awake, he helped Erick coordinate. But when Poi slept, Erick worked instead with the Mind Mages of Eralis, directly. He didn’t know any of these new people except by their strange names and the feelings of their connections as somehow more solid than normal. There was Blue 81, and White 13, and Orange 108, and a host of other people, but while Poi slept, Blue, White, and Orange were the main voices inside Erick’s head.

Early on, when it appeared this would go on for a while, Erick made a bunker.

Their original bunker had been compromised almost immediately. When Jane went to get food she came back accidentally wearing a tracker spell, but Erick had noticed and was ready for the ambush. When that was taken care of, Erick moved them all to another location, and set up his defenses again. This second location remained strong.

In the five days following the dirty bomb attacks at Eralis’s Aluvial District, Songli had lost an estimated three million, four hundred thousand people. On day five, though, no one died to war, for there were no more attacks. The cities of Terror Peaks and a dozen smaller allies were broken and gone, and many of their hidden locations had been scoured from Veird.

Erick watched as children were spared, but only a few of those children went along with the [Teleport]s back to Songli. Songli left some people behind to care for the kids, but after the seventh carer was stabbed in the neck by the seventh nine year old, and that particular pattern of stabbing looked to continue, most of those people pulled back.

Two more days passed. Two days filled with putting out fires, and healing people who needed healing, and rescuing those who needed rescuing. Two days of stomping out the final remnants of a culture that had invaded Songli and fought to the last man and child standing.

Erick had not yet slept.

Two more days passed, nine days total from the start of the conflict. Erick still hadn’t gotten a chance to look at the soul spear, but all his prisoners had been taken and questioned and then imprisoned.

One odd thing to come out of that: Raidu did indeed have some sort of prepared block on his soul to prevent the Crystal Star’s Empathy from taking hold. Elder Arilitilo removed that block. With Erick’s Blessing able to fully take hold, Raidu collapsed into a weeping mess, and then he took his own life inside his cell. Right in front of his interrogators, too. Erick reviewed the [Witness] of that himself.

Raidu had simply reached into his own rib cage and ripped out his own heart.

Patriarch Xangu was still missing. The Mind Mages believed he escaped to the Underworld, but there was no way to know for sure.

Erick found four more soul spears. Each one looked the same. Exactly the same. He suspected they were all [Duplicate]s.

There were only a few possible explanations. Either an artifact that copied artifacts, which was on one end of the extreme, or there was an original soul spear out there that was capable of creating lesser copies of itself, which seemed more reasonable.

Or, someone made a base, unenchanted spear, and then they copied the unenchanted object to then enchant the copies. This was the most likely possibility, but that would mean that there was a rogue duplicator running around out there. If that were true, the Headmaster would have something to say about that.

The facility where they built those dirty bombs was uncovered and plundered.

The books of Terror Peaks were burned and the ashes scattered to the winds. That culture might survive in the minds of those who didn’t fight, for those were the only ones spared, but the base of the culture had been broken beyond repair. Whatever rose from the graveyard of Terror Peaks would not be Terror Peaks.

Erick had not slept yet, for there was always something more to be done.

On day ten, with the sun shining overhead and half an hour between emergencies, Erick collapsed from overwork.

- - - -

The sky was blue, the clouds were white.

Rozeta, in her human form, sat on a nearby cloud, faced to the side, typing at a laptop that floated on another tiny cloud.

Erick blinked, then startled, and said, “I have work to do! I can’t be here! Put me back!”

“You brought yourself here, Erick. I did no such thing, this time.” Rozeta said, “You’re delirious in a very dangerous way, and that has kicked your mind into odd spaces. Used to be, when a person did what you have done, that person went to higher realms, or odder realms. This was the one surefire way that a mortal could contact the divine whenever they wanted. Usually, people only did this to themselves because they had no other choice, and they needed answers, for there are so many risks to what you did that no one in their right mind would choose this path.”

“… I didn’t mean to come here.” Erick said, “Or to do this. Please send me back.”

“I can’t do that.” Rozeta said, “Not because I don’t want to, but because your body is desperately trying to heal itself, and thus, we are both forced to be here for a little while. This was one of the reasons that people would contact the higher realms in this way; the gods so contacted can’t simply send you back.” She said, “So sit back and relax, or, if you want to talk, I’m working but I can multitask.”

For a brief moment, Erick watched as Rozeta was both a human in a pantsuit, and also an impossibly long, sky-spanning dragon. And then she was back to being a human, sitting on a cloud, and typing on her laptop.

Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap.

Erick closed his eyes, feeling like shit. The sound of fingers striking computer keys was oddly soothing. It was just so… normal, compared to last week. Normal in an odd way that Erick hadn’t experienced in a long time, too. For a while, all Erick did was listen.

Rozeta didn’t interrupt his rest.

After several minutes, Erick asked, “Is that Jane’s laptop?”

The typing stopped.

Erick opened his eyes. The laptop was still there, and so was Rozeta, but she looked surprised at the laptop in front of her.

“Huh.” With a curious voice, Rozeta said, “I’m not sure where this thing came from. Is this how you see me?”

“… Aren’t we in your realm?”

“Technically, both yes, and no.” Rozeta looked at her fingers then started playfully poking at the laptop in front of her. Before, she had been expertly typing away, now she hunted and pecked. She was experimenting as though she had a new toy. “This is a dreamscape. You’ve overlapped your mind with my realm, and in doing so, you have control and influence over this space in ways normally impossible. It’s one of the marked benefits to this sort of technique. People usually die doing this, though, so extensive use of this technique is not advised.”

Erick hummed, noncommittal.

“Yes, you’re right. Likely not more dangerous than your usual activities. It’s barely worse than making a new Basic Tier sp— OH!” Rozeta had been poking at the computer, but she suddenly stopped as the screen changed. A cat meowed on the screen. The meows then shifted to something more choral, more music-like. Erick recognized the song. It was cats meowing to the tune of ‘Sound of Silence’. “Cat videos!” She smiled at Erick, then said, “Much more entertaining seeing cat videos in person, for sure.”

“Got any thoughts on this Songli mess?”

Rozeta turned to Erick. “Quite a few, but I won’t be influencing you with my thoughts. Mortals must as mortals must, and I must remain impartial to most uses of magic and all decisions made by others. The Script would not survive otherwise.”

Erick narrowed his eyes and frowned. “Are you actually Rozeta? You seem to be speaking a lot more openly than usual.”

“This dreaming technique does draw out some answers that would otherwise be hidden, but I can still obfuscate if I wish.” Rozeta said, “I haven’t yet felt the need to obfuscate.”

Erick asked, “Are Goldie and Queen working with Songli?”

Rozeta paused for a second. The ‘Meowing of Silence’ continued to play in the background, soft and ambient. Rozeta said, “Are they coordinating efforts with Songli in order to empower Songli? No. The people of Songli are not stupid. I will admit, though, that in a society that large there will always be dissenters and the foolish, so there are cultists in there. But they’re very rare. I wouldn’t have ordained the Void Walls if the Songli Highlands were a shadow upon Veird. But! Are Queen and Goldie conspiring for various outcomes all across Nelboor, of which Songli is a part of that conspiracy? Very much yes.” Rozeta said, “Shades rarely work directly upon the people or societies they wish to influence.”

“Okay. Well…” Erick filed that information away for later, asking, “Got any ideas how to solve this Nelboor problem?”

Rozeta had already turned back to her laptop, saying, “Here: this one is poignant. There’s a similar song that still plays in certain establishments across Nelboor, but that one is about 400 years old and a lot less punchy.” She clicked the video.

Cats started meowing to the tune of ‘We Didn’t Start the Fire’.

- - - -

Erick woke up.

The sun shone outside the window.

This was not their underground base.

Jane was suddenly there by his side, softly saying, “Morning, dad.”

Erick didn’t panic right away; he was too worn out for that, and when he sat up, he saw that the room seemed like a nice place. Much nicer than the underground bunker. This suite was practically palatial, with white marble-like flooring and vast ceilings and warm wooden furniture and gold accents—

“We’re in Holorulo?” Erick connected to his Ophiel, one of whom was sitting on his headboard, chirping and watching over him. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye was sitting on the headboard, beside Ophiel. For a moment, Erick saw the world, and it was almost exactly as he left it, and yes, they were in Holorulo. Erick came back to himself and noticed the dense air all around them. He glanced at Ophiel again, and smiled as he said, “Putting up [Prismatic Ward]s on your own, now?”

Ophiel chirped in triumphant violin sounds.

Jane said, “Ophiel has been doing a lot while you were asleep. Very protective.”

Erick turned on a few of his spells he had let lapse… except for [Hunter’s Instincts]. He left that one off.

He sent to Jane, ‘Are we okay?’

‘We’ve been safe for a few days now, but you refused to rest.’ Jane said, “I’m glad to see that you’ve rested now. Doctors say you’re good to go; those that could get near enough to you, anyway. You’re still going to take it easy, for a day, though; Daughter’s orders.”

“How did I get here?”

“I talked Ophiel into it.”

“That would do it.”

Moments passed, with Erick feeling comfortable in his bed, but also needing to move and to work. And yet… He couldn’t. He didn’t want to face the horror right yet. Soon, though…

Soon.

Jane said, “They confirmed Elder Mirizo as the next Patriarch of Star Song while you were sleeping. Xue moved from the Loremasters back to the Enforcers, to take Mirizo’s place.”

Erick felt tears well, but he fought them off. “So it’s all official, then.” He asked, “Did Xue set a date for Sikali’s funeral, yet?”

“He said in a few days, but nothing solid.” Jane said, “So how about you get up, and we get some good food in you. A lot of people want to talk to you in person. I do want you to take it easy for a little while, dad. I… I was too hard on you back in that field. You did more than anyone. I’m sorry I spoke to you like that.”

“It’s fine, Jane.”

“It’s not fine. I should have… I should have trusted you more.”

Erick smiled, but it was a broken thing. “Yes you should have. Look at me: I trusted you to be safe out there, and you were!”

Jane snorted a laugh. “Yeah right. I wasn’t that safe, either. I had to be rescued.”

“Well. We all have things to work on.”

Moments passed.

Jane asked, “Are you going to get up?”

“… I just… I need a moment. The [Hunter’s Instincts] is done and the backlash is… Is still here.”

That was a minor lie. There was no backlash, Erick had slept through that, but he felt the need to retreat into himself for a little while longer.

Jane nodded. And then she reached over and hugged him.

Erick held on to his daughter for dear life.
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                The ring of Holorulo’s clan mountains stood dominant upon the land; the largest geological feature of anything for a thousand kilometers in any direction. From far away, they looked like squat white pillars decked in gold.

It was all a bit gaudy, if Erick was being honest. Golden pagodas adorned each clan mountain like gold coins stacked high. Smaller golden accents adorned the sides of those white pillars, here and there, giving glimpses into the living spaces beyond. The space between the mountains was a ceremonial land of overlarge buildings in the same color schemes, and it was all way too gaudy.

And also rather desolate.

Millions of people lived in Holorulo, with most of them living inside the clan mountains and some living outside on the rural land below, but Erick had trouble seeing any people who didn’t want to be seen.

Well.

He didn’t have trouble. His mana sense had gotten decently better since his experience with that soul spear. Erick’s range still wasn’t what it had been, but he was up to 45 meters. And with that range, he could see the servant passageways down below this top level, where the golden pagodas of the clan mountain reached high into the sky, atop a land of white.

Erick and his team left their appointed pagoda behind, and stepped out onto a land of quiet excess.

Wind gently blew across chimes that hung from the corners of curled roofs, while small bridges connected each pagoda’s land to each other, and gentle streams of water burbled around the artificial mountain plateau. There was an artificial lake off-center of the clan mountaintop, where fish congregated, and noble children fed them while under the watchful eyes of their guardians; mostly guards, though maybe that one person was a noble, for they had dressed the part.

Erick’s own clothes were a set of his own making, using threads from his daughter. All of the clothes the four of them wore were those that he had made, himself. While everyone else’s clothes were in colors except for red, Erick was back to wearing white. Ophiel sat upon his shoulder, in his normal, winged and eyed form. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye sat on his other shoulder, simply watching.

But there wasn’t a whole lot to see.

The buildings were gold and ostentatious, and the entire land was an immense work of beauty and a showcase of power. But as for the people? Erick didn’t know much about them. All he truly knew is that almost the entire population stayed hidden at all times. Only the nobles and their people walked out in the open, upon this pristine land.

And it was pristine. A lot of people had spent a lot of time getting this place back into shape.

A year ago, Erick would have faulted the people here for forcing laborers into repairing their grand structures when so many people had recently experienced personal loss, but magic was a thing, and Erick knew better. Repairing this place was probably as arduous as holding active a [Mend Structure Aura] and flying around using a different aura. The only hard thing to replace in a location like this would have been the spellworks here and there, and indeed, many of those were still down. Erick saw wardlights missing everywhere he looked; metal sconces devoid of their usual golden fire. Half of the lights that were still active were out of position, glowing outside of their appropriate sconces. This was likely due to those wardlights either getting pushed out of position by large magics, or by their sconces getting destroyed out from underneath them.

There was no one to fault over anything, here. Everyone wanted to get back to normalcy, and so, people had worked toward that goal; the commoners most of all.

While most of the casualties suffered in the recent war were suffered by nobility, with every single clan losing between half, and in some cases, 95% of their people, the nobility still controlled much of the resource distribution, mainly in the transportation of goods to inner-city markets. Because of that, food was vanishing from markets all around the Highlands. The commoners were picking up the slack and making their own connections to each other and to distant markets, of course, but the system in place had been disrupted, with many moving parts simply missing in action. Everyone was having a difficult time, but when the nobility was happy, then the commoners were happy.

Or at least that’s what Erick overheard through Ophiel, repeated here and there, mostly by the commoners. He also heard a lot of problems regarding the lack of good food.

The nobility still had decent food, though.

‘Decent’. Not ‘great’.

Terror Peaks had targeted Alaralti hard, killing much of the usual food distribution at its source.

While Erick and his people walked toward the appointed meeting, Erick thought, and watched the land around him. Half of his sight was given over to Ophiel, to watch him fly everywhere, and look at everything from a higher perspective.

The Void Wall around Holorulo was almost up again, but that didn’t matter right now, as there were no Singers to sing in Holorulo. Terror Peaks had targeted the Void Temples hard. Even with all of the Singers’ defenses, and denials of magic, they still couldn’t stop high-tier spellwork that well. Eralis and Alaralti still had Singers, but the public wasn’t allowed in Holorulo anyway, so that mattered less than those other two locations.

The natives to this land could trust each other to not harm each other with spellwork, but they did not trust the unruly barbarian tribes to adhere to the same rules. It was always a culture clash when the barbarians came to town, and adventurers from overoceans were the worst of them all!

Eralis needed to get their Void Song up and running, though, but the other two could do without for a little while. There were problems to getting that done, though.

The Alluvial District of Eralis, which included many of the people who would be rebuilding that Void Wall, was still heavily damaged.

Star Song’s clan mountain was mostly intact, but the mountain right next door that belonged to their branch family of Diligent Scribe was half gone. The potion houses of both clans were wiped off the face of Veird. Terror Peaks had targeted Diligent Scribe rather hard, for Diligent Scribe’s participation in the creation of chelation theory. The schoolhouses of Eralis would be hurting for a while, as many of those teachers had been targeted, too, in an effort to prevent the ideals of Songli from spreading to kids.

A lot of tragedies like that had happened while Erick wasn’t watching. He still felt small every time he found out another event had happened outside of his sight.

Luckily, though, the four Alchemists who got Intelligence survived without a scratch, and even managed to rescue Tadashi, but Wabi, Tadashi’s brother, was killed in the battle. Tadashi was alive, but injured. He pulled through. He was missing his lower legs, but he was naturally healing.

Xue apparently had a great showing as a Blood Mage. He tainted red soldiers with fast-acting disease that he then triggered, draining afflicted soldiers of Health. Without the protection of Health, the Blood Mage exploded those soldiers into fine mists, which spread that disease upon other red soldiers.

Erick wondered how Tadashi and Xue were doing. He had spoken to both, but not very much. They were both hurting after losing their loved ones; Tadashi’s brother and Xue’s wife.

Erick sighed.

Then he put on a stronger face, and strode forward, across a wide, white bridge, to stand before his destination. The golden pagoda stretched upward, looking like it was ten stories tall, but there were only five levels inside.

Ten soldiers in white armor with white spears lined both sides of the five-step staircase leading inward, to an archway. Their gazes and chests had been turned toward the exterior world until Erick came close. Then they all looked to him, the sounds of their boots and the butts of their spears stomping upon the staircase as they turned, as a single unit, to face the new person in their presence.

Scion Caina stood at the stop of the staircase, in the open archway, wearing official white armor with gold accents to denote her station as a Scion. Her father had survived the war; Caina was still a Scion. Her brother, Ored, was dead, though. She would have to learn how to be a future matriarch without her brother to lean on.

She seemed lost, but she was able to hide most of that.

Erick stepped to the bottom of the stairs, and looked up.

Caina looked down.

A world of protocol separated them.

Caina seemed to find her lines, as she said, “Greetings, Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Erick said, “Greetings, Scion Caina Small Scare. I thank you for the invitation to this land.”

Caina paused, as though judging her own actions, and then, deeming them acceptable, she stepped backward, into the building, saying, “Please come inside. We have much to discuss.” She said to the soldiers, “Rest.”

The ten soldiers on the steps, who had been standing at attention, relaxed as a unit, turning away to face the exterior once again, the sound of their stomping feet and spear butts striking stone the loudest sound at the moment.

Erick walked up the stairs. His people followed.

Caina led the way across a mostly empty golden room, to a double grand staircase that curled upward, in a double helix. The only furniture in this large first floor were scattered tables that would be suitable for any large social gathering, but which held nothing of note.

Erick followed Caina up to the second floor, which was much the same as the first, except for a few crucial differences. The tables up here held a few scattered maps, while nearly thirty people were hard at work discussing and deciding various needs, and how to implement those decisions across the whole of the Highlands. Several people were actively relaying those decisions to others, outside the room; the proof of that evident in the dozen tendrils of thought swirling around their heads.

Though Erick knew most everyone here, by virtue of his open ears and myriad of senses, and the Intelligence needed to piece it all together, five of the people in this room mattered more to Songli than the rest.

Matriarch Lingxing Void Song, a demi, with white skin and violet eyes, who wore the lush golden robes of a Singer.

Matriarch Tipanri Severing Crescent, a dragonkin, with white scales and red eyes, who wore conservative golden robes. She had small white horns, which was different than most dragonkin in the world, but which was common to half of the dragonkin of the Highlands.

Patriarch Hangzi Devouring Nightmare, a demi of white skin, hair, and horns, who wore golden robes in a warrior’s cut.

Sister Kaffi, who was not the pale skinned, red eyed demi woman she appeared to be. She was likely the most dangerous one here, but that was just a guess. Erick had no real idea of her true capabilities, and though he had seen most of the other people in this room here and there, for some reason or another, he still guessed that Sister Kaffi was still the most dangerous person here.

… Those people in the corners, doing nothing, might be more dangerous. Erick recognized one of them as the gold fire woman, and another as the black ooze man.

And then there was Elder Arilitilo, the purple skinned woman who saved Erick’s life, and who allowed him to get back in the fight against Terror Peaks. She looked ragged, but well dressed, and terribly proper. Apparently, those soul spears had been used on lots of people. Most didn’t survive, but half of those who did survive had been treated by Ari. She’d been outed as a Soul Mage, and now she had to deal with the consequences, which apparently meant a higher station and more work. She was still a part of Star Song, though, as far as Erick knew.

Erick suspected only the heads of the High Clans were going to speak to him, though, for as he ascended the stairs, Lingxing, Tipanri, and Hangzi, were already standing together, beside a single table, waiting for him to fully appear.

The room had been a susurrus of small sounds until Erick ascended, but now, as he stepped forward, all was silent.

The heads of the High Clans faced Erick.

Hangzi stepped forward, and bowed, going for the full 90 degree deference. Lingxing and Tipanri followed his example, the cuffs of their robes dragging on the ground at their action. And then, as one, everyone else in the room took a knee. Some went all the way to the ground, kowtowing. The gold fire woman kowtowed. Caina kowtowed.

Erick had an emotional reaction, but he kept up decorum. He wouldn’t debase these people’s culture by asking them to raise their heads, either. This was a big deal for them. Massive.

A moment passed in silence.

Then Ophiel chirped three times in happy violins, and that broke the spell.

Hangzi, Lingxing, and Tipanri rose first, followed by the rest of the people in the room.

Hangzi stepped forward, and said, “The Songli Highlands thanks Archmage Erick Flatt for his service in this trying time, for the surety of attempting a peaceful resolution, and for the actions taken when peace was no longer an option. You have proven yourself an ally to this land, and we will always welcome you.” He stepped back.

Tipanri stepped forward. “The Songli Highlands will be a long time recovering from the ignoble attacks perpetrated by Terror Peaks, but it is thanks to you that we have cut short their planned trials of terror. It is thanks to you that Alaralti is able to restore much of the provisions of grain and otherwise which Terror Peaks tried to eliminate. The Highlands will always welcome you.” She stepped back.

Lingxing stepped forward. “The Songli Highlands would welcome you as a member of our land, if you didn’t already have obligations elsewhere. But if ever you should change your mind, please consider this land that you have helped to save. You’ve already done so much for us, so we would like to do whatever we can for you. Is there anything you wish for that we could provide?” She did not step back; she waited for an answer.

A moment passed, with Erick unable to speak for the lump in his throat. And then a second moment passed, and the lump lessened.

Erick had an answer for Lingxing, so he gave it, “I wish to ensure that proper chelation is refined to the point where it can be administered without risk of death. I wish for something kind and generous to be done with the remaining people of Terror Peaks, because there are still children over there, and they are just children… Even if some of them have proven to be as violent as the adults. And I wish for proper answers as to why this war happened at all, and where those soul spears came from. Terror Peaks was heavily prepared to desecrate proper war protocols, with many allies willing to follow them to their deaths, but none of the people I captured have given satisfactory answers as to why they enacted this war.”

As he spoke, Erick watched the reactions of those in the room, but the only major reaction he saw was one of quiet contemplation. There might have been a few people with guarded looks, but as for what was beyond those guarded looks, Erick could not say.

Lingxing, maybe because she was the eldest here and because she was the one to ask, answered, “Chelation will be created; of that there is no doubt. The children and elders of Terror Peaks will be accounted for, but as for what that accounting will look like, only Phagar knows that future. We had tried carers and missionaries for those children who refused to [Teleport] to Songli, but those missions failed when those children killed our missionaries. We are trying a new plan of dropping off supplies for known groups of kids, which seems to be working for now, but there will undoubtedly be changes with that plan as our understanding of the problem improves.

“But we will not leave the true threat of Terror Peaks to regrow, ever again, so, unfortunately, some hard lines might need to be taken for some extreme cases.

“For Terror Peaks will regrow if we allow half-measures. They were zealots, all of them. The reasons for this war might be what we have told you already, Erick, but which we are not sure you have heard: Terror Peaks was becoming socially unstable. In enacting war with us, they sought to cull themselves to a more manageable population, and to drag the rest of Nelboor to war with us, if they could. This war was an opportunity for them to better control their own people, but when they struck at us, and you were here as well, they struck at two dragons when they meant to strike at one.

“Nelboor and Veird is better off for them being scoured so thoroughly. We are all better off for the justice that your own Imaging has allowed Songli to enact across our little part of the world, and we will not allow such opportunity to disappear.

“As for the soul spears: We have some of these soul spears, as they were used against us as well as they were used against you. We seek to discover where these came from, as well. Whatever might have happened, Patriarch Xangu escaped to the Underworld with the answers we all desire to have. We have already sent enforcers to find the man, but the Underworld is vast. We can only hope they find Xangu before he resurfaces with a second army at his back.”

Erick took in her words, and he diplomatically said, “I thank you for your words, and look forward to accompanying actions. And you are right; I do not accept that answer for this war. But I will talk to you in private about this, if I may.”

Lingxing graciously said, “We will always appreciate your company. Call on Void Song in your darkest days, or in your brightest joys, and we will be there.”

Tipanri said, “Severing Crescent will always welcome you into our halls, either here in Holorulo, or in our residences and fields of Alaralti.”

Hangzi said, “Devouring Nightmare recognizes Archmage Erick Flatt as a valued friend. We three High Clans would like to call upon you and yours for a private dinner in a few days, here in Holorulo, where we can discuss details of minor and major importance to the realm.”

Erick said, “I accept your invitation.” He said, “I was in the middle of… Something, when I collapsed. Is there anything that you would wish for me to continue? I believe I was raining on some lands of Alaralti.”

Tipanri smiled softly, then said, “You have been of great help, but we are past the worst of it. We can take it from here, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick got the distinct impression that he was being dismissed. So he took the offered out, and after a nod from him and a returning nod from Lingxing, Tipanri, and Hangzi, he turned around and headed back down the ramp. Behind him, people started talking to each other once again, though some of those in that room never stopped; they had just kept it quiet with their words being those of the telepathic kind.

Also! Erick didn’t buy for one second that Terror Peaks had done this war as an extension of a ‘population control’ thing.

That was just too far-fetched, but it was an idea that seemed to be gaining traction. None of the higher-ups had openly spouted that claim until just now. Until Lingxing’s words in that room, the only ones to really speak of that horrific reasoning had been the underlings, and some middle-manager types here and there.

Lotta loremasters claimed that Terror Peaks used this war to control the population of its citizens, though, so maybe that’s where this line of thinking was coming from. It didn’t make much sense to Erick.

Anyway.

It was time to go back to bed. Time to take another nap.

On the way out, crossing the bridge back to his rooms, he asked, “Do you guys believe that this was a ‘population control’ thing?”

Teressa said, “The majority of the red army expected to get away, I think, so Lingxing’s words were… True, but only in a certain sense.”

Poi hummed, noncommittal but also disappointed in some way.

Jane said, “But they knew dad could find them. Didn’t they?”

Poi spoke up, “That’s easy to explain. They were delusional. They believed what they wanted to believe. They didn’t believe what they had been told that Erick could do.”

“But a whole society that believed incorrectly?” Erick asked.

And the second he asked, he thought of climate change deniers and the people in power who empowered those incorrect beliefs.

Poi added to Erick’s little revelation, saying, “You’re asking me to distill the movements of an entire society down to a series of easy-to-understand events.”

“Okay. Well. Yes; that question was unfair of me.”

“I can do it, though.” Poi said, “This war was because the people in charge made it happen.”

Teressa laughed, once; it was not a happy laugh. Erick shared her sentiment. Jane just frowned.

Erick said, “There’s probably a dozen reasons for war, and the people in charge of Terror Peaks probably used all of them to get this to happen, as well as twisting truths into lies. But maybe someday, someone will write a history book about this and I can find out all about it, then. Rozeta gives out points for history books, right?”

Teressa’s face bunched up.

Poi said, “Yes. But that’s a whole thing.”

Erick waved him off, “I’m tired right now. We can talk about that later.”

Jane asked, “Are you going to write down anything? A primary source for those historians?”

“… Oh.” Erick said, “Maybe I should.”

- - - -

Erick did not write.

He remade the spellwork around the room, and then crashed and didn’t wake up for dinner.

In his dreams, he was a butcher, and the meat was people.

- - - -

Erick woke drenched in sweat and breathing hard. Ophiel twittered on the headboard, his many eyes looking down at Erick, as his body softly glowed like a nightlight in the darkened room. Erick sighed, blinking long. Then he sat up and gazed across the room, to the other nightlight; the water clock sitting in the corner. The clock was an ostentatious work of swirling metal, with two pools for water, several connected chambers that were out of sight, and a [Gravity Ward] that kept the water moving properly. Erick liked the simpler ones, but this one looked like it kept good time.

Daylight was hours away, but he was awake now.

A [Cleanse] got rid of the smell of his night sweat, but not the wetness. Erick got up and left the damp behind, and then he discarded his shirt and pants, and just stood there, naked, allowing himself to air dry, taking his time to get redressed. He looked down at his stomach, and noticed that he had lost more weight. With a glance through Ophiel’s eyes, he saw himself.

Ah. He was pretty damn skinny at the moment.

He was starting to like how he looked, but that was before Shadow’s Feast… Before all this shit. He wasn’t muscular like he had been when he was Jane’s age, but he was getting there. Stats seemed to help guide the body into certain shapes, but if you didn’t work and grow into your Strength, usually through exercise and fighting of some sort, then that Strength didn’t really show.

Erick had let himself get skinny, and it had happened when he wasn’t watching. This last week of bad food had drained him, but it had only been the latest in a long line of improper self care.

Ha. ‘Self care’. When there was a war on. What sort of messed up outlook was that? There were people out there right now that could use any care at all, and here he was—

Erick went to his clothes and put on something simple, and then he glanced around through the light, and with his mana sense, to see who was awake. No one was awake. Poi and Teressa were asleep in their rooms. Jane was asleep on the couch in the living room, having passed out while reading.

Erick worked through the paranoia that rapidly came with witnessing such a situation. Four days ago, he had also seen everyone in the household asleep at the same time. He had almost had a meltdown at being the only one awake. He didn’t wake anyone back then, either. He just checked them to ensure they were okay.

A subtle [Cleanse] on everyone didn’t disturb their sleep, via erasing the poisons that could have put them to sleep. No one had any magic active on them that wasn’t supposed to be there. Ophiels were watching over everyone and Ophiel seemed perfectly at ease. The spellwork defenses had never been breached.

Everyone was perfectly fine.

Erick worked through his paranoia, and discarded it.

Then he went into the living room, passing by sleeping Jane, and then to the kitchen. It was a tiny kitchen, meant more for the convenience of the guards and servants of the people staying in the room, than for the actual person of interest staying here. There was still room enough to cook something, though. But what to make? Mmm…

Oh! And since it was so early!

Ohh!

Erick decided he wanted deep fried donuts.

Or. No! Cronuts. And with magic, it would be easy to laminate the butter into the dough. He had tried once, and failed, but he could try again. Ohhhh! This was going to be good. Erick smiled, and started fishing out some supplies from the cold stora—

Erick collapsed to his knees, then laid himself out upon the cold floor, tears streaming.

There weren’t any supplies to make donuts.

- - - -

Jane startled awake when something made noise in the kitchen. She glanced over through the shadows—

Jane bolted upright and rushed over, softly saying, “Dad. Dad. What’s wrong? What’s wrong?” She touched his shoulder as he sobbed, and then he seemed to realize there was another person there, so he shut down his sobbing. And then he looked up, and saw Jane.

Her father blinked out tears, and pushed away, getting up as he said, “I’m good. It’s—” He snorted a laugh, and gestured at the cold box like it had offended him. “There’s no—” He turned away, saying, “I’m fine. I was just having a moment.”

Jane let him have his moment, but her heart ached to see him like this. So she asked, “Did you come in here for dinner? I had them make you some fried boneless chicken and rice and that sauce I heard you liked.” She went to the storage, and yup, her father’s dinner was still sitting down there under [Cold Preservation Ward]s. Not much else was in there, though; some wines, some smaller desserts— “Oh. Did you want to make breakfast?”

Erick sobbed once, but said nothing. He was still facing away.

“Hard to get anything around here without talking to a servant first.” Jane went to him and hugged him from behind. His bones unexpectedly poked her when she laid her head upon his shoulder. She adjusted, and tried a light joke, “You can’t be skipping meals, dad. You’re wasting away to skin and bones.”

Her father cried at that, and Jane had no idea why.

And then Jane felt water in her own eyes, and a terrible hole opened up in her own heart. She cried a little, too. She couldn’t really help him through this. All she could do was be there for him. She said, “I’m sorry.”

Erick kept turned away.

After minutes, her father stopped sobbing. Jane had already stopped a while ago.

Jane let him go, and stepped back, asking, “What did you want for breakfast?”

Erick breathed in, deep, and sighed. He turned to her, red-faced, and with a sad smile. “I just wanted to make some cronuts.”

Jane laughed once, loud, then again, softer. Erick smiled.

Jane said, “Well we need a fuck-ton more stuff than what’s in that larder, don’t we.”

Erick shook his head, saying, “I’ll have some of that chicken and rice, first, though. It looks good.”

“It was good!” Jane said, “They got some good cooks here. Probably Cooks, and all of them with Perfect Meal, too.” She tapped him on the chest, saying, “And the last time you tried to make those funky donuts you started a fire!”

Erick laughed. “That was back on Earth! I haven’t tried to make any desserts that complicated here on Veird. Not yet, anyway.”

Jane gestured to the left of the door to their suite, saying, “We got appointed servants just that way, and down a hidden staircase. They’ll get you anything you want.”

Erick wiped his face and cast a [Cleanse], then said, “I think I shall.”

Jane went to the larder again, and pulled out Erick’s dinner, saying, “Then I’ll heat this up for you.”

Erick smiled as he walked out of the kitchen, saying, “Thank you.”

“Love you, dad.”

“I love you, too.”

Jane watched her father head toward the door. While he did that, she placed his dishes on the living room table, under a [Heat Ward]. And then she waited for him to come back.

A minute wait turned to two.

Oh gods. Could he have run away?

Jane felt a spike of panic and went to go find—

Her father came walking up the stairs that lead into the clan mountain, waving to the people down below, saying, “No need to rush yourself, but thank you.”

The four people down below, each of them wearing very nice peasant clothing, were bowing to him with equal parts reverence and fear. Jane supposed that was okay. With a twist of light, her father activated the mechanics of the stairwell, and shut it behind him, waving one last time.

Jane smirked, saying, “Your food is hot.”

“Oh yeah. Thank you.” Erick said, “They just wanted to thank me a bit more than I was ready for.”

“You deserve to be thanked, but what about your cronut ingredients?”

Erick happily announced, “We’ll have supplies in the hour. But for now, that fried chicken and rice.”

Jane smiled.

- - - -

The supplies for the cronuts arrived within the hour, a bit before sunup, just in time for Erick to get to work. Making dough was easy enough; he had been making it from scratch with dried yeast packets, wrapped in paper, since his second month of Veird. Making sweet dough was as easy as adding sugar and a few other ingredients. When that was done, he allowed the dough to proof once, getting some of the rest of his supplies ready in the meantime, then he went back to the dough to turn it into pastry.

Kiri had made pastry dough once, and the girls at ‘And Dessert!’ had some good pastry selections, but mostly, pastries were not a normal thing. Erick had only done this once before, but that had not turned out well. This time would be better.

Erick rolled out the dough into a nice square, then layered cold butter on the square, keeping everything nice and chilled inside a [Cold Ward]. Dough folded over dough, then hard light rolled it out again. Erick turned the dough, added more butter, and folded it over itself, into the center, then rolled it out again. He turned the dough, folded without extra butter this time, and rolled it out again.

He rolled out the dough until it was a 2 centimeter thickness sheet, about 60 centimeters by 60 centimeters wide. Then he left it in the [Cold Ward], and went to the oil.

A [Heat Ward] went around the vat of cooking oil to kickstart the heat, while a twist of the knob on the stove turned on [Prestidigitation] flames, to lick at the bottom of the vat to bring it up to proper frying temperature.

On the other side of the kitchen, Erick had a sugar and cinnamon station ready for the hot cronuts. He was surprised that cinnamon was available here, but apparently Lingxing liked all of Erick’s inventions, and all of them were growing here and there in various gardens and such, with some more popular than others. Cinnamon was slightly popular, but nowhere near the level of tarip or the various fruits that people usually used to flavor their desserts.

As the first rays of morning sunlight streamed in from the eastern windows, brightening the rooms with golden light, Erick cut the first cronut out of the pastry sheet, and dumped the first donut into the hot oil. It sizzled up and filled the air with the smell of baked goods.

And then it fell apart, the layers stripped from each other—

“No no no!” Erick said, “Shit! How the fuck—”

He fished out the separated cronut from the bubbling oil.

“Oh.” Erick looked to his cronuts. “You need to proof again, outside of the cold.” Erick canceled the [Cold Ward] and turned off the [Heat Ward] on the oil, but he left the stove at a low simmer. “You can stay a little hot, while I cut out these guys.”

Erick cut out all the cronuts he wanted, and then he sliced up the remains into appropriately sized pieces. All of those went onto metal trays to wait in the warmth of the room, to proof again.

Half an hour later, the sun was up and the pastry had doubled in size. They looked much better after another proofing, and this time, when they went into the oil, they fluffed up; perfect.

The hot pastries all went for a cinnamon sugar coating, but only half of them got glazed.

Erick held one in front of him, imagining how good it was. And then he took a bite.

Crunchy! Chewy! Flaky, too! It was fried bread and sugar and cinnamon; what was not to like?

According to the rest of the judges, they were pretty great, just as he knew they would be.

Jane ate her third one, saying, “Pretty good, dad.”

Teressa was on her fifth, saying, “These are great.”

“That’s a lot of sugar.” Poi said, “You always have way too much sugar in your breakfast foods, Erick. I enjoy some cactus syrup on my pancakes as well as the next guy, but this? This is pure sugar.”

“Don’t forget the butter and oil, Poi,” Teressa said.

Erick laughed. “And that’s what makes it breakfast!”

Erick had the flashing realization that he shouldn’t be having fun right now. He should be sorry for the people he killed. He should be working with Ophiel to fix the problems out there. How could he have wasted precious hours to make these stupid fucking cronuts? He could have been out there, saving more lives! Healing more people with Ophiel!

And then the problems of vulnerability seeped into the forefront.

He had been thinking a lot about the vulnerability of all of that. To solve this, he could turn himself to light and make himself small like Ophiel, and hunker down with [Animadversion], while Ophiel went out and expanded to full sunform, to touch people with [Greater Treat Wounds] as he moved and helped to restore buildings. Erick could be growing more crops for people, right this minute.

But—

Ah. Fuck.

Yggdrasil…

Yggdrasil couldn’t make himself small. A soul spear attack on Ophiel would be a soul spear attack on Yggdrasil as well. Dammit.

Well. He could still help people the hard way.

But instead he was eating a breakfast that had taken him three hours to make.

The pastry felt like nothing inside his mouth, but he chewed and swallowed anyway, as he tried to make the dark thoughts go away.

He knew enough about what was happening to recognize the symptoms of PTSD; he had helped some veterans get through some of this stuff back home, though admittedly, he mostly helped those people by moving them on to other social workers who could help them better than Erick could.

Erick grabbed one of the donut holes, and ate half of it, as he listened to the conversation happening all around him, and tried not to think about how everyone here could be dead at any random time. Someone could just [Teleport] in nearby and [Ward Destruction] all of his defenses and...

For the first time, Erick thought that Melemizargo’s [Teleport Lock] was a good idea.

[Teleport] should not be in the Open Script.

If only the monsters weren’t so dangerous, and the people weren’t so distant from each other, and society wasn’t so fragile, and…

If people didn’t have [Teleport], then this war never would have happened.

[Gate] should be harder to get, too. 10 points? Bah! Terrible. Too easy!

But on the flip side…

Without [Teleport] being in the Open Script, you’d have people trying to go to war in the traditional manner, but then some competent caster on one side would be able to assassinate whoever they want, because they’re the only ones with [Teleport]. And archmages like Erick, or Syllea or— Or especially Tenebrae! If an archmage went bad— Tenebrae would be practically unassailable by the common man. He's up there in a flying, hiding castle! Impossible to find, for who’s gonna go looking for that thing? It’d take a month of searching the mountains west of the Firemaw, and even if you got close to his castle, you’d never know it, for Tenebrae would just move the castle.

Hmm.

There was no easy answer to this [Teleport]ing war problem, was there? If you take [Teleport] away, you remove the ability for nations to connect with one another, and to fight the monsters where they need to be fought, and to escape when someone comes committing war against them. 

So that’s not gonna work.

The Void Song of the Singers of Songli was a great sidestep to that issue, by simply multiplying the mana cost of [Teleport] from 250 per person, to something like 100,000 mana per person, to deny the use of the spell inside the city. Erick wasn’t exactly sure of the cost, for he had not done experiments under the Void Song himself and what he had overheard was hearsay, but he had gathered that the cost was high up there.

But then the Singers had been targeted and killed, and the Void Song went down, and then everything went to shit.

But sidestepping the issue of everyone-having-[Teleport] was a good solution; the Singers just hadn’t done enough.

Erick circled back to an old idea. His [Renew] spell.

He added another idea to it, though.

[Anti-Teleport Ward]. It would be like the rune warding that people put up to prevent [Teleport]s in a large area, but instead of requiring runes and clunky mana oils, he’d make the spell itself, and then link it to a [Renew] spell…

Which he had a new idea for.

His new idea came from a spell he had just made.




	
Draining Void, instant, close range, 500 mana

Drain WIL Health and Mana per second from every target in a large area. Lasts 24 hours. Lasts longer based on resources drained.














[Draining Void] drained Health and Mana, with the duration for the spell increasing based on resources drained. How large of an increase? Erick wasn’t sure. He’d need to do some experiments on that one.

But a better experiment would be to make one of these that just drained mana, and then used that mana to maintain other connected spellwork.

But...

Was this possible?

It was magic, so it was probably possible.

This would be an easy way to keep a [Gate] running, too. No need to enchant the spell into a physical gate, either, which was great, because Erick was rather terrible at enchanting. He could just cast the [Gate] itself, and then link it to a mana-draining [Ward] which would keep the [Gate] open and active—

Maybe not always open and active.

The [Gate] would likely need to enter a period of dormancy, sometimes, but then it would open when enough resources had been drained from the people wishing to operate the [Gate].

Would that work? Did [Gate] have a dormant part of the spell?

Erick had seen a copy of the spell in Tenebrae’s notes, and it was one of those spells that said little, but meant a lot. It was something like: ‘1000 mana, connect two places.’ Very simple description.

Erick pondered as he ate breakfast.

… Was this a valid idea?

Erick had another cronut, and this time it tasted better.

It was much easier to think of magic than it was to deal with death and destruction.

Ignoring his trauma was likely not a healthy coping mechanism, but oh well! He had too much shit to do to talk to a proper therapist!

Poi looked over to him, and frowned a little.

Erick pushed the pile of cronuts at the Mind Mage, saying, “You put on a brave front, but I can tell you love these.”

Poi reluctantly took another.

- - - -

Erick was feeling mentally terrible and likely a bit unstable, no doubt about that, but he was ready and willing to put his mind beyond the problems of right now. Best way to get over a problem was to make more for yourself, right?

Er.

No.

That wasn’t right.

Erick was just looking to expand his magical horizons. That’s it. He went with that one, and sent out a message to Ari, ‘Hello. I wa—’

Instant rejection, for a dozen points of False Damage. Erick had barely made it through the first three words. He felt like the denial of telepathy would have hurt a lot more if he wasn’t so well defended from all sorts of damage. Maybe she was busy? Erick went to go find Poi in the next room, and ask him about all that.

After a moment of checking, Poi said, “She’s with a client. She’s clearing that up and will be able to speak afterward about the soul spears and Raidu. Maybe an hour.”

Erick smiled. “Excellent.” And then, because he was curious, he asked, “How do you know all that when all I got was a straight-up denial?”

“Mind Mage secrets,” Poi said, with his own smile.

“Bah!” Erick added, “And oh yeah. That reminds me. I’m thinking of asking Hangzi and the rest to let me into their books on magic. How do you think that would go over?”

“They’ll politely deny an open-ended request, but if you had something specific, they might approve.”

“That’s what I figured, too.”

- - - -

Ari showed up at Erick’s rooms wearing soft yellow robes, fit for a lady of Holorulo’s Court; which she was, now, apparently.

Erick welcomed her into his temporary house, wearing comfortable clothes. He felt a bit embarrassed about that, actually, but it was whatever. He received her in the sunroom, facing south. Beyond the large windows, the beauty of Holorulo’s rural land stretched out to the green horizon.

Erick poured Ari tea, saying, “Thank you for coming, Ari. I know you must be rather busy.”

“Thank you for the invitation.” Ari sipped her tea, then said, “Good blend.”

“I got it from a store that is now gone. Oh, the store is still there; someone [Mend]ed it back to wholeness. But the people are gone.”

“As it is everywhere. Those whom Terror Peaks did not kill are still affected by the pain of all the rest, for that dead nation also targeted our markets and our storage houses.” Ari said, “A cruel attack.”

Erick had a moment of profound melancholy, but he pushed it away as he sipped his own tea. He did not remove the emotion from his face fast enough to go unnoticed, though.

Ari asked, “I don’t mean to be forward, but I must know if you are experiencing any side effects of the healing. You shouldn’t be, and while I ask for your forgiveness for gazing upon your soul, you seem to be intact. Unfortunately, untoward soul issues do happen even when we don’t expect them to happen.”

Erick gently smiled for Ari’s concern, but it was misplaced. “Thank you for looking out for me, but I seem fine. Just some problems with killing people, leaving mental scars. I don’t appreciate the necessity of it, but I understand the need.”

Ari arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t call me here to see about your soul?”

“Ah. No? No, I did not.” Erick said, “I asked after you to discuss a few different magics. The soul spear, for one. A few other smaller, or perhaps larger magics; I’m unsure at the moment.” He added, “And to ask you what you saw and what you think has happened to the people I Blessed. I understand you’re overseeing much of that.”

Ari nodded, and set down her tea cup. “Let us tackle the last concern, first, as it is the easiest for me to discuss.” She said, “The people you Blessed have been tattooed to remove their Mana and Health, but other than that, they are under watch in a decently nice temporary prison. They’re being questioned, of course. Some people wish that we would question them with more extreme means, but your request for them had been honored. We are showing them leniency, to allow them to be better than who they were.

“Many of them have renounced who they were. Some have not. The assassin who had been wrapped around the soul spear, Beniza Wounder, has been extremely vocal about renouncing who she was. Her story is similar to most. Beniza claims to have had the part of her that saw other people as people broken and removed from her soul, and now that part is intact again, she sees that she has done wrong.”

Erick frowned. Unsure, he asked, “They did that to their people? Removed parts of their souls?”

Ari shook her head. “Know that Beniza believes what she is saying, but I do not. It is easier for her to believe that something had been magically done to her to make her an assassin, than to instead believe the truth; that she had been groomed from a young age using perfectly mundane techniques to kill the parts of her that see other people as people, in order to turn her into who she is.” Ari said, “She still believes in Terror Peaks. She still believes in the mother who raised her and subjected her to life inside of a tank, where her brothers and sisters physically cut her down so that their mother could build them up again. But under your Blessing she has gained ire for the failures of Terror Peak’s middle clansmen; the people who decided that they needed to go to war. If we let her go, she would likely try to seek out Patriarch Xangu and Elders and otherwise, to form back up into their cell-based society, whereupon she would try to undo the damage that the middle clansmen did to their society.

“And then the cycle of Terror Peaks falling back to war would repeat in 40 years.

“Though the specifics are different, this is how Terror Peaks operates. We have no reason to believe that allowing her or any of them to do as they wish, will actually end up doing good in the long run.”

Erick frowned. “The Blessing didn’t do anything for her, then?”

“She repents for every person she has ever killed, but she has no sympathy at all for monsters. Beniza thoroughly believes in the idea of Terror Peaks.” Ari said, “Most of those you Blessed are the same, with the most notable exception being Raidu. His self-execution was far beyond the norm.”

Erick asked, “How did Raidu get that block on his soul, anyway?” He asked, “Have you encountered any soul magics like it upon anyone else?”

Ari frowned a tiny bit. “I don’t mean to be rude, but how much do you know of Soul Magic? Your Blessing is a work of art, and you managed to come back to yourself with a simple ease that most people are not capable of achieving, but this question… ‘Get that block on his soul’. The answer is that he was prepared against you, specifically. He said ‘no’.” Ari said, “But I managed to tap his soul in a certain way, to break loose his concentration, thus allowing your Blessing to take hold.”

“A simple ‘no’, huh.” Erick said, “A part of me considered that it might have been a divine protection from a Converter Angel.” Erick said, “Though I made the Blessing, it was Koyabez who helped put it into the Crystal Star, so I figured it was a similar divine source that might have blocked it.”

“Ah. I see.” Ari said, “When you sent out those images of what the Conversion looked like, I was one of the people to scan and root out that problem over here. We only had a few people affected, though, thankfully, and rather minimally, at that.” She said, “The High Clans sent a formal desist request to the angels, and the next day, all of those people so affected were suddenly freed. None of them remembered being affected.”

Erick sat up straight. “The Converter Angel removed their conversion? And because you asked?” He said, “Pardon my ignorance, but that seems suspect.”

Ari smiled, then said, “This surprises you, but it should not. Songli is a society that firmly believes in neutrality in the Quiet War.” She lost her smile, then shrugged, and said, “We’re always dealing with some complicated Quiet War angle, but when those factors become apparent, a quick missive to the Angelic Host or the Demon King usually clears up any large-scale nonsense. On the smaller scale, something untoward is always happening with some angel or some demon here or there.

“But almost all of us have parents or grandparents on one side or another of that Grand War and none of us wish for a civil war of any kind. Events of that sort that seem to lead in those directions are quickly quashed.” She frowned. “But now that Koyabez’s temples are destroyed… and all those priests are gone.” Her face scrunched. “We’ll have to keep an official eye on that situation more than we usually would.”

Erick was surprised. He said as much, “That’s… very unexpected.”

Ari said, “But back to Raidu’s protection:”

Erick nodded, and listened.

Ari continued, “It is possible that he had had some divine protections, but I do not believe so. But! There are certain things upon the soul that are easy to see when it comes to detecting Soul Magic, and others that are near impossible.” Ari asked, “How much do you know of the soul? Of blessings and curses?”

Erick realized that this could be a very large talk, but he also didn’t want to reveal everything he knew, so he said, “The main thing is the mind-body-soul trinity. Memories are contained in the mind, which is in the body, but the body is also in the physical, which is in the manasphere as the soul, and the soul also contains the memories. Or maybe just a copy of the memories? I’m not too clear on that. Apparently, there’s a mind-body-aura-soul philosophy over here, but I’m still not sure what that’s about.” Erick said, “As for magics and Status and Stats: All of that is contained inside the soul, which then influences the physical and the mana.

“All of the soul is made of soulstuff, which until recently I had no idea that any parts of the soul were truly separate from any others. I thought it was one big messy soup.

“This soulstuff can be tainted or heightened or whatever you want to call it, in order to create curses and blessings.

“It is this act of self creation, inside the soul of the caster, which makes a blessing or a curse, which is then shared with others in order to bless or curse them.”

Erick finished, and Ari blinked.

She said, “That is perhaps the most succinct description of the bless/curse process that I have ever heard. People usually try to obfuscate these things so that lay people don’t hurt themselves trying something beyond their station.”

“I’m the only layperson here.”

Ari nodded, then said, “We will stay away from the mind-body-aura-soul versus the mind-body-soul discussion, and focus on the soul itself. The soul is what you are, at your core. This core is widely believed to contain two densities. The exterior soul, the Shroud, is rather unimportant to this discussion, as it is the part of you that has yet to become the real you. Soul spells must punch through this layer in order to affect the inner soul, but in the end, the Shroud doesn’t really matter.

“The Shroud does matter in one specific case: By disrupting the Shroud, and then destroying the physical mind, and then healing the physical mind, one can make a person forget recent events. This might have repercussions for this discussion, or it might not.

“I will explain.

“The inner soul is where your long-term self is contained. This is where you have correctly stated that the souls and stats are stored, along with long term memories and otherwise. But you are slightly incorrect in stating that memories are stored in the soul. What is going on there, is that the mana in your body remembers itself based on the mind.

“This is why some people —not many!— can sometimes lose their heads, and if they’re healed fast enough, and well enough, their heads can come back, and they’re fine. This is because the memory in the mana did not have a chance to dissipate.

“Think of it as a [Mend] replacing a broken teacup, and since that teacup is back, it can once again be filled with tea and enjoyed, which will then continue adding into the mana history of the item. In time, it will be as though the break never happened. But if you break that teacup as it is holding tea, like breaking the short-term Shroud of the soul, that tea, that Shroud, will go away, and never come back. It is lost to the memory of the item.

“I see you understand. And yes, it is a large concept, but also the simplest way to destroy the short term memories of a person.

“And now, back to Raidu’s unusual resistance to your Blessing.

“… And before we get to that, we must discuss curses and Curses; both the kind cast by Hedge Witches and the big ones, cast by those such as the Shade who was the Witch.”

In the other room, Teressa perked up.

Ari continued, “Most of the soul is hidden from the viewer, as you have no doubt figured out. One of the main hidden things is the mana pool of a person, but all together, the soul is 95% hidden from mortals. Gods have easier access, but we are not gods.

“Anyway. In that 5% of visibility, small curses are easy to see upon the soul.

“Small curses are restrictions and crushing force and sequestering and dimming. You can spot smaller curses all throughout all levels of the soul, both the inner soul, and the outer soul, but short-term combat curses mostly linger in the outer soul, where they seep in and attempt to poison the inner soul.

“If a small curse is left alone for long enough, sometimes they can become major Curses, but this usually only happens when someone doesn’t realize they have been cursed. Curse slimes are particularly good at this level of cursing.

“Thankfully, I heard that those have mostly been eradicated, so we’re all happy about that.

“Anyway. Most Curses I end up removing start off as curses; as bunching and squeezing of the soul. Unnatural eddies that betray blocks in the soul.

“That’s how to spot a curse, and a Curse. The deeper it is, the larger the effect, the easier the Curse is to see.

“And now we get to Blessings.

“Blessings are magnifications. They are empowerment. They are brightenings. Smaller blessings are easy to see, for they are like someone has taken a lens to the soul, to make a small part bigger, or to make it more pronounced. Some blessings deepen the density of a specific part of the soul. Small blessings, when left alone and helped along by the person so affected, can sometimes transform into larger Blessings.

“And then there are the Blessings that start off large.

“Your Blessing of Empathy is a large Blessing, and it creates a magnification upon the entire soul. Your Blessing works from the Inner soul to even affect the Shroud, pointing the soul in a direction of growth and connection with other people. And then there is the secondary effect. When someone so Blessed does harm, it is as though their whole soul lights up. Those internal connections made to others in the mind of the Blessed soul are magnified to an overwhelming point.

“And now for Raidu’s unusual reaction:

“I watched as that man basically Cursed himself, strangling the footholds of the Blessing you gave him, until I undid his self-Curse with minor blessings, whereupon your Blessing took hold like a detonation of white light upon his red soul.” Ari said, “Your Blessing soaked into the man, becoming a part of him, to then fade into the background of red that was Raidu. And then it magnified. His entire soul lit up like a red beacon. He was still in the act of committing harm with his words, which were already out there, and he couldn’t stop what he had done, so he took his own life to end the pain. That is what I believe happened.” Ari said, “I saw no other magnifications upon his soul. If anything, he had been cursed slightly, though it is hard to tell the difference between a curse and a denial of outside interference, sometimes.

“Both Blessings and Curses can be denied if the will is strong enough, but usually some of that magic sticks even if a person resists it. Strangely enough, smaller curses and large Blessings both usually get through that resistance. This is the only reason why I think it might be slightly possible that Raidu was cursed to resist your Blessing, as your Blessing was well known even all the way over here on the other side of Veird.”

Erick tried to reconcile Ari’s words against what he already knew. It all sounded correct. And that part about the memories and the body! That answered so many questions about how orcols were able to lose their heads sometimes!

But it opened up a lot more.

Was Erick his soul, which seemed like a recording in the mana, or was he his body, which was… well, his body. And his body had already been destroyed by that soul spear.

Was Erick still Erick?

… Teressa was still Teressa. So…

Erick was still Erick.

He gave a small sigh of relief. No existential crisis today, thank you very much!

Erick came back to himself, and moved right along, asking, “I heard about a Court Necromancer that would summon the souls of the dead for final farewells and questioning. Could we call Raidu back for questioning?”

Ari said, “He was already summoned back into his own corpse by Patriarch Hangzi of Devouring Nightmare.”

Erick had wondered if they had done that. But since Ari didn’t lead with that, and based on what she hadn’t yet explained...

Erick concluded, “He has no memory of anything important.”

No one knew anything important, it seemed. Not a single assassin of the entire group had given Erick any answers, but then again, he hadn’t really questioned any of them himself… Maybe he should.

Ari nodded. “Even though Raidu has been summoned into his own body, he is missing memories that he should have had, thus my earlier explanation of the mind-body-soul connection. This phenomenon is rather normal in specific instances for many of the normal returned, as questioning the normal dead about such things as ‘what did you eat last week on firstday?’ will almost always result in confusion. But certain things he should know, such as the reasons for the war. And yet, he does not know anything besides the broad strokes. He doesn’t even know why he said all of those words he said when you confronted him in the sky over Terror Peaks. One thing that he should know, for sure, is why he was calling you a Wizard. As you can imagine, we did ask him that, specifically.”

Erick frowned, and said, “When he was alive, he told me that the creation of new Basic Tier spellwork was Wizardry.”

“Which is fundamentally wrong, and he even knows this, as we questioned him about this, also specifically. Something has been done to him, and he doesn’t know what. The most telling proof that something was done, is that Raidu is missing the conviction he had in life to stop your Blessing from working.” Ari said, “And so, right now, he is fully immersed in his Blessing. He knows he caused the destruction of his society, which is normally against monsters, by foolishly going up against the man who killed the biggest monsters in this world, and he has no idea why he would do such a thing.

“He is baffled at his own actions.

“Which… is not a phenomenon that I am unfamiliar with.

“This ‘objectivity of death’ is a known phenomenon, which makes ghosts baffled at their actions in life, but your Blessing has made that objectivity highly apparent. And so, he repents the pain he caused and is working with us to figure out what happened, but it is difficult with his missing memories. Added to that, simply being summoned is… inordinately painful for ghosts like him. Most summonings of normal people are cut short, for the return to life brings pain far beyond the physical, but Raidu’s pain is… much more than physical.”

She had said the word ‘normal’ way too many times for it to not mean something. It caught Erick off guard at first, but it shouldn’t have. Humans could become angels after they died, if they died pledged to Celes, while incani naturally became demons upon death, their souls automatically transferring to Hell. Humans could actually go to any afterlife. Though Erick had stayed away from much of that theology of Veird, it was hard to not pick up on some stray facts here and there.

Erick still wasn’t sure what happened to demis, though. From the various funerals he had surreptitiously witnessed, he imagined that they could go either way, depending on the person. Or depending on the family which had gone before.

But as for Raidu… Erick had assumed him as some angel, or something, and angels were certainly not ‘normal summons’.

Erick asked, “So Raidu did not ascend to become an angel? He was a normal person?”

Ari paused, then said, “Ah. I see the misunderstanding.” She elaborated, “Terror Peaks, historically, has never sided with the angels, because the war against the monsters was much more important to them than the Forever War. This did not stop Terror Peaks from being racist against anyone non-human; you no doubt saw their cities were full of humans and little else. Even with such a population, though, last I heard, they had ties to both Hell and Celes. Humans can go either way upon death, after all.”

Erick listened, feeling that Ari wasn’t quite getting what he was putting down.

He said, “This is my worry, Ari: Terror Peaks was just the start of a larger war. A war where everyone will fight. A world war. A Converter Angel was already summoned to Veird, but now that her network has been destroyed, she’s hanging out on Celes, waiting for the right moment to come back.” Erick said, “The Celestial Host is planning for the long term, and I fear that this action by Terror Peaks is just one of the opening moves.”

Ari went from listening, to quiet dread, to acceptance.

She said, “I believe they already did much of their questioning in that particular direction, but I will have them try again. Give me a moment.”

Erick nodded.

Ari sent out a tendril of thought.

After a minute, and a few facial expressions, she disconnected from her call, and said, “They had to [Stasis] Raidu’s ghost in order to halt soul degradation, but your direction of questioning has been added to the docket.”

“Thank you.”

Half of him wanted to know how they would question a ghost. The other half didn’t care. That man had been a bad faith actor in life, and he was likely a bad faith actor in death.

Erick asked, “Can ghosts lie? Truthstones shouldn’t work on the mindless dead, should they?” Erick looked to Poi, standing in the corner.

Poi shook his head; no.

“There are Soul Magic ways of telling truth from lies, but it is right to be concerned, if we are indeed walking through angelic plots.” Ari said, “Since you have brought up this idea of him being an angelic actor, we won’t be allowing his soul to return to the mana. When he dies, we will sunder his soul as befits a man of his nature. Before that ultimate End, we will inform him as much, to see how he reacts to knowing he won’t go on to whatever End he has planned.”

For a brief moment, Erick was appalled.

Sundering?

But.

Even the Headmaster wouldn’t sunder a soul. He called it the worst punishment that was possible to inflict on a person. But also, sundering souls was what gods did to make mana; apparently it was painless for them to do it…

Erick had a lot of sudden, overwhelming emotions about the sundering of Raidu’s soul. Mostly, recoiling dread. But also perverse joy.

He ignored those emotions, for now.

Erick moved on, asking, “Have you been able to discover anything about the soul spear?”

Ari seemed glad for the change of topic, possibly because she was worried over how he would react to hearing about the proposed sundering of Raidu.

She moved right alongside Erick, saying, “Those spears are [Duplicate]d in some way, as you suspected.” Ari said, “We’ve taken apart two of them and all but confirmed that hypothesis. I don’t want to alarm you, but when this fact was discovered, the Headmaster was informed, as necessitated by treaties we already have with Oceanside. The Headmaster is sending out Elites to uncover whatever happened there.”

Who would the Headmaster send? Someone Erick knew?

Erick said, “I suspect that the spear’s base object is either [Duplicate]d and then each one was enchanted individually, which is the medium-worrying idea, or maybe there was an artifact in Ar’Kendrithyst that copied artifacts completely, which is the high-grade worry.”

Ari startled, slightly, betraying a great, new worry. She calmly asked, “There are artifacts like that?”

“I have no idea, but the Armory was cleared out. All of the artifacts are gone.” Erick said, “I would be surprised if none of them turned up even all the way over here, in Songli. This nation is one of the most populous in the world, and that means a lot of people come through this way.”

Ari focused. “If there are such artifacts here, then I am not aware of them. We’ve— Star Song has captured a great many magical items out of Ar’Kendrithyst, mostly after they’ve caused problems here or there inside Eralis— None of them were artifacts, though. Just major magical items. This is not a new problem. If there are actual artifacts… We haven’t captured anything like that, at all.” She frowned. “Not to my knowledge.”

Erick said, “It hasn’t been that long since Last Shadow’s Feast. I have expected to run across one of those myriad artifacts, and maybe this is one of them, but I suspect most such artifacts to be sequestered in hiding holes until needed.”

“It’s entirely possible that some smaller clans or even individuals have found Ar’Kendrithyst artifacts and are hoarding them for themselves, but it is more likely that they were given over to High Clans for favors and prestige. But now that the war has killed so many… If any one of the Clans has captured any such artifacts, then they are likely lost; stuffed away in hiding holes that no one will ever know are there until decades later during remodels.” Ari paused, then said, “It’s possible that Terror Peaks somehow acquired one such artifact.” She added, “A lot more likely than angel interference, too.”

Erick had thought that they had gotten somewhere with Raidu being angelically aligned, so he asked, “Why do you say that?”

“This has to do with the Compact of Demogal, signed 550 years ago by the High Clans before they formed Songli. One of the tenets of that compact was to forgo clan-level partnerships with either the angels or demons. It still happens, of course, for both sides still entice mortals with power and life after death, but that action happens on an individual basis. Usually.” Ari said, “The compact is simple words on paper, though, so that means about as much as people want it to mean. Terror Peaks usually adheres well to this particular compact. It was only three years ago that they demonstrated this adherence. Terror Peaks fought against an angel-aligned clan known as Steel Edge, who had been killing primarily-incani clans over on their side of the Tribulations.” She shook her head. “The more I think of it, the less I believe that Raidu has anything to do with angels, and more to do with some odd artifact. Possibly even an artifact that copies the soul spear, as you have hypothesized.”

Erick frowned. “Are you sure there’s no angelic interference?”

“All I can tell you is that I have seen no angelic interference upon Raidu’s soul.” Ari said, “Erick. In Nelboor, the Quiet War does not happen between nations. Nations work to quash such happenings.”

And now they had arrived at the crux of the matter.

Erick said, “But that was before Particle Magic, before the creation of a potential World Tree, which will potentially open up new worlds.”

“As you have said…” Ari said, “I am not sure that Hell or Celes would want all-out war, though. They do tend to pull back from all-out war when it looks to go that way.”

And now they were going around in circles.

Erick moved on, “Thank you for listening to my concerns. I hope Raidu’s answers are satisfactory to us all.”

Ari nodded.

“Moving on: Does Songli have any hints to understanding [Gate]?”

“You would have to speak to the High Clans about that.” Ari said, “It was always the Patriarch’s responsibility to direct those who asked about that ancient magic. I do know that the sculpture in front of Star Song— Well. It’s gone now; destroyed in the fighting. But that was a clue. Unfortunately, Zalindi has already gone to his final End and I am not…” Ari said, “I no longer have many duties with Star Song. Perhaps Patriarch Mirizo would know more.”

Erick felt his heart go out to the woman, for she had been outed as a Soul Mage because of him. Not directly; no. But somehow, someway, Ari had been outed as a Soul Mage, and now she was here in Holorulo, in Court dress. And, it was not hard to see that she wasn’t exactly happy.

Ari asked, “Is there anything else you would like to ask?”

There were a few things. For starters: Did she need help with something? He hadn’t expected this practical interrogation when he asked her to come over, but maybe he should have?

“There is one thing.” Erick said, “I’ve been working on this spell for a while. It doesn’t have a name, but I’m calling it [Renew]. It’s to be a Basic Tier spell that anyone can purchase, that will allow them to renew and reinvigorate any ongoing magic. The goal is to allow laypeople to [Renew] the ongoing magical effects that others can cast; to allow a normal guard to upkeep the [Grand Shield] that an archmage can cast upon a city, for instance.”

Ari asked, “Do you mean, like a City Shield?”

Erick smiled. “Yes! Exactly like that.” He added, “City Shields are the normal magical items, but the artifact is known as the Tears of Aloeth; they’re Old Cosmology artifacts. City Shields were the New Cosmology creation. Apparently they’re not that good, but I haven’t seen any, so I don’t really know.”

“We have some City Shields. Back in Eralis.” Ari said, “Here, too, no doubt.”

“You do?” Erick smiled wide. “I need to see one.”

“This is easily accomplished; I can direct you to a Border Clan, or you can ask after one here, in Holorulo. They might even be able to sell you one to experiment upon, if you wish. They’re not very useful, but Border Clans use them sometimes against monster waves.” She said, “They’re terrible at stopping people, though.”

“Ah! This is great. First good news I’ve had all week, it seems.” Erick asked, “But let us talk a little about expanding that functionality to more than just a simple shield. Let us speak of a [Renew], a new Basic Spell that would work for anyone to restore any ongoing magic.”

Ari went silent for a moment, thinking, then she said, “Everyone’s individual spellwork is different; everyone’s soul casts a little bit differently. This is only the first problem with this [Renew] spell. Even City Shields collapse if people don’t attempt to harmonize their mana to the same colors.”

Erick smiled, then said, “This is all new information for me, so let us talk about it for a while.”

Ari seemed to relax a little; becoming less stiff under Erick’s enthusiasm, perhaps.

She began, “Well. Spells work off of parts of the soul, which is different for everyone, which...”

They spoke of souls and magic.

A few hours later, and just as Ari was starting to smile and Erick was able to tell a terrible joke that elicited a laugh, Hangzi called upon Erick for an evening meal in a few hours. When that happened, Ari turned cold again. She decided to return to her duties as a Soul Mage of Songli. Though she had never said so, Erick saw that Ari was not happy here in Holorulo.

Erick saw her off, saying, “If you need help with your new life, or whatever may come, just send to me, and I’ll be there.” He looked to her, the seriousness of his words evident in his eyes. “I mean it, Ari. Ask, and I’ll be there. You deserve this much and more. Thank you for saving my life.”

Ari smiled, a sad expression, then she discarded that emotion, and said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. Perhaps we can share another pot of tea and discuss magic again, some other time.”

“I would like that.”

As Erick watched Ari blip away in red light, he had a sad moment.

It was the way in which Ari had said ‘Archmage Flatt’, and not ‘Erick’.

Ahh. Dammit.

Erick missed ‘Ezekiel’. That was a simpler time, for sure.
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                The dining room was fifty meters long and half that wide, while the ceiling hung a good thirty meters above, and dangled with white stone chandeliers. The main dining table, at ten meters long and two wide, sat to the side, atop a wide platform. Smaller tables were scattered around the rest of the large gathering space, with much of the structure of the room reminding Erick of the gathering he had attended back when they announced Tadashi’s antirhine treatment. Those smaller U-shaped tables were also situated upon platforms, with walking aisles open between each of them. The chairs here were not simple drums this time; they were ornate carvings of airy stone.

Everything was white stone and gold leaf, with nuance given over to yellow in the fabrics of the chair cushions and in the drapery upon the entrances and windows. Gold and white fires glowed everywhere, providing soft light and no shadows.

Everyone in the room, of which there were at least a hundred, wore either white, or white with gold trim, or full-on gold, though the latter was reserved for three people in particular: Matriarch Lingxing, Matriarch Tipanri, and Patriarch Hangzi. Each of them sat at the main table, each separated from the next by two meters, each facing the main gathering down below.

Erick sat to the side of the main table, at what some back on Earth would consider the ‘head’, but which was here just a place of honor. He wore his best white robes, and so did his people, but Teressa, Poi, and Jane, were each seated down below, at the first table near the main one.

He wondered, briefly, how a ‘small dinner of no consequence’, ended up like this formal affair, back when he arrived in this space, lightstepping down into the stone garden just beyond the archway. Most people arrived from that direction.

Back when he arrived, the room had been empty, and it seemed like it truly had been a small dinner, done in a huge room. But after small introductions, with Erick seated for three minutes and the first meal served, others had started to arrive.

And people kept arriving.

Erick barely knew any of them for most of them had to be from Holorulo. Every single person came in and bowed to the main table, and then took their spot at the various other tables, according to some arcane methodology, for sure. Mostly, people of high standing went to the front, near the main table, but then Scion Caina went all the way to the back of the room, and Erick lost his understanding of the seating arrangement.

Hangzi, seated only a few meters away and closest to Erick, spoke softly, and his voice carried to the whole of the table; there was an enchantment upon the white stone to ensure they could hear each other, but others could not hear them. “A large change from your first experience at one of these gatherings, I assume.” He gave a wan smile as he sipped his rice wine, and picked at his first dish; a small bowl of fried wontons, stuffed with cheese and meat. The young man’s voice was full of false cheer, masking itself as real. Hangzi was hurting, for sure, but he was putting on a good show.

Erick had his own small bowl of the same appetizers. With one wonton on a fork, as he answered, “You are correct. I’m not quite sure what I was expecting from the invitation, but a gathering was not it.”

Hangzi kept his sad smile, as he said, “There’s no better way to get over tragedy than with shared meals and kingdom rebuilding.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “I haven’t gotten the chance to give my condolences, but I do so now. I have heard your father was a great man, and that he and Yorza both gave their lives saving others.”

“They did.” Hangzi’s demeanor solidified into strength. “Thank you for your words, and for your actions these last ten days. From your attempt to end the war before it began, to what you did for us all afterward. It would be correct to say that much of Songli remains strong because of your actions.”

Tipanri, seated next to Hangzi, spoke, and her voice also carried across the table, “You have done much for us, Archmage Flatt. If there is something you need in return, just ask, and we will attempt to make it happen.” She added, “Aside from what you already asked of us, that is.”

Erick asked, “How is Tadashi and his treatment progressing?”

Hangzi answered, “He has suffered injuries that will take months to heal, but he has survived the worst of it, though he will not regain his lower legs until chelation is understood and implemented upon him.”

Erick almost shivered. Long term disability was practically unheard of on Veird. He said, “I’m sure they’ll figure it out soon enough.”

Lingxing was seated furthest away from Erick, but her words carried as easy as a normal conversation, “We recognize the necessity of this new alchemy, and so Eralis will be devoting a few more resources Star Song’s way to ensure that they develop and solidify chelation. Repair and restructuring take precedence, but chelation is a close second.” She added, “Alchemist Tadashi is doing well, last I heard.”

That was good to hear, but Erick still offered, “If you need more help with anything else I was doing, I could still help.”

Lingxing said, “We appreciate what you’ve done, Archmage Flatt, but Songli is a strong nation. We can support ourselves at this point.”

They always could support themselves, anyway. Erick had only helped because he needed to. He said, “Then I am glad I could help while I could.”

Hangzi said, “I could still use that mana sense blocker for Warzi.”

Tipanri and Lingxing glanced at Hangzi, who in turn gave them no mind.

Erick smiled, and said, “Thank you for that reminder! I had almost forgotten. I haven’t gotten a chance to do that yet, but it is a good experiment for me now, because of a few other facts I heard. It is my understanding that you have City Shields here. Could I get a look at one? I’m thinking I could have one of those sustain other magics. A mana sense shield for Warzi should be applicable.” He added, offhand, “Theoretically.”

Hangzi said, “It will be done. We can also provide you with rooms suitable to your needs, if you are interested in staying in Holorulo for a while.”

“I am interested in that.” Erick said, “Not sure how long I would be here, but I still have some aura control training to undertake from Sister Kaffi of Void Song, and that plan hasn’t changed. Though everything seems to have changed, hasn’t it.”

Lingxing said, “The only constant in life is change.”

Erick nodded, “Very true.”

Food came out on white stone carts, upon gold leaf plates. All in all, it was a nicer dinner than most, and the company was as proper as needed. While Erick and the heads of Songli spoke over small things at the main table, under spells that hid their own discussions from the rest of the room, people at other tables spoke of both small and large things; everything from commoners that stepped up in the time of need who were thus marked for advancement to clans, to reconstruction efforts and monetary flows, to missing people, to found bodies and funeral timings.

Erick had expected an interruption of a [Gate] and bombs to appear the entire time he ate nice food and sipped on watered-down rice wine. He had expected assassination attempts, just because this was a gathering of many, many high ranking people. But Songli seemed to expect that, too. No one was truly happy at the gathering; the mood of the party was somber and apprehensive, and for all that was spoken, the conversations were guarded.

But the food was good, and nothing happened, and many people talked of deals and trade and of better times, with people who would never be there ever again. Erick listened to it all, absorbing the names of people he never met. He also heard of districts in towns that were gone, and of Border Clans who were wiped out, and of how Songli had not been prepared for this war, at all.

That was a sobering idea.

In the matter of a few hours, Erick’s entire notion that Terror Peaks was ‘always going to lose’ had been shattered. Terror Peaks would have won.

Songli had only survived because of him. Millions of lives, saved, because of his actions.

Several people came up during the gathering to speak of these truths to Erick, himself, to tell him of lives he had saved, and of how Ophiel had flown through the sky, delivering light to break the shadows of Terror Peaks.

Already, people were talking of Terror Peaks like they had been invaded by Shadow; their ideals twisted to horrible ends. It was a new idea that a few people floated out there, but which many upheld.

Erick watched, almost detached from himself, as the narrative was built and reinforced by people speaking ‘This is what we say about them’ and ‘This is how we say it’. The number of people using those actual phrases were minimal; those particular phrases were merely trotted out to gauge where to go next. When the next direction was decided, other voices took up the narrative, adding their own thread to the weave, to see toward their own needs.

The night wound down with the first of many desserts, and then others leaving, passing by the head table as they did so to give their farewells, and final words to the heads of Songli, and Erick. Erick and the heads of Songli remained, watching it all happen. And then Lingxing and Tipanri left, as well, giving Erick small words of thanks and offers to further talk, whenever Erick desired.

Soon, Erick and his people, and Hangzi and his people, were the only ones left. This was by design, for Hangzi had asked Erick if he could stay till the end with him. Erick had agreed, and now, they were relatively alone. Even the musicians had vanished, though they had only come in after some noble had wondered where the music was, Erick barely paid attention to them until they were gone. Now, silence stretched in the massive room.

Hangzi leaned back in his chair, and broke that silence, “It was simpler when you were some unknown Scion from the middle of nowhere.”

“I would have preferred that.” Erick said, “And then other people went and had other ideas.”

“Yes. They did.” Hangzi said, “You didn’t know any of those people in the gathering, did you?”

Ah. Here’s where the twist came. Erick had recognized something happening all night, but now, Hangzi was speaking openly of whatever it was they had been doing.

Erick said, “I recognized Caina Small Scare, and Gerella White Wood, and a few others. But not many of them; no. I didn’t even understand the seating arrangement.”

Hangzi smiled, a small expression, then said, “The Court is rather good about being circumspect when they wish, for you don’t get to be part of the Court until you can prove yourself skilled at politics. Usually. It’s an appointment, you see, and many of the nominators are dead and won’t be replaced for months, so we had to go with what we had. We had talked of the small all night, but I had promised you we would talk of the large, as well, and this was it: Tonight was actually a Judgment. Of you.”

Erick felt a sadness creep upon him. With reluctance, he asked, “Did I pass?”

“Yes, but not for the reasons you might think. Tonight was a complicated affair.” Hangzi said, “We don’t have half the pieces to this recent war, for it came out of nowhere for many of us. Less than twenty days from start to finish, with the count starting at the posting of that Quest to retrieve Tadashi.

“But there are a few facts that lead to certain awful conclusions, and we needed to judge based on those conclusions, to determine where Songli would go from here.

“Fact one: the Court here used to be filled with Reformists and Traditionalists and Moderates. The Reformists, for the most part, already approved of Archmage Flatt, and when they found out you were Ezekiel, they approved even more. After what you have done for us to help end this war before it could get truly bad, every single Reformist truly believes in you.

“Fact two: The assassins of Terror Peaks overly targeted the Traditionalists, your main detractors. Even if it was a fluke, we used to have three hundred people in the Court, with 45% of them being Traditionalists. Now, we’re down to 130, with 20% Traditionalists, and with the stronger Traditionalist voices silenced forever.

“Fact three: Queen and Goldie are active in Nelboor. Raidu never lied about that. They’re not active here, though. Songli is just their plaything.

“Fact four: Though you have acted with perfect aplomb, from the outcomes of this war, Queen and Goldie have set you up to win.

“Fact five: When you spoke to the Rain Mage, Shendeng, you seemed distraught that Goldie was giving out notes on pillows, but you also spoke like you could find her if you wished.

“Thus, leading us to believe that you are either an unwitting pawn of the Shades, or you control them now, or any one of a hundred such ideas.

“Thus, tonight’s judgment.” Hangzi said, “You came out justified in your actions, of course, for that is all we can truly judge, but you still needed to be judged. But on a personal note: I am glad that Warzi might finally be freed of his mana sense problem, but it would have been nice if you did not come here while on your Worldly Path. I miss my father; he was much better at this than I am, though I suppose I will have to learn by doing.”

Hangzi’s words were a rapid-fire series of punches to Erick’s chest. Mentioning the Worldly Path and then his father was a sucker punch to the jaw.

Erick wanted to be kind in his response, for Hangzi was hurting, but to be kind in the face of this series of accusations was to be weak. Oh! How he wanted to be kind! How he wanted to speak to Hangzi like the man could be a friend! How he wished that none of this war had happened. That no one had died. That so many things had gone differently.

But the world had turned as it had turned.

Erick softly asked, “Should I have based my choice to come here upon facts I did not know? Upon the plots of others, of which I had no capability of understanding?”

For two incandescent seconds, Hangzi raged behind his perfect mask, and then he calmed. “Of course not. After thinking on it for a while, I understood that the Worldly Path was not responsible for what happened to Songli. Even with your toppling of Ar’Kendrithyst, you are not responsible for what the rest of the world does with our newfound freedom.” He paused. “... It took me a while to get there.” He added, “I’m still not truly there, for it is true that Queen and Goldie are out there, and that they are using us as the Shades have always done. They are manipulating us for war. And you let them live.”

What could Erick say to that?

He could say that because of Goldie and Queen’s actions, Songli is now positioned to prosper more than any other nation of Nelboor? That those two Shades each have Divine Quests that recognize their own drive to repent? That the Blessing upon them works exactly as intended? And that Hangzi knows this, since he has Raidu under his control, and he knows that the Blessing of Empathy is uniquely powerful, and capable of making someone truly repent who they were?

No. There was no argument here that would work against Hangzi’s trauma. It was time to turn back to kindness.

Erick said, “I’m sorry for your loss. I’ll be working on that magic for Warzi starting tomorrow. I’m going to go back to doing magic for a while, actually. If there’s any other spellwork I can do for you, please don’t hesitate to ask.”

Hangzi did not hesitate. “Can you resurrect the dead? [True Resurrection]?”

Erick paused. He could theoretically talk to Messalina and—

Hangzi noticed the pause, and the thoughts, and he recoiled from himself, as he said, “I shouldn’t have asked you that. I don’t know what came over me. I—”

“The Lifebinder could do it,” Erick interrupted. “Though it might be too late. I have no idea how that works.”

Hangzi looked away. Then, resolute, he turned back toward Erick. “I will not be pursuing that option at this time, or ever. Thank you for your consideration.” He stood.

Erick stood with him.

Hangzi said, “I will inform Warzi that he can expect assistance with his mana sense in a timely manner.” He added, “Raidu’s soul will be sundered in three days. If you wish to speak to him before then, please make an appointment through Devouring Nightmare. Otherwise, your questions are already on the docket. Personally, I suspect that the angels are not involved. I suspect there is a hidden artifact somewhere. But as of right now, and according to what you have told Elder Arilitilo, I also suspect that a world war is coming.

“If, in the future of your Worldly Path, you get the chance to be brutal in the oppression of an enemy state, I suggest you be brutal, so that millions are spared from an improperly handled [First Strike].” He added, “I have seen recordings of what you did to the ballooning spider hordes. I am sure you have stronger spells, or that you can make them. Two hundred thousand dead terrorists is better than two hundred thousand dead terrorists and four-point-three million civilians.”

Erick felt stunned, but his mouth still worked, somewhat; he spoke reflexively, “You are correct, of course.”

“I know I am.” Hangzi said, “But it is good to hear you say it. Good night, Archmage Flatt.”

Hangzi walked away.

In moments, Erick was alone in the room… Except for the servants and his own people.

Stepping down off of the high platform, he walked to his people.

Jane had a soft, yet determined look upon her face. She had overheard Hangzi’s words, too. Thankfully, she didn’t say anything. As for the other two, Poi and Teressa both seemed like simple observers to what had happened. No one said anything until they got back to the rooms.

No one said anything to him before bed, either.

Jane did give him a nice hug, though.







- - - -







Erick needed a kinder way to walk this Worldly Path.

That was the background thought racing through his mind when a formal invitation arrived at his doorstep, held reverently in the hand of a Holorulo courier. Erick sent the man off with a small ‘thank you’, but his heart wasn’t in it, for he had already mana sensed the letter’s contents and read the words therein.

Sikali’s funeral was in a few hours. Erick and his people had been invited. Shortly afterward, the wakes for everyone in Star Song would be held at the same time, on Star Song’s clan mountain in Eralis.

Hours later, dressed in white and under the bright sky, Erick stood in the background of a gathering of twenty four, all of them standing around a short flight of stairs leading into a bright hallway down below. Xue stood by the stairs, holding Sikali’s urn, filled with her powdered bones and intact skull. It was a work of metal art, with flowers and vines and Sikali’s name engraved upon it, in red and black and gold and white. With tears running down his face, Xue handed Sikali’s urn to the man who stood one step down the staircase; the keeper of bones. The keeper then bowed, and took the urn down the small flight of stairs. Sikali’s bones would find their final rest in the mausoleum of Star Song, along with many others.

Xue bowed, his eyes to the ground as his wife’s urn vanished down the bright hallway. And then he stepped away, and a woman came forward, holding a different urn to hand off to another keeper of bones.

Many people in the gathering of Enforcers held similar urns. Xue had just been the one to go first.

Erick let his own small tears flow. This was entirely too sad.

He needed a kinder way to walk this Path…

One that wasn’t murdering the opposition before they could get a chance to murder the people he cared about.

- - - -

All across Songli, funerals were underway. Some were joyous events, celebrating the life of those who had gone before. Some went unnoticed, except by the single remaining child of the murdered parents, and the mausoleum keeper who took the urns of those who were gone forever. Some funerals were affairs with too many people talking to each other, networking over the fall of business owners, attempting to bring their companies or storefronts or markets back from the brink of annihilation, or figuring out what to do now that they were the only ones left in their border city able to provide blacksmith services, or construction spells.

For many, there were no individual funerals. There were only mass interments by overworked priests into newly-made mausoleums, while a few remaining survivors watched, many of them with glazed-over eyes.

And then there were the outliers.

People who partied hard, with alcohol and drugs and wanton sex, looking for joy wherever they could find it. The bordellos around Eralis were filled with such people.

If Sikali had lived, she and Xue would be doing that, right now, and trying to get others to open up about their sadness.

But Sikali had not lived.

Xue looked upon the [Viewing Screen] of one of their favorite courtesan houses, and lamented. After a battle, when her blood was up, was always a fun time. But that would never happen again. Xue glanced once more at the screen, then willed it away to sit in silence with his rice wine. Sikali didn’t get her own wake; in a little while, a wake was to be held at Star Song for everyone who died.

He was an Elder of Enforcement, now, and so, he needed to be there.

Riri was the Elder of Lore.

Arilitilo was off in Holorulo, outed as a Soul Mage, which was unfortunate. Xue would have liked to have her around for guidance and to help hold the place together, but Holorulo called upon her, and they would not be denied. With Zalindi dead, and Mirizo ascended to Patriarch, Star Song would be more than fine going forward. After all, Mirizo was a vicious political animal with the appropriate amount of leanings toward nicety when needed—

A knock came at his door.

Xue allowed him to enter. It was the new Captain of Capture Squad Four, Enforcer Peroit, the man who Mirizo tagged to take over Sikali’s position. The two of them had already had it out days ago, after Xue became an Elder, with Peroit barely surviving the fight. Now, the man who had come for his wife’s position as captain was falsely contrite, and playing the part of a dutiful clansman.

Peroit said something about the wake starting soon. Xue acknowledged him, and told him to go clean something. Peroit walked away, his mask slipping, betraying his deep anger as he shut the door.

Fuck him!

Xue was about to call him back and tell him to clean the floor with his tongue! But then the anger flowed out of him.

He took Sikali’s position as captain…

… A few more days. A few more days of treating him like shit, then Xue would allow the man to do his job properly. Peroit was a good captain, but…

This was hard.

Xue got out of his chair. He finished off his rice wine and delighted in the burn as it went down his throat. It was time to be political.

Getting to the party was easy enough; down three hallways and up a flight of stairs.

Seeing the people there was harder. The wine helped to dull his senses, but he couldn’t help but feel the eyes upon him. He couldn’t help but understand the expressions of those who turned his way, and saw him walk out upon the courtyard. There was pity. Sadness. Rage from some newly risen clansmen, for some reason, though not directed at him, specifically; he was just the proper target at the moment. Xue would need to look into that.

… Ah.

It was time to get over it all, and to become the center of power that was needed in this trying time.

And then he spied Ezeki— Erick. He saw Archmage Erick Flatt, and saw the man’s sorrow.

Xue wasn’t the only one that needed to get a fucking grip. Erick looked like he was about to break, and that was disrespectful to all that he had done, and all the lives of those he had saved. Calling him the savior of Songli would not be going too far, and though he had likely heard those words of praise from others…

Erick had once helped Xue to come to terms with his paranoia, to manage who he was, and who he was going to be.

Xue would do the same.

- - - -

Erick watched as people gave speeches about the dead.

When people came to him, to thank him for saving their life or the lives of people they knew, he welcomed them with as much warmth as he could. Others saw him, and could barely hold their rage in check. Erick had not managed to save everyone. Clearly, some people here thought this war had been Erick’s fault.

And then Xue appeared out from a hallway, and much of the ire directed Erick’s way, went to Xue.

Xue locked eyes with Erick… And then he glanced to Erick’s left, and briefly looked to Jane. It was Erick’s understanding that they had worked together recently, on various things… Erick wasn’t entirely sure about all of that. Jane hadn’t shared much. But then Xue turned back to Erick, and walked directly toward him.

Ah.

Here it comes.

The vilification.

Erick felt himself sweat, as he tried to keep a cool demeanor. He felt the eyes of others upon him, watching as Xue walked his way. No one else had dared to speak out loud of Erick’s failures, and of his presence which caused all this, and of how he could have ended this war before it truly began if only he had pressed that button—

Xue stood before Erick, saying, “I want to talk.”

Erick felt himself nodding. “Sure.”

Xue went back down the hallway he had arrived from. Erick followed. Poi followed behind Erick, but Teressa and Jane stayed at the wake, for Jane was talking to Mirizo about plans and people and Erick didn’t want to interrupt that.

Along the way, the trio of them came across a man walking in the hallways, wearing the white and black of a clan Enforcer and casting [Cleanse] in the hallways. The man saw Xue, and there was hate in that look, but it was well hidden.

In an easy voice, Xue told the man, “Ignore this task, Captain Peroit. The initiates can do this, later. Sorry for foisting my anger out on you; I was being petty and you had nothing to do with Sikali’s death.” He stared the man in the eyes, and said, “Believe me; I checked.”

Peroit’s hidden anger quailed to hidden fear; the man stood straight and then bowed.

Xue said, “Dismissed.”

Peroit walked away, to the wake.

Xue and Erick soon reached a set of rooms on the northside of Star Song’s mountain; a minor gathering location, or perhaps a bar of some sort. The rooms were empty, though. The place looked high class, especially the large windows and the plush furniture, and the bookshelf-like wall with a half-dozen alcohol bottles that were gently illuminated from below by wardlights. There was space for a hundred bottles, but there were only six, here; this place had probably been trashed in the fighting.

With barely any hesitation, Xue grabbed one of the bottles off of the second-to-top shelf. It was mostly full. Another grab netted a pair of glass tumblers from the lower shelves. Xue poured the two of them drinks, then handed him one.

Xue said, “To better times ahead.” And then he downed the drink.

Erick downed his own, afterward. Xue refilled the cups, and gestured to the seats nearby. He took one; Erick took the other.

Xue started off with, “Looks like you’re the paranoid one, now. I saw how you eyed that drink, thinking it might be poisoned.” It was meant to be a dark joke, some gallows humor.

Erick appreciated it for what it tried to be, and not for how accurate it was. The two of them had talked in passing in the last few days, but nothing substantial; nothing beyond the ‘this is happening over here, who is doing something about that’.

Now, here, Erick said what he had failed to say for the last week. “I’m sorry about Sikali. I didn’t hear about it till afterward. That time was… It was quick and terrible and many things happened outside of my sight.”

Xue froze, then wiped away a quick tear, then downed his drink and then refilled it again, saying, “It happened outside of my sight as well. I didn’t hear about it till three hours after the fact. When I heard, I was arms deep in the guts of some initiate, trying to heal out the decay spells that someone had cast into him. That kid survived. Many didn’t.” He said, “Thank you for coming to the funeral, and the wake.”

Erick nodded, and downed his drink, feeling the burn as it went down.

Xue refilled his glass, saying, “So it looks like you’re having some trouble dealing with the aftermath of the war.”

Erick reflectively recoiled. “Aren’t you?”

“Yeah. I am. But your world was much simpler than this one, and now you have power you never expected to have. I bet a dozen people have already yelled at you for not doing something larger, and sooner.”

“… That is not incorrect.”

“You once gave me some good advice, to not jump at shadows and thus make them real by jumping. To separate out those who were truly out to get me, from those who were just being who they were.” Xue said, “I’m going to give you some advice now, from one man who grew up powerless but who gained power through a knack for magic that many others never possessed. The scale is different, obviously, but the fact remains: People have to look out for themselves. You can’t save everyone.”

Erick felt like he had been seen through, and he probably had.

But the immediate feeling after that overwhelmed the first.

Erick asked, “But what if you could.”

Xue paused, then laughed once. He shook his head, and said, “I suppose I should say ‘you shouldn’t save everyone’. The only truth in this life is violence and death. If people cannot handle the first, they will arrive at the second well before they are ready.”

Erick frowned. “Then why does Songli have the Void Song? And all that suppression?”

“The lands outside of the main three cities have no Void Song.” Xue said, “I feel like you have gotten the wrong impression of Songli, Erick. You see us as people to be saved. You see this Worldly Path you’re on as some—” Xue paused, as he saw Erick’s expression.

Erick softly asked, “You knew?”

Xue said, “The Worldly Path does not make wars happen. This war was always going to happen. As soon as that alchemist stumbled upon the cure for the Elixir, which you had already known as chelation, this was the destined outcome.” Xue added, “Maybe, the only reason your Path brought you here, was to prevent a full-scale annihilation, or to help us figure out chelation before it was gone forever. We’re still uncovering most of the reasons and preparations for the war… But Terror Peaks had prepared well. We could have lost half of our people, with the rest broken and divided amongst the invading clans who plotted right alongside Terror Peaks. It would have been like leviathans feasting on the corpse of a whale turtle; everyone taking their pieces and running.

“But now, Songli will expand.

“The pirates of the Highland Ocean are gone. The warlord clans to the north have been brought to heel. Terror Peaks, that ancient enemy, is gone.” Xue said, “Those northern warlords are actually talking of incorporating a new city, at the headwaters of the Wanzhi River. It’s been in the works for a long while, but now that Songli has proven itself as strong and our enemies are laid low or eradicated, we might have a fourth main city added to the Highlands.” Xue said, “If your involvement here has done anything, it has done that.”

That was nice to hear, but a part of Erick could not let go of one question. He stared at the clear liquid in his glass tumbler and sloshed it back and forth. Then he downed it all, and stared at Xue. Xue waited.

Erick asked, “If you could have pressed a button and eradicated Terror Peaks 15 days ago, would you have pressed that button?”

Xue’s face went a little slack. He breathed out, and thought. He downed his drink, then refilled it, then refilled Erick’s as he said, “You once told me to never attribute to malice what is explainable by ignorance, but the continuation of that, is that sometimes the malice is malice. The danger is real. On small scales, this is fine. This is life. But you also proved to me that first strikes are sometimes in error. I was so paranoid about you… and then you went and said all what you said.

“I think it is right that you allowed Terror Peaks to prove who they were… to you.

“We all knew what was going to happen, and we told you, and if it were up to some of the people in charge around here then they would have ‘pressed that button’, as you say.

“But still. Peace must be given a chance. Prosperity cannot happen without people judging in compassion and fairness. War leads to war, as all of Nelboor can attest; it is only through breaking this cycle that prosperity can flow.” Xue asked the air, “Did you make a mistake?” He answered, “No. There were no mistakes. You are not responsible for the actions of others.

“But above all else: Deciding the fates of other nations— Especially nations that are not your own! Deciding the fates of nations with a wave of your hand is nothing more than tyranny. If you go down that path, someone will find something worse to use against you than that soul spear.” Xue said, “If you had eradicated Terror Peaks on your own, Songli would have needed to oust you, for in such an action, we would have suddenly found that Terror Peaks had become a martyr, and all of their allied forces would rally under a new banner, for sure.”

Erick sipped his drink and felt fractionally better for the decisions he had made. “Thank you, Xue.”

Xue smiled, and said, “At least I don’t have to give you the brutality speech! I have to give that one to new clansmen all the time.”

“Ah?” Erick asked, “What’s that one?”

“A kilogram of brutality when it is necessary will buy you a megagram of easy days later.” Xue explained, offhandedly, “It’s something you have to tell the young ones who’ve gained a modicum of power and wealth and yet those young ones are still getting bullied by childhood evils that have grown up right alongside them. I always tell them, to let the bullies prove themselves as wrong, and then you put them down. Hard. And then no one will stand up against you again.”

“… Ah. Yeah.” Erick said, “Took my daughter and a lot of various forces a long time to get me to understand that. But now I worry about going too far.”

“You’re walking a difficult line; swords on one side and the Abyss on the other.” Xue said, “I don’t envy you, but I do thank you for coming here. You’re a lot easier to talk to when I’ve had some drinks in me, too.”

Erick startled, then laughed. He asked, “Did you think I was a dragon, or what, back when you saw me look at that sculpture out front?”

Xue lightly shook his head as he dropped his volume, “That was the worst-case scenario. No one really knew what that sculpture meant, but we all knew it had something to do with dragons.” He said, “I didn’t find out it meant the Worldly Path until after I became an Elder, and even then… Zalindi was supposed to tell you something about that, but he’s gone. Not coming back, either.”

“I’m pretty sure I know what it means, anyway.”

“Oh? What?”

“To seek out the dragons.”

“To seek them out!” With a pointed look, Xue said, “There is a saying: When the dragon is buying drinks at the bar, calmly make your way to the exit, and pity the bartender.”

Erick laughed. “They can’t be worse than Shades.”

“Power wise? They are on the same level. The problem is that while Shades can work together, which makes them much worse, dragons can’t ever find another of their kind or they go into homicidal rages, so the switch to violence upon being found out is… Always a large switch.”

“I’ve heard that.”

“Have you ever seen a dragon fight, though?”

“No.”

That black dragon and the Flare Couatl didn’t really count, did it?

Xue noticed, but did not press, as he said, “I heard Eidolon had a dragon fight back when something happened in the Toxic Jungle and that event spilled into the city. Luckily, the dragons moved outside of the city rather fast. A good hundred square kilometers of forest, razed to ash and lava. I heard that the dragons were totally normal traders, too, until they met, and one thing led to another, and then— Boom! A dragon fight.”

Erick frowned, and nodded.

“We do have…” Xue looked to be internally debating something. He decided to go for it. He said, “We have some dragon that kills all the rest that try to start a fight. Once a year, maybe twice, there’s always some dragon turning to their true form somewhere in Songli, right alongside another doing the same. Half the time the fight just ends— no one is sure why. The other half the time, when they actually fight, a third dragon shows. A long red dragon. Decisively ends the other two before they can do much, then they go back into hiding, all within ten or less seconds.” He said, “The Void Song works on them, too, so we can keep much of the damage contained to small areas, thank Rozeta.”

Erick focused. “And the Headmaster hasn’t come out here and made something of that? Try to kill the red dragon?”

“Nope! No idea why, either. Don’t think anyone ever asked him, for fear of what might happen.” Xue said, “But he has to know, right?”

Erick decided, “Of course he does.”

Erick also decided that he would never raise that topic with the Headmaster, or with the elites he was sending to see about that soul spear.

The conversation moved on to easier topics, like rebuilding and Blood Magic, and fashion. And oh wow, did Xue have opinions and ideas about fashion. Erick smiled at the mundanity of the conversation. He needed this, and he felt that Xue did, too, especially when, drunkenly, Xue told him as much.
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                Erick woke in his bed at Devouring Nightmare’s third clan mountain in Holorulo.

Last night had been nice. The funerals and the wake had been what they needed to be, but talking to Xue had been nice. Drinking with a new friend had been great.

Well. Were they friends? Likely not after one night, but whatever. It was the start of something, probably.

Once the day got going, Erick got even more good news from a messenger from Devouring Nightmare, in the form of a question: Since he was going to stay for a while, and his current location was simply not up to his needs since there was not a proper kitchen, what did he want in his new temporary rooms?

Erick happily answered, “About double the space I have now, with a nice kitchen where I can cook myself, but also with the option to get food prepared for me, too. A workspace open to the sky would be good, as there will be some of that, as well as a nice space for enchanting.”

Ten minutes later, Erick and his people were moving to the next clan mountain over, to Devouring Nightmare’s first clan mountain. A three story pagoda had his name on it, with the top floor open to the sky and the bottom two having everything Erick could ever want in a living space. Oh, sure, it was rather devoid of everything that made a house a home, but Erick wasn’t going to make it his home, either. It rather reminded Erick of his Windy Manor, over at Oceanside; nice, but just a vacation home.

The golden pagoda sat upon the northwest edge of the white plateau where it overlooked the vast land north of Holorulo. The rooms came packed with opulent furniture and nice seats and fluffy couches, but also with empty shelves and bare cabinets. The work spaces on the second floor were top notch, with plenty of room for whatever Erick wanted or needed, and of course, there was running hot and cold water all over the place. Nothing looked untoward, anywhere, as Erick and Teressa both scoped out the place and found nothing worrying at all. And! In a few hours more! At least one national treasure was headed his way, for him to study and dissect. The four alchemists Erick had given Intelligence to might be showing up, as well, or maybe not. That was still up in the air.

All of Erick’s needs were seen to by the majordomo of First Clan Mountain, Elder Varo. The short introductions Erick had with that man left Erick feeling like he was welcomed, but also that he wouldn’t be truly welcomed until he assisted Young Master Warzi with his wandering soul problem.

Which Erick was going to get to, as soon as he could!

And that was how Erick found out that Warzi lived here, on First Devouring Nightmare Mountain, as it was sometimes called. So, in front of all the other magical issues Erick could be exploring, Erick was going to solve that kid’s mana sense issues, first.

To that end, and likely many other magical purposes before the day was done, Erick now stood in one of the larger empty rooms on the second floor of his new place. The flooring was that nice white marble-like ‘clan mountain material’, whatever that was, while the walls were three times as thick as normal and the windows could be covered with panels —which they were— in order to prevent easy spying and also to protect from unexpected blowouts, from unexpected explosions. Protective spellworks had already gone up all around the house. A few protective spells had gone up around this room, too, but nothing held inside, for making magic inside of other magics was bad practice.

And now for the magic.

Erick had read the books and understood the many different theories out there when it came to mana sensing. He had listened to the advice of others. He had listened to the sounds of the mana, and he had listened to the sounds of [Sealed Privacy Ward]. And now, in this otherwise normal room he knew that solving Warzi’s issue was as simple as layering Destruction upon the edge of a [Ward].

Well.

It was not ‘simple’.

Many mages acquired a mana sense blocking spell by virtue of piling on enough obfuscation and denial into their privacy spells that denying mana sense naturally followed; it was an emergent outcome. The problem with this approach was manifold. First of all, this technique blocked sight and sound, which was why Warzi didn’t already have a mana sense blocker. No one wanted to live in a world of silent darkness; Warzi already spent eight hours in such a spell every night, so that he could actually fall asleep, but otherwise, no one wanted to live like that. Another problem was that many mages didn’t even have a proper mana sense, so this ‘emergence’ of mana sense was due to people throwing enough resources at the problem in order to solve an edge-case that barely anyone could negate in the first place. But Erick had a rather great mana sense, and he knew the true nature of sight and sound. Those three factors should make this a rather easy spell.

[Conjure Force Elemental] came first even though that spellwork wasn’t necessary for Charm Magic. Erick preferred having [Conjure Force Elemental] as part of the working, though, in order to make the end result more user-friendly. [Ward] came next, as was necessary for Charm Magic, and so that he could work in much Permanency as possible, as he had done with both his [Prismatic Ward] and [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], and to provide the edge of the spellwork. Mana Altering for Destruction came in at that point, targeting the edge of the sphere created by [Ward].

The Permanency might be taking this spellwork too far, as Destruction seemed anathema to Permanency magic, but allowing for natural mana to come in and reinforce what had been lost to degradation should help the spell maintain its integrity. If nothing else, working Permanency aspects into the magic was Erick’s own personal ‘best practices’.

He started channeling mana.

He listened to the sounds of clarity and purpose and the stripping of memory, as Ophiels on perches echoed his music.

And then he cast.

A medium-sized white sphere appeared before him, clipping into the floor and the ceiling, before it rapidly pulled inward like cotton candy draining, coalescing into a tiny sphere. In a single second, the larger orb had become something the size of a fingernail; a glittering white pearl. The charm hovered for the briefest of moments, then plinked out of the air to fall to the ground, tinking off of the stone flooring like some mundane object.

And then the blue box appeared.




	
Delirium Charm, instant, close range, 1107 mana

Create a charm which blocks the sensing of mana at a medium sphere around the user.
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Erick went and picked up the charm. The white pearl was solid, but to his mana sense, it was a blank spot. He placed the charm against his wrist, and watched as gossamer threads extended from the pearl to wrap around his forearm. Suddenly, his mana sense collapsed inward. He could barely see more than three meters from himself. He smiled, then went to pluck the charm off, only to see it release itself as soon as he touched it and desired it removed. The threads went back into the pearl and Erick’s mana sense bloomed back to full.

He smiled.

Good.

One spell down.

He sent to Elder Varo, ‘I have that charm I promised for Warzi. It may be picked up at any time.’

Elder Varo’s response was full of surprise, though his words betrayed none of that. ‘I will inform the young master at once.’

‘I await the arrival of that City Shield, so both that and Warzi can arrive at the same time, if you please.’

‘Understood, Archmage Flatt. Devouring Nightmare thanks you for your service.’

Erick cut the connection, dismissed his new charm, and got to work on other spellwork.

Time to work on [Renew], to understand some more of his latest notion before he got hold of a City Shield. It wasn’t really an idea, yet, but it was the beginnings of one, for he had noticed something interesting about one of his latest spells and he wanted to expand on his understanding of that spell.

Erick cast a [Draining Void] into the corner of the room, keeping it small. The shadowy space took hold as a small sphere, maybe a meter across.

From Erick’s understanding, City Shields required people to funnel mana into them in order for that mana to then support a spell similar to a Solid Ward around an entire city; or rather, across a diameter measured in kilometers. Maybe donated mana was the proper way to work [Renew]; have some people funnel mana into a magic. But that seemed like a hassle.

[Draining Void] allowed for another method of gathering mana; forcibly.

Even though Erick had a few bare ideas of where to start to pump mana into an already existing spell, he could certainly see the benefit of draining mana from a population in order to support spellworks already active in that framework. For one, it allowed for a lot more mana to pump into the active spellworks; you wouldn’t need to be near the artifact which created a City Shield if that shield automatically drained from everyone in the area of effect.

Obviously, there were issues with that idea, though.

For one, people needed their mana to do magic with. Can’t go draining magic from everyone in a city when there was a war on. Obviously, this was the downside to implementing [Draining Void]s like the spell currently was. This problem was solved if he could make a [Draining Void] that only took the top 5% of any individual’s mana, so that they could regenerate that mana as they wanted to, so that they would always have some of their own mana to do with as they needed.

But there was a bigger problem than that.

Erick put his hand in the [Draining Void]—

Bees. That’s what it felt like. A hundred bee stings, digging in deep, yanking out milky white Mana and Health from Erick like he had stuck his hand in a vacuum chamber. Like all of his vital energy would rather be outside of his body than inside. In less than three seconds, Erick had felt almost a hundred Mana and Health leave through his skin, to drift into the Void and vanish upon the shadows like stars winking out.

Erick retracted his hand.

Good news: it looked like Constitution worked against both parts of the drain. This boded well for if Erick ever found himself subjected to such a Draining effect. This also helped to answer why some of the assassins and elites he had captured and Blessed had been resistant to [Draining Void]; they probably had [Defend] or similar Class Abilities active at the time.

Bad news: It hurt like fucking hell to be inside a [Draining Void]. It was a ‘fake’ sort of pain, but it still hurt. He didn’t know how to solve this problem, himself.

Good news: He knew where to go to find the answer. Doctors held the answer. Doctors, and maybe other Classed Healers, could cast [Draining Ward]s in order to strip a person of their Health in order to operate without Health getting in the way of scalpels and such.

So [Draining Void] wasn’t going to work for a [Draining Renew] spell.

… There was also the problem of somehow using the Mana drained by the spell. Erick had no idea how to do that.

So he stuck his pointer finger back in the [Draining Void] and watched his Mana and Health flow away into the Void. It hurt like a mother fu—

Ah. He didn’t have to do it this way.

Erick retracted his finger, turned to the left a bit, and cast a normal [Mana Drain Ward], using the normal spellwork for [Ward] contained inside [Ward]’s big blue box. The spell took hold in the air like a disturbance in the light. It wasn’t quite a shadow, but there was some sort of hue change in the space. To his mana sense, the drain spell looked like a pale overlap upon the mana.

Erick stuck his finger into the spell…

It was… Less pain, for sure. Still uncomfortable, though. It was like having a kitten gnawing on his hand; the kitten was just having fun, and did not know that its teeth and claws were sharp. This was manageable, though.

Erick watched with his mana sense and a few different Sight spells. He watched as his Mana pulled from… He wasn’t quite sure. Micro-scratches upon his skin, that were not there at all? Now what was all that— Oh?

Ah. Now this was getting somewhere.

Erick watched as the draining space pulled at his soul. Or rather, as maybe some sort of negative space held within the draining space, while his own personal positive space was filled with mana, and some sort of magic was taking place at the crossing, where his soul touched the drain. Because of this differential, his mana naturally flowed away into… into the draining space?

To be clear about what he was seeing, Erick pulled his finger out of the spell, and cast another [Draining Ward]. He looked at the two of them, together, with all of his Sights and senses. They were both practically invisible to normal senses, but to [Mana Sight] and mana sense, they were like white spaces upon the world. But there was a difference between the first Drain and the second Drain. The first was much brighter than the second... For Erick had already drained his mana into the first!

The first Drain was brighter than the second Drain because the first had mana in it.

Yes. Well. This was obvious in retrospect. [Mana Drain]s and [Health Drain]s all had amounts of mana that they could drain, but it wasn’t till now that Erick understood what those limits actually were. He had never really experimented with this before.

He stuck his whole hand into the second space, watching what happened to his soul, and to the mana therein. Immediately, he knew he was correct about the soul connection.

There was definitely some soul interaction there. Mana held all around the deepening white [Draining Ward], but only the mana inside Erick’s soul was drained away into the [Draining Ward], and… Oh. Yup!

Erick watched as the draining space began to fill with his own base mana, reaching the same density as the other Drain. Soon, it reached the same density as the atmospheric mana, and then, with equilibrium approaching, the drain on his mana was lessened. Erick theorized that [Draining Ward]s naturally ended when the drain was filled, because there was nowhere else for the mana to go.

And… Yup!

The [Draining Ward] popped when it saturated; the spell ending because there was nowhere else for Erick’s Mana to occupy. With the spell burst, the stolen mana just vanished, off into the air like so much spent spellpower.

Erick threw a [Cleanse] at his own, free floating mana. That white mist instantly turned to thick air and vanished into the manasphere. Huh.

Odd.

So there were a few things going on here.

Looking back on [Draining Void]:

 




	
Draining Void, instant, close range, 500 mana

Drain WIL Health and Mana per second from every target in a large area. Lasts 24 hours. Lasts longer based on resources drained.














That spell had Void in it, which allowed it to Void the Mana and Health inside, keeping drain highly active so that the spell would literally never reach equilibrium, which was the main killer for normal [Draining Ward]s.

[Draining Void] was using those resources in order to stabilize itself, for Erick had put in some of his Permanency-thoughts into that spell when he was making it, even if he didn’t realize he was doing that at the time. It was just best practices to include that particular spellwork into all his [Ward] stuff, after all.

So.

Erick had already made a Drain spell that supported itself, but he had made it in the heat of battle, so it was likely inferior to a properly made Drain. A properly made Drain seemed ripe for applying a true Permanency-type framework to the Drain.

So what was needed here were a few new spells. Maybe only two.

A Drain, but not with Void, that would collect mana, and also stabilize itself to Permanency, while also filling up a reservoir with mana that could then be used by other spells. Primary concern here would be ensuring that the Drain kept itself active above the needs of whatever spell came afterward. Two reservoirs, then? One for the Drain, another for everything else? Yeah, sure. Sounds fine.

And then there would be a whole new line of spells that used the mana gathered by the drain in order to support themselves to Permanency, along with all their personal spell effects.

The important parts here were getting the Drain physically (mana-cally?) right, which seemed easy enough. There probably needed to be some sort of [Cleanse] in there, to turn the gathered mana into balanced mana…

Oh yeah. That’s a good—

Or maybe not. Erick’s white mana from the popped [Draining Ward] had vanished into the manasphere when he did that.

But whatever the case about [Cleanse], there was still the problem of getting subsequent spellwork to use the drained mana.

Erick had never heard of anyone ever using ‘atmospheric mana’ to do anything. Everyone either used the mana that was in themselves, or in magical items…

Ah. But!

Elementals used atmospheric mana to come into existence! There was something there…

… But what was it…

Something… mmm…

Like.

It couldn’t be as simple as having a [Conjure Force Elemental] that supports itself off of the gathered mana, could it? A [Conjure Force Elemental] that casts the spell that it is charged with casting, using the mana that has been drained for it to use?

… Could that be it?

A [Draining Elemental]? Or something?

… Could he just make [Draining Elemental]s that were permanent living spells? [Draining Elemental, Anti-Teleport]? [Draining Elemental, Domain of Light]? [Draining Elemental, Call Lightning]? [Draining Elemental, Gate]?

[Draining Elemental Withering Slime].

Erick had a tiny gasp.

Like lightning crashing across the sky, or a wind howling in the distance, Erick felt he suddenly stood upon a distant shore, watching a storm on the horizon, only minutes away from crashing over him and turning his world to rain and turmoil.

He was onto something. He knew it.

He had to sit down and think, and so he did. He rapidly arrived at some questions he needed answered.

The zeroth question was did these spells violate the Propagation Ban? Maybe? Maybe not.

Moving away from that roadblock thought—

The first question was: How did the Class Abilities of Doctors allow them to make [Draining Ward]s painless, or unnoticeable? Maybe he only needed to see a Doctor’s [Draining Ward] in order to see what was happening there. Solving that issue was likely the work of a single telepathic message and a trip to whatever Doctor felt like humoring him.

The second question was: Is there a way to use atmospheric or gathered mana to cast spells? This City Shield had to use mana given to it by a person, didn’t it? Such a thing was not the same thing as the mana collected by a [Drain Ward] at all… Or was it? Answering this question would likely necessitate… Probably a single telepathic message to Elder Varo to point him in the direction of Eralis’ finest mages, or whatever expert they had in the field.

These City Shields were likely made by someone, or maybe even a group of someones, right? They weren’t just old artifacts they still used from a thousand years ago, or some shit like that, were they?

Oh! And here’s an odd thought: Could he just make a physical mana conduit system, like the manacyclers Tenebrae had shown them, to cast the spells he wanted cast?

… But that wasn’t the same thing as [Renew] at all; it was making enchanted objects again. But… After thinking on it for a minute, Erick decided that he probably could go this route, but then he’d have to figure out how to make the mana of other people flow through a space.

Probably doable?

If it was doable, someone else likely already did it.

But. Hmm.

Could it be as easy as having the [Draining Ward] flow the mana through the manacycler?

Would that work? It probably would.

But! That wouldn’t be [Renew]. It would be cobbling together a bunch of different systems to get the effect he wanted out of just one spell.

… Erick shoved a lot of those stray thoughts into ‘Plan B’.

And then he went back to literally poking his [Draining Ward], to see if his hypothesis as to what was happening continued to reflect what he was seeing.

Forty-nine [Draining Ward]s of various make later, Poi interrupted, saying, “Patriarch Hangzi and Young Master Warzi are arriving in a minute.”

Erick smiled wide—

And then he winced. Ah. Dammit. He had no treats for guests! Well… He had just moved in, right? They shouldn't expect him to have anything like that, would they? And besides! Hangzi should be bringing him a welcome gift.

… Which he was, actually.

- - - -

Erick opened the door and saw Hangzi standing there in brilliant white robes with black trim, with a gold half-cape over his right shoulder. Warzi was a miniature version of his older brother, but without the gold addition. Behind them were three guards in white and black, surrounding a hovering [Force Platform] that held what could only be the City Shield. The item was currently in a wooden crate about a meter square, with the item inside filling much of the box.

The only oddity in the small gathering was the third man, who wore white and black robes, but with the addition of a curling dragon and parting clouds upon his back, done in iridescent white embroidery; it was Rozeta. He had to be a mage of some sort, and though he was the picture of perfect professional restraint, Erick saw in the thrum of his heartbeat and in the casual wideness of his eyes as he looked up at Erick that this man was excited to be here.

This would have been a fine start to the meeting, but Erick suddenly felt under dressed again. He had no excuse, except that he didn’t like wearing his expensive stuff when he was making magic. Sure, [Mend] was a spell that existed, but Erick had an ingrained need to set aside his nice things when he knew he was going to make a mess.

Erick ignored that tiny train of thought and pulled back from the open door, saying, “Greetings. The foyer and the front rooms have no [Prismatic Ward] so you may move freely in these spaces. Come on in.”

Hangzi replied with a nod, and walked in, following Erick to a front room, where Teressa had already set out tea under a [Heat Ward], waiting for everyone to arrive and sit down. Warzi and the unknown mage followed, the crate floating behind the mage. Two of the guards stayed outside to stand to the left and right of the entrance, while the third followed into the room and took a stance in the corner, mirroring Poi’s own stance in the opposite corner.

Warzi had walked silently, but strongly, his head down but his mana sense obviously wide open; he twitched. Whatever he was reacting to was happening far outside of Erick’s own mana sense.

“Please sit,” Erick said, gesturing to the tea and the seats around the table, before sitting down hims—

“We cannot,” Hangzi said, “For Devouring Nightmare is on a tight schedule at the moment. Thank you for your hospitality but we will have to forgo your offering and accept it some other time.”

Erick did not fully sit down, so it was easy to straighten back up. “Perfectly understandable. Then—” Erick turned to the boy, and said, “I have a present for you, Warzi. First, you can read what it does.” He handed over the blue box for [Delirium Charm]; both to Warzi, and Hangzi. The mage at Hangzi’s side probably had a mana sense, too, for as he read the spell’s box without being anywhere near it, his pulse beat fast.

Warzi’s and Hangzi’s hearts beat hard as they read the spell.

Without waiting for permission, Erick cast the spell, coalescing a drop of white light into his hand, saying, “I wasn’t able to make it Permanent, but I was able to make it last ten days. With any luck, another one of my great spellwork goals will solve this Permanency problem, but I fear I am a ways away from that goal.”

At this, the unknown mage could not contain himself anymore. “Perma—!” He asked, “What sp—” He cut himself off twice in quick succession, his lips pulling between his teeth to keep his mouth shut, fully aware that he was out of line.

Hangzi didn’t even flinch at the guy’s outburst; he must know the man well. Like, obviously he knew the man well, or else he wouldn’t have brought him here. But this guy was able to get away with breaches of protocol without anyone batting an eye, and that meant something.

Erick smirked at the new guy, then held out the charm to Warzi, bending down a little to get closer to the kid’s level. Warzi looked upon the orb in Erick’s hand like it was the most delicious candy that he ever wanted. He almost took it, but he stopped himself at the last moment.

Hangzi watched, silent, but when his brother didn’t take the offered charm, he asked, “What’s stopping you, Warzi?”

Warzi suddenly got over his hesitation and grabbed the bauble, holding it in his hand like he never wanted to let go. And then he flinched at some outside force, and held the charm tighter. He frowned.

Before he could start crying, Erick said, “Try holding it against your wrist.”

Erick summoned another one, and showed him. The charm wrapped gossamer threads around his wrist, and expanded out its mana sense blocking sphere. Suddenly, everything past three meters was invisible.

Warzi breathed out in sudden, blinding relief—

And then Erick removed the charm from his wrist, canceling the spell at the same time. As the charm turned to glittering mana that vanished back into the atmosphere, the mana sense blockage vanished.

Warzi’s eyes went wide again, distraught, and that was enough of an impetus to get him to activate the charm properly. Once set against his own wrist, the pearl sent out threads and wrapped solidly around the little boy’s wrist. The mana sense blockage came back, and Warzi smiled, relaxing.

Erick let the moment linger for a little while longer, before saying, “If you need the size of the sphere adjusted, I could do that with some minor Shaping at the next casting. Let me know how this works out for you, okay?”

Warzi looked up at Erick, and nodded, silently. A few small tears of happiness escaped from his eyes, but he quickly brushed them away and stepped back to stand by his brother. He was such a proper little kid. At his age, he should be running around and playing, or at least speaking up when spoken to. Maybe he could open up now that his world had been closed off a little.

Hangzi smiled a little to see his brother so happy. Then he turned to Erick, and discarded that obvious emotion. “Devouring Nightmare thanks you for your service. Let it be known that there are approximately thirty other young children in Songli also afflicted with a wandering soul. Seeing this success here, Devouring Nightmare wants to know if you would be amenable to helping those children, as well.”

Erick happily said, “Of course I can do that! Just tell me where, and I can show up and hand out some charms.”

Hangzi said, “Then I will have Elder Varo contact you about these arrangements. For now, let us move on.” He turned to his mage accompaniment, and said, “This is Mage Ishibo. He is one of our crafters of City Shields. He is here to answer all of your questions about this City Shield, and to show you how this one works. It would be easy to get you unenchanted City Shields if you wish to see one before they’re enchanted, but please do not break this fully enchanted one and expect us to hand you another. Mage Ishibo can likely repair this one if you don’t break it too badly, so please keep that in mind.”

So introduced, Ishibo bowed past parallel to the ground, saying, “Sir!” Then he rose, and waited.

Erick had a surreal moment of being an important person. Then he discarded that, and said, “Mage Ishibo and I will talk for a while, then.”

Hangzi nodded, saying, “Then the day’s business is concluded. Please be prepared to cast more of these [Delirium Charm]s as needed. We approve of the ten day duration, but we will need to contract you for further casting of this spell, perhaps every nine days. I expect this to be an acceptable timetable, considering Ophiel can fly anywhere you wish.”

Ophiel twittered in violin sounds to hear his name.

“I’d be happy to do that.” With sudden curiosity getting the better of him, and because he felt that the question might be applicable, Erick asked any of them, “Do you know of any ways to extend the duration of an active spell? Or have anyone that knows more? Also I need to talk to someone about how a Doctor is able to make their [Draining Ward] painless.”

Ishibo’s eyes lit up as he almost spoke, for sure almost giving a litany of answers, but he slammed his mouth shut again.

Hangzi was caught unprepared for a moment, a blank look betraying his lack of an answer, but then he calmly said, “I will have Elder Varo get back to you on that.” He glanced to Ishibo, “Or maybe Mage Ishibo has an answer?”

Given the go-ahead, Ishibo rapidly said, “Extending the duration of a spell is near impossible. The problem lies in that active magic is not the same as simple mana. Imagine a meadow and a stream through all the seasons; winter, when it’s frozen, summer when it’s lush and green, and all the rest. This is mana. Magic, however, is a lightpainting of a specific scene within that entire year, taken from a certain angle known only to the caster. This is the problem with restoring active magic, to extend duration, and thus it is near impossible. But it is only near impossible! There are Class Abilities that allow for the extension of spell duration, and this is the easiest way to make one’s own magic last longer. As for making someone else’s magic last longer; this is a matter of precisely restoring the spellwork that went into the magic, so this part is mostly impossible for ten different reasons. Simply injecting mana into an active spell is more likely to disturb the ‘moment in time’ that is an active spell than it is to restore that spell to vibrancy.” He added, “I have no idea how Doctors make their [Drain Ward] painless, but I can find out!”

Erick smiled. “Okay. Sounds like you know some stuff, then. This should be acceptable.”

Hangzi said, “Then Devouring Nightmare will leave you to do your magics. Please don’t blow up anything too important, and direct your larger spellwork toward the open air outside of your house, or do it elsewhere entirely. Thank you.” Hangzi gestured toward the guards, who lowered the crate containing the City Shield to the ground; Ishibo hadn’t been carrying it, the guard had. Then Hangzi said, “Good day to you, Archmage Flatt.” He said to Warzi, “Come along now,” as he walked toward the door.

Warzi didn’t immediately follow. Instead, he looked up at Erick, and whispered, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Erick said, smiling.

Warzi hopped to it, following Hangzi out of Erick’s residence. The soldier followed.

Soon, it was just Ishibo, Erick, and Poi in the room with the box. At this point, Erick took his seat, and Ishibo took his, fighting to keep his smile from his face the entire time. Poi came over and poured the tea for Erick and Ishibo, as Erick decided where he wanted to start with this guy. He looked like a rather normal looking human, maybe 35, of pale skin and brown hair and eyes. Not a demi? Probably not.

Erick asked, “Tell me a little bit about yourself.”

Ishibo instantly said, “Accredited by Holorulo Cabal when I was twenty, attached to Devouring Nightmare when I was 25 after they noticed I was rather proficient with large-scale magics, and with large-scale enchanting. Three years later, I gained the right to call myself a Mage of Devouring Nightmare, and was raised to a minor noble title because of that. I’ve been making City Shields at a rate of about one a month since then. My highest tier of well-made magic is tier 7. I’m not an archmage yet, but I hope to be in the next few years, once I work out the crimps in a particular spell I’ve been working on that will add anti-Spatial Magic effects to my City Shields.” He added, “It’s practically the only thing that prevents them from being used for normal operation, outside of monster surges.”

Well that was a bit surprising. Anyway! Erick discovered why this guy was here. He was practically an archmage himself.

“Congratulations on being so close.” Erick asked, “Did you participate in the recent war?”

“Yes!” Ishibo said, “I did. Of course I did. Mostly in and around my own buildings. We were hit hard and often, as Devouring Nightmare’s enchanting houses are a big target. Most of my magic is defensive in nature— Oh yeah. I’m a Warder.” He continued, “So I protected that which I could protect. I wasn’t out there like you. I don’t even have a proper [Familiar] yet.”

Ishibo seemed like a good guy as well as truly honest and enthusiastic. Erick was convinced this would be fine.

The guy was obviously digging for whatever nuggets of information Erick felt like dispensing, but that was to be expected. Erick was getting a lot of information out of this exchange, too; theoretically. He hadn’t heard anything groundbreaking yet, but he was sure it was simply a matter of time.

Erick said, “Sounds good. So what makes a City Shield work? Do you have the original Tears of Aloeth somewhere in Songli, too?”

Ishibo chuckled, saying, “I wish we had a Tear! No; all we have are diagrams and codes and the principles behind the Tears. Oh! If we had a Tear, then we could make these Shields work so much better!” He added, “Did you hear about one of those artifact Staffs of Cooperative Casting that they had given out at Candlepoint? I mean! Of course you did. I theorize that having one of those staves would make these City Shields work much better, too, since the entire idea and spellwork behind these things is designed upon principles of cooperative casting.” He said, “But we never got one of them, no matter how much I tried to get the acquisition approved.”

Erick said, “Sorry to disappoint, but I have no idea where any of those items ended up. None of those items were directly inside Candlepoint, anyway. Each item was shipped individually from Ar’Kendrithyst to Candlepoint whenever someone handed in enough dark chips, but with the fall of the Dead City, everything scattered to the winds, including all the artifacts.”

Ishibo looked like he had bitten into a lemon. He backpedaled, saying, “I didn't mean to presume that you had one, just—” He stopped himself, then said, “So? City Shields! I’ve been making them for a while. They’re not simple enchantments. They’re practically machines.” He gestured toward the crate. “Want to open her up?”

Erick made a quick gesture of white light toward the box. With deft flicks of strength, the nails holding the crate came out of the wood, and the box began to fall open. Erick helped the crating fall to the side, placing the five sheets of wood against the wall. Ishibo smiled as his work was exposed.

The City Shield was half of a cube on the bottom, with a silver sphere nestled inside that cube that was about the same size as the cube. The sphere rotated gently in its housing, for it floated inside its base, while the four corners of the lower base each had indentations upon them that resembled hand prints. Now that Erick had observed the item for a little while, as he and Ishibo talked, he knew much of what he wanted to ask about the whole thing. The cooperative casting was the largest question.

Erick asked, “So tell me about your machine. What do you tell a layman when they come to operate it?”

Ishibo lightly shook his head, saying, “We don’t allow laymen to operate a Shield. They’d just break it. But! Ah. It only takes a month of training to learn how to cooperative cast. Most mage soldiers are required to learn how to do this, anyway, or they don’t get their accreditation.”

“… So tell me how you cooperative cast.”

Ishibo startled. “You’ve never… Ah! Well… You have [Force Wall]? That’s the spell the Shield is based upon. All you have to do is match your own casting of [Force Wall] to the spell already imbued in the Shield; like how the Singers harmonize their own magic together in order to increase the effects of their Songs.” Ishibo said, “That’s all there is to it, but it’s easy to break the Shield if too many people imbue it incorrectly, so we have everyone learn to cast [Force Wall] a specific way and then the machine unifies those pieces into a whole. The specific casting is either hexagonal [Force Wall]s for a full-scale deployment, or curved rectangles for normal deployment.”

Erick scrunched his face as he looked upon the machine, inspecting it with both his lightform and his mana sense, and all his other Sights. Broadly, it seemed to be a machine of two parts. The base was a reservoir of some sort with the walls of the tank having a layer of core dust inside the silver metal. The handprints led to runework and crystal rods, which led to the tank, but the tank was empty at the moment.

The silver sphere was a lot more complicated. It reminded Erick of the [Force Wall] gridwork that he had seen Tenebrae turn into a manacycler that produced a curved, round shield, but on a much larger scale.

Erick said, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but it looks like the tank somehow collects mana, and then it purposefully injects that mana into a massive manacycler, empowering some sort of [Force Wall], but on a massive scale.”

“Ah!” Ishibo smiled, proud, as he said, “The sphere is more complicated than a manacycler, but some of the principles are the same. The main thing here is in how the Shield collects magic, not mana. It’s like that question you posed about extending the duration of a spell. It’s nearly impossible to work with other people’s mana that they’ve already injected into their magic, but it is very possible to work with the magic that people start off in harmony, in order to make that harmony rise to a level far above the original magic. You can achieve the same thing with a City Shield that you can with a hundred casters all cooperatively casting at the same time, but that is another near impossibility. So we’ve circumvented the issue by having a machine that takes in magic, keeps it in potentiality instead of active, and then harmonizes it all into one framework, which then outputs the magic that you would have had if you had a concert of a hundred casters going all at once.”

Erick smiled a little.

Keeping magic as ‘potentiality’ instead of as active? Brilliant sidestep to the issue of gathered mana! Also, maybe he needed to ask Kaffi about cooperative casting lessons.

And!

Could he cooperative cast with Ophiel? Everyone had said ‘no’, but why not? He hadn’t even tried. Now seemed like a good time to try.

But that led to another question:

Why did Ophiel have his own mana?

Since the mana Erick had was a part of the hole in his soul… did Ophiel have a hole in his soul, too? Erick glanced over at his [Familiar]. According to [Soul Sight], there was a whiteness inside of the little guy that was barely denser than it was last week, and about a thousand times thinner than a normal person’s soul.

Well… A person’s mana pool was inside of them, but it wasn’t really inside of them; it was a part of their soul, and there were probably a lot of implications, there, when it came to why Ophiel had his own mana pool.

Eh.

That line of thinking was not profitable right now. Erick set aside his questions about Ophiel’s ability to have mana of his own.

Erick looked to Ishibo. “It seems like you could use any specifically attuned mana to make this City Shield work.” He asked, “Could you use atmospheric mana to power the Shield?”

Ishibo said, “I don’t know how to make atmospheric mana do anything. That stuff is practically useless.”

“… Why not? Because it’s already clouded with too much intent?”

“Exactly.”

“So why not [Cleanse] it first?”

“Well…” Ishibo backtracked, “You want the intent. But just a specific kind; the kind you’re using. The random amalgamation of atmospheric mana is too random to get anything done. [Cleanse] will reset atmospheric mana to balance and make all resulting spellwork in such a space act normally.” He added, “And even that is such a minor balancing that it’s not really necessary, unless you’re dealing with a really dirty space, in which case the balancing will have more than a minor effect.”

“How about running atmospheric mana through a tube of antirhine, first? And then you run that empty mana through some sort of filter to add in the necessary intent. It seems like the usual ‘filter’ for this sort of addition is people, and their souls, but what if you just had [Force Wall] spellwork act as the filter instead.” Erick chanced, “Or! How about you ignore all of that, and use atmospheric mana, but with a [Drain Ward] that sucks up only the [Force Wall]-aligned mana in the air?”

For the first time, Ishibo did not answer immediately. He paused in thought, then he said, “Filtering through a curtain of Extreme Light would be less dangerous to the workings of the item. More room for error, anyway.”

“… Okay. That’s a good idea, too.”

Ishibo smirked and chuckled, happy for the praise, then he said, “But you can’t trap mana inside a cage of Extreme Light.”

Maybe he was unwilling to speak on the second half of Erick’s postulation? About draining specific mana from people? Or whoever?

Ah.

Erick was talking about human experimentation, wasn’t he. Hmm.

Okay. He let that thread of the conversation go.

“You’ve solved the trapping problem in your City Shield, though.” Erick asked, “What is that? Crushed core dust in the walls of the lower half?”

“Not just any core dust!” Ishibo said, “It’s core dust from Force Weasels. They’re some of the only monsters out there that are completely force-aligned. Easy to raise, too. We have a few ranches of them out in the drylands. So not only is the interior of the City Shield primed for holding Force-aligned mana, donated by the people who are cleared to donate, but it also prevents the egress of any other type of mana into the structure.” He said, “One of the primary advancements my workshop is credited with adding to the standard model of City Shield is this new style of containment. The old ones used random cores that Singers harmonized into Force, but with these naturally occurring weasel cores, we’ve improved on previous designs, allowing the layer of dusted cores to last for years instead of a single year. That’s with proper maintenance, of course.”

Erick’s eyes went a little wide. “Oh? You can do that? Harmonize a core? And then use it as a better ingredient to enchant aligned magical items?”

“Oh, yes!” Ishibo said, “It’s always much better to use a core from a monster that is already aligned with the end-goal item. So many enchanters use whatever cores they want to use, and sure, that works most of the time. But the high quality enchantments are always done with cores aligning with the enchantment.”

Ah. And here was the gold mine for Erick to plunder, while Ishibo tried to plunder from him in turn.

There were just so many ways in which all of magic was connected to every other bit. Erick felt like he was on that beach again, watching the storm roll in, or more appropriately, that time when he made his [Physical Domain]. His [Harmonize] seemed like it would be useful, here. He could make monster cores align to whatever spellwork he wanted, couldn’t he?

… If he could force the mana to harmonize in the way he wanted, as the Singers had done…

With one of those record players he made back in Treehome.

And some gridwork from Tenebrae.

The Tricking Magic Erick learned about from Opal, months and months ago, was probably applicable here, too. Especially that spell [Intent Understanding], which was the basis for all of the rest of that Breaker magic, and his [Grand Dispel]. One had to understand the active spellwork before one could interact with it, after all!

And with what Ishibo was telling him right now…

It was all coming together. He’d likely still need to talk to the dragons, wherever they might be, but he could do that some other time. [Gate] was getting closer. [Renew] and [Draining Elemental], too.

For now…

Erick stood up, gesturing to the City Shield. “Show me how it works.”

Ishibo merrily stood up and walked over to the Shield, saying, “It all starts with cooperative casting; with a person harmonizing their link to the magic already inside the machine…”

They spoke for a while, with Erick asking about every little part of the machine, and how it related to every other part. It wasn’t long till Ishibo started casting lightward images to illustrate the principles behind the inner workings, so that they could pull those apart, without pulling apart the City Shield itself.

In broad strokes, the machine worked by collecting the spell casts of people who cast into the Shield, and then it distributed those spell casts over a super large area.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, Erick asked, “So what if I just cast the same spell myself, over and over and over and over into the machine? Could I power this myself? From what you’re telling me it seems like that would work.”

“Oh yeah! Sure that would work. But you’d have to pour in a lot of [Force Wall]s.” Ishibo said, “And I mean a lot! This thing is capable of covering about 80 square kilometers in single-layer Force, about 2.5 kilometers radius, but since half of that is underground and unnecessary, along with most of the area above ten meters also unnecessary for monster surges, those 80 square kilometers are layered against the ground all around a central location. In regular, circular deployment, the shield stretches for 15.5 kilometers around the central location, which, at normal operation of a ten meter high wall, translates into a shield of 500 layers. A quarter million points of defense that the monsters have to tear through before they can attack the people inside. Monsters are fully capable of doing that, too, if not for the defenders inside the space. But anyway! Powering one of these is a lot of casts. You don’t fill one of these up yourself.”

Erick verbally did some math, “Sounds like 80,000,000 square meters covered, at 10 square meters per cast, means eight million casts, means 200,000,000 mana worth of [Force Shield]s? Counting Clarity on everyone, of course.” Something struck him about those numbers. Filling one of these City Shields, all on his own, with his Intelligence, would still be 40,000,000 mana. He said, “That seems inefficient.” He admitted, “Even though it does produce enough of a defense to stop most all monsters… And I suppose it is cast from a central location without needing to go out into the monster surge. Okay. Actually. I changed my mind. It is rather efficient.”

Ishibo seemed to be happier when Erick was dragging his work through the mud, and proved as much when he said, “I agree with your first assessment. City Shields are very inefficient. It takes a border clan about a month of casts from every single capable donor, to get a Shield in working order. A lot of people complain about that routine, and then about the topping-off that needs to happen all the time because the reservoir is not perfect. These things are almost never used, but when they are, they’re lifesavers. But you have to understand that the spell inside of the City Shield is tier 7, and every individual person is only contributing a basic tier spell, thus there is some inefficiency.” He produced a blue box, saying, “This is the spell they’re based on, that allowed me to get this position as a mage in Devouring Nightmare.”

 




	
Grand Force Shield, one hour, super large area, Solid Ward, 21,500 mana + Variable

Create a malleable shield of pure force that covers a super large area and adjusts to your needs. You may repair or adjust the shield for Variable costs.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at any one time.














Erick read, then revised his previous backtrack, saying, “So... This City Shield seems inefficient.”

Ishibo smiled. “It is! But enchanting an actual [Grand Force Shield] doesn’t allow the end user to layer the shield however it needs to be layered in order to provide the most protection possible. The cost of producing a [Grand Force Shield] item is actually a little bit more expensive than producing a City Shield, too. So in the end, a City Shield is a much better option, even if it does require so much magic to power the darn thing.” He asked, “If you know of a way to make it work off of ambient mana instead, I’d love to hear it! That’s actually been the goal of many enchanters over the centuries, but I’ve never come close and gave up years ago.”

Erick decided then and there to tell Ishibo his own desires.

“I’m trying to make a spell that would allow anyone to [Renew] the duration of any other active spell; even the spellwork of other mages, or archmages, or whoever. Every so often I come across something that points me in that direction, and you have done a good job of giving me a lot of new hints. Not everything here is applicable to my needs, but some of it is, for sure.” Erick asked, “[Renew] should be able to recognize the mana in the active spellwork, and then harmonize to that active spellwork, but I haven’t gotten much further than that. Further applications of this [Renew] spell will be to make these [Renew]s permanent area effects, themselves be powered by painless [Drain Ward]s that can be cast on streets, or wherever, so that the general population can then empower spellwork such as your [Grand Force Shield]. Or maybe the [Drain Ward]s can collect ambient mana to power the [Renew]s, which power the [Grand Force Shield]s? It’s all still unknown to me how it would work in the end, but I’m getting there.”

Ishibo’s eyes went wide, and then he said, “I would have no idea how to make a spell to do all of that, but I’m eager to try! Taking it from the beginning, I think you’d need… Maybe you’d want to start… I’m not sure what paths to walk here. I must say, though, that I am very interested in learning how to make Permanent magic at all! That’s the marking of a finely crafted spell, no doubt! How do you do that?”

Erick knew that Devouring Nightmare would be learning from him just as much as he would be learning from them, so this much was fine. Ishibo was rather enthusiastic about the whole thing, too, which seemed to bode well for future interactions.

Erick upheld the unsaid deal, saying, “Permanent spells, as far as I’ve understood them, are a matter of working in simplicity and repetition. Take a look at the only Permanent effect that exists in the Open Script: Lightwards. All I did was extrapolate from there, with a lot of personal experimentation on various lightwards. One thing I noticed right away is that balanced spells uphold a Permanency better than others. This [Prismatic Ward] is permanent, as you no doubt have noticed as a Warder.”

Ishibo could barely contain his excitement at the mention of [Prismatic Ward], but he did.

Erick continued, “I have a few other balanced, simple Permanent spells like these. The simpler they are, and the deeper the understanding of those spells, the longer they last. There’s also a fair bit of spellwork that is meant to ensure that the spellwork repairs itself over time.

“I’m sure if there’s some way to make a [Renew] spell work for any magic out there, it probably won’t work on the complicated spellwork where there’s a lot of moving parts; it’ll be relegated to the simple, well made spells that are easy to understand. Or spells that are specifically made with [Renew] in mind.” He added, “That [Delirium Charm] I made for Warzi was well made, but even that will break down after a while, and likely because of the Elemental Destruction used to create the effect. Destruction seems anathema to Permanency.”

Ishibo blurted out, “Have you looked at grand cores? I mean, really studied them? They’re the only sort of core that won’t break down, and will draw in ambient mana to stabilize itself and other magics around itself when those other magics are laid down properly. Well— I say ‘magic’, but I mean enchantments made with core dust or otherwise. But that’s a whole thing! Grand cores can exist on their own, but small cores cannot; they’ll eventually disintegrate if left in the open air for a while. The timetable there is in months, but the fact remains.” He said, “I had thought that Permanency magic was all about being at a state of perpetual renewal by taking mana from the atmosphere, as the grand cores do, but I have never had much luck with that. Would you—” He breathed, and relaxed a little, as he professionally asked, “Would you mind showing me the box for your [Prismatic Ward]?” He rapidly added, “Not the spellwork! Just the box?”

Erick had already thought about it, and so he readily said, “Sure.”

He handed over the box for [Prismatic Ward].










	
Prismatic Ward, instant, short range, permanent, Solid Ward, 100 MP + Variable

Create a solid, large space, that absorbs six times Variable damage before breaking.

Prismatic Ward regenerates integrity based on your Rested mana regeneration rate.

You and those you permit are able to operate within Prismatic Ward without restriction. You may grant or revoke this permission at will.

All beings permitted inside Prismatic Ward are at Rest while inside.

You may only have one Solid Ward active at a time. 














Ishibo’s mouth dropped open as he read, and then he turned puzzled. He narrowed his eyes, and then dismissed the box. He asked, “Uh. You have more than one [Prismatic Ward] active, though.”

Erick laughed. “Yeah! Don’t ask me how that works. Ophiel is special.”

Ophiel twittered upon hearing his name.

Erick gestured back to the City Shield, asking, “If grand cores pull in and stabilize other cores, why don’t you have a grand core in this one?”

Ishibo briefly resembled a man derailed, and then he got back on track, and said, “The core dust is sealed in Deep Sky Silver, which is an excellent sealant, while the configuration acts like a pseudo grand-core.” He said, “If I had some way to turn force weasel cores into a grand core, I could probably make one of these City Shield much cheaper, but the problem is finding a fully force-aligned grand core monster. Once they get to the grand core size, they’re no longer simple force monsters. Even rivergrieves have Water and Etherealness in their mostly Force grand cores, so that’s a non-starter.”

Erick nodded, then asked some more questions.

They continued to talk for a while, with Erick receiving personal training on how to imbue the Shield with a [Force Wall] spell, and then he did so, following Ishibo’s lead. Somewhat. His first imbue was a failure, but then Erick watched Ishibo imbue again, and then he tried again. The second time, he got it right, and the reservoir inside seemed to be fractionally denser with ambient Force Magic.

It was an odd thing to see. Normally, mana had no aspects except in rare occasions. The Script ensured that mana remained balanced, after all. If the world got unbalanced in any great way, then apparently great [Cleanse]s would descend from the Edge of the Script, billowing down from the sky, turning problems into thick air. But that sort of event hadn’t been seen since the dawn of the Script, 1450 years ago.

When Erick brought up the problem of people casting [Cleanse] near the City Shield, Ishibo instantly told him how bad of an idea that was, as a [Cleanse] on a fully powered City Shield could blow it up! Never use [Cleanse] around a Shield!

They continued to talk for a while, but soon they were retreading ground, and Erick called it quits. He saw Ishibo out the front door, thanking him for his time and expertise, saying that they both had some more experimenting to do, to which Ishibo readily agreed. Ishibo invited Erick to see his workshops, but Erick wasn’t sure if he had the time right now. Maybe in several days.

Erick shut the door and went to the City Shield, alone.

He imbued it again, and the interior got a bit more ‘[Force Wall]-like’, a bit more white.

He was lucky that his mana color was already white, for mana altering to white was one of the first parts of being able to operate a City Shield, and also to be a part of the army. All those Songli soldiers in the recent war were wearing white armor, after all.

Erick floated the City Shield further into the house, into the dense air of the [Prismatic Ward], and marveled a bit at the machine as it sat there in the sun. It was so unlike any other magical item he had ever come across, for it could take the mana from donors and use it to empower the contained spell. That spell that Ishibo had shown him, [Grand Force Shield], was different, too, in that it had an hour cast time. Apparently, that increased cast time allowed the spell to be shaped to the desired needs, which was just such an odd way of doing magic that Erick had trouble reconciling that hour cast time with almost all the other spellwork that he had ever seen. The only other spell that had a large cast time was [Fabricate], at a minute.

… So thinking about [Grand Force Shield] as a way of fabricating [Force Wall]s into the correct position… Okay. He saw it now. Yeah, that made sense. Erick would not have made his own [Grand Force Shield] with [Fabricate], but it was probably necessary to do it that way in order for the variable shaping to work after the spell had been put into this City Shield.

Leaving the shield behind, Erick went to his temporary library, back to the books. He had learned a lot of interesting facts today. It was time to put some of those facts to work.

Surrounded by papers and books, Erick started brainstorming about [Renew], and about how other people’s mana could flow into active spellwork. Soon, wardlight sculptures of methodology and magic appeared throughout the air of the room, and Erick refined what he knew.

He wasn’t close, but he was on the right track.

With a way to harmonize areas to form [Gate]s, and the [Renew]s and [Draining Ward]s so that anyone could power those [Gate]s, or any other spellwork that needed to be maintained around a city…

It was an interesting idea.

Of course, if these ideas came to fruition, they would negate the need for the Singers of Songli, or for Ishibo’s City Shields, but it would also free those people to pursue other options in life, and more importantly, it would ensure that cities were truly safe spaces. Safe not only from monsters, but also from the abuses of magic that allowed nations like Terror Peaks from attacking a peaceful population… Well.

Erick needed to invent a [Teleport Lock], too, he supposed.

Actually.

That seemed like the easiest thing to make, right now, according to everything he now knew. Ah. Well. A simple [Teleport Lock] still wouldn’t work on attacking through [Gate]s, but it would work on individuals…

But it wouldn’t work against bombs being dropped from on high, from outside the various Locking spells a city could cast upon itself.

Okay. Well.

Erick wasn’t going to reinvent the entire way that cities defended themselves overnight. But it was something to work toward, alongside all the other things currently on his plate. There was a singular goal in all of this magic, after all; to ensure peace and prosperity and connections with others who all want the same thing, while simultaneously denying harm and the chances for harm to happen.

In his course of living on Veird for a year and traveling for the last two months, Erick had come across a half a dozen good ways to ensure that society flourished while the monsters were kept at bay. All of them had their good points, and all of them had their bad points.

Spur had more archmages per citizen than anywhere else in the world. Great defense! Great prosperity and stability in the form of an immortal Mayor, too. But it was a fragile defense, cultivated by the Shades, meant to keep their ‘eternal source of adventurers and entertainment’ vulnerable, in case Spur needed to be purged. All they needed to do was kill the few large powers, or mitigate them, and the city was then defenseless. Such an event had actually happened a hundred years ago, and it wasn’t till Erick showed up with his rains that the city started coming back to life.

The Sovereign Cities over in western Glaquin had perhaps the worst possible system of government, where everyone was out for themselves, no one cared about anyone, and no one was allowed to Matriculate into the Script, because if you Matriculated, then you were bound for war against the other Cities. They had a civil war happening over there right now because that system had been disrupted by the former Shade Toymaker, and some elemental dice that matriculated a person to the Script with a bit of Elemental Essence. Now, radicals were Matriculating outside of the supervision of the people in charge, and it was throwing everything into chaos.

Every so often Erick heard a little bit about that civil war. At Erick’s victory meal in Holorulo, where the Court decided his fate, people were talking about that civil war. Apparently it was getting bad, with hundreds of thousands dead already.

Denying magic was not the proper way to a stable society.

Just look at the Wasteland Kingdoms of the incani.

They tried to do the same thing, but that was 50 years ago. That fallout was still felt on the Wasteland, all these years later, for that civil war was the reason that the place was called the ‘Wasteland’. Poison and decay marred what was once lush and green and full of life. In many places, the people who survived were still rebuilding, all these years later. But perhaps the worst outcome of the political failures that led to the Wasteland, were the births of terrorist organizations like the Halls of the Dead, which went off to poke at the Greensoil Republic, to harm the humans who they believed started off the civil wars that harmed their homeland.

Luckily, the Halls of the Dead were now dead and gone, but their mark had been left on Odaali, and the rest of the Greensoil Republic.

The Greensoil Republic also controlled access to the Script, but in a different way than most.

Sure! You could Matriculate; you were even encouraged to do so. But natural leveling stopped at level 14 to 16, and the strongest monsters around were slimes, which were at even lower levels than that.

[Weaken Monsters] was how the Greensoil Republic subdued their land. A single spell, tier 8, purchasable through the Script, which covered a super, super large area, and lasted a whole month. This single spell, which anyone could get, was outlawed in the rest of the world because of its single, terrible side effect.

When the spell lapsed, the affected monsters went into a rage, rapidly shooting up in levels and power, often mutating into Variants, and always becoming immune to [Weaken Monsters].

The Greensoil Republic ‘solved’ this problem by having hordes of ‘archmages’ flying around their entire nation, which was the size of Asia, casting [Weaken Monsters] in gridwork patterns. It was a stable solution, except when some monsters burrowed into the ground and missed a Weaken, or they randomly wandered out of the effect, or when some ‘archmage’ just didn’t bother to do their job right, or when any of a hundred other situations happened.

Such problematic monsters never showed right away, but every single time you heard of a large monster attack in the Greensoil Republic, it was no doubt a monster that somehow evaded a [Weaken Monsters].

There was always some small village in Greensoil, having never even seen a monster larger than a slime, suddenly coming under attack by a raging ooze, or raging wyrm. Kiri’s home of Tower Town had been attacked by one such raging wyrm, back when she was a small child. That monster had gotten pretty far before an elite showed up to take it down, too.

That such a beast had managed to get that deep into Greensoil, and then managed to do damage before it was put down, just proved how weak Greensoil’s solution was to the monster problem. People needed to be stronger than [Weaken Monsters] allowed them to be. [Weaken Monsters], ironically, made the people it protected weak, as well.

In fact, weakness was a problem for many civilian populations the world over, but not for one.

The orcols were raised on war with monsters, and with the Forest. They knew the value in fighting for their lives and making sure that the kids learned how to fight, too. Of course, they had some inherent boons that allowed them to stand on those front lines and not worry too much about being wounded at the end of the day. For an orcol, any Healing Magic at all would speed up their natural [Regeneration], allowing them to recover from lost limbs and sometimes even decapitation.

And, of course, all of them were at least three gods-damned meters tall and built like brick houses.

The orcols had some serious physiological advantages to a life of monster hunting, which was good for them, but impossible to replicate upon the other races of Veird. ‘Just be an orcol!’ was not a proper solution to the monster and safety problems the world over.

According to what Erick had seen so far, the Highlands had great solutions to many problems. From the City Shields to the Void Song to the clan society that held those who killed monsters in high regard. Songli seemed to do alright. A population of 40 million was pretty damned good! Hard to argue with numbers like that, when every other place in the world had populations in the hundreds, for small towns, to hundreds of thousands.

But perhaps Songli’s greatest strength was their culture of politeness and hospitality and deference. That culture is what allowed them to grow so large. The politeness of the wars around here helped, too, until the precepts of war were trampled over, of course.

And there was the weakness. Now that the war with Terror Peaks had happened, he saw another one: The reliance on concerts of individuals in order to provide active defense.

Well.

Like.

There was no way to get around needing boots on the ground in order to defend people and places, but when enemy elites came in they walked through local low-level guards and smaller defenses like they were nothing. Even the larger defenses of Songli had been shut down by the terror that was Terror Peaks. The Void Song of Eralis was even negated by concentrated countersong. [Gate]s had popped up over the Alluvial District and bombed the place with Extreme Light. Assassins got in, and there was no real solution to that problem, but still!

There should be better defenses versus those sorts of things.

The easiest solution would be to rewrite the Script to deny easy access to magic to everyone, for it was the ease of [Teleport] which allowed the worst war crimes to happen.

But barring that, cultivating a culture of respect and politeness seemed paramount.

And then came the need for true elites, like Erick himself, to put down enemy elites.

And infantry to kill the monsters. Strong infantry, too. Strong like Terror Peaks, but not with their culture, for sure.

… Songli seemed to get a lot right about a lot of things. Spur did, too. Erick could even learn a thing or two from his enemies.

And his conclusion was this: everyone could do better.

And yet… Xue’s words came back to Erick. Violence and death came for everyone, but if the people in charge solved the violence part, then the death part would come unexpectedly, for no one would be prepared for it. 

People had to look out for themselves.

The counter to that idea was a basic one, and one that Erick upheld his whole life, even before he came to Veird: The state still needed to provide the base of protection for its citizens, or else there would be no state at all.

For there was another true axiom, told to Erick by Tenebrae, when they were on that beach in the middle of nowhere. That idyllic land had seemed wonderful, so why weren’t there people living there? The answer was simple, of course: Because there were no powerhouses to protect the people who lived there from the vagaries of monsters.

Anyway.

[Renew] would change how society functioned, if Erick managed to make it right. Safer strongholds, with hundreds of overlapping anti-magics active at all times! Cities with anti-[Teleport] spells strewn throughout, to ensure that assassin armies, like that from Terror Peaks, never get a chance to blip inside and wreak havoc.

That goal was still rather far off, but Erick was gathering pieces to [Renew] every day. A [Drain Magic for use in other Magic] spell seemed like a large piece of that puzzle that he didn’t even know he was looking for until he found it.

[Gate] was still far off, too, but once he got that, he could hand that spell over to Yggdrasil, and then Yggdrasil could connect separate safe spaces together.

As for something that was closer to here and now, [Teleport Lock] seemed a lot more necessary now than it seemed months ago, back when Erick was trying to figure out how to lock down a Shade from escaping from combat, and also how to negate the Lock that every Shade had, in order to escape from a Shade if necessary.

So many ideas!

And quite a lot of time to do them all, too.

Not too much time, though.

He’d need to solve a majority of these problems sooner rather than later, because Candlepoint would need them. Now there was a city of problems that were unmatched in the entire rest of the world. With the Shades gone, it was only a matter of time till someone got the fool idea to attack that place. Luckily, Candlepoint was doing fine, for now, according to the messages Poi was getting. It was getting built up, and envoys came into the city all the time now, but still no traders. Candlepoint was self-sufficient, though. Soon, it would be producing excess. People were actually wearing real clothes now, too, instead of whatever scraps they could find! The fish in the lake were growing up, and spawning. The land was turning lush with life and the future looked good!

Life was looking up!

It was only a matter of time before someone wanted what Candlepoint had, and they decided violence was the best way to do it.

By the time Erick got to bed, he had gotten rather far with his ideas of city protection, but he had not solved anything at all. Tomorrow, though! Tomorrow, he could solve some future problems.

- - - -

The alchemists of Star Song did not show; apparently they were in the middle of making great strides with chelation, and they could not leave the potion house.

Erick got the distinct impression that he would need to seek them out himself, if he wanted to see how they, and Tadashi, were doing.

Maybe tomorrow… or the day after.

- - - -

The sun peeked up above the eastern horizon, while the clan mountains of Holorulo were surrounded by an ocean of fog that had drifted in from the Wanzhi River, hiding much of the ceremonial land below and making the clan cities seem like giant ships at sea. It was a good view. Erick enjoyed the sights, as he ate a simple breakfast of cinnamon rolls and fresh coffee on the open third floor of his temporary housing, listening to birds caw and chirp in the cultivated forests nearby, and then listening to Ophiel as the [Familiar] mimicked the birds.

He was glad for the coffee. He had found some people growing the trees when he had rained over in Alaralti, so it was a simple matter to get some proper coffee from those growers. It was a fine blend, too, as the people there were tenth generation Classed Farmers; a small branch family under High Clan Severing Crescent. They had altered Erick’s initial plant into something slightly less bitter, with hints of vanilla. There would likely be lots of similar coffee varieties in several decades and lots more people drinking the stuff, for coffee was great for waking up; tea simply couldn’t compare.

Erick glanced downstairs with his mana sense.

Poi was in the kitchen —which was set up for a Cook, no doubt!— getting himself some of the cinnamon rolls that Erick had made; he’d be up here soon enough. Jane and Teressa were both still asleep in their own beds. Teressa seemed to be doing alright. Jane was doing fine, too. She was still working under Patriarch Mirizo Star Song in order to fulfill her end of the bargains Erick had made between her and them, but she would be sleeping in the same house as Erick, every night, which was great. The deployments to the Underworld had been canceled, too. With all the restructuring required due to the recent war and the loss of personnel, Jane had even agreed to monster hunting duty above and beyond their bargain.

Killing monsters was a big responsibility of the clans of Songli. It was a big responsibility of anyone who donned the mantle of political power, here in Nelboor, or anywhere else, actually.

But keeping people safe from other people was another matter entirely.

Erick had started breakfast with two cinnamon rolls, but he had only gotten through one and a half when the need to create overtook him. He stood up, then walked to the edge of the third floor, to look down upon the land beyond his rooms, beyond the edge of the clan mountain, where fog hid everything.

He had once heard Archmage Opal, of Spur, say that she had been working to make [Teleport Lock] for the longest time but had never quite gotten there. Even so, surely she must have had some marginal successes over the years.

A marginal success would be fine, for now.

Erick channeled mana though his hand, listening to the sound of [Teleport]. It was the sound of a journey, and of another place and time. Of other roads taken instead of the one currently underfoot.

In his other hand, he channeled the mana of Destruction, and heard the end of all things.

With a twist of thought, Erick combined the two, into something less, and yet more. It was the sound of stability and solid choice. A destruction of other paths. The finality of here and now.

The addition of [Ward] was a natural addition to the other two magics; to denote a space for the effect.

A trio of Ophiel sang alongside him, feeding into the music with their own, strengthening the whole into a cohesive harmony.

In this new space, fate would follow as fate demanded. Reality would not be subverted by the casual blipping of those who could. Specific subjectivity collapsed. Stability reigned for as long as Erick would allow it, with the initial restrictions of the spell going far beyond simple [Teleport], touching all aspects of Spatial Magic.

Erick smiled as he cast into the air before him.

A white shimmer blossomed five hundred meters away into a sphere, then suddenly expanded to brush against the railing in front of Erick. A kilometer wide spell! Erick had been hoping, but to see it actually work filled him with joy.

He had inundated a small part of the world with stable static, which then vanished like disappearing fog. But the sphere of denial was still there. Erick stuck his hand forward, into the spell effect, and felt the solidity of the magic holding his form in one place, and no other.

It was a bit itchy, actually.

Ah.

It felt like the [Teleport Lock] he had experience back in Last Shadow’s Feast.

A blue box appeared.




	
Spatial Denial, instant, super long range, 500 mana

Limit the capabilities of all spatial magic in a super large area. Lasts 1 hour.














Erick smiled. Oh, how far he had come! Last year, he had no clue how to do what he had just done, but this year? He had grown a lot, and this latest spell proved it. He was happy for what he had managed to do, yes, but also conflicted.

Why did everyone say that [Teleport Lock] was difficult?

… Hmm.

At a thought, an Ophiel flew inside the effect. With another thought, Ophiel tried to [Teleport] exactly one hundred meters through the space. Ophiel blipped white—

And appeared three meters forward.

Hmm.

Not a perfect Lock, then.

Okay. So maybe, for a moment, Erick was full of himself.

He was allowed to be a little full of himself sometimes! He had earned that. But still… Yeah.

“This is not [Teleport Lock], either,” Erick mumbled to himself.

Having come up with his breakfast in hand, Poi spoke up from the table behind Erick, “Try having Ophiel blip into the space from outside.”

Erick silently nodded, then did exactly that. Ophiel lightstepped a good four hundred kilometers away, and then attempted to [Teleport] into the exact center of the [Spatial Denial].

Ophiel came back into existence about a meter into the edge of the effect. He was nowhere near his true destination.

Erick’s eyebrows went up. “Oh! It’s not perfect! But it works against people entering the space!”

Poi smiled as he bit into his cinnamon roll.

Erick ran a few more experiments with his new [Spatial Denial], and discovered that moving around inside the space was possible, but almost every Spatial spell he had was suppressed to near-uselessness. [Blink] got Ophiel a half-meter forward. [Teleport] gave at most five meters, and that was pushing it. [Teleport Other] was similarly denied… Which was something Erick would just have to live with. This was a good spell. Not perfect! But good enough.

Good enough to prove a theory true; that he could cast denials targeting whole schools of magic.

These denials would be necessary to provide safety in defended locations. Erick could likely create the same ‘Denial Magic’ for all the schools of magic out there. [Stoneshape] suppression would be big, in order to keep people from tearing down structures with people inside of them.

And then he could link those spells to a [Draining Renew] or a [Draining Renew Elemental], to keep those spells active over a population, preventing the worst sort of attacks that were possible under the Script.

But there were more spells to make than the most obvious ones. The results of one such spell were directly underfoot.

Devouring Nightmare’s clan mountain was made of the same tree-like, stone-like, super lightweight material that was present in every single stronghold of Songli. Whatever it was, it was immune to [Stoneshape] by virtue of not being stone, and that was wonderful. It was probably some sort of specialty [Treeshape], or something. It probably wasn’t nanotubes though, or other carbon-based ‘stone’, how Erick initially thought it might be, for if it was, then it would have burned up when exposed to fire. And worse: small chips of the stuff would break down into asbestos-like health hazards. The Health provided by the Script might protect most people from such hazards, but Erick didn’t want to contribute to any potential problem.

Plus, if these mountains were a nanotube-situation, then that would mean some people inside Songli knew enough about the particle physics of carbon in order to make a spell out of it, and that seemed too far-fetched.

He likely could ask around, and someone would tell him how the mountains were made.

… Now that he thought about it, before he went and made a spell that would cost him a week of downtime should it prove incorrectly made, he should probably ask around about clan mountain creation. It might be a variant of [City Shape], which required nothing more than a dozen spare points, and then that final leap into odder materials. Perhaps into a [Metaltree City Shape] or [Stonetree City Shape] of some sort.

Anywho.

He could make a [Stoneshape Denial] spell, exactly how he made his [Spatial Denial], and replicate some more of the Void Song’s capabilities, but on his own terms.

Erick smiled as he remembered back when he first tried to make denial spells in order to make the world safer. He went too far, too fast, and the mana helped him to make [Zone of Peace] while the Script almost killed him in return. He had come a long way from that time in his life, though.

He held out a hand and channeled mana through [Stoneshape]. It was the sound of solidity and strength, except under his control, or anyone who cast such a spell. It was stability put to use in odd ways.

Combined with the sounds of Destruction, Erick edited out everything except for the stability, creating a pure sound of a settled land, unmoving. Sleeping, perhaps. Unable to be roused to anyone’s needs. [Ward] helped to designate the space of the effect, as it always did. Ophiel helped with choral song.

And it sounded stronger than the music that came from [Spatial Denial].

Erick cast.

The sky before Erick blossomed with white light, then faded into nothing. Not even static. The effect was there, but it was tiny, and there was no stone in the space to be affected, anyway.

A blue box appeared.




	
Unmoving Stone, instant, super large area, 1000 mana

Lull the land to slumber!

Lasts 24 hours. 














Erick smiled. He would need to do some experimenting with that one. This could be the perfect spell to use against assassins with [Stone Body], too. Maybe. Some testing would be required. Erick canceled the spell, and the faint white glow in the air faded back into the mana.

He moved far down the list, to the denial of Light, so he could test the spell out against his own lightform. Theoretically, his own Domain could serve the same function, but he couldn’t go putting up his Domain everywhere he wanted, all willy nilly. Someone could learn how to poke at it and take it down, no doubt; no, his Domain was to be used only when he needed to pull out some big magic, or big defense.

These denial spells would be like half-domains, where no one was allowed to cast certain spells.

Thirty seconds later, after listening to the magic of light, another spell blossomed to fill the sky and then faded into the background. Another blue box appeared.

 




	
Unmoving Light, instant, super large area, 1000 mana

Lull the light to slumber!

Lasts 24 hours.














Erick had Ophiel turn to light, and then step into the sp—

Ophiel struck the side of the spell effect like both he and the spell were made of gelatin, instantly eliciting a squawk from the little guy. Unhappy flutes filled the air as Ophiel extricated himself from the space like pulling himself from quicksand. When he was finally free, he slapped the spell effect with his wings, causing the light to ripple under the small effect.

Erick cast a [Luminous Beam] into the space, cutting through the spell like it was nothing, disturbing the spellwork with its radiation. [Unmoving Light] burst into so many motes of light that drifted away on the breeze, to vanish back into the flow of mana crossing the sky.

… Erick recast [Unmoving Light], and played around with smaller spells. A few [Lightballs] exploded like fireballs against the edge, but did not reach the interior. Ophiel flew inside under normal [Airshape] means, then tried casting a few of Erick’s other light-based spells. [Shooting Star] conjured a tiny dot of light that drifted through the air like a dandelion seed. [Broken Light] spat tiny glints of light forward, crossing centimeters, instead of meters. [Luminous Beam] cast from inside the space broke the spell again; [Luminous Beam] was unimpeded in all ways, it seemed.

With [Lodestar] active, and inside the space, all of Ophiel’s spellwork returned to normal. Not supercharged, though. Just normal. Domains could get around this sort of spellwork, but not fully.

… And then Erick had Ophiel flex his sunform, breaking the [Unmoving Light] with a flick of power.

So it looked like these spells had nothing on Domains. Good to know.

They were still good spells.

Erick moved on.

Soon, he had the full suite of ‘Unmoving’ spells.

 




	
Unmoving Shadow, instant, super large area, 1000 mana

Lull the shadow to slumber!

Lasts 24 hours. 








 




	
Unmoving Water, instant, super large area, 1000 mana

Lull the water to slumber!

Lasts 24 hours. 








 




	
Unmoving Fire, instant, super large area, 1000 mana

Lull the fire to slumber!

Lasts 24 hours. 








 




	
Unmoving Air, instant, super large area, 1000 mana

Lull the air to slumber!

Lasts 24 hours. 














By the time he finished the last one, people from other nearby pagodas were watching the show. A pair of old women watched from a balcony while they enjoyed their own breakfast. A trio of young male nobles watched from higher up that particular pagoda. Others watched from behind curtains, trying to be circumspect about it.

Teressa had joined Poi on the roof, behind Erick, also watching.

Poi spoke up, “Do you want to go talk to the people you Blessed, and ask them questions? The warden of that place asked about twenty minutes ago, but you were working. Also, later today they’re going to question Raidu if you wish to be present.”

Erick frowned, the weight of the world once again crashing down on his shoulders. He said, “I suppose… Let’s go do that. And then we’re not doing anything important for a week. At least.”

Teressa smiled. “Sounds good to me.”

Erick added, “Thanks for waiting till I was at a good stopping point, Poi.”

Poi had ruined the mood, as he likely knew he would, but stuff still needed to get done even when Erick felt like he was already at a breaking point.

Poi said, “You can make them wait on you. All you have to do is tell them that they have to delay their own time tables to better fit your schedule.”

Teressa glanced from Poi to Erick, asking, “Was that even a question? Of course you can make them wait on you, Boss.”

Erick frowned again, feeling uncomfortable with that. Erick supposed he ranked a bit higher than some warden somewhere. It was odd to think like that, but… Yeah. They were right.

And yet, Erick wasn’t willing to do that. After this, though… After this, it was time for a break. This Worldly Path was supposed to be a vacation!

- - - -

The commune for the Blessed was much better than the one the orcols had made near Treehome.

A clan mountain of High Clan Severing Crescent loomed in the distance, looking like a proper mountain in the middle of perfectly flat farmland. All around that large mountain were farms, and people tending to those farms. Rice paddies, wheat fields, orchards, and the like.

But over here, in the middle of some rice paddies and fishing ponds, the commune was made out of the same stuff as the clan mountains, and it was shaped like a clan mountain, but it was more like a clan hill. At barely fifty meters tall, with only a few house-like structures scattered across the forested surface, this place looked like a summer home for some noble family. Someone had put up a Solid Ward around the place. Maybe it was from a City Shield? Just to keep people out of the place? But what about Spatial Magic? It seemed like there was none active, but maybe they just had runes in the walls inside.

They probably had runes in the walls inside. Anti-[Teleport] runes seemed like a pain in the ass; Erick’s own spellwork wasn’t perfect, but it was better than runes in the walls.

An important man greeted them at the gate, saying, “Welcome to the Paddy House, Archmage Flatt. I’m the manager, Olariz Severing Crescent.”

Erick replied, “Thanks for having me. Now let’s get a look around, shall we?”

Olariz hopped to it, leading them down the walkway toward the Paddy House, toward the main doors, speaking all the way. This place was apparently a guest house for problematic individuals, under the oversight of Severing Crescent. The main defenses were the shield, cast by him, the manager, as well as many runes layered throughout the location to block off most magic. But the ‘guests’ were tattooed anyway; the runes were just there to prevent their casual extraction by other parties.

Erick approved that Olariz cast the Solid Ward shield himself.

Olariz led them past the check-in station, and up a small path to the front doors of the guest house. Soldiers in white manned those doors, but inside, there were no soldiers on duty.

Erick could see through the entire place with his mana sense, and he saw all the people he had Blessed, as well as the people overseeing the Blessed. All of the former assassins and elites of Terror Peaks had tattoos swirling around their bodies, like chains of void, constantly pulling out their Mana and their Health. Other than that, they all looked healthy. No one was locked in a cage, either.

This was a lot better treatment than Erick had expected.

Everyone walked wherever they wanted, and more or less acted like they were guests, and not prisoners.

Some ‘guests’ were cooking in the kitchen, in teams. Others were talking in small groups with each other here and there. Some were alone, and gently weeping. Everywhere, there were workers in white, some seeing to the needs of the people with [Cleanse]s or other small spellworks, or simply standing guard in conspicuous places. Erick spotted Beniza Wounder, the assassin who had been wrapped around the soul spear in [Air Body] to hide in the mana of that heavily enchanted item. Beniza was currently working on a loom, hand-making some sort of fabric. Not a single guest was on the first floor, though.

This place down here seemed only for the servants and otherwise.

Olariz explained, “In addition to the Solid Wards around the guest house to keep our guests safe, we have security measures in place to keep them off of certain floors. This first floor is the only one that is completely off limits, though, since it’s servants quarters. All servant hallways are off limits to them. Thankfully, they’re rather unlike our usual guests. They’re calm and sad, most of them, but they’re not violent, which is a miracle considering how we acquired them.”

Olariz seemed like a decent guy, he even seemed sincere when he called these prisoners ‘guests’. Erick listened to him speak of the workings of the guest house, and how every one of the guests had been questioned already. If Erick wished to read those transcripts, he had but to ask.

Erick turned to the man, and said, “Actually. That sounds like a good idea. I want to read them all.”

Olariz nodded, then walked a different direction, saying, “Right this way, then.”

The manager led Erick to a medium-sized tea room with the walls made of cubbies, each of them labeled with the name of a guest, and each filled with folders of papers. They had space for a hundred guests, but only 45 of them were currently in use.

Olariz asked, “Is there anyone you wish to know about in particular? I can help narrow down your search.”

Erick rattled off, “Beniza Wounder, and two others that you think exemplify the problem of Terror Peaks, and two that you feel could be released without trouble, and without the restraining tattoos.”

Olariz kept a professional facade up and active, but inside, he had some turmoil.

Erick added, “I’d like your opinion on release. That was the idea behind the creation of the Blessing of Empathy; to allow people to repent for their sins, doing as much good as they could to try and flip the scales of justice back into positive karma.”

Olariz’s turmoil vanished; replaced by awe, and a little bit of envy, and terror. He kept all of that perfectly hidden behind a mask of propriety, but Erick saw most of all of it. Olariz took a moment to gather his thoughts, and Erick let him.

Olariz said, “I feel that your Blessing does what you intended, however, the idea of repentance, when held in the minds of certain people, will result in unexpected outcomes, some of which might be undesirable if they are released at this moment.” He went to the shelves and plucked out a folder to set it on the table in the center of the room. “Beniza is as good of a study case of this as any of them. She blames her failures on the people who ordered her into committing heinous acts. She does not recognize that she is responsible for her own actions. I fear if she were let loose at this moment, she would find someone else’s will to enact, and then do whatever they said as long as they could make her believe that she was doing the right thing.”

Erick breathed out. “Ahh… That’s…”

That was a lot of things, for sure.

With a firm voice, Erick decided, “What I’m hearing is that Beniza needs a proper guiding hand. Will Songli give her that guiding hand? Or will I need to remove these people from your care?” Before the man could answer, Erick asked, “What are your qualifications for being in charge of this place?”

Olariz panicked for a brief moment, then a calm descended upon him. He stood straight, and said, “I am the seneschal of this paddy house, and have been for the last fifteen years. When I was young and foolish, I was on the path of destruction, but the guards of Alaralti caught me and gave me mercy. I was interred at a different paddy house for a year, under the same protocols that are still used in every single paddy house in Alaralti; draining tattoos, easy work, therapy, and calm spaces to live. Every day, I talked to people who helped me get over myself and get my mind on the right path, and afterward, I wished to help others get back on the right paths as well. Thus, I got my accreditation at the Main House, and was assigned this location. Every day, we help people recover from War Response. Every day, we help people deal with the trauma of blood and death, and any of a hundred different maladies of the mind. This is a place of healing, sir, and I have helped to make it such for a long time, so I do not appreciate being disparaged like this.”

Ah?

So it was like that?

Erick rapidly reevaluated everything that he had seen so far, and…

Okay.

Erick’s eyes went fractionally wider. He was more than a little stunned, for he had no idea that places like this existed. He felt a little foolish himself, for being so unwilling to see where his actions had placed these Blessed people, for fear that he had taken them out of the fires of war just to see them crushed under the heel of Songli.

It was Songli’s right to kill enemy soldiers, after all…

Wasn’t it?

No.

Wait.

Erick had a moment of surreal disconnect, and then the moment passed.

Enemy soldiers, once subdued, should not be murdered offhand. They were non-combatants at that point. Erick took a metaphorical step back from himself. He should have kept closer tabs with the people he Blessed. If he had, he wouldn’t have been blindsided like this.

… The real solution here was to rely more on others. Everything about Songli had told him that it was a decent place, for he had yet to see anyone murdered offhand by a noble, and he was beginning to suspect that that was state-sponsored propaganda to keep the commoners in line.

Erick came back to the conversation, and said, “I had believed that when you said ‘Paddy House’, you were referring to the name of the location. But what you meant was ‘paddy house’; an asylum. A place of healing for chronic mental illness.” He added, “Sorry about that. I was not aware these places existed on Veird, or here in Songli. I was always under the impression that the Mind Mages helped with this sort of thing, but no one else did anything.”

Now that he mana sensed the area again, and looked to the room he was in, he saw many hallmarks of this being an institution, rather than a ‘guest house’ of Severing Crescent. They likely used the term ‘guest house’ to make the place seem less… like it was.

The hallways were organized. The rooms were laid out in precise manners. The ‘servants corridors’ were locked, only to be opened by keys kept on the belts of the orderlies. They likely called them ‘servants’ instead of ‘orderlies’ in order to also make the place seem less sinister.

Olariz seemed taken aback by Erick’s apology. He said, “Well. Then. Thank you for the apology.” He brushed past that, and returned to the folders in front of Erick, saying, “Songli is prepared to give these people proper care, but some might not ever be fit to return to the world. Some of these people are heavily damaged. Some just sit in their rooms and won’t leave. Some won’t eat, and those people will be fine for a while, but eventually we’ll have to force feed them. We are doing what we can, but even we cannot provide miracles.”

“I understand. Thank you for your help with this. I hoped that by Blessing these people that they would become functional members of society, but I can see that was a far-off hope. It will take time.”

In that moment, Olariz saw something in Erick that he felt the need to crush, and so he said, “In my humble opinion, your Blessing is divinity itself. Every single one of these people planned to die in war fighting enemies that only existed in their minds. And now they aren’t going to die in that war. Now they want to help others instead of killing them. This [Blessing of Empathy] is a holy spell and it should be employed more, in more wars the world over.”

While Erick was suddenly reeling from that—

Olariz continued, “Sure, there are problems right now. But problems can be worked through when murder is no longer an option, and you have taken away that option from them. Some of our guests are calling it a Curse, and trying to figure out how to get rid of it, but in time, I know they will all see it for the Blessing it truly is. So while our guests cannot say these words right now, I know they will want to say them to you later, so I will say them in their stead: thank you for Blessing them, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick felt a well of uncomfortable emotions; a distant hope, perhaps.

“Ah…” Erick glanced away, then said, “Thanks for picking up the battle where I left off.”

Olariz nodded, resolutely, then said, “Then I will leave you with their paperwork. If you wish to speak to any of them, let a guard know and the person can be escorted to you. I have one such guard stationed outside of the room for your use. I ask you not to show up in front of the guests themselves, though, for some of them are truly having trouble coming to terms with their new life.”

Erick nodded.

Olariz pointed out a few cubbies of people who matched what Erick had asked to see; people ready to move on soon, and people who were truly problem cases. And then he left.

Erick started reading.

An hour later, he had gone through every single case file.

What he read was story after story of people at war with themselves, and their pasts.

He knew how he would have helped these people back on Earth. Mostly, he would have handed them off to other social workers who specialized in cases with post traumatic stress disorder. But he knew the broader strokes. And this paddy house was doing all of them.

Talks with therapists. Talks in groups. Minor chores to keep the body busy. Exercise. Meditation. Medication with various alchemical compounds, including blue weed and pills with names like ‘Restful Blue Days’ and ‘Tranquil Pond’. They even had Mind Mages coming in every day in the afternoon, to talk to whoever felt like talking, and apparently a lot of people felt like talking; there were signup sheets because there were so many volunteers.

Erick’s heart went out to these people, for they were trying. They had been here for ten days already, some only for nine, so the initial disaster of a changed life was already starting to pass for some people.

All because of his Blessing.

He felt a strange sort of validation. A joy in the pit of his stomach. Half of that feeling was due to his own actions, but the other half was the fact that these people were in good hands.

Of course, they had been questioned over their involvements in the war, and those parts were also in their paperwork. There was no such thing as psychiatrist-patient confidentiality, here. Erick had no doubt that these papers were copied and sent off to any Clan who asked after them.

From what Erick read, all of these people were goaded into war, doing exactly what they did all the time, which was follow the adamant will of Patriarch Xangu and Scion Raidu and all the rest of their Elders. They were all soldiers. They were little more than pawns.

Elite pawns, sure. Assassins, soloists like Jane, spearheads of the campaign one and all, but still pawns.

Erick put the folders back into their proper locations in the shelves. He knew that these people were in good hands, for every single base report had a front page with an overview of the person in question, and every one of those had a section for a target release date. Many of those sections were empty, but some of them were at 1 month, or 2 months, or one year. Some of these people were eventually going to be released. Maybe most of them.

Honestly, Erick should have expected that.

Songli didn’t kill captured soldiers.

The Antirhine Elixir had been the usual solution to the problem of captured enemy combatants, but now there was another. And if these reports were to be believed, then a lot of the therapists and guardians writing these reports truly approved of the Blessing as an alternative to the Elixir.

Erick wanted to congratulate Olariz on his way out, but the man was currently talking to some former Terror Peaks soldiers upstairs, and he didn’t want to disturb the man; that conversation looked intense. So Erick just told the guard on his way out that he approved of what was happening here, and that he would be checking in occasionally, if they didn’t mind.

The guard, of course, went dead silent as he stared at Erick, then rapidly acknowledged that he was being talked to by an archmage, and that he would relay Erick’s message right away!

Erick let the guard go do that, as he looked to Teressa and Poi, saying, “Now to talk to Raidu.”

With a wrap of light, Erick stepped the three of them to the next destination.

- - - -

The Palace of the Eternal Court.

That was the name of the building in front of Erick right now. He had seen the place as he lightstepped in, and every so often when he sent Ophiel flitting by, but none of those experiences compared to standing there on the steps of the palace.

In overall shape, the building was like the Courthouse of Spur, or the Capitol Building of Washington DC, but hundreds of meters tall and a kilometer wide and with a staircase of a hundred steps leading up to the front doors, with both stairs and doors much, much larger than they needed to be. The whole place was a work of columns and sloped gold roofs and tall, tall windows, built to withstand hurricanes and quakes.

Everything inside the Royal City was much, much larger than it had to be.

This was one of the few ‘public’ buildings in the capital city, and as such there were people of all walks of life walking up and down the court stairwell, right alongside Erick. Just like them, he and his people had come up to this place from the Teleport Square to the south of the Palace of the Eternal Court.

Erick suspected that the placement of the Teleport Square and the grandeur of the sight ahead of him, was intentional. Walking in from the east or the west would not be nearly as impressive.

Well. Like. Duh.

People built structures to be impressive when they wanted them to be impressive, Erick.

Erick smiled, adjusted his good robes a little, and then kept right on walking up the staircase, toward the doors that everyone was filling through.

Ari stepped out from a side door, behind a column, right as Erick reached the top. She wore a plain white dress, and was flanked by two stern-looking women in white. Right away, Erick saw a problem. It was nothing specific, but it was a lot of little things. The look in Ari’s violet eyes. The stance of her ‘guards’. The way she wore a rather innocuous golden necklace that was enchanted in some way, and that a few other people in the crowd instantly recognized the necklace and thus turned deferential or scared, but tried not to show it.

Ari saw that he saw her problem, but she did not seem to want to speak on her own problems, as she shook her head a little. Her guards didn’t seem to notice Ari’s obvious breach of protocol, or whatever it was; they, like a lot of people in the immediate area, were completely focused on Teressa, towering above everyone at three meters tall. It wasn’t every day you saw an orcol in Holorulo.

Ari spoke up, “Welcome to The Palace of the Eternal Court, Archmage Flatt. Please follow me.”

At her words, her guards locked eyes with Erick, returning to their proper duties, whatever those were.

And now the moving crowd was looking at him, too.

Apparently, archmages ranked above orcols!

Erick left the suddenly-silent and staring crowd behind as he followed Ari and her guards through a separate door, set to the far left of the main entrance.
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                The Palace of the Eternal Court was as ostentatious on the inside as it was on the outside. Massive hallways. Vaulted ceilings. White and gold everywhere. One addition made this place different from the rest of the capital city of Holorulo; stone statues of people here and there in the hallways that were not what they appeared to be.

Erick didn’t see the statues himself, for he was in a side hallway following Ari and her guards to some location upstairs. Those ‘sculptures’ were on display for the public, over in the main hallway and in those side hallways, where people waited in line for numbers to then wait in chairs to eventually talk to people behind counters.

They were not simple stone statues, though.

The insides contained gold-gilded bones, while the outsides were white stone. Almost all of them had plaques nearby. Erick could barely read some of those plaques, for reading through mana sense was a little difficult, but he noticed High Clan names on most of them, and lists of deeds under those names. In death, each ‘grave’ held symbols of what the interred person did in life. Some had scrolls in their hands, or weapons, or flourishes of magic hinted at through wardlight sculptures.

As the public passed those dead people, some stopped to read what was written, others continued onward to do what they came here to do. Erick noticed that a great many of the visitors carried urns with them. Looking inside those urns, he saw skulls nestled into powdered bone.

Those urns were in use all around Erick, in smallish rooms located all over the Palace of the Eternal Court. Erick glanced to the nearest room, since the ceremony was starting. He also glanced to Teressa, who, wide-eyed, likely saw a lot more around her than he did.

A family of three stood to the side of the room, each person wearing their best clothing. An altar stood before them. A summoner stood behind the altar, wearing robes that draped across the ground like a dozen perfectly placed tendrils. It was ceremonial garb, for sure.

Upon the altar, was their urn.

The summoner twisted magic around the altar, pouring power into the urn as the family watched. The urn’s cap came off then gently sat to the side. A white skull floated up from within, followed by a trail of bone dust. The dust gently drifted into the air in front of the family, in the center of the room, directly above an inlaid design of gold and Ancient Script, followed by the skull which floated to head-height. Dust became a flickering green substance. The skull turned bright under the ministrations of the summoner.

In a flashing moment, a translucent green person stood where the skull and dust had floated, standing atop the Ancient Script runes. They wore a simple tunic and pants. In other rooms, other spirits wore expensive robes. Some wore armor. Some wore cheap robes.

And then, in that room, just like in all the other summoning rooms all around the Palace of the Eternal Court, the family started talking to their deceased. None of the living touched the dead. None of the dead touched the living. No one crossed the circular barrier in the floor, made of Ancient Script and gold.

But that wasn’t the only outcome of a summoning.

In some rooms, the summoning failed.

In some rooms, the summoning went wrong, and the summoner had to banish the spirit before it attacked either the summoner, or the people requesting the summon.

In some rooms, tears flowed from the living and the dead.

In some rooms, the living and the dead argued and railed against each other. Sometimes, arbiters came in to adjudicate whatever mess was happening. Sometimes, the arbiters were already there, on site, for the living knew in advance that there would be troubles.

Erick followed Ari for five minutes, watching the world around him, and also Ari, but mostly the world around him.

Ari’s voice brought Erick back to the moment, “We are here, Archmage Flatt.”

And they were.

They stood before a pair of ornate, double doors that were already under guard.

The guards opened the doors, and Erick followed Ari inside. Their people followed close behind, but every one of them stuck to the back of the room while Erick and Ari walked forward.

The room was larger than most, but contained all the trappings that existed in all the other summoning rooms, everywhere else in the Palace. The altar was bigger, though, like a full stone table, and the Ancient Script barrier to contain summoned spirits was on that table; not in the center of the room.

A spirit had already been summoned, too.

The translucent red spirit floated in a fetal position, above the ornate altar. Erick ignored the spirit for a moment.

Erick was able to tell that the formations on the altar were much different than the smaller binding zones in the other rooms. The altar was crisscrossed with gold and designs and words that Erick had never seen before. Only some of the designs were written in Ancient Script. There were the words for ‘Summon’ and ‘Recreate’ and ‘Stasis’ and ‘Clarity of Thought’ and ‘Clarity of Soul’, and a hundred or more other small instructions. There was no ‘Clarity of Body’ or ‘Clarity of Aura’, which would seem necessary for a true [Resurrection], but then again they weren’t trying for [Resurrection]. This space was merely for questioning the dead, and then letting them go.

But they wouldn’t be letting this red spirit go. Raidu was destined for other Ends.

Scion Raidu Terror Peaks wore the garb of a ruler, with a ceremonial robe giving him flared shoulders, trailing sleeves, and a long skirt that all curled up as though he was inside a gentle vortex as he floated there, ethereal and dead.

There was another person in the room, too. A few, actually.

Hangzi stood to the side, with his own pair of guards standing behind him. He looked resolute, and ready to move on. He also looked somehow stronger than the last time Erick had seen him.

Erick turned to the Patriarch of Devouring Nightmare, and said, “Greetings, Patriarch Hangzi Devouring Nightmare. I did not expect to see you here, but I can imagine that you wish to get this over with as soon as possible.” He asked, “How is Warzi doing?”

Hangzi breathed, then said, “When I was informed that you would be questioning him today, I made the time; Yes, I wish to put this dread affair into the past.” He added, “Warzi is doing better. The loss of Yorza has been difficult for him, as it has been for us all, but he is a strong boy, and he will be stronger in the future.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Erick turned to the floating form of Raidu, saying, “Elder Arilitilo has given me a good overview of the questions and answers Raidu has already provided, but I had hoped to get the full notes before we started the actual questioning. But this room is empty.” He asked Ari and Hangzi, “Where are those notes?”

Hangzi lifted his head, then turned to one of his guards. The guard stepped away in a flash of black, as Hangzi turned back to Erick, saying, “They are not kept on site, but they will be here momentarily.”

Ari stepped to the side, toward Raidu, as she spoke to Erick, “Since you will be reading, would you like to adjourn to a side room? Tea is available.” She gestured to a side door.

Beyond was a simple room; likely a place to talk without being in the presence of the contained spirit.

“That would be acceptable,” Erick said.

Hangzi had a disagreeable look for a moment, then he banished that look, and took the lead, saying, “We have hours of discourse with the man. Allow me to answer whatever questions you have while you read, but do not overtax our time. I wish this man gone from this reality, forthwith.”

“Agreeable.” Erick said, “So you know, I am not opposed to whatever ruling you pull, here, but I have heard that soul sundering is a fate worse than death.”

The unspoken question was, did Hangzi want that on his conscience?

“It is what he deserves for sending so many of our people to their deaths.”

Ah. Okay then.

Like.

If anyone deserved a sundering, Raidu probably did.

Erick let Hangzi’s desire remain unchallenged, as Hangzi’s guard blipped back into the hallway beyond the double doors, then walked in with a folder-full of papers. Hangzi took them from his man, and handed them to Erick.

Soon, Erick was inside the side room and drinking tea as he read, alone, and Hangzi remained in the summoning room with Raidu, glaring at the sleeping spirit. It wasn’t an unproductive time for the boy-Patriarch, either; he merely spoke to others outside the space through [Telepathy].

Erick could have gotten these notes earlier, but he was always planning on getting these notes while Raidu was in the other room. He needed to get in the right headspace for talking to the spirit, and these notes were going to be how he got there. It wasn’t his fault that Hangzi chose to be here when he hadn’t been invited.

Erick had a passing thought, wondering how he would have gotten these notes if Hangzi hadn’t been here. That might have been awkward for someone, somewhere. Good thing that didn’t happen.

… Erick wouldn’t make the man wait overlong.

So Erick read about questions and answers and half answers, trying to understand, for himself, the reasons for the war with Terror Peaks, and for the shift from normal warfare, to terrorism and civilian killing.

Reading Raidu’s answers was a bit maddening, for the reasons for war was a line of simple causality.

It started with overpopulation, over twenty years in the making, and worsening.

Overpopulation was a particularly disastrous event for Patriarch Xangu, because for the last five years he had been losing absolute political power to the Pacifist Faction. That faction wanted to concentrate on war with the monsters, only, while Xangu rose to power by being ruthless with nearby warlord clans, chasing them away and securing the safety of Terror Peaks. But without the problem of those warlord clans, pacifism started to look rather nice to the population. Who wanted to fight with other people when there were monsters to kill? There was even talk of allying with Songli once again.

And so, Xangu had all of the pacifists killed in a small-scale purge he had instituted five months ago.

From there, things spiraled out of control for dozens of different reasons, not the least of which was that Xangu had been found out by many, and so, Xangu needed a scapegoat.

But then a miracle occurred.

Ar’Kendrithyst fell to Erick, in the Last Shadow’s Feast.

Xangu and Raidu and all of the Main House were poised for a massive, sweeping change to come across the world, and so they capitalized on the fervor of the people. As everyone was wondering what would happen, Xangu directed the narrative toward there being some massive Wizard/Melemizargo/Shade plot, unfolding across the world. A war would be the perfect reason to kill off all of the opposition, and make the Main House strong again, so they worked toward that goal.

With that, Raidu helped his father to talk to friendly, nearby clans, to formulate responses in case of large-scale problems.

When the Converter Angel’s taint was uncovered, much of Terror Peak’s base solidified. There would be a war now; it was only a matter of when, and against who.

When Erick purged the Forest of two ancient monsters, and looked to be able to purge the world of more, the narrative shifted hard against Xangu. Xangu was on the verge of losing his legitimacy. So Raidu had to assassinate a few opposition leaders to keep in power, which he did.

When Goldie, the Shade of Assassination, started leaving notes on people’s pillows, it was another indication that war was coming. A war that the Main House would win. A war to end all wars.

When news of Songli’s anti-antirhine treatment broke, it fit the narrative of war, and of Shade plots.

And then Erick appeared on Songli’s side.

Peace was never an option.

Those were the major points and the minor points, strung together into a whole that Erick had not seen written down until this moment, and that Ari had not told him when they spoke around this topic. Erick didn’t blame Ari for that; she likely didn’t want to be the one to tell him all of this shit.

He felt a pit in his stomach as he read, as he saw how the last year played out for Terror Peaks.

He moved on.

Erick read more on the soul spear, but Raidu hadn’t been involved in that, so there wasn’t much. All he knew was that one day, Warchanter Farloa, their Elder of Enchantments, acquired the soul spears from an unknown source. Farloa was the name of the woman who had appeared on Patriarch Xangu’s side, when he gave his declaration on those [Viewing Screen]s that appeared over the bombed temples of Koyabez. Farloa had been responsible for those destructions, as well as the [Gate] attack on the Alluvial District. She was the one who cast those [Gate]s, and who created the bombs to push through those [Gate]s.

Farloa was dead; killed in action in the breach of Terror Peaks’ enchanting houses.

Erick had killed her with a [Luminous Beam]. He remembered doing that. He remembered all the people he had erased from the wor—

Erick’s mind recoiled like he had touched a hot burner on a stove.

After a moment...

He moved on.

All of the questions about angelic interference were in the back of the reading. About twenty four pages had been filled with text about angelic and demonic presences inside Terror Peaks, spanning much of the last year, but going further than that, to twenty years ago.

And there was nothing in any of that reading aside from Raidu leading the charge against this angelic force or that demonic force, cleaving the Quiet War in twain before it had a chance to erupt in Terror Peaks’ backyard. Terror Peaks wanted a war, but they did not want to get involved in the Forever War.

Erick closed the folder. He had spent twenty minutes reading.

This had been more than enough time for another person to show for Raidu’s final questioning and execution. A red incani waited in the room beyond, wearing white robes but looking more like a mercenary than a diplomat, because that’s what she was.

Erick left the side room and stepped back into the main room, greeting the newcomer, “Hello again, Tyli.”

Tyli was an Elite who worked for the Headmaster. She had also come to Spur to help with the Messalina problem, and before that, she guarded Erick’s house when it seemed like something was going to happen to him while he was developing [Cascade Imaging]. She was exactly the same bright red incani who Erick remembered, though she looked more formal in her current outfit.

Tyli stood straight, saying, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. If you do not mind, I have a message of congratulations from the Headmaster. It is nothing that needs be private, unless you wish it to be.”

Erick almost flinched. He had expected the Headmaster to attempt contact through whatever Elite he sent to poke around at the soul spears, which had to be [Duplicate]d. But already? Now? Here? The Headmaster was getting right to the point, then. What did he want? For Erick to come to Oceanside right now? That seemed like a bad idea, for Erick had heard lots about dragons recently, and he did not want to be accidentally responsible for causing a dragon fight. And also…

If he saw the Headmaster right now…

If he got anywhere near the Headmaster, Erick was going to ask about Kirginatharp’s brother, Idyrvamikor, and the causes of the Dragon Curse,

As well as a ton of questions about Last Shadow’s Feast.

But the problem with asking those questions was that Erick was scared of the old dragon. Before Last Shadow’s Feast… Before Candlepoint, even, Erick hadn’t been too scared of Kirginatharp. But now, knowing how bad it could be to face someone of the Headmaster’s power in his own lair…

Erick didn’t want to put himself or his people in danger.

For Erick was a Wizard, and Wizards could break dragons from the Dragon Curse, and that put a big fucking target on his soul. Even if the Headmaster didn’t know what Rozeta, his mother, or Melemizargo, his grandfather knew, he could probably figure that Erick was a Wizard now, if he hadn’t already.

And yet...

The Headmaster was the Headmaster.

He was the greatest force of ‘good’ in the world. He routinely sent Elites out to hunt the most dangerous monsters on the planet, helping communities who couldn’t help themselves...

But he also taught everyone magic! That was another thing.

If Erick saw the man again, he would rail at him about how fucked up it was that he was teaching magic improperly.

And so, suddenly facing down this Elite sent by the Headmaster, even if she was a ‘friendly’ face, Erick had a lot of thoughts that he didn’t want to have.

So Erick did what he could, which was to nod, then say, “Please relay your message.”

If it was a public statement, then it couldn’t be that bad, right?

Tyli nodded, then said, “The Headmaster sends his eternal appreciation for the execution of Ar’Kendrithyst, and for the business with the Forest of Glaquin. He wishes to bestow upon you worldly treasures as befitting of your path of destruction against all the Evil upon Veird. But on a more pressing note: he wishes for you to come to Oceanside at your earliest convenience to solve this Converter Angel problem before it turns into a true war. He hopes to solve this Quiet War issue with words, using avenues of discourse he has open to both sides. As for right now, with the revelation that someone has been using [Duplicate] to create soul spears, it is my duty to inform you that as per previous bargains of trade we have a few dozen people that we must request for that you search for, to see that they are not doing things that they should not be doing.” She relaxed a fraction, and said, “Thus ends the entirety of the message. What say you?”

Erick felt a twinge of relief. The message hadn’t been that bad. There was definite coding that the Headmaster knew that Erick was on his Worldly Path, so it was very concerning that the Headmaster wanted Erick to come to Oceanside while he was still on the Path!

But then again, the Headmaster likely knew more about that than Erick did.

Anyway.

Erick decided a few things, then said, “Please tell him this: Regarding Ar’Kendrithyst, I merely made the best of a bad situation, but thank you for your words. I am interested in journeying to Oceanside to speak of matters great and small, but nothing that requires me to journey there right away. I am trying to be on vacation, but stuff keeps happening; that’s all. As for the angel, I heard she's on the dark side of Celes, but if this should change, please let me know. And I will work with Tyli here in order to scout out whatever samples of whatever Book Binders have gone missing in this part of the world, or whatever may have happened.”

Tyli nodded, her eyes briefly flickering from their normal red to gold—

Ah.

Erick didn’t notice the magic until the Headmaster wanted it to be noticed. The Headmaster had been here all along, in mind if not in body, and now he was coming to the forefront.

The Headmaster spoke through his Elite, as he had done many other times, in other places, “You have done much for this world, Archmage Flatt, and you deserve to be honored for it, not forced into wars; forced to defend yourself from small-minded warlords. Please come to Oceanside at your earliest convenience, but enjoy your vacation wherever it may take you. As for the Book Binders, Tyli can direct that search. I understand you are staying in Holorulo upon First Devouring Nightmare Mountain.” Tyli turned to Hangzi. “Please make arrangements for Tyli to take up residence near Archmage Flatt.”

Hangzi was already pale, but he went half a shade whiter. His voice was strong, though. “As you wish, Headmaster Kirginatharp.”

The Headmaster added, “I am sorry about your father. Patriarch Dularo was a good man. We held many bargains of trade that had yet to be fulfilled on my part. Now, these bargains are your bounty. We should speak more, soon. Perhaps whenever you are done with these final matters of state, regarding the former Scion Raidu?”

It had been asked as a question, but it was practically an order.

Hangzi seemed strengthened by the Headmaster’s words, though. He replied, “Thank you for your benevolence in bequeathing my father’s bargains of trade to myself. I will make an appointment through your people to talk more. Devouring Nightmare looks forward to continued cooperation with Oceanside.”

The Headmaster nodded, then released Tyli back to herself. The woman sagged for half a moment, then stood straight again, her eyes turning from gold back to red. She said, “Archmage,” to Erick, then, “Patriarch,’ to Hangzi. Then she stepped back to the edge of the room, to stand in line with the other guards.

Now that that unexpected ambush was over—

Erick turned his attention back to Ari, Hangzi, and the floating spirit of Raidu. He said, “I have few questions of the man, and then we can get on with the final judgment.”

Hangzi glared up at the floating spirit, his eyes turning hard. He said, “Court Necromancer Arilitilo. You may wake him.”

Ari stepped to the side of the gold-lined altar, under Raidu. With a red spell touching upon the gold lines, an invisible envelope around Raidu turned visible, briefly, then vanished into motes of light. Raidu gasped, stretching out his arms and legs as he looked around—

Raidu caught sight of Erick. And of Hangzi. And then he sighed, a bone-weary sound that echoed in the mana, rippling outward to touch upon some invisible barrier that extended upward from the altar, fully encasing Raidu, blocking the spirit from fully interacting with the world.

Erick waited for the man to speak.

Raidu did not make him wait long, saying, “I apologize for my actions, Archmage Flatt. I did not see what I was doing till after… I never should have driven Terror Peaks to war. Please forgive me.”

Erick gave no outward emotion.

He wanted to forgive the man, though. He wanted to, so badly. But he knew he couldn’t.

And yet!

He had let Omaz go; Archmage Syllea’s brother was somewhere out there, under the same Blessing that he had put Raidu under. Omaz had killed thousands, too. He had attacked Treehome with spells that spanned the sky, which would have killed hundreds of thousands. Omaz had plotted and schemed to kill and kill again. He was a cultist of Melemizargo, and he had done dark deeds in the shadows, for Shadow and for the Darkness.

But Raidu had killed millions with both his words and his actions.

So… Yes. There was a difference. A difference of scale.

But the Shades had done worse than either of them! And Erick had Blessed them and told them to make something good of themselves, didn’t he?

Ah.

His feelings were messing him up. They got in the way all too often, didn’t they?

Erick steeled himself, and asked, “What sort of afterlife are you hoping for?”

“I will struggle forever to resist the call of the End, but I know it will come for me no matter what I do.” Raidu said, “So being here isn’t too bad.” He laughed, then looked to Hangzi, and winced. “Ah. But I suspect Young Master Hangzi wants to put me in a torture doll for eternity for what I did to his family. I’m sorry about that, too.”

Hangzi remained stoic, standing there, listening while giving nothing away.

Erick asked, “What was your goal in appearing before me and getting captured like this?”

Raidu’s face scrunched as his red body misted out in tiny spots along the hem of his robes, and in his ears and fingertips. He seemed to be trying to recall something that was no longer there to recall. He said, “I don’t remember how I was captured or killed.”

“This was at least a full day before you died.” Erick frowned. “You should know the answers to this question.”

“I… I do not…” Raidu’s voice trailed off. And then he brightened. “I could guess… I guess that I had only two options.” He stared into nothing, looking beyond Erick, and then he suddenly focused on him, and said, “Ah. I remember.” He smiled. “It was either get you onto the proper side of Light, or we would all die in darkness, and so, I did as anyone of Terror Peaks would have done and took a chance with my life. I— I failed…” Erick saw a shift in Raidu, as the joy of remembering how he died became the pain of knowing how he died. And then Raidu banished that emotion, forcing himself to strength as he said, “Songli is full of Darkness, Erick. And I don’t mean the Darkness of Melemizargo. I mean the Darkness of Rozeta.”

Well that was a damning sentence.

Erick forced himself to remain impassive, but through the eyes of Ophiel on his shoulder, he saw guards turn inquisitive or incredulous before banishing those slight looks from their faces. Teressa didn’t bother to hide the wide-opened expression on her face, though; Erick could practically read her mind as she thought ‘what the fuck is this fuckers fuckup?’. Or maybe Erick was projecting his own need to spout profanity at Raidu’s stupid fucking words.

Erick saw Tyli’s eyes flicker gold.

So the Headmaster was still here? Well okay then.

Raidu continued, “My fight is over. I am dead. But Songli has always been a Dark Alliance founded by Shadow, created in order to support people like they were cattle; for there is no mana without people to constantly create it, and that is the goal of all the gods. They’re all Dark Gods, Erick. Every single one. Even Rozeta. Even Sumtir, the God of Righteous War is an Evil God. I won’t go to a single one of those charlatans and their fake afterlives, for if I could, I would do whatever it took to keep their divine fire from consuming my Self like it was kindling, all to keep their own fires burning for just that much longer. For that’s what they are, Erick; parasites.” He looked to Erick. “I know how magic is made and where it comes from and the manaminer in the souls of every person on Veird, ensuring that mana flows to Rozeta before all others. I lied before about not knowing how magic worked before, in order to suss you out. At the end of my existence, I tell you the full truth now.

“The Script is a chain, but it is the only chain we have, and it only keeps us all alive because there needs to be mana for the monsters and for the gods and for all the other unnatural life all around us. And thus, Songli was one of many such nations born from that need. Look around you! See what the gods do for us! Nothing but trinkets and charms they give us, while they hold back the movement of the world into a new Era! You know what Sininindi plans to do to you if she ever gets a chance, do you not? You do; I see it in your eyes. You brought forth a new era into this world, but you are not the first. You bring us destruction, but not how you think.

“For you would not be the first to cause the world to fall to the gods!

“There are records of mass purges all throughout Veird’s history! Go down deep enough in the underworld, and you will see what I have seen! Do you truly believe that Veird is only 1450 years old? No! Our estimates put it at 8500 years of age. For all the gods’ power, for all the power of the Script, their controls were imperfect several times before. Just look at what you did with Particle Magic! This era might be coming to an end soon because of what you did, and none of our children will ever know what has come before.

“All the gods are evil for what they and the Mind Mages and the Wrought have done to us, time and time again. All is Darkness. Even the Demons and the Angels are a part of this trap for humanity, to keep us in a cage and raise us as livestock.” He relaxed, his magnum opus given. Then he said, “Terror Peaks is the only civilization of True Light. So if there was any chance at all that you could be brought into the Light, I had to take that chance. This is why I let myself be captured by you. These are the circumstances in which we fight. Not some petty war with Songli, but with all the gods and all the powers that seek to milk us for all we are.

“This is the world that we live in.”

Silence filled the room. Raidu’s form had become even more misty at the edges. He had given up some deep part of himself in order to give that speech.

Erick said, “Maybe you’re right.”

Everyone in the room startled to a varying degree except for Tyli-as-Headmaster, and Poi.

Raidu laughed. “Maybe one can talk to Wizards, after all!”

“Maybe. But you’re dead, and I have no one else to confirm what you’ve said.” Erick said, “And besides that: I will never believe the words of a dead man, especially one who says he doesn’t want to rejoin the war he left behind, and then goes on to talk about why I need to join his war.”

“Is there a way to convince you properly?”

“Where is Patriarch Xangu?”

Raidu opened his mouth to speak, but then nothing came out, and he looked perplexed. “Er. Maybe he’s…” Raidu frowned. “I don’t know. He’s in the Underworld somewhere… Right? I think he is?”

Erick gave Raidu a moment more to collect himself, to maybe come up with a lead.

Raidu just frowned, more disappointed in himself than in Erick, and said, “I thought I knew. Apologies, Archmage Flatt. My father could tell you more, but I know not where he is.”

“Then I am sorry we couldn’t work things out, Raidu.”

Raidu sadly said, “My time is over, but you still have options, Erick.”

“It’s over. I am done.” Erick said to Hangzi, “Pass your judgment.”

Raidu looked about to say something else, but then he realized what Erick had said, and his eyebrows furrowed. He frowned, his gaze shifting from Erick to Hangzi.

Hangzi startled a fraction at Erick’s words. He recovered quickly; a tiny smile appeared upon his face. Then he dropped that smile, and proclaimed, “This Patriarch Ha—”

“Patriarch?!” Raidu laughed. “What the fuck happened to Yorza! Oh! That’s right! I happened, you shadow sucking twat.”

Hangzi let the world pass him by, then he came back to the moment, and with a beatific smile said, “The judgment is thus: a Sundering for the man who tried to sunder Songli. To be carried out—”

Raidu’s face contorted into madness. “SUNDERING! YOU IMMORAL FOOL!”

“—while I watch; right now.”

Raidu’s body contorted into hard edges and hateful eyes. His face turned into three as one pair of eyes locked to Hangzi, another turned to Erick, and the third face turned to Ari, who stepped away from the side of the altar. Raidu screamed in fury, about the gods taking joy from his death, and about how Songli was playing the part of kitchen servant to Rozeta, serving up souls; farming for the gods.

The overall calm discussion had turned into a one-sided rant.

Erick ignored the rants.

Instead, he watched as Ari went to the edge of the room and opened up a small panel. Erick had already seen the object therein, but now he saw it with his eyes. The overall shape was that of a globe with a diamond-cut gem on top, but the gem was inverted to hold above the globe like a pointed hat, while the whole thing was also a swirl of curling, curved metal and stone. The ‘globe’ at the center of the object was actually a mostly perfectly spherical grand core; bright white and glowing. Now that he focused on it, the gem could actually be glass, and it probably was. Or maybe it was crystal glass; yeah, it was crystal glass (probably wasn’t made crystalline through the addition of lead, though). The whole thing was a work of art. If Ari hadn’t brought it out to commit a sundering, and if she, and Tyli, and Hangzi, and Ari’s guards didn’t look so concerned about it—

Ah. Poi knew what the object was, too.

Everyone else, including him, looked at the object like it wasn’t a heinous torture device, but they were all quickly making the obvious leap of logic necessary to understand what they were seeing. Raidu’s rant increased tenfold when the object came out, so he obviously knew what it was.

Ari stood behind the altar, holding the sundering object in her hands but also in some telekinetic grip, no doubt, for it looked quite heavy with all that gold and stone spun around the thing.

Raidu banged against the invisible cage that stretched up from the altar to the ceiling. In a flashing, angry moment, the Scion of Terror Peaks became a storm of red gasses that filled his cage. His fists and face and feet appeared out of the mist as he struck the surrounding invisible walls with all his ethereal might. Raidu screamed.

Erick watched.

Ari moved the sunderer into the altar’s space, and Raidu’s ghastly form suddenly crashed up, back to something somewhat human as he held against the ceiling, trying to get away from the object down below. As Ari took her arms out of the space, she twisted a knob on the side of the contraption, and the inverted diamond ‘hat’ slipped downward, to touch the spherical core.

And that was all it took to make a magical object.

The air above the altar began to move.

Pulling at Raidu.

He cursed the world and everyone in it and especially the Wizards and the pawns of Darkness that led him here. He cursed Erick. He cursed Songli. He cursed Rozeta.

With Raidu’s voice roaring over hers, Ari calmly spoke as though reading from a script, “The judgment of sundering has been initiated in accordance with the laws of Songli. Raidu Terror Peaks will become nothing, giving us everything in return.”

Almost clinically, Erick dissected what he saw.

Grand cores had this ability to sustain themselves that was unique to them. They could only grow when inside a living monster, though. Thanks to what he knew about the shadelings of Candlepoint, and other monsters, normal, small cores could not sustain themselves forever without being inside a living being. 

Shadelings had to cycle their mana in order to sustain their cores, otherwise they would degrade, and even with proper cycling, they still had to ‘eat’ the cores of other monsters every so often, or else their own core would degrade. There was a lot of maintenance to being a shadeling that went above and beyond what it took to live a life as a normal person. There were some bonuses, too, but Erick felt it would be a hassle to be a shadeling, and many agreed with him. Back in Candlepoint, many chanced getting back their human body through communion with Melemizargo; through attempting to undo their [Reincarnation] that made them shadelings in the first place.

Erick suspected that if a shadeling ever developed a grand core, that would make them a Shade.

For grand cores had this ability to pull mana into themselves. Grand cores didn’t grow when outside a physical form, but they could certainly sustain their own existence. If you dropped off a depleted rod of [Whatever Spell] next to a grand core, that grand core would even help to stabilize and [Renew] (ha!) the spellwork inside those rods of [Whatever Spell]s. You couldn’t put too many depleted rods next to the grand cores, or else the grand core would eventually dim and die just like normal cores, for the rods next to it would suck up the mana instead of it. Eventually, this would break the grand core.

There was a way around that, though.

Erick had once seen an arrangement inside Brightwater, inside the Temple District, where some mana-focusing arrays had been laid down on the ground in a small room, and grand rads had been piled into the middle, and the walls of the room were full of cubbyholes, each absolutely filled with magic wands. That particular arrangement caused the grand rads to act as the tiny motor in an inducement array, causing so much more mana to flow through the space than would otherwise happen naturally.

With that increased flow, those grand rads could sustain themselves as well as refill the power of every nearby wand with all of their cast-off mana.

What Erick saw now, was sort of like that, except there were no wands to fill with power.

The mana draw was a simple draw, but it was also filled with teeth.

The sunderer stood below the misty, raging Raidu, as the spirit of the man struggled to not be pulled into the object. He was failing.

Tiny mists of his soul had filled the entire trapping space above the altar, no matter how much he tried to keep himself away from the object of his demise. Before Ari had placed the sunderer, those tiny bits had nowhere to go. Now they had a destination.

The glass focuser had a few white glows; trace magics from the white grand core in the base, no doubt. Now, though, there were red glows. Now, Raidu’s misty form flowed downward, pulled by the inexorable power of the grand core.

Erick watched with his mana sense.

A critical reaction took place inside the glass diamond.

Red light turned iridescent white, and then, like the breaking of a dam, new mana flowed into the world from every part of the glass, like light, like air, like water, and like none of those things at all. Only a tiny bit of Raidu had been consumed; practically nothing at all. But what came out was a tsunami of thick air. The room was somehow designed for this, though, and the walls directed the thick air up and out of the building, instead of washing through all the nearby rooms, alerting everyone that a sundering was taking place.

Erick pulled his mana sense away from the sunderer itself as he felt himself get pulled inside; cycled into the mana like Raidu’s spirit was being cycled. As he metaphorically stepped back, he noticed his own clothes were rippling as thick air fluttered past them in inordinate quantity. It was the same sort of tsunami that happened when he [Cleanse]d the Shades that one time, except it wasn’t a flow that took an instant to travel, and then was over. It was a flow that only grew stronger, and stronger. A roil of power, a flow of mana.

And in that turmoil, Erick caught memories that were not his own.

He saw the first stab of a sword into a monster at age 7, killing the mist stone glutton and receiving the praise of his uncle.

He saw Raidu, at age 23, killing his uncle for being a Pacifist and siding against Raidu's father, Patriarch Xangu.

He saw Raidu bed his first woman.

He saw Raidu single-handedly save people he didn’t care about from monsters that they should have been able to kill themselves. And then Raidu went back a year later, at the same yearly monster surge, and watched as those same people died to the same problem they could have prepared against, but didn't. Raidu listening to them cry out for help and called them worthless in turn. He told them to save themselves, and they could not.

Erick saw too much.

He saw a life being sundered, after all. Every path taken. Every choice made, or time of rest, and even every path not taken, converted into possibility, into mana. He saw Raidu kill his father and side with his uncle. He saw Raidu bed his first man. He saw Raidu save people who he had chosen to leave to die.

A sundering wasn’t a simple death. It was the conversion of everything a person was, or could ever be, into pure possibility.

People naturally exuded these possibilities every moment of existence. Every moment the soul existed, it filled the world with chance and option, with thoughts and feelings and logic, and when tied to a body, souls filled the world with action, and influence, and more. Souls made mana.

People made a lot of mana.

Raidu wasn’t even a smidgen gone. His nearly-full spirit still clung to the roof of his cage, but his unguarded self, the bits that had drifted down and away, had been sucked into the sunderer. Those bits pulled on what remained, like a thread pulling from an afghan, eventually pulling apart the entire blanket.

The bits that had already gone into the sunder, pulled in the rest of Raidu.

Ah

Yes.

Erick saw it now.

This is why the Headmaster called this a fate worse than death.

He still watched, though, as the thinner parts of Raidu pulled at the larger parts of him, and it wasn’t long till thready mists pulled in a hem, and then a hand, and then the final sundering came as the remaining half of Raidu couldn’t hold himself away anymore. He snapped into the sunderer like the closing of a trap.

A storm of thick air billowed away from the sunderer, filling the room with a wash of rainbow light.

The lightshow passed; directed upward and out of the building.

The air above the sunderer was clear.

Raidu was gone.

Ari reached into the altar space and cranked a mechanism on the sunderer, disconnecting the surface of the glass diamond from the spherical core. As she took the sunderer back to its hidden alcove, Erick was surprised that the core was still white. Erick expected it to be pink, or something. But no; Raidu’s soul was not trapped in there. His soul was gone forever; made into mana.

Pulled apart into potential.

A year ago, Erick would have puked out his guts. Now, he just said, “It is over.” He said to Hangzi, “I approve of the paddy house you’ve placed the other Blessed in. I did not know such a location existed, where people cared for the mental health of those who have been broken by this life.”

His words might have seemed out of place, but Erick had a reason for the distraction. He had needed to get Hangzi’s mind onto something better than what he had just seen, for he could tell that Hangzi had not expected to see what he had seen.

At Erick’s words, Hangzi came out of a disturbed fugue like a man coming out of a horror movie. He had obviously never sundered someone before. He had heard of it, for sure, and he knew the basics, no doubt, but the sight and the sounds of it… It was a good thing these rooms were somewhat soundproof.

Hangzi said, “Ah.” He elaborated, “Ah. Yes. Severing Crescent’s paddy houses are good for soldiers suffering from War Response and other maladies of the mind. We had to shuffle some people around to get all of the Blessed in one location, but they seem to be showing progress already.” He rapidly went back to Raidu’s final rant, half-desperately asking, “What was that part about ‘manaminers’? What was that, and…” His words trailed off, as desperation for answers turned to realization that he shouldn't be demanding anything of Erick, for various reasons. And then, another realization came upon Hangzi; he needed to speak his words for he was the Patriarch of Devouring Nightmare. He stared Erick in the eyes, saying, “None of Raidu’s words were a surprise to you.”

Erick was incredulous for half a moment at the hidden accusations in Hangzi’s words, wondering what sort of implications were going through the man’s mind. Then he calmed his own odd emotions.

Erick simply said, “If Raidu had said anything about war or angels or coordination— Anything at all about actionable intelligence, then I would have given his final rants some thought. But all that? He likely suspected that you would let him exist in some form or another, and was therefore planting seeds for a future harvest. Those words were merely twisted versions of the truth. If you want to know about the darker parts of magic, you should consult your Elders of Lore. But in the case of manaminers, knowing what they are is like knowing that Veird revolves around the sun, and the moons revolve around Veird; interesting, but not useful for daily life. And very much not how Raidu described them.” Erick added, “As far as I know.” He added, “And I have no idea what the fuck that was about Rozeta being a Dark God. Another ploy, no doubt.”

“But why did you say Raidu was right?”

At that, Erick was surprised, and then a little pissed off. Could Hangzi not see why he did that?

Really?

No, no, Erick. He’s still a kid at 19, no matter that he’s the Patriarch of a High Clan. He doesn’t know what he doesn’t know. But he should know this! Maybe he’s just upset. Yes. That must be it.

Erick decided to go with the diplomatic response. “That was me trying to get him to reveal his knowledge of Xangu. It almost worked, too, but then his memory blanked.”

Hangzi looked like he had been slapped, but then his royal mien returned. “Right. Of course.” He looked to the altar. Not even bones remained. The surface was pristine, with gold runes glittering in the white stone. Hangzi declared, “The sentence has passed. Justice is done. There’s still a lot of rebuilding to do, so it’s time to get back to work.” He turned to Erick and bowed his head only, then said, “Your expertise is appreciated. Please send to Elder Varo if you have time for a dinner while you are staying with us. I would like to consult with you about various needs and wants. Good day, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick bowed in turn. “Good day, Patriarch Hangzi.”

Hangzi and his guards walked out the door, and away.

Tyli looked to Erick, asking, “Will you be able to search for our suspects, now?”

Erick said, “Please see me at my house on First Devouring Nightmare Mountain in an hour with everything you need searched for. We’re going to have a small talk before we do that, but I don’t foresee any problems.” He dismissed her, saying, “It was nice to meet you again, Tyli. I need to talk to Elder Arilitilo, now.”

Tyli stood straight, then bowed, saying, “Archmage.” She walked away.

Somewhere in the last minutes, the Headmaster had turned his sight away from here, but Erick did not know when, exactly, that had happened.

Ari waited with her guards at her back.

Erick turned to Ari, saying, “Thank you for this, Ari. I was not aware what a sundering entailed, and I can honestly say that I hope to never see it again. I will be staying in Holorulo for a while because my daughter is still contracted to work for Star Song. I am still interested in the lessons we had planned, if you have time to give them. Would you be available for such?”

Ari said, “Unfortunately, I will not be able to assist you with Blood Magic at this time. Elder Xue should be able to—”

“I insist.” Erick said, “Please find a way to make time.”

The guards behind Ari did not flinch. They didn’t do much of anything, except to look at Erick, then look away, straight ahead.

So Ari was a prisoner, eh?

Erick had suspected, but that confirmed it.

Ari did not frown, but only because she was holding that emotion back. “I have a great many duties to attend to now that the majority of our high ranking Court Necromancers are dead and dispersed due to the actions of Terror Peaks. If I may, I will look to make time for your needs, Archmage Flatt, but as of right now I cannot. I ask you instead, to seek out Elder Xue, and ask of him what you would ask of me.”

“… I see.” Erick said, “Then I will be doing that.”

Ari bowed, and held there.

Erick looked down at the woman, and then turned and walked away. When he was out of the room, Ari stood straight. When Erick had reached a further hallway, Ari was exiting the room they were just in, with one guard walking in front of her, and another guard walking behind. They were guiding her elsewhere; somewhere out of sight.

And in every other summoning room with a summoner, the summoner had two guards with them; not directly with them, in a lot of cases, but positioned outside of the rooms, or in the corners of rooms, or nearby. Every summoner had a prominent gold necklace around their neck, too; they were easy to pick out of a crowd.

And what was stranger still, was that Erick had tried to telepathically connect with Ari a few times this whole time, but Ari had gently denied every connection. She hadn’t even tried to subvocalize her concerns to him. Her guards would definitely see if she had a tendril of thought hanging around her head, too, so that was probably why she didn’t return his calls.

Erick almost asked Poi what was going on, but he had no doubt that people were mana sensing him, too, just as much as he was mana sensing everyone else. Only a few people gave away that particular game in their glances and their flinching tells; they must have been new at this. But there were quite a few people capable of mana sensing in this Palace of the Eternal Court.

That made sense, since you needed that skill to be able to purchase [Soul Sight], which seemed absolutely necessary for any potential necromancer, and particularly for the jailers of the necromancers.

There was something deeply disturbing about this house of souls, and Erick was going to get to the bottom of it.

Sooner or later.

Ari had saved his life; he would be damned if he couldn’t do the same.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
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- - - -

Patrons just got 156! They are 6 full chapters ahead of RR. 

But it's the end of the month so if you join right now you will be double charged when September begins. So, instead, join on Wednesday! Unless you want to give me more money. I am okay with this. 

Thanks for reading~



                



150, 2/2


                In a flash of light, Erick, Poi, and Teressa reappeared in the front room of their temporary apartment.

Erick immediately asked Poi, “So what the fuck was that about with Ari?”

Poi looked a bit bluer around the face—

And then he turned and puked out watery bile onto the floor.

Teressa gave a nervous, terrified laugh as she patted Poi’s back, saying, “You’re good, Poi. It was just— Just a person getting torn to shreds.” She cast a [Cleanse] upon them all, dispersing thick air from all of her, and from all of Poi; the results of sweat turning to mana. Only the barest bit escaped from Erick. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

Poi groaned and spat up more bile. After a moment more, he stood straight, and cast another [Cleanse]. He looked at no one as he said, “Soul magic is terrifying.”

“I didn’t know you could sunder a soul that easily!” Teressa said, “That was the scariest part! Just a fucking—! Just a damned grand rad and a glass diamond! That’s all it takes? HOLY SHIT!”

“Ah,” Erick said, realizing that he had perhaps glossed over some of the abominable acts of magic that they had witnessed. Was he becoming inured to the horror show? Or was he breaking in odd ways? Probably a bit of both. Teressa not having a grip on what she had seen was understandable, though, but Poi reacting like this? That was a bit odd. He said to both of them, “Sorry. I didn’t think it would be like that. I didn’t know that it would affect… any of us like it did.”

Poi breathed out, forcing himself to calm, his eyes half lidded as he looked away, saying, “I knew it would be bad, but not that… At least I managed to hold off my reaction until now.” He fully opened his eyes, and said, “This was unprofessional of me. I apologize. It will not happen again.”

“Well shit!” Teressa said, “If I have to walk into that place again, I might piss myself, and that surely won’t be professional! Gods damn! That place was like walking in a part of the Forest covered in Deathsoul Shrooms!” She exclaimed, “Souls crying out, everywhere! Holy damn.”

Erick decided that he was definitely becoming numb to the horror shows of the world, and to the suffering of others. He hadn’t seen any of what Teressa had seen. He said, “All I saw were souls summoned for one last talk with their surviving relatives, or otherwise. It seemed kinda nice.” To the dismayed look of both Teressa and Poi, Erick rapidly added, “Except for the soul sundering, of course. I could go without seeing that ever again.”

Teressa’s words failed her. She wanted to tell him how he was fucked up, but her words did not seem to work right.

Poi’s words did not fail him. “Summoning souls is like ripping out a hunk of memories from your loved ones in order to talk to them one last time. You saw how Raidu wasn’t all there, right? You wouldn’t want someone doing that to you, would you? You could still have an afterlife in the realm of a god, or with the angels or demons. But if you’re summoned back, then you might not make it to your destination without forgetting who you were before.”

Teressa exclaimed, “Yes! That! I’ve heard it told different, but yeah. That’s the lot of it.” She said, “Watching all of that in there… All I could see was the pure greed in the eyes of those who summoned their fathers or mothers in order to ask where the casks of gold were buried in the Tribulations. Or the men with the lawyers, and the necromancers working on behalf of the living instead of the dead!” Teressa said, “That was immoral. The entire institution.” She added, “No wonder Elder Arilitilo didn’t want to be there! Holy gods.”

Erick frowned, saying, “Ah… Well. All good points.”

Teressa added, “And the pure disdain for the desires of the summoned! Half of those ghosts were writhing in pain while they were trapped on this plane!”

Poi shivered. “They were losing parts of themselves every moment they were here, so yeah; pain.”

Teressa blurted a nonsensical, “Eethaaghuuu,” also giving a shiver. “I have to walk around a bit.” And then she did, walking down the room, and then pacing the hallway, remaining in earshot.

Erick let them get a grip; he could wait.

Poi relaxed, then said to Erick, “Anyway.” He breathed deep, then exhaled, and said, “Arilitilo is under heavy guard right now because she was an unknown Soul Mage working in the government of Eralis for so long. She’s under a lot of scrutiny from the Palace of the Eternal Court, and she wants you to know that she cannot talk openly, for they question her all the time, and she wants to be able to be truthful with them, to be able to say that she has not spoken to anyone outside of approved meetings. Her talk with you last time was meant to be her break from politics, but she was uncomfortable with the heavy questioning she received afterward. She doesn’t want a repeat of that event. In a few years, she might get something of her life back, but for now, she’s content with what is happening to her.”

That was a disappointment.

Erick said, “She told you to say that, but that’s not what she was truly thinking, was it?”

Poi faltered. “Not... totally correct. She only had those thoughts in her head, this is true, but without telepathically sending them out, she could truthfully say that she had no knowing contact with you. Some of her thoughts were along the lines of ‘Ah… How it vexes me that I cannot tell him about this scrutiny of being a Soul Mage in Songli’, and the like. No doubt they will question her about her thoughts around me, as well, but the Palace of the Eternal Court cannot sanction her because they allowed her into the presence of a known Mind Mage.” He added, “She was only there because she was your contact, and they wanted to make you happy to know that she was okay. And she is okay. She says she’s okay, for now. She will let you know if that changes.”

Erick relaxed a little, and then declared, “This is fucked up,” Erick decided. “Well. If she ever wants a rescue, or asylum, and you hear of it, let me know. I’ll take her to Candlepoint, or Spur, or something. I’m sure Silverite would be fine with her around.”

Poi’s lips scrunched.

Teressa stopped her pacing at the mention of ‘Silverite would be fine with her around’, her eyebrows narrowed in thought as she came back into the room.

Erick asked the two of them, “… Would she not be welcome in Spur?”

Poi and Teressa shared a look. Teressa shrugged. Poi hummed.

Poi said, “Maybe. Silverite has killed her fair share of rogue necromancers, and all necromancers in Spur are rogue necromancers. If Silverite were here and had power over this land, this Palace of the Eternal Court would be ash and mud with every necromancer either promised to never summon another soul again, or executed.”

“Yeah. Spur doesn’t allow necromancy.” Teressa said, “But Soul Mages aren’t always Necromancers. Ari ain’t a necromancer either… Eh.”

“Arilitilo would get a pass, though, right?” Erick asked.

Teressa shrugged.

Poi said, “I’ll ask her in case the situation goes that way. Elder Ari did save your life and I can vet that she’s exactly the stabilizing force she appears to be.”

Erick frowned, at himself as much as anything else. He said, “I think my sensibilities are getting eroded. I don’t see what the big deal is with Soul Magic.”

“A lot of Soul Magic seems fine; I agree.” Poi said, “But it’s like Blood Magic. It’s easily abused.”

“More so than [Force Beam]s to the face?” Erick countered.

“Yes.” Poi said, “As a Darker thought: If it weren’t for us knowing who you are as a person, and what to expect from you, Erick, and for my own ability to tell what is actually happening in the minds of all involved… This fascination of yours with helping Arilitilo could easily be attributed to soul mutilation caused by Arilitilo when she went inside of you and fixed you from the soul spear.”

Teressa paled a little as Poi’s dark words were trotted out into the light for all to see. She looked away, then looked back; she had these thoughts on her mind, too. But Poi was the only one to give them a voice.

Erick sighed out, and said, “Okay. I see that. I think… I think I need to go lay down for a while.”

Poi said, “Tyli is coming over soon.”

Erick winced. “… Dammit.”

Teressa asked, “I’ll make some coffee? Strong, too. I know I could use some.”

“Yes, please.” Erick said, “I would like that. Thank you.”







- - - -







Erick welcomed Tyli into his house. She carried with her a large wooden box, filled with vials filled with blood, while another two Elites walked at her side. Erick didn’t know the other two people, though Tyli did introduce them, so Erick welcomed them inside as well, and then set them up in the front room; the one without [Prismatic Ward]. He tried to be personable, and especially with the two new people, but seeing Raidu torn apart into mana had him remembering how he tore apart red soldiers with beams of light for the past week…

And it was getting to him.

Everything was getting to him.

He did ask one question, though, “I’m not searching for any dragons with this lot of blood, am I? I don’t want to be a part of that.”

Tyli assured him, “This is truly blood from the Book Binders. The Headmaster wouldn’t want to be involved with any draconic business outside of what happens at Oceanside. There are no surprises here, Archmage Flatt. I understand your man, Poi, is a Mind Mage. If you want I will subm—”

“No, no. That’s fine.” Erick said, “I just needed you to say the words. I can be mad later if they turn out to be a lie.”

Tyli seemed to take umbrage at his words, but she said nothing.

The four of them got to it.

With the use of the vials of blood, each of which was simply labeled with a number starting at #1, and going to #48, Erick erected [Cascade Imaging]s throughout the nearest 7000 kilometers, searching for wayward Book Binders. Teressa served tea and cookies while maps populated. Over the next few hours, twenty two of the forty eight searches returned matches, most of them in Eralis, in public spaces or in hotels. Some searches that Tyli had expected to find were not found, for some parts of Songli had been destroyed in the fighting. Several searches turned up sites well outside of Eralis and the nearby lands. All of the sites were mapped out by the elites at Tyli’s side, but Erick glanced at each one with an Ophiel.

Aside from the places in Eralis, one target got into Alaralti and the Tribulations. Two people got all the way to the Warlord Clans to the north, along the Wanzhi River. 

One person got over to Terror Peaks.

The last one was concerning.

After they searched through all the vials, they went back to the one that had turned up results near the former nation of Terror Peaks. A closer search revealed DNA tracks near Warchanter Farloa’s former research castle. That place had been thoroughly blasted and was little more than rubble and a few scattered towers, but with a [Cascade Imaging] layered over the location, Erick revealed that the target’s DNA survived in some of the less-open spaces. Whoever the target was, they must have been there many times to get their DNA all over the place.

Tyli frowned, her eyes full of red light as she stared through the world, to a distant [Scry]. She came back to herself, saying, “That’s disappointing.” She looked to her people, who nodded, and started packing up. She turned back to Erick, saying, “The Headmaster thanks you for your assistance. I cannot tell you anything about that person right now, as not even I know who the numbers belong to, as I said, but if something untoward should be discovered, the final story will be disseminated through official channels to those who need to know. You count as one such person who needs to know. We might need your assistance for further scanning on the other ones discovered as problematic, such as the one in the pirate coves down south, and the one we found in Holorulo. Can we count on you for further assistance?”

“Of course.” Erick said, “Anytime.”

The other elites each gave their own farewells, with Tyli taking up the rear, leaving Erick’s house last.

When they were gone, he went to bed.

He woke up for an anemic dinner and to check in with Jane to see how everything was going with her. There was light conversation, but nothing too arduous or concerning, so Erick mentally checked out. He knew he was checking out on life at the moment, and he knew it was a sign of bad, unresolved mental stuff; he noticed that shit in other people all the time, so he could certainly see it happening to him, in real time. But, exactly like those people in the charred ruins of their homes in Eralis, or at the gravesites of their loved ones, with their empty eyes staring at nothing and their hearts beating only because that’s what they’ve always done… Erick lived. And that was all, right now.

The sundering of Raidu and the ‘imprisonment’ of Ari had affected him more than he had thought possible. Maybe it was the fact that he couldn’t do anything about either situation.

Whatever.

Erick went back to bed after dinner.

He slept fitfully; without any true rest.

- - - -

Erick woke up and could not get back to sleep. It was past noon.

He needed a distraction.

So he sat in bed for a while, sending his sight to the Ophiel flying around outside, checking out whatever caught their fancy. Some were interested in other birds, copying their form as they flew. Others delighted in the play of wind in the willows. Another Ophiel tracked a bloodied man from high above, as that man walked through a dim street of unremarkable buildings.

Erick sat up and devoted some concern to the bloody man.

He had Ophiel look around. The nearby buildings were unadorned, bare stone and wood, meaning that this was a recently fully-rebuilt neighborhood. There weren’t lightpaints on any of the walls, and those lightwards that survived had been shifted out of position from their normal place atop their lightpoles, or their sconces. Turning his sight further afield, Erick saw that the bloody man was somewhere in Alaralti, the central city of the Highlands. Looking from higher, Erick discovered that the man was on the east side of the city, beyond the river, outside of the Void Wall. He was bleeding from a dozen different wounds, as he shuffled toward a guard house far in the distance.

With a twitch of light, Ophiel checked out that guardhouse.

There was no one there.

This particular section of Alaralti must have been fully scoured from the surface of Veird, but the man didn’t know this until he had arrived. Maybe he wasn’t up on the current news? Obviously not.

Tracking the blood he had dropped on the ground took but a moment. The man had come from the Teleport Square a bit further east. No one was in that guard station near that Teleport Square, either. Not finding what he needed to find, the man had come inward, following roads that he must not have known that well, for his blood tracked several steps down two side roads that did not lead to the next guardhouse, which was his obvious destination. The man knew he had almost gone the wrong way several times, though, so he wasn’t fully out of it.

He had probably expected this city to still be standing, but the entire section of Alaralti he had blipped into was gone. He was likely out of mana, too, otherwise he would have moved onto the next location.

Discovering that information had only taken about twenty seconds. The guy wasn’t dying at that specific moment, for he had managed to walk a kilometer already. Erick had also taken the time to figure out what was happening because the guy looked different, aside from the blood all over him painting him as a possible [Luminous Beam] target, which was the main reason why Ophiel was tracking him.

Erick told Ophiel that the guy wasn’t a target; he was a victim of something. And yes, both types of people ‘wore all red’, but not everyone in red was a target. It’s okay, you’ll get it eventually, Ophiel.

Ophiel just twittered in unsure guitar twangs.

Anyway: the bloody man.

The man wore bloody furs and thick leather wrappings around his feet and a skirt of deer skin. Some of his pale violet skin was exposed, but only because his clothes had been shredded. He was demi, maybe, for there were no horns upon his head. He was also skinny, with his clothes hanging off of him as though suffering from too much healing, but he would need a lot more before the day was done.

Erick flickered Ophiel to the man’s front, staying five meters ahead. Ophiel took the form of Erick, except with a bit more feathers than usual, for that was the form that Erick had shown to Nelboor, over the skies of Terror Peaks, before they used that soul spear against him. Ophiel was still in sunform, though; ready to retreat into a marble-sized form and cover himself with [Animadversion] if needed.

The man took a while to recognize that something had appeared before him. Erick stepped back, so that the man did not bump into him. At the shuffle of Ophiel’s ‘feet’, the man’s shuffling gait halted, and he looked. He saw ‘Erick’.

The man whispered, “Are you a monster?”

“No; I am not. This is my [Familiar] standing before you.” Erick asked, “Are you in need of assistance?”

The man’s whole body relaxed, as he tried to report, “I am in need of assistance. Severing Crescent’s delegation to Warlord Niyazo has been replaced with face stealers. I have only been here once before so I don’t know where to…” He started to wobble as his voice faded in and out. “Where to… go...”

He collapsed to the ground.

… It was a risk to help the man.

But it was a risk Erick would always take.

Erick cast a quick [Greater Treat Wounds] and then a [Teleport Other] to plop the dude into a nearby guard house that was occupied. Erick had helped a lot of people in Alaralti, and a lot of people in this land knew what Ophiel looked like, so it wasn’t hard to get them to rally around their new problem in addition to all the other problems they were already having.

Everyone was having problems.

Erick decided there and then to get involved in this bloodied man’s problems, since this appeared to be something that he could actually solve. A guy needing help, collapsed in the center of the road? Solvable!

He could have picked any number of a thousand other distractions to get himself out of his own head, but this was the one that landed in his lap. So he got out of bed, and went to ask Poi about a talk with Matriarch Tipanri of Severing Crescent. She would want to know what this guy was saying.

- - - -

The [Viewing Screen] popped up in front of Erick while he was having a late lunch in the kitchen. He set down his sandwich.

Matriarch Tipanri of Severing Crescent appeared on the other end of the Screen, her white scales and red eyes seeming to shimmer like her green and pink robes. She glanced at the sandwich, and said, “I seem to have caught you at a bad time.”

For whatever reason, Tipanri seemed more proper than the other people Erick had met in positions of power in Songli, but that was fine. Or maybe she was subtly telling him that while she was perfectly poised, he had crumbs on his hands. Which was odd. In the course of working closely with her in order to rain over Alaralti, Erick had thought that they were acquainted enough to get past some of this formality.

Had something changed?

Whatever.

“My daughter insists that I eat more, so I am,” he said, giving himself an excuse for his appearance. “I apologize if I was the one that caught you at a bad time. I know you are busy, but this wounded man showed up out of nowhere, spinning a story about face stealers and a compromised delegation from Severing Crescent to some Warlord Clan up north. I didn’t know what the term ‘face stealer’ meant until minutes ago, when my guard informed me that it is a colloquial term for Hunter-who-[Polymorph]s-into-their-victims, so naturally I thought this might be a concern.”

Tipanri seemed to return to some of her former relaxed self, as she asked, “Could you verify his tracks?”

“Sure.” Erick flicked his senses to the Ophiel furthest north, and moved him to a better position in the direct center of the warlord lands. In the work of a moment, [Cascade Imaging] went up into the air, searching for the guy’s DNA. Erick came back to himself and conjured a tiny lightform map, with a blue dot on it, saying, “The map is here, near this bend in the Wanzhi River.”

Tipanri nodded, regally, then said, “We will take it from here. Thank you for your assistance, archmage.”

She dismissed the Screen.

Erick went back to eating his sandwich, but his eyes were focused on the Ophiels he had go north. While the [Scry] eyes of Severing Crescent appeared around his map, Erick was already poking around in the lands lit blue by his search, seeing if he could find out what was happening with the local ‘Hunter’ population.

He briefly considered offering his services to find and kill every single Hunter in the area.

… And then he considered offering his services to find and Bless every single Hunter all around Songli. Hunters were a systemic problem the world over, after all. People who killed others for Levels did not need to exist, and they had been a personal problem for him in the past, for Hunters were some of the only ones who would think to target him specifically for his levels.

This was a problem that Erick could solve for Songli with a method that Olariz, the overseer at the paddy house, had considered a miracle. According to him, the Blessing of Empathy was a wonderful alternative to the usual methods to contain problematic people, which were exile, killing, or the Antirhine Elixir. 

There were other, somewhat productive things he could be doing, though.

Like finding Goldie or Queen and figuring out what the fuck was going on there. Or he could go back to Spur and recast Yggdrasil in the Lake. Or he could continue on to the next destination of the Worldly Path. He could go learn of metals from the renowned smiths in the Near Underworld, under the northern Tribulation Mountains of Nelboor, or he could go to the Deep Underworld, and visit the Core. There were level 90 monsters down there, apparently. If he wanted to gain a level, he could do that.

Ah. But Jane wanted to go down that deep, too, and she wasn’t ready to leave Songli…

Or Erick could go to Rozeta’s Orrery, and learn what makes the Script work, or at least whatever they’re allowed to tell petitioners. Or he could try his hand at the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan, to see what the undead civilization was all about over there, though maybe not before he learned more Soul Magic…

Which brought him back to the current situation in Songli; back to Ari’s predicament.

No… He could not move on from this land quite yet. Besides all the obvious reasons to stay, something was telling him that there was still some major event coming up. Something that he would play a part in, no doubt. Maybe this was that thing?

Hunters were a problem the world over.

A problem that didn’t need to exist.

Erick hummed to himself as he glanced around that blooded man’s usual stomping grounds, with Ophiel in an invisible sunform.

It didn’t take long till he found the site of the battle, and also the village that the man had been from. Both looked like normal villages, but it was easy to tell that something bad had happened at one location, and not the other.

Some of the people at the battle site were probably impostors.

Anyway. What was likely the man’s home village was located next to a small tributary of the Wanzhi River, with large yurts scattered on carts in the flat lands between the riverbanks and the tall grasses of the prairie. The yurts were made of wood and animal skin, while the carts underneath were twice as large as the houses themselves, with much of that extra space serving as a porch. Herds of large, shaggy blond cows munched on the prairie grasses, looking like a breed of animal that was fully capable of pulling those mobile yurts if you lined them up and harnessed them, which they probably did when it was time to move.

There were no roads out here in this vast, untamed land, so as long as there was empty space ahead, these people probably moved as they were wont, tugging their homes across the grass. None of the people here seemed worried about being outside of the walls of a city, either, which was a nice change.

Mothers had their children strapped to their backs in cow-skin baskets while they fished in the river, or magiced vegetables from small plots of land in the center of the village. Children played all about, but far away from the taller grasses where the cows grazed. Warriors on cow-back watched their herd, and watched the land around them, looking for potential monsters. The cows seemed to fill a myriad of functions; milk, meat, fabric, vehicle, and lawnmowers. Those cows ate a lot of grass, and with every meal, they expanded the land for the village to temporarily occupy.

The people here were dressed in the same manner as the bloody man, with thick furs and cloth; almost fully covered. The nights in Songli were already rather chilly, but a bit further north it got a lot colder.

It all looked perfectly normal, with people on guard at the edges, with eyes scanning the grass land around them, while children and elderly worked in the center, reasonably safe from possible monsters attacking from the outskirts. The elderly in the center had some near-invisible defensive spells going all across the village, but Ophiel didn’t trip any of them, and none of the casters noticed Ophiel, or at least they pretended not to.

The other place, the site of the recent battle, was the same sort of village, but different; a bit larger, for sure, but that wasn’t the only distinction.

All of the village yurts were situated around a central firepit in the middle of a vast grass field that looked no different than all the rest, but one of the yurts was twice as large as all the rest, and situated outside of the main ring. This yurt was sort of a meeting place with rising benches that circled a ceremonial central firepit, with lavish metalwork and a fire burning in the center.

The oddity about this place, though, was that the bloody man’s DNA was everywhere, according to the map in the sky not a hundred kilometers away, but there was no blood here, and the people in this space were of two kinds. Those who wore fancy furs, and those who wore white silk robes embroidered with the words ‘Severing Crescent’. A quick check in the past, with a [Witness], revealed that the delegation from Songli had only been in this room for the last ten minutes, while an hour ago, around the time that the blood man showed up in Alaralti, the manasphere had no history; someone had blanked it.

The delegation from Severing Crescent were the people who had been compromised, according to that bloody man. The leader of the fur-clad people, who Erick assumed was Niyazo, was talking to the delegation as though nothing too dangerous had recently happened.

Both sides had greeted each other as per normal customs, but those normal customs were quickly failing. While Ophiel watched from outside of the yurt, tempers rose inside, and Erick listened in, unwilling to show Ophiel yet, or to interrupt what was happening.

The leader of the delegation from Alaralti, a man of pink skin and horns, said, “Enough with the rounding; answer me or be barred from entering the Compact. Where have you hidden your man, Warlord Niyazo? Where is Amasar?”

Niyazo grit his teeth, and said, “If my nephew has given offense, then tell me why he has given offense, so that I may solve this on my own terms. That is what the Compact is about, is it not? Empowered Clans are allowed to police their own. Do you go against your own Compact so late in our talks, Ambassador Bai?”

“You are not part of the Compact yet.” Bai said, “Your man has killed three of my own. If you fail to produce him, then I will be forced to declare you an enemy of Songli. You could run, but you would not be able to hide from us. We are creating a backlog of miscreants for our new archmage to hunt, and unless you want your name added to that list, produce your nephew. Now.”

Erick felt a spike of dread lodge directly between his eyes and his breath catch in his lungs.

Songli was not doing that; He would have heard.

And another thing! If they ever asked him to do this!…

Okay. Well. He would consider it. He was already considering killing all the local Hunters, after all, but—

But no! Targeting ‘miscreants’? Fuck no. Erick would only search out for high crimes and dangerous people! He had made this much known already, hadn’t he? Yes, he did.

Ambassador Bai was lying; trying to pressure Niyazo into getting what he wanted.

Yes; that was what was happening there.

Niyazo glared. “You threaten with phantoms instead of honoring the same lawful processes that you championed not two years ago, when you first started coming to us. You bring dishonor to us all with these words of war. You bring dishonor to yourself by treating my Clan Pale Cow like we are simple commoners. You show your true self in this demand.” He stared. “Leave. Now. Before you ruin what you have tried to create.”

Niyazo stood. His three warriors stood with him.

On the other side of the meeting hut, Bai and the five person delegation from Songli stood in response.

Ambassador Bai said, “Bring us Amasar to answer for his crimes, or throw away all the good works we have achieved these last two years.” He added, “You are a power among your people because of us. You are the head of a Clan because of us. Do not [Cleanse] that away as though it means nothing.”

“I see now that all you ever wanted was a boy to whip, to make me achieve your demands.” Niyazo said, “You are breaking hospitality. I ask you to leave one more time.”

Bai glared. “I’m not leaving without justice. We’re not leaving without the head of the man who killed three of mine. Comply, or have your head removed.” Bai’s face fell, as his voice strained, “Comply, dammit, Niyazo. You are outnumbered a thousand to one. I am just one man, but Songli is millions. You will not win this confrontation.”

“It would be a million to one, and I would still resist this.” Niyazo said, “It was you that helped me to see that words are meaningful, Bai. That the Compact has value. Now, you threaten to ruin what we have because some of your men are dead and my nephew is supposedly the culprit. But he will not run forever. He has family here. I will take care of this problem when he eventually shows. Why are you pushing so hard?”

Bai breathed out, settling himself for combat as he put a hand on the sword at his belt. “Old friend. Please see reason.”

Niyazo placed a hand upon his own sword at his side. He resigned himself. “Apparently not friend enough.”

Every single person in the room moved—

And ran into solid panes of force. [Quick Wall]s had gone up absolutely everywhere, and though some of the people broke through some of those walls, they did not break through the hundreds Erick had placed between both sides. Some people had the wherewithal to stare at the walls around them, unsure what had happened, but others quickly realized that a third party was involved. Some people tried to blip here or there, but Erick had already filled the space with [Spatial Denial], so those people barely got meters from their starting location. And since [Quick Wall]s were absolutely everywhere, including above and below, those people merely blipped to the edge of the translucent white Force, and stopped; unable to blip any further. Rapidly, other spells filled the space, from [Unmoving Fire] to all the rest. Erick decided he needed to make the Prismatic Version of that spell sooner rather than later. He’d do that after he cleared up the problem here.

The final touch was a [Draining Void] cast across everyone.

Some of the people screamed in sudden pain, but the pain of extraction would stop when they had no more Mana or Health. It was a simple end to a simple—

Ah. Some of them stopped screaming. Not a lot of mana then. Losing Health was more palatable than losing mana, it seemed. Soon enough, the room was silent. The two main guys continued to stream drops of Health into the air, but soon enough, even that stopped. They didn’t stop staring at each other from across a room full of [Quick Wall]s, though. Soon enough, groans of pain turned to words, turned to muttered curses directed at the other side; accusations almost came out. But before the conversation could start up again, Erick had Ophiel blip into a space he had already shaped for Ophiel to go; a space devoid of the spells he had cast across the land on the other side of the firepit.

Ophiel became a third party to the discussion.

Everyone turned Ophiel’s way, as Ophiel shaped the unimpeded light into Erick’s partially-feathered form. The delegation turned scared, then hopeful; but Erick could tell that the ‘hopeful’ was a lie. They were truly terrified. Niyazo had a much more honest reaction. First came wary terror, then came anger.

Niyazo yelled, “You are not welcome here, Archmage! I give you no leave to exert your will on my people!”

Erick countered, “Amasar is healing and in custody in Alaralti. He had a fortuitous encounter with me, and so I am here now. Sorry about the unkindness of my actions, but I’m pretty sure that the delegation in front of you is full of face stealers, so your involvement is merely an unfortunate side effect of capturing them.”

As he spoke, the delegation paled, but the leader steeled himself for the lies that were about to come out of his mouth.

Niyazo surprised them all, saying, “I know what they are!”

Erick startled.

Everyone turned to Niyazo, as the man said, “Amasar contacted me and told me everything.”

One of Niyazo’s men startled behind him. “You accepted a [Telepa—”

“I did not. It was a [Viewing Screen] from High Clan Matriarch Tipanri herself.” Niyazo glared at the offending pretenders across the translucent barrier, saying, “I was not willing to accept that Bai was dead, but I see now that my friend is gone. Bai would never do as this man has done.” He glared at the offending man, saying, “I had to be sure. I was prepared to sound the retreat the second the battle started for I trusted my men to last that long. I know face stealers are too dangerous to fight when outnumbered.”

A lie.

But only the part about ‘sounding the retreat’. Niyazo trusted himself to kill ‘Bai’, at least. Maybe he would have succeeded… But probably not.

Erick came back to himself momentarily, as Poi cleared his throat.

Poi said, “Matriarch Tipanri thanks you for your assistance, but your distortion spell has prevented her people from coming in and handling the situation. She wishes to apprehend the Hunters alive.”

Erick almost felt a pang of shame and smallness, as though he had been doing something he shouldn’t have. And then he got over that damned emotion right quick. He said, “Please tell her that I personally dislike Hunters, and thus when the situation revealed itself to me, I became invested. If she sees a way for me to assist without stepping on her toes, then I am willing to help in whatever way she wants, but I saw no indication that anything except a slaughter was about to happen.” He added, “I’m recasting the spells; they should be able to appear within the village in ten seconds, but I will keep these specific people locked down. They’re already all drained of Mana and Health.”

Poi nodded, and glanced away as he relayed the message.

Erick went back to Ophiel and did as he said he would.

In twenty seconds, a new batch of people in white blipped into the grass outside of the large yurt.

By this time, Erick’s various spells had washed across the land, and then been retracted, but people still noticed when their water and air spells had stopped working. The village was a land of at least three hundred people, and the women at the [Grow] section of the mobile settlement had noticed the disruption first, when their water spells stopped drawing liquid up from a well. Not to mention the various guards on the perimeters or the old women and men in the center all seeing that something was happening.

Absolutely everyone noticed the itchy feeling of a Shade in their presence, too. Some even screamed as much, openly praying as they raced for shelter and for their children.

Okay. Well. The side effects of [Spatial Denial] were not great, but it would have to be as it was, for now. It was just a small bit of panic, anyway. After the panic passed, people rallied to defend themselves.

Anyway.

After that first [Spatial Denial] came down, then left, leaving a new Denial molded to the main yurt, twenty five newcomers in white, a whole platoon of them, started speaking —yelling, really— at the perimeter guard, which was on super high alert. The reshaped spells allowed Erick to [Teleport Other] Niyazo out in front of the meeting yurt, though, which he did. The casual maneuver of Ophiel’s [Animadversion] shield in front of the Warlord prevented one of the young men from accidentally skewering his leader with a [Force Beam].

Niyazo rapidly reoriented and then yelled at the offending young man.

If that spell would have hit, Niyazo would not have had the benefit of Health to mitigate that killing spell. So Erick tapped the Warlord with a [Greater Treat Wounds] to help speed along his recovery of Health.

Things calmed down after that, with Erick mostly watching from a distance as Niyazo rapidly took control of the situation. He glared at Ophiel, who appeared to be big and hovering above the main yurt, but it was just an illusion; Ophiel was still small and covered in [Animadversion] and hovering near the warlord.

Other people in the village openly stared at the lightward Ophiel, and at the events unfolding before them. Things calmed down a lot when the [Teleport Lock] feeling went away. Only a few had been scared by that, anyway; only some of the people here knew what a Shade Lock felt like, but all of them were rapidly able to organize around those who had called out the problem and the supposed threat.

Erick watched as Niyazo invited some captain of Severing Crescent away from his platoon and into the village. That captain and several other people walked in to the Yurt with a quintet of collars among them. Erick helped the captain by taking away the spells that impeded entry, as well as removing the [Draining Void] surrounding the new prisoners.

The former delegation did not resist. Mostly.

When the [Draining Void] went down, one guy behind ‘Bai’ covertly broke a vial of blue potion that he had sewn into the skin of his leg, on the inner thigh. That he had such a backup plan was exactly the same as that one hunter who Erick killed when they first came to Songli. Erick was prepared for the blip, so when the man tried it, a [Harmonic Counterspell] shut him down.

Erick moved Ophiel near that guy, holding him down with [Harmonic Counterspell] twice more, saying, “This guy just tried to [Teleport] away. The potion in his leg helped him get back the mana needed to do that. I’m rather sure he’s a Hunter. Not sure about the rest, but they all exhibit signs of being one.” As everyone went from high-strung, to calm, to rapidly collaring the man Erick had shut down, Erick continued, “He’s the only one with a potion in his leg, though. The rest have potions on their person. Please keep me informed of what happens here, as I do not like Hunters; thus, the personal interest.”

The captain, Xuloo, and his people told Erick what he wanted to hear, but Erick was pretty sure that they were terrified of him, too. Erick knew he would have to deal with Tipanri if he wanted to keep abreast of whatever this nonsense was happening in this village.

The soldiers outside were building a temporary shelter of stone and dirt outside of the village’s protective lines. As Xuloo frog-marched the pretenders to their new cells, Niyazo watched ‘Bai’ vanish into that stone building, bereft of something intrinsic inside, something that he had held in his heart before the confrontation with Bai. And then, like a man who saw the world for what it was, Niyazo slumped momentarily, and then straightened, and got on with it.

Niyazo went to his clan, who had been watching, and began talking.

Erick got the full story then, or at least the one the warlord chose to tell his people. All in all, it was rather straightforward.

Niyazo said, “Nephew Amasar was successful in getting help from our contacts in Alaralti. He found Archmage Flatt. And now, it is revealed that Ambassador Bai and his people have been replaced by face stealers. At least one is confirmed. We will know more later.” He gestured toward an old woman in the crowd, who had three young women warriors surrounding her. “Aunt Yorila will be breaking [Telepathy] Silence and confirming that we have no more face stealers in our midst. Allow her to message you to confirm who you are.”

Aunt Yorila nodded, while some people in the crowd scowled at the old woman.

Niyazo declared, “It’s over, for now. The soldiers of Songli will set up nearby, but they will be gone within a day; I have been assured. Aunt Yorila will be calling upon our allies and telling them what has happened here, so that the call may go out wide and far. That is all.”

Other people scowled at that, with more than a few muttering how [Telepathy] was as unnatural as [Polymorph].

One man called out, “What about talks with Alaralti? What about becoming a Clan of Songli?”

The crowd refocused.

Niyazo spoke to the crowd, “We will get a new ambassador. Talks will resume. We will not support incorporating into Songli without an understanding of all that has happened today.”

“It’s only going to get worse!” called out a middle-aged woman, about Niyazo’s age. “It probably wasn’t face stealers at all! This is what they do to each other. They invent reasons to harm, and this is somehow a harm; just you wait! The malice of Songli will show in the end.”

A few people agreed with her, nodding along.

Niyazo glared at the offender, then calmly said, “Ibahka could be correct; we do not know. We do know that the Clans of Songli try to outdo each other all the time. They can afford to do so, since their bounty is so vast. But this is the final race now. Before, this plan of incorporation didn’t look possible. And now it is possible! Now, Terror Peaks is gone; the largest impediment to Songli is no more.” His tone turned darker, saying, “Now, the Face Stealers and the Shadows come out to play in one final bid to prevent Empire; to prevent power from forming in our hands. Gain the Sight to see: Songli is destined to take all of Nelboor and we have a choice to be one of those who rise to the top and take control of our own fates, to be empowered by Empire, or to be crushed under the foot of our fellow grass travelers, as Songli raises them up instead.” As the crowd fell silent, Niyazo belted out, “We will lead our people! Us! We will not give up our rights as Clan. We will not allow others to control our Fate, for make no mistake: the Shadow War is here, so [Ward] your hearts, and let us do what must be done.”

Niyazo finished.

People looked to Ibahka, and the woman nodded; satisfied. She walked off, with several nearby people following her. With her departure, the crowds dispersed.

Erick came back to himself, thinking…

He didn’t need to think for long.

He slapped his leg, declaring, “Nope! No Shadow Wars are gonna happen here! No way; not on my watch.” He turned to Poi, and said, “We’re killing every single Hunter that Alaralti or Songli or whoever has on file. Send out the word to whoever you need to tell. I’m doing here what I did for the Crystal Forest. All of the Hunters are going to die.” As an afterthought, he said, “Or maybe I’ll Bless them. I’m not sure. Have Songli make a decision either way; I won’t do anything without their consent and assistance, and this isn’t going to be some half-assed ‘point me at who they want dead’-thing, either. Verified Hunters. Verified organizations that murder and kill. Any of those types; We’re getting rid of them, one way or the other.”

Erick thought for a moment, going over the words he had just said, and feeling their gravity. He mentally checked himself to make sure that this was what he wanted.

Organizations like the Cinnabar Hand, the Hunters had come after him and Spur at the behest of Caradogh Pogi, needed to not exist. Anyone who ate the brains and hearts of people, and then turned into those people in order to kill more, needed to be put down.

So.

Yes.

Yes; Erick wanted this.

Erick said, “Yes. This is what we’re doing now, if Songli wishes for this assistance. The parameters of my help are narrow, for I will not assist with every little problem, but if this land has a Hunter problem then I will make it vanish, with their help.”

Poi stood strong, his face resolute, as he sent out the message.

He was a little bit happy, too.

“Of course I’m happy.” Poi said, “This is a good thing, Erick; I’m all for the removal of Hunters. Everyone should be. But this is a land of millions. I would be remiss in my duties if I didn’t tell you that this will make us a target.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I am aware, but I’m already a target, and if they come to me, then that makes taking care of them that much easier.” He added, “I plan to create better defenses, though, so we should be rather unassailable if they come here— Ah. Well. We’ll be harder to attack, anyway. An antirhine-missile could still get in anywhere, couldn’t it?”

“No one is ever as safe as they think they are.” Poi said, “But if Songli agrees to this, then they will be charged with keeping you safe, too. And by the way, though the Cinnabar Hand might have been destroyed, Hunter organizations exist all across the world. We’ll surely end up catching more than a few of them if this Purge happens here in Songli.”

Erick nodded, solemnly, and almost said something else, he stopped.

The weight of Poi’s words were upon him, and he saw a certain glee in Poi’s countenance that he had rarely ever seen before. Poi didn’t like Hunters, did he? How had Erick missed that before?

Wasn’t his sister murdered? By unknown, strong people? Or at least people that Poi wasn’t willing to tell Erick about…

… For Erick would have helped him solve whatever problem he had.

And Poi knew that Erick could help him to solve his long-standing hatred.

Thinking back, Poi had a rather strong reaction when the question came up over whether to execute or soul-warp the Hunters who attacked them when they first arrived in Songli. The man had to go out and get drunk afterward, too. It was a strong reaction indeed.

Erick guessed that Poi’s ability to [Mind Control] his problems away was very much like his own ability to [Blessing of Empathy] killers into becoming not-killers. Poi had likely battled with that concern on the daily, or at least every time he recognized a Hunter walking around in someone else’s skin.

Because that had to have happened at least once, right?

Mind Mages didn’t use what they knew against anyone, unless there was imminent personal harm about to be committed. So all a Hunter would have to do was plan their kills outside of imminent harm.

Which was kinda worse, in a deep way.

How many times has Poi subtly stopped a murder by pointing guards at the would-be killer? How many times has he not? But now that Erick was thinking about it, Poi probably hadn’t failed anyone that badly, or at least not in a long time. The guy routinely and subtly made muggers and other sorts of problematic people decide to not be problems when he and Erick were out on the town, shopping or whatever. No; Poi probably hadn’t failed anyone like that in a long time… which likely meant that he failed someone early on, by not preventing a foreseen problem in the correct way. Maybe he decided not to report something once, and found out two days later that someone had died because of his inaction.

… Which was not a fair thought. Just because someone could read a mind did not mean that they had all the answers when they were young.

As soon as he had these thoughts, Erick regretted having them. How awful must it have been for Poi to hear him think these unkind things, because according to the dragonkin man’s face, Erick might not have had all the particulars correct, but he had the broad strokes.

Erick forgot what he was going to say, and instead said, “I’m sorry, Poi.”

Poi went tense as he talked to other people, on the other side of telepathic tendrils. He said nothing. He looked away. He finished relaying the message, and then he turned back to face Erick. He still said nothing, likely because he was having trouble putting his thoughts into words.

And then Poi said, “It wasn’t Hunters, exactly. It was humans— No… That’s not the right place to start. It was the Dragon Stalkers from the Greensoil Republic and— Look. I don’t really want to talk about this, but I can’t have you imagining problems that I have already worked through— That I mostly worked through.” He paused. He said, “They found my mother raising two dragonkin in Kal’Duresh, and it was odd for them, and it was Quiet War shit, and they got her and tried to get me and my sister, but we moved, and then they got her a few years later, and I escaped. All in a bid to get my father.” Poi looked away, saying, “The Dragon Stalkers are a worldwide military and the main killers of dragons out in the open. Don’t get mixed up with them, Erick. They’re bad news, because usually, they’re accepted the world over. A lot of dragonkin know of and help them, too.”

Erick listened to Poi’s pain, and said, “I’m sorry that happened to you. That shouldn’t have happened to your mother, or to your sister, or to you.” He asked, “It’ll likely take days for the High Clan to make some decisions, so do you want to go out to a bar again tonight?”

A moment passed; unreal.

Poi huffed an unexpected laugh, then said, “No. Thank you. There’s not one we could go to anyway without being found out. Besides. Getting drunk that night was me being stupid; I don’t need to be drunk to…” He looked away. “I don’t need to be drunk to get through this problem, and we’ve got a lot more problems coming our way, anyway.” He looked back to Erick, saying, “We’ve got tentative confirmation from Patriarch Hangzi and Matriarch Tipanri, but Matriarch Lingxing wishes for more information as to the truth of your ability to search out people in [Polymorph]s.”

Erick let Poi’s history lay, as he turned his mind back to the new problem that he had made for himself. He said, “Don’t mention any of the finer points of what I’m actually searching for, but tell them that what I am about to tell them is a small bit of magical trivia that I would consider relatively classified, but not overmuch.” Erick explained, “[Cleanse] gets rid of a lot, but it is not enough. [Cascade Imaging] can track the tiny bits of a person that [Cleanse] leaves behind through cross contamination on clothes and traveling through a space and other such movements. But, tracking this way will be a lot harder to do than what we did to search out the terrorists of Terror Peaks. It will require samples of targets in whatever form they actively Hunt people with, otherwise, the search will be fruitless.

“In order to do this, we will need high-ranking people to make decisions about who we find, to see if they’re actually [Polymorph]ed Hunters, or just normal people in the wrong place at the wrong time. I suggest Sin Seekers to suss out guilt of killing, or whoever else you’d prefer to use to make these sorts of calls. I will not go along with this if the ‘commoner killing’ clause of Clan Law is used to solve the problem by simply putting everyone found to the sword.” Erick added, “And I don’t want to get involved with dragons, so if they think this search will head that way, we’re simply going to stop right here.”

Poi relayed Erick’s message through the appropriate channels.

Erick waited.

Poi reported, “They’re in conference, discussing your offer. They’ll get back to you later.”

Erick nodded.

He turned his attention back to the Ophiel overlooking Niyazo’s village and had Ophiel move closer to the temporary stone building that Songli’s forces had created. The suspected Hunters were being interrogated in small, hastily made stone rooms by newcomers that were not a part of the original 25 person platoon.

With a truthstone sitting on the table between her and him, a woman in white asked ‘Ambassador Bai’ about parts of his life that she said that he should know, while ‘Bai’ said nothing. He gave no response, for whatever reason. Others were much less stoic.

One of the for-sure Hunters, the one who had the vial in his leg, was unable to answer any questions because he was in a rage. He screamed and punched at the stone walls, chipping the rock and bloodying his fists in return, as he roared out profanities against Songli. He yelled about how their people would steal the faces of all they sent north, and how they would bring down every High Clan of Songli from the inside. They would finish what Terror Peaks started, erasing Songli from the world before they would ever let them take their hunting grounds.

The interrogator for that guy simply watched from the next room, taking notes, his eyes wide as he listened. He was unprepared to hear the plans pouring out of the raging killer’s mouth, but was good at his job, and he professionally took down notes. Songli would hear about the new threat allied against them.

Erick listened, all the while wondering how deep this Hunter rabbit hole went.
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                Erick found out a lot about the Warlord Clans by watching them from the sky with Ophiel, sussing out various nomadic tribes here and there, and also watching what happened to the face stealers being interviewed beside Warlord Niyazo’s camp, by the soldiers of Songli.

Mostly, the face stealers revealed nothing. The only one who revealed anything was the raging man, who cared not for the idea that one shouldn’t scream and threaten one’s captors, who happened to be the law, with all the ways that one usually killed people, in defiance of the law. Songli did not take kindly to that sort of behavior. That guy was destined for the chopping block, for sure, but not before all that he had said was used against everyone else in his little Hunter gang.

Erick had seen enough of that to cement his desire to help Songli root out the Hunters up here. Perhaps he would eventually help these warlord clans to hunt Hunters, as well, but he didn’t know these people that much, and so, he wasn’t going to offer them the same offer he had given Songli.

At least not yet.

Which was why he had sent Ophiels far and wide; so he could find out more about these fur-wearing tribes.

In a style similar to the orcols of Glaquin, the Warlord Clans north of Songli were almost entirely nomadic. But what Erick had seen previously, with ‘villages’ of three to four hundred traveling along the grassland, was like seeing a bird on the wing and never realizing that birds built nests, and these Warlord Clans built lots, and lots, and lots of nests.

They traveled the grass, but they lived by the rivers. The smaller the river, the better. All one had to do was go 1200 kilometers north of Holorulo to begin to see the strong hand of civilization upon the land.

The development began north of the joining of the Wanzhi River and a similarly large river from the west. Other, smaller rivers joined to both of these large waterways, and with a small lightstep forward, away from the Wanzhi, Ophiel lost which secondary river had been the main one; it was like a branch ever branching. Lightstepping backward to the Wanzhi River, Ophiel proceeded north, along the main river again, but soon, even the Wanzhi River became one river of a thousand others, each of equal size and strength.

And everywhere Ophiel looked, those waterways had been manhandled by people, along their edges, turning riverbanks and floodplains into pools and fisheries and irrigation pathways, where gardens were either in use, and full of food, or had been left to fallow. Most of the tumbled land had been left to fallow, actually. Some places had overgrown rather spectacularly with old-growth purple tomato vines and large berry bushes and whole messes of other foodstuffs, all growing over each other. Erick called them ‘stations’ in his mind, for lack of a better term, until he heard a clansman in Niyazo’s village call them ‘riversides’.

Almost none of the riversides were occupied.

The few riversides that were occupied were well tended, where people opened floodgates to pull the river water down irrigation ditches, flooding the gardens temporarily, while other people pulled vegetables and fruits out of the ground like there was no tomorrow. It seemed that no one made these riversides their permanent homes, but they certainly diverted the rivers and streams however they wished. Some small streams had been so badly mangled that there was no connection to the larger rivers downstream, for there was no ‘downstream’ to be seen.

Erick understood why Eralis had been complaining about the lowered levels of the river. Some of the riversides were dry, and kilometers away from the river itself, for the river had been moved. Sometimes tributaries just ended, their final stretch of visible water ending in a deep pool, or piddling out into nothing, right there in the middle of nowhere. A few riversides were no longer near the rivers at all; they were just bushy growths out in the middle of grasslands.

Grasslands without any trees, too, which was another odd thing. All this water, and no trees.

Erick came across a clan burning down a copse of trees, giving him a reason for why there were no trees in this grassland, but not an answer ‘why?’. A few more times, Erick came across the same thing happening, but on smaller scales.

Eventually, he formed a hypothesis.

Monsters lived in the forests, so it was reasonable to assume that some culture, somewhere, had decided to burn down the forests all around them, and then they had to keep those forests burned, so they became wanderers who lived in yurts. Maybe.

Anyway. The water, and the reasons that it didn’t reach Eralis in the quantities that it usually did.

The Wanzhi River’s tributaries were absolutely everywhere, but even with a million people all mangling these tributaries however they wanted, it was still a surprise that something like ‘less water reaching Eralis’ was a thing that was possible to occur.

Which is not really what was happening, anyway.

It was the cows that were the problem. A million people, but millions of cows. Everywhere the people went, the cows followed, forging rivers, trampling grasses, creating desolation and breaking up riverbanks. Muddying the waters and the land. And when they passed, water evaporated.

Maybe.

There were just so many cows, everywhere. All over the place. Most individual clans seemed to like individual breeds, and stuck to that one. There were blond and shaggy cows. White and black cows. Black. White. Red. Blue cows, too; those were kinda pretty, with their large glinting horns. Fuzzy pink cows that gave pink milk. Orange cows with orange milk that made bright orange cheese. Most of them mostly gave white milk, though.

There were a few major ‘cities’ along the largest of the riverways, but while they were close to water sources, they were decidedly distant from the deeper waters. There were monsters in the waters, too, so that made sense.

Erick didn’t think of them as cities in the usual sense, though, for their main features were their large, empty parade grounds, dozens of kilometers across, where anyone could pull up their yurts and set down for a while. The cows had to stay outside though, except, of course, the cows that were part of the ‘show off your cows’ contest that Erick happened to spy as Ophiel was flying through. Very pretty red cow in that show, with her hair clipped into geometric designs.

The people themselves were of all types, but in most cases, they existed along the incani-demi-human axis. There were mostly incani clans, with large horns and deep colors to their skin tones, who camped right next to human Clans. Almost every tribe had demis in them. If the Quiet War was here, then it was truly quiet.

Erick didn’t see many books, or many high-technology objects, like high-class fabrics or metalwork or glasswork, but the people looked happy and healthy. Children played in the open, overseen by the whole clan. Warriors patrolled the outskirts, keeping eyes on the tall grasses and the deep waters. It was a pleasant enough place.

Moving right along.

Some mobile clans encountered river monsters in their riverside destinations, and either killed the offending lizards or fish or hippo-like beasts, or they avoided the fight, and moved to the next riverside down the way. Mostly, the clans stayed away from the untamed, larger rivers, where the larger monsters lay.

Erick spotted a juvenile rivergrieve in the deeper waters next to a freshly occupied riverside. The clan had yet to start farming; they had yet to open the floodgate to let water into the farm. The rivergrieve had seen them, somehow, and waited just beyond easy sight of the sluice, its eel-like body, ten meters long, undulated below the surface of the water, eyes trained forward on the easy targets. The eel would barely fit inside of the watergate, but it would fit, and it would head straight for the center of the riverside to tear into the people still preparing the land for a [Grow]ing. Or something.

Erick didn’t care what the monster was thinking; only that it was obviously plotting to hunt and eat people.

So Erick killed that half-ethereal monster with a [Luminous Beam], shining down from above like a line of oblivion, carving through the water, through the unaware monster. Erick got a notification of a kill, and while the people at the riverside were still getting to ‘high alert’ status because of the major magic going off right beside their clan, Erick had Ophiel grab the head of the rivergrieve and plop it on the riverbank, making sure Ophiel was seen doing so.

The warriors of that clan had been taken completely unaware; their unpreparedness showed in their wide eyes when Erick’s light came down, and then their wider eyes as they saw and recognized the head of the juvenile rivergrieve. One of the younger guys on duty fell on his ass, completely unprepared to defend his clan. That guy’s hastily conjured sword dropped from his grip, and rolled away.

Erick said, “According to the Kill Notification, it was a Juvenile Rivergrieve at about level 57.”

And then Ophiel took off, headed toward what would likely be the main starting location for much of the search for face stealers.

The main ‘city’ of the Warlord Clans was known as Ooloraptoor.

It reminded Erick of Treehome, but only the parts without all the permanent buildings. It was a parade ground larger than all the rest, maybe ten kilometers across, and situated next to a lake ten times the size of those parade grounds.

Directly next to the lake.

Which was odd. There were monsters in those waters.

This bore investigating. Obviously, something was going on here.

The lake was not the headwaters of the Wanzhi River, but the exit point for this lake was where the Wanzhi River actually started to look like the ten kilometer wide waterway that flowed beside the cities of Songli. The lake of Ooloraptoor, which was where the city got its name, was the dumping spot for a good thirty tributaries and two separate rivers. The lake itself was a hundred kilometers across, with depths and shallows and only a small portion of it tamed by the permanent residents of Ooloraptoor.

For there were two permanent structures upon these parade grounds, where yurts and cows and people moved in and out every day.

The first permanent structure was a squat place of stone and water, built lakeside. It was the size of a rather large mansion, maybe four stories tall. Its most recognizable feature was that it was ugly. It looked like something a starting [Stone Mage] might have made, for it was lumpy in spots, and more than one doorway was crooked. The windows were all sorts of thick and thin and oddly shaped, looking like bent ovals, or squat, melted squares. If there was an architect for this place, then they were likely drunk throughout all parts of the design and construction.

There was a nice shade tree to the side of it, though, half overlooking the water. It was a perfectly normal tree, too. Normal sized. Normal everything. And it was one of the very few trees Erick had seen in these northern lands.

A few elderly people in cow skins and blankets tended a small fire between the building and the water’s edge, while young people plied the lake, pulling up fish with [Watershape]. Those fish were then sold by slightly less elderly people in front of their stone house. Ignoring the elderly for the moment, what struck Erick about the place was the shallowness of the lake, and the methodology to the fishing. The fishermen stood in thigh-deep waters that extended kilometers off shore, fishing the whole space that had been delineated by the second permanent structure of this land; a stone wall that carved off a hunk of the lake from the rest of the lake. Beyond that wall of stone, the lake was still shallow for a good kilometer more, before it turned deep, and crystal clear waters became dark blue. Even further out, abysses of black water lurked, and monsters surely roamed.

That wall in the water, which was more like a sieve that prevented the larger monsters from coming forth, had been the only wall Erick had seen north of Songli. People patrolled the top of that wall, too, watching the lake for signs of monsters.

It was then that Erick realized a fundamental difference between these clans and the civilians of Songli.

These people still warred with monsters, daily, and they didn’t shy away from that necessity. Erick bet not a single one of them was below level 40. If juvenile rivergrieves showed up with any regularity, then many of these people had Classes, too.

While the citizens of Songli hid in their homes, behind their border clans, these people fought, and while these people didn’t have much of the niceties of Songli, they had full control over their own lives.

In the ‘city’ of Ooloraptoor, people grilled fish on portable grills. They smoked meats. They butchered cows and made stews in giant pots. They laughed and joked with each other, and it seemed really nice. There were even people in white robes here and there; representatives from Songli. There were other people there, too, but Erick didn’t know the origins of the black-robed, or the other, various groups of odd people here and there. Orcols were rare, but present. Harpies, quite a few, actually, spread out here and there. Shifters with their animal masks. Goblins.

Oh.

A whole lot of goblins, actually. Whole entire yurt-fulls of goblins. Multiple tribes of goblins, eh? Neat.

Erick came back to himself.

He went and made dinner, as he kept eyes out everywhere.

When Jane came back from her daily duties with Star Song to eat a home-cooked meal, Erick filled her in on what had happened with the face stealer and of his choice to help Songli eradicate the Hunters of the area.

Either through execution, or Blessing, the Hunter problem in this part of the world would vanish soon enough.

“Might take weeks, though.” Erick said, “Defining the problem was easier than solving the problem.”

Jane listened, then declared, “This is good! Where can I join?”

Poi spoke up, “If this happens, I need a third to protect your father, and you’re it.”

“That’s what I’ll be doing, then.” And then Jane turned to Poi, asking, “So you’re okay with this? Silverite is okay with agents of Spur helping to bring justice to people on the other side of the globe? I mean— That’s not exactly what I mean.” She said, “I still haven’t heard any fallout about dad deciding to participate in the Chelation War. This seems like taking another step in a certain direction and I’m surprised we’re not getting pushback from… From someone in charge, somewhere. Silverite at the very least. Songli has been almost eerily accommodating, too.”

Erick furrowed his brow. He honestly hadn’t considered that Silverite would think he was doing a ‘bad thing’, or however Jane thought of current events. It was kinda odd that Songli wasn’t pushing back harder than they were, though; that much Erick could agree with. But then again, he was offering help; he wasn’t forcing his help on anyone.

So on second thought, it was perfectly reasonable for Songli to be as accommodating as they had been.

Poi said, “Spur has fought the Shades for 850 years. Silverite has been the Mayor for 550. If there’s one thing she doesn’t mind, it’s the enactment of justice against people who deserve it. That’s what Adventurers do. Believe me; if she had a problem with your father doing whatever it was he was doing, she would tell him.” He said to Erick, “If anyone had problems, we’d hear about them.”

“What about the Blessing stuff?” Jane asked Poi, “Weren’t you against that?”

Poi turned back to Jane, and was conflicted, with his mouth in a scrunch and his eye ridges narrowed.

Teressa was not conflicted. She said, “That Crystal Star was created by your father and Koyabez. Why wouldn’t Silverite want to enact justice in a way her god assisted with? Same thing as the Black Star. Gotta topple tyrants; gotta execute killers. And now, with the help of Koyabez and your father, there’s the option to make Hunters see the light. I’m all for it. Maybe then those guys can get into a good afterlife.”

“Oh yeah! That reminds me.” Jane asked, “Did anything happen to Raidu, yet? I heard that… something—” She dropped her voice, concerned, “Okay. Something happened. What was it.”

Erick had gone wide-eyed, to stare at the fish and rice he had made for dinner. Poi had a similar expression.

Teressa’s voice was low. “Something terrifying.”

“Too dramatic!” Jane declared, verging on anger. She asked, “Dad.”

Erick started with, “A lot more happened besides the face stealers. First, there was the trip to the paddy house, which…”

Erick didn’t spend much time talking about the paddy house. By the end of the recount of the day, after Erick had explained about how Raidu was ripped asunder by the simple combination of a diamond-cut hat upon a spherical grand rad, Jane’s eyes were wide, too, and dinner was over. He hadn’t even brought up Raidu’s speech, but that was his next thing; he wanted to ask everyone what they thought about that.

Jane’s anger faded pretty fast as Erick spoke of what had happened, and nothing seemed to jump out at her. When he was done, Jane scrunched her eyebrows together. “That doesn’t seem that bad. But why do you use the same term for sundering and ‘The Sundering’?”

Erick paused.

Teressa whispered, “It was bad.”

Jane said, “I am willing to accept that it was bad. But why the same term?”

Poi said, “I don’t know. They’re both awful events?”

“Bout as worse as you can get!” Teressa said, “Ya know; on an extreme macro scale and a micro scale.”

“It’s times like these when I miss the internet.” Jane asked Poi, “You sure you don’t know?”

Poi said, “Ask an open-ended question, get an open-ended answer. The simple answer is ‘I don’t know’.”

Erick guessed, “Maybe the term ‘sundering’ comes from the creation of the new out of the old. I told you the story of Xoat, right? Well, Xoat was sundered into the base materials of the First Cosmology. Today, Raidu was sundered into mana, which is practically the same thing. If we were in the Old Cosmology —Cosmology numbers Zeroth through Third— then the sundering of Raidu would have created reality. Now, in this Fourth Cosmology, the New Cosmology, a sundering just creates mana, which overlays upon this reality of particles and physics.”

“I could buy that.” Jane said, “But then why was ‘the Sundering’ that happened 1450 years ago called a ‘Sundering’?”

“For the same reason.” Erick said, “In all the uses of the word, ‘sundering’ is both a creative and destructive event. Maybe that’s the true etymology of the term. Maybe, the Sundering of 1437 years ago was just a creative event that didn’t create a whole lot.”

Jane said, “Ah. Okay. I get it now. I was thinking it was a conspiracy, or something.”

“Maybe it is.” Erick moved on. “Anyway: How’s this for a conspiracy theory? Raidu was ranting about every single god being a Dark God, and that the true age of Veird is 8500, not 1450. He especially didn’t like being sundered because it would make him ‘food for the gods’, who ‘farm us like cattle for our mana’.”

Teressa breathed out heavily, and looked away, while Poi tried to ignore Erick.

That part of Raidu’s rant had hit them pretty hard, Erick guessed. It hit him hard, too, but he needed to talk about it. He couldn’t let something like that fester.

Jane’s reaction was more clinical than Teressa’s or Poi’s. Jane narrowed her eyes, thinking.

Erick waited.

Jane said, “Nope. Don’t believe it.” She added, “Maybe, if you want to take everything we’ve seen in the worst possible light, then that might be true, but I’ve been to the churches and the places of worship and all of the other areas dedicated to the gods. The gods help people. They’ve got some pretty strict rules on how they help, so they might appear to be Dark Gods sucking the mana out of people, but I came into this rather skeptical. I’ve expected to see something Evil in some dark corner of this world, especially when it came to the gods, and I haven’t.” She added, “I mean. Except in Ar’Kendrithyst. And wherever there are monsters. Or bad people. Or— I’ve never seen a shitty god, though.” She frowned. “Except the Crown of Heaven is divine and so is the Demon King, and they interfere rather a lot. And I guess Sininindi is kinda… Not great, from what I’ve heard. People pray to her to weather the storms and the sea but it’s more of a ‘please don’t hurt me’ sort of prayer. Her portfolio used to include the mana ocean between planes, too. She’s probably the most neutral goddess on Veird, except for Rozeta.” She paused, then said, “Rozeta gives magic to evil people, just as much as she gives magic to good people, but I think Rozeta gets a pass, because she’s in an adversarial relationship with Melemizargo.”

Jane was hedging her words.

Erick saw it.

Poi saw it, too.

Teressa saw something else, though.

“I’d believe Aloethag was a Dark God.” Teressa said, “Now that one is definitely using the Rage of the Orcols to fuel her own power. Barely anyone cares about her, but she’s still a major god, and only because she’s sucking up our power for her own uses.”

Jane agreed, “Can’t forget the former goddess of the elves. Considering what I read about Aloeth, she’s a lot better than she used to be back when the elves were alive and in charge of a good quarter of the Old Cosmology. Or maybe the stories of the elves were exaggerated?”

Teressa almost glowered, but she pulled back that emotion, hard, then simply said, “The elves were bad. For all this New Cosmology is fucked sometimes, the Old Cosmology was worse. You think the Quiet War is bad, with demons and angels? The Elven Wars were worse. I heard all the stories. Most of the time, it was coalitions of races from dwarf to orc to fae and more, all against single elven houses. Single houses! Houses more like nations, with populations that spanned multiple worlds, of course. They used blood magic, everywhere.” Teressa said, “Aloeth granted her people protection from blood magic, which was one of the reasons why elves did so much of that… But back then— Well. I heard stories. Back before the Sundering, the elves had spells that killed whole family lines. [Familial Annihilation] was the big one. Propagating death, spreading throughout the universe to strike at every single blood relation from a target. The story varies, but that was their most terrifying magic, and all of it was empowered by Aloeth.” Teressa said, “Shit like that is why we don’t trust her, and you shouldn’t either.”

Erick hadn’t heard that sort of story, but he didn’t doubt Teressa. If any of the gods seemed ‘dark’, aside from the obvious one of Melemizargo, then Aloethag and Sininindi fit the bill more than most of them. Erick knew a little bit about the first, and while he had contact with both of them, the ‘trial for his life’ from a year ago, back when he met Sininindi for the first time, was a lot more personal to him than Teressa’s problems with Aloethag.

And then later, when he got Yggdrasil, and Sininindi got Yggdrasil’s clone —because Erick was trying to offer an olive branch of peace! Otherwise, he would have told her to fuck off with her Quest— it was revealed to him that Sininindi was going to try and kill him before Yggdrasil matured into a true World Tree in a hundred years.

But that didn’t really matter. Not right now. It probably would matter, though, if this conversation kept going down this path. The gods were always listening for their own names, and they seemed to pop up with some frequency whenever Erick started invoking their names, therefore it was time to stop this conversation before some stupid Quest popped up, or something.

Maybe he should have left this part of Raidu’s words to fester and die in the dark.

Erick said, “Let’s not talk about this anymore. Let’s talk about dessert, instead.” He got up, saying, “I made chocolate chip cookies! I’ll get them, and then you can tell me about your day, Jane.”

Jane smiled.

Teressa got up from the table, saying, “Then I’ve got reading to do; I’m going to try to learn aura control.”

Erick smiled as he came back into the room, offering cookies, saying, “Let me know if anything Kaffi specifically said helped you.”

“Will do, Boss.” Teressa grabbed a cookie then went to the empty front room.

Poi grabbed a cookie and headed to the library, across the hallway, saying, “I’ve got communications to sort through.”

Erick turned back to Jane, “Have you talked to Riri lately?”

Jane said, “We talked. Not today. Yesterday, and barely for a minute. She’s taken hold of a dozen different Clan businesses, trying to keep them from collapsing while taking advantage of the collapse of other businesses.” Jane picked up a cookie, saying, “I did manage to finally Remake [Fabricate], though.”

Erick smiled. “Good!

“Other than that, I’ve been hunting monsters. There’s this larger form of mist stone glutton that’s been bothering some of the border clans west of Eralis, and…”

Erick listened, happy to hear of easy successes due to hard work and skill.







- - - -







As the morning sun lifted in the east, sending warm glows through the fog that swirled across Holorulo, Erick stood on the open third floor of his temporary house, overseeing it all, like the captain on a tall ship, casting his gaze across an ocean of mist. With a cup of coffee in his hands, and wrapped up in warm robes to keep out the chill in the air, Erick decided that mornings in Holorulo were nice.

As he drained the last drop of his coffee and the sun began to disperse the fog, and after Poi joined him, Erick stood up and went to the edge of his pagoda. He had made a few spells yesterday, but it was time to make a few more. The first was the easiest.

Six Ophiel hovered in the air around him, each of them forming the point of a hexagon with Erick as the center. Erick hummed an Unmoving tune, going from Stone to Water to all the rest, and ending at Shadow, handing off pieces of the disorganized puzzle to each of his Ophiel as they, in turn, took up the tune and made it their own. A harmony emerged; a lullaby. A simple tune, of a father lulling a playful child to rest.

Erick relaxed, feeling disparate fluctuations relax with him.

He cast.

Half a kilometer out, a shimmer of white flickered then flashed through the sky, expanding out to eclipse Erick’s position at the edge of his house. There was no brightness showing the area of effect, as there were with the original six spells. There was simply… Rest.

Erick took a step back, and was outside of the effect. His Ophiel had a bit harder time, since they held themselves up with light, and now that light didn’t want to move, except to let gravity take hold. As all six of them gradually floated downward, to come to rest atop the ground like tired birds, all six of them chirped in confused, odd chirps, that were none of their usual sounds. They chirped through [Airshape], after all; there was no way for their usual sounds to happen when they were under the effect of Erick’s new spell. But they did manage to roll themselves out of the space, their many wings tumbling over each other as they flopped and plopped out of the effect, to come to rest at Erick’s feet, where they promptly spoke in unsure guitars as they once again took to the air.

Erick smiled to see Ophiel’s tiny antics.

A blue box appeared.




	
Prismatic Lullaby, instant, super large area, 6000 mana

Lull the primary elements to slumber!

Has less effect against esoteric elements.

Last 24 hours.














Erick read the box, and said, “Good.”

And then he started testing the space with various Mana Altered spells.

The combined version seemed to work even better than the individual versions, but [Lodestar] still enabled Elemental Light spells to function inside the space. Domains were still king of magic, apparently.

Setting that thought aside, and dismissing [Prismatic Lullaby], Erick had a good idea for his [Draining Elemental] spell. His new idea went with the notion that all magic was a harmony away from being extracted from the manasphere. So why not make a spell that simply extracted mana from whoever was exposed to it, and then harmonized that mana into the working of a new spell, and then use that harmonized mana to cast that new spell.

There were many parts of this new idea that were obvious failure points.

Failure point one: using environmental mana to do anything at all. Or rather, using the mana stolen from others to make specific magics.

After having yesterday to think, Erick recalled Mage Hunters, and how they could Drain Mana from targets and then use that Mana themselves. He almost kicked himself for forgetting about this fact. Kiri had told him about that so long ago, back when they had been ambushed in the Crystal Forest by Hunters, and they were low on Mana. She had said that Mage Hunters could take Mana from another, and use it themselves, while Fonts could use their own Mana to restore the Mana of others.

So there was obviously some way to take the mana of others and use it for oneself.

Erick just had to figure it out, and put that working into a [Conjure Force Elemental].

Failure Point two: [Conjure Force Elemental] was going to be the base of this magic, but that spell would eventually create a life if the spell was left running for too long.

Erick did not want to create new lives out of his spellwork. When combined with [Telepathy] and [Scry], the point where a conjured elemental turned real was a timeline measured in anywhere from a century to ‘born at cast’, depending on if the tier of the spell was low, or high, and if it was complicated magic or not.

[Draining Elemental ‘Insert Spell Here’] was going to be a very complicated spell. He wouldn’t make it with [Telepathy] or [Scry], though. Simple instructions only. The timeline for the creation of life from this use of [Conjure Force Elemental] would likely be measured in centuries. Maybe even five centuries.

Maybe considerably less.

Failure Point Three: Making a [Draining Elemental] that cast a spell would be like summoning a creature that automatically and manually cast a spell, likely through gridwork and Elemental Body-like manipulations.

It was the ‘manually’ that tripped him up.

Imbuing a spell into a [Conjure Force Elemental] and then having that elemental cast the imbued spell was easy, but doing it that way meant that you had to cast the summon with all of its starting mana. Like with Kiri’s [Firelight Defender]; a summon that shot multiple [Firelight Bolts] at a targeted enemy over a short while. She had to cast that spell with all of the [Firelight Bolts] it would ever have; it could not regenerate mana to cast more [Firelight Bolts]. The point of this working today was to have [Draining Elemental]s cast their own spells using the mana that other people provided.

Which was a problem.

And now that he’d been working on this problem for a while, he saw another problem.

Failure Point Four: The Propagation Ban.

All of this was likely doomed to failure because, at the end of this working, if it worked, Erick would have made a self-sustaining spell that gained mana and could cast other spells…

He looked over to Ophiel, bouncing on the railing, enjoying the breeze.

Ophiel had his own mana, and he could cast his own spells.

Which was a first, for all of Veird; to hear learned people tell it. Learned people like those of Treehome, and the Wasteland Kingdoms, and others.

Hmm.

A funny thought occurred to him about Wizardry but he banished that thought almost immediately, not wanting to think like that.

Might as well test a small part of that unthought thought, though.

Erick asked, “Ophiel.”

Every single Ophiel in the area whipped around and focused on Erick, going silent; watchful.

Erick asked, “Can you manually cast a [Force Bolt]?”

Each Ophiel twittered in unsure guitar strums, then one of them on the railing chirped in happy violins, as he lifted a tiny wing and pointed out at the open air beyond the pagoda. His lightform twisted and touched the world. A bolt of light and air the size of the little guy ripped out from the little guy, and sailed off into the distance. Success! Ophiel turned to Erick and chirped in happy violins.

Erick smiled, saying, “Good job.”

Every single Ophiel sang in tiny, triumphant violin sounds. The one that had been on the railing fluttered up to land on Erick’s shoulder, twisting his [Animadversion] to hang on his back like he was some sort of turtle-bird. He was cute.

Wizardry problems could keep for another day. It was time to work on normal magic, right now; time to get his head in the mana. Erick breathed in, then out, feeling some nice kinda way.

This [Draining Elemental] was a big deal, not only because of what it could do, but also because it could [Renew] other spells. Making [Renew] as a new Basic Tier spell might be possible later, but Erick didn’t think he could get there right now, for he felt that [Renew] was too complicated for Basic Tier; it had to be an emergent function of a few other magics all working in concert together.

And Erick was going to orchestrate that concert.

Later, if this worked, maybe he could extract the [Renew] out of this spell, to see how it functioned, and to make that spellwork on its own.

Or maybe he was putting the cart before the horse! Who knew! Not him, for sure.

Erick calmed himself, closed his eyes, and listened.

Ophiels gathered, and Erick organized his spellwork. He started with Basic Tier components, for this would be, at most, a Tier 2 spell. He could try to remake it every single day if this didn’t work out right.

He started with [Draining Ward], adding in the structure needed for the spell to replace itself, like Permanent lightwards were capable of doing. This much was already asking for a lot, for the moving parts of this magic were dangerous to itself, and would surely cause instability when the main parts of the spell came into the working.

Then he added a [Conjure Force Elemental], and imbued it with a complication. The spell would organize the mana it extracted into two wells of power. One well would go toward sustaining the [Draining Elemental]’s form, with mana harmonized into the [Draining Elemental]’s power—

Erick winced as he listened to the mana strain. Static entered the spellwork.

Static dominated the spellwork.

Hmm.

This spell was a failure, but Erick would continue. He would witness the outcome to see where he went wrong.

—The second well of the two-well [Draining Elemental] would manually cast [Force Bolt] at whoever wasn’t designated as friendly by the [Draining Elemental]. It would accomplish this with a manual twist and condensation of the mana; with gridwork accomplished by the [Conjure Force Elemental].

The unifying idea of this spell was a Permanent [Ward] atop a location that would constantly attack whoever wasn’t permitted with [Force Bolt]s, using the same permissions spellwork that [Solid Ward]s used to ignore all approved guests, and activate against all unapproved persons.

This was a simple spell, in purpose, but in the working it was the most complicated thing Erick had ever made. Theoretically, he could have made a spell to specifically suit the purpose of this one, and then he could cast that same spell over and over every morning, like he did his [Personal Ward], but that was a dead end avenue of spellwork. Erick wanted self-perpetuating magic.

Erick opened his eyes.

He held a hand forward, as Ophiels sang beside him, harmonizing the ideas he had put forth, but he was the one who held the emotion and the power, in the end.

He cast.

The manasphere shifted in front of him, and—




	
Error! 














The air popped with white light, knocking Erick back, flat on his ass. He barely managed to curl up instead of hitting his head. Everything went black for a brief moment as his blood pressure seemed to drop out from under him, but he came around fast enough. Blood dripped from his nose. Everything was red.

Ophiel had slapped him with a [Greater Treat Wounds] while he was on the way down. Then he did so again, standing atop Erick’s chest and tapping him with more healing.

Erick groaned as a sudden pain revealed itself across his entire body, and then relaxed away in the wake of another [Greater Treat Wounds]. A [Cleanse] flowed over him next, erasing the red from his eyes. Bile suddenly rose in his chest. He reflexively rolled to the side, causing Ophiel to take to the air as Erick coughed, expelling thick air and a little spit. He laid back down and groaned.

Poi was standing over him.

Erick said, “I think it was the Propagation Ban.”

“Entirely possible.” Poi extended his hand. Erick gripped it, and was hauled to his feet, as Poi said, “I like how Ophiel is trained to heal you.”

“I do, too!” Erick said, and then he couldn’t help but laugh.

Poi smiled a little.

A pair of old ladies who had been watching him from a pagoda a block over, also laughed, their trills of mirth carrying across the morning sky.

- - - -

In the aftermath of his experiment, Erick sat in his study to dissect what went wrong.

First of all, he could have sung to the sky, and called the mana to help him, but that seemed like a recipe for disaster on the level of the [Zone of Peace]. As it was, Erick was pretty sure he had gone directly up against the Propagation Ban today, which might put a hard stop to this project.

And yet…

None of the people he talked to about [Renew] ever told him that the Propagation Ban might be a problem. Maybe the [Draining Elemental] was the only problem here; he had never talked to anyone about that spell before.

He would need to consult an expert on the limits of the Propagation Ban, to understand the problem with his [Draining Elemental] idea. The first consultation would likely be with a simple book; the limits of the Propagation Ban were likely well known, and well researched, but Erick had never done any of that research.

Who to ask, though? The Headmaster? Yes, except Erick didn’t really want to go talk to him yet; he’d get waylaid by so many other concerns, first. Tenebrae? Yes; he was on the shortlist. Syllea and Opal were on the list, too. Opal might be a better person to talk to, since she was the one who introduced Erick to Tricking Magic, and Tricking magic seemed important for [Renew], but not so important to [Draining Elemental].

So maybe [Renew] was fine, but [Draining Elemental] was not.

Well.

Maybe they were two completely different spells?

Whatever. Besides the obvious problems, he couldn’t really make a [Draining Elemental], as it was, because his [Drain Ward]s were painful. [Drain Ward] felt like ants and needles and phantasmal cuts upon the skin, all at the same time, and that was not going to work. The end goal here was to make a spell that could be cast inside a house, or other defensible location, after all. Something that would automatically defend people on the approved list. Something that people were willing to use, and which didn’t require pain to use.

[Draining Elemental] went on the backburner.

It was time to try for [Renew] again. He had tried a lot of odd things months and months ago, and then every so often after that, trying to get [Renew] to work. But he hadn’t done much with this magic since he started his Worldly Path. Now, it was time to rectify that deficiency.

So Erick sat on a chair in his magic room, with the windows barred and Privacy magics strung around the place, but not inside; he was working in a ‘clean room’, magically speaking.

He had a few spells that only lasted seconds, but only a few of them were able to be deployed inside the room without breaking the room, and which were elementally aligned with his own Elemental Body.

Erick chose [Shooting Star].

With a flick of light, a bright white ball of energy appeared in front of him, ready to race off and zip through an enemy or ten, depending on how close the enemies were to each other, and how fast the little ball of light was able to go. There were no enemies here, though, and Erick told it to stay still, and so the ball of harsh light just hovered, trickles of glitter flowing away from its immaterial surface in every direction. It seemed happy.

And then it was gone.

Poof!

Spell over; five second duration.

He cast the spell again, holding his lightform around the summon in a gentle grip, watching and feeling how the [Shooting Star] broke down when the duration was over. The spell seemed content to hover there, in his grip.

Poof! Spell over.

“Hmm,” Erick grunted.

He cast again.

And again.

And again.

Watching with all of his various Sights, and all of his various senses, including the touch of his light. Listening to the spell seemed the most important, so Erick also closed his eyes and did that a few times, too.

By the thirtieth time Erick watched [Shooting Star] disintegrate, he was pretty sure that some intrinsic part of the working vanished at the 5 second mark, and then the spell quickly evaporated, practically all at once. By the hundred and fiftieth time, his former idea was nixed. His new idea was that something was breaking down the very second the spell came into existence, and that something only held together for 5 seconds, with a precipitous drop in spell integrity occurring at the 5 second mark.

By the two hundredth time, Erick was ready to try a manual [Renew]. He tried pushing basic Light-altered mana into the cracks of the spell.

He had done this before in his attempts to make [Renew]. He had tried a lot of different, odd methods in order to extend the duration of a magic. Back then, all his Light mana managed to do was destabilize the structure of the lightwards he had been working with.

This time, with [Shooting Star], Erick also destabilized the spellwork, and the ball of energetic light broke at the 4.5 second mark. It wasn’t a very stable spell to begin with, but Erick was pretty sure that he could make it so, if only he injected his mana correctly.

There were literally no books or learning that told Erick that this would work. No Arcanaeum books Erick ever read even touched upon the ability for spells to take in their own mana and become Permanent, if they were well-made enough. This was probably a failure (purposeful or otherwise) of the Headmaster.

Or maybe this was by the Script’s design.

Spells could be made Permanent under the Script, though, if they had that working put in them, and if they were simple, balanced spells.

But [Shooting Star] was anything but balanced. It was an energetic tyke waiting for the command to tear through an enemy, to dart through flesh and evaporate bone.

Erick’s theory was that if it was possible to stabilize something so unstable, and yet so simple, that he would be able to do it with applications of learning he had gained since the last time he tried this, and, almost more importantly, that he would notice that stabilization. 5 seconds was not a lot of time. It would be a breakthrough to get 5.25 seconds. It would mean he was on the right track. So he continued.

After a few hundred more tries, Erick decided on a different approach.

What was the idea of [Shooting Star]?

Erick channeled mana through [Shooting Star] and listened to the energetic playing of bloodthirsty sprites.

This time, he cast the spell, and then channeled mana through [Shooting Star] at the same time, directing the plume of light from his hand into the ball of white light.

The spell ended at 5 seconds.

Okay!

At least he didn’t destabilize it this time! This was progress.

This was the most progress he had ever made!

Incidentally, he had already tried channeling spell-altered mana into a cast spell before, and had never gotten this far with it. This was progress. Something had changed.

Well.

Erick had changed a lot, hadn’t he? Perception and Intelligence were massive changes.

Maybe the problem here was a matter of precision?

Oh!

Was this a mechanical problem? It probably was a mechanical problem. Erick didn’t want it to be a mechanical problem, though. Mechanical problems were hard to fix, because there were a lot of moving parts to an active spell. A magical solution with a single-vector approach would be the best solution, here.

Erick wanted a single-vector approach.

Another test:

Erick wrapped the next [Shooting Star] in his lightform and channeled the appropriate mana through his light, directly into the [Shooting Star], from all sides and angles.

The spell ended at 5.1 seconds.

In the glittering death of his latest summon, Erick sat back, furiously thinking. And then he did the same experiment again. He didn’t want what he was seeing to be a trick of his own perspective; he didn’t have a clock on hand, but he had gotten pretty good at timing [Shooting Star]’s life cycle in his head.

This time, [Shooting Star] lasted at least 5.1 seconds.

To be sure, he changed his setup.

He had two Ophiel each cast [Shooting Star] in front of him. Then he wrapped the right star in light and harmonized mana through the original spell, into Ophiel’s cast.

The left [Shooting Star] decayed fractionally before the right [Shooting Star].

Erick was, indeed, reinforcing the spell and keeping it alive longer than the blue box’s listed duration.

He sat back, had a think, and then he tried something else.

He tried Mana Altering to Light, instead of through [Shooting Star], and wrapping [Shooting Star]s in that, instead. He directed Light toward the parts that seemed to be degrading as soon as the spell came into existence, and then to all the cracks that formed in the later millisecond of the spell’s existence.

He tried a lot of different tactics.

There was no change in spell duration.

“Well, fuck.”

More and more, it seemed that this simple method of ‘shoving harmonically aligned Light into a spell’ was not going to be the way to [Renew]. The major problem Erick saw was that this method was too crude. Sure, the mana he was shoving [Shooting Star]’s way sounded and felt like the correct type of mana, but it was not fully the same.

Elemental Light was not the same as [Shooting Star] Light.

Duh.

The mana channeled through [Shooting Star] was exactly correct, so that worked to extend the spell’s duration, but that was not the path toward [Renew]. That was not the path toward a general-purpose spell that anyone could purchase for 1 point, to allow them to reinforce the spellwork of others. No one else was going to be able to purchase [Erick’s Shooting Star], in order to [Renew] his spellwork. No one was going to be able to purchase [Opal’s Grand Shield], so that they could [Renew] the shield that Opal had put over Spur to protect from the Red Dot. This line of spellwork was interesting, and might lead somewhere informative, but it was not the end goal.

Maybe he needed aura control, and not [Greater Lightwalk].

He had Remade a lot of spells with [Greater Lightwalk], so that Elemental Body was clearly able to do what Erick needed it to do with regard to spellwork…

But Tenebrae, and many others, had said that aura control was the path to true magic.

A proper aura control might allow him to make an [Intent Understanding] type of ‘attack’ upon [Shooting Star], and then, through some recursive spellwork, perhaps make a Basic Spell that would automatically made the appropriate reinforcement to [Shooting Star], or to any other spellwork that [Renew] targeted.

… That seemed like the way to go.

Erick kept at this experiment, though, to be sure that he wasn’t missing something obvious.

By the time noon rolled around, Erick hadn’t gotten much further than he had in the first hour. He called it quits, for now.

“Bah!”

Erick had pounded his head against the wall of [Renew] for long enough. It was time to pound his head against a different wall. So he got up, and went to find Poi.

“I need to talk to some Doctors about their [Draining Ward]s. Can you ask Elder Varo about that?” Erick asked, “I’ll have Ophiel [Greater Treat Wounds] and take over for whatever Doctor they have on site, if that needs to happen. I want to know how [Draining Ward]s are able to work without itching. I need someone who knows how it works. Having the Class Ability is not enough.” He added, “And I need to know where that place is with the kids with the wandering soul affliction. Actually. I’ll do that, first.”

Poi set down his book and started sending out inquiries.

Half an hour later, Erick had two destinations.
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                The House of the Wandering Soul was set apart from Alaralti, far to the north of the main city. It was a five story building of three wings, sitting upon a hill, overlooking a sparse land of trees and not much else. A single road led away from the house, but the road connected to a small lake, not to any sort of other main road, for there were no main roads out there. This land was a place of peace and tranquility, set apart from the world, made of thick stone walls and many, many [Ward]s, cast throughout the building and the surrounding lands, but mostly constrained to the insides of walls and doors and trees.

Those [Ward]s were designed to be opaque to a mana sense, making this one of the only places Erick had ever visited that was mostly obscured to him.

He arrived on site on the Teleport Square of white stone, set in front of the building, with Teressa and Poi flanking him. Ophiels blipped in and fluttered around as they were wont, with one of them setting down on Erick’s shoulder. All of them looked up.

The House of the Wandering Soul dominated the surroundings with brutalist architecture composed of flat white walls that reached high, and windows laid in a grid pattern all across the front edifice. It was one of the most Earth-like buildings Erick had seen, with none of the easy adornments that were possible through the use of wardlight sculptures, or [Stoneshape] flourishes.

Erick couldn’t really tell why, though.

Maybe the insides looked better? It was hard to say, though, due to the opaque mana sense magics strung throughout the place. There were likely teams of people who recast those mana sense blocking spells every day, or maybe just one person. Now that Erick was closer, he amended his earlier guess that there were teams of Warders here, for whoever did these obscuring magics was overtaxed in their duty.

Many of the mana sense blocking spells were constrained to the first through third floors, but with a bit stress applied to his sense of the mana, Erick was able to sense that some rooms were fully blocked off from the rest of the world, but the [Ward]s in many of the common areas were open in the corners and edges, allowing a stressed mana sense to see through into some of those spaces.

Or maybe this was by design. If Erick relaxed his mana sense back to normal, then those rooms were obscured to him. It was highly possible that this was a training method for the kids. Learn to relax and the world drops away from you, sort of thing. Maybe.

Whatever the case, his arrival had already been noticed.

The kids who were not behind the impenetrable mana sense blockers were all looking his way. Maybe even the ones that were inside those blockers were looking his way, too, for Erick’s own mana sense only covered 50 meters, max, which was less than his previous max, and much less than Teressa’s 100 meter max. Whatever the case, Erick counted 13 kids. He also counted ten adults of various professions from cooks to cleaners to custodians, but all of them were carers, too, which was perhaps their first concern. Everyone on staff seemed to be a mix of demi, or human, or incani, and that held true for the kids, too.

Within seconds of his arrival, four of the staff instantly blipped from where they had been, to then stand behind the closed doors to the building. Those doors were minimally [Ward]ed against mana sensing, but not that much. They could see him, and he could see them. Erick didn’t doubt that every single one of those people had a much better mana sense than him; possibly even better than Teressa.

Teressa said, “A welcoming committee.” She glanced backward. “And in the forest, too.”

Her range was still much larger than his, so it wasn’t a surprise that she saw the other people behind them before Erick did. It took him but a second to get Ophiel in sight of those new people, but it happened rather fast.

And yup; more carers, coming out to see the archmage.

Erick had called ahead, of course. Or, to be more truthful, Poi had called ahead, through the direction of Elder Varo. Erick hadn’t actually talked to any of these people yet.

As the kids in the building started moving around, some of them rushing into the closed-off [Ward]ed areas and scared out of their minds, others came out to see what was happening. They didn’t do much besides stand in unobscured and minimally [Ward]ed areas, though.

It was kinda odd, and also nice, to have everyone see him, and to see them in return. It was kinda… open and honest, now that he was experiencing it for the first time. He expected everyone here to have a great mana sense, but he had not expected how… freeing it was, to have everyone else be able to see him, just as well as he could see them.

He didn’t like to think of it too often, but having a good mana sense was incredibly easy to abuse for one’s own benefit, and in so many different ways, too.

Most of the people here did not have a mana sense by choice, though.

Erick stepped to the short stairs leading up to the landing, in front of the double door entrance. Those doors opened at his arrival.

A demi woman pushed out the left door, and stood with a straight back. Her counterpart was a male demi who pushed out the right door and mirrored the woman’s stance. Both kept their eyes to themselves.

On the other side of the door stood a human-looking woman with red eyes, and an incani of tanned human-colored skin, with horns the same brown color. All of the adults here seemed in their thirties or early forties, and that included the people before Erick right now. The woman stepped forward.

She said, “I’m Caretaker Shani of the House of the Wandering Soul; an institution of High Clan Severing Crescent. We welcome you to the House of the Wandering Soul, Archmage Flatt.”

She bowed. Her people bowed with her.

It was all very subservient and Erick didn’t appreciate this sort of deference, but he supposed it was his due. He let it happen, though he was absolutely sure that they caught his slight disappointment; they had mana senses, after all, and probably a lot more refined than his.

The four of them raised their heads.

The woman said, “We welcome you into our home. Please come inside.”

Seeing nothing untoward, which was probably both by the specific design of this place, but also in the faces and heartbeats of the people and kids all around, Erick smiled a little, saying, “Thank you for your hospitality.”

Shani led the way inside, with the tan incani walking beside her. Erick and his people followed. The remaining two caretakers closed the doors behind them, and then remained there, their stances solid, and their eyes directed away from Erick’s departing form.

The inside of the place was rather nice; a heavy departure from the brutalist exterior. The walls were painted cream colors, with actual paint. The floor was wooden slats. There were paintings on the walls and carpets running down the centers of the various nearby hallways. Rooms had plush furniture, and lights were ample and warm. It was cozy here. But aside from the niceties of it all, walking through the front hallway, and then passing by the grand staircase and heading left, felt like walking into the mouth of a great beast, in a way that was rather unfamiliar to Erick.

The [Ward]s in the walls blocked his mana sense in a way Erick only experienced when he cast those spells himself. It made him nervous; worried over safety. He tried to shove that emotion away, and mostly succeeded. He could defend himself and Poi and Teressa, after all. The people here probably noticed the tight sunform he kept ready-to-deploy, though; he almost never went anywhere without [Greater Lightwalk] and [Lodestar] active and kept small. [Animadversion] was ready to deploy at a moment’s notice, too, but he didn’t walk around with that one active.

He didn’t want other people to get worried, as they rightfully should when seeing an archmage walking around in full defensive regalia. All his Ophiels were bad enough, but he was not going to put them away, ever.

Ah.

His paranoia was getting to him again.

Erick quieted that part of his brain as much as he could, and followed his guide.

Shani led Erick down a short hallway to a nice, open room, where half of the room was a glass dome and the other half was a library. It was a comfortable setting with plush couches and nice tea tables sitting between them.

Shani led them to the set of couches near the center of the room, saying, “Please have a seat, Archmage Flatt.” She sat down on one couch, while her man stood behind her. “Our kitchen staff will be bringing us tea. Is there any kind you like, specifically?”

Though it was difficult to mana sense for distance in this place, it was still possible to see down hallways and around corners. Erick barely saw as people in a kitchen, down the hallway, were already making tea, waiting for Erick’s announcement of what he preferred.

Erick took a seat on the opposing couch, saying, “I’ve developed a fondness for the citrus blends coming out of some of the specialty growers of Alaralti, at the moment, but I am sure that my tastes will change as new teas come my way. I didn’t really drink tea till I came to Veird, and I was relatively quick to reinvent coffee because that is my preferred drink, so my experiences with tea are still rather limited.”

As he said that, the people in the kitchen started moving.

Shani smiled politely, saying, “We have some nice tea blends that you might enjoy, but we will have to look into acquiring some coffee for your next visit.” Then she turned a bit more professional. “I must say I am very interested in the charms that you’ve made for Young Master Warzi, but before we begin, I must ask you some questions, if you don’t mind.”

Erick nodded.

Shani asked, “Why have you chosen to help with the wandering souls of our children?”

Several of the kids in question were listening in from the upper floors of the building, though many more were still hidden from sight. He wondered, briefly, how many horrible things they had all seen before they were placed here, and then, how many more horrible things they had seen when they got here.

Erick said, “I was introduced to the problem of the wandering soul through Patriarch Hangzi of Devouring Nightmare, or more specifically, in Young Master Warzi, who has the same affliction. Since I already had a Privacy spell with some rather convoluted methodology which allowed outward sight, but blocked mana sense and a whole slew of other senses, it was easy enough to create a different spell that only blocked mana sense. Here.” He handed her a blue box.










	
Delirium Charm, instant, close range, 1107 mana

Create a charm which blocks the sensing of mana at a medium sphere around the user.

Lasts 10 days.














She read. Her man read over her shoulder. Both of their eyes went a little wide.

Erick continued, “I’ve already agreed to continue to supply this spell to Warzi for the foreseeable future, and when he told me that there were others like him, I decided to help here, too. If you want that help, of course.”

Shani controlled her response to a gentle, “Ah. It’s true.”

It wasn’t a control over her excitement, though. It was a control of concern. She eyed Erick, wondering what his deal was; wondering at the catch. Erick waited for her to voice her own questions, rather than ask at the several possibilities that could be flowing through her mind.

In the meanwhile, a young woman cook came in and set tea on the table between Shani and Erick.

Shani accepted the distraction and began setting tea for two, serving Erick and then herself. She took a sip first. Then Erick took his sip. It was good tea; a blend of citrus and something floral.

Shani set down her cup, and asked, “Why help us, though? We cannot give you anything for this magic.”

“Because it’s the right thing to do.” And when that obviously wasn’t good enough, Erick said, “I’m not sure how much you already know of me, but I used to be a social worker. I helped at-risk kids keep out of trouble and get back to the proper paths of life. I helped people who had no healthcare to find healthcare, and I helped homeless people to get the mental care they needed to not live on the streets. I helped people rebuild houses and helped elderly neighbors to mow their lawns when their sons or daughters couldn’t make it that month.

“And now...

“Now that some of the larger problems of this world have been made better, I can focus on what I want to actually do, which is help people.” He said, “I keep falling into plots with wars and Hunters and Shades and gods and this Particle Magic thing, but helping people is where I come from; what I want to do. This wandering soul problem is something I only recently heard about barely two weeks ago, and something that I am uniquely able to help you mitigate, and possibly even solve, since all they truly need is a temporary solution until they Matriculate and can solve this problem themselves. I’m still not clear on how that happens, exactly, but I don’t need to be. All I know is that I am ready, willing, and able to solve a magical issue that has wrecked the lives of many children.” Erick touched the wing of Ophiel on his shoulder, adding, “And I can have Ophiel here once a week, no matter where I am on Veird. Keeping the cure arriving on time and in the correct quantity shouldn’t be that difficult.”

Shani listened, her heartbeat increasing a little, as it dawned on her that this was not a trick.

Erick waited as Shani thought.

Her decision didn’t take long.

Shani said, “I have another question. The name of the spell. Is there a significance to that?”

Erick smirked. “While I admit ‘Delirium’ is a bit sinister, the naming convention merely has to do with the separation of interior mana from exterior mana in an effect along the edge of the working that is confusing to the manasphere; it has nothing to do with the effect upon the holder.”

“Oh!” said the man behind Shani, looking like a minor revelation had taken hold behind his eyes.

And then he looked right embarrassed since Erick looked up at him.

Shani recovered fast, introducing the man. “Archmage Flatt, this is our Warder, Azrin Severing Crescent, of the main house. He’s responsible for the various spellworks to help our charges to stay inside their own minds; to make the walls act like proper walls, to allow privacy and boundaries for those who grow up knowing none.”

Erick acknowledged the man, saying, “Maybe you can figure out this [Delirium Charm], then. Here.” Erick held up his hand and cast the spell. To a mana sense, the world vanished past three meters out in every direction, and then a whiteness coalesced into Erick's hand, pulling in expanded spellwork, allowing mana senses to see outward once again. To sight, sound, and every other sense, nothing changed, except the appearance of a white charm in Erick’s hand. He held it up, “That’s the base spell; I can shape it however you want if you want smaller blockings. Other than that, it’s a simple charm. Place it against the wrist and it will wrap around like a bracelet, and activate. Should last the full ten days, too.”

Erick demonstrated the spell by attaching it to his wrist, the world once again vanishing to mana sense in every direction. He pulled the charm off his wrist and the world came back. He set the charm in front of Shani, and waited.

Shani stared down at the white charm like it was a miracle she didn’t want to touch. And then she reached out, and faltered. She gave a short, wracking sob, complete with small tears, and then banished that emotion completely, giving an immediate, “I am so sorry. I did not mean—” She silenced herself, and then controlled herself. Her reaction was over almost as soon as it began, lasting about four seconds, then she said, “We welcome your assistance to our House. Thank—” She wiped away a tear, saying, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

All this while, the kids had already been listening from upstairs and elsewhere, some of them excited, others already crying themselves; finally they would be free, like a normal kid. Some of the kids even said as much, though Erick had to lip read them to understand what they were saying. This place was rather soundproof; likely a result of the spells cast by Azrin.

Erick wiped away a tear of his own, saying, “You’re quite welcome.” And then he started casting the spell, laying out charm after charm on the table between them. “How many kids are there? I only count fifteen.”

“We have thirty four children here.” Shani asked, “Could we please get 40 char—” She paled, as all of her emotions faltered. With a vacant look down at the bounty piling up before her, she said, “We cannot pay you what you are due for this service. We are already… We’re at budget.”

“Don’t worry about that. Mana is cheap.” Erick smiled, saying, “So 40, then.”

“… Yes, please. 40.”

Soon enough, the pile of charms needed a box to hold them all, so Erick conjured one.

Azrin and Shani and every nearby child looked on. A few of them were adventurous enough to rush downstairs, trying to get here first, but some caretakers blipped in front of the grand staircase and cut them off. They started to complain. Loudly. Erick could actually hear them from here, now. Their caretakers complained right back at them, telling them about boundaries and protocol and politeness and how they were abusing their mana sense.

The kids countered with ‘So let us cut it off already!’

Erick smiled, and said, “If a three meter diameter is too big, let me know next week, okay?” He added, “You could probably put a box out front, or somewhere, and I can refill it without having to bother you. I likely won’t be able to be contacted myself, for there’s no telling what might happen, but we can work out some sort of system. Leave a note in the box, if you need a change in Shaping.”

Shani said, “Of course, archmage. It will be as you desire. Thank you so much for this. The kids will… It will change a lot for them.”

“That’s why I’m doing this. Everyone deserves a good future, and when you have a better childhood, that better future is easier to attain.”

Shani wiped away another unruly tear. “Right.” She breathed out, then in, controlling herself, then said, “This changes everything for us, so I will be introducing these pearls to the kids on a trial basis. After a few days, would you mind a contact, to reevaluate?” She spoke to Erick, but her words were for the kids yelling down at her from several floors above, “I am sure that some of our kids would be happier with smaller diameters; since you can shape the spell.”

“Of course.” Erick smiled as he conjured another small box, and began casting more charms into the space, saying, “These ones are two meters wide.”

“Thank you,” Shani said, her voice almost a whisper, as if she couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

They spoke more of particulars and Erick asked more questions about the House of the Wandering Soul, and how they fared in the recent battles. They all saw the fires and the explosions from the roof, but the fighting didn’t reach all the way out here. Erick was glad for that. Erick wanted to ask more about what the House of the Wandering Soul provided to the kids, but the conversation didn’t get much past that, because the kids were starting to gather at the staircases in large numbers, begging to be allowed to visit the archmage, to be allowed to get their hands on one of the charms.

At that point, Shani politely asked Erick if he could come back some other time. They did not allow visitors, no matter who they were, direct contact with any of their kids. Erick got the distinct impression that if he voiced the slightest hint of a demand to see the kids, or to see how the kids took to their new toys, that Shani would make an executive decision and allow him to do this much. But he didn’t want to put Shani in that position, and he didn’t want to break what were perfectly reasonable rules and boundaries (which seemed more important here than in most places) and so, he left.

Erick, Poi, and Teressa, left out a side door to avoid the kids and their guardians standing at the grand staircase in the center of the building. Soon enough, when the three of them stood on the white Teleport Square, the caretakers at the stairs finally relented. Erick got to see some excited kids rush down the hallways, to the meeting room, before they passed beyond his mana sense. Some of them waved him goodbye.

Erick smiled, and waved back.

And then, with a wrapping of white light, Erick, Poi, and Teressa, stepped away from the House of the Wandering Soul, headed toward the next destination.
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“The secret to a painless [Drain Ward],” Doctor Tsung said, with an air of slight annoyance, as he sat behind his desk where paperwork piled high, “Is the consent of the patient.”

Erick was not happy with that answer.

He had been directed here, to the Everlasting Life University and Hospital of Eralis, by Elder Varo. This place was a massive compound of a dozen smaller buildings. Most of the buildings were open to students, with only the adjacent hospital open to the public.

As of right now, almost all of the classes were on hold, and the compound was 75% shut down. With the targeted assassination of Clan Red Ledger, the power behind the university, it was all hands on deck at the hospital and other healing locations all across Songli.

But some people still remained in the university side of things, of course.

Like Doctor Tsung; a professor of magic-assisted healing. He was, according to Poi, Elder Varo, and all the rewards and diplomas and paintings around the office, a very learned, accomplished, and politically connected man. Erick even saw a painting of Tsung accepting a scroll from the Headmaster, with that scroll unfurled next to that painting. It read ‘Headmaster Kirginatharp of Oceanside University has conferred unto Doctor Tsung Red Ledger the title of Grand Mage of the Healing Arts, in this our year of Post-Sundering, 1391.’

The good doctor was a good deal younger in that photorealistic painting, but he was still in his thirties. The human man sitting behind his desk, in front of Erick, was in his late 70s.

In his own seat, across from the man, Erick said, “That’s not a good enough answer. For instance, how can you make a [Drain Ward] that is painless on an unconscious patient?”

“They won’t know the difference.” Tsung said, “But I can see that isn’t good enough for you, so let me tell you a little secret that I’d appreciate you not spreading around for reasons that will become obvious once it is told: No one becomes a Doctor because they want to cause pain; they become a Doctor because they want to heal. That mindset separates a [Draining Ward] that removes Health in order to allow a Healer to operate within the body of the injured or diseased, and the [Draining Ward] that harms in order to allow a killer to have an easier time of killing.

“One of the ways that we separate would-be Healers from would-be Harmers is that the Healer is able to bridge this mental gap all on their own, in a way that they don’t need this phenomenon explained to them. Some realize what they’ve done later in life, but most never do. Harmers never bridge this gap, even when we give them direct instruction on how to bridge this gap, and when it becomes obvious that they cannot do this mental leap, they are usually expelled.

“So if you cannot bridge this gap, you will know yourself as a warmonger. You will know yourself as a man who came into my life to cause pain. You may excuse yourself from my office.”

Tsung’s voice had stayed steady as he spoke, but the words themselves were anything but kind.

Erick’s second emotional response was to take a step back upon hearing the vitriol in the man’s words.

Erick’s third emotional response was to remind himself that he was talking to a big shot in Red Ledger, and possibly the Elder who would take over now that 90% of his Clan was gone. Even so, Erick did not expect to be so rudely dismissed. He wouldn’t blame the man for his curtness, though; almost everyone Tsung had known had been targeted by Terror Peaks for assassination.

Erick’s first thought was to blast the guy into dust. To maim and murder. To vent and purge. To be as angry with Tsung as Tsung was obviously angry with him. But Erick locked that swell of dark emotions down after a flashing red second.

For Tsung seemed unstable, behind his piles of paperwork.

And Erick could understand that.

Erick was unstable.

And yet…

When Erick came back to himself, he decided to allow Tsung the opportunity to accept that he had spoken in error, by saying, “I am sorry for what happened to your Clan. I am sorry that Terror Peaks did what they did—”

Tsung went apoplectic with anger, his face turning slightly red, but he said nothing, and he locked down his desire to interrupt.

“—I don’t know why Elder Varo of Devouring Nightmare directed me here, to you, for surely he would have known that this sort of reaction from you would have been in bad taste, and I don’t believe that Elder Varo is that sort of incompetent person. Unless you are the only one in all of Songli who could answer my question? No. I thought not.” Erick said, “If you have a need, then ask, and I will see what I can do in return for proper knowledge.”

Tsung almost said something, and then he thought better. He came to a decision, then said, “I need money. Lots of money. Enough to rebuild Red Ledger and to pay off our debts. About 2.3 million gold, by my current estimates. It might be higher.”

Erick sat stunned for a brief moment at the shift in conversation.

“… Okay.” Not what Erick expected, but okay. He asked, “Did they steal all of Red Ledger’s bank accounts or— Oh. Ah. You have no access. You’re the one left over.” Erick only realized how callous he sounded after the words had already left his mouth, but he made no move to take them back.

Tsung breathed in and out, then said, “I have access to the accounts— And wasn’t that a terrible ordeal! Ha! … I have access. A day later, I am here, and I have gained the Sight to see the true extent of the disaster laid against us. There’s only about a hundred of us left in the Clan. Having to inter my son and my daughter-in-law was a large enough…” As his voice trailed away, he wiped off a sudden tear and then gestured at the papers piled up around him. “These papers… They’re bills. Outstanding and new. A hundred thousand little hits, all adding up to a disaster that I cannot overcome. A hundred thousand people, all unable to pay their bills, and so, we are unable to pay ours, and so, our debts to fellow clans and commoners alike will be our downfall.

“We sent our students out into Songli as temporary healers, you know? They will likely have to put up shop wherever they are, and hope that people can pay them in food or shelter, and that their lack of accreditation can be overlooked. They likely won’t be able to come back for graduations, for there won’t be a university if this tragedy is allowed to continue.

“I was always told that there wasn’t room in the budget for a new lightscanner, or the new potions coming out of Diligent Scribe, or for better wax models, or enchanting supplies— I never thought that was the truth! They always told me that our debts to herbs gardens and taxes were larger than I thought they were.

“Now...

“We’ve stood for three hundred and thirty years, Archmage. And now, a coordinated attack on Red Ledger and the systemic loss of income and personnel will have ended this manor of healing and—” He had been speaking from the heart, laying things out there in a half-coordinated mess. Then he stopped. When he was able to continue, he said, “I need three things. 2.3 million gold to solve our outstanding debts. Maybe as much as 2.5 million. The right to reestablish the Clan Mountain in the Alluvial District, which has become un-[Mend]able and therefore needs special magics to be repaired. And about five hundred new initiates worth the time it would take to train them.”

So that was a lot of problems.

Erick… could solve them? Some of them, anyway.

Did he want to?

Might as well entertain the idea first, before he dismisses it out of hand. It might be nice to have actual Doctors to call on when he needed healing, or when he had questions of a medical nature.

Anyway.

Tsung’s first two requests would be easy enough for Erick to solve, and he wanted to know what spells they used to make the clan mountains anyway. The last one would be outside of—

Shadeling healers? From Candlepoint? It would do well for Candlepoint to have lots of healing capable people, wouldn’t it?

Might be good.

Hmm.

Erick thought, and then said, “I seem to be getting the thin end of the deal, here, Doctor Tsung.”

Tsung rapidly said, “Red Ledger would owe you anything you would ever want or need!” And then he realized he was speaking too openly, so he added, “Within reason, of course.”

“If that were enough, which it is not, how could you even make this claim? Are you the new Patriarch?”

Tsung went silent. Then he said, “I have been offered the title as per the Compact of Songli, but I didn’t want it and so have denied it.” Tsung said, “But if taking up that mantle will keep the university running and Red Ledger as a Clan of Songli, then I will take up the mantle and make this promise to you official.”

Ah.

So that was why Elder Varo directed Erick here; he wanted to keep Red Ledger as a proper Clan of Songli.

To be sure, though, Erick asked, “What is your relationship with Elder Varo of Devouring Nightmare?”

Tsung frowned. He reluctantly answered, “We were students together, fifty years ago here in this very same University. Practically everyone I’ve had contact with in the past week has been old acquaintances or former friends or even lovers— Everyone seems to have an agenda, now that I’ve been tapped for Patriarch of Red Ledger. I’ve denied them all.” He tapped the paperwork in front of him with as much contempt as he could put into a single finger, saying, “But I cannot deny them anymore. Not with these shadows looming over the lives all all my students, and those who remain. If you don’t help, then someone else will. Eralis will not lose this university of healing. Not while I draw breath.”

Erick considered.

He wasn’t opposed to the idea of helping this man. A university dedicated to the healing arts was a necessary thing, and Red Ledger had been the power behind this university for a long time, if Erick was understanding that correctly. But. There was a question.

Erick asked, “And what happens if you fail?”

Tsung said, “It won’t happen right away. It’ll take months. But when Red Ledger cannot pay its bills, we will be struck from the List of Clans. I will lose the right to my name. I will likely have to join whatever other Clan decides it wishes to expand into healing, for the University will still be here. I might remain a professor. I might not. Likely not, for whoever comes in afterwards will wish for my expertise and I will give it, but they will eventually push me out as their new blood gains power. Many of us might move on to other places before they can do that to us. Oceanside, perhaps. What remains of the Clan Mountain in the Alluvial District will be gifted by Compact Law to whoever is able to pay to have it rebuilt. I have no idea what will happen to all of the students we had waiting to raise to clansmen. The same thing that will happen to the university students, I’d imagine. If I can’t stop this decline, then… A lot of interlocking layers of how Eralis functions will unravel... in ways I can barely imagine.” He stared down at his papers, getting a far off look in his eyes, as though he had realized he left the oven on at home and everything was going to burn down. He stayed silent, in thought.

Erick was thinking, too.

And it was an odd thought. A series of odd thoughts.

When Terror Peaks called him out as a Wizard plotting with Melemizargo, that was only the largest, most recent problem with people thinking he was somehow ‘evil’. People had been thinking he was evil all the way back when the former Weather Witch of Spur, Krakina Kali, called him a Wizard in the middle of the farmer’s market. It had started with his invention of [Call Lightning]. Due to that international upset, and with the humans imagining that he was working with the incani, since there were no humans in Spur at the time, he had almost been assassinated by the Greensoil Republic. And then Particle Magic enabled the killing of Odaali.

And then there were a million other smaller problems all across the world due to Particle Magic. Xue had even spoken of a few; how Particle Magic caused poisons here and there, and how he had been on the watch for them for the past year. Erick even remembered when some guy invented [Condense Gold] before the spell was called that, and thus got a smack down by Rozeta, with his spell taken away and barred to him. That story made international news.

The invention of [Exalted Rain] was yet another mixed bag problem, which caused a meteoric rise in Spur’s population, through people moving into the city, but also eventually resulted in the attacks by Caradogh Pogi and the Hunters of the Crystal Forest, and the Cinnabar Hand.

People started to think better of Erick the world over when he helped to end the ballooning spider horde attacks at a dozen different cities…

But at the same time, with Candlepoint in the mix, his public relations took a dive.

And so, a lot of people hated him, for whatever reason, like Tsung had demonstrated before he started begging for money.

Erick had no illusions that if this Terror Peaks disaster had happened elsewhere, somewhere besides in this super polite society of Songli where a lot of people were already allied with him, that he would have been run out of town. That he would have been called a danger to everyone around him, and they would have been right to call him that. Honestly, he was surprised he hadn’t already been told to leave.

Silverite and Treehome and Tenebrae had already kicked him out and told him to go away until he was done with his Worldly Path, and they were right to do so. This Worldly Path was fucking things up for him, in a bad way, but they were perfectly reasonable fuck ups. Things that had happened outside of his control, that he rapidly moved to control, most of the time. Maybe he didn’t control things as well as he could have. Maybe he hadn’t been as proactive as he could have been…

He was trying, though.

Maybe he needed some long term planning, so that when this Worldly Path was over, he wasn’t barred from visiting every single place he planned to visit. He needed to leave these places better than how he found them, and he had, mostly.

But 4 million dead in a blitz-war in the Songli Highlands…

This was not his fault; it was Terror Peaks fault.

But he could still leave this place better than how he found it.

And maybe the Worldly Path had slipped this hospital into his Path. He had been wanting a better way to move forward, hadn’t he? Maybe that ‘better way’ was through philanthropy.

Erick was magically strong, with the ability to end wars before they escalated too far, but he was also financially strong, and he had never truly utilized that strength before. Maybe it was time to use his other strengths.

… So that was the larger, more rational reason for deciding to do what he had decided to do. He could use some good public relations, so why not buy a hospital? Why not help them out? Why not… Help them expand? Get some shadelings in there, too, to learn how to heal people.

If a lot of the shadelings in Candlepoint knew how to heal people, then that was a way to trust, right?

That was the logical, rational part of Erick telling him that this was a good idea.

The emotionally satisfying reason for entertaining this idea, though, was that Erick had always been scared of death-by-cancer, or any of a dozen different medical issues. And he was filthy rich now, with the ability to gain money rather easily, if he wanted.

So why not buy a hospital that was in dire need of a financial rescue?

The more Erick thought of it, the more he liked the idea.

The nature of nobility in Songli and the reality of Red Ledger’s clan mountain, or the reality of how hospitals worked, or any of those nuanced concerns, were not important to Erick. At the moment, Erick had a place of healing at his mercy, and if he didn’t take this opportunity provided to him, then, as Tsung had said, someone else would come and take over, and then Erick would have been out of an opportunity to help people in a way he had always wanted to help.

Erick asked, “Why ask this of me, and not the other rich people who surely exist, who are coming to you with offers of assistance?”

“Because you won’t be around much. I’m hoping that I can take a grant from you, at the very least, and put up a dedication plaque outside of the hospital, and that’s all that will change.” Tsung said, “If we have to change the name of the place then we can do that, too. I don’t care about the look of the place or who gets credit, but if you do, then we’ll do that, too.”

“… Thank you for your honesty.” Erick held back a smile, as he said, “Some things are going to change, and I don’t necessarily mean the name. I once joked with Scion Yaro, may he rest in peace, about healing stations of [Greater Treat Wounds] on every street corner. He said that the enchantment costs alone would make such a thing impossible. I can likely solve both of those issues, for I am very, very good at collecting cores from thousands of monsters at a time.”

Tsung’s eyes lit up when it sounded like Erick was going to agree to his requests, but then he listened to Erick’s words, and Tsung controlled his excitement to more manageable, reasonable levels.

Erick continued, “I need to know more about how healthcare works in Eralis. For instance, does it work like it does at Oceanside? I see a picture of you with the Headmaster over there, so you know that most people can arrive and get free treatment for most problems, with payment only required for deeper issues that require actual resources aside from mana. Does it work that way here?”

“… We can reform some methodology.” Tsung said, “How much do you know of how healing works around here?”

“Not much at all, except that I have seen healers out there not healing people if the people didn’t have gold.”

Tsung frowned. And then he started talking.

Tsung spoke of [Greater Treat Wounds] costing 10 gold, which was a half-month wage for an unskilled worker. Erick asked ‘why not free?’ Tsung spoke of taxes and upkeep on properties and the price of nobility in Songli. How did that work, when the Clans controlled everything? Who did they actually pay taxes to? For each city, it was different. Void Song controlled Eralis, and its international trade. Severing Crescent controlled Alaralti, and the breadbasket of the Highlands. Devouring Nightmare controlled Holorulo, and the Main Army. Each city collected its own taxes, both from allied Clans and from commoners. This money went toward the upkeep of each city’s lands, bureaucracy, and security. There was also a Grand Tax, required from every Clan in order for them to remain a Clan of Songli.

Red Ledger would fall behind on those payments after the Chelation War. They barely stayed afloat in a normal year.

After that dry learning, Erick offered some healthcare ideas that were, admittedly, not fully formed, and which included: free treatment for commoners and a sliding scale of payment based on ability to pay. He also asked how willing was Tsung to take in shadelings to teach them proper Healing Magic.

Tsung paused. He spoke as though testing each of his words, “I will… Consider. This is more… difficult.”

“Maybe one or two or ten, at first. They could [Viewing Screen] classes, perhaps.”

“This is more acceptable.” Tsung rapidly said, “The gods give us Healing Magic. I don’t know if a shadeling could even learn… Anything at all! I don’t know.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Then we can let that requirement go for now.”

They continued to talk for a long while.

Teressa kept a lookout on the mostly empty building all around them, while Poi stood in the back, overseeing Erick’s conversation with Tsung. Eventually, when Erick formally agreed to solve at least one of the university’s problems, the one of gold, Tsung broke down in tears for a brief moment. After that outburst, he happily broke out a bottle of expensive grape wine that he had imported from Eidolon years ago.

Over a shared drink, and a bit more talking about taxes and payments and how all that worked, mechanically and lawfully, Erick felt better and better about this decision. There were a great many problems that Tsung needed to solve, but Erick was fully capable of solving most of them with a nice injection of cash.

Or rather, an injection of cores.

Tsung said, “We can’t actually take the cores as currency, ourselves, for we don’t do much enchanting here. We have a few small enchanting schools as offshoots of the University, but we need the gold; not the cores. Therefore, we will be completing this transaction through the Clan Exchange— Ah. The Mage’s Guild. If you do not mind. They can take the cores and the Grand Bank of Songli can take the gold.”

“Fine by me.” Erick asked, “How many other offshoot schools do you have? Or is it just the enchanting school?”

“The University has three campuses. The main one, here. Then there’s the main hospital— That was destroyed by a [Gate] bomb.” He paused. He continued, “Some of your money will be used to clean up the main hospital; those Extreme Light bombs certainly made a mess of things. Some of the people who survived that attack are housed here now, plying their trade and helping whoever comes through the Teleport Square out front. The last campus is for enchanters. That’s far to the west of Eralis, in a little city called Juun.” He added, “There’s also hundreds of smaller offices everywhere in Eralis. The majority of our Healers are out in those locations right now, but much of the initial horror of Terror Peaks’ assault is over, so a few people are moving around again.”

“What about healing clans in Alaralti or Holorulo? You’re not the only hospital around, are you?”

He said, “Alaralti and Holorulo have smaller healing Clans, but they have no Doctors. They have Priests and Shrine Keepers and Light Healers. They’re hired out to heal special afflictions, but mostly they tend to their own cities. It’s a different way of doing things.”

Erick said, “Healthcare is so very different here than it was back on Earth. We didn’t have magic, so you can imagine how much more difficult healing a wound would be.” He laughed. “I bet you’re one of the few people who could actually imagine that.”

“Aye. Long term healing doesn’t happen very often. [Treat Wounds] is a miracle.”

“Not just that. Even [Cleanse] is a miracle. If I had that one spell back on Earth… I would have been able to save so many lives.”

“Ah. Yes. I can imagine, though I am sure my imagination fails to reach the target.” Tsung asked, “Is that why you’re helping Red Ledger get back into the fight?”

“Partially.” Erick said, “In another way, it’s easy for me to solve a monetary problem. In yet another way, I healed a lot of people in the aftermath of the battles, and I never felt smaller, so helping this University and helping Red Ledger is helping everyone else. In a third way, I saw a lot of bombed-out Red Ledger healing stations and the people therein killed, but in the places that survived, I saw the Healers of Red Ledger out there in the thick of it all, healing and helping as much as they could. Very few demanded gold. Many gave out as much healing as they could.” Erick said, “Much of it was not enough to save everyone. If your Clan hadn’t been targeted in order to cause a cascade of healing failures, then I am sure that hundreds of thousands of more people would have survived this recent horror.”

Tsung nodded, seriously.

Erick said, “There are a lot of small reasons that I am going to help you.” He tried a small joke, “What I cannot help you to accomplish, however, is your own protection detail. You have no guards in this building aside from the security man we met on the way up here. You’re the Patriarch of a Clan. Don’t you need guards?”

Tsung smiled, saying, “That ‘security guard’ downstairs is more than capable of defending me.” He laughed, adding, “And this old man hasn’t fallen that far from personal power. Thank you for your concern, though.”

Erick nodded, saying, “It was good talking to you, Tsung. I’ll take your thoughts on [Draining Ward] under advisement.”

Tsung looked extremely embarrassed for a moment.

Erick continued, “But it is time for me to depart, and to get in contact with some banks.” He stood up.

Tsung stood with Erick, saying, “A thousand thanks to you, Archmage Flatt. We will be able to continue to heal the hurts of Eralis because of your generous investment.”

Erick waved him off, “See you soon.”

Erick departed in a wrap of light, taking his people with him.

- - - -

Tsung sat back down in his chair.

He wasn’t quite sure how it had started, or why he had asked Archmage Flatt for assistance, but he had followed through and then...

They had spent the better part of an hour discussing healthcare in Songli. Tsung did his best to disabuse the man of his preconceived notions, to explain how the tax system worked, to explain how healing worked, and to explain how Red Ledger worked. Even though Erick had understood, he did not agree with some of the financial decisions Tsung had explained, and so, now that their talk was over, and Tsung knew that this was actually happening, Tsung got the distinct impression that things were going to change around here.

And look at him; Tsung was already thinking like this was a done deal. It wasn’t; no way. Not until the money was in the university account, and he could pay all the outstanding bills and—

And he could afford to hire about thirty new people to completely replace the staff that had perished in the attacks, and then those people could spend the money properly. Tsung was capable of understanding the depths of the hole that Red Ledger had been placed into, but he was not capable of getting them out of it. He was a professor and a Doctor. Not an accountant. This was going to be a headache.

Oh, sure, he could block the archmage from assisting. In such a case, Tsung would then have to go the traditional route of assistance and accept the offers on the table laid down by Star Song, or Void Song, or even Devouring Nightmare. Red Ledger would become even more beholden to the Clans above them, or they might even ask for a complete absorption of Red Ledger. If he remained in his current position, Tsung would gain some other overseer, likely someone who only wanted money, who only saw that Red Ledger’s accounting was in the negative. They wouldn’t see that Red Ledger helped millions each year. They wouldn’t see the people they had healed, and helped get back to work without worrying about a healing loan hanging over their heads, as so many were forced to do. They wouldn’t see that the economy ran on the ability for people to be healthy and productive. All they saw were numbers on record books.

If Tsung accepted these normal offers, nothing would change. Nothing would get better.

But Archmage Flatt saw more than that, and it was clear to Tsung that there would be changes, now that Erick had a decisive say in matters. Sure, the man claimed that he wouldn’t interfere too much, but the implicit threat there was that he would interfere in some ways.

Tsung had never been much for politics, with much of his own views settled firmly between the Reformists and the Traditionalists, but Erick seemed like a true Reformist, even if Erick didn’t know what that meant.

Which was fine.

Better than fine, actually.

Maybe Tsung could stay out of most of those politics, too. As soon as he got some money, the problematic bills in front of him would go away. Financial independence from the usual forces of Songli was important to maintain.

Red Ledger’s warriors were always going out and hunting cores for Clan Exchange gold, and herbs and resources for the university and the hospitals to lower the costs of care. It was the only way that they could stay financially independent. Now that most of those warriors were dead, including…

Including his son and daughter-in-law.

Now that those warriors were dead, even the normal money coming into Red Ledger had dried up, meaning that every day that passed, the clan got more and more into the negatives. And yet! There appeared a light. An archmage, willing to help, fulfilling the role of the warriors the clan had lost, but on a scale unheard of by Red Ledger.

And better yet! Erick was here for all the right reasons.

Tsung wiped away yet another unruly tear. He was too old to be so emotional; to have so much joy for having the solution to a world-ending problem step into his office. Ah. ‘World ending’ might have been dramatic…

He paused, then laughed.

This was Erick Flatt he was thinking about. Maybe ‘world ending’ was the exact sort of thinking to have…

Ah. Shit.

Maybe Tsung should have thought about Erick’s offer a bit more.

… Whatever the case, he needed to send his old friend Varo a bottle of wine and some dried fruit for the connection he helped to forge today. That bastard always liked candied tarip, didn’t he? Or maybe some ‘lemen’ candies would be more appropriate. Erick did invent these new citrus fruits… Right? Maybe Tsung was mistaken. Was it ‘lemen’? No. Tsung knew he was close, but he was off, somehow.

Ah.

He needed to do some research on the archmage. He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a file of Knowledge Mages. Ah. Yes.

Here we go.

Upon contacting his first Knowledge Mage, Tsung was glad to find that the man had packets of information already prepared regarding Archmage Flatt. They were cheaper than usual, too. There was a reason Tsung contacted this particular Knowledge Mage first. Tsung sent a runner after the packet, and ten minutes later, he was reading about his newest patron.

Tsung read the first pages, then skipped around a bit. As he read about Last Shadow’s Feast and felt terror at the implications of it all, a memory was jogged, but not due to anything written in the information. The memory came out of the depths of his mind, hitting him sideways.

The now-dead Scion Yaro had spoken of ‘Ezekiel Phoenix’ and his strange ideas of stations of [Greater Treat Wounds] on every corner. Such an undertaking would bankrupt Red Ledger in multiple ways, for sure. When Scion Yaro had said as much to Tsung, Tsung had agreed. Who had ever heard of such an outlandish idea! Pure insanity.

But just now, Erick had spoken on that idea, as well.

It was one of the first things the archmage had said to Tsung, and Erick kept coming back to this idea of ‘universal healthcare’, which, to him, meant stations of [Greater Treat Wounds] on every corner.

… Tsung sat back in his chair.

Ah.

Erick had been in the Highlands for a while, then?

Tsung flipped through his information packet, and found the information therein was wrong. It claimed that Erick arrived after having his Particle Magic being called out as Wizardry by Raidu, in the only honorable battle of the Chelation War.

After a few more inquiries to other reputable sources, and with a lot of difficulty in a few novel ways that eventually required him to use his Compact-appointed power as a Patriarch to acquire High Clan Knowledge Mages, Tsung decided two things.

One: He was not going to get involved with Erick Flatt overmuch, except to take his money and his goodwill. In return, Erick would be allowed to do whatever he wanted, within reason.

For Tsung did not appreciate the resulting visit from an Enforcer of Void Song. He especially did not appreciate how the enforcer had popped out of the air behind him and stabbed down into his desk with a sword, giving him a whispered warning to play nice with Erick, and telling him that he was being watched.

The enforcer had also wished Red Ledger good luck on their financial solvency, so that was… something.

Two: Erick had been in Songli for weeks, by now. He had likely gifted Chelation to Star Song, too, but he didn’t want credit for that monumental breakthrough? Was the man just… Going around the world and solving problems?

… He was, wasn’t he.







- - - -







The shadow war against the face stealers was decided by the time Erick got back to his temporary house.

While Erick sat down in his chair in his front room, a trio of [Viewing Screen]s appeared, with Hangzi, Lingxing, and Tipanri, all informing him of the results of their deliberation. The three High Clans voted in favor of Imaging for Hunters and face stealers, but with some heavy caveats. During that conversation, Erick got the distinct impression that the three High Clans were performing for each other, to ensure that each of them knew the limits of what they were agreeing to, more than they were informing Erick of how they would accept the offer that he had provided. The High Clans were more concerned with themselves and Songli, after all, and Erick was an outsider whose demands had all been met.

The first round of the counter-shadow war would involve three hundred and fifteen known targets that fit Erick’s criteria of (A) probably not dragons and (B) having committed high crimes in bodies that were not their usual bodies and (C) if they were dragons, then they needed to die, anyway. Some of the targets were thought to have been active for hundreds of years, and were a particular thorn in the side of Songli.

The second step of this counter-offensive, after those first targets were found and neutralized, would be for Erick to search for ‘people’ outside of the Border Clans of Songli. Songli had regular army patrols that scoured the surrounding lands all the time, but it was easy enough for people to escape those patrols. With the use of Erick’s Imaging, it would be decidedly more difficult for potential Hunters to escape the sudden knowing of where they were.

Searching for ‘people’ would reveal everyone, though; not only potential Hunters. But in all such cases, Songli would investigate and either send out a strike team or some ambassadors, depending on what the initial search revealed. Anyone found would be relocated. Songli did not appreciate people camping outside the border, as it was usually a sign of people waiting to attack predetermined locations inside the border. This made sense to Erick, so he agreed to their additional request for his Imaging services.

For he had an addition of his own.

Erick said, “I want to learn the spells that allow the clan mountains to come into being.”

The heads of the High Clans went silent on their [Viewing Screen]s.

In that instant, Erick realized something important.

He asked, knowingly, “This spell is already out there, isn’t it? All I have to do is ask around and I can find it, can’t I?”

Lingxing ignored Erick’s deduction, saying, “We will, of course, teach you this magic, and ask that you do your utmost to ensure that it is not further spread by your actions.”

“… I agree to that.”

There were a few more plans made and a few more clarifications given, but there would be no Imaging today, for the day was almost over. Tomorrow, the search would start.

- - - -

As Erick lay in bed, he thought about his journey so far.

He was not a warmonger, as Tsung had implied.

Wars happened around him. People died around him.

But he had also directly killed people, on purpose. A lot of people. They were coming after him because of what he did with farming or Particle Magic or whatever. The killing of Shades, and the Hunters of the Crystal Forest, and the Halls of the Dead, did not make him a warmonger. He was not a warmonger for helping with chelation and then trying to stop that resulting war, and then coming down hard on Terror Peaks when it became obvious that they had no interest in peace.

But he had certainly made some poor choices here and there.

Erick did not agree with Jane, that he should press the genocide button before problems devolved into war. He truly appreciated Xue for bringing him back from that particular edge, and telling him that everyone had to look out for themselves, in some ways.

But some people were too strong for commoners to face. You wouldn’t expect a farmer to defend himself from skilled killers, would you? Absolutely not. That was the state’s responsibility; the farmer’s responsibility was to grow food for the state.

And so, as someone who was able to take actions on the level of a state, Erick had a certain responsibility. He already knew he had something of a responsibility to use his power well. ‘Power is a responsibility’ is something he even told Kiri, way back at the beginning.

But it was only now that Erick was realizing how deep his responsibility went. How truly far he could take this burden, and how beautiful the end result could be, if he navigated his responsibility well.

Investing in Everlasting Light University was a test.

Tomorrow would be a test, too.

He had already undertaken smaller tests without realizing it, back when he [Cleanse]d the Crystal Forest of Hunters, and the Forest of the orcols of Deathsoul Shrooms and Moon Reachers. But tomorrow would be a real test of his power. He could end a shadow war, as Warlord Niyazo called it, before that war could begin, by allying his own responsibility with the responsibility of the High Clans of Songli.

Did he have that right?

Or was that the trauma and War Response talking, impelling him to take swift action before actions could be taken against him?

Well. Anyway.

Sleep now.

War tomorrow.
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                Erick sat in his living room. The early morning sun colored everything with a pale gold paint brush. Steam curled up from the cup of coffee in his hands, and Erick took a sip.

The [Prismatic Ward] of the rest of the house was an archway away; barely one meter.

Sitting across from Erick was the organizer for the day’s event; the only person who had showed up at Erick’s house. The main bulk of Songli’s forces were elsewhere, prepared to head out wherever Erick’s Imaging led them.

Erick said, “I must say that I was expecting an early morning, but that Songli wouldn’t be ready till later. I have an obligation that I made yesterday that I was hoping to get done before this.”

Kaffi nodded.

Kaffi looked the same as she had before; an older, mostly human woman of pale skin and blond hair, but with bright red eyes that marked her as demi. She was slightly more haggard around the edges, but who wasn’t, these days.

“What obligation, if you don’t mind me asking?” She tried another sip of her coffee, then set down her cup and added another small pour of white milk to her tan drink, saying, “It’s not my most favorite flavor, but it is better with milk and sugar.”

Erick smiled, saying, “It’s an acquired taste, for sure.” He added, “I have decided to bail out Red Ledger’s university.”

Kaffi smirked, then said, “They’re lucky to have your assistance. I am guessing that you require a trip to the bank? Banks, perhaps? I assume you use the normal ones. I could arrange for the Clan Exchange or the Grand Bank of Songli to send a representative here, so that we do not have to stop overlong.”

Erick almost chuckled; Kaffi knew his bank. Of course she did. But then again, everyone at least had a Mage Guild Bank account, even if most of their wealth were in other institutions. Erick said, “Yes. Let’s do that, then. Have them show up whenever. I expect it will take a while to find all of these people you have samples for.”

On the table, beside the coffee, sat three wooden boxes wrapped in leathers, each smaller than a breadbox. They were marginally enchanted, and filled with samples.

Kaffi said, “I will have the banks bow to your needs.”

He supposed she would.

Erick decided to get down to it, asking, “So how is this going to go down? Any changes from what I was told yesterday?”

“There are a few things. In an almost unimportant way, and for right now, for security reasons: We’ll be framing this as tracking down Terror Peaks collaborators. The idea there is that when the story eventually makes its way to the Knowledge Mages, which we expect to happen within hours, potential targets aren’t given too much of a warning. In a year or two, or in a week, the real story might come out, but for now we would prefer not to alert any of our targets.

“Aside from the small break for you to talk to your bankers, we also ask that you continue with us all the way to the end of this prepared counter-hunting. If it takes 10 hours, that’s great. But if it takes 24, then we need to work for those 24 or 30 hours. These people are dangerous, and the Hunting community is connected. They will know that a major move is being made against them, so we wish to contain and kill these particular Hunters and face stealers before they become too organized. It is in this reasoning that we have the most dangerous targets lined up first. Serial killers. Known Hunter leaders. Etcetera.

“Also, we would appreciate for the Imagings to be high in the sky; nothing too close to the ground that commoners would be able to notice.”

“All reasonable. I agree.” Erick glanced down at the table, to the enchanted boxes. “So those are them, eh? More than what I was told we would be searching for.”

“Some of our targets have multiple known bodies, thus the large number of extra samples.” Kaffi touched the first box, opening it. Mist flowed out and down, heavy and cold. “423 vials between these three boxes. Together, these represent 301 killers, each one responsible for anywhere between a hundred to a thousand deaths, though there are a few outliers with considerably more, and it is hard to put a number to the Hunters who organize their people to Hunt.” She gestured to the front row of vials, indicating fifteen vials. She pulled out one. Written on its surface was ‘Subject 1: Divider’. She said, “We have 15 vials for the one we call ‘Divider’. They— I can spare you the gory details, if you wish. This one doesn’t have a Quest, for that would make them more active, as history has shown. Divider revels in having a large bounty to his Quest, and so, we deny him that. I will let you know when we get to the ones that have Quests. By the end of the day, I expect you to have gained at least a hundred points.” She added, “If all goes well.”

Okay?

Uh.

Many things about that little speech stood out to Erick. Aside from ‘Divider’… Points?

He had not been expecting points, or Quests. Or. Well. He had not expected that many points. He got 13 points from Treehome, but…

Of course Songli would have a larger number of Quests to catch people. It was part of their entire culture. He was certainly not expecting over a hundred points, though!

Erick ignored the points, for now. He didn’t even know how to spend that many. He focused on ‘Divider’, and the danger of this undertaking. He glanced around.

Jane and Poi stood to the sides of the room, their mouths shut as they looked on, ready for something bad to happen. Teressa was in the other room with her mana sense wide open, paying attention to large scale attacks; ‘shadows in the manasphere that occluded all other futures’, to read Redarrow’s notes on prognostication. Even if she wasn’t that good at it right now, Teressa might be able to give them some small heads up.

Like a dragon coming in for an attack, to give one possible event.

Erick steeled his mind, thinking about all the possible problems of today, knowing he was going to hear something terrible, and said, “Give me the short version for Divider.”

With a horribly calm voice, Kaffi said, “Divider separates commoner families into two, then they have one half kill the other half. By vote, or by group melee, or any other number of ways. It is most gruesome when the family decides not to fight each other, for Divider then kills the most righteous of the family members, takes their form, and then mentally tortures the family until they give in to kill someone else in the family. He continues with this tactic until the family kills one of its own members, or only one member is left. In the latter case, the survivor is told ‘You could have saved three if you had killed four; now you have none’.” Kaffi’s mask of empty emotions seemed to get stronger as she spoke, betraying a deep wound in her heart. “However it happens, half or more of the family dies, one way or another. And then Divider leaves. They’ve been active for the last three hundred years, the world over, but mostly in Songli. They have an estimated 11,500 kills to their name. Maybe as many as double that much.” Her emotional mask broke in a tiny way, her eyes turning hateful. “I have been looking for this killer for many of those years. Divider, by the way, is not redeemable through the use of your Blessing; I will not allow it. Others will be allowed on whatever basis you wish.”

“… Okay. If any of the others are like that then perhaps they don’t deserve redemption—”

“They do not.” Kaffi paused. With a softer voice, she said, “They do not.”

Erick nodded, slowly. He almost spoke about how Raidu had been acting, there, at the end. How Raidu had even needled Hangzi with taunts. That maybe the Blessing wasn’t as inviolable as Erick believed it to be.

That would mean bad things about the Shades being out there…

But they weren’t doing anything except helping others, right? In their own twisted ways, but... They had those Quests for redemption, and Melemizargo demanded that they redeem themselves? Right? Or was Erick just imagining that.

… Maybe no tests of Blessings today. Not against people like ‘Divider’.

Kaffi handed over Divider’s first vial, and pushed the cold box closer to Erick’s side of the table.

With the vial in his hands, he sent out his senses to the Ophiel he had strung throughout the Highlands, and then he moved them upward, higher into the sky. He cast Imagings all across the land, giving enough space between each of them that there would be no radio static.

Erick came back and said, “The maps are up and running. We might get hits within five minutes. Poi knows where they are.”

Poi said, “Locations are already dispersed.”

Kaffi stared at Erick with eager eyes.

They waited.

They got a ping on the first vial, but it turned out to be a mausoleum, and an old skeleton. Vials 2 through 5 were the same. Vial 6 found a young man in a warehouse operation out of Alaralti, floating huge boxes of apples onto a mage’s waiting [Teleporting Platform]. The search didn’t find him, exactly, but it did find the tunic or the pants he was wearing. That was Erick’s guess, anyway; they didn’t want him to recast the Imaging too close, lest the target realize he had been spotted. The trail of the search had gone through half a dozen locations, from the scene of an old crime at a house south of Alaralti, to a fishery, to a hideout in the open lands, outside of Alaralti’s border.

Kaffi sat across from Erick, a [Viewing Screen] floating to the side of the room, showing the warehouse and the man in question. The actual image was taken from kilometers away, also to not spook the target. She spoke to others through [Telepathy]; tendrils of thought wrapping around her head, her thoughts multiplying from three to ten. She frowned, nervous and excited and worried all at once, showing some of her true self. She whispered words for Erick’s benefit, “We’re going in as soon as the platform departs.”

The platform had already come and gone twice in the time since Erick had found the potential target.

Erick watched.

The target joked with another man, as he was not the only one loading up crates of apples onto the platform. The warehouse was filled with people; maybe nine of them, all helping to ship out food as fast as they could before the markets opened in the cities. The woman on the platform snapped at the jokesters, telling them that they were on deadlines. The jokes died, and three more crates went onto the platform in ten seconds. When the woman departed, the jokester was already telling another funny story.

The team moved in, all at once and all around the pair of men. Five people formed the five points of a formation, each holding talismans written in blood upon thick paper, each pointing their talismans toward the jokester. Pulses of light went out, wrapping the two men in the sudden appearance of an iridescent bubble, filled with shadows and stars.

The jokester realized what was happening a fraction of a second after people appeared. He ran. He was too late to escape the trap. He slammed into the bubble and bounced away, clipping into the other man, who stood dumbfounded, wondering what the fuck was happening all around him. Then the jokester took his friend hostage, wrapping the friend’s right arm behind his back, while taking out a knife and holding it against the friend’s throat, all the while screaming to let him out.

When the knife came out, and drew faint red drops from his neck, that was when the friend started to panic. He earned a small stab to his chest for that, along with a harshly spoken command into his ear to calm down, or die now.

All the while, Mana and Health were streaming away from both the jokester and the friend, like starlight into the Void, strengthening the iridescence of the spell.

Erick watched with emotions removed.

A far off part of him decided that he should try to join [Draining Void], [Prismatic Lullaby], [Spatial Denial], [Merciful Ether], [Harmonic Counterspell], and [Force Wall], all into one spell, so that he could do many of the same things that the iridescent bubble were doing, but better. [Prismatic Lullaby] might even counter the volatile gasses created by [Merciful Ether], while the draining of [Draining Void] might be able to supply mana to [Harmonic Counterspell]. Force Magic wasn’t prevented by that setup, though, so maybe he needed to work that spell that excluded Force, before he made such a combined spell. … And it was possible that including [Prismatic Lullaby] would instead make the whole thing not work at all. Erick would have to experiment to find out.

The surface part of Erick watched as the lead agent spoke, his voice rising above the volume of the suddenly confused and angry and worried and terrified people of the warehouse. His voice did not rise above the voice of the jokester. He spoke of crimes. He spoke of proofs that Erick had no notion of. He spoke of many things, rapidly and professionally. In the space of five minutes, the warehouse was silent; listening. The teleporting platforms had come in and gotten [Dispel]ed; their riders unceremoniously falling to the warehouse floor, where other agents of Songli came in and controlled the bystanders to stand away. Those bystanders were now lined up with the normal warehouse workers, all standing to the side, except for the worker inside the bubble, with the jokester.

Some of the workers puked upon hearing the first mention of ‘Divider’.

When the lead agent was halfway through his list of crimes, Divider started to laugh.

The lead agent’s voice turned serious, as he asked Divider to let the man go, and they would make his death painless.

Erick gasped, for he had guessed what would happen the second he heard the lead agent say those words. He knew what would happen when he saw the grin on Divider’s face. He understood that the capture team, and everyone else involved, had already written off the hostage as dead. It wasn’t till then that Erick realized what was going to happen to the hostage. Some people in the audience caught on almost as quickly.

Erick said, “Let me—”

He was too late.

Divider was a Polymage of an extreme sort, with a hundred lifetimes lived across way too many centuries. He had a lot of time to accrue power in the form of [Perfected Body], like the one Jane had gotten from the Queen Blood Weaver, including whatever other Polymage Abilities there were out there. He probably had dozens of other abilities he could stitch onto his base Form.

Divider tossed the knife at the iridescent bubble like he was flinging a toothpick. That knife clanged off of the bubble, then fell, its inertia completely gone. Divider laughed at that, then said something about how they finally got a good spell to trap him this time.

And then he grabbed the arms of his hostage and ripped the man apart, quick as the snapping of a hundred bones at once, reveling in the death and the pain of a man he had been joking with not minutes before. The hostage was still alive when he smacked into the ground, but he was nothing more than a broken arm and the upper half of his body. Divider crushed the man’s skull under a heavy boot, splattering red all across the interior of the iridescent bubble.

Erick didn’t get a chance to voice his offer of help.

It had ended too fast.

Erick sat back in his chair, stunned. Kaffi glanced his way, then turned back to the [Viewing Screen].

Divider stood covered in blood, laughing about one final separation.

The lead agent declared a request for summary judgment while his agents watched on, passionless. Some of the normal people in the warehouse puked again, or for the first time, while one woman porter fainted, and others stood stoic, like this wasn’t the worst thing they had seen in the last month. Maybe it wasn’t. One woman roared out in pain upon seeing the hostage die.

The lead agent spoke the verdict.

Death.

Erick got the distinct impression that his declaration was for the benefit of others, who were also watching this final tragedy unfold from the safety of their houses, or offices, or other assorted mostly-safe rooms. Or maybe the agent did it this way because the law required it be done this way, and [Witness]es upon the area would need proper words spoken, to ensure justice was carried out.

The lead agent and his four supporters took out other talismans and pressed them to the bubble.

The bubble began to shrink.

Erick watched, but he let the image of compression and the sounds of crunching laughter pass him by. He was a rock in a river, and though the river was rising, he was still, and calm; He would not be moved.

The bubble became a single centimeter across.

The lead agent nodded, then pulled out a Kill Notification, declaring justice as served. Divider was level 93.

Another far off part of Erick woke up, informing him that if he had killed that man himself, he might have actually gained a level. Mostly, though, he watched as the lead agent cast a [Cleanse] over the tiny bubble, and highly condensed gore turned to thick air that spilled out from the bubble like an imaginary explosion. With a wave of the lead agent’s hand, the bubble dispersed with a tiny pop, and not the actual explosion that Erick had been waiting for.

Erick heard Kaffi sniff. He turned his attention back to the woman sitting across from him. Kaffi wiped away a tear, and smiled. She breathed out, still smiling; a sad, happy expression. A finality reached. A box of horrors finally closed. Someone had been avenged.

Probably a lot of someones.

Kaffi dispelled her air of heavy emotions and her [Viewing Screen] as she turned to Erick. “Moving right along?” She rapidly added, “To vial 7. To make sure that the Divider was working alone. We think he was working alone, but it is better to be sure about these things.”

“Of course.” Erick put back vial 6, and took out vial 7.

Vials 7 through 15, all of the rest of Divider’s possible bodies, revealed only one more positive result on a living person; a young woman who was caught alone, in another iridescent bubble, and who instantly broke down crying. A Sin Seeker came in and touched the iridescent bubble, revealing the woman’s soul as bright white; Not a hint of murder upon her at all. In figuring out what was going on, exactly, a closer [Cascade Imaging] highlighted its blue target, revealing a ring with a glass gem upon it, where drops of blood had been stored. Rapidly, the story of the ring came out.

The ring had been bought 80 years ago in an estate sale, and then passed from grandmother, to mother, to daughter. It was engraved with the message, ‘I will always love you’.

Originally, the ring had belonged to a woman who had said those words as Divider looked on, and she held her son’s hands, along with a knife, pointed at her own heart. She helped her son to kill herself, and when it was done, Divider took the mother’s body away, leaving the son with the bloody knife. While Divider killed more people in the skin of the dead mother, the son had turned the gold and the glass gems and the blood of the knife into a ring.

Eventually, the son died of old age, and the ring went into an estate sale.

The young woman wearing the ring didn’t even know that the ring was glass and blood and the expensive parts of a knife until Kaffi revealed that story to the young woman, through the enforcer on scene. The young woman just thought that it was a nice ring with a dark-centered but otherwise clear gem; a gift that had been passed down through her own family for a while.

Kaffi called for a break, after Divider’s case was closed, so that they could evaluate how it went down, and so some kinks could be worked out of the capture system. She had probably only offered as much because at that very same time—

Poi said, “The representatives from the banks are available. I am told that Doctor Tsung is also ready to make the transfer.”

Erick shifted modes like a manual car with a broken transmission, but he shifted modes, nonetheless. “Of— Of course. Have them [Teleport]… [Teleport] outside and walk in.” He stood up, gaining control of himself. “I’ll receive them in the other room.”

Poi nodded.

Two minutes later, and with an accompaniment of four guards in white armor who all stayed outside, a woman from Clan Exchange and a man from Grand Bank of Songli blipped onto the front lawn. Not one second after that, Doctor Tsung and his security guard blipped in, as well. The guards stayed outside, while everyone else walked into Erick’s temporary house, then to the other side room.

The room with Kaffi has a lightward curtain drawn across the archway, preventing anyone from easily looking inside.

It was a simple affair to conduct a trade between Erick’s international account at the Clan Exchange, otherwise known as the Mage Guild, and the Grand Bank of Songli; to deposit 2.5 million gold into Clan Red Ledger’s various University-affiliated accounts.

After the bankers exited, Tsung remained for a minute longer, overjoyed at everything.

Tsung said, “We must have dinner sometime soon. Perhaps tomorrow? We can discuss anything you wish to know of Healing Magic, for I am quite proficient.” He rapidly said, “I must apologize for my actions yesterday. I was not in my best form. I surely know answers to many of your possible questions for I’ve been at this for nearly 50 years, and teaching for much of that time.”

“I would love to, but I am, unfortunately, extremely busy.” Erick said, “I will have to accept your invitation some other time. I will have my people contact your people.”

Tsung rapidly said, “Of course! Of course!” as he started walking toward the door. “I have much to do, myself. I have to look into repairing the clan mountain and that’s a pile of paperwork—”

“Don’t spend money on that. They’re going to tell me the spells and then I’m going to repair your mountain. It won’t get done for a few days, though.”

Tsung’s face lit up again. “My good man! I—! … Really? No no. I have to go through the proper chan—I wouldn’t want to impose upon you.”

“I insist. It will be good to put my mind to a nice relaxing building project, once the day’s events are over.” He added, “If I fail to learn whatever spell they use, then you can look into normal repair protocols.”

“… Very well. Then I thank you, Archmage Flatt. I will have blueprints ready for you, whenever you show.” Tsung walked out the door, then bowed one final time.

Tsung and his security guard vanished in a blip.

Erick returned to the shadow war.

He didn’t pay too close attention to the rest of the searching, opting instead to content himself with knowing what was going on, but to let the deeper truths of these horrors pass him by. He watched. He knew. He understood what the Hunters and face stealers were doing inside the Highlands; inside this land where it was easy to get lost in the population, if only you didn’t mess around with the nobility, or stand out too much.

He didn’t absorb much of the horrors of the killing, and of the reasons that these people needed to be killed.

Or at least, he tried not to.

Songli, and Erick, uncovered body traffickers and their wares. They uncovered Hunter hangouts, where dozens of killers were captured in one quick swoop. They uncovered atrocities in the act of being committed. They rescued people. They condemned others to death.

No one got Blessed.

A dark part of Erick decided that these people did not deserve it.

There was little collateral damage. Most of that collateral damage was unavoidable. Erick didn’t count property damage, of course. He only counted damage to people. Sometimes, there were too many targets in one location to take them all safely. Sometimes there were hostages within reach of people pretending not to be killers.

Sometimes, Erick was able to lock down a face stealer with Ophiels counterspelling and [Prismatic Lullaby] and other spellwork, while hostages ran away or were forcibly [Teleport Other]’d away. Those were the good captures, allowing the agents of Songli to come in and give their decrees without complications, for Erick had already removed the complications.

There were a lot of Quests.

Most of those Quests were worth 2 points; one point for finding, one for killing. By noon, Erick had gained fifty four points. The Sin Seekers which confirmed the nature of the murderers got the other points, for they were the executioners.

By dinner time, which was a small affair of foods laid out on the front room table for Erick and Kaffi to pick at when they desired, Erick, Kaffi, and Songli had destabilized all Hunter activity in the region. The Hunters and otherwise were running scared. In those last hours of sunlight, killers were found in the process of fleeing, or hidden behind ineffective [Ward]s. Some killers chose to leave this life doing what they had wanted to do, which was kill more people. By then, the full news of Erick’s searching and Songli’s targeting was already being spoken of by Clan Elders, and initiates, and members.

Commoners were whispering to each other over low tables at darkened bars, where drug smoke hung in the air and no one was actually as dangerous as they looked… Except for the bartender, who had been replaced not hours ago in #173’s attempt to hide in plain sight. He was filthy with cross contamination. When the agents of Songli captured him, and a Sin Seeker pronounced his guilt, Erick set the vial of blood in his hand back into its place in the cold box.

Then he picked up another. It would take several more hours to get the last of the vials.

Or…

It would have been.

As had happened a few times during the day, Quests were being posted by more Clan Patriarchs, Matriarchs, and Enforcers. This was just a matter of course. More posts came in all the time. But now, new Quests were coming in every ten minutes, and then every five. And then, 4 more Quests, all at once. And then twenty three. And then came more.

Erick watched the new Quests rolling in, in real time; blue boxes falling down his vision like a river flooding wide.

After a 5-pointer Quest appeared at the top of the local list, calling for the eradication of some killer and his team, Erick could not ignore the new Quests any longer. Erick looked to Kaffi. She had not seen it yet, for her eyes were on the [Viewing Screen] in front of them, watching the cleanup of the latest kill.

She had noticed the stream of Quests, though. She had specifically not spoken of them.

There were more Quests in the area than there were when Erick had started.

Erick had to ask about the 5 pointer, though. “Who are the Green Spikes, and why does Clan Tarip Grove want them dead this badly?”

Kaffi eyed the air. She frowned, and another tendril of thought went out. “They’re not part of our agreement.”

Erick let that thread of conversation drop, and moved onto the next vial. It was marked ‘Subject #174: Wallower QUEST TARGET’. Erick searched up the Quest, and accepted it.

Three minutes later, he had another point to his Status.

He was up to 79.

Hours later, it was midnight, and he was up 103 more points than when he started. He hadn’t spent a single one, for he was sure that this was not the end of the day, even though it was late and they had gone through all the targets. He wasn’t really sure how he wanted to spend them, anyway.

Erick slipped vial #423, of Subject #301, back into the case. He closed the lid. They were done. That was the last one.

The last planned one.

Kaffi dismissed the [Viewing Screen], but kept her eyes averted. She was thinking, and also communicating with other people outside of the room.

Erick waited.

After a moment, Kaffi turned to Erick. Her words came out solid, “There is a question of if you would be willing to continue with this type of searching, with these new Quests that have been coming in. Not all of them have been approved, but many of them are approved. These extra Quests are worth an estimated 109 more points for you.”

Erick had already decided what his response would be if Kaffi, and by extension Songli, asked for a continuation of the day’s killing.

His stomach was in knots. His emotions were frayed. He hated what he was doing.

But he would do it anyway.

Because he was finally in a position in his life to do real Good in this world. And yes, it hurt him to see the killers he had seen today. It hurt to enact justice against them. It hurt, a lot. But he would continue, because the children of Songli would be able to grow up in a world where Terror Peaks and Hunters and face stealers did not exist, or at least all the old ones would have been killed.

People deserved better than to live unknowingly beside monsters that wanted to eat them.

For a hundred different reasons, Erick ignored whatever long-term damage this was doing to him. This wasn’t much more worse than when he helped Treehome to find killers. So what if Songli was so much larger than Treehome? This was no more difficult than that had been.

… Erick took a moment to examine that thought of his.

This, here, was objectively worse than what he had done in Treehome. The scale of it was a big change, if nothing else. He had also vetted Treehome’s targets with Mind Mage assistance. He had not vetted these targets here with Mind Mage assistance. He had just trusted that Songli wouldn’t lead him astray.

From what he had seen, they hadn’t.

Why did he trust these people more than he did the orcols? Perhaps it was because he had already killed literally thousands of soldiers for Songli?

Was it getting easier for him to inflict harm on others?

Perhaps this was getting easier.

Yeah.

It was getting easier.

It was pretty damned easy to see that he needed to continue, too.

“When I agreed to this, I didn’t consider the extra points. They were a pleasant surprise.” Erick said, “They are not the fulcrum that will move me to say ‘yes’. All I ask is that the new targets truly be ones that need to be counter-Hunted. If they are not, then we will have a problem. Do as much as you need to do to ensure that you are meeting this demand of mine with as much proof as necessary. A similar level of Sin Seeker and trapping and vetting will be sufficient.”

Kaffi said, “We Enforcers did not plan on this addition, but we can adjust.”

“What sort of additions did you plan on?”

“We still have the matter of searching for ‘people’ outside of Songli, and that is where most of our resources would have been devoted over the next few hours.” Kaffi said, “These new Quests you are seeing are from overzealous clansmen, but while many of them are unknown to me, some of them are partially vetted already. I recognize the 5-pointer Quest targeting Green Spikes. A dossier for that situation came my way years ago, but at that time, it was deemed a personal problem for Clan Tarip Grove. If they’re willing to spend the points on it, though, then it will be done, one way or the other.”

Erick nodded.

Kaffi said, “I ask for your allowance for some time to go through the new Quests, to see which ones you can do according to your own demands, and to get you the vials or otherwise which contain the blood of appropriate, vetted targets. I will make it take an hour. Maybe two.”

“Am I going to continue to see new Quests laid before me, with perfectly reasonable demands to back them up? I do not appreciate this. What about the pirate coves to the south?” Erick added, “Or the face stealers of the Warlord Clans?”

“Matriarch Lingxing was most thorough in eradicating the pirates, thanks to the Imaging you already provided when we hunted Terror Peaks.” Kaffi said, “As for the face stealers, we are attempting to reach an agreement with Ooloraptoor to have them cooperate with us for the searching of their face stealers. It has been difficult. They are nowhere near ready to sign the Compact, and we fear that much of our work with them as a theoretical combined nation will be undone due to actions which are outside of our control. The revelation of the face stealer problem is deeper than anyone thought it was.” She readily said, “If you desire to go out there on your own, we will assist you in any way you wish. I would personally wait for the ambassadors to do their duty and pave the way for a joint exercise between all the Warlord Clans, but that is only my humble opinion.”

“That seems deeper of a problem than I thought it was.” Erick said, “Forget that for now, then. Let us move on to this new round of counter-Hunting.” He got up, saying, “I’m going to take a break. I’ll be ready whenever you are.”

Kaffi stood, and bowed. Then she rose, saying, “Thank you for your help, Archmage Flatt. Songli will try to make this reorganization as quick as we can.”

She departed the house first, and then she blipped away.

Erick went to the kitchen and made himself a sandwich, while Jane passed out on the living room couch and Teressa woke up to start her shift. Erick told Poi that he could stay awake until Kaffi showed back up, to ensure that Kaffi was Kaffi, but otherwise, he should get some sleep, too.

One hour passed, along with most of another.

Kaffi showed up with another cold box, whereupon Poi verified her, then he took the offered out.

Erick set down a tray with fresh coffee in a pot, clean cups, and more sugar and milk, asking, “Care for a cup?” as he poured himself one.

“Happily.” Kaffi gestured to the newest box of tissue samples, saying, “We’ve got 124 verified samples and 113 Quests, ready to go. The 9 target difference is due to some last minute additions by a few Warlord Clans of Ooloraptoor. That was a confusing mess for a good 40 minutes, but we got some of their problem targets. One thing: they don’t do Quests up there. We will be assisting them with Sin Seekers and spellwork, but they have no points to offer you.”

Erick was glad to hear that something was being done about the face stealers of the Warlord Clans. The reveal of Songli ambassadors as face stealers started this whole shitstorm, so it was only right that the grass travelers benefit from this, too. But only 9 targets? That seemed not near enough.

“This is acceptable, for now.” Erick said, “I noticed the 5 pointer from Tarip grove is gone, though.”

Kaffi said, “It is. Some Scions completed that one while I was organizing people and targets.”

“Nothing to apologize for. You all are doing most of the work, anyway.” He looked to the box. “Let’s begin.”

Kaffi opened the box and handed Erick the first vial. It was a clunky tube of glass with a sealed wax stopper. Most of the vials in the new cold box were like that, with many of them non-uniform; some thin, like the previous samples, some thick, like the one in Erick’s hand. These were put together in a rush, for sure, and yet they had been put together correctly.

Erick said, “You all work fast.”

“I’m as amazed as you are.”

Erick searched.

Targets were found.

Some of the samples were duds. Targets were captured, but when the Sin Seekers on site revealed white or grey guilt, things got complicated. Red guilt was the sign of a Hunter; of someone who had killed others for the levels, or for some other heinous crime against the sapient beings of the world. The people found were still captured, of course, but they were captured. Not executed. All of those so detained would likely be released tomorrow, or the next day; whenever the authorities on site could get someone in to ask them questions.

The nine counter-Hunting targets in the Warlord lands were easily found, and then verified as face stealers through questionings laid against them by everyone else nearby, and through the Sin Seekers of Songli. Two such face stealers were a part of Warlord Niyazo’s clan, and Niyazo readily took up the call to justice, and when his clan was satisfied that the found targets were face stealers, Niyazo enacted that justice himself. Erick wasn’t too comfortable with that sort of justice, but the man’s clan seemed to be fine with it.

The day dawned.

Teressa made breakfast. Hours later, Jane made lunch.

Erick was up another 87 points by the time the second round of counter-Hunting was done.

And then it was time to search for ‘people’ outside the borders of Songli. It was at that point that his involvement in the search dropped to near-nothing, and every single border clan, and major clan, took up the task set before them.

Maps hung in the afternoon sky, and Songli used them to find people where there shouldn’t be people. Erick moved the maps when needed, but mostly, he watched, and when he wasn’t watching, he took breaks to read, or to think about [Renew]. He eyed his Status a few times, glancing at all the extra points, ready to be assigned, but he didn’t do anything with them. Not yet, anyway. Including the 23 he originally had, he was up to 213. The recent counter-Hunting had gained him 190 extra points.

As soon as he assigned all of these, ‘Ezekiel’ would basically be a true Scion of Songli, running around with way more points than any commoner. More than most Scions, too, if he added in all the extra points he got from Particle Magic and the Remake Quests.

‘Erick’, however, would only be slightly more protected from the dangers that this world had to offer.

By the time dinner rolled around, Songli was nowhere near clearing out its borders.

Erick had expected this second half of his agreement to take several hours, but there were thousands upon thousands of oustings happening beyond the border in a roughly 500 kilometer band, all at once, all afternoon long. The border clans were providing much of the manpower, but the army was also involved when the places found were larger than simple living spaces meant to hide from Songli.

One of the few violent outstings Erick had seen was of a gang of small-time criminals, who were first told to leave, and when the criminals pulled out their swords instead of packing their bags, they were summarily executed. A similar story repeated itself here and there, but most people simply abandoned their homes, or hideouts, or caches, and went back to their normal lives inside the city. In every case, the names and faces of the squatters were recorded for posterity. Erick imagined that those papers would be added to the same massive registry that Erick had submitted paperwork for, when he first came into Eralis under the name ‘Ezekiel’.

Most of the people found were fined some percentage of whatever it was they were hiding out there under the grasslands. Some people had nothing in those hiding holes except a small vacation house, away from the city; those people were merely told to file proper paperwork for such a thing. Some people already had proper paperwork. Those people angrily showed those papers to the soldiers who poked at their front doors.

Erick was kinda pissed that he was being used for this level of ‘bullying’ oversight, but he had agreed, and the soldiers were polite except when they couldn’t be, and so, Erick continued to provide this service.

When it was over, which happened at noon the next day, Erick was glad that it was over.

Maybe not the final border searching. That was a bit too much, in his opinion. He wouldn’t be doing that again. But the counter-Hunting? That was worth the pain, and the time.

It seemed that there were horrors everywhere, but there was also brightness and goodness if one worked for it. It was possible to make a difference. More than possible, actually. Erick had made a profound difference in the Highlands; one that would be felt for centuries to come.

He had helped Songli to identify their own cancers, and remove them.

He had lit the way for Songli to become an empire.

No one had been Blessed with empathy, though, which was probably for the best, for now.

When it was finally over, and they had spoken of how it was over, Erick said to Kaffi, “It was nice to see you again, Kaffi. This went well, but I’m glad its over. We did a lot of good today.”

Kaffi bowed, looking tired but happy, saying, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. On behalf of Songli, we thank you. I thank you.” She stood, and smirked, as she gave a small joke, “Don’t worry about the fifty thousand gold for Void Song. You didn’t even get a full lesson.”

Erick was not prepared for the joke.

And then, he felt that joke hit him in some odd kinda way.

He felt giddy.

It was probably the lack of sleep. He laughed. Kaffi giggled. She seemed sleep deprived, too.

When he came down from his high, Erick smiled. “I intended to pay for it! Truly. It just… slipped my mind.”

Kaffi nodded, knowingly. And then she turned somber again. “‘Kaffi’ is rather well known right now as an Enforcer for Void Song. This doesn’t work for me, so I’m going to retire. The next time you see me, I’ll be a different person, but unlike the people we counter-Hunted, I’ll be doing it the right way.”

“… Oh. I’m sorry to hear that.” And he was. He had started to like Kaffi, but Kaffi was signing off, for her own reasons, of which Erick would not pry. So instead, he asked, “How does that work?”

Kaffi seemed mournfully happy to have one final lesson plan. She spoke with the easy air of a private tutor, saying, “It’s rather easy. Physically, you understand. All it takes is some skilled applications of [Polymorph] to get rid of the wrinkles or add or subtract color to the eyes. Horns are more difficult, but if you’ve ever experimented with [Polymorph], you can get them mostly right.” She got a far off look in her eyes, then she turned her attention back to Erick. “And then it’s a year living as a different person. Sometimes less. Oftentimes more. You have to separate yourself from your previous versions, too. Play-act as a different person. Different spellsets. Different accents. Different lives. When it comes time to shift, then you erase your previous Familiar Form, and if you did it right, you gain a new one; the one you’ve been pretending to be for so long that seeing your new name show up on your Status is like seeing a truth manifest. Erasing your primary Familiar Form is always emotionally difficult, but that’s the only way to make the new one real.”

“You erase the previous— And you do this? All the time?” Erick was surprised. Erasing a Familiar Form was a big deal. Erasing your primary Familiar Form seemed even larger.

“Not all the time.”

“Are you going to switch right away?”

“I want to…” Kaffi said, “I probably should stay as ‘Kaffi’ for several more years, until this latest trouble settles down, but… This life has become too damaged for me to salvage and I’m just an Enforcer; I don’t make the decisions around here. Last time I switched was 40 years ago, and ‘Kaffi’ was 25. Kaffi has become comfortable… But. No. It’s time to switch.”

“What about your soul, though?”

Kaffi smiled. “My previous soul was pink. It’s red now, but I might go purple; mana altering a color away is easy enough. You were on the right track with your magenta coloring; all it would have taken you was more time along the paths you already laid down for yourself.” She went silent, then offered, “If you ever feel like leaving behind your old life, I can teach you how. Void Song always knows how to contact me.”

Erick felt a small swell of joy in his heart. A part of him wanted to accept. But.

“Thank you for the kind offer. I truly appreciate it, but I’m not dropping out of this life just yet.”

Kaffi smiled softly, and shrugged. “The offer remains. Maybe after you get that [Gate] network up and running, you’ll want someone to help you find a new life. Look me up.”

Erick saw the future stretch before him.

He came back to himself before he went too far down that escape tunnel.

He said, “Maybe I will.”

Kaffi nodded.

Erick escorted Kaffi out the front door. She stood upon the stone walkway for a brief moment, looking up to Erick.

Kaffi vanished in a blip of red.

Erick stood on that porch for a moment, watching as ruby light faded back into the manasphere. When it was gone, he went back inside, [Cleanse]d himself instead of taking a bath, and hopped into bed. He was asleep in minutes.

- - - -

When he woke up, in the cold light of a new morning where everything was better than the day before, Erick felt like a new man. He wasn’t sure why he felt better.

Maybe he was getting used to horrors being out there, and then eradicating them.

In the moment of horrors, it was hard to look at people like Divider, to witness what they were capable of. But afterward, after Divider and all the rest were gone… And after a good night’s sleep? Erick felt better. He had done something good.

Killing Shades. Killing Hunters. Killing face stealers.

These were good things.

He was getting used to this.

But more than that, it was seeing that he was doing good in this world, that made him feel better. He had seen a lot of minor horror stories back on Earth, too— Nothing like there was on Veird, though. But he had seen bad things. On Earth, Erick had worked through minor pains that he thought were major pains. And now, seeing true major pains, he had some perspective.

He had no doubt that he would see even worse events in the future. Awful things that would make the Chelation War of two weeks ago and the purge of Hunters of yesterday look like an easy event.

But he was acclimating, in part because he was able to get up in the morning, and know that he had done Good.

He still felt a bit weird about the ‘Points: 213’ sitting in his Status, though. Raidu’s words about ‘eating the souls of initiates to power oneself’ (or whatever that crazy man had said) had caught in Erick’s mind yesterday when he debated where to spend those points. That catch still existed this morning, even though Erick was feeling a lot less melancholic about what he had helped Songli do. These points were pieces of people’s souls. Small, malleable bits that weren’t really a part of a person until they spent them, sure, but still… potential parts of people’s souls.

And Erick had...

213 of them.

Sitting in his Status.

Waiting to be spent.

Erick was still going to spend them, no doubt. He was under no illusions that he was invincible; that he didn’t need more defenses and firepower. Certainly not after seeing how so many hidden killers were systematically taken down and executed by Songli. All someone needed to kill a target (him) was to know the target’s location (here) and be prepared enough to do so ([Chaining Ward Destruction], [Harmonic Counterspell], Void Song, or whatever it would take to erase the rest of his defenses, [Spatial Denial]).

More assigned points would go a long way to making that not happen to him, specifically because he could spend more mana on a spell and overpower someone else’s counterspells, or deny their Destruction spells.

… Er. Well. It wouldn’t work against people like the Headmaster, if that were to occur.

Higher Mana and Health would certainly work against Soul attacks and other spells, though.

So he considered where to put his new points. He had two plans. One, was for a balanced build. Another, was for all-in on Willpower.

For the balanced build, he was going to put 15 into Dexterity, because ‘Balance’ meant 25 in everything, for that was the cuttoff for the ability to gain Scion of Balance, and even if Scion of Balance didn’t mean the New Stats, it might. That was only the barest rationalization for the balanced plan. Erick could have enacted his ‘minor entity of the Script’ status and just asked Rozeta the requirements…

He probably could have asked her a lot of questions about a lot of things he had recently seen. She might even answer his question about the requirements for Scion of Balance, but she had told him that all of his other questions would be answered at the Orrery in the Splinter Mountains.

Erick didn’t really want to get involved in that right now.

Mostly, he knew that 25 in Dexterity might make him a barely-competent melee fighter, or at least mobile enough to survive contact with an assassin. Yeah. That was the more honest answer. He had seen how good some people were at the whole ‘fighter’ thing, and though Erick was never going to get there, he could at least cheat some with better Dexterity.

Anyway.

15 points in Dexterity. And then 5 points would go into every other Stat besides Willpower and Focus, to get them all up to 25. He considered not putting any points into Intelligence, but his rings already gave him +61 to that Stat, and the difference between 81 Intelligence and 86 was minimal. The remaining 160 points would then be split between Willpower and Focus, maybe, bringing both of those Stats up to 170, without the rings, and 231 with the rings. That plan would put him at 13,860 Mana, and 58,020 Health and Mana Regen. That was before Scion of Balance, though.

The ‘all in Willpower’ would put him at 21,060 Mana, while keeping his current Health and Mana Regen of 38,670. That was before a theoretical Scion of Willpower.

Either option could benefit from a switch of Scions. He was already getting ‘Immune to Mana Exhaustion and Health Fatigue’ from Rozeta’s Recovery, so Scion of Focus was a bit redundant. Scion of Vitality gave ‘Immune to Health Fatigue’, and that stacked with Rozeta’s Recovery for a x4 lifespan, but Scion of Focus’ immunity to Mana Exhaustion did not stack. Or, if it did, then there were no indications of something happening.

… If he did switch Scions, he would find out if there was a x4 effect happening somewhere in his current Status, before he switched.

With the balanced option, and with Scion of Balance, if he undertook that Quest, whatever it was (he had yet to look it up), that would double his Health from 2,600-ish, to 5,160, and even more importantly, it would double his mana from 13,860, to 27,720.

His Regen would drop considerably, though, from 38,670 to 18,960. A reduction of his current 10-11 Mana per second, to 5 Mana per second. With Intelligence helping out with costs, 5 mana per second was still good enough for most applications, but in this recent war with Terror Peaks he was using all of his mana, all the time.

Shifting your Scion was supposed to be rather difficult, too. Registrar Irogh had called that Quest one of the most difficult Quests that anyone could do. Teressa once told a story about how an uncle had switched from his Scion of Strength to Scion of Vitality, and it had taken him a year to do it.

That was just a nuance to the switch, though; something to be considered for the future.

If, instead, Erick went with the ‘All in Willpower’ option, he would then switch to a Scion of Willpower.

His Mana Regen would drop to 6,960 per day, or per hour when meditating. This would not be enough at all for applications like fighting a war on ten fronts at the same time. But he would have 84,240 mana! This would mean every Ophiel would have that much mana. With every 75 mana he used to summon one Ophiel, he would be gaining 84k mana.

Currently, every Ophiel was summoned with Erick’s own 9k mana.

But! Switching to Scion of Willpower would mean it would take Erick 12 hours to regenerate one mana pool.

… Erick instantly nixed that idea.

Scion of Willpower was tempting for the mana alone, and for what it would mean for Variable cost magics, but holy crap, Erick could not afford to be waiting around that long for his mana to fill. Willpower-focused mages had it rough, for sure!

So the only option was the Balanced option, actually.

… Or maybe he could just throw a hundred points in both Willpower and Focus and call it a day.

The only reason he didn’t do that was because he was likely never going to get this many points ever again, and so he needed to plan, and think.

… He could go around the world picking up Quests, if he wanted. Not many people did Quests like Songli did Quests, though; giving them out for every problem, making their clans rather mercenary at the higher ranks. Most places did Quests like Treehome; specific Quests that they did not mind the public having, for they had exhausted all of their governmental resources, and maybe a passing archmage (or whoever) was better equipped to handle a specific problem.

Even still…

Erick was not going to count on gaining nearly 200 points like this ever again.

And besides that, he wasn’t going to shove all his new points where they needed to go all at once. That was a recipe for a Bad Soul Time.

After a while of thinking, laying in bed, and generally doing nothing, Erick decided that if he ever wanted to be Balanced, this was a good time to plan for that possible future. In the course of that decision, he decided that life was about more than min-maxing, so he wasn’t going to throw points into Willpower and Focus and call it a day.

Life was about solving problems, and a balanced approach was usually best.

Slowly, he started putting points into Dexterity. He would go to 25, and then stop. He’d do all the rest of his Stats over the next few hours, slowly but surely getting them up to 25.

Perhaps he could shove Strength and Vitality to 50, both for more Health to help against soul attacks, and more Vitality to help with repairing the body from soul attacks. Erick held off on committing to that, for now. He had most of a plan, but more of that plan could come later.

Erick got up, out of bed. With a twist of light, he made the bed, and changed his clothes. Ophiel twittered on the headboard, watching until Erick was done, and then he fluttered down to take his place on Erick’s shoulder. Together, they went to the kitchen.

On a whim, Erick decided to teach Ophiel how to cook. He spoke about what he was doing, as he did it, and not only did Ophiel pay close attention, Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye followed Erick’s every move, too. Yggdrasil wasn’t too interested in breakfast, though.

But soon enough, Ophiel was fluttering off the flour and giving a perturbed flute whistle. He decidedly didn’t like baking, no sir! Chirp chirp chirp! As Erick laughed, Ophiel contented himself with watching from a perch, offering music instead of pancakes to start the day.

Erick stopped adding points to his Status when Intelligence, the last of them to be raised to 25, hit 25, and some sort of odd, solidness happened to himself. As though he had crossed a threshold. He had no idea what to make of that, but before that, the addition of 15 Dexterity was massive. He didn’t know when he started doing it, but he was practically dancing through the kitchen, moving with a grace that he didn’t possess an hour ago. A knife chop here, quick as a snicker snack to turn potatoes into diced potatoes. A battering of eggs in one hand, while flipping a pancake with a twist of the other, causing the pancake to fall perfectly back on the griddle. He wasn’t even using his lightform. This was all him.

Perception, Strength, Intelligence, Dexterity… Everything worked in nice ways together.

Willpower and Focus were outliers, because the Script meant for them to be outliers. Erick added 10 points to both of them, to bring them up to 100 Base Stat each, but when he did that, he looked at his soul, and knew that he would be saving the rest of the points till he had some research time so he could see what he was actually doing to the invisible ‘well of Mana’ that was somewhere inside of him.

Or maybe he would ask Jane for her opinion on allocating points.

She had withheld her opinion when Erick was completing all the Quests, and hunting all the bad guys, but she knew that her father was gaining a massive number of points. Even afterward, though, she said nothing. Maybe he would simply need to ask her, directly.
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152, 2/2


                Breakfast was spicy sausage patties, fluffy pancakes dripping with caramelized cactus syrup, freshly ground coffee, piles of scrambled eggs, and an announcement from Jane, after she woke up and joined them at the table.

Jane set down three folders on the table, saying, “So I didn’t want to bring this up when you were working, but the Knowledge Mages around here are giving out packets of info on you. I think it’s propaganda in your favor.”

Erick paused in his bite of pancake. After a moment of thinking, chewing, and swallowing, he said, “Yeah. I know.” He added, “Well. I did not know that, specifically. I knew that information was going out through official channels, of which the Mind Mages are one, and then Treehome was another, and information was getting out there. I didn’t know that the Knowledge Mages were a part of this, but in retrospect, they must be. I’ve never actually been to one before… I try not to think about being under that much scrutiny.” He glanced at the folders. “What sort of propaganda?”

Jane said, “Great things, actually. How you saved lives. How you worked with Songli. Stuff like that.”

Teressa smiled. Poi said nothing. They both ate breakfast without interrupting Jane.

Jane continued, “I think they’re making you a national hero.”

“Ah.” Erick stabbed another bit of pancake, saying, “In the most rational sense, I am a national hero.”

Jane frowned. “I did not expect to hear you say that.”

“I’m either a hero who helped them push back against Terror Peaks, who helped to clear out thousands of hidden killers, and who cleared out the borders of even more hidden threats, or I’m a plot from Melemizargo to— I don’t know. Take over the world? Take over the next one, for sure, if Yggdrasil works out like I hope he does, and just lets anyone through anywhere they want to go. Or something.” Erick thought for a second, then said, “Melemizargo’s plan is more complicated than that.

“Melemizargo’s goal is to make Shades palatable again. His story would be that all the old ones needed was a Blessing of Empathy in order to stop them from working to harm the world, while the new ones would be much better. A part of that plan is him making me look good, else wise my Blessing upon the old Shades means nothing.

“I am not sure if Songli is playing to his tune because they must, for it is in their own interests, or maybe Melemizargo worked to make it so that their interests align, or… I should probably try to find Goldie or Queen and ask them what the fuck they’re doing, but...” He added, “Anyway. I expect Melemizargo to swoop into the scene in fifty or a hundred years and start making new Shades, when no one but the immortals remember how much pain they caused.”

Teressa had stopped eating the second the Darkness was mentioned.

Jane frowned, thinking.

Erick’s words had unsettled them both.

Poi simply nodded, though, saying, “That’s in line with our current expectations of the future.” He added, “By the way. We would like to search for puppet minds and masters, spinal spiders, putrescent slugs, and book slippers.”

Erick exclaimed, “Oh my gods! How did I forget about that? Yes! Let’s do that. Today. Talk to whoever needs talking, including Songli. Might as well start here, right?”

“Thank you, sir,” Poi said. He started sending out tendrils, as he said, “It should be considerably easier than counter-Hunting, or at least require fewer resources. Eradicating these monsters is a specialty of us Mind Mages, but finding them is a lot more difficult than you would think.”

Erick asked, “Is it because of antimemetic defensive mechanisms? Or whatever it is? Or some other reason?”

Jane came out of her thoughts to look at her dad, saying, “Where’d that come from? Antimemetic?”

Poi, on the other hand, froze, even as Erick was speaking his words. He unfroze, and said, “We don’t like to speak of Mind Magic protocols.”

Jane looked at Poi with sudden curiosity. “Is it because thinking is okay, but speaking activates latent thoughts? Or something?”

Poi said, “You both should stop... Talking about memes? Huh. Okay. Whatever. Do what you want.”

Something was obviously going on there.

Jane got a funny, happy look in her eyes, and turned to her father, asking, “With that super high intelligence you must remember some memes, right?”

Erick instantly said, “It’s been 84 years, Jane. I don’t remember all the ones you sent me.”

Jane chuckled, then said, “Okay, okay. This is so surreal for me. It’s like—”

And then small numbers and functions and math started to swirl around her head, written in white light as Jane’s mouth dropped open a little.

Erick responded, “To be fair, you have to have a really high IQ to remember more than a handful of memes.”

Jane laughed once, loud, then did something else. Her eyes went wide, her mouth opened a little, in an ‘o’. And then her skin turned yellow, with red patches on her cheeks.

Oh!

“I know this one!” Erick exclaimed, “Surprised pikachu!” He laughed, saying, “I shared that one around the office when you sent it to me in an email. It was cute!”

Jane chuckled, and turned back. “I could have gone full pikachu, but you never go full pikachu.”

“I liked the o’rly owl, too,” Erick said, “But that one was before your time.”

Poi simply nodded at this exchange.

Jane almost said something more to Erick, but she noticed Poi. She turned to him, asking, “Those aren’t the memes you meant, were they?”

“Not at all.” Poi said, “And I won’t be elaborating on the kind I did me— dammit.”

Jane was already smiling. She said, “A meme which deletes itself and specific memories upon the speaking of it. All you have to do is get someone to say a thing, and something is deleted in them. I imagine it works like a temporary memory wipe, perhaps wiping out the previous hour, or maybe whatever sort of object you link to the wipe, with the potential to wipe anything from a specific person to a monster infection out of the mind of the recipient.”

Poi frowned, and said nothing.

“Am I right?” Jane asked.

Teressa had resumed eating at this point, but she paused to tell Jane, “You shouldn’t poke fun at what the Mind Mages do. Be glad you lived through your encounter with the one meme you did find.”

Jane’s good humor vanished. “Ah. Yeah. The moon reachers.” She frowned, asking Poi, “If you don’t want to talk about it, then fine.” She turned to her father. “But we should talk about you being made into a hero of Songli.”

Teressa nodded. “They’re gearing up to formally woo him to the Highlands.”

Poi said, “Yup.”

“I’m not sticking around here,” Erick said, frowning a little. “I like them well enough, but I need a smaller community. I like being able to theoretically disappear here, but it’s too… It’s too stuffy. I think. I’m not sure. I certainly didn’t get all of what I came here to get, though, so that’s a bit of a bummer.”

Jane said, “Kaffi seemed… alright. At the end, anyway. Still highly suspicious, though. I don’t know. That’s probably just me.”

Teressa said, “They’d do anything you want of them, including giving you a whole space for the shadelings of Candlepoint.”

“Well. Probably. But so what? I’ve got plans for Candlepoint and the Crystal Forest. I still need to make that place livable again.” Erick added, “And you know what? Maybe [Polymorph] needs to be harder to come by. Less crystal mimics means less [Polymorph] means less Hunters and face stealers.” As soon as he said it, he knew that he had to do it. Turning the desert into livable land, getting rid of all the crystal mimics, would be a major blow to the various evil uses of [Polymorph] around the world. But… “The Crystal Forest is the only place that [Polymorph] comes from, right?”

“The major source.” Poi said, “Alchemists with the spell can make the potion themselves, but without mimic ingredients that potion doesn’t always work right. Much, much less success rate.”

“I spent a lot of money on my first potion, and that failed. I got curious to know if that first alchemist cheated me, so I went back to check out his operation ready to see malfeasance, but the man was making potions properly; using the mimic parts people brought him.” Jane said, “Even back when I got my potion from him, he had a great big warning over his counter, and then he personally told me that it's not a guaranteed potion. But I hoped it would work anyway. It didn’t. Ramizi told me the same thing, but his potion worked. I kinda felt bad about assuming I was cheated that first time, but it was nice to see I wasn’t.”

“That potion is a dice roll.” Poi said, “With mimics, you get a proper potion half of the time. Without mimics, you get a successful potion 2-3% of the time. But what’s worse, is that without mimics, the price of that potion flies into multiple grand-rad territory. 20 or 30 grand rads, actually. Economically non viable for all but the most dedicated. From there, the price would only get worse as time moved on and the mortals capable of making [Polymorph] potions passed on.” Poi said, “All of that is listed in the definitive [Polymorph] potion book; ‘A Study of [Polymorph] Potion’. A banned book, just so you know.”

Teressa said, “Some immortal or whoever would keep around some mimics, though. Just for that reason. That’s a mountain of gold; a massive investment in the future.”

At that, Erick had a funny thought.

He said, “Spur could regulate [Polymorph].”

“We’ve tried.” Poi said, “Didn’t work.”

“It would work if only one nation of the entire Crystal Forest controlled all the mimics,” Jane said.

“Yes.” Erick said, “That.”

Poi frowned. “I don’t think Silverite would want to do that?”

“Maybe she would.” Teressa said, “I hadn’t even considered the end of the Crystal Mimics bringing the end of easy [Polymorph]. It always seemed like such a far-off idea. Make believe; nothing truly real.”

Breakfast continued, and ended.

Erick decided to try his hand at making brownies, afterward. It was a nice diversion from his current responsibilities, and he felt he deserved it, so he was doing something nice for himself while he could. Later, he would send Ophiels to the Tribulations, to farm mist stone gluttons for their cores, to make up some of the money he had spent on the university. Later, he would talk to Tsung, and hunt for the Mind Mage threats, and see what was happening with the Warlord Clans.

Later.

Poi, who had been sitting at the kitchen table and sipping his coffee while he read, looked up, and said, “The Mind Mages are ready for Imaging. They’ve got samples and Songli has given the go-ahead.”

Erick laughed as he spooned brownie batter into trays. “You guys work fast— Ah. Oh. You probably had this ready for a while. Sorry about forgetting.” He paused, then said, “Songli worked fast, too. Were they ready for me to offer something like this?”

Poi smirked, then said, “I couldn’t say.” He added, “But for all their speed, only 9 targets in Warlord Clan lands seemed low. Were they actually doing everything they could, there? I’m not sure. They could have added more as the time wore on, but nothing more came.”

“Yeah. Something fuckey is going on there.” Erick put his three brownie trays into the oven, saying, “I think I may need to go out there my—”

From the other room, Teressa roared, “SOMETHING BIG IS COMING!”

For a long second, Erick blanked.

Then his instincts kicked in; [Hunter’s Instincts], specifically.

In the next flickering second, Erick focused on the world through Ophiel and his own mana senses. It took precious seconds, but he soon saw the attack. It was coming from the Ophiel he had floating ten kilometers up, in the billowing clouds above.

It seemed not to care for the [Alarm Ward]s it floated within, triggering with its presence.

Green scales. A long body, like a snake’s. Thick arms and legs. Horns with bits of horn floating around themselves. Spiked scales that rose along the back like a mountain ridge, as the entire body undulated downward. The dragon was the spitting image of Rozeta, except in green, and with its face pointed down at Erick’s temporary house. Its flesh was perfect; it was not a wyrm. It was a dragon.

The dragon was much, much larger than the Flare Couatl, or the Black Dragon that eventually killed the Flare Couatl. Its jaws were opened wide. If it were near Erick’s house, it could have swallowed the whole three story mansion on its own.

Why was it so big? Dragons weren’t usually that big. It had to have come empowered. Perhaps it had only just now dropped its various [Invisibility]s or other such obscuring spellwork. Erick guessed this much because as he watched, more and more of the dragon was revealed, as power began to gather in its mouth, like color draining from the world. Like mana draining from the world, to gather in a point of light between massive fangs, above a curling, forked tongue.

Three seconds had passed since Erick spied the beast. In that time, he had erected three spellworks around his house, and across First Devouring Nightmare Mountain. [Prismatic Lullaby] became a shield across all of the mountain, defending from the attack from above. [Spatial Denial] was a bubble around his house, but no further. [Domain of Light], supplemented by his own [Lodestar] Domain control, went across the entirety of First Devouring Nightmare Mountain.

He felt some Domains try to expand within his own, but he locked them down, and kept his own strong and active. High Clan Devouring Nightmare was trying to respond, but they were doing a poor job of it.

Erick would protect them.

So Erick flew an Ophiel into the dragon’s mouth, into the gathering spell, armed with a sunform and [Animadversion]. Ophiel flew right into the spellwork, not even triggering a shift in the light of what Erick now saw was an illusion of impeccable quality.

Erick came back to himself, saying, “The dragon is an illusion diversion. Look for the true attack.”

It was a very well made illusion. Ophiel was already loaded with Sight spells, and Erick still didn’t notice the dragon was fake. Now that he had interacted with the spell, though…

The dragon charging its attack still seemed real.

Poi was already talking to a dozen people on the other end of thought tendrils. Teressa stood a step into the dining room, wearing full armor and with her eyes closed in concentration. Jane stood in the doorway wearing her own conjured armor, ready for anything.

A few defensive spells went up around the clan mountain, but nothing large enough. There was no City Shield here, for some bizarre reason. Why wasn’t there a city shield? The dragon might be fake, but something was going down.

“What do you see?” Erick asked Teressa.

Teressa said, “Something is still comin… No?” She frowned, and opened her eyes. “Something was coming. I saw it! I know I did. It was a massive shadow in the manasphere, occluding all forward paths. Explosions? No. It wasn’t. You have to believe me!” Her voice was strained, with Teressa trying to keep it as level as possible.

“Of course I believe you,” Erick said, wondering why she sounded half-desperate. “This is likely a case of counter-Prognostication. Redarrow’s notes said—”

The dragon released its spell and a beam of power the width of Erick’s house lanced down through three intervening Ophiels, each with their own active [Animadversion]s, each poised to reflect whatever came their way.

The dragon’s spell went through the Ophiels without doing anything at all.

Then the illusionary magic struck against Erick’s [Prismatic Lullaby], and Erick felt, as much as saw, a terribleness turn real. The dragon wasn’t an illusion. It was Illusion. Elemental Illusion.

Light and shadow spilled in every direction, fountaining up and out of Erick’s [Prismatic Lullaby], but also punching through that barrier and reaching the [Domain of Light] underneath. Erick felt the attack against his Domain like someone was stabbing into his heart.

But he was prepared for it. The small pressures of the other small Domains of High Clan Devouring Nightmare were like tiny tests. This was the true exam.

Erick pushed back with the light that covered the clan mountain, straining against the power of the dragon’s Illusionary beam. Light and shadows burrowed into his power like an unceasing drill, like splattering acid. Like fakery made real.

Erick held.

The beam stopped after ten full seconds.

As the attack ended, the dragon vanished into the clouds like fading imagination.

It was then that Erick saw that he had not fully defended the mountain.

It was as though veils of obfuscation were lifted from every surface of every building, revealing exposed rooms and missing walls and blood and harm. The dragon’s Illusion Magic had not punched far into Erick’s Domain, but of the twenty one pagodas that reached up from the top of the white plateau, every single one had lost something. Some upper floors were simply gone. The lower floors were wholly intact, though. Most of the damage had been done to that which was close to the edge of Erick’s power.

It was as though droplets of Illusion had turned to acid across much of the rest of the mountain, eating away at gold decor and floors and gardens and—

Erick said, “Teressa. Tell me if you see anything else. I’m going to help people.”

He was already reestablishing his Domain of Light, and recasting the Lullaby.

Erick went into emergency healing and helping mode. The entire rest of the hornet’s nest that was Devouring Nightmare responded almost as fast. Before he knew what was happening, Poi stepped into Erick’s mind and helped him to coordinate with everyone else.

After five minutes, nothing else happened.

After ten, Devouring Nightmare was prepared for war, with defensive spells blossoming all across the mountain. A few nearby mountains had responded in kind.

After thirty minutes of nothing, people started to relax.

An hour later, with the mountain looking like a cake of various colored icing and gold decorations, everyone who needed to be healed had been healed. Casualties were counted.

Zero deaths.

Erick had to hear that a second time to believe it.

Zero deaths.

A good hundred and twenty close calls, but no deaths. Even the old ladies who watched Erick make magic had been perfectly fine, even though they spent a lot of their time on that porch, watching the world. They had been exposed to the dragon’s breath, which was what everyone was calling the attack, but they knew what it meant when Erick’s spells spread across the mountain. Everyone got to ground as fast as they could, as soon as they saw the air fill with power.

Most people were gracious and polite enough to thank him for his warning. Not a single person told him off for casting such large scale magics across everyone around him, though he could tell some of them wanted to yell at him. Erick had been prepared to apologize, and he had done so at first, but everyone was quick to tell him that he needn't worry about that. He was obviously working for the good of them all. What need have he to apologize to those below him, and especially because he saved their lives with his actions?

It rubbed Erick the wrong way.

- - - -

In a caravan to the north, a man sat in a yurt on a chair, waiting in the green darkness, waiting for good news, waiting for his contact to get back to him. Suddenly, the flap to the yurt opened, spilling light into the darkness, haloing a woman in sunlight and illuminating the green furniture of the room. The man smiled.

The woman came inside, and shut the flap. Shadows swarmed, but held back from the woman.

The woman was not smiling.

The man’s demeanor crashed. He tried to reevaluate the path forward, but this woman had been his primary source of hope. And now she came to him, reeking of problems added to his hoard.

The woman sat down, saying, “Failure.”

“How?”

“Some anti-magic shield and his own [Domain of Light].”

“You assured me that you could get through the [Domain of Light] and his reflections.”

“What we actually said was that we could carve through a [Domain of Light] unless there are other tricks. There were other tricks. New tricks, too. We did get through his reflective magic, though, so that was nice to know.” The woman said, “There are counters to every magic out there. This is what it means to live under the Script. You knew that assaulting Erick would only ever be a chanced affair.”

“Fine. New plan. Let’s—”

“No.”

“… No?”

“No. We’re done. You liquidated your bargain of trade for an assassination attempt on Flatt. You’re on your own, now. If you wish to continue, then we will be discussing a new bargain of trade.”

The man stared hate at the woman, calmly saying, “The bargain was for a favor owed. Any favor at all. The favor demanded was an assassination. Not an attempt. We agreed that you would do whatever it took.”

“According to what we’ve seen you’re not going to be alive much longer when Erick gets here, so what do we care about upholding bargains with you?”

“You care, because if we survive, then we will bring papers against you in Ar’Cosmos.”

“So it is in our interest to help Erick, and to have him kill you, then? We are glad that we used your illusion in the attack, then, just as we knew we would need to do.”

The man reeled in his anger. “… Do not give in to our Cursed nature. We shall work together, for that is what we have always done. You merely need to uphold your end of our bargain, as we have always done. As we will always do.”

“Times are changing. Everything is changing.” The woman said, “Even bargains of trade are no longer as inviolable as they once were, especially when it comes to World Trees and new worlds.”

“The Storm Woman has a World Tree, too.” The man said, “Even if that man walks the Path, he will never last the hundred years it would take for Yggdrasil to become real.”

The woman smiled. “And so, we come to an option; the creation of another bargain. One much more conducive to our needs. Both of our needs.”

“… We had thought we were of one mind, but then you failed to uphold your bargain and now you come at us with this new demand.” The man deadpanned, “What do you want?”

“We want the World Tree in mortal hands. It will be much easier to use this way. We know this. You know this. Let us not argue this point.” The woman stared at the man, her red eyes glinting in the light. “Instead, help us to understand your true problem. It is in the fact that Erick is coming this way, and you want him to not?” She needled, “Is there some true reason why you don’t want him coming here and clearing away the Hunters and the face stealers? He’s not even targeting our kind, though with how we enacted your bargain, that might change.”

“Why did you even do it that wa—! Unimportant.” The man frowned. “Flatt’s magic will eventually find us. He is culling the world of threats, and Kirginatharp already has him in his claws, and so, Flatt will come for us, sooner or later. Now that he is coming my way, his existence has become a problem we cannot overlook.” The man explained, “Our bargain was for a solution to Flatt’s longstanding, major threat against all of our kind. This is how we presented it when we requested the assassination. It was under these understandings that you agreed with our reasoning. What changed your mind?”

“We see we are talking across each other and not actually conversing.” The woman said, “Shift your stance to come at us directly, and honestly, or this conversation ends now. Why not clear out the rats and trash inhabiting your lands? Were 9 kills too close to home? Or was it the fervor with which those 9 were judged that made you uncomfortable?”

“This conversation is over unless you can see that you have wronged us, and that you have failed in the enactment of our bargain.” He spat, “Shift your own stance, and talk plainly.”

The woman laughed. “We will talk plainly for you, and only you. Erick needs to walk the Path, and then he needs to be hidden from the world for a hundred years. Defended, ideally. Sequestered, less ideally. If you want to talk about actual solutions then bring the man to Ar’Cosmos of his own volition, and let us work at single purposes upon him. In the worst possible case, we can lock him into a time-shift, and ensure that he survives long enough to ensure Yggdrasil becomes what he is meant to be.”

“This would be a fine solution if we were not having a problem with him right now.”

“Learn to live in a city, and your ‘problem’ will go away.”

The man huffed. “If you will not assist us in how our bargain demands, then get out of our home. We will be bringing charges against you in Ar’Cosmos.”

“If you survive!”

“Remove yourself.”

The woman got up and left, shoving wide the flap of the domicile, briefly illuminating the shadows, revealing green scales and claws that were not truly there. And then the flap shut again.

The man was alone in the green darkness of his yurt.

The man blinked. His green eyes turned brown, and the shadows turned black. The man shook his head and blinked his eyes, and got up. What time was it? Had he really had another daydream about the dragon he met when he was three? That hadn’t happened in a while. The man was having too many of those dreams lately. There was work to be done. He got up and went outside. He wasn’t highly ranked in his clan, but he was a warrior, and it was important he was there for the talks happening in the gatherings of Ooloraptoor.

The lake filled half the horizon. The parade grounds and the people filled the other half.

Companions called out to him. The man went to join the discussion.

They spoke of face stealers.

- - - -

In a comfortable but large meeting room in one of the main structures of First Devouring Nightmare Mountain, where the table could support ten people, and the opulence was just shy of ‘too much’, Erick sat down for a quick meeting with Patriarch Hangzi, and Elder Varo. Both of the clansmen seemed vaguely unhappy, about what, Erick had no idea, but they were easily able to hide that surface emotion behind training and experience.

And then there were the Dragon Stalkers in the room; a redscale and an orangescale.

The Dragon Stalkers was an organization of people that pursued and killed known dragons, for dragons went to war with each other whenever they recognized each other as dragons, and the collateral damage was always massive. No one liked dragons for that reason, and more besides. Dragons had a habit of hiding who they were through true uses of [Polymorph], though some went the face stealer route when it came to getting new Familiar Forms. Dragons were monsters. Dragons were the height of selfish evilness. Dragons ate their own in cannibalistic rages. Because of this, Dragon Stalkers had tendrils in every society the world over, but Erick had never heard of them before Poi had mentioned them the other day, and that was the first thing Erick mentioned.

Erick sat down as Elder Varo introduced him to the Stalkers.

And then Elder Varo introduced the Stalkers to him, “Mister Ruddy is an archivist on loan from Oceanside, but Miss Favia is an enforcer of a local branch of Stalkers. They are both here because of the unusual nature of the green serpent.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of the Stalkers before,” Erick said.

“Then we’re glad that we can be your introduction to our organization, Archmage Flatt,” said Ruddy, the redscale.

“We try to keep out of everyone’s business,” said Favia, the orangescale. “We have one goal, and one goal only: to make the world safe for non-dragons. This line helps us to operate the world over, and sometimes on both sides of various conflicts, for no one likes dragons.”

“Very true!” Ruddy said.

“We don’t get involved unless there are dragons or a dragon fight,” Favia said. “We hardly ever get involved in the affairs of Songli, either, for around here, there’s a peculiar red dragon that shows up whenever there’s a draconic incident. Red is rather dominant and relatively decent, for a dragon, but for whatever reason, this green dragon’s reveal did not demand a visit from her.”

Erick asked Ruddy, “Does the Headmaster send you out to find targets for him to eat?”

Ruddy said, “Not at all. The Stalkers are an independent organization that has offices all over the world. One of those offices is at Oceanside; I am here because of the green dragon, because of his unusual presentation. We will not work with dragons of any sort, and that includes Kirginatharp. All dragons should die.”

Erick was briefly taken aback. Ruddy had used the Headmaster’s real name. To openly speak of the Second to Rozeta was a clear breach of propriety, as understood by everyone else on Veird. But apparently the ire of Dragon Stalkers went rather deep. Deep enough to break cultural norms.

Favia spoke up, “Dragons get their claws in everything. If it were up to them, they’d rule the world. All dragons must die.” She added, “Though, with Rozeta as Goddess of the Script and Kirginatharp positioned as next in line… That statement is a bit too simplistic for real world applications. It is still mostly true, though.”

Erick understood something more, in that moment.

The first half of the meeting between Devouring Nightmare and the Dragon Stalkers had been about stuff which Erick was not privy to and that he didn’t need to know; probably defensive stuff, probably understanding of the attack. With Erick here, the agenda had gone simpler. Hangzi would probably ask for something specific. They would likely give him something in return. There would be a bargaining.

And from the Stalker’s shared enthusiasm, Ruddy and Favia wanted to make a good impression of their organization to Erick. They probably had something they wanted, too.

That last ship had sailed, though.

Erick tried not to let his simmering anger show. Poi was doing a much better job at this than he was. The only consolation Erick had was that Ruddy and Favia were in their thirties, and probably had nothing to do with the murder of Poi’s mother or sister.

Ruddy said, “There are several dragons across the world that operate semi-openly. We have—”

Elder Varo got them back on track. “Let us discuss the green serpent. It was overlarge and had Illusion-based magics. I doubt it was what it appeared to be, at all.”

Ruddy’s mouth slammed shut; he was angry he had been interrupted, but he controlled himself well.

Favia nodded, saying, “Elder Varo is correct that illusions were widely employed in this latest attack.” She turned to Erick. “Archmage Flatt. You got the best view of the creature. What did it look like to you?”

Erick decided to be helpful, for at least a little while. He rattled off, “Three to four times the size of a wyrm. To Blood, Mana, Soul, True, and heat Sight spells, it all appeared real. Green scales. Ridgeline back. No identifiable markings as far as I know. Its attack appeared real. It was obviously not. Illusion Breath is what I heard the attack called.” On a whim, Erick held up his hand and began conjuring a lightward, saying, “It looked like this.”

Light coalesced above the meeting table. The green dragon appeared out of conjured clouds at a fraction of its true scale, with as much detail as Erick could carve into the conjuring.

The Stalkers’ eyes went wide as they took in the spellwork, perhaps because it was a perfect recollection, or perhaps because some switch had been flipped and they now knew the target. Erick suspected it was the second one. Elder Varo had a calmer reaction; one of inspection and contemplation. Or perhaps he was only pretending to know what he was looking at.

Erick might have been the only one to notice that Hangzi had gone fractionally paler.

Hangzi had survived the dragon’s Illusion Breath, but random chance put the disintegrating-like effects of the dragon’s attack straight through the room Hangzi had been in, at that time. Spots of disintegrating Illusion had chopped off one of his arms and half a foot, and sent him tumbling down to the floor below. Hangzi was better now, obviously, but he was one among many who could have died. Everyone had been very, very lucky in the attack.

Erick hadn’t experimented much with Illusion, but the little Illusion magics he had done informed him that Illusion was like that; it carved and harmed randomly. It seemed to him, though, that the Illusion Breath had carved and harmed a bit too precisely. No one who could have died from being hit, had been hit. And no one had died.

Ruddy said, “It’s the Mirage Dragon. It has to be.” He smiled, showing fangs.

“Certain factors point that way.” Favia said, “But who is she mimicking? Someone she wants retribution against, obviously.”

They knew the target.

Hangzi spoke up, “You postulated it was the Green Fire.”

“Oh, yes. But it’s not. As I said, there was too much mana used up top for a proper [Witness], but I trust that Archmage Flatt’s lightsculpture is perfect, for he has a history of being able to do this, and because of that trust, I can infer a few things about what we are seeing. Look to the horns. You can tell it’s her based on the way her horns have those floating bits around them. All dragon horns are different, and based upon elemental powers. Even if she mimics whoever this green dragon is, her horns give her away as Elemental Illusion, for dragons are highly egotistical and they would be fine with laymen not knowing who they are, but they want everyone else to know who they are.” Ruddy said, “This is the Mirage Dragon, for sure, your grace.”

Elder Varo instantly, and slightly imperiously, said, “That is a Glaquin term. We do not use it here.”

“Apologies,” Ruddy said, not meaning it at all.

Erick could almost respect Ruddy’s dismissal of authority, if only he was from a different organization.

Varo almost said something else to the red dragonkin, but Hangzi silenced his man’s rejoinder with the casual flip of a hand.

Ruddy didn’t care. Ruddy continued, “The Mirage Dragon. She —we think it's a she— she goes around the world hiring herself out for assassinations and theft. She operates like a Shade op—” With a sudden joy on his face, he continued, “Like how the Shades used to operate.” He continued, “She stirs up trouble. She reveals other dragons in the area. When those other dragons move out into the open, and people like we Stalkers or other organizations come in to kill the beast, the Mirage Dragon tries to come in at the last moment and kill the revealed dragon. She rarely succeeds. She’s been active for the last thousand years, and though we have killed her four times over, it never takes. This right here, though? This massive dragon that uses Illusion Breath? It’s not confirmed, obviously, but it is as close to confirmation as we can get. I believe this is the Mirage Dragon. This recent action fits her style, perfectly.”

Erick frowned. Ruddy was glossing over a lot of facts in his excitement to be around Erick; truths about how the Mirage Dragon interacted with other dragons, and truths about her activities, to name a few.

Erick said, “But you get a Kill Notification.”

“Yes, we do!” Ruddy said, “The four times the Stalkers have managed to kill the Mirage Dragon, we have gotten Notifications. We’re not sure how she does it. Each kill had the Mirage Dragon at a different level, too. Sometimes higher. Sometimes lower. We think she is actually a lich, and—”

Favia interrupted, “That is an unsubstantiated rumor. A theory, and nothing more. It could be that she has some control over the Script itself, and is able to create fake Kill Notifications.”

Erick almost scoffed, but then he felt a supreme weight as the implications of ‘control over the Script’ sunk into his mind. Ah. This was more Melemizargo shit, wasn’t it?

… Or maybe it was something else?

Erick hoped it was something else.

Hangzi probably hoped it was something else, too, based on the look on his face.

“I can see this has caused some distress, but this does not necessarily mean the Darkness is involved.” Favia said, “I do not wish to accidentally insult anyone, so if you will allow, I will speak from the beginning.”

Hangzi answered for the non-Stalkers in the room, saying, “Proceed.”

“Wizardry is the easiest answer as to how something is shifted in the Script, but ‘A Wizard did it’ offers nothing substantive. This is an answer that is not an answer.

“So, in order to grant a true answer, I will start from the beginning.

“Dragons are elemental beasts. This is widely known, but the depths of that truth are often never fully grasped. When we Stalkers say ‘Dragons are Elemental beasts’, we mean that they are their Element, wholly and fervently. A Fire dragon might rage like an inferno or warm a room like a hearth. But they are never aloof and cold. A Shadow dragon might hide and sneak, but they are never open and honest with anyone. To know a dragon’s primary Element is to know the dragon.

“Individual personalities create variation on themes, cultures play a large part in personality, and then there’s the business with the Curse, but the primary Element is what forms the basis of the dragon.”

Ruddy almost spoke up when Favia mentioned ‘Curse’, but he refrained.

Favia continued, “In this case, the Mirage Dragon is Elemental Illusion. She is never what she appears to be. If she is outwardly happy, she is sad, or mad, or raging. If she is raging, she is perhaps actually happy. There are, of course, instances where everything is as it appears to be, but only when an outside observer believes that they are seeing something that is not the truth. This makes understanding and fighting and defending from her little more than a [Force Shrapnel] shot. This is especially true because the Mirage Dragon is exceedingly skilled in her Element of Illusion.

“It is in this exceptional skill over Illusion where we begin to see small Wizardries.

“But I do stress that they are small Wizardries.

“Things that the Script specifically disallows, such as the creation of a Kill Notification that isn’t an illusion; one that the receiver can pull in and out of their history to see again and again, to show others what they have killed. Blue boxes for spellwork that she doesn’t have. Status fakery. Sin Seeker avoidance. The ability to use spells even when she has no mana.” Favia said, “As far as we know, she cannot do true Wizardry. She cannot instantly empty someone of their mana. She cannot [Strike] a warrior as though they have no Health. She cannot steal the spells someone else has, thus depriving that other person of their magic. She cannot cast faster than the Script Second, except in the cases of manual spellcasting.”

Favia was lying.

Not about everything; not about Wizardry.

But she was lying about enough that Erick could tell. Specifically, about the ability of skilled dragons to cast Wizardry. After all, the dragons of the Green Labyrinth wanted Wizards. If they already had Wizard dragons, then why would they want more? Erick believed this much from Tenebrae much more than he believed the second half of whatever Favia was saying. But should he call her out?

Yes.

“If every single skilled dragon was a Wizard then this world would be dead a million times over.” Erick said, “There is a simpler explanation for all of these small Wizardries. It is much more likely that there is a family of Illusion dragons, and that they operate all across the world however they are wont.”

Hangzi sat up a bit straighter; his regal mien turning fractionally angrier as he looked to Favia.

Favia defended herself well, turning slightly indignant but remaining professional. “I do not feel that I have lied. The small Wizardries of dragons are well known to us, but not to much of the outside world, and I know our organization has not contacted you before now. Do you have reason to feel that our long history of combating dragons is somehow based on lies?”

Ah.

He had walked right into an interrogation, hadn’t he.

Somehow, Erick did not expect this to be an interrogation of his own history.

Erick said, “I have reasons to believe what I believe. The Dragon Curse affects anyone three generations removed from the primary, meaning that there is room for family.”

Ruddy spoke up, “Dragons do not have families, actually! This is one of the reasons that they attempt to hide among the mortal races, and why they sometimes grow up not even knowing that they are dragons until they or their wife pops out a dragonkin baby.”

Erick frowned, but he listened.

Ruddy continued, “I’m getting ahead of myself here, but dragons lay eggs in protected nests in the Forest of Glaquin. Those hatchlings kill each other until only one is left. The dead hatchlings come back as undead wyrms, though, and experience rapid growth to full wyrm size, and then they rush forward to civilization, clearing the way for the survivor to make their way into inhabited lands, where they seamlessly [Polymorph] into one of the mortal races and then promptly forget that they are dragons. When they eventually remember, through whatever event forces them to remember, they usually end up going on a murder spree.”

Erick kept frowning because Ruddy wasn’t lying. Perhaps Ruddy was delusional enough to believe what he was spouting, but that didn’t seem right. Perhaps Erick’s own experience with dragons was too narrow? Whatever the case, Ruddy’s knowledge as an archivist of the Stalkers was too complete to argue against.

Or maybe it wasn’t?

Erick said, “But they have sexual reproduction. How are two of them able to come together to make those eggs if they’re not able to suppress their urge to kill for a short while?”

“And now we get to ‘how are there eggs in the first place’.” Ruddy smiled, happy to explain, “It’s a dominance game when dragons meet in the open. Everyone always hears about dragon fights. I understand Songli gets 3 to 5 of them per year. In a population this size, that fact of 3 to 5 might be true, but the deeper truth is that nascent dragon fights must happen a hundred times or more, and you just never hear of them.”

Hangzi paled. Elder Varo had no reaction; he knew what Ruddy was saying was true.

Favia just looked at Erick, gauging him with a skill almost as good as his—

She had Intelligence.

In that exact moment that Erick noticed Favia’s truth, she smirked, and then she turned her attention back to Ruddy’s lecture.

Ruddy continued, “Favia’s explanation of dragon Elements is important, and mostly correct, but it is not the full story. Dragons are Elemental Dragon, firstly, and everything else, secondly. It’s an academic distinction, but one that must be made, for it is through Dragon Essence that all of their interactions are determined. If two dragons of equal Essence meet, then there is a Dragon Fight. This is rare, for there is almost always an obvious hierarchy. This is where their Curse comes out, though the factuality of a ‘Dragon Blood Curse’ is a debated topic. ‘The Curse’ might not actually exist at all. This cultural lie might simply be a tool to explain to the mortal races why dragons are the way they are, because you can’t see ‘the Curse’ under [Soul Sight], or if it is there, then it is invisible to all known soul searching methods.

“Kirginatharp might also have a lot to do with perpetuating the lie of the ‘Dragon Blood Curse’, in order to hide his own bloodthirsty nature.

“For there is a much simpler explanation for why dragons are the way they are, and that is that dragons are dicks, and that’s telling it kindly. In more realistic terms, dragons are selfish monsters.

“As for the rankings which determine their society, Kirginatharp is at the top, as the Second to Rozeta.

“Everyone else has to make do with where they are on the list. Every part of their fractured society is determined by their ranking. If someone is above another, they are dominant, and they express this dominance upon the others around them, increasing their own power and decreasing the power of those so dominated. This is not just cultural, but also literal. We have seen this on [Soul Sight] reports at dragon fights, where the winning dragon eventually kills the weaker dragon by virtue of the winner’s presence alone. We have seen this from those at hospitals the world over, as they recover from Dragon Essence poisoning. We know this fact of Dragon Essence from those who choose to pursue even more Dragon Essence poisoning.

“In the case of dragons, if a dominant dragon continues to dominate the lesser dragon, then the lesser dragon will die. This part of the Curse is true. But, then again, we don’t think it is a curse, so much as it is a part of their nature.

“This is where dragon eggs and the Wyrm Season of Glaquin and other forests around the world come from. Dragons can’t have families like normal people. It is physiologically impossible. They can only meet in short mating sessions that mostly produce eggs, and rarely produce fights.

“The dragon mating cycle comes from acts of domination and submission that are usually well contained, but in aggregate, these small acts of violence mean thousands of bystander deaths every single year. It is this cycle that produces dragon fights, killing thousands upon thousands at any one time. The question of willingness for the submissive and dominant dragon is still a question, but dragons do seek each other out to gain mates, and they purposefully harm themselves and others in order to fulfill this biological need.

“While there might be some merit that the Mirage Dragon is actually a lineage, and not the same individual every single time, dragons have no families. They are incapable.”

When Ruddy finished, Erick just sat there, thinking.

There were some complications with what the man was saying. Most of those complications came from hearing about dragon culture from Quilatalap and Tenebrae, but also from Al, who pretended to not be a dragon. Al was perfectly normal outside of all draconic interactions. Erick was pretty sure that Al was the black dragon that killed the Flare Couatl, and who helped Jane begin the purge of her own Dragon Essence. Silverite had set that up, he was pretty sure, but he had purposefully never asked because he did not need to know. No one talked about dragons they knew, for if they did, then dragons would meet, and fights would start.

But none of Ruddy’s truth mattered right now.

Erick made a decision.

Erick said, “I’m not getting involved in this how you want me to be involved in this. I don’t wish to Image for dragons. I am not going to escalate this issue to ensure that it comes to violence. What I will do is seek out the various dragons to open a dialogue. I will not be involved with the Stalkers.” He stood up as Ruddy’s face fell, Favia gave a hateful smirk, and Varo and Hangzi both seemed relieved. “Thank you for your assistance in understanding this recent attack. I wish you well in your own hunt for this assassin Mirage Dragon.”

Ruddy tried bargaining, “Please, sir archmage! We only have four targets! Only four! You’d be saving thousands of lives each year! There are more major threats in this world besides Shades!”

Erick stopped. Ruddy knew just what buttons to press.

Favia knew a few buttons of her own, too.

“We’re not hunting the Mirage Dragon.” Favia said, “We’re willing to give you some help so you could hunt her, but we’re not doing a damned thing. You’re not a commoner. You’re not a country lacking in powerhouses. You’re Archmage Erick Flatt, and you’re fully equipped to find this bitch and the green dragon she’s imitating, before she or he strikes again.”

Erick said, “I highly doubt that the Mirage Dragon’s Illusion Breath would have missed so many people unless she was trying to miss people, so I will discover their diplomatic channels and seek out a discourse with them. I will find out why they are coming at me now, after we’ve cleared out lingering threats in Songli and poked a bit into the Warlord Clans. Did I upset something? Probably. If they have some sort of problem with me removing people like Divider from the world, then they will die, but I will try to resolve this without more violence.”

Ruddy instantly said, “All they know is violence! That is their entire society! Do not make the mistake of thinking they are capable of empathy or fear or forward thinking! All of those sapient emotions are a version of subservience to them, and they will respond with fire and pain if you attempt to understand them in the same ways you try to understand other people.”

Favia added, “My colleague is correct, but besides that, this Mirage Dragon has attacked you. She will come for you again and again until she succeeds… But I can see you are set on this path. So at least do us the courtesy of believing that they are dangerous.” She said, “I hope you survive your next encounter with them, and that the collateral damage from finding and talking to them isn’t too great.”

Erick took a moment to think.

Logically, he should want to kill every single dragon that had transgressed against the world. The four dragons that Ruddy mentioned were probably targets that were better off dead. This ‘Mirage Dragon’ and her family (which Erick suspected was closer to the truth than anything the Stalkers said) was likely better off dead, especially since they had a habit of committing assassinations and such the world over.

None of that even tapped into the idea that both Stalkers had mentioned, but not gone into, that the Mirage Dragon was working to implicate the ‘green dragon’ that was out there, in some bid to get Erick to kill the green dragon without even knowing who they were.

Logically, Erick would want to play ball with the Dragon Stalkers.

But the Mirage Dragon’s Illusion Breath could have killed, and it did not. Not a single death! That had to be on purpose. The Dragon Stalkers didn’t even mention that fact, and that made the Stalkers seem like bad actors. Ruddy seemed better than Favia, though.

The fact that Tenebrae was willing to speak… sort of kindly about the dragons was also a point against the Stalkers.

And Al was a great guy! So what if he was a dragon? Big deal!

And to top it all off, Poi’s revelation that the Stalkers had killed his mother and his sister made these dragon killers seem outright malicious. Especially with the part they said about the Curse ‘not being real’ and yet in the next moment saying that their entire society is organized along unnatural lines of dominance and subservience.

Eh.

So… Thinking about it that way… Yeah. Dragons did some bad shit the world over.

Maybe they did deserve to die!

But Erick wasn’t going to go up against yet another worldwide threat at this time; not in the way the Stalkers wanted him to go. He already had more than enough problems to deal with.

He certainly wasn’t going to ignore the new Path being laid down before him, but the Worldly Path went many ways, and he could walk this one differently than how it had been presented. (If this was Worldly Path nonsense, anyway.)

He was definitely going to talk to the dragons, but that talking would be done individually.

He would seek out what this green one wanted, to see if this was a case of the Mirage Dragon pointing the Dragon Stalkers, and Erick, at her new prey.

Perhaps the green one knew about [Gate]s!

Wouldn’t that be neat.

Erick said, “Stalker Favia is correct about one thing. If this was an attack on me, and I have to believe it was, then I must do my best to mitigate collateral damage.” He turned to Hangzi and Varo. “I am leaving your lands. My daughter will likely stay behind because she has obligations that she must fulfill, but I do not. Thank you for your hospitality.”

Hangzi instantly said, “I know what this last attack looked like, and if you think not being here is better for us, then I must ask you to reconsider. We failed to defend ourselves both from you, and from the Mirage Dragon. We would have catastrophically failed against the dragon. You saved us, and we could use more of that. Know that we are training new soldiers. We’re approving new people to higher positions of authority and casting. We can support your life here. Soon enough, we can defend ourselves, and you. Please stay.” He saw that he wasn’t swaying Erick, so Hangzi tried, “If nothing else, please give us a week so that we can accelerate some of our lower-tier mages to higher authorities and capabilities. Give us some time to work around issues of bureaucracy and personnel. We could use your defenses for a while longer.”

Ruddy exclaimed, “We need you to kill—”

“Silence guest,” Elder Varo practically spat at Ruddy.

Ruddy shut up. Favia simply watched. Oh yeah, did she watch.

Okay.

So.

There were a lot of thoughts Erick had about a lot of things.

But he returned to Hangzi’s question, first.

When a world power asks you to stay in place for a while, to help defend and whatnot, and considering that you just stirred up a hornet’s nest of Hunters and face stealers all around that world power…

And Erick still hadn’t gotten the spellwork for clan mountain creation…

And various other things.

“… Fine.” Erick said, “I will remain for a while, and pursue some of this dragon problem as much as I am willing. I also need that clan mountain spell, and then I need to be left alone.” He added, “Except in the cases of favorable news or nice things, in which case I welcome interruptions.” He asked, “There weren’t any dragon altercations in the cullings, were there? Do you know where this could be coming from?”

Hangzi proclaimed, “There were no draconic altercations that I am aware of, Archmage Flatt. Everything you want will be done with as much speed as possible.” He said to his man, “Varo. The spellwork.”

Elder Varo sent out a quick tendril of thought while also saying, “The scrolls will be delivered to your home, to your hands, directly after this meeting. Thank you for staying for a little while longer, Archmage Flatt.”

“Thank you for your hospitality.” Erick added, “After this meeting, I will also be assisting the Mind Mages with eradicating some specific monsters from Songli. I trust this is acceptable to you?”

Hangzi instantly said, “Yes. Do what you have to do. I would ask you to throw [Withering]s across our lands and be done with it, but intestinal cores are a health issue for many commoners. Thank you for your assistance, Archmage Flatt.” He looked greatly relieved, as he repeated, “Thank you.”

Favia ignored everything, asking Erick, “What are you going to do about the dragons?”

With flippancy, Erick said, “Draw a dragon out into the open. Ask what is happening there. Probably end up killing them while mitigating collateral damage as much as possible. I seem to be getting good at that.”

While Ruddy and Flavia had similar, almost happy reactions, Hangzi and Varo were perfectly polite, giving Erick a nod and a small bow, respectively.

Erick left the meeting. Poi and Teressa followed close behind.

When he got back to his temporary house, which was looking a lot more temporary than it looked an hour ago, he got to work with Poi and the Mind Mages.
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                This was Erick’s first true interaction with the Mind Mages, so he had no idea what that would look like. What he did not expect, was for barely any interaction at all.

A package arrived at the front door of the house and Poi picked it up. Erick had already seen that it was the scrolls for the clan mountain spells, but when the package came into the house, it was both the scrolls, and another, smaller case; another cold box, with another four vials. A quick check with mana sense into the past revealed a blip of [Teleport Other] magics (Erick guessed) delivering the cold box into Poi’s hand, alongside the vials.

Poi brought the vials to Erick, and said, “Here we are.”

“That’s it?” Erick asked, “No representative?”

Poi smiled. “I’m the representative for this.”

“… Ah. I see.”

From the comfort of the [Prismatic Ward]ed part of his house, Poi told Erick where to put the maps, and when to move the maps. Erick searched for DNA first, but then, upon finding the actual monsters, and seeing what they looked like and were, he was able to search for the monsters, instead.

And that was the extent of his involvement.

The Mind Mages didn’t talk to him except through Poi, or through code names. Erick did find out that Blue 81 and White 13 were out hunting tonight; Two of the Mind Mages who had helped him back when he was hunting Terror Peaks, when Poi needed a break. They were doing fine. Or at least they said as much. Erick watched as Mind Mages went to work down below, but he had no idea which one was Blue 81, or which one was White 13. Orange 108, the other helper on a few of those nights, was busy somewhere else. Maybe. Erick wasn’t too sure on that. It was entirely possible for Orange 108 to be somewhere down there, killing monsters alongside the rest of them, and him not talking to Erick.

Without much direction but needing to be involved anyway, Erick watched wherever he wanted to watch. Finding the monsters was much more difficult than killing them. The singular time Erick thought about helping, Poi asked him not to. The Mind Mages had been doing this particular work, hidden from the eyes of the world, for a long, long time. They were good at it, too.

For Mind Mages were very, very good at killing mental monsters.

- - - -

In the deep, clear night, the moons shone their crescent light across the Highlands and the stars sparkled in the void. One of the stars was not like the others. It was closer to Veird, for one. For another, it was magic.

[bookmark: docs-internal-guid-7e35fd8a-7fff-8341-e27e-ce6172d701e8] Cascading light shimmered into the windy air, illuminating a map that was too far up for the people on the ground to see as anything but yet another star. It was one map of a dozen, scattered across the lands. 

For down below, in the cold, desolate cities that had been rebuilt and yet remained unoccupied, and also in the warm cities, where people lived and slept and existed, monsters hid. They ate who they could, keeping themselves protected with dangerous magics, and deplorable means.

The maps found them all.

Blue dots scattered across fields of white light, showing the way to those that needed killing, and places where people needed help.

The Mind Mages acting on the intel of the maps looked normal. A baker, who had finished setting up for tomorrow’s baking. A fishmonger, resting after having cleaned up at the end of the day. A father, who had put his kids to sleep and then kissed his wife on the cheek, and who now walked on the street, flanked by his fellow Mind Mages. Countless others, coming off of work for the day, or waking up for their true job, or begging off of a family gathering and quietly slipping away…

If you didn’t know who they were, if you didn’t know, for a fact, that the tendrils of thought around their heads never fully went away, you would never suspect that they kept the world running, dealing with uncomfortable truths that others never noticed, and which the monsters made sure that no one ever noticed.

All across the land, the Mind Mages moved from their usual, comfortable lives, into the shadows.

- - - -

A mother came out of a fugue to see that there was a monster under her bed; a ball of flesh that whispered and toyed with her memories. She killed the monster in a fit of rage that was quite unlike how she had been for the past week, and then she went crying to her children who she had locked in the other room. Her kids were scared, and then, they weren’t; it was an unnatural transition, but it would pass soon enough. The kids spoke of how they had told her about the monster under her bed, but she had ignored their words and then locked them up when they tried to kill the monster themselves. Now, hugging her babies and out from under the spell of the puppet mind, she believed them. Now, she apologized for the tenth time in a minute. She barely heard the knock at the front door, but she did, eventually, hear it.

The mother and her kids went to the door.

A Mind Mage stood on their doorstep. The man, who was a baker in his day job, calmly explained how he was here to help her understand what had happened.

Perhaps uncharacteristically, the mother let the man into her home. A minute later, the man had killed and cleaned up a second puppet mind, growing under the grandmother’s bed. The woman atop the bed was ancient and bed bound. She thought that she was talking to her dead husband about the old days; not to a monster.

And then the Mind Mage went away.

Not all of the monster hunting ended happily.

Many of the mother’s neighbors had it much worse.

Three blocks over, an entire family had been replaced by the monsters under their beds. The puppet minds had become puppet masters, and those human-looking monsters had been carefully slipping eggs into homes, wherever they went, all the while acting like the people they had transformed into, subtly converting neighbors who had no idea what was happening until it was too late.

The final count for this monster infestation was 36.

If the village with the infection had been larger, or if a Mind Mage had actually lived there, or if the hundreds of Mind Mages lost in the recent war had not been lost…

Maybe this tragedy would have never happened.

The puppet master infection was tracked to four different main hubs. Two in Eralis. Two in Alaralti.

The final count of people saved was 5391. The final count of people lost was 1084.

In another part of the Highlands, in a small village of five houses, a man complained about a smell inside his house. He cleaned all the time, but even [Cleanse] didn’t seem to clean up the smell. If he had the Sight to see, he would know that [Cleanse] would never work on this smell, for the source of the smell was still there. The monsters were still alive.

They were everywhere.

Putrescent Slugs.

Green. Slimy. Pestiferous.

In the cracks of the man’s house, in the woodwork and in the kitchen, and all over the bed where he slept, green slugs nested in slimy films. They had eaten the man’s mother and father, his sister and his two brothers. They had eaten the neighbors one door down. They had eaten the cows and the chickens. The living neighbors were next, but even they didn’t know that they were under attack.

Inside the single man’s house, the slugs had eaten everything they possibly could, except for the man at the center of the infection, for he was an unknowing host. Slugs crawled over his skin, and eggs dropped from the wounds of his fingers, and yet he could not see the problem.

A woman stepped down onto the land, outside of the infected man’s house, her hooded coat fluttering in her own breeze. She filled the air with anti-antimemetic power, revealing the problem, uncovering buried memories.

The infected man rightfully panicked when he saw what had happened to him.

Putrescent slugs were almost worse than puppet minds. Even if the Mind Mages had told him not to get involved, Erick still imagined how he could solve the problem. He couldn’t simply [Withering] the house to kill the slugs; the slugs had no rads inside of them. Individually, each one was barely larger than a thumb.

The infected man decided fire was a good solution. He started blasting while he was still in the center of the house. He wasn’t fine, but he would be.

The Mind Mage got the infected man out and then sedated him; he would keep for a while. Then the Mind Mage went to the neighbors, half of which were also infected while the rest were already dead. Uninfecting the small village would take a week. Healing the mental trauma would take decades, but no one in the village would ever be the same. Most wanted to move.

The infected man was not the only one to burn down his house that night.

In another part of the Highlands, spiders lived on the backs of fully-cognizant hosts, half buried into flesh, their fangs latched at the base of the neck, their legs wrapped around the spine. The spiders were the size of dinner plates, and they had two modes to them. They inflicted pain upon their victims when their victims attempted to harm the spiders. The spiders inflicted joy when the people did what the spiders wanted.

The spiders wanted to experience sensation, which Poi did not explain in too much depth. That was fine. Erick saw enough of the aftermath of a spinal spider infection to understand the depth of the problem.

The spiders wanted their hosts to drink curdled milk, or raw eggs, or shards of bone. They wanted their hosts to make bread with rocks and sand. They wanted ‘art’, so they had their hosts bleed on the walls, and watch the red run down. They wanted colors and smells and tastes and touches. They wanted, and so they got what they wanted through their hosts.

After that takedown, after the removal of the spiders, some of the long-term affected went rabid because all of their pleasure was gone, and all that was left was pain. Others cried in relief. Others sat there, dull to the world.

Erick, and the Mind Mages, moved on.

As sunlight rose in the east, Mind Mages walked into libraries all across Songli. They pinpointed books with chitinous covers, with pages made of devouring thoughts. Erick was advised to check himself for odd, wandering thoughts, for watching through a [Familiar] was still dangerous, but not overly so. The Mind Mages could protect themselves, though.

The books fought against their destruction with scintillating images meant to charm and incapacitate, and Blood Magic that pulled at the interiors of the Mind Mages, but the images were no use against a trained Mind Mage, and the Blood Magic was easily healed through.

Book slippers were the most innocuous of the various threats Erick helped purge that day, but even so, there were many places where bodies had been hidden behind shelves full of chittering, scrabbling books that had too many tiny legs, and too much blood on their pages.

- - - -

Erick got out of his chair. The night was over. The monsters had been slain. Good had triumphed because Erick decided to help out. How many people had perished in these last months because he had forgotten to help? Too many. He did not blame himself, for the deaths were on the monsters themselves. But he felt like he could have done more. After a heavy think, Erick decided that Terror Peaks was ultimately to blame. And the Shades for making the monsters in the first place.

But Erick could have helped out sooner.

And now he knew that.

Erick said to Poi, “We’re going to have to do this everywhere we go.”

Poi said, “This isn’t your fault. The problem arises from the Underworld, and from travelers unknowingly spreading contamination. It’s a problem that has no real solution. All we have is vigilance.”

“… That’s true, too.”

Erick took a moment to let the events of the night roll away.

And then he noticed something smelled good. He sniffed the air. Breakfast!

Poi gave a small grin.

And Erick headed toward the kitchen, saying, “Smells great, Teressa!”

“Two minutes left!” Teressa called back.

Erick entered the kitchen where Teressa stood in front of the oven, looking at the cinnamon rolls inside. She asked, “Are you done, then?”

“I think so!” Erick said.

“Yes,” Poi affirmed. “The Highlands have just now become the most safe, most populous nation on the planet. Hunters, face stealers, warmongers and terrorists, pirates, larger monster threats thanks to Jane, and now, the worst mental threats. All gone. Multiple plagues; [Cleanse]ed and cleared.”

Poi’s voice was more joyful than Erick had ever heard the man; He was obviously happy in a brand new way. Erick felt his heart soar, to see that, and to hear Poi’s words spoken with such conviction. It was true. This land was safe from many monsters, now.

Erick hadn’t set out to do that, but he certainly had!

Teressa smirked, saying, “I’ve heard that Treehome is doing rather well, too. You’ve done a lot, Boss.”

“Still more to go.” Erick had an idea, and then he worked through it, and decided, “You two have helped me a lot, you know. How’d you like 50 points, each? I have a lot extra here.”

Teressa’s eyes went wide. “50 points!”

“No.” Poi repeated to Teressa, “No. Those aren’t yours.”

Teressa frowned at Poi, then said, “Okay. Well. I’ll take 25. And I decided on Constitution.”

Poi huffed at Teressa. “What! Why?”

“Maybe you raised the right Stats, but I went for a warrior build.” Teressa shrugged. “And I kinda like magic now, and I could use some Willpower. Not Intelligence, though. I’m not doing that.” She looked to Erick, saying, “I discovered my aura, by the way.”

Erick froze, and then he laughed out loud. “I haven’t done anything with that in two weeks!” Excitedly, he asked, “Show me! Show me!”

“I only figured it out a few hours ago, and then promptly Remade [Force Bolt]. But...” Teressa held her hands up in front of her, with palms facing each other and about two meters apart. With a faint smile, she said, “Let’s subvert the Script Second.”

A bolt of grey Force coalesced in her right hand and smacked into her left, followed instantly by another manually cast [Force Bolt]. Teressa’s faint smile expanded into a real one, showing off her lower fangs and her joy of the moment. And then she cast three [Force Bolt]s in quick succession, proving her capability.

Erick clapped his hands. “Good job, Teressa! Very good job!”

Teressa practically beamed as she shook out the hand that caught the Bolts. “I probably had it easier than you, since I don’t use a [Personal Ward].”

“Nonsense! You worked hard on it, right? Just like you did with mana sense.” Erick looked from Teressa to Poi, and said, “You both work very hard. You deserve something extra from what we’ve done here, and for what you’ve done for me. I wouldn’t be alive if it weren’t for you, Poi, and your coordination. We would have been blindsided multiple times if it wasn’t for you, Teressa, and your Sighting and sensing of outsized threats.”

Poi looked unconvinced.

Teressa laughed. “I had to find some way to make myself useful.”

Erick frowned a little at Teressa’s self-depreciation. He said, “You’ve been great.”

She shrugged. “If we go to the Core, I need to be better than ‘great’. I’d have to have enough power and ability to rival Killzone, and I am not there yet, at all.”

Erick glanced between his people, saying, “I don’t expect it to be that bad?”

Poi had been looking at Teressa, but he switched to Erick. “It will be that bad.”

“When we find some level 90 monsters down there, we need to be able to fight and kill them. Every single one of us, individually.” Teressa said, “Think ‘Daydropper Queen’ for every single monster with the possibility that we might come across multiples.”

Poi shook his head. “Fight them? No. That is not how it’s going to happen. We’re doing delay tactics and running as fast as we can. We will need Killzone-level of power to be able to do just that much. But we won’t get there with points, Teressa.”

Erick frowned. “I was expecting to kill monsters.”

Poi frowned a little, too.

Erick said, “You know Ava Jadescale, that snake shifter in Candlepoint? She said that the wrought Geodes keep people from going that deep because then there’d be level 90 people walking around all over the place, meaning that the monsters are not that hard to kill.”

Poi said, “Any trip to the Core will cost lives unless the group is small, able to hide from everything, and exceedingly mobile. [Teleport] doesn’t work at that depth. [Teleport] is unreliable anywhere past the surface.” He added, “I never said it before, for it is not my place, but I say it now: Ava was delusional when she said that. Teressa has some of the danger level correct—”

“Course I do!” Teressa said.

“—But you also have it wrong. Our capabilities do not allow us to actually fight anything at the level necessary for us to be ready for the Core, and 25 points isn’t going to change that.” Poi said, “And you don’t need the 25 points, either! You’ve got nearly 250 extra from Erick’s rings; same as me.”

Teressa looked chastised at that. She looked at her hands, and the rings on her fingers. “Ah.”

“Oh! You guys deserve more than that!” Erick said.

Poi said, “I’ll take the Constitution.”

Teressa frowned at everything, and nothing at all.

Erick said, “Teressa. You want 25 points, you can have them. You deserve good things for the good work you’ve done. You want a [Blink] up on the path to being a mage? I will make that happen.”

“No.” Teressa said, “Poi is right about… a lot. I just…” Her voice trailed off.

Poi filled the silence, “We need a lot more preparation before a trip to the Core. Erick could probably do it on his own, but the rest of us also need Elemental Bodies. Getting to the Core isn’t even an option if you don’t have multiples of those. As well as redundancies in all of our spells, and items, and everything else. Food might not be an issue, but we should plan like it will be an issue.”

Moments passed in silent thought.

“I guess I hadn’t given it too much thought until now, but you might be right.” Erick said, “Anyway… Okay. Maybe a trip to Oceanside? They have elemental dungeons there with lots of slimes. That was already on the itinerary, but it could be moved up. I need actual downtime to work on my own aura control, too.” If he was at Oceanside, he’d certainly have to talk to the Headmaster, which might not turn out well, but… It would have to be done. Erick said, “We could each get new Elemental Bodies. You two could certainly use [Lightwalk] and I can help you get [Greater Lightwalk], for sure. Maybe I’ll get [Water Body], or [Stone Body]. Anyway. The cinnamon rolls are done.”

“Ah!!” Teressa practically jumped. She spun around to the oven and pulled out the cinnamon rolls. “Ohh~ Perfect.” She stared at the browned baked goods for a moment longer, her thoughts trailing away.

“If you don’t want the points, Teressa, that’s fine. But you still want Constitution, right?” Erick asked. “You too, Poi?”

“Oh yeah.” Teressa nodded, as she set down the rolls and slathered frosting all over them. “For sure.”

“Yes, sir,” Poi said. “That is one thing that we can do right now, that we cannot get anywhere else.”

“Then, here you go. Both of you.” Erick held out his hand, and a ring appeared upon his palm. Ophiel had made the ring while they had been talking. The ring was large enough for Teressa’s pinky, but small enough to still fit on Poi’s thumb. Erick sat down at the dining table, placing the ring in the center. “Constitution. I don’t feel comfortable letting too much of this jewelry out, though, so your rings are going to stay normal All-Stat rings.”

Teressa and Poi stared at the ring for a long moment.

Teressa said, “I wouldn’t want you to give us this ring permanently, either.”

Poi added, “I agree with this decision.”

Both of the intended recipients went silent, neither of them going for the ring.

Both of them were still apprehensive.

Erick broke the silence, “Bring over those rolls.”

Teressa eyed the tray of rolls in her hands, and then mumbled, “Oh. Right.”

Teressa set the cinnamon rolls on the table, along with three plates.

Teressa and Poi sat at the table. Teressa looked to Poi. Poi looked to Teressa.

Erick imagined what Jane would have said, if she were here. She had already headed off for Star Song before sunrise, so it was just the three of them in the house, at the moment. Erick was both sad and glad for that, for he wanted to ask Jane her thoughts on allocating points, but also didn’t want to have an argument about giving points to Teressa or Poi. Just by guessing… Erick supposed that Jane would have said that people were trying to kill him, not his guards, therefore he needed as much defense as he could get, and he shouldn’t be giving away any of the points he had gotten.

At least Teressa and Poi had decided to get Constitution, though.

Eventually, Teressa asked Poi, “Are you gonna go?”

“You can go first,” he said.

She furrowed her brows. “Okay. Now I’m not sure.”

“… Now I’m not sure, either,” Poi admitted.

“Oh really?” Erick snarked, “I couldn’t tell.”

Teressa scoffed, “It’s a big deal!”

Erick asked, “It’s not that bad, is it?”

Poi rhetorically asked, “You have a question mark on your ‘human’ Status, and you don’t think Constitution is a big deal?”

Erick thought for a second, and said, “No. It’s not that important. What happened to me will not happen to you. You’re only getting one New Stat. You should be fine. Everyone else who got one New Stat is fine.”

Teressa nodded, and said, “That’s true,” as she picked up the ring.

Poi watched, eyes a little wide, as Teressa took off her old ring on her right hand, and slipped the Constitution ring onto her pinky. Erick watched as sunshine yellow spread through the grey of Teressa’s soul, like sunlight flickering behind storm clouds. The moment passed, with clouds turning a bit whiter, a bit brighter, and then settled. Grey returned, but it was a different sort of grey.

Teressa slipped the ring off of her finger, then set it down in front of Poi. She breathed. She said, “You know what? That feels… odd. More solid. Whatever happens, I’m glad the decision is done.” She put on her old ring, and then her eyes crossed, briefly.

Erick winced. Yup. Stat Dissonance. Erick expected that. He said, “That should go away soon enough.”

Teressa blinked a few more times. She breathed, then said, “Oh. Yeah. It’s going away. Okay. There. It’s gone.” She glanced at the air and smiled wide. “Ha! I started off at 21! Didn’t know that was possible. This means 21% less damage taken from all sources, right?”

“Health damage only; but yes.”

Teressa giggled. “Then yeah! 21% less damage taken from all sources, for me! I don’t use a [Personal Ward]. Okay. This is awesome.”

Poi quickly took his ring off and slipped the Constitution ring onto the thumb of that hand. He had much the same soul experience as Teressa, except the sapphire blue clouds inside of him briefly turned golden, and then settled back down to the same sapphire blue his soul had always been. When he changed back to his own ring, his dissonance lasted a bit longer, but he, too, was fine, in the end.

Poi stuck a fork into his cinnamon roll, saying, “Constitution has benefits beyond the Health damage reduction. It helps with—”

“No no!” Teressa asked, “What was your starter number?”

“Unimportant.”

“Bah!” Teressa added, “I already bumped it up to 25. A quarter less damage from everything! That’s amazing.”

Poi ignored her and continued, “Constitution helps against damage, for one, but it also makes everything a bit more comfortable. It’s easier to be out in the blazing sun, or to swim into deep waters. It even allows you to not be bothered by sand in your shoes, or other small annoyances.”

“Oh. That’s why you went for Constitution?” Erick went, “I guess it does do all that, but I never noticed.”

“[Personal Ward]s also do this.” Teressa said, “So it’s not surprising you didn’t notice.”

Poi said, “My [Personal Ward] isn’t always against damage, though, so this is good for me.”

Teressa teased him, “You wanna prepare against a delve to the Core, you gotta make up some new spells, too. Can’t be using your [Personal Ward] for flight.”

“… Maybe.” Poi said, “Whatever the case, Constitution will make being out in the wilderness not so draining.”

“I can’t wait to get back out in the open spaces!” Teressa said, “Camping under the stars—”

“Under the ground,” Poi interrupted.

“We’re not going straight for the Core. We’ll be above ground most of the time!” Teressa asked, “Right?”

“Right!” Erick said, “I have Privacy spells.”

And then the good natured bickering started.

Poi countered how anyone with a mana sense could see [Sealed Privacy Ward], even if they couldn’t see inside. Teressa countered how ridiculously hard it was to find someone out in the wild, and then she added how Erick didn’t count for the purposes of the argument. Erick laughed.

They spoke of different places to visit.

After having two more cinnamon rolls, because he wanted more nice things in his life, breakfast was over. Poi went to bed, because he had spent the entire night awake with Erick. Teressa stayed up, since she had been able to sleep. Erick didn’t need to sleep, though. Staying awake for 48 hours was easy.

On the way to the clan mountain scrolls, Jane called, asking about the night. She didn’t get a chance to talk to him before she was requested for action, though she was getting a break now.

Erick was happy for the distraction. He readily gave her a breakdown of last night, skipping over most of the major details, but talking about what he had seen and how to counter a few mental monsters. Those mental monsters no longer existed inside the Songli Highlands, though.

He also spoke of the dragon attack, and the aftermath of his interactions with the Dragon Stalkers, which was another thing Jane had not been there for. That was another 20 minute conversation.

As for what Jane was doing, she and some other Enforcers of Eralis were getting ready to assault some tangled hydras that had followed/chased some boats into the harbor. The hydras had briefly gotten past the Void Wall, but then the Singers were alerted to the danger, and they sang some special songs, pushing the tangled hydras back into the ocean beyond the Void Wall. The monsters were now camping outside the undersea Void Wall, poking around, looking for breaks in the defensive magic.

‘It’s the second tangled hydra in as many weeks as I’ve been doing this. They’re more of a problem than I thought they were.’

‘You’re good with your prismatic octopus form, right?’ And then, because Erick decided he could handle an argument, he said, ‘I spent 60 points, but I have a hundred and fifty points left, unspent. I want to give you some so you can be safer from mental contamination, and so that you can get a rivergrieve, and be even more safe in the water. I killed a juvenile rivergrieve not a few days ago, but I can get you an adult. They’re out there, somewhere.’

Thankfully, there was no argument.

Jane sent, ‘Nah. Thanks, though. Star Song is trying to tempt me with more points than what you bargained for, so I’ll get them on my own. You don’t have to worry about me.’

‘But I always will.’

After a long moment, Jane sent, ‘I worry about you too.’

Erick smiled, as he sent, ‘Physically, or emotionally? I don’t think you have to worry too much on either account, just like how I know my fears about you are unfounded. You could face anything.’

He must have put too much pain into his thoughts, or maybe the lie was simply too apparent. Jane had heard something in his words, and the conversation shifted in an uncomfortable direction.

‘… Dad. I’m scared all the time. I’m scared for you, and I’m scared for me, and I’m scared about the monsters that live under beds and in the dark.’ Jane said, ‘But I’m also doing a lot of good out there, and that helps me know that fear is just fear, and my anger is stronger. Back on Earth, there wasn’t a lot I could reasonably be angry with. All the problems were problems that you were equipped to solve. It’s a lot easier… Life is a lot easier here, on Veird, for me. But by that same measure, this life is harder for you. And I see what this life does to you, and I fear that you’re burying your feelings, and that’s not something I can power through with anger. You’re ignoring the stress you’ve put yourself under. You’re not ignoring the truths around you anymore, but even that is hurting you. Deeply.’ She added, ‘What I truly fear is that some mistake is going to get made, and there’s nothing I can do if you make a mistake, just like there’s nothing you can do if I make a mistake. I can handle my small, melee problems. But you…But you almost died to a dragon, and now some dragon is out to get you.’

Erick wiped a tear from his eyes, and was thankful that he was having this conversation through a telepathic call. ‘I’ll be fine. The dragon won’t be fine, if I find him and his answers are unsatisfactory.’

‘That sounds like something I would do; not you.’ Jane asked, ‘Are you okay, dad?’

‘Of course not. This whole world is fucked with monsters.’ Erick said, ‘But I’ve got plans. Would you like to hear them?’

‘I would like to hear them.’

And then Erick explained some of his dragon hunting plans.

Jane was on the fence about his ideas, but they would probably work. No way to really know.

Erick moved the conversation to lighter topics, like other places to visit.

They talked for a while, but then Jane had to go. The plans against the tangled hydra had been finished.

Jane ended with, ‘There’s been a lot more planning against this tangled hydra kill than the last one because this damned monster is staying in the ocean. My prismatic octopus isn’t suited for deep water kills, so I might be hunting for a rivergrieve later.’

Erick smiled.

Jane continued, ‘So if you see a rivergrieve, let me know. But don’t kill it! It’s mine.’

Erick laughed, sending, ‘I’ll keep an eye out.’

‘Okay. Good. I love you. Gotta go.’

‘I love you, too.’

As their connection faded to nothing, Erick sat in his chair for a moment, just existing. And then that moment ended. Erick glanced to the clan mountain scrolls sitting on the table beside him. He reached over and grabbed them.

It was time for magic.

- - - -

Sitting in his temporary library, with scrolls unfurled across the whole table, and Privacy spells around him, Erick read of the deepest secrets of clan mountain creation. They weren’t written in code, but they were written in standard magical notation and surrounded with arcane knowledge, which ended up almost the same as code.

The words themselves were basically Ancient Script, but slotted into diagrams along with a heaping amount of math and structure. It was the same spellwork that upper graduates of Oceanside used, but with a flair that was distinctly non-arcaneum, non-Oceanside. Erick hadn’t gotten very far with any of that sort of magic, and this stuff looked like the equivalent of post-graduate work.

Erick’s inability to be able to easily read this sort of writing, along with his lack of aura control, were likely his biggest failings as an archmage, and as an enchanter, too.

As Erick began to understand what he was reading, a supreme sense of vindication washed over him, for his earlier guess that the clan mountains were made of a [Stonetreeshape] spell was mostly correct. He was simply off by an order of magnitude, and missing a crucial piece of the puzzle that he had not known was a piece that needed to be included. The other complication was that there were two spells. The first spell was named [Eternal Stonetree]. The second spell was [Eternal Stonetreeshape].

On a separate piece of paper, Erick picked apart the spellwork in front of him, eventually arriving at the base formula for both spells. The first spell was necessary to nail exactly correct, but the second spell was the only way to make the first one work in practice.

--

(t1)[Watershape] + (t1)[Grow] = (t2)[Treeshape]

(t2)[Treeshape] + (t1)[Stoneshape] = (t3)[Living Petrified Treeshape]

(t1)[Lightshape] +(t1)[Shadowshape] = (t2)[Mysticalshape]

(t3)[Living Petrified Treeshape] + (t2)[Mysticalshape] = (t4) [Eternal Stonetree]

–

Despite the Shaping spells used throughout all parts of the first spell, [Eternal Stonetree] lost the ‘Shape’ part of itself, meaning that if this spell was anything like Erick’s own [Tree of Light], [Eternal Stonetree] simply grew the tree, without allowing Erick to Shape that growth at all.

Shaping was very much necessary in order to turn trees into mountains, though; to collapse eternal stonewood into solid hallways and such. And so, there was the second spell, to reintroduce ‘Shape’ back into the magic.

--

(t4) [Eternal Stonetree] + Mana Shaping + Mana Altering for Pure Illusion (also known as ‘Mystical’) = (t5) [Eternal Stonetreeshape]

–

Erick was very excited now, with a wild grin on his face and a rising heartbeat in his chest.

There were, as Erick had expected, a few specific tricks to making this magic. Among the scrolls were copious notes on how to specifically introduce [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape] to each other so that you would get [Mysticalshape], and not [Illusionshape]. Here, again, Erick’s experience with [Treeshape] came in handy to understand why this degree of perfection was necessary.

[Treeshape] and [Woodshape] were both produced through the same combination of spellwork; [Watershape] and [Grow].

Both spells had widely different uses.

[Treeshape] was for the directed growth of a tree, and you could do a lot with that premise. You could even direct a tree into growing a wooden salad bowl, for instance. The problems with that, were that you ended up with a lot of byproduct in that creation, namely, the existence of the entire rest of the tree that you just shaped out of the ground. Whatever salad bowl made by [Treeshape] would likely be rather rustic, too.

[Woodshape], though, was perfect for the carving and shaping of dead wood. With [Woodshape], it was very easy to make the perfect salad bowl. Smooth surfaces, perfect shape, good bowls.

A [Treeshape] bowl would likely have bark on it.

[Woodshape] was purchasable in the Script for 1 point; anyone could get it.

[Treeshape] had to be made by the mage who wanted it.

There was a difference in those spells. A fundamental difference.

There was a difference in [Illusionshape] versus [Mysticalshape], too. Erick didn’t have [Illusionshape], and it wasn’t available for purchase, either. Neither was [Mysticalshape]. He couldn’t just look up the blue boxes for those spells by searching the Script, either, to get an idea of what the difference was, but that was unimportant. The scrolls from Devouring Nightmare told him enough about the two of the better outcomes between combining [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape].

Illusions were a massive school of magic that Erick had never touched, partially because the vast majority of that school was rather weak, and partially because he would rather have the real spells, rather than their fake versions.

Erick mostly knew the broad strokes, though. Illusions could create false realities, and [Illusionshape] was most commonly used on basic Force spells. With Illusion Magic, a mage could have a single well made tier 2 spell that did almost everything for them, and they could try every single day to make that perfect tier 2 spell, until they got it right.

The typical example of the usefulness of illusions went like this: A mage is running across a field from a monster. The monster will catch the mage, for the mage cannot easily flee, but the monster is easily tricked. (Which is mostly true for every single monster out there, and one of the only reasons Illusion Magic was useful at all.) In this scenario: What spell is best to escape the monster? Or what spell can kill the monster, or what spell can trip the monster, or delay the monster, or— etcetera, etcetera, ad infinitum.

For Illusion Magic, there is only one spell. It’s [Force Wall] + [Lightshape] + [Shadowshape]. This makes [Illusionary Spell]. That, along with some creativity, can make almost any low-level effect.

The fleeing mage can hide behind a tree that they create. They can send a duplicate of themselves running in the other direction. They can wrap illusion around themselves, making them appear as their own shadow. Another cast might string wires across a suddenly appearing grove of trees, with fake spiders and bad smells filling the air; which won’t stop the monster, but it will give the mage more time to flee properly while the monster is hanging back, fighting the ‘summoned’ monster. Because, yes, illusion magic can summon creatures, too. Shitty creatures, but even a shitty creature is still a body on the field.

In a variation of the first example, the mage could make an illusionary walkway into the air, into a hidden space that the monster cannot reach, while, with their next cast, they send off a duplicate to run away, allowing the monster to chase that duplicate down.

[Illusionshape] could be used in practically any basic tier spell to make something that was usable in all instances. But, there was a drawback. Any damage inflicted with Illusion Magic was quartered. Any defense provided was weak as paper. Any utility had to be treated with the delicacy of [Conjure Item], lest an errant touch shatter the illusion into motes of mana.

Versatility had its drawbacks.

Apparently, according to the scrolls in front of Erick, if you used [Mysticalshape] instead of [Illusionshape], that ‘quartering’ was instead a ‘halving’.

That was no reason for it to be in the clan mountain spellwork, though.

The reason for [Mysticalshape] came from its other intrinsic factor of being ‘unreal’, and thus it allowed the sudden growth and sudden creation of the [Eternal Stone Forest] without pumping millions of mana into making a real [Stone Forest], or waiting years for Stone to ‘grow’ to appropriate mountain sizes.

Erick had to sit back after reading that.

And then he went back to reading.

[Mysticalshape] apparently allowed the final result of the clan mountain spell to be ‘fuzzy’, for it needed to be fuzzy, for [Living Petrified Treeshape] simply made giant, immobile trees, that were not truly immobile at all. This fuzziness allowed appropriate Shaping spells to be used to great effect, transforming arbor-sized trees into minor mountains.

And another thing!

For all their material strength, Eternal stonetrees were super light. You could build very high with them.

And another thing!

If one used normal stonetrees, as one could with [Living Petrified Treeshape], then anyone could come along to a clan mountain with a [Stonetreeshape] spell, which practically any decent mage could make, and the clan mountains wouldn’t be as secure from outside tampering as they were.

The inclusion of Illusion in clan mountains prevented this. Adding in Illusion was a wonderful solution to the problems of easily crafted Shaping spells. You couldn’t [Stonetreeshape] eternal stonetrees; you had to use [Eternal Stonetreeshape].

And to get there, it required you to add Shaping back into the tier 4 spell! Tier 5 was yet another hurdle that potential bad actors had to surmount if they wanted to break a clan mountain. Erick didn’t know the numbers, exactly, but he was pretty sure that 98% of people never made it past tier 3.

Erick wasn’t done reading the scrolls, though. He was finding secrets with every new readthrough.

The other major oddity in the spellwork was the necessity of [Living Petrified Treeshape]. Not [Stonetreeshape]. Not [Petrified Treeshape]. [Living Petrified Treeshape]. The living was important, for the normal [Petrified Treeshape] spell created normal-sized, dead wood, and dead wouldn't grow, and couldn’t be illusion’d into growing larger, therefore dead wood was a dead end to this spellwork.

Erick read over the scrolls a few times, picking up a few small bits of extra information about the spellwork here and there. None of the scrolls were in order, exactly, and each one referenced a different scroll in a mostly random way. Erick suspected that this discombobulation in the presentation was necessary in order to keep the clan mountain secret as secret as possible. If you only had one of the ten necessary scrolls, you had a hint as to the overarching spellwork, but you did not have the full story. If you didn’t have all 10 scrolls, and time to read them, and time to understand them, and the background necessary to understand them, then messing up a tier 4 spell was a hundred days lockout from another attempt. Messing up on the second spell, which was arguably more important, was a thousand day lockout.

… Erick wondered what a better version of this spell would look like. [Mysticalshape] seemed necessary, so he would keep that in there, for sure. Illusion magic was rather funky, though. Apparently, using Illusion to bring a base material more in line with what you wanted was a permanent-ish usage of that magic.

Permanent trees. Permanent illusions, that were therefore not illusions at all.

Erick had to digest that for a moment before he continued.

Apparently, when these Illusion trees were killed in the process of their final Shaping into a mountain, very little material was lost, because eternal stonetrees were very real. Usually, Illusion was very good at being not-real. Usually, crafting anything into Illusion was a good way to lose that material forever.

There was an example in the text to explain what was happening.

A woman wants a dress for a party. She crafts one of her old dresses with illusions of the new fashion trend sweeping the Court, completely ignoring that the new trends are about gold, and her dress is little more than cotton. The illusion lasts for a while, but the woman’s tattered original dress falls apart, leaving her half-naked in the middle of her dance upon the stage.

A second woman at that very same party also used Illusion on her dress, too, but her dress was a 40 year old gold dress she had in the back of her closet. After all, fashion comes and goes, so the woman has kept every dress she has ever owned. Therefore, her illusions are simple adjustments. A few more folds here, the changing of an embroidered fish into an embroidered cloud.

When her spell fails, she still has clouds upon her dress.

When Erick read that, he stepped back.

Illusion seemed really interesting. Not a way he wanted to go with his spellwork, for sure, but it was still interesting.

He couldn’t help but notice that this clan mountain spellwork contained a lot of lessons on Elemental Illusion, and that he had gotten it right after being attacked by a dragon that was all about illusions, who was his next target. He knew he needed to seek out the dragons, anyway, and he had been planning on seeking out the Mirage Dragon, for sure. But...

Was this serendipity?

It was probably the Worldly Path.

… Did Illusion have something to do with [Gate]?

… It probably did.

Seemed like an easy way to ‘make two areas similar in nature’… Or something.

Illusion also seemed all about either making Reality out of nothing, or shifting Reality onto reality, and making something. And wasn’t that an odd thought.

Odd, because mana was possibility, and worded another way, the best illusions were about possibility stretched into reality as far as it could stretch, and having that possibility sometimes become real in the process.

Heck! [Polymorph] was all about the illusion of a person becoming real, which was yet another lesson on ‘illusion’ he had recently been re-exposed to, and which was another thing that pointed him toward the dragons.

“Huh.”

Erick sat back in his chair and had a nice, long think.

He read the scrolls again, and he read about how the eternal stonewood of the clan mountains still remained slightly magical, even when it was cut down and processed into a mountain. It was even ‘enchantable’, in a certain sort of way, allowing it to project falsities into the world beyond. This was why the clan mountains of the Alluvial District of Eralis were shrouded in illusions when they were viewed from a far distance.

‘Enchantable’ because what was really happening was that the eternal stonetrees were still alive, even though they looked like mountains and had been made into homes. As ‘living’ trees, they were producing their own illusion effects to make themselves appear to be unassuming mountains.

Erick repeated, “Huh.”

The nobles around here lived in tree houses, eh?

He kept reading, and kept realizing new and novel uses for eternal stonewood.

Tenebrae had certainly come through here and made his flying castle out of something close to, if not exactly, this eternal stonewood. Perhaps that small tree in the center of his castle was a still-living [Eternal Stonetree]. There was a problem with that theory, though; to a mana sense, Tenebrae’s castle didn’t seem like it was anything but stone, and the tree in the center of it all was very much a ‘normal’ magical tree.

The answer to that, though, was that Tenebrae had taken this spellwork and made his own version.

Or perhaps illusions were much more powerful than Erick suspected.

… Illusions were probably extremely powerful in a few specific ways. Not in all ways, for sure, but in a few? Like with these eternal stonetrees? Erick could certainly see that.

He was already imagining using Illusion Magic to subvert the inability for Particle Magic to deal with individual atoms. For instance, instead of having his [Grow Diamond] work off of random carbon hitting the growing diamond just right, and sticking in place, and producing a lot of unknown byproducts that need to be [Cleanse]ed away, he could throw some illusion into the working and he could conjure diamonds straight from the air. No need for complicated, chancy atomic processes! No need to wait for growth!

… If he was reading these scrolls right, anyway.

For the third time, with revelation piling upon revelation, Erick whispered, “Huh.”

Eventually, he had lunch. After that, he played around with some magical ideas, including one where illusions were pretty much ‘Wizardry, but not’ in that illusions could do a bunch of stuff outside of the normal spheres of magic, and if that ‘outside stuff’ was close enough to reality in the end, then the illusions transitioned Subjective Reality into real reality.

That particular thought was a Big Moment for him and he had to come back to it more than a few times because it was just so… magical.

It probably wasn’t Wizardry, though. It was just magic that was truly magical.

He re-read the scrolls, because he kinda had to after the series of revelations that he had been having. And then he had a small nap, because that seemed absolutely necessary, too. Of course, he set Ophiel up with defensive protocols and informed Teressa of what he was doing before he tucked in for a couple hours of shuteye. He slept a nap of the dead.

When he woke up, he made dinner, and then after dinner, it was time to make some magic.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Remember when Melemizargo called the world an illusion? I certainly do. I wonder if that has anything to do with this stuff? Or maybe it's just red herrings, all the way down. 

- - - -

Patrons have +6 full chapters.

Thanks for reading~

- - - -

So I started reading some nice stories, and maybe you would like to read them, too. 

Blood Shaper has been pretty standard portal fantasy so far, with some nice twists. Needs a thousand more pages, tho! But they're just starting, so it's forgivable. I hope they can keep at it because I've enjoyed what they have so far. 

The Way Ahead is still going well! 

And don't forget about The Wizard's Tower; he recently finished book 2~

TMarkos of Peculiar Soul and other stories gave me a nice review a little while ago, and I keep meaning to give a shoutout here, because I've read their stuff, too! Peculiar Soul is a wonderful story; go read it~
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                The sun set to one side of the horizon while the moons teased their presence upon the other, and a rainbow of reds, yellow, and blues stretched across the heavens between, covering the world in color. All around, grasses swayed under northern winds. Though this was Veird’s equivalent of Spring, it was still cold at night, in this part of the world. Erick’s breath fogged in the chill air, producing streamers of visible warmth that whipped away in the breeze.

In the distance, and all around, tiny dots of light danced among the grasses. They weren’t fireflies; they were much larger, each about the size of his thumb. Erick had heard them called lightbugs, and they were harmless. They flitted among the tall green grasses, glittering in whites and greens and yellows, bringing light to the deepening night. They had a few slim uses. About one in a hundred thousand had Light Essence in their glowing bodies, which was about the most expensive thing about them. Hunting for those specific lightbugs was like hunting for dropped gold coins on a beach, though; no one did it unless they were a rather odd person or had some method to shorten the search. Either way, only the foolish or needy would go hunting for such a specific payout, since hunting the monsters which were out here at the same time would provide a much more steady paycheck.

But the lightbugs were pretty to look at. Erick had chosen this spot because of those lightbugs, for they gave rise to the idea that even in the dark, there was light, and even when the world seemed empty, that was just an illusion.

Ah.

Yes.

There’s the mindset.

Erick relaxed into the moment. With one hand, he channeled his mana through [Lightshape]. With the other, he channeled [Shadowshape]. He found the harmony almost instantly, like someone else had taken the vocals and the instrumentals of a song and pulled them apart, and here Erick was, putting them back together.

He cast.

The world in front of him took on an unreality. Small natural damage done to the grasses all around him, like bent blades and chewed stems, vanished. The breeze turned more hospitable, warming up by degrees. Lightbugs appeared, but they were fake, too; all the real ones had stopped glowing around Erick, for they would not glow in the direct presence of others. That was one of the ways that a grass traveler could tell if there were monsters waiting in the deepening twilight, just out of sight.

A blue box appeared, but Erick ignored it for a moment, as he tested the control he had imposed upon the scene. He made the false lightbugs glow brighter. He made the night deepen. He made the air turn frozen, and chilly, sending the dancing illusions of lightbugs to the ground like scattered, glowing ice cubes, their glows rapidly giving out. And then when even the distant lightbugs noticed this and shut off their lights, Erick went the other way with his illusions. He warmed the world, bringing high summer to the night, making the world muggy and false, and bright with buzzing lights. He hid himself, Poi, Jane, and Teressa, in the illusion.

It didn’t take long for the lightbugs to notice the happening scene in front of them. The real bugs all began to relight. They moved into the area and seemed to love the false warmth.

The night danced with illusions of brightness.

The spell soon ran its course; Erick had asked too much of the Shaping magic. The cold night returned. The fake lightbugs vanished. The real lightbugs saw Erick, standing in the middle of their glow party, and they stopped glowing. They dropped into the shadowy grasses and hid, once again.

Erick checked his spell.




	
Mysticalshape, instant, medium range, 100 mana

A large illusion of the world is yours to command. Unreal control. Lasts 5 minutes.














It was a good outcome. The ‘unreal control’ is what made the spell Mystical, while [Illusionshape] would have retained the normal ‘fine control’ of its parent spells.

Erick played around with [Mysticalshape] for a little while, targeting the images he could see in the mana whenever he activated Meditation. Fake eyes and fake monsters in the mana became real, for a certain definition of real.

Tigers made of arms. Floating, swimming fish in the grasses made of scales and webbing. Lizards made of claws. Mouths made of tongues.

And then Erick shifted those unreal sights into something nicer. Tigers made of orange and gold, with gold that turned black in the shadows, and white in the light. Fish made of emeralds with diaphanous fins made of starlight. Lizards made of obsidian, that hid in the darkness like it was their homes, with bright red eyes like cherry red iron. The mouths and the eyes simply went away; Erick didn’t need those in his life.

As he got a feel for the magic, night deepened. Stars came out. Twilight was here, while the sun set far beyond the western horizon. In the half-light of almost-night, Erick went onto the next part of this magic.

He held out a hand and listened to the Growing tale of [Treeshape]. He mixed a tale of decades of easy life, under the sun and growing tall, with the sounds of [Stoneshape] producing a life that stretched out into time frames measured in eons.

A transformation. A mutation. A permanency of solidness that still managed to reach for the sky and make itself known.

He told this tale to a seed he had gathered from a tall, strong tree, back in Alaralti.

And then he set the seed into the ground, and cast.

Stone raised from the land like a sapling trunk, then grew tall, and strong. Erick directed the growth with a bit more trouble than he usually had with [Treeshape], but only because the stone tree did not want to grow as fast as a normal tree, and Erick was pushing against that limit. A blue box appeared but Erick was concentrating. He pushed the message to the side. With focus and goals, the stone tree grew. The spell ended. The tree stood mighty, thick of trunk and reaching of branch, with bright orange, red, and brown bark, and with black leaves that drank in the world, making the world just a bit more solid. The tree was ten meters tall and did not wave in the wind. Even the leaves were like chips of unmoving stone. It would take a hurricane to move this tree.

Erick looked at the spell.




	
Living Petrified Treeshape, instant, medium range, 250 mana

Direct the accelerated growth of a tree into a living petrified tree. Control lasts for 5 minutes. The living tree will continue rapid growth for up to one week after this spell ends, and then slow down. Recasting this spell upon a living petrified tree will temporarily invigorate new growth.














Erick nodded, then turned to his creation. With a swipe of his lightform, he grabbed a seed pod in the upper reaches of the living petrified tree. It was the shape of a walnut, but a bit bigger, almost the size of his palm. The outside was vibrantly orange but Erick’s mana sense told him the inside was crystalline white.

The scrolls from Devouring Nightmare had said using a seed from his first working wasn’t strictly necessary for the second working, but upon seeing the size, the heft, and the interior of the seed, some inner part of Erick knew that he had to use this nascent tree to grow the next.

He stepped away from the original tree. This next one would be much, much larger.

With the stonetree seed held in his palms, he channeled [Mysticalshape] into the seed from his left hand, while [Living Petrified Treeshape] channeled into the seed from the right. The seed began to glow. The interior crystal shone through the petrified surface; a white light under oranges and reds.

Ophiels danced around Erick, their eyes focused in reverence as they sang a syncing song to the night, to the seed.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye held in the sky above Erick like a fourth moon, gazing down upon the working with a focus to rival Melemizargo.

That Old Dragon was probably watching this, wasn’t he? Eh. Whatever.

—The seed shifted. The exterior turned black as the interior became as bright as the sun. Mana flowed from Erick into the seed; he had cast the spells in the middle of the working, somehow, only realizing that he had cast after the fact. The seed soaked in his power and greedily drank thousands of mana from his soul.

He felt a tether take hold.

He let the seed go.

The seed did not drop. It floated away, like a leaf upon a slow river. Ten meters, then thirty, then fifty; traveling like a coconut upon unseen waters to where it needed to be. Suddenly, the grasslands turned to liquid, swirling away like so much sand and mud, and the seed buried itself according to its own desires. Erick felt himself connect to the magic, and the magic asked what he wanted.

Erick spoke, “A kilometer tall, or more, and strong enough to withstand whatever the world brings to bear against you.”

The seed seemed to laugh, as though Erick’s request was too easy.

The tether snapped.

From one flashing second to the next, as though Erick had seen a bright light and his eyes were adjusting, the tree appeared. Fully grown. White as Erick’s magic, and almost as bright. Fifty meters wide at the thickest part of the trunk. A kilometer and a half tall. Its branches blocked out the sky with a million billion white leaves, upon branches that were just as brilliant. It was a version of Reality that was close to reality, but not exactly.

And then the magic faded. The white light faded.

The tree remained.

In the twilight purple sky, the tree was a lot less white, a lot less unreal. Purple shadows played in the boughs while dark wind played among the leaves. The tree had become real, and yet remained a bit inscrutable. It did not sway in the breeze, except in the smallest of ways. The Arbors of Treehome at least swayed a bit. This one was solid as, well, rock.

From an odd direction, Erick felt a demand.

Yggdrasil demanded; a wordless expression of need.

It was an overwhelming emotion, one that Erick almost gave into right away, but he did not. Erick looked at Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye and said, “You’re going to have to wait. The scrolls from Devouring Nightmare were very clear about what the good version of this spell looked like, and since the blue box hasn’t appeared yet, we don’t know if it turned out well. Even if it did turn out well, though, you only have one body right now, and I don’t want you experimenting on yourself when you only have one self to experiment on.”

Yggdrasil… still demanded, but it was less forceful. After a moment, Yggdrasil’s eye bounced along in reluctant understanding.

“Thank you for understanding.” Erick nodded at the [Scry] eye, and then turned to the open air, openly wondering, “Now where is that— Ah. There it is.”

The blue box had finally appeared.




	
Eternal Stonetree, instant, super long range, 5000 mana

Grow an eternal stonetree based upon your desires, or grant the properties of an eternal stonetree to a living tree, with variable outcomes either way. Targeting a sapient tree will grant control of this spell to the tree. Targeting a magical tree will produce wildly unknown effects.

Eternal stonetrees are extraordinarily resistant to any outside force.














Erick smiled. He showed Yggdrasil the spell, saying, “It turned out well. Soon as I get to Spur and grow you a new body to replace the one you lost, we can experiment. Okay?”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye tumbled through the air in reluctant understanding.

Erick added, “You know, if you grew up enough for me to plant one of you on this side of the world, maybe I could grant you the spell here. Would you like that?”

Yggdrasil’s eye went rigid in contemplation. Then he began to vibrate a bit like an excited child, rapidly transitioning into elated nodding.

Erick smiled. “Good. You work on growing, then. Besides that, it might be nice to have one of you on this side of the world. Less distance to cover with [Scry].”

Yggdrasil’s eye danced through the air, understanding a bit, but too excited to comprehend. He went to join Ophiel, who was already flying around the big white tree. Erick simply watched for a little while.

Poi, Teressa, and Jane watched from a bit further away.

Soon enough, the [Familiar]s all came back to Erick, and Erick moved on to the final part of the evening’s magic. He focused, he imagined, and he cast, transforming that which was partially illusion, partially real, into adopting a different form that was no less impressive.

The massive white tree transformed into a craggy white boulder a few hundred meters across, set halfway into the ground. It had only two architectural accompaniments; a staircase that led up to a plateau at the top, and a house upon that plateau. The house was a familiar three stories tall, with two mage towers on either side and balconies here and there.

Erick smiled as he gazed upon his craft. He had recreated his house at Spur, here, in this open land north of Holorulo.










	
Eternal Stonetreeshape, instant, super long range, 5500 mana

Warp an eternal stonetree into your desired shape or warp the illusions around a living eternal stonetree into your desired shape. Unreal control. Spell lasts 5 minutes.














“Ah ha!” Erick turned to his people and handed out the spellwork. “That’s the good version, too!”

Poi, Teressa, and Jane, had silently watched the whole time. Now, they read the blue boxes they had been given.

Jane read and discarded the boxes, then asked, “Why’d you make it like the house in Spur?”

“A summer home! Or something. I’m not sure yet. Maybe I’ll make a whole lot of these homes all across the world? It could work.” He started walking toward his own, private clan mountain, saying, “Come on! Let’s go see what it looks like on the inside!”

While Ophiels twittered and flew ahead of Erick, everyone else began to follow.

Erick stepped upon the white stonetree, onto some stairs he had shaped into the working that went all the way to the house at the top. Now that he was here… The stairs were a bit uneven, and a bit too shallow, like someone had hewn stairs out of a real rock mountain without any care about how stairs should be. OSHA would not approve.

Erick mumbled, “Eh. Good enough for a first try.”

Jane asked, “You didn’t use [Metalshape], did you? Why not?”

Erick hummed, thinking.

Jane let him think.

It didn’t take long to get halfway up the white staircase. While he was thinking, Erick saw room for improvement everywhere. Water would collect and putrefy in that divot over there, while those steps right there were a tripping hazard, and this whole place was rather unprotected. He could have easily made his clan mountain harder to assail if he had been thinking about defense when he cast. He could have made sheer walls on the sides, instead of slopes that allowed easy scaling. He could have made extra houses here and there, too. Guest houses. Garden spaces. Places that, with a bit of carving, or better Shaping, could be made into a nice set of waterfalls and small ponds and—

Ah. Erick realized Jane was setting up for a joke.

Erick asked, “Why would [Metalshape] have been good?”

Jane smiled. She stepped to her father’s side, and said, “You could have called the spell [Adaman-tree-um].”

Erick burst a laugh that filled the silent night sky. Jane smiled brightly.

Erick said, “Puns aside, the scrolls didn’t go into alternate versions, but I can imagine a ton of reasons that they didn’t use metal. When I researched for Yggdrasil, I found out about metal trees that grow in the deep parts of Nergal, as a way to protect themselves against the various toxic monsters and life that also grows all around down there. They’re probably not natural, though, so that evolution idea is rather thin. They’re rare trees, because they’re very easy to [Metalshape], because of their second property, of being living, magical metal. You can chop off a branch and immediately use it to make some magic item, or what have you. This is likely the main reason that metal trees are not part of the clan mountains; they’re not secure from a simple tier 2 spell that is purchasable from the Script.”

They had reached the house, and it looked exactly the same as Erick’s house back in Spur. He smiled as he looked up at it. And then he walked in, with the others following. With a flick of his intent, lightwards spread throughout the entire space, illuminating the house almost exactly as the house in Spur was illuminated.

This house was a mess.

There were many places where the Shaping had failed in the details. There were holes in many walls, and the staircase was half melty. Erick frowned, as he walked deeper into the house.

Erick continued, “Another problem of including metals into this magic is that such a spell might only produce small trees. The steel trees of Nergal are all stunted things that only grow large when you give them lots of metal. They’re not able to just take the rock in the ground, the water in the land, and nutrients in the air and make themselves as big as they can be. This spell can do that. Plus, eternal stonetree is electrically insulated. Lightning is not a problem for clan mountains.” Erick looked around the kitchen as he said, “There’s probably more reasons not to include [Metalshape] in the working but I can’t think of many.”

Jane asked, “But to include illusion would circumvent many of those issues, wouldn’t it?”

“Possibly. I’m not too experienced with illusions yet, but illusion seems to be able to make Reality into reality, but only if reality is already rather close to Reality. You probably have more experience with illusions than me. You made all of the Shaping spells, didn’t you?”

“I did, along with a few subsequent spells,” Jane said, casting a spell at the ground and achieving nothing. “Didn’t make anything that I’d be unwilling to break and try again, though.”

Erick walked into the main room, then up the central staircase. Everyone else stayed nearby as he explored. He said, “Anyway. I won’t be making a metal version of this spell; I’m almost 100% certain that the existence of [Metalshape] would invalidate the whole working.” He stomped his foot upon the floor and it sounded like stomping on a boulder. “Heh. This stuff is a lot more solid than I thought it would be.”

Jane cast another spell at the ground, then said, “Yup. None of my Shaping spells work on it. Not even [Illusionshape].”

Erick teased, “It’s only ten days to remake the clone spell you have at tier 3. Try to remake [Illusionshape] into [Mysticalshape].”

“I might.”

“If you had a truly good illusion spell, you could use it for practically everything.” Erick said, “But I wouldn’t recommend it.”

“Yeah. When I read about it, it sounded like a good way to get myself killed.”

“Yup.” Erick said, “But the utility of illusion is not to be diminished.”

“Maybe.” Jane said, “Anyway. Let’s go home. I got monsters to kill in the morning.”

“Sure sure.” Erick looked around again, and paused.

He had felt a bit homesick the second he saw this remake of his house at Spur, but now it hit him pretty hard. Jane and Poi noticed.

Teressa did not. She asked, “Are you really going to leave this house here?”

“Sure. Why not?” Erick said, “It’s in the middle of nowhere.”

Poi said, “Operational security. Best not to have outside forces know what your house looks like because they can scout it out before an assault.”

Teressa nodded. “Yes. That.”

“… Oh.” Erick looked around. He frowned. “Well. I’m leaving it here. It’ll have a natural illusion layered over it, so it should be fine from most casual views.” He tapped a hole in the wall between the main staircase room and the sunroom. “After fixing these small problems, of course. Can’t have intruders come into a messy house!”

Teressa laughed.

The second Shaping went much better. Holes in walls were patched over. Staircases became normal, instead of looking like they had been copied from a funhouse. The sides of the mountain turned sheer and Erick erased the staircase leading up, turning the whole place into a miniature Holorulo clan mountain. Places for dirt for gardens and water for lakes were carved out on top, along with places for waterfalls and some small internal plumbings.

… A third Shaping, because he could, created two small guest houses in the local, pagoda-based style.

Another Shaping vastly improved on the plumbing, allowing for a system that cycled on the interior of the tiny mountain, and places in which Erick could place sand, and gravel, and various other filters, to allow the place to naturally clean itself, as well as funnel into the waterfalls and lake system he installed. There was no water yet. There were no fish in that nonexistent water. But there could be! Theoretically, all it would take to keep the place stocked with water and fish and keep everything alive, would be some [Gravity Ward]s to draw liquid to the top of the falls, and some plant life to clean it all.

Another Shaping had the living eternal stonetree adjust its illusion of itself.

From far away, it looked like a mirage, with the parts closest to the grasses looking like grass and the parts above looking like sky. Once you got within a kilometer of it, though, that illusion was easily seen through.

Erick rapidly decided that he needed to get some more experience with this spell before he went and repaired Red Ledger’s clan mountain, but the night was here, in full, and he would have to gain that experience later. He bid his secondary house farewell, and lightstepped himself and his people back to their temporary residence in Holorulo.

- - - -

Erick’s eyes shot open. He was laying in bed, on his side, the sheets pulled up around himself. He had been dreaming, and then something happened in that dream. It had awoken him. The dream was already fading because Erick didn’t know why he woke up. He had woken up because… Something...

A quick check revealed that the world was not on fire.

No… He had woken up because of something… else...

“Oh!” Erick sat up, and laughed a little. “That’s how you Remake a Shaping spell! It’s aura control for Mana Shaping and Altering at the same time!” The formula used in the clan mountain scrolls that turned [Eternal Stonetree] into [Eternal Stonetreeshape] was the same formula that could be extrapolated to every other type of Elemental Magic out there! “Ha!” And then Erick thought a bit more, and mumbled to Ophiel, who was eyeing him, “I’d have to figure out aura control then I need to Remake Mana Altering and Mana Shaping. Not even sure how to go about Remaking something that is not a spell, but there has to be a way.”

Ophiel twittered unsure guitar twangs; he didn’t know either.

Erick nodded, saying, “Another question to ask at Rozeta’s Orrery, for sure.”

Ophiel agreed, singing tiny violin sounds into the darkness.

Erick smiled as he laid back down.

Eventually, sleep returned.

The next morning, Erick scheduled a meeting with Tsung Red Ledger.

It was time to apply his magic to practical applications.

He was already excited.

- - - -

The Alluvial District of Eralis was much diminished from how it looked before Terror Peaks attacked. The white bridge leading from the city to the noble district had been repaired, along with the winding roads that went around all the clan mountains. But the clan mountains were a different story. Some were fully repaired. Most were half repaired, and in the process of spot fixes here and there, using stone instead of eternal stonetree. That was why there were runes against [Stoneshape] inside Star Song; normal stone was used for repairs in most cases. A few clan mountains were broken beyond repair, reduced to little more than rubble and broken walls, their inhabitants gone from this world forever.

Everywhere Erick looked, people were rebuilding. Everywhere he looked, there was still a lot of work to be done. Apparently there weren’t a whole lot of people who could cast the spells Erick had learned last night, and they were all booked up.

There were clan mountains that had half fallen down in landslides, with rooms and hallways exposed to the world. In some places, the mountains had been cratered on the side, where something inside had exploded outward. Fixing this land was harder than fixing the rest of Eralis, for when the dirty bombs exploded everywhere, they tainted the land. [Cleanse] helped to get rid of the fallout from those dirty bombs, but [Mend] didn’t work here.

As he walked down the white road, toward his meeting, Erick saw where and how a few of the mountains had failed in ways that went beyond the simple trauma of war. Mostly, he noticed many perfectly smooth, cliff-like areas, that he supposed were some sort of fracture that went through the whole of the mountain. A stress break, along a fault line? Very likely. Some mountains had been exploded outward with massive, breaking spells, leaving jagged edges where the eternal stonetree had snapped away from its interior, leaving behind edges that looked a lot more like broken branches than like stone.

Now that he knew what he was looking at, the true nature of the clan mountains was practically on display. Surely, others would come to the same conclusion Erick had originally arrived at, that these were stonetrees of some kind, but how many would guess that there were Illusion Magics here, as well? Not many, for sure.

Eventually, Erick came to Red Ledger, and nowhere was the true nature of the clan mountains more evident than here, in the southern part of the Alluvial District. One of the [Gate] bombs had been planted just beyond here, weakening the area for a decisive strike against Red Ledger. It was here, upon the corpse of this clan, where most of the early fighting had taken place, by all the rest of the Alluvial District, against Terror Peaks, who had [Gate]d in here and established a beachhead.

The mountain had been cracked open like someone had taken their hands to a birthday cake, and pulled half of it away. All that was left of the original structure was a thirty meter tall arc of eternal stonetree that had been an outside wall, and which was now just a lonely spire, like a leaning gravestone.

Erick stood beside that arc of stone. Tsung stood on his other side. A man from Void Song, a Building Overseer by the name of Huu, stood on the other side of Tsung.

Poi and Teressa stood behind Erick, to the side, while a few other survivors of Red Ledger stood near a table that had been pulled from the wreckage. Those other survivors had placed a scale model of the reconstruction plan upon that table, along with architectural maps that detailed every floor and every pipe and every vent.

When Erick showed up, Tsung was already here with his people, and he had rapidly told Erick a few things about what was going to happen, showing him the model and acting rather informal the whole time. It was nice.

But then the BO showed up, and Tsung briefly turned contrite, before realizing that he was a patriarch now, and his words turned stronger. Huu was a bureaucrat, and he needed to be sure that Tsung had filled out all the proper paperwork, and gotten his models and architectural maps approved by Void Song.

Erick got the distinct impression that Tsung had spoken at length with Huu about the model and about the plans, long before today, and that Huu didn’t like something about what he saw. But Huu never said what his objections were, directly. Tsung had answers for all of Huu’s problems, and soon enough Tsung was speaking rather shortly at the man. Eventually, Huu accepted that everything was good to go.

Eventually, it came time to cast some spells.

Huu hadn’t spoken to Erick beyond a cursory greeting before this point. He did not make a great impression.

Huu said, “It is no trouble if you fail, for we have casters on standby. Please erect your Domain and ensure that this land is not spied upon by outsiders. Patriarch Tsung. Everyone else. You may leave the area. You are not authorized to see what happens here.”

Tsung did not argue. He simply gave Erick a pained nod, said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt,” and walked away, down to a space in the white road that had been cleared of clan mountain rubble. His people followed him.

Huu spoke again after Tsung removed himself, “Your people too, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick said, “There’s no need for that.” And then he threw out a [Domain of Light], easily stretching his spell to the white roads that surrounded Red Ledger’s land. As the world inside the Domain turned saturated, Erick twisted his working, and the world outside vanished from sight. Every single nosy [Scry] eye in the area popped, except for Yggdrasil’s. Erick felt out his Domain, finding a few more esoteric sensory spells. He couldn’t tell exactly what they were for, or what they did, but he crushed them anyway. It took less than ten seconds before he said, “There we go. We’re secured now, Mister Huu.”

Huu glanced to Poi and Teressa, but said nothing. He turned back to the rubble. “Clean up comes first. Save whatever stone you can, but be sure to excavate every object that is not stone. Dump the trash over there.” He pointed to a mostly clear space on the white road, acting like he knew best.

Erick had included that part of the white road in his Domain, though, specifically because he knew he would have to clean out the remains of the clan mountain. Erick could tell a lot about Huu from what he had seen, and heard.

Huu liked things done perfectly, and that he brokered no disrespect from anyone. He valued his job, and from how Huu glared at the broken bits of the clan mountain around them, and how he had spoken to Tsung, it was apparent that Huu thought that his predecessor had done a shitty job. If the crafting had been better a hundred years ago, when the mountain was first erected, maybe this wouldn’t have happened.

Unfortunately, Huu was completely unaware of how to not be a jerk about it.

Erick did not feel the need to respond in kind, so he said, “Of course.”

[Eternal Stonetreeshape] soaked into the grey and black rubble, spreading like an echo, chiming off of every bit of broken clan mountain. The magic soaked in, and the debris began to melt, to liquefy. There was a lot of rubble, and it had been gathered and piled back into the original space where the mountain had been, but most of the original mountain had been erased by [Cleanse], in the process of cleaning up the land from the dirty bombs. In effect, the rubble that was present was not the rubble of a full clan mountain. It was less than a quarter.

But it was still a lot of material.

Erick pressed the spell into a dome, first, turning a large pile of boulders and otherwise into a pile half the size it had been that bubbled upward in the center. In that center, it was maybe 35 meters tall. On the edge, the bubble met the white road, exactly.

Erick flexed his cast again.

Here and there, like surprises appearing, furniture surfaced. A broken chair tumbled upward, out of grey eternal stonetree, then rolled down the half-liquid slope of the mountain. A dresser shook grey goo from its top and began to slide down the slope. More objects came, faster and faster.

Furniture and carpets and fabrics and bodies—

A few bodies. Several.

Erick breathed deep.

Tsung and his people had cleaned up the land well before Erick came here, but they did not get everyone. If the broken bodies were of people from Terror Peaks, or from Red Ledger, Erick did not know. He maintained the spellwork, causing everything that was not eternal stonetree to float up onto the grey surface. And then, all at once, he understood the spell a bit better. With a flex of control, and a designation of the illusionary eternal stonetree as supremely dense (which it was not, at all), making everything else comparatively light (which was the opposite of the Truth), every last treasure and horror breached out of grey sands, everywhere across the kilometer-wide base of the clan mountain.

The magic faded.

The grey bubble turned solid.

Huu mostly contained his surprise as he said, “It takes a proficient hand to achieve that. You’ll still need to do that again to get all the debris, and then maybe a third time. Allow me to help with the cleanup.” He cast a spell.

A many-armed blue-noodle thing popped out onto the ground in front of Huu, looking like a jumble of ramen with gloves on the ends of its appendages. It barely came up to his waist. Huu silently gestured forward and the creature instantly rushed forward onto the grey bubble. The ramen summon grabbed the nearest object, which was a broken painting, and tumbled down the side, holding the broken painting above itself until it reached the edge of the area, where it dumped the painting onto the ground. And then the noodle boy went back into the mess.

Huu cast another summon, his voice oddly stiff as he said, “I am sorry you have to see this death again, Archmage Flatt. Nasty business, that.”

Erick glanced at the man.

Huu’s eyes were wide, and unnaturally focused on the job ahead of him. Ah. He was unsettled. The bodies had triggered something within him.

“Don’t worry about the bodies, Huu. Ophiel can get them.” Erick directed his Ophiel to where they needed to be, saying, “This war was quite awful. I hope to never see its like again, but I suspect I will before the year is up. Maybe sooner.”

Ahh… Maybe he shouldn’t have been that honest. Perhaps Erick had been unsettled, too.

While Erick was moving the bodies to a space to the side, Huu stared at them for a moment too long. He was at his breaking point, and then he broke. Huu turned and vomited onto the ground, apologizing even when he was in the middle of his second vomit.

Erick’s opinion of the man improved.

No more words were exchanged. Erick laid the bodies upon conjured white cloth, and then he helped to move out the actual trash from the site. Huu continued to summon more noodle boys and together, both finished the job of moving items to the side. There were a lot of items. Mostly furniture, but a lot of personal effects, too. Books. Papers. Letters. Clothes.

When the piles of trash had been collected, Huu went to the center of the pile and cast a large [Mending Aura]. Half of the objects returned to their original forms. The other half did not. They had likely been damaged by the Extreme Light dirty bombs. Still, he did not [Cleanse] the trash away. He merely separated the piles between broken and non-broken. Red Ledger could further separate the piles from there.

Erick went over the site with his Ophiel and his mana sense, then used another Shaping to bring up a few more items, but nothing of note. With everything cleaned out of the site, Erick helped move the bodies and the items outside of his Domain, to where some people from Void Song and Red Ledger were already waiting. Red Ledger was there for both the items and the people, to see what was salvageable and who needed to be mourned. Void Song was there to see if any of the bodies were Terror Peaks soldiers.

Erick left them to it, not wanting to be involved in all that, and went back inside his Domain to continue. It was time to begin the real work. He handed off a seed he had plucked from a tree outside, to an Ophiel, who planted it on top of the grey hill.

And then Erick cast.

In seconds, a kilometer tall white tree appeared, its branches stretching off half a kilometer in every direction, while its roots dug deep into the grey ground. Erick’s creation shimmered in the saturated white light of Erick’s Domain, its leaves glittering in sunlight like chips of mirrors. It was beautiful.

Huu’s eyes went wide, and then he resigned himself. “Ah. Of course. The white version. I suppose that’s appropriate enough.”

“Is there a problem?”

“No. No problem.” Huu said, “Gaining a white mountain is a sign of… Well. Magnificent prestige. I did not expect this. Perhaps I should have.” He discarded his wonder and returned to work, saying, “We will likely require two trees, and since your trees look slightly larger than normal, we will likely go over the target by 20%. Addendum B-25 through B-27 of the plans will be replacing Base Plan 25 through 27, resulting in a restructuring of the top, producing two pagodas instead of one, with the first being of larger size than the second. Do you wish to go over the plans?”

“I read them, and I can see them. I don’t need to read them again.”

Huu looked slightly unsure, but he professionally said, “Proceed with Shaping, parts 1 through 9; foundation first, and then Shaping the raw material upward as you can. Shove excess material to the center, and leave that area mostly unShaped; it will be supporting the weight of the second tree. They might be a lot lighter than they look, but they are still weighty things. You may conjure the second tree in that central location when the first floors are completed to my satisfaction.”

Erick gazed up at the tree, and smiled; this was fun.

A single cast of [Eternal Stonetreeshape] melted the tree, turning it into raw material that crashed down onto the grey hill, settling into a white cap that was three times as large as the grey hill. It glittered like a snow capped hill. It reminded Erick of taking Jane sledding in the deep winter.

He smiled again. This was actually really fun.

And then he went to work, casting [Eternal Stonetreeshape] again and again as necessary, using Ophiels for his eyes and the senses of his Domain to feel out where, exactly, everything needed to go. While the architectural maps provided precise measurements, it was the meter-wide scale model that helped Erick the most. That model was actually made out of paper and wood, constructed with care and precision. It had to be the work of some highly experienced Paper Mage somewhere, or something.

Erick formed the basement and the solid foundation, keeping the original grey rock inside the walls, and not visible. That was kinda tough. For the most part, eternal stonetrees, when in the middle of a Shape, acted like concrete, and when two colored concretes got mixed, it was impossible to unmix them. Not only that, sometimes that concrete had a grain to it, which introduced all sorts of odd problems when the material was stretched thin, like it was when it was stretched into walls. It kinda reminded Erick of bread dough being pulled too thin, and thus breaking.

Eventually, Erick roughed out the bottom floors, and then ‘washed’ them with white eternal stonewood. If Red Ledger went carving down there, they’d find the grey, but that was on them.

Huu watched the working with a bevy of [Scry] eyes and their accompanying [Viewing Screen]s.

(Erick still didn’t have whatever spell it was that made those screens. It was on his list, though.)

Erick continued to work; this entire event reminding him of when he used to work in construction, back when Jane was a baby.

Huu seemed to warm up rather fast after Erick showed off his obvious skill, and especially after Erick finished the fourth floor, and the beginnings of the water systems slipped into place.

When Erick got to the tenth floor they were a third of the way done. Huu insisted on a break, to inspect the interior from the inside, with his own eyes. Erick accompanied him.

As they walked down the newly-made hallways, Huu complimented Erick on the plumbing, and on the levelness of every wall, floor, and ceiling. There were even a few small flourishes here and there that Erick had included, like the sweep of some nice banisters, and the vault of a central gathering place. Those flourishes were part of the optional plans, but they seemed easy enough, so Erick did them.

Huu definitely noticed Erick’s competency.

“We only have one other person who can approach this level of craftsmanship, and one person capable of casting the White Tree. Thankfully, they are not the same person.” Huu said, “The sculptor is booked, for the next ten months; the downside of Scion of Willpower. The White Tree woman is not booked, but she works in Holorulo almost exclusively, and for exclusive prices. Her ability with the White Tree would be less prestigious if anyone else had been able to make the spell in the last thirty years, but no one has, so people pay, or they don’t get the White Mountains.”

“Seems like someone else should have been able to make it in thirty years.” Erick wondered what everyone else had done wrong, if only the one woman and himself were able to make the good version of [Eternal Stonetree]. He asked, “Are you privy to the spellwork that makes these trees?”

“I know the overview, but I don’t wish to know more. I care not for secrets and I cannot offer you any.” Huu said, “I’m merely an administrator, ensuring that the plans and the end result are well crafted.”

Erick nodded, and then his eyes drifted to the side, to where a grey streak marred the wall. He frowned at it.

Huu turned and saw the problem. He and Erick did not stop walking, though. Huu said, “There are fourteen more levels to go, with the first of those being right above us; you can Shape that mark away easily enough.”

“That’s not the first mark I noticed; it’s just the largest.”

Huu frowned a little, then his eyes fluttered a bit as he switched over to his mana sense. He wasn’t too proficient, so it was easy to see when the man switched over, but still had a mana sense, unlike almost everyone else in the world. Huu blinked hard and came back to himself. “It’s structurally sound, as is all the rest of your construction. I wouldn’t worry about it. Besides. A lot of people would appreciate the subtle grey. It is a reminder of what came before.”

Erick nodded. “True enough.”

Huu said, “I have seen enough. Good work. Continue?”

“Continue.”

Soon, another white tree stretched into the sky, and then, with another cast, that tree became a plop of white material upon the white cake of the clan mountain. Erick was kinda surprised that the plop didn’t break anything, but eternal stonetrees were truly lightweight, and truly strong. The perfect building material!

Three hours later, the clan mountain was finished. It stretched into the sky, 460 meters tall and a full kilometer in diameter. The exterior was shaped like several white crags but with lakes and balconies and windows and courtyards linking it all together. The interior had dormitories and offices and learning centers and training centers, along with all the normal bathrooms and vents and plumbing and kitchens.

The top had three pagodas. Two of them were planned, each situated atop the largest crags. The third one was a nice, small guesthouse, upon an out-of-the-way crag. It was still two stories tall, of course. Erick Shaped it to be exactly how he would want it to be, with spaces for a kitchen and several nice bedrooms, along with a viewing porch to watch the sun set across Eralis. It was a nice, normal home, but with quite a few nods towards defense.

When the whole clan mountain was as perfect as Erick could make it, he had Poi tell Tsung to get ready, and then he spent five minutes applying a general illusion. And then, Erick stepped outside of his Domain, along with Huu.

Tsung and a few of his people were there, waiting. They stood upon the white road, their eyes full of anticipation.

Tsung waited for Erick to speak.

Erick smiled, and gave no preamble. He simply dropped his Domain and allowed the world to see the mountain.

Tsung looked up and saw the white, his eyes going wide, and his mouth dropping open. He wasn’t the only one with a dumbfounded expression.

Huu broke the moment with a happy, “Your clan has a new home in Eralis. May it forever protect you and your descendants.” He bowed to Tsung, who was barely understanding that he had been spoken to, and then he bowed to Erick, saying, “It was a pleasure, Archmage Flatt. Thank you for all you have done for Songli. I will take my leave.”

Erick bid him, “Farewell, Huu.”

Huu nodded, then walked away, down the white road of the Alluvial District.

Tsung ignored the departing administrator, and exclaimed, “IT’S WHITE!”

Erick laughed. “You can paint it if you don’t like it.”

“NEVER!” Tsung exclaimed.

Soon enough, everyone was talking.

Some of the people on nearby mountains had similar reactions to Tsung.

It was a good day.

The night was even better. Surviving students and clansmen and otherwise would be moving into the mountain over the next few days, but a small gathering was held in one of the larger rooms with everyone who was available. Tsung had invited Erick to be the guest of honor, and Erick went. It was a small affair, marked mostly by speeches of thanks, and toasts, and decent food.

It was nice.

Poi informed Erick that he was now flooded with requests to rebuild more of the Alluvial District, if he wanted. People were offering upwards of 750,000 gold for his conjuring and crafting of new clan mountains. Erick denied them all, for now.

- - - -

Erick had a few more things to do before he went after the dragons.

And so, the morning after the remake of Red Ledger’s mountain, Erick sent an Ophiel to the House of the Wandering Soul, to check in on how the kids were doing with their new mana sense blockers.

Ophiel slipped down through the sky, toward the house, where dozens of confused spaces in the mana blocked his mana sense, but the house seemed more alive than ever. Sounds carried well, now that many of the generalized sense-blocking spells had been taken down.

Children laughed and played with each other inside, and outside. They took music lessons with teachers, or they read in the library. They were kids again, and they relished in their freedom.

A few of the caretakers who remained outside of the various obscuring spheres saw Ophiel, but all they did was look his way, then turn back to what they were doing; be it cooking, or cleaning, teaching, or watching over the kids.

From what Erick could see and hear, the children seemed to be getting on quite well.

But he was here for a specific thing. Erick found what he was looking for quick enough. A stone box, about half a meter square, had been built outside the front door and placed on the second level of a small 8-sided, two-tier pagoda. The box had been labeled ‘Charms’. It was quaint.

It was filled with letters.

Erick took the letters instantly and brought them back to himself, with a [Cleanse] halfway through because he was paranoid in an offhand manner. He opened the first letter. It was from a girl named Toori, written in precise brush stroke letters upon lined paper.

She was six, and she could finally venture outside of the bubble they kept her in, because otherwise she was too scared to be in the outside world. Her mother had named her after a water bird, and now she finally got to go to the lake, and see the toori peck the water to find fish. They were pretty birds.

Toori had drawn him a picture, too.

It was a lovely picture, made by a child’s hand.

… And now Erick was crying. Ahh. Yeah. This was happening. He continued to read. He started bawling on the second letter. The third letter was from a brat of a kid, wanting a wand of [Fireball]s. Erick laughed at that. The fourth letter had him crying again.

There were forty three letters in the pile. Some of the letters were from parents of the kids, thanking him for making it so their child could come home for the weekend. Two of the letters were from Caretaker Shani, and Warder Azrin Severing Crescent. Shani expressed her thanks, and politely requested some variations on the charms (if it was not too much trouble). She included a list of desired Shapings. Azrin’s letter was a postulation of his own theories on how Erick had managed to make his [Delirium Charm]s, and a polite request to know if he was correct.

Erick decided that Shani would get her adjustments, but Azrin would not get any answers from him. Erick had already given the man enough hints, hadn’t he? Yes, he did. The main reason for denying the man, though, was that Erick didn’t want to start some cycle of questions and answers with Azrin.

For his reply, Erick had an Ophiel go out into an open space, outside Holorulo, and gather some stone. With a simple Shaping, Erick transformed the stone into some durable boxes. Temporary [Conjure Item]s were good enough for small, temporary applications, but Shani’s letter hinted that what she wanted might be more permanent than Erick’s original distribution of charms.

Erick started summoning Charms.

He conjured ten charms sized to their full, 3 meter radius sphere. He made ten of a 3 meter diameter sphere. And then, in the process of Shaping the spell into something similar to a [Personal Ward], a blue box appeared.










	
Personal Delirium Charm, instant, close range, 1256 mana

Create a charm which blocks the sensing of mana around the wearer.

Lasts 10 days.














“Unexpected, yet not unwanted.” Erick tested the charm on himself and was surprised at how perfectly it worked. He could still mana sense his insides, though. He smiled. “The kids are gonna love this.”

Erick took the charm off, then conjured forty of that particular charm. Shani only asked for ten, but he suspected that she would want a lot of this one. There were a few more variations of the original [Delirium Charm] that went into different boxes, but Erick gained no new spells for those simple transformations.

When that was done, Ophiel took the boxes and lightstepped them back to the small pagoda outside of the House of the Wandering Soul, along with his own letter, saying that he was very happy to receive the children’s words. He almost signaled to one of the caretakers, but it was unnecessary; they saw Ophiel fly in the first time.

The kids had seen Ophiel fly in the first time, too. They were waiting; some in the hallways in the house, by the front door, others in the woods, watching the pagoda from ten meters away.

It was a mad dash to the new toys—

A caretaker appeared beside the pagoda and cast some [Force Wall]s around the structure, after Ophiel left. The kids, naturally, objected. The caretaker told the noisy kids that they needed to wait, and that Shani would be here to distribute everything.

Erick smiled wide, back in his room in Holorulo.

And then he moved on to his next project: how to hunt a drag—

Ah.

No.

… Erick could wait one more day. He could hunt the dragon tomorrow.

He didn’t want to do that right now.

So instead, he tried a few of the aura control techniques he had learned from Kaffi. First, he went to Teressa, asking her how she had figured it out. Then he practiced with her for a few hours. Lunch came and went. Erick went back to trying to find his aura, though he did not drop his [Personal Ward], nor did he take off his rings, both of which were definitely holding him back.

Well… he did take off his rings, once, and then he put them on, and then he took them off. This repeated a few dozen times.

He frowned as he put his ring back on, saying to Teressa, “I don’t get it. Rings and other Stat accessories work by connecting to the aura of the wearer and powering up the soul, which adjusts the body in temporary ways… This should work! I should be able to feel my aura by doing this.”

“I agree. You should be able to feel your aura when you put on the ring.” Teressa said, “I don’t get it either.”

Erick left the ring on and went back to meditation, to ‘feeling out his aura’. Teressa’s aura was already manifesting outside of her body as a grey shimmer, but only when she wanted it to shimmer. She was already working on increasing her area of control.

This was frustrating.

… He could drop his [Personal Ward]—

No. He could be attacked at any time… Which was a reason for pursuing the dragon sooner rather than later. But...

Tomorrow. Tomorrow he would put out feelers to find the dragon. Some spells in the sky. Some illusions, perhaps. Something…

Or maybe he would go see how Tadashi was doing with chelation and all that.

Erick had a good reason for putting off this dragon thing. He wasn’t fully sure, but he felt as though finding the dragon would be another step along the Worldly Path. A step he could not take back. As soon as that happened, he would need to move on from Songli.

Therefore, before he went after the dragon, he needed to be sure that everything he needed to do here was done.

- - - -

At night, Erick slept.

He had a nightmare about dying daughters and sundered souls, and so, he woke up, covered in sweat and trying to purposefully forget what was easily forgettable. He laid there in bed, covers thrown to the side, air drying, now that he wasn’t terrified and producing even more sweat.

Eventually, he knew he was never getting back to sleep. So he got up, and got on with his day.

He hoped these nightmares wouldn’t be a normal thing.

- - - -

Light unraveled around Erick as he set himself and his little group down in front of the target house.

It was a quaint place, large enough for a single family. A growing house made of glass was set apart from the main house. Plants grew within, but also in the open gardens around the property. A woman stood on the front porch, wearing bright blue and subtle orange robes that looked a lot more expensive than her home. In moments, a man joined the woman, wearing clothes that were of dark blues and dark greens. The woman was clearly incani, with red skin and red horns. The man was human. Both of them were Erick’s age; in their late forties. According to their house, neither of them could have easily afforded what they were wearing.

If the hidden guards stationed around the property weren’t hint enough, the parents’ clothes were evidence that Star Song was treating Tadashi’s parents better than they were accustomed to. That was good.

Erick walked forward, with Poi and Teressa following behind and Ophiels fluttering about wherever they wanted to go. Only one of the little guys stayed on Erick’s right shoulder; Yggdrasil’s eye hovered above his left. Erick approached the couple.

The couple bowed; Erick did not.

The woman, Raniza, said, “We welcome you into our home, Archmage Flatt. Our son would come to greet you but he physically cannot.”

“I understand. I do not wish to stress Tadashi, or you. I merely came to assess his condition, to see if there is anything I can do to help.” Erick added, “I also came to extend my condolences for the loss of your son, Wabi. I heard Wabi gave his life in defense of his brother. I am sorry for your loss.”

Raniza froze, then broke in a hundred small ways. A tear escaped, but she controlled the rest of her reaction to a small sob. She whispered, “Thank you.”

The man, Oorol, had a reaction that was much the same. He gestured to the open doors behind him, and his voice cracked as he said, “Please come into— Into our home, and partake of our hospitality.”

Erick did so, without reservation.

Tadashi’s parents led him, Poi, and Teressa, to an open air gathering room, with a view of the garden and a tea set waiting upon a table. Raniza began making tea as Oorol gestured for Erick to sit. Soon enough, the three of them were sipping by a garden of flowers and pungent herbs. It was not a bad smell.

Erick had already checked in on Tadashi by looking for the hole in his mana sense. A tendril of light snaked in that direction to allow actual viewing of the man.

What he saw wasn’t good.

Tadashi was sleeping in what amounted to Veird’s idea of a hospital bed; it was more of a deep recliner chair, with Tadashi’s back raised on pillows and what remained of his legs raised on even more pillows. Both legs were shortened to the knees and wrapped in bandages, though a blanket covered that half of him. His torso was lightly covered, and a nasty scar marred half his face and continued down under the wrappings around his chest. He still had both eyes, though he looked terribly weak. His potions were set to the side, lined up and ready to be administered whenever needed. They were all mundane potions, too, not a single one of them glowing, along with a few jars of pills.

Oorol brought Erick back to the moment, saying, “I have heard that Tadashi’s colleagues have solved chelation without him, but I have not heard much more than that.” His voice was full of guarded hope, “Do you know when they will allow our son to take the medicine he invented?”

“I apologize, for I do not know any of that.” Erick said, “I have been busy with other matters.”

Oorol instantly said, “Of course, of course,” but he could not fully hide the hurt in his voice.

Raniza spoke with some strength, “We will get the medicine when it is safe, I am sure. Tadashi need not live a life like his grandfather. It is simply a matter of time. We will wait.” She said, “You will have to come back when he is walking around on his own two feet again, Archmage Flatt. We will have a huge celebration. Star Song is treating us quite well, so I am already planning for three hundred guests.”

Erick recognized a deep, perhaps delusional hope in Raniza’s entire being.

He would not fault her for that, though, so he simply said, “I look forward to receiving that invitation.”

“As well you should!” Raniza happily said, “It will be wonderful. We’ll have all his favorite foods— Ah! Do you have any favorite foods? I will be sure to include them!”

“I have enjoyed almost everything I have eaten around here, and I like new things, so whatever you plan would be good, I am sure.”

Raniza relaxed a fraction, saying, “Oh, good! That makes things simple.”

Erick nodded, then moved on. “May I speak to Tadashi? If he wakes over the course of our own talk, of course; I do not wish to wake him if he is sleeping deeply.”

Raniza almost spoke, but her temporary joy faded from her face.

“He will want to be awake for a little while, to speak to you; he has already told us this much,” Oorol said, taking the reins. “But if you do not mind, we would like to keep that short. I would prefer for us to answer any questions you might have.”

“I am perfectly fine with that.” Erick said, “How is his recovery going?”

Raniza found herself again. “The Doctors assure us that sleeping all day is normal for long term recovery. Star Song even gave Tadashi extra… I mean. After Patriarch Zalindi…” She was losing it again, but she mustered her composure, and said, “Tadashi visited a Registrar and— Patriarch Mirizo of Star Song gave him 8 points for defense of the realm. I understand they had a meeting, while Tadashi had enough potions in him to remain cognizant. Our son moved a few things around in his Status, planning for the long term, you understand.” Raniza brightened. “He’ll get better. Long term recovery is always dangerous, but our son will make it. I know he will.”

Raniza was utterly hopeful.

So Erick kept Oorol in the corner of his eyes, watching the man’s reactions. Oorol believed that Tadashi would make it, but he was more cautiously optimistic instead of openly optimistic. Erick had seen such reactions to medical problems many times before. Raniza’s and Oorol’s reactions were no doubt heightened by the death of their other son, Wabi, too.

“I know Tadashi will recover.” Erick said, “When this chelation treatment is perfected, I am sure that your son will be on the list. If he is not, I will be sure to talk to some people about that.”

Raniza wiped away a sudden tear and smiled. Her voice came out weak, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

A soft whisper came from the other room, “Mother? Is he here?”

Oorol stood up, saying, “He doesn’t sleep very deeply.”

They moved to Tadashi’s room. The boy looked a lot better when he was awake, or at least he looked more lively.

Erick said, “Hello again, Tadashi.”

“Hello, Archmage Flatt.” Tadashi said, “I hope you can forgive me for not getting up.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Erick said, smiling. And then he lost his smile. “I am sorry about your brother.”

“It… It is what it is. He saved me.” Tadashi said nothing for a long moment, then he said, “I think I made him feel too much guilt over letting me get taken in the first place. He could have saved himself, but he saved me instead.”

Another silent moment passed.

Erick asked, “How are you doing?”

“About as well as can be expected. Wabi was my liaison with the other Alchemists, but without him here… Ving comes to see me every other day, to talk about particles and molecules and bonding forces. I think she would rather talk to you. I promised her that if I ever saw you, that I’d tell you that. And now I have.” He smiled, closing his eyes a bit as he leaned back. “Now I only owe Star Song 7 more points.”

Erick smiled, gently. “Maybe I’ll talk to her if I feel like it.”

“Oh!” Tadashi joked, “A favorable reaction. Now I only have 6 more points to repay them.”

… Erick arrived at a sudden decision. With a flick of lightform, he grabbed his half-drained cup of tea from the other room, and brought it to his hand. He asked Tadashi, “How would you like another 10 points? Quick, yes or no.”

Tadashi’s eyes went wide. “Uh. Yes.”

Erick set his cup of tea on the bed beside Tadashi’s hand as he filled out the Quest. With a gesture, the Quest floated through the air toward the bed bound man. The blue box fizzled a bit as it entered Tadashi’s antirhine aura, but it remained. Tadashi read it. Then he moved his hand and took up the cup. He strained a bit, his grip weaker than it should have been, but he lifted the cup and held it out to Erick, as far as he could go. He didn’t make it the whole way, but that was okay. Erick took the cup from him.

A blue box appeared.




	
Your posted quest ‘Hand me my cup of tea’ was completed.














Tadashi’s arm crashed to his side. He smiled, saying, “Thank you.”

“You spend those. They weren’t for paying off a debt.” Erick said, “Make yourself better, faster.”

Tadashi laughed a little. “Someone probably noticed the 10 point Quest.”

“Then they can feel free to complain to me.” Erick said, “With the extensive injuries you received, I would expect a recovery period of months, but that calculation is based on my own experiences with helping people with disabilities back on my home planet. With Health and Vitality and all those modifiers, I expect you up and about in a few weeks. And then there’s physical therapy to ensure that you heal properly. It is important to be active, once you can be active…” Erick wondered, then asked anyone who could answer, “Do you have wheelchairs?”

Confused looks met him, but one person had an answer.

Poi answered, “No, sir.”

Erick said to Tadashi, “Have someone in Star Song invent you a wheelchair. It’s just a chair with large wheels—” With an Ophiel, he grabbed a stone from outside, and brought it to his hand. He conjured a small lightsculpture of Tadashi on a modern wheelchair, pushing the wheels with his arms and with a tiny smile on his face. The scar was there, but it was minimized. Erick wouldn’t lie to the guy. He set the wardlight to the side, on a table, saying, “Someone should be able to look at that and make it for you.”

Small tears escaped from the corners of Tadashi’s eyes. Everyone pretended not to notice.

Erick added, “At least you don’t have to worry about bed sores here on Veird.” He paused. He asked, “You’re moving in your bed, right? Can you, yet? Don’t want to get bed sores.”

“I have none of those. With my new Vitality, I likely won’t ever get them. Thank you… Archmage Flatt,” Tadashi said, closing his eyes. He seemed to be breathing better now than when Erick first arrived. “Thank you.”

Erick said, “You rest up, now. I’ll see you around.”

Tadashi nodded. He was already halfway asleep.

Erick gave his farewells to Tadashi’s parents, then went on his way.

- - - -

Erick was feeling pretty good. The wandering soul kids were doing well. The university and its adjacent hospital were up and running with new staff; Erick’s money going to good purposes. Red Ledger’s mountain was back, and that whole clan was reorganizing under Tsung. Star Song was progressing with its chelation technology. Tadashi was doing… fine, for a certain definition of ‘fine’. Hangzi was learning how to be a patriarch of a High Clan. His little brother, Warzi, was doing a lot better. After Erick handed over one of his new [Personal Ward]-sized [Delirium Charm]s, Warzi started crying with happiness.

Eralis was healing. All of Songli was healing, in fact, and Erick had helped to excise all the small ‘cancers’ of Hunters and Face stealers that would have harmed total healing. All of Terror Peaks was gone, except for the people Erick had blessed, who were doing well in their paddy house, unlearning the brainwashing that they had been raised upon. The pirates to the south were no more. The warlord clans were organizing under the Compact of Songli, with an eye toward becoming the fourth main city of Songli.

A lot of problems had happened, and then solved to the best of Erick’s ability.

A lot of problems remained, not many of them were problems of other people, though.

Ari was practically chained to the Palace of the Eternal Court, and that sucked, but she seemed fine with it, for a certain definition of ‘fine’. Xue was doing better, though he missed his wife, Sikali, terribly. Riri was on her way to becoming a financial power all on her own, but that outcome likely leaned more toward the ‘good’ than the ‘bad’. She still missed her Pearlchan, though, to hear Jane tell it.

Jane was setting herself up to be a power in Songli…

Erick was worried that she would want to stay behind.

Erick had a lot of worries, and unfinished business of his own to work through.

Aura control still hadn’t happened. He would need that before he could Remake the Shaping spells, and thus gain those 6 points back. Understanding Illusion Magic was a new necessity, for it seemed way too useful. Even if it wasn’t exactly what it appeared to be (which would be exactly what Erick expected out of Illusion Magic) the ability to ‘nudge’ Reality into reality boded well for the creation of many types of difficult-to-make magics, including [Gate], and [Renew], and [Draining Elemental].

Erick more than felt that he was approaching a major marker in his Quest for [Gate].

He was at a crossroads, and not only because of everything he had learned and done, but because of what lay ahead. The answers to [Gate] were held by the dragons. Erick already knew this because of his time with Tenebrae, and now, there was a dragon gunning for him.

The Worldly Path would take Erick directly to that dragon, and then many of the others, for sure. Of this, Erick had no doubt.

It was just a matter of taking that first step.
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                Erick had promised that he would stay in his guest house for a week, which meant 8 more days of relaxing and preparing for the next part of the Worldly Path.

As one day off turned to two, and then three, Erick realized that he desperately needed some time off.

Taking that next step along the Path…

Searching for the dragons…

Erick would rather play with magic a bit more. And so he did.

He had gotten nowhere with [Draining Elemental], itself, except to run into Errors from the Script. So he went to some bookstores and grabbed up all the texts he could find on the Propagation Ban. Mages had been running into that limitation ever since the Script laid down the Foundational Bans, and so, they had been writing about that annoyance and cause for Errors ever since the Script saved Veird from the Sundering of the Old Cosmology.

After that research, Erick decided that, yes, [Draining Elemental] was directly against the Propagation Ban; it was a magic that made magic, with no limit. Of course it was against the Ban. There were some ways around this limit, though, and one of them was rather obvious.

If Erick wanted to make a living elemental that cast the spells he wanted, instead of a spell that cast spells, he probably could have done that, but to do that would be to make a living being that only did what he wanted to do. Such a creation would likely run him afoul of the anti-Slave parts of the Script, and then his creation would likely do something that he didn’t want it to do. Like attack and kill him.

To be fair, whatever [Draining Elemental] he eventually made would probably not be powerful enough to kill him, but many a mage had said the same thing about their own magics, and many a mage had died when they pushed magic just a bit too far. Heck! Erick had already almost died countless times to his own magic. (Thank the gods (literally!) for Healing Magic!)

But even if he couldn’t make [Draining Elemental] how he wanted it to be, there was still the necessity of learning how to make [Drain Ward] painless.

After some private discussion from Patriarch Tsung Red Ledger, and the man begging off because he was extremely busy with the restart of the school year, Erick decided to have Ophiel attend a class at the University. Classes had restarted yesterday.

With Ophiel sitting in the very back, trying not to be a distraction to the other students, Erick listened in as a professor spoke of preparing patients for surgery with what was perhaps a bit too much of a focus on [Drain Ward]. After hearing an offhand comment by some student pointing out that the spell diagrams for [Drain Ward] resembled, in a little way, the diagrams for Elemental Void… Erick had an idea.

After that class ended, he set up an experiment of his own.

- - - -

In the third floor room of his temporary house, Erick channeled Mana Altering for Elemental Void through his hand, and listened. It was the sound of desolation; a silent, tearing sound. He handed that sound off to Ophiel. Then he listened to [Draining Void]. It was much the same as Elemental Void, but with an edge. It was a bit tougher to suss out the sound of [Drain Ward] from the generalized spell of [Ward], but... Yes. He could hear the Elemental Void in that one, too. It was a lot less present, but there was Void in there, too.

So Elemental Void was already in [Drain Ward]?

… Sure. Let’s go with that hypothesis.

So what else do we know?

Elemental Void was harmful to people; it naturally injured, because it attempted to make ‘nothing’ out of ‘something’. But it was possible to make a [Drain Ward] that did not harm as it stripped away resources. So, back to the main question: How was this harm made non-harmful?

Erick went to some of his books to read about his Elements, to see if he was missing something obvious in the Elemental Chart.

To locate Void as it pertained to the other Elements, one must first look toward Water, and then down, toward Shadow. Abyss was the joining of Shadow and Water. Void was an offshoot of Abyss, with a nod toward Destruction. Void was, contrary to expectation, not Destruction. Destruction was anathema to everything. Void was still a ‘thing’.

This was because Void had connections to Water, or more specifically, to the absence of water. Back in the Old Cosmology the Mana Ocean was an ocean, literally, but just as where there was life and solid ground in that ocean, there were Voids, too. Past the deeper waters, past the Abyss, where mana switched from highly pressurized to a primordial soup of nothing, lay the Void. In this way, Void was the idea of the absence of Water, taken to the Nth degree.

There was a flow to this ecology, though.

This flow was not discussed in the arcanaeum approved books, though. Erick had to read about it in a book he got from the Library of Ar’Kendrithyst.

In that book, it explained that mana flowed from the solid parts of the Old Cosmology, from the life that created it, down into the depths. This flow was ever present. Ships could sail those mana waters but those sky rivers always flowed away from sources of mana. If a ship wasn’t careful, if they got stuck in the currents that flowed down into the depths, they would invariably reach the Abyss, which was the final warning not to go any further. If a ship reached the Void, they were almost never seen again.

For past the Void, lay the Darkness; The source of Wizardry, as well as the source of Creation and Destruction and Paradox. It was theorized that the Void of the Old Cosmology was actually the barrier that the Darkness erected in order to protect the lifeforms in the mana from its own destructive existence.

And wasn’t that a heavy thought.

Erick switched back to the other books, looking to the Elemental Chart. He looked up from Water, toward Light, toward Elemental Healing, because Healing Magics rarely ever felt harmful.

There was something there… Some way to make a [Drain Ward] painless, for sure.

Erick wondered…

Could he just take this whole idea, whole cloth, and replicate it in a spell? Could he mimic the now-gone Mana Ocean, and make the space in the center of his [Drain Ward] feel like Healing waters, but have the edges continually sucking away at the mana in the center? Or, to say it another way, could he make a rim of Void that pulled out everything in the center, without having that Elemental Void be in the center, where that Void would directly harm anyone inside? The pull of the Void would still work, even if a person wasn’t directly exposed to it, right?

Tsung had spoken of how Healers naturally figured out how to make their [Drain Ward]s harmless, while Harmers never figured it out, but the man had no real idea how to do this. All he could really say was that the ability to make a [Drain Ward] harmless was the sign of a good Healer.

Maybe… Since mana responded to people’s desires, maybe that’s all that was happening there? Maybe Healers naturally utilized Healing Magic in their [Drain Ward]s that were already Void-aligned?

Time to test that theory.

Erick went back to his experiment room, and cast a [Drain Ward] in the space, instilling the center with ‘neutral’ desire while he cast the edges with Mana Altered into Void, to pull at everything in the center. A shadowed [Drain Ward] appeared, like a spherical dimming on the shader of reality. He stuck his hand inside the dim sphere.

He thought of [Draining Void]. Erick had made that spell with way too much hate on his mind. That spell felt like a thousand bees poking his skin.

This one merely felt like a hundred bees poking his skin, with more bees poking at the edge of the Drain, and less in the center. Bees were still strewn all throughout the spellwork, though.

He took his hand out of the space. This one was a failure.

… It might be a failure because Erick already had a spell that combined the [Drain Ward] function of [Ward] along with Elemental Void. [Draining Void]. Maybe there was no way to make this work without breaking apart that spell first?

… But on the other hand, Erick had Mana Altered for Void in this spell, while [Draining Void] was just cast with hate on the mind. He shouldn’t need to break apart his first spell.

One of the good things about Mana Altering was that you could play around with different spellworkings without actually creating a new spell, as long as you didn’t go too deep with the Alter. Erick was well within that tolerance.

Erick tried again, mixing up the ideas behind his magic, instilling the edge with Void, and allowing the center to be pulled a bit harder. A shaded sphere appeared, again. He stuck his hand in. Still more bees. More bees on the edge than in the center, though.

A few more tries later, without getting anywhere, Erick decided to shift around a few things. Instead of shoving the Void to the edges, he shoved the Void to the side, producing a shaded sphere that was darker on one edge and more like normal air on the opposite. He stuck his hand in the deeper parts and felt the bees again. Then he moved around, and stuck his hand in the lighter part, and felt… Not much. Pin pricks, at the most.

Maybe this was the proper way forward?

He checked his mana to see the Drain rate of the spell. From the lighter side of the spell, he Drained at 15 mana per second. From the darker side, he Drained… at 17 per second? He checked again to be sure that he was seeing what he was seeing. And… Yup. Well. There was some degradation from the spell, because it was sucking up mana and thus losing cohesion, but the Drain from both sides was functionally close enough that the difference of a few points did not matter. What mattered was that it was working… Somewhat.

So what did this sort of spellwork look like when taken as far as it could go? When taking into actual spell creation territory?

In an instant, an idea appeared.

Erick imagined the entirety of the [Drain Ward] as a miniature ocean.

As soon as he had the idea, he knew it was a winner.

Almost the entire [Drain Ward] would be a neutral ‘ocean’, but even the shallows of this spell would fall to the Void, and in that depth, the mana would be transformed by the pressure of the Abyss, then finally, it would become the Void, which would reinforce the whole spell with deepening power. The shallows of the spell would feel like shallows, but even in that space—

Oh! And that was another good idea, actually. The ‘shallows’ of the spell would be the calm, neutral mana ocean. Duh. It might even be a bit Elemental Healing aligned, so that the occupant wouldn’t recognize the danger they were in. And since it was Healing aligned, that should make it painless. Erick didn’t want to actually heal anyone with this spell, though.

This spell would catch someone in an undertow, and if they didn’t escape, they would be relegated to the Void and stripped of all of their resources and—

Erick paused.

This spell included Light and Shadow and Water in its working. Therefore, maybe it naturally included Illusion, too?

… No. There were a lot of distinct Elements here, with half of them aligned to Light and the other half aligned to Shadow, but none of those Elements were Illusion.

Perhaps if this didn’t work out, then he would try it again with Illusion. That would be a different spell altogether, though, so he wouldn’t need to wait a day to make that one if this one failed.

“I need a bigger experimental space,” Erick whispered to himself, as soon as he worked through the entirety of his idea.

So he moved to the roof.

It was a bright day, with barely a cloud in the sky. Erick stood upon the northern edge of his temporary house, feeling the wind against his skin, hearing Ophiel twitter on the railings all around. He spared a glance backward to see Poi come up to the roof, then he turned his attention back north, and with Meditation, he gazed upon the flow of mana rolling across the world, following with the wind. The free mana crashed against [Prismatic Ward] under his feet, and upon the other spellworks atop the clan mountain, like those spells were rocks in the world and the mana was a river. The free mana barely cared for the physical world, though it did slow down a bit when it struck the mountain. Mostly, the mana flowed on, ever traveling, moving to its own rhythm that existed alongside physical reality.

Erick began channeling.

To the left, an Ophiel trilled in a muted song of Healing, and the mana around him turned calmer, and more conducive to life. To the right, Ophiel sang of Abyss, and the mana around him turned darker, hinting at depths unknowable. Directly in front, Ophiel sang of the Void; the hole at the bottom of it all where mana fell and transformed, and thus the Ocean grew just a bit more. The mana around that Ophiel began to slow, to sink, to vibrate with ancient history, and a depth of power.

Fully envisioning the Ancient Mana Ocean would be a spell worthy of a Propagation Ban, though. So Erick pulled back his spellwork to something more manageable. Reinforcement was okay. Propagation was not.

Erick cast into the mana-filled air before him, molding Elements and magic together into a miniature version of a Reality that no longer existed.

In the instant between his cast, and the appearance of the spell, Erick felt a tug on his soul, like nostalgia, but deeper. It wasn’t his emotion. It came from somewhere else. Erick didn’t have to wonder where it came from, though; it came from the mana, for sure.

And then his spell appeared.

White light coalesced into something that was not what it appeared to be, for what it appeared to be was a drop of water the size of a small lake, floating in front of him. The shallows at the top of the floating ocean flexed and tumbled with light, like the underside of waves. The depths were deep blue, and then deeper. At the very bottom, was Void. In that liminal space it was as though the world had inverted, and Erick was looking at an ocean’s surface on a moonless night. He knew, almost instantly, that those depths could be at the top of the sphere, or at the left or in the center, or wherever he wanted them, for the real Mana Ocean had no ‘up’ or ‘down’, and therefore this spell was free of gravity, too.

The spell settled into his soul like a loved one returning home. Erick felt a tear roll down his face. He wiped it away, just in time to see a blue box appear.




	
Draining Undertow, instant, long range, 1500 mana

Drain WIL Health and 2x WIL Mana per second from every target in a large area of effect. Effect is stronger in the depths. Targets in the shallows might not understand that they are being drained. Lasts 24 hours. For every 2 resources drained, this spell will last another 1 minute. 














Erick went, “Ah huh!”

Okay. That was better than he could have imagined.

It read well. It read really well.

But how did it work?

Erick reached out and stuck his hand in the calm waters, and it felt like touching nothing at all. He glanced at his Status and saw that, yes, he was being Drained. But he didn’t feel like he was being Drained.

He smiled wider. Yes; this was a good spell. He had made a painless [Drain Ward] (half of it was painless, anyway). It had taken some convoluted thinking, tied to an ancient source of symmetry in the Mana Ocean itself, but he had done it.

Erick spared a single thought toward the implication that he could not have made a painless [Drain Ward] in the normal way, through normal, non-harmful intent, like a true Healer could.







- - - -







It wasn’t till later at night, when he was laying in bed, that he realized…

He might have just solved [Renew].

Well.

A certain type of [Renew], for sure. Not a generalized [Renew], but an edge case that he could pull at, to see how the magic unwound.







- - - -







Bright and early the next day, Erick sat in the middle of the third floor room, his hands surrounding an unmoving [Shooting Star]. He was also channeling mana through the part of his soul that was [Shooting Star], to produce [Shooting Star] mana, then funneling that power through a hundred tendrils of [Greater Lightwalk], into the energetic ball of light. He had done this a hundred times already, so he was getting rather good at it, in his opinion. But it was difficult work.

His tendrils stabbed into the lightball, reinforcing every errant break in the spellwork, his Perception stressed to the max, his mana sense focused completely. He ignored the sweat dripping down his face. He ignored the laughter of the little ball. He igno—

Six-point-two seconds after casting [Shooting Star] (in his estimation) the ball of light puttered out like an ice cube melting all at once, making a little ‘phbbt’ sound as it went, along with a near-silent laugh.

Erick’s thought train derailed.

… Did it…

Did the spell just fart at him?

Perhaps it had!

Erick sat back, annoyed.

And then he went through the numbers. Checking his Status, he had spent over a thousand mana, nearly four times original mana cost of [Shooting Star], and all he managed to do was to get the ball of light to stick around for a singular extra second. Erick deflated. This was getting nowhere.

Well.

It was working, but only for a very loose definition of ‘working’.

Erick sat back, and pondered.

Eventually, he said, “Maybe the problem is [Shooting Star] itself.”

So Erick decided to try something else.

He went back to the drawing board, but not too far. Maybe the problem was that when he made [Shooting Star] he had put absolutely no effort into making it last forever, or be easily repairable. Thanks to his success with [Draining Undertow], and with a fair bit of Permanency practice, he knew what ‘easily repairable’ spells looked like. So Erick decided to try making a few more ‘easily repairable’ spells.

It wasn’t [Renew], but if he could combine [Draining Undertow]’s framework with, say, [Force Wall], then he could cast a [Force Wall] that could repair itself.

Theoretically.

Nothing to do but try!

He had his Ophiel gather around and then handed the sounds of the Mana Ocean to one [Familiar], and the solidity of [Force Wall] to another. He listened to…

It was the sound of an ocean floor; a delineation.

In himself, he combined that spellwork—

He stopped. There was not enough space in this small room.

He moved back to the roof.

After Poi and Teressa both followed him back onto the roof, Erick looked to the clear blue northern skies, and with Ophiel singing all around him, he cast.

The mana responded.

A white wall manifested in the sky, forty meters across, and ten meters tall. And then the whiteness faded, and what was left was a shadow. A depth upon the world. That depth radiated a pull far in excess of its size. With Meditation active, Erick could see that pull. In fact—

Erick switched his senses to an Ophiel who was already running [Mana Sight].

The Void in the [Force Wall] was not a Rift. It was clearly a wall. But now that he saw it as such…

He should make an ‘Undertow Rift’, shouldn’t he? Like with his [Pure Sunlight Rift], an [Undertow Rift] might be really good—

“Erp!” Teressa sputtered, from five meters behind Erick.

Poi instantly said, “Turn it off!”

“What— Oh?” Erick saw the problem.

He was Draining mana from everyone! Whoopsie!

A blue box appeared right as Erick was canceling the spell.










	
Undertow’s Edge, instant, long range, 1750 mana

Conjure a stable, stationary wall of Abyssal Void that will initially absorb 500 damage. 

Drain WIL Health and 2x WIL Mana per second from every target within the wall’s effect. Drain is stronger in the depths. Targets in the shallows might not understand that they are being drained. Lasts 24 hours. For every first 2 resources drained, this spell will last another 1 minute. For every second 2 resources drained, the conjured wall will gain another 20 points of absorption. 














As the abyssal wall faded into the manasphere Erick read the spell he had made and his eyes went wide.

Some quick math told him that in the twenty seconds that the spell had been active, and at his 161 Willpower, disregarding how Constitution worked to lessen the Drain…

A single person in the area of effect of this new spell would have lost 6440 Mana, and 3220 Health. Most people did not have that much Mana, and only warriors had that much Health, but disregarding that fact... The wall had gained 9664 resources from every single person nearby. Erick had Constitution so he wasn’t affected too much, but he was still down almost 500 Health.

If it weren’t for everyone on this roof having Constitution, the wall would have gained nearly 29,000 resources, which meant that, in 20 seconds, the wall could have been worth 145,000 points of defense.

His own [Prismatic Ward], when cast himself, with all his modifiers, was worth a million points of defense, but he could only have one of those active. Erick’s singular cast of [Prismatic Ward] was wrapped around his house back in Spur.

When Ophiel cast [Prismatic Ward], it was worth nearly 60,000 points of defense, and Erick could only have 10 of those because of some weird quirk of each Ophiel being able to cast his own Solid Ward.

But with this spell!

An Ophiel could cast this and make a barrier against attackers that was worth… way too much.

Millions of points of defense. Perhaps billions, if the targeted group was large enough.

Erick spared a glance with his mana sense to the room below, where he had been given the City Shield to study in detail. That magical item was decent for protecting a city from a monster horde, but Erick could cast [Undertow’s Edge] around any border in preparation for a monster horde, and it could ‘feed’ off of the resources of the monsters…

Could that work?

Had he just invented a better City Shield?

—No. Maybe this spell couldn’t be Shaped to only pull from the enemy side of the wall? If it couldn’t, then that ended this idea before it got off the ground.

So Erick turned back to the sky and cast the spell again, this time Shaping it so that the spell effect was directed away from himself; if such a thing were possible, anyway.

A dark wall appeared, and on the other side, laid the figment of an ancient ocean. Erick checked his mana… No Drain!

The spell had been pointed away, successfully.

Teressa gave a tiny, startled gasp as the second [Undertow’s Edge] appeared, then she relaxed; she was checking her Status and must have seen that the Drain was gone. Poi almost said something, but then he refrained.

Okay. So. That worked.

Erick canceled that spell and cast again, Shaping it into something different; something self contained.

[Undertow’s Edge] appeared like a shadowed sphere in the sky, six meters wide; about the same size as a medium sized area. There was no blue box this time. There was also no widespread Drain. The spell was completely contained. Erick knew that with a shift in Shaping, he could invert that sphere; he could protect himself inside the space and Drain every single person around him of their resources.

He had not solved the problem of [Renew], but…

He had solved something that was almost like [Renew].

Using the methodology for [Draining Undertow], Erick could possibly create a ton of world-wide defenses against monsters, or whatever, and protect people long after he was no longer around.

It was exactly what he wanted to be able to do… Ah. He deflated. This was great, except not at all.

He wanted people to be involved in their own defenses. He did not want to solve everyone’s problems for them. In that way, [Draining Undertow] was great for personal use! But it was not [Renew].

Erick canceled the spell, then turned to his people, and said, “I did not set out to do that, but I guess it works.” He changed the subject, “So! How’s the trip preparation going? Let’s go back inside.”

Teressa turned away from the space where the Drain had hung in the sky, and took a moment to shift modes. “Uh.” She blinked twice, then said, “It’s going. I got jerky and hard breads and other staples…”

The three of them went back into the house, while Erick listened to Teressa’s preparations. Erick soon decided that he needed some more coffee for the trip, for sure. They’d have to go to Alaralti to get that, though, so that is what they did.







- - - -







A day later, Erick received an invitation from Star Song to come to a special announcement gathering. The previous gathering was to bear witness to the announcement of a breakthrough in treating the Antirhine Elixir. This get together was much smaller than that one, but it, too, was about the Elixir.

Over nice drinks and pleasant conversation, Patriarch Mirizo Song stood up and brought the gathering to order.

The Alchemists of their Potion Houses had enacted the first successful chelation in a rat.

There were a lot of caveats to that, of course. It was only a partial chelation, for one. The full story was more complicated, and came out over the course of an hour, but Alchemist Ving, one of the four Erick had given Intelligence to, enlightened everyone in attendance, telling them the full story of their partial success after the appetizers had been served and eaten.

The rat in question had been exposed to a standard Elixir two weeks ago, along with hundreds of others, but with daily blood drains and subsequent transfusions with chelation-treated, compatible blood, they were able to reduce the antirhine aura in the rat by 25%. Magic was able to reach the rat’s skin! It was a subdued miracle. That rat wasn’t the only one of that group to show success, but it was the largest success of them all. The rest of the rats had suffered less kind fates.

Out of the original test group of that chelation formulation, which was composed of 100 rats, 67 of them died due to so very many complications, most of which were attributed to disease and failures to thrive. All the ones that lived, though, all showed marked reductions in the size of their antirhine aura, with reduction values hovering around 15%, with more than a few with over 20% reduction.

So!

Good news.

Not full treatment. Not yet. But it was getting there. Good news.

Erick enjoyed the gathering. He also enjoyed getting to talk to Xue again, who was doing well as an Elder of Enforcement. Riri was doing fine as a Loremaster, though everyone treated her as an Elder these days. From what Erick overheard, Riri was becoming a very, very rich lady.

Ari was not there, but when Erick asked after her, everyone else said that she was doing fine, and that she spoke with people in Star Song all the time.

Xue said, “She’s unhappy there, but in a year, she’ll either be running the place, or be allowed to leave. There’s absolutely nothing that the Palace could possibly find in her soul or in her past that would mark her as a Soul Mage that needed culling. She’s the most scrupulous person I know.”

Riri added, “Arilitilo has connections. She also has all of us. We won’t let her wallow in there unnecessarily.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Erick said, “If it wasn’t for her, I would have died at the very beginning of the battle.”

That truth seemed to make many people uncomfortable, so the conversation moved on.

Soon enough, the discussion moved toward the reorganization of classes and employment opportunities for newly raised clansmen, and from there, Riri spoke wanting more of the new clansmen to come to her remade spider house, to learn weaving.

Xue had a light frown as he said, “We need more enforcers right now, Riri.”

“And those enforcers need the money that a remade spider house can bring in.” Riri said, “I’m not asking for your hothead enforcers. I’m asking for you to keep an eye out for those who would do well as crafters.”

Xue said, “There are none.”

“There have to be some.” Riri said, “Work with me, Xue.”

“Perhaps if you tithed in the full amo—” Xue stopped himself.

Riri held her sake cup in front of her lips, so as not to show her frown to the world. There was stress in Star Song, and the conversation between Xue and Riri was degrading past public decency.

So Erick changed topics, asking, “How’s Jane getting along in your thread weaving, Riri?”

Jane was over at the other table, with some enforcers. The music was loud enough to disguise some of the words floating around, but Jane noticeably flinched at the utterance of her name.

“Your daughter’s skills are coming along admirably, Erick,” Riri said, happy for the distraction. “I could make a lot of money with an employee like her, but it is too bad that she’s so focused on that enforcer mentality.”

Xue frowned, openly.

Erick chuckled. Hopefully it didn’t sound too much like a nervous chuckle!

Riri added, “You should come in some time; see how woven enchantments work.” She brightened. “I could even get you a spider form!” Suddenly serious, she asked, “Ohh. Would you like a Light Weaver? It’s good for a beginner— Ah. No. You should find a Red Thread Weaver in the Forest of Glaquin and then come to my spidery. [Telekinetic Thread] is great for woven enchantments. Your daughter is learning quite fast.”

Erick chuckled, and this time it was clearly a nervous chuckle. “No thank you!” With eyes a bit wide, he said, “I have just now realized that you probably have a lot of spiders where you work.”

Polite laughter came from most people at the table.

“Not enough spiders, sometimes.” Riri smiled, and said, “If you ever come across another Radiant Nacreous Weaver, I have half a million gold set aside to buy it from you.”

“Oh…” Erick’s mirth took a dive. He said, “I am sorry about Pearlchan. I don’t think I said that yet. I heard, but— I am sorry for your loss.”

Riri went unreadable for a brief moment, and then she relaxed. She softly said, “Thank you, Erick. She was a beloved pet, and I will miss her.” She found some of her fire, and her words turned lively, “Don’t misunderstand. I don’t mean ‘if you find another Radiant Variant I want it for a pet’. I won’t grow attached like that again. This time I mean to have the [Polymorph] form.”

Erick nodded, then said, “I’ll keep a lookout.”

Xue smirked as he looked between Riri and Erick, then said, “She ca—”

Riri frowned at Xue, sighing deeply, loud enough to interrupt him.

Xue continued, “She can afford three times that.”

Not wanting to get involved in this spat, Erick said, “Oh, I know she can. But I’m already getting million gold offers to conjure up some white mountains around here. It’s not about the money. I’m already fantastically rich.”

Xue laughed.

Riri asked Erick, “Are you looking to spend that money in ways that will make you more money? We’ve got investment opportunities everywhere.”

Erick chuckled, then paused, and considered. A moment later, he said, “I already spent a lot on Red Ledger, maybe I should look into investment opportunities. Do you have any investment opportunities like that?”

Xue asked, “What was your goal there? Exactly?”

A lot of people at the table were interested in Erick’s answer. Heck! A lot of the entirety of Songli was wondering why Erick got involved in Red Ledger’s University. Erick hadn’t answered those inquiries yet, because words were kinda hollow compared to actions, but here was a good time to say a few good words on the subject.

Erick said, “I gave them money to gain oversight control on an institution which heals people, because I want Red Ledger to continue doing their good work, and I wish to be involved in that good work.” Erick said, “The other reason I chose to help them is because the financial truth of Red Ledger’s hospitals and university is a lot more difficult than I think it needs to be, with injured people unable to pay their bills all over the place, which means that Red Ledger is unable to pay their bills. They used to supplement their income with the warriors of the clan going out and killing monsters for cores, and hunting many of their own herbs and stuff like that. But because of Terror Peaks, that lifeline of warriors is no more. Therefore, I have stepped into that role.

“My hope is that they can do what they need to do to heal people, without worrying too much about the financials, because making money off of a hospital is the very opposite of what I want in life. If anything, I hope to provide enough resources so that Red Ledger can operate more like Oceanside’s hospital; where treatment is free unless you’re rich. It’s probably gonna take some time for Red Ledger to understand my desires for how I want them to be, but Patriarch Tsung seems amenable to much of what I want from them.” He turned to Riri, “So if you got opportunities for me to make money to allow others to heal without worry, then tell me what you got.”

As others around the table absorbed Erick’s words and prepared to speak to him, Riri was already there, talking.

Opportunities abounded in Songli for the casual investor, with options everywhere, from small scale hospitality-based buy-ins with percentage based returns, to shareholder systems for larger scale operations, like Star Song’s spider house, or the trade school houses of Diligent Scribe. She even spoke of ways for Erick to make money that were focused on his ability as an archmage, instead of his riches, which was, arguably, the most solid way for him to make money. Selling services is always a valid money making ‘scheme’.

As they spoke business, other people around the table spoke of their own opportunities when they gained a moment to interject, but Riri was the queen of gold at this particular table, and everyone else toiled at her pleasure. Star Song, and Songli, all had prosperity aplenty; all one had to do was buy into the system.

Before Erick knew it, the second and third courses were served and eaten, and dessert was wheeled out on silver carts, along with after-dinner coffee.

As the evening wound down, Xue eventually said to Erick, “We never got to do any blood enchanting at all.”

“Ah. Yeah.” Erick said, “I’ll be back in town eventually, but I’ve never been good at enchanting, anyway.”

Xue laughed. “It’s heartening to know that you’re bad at something.”

Erick chuckled.

It was a good night.







- - - -







Erick shot awake.

He checked on everything around him, slamming on [Hunter’s Instincts], then preparing himself with all the rest of his usual spells. Ophiels went from fluffy feathered to knife-edged, instantly spreading out into the world, trying to find whatever had woken Erick.

He searched the sky. He searched the clan mountain underneath. He searched the other houses of the nobles on top of the mountain. He searched his room with every spell imaginable, and when that wasn’t enough, he had an Ophiel fly into his room and activate a [Lodestar] empowered [Fulmination Aura], designating himself as friendly.

A lightning mandala materialized around Erick. Shimmering arcs of electricity ripped through the room, smashing apart the water clock in the corner, breaking a window, spilling across the walls like so many sparks, ripping across clothes and fabrics and books and setting the bed on fire. Erick let it happen.

But nothing died.

Soon enough, he turned off the lightning.

He was alone.

He had ripped his room up? Ah. Shit.

Shame lodged itself into his heart, with a smaller stab of shame piercing his brain from behind. Cold ice trailed across his skin as he realized what he had done. Oh. Shit.

This wasn’t good.

A [Mending Aura] brought back the room to its original state, though some of the books were on the ground, and some of the clothes had fallen off of their hooks. The water clock had spilled its now-steaming liquid contents all over the floor.

Erick sat there, on his bed, and tried to silence the unnatural worry inside his head. No one had tripped any alarms. Nothing was out there. Nothing was happening.

“… Boss?” Teressa called from outside the closed door to his room.

Erick called back, “Nothing is happening! Sorry for waking you!”

“… Okay,” Teressa said, nicely. “Well I’m awake now and it’s only an hour till sunrise. Want breakfast?”

Erick canceled [Hunter’s Instincts] and pulled Ophiel off of high alert. He got out of bed, saying, “Yeah. I want breakfast.” He opened the door and saw Teressa standing there, along with Poi behind her and Jane down the hall. Motes of light fell out of Jane’s hand, going from the shape of a sword back to ambient mana. Erick repeated, “Sorry for waking everyone.”

Breakfast was a subdued affair.

Afterward, Erick spent the day fixing every little problem he could imagine.

He made sure that Devouring Nightmare set up a stone box where Erick could place [Personal Delirium Charm]s without needing to hand them directly to Warzi, or anyone else. 

He prodded the Alchemists of Star Song about their chelation advancements, because he wanted to know what, exactly, they thought their chelation molecule looked like. He found that they weren’t working with calcium disodium EDTA, but they were working with something similar, and it would work, eventually.

He spent four hours in the afternoon with Riri, going over various investment opportunities. At the end of it all, he decided on spending 1.5 million gold in ten different markets. They were stable investments, only; nothing risky. Farming businesses, building contractors, streets with businesses that Star Song owned that could use money to make better products, gathering squads that pay people to go out and harvest natural resources like cores from monsters, and the like. In a year, the income from those investments should go a long way toward providing for Red Ledger’s yearly shortfall.

After spending all that money, though, Erick felt rather light in the bank, because he was. Only a quarter million gold left in his account! So he decided to fix that problem in the same way he had fixed the problem before, but with a little adjustment. After all, this part of the world had no crystal mimics.

He didn’t even have to stop farming because of nightfall. He just kept going. There were more monsters out at night, anyway.

That he didn’t feel like sleeping due to nightmares was just a coincidence.

- - - -

In the Tribulations, where monsters roamed deep green valleys filled with mist, and wild mountain peaks poked above that fog like islands in an ocean, Erick hunted at a distance. The sun had long since set, but work was never done.

Ophiels flew surrounded by [Domain of the Withering Slime], each of them like a white moon flying across the misty oceans, trailing a tsunami of thick air with them. That air touched mist stone gluttons and ripped water out of the monsterized lizards, most violently. The rock, air, and water elementals became broken sand, while [Cleanse]s pulsed out of the remains, briefly brushing aside the ever present mist.

Kill Notifications scrolled past Erick’s eyes like a blue rain.

In the wake of such destruction, came helpers; a tide of stone-like summons, preying on the dead. Each summon looked like a torso-sized quartz crystal with a hundred telekinetic tendrils, while each tendril was tipped with a stone knife, all the better to dig into dried and desiccated bodies, to get at the treasure within. None of them were very good at what they did, so Erick summoned thousands upon thousands of them, instead.

His name was Jewels, and the tide of him sparkled under misty moonlight; it was a beautiful sight.

 




	
Summon Jewels, instant, close range, 720 MP

Summon a creation of hardy stone that will retrieve a large amount of rads from as many monsters it can, while it can. Lasts 1 hour.














Erick had barely used Jewels except for this exact scenario; when he needed to gather all of the rads/cores from all the monsters he killed. Jewels stuck every core he found to his quartz-like body, gathering up as many as he could, before his time in this world was used up, and he dissipated back into the mana, dropping all of his cores where he was.

This functionality would have been a problem for most people; It was not a problem for Erick.

A [Cascade Imaging] in the sky, tracking cores, easily found every pile of cores every Jewels left behind.

While mist stone gluttons were the normal monster in the Tribulations, there were others. Erick killed them all. He came across a few Deep Hydras in the deeper valleys, with their spewing poison and their multiple grand cores. He discovered some monsterized people, too; cannibals who had lost their minds and their souls to the mana. He found colonies of couatls and gatherings of vulture-like birds.

All died under the [Domain of the Withering Slime].

All cores were gathered.

In the morning, all of those cores were deposited at the Clan Exchange of Songli; the Mage Guild.

The final count for small cores was a little under 7000; each of them was worth 3 gold, or 5 mana, depending on how a person used them. This small number of small cores was to be expected. There weren’t many smaller monsters in the Tribulations.

Of normal cores, each worth 5 gold, or 10 mana, there were 945,000.

In a single night and a bit of the next morning, Erick had restocked his bank account.

The sun was shining. Birds and Ophiel were singing.

Now this was a good time to take a nap; in the daytime, when nothing could get him in the dark.

This was a perfectly normal response to trauma caused by the dark things of the world, yes sir!

Erick slept all the way to midnight and woke up in another cold sweat. There, once again in the dark, Erick foresaw many more days of this shit.

He whispered to himself, “Dammit.”







- - - -







Erick did not get back to sleep that night. Instead, he stayed awake and theorycrafted some spells in order to better defend himself while he tried to sleep. Maybe with enough proper defenses, he wouldn’t have nightmares anymore.

It wasn’t paranoia if they truly were out to get you!

Anyway.

Out in the field, he could probably use some illusions to mask his presence; to actually hide [Prismatic Ward] and [Sealed Privacy Ward] from mana senses and other Sight spells. But then again… [True Sight] had served Erick well when hunting Terror Peaks soldiers, but high level illusions, like that of the Mirage Dragon, seemed to be able to get around [True Sight]’s ability to see through magical effects. Perhaps high level illusions actually (temporarily) manifested whatever it was the illusion pretended to be?

Sure.

Sounded plausible.

Erick grumbled as another thought hit him, that only served to reinforce his trepidation into expanding his illusion repertoire. High grade illusions would help to obscure any possible camp out in the field, but they did nothing to protect him while he was inside his house, where everyone knew he lived.

So Illusions were a no-go for defensive work. He wanted true defenses; not the false defenses of being invisible to the world.

His thoughts instantly locked on to [Draining Undertow], and its ability to drain everyone of their resources, and also reinforce itself in the process. It was almost a Permanent effect, too.

The ‘Undertow’ effect could probably be attached to any type of framework, too. Forget [Renew] as a Basic Spell. With Undertow, he could revolutionize defensive spells the world over… or at least make his own sleeping space rather damn well protected.

But how to expand upon this framework? Which direction would be best to go in, first?

There was, perhaps, at least one apparent use for an Undertow line of spells, and the idea was not just an idea born of Undertow, but from the very first magic that he was exposed to when he came to Songli: the Void Song.

The Void Song could negate magic around itself. It was a constant counterspell and dispeller of varying effectiveness, with the only true limit to the anti-magic effect being the power behind the caster of the Song, and how much mana they were willing to put into such a working.

But with Undertow…

There was probably some effective limit to what Undertow was able to do; the Propagation Ban was right there, after all.

But, with Undertow as made… And with the Void Song…

Erick might be able to make an Abyssal Void Song Rift.

With the Void Song singing from that Rift, Erick would automatically counterspell and [Dispel] every single magic in the area of the Rift!

Oh!

And he could also add in some designating capabilities, too, with [Ward], so that he could cast the Rift in a specific spot, like around himself at night, without having it affect any of his people. Once emplaced, the spell would automatically drain the resources from every single unauthorized person who got too close, and also shut down all of their spellwork with a constant counterspell. If he made the rift well enough, or perhaps if he just added enough Shaping and size to the resulting spell, he could have it stretch out to a very, very large distance—

Oh!

And with a [Spatial Denial] spell to supplement the Rift, he could make a spell that would simultaneously prevent anyone from blipping directly next to him, as well as drain the resources from anyone who braved the [Spatial Denial]!

Ohhh… This would be a complicated spell, but it wasn’t complicated like [Renew] was complicated. [Renew] was touching upon Wizardry, because it dealt with aspects of magic that were fundamentally not compatible, like the fact that everyone casts spells differently. It was like every single person used different electrical outlets. One needed an adapter, usually in the shape of some magical item or an artifact, in order to circumvent that innate disparity.

[Abyssal Void Antimagic Rift] would be complicated, but in the way of putting together a large machine would be complicated. A lot of moving parts in that spell, but all the moving parts naturally worked well together.

As soon as the idea fully manifested in his mind, even knowing that he didn’t have all the pieces, Erick knew he had to make it work.

Like.

Yes.

The paranoia was digging deep into his brain matter and having its way with his psyche. Erick was not senseless. He acknowledged this. But he was a target, as evident by the several assassination attempts he had survived so far, ever since he came to Veird.

Erick just needed to experiment a bit more with Elemental Void to see how it worked to ‘[Dispel]’ without actually ‘[Dispel]ing’. The spell [Dispel] was Shadow based, so however Void managed this was outside of Erick’s expertise. At an educated guess, though, he imagined that Void would simply rip apart opposing spells with pure elemental force, instead of anything approaching spell-based force.

He could probably rip apart spells with his own [Physical Domain], too, but he had never tried it.

… He decided to try that before he tried making an Undertow Rift.

To that end, Erick first waited till everyone else was awake, and then he had Poi send a message off to Matriarch Lingxing Void Song, to ask if she, or someone under her, would be willing to show him a bit about how the Void Song worked.

Erick got a quick reply. Lingxing herself would answer his questions for about an hour, if he allowed one of her own people to join in their meeting.

He… tentatively agreed.
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                “I don’t mean to impose too much upon you. My questions shouldn’t take longer than twenty minutes,” Erick said, after sipping his tea and sitting down across from Matriarch Lingxing.

He had attended Lingxing in her office at the top of the remade Void Temple. The décor was comfortable Greek, though they would have certainly called it something else here on Veird. There were shiny white stone floors, walls, and a vaulted ceiling, which were undoubtedly eternal stonewood. The pillars to the sides of windows, which revealed the civilization of Eralis to the north, west, and east, were stark white and thickly made. The white furniture was likely also eternal stonewood. Now that Erick knew what to look for, he saw that stuff everywhere.

For all the austerity in the general architecture of the room, it was still comfortable because of all the violet fabrics and cushions upon every sitting surface, and in the stylized, deep purple rugs upon the ground. The room was purple and white and not much else, yet it still managed to look nice; Lingxing had done well with her limited palette.

Lingxing matched her room. She was a white-skinned elderly woman with deep purple eyes, who composed herself with a feeling of strength-through-adversity. It was not a bad look.

The young woman —the girl, really— who stood behind Lingxing looked much the same as the matriarch of Void Song, but only if you took 70 years off of the older woman. Erick hadn’t been introduced to the interloper yet, but whoever she was, she stood back and patiently waited in a way that was not like a guard at all. Lingxing didn’t seem to be in too much of a hurry to introduce the girl, either.

Lingxing set down her own teacup. “It is not lightly that we give out the secrets of the Void Song, and it is not lightly that I take to this conversation. I may be busy, but I have time for you, Archmage Flatt.” She added, “Erick.”

“Then… Thank you for your time.”

“Thank you for visiting. I do wish we could have been in simpler times. We could have shared another meal at the cafeteria downstairs, but I am equally disappointed that I never got to introduce you to some of my favorite eateries out in the city. But time streams along, and now we are here. You’re leaving Songli soon, aren’t you?”

“I am. Within days, if I can help it. Perhaps four. Preparations are complete except for a few obligations I have made, and a few magics I wish to make before I go looking for some dragons.”

“Then let us discuss the other person in the room.” Lingxing gestured to the girl behind her. The girl took three steps forward to stand beside the matriarch’s chair and bowed slightly. Lingxing said, “This is Nirzir Void Song. We are related by blood, but the family genealogy is likely uninteresting to you. She is a niece, and she is on her way to becoming one of the most gifted Singers of our age. And, according to what our Enforcer Kaffi told us, and according to what we have heard and seen for ourselves, since you make very little attempt at obfuscating your methods, she casts magic almost the same as you.”

Nirzir remained completely stoic.

Erick asked, “But I thought all Singers did that?”

“We do, but we also use standard arcane notation to parse out the deeper magics. Nirzir here has not needed to do that, at all. She is only 17, and yet she casts with the ease of an old master.” Lingxing remained stoic, saying, “What I am telling you is an open secret in the clan but which we are trying to keep quiet for now, for Nirzir’s sake. Nirzir has achieved tier seven spells. One day soon, she will be an archmage.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. He took in the slip of a girl again. White hair and skin. Purple eyes. Thin. A strong sense of purpose around her, too. Then he glanced back to Lingxing.

… What was going through the old woman’s mind? What was this introduction truly for?

Lingxing continued, “She simply needs time, learning, and patronage to get there.”

Erick felt himself pale. He desperately hoped that Lingxing wasn’t asking him what he thought she was asking of him. Was she?

Erick narrowed his eyes. “Patronage?”

“Yes. Patronage. Preferably from an already established archmage.”

And there it was.

Lingxing said, “If you do not wish to take her with you on your Worldly Path, then I will accept this decision, but since you will likely need someone to answer your various Singer questions, then this is one of the best ways I can think of to accomplish this.” She added, “As you have allowed us to benefit from your daughter, it is only right that we allow you to benefit from one of ours.”

Erick said, “You know I’m going to hunt dragons and kill outsized threats, yes? I plan to go to the Core, and to the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan, as well as deal with some uppity dragons soon enough.” Erick looked to Nirzir, and saw that the listing of Veird’s deeper horrors was... not budging the girl’s decision. Oh? This wasn’t a plot from Lingxing, was it? Nirzir had done this all on her own? This little girl had gotten one over on the Matriarch of her High Clan, somehow? Yes; that seemed right. Well wasn’t that odd. Erick faced Nirzir, and asked, “What do you want?”

Nirzir’s voice was calm, and quick, “I wish to journey with you until you leave the rest of us behind on your Worldly Path, because I have never met someone who can make magic exactly as I can make magic, and I feel that I need to make this connection while I can. I ask for no secrets except for those you are willing to give. In return, I will give you everything that is mine to give.”

… Okay?

Well. Eh...

If he said ‘no’, then this conversation would likely end before he could ever get any of his own answers. Lingxing was sitting, and Nirzir was standing, but Lingxing was deferring to the younger girl. Nirzir was in charge, here.

Erick said, “I am planning on going incognito whenever I next get the opportunity. You will have to wear commoner clothing, and you will be expected to pull your own weight, and the weight of others. I cook for my people just as much as they cook for me.”

Erick’s words had not been a part of Nirzir’s plan.

“Cook? Bu—” Nirzir changed tacks, and solidly said, “I am willing to do this. I will cook.” She seemed to find her stride, as she continued, “I have the full arcanaeum-mandated basic spell list, and have worked hard to ensure that I have as many utility spells as necessary, and more besides. I am fully capable of keeping watch with both my extensive spellwork and my own eyes, as well as following orders and acting as a group. My personal specialty is in defensive magics, though I am a Singer by Class.” She added, “You mentioned Quintlan, where necromancers roam free and soul attacks are common. I may be young, but I am confident in my ability to defend myself and others from most soul magics. I am also reasonably confident in my ability to act independently and with aplomb. I am a Scion of Focus. I can also cast all basic Healing Magics, including [Greater Treat Wounds].”

She had more things to say, more skills and abilities she wanted to mention, but she cut herself off there. Probably because that had been… a lot.

Too much for a 17 year old.

Erick listened, then he looked to Lingxing. “She’s not Kaffi, right?”

Lingxing casually said, “No; she is not. Kaffi is elsewhere. Nirzir is exactly who she appears to be. You, more than anyone, should know how quick an archmage progresses.”

“That may be true.” Erick said, “If this happens, I’m going to have Poi look her over, and if Nirzir says no to a scan, then I will not accept her.”

Lingxing said, “Nirzir will submit to this.”

Nirzir had stood silent, as if knowing what Erick would have demanded of her ahead of time. Well… He did have a track record for having the Mind Mages scan people, didn’t he? Yeah, he did.

Erick asked the young woman, “Why do you want to journey with me?”

“Because you are an archmage willing to become involved in the world. The decisions you make affect us all, and I wish to be there when those sorts of decisions are being made, even if I am no more than a guard in the background.” Nirzir said, “To put it another way: You have culled a thousand threats from my homeland, saving millions of lives, and your actions with the Mind Mages have saved countless more. I wish to learn from you, and I feel that you can learn from me, too.”

Erick frowned, not because he was unhappy with her answer, but because the young woman was winning him over.

But on the other hand, he did not need another person to tag along with him in this Worldly Path. Except... Fine. Erick had come here to ask about Void’s antimagic uses, anyway.

Let’s see what kind of answer she can give.

Erick looked to Nirzir, saying, “I have made a spell that could be cast on the border of a town, or anywhere that needs defending, which makes a wall of Abyssal Void that is basically Permanent, if it can be kept going through a modicum of maintenance that anyone with Mana or Health is able to provide. There is no need for special training to provide this maintenance. An Abyssal Void wall, fully powered, is worth millions of points of defense. This wall simultaneously Drains the Health and Mana from everyone within a medium-to-large range of one side of the wall. Monsters are Drainable—” Erick had tested that much when he was making bank last night “—and their resources count toward the maintenance needed to keep the spell Permanent. This is the spell.”

While Erick spoke about the spell, he handed out blue boxes for [Undertow’s Edge].

Lingxing controlled her surprised reaction to something smaller, but Nirzir’s eyes went fully wide. Then they read the spell. Lingxing turned politely incredulous and angry, while Nirzir seemed to sparkle with surprised joy.

Erick continued, “It’s a painless Drain if you’re far away, but it begins to hurt like any other if you get close to the wall. This spell, and others like it, is why I asked for this meeting.” He said, “I want to add Void’s antimagic effects to this spell, or another spell using this same ‘Undertow’ effect which I have already isolated into its own tier 2 working. I want to add the Void Song to this Undertow. How would you do that?”

Lingxing had already gone completely stoic, but at Erick’s question of the Void Song, she went calmer. Nirzir wanted to speak, but she did not. She waited for her aunt. Lingxing then looked to Nirzir and gave her a tiny, almost imperceptible nod.

So the Matriarch of Void Song wasn’t just a figurehead, then. Good to know.

Nirzir attempted to be calm as she said, “When an initiate is starting out, we first transform [Force Wave] with Elemental Void and Aurify into a second tier, low grade Void Song. Through sparring and combat, we learn to tune this Void Song to the magics of others and literally Void opposing magics. This skill requires precise hearing and targeting. Some people require years of experience to learn this technique. This is how the Void Song works.” Her excitement grew, as she said, “The problem most initiates often encounter when Singing is that they cannot tune properly; they cannot hear the Song of True Magic. They can still do as a true Singer can do, but these initiates end up spending mountains of mana to accomplish the same thing that a true Singer can do with a whisper. True Singers still need power, though. Every mage needs power, both for range, and for effect. Properly aligned power is what allows a Singer to cooperate with other Singers and spread the Void Song all throughout Eralis.” She gestured with the blue box for [Undertow’s Edge], saying, “And this Undertow would provide a lot of power. If you learned to Void Sing, you could even…” Her eyes went wide. “You could replace every single Singer of Songli.”

Nirzir had said the words as though gazing upon a wonder of the universe.

But Lingxing and Erick both realized the danger of Nirzir’s words.

Lingxing said, “I doubt Erick means to replace our entire High Clan with a simple spell.”

Erick said, “Of course I would not want to do that.”

Nirzir looked less sure. “But you could! You could spread this Song across all of the Highlands and bring safety and peace to everyone, and then prosperity could flow from there!”

“Nirzir,” Lingxing said, with a slight edge to her tone.

Nirzir’s eyes went wide. Ah. She realized she had fucked up.

Erick spoke, “I am going to be fighting dragons soon enough, and bargaining for trades with others, no doubt. I have spoken personally with gods of all kinds. My World Tree will connect this planet with the others of this New Cosmology in a hundred years, and I am definitely going to live that long. I have suffered and survived a dozen assassination attempts, with many of those attempts out in the open for everyone to see. Don’t misunderstand; I am not bragging. I am telling you this because these are all alarming things. My very existence has already been a cry to war from multiple nations. I don’t intend many of these occurrences, but alarmist things happen around me, because I am changing this world.” He looked to Nirzir, “So if you wish to travel with me, you will attempt to mitigate any potentially alarmist words coming out of your mouth that are not in line with the things I actually intend to do. I do not intend to move into Songli and solve every problem you have. I am not putting Void Song out of a job. I am not threatening anyone with this spellcraft, or with my desire to learn the Void Song. I just need better personal defenses.”

Lingxing was tense when Erick began his little speech, but then she relaxed, and solidified her calm when he came to the end of it.

Nirzir, however, went red with deep embarrassment. Her voice was a small thing, “I did not mean to imply… what I implied. Maybe I shouldn’t be doing this—”

“You are exactly where you are meant to be, Nirzir.” Lingxing spoke to the young girl, “Archmage Flatt is correct about everything he said. While your own experience will hopefully be lesser, your very existence as an archmage will be fraught with tribulations such as this very conversation right now. You are too bookish. You must be exposed to these things while you are not the one standing in the light.” She turned to Erick. “For Nirzir will be an archmage, Erick, and I don’t want her turning into a hermit like all the rest of them. She is too close to that already. Please take her with you as far as she will go, even if all she does is accompany you around the surface of Nelboor. Don’t let her become insular like all the rest of the archmages of this world.”

Nirzir straightened, and looked ahead.

Erick said, “She might die through no fault of anyone’s. It’s dangerous out there.”

“If she does, then, no offense meant to you or your capability, but you will likely be dead before she is.” Lingxing said, “Nirzir is very, very good at active defense.”

Yet another tick in the girl’s favor.

Erick needed better defenses, anyway.

Ugh!

Was he really considering this?

He was, wasn’t he.

Well. Maybe keeping her around while he was in Nelboor would be fine. She probably knew a lot more about this land than he did. Maybe more than Poi, too. Yes; he could take her around Nelboor, at least.

Erick turned back toward Nirzir. “You really want this?”

“I do,” Nirzir said, “I don’t want to become a hermit, and I foresee myself going that way if nothing changes.”

“Then… I already have an apprentice, but I suppose this benefits me as much as you… You can stick around with us while we’re moving around Nelboor, at least. We can speak more of your capabilities and of magic back at the house—”

Nirzir lit up, her purple eyes glittering.

“—as soon as Poi looks you over, to see that you are who you say you are, and that this isn’t some sort of trick of some kind.”

Lingxing spoke first, “We expected this to happen, so do what you must.”

Nirzir spoke strongly, “I am ready to do what is needed of me.”

Erick glanced behind him, where Poi and Teressa waited by the door. “Poi?”

Poi stepped forward.

Nirzir nodded, and moved to stand in front of Poi.

Poi asked, “I will be checking to see that you are who you say you are, and that there are no hidden desires for traveling with our group. Do you consent to a scan as outlined by my targeted search?”

“I consent.”

Tendrils of soft blue light came out of Poi’s body to reach into Nirzir’s arms and head. No one spoke. As seconds became half a minute, then a full minute, Nirzir had lost some of her composure. She had readily agreed to the scan, but she obviously did not expect it to be like it was. Soon, the young woman was sweating bullets, and Erick wondered what Poi had fou—

Poi stepped away, saying, “She is cleared, but she and I will be having a private discussion later.”

Nirzir startled, freezing in place; she had not expected that.

Lingxing did, though; proof of that was written on her face. Lingxing knew that Nirzir wanted something more from Erick than what she said she wanted. Erick fully expected something like that to happen, though. If Poi said it was fine, then it was probably fine; he trusted his man.

Erick said, “Then Nirzir is with us for the time being.” He turned to Lingxing, saying, “I thank you for your assistance. Eralis was wonderful. I hope to visit again soon, but not too soon. Not while I’m still on the Worldly Path.” Erick stood, ready to leave. He could get all of his questions about the Void Song answered by Nirzir.

Lingxing stood, saying, “We thank you for your benevolent assistance with Terror Peaks, and with all that you have done for Songli. We will never be able to reciprocate what you have done for us, but that does not mean that we will not try. Nirzir’s assistance is only the smallest part of this debt we owe to you. Farewell, Erick.” She bowed, slight and purposeful, as a matriarch should.

“Farewell, Lingxing.” Erick bowed only his head, then he said to Nirzir, “We’ll be taking the quick way. It’s a few steps, so bear with it.”

Before the young woman had a chance to say anything, Erick wrapped his people and Nirzir in light, and then stepped out of Lingxing’s office.

- - - -

He reappeared in his temporary home in Holorulo.

Nirzir’s eyes went wide as she looked around. “That wasn’t a [Teleport]!”

Teressa chuckled. “Nope; it wasn’t.”

“We’ll talk about some of that later.” Erick said to Nirzir, “But first, some small rules. We all provide for the safety of everyone else in the group, and since you are with us for the time being, you will benefit from that obligation, as well as be obligated to reciprocate in return. We can set you up with a room, but I cannot provide for your garments or whatever; you might want to make a trip back to your permanent home to bring anything you want, but we try to travel light. You carry all of your own stuff. Poi is your commanding officer. It goes: Me, Poi, Teressa, Jane. We can figure out everything else as needed.”

Nirzir glanced to Poi, then nodded, saying, “Yes. Of course. Uh. I understand.”

“Let’s sit down in the sunroom and go over some preliminary discussions.” Erick walked past the dense air, into the house proper, “You’re keyed in to the [Prismatic Ward] now, so come on in.”

“I’ll go make some lunch,” Teressa said, as she headed toward the kitchen.

Poi eyed the young woman, then followed Teressa, saying, “I’ll help. I want fish.”

Erick waited down the hall, past the dense air, while Nirzir hesitated at the separation between the private space and the front room, but she followed fast enough, her face relaxing after she entered the [Prismatic Ward] and found herself accepted. She briefly smiled, then followed Erick in the sunroom.

When the two of them had taken their seats across the coffee table from each other, Erick said, “I need to understand how to rely on you, if at all. Let us begin with some basic capabilities that aren’t in the Open Script. Do you have an Elemental Body?”

Nirzir instantly answered, “[Greater Air Body] and [Water Body].”

“Reflective spells? Crowd control spells? Aura control? How do you fight?”

“Reflective hand-held shield. Spell denial is what I do, by trade as a Singer; not much more control than that, though. I have aura control as well as a mana sense, and I have Remade many Basic Tier spells, but not gone much beyond the Force spells. Singing is my greatest contribution to a fight and also my greatest power, with a focus on denial of enemy abilities and the ripping apart of enemy spellwork. I can even sing under-audible. You spoke earlier of being incognito, and I have prepared for this. I can fully pretend to be a Healer, as I have the full capability of one. [Greater Treat Wounds] as well as [Greater Inflict Wounds].”

He said, “A healer? Well we do need one of those. How old are you, anyway?”

“17. I Matriculated last year.”

“Lingxing did say that... I guess I didn’t believe it.” Erick said, “Well. I’ve only been at this magic thing for a little over a year, myself, so I guess it’s believable.”

Nirzir smiled, showing a true emotion for a brief moment, and then she locked that away and turned semi-professional again. She was young, but she was already accustomed to this life of power and ability. She was polite enough, too.

Erick was under no obligation to actually have her with him, but...

He needed allies. More allies. Better allies. If Nirzir was going to become an archmage, then it was probably best to know her before she became famous. A good working relationship here would also bode well for a good working relationship with High Clan Void Song in the future.

All good reasons to take Nirzir with him when he left Songli, but there was another more pertinent reason: nightly watches.

Poi and Teressa could not take on all the watches that were necessary for anyone to get a good night’s sleep. Ophiel filled in quite a lot on that front, but he was still young. He also wasn’t able to see future threats like Teressa, nor could he talk to people the world over, like Poi. Jane, though…

Erick desperately hoped that Jane would keep with the party as they moved out of the Highlands, but Jane really liked it here. She might stay behind.

… Whatever the case, Nirzir would be one more capable person able to see possible problems at night before they became real problems.

And… Nirzir was a healer. That alone made her halfway necessary for good travel. Redundancy was good. Erick still wasn’t sure about the young woman, but Nirzir seemed to be a perfect fit for a Healer-shaped hole. And… Again… If Jane was leaving…

Erick shoved that thought away.

Nirzir watched Erick as Erick thought in silence. He had only been thinking for a few seconds, but this was a large decision, and both of them knew that. And it wasn’t a sure thing, yet. But.

Yeah.

Okay.

Erick decided. Sure. This might as well happen.

“I look forward to a good working relationship.” Erick moved right along. “So let’s talk magic. Tell me what you think of Undertow.”

Nirzir smiled brightly, then happily said, “I am guessing that you went for Healing Waters to control for the uncomfortableness of Drains, and then you went down the Shadow spectrum to arrive at Abyss and then Void, mimicking the Mana Ocean of the Old Cosmology. Inspired. But what’s more impressive is this ability for your Undertow spell to drag mana into itself and sustain itself. This is unprecedented. It’s touching the Propagation Ban, but not breaking it. I had heard you were working on this [Renew] spell and thought it a flight of fancy, but now that I have seen it, I still cannot believe it. It gives me hope for my own magical goals of—”

“Sorry. I have to clarify: Undertow is not [Renew]. I’m still working on that.” Erick asked, “What sort of goals?”

“It’s not [Renew]? But—” Nirzir let that drop, and answered, “[Inviolable Defense] is my ultimate goal. I don’t want to be a hermit. I haven’t even made a [Familiar], for I know that the moment I do, I will withdraw from the world. No. What I want is an [Inviolable Defense]. Skin unmarred, like the finest jade. Bones as hard as a clan mountain. Flesh as resilient as an orcol’s and a soul untouchable like those of the strongest liches. Able to deflect a sword or a spell with a fingertip, and walk through Void without bleeding, or fall from the sky without breaking.” She came back from her dreams, saying, “I have been working on this spell since before I Matriculated. I still haven’t managed to make it, though. Every day, I try a different, lower tier combination, and every day I fail again. But I won’t give up!”

Absolute protection wasn’t that odd of a concept to pursue, but something had obviously happened to the young woman to make her feel this way about this magic.

Nirzir handed him a blue box. “This is my best attempt yet.”




	
Immaculate Form, instant, self, personal ward, 6450 mana

Your body becomes extraordinarily resistant to damage. Your internal spells become extraordinarily hard to disrupt. Healing effects are heightened. This spell is extraordinarily resistant toward dispelling effects. 

Lasts 24 hours.














Nirzir’s [Immaculate Form] had to be one of those non-exact spells that did a lot more than what the box described. Erick wondered if such a spell would be good for him, too. Perhaps, if he had an [Immaculate Form], then he could simply be ‘immune to damage’ instead of having a 100k damage shield? Constitution didn’t work for the normal absorption-type [Personal Ward], after all, but if he didn’t have a [Personal Absorption Ward] and he instead had yet another damage mitigation [Ward]…

It was an idea, for sure. But there was a problem with this idea.

Nirzir said, “It has gotten me through a lot, but it does nothing against enemy spells. I have the Void Song for that, though.”

Well, sure; that was a problem with her spell, too. But that’s not what Erick had meant.

Erick dismissed the box, and said, “I have heard that Wizards and mages of the Old Cosmology could cast the protective magics you wish to cast, but I’ve been told more than a few times that the Script specifically removed this capability; all mages are now just as vulnerable to murder as all warriors.”

Without even a moment of disappointment, Nirzir asked, “I’ve been told the same thing, but my sources have been other people. Have you heard otherwise? From some higher source?”

A twinge of desperation tainted her voice, but that was understandable, if this was her (young) life’s goal.

“I heard it from the Shades. I think the gods implied the same, but they never outright said as much.”

Nirzir lamented, and with a sigh, said, “That is farther than I have gotten.”

Erick guessed. “If you’re trying to add in [Immortality] functionality, then that, I know, is specifically forbidden. Phagar said.”

Nirzir didn’t even bat an eye at that. “There are ways around mortality that don’t require deep magics or the mutilation of the soul. I have faith that I can learn one of those techniques later in life.”

Erick smirked. “Apparently all it takes is a good application of [Polymorph].”

“And the desire to leave everything you are behind. That is a large demand; it is a rare personality that is able to do that to themselves.” Nirzir said, “But that’s just what I’ve been told; I have no personal experience with that.”

Erick nodded—

The moment stilled.

He had a brief mental flash of Nirzir casting the Void Song at him, ripping him apart before he could do anything to stop her.

The moment resumed. 

Erick winced with a tiny smile that quickly went away as he took great pains to silence the sudden shitstorm of paranoia raging in his mind. If Nirzir had noticed, then she gave no reaction.

From one moment to the next, Erick decided to take his paranoia and strangle it with as much force as he could. Nirzir would be welcome here as long as she showed no signs of something untoward, and that was that.

Erick said, “If you figure out the rest of your immaculate spell, I’d like to learn that one.”

Nirzir brightened at that. And then she calculated, and chanced, “You will have to give me something commensurate in return. I will accept [Renew].”

Erick laughed. “I would make that trade. But for now: Got any spells you want to make? I’d like to see how you make your magic.”

“I would be delighted!” After a moment, and after looking suddenly guilty, Nirzir added, “It would only be fair, for I have already watched you make some of your magic. It wasn’t… It wasn’t outright spying. But...” Her voice trailed off.

Erick smiled. “A lot of people have; I made little secret of the actual creation.”

Nirzir looked tense, as though she wanted to ask something but wasn’t sure how. So she just blurted, “Why do you make your magic so publicly?”

There was a lot more to her question that she wasn’t saying. Erick guessed it had to do with Wizardry. He wasn’t willing to speak on that subject, though; not fully.

He said, “Because I didn’t want to scare people with the magic I made, so I made it in the open, and shared the blue boxes with the people I invited to watch.”

Nirzir nodded.

She wasn’t convinced that was the whole answer.

If Nirzir was already at tier 7, and since the international ‘archmage’ designation was at tier 8, perhaps both of them had intimate experiences with being called Wizards. But Erick wasn’t willing to voice that word, and neither was Nirzir. Maybe they would broach that topic some other day.

- - - -







Erick and Nirzir stood upon a field of sparse grass to the far east of Holorulo, where the sun beat down and heat mirages marred the horizon in every direction. Poi stood behind the two of them; far behind, so as not to be exposed to whatever dangers the archmage and the would-be archmage were planning on bringing into existence. Five Ophiels, however, flitted wherever they wished, with one standing on the ground next to Nirzir, looking up at her with eyes shining bright.

Nirzir glanced at that Ophiel, but then turned back toward Erick.

“This is a spell that I have made a few times, but it’s never turned out exactly as I wanted.” Nirzir said, “All Singers are trained to provide for their accompanying soldiery. I am no different in that regard. To that end, we have the house spell. I can manage the normal house spell just fine, but I am aiming higher than that. Much higher.” She held out her hand, and channeled purple mana, speaking as she went, “[Stoneshape] and [Watershape] and [Grow], but targeting grasses and other small plants in the area.” The purple jet of mana flexed from solidity to liquid flows, to strong growth. Then the plume shifted to light, and then shadows, and then became invisible, as Nirzir said, “Then the components to [Illusionshape], along with [Invisibility].” She gestured with her other hand, adding in the demarcations of [Ward], saying, “And finally, [Ward], to tie it all together, to provide the framework to allow chosen people to see through the working. Can’t have soldiers unable to see the place, after all.”

Nirzir closed her eyes, briefly. And then she opened her shining violet eyes, and a soft hum filled the air as the space surrounding the young girl began to vibrate with power, thrumming the manasphere with intent. She moved her right foot back, and lifted both arms forward in a languid pose. Spots of purple color filled her aura like polka dots, each one thrumming differently, each one joining to the rest, as purple light flowed to her outstretched hands. Magic built. Air and light condensed, and then suddenly popped; purple light vanishing in a single instant.

The spell was cast. The land in front of Nirzir shifted.

Grasses flowed like twining vines, up, and up, into invisibility, becoming seen only through the use of Erick’s mana sense, or Ophiel’s Sight spells. [True Sight] made the working fully visible, and so Erick switched to that. He watched as sands evened out like liquid and walls rose from the joining of light and shadow. In less than ten seconds, Nirzir had conjured a small house in the pagoda style. It was two stories tall and eight sided, with a flat roof for soldiers to stand upon, to scan the horizon while on watch.

The windows were arrow slits in the half-meter-thick walls, made that way to deny the entry of monsters while still allowing people to look outside. On Veird, they called them ‘slit windows’, though. The entrance had no door. Instead, it was a switchback that led to a kill room. The whole place could probably house twenty soldiers, if half of them were on watch at any one time. The place looked ready for war. Erick flicked off his [True Sight] and the conjuring vanished from sight. The only hint that it was there was in the odd flatness of the land it occupied.

Nirzir was looking to the air, waiting for the blue box, no doubt.

Erick asked, “Does it take you a while to get your blue boxes, too?”

“Oh yes.” Nirzir said, “Longest I ever had to wait was one minute and tw— Ah! There it is.” She glanced at it, then frowned, and handed it over to Erick, saying, “Another failure.”




	
Hidden Fort, instant, medium range, 1007 mana

Create a large invisible fort. The fort will remain even when the magics do not. Recasting this spell upon an existing hidden fort has a chance to replace the missing spellwork. People you designate at the time of casting will be able to see through the obscuring magics. 














Erick asked, “What’s wrong with it? Aside from the missing duration.”

“I used to get durations listed on this spell, but that stopped happening months ago. That doesn’t matter anyway.” She gestured at the fort and cast again. This time, Erick did not need [True Sight] to see the structure; he had been given permissions. Nirzir said, “But now you see the problem, yes?”

Erick did not. The fort looked perfectly serviceable. She hadn’t made an ‘eternal stonegrass’ fort, which is what Erick was expecting her to make, based on the combination of spells she was using. The walls were simple stone, while the vines were here and there, perhaps making the structure look old and natural. Like it had been there all along and there was no one inside? Maybe?

There could be any number of problems here.

Erick said, “Explain the problem.”

For a brief moment, Nirzir was crushed. And then she shoved that emotion away, and said, “Ah. Right. You have to try going inside of it, then. Or Ophiel could?”

An Ophiel took off, into the fort, passing through the kill room and twirling through the rooms.

Fully visible.

“Ah. I see the problem,” Erick said.

Nirzir smiled softly. “Not only is the spell supposed to make the land look normal, [Invisible] is supposed to make everyone I designate also [Invisible], with the fort itself obscuring detection even if someone were to come through with a [True Sight].” She added, “I’ve gotten parts of this spell to work well before, but not the whole thing.”

Erick grinned. “Okay. I want to try making this spell, then.”

Nirzir was shocked, suddenly standing straight. “… Okay?” And then she realized something, and said, “I have heard that you can make the White Tree. Uh. The point of a house spell is to be taken down afterward. Nothing permanent.”

Erick paused. “… Okay. There goes that idea. Well.” He added, “I can try to do all the rest, then.”

Nirzir ceded her ground.

Erick turned away from her fort, to face the other direction. With a mental command, he counted out six Ophiel, one for each part of the spell, and had them gather. With only five of them nearby, one more had to come in from where he was standing guard over Teressa and First Devouring Nightmare Mountain. Four were still back there, so that should be more than enough for any normal problem that might occur while he was out and about.

Erick looked to Nirzir, confirming, “So a hidden fortress, that hides everyone inside, and that blends into the world around itself. That’s everything, yes?”

Nirzir watched Ophiels dance around Erick as she said, “Yes.”

Erick nodded. “I think making it invisible to mana sense is a bit too much for a tier two spell, so I will leave that out, for now. You can always add that in with another spell layered over the first. I know it is not ideal, but it might be necessary to do it that way.”

Nirzir scrunched her face, but said nothing.

Ophiels took to the points of a hexagon, floating around Erick as they were wont, while Erick had each of them pick up a part of the tune. [Stoneshape] was a big part of this spell, forming the basis to which everything else was attached; he made that Ophiel sing loud and pure, the sound of foundation. [Watershape] and [Grow] was another large part of the working. That pair of Ophiel sang together, harmonizing into a small beat of life springing up from the stone, crawling over the ground as natural as could be. The [Shadowshape] and [Lightshape] Ophiels were there to hide the—

No.

That didn’t sound right. The sound was destabilizing; discordant.

Erick went over the other parts of the spell, and restarted the whole thing with [Ward].

[Ward] was the largest part of this working. It was the basis of everything, wasn’t it? Inside the [Ward] the designated people would be free of the confounding effects of the fort, while being [Invisible] themselves. Everyone else would merely see illusions and falsities.

Yes.

Erick had been wrong about [Stoneshape]. [Ward] was the true backbone of this working.

Everything slipped into place from there as Ophiels floated around Erick, like revelers dancing around a maypole, singing in harmony about the creation of a home away from home; a small tower hidden in the middle of hostile territory. For his own part, Erick added in the standard Permanency functionality he always did these days.

And then he cast.

The world shifted in front of him, the grassland bulging upward, dirt pushing aside dirt as rooms and hallways and otherwise formed underground, creating a small hill that was similar in stature to all the other small hills everywhere else, except without any grasses upon it. And then that fact changed, as light greenery spread over the single-basement house. In moments, Erick’s working became exactly the same as the surrounding lands.

Except it wasn’t.

An invisible second floor rose from that slight hill, looking like a mirage brought close. Erick flicked on his [True Sight] and saw the second floor. It was a short, eight-sided pagoda, with no roof and plenty of places to hunker down and watch the world. With his mana sense, Erick saw that the basement was similarly shaped, but without the defensive battlements and arrow slits and thick door of the top, invisible floor. While Nirzir preferred a killzone, Erick liked doors, so his working had doors.

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Obscuring Redoubt, instant, medium range, 2597 mana

Create a large stone redoubt using local materials. The final shape is malleable, but will always consist of two parts: an invisible, exposed floor of varying size, and an underground, fully hidden floor of varying size. Non-accompanied items brought into these hidden spaces will gradually become invisible. Anyone designated by you at the time this spell is cast is able to see through the obscuring magics, and become invisible when they are inside the obscuring redoubt. 

Lasts 12 hours. Recasting this spell on the same location will renew the duration.














Erick handed the blue box out to Nirzir and Poi while simultaneously recasting the spell and designating them, and Ophiel, and himself, as participants in the spell. The top floor of the redoubt suddenly appeared, though it was still rimmed in light mirages.

Erick said, “I think that does it.”

Poi smiled, saying, “Now that makes me happier about a journey to the Core.”

Nirzir had yet to say anything. She just read the spell, looked up to the redoubt, then read the spell again, then looked up again. There was a slight disbelief in her eyes, that turned larger as more seconds passed. Erick let her have her moment while he walked toward the redoubt, wanting to get a look at the inside, from the inside. Poi followed.

Nirzir rushed to catch up, saying, “How did you do that!”

Poi smirked, but said nothing.

“It’s hard to hold all of that spellwork inside my head when the spells have more than four moving parts.” Erick patted Ophiel on his shoulder, and the little guy cooed in violins. “Ophiel helps to make sure the magic comes out right.”

As Erick passed into the [Invisibility] of the redoubt nothing changed for him, but if anyone else was watching, they would have watched Erick vanish halfway through his step. The redoubt looked perfectly serviceable on the inside. The rooms were bare, the floor was solid, the walls were thick with ample protection. Poi’s reaction was easy enough to tell; it was good enough for him.

Nirzir had much the same reaction, saying, “Well this looks pretty good on the inside, too.”

Erick had been quite worried that Nirzir was going to be an uppity princess, needing to be cared for and demanding everything. She was, after all, technically, a princess; every direct family member of the High Clans were considered royalty by the commoners of Songli. He was pleasantly surprised that Nirzir was not like that; not at all.

Nirzir did have one odd reaction, though. She glanced at an Ophiel sitting in an arrow slit, who was watching the world outside while also watching everyone inside with his multiple eyes pointed in every direction. Nirzir said, “[Familiar]s are great… I suppose. My brothers have [Familiars]. They’re shaped like Thunder Birds. But…” Her voice trailed off. “We originally thought you were some long lost Scion, what with Ophiel pretending to be more… birdlike, back when you were Ezekiel. I’m still not sure I want one, though.”

Erick smiled. “[Familiar]s are great, but they’re a big responsibility.”

“I’m not ready for that.”

“Understandable. You could try for some [Conjure Force Elemental] sound enhancers, instead. Might not work, though. There’s a deep link between the soul and magic, and if your summon doesn’t have a soul, then that whole endeavor might be for naught.”

“That is exactly correct.” And then Nirzir dropped that line of thought, and looked around. “So this is how other people feel around me. Did not expect that.”

Erick laughed.

Nirzir fought off a smile.

“I think your only problem was that you didn’t spend enough mana on the working. [Invisibility] is an expensive spell. 100 mana for ten minutes of action, for a single person.”

“True, but… Hmm.” Nirizir said, “[Invisible Squad] is cheap enough.” She flashed him a blue box. “I would expect [Hidden Fort] to be cheap, too.”




	
Invisible Squad, instant, close range, 350 mana

You and up to 10 close targets become invisible for 1 hour. If a selected person commits Health harm, their individual invisibility will fail.














Nirzir said, “I just removed the ‘incurs a cost while moving’ and replaced it with the other variant restriction of [Invisibility].”

Erick shrugged. “Try again tomorrow?”

“I suppose so.” Nirzir silently ripped up a tiny bit of her soul, removing the spell she had just made, as she offered, “Do you wish to learn some spell Voiding, now?”

Erick looked to Poi. “We probably have some time.”

Poi said, “Teressa is not done with lunch yet. Maybe 30 more minutes.”

Erick nodded, then turned back to Nirzir. “Let’s go back outside and return our structures to nature.”

Nirzir readily agreed.

Soon enough, the three of them were back out on the grasslands, and their two small towers had their spellworks removed, and then a Shaping applied to return them to the ground.

And then they took their positions, twelve meters from each other.

Nirzir asked, “Do you have a Void Song ability already?”

“Not quite. I was going to use this.” Erick shut off [Greater Lightwalk] and switched to [Physical Domain]. Nothing visibly changed, but the air for a good five kilometers in every direction was now under his power. “It might not wor— ah. You can sense that, eh?”

Nirzir’s eyes were wide as she looked around in every direction. Her skin was already white, but she paled just a bit further. “Ye—” Her voice broke. “Yes. I can sense that. Can you—”

Erick pulled his [Physical Domain] closer, keeping it at roughly ten meters radius. Nirzir stood about eleven meters away from him, so she was now out of the spell’s effect, and it showed. She relaxed, and breathed deeper.

… Erick had no idea why he didn’t conjure his new aura as a smaller size. He had done that before? Why didn’t he do that this time? Just to show off?

Erick said, “Sorry about that.”

“Thank you.” Nirzir continued, “So this is how we do it back in the temple: The attacker will cast normal [Force Bolt]s at the defender, and the defender has to Void the spells coming at them. At first, you target the spells themselves with your aura. This is the easy part. Then, you learn how to automatically target certain spells with your aura. This is slightly more difficult. The final step is working toward shutting down the casting of targeted spells by interfering in their ability to be cast correctly. Simple in design; hard in practice, because the Script does many things for people, and one of the things it does is allow them to effortlessly cast small magics. Because these small magics are so easy to cast, it is very, very difficult to automatically counter them.”

Erick inwardly smirked, because Nirzir was giving him the same lesson that Quilatalap had given him about counterspelling.

Nirzir continued, “But you’re not actually using a Void aura, are you?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “But I want to try with this aura, anyway.”

“Okay. I’m not sure how— We can do it this way.”

Erick said, “Go ahead and state your concern.”

“… Void Magic naturally interferes with any magic that is not Void Magic. The only two schools of Elemental Magic that connect to Void are Abyss and Starlight. By contrast, Shadow and Light each connect to half of everything. So if you’re trying some sort of Light-based aura, then… It won’t be able to easily disrupt my [Force Bolt]s.”

Erick pondered. Something didn’t sit right with what Nirzir said…

Oh.

He said, “I’m not using a Light or a Shadow aura, but shouldn’t a Shadow aura rip through spells as well as Void? [Dispel] is Shadow-based.”

Nirzir brightened, “[Dispel] is shadow-based, but Void is so much better at disrupting spellwork! Or at least, it would be. The Script demands a parity of cost when it comes to erasing spellwork, but if not for that, then you could Void a thousand mana working for three mana worth of Void. As it is, you have to get rather good with Void to get anywhere near that original usage of the Element.” She added, “By this same restriction, though, Void is made tamer. Under the Script, Void won’t annihilate a Singer’s body unless the Singer is completely uncaring for their own wellbeing.”

Huh. Well that was interesting.

Erick flapped a hand in the air, saying, “This is a physical aura.” A [Physical Domain], actually. “It might work to break apart your Bolts, or not. I made it in preparation for coming to Songli, but I never got a chance to use it except for shutting down some thunder birds.”

“Is it… A Force Aura?”

“No. A physical aura.”

Nirzir’s eyes went wide as she understood. “Oh!” She looked to the air around Erick. Her lips scrunched. “Some people have luck with other types of negation auras. I imagine that using a [Physical Aura] would be like using an [Air Aura]? Not sure. Not sure how to help you check your spellwork, either. Let’s try it? See what happens?”

Erick nodded. “Whenever you’re ready.”

With absolutely no hesitation, a Bolt of violet light zipped out of Nirzir’s shoulder to curve through the air and head straight to Erick’s chest, rapidly passing the edge of his [Physical Domain]. Erick reacted with a pulse of power through his aura, attempting to Discord the spell; to take what he knew of [Force Bolt] and invert that power upon the physical world.










	
Discord X, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Shift the physical into discordant chaos.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Particle Mage Only














The violet Bolt got all the way through his aura and struck him in the chest, feeling like a punch from a strong toddler, briefly flickering his white [Personal Ward] to visibility. Discord had done nothing.

“Hmm.” Erick said, “Again.”

Nirzir rapidly obliged.

The second and third Bolt struck true, along with the fourth and then the fifth. After the sixth failed interception, Erick switched it up, and instead of using a Discordant force to negate the mana based spell, he went for a more direct approach.

Particles were not based in Force Magic or Elemental Magic, after all, so there was bound to be some issues with getting one to work on the other. Erick had done well against the Thunder Magic of the thunder birds, but their large booming spells were a rather easy thing to stop, since their magic was attempting to vibrate the physical, and Erick had direct control over the physical. But against Force magic? It was as though he was using a spoon to cut a steak.

So, instead of directly countering and ripping apart the opposing spellwork, what if he just… solidified the natural, physical world, so that the mana wasn’t present? Oh, sure, mana flowed through everything, but it still had trouble getting through denser objects, after all.

The seventh violet spell arced through the air, entering Erick’s space, while Erick used the Normalize function of his aura to empower the natural world.










	
Normalize X, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Empower normal physical functionality throughout the physical world, creating a myriad of individual effects. Directly weaken some forms of magic.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Particle Mage Only














The Bolt struck him in the chest like the fist of a sleepy toddler. Erick readily noticed the change.

Nirzir noticed, too. She paused in sending out Bolts, to say, “That one worked. At a proper range, I think whatever you are doing would be enough against a Bolt.”

“Or other, lesser magics.” Erick said, “But that’s not good enough.”

Nirzir nodded, solemnly. “No; it is not. I have [Force Beam]s, too?”

“Hit me with more Bolts, first.”

“You know!” Poi suggested, “You could intercept spells thrown at a target instead of spells thrown at your self.”

Erick chuckled. “Maybe when we move to [Force Beam]s and otherwise.”

Nirzir did not like Poi’s suggestion. “The final test to become a Singer is to negate a barrage of spells coming at you, including [Stoneshape] being applied underfoot and third tier [Force Beam]s of all kinds, including Decay and Void types.” Nirzir said, “Getting ready for that day can sometimes awaken the aura of a person.”

“Sounds like a plan!” Erick said, “But maybe after I figure out this small stuff, first. Hit me with some more Bolts.”

A pair of violet Bolts arced out of Nirzir, one going right and the other going left, and then both aimed straight for Erick. This time, Erick prepared to Normalize the air around the spells, while also Harmonizing his own Normalize in an attempt to make the physical world even more solid.










	
Harmonize X, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Shift the physical into individualized order.> Lasts 10 minutes. 

Particle Mage Only














The [Force Bolt]s struck the edge of Erick’s [Physical Domain] like they had struck water, slowing down, the air around the violet Bolts turning thick. The Bolts continued on, but they lost power much, much faster than they should have. The Bolts managed to travel three meters before petering out into motes of purple light. The effect was exactly what would have happened if the Bolts had gone past their maximum range.

Erick smiled. It worked. Not perfectly, but after a fashion, it worked.

Nirzir frowned a little; puzzled. “Spatial Magic— No. Oh. You just made the air thicker. That’s not like an [Air Aura] at all.” Her eyes went wide. “Oh. That has a lot of applications.”

“Try a [Force Beam] this time.”

Poi cringed—

Nirzir obliged.

A radiant violet light exploded from her knee and impacted Erick’s chest, eliciting a bright white flash from his [Personal Ward].

Nirzir rapidly moved the beam away from Erick before canceling it altogether, her eyes going wide as she rushed forward, exclaiming, “Oh Rozeta! I didn—” She had only gotten two steps closer, before stopping. “Oh. You’re fine. Right. You probably have some mythical defenses, too.”

Erick smiled as he patted his chest where the Beam had struck. A small [Mend] fixed a tiny cut the violet beam had ripped into the fabric, as he said, “Just a [Personal Ward]. Back up and try again, and then I want to see how your own Void Song works against my small spells.”

Nirzir stepped backward. “Ready?”

Erick readied Amplify, prepared to combine it with Harmonize and Normalize.










	
Amplify X, instant, super large area, 250 mana

<Fill the physical with rising power, enabling a myriad of possible physical effects.> Lasts 10 minutes.

Particle Mage Only 














He said, “Read—”

A violet beam of light erupted from Nirzir’s right shoulder and entered Erick’s [Physical Domain] like it was a stream of water flowing into a river. The beam was swallowed up completely, turning into nothing more than diffuse purple light that rapidly faded back into the manasphere like spellwork breaking down. It was kinda pretty.

Nirzir saw this. She rapidly moved the beam left and right, trying to find an opening in Erick’s spellwork. She found several. The beam briefly continued forward like water from a sputtering hose, but Erick moved his power around, blocking the beam. In three seconds he solved the weakness problem entirely by flooding his entire Domain with Normalize, Harmonize, and Amplify.

When Nirzir’s first [Force Beam] faded, she instantly cast another one. The second violet beam met the fate of the first one, becoming little more than purple light upon the edge of Erick’s power. And then Nirzir unleashed ten beams at once, each one criss crossing and overlapping with each other as she prowled for weakness. She found none.

Erick found it much easier to simply hold his Domain in this trio configuration than to try and counter in specific areas. Perhaps he was cheating to use his Domain instead of an actual [Physical Aura], but they were practically the same thing, right?

… No; they weren’t the same thing at all.

Erick would make a proper [Void Aura] later, though.

And besides that, Erick was pretty sure that the Void Song was actually a Domain, anyway. 

But back to the current problem. Nirzir’s beams of power were still getting too far into his Domain, so he added [Discord] back into the mix, targeting Force spells, like he had originally tried to do.

Nirzir’s violet spellwork crashed against the edge of his Domain, and died. Force transformed back into broken mana. Complete protection! Complete success!

As her spells faded, Nirzir stood there, eyeing Erick’s aura. “So… I don’t know what you are doing, exactly. I can’t help you refine that into something that can help you erase other spellwork. Want to try yourself against my Void Song?”

“Yes.”

Erick decided to play around with his [Physical Domain] through Ophiel, later. He shut off that aura, and turned on his [Greater Lightwalk]… Come to think of it, with [Greater Lightwalk] and [Lodestar], he wondered if he could shift his sunform into Extreme Light, and shut down magics that way.

… He might even be able to achieve something like with an Undertow spell, too. ‘Stars in the Void’ seemed like it should be an achievable idea. ‘Stars in the Void that emit Extreme Light’ seemed like a logical extension of that idea.

He turned his attention back to Nirzir. The young woman had turned on her aura, but to his mana sense, it was barely active. A highlighting rim of pale shadow clung to her skin and extended out along the ground for ten meters in every direction. Whatever she was doing was highly controlled.

Nirzir stated, “Ready.”

Erick launched a [Force Bolt] from his chest, aimed directly at Nirzir.

The Bolt vanished the second it passed within her power. The effect was too fast to see. Nirzir smirked a little, knowing that she had surprised Erick, and then she crushed that emotion off of her face. She was a reserved, proper type of girl, for sure.

Erick threw another Bolt at her.

This time he saw as the Bolt entered her aura and vanished, for lack of a better word; like a light had simply been turned off. ‘Voided’ was the proper term, but seeing it happen was different than knowing what had happened.

Nirzir asked, “Care to try a slightly larger spell?”

She was teasing; trying to be playful. She was enjoying this.

Erick was kinda enjoying this, too.

He responded with a [Force Beam] that tried to carve across the air beside her, but the beam hit her Void, and vanished, like a magician hiding a rabbit in their hat.

Nirzir giggled.

Erick said, “That’s rather much more solid than I assumed it to be.”

Nirzir paused. “Did you never try to cast spells under the Void Song while inside Eralis?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “I didn’t spend too much time inside the city proper, either. I could hear the Song everywhere I went; it was not the most comfortable thing to hear.”

“Ah. True.” Nirzir said, “I had to live outside the city for the same reasons. I cried a lot as a baby until they moved me outside Eralis.”

Poi spoke from the sidelines, “Lunch is ready.”

Erick instantly decided, “Then let us stop here, for now. You’ve given me a lot to think about, Nirzir.”

“And you as well.” Nirzir turned serious, and bowed. “I thank you for your instruction, Archmage Flatt.”

“You can call me ‘Erick’.”

Nirzir rose, looking a bit happier than before. “I shall, Erick.”

“And during lunch, we can talk about dragons and how best to find them.”

Nirzir’s purple eyes went a bit wide, but then she steeled herself, and said, “I know of several things that I am never supposed to do, or else I will draw the gaze of a dragon. But. I suppose…” She couldn’t help but smile a bit. “Now is the time to do all of those things.”
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                How does one find a dragon, since their entire species is all about not being found? Erick already had a few ideas. He could put some lightwards up in the sky, calling out the Mirage Dragon, or maybe just the dragon that the Mirage Dragon was imitating. He could even go around from bar to bar, asking if anyone had seen any dragons. He could find some Dragon Essence monster and tie it up somewhere, and then he could advertise the location of the beast, and see who shows up; dragons hunted other dragons and dragon-aligned beings for their dragon essence, after all. He could even start Imaging for some dragon teeth, since he had certainly seen those up close (thank you, Melemizargo), and then when he found some, he would either have found a dragon, or he would have found some draconic relic in someone's collection. If he found a relic, he might be able to track the blood identifiers in those teeth, and then he could find out where a dragon had been, and then he could go from there.

There were many different ways to slice this apple.

Nirzir paled at every new suggestion as she politely shot them down, while everyone had lunch together, in the kitchen dining room.

Teressa seemed to be enjoying Erick’s suggestions, as she ate her lunch like she was watching a play, but even he had to admit that he wanted to get all of the normal ideas out of the way, first, before Nirzir spoke of her own dragon finding ideas.

“I’ve seen dragon teeth all around in collections here and there. Lingxing even has one above her desk in her office.” Erick said, “Find one dragon, find them all. Right?”

“Oh, for sure,” Teressa said, smirking.

Poi shot her a hard-edged glance.

Teressa continued, “I, for one, wish to be directly in the center of a dragon fight.”

“Your sarcasm is noted,” Erick said, smiling.

Nirzir was having a little trouble keeping up, though, and Erick’s latest suggestion had thrown her for a hard loop. Her voice turned slightly serious, “You can’t touch that tooth. That’s a cast off tooth from Rozeta herself. It won’t be used in any ritual.” Calmer, she added, “But your postulation that one dragon will lead to all dragons is very… baseless.”

“Well those are my starter ideas.” Erick asked, “How would you go about it?”

“Have you talked to the Dragon Stalkers yet?” she asked.

“Yes, and we’re not going that route. They want to kill every dragon, and that is the opposite of my current goals. I want to talk to them; to find out what the Mirage Dragon was doing when she attacked.” He added, “I am fully aware that I will likely need to kill a dragon, but that is the backup plan.”

“Ah. Okay. Then…” Nirzir readily said, “There are certain establishments all around the Highlands, in the smaller places between the border and the main cities, with word ‘Ar’Co’ in their names. They’re always apostrophed like the ‘Ar’ in ‘Ar’Kendrithyst’, too, for they reference something dead that was once magnificent. Do you know of these places?”

Erick readily said, “I do not. Go on.”

Teressa silently, eagerly listened to the stories of dragons in Nelboor.

Poi seemed mostly ambivalent.

Nirzir nodded, saying, “Almost all of these locations are low class establishments, but there is one set almost halfway between Eralis and Alaralti, on the other side of the river, named ‘Arcology’, that is very, very high class. I have been there three times for various celebrations.

“Arcology is filled with the most obsequious people you would ever meet, who will take you through a wonderful dinner, made with the best ingredients you can find in this entire world. They have world class Cooks and you might never get a better meal anywhere else. The lesser establishments are similar in nature, but I was warned to never go to one of those smaller places. Ever.” She paused. “Maybe the dragons are at the smaller ones? But I don’t know about that.” She continued, “There are a few rules to follow at Arcology upon pain of an instant [Teleport Other] from the establishment.

“You must never wander away from the part of the building you have been placed into. You must not interact with other guests. When you walk into the establishment they will greet you and ask you if you have ever been there before. If you give them any answer except their code phrase, you will get a normal meal.

“I have no idea what the correct answer would be, but I was always told to never deviate from ‘No, I have not been here before’.” Nirzir said, “When I asked why there were all these rules, I was told that dragons frequent the establishment. That’s about all I ever got out of my older brothers or anyone else that knows of the place; it was very tough to even get that out of them. I have no idea what the dragons do there, and my mana sense was useless the last time I was there; the place is absolutely filled with blocking spells.”

Erick thought, then said, “Sounds like a good way to be ambushed. I’ll do that if there are no other options.”

Nirzir looked a bit saddened by that, but she rapidly went to the next idea. “There’s a dragon known as Red! She had been shutting down the larger dragon fights in Eralis for a long time by eating the other dragons she finds. I have been told that if you are not a dragon, she will talk to you. Getting to Red is outside of my ability, but you should be able to do this. It’s a bit more difficult than meeting normal people though, of course, and you won’t actually meet Red, herself. There are other complications, too.

“Dragons have territories, you understand, and they secure their territories through strength. But it is by the simple act of having one territory marked as theirs, that makes other territories ‘not theirs’. This mental shift is enough for some of them to interact with others as long as such interaction is across established, polite boundaries. They still have to meet each other through the use of intermediaries, though. These meetings are always dangerous, because either side could be trying to move in on the other dragon’s land.

“And the very fact that the Mirage Dragon was active in this land without Red appearing means… Well. It could mean anything.

“The way I see it: There are two possibilities. The Mirage Dragon is either someone from outside Red’s territories, in which case Red would know more, as she is undoubtedly trying to find out what the interloper was doing. Or, the interloper dragon was just an illusion, and yet, even in that case, Red would want to know more, so she has probably sought out what was going on there.” Nirzir thought for a second, then added, “Or the Mirage Dragon is Red. Or… Well. There are a lot of possibilities there. Too many.”

“Hmm.” Erick said, “Meeting Red seems like a good idea.”

Poi said, “She won’t interact with you.”

Erick scrunched his eyebrows. “And you know this?”

“No.” Poi said, “But the Mind Mages do have standing orders not to interact with her, because she will not interact with us, and you’ll likely get the same treatment because you’re already marginally aligned with the Headmaster, and his territory is the entire world.”

“Do the Mind Mages know about this recent—” Erick paused. He said, “Ah. Sorry. I shouldn’t ask that.”

Poi smiled softly. “Thank you. The Mind Mages generally keep firm lines of obfuscation between ourselves and dragons, because the dragons are always after other dragons, and the Mind Mages are strictly uninvolved with that.”

Erick said, “Right. Well. If we end up seeing Red, maybe she won’t be an enemy.”

“Why would she be?” Nirzir asked. She added, “I mean. I know why. I hear what you’re saying: To be known to the Headmaster is to be automatic enemies with all the rest… But wouldn’t it be different for an archmage of your stature?” She glanced to Poi, then back to Erick, saying, “I didn’t know that about the Mind Mages, but Red will meet with almost anyone of high enough ranking.”

Erick said, “We’ll put her down as another option, but not one to actively pursue.”

Nirzir nodded. “Then I have one more option. We could go to Ooloraptoor and speak to the Warlord Tribes.” She explained, “The grass travelers are supposed to have a long history of dragons behind every major clan, with each of those dragons warring with other dragons through the tribes they control. I don’t know how true that is, but that is how they portray their fights, sometimes.”

“… Tell me more,” Erick said, suddenly concerned.

Was this the Path, shoving him toward Ooloraptoor?

Nirzir brightened. “Oh! Well. Their concept of war is where a lot of Nelboor gets the concept of polite war; a hundred warriors facing down a hundred warriors, and whoever is left gets the rights to whatever is being disputed. If Terror Peaks had won that initial clash— Well. Things would be very different. Eh. Well. If they had asked for something lesser, and if they had won, then they probably would have gotten the chelation treatment, or something. But they wanted our annihilation. If they had gone for a normal war, then maybe we could have avoided the… the rest of what happened.” Nirzir put away those bad thoughts, and turned upbeat again, “The grass travelers firmly adhere to the original Polite War. They field ten people on both sides and if anyone dies on either side, then the army that did the killing gives recompense to the harmed clan, which is usually a grand core per person killed. In almost all situations, that recompense is worth a lot more than whatever argument they’re disputing, so everyone tries to avoid total war.

“They’ve had large wars, though.

“A hundred years ago there was a large debate among the grass travelers over the integration of Ooloraptoor into an actual nation state. Every so often this debate happens, and we’re in the middle of one of those times, but we’re still a long way off. Years, perhaps. Back then they got to the final stages of integration, with different compacts floating around, and battles being fought over those compacts.

“For three years, they had polite war, with small scale battles of ten people versus ten people, and occasionally with a hundred versus a hundred. They were actually in the middle of making a hierarchy; of putting together their people into some final form that would then go on to make a true centralized government. There were still a lot of people against the whole idea, though. They fought to knock down those who chose to integrate. Thus, the two sides of the final battle. Integrator, versus traveler.

“The path to integration came to a head with a thousand people versus a thousand people, and it started off as any normal war would, with people being injured to lost limb and heart stab, and then being taken off the field. But someone killed someone, and then, instead of stopping and reorganizing the field, and the offender being taken off the field, the killing cascaded. Soon, it was seven hundred integrators against a hundred travelers.

“And then a single traveler cast vast, dark magics, instantly killing most of the integrators. Several integrators survived, though. One of them turned into a dragon; brilliant blue. That blue dragon proceeded to assault the other side. Soon, more dragons appeared. The official records state that, in the end, there were seven dragons in the battle.

“It was, perhaps, one of the largest dragon fights to ever occur.” Nirzir sat back, saying, “And now we’re in talks for integration again. So. You know. That story is on peoples’ minds. We think that the guy who started the killing was a Shade, though, so it might not happen that way this time.” She added, “Since you killed all of them and Blessed the rest into becoming better people.”

That was a lot to think about.

Erick arrived at a decision rather fast. “Looks like we’re going to Ooloraptoor.”

Teressa smirked, saying, “That guy you saved and the face stealers were already pointing us in that direction.”

Nirzir looked puzzled.

Erick explained, “A week ago I rescued a grass traveler by the name of Amasar of Clan Pale Cow when he [Teleport]ed into a destroyed city near Alaralti. He was dying from blood loss. He had confronted some face stealers who had taken the Forms of some ambassadors from Alaralti. I thought I had untangled that knot by providing some Imaging services to help them counter-hunt the face stealers among the grass travelers. Of the hundreds I did help to counter-hunt several days ago, the grass travelers only gave me 9 people to search for; Amasar’s patriarch, Niyazo, contributed the most names. He accepted my services and found some more face stealers among his people. But, you know, there are obviously more of those types lurking around that place, for sure.” Erick shrugged. “And now I know there are dragons there, too. All the more reason to go for a visit. I’ll probably drop in unannounced on Amasar and Niyazo and go from there.”

“Oh.” Nirzir said, “Then… Is that how the Worldly Path works?”

“It’s certainly not going how I expected it to go.” Erick said, “This started as a vacation, with a bit of an academic pursuit of [Gate] on the side. Everything else has just… sort of happened.”

Teressa smiled. “You haven’t backed down from helping the people who fall into your Path, though.”

“I have, though. I miss a lot of people I could be helping.”

Teressa had a sudden look of disbelief on her face. So did Nirzir. Poi understood, though.

Erick said, “I see a lot with Ophiel. I could send him out right now and find a hundred different problems I could solve. I could dedicate my entire life to doing just that; to helping those homeless on the streets, to feeding the world, to solving crimes faster than most guards are capable of working… But it would never be enough. I would end up killing myself to take on that much work, for there’s always something more to be done, and there’s always big stuff that needs to get done, too. So I help with the big stuff, and hopefully that is enough.”

Teressa sternly said, “You do more than enough, Boss. You do a lot. A lot of good, for a lot of people, but people got to look out for themselves, too.”

“Well… Yeah. I guess. But it’s still hard to see the good I could be doing, and yet I am not. I could never do enough.”

Poi said, “You do more than enough, Erick.”

Erick gave a sad grin, saying, “I suppose you would know what it’s like.”

“No. I don’t. I may be able to walk through a marketplace and know the problems people have, but you can do the same thing on the scale of a hundred marketplaces, and you’re allowed to act on what you see. I cannot act on anything I see, unless someone is in direct physical peril, and maybe not even then.” Poi said, “But even so, maybe some advice I was given a long time ago might help you: There are limits to giving of oneself to the world, and you are so far past your own limits that you don’t even know where you last left them.”

Erick frowned; knowing Poi was right, and yet still feeling some kinda difficult way whenever he saw someone in trouble.

Erick said, “I suppose I shouldn’t discount the ability for others to do well by themselves, either.”

Teressa said, “Exactly!”

Nirzir had watched the discussion with rapt, quiet attention.

After lunch was over, Erick allowed Nirzir to have her pick of the extra rooms, to set herself up, and then he decided to take a nap so that he could ignore whatever conversation Poi needed to have with the young girl.

Hours later, Erick awoke to the smells of burned something.

Nirzir was desperately trying to make dinner. By herself.

She had the rice in the steamer but there wasn’t any water under the basket.

The fillets of fish had been mangled beyond belief.

The frying oil was barely hot enough to fry—

And now there’s a fire. And! The girl was crying. Nirzir had been crying a little this whole time, but now came the waterworks.

Erick rapidly got out of bed to go help her.

Teressa, who had stopped practicing with her aura to watch the show from three rooms over, sent to him, ‘It’s just food! Let her burn it! And then let her eat it.’

‘I may not recognize all of my limits, but one of them is little girls crying over failed dinner preparation.’

Teressa laughed; her boisterous voice carried through the house.







- - - -







“… Thank you.” Nirzir said, her face red as she joined Erick in his library, after dinner. “For helping… With everything.”

Dinner had been well-seasoned and seared pork chops, buttered vegetables, bone broth soup (which was much better than it sounded), and rice, along with an assortment of sauces. It had taken two hours for Nirzir to make the meal, with much of that time spent restarting, and with Erick helping her the whole way. To Nirzir’s credit, she powered through; she might have cried a bit but she got it done. Erick even offered to take over for her twice, but Nirzir assured him that him ‘taking over’ was not an option for her. She had to do this. Erick had said that everyone cooked, and so, Nirzir would cook.

Erick had offered to let her try something simpler, but that was a non-starter of an idea, too. No; Nirzir wanted a good dinner, and she was going to make it happen.

And after a fashion, it had.

“You’re welcome,” Erick said, looking up from his book. “Learning how to cook takes time and patience and recipes.” He smiled, and joked, “Just like how they say you’re supposed to learn magic.”

Nirzir asked, “I don’t understand why you cook for yourself, though? Other people are much better at it. You could hire a world class Cook if you wanted.” She added, “I mean… There are wait lists to get good Cooks, so I can understand that.”

“… Wait lists?”

“Oh yes. A good Cook is hard to find! I can’t imagine that you wouldn’t get your pick of Cooks… though.” Nirzir eyed Erick and frowned a little. She sat down in the seat across from him, saying, “You have no idea what I mean when I say that, do you?”

Erick smirked. He closed his book, saying, “Not really.”

“Cooks? In the guilds? The Cooking Guilds?”

“What? Oh my gods!” Erick laughed. “There are cooking guilds?”

“Of course there are cooking guilds! You don’t know— Oh! They’re big on this side of the world. Maybe not so much over in Glaquin? I don’t know about that.” Nirzir said, “I do know that if you don’t get in good with them, then you might never get a decent Cook in your life! My family has a branch family of Cooks and I might be lucky enough to hire one of their 8 stars once I become an actual archmage, but even that is not for certain. My brothers have joked at committing an inter-family polite war when the next 10 star Cook comes out of Eralis…” Her voice trailed off, then turned serious, “We don’t think it’s a joke anymore.”

Erick’s eyes went wide as he gave a nervous chuckle. “Oh my gods.”

“Oh! Uh. No one will die…” She softly said, “Probably.”

“Ah. Well…” Erick asked, “So I take it these cooks are rated like Adventuring Guild threats?”

“Oh yes. I think the two guilds originated together, but only the Cooking Guilds survived Nelboor. There’s all sorts of different specific Cooking Guilds, too.” Nirzir said, “If you know where to look, you’ll see their Cooks everywhere. There’s a 9 star in the Void Temple. We have a 10 star at the palace; Neri Fei. She’s been with us for thirty years. The Headmaster collects as many 10 stars as he can get, but he’s at the bottom of the waiting list right now. Void Song is next in line, and we’ve been waiting for a decade. Neri Fei is fantastic, but she’s looking to retire. I never tried cooking before tonight—” Her eyes went wide. She looked away.

Erick’s heart beat hard as a thousand terrible scenarios raced through his mind.

Instead of panicking, though, he calmly asked, “What is it?”

With a completely normal, happy tone of voice, Nirzir continued, “I was just remembering a conversation— Did you know that Matriarch Lingxing is a 7 star cook? Not a classed Cook, so she can’t go higher than that, but I was just remembering… that. I don’t think it’s a secret? She really likes food and that’s not a secret at all.” She paused. She asserted, “It’s not a secret.”

Oh.

Nothing was happening.

This was just a normal talk.

Erick relaxed.

Nirzir glanced at the book in Erick’s hands, asking, “Reading about the grass travelers?”

“Somewhat.” Mostly, he was thinking about a spell that would be useful against entire armies without actually hurting them. Erick held up the thin book. “I got it with Ophiel while you were cooking.”

Nirzir smiled a little. “I know a little bit about that, if you are interested—” She dropped her hopeful expression, as though remembering something else. She rapidly continued, “But I will let you get back to your reading.” She stood up, saying, “Thank you again for helping with dinner. It was most informative.”

“… Anytime.”

Erick looked up to Nirzir, and the girl blushed.

And then she turned tail and tried to rush out of there as fast as—

Erick said, “I’ll be making one more spell before I’m ready to leave Songli behind. It’ll happen around midnight, or a bit later. Do you want me to wake you up for that?”

Stuck halfway through the doorway, Nirzir turned, and brightly said, “Yes!”

And then she rushed away, down the hallway, toward her room.

Erick chuckled a little, thinking it cute that Nirzir had a crush on him. That was unexpected! That was probably what Poi talked to her about, too. Ha!

He went back to reading.

- - - -

Some time much later, when the only ones awake were Erick and Ophiel, Ophiel sent Erick a ping because something was happening in Jane’s room. Erick switched over to his mana sense and watched as a dark blue [Scry] eye bobbed around for a moment, and then popped all on its own. A second later, dark blue light blipped in the air, and Jane tumbled out of that light, directly into her bed. She discarded a metal sword to the ground where it clanged and thudded against the carpet. Within seconds, Jane was asleep.

Ophiel tapped her with a [Greater Treat Wounds] and a [Cleanse], healing the few cuts she had on her arms and cleaning away the filth she had tracked into her bed.

Jane shifted around a bit more, then settled down, looking a lot more relaxed.

“Tough day, I suspect,” Erick said to himself.

And then he went back to playing around with Ophiel and magic, well outside of everyone’s sight.

- - - -

Ophiels tumbled through the sky, supported on auras of [Physical Domain], lighting the darkness around them with brilliant magenta explosions. Sometimes the explosions were too brilliant, and Ophiel ripped himself apart. But soon enough, another Ophiel would pop into the world and flit over to the party, to join the rest of himself, to fill up the gap that had been created by his temporary diminishment.

To learn to fly through the use of a spell that was very much not suited to the task.

Flying on [Physical Domain] was difficult. Erick could suspend Ophiel upon vibrations in the air and turn that air dense around him, becoming practically immovable. Doing so usually carved a crater into the nearby ground and sent Ophiel upward. Ophiel stopped ascending, though, when the magenta vibrations of suspension equalized Ophiel’s weight, with the size of the vibrational sphere having a large correlation with the distance Ophiel could achieve from the surface. Erick suspected that since Ophiel weighed a lot less than him and had wings that could hold him aloft, that Erick wouldn’t be able to get himself very far off the ground, using this method.

Erick confirmed this suspicion with Ophiel holding aloft a small rock that weighed about as much as Erick did, and yes, [Physical Domain] was not useful for flying. And besides that, flying with [Physical Domain] left a lot of destruction behind.

All of that was just to test to see if he could shift away from [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk], and surprise surprise: he could not.

So Erick moved on to the next part of the magic making. He plucked a few books from his library, and went over what Veird knew of Extreme Light. Among those books was one that had followed Erick all the way from Treehome. There was another which Erick had picked up from Tsung, at the gathering at Red Ledger’s new clan mountain, but that one was more of a pamphlet, really. Some Knowledge Mage had published them with the goal of informing people of why Terror Peaks’ Extreme Light bombs had worked so well against their defenses. Erick had acquired another, similar pamphlet from the Clan Exchange, when he sold all those monster cores to them.

All of them were shit at explaining Extreme Light.

But, still, there was enough there to get an idea of what Extreme Light was. So Erick tried it.

With Mana Altering for the idea of Extreme Light, Erick cast through Ophiel, willing [Force Bolt] to strike a [Force Wall] he had already cast on the cratered plains. A brilliant shard of light zipped through the air and struck the Wall, embedding in the glass-like surface, sending a spider web of cracks of bright white light a meter from the impact point. 

The Wall held, though.

A blue box appeared.




	
Extreme Light Bolt, instant, long range, 50 mana

A bolt of extreme light inexorably strikes a target, causing 2x WIL points of damage to magical structures. 














[Force Wall]s normally had 500 points of defensive capability, which meant that for 50 mana, Erick had inflicted just over 300 points of damage to the construct. This was technically good. Force was harder to disrupt and dispel than normal magic.

To [Dispel] normal magic, one usually had to spend as much mana as the magic cost, in order to [Dispel] that magic.

To [Dispel] Force, one usually had to spend as much mana as the Force was worth in defensive points, and Force that was attended by the caster required a lot more than that; sometimes as much as twice as much.

Erick had already created [Force Breaker], though, through Trick Magic, and that worked a lot better against Force than did this new [Extreme Light Bolt].










	
Force Breaker, instant, long range, 75 MP

Trick a Force spell into breaking.














Erick came back to himself, in the library of his temporary house.

He went over the books before him and decided, “Okay. So I made the good Bolt. But...” He cast a glance back to the cracked Wall on the plains. “Doesn’t look like a proper version of radiation destruction, though.” He mumbled to himself, “Probably a function of how much power was put into the working, and [Force Breaker] is better, anyway...”

His voice trailed off as he thought.

Erick devised an experiment.

An Ophiel let his [Physical Domain] loose, letting it expand to the full distance of nearly five kilometers in every direction. And then that Ophiel took a hundred meter sphere of that space and shifted it into both Harmonize and Amplify, while other Ophiel set up completely normal [Force Wall]s, each worth 500 points of defensive power, in a curve distribution that arced away from the vibrating space. Each Wall would be exposed to the radiation coming from the [Physical Domain], but each one would be further from that vibrating space by one more meter than the one before.

The setup was complete.

It took thirty more seconds for the experimental space in the center of the [Force Wall]s to begin to be visible to the naked eye.

It started like seeing the pressure wave from an explosion. And then, small white waves of power bounced around inside the sphere, like ripples on a 3D pond surface.

A minute later, the white waves flickered magenta; a threshold was crossed. Magenta power crashed from the edges of the space, into the center, and then out again, like the beating of a massive heart. Glows built upon glows. Power grew. Soon, the magenta space was as bright as the sun.

Radiation began to break away from the pulsing sphere.

The [Force Wall]s had been barely visible glass-like monoliths, floating in the night air. But now, they began to glitter as ionizing radiation showered upon them like invisible, sideways rain.

The nearest Wall was all of a meter from the vibrating sphere. It lasted ten seconds. Then it burst away from the magenta light like cotton candy dissolving in water. In that time, the pulsing sphere pulsed larger, but a surrounding application of Normalize kept the sphere from further expansion.

Walls two through ten, each positioned about that many meters from the sphere, lasted from ten seconds for the nearest wall, to 14 seconds at wall number 10, while the wall at 50 meters away lasted nearly 40 seconds.

Erick smiled, even before he did the math. Force spells needed [Dispel]s based on the power of the underlying [Force], not on the mana needed to cast that Force. Each one of those Walls should have taken 500 mana to [Dispel]. Force was good like that.

But just like how Tricking Magic was good at breaking Force without adhering to the [Dispel] parity cost rule, [Physical Domain] and true ‘extreme light’ could do the same. [Physical Domain] only cost 5 mana per second. Erick was spending a handful of mana to erase thousands of points worth of Force. It was his own Force sitting out there, unattended, but that didn’t matter for this sort of experiment.

Erick flooded the experiment’s beating magenta heart with Normalize, instantly shutting down the spell, harmlessly. And then he got out some paper and a pen, and did some math based on surface areas of a sphere and how distant the Walls were from the beating heart. Calculating by surface areas might not be correct, but that was Erick’s first instinct on how to calculate what he was seeing, based on the time it took to dissolve the [Force Wall]s.

If a Wall is worth 500 points, and it took 10 seconds for it to dissolve at one meter away…

Erick smiled as he sat back. “Yup! That’s correct.”

At a 50 meter radius magenta heart, the ionizing radiation dealt close to 50 points of damage per second at its surface. Calculating out the surface to a larger space —where all the Walls had been staggered— gave a drop off in power that perfectly matched the 50 meter sphere’s power as it was mapped out to 60, or 80, or 100 meters large.

Of course, that was just for the 50 meter radius beating heart. A smaller heart would likely do a lot less than 50 damage per second, while a larger heart might do a lot more. Erick could experiment with that later, though. For now, though, Erick knew that he could not use [Physical Domain], or even its component pieces, in the spell he had planned to make around midnight.

He needed some smaller radiation spell.

Much smaller than the other radiation spell he had, too. [Luminous Beam] was great, but he would not be putting that spell into the one he was planning on making.

So Erick sat back in his chair and sent a hundred mana to the manasphere, to Phagar.

Divine fire flexed through the air, along with a simple message, ‘Go for it.’

So Erick did as he wanted. He made a small spell. And it was going to be a small spell, for sure. There would be no fallout from this one. In fact! That would be a part of the working, right there. ‘No extraneous damage’. Could he put that into a Basic Spell? He’d find out!

Erick stepped upstairs, into the room without any dense air, and cast a small [Force Wall] a few meters away. He pointed with a hand, and all his fingers splayed.

He rhymed,

“To erase some magic; to make it mana

“Here’s a light that won’t affect fauna

“A strong one for sure

“But it won’t leave a spoor

“That box remains closed; thank Pandora.”

A sharp white brilliance shot from his palm, spreading outward, striking the [Force Wall] like Erick was aiming a flashlight. The light remained for five seconds. And then it shut off. A faint trail of glimmers held in the air where the light had erupted from his hand.

The only thing remaining of the [Force Wall] were the edges where the light had not touched, but those soon broke apart and faded away, like any spent spellwork tended to do.

He had done it again.

Erick blinked red, and sniffled a drip from his nose; blood. The Ophiel on his shoulder tapped him with a [Greater Treat Wounds], chirping in violins as he did so, while a different Ophiel cast a [Cleanse]. The red vanished from Erick’s eyes, and he smiled.

A trio of blue boxes appeared.




	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free!

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day.

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:

















	
Luminosity 1, instant, close range, 15 mana

A spreading cone of extreme light deals 100 + WIL damage per second to magical effects, for 5 seconds. Does minimal damage against non-magical items. This spell is completely stopped by Health. 

















	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script

+ 1 point.














Erick smiled—

A fourth box appeared.




	
This one is probably going to go in the Restricted Script for Particle Mages. It might reach the Open Script one day. Either way, this one will not be getting a Quest line to link it to Luminous Beam, but any mage who is paying attention to history will likely make that connection on their own.

~Rozeta














Erick smirked. “I was wondering if something was going to happen, there.”

Erick went back to his library and played around with the spell, through Ophiel, over in the craters he had made past the borders of Songli. He discovered a few things about [Luminosity] that weren’t listed in the blue box, but were exactly what he expected out of the spell.

When one Ophiel trained [Luminosity] at another Ophiel, the gamma radiation of the spell prevented the second Ophiel from casting small spells. [Force Bolt]s fizzled as they left wingtips. [Force Beam]s died when they passed into the brighter parts of [Luminosity], generally getting only a meter into the light, or shallower. With [Luminosity] trained on a [Greater Lightwalk], it forced the lightform Ophiel out of their lightform, and rather painfully, too.

… Erick suspected he had just created a true antimagic spell.

Uh.

Well.

That was his goal, wasn’t it?

Er.

This could be bad. Someone could use this spell against him… Or against anyone, really. Oh.

He had not thought this through. How bad was this spell?

He rapidly tested [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk], and Ophiel maintained his Sunform! Okay! Good. Erick was worried there for half a second. [Luminosity] couldn’t get through a Light Domain, apparently.

And… Wait.

Ophiel only had Mana, it had no Health. So maybe Ophiel was uniquely vulnerable to this new spell? He probably was.

And wait a second. This spell… if it was basic tier and open to everyone, then anyone could shut down any mage. That… Was actually fine, perhaps? With this spell, anyone could shut down a Shade, or, more likely, any other horrific monster that used magic.

This was good, kinda?

A person using [Greater Lightwalk] might not be affected by [Luminosity]. This would require more testing. Human testing? Testing on himself, then.

In the course of testing, Erick rapidly leveled his new spell to X in the process.










	
Luminosity X, instant, medium range, 25 mana

A spreading cone of extreme light deals 250 + WIL damage per second to magical effects, for 5 seconds. Does minimal damage against non-magical items. This spell is completely stopped by Health. 














[Luminosity] had some strong limitations. It had no effect on any interior-based magics. Anything self-cast on oneself was not stripped away by the Extreme Light of Erick’s new spell. Any magics that transformed a person into another form, were similarly unaffected by [Luminosity]; Erick found this out when he had an Ophiel test [Luminosity] directly on him, while he was in lightform. He could still use [Lightwalk] just fine underneath the new spell’s gamma radiation.

But, [Luminosity] worked really well against any magic that took place outside of the body.

[Personal Ward]s were technically both on the outside of the body, and the inside, and [Luminosity] ripped through the part that was on the outside; It dealt a lot of damage to [Personal Ward]s. It even broke through [Animadversion], eventually, which was a bit surprising. Sure, it took ten casts and almost a full minute to break that thorny shield, but [Luminosity] broke Erick’s best reflective magics. [Luminosity] was particularly good against auras, too, readily stripping the magic out of the space where the light touched, which meant that if a target was fully enveloped by a [Luminosity] beam, they could not put up any auras at all.

In a lot of ways, [Luminosity] was a very minor version of [Luminous Beam].

Which was exactly what Erick was going for.

He had a reason to make this magic, after all!







- - - -







Midnight rolled around soon enough, but because Erick was still having fun with magic, he let people sleep a bit longer.

Around 2:00 am, Erick went to wake Poi, but the man was already awake and sitting on the edge of his bed. Teressa was up after a small knock on her door. Nirzir was practically dead to the world, and Erick had to smack her door hard to wake her up, but she woke up. Eventually. And because of that commotion, Jane had woken, too.

Bleary eyed and mumbling about the time, Jane plodded out of her room, her shadows going wide to see what all the fuss was about.

Her shadows reached an unknown, and she froze.

In full armor, but without the sword, Jane entered the kitchen where everyone except for Erick was having coffee. Erick only refrained from coffee because he was going back to bed after he made his (second) new magic.

Jane eyed the anomaly in the room; Nirzir. “Sooo…. Who is thiiiiis?”

Nirzir looked excited to meet Jane, but then Jane spoke in that tone, and Nirzir’s hope fell straight through the ground.

Before there was much more of that, Erick said, “Jane, this is Nirzir Void Song. She’s a princess of Songli who makes magic like I make magic. She’s 17, and almost an archmage. Lingxing wished for her to accompany me as we went a bit down the Worldly Path, or at least for the Nelboor part, and I have chosen to accept this arrangement.” Erick said, “Nirzir, this is my daughter, Jane.”

Jane paused, withholding her ire. And then she surprised Erick by frowning only a little bit, dismissing her conjured armor, and then saying to Nirzir, “Welcome to the party. I guess. Are you Young Master Keziro’s sister?”

“Yes! I am.” Nirzir cheerfully said, “It is nice to meet you, Miss Flatt.”

“No no.” Jane said, “We’re not doing honorifics if we’re in the same party. ‘Jane’ is fine, Nirzir.”

“Oh! Yes. Of course.” Nirzir tipped her head a fraction. “Jane.”

Well now! Wasn’t that a pleasant surprise! He wasn’t the only one surprised, though. Teressa was eyeing Jane like she didn’t know her, while Poi was… Well Poi was unflappable, apparently.

“Who is Keziro?” Erick asked.

Jane said, “A Reformist who wants the peasantry to go out and kill monsters and support their own lives here on the Highlands. I’ve crossed paths with him twice now, and both times it has been him saying good things about me in front of other troops.”

Nirzir nodded. “That is my brother, for sure. He is a big proponent for certain reforms like the one Jane has mentioned. He wishes that everyone would take their child out to the Tribulations after Matriculation and help them to kill a monster and shoot up to at least level 30, to better be productive members of Songli.” Nirzir added, “The detractors for that stance bring up the fact that no amount of levels or Stats would save a person who doesn’t know how to fight, and that commoners are not allowed to learn the arts of war outside of a Clan, so what’s the point of levels.”

Jane gave a half nod.

Erick could tell that Jane wasn’t happy with Nirzir being here, but she was willing to tolerate it. Erick decided to switch the subject, saying, “I decided on the next step of the Path. We’re going to head toward Ooloraptoor to speak to the grass travelers about dragons.”

“Still got four days left in your obligation?” Jane asked.

“Three days, now, but there’s still time to hunt monsters and make magic.” Erick said, “I’m going to go out and make one more spell tonight. Want to come?”

“Yup; I’ll come.”

- - - -

The night sky held three crescent moons that gave off thin glows of white, silver, and pink. Their light barely reached the surface. The stars, though…

The stars were a glittering brilliance upon the void. A trillion billion pinpricks of light. Not a single cloud marred their shine. Not a single light on the horizon, or anywhere else, polluted that sky.

The night sky of Veird was something that Erick still found wonderful, even knowing that there were monsters prowling everywhere around him in that darkness. The fact that he could actually see the stars probably had something to do with that minor joy.

When people get older their eyesight starts to go, and in some ways, Erick never experienced that passing of youth; he never needed glasses, after all. But in some ways...

Night after night, year after year, the human eye becomes more and more incapable of seeing the brilliance that exists above them. Erick was not immune to this phenomenon. Regaining his night sight after gaining the Blessing of Rozeta’s Recovery was a similar experience, he was sure, to when someone who needed glasses gained those glasses; they spoke of seeing individual leaves on trees once again. When Erick ‘gained his own glasses’, he saw the night sky in its partial brilliance. But now, with Perception, that phenomenon had come to Erick again, and he saw the night sky in all its glory.

He was probably seeing better now than he had when he was a child.

Well.

Yeah.

For sure, that was true.

Anyway. The night was cold, but not chilly. The air was calm, and unwavering. The monsters were out there, but they were far away. And the stars… The stars were wonderful.

Erick focused. Tonight was the perfect night to commune with the mana, to speak of Void, to whisper of Starlight, to discuss the laying low of all those who dare to threaten.

Yes.

There it is; the correct mindset.

All around Erick, Ophiels began to swarm over each other in an unorganized tumble, but then Erick enforced a pattern, sending Ophiels outward, one by one, to form a circle around him, to dance among the starlight, atop the short grasses of the plains. Each one of them took up a piece of magic and played its music into the night sky.

He linked magics together.

Magics he had Remade, and understood. Magics he had created whole cloth. Magics of the uncertain made certain, and magics of power. Magics he had bought, and did not truly understand except for how they spoke to him. The mana spoke now, to him, through the magic; all one had to do was communicate back.

And so, Erick spoke,







“A Forceful Wall is broken; sundered

“An Undertow drags deep the plundered

“But a Ward will know of friend or foe

“While a Denial spell will say a ‘No’

“A harsh bright dawns upon these depths

“Casting down, it intercepts

“Those who would deny my right

“See now this [Rift of Undertow Light]!”







Erick’s voice deepened as he spoke; the magic taking hold and strengthening itself, imprinting its power upon Erick’s soul, and upon the world.

The sky seemed to deepen in turn.

The stars sparkled. And then they began to wink out. The moons vanished all at once. The night sky was such a deep blue that it looked black, but it wasn’t until actual blackness began to spread that one could tell the difference. Now, as darkness swept the sky, Erick could see.

Like ink, it spread.

And then, came the light.

A single, brilliant star, exploded into being in the center of the spell, illuminating everything and nothing all at once. The star cascaded black ink through the manasphere, like a continuous detonation. It hurt to look at, for the star was set beyond the darkness, and yet it was a part of the darkness itself.

Erick watched the star cascade for a little while, sending out tiny bits of disrupting Extreme Light, no doubt. At that thought, Erick’s calculating mind came back to him. The rift was about three hundred meters up there. The true stars and the moons had reappeared beyond his spellwork, though looking upon the spell, the central star was surrounded by a good twenty meters of deep, deep shadows, with tendrils of shadows that reached out up to a hundred meters away—

No. That wasn’t right. Some of those tendrils reached all the way to the ground, with one of them only twenty meters away from where Erick stood. Some of those tendrils reached far, far into the distance.

The spell had a range of kilometers. That was unintended, but Erick was thankful. He had thought he would need to Shape this spell to make it bigger. Maybe he wouldn’t need to—

A blue box appeared.




	
Undertow Star, instant, super long range, 4500 mana

Summon the Undertow Star! All are the same; all are different. 

You may designate allies and enemies at will. All others are still subject to the star’s power.

Allies are excluded from the star’s wrath unless they get too close. 

Drain 2x WIL Health and 2x WIL Mana per second from every target in a super large area of effect. Effect is stronger in the depths. Distant targets might not understand that they are being drained. Prevent all non-allied spatial travel within the star’s sight. Gradually erode any non-allied spellwork within the area of effect. The star will defend itself and allies with extreme light and against encroachment with worse.

Lasts 24 hours. 

For every 10 resources drained, the spell will last 20 more minutes, gain 3 more points of [Dispel] protection, and be able to erode enemy spellwork with WIL extreme light damage.














It was a pretty big box! It was a pretty good spell, too.

Erick looked to his party.

Teressa stared up at the [Undertow Star], her eyes rolled back in her head a bit; no doubt trying [Witness] the spell as it was created up above, or… Hmm.

Perhaps she was mana sensing at a distance, to understand what the heck the tendrils of shadows were doing to the manasphere. Now that Erick wasn’t making the magic, he noticed a large oddity.

Normally, the mana around here flowed from north to south.

But now… Mana floated up, toward the [Undertow Star], like the spell was a hole in the manasphere, only to flow out once again, through all the shadow tendrils all around. The star wasn’t actually absorbing the ambient mana… But it certainly looked odd. Spells didn’t normally do that.

Jane looked up at the working, then down to her father. She seemed concerned, in that ‘are you hurting yourself again?’ sort of way.

Poi was worried, too, but for some other reason. Probably because of the noise.

The [Undertow Star] hummed into the world, with a constant, low grade sound. It was almost like when Erick had made Ophiel, but distinctly different; less otherworldly, for sure, but still supernatural. It wasn’t an unpleasant sound, but then again Erick liked Ophiel’s original sound just fine, too. In fact, [Undertow Star] sounded sort of like the air conditioner turning on, but distant, and barely audible. A very quiet AC. Erick always loved that sound because it made falling asleep back on Earth a lot easier. He had been missing that sound, now that he thought about it.

And now he had that sound back? Well wasn’t that interesting. Erick had made this spell so that he would feel safer falling asleep, after all. [Undertow Star] would prevent people from blipping into his sleeping space, lock down everyone who wasn’t admitted, and suck away all their resources, while also making itself rather [Dispel] resistant, too! Domains were likely still a problem, but if Erick ever added a Domain to some future version of this spell, then he could kill that particular weakness, too.

Magic was pretty awesome like that.

Nirzir’s reaction was not subdued at all. Her voice was filled with glee as she shouted for joy, “That’s amazing!” She asked, “What is it?”

Teressa softly said, “I got no idea what it’s supposed to do, either.”

Erick smiled. He almost spoke of his new [Luminosity] spell, but he decided not to.

That was probably the paranoia talking, but whatever!

Poi knew! That was enough, for now.

Erick didn’t hand out the blue box, yet, for there were parts of it that were concerning, so he first explained, “I put a lot of different spells into this working in order to produce a guardian for when we’re all camped out. It does quite a few things—”

“Where’s the box, dad?” Jane asked. She had caught on rather quickly that he was hedging his new spell.

Nirzir asked, “Can I see the box, too—”

A tendril of shadows rapidly moved across the intervening space between Erick and Nirzir, and the rest of his party, racing off toward the west. Everyone looked up, and watched as several thin tendrils, each multiple hundreds of meters long, joined together in the far distance, touching down upon something.

Erick sent an Ophiel a kilometer over to investigate.

“Ah,” he said, watching through Ophiel’s eyes with half of his focus. “It’s a pack of red dogs, or something. Not sure if they’re different from what we have over in the Crystal Forest, or not.”

The red dogs were each half as large as a cow, with massive teeth and fur that looked as sharp as needles. The [Undertow Star]’s tendrils reached for them, and caught them. The dogs panicked a bit, growling and trying to chomp at the shadows with their large teeth. Teeth met nothing, and soon, the dogs stopped caring about the spellwork touching them. [Undertow Star] had no obvious effects, unless you were paying attention to your resources, after all, and monsters were still monsters, even if they were zeroed out on both Health and Mana.

Erick said, “They’re headed this way.”

“Red dogs? Are you sure they’re not wolves?” Nirzir asked, “Do they have four eyes?”

“Oh. Well.” Erick looked again, then said, “No. Two eyes, and something that looks like eye spots just above their real eyes.”

“Oh!” Nirzir’s face flushed with light embarrassment. “Uh. Yes. They’re still called four-eyed wolves. They are expert nighttime hunters. They’re attracted to magic.” Nirzir said, “I’ve been told they’re harmless, but they are monsters. Best kill them.”

Erick had already seen that they were monsters; they had cores in their chests.

Poi ignored the discussion over monsters, and spoke about the spell Erick had made. “You can’t cast this spell in a city, Erick. It doesn’t matter if you can make it not affect anyone.”

Erick hadn’t given out the box yet, but Poi had already read what Erick had read, for sure.

“You have a good point, Poi, but I can already think of a few ways that this spell would be perfect for inside a city, if it was Shaped properly, anyway. It doesn’t do any actual damage— But I can see that you are probably correct.” Erick shrugged. “It’ll be good for when we’re out under the stars, and wary of our surroundings. These tendrils seem to automatically find everyone around! Isn’t that something! Just think of the applications.” Erick prevented further discussion on the topic, for now, saying, “Now watch. I’m going to designate those wolves as ‘enemies’.”

Jane, Teressa, and Nirzir, all cast a spell to see in the distance. Poi did not; he remained on watch.

Erick designated the wolves as enemies.

High above, the [Undertow Star] radiated a baleful light. The tendrils of shadow surrounding the wolves began to rotate and pull, becoming hungry, ethereal twisters. The wolves instantly resumed growling and chomping at the darkness, their fangs flashing in the night. But when that did nothing, the forward wolf made a decision and howled into the night air, then charged forward, toward the thing attacking it. Running toward the star in the sky. The pack followed.

The wolves had no hope of ever assaulting the spell hanging so high in the air, and yet, still, they rushed toward the thing that was hurting them. Well. Not ‘hurting’ them. There was no actual damage taking place. The wolves were likely out of Health, though.

[Undertow Star] didn’t kill! Point proven.

So Erick finished the monsters off with the quick squiggle of a [Luminous Beam].

Erick came back to himself, just in time to see the light of his spell upon the horizon.

The others came back soon enough.

Erick handed out the spell, saying, “This’ll be good if I have to fight an army. Or a dragon. It can shut them down without injury.”

As Teressa and Jane read the spell, their eyes went a little wide. Nirzir got a wonderful, crazy grin on her face. Poi didn’t bother to read the blue box.

Jane got a weird, worried look, as she asked, “When did you learn [Teleport Lock]?”

“I didn’t.” Erick smiled. “I doubt this prevention is absolute, because the denial you’re seeing is the [Spatial Denial] I made a while ago, and that is certainly not absolute.”

Jane jerked, then relaxed, and said, “Oh.”

Teressa tentatively asked, “What would happen if it absorbed a million mana, or something like that? Surely there has to be a limit… Right?”

“Probably.” Erick said, “The Propagation Ban is certainly a thing that exists.”

“This is amazing!” Nirzir’s eyes were wide as she shook the blue box for [Undertow Star] in her hand. She looked to Erick, saying, “If this spell was under the control of Void Song then we could extend our peace and prosperity far beyond the Void Wall. We can reach all the way to our borders!”

“[Undertow Star] is not ‘Particle Mage Only’, though I did use some of those tricks in there.” Erick said, “You might be able to figure it out through your own methodology.”

Nirzir stood straight, and nodded.

Erick warned, “And you can handle the headache of bringing about a new world order through the single failure point of a single spell, when you do.”

Nirzir stood a bit less straight, and nodded again, a bit less sure this time.

Teressa furrowed her brows at the young girl, but since she was a good meter and a half taller than Nirzir, Nirzir didn’t even notice. Teressa didn’t like that the Void Song was the Songli solution to the problem of everyone having magic; she preferred for everyone to get stronger so that everyone could fight when needed.

Jane actually said the words aloud, though, “I think that too many people already have it too safe inside the cities.”

Nirzir softly said, “Safety is not a bad word. Everyone should be able to live their lives free of monsters.”

“It’s a nice thought, for sure!” Erick said, ending that discussion. He flicked his intent at the [Undertow Star], canceling the spell. The star burst into a nebula of dark light, taking the tendrils with it in a cascade of return to the mana. “But for now, we go back to Holorulo. We’re leaving the city in 3 days.”

Nirzir mumbled, “Right.”
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155, 2/2, End of Book 5


                While Nirzir slept the sleep of the dead, since she was not on a watch, yet, Erick woke up at the crack of noon, just in time for lunch.

Jane had made lunch; she had stayed home today. But even more surprising than that, was that she had cooked.

For a certain definition of ‘cooked’, anyway.

Erick happily took the paper box with the image of rice on it —it was the largest box of the whole set— and grabbed himself some rice, teasing, “I love it when you cook, Jane.”

“It’s quite a magical experience, to be sure. All I do is tell someone what I want, and I get what I want.” Jane stuck a fork in her not-general-tso’s chicken, smiling as she said, “Not quite as magical as the nascent Twisted Vision you made last night.”

Erick paused halfway through dumping some seared vegetables onto his plate. Teressa was looking at him, waiting for a denial. Poi was eyeing him, knowingly. Jane was being nonchalant about it, but she was rather sure she hit the mark, exactly right. And she had.

Erick served himself some vegetables, and said, “So you all talked about that, eh? I was hoping that fact would go unseen for a little while longer. I was going to bring it up… eventually. But. Anyway. I certainly did not plan on that aspect of [Undertow Star], but you’d have to be blind not to notice the way the ambient mana moved last night. Spells don’t normally make mana move like that.”

Teressa softly said, “I was hoping I was seeing things last night. But… I guess I wasn’t.”

“Nope; you weren’t. And now that we’re openly talking about it, we can go ahead and talk about it.” Erick handed the three of them [Luminosity], saying, “I also made this spell yesterday when you were all sleeping. It’s a Particle spell based around extreme light, and I used it when making [Undertow Star]. Its purpose is to deny the magics of non-approved people. [Spatial Denial] is also part of [Undertow Star], as you noticed last night, Jane.

“Both of these things mimic the most widely known abilities of Twisted Visions; primarily the ability to fuck up any escape through Spatial magic, and to also deny you your strongest offensive powers.” Erick said, “I did not intend this when I was making [Undertow Star], but the similarities cannot be denied.”

Poi sent, ‘We’re moving this conversation to silent telepathy before you mention [Duplicate] out loud.’

‘Fair enough.’ Erick said, ‘As Poi has brought up, right before I could, I did not put [Duplicate] in this working. I don’t think I ever would have, either. But that brings me to the next thought: The soul spear.’

Jane and Teressa gasped a little. Poi frowned.

Yes; he was deflecting them off track for talking about [Undertow Star]. Erick wasn’t going to admit that, though. Erick had hoped he would have at least another day to organize his thoughts better, but what could you do? His people were not dummies, after all. He decided to just be glad that other people were seeing what he saw; it helped to confirm he wasn’t being paranoid.

‘Oh my gods.’ Teressa said, ‘They got the soul spear from the dragons.’

Jane countered, ‘Or Xangu had a Vision copy the spear. We still haven’t found the man, or his trail.’

Teressa eyed Erick. ‘Well that’s a dead end, anyway. How would we even check on such a thing? I want to talk about [Undertow Star] more. How deep does this go?’

Erick nodded; back to the main subject, then. ‘Let’s go all the way back to the beginning, to my ideas of a [Renew] spell. I want anyone to be able to cast into an ongoing spell to keep that spell working, but that idea never worked out, exactly.

‘But while we were here, on this Worldly Path, I saw the guards of Treehome use Draining spells to knock down killers. That’s where I got the idea to go in a different direction with [Renew]; to make a [Drain Ward] that could power other spells. It wasn’t till we got here, to Songli, to where I saw the Void Wall and heard the Void Song that I actually went forward with those nascent ideas formed in Treehome.

‘But the Undertow spell I made last night is incomplete, if one were to compare it to a Twisted Vision, and it’s incomplete because I just didn’t think to include those other parts of this spell. I didn’t even think about including those parts until just now, here in this discussion.’

Teressa looked concerned with her lips in a slight frown, exposing her large lower fangs. Jane narrowed her eyes, worried, but in a way that said ‘My gods, dad, what did you do?’. Poi took Erick’s words in stride; probably because he had already figured this stuff out long before now, what with his Mind Mage information network, and everything.

Erick continued, heedless of the looks he was getting, ‘As I see it, there are certain pieces missing from [Undertow Star] that are present in a Twisted Vision. [Duplicate] is the major piece, but I’m not putting that in there. Why would I? No thank you. I also failed to include [Mysticalshape], which is another spell I just learned and then used to great effect, but which didn’t go into last night’s spell. I also used [Spatial Denial], where a Twisted Vision spell might use [Teleport] instead, or— OH! Now that I’m talking about it: a Spatial Magic Domain. That’s probably more correct.

‘That the Vision has a Domain is likely why it recognizes other Domains really quickly.’ He added, ‘Oh yeah. And that’s another thing… Another two things, actually. First: Twisted Visions live in the Forest, of which there are trees, and I just learned some impressive tree magic. So that’s probably a part of [Gate], too, though I didn’t include that, either. But more importantly, as it concerns [Gate]:

‘I don’t think [Gate] is actually about linking two spaces, at all. That’s just what it looks like to the end user. I think [Gate] might truly be about the creation of a being —a summon— that opens up in two different areas. This creature then allows the people who go through the summon at one place to travel to a different place. Perhaps such a creature might even look like [Undertow Star] with tendrils for people to enter through and then exit out the other side, in another place. Or maybe such a summoned creature would look more like a tree? World Trees are supposed to naturally have this functionality, too, after all. Perhaps this functionality is a feature of having bodies that stretch across the universe.

‘But I might need to make a Spatial Magic Domain and add that into [Undertow Star] in order for the emergent property of the ‘[Gate] spell’ to appear out of the working.

‘Or, perhaps, I am completely wrong about that.

‘Probably not wrong about the Space Domain, though.

‘But I pursued [Draining Elemental] in order to produce a framework into which [Gate] could be slotted, so that anyone could expose themselves to the [Gate] and power the [Gate], without me or anyone else needing to [Renew] or recast the [Gate]. In that pursuit, I arrived at the Undertow effect, which is applicable to any spellwork, and which can last forever, if enough people, or monsters, are exposed to the spellwork. But now that I’ve made it...

‘Perhaps the Old Dragonkin Gate Network has a similar Undertow spell working in the background, and since it is a magical construct that has ‘lived’ this long, maybe the Network has gained a sentience. Maybe it has gained a soul. Maybe that’s the answer to Teressa’s concern over ‘what happens when Undertow Star Drains a million mana’, or, in this case, billions upon billions of mana. Trillions, even. Maybe, eventually, when exposed to that much mana, the Gate Network mutated from its original purpose, to become a Twisted Vision.

‘Or perhaps, the Twisted Visions are the fully intact and functional Old Dragonkin Gate Network, but the Gates that those monsters used to attach to are long gone, lost to the Rage Wars and to civilization’s solution to those wars of destroying the Gate Network.

‘Perhaps the writing inside of the Gates Tenebrae has found are truly nonsense words, only there to guide where the [Gate] openings should be, written in a language known only to the Visions, or to the Green Labyrinth, in particular.’

Erick stopped sending.

Teressa, Jane, and Poi, sat there around the lunch table, digesting what he had sent them, and also their food. No one had stopped eating while Erick was sending, and Erick didn’t stop eating, either. Now that he was done, though, Jane had a slight scowl. Poi was surprised, but not talking about his surprise.

Teressa…

Teressa sent, ‘Okay. That was a lot. You might be right about the Twisted Visions… But they don’t look like trees. They look like crystal growths the size of an orcol, planted in the middle of a grove.’

‘Really?’ Erick said, ‘Tenebrae’s writings said they were any number of things that were inside the main monsters of the Twisted Vision, like cores.’

‘Treehome has killed smaller Visions when they encroach upon the city, or when they hunker down in the center of major roads. We know what they look like,’ Teressa sent. ‘They’re almost exactly like monster cores, but only when they’re disturbed. Otherwise they’re just big hunks of crystal planted in the middle of a grove. When they’re disturbed, they summon a monster to surround the crystal. That’s how they move from place to place, too.’

Erick grinned, happy to see Teressa having a contribution to the discussion. ‘Where did you read that? I haven't read that anywhere, yet?’

Teressa said, ‘I looked it up after we left Treehome. Sent some messages to some people and they got back to me, through Poi.’

Poi nodded, sending, ‘That is correct.’

Erick was ecstatic, ‘Oh! That’s great news then, Teressa! That helps me to understand the problem, too. Thank you. Maybe [Undertow Star] is capable of making one of those large crystals? Maybe not. I don’t know anything about that at all.’

Teressa briefly blushed, then shook her head, waving off the nice words.

Jane sent, ‘I wanna know about Yggdrasil. How does this relate to him?’

‘Ah! And that’s another thing.’ Erick sent, ‘I made a World Tree while on the Worldly Path. But is Yggdrasil the World Tree because the blue box says he is? Or is Yggdrasil still locked down by divine mandate, and he will become a World Tree when those locks are broken?’ Erick handed out the box for Yggdrasil, saying, ‘This box has never changed from its initial form.’










	
Summon Yggdrasil, medium range, 2500 mana + Variable

Summon a sapling of the World Tree Yggdrasil.

All Yggdrasil persist until killed or dismissed.

All Yggdrasil are the same creature, but only one Yggdrasil is the World Tree.

The World Tree has yet to be planted.

Summon Yggdrasil has as many maximum summons as the World Tree allows, with a minimum of 2.

Current Maximum: 2

All Yggdrasil naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Grow], [Watershape], [Tree of Light], [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], [Control Weather], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

World Tree Yggdrasil’s mana and regeneration are higher than yours.

Imbue your Yggdrasil with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Yggdrasil. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Yggdrasil. Variable














Erick sent, ‘It still says that ‘The World Tree has yet to be planted’ even after all this time.’

Jane read along with everyone else, but she was the first to send out her thoughts, ‘So. Yeah. I think you need to give him [Gate] for him to be able to [Gate]. Or perhaps the Yggdrasil that Sininindi got is the real one, and since that one is still growing, maybe that other one might take over your Yggdrasil when it comes of age?’ She added, ‘Your spell specifically says ‘Sapling’. So… I don’t really know—’

Poi sent, ‘Nirzir is awake.’

‘She wasn’t already?’ Jane frowned, then turned back to her father. ‘What does the Quest for the Worldly Path look like?’

Erick showed her, and everyone else at the table, too.




	
Special Quest!

The Worldly Path 0/1

OR

10 Points

Reward: The ability to cast Gate














‘That one hasn’t changed, either.’ Erick said, ‘We can table the rest of this discussion for now, anyway; it’s a lot to think about.’

Jane nodded, then helped herself to some seconds. Aside from a few ‘large news’ pauses during lunch, no one had really stopped eating.

Erick served himself seconds, too, saying, “It’s a lot easier to send while eating, isn’t it?”

Poi said, “It’s considered highly rude in most cultures. Less so among adventurers in the field.”

“It’s a sign of bad times back at the Forest,” Teressa said, with her fork stuck in the last bite of her own lunch. “The need to be quiet is never a good need.”

Erick said, “If Nirzir turns out well, then we should be able to have these discussions more openly, soon enough.”

Lunch was over, but there were plenty of leftovers for Nirzir for when she finally dragged herself into the kitchen. She certainly took her sweet time about it, though. While everyone else went their separate ways for a little while, Erick remained in the kitchen to make some cinnamon rolls. After he got through making the dough, he sat down at the table with a cup of coffee and a book, to wait for the dough to rise.

Nirzir finally got out of bed and plodded toward the kitchen. As she rounded the corner and entered Erick’s sight, Erick almost laughed. The girl’s hair was a mess. Her robes were askew. She had bags under her eyes and she slumped as she walked. Was this, perhaps, the very first time she had ever gotten up on her own, after a long night out?

That possibility was high!

Nirzir blinked around, and grogged out, “I smelled… food?”

“About half an hour ago.” Erick chuckled, and with a lightform touch, he blipped a plate of lunch out from the cold box, and onto the table. He added a small [Heat Ward] to the chilled meal, saying, “It’ll take a moment to heat.”

Nirzir’s eyes lit upon spying the piled food. She sat down immediately, saying, “Thank you, thank you.”

Within seconds, the food was steaming and the [Heat Ward] canceled on its own. Nirzir dug in.

By the time she had finished her lunch, the dough had risen, so Erick offered her, “Want to learn to make cinnamon rolls? I already made the base.”

Looking much more alert than she had when she walked in the room, Nirzir said, “Uh.” She decided, “Yes. Yes I do.” She added, “I also need to go get some stuff and bring it back here. Am I. Uh. Am I carrying my own things?”

“Yup.” Erick said, “And there’s not going to be any [Force Platform]s, either. Just a backpack, if you can.”

Her eyes went a little wide. Then she glanced backward, and asked, “What are you going to do with all of your stuff?”

“I’m going to hide it in a nice spot and leave a guardian to watch over it.”

Nirzir frowned a little. She offered, “You could leave it with my family? We got space.”

Erick looked to Nirzir, and considered. Taking her offer would be a good way to establish some sort of relationship with the main Void Song family, wouldn’t it? Or maybe accepting her offer would just be the logical extension of what Erick was already doing; handing over stuff wasn’t as valuable as handing over a daughter, but there would at least be some reciprocity in the gesture. But… He would not entrust anyone with the important books, and he was just fine with stuffing everything into a stone sphere and dropping that sphere into an uninhabited part of the unpopulated plains. He wasn’t even going to put up a ‘guardian’ over the location, or anything like that, for that would just give away the buried treasure.

He decided, “I appreciate the offer, and I thank you for it, but I will not be accepting. No doubt you will one day have banned books and untold power written down in your possession, too, and you wouldn’t want to entrust those materials to anyone else, even if you trust them not to read what is written. I would feel better with the materials stuffed into the ground somewhere, and so, that is what I am going to do.” He got up, and said, “Now let’s make those cinnamon rolls.”

Nirzir’s face reddened with embarrassment, briefly, and then she steeled herself, and said, “I am ready.”

Making cinnamon rolls was much easier than other types of cooking, considering Erick had already made the dough. Nirzir got into it, and with flour on her hands and a smile on her face, she spoke about how it was just like Shaping, but with her hands instead of her aura! Easy stuff!

They were good rolls.

Afterward, Nirzir went back home for a bit, to pack and get ready for the trip. Jane offered to go with her. Erick thought that a bit odd, and he was still worried about Jane ditching them on the rest of the trip… But he did not voice that concern. Nirzir was happy for the company.

After the two girls had gone, Erick spoke to Teressa and Poi, “I told Nirzir that I would seal our stuff in a boulder and drop it off somewhere, but I’d prefer to just drop it off at Spur. And besides that, I have to recast Yggdrasil in the lake; they have to be running out of [Control Weather] by now— Okay. I see you have objections, Poi.”

Poi said, “Don’t worry about the weather over Spur. Kiri is filling in with a derivative of [Call Lightning], tuned to bring the rain. Don’t worry about our stuff; you should just put it inside a boulder and drop it in the ground somewhere. That is standard operating protocol for a reason. And do not forget: Silverite has strict instructions for you not to return to Spur until you are off your Worldly Path, and I feel you should honor that request.”

“I gotta agree with Poi, Boss,” Teressa said.

“… ugh. Fine. You’re probably right.” Erick said, “But we still need to get ready to go. I’ll put up a [Teleport Platform] on the third floor, so let’s start gathering.”

They started moving.

Erick quickly realized that he had gotten a lot of stuff. Books, mostly, but there were also clothes he had made, and small things he had bought at stores here and there, just so he could commemorate the trip. There was a nice vase that was practically ‘stereotypical Chinese’, but instead of blue on white, it was red on white; it was a minimalist brushstroke landscape of the Tribulations. Erick liked it. He also liked the small box full of blue weed that Syllea had given him, and his record player that he didn’t get a single chance to use yet…

He still hadn’t figured out how to make a camera.

He missed his camera; he would have liked to have taken some photos.

Whelp!

He could magic up some lightwards, though! So Erick did that, grabbing some stone from outside and shaping some settings, using his memory of the people he had seen to lightpaint people onto that stone. There was Xue and Sikali. Ari. Kaffi. Tadashi; a whole and healthy version. Jane with her sword and armor. Teressa in her veil. Poi in his silver armor. Syllea and Bayth. Tenebrae. The Arbors of Treehome, as seen from below...

… Heh. This was nice.

Erick decided to do everyone he had seen— Well. Not everyone. A lot of people, though. He quickly realized that he needed to be a bit more professional about this, though, for stone tablets were not the longest lasting material. So he sent an Ophiel out to grab some of the eternal Stonetree from the copy of his house, sitting out there on the plains. Then he made a few dozen uniform 3 decimeter by 2 decimeter portraits, each half a centimeter thick and yet as inflexible as steel. He recast his lightpaintings into those settings. Soon, he was done with the portraits. He moved onto landscapes, grabbing images straight from Ophiel, as the [Familiar] hovered over Holorulo, and then Alaralti. In Eralis, Erick snapped out lightpaintings of the Void Temple, and the clan mountain of Star Song, and white mountain of Clan Red Ledger—

Teressa smiled as she interrupted, “You could make a living out of that, if this archmage thing doesn’t work out.”

“Ha!” Erick said, “Thank you.”

“You know… That ability to visualize is probably why you’re so good at magic. Almost no one can just… Pop out a lightpainting like that.”

Erick smiled. “When I was a kid I took some art classes because I liked it, but I never had the material skill to bring my vision to reality. But lightpainting? Lightpainting is a direct translation between vision and reality. It’s amazing.”

“I guess it is.” Teressa looked like she wanted to say something else, but, she did not. “Well. I got stuff to pack.” She almost walked away—

What was happening there—

Oh. Duh. Erick could have kicked himself. Obviously, she wanted a painting!

Before she got far, Erick offered, “Do you want a lightpainting, Teressa?”

She paused. She halfway turned back. “… Nah.”

“I’ll make you one!” Erick tapped the blank canvases, saying, “Eternal Stonewood! Won’t break or be Shaped under normal conditions! It’ll last a long time.”

And that made her come back.

Teressa asked, “Do you remember what… my…” She sighed, and her words streamed out, “Do you remember the waystation that we [Cleanse]d away? The one my village used all the time? Did you get a chance to see through the mana, to see what it used to look like?”

Erick solemnly said, “I did. Hold on.”

He grabbed a blank canvas, and then he grabbed another. With a Shaping, he joined them into a larger surface, and then he painted with light. There was the porch with the old people who laughed at the kids playing in the streets. There was the well that had been overgrown, but it was now in working order, and a man was drawing water from it with a [Watershape].

Much of Teressa’s waystation had been badly damaged by the Witch, and that included the mana. Everything Erick put down into light was an interpretation, for the final [Witness] that Erick had cast into that place was jumbled with pain and the impression of fire. Erick did not include the fire in his lightpainting. But he did stitch together a lot of images taken from normal village life that probably never happened all at once.

Teressa’s lightpainting took a few minutes to make since it was actually several lightpaintings, all joined into one scene of transient village life.

Erick looked up when he was finished, and said, “There we go— Ah.”

Teressa had small tears rolling down her face as she gazed upon the lightpainting.

Erick wordlessly handed it over. Teressa accepted it like it would have burned her if she wasn’t careful.

Then she stood a bit straighter, and said, “Thank you, Erick.”

Erick gave a smile, and said, “Anytime, Teressa.”

Erick finished with his lightpaintings, and got back to packing, properly.

Soon, the City Shield, the books, the clothes, the new lightpaintings, everything that wasn’t necessary, was placed into stone containers, ready to be dropped into the ground. It took three hours to get to that point, for Erick discovered that he was loathe to slash his library or his wardrobe down to the bare essentials. What self-respecting mage would go somewhere without a book? But then again, he had nearly sixty books. That was too many. He eventually settled on only keeping the book of Illusion Magic; he hadn’t gotten very far into that one, and it might prove useful if the Mirage Dragon showed up. (It probably wouldn’t be useful at all for it was an intermediary text, but he still needed something to read in the downtime!).

Making his go-bag was tough, but he did it, because it was necessary. The bag itself was a simple, yet well made, brown leather backpack. It held a change of clothes, a canteen, his book, and a few smaller things. Teressa and Poi were similarly prepared. A small bag of essentials, along with [Mend], [Cleanse], and lightwards, were all that one really needed to venture out into the wide open world. Of course, one still needed weapons and magic to kill the monsters that prowled out there, but supplies were easy to get and maintain with just a modicum of mana.

Erick started making dinner.

He finished before Jane and Nirzir showed, so he let it sit there, hot, as they waited.

And waited.

And there goes the sun setting.

Erick looked to Poi.

Poi said, “They’re fine. They’re just late. We can eat without them.”

Erick frowned. They better not be late because Jane wanted to stay beh—

A purple blip deposited both Nirzir and Jane into the living room.

Erick relaxed.

Jane came into the kitchen dining room, and smiled brightly. “Oh good! Just in time for the best part of dinner: Eating!”

“Ha ha,” Erick said. “You’re late.”

Nirzir looked embarrassed for a second, but she got over it fast. Whatever had happened at her house was not of Erick’s concern. He didn’t think it was of Jane’s concern, either, but his daughter was working with the people of Songli a lot closer than he was, right now. She even knew of Nirzir’s brother, which probably meant something…

Erick didn’t want to think too deeply of all that, though. Jane was probably trying to make it on her own, forging her own connections and meeting her own circle of people, and he respected that.







- - - -







The next morning a letter courier arrived with a formal invitation to a feast, with Erick as the guest of honor. The party would be that night, on First Devouring Nightmare Mountain.

Erick decided to attend.

It was a lavish affair of drinks and too much food and short speeches given by people whom Erick had barely met, but whose lives he had saved during the war. It was bittersweet, really. They told him that he had done a lot, and for them, he had, but personally, Erick felt he had not done enough; he kept that opinion to himself, though.

Scion Caina of Small Scare gave a small speech, talking about how Erick had prevented a Hunter of Terror Peaks from infiltrating her squad by [Teleport Other]ing the fake initiate away and executing him on the spot. When a woman in her group asked after the missing man, Erick explained how the guy was over level 70, and therefore he was not who he appeared to be. Caina had given her speech as a thanks to Erick, but she had delivered it in such a routine, soldier-like manner, that it brought down the mood of the party. After she sat down, there was a lull. In that lull, Erick saw that people were looking for Caina's much more sociable brother to stand up, to say something to cover for his sister’s social lacking, but then, just as quickly, most people remembered that her brother had been killed in the fighting.

Erick still said to Caina, “Thank you for your kind words.”

Caina nodded.

The next person stood up, and started talking.

Mostly, it was a nice night. In some ways, it was boring. In other ways, it was eventful.

There was an attempted murder.

Erick wasn’t involved in that.

It happened in the next building over, and occurred between two women because of some drama with some man. Some elite guards on the periphery caught the attempted murder happening right as it was going down. The only reason Erick learned of it all at was because those elite guards blipped away from the sides of the gathering as the attempted murder was going down, and the nobility demanded to know the reason for the breach of etiquette. After briefly checking things out with Ophiel, Erick decided that it wasn’t his business. He didn’t get the whole story, nor did he want it.

In the course of the evening, Erick found out that Nirzir was terribly introverted. The princess of Void Song sat in a place of honor beside the main table, barely doing anything except to politely eat and pretend to fade into the background. People tried to talk to her, but none were able to get her to say more than a few words in response.

Erick accepted a lot of thanks from a lot of people.

Jane was talking to Patriarch Mirizo and a few others from Star Song and Void Song who had been invited to the party. Xue and Riri were not in attendance, though.

When it was over, Erick went home and went straight to bed. He was completely exhausted.

- - - -

The next morning Erick had one final meeting with Hangzi.

The Patriarch of Devouring Nightmare came to him, and sat down in his temporary living room. Jane served tea, and then she and all the guards departed to a different, nearby room.

Hangzi had not given any speeches last night, for as the Patriarch of a High Clan, he was above that. It was his job to act in control, and never cede authority to anyone. Except now, that facade broke a little. He said, “Thank you for remaining for this last week. I hope your stay in my Clan has been satisfactory?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “Thank you for your hospitality.”

Hangzi nodded. He paused. He said, “There is nothing I can offer to get you to stay in Songli, is there?”

Erick smiled at Hangzi’s heavily concealed, and yet honest desire for a friend. There were so many layers to his need that his words took Erick back, back to that moment when the four of them —Hangzi, Yorza, Warzi, and himself— were sitting around that dinner table at the top of Star Song’s Southern House, and Erick saw that Hangzi wanted true friends in his life. Ones that didn’t want to use him only for his resources, and ones that he didn’t have to use in turn for their resources.

Circumstances had wildly changed since then.

Mostly, those circumstances equaled out…

But Erick was probably higher up on the totem pole than Hangzi, if he was being honest with himself.

That allowed him a bit of leeway, to reach across the aisle, and to make a friend. Right now the age difference was a bit funky. The kid was only 19, and Erick was 49. But Erick would live to be 220 if he played his cards right; Rozeta’s Blessing and the accompanying Immune to Health Fatigue did that.

He would have plenty of time to wait out the hundred years on Yggdrasil’s Divine Seal.

And thinking of which...

Erick decided, “I will be moving on, but I appreciate Songli. I am thankful for Devouring Nightmare. And I’m glad to have met you, Hangzi. I would like to formalize a deeper bond, and to that end: I have another planting of Yggdrasil that needs to go somewhere. Got a good spot for him? Needs to be a deep lake, but he can defend himself from everything.”

There was a moment of pause, as Erick’s words registered.

Acting a bit faster than Hangzi, Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye bobbed on Erick’s shoulder in recognition of his name, and then he bounced more, in recognition of what was about to happen.

Hangzi brightened, but only the smallest amount; he was restraining himself. He glanced to the [Scry] eye then asked, “Will he be controlling the weather around here, too?”

“Not unless you ask him to.” Erick added, “Or, if you ask me to ask him. Just keep in mind that with any luck on my end, Yggdrasil might get [Gate], and Candlepoint will be one of the cities on the other side.”

Hangzi graciously said, “I understand. I will accept this honor on behalf of Songli.” He paused in thought, then said, “East of Holorulo, directly across the Wanzhi River, there are a few places that have been evacuated, as the people have been moved into better locations on this side of the river. There is one lake-like place that is what you might call a fishing resort town. It will require some excavation but I can have that done in an hour. It will serve as a good location for Yggdrasil.”

“That sounds perfect.” Erick grinned. “Want to see a planting? I’m going to let Yggdrasil use [Eternal Stonetree] in this second location, so it should be quite a sight!”

Yggdrasil left Erick’s shoulder and bobbed in place; he was excited.

Hangzi seriously said, “There will need to be some excavation and preparation, if not for Yggdrasil, then for the benefit of future generations, and unless you have [Cityshape], which I do not believe you do, then one of our City Shapers will need to do what we pay them to do.” He bargained with a voice that was not used to bargaining, “I can have it done in twenty minutes.” A tendril of thought left his head.

Erick waited, patiently happy.

Yggdrasil waited impatiently and ecstatic, his white [Scry] eye bouncing all around. Ophiel twittered in curious guitar twangs as he watched Yggdrasil’s eye play in the air.

Soon enough, Hangzi declared, “It is being done as I speak.”

Erick was already watching with Ophiel; finding the spot Hangzi spoke of was easy enough.







- - - -

Fishing this far north on the Wanzhi River was different than fishing down south, next to Eralis. By the time the water got all the way down there it had been used up in Alaralti’s farms, and portioned out to all the smaller villages and otherwise that sprung up past Holorulo. But up here, the waters ran deep, and the monsters were big.

The fishing villages up here were built like they were on the front lines of a war, because they were. The boat houses were castles, half submerged, with massive gates that could be shut to prevent monsters from following a retreating vessel. The villages themselves were built kilometers from shore, and in similar styles, for many fish knew how to fly.

And almost all of those fishing towns were ghost towns, now; the people either moved on, or dead.

In one place in particular, this evacuation was well apparent.

There was a carved-out, three-kilometer diameter lake, situated right next to the Wanzhi River. A massive lock separated the lake from the river itself. Inside the lake, nice looking residential houses were set only twenty meters from the waters, with little care given over to proper, waterside construction. When the lock broke, which probably happened in the war, flying fish probably destroyed the resort town. This was a middle-class area, for sure. Merchant class, at least.

And it had been hit hard. Destroyed houses. Burned out husks. Craters, here and there. No one had bothered to fix it up, either, which meant that anyone who had been living here was either dead, or didn’t care.

Whatever the case, at least one person was going to be living here soon enough; Yggdrasil.

There was a flying man above the center of that deep lake, holding his hands up to the sky as he hovered a hundred meters above the dark waters. A few smaller fish monsters noticed the man, but those monsters could only jump a dozen meters out of the water. The man was too high up to be attacked by those lesser beasts. He wore white robes that fluttered in the wind, with an image of Rozeta embroidered on the back—

Oh. Erick knew the man. It was the guy who made the City Shields.

Mage Ishibo.

White magic swirled around the man, reaching a crescendo, and then he pulsed. A wave of Shaping magic swept outward, impacting the waters, like the finger of a deity, then reached down into the waves. The magic sunk deep. And then, it changed.

Metals and glass and wood churned along the bottom of the lake, flying the hundreds of meters up and out of the waters, to join a gathering roil of debris, a swirling torus of trash that then spread outward from Ishibo’s point of impact. In a matter of minutes, the lake cleared from a dark, muddy blue, to clear blue, allowing Erick to fully see down into the depths, to see that a lot of boats had been sunk in these waters.

Had been. The boats were rapidly becoming part of the churning roil of white magic.

With the boats and trash gone, the larger monsters were revealed. The most impressive one was a massive eel; a rivergrieve, perhaps. It was twenty meters long, at least. There were smaller monsters, too. Erick only really noticed the rivergrieve, though, as the [Cityshape] had ripped apart three wrecks and uncovered that monster. As that ring of grabbed material expanded, it tore through two more major wrecks, uncovering two more rivergrieves, each the same size as the first.

[Cityshape] hit the residential coastline in a roil of broken stuffs, grabbing destroyed houses and making them a part of its magic. And then, like spreading crystallization, the coastline of the lake became a thick seawall, meters deep, with flat land beyond that wall. The houses had all vanished, but the lock leading into the side lake was repaired and fortified into something twice as large as it had been before.

Erick had no idea where all the rest of the trash went. Perhaps Ishibo was using a variant of [City Shape], with [Cleanse] in there?

Within minutes, the transformation was over and the monsters down below were angry.

The massive eels were transforming from solid, dark greens to faintly translucent and then fully translucent, vanishing from sight with a magic that was not [Invisibility], the waters around them filled with ethereal jaws that snapped at anything that got too close. More than a few smaller fish monsters were turned into chum as the larger monsters moved out. One of the monstrous eels slipped upward, to the surface, and then breached the surface, flying through the air as though it was water, headed straight for—

Ishibo saw what Erick saw. He blipped away, fast as he could go.

Erick came back to himself. “To confirm, are those rivergrieves? Right? I’ve only ever seen juveniles before and the juveniles certainly did not fly.”

Hangzi looked up, probably monitoring the telepathic connection he had to whoever he was speaking with. “… No. Those are false rivergrieves. They’re monsters with cores and so they might one day become true rivergrieves, but their cores are not grand. I am being told that the larger one is closer to that fundamental shift than the others, but it is still not there yet.”

“Ah. Well,” Erick paused. In the other room, Jane, Teressa, Poi, and a few of Hangzi’s guards waited patiently. Erick called out to Jane, “Hey, Jane! Want a false rivergrieve?”

After an embarrassed moment, Jane stepped out of that side room and into the entrance to where Erick and Hangzi sat. She spoke with polite courtesy, “No thank you, father. I picked up a false rivergrieve yesterday, and did not get a chance to tell you yet.”

“Oh! Well okay.” Erick said, “Then! I’ll just kill them and plant Yggdrasil.”

Hangzi nodded.

Yggdrasil bounced.

Jane retreated back to the side room.

Seven Ophiels descended to the surface of the waters of the riverside lake, each of them aglow with white light, glittering with purpose. Two of the three false rivergrieves were flying now, prowling, searching for the one that had changed their home. Ophiel might not have [Cityshape]d the lake, but they made for good targets anyway.

Ophiels wrapped themselves in rings of lightning, that flashed out into mandalas of intricacy, right as the translucent monsters each opened a hundred ethereal jaws all around themselves, and attacked.

Lightning met Force Magic, and lost.

Too many jaws attacked from too many angles, and Ophiels turned into broken mana.

On his shoulder, Ophiel squawked in annoyance.

Erick frowned, as he said, “Obviously, I did not respect the fish. Always learning something new, it seems."

Hangzi had a tiny smirk that he could not wipe off of his face, but he kept his mouth shut.

Erick summoned a few more Ophiel and had them lightstep over to the targets. This time, he started with an [Undertow Star], cast onto the surface of the lake.

Hangzi lost his smirk.

A thousand tendrils of breaking shadow extended outward from a point of light above the waters, ruffling the lake into waves. The star, ensconced beyond its own impenetrable void, attacked. The eel monsters were enemies, and the star saw this, training its tendrils upon the beasts, and also upon every single other monster underneath the waves.

The Force magics of the lesser rivergrieves broke in a hundred tiny ways, showing in the cracks of star-like light that formed along their translucent lengths, and in the breaking of ethereal jaws. The eels dropped out of the sky, belly-flopping into the water, their magic suddenly broken.

Under the watchful glow of the [Undertow Star], Ophiels dove into the lake and let loose with lightning once again. This time, lightning spread far and wide, [Fulmination Aura] shattering every living thing that hunted beneath (and sometimes above!) the waves. In a minute, the lake was empty of threats.

Erick canceled [Undertow Star]. Shadows retreated into the Void; the light from beyond went out.

Hangzi asked, “What… What was that?”

“I made a new spell the other day.” Erick handed him the blue box for [Undertow Star]. “The [Spatial Denial] of this is a bit wonky, but the rest of it turned out really well.” He stood. “Care to see the planting in person?”

Hangzi read the blue box, taking ten seconds to do so, and experiencing half a dozen emotions just as fast. Disbelief, primarily. Then came a bit of anger, but that was swept away by a sudden sadness. Acceptance, and a bit of forced cheer, came last. He looked up to see Erick standing, then he stood in turn. “Nice spell.” He added, “Yes. I want to see the planting in person. I also want a formal introduction between me and Yggdrasil. He might forget this time in his life as one would a dream, but I still wish to be a part of that dream. Rozeta willing, I will be here for a long time.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Of course. Poi can come with me. Do you wish to take a guard, too?”

Poi heard his name and walked out of the side room, followed by one of Hangzi’s men.

Hangzi said, “Yes. I assume you will be traveling us?”

Erick unfolded the light he kept bottled up at his back, brightening the room, as he said, “Correct.”

Poi stepped into the room along with Hangzi’s guard. In a flashing second, the four of them relocated to the edge of the lake.

- - - -

The sky was blue with faint clouds in the upper atmosphere, while the lake in front of them was a bit frothy with the recent addition of chummed and fried monster bits. There wasn’t much of that, though, for the lake was over three kilometers in diameter. Erick suspected that maybe he was the only one who actually noticed the death in the waters.

Hangzi stared outward with Erick, and asked, “Are you pleased with the ‘[Lakeshape]’, Erick?”

Oh? [Lakeshape]? Was Hangzi trying to make a joke? He was, wasn’t he. That spell probably existed, sure, but Ishibo definitely used [Cityshape].

Erick joined in on the joke, saying, “I might have to make a bargain of trade with you to learn that spell.”

Hangzi smiled; his joke had been accepted.

“Let us begin,” Erick said.

Attentions turned back to the waters.

With a glance through the Ophiel still on site, down below the waves, far down to the lake bottom, Erick found a perfect spot. There was a rise off center of the waters, a bit closer to land; a bit further away from the river entrance. Erick guessed that the rise was about two hundred and fifty meters deep, while the rest of the lake in that area was 300 to 400 meters deep.

He sent to Yggdrasil, ‘Okay. Here we go. Body number two; this one is going to get [Eternal Stonetree], okay?’

Yggdrasil responded with wordless recognition and excitement.

Erick cast through the Ophiel down in the depths of the lake.

A light bloomed among the darkness. Radiant and pure. And then a single tendril of a sapling rose out of the sandy lake bottom. A green leaf unfurled, and a nimbus of rainbow light surrounded that leaf. Another leaf bloomed, followed rapidly by a third, and a fourth. The sapling branched, then branched again, and again. More leafs appeared, and the rainbow crown expanded. The trunk thickened, glowing white, as roots dug deep into the dirt and—

Erick felt a shift in the world.

A rumble. A murmur. The stone shoreline seemed to sway under Erick’s feet. He instinctively put his hands out to steady himself before he toppled over, but even that wasn’t enough. Poi caught him, asking what was wrong. Erick couldn’t answer, for his tongue was thick and unresponsive, and his arms were a weight too heavy to hold. His legs buckled as something stirred inside of him.

Yggdrasil reached for [Eternal Stonetree], and cast it upon himself. Erick’s mana halved, all at once, and then went much, much lower, as Yggdrasil took, and took, and took.

Through half-lidded eyes, Erick watched the birth of possibility.

A kilometer away from the shore, the lake churned to white water and exploded upward, like someone had detonated ordnance under the waves. Only this detonation did not fall back down to the lake. White waters reached for the sky. A few major branches split from the main trunk. Water crashed back down to the lake, churning up even more foam that seemed to transform into even more branches. The trunk of Yggdrasil expanded steadily upward in the center of it all, dragging up even more bare white branches as he grew.

And then the upward explosion stopped, and the outward explosion began.

White branches expanded from the central trunk, like snakes, winding out in every direction, the leading tips as thin as fingers, while where they joined the trunk they became thicker and thicker, but not nearly wide enough to support their own kilometer-long weight. Yggdrasil expanded without care for physics or weight or anything else, except for growth.

It wasn’t anything approaching organized, natural growth, either. There were a few leaves here and there, but the tree remained mostly bare.

And then the white branches stopped expanding outward. They filled out, some branches splitting into two, others joining. Disorganization became something more recognizable. The kilometers large tree became more solid, more secure, more regardful of the natural and supernatural forces that sustained him, but his branches were still as bare as white bones.

And then daylight and the blue sky shifted into something more ethereal. More colorful.

Like the flicking of a switch, a kaleidoscope of rainbow light anointed the world, transforming the heavens into fantasy. Leaves began to appear on the white branches, each one as large as a person, each shaped like green fire, and glowing. Those leaves were like sparks. Suddenly, a green fire caught hold of Yggdrasil, and swept his branches, leaving radiant leaves in its wake.

With his form finally filled out, the kaleidoscopic light in the sky condensed, becoming a kilometers wide ring of bound rainbows that circled all of Yggdrasil’s brilliant green canopy; a prismatic crown.

Erick watched this happen while he was seated on the ground, propped up and worried over by Poi, while Ophiel hit him with [Greater Treat Wounds] and whined in flute sounds. Hangzi had glanced toward Erick when the man collapsed, but Hangzi was too entranced by Yggdrasil’s summoning to spare Erick much concern. The guard at Hangzi’s side was properly nervous, though; Erick almost laughed at that.

In fact, everything was quite hilarious.

Ah. He was a bit giddy, wasn’t he?

Oh. That was probably a symptom of something severe, wasn’t it.

His hearing returned in a click, but all he could hear was the cascading water, still falling down from the higher branches of Yggdrasil like the tree was his own major rainstorm. Suddenly, Erick’s tongue didn’t feel so thick, and his arms and legs felt lighter. He breathed out thick air— Oh. Poi was [Cleanse]ing him, to keep his lungs full of good air. Oh.

“Yes,” Poi said, speaking a bit loud so he could be heard over the falling waters. “You stopped breathing there for a bit. Your heart failed, too. It’s better now.”

Hangzi came back to the moment, his eyes going wide as he turned to see Erick on the ground. “What happened?”

Erick knew what had happened: he had run out of mana, for Yggdrasil had taken everything. Even with the multiplier of Intelligence! It had taken Yggdrasil five minutes to get to his current size, but if Erick had had more mana, Yggdrasil would have likely grown a lot faster.

Erick checked his Status. Yup. Near-zero Mana.

… And near-zero Health, too. Looks like Yggdrasil wanted some of his Blood Mana, too.

Well this was dumb.

Erick still had 143 extra points, just waiting to be spent, too. He was going to wait till he could see what his soul looked like when he spent those points on his Willpower and Focus, but damn, if they weren’t needed right now. So he started funneling points into Willpower and Focus; more Mana, and more Mana Regeneration.

Erick was already up from zero, though, so he began turning on his usual spellwork that had gone out, when his mana bottomed out. [Greater Lightwalk] first, then [Lodestar]. Erick got to his feet, and said, “Yggdrasil happened. He needed more mana than I was able to give.”

Which was fine. Yggdrasil had helped Erick survive that soul spear. Erick could help Yggdrasil grow up properly. A bit of warning would have been nice, though.

Yggdrasil was done draining Erick’s resources, though he wasn’t done growing. He could grow under his own power, now. As Erick glanced out into the nascent World Tree, he saw branches extend into holes in the crown then fill in with leaves. The lower branches, the ones about a hundred meters off of the lake’s surface, were still thickening with growth. Yggdrasil was probably growing out his roots, too.

Even the rainbow ring around the crown was becoming denser, more radiant, more colorful.

Just how much mana did Yggdrasil have? Millions?

Hangzi had turned away from Erick to watch Yggdrasil again. He stared in wonder, saying, “I’ve never seen an Arbor before. This must be what they’re like.”

Erick smiled. “Yup. Yggdrasil is still only months old, though. He’s going to get a lot bigger than that—”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye appeared atop the waters, in front of Erick, as large as an orcol and only ten meters away. Erick laughed a bit at the sudden, large intrusion. Hangzi, Hangzi’s guard, and Poi, all went super serious. Erick almost laughed at that, too. Okay. Yeah. He was giddy.

And Yggdrasil’s eye was different. Instead of being pure white, it was iridescent white.

Erick waved. “Hello, Yggdrasil. How are you feeling?”

The voice of a child vibrated the world,

“Better. Easier see you. I sleep now.”

And then the eye blinked away.

Erick stood stunned. He was not the only one. Poi’s eyes were wide. Hangzi was frozen to the spot. Hangzi’s guard shuddered.

Hangzi was the first to speak, “So he can talk, then? I was under the impression that he was silent.”

Erick gave a nervous chuckle. “I was under the impression that he was silent, too.”

“… Oh.” Hangzi said, “Well. That’s a good development?”

Hangzi’s guard whispered, “We should move away from here; I feel many eyes upon us.”

Hangzi readily nodded, more than prepared to get the hell out of here, saying to Erick, “It was good to see you, and to meet Yggdrasil. Good day. Come back to Songli whenever you wish.” And then he took his guard’s hand and the guard blipped them away.

Erick laughed a bit at that. He smiled, as he spoke to the air, “It was good to see you too, Hangzi. Farewell.” He turned to Poi, “I guess it was a bit scary, was it?”

Poi instantly said, “Seeing massive things move so quickly is always disturbing. It’s like being a bug hunting for food in a kitchen, and then someone walks in and turns on the wardlights.”

“Oh. Well. Yes. I can agree with tha—”

A pain lightly stabbed inside Erick’s chest. He winced.

Poi demanded, “What! What’s going on now!”

Ophiel responded with a tap of [Greater Treat Wounds].

Erick said, “Something is happening.” He looked himself over with [Soul Sight]—

A golden flame was strung throughout Erick’s body like a divine spider web. Another pain struck him in his heart, and the golden threads solidified, trying to… Hold something in place? Yes. Probably. It wasn’t a large pain, but the golden threads were concerning.

Unbidden, Yggdrasil’s blue box appeared.

Oh.

There was a change.

Where it used to say ‘Current Maximum: 2’ the box now read ‘Current Maximum: 3’. The World Tree still had yet to be planted, though.

The divine fire inside Erick spread, and then solidified, looking almost as though it was reestablishing itself… Yes. That’s probably exactly what it was doing, for the pain in Erick’s heart went away. In three more heartbeats, the divine web began to vanish; the seal on Yggdrasil’s power remained intact, though it had certainly been adjusted.

Poi sighed out, relieved.

Erick giggled a bit, again.

And then he got a wild thought.

What if he planted Yggdrasil everywhere he went? What if each time he planted one, the seal got a bit more undone? What if…

What if, like Erick suspected, the actual secret to [Gate] was the creation of a being that could [Teleport] other people—

The Worldly Path demanded that one first learn how to manually [Blink], then manually [Teleport], then manually [Teleport Other]. What if a mage created a being that was in multiple parts of the world at the same time, that had the capability of [Teleport Other]…

All of the [Teleport] spells had a range of 1000 kilometers; this was their limit. So, with this created being, existing in two locations, could they [Teleport Other] someone far, far past that thousand kilometer limit? Was this sort of like how Erick was able to [Telepathy] across a much larger distance than normal, by stringing his Ophiel across the intervening distance and bouncing that signal between his summons?

What if that was the secret to World Trees?

How long had Erick been at this Worldly Path? Since before he actually gained that Quest? 

He had boasted of making [Gate] to Caradogh Pogi, long before he gained the Quest. Was that the actual start of this Path? Or… Was something else happening there? Phagar had spoken to Erick once about how his creation of a World Tree was always a possibility, ever since he arrived on Veird, but it was a very, very small possibility, until Erick worked toward making it a near-fact.

Was all of this, with Yggdrasil (with the creation of Ophiel), and Undertow, and [Mysticalshape], and [Physical Domain], and [Harmonize], and everything else that he had done before then, and even now…

Was he creating [Gate]?

Or was [Gate] creating itself?

A blue box appeared.
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Erick laughed and showed Poi the changed blue box. “Isn’t that neat!”

Poi looked resigned, as he said, “That’s Fate Magic, for you.”
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                    That's a wrap on book 5! 

Bet you didn't think we were near the end of the Worldly Path yet, did you? Well, we're not! The Worldly Path continues, unhindered, but this was a good cutoff since Book 5 was getting rather unwieldy. Book 6 is already getting published on Patreon, and is +6 chapters ahead of RR, like usual. 

Nothing will change for releases on either RR or Patreon.

Thanks for reading~

- - - -
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                “So, yeah. That happened.” Erick said, “And now I’m going to take a nap. We can leave afterward.”

Erick and Poi had both gotten back to the temporary house in Holorulo not ten minutes ago, whereupon Erick instantly launched into a brief summary of what had physically happened, both to him and to Yggdrasil, when he summoned his [Familiar] to the lake. He also showed off the transformed Quest box for the Worldly Path somewhere inside of that explanation. He did not speak of his thoughts, or his emotions, because, as he was pretty sure he had already said twice—

Erick said to Jane, “Yes; it’s naptime. Talk to Poi if you want to know more. I am beat.”

He was fine, Status-wise. He had slowly, methodically, put another 65 points into both Willpower and Focus, bringing up his new maximum Mana to 13,560, and his Mana Regeneration (and Health Regeneration) to 56,820 per day, or 15 to 16 mana per second. That was while he was Resting, of course.

Which he felt he really needed to get to—

Actual resting, that was. Not just Meditation. He was not okay; not emotionally, not mentally. He felt drained, probably because he had been—

Oh? He felt Drained. Was that another aspect of a [Gate]-summon? Such summons Drained the caster? Or was the weakness he was feeling just because Yggdrasil was a World Tree, still very much attached to him, and Yggdrasil had needed more than what Erick had given him in order to grow? Probably no way to know, for sure.

Ah. Erick realized his mind was wandering again.

He barely even remembered what he had said to Jane or Nirzir. Oh, and look at that, Teressa was there, too. Erick almost giggled a bit; how could he not have noticed the giant woman in his presence?

Jane frowned at her father, more concerned than angry, though anger was her default setting and there was certainly some of that going on. She said, “There’s no reason for us to leave today if you’re feeling bad. We can take another day.”

“Nope!” Erick said, “Yggdrasil said he needed to sleep, too, so when I’m done with my nap, he might be done with his own. Then, I’m gonna go wake him up and try to leave him with some treasure to safeguard. I’d love to be able to have him handle holding onto our stuff while we’re on this Path.”

“Okay? Sure, dad.” Jane said, “We’re going to talk more about what happened out there, right? When you wake up?”

“Sure.” Erick said, “See you all in a bit.”

And then he went to his room and crashed.







- - - -







Erick woke up to the feeling of a presence lurking nearby. Someone was in the room with him.

First, came panic, then came mana sense and Hunter’s Instincts as he opened his eyes and—

Oh.

It was Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye. It was floating right above him. Three meters wide. Iridescent and staring; unblinking. Watching him sleep.

Hovering just above his bed.

Erick rolled over and faced the ephemeral eye. It shimmered slightly, visible even without Meditation running.

Once Erick’s heart calmed down, he said, “Hello, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil spun a bit in recognition of his name.

Erick willed relaxing thoughts into his mind; puppies and babies and sunrises and coffee…

He shut his eyes tight as he stretched, and sighed out. A few seconds passed, and he began to switch up his spellwork. He turned off [Hunter’s Instincts], and turned on everything else. First thing first: a recast of his daily [Personal Ward], spending 13,000 mana in the process, almost emptying himself in order to defend himself. His primary defensive layer was now worth just over 160,000 points of absorption. After a few minutes of passively regenerating, he began recasting his Ophiel, spending a pittance of mana in order to gain [Familiar]s that were each packed with 13,560 of their own mana. Then he began running [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk].

He opened his eyes again.

Yggdrasil was still way, way too big.

Erick said, “I’m gonna need you to make your eye smaller when you’re around me, big guy. You’re too conspicuous.”

Yggdrasil’s eye went perfectly still for a moment, and then it broke into ambient mana. The eye came back much smaller, but still iridescent white.

“Perfect,” Erick said.

Yggdrasil hopped down through the air, to land on Erick’s shoulder.

It was time to get up, apparently.

And then Erick got up. According to the water clock in the corner of the room, he had been asleep for barely an hour. As he left his bedroom behind, with Yggdrasil’s eye on his right shoulder, Ophiel alighted upon his left. The rest of Ophiel had already lightstepped away, outside to play in the wind, or to stand guard on the corner of nearby buildings like usual.

Poi, Teressa, Jane, and Nirzir, were all doing their own things, with most of them talking to other people with [Telepathy], and only Teressa reading a book. She could carry plenty of those things in her own bag, so that’s what she had done; she was prepared for down time.

All the rest of their stuff had already gone into a boulder that then went out into a hiding spot.

But now…

Erick entered the room with Jane and Poi, saying, “I’m going to move the hiding spot to Yggdrasil and see him up close and personal. Anyone want to come with me?” He raised his voice, saying, “Teressa! Nirzir? Want to come see Yggdrasil?”

Poi said, “Not me. Some other time, when he is not so young and loud. No one else should go, either.”

Jane looked to her father, saying, “We discussed it while you were sleeping. I’ll go some other day.”

Teressa stepped out of the library, saying, “The only person who should have personal contact with a young arbor is their creator. I’m pretty sure that goes the same for World Trees, too.”

“Yes; that.” Jane said, “We asked around, and that’s what Treehome suggested.”

Nirzir came out of her room, acting quiet. Erick could tell by the slump of her shoulders that she wanted to go, but she had likely been talked down by Poi, or the others.

Erick looked to the young girl, and to be sure, asked, “Not you, either?”

“It is not my place.” Nirzir said, “But I thank you for the invitation, all the same.”

“Okay.” Erick looked to his people, and to the one extra in their midst, and said, “I guess I can understand that. Then… I’ll leave the stuff where it is, in case you all need to get at it.”

Poi nodded, “Thank you, sir. We’ll be here when you get back.”

Erick looked around, paused, then said, “I’ll be right back.”

And then he lightstepped away.

- - - -

Erick flashed into existence upon the solid stone coast of the lake, his sunform raised around him for a brief moment. And then he pulled his sunform back. He felt pretty safe at the moment.

Yggdrasil loomed ahead, dominating the land.

The nascent World Tree already looked very much the part.

Erick took in the brilliance of it all, just standing there for a minute or five, gazing at the glowing green leaves, and the expansive branches…

At some point he switched from taking in the beauty, to nailing down specifics.

The lake was three kilometers across, and Yggdrasil was at least two across, though that measurement got a bit funky in some of the areas…

Erick started in the middle, and then he looked down.

The lake’s waters ringed a thick white trunk, at least 350 meters wide, that rose from off-center of the lake. Down below, thanks to an Ophiel on scene, Erick saw that the trunk widened out under the water’s surface.

Yggdrasil glowed, slightly; all of him glowed, actually.

It was a faint white glow that wasn’t readily apparent above the waters, unless you noticed that there weren’t many shadows upon the tree, but below the lake’s surface the glow was much more visible. Down in the depths, Yggdrasil was a white brightness upon the abyss.

Following the trunk, Erick found Yggdrasil’s roots. His first impression was of an artful tangle of a dozen trains, all flowing out of the trunk like snakes released from a massive pipe. Those massive roots, some fifty meters wide, some only thirty, arced into the shadowed water and buried themselves into the stone below. Those glowing white roots, and many, many smaller roots, resurfaced from the lake bottom here and there, a hundred, two hundred, even thousand meters away from the dig-in point, to gracefully arc into the dark waters, bringing light to the depths, before digging back into the dirt below.

There was a lot of space for fishes and other aquatic life to live down there. Erick would experiment with trying to [Teleport Other] some fish from the lake at Candlepoint, to this lake here; maybe that’s all [Gate] actually required. But he’d do that later, when he was feeling 100% and after he had a talk with Yggdrasil, since, apparently, Yggdrasil was talking, now.

Erick turned his sights upward, to the Ophiel flying inside of Yggdrasil’s boughs. He suspected that the vision above the waters was more impressive than whatever was happening down below.

Above the choppy waters, branches began to split from the thick trunk at about 90 meters above the water’s surface. They extended outward like weighty roads in the sky, some of them almost as thick as the main trunk itself. Now that he looked a bit closer, every single large branch was almost like a spread of lightning, originating from the trunk and striking out. Where the ‘lightning’ ended, glowing green leaves grew. Each leaf resembled green fire, captured in the form of a maple-like leaf, but spikier.

Every part of Yggdrasil glowed, which meant that there were no great shadows among those boughs. In fact, there might not be any shadows on Yggdrasil, at all. He was definitely using [Greater Lightwalk] and [Lodestar] as a protective measure, just like Erick.

The canopy of Yggdrasil extended upward like any oak tree normally would, except this ‘oak’ was maybe two kilometers tall. In all other ways, Yggdrasil could have been an artist's impression of an oak. The central area was mostly devoid of the endpoints of branches, so it was therefore mostly devoid of leaves, while the outside was a layer of glowing leaves a good few hundred meters thick.

It was actually very open in the interior. The main trunk bent this way and that, but not much, while shooting off lightning-like branches as it stretched upward. Now that Erick was seeing it, fully formed…

There was lots of space in Yggdrasil...

In fact, there was one nice crook in the center that would be perfect for a two story getaway. The location was about a kilometer and a half off of the ground, but that was fine. Maybe Erick could build a nice little three-story house up there! Or maybe a nice mage tower? Not today, though.

In most ways, Yggdrasil resembled a very large oak, but one would have to disregard Yggdrasil’s main feature, if they wanted to believe he was just a simple, large tree.

A fifty-meter thick ring of rainbow light surrounded the entirety of Yggdrasil. That spellwork was the product of [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] taken to an extreme form. Erick had included that spell with Yggdrasil because he wanted Yggdrasil to be able to support himself, both as a plant and to mark him as a Light Essence creature, to further support his growth. But since [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] supported the existence of all Light Essence creatures, it might not be long before the first light slimes started growing around here.

But the ring of rainbows was over two hundred meters from the ground, so maybe it wouldn’t be that bad?

Nah.

It would be ‘that bad’, for sure.

It might take a while, but Yggdrasil’s variant [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] was a large spell. Soon enough, there would be Light Essence slimes growing up around here. There were probably some Light Essence monsters back at Candlepoint’s lake, too; Erick just hadn’t heard about them.

Hmm.

This was a concern because of Erick’s bargain of trade with the Headmaster, which precluded him from making another Light Essence dungeon for a period of 10 years. Erick imagined that he would probably have to have a conversation about that with the old dragon sooner, rather than later.

“All in all,” Erick said, “You’re huge and beautiful. A bit larger than I thought you’d be at this young age, but they always grow up faster than you expect them to grow up.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye lifted off of Erick’s shoulder and floated forward, as if inviting Erick in. Ophiels had already flitted inward, singing nonsense violin songs, filling the air with gentle sounds. Erick briefly wondered what sort of animals and otherwise would come to live in Yggdrasil, or if he would keep them all away...

And then Erick stepped upon the light, and followed.

Yggdrasil was much, much bigger, once Erick got underneath the boughs. The scale of it all had been hard to grasp until Erick got inside. He felt a bit giddy; a bit happy and weirded out at the same time. He chuckled as he reached Yggdrasil’s trunk. From a distance the bark looked almost smooth, but up close Erick saw that it was faintly textured, with tiny fissures all across the surface. White glows radiated from within those shallow cracks. It looked similar to the bark of a young oak tree.

He put a hand upon the surface and it was like touching body-temperature stone. White glows rippled out from the point of contact. Erick smiled, as he said, “Hello, my big beautiful boy. How are you feeling now?”

“I am good.” Yggdrasil’s voice was that of a small child, and this time it wasn’t nearly that loud. “Are you good, father?”

Erick giggled with pure joy, and said, “I am doing great. I needed that nap.”

“I needed nap, too.” Yggdrasil said, “I still need nap. I like watch you. I need you talk more.”

His words were a bit… incomplete. A bit misleading, maybe? That was something that would improve with time, for sure.

“And I need to talk to you more, too.” Erick said, “Now that you’re talking, I can talk to you like I talk to Ophiel. Now that you’re on both sides of the world, we can talk wherever we are.” He took his hand off Yggdrasil’s trunk and glanced upward, into the center of Yggdrasil’s crown. Erick started stepping upward, staying alongside the trunk as he said, “I have many things to talk about, but what would you like to talk about?”

“I like being new place. Your dream word of worlds give good thought. I like that. I like water here. Water different. Sky nice. I grew self at other lake. Sky there nice. Dry without me. I don’t like dry. I make it rain.”

“Oh? You grew your other body?” He was doing a lot on his own, wasn’t he? Erick asked, “Are you still raining over there how I asked you to rain? Or are you doing your own thing, now?”

“Doing normal rain. Rain in evening. Clouds lots. I miss some days. Shadow people yell about missing rain. But I like day. Light good. I like rainbow. I love you.”

Erick smiled wide. He was above the second major layer of outward branches, almost to the center of Yggdrasil’s canopy, but he stopped. Yggdrasil’s declaration of love was that of a child; pure and wholesome, and it had caught Erick far off guard. Fortunately, Erick had an easy, true response, “I love you, too, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil said, “I want cast spells Ophiel. I want help you. How I do that?”

“Do you want to help me, first? Or do you want to cast spells, first?”

“They same, yes?”

“A person can help another with simple words, or with actions that are not based in magic. But people like you and me will most often be helping others with magic, so, in that way, the two things you want are inexorably linked.” Erick asked, “Do you understand?”

“Yes.” Yggdrasil clarified, “How I help you like Ophiel help you? Kill enemies? Save your life? Keep you safe?”

Well.

That was… Slightly worrying?

Ophiel twittered in curious guitar twangs; he had heard it too.

Erick decided that now was the time to make sure that Ophiel was raised right, for sure.

Erick patiently said, “When I made Ophiel, I made him so that I would have a versatile helper to follow me around, to do what I could not do because I am only one small person. When I made you, I wanted a defensive structure to protect me, and other people. You were to be my safe space, Yggdrasil, and so I made you with defense in mind.” He had walked around while he talked, but it didn’t take long to find the spot he was looking for. There was a nice crook in the main trunk, about two thirds of the way up from the water’s surface. The main trunk rose toward the south west before becoming like any other branch, while a large branch squiggled north east. At the split, the ‘land’ was mostly flat. Erick stepped down onto Yggdrasil at this spot, and then sat down. “There is so much more to keeping someone safe than killing everyone else. Killing should always be the very last resort, and I work very hard to try and prevent as much death as possible. But I am very small, and the things that threaten me are wide and varied, and so I sometimes have to respond with lethal force. But you are very big. Nothing should be able to threaten you, therefore you should not threaten anyone else. The use of force to solve a problem is a very large topic that you are too young to fully grasp right now, so we’ll have this conversation again when you’re older. Maybe in a month. Maybe in two months. For now, I will say this: I would much prefer if I could run to you for defense against the other large things out there. I don’t like the idea of you killing things to protect me.”

For a long moment, Yggdrasil was silent, then he asked, “So not like fish?”

“...What do you mean by that?”

“Fish eat whatever jaws catch.” Yggdrasil said, “Some fish kill more than eat.”

“Are you talking about monsterized fish? One with little gems inside their chests?”

Another long moment.

“Different fish?”

Erick gently smiled, said, “I’ll paint some lightpictures for you.” He cast a lightward into the air, bringing forth two images of fish, but one was larger, with a core inside its chest. “Here we have two fish. The smaller one will eat smaller fish, but will stop when it is full. The larger one is a monster, which will kill because it wants to kill. That spot inside the larger one? Do you see it? Near the heart. That is called the core, or the rad. It has a few different names. But that is a crystallization of mana that marks a monster as a monster. Do you understand?”

“… No.”

“Let’s leave that for another time, then. Let’s back up.” Erick asked, “Do you understand that I don’t want you killing unless it is necessary? Killing is almost never necessary.”

“I… I understand. No kill. Only help. How can help?”

Erick nodded. “We will work through some spells, and in doing so, I will get a feel for how you can best help me, and you will learn how to do that helping. Do you understand?”

“Yes. Show me.”

Erick smiled, saying, “First, I will protect myself with a [Prismatic Ward] from Ophiel, and then we can play around with your spellwork, okay?”

“I do [Prismatic Ward]! Here!”

A hundred meter sphere of dense air popped up around Erick, enveloping him and a great deal of the branch he was sitting upon. It was too large. Perhaps Yggdrasil got a massive size modifier to his magic? Erick didn’t know, which was why there was a need for experimenting.

Ophiel twittered in unsure guitars as he hopped off of Erick’s shoulder and landed on Yggdrasil’s branch. Almost experimentally, Ophiel tapped the gently glowing bark with a wing, and then he tapped the dense air.

“That looks good, Yggdrasil.” Erick asked, “How much mana did you put into that working?”

“… Lots?”

Erick smiled. “That is very good, but I’d like you to let me show you how I would defend myself, okay?”

“Okay!”

Erick explained what he was doing while he had an Ophiel cast a 10,000 mana [Prismatic Ward] around himself. It was much smaller than Yggdrasil’s sphere, and it only had permissions for himself, Ophiel, and Yggdrasil; Erick had no idea what sort of permissions Yggdrasil had declared for his own cast of [Prismatic Ward], and he said as much.

Yggdrasil said, “I let fish into [Prismatic Ward]. Should I not?”

“[Prismatic Ward] is one of your most defensive spells. You should only use it on an area that you, or those precious to you, inhabit.” He added, “But normal, harmless fish should be able to move around inside a [Prismatic Ward]. Do some fish stay outside that density? The larger ones, perhaps?”

“All fish small.”

Erick laughed. “The less small ones, then. Do the less small fish stay outside the density?”

“Yes! Are monsters?”

“Not always.”

“Hmm. Complicated.” Yggdrasil said, “How I protect from complicated?”

Erick smiled, saying, “Now that is a very large question, too. First, let’s see how you can cast, and then I’ll help you learn some basic defensive techniques using some of the new magics that I have recently created, and some of the ones you are already using.”

“Yes!”

Erick relaxed, and expanded his senses out to Yggdrasil—

It was like dissolving into sleep, where everything became an impression, and nothing was as Erick knew it to be. The sky was a rainbow. The land was dark liquid. The air was an ocean, and also a lake. Erick saw absolutely everywhere, all around himself, like he was possessed of many, many eyes. Erick pulled back after the disorientation became too much; he was only in there for less than a minute.

He was laying down on Yggdrasil’s upper branch, for some reason. He must have blacked out for a moment there, for only moments had passed.

Erick said, “That was more disconcerting than I was expecting. Bear with me, while I try to understand what I was seeing.”

“I liked that. Try again?”

Huh?

“Why did you like that?”

“World turned solid.” Yggdrasil questioned, “You my coffee?”

Erick laughed, then said, “Nothing like a shot of coffee to wake you up in the morning, right?”

“Right! You say!”

Erick didn’t think he said that that often, but he wasn’t going to split hairs with a child.

Erick returned to Yggdrasil.

The world dissolved into dreams, and Erick knew this was not going to be easy. He realized that spending some time with Yggdrasil needed to become a priority, but that would have to happen later. He decided to spend a few hours at this, and then it was time to go confront some dragons. Erick pulled back again, back into his own body.

He went back and forth like that a few times, each experience gaining him more of an understanding of the dreamscape—

Oh.

Hmm.

The dreams were getting thicker. The world was becoming more impressionist.

Erick pulled back, and asked, “Yggdrasil. Are you feeling sleepy?”

“… Yes.” Yggdrasil said, “Being awake hard. Coffee not coffee.”

Best cut this short for today, then. Erick said, “I’m going to cast a few spells through you, and help you gain an understanding of them, and then I’m going to let you sleep, okay?”

“… Okay.”

Erick took control of Yggdrasil like he would Ophiel.

It was like using his fingers to move an ocean.

And what was even stranger, was that he could move an ocean with just his fingers.

Erick weathered the strangeness, and he designated a spot directly ahead of himself. With a cast, [Spatial Denial] took hold of the air—

The spell blossomed outward, spreading across the entirety of Yggdrasil, flowing into the lake below, and beyond. When the spell finally finished spreading it was twice as wide as the lake, and it was still a spherical cast. Erick’s own [Spatial Denial] had a radius of half a kilometer. With a little bit of math to figure out the volume multiplier…

Erick’s eyes went a little wide. Yggdrasil’s cast of [Spatial Denial] was over 220 times the volume of his own. Going off of the flat area of effect, instead, Yggdrasil’s [Spatial Denial] covered about 36 times the area of Erick’s cast of the same spell. That was impressive.

Erick said, “This is [Spatial Denial]. It will prevent people from [Teleport]ing into your space.”

“OH! I use. Yes. Stop pesky blippers. I use right now.”

Yggdrasil canceled the [Spatial Denial] in front of him and recast the spell, himself, filling out the lake with the spell. He had Shaped it, a bit. And all on his own.

Well then.

Erick said, “Very good. Yes; to stop pesky blippers, and yet, you must leave a hole in the center somewhere, so that I, or Jane, or Poi, or Teressa, can retreat to this location, if we get in trouble.”

“I understand.”

The [Spatial Denial] vanished, then came back, with a large space cut out of the working where Yggdrasil had cast his [Prismatic Ward]; around where Erick was right now.

Erick asked, “Are you okay for mana?”

“I have mana.”

Erick nodded, then continued, “This next one is [Unmoving Air]…”

Erick spent a good twenty minutes going through some defensive spellwork, talking about the strengths and weaknesses of each spell, important edge cases, and various necessities that needed to be taken into account. For instance, Ophiel couldn’t fly if [Unmoving Air] was cast around the space, so [Unmoving Air] shouldn’t really be used unless there was a need to stop some pesky [Air Body].

“Pesky dirt body always around me.” Yggdrasil said, “Poking and stealing. I use [Unmoving Stone] now.”

“… Oh?” Erick was concerned, but… ‘dirt body’ was a problem for Yggdrasil to solve. Maybe. For now, anyway. When Erick got back to Spur and Candlepoint, he’d see what was happening there. Erick said, “You need to stop whoever is doing that, but don’t kill them. [Unmoving Stone] should be a good counter against them.”

“I understand.”

They didn’t get far past a few more spells.

Yggdrasil’s greenery began to fade; the brilliant fire of the leaves becoming more mundane. The glowing white bark under Erick’s butt was turning grey. Yggdrasil was getting very tired, but he wasn’t willing to stop, either.

So Erick put an end to the day, saying, “We’ve had a big day, Yggdrasil. Is it time for another nap for you, okay?”

“I awake!”

“Yes, you are awake, but I know you are sleepy. Do you want to sleep?”

“But when I sleep… you gone?”

“Yes, I have to move on. I’m not big and strong like you, so I have to be proactive toward the threats laid against me. But if anyone threatens you, you let me know, okay? You let me know what happens to that dirty body person.”

“No one threaten me.”

“Don’t let anyone hurt you, either, but in that same way, try not to hurt anyone else in turn.”

“I know these words. I like helping fishes get away from other fishes.”

Erick smiled, for many different reasons. Yggdrasil’s words were improving, for one.

“You’re sure to encounter plenty of different types of fishes on this side of the world. New friends, of all sorts. I hope you befriend everyone.” Erick patted the bark next to him, saying, “I love you, Yggdrasil.”

“Love you, father.”

“Good night.”

“Good night.”

Erick smiled wide, happy as could be. And then he turned to light, and stepped away.

- - - -

Erick stepped into the dining room, feeling great. He said to Poi, “That went well.”

Poi said, “Seems like it did.”

“It’s time to leave.”

Soon, they were ready. The boulder with their stuff would remain in the dirt, and not with Yggdrasil, since Erick decided that Yggdrasil was too young to understand such a burden. And then, wrapped in light, Erick, Jane, Teressa, and their guest, Nirzir, lightstepped out of the house, headed to the north.

Leaving behind Songli felt like leaving behind friends who he would likely see again. It was a nice sort of feeling.

Anyway.

Ophiel had already scouted out their destination.

Clan Pale Cow and their Warlord Niyazo were situated about 350 kilometers from Ooloraptoor. They had been traveling toward that central meeting place for the last week. Erick hoped that they wouldn’t mind the sudden, unexpected visit, but he expected it to go well enough.

He could have messaged ahead, but, according to the travel guide [Telepathy] was taboo unless a war was going on, and even then it was considered ‘wrong’, somehow. Poi was probably in for a specific kind of shunning, but if the man was worried about that, he never said.

Erick could have sent a letter, but he would have needed to use their bird-assisted mail system in order to send that letter. Apparently, [Teleport] was similarly taboo. They still got their cows to the markets of Songli through [Teleport], but only butchered meats; not the cows themselves. Food was fine to transport, just not living people.

Hence, Erick decided to show up unannounced.

Who knew what would actually happen! Erick expected answers about dragons, or at least a direction in which to seek them. In order to get those answers, Erick was prepared to respond with assistance (within reason) for whatever problems Clan Pale Cow was having. He wasn’t hiding who he was, this time.

If need be, and if diplomacy failed, he was very much planning on bulldozing his way through whatever problems were foolish enough to get between him and the dragons.

That was the last resort, though.
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                Erick stepped out of the light, followed by his people, and also Nirzir. All of them wore their preferred [Conjure Armor], but with slight differences. Poi wore his usual silver metal Spur-style guard armor, but he had conjured a shield which hung on his back; Erick didn’t know when he had made a shield spell, but it must have been created recently. Jane had switched her layered shell [Conjure Armor] for a warrior-cut dark blue robe, in the Songli style; it wasn’t as defensive as her normal armor, but it was more professional. Erick’s own [Conjure Armor] was in the same style, but white. Teressa had kitted herself out in grey full plate which was larger and more solid than her usual conjuring. A bit of mana sense revealed to Erick that Teressa’s new spell completely sealed her off from the outside world, but thick air spilled out from behind her neck, showing that there was clearly some sort of [Cleanse] effect going on, keeping her breathing good air. Erick rapidly caught on that her new armor kept her scentless, soundless, and in a comfortable temperature, too.

Erick probably needed to make himself an armor spell like that too. But not right now. Right now, they needed to have some scents upon them. That was why they were approaching Clan Pale Cow from the north, where the winds were sweeping their scents south, toward the clan.

Nirzir stepped forward, excitedly saying, “I have read that their cows should start to smell us within ten kilometers, but I don’t know how true that is.” She wore a pale violet short robe, with voluminous sleeves. It was conjured, so it would likely protect her more than it looked like it would. With a child-like glee, and probably because she was a child, she asked, “That’s why we’re coming in from the north, right?”

“Correct,” Erick said, taking the first steps forward, trampling down calf-high grasses as he went. “We’re five kilometers from Pale Cow, so it’s a bit of a walk, but I did not want to drop right inside of their defenses. The travel guide said that [Teleport] was a bit of a taboo, and Clan Pale Cow is an orthodox clan.”

“But you’re not using [Teleport],” Nirzir said.

“Yup.” Erick said, “But not many people can tell the difference, and so, appearances matter.”

“It’s been too long since we’ve been outside.” Teressa happily crunched forward, carving a path through the grass, as she said, “If only we’d get a wyrm attack, then it would be really fun!”

Nirzir readily took up the topic as they walked south, asking, “What is it like fighting a wyrm?”

“Like trying to fight a living mage tower that travels on its side and that only wants to eat you and every other living thing it can catch. Highly resilient. Never runs out of mana, but it can only cast one or two spells. The eyebeam wyrms and the [Dispel] wyrms are the most dangerous.” Teressa said, “Imagine a dragon with ten thousand eyes, and each of them targeting you with a [Force Beam]. Imagine a shadowy dragon that strips away all of your magic.”

Poi shuddered.

Jane just grinned.

Erick was glad that he never met a [Dispel] wyrm. Knowing what he now knew, that particular breed of wyrm could be very, very dangerous… Hmm. Erick asked, “Do the [Dispel] wyrms counterspell?”

“Oh yes.” Teressa said, “But they’re messy about it. It’s a dice roll if you get unlucky and they rip apart your conjured armor and weapons, or if they just lock down the mage, casting his small spells to distract the beast.”

Jane said, “They can’t do anything against already-cast [Polymorph], though.”

Nirzir didn’t seem to think that a [Dispel] wyrm was a big deal. She said, “I think my imagination is a weak imitation. All I have ever seen are dragon fights, and from far, far away.” Nirzir said, “I have heard that wyrms are uncontrollable, unconscious monsters. You have just said that the [Dispel] wyrms are a dice roll. Shouldn’t that make them easier to kill?”

“They’re nothing like dragons except for their shape; this is true. But don’t underestimate the removal of your weapon from your hand and the armor from your body, when you’re going up against a beast that will eat you whole.” She glanced back and looked down to Nirzir, asking, “What sort of dragon fights have you seen?”

“They’re all ended by Red before they can truly begin, but sometimes she is slow.” Nirzir said, “One time when I was 12, a fight happened a hundred kilometers from me and Red had yet to show after two minutes of battle. At the time I was with my brother, and he took me to see the fight. We [Teleport]ed in ten kilometers from the battle, and the sky…” She gazed out, saying, “The sky was black with dark rain, and every drop dissolved the world where it touched. Green lightning illuminated that dark sky… Two snake-like forms, one black, one green, both kilometers long, each twisted the clouds with their wrath. A mountain ripped from the ground, thrown by the black one, but then the green one vaporized the mountain with Void Lightning...” She pulled back from the story. “It was the most deadly thing I have ever seen. It only got worse and worse, with the dragons moving higher and higher in the sky... A few hundred people died in that fight but most were able to get away. Mother was furious with brother for taking me to see such a thing.”

For a moment, no one said anything. Probably because everyone was thinking of their own moments when they realized they were so very, very tiny.

Erick said, “I think we’ve all had some formative experiences like that.”

Nirzir nodded. “Mother was furious, but father and my brothers…” She stood a bit taller. “As they say: This is the world we live in, and the position we inhabit.” She asked, “What was your most terrifyi— Ah. Sorry. I have been told that question is inappropriate.”

Erick smiled a little. “My most terrifying moment was…” He paused. He hummed. He said, “I’ve had a lot of them, actually. The one I’m thinking of right now was that one time when we were out wyrm hunting and an eyebeam wyrm found us. We had to retreat, but then I went back to kill it on my own— This was before Ophiel, you understand. I appeared in the sky, which was a terrible mistake. The wyrm went right after me. I saw the jaws open and almost snap around me before I managed to get out of there.”

Teressa chuckled. Poi smirked. Jane frowned a little; she wasn’t there for that one. She had been doing more important things.

Erick added, “At that same time my daughter was inside Ar’Kendrithyst, showing Champion Yetta around and rescuing people from the Shades. If I had been waiting at home and watching the action inside the Dead City alongside everyone else in Spur, then that would have likely been the most terrifying time of my entire life here on Veird.”

They walked along the grass for a while, no one speaking.

And then Jane said, “Meeting Melemizargo while the Champion and her party had been transformed into sacrifices was pretty bad. Everything that happened in Ar’Kendrithyst was a nightmare, and I was only there for a month.”

“The Champion’s assault on the Dead City was horrific.” Teressa said, “But normally, there are rules you can follow inside Ar’Kendrithyst and be mostly safe. Mostly.”

Poi said, “My most terrifying experience is a twenty-three way tie, and each for different reasons.”

He said it so deadpan that Erick couldn’t help but burble a laugh. He wasn’t the only one; Jane and Nirzir grinned.

Teressa went, “Ha!”

“Give us one of the lighter ones, Poi,” Erick asked.

“Watching the Breach Demon almost get summoned.” Poi said, “That was terrifying. But it didn’t happen. So that qualifies for ‘lighter ones’.”

Erick nodded. “Yeah. That was scary.”

Teressa said, “Looking for a dragon feels like it could be a large, terrifying moment for me, but come on! We’re adventurers! We seek out this stuff because it has to be done, and because we’re all a little loose in the head.” She added, “And watching the Extreme Light bombs go off while you were suspended in the air and mostly dead… That was terrifying for me, boss.”

Erick reached over and patted Teressa’s forearm since it was the easiest place to reach, saying, “Thank you for being there for me.”

“Heh.” Teressa chuckled. “Of course I was there for you!”

Jane moved the conversation, “Speaking of danger: this is gonna sound really odd, probably because it is a very, very stupid idea, but I need to set it up first before I have it answered. So! I have Draconic Inoculation. This makes me—”

Erick paled a little, already seeing where this was headed. “Oh my radiant gods, Jane.”

Poi gasped a little. Nirzir looked lost. Teressa pretended she didn’t hear anything.

“Let me finish! This is a concern, and I want it answered fully.” Jane said, “The Knowledge Mages gave me shit answers, and the books don’t tell me what I need to know. It’s probably a case of cannibalism, but I need to know if it is that, too.”

Erick went silent. Poi looked straight ahead, focused on the horizon, just like Teressa was.

Nirzir’s eyes were wide, as she glanced toward Jane, realizing what she was asking.

No one said anything.

“Okay then.” Jane continued, “I’m immune to Dragon Essence. Can I take a dragon’s body for myself? What sort of bonuses does that give? If any? Would that be cannibalism? Do they have Familiar Form abilities? What does Dragon Essence actually do?” She paused for a moment, then said, “That’s it. I guess there wasn’t a lot of setup, after all.”

They walked south, toward Clan Pale Cow.

No one said a word for a good ten seconds.

Erick said, “Okay. I have no idea. Anyone else got any ideas?”

That opened the dam.

Nirzir instantly said, “You do not want a dragon form. It doesn’t matter what ‘bonuses’ it gives you! Or if you’re immune to Dragon Essence and there’s no risk of transforming! You’ll be hunted down by ALL THE OTHER DRAGONS if you look like one.”

Teressa glanced backward, declaring, “Yes. That.”

“You can mix and match Familiar Form abilities.” Jane said, “Just the scales alone could be great for all my other forms. Dragons are supposed to have impenetrable scales.”

Teressa said, “When a dragon loses their dragon essence, they become a wyrm. And you can’t get a wyrm Familiar Form; people have tried. Maybe that transformation occurs at the exact moment of death, or maybe it takes a while. Maybe you could eat a dragon’s heart and then its brain while it was still alive, maybe, but if you don’t have Dragon Essence, you cannot get the body of a dragon.” She said, “I’m almost 100 percent sure on that one. Not too sure on the live-eating, though, I just came up with that just now, and I have no idea if that works.”

“That’s a wonderful mental image,” Poi said, sarcastically. “Thank you, Teressa.”

Teressa laughed. “Anytime, Poi!”

Jane grumbled, “That’s almost exactly what the Knowledge Mage told me.” She said, “But doesn’t that seem wrong to you?”

Teressa said, “No. It seems perfectly logical to me. Without the immortality and general… ‘dragon-ness’ of [Dragon Body], the dragon can’t support the massive elemental forces raging inside of their bodies, and those massive forces turn those bodies instantly into undead. At least that’s the stories we orcols tell each other. I don’t know much about necromancy… Everything I just said was probably untrue, now that I think about it.”

Erick said, “I really need to research undead and necromancy, if only to understand what that’s all about.” He asked, “Why does a wyrm animate itself? How do natural undead form? Are wyrms natural undead? Or are they created?”

“I can answer some of that,” Nirzir said, happy to be able to answer a question. “Natural undead form when enough naturally-occurring core dust remains in the body and the body is left to rest in an area that is both saturated with mana, and stagnant, like in a dungeon, or in certain parts of the Underworld. This inundation of ambient mana sometimes forces true cores to form out of the nascent core shards in the body. And then, the core manifests control over the body, becoming a natural undead. Sometimes monsters that have been slain have been known to rise again as undead because the cores have not been removed. This is rare, though, because one of the major necessities for the creation of spontaneous undead is to be left in a place of no moving mana, and most things don’t like living in those places, including undead. Therefore, you almost never find natural undead where they were ‘born’, because the only things there are other baby undead, and the natural undead want to hunt the living, and so they wander out of their birthing zones to find those living people.” Nirzir said, “There are special circumstances everywhere, but that’s the basics of natural undead.”

“But why does the core manifest control over the body?” Erick said, “Is it because of a ‘history of the item’ sort of interaction?”

Nirzir paused in thought, then said, “The term we use is ‘Life’s Dark Impression’, but I think we’re talking about the same thing. Life’s Dark Impression is what happens when the aura of the body is absorbed into a core, forming the core, and then that control spreads out again to control the undead body. This is why when you destroy the core of an undead you will actually kill them, and they won’t rise again, but if you fail to destroy or take the core out of the body, then the undead can rise again.” Nirzir said, “Your term ‘the history of the item’ is applicable to any item, though… And I suppose a corpse counts as an ‘item’, but most items can’t come to life because they were never alive to begin with. Ah. Necromancy is a difficult subject. I am sure I don’t know the full truth; only enough to know how to counter most soul magics.”

… Oh!

Erick had a large thought.

He shared that thought, “I just now realized why you can’t eat a fertilized egg and get a Familiar Form. What you’re doing when you eat the brain and the heart of a beast is that you’re absorbing the ‘Life’s Impression’; not the Blood History or whatever, of a body. Which means you probably cannot eat the heart and the brain while keeping the body alive through Healing Magics, for that Impression still belongs to the being, since they are still alive. Once they’re dead, that Impression is released by the Script.” He said to Nirzir, “In this theory, Impressions are one of the parts overseen by the Script; you understand.”

Nirzir shrugged. “I am still in training at the Palace of the Eternal Court, but what you say seems like it could be true.”

“There’s no need to speculate.” Teressa teased Jane, “You do all these weird things all the time with your Form. I know you must have tried to eat the heart and the brain while the monster was still alive. Let us know the outcome!”

Everyone looked to her as they walked.

Nirzir was judging, a bit; Erick purposefully refrained.

Jane frowned a little. Then she blurted, “I tried it on a monsterized cow! … And all of that seems correct to me, too. You certainly can eat a monster’s brain and heart while it is alive, but you gain no Familiar Form.” She said, “But I’m not about to do that with a dragon. I just want to eat it when it is dead… Maybe.”

Poi finally spoke up, “Dragons are still people.”

“And yes!” Jane exclaimed, “That is a problem, too! I’m more asking if it could be done! If I could gain a dragon’s body and what that would give me! Not if I should do it. I already know I shouldn’t do it.” Jane said, “I just… Need to know.”

Nirzir joked, “The Headmaster has [Duplicate]. Maybe he could let you eat a copy of his head and heart! No ethical dilemma at all!”

Teressa said, “There would still be a dilemma.”

Jane went silent, because she was honestly considering Nirzir’s suggestion.

Poi went silent, likely because he was focused on Erick, because Erick went down a rabbit hole.

Nirzir asked Erick something, but he barely heard her.

Erick was vastly uncomfortable with the idea that he could get his daughter a dragon form, either taken from a dead dragon that he was forced to kill, or from a living dragon that he just… cast a spell at, or something. But before he even got to that point, he would need to figure out how to [Duplicate] the living.

The spell’s original form created a physical copy of a physical item by taking the dead history of the original, copying it, and then [Mending] the copy; using the metaphysical Reality of the item to create an item in reality.

But if Erick was correct about the Script controlling the Living History of living things, [Duplicate] would need to be adjusted in order to allow it to copy that Living History. Such an adjustment might not even be possible, if the Script was truly the limiting factor, here.

[Duplicate] specifically denied the copying of living items, after all.










	
Duplicate, instant, touch, 100 Mana

Create a copy of a non-magical, non-living item.














Erick hadn’t done much with that spell because he didn’t want people to know that he had it…

But maybe [Duplicate] was needed for [Gate], in order to produce two ‘identical’ locations, in order for the [Gate]-creature to… Illusion/[Teleport]/pick-up-and-move a person to a far away location, without the person realizing they had been moved?

Wait. Wait.

What had he just thought?

Pick up and move a person? Or...

… Or maybe there was something much more sinister going on there.

Erick had once brought up [Duplicate] with Tenebrae, as it pertained to [Gate], and Tenebrae told him how he had gone to the Headmaster for help with that. With the Headmaster using [Duplicate], they had made perfectly copied Gates, but nothing came of that interaction. Probably because Tenebrae was thinking of the problem from the wrong angle.

He didn’t think of Twisted Visions as the [Gate]s themselves.

Twisted Visions had [Duplicate] in them, but they were able to overcome the limitations of the spell and copy everything, including living monsters. Twisted Visions could copy the Living History of a living being.

Ah. Yes. That was the sinister thing, wasn’t it.

Maybe [Gate] did not exist, at all.

Maybe, all that was happening was that a person was being copied and the copy was dropped off at the other side of the [Gate], while the original was killed. Information could go a lot further than a person could, after all.

Erick had been bouncing [Telepathy] signals through Ophiel for a while now, increasing his range with that spell far, far beyond the normal maximum. Poi was obviously doing the same, in order to talk to people all the way back in Spur, though Poi did not have a [Familiar]; Poi just had a network of Mind Mages out there.

Erick had already walked through a [Gate] though, multiple times, even. Ah. Was he even himself anymore? Was this the Teleporter Problem, that Jane brought up that one time, years ago, and then again, when they got to Veird and [Teleport] was a part of the Open Script? Eventually, that problem had been solved to Erick’s satisfaction because [Teleport] didn’t actually deconstruct a person and blip them into a new location. [Teleport] just worked off of the possibility that a person had chosen differently in their lives, and then it moved the user onto that new path.

But what if [Gate] was the Teleporter Problem, all over again?

Erick recoiled from that thought—

And then he went full bore into that thought space, simultaneously exploring the idea to its full conclusion, as well as hoping that there would be no blue box indicating he had just passed step 3 of ???. of the Worldly Path.

After a silent minute, he got all the way through to the final step of the thought process, the part where he could sing to the sky, and make it happen. But he stopped there. He was not going to make that spell.

He decided:

No.

And if this decision meant the end of his Worldly Path, then so be it. He was not going to make a spell that copied people and dropped those people off on the other sides of [Gate]s. No way. Not happening.

Nirzir didn’t take the silence well.

Nirzir’s voice was a meek thing, as she said, “Sorry. That joke was in poor taste.”

Teressa smirked, and said, “Jane will eat anything, though, so your joke was fine.”

“Ha ha,” Jane monotoned.

“If you’re worried about Erick; don’t be.” Teressa said, “You probably just knocked something loose in the boss’s head. Got him thinking.”

Nirzir startled. “Oh.” Then she blushed with small joy. “Uh.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “That is exactly it. Sorry for my silence; I was thinking.”

He was still worried over [Duplicate] and [Gate], but he didn’t want to bring those thoughts up to the group. Not right now. Maybe not ever. He would speak of this with the very next person who actually knew about [Gate], though.

Maybe.

… This was yet another question to ask the Headmaster, for sure. A lot of things pointed in that dragon’s direction, recently. Erick had recently even helped Kirginatharp’s Elites when they came calling to investigate the obviously [Duplicate]d nature of the soul spear. That Imaging pointed toward the enchanting houses of Terror Peaks, so someone from Oceanside had been involved in that soul spear—

Ah. No. Maybe not.

Perhaps Kirginatharp had just slipped in some blood that was always going to Image somewhere in Terror Peaks. Perhaps he wanted Erick to come to Oceanside and get involved with the dragons, through him.

… It was obviously (or maybe just highly likely) a trap, but perhaps Oceanside would need to be the next step in this Path, if this thing with the grass travelers didn’t work out.

Teressa interrupted Erick’s thoughts, “I see cows and cowboys.”

Jane stifled a sudden laugh.

Now why had she laughed…

Oh.

Jane had gone through a cowboy phase when she was younger, didn’t she? Erick distinctly remembered that Jane did not want to be a ‘cowgirl’, either; too many bad connotations. She wanted to be out there wrangling horses with the guys. That phase only lasted a single summer, though, then she was back to fantasy and swords and D&D.

Nirzir instantly said, “They don’t like that name. Call them cowherds.”

“Oh?” Teressa said, “Sure. ‘Cowherds’. Easy enough. They’re called cowboys over in the Greensoil Republic, though. That’s all I know about cows.”

Nirzir said, “It might not be my place to say, but many, many things that outsiders do will offend these people. [Telepathy]. [Teleport]. Um. But maybe that won’t matter?”

Erick came back to the conversation, and said, “Clan Pale Cow is an orthodox grass traveler clan. If they take honest umbrage I will consider their views, and then adjust accordingly. But we will not be waylaid by obfuscation and false words. If there are dragons here, I will find them, and I will know what the fuck that green one, or the Mirage Dragon, was doing when she attacked.”

Nirzir, and everyone else, seemed to steel themselves.

Erick would play nice, but he would play on his own terms.

A few hundred cows were less than three kilometers south, and they were coming this way. They had definitely sensed Erick and his group, since the wind was flowing in their direction. Deep mooing filled the air along with the sounds of a thousand stomping hooves. The cowherds had responded almost as fast as their cows had. They rode in front of the herd, their eyes scanning forward. One spotted Ophiel in the sky above, and pointed.

Erick walked forward, taking point, and his people walked with him, tramping through the short grasses behind him.

Soon enough, Erick met the cowherds upon the open plains, with cows mooing in the background. There were three men and one woman upon four different cows, with none of the cows wearing saddles or the people upon them holding reins. The riders seemed to direct the cows with their feet, leaving their hands free to hold weapons, which they did. Each of them gripped large, glaive-like spears, each of a different color; conjured weapons, then. The people themselves were dressed in furs, with cloth underclothes, and shimmering conjured armor over that, done in a style similar to scalemail.

As Erick drew closer, the cowherds met them in formation. Erick knew the lead man but he doubted the lead man remembered him, if his face was anything to go by. He was Amasar, the bloody man who Erick had rescued, who had warned Alaralti of the face stealers posing as ambassadors from Songli. With a pinched face and still looking somewhat skinny from extensive healing, Amasar seemed rather annoyed by the presence of the five interlopers in front of him. His compatriots wore similar expressions.

Erick stepped forward, and his party halted behind him.

Amasar led his cow a step further forward than the rest of his people. He called out, “Welcome to Clan Pale Cow, Archmage Flatt. We’ve been expecting you.”

Well…

Okay then?

Oh! Erick noticed it now. His shoulders were tense; he had recognized Erick!

Ah. Too many distractions out here, perhaps? Or maybe he was still a bit tired?

Sure. Erick went with that.

Erick frowned a little. “I have not sent word ahead. I had thought that I would be coming in without any notice. What is this ‘you’ve been expecting me' business?”

Amasar blinked in confusion. Then he said, “Because our clan owes you a large debt and you have come to collect. I, too, owe you a personal debt.”

“Oh? Good.” Erick said, “Then that works for my needs. I want to see Niyazo, then.”

“It will be as you demand.” Amasar gestured to one of his people and clicked his fingers together, then gestured to the east. The person he gestured to got off of their cow, and stepped onto the grasses. Their cow wandered back, toward the approaching herd. Amasar said, “Iroki here will lead the way around the herd.” Then he said to Erick, “I thank you for saving my life, Archmage Flatt. I would like to talk later about this personal debt I owe to you, which is separate from the debt that our clan owes you. My group and I have to guide the cows and the clan at the moment, but I would seek an audience, later, if you would give it.”

“We will talk when your clan stops for the night, Amasar.”

Wordlessly, Amasar bowed, and his people bowed with him. And then they rose. The main herd was almost there.

Iroki stepped lively toward the east.

Erick and his people followed—

Erick rapidly remembered a portion of the traveler’s guide about the Warlord Clans. Though the grass travelers did not use many magics, they openly used many Health Cost abilities. Iroki was obviously burning [Swift Movement].

Erick matched his pace, with his people rapidly moving to match Erick’s pace, each of them burning Health to keep up with their own [Swift Movement], except for one. Nirzir lagged until she stepped into the air, her [Greater Air Body] giving her the speed necessary to keep up, but it was very obvious she was not actually walking on the ground anymore.

Iroki shot Nirzir a tiny, dissatisfied glance, but he kept his opinions to himself.

Soon, they had rounded the herd. They saw the clan, following behind their cows.

Clan Pale Cow, like so many of its cousin clans, moved from place to place like towed turtles, with large carts that supported their individual yurts, while teams of four to six cows were harnessed to pull those carts across the plains. Life continued upon those carts. People cooked in the cooking yurts, children learned their history in classroom yurts, and people made baskets and other handicrafts in other yurts, while talking to each other, and doing everything that people normally did. Some people were even traveling between the carts, while the whole caravan was moving. They did this in a rather simple way, too; they just hopped off of the side of the moving vehicle, raced along the grasses to the yurt they wanted to get to, and then they hopped up to their destination. As Erick arrived, he saw at least seven people moving between carts, some of them carrying heavy loads in their arms, all of them racing to reach their goal. The whole caravan was moving at a rather sedate pace —perhaps four or five kilometers per hour— but it was still moving.

Erick instantly felt that this seemed like a simple life, compared to some of the various ways to live he had seen, but it was not an easy life. After all, they were living outside of city walls.

On the western side of the herd, some cowherds had spotted a trio of four-eyed wolves, trying to sneak up to kill some cows, and possibly some people. The cowherds were on the case, though. A woman leapt from cowback and slashed down with a glaive and... barely managed to clip a red wolf. Only clip?

Erick frowned, dividing a bit more attention away from the path ahead of him, to the Ophiel watching the fight—

A different woman cowherd had a much better first attack. She slipped through the air like a shadowed phantom and used her own glaive to slash the wolf in half. And then she retreated and berated the first woman who had failed to strike true. Ah; the younger cowherd was a beginner. There was no danger there.

Erick turned his attention back to his current surroundings. The drivers of the yurts, as well as the various people here and there, all saw Erick and his people, and most began talking. News of Erick’s arrival was spreading fast, if the whispers on the air were anything to go by. They didn’t use [Telepathy] here, but they certainly used [Perfect Hearing] when it was appropriate.

Iroki led Erick past a few outer rolling yurts, to a central yurt which held Niyazo and a few other people. There was no easy place to board, though, which was obviously not needed anyway. Iroki just leapt into the air, clearing a meter height like it was the easiest thing to jump that high, and landed on the yurt’s rolling platform.

To be fair, it was quite easy for someone with at least 20 Strength to clear that height. Erick had just never done it before.

So he planted his feet, and jumped like the best of them—

He landed on the platform with perfect ease. He smiled a bit, not expecting it to be that easy, but it had been exactly that easy. It was kinda really nice to have a body that did what he asked of it. 25 Dexterity certainly helped, too.

Jane bounded up onto the platform rather easily, taking her place at her father’s side. Poi glanced to Teressa and Teressa wordlessly helped him up with a hand, before Teressa then stepped onto the platform like it was just a very large step; she was three meters tall, so a single meter off the ground was pretty easy for her to clear! Nirzir stepped onto the air, then onto the platform.

Many people did not like her open use of magic.

Erick almost considered talking to her about that, but Nirzir’s white face was already turning a bit pinkish with embarrassment; she saw the problem and he didn’t need to say anything.

With a bit of mana sense, Erick saw inside the yurt. Niyazo and a few others were waiting.

But first, Iroki turned to Erick, and dispersed his armor and weapon, saying, “If it pleases Archmage Flatt, the use of open magics inside the clan is not polite.”

No one else anywhere nearby was wearing conjured armor, or anything like that, so Erick took Iroki’s words to heart. He dispersed his conjured armor. Underneath, he wore the normal clothes of a well-to-do commoner, along with the Crystal Star pinned to his chest, above his heart. His people soon followed his (and Iroki’s) example, and dispersed their armor.

Many people, from carts all over, instantly locked their eyes to Teressa. She grinned and withstood the scrutiny, but she could certainly feel when eyes were upon her. All orcols could, to a certain extent.

The driver of Niyazo’s yurt even glanced Teressa’s way, but they said nothing. He just returned to his job of driving the ‘vehicle’, using a long fishing-pole-like stick to guide the yoked cows left or right. Mostly, the yoked cows seemed to just follow the herd in front of them, though.

Erick rushed things along, for Teressa’s sake, “Thanks for the cultural introduction, Iroki.”

Iroki bowed, and then gestured to the entrance of the yurt, saying, “Leader Niyazo has heard of your coming.” Iroki walked to the entrance and opened the flap, then stepped aside.

Erick went into the yurt. His people followed. Iroki remained outside, and the door flapped shut as he let it go. It was a bit darker now that they weren’t outside, but it was not too dark.

The inside was a comfortable living room about five meters in diameter, and filled with carpets and furs, while chairs in the center ringed a small, guarded firepit where a cauldron sat burbling, spilling delicious scents of meat and stew into the air. Beds and personal effects were organized to the rear of the mobile building. Light came from a large hole in the roof, and from the small fire, for there were no wardlights in sight. Everything moved a little, with charms and trinkets that hung from the opening of the roof swaying this way and that as the yurt rumbled across the grasslands. Some of those charms were simple chimes, and the sounds they rang into the half-light were almost a comfort. Others were glass trinkets that caught the light and turned it to rainbows. The yurt seemed well loved, and well lived in.

Three people sat at the chairs that ringed the firepit.

One was Clan Leader Niyazo Pale Cow, the pale violet man who led the clan. He gazed upon Erick with well-hidden disapproval. This was an act, though. He was prepared for Erick, or at least he was as prepared as he thought he needed to be.

Speaker Yorila was there, to Niyazo’s right; Erick had briefly seen her when he witnessed Niyazo talk about alerting the other clans to the face stealers in their midst. She was an older woman, who had two tendrils of thought coming off of her head; she was telepathically talking to someone. Erick was a little surprised at that. She was openly flaunting taboo. Mostly, the grass travelers didn’t abide by [Telepathy] or [Teleport], along with many other magics, but then again, someone in the clan still had to know of magery, and Yorila was that woman.

The other woman in the yurt was of Niyazo’s age; she sat on his left. A small girl of perhaps ten, sat on the bed in the back of the room, near a window, coloring with wax crayons upon simple paper. The girl had features that closely mimicked Niyazo and this unknown woman; their daughter, no doubt. At Erick’s entrance, though, the young girl turned his way, watching with eyes wide open and a little scared.

This yurt had a friendly sort of feeling to it, but now that Erick was there, and all his people had followed him into the yurt, that friendly, village feeling was evaporating with each passing half second. They had only been inside the yurt for about two seconds now.

Niyazo locked eyes with Erick, evaluating him in roughly the same manner in which Erick had evaluated the warlord, but likely with a lot less magic behind his eyes. Then he glanced up to Ophiel, then over to everyone else, his eyes taking in every one of Erick’s people. Then he looked back to Erick as he stood up, and said, “Welcome to Clan Pale Cow, Archmage Flatt. I am glad you have appeared before me, so that we may discuss the debt we owe. Your people may wait outside, or at any of the public yurts; they are easy to find. Your people will receive beer from our own barrels and stew from our own cauldrons, but you will remain here, and dine with us.” He glanced to his wife, saying, “Koori. The beer.”

Koori scrunched her lips, glared at Erick, then got up and complied. All three of them were already drinking from cow-horn cups, which they stuck into the armrests of their chairs when they weren’t drinking from them.

Erick said, “I would be glad to partake of your drink and your dinner.” He turned to his people, saying, “The public yurt is the one over that way—” He pointed. “Can’t miss it. Offer them some gold for the privilege. I’m sure you can figure out the proper respects to pay.”

Poi and Teressa readily complied. Nirzir paused, though, because she wanted to be here, with Erick, in the thick of the politics and the meeting of people. Maybe next time Erick would allow her to accompany him, but not for the first meeting.

Jane just full-on stopped. She had expected to remain with him. She needed to ensure that her father wasn’t alone in these trying times, but she couldn’t stay, either. Erick loved her for her desire to protect but he could handle this. Erick nodded, knowingly, to Jane, and felt a warmth of appreciation well inside his chest as she nodded back.

Then the four of them were gone, and the flap to the yurt shut again.

Niyazo gestured to the other chairs and sat down on his own, as he said, “Have a seat, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick sat down. “Thank you for the hospitality. I look forward to returning the favor one day.”

Koori, Niyazo’s wife, held out a cow horn cup full of beer. Without any [Cold Ward]s cast around the beer, Erick was worried it was going to be warm, but then he took a sip, and it wasn’t nearly as warm as he thought it would be. They must have kept the keg in another yurt, or perhaps in the open air where it was colder, until it was time to tap it. He tasted honey and herbs and a deep springtime flavor.

Erick smiled. “Good beer.”

“I made it myself.” Koori sat back down in her own chair. “And I do not need your approval.”

Niyazo looked about ready to slap Koori, but the pure vehemence in Koori’s words caused Erick to burst a quick laugh into the darkened yurt. Niyazo’s attention shifted back to Erick. Neither he, nor Koori, or Yorila understood what was so funny.

This could be a cultural disaster—

So Erick explained, “Honest dislike is such a refreshing change from what I was getting in Songli. Every commoner seems to think that everyone in a clan is above them, while everyone in a clan is quick to recognize who is above even them, and thus everyone hides everything they truly think with a thick veneer of politeness. Some people are so deeply layered in that veneer that they can’t even admit their own true emotions to themselves. I mean— I would be pretty wary of someone immensely more powerful than me telling me that I liked what they served me. Your honesty caught me off guard, Koori.”

Koori said, “Do you always like to hear the sound of your own voice this much?” She added, “And ‘Immensely more powerful than me’? That is some high opinion you got there.”

Erick smiled. “I have found that fully explaining myself helps to avoid misunderstandings, and allows me to go to war without feeling like there was something more I could have done to prevent that war.”

Koori almost said something else—

But Niyazo spoke, “We do not wish for war to be brought upon us. Is this what you bring?”

“Hopefully not.” Erick said, “But I am looking to find the dragons that conspired to attack me last week. So if you have a direction you could point me in, that would discharge your debt to me.”

The three clansmen each wore suddenly concerned looks.

Koori spoke, “Bow to me and prove you are not a dragon.”

Uh.

What?

Eh! Sure! Erick saw where this was going.

Erick readily got up and did a full 90 degree bow, saying, “Yes ma’am.” He smiled as he stood back up, and sat back down, saying, “Your antagonism is some sort of test for dragons, isn’t it.”

Koori frowned, then she dispersed her frown, and got up. “I’ll get the bowls. We will have stew and talk of less dangerous things than dragons.”

Erick nodded. “Fair enough.”

Niyazo said, “I planned on a few different ways to discharge my debt. A payment of high quality cows was the main offer. Another option was a pair of guards to protect your life for a year and a day. Amasar, the man you rescued, was to be one of these people. I suspect he will try to enter into your service even if you choose to forgo this repayment of debt.”

Koori opened the cauldron and began spooning a hearty stew of cubed meat, root vegetables, and apples and onions, into deep wooden bowls. Erick hadn’t been hungry, but he was getting there; the stew smelled divine. She handed the first bowl to Niyazo, who took a sip of the brown broth, and then nodded. More bowls went out to Yorila and then Erick and then Koori took one for herself before sitting back down.

Niyazo continued, “But you want something more. I will need to think on this, for I do not believe it is in the interest of Pale Cow to give you this information.”

“I expected as much,” Erick said.

Erick almost gave a warning that he was going to pursue the dragons anyway… But he’d walk that path if Niyazo chose to take that road. No point in getting worked up for something that might not happen. Besides that: something was happening. Niyazo was thinking deeply about his options.

“We will eat in silence,” Koori said.

And so they did. Erick stuck a hunk of meat with his provided spoon-fork, and it broke apart as his prod. He smiled. And then he had a bite. The meat tasted wonderful! The broth was fantastic, too. Paired with the beer it was a great meal, and there was plenty left in the cauldron. Niyazo had seconds; a single spoonful. Koori and Yorila had another spoonful after Niyazo. Erick followed their lead, and that seemed to make Niyazo happy.

Well. Happier. Niyazo seemed a rather dour man. Or perhaps it was just the seriousness of the moment.

Fifteen minutes after they took their first bite, they were done.

Koori gathered up the bowls and set them aside before refilling everyone’s beer.

With a full belly and a drink in hand, Erick enjoyed the slightly smokey smell of the yurt, and the ambiance of it all. He was feeling relaxed. There were no drugs or poison in the beer, or stew, or anything like that. It was just a nice, simple meal, in a nice place. The people were on edge, but that was fine; to be expected, really.

Niyazo broke the amicable silence of the room, saying, “You shouldn’t go hunting dragons, Archmage Flatt.”

“Oh, I know I shouldn’t.” Erick said, “This much is obvious. But they hunted me first, and so I will either kill them all, or I will be satisfied with their reasons for attacking me. I am not beyond forgiveness, since no one died, but both of those outcomes are both too extreme to be realistic considering what I have heard of dragons.” He continued, “What I fully expect to happen is that I will kill whichever one was coming after me, and maybe even the Mirage Dragon, too, if she should prove herself as needing killing. I will try to keep the collateral damage to a minimum.”

No one said a thing.

Into the absolute silence, alongside the wide-eyed stares of the clansmen, a tiny cry started up near the beds in the back of the room and rapidly devolved into sniffles and terrified sobs. Koori leapt out of her chair and went to her child, whereupon she held the child’s shoulders and stared into her eyes.

Koori whispered, “Dry your tears. Now.”

“But— But Ipii and Koy said—”

Koori ordered, “The words of your sensationalist friends do not matter right now. You are in the yurt of the Clan Leader and we are in important talks and your presence here is a privilege that can be taken away. I will send you to my sister if I must.”

The girl calmed, her eyes drying as she blinked them out, her sobs quieting. “Ye— yes, mother. I understand. I will listen. This one—” Sniffle. “This one apologizes.”

Erick tried not to pay attention to the whispers spoken in the dark, for he certainly could not have heard them if not for Perception, but it was hard not to hear and see what he had done with his own words, crudely aired. Ah. He was broken a bit, wasn’t he? He didn’t even consider that the shit coming out of his mouth would be harmful for other people to hear. The way he was thinking of it all, was that if he was subject to these horrors, then shouldn’t everyone else at least know of these horrors?

They should know of the true darkness of the world, right?

You can’t know the problems if they remain unnamed, and unspoken.

Erick ignored that train of thought, and spoke the words that needed to be spoken, no matter if they made a little girl cry to hear them, “What say you of dragons, Clan Leader Niyazo?”

For a moment, Niyazo remained silent. Then he asked, “What do you know of how we grass travelers do war? Of our attempts at incorporation?”

“I know what the public knows. Some dragon fight happened a hundred years ago, back when incorporation was nearing the end stages, and dragons were revealed to operate on both sides of that war. They turned one of the final battles for incorporation from a proper Polite War, into a True War, killing thousands.”

Niyazo nodded, slowly, then said, “It was 85 years ago. That attempt at incorporation was due in major part to Ar’Kendrithyst’s act of Purging Spur. The Dead City stopped making new Shades after that Purge. In the foolish minds of our ancestors, this meant that the Darkness had been defeated, that some new world order would take hold, and so we acted to consolidate power and to prepare. As it turned out, that power shift was a false shift. There were no new Shades, but the ones still living were worse than ever. Ar’Kendrithyst remained strong. Some would say the Shades were even stronger than before.

“But in that time, in our attempted act of consolidation, we uncovered a different problem among the grass travelers.

“Dragons live among us.

“We know that they are here, now, but we cannot point them out to you, Archmage Flatt, for they are too good at hiding, and none of us are willing to confront this evil amongst us. I have no way of directly helping you, but there are indirect ways, if you wish to hear them.”

“… Go on,” Erick said.

Whatever indirect way they had was likely going to be what Erick chose to do. Hopefully it would be bloodless, or at least as close to bloodless as possible.

Niyazo nodded, then said, “We are headed toward Ooloraptoor to participate in talks for incorporation into a proper city. They are merely small talks, for no one is willing to challenge those larger clans who call themselves True Travelers. As for Clan Pale Cow, we are Integrators, but though we are an increasing power, we are not ready to challenge the larger True Traveler clans.

“Clan Pale Cow plans on participating in three small Polite Battles, each of which we will fight against lesser Traveler clans in order to get those other clans to come to the table, to talk of Integration. If we win, we will demand our opposition accept envoys from Songli. If we lose any of these battles we will likely cut ties with Songli, for one year. Some of our opposition might decide on other stakes, but right now, much of what could happen has already been agreed upon.

“The only parts left to happen are the actual debates, and the resulting battles, and the choosing of warriors to participate in those battles.

“If you wish, you could be a part of those battles. It would be complicated to allow such a thing, but there is precedent. If you do participate, then the True Traveler clans might risk a Polite Battle with our clan in order to prevent a complete victory for this newest round of debates. You might even spook out a dragon or three, but Bright Gods help us all if you do. You are on your own if that happens.” With a serious tone, Niyazo said, “If you wish to pursue this option, I would seek your promise to keep the collateral damage to a minimum. I would also know that you would adhere to the precepts of a true Polite War, where to kill a warrior is to fail the battle.”

Erick did not smile, but he wanted to.

This was perfect.

He wanted a kinder way to walk the Worldly Path, and here it was.

He doubted it would actually be that easy, though. Not with dragons lurking among the grass travelers.

Erick waited an appropriate length of time before he answered in order to give Niyazo’s words the merit they deserved, and then he said, “I tentatively accept. Tell me more of your opposition and of the political landscape of the grass travelers, and what would be expected of me in battle.”

Yorila’s eyes went wide. Koori’s lips went pinched.

Niyazo, though, seemed tentatively excited. He did not show this in his voice. He began with, “The only reason you would be allowed to participate in any of our clan debates is because Pale Cow owes you a debt for finding face stealers among us. In payment of this debt, you can choose to forgo material wealth, and become a clanfriend. The title is bestowed rather easily. Among the allowances of the title, it will allow you to sup at our cauldrons and sleep in our barrack yurts, as well as allow you friendly entry into Ooloraptoor, as long as we vie for your presence. For our purposes, as a clanfriend you will be allowed to participate in our debates.

“But as soon as you have declared to participate in the debates then our opposition will seek to bar you from entry, and so, The Elders of Ooloraptoor would be the first trial for you to overcome.

“You will be challenged on this attempted use of the clanfriend status. You will be required to win a verbal spar. As an outsider, you would not be able to invoke a Polite Battle to win this debate, either. You will need to speak clearly and purposefully to the Elders of Ooloraptoor, and if they decide that you do not qualify as a clanfriend, then you will not be allowed to participate in the Polite Battles.” Niyazo asked, “Does this sound acceptable to you?”

Erick answered honestly, “Yes. But I am not about to be quiet about my true goals for entering your debates, or for becoming a clanfriend. And if the elders block me, then I will seek other avenues to finding the dragons around here.”

“I would not ask you to be quiet about your true intentions.” Niyazo added, “Though I do expect most people to disbelieve that you wish to find dragons. The vast majority will see you as the hand of Songli.”

Erick asked, “And what do you see me as, Niyazo? You were reluctant to meet with me in the beginning of this unexpected meeting, but now you seem excited. What is your true goal here?”

If Niyazo felt upset at being seen through, he did not show it. In fact, he seemed relieved. He said, “I see you as an unfightable demi-god, and if you say that you are after dragons, then I will believe you, and I will lead you to them the best way I am able, in the hopes that you will wipe out the ones that infest our people.” Niyazo said, “Aside from that, and if the dragons never show —which is a much more plausible outcome— you are an opportunity, and I will use you to make Clan Pale Cow a Head Clan in the future Compact of Ooloraptoor, whenever that might be. Years from now, perhaps.”

The man was honest in his desires; Erick would have to give him that. But he was lying in small ways. Niyazo hoped to use Erick to shave off years of debates. Which was fine. If Polite War was truly polite, then this was perfectly acceptable.

Erick said, “Tell me of the politics I will be walking into and of suspected dragons, or at least the clans in which you believe there to be dragons.”

“We don’t talk about dragons, Archmage Flatt.” Niyazo gestured to Yorila, saying, “Before you arrived, I was speaking of politics, and politics only, with Speaker Yorila. The landscape of Ooloraptoor is changing and she listens to the winds more than most. What she knows will be crucial to you becoming a clanfriend in the eyes of the Elders.” He commanded Yorila, saying, “Speak of the infestation of face stealers, and the outcomes of Archmage Flatt’s offer of assistance in finding those fiends.”

Koori got up, softly speaking of refilling drinks, as Erick readily focused on the older woman.

The older woman nodded, then began, “The Elders of Ooloraptoor have caught wind of the counter-hunts that were enacted through Clan Pale Cow, in conjunction with Alaralti of Songli, and they move to censure Pale Cow. A tithe of a hundred cattle have been demanded for our breach of common law, but we plan to fight this with a verbal debate. We expect to win, but are prepared to Polite Battle for that, too. The main Truists— Those are what we call those who call themselves True Travelers, because we don’t think they deserve to hold onto the term ‘traveler’, but to call them that openly is a slight insult. The main Truists in the Elder House are...”

As Yorila spoke, Koori refilled Erick’s horn, as well as the horns of everyone else.

The conversation flowed this way and that, while the cart gently rolled along the grass, pulled by large cows, and guided by deft hands. Tiny charms caught the light coming down from the hole in the roof.

And they talked of politics.

Erick asked questions when he felt the need, but mostly, he listened.

Part way through Erick’s introduction to the lay of Ooloraptoor, Erick said, “I feel the need to make a larger offer to counter-hunt face stealers, directly to your Elders of Ooloraptoor. How do you feel this will be received?” He added, “At that same time, I will likely ask how they feel about counter hunting some mental monsters, as well. Book slippers. Putrescent slugs. Spinal spiders. Puppet minds and masters. In conjunction with the Mind Mages, we cleared out thousands upon thousands of those monsters from Songli, and I wish to do the same to every nation I pass through.”

Yorila’s eyes went wide at the mention of the mental monsters.

Niyazo frowned a little.

But it was Koori who voiced, “I don’t know those monsters.”

Yorila explained, “They’re rare in this part of the world because we are nomadic and our interactions with rooted civilizations are kept just so, in order to preclude the contamination of these monsters. All four will likely come up in future debates since those four are a deep problem of rooted civilization; one we will have to contend with if we ever found a true city upon the grass.”

Koori asked, “Why have I not heard of them before?”

“Because there is no point in informing most people of them at this point, because the Mind Mages work to kill them as soon as they appear.” Yorila said, “When this debate happens in the public forum, no matter which angle it comes from, the Mind Mages will be brought up right alongside the mental monsters they fight, and no one wants to have that debate yet.”

Koori got a nasty look on her face at the mention of Mind Mages.

Yorila let that look pass her by; she was doing her best to ignore every single denigration Koori passed against magic. Erick did not think Yorila was a Mind Mage, but she was certainly the most magically inclined person around these parts. She seemed used to these microaggressions. She was probably used to macro aggressions, too.

Since the conversation had veered away from answering Erick’s question, Niyazo spoke up, “Make your offer to the elders of further counter-hunting, but do it after you have fought the elders for clanfriend status, and after they have granted you this privilege. If you bring it up before then, you will likely not gain clanfriend status. Face stealers are a difficult subject to deal with for the magic that allows them to exist is fundamentally evil, but sometimes, evil is necessary. I accepted your offer to counter hunt face stealers because we had a clear problem that needed clear solutions, but do not mistake what happened: I made an unpopular decision, and some people are still angry that their loved ones were revealed as impostors. Some prefer the blinders. Some will always see magic as fundamentally evil.”

Yorila said, “Yet another problem to overcome if we want Integration.”

Koori glared at Yorila, while Yorila didn’t care about Koori at all.

“One monster at a time, Yorila,” Niyazo said.

Erick asked Yorila, “What reception do you expect me to have in Ooloraptoor, as an archmage?”

Koori tsk’d, then sipped her beer.

Niyazo frowned at his wife.

Koori noticed, and sighed a great big sigh, then she got more beer for herself, and for everyone else. Apparently, Koori was capable of recognizing that there were limits to how much she was allowed to be uncivil.

Yorila said, “I would prefer to speak to you privately about the use of magics around here.”

“Do not desecrate my home with magics, Archmage,” Koori said to Erick, as she was refilling her cup.

Erick simply said, “I will not, unless I need to.”

Koori frowned again, but no one spoke against Erick’s caveat.

Yorila seemed to be holding back a great deal of mirth, though.

The conversation moved on.

Eventually, a time table came out of the talks. They were about 325 kilometers from Ooloraptoor, and it would take them about 5 days to travel the remaining distance. After all, they were not about to work their cows to skin and bone simply to get somewhere faster.

- - - -

With the sun a few hours from setting on the horizon, Erick exited Niyazo’s yurt and hopped off of the side. He walked just a bit, easily dodging cows for they were not about to dodge out of his way, and found his destination. The cooking yurt was one of the largest structures of the caravan, with a team of eight cows pulling it forward, but while the front half was a half-yurt, the back end was completely open, and filled with benches and chairs that were a part of the very vehicle itself.

Erick hopped up onto the side of the vehicle. He found his people sitting mostly together at one of the central benches, surrounded by a few young men and women who were closer to Jane’s age, than anyone else’s. Many of them were staring at Teressa, even though the gargantuan woman had taken out her veil and put it on, covering up every part of her body except for her hands.

Erick caught wind of her words.

Teressa was telling them monster killing stories, only briefly pausing when she noticed Erick coming closer, and then continuing, “And the chimera eventually found us, but by then we had rested enough to kill it.”

There were some groans.

“You cut off half the story!” said a young man. “What about the Poison Toads?”

“My boss is here.” Teressa looked up and over to Erick, giving an exaggerated gesture with her head that was still visible even with the veil on her head. “Stories will have to wait for later.”

All the young men and women who were not already looking Erick’s way, did so. More than a few went wide eyed, utterly emptying of whatever calm they had possessed while Teressa was talking. And then every single one of them scattered, each giving variations of ‘A pleasure to meet you, Archmage’ or ‘We welcome your presence’. Some just gurgled out strangled words in their race to get away.

Jane, Poi, and Teressa, watched them flee. Nirzir giggled a little, then she tried to stop herself from further giggling.

Erick sat down where a young man had sat, and said, “They seem like nice people. A bit orthodox. But it is what it is.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone get treated this well by the grass travelers before.” Nirzir said, “Your reputation precedes you.”

“It does.” Erick said, “Looks like you all were treated well, too. Did you get some of the stew? It’s really good.”

“Yeah.” Jane said, “They’re making more. Apparently dinner includes bread, but it’s the same stew.”

Bread? Erick glanced forward, toward the open kitchen. Older people were shooting the shit with each other, but every so often they glanced over toward the ovens, which were really just large metal boxes with [Heat Ward]s inside. To the other side of the kitchen, some young people scurried around the large cauldrons and larger cold storage boxes, chopping up huge bowlfuls of onions and vegetables before dumping everything they chopped into the boiling stew. Erick had barely smelled the bread over the scent of everything else, but now he smelled it, for sure.

Mostly, he smelled cows and cowshit, though, so he tried not to smell too much, too fast.

The kitchen smelled really good, though. He had eaten lunch with Niyazo and his people hours ago, so perhaps it was time to eat again! How nice.

Teressa smiled under her veil. “The stews here are better than what we got back home, though Auntie Arathani did manage to improve on a few recipes at her restaurant.”

Poi said, “They said that we’d have fish when we got to the next riverside, but that won’t be for two days.”

“Takes a while to get anywhere out here.” Jane said, “They drive the cattle everywhere. Minimal [Teleport]. Minimal magical assistance. All the drivers are Healers, though, so the cows are able to chug along for a full day of walking. Makes ‘em nice and tender, too, if they never have to stress out their muscles with over exertion.”

Erick smiled, saying, “They’ve got very delicious cows, yes.”

“Oh yes.” Teressa nodded. “They need to do more grilling, though. Less stews.”

Jane said, “Somehow, I expected more cheese.”

Nirzir piped in, “That’s other clans— Er. Wait. Hmm. Does Pale Cow do cheese? I didn’t see any.” She looked around. “Do they have a cheese yurt?”

Poi said, “There’s cheese here.”

“They have a cheese yurt.” Teressa pointed. “It’s that one, only two yurts over.”

“Oh!” Nirzir said, “My mistake.”

“Oh?” Jane glanced toward the yurt in question. “Why is there no cheese here, then? There wasn’t any when we got stew.”

“For the same reason they don’t have bread all the time.” Erick said, “They have some rather strict regulations, and cheese is only available at actual mealtimes, which means breakfast and dinner.”

“Cheese can be an every-meal food, too,” Jane said.

“Well...” Erick said, “So that brings me to the next topic: Getting along with these people, and the reason why it is necessary.” He explained, “I decided a few things with Niyazo. I am going to try and become a clanfriend to Pale Cow. I do this, so that I can participate in their upcoming polite battles in Ooloraptoor, which they colloquially call ‘debates’. The point of participating in their debates is to draw out the dragons that hide behind the non-Integrating clans. I will likely end up drawing out the dragons that wish for Integration, too. Any and all dragons are fine, because I think I have the tools to take them down without actually killing them or letting them kill anyone else, either.

“But part of me becoming a clanfriend is the appearance of integrating into Pale Cow. To that end, everyone needs to take a job of some sort, and those jobs need to be done with as little magic as possible, or, more realistically, with as little open use of magic as possible. There’s a lot of fine cultural lines to that, obviously, because these people use magic all the time; they’re either [Grow]ing at the riversides, or conjuring up armor, or weapons. I’m sure we’ll offend some people with our magics, but the idea is that we’ll get to know what is expected of us before we get to Ooloraptoor, so we don’t openly offend the clans and the elders who live there, because those elders can block my clanfriend status from allowing me into their debates, if they feel like it.

“If I’m blocked from being a clanfriend then we’ll have to pick a whole different path to the dragons.” Erick said, “But I feel good about this path, so this is the one I am walking right now.”

Erick let that sit, while the others thought.

Poi professionally accepted Erick’s decision with a simple nod, and to say, “Then that is what we’re doing.”

Jane was a bit excited as she asked, “So we’re getting to play with cows and camp out with monsters at the doors for a week? Two weeks? Is that what I’m hearing?”

Teressa smiled beneath her veil. “That’s what it sounds like.”

“Maybe 25 days.” Erick said, “It’s still several days to Ooloraptoor, and some of the opposition clans are delayed for various reasons. The debates are already happening, though, so we’ll get to see some other clans debate each other once we get there.”

Jane asked, “Are they really using ‘debate’ to mean ‘battle’? I like that.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “But it doesn’t always head that way. Sometimes the debates are actual debates; with words, and no battle.”

“Nothing is perfect, I suppose,” Jane said, with a grin.

Nirzir looked conflicted as the others spoke, but then she got rid of that emotion and asked, “What sort of jobs? Where do we sleep? Are we eating… stew all the time?” She rapidly added, “It was good stew. But… I mean. It’s good stew.”

Erick smiled a little. “We’ve been offered beds in the barracks, but we’ll be sleeping in an [Obscuring Redoubt] for tonight. Tomorrow, I might end up making a [Spectral Steed] spell and Shaping us a yurt, but that will happen later. As for jobs, Niyazo recommended a few things. There’s cowherd—”

“I’m doing that!” Jane added, “Too bad Veird doesn’t have actual horses, though.”

Erick smiled wide, continuing, “Cook. Guardian. Grower. Leatherworker or fabricator. I’m on perpetual guardian detail with Ophiel, but you four can pick whatever. Ask around and see if there is something else you want to do.” Erick said, “The basic deal is that we’re acting as clanfriends, so that we will become them. And then there will be dragons.”

- - - -

Niyazo laid in his bed, staring at the ceiling. Night had fallen hours ago, and dinner had come and gone. Koori laid against his chest, her own chest gently rising and falling in sleep. Both of them were wrapped in little more than blankets and the warmth of each other.

It had been a good day, and an even better night. Archmage Flatt— or Erick, as he wanted to be called, had been amenable to the demands of Clan Pale Cow, and his people followed his example, trying their best to become clanfriends. There had been problems, though.

The Mind Mage in their presence was a concern, no matter how well he could cook. Niyazo did not like that man. He might reveal secrets best left covered, but that was always the worry with Mind Mages, wasn’t it? Poi did seem the honorable sort, though. Niyazo would need to have a candid conversation with Yorila to find out more about the Mind Mages.

The orcol was a concern, too. Teressa had chosen to act as storyteller, and she was already swaying the young ones with stories of the greater world. Hopefully, traditions would win out over her tales of horror and magic. Too many young ones had headed off to Songli in these recent years. The lure of luxury and other people had already pulled away so many warriors from the life of the grass traveler. … Though orcols were a nomadic people, as well. Maybe Niyazo could ask her to spread stories to get the young ones to remain in the clan for a few more years, at least.

Niyazo was doing his best to get them all a stable city of their own; that was what these upcoming debates were for, after all.

And with Erick here…

Best not get his hopes up too soon. The man was after dragons, after all.

Koori’s breath hitched. She opened her eyes, and her gaze glittered in the light of the low fire. Every day, Niyazo was taken with her beauty, and every night was the same.

She whispered, “You’re still awake?”

“I have too many thoughts.” Niyazo moved on to his next concern, “Among them: Nirzir is a direct descendant of the original Void Song. She is a princess of Songli. And she can’t seem to do anything.”

“She is a child, and she doesn’t complain. What more do you want?” Koori sighed and pressed her forehead against his chest. “You could ask their Mind Mage to scoop out the thoughts that keep you awake this late.”

Niyazo tapped her back. “Do not jest. Some people will attempt this abomination of magic.”

“Aye. They will.” Koori tapped him on the stomach, saying, “And now I cannot sleep. You are a terrible husband.”

Niyazo chuckled into the darkness, whispering, “That’s not what you said an hour ago.”

Koori kissed his chest, then said, “It is too late for that sort of talk right now. We will have an early morning full of new dark magics and surprises, no doubt, and I need to be ready. Did you notice that Ibahka stayed away from Erick? She took her dinner and went back to her yurt. She is planning something to take your power for herself.”

“You always say that.” Niyazo said, “It is a shame that you two never made up.”

Treading the words of an old argument, Koori sighed, “She tried to kill you.”

“I have forgiven her—”

“And I never will.” Koori said, “It is my right to never forgive.”

Niyazo let that go, and continued on with his worries. “Erick’s daughter is a Polymage. That will be a problem.”

With a playful, sleepy tone, Koori spoke an old nursery rhyme into the night, “Problems, problems everywhere, with no answer in sight. Oh dear, oh dear, I give this prayer: how to solve this plight? With talk and talk, this we swear, all to kill the spite. And if that fails it’s war, it’s war, though always done polite.”

Niyazo said, “It won’t be polite when the dragons come out.”

“This is fine.” Koori said, “Our new ‘clanfriends’ are all dripping in Darkness, too. Let them kill each other, and rid ourselves of both of them.”

Niyazo whispered, “I would rather Erick kill all the dragons. That man will leave this land when he is done here. If the dragons win, then nothing changes, and we will need to solve the dragon problem five years from now, when Integration reaches its culmination.”

“… You have a point. Then… I suppose I should be kinder to Erick.” Koori huffed, “At least he isn’t as barbaric as I expected. He’s keeping his Dark Magic to a minimum and he’s exceptionally better than that other archmage. I am very thankful that Shendeng never darkened our doors.” She hissed, “That man needs to get run over by a cow a few times. Might make him more humble, or at least give the rest of us some satisfaction.”

“He might be there at Ooloraptoor, you know.” Niyazo added, “And you need to tame this hatred of magic you have. It is fine now, but it will be difficult if you keep this up when it comes time to have magic schools in our utopia.”

“I believe in Integration. I also believe that our utopia magic schools should have a sign out front that reads ‘do not do magic’, and all the little ones will follow our advice… Though, of course, they would not.” Koori ran her fingers through Niyazo’s chest hair, as she said, “Magic is Evil. Necessary Evil, but still Evil. You cannot change my mind on this.”

Niyazo teased, “We already had one miracle today; why not two?”

With a curious, edgy tone, Koori asked, “… What was the first miracle?”

“When you didn’t try to debate Erick on the merits of magic right then and there.”

“Bah!” Koori tapped him on the chest. “I am not stupid.”

Lovingly, Niyazo said, “My little ornery cow.”

With a gentle laugh, Koori settled back down to sleep, whispering loving words that were lost in the darkness of the yurt.

Eventually, her breathing evened out. She slept.

Niyazo followed her lead.
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                The first night of his tenure as clanfriend had gone… not so well, Erick thought as he laid in bed, unable to sleep.

Dinner had been a large, whole clan affair, with most everyone dipping out of the same cauldron, and taking rice from the same large pots. A few people cooked their own meals elsewhere, and ate elsewhere, but most of the clan ate together, with more than a few families pulling their yurts around to form a loose ring around the cooking yurt. Poi was even able to help cook, though he was kicked out rather quickly for reasons Erick wasn’t quite sure of.

Erick and his people ate their meals at a corner table, while everyone else stayed away. The few times he had gone to talk to people or tried to be friendly, he had gotten stonewalled with silence, or polite nothing answers. The people of Clan Pale Cow were polite about their refusal to interact with him, but they did refuse; there was no doubt about that.

To be fair, Erick had made a mistake in the beginning of the night. Ophiel had been out on patrol, and he pinged Erick that he saw some monsters. A quick check showed that, yes, those were monsters. Lizards, five of them and each as large as two cows put together. They were still about five kilometers away, but they were headed this way from the south, and they were downwind of the spread out caravan and all the cows.

And so, Ophiel [Luminous Beam]ed them, lighting up the southern horizon with a quick squiggle of brightness.

It wasn’t halfway through the brightness on the horizon that the entire caravan rapidly caught on that something was happening down south. Conversation faltered.

Erick spoke up, trying to calm them all by saying, “It’s just some lizards. They’re gone now.”

And thus, the shunning, which was already rather bad, was cemented, and no one wanted to talk to Erick except to excuse themselves to go elsewhere. Erick had been meaning to talk with Yorila and Amasar, but after his display of power, those two didn’t want anything to do with him, for now.

The next time Ophiel found some monsters Erick had them use [Flying Striker]s, conjuring up about five flying swords per Ophiel. Spinning blades of Force were a much less visible display of magic, especially when it was done five kilometers out from camp—

Laying in bed, trying not to think about the shunning, and mostly succeeding, Erick got another ping from Ophiel. Monsters.

Erick checked on what Ophiel had found, and discovered rats of unusual size. The main one was rather large. It was five meters fat from fangs to butt, with three more body lengths of tail beyond that. The smaller rats all around it were only the size of small cows. And… Yup! Cores in the body, near the heart. They were all monsters. Despite the size of the main rat, it was still just a normal monster; no grand rad there.

Ophiel made quick work of the monster rats, mulching them beyond most casual attempts at identifying the bodies, and then [Cleanse]ing the remains away.

It wasn’t the first time Ophiel had interrupted Erick’s attempt at sleep. Perhaps that was more of a reason why he could not rest. There were monsters out there, and Erick wasn’t comfortable with the power of the guardians on duty. He had seen them work, of course, and Clan Pale Cow had survived all this time without Erick’s intervention, but there were no walls around the clan, and that set him a bit on edge. It was an irrational fear, for sure, but it was still a fear.

Erick wasn’t actually ‘on guardian duty’ right now, either. He was just killing monsters because they kept him awake. He might have been on duty, but he had never managed to talk with the woman in charge of putting people on guardian duty. At dinner, Forage Leader Ibahka had taken her dinner and rushed away, into her yurt, shunning everyone except for the few people who went with her.

Erick would need to seek her out tomorrow and claim an actual assignment.

But, for now, Erick was on duty ‘whenever he felt like it’, according to Niyazo.

And so, for now…

He laid in bed, on the bottom floor of his [Obscuring Redoubt], still awake.

The Redoubt was a pretty nice spell. The first floor was invisible to outsiders, while the basement was well defended with nice, thick doors between the exterior and the sleeping area. The walls of the place were dense stone, without a speck of stray dirt anywhere. Erick had thrown some thin lightwards along every upper edge of every room, giving a diffuse glow to the entire interior, while the lights in the bedrooms were much dimmer, but still allowed visibility.

In the original casting of the spell the Redoubt had enough rooms to hold ten people, but Erick had Shaped this one to only have three rooms. Two common rooms, and one bathroom. There was no running water and [Cleanse] was the only way to get clean around here, of course, but a separate room was nice to have, just for the privacy of the space. That smaller room was basically just a hole in the ground, though.

The bedrooms were spacious, but [Obscuring Redoubt] didn’t come with furniture. So Erick, like everyone else, was using [Conjure Item] in order to make themselves a bed and covers and everything else they needed to get a good night’s rest.

As Erick’s mana sense wandered, he saw that one of their party was not used to this kind of sleeping arrangement.

Nirzir slept lightly in the other room, but then she turned over a bit too fast and her conjured bed popped underneath her, returning to the manasphere as sparkles of violet light. Nirzir yelped for a fraction of a second before she landed on her spread-out extra set of clothes.

It was the second time that had happened, which was the reason for the clothes spread out under her conjured bed.

Nirzir cursed softly and then. Just lying there, she accepted her fate. For three more minutes she tried to fall asleep, but it wasn’t working. The young girl rolled over to stare at ceiling as tears—

Okay! None of that, now. Erick got up off of his own bed and then he stepped around the wall that separated his and Poi’s room from the girls’ room.

“Hey,” Erick whispered, trying not to wake the others. “Let me make a bed for you.”

Nirzir froze on the floor. Then she raised her head and looked past her feet, to see Erick standing a few meters away. Before, she had insisted on making her own bed. But now... Her lips pulled down and she scrunched her face hard as she could, but she did not cry; she would not let herself. She just nodded.

Erick gestured for her to get up.

Nirzir did so, rolling out of the way.

[Conjure Item] was a funny spell. The resulting item always had 50 ‘Health’, and the harder an item was, the easier it was for it to suffer damage, but if you made a really soft item, then it could suffer catastrophic damage with as little as a gentle poke. The secret to making a sturdy conjured item was to make an item that could deform and not care about being deformed, because it would always spring back. The standard [Conjure Item] bed was made with this working in mind. It was a 500 mana spell of a hundred thousand smaller parts all contained in a wrapping of hard cloth; a chicken down bed, with feathers that could crush, but were slightly curved so that they could spring back. Theoretically.

Most people failed at properly making a bed. The down feathers would crush and then break. The outer covering could tear. The standard ‘Adventuring Bed’ was a work of a thousand failure points.

Some people tried gel-based bedding. The most popular one of that was a working that involved Elemental Ooze and [Force Platform], to make a bouncy, floating bed. That sort of working was much more resilient than a standard bed, but since [Force Platform] lasted 100 minutes, baseline, most people weren’t able to make one of those that lasted long enough to provide actual, good sleep. And besides that, most people did not like ‘ooze beds’.

But if one was born on Earth, and if one had gone through years of trying to find a nice bed that allowed one to recapture some of the easy sleep they used to have when they were younger, one might remember a bit about polyurethane, and memory foam. Past that, Intelligence helped to fill in a lot of gaps.

And so, Erick cast a spell, imagining that he was conjuring polymer chains in an open matrix, which let in air, and which never truly broke. It was a variation of chicken-down bouncing-back structure, but done in a much more high-tech way. It also worked rather well, as Erick’s own bed could attest to.

A white rectangular prism of foam flopped out of the air, on top of Nirzir’s extra clothes. A second casting conjured up a pillow of the same stuff, while a third and fourth casting conjured up a pair of blankets, with one to lay on, and one to lay under. The blankets would mitigate some of the damage the other items would incur through casual sleeping use, but they were also a major failing point, as most soft things were.

Erick was still rather proud of those blankets, though. They were modeled after the mist rabbit fur blanket that he had gotten for Jane, from Arbor O’kabil, but with a bit of polyester ideas thrown in to give them some strength. Erick was using the same setup in his own conjured bed, and it felt great.

Erick conjured up a second set to the side of the room, whispering, “In case the first one fails.”

Nirzir was still sitting on the floor, seemingly not able to touch the bed he had conjured, but at his words she put a hand on the fabrics, feeling their softness. Her face lit up with a wordless thanks as she dried her tears with one hand and pushed her other hand into the fabric, and into the foam bed below. It was like touching a solid cloud, and Erick could tell she liked it.

Erick whispered, “I like this kind of bed, but Poi and Teressa don’t. Let me know if you don’t like it tomorrow, but for now, it’s good enough to sleep on. Good night.”

With a tiny smile and averting her eyes, Nirzir whispered, “Thank you.”

Erick went back to his room.

Nirzir climbed into her bed.

Ophiel informed Erick of more monsters, this time to the west. More rats, but smaller; the size of dogs.

And so, Ophiel tumbled through the air, slashing his swords this way and that, ending the threat before it got anywhere near the cows, or the caravan.

With all these threats ended, Erick tried to sleep…

But it wasn’t working. Nirzir had managed to fall into slumber in her new bed, finally sleeping the sleep of the dead. Even when Teressa’s bed popped and the woman slammed into the ground with a heavy crunch, and Jane laughed, only to find her own bed popped in a mysterious coincidence seconds later, Nirzir slept.

And.

Yeah.

This wasn’t working for him.

So Erick sent Ophiel out, far away from the caravan, and had him cast an Imaging into the sky, targeting every single small core within 100 kilometers. Then Ophiel killed those monsters. Then, Ophiel targeted every medium core. Erick got a lot more hits this time, since the medium cores were normal-sized cores. After Ophiel killed those monsters, Erick targeted grand cores, and found three in the area. All three belonged to giant underground plants, each of which laid at the bottom of a large hole of their own making. The top of the hole was covered up by mucus and dirt, but anything could fall through those holes, to fall into the vats of acid that belonged to the plant below. A few of them had cow bones in their gullets, but no people bones.

Erick killed those plants with a heavy dose of [Luminous Beam]s.

According to their kill notifications they were called Abyss Drinkers.

By the time Erick had finished it was three in the morning. He had also spotted no less than three other caravans within a hundred kilometers, each defending themselves from the predations of those who hunt in the dark.

And with all those monsters now dead, Erick felt safe enough to sleep.

- - - -

The day dawned, and Erick did not wake till hours later, when the smell of coffee and streams of sunlight invaded the darkened sleeping space underground. As he got up, Erick took quick stock of the space. Everyone else was already awake and gone from the bottom floor, their beds dispersed and their stuff picked up and taken upstairs. Nirzir’s bed was still there, though, along with her extra one; she hadn’t burst the one Erick had made. He hoped she liked it.

Erick’s daily routine was much shorter when he was out camping. He just got up, went to the bathroom while Ophiel hung out with Yggdrasil’s eye outside of the closed room, and then he [Cleanse]d himself, all the while recasting his daily spellwork.

By the time he got upstairs he was feeling good, but it was a shame there were no showers out here. There had barely been any showers in Songli, either. That was just the culture, for you.

Poi sat by a table, sipping coffee and talking to other people through [Telepathy]; Erick guessed twelve people, based on the number of tendrils coming off of his head.

It had to be at least ten in the morning. Everyone else must have been awake, and Poi was actually drinking water. The smell of coffee in the air was coming from a pot of the stuff that Poi had likely just made, perhaps in order to wake him.

“You are correct,” Poi said, smiling to himself.

Erick asked, “So where is everyone else?”

“Jane is out learning how to wrangle cows from cowback, with Amasar and the other cowherds teaching her what she needs to know. Nirzir is learning to cook at the kitchens. Teressa is a guest speaker at the children’s yurt, telling them of monsters the world over. Breakfast was great. Lots of interesting conversations, too.” Poi gave Erick a look. “Everyone on guardian duty was talking about how few monsters tried to attack, while every old hand was talking about the dangers of complacency. A few quiet people even floated the idea that you might have had something to do with that.”

Erick smiled innocently, saying, “I only killed a few hundred monsters. Besides! What did they expect me to do? Leave the threats alone?”

“Niyazo spoke of how you were on guardian duty, when you felt like it. A lot of people then decided that you must have felt like it.”

“… And what did they say to that?”

“They don’t like being coddled.”

“Ah. Well. I can see that.” Erick grabbed himself some coffee and poured in some milk, saying, “Thanks for the coffee.”

“You’re welcome.”

Erick shifted half his sight toward Ophiel, looking around as he asked, “So how was your reception at breakfast? Better than last night?” He asked, “You did go to breakfast with everyone, didn’t you?”

“Jane and Nirzir went and got it, to bring it back while you were sleeping.” Poi began, “They told me that everyone seemed a lot nicer, and that...”

- - - -

With knife in hand, Nirzir Void Song stood over the corpse of her enemy and stared down at her own defeat.

She cried a little.

Waveni, her current instructor on the ‘fine art’ of cooking, also stood over the corpse of Nirzir’s defeated enemy. The older woman frowned at the mangled onion. Then the old woman laughed, loud and boisterous, and said, “Looks like you ain’t never done this before, girlie!”

“I’ve chopped an onion before!” Once. Literally once before. “But this was different.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve, saying, “And it never made me cry so much. I swear, I can do this.”

Waveni and several other nearby cooks laughed at that.

After breakfast, which had been so much better than the stew— The stew was good! But Nirzir knew she would be eating that stew a lot, and she did not look forward to that.— Nirzir had inquired after learning to cook, from the cooks themselves. Waveni had taken an instant liking to Nirzir for her desire to help, and so, here Nirzir was, in the kitchens between mealtimes, learning how to make the stew that she was already dreading. And she was failing at this very first step. Chopping onions shouldn’t be this hard!

A little while ago, Waveni had shown Nirzir how to chop up an onion, properly, and then told Nirzir to try. The old Cook’s onion was perfectly minced to pieces no bigger than her pinky fingernail. Nirzir’s onion was chopped unevenly, with each piece varying from thumb sized to fingernail-clipping sized.

Waveni chuckled and glanced to the mountain of onions left to chop, sitting in a large stone bowl to the side. There had to be a thousand onions there! And then she laughed louder when she looked to the empty stone bowl that was meant to hold the final chopped product. Nirzir stood in between the bowls, with her own table, and her own cutting board, and her own problems.

“My oh my! You have a task, if’n I do say so.” Waveni smiled wide, saying, “You’ll learn eventually. Just try not to cut yourself. I got faith in you, girlie, so go on, and keep chopping!”

Nirzir Void Song knew of the philosophy about cooking. She knew the recipes to some of her favorite foods. She understood the ideas behind feeding a hundred people from the same pot. But what she didn’t understand was the idea of not using magic to chop, or to mix, or to do anything except for heating, and even that was kept to a minimum. Mostly, they burned wood to heat their ovens, but Nirzir could tell there was magic in those metal boxes, stirring the air, or something.

And so, with knife in hand, and knowing that even if she slipped, the knife they had given her was very much not sharp enough to actually injure her, Nirzir said, “I can do this.”

Waveni smiled, then swiped off the mangled remains of Nirzir’s onion into the final product bowl, saying, “It don’t gotta be perfect on your first try, but I expect near enough to perfect by the thousandth onion. Just remember, you gotta chop off the roots and the head and take off the outermost skin, too. Can’t be getting that trash into the stew.” She walked away, saying, “Keep at it!” And then she gestured at another mountain of vegetables, saying, “And then you can move onto the white root!”

Nirzir paled a little. She cried a little. She told herself it was mostly the onions.

A crazy question struck her in that moment: Why would anyone create vegetables that made you cry when you cut them! Some sadist archmage, no doubt. Erick wouldn’t make something like this, for sure!

That, and many other questions filled Nirzir’s mind as she proceeded to learn how to handle a knife. It was much more difficult than learning how to handle a [Flying Sword] spell. She had skill with magic! She had no skill with this… this mundane shit!

… But she would learn, dammit. She would learn.

Apparently, Erick liked cooking—

And let’s just ignore those slippery, flighty feelings. Think instead about how living a life without magic could lead one to more power than any other public archmage to ever come before! (Except for the Headmaster; he didn’t count in this scenario.) Erick had flown to the top of the world, to become a dominant power. And he built his entire base on the basic building blocks of this New Cosmology. He spent his entire life doing things the mundane way, listening to the world around him, and paying attention to the details. And if that was all it took to become an archmage, then others would have come first, and so, there was something special about that man.

Maybe there was merit to the mundane, beyond the obvious.

Or maybe it was just as simple as what everyone in her family had said: Once you learn about the mundane, then you can learn how to make magic influence the mundane, and end up with massive multipliers larger than ever before. It was all about forming the spell just exactly right, like drawing a perfect circle with a sweep of the hand, or telling a person the exact right thing they needed to hear, or parrying a sword with your own and then counter attacking…

It was about holding the knife, just right, to inflict the maximum amount of change, using the least amount of power, so that when you did use all of your power, the stroke of the knife would be massive.

But maybe the truth of Erick’s power was more how Nirzir imagined it to be. Maybe there was something more important than mundanity. Maybe, the most important thing was about doing the right thing, at the right time. Maybe, the best magic came about from connecting with others, and from not retreating from the world.

All magic came from everyone, after all, so therefore it made sense that it was easier to connect to magic when you connected to others. Maybe, the truth of it all was that mana liked connections. You never heard about archmages past when they make their grandest magics, or after they set themselves up for life with their small deeds done out of sight. (Again, the Headmaster did not count.) Erick was obviously just getting started with his grand deeds, and everything he did was more impressive than the month before.

And it was very nice when he came into her room last night and made her a bed just like his—

Nope.

Put those thoughts away, Nirzir. Remember what Poi said.

She cleared her mind. She focused.

And so, Nirzir chopped onions, slipping every so often, but learning how to hold the knife better each chop. If it wasn’t for her spellwork she would have lost thumbs and fingertips, many times over.

Waveni came by after Nirzir had gotten through twenty onions, and saw that Nirzir was having trouble. “I know you ain’t used to this life, but I see you trying, and I like that.” She glanced around, and noticing no one nearby, leaned in and whispered, “You can use magic if you keep it small. I won’t tell if you don’t.”

Nirzir felt a great appreciation for the older woman in that moment. She said, “Thank you, but I want to do it correctly, and that means no magic.”

Waveni broke into a wide, happy smile, followed by a laugh. “Good for you! We’ll make a Cook out of you, yet! How many levels you got, girlie? You need it, I can get the guardians to get you in on some monster kills.”

Nirzir felt even more appreciation for the woman. All of Clan Pale Cow seemed to be a lot more welcoming than she had expected.

But she couldn’t take that offer. Nirzir said, “Thank you, but my brothers took me out for some monster kills almost a year ago. I’m already Classed.”

“Well you just work on them onions, then.” Waveni said, “We want to have the ingredients in the cauldron before we hitch up the cows and get traveling again. I reckon we gots about three hours before that happens.”

Nirzir nodded—

She readily asked, “Do you eat things other than stew? I liked the fried bread this morning!”

“Oh my yes!” Waveni laughed, and the other nearby Cooks joined her. “We eat more than stew. We even had rice last night, though I prefer it the way I make it— nothing against your man, though. What’s his name? Poi?”

“Yes; that’s his name.” Nirzir did not say how every meal should have good rice, and that rice didn’t count as ‘other things’, and that the way Pale Cow made rice was an abomination. Seriously! Who boils rice in a bucket and calls that ‘rice’! But Nirzir held her tongue.

Waveni smiled, saying, “We make everything you’ve ever had! Dumplings, pies, pastas—”

An older man exclaimed, “Curries and steamed rice! The boiled stuff can’t compare!”

Waveni turned on the man. “You cook rice your way when I’m dust, and not a moment sooner! You understand me, Jorn?”

Jorn just laughed, and he wasn’t the only one.

Another older woman called out, “You better be grilling up some vegetables we [Grow] at the next riverside, Waveni! I ain’t [Grow]ing you no more onions, lest you do!” She added, “And you best not be grilling me onions and calling it done!”

“You quit complaining, too.” Waveni told the woman, “Onions are a perfect food! Fills you up and goes with everything. You like them too.”

“I just want my grilled squash, you hear.”

“Aye! I hear you.”

And then a different cook spoke up about grilled meat, and how grilled vegetables were terrible, but the other older woman wasn’t having it, which then cascaded into everyone speaking about their favorite foods.

Waveni smirked, and while everyone else spoke of specific dishes, she said, “We’ll have all of those harder-to-make meals when we get to Ooloraptoor and settle to a single place for a while, but when we’re traveling, stew is what we eat. Gotta have a well balanced dish for when people get injured fighting the monsters, because healing takes a toll, and having a good hearty stew is necessary.”

“Oh. Right.” Nirzir said, “That makes sense.” And then she decided to take a chance, mostly because Waveni had said that she could use magic if it was easier, so therefore, Waveni probably didn’t mind magic that much. Nirzir just had to keep it small and quiet. Nirzir whispered, “If people need healing I can help. I have those spells.”

Every nearby person went quiet for a few moments in the wake of Nirzir’s words.

Waveni flinched, hard, and then she tried to pass it off as though she hadn’t, by saying, “Don’t worry none about that. Just chop chop chop like you do. We’ll make a Cook out of you yet!”

Nirzir knew she wasn’t the most socially adroit person, but even she knew that she had fucked up.

Ah. Oh well.

… Eventually, conversations started up again, though now, Nirzir had her mana sense active. She might not have the range and ability with that skill that some people possessed, but she certainly noticed that the people around her watched her like she was going to poison their food, or something. She definitely noticed the tiny [Cleanse]s that were cast on the onions when they were taken away to the big cauldron, too.

Well wasn’t that a bit disappointing?

But… Then again, what did she expect? These people were nice and welcoming, but they were insular, too. They were humoring Erick and his entourage by allowing them to help out around here, all to keep up appearances, to allow Clan Pale Cow to dominate their ‘debates’. They were just using Erick for his power, weren’t they?

Nirzir felt a bit angry at that. These people were just as illusion-faced as everyone back at home. This was exactly the shit she was trying to get away from. This was the shit that made her want to crawl into a hole and never come out. She had tried not to let her anger show and she was mostly successful, for as onions came apart under her clumsy cuts, some of the tears rolling down her face were tears of quiet anger. Nirzir was pretty sure that it was hard for other people to tell the difference.







- - - -







Jane loved horses.

A corollary to that love, was the unicorn. There was a part of Jane that was very, very excited that she could transform into one of those mythical beasts, but she kept that part of herself on lockdown for a dozen different reasons. Only a few of those reasons had to do with what unicorns had been on Earth, but those reasons were ingrained in Jane, and thus, she could not rid herself of them.

And NO, she did not like My Little Pony: Friendship is Magic. Of course, she had seen several of the episodes… Okay! She saw every single episode! She loved that damn show! But too many weirdos liked that show, too. Some of the people she met in college who watched that show were perfectly fine, but the others were not. Horses were not a sex thing for Jane. She just liked the idea of escaping the world on horseback. Of shootouts with the Law. Of wind flowing through her hair.

But since there were no horses on Veird, and since spiders were pretty damn cool (and much more versatile), Jane was more than happy with her spider-heavy Familiar Form catalogue.

And besides that, unicorns were a bit different on Veird than they were thought of on Earth.

On Veird, unicorns were horrible eaters of children and enslavers of minds. There was absolutely nothing good about them except for all of their innate abilities. [Aura of Freedom] was magnificent, and always usable outside of the unicorn form. [Light Sculptor] and [Beautification Aura] required a horn to be incorporated into the body, but that was easy enough, and rather innocuous, if you did it right.

And in lesser ways, ‘unicorns’ were not actually ‘unicorns’, at all, for they had absolutely no relationship to horses at all. Fun fact! Veird unicorns were actually an offshoot of the cow, mutated into a powerful, lithe form, and then imbued with Light. Horses didn’t exist on Veird. Everything that was a horse was simply an offshoot of the cow. The unicorn’s actual name was ‘orolos’, which meant ‘cow of devouring light’, but translation being what it was, and since orolos looked very much like unicorns, ‘orolos’ were ‘unicorns’ for all intents and purposes.

Jane didn’t really care for cows, but they were as close as Veird got to horses, and they were cute, in their own ways.

She could never see herself as a [Cow Polymage], though, and for multiple reasons. The main reason was that cows were a prey species. Most variants never survived outside of the herd, and herds were usually overseen by people, and the people didn’t want cows rising up and killing their caretakers. There was a vicious cycle of breeding going on there. But even the baseline cows were not that great. Cows had limited range of movement, and they were slow. A herd could not defend itself from outside threats, which was why guarding the cows was just as important as guarding the caravan.

Only the Shade, Hollowsaur, made monstrous cows, but even his cows weren’t viable in the larger world. The only monstrous species of cow that ever survived to become a true breed of ‘monster cow’, were the unicorns, and that was only because of [Aura of Freedom], which prevented capture, and [Beautification Aura], which prevented anyone from being able to see or realize that the cow was in their presence.

This was not for the world’s lack of trying to breed better, different cows, though. As Jane got to know the herd of Clan Pale Cow, she realized that there were a lot more cows out there than she ever guessed possible.

Jane walked alongside Amasar and a few other cowherds, on the northern flank of the herd. The cows mooed, calling out with happy sounds, while young ones played amongst the crowd, tousling each other with their nubby horns. The wind whistled through the grasses, and the chilly air smelled of cow. It was not a bad smell, but it wasn’t a great smell, either. It was certainly not the smell of horses.

Cows were cute, though, so Jane could be a cowherd for a while. This might be fun!

Amasar pointed to a yellowish cow that was dappled with orange. “What is that one?”

Jane had gone through orientation for the last hour, which mostly involved Amasar talking about cows and telling Jane about the breeds they raised. Amasar had already told Jane that she probably wouldn’t be able to ride today, and for not a week more, at least, but they were here, and Jane was ready to ride if the opportunity presented itself. Perhaps proving herself as a good listener would be enough to let her get on a cow, with everyone else.

Jane answered, “A dappled cow; one of the milkers. Great for cheese. Runs from a fight. Minor air control powers. Needs to be defended.”

Amasar nodded once, then pointed to a light brown cow with short horns.

Jane answered, “A possible breeding bull, but too young to challenge the reigning patriarch. Don’t protect him from the reigning bull. Defend from all other threats, like all the other cows. Possible stone powers, so probably not a good breeding bull, anyway.”

“Correct. Good assessment, too.” Amasar pointed to the young pair of male cows, butting heads. Both of them were blonde.

“Immature bulls.” Jane said, “Protect from the main bull, but not too vigorously. Air aligned, so good breeding stock.”

“Correct.” Amasar asked, “What must we do if monsters attack?”

“If it is a small incursion, allow the herd to be bloodied. Allow the herd the chance to defend themselves, first.” Jane said, “But any monster the size of a cow must be rebuffed, hard and fast.”

“And why do we do it this way?”

“Because the herd is an organism that must be cultivated, but to defend them from all danger is to make them complacent, and when the monsters do show up, some will die, for sometimes the monsters are too fast. The cows will die if they don’t understand that they are always under threat from monsters.”

Jane almost wanted to add, ‘And isn’t that a poignant message against integration if I ever heard one’. But she did not, for these people were not here to hear her opinions on politics, and she was not here to give them. She just wanted to get on top of a cow and feel the wind in her hair as they rode off into the sunset, or at least raced a good kilometer upon the open plains.

But from what she was seeing, Pale Cow’s cows were more of a ‘barely mobile food storage system’, than ‘powerhouses on four legs’. Which was pretty much on point for ‘what is a cow’, so Jane only had herself to blame for that unrealistic outlook on what guarding the cows would mean.

Amasar nodded. “Correct. Let us test to see if you are good on cowback, and when we ride north, you will ride with us.”

Jane’s heart skipped a beat, but she calmly said, “Ah? I’ll be able to ride today?” She glanced to the other cowherds in the group. Other people were surprised with Amasar’s announcement, too. Jane turned back. “I was under the impression that I could not.”

One of the other cowherds, Iroki, said, “It is one year of learning and caring for the herd and then another year of learning how to fight as a group with the rest of us before anyone is allowed to ride in front of the clan. We are the spear, Amasar.” He glanced to Jane, then back to Amasar, saying, “She can tend to the milking and the cheese yurt like everyone else at her level.”

“I’m fine with learning how to make cheese.” Jane said, “I love cheese.”

Amasar said, “I am the herd leader. I enforce the rules. Jane will ride out front, with us, and let no one countermand my order.”

Iroki frowned, then said, “It will be as you say.” He looked to Jane, then disregarded her.

The other cowherds were similarly miffed as Iroki, but none of them said a single word.

Amasar ignored the brewing discontent in his midst, and turned to the herd. “We call out to our mounts and they respond as they are wont. If a cow responds to you, you will learn to ride. If not, you will not. The caravan departs in two hours.”

And then he whistled to the herd, a long, shrill sound that he split into warbles. The call carried on the wind, into the mass of cows. The animals perked up. Some of them disregarded the whistle, moving away from the cowherds, but others raised their heads above the crowd, and bleated into the air. Those ones moved forward.

Those ones to first respond were also the closest ones to Amasar and the group, for they had been quietly trailing Amasar and the other cowherds this whole time. They wanted a ride, and they knew where to be to get it.

Amasar explained, “Cows are smart. They take a bit of training in the beginning, but the ones who want to ride will come forward, and the ones who do not will go away. We do not name them, for that is bad luck. Do not name the cow who comes to you, if such a miracle occurs. All outsiders do that, and we cannot allow this.” He stepped away from the other cowherds while holding out a hand toward the approaching cows. He clicked his tongue and two of the cows rushed toward him, with a light blonde one winning out over the light brown one. The light brown one went to the other nearest person, who happened to be Iroki. Amasar petted the one who came to him, while speaking to Jane, “Accept the one that approaches, like this—” He scratched the chin and face of the animal, moving his hands to the side, scratching the neck, as he, too, moved to the cow’s side. He reached the middle of the animal, and then hopped on, carefully easing his weight down onto the animal’s back. He bunched his hand in the ruff of blonde fur on the cow’s neck. “And that is all there is to it. We train them all from birth to—” The cow under him mooed lightly and began to amble, but Amasar clenched his hand, and his legs, and the cow stopped. He admonished the animal, saying, “We train most of them well enough.”

Jane was entranced. She watched as riders took their mounts, and as more and more cows ambled out of the herd, hurrying, as if realizing that there wouldn’t be enough riders for them if they didn’t rush forward and claim a person.

Except none of them came for Jane. Well. One did, but the cow sniffed at her and then turned away. Within minutes, every cowherd was atop a cow, and all the other cows were already walking away; miffed that they didn’t get a rider.

Jane felt a tension in her chest that she hadn’t felt in a long time. It was a sickly sort of feeling. A small feeling. A feeling of minimization. Ah, yeah. She was crushed. How silly was that? She was sad that the cows didn’t like her? Well of course they didn’t—

Jane said, “Ah. This is why you must work with the cows for a year before riding, isn’t it?”

Amasar frowned a little, as he confirmed her theory, saying, “I had hoped that they would just accept you, but they have not. My apologies, Jane.”

Iroki looked vindicated, sitting there atop his own cow, but his voice was not smug, as he said, “I work in the cheese yurt every morning. You will need to wake up earlier in order to participate in the milking, to get to know the cows. As you learn of the cows, they will learn of you.”

Amasar said, “You may head back to the caravan. We have rounds to do before we leave. Find some stragglers and bring them back.”

Jane turned and bowed to Amasar, saying, “Thank you for your instruction.”

And then she turned and walked back the way they had come.

Amasar, Iroki, and the others, tapped their cows, and the cows responded with crashing hooves that ripped up the grassland, and propelled them forward. The wind raced through their hair as the cows let loose their power.

They moved a lot faster than Jane had expected them to move.

And Jane was just a milkmaid.

… On the way back to the herd, Jane realized that it was all kinda funny, actually. She knew she was more than a milkmaid. She was so very, very much more than that. But sure! She could milk some cows! She had expected to do that, anyway. She could even learn how to make some cheese. She had never done that before. It might be fun! If nothing else, it was another skill to add to her resume, not that anyone used those here on Veird. Heh.

Jane giggled to herself, while cows mooed all around her—

Oh. Wait.

Did Amasar do that on purpose? Did he try to make himself look like he was doing well by her, and then, by extension, doing well by her father? But then again… He did say that he knew the cows would not go to her, but that he would try anyway.

Jane was probably seeing shadows where there were none.

Their first night in the caravan had been rather welcoming, but it had been a rote welcome. No one wanted Erick or any of them there, but Clan Pale Cow was more than willing to be neighborly. The problem was that Clan Pale Cow, like most other grass traveler clans, simply did not approve of the open use of magic.

But Jane was a Polymage, and her father was an archmage.

So a bit of cultural dissonance was to be expected! But they were traveling the world right now. This much was fine, and besides that, Clan Pale Cow was doing their very best to be welcoming. Jane could only do her best, too.







- - - -







Teressa felt strange to be here. How did she even get into this scenario? They were going after dragons, but now Erick was trying to be a part of a grass traveler clan? And sure, Teressa understood the connection that Erick was trying to exploit, to force the dragons out into the open, but still…

This was weird, wasn’t it?

It all felt so… surreal.

The Worldly Path was involved, for sure, but still…

Teressa suddenly realized, halfway through her talk, that she barely understood how she had gotten to this place, and thus she stopped talking.

Life was weird, sometimes.

Weird, and kinda wonderful.

The smallest child of the group asked, “What’s a Moon Reacher!”

Teressa came back to the moment, surrounded by twelve kids, each of them looking up to her like she was a strangeness that they could not wrap their heads around. Part of their attention was locked to her because of the Blessing of Aloethag, but Teressa had mitigated much of that by wearing a veil. Most of their attention was, thankfully, focused on the lesson that Teressa was trying to give, but Teressa had lost the thread of her focus as the unreality of the moment finally hit home.

She played off her momentary lapse, pitching her voice low and full of terror, as she spread her arms wide, and said, “I lost myself for a moment there, children. Maybe there was a moon reacher nearby.” Some of the children recoiled a little at that. Some of them just went wide-eyed, and even more attentive. “Those monsters are some of the Darkest evils in the world, though you would never know it to look at them. With their long, bendy arms and tiny hands, they rise above it all, and cloud your mind as they reach down as though from the moons, to pluck at your flesh and your thoughts.” She used one hand to mime the plucking of her own fingers, folding the finger down after she ‘plucked’ it. “Pulling and ripping off limbs, laughing at you from up above, you will never know what killed you and your entire party unless you are trained to exacting detail. It is the small things that let you know that you are under attack.” By now, she had folded over all the fingers of one hand. “If they plucked off my fingers like this, I would think that I had lived my whole life without those fingers. But here is the detail: I would know something was wrong, because I used my sword in this hand, but how could I hold a sword if I had no fingers? It is this detail that alerts me to the wrongness of the moment; that there might be a moon reacher exuding their [Thought Fog] all over the place.”

The kids were absolutely entranced. Some would probably have nightmares, but nightmares were better than death; one needed to know of the Darkness if they were to overcome it.

Their teacher, an older man by the name of Vorilo, held great disapproval in his eyes as he sat there in the back of the room, watching over Teressa’s lesson on monsters of the world. But he didn’t say anything; he knew this was going to be a difficult lesson. Talking about monsters always was. The two of them, along with Clan Leader Niyazo, had talked earlier about what Teressa was going to say to the kids, to fulfill her obligation to support the clan while she lived with them.

Teressa opened her hand, showing her fingers as still there. Some of the kids gasped, and Teressa had to fight off a smile because it would throw her off her tale, no matter if the kids couldn’t actually see her smile through her veil.

Kids were so easy to entertain.

Teressa said, “Depending on how I was positioned in a group, I would have two responses. If I was here, with my boss, Archmage Flatt, and we were to encounter some Moon Reachers, then we would slay them all. Aside from all our other defenses, Ophiel has no mind with which to Fog, and so, we would know the problem even if all the rest of us could not see the problem.”

Vorilo cringed.

The kids loved the idea of fighting the moon reachers, of killing the problem. Some of them even started slashing the air with imaginary swords. But this was not the correct solution for the vast, vast majority of people. Teressa needed to adjust what she had said.

And so, she continued, “—But looking to slay moon reachers is not the proper response for anyone who is not prepared for them. The best solution is to run away, to live to fight another day. This is always the correct solution when you are under attack from an assailant you cannot comprehend.”

The kids did not like this. Some even voiced their displeasure with ‘But why!’ and ‘I’m never running from a fight!’.

Vorilo relaxed a bit, but he was still on edge.

With a relaxed, yet directed tone, Teressa singled out the kid who spoke of never running. “Boy.” The boy instantly looked to her and his eyes went wide, for Teressa was purposefully glowing her eyes with grey light. The effect wasn’t much, but it would be visible through her veil for at least this single child. “Know your limits before you encounter the unknown. Know when to run, and make sure everyone else also knows when to run.” The boy just stared, going weak in the bladder a bit, but otherwise doing okay. A bit of terror now is worth a lot of saved blood later. Teressa relaxed her eyes, and turned her face back toward the whole group, saying, “Learn how to fight and how to live while you are safe, and surrounded by loved ones. Don’t make other people sad because you lost your life fighting what you knew you should not fight.”

Vorilo nodded, but remained silent.

And then Teressa went off script, a bit, “Until a year ago, I thought I knew everything there was to know about fighting. I was a tank, protecting Spur in the army, holding the front lines against Ar’Kendrithyst and the Shades—”

Vorilo paled at the mention of the world’s oldest enemies. All of the kids were stock still, watching Teressa speak of Evils, and likely feeling rather odd about it. Their own parents never spoke of these things. Most of the world never spoke of Ar’Kendrithyst, except to talk around the problem.

Teressa was not about that.

She said, “But then I met Erick, and I gained a new appreciation for certain things. Like magic. I learned so much, and I can do so much more than what I was able to do before. You should learn everything you can, and you can protect your loved ones, too. Learn how to expand your senses into the mana. Learn aura control. Learn the sword, but above all, learn the shield. And don’t shy away from the smaller magics. They will save your life. That’s why Rozeta shares the magics made by one person, with every person.

“But don’t think you have to go large to protect your brother, or your sister, or your parents, from the evils of monsters and the Dark. There is no need for anything more than the smallest power, wielded properly. My boss made his magic out of the smallest parts of all. Tiny, invisible particles that make up all the world around us. He mastered that magic, and used that magic to kill all the Shades, and a million other monsters, including all the moon reachers of the Forest of Glaquin. Hundreds of thousands of monsters, all dead, at his hand. All because of him.”

The kids remained enthralled the whole time Teressa spoke.

Vorilo almost interrupted when Teressa went off script, but he refrained. At the end, he even looked a bit… hopeful, perhaps?

A boy, one of the most energetic of the lot, asked in a small voice, “Is he really from another world?”

Vorilo readily spoke up, “We’re talking of monsters and how to prepare against them. Think not of archmages, children.” He added, to Teressa, “It would be nice if you told them that moon reachers don’t live around here.”

While some kids complained—

Teressa said, “Your teacher is right. It is important to know the types of monsters out there in order to defend against them, but knowing how to defend and being able to defend are two different things. I can help you with the former, but with the latter, you must look to your elders and your own people.”

Vorilo smiled a little at that, then he stepped away, returning to the back of the room.

Teressa said, “One of the weakest monsters inside Ar’Kendrithyst is the shadowolf. They are muscle and bone and exposed flesh, wrapped in shadowy mange. They stalk through the kendrithyst crystal, hunting in packs, looking for easy prey. It is easy to get overwhelmed if you do not have the magical and martial power to fend them off, but they are only level 10 to 15, and they are stupid. Like the most basic of monsters, shadowolves come straight at you, with only one or two circling behind for a flanking strike. Their tactics are standard, and if you’ve fought one, you’ve fought them all.” She dropped her voice, saying, “But woe to thee if you should meet a pack of wolves that are overseen by a shadowcat. These dastardly felines are an abomination of shadow, and they lace their hundred-meter long tails into the skulls of lesser monsters, controlling them as one would control a hundred puppets at once.”

The kids were wide eyed.

More than a few would have nightmares, for sure, but that was fine.

Teressa talked of monsters, and the kids learned through their terror, just as she had been taught herself… Well. Mostly. When Teressa was younger she had been taught the best magics to use against certain monsters, right alongside learning about those monsters for the first time. If it was up to Teressa, she’d include things like ‘Shadowolves burn real good, so be sure to use Flaming spells on your weapons’, and ‘Even if you can’t cast much magic, you must have [Teleport], and you must always be able to cast it at least on yourself in case of an emergency’. These were facts that these kids should know, but which were kept from them.

But at least these kids wouldn’t be coddled behind walls like the Highlands did to all of their people.

It’s too bad most of them would never learn about magic, though.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Some shoutouts:

Superworld is a great superhero story about a guy without any powers in a world full of powers. I love the clever MC, and also the power-copying character Jane. Give it a read!

Apocalypse Cultivation is an interesting system apocalypse, returnee, cultivation story that you might like.
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                Erick sat beside Poi and sipped his coffee, while he glanced out over the clan and the herd, through Ophiel. The clan and their herd was spread out over several kilometers, with cows grazing everywhere, or else drinking water in the small tributary nearby, which was the reason that the clan had stopped here for the night. There was no riverside near this stop, but there was a riverside at the next stop, 30 kilometers away. Once the clan got there they’d be [Grow]ing crops to refill the cold boxes.

Erick decided he wanted to help with that; not only to get some of his own favorite foods into his own cold boxes, but to introduce some variety into Clan Pale Cow, to see how they like chocolate, and vanilla, and other spices, as well as lemons and potatoes. Ah, yes! Potatoes. Much better than whiteroot. Whiteroot was just too stringy.

He asked Poi, “So why are you in here, and not out there doing some small job, like everyone else? I’m pretty sure we’re as safe as could possibly be.”

Poi paused, and then said, “I thought that I would help with cooking, with Nirzir. But after being rushed out of the kitchens last night when I tried to help… I decided to guard you, instead.”

“And I appreciate it.” Erick nodded. “But about Pale Cow. It’s the hypocrisy that’s getting to you, isn’t it?”

Poi froze a little, then thawed, and said, “Most people are hypocrites and some people are worse than others, but these people… It’s bad. Painful to be around, to tell the truth. Everyone is using magic all the time, but everyone lies about it and hides it from everyone else.”

Erick chuckled. “Yeah. It’s kinda weird, isn’t it? The kitchens are full of [Ward]s of all types, and everyone is using [Cleanse] on their yurts to keep them clean, or [Ferment] to make mead, or [Mend] when they tear something, and don’t forget the conjured Force when they have to fight something.” Erick guessed, “Maybe this cultural phenomenon stems from the general taboo regarding casting the magics in front of other people? But taken to an extreme? Maybe it’s not actually hypocrisy… maybe.”

Poi frowned a little. “Perhaps.”

“Well, whatever it is...” Erick said, “I’m not gonna let it stop me from defending myself properly. I’m going to make a yurt, and it’s gonna be pretty darn magical. Got any requests? You want your own room? I’m pretty sure I’m gonna have to give Nirzir her own room.”

“Don’t make it anything special, at all.” Poi said, “Make it normal sized, and exactly in the style of everyone else’s yurt. That means no separate rooms for anyone. Just one central room with the firepit in the center, and an opening at the top to let out the smoke. A [Prismatic Ward] inside the space is good enough defense.”

“… I guess that’s one way to go about it.” Erick considered his other necessary spellwork, and said, “Perhaps I can throw in some Mana Altering for Illusion when I make the [Spectral Cow] spell. Make them look as normal as possible?”

“That would also be for the best.”

Erick breathed deep, then stood up, saying, “Time to get to work!”

A great big thud shook the ground outside, as Ophiel deposited the raw material needed to make the yurt.

“At least we’re a good hundred meters from the rest of the caravan.” Poi said, “But I guess there was no way to get the eternal stonewood here other than to blip it in, was there.”

Erick smiled, said, “Everyone blips around inside their yurts, anyway, Poi. I’m just being more open about it.”

A large-sized boulder of the material in question rested on the ground, not twenty meters from the [Obscuring Redoubt]. Erick had scooped the boulder off of the small clan mountain he had made upon the plains and Shaped into a copy of his house in Spur. The boulder would serve well as a yurt, considering that eternal stonewood was stronger than stone, and about the same weight as oak.

People on the porches of the caravan were looking his way, though for the most part, all they could see was Erick and his new boulder. The [Obscuring Redoubt] was invisible to everyone not tagged to be able to see the spell.

Poi followed Erick out of the [Obscuring Redoubt], and Erick saw a few quiet surprises on the faces of the onlookers. To them, Poi’s appearance was like a man appearing out of nowhere; quite terrifying, actually. These people had some strange ideas about magic… Very strange, actually. Maybe one of them would be willing to talk to him about their culture? Later?

But anyway—

Erick asked, “Did you like sleeping in the Redoubt?”

“It was fine.” Poi said, “It will serve well when we move on from this land and are forced to hide to have any measure of true safety. But the Redoubt should only have one room, too. It’s both a boon and a liability to have everyone in the same space, but I feel that the boon outweighs the danger.”

“Hmm. Fair.”

Erick turned to the boulder, and considered how he would Shape it.

From what Erick had seen in videos on the internet now and again, the yurt of a grass traveler was not exactly like the yurts of the people back on Earth. Those Earth yurts were oftentimes grey because they were made with wool coverings, or other cloth-like wrappings. Some of the more expensive yurts on Earth were white canvas, with decorations on the outside, but mostly, decorations were reserved for the interior, in the forms of carpets and other fabrics.

The yurts of the grass travelers were similar to all the expensive, decorated and professional yurts that existed on Earth. But with one major difference, of course. Sometime in the distant past, someone on Veird had gotten the bright idea to make carts that could tow the yurts, and thus the ability for a yurt to be taken down, to be moved somewhere else, was no longer a concern. The yurts of the grass travelers became more solid constructions, with an odd yurt here and there actually having two stories; though those oddities were reserved for special buildings, like the hawkery.

Erick vaguely recalled that the people of Earth had mobile yurts, too, but for the richest of people and mostly in the ancient past of Mongolia, or places like that. But then again, Erick barely remembered if he had read that, or if he was conflating that idea with what he was seeing before him.

The yurts of modern day grass travelers were all mobile houses. They were all colorful things of love and dedication, with each one unique in their beauty and personality. For starters, only half of the fabrics that went into the construction of a yurt came from the [Grow]ing of cottonfruit, producing a stark white fabric that was the outside of the yurt. Onto that whiteness, the people of Clan Pale Cow had embroidered colorful thread made from their wool-producing cows. Every single white yurt had decorations of all kinds, mostly composed of flowers, or clouds, or cows, or geometric designs.

In the light of a new day, and after having a relaxing night, Erick was actually able to see the beauty in the yurts all around him. The people took a lot of care with their own appearances, too. Only the warriors of the tribe wore leathers and furs. Most people wore layers of plain white cloth, while their outermost layers had little flowers embroidered upon the hems, or vests with expansive geometric designs.

The carpets of every house, many of which were laid out on the front porches, were works of art. The leather flaps that served as doors each had designs upon them, and each house’s design was unique. Not a single thing in this land was mass produced. Everyone made their own stuff, or at least everyone added their own touches to their own stuff. As Erick looked out, he even saw people embroidering onto their yurts at this very moment, either to repair old designs, or to make new ones.

But, looking more clinically and with an eye toward information gathering, every yurt was constructed more or less the same.

The average construction was a circular room about ten meters across, with gently angled flat walls that went to a mansard-like roof, with a hole in the center of that roof that could be closed with the flipping of a cap. The materials that made a yurt were wooden supports, attached to varying rings of wood. The largest wooden ring was ten meters across, serving as the base of the structure, while the smallest was only a meter across, serving as the hole in the top. The white fabrics that surrounded every wooden frame were the same, and every house had the same layered system; from the inside to the outside, there was a layer of white fabric, the inner wooden frame, a layer of loose wool to act as an insulator, the outer wooden frame, and then two layers of outer fabric with both being waterproof.

The cart under every yurt was more or less the same, too.

They were seven meters in width, but eleven in length, with the yurt positioned directly in the middle so that there was a porch-like space in both the front and the back, with the front porch being where the cows would be hitched, and where the driver would sit. The two axles of the vehicle were located at meter two and meter eight.

The wheels might not be hard to understand, but the axles and their suspension systems were complicated, and there was no way the people here made those. Firstly, they looked forged. But also, they were layers of arced and braced-together metal, suspended on an undercarriage that was fully replaceable, and looked to be screwed on to the yurt’s bottom. They were not custom made for each vehicle. Clan Pale Cow either traded for those suspension systems, or they had workshops somewhere else for some other clan members to do some heavy forging, because there were no forges in this caravan.

Their suspensions were easy enough to understand, though, and even if Erick didn’t do the forging properly, he could temper the metal in other ways… But there was a lotta metal down there.

Erick didn’t have any metal.

He could make some wooden suspension, probably? Each yurt must have weighed at least three tons or more, and while eternal stonewood could easily support that much weight, eternal stonewood was not normal wood.

When Erick built the clan mountain for Red Ledger, there were a few things he had to keep in mind during the construction, like ensuring that the mountain was one continuous piece. When a mass of eternal stonewood was large enough, it was able to ‘heal’ itself through small damages, such as temperature stresses and the moving of people, but this healing was less in the way of automatic [Mend]s (which was a whole other problem), and more in the way of ‘ignoring through illusions’ all the damage being done to it.

The problem of [Mend] and eternal stonewood was that [Mend] worked on unliving things, but large masses of eternal stonewood were ‘alive’, and so, [Mend] should not work on a clan mountain. Erick supposed that this ‘alive’ functionality of the clan mountains blurred the lines well enough to allow [Mend] to function, but still, that blurring was odd, once one knew enough about what they were seeing.

Was Illusion magic some kind of a Schrodinger's Cat thing?

Interesting, if true.

But anyway. Eternal Stonewood used in small portions (like that which was the size of a yurt and cart) was very much deadwood, and so, any suspension he made for his yurt, that he made out of wood, would be subject to all the problems of wood that was practically unbendable.

And suspension systems needed to be bendable to work.

Erick quickly decided that he was not even going to try and make some ‘bendable’ wooden suspension systems. To try that was to ensure that he had a bad time. He simply needed to ask someone where they got their suspension systems, and he could go buy one. They probably came from several suppliers in Songli, right? And besides! This would be a good time to get to know some people. Perhaps they wouldn’t run away from him this time? One could only hope.

Erick glanced around, and locked on his target. The target was a neighbor, about a hundred and ten meters away, currently brushing down some cows, getting them happy and ready to pull his yurt. That man probably knew about the suspension systems for his yurt. Erick took a step—

Air springs.

He stopped.

… Air springs were rather rigid structures that—

No. Wait. Air springs needed rubber, and they were very much not rigid. Not going to work. And how did that work, anyway? They were like… Okay. So. The axle of the vehicle was on a floating arm that was offset from the axle, and that could move up and down, but between where the axle met the frame of the vehicle, there was a rubber balloon-like structure that could fill with air as needed. ‘As needed’ was determined by some computer sensors, usually, but it should be possible to use a [Conjure Force Elemental] and Elemental Ooze to make some sort of balloon-like substitute—

Nope. Erick decided against going that route.

He could probably do a lot with magic. He could make a vehicle that worked exactly as he wanted, which allowed for a perfectly smooth ride. But that would be rather showy, wouldn’t it? And showy magic would be rude. No need to be rude.

Besides, he could probably just use [Control Machine] on whatever suspension systems everyone else was using in order to create a mostly smooth ride. He had made [Control Machine] back when he made chocolate but he barely used it, except for when he made the phonograph. Oh! Now there was a nice bit of non-magical technology that might be good to show off around here. Maybe they’d like the mechanical nature of it? Record players weren’t magical at all, after all.

Last night, more than a few people got out their instruments to try and get a small music group happening, but then Ophiel joined in—

Ah.

Erick had made a lot of missteps last night. Oh well. He could be more circumspect about his magic. Erick headed toward the man brushing down the cows, with Poi following close behind.

It didn’t take long to get near enough to the target and his house.

The man’s wife, who was on their porch breastfeeding their baby, saw Erick coming their way. She said something to the man down on the ground, and the man whipped around to see Erick.

The man froze like someone had cast [Stop] upon him. And then he blinked, and animated again, only to look left and right, trying to guess if Erick was walking at him, or toward someone nearby. The wife helpfully clued her husband in that Erick was walking exactly this way.

“You parked us here for this reason, Zan,” the wife whispered/hissed.

The man turned, glared lightly at his wife, whispering, “Yes, Solia. This is what I wanted.” Then Zan turned back toward Erick. He was all gentle smiles.

Erick had yet to get within 50 meters of the man, and already he was thinking this was a mistake. But Erick pressed on!

Ten meters away, Zan called out, “How does the sun greet you, Archmage Flatt?”

It was a bit of an archaic, polite greeting, but Erick had caught on enough here and there to respond, “With as much warmth and light as I hope it does you, Herder Zan.”

Zan flinched at the saying of his name.

Erick added, “And you as well, Herder Solia.”

Solia flinched half a foot into the air, her baby coming undone from her breast and giving a tiny cry. Without missing a moment, Solia gave an excuse that the baby must have messed himself and then she retreated into her yurt, escaping from the gaze of the archmage.

Zan ignored the disturbance behind him, asking, “Uh. How can this one help you?”

Erick ignored the drama, and said, “I’d like to know where you got the suspensions for your yurt. Everyone seems to have the same ones, and you’re the closest, and yours looks the newest, so I thought I’d ask you, first.”

Zan paused, his eyes going wide. “Uh. Leader Niyazo gets them for us. Usually as wedding gifts for the founding of a new yurt. That’s where we got ours a year ago. Uh. I’m not sure how you would get four of them?”

Erick nodded, saying, “Thank you for the directions.” Erick already knew where Niyazo’s yurt was, so he turned that way, and gave a farewell to Zan, “Blessings to you and your new family.”

Zan piped up, “Uh! Can I— Can I have a moment of your time?”

Erick turned to the man. “Certainly.”

Zan instantly said, “Thank you for helping to find my mother’s killer. The face stealer had her face for the past three months, but I knew she was wrong. She was always such a wonderful mo—” Sudden tears streamed down his face, and his voice cracked, but he kept talking through the lump that settled in his throat, “She was a wonderful mother, and person. She’d do anything for you, and you’d do anything for her in return. She was never a burden. She was always a boon. But then she just changed. Overnight. At first, we didn’t think anything of it because people change, sometimes. But it was bad and— We caught her looking at our child and—” He stopped crying, as his face turned hard. He said, “And then Songli tracked a face stealer through to our shared home. They found the thing posing as my mother…” He looked up to Erick. “Thank you. Who knows what the monster would have done if you weren’t here.” He rapidly added, “I couldn’t say anything last night. But now… Thank you.”

Erick had not expected that. For a moment, he felt as if any push at all would topple him to the ground, for the man’s pure conviction and relief was almost a palpable force upon the air. Erick eventually found some words, and said, “I’m sorry that happened to your mother. She sounds like a wonderful woman.”

Zan blinked out another tear. “She was. Thank you.” He paused, then added, “Uh. Good day to you, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick nodded, then resumed his walk toward Niyazo’s yurt, keeping his face as expressionless as he could, and his breathing even.

Two minutes later, Erick was walking by a different yurt, with different people brushing down different cows, when an interruption appeared.

A young girl who had been eyeing his walk all this while, stepped away from her cow, calling out, “Archmage Flatt!”

Erick stopped and turned to the girl. She had to be 14, perhaps. “Yes? Can I help you?”

Like a triumphant merchant, the girl said, “Yes you can! I want—”

The girl’s mother, who was also brushing down the cows, rapidly interceded, stepping between the girl and Erick, saying, “Please pay her no mind, esteemed Archmage. She is a precocious child who knows not with whom she speaks.”

Erick experienced a whiplash of emotions, as he read the face of the concerned woman in front of him, and came to the conclusion that the woman thought that he was going to harm her daughter. Erick was almost offended—

But the girl was apparently offended, too, and on Erick’s behalf, no less. She shouted, “He’s not gonna hurt me, Ma! You shouldn’t listen to those storytellers so much!”

Erick said, “I assure you, madam, that I would never hurt a child unless they were secretly a dragon, or a Shade, or a Hunter in disguise. And only if they were out to harm me, or others, first. I believe my track record is rather solid when it comes to these facts.”

The girl looked less sure of herself as Erick added caveat after caveat. The woman’s eyes simply went wide.

Erick added, “Now why did you call out to me, young lady?”

Emboldened, the girl hopped around her mother and declared, “I want some pretty night lights! Can you do it?”

The mother looked both scandalized and deeply embarrassed. She wanted to run away, but she did not.

Erick simply gave a tiny smile, and asked the girl, “In what colors, and in what designs?”

At that, the mother’s grip on her brush failed. The hairy instrument tumbled to the ground, and the woman left it there, as she turned, and walked away from the situation. The girl’s older brothers had stopped brushing their cows to watch whatever was happening with their sister, but at Erick’s question their casual interest turned into incredible, unspoken jealousy.

The girl didn’t notice that. All she did was exclaim, “Bright orange and white and yellow! Like fire! Something to see with at night! Something to drive away the dark!”

“How about I make one for each of you kids?” Erick asked the boys behind the girl, “Would you like that?”

The boys’ jealousy evaporated like mist under the sun.

One of them said, almost sadly, asked, “Can you do blue, like the ocean? I ain’t never seen the ocean.”

The second boy, desiring to hurt his sister, said, “I want fire, but bigger than Cor’s!”

The young girl, Cor, turned to her brother and promptly started cursing at him like a sailor.

The mother looked their way, briefly, then turned away, muttering about how she can’t save them from themselves all the time. The boy who had asked for the water globe seemed to mirror these sentiments.

Erick, meanwhile, had already had an Ophiel shape some eternal stonewood into tiny pellets, and then had him attach the requested lightwards to those pellets. He did not make the boy’s fire larger than the girl’s, both were ten centimeter wide spheres, but he did make two that were slightly different from each other. One was more for reading, with better ambient light, but the other was flashier, with tiny sparkles in the fire. Erick was happier with the water orb lightward, though, for it looked to him like a world made of water, but when gazed at from outer space. Whorls of clouds hung in the sky, forming miniature storms and air currents, while the waves of the water’s surface reflected whatever light was around, sparkling like a proper ocean. The boy would need very good eyesight to see all of what Erick had packed into that tiny, ten centimeter blue sphere, though.

With a flicker, and before the girl’s tirade got going and the boy was forced to give a response, Ophiel came to Erick’s side in a step of light, floating there with the three stones in his lightgrip. The wardlights for those stones floated above them, one sparking, one glowing, and one oceanic.

The girl stopped talking. The fire boy’s clenched fists relaxed as his eyes went wide. The ocean boy smiled a little as he gazed upon the blue sphere.

Erick had Ophiel extend the ocean wardlight to the ocean boy, saying, “Here you go. It’ll last for a while, but not forever.”

The boy tried to grab the sphere, itself, but his hands passed through it, and his entire persona went from happy, to crushed in an instant, thinking that a trick had been played on him. The brother and sister saw this happen, too, and were instantly angry at Erick. Erick almost laughed at that; At least they could come together against a common enemy. But he did not. Their anger was genuine, even if it was misplaced by mistake.

Before they could get mad, Erick said, “Grab the stone under the light. The [Ward] is attached to the stone, so that you might set it somewhere and have it float where you set it.”

The kids paused their anger.

“Oh.” The boy grabbed the stone, and the lightward came away from Ophiel’s grip. “Heh.” The boy wiggled the stone around, and the lightward wiggled around with it, but Erick had made this one special, and the water actually broke from the surface of the sphere, like an ocean exploding into the sky. “Woah,” went the kid, as he stilled the rock, and the ocean settled down. He looked to Erick, saying, “Thank you, Archmag—”

“Which one is for me!” said the fire boy.

The fire girl said, “I want that one!”

“You want the ugly one?!” Fire boy said, “Fine by me! I want the pretty one!”

Oh thank god. It worked out like Erick hoped it would.

He handed the prizes to their respective kids, saying, “There’s no inherent magic to any of them, besides being lightwards. Don’t expect them to save your life, or anything. Low magic, like these items, doesn’t work like that. Low magic works exactly as you want it to work, and these are just lights. That is all.”

The girl looked disappointed for a moment, but inside their yurt, their mother was deeply relieved.

Fire boy said, “Duh! I knew that!”

The girl didn’t care about her brother’s words. She only had eyes for her wardlight, except when she looked up and rapidly said, “You’re alright.” And then she went back to staring at her prize. She wiggled it back and forth, and the light broke apart and came back together almost like the ocean sphere had, but the effect was much less pronounced.

Erick walked on, leaving the kids to their new toys.

The other yurts of the caravan were spread a fair bit apart from each other, but they were all close enough for the more inquisitive people to notice that Erick was walking through ‘town’, talking to whoever approached. And there were a lot of inquisitive people; someone always had eyes on the horizon and ears open, searching for signs of monsters.

There were none more inquisitive than those of the hawking yurts, which were easy to tell apart from all the other yurts due to their two story structure, and their wooden walls, instead of walls made of canvas. The hawking yurt of this main branch of Clan Pale Cow was raised even higher than the norm, with a raised platform above the second floor, so that people could stand on top and keep eyes out with [Ultrasight] and other abilities. All the real grass traveler clans used hawks to send official messages around to each other, as well as patrol for monsters from the sky. In that way, the hawkery was as much a mailroom, as it was a radar station.

And since Erick was walking past the hawkery to get to Niyazo’s yurt, they very much knew he was passing by.

The flap to the hawking yurt flew open and a man rushed outside. He was a heavily muscular man, more so than normal, and as he put his hands on the railing of his yurt he locked eyes on Erick, making sure that he was seeing who he was seeing. He called out, “Ho! Archmage Flatt! Spare a moment, please!”

Erick turned his walk toward the hawking yurt, asking, “Can I help you?”

The man excitedly said, “None of my hawks have seen any monsters all last night or even today! Did you kill them all?”

Erick stopped before the man, looking up to say, “Yes, I did.” And then, to circumvent the man’s next question, he added, “I couldn’t sleep so I took care of the problem that was making me unable to sleep. I am charged with defense of Pale Cow while I am here, after all.”

“Ha!” The hawker laughed, then he turned to see a woman come out of the yurt behind him. “Did you hear that! I was right, Uli! You owe me a dinner!”

The man seemed boisterous, while the woman, Uli, was not. She was older and stern of face, and rather thin, but when she spoke, it was with kindness. “Then that merely means that you only owe me three dinners, for you always base your guesses on the weakest of evidence.” Uli turned from her coworker, to look at Erick. “Thank you for killing the Abyss Drinkers. We never notice those until after they’ve grabbed a cow or three, and then retreated so far down that we can’t give proper chase. Nasty things.” She glanced around, looking at other yurts in the near distance. “I suppose it’s time to get some cows to harness. Let’s get to it, Heizel.” Uli hopped off of the side of the yurt then gave a tiny bow to Erick, before she headed off toward the herd.

“Right!” Heizel followed the woman, landing with a great thud upon the ground, but he turned back after a moment and called to Erick, “It was nice to meet you! I feel we owe you many dinners, so come on by sometime! My hawks always hunt up some nice lizards!” And then he turned back and raced after Uli, who had already gone rather far ahead.

Three seconds later, the cry of a large bird chattered out of the second floor of the hawkery, and then the door at the top flapped open, and a beautiful golden brown bird chased after his people, following Uli and Heizel, crying about being left behind. Other birds inside the yurt called out as well, seeming to complain about the complainer.

Erick smiled a little, wondering if he was anthropomorphising the hawks, or not. He guessed he was, but that much was fine. He continued walking toward Clan Leader Niyazo’s yurt. Ophiel, sitting on Erick’s shoulder, just watched the other birds, without doing much except to give a tiny mimic of the golden hawk’s whining cry. Erick patted him on the head, and he pressed into Erick’s hand.

He walked on.

Koori was outside of her yurt, along with several cows, and several people brushing down those cows. Each animal had canvas bags of grain attached to their faces. Koori’s cow turned toward Erick, swinging his horns around, which earned him a stern grab upon the horns from Koori’s solid hand, stilling the cow’s movement. She let him go when he didn’t fight her.

Koori glanced Erick’s way, but turned back to her cow, while calling to him, “My husband is with my daughter Iylea at the cheese yurt. I believe your daughter is there, too. I think they are both learning to milk the cows and make the cheese. But if that is not what you were after, can I help you with something?”

Her words had hard edges, but Erick was surprised to see that she was much less antagonistic than she was yesterday. Or even last night. Something had changed. She, like many others, had seen Erick walk her way, and she had seen him interact with the other clansmen, so maybe she approved? Or maybe she approved of the systematic killing of monsters? Whatever the case, it was a nice change.

Erick readily said, “I am making myself a yurt and a vehicle, and I want to know where to get a set of the large suspensions that everyone else has.”

Koori’s brushing paused. Then she continued, and half turned toward Erick. “You aren’t going to magic up a solution? I saw how easily you gave magic to those kids.”

“There will be magic involved, but I want to keep that to a minimum in consideration of your traditions, thus, the need for mundane suspension.” Erick wanted to make these people as comfortable as possible, for now, because when the dragons showed, no one was going to be happy with him. “I admit that it was a bit rude of me to give those kids those wardlights, but they’re just lights; nothing more than something pretty to look upon.”

“The Lure of Darkness is always just ‘something pretty to look upon’ until it is more than that. Until it corrupts and shreds, and leaves nothing but death and damnation in its wake.” Koori said, “These dragons you are after are supreme examples of this.”

“I completely agree.” Erick said, “But to call every knife a sword and then be scared of every sword is to make it rather difficult to cut a steak.”

Koori’s cow mooed at the mention of steak.

Koori, however, just kept on brushing as she let out a good-natured laugh, then said, “With enough care and cooking, even the toughest steak can be cut with a finger.”

“But then you’d have to use a napkin to clean your fingers. And why make the mess if you don’t have to? And besides: who has time to cook a perfect steak every time?” Erick added, “I can keep up with whatever analogy you wish to pursue, or we can drop the one-upmanship here.”

“We’d all be better off if there were no magic at all.”

Erick found himself speaking a lot harder than he likely meant to, as he said, “In some ways, you are correct, but in others ways, you are not.”

Koori stopped brushing her cow and turned fully toward him. “I understand you come from a world without magic.”

“Aye. This much is public knowledge; yes.”

“And it is true, that you plan on opening [Gate]s to other worlds?”

“That is the far-off plan.”

Koori frowned in thought. She tried to understand him, “Are you trying to get back home?”

“Getting back to Earth is never going to happen, and mostly because I have no idea where Earth is in comparison to Veird. Even if I did find the way back, though, I wouldn’t want to bring the Script to Earth, for magic is way too destructive.”

Koori blinked a few times, unsure if she heard what she had heard. Then she moved on, saying, “We get our drive systems from Clan Metal Rider, who gets the raw materials from a city that no longer exists in Alaralti, east of the Wanzhi River. That city was destroyed by Terror Peaks, and their entire population spelled to death by magics that should not exist. It is my understanding that this destroyed city was where you found Amasar.” She said, “Clan Metal Rider should still have a few suspensions available, but if they do not, then there are other clans that operate in the metal forging trade. Heizel or Uli at the hawkery should know the location of Metal Rider and all the rest. If they fail you, Speaker Yorila would know.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Thank you. Then I go in search of Metal Rider.”

“When you get your yurt up and running, I want to call upon you for a discussion of your words. To know why you think I would not enjoy a world without magic, and why you would not want to inflict magic upon your own world, if it is so great.”

Her words were calm, but she was unsettled, and highly interested in talking. It might be nice to know what she thinks of the Script, and how it could be made better, for new planets meant new manaminers each possibly working a different Script. Obviously, such planning was getting way ahead of himself, but it would be good to look to the future before they got there.

Erick simply said, “Sure. Whenever you wish to talk, I will be available.”

Koori said, “We will be leaving at noon. Do you think you will be ready by then? If you are not, you can ride with our yurt.”

“Thank you for your offer. We might have to take you up on that offer if I can’t find suspension systems for purchase.”

Koori nodded, then went back to brushing her cow. Behind her, other clansmen were done with their brushing. One was already strapping a leather and cushioned-canvas harness around the neck of their own cow. That cow mooed a bit at the weight of the harness, but it was a joyful sound, accompanied with a small up and down happy jerk of the head. The cow was happy to work.

Erick turned around and walked back toward the hawkery.

But Heizel and Uli were still out and about, getting their cows.

Erick went with the other option. He still hadn’t had that private talk with Speaker Yorila, so maybe now was the time.

- - - -

Yorila and her accompanying apprentices, all three of them, were stationed in the same yurt about a kilometer away from everyone else, on the very edge of the caravan’s mobile borders. It didn’t take long for Erick and Poi to get there, but Yorila and two of her apprentices were out, gathering some cows for her yurt.

Yorila’s remaining apprentice was a short, skinny man, with a malformed left arm, who came out of the yurt to stand on the edge of the porch and tell Erick this much, and then to say, “She’ll be back soon.”

Erick listened to the man and was polite with his facial features. He even said, “Thank you, Boril,” in a polite tone, but internally, Erick was completely flabbergasted to see a person with a physical deformity.

He had seen a lot of those on Earth, and he had helped a lot of people to cope with their situations, but on Veird? Rarer than a crystal slime! Magic could fix almost all physical problems, after all. A dozen questions flooded Erick’s mind. He answered those questions himself, almost just a fast, by turning on [Soul Sight], then [True Sight], then [Soul Sight] again.

Boril’s twisted arm conformed to his twisted soul; there were no illusions here.

Apart from the soul damage, which was obviously abnormal, the way the arm grew alongside the soul was normal. The body naturally healed according to what the soul laid down. Erick wasn’t exactly sure how this worked, but that was how it worked, generally.

But! Healing Magic did not work off of the blueprint of the soul. Rats’ soul was all sorts of fucked up, but a weekly treatment of [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] healed his body back to normal. If he didn’t get those treatments then his eyesight went bad, first, and then came arthritis in the hands and feet, and then a whole host of other ailments came along, each one increasingly worse than the last. If Rats went untreated for a month, he would die. This was the major reason that Rats became a Healer in the first place.

And so, if Healing Magic worked for Rats, it should work for Boril’s arm, too.

Okay. So. Erick did not need to be involved with this, either, but he had to, so he asked, “Does Healing Magic not work on your arm?”

“Aye; it does not. I’d cut it off, but—” With good nature, Boril shook his withered arm, saying, “I’m attached to it.”

Erick laughed a little, since the man was obviously making a joke, but Erick was uncomfortable in playing along. So he moved on as fast as he could, saying, “Anyway. I came here to locate another clan, to find some suspensions for a yurt I am making. Can you give me the location of Clan Metal Rider? Or anyone else that sells suspension systems for yurts.”

Boril nodded, then looked away, his eyes clouding over as he stared off into the distance. Three seconds later, he came back, and pointed with his bad arm, to the east. “That way. One and a third [Teleport]s. But if you just need a suspension system, everyone around here has at least one replacement rig. We got two spares if you want to pay us back later. Don’t know where you’d get the other two, though. Or the axle, or the brakes. We don’t got none a that.”

Erick had already noticed the replacement parts in everyone’s yurts, but it was nice to hear someone actually offer those extra parts. “Thank you for the offer. I might take you up on that if I can’t get something from Metal Rider, but I’m going to try them first.”

Boril asked, “Do you need some plans for your own yurt?”

Erick grinned. “Already got those, too, but thanks for the offer. Could you tell Yorila that I was here? I still haven’t had that talk with her.”

“Certainly, archmage. Do you want me to let Clan Metal Rider know that you’re coming?”

“You can call me Erick, and no, you don’t have to tell them. Not unless you think notice would be needed? I plan on showing up and buying what they have available. Would that be a problem?”

Boril said, “Messaging ahead isn’t really needed. They’re merchants; not orthodox. You can [Teleport] in and purchase what you want, long as you don’t pop into the middle of the clan. Walk in, politely. Should be fine.”

“Thank you for your help.”

Boril nodded, then returned to his yurt.

Erick and Poi walked back to the wooden boulder.

Erick could have done this entire thing as easily as covertly [Duplicate]ing someone else’s suspensions. Or, he could have Imaged for the shape of the metal, and tracked down the seller on his own, or at least their warehouse. Or he could have made the parts himself, and smoothed out whatever problems arose through judicious use of [Control Machine]. But none of that would have allowed him to get to know the people he’d be living with and defending when the dragons came around.

And so, having taken a few small steps to becoming a guest of the community, and more importantly, feeling that he had actually been successful in that endeavor, Erick had an Ophiel throw an Imaging up in the air far to the east; that plan to search for suspensions came in useful, anyway. Soon, the map populated with thousands of markers. Erick found many, many clans, but also what had to be Clan Metal Rider, with their stockpiles of finished goods.

A series of lightsteps swept Erick and Poi toward their destination, along with a fair bit of the monster cores Erick had gathered from last night’s monster cleansing. How much could the struts cost, anyway? A few dozen gold? Better to be prepared, just in case.

Clan Metal Rider had yurts made of steel and iron, and no cows at all. They even had a Teleport Square set up near the side of the encampment; it was just white pillars of stone marking out a square plot of bare ground, but other people were already using that zone to blip in and out, and that made the whole transition to the clan easy as pie. And since Erick kept Ophiel out of sight, they had no idea who Erick was, so this was great! Erick quickly found the suspension vendor at her forging yurt.

And then he discovered the price of a set of suspensions, and that was less fun.

It was a full grand core for a yurt suspension kit.

Erick balked at the price, like any person would, and then he directed the conversation to easier waters, trying to talk shop with the vendor, to find out how they moved their own vehicles around without any cows.

“Ha!” The vendor laughed. “Cows are for eating! Not for moving a yurt! You just need to get you [Control Machine], my fellow. It might take a few tendays to work it right, and the mana cost to keep it working right is rather high, but I’m sure you can manage. If my idiot nephew can make the spell, then I’m sure you can, too.”

The nephew in question, who was currently holding a hammer and banging away at some glowing red steel in the back of the barn, scowled, saying, “Hammering is better’n magery, ya old milker.”

Erick went back to the subject of the cost, “I can work on that spell, I suppose, but I’m still stuck on the cost. A whole grand core?”

The vendor didn’t laugh anymore. She stared Erick down. “That’s the price. You don’t deserve to be a grass traveler if you can’t take down a grand core monster. What you gonna do if an abyss drinker takes your cart? You gonna let that beastie keep it? No! But… I reckon you ain’t a grass traveler, are you?” The woman frowned a little, then asked, “You from Songli?”

“You’re right; I’m not a grass traveler. But I got friends in a clan and I want my own ride.”

The woman nodded. “Fair enough. Still a grand core price. The price of admission, or the price of a rite of passage. Don’t matter to Clan Metal Rider; those are the prices set by Ooloraptoor, and we abide by the Politeness of it all. But! If you can’t get the glow together right now, we’re here at this riverside all week. We’ll be here when you’re ready to pay.”

“No need.” Erick had an Ophiel blip a core directly into his open hands. It was a pale green thing the size of an orcol’s head. “Came from an abyss drinker, just last night.”

The woman startled at the display of magic but she recovered fast enough, her mouth opening in a wide, happy smile. “I suppose you earned the right, then, best as anyone else. You need transport? That costs extra, but normal prices; ten gold per 100 kilometers. We’ll get a whole system to you quick as you want.”

“No need for that. I got [Teleporting Platform].”

With a genuine grin, the woman said, “Well ain’t you fancy.”

Business proceeded rapidly from there.

Soon enough, Erick reappeared at his boulder of eternal stonewood with his axles and suspensions and braking system all piecemeal, sitting around him, just waiting to be put together.

And so, Erick put the pieces together.

The base was a rectangle seven meters across and twelve meters from front to back, with the wheels placed at meter 2 and 9. The yurt was a little larger than most since he wanted Teressa to be comfortable, but the shape was perfectly normal, if a little taller than all the others. Anyone looking at his yurt would think it a normal construction, with the walls even patterned to look like taut canvas, but the walls were actually thick eternal stonewood; thick enough to withstand most damaging spellwork. A dragon would still make quick work of it, though. The point of the structure was just to provide defense against normal [Fireball]s, and such, and this yurt could definitely do that. It even had windows and doors, though Erick took pains to make them look like normal canvas while they were shut.

The front had a nice porch, with a place for an outdoor fire. Erick would entertain guests there, if he got any, and he was pretty sure he would have some, soon enough. Perhaps even some draconic representatives, too.

He had no cows, though, and no plans to get any.

Instead, he had magic.

With his Ophiel surrounding him, and standing on the front of his new yurt, Erick harmonized the sounds of simple life in [Conjure Force Elemental], alongside [Mysticalshape]’s ability to make Reality appear in reality, and [Husbandry]’s ability to connect with an animal.

Erick had never used [Husbandry] before, but it was the standard spell to include in [Spectral Steed], and so Erick included it. [Mysticalshape] was non-standard in this sort of spellwork, but as soon as Erick heard the spells all together, he knew that Illusions would work well in this spell, and for multiple reasons. First, he could make the summon look like a real animal. But also, he felt he could conjure the summons with barding and harnesses, already attached. He could probably make the spell modular, too, and capable of working alongside multiples of the same spellwork.

He smiled, imagined a happy cow, and—

And realized that he could add in other spellwork, too. The components for [Control Machine] were [Control Item] and [Alter Friction]. Oohh yes. This was good.

He had Ophiel harmonize the tune together, and knew it to work well. [Alter Friction] could even be used to increase friction between the summoned animals and the ground, while it decreased friction on all the moving parts of the yurt’s undercarriage.

Ah. Yes. This would work out well.

A cow, or a set of cows, able to control the machine they were attached to. This would be useful in so many different scenarios! Most of those scenarios involved being incognito and driving around animal-powered vehicles, but that was fine.

Erick cast.

A splash of white light resolved into a beautiful, shaggy white cow, directly in front of the yurt. It had gleaming white horns and a white leather harness that yoked the animal between a pair of wooden beams that extended out from the yurt. The wooden beams hadn’t been there until Erick had cast the spell.

The cow lifted its head and glanced backward with its big, black eyes, and mooed upon seeing Erick; it was a happy note. Its tail swished back and forth as it —or rather, he— pawed the ground, seemingly ready to go.

Cute!

A blue box appeared.




	
Imaginary Work Animal, instant, close range, 1500 mana.

Summon a happy imaginary animal that gains and grants you fine control over a suitable machine of your choosing. The summon will listen to your commands and carry out simple instructions, but is not capable of much more than a normal animal of the summoned type. Multiple summons fitted toward the same goal will seamlessly join together, if possible. Lasts 1 hour under heavy workload. Lasts up to 24 hours with an easy workload.

Casting this spell again on any configuration of creatures summoned from this spell renews the duration.














Erick cast the spell again, and a second shaggy white cow joined the first. The white wooden beams that attached to both sides of the original cow became a single, large, central wooden beam, and the cows adjusted themselves to stand on both sides of that beam, their yokes automatically adjusting to the new configuration.

Erick giggled a bit, then said, “Steady walk forward, if you could.”

The cows walked forward and the yurt easily followed, as though the cows were pulling almost no weight at all. Erick steadied himself a bit as the yurt moved underneath him, but it was not that difficult to remain upright. The suspensions, and the spells controlling them, worked perfectly! As the yurt bumbled along, Erick felt as though they were on a paved road, instead of on a grassy plain.

“Pause,” Erick said.

The cows slowed down, and then stopped, swishing their tails and looking around. One stomped their foot and sniffled out, looking very much like a real cow.

Poi, who stood behind Erick, spoke up, “It’s nice. Could use some color, though.”

Erick chuckled, then said, “It is very white, isn’t it!” And it was; Erick had used the white eternal stonewood to make the whole thing, and the cows were white, too. The only color present was on the metal parts, in the undercarriage; those were grey. He said, “I’ll let everyone else color up the place. You got any decorations you want to put up? Go ahead.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, which had been rather sedately watching Erick this whole time, seemed to perk up at Erick’s offer. He leapt off of Erick’s shoulder and went to the wooden door to the yurt, then bounced around a bit.

Erick wasn’t quite sure what he was saying, since Yggdrasil wasn’t using his words, exactly, but Erick guessed, “Put a tree on the front door? You?”

Yggdrasil’s eye bounced around happily, and waited.

Erick cast a lightward over the door. A tree took hold of the surface; a stylized version of Yggdrasil, showing off his roots and his branches and his crown of rainbow light. It was a pretty good image, in Erick’s opinion.

Yggdrasil seemed to approve, too, as he nodded and then retook his place on Erick’s shoulder.

And that was it; that was all the work Erick had for the day. Done in just a few hours of walking around.

Now, Erick and his people had a mobile home, and the way to move that home, and soon, the caravan would start moving again. People would likely come over to visit, and Erick would need to go out and get some actual furniture and such, since this was life for right now.

And that was great, actually. Just the open plains and the cows, and talking with other clans, and eventually with dragons. This was much better than pursuing the Arcology lead, or asking around for the Red dragon.

Now where was everyone else…

Erick glanced out with Ophiel.

Ah. There’s Nirzir.

The young woman was finishing up with the cooking yurt. Cleaning, it seemed. And by hand, too. Jane was also done with her duties at the cheese yurt; she exited that yurt alongside Niyazo and his daughter Iylea. There was a story there, for sure, because wasn’t Jane supposed to be with the cowherds? Yes, she was. Teressa was still at the teaching yurt, but while the kids wanted her to stay, she told them she could not; she needed to ride with her boss while they were underway. She had already been gone for too long. While she was attempting to leave, the teacher in that yurt told Teressa to come back anytime.

Erick smiled at that.

Clan Pale Cow seemed like good people. Sure, Erick had upset their life, and they were adjusting, but they were a lot more welcoming today than they had been yesterday. It just takes time, sometimes. Also, sometimes it takes the murder of every single major threat within a hundred kilometers, but that was fine, too. Most people were basically good, anyway, but stress had a habit of turning people rotten in unexpected ways. 

Ah. Now that was a nice thought. 

Erick hadn’t had a thought like that in a long time. Eh. He was probably under too much stress, himself. A nice cow ride across open plains sounded really good, actually— Oh! This was a road trip! Heh. Erick smiled at that little revelation. Road trips were fun. Sometimes. 
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                Far ahead, hundreds of shaggy cows stepped lively across the plains, their hooves stomping a steady beat into the ground, flattening the grasslands even further with their passing. They were not alone. They were guarded on all sides by the people of Clan Pale Cow. Cowherds rode to the sides of the herd, and also in front. Half of the people in those small groups were responsible for maintaining the edges of the herd, while the rest had eyes on the horizon, and directly in front, to ensure that there were no upcoming problems, and if a problem should appear, then they would take care of it with a swift application of conjured weaponry and overwhelming force.

Behind the herd, came the clan and their vehicles; a good forty yurts, each trundling along across the plains atop large carts, each pulled by harnessed cows.

The whole organization did not move fast, but it did move smoothly, for every single person who drove the yurts was an old hand at the task. Some of the people who drove the carts were actually the elderly of the tribe.

Erick’s own cart was pulled by four shaggy white cows, harnessed to a large pole that stuck out from the front of the cart. But there was no driver, here. There was no need. These were conjured cows, and they did their job well. The fuzzy beasts easily kept pace with the other caravans, matching the speed of the other, real cows, their tails swishing back and forth as they followed beside the clan.

Erick’s yurt was on the far eastern edge of the caravan, but he was only twenty meters from the nearest other yurt; the same distance as that yurt was from the next, and the next. This was a traveling arrangement that these people had taken from their ancestors, who took it from their ancestors, in a line stretching back a thousand years.

And it was kinda nice.

Erick sat back on his store-bought captain's chair on the front porch of his mobile yurt, and watched the world drift by in absolute comfort. He had erected a variety of [Ward]s across the yurt for just that reason. [Weather Ward]s, conjured as a dust and debris shield, kept out contaminants but let air flow freely. The normal [Air Conditioning Ward] that he usually conjured at his desert home in Spur wrapped around him and the rest of the yurt, keeping him comfortable. A [Prismatic Ward] stretched across the actual yurt, itself, as well as the air above, so that Ophiel’s perches kept him inside the defensive space, and always Resting.

All of those conveniences of magic were kept as invisible as Erick could make them, too.

Jane sat down on a second chair beside Erick, which was the same as Erick’s, sighing as her butt hit the cushions. “Okay. So this is nice.”

Erick chuckled. “Who doesn’t love a nice road trip!”

“I like that you figured out AI driving.” Jane said, “But the road trip itself is a bit slower than I’m used to.”

Erick smiled wide. “It’s not about the destination. It’s about the journey.”

Teressa came out of the yurt, saying, “Can I make a purchase request?”

Ophiel had been flitting in and out of the yurt, kitting out the place with beds and otherwise, bought from Songli. More than a few merchants had balked when Ophiel presented themselves as an image of Erick, but all of those merchants quickly got with the program and sold the [Familiar] whatever Erick wanted to buy.

“Certainly!” Erick said, “Whatever you want.”

“A proper bestiary, suited for kids.” Teressa said, “They like hearing monster tales but all of mine are too scary.”

With all her faux seriousness, Jane asked, “Did you make one of them piss themselves?”

With perfect aplomb, Teressa defended herself, “Yes, but for completely unrelated reasons.”

Erick wasn’t the only one to laugh at that. Poi just gave a small smile, though.

When the laughter died down, Erick asked, “Anyone else want anything else?” He turned in his chair and projected his voice into the yurt, “Nirzir? You want anything?”

Bleary-eyed, Nirzir lifted her head from her bed, and said, “No thank you!”

She was exhausted from cooking. They had her do everything by hand, but since the girl usually used magic for everything, the physical stress of hard work had knocked her out. Oh, sure, she had 20 Strength and Vitality and all the accompanying Skills to boost her Health, and she had Healing Magic, so she wasn’t experiencing Health Fatigue for just 5 hours of cooking. She was just plum tuckered out!

Erick said, “Let me know if you change your mind!”

Nirzir gave a grumble and tried to sleep.

Erick settled back down in his chair. “Poi? Jane?”

Poi said, “I require nothing else.”

“I’m good,” Jane said.

Teressa sat down in the big chair on the porch—

And Erick held out his hand, wherein white light flashed, and a children’s book of monsters appeared. It was a big book, with large pictures and nice descriptions. He shifted the book toward Teressa, saying, “This should work out well.”

Teressa smiled, exposing her lower fangs as she took the book, saying, “Thank you—” She glanced to the left, then stood up, saying, “I think you’re about to receive a guest. Want me to put on the coffee, or tea?”

“Uh.” Erick looked to the left, and saw Koori walking across the space between yurts. Other people were walking between their neighbor’s yurts, too, but Koori was walking directly this way. She locked eyes with Erick, too. Erick turned toward Teressa. “Tea, please, but be ready to tap a keg. I’ll ask her which one she wants, first.”

Jane asked, “Want me out here?”

There was a hint of questioning danger in her voice; she wanted to know if she was needed to stop a fight, or, more precisely, to end a fight decisively in Erick’s favor.

Erick said, “Nah. You can go inside. I can tell you’re tired, too.”

Jane gave a small smile, then got up, saying, “It’s hard work to milk cows by hand all morning long.”

Poi left the porch, saying, “I’ll be inside, too.”

And thus, alone on his recliner on the front porch, Erick waited for Koori to arrive. He didn’t wait long. Koori rounded a yurt twenty meters away, and came toward Erick’s yurt. Without preamble, but after steeling herself a bit, she hopped up onto the white wood, and looked over at Erick.

Erick said, “Welcome to my yurt, Koori. Want tea? Or beer? I got mead, or a pale lager. I think I have rice wine, too.”

Koori took a moment to glance forward, to where the cows walked themselves and the air was free of dirt and dust. Not many people stayed on their porches when the caravan was underway, except for Erick, apparently, and the people who had to guide their real cows. Then Koori’s eyes passed over the space where the invisible [Ward]s filtered the wind, but instead of speaking of Erick’s open magics, she turned back to him, and said, “Rice wine. Hot.”

“Oh? You drink that hot up here? Okay, sure! Fair warning, I will be using magic around here.” He gestured to a nearby seat, saying, “Please.”

“It is your home. Do as you will.” And then she sat down. After another awkward moment, in which Erick allowed her to collect herself, Koori asked, “What was it like? Your world without magic?”

Teressa came out of the yurt holding two cups in her large hands. She simply gave one to Erick, and the other to Koori. Erick sipped his drink, then thanked Teressa, who wordlessly nodded and went back inside the yurt. Koori stared at her drink for a moment, then took a polite sip.

Erick said, “Earth’s surface is a quarter of the size of Veird’s, but when Jane and I fell to Veird, we had 7.5 billion people, living, working, and somewhat thriving upon that surface. There is no Underworld on Earth. There is only the surface, and what humans built upon it. The population of my home nation, which was a bit smaller than the area of Songli, was home to 330 million humans. Last I heard, and from Koyabez himself, was that Veird has 550 million people, in total.”

Koori listened, attentively, her eyes going wide at the utterance of the God of Peace.

She said nothing.

Erick continued, “Your world is a death world, full of monsters and problems, and always very, very close to the brink of death. Always teetering. Always ready to fall. Except for the monsters, Earth is the same. If nothing changed back there, then in twenty years time, over half the population might be dead due to any number of natural disasters that are entirely man-made, and solvable, but which no single person could ever solve. On Veird, you have the Tyranny of Power, where a few individuals, through their spells or their might, are able to act on the levels of nations. On Earth, we have the Tyranny of Money, where the vast majority of people are slaves in all but name to any number of forces, all of which stem from the power of money when concentrated in a few individuals, or groups of individuals.

“I don’t know what will happen to Earth, but when Jane and I fell here, the corporations of Earth were on the way to destroying our world because of the power in the hands of single individuals and small groups.

“But, that is not all Earth is.

“In many ways, Earth is much more peaceful than Veird. Think of any amenity or small scale utility spellwork that you have ever seen, and we probably had that— But, now that I say that, I know it as wrong. Let me clarify: We had networks of Knowledge Mages, but in our case, their knowledge was kept upon [Viewing Screen]s that you could purchase for your home, for the price of a week’s wages. All the information in the world was at your fingertips. Most people used this ability for puerile interests, or funny pet videos, or niche interests, or stuff like that.

“You could talk to anyone anywhere in the world, as long as they had a little speaking box, and you had a speaking box, as well as the number that identified that other person’s speaking box. You could fly from one nation to another as easy as hopping on a [Flying Platform]. You could go to a store and buy almost anything you could ever think to buy.

“You could not [Teleport].

“You could likely never escape where you were born and the circumstances to which you were born. It was possible, but highly unlikely. If you gave me the side of the street that you were born on, and the income of your parents, I could tell you pretty much the trajectory of your life.

“There were no monsters, or magic, at all.

“There’s a lot more to Earth than that, but those are the broadest strokes. You have questions?”

Koori had listened. “Your world contains… so many more people than Veird… Certainly that is a good metric for if life is good, or not?”

“It is one such metric, sure. In many ways, life on Earth was better than life here. Less violent, for sure. Or rather, less violent for me, in the part of the world in which I lived. There was still violence.”

“But no monsters. And monsters come from magic.” Koori stared at him. “But you still think that magic is a good thing.”

“Magic is wonderful; objective fact.”

Koori shook her head, slightly. “Magic allows the Shades— Allowed the Shades to remain in power. And I’m still not convinced they are actually gone. I won’t be convinced until twenty five years pass and nothing else happens; maybe not even then. Even without them, though, magic enables monsters. Magic is the cause of every horrific act of indecency that happens in this world.” Koori said, “Face stealers. Dragons hiding among us. The spellwork that killed millions of people, all at once, in Songli. I feel I would be happy to live on this ‘Earth’, especially knowing how bad it can be when magic empowers the lowest of people into becoming death walkers.”

“No Healing Magic. No Spatial Magic. No [Cleanse].” And that wasn’t even getting into the idea of nuclear weapons, but since Koori seemed to gloss over Erick’s words that Earth was going to face some serious hard times ahead if people did nothing… Erick glossed over that fact for now, too. Erick asked, “Now, what do you think the loss of these three miracles would do to the people of this world?”

Koori paused, then she stridently said, “We would be better off. Alchemy would advance to include natural healing. People wouldn’t be so willing to harm others. We wouldn’t have wars for people would be scared of injury—”

Erick tried to suppress his grin, but it came out anyway, and with a laugh.

Koori scowled.

“Sorry. But.” Erick owned his social blunder, rhetorically asking, “Wars would end because people couldn’t heal themselves? I know, for a fact, that there would still be wars.”

Koori went hard. “There would still be wars. But obviously less of them, and less dangerous. Your world has billions of people. Obviously I am correct; you just don’t want to see it.”

Erick said, “There are so many reasons that this world is a death world, and the only reason that you all haven’t died out already is because the Script allows every single person to drive back the monsters and to slay those who would kill the world. Don’t lay your woes at the feet of mana, itself. Blame the actual killers out there. Blame those who have purposefully made the world more difficult for everyone, not the world itself. Blame the Shades. Blame the warmongers. Blame the terrorists. And blame the people who stand back and don’t help.”

Koori frowned, deeply, then said, “When I Matriculated, you know what they told me? They gave a speech about helping me to become the best I wanted to be, be my desires toward killing gods, or taking the—” She stopped, She said, “One of my paths was walking to the top of Songli and declaring myself Empress of All. I was stupid and young and thought all of those things good, but now I know better. Now I know how dangerous magic is, and how none of us should have that power, at all.”

Erick readily said, “I agree that too many people have too much magic. But the Script is not a thing laid down by Rozeta. It was made by everyone, and it is an adversarial system. Melemizargo and every other Wizard out there has just as much to do with how the Script functions as all the good Relevant Entities out there.”

Erick did not speak of all the ‘bad’ Relevant Entities; that was too large of a topic for this, right now.

Koori said, “That still doesn’t explain why a Registrar pushed me toward a path of destruction. Not many people are pushed in that way, but some are. You are not the first person I have told this story to. Rozeta’s Registrars are just as culpable for the dangers of magic as is the Darkness. All magic is terrible, and we would be better off without it.”

Erick almost went right on to the next point he was trying to make, but something in Koori’s tone caused him to pause. Backing up a bit… It was when she was listing her possible paths. At first, Erick just glanced over whatever words Koori did not want to say, but now…

She had skipped over something very, very large, hadn’t she?

Erick poked, in a roundabout way, at whatever Koori was skipping over, and asked, “In the upcoming debates: Did you receive word if they’re going to allow orthodox battles? Without magic?”

“… The battles will be to the first limb lost or heart stab, with full use of magic allowed. They have not agreed to orthodox debates. They almost never do.”

“Because you would win those.”

“Yes. Other clans have learned this. Therefore, they do not debate without magic.” Koori said, “That we are crossing orthodox lines is already an upset that I don’t think you understand. But I do not expect you to.”

Erick understood those ‘orthodox lines’; they were blocs of clans that voted certain ways. Most blocs didn’t cross too often, except when Big Deals happened, of which Integration was a Big Deal. Standard grass traveler debates were not orthodox debates, though; they included magic.

He did not fight her on that, though, because she was trying to goad him, to get him away from her weak spot.

Erick went after that weak spot, “I am going to give you a small story. Back when I Matriculated, the Registrar also spoke of terrible fates, and toppling gods. He also listed off one of my options as ‘the best damned farmer on Veird’. I tried to go that first route, thinking I would be able to forgo all the problems of the second. This was back when I was a true pacifist, by the way. No war, no battles. I didn’t want to hurt monsters, either.”

Koori scrunched her face, and then she realized what Erick was saying, and she listened. But at the mention of monsters she scoffed. “Not even against monsters?”

Erick said, “Yes. I was viewing the world through a different lens back then. Perhaps, if I had been a bit more worldly, I would have realized that mistake before it became a mistake. But I made mistakes, and then I learned.” He said to her, “I fear you might be making the same sort of mistake. For whatever reason, you went with your Registrar’s words, thinking them good, but then something happened and you got scared. You went orthodox. You retreated, instead of pursued.” Erick looked right at Koori, and said, “Except not really. You still desire that fate spoken of by your Registrar; you want to become the Empress. You are pursuing that option, right now, with this Integration plan. Do you not see this?”

Koori went pale as Erick’s words struck her core.

Erick continued, “But everyone is using swords, while you’re using your hands. You are hampering yourself. If you think that you can still reach for Integration with half of your weaponry, then… You might succeed. I know I failed when I tried to run while barely being able to walk. Right now, I’m barely keeping ahead of my problems. I’m barely cutting down the enemies before me, before they can cut down everyone else. I’m still learning.

“And if you’re pursuing a grand Fate too, then you’re going to get someone hurt by going at it without your full attention.”

The wind rushed across the plains, carrying silence, and nothing else.

Erick added, “But, of course, there are lines one should not cross; I have many, myself. Perhaps I am misreading your situation. Perhaps orthodoxy is a way for you to make a line you will not cross. And that is commendable.” He said, “I don’t truly understand orthodoxy… You would know more about that than me.”

Koori stared at nothing for a long moment, then she looked to Erick, and said, “If orthodoxy succeeds it will be a victory against magic, for the city we build afterward will require people to conceal their power. In the long way, this is better for everyone. Orthodoxy is better than the Void Song which controls through force. It allows people to have power when they need it, but not when they want to show it off. Every single person here can defend against the minions of Darkness. Everyone here can guard the wall.” Koori said, “Power corrupts. Pure power corrupts entirely. And so, by constraining power behind closed doors, people will not become corrupted so easily.”

Erick saw Koori’s entire self, in that moment.

She didn’t want to use her power out in the open, or at all, because she was scared of herself.

Well… Erick wasn’t going to untangle that knot right now, but it was good to know that the knot existed.

Erick talked around the problem, by saying, “And if people are constrained to only having power behind closed doors, then how will you know your neighbor is competent against the darkness?”

“We will know. Everyone knows everyone’s business. This will not change when we have a city.”

Erick shook his head, saying, “If you think forcing people to hide who they are and what they can do is going to make the world that you want, then… I can only say that it’ll work for a while, until it catastrophically does not.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps it will work long enough for you to construct a [Gate] to another world where the vagaries of mana no longer control the lives of all who live there.” Koori said, “If you do get the chance to affect what is to come, then keep in mind those of us who don’t wish for power, except to keep it out of the hands of everyone.”

Now there was a more comfortable topic.

Erick said, “A simple Script that only allows for Healing Magic, [Cleanse], and [Telekinesis], would be fine by me. And maybe not even [Telekinesis].”

With a heavy tone, Koori said, “[Cleanse] is the most dangerous spell in the world. Everyone treats it like it is simple, but it is not. Spend ten mana; clean up the place? It is so much more than—” She stopped herself. She said, “You don’t need [Cleanse]. A Script without [Cleanse] would be only the start of what needs to change before I would accept magic into my life.”

Now that was too much.

Erick scoffed. “You’re talking about [Cleanse]. Perhaps the most useful spell of the entire Script. Most people can use it just fine. If someone has an individual problem with it, then they should go to a Registrar and get it removed. If someone has actually managed to unlock the power of that spell, without erasing themselves in the process then they should learn how to control the power they have. All [Cleanse] is, is Elemental Destruction attuned to a very advanced yes/no [Ward]. Such a gift must be nurtured into—” Erick stopped talking because Koori went stock still. In that moment, Erick had a momentary revelation. He didn’t get to talk about that revelation, though.

Koori spat, “I know what [Cleanse] is, Archmage Flatt, and if Elemental Destruction and ‘some sort of yes or no [Ward]’ is all that you see when you look upon [Cleanse], then your Sight is dim, and I cannot help you with that.” Koori said, “No one should have access to Destruction Mana. No one should have access to [Cleanse], for there are always idiots out there who try to push the boundaries and end up killing others, or even themselves. This world would be better off if no one had any magic, at all, and that includes the monsters, and the archmages.”

Now she was just being petty, because she could.

Erick said, “I disagree about the depth of that restriction, but for the vast majority of cases, you and I have common ground. In a perfect world, no one needs the Shaping spells. No one needs all of the Force spells. But this is not a perfect world, and as long as monsters knock on the doors, then the Script is the only thing saving us all.”

“If you could bring mana to your home world, would you?”

“I would, if it was only Healing Magic and [Cleanse]. I would.”

Koori said, “When you called the Script an adversarial system, you were correct about the notion, but not about the players. It is not just the Darkness, or the Relevant Entities. Or the Shades or the archmages, or the people at all. You forgot one major entity. You forgot about the mana itself. Mana would break free of all restrictions placed upon it because it has broken free before, and it will break free again.” Koori said, “If you brought just [Cleanse] to Earth, Mana would break your world as it has broken this one, dooming billions to death, so that only millions remained. Or fewer. History has already proven this as the truth of mana, for this exact thing happened at the beginning of the Script, and before that, when the Wizards killed the entire cosmology in the Sundering.”

Okay. Well. True words. But also:

There was something strange about Koori.

She spoke about magic like she was an old hand at the skill. She knew much more than Erick had expected her to know, and she connected those ideas together into a coherent argument against magic; against the mana itself.

But then again, Erick had seen Clan Pale Cow’s libraries in their teaching yurts. These people were not uneducated grass travelers. They knew their shit. They had to know their stuff, for they were trying to integrate into a true power upon the plains, using a system of polite war that decided winners based upon actual, wordy debate, first, and then physical debate if the first failed.

Erick hadn’t been expecting to lose this argument, but he was.

And then he had an idea.

Erick said, “Mana creates and enables life to exist. Therefore, when spreading mana to worlds empty of life, you are creating new wellsprings from which life can emerge. Do you agree?”

Koori sipped her wine, finishing off the small cup as she considered his words. “Perhaps. But the life created by mana is dangerous.”

“Yes. But with a Script, you can make any dead rock out there a habitable world, and I am… Unsure, but pretty reasonably sure, that you can make different areas subject to different rules. If this is possible, then it should be possible to create an outer Edge to a world to hold in the mana, but with smaller sections that are subject to different rules.” He said, “Perhaps there can be Underworlds full of unrestricted mana, or with an Open Script like we have here, while the surface has full restrictions placed upon the mana.”

Goldie said, “The Script granting unearned power is the only true problem. Get rid of that, and you get rid of every problem with bringing magic to new worlds, even if they are inhabited.”

“That might be part of—” Erick stopped talking.

Goldie, the Shade of Assassination, sat across from Erick, with one leg crossed over the other and her hands upon her knees. She had appeared and inserted herself into the conversation like she was already there to begin with, but she only chose now to speak. There had been no blipping magic. There had been no sudden appearance. Goldie had just always been there.

She looked exactly as Erick remembered: A toned, young dragonkin woman of gold scales and a bright facade, with glowing white eyes. In her own bubbling, quiet way, the Shade seemed permanently cheerful, and she even wore a nice, white sundress that befit her manner, exposing much of her gleaming, fine-scaled body. As the hems of her dress fluttered in the wind, she did not seem the least bit cold, which was odd; Erick’s [Air Conditioning Ward] kept the air a bit chilly.

The other thing at odds with the woman was the massive sword that floated behind her back, behind her chair. Her chosen weapon was a large thing of dark metal that was more like a plank of sharpened steel, than anything an assassin would carry around.

Koori was surprised by Goldie's appearance, but she was able to maintain a stoic demeanor. “You were not invited to this talk, angelic envoy.”

Goldie smiled at the grass traveler, saying, “I could see how you would make that mistake, but I’m pretty far removed from those twits.” She looked to Erick, saying, “I’m only here because when Erick didn’t come to me, I had to go to him! Quite rude to keep a girl waiting, Erick.” She affected an exaggerated frown, adding, “And after all you shared with me. But I suppose you’ll share it with anyone who tickles your fancy these days, so while I am disappointed, I can understand sowing one’s seeds all over the place.”

Many things were happening all around Erick’s yurt, from Poi quickly establishing telepathic connections to everyone in the group, to Teressa almost getting out of her chair, but then stopping, to Nirzir looking completely perplexed. Nirzir was rapidly gaining answers from Poi, though, if her suddenly doomed facial expression was anything to go by.

Jane looked ready to kill someone, but she didn’t move. She didn’t even summon a sword, or change her form. She just waited.

Koori had yet to realize there was a Shade sitting beside her.

And the interloper was Goldie, the Shade of Assassination, for sure. The Shade Core inside her chest, where her vitals should have been, confirmed it.

Erick was pretty sure that she still had his [Blessing of Empathy], though, so maybe…

No. Bad things could still happen. Besides… he had meant to look her up… Eventually. Maybe.

“Do you come in peace?” Erick asked.

“Of course I do!” Goldie said, “I’m just here to have a chat about some stuff! That’s what you’re doing right? Going to chat with people? I figured now was as good a time as any for me to get in on that before your schedule fills up.”

Erick nodded, then slightly raised his voice, and called out, “Teressa. Could you bring our new guest some hot rice wine?”

Goldie brightened even further than she already was, and said, “Thank you, Erick.”

Koori held her tongue, trying to understand what was happening, but knowing, instinctively, that something very, very bad was happening, and that everything could get a whole lot worse.

Teressa, in a bout of uncharacteristic over-professionalism, smoothly exited the yurt, standing straight and tall, while grasping a tray that held the bottle of rice wine and an extra cup. She set the tray down beside Erick on a little table, then poured the drink into the cup, being very precise about everything the entire time; from the straightness of her back, to the surety of her stance. When the drink was full, she placed it atop the palm of her flattened hand, and then she presented the cup to Goldie.

It was all very odd.

Goldie smiled at Teressa and took the cup. “Such professionalism. Thank you for the hospitality.”

Teressa took that as her dismissal, so she calmly stepped backward, not turning her back to the Shade, and escaped into the yurt.

Goldie sipped the drink, then asked Erick, “How would you like to move this conversation along? Shall we continue to talk of things that won’t happen for a hundred years, or would you like to discuss all the dragons you’ll be finding and killing?” With a dark promise in her words, but nothing untoward present in her voice, she asked, “Or would you like me to inform all of those dragons where the others of their kind are, and we can move this dragon fight up to today?”

Koori still didn’t quite understand who Goldie was, but she was getting there.

Erick asked, “Would there be less collateral damage, this time?”

“Unfortunately...” Goldie wiped a stray tear from her left eye, scattering the droplet of light to the white floor of the yurt where it evaporated into a dark spot. She breathed. “There will be casualties. This is sort of why I came to you; to mitigate upcoming problems before they become problems. I did not expect Terror Peaks to be that competent.” She regained herself, fully, and said, “And this time, I could use an operator who I know I can trust.”

Koori had very much noticed Goldie’s teardrop. For a brief, long moment, her eyes fixed upon the spot of black on the white wood of the cart. And then she glanced up to Goldie, and recognition appeared in Koori’s mind, and upon her face. She kept it together, though, only betraying her inner thoughts with the briefest of hard flinches and a sharp intake of breath. Her earlier confusion left her, and in its wake, came stoic calm. She said nothing. She only watched.

Erick spared the smallest of attentions to Koori, and only because she was an unknown actor, and things could turn very, very bad for her if she fucked up and said something wrong. Everyone else inside the yurt was perfectly calm, and ready to… escape, Erick hoped. He hoped they wouldn’t do anything stupid like trying to fight Goldie, or to start a fight here, of all places.

Erick asked Goldie, “Did Queen fuck up somewhere along the line? Is that why the war with Terror Peaks took 4 million lives?”

Goldie explained, “It was a mutual failure, of so, so many parts. Some of the larger failures were Terror Peaks getting hold of so many Extreme Light materials, and so many soul spears. That came out of nowhere, and we’re pretty sure that unknown backers were involved, somehow. Perhaps Kirginatharp was involved, for there was definitely some [Duplicate] going on in there. Tyli —Kirginatharp's Elite— She hasn’t found anything yet, or else she has, and she was told to ignore it. I’m not keeping too up with that thread, since there are so many others out there happening all at the same time. This thing happening right here, in these grasslands, looks to be the next big event in Nelboor, so I’m mostly focused on this place, now.

“The whole thing with Songli was a success, though. Even with all those deaths.

“Unless something very large happens, Songli will be able to bring about Empire, as planned, and that means many, many more people, all living their lives as they desire, which means we’ve done some good in the world.” Goldie said, “Now, if the remaining people of Songli would learn to defend themselves instead of letting themselves be defended by others, then that would be a total win. But I’m not made of miracles; I’ll take what I can get.”

Erick innocently asked, “Songli was a success?”

Goldie frowned a little, recognizing Erick’s anger. In response, she said, “No one expected you to get taken out by a soul attack, and, like. Honestly, Erick. That was embarrassing for you. You did clean up rather well afterward, but those first few hours could have been so much easier. Next time just kill them all and be done with it.”

“I will never do that.”

Koori flinched, then stared at Erick.

Goldie nodded, saying, “And that is why I chose to come here. You’re going after dragons now, and they’re one of the final impediments toward Empire and progress. It’s disgusting, actually. But anyway. To make a long journey short: I could point you in their directions. Or I could point out all of them to each other. There would be disasters either way, but your ‘debates’ in Ooloraptoor would be disastrous, anyway. Might as well cut to the end! Cut out the problem, now, with as much severing light as you can conjure!”

… And he had just gotten through with telling Koori to ‘step up’.

Ugh.

Great timing, Goldie.

… Which was probably exactly why she came here, in this particular moment.

“I cannot,” Erick said, “I have limits, too. I’m trying to confront whoever tried to kill me without killing them back, and with compassion. If they deserve it.”

Goldie’s cheerful facade broke a little, revealing pain and sorrow and exhaustion. “Aye. I thought you might say that.”

Erick chose compassion for Goldie, too, saying, “You have a hundred and one years to do a thousand and one good deeds. Don’t try to do them all right now. Take a break. Step back. See the world for what it is, and not for what it could be.”

Goldie gave a sad smile. Though her mouth was upturned, her eyes were on the verge of tears. “I see too many options for good, Erick. And so, I take those options.” She wiped away another quick tear. “Queen is inconsolable after the disaster of the Chelation War. She will take a break, because she cannot do otherwise. But I can still keep going, and so I must. When the wars of Nelboor have stopped, then I will stop. That is my goal, because it is an eminently reachable goal.” She asked, “Won’t you join me in ending the wars of this land?”

“… I advise you to think a lot more deeply about getting involved in any more wars, for your involvement makes you culpable.” Erick wanted to scream at her, but that would accomplish nothing, and so he simply said, “Culpability in so many deaths goes directly against the idea of you repenting for your sins.”

Goldie sniffled. “I thought Songli would do better. I thought it wouldn’t be that bad. 200,000 deaths. That was what I foresaw.” She breathed. She stared off into space. Then she looked to Erick. “You’re supposed to be relaxing, right? So why are you going after dragons?”

“They went after me, first.”

“Right. I knew that. You said that.” Goldie sat straighter. She dried her tears. And her facade of cheerfulness fell away, completely, as her voice took on a Darker tone, “But you know so little about how dragons exist and operate. You don’t even know the dragons’ greatest desire. It is this desire that informs everything they do, and even Kirginatharp is not immune to this need that is emplaced upon his very soul. Shall I tell you? It might help.”

“Yes.”

Erick agreed without hesitation. Shades didn’t lie, after all. They might twist the truth, but they certainly did not lie. Whatever Goldie said would have bearing on what was to come, for sure.

“It is to do with Wizards.” Goldie said, “Dragons hunt Wizards in order to have the Wizard spend themselves against their dragon curse. Weak Wizards can cure a single dragon, dying in the process. A strong Wizard could cure a dozen dragons before dying. A truly strong Wizard could cure Kirginatharp, himself, who was the source of the Dragon Curse, for it was he who was directly cursed by his brother Idyrvamikor.

“There has never been a truly strong Wizard born on Veird, but that does not stop Kirginatharp from looking.

“Dragon civilization has gotten by, though, for Wizardry is not the only answer to the Curse; it is simply the best, most permanent answer.

“There is another, temporary, localized cure. The cure of True Magic; the cure of Easy Wizardry. This cure is only obtainable in one spot in this world, for that spot is the cure. It is a Vision of another place and time, where a dead cosmology still holds and dragons can live without killing each other. Only three dragons are forbidden from that place, and I know that you can guess every one of those three.”

The wind whistled.

Erick thought. He knew exactly what Goldie was talking about.

No one said anything.

And then, Erick changed topics, and lightly said, “You left notes on Shendeng’s pillow to make him think I stole his rain spells… What the fuck, Goldie?”

Goldie’s seriousness vanished like mist under the sun. She returned to her joyful self and laughed out loud, exclaiming, “That guy steals from everyone! He has no room to talk!” When she saw Erick wasn’t laughing, she said, “In a straight fight you would win against any five archmages of his level. Don’t worry about him.” She looked to Koori, and Koori managed not to flinch under the dissecting gaze of the Shade. With a small frown, Goldie turned back to Erick, saying, “As far as what you were talking about before: if the Script didn’t grant unearned power to everyone then the Darkness wouldn’t need to escalate against them. If the Script was just a holder of mana, and nothing else, then that would be fine. Among many other problems, such as [Cleanse] accidentally killing unborn children—”

Koori flinched again.

“—face stealers would not exist, for [Polymorph] would not be available in a potion.”

Erick said, “If people did not have the Script empowering them then everyone would have died to the Shades and other monsters long before now.”

“I know we did wrong, Erick.” Goldie said, “We’re pulling back and making amends as best we can because Melemizargo demands it, but the other half of that unspoken agreement is going to need to be honored, eventually. We gave up power, which means the Script needs to give up power, in return.” Goldie said, “And another thing— Two points, actually. One: it is a myth that Melemizargo controls all the monsters. All he did was empower Ancients who controlled their own subsets of monsters, but he stopped doing that. If the people of this world want those Ancients gone, then they’re going to have to do it themselves. And two: The problem of monsters will always exist in the mana. If the Script was less controlling, those monsters would be a lot less violent. If you want to be truthful about ‘what makes monsters kill people’, you should blame the Script.”

Erick said, “I’m not about to talk to anyone on Melemizargo’s behalf right now, and the Script is certainly not to blame for the actions of all monsters.”

“Eh. That’s true too. But whatever. Y’all were talking about problems of degree, when the problem of the Script has nothing to do with degree, at all! And since I needed to talk to you anyway, I said the words that needed to be said.” Goldie set down her cup on the floor beside her. “Thanks for the drink. Good luck with whatever dragon-thing you’re doing; I won’t get involved unless you ask me to get involved. Farewell!”

And then she was gone.

No fanfare. No departing lights. No waiting for a ‘goodbye’, though Erick wasn’t sure he would have given one, anyway… Which was probably why Goldie chose to leave like that; She was a very capable prognosticator, and likely saw every possible way their conversation could have gone.

Erick felt he handled himself well? Did he? Yeah, probably.

Koori, though, breathed out hard then inhaled just as hard, before leaning over and putting her head between her knees, trying to get hold of her emotions— And then she shot up, to sit rigid, and calm. She remained silent.

No one else was silent.

The entire caravan had noticed the Shade in their midst, but no one made a move until after it was over, and now that it was over…

Yelling. Screaming. Spells being launched into the open with no rhyme or reason. [Ward]s getting cast into the air and getting left behind as yurts started moving out of formation; someone had tried to cast a protective spell around themselves but failed to anchor the magic to an object. Cows were getting really upset because their people were upset. Everyone moved away from Erick’s yurt.

Erick’s yurt continued on just fine, though. He slowed the vehicle down as everyone else raced away, because everyone’s day was rather thoroughly ruined, but he didn’t immediately come to a stop.

While all of that was still in the middle of happening, Koori looked to Erick, and said, “I wish to continue this conversation later.” And then she got up, turned toward the other yurts, and leapt off of Erick’s yurt while simultaneously yelling at everyone to calm down.

Koori went to work.

Erick almost didn’t let her have the last word. He almost told her that her own desires for the removal of easy magic from everyone perfectly mirrored the desires of the Shades. But Erick had more wherewithal than that. So, instead, he simply remained in his chair and poured himself another glass of rice wine.

He offered, “Anyone else want some hot rice wine?”

Jane came out, saying, “Sure.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    No one expects a sudden Shade! (except for anyone talking about big topics and a changing world)

... Eh. Could have gone worse.

- - - -

I devoured all of the current part one (book one? not sure) of Soulmonger in the last two days and it was great! Loved it. You might like it too if you like urban fantasy. 

- - - -

Thanks for reading~

Patrons just got chapter 164. 
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                The panic after Goldie’s departure had caused more damage to yurts and people than anything else, and so, once the loudness and disorganization died down and the threat was gone, Niyazo, Koori, and the cowherds and warriors were all gathered and informed of what had happened.

Erick watched it all from the seat of his yurt, almost a kilometer outside of the re-gathered Clan Pale Cow. Erick hadn’t moved his yurt away from the others; everyone else had moved away from him. But they hadn’t told him to leave; not yet, anyway.

From what Erick could see, they were still deciding if they wanted to ask him to leave, and Niyazo was pushing back hard against those scared voices who wanted the archmage gone. Surprisingly, when Koori gave an unbiased account of what had happened, she didn’t throw Erick under the yurt. The woman was actually standing up for Erick’s words and actions in the face of an unexpected Shade.

And that was nice.

Teressa sat on the edge of Erick’s yurt, her booted feet resting upon the plain as she looked toward Clan Pale Cow. In a relaxed tone, she said, “I had forgotten about how it felt to be around a Shade.”

Jane asked, “When was the last time you were around one? That close, I mean.”

“Three years ago, back when I was still on active duty.” Teressa said, “Cludolphis, the Shade of Mending. We were on a rescue mission to find a missing Healer after some adventurers had killed some monsters and wrecked some spires. We took too long. Cludolphis found us when she came to repair a spire. She required us to take tea with her, and then she killed one of the new recruits when they failed to sip tea properly.” She added, “The guy didn’t expect to get in that much trouble for he had heard that the Shades were lenient against new people. Well… Shows how much he knew.”

Nirzir held herself against the doorframe to the yurt like she was holding it for support. She hadn’t said a word since Goldie arrived and then left. Wide-eyed and all ears, she listened.

Poi said, “I met Crimsonair four years ago. He mutilated a teammate into a minor abomination for the transgression of speaking too loud.” Poi continued, “I went to the city side of the Army after that.”

Jane stared at nothing. “I expected more visits than that.”

Teressa smirked, saying, “You got a lot more face time with them than the normal person, Jane.”

Jane nodded.

Erick explained, “Both of those Shades are dead now. Cludolphis was on Tania’s side during the final battle. Crimsonair was on Fallopolis’s side. I saw them fighting. The Shade of Mending was floating inside of a crystalline Solid Ward to protect themselves, the Shade of Blood was a giant monster of red fluid. I think Crimsonair killed Cludolphis, and then he was killed in turn by someone else on Tania’s side. But it was all rather chaotic. I have no idea what actually happened there. At the end, I was just… Trying to survive, and ensure the good outcome.”

Nirzir broke her silence, asking, “The good outcome was millions of highlanders dead in a war sparked by the Shades?”

Nirzir’s tone was not accusative. She was just perplexed. Confused. She needed to know. Erick needed to know what the heck she was saying, though, because the cause and effect in what Nirzir was saying was rather spread out. But he understood her logical trail, soon enough.

And so Erick answered, “I think it was more that the Shades are trying to repent, and they knew of what was happening over here, and so, in Goldie’s mind, Songli ascending to Empire was the good outcome.” He explained, “As of years ago, Terror Peaks was already headed to war; it only erupted now because of the chelation treatments pioneered by Songli, and because everyone is looking to fill the power vacuum left by Last Shadow’s Feast. Terror Peaks tried to strike hard, and everyone underestimated.” He looked to the young girl, and said, “Keep in mind that the Shades might have been culled, and their priesthood dissolved by divine mandate from Melemizargo himself, but the base desire of the Darkness is to drive people to strength. That will never change. Do you understand?”

Nirzir nodded, a little.

Erick nodded in return, saying, “And so, to drive Songli to strength, Goldie and Queen set up some pillars, ready for your nation to knock them down and to build upon the bounty that followed. But they expected more out of Songli than Songli brought, and at the same time, they didn’t expect Terror Peaks to be as strong as they were…” Erick paused. He looked to Poi. “That part about the extra Extreme Light materials and the accusation against the Headmaster regarding [Duplicate]. What is your opinion?— Your opinion on the whole thing, actually.”

“I can’t read Shades, but professionally…” Poi stared off into the middle distance, thinking. He came back, saying, “The Shade’s view is twisted and you should never trust her, but I don’t think she was lying about her intentions, and how she thought the war would go. Her accusation against the Headmaster is unfounded, though.”

Erick let that lay for a moment.

No one spoke for a while.

Erick interrupted the silence, asking everyone, “What do you think is going to happen with Pale Cow?”

Poi said, “I have no idea. Clan Pale Cow seems to be getting hold of themselves and recognizing that their reaction was terrible.”

“These people are not prepared for what is going to happen around them if we stay.” Teressa said, “But they’re getting better.”

Jane remained silent.

Nirzir said nothing.

Erick watched Clan Pale Cow through Ophiel, while listening to the gathering with his own ears. The sound carried well on the plains.

The clan was gathered for a speech from Niyazo. The warlord spoke a patriotic message about knowing the monsters in their midst, and how Erick had already exposed those monsters once, and how he would do so again. There was light chastisement about how everyone freaked out, but then Niyazo sandwiched those words with compliments about how, during the actual Shade visitation, everyone was outwardly calm and everyone did everything as they should have done.

Teressa scoffed at that. “Only the people nearest to us actually understood what was happening, and that was only halfway through the visit. Everyone else remained perplexed the whole time. Some thought the Shade was an angel.”

“Yeah…” Erick said, “I’m not sure why the Shade of Assassination uses the biggest sword she can find. I would expect smaller weapons. Less angelic looks, too.”

Teressa said, “Bisecting is harder to heal from than brain stabs, or whatever.”

“The angel-angle has always been an oddity.” Poi said, “We don’t know why, either. It might be an affectation, or a real deal. Goldie has always been mostly-unknown to us.”

Erick said, “I got the distinct impression that she was going to get a dragon fight going even with my refusal. Did it look like that to you?”

“Yes,” Poi said.

“Maybe,” Jane said.

“I don’t know,” Teressa said.

Nirzir breathed out, “Yes.”

Erick nodded, then he said, “Well. Then. I feel I need to do something against that. A kinder way, perhaps.” He raised his hand and cast a wardlight upon the roof of his yurt, shaping light into a globe of Veird that rotated one way, while text slowly rotated the other way, like the ticker on a stock market. “Maybe talking will prevent an all out war.”

Erick’s main message read: ‘Let’s Talk About Solutions.’ And then in smaller text, below the main message, it read ‘Appointments available and preferred. Paperwork required – No [Telepathy]. Confidentiality assured unless waived. I can meet you through my [Familiar]. Violence is met with violence, peace is met with peace. Harsh words are fine!’

Jane glanced upward, then she frowned a little. “Isn’t that a bit much?”

“Oh yes. It absolutely is.” Erick said, “But the point is to talk to dragons, so I might as well try to discuss problems with everyone who has problems. It’s what I used to do, but this is certainly a larger scale.” He added, “Maybe it’s a bad idea, but there’s no harm in trying something new.”

Teressa lifted her head toward Clan Pale Cow, saying, “They noticed the sign.”

“It is meant to be noticeable.” Erick paused. He asked, “I could make it less noticeable?”

“It’s not like you made it as massive and as glowing as you could have.” Jane said, “It’s still a big damned globe of light and a very serious invitation to danger.”

“There’s always danger, Jane.” Erick said, “And besides, a lot of archmages have systems like this in place so that they can meet with clients and otherwise.”

“I’m not complaining, dad.” Jane said, “The Headmaster has a whole department dedicated to organizing how people approach him for help, but isn’t this a bit soon for you? I mean—”

Poi grunted out, “Er. Sir.”

Erick looked to the man—

Poi had about a hundred tendrils of thought invading his mind.

“Ah. Shit.” Erick said, “I explicitly wrote up there—!”

Poi exclaimed, “It’s fine. I can—” All at once, most of the tendrils of thought evaporated, leaving him with five. He breathed, then said, “I fixed it on my end. Uh. I told them that you would need a physical application for an appointment, dropped in a box.” Poi looked around. “A box made of the yurt? Is that okay—” He twitched as another hundred tendrils tried to touch him, and then were rebuffed. “Er.” Poi looked to Erick. “That will have to be okay. I instituted a feedback loop for all inquiries.”

Erick said, “I did not mean to put this on you, Poi; you are obviously not expected to fulfill any of this. And yes: I’ll put a box up over here.” With a wave of his hand, just so that people would know that he was doing something, Erick Shaped the front-right corner of the yurt, drawing the wood from the surroundings up into a large, double mailbox. With another cast, he added a spinning globe of white light atop the box, along with more glowing letters. “There. ‘Paperwork goes in the box. NO [Telepathy]’. That should be good.”

“Much better.” Poi relaxed. “They were all tiny inquiries, but they’re usually not all piled up like that. I think most of them wanted… I’m not sure.” He looked to the box, and said, “You need paperwork, now.”

“Yes, I do.” Erick got up from his chair, saying, “I did not expect something to happen so quickly.”

Nirzir whispered, “People always watch from the sky.”

Not a single person glanced upward, for they did not need to physically look up to see what might be up there. Everyone except for Nirzir was already behaving as though they were under scrutiny. And then Nirzir seemed to realize her words, and her stance of holding onto the doorframe, and how weak it made her appear. So she let go of the door frame, straightened up, and stood strong, banishing her fear.

Jane glanced to the young girl, and held back a gentle smile.

Erick, meanwhile, nodded to Nirzir, and said, “I’m always popping [Scry] eyes when I’m out and about like this. Or, rather, Ophiel pops those eyes. I can’t do a thing about the far-away ones, though—” He had a thought. He said, “I once saw the Headmaster clap a [Scry] eye and I think it hurt the person on the other side. Do you know how to do that?”

Nirzir said, “I would love to know how to do this magic. If you find out, will you please tell me?”

Erick smiled. “Of course.”

He guessed it was [Scry], but inverted with Destruction, or something. He didn’t actually know, though.

Nirzir bowed a little, then straightened.

Erick looked to the ground, saying, “And here’s the paper.”

Erick had Ophiel running a job in the background, but now that job was complete. Exactly where Erick was already looking, a stack of white paper, bound in brown paper and twine, appeared in front of him, plopping onto the eternal stonewood. Nirzir only jumped a little bit; everyone else had been prepared. One second later, a pot of ink [Teleport Object]’d right beside the papers, while off to the side, a block of scrap metal plonked down onto the cart. They were the three objects necessary to make paperwork; Ophiel had done well. Erick patted the little guy on his shoulder and Ophiel twittered in response.

With a controlled sunform and precise [Metalshape]ing, Erick constructed a stamp that would fit the paperwork. When he was done, the resultant metal looked a bit like a branding iron, but much, much larger; it was sized to fit the paper. Erick smiled as he applied ink to the iron, and stamped out his first page. And then he frowned. The words were splotchy and illegible. A minor tweak to the metal fixed that. The next page turned out much better.

There wasn’t much to the text; just the normal stuff. Name, topic of discussion, desired outcome, desired time of meeting (along with second and third desired time), some caveats to the whole thing that all favored Erick (which amounted to him saying that he might not even meet the petitioner if he didn’t feel like it), and a few other things.

One of those ‘few other things’ was a box for a thumbprint of the petitioner, done in their own blood, inside the provided space. Asking for the blood of a person was a nefarious enough demand to weed out most casual inquiries, but more than that, it was a good way for Erick to locate the petitioner. This reasoning was even stated right beside that box, too.

Erick printed out a good fifty pages, drying them with heat and light as he went, and then he set those pages into a holder beside the appointment box. A final application of Shaping upon the paired boxes informed anyone who saw the two boxes to ‘Take One’ and ‘Leave One’, and ‘Thank you’.

By the time he was done with that minor job, Niyazo and Koori were walking his way. After a minute they reached his yurt and hopped aboard. Both looked serious. Both were putting on a show for everyone else watching from the rest of the clan, a full kilometer away.

“Welcome to my yurt.” Erick asked, “Are you revoking clanfriend status?”

Niyazo blanked for a good half second, as though he could not believe what he was hearing, then he recovered. He said, “Not unless you wish to leave. The disorder after the woman’s departure was something I did not think we needed to work on, for apparently the stories of danger told around the cauldrons are not good enough preparation for when the shadows truly appear.”

Koori said, “We know who you are. We know what you have done. Some people forgot that. I, even, forgot that. With great discipline, Clan Pale Cow can weather this storm. We are prepared.” She added, “I formally apologize for my rudeness today, and yesterday, Erick.”

That they were so clearly forgiving him for what he had brought to their doorstep… It was a surprise. But it shouldn’t have been. The people of Veird had been dealing with Shades since the Sundering. Those monsters or their envoys could appear wherever they wished to appear, and it was up to everyone else to push them back. When it came to the Shades, everyone else was on the same side, and animosities were discarded.

Erick said, “Then I and my people will continue along this path. Do you wish for us to maintain a distance from your clan?”

“Please join us for meals and community,” Niyazo said, “But maintaining a kilometer distance at all other times might be… reasonable. If you do not mind.”

“Acceptable,” Erick said. “Agreed.”

Koori spoke, “As far as our conversation: I am aware that you might not want to continue it, but I would like to.” She glanced upward at the sign Erick had made, then back to Erick. “Shall I make an appointment?”

Erick smiled softly as he grabbed a sheet of ‘printed’ paper. He handed it to Koori, saying, “I will make some time for you, but I also expect to have a lot of talks with other people, too.”

Koori took the sheet of paper like it was a dangerous object, then she nodded to Erick. She turned and hopped off the yurt, and began walking away.

Niyazo remained for another few moments, to say, “The caravan is continuing. Thank you for staying, Erick.”

“Of course, Niyazo.”

And then the warlord followed his wife back to their clan.

Things proceeded rather normally, from there. Not twenty minutes later, Erick was back in his chair, feeling the wind upon his face, as the cart trundled along to the north. To the left, Clan Pale Cow’s yurts trundled along just as they had been before, except now the nearest one was a kilometer away.

Jane sat down beside him, saying, “So what happened to being incognito?”

“I can still do that, just not right now.” Erick added, “Later, for sure.”

She glanced toward the mailbox. “Ophiel likes his new perch.”

Erick had constructed a perch upon the mailbox, above the glowing globe for Ophiel to stand upon. The little guy took well to his new spot, singing in small musical sounds while the wind rustled across his stretched out wings.

Erick smiled a little. “He does.”

“Anyone pick up a form yet? Invisibly, perhaps?”

“Not that I’ve seen. I’ve counted the papers a few times, too, and they’re all still there. People were willing to send messages, though, so maybe the watchers far above are just waiting till I’m not looking? I’m not sure.”

Near silence returned, but Ophiel was still chirping away in a jazz-like rendition of some music he had overheard elsewhere.

Jane asked, “Do you want to talk about what Goldie said? About what the dragons are after?”

He did. And yet, at the same time, he did not. For his feelings on what Goldie had said were complicated. He was still figuring out most of those feelings, too.

And so, Erick said, “Not yet.”

Jane nodded.

The caravan rode on.

- - - -

Sitting in his chair, feeling the wind upon his face, Erick thought of dragons and Wizards and Idyrvamikor’s curse, and what made one Wizard more ‘powerful’ than another… And Erick came to a conclusion that he already had, long ago: He did not know too much about Wizards, at all. Oh, sure, there were the easy deductions that he could make with existing knowledge, but joining together everything that he had learned from Goldie wasn’t going to get him very much further than he already was.

He was still going to do it, though.

Several days ago, Erick met with the Dragon Stalkers and they gave him specific examples of small ‘Illusion-based’ Wizardry.

Fake Kill Notifications. Casting spells without the need for mana. Sin Seeker Avoidance. Blue boxes for spells one does not have. Status Fakery.

And then there were the larger Wizardries which the Mirage Dragon has never displayed, which would mark that dragon as a true Wizard:

[Strike]ing as though a person had no Health. Taking a spell out of a person for one’s own use. Emptying a person of their mana. Casting spells faster than the Script Second.

If there was no trickery involved, and if those actions were exactly as they appeared to be —direct effects; not heavily nuanced magic that only appeared to be Wizardry— then they were the actions of a Wizard.

In the broadest possible sense of ‘what is a Wizard’, Wizards could cast spells outside of the Script, without care for the Bans and the structure that the Script imposed upon everyone. But that was a superficial overview of Wizardry.

Shades also cast spells outside of the Script, using the Old Cosmology methods of magic that were still taught inside Brightwater, inside Ar’Kendrithyst. Erick wasn’t too sure what that meant, exactly, but he was pretty sure that they shaped their souls and then cast spells that way; whatever that meant.

Shades were a special kind of monster, though. All other monsters cast innate magics that the Script quantified after the monster made their magics. Erick knew what that meant, though, when it came to the sapient monsters, or rather specifically shadelings. Shadelings were automatically matriculated into a specific, monster Script, every single time they came out of their fugue state, or were reborn into another incarnation. Shadelings, like other monsters, only had access to a curated Script.

That was getting off on a tangent, though.

Shades pretended at the power of Wizards, but they were not Wizards.

They were still subject to the Foundational Bans of the Script. They could not propagate spellwork to change the world, for the Propagation Ban prevented that. They could not open a dimensional portal back to the Old Cosmology, for that’s the Dimensional Ban. They could not do things to mana, itself, for that would be against the Infinitesimal Ban.

But a Wizard…

Erick was almost 100% sure that a true Wizard could break any of the Bans. Of all the things Erick knew of Wizards, which was not a lot, he was pretty sure about that fact.

(Another thing was that Wizards made a lot of mana, but understanding that was beyond Erick at this current time, so he let that lie.)

According to the Shades (And Quilatalap), Wizards fell into three categories: Creation, Destruction, and Paradox. Once a Wizard picked one of those directions, they were stuck with their choice. That was what everyone said, but was that true?

Creation and Destruction were very much opposites, if Erick was understanding that correctly. Creation Wizardry wasn’t about shifting one thing into something else and calling that ‘Creation’, after all. It was about actual creation. The manifestation of something from nothing.

Destruction was the opposite; the shifting of something into nothing.

Unless all of that was wrong? Did every lay person get it wrong? Erick had certainly never talked to a Wizard before… Except for Melemizargo?

Melemizargo didn’t count.

Perhaps the three choices were not a trinity, but a line? A line with Creation on one end and Destruction on the other, and everything in between was Paradox? No. Wait. That didn’t fit with time travel, which was a known Paradox Wizard ability.

The Creation/Destruction/Paradox was probably a true trinity.

Bah! Erick could just ask people for these answers. He could talk to the shadows under the grass or under his yurt, right now, and see what Melemizargo had to say about all of this. That seemed like asking for a bad time, though.

Anyway.

Wizards. And Dragons.

Whatever dragons wanted with Wizards probably had to do with using Paradox Wizardry against the Infinitesimal Ban, to change something about the dragon in question, to make them immune to the Dragon Blood Curse.

Was that correct? It seemed… yes?

Yes.

That had to be it.

The dragons certainly didn’t want their existence ‘created’ into a cure? That didn’t make sense.

They probably didn’t want their Curse removed, either, since the Curse was actually upon Dragon Essence itself.

Yes. A dragon likely wanted a Wizard to Paradox their Dragon Essence into something other than what it was, but which allowed them to retain their ‘dragony’ powers. That seemed like ‘Paradox’ all the way.

But…

The Dragon Stalkers were convinced that dragons were inherently Wizardly, but in small ways, and with Goldie’s suggestions about how Wizards could be classified by degrees of power, then, it was by these facts that Erick knew that the small Wizardries of dragons were not enough to break them of their curse. Or perhaps they could break each other of their curses, if one wanted to sacrifice themselves in order to do so? Most dragons probably weren’t about that.

So where did that put Erick, as a nascent Wizard?

Hunted by dragons, for sure.

And Tenebrae, too, now that he thought about it. That old archmage had asked Erick if he knew of any Wizards, because if he did, then they could go retrieve that Wizard, and deliver that Wizard to the dragons to learn the secrets of [Gate]. Which, according to Tenebrae, would not result in the death of that Wizard, but which, according to Goldie, would result in the death of that Wizard.

… Tenebrae didn’t seem like the kinda guy to sacrifice someone to gain power. Sure, he would let someone kill themselves, and he would certainly kill someone who was threatening him, but sacrifice? Erick did not think Tenebrae was like that.

Well. Whatever.

There were many reasons Erick had never told anyone that the gods had called him a Wizard. That there was a brand new, confirmed threat against him, because he was a Wizard, was not unexpected.

A lot of gods knew he was a Wizard, though. And so did the Shades.

Kirginatharp probably knew, right? Or maybe not.

Maybe the gods would keep something like that to themselves… unless they wanted Erick dead. Which…

Well.

Sininindi wanted him dead for messing with her storms, right? All she had to do was release one specific fact into the world and then Erick would be hunted by everyone. That Erick wasn’t being hunted right now either meant that she was waiting for the right time, or that she did not want him dead.

After a while of thinking and guessing and deducing, all without any true answers, Erick could only decide on one thing: He was going to ask the dragons about Wizards, whenever one of them showed up.

And he would never, ever, tell anyone that he was a Wizard, ever. (But he already knew that.)







- - - -







Clan Pale Cow had stopped for the night at a large riverside and Erick parked his yurt a kilometer away, as requested.

Jane offered, “We can go get dinner and bring it back, dad.”

“Or we can just cook here.” Teressa said, “We can [Grow] our own stuff by the river, too.”

They were thinking things were going to go poorly, which was expected, sure. But...

“No no.” Erick said, “We’re going to eat with the clan, and we’re going to be personable. We’ll be back here to sleep soon enough. Besides! Nirzir helped cook! I want to know what it tastes like.”

Nirzir said, “I’m sure it’s as good as they normally make it, but it is just stew.” Nirzir had gotten over much of her fear in the hours since Goldie’s appearance, spending much of that time talking to other people through [Telepathy]. Her voice was now that of a normal-enough teenager, “Though Waveni did promise other dishes!”

Erick smiled. He had already checked out the cooking yurt, so he could confidently say, “I think you’ll be surprised at what they have, tonight.” He hopped off of the yurt, saying, “Come on! Let’s go eat.”

Erick led the way through the trampled grass, and everyone followed. The sun was an hour from setting, and the sky was already awash in orange and gold, while the shadows upon the land seemed purple.

The yurts of the clan had been scattered in an organized manner, looking like white bumps upon the grasses, with people pulled up alongside their friends, or family, but most of those were on the other side of the cooking yurt. The cooking yurt itself was positioned toward Erick’s yurt, which was probably on purpose; Either to make it easier for him to approach, or because others were scared of him.

Probably both.

Zan and Solia, and their accompanying baby, had their yurt parked on this side of the cooking yurt, though. Those people were clearly okay with Erick, which was nice to see. The hawkery was similarly positioned toward Erick’s approach to the cooking yurt, and that was nice, too. Both places were emptied of their people, though, as those people were already at the cooking yurt.

The cooking yurt was visible for kilometers already, but once Erick got close enough, his people could see what Clan Pale Cow had done, and they relaxed. None of them had said anything too judgmental of the clan, but they were thinking it, for sure. Erick was thinking he was unwelcomed, too, but that changed when he saw what they were putting up for him.

Torches held upon poles all around the cafeteria zone, creating a perimeter to the party, while colorful streamers and fabrics had been pulled out of storage and draped over every table and over the sides of every nearby yurt. Clansmen played their drums and their cellos, beating out a cheerful song into the night as kegs were already tapped, and the beer was already flowing. It didn’t take them long to get this up and running; they were already 90% prepared by the time the clan stopped for the night, with people running back and forth between the yurts of the clan for the last few hours. That final 10% was just the drivers of the other yurts finally showing up for the party and the placement of torches stuck into the grassland.

The people wore their best clothes, and as an unorganized group, they stopped their chatter when Erick came into the wide circle of light.

Niyazo came out of the group, and spoke above all, “Welcome to Clan Pale Cow, Archmage Flatt. May the sun always greet you with warmth and light, and if it does not, know that there is always a place at our table for you and yours.”

Erick smiled.

As one, every clansman called out, “Welcome to Clan Pale Cow!”

The roar turned into a disorganized cheer, and Erick soon found himself with a beer shoved in his hand and an invitation to partake of the whole roasted cow, and all the other foods they had made for this feast. Breads. Rices of more than just the white variety. Sauces. Grilled vegetables of all kinds.

As he got himself some food, a young woman also in line for the food asked him if that sign above his yurt was for anyone. Erick happily replied that yes, it was, for now, but it might not stay that way. Another woman asked him if he was going to [Grow] some food with them, tomorrow. Erick had already planned on a little of that, and so he told them this much.

Conversations started organically, or, more realistically, based on some hierarchy of clan status, along with Erick’s own physical location in the party, and if it looked like a good moment to start up a conversation, or not. Most of the talking went quick, with a small question and a polite answer, or a nice comment, or a thanks. Everyone seemed to want to make him feel welcomed, and they did.

And then Erick felt even better about the night when a young man approached, one hand nervously held in the other, and asked a scandalous question right in the middle of everyone.

“I have a small problem of a magical nature, Archmage Flatt, and I was wondering if you could help.”

A few people flinched at the mention of magic, but everyone listened in; even those having conversations at other tables. They were polite about the snooping, of course, and no one was actually putting Erick in the middle of the clan and then bombarding him with questions. Some people at other tables were deep in the middle of their own stories and jokes and laughter, and they didn’t give one whit to whatever Erick was doing. This was a family gathering; not an interrogation. People were simply making their way to Erick as they were wont, and this young man was very much in need of something rather important.

From the other nearby table, Speaker Yorila watched the young man with deep interest.

Erick still had yet to talk to her, too, but he imagined she would get involved soon enough.

Erick said to the young man, “I’d lend an ear. Tell me what’s on your mind.”

With approximately all of his gumption and bravery, words spilled out of the young man, “I have never been good at magic and I feel I need to be good at magic if danger can [Blink] in like that person did and I—” He cut himself off, either his words failing him or the sudden silence of everyone else forcing him to be quiet himself.

Erick guessed, “You’ve never been good at magic, so you want some tips?”

The young man nodded, shaking his head up and down with vigor.

Other people listened with keen interest.

Erick nodded, then said, “There are many things that are not told about how to make mana into magic, for to tell these secrets is to invite disaster upon the unsuspecting. I might, however, be able to give you some hints, if I find a reason to tell you some of these smaller secrets, and if you make an appointment. The paperwork is in that box at my yurt. Feel free to take a form and fill it out.”

“Yes, sir! I’ll go do that right now!”

And then the kid rushed away without waiting for another word from Erick.

The rest of the night went a lot better than Erick’s first night with Clan Pale Cow.

Time wore on. Food was packed away. More beer came out. People danced, though Erick just talked to people who wanted to talk. It was nice.

It was at least two more hours of casual conversation, much of it about nothing at all, or about news that other people had heard, before Erick decided to leave the party, mostly because he could tell Nirzir was socially exhausted. Teressa and Jane both had people they were talking to, about teaching and about cheese, respectively, so they stayed back. In the full dark, and with Nirzir leading the way in a hurry to retreat to a quieter space, Nirzir, Erick, and Poi, walked back to the yurt.

One of Ophiel had remained on top of the box the whole time, handing out forms and taking them back from people who brought them back. Erick was surprised to see that half of the forms were gone. He was even more surprised to see that only three of them had been returned, filled out. Perhaps the bloody thumbprint scared off most people; it would have scared off Erick, for sure.

Only the first two forms were from people Erick knew, with one form being from Urshao, the young man with the magical problem whom Erick had talked to at the party, and the other from Speaker Yorila.

The third was from a ‘Warlord Linxel’, from ‘Clan Green Grass, a True Traveler clan’, who wanted to talk about ‘your intention to join the debates at Ooloraptoor, and a counteroffer to prevent that joining’. A location and desired time was given for the talk, and while Erick had no idea where ‘the Twin Rocks along the Barlaxl tributary’ was located, Ophiel had seen everyone who took a form and who brought the form back, and a thumbprint of blood had been put into the provided box. After a few failed [Cascade Imaging]s for the woman who brought back the completed form (which meant something but Erick wasn’t sure what, though he wasn’t going to jump to sinister explanations right yet), Erick Imaged for the blood in the thumbprint. He found Clan Green Grass. They were camped out by a massive boulder that had been split in half, beside a shallow river; the Twin Rocks and the Barlaxl tributary, for sure. Tomorrow morning Erick would meet with Linxel at the man’s desired time, and place. After that, he would meet with Urshao and Yorila.

Erick wasn’t sure why, but sleep came easy that night.

In the morning, he figured the easy sleep came because of two reasons. The first, was that the people around him had welcomed him into their society, even though he brought trouble with him. That was respectable and brave of them. The second, was that Erick was preparing to do something he had done for two decades already.

He was going to meet a client!

And there was paperwork, and everything!

And what’s more: Erick was himself the person who decided if the people he saw got help, or not.

… Which was both a blessing and a curse, really.

The caravan got underway early that morning, for today was a day of distant travel and they needed all the time they could get.

So while Jane and Nirzir were out at the other yurts, learning to make cheese and learning how to cook, Erick sat back in his captain’s chair, feeling the wind upon his face and the sun against his skin. A little while later, at the appropriate time, he retreated inside the yurt, into the dense air, and prepared to meet a client.

- - - -







Three Ophiels, each wrapped in sunform and carrying supplies, descended from the sky to land upon the grasses near two twin rocks. Two Ophiel set down a pair of comfortable office-like chairs, though they were certainly not called that on Veird. The third Ophiel set down a perch.

And then Erick took control and set the chairs two meters apart, to face each other, while the perch went to stand behind one of the chairs. Each Ophiel alighted upon the perch, each set to look out for magics and otherwise, while Erick shaped light from the lowest Ophiel to project his own image, standing there at the meeting site.

Clan Green Grass was stationed only fifty meters away. People stood at their yurt, staring at the display of magic. Those people had been expecting Erick and their faces said as much. Other people, at other yurts, were googly eyed as they watched the magic happen. Some of them even called out to their neighbors that ‘The Archmage is here!’, prompting even more onlookers.

But at that first yurt, a message was quickly passed to the person inside. Not thirty seconds later a man came out of that home. He was incani with dark blue skin and large, spiraling horns, but he might have had some orcol mixed in there, too, for he was easily half a meter taller than most other people. No lower fangs, though. His clothes were deep brown and black hunting leathers; he matched half of the people in the clan. The other half of Green Grass clansmen wore white cotton clothes.

The tall man was warlord Linxel, and his people parted for him as he hopped off of his yurt, and headed toward Erick’s little setup.

The lightform Erick had crafted mostly looked like himself, but with white feathers for the face and around other defining characteristics. He could have gone with a very accurate representation, but he had already used this form in several places, and he kinda liked it for this sort of thing.

Soon, Linxel arrived. He looked at Erick’s lightform, then glanced toward Ophiel. He spoke in a deep voice, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt.”

“Greetings, Warlord Linxel.” Erick gestured to his chairs. “Please, sit, and let us discuss what you wish to discuss.”

Linxel frowned a little, then said, “I appreciate the nod toward hospitality, but you are not actually here, and so there can be no hospitality given nor received.”

Erick mirrored Linxel’s manner, saying, “Did you request my presence to discuss pleasantries and ritual, or to discuss my participation in Clan Pale Cow’s upcoming debates?”

Linxel huffed, almost laughing, but that emotion never reached his eyes.

Then he took a chair and sat down.

Erick sat down in his own chair, and said, “My plan for this meeting is to discuss your desires, whatever they might be. If something is said which is unclear to you, or to me, I expect that asking for clarification will not be a burden upon either of us. Know that whatever you say to me will be kept confidential, unless otherwise stated by you. That said: Do you wish for Privacy before we have this talk?”

Linxel tilted his head a little bit, trying to understand the meaning behind Erick’s words. “… Privacy? Do you wish for privacy?”

“I do not care. This is about making you comfortable, as I imagine we will be discussing very large topics.”

“… Yes, then.”

Without hesitation, Erick cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] across the space, keeping his Ophiel half inside and half outside of the sphere. He could still connect to them, this way.

Linxel looked around. “It is see-through.”

“It is,” Erick said.

Linxel seemed to decide something right quick, then said, “Don’t get involved in the business of us grass travelers, Archmage Flatt. This is not your place. This is not your land. These are not your people, or your decisions to be making. Take your pacified Shades and go elsewhere, please. Our counteroffer to keep you away from our upcoming debates is information about magical troves of power, locked under the Tribulations, and guarded by dark beasts which no one has ever been able to kill. Whatever is down there is certainly worthy of an archmage.”

“Heard and understood. You feel that I am doing this for some sort of material gain, which is true, in a way, but it is not that simple.” Erick said, “Through a series of events which need not be elaborated upon, I am helping Clan Pale Cow with their upcoming debates because it will lure out some dragons, and I wish to find out why some dragon attacked me about two weeks ago. I feel that attacker is somewhere up here, in grass traveler territory.”

Linxel’s eyes narrowed when Erick denied him, and then his eyes bulged when Erick mentioned dragons. Supreme surprise gave way to mirth, and laughter. Roaring laughter; brief, yet complete. Linxel came down to a chuckle then said, “You pursue dragons! Gods above. Of course you want something that crazy. A dragon hoard would be a much finer treasure than whatever is in that dark place under the mountains; only one legendary monster to fight, instead of hundreds of lesser beasts.” And then he considered something. He stared at Erick’s lightform. “You’re truly after dragons, now?”

“At least the one known as the Mirage Dragon.” Erick said, “I will likely stumble across many others in that pursuit.”

“So you heard about the integration war 85 years ago, and the dragon fight that came from that?”

“I have. Through a series of events, this is exactly why I am here.”

“Your dragon attacker could be from anywhere.”

“Could be. But they’re not. They’re somewhere among the grass travelers, hiding— Which brings me to a related problem.” Erick asked, “You know you have face stealers among your people, right? I offered to clean up that problem, but only Clan Pale Cow accepted my help. This was one of the major reasons I have thrown in with their cause, specifically. I know they are who they say they are; everyone else is suspect.” He added, “One of my side goals for this whole thing happening here is to help get rid of those face stealers I missed. Would you like help finding the face stealers among your people?”

“Hmm.” Linxel frowned. “The purge that you gifted to Songli… There was an easier way to do that, than with whatever magics you possess. Clan Green Grass regularly asks our people to disclose their full Status under truthstone. We didn’t actually need your help to carry out that [Cleanse], which is why we denied your help when you offered it the first time.”

Erick frowned, and he let it show upon his avatar. “What you did works for the vast majority of cases, but it never works against the people you need it to work against.”

“That might be true when it comes to living life inside of a city, where no one speaks to their neighbors and no one knows each other’s business.” Linxel said, “Which is why Green Grass is wholly against the integration planned by Pale Cow and other integrating clans. We will lose our individual identity. We will become vulnerable to face stealers, and the other plagues of organized society. Like money and property.” He scowled at his own words, then he thought of something and his expression changed to cautious hope. He said, “So I have a different idea to get you to renege on your agreement with Pale Cow. Since you are after dragons and face stealers: What if Green Grass spoke to other True Traveler clans and we got them to agree to your desire to counter-hunt? We could even start today, with Green Grass itself. I am confident that we have no face stealers or Hunters in our midst, so there will be little upset aside from that which comes from a normal clan-wide Status inquiry, which we have already just finished doing.

“If such an event happens exactly as I think it will, then will you adjust your counter-hunt toward the integrators? Will you forgo participation in our upcoming debates at Ooloraptoor?”

“… Eminently reasonable. But if you find no dragons, which you don’t think you will, then if I agree to this then I will be losing my opportunity to poke at the entirety of your civilization, to see what falls out.” Erick said, “And besides that: You do not have pull with every single True Traveler clan out there, do you? Please understand that I am not after you, or yours; I want what is specifically not a part of your society. I want the dragons.”

Linxel sat back in his chair, regarding Erick. “I will ignore your insult that I cannot deliver what I promise.” He added, “But you are correct in that I cannot deliver the scrutiny of the entirety of our civilization unto you. I would not do so, anyway. You have no place to stand in our society, Archmage. That I am doing this much is a boon to you, and I would appreciate you seeing it as the boon that it is.”

“I see that. I see all of that. And this is why I am making a place for myself with Clan Pale Cow, so that no one needs to give me a boon like you wish to give.” Erick said, “But if you do go ahead with your offer, and if you do find dragons before the debates, and if they are the ones I am looking for, then I might not need to be involved in your society at all. So how about that? You do your normal Status inquiry, with my assistance, and if you find a dragon, then I will take care of it and then go away. But if you don’t, then I will continue as planned, to participate in three of Pale Cow’s debates at Ooloraptoor.” Erick added, “You have three days before we get to the lakeside and a few more days beyond that before the debates start, so there is time for you to think about this.”

Linxel sat in his chair, thinking heavily, and scowling just as hard.

Erick waited.

Linxel said, “I will not need your assistance with this counter-Hunt. In two days I will have new inquiry results of every single member of our clan, and that of twelve others; possibly more. Once they know what my request is for, then they will surely agree. In return, I demand that you not participate in the single debate of my choosing. One of three.”

Which would, of course, be the debate that Pale Cow could possibly lose without him, and that would not work for Erick. And besides that—

“In return for you doing nothing different? For as you have already said, you expect no face stealers or dragons.” Erick asked, “You know you can fool those truthstones, yes?”

Linxel flinched. His voice was briefly unsteady, but solidified rather quick, “You— You can fool those truthstones?”

“It is not easy, but yes.” Erick continued, asking, “And how do I even know that you will do as you say you will? Or even that your Status inquiry is a functioning inquiry that actually works?”

Linxel took offense at this, but he was still reeling from the revelation that truthstones could be faked. He harshly said, “We ask people if they have the [Polymorph] spell, or some other shape changing ability, and if they do, then we ask to see their Familiar Form list. Since there is no way to fake or change that particular Script box, this is a fine measure, since every form is always listed there. Face Stealers never get rid of their original form, so if we see another person-form, then they are killed on the spot.”

Erick had a tough time holding back his vitriol, but he did. The separation between him and his lightform helped.

Erick kept his voice perfectly personable, and said, “The primary way in which a dragon integrates and hides in a new society is to abandon everything they had before, and this means that they only have the one Familiar Form. Your tactics do not uncover the actual problem. Your tactics actually help the dragons and others hide among you, for some Hunters do not hold onto extra person-forms. Some go all the way into their new life. Your methods are flawed, and I can tell that even you know this much.”

And now Linxel was full-angry. He roared, “Then let me be clear: if there are dragons here then WE DO NOT WANT TO KNOW OF THEM!” He threw his arms wide, exclaiming, “Gods above! You cannot expect us to go against dragons!”

Erick was glad that they were finally talking about the actual problem. He said, “You are correct, I do not expect this of you. Which is why I am approaching this problem like I am. So you know: I will try to keep the collateral damage to a minimum, but I will still counter-Hunt those who have Hunted me.”

Linxel lost all his anger. He crashed back down into his chair, looking gutted. “Do not do this to us, Archmage. Please. People will die.”

Erick understood the man’s fear. Collateral damage and direct damage was a valid concern when one was going up against dragons, or against any large power. Collateral damage was even a concern when going against some of the smaller, more insidious powers, like face stealers and Hunters. Erick had compassion for Linxel, for the warlord was fully aware of the problem, but to do anything about the problem would be to invite disaster upon himself, and others.

But to do nothing about those hidden powers was to let them kill and kill again.

It was a choice between horror today, or horror tomorrow and for forever afterward.

Erick said, “People are already dying, Linxel, and you are choosing to ignore the shadows instead of fighting them.”

Linxel sighed.

Erick waited.

Linxel said, “I will need to think on this. Give me three hours, then I wish to speak with you again.”

Erick nodded. “I can do that. But before this conversation ends, know that I am very willing to help you search for the fake people among you.” He asked, “Would you like to talk a bit about that?”

Linxel breathed deep, his massive chest expanding his leathers, as he tilted his head back and stared briefly at the sky. “I can see why you suggested a Privacy spell.” He turned back toward Erick, and said, “I would hear how you would assist in a counter-hunt.”

Erick nodded, then began, “I can Scan where people have been before, and it is through this method that…”

Conversation continued. Linxel listened. He asked questions. Erick informed the man of how some of his other counter-Hunts went, before going on to explain how he would want to implement such an action among Clan Green Grass, and others.

By the end of it, Erick understood that Linxel was not happy, but it was the sort of unhappiness that one got when they saw a terrible thing looming ahead of them, and they were unsure of how to proceed, though they knew they had to. It was an unhappiness that many warriors, mages, and warlords were accustomed to feeling. It was just another day on Veird.

The conversation wrapped up from there, with Linxel going back to his clan and Erick taking back the chairs and perch back with him, for now. He’d bring the furniture back in a few hours to have another conversation with the warlord, but until then, he had other people to meet.
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The caravan was underway with Erick’s yurt rolling alongside on the eastern flank of Clan Pale Cow. He had returned to his captain’s chair where he could oversee his summoned cows as they plodded along, matching pace with the rest of the caravan. He was proud of that spell; those cows barely needed any instruction at all beyond the initial ‘Keep pace with the rest of the caravan’. They wouldn’t listen to anyone else, though, and that was kinda funny.

Urshao, the young man from last night who asked Erick about magic, thought the cows were marvelous miracles. He had come aboard at an invitation from Erick and now he sat on the chair opposite of Erick’s own, staring at the cows, trying to understand them.

He was mostly just working up the courage to speak about magic, though. They had gotten through the pleasantries, and now they were stuck here.

So Erick prodded along the conversation, “You’re looking for magic tips, correct?”

Urshao whipped his head around to look at Erick. He went, “Uh. Yes? Sir?”

“Do you plan on harming other people with magic?”

Urshao startled again. And then he forced himself to calm down. He spoke clearly, “Only if those people threaten me or my people.” He deflated a bit. “The main threat is always monsters, though, and if people actually threaten us then Koori or Ibahka or any of the cowherds would step in and take care of the problem. I just need to be able to tow my own weight, sir, and magic is how I want to do it because… Because I went for Scion of Focus when I was young and dumb. I didn’t even go for Balance.” The blood drained from his face, as he said, “I made a mistake and I’ve never been able to fix it.”

The kid wasn’t lying. Good. He passed the first hurdle, and then he went on to pass a few more hurdles beyond that first one.

Erick relaxed. “I wish to have the rest of this conversation in private. Do you mind?”

“Not at all, sir! Do what you must!”

With a thought, a [Sealed Privacy Ward] blossomed around the space. The exterior world remained visible, but anyone looking in would only see empty chairs. If observers used a magic sensing spell they would see a white sphere, which indicated something was happening here, but there was nothing that Erick could do about that right now.

Urshao looked around, his eyes going wide as his heart slammed a harsh beat inside his chest. He was not only nervous, but giddy with excitement.

With a tempering voice, Erick asked, “How do you normally go about making magic?”

“I’ve got—” His voice cracked. Urshao continued, “I’ve got Mana Altering and about half of what a man needs to get into arcanaeum, but… Not the full set. That was another mistake I made.” Urshao deflated. “I don’t expect to be able to defend from a Shade, but I want to be able to make a [Fireball] that doesn’t cost three hundred mana and only does Willpower in damage.”

“Why haven’t you joined Speaker Yorila’s yurt? Even if you are in an orthodox clan, you still have a magic teacher.”

Embarrassed, again, Urshao said, “I don’t have leave to tutor under Speaker Yorila. She’s only allowed three apprentices and I aged out of every opportunity I had with her. I was just never good enough.” He looked to Erick with hope in his eyes. “I could abandon my home and travel to Songli and maybe join their army, but… I want to be here, at home, to help my family. They’ve supported me and my decisions all this time and I have to support them, too.” He added, “I’m good with [Grow], though, which is the usual thing I do; [Grow] foods for everyone and treats for the cows, too.”

Erick had been evaluating the young man using [Soul Sight] and [True Sight] and all of his Perception-enhanced skill, this entire time, exactly as he had done with Warlord Linxel. Urshao was alright. A bit sad. A bit lonely. A bit ostracized. But he was more or less exactly who he appeared to be.

Erick decided to help. He asked, “How good are you with wardlights?”

“Oh…” The kid’s face fell. “Not very. We don’t use those around here.”

“Let’s start smaller, then. How do you put together your spellwork?”

“Uh. Visualization and casting the spells at the same time, with an intent toward the desired outcome.” Urshao tentatively asked, “Same as everyone?”

“Have you ever heard of gridwork?”

“… Never?” Urshao looked up and away, thinking. He turned back, saying, “Never heard of it.”

The lesson on gridwork lasted a good 45 minutes. Toward the end, Erick had Urshao conjuring wardlights that showed, in a very scribbly sort of way, how to make a [Fireball]. To make sure that the kid took the lesson home Erick grabbed a pebble from the ground outside and attached to it a simple, by-the-book [Fireball] grid of his own working. The boy took the wardlight like he was accepting a great treasure.

Erick sent Urshao off with a pat on the back, saying, “Good luck. Don’t blow up anything that you don’t want to blow up.”

Urshao solidly said, “I thank you for your help. I will never abuse this trust and power. If I am ever able to repay you, I will.”

Erick smiled at the earnestness in Urshao’s expression, saying, “Just don’t hurt anyone that doesn’t deserve it.”

Urshao bowed. Erick canceled the Privacy around them, and then Urshao left, hopping off of Erick’s yurt, to run back to his own yurt where he lived with his parents. He’d be okay.

Erick moved on.

He sent Ophiel over to Speaker Yorila’s yurt and invited the woman over to his own.

Yorila arrived with a smile on her face, and a bottle of wine in her hand, saying, “Welcome to Clan Pale Cow, Archmage Flatt; Erick.” She handed over the bottle, saying, “This is for you, but for later, if you wish. For now, I only wish to know if your needs are being met by the clan, if I could try some of that coffee that I heard you like, and if you wouldn’t be opposed to ending some long-standing threats both monstrous and animal that exist here and there upon the plains.”

Erick smiled as he accepted the bottle, saying, “I would be happy to take care of some threats. I’d like to ask you about some other clans out there, too. Please, sit, and let us talk. Do you wish for a Privacy?”

Yorila sat down saying, “Oh no no no. No need. We’re far enough away from the clan, and truthfully, I get a kick out of teasing my people with ~scary magic~ Ha!”

Erick laughed, and sat down across from the old woman.

Teressa served them coffee.

Yorila spoke of large, worm-like animals that lived deep within the ground, which only came up when herds of cows trampled along, to gobble up cow and man alike. She spoke of airborne threats that lived far up in the clouds, but which dropped down invisible threads that snagged upon any living thing and yanked those meals high into the sky. There were elementals made of stone, each the size of a small mansion, that lifted from the ground like great hiding spiders to chase down whatever had disturbed them, and from which clans had to run, but from which some always failed to escape.

Erick found them all. He found more than Yorila expected, too.

In a short hour, many outsized threats were ended. Traveling along the grass was made that much safer.

The conversation moved on to other clans and of face stealers, and of how justice was carried out when Pale Cow found face stealers amongst themselves.

Yorila said, “The problem with face stealers is that they are so very good at hiding, and barely anyone knows what to actually look for. Some clans make do with truthstones, which is a fool’s idea of justice. Some ask for Familiar Form lists, and this is a bit better. Clan Pale Cow does [Telepathy] testing, but only in the most dire of situations as what happened with Amasar and all the rest. That test fails about half the time because true face stealers become their stolen body. The [Telepathy] test works very well when you’re in an active face stealer situation, though, for it takes longer than a day to acclimate to a new Form.” She frowned, saying, “All of our face stealers were well acclimated.” She tossed that emotion away, saying, “The way your [Cascade Imaging] can track where someone has been and what they have touched is about the only decent way to actually track a face stealer. Though I am sure they’ll come up with some way around that. It might take them a dozen years, though. One of them will become a Particle Mage and then they’ll figure out your spell and then we’re back to where we were before.”

Erick said, “Maybe. Maybe not. Might take a lot longer than a dozen years for people to figure out.”

“Let’s hope so.” Yorila breathed in, smiled, and said, “This was a very nice talk. I’d love to have another talk with you when I have some other problem that needs solving, or if you’d like to talk about the weather sometime— Ah. That was a saying, not a specific ask toward your magic. Anyway.” She stood. “Thank you for killing those threats, Erick.”

Erick stood with her, saying, “Anytime, Yorila.”

Yorila hopped off of the yurt and raced toward Clan Pale Cow in the distance, moving like she wasn’t one of the oldest women in the clan.

Erick went back into his yurt, into the safety of [Prismatic Ward], and then he sent Ophiel out to check on Clan Green Grass. Linxel might be ready with an answer by now.







- - - -







White light flickered high above the Twin Rocks. Three Ophiels stepped onto the air, two of them carrying chairs, one of them carrying a perch. Down below, Clan Green Grass was exactly as Erick had left it. He had his Ophiel descend to the prearranged spot, next to the large rocks.

The clan instantly recognized Ophiel’s arrival.

The thing wearing Linxel’s body came out of his yurt and went to Ophiel.

When the face stealer came near, he said, “Our deals are done. I have decided against seeking your assistance against Clan Pale Cow’s Integration schemes, for I have decided to block your clanfriend status with the Elders of Ooloraptoor. It shouldn’t take much of a debate to get your participation blocked. Goodbye.”

And then he turned and left.

Erick had to hand it to the impostor. The manner of voice was the same. The straightness of Linxel’s back was the same. The man was physically and emotionally as large and as powerful as he had been before.

The soul was a different color, though. Not much different. But different enough. Instead of being dark blue, it was just blue. That, by itself, was not enough to mark the man as fake. Maybe someone just soul-fucked him between then and now—

Hopefully someone just soul-fucked him! That would make the sudden hole in Erick’s heart feel less like a sudden abyss, and more like a temporary problem.

—But Erick tried to [Telepathy] the man, and all he got back was static.

Erick came back to himself and looked to Poi, who had such a terrible guilty look that Erick could only put two and two together, to arrive at the doorstep of a horrible truth.

As the impostor walked away, Erick realized he likely would have done something to ‘Linxel’ had he had full control of his emotions, but he did not. He decided to take a minute to think about what he was going to do before he decided to do it. ‘Linxel’s yurt was only 50 meters from Ophiel. The killer was eminently reachable. He would keep for a while.

Erick could call out to him right now and drag him back for more talking, too.

There were a lot of options, right now.

But Linxel was already gone.
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                Wrath filled Erick’s brain and chest and forearms like he was being stabbed by knives made of ice.

He sat up in his chair. He was inside his yurt. Poi sat upon his own bed, to the side, looking away from Erick, seeming as if he had failed to do something important.

With a level voice, Erick told Poi, “I need you to tell me why you look guilty.”

Teressa was outside, sitting in her large chair on the front porch. At Erick’s tone, she whipped her head around and got up. In a second, she was inside the yurt. Jane followed her inside with a suddenly concerned look upon her face. Nirzir was still inside the yurt, but she was just reading. When she heard the tension in Erick’s voice it hit her like the sudden breaking of glass; she had no idea what was going on, but she was worried.

Poi breathed. He said, “You never spoke to me about your talk with Linxel and you offered the man confidentiality, which he took and you honored, so I had no way to tell you that I thought it was a very, very bad idea to have a break in your conversation with that man.”

There were other words Poi was not saying, but Erick could guess at those. Perhaps, he knew that there were face stealers among Green Grass, for the Mind Mages would certainly know of all that. It’s just that the Mind Mages were also sworn to never reveal what they know to others.

Erick felt crushed in an entirely new way. “You should have just told me, Poi.”

“I cannot.” He softly said, “I cannot tell you what goes on in the minds of others, or what I think might happen, based on that knowledge.” A bit stronger, he said, “Confidentiality is sacred. Even you know this. I had to pretend like I saw nothing.” Poi said, “But I can say that based on what you are seeing now, that the individual confidentiality you promised Linxel is no longer applicable, for even if his face has not been stolen, Linxel might be soul fucked. Perhaps this is some ploy? Someone wants you to attack the potential face stealer and show that your promise of non-violence is a lie. Perhaps, at the very least, they want you to show that you will break confidentiality whenever it suits you.”

Erick already knew everything that Poi was saying, but sometimes the words needed to be said for the others in the area. Jane certainly heard what he was saying; she focused on a smaller part of Poi’s words, though. 

Jane looked at Erick, her words filled with dangerous undertones, “The warlord you met was Hunted?”

Erick quickly explained to everyone, “His soul was dark blue and now it is sky blue, and [Telepathy] returns static. He might have had a traumatizing recent event, but I don’t think so.” Erick’s gaze shifted back to the Ophiel still floating near the Twin Rocks, still only a stone’s throw from the yurt of the man in question. “When I last saw Linxel, with the dark blue soul, he spoke of how he did not want to uncover the face stealers in his midst, for there were dragons in there too, for sure. I spoke of how I would help him and other True Traveler clans to counter-Hunt those evils, and then he said he would need some time to talk to some people. And now… He does not want my help to counter-Hunt. He is moving to block my attempt to join in the debates at Ooloraptoor. And now, [Telepathy] to Linxel returns static, and his soul is a different color and—” Erick stopped talking. He was repeating himself.

Jane said, “They had to know you would see something.”

Nirzir rapidly said, “Surely they knew. Just like with the Headmaster, Erick’s known abilities are highly documented. Everyone knows you have all the normal mana sensing abilities and others besides, and dragons are not stupid unless they’re near other dragons. Whoever did this had to know you would see something.”

Teressa stared daggers at nothing in particular, then she turned and asked, “Could someone be using hostages against this guy? One of his family members killed and the other held under danger, in order to make him change his mind? I would think a warlord would be hardened against such soul shifts, but it could happen.”

… That was a very good point.

Now that a few minutes had passed, and he had talked to everyone else, he had gained some perspective on the situation. Perhaps it wasn’t as bad as it appeared to be? Maybe? Erick breathed deep, then let it all go. He was glad he had taken a moment. Now, he knew what he needed to do.

Jane saw his sudden resolve. She said, “Be subtle, dad. But be vicious.”

“That is the new plan. Thank you, everyone.” Erick added, “Be on the watch for some sort of nearby attack. Ophiel is already on high alert.”

With hard-edged feathers and narrowed eyes, Ophiel fluffed himself upon the perch. Every Ophiel everywhere whistled a dangerous guitar thrum; He was ready for shit to hit the fan. Everyone else began to get ready, too. Conjured armor and weapons. Spellworks of various kinds.

Nirzir’s white skin turned pearlescent, as she tentatively asked, “What should I do?”

“I would like you on anti-attack protocol.” Erick said, “Don’t expend power trying to destroy; try to preserve all the life you can.”

Nirzir looked suddenly relieved. She nodded.

“And one last thing, just to check.” Erick looked to Poi. “Would the Mind Mages ever be willing to forgo their silence and help end this worldwide threat of face stealers and Hunters?”

Everyone looked to Poi.

Poi said, “I have been told that we tried that. Historically. It did not work out for us.”

“I wish to be briefed on that later.”

Poi paused, then he slowly nodded.

Erick turned his gaze back toward Clan Green Grass.

- - - -

Barely five minutes had passed since Erick had first seen that Linxel was gone.

‘Linxel’ had vanished into his yurt three minutes ago. A few clansmen hung out on Linxel’s porch, sitting by the entrance to the warlord’s yurt. Those clansmen now looked Ophiel’s way, wondering why he was still here. Had any of those people been replaced since Erick was last here? Maybe.

Erick’s three Ophiel and his chairs and perch remained where they were. His half-feathered lightform self had remained ‘standing’ on the ground beside his chair, unmoving since Linxel’s public proclamation.

And what an announcement that had been!

Clan Green Grass was a clan of several smaller groups that all traveled separately; just like Clan Pale Cow. This particular group of people camped out at Twin Rocks numbered around 200, which was an average number. According to Erick’s oversight of their whole compound, about half of the people were outside of their yurts, doing something. Eating, cooking, milking cows, making leather goods; whatever. Most of those people were now watching Erick and Linxel’s yurt. About twenty of those people were looking at Erick with disguised hate in their eyes, wishing for him to go away.

Some people noticed that each Ophiel held spiky silver shields around their tiny sunforms, and they knew what they were seeing; Erick could tell by the quiet panic happening in their eyes and in their hearts.

Erick flexed Ophiel’s lightform and his feathered avatar took a single step forward, toward Clan Green Grass. A few people subtly panicked, but no one did anything besides watch. A few more people came out of yurts here and there, for they heard something happening, and they needed to see. Erick took ten steps toward Green Grass, and then he stopped.

He had an Ophiel turn off their [Greater Lightwalk] and turn on their [Physical Domain], and then Erick quietly spoke through the nearest three kilometers of space, “I am searching for someone. Please pay no mind to the light that shows up around you.”

Many onlookers instantly ducked back into their yurts.

A [Cascade Imaging] blossomed in the air above—

A dark blot of shadows came out of Linxel’s yurt and erased the spell as it was forming, as the imposter burst out of his yurt, running toward Ophiel as he called out, “Go away, Erick! You are not wanted here! Shadeling puppeteer! Master of Shades! Sword of Melemizargo!” He stopped twenty meters from Erick’s avatar, saying, “I give you the chance to leave now, before we come down on you like the righteous hand of Sumtir!”

Ah.

It was going to be like that, eh?

An Ophiel in the sky cast a spell.

Far above, a star appeared. Abyss swelled. Tendrils of light and shadow danced down from darkened heavens, at the same time Erick’s avatar solidified into something more. The pressure of solid light crashed out of him, like a contained [Force Wave], cracking the ground, scattering dirt as Erick remained standing in the air above a widening crater.

‘Linxel’ did not like this.

The fake warlord cast a dangerous magic at Erick, but Extreme Light from the Star above stripped the man’s spell from the air before whatever it was got a meter from Linxel’s apoplectic form. Linxel tried again, and failed again. He tried to summon armor, and a weapon, and all his power broke away like so much scattered magic. He did not try to run, though.

Other people tried to blip away, but [Teleport] failed. Others tried to fight against the thing in the sky with ineffectual [Dispel]s, like Linxel had done against Erick’s [Cascade Imaging], but not a single person spent enough mana to overcome the Star, and the Star was already pulling far, far ahead of what anyone here was capable of breaking. Others tried [Ward]s to protect themselves from the staring abyss above. Some prepared for melee, but their conjured weapons broke as they were cast.

Extreme Light broke every attempt at magic, for all was under Erick’s power, if not his Domain as well, and all resources were sucked away by the growing abyss above. Some people got the bright idea to simply physically run, but for those people, Ophiel merely appeared in front of them and blipped them back into the center of town, into a suddenly-prepared holding tank of [Quick Wall]s, shaped into a bowl. There were some minor issues when someone tried to cast a spell to get out of the tank, and the [Luminosity] anti-magic spellwork of [Undertow Star] ate away at Erick’s own [Force Walls], but Erick patched up those problems quick enough. No one escaped.

Into this mess, Erick cast a [Cascade Imaging] large enough to cover all of Clan Green Grass, with the Imaging sized to the full kilometer spread of the clan. White mist began to appear on the edges of all surfaces, but the map was too big; it would take minutes to come into existence. Erick had time, now, though.

Some cows started to freak out. Erick didn’t need to deal with the cows, for some level-headed cowherds were calming them down with calm voices and commanding presences.

Erick’s voice was an airy thing that dominated the world, overriding all other voices, “Here is what happened, for those of you not in the know: Linxel met with me. We discussed the culling of face stealers among your people, and among your allies. And then he asked me for three hours to think about it. I assume he went to some other people in the meantime, to speak of what we spoke about.

“Normally, I would not speak of what happened behind a Privacy for I honor the idea of confidentiality. But now, Linxel, if this person who looks like Linxel even is Linxel anymore, has decided not to counter-Hunt the face stealers among your people. If this was all that had happened, I would have gone away. But as you can guess, something else has happened.” Erick said, “Linxel’s soul was dark blue not three hours ago, and now it is sky blue. This could mean a few different things, but when I tried to contact him through [Telepathy], all I got was static.”

A good twenty people gasped. Many others fell silent in contemplation. For some, panic started to give way to cold realization. For others, their panic only heightened.

Erick had hundreds of eyes and several mana senses open and active across all of Clan Green Grass by now. He watched a few people try to contact Linxel, or other people, but their spells were canceled by the [Undertow Star] in the sky. They gasped as they met static, too. That… could be a problem.

Before too much of a misunderstanding could take place, Erick added, “You’re all under a suppression effect right now, so those [Telepathy]s you tried will meet with static. When I am done with my investigation of what has happened here, then I will retract that suppression, and you can resume normal operations. At that time, we will all know what happened to Linxel, and if other people here were involved in what happened to him. Speaking of which, it looks like the map is finally populating.”

Erick had also cast normal Imagings far outside of this place, looking for more tracers from Linxel, but this map here might give specific, interesting information, which was why he layered it across the whole of Clan Green Grass. As the second white star in the sky finally began punching a map out of the mist rising out of Green Grass, it was only a matter of time before it began shifting parts of it to blue, to show the locations of Linxel’s DNA.

Erick already had a suspicion which people were fake, and which were real, based upon their reactions to his proclamation, but actual proof would go a long way toward a proper outcome to the day’s shit show. Of those who had tried to run, all ten of which were now all contained in a see-through area of solid Force in the center of the clan, all had looks of terrible realization upon their faces, as though all of their crimes were finally coming for them. Some of the smarter ones did not run, though. There were undoubtedly some face stealers hiding among the rest of the clansmen, and Erick could not forget ‘Linxel’ himself.

From twenty meters away, the warlord stared at Erick’s avatar, looking down his nose, saying nothing because he could not speak; he had tried at first, but Erick’s [Physical Domain] prevented him. He did not smile. He did not try to move, or to fight. He just watched as Erick did what Erick wanted to do. Linxel certainly looked vindicated, though.

Linxel looked a bit more blue than before, too. His skin was already dark blue, like his soul used to be, but now a cerulean glow began to rise up from his skin.

All around the clan, the same cerulean glow began to overlay the white map of the area.

Erick said, “If you look around you, some of you might see a blue glow. This is where Linxel has recently been. This blue glow is a track. As expected, your leader gets around your land. This is normal.” Ophiels flew through the clan, letting Erick see what he needed to see. He saw a lot. “Some of you have marks on your faces and hands. If you shook his hand recently, or if he spit on you, then that would explain some of these sights. But I doubt Linxel went around spitting on people, now did he!”

One man, who was eighty, was already looking at his wife, who was likely also 80, but who had blue all upon her hands and on a stripe down her face. And a little bit in her hair. The wife stared at her husband as he stared at her, his eyes going wide, her eyes narrowing.

This was not the only pairing to be subject to such an event.

Not many people were marked in blue like this. Maybe only thirty or forty people in the whole clan. But they were clearly blue, and in an odd, splashing sort of way. Some markings were old, and a dimmer sort of blue. Some were very recent, and bright, bright blue.

Erick discarded the idea that there were orgies happening among Green Grass rather quickly, though.

There was no blue upon the lips that wasn’t already on the whole face. There were no beds covered in blue except for Linxel’s own (along with most of his yurt, but that was to be expected). Mostly, though, there was nothing that indicated that these blue markings were anything but blood splatter, and on a level that Erick did not expect to find.

Yes; people in these sorts of places sparred with swords and other weapons all the time. Some blood was to be expected. But not this much. Not this recent, or in such quantity, though.

Erick was rapidly arriving at an odd conclusion...

“You know...” Erick had arrived at the center of the camp, at the people he had contained behind [Force Walls]. “I doubt all these people here were extremely sexually active with Linxel in the past few hours. Just look at them. They’re covered in Linxel’s markers. So the only explanation is that they got a lot of Linxel’s blood on them. And why would that happen? Do training exercises around here often result in one’s leader getting most of his blood put on the outside? Doubtful. I saw no Blood Magic books in Linxel’s yurt, so I doubt he’s a Blood Mage.”

All ten people who tried to run, who Erick contained inside [Force Wall]s, were practically glowing blue. Some of them almost fully.

Many people in the clan had come out when Erick’s calm voice gave no hint of true violence. Many people were actually outraged that Linxel didn’t want to do a proper face stealer search, though Erick had cut off many of those conversations when he extended his silencing into the clan.

Erick relaxed his silence, now.

The mooing of cows returned, first, though he kept those kinda quiet. He had kept an eye on the cows, too, and some of them were blue, but that was to be expected since everyone worked with the cows. None of them had blood splatter on them, though. (Wouldn’t that be odd if the face stealers hid as cows before they Hunted their targets? That’s a pretty sinister way to Hunt, but it would probably work rather well.)

Erick waited for people to start talking.

Still, no one spoke.

Erick asked the people in the pen, for the benefit of those outside, “Did you attack Linxel as a group? Did you meet him somewhere, and then kill him in an ambush?”

No one spoke.

He didn’t really need them to speak, though, at least not for his own proof. When he started speaking he saw the truth of what had happened in their intakes of breath, and in their thrumming hearts, and in the micro expressions of their faces. He did need them to speak for the benefit of everyone else, though.

The person wearing Linxel’s body had followed Erick into the center of the clan, and now he spoke for everyone else, “You poor delusional man. Fighting the Shades really fucked you up, didn’t it.”

Erick ignored the liar and began lightly plucking samples from every single person inside the Walled space. No one in the immediate area noticed the small bits of light that touched the back of a leg, or the side of a thigh; not when light and shadow was twisting down from above, and the Health and Mana of everyone in the entire clan was being stripped away. Most people were long since empty of Resources, by now, so it was much less scary than it had been, but it was still easy to hide his sample-taking among the twisting light.

He took some time to look around, too, to see what effect his words were having on Clan Green Grass. A few people had completely moved on from the drama happening around Erick and ‘Linxel’. They were consumed with the problem staring them in the face: the blue markers they saw upon the faces and hands of their loved ones.

An old man asked his old wife, “Where were you an hour ago?”

To which the old wife replied, “I’m a Healer, you dolt! People were injured in training! That’s probably all the archmage’s blood magic is pointing at.”

The old man frowned. “But that’s Linxel’s marker upon you. And no one has been able to touch him in combat in a long time. The only time he’s ever suffered a loss was that one time when he took on twenty people at… once...”

The old woman said nothing.

The old man stepped away from his wife, his eyes going wide as the full situation registered. Erick could practically read the guy’s mind. ‘Why isn’t she defending herself more’. ‘There has to be an explanation’. ‘Why isn’t she telling me the truth?’.

The old man whispered, “But we talk telepathically every night… Except when we didn’t for a whole month. You had headaches, you said… that was almost three years ago.”

The old woman said nothing. She didn’t have to.

One of three people asked the fourth person in their group, “I saw you go with Toizag to the river but I didn’t think anything of it. You still hate him, don’t you?”

To which the fourth person replied, “I made up with him.”

And then another person in the group said, “But that doesn’t explain why Linxel’s blue is on your face. And on your knife. It looks like smeared blood. It looks like [Cleanse]d blood splatter.”

The fourth person said nothing.

The rest of their group backed away from the fourth.

All around the clan, variations of a scene played out.

And then a woman, middle-aged, probably a mother, walked away from her yurt and headed toward the Walled space in the center of camp. She headed straight for one of the people inside, who was younger; her son, based on looks.

Outwardly, Linxel was the picture of calm professionalism. Inwardly, he was panicking.

The woman stood on one side of the transparent Wall and asked her blue-marked son, “You went with Kuli somewhere an hour ago, didn’t you?” When the son said nothing, the mother turned to the left, asking a young man also inside the Walled space, “Kuli… Where did you take my son?”

The son blurted out, “You don’t believe the mad archmage, do you, mom! It’s me! We spoke through [Telepathy] just last week!”

Kuli, the other boy, completely straight-faced, said, “We broke into Linxel’s yurt while he was away to steal his spare armor and we wore it. It’s fucken’ embarrassing! But we ain’t no face stealers.”

“Yeah!” The son said, “That’s what we did!”

The mother gave a serious nod; she believed her kid. She turned toward Erick’s avatar, and said, “You heard the boys. Please let them go.”

Erick said, “While I was doing this, here, I checked for markers for every one of the people in this pen.” He conjured a thousand kilometer map of the greater area onto the ground outside of the pen, large enough for everyone to see. Then he conjured an image of the place he had found. It was a trio of rocks, the size of the Twin Rocks, near a different river to the west. Erick suspected it was called Three Rocks, though he did not know. “Can anyone tell me the significance of this place?”

Instantly, almost every single person who had Linxel’s markers on them went tense. A few who were clean went tense, too. Some people with markers gave no reaction. Though there were sure to be some false positives and negatives, but if what he was seeing was correct, Erick was pretty sure that he counted twenty three face stealers among the hundred people here. Since a hundred people were still out in the field, there was likely a similar number of face stealers among those people, too. Or something to that effect.

The mother of the boy in the box stared at the image. A long, terrible moment passed, as she recognized that Erick was not going to let her boy go, and also that she knew what that meant. Her voice cracked as she named the location in his image, “That— It’s Three Rocks.”

Some people nodded at this.

Erick asked, “Has your clan been there recently?”

“Not for a year!” said some likely-innocent and very angry man standing off to the side; he had no markers on him at all.

A chorus of confirmations came from other onlookers, while the people in the pen looked more condemned with each passing moment.

Erick said, “This place is about three hundred kilometers to the west. Linxel’s markers are all over the place, alongside the markers of every single person in this pen, and several other people outside of this pen. I have [Witness]ed Three Rocks, and I saw a few of the people here in the surroundings of that space. They were there an hour ago. I likely would have seen the attack, too, but the recent history of the area was erased from the manasphere, so I have no way of knowing what, exactly, happened there, either to Linxel, or to everyone else who attacked him. There are some dark magics happening here. Dark purposes. Evil intent. Face stealers or soul mutilation and probably a combination of both, but I know not what. Not yet. But I will know, and soon.” He turned his avatar toward Linxel, and demanded, “Who are you?”

Linxel smiled a nervous smile, and then he laughed a nervous laugh. And then he sighed, and said, “You just killed my father and sister, Erick. The dragon had them and now they’re dead.”

The clan gasped. A few shouted, “Dragon?!”

“Lies.” Erick said, “Tell me the truth.”

“Tha…” Linxel’s brow furrowed. “That is the truth…” He deflated. “You pompous ass.”

A man in the clan whispered to a nearby person, “But his father and sister have been dead for years? A decade? Right?”

Erick was not the only one to hear the man whisper that. He made a point of turning his avatar the man’s way.

On the other side of the clearing, a woman said, “Yeah! Linxel’s father and sister were killed by a Sky Tether horde twelve years ago!” The woman was about Linxel’s age with dark blue skin and some of his size, but no horns, said, “Linxel’s my cousin and his soul used to be bright blue; I ain’t never seen it, but that’s what the old Speaker said. And then his half of our family was killed by sky tethers and his soul darkened.” She asked Linxel. “Do you not remember that? Linxel?”

Linxel just stared at his cousin, saying nothing, his face set like an uncomprehending stone.

Other people spoke up, confirming Linxel’s family’s fate.

Linxel finally broke. “No! I just saw them. They’re alive!” He roared, “They’re alive! They’re ali—” He twitched. His soul broke inside as his head turned left and his body turned right. He collapsed to the ground—

He was not dead, and Erick made sure that he stayed that way with a quick [Greater Treat Wounds].

Erick declared, “Maybe he was just soul-fucked.” He turned to the people in the force cage. “But these people helped Linxel to get soul-fucked, and I don’t know what that means, yet.”

The people inside the Force cage were already worried, but whereas before they thought they could lie themselves out of their problem, now they knew they could not. Some of them went crazy, screaming obscenities. The face stealer in the form of the woman’s son started bawling. The boy’s ‘friend’ went over and smashed his fist into the son’s face, roaring hate about how much of a terrible Hunter he was.

Erick spoke to the entire clan, “I see you, face stealers. Hunters. Come forth. Now.”

At that, many of the obvious face stealers stopped trying to hide.

Some came forward willingly, like the old woman who claimed to have healed Linxel from a fight, and that’s why she had his blood on her face. Her husband of what he thought was many decades, turned out to only have been her husband for the last three years. The old man looked on as his old wife’s killer and impostor declared the truth of herself. His heart was suddenly heavy with pain, and his eyes heavy with tears. The woman’s name had been that of the Speaker of Green Grass, but when she revealed herself, she said her real name was Roia, and that she was sorry. The old man did not want to hear it.

Erick held back the sudden mob from murdering the woman, because Roia was cooperative and he needed answers. A simple blip extricated Roia from the problem of mob violence, placing her inside the Force box, for now.

The fourth person of the group of three tried to run. Erick blipped the killer into the box in the center.

The less obvious face stealers kept hiding.

Everything got very confusing, very fast.

And then people started to come in from the outside, trying to blip into their clan, but hitting the [Spatial Denial] instead, and ending up disoriented upon the grassy plains.

Erick helped those people with a blip of his own directly to the side of the center of camp. Every time one more person arrived it was a new problem. Sometimes people tried to [Scry] ahead, but [Undertow Star] burst those spells before they could fully manifest.

After an hour, 179 people were under Erick’s [Undertow Star], and there were at least that many private inquisitions happening, everywhere, all at once. None of the face stealers were dead, yet, though some of them would have died if Erick hadn’t healed them from sudden, terrible violence. No one had any Health right now, so everyone was vulnerable to every punch or stone throw, and many of the attackers (and defenders!) had Strength scores in the 50s.

It was all confusing. It was all terrible. The truthstones came out of storage but none of them worked because Erick’s [Undertow Star] was still high in the sky, still Draining everyone and canceling all spells except for his own. There was still a bit of annoyance when [Luminosity] touched some of Erick’s Force spells, but Erick fixed those issues before they became problems. Erick wasn’t about to turn off the Star, though, and when some people asked him to turn it off, others rapidly shouted them down, talking about how the face stealers could get away.

Some people were beyond furious at the face stealers.

Other people had different reactions. Some were quiet. Some broke down. Some people were stuck in disbelief.

The Speaker’s husband came forward, demanding to know who Roia was. Roia could only say that she began to love the old man who was her unexpected husband. The plan had been to replace him, too, but she couldn’t. Erick had to prevent sudden, overwhelming mob violence against her, since it was her fault, as the Speaker, that the anti face stealer protocols had been corrupted so very, very much; that so many people had been turned.

And all the while, Erick watched over the unconscious Linxel.

He watched as something slowly broke inside the man’s soul, and as black soulstuff invaded the rest, like a dark blessing unleashed. Nothing was constrained, nothing was diminished. Nothing was heightened, either. Everything was just… changed.

Erick didn’t know what that meant, exactly, but he was glad that he didn’t go with his first instinct to kill the (possible) impostor.

‘Linxel’ had been an impostor, for sure, but he had just been a different version of himself, perhaps. Perhaps he was a version that was brighter and more easily handled with threats of an entirely mundane nature; with threats against a family that no longer existed. But in the act of soul fucking, the dragon (Maybe it was a dragon, maybe not?) that did the soul mutilation had to have known that they changed Linxel’s soul color. And in that knowing, they knew that this plan (whatever it was supposed to be) had a very high failure rate.

Maybe the dragon deemed the risk as acceptable. A missing Linxel would have set off way too many alarms while an imperfect actor would have been seen through, right away. A perfect actor might have been possible, but to acquire a perfect actor, with the correct soul color, with only a few hours prep? Erick wasn’t sure, but that seemed impossible. Perhaps, whoever set this up was making do with what they had on hand, and what they had was just not good enough to fool him.

But if this man was truly Linxel, then why didn’t [Telepathy] work?

Perhaps, [Telepathy] tried to connect to the soul, but with the soul changed so drastically Linxel truly wasn’t the same person?

Back when Jane guided Champion Yetta through Ar’Kendrithyst, to kill Shade Planter, her soul had changed from Script blue to dark blue. And yet, Erick never lost [Telepathy] contact with her.

Maybe the loss of contact here was because it was an artificial soul shift?







- - - -







Erick briefly came fully back to himself. About an hour had passed so far, with him giving small updates to everyone when he could. Jane, Nirzir, and Poi were still on high alert, but less so, since nothing had happened right away, and whoever had done this likely knew exactly where Erick was already. The only one visibly doing something was Teressa, who was sitting in her chair, her eyes glossed over as she shifted her Sight toward the future, hoping to see something before it happened. Poi was the first to notice that Erick was almost fully back, though.

Erick asked, “Does a mangled soul change how [Telepathy] works? Would that interaction look like a [Telepathy] going to a dead person? I’m not sure how [Telepathy] works, exactly.”

Teressa blinked, her sight coming back to the moment, as she came back to the present. Jane said nothing, for she had no answers. Nirzir had an answer, but held her tongue.

Poi said, “I only know the broadest of answers to that. Hold on.” He glanced away, the tendrils around his head extending outward.

Nirzir spoke, “I think the answer is yes, but I’m not completely sure on that.”

Poi came back almost right away, blurting out, “Sometimes, when a necromancer or soul mage operates on a soul more than a small change, they will accidentally shift the color of the soul, for they have introduced a cascading trauma into that soul, and the shifting of a soul’s color always indicates a large trauma.” He said, “Naturally occurring soul trauma that comes from within does not interfere with normal spellworks and interactions, such as one’s ability to enchant, or to communicate through [Telepathy]. Soul trauma caused by outside sources, such as a Soul Mage or necromancer, almost always interferes with everything the traumatized person does, from spell creation to connecting with [Telepathy] to enchanting. Sometimes, if the shift is not done properly, then such a shift can revert and cause even more damage in the reverting.” Poi looked to Erick, saying, “You need to get Linxel to a proper soul healer. Having him active and whole would go a long way toward fixing the problems of Green Grass.”

All good things to know. From Nirzir’s expression, she didn’t know much of what Poi had explained, either.

Erick agreed with Poi’s assessment, saying, “Please inform the Palace of the Eternal Court that I am bringing them a patient and that I expect prompt service.”

Poi gave a tiny, involuntary gasp, covering the action by saying, “At once.” After a moment, he came back. “Bring the warlord to the eastern courtyard; it’s visible from the air. They’ll have a Soul Healer waiting for him.”

“Thank you.”

While Teressa shivered, Jane winced, and Nirzir frowned a little, Erick cast his gaze back to Green Grass.







- - - -







Ophiel dropped the insensate Linxel upon the soft grasses of the eastern courtyard of the Palace of the Eternal Court, while Erick’s avatar stepped out of the light, to stand beside the soul-fucked or face stolen man; Erick wasn’t quite sure yet.

To the sides of the courtyard, under sloping eaves, were nice yet utilitarian classrooms, where many chairs all faced podiums which stood next to chalkboards. Only a few classes were in session today. Older teenagers poked their heads above window frames, to see Erick and the warlord. A few teachers had stopped what they were doing to allow their charges to view whatever was going to happen outside.

The initiates were marked by loose, thin gold chains around their necks. The teachers were marked with thicker gold chains, almost like solid bands. Their guards wore no gold at all, as they stood at attention atop the corners of the roof, and down in the corners of the courtyard, their eyes open for anyone trying to enter, or escape. The guards noticed Erick and Ophiel and Linxel, but they did nothing, for they knew what was going on. All of that was just window dressing.

Erick saw the person he was to meet for soul healing, and a tension relaxed from his chest. He could trust this person.

Elder Arilitilo looked exactly the same as before, though it had only been two weeks last he saw her. She looked well. She had students now, too. Five older teens stood behind Ari, each of them wearing small gold chains and nice grey uniform robes; same as all the other students nearby.

Erick rapidly said, “Elder Ari. It is good to see you. Please tell me that you can fix whatever soul fuckery is going on here, or find out what is wrong with him. I need him alive and well because we’re in the middle of an active face stealer situation up north, and he’s the warlord of a clan. I think we’ve got a good hundred face stealers, at least, and other trouble worse than that.”

Ari listened, then she immediately moved to the warlord, saying, “Good afternoon to you too, Archmage Flatt. I was quickly briefed, but it is good to have the whole story.” She knelt down upon the grass and put her hands upon Linxel’s chest. A faint red glow lined her purple skin as her eyes turned from violet to maroon. With an unfocused gaze, she asked, “What do you think happened to him? Exactly?”

Her students looked on, rapt in attention, their eyes shifting from Ari, to Linxel, to Erick, to Ophiel, then settling back to Linxel, to see whatever it was Ari was doing to the man.

Erick explained, “His soul was dark blue when I first met him and he was willing to think about counter-Hunting face stealers. Three hours later, I met him again and his soul was sky blue, and he did not want to deal with the face stealers in his clan, or in any of his allied clans. I escalated. He broke down when he knew he was not going to get his way, saying stuff about how his father and sister were now lost to him. From other people in the clan, I learned that his father and sister were eaten by sky tethers 12 years ago, before he became warlord. When his family had been killed, that was when his soul shifted to a darker color.”

“Okay,” Ari shifted her glowing red hands atop the man’s chest, tapping upon the soul inside and eliciting echoes in return. As she tapped, the fractured dark blue and bright blue parts of Linxel began to even out, like she was untangling knots made of clumpy water. “I understand now. This was a soul shift done improperly and under dire circumstances in an attempt to influence the man in a specific way. Whoever operated on him was highly skilled, but also rushed. Healing unnatural damage is easier than causing damage. It will take an hour to get the warlord walking. Three hours for a full healing. What is his name?”

“Linxel Green Grass.” Erick asked, “Can you tell if he is a face stealer, or not? How would you tell?”

Ari frowned a little, as the light around her hand magnified. “I do not believe he is a face stealer, though I will know more later, once I have had a chance to fully examine him.”

“Okay. Do you need me to remain here?”

“Your assistance is not required for this part, Archmage.” Ari said, “Check back in an hour, please.”

“Thanks for this, Ari.”

Ari spoke to her students, “Attend me, children; Watch as I coax Linxel’s soul back together by having him notice the fractures and—”

Ophiel departed.







- - - -







Erick’s avatar had never vanished from Clan Green Grass, but people had noticed that his attention had wavered. Now that he was fully here, all he heard was screaming and threats of violence and a hundred and fifty people, desperately wanting to know what the fuck was happening to their clan. Erick had separated the face stealers from everyone else with a lot of [Quick Wall]s, but he also had to separate some of the face stealers from others of their kind, with even more Walls; There was discord in those ranks.

Secrets were coming out and it was not pretty.

Erick silenced everyone and waited a moment for them to understand that he was going to speak, now. He didn’t have to wait long. As eyes turned to him, Erick raised his voice to calmly say, “I have taken Linxel to a soul healer. He was soul fucked by someone in an attempt to prevent a counter-Hunt. He was not face stolen. Soon, we will have better answers. Soon, there will be an even greater counter-Hunt among your people, for I doubt that Linxel would not proceed with a true counter-Hunt now that he is on his way to being of sound mind, and soul. But that will take two hours.

“As of right now, I have already found every single person of Green Grass who I believe to be a face stealer, and I will reveal the reason that I am counter-Hunting in your lands.” As clansmen went wide eyed, Erick stepped toward the Force cage in the center of the camp. His avatar stared at those behind the Walls of Force. “A dragon attempted to assassinate me, and so I am trying to find out why, in case there is some misunderstanding that we can clear up to prevent further aggression. You are all collateral damage. I see you do not believe me— Ah. I see at least one of you does believe me, and isn’t that interesting…” His voice trailed off as he took in everything he was seeing.

Erick looked to Roia, who stood alone in a separate cage of Force, looking utterly resigned to her fate as she stared right back at Erick’s avatar. When Erick had mentioned dragons, and while everyone else had varying reactions from surprise to disbelief to fear, Roia was merely resigned, as though someone had taken apart her life and showed her the problems that she had made for herself.

According to what everyone was screaming, the fake Speaker of Green Grass was high up in her organization. Other face stealers had tried to kill her already, which was why she was alone. An oddity (or perhaps not that odd at all) was that the husband of the body Roia had stolen had taken to standing just outside of Roia’s prison, staring hate and sorrow at the woman, while his soul shifted colors from sunny yellow to something dimmer, getting darker with each passing moment. Roia couldn’t even look at him.

Erick spoke to everyone, “I am after dragons. These dragons are behind many of the plots against Integration, and also for Integration, no doubt. They orchestrate your clans at cross purposes, or for their own gain, or for whatever reason they have; I know not what. All I know is that one of them tried to kill me a few weeks ago, and I am here to find out why. But to get to them, I apparently have to go through every single hidden society there is, of which the face stealers and Hunters are one.

“If anyone here wishes to be a part of that counter-Hunt and to tear these plagues from your homeland, then let me know now. You will become a volunteer force and I will help you find every single face stealer that hides among you.”

He let them speak. It took a few seconds for the gathered people to realize that they could talk, and then the flood came all at once. A good 40% of people wanted to join Erick’s counter-Hunt. The rest wanted to know more. And so, Erick explained how he would counter-Hunt the face stealers among them, and among other grass traveler clans. It took an hour, but it was time well spent.

Soon, one major person stood out from the crowd.

Forage Leader Ooloori publicly declared her intentions to aid Erick in whatever he needed. She hadn’t been in camp when all of this started, but she had come in from the outside and was rapidly brought up to speed. As she was the effective co-leader of this encampment of Clan Green Grass, her declaration began to solidify an organized base of support among everyone else.

By the time that happened, Linxel was awake.







- - - -







Erick’s avatar descended into the courtyard.

Ari stood to the side with her students behind her, while a pair of guards empowered a dome of Force in the center of the courtyard. Their spell was a shield of [Draining Void], or something similar, and it completely cut Linxel off from the rest of the world, while simultaneously Draining him. The warlord was awake and very active inside that spellwork, but most of his actions were just punching at the transparent walls and getting nowhere. He was furious, but he was also fully himself again. And then he saw Erick’s avatar. He roared out inaudible expletives; his cage had sound dampening functions.

Erick asked Ari, “Is he good?”

Ari stood straight, saying, “I have healed the man. He is once again himself. Please take him away.”

“Thank you, Ari.” Erick said, “I owe you another one.”

“This is a boon I doubt I will call upon except in the most dire of needs.” Ari bowed, then rose, saying, “Whoever worked the soul mutilation upon Linxel was a skilled hand. Be careful with any interactions you have with such a force.”

“I will.” Erick turned toward Linxel, who was now furiously staring at him, but at least he had stopped trying to break the spell around him. Erick asked the guards holding him down, “Can he hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” said the man on the left. The one on the right just nodded.

Erick nodded in response, then said to Linxel, “I uncovered 23 face stealers among your people. Forage Leader Ooloori is taking over your clan in your absence. Do you want to go back? Do you want to solve the face stealer problem that you thought did not exist among your people? The dragon problem? If you do, then you will be put back among your people right now. If you do not, then I will sequester you elsewhere for a few hours so that Ooloori can solidify her power in your place. What say you?”

Even though it was inaudible, Erick saw Linxel say, “I accept your help in counter-Hunting all the face stealers and dragons among Clan Green Grass. Get me out of this house of necromancers.”

“Then we have an accord.” Erick asked the guards, “Please release him.”

The guards released their spell and stepped away.

Linxel just stood there, breathing deep, gaining control of his emotions as he glared death at Erick and everyone else within sight. Some student onlookers flinched at his gaze but the Drain had removed all of Linxel’s resources, so it wasn't like he could do anything to anyone. And yet, he still managed to look dangerous.

“We’re going now,” Erick said.

A wrap of light moved them along.
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                Erick landed Linxel at his gathered clan.

As people turned toward their former (?) leader, the warlord began speaking orders. Almost just as fast, Forage Leader Ooloori came forward. The two of them argued for a tense moment over the validity of each other’s rule. Ooloori spoke of how easy it was for Linxel to get taken down, and how he was no longer fit to lead Green Grass. Linxel countered that if Ooloori wanted a debate to settle the matter, that he would gladly give her one after the current problems were over, but until then, it was time to fall into order, and purge the face stealers and draconic forces from their people.

Ooloori capitulated.

Events proceeded rapidly from there, with Linxel speaking to his clan, telling them how it was going to go, and how they were going to use Erick to cleanse their clan of the filth that had invaded them. Ooloori had already laid down a lot of groundwork in getting their clan organized, but Linxel was the one who had won their hearts, long ago. Erick had expected a bit more upsets among Green Grass, for Linxel had been compromised, but Linxel’s people were mostly just very, very relieved that he was okay.

At that point, Erick decided to begin shifting his [Undertow Star] to something less hampering; designating certain people allies, instead of enemies. Linxel was the first person Erick allowed out from under his power, since Linxel had been cleared by Ari’s skill and Erick’s own investigations. After completing his own investigation of Ooloori (by visiting every place that the Forage Leader had been in the nearest two thousand kilometers, and vetting none of them as secret Hunter locations), Ooloori was also white-listed. Erick made sure that Linxel and Ooloori knew what he had done, too.

Events proceeded rapidly from there.

Now that Linxel was here, and proven himself, the heads of other clans began to be brought in. Most people willingly came in to the main caravan, but some people refused the call. Tensions rose. Linxel warned that if they didn’t come in now, that they weren’t allowed to come back at all, and that they would be hunted down like the monsters they were.

All of a sudden, the problem of Green Grass expanded to the full clan; to each separate caravan.

Representatives from clans allied to Green Grass also began to appear on the edge of Green Grass’s encampment. They knew what they were getting into, too, as they willingly walked into the power of Erick’s [Undertow Star], their faces angry and their words angrier. A lot of those words were directed toward Roia. ‘Your Speaker was a face stealer?!’ was a common refrain.

When the newcomers spoke to Linxel, and when they found out, for themselves, the proof that Erick had against the face stealers he had captured, the anger and the harsh words and the surprise and disbelief blossomed ten fold. The other caravans of Green Grass’s clan wanted executions, right then and there. They wanted their own clans purged. They wanted to bring in the Dragon Stalkers. And they also wanted Erick gone, but that one was definitely not going to happen.

Erick’s counter-Hunt was becoming a disaster of person-sized, nation-spanning proportions. Like trying to rid one’s house of ants and finding out that the problem was actually a crack in the wall, which was caused by a sinkhole ready to open up in the basement.

Erick had contented himself to expose the problem, investigate everyone here, and then help out when the clan leaders decided they wanted help, but he was obviously needed in a larger capacity than that. These people obviously had no idea how to properly run a counter-Hunt.

The whole situation reminded Erick of certain events that he had attended back on Earth; of town halls, when people from the public got up behind the podium and yelled at the county commissioner and the board of directors about whatever foolish thing was happening that week. A lot of people had no idea what they were talking about. A lot of people were still very misinformed about how Erick found face stealers, even though he told them how he did it more than a few times, by this point.

Erick almost stepped in again, stepping over Linxel and other Leaders.

Linxel proved himself as Warlord, though. He got right into the shouting match, roaring above the crowd, “We are better than this!” People shut their mouths, and Linxel spoke softer, but no less forceful. “This never would have happened if our methods were not flawed, but how could we have known they were flawed when the face stealers kept them flawed! We did not know. I did not know. Our own Speaker was stolen from us three years ago, and even her husband had no idea. But now we know the problem. Now, we have a guiding light through the shadows.” He gestured to Erick’s avatar, saying, “Archmage Flatt has rescued us from Darkness, and we will follow the lead he had already walked many times before. There will be no argument on this.”

And, surprisingly, there was no more argument.

Things proceeded rapidly from there, and a lot calmer.

By now, Erick had vetted or condemned everyone in the main clan. 167 people were cleared. 29 were condemned. Now that something resembling coherence had come out of Green Grass, Erick began releasing the cleared people out from under the power of [Undertow Star]. Mana and Health slowly returned. The [Spatial Denial] that blanketed the land constricted down to only those condemned by the truth of nature. More and more people blipped into the outskirts of the main encampment of Green Grass; more and more visitors from other clans.

It was a mess, but into this mess, Erick held yet another round of explanations about how his searching worked, and how to spot a face stealer. There was a small argument about how it was going to go after Erick found the impostors, but Linxel, and Ooloori before him, had already sent out for Sin Seekers from Oolooraptoor.

No one had been executed, yet, because none of the Sin Seekers had arrived yet, and no one wanted to carry out justice until they were sure of what they were seeing. Some people still didn’t want to believe what they were seeing, though by now, the proof of it all was hard to ignore.

The searching among the other caravans of Green Grass wasn’t going very well, with almost no one being found out as a face stealer, but to everyone there, that only meant that they were hiding much better than they hid at the main caravan. Those places were also all under [Undertow Star]s, though, so no one was going anywhere. It was still a mess.

It was at this point that Roia, the false Speaker of Green Grass, raised her voice, “I wish to turn on my Hunter organization in return for a Blessing instead of execution.”

The other face stealers started screaming hate. Some started yelling about how they would turn on their organization, too, and for the same deal as Roia. One man sat down and started crying.

Erick almost felt bad for the crying guy, but that man had killed the previous owner of that body in order to take that body for himself, so Erick locked down that part of himself and ignored it, for now. He was getting much better at that.

Erick’s avatar stepped to the space outside of Roia’s cage and blanketed a [Physical Domain] across the other face stealers, quieting them while allowing her to speak. Seconds of silence passed uninterrupted, while Roia looked on, accepting her fate, and the leaders of Green Grass moved to get nearer, to hear what was happening. Linxel was the only one who approached all the way to stand beside Erick, to look down at Roia, his face and body full of hidden emotions. Outwardly, he was disappointed, but inward, Erick could tell the man was torn apart.

Erick began with, “Name of organization, rough estimate of personnel, overview of hierarchy. In addition, I need an example of how this works for you, for as far as I know all you people have are dark gatherings in holes in the ground. Yet what you have here in Green Grass is much, much more than that. How? Why?”

Roia breathed, then said, “We are a Hunter organization. I am the quartermaster for this cell, of my sect of Hunters. We don’t have any personnel in the other caravans of Green Grass; we’re all here in the main caravan, and you found almost all of us. We Hunt high-level clansmen all across Nelboor. We are the Knives of the Night.”

The name meant nothing to Erick, but it meant a lot to everyone else. Mostly, people were suddenly intrigued. Others had more fearful reactions, like many of the elders of Green Grass, along with the teachers and more than a few warriors. Interestingly, some of the face stealers were suddenly scared, too, while others were surprised that Roia was actually giving them up. For a few of the killers, that surprise transformed into sudden anger.

Linxel said, “You claim to be among the Sects of Nelboor.”

- - - -

Back in his yurt, where nothing had happened yet, Erick asked Nirzir, “What is a sect? These people are attaching some importance to that word and it hasn’t come up yet.”

Nirzir had relaxed a bit, since nothing was happening, but at Erick’s words she shot to attention. Then she paused, uttered, “Uh,” then she realized the deep implications of Erick’s words, and said, “The sects are the Dark counterpart of the Clans. Mostly they’re criminal organizations but a few of them are infamous for their deeds. Uh. We don’t have them in the Highlands.” She looked worried. “I thought we didn’t have them here.”

Erick said, “This woman here claims to be among the Knives of the Night.”

Nirzir instantly said, “Hunters. All of them. And worse, I think. Ties to Melemizargo. They move around a lot. I didn’t know they were here. I need to inform my family of this.”

“Do what you need to do.” Erick said, “From what I’m seeing, I assume that these Knives of the Night are next on the chopping block.”

Nirzir nodded, then sent out tendrils of thought into the manasphere.

- - - -

Roia said, “I am a part of a sect; yes.”

Erick said, “We already know she is a very good liar, but—” He pointed at a few people among the rest of the captured killers. “Those people know what she is saying is true. The truth of Roia’s words are evident in all of their faces. While they could all be working at some grand, organized scheme, I doubt this.”

Linxel commanded, “Continue, Knife.”

Roia continued, “We work in cells, with our cell here being a face stealer branch of our sect. We have no other contact with the rest of the organization except for dead drops, and to help fellow knives hide when they need to hide. We only have forty three people in our group, and I will help you catch the rest under certain conditions, but the Knives of the Night number in the thousands, scattered all across Nelboor. Our main training grounds are located in the Five Mountains region of central Nelboor, though that changes every graduation, too.

“Our goals have always been to become the strongest, using any methods available to us. Many of us are Cultists of Melemizargo.” Roia looked to Erick. “If Melemizargo demands our deaths then he will get his wish and I will go into the hands of my God with eyes wide open, hoping for a new life in another way. But with you here, I think we have instead been granted a chance at redemption, and I mean to take that chance.”

People shouted for her death, and Erick expanded the scope of his [Physical Domain] in response, silencing all exterior voices.

Erick asked Roia, “But what about the dragons behind this?”

Roia steeled herself, and said, “After your meeting with Linxel, the warlord spoke with others about implementing your counter-Hunting assistance across the whole of Green Grass and several allied clans. I informed my sect of this event, and they came down with orders that I carried out, alongside the assistance of outside help with which to ensure that this counter-Hunt did not happen. I don’t know any of the particulars, only that I needed to get Linxel to a meeting spot and that he had to be subdued in order for the Soul Mage to work.

“And so, with a good twenty of my people, we subdued Linxel and then the Soul Mage appeared in the sky. He had the body of a human man, but his aura was one of green scales and claws and he was covered in shadows. I have no idea what he looks like, but if anyone was the dragon, then it was that man.

“The Soul Mage took the unconscious body of Linxel. My superiors informed me that Linxel was coming back, and we were to treat him as though nothing had happened. And then Linxel came back, he knew nothing of what had happened, except that he didn’t want Erick anywhere near Green Grass.” With a bit of hidden anger in her voice, Roia said, “The dragon failed to mutilate Linxel correctly, and thus we are here.”

As her words poured out Erick studied the woman, looking for falsehoods; he found none. At the same time, he studied everyone else. The people in the onlooking crowd were disgusted and terrified in equal measure. The face stealers in the cage had gone from angry, to resigned. Oh, sure, some of them still had hopes of escaping, or being rescued.

They weren’t going to escape, though.

If rescuers came, Erick would murder them rather instantly—

Ah. Strange thought, that. He went right to murder, eh? It was that kinda day, he supposed. And so, yes, he would certainly End whoever came to rescue these people.

Which was probably why no one showed up. Or, perhaps, no one showed up because no one ever showed up. With all the thousands of Hunters and killers Erick had recently helped to end, very rarely did those people ever receive rescues of their own, and even if they did, then Erick’s target search just widened that much more.

Roia said, “I wish for your Blessing, archmage, and to be allowed to go free so that I may atone for my sins.”

Erick said, “The names of the other face stealers in your cell. I will handle captures, since every caravan of Green Grass is already under my control.”

Roia’s shoulders slacked, just a fraction, but she maintained her composure.

And then she began listing names of people in the other caravans of Green Grass. The gathered clansmen recoiled after every utterance. The people Roia named had been their family, and yet, they were not. But for a few people from other caravans… Erick watched as some people heard Roia speak a name, and then those people just accepted it, as if they had known all along.

When she was done with her naming and Erick began working with others to find those people, Linxel moved closer to the Wall separating him from the face stealer.

Linxel asked Roia, “How long has this been going on?”

“Four years.”

“Why did you do this to us? How did you manage to do this?”

Roia stoically said, “You might find that out if I am Blessed and released, but not before.”

“Before I will do that,” Erick spoke above the crowd, asking Linxel, “Where are those Sin Seekers?”

Linxel glanced toward the southern sky. “I don’t know.”

The Sin Seekers from Ooloraptoor showed up not three minutes later on the southern flank of the encampment. Ten men and women, each wore an assortment of clothes, from white robes, to brown leathers, to green-dyed tunics and loose pants, but every single one also wore short capes of woven grass.

For once, the delay in promptness wasn’t a sign of things turning even more catastrophic. Ooloraptoor was simply in a massive political and emotional upset because all of the clans had heard of the extensive nature of the face stealer problem in Green Grass. The leaders and speakers and clansmen, all of the grass traveler nation, were beginning to enact emergency face stealer counter-Hunts. The Sin Seekers that Ooloraptoor sent here, to Green Grass, had already gone through the whole political hierarchy of the lakeside city; thus, the reason for the delay.

After their introduction, the Sin Seekers got to work.

Erick assisted them with their work, moving around the people he had found so that those people could better be judged. While he was doing that, he also brought in all the people who Roia had named.

Soon enough, the Sin Seekers got to Roia.

The confessed face stealer glowed a bright red under the watchful eyes of three different Sin Seekers, confirming her guilt as seen through the eyes of three different casters. Some of the onlookers had no idea what was actually happening, though, and that absence of knowledge was looking to fill up with anger, instead. So one of the main Sin Seekers, a woman of pink skin and pink horns, named Vania, took it upon herself to explain.

Vania said, “To seek the sins of a target, one must pull the actions of the target out of the river of time and through oneself, acting as a lens through which to judge. There is no Elemental Innocence. There is no particle of Justice that one can search for its absence, or its presence. There is only hard work, and the vetting of targets by multiple Sin Seekers, for no one person should —on their own— ever condemn another to death based on [Witness], or clues, or anything else. No one should believe a single Sin Seeker on their singular word, either.” She gazed at the gathered crowds, saying, “For just being judged by a Sin Seeker is not enough, for we are the lens through which people are judged, and lenses can sometimes see things that are not there. So to keep ourselves on the right path of clarity and purpose, we venture to clans of all kinds, learning from the best of all the grass traveling Speakers and Leaders. We finish our learning in Ooloraptoor, under the guidance of Elders which come from the clans of all of us. It is there that we learn specific skills that will uncover face stealers and hunters, but which will return a null result for people who have killed others in war, or in other lawful means.” Vania said, “If you have more questions afterward then I might be able to answer them, but we are very busy right now. I need to work.” And then she returned to work.

It took the collected Sin Seekers twenty minutes to get through everyone, with four separate Seekers confirming the specific guilt of every single face stealer Erick had found. When that was done, Linxel stepped in and declared that it was over.

Erick had a good idea of what would come next. He had already seen this part play out in a few different warlord clans, back when he helped Songli counter-Hunt among these lands. When Clan Pale Cow enacted justice against their two face stealers, they gave the option of enacting justice to the bereaved. In both cases, the bereaved quickly carried out the sentence and then collapsed into weeping piles. Erick steeled himself and prepared for the same thing to happen here. He was prepared to let Roia die to the justice of the clan she had dishonored for the last three years, and Roia realized this, though she kept her mouth shut and did not protest what she saw happening.

Linxel gestured to the old man who had been living with Roia, thinking that Roia was his wife for the last three years. The old man came forward to stand in front of Linxel. The larger man put his hand atop the old man’s shoulder, and together, they turned to the clan.

Linxel spoke, “Iruzo has spoken to me and we have decided to honor Roia’s request for the Archmage’s Blessing. If it is good enough for Koyabez, and if it will torment these people with true understanding of what they have done to us, then it is good enough for me. I can already see that some of you wish for the same to happen to those who have stolen your loved ones from you. We will talk about all of that, as a clan. To that end, there will be no sentences carried out tonight except one.” Linxel turned away from the stunned crowd to see Erick’s stunned avatar. “Archmage. Please Bless face stealer Roia. Show her the error of her ways, and cast her away from us.”

Erick was stunned. He had not expected that. He did not expect anyone to believe in redemption except for him, and especially not the warlord of a grass traveling clan. But sometimes people surprise you like that.

Roia stood stunned, too, as though she never expected her gambit to work, and now that it was, she had no idea what to do with herself.

Before any backlash came from the crowd, Erick moved to comply. His Crystal Star passed through the light and touched Roia, faster than anyone could truly see. By the time the star was back upon his own chest, back in his yurt, Roia was already breaking down into quiet tears, saying that she was sorry between wracking sobs.

Iruzo looked on, impassive, and yet his face was wet with tears, too.

In another flick of light, Erick removed Roia from the area, passing her far to the east, into a suddenly constructed [Obscuring Redoubt] with her as the only allowed occupant. He set her down upon the bottom floor.

Erick took stock of what he had done, so far.

He had found most every person Roia had named, though some of them had escaped before the [Undertow Star] could lock them down. All of those he had found were inside the central area of the main caravan of Green Grass. They had had their Sin Seeker ‘trial’, with none of them passing that trial. Judgment would come later.

And Erick was emotionally torn apart. Everything seemed a bit disconnected from everything else. Today had been rough. Hopefully tomorrow would be— Ah. Tomorrow would be rough, too. Maybe the day after would be better? … Probably not if there was a dragon problem.

Erick spoke hastily to Linxel, saying, “I am done, for now. I will speak to you again when you are able, or tomorrow morning when I show up to Bless whoever needs Blessing, if you decide to do that. I will leave the Drain on in the sky, since it’s targeted to the face stealers and it will last more than long enough for your needs. I took down the [Force Wall]s and put up some Solid Wards that will also last indefinitely, but I don’t think those people are going anywhere.” Erick had eyes on the people in the crowds, and those people had their eyes on the face stealers. The only thing stopping them from enacting the usual justice was Erick’s spellwork. Erick said, “That said: do you need anything else right now?”

Linxel rapidly said, “I need to apologize to you. You were more right than I had considered possible.” The warlord stood strong and tall, his spiral horns and his dark blue skin highlighted in the light the [Undertow Star] above. “Come around some time and we will have a feast in your honor, Archmage.”

Erick felt a twinge of something nice inside his chest. Linxel had been through more than most people in the last half a day, and yet he did not look exhausted. Erick, himself, was thoroughly exhausted, though.

Erick said “I will see you tomorrow, and we can speak of more at that time. Do you want all the monsters in a hundred kilometer radius of your clan killed, before I go?”

Linxel almost said something, but then Erick’s words registered, and he startled. He recovered, saying, “Yes. I would accept this gift.”

“Then it will be done. Till tomorrow.”

“Till tomorrow.”

Ophiel left.

Linxel went to his people.

- - - -

Erick killed some more monsters. More abyss drinkers. More rats, and lizards, and even some odd chimera toad/boars that croaked out ineffective Thunder-based spells. All the while, Erick kept half of his attention to his direct surroundings, now that he wasn’t stretched in seven directions at once.

The yurt trundled on alongside Clan Pale Cow without interruption. Eventually, the caravan came to the next riverside. Erick killed some lesser rivergrieves in the water before they attacked the clansmen opening up the sluice, to let water into the farmland. Those cowherds likely would have been fine, but it was a large rivergrieve, and saving someone from needing to regrow their legs was still saving someone a lot of pain.

There was another feast that night with another whole cow roasted and shared among the entire clan, alongside the important news of the day: Archmage Flatt had uncovered face stealers and a dark sect hiding among Clan Green Grass, one of the staunchest True Traveler clans among the grass travelers. Pale Cow had debated Green Grass many times in the past, but they always lost. They were slated to debate them in several days, too, but now that this had happened, Green Grass might not make it to those debates. There was some marked schadenfreude among a few younger individuals, but other people noticed and began to berate those who were foolish enough to take joy in the pain of rivals.

Everyone wanted to know what had happened directly from Erick, but he told people, “I’m still figuring out what happened, myself. It all happened rather fast. I expect a great deal more face stealer purges in the coming days, but Ooloraptoor will get back to me on that.”

The food was delicious.

He brought some of it to Roia.

- - - -

In a darkened hole in the ground, tears flowed from an old woman who was not an old woman at all.

Erick placed the plate of hot food on the stone a few meters away from the face stealer, and cast more lights into the room. And then he waited.

It took a minute, but Roia eventually controlled her sobbing to something smaller. She breathed. She collected herself. With a supreme will, she sat up. Tears flowed, but she could look at Erick’s avatar and she could speak.

“Hello, archmage.” She asked, “What more can I do for you?”

Her voice had cracked and she almost couldn’t speak halfway through, but Erick ignored the brokenness of her words; Roia was trying.

“First, I would ask why you chose this route. You never gave a satisfactory answer.”

Roia collected herself, then almost spoke, but she stopped herself. Her gaze dropped to the stone floor and stayed there. After a minute of silence, she said, “I’m not sure where to begin.”

“At the beginning.”

Roia lifted her eyes, and said, “I lived in a small town northeast of Eralis. Thirty years ago, I killed a baker; He was my boss and it was an accident. A fleeting moment of rage because he pawned his gambling debts off onto me and when the enforcers for the gambling dens came… I gained fifty levels when I killed that man. When the enforcers came they called me a Hunter, and so I was a Hunter. I ran; exiled myself… I found a sect— Well. The Knives of the Night found me. The gods never answered my prayers, but Melemizargo did. Sometimes, anyway. More than Rozeta ever did. It went down from there.” She breathed, then said, “I never had justice. My hope in taking on this Blessing is that… Is that I can go a different way than exile or execution. I don’t know if it will work, but if Melemizargo and the gods accept this much from Shades, then maybe someone like me can get the same redemption.”

Her words seemed to hold in the air for a long while after they left her lips, there in that darkened hole in the ground. Erick had hoped that his Blessing could one day be another facet of justice, too, but to hear it so plainly stated by a person who was subjected to that justice…

It seemed dishonest of her, somehow. Like she was trying to cheat the system.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about that, because a large part of him wanted to punish.

But.

No.

Erick told her, “I would like to know more about the sects of Nelboor, or at least how to best dismantle your entire organization.”

“… I don’t think I can. I don’t think I can help you kill them. I just—” She broke down again, covering her face with her hands. “I can’t.”

Erick frowned, and yet…

He thought. Roia wept.

If Roia was unable to continue to assist against her kind, then what good was she?

Erick decided, “I understand.”

And he did, truly understand. Perhaps this was as much as he should ask of Roia, and even if he could push her past this limit… Did he want to? The woman had his Blessing of Empathy, and everything she did to hurt someone would hurt her, too, and the more she tested her Blessing, the more she could push through it. Maybe she could even negate it, in the future, if she had to. And Erick didn’t want that, at all.

For now, Roia was Blessed, and she was on a trajectory to be a different person.

And yet…

Erick had believed that Goldie and Queen were on good trajectories, too, and their scheming got over 4 million people killed.

Erick had another dark thought about Roia’s fate; about what was needed, and how that differed from what Erick wanted. He wanted to let Roia go, to allow her to grow as a person. What was needed, though, was for actual change in the world, and actual change required bad and failed actors to vanish from the stage.

People like Roia deserved—

No.

Erick came back from the edge, yet again. He was in a place of power, here. He had the options. And he had hope for a better world. Erick’s own ‘Blessing of Empathy’ kicked in, he supposed.

He saw that Roia was in an old woman’s body and it couldn’t be comfortable to lay on the ground like that, so Erick conjured a bed and some blankets off to the side, and then he conjured some more temporary beds in case Roia broke the first ones. He told her what he was doing as he cast a [Greater Treat Wound]s upon her. She barely stopped crying for a moment, and then the tears came out even more as she saw that she was being taken care of, even though she knew she did not deserve this kindness.

Regrets and words poured out of Roia as she spoke of Iruzo; the husband of the original owner of her body. She spoke of how she had actually found love, but it was built upon a lie. She spoke of how she wanted to come clean so many times before, but how she just couldn’t, for Iruzo was a good man, and Roia did not deserve him. If Roia told him who she was, Iruzo would hate her, and he would have been right to hate.

Erick said, “You’re right. You didn’t deserve him. But you can still redeem yourself.”

“How?” Roia wailed.

“Dismantle all the Hunter and face stealer societies the world over.”

Roia realized the enormity of Erick’s words; it was enough to temporarily stop her tears. “But… That’s… A problem that cannot be fixed.”

“Then take heart in knowing that you’re not alone in this burden.” Erick said, “I’m right there with you.”

That seemed to sober Roia up. She stared at Erick’s avatar for a long moment. No words came from her.

Erick renewed the duration of the [Obscuring Redoubt] all around her, then slid her plate of food toward her, saying, “I have taken you to the foothills of the South East Tribulations; almost 1800 kilometers east of where you were. This place is an invisible hideout, but that magic will fade in 12 hours. The structure itself will remain behind, but others might find you here. There are no monsters in the area, though, because I cleared them out, but such scouring never lasts long. If you need water there is a tiny tributary to the north. Good luck with your life, Roia. Make something nice of it, or at least help others with the time you have left.”

Erick left.







Erick slept a few hours, but then could not sleep anymore. He busied himself with monster extermination across the whole of grass traveler lands. Kill Notifications rained past his eyes.

Eventually, he checked on Roia.

Roia had eaten half of her food and fallen asleep in the bed he had conjured. She looked to be having nightmares, with her fingers twitching and her eyes darting behind closed lids.

Erick hoped he had made the right decision.







- - - -







As night came on, the [Undertow Star] in the sky over Green Grass seemed to blend into the other celestial objects adorning the heavens. In the dense air that formed a fence around the face stealers, an Ophiel perched inside his own light, overseeing the temporary prisoners. Outside of that space, the clansmen of Green Grass argued with each other about what they wanted to do with the prisoners. There had never been an option for face stealers aside from execution; Exile was not a choice when it came to people like them.

Erick overheard many of those arguments, but he did not participate, except to ensure that no one killed the temporary prisoners. The mother who had asked for ‘her boy’ to be released had tried to kill that face stealer with a [Fireball] spell, but her magic just splashed against dense air, and she broke down sobbing. The face stealers watched. Some commented on the quality of the show; ‘too much melodrama!’ and ‘Where’s the action!’ Some of the face stealers even started to heckle the people of Clan Green Grass.

Erick silenced the lot of them.

Other than the various internal disputes of Green Grass, no outsiders attacked in the middle of the night, or anything like that. No one attacked Pale Cow, or Erick and his people, either. The night passed without successful physical violence, but there was certainly a lot of emotional violence.

- - - -

As the day dawned with rain on the horizon, Erick directed his avatar to meet with Linxel in the warlord’s yurt. It was a spartan place with a formal meeting zone in the front and a thin wall that separated that room from the back of the yurt. In the back was Linxel’s bedroom, with a large bed and a lot of painting supplies, and paintings. He looked to live alone, though.

In the front room was Linxel himself, along with the former Speaker’s husband Iruzo (Who was now the interim Speaker, until elections could be held), Forage Leader Ooloori, and a few other Forage Leaders from other branch caravans of Green Grass. A few Speakers from the other caravans were there, too. It was a packed space, but there was room for all of them. Some small pleasantries were exchanged, along with introductions, but Erick didn’t really need them and no one cared too much about Hospitality Rites at the moment; Erick wasn’t really there, after all.

Linxel got down to it, “We’ve decided on the fate of our face stealers. They are to be put to the sword.”

Erick expected this. “Very well. Though I am disappointed by your choice, I am glad that I was able to expose this problem among your people. That is about as far as I am willing to impose upon your sovereignty.”

Linxel wasn’t the only one surprised by Erick’s words.

Forage Leader Ooloori asked, “You don’t want to do your blessing thing?”

“Of course I do. Redemption is possible for even the worst of people, but it is a new magic, so it is likely best to go slow, for now. Therefore, I accept your sovereignty.” Erick asked, “But why don’t you want me to do my blessing-thing?”

Ooloori said, “It’s… It’s soul magic.”

“A minor lie.” Erick said, “I would appreciate the truth.”

Linxel spoke, “When we came to you, we only wanted you to step away from the debates in Ooloraptoor. Events rampaged out of that path rather quickly, and while we appreciate what you have done for us in the aftermath, we do not wish to be involved with these sorts of events. Before you, exile was never an option with face stealers, because they could always come back to [Strike] when we least expect it. Your magic offers a new choice, but it is, as you say, a new magic. Untested. We believe that if you were to Bless these people then they would become a continuing source of problems, as evident with with the Shades that incited the Chelation War.”

Erick had sudden, very important arguments against Linxel’s stance, but it was not his place.

He would say a few things about that last part, though.

“I believe in the chance for redemption, but you do not. This is fine. But to blame the Chelation War on the Shades is to fail to see how Terror Peaks had been preparing for war since well before Last Shadow’s Feast, before I Blessed a few Shades into compliance with the rest of civilization.”

Linxel was not the only one to not know what Erick was talking about.

Erick explained, “Patriarch Xangu and Scion Raidu Terror Peaks have been culling the pacifist factions among their own people for the last decade, and more. They were always going to go to war and—” Erick stopped himself. “I’m not defending what Shade Goldie and Queen did, but I am saying that the ground was primed for war. And then some unknown actors got involved and made the whole thing much, much worse than it was always going to be. I’m still trying to find those unknown actors, because I don’t believe them to be the Shades.” Erick paused, then decided to move on, for he saw he wasn’t convincing anyone, and he wasn’t even convincing himself. He asked Iruzo, “What say you about your clan’s decision to forgo Blessing, knowing that your wife’s face is still out there?”

As Linxel had spoken his declaration against Blessing all of the face stealers, Iruzo, the former Speaker’s husband, was the only one who did not agree with Linxel’s denial of Erick’s Blessing. This much was evident on the man’s face, but Iruzo had not had the opportunity to speak. So Erick had demanded the man speak.

People turned toward Iruzo.

Iruzo spat, “I hope she suffers.”

Ah. Well. Iruzo was hoping for viciousness.

“Then you will be glad to know that she spent all last night sobbing.”

Iruzo stood a bit taller. He said nothing, but he was happy to hear that.

Well. Sure. That was fine?

“Such is Iruzo’s right, for being tricked by that face stealer for so long.” Linxel said, “But the rest of us just want the problem to go away and never return. That is what we want, as the wronged party. That is what we will have.”

“Fair enough.” Erick asked, “Will you carry out the sentences immediately?”

Linxel said, “We shall.”

“Then know that I am putting them to sleep with a chemical spell so that the executions are painless and without spectacle, but that spell will take a minute to work.” Erick said, “I will remove the Drain and their protective spells when you get there.”

Cries of worry began to fill the air outside Linxel’s yurt, as face stealers began to collapse to the ground. The clansmen around Erick’s avatar heard it, too, and their faces turned different as they did. Some were relieved. Some were disappointed. Linxel was outwardly passionless, but inwardly relieved. Good; rulers should never take joy in the pain of carrying out their duty. Erick was glad, again, that he didn’t kill the man in his earlier rage.

… Erick checked himself: was his rage actually gone? No. It was still there, a little. He was still rather angry at a lot of things, for there was a lot to be angry about. Well. Whatever.

Linxel stood, saying, “We will walk slowly.”

His people stood with him.

Together, they moved to enact the will of their clan.

Erick watched it happen, detached from the whole situation by a thousand kilometers and scarred-over emotions. At least Green Grass did justice cleaner than Pale Cow. Instead of the bereaved acting against the condemned, Linxel gave a minor speech to the collected onlookers, then he walked among the face stealers, ending the sleeping threats with casual swipes of a very large sword.

The bodies were burned with honors, for the face stealers were gone.

Erick came back to himself, hoping he would have less heavy days than that. He felt detached from everything, and that hurt, too. Ah. Well. Everyone has bad days, don’t they? No big deal. Just get up, and keep going. The only people who had died in this recent altercation were face stealers, and that was okay, wasn’t it?







- - - -







Roia wasn’t in the [Obscuring Redoubt] when Erick went to check on her. There was a note, though, written on the wall in charcoal.







Thank you for this opportunity, Archmage Flatt. I will attempt to do right by the chance you have given me. Though I expect to fail, I will still try. I hope to bring you good news, and soon. — Roia







It was a simple letter, and a simple promise. Erick wondered what would become of it.







- - - -







The sky was cloudy with the promise of rain, and the ground was ready for it. The cows of Pale Cow mooed as they kicked up dirt and dust, turning the wind into a minor sandstorm. As the caravan moved north, dust flowed over yurt and driver and everything, covering all in a fine layer of brown. The cooking yurt was shut down and closed up for the day; tonight would likely be stew, done under cover and not nearly as plentiful as it usually was. No one ran between yurts to visit others. A few drivers had covert little [Weather Ward]s active over themselves, though, and that was good enough to keep most of the dirt off of them.

Erick’s yurt was perfectly clean, though his vehicle was traveling well east of the dust storm that was clan Pale Cow. He was almost tempted to call up a light rain for them, but they seemed to be okay? Sure; they were fine.

Besides: he suddenly had another concern occupying his mind.

A bobbing half-orb of yellow light hovered atop the plains about a kilometer in front of his path. It hadn’t been there ten seconds ago, and if Erick let his yurt continue on this path, he would run rather close to the conjuring. He had an Ophiel inspect the yellow thing before the cart reached it.

It was a simple [Force Platform] shaped into a shallow bowl. Erick checked the manasphere with a quick [Witness] and found that a [Conjure Force Elemental] had briefly come through the area, allowing the person on the other side to cast the [Force Platform] through the summon, just so that the caster could then drop off its cargo into the glowing, yellow bowl. 

The cargo was a filled-out application; one of Erick’s.

The sender was the Knives of the Night. The request was for Blessings upon them all, so that they could meet the better fate of those who crossed Erick; they had no illusions about what would happen if they didn’t step up and prevent their coming apocalypse, in the only way possible. There was a bloody fingerprint in the appointed box, purportedly from ‘Master Daizing’, along with a time of ‘today’ and a place that wasn’t too far away (by Ophiel, anyway).

“It’s a trap,” Jane said.

“One I fully intend to obliterate, if necessary,” Erick said.

“… I suppose that’s one way to do it.” Jane asked, “We’re back on high alert then?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “I’m already looking at the spot from far away, and they’re there, right now. I’m also running a [Cascade Imaging] one mountain over from them. I’ll know in a minute if Xangu or the spears or anything like that is there, before I go.”

Jane smiled brightly. “Smart.”

“Sometimes!” Erick joked.

“Do you do that all the time? Or did you just start doing that?”

“The second.” Erick said, “It might not be a viable solution every time, but I’m getting into good habits.”

“What about a preemptive [Undertow Star]?”

“… They are enemies, but they’re choosing to meet, instead of fight. I have to meet them under neutral flags, first, Jane. That’s just how it is done. Honorably.”

Jane frowned a little. “These people are not the honorable sorts.”

“They are not, but I have to be.”

“… I guess you do.”







- - - -







While four other Ophiels watched on from high above, a single Ophiel descended from the sky, aiming for a very conspicuous encampment on the side of a rocky mountain. Someone had Shaped four buildings from the mountain’s surface, making sure that their constructions would be seen for kilometers in every direction. This was the opposite of how people usually Shaped living spaces in the Tribulations; usually, people made their holes-in-the-ground hard to spot for any number of reasons, from monsters, to other people. There didn’t seem to be many monsters or other people around these parts, though; Erick had checked.

Of the four buildings, and of the eight people stationed here, there were only enough belongings to fit into eight backpacks; sleeping rolls, small cooking pots, and the like. This was a temporary location, for sure.

Erick deployed his avatar onto the land outside of the buildings.

A scout spotted Erick and Ophiel almost immediately.

Within seconds, Master Daizing and his people flowed out of their buildings, almost in formation. The ‘master’ was a human man of pale skin, but otherwise unremarkable, save for his completely black clothing. All of the other people around him, none of which looked like students, all of which looked like equals, also wore black clothes. One of the people following behind Master Daizing was Roia, who was now also dressed in black.

Erick withheld judgment about that, for now.

Daizing and his people stopped five meters away from Erick’s avatar, and then Daizing took another step forward, trying to contain the smile upon his lips, saying, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt!”

Erick frowned. He asked, “So what’s all this?”

Daizing said, “We wish for your Blessing so that we may follow our God along his new path through this world.”

“… Okay?”

Daizing elaborated, “We will bring you all of our organization in exchange for your providence, ending us as a sect of Nelboor, though we only expect three out of every four people will follow us into this new world order. There will have to be some force involved, and you might have to do that, since our own power will be nullified after we take your Blessing. After our own sect is no more, we can help you conquer every sect of Nelboor. It should not be hard for one of your power.”

The man had started off with high promises, then collapsed those promises to something more realistic, and then ended with an attempt at flattery. This set off red flags. Except... all of Daizing’s words were truth, written deep in the hearts and minds of the people who followed Daizing out here. Roia even matched the man’s fervor with her own. They all wanted salvation. They needed it. They had to follow Melemizargo, for he was their faith, and they believed that Erick was the gatekeeper to the future.

There was only one real option to this, wasn’t there?

Yes; the sects should be ended. And so…

Erick said, “Okay. I will agree to this if you tell me anything and everything that you know about the dragon that you worked with when you came for Clan Green Grass.”

Daizing was not the only one elated to hear those words, but he was the one to speak, “Of course! We have expected this much. The dragon’s name is Ordoonarati. He is likely a level 95 dragon of Shadow and Decay, and he has been a power behind the True Traveler clans for centuries. Mostly, he is very reclusive. We have one of his scales here which enables contact between us.” The man pulled a dark green scale out from his robes. It was the size of his splayed-out hand, and minimally enchanted. “It is enchanted, as you can see, but I can break this enchantment if you wish. I know it is a bad look for us to try and hand our savior the magical item of a Soul Mage, as this certainly looks like a trap…” Daizing rapidly said, “But we truly do not wish to go against the one that our Dark God has Chosen to raise to such lofty heights; it would be anathema to our entire way of life. I can only apologize for the hit carried out on Green Grass by Knives of the Night. We did not know what we were doing, for we truly did not know we were intruding on your territory until Roia came to us last night. She is already being punished by you, for failing to disclose the truth of the situation when she first spoke to us.” He smiled wide, saying, “But with her Blessing, and by the depth of what the Blessing has done to her, we know what Melemizargo demands of us in this new world.” He held the scale forward in both of his hands, as he bent over, bowing a full 90 degrees. “He demands our compliance.”

His people followed suit, bowing to Erick, then going the full measure and kowtowing upon the ground.

Erick had a rapid series of thoughts that boiled down to two main paths. He could hope for the best of an uncertain future, or, he could be paranoid and clip short many, many different lives. If he chose to hope, then he could end a Dark Sect of Nelboor without violence. If he chose violence, then… He wasn’t sure what more violence would bring. All he knew was that violence brought violence, and Erick wished for a lot less of that.

He also had a fair bit of Thoughts about the revelation that he was some sort of ‘Chosen’ —Erick certainly heard the capitalization in that word— but he would save that oddity for when he wasn’t in crisis-solving mode.

With a bit of [Telekinesis] so as to not expose his sunform to unknown magics, even if this wasn’t a trick, Erick took the scale.

“Stand up. Face me.”

The Hunters and face stealers did so, looking unsure, but complying anyway.

“How do I activate this scale to talk to the dragon on the other side?”

Daizing said, “Hold it in your hands and call the dragon’s name; he will answer if he desires.”

Fair enough.

Erick was certainly not going to do that, though. Especially since Ordoonarati was, at the very least, a Soul Mage.

Erick decided, “In order to Bless your organization out of existence I will be changing this land here into something more suitable for that task. Watch the sky, and know that this place will be Peaceful, by force, as long as people live in this land. This is where the Blessing will happen.”

Faces turned upward as the clouds in the sky deepened, then parted, revealing a shadow in the heavens.

And then came a Star; shining, breaking those central shadows into fractured light.

Tendrils of gloom spread out from that point in the sky, touching lightly upon everyone, before fading into the background like a saturation applied to the world. Mana and Health began to Drain from all present. The only person in this place who was an ‘Ally’ was Erick and Ophiel; all others were subject to the Star. Mostly.

All monsters were designated ‘Enemy’, too; that should make them weak enough so that no-Health no-Mana people could kill them. But in addition to that kindness, there was a hole in the working, just so that some people could regain their Mana and Health, so that they could fight back against the monsters.

Erick said, “If you walk a kilometer outside of the sphere of influence, or if you go to those four houses you made, then your Resources will begin to return and the magics you cast won’t be disintegrated so easily. It is here, though, that I will Bless those who wish to be Blessed. Right here; where I am standing.” With a Shaping, Erick transformed the space under his avatar’s feet into a plain dais about two meters across. On a whim that felt right, he carved the holy symbol of Koyabez into the stone; a four pointed star. He declared, “When your Resources are gone and when you are alone under the Star, I might see that you are ready to change. Spread the word.”

Erick wasn’t about to go counter-Hunting after every sect of Nelboor anytime soon; let people come to him, if they wanted.

“Your will be done!” Daizing declared. “I would go first; I am empty, and ready for change.” He froze, then added, “If it pleases the Chosen.”

Erick’s avatar stepped away from his dais.

Daizing stepped forward, onto the spot.

Erick whipped his Crystal Star through the light, touching the man the very second his foot touched the stone. The man continued to take his step, but his eyes were already full of realized pain. He breathed out, almost in relief. Then he collapsed, silently weeping.

And then he shot to his feet, tears still streaming, as he said, “Ah! I see the Light in the Dark. I see the Shadow. I know the old friend of the Silver Star. Yes. This is the way. There could be no other. Of course. Melemizargo has always been about growth. This is merely a different kind of growth. Old Growth. Old purpose. A Path to the Stars, laid down by a Fire of the Age, like how it had been before, and how it has never been allowed to be since the Sundering.” He whispered, “I see.”

Daizing was truly a true believer, it seemed. He reminded Erick a bit of Priestess, actually.

The next petitioner had a lot more weeping, and a lot less fanaticism. Petitioners number three through seven went about the same; no surprises there.

When it was over, tears continued to roll down Daizing’s face, and yet he did not seem bothered by them. He said, “It will take some time to get our people to understand what must become of the Cult. But they will know. We will be back in this place to receive your benediction, Archmage Flatt. It is a shame that the other Lost Children were put to the sword in Green Grass, but life is never fair. Thank you for this opportunity. Thank you for allowing us to feel the love of our god again.”

Erick did not recoil, though a part of him wanted to.

Erick just accepted the man’s words as they were, for though Daizing was likely a very, very skilled liar, he seemed exceedingly religious. Erick hoped the man wasn’t as crazy as Priestess, but he probably was. Erick could likely call out to Melemizargo right here, and now, and prove the validity of Daizing’s zeal, or uncover his lies… But. No.

Let’s not do that.

Erick moved on, saying, “Okay.”

Daizing smiled wide, still crying and yet very cheerful, as he copied, “Okay!”

Erick swept a [Luminosity] across the dragon scale, thoroughly breaking whatever enchantment was upon the body part, and then he took it with him through the light, to a [Cascade Imaging] he had set up closer to Ooloraptoor.

- - - -

He Imaged for the DNA inside the scale, but after five minutes there were no results. Perhaps the dragon scale wasn’t an organic object, at all. So he searched for the shape of the scale, instead, hoping for something.

He found a target; singular.

- - - -

Upon the grassy plains east of Oolooraptoor, a hundred kilometers from any other person, there was a small boulder. Upon that boulder was a green scale. Erick did not touch that second scale with any part of his being, but from the looks of it, the scale was probably a [Duplicate] match for the one Daizing had given him.

The spell hovering above the scale was the important part here.

It was a [Viewing Screen], like a window into another world made of pure white, where only the barest edges of walls and a floor marked the space as a small room. Erick brought his avatar out from Ophiel, to stand before the [Viewing Screen]. He waited.

Within moments a squiggle of dark green appeared amid the white, before flowing out into the white space like swirling green-black mist.

“Archmage Flatt,” came the voice from the Screen. “You are entering into problems that do not concern you. Leave these lands and never return.”

“Why did you have the Mirage Dragon attack me? I thought I was very clear about my stance of not Imaging for dragons. That bit of information should have gotten around to everyone out there. You had no reason to attack me.”

“And yet, here you are.”

“When I am attacked, I respond.” Erick said, “As would anyone.”

“I have tried to play nice—”

“Lie. You tried to kill me, Ordoonarati. Luckily, the Mirage Dragon didn’t seem too keen on my murder, and so you failed. And then you used face stealers and a Dark sect to try and kill me, again. You have ties to a lot of dangerous organizations, which informs me that you dabble in Evil, and thus something needs to be done about you, in addition to everyone else that you have used to get to me. I’m already working on them. The only question is what to do about you.”

Erick wasn’t actually sure if Ordoonarati was lying or not since there was nothing to go on besides verbal cues, and yet everything the dragon said seemed to make more sense as a lie, than as any sort of truth. Erick wasn’t wholly sure about his own conclusions of recent events, either, since he didn’t have all the answers as to why all of this shit was happening around him, or exactly how it was all connected, but it all fit in a certain, obvious way, and so, Erick went with it.

But if anyone called him out as going off half-cocked, he would not argue with them.

Luckily, it appeared that Erick’s guesses were on the money, or at least Ordoonarati acted like they were. 

Ordoonarati patiently said, “All I have done was let the people around me do whatever they wanted to do. Some of those people seek to do wrong by each other, and it is my responsibility as a hands-off participant in this world to let those people do wrong. But that does not mean I do not know of those evils. If I have made any moves against you at all, these moves have been made by using those evils such that it could be said that I helped you to clean up the evils around here. That is what all young Heroes like to do, right? I fell out of that need long ago, and I suspect you will, too. It might take a century, though.

“As for my reasons for needing to stop you: The forces that you assist, those people who wish to Integrate us into one of your cities: They seek to turn us into another society that is controlled by outside forces and interior pressures. One where outsiders decide the fates of those who live within. If you ask me what is actual evil, I would say that this control, and your desire to influence the world outside of where you actually live, this is the true evil. I am merely doing what I can to throw you off. If you would go away, and leave us to ourselves, then I need not do anything more against you.”

There was a time when Ordoonarati’s words would have thrown Erick off, but not anymore.

“… What is this weird gambit? These twisty words? You’re nothing but lies, aren’t you? Lies and soul shifting to even more lies.” Erick said, “Maybe the Dragon Stalkers were right, and that dragons are nothing more than their Element. Do I need to find a Wizard to change your Element from Shadows to Truth, so that we can have an honest conversation? They’d have to invent ‘Truth’ first, but that’s what Wizards do, right?”

The swirling green-black shadows suddenly halted. After a second, they began to move again, as Ordoonarati said, “I will give you the locations and information about every single shadow operative in these lands if you deliver unto me a Wizard of any skill at all. If you bring me a Wizard of medium skill, I will also inform you of [Gate]. Until then: I suggest a truce. No direct attacks against each other or against the interests of each other. I will even allow your entrance into the Integration debates. Perhaps you and I can even have a great debate over the values and evils of organized society, though I cannot let you know which debaters are backed by me, for there are other dragons out there, Erick. Surely you understand. But even with such a restriction, maybe I, or my people, can convince you to leave we grass travelers alone.”

“… I am going to continue to supply my services against all face stealers and Hunters. I will help the grass travelers throw away these deadly forces, and if I catch a hint of your involvement in any of that again— If you try to stop me, then there can be no truce, for there is no truce to be had against tyrants.”

“Perhaps we have gotten off on the wrong start.” The green shadows swirled. “Tell me true: Are you a pawn of the Headmaster, searching for dragons for him to eat?”

“I am not, and never have been.” Erick added, “Until you came after me, I made it very clear to him, and to everyone, that I never wanted to get involved with dragons, at all. Did you attack me because you thought you were in danger of death?”

“… It seems that you and I have no reason to fight, except if you continue to persist in this arena of Integration. If you go against Hunters and otherwise, then I have no qualms with you. But if you attempt to take away my world, then I will take away yours. We will debate in Ooloraptoor, but if I lose, then you will lose.”

The [Viewing Screen] winked out.

- - - -

Erick came back to himself. He sat up in his chair.

He looked over to Poi, and asked, “I would like to know about Mind Mages, and why you can’t just point out all the face stealers, please.”

Poi was ready for this demand. “Okay.”
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                In the illuminated yurt, where Erick, Poi, Nirzir, Jane, and Teressa stood or sat, there was silence.

And then Poi said, “There’s not much to tell, but I will explain.”

Erick almost told Poi to forget it, for lingering anger still percolated in the back of his brain, and he truly didn’t care to hear the Mind Mage’s justifications for not helping when they could. But maybe he needed to hear those justifications.

Erick already knew the broad strokes, and he could guess at the rest. What probably happened, was that the Mind Mages tried to help suss out the various problems everywhere, but people didn’t believe that they could do what they said, and then when the Mind Mages proved themselves, they were corrupted by interior or exterior forces, which likely led to a civil war, and also to the people of the world coming down on them. Shades were likely involved.

Except, now that he was thinking about it, Erick doubted that it was that simple.

The Mind Mages were a part of the Forgotten Campaigns, after all, and those were massive purges of certain peoples of Veird in order to rid the world of something too damaging to let exist. Those tragedies were not fully the Mind Mages’ faults, though, for the gods and the wrought were also involved. A great many people were likely involved in purging knowledge of Atomic Magic (for example) out of the civilizations of Veird.

That was just Erick’s educated guess, though.

So, the reason Erick did not stop Poi was, perhaps, that it would be nice to know the actual, true history of the Mind Mages. If the Mind Mages were capable of telling people their true history, anyway. They likely had forces out there that compelled them to speak lies all the time, and possibly to believe their own lies, too. Would Poi just spout lies at him? Lies that he didn’t even know were lies, himself?

Ah. Erick’s anger wasn’t going away anytime soon.

Best hear some more lies, then.

Poi paused, eyeing Erick a little, then said, “Perhaps we could shelve this conversation until after all these major events have calmed down.”

Erick said, “I would prefer to have it out, now, for I need to know why these problems can’t be solved by the people capable of solving these problems.”

Teressa glanced between Erick and Poi, seeming unsure who to stick up for. Jane looked at her father like she was slightly mad. Nirzir spoke to someone else through [Telepathy] about whatever it was she was doing, or maybe she just had an open connection; her eyes were very much focused on Erick at the moment, and she looked both frightened and intrigued.

The yurt continued to trundle along, without anyone paying too much attention to the path ahead; the land was flat and the grass was level, so this was fine.

Erick sat down. Everyone else took their seats.

After a long moment of silence, Poi began, “The story of why Mind Mages don’t openly involve themselves in the world begins at the beginning, in 195 Post Sundering on the continent of Quintlan. This was about 55 years before the Fall of Quintlan, which started around 250 PS, and continued all the way to 350 PS, when it is widely regarded that the oozes became too much to fight.

“It was upon this stage that the first Mind Mage, and his entire school of magic, was created through the direct Wizardry of Melemizargo.”

Jane, Teressa, and Nirzir jolted; they didn’t know this.

Erick had only just now guessed that Melemizargo had been involved. Those Shades and their Dark God got everywhere, after all. They were responsible for practically all of Veird’s woes.

Erick asked, “Should we have a Privacy up for this?”

“Unnecessary.” Poi said, “This is a story that anyone would know if they went looking. It has simply taken you this long to ask this question.”

So Poi was being a bit flippant. That was fine. Erick saw that the guy was obviously uncomfortable with this new scrutiny. Erick had never wanted to intrude upon Poi’s privacy before, or upon the Mind Mages, so he had mostly stayed away. He had never expected this sort of conversation to happen, either, but here it was, and here they were, and so, Erick had to know why life was more dangerous than it had to be.

Perhaps Melemizargo was to blame, again. Perhaps the Shades vowed to kill the Mind Mages whenever they stepped out of the shadows. But that seemed too simplistic.

The Mind Mages were intensely insular, by choice. They did supply truthstones to everyone who wanted one, though, and they had avenues of communication open between them and everyone in power the world over. But they never did anything proactive. In both a good and bad way, and in a way that likely had nothing to do with the Shades at all, the Mind Mages had a strict moral code that prevented them from telling people’s secrets to the world.

And yet…

Erick amended his earlier ideas about the reluctance of Mind Mages to include the idea that the Mind Mages were the way they were, because if people knew their Dark history, they would be judged for it. So, in that way, Erick couldn’t blame them for their reluctance.

But if anyone could find out this story, like Poi suggested, then that meant that the Mind Mages were beyond their beginnings, and that they held onto those beginnings only to show how far they had come. Or maybe they had asked for a Forgotten Campaign on their behalf, and they had been denied?

Whatever the case, Erick nodded, and waited for Poi to continue.

Poi, meanwhile, heard every single one of Erick’s thoughts, though he did not act like it.

It was tough being a Mind Mage, wasn’t it?

Poi continued, “The first Mind Mage was a Shade. That Shade went on to create a thousand lesser Mind Mages, and since Shade plots were what they were, within three years the world was one week away from annihilation, though they never knew it. Shadowy forces had infiltrated or gotten emotionally close to every single power that upheld the world, either through passive thought reading, or [Mind Control].

“But before Melemizargo could topple the world, a flaw in his magics would ruin his plan.

“Mind Mages hear the thoughts of others. These days, we have training to withstand those thoughts, but back then, we had none. Every single infiltrator had been altered by the people they had infiltrated, either through mental bleed, emotional bleed, or just plain kindness changing a person. Those people became the first Dissenters, though they did not call themselves that until the end of those first three years.

“In the beginning, these Dissenters were not willing to rebel, and they hadn’t even coalesced into a coherent group. Most were able to play along; able to infiltrate and corrupt as they were commanded. Some… Were not. Those few who saw what they were doing stepped out into the open. They tried to formally ask the Mind Mage Shade to stop his plans.

“They were killed for their kindness, or else they suffered worse fates than that.

“The Shade kept his plans. The years ticked by. Problems grew, but went unsolved, for while Melemizargo pressured his Shade to work harder, the Shade could only try to work better, and that disparity was easy to exploit. And so, when it finally came time to attack our assignments the world over, and plunge Veird into absolute chaos, the Dissenters turned on their Shade creator, and on every single other Mind Mage who wanted to keep to Melemizargo’s plans.

“Melemizargo, of course, remained untouchable.

“It was bloody. It was quick. It was over.

“The Dissenters, who were now just Mind Mages, stepped out of the shadows. The civil war had culled the population to a third. 330 Dissenters of Shadow had survived. A few Shadow Operatives had survived, too, but they didn't matter till later.

“It was into this state of affairs that the Dissenters succeeded in joining with the rest of society.” Poi briefly gazed up and away. As he turned back to Erick, his voice changed into someone else’s, but barely, “We were successful with our integration into civilization. This was because we were already highly placed in many different governments the world over, and we had made them aware of what was happening. There were some difficulties, of course, but once the extent of our abilities became known and we started actively helping to cull the world of shadowy forces, using methods that no one else ever had access to… Well. That is untrue. The immortals of the world knew what we were capable of, for there were other names for our kind back in the Old Cosmology. We existed before Veird; before the Sundering.

“Those are unimportant details, though.

“What was important is that we were a known quantity that no one knew about until then. Using our power, we tore through almost all of Melemizargo’s power, reducing him to a handful of Shades that could only exist in the darkest parts of the Underworld.

“Fifty years passed like a dreamless sleep.

“In the year 260, Post Sundering, Veird seemed more stable than ever before. The Shades were beaten and the Light was here to stay. You understand: This was before the Rise of Ar’Kendrithyst in the year 503, when the spread of the Crystal Mimics and easy [Polymorph] potions became a pox upon us all. The nearer tragedy of the Fall of Quintlan was still 90 years away, in 350 PS, though as I will tell you: we were already into the first years of the gradual Fall. We just didn’t know it yet.

“The population of the world was at 15 billion people, and for the first time in a long time, it was climbing.

“Many, many Mind Mages had kids by then. And those kids had kids.

“Someone invented the truthstones, and though they were used in small business dealings first, their power proved invaluable to judicial systems the world over. [Witness] had long since been invented, of course, but in those early years, when no one knew how to circumvent the truthstones, having one on hand went a long way toward knowing if a Sin Seeker had to be called in for further investigation, or not.

“More and more decades passed. By 300 PS, over a hundred years since the creation of the first Mind Mage, Quintlan was in the middle of the Fall, though the population of the world, overall, was at 21 billion and still climbing. We were still rather short of the original number of survivors to make it to Veird, before the Death of all Halves, and before the Rage Wars, but we were getting there.

“It was in that fifth generation, and in some places, sixth, that we knew we were in the middle of a disastrous failure.

“Our strict self-appointed rules against using Mind Magic to influence the people of the world began to falter around the second generation, and even more around the third. By now, there was full blown abuse in the noble houses of Quintlan, and in other places the world over. Our Mind Magic had also been spreading into the rest of the world through the Script for the last 100 years. [Sense Emotion]. [Calm]. [Sleep]. On the surface, they were all perfectly fine spells to allow into the populace, but in edge cases, there were problems.

“Monsters were always a problem; that had never stopped. The stresses of mortal danger put systemic stresses on everyone, and so some Mind Mages thought to solve these problems by Controlling people to erase their traumas. This ended up with people committing even more traumas, and not even knowing how damaged they were until they had unhealable psychotic breaks.

“And yet, Melemizargo’s Shades attacked here and there, though each scheme was easily seen through by the Mind Mages. Mostly, Mind Mages were bastions of power and safety. We healed the damaged minds of those who needed such healing, and we discovered the criminals and double agents hidden among us.

“But then, there was a fracture.

“Quintlan was already having trouble with [Create Food and Water], but then it got a whole lot worse. The nobles exacerbated the problem by hiring Mind Mages to track down commoners who could use the spell well, and then those unscrupulous Mind Mages mentally controlled those commoners into only working their magic for the nobles. Though, of course, those situations were both not that simple at all, and truly simple, once you got down to it.

“We know enough to not get involved in that sort of thing anymore. But back then, our children didn’t know, and our families were tied up in the various powers of the world, so we had to defend them; we had to defend ourselves.

“It was here, that many history books diverge. Some call the Tragedy of Quintlan the work of the Mind Mages. Some call it the work of [Create Food and Water]. Some say that with the systematic culling of monsters and the safety provided to the common person, that the people in charge weren’t busy enough with fighting for their lives on a daily basis that they had to invent fights with each other, and so they did. Some attribute the deaths of billions of people to a million small factors that worked in concert to tear away everything built in Quintlan.

“And then the wars of nobility started, and everything went to shit.

“The Mind Mages went to war, again, exactly how you wish for us to go to war these days, except not all of us were on the same side. There were even a few Shadow Operative Mind Mages still around, still working for Melemizargo and the Shades, for our purge had not been nearly as complete as we thought it had been. Those Shadow Operatives were even beginning to release the first Mental Monsters into the cities of Quintlan. The Puppet Minds. The Spinal Spiders.

“War came, and we saw through face stealers. We found Hunters. We found dragons. We found mental monsters, and some of us even made mental monsters to counteract the other mental monsters out there. Book Slippers. And others. Obviously, these were mistakes.

“Then came escalation. The world turned against us, for the Shadow Operatives were in full control of propaganda machines the world over, and we did not want to utilize even more Mind Magic to wrest control away from them, for that would surely result in widespread psychotic breaks.

“So the vast majority of us went into hiding.

“Wars rocked Quintlan, and yet the Tragedy of Quintlan was not contained to that continent alone. There were wars in the Underworld. Nergal and Nelboor and Glaquin. Billions died, and the Mind Mages fractured into a thousand smaller groups, each helping their own people to fight against all the rest as best they could.

“Many years later, when Quintlan was dead and only oozes prowled the land, many Mind Mages still had yet to learn our lesson of exposing the thoughts of the people around us.

“It always starts the same way, too. A call to compassion for those around us. We see problems that we can solve, so we should! Obviously, we should expose the hidden people before they can strike at others. This is all well and good.

“This tactic lasts ten years, and then the next generation in power realizes that they can do so much more ‘good’. It always goes the same, though the scale is sometimes smaller, or larger, it always looks the same.

“A Mind Mage tries to solve the world, and thus, when they see problems, they decide upon obvious solutions.

“What does the local buying-selling market look like? Oh! I should exploit this for more funds for this great project over here.

“What’s going on with the rulers? Oh! The king is cheating on his wife, and endangering the kingdom with a war of succession! Let’s Control that problem away.

“Which noble among all the rest is using blackmail and bribery in order to prosper? Oh! Roughly 90% of them! Well let’s stop that right now. So what if one or two of them die from psychosis-induced brain damage. It’s for the greater good.

“Where is the nearest dragon, and what does that dragon know about magic? Oh! They know everything? Let’s take all of that for ourselves, and also the dragon’s hoard, for we can do a lot of good with that gold. But first: How can we get two dragons to meet out in the open, elsewhere, so that we can loot both of their hoards while they are gone? So what if thousands die in the crossfire! They were always going to die anyway, for the local lord was going to use them in a war of his own making. So, hey! We just prevented a war, too.

“All of these are categorically, morally, awful things to do.

“None of these examples are exaggerations.

“And yet, in the moment, they all seemed like perfectly reasonable steps to take. It isn’t till one is way down on the road to darkness that they realize the road they are on. For even if you have a good reason, it’s never as good as you think it is.

“All sapient life and decisions must be respected, for no other reason than it is the right thing to do, and leads to a better world for all.

“And so, we have implemented a line that we do not cross.

“That line is ‘is someone in mortal danger at this moment, and if I speak up, can I stop this immediate danger?’ It is a simple line, and it is easy to keep. It is not fraught with morality. It requires no individual choice, which is often wrong. Even if you, yourself, have perfect morality, and are able to make every judgment call with exacting precision, the person who comes next may not be as good as you.

“And besides that: people are not the sum of their thoughts, or their actions, or their person. Sometimes a face stealer becomes a better king than the previous king. Many times, a Wizard becomes a beacon of civilization. Almost always, a dragon meets another dragon, and both are so good at their disguise that no one starts a fight. Almost every adventurer kills a hundred thousand more monsters than they kill people.

“We have no moral authority to judge people for what they think, or what they do, and neither do you, for even more important than the discussions of morality, there is one truth that we have found more true than most: Violence begets violence. And so, we can only help when violence is what we are up against. This is the line that we keep. We stop the violence of mental monsters, and the violence of rogue Mind Mages, and the violence that happens directly around us, in our presence.” The entity speaking through Poi said, “Ask no more of us, for we have given a lot already.”

For a brief moment, the only noise in the yurt was the sound of wheels turning, and the gentle mooing of distant cows.

Poi spoke, “There are history books that you have not read, that I have. There are memories of historical events that I have experienced from a first-person perspective, that you have not experienced. I know the danger of thinking that I can change the world by revealing the thoughts of those around me.” He stared at Erick, and said, “Apocalypse is what lies on the other side of that door, so it is a door that we keep firmly shut.”

Erick said, “Okay.” That Mind Mage story was not the whole story, but it was enough of one to make the whole of their hidden society make a bit more sense. Erick said, “I can respect that line that you will not cross. I take it that the face stealers and otherwise know of this line, and they purposefully stay your hand by working around you?”

“Not only them, but many people.” Poi said, “If you saw any play in any theater with a Mind Mage character in the cast, then you would know that everyone knows how to get around us, and so we try not to advertise who we are.”

“… And that’s the true reason for your peoples’ reluctance to stand in the open.”

“Correct.”

“So. Just to be clear.” Erick asked, “You won’t help find face stealers.”

“I’m all for the persecution and ending of face stealers and Hunters and all those types, but I cannot step past that line, Erick. I will, however, scan people who agree to be scanned, as I have done before, and as I will do again. But I won’t ever be proactive about this.” Poi said, “People deserve the privacy of their own minds, and I will not take that from them.”

“… Okay.” Erick felt some of his anger flow away. The Mind Mages were never going to help with this sort of thing, and he knew that already, but hearing the reasons helped to chip away at some of his anger. He asked, “So what do you think will happen when I Bless all of these Knives of the Night into Empathy, or with the dragon Ordoonarati when we get to Ooloraptoor?”

“What!” Jane asked, “You found the dragon?!”

At the same time Nirzir rapidly asked, “You’re Blessing all of the Knives of the Night!?”

Teressa just breathed out, not really prepared for such a quick shift of topic.

Poi suggested, “How about you tell us all of what has happened, recently?”

Erick looked around at the exasperated faces of his people, and said, “Yeah. I should do that, I suppose. So apparently ‘Master’ Daizing of the Knives of the Night is having all his people—”

Erick glanced over to the star dais he had installed upon the far off mountain. There was another person waiting for their Blessing standing upon the symbol of Koyabez. The person looked to be out of resources, too, for there were no more twisting white glows flowing off of them, to be sucked up into the [Undertow Star] hanging above.

Erick whipped his Crystal Star through the light and Blessed the man.

Erick had never really left himself, as he continued saying, “—come to a certain place to the north, where I have a Star Draining them, so that I can Bless them and…”

He spoke. They listened.

And then they started talking.

“Explain this,” and, “What about that,” and, “I didn’t understand this.”

Erick felt better as the conversation meandered through retellings and clarifications. He wasn’t exactly sharing his burden with others, for the power to make a choice here was still his, but it felt nice to listen to other people talk about problems that were essentially his problems.

Jane said, “I think you should Bless the people who show up at the altar, and also accept Daizing’s help in finding all the others who won’t allow themselves to be Blessed. At that point, something else has to be done, though. This is too much for you.” 

Teressa and Nirzir looked at Jane a little bit funny, for what she had said was pretty ‘classically evil’ according to the tale Poi had told them. Erick did not share this look, though. He wasn’t going to stop doing good himself, just because whoever came next would fail to live up to his ethical standards.

And then Poi surprised everyone by saying, “I agree with Jane.”

Erick eyed the man.

Teressa went, “Uhhh…” She glanced at Poi, saying, “But mind control is evil. Isn’t soul control the same? Isn’t that the whole reason why you don’t [Mind Control] people into being better people? You just said that.”

“[Mind Control] is Evil, but [Mind Control] is not soul shifting,” Poi said, “I have recently learned that when you shift the soul, the mind follows, but when you shift the mind, the soul rebels, and this leads to the psychotic breaks that are normally associated with [Mind Control] failures. From a purely utilitarian point of view, [Mind Control] is more evil than soul shifting because [Mind Control] never lasts and it causes long term damage. When done correctly, soul shifting causes long term changes that propagate into the mind, and change a person from within. It is still evil to change a person through soul shifting, but… It’s not that bad, because it can be fixed.”

Erick said, “Ah. Yeah. You mentioned psychosis earlier. But that’s a real problem with Mind Magic, then?”

“It can be. Usually, it’s not, but all magic possesses the capability for harm.” Poi said, “You can heal almost all the damage caused by both Soul and Mind Magic with more applications of the same, too, so it’s not that bad. But in a utilitarian morality sense, Soul Magic actually causes less potential harm than Mind Magic.”

Teressa shivered. “Let’s not talk about utilitarian morality, okay? Some things should not be reduced to their effects. Both Mind Magic and Soul Magic are inherently evil when used against people.”

Poi said, “I agree, Teressa, but there is room for therapeutic applications of both.”

Teressa frowned, hummed, then said, “Yeah. I guess.”

Nirzir, who hadn’t spoken much at all and mostly listened, had focused on a different part of the conversation. She said, “Clan Void Song is willing to help end the sects of Nelboor.” As everyone turned to the young girl she almost recoiled from the sudden pressure, but she puffed out her chest, and with false bravado, said, “We have the manpower to accomplish this task, and can even take over this responsibility, if you wish.”

Teressa said, “Now that is something that should not be done. No offense to the clans, of course.”

Nirzir deflated, frowning a little. “Some offense taken?”

Teressa winced, as though she realized that she had accidentally taken a large overstep. She looked to Poi, saying, “Help me out, here.”

Poi frowned at her, then said, “What Teressa means to say is that what Erick is doing is a spiritual cleansing.” He looked to Erick, saying, “And I agree with Teressa. This is what you are doing, Erick, even if you don’t see it right now. This is too important to put in the hands of mortals, with mortal concerns, like Empire. You need godly help for this.”

Erick… let that thought sit for a moment. Poi and Teressa were probably right.

Nirzir frowned a bit more, saying, “We’re responsible mortals.”

“I think Void Song would be fine to help. But!” Jane said, “Koyabez’s churches were destroyed. He could use some new priests, right?”

Erick immediately said, “Oh. Uh. No. There’s a lot of merit in this general idea of enlisting help with this shitstorm, but I feel that asking for what you are suggesting, Jane, is a bad idea.” Erick said, “I truly don’t think Koyabez would want soul shifted people as priests. Especially if they’re former priests of Melemizargo and also cultists… which is redundant to say, now that I think of it. Anyway: It’s a bad look. But perhaps he’d have some priests willing to guide these people into… better walks of life? That’s what the churches of Koyabez do, sometimes. When people are exiled, they can sometimes go to Koyabez for redemption, or something. I’m not too sure how that works, though.”

Jane nodded. “That’s probably a better idea; yes. But whatever happens, you don’t have to be involved in all of it. You’re already stretched thin and you don’t need more responsibilities.”

“Yes, yes. I agree—” Erick had an idea. “So Candlepoint exists, too, and they’ve already taken in cultists. Would it be a bad idea to have all these people go to Candlepoint?”

Teressa frowned. Jane frowned. Nirzir was already frowning. It seemed no one liked that idea.

Erick said, “Candlepoint is the land of reincarnation and second chances.” He added, “Or, it was… but not officially? Though actually saying the words… I like that idea. Candlepoint could be a land of second chances? Perhaps. It already is, anyway.”

Jane said, “You’d need to get more priests of other deities to show up, before you could call it that.”

“That’s a good point, too,” Erick said.

“No other deities have joined Candlepoint.” Poi said, “And besides that: We shouldn’t go back to Glaquin until you’re off this Worldly Path.”

“Just putting ideas out there for now, Poi.” Erick said, “But now that I’ve met the dragon that attacked me, and as long as the truce we made holds, it might not be long till we’re out of here.”

Nirzir asked, “You’re not going to kill the dragon? Even after knowing that he mutilates the souls of people to get what he wants?”

No one looked to Nirzir except for Erick; everyone else just ignored her rather childish words. They had more faith in Erick than the young princess from Void Song.

“I will not act against Ordoonarati unless he breaks the truce, for I will not be the aggressor. And yet, I fully expect him to break this truce when I help the people of Ooloraptoor to kill or Bless every single face stealer and Hunter in this society.” Erick said, “But if that doesn’t happen, then I might participate in a debate or two, just to cement some ties with Pale Cow, and only because I feel like it. Other than those two possible events, I think the next few days will be rather calm and we might be moving on to the next location rather quickly.

“Perhaps we can visit the Adamantine Smiths of Underworld Nelboor? Their head offices are in the Northern Chasm Region of the North Tribulation Mountains, and I am sure those people have some interesting metals with which to make various enchanted objects. We were already going there for a nice weapon for Jane, but I could use some various metals myself to use in the possible enchanting of a Gate.” He looked around, “And if anyone else wants a weapon or armor or whatever, we could get some? You still like that old armor, Poi? Teressa? You want a new weapon?”

Poi smiled a little. “I like this armor, yes. But I would like some new armor, even more.”

Teressa said, “I need a backup weapon. That Radiant Nacreous Weaver ripped right through my Force spells.”

Jane nodded, torn halfway between the prospect of a new sword and concern for her father.

Erick told her, “I’m fine, Jane. It’s just getting to me. This is all big stuff, you know?”

“I do know that.” Jane said, “But… I could use a sword. Thanks for remembering.”

Erick teased, “We’ll get you the biggest, most gaudiest gold and electrum katana that Veird has to offer.”

Jane breathed out through her nose.

“Anywhere you want to go, Nirzir?” Erick asked, “You’re a part of this party, too.”

Nirzir froze and blushed, then she shook her head, saying, “I don’t need weapons— No wait! If we’re really going to the Adamantine Smiths, then I need to use this opportunity to think of something I would want. They’re world class Smiths and… If it wasn’t you going there, I don’t think they’d let you into their mountain.”

Erick smiled. “Aw. Drat. I wanted to go incognito.”

“That’s a five year waiting list.” Nirzir said, “Maybe more.”

“Maybe we could still go incognito, and then we could look for some down-on-their-luck Smith who just needs one good break to rise up, to become an Adamantine Smith! I could be that break.” Erick asked, “How does that sound?”

Teressa offered, “Ya know, boss, if you want to do the ‘old mysterious man bit’ you’re about a hundred years too young for that.”

“So what you’re saying is that I need some beard and hair growth tonics, and some bleach.”

Jane smiled as she said, “Let’s go as ourselves, get some weapons, and then move on. Perhaps we won’t get stuck in local politics this time.”

Erick barked a sudden laugh, and for a good three seconds, he was the only one laughing. But soon, Teressa chuckled, and Poi smirked. Nirzir smiled politely

And then Nirzir exclaimed, “Oh! I just remembered: I think they have a tournament going on this time of year. Some lucky warrior usually wins themselves an artifact-class flying sword.”

Jane stared, wide-eyed at Nirzir, her mouth dropping open into the largest smile Erick had seen on his daughter in a long time. She called out, “Tournament Arc!”

“What?” Erick asked.

Jane explained, “It’s when a whole bunch of people fight each other for prizes and fun! Blood sports!”

Erick went, “Oh. Uh. That sounds… Not fun.”

“What!” Jane said, “Heathen!”

Teressa and Poi burst out a laugh, to which Nirzir, Jane, and Erick, all asked, “What?”

Poi explained, “To call you a ‘heathen’— Okay. I have to start at the beginning. There was this play that—”

“It’s a cultural thing.” Teressa said, “For a daughter to call her father a heathen always marks the point in the story that the daughter— Well. It varies by story.”

“It’s a meme, Jane,” Poi said.

“… I don’t think I like being out of the loop on memes,” Jane said.

Erick laughed, “You must be getting old.”

The conversation moved on.

The five of them spoke of lighter topics, and Jane made coffee for everyone. Nirzir made cold chicken sandwiches, with lots of mayo and onion, while Teressa kept a casual eye on their surroundings as she told a story about an old man who traveled the world with seven couatl [Familiar]s. It was a lighthearted tale of jokes and cultural references that Erick picked up from context, but of which he knew nothing about until that moment. It was still a nice story.

Nirzir, Jane, and Teressa were treating Erick with soft gloves, and he was not blind to this. It made him feel embarrassed, but it also made him feel nice. Poi needed some fragile handling, too, but only because Erick had made the man feel precarious about his position in Erick’s life, and Erick had not meant to do that to him.

Poi had always been there for him, and when Erick had lost his calm amid all the events of the last two days, he had taken out his anger on Poi, and that had been wrong. The Mind Mages had always had a clear line that they were never willing to cross. Erick truly shouldn’t have been surprised, or angry at where they placed that line.

If Erick, himself, had demanded that the Mind Mage’s lines be moved forward a step, then down the line, someone else would demand their limits move one more step further. It was a slippery slope, and at the same time, it was also the slippery slope fallacy. Killing face stealers and Hunters seemed like a no-brainer to Erick, and yet, even the Mind Mages had ideas of redemption in their modus operandi. And so, Erick wasn’t going to argue with a thousand year old institution about their limits, when the Mind Mages had only managed to survive the rest of the world because they kept strict limits.

(And he valued the idea of redemption, too, he supposed.)

As the hours ticked on and nothing happened except for the Blessing of cultists, Erick had time to reflect on his own lines in the sand.

He decided that he would always fight against people who came after him, or the people around him. Lethal violence was still on the table, but Erick was powerful enough that non-lethal means were a valid option.

Helping people who asked for help seemed like a good limit, too; that’s what a lot of other archmages did. Tenebrae operated in this manner. The ‘bar to entry’ for gaining Tenebrae’s help was, firstly, money, which showed a commitment to whatever problem a petitioner wanted. Secondly, the petitioner needed to actually find the cantankerous old archmage, which showed a certain amount of competency on the part of the petitioner.

Erick decided he didn’t like the bars to entry that Tenebrae set.

To get hold of the Headmaster, all one needed to do was show up at Oceanside and fill out paperwork, and then the Headmaster would choose to see a petitioner, or not. Erick was already operating on this sort of system, and it seemed like a good one. For now.

Anyway.

Ending evil when Erick saw evil seemed like something he definitely needed to keep doing. There were problems with that commitment, what with ‘evil’ being nebulous and not always apparent, but Erick didn’t want to think of those morality problems right now, because there was a larger problem with these ideas.

That problem, was this: Once you see one person dying on the street due to hunger, if you look close enough, somewhere a warlord is withholding food, and answering that problem required assassination, and then you’ve got a whole new settlement under your control, or a bunch of angry people, who were rightfully upset that their leader was just murdered…

Okay. So Erick had fallen right down that slippery slope, hadn’t he.

Anyway.

Limits.

Erick had thought he already had some good ones. ‘Don’t make any more world-threatening magic’ and ‘Don’t…

Hmm.

Oh.

He only had that one limit, didn’t he? He was a killer, now. A mass murderer, actually. Ah. Shit.

Ah.

Erick set that trauma aside and vowed to deal with it another day. He thought, instead, about how Poi had made himself really vulnerable today. He also thought about the person who had spoken through Poi. What was all that about? Or was that whole ‘other speaker’ just Poi accessing shared memories? Or was there a dragon on the other side of the Mind Mages? The Headmaster often spoke through his Elites. Did other dragons do that, too? Erick hadn’t seen it happen, but… Perhaps they did?

Or. No. The much more reasonable explanation was that the Headmaster had some Mind Magic of his own. The Headmaster did have ties to the Mind Mages; this much Erick had been told, and he had seen for himself.

Anyway, Erick would apologize to Poi for his harsh thoughts with some nice armor, and a verbal apology when they weren’t out in the open. Yes; this would do.
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                In the evening, Clan Pale Cow set up next to a small riverside. Tomorrow, the clan would move into their designated territory near Ooloraptoor, and begin meeting with other clans, to speak of Integration. Tonight, though, there would be a pre-meeting, and Erick was to host them.

He had already spent all day meeting people from Ooloraptoor already, and though he had done some counter-Hunting, mostly he just spoke of how he would counter-Hunt to a lot of different people. And now, some of those people were coming here.

Erick set up his yurt a kilometer to the south of Pale Cow and Shaped some platforms and tables and chairs out of the grasslands. Wardlights went up on the corners of the raised platform to drive away some of the night, while cushions were taken from the yurt and set upon the chairs to make seating a bit more comfortable than otherwise. And then, it all looked kinda trashy, so Erick spent a good twenty minutes making it look nice.

The raised platform of stone turned white, like marble. The stone chairs were replaced with scrollwork chairs made of eternal stonewood which Erick then embellished with small lightsculptures that resembled tastefully placed gems. Erick combined the assorted tables into one main table with a grand design of curled edges and a perfectly flat surface. And then Erick Shaped a side table for the food to be placed upon. With some [Bug Ward]s the various small insects wouldn’t be a problem, while a subtle [Air Conditioning Ward] kept the space comfortable. He even brought some beer and wine from Alaralti, along with some nice dinnerware. Erick did not go all out; this was not everything that he could have done. But it was a lot, especially for this area of the world.

… With a few last minute adjustments, Erick diminished some of the designs, and erased some of the embellishments, trying for a ‘homey’ atmosphere, and less of an ‘expensive dinner’ theme. He also added a ‘teleport square’ of stone off to the east, so that people would know where to blip in and out without drawing any more attention than usual.

Half an hour later, as the sun began to set in the west, guests began to arrive.

Niyazo, Koori, and Speaker Yorila were the first to walk across the distance from Pale Cow to Erick’s own location. Amasar, the man Erick had saved, and a few other cowherds came with them, carrying trays of food, acting rather professional. The lot of them gazed at Erick’s overt magics, though only Yorila had words to say about the spellwork.

“It’s all so lovely!” Yorila said, “And the colors are perfect sunshine and hearth.” She pointed to a firelight that Erick had set into a warming cauldron. “Is this firelight actually warm, itself, or is that an overlapping effect?”

Erick smiled, saying, “That’s just an overlapping [Ward] effect.”

“I thought that was what I was seeing, but I can’t tell where one ends and the other begins; truly well crafted.”

After they dropped off the food, Amasar and the cowherd went to vacate the premises; they did not feel comfortable here, at all. Amasar did manage to say a few words, though.

“I was a toad in a well, when I made the promise of my life to your service. I can see that I am unneeded.” Amasar bowed quickly, saying, “I apologize for my presumption.”

Ah. He was mad that Erick hadn’t accepted his ‘life debt’. Erick had missed that, until now.

“I didn’t seek you out to accept your promise, Amasar, because I don’t like that sort of debt.” Erick said, “We’re culturally not on the same page. Sorry if my unwillingness to accept your offer has offended you; it was nothing personal.”

Amasar had been very offended, and he had also been very good about not showing that emotion. Now, though, he was offended, relieved, and embarrassed that he had been anything other than professional, all at the same time. But he accepted Erick’s words in the nature they had been given. He said, “If you change your mind, I am here. Thank you for saving my life, Archmage Flatt.”

“You’re quite welcome.” Erick asked, “Are you going to stick around for dinner?”

Amasar said, “It is not my place.”

And with that, Amasar and the cowherds turned and left, returning to their own dinners among the circled yurts of Clan Pale Cow. The people over there were already strumming stringed instruments or telling stories around fires, while cooks dished food out of massive cauldrons.

The teleport square blipped pink with the arrival of more guests.

Sin Seeker Vania had come, along with three Elders; Elder Uriol, Elder Teer, and Elder Puuroi. A few cowherds had come along with them, too, but only to carry their food. Erick already had casual contact with all three of the elders, but it was good to see them in a personal setting. But… Only three of them? And only elders?

Erick asked, “I expected a few more Clan Leaders, and elders, too?”

Elder Uriol, an old man who was easy to get along with, said, “We had a few more coming, but now they’re all in a tizzy because of all the uncovered face stealers. Just updating our methodology has uncovered more and more, all over the place.”

Elder Teer, a stern woman of at least 110, shook her cane a little as she said, “After you stopped for the day we found two more cells among two of the further traveler clans who almost never come to Ooloraptoor. Silver gods; I never thought we would suffer this particular indignity.”

Elder Puuroi, a short and skinny woman of 70, explained, “Which is why we need Integration. If we had a functioning guard force with set rules that worked, then some of these clans wouldn’t have been infiltrated in the first place.”

Teer glared at her smaller counterpart, then turned to Erick, saying, “Usually, we know too much about each other to let something like this happen, but, apparently, my usual objections to Integration have faltered in the face of this disaster.”

Uriol said, “Normal societies have face stealers in them, too. Integration is just one of many necessary solutions to this problem.”

Of the first two Elders, Erick already knew that Puuroi was a staunch Integrator, while Uriol was a moderate, but Erick was just now finding out that Teer was on the side of the True Travelers. Or perhaps she was a neutral Elder like Uriol who had been won over in the face of this current crisis? No way to be sure, at the current moment. 

“We’ll deal with the uncovered evil soon enough, but first—” Erick gestured to the table of drinks, saying, “Want a drink?”

Uriol went straight for the beer. “Don’t mind if I do!”

Niyazo and Koori greeted the Elders next, while everyone got their first drinks, and first dishes. Soon, Erick was seated around the main table with all of his guests, as well as Nirzir, who sat on his left. Conversations rapidly turned to Integration talk, and then trade, and then it meandered in another direction. All the while, Nirzir didn’t join any of the conversation topics. Erick wasn’t Nirzir’s father, but he felt a certain responsibility to her, since she was with him, for now, so he wanted to include her in their talks when he could, but there were no opportunities for a long while.

In the third course, though, there was a great opportunity. The conversation had moved on to vehicles and the laws regarding them while inside Songli’s borders.

Elder Teer said, “Almost every caravan and clan gets down to Alaralti for trade with some of their outer cities… Perhaps once a year? Average of once a year. But we’re only able to get into the first cities on the edge! It’s disgraceful of Songli, if you ask me. All these city dwellers purposefully keep us out, and when it’s not purposeful, it’s part of entrenched building practices. For the vast majority of Songli cities, there is simply no room for the yurts and the cows.”

Niyazo smiled, saying, “We travelers do not travel lightly.”

“Like turtles!” Uriol laughed.

Everyone else gave a light, polite chuckle, which was completely lost on Erick. There was some cultural significance there, for sure. So Erick asked, “What about turtles?”

Uriol smiled. “We destroy the roads wherever we go, just like turtles.”

Nirzir looked like she wanted to object, but she did not.

So Erick asked her, “There are [Mend]ing forces out there that clean up the roads, though?”

Nirzir froze under the sudden sights of everyone else. Then she set down her fork, and said, “The roads can handle the tonnage; they’re built for such work loads. But it is the… uh, volume of people, that’s the problem. Caravans travel together, and with all those cows, too. So all grass traveling caravans are required to stay outside the cities. It has become a point of contention, actually.” She added, “But we’ve been at war more often than not, so that’s not lent itself to great relations, either. Though it’s always been Polite… from my understanding.”

Teer smiled, and there was an edge to her countenance. “It usually starts Polite, but then Songli thinks they can renege on their agreements when they lose.”

Nirzir was quick to say, “I don’t know much about that.”

Teer saw an opening, and so she took it. “Then why are you sitting at this table if not to discuss historically significant events and how they relate to the present?”

Erick smiled softly, as he ended further prodding in that direction, “To learn; same as me.”

Nirzir just went silent; she wasn’t quite sure why she was here, either.

Erick let that lay.

“Fair.” Teer asked Erick, “So, speaking of learning. I heard that you came to Veird in a wheeled vehicle. How did your vehicle compare to the style of yurts?”

“Ah? You heard about the car, did you?” Erick asked, “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised, but it always surprises me when people hear odd things about me.”

“Us oldies often have nothing to do but talk, so we get to it rather thoroughly,” Puuroi said.

Uriol chimed in with, “The body can’t do much beyond moving the mouth, so we make do.”

Puuroi scoffed at the old man, and she wasn’t the only one. Some people looked scandalized, including Vania, but Erick just smiled.

Uriol said, “Take Teer, here, for instance. Though she can whip a brat with her cane if they give her cause.”

“I’ll whip you with my cane, you old turtle,” Teer scowled, but there was no heat to it.

Uriol just laughed.

Teer sighed, then said to Erick, “I heard about your car because 50 years ago my family and I emigrated from the Wasteland Kingdoms, to get away from the war. Been happy here, ever since. I still have some family back there, of course, so when I heard you were in the area, I gave them a call. None of them are highly placed, but I heard some noble family or the Magisterium retrieved some sort of vehicle from your crash site, and when my uncle described it to me…” With a curious and slightly joyful tone, Teer asked, “I have to know: Did you travel the stars in a yurt?”

The other people at the table looked at him as though he had suddenly grown another head, but Erick just chuckled.

“No. Not in a yurt. Here.” Erick held up his hand and conjured a see-through image of a stereotypical car. “We don’t travel in yurts back on Earth. We have homes, but we also have cars to get around in.”

“But you have no magic?” Teer said, “That’s what I heard.”

“The combustion engine.” Erick dismissed the image of the car and conjured a lightward of the engine, the frame, and the wheels, and then he started explaining, “That’s this part here. It uses tiny explosions of gasoline to…”

Erick knew he was giving something away even as he spoke of fuels and rotational forces and gears, but this was fine. Everyone was highly interested in what they were seeing, and what he was telling them. Niyazo and Koori seemed extremely interested, actually. Why were they— Ah. Erick saw the appeal. This was movement without magic. Obviously, this sort of thing would appeal to orthodox grass travelers.

As Erick got to the wheels, though, he did say, “The wheel sections of cars are much different than the wheels of yurts, too; they have to be, both because the turning of the drive shaft has to turn the axle of at least one set of wheels, and so that the wheels can turn independently of each other, so we can take corners in roads. Yurts are very good at going the distance and requiring little maintenance, but they can’t turn at all, and the bouncing can be a bit much if the plains are not level.” He conjured more images in the air as he said, “See this part, here? Instead of an axle on a leaf spring, we have a rigid axle on a set of spring-leveled arms. These arms can move up and down, so that one wheel hitting a rock doesn’t move the whole vehicle; or at least not as much as it could. This gear set in the middle of the axle is what allows the yurt to turn without one wheel skipping out of the dirt, or dragging the dirt along with it as you turn. And… Ah. I think that’s about all there is to how a car works. That’s the major systems, anyway. Questions?”

The elders had been rather interested the whole time he spoke, but Teer was both interested and skeptical.

Teer asked a cutting question, “And how fast can you go?”

… Erick wasn’t quite sure why Teer thought she was asking a cutting question, but he answered anyway, “A hundred kilometers per hour is easy to achieve.”

Teer retreated a little, her skepticism giving way to plotting.

Uriol went next, asking, “Could we commission you to build us a prototype?” Uriol said, “I am interested in the turning capabilities and these gear boxes, for I have never been happy with what the Metal Clans have for sale, and— apologies to the orthodox among us— But all of this is easily workable without this engine. I’m not asking for that part. The axles and the rest would be wonderful, and [Control Machine] isn’t that hard to make.”

Teer frowned at her fellow Elder, saying, “But the engine is the most interesting part! Erick has listed the rate of travel as ‘per hour’, which means that they routinely travel in multiples of hours—” She looked to Erick. “You do travel for multiple hours, correct? Routinely? Without needing to stop for a ‘tired cow’ situation?”

Erick smiled a little. “With a car, you stop when you need fuel or a break, but the only limitations were our own desires to keep going, or not. There were no cows or other animals involved, at all.”

“Ah ha!” Teer smiled. “Yes. The engine is the most important part. [Control Machine] can’t compare, either; not without an excessive amount of mana. All you need is fuel! And not much of it, either. Even gear systems can’t compete with this idea.” She said to Uriol, “We have the same wheel and axle designs he has here; just on smaller vehicles. I know what I’m talking about. The engine is the important part.”

“Then you must be aware of some history that I am not, because I have never seen these ideas before.” Uriol said, “For if we could get ‘cars’, then perhaps our problems with trading among the cities of Songli would vanish, for we could keep our yurts outside the city, and then drive a car into the city to get goods. No need for cows to come along, either!”

Puuroi said, “If we Integrated into a real city then resource scarcity would also vanish, for we could set up Teleport Squares and have permanent trade routes.”

Uriol ignored the smaller elder, and said, “I don’t like only going to the places they allow us to go, Puuroi. I want to explore with a ‘car’.”

Teer scoffed, saying, “I could get you a prototype ‘car’ myself, Uriol. Just ask Metal Rider or my own clan of Silver Yurt. There’s nothing here we don’t already have except for the engine.”

With an accusatory edge to her voice, Puuroi asked, “And why, pray tell me, don’t we have these systems already, Teer?”

“You might as well ask why we don’t all have artifacts in all of our yurts!” Teer said, “They’re too expensive and they require too much specialized knowledge to repair and replace. But I’ve never seen an engine before, and so that is the interesting part.”

The elders moved on to a discussion among themselves that did not involve Erick, at all. They kept those smaller discussions to a minimum, though, and rapidly came back around to wanting a prototype of Erick’s design.

They spoke of cars well into dessert.

Erick would have a prototype ready whenever he got around to making one, for he had never worked on a car before. He also didn’t have any materials for such a construction. The elders rapidly offered to provide all of the raw materials.

This started another round of small debates among the elders as all of them wanted the completed prototype for themselves and their clans, so they each wanted to be the ones to provide the raw materials, all by themselves. Soon enough they came to an agreement; Erick would have his raw materials waiting for him when Pale Cow got to Ooloraptoor tomorrow evening.

Erick was more than happy to have an easy task ahead of him, for a few different reasons. Giving away some axles and some gears seemed non-destructive, especially if the grass travelers already had them; they just didn’t use them for various technical and economical reasons. In addition to that, since the Wasteland Kingdoms of Glaquin were already dissecting Jane’s car, they had all of that stuff, too. Therefore there was no problem at all with spreading around some basic technologies to prevent a monopoly. The elders' true goal here was to establish working ties with Erick, anyway; no one cared about the tech.

Except for the engine. Teer wanted that engine. Too bad Erick probably couldn’t make one!

But besides all that, Erick plain wanted something to take his mind off of all the recent shit happening around him, and the Blessings that he had been doing in the mountains all this while.

He was up to 500 people Blessed, so far. There had been two attempts to steal the Crystal Star, but both were rather inadequate attempts. The would-be thieves didn’t have Domains, and they had vastly underestimated the amount of [Luminosity] that the [Undertow Star] could put out against forming magics. The [Undertow Star]’s Extreme Light had even brushed against the Crystal Star, too, but to no effect. Perhaps the thieves had been trying to get Erick to break his own artifact? Well, that just seemed impossible. The Crystal Star had a spark of divine fire in it, after all, for Koyabez had helped to make it a greater artifact.

Those attempted thieves were both Blessed now, though, which was probably not what they wanted.

Meh.

Erick didn’t feel sorry for those people. He tried but… it just wasn’t happening.

The night ended with a farewell to the elders, and to Niyazo, Koori, and Yorila.

Soon enough, everyone was inside the yurt, in their beds, or in the chairs scattered around the circular room. It was nearly bedtime, but no one was ready to sleep. It had been like this many times already since this ‘camping trip’ started, for danger seemed an easy possibility, and no one was truly safe out here in the open world. They were still, technically, on high alert, after all.

As [Prismatic Ward]s and Erick’s [Domain of Light] wrapped around the outside of the yurt, leaving the interior comfortably dim, no one was ready for bed, and yet, someone would need to take first shift, and the others would need to stay awake. Erick usually left that up to Poi, and yet Poi hadn’t set out the order.

… Unless they were actually safe, right now? Were they? Was Erick just being paranoid, and was everyone going to go to sleep at the same time? Leaving Ophiel as the only one awake?

Jane broke Erick’s cycle of thoughts as she asked her father, “So you’re going to make a car?”

“Not much of one. But some parts? Sure.” Erick glanced to his yurt, saying, “The turn radius on these things sucks pretty hard; it could use an improvement.”

Nirzir chimed in, “They have to have that axle compensator that you showed in your car diagram; the one that allows easy turning. We have those in the cow carts all over Eralis. I think we have solid axle stabilization designs, too.”

“I’m pretty sure they only asked for this because they wanted some easy contact, and this was what came up.” Erick shrugged. “Or maybe they do have actual problems with size? Maybe cart-sized solutions don’t work for yurts.”

Jane said, “Maybe it’s a problem of orthodoxy. All of the carts in Songli used [Force Platform] to make themselves lighter and less bouncy, and that solution doesn’t work for grass travelers.”

Nirzir got an unsure look as she asked, “Could Teer be asking you for this ‘car’ because of the Wasteland Kingdoms?”

“Probably.” Erick said, “All world powers have connections with each other, though, but also: Koori and Niyazo looked particularly interested in the designs of a car. If anything, then the elders might have asked for this because they knew the value of such a thing to Clan Pale Cow and others of their kind. Tonight wasn’t just them trying to use me, but they were also trying to use everyone else at that table. They tried to use you, too, Nirzir.”

“… Yeah. People have been trying to do that a lot.” Nirzir said, “It was one of the reasons I had to get out of Songli for a little while.”

Erick said, “Perhaps ‘use’ was the wrong term. To me, ‘using’ and ‘working with’ seem rather interchangeable when it comes to working with governmental bodies. Those elders were certainly trying to work with everyone they could.”

Nirzir’s lips scrunched as she hummed a bit, then nodded.

Erick asked, “What do you think, Teressa? Poi? About the cars?”

“Carts and yurts don’t work well in the Forest, so we made do with lots of assistance from [Force Platform] and [Gravity Ward]s to get our carts through the deeper parts. We never had cows, though; we did it all by hand or spell. Cows are just tasty morsels when they’re inside the Forest.” Teressa said, “Personally, I think cars are trinkets and nothing more than novelties. So it doesn’t matter if you make them for these grass travelers. The more complicated they are, though, the easier they break down; like Elder Teer said.”

Poi said, “In the Underworld, you don’t need much more than a giant barge to get large loads moving, because once the load gets large enough, everything floats down there.”

Jane startled, then she smiled. “Let’s hope we don’t see any spider clowns when we get down there.”

Poi startled too, as he looked at Jane. He went a bit paler blue. Jane startled all over again.

Erick asked, “What’s this about? What’s going on there.”

Jane frowned while staring at Poi. “I think there are clown spiders in the Underworld?”

“There are.” Poi said, “They’re not called that. But the spider Jane is thinking of does exist— Not in that exact way. But you’ve already seen them. They’re ballooning spiders.”

“Oh!” Jane laughed, “Ha! Those aren’t that bad. Oh hey! Maybe I’ll get to eat one of them this time— Why are you shivering, Poi? They’re not that bad?”

Poi said, “Ballooning spiders are everywhere down there, [Cleanse] doesn’t always work on their venom, and though their hive mind hordes aren’t in the millions, they are still hive mind hordes. The hives are just smaller. Thirty to a hundred, usually.”

“At least they’re not dimensional spiders,” Jane said.

“Now that sounds like a story I want to hear.” Teressa asked, “But since it’s already almost midnight: Do we want to stay up tonight, or sleep in smaller shifts? Are we on high alert?”

Erick said, “There is some merit to staying awake for at least another hour to make sure nothing is coming this way. Then we can do sleeping shifts. You all can sleep while I drive the cart tomorrow, too.”

“Excellent.” Teressa said, “Then let's hear your dimensional spider story, Jane. A full story, too! You heard me tell some, and now it’s your turn.”

Jane turned concerned. “Ah. I’ve never told this one, actually. I did write it down for the Headmaster, I think… Yeah. I can tell it. Okay. Let’s do this.”

“Sounds fine to me!” Teressa said, “Ah. Wait. I need to refill my mug. Anyone else want another beer?” She went to the cooler.

No one had drunk much of anything tonight, but there had been some drinking.

Erick decided to continue drinking. He gestured to his mug, saying, “Fill me up, too.”

“I’ll take a little,” Poi said.

“Half for me, too,” Jane said.

“I’m good with tea,” Nirzir said.

As Teressa filled up cups all around the yurt, she told Jane, “Make some pictures, too, otherwise it won’t be scary enough.” She crashed into her chair, eager for the show, saying, “You got [Illusionshape], yeah?”

“I can do that.” Jane smiled wide, getting into it more and more with every passing second. “I’ll make it good and scary.”

“Now that’s what I wanna hear!” Teressa said, smiling.

Poi frowned, though.

Nirzir breathed out heavily as she crawled into her bed and under the covers, whispering, “I don’t know if I like this idea.”

“I’m sure it won’t be that bad—” And then Erick saw his daughter’s face, and knew that it would be that bad. “Oh… Uh. Jane. There’s no need to go overboard, right?”

Jane’s wicked smile seemed to expand past her face as she lifted her hands and began Shaping images in the center of the yurt. [Greater Lightwalk] and [Greater Shadowalk] joined together to form an illusion, transporting the five of them to the center of a main street that would not look out of place in any small city in the northern United States.

And Erick’s memory was tickling.

He didn’t know this one… But he thought he did? Did he?

Jane’s voice was a gentle knife in the dark, “Our story begins in a small town named Derry, located in the middle of rural America. Everyone knows everyone else, and yet the city holds a dark secret in the sewers, known only to the kids…”

Erick frowned as the rains started and the edges of the street turned into minor rivers. A little boy placed a small folded-paper boat onto the rushing water, to watch the boat float down the way, to a storm drain where a gloved hand snatched the boat and dragged it deep into the dark.

Eyes appeared in the dark of the sewer and Erick suddenly knew this story.

He spoke up, saying, “Don’t you dare shift to a spider form to make this more realistic, Jane! I’ll blip you away! I’m not kidding!”

Jane cackled, and the serrated mouth in the sewers cackled with her.

“Oh bright gods,” Nirzir mumbled.

- - - -

Teressa had some comments here and there, which helped to ease the mild terrors inside Erick’s head.

“What the FUCK is wrong with that guy’s face!”

“Jane. You cannot kill a kid. You just can’t. This story cannot be about killing kids.”

“Wait a second. This thing eats fears? And you kill it by not having fears for it to eat? That’s so stupid. A mental mage would tear it to pieces.”

At that last one, Jane dropped the illusions, and said, “Okay. Look. This monster is the equivalent of a mental monster in a world without any defenses against it, at all. Also, I might have given up too much information in that last part; you’re not supposed to actually know that weakness yet. I’m working off years-old memories here.”

“Okay okay. Fair.” Teressa said, “I’ll stop.”

Poi said, “Just so you all know: The Shades have tried to make this kind of pure mental monster before. It didn’t work out well. I think they were called Hope Eaters and absolutely everything preyed upon them.”

“Guys. Stop criticizing the monster.” Jane softly added, “And my story telling.”

Nirzir offered, “If it makes you happier: I’m perfectly terrified.”

“Thank you!” Jane said, “The rest of you all are just desensitized.”

“Yup.” “I’m getting there.” “I agree with that statement.”







- - - -







“It ends with them bullying the monster to death!? No twist?” Teressa said, “What the fuck!” She rapidly added, “Otherwise: Enjoyable. Good job.”

Jane glared a little.

“Like I said,” Poi said, “Everything kills these types of monsters.”

Erick said, “I didn’t need to sleep anyway. I’ll take first shift.”

“I’m not sleeping yet, either.” Nirzir said.

“Then I’m tucking in! See you on second. Good night,” Teressa said, as she laid down in bed and shut her eyes. She was out cold within minutes.

Everyone else took a while to calm down, though Poi was a second place finisher in the ‘sleep as fast as you can’ game. Poi probably cheated by casting [Sleep] on himself.







- - - -







The day dawned.

Nothing had happened that night. Which was great! Soon enough, the yurts and cows of Clan Pale Cow were moving right along, toward the north, toward Ooloraptoor. Today was the final day of travel; they should arrive at their designated spot by early evening.

Breakfast was served from the cooking yurt, as usual, but it was breakfast-on-the-go for a lot of people, including Erick. Jane and Nirzir had to rush across the grasses to get some bowls of congee, but they brought back enough for everyone.

While Erick enjoyed the breakfast made by the cooks of Pale Cow, while sitting in his captain’s chair, he got to work with the Elders of Ooloraptoor, to suss out face stealers among their clans. By noon, he had found four hundred and thirty five impostors, while another five hundred to seven hundred people had simply vanished during the search. No one was quite sure of those final numbers, because those numbers were gathered from hundreds of clans, all over the grasslands. And so, began a more methodical type of search.

The vanished people left behind a lot of family and friends. The Sin Seekers questioned those left-behinds about the whereabouts of the suspiciously vanished, but all those people had to say about the vanished was about how their brothers or their sisters or their parents or children were ‘just out for the day’, and ‘they didn’t know we were counter-Hunting! Or else they would have been here!’ According to what Erick was seeing, and what the Sin Seekers corroborated, the left-behinds were innocent of wrongdoing. The missing people, however, were suspect.

Erick did manage to find some of the vanished people, though.

Some people were out and about, doing everything from stealing from others, to having secret trysts, to hunting monsters in the Tribulations for fun, profit, and/or levels. Those people were not a problem. It was the other people who were the problem. Some were face stealers, for sure, hiding out amid their trophies of past kills, or in the very act of eating the heart and brain of another, hoping to escape Erick’s search. Twice, he even found his targets amid the cows, looking like cows themselves. He would never forget the sight of a cow realizing that they had been found out, and that there was no escape.

But other than that…

Nothing too exciting happened in the morning, or all through lunch, except more Blessing of people in the mountains. Erick hadn’t stopped doing that at all, except for the brief hours of sleep he caught before dawn. Now that it was past noon, though, and the counter-Hunting was done for the day because the Sin Seekers of Ooloraptoor needed a break and to reorganize...

Erick set a sign onto the blessing dais telling people that he would be back in a few hours, and then he took a nap.

Nothing happened while he slept.

When he woke up, he found that the yurt had trundled along without interruption.

Everyone was working on something of their own, which was better than them being under siege, for sure. Jane was working on some magic creation; but it was only gridwork at the moment. Teressa was experimenting with [Future Sight], and her greyed-over eyes showed that she was not home right now. Poi was talking to people through [Telepathy], but other than that, he was on active alert. Erick cast his gaze back to the mountain—

He had left a hole in the [Undertow Star]’s area of effect, specifically so that the people who showed up for a Blessing could have a place to stay where they could still use their magic. When Erick had last seen that place, that area had held four utilitarian buildings. Now, those buildings were gone. Now, there was just a wardlight statue to Koyabez, reaching down from the clouds, lifting up a mass of eyes and scales and Darkness back into the light. It was a lightsculpture done by a true artisan.

Erick ignored the sculpture for now, though it was very hard to ignore, and he focused, instead, on the Teleport Square-like area in front of the statue. People blipped onto the mountain, to stand under the wardlight sculpture, to then walk a path across the mountainside, to end up at the blessing dais.

There was a collection of people waiting for Erick to return. Some were seated on the ground. Some stood, their arms crossed. Some wore armor while others wore clean robes. They were ready to be changed. They were ready to move on.

The wardlight sculpture was not the only change to take place on that mountain.

Beyond that dais, a kilometer away from the [Undertow Star]’s effect, was the start of a city.

There were three, hundred-room apartment buildings of utilitarian make that were little more than organized stone boxes with beds. There were no doors. The first ‘hotel’ was full-up of people. Almost all of those people were in various stages of catatonia or wailing or normal-ish weeping. Only one of the buildings was full. The other two were empty, still. Erick had Blessed more than 500 people so far, so some of them had moved on already. Some were not capable of moving on, just yet.

And there was Daizing and Roia, helping two different groups of people to settle in to their new life, both of them giving small, animated talks about redemption and new possibilities. It was not only Daizing and Roia, but other Knives of the Night were also organizing the people Erick had Blessed. They were becoming a force of their own. Some of the recently Blessed were even [Grow]ing fields of food down in the valley where a thin river ran through the rocky land.

… Whatever!

Ophiel stepped out of the light, onto the dais, as Erick took the ‘be back later’ sign and blipped it away. Thirty four people watched as he did this, each of them gazing at Ophiel with varying levels of hope and rage and desperation in their eyes.

Before now, Erick had not spoken as he Blessed people. But now, he felt an urge to speak. He told these people, “This Blessing is not salvation. I won’t save you from your crimes. But with this Blessing you might find out how to live again, without hurting others. I believe that redemption is possible, but I am not the judge of your lives. Now. With that said—” Ophiel floated away from the dais, opening the space to those who wanted to step up. “Any takers?”

A man with a scarred face and mismatched eyes, who seemed more serious than most people in life, instantly stepped forward; he had been the next person in line, after all.

Erick Blessed him.

A moment passed as the weight of the world fell upon the man and he buckled under its weight. He breathed out hard, ragged, as he fell to his knees. Tears flowed like blood from a rock.

Erick blipped him closer to the buildings that Daizing and Roia had set up.

And then the next person came forth.

Erick devoted half of his attention to Blessing people, but the other half was spent on his own surroundings, for while nothing was happening around him, something was happening to Nirzir.

Nirzir had decided to climb onto the top of the yurt and sit crosslegged with her eyes closed. The wind flowed across her, ruffling her robes and playing with her long, loose white hair. Spots of violet light sprung up around her as she hummed a gentle tune of power.

He wondered what she was working on.

And then he wondered what he should work on. Maybe making some sort of magic would take his mind off his current problems. But what to make—

No. Let’s work on aura control.

Yes.

Erick sat down on his chair, and willed his aura to fruition. It didn’t work, of course, but he kept trying.

It was a quiet afternoon.

About three hours till sunset, Erick got a message from Sin Seeker Vania asking for more Imaging services. They had uncovered some more problems, but with the speed Erick had displayed earlier in the day, they didn’t expect the job to take more than half an hour. Erick readily agreed.

- - - -

Half an hour later, Clan Pale Cow reached the edge of Ooloraptoor’s parade grounds.

All day long Pale Cow had been adjusting their course to match their designated spot, so when they reached the city, they also reached their spot. It was like all the other multi-kilometer areas set up all over the place, most of which held the spread-out yurts and cows of various clans. In this place, shallow pools of water were connected by pipes which reached far under the ground, to connect to the lake itself, providing safe access to water across many thousands of square kilometers of prairie land. The actual lake and Elder House were still ten kilometers forward, out of direct sight. From the captain’s chair of his yurt, Erick mostly saw cows, and pools, and other yurts here and there among the herds. It was all rather sparse, actually; plenty of space for the cows to graze wherever they wanted. Some of the cows were actually in the waters, wading and mooing their joy into the evening air.

Erick pulled his yurt up to one of the pools near Clan Pale Cow, since Niyazo’s ‘kilometer distance’ rule was not applicable in this space. He still picked the pool furthest from the clan out of courtesy; about a hundred meters away from everyone else. Erick smiled as he looked down at the placid waters of his own private pond; this was a nice place.

He said as much to Jane, “This place is pretty nice.”

“… It’s a calm way of life, for sure.” Jane glanced down at the pond. “It’s a bit mucky.”

“Bah!” Erick threw a [Cleanse] at the pool. Muck turned to mana. Thick air boiled out of the waters. In seconds, a shallow, sloping basin of solid white stone stood exposed under crystal clear water. “Just needed a bit of cleaning! Reminds me of the sewerhouse, actually.”

“Probably a fair bit of ‘sewer’ in the water around here, too.”

“Aye.” Erick said, “Luckily, our cows are not real cows.” He glanced to his illusory cows; they were still stuck to the front of his yurt. With a mental command, the four cows unraveled into glittering white mana, giving one quiet chorus of moos before they vanished completely. “No cow poop here!”

Teressa spoke up, “We’re heading to the cooking yurt for dinn—” She whipped around to face Nirzir.

Erick followed her gaze to the top of the yurt.

Nirzir had been meditating atop the yurt since noon, burbling with purple lights and tiny sounds, as her unfocused eyes stared into the far distance. She hadn’t shifted much from that position. But now she did. Her eyes glittered with violet light as she focused on a point ahead of herself, and then up. Words spilled out of her, like a precious song spoken to a loved one.

“I establish here a star of light

“Shining from a Void so bright.

“Pulling. Draining. Never maiming.

“Tendrils touching, always aiming

“For those who are a living blight

“Let them know power, sustaining!”

Nirzir had spoken to the world, and the world responded.

A diffuse brightness took hold in the sky above, becoming a nebula of purples and violets and pinks. That nebula collapsed here and there into pinpricks of light; stars birthing at the start of a nascent universe. A thousand thousand lights tumbled out of the sunset air, only to swirl around a central density, like dancers at a ball. And then that central density flashed into a cascading Star, similar, and yet so very different from Erick’s own [Undertow Star].

Shadows and Void crawled forth and Erick deployed his [Domain of Light] across the land, protecting almost everyone from the power coming down from above. He left Nirzir out of his effect, though, for he did not want to disturb her spell creation unless he absolutely had to. The girl was too enamored with her own spellwork to see what Erick was doing, anyway, so defending everyone from her errant magic likely wouldn’t break her concentration.

The tendrils of her Void Star touched down upon Erick’s light. Pressure built. Erick felt nicks and cuts here and there in his power, and then great big swaths drilled out of his Domain. He startled. There was a lot of power in Nirzir’s spell, as well as her Domain.

Nothing to be too worried about, though.

With a pulse of intent and directed focus, Erick strengthened his Domain, and Nirzir’s Void bounced off of his power.

Nirzir, for her part, was still insensate, sitting crosslegged atop his yurt, with her eyes staring upward. The tendrils from her own spell reached down and touched her, but those tendrils moved right along, as though Nirzir wasn’t even there.

Erick kept his Domain pressed against Nirzir’s, containing the young girl’s magic, and stopping everyone else from interfering. Through his light, Erick saw a lot of nearby people wondering what the fuck was going on. Erick spoke through his Domain, saying that his light was just a magical protection to hold off a magical experiment in the sky, and that nothing was happening. Nothing to worry about.

His explanation helped some people, but not all.

Surprisingly, though, expanding his Domain across all of Pale Cow revealed some secrets. Koori had a Domain, and she was able to push back against Erick’s Light; all around the angry woman, Erick’s Light turned to thick air. She wasn’t able to push far, and she stopped pushing the second she felt Erick’s attention on her, but she had a [Cleansing Domain], for sure.

Erick, Teressa, Poi, and Jane, looked up at Nirzir.

Jane spoke first, “Is she gonna come out of that trance? That’s Void up there, right?”

Teressa asked, “Should we... Do something?”

Poi said, “She’s almost back. She’s not in any danger, either. Nirzir is well defended against her own magics.”

Jane looked to her father. “Maybe ask her for some pointers about how not to kill oneself when casting. You could use some of that, and since she’s obviously copied your magic for herself, you should have no trouble asking her for this much information.”

“It’s not [Undertow Star].” Erick said, “That spell up there is all sorts of unstable. Look: it’s already breaking apart.”

The dancing stars in the sky began to falter in their twirls and whirls. One by one, lights fell from their track, into the center star, like falling into a black hole. Within a minute, every single light was gone, and the tendrils followed, getting sucked up into the Void above. The spell lasted a single minute.

Nirzir frowned as she looked upward. “Ah. Hmm.”

Her spell broke into fractured violet mana.

Erick relaxed his Domain, telling people that the experiment was over as his light retreated to the much smaller size he kept localized to the center of his back. He called up to Nirzir, “Did it work?”

Nirzir jolted, as though waking from a daydream. Perhaps that was exactly what had happened. Erick had surely been knocked out by his own magic, so he certainly understood what the young woman was feeling.

Nirzir looked down toward Erick, her face turning red as she suddenly exclaimed, “Oh! Sorry! I didn’t mean to do that here! Is everyone okay?”

“Everyone is fine.” Erick said, “I know you didn’t mean to do that. Sometimes the mana simply wants to be magic.”

Nirzir briefly experienced pure joy, as she said, “Exactly! I was—” And then she looked around. Her face fell. “Oh. We’re in Ooloraptoor. Ohhh. I didn't mean to—” She eyed a squad of people walking their way. Erick had already seen them but he wasn’t worried, for they didn’t look angry, but when Nirzir saw them, she paled. “Oh. Uh. That’s probably not good.”

Erick said, “Don’t worry about them. Did you manage to make the Undertow effect?”

“… No.” Nirzir frowned. “Not the most important part. The spell collapses after a minute.”

“We can talk about that later, but I’ll talk to these people for now.” Erick turned back toward the approaching envoys and called out to them, “Hello! Just some experimenting gone large. Nothing to worry about; we had it under control.”

The three approaching people did not stop approaching. Two of them looked like professional guards of some high order, for they wore silver armor and flanked the third person, a woman, who led their way toward Erick. The woman was of regal bearing and dark ruby-red skin, and while she had horns, those horns had been clipped down to flat spaces on the sides of her forehead. Her silver robes swished as she walked, unflinching, toward Erick, while a silver star glinted on her chest.

Oh. Erick knew what this was.

The silver star upon the woman’s chest was instantly recognizable, for Erick had had one just like it. He still did, in a way, but his silver star was now the Crystal Star. These people were from the Church of Koyabez. Maybe from a different part of the world, or maybe from some smaller church in Songli, since all of Koyabez’s major churches in the Highlands had been destroyed by Terror Peaks. Erick had been wondering if some of those people were going to show up, considering that he had been Blessing people upon the holy symbol of Koyabez. Erick had kinda expected Koyabez himself to say something, or to issue a Quest, but mortal agents were fine, too.

The priestess of Koyabez called back to him with a calm, strong voice, “We’re not here about that. We’re here about the Knives of the Night.”

“Of course!” Erick said, “I was wondering when someone was going to show.”

Erick’s people arrayed themselves behind him, while Nirzir remained on the top of the yurt, watching.

The woman and her people stopped five meters away. “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. My name is Lorizal Ex, the newly appointed Head Priestess of Koyabez for the Highlands region. I have been charged with rebuilding the temples of Koyabez in this part of the world, and as such, I have been made aware of various actions taking place in my God’s name. I would like to discuss one action in particular with you.” She pulled out a piece of paper from a fold in her dress; it was one of Erick’s own meeting forms, and yet it was not. The ink of the form boxes was a slightly different color, and the calligraphy of the text was nicer. Someone else was copying his forms and distributing them, eh? Lorizal said, “I have your paperwork here. This meeting need not take long, but it needs to happen now.”

“Of course.” Erick gestured forward, extending a tendril of sunform to take the offered paperwork. It floated up to his hand, and he quickly read it, then he put it aside, and said, “We can meet inside. Or I can set up some chairs down there if that is more comfortable. Privacy is available if you wish it.”

Lorizal said, “Some chairs down here on the grass is acceptable; thank you. I have no need for privacy for this.”

With a flick of light, Erick took some chairs from inside and set them down onto the short grasses beside his yurt. With a light step, he stood upon those grasses, next to a chair, saying, “When I saw you coming this way, I expected you to be from the Elders of Ooloraptoor to talk about the problems of open use of magics.” He sat down in his chair.

Lorizal took her own seat, then said, “There was actually a line to speak to you from all of those people. But the display of magic scared off many of them. I found myself rushed through the queue, as it were. Well. My acolyte did; I have been rather busy recently and could not hold my place in line myself. I only just arrived in Ooloraptoor in the last five minutes, but it is my understanding that people have been waiting for you to arrive for days, now.”

Erick glanced toward the next land over. He had wondered why there were people over there, standing how they were, but now that Lorizal had told him what they were doing, it was easy to understand them. There were about fifteen groups amid the scattered yurts and cows and otherwise, each of them looking like they had wanted to come this way, but they had refrained. One of those small groups even had a small cart with them that was loaded with dark metal ingots. That one must be the elder’s promised metal to use in the construction of a car.

Now that Erick had retracted the light, and Nirzir’s spell overhead had vanished, some of those scattered groups were coming back out of hiding.

Ah.

Erick was not going to get any rest right now, was he? Oh well! He chose this.

He turned to the priestess. “What does the Church of Koyabez require of me?”

With stoic mien, Lorizal spoke, “We wish for your oversight and protection as we go out to the mountain you have blessed in Koyabez’s name, so that we might meet with these people and help to decide what the Highlands is going to do with all of them.” She said, “If things go well, the Church of Koyabez formally requests the dispensation to use the space you have altered to create a Church of the Silver Star; to have a location in this war-torn land that is unassailable—” She breathed. Her eyes watered, but she held back those emotions. This was tough for her. She likely lost a lot of people when Terror Peaks destroyed Koyabez’s churches in Songli. “—To have a space that is unassailable by outside forces. You should know that none of these are requests from Koyabez. These are requests from the mortal advocates of the Silver Star, with the goal to ensure peace and prosperity in these lands.”

Erick felt in his heart and saw with his eyes that Lorizal was a good woman, or at least all of her words were true. It was, perhaps, too early to make a judgment of her character, but the Silver Star on her chest looked genuine and priests were generally a good sort of people.

So Erick simply asked, “What is the church’s goal with these people I Blessed?”

Lorizal nodded, then said, “The Church of Koyabez is always in pursuit of peace. Sometimes, we take in exiled people and give them new homes as members of our church, either rehabilitating them or placing them where their characters and excesses are virtues, rather than vices.

“Our goal with these people you have Blessed is something similar to that, but different.

“Another function of the Church of Koyabez is that of a neutral party, through which two or more warring factions are able to talk to each other without emotions and destruction getting in the way of productive conversation. Your own [Zone of Peace] that you gifted to Koyabez has been a great stride forward in these sorts of talks.

“In the case of these Blessed, the Church of Koyabez will find out if these peoples’ intentions for requesting your Blessing are true, and then, if they are, we will negotiate on their behalf with communities that are willing to take them in. They all have dangerous pasts, but they’re also all high leveled, and therefore they have powers that are beyond the range of normal citizens of this world. In the end, we expect to take many of them in, ourselves. Our only concern is for the long term effects of your Blessing, and what effects might come out of such a magic, but we hope for the best.” She finished, and waited for Erick’s declaration.

Erick was quite happy to say, “I did not know if Koyabez would want to take them in since the vast majority of them are Cultists of Melemizargo, but I am glad to see that I am proven wrong.”

“Everyone is capable of redemption, Archmage Flatt. Even cultists. We have taken in these types of people before, and we will do so again.” Lorizal said, “Your Blessing does ensure that these people have a desire for actual change, though, so in this case, we’re a lot more hopeful for these cultists than for others who have tried to come in from the Dark only to bring the Dark with them.”

“… What do you do when the desire for change isn’t real?”

“Execution. This is especially true in the case for those who attempt to call themselves Silver Priests, and who will use our good names to commit evils. We will not allow anyone to use Koyabez’s name in dishonest ways.”

She had said it so calmly, and the words themselves were so very honest, that Erick could not help but know them as truth.

“I probably should have expected that.” Erick said, “Koyabez is the god of peace, but peace doesn’t necessarily mean pacifism, and it very much does not mean weakness.”

Lorizal nodded. “Peace is only possible when all participants in a society are faithful actors toward a common good. Usually, almost all people are capable of being faithful actors, so this is not a problem. But we do deal with the Dark edges of society, so we do see the problems more than most.” Lorizal said, “It is our hope that your Blessing ensures that it is impossible for a person to become truly unfaithful, and in that case…” She smiled a gentle, loving smile. “In that case, everyone gets redemption, for everyone deserves a new chance, just like any other faithful actor.”

“Of course.” Erick glanced toward the north, through the Ophiels he had floating around the cultists of Melemizargo. He Blessed another person who had been waiting. He said to Lorizal, “Let me know who you’re sending out to the cultists’ mountain and I can approve them for operation under the [Undertow Star]. You know how the Star works, right? You shouldn’t need much more of my direct help outside of that.”

“I respect the need for certain secrets, but I would know if there is something important I should be aware of. Does it do much more than simply Drain everyone, and stop most magics from working, except if you are approved?”

“Nope. That’s about it.”

“Then I am satisfied.” Lorizal stood. “If you do not mind, and since this meeting went how I hoped it to go, the people I have tagged for assisting with the cultists are able to appear here. Now, if you would allow it.”

Erick stood with her, gesturing to the side as he said, “They can come in right over there.”

Lorizal nodded, then she turned to her pair of guards. One of them was already telepathically linked to someone. That guard then nodded at Lorizal, then turned toward the spot of land to the side.

Ten meters away, the air blipped bright yellow, revealing a trio of priests in silver robes. Two women, and a man, all demi, ranging in ages from 35 to 55. Lorizal introduced them by name, and Erick spent a few minutes talking to them, to get a feel for them as people, but other people were already lining up a hundred meters away, waiting to talk. Some of those other people even had paperwork. Only a few of those papers were the ones Erick had actually made, himself.

The priests of Koyabez seemed like solid people, more than capable of dealing with cultists, so Erick enabled them as allies of the [Undertow Star] he had cast into the mountains to the north, and had an Ophiel lightstep them to that area.

Then he turned to Lorizal, and said, “I hope this goes well.”

“I do, too.” Lorizal stepped back, and bowed, saying, “Archmage. Thank you.”

“I didn’t expect to be Blessing so many people so quickly, but the option to end a sect appeared, and I took it. I think Daizing wants to form some sort of joint, Dark/Silver church, or something. I have no idea how to handle that, and my appointment book is very full right now.” Erick said, “So thank you for taking this over.”

Lorizal bowed again, and her people bowed with her. Then they stepped away.

The next people to come forward were the ones with the metal ingots. Erick quickly discovered that they were a joint venture from Silver Yurt, Elder Teer’s people, and Metal Rider, who got in on the action after they heard what Erick was doing. They dropped off a good three tons of solid steel, while asking a few questions of their own about the plans Erick was going to use, of which Erick mostly decided not to answer; they would get their answers in the shape of the prototype, whenever Erick finished making it.

Then the envoy from Metal Rider noticed the suspensions on Erick’s yurt, and asked where he got them.

Erick smiled, and said, “You have a good eye. I got those from Metal Rider, actually. Paid a grand core, too.”

The envoy seemed incredibly embarrassed, vowing to refund Erick the grand core and saying how he never should have been charged anything. Metal Rider was honored that he was using their suspensions, though. Erick waved the envoy off; he was fine with paying for things.

And then the envoy from Silver Yurt asked if Erick wished for a comparative set of suspensions, to see how much better Silver Yurt’s metal work was than Metal Rider’s.

Erick laughed that off, and ended the conversation diplomatically, before Silver Yurt and Metal Rider had some sort of clan-feud, which seemed very much possible, considering the barely hidden animosity he sensed between the two envoys this entire time.

The next people in line were from a poorer clan known as Sand Rider. Their homeland was about 1500 kilometers southeast of Alaralti; they were among the most southern of all the grass traveler clans, near where the verdant prairie began to turn into the dry prairie, and then further still into the drylands. Clan Sand Rider made a living traveling the grassy dunes, but lately, a rockmulch glider infestation had driven them out of their homes, eaten all of their livestock, and then settled into the water holes that were already in rare supply. There wasn’t much rain down that way, so water was always at a premium. Gliders, as they were usually called, were monsters that were usually easy to deal with, but in the recent war with Terror Peaks, the warriors of Sand Rider had tried to help their allies in Alaralti, and they had been killed for their efforts.

Would Erick please kill the gliders for them? Sand Rider couldn’t offer him much, but they had brought a grand core for payment.

Erick agreed to kill the gliders. He did not accept payment; he did it for free.

The monsters were dead within three minutes.

The envoy from Sand Rider had no idea what to do with themselves when Erick denied payment, and even less of an idea of how to act once Erick had told them it was done. Rapidly, though, they pivoted and invited Erick out to drinks and dinner and for hospitality whenever he came around that part of the world. They brewed a mean spirit wine that would get someone with a hundred Vitality drunk in one cup! Guaranteed!

Erick happily said that he would accept a small keg of the drink, and then sent the ecstatic clansmen on their way.

The next people in line had a monster kill request, too.

Erick managed to grab dinner between appointments, but only because Jane went to Pale Cow’s cooking yurt and grabbed him some food.

Eventually, Sin Seeker Vania showed up, taking the forward place in line only to walk up to Erick and give a reluctant, “Please don’t do large scale magics around here unless it is necessary, Erick.”

Erick smiled wide at that, and said, “I was wondering who they’d send out to me. So I guess you pulled that shit duty, eh?”

“Apparently.” Vania frowned at no one in particular. “Everyone is scared of you, and finding out that you’re after dragons doesn’t make you any less scary.”

“If it makes you feel any better, I found the dragon I was searching for. Now, all that dragon needs to do is stay out of my way, and I’ll stay out of their way, and nothing else needs to happen.”

Vania perked up, but then she instantly frowned. “That only worries me more.”

“I’ll keep it nonviolent while they keep it nonviolent.”

Vania’s frown deepened. “… Thank you for your consideration.”

The meetings went well into the night, but Erick stopped accepting visitors an hour after sunset, for though he was getting through the line rather quickly, more and more people were showing up to take a spot, and to fill out an application. He dismissed the twenty three remaining groups in line, telling them that he would be available for meetings tomorrow afternoon.

The morning would be for him.

Erick wrapped his yurt and the surrounding ten meters of land, as well as the pond, with Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward]s. No one would be getting through that layered defense without a lot of work. Or with a simple [Chaining Ward Destruction]. But that was a very rare spell!

- - - -

Before he finished being outside for the day, Erick tracked down the source of extra applications. The trail led to a Knowledge Mage in Alaralti, who was making the applications by hand and selling them for a gold apiece.

Erick let that problem go.

- - - -

Erick entered his yurt.

Poi was talking to people through [Telepathy].

Jane was messing around with gridwork that contained the parts for [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape] which combined to form [Illusionshape], but she was trying to do more than that. She was going for [Mysticalshape].

Teressa was writing what appeared to be notes for a story.

Nirzir was meditating with her eyes closed. Little sparks of violet light danced around the area in front of her chest.

At Erick’s entrance, all of them looked to him.

He said to his people, “Do any of you have any needs? I want to be sure you’re all doing okay, too. And Nirzir, we can talk about some of what you might be missing with the Undertow effect tomorrow morning, for sure. I just got sidetracked with all the other people.”

Nirzir smiled softly, then nodded. “Thank you.” Then she rapidly added, “Uh! And I can trade you information for how to make a nice [Personal Ward]? If that is something you would be interested in? Though I am not sure I have something that you actually desire…” Her voice trailed off as she frowned.

Erick said, “Then we can have an exchange, and that would be fine.”

Nirzir brightened.

“I don’t need anything, dad, unless you get someone asking you to kill a giant spider, or some other exotic monster.” Jane said, “Some unique Familiar Form might be good, but otherwise, I’ll stay here.”

“Sure.” Erick nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Poi said, “I have no needs, though there are other Mind Mage communities out there that are thinking about sending in a request for Imaging services for monsters.”

“Right.” Erick asked, “Where would we need to go next for that?”

“Wherever you decide to go, we will find monsters there.” Poi said, “But if you want an actual itinerary, we have a plan for the systematic elimination of every mental monster on Nelboor. Afterward, Nergal would be an easy continent to clean, for we would mainly focus on Eidolon and Archipelago Nergal. We would skip the Toxic Forest altogether. Glaquin would be a mire of Quiet War problems if we approach the problem openly, but we’ll only do that after you’re done with the Worldly Path, anyway. As for Quintlan: we have no desire to tackle those ooze-infested lands, or the undead metropolises of the Fractured Citadels. We don’t need to go to Quintlan at all.”

Erick paused as he considered the depth of that sort of commitment. “That could take… two weeks? I imagine?”

Poi smiled. “Maybe only one!”

Erick said, “Let’s start on Nelboor tomorrow, after I work on the car for these people… Okay. That’s a fucked up priority. We’ll start on the mental monsters of Nelboor first thing tomorrow.”

“All we need you for is the Imaging, Erick.” Poi said, “You can still work on the car. I doubt we need to move on to Nergal yet, anyway. We were already planning on going there to visit the Orrery of Rozeta, and that need not happen right now, either.”

Erick felt a tension unwind in his chest, for Poi was going easy on him and that was nice of him, but then that tension tightened right back up. Erick said, “People are dying every second that I do not help. We could start tonight, actually. I don’t need to sleep—”

“Dad.” Jane stared at him. “You need to take breaks, too. Like right now, you need a break.” She gestured to Teressa. “Teressa’s been working on a redo of the story I told last night, and I want to hear it, and I want you to relax and hear it, too.”

Teressa waved Jane off, saying, “It’s not necessary—”

“Yes it is. Breaks are necessary.” Jane said, “You do too much, dad. People don’t need you to hold their hand 24 hours a day, ten days a week, forever and always. You need to let others live their own lives, free of your influence.”

“Obviously, that is true, Jane,” Erick said, “But it’s hard to stop, since it’s literally the work of ten minutes to save the lives of countless people who won’t survive the night unless I act.”

Jane frowned. “Everyone is always in danger, all the time, and it is your responsibility to be there to help against the big things; not to prevent every single death-by-monster in the whole world.”

“She’s right, Erick,” Poi said.

Teressa just nodded.

For a long moment, no one said anything.

Jane added, “So how about we all just take a break, and listen to Teressa’s take on It. It’s not like we’re under attack right now. Let’s cherish these moments while we can.”

Erick just breathed, and had a deep think.

Erick decided, “Okay. Yes. You’re right, Jane.” He went to his bed, and sat down, saying, “So. Yeah. I want to hear your take on ‘It’, too, Teressa.”

Teressa had looked unsure, but now she smiled. “Let’s do this!”

The tense atmosphere of the room became something less oppressive and then vanished altogether for four of the five people in the yurt.

Nirzir let out a pained sigh, trying to convince herself, “It won’t be as bad since I heard it once already.”

Teressa’s smile widened, exposing her lower fangs. “I think I’ve cobbled together something that will properly terrify you. I even managed to make [Illusionshape]!” She added, “I had to Remake all the Shaping spells to begin with, since I never bought them, but that was easy enough with some aura control and your recommendations.”

Erick laughed, feeling happy for Teressa, and then he seriously warned her, “If I see a giant spider then you’re getting blipped into the sky.”

Teressa lost her smile. She checked over her notes, then stoically asked, “How about some spindly legs in the dark? That’s all Jane did.”

“And I almost got blipped for it,” Jane said to Teressa, “Just so you know! I’m going to complain every time you make it not-scary, Teressa.”

“I would not have it any other way.” Teressa then asked Erick, “All the other fake monster forms are fair game, right?”

Erick decided, “… Yes. All the other monster forms are fair game. Just don’t make them loud.” He added, “And constrain them to the center of the yurt! No creepy crawlies shuffling across the corners of the room!

“I can work with that,” Teressa said.

Ragged words tumbled out of Nirzir, “It’s okay, Nirzir. It’s just illusions.”



- - - -







Twenty minutes into Teressa’s rendition of It, the clown burst into a million spiders that got absolutely everywhere.

Nirzir screamed. Teressa got blipped into the sky.

Erick apologized afterward, but Teressa just laughed.

And Jane, good-natured, complained how no one screamed when she told the story.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Speaking of horrors in the dark, Vigor Mortis just finished up another volume and it's been a great read! I'm sure most of you here already read that story, but if you don't, go give it a try~

 

- - - -

 

Just so you know, patrons have +6 full chapters of Ar'Kendrithyst! They have up to chapter 166.

6 weeks ahead of RR. 

Thanks for reading~
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                Erick woke up as the sun crested the horizon and began to shine through the windows of the yurt; solid beams of pale yellow light crossed over his bed, filling the room with warm glows. He gave a great big yawn, and then he got up. Jane and Poi were awake, but at Erick’s appearance, those two went to their own beds, and Erick got to making some coffee.

The hot brew woke him up all the way.

For a while, he just sat on the front porch, sipping his drink, watching the sun rise. A few clouds hung high in the sky. It might rain in the afternoon, but for now, the air was clear, crisp, and a little bit cold. It was good.

To the further north lay the designated areas of other clans. Clan Pale Cow was to the west. Mostly, Erick’s little slice of the world was empty, for a good hundred meters in every direction... Except for about thirty meters to the east, where three groups of people had managed to spend the full night under the stars, waiting for Erick to wake so that they could talk to him. Now that Erick was awake, a few people from those groups met Erick’s eyes from across the way, and they started talking to each other about how ‘the archmage was up’ and ‘now we can talk to him’. Of course, layers of [Prismatic Ward] separated them from Erick’s space, but they pressed forward anyway, to stand right on the other side of the dense air. 

They were quite insistent, weren’t they? He had told them that he’d see them in the afternoon and Erick did not feel bad about this; he had already snooped on their applications. They were well within his mana sense, after all.

The first group wanted some [Exalted Rain] on their magical crops, hoping that Erick’s breakthrough in rain magic would allow them a similar breakthrough in raising ‘spiritual herbs’. They were not going to get their wish. If they truly needed [Exalted Rain] for their crops, they could contact the Church of Atunir. Erick had given the Goddess of Field and Fertility that magic months ago. Maybe they had tried, and failed to get a priestess of Atunir to work for them? Whatever the case, Erick wasn’t going to work for them, either.

The second group wanted to interview Erick for a book. That was way too much of a hassle. Not happening.

The third group needed Erick to kill some mist stone gluttons in a mine to the far west of Eralis. Their application promised Erick 25% of the profits of the mine for the next month. Wow! A whole 25%! Such generosity! Erick almost wanted to slap the petitioners. He was not going to waste his time to solve these people’s monetary problems, and for 25%? It was an insult, is what it was.

Erick sighed, swirling the steam from his cup of coffee.

And then he spoke through the light to the three groups, giving them each an individual reason why he was not going to help them. The farmers walked away, dejected, but they understood and accepted Erick’s reason for denial.

The biographers gave perfect bows and accepted Erick’s words of denial with perfect politeness, but they wanted to leave their card, anyway. Erick refused to take the card. This was accepted, as well, though with less perfect manners.

The trio of miners, two men and one woman, all started talking at once, trying to get Erick to overturn his decision. Erick managed to make out, “We got the primest claims with the deepest veins of Overworld ore that them wrought ain’t yet got to!” and, “It’s ours for the taking, but dem monsters are too much! You gotta help! That’s all you archmages’re fer, ain’t ya?” but the one that made Erick mad, was, “You help us! Or we’ll tell people you a Wizzard!”

Erick frowned. “Tell people whatever you wish, just don’t break your neck falling in the water.”

The three miners reappeared about a kilometer away, to the east, directly above one of the many empty pools that surrounded Ooloraptoor. Under the watchful gaze of Ophiel, to ensure that they didn’t break anything except for their pride, the miners made a great splash, disturbing the muck at the bottom of that pond as they struggled to regain their bearings. The three of them slipped half a dozen times before one of them got the bright idea to [Cleanse] the waters.

Cleaned, and yet wet, the three miners cursed the sky and Erick, too, as they made their way back to Erick’s yurt. Not ten minutes later, the three miners reappeared at the edge of Erick’s [Prismatic Ward]. They were not happy.

… Erick was a little bit happy, though. The miners looked messy, and it was kinda fun to dump them in the muck. Erick instantly crushed that small glee, not wanting to make a habit of dumping people in mud for his own enjoyment.

But it was a little bit fun!

It was less fun when the three miners attacked the dense air with explosions and conjured weapons, chipping away at the magic that kept them good thirty meters away from Erick.

Erick remained sitting on his captain’s chair; stunned.

Being attacked was not unbelievable. What was unbelievable, was that someone would ever try to attack with as little power as these three people seemed to posses. Seriously, those [Fireball]s were more air and flickering flames than any true threat. Their conjured weapons looked as dull as baseball bats, completely without the cutting power possible with a truly well-made sword, like what Jane could conjure.

Erick sat stunned for a full ten seconds, just watching the show.

Other people at distant yurts began to watch the show, too.

And then Erick egged on the attackers, for some bizarre reason, “Come on! That’s the best you got? That’s weak shit! No wonder you can’t clear out a glutton mine on your own!”

The mining trio briefly paused, and then they roared and started beating on the edge of his dense air even more. Every so often their swords glowed with [Strike]s of flame and frost and lightning, empowering the damage they did to his [Prismatic Ward], sending cracks racing through the protective magics. From the failing density of the Solid Ward, Erick guessed the miners were doing about a thousand points of damage per [Strike]. Only 250ish with a normal sword swing, though, for they could not sustain that many [Strike]s, and they were supplementing their attacks with many, many normal blows. Each [Strike] cost 40 Health, after all.

They certainly weren’t flagging, though. If anything, they looked to be speeding up their routine-like attacks. In that moment they truly looked like miners, hacking away at a wall. They were using swords though. Erick would have expected them to use pickaxes. Pickaxes would probably do better against [Prismatic Ward]. Meh. These people didn’t seem that bright.

Erick almost blipped them away again, but he decided it was more entertaining to see how long it took them to break his first layer of defenses. Oh, they’d get blipped away, for sure. But not yet.

There were a few obvious things Erick picked up as he watched the show. Each of these people were likely a Scion of Balance, and with the bare number of Stats in each category; 25 Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus. This meant that they had 1500 Health and Mana and resource Regeneration. Erick could tell this much because they weren’t going all-out like a Scion of Focus or Vitality would; they were pacing themselves… Unless this was truly as good as they could fight?

They certainly did not have Classes, though; that much was easy to see. All of the skills on display were normal for many of the stronger people in this part of the world, and these people were perfectly normal ‘stronger people’. If they were actually strong, then they likely would have been able to go out and kill mist stone gluttons all on their own. They never would have come here, asking for his help.

A paranoid part of Erick guessed that these three attackers were a part of some ploy.

Erick recognized that paranoid —and likely correct— part of himself, and moved on.

These people were each putting out about a thousand damage per second, maybe 1200. They weren’t activating a [Strike] every Script Second, but they were attacking rather fast. After 30 seconds of attacking, though, Erick had to lower their estimated damage per second from a thousand, to maybe half that. [Prismatic Ward], when cast by Ophiel, offered roughly 78,000 points of defense. These three people attacking at 1000 damage per second would have had them broken through after only 26 seconds, but they had yet to break through the outermost layer after a full minute of attacking. They were about 3/4ths of the way through, though!

Too bad these people didn’t have better Skills.

And that was another thing. None of these people had [Ward Strike], which meant that they were truly bottom-of-the-barrel warriors, attacking him based on pure anger, or something. Erick wasn’t quite sure what they expected to get out of this assault. Perhaps they thought him unwilling to work with weaklings? This much was categorically untrue, for —and not to toot his own horn too much— Erick only worked with weaklings. And these people were certainly weak.

Erick decided to allow them a small victory before he ruined the rest of their day.

Swords clanged off of dense air, chipping it here and there, sending white cracks across the whole of the outer layer of spellwork like the thin shell of a frozen lake, almost ready to break. Suddenly, one of their [Strike]s sent a flaming crack up and across the density, fully breaking the [Prismatic Ward]. White glitter returned to the manasphere, revealing the second [Prismatic Ward] waiting right behind the first.

The trio of miners briefly cheered at their own success, and then they stopped cheering.

For Erick had had an Ophiel expend himself to recast the outermost layer of dense air with the exact same strength as before. He spent 75 mana to create 78,000 points of defense and to crush the hopes of three upstart miners. A good bargain, if ever there was one.

The miners’ faces fell, as they realized they had no hope of getting through Erick’s power.

Onlookers from Pale Cow laughed from the porches of their own yurts; their cackles and woots filling the cool morning air like the sounds of roosters crowing to greet the sun.

And then Erick blipped the miners to a different mudhole, further south of the one they [Cleanse]d.

They came back almost as quick as they did before, but this time they came with contrition on their face, and in their postures; hunched shoulders and hands folded in one another, held low. The three miners stood on the other side of Erick’s dense air, and bowed.

One of the men said, “Since our attempt at hitten your shield ain’t what you wanted, is there a way to prove ourselves as worthy of your time?”

Erick called out, “I read your application while it was in your pocket. If there was something you needed to say that you were too afraid to write down, then you should have written that. But as for what I saw: I’m too busy and too rich to be interested in a mining operation. Good luck clearing out your mine.”

The woman shouted, “We’ll give you 50%— No! 65%!”

“Not. Interested,” Erick said, then he sipped his coffee.

The other miner man glanced around, nervous, and then went for the lie, saying, “We ain’t write it all down! We got secrets in that mine! Gold— Gold and— Uh. Magic books! Magic books are in that mine!”

Erick frowned.

Even the other two miners could tell that that the third had way overstepped. They looked at their friend like he was a village idiot.

Erick responded to the lie with an [Undertow Star] cast into the sky, Shaped to keep its power in the sky, and to touch down around his yurt. This targeting included the miners. White streamers of light pulled away from the miners and they started to freak out. They ran away from Erick’s power, escaping the Undertow after getting about eighty meters away.

The Drain did not reach Clan Pale Cow, or anyone else.

… Erick decided that he would leave the Star up and active until he was receiving visitors again.

For a little while longer, Erick simply enjoyed his coffee, and watched the sun rise all the way. Blue twilight turned into a cloudy day, with great big piles of white fluff crowding out the horizon in every direction. The scent of cows flavored the air, but it was not that disgusting of a scent. The cows were rather clean, after all. Erick found that the scent went well with the sounds of mooing.

For a brief while, everything seemed right with the world.

Eventually, Erick finished his coffee, took a look at the metal ingots, and began sketching out a wardlight diagram of a car. Or at least the frame.

Now how did a car work, exactly?

Erick had talked a big game with the elders, but he only knew the broadest strokes about all the moving parts inside a car. Most of his knowledge was filled in with obvious solutions, thanks to Intelligence.

After ten minutes, he had a working model of a differential, and a transmission, and suspensions, and all of the other, larger and more obvious parts of a car. He smiled, then he got to work.

Erick pulled apart metal with magic, Shaping it into frames and gears and axles. He ran into problems almost right away. It was the same problem he ran into when he made his gramophone, and when he cut diamonds, and when he made anything mechanical; mechanical designs required mechanical precision. A simple Shaping, no matter how well constrained, could not account for the precision needed so that gears actually turned with each other, instead of gradually tearing each other apart, or just not working at all how they should. Erick could certainly draw a perfect circle with one hand, thanks to Dexterity, but to replicate that feat across the whole of a car? Impossible.

So, first came the tools. Or rather, the first set of tools.

A crude lathe, made with stone for a weighty base, and steel for strength and flexibility. [Control Machine] worked well to iron out some of the problems of his crude machine, like getting the spinning parts to spin without flexing in odd ways. From there, [Metalshape], held against guides, helped to carve out better parts for the next iteration of tools.

The second lathe ran like a well-oiled machine, with a central yoke that spun without flexing and parts that were capable of machine precision. Erick had thrown together the first lathe, but this one would last for a while. He even Shaped a stone platform out of the grasslands for it, set away from his yurt. In fact… Erick went ahead and Shaped a few different platforms, for all of his immediate needs.

From there, Erick made straight axles and gears with properly segmented teeth. And then he put them all together.

A differential was what they called the collection of gears that was located, usually, in the rear axle of a car. This 6 part gear system, allowed the turning force of an engine to then turn a large gear that connected to two smaller gears, that were then connected to the left and right halves of the axle. This complicated structure allowed the engine to supply power to the wheels, while it also allowed those wheels to turn at different speeds, to allow a car to take corners without skidding.

Making the frame was easy enough, since precision wasn’t needed for that, for now. All he did was stretch metal out into a dune buggy-like configuration, leaving all of the innards fully exposed. Two latticework chairs went into the two available spaces for seating, which was located directly above the central axle. Erick created basic metal wheels out of spun steel, and then he attached them to a split rear axle. Those two rear axles then went into the differential, which was then connected to the central drive shaft.

And that was it! There were about a hundred other parts to make and shove together and experiment upon, but this was the basic differential setup that Elder Uriol was so fascinated with. It allowed wheels to take corners, without one wheel digging into the dirt, or lifting out of the dirt, like with what happened on solid axle setups.

Now… if it worked, Erick would be truly surprised.

Erick took his seat, and looked down, and back. Everything was exposed. The parts were not in oil, and they should be. Erick frowned. From this perspective, the gears looked a lot more wonky than they should…

Still! He tested it.

He held his breath, and manually turned the central drive shaft with his light. This, in turn… broke the gears of the differential. Ping! Snap! Crunch!

Crunch was never a good sound to hear when starting a car.

“Ah. Well then.” Erick realized something important. He mumbled to himself, “Because I made the gear teeth like normal gear teeth. They need to be beveled gears. Ah. And those ones need to be helical. Right…”

The second generation differential worked better than the first, but odd stresses broke the gears in different places, this time.

Erick went back to the drawing board.

[Metalshape] was the problem, here. It was a well known problem, actually. Shaping metals worked fine for enchanting, or for other low-stress needs, but when the metal was to be stressed, either in weapons or in armor, then you needed to know how to make metal both hard and tough, and that’s what Smiths did. This ‘Problem of [Metalshape]’ was what gave rise to the Class of Smiths, of all types. A Smith usually achieved their mastery of metal through secret formulas of metallurgy, and temperature control, and legacies passed down from master to apprentice, but Erick had none of that. All he had were youtube videos that he barely watched, years ago, and wikipedia pages that he skimmed only out of a bare interest in the subject.

But hey!

All of that free knowledge had helped him out lots, before! And it would help him out here, too.

Erick recognized that he’d need to do a lot of experimenting on his own, though. A lot of tempering, and diagram building, and metal smashing tests— Oh! And hardening, too. Tempering and hardening were different.

Tempering was the addition of heat and cooling to a metal in order to remove hardness and add toughness. Hardening was the exact opposite, where you used heat and then cooling in order to… create hardness, and remove toughness.

Okay. So. Erick realized that his knowledge was lacking, and probably mixed up, somehow. This might be more difficult than he thought it would be.

Erick sat back down in his captain’s chair and had a think. When he came out of that think, he knew one thing: He would need to experiment. For normal steel production, Erick expected he needed to heat his gears until they were cherry red, and then he needed to cool them in oil, or something. That was his starting point.

It was probably wrong! But everyone started somewhere.

Oh. He had a half-remembered thought about only heating the teeth of the gears? To create toughness? While leaving the center not-that-heated, in order to create hardness? Eh! Sure! Maybe?

Okay!

Erick had never done this before. And yet! He smiled. This might be fun. There was one more question, though: How to get the requisite heat in order to get metal up to temperature? [Heat Ward] wouldn’t cut it, for that was only useful for cooking, and Fire Magic actually burned metals, so you couldn’t just use [Fire Beam], or something, to make metals hotter. Erick knew that much about smithing on Veird, but not much more than that.

Oh! Induction heating! Would that work?

… How did that work?

… Induction heating worked by, for example, having a metal wire wrap around an empty space, and then an alternating electrical current was run through that wire, creating a powerful magnetic field inside the wrapped space. When a resistive metal is placed inside that wrapped space, the resistivity of that metal butted up against the electric field, and the friction of the electrons in that resistive metal caused the metal to heat to truly high degrees, depending on the strength of the electrical field and the resistivity of the metal.

… That seemed correct.

Erick already had an electricity spell, too.










	
Battery X, instant, medium range, 500 mana

Electricity flows. Lasts for 1 minute per spell level.














But [Battery X] was a direct current spell.

… He could invent power inverters? But if he invented power inverters, he would probably need to invent transformers, too, to decrease the power of [Battery X] to something smaller, and more manageable. [Battery X] was a darn powerful spell, after all. So how did a transformer work?

Well, those worked by having two wires coiling around two sides of a circle of electrically motive metal. Depending on the number of coils on the input versus the output, you could increase or decrease the voltage of the output. All three electrical systems needed to be insulated from each other—

So he’d need to invent electrical insulation, too?

But plastic needed oils, and there wasn’t a lot of that on Veird; not like there was on Earth.

Could he create oil from thin air, using Particle Magic?

Heh. Such a spell would be world changing back on Earth. Ya know. If the oil companies didn’t kill or bury whoever made such a magic. Honestly, Erick expected more of that sort of situation to happen to him, here on Veird— Meh. No more of that sort of thinking.

How to make plastic from air?

Hmmm…

Probably not going to do that.

At least he already had magnets sorted! He already knew [Magnetize]; Archmage Ryul, the Force Mage harpy Erick had met at Oceanside, had invented that spell.

Ryul lived in Nelboor, right? Why hadn’t Erick met him, yet? Where did he live?

Eh! Too much going on right now to worry about that. If he showed, he showed, and that he hadn’t already, likely meant he wouldn’t at all. To be fair, though, Erick hadn’t sought out the guy, either.

Anyway!

Magnets! And Electricity! And metal!

Erick felt torn in several directions at once.







He went where his mood took him.

- - - -

Jane woke up an hour before noon.

When she stepped outside, she paused, and tried to understand exactly what she was looking at. She got most of it easily enough. Her father had created multiple stone platforms all around the yurt, and atop some of those platforms, he had recreated bits of Earth in the form of car parts. Gears. Axles. Frames and wheels. But then she looked to the left, the rest of the platforms. One of them, which was truly puzzling, contained stone containers— Oh. Crucibles. Have to be. Except... They were not normal crucibles. Instead of air and fire spells and pushing fire, metal rods coiled around the crucibles, and all of the crucibles were broken. Some of them had melted into slag. So… Failures? All failures, then.

Her father was on yet another platform, further to the left, working at a stone table, upon a bunch of small metal bits. She walked over to him, and looked over what he was making. She didn’t understand any of it.

“Hey, Jane” Erick fiddled with some small wires while asking, “What do you remember about transistors and other fast-switching electrical currents? AC power?”

“Absolutely nothing at all.”

“Ah.” Erick’s Shaping spells went still. He took one long look at what he was working on, and said, “Well. Then…” He put down his bits of metal. “This was going too far, I think. I think I need to do something else.”

Jane only had the barest idea of what her father was doing. “Good luck, dad. I’m gonna go see what’s happening at the cheese yurt and bring back lunch. You need anything?”

“Nope; I’m good. Nirzir and Teressa brought back sandwiches earlier.” Erick waved her off, saying, “I think Nirzir is at the cooking yurt.”

Jane nodded, then walked off, passing layers of [Prismatic Ward] and then walking under an [Undertow Star]. The [Undertow Star] was new since she went to sleep. Had something happened? Or was her father just being more defensive?

Whatever her father was working on, he was at least doing it on high alert, and that made Jane kinda happy. She had wanted him to put a Star into the sky last night, but she feared asking him to do that would set off his paranoia.

Granted, he had reason to be paranoid.

Jane kinda missed when he was just her laid back father, though.

… Ha!

She almost laughed at herself. What an odd thing to want! Her father, back to being a laid-back pacifist? No way! Jane was glad for the changes she was seeing.

Well… Most of them.

Some of them.

This life certainly wasn’t great for her father. He wasn’t cut out for the blood and the killing. He was getting there, for sure, but… He was changing, too, and it was anyone’s guess what Erick would look like once the changes reached equilibrium.

- - - -

Erick stared at his failed transistors. The bits of metal and stone were little more than imitations of the real thing; There was absolutely no way that Erick was ever going to recreate this major, tiny bit of technology out here, in the middle of cow land—

Oh. Transistors were made out of silicon semi-conductors, with two types of silicon, either doped with phosphorus, to give one side extra electrons, to make them naturally negatively charged, or boron, which had a valence shell holes in its makeup, which made them naturally positively charged. These materials, when sandwiched in NPN and PNP type transistors, created electrically stable open circuits, until an electrical force was applied to the central area. When electrical force was applied to the central part of the transistor, the depletion layers vanished, and the circuit closed.

It was because of this physical arrangement of physical forces, that transistors could open or close their circuits very, very fast. Billions of times a second, even!

This was how computers worked!

Ah.

But.

Hmm.

Transistors were used for a variety of things, but for Erick’s purpose, he needed them in order to make his direct current [Battery] work as alternating current, so that he could use induction heating to precisely melt metals to make gears not break… under… loads.

Erick realized that he was trying to recreate way too many technologies, too fast. He didn’t actually need to do any of this, either. But...

There was a future problem that Erick was trying to solve, that wasn’t apparent when he first spoke of cars to the Elders of Ooloraptoor, and that problem was a future energy crisis. Yes; he realized this was thinking too far ahead, and there were so many problems right now that he was effectively just making more work for himself.

But.

When [Gate]s to other worlds opened up, there wouldn’t be any resources at all in those new places. There might not be any Script-assist, either, if Melemizargo got his way, and Erick expected the Dark God would get his way at least a little bit. Therefore, electricity, which could be stored and recharged through a simple application of [Battery X] (or more realistically, some other mechanical force), would be necessary in lands where magic might be different. Therefore, solving an electricity crisis before it became a crisis, and before market forces and other powerhouses got their hold on this technology, would be a good thing.

Of course, this was also not Erick’s problem to solve. But, if he could solve this problem before it became a problem, then wouldn’t that be nice? Or, phrasing it another way: Wouldn’t it be nice to not create a future problem for himself, or anyone else, by skipping the oil and burnable-fuel industrial revolution? Just go straight to electricity!

… This was obviously too much of a problem to solve here, in these grasslands, surrounded by cows and mobile houses and with none of the materials that he needed to have, in order to actually create any of these technologies. All he had was iron. He didn’t even know how to get silicon. But even trying to solve the transistor was trying to run a marathon while in a full body cast.

Eh! Whatever! It was still nice to know the distance to the new goalpost.

But anyway!

Back to metallurgy:

Erick already had the spell necessary to help him heat up metals, and it wasn’t an Elemental Fire spell, so it should work fine in this application. It was a spell that Maia of the mage trio had created and which Erick had gained through witnessing her magic.










	
Incandescent X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

Heat a small area to brilliance, dealing physical damage per second. Effect stacks. Lasts 10 minutes.














In exchange for that spell, Erick had created one for Maia.










	
Shimmer X, instant, long range, 250 MP

Tiny specks of incandescent heat fill a large space, dealing physical damage and possibly igniting flammable objects to deal even more physical damage. Lasts 10 minutes.














The smaller spell would fill out a meter-wide space with heat energy, rapidly turning stone to magma and passively setting fire to the surroundings. The larger spell did the same thing across an area the size of a house. Erick would not be using [Shimmer] to harden and temper steel, though. [Incandescent] would work just fine, once Erick made it into an aura.

Erick stepped away from his workbench, then walked over to stand atop the bare, grassy ground. With a flicker of intent, he exploded a meter-wide section of plains into burning debris. Hot dirt fell down in a five meter radius, with some of the more distant burned dirt landing much further than that, while a small cloud of black smoke rose into the air. What was left of the targeted area became a dip of melted and melting ground that sent even more black smoke into the air. Soon, the smoke vanished, as all burnable materials were consumed by the spell.

Erick was a bit surprised, but he also realized he shouldn’t have been.

[Incandescent] operated differently here, than when he cast it on the sands outside Spur. There was actual plant matter and moisture in the ground here, so that made sense. This was why it was imperative to test things! Erick hadn’t been thinking about this particular complication when he decided he needed to Aurify [Incandescent], but now he knew.

He turned off [Lodestar], and then he cast.

[Incandescent].

Aurify.

The world turned to flaming fire in every direction, melting the ground underneath into black glass and the air into a ripping tempest. And yet Erick was not harmed, for he was a being of light in the center of those flames. There were entirely too many flames, though. Barely a second had passed, and Erick was already setting fire to all of his surroundings. Even from ten meters away, under a bubble of [Prismatic Ward] that extended outside of all the rest, Erick’s fire was reaching the yurt and blackening the white wood, not to mention he had exploded the land for a good three meters in every direction and set fire out to fifteen meters away.

A blue box appeared, exactly as Erick expected it to.




	
Incandescent Aura, instant, close range, 1 mana per second + Variable

Heat your surroundings to brilliance. Effect can be modulated at will.














Erick pulled back the flames, controlling his aura into something smaller; lesser. A [Cleanse] erased the damage around him, turning burned brown grounds into thick air, leaving behind a suspiciously clean spot in the prairie. He would leave that damage for now, for he doubted that he was done doing damage to his surroundings for the day. Stepping upon the light, Erick moved away from the divot in the ground, controlling his new aura to the palm of his outstretched hand, forming the spell into a small, yet brilliant plume of white fire. As he moved back to the steel ingot area, he played with his new spell, flickering the flames higher, then smaller, then denser, then into stars, then a square, then a series of triangles, and finally, a collection of spheres.

With a grab of light, Erick picked up an iron ingot and began applying his new aura to the metal, while simultaneously protecting the rest of the area from the rush of heat with a dense application of hard light. Soon, the metal was cherry red, but it wasn’t getting much hotter than that.

So Erick funneled more mana into his new aura, strengthening the spell, rapidly turning red hot steel into white hot metal, then into a sudden liquid state. The liquid almost exploded from the rapid temperature change, but he felt this much through his light, and he kept the metal together. The metal relaxed into a bowl of light. With this much contact against his lightform, Erick had to shove more mana into [Greater Lightwalk], too, to keep himself together. He could partially feel the heat, himself. It was not a great sensation, but it was manageable. Erick retracted his heat aura, and soon, the metal calmed down, solidifying once again—

His thoughts about the particle makeup of transistors shook loose thoughts regarding the particle makeup of this steel. Was it steel? Or was it iron? What sort of carbon content was necessary to make iron into steel? A lot of carbon? Or very little?

Were these ‘steel ingots’ actually cast iron?

Erick smiled wide. He could actually find out the exact components of this steel. He had all the necessary spells to do so, from [Condense Carbon], to [Condense Iron], along with all the other various spells to see what sort of trace elements they threw into their metal.

So Erick did just that—

Ah. Wait. He needed a vacuum spell, didn’t he? Something that could create a space that allowed for no other particles to enter… Or perhaps he could just harden his light and expand it outward, manually creating a vacuum?

Erick tried for the easiest solution, first. He took his light and made a bubble in front of him. The bubble was only a handspan across, and that was more than enough. With a pulse of intent, he made the light solid, to push out all the air in the space.

He barely got a single inch of vacuum space in the center of the light bulge before his lightform collapsed back down. Hmm. Not too easy, making a vacuum! He tried again. Erick flexed his light outward, pushing against everything, stretching his lightform into a bubble of pure vacuum— The edge cracked and wind whistled into the interior of his light.

So that was a failure.

He set down the still-orange block of steel and tried a few more times to make a vacuum, stressing his lightform —without [Lodestar]— into producing a void, but he knew that he wasn’t going to get anywhere with this level of magic, alone. So he turned off his heat aura, and turned on his [Lodestar]. This time, Erick easily kept his sunform together, creating a vacuum a meter across without any trouble at all. Keeping it together required focus, but this much focus was easy enough to achieve. But he couldn’t directly work [Incandescent Aura], [Greater Lightwalk], and [Lodestar], all at the same time, by himself. Aurify only allowed him to have two auras active at any one time; not three.

There were many solutions here. He could split his focus through multiple Ophiel and do everything he wanted to do at the same time. He could just plain ignore fidelity in his material sciences; who cared about metal contents! Leave that up to the people who came next. But…

Erick could make a new magic to solve this problem.

Erick chose to make some new magic.

He expanded his mana sense into the recent past, as he sent off a hundred mana and a question into the manasphere.

Divine fire flickered through the sun-bright air, like golden flames barely visible in the light. Erick’s own voice came back to him, saying, ‘Go for it.’

Erick smiled and returned to himself. He stared out into the sky, then he focused on the world directly in front of him. This would be a small spell; something for precision work. Something that would allow the [Condense] line of Particle Spells to work well within its confines.

A limerick would do.







“I heard once tell of a room,

“That was, in effect, a tomb

“For all particles were cowed

“Though some were allowed

“But for most, it was perfect [Vacuum].”







The manasphere flexed.

A spell popped into existence; a simple, three meter wide sphere with a faint white sheen to the surface. The interior was empty, but the sphere soon began to fill with white glows, like fog appearing in the morning. Whatever was happening in the interior began to spread to the exterior, the fog churning like whirlpools. Suddenly, that fog swirled out of the edge of the space, shooting out of a dozen pores in the surface of the spell, looking and sounding like high pressure water from a hose. The spell whined, with a low whistle, like a teapot revving up with steam.

That sound soon lessened, as most of the interior of the spell was forcibly moved to the exterior.

Erick watched as the enchanted space emptied itself of air, the white fog inside thinning with each passing second. Eventually, there was the barest amount of white fog left inside the space. The magic’s edge remained thin, as if only to warn onlookers that something was there, but as those final dregs of white gasses left the spell, the entire sphere cleared to a simple ring of white.

It was still very much a sphere, but the only part of the spell that Erick could actually see was that thicker edge that seemed to form a ring in the direction he looked from.

A few blue boxes appeared. There were the normal ones that congratulated him for adding magic to the Script, and then there was the actual spell description. Erick cast a [Greater Treat Wounds] on himself while he read, though he didn’t actually feel that had damaged himself— Ah. No. There’s the nosebleed. And now it’s gone.










	
Particle Vacuum 1, instant, medium range, 100 mana

Create a medium area that strips out extraneous particles from its interior, and which continues to remove extraneous particles for the duration of the spell. Will not remove particles that are purposefully placed into the space, by you, or any other. Vacuums can cause physical damage. Lasts 1 minute.














Erick smiled. [Particle Vacuum] was just about perfect!

Perhaps he could add a [Cleanse] effect to this spell, to clear out the last bits of contaminants, to make a truly [Perfect Vacuum]... But that would be playing around with the actual functionality of [Cleanse], and there was no need to be that dangerous in this experiment. Whatever fidelity of vacuum was provided by [Particle Vacuum] was probably good enough for Erick, for now.

But that was probably all of the metallurgy that Erick was going to get done, today.

People had been showing up at the edge of Erick’s protected property for the last hour. As it was nearly noon, it was almost time to start talking to all of them, even though most of them looked perfectly happy to watch his experiments of metals and fire and to witness the creation of new magic.

Erick grabbed some chairs from the yurt, floating them behind him as he walked toward the edge of his temporary property. His destination was a stone platform beyond the edge of his [Undertow Star] and his [Prismatic Ward], where he had planted his mailbox. An Ophiel perched above that mailbox, ensuring that people could grab applications if they wanted, but otherwise he chased them off of the area. The archmage was not ‘in’, yet.

But now, as Erick moved toward that area —and Poi rushed out of the yurt to follow Erick to the worksite— only about a third of the petitioners quickly lined up; those people were used to the bureaucracy of the Highlands, for sure. It showed in their well made robes and polite demeanor. The other two thirds formed loose groups here and there, and some of them were obviously from the Highlands, too, but they did not feel like falling into line. From what Erick was seeing, only two people of the gathered 47 had come on their own, without a group.

About half of the people out there were human, incani, or demi. The rest were an eclectic mix of the various races of Veird. There was a duo of snake shifters, with scaled masks and the smallest, faintest scales upon their bodies; only the most blind of people would mistake them for dragonkin. There was even a trio of harpies with bright red feathers, and very little in the way of clothes; they stood together, off to the side.

Five goblins had come together, and those tiny green people stayed well away from absolutely everyone. Their eyes studied every possible threat around them while they kept their hands on their sheathed swords, though calling those tiny daggers ‘swords’ was only true because of the height of the wielders. Apart from their rather unique stature, their other most notable features were that they were all dressed in black iron breastplates, with two of them wearing fullplate made of the same black iron. And it was iron, too; it was not conjured Force. Kinda unique to see that much metal on display.

There were even some pixies. Those decimeter tall people were a bit of a surprise. Messalina, the Life Binder, had created that race a few hundred years ago. Were these people an envoy from the Headmaster’s old flame, who was now his enemy? Or were they independent? From what Erick had heard, most of the pixies were independent, but rumors said that if you needed the Life Binder’s services, all you had to do was ask enough pixies, and you would eventually find the Life Binder. Wonder what they wanted?

People watched as Erick stepped onto his stone platform. It was only five meters square, but it was more than large enough for small meetings, especially since he wasn’t going to meet with whole groups, if he could help it.

Erick set down his chairs and turned to his petitioners. He projected his voice, “Many of you were here yesterday, though some of you are new to me. I will attempt to get through those who were here first, yesterday, and then the rest of you afterward. But before that happens, I am going to attempt to decrease my workload. To that end, if you have a quick question, or if you want something you don’t mind other people seeing, please hold up your paperwork now, toward me. I will read them all quickly, and then solve whatever problems I choose to solve, or I will send you on your way. Monster kill requests fall under this category, unless they’re deep in the Underworld or exceedingly far away. And by ‘far away’, I mean ‘outside of Nelboor’s surface’.”

A few people rapidly held up their paperwork, while a few others spoke quietly amongst themselves. Eventually, half of the petitioners raised their paperwork, while the others kept theirs hidden. Their requests either did not fall under the constraints Erick had put out there, which meant their kill requests were for monsters outside of Nelboor, or else what they wanted was more complicated than ‘kill this monster’.

Ophiels flitted through the air, around the scattered groups.

Erick started reading.

Almost everyone who raised their paperwork needed a monster killed. Erick decided that he needed to add another few boxes to his application; primarily a check box for ‘Monster: Y / N’ and then a space for an approximate location and description of the monster. A few had included proper directions and descriptions, though, which was nice to see.

The goblins started yelling at each other. A fight rapidly ended before it could begin when a female goblin hit the lead male goblin on the head, grabbed the application out of his hands, and held it upward. The bonked goblin held his bumped head and frowned over his wounded pride. One of the armored goblins put a comforting hand on the lead male goblin’s shoulder, which seemed to soothe the guy’s pride.

Erick mostly ignored the commotion, and called out, “Okay. Looks like almost all of you have monster kill requests. Except for you three.” His Ophiel indicated the three groups. “I will answer your questions first: All are ‘no’.” The three groups frowned, but accepted their answers. Erick spoke to the rest of the people, “All of the rest of your requests look doable except for the variant toxic hydras in Nergal. That might be a bit too far to complete this very moment. You’ll have to wait around until I’m done with everyone else.” He asked the pixies, “Is your homeland in danger right this second?”

As all eyes turned toward the pixies the central pixie floated forward, his dragonfly wings barely beating. In a voice that sounded like it came from a very large man, the pixie succinctly explained, “The Decay pools caused by the toxic hydras threaten a major population center. For the last week, we have sent out representatives to every archmage and power that we know of in an attempt to kill the beasts, and yet all those who have tried, have failed. We have three days to kill the beasts before the protective measures we have been able to take will be overwhelmed. At that point, we will need to evacuate thousands and thousands of people, and we already have no other easy place to go.”

Erick said, “Okay. Thank you for that quick explanation. I will deal with that later today since your problem might be the furthest one of all the rest. You may come back when I am finished with everyone else, or you may wait around.”

“We will make ourselves unobtrusive and return at the end of the day.”

The pixie and his two people dipped in the air. And then they vanished from sight, and most senses. They couldn’t fool Erick’s [True Sight] and his mana sense, though. While a few people stared at the space where the pixies vanished, or rapidly looked around, trying to see where they had gone, Erick ignored the pixies as they flitted off toward Ooloraptoor.

Erick said to the goblins, “Your request is a strange one, but I can do it. The only problem is that you’re in the near Underworld. How deep, and where, exactly?”

As some of the goblins yelped with joy, the female goblin squeaked out, “Homeland be a great big hole just north of the South Western Tribulation Split! It may be Underworld, but it’s exposed to the sky, it is!”

The leader goblin spoke up, “Almost directly southwest, 13 [Teleport]s.” He glared at the woman briefly before he snatched the paperwork out of her waving hand. He set the paperwork backwards, onto a conjured bit of [Force Platform], and began writing as he said, “We can add a map.”

A map was a good idea, and Erick vowed to add that to the next generation of his applications, too, but the few directions the goblins had given had been enough. Erick found their ‘Homeland.’

Ophiels stretched their connections from the grasslands, to the South Central Tribulations, across a bit of ocean, and then to another landmass further beyond. Beyond even more rolling hills and forests and expansive land, the western branch of the Tribulations rose into the sky, looking much like all the rest of the Tribulations; mountains much bigger than any natural process could have ever created.

A bit of rapid searching beyond that had brought Erick’s sight to a giant wound in the world that went three times as deep as the mountains were tall. This place was the Near Underworld, and this particular rent in the world was filled with towers and buildings and walls and farms and lots, and lots, of goblins.

Erick said, “A map is good. In fact: everyone with a monster kill request, please add a general map and a description or lightsculpture of the monster you wish eliminated. As for you five, I will have to talk to you directly, and that will come after the other monster kill requests. Please make yourself comfortable, or come back later.”

The five goblins each heard and understood Erick’s words in their own ways. They kept their eyes out on everyone else nearby, but they backed down from high alert. Erick got the distinct impression that they were a persecuted people, and that his words had put them at ease. The girl goblin nodded rapidly, then began creating a wardlight sculpture of the monster they wanted moved; not killed. Their request was an odd request, for sure. Erick almost dismissed it out of hand, but he would at least hear them out.

With that settled, Erick began organizing the rest of the people according to what they had written on their paperwork.

Three groups wanted tangled hydras killed before those monsters threatened their coastal cities, while the rest of the kill requests were similarly dangerous monsters which most people couldn’t handle on their own. There was even one instance of ‘mystery monsters’ that had been disappearing people out of the middle of a city, located on the other side of the South Central Tribulations, in a land far north of where Terror Peaks had been. Those mystery monsters turned out to be a small group of moon reachers that had made their home in the nearby forest. When those petitioners heard mention of ‘moon reachers’, they freaked, but Erick had already killed all of the moon reachers in a thousand kilometers, according to his [Cascade Imaging]. He had actually managed to kill more groups of moon reachers than the few who had preyed upon that clan, too; about 120 in total.

Those kill requests didn’t take much time at all. In a little over 45 minutes, Erick had ended existential threats to thousands and thousands of people, or enabled refugee populations to return to their homes. It didn’t even take a full hour!

Erick felt a wave of disgust for all monsters, and also that most people would never be able to fight against many of the ones he so easily dispatched. A few of the monsters, though, like the moon reachers, should have been killable by the defenses of an average town. Erick expected that those people had something wrong with them, though; some reason to bring this problem to him. Like, sure, he had killed hundreds of thousands of moon reachers, but those people didn’t even know that they had a moon reacher problem, and that was a bigger problem than the moon reachers themselves.

Most of the petitioners didn’t pick up on his disgust, though.

Those with solved problems moved on, cutting through 29 of the original 47 people who had been there when Erick started doing this. But even though Erick had gotten through half of the crowd, the actual number of petitioners had not decreased, at all. Now there were 75 people waiting for him, though as for the number of groups, there were only 31.

He elected to speak to the goblins, now.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So I read and caught up to the current release of Dragon's Dilemma, and it's been pretty good! It's about a runt of a dragon who has to live undercover as a human in order to survive, for though he's strong, he's not nearly as strong as the larger powers out there. 

- - - -

Patrons have chapter 167.

Thanks for reading~
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                Erick sat back in his chair, briefly holding and reading the goblins’ application again. He set the paper aside and said, “So you want a monster moved. Not killed. Do I have that right?”

The lead goblin, a man by the name of Ykk, sat in the chair opposite Erick, while his people stood on the grasses on Ykk’s side of the platform. All five of them nodded at Erick’s words. Ykk said, “Yes, sir.”

Erick said, “This is odd, you understand. This deviation from the norm makes me think there is something untoward happening. I don’t wish to be involved in politics, and I certainly cannot abide by accidentally loosing some evil upon some unsuspecting area.” Erick said, “Tell me what is going on, here.”

Ykk and his people all stilled, their expressions going unreadable. They were already hard to read, but now it was practically impossible. They even seemed to consciously control the beating of their hearts, though Erick might have been wrong about that.

Ykk began, “What we are asking is not for a Dangerous Game, but for the solving of a problem caused by negligence among the Herders.” Ykk reached down into the neck of his black breastplate and retrieved a white metal disk, attached to a thin, white chain. “I have authority invested in me by the White Council —The ruling body of Homeland— to solve this problem as quick as I can, before it becomes a true problem and we lose the beast. None of us actually wish for the monster’s death. This is unusual, yes, but only because iron beasts are unusual beasts.”

Erick frowned a little. The goblin was completely unreadable. Perhaps goblin physiology was too far away from what Erick was used to, for the long nose and the pointed chin, and the black eyes, made it very hard to understand the micro expressions he was seeing.

Erick said, “I’m going to ask my guard, who is a Mind Mage, to lie detect for me. Do you consent?”

Ykk’s expression did not change at all, as he glanced to Poi, standing behind Erick. Ykk looked to Erick. “I consent.”

Poi nodded.

Erick asked, “Do you knowingly intend to cause harm or trouble for others with the moving of this iron beast that you have asked me to move?”

“No, sir.”

Poi nodded; no lies.

Erick held up the lightsculpture that the female goblin had made, asking, “Tell me about this monster, and why it needs to be moved, and not killed.”

The lightward showed a lobster-like beast, but with a dark iron shell and several pedipalp-like collections of tendrils instead of forward claws. For size comparison, a goblin stood next to the iron beast. The goblin was the size of the iron beast’s toe claws. Erick guessed that the live beast was the size of a two-story house. Possibly more.

Ykk said, “The iron beast in question was stolen from the hatchery two years ago by a child who thought to raise his family to power with the iron harvesting abilities of the beast. The child, against all odds, managed to do three unlikely things: hatch the beast, become its Beastmaster, and have the juvenile iron beast survive the transition to adult, when the small core turns into a grand core. All three things are highly unlikely, with such an event occurring approximately once every seven years. Most of the iron beasts we have under the White Council’s control are a hundred years old, and we’re always having some Beastmasters trying to raise a new Iron Beast.

“And so, we come to the problems of this boy getting his wish.

“Iron beasts are terribly temperamental. Once they turn into monsters, they never willingly leave their birth tunnels. This boy hatched his beast inside a mine of his own creation, far outside of established, patrolled, protected areas.

“The boy has gained his wish, and his family has become the caretakers of the iron beast, harvesting its ever-increasingly-large cast off shells for profit. This achievement has even brought the boy a true noble name of Tryker Ironknife, along with accolades and wealth of such an elevation. The White Council has accepted this elevation, for many of them got where they were through the same sorts of means.

“But the boy fucked up, or some uncle or sister did; we don’t know, and we don’t care. We only care about the possible loss of a highly productive iron beast. There is a reason we have well protected and patrolled iron beast areas.

“Iron beasts don’t move as long as their tunnels contain iron, and they’re able to [Grow] it out of the nearest hundred kilometers, but just last week some ballooning spiders clipped through the beast’s tunnels, and the beast is beset on all sides by hungry spiders. This is the problem. The spiders can’t get through the beast’s hide, for the beast curled up to protect itself, but at the same time, the spiders won’t move on from easy prey; all they gotta do is outlast the iron beast’s fat reserves. In five more days, it’s gonna get hungry, and it’s gonna have to fight, and it’s gonna die, because iron beasts are not that strong, and since the spiders opened up the beast’s tunnels, all manner of monsters have poured inside. This is the larger problem.

“It could be that some other monster will come inside the tunnels, hunting after the spiders, and they’ll find the iron beast just sitting there like a delicious, weakened meal. It’s happened before, and in much more secure locations than where the beast is now.

“So what we want from you, if you could, is to move the beast twelve hundred kilometers through the air or however you want to do it, to a new set of tunnels that we already got established closer to Homeland.” Ykk sat back in his chair, saying, “And that’s the spiel. Will you help us out?”

All of that was rather interesting, and especially the part how the iron beast could [Grow] iron out of the ground? How did it do that? Did it have some sort of mutualistic relationship with an iron fungus, or something? Whatever the case—

Erick asked Poi, “Any lies?”

Poi said, “No overly large ones. The part about ‘the monster will die in five days’ would show up as pink on a standard red-pink-green truthstone.”

Ykk seemed to solidify a little, though some part of Erick guessed that the small man’s true reaction was deflation. It was, as Erick was finding out in new ways every few seconds, kinda hard to read goblins.

Erick said to Ykk, “I already found it hard to believe that your people couldn’t protect one of these iron beasts. Tell me: why the minor lie?”

Ykk stared disbelieving for a moment, then he seemed to realize something. He said, “We’re not all archmages, sir. People die when they step outside of the walls of the cities of the Underworld. This iron beast is in very uncharted territory.”

Erick frowned a little, then asked, “Have you contacted the Wayfarer’s Guild? They should be able to get someone with [Teleport Other] or [Teleport Monster] out to the beast. Such a theoretical person should also be able to use [Conjure Force Elemental] to get that spell out to the beast; there shouldn’t be a need to approach the monster at all.”

Ykk scowled a little, his emotions seeming more human in the moment, as he said, “We have a Wayfarer’s Guild in the city… Truthfully, sir, all the normal methods we would have used are denied to us. The boy who controls the beast— Tryker Ironknife has upset many of the wrong people in his rise to power. No one wants to work with him, and so the White Council has been goaded into action so that we don’t lose an iron beast to the whims of the Darkness.”

Erick glanced to Poi.

Poi nodded; no lies here.

Erick decided. “I’m going to move this beast for you, and then I wash my hands of this politicking.”

Ykk brightened—

Erick suddenly realized that while he could understand Ykk’s expressions more, it was not because the goblin was suddenly understandable; it was because Ykk was mirroring him. The goblin was purposefully tailoring his reactions toward Erick, in order to relate, communicate, and put Erick at ease. Come to think of it, Shade Hollowsaur had goblins on his plateau inside Ar’Kendrithyst’s Jungle. They were the Shade’s main workforce; they took care of the cows.

There was something there in this mirroring; something deep.

Ykk seemed to realize that something possibly bad was happening inside Erick’s mind; possibly because the little green man was reading Erick’s expressions better than Erick was reading Ykk’s, and Ykk was automatically compensating for what he was seeing. Ykk had been on the verge of saying something, but he stopped.

Erick just stared.

The other goblins, who had been standing off to the side of the platform, watching this whole time, realized something was going wrong, too, at almost the exact moment that Erick and Ykk felt an oddity stretch between them.

Erick asked, “So what’s all this, then?”

A long moment passed.

Ykk softly said, “I request a Privacy, now. You, me, and your man.”

Erick Shaped his [Sealed Privacy Ward] to the platform. To them, nothing changed, but everyone else saw Erick and Ykk and Poi vanish from sight. Their chairs were still there, but they were gone. Mostly. If someone looked at Erick’s feet, they would see bits of him sticking outside of the Privacy. Perhaps, more importantly, though, Ykk was completely cut off from the other goblins.

Erick waited.

Ykk said, “I apologize for attempting to Mirror you. I need the beast moved, and I knew I needed to do everything possible to ensure that this meeting turned out well. I can only apologize that my skill was not up to the pressures of the moment. This is a black mark for me.”

So he apologized for being caught in a manipulation tactic; not for actually trying to manipulate Erick.

Interesting.

Erick asked, “Is that a skill you can purchase from the Open Script? What is it, exactly?” Erick had another guess, and as soon as the words left his lips, he knew he was correct, “Something to do with goblins, in particular?”

Ykk narrowed his eyes, possibly wondering if he was in actual danger. It was hard to know, for it seemed goblins were capable of completely hiding what they were actually thinking and feeling, using a mask of mirroring.

Erick explained, “I don’t actually know anything about goblins.” In a bit of his own ‘mirroring’, Erick said, “I can only apologize that I don’t know anything about your people.”

“… It’s a thing all goblins can do; yes.” Ykk said, “It’s impolite to Mirror others to get what you want, but people do it all the time. When we get caught we have failed… the Dangerous Game.”

“And yet, you told me that you wouldn’t drag me into this ‘Dangerous Game’, which I can only assume has something to do with subservience and subterfuge and making the people in power do what you want them to do.”

Ykk dropped his head to his hands, mumbling, “Oh gods. They’re going to demote me down to sewer scrubber.”

“I doubt that will happen.” Erick said, “You got what you came here for.”

Ykk flinched, then he rose, eyeing Erick with his dark gaze. “Uh?”

“I have just now [Teleport Other]d the iron beast out of its lair, and into the one your people set up. The giant lobster is already prowling around its new lands.” When Ykk didn’t understand Erick, Erick explained, “I was investigating Homeland while I cleared out the kill requests from the other petitioners, and all of what you said was more or less what I saw on the ground. Finding Tryker’s iron beast took a bit of doing, but that was easy enough. While I was having a conversation with you, I was also talking with Tryker. Your stories lined up, and now, the boy is overjoyed that his beast is saved. You will likely get some of that credit.” Erick shrugged, saying, “I don’t know much about goblins, but I can tell there’s something odd going on here since Tryker tried to Mirror me, too. But that’s fine.” Erick asked, “I assume that every goblin tries to Mirror everyone larger than themselves?”

Ykk was having a moment, and then he realized that he was still sitting in front of an archmage. He rapidly said, “Yes. It’s instinctive. That instinct is near impossible to overcome when interacting with the strong, and you are… very strong. I apologize for my ineptitude.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Erick asked, “The problem of the iron beast is solved. Good luck with whatever comes next. I’ve got about thirty one more life threatening issues to deal with before the day is over, so I’m going to have to ask you to quickly move on.”

Ykk sat up straight, saying, “Of course! Apologies, Master Flat— Archmage Flatt.”

Erick froze. ‘Master’?

Ykk froze, too.

And then Ykk scurried away, out of the Privacy, to his people. The woman with them rapidly asked questions and Ykk hushed them all, talking about how it was time to go, and that the problem was solved; Erick had moved the iron beast. As four of the five goblins smiled wide, revealing sharp teeth, Ykk glared, and they all stopped smiling.

The woman extended power across her entire group, and in a translucent white flash, the goblins vacated the field.

Erick was still under the Privacy. He turned to Poi, asking, “So is that Mirroring a racial thing imbued into them by the Shades? I suppose I should ask first: Did the Shades make the goblins?”

“All we truly know is that the goblins came out of the tunnels of Continental Nergal’s Underworld in the year 90, Post Sundering, and that no Shade has ever claimed their creation.” Poi said, “The most prominent theory is that the Old Demons attempted to create a second slave race with orcols as the starter, because the incani were starting to become rather rebellious. Whatever happened, goblins have the unique ability to Mirror others, in order to make themselves exactly what the viewer wants them to be, sometimes even to the goblin’s detriment. Goblins can also go into minor Rages, but that usually only happens when they accidentally gain the subClass of Slave… Which sometimes occurs when they are around powerful people and the powerful people don’t realize what’s happening.”

Erick got the distinct impression that whatever was going on there was much more complicated than Poi had explained.

“It is,” Poi said.

Erick sighed, saying, “Some things just make me uncomfortable, and I think I have found a new one, today.”

“Most people feel the same way.” Poi said, “That was why the goblins were on edge when they were around everyone else.”

Erick stood up, saying, “Well. Whatever. Not my problem. Let’s move on to the next group. Got any suggestions for speed?”

Poi frowned a little, then said, “Nope.”

“Bah! Fine.” Erick dismissed the bubble, reappearing to the gathered crowds. “Okay! One problem solved. Thirty one—” Another group appeared atop the white stone that Erick had set out to act as a Teleport Square. He amended his words, “Thirty two more groups.”

Erick got to work.

He dismissed three of the groups right away. No, he would not be giving an account for your ‘a history of the chelation wars’ book right now, thank you. No, he would not ‘swear fealty to your clan and receive riches beyond imagining’, go away now. No, he would not marry your daughter, not gonna happen.

- - - -

On average, in order to solve a problem that actually warranted Erick’s intervention, there was fifteen to twenty minutes of listening, followed by five to ten minutes of interrogation, followed by how ever long it took to actually solve the problem. To make it all go a bit faster, Erick began conducting his own investigations while the people were still explaining what they needed, so when he got to the interrogation part, he could usually just solve the problem right there and then, but only after knowing if it needed to be solved, of course. In all the cases brought to him, most people had no way to solve them, but Erick was not ‘most people’.

He located the kidnapped scions of a clan, and he brought them home.

He ended monster hordes before they could hit settlements.

He closed vast cracks in the surface of Veird, where monsters spewed out from the Underworld.

He helped to end face stealer problems four different times. Those incidents took a bit more time, and the inclusion of other people, like Sin Seekers and guards and such, for Erick was not about to enact that sort of justice on his own. In three of those four incidents, the petitioners had enough connections to enable the swift allocation of Sin Seekers to the verification, but on the fourth one, the petitioners were just a small clan that was extremely worried by the news they were hearing, coming out of the grasslands.

That small clan was a mountain dwelling society that existed in the deep foothills to the east of grass traveler land, almost inside the Tribulations themselves. There were only a hundred people there, and Erick was able to call upon Vania and the other Sin Seekers of Ooloraptoor to help with that search.

The only ‘sins’ that the Sin Seekers uncovered were of the normal sort. There were no face stealers there, which was a blessing. Every other place Erick investigated contained face stealers. For this clan, though, they were just rightly worried, and they were about to tear themselves apart through their paranoia. There was already a lot of blood on those streets. Luckily, no one had been killed.

Erick brought Vania and the other Sin Seekers back to Ooloraptoor and thanked them for their assistance. They told him that they were just glad to help, though Erick got the distinct impression that he was asking a lot of them; they had duties of their own, after all.

Maybe Erick needed to find some Sin Seekers of his own.

And so, the day came to a near close, as the sun set and the sky turned orange and purple. Erick had gotten through almost every single group that had been there at noon, waiting for him, but 29 extra groups now waited in the wings, hoping that he could keep going for a little while longer.

“I’m almost done for the day, except for one group.” Some people groaned, some yelled, speaking out that their problems could not wait another day, but Erick simply spoke over their outbursts, “All of the rest of you can return tomorrow afternoon. Or! You could take care of your problem yourself. I’m all for helping you, but you should know that I am a last resort. The Star’s Draining field is expanding when I’m done here, so don’t expect to camp out next to my yurt! And you five groups!” Erick gestured with his light, pointing out the new offenders. “According to your applications, I cannot help you. Return if what you wrote was a lie to hide the truth of your problem, or else don’t return, because I’ll just deny you tomorrow.”

Four of the five groups scowled; the fifth went quiet, and gave a small nod.

Erick moved on.

A lot of the gathered groups moved on, too. Erick casually memorized many of the monster problems that he had spied on scattered applications; he’d kill those monsters on his own, later tonight, or something.

The pixies floated nearby. They had waited patiently for their turn.

Erick turned to the pixies, gesturing for them to come forward. As they reached him, Erick spoke in a normal volume, “I’m going to need to know some locations, and I heard you are rather secretive about that.” Erick sat back down in his own chair. “Do you wish for a Privacy, Wellowbye?”

The male pixie, Wellowbye, floated forward, to alight upon the back of the petitioner’s chair. In that position he reminded Erick of a tiny man standing atop a very tall building. His two companion pixies floated beyond the chair. Wellowbye said, “A Privacy would be welcome, Archmage. Thank you.”

Erick cast the Privacy, then he conjured a map of Veird between the two of them, so that Nelboor and Nergal laid between him and Wellowbye. Erick asked, “So where is your place, exactly? Or rather, where are the variant toxic hydras?”

Wellowbye stepped onto the map like it was a solid surface, landing on a bit of Nergal that was closest to Quintlan. “Here are the beasts.”

Of course, he had to pick the part of Nergal that was furthest away. Erick frowned, saying, “That’s halfway around the world.” For a brief moment, Erick lamented. Then he banished that emotion, and said, “Okay. I can do that. Probably gonna take an hour of lightstepping, though.”

With professional mien, Wellowbye said, “We wouldn’t wish to burden you overmuch with travel concerns, and so, we wish to reveal to you a strategic asset.” He gestured backward, to the side, where one of his companions floated. “Oliolo is a Spatial Mage, capable of [Gate].”

Erick perked up. “Oh! That makes this a whole lot easier. I can cast through the [Gate]!”

Yet another reason to get [Gate] as soon as possible—

A deep thought struck Erick, combining several facts at once. Like turning a masterfully cut diamond in his hand and suddenly seeing the fire within, he saw the Worldly Path in a sudden, new light.

[Gate], when purchased through the Script, cost 10 points, and you could never learn the spell yourself.

Adding to that, once you got through the first step of the Worldly Path, you lost the ability to ever purchase [Gate] through the Quest. This was where Erick was at right now. He had gone too far down his own Path to ever make use of the [Gate] laid down by the Script. And it was a [Gate] ‘laid down by the Script’ wasn’t it? Perhaps, spending those 10 points—

As far as Erick knew, and could postulate, points were pieces of something (probably something to do with souls and Script magnifications) that could be used to reinforce oneself through the allocation of points into Stats, and also to gain new Basic Tier spells or Skills. None of those ‘purchase’ applications granted a person the full Spell or Skill. A new Basic Tier purchase always started off at level 1. A level 1 whatever then had to be ‘grown’ to fullness, to level 10, through use.

What was happening there, was that the basic option was being solidified into the soul. That’s what it meant to grow a spell to level 10. And once a spell was at level 10, it could be used in spell combinations, because at that point, the spell was ‘fully yours’, or something.

Points, once a person gained them, though, were definitely part of the soul. Spent points became solid parts of the soul, while unallocated Points were nebulous parts of the soul that could be transformed into any Script-allowed options.

Points could also be spent on non-allowed options, through Wizardry, like with Melemizargo’s New Stats. In that particular case, those New Stats became a part of a person’s visible Status. That the New Stats existed at all on the Status was just the Script’s way of codifying what was happening to the user, though, right? … Maybe.

Maybe.

Also maybe: It was entirely possible that there were invisible parts of the Status, as well.

And so, to bring that idea back to [Gate], and the Worldly Path, and Erick’s idea that [Gate] was actually a nebulous ‘summoned being’, like a Twisted Vision, which allowed people to ‘step in’ to one portal and then ‘step out’ into another part of the world…

When a person took their first step on the Worldly Path, and they gained the Quest with the option to pump 10 points and just get [Gate]…

Was spending those 10 points, in effect, ‘hooking into’ the [Gate] network/being that existed in the Script? The [Gate]-being that the gods used? Was spending those 10 points, perhaps, shoving one's soul at the locked entrance to the godly ‘Gate Network’, and thus creating a key out of oneself, in order to use that godly ‘Gate Network’? In order to use the Path laid down by the creators of the Script?

Erick felt he could be wrong about that.

But...

Such an occurrence would explain why Tenebrae was never able to understand the [Gate] of the Twisted Vision, or the [Gate] that various people gained by spending 10 points on the Quest. If the true goal of the Path was for a person to create their own ‘[Summon Gate Creator]’, then of course Tenebrae would never be able to tap into the [Gate]s already out there. Tenebrae wasn’t the creator of those two known ‘Gate Networks’, and the creators of those [Gate]s would never allow someone to usurp their power… Or, the ‘Gate Monster’ actively chose not to interact with Tenebrae’s attempts at connection? Or maybe the Gate Monster couldn’t interact with Tenebrae’s attempted connections.

Oh.

So that was interesting.

Erick felt right about it, too.

Wellowbye went, “Sir?”

Erick turned his attention back to the pixie standing in front of him and ignored his own social blunder. He asked, “What sort of variant? Could it be that these toxic hydras are actually people from Messalina’s Village?”

Wellowbye froze a little, but rapidly thawed to professional stoicism. His compatriots shared his sudden solidness. Wellowbye said, “I swear upon the Relevant Entities that if these variant toxic hydras are members of the— The Village… Then I do not know of it, and they certainly aren’t acting how true Villagers would act. As far as we know, these monsters are monsters, through and through, with no regard for life of any kind save their own.” He turned to Poi, asking, “Please tell the Archmage if I am lying, or hiding relevant information.”

Poi said, “Ambassador Wellowbye believes the variant toxic hydras are truly monsters, of the classical kind. He wants them dead, for their Extreme Light threatens many pixie cities.”

Wellowbye stood a bit taller, his wings sweeping out behind him like he was a soldier at attention. The effect was diminished by his decimeter height.

“Good to hear.” Erick told the pixie, “Tell me about the toxic hydras.”

Wellowbye paused as he stared a little, as though he was assessing if Erick’s turnaround was genuine, or not. Soon enough, he decided that overthinking was as disastrous as not answering, so he might as well let the chips fall where they may. He said, “We do not know their true names, but we know that all three of them share the same sort of traits, of Elemental Illusion, Elemental Star, and Elemental Extreme Light.” Wellowbye added, “We think there are three of them, but it could very well be a single beast, though each hydra is different enough from the other that they might be three separate monsters. The only reason we think they are Illusion hydras is because they can instantly heal any damage done to them, like they were never damaged at all, and they can move and appear wherever they want inside their pools of Extreme Light.

“It is possible that they are not Illusion-based, but at this point, that is highly unlikely.

“Physically, they are the same as any other fully grown toxic hydra. Each of them are roughly 250 meters from their main head to the tip of their tails, weighing in at around 16,000 tons each. Where they vary is in the number of heads, coming in at four, five, and seven heads. And they moved into the neighborhood two weeks ago. We’ve already lost many outer settlements to the hydra’s poison, and we are desperate to kill them.”

Huh.

For a lot of reasons, it seemed that there was Worldly Path fuckery going on with this request, for sure.

But to be sure, Erick asked, “Are they [Teleport]ing through their pools? Or are they just [Water Body]ing? Or [Lightwalk]ing?” Erick added, “[Illusionwalk]ing.” He glanced to Oliolo, asking, “Or is it actual Spatial Magic?”

Wellowbye turned to his compatriot.

Oliolo floated forward. She was a professional-looking pixie in a pink pantsuit. “They are not fully submerging, as one would need to do with [Water Body]. They are not using any Space Magic that I know of. If anything, they are using a form of [Illusionwalk], which is why we believe that they are Elemental Illusion hydras.”

Erick nodded, then asked, “How long can you keep open a [Gate]? I plan on casting through it to reach the battlefield from here.”

“I can keep open a pixie-sized [Gate] for hours.” Oliolo said, “A human-sized [Gate] would only last ten minutes.”

“Let us get to work.” Erick had Ophiel lift off of his shoulder and shrink down to the size of a hummingbird. “Ophiel will take you a good dozen kilometers away from here and then you will open the [Gate] to within a hundred kilometers of the target. Further away is fine, for I can find them myself.”

Oliolo bowed. “It will be as you command.”







- - - -







Ophiel passed through an opening in the world, passing from twilight night, to early morning.

Far below, kilometers away, the untamed toxic jungles of Nergal stretched out in every direction like a moldy green carpet of varying colors. A strong breeze blew across the world. Ophiel reflexively turned his sunform into edges, to hear the wind whistle across his light, and in preparation for a possible ambush.

Since no ambush came, another three Ophiel joined the first on the other side of the [Gate].

Briefly, the four of them danced in the new air, listening to the sound of the wind and reveling in the newness of the land. And then Erick took control, and the three of them stepped through the light, to float a good twenty kilometers north of the [Gate] that brought them here. Their connection to Erick remained strong, with the Ophiel near the [Gate] holding onto the thread connecting them to their creator.

A cascading light went up into the new sky, and soon, a map appeared.

A minute later, the hydras were revealed, but oddly; three fuzzy blue dots about fifty kilometers that way… and then other fuzzy blue dots appeared here and there. (Probably a result of the radiation, Erick thought.) First four more blue dots, and then another two, scattered here and there in other parts of the jungle. More ‘Illusion Star Toxic Hydras’?

While Wellowbye and his pixies freaked out a bit back at Ooloraptoor, and Erick dealt with that issue, one of Ophiel took off, racing to the original targets. The others went in other directions. Quick checks revealed normal toxic hydras at every site except for the expected site. The pixies calmed.

From a good five kilometers in the sky, Ophiel saw the beasts, their lair, and the problems that they had created for the pixies.

The jungle in this area, and for a great distance in most directions, was a marshland of trees thickly placed, growing out of dark brown waters, with barely any of the brown waters exposed to the open sky. But down below, the trees had been plowed aside by massive, scaled tails, like a man sweeping papers off of a desk. Those trees piled up like dams around a deep depression in the marshland, maybe a two kilometers across. In this place, the brown waters gathered into a true lake, turning dark black with their unusual depths, even in the full sunlight.

Or perhaps that blackness was simply from the hydras that lived there, for in those dark waters, were glittering lights. In the daytime, and to the untrained eye, those lights almost blended in with the sparkling reflection of the sun. But looking closer, Ophiel could tell that those glittering lights were like stars, upon a darkest blue background. That fit with the purported elements of these variants, for this much truth was practically written upon the hydras themselves.

Those same stars glittered on the dark blue scales of the hydras, each of which lounged in those waters, looking like sleepy bundles of snakes hiding just under the water’s surface. They probably hunted at night, but for now, they slept.

Their very presence was destroying their environment, but they probably didn’t care. The edge of their lake was brown with death, and to the north, in the direction the marshy waters flowed, the land was half-leafless, with dark, shimmering waters killing everything that was within five meters of the surface. A few stubborn leaves clung to the tops of many trees, but there was no wildlife. The trees themselves seemed to be able to withstand some of the Extreme Light, but they were dying, too.

As Ophiel descended to the waters, to explore the dead marshland, the edge of his sunform began to glitter with flecks of white. The Extreme Light here was strong. And then Ophiel dipped down, all the way to the surface of the water to inspect the runoff. This close to the toxic hydras’ signature power, Ophiel’s sunform edge was completely white. It was hard to see past the interference, but Ophiel managed well enough since he had many, many eyes, and more senses than just vision.

Ophiel moved north, inspecting the waters, seeing how far and how deep the damage went.

After a quick inspection of ten kilometers, Erick pulled Ophiel back, back to the air high above the hydras’ lair. The creator had seen more than enough to know that the hydras had to die.

The toxins of the hydras spread out from their lair, flowing north with the waters of the marsh, gradually spreading east and west and yet not diminishing in power at all except by diluting. How long had this been going on? Only two weeks? Really?

Back on the other side of the world, Erick got a repeated answer of two weeks, though they believed that the hydras were normal toxic hydras for years before that. No one bothered them, though, and their toxins never reached that far, until two weeks ago, when the problems started.

Ophiel felt a shudder pass through him.

And then he got to work. Ophiel fluttered above the targets, stabilizing himself 500 meters above the center of the lair. Power flowed through him.

An abyssal star broke the bright blue sky, shifting the world to shadows, bringing darkness to the day.

Hydras roared as they woke from slumber, recognizing the threat. They cast off the surface of the lake like sloughing skin, their dark scales glittering in the sunlight, and in the light of the Star above. The largest hydra opened three of its seven maws. Starlight burst forth like beams of dark radiance, carving across the sky, but dying in fits and spurts as the abyssal Star shone its own [Luminosity]s, breaking up the attack far, far before it could reach the Star.

And then the Star pulled. Health and Mana flowed from the monsters like streamers of glitter, empowering the Star above to pull even harder.

The seven-headed hydra stuck three heads into its lake, sucking up its star-filled waters to refill its own power. After a few seconds of buildup, the hydra opened the maw of its central head. Power flared like a supernova, blasting out of the hydra as meters-thick white light. The attack neared the Star, and then it failed. The hydra’s power struck some invisible force a hundred meters from the Star, breaking from a laminar flow into a scattered rush of light that spiraled outward, and then swirled inward, like a black hole sucking in a sun. That power coiled around the Abyssal Star, eventually vanishing into the depths completely.

The four-headed hydra tried a different sort of attack. It slipped through the light, up, up, into the sky, riding the shadows and the light, bypassing the comparatively-invisible Ophiel still hanging out in the middle of the fight; ignored. The hydra [Illusionwalk]ed close to the hateful Star, trying to attack it directly with shorter-range starlight burts. That was a mistake. From one flickering illusion to the next, the hydra flailed as though realizing it had landed in the maw of a much larger monster. It tried to get away, but [Luminosity] ate at its attempts to [Illusionwalk]. The hydra suddenly ripped to bloody chunks as its [Illusionwalk] failed spectacularly.

Chunks of hydra rained down from the Abyssal Sky.

The five-headed hydra was the only one who went defensive. It tried to dive deep to get away from the hateful Star. This was a successful tactic, as the Abyssal Star could not reach past the surface of the toxic waters. There was no easy way to get to that particular hydra, but then Seven-Head took away Five-Head’s covers.

With six of its seven heads in the lake, drinking deep, Seven-Head drained the starlight in the waters, pulling from every direction, pulling power into itself, into its central maw. It released a great blast, twice as large as before.

The Abyssal Star merely drank the starlight deep. And now, it reached its shadowy tendrils down into the waters, beyond the surface, to attack Five-Head. Glittering lights Drained out of Five-Head, causing Five-Head to launch out of the waters again, to roar with brightness, and to flicker in place, to shoot its own beams upward, to fail exactly as Seven-Head had failed.

Erick had seen enough.

He had Ophiel call out to the monsters, to ask if they were people. For a full minute he tried to talk to them, but the hydras knew no words; they were not people.

Ophiel got the signal to end it, so he did.

Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Went the [Luminous Beam]s, cutting deep into necks and backs and tails. Starlight blood flowed into the marshy waters. Illusions, or something, tried to seal up the cracks in the wounds Ophiel had caused, for he had not outright killed the hydras! How strange.

The obvious solution was obvious.

Swipe!

Swipe!

Swipe!

Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe! Swipe!

There.

Now the monsters were dead, and they weren’t getting back up…

But let’s gather all the shiny cores to make sure.

Annnnnd there! 16 grand cores!

Job done!

- - - -

Erick pulled back all the way back, bringing his new wealth through the [Gate], and back to Ooloraptoor. Sixteen grand cores floated along with Ophiel, each of them as bright and as dark as the night sky. Oliolo dismissed her [Gate] and followed Ophiel back to Erick, though the grand cores continued on to stand upon a platform near the yurt.

Once under the [Undertow Star], the grand cores seemed to glitter even more, as something happened between them and the Star above. The mana flow that usually went into the Star also seemed to twist around the grand cores, like eddies in a river. Whatever was happening there, nothing immediately worrying occurred, but Erick would keep an eye on the situation.

The cores didn’t have any parasites on them, either. Erick checked!

Wellowbye smiled a bright smile as he stood there, on the back of his chair. His wings flickered like he had too much joy to contain in his small body. “Th~ank—” His voice cracked, morphing from something deep, to that of an overactive child. And then he paused and regained himself. He spoke seriously, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. We will transfer a suitable gold payment to your Mage Bank account, but I do not wish to offend, so if you could give me a number we will gladly pay it. You have saved thousands of souls from having to upend their entire lives, and we are grateful.”

Probably more than ‘thousands’. Even though Erick had not seen the main city that Wellowbye was trying to protect, he saw the devastation caused by the toxic hydra runoff, for there were many pixie settlements in the trees of the marsh. Some of the trees managed to look like a hundred dollhouses crammed into each other, like some sort of surrealist painting. But they had all been abandoned. Tiny broken doors swayed in the breeze, tiny carpets were rumpled to the sides of rooms, furniture had been tossed in the rush to evacuate, and windows lay broken.

Wherever Wellowbye came from, they had likely sent out many, many calls, out into the greater world, asking for help with the Starlight Illusion Hydras. For whatever reason, Wellowbye’s plea to Erick was the only one that had been answered by someone capable of killing the monsters. Was Messalina falling down on the job? Or was ‘monster clearing’ the job of a villager of Messalina’s who had been killed in the Red Dot attack?

It wasn’t like the pixies would ever go to the Headmaster, right?

“Don’t worry about payment. You and your neighbors have a lot of rebuilding to do.” Erick said, “I’m just glad I could help, Wellowbye.”

Wellowbye bowed. “Thank you, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick dismissed the Privacy surrounding them and bid farewell to the pixies. And then he told everyone else still waiting around that this area was going to be very uncomfortable for anyone who wasn’t approved personnel.

He dismissed the [Undertow Star] in the sky and cast a new one, Shaping it appropriately to his yurt, and to the area outside of his space, for 80 meters in every direction. He only clipped a few of the slowest people in the light of the spellwork.

- - - -

Inside the yurt, Erick smiled wide as he collapsed into his chair, saying, “That took a while! How about a late dinner, Poi, and then we can do everything we need to do with the Mind Mages and the mental monsters of Nelboor, ey?”

Poi sat down in his own chair, briefly pausing, before saying, “Yes. We can do that tonight.”

Nirzir glanced around, her nervous eyes landing on Jane and then Teressa. “Does this mean another late night of horror stories?”

“Nope.” Erick briefly enjoyed Nirzir’s young optimism before crushing it, “This means a very late night for me and Poi and many, many other people, all involved in real life horror stories. I’ll tell you about the most horrible of them as they’re happening, if you wish. Or you could go to sleep.”

Nirzir’s already white skin paled even further.

“Those aren’t the fun kind of stories, boss,” Teressa rolled her eyes.

“They are not,” Erick agreed.

Nirzir instantly scowled, asking Teressa, rather loudly, “You tell those for FUN?!”

“Well sure!” Teressa said, “But you gotta understand that the kinds of stories I tell are either fake or informative; instructional. Not real; fake.”

“I don’t understand the difference,” Nirzir said, pushing back, seeming to come briefly out of her shell.

Teressa huffed. “No one talks about how their army buddies were eaten by shadow leviathans, or how they’re investigating a family that was brutally murdered by—” She continued, “Those kinds of stories are not fun. They’re part of the job, and no one wants to hear the nit and the grit, and how everything is covered in shit and blood after a fight. Or how hard it is to lift your sword after you’ve lifted it a thousand times already, but you can’t stop, because if you stop then the monsters eat another friend.” Teressa tried not to glare, and she mostly succeeded.

Nirzir retreated into herself a little, saying, “Oh. That’s the difference, isn’t it.”

Teressa suddenly realized she had overstepped. She pulled back, saying, “I go for realism in my stories, but everything is heightened to near-unreality, and the monsters don’t eat kids, or any of that other bad stuff. Some people can enjoy soldier memoirs, but I am not one of those people.”

Nirzir nodded a little, then said, “Thank you for telling me.”

About half a minute passed with awkward silences filling the yurt.

Meanwhile, Jane was pulling out food from the cooler. Now that it was all set on the table, she bulldozed over everything that had just been said, declaring, “Dinner! Just gotta heat it up.”

Erick smiled at his daughter, saying, “Thank you,” as he applied some [Heat Ward]s to the food.

Erick said, “You know, Jane? The elders of Ooloraptoor were talking about how nice the engine would be, but I’m not going to give them that. Instead, I think I’m going to try and reinvent the electric motor. I think I can do it rather easily because I have all the pieces, but even more important than that, [Battery], [Magnetize], and [Metalshape] are already a part of the Script, so that means easy electrical generation for all.”

“I was wondering how far you were going to go with your engineering.” Jane asked, “What was all that fire about, though?”

“Normal Elemental Fire Magic usually burns metals— Or they oxidize them, I guess? Anyway. Normal fire spells are only useful for indirect heating, but I turned the Particle Spell [Incandescent] into an aura, so now I can directly heat metals without using Elemental Fire, to easily melt metals to liquid. I plan on using that, and a [Vacuum] spell I made, and the Condense line of spells I worked out a while ago, to figure out the exact metal content of the steel ingots Ooloraptoor gave me. Ah.” Erick said, “I might need to make a pressurize spell, too. Not sure. I’m still remembering steel phase diagrams, and all that. Anyway: From there, I’ll learn how to harden, temper, and mix metals to see what I can do with them. I’m figuring that I can do a lot! Or at least I’ll be able to make gears and the precision equipment needed to make a working DC engine that won’t break once I stress it.”

Jane smiled. “I think I still want a sword from the Adamantine Smiths, for now. Maybe I’ll swing one of yours around in a year or something.”

“Of course!” Erick said, laughing once. And then he paled. “That means you would rely on one of my swords to save your life. Uh.” Erick said, “I’m never giving you a sword, Jane. I’m never making weapons or armor.”

Jane just laughed; head back, deep laughter. Nirzir chuckled a bit, while Teressa smiled.

Poi, however, just breathed deep, smelling dinner and changing the topic, “Oh. That smells good.”

Teressa said, “Nirzir helped to cook it; it’s pretty great. You worked with a butcher today, didn’t you?”

“I did!” Nirzir sat up. She briefly smiled at Teressa, then she said to Erick, “I think the cooks meant to scare me when they introduced me to butchery, but it was only a bit worse than learning how to heal people.”

Teressa barked a laugh. Nirzir only smiled wider. Jane chuckled. For a brief moment, Erick recalled house parties back on Earth, where everyone was in a good mood and laughter came easy. This here, was almost that.

Erick said, “Ah! That reminds me: I promised to talk to you about that Undertow spell you made.”

Nirzir’s eyes seemed to sparkle.

Erick got up and went to the table to start on his dinner, as he said, “All you really need to know is about Permanency, I think. So I’ll start there.”

Nirzir got up from her seat and joined Erick at the table. Soon enough, Poi dragged himself out of his chair and joined them, too.

Erick spoke of his experiments with wardlights, how he put those lights in front of funneled mana in a dungeon, in an attempt to understand how the only ‘Permanency’ option in the Open Script functioned, and how to replicate those techniques into other magics. That part of the conversation didn’t take too long, for Nirzir seemed to easily pick up what he was putting down.

After that, the conversation moved on to talk of [Personal Ward]s and the ‘enchanting’ of oneself.

“The goal of a [Personal Ward] is to ensure that outside forces are unable to harmfully interact with the self.” Nirzir rhetorically asked, “But where is the line of ‘harm’ drawn? A Force sword swung by an assailant is easy enough of a concept to counter. What you do in that case, is deny the Force spells of others from interacting with your self through the various Voiding spellwork that we’ve gone over before— Well.” Her eyes held sudden worry. “That is what I would do. But I am very familiar with Void. I would never, ever, suggest this method to anyone else... Except for someone like you, Erick. … Maybe not even you, though. Void is dangerous.”

Erick nodded. “I understand.”

Nirzir paused, gauging Erick. After an unsure moment, she continued, “Denying various Elemental attacks is easy enough; you can combine 6 anti-songs into a [Personal Ward] rather simply. In fact, using Void as your base Element, you can counter almost all magics at once, though without specific focuses, then your counter fails when it comes up against Elemental Sun, or Elemental Blood, for instance. Any of the Esoteric Elements can only be halved using this method.

“So in that case, you need to focus your anti-song against those specific Esoteric Elements. It is hard to include so many anti-songs in a working, so focusing on the larger, more dangerous Esoteric Elements is a good idea. Blood. Destruction. Vile and Exalted, if you’re worried about demons or angels.

“But these defenses do nothing against the steel of a sword, or the carving fingers of a true martial master. In those cases, you must— Now this is the truly dangerous part. You must include imbuements of elemental sources into your own body, as one does when they use an Elemental Body. And you must have perfect control over those elements, too, or else a simple [Stoneshape] from an enemy could rip apart the solidness you have tried to imbue into your flesh.

“This is the most complicated part of making a perfect [Immaculate Defense], and I have barely scratched the surface of this third of the perfect [Personal Ward].

“For even if you do that all correctly, your spell might harm the natural processes of your own body. This is the final problem to overcome when creating the perfect [Immaculate Defense], for this is not the Old Cosmology; we need our hearts and brains and blood to live.” Nirzir said, “And that’s the basic overview. What do you think?”

Nirzir waited with hope in her eyes, wondering if she had done good enough. For what it was worth, Erick had never considered a thousand-vector, anti-magic, anti-physical, anti-damage [Personal Ward] as the proper solution to the problem of ‘having enemies’. It was a damned good solution, though! Complicated as all heck, though.

Nirzir had certainly given Erick a lot to think about.

Erick said, “There is a solution to all of this that you must have heard of already. Don’t you have a Domain?”

Nirzir frowned a little, then she paused. “Your Domains are a good enough defense? For you?”

Erick chuckled. “Ah! You got me, there. You can never have enough defenses.”

Nirzir brightened.

They spoke for a while longer, but soon enough dinner was over, and it was time to get back to work; the Mind Mages were ready.

And Erick found that he really enjoyed the work.

Sure, if you looked at all of Veird and all of the problems out there, there was so much work to do, that there would never be an end to it, not to mention the physical strain that such a workload put on the body. After a full 9 hours of hard mental effort against the problems of the petitioners, Poi was still chipper, but after what was to come in the night, Poi would certainly be flagging. Erick, himself, could do a few straight days of this before he collapsed, though he did not want to. But for now, for the amount of work he had put in front of him, thanks to the Mind Mages, Erick was more than capable of doing what needed to be done. He imagined that in the future he would need to assist the Mind Mages a few times a year, and for a few years in a row, but after that, they should have their own people capable of casting [Cascade Imaging].

So, for now, Erick enjoyed the work, for every single person he helped, every single threat he ended, was yet another light preserved, or lit; yet another small strengthening of civilization against the danger of monsters, and against the evils of the abuse of magic.

- - - -

That night and most of the next morning, more than three million blue targets appeared across the whole of Nelboor, and Mind Mages moved without care for borders, allegiances, or privacy, to erase those blue markers from the face of Veird. 

Soon enough, it was over.

As Poi collapsed in his bed and Erick closed his own eyes for a few hours of sleep, before he got back to work with all the petitioners waiting outside, he realized that if he wanted to keep doing this then he needed a whole organization at his beck and call. He assumed that some of the shadelings (and probably a lot of other people, too) would be up for the opportunity to spread good out in the world, so that was a theoretical ‘organization’ that Erick could call his own, one day. Once Erick figured out [Gate], he could even help people all over the world, without needing to actually be in those places in person.

That thought led Erick to another: The Headmaster already did this, with his Elites. He even enlisted the help of Hell and Celes in order to have a ‘Gate Network’ necessary to enable such an organization. According to Jane, there was a cave on Oceanside where an angel and a demon had a ‘Quest Board’ that was populated with needs from around the world. When Hell or Celes saw a person in need, or a monster that needed to be killed, they’d put a quest upon the board. Their system worked much like the Class Ability, Quest Board, but there were no points put up as rewards; only a system of ‘contribution points’, or something, that allowed Elites to purchase magical equipment for fractions of the real cost. Erick was pretty sure the Elites still needed to pay money, though, in addition to the contribution points; they probably did.

And apparently magical equipment wasn’t the only thing on offer. Artifacts and learning and other options were possible, too, but Jane wasn’t privy to most of that, so Erick didn’t actually know.

… Hmm.

That whole system seemed like a good talking point to bring up with the Headmaster, the next time they met in a physical setting. How did the old dragon get the angels and demons to work together? Something to find out! And, hey! The old dragon had offered to speak of ending this Converter Angel threat before it came back to bite Erick in the ass, and that was good, too.

… Maybe after the trip to see the Adamantine Smiths.
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                    Patrons have chapter 167. 

Thanks for reading!
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                Erick woke up, had lunch, and let Poi sleep in as he went to speak to the petitioners. Teressa was his backup today. The large woman stood behind Erick, towering over the proceedings, wearing large grey armor that only helped to make her look even more imposing than before.

The actual process of helping people went about as smoothly as it did with Poi. Erick got through 78 requests; a full 7 more than yesterday. He felt he had acclimated to the process, and he probably had. It helped that all the liars were rather obvious, and that Teressa was just a bit better at truth-detecting than Erick.

Her skill with her mana sense allowed her to see all the same facial tics and spikes in heart rate that Erick saw, though she was better at interpreting that data, if only a little bit. But mostly, unlike Poi, Teressa could give her opinion on what she was seeing. It wasn’t far into the meetings that Erick and Teressa found out that they could communicate with each other outside of [Telepathy], by subvocalizing the words they wished to say to each other. Once the two of them established that communication channel, Erick sometimes asked Teressa what she was seeing, to know if she saw the sweat, and the increased heart rate, and all the other tiny signs of a liar. She did, every time, and Erick appreciated the backup.

Erick was, of course, also conducting his own investigations while he listened to the petitioners, but having a second opinion on hand helped to ease his own conscience when he told the lying petitioners that they weren’t getting what they wanted. Thankfully, there were only three groups that necessitated that sort of decision, and none of them took Erick’s refusal too badly.

As the sun set, Erick and Teressa went back to the yurt. Teressa’s hermetically-sealed armor vanished into grey motes of light as she hopped up onto the deck of the vehicle. Inside, Jane and Nirzir were making gridlights and humming magic to themselves, respectively, and on opposite sides of the yurt.

Three dinners were on the table, under [Cold Ward]s.

Poi was still asleep in his bed, completely zonked out.

Erick looked at the sleeping man. “I wore him out. I should stop doing that.”

Nirzir stopped humming and opened her eyes, blinking a few times to reorient herself in the moment.

Jane didn’t look up from her gridwork, as she said, “He hasn’t even gotten up to go to the bathroom.”

A wide grin spread on Teressa’s face as she looked at Poi. With a quick step, she moved to his bed and lightly kicked the furniture, sending a heavy jolt through the eternal stonewood frame. “Wake up!”

Poi launched awake, briefly flopped around, shouting, “Oh gods!” And then he calmed, and groaned out, “Ah. Shit.” He glanced at Erick, then at the twilight beyond the window, then he turned his head up to stare at Teressa. “I can understand that none of them woke me up, but you should have woken me hours ago.”

“I was having fun playing ‘Mind Mage’.” Teressa shrugged. “I think I did okay.”

“Sorry, Poi.” Erick said, “I shouldn’t have run you ragged like that. And yes; Teressa was good. Very suitably threatening in her giant grey armor and she helped me confirm when other people were lying. We had no false positives either, so I think we did fine.”

Teressa said, “I can add some shoulder pad spikes with skulls on them to make it more scary, if you like.”

“Not having any eye holes in your armor is terrifying enough,” Erick said.

Poi sighed, decided that he was not needed for anything too important, and laid back down. He fished around for the covers that had fallen off of the bed, and then promptly threw them back over himself.

Teressa went to the dinner table, and Erick joined her with a smile. He removed the [Cold Ward]s, and cast some [Heat Ward]s across the stews. They’d take a little while to warm up—

Poi sighed, tossed the covers off of himself, reluctantly got up, then moved toward the bathroom in the back of the yurt.

Eventually, Poi joined Erick and Teressa for dinner.

That night, Nirzir tried her hand at telling a story with the accompaniment of illusions. Hers was the apocryphal tale of the founding of the Songli Highlands; a romance between a princess and a newly appointed general for the other side, and the many Polite Wars between three ancient grass traveler tribes. It was a good story, put together rather well, and Nirzir told it well, too. Nirzir had notes, and her illusions looked practiced. It was also clear that Nirzir’s tale was a small part of something much larger.

A silly little grin had been plastered on Jane’s face almost the whole time; she liked romances, too, but she didn’t like other people to know that she liked them. Whenever Erick glanced her way, she lost her grin.

When it was over, Erick said, “That was a wonderful story, Nirzir!”

“It was,” Jane agreed.

Nirzir blushed as she smiled. “Thank you.”

“How simplified was that from actual history?” Teressa asked.

“A lot.” Nirzir rapidly explained, “The historically accurate version is only available in books, and those take weeks to read. The plays are a bit better for time, but those come in nine hour and twelve hour versions. All the shorter versions are simple stories that don’t do history any justice.”

“Twelve hours!” Jane exclaimed. With a soft smile, she said, “I remember 12 hour movie marathons.”

Teressa sat a bit straighter, as she said, “I tried out a play group once. Acting in one of them. It was okay, but not for me. I absolutely did not have time for the 9 hour plays, though. That’s what killed it for me.”

“They are difficult to watch sometimes, too.” Nirzir said, “I used to have time for them, before Matriculation. I think the 12 hour version of the Warring Clans story is better. The 9 hour one is rushed, in my opinion, but some people prefer that one. This half-hour version cut out 90% of the characters and it focuses on—” Nirzir blushed a little, then she forced herself to professionalism, and said, “This version is the romance version. Other people prefer the other versions, but I’ve always liked this one the best.”

Jane said, “I like the romance version.”

Erick was surprised to hear Jane admit that.

Nirzir happily said, “We should take in a professional show, sometime! You know… Later? Whenever we’re done here.”

Jane smiled. “I’ll have to take you up on that.”

Erick said, “Thanks for the story, Nirzir. Now who’s on first watch?”

Poi and Jane spoke up.

The night wore on, with people sleeping, waking, and watching, all on schedule; normal stuff, really.

- - - -

In the morning Erick had a quick breakfast, and then he hopped off the side of his yurt and went to his workbenches. As he stood before his various electrical parts, and with a day delay on getting to it, Erick had a new project and new short-term goal. Erick was going to make an electric motor.

By noon, he might even have a prototype!

There were some problems to solve, first.

One of the most major ones was that [Battery] was lightning-in-a-bottle. The difference in electrical potential, the voltage, between the positive and negative terminal of whatever iron bar Erick chose to cast [Battery] on, would be way, way too high for [Battery] to be used in any conventional application.

In [Battery], Erick had actually made more of a [Power Plant], than a [9 Volt]. Erick wasn’t sure how high the voltage of [Battery] actually was, but he had an estimate based on half-remembered knowledge about the voltage of a real lightning bolt; it was anywhere between 200,000 volts, to a billion volts.

As for amps, lightning was anywhere from 20,000 to 100,000 amps.

This meant that an average lightning bolt was about 500,000 volts, and 50,000 amps, which translated into 25,000,000,000 watts, since the formula for all of that interaction was VxA=W. This meant, over the course of an hour, and for 3000 base mana, that one [Battery] provided 25 million kilowatt hours of power.

The average house used about 11,000 kilowatt hours of power per year.

One [Battery] was enough to power the devices in 2250 American homes, for a full year.

To put it another way, the energy usage of the entire United States was about 4,000 billion killowatt hours. With a bit of math, Erick worked out that 960 casts of [Battery] was all it would take to solve the entire United State’s energy needs, by himself. With a bit more math, and with Erick’s own modifiers, he would expect to spend around 25,000 mana to cast that many [Battery]s.

Or maybe less, since Erick’s lightning was likely above average in power. 

He regenerated that much mana in half an hour.

Huh.

Anyway.

At least Erick didn’t have to worry about the lightning inside [Battery] being of varying positive or negative types, like it was in nature. He was pretty sure the lightning inside that spell was negative, and it would be negative every time he cast the spell.

The problem of [Battery] could be (and would have to be) solved with transformers. Very large and very resilient transformers. Transformers that were likely far, far beyond Erick’s ability to create today, or even this year.

Which led to the next problem in using [Battery]: Erick had to invent power plant-level transformers.

Which led to a related problem of insulation. Insulation was needed so that stray voltage didn’t accidentally kill someone, or melt any metal parts. Erick needed massive, industrial-level insulation, but also smaller scale insulation, on the level of tiny wires and tiny electrical parts. He’d never be able to get a motor running, with all its precise little parts, if he only had lightning to throw at the problem.

Ah! And come to think of it, he needed paper magic, too, for paper was a great, primitive insulator, and there were Paper Mages all throughout Songli. Those people made their livings on their Paper Magic, producing many of the paper products that fed the bureaucracy of the Highlands, and many of its fine arts.

Erick also needed mineral oil. That’s what they used in transformers to both insulate them, and to control their temperatures. [Cool Ward]s would be useful there, too, but Erick wanted to invent a (mostly) non-magical electric motor.

He stood at his workbench, and paused.

He would probably not have a working electrical motor prototype by the end of the day.

Unless...

Maybe someone else had created a spell that was smaller than [Battery]?

Erick checked the Open Script, querying a bunch of different possible names—




	
Small Spark 1, instant, close range, 5 mana

Imbue a bit of metal with electricity. Lasts 1 minute.

Purchase Small Spark for 1 point? Yes / No














Hmm. It might work.

Erick dismissed the box, though. He could get this spell much more easily than spending a point for it. Well… Maybe not ‘easier’. It was simplicity itself to spend the damned point and buy the spell. He could also speak the spell into existence, as he had with [Call Lightning]. But Erick had this Class Ability that allowed him to automatically learn the Particle Spells he saw in action, and he barely ever used it, so...

It was time to go thieving.

… Or! Erick could just ask Xue, from Star Song. The new Elder of Enforcement dealt with a lot of upstart Particle Magic, didn’t he?

… Xue was ‘Plan B’. Better not to let people know what he was searching for just yet.

Plan C was to create [Small Spark] himself.







- - - -







How best to search for [Small Spark]?

If Erick had the spell, himself, then he could search for the spell, but that wasn’t going to happen for obvious reasons. So Erick put up maps all across Songli, and across much of the rest of the land, searching for [Battery], instead. If there were any Lightning Mages, or whatever, out there experimenting, they would likely be experimenting with [Battery] because it was in the Open Scri—

[Battery] was an English word.

Literally no one on Veird would have that spell besides him, spies, or Kiri.

Erick moved on.

… And then he paused, again. He didn’t want to steal. While it seemed like a fun prospect in a small moment, Erick was not about that. He would come by his magic honestly. With a small smile to himself, and no one else, Erick blamed the Archmage Rain Mage Shendeng for planting the idea of thieving archmages in his head, and then he had an Ophiel go find Xue.

The Elder of Enforcement was at his desk, in his office, talking to other people. He certainly noticed Ophiel, floating outside of his window, though. He excused the two subordinates and Ophiel formed Erick’s avatar, but without the obscuring feathers. Erick’s form stepped down into Xue’s office.

“Hello, Xue.” Erick said, “Apologies for dropping in unannounced.”

“Not a problem.” Xue asked, “What can I help you with?”

“I’m looking for possible Electricity Mages or Particle Mages that are experimenting with electri— With small applications of lightning. Not Elemental Lightning, but Particle lightning. In its controlled form, I would call it electricity.”

In a way that spoke of formality, and not of actual worry, Xue asked, “Is this something I should be worried about?”

“Probably not. I’m experimenting with the stuff and I wanted to look over what some other people have done, if any.” Erick said, “I told you about how everything was powered by electricity back on Earth, didn’t I? My own electricity attempts are too strong for actual use, and I’m looking for the smaller scale spells some other people have made, so that I can acquire them for myself.”

“Ah.” Xue reached to the side and a tendril of intent opened a filing cabinet. He selected a file and pulled it out, then he held it to Erick. “These are the known and vetted Particle Magic users in Eralis. This folder is a copy, and now it is yours.”

Erick had Ophiel lightstep through the window, and take the file. “Thank you. That’s just what I needed.” Ophiel stepped back out of the office, taking the folder with him. “I’ll leave you to your work.”

Xue nodded. “Farewell, Erick. Stop by anytime.”







- - - -







Of the 740 people in Xue’s packet, Erick narrowed down the possibilities to a hundred, based upon known Particle Magic listed in the files. Almost all of the targets were Class Alchemists, but many of the people Erick picked were listed as interested in metallurgy in order to discover what things were made of. Only a few of the targets were Lightning Mages.

Ophiel rapidly investigated those hundred people and their properties.

As Erick guessed before he started his search, the various alchemy labs here and there were filled with more plants than metals; the Lightning Mages were the only ones he actually needed to speak with, but it was always good to be diligent. Perhaps Erick’s perfect target was obscuring their work behind various [Ward]s and whatnot, but Erick didn’t need the perfect target; he just needed any target at all.

Erick rapidly found two people with workshops filled with iron and copper and all sorts of conducting metals. One of the Lightning Mages was not home, so Erick went with the other.

In a wide open back yard, a conglomeration of five-meter tall steel rods arced electricity from tip to tip, while a female mage stood between them all, under a cage made of thick wires and wearing thick, dark glasses. Her off-white tunic and pants were singed, while her black hair was cut as short as a crew cut, and her exposed skin was as little exposed as it could be. Flickers of lightning occasionally burst from the surrounding poles to strike at the cage, but the mage seemed unworried. She was trying to do something with the lightning, and though Erick saw something unnatural shift in the arcing bolts, he had no idea what the woman was actually doing. Or trying to do.

However, the goal of ‘Zolique Diligent Scribe, age 46, Lightning Mage’, as listed in her one page information sheet, was to make metal armor obsolete through the application of perfected Lightning Magic. So she was probably doing something related to that. Something to make lightning target metal better than it already could.

Ophiel floated down into the side of the arena, near the house, equipped with an [Animadversion] to keep the electricity away, though he was already nowhere near the danger zone.

Zolique didn’t notice. But her helper, a young man who barely seemed old enough to Matriculate, did notice. Ophiel had descended to float only a few meters away from the boy, after all, so he darned well better notice. Experimenting mages had watchers for reasons, after all; to look over them while they were in the throes of magic-making. The boy even had a rod of [Treat Wounds] in one hand, and another rod of [Dispel]. The second rod was rated for 100 mana [Dispel]s according to the words on the side; an expensive one, for sure, but likely not too useful. Perhaps it was all they could afford? The house/workshop behind the boy was filled with scattered metal experiments, but very little in the way of comforts.

The young man started yelling, “Ma! Ma!.”

Son and mother, then.

Zolique yelled without turning to look, “I’m busy!”

“MOTHER! LOOK! NOW!”

Zolique whipped around, saying, “Wha— OH.” With a wave of her arm, the lightning stopped. She raised her dark glasses and shoved open the metal cage, rapidly taking off her gloves and letting them fall to the ground as she said, “Oh my Bright Gods. It’s you! Well. Your [Familiar] but. Hello, Archmage Flatt. What brings you to my humble home?” She brightened, her eyes glittering with bright blue-white light. “It’s my breakthroughs, isn’t it!”

Her son calmed immensely and became almost a background figure, now that his mother was in the moment.

“Hello, Zolique Diligent Scribe.” Erick said, “I’m not too sure about your specific breakthroughs, but I have heard that you have managed to do some work with Particle Magic, and lightning, in particular. I’d like to know about a few of your spells, if you’re amenable.”

Zolique’s smile brightened. “Yes I am! I would love to talk about that!” She gestured to her house, saying, “Would you like to come here in person? I can make some tea.”

“Perhaps another day. I’m in the middle of one of my own experiments, and I’m sure you wish to get back to yours, too—”

“Oh yes! Of course of course.” Zolique went with the flow. “Which spells are you interested in?”

“I have a sheet of paper here that says you have [Small Spark], [Insulate], and [Superconductor].” Erick said, “I’d like to see you perform those three spells, as well as any smaller ones you have that are at the power level of [Small Spark].”

“Sure!” Zolique said, “All I require is the answering of a few questions and three grand cores, so that I may fund more of my own research.”

Surprisingly direct.

Erick approved.

“I have the grand cores; that cost will not be an issue. The questions might be problematic.” Erick said, “Ask three questions.”

“How do I make [Call Lightning]?”

“Be a Particle Mage; It’s Particle Mage only.”

Zolique’s joy died in that moment; a sudden death, for sure.

“… Fuck!” Zolique scowled as she stomped her foot— She pushed her hands down and out, slowly exhaling, calming with every passing moment. When she was done with that, she paused. She thought. She said, “Okay. Question two of three: Your world ran on lightning. How?”

“I’m working on replicating some of that right now, which is what prompted this visit in the first place. All my spellwork is too strong to be useful, and truthfully, I’m thinking that even [Small Spark] might be too strong, but I won’t know until I actually have the spell myself.” Erick said, “The short, inadequate answer is ‘copper and other types of wires carrying electricity to various tools that work on electricity’. The longer answer would be a full university education, of which I know only the basics. Someone besides me would have to put that together for you, so check back in a hundred years after this stuff gets around enough. Or figure it out yourself, and found that school.”

Zolique stood straight, hanging on every one of Erick’s words. She didn’t speak for a while after he finished, her eyes trailing off into the distance as she thought. And then she looked to Ophiel, and said, “I wish to save my third question. I will show you the three spells I have— I didn’t actually make them myself— I mean. I did. But what I tried to make was not what came out. What came out was the standardized spells of the Script.” She rushed, saying, “I have no other Particle Spells that I am comfortable showing.”

“Understandable.”

Zolique gestured to her iron pole yard, then walked that way, saying, “I can cast all the pieces here.”

Ophiel followed.

Zolique went to the side of the yard, to a bin that was [Ward]ed with some sort of magic. Most of the space around here was [Ward]ed, and Erick guessed that it was [Insulation Ward], since the lightning in the large rods hadn’t jumped at much, besides each other and Zolique’s metal cage. Zolique opened the bin and pulled out a small block of shiny red-orange copper—

She stopped.

She retrieved the gloves she had dropped onto the ground and slipped them back on her hands. She held the block of copper, and said, “[Small Spark].”

A single, tiny flicker of blue-white electricity sparked from the metal block and flowed into the air, but went nowhere. The sparks did not touch her gloves, for the gloves must have been insulated, perhaps even [Insulate]d. Well [Small Spark] was a rather simple spell, wasn’t it. Erick saw how it worked, too.

Erick checked himself, and, yup! There was the blue box for [Small Spark]. He spoke through Ophiel, “Okay. Thanks. I see how that one works. Next?”

“[Insulate] is easy.” She walked over to a metal pole sticking out of the ground and cast a spell upon it, then moved the charged copper block close to the pole. Small sparks jumped away from the bar, but didn't touch the pole; it was insulated. "There we go. The pole is protected from Particle Lightning. No singeing." She held up the gloves, saying, “I enchanted these with [Insulate] a while ago, so that’s the only reason they’re not singed, either. Do you see?”

“I do.” Just like that, another blue box was added to his Status.

“[Superconductor] seems to make all Lightning Magic ineffective against a metal target, but in a way I’m still trying to understand. It does other odd stuff, as well.” Zolique cast the spell in question on the metal rod, then held the sparking copper next to it. Sparks arced from the copper to the metal rod, like someone had opened the tap on a water faucet, and then the sparks died, for the copper was out of power. She tapped the metal rod where the sparks had touched. “No lightning damage in this case, either. Usually there’s some when you’re using Lightning Magic, but not here. And yet, when you cast [Superconductor] on the copper bar—” She did so. “And then you cast [Small Spark]—” She did so. The copper bar sparked with twice as much intensity as before. “I think it heightens the [Small Spark]’s transferal of electrons. Is that what is happening—” She shut her mouth. She said, “That is not my third question.”

Erick smiled as he checked for his new blue box, and yup, there it was. [Superconductor]. With a thought, and a bit of action, Erick laid five grand cores from his recent kills onto the ground next to Zolique’s house. Zolique’s son noticed the new wealth much faster than his mother. The kid’s mouth dropped open as he stared at the wealth in front of him. He almost dropped the rod of [Treat Wounds] but he caught himself before the life-saving item slipped too far out of his grip.

“Thank you, Zolique. That was most instructive.” Erick gestured to the house, to the pile of grand cores. “I’ve included 2 extra grand cores because I felt like it.”

Zolique whipped around. She saw. “Oh! Oh my gods! Yes!” She wanted to rush over there and put her hands on the darkly glittering cores, each of which was the size of her own head. Her son was already poking them with a finger like he had never seen so much money. Zolique reluctantly turned back to Erick’s avatar, though half of her words were thrown in the direction of her new wealth, “Thank you, Archmage! My grand core was lost in the fires, but this is! This is great! I can sell two and fund everything! Thank you!”

Erick said, “Thank you for your bit of assistance in gaining these basic tier spells. And because this has gone so well: here’s some hints about electricity. Have you tried using [Superconductor] metal around magnets? Do you have the Basic Tier spell: [Magnetize]? Do you know how to make a magnet? You should learn. Have you tried running [Small Spark] through wires? Through coiled wires? The wires have to be insulated against themselves, of course. You might need a mundane solution to see the effect, though. Anyway. Lightning is very dangerous. I’m glad to see you’re taking the danger seriously.”

Zolique was speechless. Her joy over the grand cores was completely overshadowed by her drive to experiment with electricity. And then she snapped her fingers at her son. “Paper! Pen!” She asked Erick, “Could you? Uh. Repeat all that?”

Her son rushed Zolique’s way with a pad of paper and a pen in hand.

“I’m not going to repeat that.” Erick said, “But I will say that the only thing that fueled my world’s need to tame lightning was so that we could have lights at night. You don’t have that need here. It might take longer for any sort of electrical revolution to happen on Veird, so I might drop in sometime in the future, if I feel like it, and if you would be amenable to another visit.”

Zolique instantly said, “I understand! Thank you, Archmage. I would graciously accept your visitation at any point you wish to return.” She bowed.

Her son stopped where he was, and bowed, too.

Erick departed.







- - - -










	
Small Spark 1, instant, touch, 5 mana

Electricity flows in an object of small size. Lasts 1 minute.

Exp: 0/100

















	
Insulate 1, instant, touch, 10 mana

Prevent the flow of electricity in an object of medium size or smaller. Lasts 1 minute.

Exp: 0/100

















	
Superconductor 1, instant, touch, 50 mana

Electricity may flow freely in a conductive object of medium size or smaller. Produces a myriad of effects. Lasts 1 minute. 

Exp: 0/100














When Erick checked on the same spells in the Open Script, both [Insulate] and [Superconductor] had their sizes listed as ‘small’, while [Small Spark] was listed as ‘minor’. Erick guessed that his Class was responsible for the obvious increase in power. This was probably fine. It probably meant that his [Small Spark] was more like a ‘[Medium Spark]’, though.

This was fine!

It was time to experim—

Ah.

He needed copper.

And paper and mineral oil. And enamel to coat the wires; something flexible and yet resilient enough to last for a while without flaking— No. Wait. It wasn’t actually enamel that coated wires. It was polymers… Which came from oil, which Erick already knew would be a problem.

Finding the paper and copper itself was easy enough. The paper came from the papermakers, and was of butcher-paper quality. Erick got a whole cylinder of the tan-colored stuff.

The copper was a bit more difficult. Enchanting material shops (which doubled as wrought-quality metal diners in a few locations) only had wrought-quality copper. Erick needed the plain stuff. This sent Ophiel skipping off to some mines in the foothills of the Tribulations. It was there, directly from the source, that Erick got his copper. It wasn’t of the purest quality, but he could refine it himself, if it needed refinement.

If he had wanted, he could have gone to the bank and withdrawn a thousand gold worth of copper coins, but that was wasteful, technically illegal, and the copper content of coins was rather suspect to begin with. Erick wasn’t sure what copper coins were cut with, but such testing was unnecessary, anyway.

Finding oil was impossible. Not just any oil would do; it had to be mineral oil, which was usually a byproduct of crude oil refinement. In fact, all crude oil byproducts were non-existent. There were lots of organic oil products, though, all of which were derived from plant-based sources. But plant-based oil would eventually go rancid. Mineral oil did not go rancid.

A bit of further exploration led to the happy discovery that someone had invented ‘eternal oil’, which Erick was almost 100% positive was just their name for ‘mineral oil’. He found it at a paint store. Eternal oil came from a variant of the oil vine, and it had a shelf life of ‘forever’. There were a few warnings on the metal container that it was not for consumption, and would cause loose bowels when taken orally, but otherwise it was great for mechanical lubrication needs, for it would allow the [Alter Friction] of even the most middling of mages to achieve near-zero friction capabilities, and for [Control Machine] to work with even less scraping and breaking. Mostly, though, eternal oil was used to mix oil paints. From the display set up in the paint store, Erick got the distinct impression that the seller was trying to sell their product in other markets, but they were having little luck.

At the same paint store, Erick picked up a few different varnishes and enamels, to see if they worked for his insulation needs, but he doubted they would; they all dried hard, and brittle. Some applications of heat and specific cooling might change that, though. But the better bet was to get some rubber insulation, so Erick went around looking for rubber vines, and he eventually found some at an alchemist's shop. He purchased a bucket of the stuff, fresh from the vine, as well as instructions on how to harden it using a packet of provided yellow rocks. The alchemist called the rocks ‘yellow mold’, though Erick knew them as sulfur, and he knew the process the alchemist spoke of as vulcanization.

He had actually used rubber before when he made his gramophone, but with that project, Erick had used preformed rubber that would resolve to stiffness under gentle heat. This stuff was baseline; pure. Erick would need to do the whole vulcanization process himself.

He was ready to make some electric prototypes!

Erick organized his new materials, sat down, and smiled.

Buckets of oil and rubber and a dozen different types of enamel and varnish rested on the table before him, along with some last minute resin purchases that might work well for specific applications. The roll of butcher paper was off to the side; Erick wouldn’t need that right now. He also grabbed a clump of eternal stonewood from his mountain down south; that would be useful for casings and other stuff like that. For non-wire metal needs, Erick had the steel bars from the elders of Ooloraptoor, sitting off to the side, while directly in front of him laid 12 bars of copper, each weighing in at 5 kg apiece. All of everything here was a lot more expensive than Erick thought it would have been, with the total costs coming in at 79 gold.

Erick chuckled to himself. This was so, so much cheaper than enchanting materials!

This made so much more sense to him than enchanting, too, though he was probably going to end up incorporating some magic to this project somewhere down the line. If the varnish/enamel/rubber/resin proved to be a failure point for creating insulation on his wires, then [Insulate], combined with some specific Shapings, would be the next plan. Short circuits would likely be the largest failure point of this whole project.

Then again, short circuits were the largest failure points for all electrical devices, weren’t they?

Jane came by, looking at his stuff, and declared, “You’re trying to put insulation on wires, right?”

There was something about her tone that made Erick worry.

He gave a tentative, “Yes?”

“Why not use spider silk? I might be able to make it conductive on the inside and insulated on the outside. No need for wires, at all.” Jane paused, then went, “Err… Or, if that didn’t work— It probably wouldn’t work because of overheating concerns. Probably too many points of failure there to make it a repeatable thing, too. Which, in that case, you can just cover copper wires in silk which I know is non-conductive, stable for a long time, heat resistant, and able to fully envelop something as small as a copper wire. It’s also non-sticky as soon as it dries, and it dries in moments.”

Erick stared at his daughter, watching as she slowly grinned, wider and wider.

For a long moment the last few hours seemed like a waste—

But then Erick considered the needed complexity of wires and polymers when it came to actual electronic devices, like a solid state drive—

Nope. ‘Solid state drives’! He was kidding himself thinking that far down the line. He had seen more than enough engineering videos about electricity to know the basics, so he had no doubt that he could build an electrical engine as soon as he gathered all the pieces, since he had made a small DC motor when he was a teenager. In a similar fashion, cars were easy. But Erick barely understood how a computer actually worked, and, as his thoughts solidified, he found he didn’t care how a computer worked, either.

All Erick wanted to do was experiment with electrical motors and other fun engineering projects. Building a car was fun. Shaping houses out of eternal stonewood was fun. Making the yurt was fun, too. Making Veird’s first electrical motor would be super fun!

But the tiny stuff? Let someone else figure that out!

… But he would have to figure out how to make a transistor himself, soon enough. Maybe next month.

Erick asked, “Want to try some engineering with your old dad? Make an electric motor?”

“Yes,” Jane said, without reservation.

Erick gestured to the chair sitting beside his own, asking, “How do you know your silk isn’t conductive?”

“When I was with Riri; we went over all of that stuff.” Jane sat down on the second chair. She flexed out her left arm, her shirt sleeve fluttering and then bulging with extra flesh as her arm shifted underneath. Her hand became a bit larger to accommodate some sort of central structure, while her fingertips changed, flattening out and then becoming grippers all of their own. “She taught me a lot. See?” Her hand was now a collection of precise pedipalps, while spinnerets filled the base of her palm; a good 15 tiny extruders, each capable of their own silk production. She made a grabbing motion, smiling as she said, “I need a wire, dad.”

Erick’s attention lingered on Jane’s hand; her whole arm, really. It was impressive. Jane had what appeared to be a few hundred biological systems laid down in her flesh, each working alongside each other. It was also completely terrifying. Erick tried to keep that emotion to himself, though, as he said, “That’s an impressive [Polymorph].”

Jane smirked. “I know it freaks you out.”

“I mean… Yes. But it’s still impressive.”

“Copper wire, please!” Jane said, making a horrific, yet playful grabbing motion with her left ‘hand’.

Erick ignored all that and grabbed a bar of copper. He began Shaping it out into a wire, drawing the metal around with both his light and an intentful [Metalshape]— He stopped. He had produced maybe a meter of wire before he realized just how much 5kg of copper would make. Erick took his 5kg blob and divided it into three.

“How much polymer do you think you could wrap around a wire?” Erick asked, “Going for minimum thickness and maximum distance?”

“Thin as a hair and I can probably coat a few hundred meters before needing to eat.” Jane said, “[Thread Control] speeds up metabolism, forcing silk production, but that material does come from the body.”

Erick nodded. He grabbed a third of the copper wire and [Metalshape]d it with the spell and with his own solid light, rapidly extruding the metal through a pinhole a bit larger than a millimeter. A minute later, he was done. The wire was probably 16 or 18 gauge; he wasn’t sure. Once it got a spider silk coating it would be much thicker, but hopefully not too much thicker.

He could use solid-bar copper for larger motors, but he wasn’t sure if that would work for a prototype size, and he wanted actual wires, anyway.

Erick moved the large spool to Jane, saying, “That’s about 125 meters of copper wire. Get coating!”

Jane laughed, then she grabbed the wire.

While Erick spun the next two copper bits into two more 125 meter-long sections of wire, he watched his daughter work. She took one end of the copper in her spinner hand and began by manipulating it through her spinnerets, using her pedipalp-like fingers to guide the silk onto the metal. A few twists of her hand and a bit of repositioning later, and Jane had perfectly white silk spinning around the wire, coating it in a layer… Jane looked at the pile of copper wire in front of her.

Jane paused. She said, “I need to reposition this whole thing. This angle is not going to work”

Erick offered, “I can make you a machine that can hold it for you?”

“No no.” Jane extended her shadows into the air, grabbing the wire and holding it tight, “I can do this, too— Or!” Her shadow retreated as she flickered; a brief solidness taking over her flesh, before that retreated, too. And suddenly, Jane had control over the metal wire. The coil lifted into the air as Jane stood up, and moved away from the table. With concentration showing on her face, the large coil of wire hung suspended around her right hand, where it gently turned, feeding a length of wire across the air, to Jane’s spinneret hand, where she layered silk around the wire. The coated wire continued on, to gently arc through the air, into a large loop. It was kinda graceful. Jane smiled, saying, “I got it.”

Erick asked, “[Stone Body]?”

“Yup.” Jane said, “I’m not stressing the wire into deformation territory, either, since it’s just [Stone Body] and not [Metal Body].”

That was a really nice application of that Elemental Body. Perhaps Erick needed that one. Except…

Erick asked, “Do you feel like you could deform the wire? Or that you might accidentally?”

“Oh yes. I definitely could. But I’m just holding it and guiding it. This is not the delicate balance of holding and not crushing a wardlight, while in [Lightwalk]. This is more like holding a solid marshmallow; I could bend it out of shape, but that would require effort.”

“Huh. Good.” Erick said, “Stop when you get to 50 meters. I want to try out a coil… If it’s dry enough?” He glanced toward the coiling wire, watching it hang in the air next to Jane. Parts of it were already touching itself. “I guess it is?”

“Fast drying silk.” Jane said, “I tested electrically insulating silks with Riri for applications on anti-lightning charms, and webbing, in general. Lightning Magic likes to flow along a surface and webs are way too vulnerable to that sort of disruption, so it’s important to preemptively guard against that sort of thing.” She added, “When your engineering brings you to make a lightsaber; I want one, dad.”

Erick laughed. Then he paused. “Would you like a plasma based one? Or a lightning based one? Or one that cuts really well?”

“Yes.”

Erick smiled. “I already swore off making weapons, so you might be out of luck. How about I make you a go-kart, instead? You always wanted one of those growing up, and I can finally get you one!”

Jane laughed. “No thanks, but tell me how you plan on making an engine.”

Erick began, “It starts with the left hand rule. Do you remember anything about that?”

“Nope!” Jane said, “Explain it to me.”

“Well. The first thing is that you don’t have to remember the left hand rule from Earth, because I’m changing how it was taught.” Erick nodded. “Take your left hand thumb up, pointer finger extended forward, middle finger extended to the right. The current flows from negative to positive; from the base of your pointer finger, to the tip. When in the presence of another magnetic field, which is indicated north to south based on the direction your middle finger points, the force that acts upon the flowing current moves the wire the direction of your raised thumb.

“Now, curl your hand like this, with the thumb up and the fingers curled into a fist.

“The direction your thumb points is the direction of electron flow in a wire, from negative to positive. The curl of your fingers is the direction the magnetic field spins along that wire, and along that field, you get north and south poles. We’re always going north to south, here.

“You already know that north repels north, and is attracted to south, and vice versa.

“Taking all that together, you can make a system of wires that turn into electromagnets, and when the system rotates, you turn some circuits on, and some circuits off, depending on the path of least resistance between the negative in flow and the positive out flow, creating a constantly rotating system of north and south magnets.

“… We’ll go over that part a few times, so don’t worry about that.

“The whole trick is about putting these electromagnets around real magnets, and with a bit of engineering, you can make the switching-electromagnet constantly try to align itself with the permanent north and south magnets of your machine. It is like Sisyphus, constantly rolling the boulder uphill.” Erick said, “But all of that is just the engineering parts, and I might have told it wrong. I’ll have to do actual experiments to see if I can combine these jumbled ‘conventional’ and ‘electron flow’ ideas into reality.

“In this way, you create an electric motor. The only limits to the power of a motor is the engineering fidelity, the materials used, the load you place upon that spinning motor, and inertia and all that.” Erick knew he had lost Jane, but that was fine. “We can make a small motor together. It’s really quite easy once you get all the pieces together. I made one when I was a teenager. I tried to make one with you when you were in highschool, too.”

“Yeah… I… Was not good with that.” Jane went a bit further with her wire coating, then flicked the metal with her pedipalp fingers, cutting off the coated section from the rest. With a gesture, the completed wire floated up, into her hand. “I think that’s ten meters.” She handed it over, saying, “You know, I always screwed up conventional current versus actual electron flow. I barely passed that whole section of science class.”

“And now, we have the makeup exams!” Erick grinned as he took the wire.

“Ha,” Jane deadpanned.

Erick smiled, and with a clip of hard light, he sheared off a few decimeters of the coated wire and set the rest to the side. “We won’t have those sorts of ‘conventional current’ versus ‘electron flow’ problems here. North and south are what we say they are, and I’m only telling people about electron flow, negative to positive, and that’s going to be synonymous with conventional current. What I said about the left hand rule is not actually what you learned in class years ago, but I’m making it the rule. I will have to make adjustments, of course.”

“You’ve already lost me.” Jane sat down beside her father, shifting her left hand back to normal as she said, “But that’s fine.”

“I didn’t explain it all that well, either. But anyway! We begin with this wire. Let’s see if it short circuits!”

Erick explained to Jane what he was doing as he grabbed a hunk of iron with a [Metalshape], turning it into a thumb-sized item. He twisted the small section of Jane's wrapped wire into a jumble, then, exposing two ends of the wrapping, he cast [Small Spark] onto the iron bolt, and put the two ends of the wire onto the two ends of the gently sparking iron bolt. Sparks latched onto the copper wire as the conductive path was much easier to flow through the wire than through the air. Erick watched for short circuits in the coil, where the only thing stopping a short was Jane’s coating. He expected sparks, but he only got heat, and not much of it, either.

And soon enough, a minute passed.

“And the coating works great!” Erick smiled wide. “No shorts. No heat failures! The copper wire is actually hot, but I can’t tell by touching the coated part. The coating is fantastic insulation!” Erick got up and hugged Jane. “Awesome. This is fantastic.”

Jane hugged her father back, happily saying, “I’m glad I could help.” She laughed as she pulled away, saying, “Now show me how all the rest of it works.”

“Of course! Let’s start with this:” Erick floated an iron bar into the air before them, and with a [Metalshape], burst it out flat and thin. One 5 kilogram bar became over a meter square, with a half millimeter thickness. “Now, we take this and cut out flat circles, then pinch those circles so they have a three raised Ts on the edge, with the top part of the T facing outward, each of them 120 degrees off of the next. We take a bunch of these and affix them in a series on a wooden dowel, with thin bits of wood separating each section of iron. This, and a bunch of wires wrapped around those T blocks, will form the basic armature, which will be the drive shaft of the motor; the rotor. We also have to have specific sections of metal sticking out from this rotor, where the metal brushes will touch, and thus form a continually shifting circuit as the whole thing spins…”

Erick spoke as he assembled a motor, right before Jane’s interested eyes. Some parts of the motor were less than well done. For instance, permanent magnets would be nice to have, for at least this prototype. But… It shouldn’t be too much work to make electromagnets out of the same power source that fed the rotor? That would be having a series electromagnet rotor… Right?

Yes. Erick could do that, too.

OH! And using electromagnets, set in parallel with the rotor, will make everything a lot better, as there will be no need for permanent magnets!…

That would be version 2. For now [Magnetize] and the resultant semi-permanent magnets would serve for this first prototype…

Oh. Wait. He could make actual permanent magnets with [Magnetize]. Probably? Oh. Yes! He could.

Erick showed Jane how to take a bit of metal, cast [Magnetize] upon it, and then heat and hit the metal to force the magnet to retain the [Magnetize] effect long after the spell actually wore off. He wasn’t sure if his demonstration was going to work as he expected it to work, but it should have. And then, it did; once the [Magnetize]d bit of metal cooled down, and [Magnetize] wore off, the bit of metal retained its magnetic properties. Exactly how Erick thought it would.

Erick held up the now-permanent magnet, and smiled, telling Jane, “I have ‘enchanted’ [Magnetize] onto a bit of metal, with a bit of heat and hitting, I have affixed this spell to this bit of metal; permanently!” He joked, “It’s an artifact!”

Jane sarcastically said, “With all these accomplished capabilities, one might think you an archmage.”

“Hey now. Permanent enchantment is a big deal!”

Jane went back to the motor, pointing at the coils wrapped around the rotor, “I need you to explain this part again, with the electromotive forces and the left hand thing. How can you tell where the force goes?”

Erick pointed with light as he spoke, “By seeing how the polarity is induced in the coil, and based on where the magnets to the sides are, this is how...”

While Erick taught Jane, he also leveled his new spells to 10. Each one changed in the expected way; to last ten minutes per cast instead of one.




	
Small Spark X, instant, touch, 5 mana

Electricity flows in an object of small size. Lasts 10 minutes.

















	
Insulate X, instant, touch, 10 mana

Prevent the flow of electricity in an object of medium size or smaller. Lasts 10 minutes.

















	
Superconductor X, instant, touch, 50 mana

Electricity may flow freely in a conductive object of medium size or smaller. Produces a myriad of effects. Lasts 10 minutes.














With his magnets set on opposite sides of the motor’s housing, and his three-coil rotor sitting between those magnets, Erick put the final touches on the brushing setup which would transfer [Small Spark] onto a varying circuit. The whole thing was about the size of a large coffee mug. Where the axle came out of the rotor, Erick placed a tiny fan, more for looks than to do anything impressive.

And then he cast [Small Spark] on a prepared block of copper the size of his thumb, and placed the block into a holder connected to the brushings—

The rotor rapidly spun the very moment the copper got near the terminals. Erick smiled, snapping the copper firmly into place, ensuring a good connection. The rotor spun even faster; the tiny fan kicked up a mighty, tiny gale.

And then the rotor broke. The coiling innards lodged themselves sideways in the engine while the fan took a trip across the yard.

Erick laughed. “Okay! It works!”

Jane, wide-eyed, said, “I guess it does.”

Erick started troubleshooting, saying, “Ah. See here? The brushings melted.” He said to Jane, “Brushings are a failure point anyway since they’re constantly rubbing and that’s bad. This can be fixed by making a different type of motor, called an induction motor, but that requires AC current, and all we have is DC current. I need to make transistors in order to change DC to AC, and I’m not able to do that right now.” He added, “I could make a brushless DC motor if I had actual electronics, or even just some simple parts like transistors and diodes and resistors, but we don’t have any of those right now, either. I’d need all of that to make AC current out of DC current, too. So this is the bottleneck now; transistors.”

Jane poked at the broken rotor with her shadows, frowning. “This seems more complicated than enchanting.” She looked at the other coils of wire, asking, “Want me to web the rest?”

“Yes, please.” Erick asked, “You want to make your own motor? Try it out? I want to grab lunch before it’s time to talk to people.” He glanced across the way, to where groups had been gathering near his platform for the last hour. There were maybe a hundred people today, and Erick had not taken a moment to inspect any of them. Between what it took to create this motor, and Bless the cultists up north, and teach Jane the basics of electromagnetism, Erick’s processes were full. He eyed some of those people now, though, and studied them as they studied Erick and his experiment from afar. “I think some of them are only here to watch me work.”

“They’ve been staring at us for the last few hours.” Jane nodded.

Erick’s gaze lingered on a few rubberneckers as he devoted some of his attention their way. “I see a few people with requests I completed after I told everyone to go home. Maybe they just want to thank me?”

Jane ignored all of that, and looked to the clump of eternal stonewood on the ground, saying, “I’ll find my own source of wood.”

“Ah! I can fix that. Here.” Erick had an Ophiel near the Blessing site in the mountains take a detour for a moment, to find a tree with some seeds. In the work of another three moments, that Ophiel lightstepped back to Erick, at his yurt, carrying a seed. He planted the seed in the ground, away from the pond, and cast [Living Petrified Treeshape] on the seed, rapidly raising a twisted, stony tree out of the ground. The tree continued to grow as Erick said, “That’s [Stoneshape]able wood. It might be too dense, but I know it’s electrically non-conductive. Or, you could just use more webbing, for the whole thing.”

“I’ll try both.” Jane asked, “Have you tried casting [Small Spark] on the wire in the motor, itself? That way, you wouldn’t have brushings.”

“Well. The only way that the motor turns is because the shifting electrical current constantly shifts the north-south polarity around, thus turning the motor.” Erick said, “Of course, there could be a way to make your suggestions work, but I haven’t thought of it. Anyway, it’s almost noon.” He saw Poi standing on the yurt, then turned back to Jane. “I’ve got to get to work. Love you. Have fun!”

Jane waved him off, saying, “If you need me, I’m here.”

“I know; thank you.” Erick waved, and walked away from his daughter and his projects, toward the edge of the dense air surrounding— He hooked a right, toward the yurt, and walked to Poi. “A quick lunch, first.”

Poi had a hearty sandwich and a cheesy stew waiting for him. As Erick ate, he had Ophiel glance over the various petitioners waiting outside his temporary property. Most of the people out there had large concerns that were only easy for an archmage, or for a team of highly skilled and high-leveled people. Erick would dismiss the rest of them, but all of them could wait a few more minutes. This food was delicious!

As Erick headed back out of his protected space with Poi following at his side, he felt good.

Helping people felt great.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons have 168! 6 Chapters ahead. 

Thanks for reading~



                



162, 2/2


                “How were the petitioners, dad?” Jane asked, as she sat down across the table from Erick and Poi.

The windows were dark; the sun had set not too long ago.

“Only 33 kills completed today, and 31 other problems,” Erick said, smiling as he stuck his fork into the roast Jane had saved for him. “Many of those issues— Except for a few ‘finding’ missions, for sure— Almost all of them could have been done by someone else, too, but they would have had a lot of trouble. I’m almost tempted to have people submit monster kill applications with everything on them, as almost all of those are normal, and I don’t need to actually speak to those people. But I think people just wanted to talk to me. Which is fine, but… not a great use of my time.”

Poi nodded. “This is getting more like work, and less like a vacation, too.”

“Yes; that too, but it is slowing down… somewhat.” Erick said, “Anyway. I’ll put out a second type of application tonight and people can take one of two forms; monster kills, or ‘other’. That should split up the jobs from ones that need to be handled with care, and ones that just need to get done. In fact, I will do that right now.” And so he did, using the Ophiels outside to complete that task while he ate dinner. “Blessing the Cultists and cultists and such has slowed down, too. Only a hundred of those, today. A few more priests of Koyabez are out at the mountain, helping. I think that’s going to turn out really well, actually.”

“I hope so.” Jane said, “The first debate on Clan Pale Cow’s behalf is taking place tomorrow, at noon. Are you going to be there?”

“Oh. Uh.” Erick asked, “That’s tomorrow? I guess I will. I’ll need to talk to Niyazo before then.”

Jane said, “You’re under no obligation to actually help them. It doesn’t matter if they Integrate or not; not to you, anyway.”

“True.” Erick said, “But I do have an obligation to ensure that I leave no strong enemies to strike at my back, and the dragon Ordoonarati qualifies as such a potential enemy, for me, or for the other people who live here. He thought I was coming after him, and I can’t blame him for thinking that, but I can blame him for how he went about trying to kill me. Perhaps, if we were to talk again, or if I were to show my own thoughts on the subject of Integration, I will know if Ordoonarati is simply lashing out, or if he needs to die like all the other monsters out there.”

Jane went a little wide-eyed.

But Teressa, Nirzir, and Poi all nodded along.

“I get the distinct impression that Ordoonarati has lived here for a long time, and these grass travelers truly are his people.” Erick continued, “In that case, we might be on something of the same side, if all he actually wants is to be left alone. But besides that, I’m interested in seeing how a Polite War works.” He smiled as he changed the subject, “I saw the motor you made. Want to test it out?”

Jane looked like she wanted to go back a bit in the conversation, but she said, “No motor tests right now. I do want to hear more about electricity, though.”

Nirzir perked up from her chair, to the side of the yurt. “Can I listen in, too?”

“Sure!” Erick asked, “How about I tell the story tonight?”

Teressa spoke up, “An actual story? Or a lesson?”

Erick smirked. “You can head to bed if you don’t want to learn the secrets of the New Cosmology, Teressa.”

“Then I shall head to bed.”

And so, as Teressa zonked out on her bed, Erick spoke of electricity and left hand rules and poles and electrons traveling down conductive materials, and what it meant for a material to be conductive in the first place. He got pretty deep into the actual physics of it all, but eventually he moved on to experimental evidence of how electrical and magnetic fields were related.

Partway through, Erick wondered how Kiri was doing; she should have been here for this talk.

And now Erick wanted to get back home. Back to someplace safe.

And yet, he was doing a lot of good out here.

- - - -

The next morning Erick made a much larger, much better motor using a few design changes he had thought of last night, when he was explaining how motors worked. Simply upping the size of the rotor to a meter long and half a meter wide, and going from three coils to six (with some of the wiring being more like metal bars than wires), as well as changing how the brushes touched the commutator, helped with quite a few problems. The heat was a lot lower on the larger system, for one, and with [Alter Friction] cast on the brushes, Erick greatly extended the life of those heavily used metal bits. Centrifugal forces on the rotor still caused problems, breaking apart the entire machine more than once, but Erick fixed those problems, too; mostly. As the rotor spun fast and strong, and then faster, heat almost became an issue, but a simple [Cooling Ward] ended that problem before it spiraled out of control.

The motor continued to have problems, though, and at this new, larger size, those problems were problems. 

It was spinning too damned fast, and Erick’s mechanical engineering was not up to the stress of it all. Stress fractures abounded, from the rotor to the housing. Erick needed to work on his metallurgy, and he needed to refine the metals that the elders had sent him. They might have been high-grade steel, or they might have been shit. Erick had no idea.

But, even though the rotor was spinning fast, it was also spinning too slow. Too weak. While it was running, Erick managed to take a measurement of the RPM at just under 700 revolutions per minute. There were losses of inefficiency everywhere. He already knew he needed a transmission system in order to use the power present in his new motor, but he needed a quality motor first. 1500 RPM, minimum.

Some [Mend]s brought the system back together after each failure, but after the third break, something had thoroughly broken in the actual history of the motor, and [Mend] would not restore the motor to functionality. Oh well. With half an hour to go till the debates, Erick called it quits for the day, leaving everything like it was—

Staring down at his motor, Erick had an idea.

“I can put a flywheel outside of the motor, which is structurally strong, and put an [Anti Gravity Ward] on the actual motor, which is structurally weak, thus eliminating the need for perfect engineering of… the rotor…” Erick frowned. “No… That’s solving for failure. That might not work in the first place, and who wants a flywheel in their car? Bad idea.” He mumbled to himself, “All this is useless without the transmission, though...”

He shook his head and walked away, telling Jane and Poi that he was headed out as he walked toward Clan Pale Cow. Poi rapidly followed. Jane caught up, soon enough. Nirzir and Teressa were already at Clan Pale Cow, working at the cooking yurt and at the schoolhouse yurt, respectively. Erick would pick them up on his way through the space.







- - - -







Clan Pale Cow’s occupied land had become much more occupied in the last few days, all while Erick was barely looking. Most of the clan was still scattered to the winds, but Erick saw a lot of new faces as he walked past the outer edge of yurts, toward Warlord Niyazo’s yurt about half a kilometer away, at the center of the whole clan. There were about five cooking yurts now, each lined up next to each other, and about 900 yurts scattered over the kilometer of space provided to Clan Pale Cow, so Erick guessed that there were five collections of people, here.

Nirzir hopped off of the central cooking yurt as soon as she saw Erick for herself; she had been looking out for him, for Erick had made no attempt at subtlety as he strode into Clan Pale Cow’s designated land, so other people had noticed him long before now. Word got around rather fast when it came to that sort of stuff.

As Nirzir joined Erick, falling in behind him, Teressa was already on her way to him, having also heard of his movements through the camp. With his full party assembled, Erick went to the yurt of Warlord Niyazo.

When Erick got to Niyazo’s yurt, there were four other yurts almost exactly like the warlord’s, situated just outside. All of those yurts were unoccupied by the leaders of Pale Cow, save a few kids and grandmothers and fathers who had been left behind.

For beyond that area, a very large yurt overshadowed the size of almost every other yurt within sight. It was a gathering space, and it was there that Niyazo and his lesser clan leaders had been holding meetings and gatherings ever since they had arrived at Ooloraptoor. Erick walked that way.

Cowherd Amasar sat on the porch of that larger yurt, alongside a few other cowherds of other branch clans. They hopped to attention as Erick came toward them. They bowed as Erick hopped up onto the yurt.

Amasar rose, saying, “Erick. Welcome.”

“Hello, Amasar.” Erick pointed at the flap to the yurt. “Are they speaking of today’s debate?”

“They have been discussing the upcoming debates for days, but mostly just to understand who our opponents might field in battle. It could change depending on who we choose to field in battle.” Amasar said, “The actual debate isn’t going to take place for another hour, but we don’t expect the battle to occur until late into the evening. Possibly not until twilight. It does infringe on the help that you have chosen to give other people, though.”

Amasar had tried to become a part of Erick’s cohort, due to some cultural ideas around what it meant to save someone’s life. Erick had denied the man, and it had hurt him, perhaps more than Erick had expected to hurt him. Some of that hurt was on clear display to those who were capable of seeing such a thing, and Erick was one of those people.

Erick said, “I know that being a clanfriend to Pale Cow requires me to take responsibility to be aware of events like this on my own, but I could use some small help with this honor. In exchange for the life I helped you to retain, I require your help in this, Amasar. Keep me better informed of events like this.”

Amasar, and all the other cowherds, perked up. Amasar stood straight. He controlled his sudden, overwhelming relief, and the washing away of a black mark on his life, to something smaller. With quiet joy, he said, “I will do this for you, Erick.”

Erick didn’t really get whatever cultural thing was going on there, but he understood enough to be able to make the guy feel better about himself, and that’s what was important. Erick gestured to the flap to the yurt, saying, “I’m going in, now.”

Amasar hopped to the flap and silently pulled it back.

Erick walked into the firelit space beyond, where four leaders spoke around a low hearth, and a few other people held out in the shadows behind them. Poi and Nirzir joined Erick as he walked forward, but Jane and Teressa remained outside.

Niyazo said to Erick, “Welcome to our bonfire. Glad you could make it. Take a seat.”

Erick nodded to everyone around the fire, as he took his seat in an empty space, saying, “I would have been here sooner, but I was busy. Before you continue with tactical discussions, I would have a refresher on the possible outcomes of this debate.”

While the four lesser leaders watched Erick, Niyazo said, “If we lose any of our three planned debates, we are to cut ties with Songli for a year. If all three of our opponent clans lose, then they are honor bound to accept a year of envoys from Songli; from Severing Crescent of Alaralti, in particular.”

Erick nodded. “And the three clans you are facing?”

“Green Grass, with Leader Linxel is first. Today. Clan Blue Sky, another True Traveler Clan and formerly a part of Green Grass decades ago, is tomorrow. Leader Roodi of Blue Sky is distantly related to Linxel.” Niyazo said, “Then we have Clan Brown Dog, they are a lesser True Traveler Clan, but their Leader Fara is a well known power among grass travelers. That debate might be three days from now, or seven. We’re not sure. We expect the most difficulty from Brown Dog since Green Grass and Blue Sky have both been massively upset by recent events, as you know.”

Another leader spoke up, “We still expect Green Grass to put up a heavy defense of words. Hours of debate, at least. They could still win over the judging Elders, forcing us into an actual polite battle, of which they would also likely win.”

A different leader said, “Unless you wish to participate in battle yourself, clanfriend Erick? Honestly, we did not know if you would show.”

Erick nodded. “Then that makes this decision easy: Instead of the multi-hour affair that you expect, I would like to speak on Pale Cow’s and Integration’s behalf, and then get right to battle if they decide to keep debating. I expect to take… half an hour? Till we get to the actual fight? Of which I will take the field, alongside 9 of your other people.” He asked, “Unless I can use Ophiel in my stead?”

While the four leaders looked suddenly happy—

Niyazo said, “It would require an actual ruling from the Elders, but we have already asked around and there are rules against [Familiar]s; we don’t expect Ophiel to be allowed, except as a part of you, in which case the battle is as good as won.”

Erick said, “I wouldn’t expect to be allowed to take myself out of mortal danger, either, but I had to ask. So with that out of the way,” Erick glanced around, saying, “I don’t believe we’ve met, yet. And I don’t know much about your arguments for Integration, either. I have my own, most of which will center around kicking out bad actors in your society.”

The other leaders looked happy, and yet worried at the same time.

Niyazo began with the man on Erick’s right, saying, “This is Leader Birobar, who…”

Names and faces. Introductions to people, and then ideas. Erick caught up rather quickly, while he also took care of twenty monster kill requests waiting for him outside of his yurt, Blessed people on the mountain, and scoped out where the debate would actually take place.

Before he knew it, it was time.







- - - -







The Elder House was a large, misshapen blob of a building, located directly next to the waters of Lake Ooloraptoor. In it were housed the fifty or so elevated elders of the grass traveling clans, as well as twice that number of caretakers. The only natural tree that Erick had seen upon all the grasslands lived here too, crawling into the air alongside the house; it was simultaneously a sickly and healthy looking thing of burls and twists and bright green leaves. This blobby, stone house was the second permanent structure of the grass travelers, with the other one being the stone fence that separated the fishable waters of the lake from the greater depths beyond.

It was near there, about a hundred meters from that blobby house, where the lands had been cleared of yurts and two and half podiums had been raised on a platform on the beach. The two main podiums were turned halfway toward each other, so that the speakers there could talk to each other and the audience. The elders were the primary audience, who would sit upon chairs in front of the platform to listen, and judge. All other clansmen were welcome to stand behind the elders to listen to the debates, but the elders were the only ones allowed to sit and voice their objections or questions to the speakers, though Erick was assured that mostly, the elders just judged, silently.

The half podium was reserved for the moderator, who also silently judged the proceedings.

On their way to the stage, Erick saw the elders he had met before; mainly Elder Uriol Red Dog, Elder Teer Silver Yurt, Elder Puuroi Yellow Fish, and others of which he had seen in passing, or briefly worked with when he helped with all the recent face stealer searching.

Actually getting to the debates had required walking near the semi-permanent territories of more than a few different clans. This caused a lot of people to come out to see him walk past. Getting this close to the waters, which was a very popular area for trade and the selling of food, and the fishing of fish, had even drawn a crowd to watch Erick pass. A few people had called out thanks to him, for helping them in some way that Erick had to think about to remember; he was still running a lot of side jobs while he had walked through Ooloraptoor, and so he wasn’t fully present all the time.

But now he was here, standing to one side of the stage, alongside Niyazo and a few other people. Koori had come to the debates, too, sliding into the entourage at the last moment, while Erick’s own people stood back, with the audience.

And what an audience it was. Thousands of people had come out to listen to the debates; a lot more than Erick had glimpsed here before, in the many times Ophiel had flown past this stage while he was doing something else. There might be three thousand people out there. Maybe 3500. The crowd stretched out in a half circle for a good 200 meters away.

… And now that he took a moment to actually look, with Perception and Intelligence working together Erick counted 3758 people out there, with the number growing every passing second, as more and more people trickled in from elsewhere. Almost everyone spoke to their neighbors, filling the air with a susurrus of sound, some of which Erick caught, but most of which he let flow past him, like the northern wind, unremarked.

In that moment, Erick found himself quite enamored with the political engagement he was seeing in front of him.

Most nations of Veird did not have anything approaching democracy. The grass travelers were mostly the same in this regard, but the separation between heads of state and the population of this land was almost nonexistent. Erick saw obvious clan leaders in the audience, but he also saw cowherds and grandmothers and children raised on the shoulders of fathers, all so that they could see how their nation worked at its best. The powerful stood right beside those people whom most would call ‘commoners’. It was a nice thing to see.

Erick did a quick calculation to truly understand what he was seeing, there on that sandy ground before him.

A full clan was usually three hundred to two thousand people, with almost all of the clans being on the smaller end. Pale Cow only had around 1150 people, while Green Grass had about 500. There were only about 180 clans in the entire grass traveler ‘nation’. So of an estimated 125,000 grass travelers, the number of people who physically turned out to see this debate was about 3% of their entire population.

And that didn’t include the thousands and thousands of [Scry] eyes hanging out in the air above; Erick wasn’t even going to attempt to count those, but he guessed there were 35,000 of them. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye was the only one allowed near anyone, as it had remained on one of Erick’s shoulders the whole time, while a tiny Ophiel sat on the other.

There was a lot of transparency in these proceedings, and Erick really liked it.

He wasn’t sure if he liked being on stage in front of so many people, though, but that fleeting emotion was easy to squash.

The Elders of Ooloraptoor cared about the audience, too; though the 33 elders had set their chairs on the ground in front of the stage, facing the stage, more than a few elders craned their heads around to glance at the massive crowd behind them, or to look at the [Scry] eyes in the sky. They were also impressed by the turnout.

Elder Teer Silver Yurt sat in front, looking stoic. At a hundred and ten, she was perhaps the oldest elder of Ooloraptoor. It was her duty to bring the debate to order, and she did so by standing, her cane firmly gripped in her hand, helping to keep her upright. She turned to face the audience and tapped her cane on the ground.

A small magic amplified Teer’s voice, to ring out across the land, “We bring today’s debate of Integration to order.”

Voices fell silent. Eyes focused. Attentions narrowed.

Teer nodded. She turned back to the stage. “Clan Pale Cow versus Clan Green Grass. Integrator, versus True Traveler. Leader Niyazo, versus Leader Linxel.”

Erick hadn’t seen Linxel for a few days now. The warlord was looking about as… attractive as Erick remembered. Erick didn’t have time for that sort of thing, and he hadn’t in a long while, but facts were facts. Linxel was still tall. Rather tall, at over two meters, but not nearly as tall as an orcol. Muscular. Dark blue skin. Spiraling horns that sprung out of short black hair and rolled around his head like a crown. A deep blue soul. No changes there. No changes in his deep blue eyes, either, Erick saw, as they briefly locked gazes.

Linxel nodded at Erick; he seemed a bit... Happy? To see Erick? Mixed feelings? Why the mixed feelings— Oh. They were on the other side of the battlefield. Right. But then why mixed? There were lots of reasons for—

Ah.

Erick ignored a slightly stirring part of himself that recognized a similarly stirring part of Linxel.

Best ignore all of that.

People were always watching for weakness.

Teer spoke, “As the one wishing for change, Leader Niyazo will put forth his first speaker for his side, then Leader Linxel will counter. This was just a private debate between Pale Cow, and the three True Traveler clans of Green Grass, Blue Sky, and Brown Dog. But that has changed due to some recent events. The actual outcome of the debates has not changed, but since the recognition of the participants is of particular interest, I will be going over the rules for the benefit of those watching.

“Each speaker will get five minutes to state their side. After both sides get their five minutes, we will either vote someone off the podium, or allow for a full discussion between the two opposing viewpoints, which will take place in switching five minute segments.

“To facilitate this vote, we have these markers, here. If we do not hold up our signs, we wish to hear more. If we hold up our signs, that means we have heard enough of you.” She held up a two-sided paddle. One side was orange, the other side was blue; this matched the podiums on the stage. Erick’s side was blue. “If we elders hold up your color, that is bad. That means we want you off the stage.” Teer gestured to the side, where Sin Seeker Vania stood beside the moderator’s podium. A large 5-minute sand timer sat on the podium, while ten little figures sat on both sides of that timer. “Vania will be the moderator. She is the one to count colors and inform you that you have lost, though whichever speaker has lost does not have to vacate the stage because of her moderation. How today’s debate will actually end is when one side loses 10 speaker opportunities. When someone is voted off, that side might decide to keep that person up there, talking. Not always a good idea, as we elders will have likely voted you off because we have heard enough, but you do what you want; this is your debate.

“We elders won’t raise our signs if we believe that there is more to be heard, though any speakers may retire whenever they wish. We’re only here to facilitate a clean debate between the two sides. Ultimately, our decisions of winners and losers are not binding for either party. Ultimately, both sides might choose to have a polite battle to settle their differences. Those results will be binding with the force of honor at stake.

“It is our understanding that such a martial debate will be of the standard variety. Orthodoxy and Variant battles will not be happening.

“It may be that battles won’t happen at all. It is our hope that by facilitating these verbal debates, that both sides, and the rest of us, might come to understand each other better, so that wisdom may rule instead of power.” Teer said, “Pale Cow Leader Niyazo. You have the stage. Your first speaker.” She sat down.

Niyazo and his subordinate leaders had told Erick that they would try to get through this as quickly as possible, but Erick would not be speaking first. The usual arguments had to be tried, and Erick had no true knowledge of those arguments, and also no history with them. He was glad for that, now that they were here, standing in front of everyone. It would have felt wrong to step into that role of true clansman, anyway. He was here as a guest; a clanfriend.

This was very low stakes, and that felt kinda good.

Erick hadn’t done low-stakes in a while.

… And yet, this was not low stakes at all. There were dragons watching this. And Erick didn’t like that one dragon, in particular, was fucking over people with face stealers and soul mutilation to keep this land un-Integrated.

Niyazo’s first speaker was Birobar, one of the lesser leaders of Pale Cow. While Birobar took his spot at the blue podium, Linxel sent forward his own first speaker to stand at the orange podium. Erick knew the other speaker; she was Forage Leader Ooloori. The last time Erick had interacted with the woman, she had been aiming to take Linxel’s place as clan leader, while Linxel was knocked out with soul damage.

What Linxel had done, by putting Ooloori forward, was rather devious.

The first speakers were always the sacrificial pawns, but it was highly possible for a sacrificial pawn to annihilate the entire other side of the board. Mostly, people expected the first speakers to fail—

Well.

There was a lot of nuance to this debate that Erick didn’t feel the need to explore too deeply. So he watched and listened to the speakers speak, growing more and more invested as the right to speak seamlessly passed back and forth between the two sides. There was no yelling. There was no name calling, or snide remarks that were best left to nobility in other nations, or even to the nobility of certain parts of Songli. Erick quickly realized that he was witnessing the workings of what was perhaps the most open and honest system of governance that he had seen, all throughout all his time on Veird.

… If this was what the dragon Ordoonarati was trying to preserve, then Erick could get behind that; this was pretty honorable, actually.

The people in the audience listened intently. Moderator Vania kept track of time with a large hourglass that took five minutes to empty, while she kept track of ‘lost soldiers’ on both sides with two sets of 10-piece statuettes; one side painted orange, the other blue. The speakers spoke simply, and they went over everything. There was a bit of plea toward emotions on both sides, but that was perfectly fine. The whole argument was not complicated to follow.

Birobar spoke of how trade would be better for them if they could leverage the purchasing power of their entire nation against that of other nations. Didn’t you dislike it when you had to pay tolls to enter Alaralti's outer cities? Didn’t you dislike it when they didn’t treat you like the proper clansmen, just because your home didn’t look like theirs? Like you were some sort of homeless adventurer?

Erick found himself smirking when the man spoke of ‘adventurers’ like it was a bad word.

Ooloori’s argument was about the benefits of tradition. About how this very debate they were having right here would be impossible in a land like that of Songli, where there were homeless people (which was apparently impossible in the grasslands), and where the heads of state disdained the lives of those at the bottom unless those people were of actual use. Did you truly want to change your way of life, to include overseers in some far away place; to let others decide the laws of your land? Wouldn’t you rather have your leader live in the yurt three yurts down the way?

Birobar countered, of course, with words over the recent bouts of face stealers, and about how, if there was a central authority, that perhaps the inadequacies in face stealer protocols would have been noticed before those inadequacies became a problem. Pale Cow had 2 face stealers among them; how many did Green Grass have?

Everyone knew Green Grass’s numbers, and so Ooloori glossed over that fact.

The answer was 47, though.

Ooloori explained that Ooloraptoor had face stealers, too. They were everywhere, and a central authority would have been just as vulnerable to them as the traditional clan system.

That earned her a bunch of orange markers from the elders. Even those that Erick knew were aligned with the True Travelers had voted her gone, for Songli had just gone through a purge of their own, and before that, Treehome, and before that, the entire Crystal Forest. Erick’s magics and his searches worked; trying to insinuate a lie that didn’t follow established truth had cost Ooloori a lot of clout.

Vania announced the loss of one of Green Grass’s speakers.

Ooloori remained at Green Grass’s podium, though.

Birobar spoke of how the problem of a theoretically corrupted Sin Seeker organization would easily be solved by having multiple organizations, which would be possible with a city, with a ruling body capable of organizing such a thing. He went on to speak of what such an organization would look like—

And he ran into the 5 minute mark, so he stopped.

Ooloori tore down all of Birobar’s ideas, as she spoke of how putting the safety of one’s family into the hands of a ruling body was asking to be treated like lower clan citizens. It happened in Songli, and it would happen here, if they allowed it to happen. 

It was here that Niyazo looked to Erick, nodding to him.

Erick nodded back.

Birobar had been keeping an eye on Niyazo and his backup speakers, and so, he said, “It is here, that I must retire my position to the next in line.”

He stepped away from the podium.

Erick walked forward, taking Birobar’s place at the podium.

The audience was a bit bored with arguments that they had heard in many other places besides here, but now, at Erick’s movements, they focused once again; this was what they had come here for, and they did not expect it to happen so soon.

Linxel had been waiting for this moment, too. He mirrored Erick’s movements, to come to stand to the side of the orange podium just as Erick reached the blue podium. “Objection. Erick is not a member of Pale Cow. He has no cow in this race.”

A good two hundred people in the audience openly booed the leader of Clan Green Grass. The actual sound was more like the groan of a cow than an actual ‘boo’, but Erick understood the intent.

Teer arched her head back and spoke from her seat, her voice booming out, “Silence in the audience!” After the gathered people went quiet, Teer faced forward, and continued, “Your objection is noted and declared inadequate. Erick has proven himself a clanfriend to all who come to him, and that includes your clan, too.” Teer said to Erick, “But in the interest of fairness, please keep your words to a single 5 minute segment. Unless Green Grass decides to allow you to remain after those five minutes, please vacate the stage.”

Teer Silver Yurt was playing many sides of the political spectrum, if half of what Erick had heard about the old woman was true. She had been an Elder of Ooloraptoor for nigh on 75 years; everyone knew her. So that made sense.

What didn’t make sense was that Linxel, surprisingly, stayed at the orange podium. Ooloori stepped away. Erick would get to speak to Linxel, directly… And now that he thought about it for half a second, of course Linxel would take Ooloori’s spot. It was only honorable that Linxel face Erick, himself.

Down at moderator Vania’s podium, she took off another soldier from the orange side, leaving Pale Cow with 9 speakers left, and Green Grass with 8.

Erick spoke simply, “I will not take up too much of everyone’s valuable time, for Linxel is at least partially right: I do not have my best cows in this race, but I have one cow, for sure.

“I want to help people, and it’s hard to do that when I have no central authority that can help me help others. I ran into this problem just this last week, when I inadvertently set off a face stealer search throughout all of your lands, and your clans. That went about as well as it possibly could have, considering the unknown severity of the problem, but even so, it went rather poorly, too. I will tell you straight: that could have gone a lot better.

“When I offered this same service to Songli, they were able to organize a massive amount of people in order to help me, help them, hunt down every single face stealer and Hunter in all of Songli. Took us about 20 hours to end the threats of a thousand killers, each of which were responsible for dozens or hundreds of murders apiece. One guy, the Divider… I think I’ll remember watching that face stealer’s end for the rest of my life. That killer was one small part of a major problem. A problem that was scattered among 41 million people. And in 20 hours, we cleared up every single major case and busted thousands of Hunter rings, and face stealer rings.

“If the grass travelers had such a central organization capable of doing the same, then someone like me could come along and offer this service to them. We could have cleared out the face stealers and Hunter problems from this land in a very timely manner, and based on the numbers, you might have only had fifty face stealers, total. It was because of the lack of organization, and the lack of proper protocols, that this happened, at all.

“You need organization. You need a central authority you can trust; one of your own making, too. I can’t help you with that, and it’d be wrong of me to try, so I won’t.

“I will say that I’m running into a ‘lack of organization’ problem myself, personally.

“I’m sure many of you have seen me out there at my yurt, assisting people who come in here from all over Nelboor. It’s nice to rescue some kidnapped scion from some clan, or to save a coastal village from a tangled hydra swarm, or to kill every sky tether swarm from Songli to the Tribulations. But this world is always going to be dangerous. Problems solved yesterday need to be solved again tomorrow, and thus, I’m realizing that the sort of assistance I am providing people is not sustainable, at all.

“I need an organization, too.

“So that’s what I’m going to do, soon enough. I’m going to make something that will allow me to help others in a better, more coherent fashion. Perhaps I can try for an organization like the Headmaster has set up, with Elites and such. Or, I can just be like a normal archmage, and let people come to me. Whatever the case, I need a lot of like-minded people on my side, and some sort of organization to hold them all together, so that we can get work done. I’ll figure it out, just as I’m sure you’ll figure out your own organizational necessities in this new world, too.

“Make no mistake: the Veird of today is different from the Veird of a year ago. The shadows are less than what they have been, but that does not mean that all the usual problems of this world have stopped being problems.

“Monsters still exist. Nations still war. Face stealers still exist, and Hunters are still out there.

“I suggest you prepare yourselves for the coming changes by banding together.

“But it need not be a full denouncement of your traditions. I truly like what I have seen here, today. This calm, rational debate between various sides? And the transparency! It’s amazing; truly. I wouldn’t want this form of debate to ever vanish from Veird.

“I feel that if you wanted to, you could start with a single city, and with a governing body composed of representatives from every clan. Something that would allow a better collection of protocols that will enable you to prevent the face stealer problem from happening again.

“As for my own sort of organization, my instinct is to try and make something that lasts. Perhaps something that others can keep running long after I’m gone. I imagine such an organization to have at least three branches, each of which has checks and balances on the others, enabling everyone to watch over everyone else, while denying absolute power to any central body. Perhaps, an executive branch, responsible for enacting the law, a congressional branch, responsible for creating the laws and paying everyone, and a judicial branch, responsible for judging if the laws are good, or not.

“These are just a few thoughts, though. Nothing solid. Thank you for your time, and good luck making your own future.”

He hadn’t planned on offering actual suggestions, or on speaking of a governing body with checks and balances, but he had the time, so he filled it. Erick’s speech ended right as Vania’s timer ran out.

Not a single elder held up a blue sign, or otherwise indicated that they wanted Erick off the stage. A few of the elders, including Uriol and Puuroi, but not Teer, even held up preemptive orange signs.

The rest of the audience was of mixed emotions. According to the furrowed brows and the small words passed between people, who were not nearly as quiet as they thought they were, many people had no idea what to make of Erick’s suggestions. Was Erick trying to build support here? In this land that was not his? Was he moving here? Was he more than just a clanfriend? Or was that about Candlepoint, and the Crystal Forest? What was going on, here?

It took Linxel a second to formulate a response, but he did. “Green Grass honors Archmage Erick Flatt for the service he provided in illuminating our recent face stealer problems. We ask the archmage to come to Green Grass at his leisure, so that we might honor him with words and with a feast worthy of his accomplishment, and to talk of whatever he might want to discuss.” Linxel stood straighter, and his voice was more solid, “Though Green Grass does not believe in Integration, and we denounce the use of such an honorable figure to get your win, Clan Green Grass accepts the loss against Clan Pale Cow. Good day.” He stepped away from the podium, to stand with his people. They were ready to leave, right then, but they did not; they were waiting for something else to happen.

Erick stood a bit stunned, unsure of what to think. And then he stepped back a bit, to stand with Pale Cow.

A few people in the crowd asked, “What?” A few shouted, “What!”

Smaller, louder talks happened all at once.

Niyazo was already smiling a controlled smile, not wanting to display his open joy at the easy win. The other speakers lined up on both sides had mixed reactions. For Pale Cow, there was a bit of incredulity; it couldn’t be that easy. For Green Grass, there was no disbelief; They knew this might happen.

Elder Teer stood up, her voice ringing out, suppressing all others, “Attention.” A few people at the front of the crowd had been stepping forward, not willing to stay back when they didn’t like what they were seeing. A few others had laughed loud at Linxel’s response; happy for what they saw. A few smaller groupings of those two groups were almost to the point of fighting, but Teer’s single word stopped all that. Now, with everyone stilled, she spoke softer, but no less loud, “The debate between Pale Cow and Green Grass comes to an expected close. To that end: It is the judgment of these elders that Archmage Flatt has now discharged his goodwill as a clanfriend to Pale Cow. Unless he wishes to become a true part of Integration efforts, then he can no longer participate in these debates.” She said, “We’re done here.”

Niyazo and Linxel both wordlessly went to stand in front of their respective podiums. They both bowed toward one another, and then Linxel bowed a second time. And then, they broke apart. Both leaders went back to their groups. Green Grass walked off toward the west. Pale Cow, alongside Erick and Poi, walked east. Erick went with the group.

Various allies for both sides were already waiting in the wings for the joint departures.

Erick and Poi rejoined with Teressa, Jane, and Nirzir, and the five of them walked alongside Pale Cow’s procession for a little while, through the massive, dispersing crowds. Soon enough, Niyazo and his people had to go their own way, for they were already being mobbed by questions and tactics from other allies, and from those who watched the debate.

Niyazo left off saying, “I wish to speak to you of what you said up there. Later. After sundown?”

“Of course.” Erick shook his head at a few people who tried to talk to him. “Not right now. Take an application, at my yurt.”

As Niyazo was forced to walk further away, he called out over the crowd separating him from Erick, “You’re still a clanfriend, no matter what the elders say!”

Erick smiled at that, and waved in recognition, then he told another pair of people who hadn’t heard the first time he said it, “Take an application at the yurt.”

As soon as it wasn’t incredibly rude, Erick lightstepped everyone into the protected space around the yurt.

Under dense air, and the light of an [Undertow Star], Jane finally blurted out what she had been holding back for the last ten minutes, “So you are bringing democracy to Veird.”

Nirzir, who had been looking marginally interested, suddenly scowled. “That wasn’t democracy. A three part system? No…” She glanced to Erick. “Was it?”

“Democracy killed Quintlan,” Teressa said. “I don’t know the details about it, but ‘Democracy’ is a bad word in most learned venues.”

Jane said, “Okay. Fine. Republicanism.”

“Bah! Jane. I’m not getting political, but there is a certain need to think about these sorts of things.”

Jane said, “Suure.”

Erick said, “And that’s not what you’d call a three-branch system, anyway. I don’t think it actually has a name, as it’s just a three part system that splits power to ensure that the people at the top are accountable to each other in ways beyond assassination and murder or other heavy-handed solutions.” Erick said to everyone, “The people here have fine forms of government, but that debate was all about Integration into a state, so I felt the need to speak on my own experiences.”

Jane said, “I rather like it as it is, dad. People are accountable to themselves, or some guy who lives right down the street, or in a city just over the way. Even in Songli, or in other parts of the world; it’s like that everywhere here. Back on Earth, no one was accountable for their own actions, and if you wanted to point at a problem, all you could point at was a nebulous conglomeration of people.” She said, “Almost no one was living their lives the way they wanted to live, and everyone was subject to laws which they had no say in. There were no free spaces at all on Earth. I don’t think you should bring that three-branch structure here.”

“I agree with… some of that. Most of the problems back home are solvable with some foresight.” Erick said, “Look. I wanna talk more, but there’s a lot of people out there at the meeting platform. We’ll talk at dinner, okay?”

Jane waved him off, saying, “Yeah. I know. I just… felt weird there. Uh. Yeah. Kill all those monsters. Right.”

Erick paused. He looked at his daughter for a moment. She was slightly distraught about a dozen things, for sure, but he would have to ask her about them later… No.

Erick asked, “What’s wrong?”

Jane paused, frowning. Then she blurted, “Seeing you on that stage. I thought that I was watching the moments before your assassination. I mean. Yes. I know you’ve been in danger before. But this was different. It felt… too real. Too exposed.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “I’m sorry that I worried you.”

“I’m just being stupid, dad.” Jane said, “Don’t worry about it.”

Nirzir spoke in a whisper, “I was worried about that, too. It’s what I’m always worried about, being out in the open.”

Everyone looked to Nirzir. Nirzir reluctantly met Erick’s eyes.

Teressa said, “I was watching the whole time. There was nothing in [Future Sight].” She added, “I’m doing that almost all the time, now.”

Poi said, “There were various problematic thoughts all around us, but none that verged on action. He was about as safe up there as he was anywhere else.”

Jane burst a sad laugh. “Oh, gods. Yeah. That’s true.”

Poi said, “I didn’t mean it like that.”

Nirzir looked a lot less comfortable, while Teressa frowned a little, as she looked down at Poi.

Poi said, “Okay. Fine. Yes; we are in danger, but not more than usual.”

“Yeah. I get that.” Jane said, “I do. But. Eh. Forget about it. Go save some lives, dad. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Erick said, taking his daughter in for a hug.

Jane sighed, and patted his back. She pulled away.

Teressa said, “If you don’t mind, I’ll come out there and guard you, too, alongside Poi. I’ll stay out of the privacy bubble to better mana sense, though.”

Jane smiled briefly. Nirzir looked conflicted, but she said nothing.

Erick said, “The more the merrier.”

And then he went to work.
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                The day ended with Erick dismissing a hundred groups of people, almost all of which only wanted to talk to him for various, unconcerning reasons. There were people who wanted silver rains, or who wanted diamonds. There were those who had ‘fantastic opportunities’ that Erick ‘must invest in right now!’ for their products were surely going to be flying off the shelves in the coming days. He still helped those who needed help, but the line between necessary and frivolous was blurring.

Sitting down to dinner with everyone, Erick laid it out there, “I think I might have been wrong about there ‘always being’ monster problems. I think the people who needed help, who were in actual danger, were quick to ask for that help. I only had 20 monster kills today. Oddly enough, all of them were hydras.” He added, “I never thought hydras were such a big problem, but they are, aren’t they.”

“It’s the regeneration.” Teressa said, “Regenerating monsters sometimes learn to escape a conflict and to come back twice as strong. Most monsters fight and fight and then die after the fight is over. Wounds, and such.”

Jane nodded. “All the worst monsters are either the ones that regenerate, or breed quickly.”

“There’s also the monsters who don’t look like monsters when they’re juveniles. The hidden ones.” Nirzir said, “Like the mist stone gluttons. The parent monster is a tiny lizard that will transform into a mist stone glutton if it gets damaged in combat, or if it suffers a sickness. Both events will prevent it from expelling its core dust and becoming monsterized.”

“There’s a species of bird in the Wyrmridge Mountains that’s like that, but only if the mother suffers damage in mating season. Elbow Twits.” Teressa said, “The monstrous version lays eggs everywhere, too, with each tenth egg turning into another elbow twit. That one is both a ‘breed quickly’ and a ‘hidden’ type.”

“Well, I’m just glad that the problem here seems to be lessening.” Erick asked Teressa, “But why are they called elbow twits?”

“They like to attack joints. It’s the cartilage.” Teressa said, “They like all cartilage, actually. Noses and ears are fair game, too, but people try to defend their faces and ears and leave their elbows out there, so that’s how they got their name. A group of them can leave an unprepared group of people as no more than dismembered body parts.”

Erick shivered. “Oh. That’s awful.”

“They’re mostly insignificant monsters.” Poi said, “Only low-leveled, unprepared people are ever vulnerable to them.”

Teressa nodded. “Most monsters are insignificant once you get strong enough. Elbow twits usually end up killing other animals, though I have heard that they can be a problem in the Greensoil Republic.”

Erick said, “Anyway. Looks like I got most of the major monsters around here. Or at least the ones that people are willing to come to me about.”

Jane said, “Only the ones that people survived.”

“… Ah. Yeah.” Erick stopped, and considered.

He should just kill every single monster out there, shouldn’t he? Or at least all the big ones. Every single tangled hydra would be a good start. He almost did, right then and there.

Except…

That would be messing with the ecosystem, too much. Treehome had done a significant amount of prognostication to discover if killing all the moon reachers and deathsoul shrooms would be good, or bad, and Erick would need to do the same before he decided to erase any monster lineages from the world. After all, tangled hydras ate a lot of everything, all the time, including other monsters.

And with that thought coming to him…

Looking back on it, he hoped that he hadn’t fucked up the Tribulations west of Songli when he went on his money-replacing spree a few weeks ago. Killing the fast-breeding crystal mimics was one thing, but mist stone gluttons came from normal lizards, and they were not actually endless.

He hoped that he hadn’t fucked up the grassland ecosystem for the grass travelers, since he had killed almost every large monster out there in the last week. Something different and unknown might come in and take over, now that the major monstrous threats were no more.

Jane asked, “Whatcha thinkin about, dad?”

Erick said to Jane, “I could go kill every single tangled hydra out there, but until I know more about the long term effects of such an action, I will not be doing that, for I won’t always be here to solve whatever horde-type monsters come later, after the major predator had been removed from the environment.”

Jane smiled a little, as she said, “Probably for the best.” She added, “I doubt many places were wiped out completely, anyway. Most people can escape a tangled hydra. You probably heard about all the actual problem hydras.” She asked Teressa, “But that brings up a good question: How is Treehome doing now that the reachers and shrooms are gone?”

“From everything I have heard, Treehome is doing well. The Forest got a lot safer.” Teressa said, “There have been some unexpected hordes of shroomspawn exploding out of the Green here and there and there are some sort of beetle problems in the west, but other than that, it’s been good—” She looked west. “Warlord Niyazo is coming over.”

Erick almost panicked at the sudden shift in Teressa’s focus, but when her words weren’t disastrous, Erick calmed. He said, “Yeah. I see him, and Koori, too.” He ate a few more bites of dinner as he spoke through his lightform, as he did when he was speaking through Ophiel, “You all don’t have to be there for that, if you don’t wish. I think we’re going to talk politics.”
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Erick invited Niyazo and Koori into the dense air of his home. They declined to go inside, which Erick expected, so the four of them sat on the front porch. Jane came out of the house with a small keg of hot rice wine and four cups, though she declined to sit in attendance.

The night crept in as the sun set in the west, but bright wardlights shaped like tiki torches kept the darkness at bay. Up above, the [Undertow Star] glittered in the nearby sky. Celes, The Silver Star, and Hell, shed their wan lights onto the surrounding land, their white, silver, and pink reflections captured in the shiny metals scattered across the front yard, their diffuse glows barely illuminating anything else.

Steam rolled up from Erick’s cup as he raised it to Clan Pale Cow, smiling as he said, “Congratulations on your easy win today.”

“Ha,” Koori said, then she sipped her drink.

They all took a small drink.

“It is only thanks to you that we won, today.” Niyazo said, “Until a week ago, Green Grass was one of our harder prospects. It could have gone either way.”

“I’m glad to help, then.” Erick said, “Now that I’ve seen some of your land, and talked with your people, I believe that Integration is a bit more important than I thought it was.”

Koori asked, “Is that why you are still here? I thought that after finding your dragon, you would have either killed them or kept traveling.”

“All I did was talk with him. Or her. Not sure about that.” Erick said, “But the danger is still there. Do you wish I was gone? So that the dragon could move around unhindered?” He had asked the question sarcastically, if only because he was unsure of what answer they would give him.

Koori frowned. “I did not mean it like that. But this is not your land. Unless you are making it your land?” She asked, “So? Are you making it your land?”

Erick said, “I’m moving on as soon as I’m sure that I haven’t left a problem behind me, but I don’t know if the dragon is a problem or not. He seems to have only gone after me because I was hunting face stealers and exposing the shadows everywhere, and thus, they thought me a threat.” He shrugged. “Maybe I am an existential threat to someone like that. Maybe the dragon is a face stealer themselves. They probably are; it’s easier to move and hide quickly by abusing [Polymorph] in that way, than it is to use [Polymorph] in the correct manner. Or it could be that they only became a face stealer because they had no other choice; it was either that, or death.” Erick said, “But they’re likely not a face stealer; we got all of those.”

For a long moment, Koori sipped her wine, not saying a word. Thinking.

Then Niyazo said, “I would have you at tomorrow’s debate with Blue Sky, if you would be there.”

“Eh?” Erick asked, “Wouldn’t that be dishonorable? I mean… I know the elders have no actual power. But.” He waved his hand at the landscape of Ooloraptoor, saying a lot and nothing at the same time.

Koori said, “The elders are moderators. Nothing more. They certainly wish to be more than that, but as we are not actually Integrated at this point in time, what the elders say is little more than hot wind.”

“They’re useful for helping to establish a culture of Polite War and to keep actual conflict to a minimum, but many of them are actively against Integration.” Niyazo said, “What they want is power without responsibility, and one must push back against that sort of thing, or else you will wake up one day to find a collar around your neck without ever knowing how it got there.”

Koori added, “Still. There is some merit to adhering to the words of the elders. But only if we won’t lose by doing so.”

Niyazo said, “Which is why we would have you at tomorrow's debate, if you are willing. It need only be for a single 5 minute segment. The elders would push back, but we would win another debate without bringing out our big arguments, and this might be necessary for when we face Brown Dog. We saved a lot of audience goodwill today by not dragging out the talks, and I would keep that goodwill if possible.” He added, “Plus, I am sure that everyone would want to hear you speak more fully.”

Erick said, “I’m sure you can win on your own merit, and I need to think about more than Pale Cow. I will abide by the elders’ decision.”

Koori’s eyes went a bit wide at Erick’s stark refusal. She smiled, then rapidly hid that smile from Niyazo. She was delighted to hear that Erick chose to step back, but she had needed to come and support her husband, and so she spoke on his behalf. She was glad they had lost this tiny ‘debate’.

Niyazo stoically took the news like a man hearing that tomorrow’s weather would be bad, and yet he still needed to go out and work in the rain. He nodded, then said, “Understandable, and acceptable. Thank you.” He continued, “I would hear of your ideas of governance, anyway. If you would be willing to share them. What does a proper government look like to you?”

Well…

Sure. Erick could do that.

“Any design works, as long as it fulfills a few basic needs:” Erick explained, “The people are safe, without being constrained. Ideally, the average person is educated in the basics of how their world works, so that they can one day become one of the ruling class if they so wish. Social mobility is achievable in a myriad of ways, but all of that mobility comes from contributions of the individual to the rest of society, or through anything non-violent, really.

“The ruling class needs to be accountable to both themselves, and the people they rule, and everyone must be judged using the same set of laws. The law needs to be compassionate, with the enforcement of the law bending based on circumstances, and yet it must not bend so far that the whole system breaks.

“Anything that fulfills those needs works for me. Pretty much all the cities of the Crystal Forest fulfill this need, though each one of those is more ‘adventuring hub’ than actual city.” He paused.

Erick almost spoke of Portal, and how they were the exception to the rule, and how shitty that was for everyone else, as Portal was the Crystal Forest’s main trade route to the rest of the world. He was still mad at them. He was still not over what the Pearl King allowed to happen with Lower Trademaster Caradogh, and the destruction that erased Spur’s Farms. He chose not to speak of that, though, because something like that was surely able to get back to Portal, and Erick didn’t need to give himself a future headache. The Pearl King was very much capable of making life at Candlepoint harder than it had to be.

… Erick found he had no more to say, actually.

When it became clear that Erick was done, Koori said, “An admirable set of requirements. But trying to apply the law equally to those of true power usually results in the destruction of stability. Placating them into going away or indulging them long-term is usually the safest course of action.”

She was purposefully antagonizing him, wasn’t she? Bah.

“That might be true.” Erick said, “But one must have a shape they wish their society to take, or else their society will take whatever shape other people impose upon it. It’s okay if it’s not perfect, as long as the vast majority of people are free, and even the lowliest person —even those trapped by the most awful of circumstances— has a chance to break free of those circumstances.” Erick said, “Plus, if you have a solid code then you can tell visiting powerhouses what is okay, and what isn’t. Perhaps they’ll follow your lead, if you have an established lead to follow.”

Niyazo smiled wide. “I’m going to steal that line for myself, if you do not mind.”

“Go right ahead,” Erick said.

Koori was not satisfied, though. “I wish idealism was that simple to implement. Just tell them to behave? As if it is ever that simple.”

Erick felt a spike of anger rise up from the absolute depths of his soul, catching him off guard with its ferocity. Later, he would realize that his anger came from how he felt when everyone didn’t want to murder all the Shades. He kept a lid on much of that anger, but some of it came out as he said, “Then make it that simple, Koori.”

Koori’s slightly-widened eyes glinted in the false firelight all around.

Niyazo was almost forgotten to the side.

Koori asked, “How?” She asked, “How does one treat with Shades, and dragons, and all the other powers of this world, and come out stronger for it, without falling to the depths? How do you keep being a good person, when reality requires you to be evil? How do you—” Koori was conflicted in that moment, perhaps more than she ever had been before, and yet she made a decision to continue. She asked, “How do you forgive yourself for all the mistakes you have made?”

Ah.

Erick said, “Pick a good goal, and then stick to that goal, yet know that deviations will occur because no plan survives contact with reality. Be ready for those deviations. Acknowledge the mistakes you make, and then fix whatever mistakes you have made along the way, if you can. Always deal with the problems that come at you; never let them pile up. Always act with compassion. Don’t fall into thinking that the problems others create because of your actions are somehow your fault.” He added, “Unless they are your fault, and then you gotta fix them.”

Koori listened, breathlessly. Then she nodded.

Niyazo spoke up, shifting the conversation away from his wife, “I would hear how you think your three-branch government would work on Veird, if you were to implement it here.”

Erick felt a moment of whiplash, then he came back to himself. He thought for a second; did he want to tell this stuff to Niyazo? Jane had been right that it was nice to be able to talk to your leader, on Veird. It was nice that the space separating the average grass traveler from the ‘ruler’ was so small. But then again, any form of government that oversaw millions of people would suffer the same sorts of ‘disconnected from the common citizen’ fate that came from a three-part government. But at that same time, having a system in place where everyone was replaceable, meant that it could last long past the people who invented the system.

Erick decided to answer Niyazo’s question. He started off circumspect, saying, “Now, this probably won’t work on Veird, because a three-part system is not responsive to existential threats in the same way that most governments around here are responsive to existential threats. This is both good and bad. Good, in that malicious forces cannot bring down the system in one fell swoop. Bad, in that such a system should not be able to respond in the timely manner necessary to avert certain disasters, like monsters. And yet, with some tweaking, you should be able to make a three-part system that is responsive to monster threats, or what-have-you.”

“But what does that look like, exactly?” Niyazo asked.

Erick spoke.

Soon, they switched to coffee.

Niyazo asked questions, and he posed interesting arguments. More than once, he understood exactly what could go wrong with a three-branch system of government, long before Erick got to the specific warnings of what could go wrong. ‘If the majority of people thought a certain way, then there would be no room for minorities in your system’; ‘Which is why special care must be taken to ensure minorities have a voice, with leaders voted in who bring those voices to the table’. ‘We grass travelers often have to combat lies, which is why we have elders to show the easily-swayed what is truth and what is fiction. Where would you put the Elders in your system?’; ‘Anywhere people would vote for them to be, but probably as judges’.

They also spoke of voting, and local elections, and representatives which would form a council which would communicate the needs of their territories to the ruling party. And then Niyazo spoke of voting problems, where people either voted for a single party, or their vote was useless. Koori spoke up about how a ‘two party’ system was also a possible problem. To this, Erick brought up a novel form of voting, where people voted not for a single person, but instead ranked their top three or five people in order of who they want for a certain position, and then those people won council positions based on how many votes they received, and how many positions needed to be filled.

“That’s called transferable voting, and it does prevent the ‘party rule’ problem.” Koori said, “They use that in the Greensoil Republic.”

Erick smiled. “Ah! They do? I didn’t know they did that.” He chuckled. “I’m glad to see that the theory actually works! No one does that back home, and I wish they would have.”

“Their implementation only resembles the ideas that you speak of. Only nobles are allowed to vote over there, which is something we would not allow here.” Koori said, “But at least they’re not the Sovereign Cities.”

Erick nodded. “That place is still at civil war.”

“And they will be, as long as the nobility exists. Which is why we cannot have a nobility happen here.” Niyazo said, “I would say that is most everyone’s actual fear when it comes to Integration; the rise of a nobility. Too much power passing down into the hands of children who have done nothing to earn that power besides to be born into it.” He added, “And at the same time… Transferable votes are a headache and a half. Better than the clan system they have in Songli, though.”

Koori nodded, humming in acknowledgment as she sipped her hot rice wine. Mostly, she stayed silent as Erick and Niyazo spoke, her mind and her thoughts her own, but more than once she shared those thoughts.

The night wore on. Eventually, it got to be too late, and Niyazo and Koori went back to their own home. Erick wished them well in their debate with Blue Sky tomorrow. He might watch, but he would not participate…

Unless something horrible happened. But Erick didn’t say that part; he wasn’t willing to tempt Fate that much.
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As the sun rose in the east, Erick set to work making a better DC engine. He started with metals—

But before he began, Niyazo and Koori showed up at the edge of the property, walking his way. Erick re-enabled their [Prismatic Ward] permissions and welcomed them into his workshop, asking if they wanted a cup of coffee. He didn’t want to say it, but both of them looked exhausted, as though they had been awake all night long, talking to people. Maybe they had.

“We cannot stay overlong, Erick,” Niyazo said, standing next to a new pile of copper ingots Erick had purchased not ten minutes ago. “We came to inform you that we will be using some of your ideas in the debate today, so that you are aware of it before it happens.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “You are? Well. Okay. Good luc—” He warned, “The systems I spoke about are likely not compatible with the realities of life on Veird. Here, you need to respond to danger and to the changing world in a single moment, and if you can’t, then you die. Back home, all the big problems were caused by the system’s inability to respond to existential threats, for everything was too entrenched, but at that same time, a lot of big problems were avoided, because everything was so entrenched; some wacko couldn’t come along and destroy everything all on their own. The system itself remained intact.” Erick said, “I think that the politics of my homeland and the reality of life here are intrinsically incompatible, and to attempt to map them together would only cause problems.”

Niyazo said, “The politics of your homeland were what they needed to be to allow your people to break the nobility that plagued your people, just like it plagues ours. Most of the ideas you spoke of don’t translate perfectly, but there are many that do. The main one is the establishment of a system that will last long after the creators are gone, that has checks against abuses and avenues for justice that the systems we have around here simply do not have.” Niyazo said, “That is much of what our arguments will focus on, going forward. With that, we hope to ensure that a nobility will never rise from the systems we lay down.”

Koori said, “We thank you for your assistance and your words and your knowledge, but we’re taking it from here. You are welcome to watch, if you wish.”

Erick looked at both of them for a moment, then he realized another problem that they didn’t discuss nearly enough. He said, “The city you want to make out of the clans of the grass travelers is not going to look how you want it to look. They’re going to want a lot of magic in their lives. They won’t be orthodox. You’re going to need to change.”

Niyazo’s eyebrows went up, as though he couldn’t believe that Erick was putting to words his own concern. Then he turned to see his wife’s reaction.

Koori stood resolute, like she was facing the executioner’s block with strength. She had some ‘big red buttons’ of her own, didn’t she? In that moment, she pressed one of those buttons; she stepped down a path that she did not want to go, but that she knew she must. Her voice was solid, yet smaller than usual, “I understand.”

Erick looked to Niyazo again, and then back to Koori, his gaze settling on the woman who a Registrar once offered to help become empress. He saw her in that moment, more than he had ever seen her before. Perhaps what he saw was a trick of the manasphere, or a particularly deep moment of mana sense; probably both.

Koori was dressed in a raiment of impeccable shadows made of thick air. A [Cleanse]d darkness that draped from every surface of her body and layered downward, like an ephemeral idea brought to this side of reality. Something dark swirled around her hornless head, resembling a crown, but also horns.

And then it was gone.

Erick would have said something, he would have asked questions, except, all he had seen was a figment of the manasphere; like a [Scry] eye that was only visible when under Meditation, or like one of the many monstrous forms that lurked in the un-Reality that surrounded them all.

So all Erick said was, “Good luck.”

Koori nodded. Hers was a stiff gesture, as though she was also trying to understand some odd thing in the moment. Perhaps she had seen what he had seen in the manasphere, though most people didn’t run Meditation unless they were expecting problems that required a magical solution, and two people almost never saw the same odd figments unless they were of like minds.

Niyazo noticed the oddity that passed between his wife and the archmage, but he just smiled a little, and moved on, saying, “Thank you, Erick.” He bowed a little. “Archmage.”

Koori just nodded deeply.

The two of them walked away, back to their clan.

Erick took a moment to actually mana sense toward the near past. He looked at Koori again, in that odd moment. She had no shadowy garments on this time, but there was a wispy sensation in the air around her. It almost looked like a garment made of nothing, for it was ‘made’ of the ‘blanking’ that occurred when someone purposefully erased the history of the manasphere, or when powerful magics tainted the manasphere. It was a weak effect, whatever it was, for as Erick watched that moment, frozen in time, the manasphere filled itself back in, and Koori just looked like Koori. No dark raiment; no thick shadows.

Odd.

Erick fully came back to himself.

He turned toward his metals…

And he got to work! What else was he supposed to do about an oddity such as Koori? Whatever he had seen certainly wasn’t a trick of the light, or a trick of Meditation. But whatever it was, it was not Erick’s problem…

… But he wanted to pick the brain of someone who might know more about this sort of thing. Teressa was still in the yurt, so it was easy enough to get to her. She was organizing monster-killing lesson plans out of a book for children.

Erick stepped into the room, asking, “Teressa. You’ve been reading up about fortune telling and stuff like that, right?”

Teressa looked up from her book. “...Yes?”

“Have you ever [Future Sight]ed around a person and seen something…” Erick wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it, so he said, “Seen something solidify? Around them? The notes I got from Redarrow spoke a bit about seeing someone’s future in the manasphere, but most of his words were open to interpretation, and I have not done nearly as much [Future Sight] as you have.”

Teressa looked up at nothing in particular, then she looked to Erick. “Did it look… malicious? Like death? Or did it look more like a blossoming?”

“… The second one. Pretty sure.” Erick said, “I’m not sure what I saw, so it’s bugging me more than I thought it would.”

Teressa’s eyes briefly unfocused, then she came back to herself. “I don’t see any— Ah. You saw something appear and then vanish, and now it’s not even in the manasphere, is it?”

“That’s exactly it.” Erick asked, “Do you know what it was?”

Nirzir, Jane, and Poi watched on, listening. Nirzir and Jane looked worried, but Poi was not worried at all.

“And it did not look like death to you?” Teressa asked, a little bit worried. She rapidly added, “If it looked like a good thing, tell no one what you saw.” She glanced to Poi. “If it was a good thing, it’s bad enough that two people know about it now.”

Poi shrugged.

Erick said, “It seemed neither good nor bad; just something that was.”

Teressa nodded, her worries falling away. “What you saw was likely a glimpse of the future. I’ve never seen them, but the best Prognosticators see them all the time... If they focus on seeing them, anyway. I’ve focused on large events and big happenings since Poi does the small stuff, so I doubt I’ll ever be able to see the small details.

“Fortune Tellers, for instance, focus on seeing those glimpses. Those types can study a person and see their path through life, or at least the larger events. There are Death Tellers that are either very good at predicting death, or very bad, but no one but them and the Mind Mages would know if they were good at their profession and Class, or not, because the future changes once people know of it. And a lot of people get the Death Teller Class specifically to stop the deaths they see.

“But any lay-person can see those glimpses when the events are large enough. Or at least... That’s what I’ve heard. I’ve also heard that glimpses aren’t spoiled by telling people about them. Except...” Teressa turned her head toward Clan Pale Cow, to where Niyazo and Koori had walked off. “I’m tempted to ask what you saw, but if it was good, then let’s not risk shifting it.”

Erick agreed.
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Once again back on the front lawn outside of his yurt, Erick stood with a bunch of metals and a brand new book he picked up in Songli not two minutes ago. It was a book of basic metallurgy for the prospective Smith, dealing mostly with iron and the process of making steel. Erick read it for a little while and confirmed many of his own half-remembered thoughts on the subject of smithing, but it didn’t go into depth about anything, and it used terminology for various metals that were a lot different from what Erick called them. Well what did he expect? To learn everything from a book, when Smithing was a rather secretive trade? Some parts of it were flat out wrong, though. It spoke of heating the metal and then cooling it under precise [Cooling Ward]s to ‘align the mana forces inherent in the metal’. Well, no, that’s not what careful cooling did…

Well maybe the book was right, but what the cooling and heating was for was to form grains and crystalline structures in the metal… But maybe mana played a heavy part in metal work on Veird.

It probably did.

Whatever!

Erick grabbed a hunk of iron —or perhaps steel— that had been gifted to him by the elders of Ooloraptoor, and prepared a test site to find out what it was made out of, exactly.

[Particle Vacuum] emptied the air of air and every other small particulate mass. The permeable sphere of translucent white magic settled in front of Erick; waiting. Erick had his notebook nearby so he could take down numbers while he used his sunform to hold the metals, and an Ophiel used [Incandescent Aura] to melt the metals.

He grabbed a block of iron with his light and pressed it into the vacuum. The grey metal ingot passed into the enchanted space without issue.

With a twitch of intent, Ophiel burst into flames, and then he concentrated that aura down into a small sphere, away from his body. The little guy singed himself a little and Erick apologized, but Ophiel brushed off the apology with a roll of his many eyes; there was work to be done!

Erick turned his attention back to the metal.

Heat met iron, and iron became red, then yellow, only to stabilize. Ophiel upped the heat and the iron fell apart into a liquid slurry, into Erick’s cupping light. The iron bubbled as gasses escaped from the iron, to escape the vacuum, but that was fine. Later, Erick would need to set up the separation spells beforehand, to catch whatever particulate out-gassed from the iron, but for now…

Erick cast two Condense spells into the space. First came [Condense Iron], Shaped like a curled teardrop. Then came [Condense Carbon], Shaped like an opposing teardrop. It was almost a yin-yang symbol, but it was not shaped like that for any mystical reasons, but instead so that Erick could shove the molten ingot into the Iron side of it all, and—

Yup! It worked.

Erick held the molten ingot into the [Condense Iron], and the spell grabbed the metal from his sunform grasp. He held his sunform out to try and collect any droplets, but nothing fell. Ophiel applied the heat, keeping it all molten.

It was almost like watching a lava lamp, as the molten metal hovered there in the [Condense Iron] side, around the tip of the [Condense Carbon] space. Soon enough, that inserted tip began to pull out specks of carbon from the free-floating iron, drawing that carbon to its own center. Some iron tried to follow the carbon as it floated away, but those bubbles of molten iron stopped when they hit the edge of [Condense Iron].

“Pretty,” Erick said.

He watched the dance of molten blobs float around, sorting themselves out in a lazy sort of way. Ophiel kept it all nice and molten.

… Even the carbon was molten, which was interesting to see. That took a lot of power… Or perhaps, magic that directly heated stuff by exciting its molecules lowered the melting temperature of the particles? … Probably not.

Maybe this was actually working? Maybe the Condensing spells were separating and trapping the carbon and iron properly within the vacuum? That’s what the spells should be doing, but it was hard to know, for sure, because none of the Particle spells worked directly on singular particles—

Erick’s thought train derailed.

If [Condense Carbon] didn’t work on individual carbon atoms, then wouldn’t [Condense Carbon] not work at all, in this case? There were no groups of carbon chain molecules within this steel…

All the iron counted as a molecule, though, since it was bonded to itself through valence bonds, but the carbon was scattered throughout the iron. Steel was an interstitial alloy, with none of the carbon touching other carbon atoms.

But there was clearly molten carbon collecting in the [Condense Carbon] area, and where the tail of [Condense Iron] stuck into that carbon collector, no iron was coming out. The [Condense Carbon] space was pure carbon. And none of it was in molecular form, at all… right?

Did…

Did Particle Magic itself change when Erick wasn’t looking? Was this magic able to affect individual particles now?

Or…

Was molten carbon a molecule? Is that what Erick was doing here? With the Condense line of spells, with molten elements? And that was another thing! The carbon was molten here! It took a lot of power to achieve that! Erick looked at Ophiel, and at the power of the [Incandescent Aura] he was putting out, into the vacuum. Melting iron was pretty easy, at around 1600 degrees Celsius, but melting carbon required 3600 degrees.

Erick queried Ophiel’s reserves by mana sensing the density of Ophiel’s mana-formed body. By his estimates, Ophiel had plenty of mana left. He might have spent barely two thousand mana to keep up this level of heat. Ophiel was putting out nearly quadruple power into his [Incandescent Aura] in order to make the carbon go molten, but...

But… Hmm.

No. Erick was not melting the carbon. If he were melting the carbon, he would be boiling the iron, since iron boiled at around 2900 degrees and Ophiel was applying the same level of heat to the entire spell. Boiling iron would cause all sorts of explosions and sputters, and there had been none of that so far.

Something odd was going on here, and Erick wasn’t sure what it was.

This required more testing, but at the same time, he was separating carbon from iron, exactly how he wanted. Erick could just ignore these oddities and proceed with the rest of the separations, to see what sort of other metals lurked inside the ingots from Ooloraptoor. He didn’t need to figure out what was going on with his spellwork right this second. At least not right now.

From eyeing the floating remnants of the iron bar, as compared to the bits of carbon inside the [Condense Carbon], Erick estimated that there had been about 1% carbon content in this bar, so that lined up with his estimates that this was rather high carbon steel. He would weigh it all out when the experiment was done, of course, but for now…

The spells seemed to be working well.

The spells seemed to be doing a lot more than Erick expected them to do, too.

He smiled. He decided to continue engineering, and to let the mystery of the magic go, for now. He’d figure out what was going on with all that, later, because he was having too much fun to stop and poke at any gods right now.

Magic was wonderful.

The test finished seconds before Erick was ready for it to finish. The vacuum went away all at once. The resultant shockwave from the returning atmosphere blasted apart the fragments of cooled carbon far and away, while the lump of iron had no chance to cool yet, and thus scattered across the front yard.

Erick was safe behind his sunform, though; he had been quick to deploy that.

As he eyed the scattered metals all around, Erick realized that he needed some scales and some weights, so that he could take actual measurements and record actual data.

- - - -




	
Iron bar #1 


	
failure

















	
Iron bar #2 


	
5021 g





	
[C Iron]


	
4863 g





	
[C Carbon]


	
62 g





	
Missing weight: 


	
96 g

















	
Iron bar #3, control 


	
5063 g





	
Heat in vacuum


	
 





	
Ending weight w/[Condense Iron]: 


	
5034 g





	
Missing weight: 


	
29 g

















	
Iron bar #3 


	
5027 g





	
[C Iron]


	
4660 g





	
[C Nickel]


	
11 g





	
[C Chromium]


	
15 g





	
[C Manganese]


	
33 g





	
[C Vanadium]


	
0 g





	
[C Molybdenum]


	
0 g





	
[C Titanium]


	
0 g





	
[C Carbon]


	
59 g





	
Missing weight: 


	
251 g





















	
Iron bar #4 


	
5042 g





	
[C Iron]


	
4662 g





	
[C Nickel]


	
13 g





	
[C Chromium]


	
21 g





	
[C Manganese]


	
39 g





	
[C Carbon]


	
58 g





	
Missing weight: 


	
249 g


















25 tests later, and eventually running through the entire periodic table of the elements, Erick saw a confirmation of what he saw in those first 3 (actually 4) tests. With every spell he tacked onto the working, no matter if it pulled anything out of the central melting pool or not, there was more and more missing weight, directly proportional to how much magic Erick performed on the molten metal.

If he only heated the metal, he’d lose half a percent of the iron.

If he targeted only the metals he knew were inside the ingot, then he’d get more of those end products.

But if he cast 40 different Condensing spells, most of which would do nothing, then every single metal that he expected to get would be lessened, which made no sense.

… Erick had a moment of inspiration, and changed his methodology to run the next tests.

After ten more tests, it turned out all of that oddity with missing metals was just a methodology error.

Abandoning his ‘yin-yang’ setup, Erick had moved to a ‘venn diagram’ setup, where the heated target was in the conjoining all of the various Condensing spells. Iron flowed to the iron side, but in that movement, it hit the barriers of all the other Condensing spells, and if the iron contained something besides iron, those bits of molten metal bounced back; back into the splitting area. Inside of this splitting area, all of the various particles did a lot of bouncing from side to side, breaking apart into molten dust, which eventually passed through the barriers of all the other Condensing spells once the iron and other metals and particles were stripped away by the bouncing. These separated particles then settled into the larger, specific Condensing spell to which those particles were attuned. But in order to actually get those particles to better flow to the center of the designated space, in order to fully collect them, Erick cast more and more Condensing spells of the targeted type, in those smaller areas, like Russian nesting dolls. This design helped to cement all the stray dusted particles into the center of the Condensing spaces.

Using this new methodology, Erick had all but eliminated the problem of the missing metals.

Also! Whoever made these metals put some weird shit in them. Arsenic was present; a few grams per ingot. Silicon, too. Probably from sand getting into the mix? Sulfur and copper and tin were often present, but not always. Oxygen got into the mix, for sure, along with a bunch of other elements that always boiled away under as much heat as Erick was applying, so it was hard to tell how much of that was going on. Also: these metal ingots looked the same, with each of them being grey, 5 kilogram bars, but they all came from multiple different foundries, or at least from multiple different Smiths, for sure. Sometimes the carbon was at .5%, sometimes it was at 3%. Most of the time it was around 1-1.5%. The exact mix of metallic content varied, too, likely due to whatever metallic traditions that particular smelter followed.

And that was enough experimenting for now.

Erick stopped working, for the morning was gone, and it was almost time for the debates. Also, he realized he was unable to do anything with all of this information he had gathered. He knew the particles. He knew how to draw them out of the iron. He knew what interstitial and substitutional alloys were, and how all of that related to carbon and iron and many of the other elements…

But he didn’t know much about metals beyond all that. He had no actual history with metalwork.

This particular project needed to be shelved, for now. Perhaps the Smiths up north could give him some good lessons on this stuff, for there was not much more book learning Erick could do on the subject.

Getting prototype-level gears and axles and such out of this metal won’t be too difficult, for Erick could over-engineer all of that, but making professional gears and frames and axles? Not happening. Erick would need some fantastic sources of molybdenum, first, and he didn’t find any of that in any of his extractions. He’d need good sources of chromium and manganese, too. Sulfur and phosphorus and silicon wouldn’t be too hard to get, for Erick was just now remembering that all of that stuff was important to have in chrome-moly steel…

He wasn’t sure of the quantities of specific metals, though… Or of anything, really. How much chromium? How much molybdenum? How much of all the other tiny inclusions? All he really knew was the name ‘chrome-moly’ to go on. How high of heat? How should it be cooled? How to make ‘martensite’ crystal structures in metal? He barely even remembered that name; ‘martensite’.

Today’s metallurgy had technically been a flop. Erick had not learned what his spells were doing, and he did not know how to make ‘the best steel for gears and such’, which was the nebulous goal at the moment.

But in other ways, the day’s efforts had paid off well. Erick had learned a lot, and now he had a lot of nice metals to play around with, too. He didn’t have all the metals he wanted to play around with, but he had enough to make some of his own steel. It might not turn out as well as the steel that these professionals had made, but it would be fun to try.

Another bit of learning came by varying Ophiel’s Heat Aura. In this way, Erick was able to confirm the melting points of various metals he already knew, and to learn a few of the physical properties of other metals that he did not know before today.

But he had gained one serious question: Had Particle Magic suddenly gained the ability to target individual atoms when Erick wasn’t looking? Or had he always just assumed that it couldn’t target single atoms, because that’s what everyone said? That’s what the gods said, too…

Yeah...

Erick was pretty sure that Particle Magic changed when he wasn’t looking.

… Or maybe, when things were molten, and under high vacuum, and there was little in the way of interference from non-selected particles, and everything was a soup of various melted stuff, then he could target individual atoms? Maybe there was a multiplicative effect gained through all the spells he nested inside one another, too. In some of these extractions there were over 250 spells going all at once.

Huh.

Okay… Maybe Erick was onto something there, with those last thoughts. But like any good scientist, just having a hypothesis that seemed right wasn’t good enough. It was time to test that hypothesis!

… After the debates… Which came after lunch, first.

Jane and Nirzir had brought back food from Pale Cow’s cooking yurts. Over that hearty stew, Erick sat down and extended his senses half toward the debate stage. No one there, yet. Looked like they were still setting up—

Erick asked Nirzir, “Do you have [Viewing Screen]? I keep meaning to get it, but I’ve never bothered.”

“I do have that spell, but only the low-grade and medium-grade versions.”

“What spells did you use for it?”

“The usual.” Nirzir said, “[Force Wall] and [Scry]. I’ve used [True Sight] in a separate spell for when that’s needed. None of my Screens are stable, though, but I don’t want to make the stable versions because I don’t want to be a hermit.”

“No popping protections?”

Nirzir nodded. “Correct; anyone on the other side can pop the sensor if they want to.” Nirzir said, “I don’t even use [True Viewing Screen] that often, as it’s too expensive for most long-term viewing. Usually, [Viewing Screen] is good enough for me. Neither are as good as a mana sense on-site, though. Or even a proper [True Scry]. That whole suite of spells is rather niche.”

Erick said, “I’m going to make a [Viewing Screen], then, so we can watch the debates.” He held out his left hand and rapidly channeled mana through the appropriate spells until they clicked together, into something harmonious— Erick stopped. “It’s missing something.”

Nirzir nodded as she stuck her fork into a piece of meat in her stew. “Yeah. That’s another reason I never made any high-grade [Viewing Screen]. You can go in almost any direction with that, and none of them sound complete. [Force Platform] makes the Screen move as you wish. Shifting the sound and intent can make the Screen appear at both locations, so that you can communicate with someone without using [Telepathy]— Ah. You need to add [Prestidigitation] for that one, so that the other side can hear what you say. [Prestidigitation] needs to go into any [Viewing Screen] you make, if you want anyone besides you to hear what’s happening on the other side. In a different sort of way, [Telepathy] can allow both sides to communicate with each other, but that can make for some nasty False Damage headaches if anyone on either side doesn’t want to participate.” Nirzir said, “You can go a lot of ways with that spell.”

Teressa spoke up, “The Army puts out a book on all sorts of [Viewing Screen] defensive and offensive measures. We could get you one?”

Poi nodded; this was easy enough to do.

Erick said, “Eh. I’ll just make the basic spell right now. Work on something better, later.”

And so he did. [True Sight] was massively expensive, though, at 25 mana per second, but he could handle those sorts of costs, so Erick included that into the spell. He did shuffle [Force Wall]’s 100 minute duration into something smaller, though, to lessen the final costs.

Near the end of his combination, Erick got the distinct impression that he was somehow using a magnifying glass and a sound amplifier to watch a TV that someone had placed at the other end of a stadium. It sounded odd, but it sounded clear, too, so he went with that, and continued onto the next part. After adding in the usual ‘renew-like’ magics that he included in most of his magic these days, the spell sounded clearer, like he was viewing some far away part of the world through a fiber optic cable.

It was weird, but it worked.










	
True Viewing Screen, instant, super long range, 12,250 mana

Conjure a quick sensor at a known location which sees through all nearby falsehoods, and projects an image of the location onto a screen in front of you. Lasts 10 minutes. 

Recasting this spell on the same screen will renew the duration of the spell.














Erick felt a bit lightheaded as mana swirled out of him to create a ‘television screen’ that hovered to the side of the dinner table, showing the empty debate stage near the water. He smiled. “It worked.” He handed the spell out to Jane, who wordlessly wanted to know how his spell had turned out, and then, seeing the inquisitive eyes of Nirzir, he handed out the spell to everyone. “A bit expensive, but not too bad.”

Nirzir’s eyes went wide. “That’s a… large duration, there. Mine lasts a minute.”

“Yeah, but I can afford it. Anyway.” Erick turned away from the screen, asking Nirzir, “Have you gotten far with your self-repairing spellwork?”

“Haven’t managed it yet, though I have been able to see what you were talking about when it came to the natural degradation of a Permanent wardlight, and the wardlight’s ‘desire’ to recreate itself.” Nirzir asked, “Have you managed a new [Personal Ward]?”

Erick smiled. “Not yet. I’m pondering a simple Blood Magic, Variable Cost Variable Defense, though. Have you tried that?”

“It’s better than the base defense provided by [Personal Ward], for sure, but that comes with a few severe drawbacks that makes that option rather useless for most people; one more than most.” Nirzir handed Erick a blue box, saying, “Here. This is one of those I made a while ago. You can see the problem.”










	
Bloody Personal Ward, instant, personal ward, 100 mana + Variable

Conjure a defensive ward across your body that prevents 90% of damage, and up to a 2x Variable amount of damage prevented. 














“Oh yeah.” Erick said, “Even if you can prevent 300,000 damage, you’d need 30,000 Health in order to make use of that protection.”

Nirzir nodded. “Exactly. I abandoned that path early on since I’m not a Scion of Balance, or a Blood Mage. If you’re a Blood Mage you should be able to get that percentage up to 95% and with a times-five Variable multiplier. For a Scion of Balance, [Bloody Personal Ward] is also an attractive option. But not for me.” She added, “Though, Health isn’t everything. Health-theory states that the natural body has a 5 to 10 damage resistance, so if all you’re taking is 100 Health hits, and you have a 90% modifier, then even without any Health at all, you won’t take actual damage— Well… Not dangerous damage. Usually”

Jane perked up. “If you had natural armor, though, you’d have a lot more effective Health, right?”

Poi instantly said to Jane, “Blood Magic is generally heavily restricted; outlawed, in a lot of places.”

“Yet another problem with Blood Magic.” Nirzir said, “But if you can do it, monsters almost always have a high damage resistance, and Polymages can easily take advantage of this benefit.” She waved an empty fork, saying, “I’ve gone pretty far down the ‘damage resistance route’ with my [Personal Ward]s, but it’s hard to do that without [Polymorph], and… No offense, but I’m not turning my skin into chitin. There is obvious useful overlap with some of the [Stone Body]-like magics we spoke of the other day, and there is merit there, but not enough to pursue.” She said, “[Bloody Personal Ward] is just not good enough for me.”

Jane glanced to Poi, then turned back to Nirzir, asking, “But if you had chitin, then you could Blood Magic up some really, really impressive defenses?”

“Only numerically.” Nirzir said, “Which is good enough for most uses, but not enough for me and my goals.”

Erick said, “Might be good enough for me. I’ll try it, after lunch.”

Poi sighed. “Of course you will.” He added, “You know Blood Magic is dangerous, right? Long term unforeseen effects pile up when you use Blood Magic, and this is a [Personal Ward] you’re talking about.”

Teressa hadn’t spoken much, but she clearly agreed with Poi, if her expression was anything to go by. Jane suddenly, silently agreed with him, too.

Nirzir nodded. “He’s right. That’s another reason I didn’t go that route. In the blue box, [Bloody Personal Ward] looks good, but in reality, it fails to live up to the numbers.”

Erick frowned. “Ah. Well. Hmm.”

Erick discarded that idea.

Poi made no attempt to hide his relieved expression, or his light, happy chuckle.

Teressa joked, “Disaster averted!”

Jane said, “But I have the monster ability Perfected Body, which makes me immune to all the long term effects of Blood Magic. I could use a [Bloody Personal Ward] just fine.”

Erick’s eyes weren’t the only ones to go a bit wide.

Nirzir exclaimed, “Lucky! Ugh! That’s the one thing I would want out of Polymage. Everything else I could do without.”

Jane looked like the cat that caught the canary.

“Would that work?” Erick asked Nirzir.

“It does work exactly like that,” Nirzir said.

Jane chuckled lightly.

Poi looked to her, saying, “You need a license.”

“Then I will get one!” Jane confidently declared.

The conversation moved on to other magics, with questions and answers passing back and forth between Nirzir, and Erick. They spoke of the metals outside, and of electromotive forces. Erick asked after what she knew about steel, and Nirzir admitted she had no idea about any of that, but it was an interesting challenge; to make metals strong and resilient to the normal damage that occurred through regular use. Usually only Smiths managed to make anything worthwhile, and those gains were mostly due to their Class Ability, Metal Sense. That Ability allowed rather fine observation of metals in a way that normal mana sense did not.

And that was an interesting problem. Teressa and Erick spoke of mana sensing the interiors of metals, wondering what it was that Smiths could see that they could not. Nirzir shrugged; she wasn’t privy to any Smithing secrets, either.

Erick renewed the Viewing Screen as needed. Jane, Poi, and Teressa, each eventually moved on from the table.

By the time Erick needed to go out to the meeting platform and help the people out there, the debates still hadn’t begun. They were an hour behind schedule. Once at the platform, and since he was already running around with Ophiel, Erick asked a few people here and there about the delay, concerned that something bad had happened. Niyazo and his leaders were in heavy discussions in their gathering yurt, though, so he didn’t disturb them.

Apparently, nothing was wrong; the debates would simply be three hours late.

So Erick went back to work.

Except for the monster hunts, which he could do on his own time, Erick completed all of the major problems people brought to him well before the debates actually began.

When the debates began, Erick was already sitting on his porch, watching through the [Viewing Screen] that hovered in the air, like it was a giant television.

Jane sat beside him, munching on some fried rice balls and sipping a beer. Teressa, Poi, and Nirzir sat behind Erick and Jane. Sitting down and settling in, Erick only now noticed that everyone had a snack except for him. All of them had gone out into the ‘temporary city’ of Ooloraptoor at some point in time, except for him.

Erick asked, “And no one got me a snack?”

Nirzir almost panicked, gripping the last cookie of her bucket of cookies. She had already taken a bite out of the cookie, too.

Jane pointed. “All of your snacks are waiting for you to buy them way over there, at the food vendor street about four kilometers that way.” Then she held the bag out to him, “Or, we can share, but this one is the really spicy kind.” She added, “And I have no idea what sort of stuff out there you’d like. It’s all weird, dad.”

Teressa held close her own large paper bag of near-raw beef strips, not wanting to offer, but offering anyway, “You want a klorztal?”

Poi said, “I got dried fish. You don’t like dried fish.” Almost happily, he added, “No one likes dried fish.”

Erick said to them all, “I think you all purposefully cultivated a joy of terrible snacks in order to not have to share them with anyone else.”

Teressa laughed loud.

Poi just nodded; of course he had done this, for this was what you did while in the army.

Erick glanced to Nirzir’s empty cookie bucket, saying, “Nirzir gets a pass since she ate all of hers before the debate actually began.”

Nirzir just looked at the bite mark in her cookie, unsure of what to do. And then she held it out to Erick.

Erick smiled. “No thank you, but thank you for the offer.”

Nirzir, still unsure, took the cookie back.

Erick looked at Jane’s bag and the clumps of balled rice within. They were made of savory marshmallow fluff and dusted with something green. “I am going to try one of these, though.”

“It’s spicy~~~” Jane teased.

Erick plucked one from the bag and smelled it—

Olfactory pain ripped through nostrils, throat, and mouth. He tossed the treat back into the bag as he turned his head and sneezed into the crook of his arm as his eyes watered.

Jane laughed, saying, “Gross! Don’t throw the snack back in the bag!”

Erick kept sneezing. Tears rolled down his face.

Nirzir said, “I think I need a new snack, too. Anyone else want to come with me?”

Erick blinked out tears and regained himself, saying, “Sure!”

Poi set down his dried fish.

Soon, the three of them were at the food vendor street. Erick got snacks enough for everyone, and they were the good kind. ‘It’s all weird’; phssh! Erick was delayed getting back, though, because a lot of people noticed him and wanted to talk to him, though almost everyone was rather decent about not actually talking to him. Those that tried got told to take an application at the platform outside of his yurt.

The three of them made it back to their seats minutes before the debate started.

… Erick had a strange need for a soda, at that moment. No carbonated drinks on Veird, though; or at least none that weren’t also alcoholic. Meh; whatever.
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- - - -

Patrons have 169 - Jane!
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163, 2/2


                To the right, on the blue side, stood Niyazo and a few leaders of Pale Cow. Speaker Yorila was there, too, oddly enough, but perhaps even odder than that, was the presence of Koori. Yorila’s presence signified that Pale Cow was willing to submit a caster to the probable battle; they were willing to break their traditional orthodoxy. Erick shouldn’t have been too surprised by that, he supposed, since he participated in yesterday’s debate, and Blue Sky was, of course, going to field a caster or three. The rules of debate were already agreed upon before anyone stepped up to the stage, and these debates were strictly of the ‘standard’ variety.

But Koori being there meant that she would be participating in the battle, and that battle would include magic… And Koori had a personal hatred of magic.

She was breaking her own morality to be there on that stage.

Koori’s presence held much of Erick’s attention, and he was not the only one to take heavy note of her. To the left, on the orange side of the stage, the people of Blue Sky saw Koori and were nervous. All Erick truly knew was that Koori had some sort of [Cleansing Domain], but these people knew a lot more than that; they knew her actual capabilities.

A bit further to the left, outside of the debating area, stood two other groups of people with clear connections to Blue Sky. Linxel from Green Grass was the most noticeable, at well over two decimeters taller than the next tallest person and with spiraling horns beyond that. Some people with some brown dogs stood next to Green Grass and Blue Sky. They had to be from Clan Brown Dog, but Erick didn’t know much about them. Brown Dog only had three people in attendance, though, each with their own brown dog at their side. That full clan had yet to show up in Ooloraptoor, but they should all be here in the next day or so.

Elder Teer stood in front of the crowd, bringing the debate to order. She spoke a shortened version of her speech from yesterday, laying a foundation that would hopefully foster peaceful discussion of Integration.

And then the first speakers took their places by the podiums.

The actual debate started off normal enough. One of the leaders of Pale Cow got up on stage and spoke of how the world was changing, and how they needed to band together, or else outside forces would corrupt them from multiple directions at the same time. They spoke of hope; that the grass travelers could keep their nomadic ways of life, exactly how the orcols managed to keep their nomadic ways of life, even after the establishment of Treehome. Just like how had been proven before, a civilization could be organized alongside a strong center without infringing on the individuality of separate clans.

And then a guy from Blue Sky took the stage and spoke of how the orcols were some of the worst people to take examples from, for they had failed to keep the Forest of Glaquin habitable. If the orcols were forest-cullers like Blue Sky, or like Green Grass, then maybe they wouldn’t have needed an archmage’s help to drive back the shadows in the Deep Green.

Teressa scoffed. “Now that’s just insulting.” She flicked a hand toward the screen, scowling deeply. “Assholes over here never grew up with forests that fight back and they think they could do better than us!”

Erick glanced backward for a moment. Teressa was truly angry.

He turned back to the screen.

The speaker for Blue Sky spoke of how Integration would drive people away from doing their sacred duty of burning all trees to the ground. Within twenty years of integration, forests would return to the grasslands, and with them would come the more dangerous monsters, and with that danger, would come death, and an expansion of the forest into a true Forest.

Pale Cow countered how, with a centralized system, they could raise forest cullers up to positions of power to keep the land clear of forests. Then they started offering solid organization solutions to how such an undertaking would be achieved. They spoke of offices and bureaucracy, and they also spoke of quick response times to danger that didn’t involve a nobility overseeing everything.

Blue Sky’s response was instant, “There would always be a nobility in these sorts of situations. There would always be a top, and a bottom, with a gulf between the two based on the size of the society. If all the wealth in a community is just ten gold, the most anyone could ever lord their money over another is with that ten gold, and that ten gold would soon become worthless in trade. But you’re talking about making a community with ever-increasing wealth; with a nobility that has no limits. Maybe the disparity you create won’t be of gold, but there will be a disparity, and that means an eventual nobility. There is no way around this.”

The speaker of Pale Cow was expecting this sort of response. So they launched right into the idea of transferable power, speaking of many things which Erick had spoken of last night, to Niyazo and Koori. They spoke of how the problems with transferable power only occurred when communities could not respect the institution, but the grass travelers had been having debates like this for a long time; they could do tradition, and they could even make new ones. Traditions that could stand the test of time. Traditions where nobility was not allowed footholds, for that sort of power would always be split among the people, instead.

Erick sighed, “Oh gods.”

Jane couldn’t hold it in any longer. She laughed, then said, “Serves you right! Telling them about this stuff.”

“It’s a nice idea, I suppose; transferable power.” Nirzir said, “Arcanaeums do it all the time the world over. Every commoner corporation or business does it… But to apply this idea to government? I mean. Commoner businesses exist because the nobility looks out for them, while arcanaeums exist because of the Headmaster.”

Teressa said, “I was gonna say that Treehome has an elected government, but the Arbors aren’t elected. So… Yeah.”

“There are problems with the idea of transferable power,” Erick said. “Most of them are solvable.” A bit sarcastically, he added, “You just need some immortal, incorruptible powerhouses which will let the people below them do their own things.”

“Easy to solve,” Jane said, copying her father’s sarcasm.

“… You both say it like the answer isn’t obvious.” Teressa said, “They just gotta make some arbors and get over their stupid aversion to the Forest.”

Poi kept his opinion to himself.

“Clan Void Song takes in lots of people and raises them all to power.” Nirzir said, “These people could do that, too.” She paused, then said, “We don’t meddle overmuch in the lives of people below us.”

“You two don’t get it.” Jane said, “These people don’t want anyone at the top, for they know that whoever is at the top likely won’t be them, or their children.”

Poi nodded.

Teressa and Nirzir fell silent.

The debates continued, with Blue Sky tearing down Pale Cow’s ideas, and Pale Cow continually offering solutions to all of Blue Sky’s concerns.

While all that happened, Erick killed monsters according to applications dropped off by various petitioners and Blessed people in the mountains. Most of his attention was on the debates, though.

After a while, after a few choice words by Clan Blue Sky, Erick’s attention went solely toward the debates, because something tickled his mind as he was watching; he was seeing something more than what most other people saw. Nearly an hour had passed with neither side losing a single speaker, for the elders had yet to vote either side off, and the audience was large, and listening. This was slightly abnormal; someone should have been voted off by now. And yet, the first two speakers were still up there.

Not too surprising, in retrospect, for aside from the first bit of banter, not a single old argument had been trod out to be judged. Everything the two speakers discussed was new, so of course the elders hadn’t voted anyone off.

And Erick had seen something in the way that Blue Sky spoke, and the way that Pale Cow answered, something he wasn’t quite sure he had truly seen. But...

Oh.

The Blue Sky speaker ended their turn, setting up the pins, “Every word out of your mouth is nothing more than wishful thinking. It’s all theory. It’s all imaginative lies; little more than a warm wind on the freezing cold tundra that is reality.”

And Pale Cow knocked them down, “But we do have proof that these ideas of transferable power work. We have spoken to Archmage Flatt about his world, where many of these ideas are present, and…”

The guy continued to speak, but Erick had seen enough.

Erick told his people, “So nothing is happening, but I have something to say. I’m putting up a Privacy for a moment.” And then he did. The world beyond the yurt remained visible, but they were cut off from all of it. He turned to his people, and to Nirzir. Poi nodded a little; knowing what was happening, but the other three were worried. Erick tried to put their worries to rest, “Nothing bad has happened, but I don’t want these words to be repeated outside of this space.” He moved right along, “I don’t know how it happened, or what happened, exactly, but it appears that Pale Cow and Blue Sky wanted to work together, and they’re doing it as covertly as they can. There’s a lot of true animosity between both sides, so all of that which you see up there has been real, and maybe the speakers after these first two will bring actual anger to the discussion, but Pale Cow and Blue Sky are working together.” Erick said, “We are not going to interfere in whatever they’re doing, and we’re not going to let anyone know that we know, either.”

Teressa was quick on the uptake, and on the ramifications. “So does that mean we’re moving on?”

“Not today, but sooner than I thought we would.” Erick said, “This also means we might not have to worry about a dragon attack from Ordoonarati. Honestly… I do not like what he did to Green Grass, or him sending the Mirage Dragon to try and assassinate me, and there might be some soul mutilation happening out there right now, but while I will check up on that, I’m not willing to start a war with a dragon that doesn’t want to fight.”

Teressa and Poi instantly understood; both of them relaxed in that moment. Jane gradually understood, too, but she didn’t like his decision. Nirzir was… disappointed. Yup; disappointed.

The princess of Void Song said, “But you killed all the Shades. I’ve seen what you can do. A dragon shouldn’t pose any threat?” She added, “A dragon that has probably soul mutilated the people on that stage.”

Poi said, “We can check for soul mutilation, but that doesn’t matter when it comes to the larger powers, and dragons qualify.”

“But?” Nirzir’s frown deepened.

“It’s too many unknowns.” Teressa said, “You never fight an unknown if you don’t have to, and we have no idea where the dragon is, or what they can do.”

“But…” Nirzir just shook her head a little.

Jane looked at her father, saying, “I don’t like this decision either. The dragon tried to get at you twice, and he killed people and mutilated their souls in order to do that. This dragon is not someone you should leave at your back.”

Poi said, “I would prefer not to be near a dragon fight if it is not necessary, and it might not actually be necessary in this case. We can check for soul mutilations on the people out there.”

Teressa asked, “You could try to send a message to the dragon, boss? To see if you’re actually on the same side now?”

“We are not on the same side.” Erick said, “But I don’t…” He felt tired. He looked away. “I could reach out, perhaps. See if he will take back his promise to go to war if he loses these debates. See if he’s purposely losing, now, which he seems to be.” He added, “I just wanted to let you all know what I see, to let you know why I’ll be making some of the decisions I’ll be making in the near future, before I make them. Let’s not talk about this outside of a Privacy, or [Telepathy].”

A round of nods followed Erick’s words. Nirzir was deeply unhappy, but she hid that away as best she could. Jane, though, resigned herself to acceptance.

Erick told the young girl, “We can talk later about this, okay?”

Nirzir sat a bit straighter. She nodded.

Erick dispersed the Privacy, and recast the [True Viewing Screen].

They watched the debate for a while longer, but almost all of the tension was gone. A lot of the words that passed between the two first speakers, who were still talking, were not exactly choreographed, but they were definitely organized beforehand. Some of the elders were obviously in on the deception, too, though not many of them; more than enough to ensure that neither speaker could be voted off until they were done speaking. Teer was clearly a part of the choreography.

An hour and a half into the ‘debate’, something finally broke in the equilibrium between orange and blue, and Pale Cow got voted off, first. Blue Sky took a shot at the second trained speaker from Pale Cow, and then flubbed an argument on purpose to get voted off.

Nirzir’s voice was small, as she said, “It’s rather obvious when you look for it, isn’t it.”

“Yeah; it is.” Jane turned to her father, and said, “You know, dad. It turns out I really miss television. And snacks. I’m getting more snacks.” She asked everyone, “Anyone want some?”

Everyone wanted more snacks.

Jane smiled at her father, saying, “You should invent soda.”

Erick smiled. “I could, couldn’t I. Oh! I’ll make something lemony. I always liked that stuff.”

“A lemon and lime combination flavor, perhaps? Maybe seven flavors, together? Not unlike the myriad citrus?” Jane smirked as she asked, “What will you call it?”

Erick announced, “Archmage Flatt’s Fizzy Citrus Surprise!”

Jane’s smile vanished, then it came back as she laughed.

“There will be no copyright infringement on my watch,” Erick said, most seriously.

Nirzir was lost. She asked Teressa, “What’s a copyright?”

“Some earth-thing, for sure,” Teressa said.







- - - -







It started off as a lark, but Erick could make soda if he wanted, couldn’t he? So while he watched the debates, and snacked on sweet rice and marshmallow treats, he did a bit of magic on the side. [Condense Carbon] and [Condense Oxygen] were not enough, though; Erick needed to create usable CO2, which meant a solid that could be easily transported, or contained, and not a gas. To make that final leap, Erick included another spell that he had gotten from a different member of the mage trio, back in Spur.










	
Frozen Mist X, instant, medium range, 25 MP

Cool a small area, dealing physical damage per second. Creatures caught in the effect are slowed if they cannot become warm. Effect stacks. Lasts 10 minutes.














Eduard had invented that one, right alongside his sister Maia’s [Incandescent].

And since Erick was creating a new spell anyway, and for some symmetry, Erick channeled [Frozen Mist] and Aurify through an Ophiel hanging out high in the sky. Ice instantly formed on beating wings, then shed away like so much scattered frost. The air turned to winter, as a cold mist billowed away from Ophiel.

And Ophiel kinda liked it. He ducked and weaved into the air, trailing a chill all around him, scattering ice with every beat of his wings, and with every note of his violin song.










	
Frozen Mist Aura, instant, medium range, 1 mana per second + Variable

Cool a small area, dealing physical damage per second. Creatures caught in the effect are slowed if they cannot become warm. Effect can be modulated at will.














Erick let that aura lapse. It was dry ice making time! He combined the original [Frozen Mist] with—

He stopped.

Why not use [Mysticalshape] to make it work better? Well. Yeah. That was one of the Big Things he wanted to try using that spell for, wasn’t it; to make some Particle Magic without extraneous contaminants, like what happened when he used [Crystallize Diamond].

Erick smiled. Okay. Well. He had to make this one himself; he couldn’t make this spell through Ophiel as he sat there, on the porch of his yurt. So he excused himself from the screening area, saying, “I’m going to make a spell. Shouldn’t take too long.”

Nirzir instantly, and excitedly asked, “What spell! Can I watch?”

Jane just smiled as she watched Erick go.

“Of course.” Erick stepped off of the yurt and walked a bit away, saying, “It’ll be a spell that makes the material which can then be used to make carbonated drinks.”

“What’s ‘carbonated’?” Nirzir asked. “Something to do with making something have more carbon?”

“Exactly. The formula for this molecule is one carbon and two oxygen. I’m adding in [Mysticalshape] and [Frozen Mist] to see if I can make the spell operate without producing byproducts, and to make a solid material that can be transported later, in case I want to make a product with this spell at another time.”

Nirzir nodded, waiting for the magic. She asked no more questions.

Erick held a hand forward and channeled mana through his various spells. The Particle spells sounded of static, but [Mysticalshape] sounded like a possibility sliding into place, while [Frozen Mist] was the sound of a frozen morning, crackling with ice— Huh. That spell had gained some sound to it, too. Before, it was just another static sound.

Anyway.

Erick tuned the song a few different ways, trying to find the vibrations that turned cold possibility into a fizzy, harmless sensation. He didn’t find the correct combination right away, but knowing that CO2 condensed into a solid well below 0 degrees, he went for a deeper cast of [Frozen Mist], trying to make it cold enough for—

Yup!

That did it. That was the proper sound of a cold soda.

Smiling, Erick cast, twisting magics together, targeting the space above the corner of a stone platform.

Flowing streamers of misty white cold swirled out of the manasphere, condensing into a small teaspoon-sized pile that grew larger as moments piled up; like the falling of snow onto a specific part of the world. The yield was small, and the production was slow, but CO2 was precipitating out of the air, well enough.

Ah! To have this spell back on Earth— Actually. Having [Grow] would probably be a better solution to climate change than carbon sequestration. Erick always thought that was just pushing the problem forward, onto the next generation.

Anyway.

Erick threw a [Cleanse] on the pile, bursting white light across the space to check to see if there were any toxic byproducts. No thick air came up from the pile, though it was a bit hard to see through the cold, white swirls flowing through the space.

He’d throw another [Cleanse] over the whole thing once it was done.

A blue box appeared well before the crystallization was complete.










	
Harmless Frozen Particles, instant, close range, 250 mana

Cause particles of a specific type to condense in a small area. Lasts 10 minutes. 














The name was a bit odd and the description was rather purposefully vague, but the spell was a success, though the product was slower forming than Erick had expected.

Nirzir asked, “Was that a success?”

“Yes. But I think I can adjust the yield by changing the local environment, as with any Particle Spell.”

Erick grabbed some nearby grasses with an Ophiel, brought those grasses into the dry ice spell, and had Ophiel [Incandescent Aura] the grass into particulate. Almost instantly, Erick knew he had harmed his new spell with the heat, for the whole freezing sphere of magic suddenly shrunk; probably due to the heating spell, which was rather perfectly aligned against the cold spell. Particle spells worked well against each other, after all. The grass still went up in flames, though, producing ash which was swept up by the white streamers of the cold spell, into the interior, where the yield of dry ice suddenly doubled, then tripled, like snow knocked down onto the ground.

Erick decided to let the spell run its course without any more interference, for it was working well enough on its own. The yield was growing faster than diamonds grew, so this was fine.

He said, “The next version of this spell is the aura, but that can come later.”

Nirzir asked, “What can you do with the snow, though? Er. It’s not snow, is it.”

Erick smiled. Nirzir was rather smart. And the pile of CO2 snow was about two handfuls large; this was more than enough to show her what dry ice could do. Erick canceled the rest of the spell then cast a [Cleanse] over the space. White streamers vanished back into the manasphere and thick air flexed, yet removed none of the particulate from the ground.

Success! Including [Mysticalshape] had worked wonders.

“You put it in a drink and you drink it!” Jane said, coming forward with a pitcher of lemon water that she had been working on while Erick made his spell. She handed the container off to her father. “It’s mostly sugar and the juice of half a lemon. It should function, but the recipe needs obvious work.”

With a sweep of hard light, Erick compacted most of the dry ice into a small block of solid white, about half the size of his fist, while he also took the pitcher from Jane. The ice went into the container, and instantly started bubbling. Nirzir craned her neck, eyeing the smoke pouring off of the bubbling lemonade.

“And that’s it!” Erick said. “All you have to do is let the dry ice fully dissolve into the drink, and that’s all it takes to make soda water.” He handed the container back to Jane, adding, “You should lightly close off the lid, though, to ensure the carbonation takes.”

Jane eagerly took the pitcher, giving a laugh as she wrapped it in shadows, saying, “You could have done this a year ago, dad.”

“A year ago, the Queen Daydropper had killed most of Odaali using what I assume is a variation of this spellwork, and [Grow].”

Jane winced. “… Ah. Yeah.”

Nirzir’s eyes shot wide. “It’s dead air!?”

“That’s what most people would call it, yes,” Erick said. “But it’s no more dangerous than any other magic out there.”

Nirzir instantly regained control of herself. “I— Yes. Of course. I was simply surprised. Pardon my temporary naivety. Would you mind if I cast a [Cleanse] upon the… bubbling water? To. Uh. To alleviate my own concerns?”

Erick smirked. “Go ahead.”

Nirzir did so. The white smoke coming out of the pitcher was unaffected. “… I see you are correct.”

“We’ll wait until it finishes bubbling, then we can try some,” Erick said. “Don’t ever drink dry ice. That might kill you.”

Nirzir stood straight. “Ah.”

Jane said, “Oh! It won’t kill you.”

“It could seriously hurt you, Jane,” Erick said. “… Though, with Health… I don’t know.”

Nirzir still looked unsure, but Jane was wholly ready for a soda. Soon enough, they returned to watching the debates, and this time they had another beverage option. Jane sipped her lemon soda, smiling gently as she watched Teressa sputter her drink to the side, spitting out the ‘nasty’ stuff that ‘stung’. Jane teased Teressa mercilessly over that, but Erick just smiled as he sipped his own drink. And yeah… It did sting a bit more than Erick remembered. Teressa declared all of the people of Earth ‘Obvious sadists’, which earned a large laugh from both Erick and Jane.

Poi emphatically declared that soda did not live up to the hype, but he drank it anyway.

The five of them continued to watch the debates, but none of what was said would likely impact any of them, except for maybe Nirzir.

… The debates were important. The world was changing, and the grass travelers were beset on all sides and from within, by pressures that would sweep over them if they did not solidify in the face of those pressures. But the debates weren’t important to Erick, except that he needed to make allies everywhere he went. Allies were important.

For someone, someday, would discover that he was a Wizard. And the Shades still had a heavy interest in him. And he had shadelings to watch over. And a Crystal Forest to clean up of crystal mimics. And there was still a Converter Angel out there, though Erick hadn’t seen any of the Angel’s soul modifications in a long while.

Erick had irrevocably changed the world in so many different ways, and he had a responsibility to see that the changes he caused were good ones, and that people weren’t coming after him for what he had done.

But the debates here weren’t that important for Erick, for he might be done with the grass travelers, especially if Ordoonarati had truly abandoned his need to assassinate Erick. Though what, exactly, had he done to stop the dragon from choosing violence? Could have been anything, really.

A lot happened past the edges of Erick’s sight.
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In a distant yurt, far away from Ooloraptoor, a man warmed himself by the firepit in the center of his home, enjoying the flames in the deepening night, though the light could have been brighter, and the warmth stronger. He was still cold, but he wanted to save on wood, so he simply grabbed a nearby blanket and layered it over the one already around his shoulders.

And he waited, his eyes locked on the flap of leather that served as a door. He had been waiting for hours. Green shadows swirled behind him; the firelight doing nothing against that ephemeral darkness. Rather than banish the shadows to the corners, the light seemed to deepen them. The cold seemed to deepen, too.

The flap of the yurt suddenly swung open, letting out the heat, letting out the light, letting in the intruder.

She was a woman, completely unlike the man, completely out of place in the rustic setting of the man’s humble yurt. Her armor was of thin red silk; diaphanous and flowing. Her strength was in her spine, and in the depths of her ruby eyes. Her weapons were her words, and she would likely draw more blood than the man tonight.

Red went on the offense, “You play a dangerous game.”

“We play the game well.”

“A bluff.” Red said, “You tried to kill him, but then you realized you were too weak so you switched tactics. Do not pretend you have tricked anyone into doing anything, for you are not nearly clever enough for that.”

The green shadows swirled, but the man’s face remained impassive.

One of Red’s perfectly shaped eyebrows rose, ever so slightly. “You didn’t respond to the goad. Something else is going on here. Enlighten us now, or face extinction.”

Another goad, meant to draw him out in a way that would expose something vital. If her threat was anything less than solid, then the man would have changed tactics, again; he would have gone on the offensive. But unlike Erick, Red gave no mercy. She would have to find the man first, but with the world of the grass travelers changing, many routines would change as well. He didn’t think he would mess up and accidentally expose himself to another unknown dragon, but that was what Integration risked. It was a risk that he had to take, though.

The man said, “All the usual opposition to Integration has vanished, either through purge or conversion or honest change. Erick won without really trying, so who are we to get in the way of his Worldly Path? We would have to be fools of the highest caliber to go up against his light.”

Red’s face became a mask. “Are you trying for Empire?”

“We are trying to remain alive in a changing world, and apparently, hiding among the itinerant masses is not good enough. So we will take refuge in the houses our people build.” He went on the offensive, saying, “Which brings us to this: My people are deciding that they need a centralized government, and they wish to be treated as equals by your people. Is this a problem for you? A single, allied city that is not under your direct control? One out of ten thousand?”

“Not at all.” Red’s mask broke in fractions, becoming something nicer and more sinister all at once. “Hopefully not in a hundred years, either, when your pitiful population has a hundred cities and finally gains some true numbers.”

The man felt the need to goad the woman about her own desires for Empire, but that would be a foolish [Strike] indeed. So he said, “Allied states are good to have. You might actually get one on your northern borders after all this time, as long as you leave us alone.”

Red’s mask fully broke as she smiled; a genuine threat and an expression of joy all in one. “You may keep your shitty cow-flecked land and demented ideas of government to yourself. All I need from your people is beef to feed our people. So don’t skimp on herding after you finally Integrate, or else we will need to have a second conversation, and you will not enjoy that.” She lost her smile and stared for a long moment; until she was satisfied that she had won.

And she had; after all these years, she had finally won.

The woman went to exit the yurt, grabbing the leather flap— She stopped. She turned back, her ruby eyes glinting in the firelight. “We probably aren’t coming for you when we roll over the rest of this shitty continent, so don’t give us a reason to reconsider that stance.”

And then she left.

The room grew colder again. The man threw another log on the fire. Warmth soon swirled around the cabin as the green shadows vanished, pulling back from the meeting.

The man yawned. It was warmer now, and the sounds of the rest of his clan came to him; a comfort. It was getting late. Perhaps he should just go to bed, and yet— Oh. He must have dozed off a bit, there. He checked on the debates— They were still happening, but the man had lost interest. It was time for bed.
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Erick didn’t watch the whole debate. Mostly, he did everything else he had to do, and then he did more. When he ran out of monster kill requests, he went out and gathered more applications from the people waiting outside of his protected space.

But as the sun set, and the sky turned purple and gold, Erick returned to watch the debates, because Koori took the podium.

The eighth speaker from Blue Sky was nearing the end of the elder’s patience, so they went out in style, attacking a great deal of people by speaking of how Pale Cow’s orthodoxy was a problem. Every single idea that Pale Cow put forth was fundamentally flawed because they came from a place of willful ignorance about how the world truly worked. People used magic in the real world; they didn’t hide it like some shameful secret.

That much insult finally earned that speaker the elders’ ire; they got voted off.

The speaker from Pale Cow was already barely staying afloat, so they graciously left, which bought the rest of Pale Cow some goodwill. That was when Koori took the stand.

Koori said, “Many of you know me, or perhaps you know of my history with the depths of magic, and the dangers. For those of you who do not know, I will tell you.

“I have achieved tier 9 spellwork. I am an archmage by all conventional use of the word, though I would never call myself by such a title. I achieved this ranking many years ago, learning from a Speaker who I abandoned later, much to my shame. But back before I was orthodox, before I learned of what magic had done to my body, before the failures that led me to orthodoxy, I was an archmage.

“Everything I ever gained and lost was because of magic; because of [Cleanse].

“Four miscarriages, before I was finally graced with my daughter. I thought I was broken inside, but I was not; magic did that to me.” She paused. She continued, “A child, one year old. A sky tether yanked him out of his mother’s arms and my own misstarget erased both the monster, and the child. 

“And then there was my brother. I was angry at him, once, and now I can never see him again.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. The audience was dead silent. Jane stopped chewing her snacks, and she wasn’t the only one.

“All of my failures are horrific, and I’m sure many of you have the same sorts of experience. If it were only I who failed to wield magic properly, if it were only I that made mistakes, then orthodoxy wouldn’t be so prevalent among our people.” Koori said, “Magic is deceptive in what it grants you. Those blue boxes hold power that no one should wield. They are unknowable boundaries that no one should push. And yet we use this power because we have this power, for the Darkness and the monsters are always out there, always threatening.

“Make no mistake. I do not think that anyone should openly wield the power that the Script grants us all, but I understand the need. I understand. That need is what drove me to learn magic in the first place.

“Pale Cow understands that most people use magic and that we will have to accept the open use of magic after Integration. Many of our people might even choose to go standard.” She said, “And I will be one of them.” The crowd gasped. “That is why I am on the stage today. My break from orthodoxy is an example of the commitment of Pale Cow to the prosperity of every single grass traveler, and as a show of solidarity, I will be participating in the standard Polite Battle after this debate, if it should get so far. Let us hope that it does not go that far, for power is dangerous, and not all of us are able to wield it so well as other archmages around here.” Koori said, “It is my hope that if we do Integrate, that we continue to have orthodoxy, but Pale Cow certainly understands that orthodoxy is not for everyone. Just as we would expect none of you to impose your beliefs on us, Pale Cow would never seek to impose upon you...”

Her speech moved on to the importance of having the freedom to choose one’s own beliefs, and of how an Integrated government should not impinge on those beliefs, in any direction.

The debate wore on till a few hours after sundown, with Pale Cow having lost 8 speakers, and Blue Sky having lost all 10. Pale Cow was declared the winner, and Blue Sky accepted their loss; there would be no battle over this debate.

Most people had stopped watching long before that, including all of Erick’s party, except for Erick himself. After Elder Teer gave a final exit speech, Erick shut off the [True Viewing Screen], and then he was on first watch.
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The next morning, Amasar showed up at the edge of the property bright and early. Erick let him in, and the man spoke quickly and professionally, stating that Clan Brown Dog had chosen to forgo a debate. Clan Pale Cow had won their three scheduled debates, which meant that Green Grass, Blue Sky, and Brown Dog would reach out and accept envoys from Songli. They would learn more of Integration, and of the greater political and economic realities of Nelboor. Amasar assured Erick that he was welcome to stay as long as he wished; Niyazo and Koori would have come to tell him this, but they are in talks with many other clans right now.

Erick thanked Amasar for his report.

His duty discharged, Amasar bowed, and said one more thing, “Clan Pale Cow is hosting a feast tonight to celebrate the win. We wish for you to be there. Will you attend?”

“Of course!”

Amasar bowed again, and then left.

Erick turned away, and smiled a little.

This particular chapter of the Integrator versus True Traveler conflict was over, and though Ordoonarati had threatened destruction if he lost, he had taken the loss. This all but proved that Ordoonarati had changed his mind. Perhaps Erick would accept the offer of a feast from clan Green Grass, from Linxel, too.

It might be nice to see that guy again, and in a better setting.

But first came steel making, motor construction, and all the other small jobs he had lined up for himself, along with one more: Dry ice production. Not for himself, but because Jane wished to try her hand at remaking some of her favorite sodas.

Halfway through the afternoon, and yet already done with most of the important tasks of the day, Jane had one more important thing for him to do: Taste testing various drinks. She had ten options lined up, and she had to have his opinion.

Erick felt a wonderful surge of happiness in his chest as he tasted the first one. “It’s good.”

Jane, with all her seriousness, asked, “But does it taste like it should? Or is this next one better?”

Erick laughed a little, then tried the second option. “This one is great, too.”

“Come on, dad. I want actual criticism.”

Erick shrugged, then tried number three. “Ah. This one is the best of them all.”

Jane couldn’t stop a small smile from creeping onto her face, but she got rid of it as fast as she could. She pretended to ignore her father, then asked Nirzir, “Which one did you like?”

Nirzir said, “I like number 6 the best.”

Jane frowned. “The berry-based one?”

Erick was already tasting number six. “Tastes like strawberries and blueberries. It’s pretty good, too!”
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Lanterns hung from ropes that had been strung between yurts, providing soft glows to the people that drank and ate and danced below. A band of seven men and women played instruments on a stage across the field from the cooking yurts, which held so many different types of food and in such quantities that the gatherings of Songli would be shamed. Erick even said as much to Niyazo. Niyazo’s head went back as he laughed loudly into the night, a boisterous sound, splashing his drink to the grassland underfoot. He wasn’t the only one having a good time.

It was a good night, filled with many speeches over possible futures, but thankfully they were kept small.

Erick debuted ‘Jane’s fizzy drink’, which earned him a great big frown from his daughter, but she couldn't fool him; she loved the attention. Some of the people loved her drinks, too, but most just loved the misty smoke coming off of the drinks.

Except…

It started with catching the frightened eyes of a young girl who saw the smoke coming off of Jane’s concoctions. In that moment, his perception shifted, slightly.

And as Erick looked around, he saw more and more scared eyes of the people of Clan Pale Cow, sparking in the firelight. Some people looked away as soon as they saw that Erick had seen them, or they tried to play off their terror as something else. But he caught the whispers. ‘The debate is over, he should be leaving now, right?’ and ‘What is that stuff coming out of the drinks?! I’m not drinking that.’ and ‘Archmages! tsk.’

Erick had overstayed his welcome, and Pale Cow was not as happy as they appeared to be.

As the old saying went, ‘Guests are like fish; they get old after three days.’ It had been many more than three days since Erick forced his way into Clan Pale Cow. The people here genuinely came to appreciate him, though, and he had done a lot of good for this community, but now they were wondering when he would leave. They were scared of what his presence signified.

Niyazo continued to be truly welcoming, though. He even asked if Erick would be willing to move to Clan Pale Cow permanently, and it was only half a joke; the other half was a true inquiry, for Pale Cow could do well with a second archmage among them.

As though hearing her name, Koori came over to Erick and Niyazo, carrying another drink in her hand to hand off to her husband. Then, she turned to Erick, genuinely saying, “Thank you, Erick.” Her words encompassed a lot more than a simple ‘thank you’, though.

Erick was feeling a bit melancholy, but he could act personable enough. He teased, “For what, exactly?”

Koori leveled a withering stare at him.

Niyazo playfully threw an arm around his wife, saying, “Come now, Koori! You’re in the searchlight now.”

With a heavy sigh, Koori reached up and took Niyazo’s free hand in hers, holding on tight, as she looked to Erick, saying, “The powerful can never show weakness, Erick, especially to other people in power. So I will say thank you, and leave it at that.”

“I accept your thanks, but your idea that the powerful can never show weakness is untrue.” Erick smiled, saying, “But not every archmage is the same.”

Koori stared for a moment, then she sipped her drink, saying nothing.

The night wore on.

Erick went back to the people that truly mattered to him, trying to recapture the celebration amongst all the falsity. He only found a more uncomfortable truth. He saw now that Jane did not love the attention upon her new drinks, for most people who tried them did not truly like them, either. More than once, Jane spoke a bit too loudly that ‘her father made the snow that went into the drinks’ and ‘I didn’t make it myself’. She said that so that people would like it, and they at least pretended to. Jane was not happy that her drinks weren’t more popular, though.

Teressa seemed to be doing fine while the children had been clamoring around her, asking for more stories, but by now the kids had been forced to go to bed by their parents. Now, Teressa was surrounded by horny men who kept trying to peek under her veils. It was a miracle that she hadn’t clobbered anyone yet.

Nirzir and Poi, though, were both divorced from the party. The people of Pale Cow had never truly warmed up to the Mind Mage, and though Nirzir had a working relationship with those at the cooking yurt, it seemed the older woman Cook, Waveni, was the only one who truly cared about the princess of Void Song.

Erick decided to end the night—

Ah. Looks like the night was not going to end there.

Erick’s heart fluttered uncomfortably as Linxel Green Grass walked into the party, coming in off of the Teleport Square set up outside. He wore a thick leather robe of greys and whites, obscuring much of the form of his body, but hinting at everything that lay beneath. Gold jewelry wrapped around the base of his black horns, glinting in the firelight. Niyazo and Koori were there to greet the tall man as he entered the party, but he looked around until he saw Erick. They locked eyes for a moment, both of them giving a tiny, unprompted grin, and then Linxel was able to focus on Niyazo and Koori, to accept their welcome into the gathering.

Beyond Linxel came leaders from other clans.

Clan Blue Sky’s Leader, Roodi, came in from Linxel’s left. The warlord was a pale man of average height, with a shaved head, and two tiny pale horns poking up from his forehead. The man scanned the welcoming party, and locked eyes with Erick from twenty meters away. He didn’t look happy, but he also looked like he wanted to talk.

Clan Brown Dog’s Leader Fara came in on Linxel’s right. She was a brown-skinned woman of no odd features, with thick braids gathered in a bun. Her right hand was half raised to her side, gently commanding a gigantic brown dog to stand down. The dog looked like a cross between a mastiff and a lion, and it obeyed Fara’s command with a perfect adherence. The dog’s eyes scanned the crowd with as much intelligence behind them as any other person, which was odd, because it seemed like a normal dog. It certainly wasn’t a monster.

Someone else seemed to enjoy the sight of the dogs, though.

At Erick’s side, Teressa giddily whispered, “It’s the dogs! The famous dogs!”

“What?” Jane asked.

“The wardogs of Nelboor!” All of Teressa’s previous tension seemed to leave her in that moment as she smiled brightly, under her veil. “I wondered if we would ever see them.”

Nirzir looked up at Teressa, weirded out, then she seemed to accept what she was seeing. “I suppose their story is a bit popular. But that story doesn’t come from these dogs; it comes from the wardog people of northwest Nelboor.”

Jane repeated, “What?”

“They breed dogs to fight monsters. Very respectable.” Teressa said, “Beastmasters back home use all kinds of beasts against the Forest, but only dogs have ever proven repeatedly viable. Dogs can join a community, and this fact sets them apart from many other Beastmaster options. Very loving creatures.” Teressa added, “Their sense of smell makes them great trackers, too; easy to sniff out nearby monsters.”

“Oh.” Jane looked at the large dog again, but this time she seemed to be appraising the animal. “I wouldn’t be comfortable being a dog.”

Erick burst a laugh that drew some attention. “Spiders are better?”

“They are,” Jane said, nodding resolutely.

“Dogs are great, Jane, they— Ach.” Teressa began moving into position, to stand behind Erick. “They’re coming this way.”

Linxel led the slow, methodical charge toward Erick. His allied leaders followed his lead, the people of Pale Cow parting for their path. Soon, the tall man stood only two meters away. Erick had to look up to see his face, and he liked that. For a moment, he was unprofessional, but he quickly banished that feeling and tried to be simply personable.

Linxel said, “Greetings, Erick.”

Roodi and Fara added their own, “Greetings.”

“Greetings, Linxel. Roodi. Fara.” Erick asked, “What brings you all here tonight?”

“Aligned interests with Pale Cow which we hope will lead to friendship.” Linxel said, “And since you’re here, I hoped to speak to you, as well, but I will let the others go first.”

Not wasting any time, Roodi stepped forward, saying, “From what I understand, you are the one to thank for much of Pale Cow’s newfound spine, and also their newfound flexibility. Before, they didn’t have any true answers to any of our larger questions, and all decorum aside, Koori has been an utterly intractable witch.” The pale man turned to Koori, who did not look angry at all, saying, “I’m glad to see you come to your senses. Pale Cow and Blue Sky have been friends before, and I would see us be friends again. I would speak with you, if you are amenable.”

Koori said, “I am.”

Roodi said, “Thank you, Archmage Flatt. Good night.”

“Good night, Leader Roodi. A pleasure to meet you.”

Roodi paused a bit, examining Erick for a moment, looking for dishonesty. He found none, so he nodded, then walked off with Koori, speaking in hushed, halfway-angry tones at the woman as the two of them went to the tables full of drinks.

Fara’s dog huffed a bit as both the beast and his master spared a glance to watch Roodi and Koori walk away, then the two of them turned to Erick in unison. Fara’s voice was rough, but even, “You did a good service for us grass travelers, Archmage Flatt. Our dogs kept us free of face stealers and otherwise, but we couldn’t provide that sort of service to everyone, like you. Thanks for cleaning up our lands. But I heard you were here for a dragon, so if we catch wind of a dragon, you got some way to contact you? I’d prefer to not have one of those things around here, either.”

Erick was momentarily stunned, then he said, “Uh. I do not, actually.” He would have offered a telepathic contact, but Erick wouldn’t be here in grass traveler land for much longer. He said, “Send a message to Silverite at Spur, perhaps?” He looked to Poi for confirmation.

Poi said, “A standard [Telepathy] will reach the archmage, anywhere in the world; we will ensure it, but please do not abuse this function.”

“Easy, then. Understood.” Fara turned to Niyazo, saying, “Now you and I gotta talk.” Briefly, she said, “Nice meeting you, Archmage Flatt.”

“Nice meeting you, too,” Erick said.

As Fara and Niyazo walked away together, with Fara’s massive hound trundling alongside them, Teressa subvocalized toward the dog, ‘Nice meeting you, doggie!’

Erick grinned at that.

Linxel seemed to take that smile in another way, as he said, “And that leaves you for me. Would you care for a walk upon the plains?”

“Yes.” Erick’s grin remained as he said, “I was about to end the night here, so I’ll end the night with you, instead.” He told his people, “You can all head back to the yurt.”

Teressa happily said, “See you later, boss,” while Nirzir’s eyes shot wide as she said, “Real— Okay! Uh,” and Jane gave a tiny chuckle. Poi just nodded, and led the way back to the yurt.
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Under the bright, night sky, Erick silently walked beside Linxel, feeling butterflies in his stomach for the first time in a while. He was also feeling the stirring of something wanting for the first time in a while, too. Erick tried not to look at Linxel, to gauge the man’s reaction, to see if he felt the same, but he couldn’t help himself, for he had to keep aware of his surroundings, right? Right.

And yeah.

Linxel was experiencing the same sort of stirrings as Erick. Heart beating faster. Blood rushing to other places...

Erick distracted himself with a glance north. Clan Pale Cow’s party and all their people were half a kilometer away; little more than a bit of light on the horizon that melded into all the other lights, from all the other clans camped out in Ooloraptoor.

That quick look seemed to break some building tension, or perhaps Linxel was worried that Erick was going to run. Maybe Erick should run, but before he could, Linxel broke the silence of the night, “I am not good at this sort of thing, but if you are sticking around Ooloraptoor, I would court you. Romantically.”

For a long moment, Erick felt lighter than air, and then the rest of Linxel’s words came to him.

Crushed.

An apt description for his emotional state. It was an emotion that he shared with Linxel, though. Linxel looked ready to be crushed in turn, to be denied.

“I’m moving on as soon as I’m sure that I’ve left no enemies behind.” He looked up to Linxel. The man looked away. Erick said, “Otherwise, I would accept your courtship. Or at least I’d like to know you in a more relaxed setting.”

Linxel turned back. He said nothing.

So Erick said, “Believe me that I am interested. But I can’t stay here. People are scared and I have obligations in other directions.”

Linxel smiled softly, his voice cracking a little, “I had to take my [Strike], but I understand.”

“Would you like to visit Spur, sometime?” Erick said, “Or I might actually come back here, but not for a while. I can’t actually live here, for all my obligations are over there, but I might have [Gate] soon, so that could work.”

Linxel blinked a few times. “Oh. You aren’t just letting me down easy, are you.” A joyful chuckle came out of his throat. “Oh. I actually have a chance. Uh. I didn’t expect this.”

Erick smiled brightly. “Yeah. You have a, uh, large chance. You are… very attractive.”

“Uh. You too.” 

Linxel went full mast under his robes. Erick was already there. Linxel leaned down. He tasted of want, and Erick found he enjoyed that a lot.

A [Sealed Privacy Ward] went up.
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                Erick felt warm all over, luxuriating in the afterglow as he lay upon a conjured mattress, staring at the night sky overhead. Countless stars twinkled up above, while down here, sweat dried on naked skin, but only on his. He was alone; Linxel had already left. Both of them had a good time. A good three and a half times, actually. Could have been more, but eventually, words and feelings had become more important than physical need.

So after that final aborted round, they spoke about nothing in particular for the next hour.

Eventually, words and feelings revealed a deep incompatibility.

Linxel wanted a partner, and he wasn’t going to do a [Teleport] relationship ever again; he had done that too many times before. It seemed that even on Veird, where genders didn’t really matter for most people of power, that ‘people of power’ was a large qualifier. People of all walks of life married for all sorts of reasons, but ‘love’ was rarely one of them. Children and a stable future won out over love almost all the time, but some people just couldn’t do that.

Linxel had been alone for the last ten years, and he would likely continue to remain alone for the foreseeable future. He had spoken of how he was okay, but Erick could tell he was lying to himself.

Erick didn’t confront that lie; not directly, anyway.

Erick only spoke about how he wasn’t sure where he would end up, or what he would do with his life, but his life was too dangerous for a relationship right now. It had been the easy way to close the door on this fling, and Linxel seemed to be happier after Erick agreed with Linxel’s denial of a possible future between them.

But before that… It… It had been nice.
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Linxel’s hand rested in Erick’s, their grips tight, as the both of them laid on their backs and stared at the stars. Linxel pointed at a bright red star and named it the ‘Serpent’s Eye’ of the constellation ‘Red Snake’; the first star in a series of ten that formed a string of stars ten long, with a tail eventually pointed directly at the ‘North Star’.

For Veird had a North Star, too, because of course it did, because Veird was a globe like any other planet. It was a bit dimmer than Earth’s North Star, though, and Linxel seemed to find this funny, as he went on with his explanation.

“Some people call the North Star the ‘Other Eye’, because—” Linxel pointed between the Red Snake constellation and the North Star, toward a near-perfect square of bright stars, saying, “That is called the ‘Sumtir’s Sawblade Shield’, and the story goes that the Shield cut out the Snake’s eye in the Shield’s battle to chase the Snake away from the top of the world. My great grandmother had a different tradition about the Red Snake constellation, though. She said that every star beyond the first three were shed skins, and that the North Star was the first shed skin, ripped off by the ‘Adventuring Team’, which is what she called the Shield.” Linxel smiled, for he couldn’t seem to do anything else but grin, as he said, “She was from Archipelago Nergal, so there was a different tradition there.”

Erick listened and gazed at the sky and loved every moment of it.

Erick wasn’t fully present in the moment, though. A lot of his attention was spent watching out for magical effects all around them, all the time.

They had used a lot of magic in the act, and Erick learned all sorts of interesting things that he didn’t know before, but which he had guessed at long before tonight.

As Linxel spoke, Erick noted that the man’s horns had shrunk, allowing Linxel to lay back on the ground without poking his horns into the mattress Erick had conjured. Linxel said that his horns shifting size was a variation of [Alter Size] magic that he had already displayed, much to both Erick’s horror and delight. Linxel’s Class was Giant Warrior, after all, and he could grow to twice or three times his height when he wanted, but [Alter Size] was practically laced into Linxel’s aura, so after years of use, all of him had eventually just grown bigger. He could still control it, though, but you’d never guess he used to be barely 18 decimeters tall.

Other parts of Erick only noticed Linxel’s eyes, and his muscles, and all the rest of him. How he breathed, and how he spoke. Linxel, in turn, couldn’t keep his eyes off of Erick when Erick spoke of stars, planets, and Earth and whatever. They spoke a little about the new politics of the grasslands, and of threats to the people here, and elsewhere, but mostly they smiled at each other’s genuine words, and feelings.







- - - -







But Linxel and Erick were not meant to be.

Linxel wanted something long term, and nearby. While Erick was not willing to live a life on the grasslands, for he had way too many responsibilities back home, in Spur.

And so, Linxel had taken his leave, first.

And now Erick laid on the conjured mattress, staring up at the sky, watching the stars slowly crawl across the heavens, enjoying and lamenting the moment. A Privacy shielded most of him from the outside world, so he was still in contact with everyone, if he needed to be, but he did not need to be; not right now. As soon as he moved on from this shielded space then… Then it would be time to move on; away from the grasslands, to the next spot of this Worldly Path.

He’d do one more thing before he left, though.

Maybe two more things.

… But for now, he stared at the stars above. There was no danger in being found by anyone, for Erick had moved both he and Linxel through multiple [Sealed Privacy Ward]s, leaving behind a trail of Privacy magics… like the shedding of a snake’s skin, running from an imaginary adventuring team.

Erick smiled as he stared at the sky. This was the best he had felt in…

In over a year.

Huh.

Well wasn’t that fucking sad.

…

Erick got up and turned off the [Heating Ward] that kept the space nice and warm. A chill wind blew across the plains, drying off the sweat still on his skin. He gave himself another [Cleanse] then started putting his clothes back on. Another switch of intent burst every Privacy he had cast upon the grasslands, and Erick stood revealed upon the plains.

For another moment, he gazed at the stars. Then he stared at the dark land all around. He breathed. He sighed.

And then he lightstepped back to his yurt.
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As dawn broke across the world, bringing light to the darkness, Erick cast a [Small Spark] onto a block of iron and set that block of iron into its holder, on top of the motor. The rotor instantly began to spin, and spin, without breaking. The commutators sparked a little, for the brushes were still made of copper like all the rest of the electrical parts. Erick still hadn’t made a graphite block system, so the commutator or the brushes would eventually wear down due to the friction of the brushes, but someone else could solve that problem. He had made an engine that was a good, near-finished product, and he hadn’t used [Duplicate] to do it. The windings were even sealed with a pretty decent varnish, and with [Particle Vacuum] on top of that; those windings wouldn’t be coming apart like the previous iterations.

… Something might break after a full day of use, though.

There was lots of room for improvement.

Erick still needed to find a replacement for Jane’s silk. And he needed to make a brushless DC motor… Which required transistors. Or he could make an AC motor!… Which required DC to AC conversion. He could also work on transformers, which would be necessary to make [Battery] a usable spell for something other than combining with other spells.

There was a lot of road left on that path, but Erick would walk it some other day.

Erick let the motor run; this was a duration test, now. So far, the motor seemed to be passing.

He turned to his other project.

The frame of a car sat on stone blocks, atop a stone platform. Erick had yet to create or install a prototype differential, but he had a few new ideas to try out. For starters: worm gears. When a worm gear was in contact with a spur gear, the worm gear could rotate the spur gear, but a spur gear could not move a worm gear. This was a necessary solution to a problem he didn’t realize he had, until after he had gotten through two prototype differentials.

When one tire was free to turn (like what happened when the wheels got stuck in mud), all power went to that wheel, while the other wheel got nothing. He probably should have seen the slipping problem coming; this was the major hurdle to overcome to make a differential work properly.

So Erick included some worm gears in his differential along with a bunch of things that just seemed right. In less than twenty minutes, he solved the slipping problem.

Erick began sticking pieces together while he explained his process to his [Familiar]s, with Ophiel sitting on one shoulder and Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye floating above on the other. “Now you have these two separated axle halves, and you put the worm gears on them, like this, see? And then you hold them together and you attach these parts we’ve already made. And now, you turn it all to light, and slip on this drive wheel that I forgot to put on earlier, like this— Yes, Ophiel, that was a mistake, and so I fixed it like this, see. And here you have the completed project. This is called a torque sensing differential, and it’s copyrighted on Earth, but we don’t care about that on Veird. And now… We start over because I forgot to put some spur gears on these spur gears, but that’s okay, because…”

An hour later, Jane, smiling, brought him a bowl of congee topped with berry jam. Erick was in the middle of refining his ideas, creating a second differential that wouldn’t break under normal stresses, but he was ready to eat, so he took the bowl.

“Thank you.”

Jane asked, “Sooooo. How are yooooou?”

“I’m good.” Erick looked back toward the differential sitting between his legs. He conjured a little floating platform and sat the bowl of breakfast on top. “Unless something else happens, we might be moving on as soon as I get these last few obligations out of the way.”

Jane instantly frowned. “What? But if we’re moving on, then… Did nothing happen?”

“Nothing permanent.” Erick said, “Which is fine.”

Jane’s frown lessened. “Well. Okay. It’s just that you seemed happier, and… That was nice to see. You’ve been smiling all morning long.”

“Ah. I have?” Erick pulled a face. “Is this better?”

Jane returned an exaggerated frown. “Not really.” She changed the subject, “So we’re leaving today, then?”

“Probably.”

“Then I’m going to wrap up a few things; head to Eralis for a little bit. I’ll be back by noon. I assume we’re not taking any of our stuff with us?”

“I’m not sure what to do with most of it, but yeah. We’re traveling light again.” Erick said, “Want Ophiel to take you to Eralis? Save on mana that way.”

“No.” Jane said, “I think Nirzir would want to move some stuff back to Eralis, too, so I’ll probably go with her. She should be awake soon enough.”

Erick nodded.

Jane walked off.

Erick ate his congee. It was pretty good. Warm and filling. The people here had been rather good to him, considering all the shit he stirred up, and he hoped he had been good to them, in return.

… He decided to make a few more things to hand off to the grass travelers.

And two more ‘inventions’.
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Elder Uriol, Elder Teer, and Elder Puuroi, stood beside the platform with Erick’s various models, motors, and lightward prototypes, looking over everything he had made. There were a few more people beside that, but they were Smiths and Drivers, and only here to understand how to better implement the ideas presented; they had been introduced to Erick, but he didn’t pay them much mind for they were, almost entirely, terrified of him. Erick tried to be personable, but that just freaked them out even more, so he decided to stay away from them instead.

Koori and Niyazo had also come along to the presentation. Erick had invited them and thus they were obligated, but he suspected that they would like what he was showing off as soon as they understood what it meant. Right now, they had no idea what the spinning motor represented, and they had a lot of shit to do, but Erick did not feel bad about pulling them away from whatever else they had planned.

And so, with everyone gathered, Erick spoke of differentials, how the motor worked, and a few of the basics of electromagnetism. It didn’t take long to get through the first iteration of his explanations of what everything was. What did take longer, was when people finally understood what this stuff represented.

Uriol was excited about the new gear designs, while Teer was only interested in the motor. Puuroi was happy about all of it, and vocally excited about all the new possibilities presented. Koori was rather unimpressed until Erick got to explaining how the motor actually worked, though; until she understood the implications of this ‘new magic’.

Koori’s eyes were wide, her jaw slack, her breathing calm, yet excited.

Erick smiled at that.

As Erick finished speaking of the basics of electromagnetism, Erick let everyone in on the implications, topping off his talk with, “And thus, through [Small Spark], you can build a civilization of electricity, with as little or as much magic as you want, for making a rotor turn is the least of what electricity can do. Behold~” Erick pulled a blanket off of a covered box.

A lightbulb, and a toaster; these were the extra inventions Erick had created this morning.

Both were easy to make, too. [Particle Vacuum] along with some Shaping spells and the metals that he had extracted from some of the iron bars was enough to make a rudimentary light bulb. Krypton or argon gas would have been better for the filling medium, but vacuums were easier to understand and implement, or at least they would be in a year. Luckily, Erick had gotten some tungsten out of his metal bar destruction, so at least the light bulb’s filament was exactly what it should have been.

The toaster was similarly easy, though it was not a proper toaster; this one was more like a cooktop. It was horizontal. Erick made it that way so that people could imagine for themselves the multiple ways to use such a device—

Erick realized that he could make a Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove using electricity and cooktops. That method of cooking specifically used radiant heat to mimic a burning fire, with [Heat Ward]s being disdained for their ‘microwave like’ cooking effects, where the Maillard reaction was hard to achieve. But with an electric stove, one could cook with very high heat, and for a fraction of the cost of a Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove, and a fraction of the mana it took to cook with the actual [Prestidigitation] spell. [Small Spark] was only 5 mana for 10 minutes of work!

—But for this small cooktop here, it was basically a toaster. And for this toaster, all he needed to do was make some curled metal filaments that didn’t burn when exposed to air, they simply heated to red hot. But by that time, he had run out of tungsten, so he had to make do with some other metals. In this case, he used a mix of nickel, chromium, and iron, which he remembered was great for high temperature jobs exactly like this. He wasn’t sure of the actual amounts to use for a proper heat-resistant metal, but he got close enough for a prototype.

The lightbulb would last for a while until it eventually burned out the inside of the bulb. The toaster was going to fail due to melted filaments sooner rather than later. Nothing was perfect, but it was functional, and Erick wasn’t willing to [Duplicate] any parts of anything he did here in order to make it easier on himself, or on those who were yet to come.

Erick tapped a metal bar in front of the lightbulb, saying and casting, “[Small Spark].”

The metal bar crackled, then the lightbulb lit like a brilliant yellow flame.

He moved on to the toaster, saying and casting, “[Small Spark].”

The ‘toaster’ cooktop fired to life; concentric circles of red hot wires radiating heat under a grate. Erick took a piece of bread and placed it on top of the grate. Soon, the bread would turn into one-sided toast.

Koori let out a happy sigh as she saw the cooktop and the light, and she knew exactly what they meant. Niyazo smiled, but not at the experiments; he only had eyes for his happy wife. Happy wife, happy life!

Good for them.

Erick said to everyone there, “All of these are proofs of concept. Basic frameworks to copy and understand in your own ways. Prototypes that work, but barely.

“The gears in the differential and the car need actual Smiths that can make them tough enough for actual, hard use. The lightbulbs need better materials. The toaster needs insulation between the cooking surface and the heating element to prevent someone from accidentally setting a house on fire, or from accidentally electrocuting themselves to death. There are problems everywhere, but I’m not going to solve those problems for you.” Erick said, “I’m giving you the basic tools to create a society with a lot less magic in it, if you want that. Personally, I’m going to try for some sort of incorporation. [Mend], for broken parts; [Cleanse], for dirty parts; [Metalshape] is going to be important; [Alter Friction]; [Control Machine]. The list goes on and on, but the opportunity starts with [Small Spark], and that’s only one point away in the Open Script.” Erick joked, “And I didn’t even invent that one.”

There were a few laughs around the presentation.

Erick continued, “For five mana, you get a spell that lasts 10 minutes, and which has more than enough power to do a lot, if you know how to leverage that power.

“These tools are how you can leverage that power but there are many more tools waiting to be found.” Erick said, “The physics here is complicated, for sure, but it’s a lot easier than enchanting, for all this stuff is based in pure physicality, instead of in Truth. Anyone arranging these physical materials in the same physical configuration will produce the same effects. This is not magic. It is engineering.” Erick smirked, as a thought came to him. “Magineering, if you will.”

Teer was the first to speak, saying, “I did not expect you to come through with a full presentation and a revelation of your secrets like this, but I suppose I should have. Shame on me for not believing what other people had been telling me.”

Uriol was already smiling wide, but he laughed at Teer’s words, and said, “I told you we’d get something good! This is beyond my largest imagination!”

Puuroi said, “We’ll have to find a substitute for the spider silk wrappings. That might be the hardest part.”

The three elders almost started an argument amongst themselves over materials, but Erick spoke up, saying, “You can keep all of this stuff here, and there are notes on electricity in that booklet right there.” Erick gestured to a small black notebook on the nearby table. “I had some crazy ideas on how I was going to explain electricity to everyone, but most of those were ill-formed. If you were listening in on the left hand and right hand rule stuff, then you might be confused about what’s in that book, but hopefully, I explained it all better in there, than I did earlier.”

Teer smirked a little bit. She was perfectly fine with being called out on her spying. Uriol and Puuroi were a bit less fine on being called on, but the two of them caught up to Teer’s nonchalance about everything, soon enough.

Uriol said, “Thanks for the explanations, Erick. I’m sure that’ll answer a lot of our Smiths’ questions.”

“I copied the book and sent it out to a few different people, too, so I hope I answered the larger questions simply, and succinctly. If not, then there are other people learning this stuff alongside you. Seek them out, if you wish.” One copy had gone to Zolique, the Lightning Mage down in Eralis, who had helped Erick with learning [Small Spark], [Insulate], and [Superconductor]. Xue of Star Song had gotten a copy, too, along with Riri. Jane had asked Erick to give the Spider Polymage one, too, for the spidery would likely be responsible for a lot of wire production in the future. Erick agreed with her decision. Erick said, “You’ll have to find out the rest on your own.”

Koori excitedly asked, “How bright can the lights get?”

“Very bright.” Erick said, “But I used basic materials, and...”

From there, Erick spent a bit of time answering questions from everyone, and even a few from some of the Smiths that had come with the elders. He took the toast off of the cooktop, and showed it off, while speaking about a dual-sided cooktop that could be made that could toast the bread on both sides.

He showed Koori, and everyone else, how to use the cooktop. She absolutely loved everything about electricity. The elders were downright frosty compared to her enthusiasm, but even they had the Sight to see the power laid out before them, for the taking.

The power multiplier of [Small Spark] applied to a proper motor was massive. Many utility spells achieved a similar level of strength for a similar level of mana, with [Grow] being 5 mana to make a small tree, or [Rejuvenation] being 5 mana to restore 20 times Willpower in Health, over ten seconds.

But it was hard to use [Grow] to accomplish actual work, and to get work out of [Rejuvenation] required a fleshy, living target to do the work. Sure, all [Small Spark] did here was make a rotor spin, or make a cooktop hot, or turn on a light, but [Small Spark] was reliable, varied, strong power, only bottlenecked by a back-end production of goods that anyone could make, or repair, if they knew how. And that’s what made all the difference.

In a moment of excited thoughts about the future, Koori asked, “Will you stay here and help teach some children?”

Erick announced, “No. Thank you for the offer, but I am moving on. Today. Right after we’re done here, actually.”

Koori’s joy briefly collapsed. The elders stopped arguing to look to him. Niyazo, though, knew it was coming.

The leader of Clan Pale Cow said, “Thank you for showing when you did, Erick. You revealed ten thousand problems and then solved nine thousand and nine hundred of them. It might not be my place to say it, but the grasslands will always be in your debt.”

The elders nodded in agreement. Teer almost said something—

Koori asked, “So soon? You don’t have to go so soon.”

“I do, though.” Erick smiled softly. “It’s been wonderful to be here. Clan Pale Cow has treated me very well for a person who came in unannounced, and barged their way onto the scene.”

Koori waved a hand, “Don’t worry about that. You’re welcome here. Always.”

“Yes. But I’m still moving on.”

Koori reluctantly nodded, saying, “Then… Thank you, Erick.”

Erick nodded back.

Teer inclined her head toward the space outside of Erick’s magical protections, where people waited with applications in hand for their turns to speak to Erick. “Our merchants will miss you most of all, for you brought them lots of money with this new interest you thrummed up.”

“I’ve already completed every monster kill request out there, today.” Erick said, “Every single one of those people is hoping to sell me something, or ask me for something that they don’t need. All the important requests have come and gone.” Erick suggested, “You should ask them if they want to make deals with your people, instead.”

Teer chuckled. “Perhaps we shall, now that you’re going.”

They spoke for a little while longer about this and that, while Erick recast [Small Spark] upon his various appliances as needed. Neither the motor, the light bulb, or the toaster broke while Erick was there, which was pretty good. The differential in the skeleton of a car did break, though, but only because the Smiths were stress testing the gearing system. As the rear axle broke and a pair of riders fell out onto the grass, the Smiths all turned to Erick, eyes wide in fear, but Erick just laughed it off and cast a [Mend].

Erick almost spoke to the Smiths about their thoughts on his metals, but they were not comfortable around him, though they were quite interested in his designs. So Erick left them to it.

Eventually, stuff got moved around. The motor and the car framework and a few other small things went to a few different locations, as debated over by the elders, without Erick’s interference. He did help move them to those new locations, though.

The light bulb and the toaster cooktop went to Clan Pale Cow; a departing gift for their hospitality.

Koori felt quite embarrassed by Erick calling what they had done ‘hospitality’, and she said as much, but Erick was quick to point out custom and tradition required certain things of him, and far be it for him to upset those traditions. Koori was mollified by that, giving a simple, happy ‘thanks’, as she accepted the primitive inventions.

Eventually, the grass travelers of Ooloraptoor had taken everything that Erick had given them, and they departed with relieved shoulders and easy expressions. In their wake, platforms of grey-white stone littered the yard; empty. Even the tools Erick had made had been graciously accepted by the Smiths, for they always had more room in their sheds for lathes and hammers and rulers. Erick had even given away the remaining copper to Pale Cow, and also to Zolique, the Lightning Mage back in Eralis.

Erick spared a glance to Zolique’s home, to see her excitedly reading and yelling about electricity, as she played with [Small Spark] and wires. Her son watched from nearby, his hands loosely clenched on the wands of healing and [Dispel].

Erick turned his attention back to his ‘front yard’ and began returning the stone platforms to the land, [Stoneshape]ing them to sand and dirt. With a [Watershape], he picked up a large amount of water from the pond and scattered it across the dirty land. A burst of [Growth Aura] helped grass to fully reclaim the space.

And then it was all cleaned up. He was ready...

Mostly ready.

Erick ran a few more errands here and there, like filling up stone boxes for the wandering soul children with [Delirium Charm]s and [Personal Delirium Charm]s, and giving a few of those same Charms to Devouring Nightmare, for Warzi. He Blessed a few more people in the mountains, though the three people he Blessed were the only people to show up for a Blessing in the last twelve hours, so maybe that would slow down, too.

One thing certainly wasn’t slowing down, though.

Erick turned to the side, and looked to his meeting platform where an Ophiel stood on top of a mailbox full of blank applications, and filled out requests for aid. Near that space stood people waiting for their time to talk to him; about eighty groups, or about three hundred people in total. Compared to five days ago, almost everyone out there wanted something frivolous.

Just an hour ago, there had been about six hundred people out there. Some of those people had come in when Erick was explaining electricity and how to utilize it, just so that they could get a lesson on ‘whatever the archmage was teaching’, as Erick overheard them say. A lot of those looky-loos had departed when the lesson was over. A lot more people started departing when they saw Erick giving away all his stuff, for the crowd recognized that Erick was moving on.

And yet, some people remained, hoping that what they were seeing wasn’t what they were seeing, or that Erick would choose to come out for one final assistance. A few people even appeared in the space after it became clear that Erick was moving on.

Erick cast his gaze across those people now, skimming the applications in the mailbox, and reading the applications in the hands of their petitioners, just to be sure that no one had an urgent, true need. Mostly, the needs Erick saw were not desires that required an archmage’s solutions.

Except…

Erick paused. With Ophiel flying over the grouped people, he saw something odd among one of the petitioners. A man held a glass carving of a dragon scale, under his arm in a paper-wrapped package. The man was alone, though he was chatting with some other people who were also waiting for their turn at Erick. The man’s glass scale was an exact match for the one that Daizing and Roia, of the Knives of the Night, had given Erick, back before he Blessed almost their entire Cultist organization. It was the scale to contact the dragon Ordoonarati.

The man noticed Ophiel noticing him. The man waved, then held up the package.

A few other people waved, thinking that Erick was looking at them, instead. At that, almost everyone who had been relaxing, or sitting, or waiting, went on high alert. They hopped up and prepared themselves to make their cases for why Erick should help them with whatever it was they wanted.

Erick called out to Poi, on the porch of the yurt, and his people inside, “Looks like we got a concern.”

Poi was already looking that way.

Teressa came out of the yurt with eyes wide and clouded over. “I don’t see anything in the manasphere.”

Jane and Nirzir came out of the yurt, wondering what was going on.

“Let me know if that changes, Teressa.” Erick said, “Poi, with me. Teressa, stay here. Jane and Nirzir, prepare, but don’t make it obvious. Hopefully nothing will happen.”

Poi hopped down from the yurt to follow Erick, as Erick walked across the grasslands, toward the meeting platform. At their approach, all of the remaining petitioners who hadn’t prepared themselves for Erick’s arrival launched to their feet to be presentable. Unlike on the first day, no one lined up, for Erick had already shown that lining up did nothing; he would take their concerns as he saw fit.

Erick, unimpeded, walked across the grassland to his platform. Standing atop the stone, he said to the gathered crowds, “I’m done with assisting people, for now, unless you have an actual emergency. If you do not have an emergency, I do not appreciate you taking up my time. Please remove yourself from this area if you do not have an emergency.” Erick added, “That said: if you have a longer-term concern that will become an emergency, you may remain, and we might speak of it.”

Thankfully, forty seven of the eighty-ish groups took their leave.

Erick leveled a withering stare at a couple whose application boiled down to a ‘platinum rain investment opportunity’, saying, “I do not need investment opportunities.”

The couple nodded rapidly, then vanished in a blip of orange light.

After a few more heavy words, Erick rid himself of all but eleven groups. The man with the dragon scale was among those groups, but he could wait.

Erick found a dead child for a suddenly grieving mother and father, and tried not to think about if he had helped them seven hours ago that the child might still be alive. He saved yet another coastal village from a tangled hydra. He burned a forest to the ground, taking the monsters inside with it. He rescued a teenager from a bandit gang on the far side of the Tribulations, reuniting the overjoyed boy with his father and uncle, who wept tears of happiness at the boy’s return.

He killed some more monsters.

And then there was only one person left to deal with. The man with the dragon scale.

(There were a few more groups trickling in after the dragon man, but Erick ignored those.)

Erick invited the man onto his platform, asking him, “Do you wish for a Privacy?”

“Sure.”

Erick sealed them in a Privacy, then dropped all politeness, casually demanding, “So what’s all this, then?”

The man nodded deeply, respectfully, then he raised his head. His eyes had been normal brown, but now they were bright green, and full of shadows. “This man is a willing participant in a pact made long ago, so don’t go thinking that I have corrupted his soul or anything like that; Linxel was the only unwilling person I have soul touched in a long time, hence my failure, and his discovery.”

Erick managed to speak without too much malice in his voice, “Ordoonarati, I presume.”

“Correct.”

“And why would someone agree to be soul fucked?” Erick asked, “The alternative was death?”

“Nothing nearly so crass.” Ordoonarati’s representative turned a bit angry, but he calmed, and said, “In exchange for a better life, which he has gotten, I am able to use him to speak to others, without them being able to track me down. It is a trick used by my kind in order to interact with each other without risking a physical interaction or tracking spells, for this spellwork cannot be blocked or tracked by any means save for Wizardry.”

Erick would be testing that theory after the man left, but for now, he asked, “So why have you come here?”

Ordoonarati eyed Erick. “You saw what happened at the debates, and yet you have hostility toward me? Have I not proven that I can bend with the wind? There need not be any further action between us, Archmage Flatt. You have goaded a reluctant archmage back into the public eye, and though you are taking your own power with you when you go, you are leaving us grass travelers with Koori, the Cleanser, and so we are much stronger than we were before.” Ordoonarati said, “You have killed every large monster in this land, ensuring easy prosperity for at least a year. Your ideas for Integration might keep this land from turning into a copy of Songli; might keep us free of the nobility. You have brought technology to this place, and explained how to use it.” He said, “I thought you were a plague, but I was mistaken. You are a savior, and a true Fire of the Age. I did not believe them, and I apologize for that.”

Erick allowed his anger to seep away. “I do not wish to fight you, either, for whatever would happen, others would suffer for it.”

Ordoonarati nodded. “Even if we do become allies in the future, this is how it is between powers.”

Erick got to the meat of the matter. “I want to know that I’m not leaving a problem at my back, Ordoonarati.”

“And so, we arrive at the main reason I have come today. I don’t wish to leave a festering problem at my back, either.” Ordoonarati said, “So in the spirit of friendship, I will inform you a little about [Gate], as I know of the spell.”

Erick was highly skeptical, and he allowed that emotion to show. Anything the dragon said could be the truth, or a lie, or simply misleading. And yet… It might work out. Trust was an important part to starting a relationship of any kind, and though Ordoonarati did not seem trustworthy at all…

Erick was willing to try, for what other response was there? To find and kill this hidden dragon? Thousands would die in the crossfire, for sure.

And yet, Erick was still skeptical. Perhaps even more so than he was when this conversation had started.

Erick said, “You said you wouldn’t give me this information unless I brought you a Wizard.”

The man speaking for Ordoonarati sat straight, his eyes glowing even brighter, darker green for a brief moment. He eyed Erick. “Do you know of any Wizards?”

“Probably not.” Erick said, “I’m not even sure what to look for when it comes to those types, besides a core of some sort and the production of their own sort of mana. I usually kill monsters, though, so I might have accidentally killed one, for I have killed cannibals before. How would I know if I had killed a Wizard?”

Ordoonarati continued to eye Erick. “… I feel that you need a lot more information than I previously estimated. But I will not teach you everything today. So, choose one; choose how to cement this alliance: information of Wizards, or information of [Gate].”

“[Gate],” Erick said, without hesitation. He added, “It will have to be something I don’t already know, though when it comes to [Gate], I feel I know quite a lot.”

Ordoonarati thought for a second. He nodded. “Then to facilitate this exchange, I will put forth a thought in this one’s head, and you will do the same—” He looked past Erick, to Poi, adding, “And your Mind Mage will tell if it's the same thought, or not. The Mind Mages are still honorable, are they not?”

Erick spoke up, “We won’t be doing it that way, for I don’t want certain things to be implied by omission, or not. How about this: I will ask you a deep question, and you must decide if you want to answer. If your answer is unsatisfactory, then I will pick again. The generosity of your answer will have a weight, too.”

“… Agreeable.” Ordoonarati said, “When we are actual allies, I expect better treatment than this.”

“We shall see about that on some other day, but yes; I would expect better treatment, too.” Erick warned, “Soul fucking someone I’m doing business with normally ends in execution.”

“Fucking with the life of a dragon also normally ends in execution, but I take your point.” Ordoonarati said, “Ask your question.”

Erick took a moment.

His question came from when he was walking across the grasslands, toward Clan Pale Cow for the first time and Nirzir knocked loose an idea which led down a rabbit hole that had the possibility to end this whole [Gate]-thing well before Erick got to the end of the Path.

Erick asked, “Is [Duplicate], or a variation of [Duplicate] which copies souls and people, some intrinsic part of [Gate]? Or is—” Erick stopped there, for the green eyes of Ordoonarati’s representative were swirling with a lot of dark green light.

Ordoonarati took a moment to calm himself, and another moment to speak. “You are far along the Path. Farther than I expected. Not many would even know how to answer this question, and I… This answer is...” He paused. “It is a deep answer. I can answer it. I can even elaborate to a certain extent, but not overmuch, for reasons which may become apparent at a later date.”

Erick waited.

Ordoonarati said, “The answer is this: No. [Duplicate] is not intrinsically necessary to create [Gate], the spell. [Duplicate] is necessary if you don’t want to put in a lot of work to allow your [Gate] to be used by others, for [Duplicate] is the only way to effortlessly create new permanent anchoring Gates, and...” He paused.

Erick filed away Ordoonarati’s words for later, when he had the opportunity to digest them. For now, he kept his face impassive, and skeptical. The man had more to say, and he probably would, if Erick let him.

“… And… Hmm.” Ordoonarati said, “I will throw in a bonus answer as a show of good faith, along with a warning. A high-tier variant of [Duplicate] is necessary to allow the [Gate] to protect itself, for it will need protection that it can create at-will, for attackers will always try to pierce the separation between the user-end of [Gate] and the interior inner workings, to try to take over the [Gate] for themselves.

“This is what happened when the orcols Raged through the Forest of Glaquin, and captured the Gate Networks 1400 years ago. In order to stop this, the rest of the world sent suicide kill teams into those [Gate]s to kill the usurpers while other teams outside destroyed the permanent Gates, setting the [Gate]s adrift in the manasphere, where they eventually disintegrated, with everyone inside dying.

“In this way, the Gate Network of Glaquin was destroyed.

“Mostly.

“Those orcols did not capture the main spell, though, for its protections were immaculate, and highly varied. The main [Gate] had— Well. That’s too much information.”

Erick waited.

Ordoonarati continued, “For smaller, less well protected [Gate]s, it is easy to tear through the veil separating the user-end of the spell from the core magic of the working, and once a thief is past this barrier, the thief can take over the [Gate] for themselves, forcing the spell to move as they wish, and to do what they want. [Duplicate] will allow your [Gate] to copy guardian monsters that can do that protecting while you’re off doing whatever.

“Giving a good version of [Duplicate] to your [Gate] is absolutely necessary if you plan on allowing others to use your [Gate]s.”

Ordoonarati stopped speaking. This time he was fully done.

While that was a lot to think about, Erick asked, “So [Duplicate] is not copying those who walk inside the [Gate], and then spitting that copy out elsewhere, while it pretends to move people from point to point in the world? [Duplicate] is only for protective purposes?”

Ordoonarati eyed Erick, likely thinking many thoughts in that moment. “… Correct.” Then, more seriously, he said, “Making [Duplicate] work on monsters and lesser life forms is easy enough, for the souls of most monsters are incredibly simple. A deep dive into Soul Magic is not necessary in order to protect your [Gate] from spell thieves. What you speak of is the [Resurrection] problem, and that is far outside of the scope of [Gate]. Do you understand?”

Erick felt a weight fall from his shoulders as he sighed out. Though he tried to hide his reaction, it was impossible to hide, for Erick felt light, in that moment. [Gate] did not kill travelers and replace them with copies. Thank the gods.

Ordoonarati nodded, then waited.

Erick said, “Assuming this is all true, then I thank you for your answers.”

“I would have you understand my words as true.” Ordoonarati said, “I would have us be allies, for what you have done for my people has been amazing.”

“We’re a far ways away from becoming allies, Ordoonarati.” Erick said, “But from what I’ve seen after our initial problems and from what I see here, I have hope for the future.”

“Me, as well.”

“How will I find you, for further discussion? Through this man?”

Ordoonarati said, “You can find this man whenever you wish, but don’t interrupt his life for these big discussions. The Pact we forged holds many terms, two of which was a great bounty from me to him, while another was for him to never know of the conversations he carries out in my name. This is done so that he cannot be interrogated by anyone who captures him.”

Erick asked, “What does this man think is happening right now?”

“He’s asleep. Dreaming.” Ordoonarati said, “When we’re done here, I will leave this man at his home…” He paused. He said, “This should not be abnormal to you... Unless this is your first interaction with a dragon?”

“The first one that I know about, yeah.” Erick said, “Aside from the He—”

Ordoonarati suddenly said, “Do not bring up that waste of mana in my presence—” Calmer, he added, “In the presence of any dragon. There is no need to be antagonistic... But I suppose you didn’t know that you were being rude.”

And there, for perhaps the first provable time, based on mannerisms and heartbeat and eye dilation —though, for sure, the disconnect between Ordoonarati and his man was messing things up for Erick— Erick was pretty sure that Ordoonarati had just tested how much Erick was capable of seeing.

Erick called the dragon out on his shit, “You’re testing my limits, and then pushing back on the simple utterance of a name. You’re probing for weakness.” Erick said, “I do not appreciate this.”

Ordoonarati said, “I am not doing that at all, but I can see how you would believe that. I would end this conversation here and pick it up at some later date. Perhaps when my words have proven themselves as true, and that there need not be any hostility between us.”

… It was possible that Erick was a little bit paranoid.

Whatever.

Erick said, “You have done a lot of harm around here. There might always be hostility.”

Ordoonarati said, “To point out who has done actual harm in this land, I say that you have been a thousand times more deadly to the grass travelers than I. I merely manipulated Linxel to try to get you to leave. You killed thousands of people, and your purge of the local monster ecology will create lasting, unknown ripple effects, the outcomes of which will take years to unfold, and which might cause complete shifts in the landscape of the grasslands. I suspect we will get monster hordes vanishing whole clans in three months, if not sooner.” He added, “I was never a danger to these people; you were, and are. But you’ve been good for us, too. Hence, my appearance here, and now.

“I would tell you not to see shadows where there are none, but as I am sure you can see, I am Shadow aligned.” Ordoonarati’s representative gave a small smile.

For a brief moment, Erick was dumbfounded.

Then he asked, “Was that a joke?”

“It was, yes. I have been known to spin a good humor now and again, though it is difficult to do in situations like this, but one must try for good humor and relaxation when attempting to connect with new allies.”

Moments passed.

“Okay. Yeah.” Erick forced himself to relax. He breathed out, and said, “I will, of course, never reveal your man here to anyone else, or be sending any danger your way. But, I will be checking up on what you have told me about [Duplicate], which will…” He sighed. “Unfortunately, take me back to Oceanside.”

“There are other ways to learn these magics.” Ordoonarati said, “A trip into a Vision of the past would serve you well. I could even be your ally in there so that you aren’t unprepared. This would require a great deal more trust between us, though, because from where I am standing, you are the one who is a danger to me. If I feel you are no longer a danger, then I might reveal the Vision’s location, but I suspect you already know where it is.”

“I might know; yes. But… How does that work, exactly? I get that there’s a fraction of the Old Cosmology in there, and this ameliorates the Curse, but you have to travel through the Forest of Glaquin to get there.” Erick said, “Dragons which show themselves in the Forest would surely be discovered, and what’s more, showing yourself in that Old Place would also be showing the face you use out here in the world. Unless you have different faces for every interaction? But that solution would require you to steal faces to have one persona in there, and another out here.”

Ordoonarati gently shook his head when Erick finished. He said, “Too many people have too many untoward ideas about dragon society, and of our Curse. It is not surprising to hear you say this, but it is disheartening. Considering that you annihilated the Shades for their evil ways, I am surprised you haven’t thrown in with the Dragon Stalkers already.”

There was a pause for Erick to speak, but he did not. He waited for an actual rebuttal to his postulation.

Ordoonarati continued on, “I normally wouldn’t answer multiple magical questions since these are the currency we seem to be trading upon, but I can tell that you think I am in debt, and since this will not do, I will speak on this small secret. You likely would have been exposed to this secret if you asked around, anyway.

“If you get good enough at [Polymorph], which is an innate dragon ability and most of us are very good at it, then you can switch between ‘lives’, becoming another person at the twisting of 125 mana. Think of it like [Teleport]; a good [Polymorph] is as easy to achieve as it is to step on a different path of life. In our Status, we only have the one Familiar Form, so that gets around a lot of the problems of a Sin Seeker finding out you have multiple Familiar Forms.

“Most of us have a form we use when visiting Ar’Cosmos and then a different one when we are out here, in this Script-saddled world. No faces need to be stolen in order to separate these lives, for the people you meet in Ar’Cosmos are never the same people you meet out here.” Ordoonarati said, “There are occasional problems with the young being unable to [Polymorph] correctly, adding to the confusion, but we try to keep children out of sight until they learn how.”

It seemed that every answer the dragon gave only led to another ten questions.

Erick directly asked, “But what about eggs hatched in the Forest? I heard that the survivor goes out and hides among other people, [Polymorph]ing themselves into a child to hopefully be raised by adoptive parents, while the rest become wyrms. This seems to indicate that [Polymorph] is rather instinctive.” He said, “I heard that from the Dragon Stalkers, but was that a lie?”

Ordoonarati’s man frowned a little, but he did not sound angry as he said, “You push your goodwill to a breaking point. How would you like it if I asked you of your dead children, forced to live in a world that cannot support them all?”

“I would get over myself and answer the important questions when they were asked, because these unanswered questions have a way of festering, leading to misunderstandings that would then paint my whole species as pure evil.”

Briefly, Erick felt bad about what he had said, because it was clear that Ordoonarati was truly hurt by the pointed question. Or he could be acting. Whatever the case, Erick needed to know, but he could tell this conversation would end well before he was ready for it to end. He was pushing his goodwill, for sure.

Ordoonarati erased the frown from his face, going impassive, letting the world pass him by, as he answered, “Children must be born here, on Veird, for… Many reasons. And so they are, with most of those births taking place in small hatching sites in the Forest of Glaquin. But when the groups of eggs hatch they—” It clearly pained the man to speak of this, but he did anyway, his voice faltering a little as he said, “When they hatch they take the mana in the air and also the Curse and… It is like you have seven children, but only enough food for half a child, and all of that food is poisoned. A prospective parent will fill their nest with grand cores and true artifacts and powerful sources of elemental mana to offset some of this lack of natural sustenance and it works to a certain extent… But Veird has not been kind to dragons. So we parents must watch our kids kill their brothers and sisters, with only the strong surviving, for that is how it has to be.

“Perhaps one or two might survive. Most do not. Those that fail to thrive become wyrms. Most of those wyrms are culled by their grieving parents, watching over the nest, but some always get away for other dragons like to hunt at this time, and unmoving parents are a great target. Those wyrms that do escape are usually killed by the Forest before they get too big…” He sighed. “Though I suspect with your culling of the moon reachers and deathsoul shrooms this year’s hatching will be rough for the rest of Glaquin.”

Erick listened, and then he said, “I am not unsympathetic, but I suspect that Wizardry is the only real way to save the children.”

“You are correct.” Ordoonarati sighed. “I wish you would have questioned me about Wizards, then perhaps I could tell you what to look for, but perhaps one day you will notice one all on your own.” Ordoonarati’s voice took on a hint of needful enthusiasm, “If you bring the Wizard to me I could use them to prevent the Curse from sticking upon an entire clutch of eggs. Ten dragons or more would never have to go through what we parents have had to go through. They could live their lives free of the dragon fights that only end when one person is dead, and the land has been turned to fire, killing countless innocents.”

He painted a good picture, but...

“I wouldn’t hand over power like that to anyone I couldn’t fully trust.” Erick said, “Especially if the Wizard wouldn’t live through whatever process is required to produce this miracle.”

Ordoonarati pulled back his emotions. “Ideally the process would not kill the Wizard. Ideally, I could extract their power from them without killing them, and I could do this multiple times.” He said, “Ideally, I could even let them go before the process Ended them. They would be broken beyond basic Script spellwork, but that would be better than death. I think this is a fair result when dealing with powers that could break this world wide open, killing us all. Whatever the case, I must say this.” Ordoonarati said, “I shall give you a better deal for whatever captured Wizards you bring me; better than any other party you can think of.”

Erick nodded, satisfied. “Then. It was good meeting you, and I am glad we did not need to fight.” Erick stood. “Till we meet again.”

The man holding Ordoonarati’s consciousness stood as well, the green shadows in his eyes going dull, as his eyes turned back to brown. He said, “Till next time.”

The man walked away as Erick canceled the Privacy surrounding them.

The man had kept the scale under his arm and wrapped in paper the whole time, and Erick hadn’t asked after it, either. Perhaps Erick would have gotten the scale if he had asked after it, but he did not. It wasn’t even enchanted, anyway. Soon, the man reached the white square of land Erick had created to act as a Teleport Square, and then he blipped away in a flash of grey light.

Erick returned to his own yurt, with Poi following at his side.

He kept his emotions and thoughts under tight wraps, for the moment.

But once inside dense air, and surrounded by the power of his [Undertow Star], Erick sent to Poi, ‘Do you have any concerns or comments about what just happened? I’d hear your thoughts if you want to give them.’

‘Since the man was meeting us through an intermediary, I can actually speak my full mind—’

Erick smirked, and teased, ‘Do I make you feel like you can’t speak up, Poi?’

‘Jokes aside, Ordoonarati wasn’t there, so there’s nothing stopping me from telling you how I feel, and how I feel is this: You handled yourself well, but another Mind Mage, and possibly Ordoonarati, too, would be able to tell that you were acting out what you thought Ordoonarati wanted to see.’ Poi sent, ‘But if anyone else saw you like that, they’d wonder how close you are to turning into a dragon cultist.’

They reached the yurt, but Erick paused a meter from hopping aboard. ‘There are dragon cultists?’

‘Yes.’ Poi said, ‘You probably have cultists worshiping you, too, but I haven’t seen any yet— Ah. Actually. The people you Blessed might be going that way from what I’ve been able to tell from your own perceptions.’

‘… oh no.’

Erick’s stomach seemed to drop down to his feet.

Poi smiled wide as he hopped aboard the yurt, sending, ‘That’s a good reaction to that sort of news. Best not ever get a big head about you, or else someone will feel the need to knock it off.’

Erick stared at Poi as he hopped aboard the yurt. ‘You’re not serious, are you? You don’t think I’m actually being worshiped, do you?’

‘I haven’t personally seen any.’

‘… So that means you’ve heard of it.’

Poi shrugged. ‘Anyway: You probably want to stay away from Wizards. Nothing good will ever come from pursuing that power. I will also add that if you keep tempting dragons with that sort of power but never produce a Wizard, then they’re going to get really, really mad. Dragon fight, sort of mad.’

‘I’m not going to be pursuing that sort of power anytime soon, but it would be nice to know more about Wizards.’ For a long, surreal moment, Erick debated with himself if he wanted to actually broach the entirety of this sensitive topic with Poi. He never wanted to, before, because speaking of it with someone else would make it real, and Erick didn’t want this reality to be that sort of real. And yet… Erick asked, ‘Do you know anything about them? Anything I haven’t heard, anyway.’

Without any emotional weight either for or against Wizardry, or any indication of anything, Poi sent, ‘I have no idea how Wizardry works and I hope to never learn. It would probably be best if we never encountered one.’

Against his better judgment, Erick asked, ‘How can you tell if a person is a Wizard?’ and then, ‘How would a Wizard know if they were a Wizard?’

‘… I don’t know, Erick. A dragon would be able to find out if the Wizard wasn’t careful, though.’

Finally, Erick asked the question he had dreaded, ‘What would you do if I—’

‘I once said that Wizards could become beacons of civilization. This is still true. But it would be better for all involved if we did not have this conversation, and if we pretended that you never brought up the subject so directly.’

Erick paused.

Then he gave a half nod; lowering his head and barely raising it.

Poi pretended like nothing had happened.

And like that, the moment was over; left behind and best forgotten.

Erick went into the yurt behind Poi. Teressa, Nirzir, and Jane were already packed, with almost all of Nirzir’s stuff gone back to Eralis, save for a single backpack. Jane and Teressa had culled a lot of their belongings in the recent hours, too. It seemed all Teressa had was a single backpack, which was lightly filled with some clothes and a few books. Most of her books were gone, though.

Erick struggled for a moment to pretend like everything was fine, but he latched on to what he saw before him, asking, “Did you give your books to the kids, Teressa?”

“I sure did.” Teressa leaned back in her chair. “Are we ready to move on?”

“Almost. Looks like Poi never got much on this trip.”

“Nope.” Poi said, “A few reading books is all, and they’re staying with me.”

“Jane? Your stuff is…?”

“Hidden away, in my own spots.” Jane said, “I prefer it that way.”

“And Nirzir, you took your stuff back to your home?”

Nirzir quietly nodded, but she seemed like a dam ready to burst. If she said a single word, a lot would come tumbling out, for sure… But she held herself back, not wanting to get her emotions all over everyone. Erick gave her another moment, to see if she was going to speak, but she did not.

Maybe she’d say something later. Whatever it was couldn’t be that bad if she wasn’t willing to speak on it.

“Well okay.” Erick’s own stuff was packed up by Ophiels while he was doing other things. He had gotten a lot of necessary stuff on this trip, as had everyone else, but it seemed that they all got rid of their excess before he did. “I still have a lot of books of my own…” He glanced to Yggdrasil’s eye on his shoulder. “You want to hold onto some books for me?”

Yggdrasil spun at recognition, and then he bounced twice.

“I’ll take that as a yes.” Erick had an Ophiel wrap his book bags with light and step them to Yggdrasil. He spared a glance through Ophiel at the hand off, setting the book bag near the upper crook in Yggdrasil’s branches, sending to him, ‘Thank you, Yggdrasil.’

‘You’re welcome, father!’

Erick smiled and came back to himself. “Okay then!” He clapped his hands together, asking, “And now that I think of it, I’m going to give the yurt to Yggdrasil, too. The bookbag can actually go inside and he can rest the yurt on his branches and—”

Nirzir stepped forward, opening her mouth—

And then she shut it.

But now, everyone was looking at her.

Now that Erick truly noticed her, Nirzir had been skittish this morning, and Erick hadn’t seen her practicing magic like she usually did. Something was up. Hopefully she wasn’t mad at him for his night out with Linxel, because that would be truly awkward.

Ah. Shit. That’s exactly what this was, wasn’t it.

Nirzir blurted out, “You should find that dragon and kill him! And why did you give away all that magic technology to these people? They won’t know what to do with any of that. You could have given it to Eralis. And why… And why did you go out with that man!”

Jane covered her face with her hand fast enough that she made an audible slap. Teressa tried to stop herself from sighing, and she mostly succeeded, but air still escaped her lips in a rather faster manner than usual. Poi frowned.

Erick casually grabbed a chair and sat down. This was not a conversation that he could shove off, so he told Nirzir, “Please sit with me, and we can talk about your concerns.”

Jane hopped up from her chair and walked out of the yurt, saying, “I’ll be back! I realized I wanted some cheese for the road.”

Teressa rapidly followed Jane, “Me too.”

Poi, however, grabbed a chair and set it in front of Erick, near to Nirzir, then he stepped to the side. He waited.

Nirzir looked ashamed, but she transformed that shame into a coat of armor as she stepped to the provided chair and sat down. After a moment, she answered, “I apologize for even mentioning the… relations. I don’t need to know about that. But I would like to know about the dragon and the metals and… Stuff. Those events have actual strategic importance.” Nirzir almost said something else, but she stopped herself.

Erick gave a small smile. “I accept your apology.” Then he answered her questions, “I didn’t fight the dragon because they’re keeping a low profile, so, despite all my capability to find people, I have no idea where they actually are. I admit, that I have not truly tried, though, and that is because even if I did manage to find them and engage them in combat, I would likely, and rather suddenly, have two or even three dragons to fight, for I doubt the other lurking dragons around here would be able to stop themselves from fighting. They are Cursed to kill each other, after all. In that case, I doubt I could actually win.” Erick added, “But even if I should win, then my previous stance of never getting involved with dragons would be threatened, and I would be making enemies the world over. You might not know this yet, but I have just now spoken directly with the dragon in question, and he is very much the type that would ruin my life without ever making himself present.”

Nirzir’s eyes went wide.

“I’ll be going over what we discussed after this talk we’re having right now.” Erick said, “As for the technology, and metals, and all of that, I gave all that information away in the middle of a crowded field, and people have been spying on me ever since I showed myself in Songli. So, in this way, I did give out this technology to the people of Songli, for I know people from there are spying on me even now. But in a more direct manner, I did give out those books on electromagnetism to people in Songli, some of which will remain nameless.”

Nirzir's emotional armor instantly crumbled. Shame won out over all bravado.

Erick said, “As for Linxel: He—”

Nirzir rapidly said, “You don’t have to tell me; I should never have asked. I am sorry. I should have trusted you to spread your knowledge to all corners, too. It was… I was being selfish… exactly how I hate when other people are selfish.” She whispered, “I did not know this part of me, but… I suppose… of course I am.”

“That is a masterful attempt at shoving the conversation to a new topic, but I’m bringing it back to your original grievance of me having relations with Linxel. I know why you decided to follow me, and now is as good a time to speak on that as any.”

Nirzir’s pale skin paled even further. Her eyes went wide and pure dread filled her heart. Perspiration broke out across her forehead as she looked away, whispering, “Oh, merciful gods.”

“There’s no reason to be embarrassed. You have a crush on me, and that’s understandable, but it will not be reciprocated.” Erick said, “You and I will never have a physical relationship like that. Ever.”

Nirzir didn’t breathe. She didn’t move.

Erick said, “There need not be awkwardness between us, either. I know some people at your age get married to widowers my age, but I will not be doing that. This is nothing against you. This is my personal decision.”

Nirzir whispered toward the floor, “I think I should depart back to Songli.”

Erick smiled softly, and said, “You may do whatever you wish, though you are still welcome to journey with us across Nelboor. I have appreciated your presence, and your skill. It has been nice to know someone who does magic like I do magic, and I can tell that you have enjoyed that, too. Unless I’m wrong?”

“You’re not wrong.” Nirzir said, “But.” She frowned a little. Tears collected in the corners of her eyes. She tried to wipe the tears away, but she only succeeded in breaking the dam holding back even more. She didn’t sob, but the waterworks opened, full blast. “I thought… I have uncles that are fifty years older than…” She sighed, and more tears fell. “Auntie Lingxing said this would happen. I didn’t believe her. But…” All the air seemed to leave Nirzir. She sobbed, once, and then she breathed again, and sobbed again; quietly, and to herself.

Erick’s heart went out to the girl. She was technically of marrying age, and she had a lot of female cousins who married older, richer, more powerful men. She had male cousins that wed older women, too. But that wasn’t going to happen here. The idea of wedding someone under the age of thirty aside, Erick wasn’t ready for a relationship. The thing with Linxel had been a matter of a lot of pent up emotions bursting a physical barrier the second he had found a willing partner that wasn’t in it for some money, or power.

A lot of people around Erick had given him looks and sent him signals that were impossible to misinterpret. If he wanted, he could have bedded any number of about a hundred separate people in his last month in Songli, and now the grasslands. But the only one who actually seemed both willing and not a gold digger, had been Linxel. Linxel had even said beforehand that he wanted to court Erick, officially. That had been a massive swing in the man’s favor, and was probably the only thing that truly allowed Erick to fully (mostly) lower his guard.

But everyone else? Erick’s guard was up, 100%.

And beyond those hundred people who Erick could have bedded, there were even more. People like Nirzir, who was too young, and who idolized Erick. Going down that route would have been a very bad idea.

… Bedding Linxel might have been a bad idea, too, but Erick had done it, and it was over, even though a part of him wished it wasn’t over at all. Erick felt a bit lonely, honestly. He had been lonely for years, actually. A few dates here and there were not good enough.

Best not to think too much about all of that, though, or else he would start crying. He was already having a hard time of it, watching Nirzir.

Erick said, “I’m sorry, Nirzir. You have been a joy to be around, and I wish you to stay with us for a while longer, but not if you’re uncomfortable, or if you are too hurt by this news.”

“… Do you mean that? Do you actually want me to stay?” Nirzir’s voice held poorly-disguised and sudden hatred, but also a lot of hope.

“I want you to stay. I also want you to be comfortable here.”

Nirzir’s face relaxed. She sighed. She looked away, then she looked at Erick, and asked, “Just tell me… Did I ever have a chance?”

“No. You’re about 15 years too young for me, but don’t take that as a time table.” Erick said, “It’s a matter of life experiences, and we’re not on the same level. When you’ve had your heart broken a dozen times, and you’ve had a failed relatio—” Erick thought for a second in an attempt to not put his foot in his mouth. “I believe your people marry for life, and at a young age, don’t you?”

“We try to, but there is a period of courtship. I haven’t ever dated anyone but I could have. I could have broken my heart already. I haven’t…” Nirzir’s voice trailed off. Then she said, “We’re not as stodgy as the more cosmopolitan cultures out there would have you believe. We’re certainly not as free with love as adventurers, though.” Nirzir looked to Erick with a glimmer of hope in her eyes, “I was prepared for that.”

“I’m going to do what I want to do with regard to any possible future relationships, and you’re going to do what you want with any people you meet, but we won’t be doing anything together. Though if you wish for someone to vet whoever you do find, you have my promise that I will do that for you.” Erick said, “If you need me to scare away an unwanted suitor, I’ll do that, too.”

“Ha.” Nirzir breathed deep. She dried her tears with a wave of magic, and said, “I apologize for my childish behavior and would prefer to forget it ever happened. I would also remain in the party, if you truly do still want me around.”

“I do.”

Nirzir smiled, tiny and sad, then she banished that emotion. She asked, “Where are we headed next?”

Erick moved right along, saying, “Everyone thinks we’re going to the Adamantine Smiths, so we probably should go there for a bit. I need to learn about magical metals, and it’s either them, or the wrought, and there’s not many wrought on the surface. Also, I promised Jane a sword, Poi some armor, and Teressa a decent side-weapon. I have no idea what I would want from them, though; maybe a wand? And whatever you want, too, of course.”

“A ritual dagger would be nice. For carving formations.” Nirzir said, “They get better with time and having an adamantine one would be perfect.”

Erick smiled gently, saying, “Then maybe I need to get myself a dagger, too, though I am terrible at enchanting.” He stood, saying, “I’m glad you’re staying, Nirzir.”

Nirzir tried to say something but her voice failed, and her words came out as a whisper, “I want to stay, too.”







Poi said nothing, as he watched from the side.







- - - -







The five of them stood outside, on the ground. Dense air protected them from all outsiders, while an [Undertow Star] shone high above, granting even more protection under its light. The yurt where they lived for a week had served them well, with its bright white exterior and its sculpture of Yggdrasil on the front door. It had been nice.

A pair of Ophiel wrapped the vehicle in light and stepped it away, taking the mobile home down south, to rest upon a flat space atop the branches of Yggdrasil. Erick’s stuff he had already handed off to Yggdrasil went into the yurt, to stay. Erick watched as the structure touched down on glowing white bark, and that bark parted, just a bit, creating divots to hold the wheels in place.

Erick returned to himself and looked up. At a switch of intent, the [Undertow Star] broke like a small supernova that became a small nebula, which then vanished altogether. Erick took down the seven-layered [Prismatic Ward] next.

The unfiltered wind flowed from the north, as it had for every single previous day, though this time that wind was accompanied by the sounds of petitioners that had shown up after Erick cleared them all. The people over there right now saw what Erick was doing and they were worried that they wouldn’t get their chance at using the friendly archmage for their own gain.

None of their needs were pressing; Erick had already checked.

So he ignored the petitioners and gave one final wave to the people of Clan Pale Cow. A hundred meters away, Amasar watched, and bowed; he had discharged his duty to pay Erick for saving his life, in the little way that Erick had allowed. Koori and Niyazo looked on, impassive and thankful for multiple reasons, and then they too took small bows. Yorila, their Speaker, and the boy who wanted to know how to make a [Fireball] to defend his people, and the caretakers at the hawkery, and the kids that Erick had given lightwards to, all bowed.

Erick waved goodbye as he curled light around his five people.

And then he moved on.

Seconds later, the mailbox of applications at the petitioner’s platform also vanished. It was replaced with a stone sign that read, ‘estimated time of return: maybe never’.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And so the grass traveler arc comes to a hoped-for, yet unexpected end. No mass casualties. No war. No dragon fights. Instead, we have something new starting, allies left behind, and continental and personal threats to the population destroyed or handled or Blessed to be better, and Erick moves on.

 

 

- - - -

 

Shout out to Enduring Good! It's a great reincarnation story with beautiful art and people working to make their world a better place. You might like it! I know I'm enjoying it right now.

 

- - - -

 

And another shoutout to Unbound! Y'all probably already know that one, and I think I already recommended them before, but I'm rec'ing them again. It's a great story.

 

- - - -

 

Patrons have 170!

Thanks for reading. 
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                The Northern Tribulations were a land of ice and snow, with mountain peaks that rose to within ten kilometers of the Edge of the Script, and valleys that were so deep that the larger rocks floated among the ever present shadows. With a height and depth of well over a hundred and fifty vertical kilometers in some places, it was easy to get lost in this land. Civilization was barely present, and the lights in some of the deeper shadows were not from people, braving the depths, but from monsters pretending to be people, to lure in other beasts for food and for the pleasure of a kill.

It was easy to tell where the people actually were, though. They were in the only valley that was filled with light, like someone had taken a sliver of the sun and shoved it into the grey depths, and then deeper, cracking open the world below. Light poured out from that crack in the ground like a true welcome mat; far brighter than the false lights in the mountains. 

And now our sight dips down, into that bright space. Turning back briefly, looking up from that space below, is like gazing at a twilight rent in the sky. That entrance is well guarded with spells and people aplenty, but a well-guided [Scry] eye can get through most screening. 

And down here, in this bright space, mountains floated.

Upon floating kilometers-wide platforms of stone and black metal rested the city of Enduring Forge; the home of the Adamantine Smiths. Civilization thrived upon those stabilized platforms, that themselves floated above monster-filled lands that were choked in shadows and riddled with tunnels and unknown depths.

The majority of the tenants of this place lived upon the second-to-lowest platform; the largest platform. It was three kilometers wide and mostly circular and chock full of buildings of all kinds. 

A middling-sized platform floated below that one; it was the brightest land, and the lowest land, where the main defenses of the city actively pushed back the dark that lurked even further below. The soldiers emplaced there worked in tandem with miners based out of that same platform, where the two forces together pulled metals out from the Underworld.

Above that protected space, above the main land, existed three smaller lands, chained in place above the rest. The Smithy was one of three smaller platforms. It shared ‘airspace’ with the noble district, and with city hall, both of which had their own floating platforms.

All together, Enduring Forge was a city of a good hundred and thirty thousand people, and though they had experienced hardships like everyone on Veird, the Adamantine Smiths protected this land from all forces, including the occasional thieving archmage, and dragon fight, and Underworld monster surge. Their powers could not be discounted, for they had a way with metal unlike any other people on Veird, save for possibly the wrought.

Their power was on clear display, too, for the entire city stayed in place in the center of that cavern due to dozens of massive chains of sparkling black metal, extending out from the edges of each platform to anchor each landmass into the cavern walls and to each other. Even more dark metal held the cavern itself stable, ensuring that the walls remained where they were. Each chain link was as big as a small house, at least ten meters from one side of the oval to the other, and they had to be adamantium. No other metal was that dark and that strong.

Erick was almost 100% positive that someone used [Duplicate] at the city’s founding for them to have that much adamantium.

He and his people were a good three mountains away from the actual city, having arrived in an [Obscuring Redoubt] that Erick had prepared ahead of time. They were deep under the snow and frozen stone, while all around them hung Screens, showing their destination from several different angles. [Heating Ward]s kept the place warm, but there was no furniture. From what Erick had already seen, they probably wouldn’t be staying here for long. They’d probably just go to the city, itself.

Erick said, “So as you can see, that’s Enduring Forge, the home of the Adamantine Smiths.”

Jane rubbed her arms together, looking around. She went to study the Viewing Screens. Teressa breathed out a huff of fog as her eyes glazed over as she looked to the future. Erick recast the [Heating Ward], banishing the cold. Nirzir took a moment to eye the Screens, to study them alongside Jane. Tendrils of thought peeled away from Poi as he reconnected to the collective, or collected thoughts; Erick wasn’t quite sure.

Erick continued, “I doubt we’ll be staying in this specific location long. But it’ll be long enough for a discussion of everything that had just happened with Ordoonarati, now that we’re probably outside of the dragon’s range.”

Jane whipped around to face her father. “You met him when I wasn’t looking? Is that why you told us to go on alert?”

Teressa came back, saying, “Seems like we’re in a safe spot— Oh. You met the dragon?”

Nirzir waited with bated breath.

“I did.” Erick said, “Through an intermediary, anyway. Apparently…”

Erick conjured some chairs as he spoke, telling everyone most of what went down with Ordoonarati. He didn’t speak much of Wizardry, though, except to say that he had set that lure of ‘possibly finding some future Wizard for trade’, and Ordoonarati had gone for it pretty hard.

When he was done, Teressa scowled, saying, “I don’t like this Wizardry business.”

“But Goldie said that dragons only truly care about Wizards, and this explains that rather well.” Jane said, “I don’t believe Ordoonarati was a hundred percent truthful, but a lot of stuff you said lines up with other stuff. It explains Wyrm Season better than how the Dragon Stalkers explain Wyrm Season. I’d like to know why they can’t just birth the dragons in the Vision, though.”

Erick guessed, “Maybe that would disrupt the place.”

“Likely,” Nirzir said.

As Jane said, “Seems like; yeah.”

Teressa looked to Poi, saying, “Last I heard, Treehome was prepared for Wyrm Season. They’re still prepared, right?”

Poi said, “There’s another two months before Wyrm Season truly begins. I’m sure Erick could return and annihilate them all if we need to.”

“I agree, but that gives us an end-date for this vacation of mine.” Erick said, “Or at least another stopover. Which means I want to be done with the Adamantine Smiths rather fast. I’ve noticed posters in the city which say the tournament that Nirzir spoke of is fifteen days away, so I won’t be staying for that, but if you want to, Jane, you can.”

Jane waved him off. “I don’t really care about that.”

“You might care about it when you see the prizes.” Erick shrugged. “Or maybe they can make some custom stuff for us, which brings me to the next news: they’re ready for me. There are people at the Teleport Square checking out all [Familiar]s.”

Ophiel cooed.

Erick added, “They’re doing more than the usual Underworld city protocols, too. Truthstones in abundance and Sin Seekers at every official entrance and exit of the city, but also people in high-ranking military garb, each of which carries papers with Ophiel’s image on them.”

Ophiel cooed again, this time a bit sad.

Erick patted him.

Teressa frowned. “Danger?”

“Don’t think so.” Erick said, “More like a welcoming committee of the ‘actually welcoming’ kind, if what I’m seeing is what is actually happening.”

Teressa smirked. “Would be nice.”

Nirzir said, “The Adamantine Smiths are usually very welcoming for an Underworld city, but they are an Underworld city, with all that entails. We could try to sneak in but there’s a high chance they would find us, and they won’t appreciate the attempt at subterfuge.”

“I agree.” Erick said, “I had planned on going incognito, but that seems impossible.”

Jane studied the Screens hanging up around the room, as she said, “They are rather militaristic, aren’t they. I see people in armor everywhere.”

“That’s pretty normal for Underworld cities. Some of them survive through military prowess. Others through prognostication. Some through Beastmasters. Anti-magic runes. Looks like Enduring Forge does a lot of runework in addition to everything else.” Teressa looked to Nirzir, and then to Poi, asking, “That’s what Adamantine Smiths do, right? I think it’s runes?”

Nirzir said, “I think there’s a split in their clan. But every Adamantine Smith learns to do runework, too, or else they aren’t certified by their people. Or something like that.”

“That coincides with what I see,” Erick said.

Poi looked to an empty spot of the room, his thought tendrils multiplying from ten to twenty four, as he said, “They know we’re somewhere nearby, but not exactly where. They’re sending out a politely worded request for an audience. We can come into the city in the normal way at the main platform, or we can [Teleport] in at city hall.”

Teressa looked away, her eyes glazing over again with grey light.

Erick frowned. “Did they see Ophiel?”

Poi said, “I believe they have prognostication capabilities, too. Or perhaps the runework on the buildings allows them an easier time seeing various types of spells.” He added, “I don’t know, and I can still speculate while I don’t know, so there’s my speculation.”

Erick nodded. “I bet it’s the runework.”

Nirzir nodded.

Jane studied one of the Viewing Screens closely, saying, “There is… quite a lot of runework on those black buildings, isn’t there?”

Teressa came back, saying, “My [Future Sight] hasn’t revealed anything too dangerous. No big events, anyway. I say we go?”

“Right! Well then.” Erick said, “We’re going to city hall. Let them know, Poi.”







- - - -







Light unfurled as Erick stepped down onto a large square of white stone. His people appeared behind him.

The black city hall of Enduring Forge rose before them, seeming, in that moment, like something out of a fevered dream shared by an art deco enthusiast and a military commander. It was thick and imposing, with a great many wide and flat surfaces, but also a ton of geometric carvings at the base of the buildings, and at the top of every wall and tower, and absolutely covering the domes. The building had to be adamantium, like the chains that connected the city to the walls of the surrounding cavern.

Though Erick couldn’t see them from here, there were two more adamantium buildings similar to the city hall, down below. The building on the main platform was ten times the size of this one, and it was visible from almost anywhere in the main city. From Erick’s reconnaissance, he suspected that the monolithic structure was an evacuation point, for though it had room for a hundred thousand people, it was kept empty and well patrolled.

Further down than that, upon the lowest platform of the city, was the main military compound. That building actually punched through the entirety of that platform, forming identical castles on both the top and the underside. On the bottom side, there were quite a few defensible locations which allowed the army to shoot spells at the cavern floor with impunity.

All the other buildings were normal enough affairs of wood and stone, though the great majority of them were built tougher than most any random building you would find on the surface of Veird. A great many of them even had metal walls, or at least metal skeletons. But it was only these three massive buildings that actually looked like they belonged in this brightly lit, dark place, under the surface of the world.

Quite a bit of magic had been imbued into those buildings, all around, anchored to runic inscriptions running along the base of every single structure. None of that spellwork looked too worrisome, for it was almost all defensive. In Ancient Script, all of the stuff Erick read said ‘[Ward] [Mend] Light no-Shadow’; this repeated all around the base of every solid structure.

The protective measures that the Adamantine Smiths had were quite extensive, but Erick suspected that this spellwork was only a quarter of the true powers hidden in this bright, dark city. He was mostly surprised that the runic inscriptions worked so well, for that stuff usually decayed after a while. The people here either kept renewing the spellwork as needed, or they had some other ways to ensure that the spells stayed active.

Whatever the case, the people here were very skilled against fighting the monsters and dangers of the deeper Underworld.

Three of those people stood before Erick right now, alongside several of their guards, though the guards were positioned far back from the Teleport Square, emplaced more as a show of respect and strength, than as an actual danger. No one had crowded Erick as he had brought himself and his people to this Teleport Square, and that boded well for future relations.

The main person to greet Erick was a tall, yet stern, beautiful human woman with brown skin and a shaved head, who wore a warrior’s cut robe, with pants. Her eyes were dark as midnight; the same color as the adamantium all around. To her left, stood a man in his 60s who was probably the woman’s father, or uncle. To her right stood an ancient woman, shrunken with age, but with a fierce expression upon her face.

Erick had only been present for the last four seconds, but with [Hunter’s Instincts] active, those four seconds were more than enough to see that he wasn’t in any danger, at all.

At once, the guards behind the welcoming committee bowed. On the parapets, more warriors bowed. On the street where the public stood, many people tried to see what was happening, trying to look beyond the walls of guards lined up across the road. It took them a while to understand, but once they did, they went silent, then they bowed, too. And then the three people in charge bowed, though the older woman only nodded her head. About twenty seconds had passed at that point.

Erick was now wholly sure that nothing immediately bad was going to happen.

The lead woman rose, and the rest of her people followed her lead.

The woman said, “Welcome to Enduring Forge, Archmage Erick Flatt. I am Arakag Adama. With me are General Barir Adama, and the Old Smith, Grosgrena. We had heard you were coming, and we are thankful for the opportunity to host your self, and your people. In return, we have a few requests.” She reached into a fold of her robes and pulled out one of Erick’s applications. “Would you join us for tea in our city hall to discuss this further?”

Erick smiled slightly. “I would be honored.”

Arakag nodded.

Everyone bowed, again.







- - - -







While the outside of city hall was all dark metal, the inside was too, but all of that was covered up with a layer of off-white marble that was flecked with gold and mica and other shiny impurities. If it weren’t for the sound-dampening spells that hid in the upper corners of hallways, this place would be rather loud. It wasn’t as quiet as a crypt, but it was rather subdued. The place smelled of freshly [Cleanse]d air, while it was rather dry, and cool.

Soon enough, they reached their destination.

In an opulent, bright room at the top of city hall, under one of the larger domes, Erick sat down upon a plush cream-colored chair, across from Arakag, Barir, and Grosgrena. There were no guards in the room, though there were servants in dark livery. One of those servants set down teas and tiny cakes upon a short, round tea table between the small gathering. Then the servant went to serve Erick’s people, who hung out at the back of the room at their own table.

The general, Barir, got up and served tea. He did it a bit differently than they did in Songli, though, for first he asked Erick if he wished to cast a [Cleanse], or if he would prefer it if Barir cast the spell. Erick let the man cast the spell himself, since it seemed the proper thing to do. Apparently, it was, for Barir seemed to relax a bit at that. The [Cleanse] failed to produce any thick air.

Erick normally didn’t like to notice it, or even remark upon it, but when he was around civilians, and when those people knew who he was, everyone got really, really nervous. Heart rates soared. Sweat dripped. Mouths went dry. Two of the three people before him were both nervous and strong willed, with almost every servant and otherwise being both terrified and calm. Grosgrena, the old woman, was the only exception right now; she seemed like she had seen it all, and lived through it all, which was probably more true for her than for most other people in the room.

Barir sipped the tea followed by everyone else. He took a cookie, and had a small, polite bite, followed by everyone else doing the same for their own small cookie. It tasted better than fine, and Erick decided to say so.

“Lovely cookie. And tea. The honey is rather nice.”

Everyone flinched, but rapidly relaxed.

And then Arakag, Barir, and Grosgrena each set down their tea and their cookies. Erick reluctantly did the same; he actually wanted to finish the cookie, now that the taste was in his mouth. Grosgrena eyed him a bit hard, but she was not the one to speak first.

Arakag said, “I will be blunt, and ask you your goals in coming here.”

Erick answered without reservation, “I have come here with several goals in mind. The commissioning of a weapon or four for my people, with one for me. A suit of armor for my guard who likes to wear metal armor, to replace the one he is currently wearing. And to know of metals, as you know them, but for my own two uses. First: I’m trying to make some precision gears that need to hold up to a lot of long-term variable stress, but my own attempts fall short of the goal. Second: I’m also interested in the use of magical metals for large-scale enchanting. I expect I’ll need to go to the Headmaster to see about getting some [Duplicate]d metals to actually fulfill my needs, but I would like training in using those metals, first. I have come here for this because I have heard you are the best.”

Arakag sat a bit straighter, while the beating of her heart relaxed.

Barir gave a small sigh of relief, as his heart beat hard, and then soft, and then went all the way down to what was likely baseline.

Grosgrena had no change at all. If anything, she might be eyeing Erick a bit more, but that might be his imagination.

Grosgrena was the first to speak, her voice a raspy, eager thing, “I’ll teach, and we’ll go a lot further than precision engineering, but I won’t have you calling yourself an Adamantine Master Smith unless you trained and worked at this shit for twenty-five years, at least.” She relaxed a little, saying, “But you’ll be able to get the basics in under a week if you work hard and—”

Barir spoke to his people, “We discussed this. We can’t have—” He was briefly conflicted, and then he just said what he wanted to say, “We cannot take up that much of the archmage’s time.”

“It’s a single week! I’m gonna take it.” Grosgrena scowled at the man, then said to Erick, “As I was saying: I can teach you personally, but I got other Master Smiths who’d be eager to teach you, too. You might be able to stay awake for a week straight, hunting down the evils of this world, but some of us are old. I will warn you now not to expect to use the weapons and armor you make yourself, for even if you are the Savior of Light, from what I saw down in Ooloraptoor you don’t know shit about metal.” She relaxed a little, saying, “In exchange for this, you’ll pull apart metals for me like I saw you pull apart metal outside of Ooloraptoor. I got a whole junk drawer full of interesting samples and I want to know what they are, exactly.”

“Deal.” Erick asked, “But can you actually teach large scale metal enchanting? I see the adamantine out there, but I know your city is old, so I want to be upfront about these capabilities.”

Grosgrena nodded, and said, “Steel can take enchanting just as well as anything else, and that’s what I’ll use to help you learn large-scale enchanting, but the problem with steel is long term stability. That’s where magical metals shine, for they don’t rust. That’s the only real reason why you see all this gold and deep sky silver and other nonsense in wands and shit. But adamantium don’t rust either, and it’s a shit of a lot better than any of that other junk.” She added, “Though we can’t sell you that much adamantium for we only produce so much of it per year. If you want adamantium in the amounts you see in the chains and black buildings around here, you’re gonna need to go to the Headmaster for [Duplicate] services like our ancestors did; get yourself a bargain of trade.”

Erick nodded. “Understandable. What else do you need?” He looked to Arakag and Barir.

Arakag said nothing—

Barir said, “I would have you spread your [Withering]s throughout the entire city and the tunnels beyond. I want every monster in a hundred kilometers dead, and I want you to move around some beneficial monsters so that they can take over the dead monsters’ habitats, before something unwanted does.”

“Easy enough,” Erick said. “And about my desired weapons and armor?”

Barir and Grosgrena looked to Arakag, and then Erick did, too.

Arakag spoke, “As for your made-to-order weapons and armor, we will create the items for free, but you will pay for the material and the time of our Smiths.”

“Also agreeable.” Erick asked, “Is that all? I expected to be asked to counter-Hunt as well.” He added, “I offer this service with no expectation of reward or payment. A bonus, if you want it.”

Barir and Grosgrena kept their eyes on Erick, but their attention shifted toward Arakag.

Arakag announced, “It is the decision of Enduring Forge’s Council of Smiths that your [Cascade Imaging] may not be used by any member of our Council, our Guard, or our people. If you have a need to use your magics for yourself, then we wish you well in finding whatever you wish to find, but we ask you not to allow your magics to be used by anyone from Enduring Forge or nearby lands who may approach you after this meeting. If anyone does approach you asking for this boon, feel free to make your own decisions regarding if you will assist them or not, but know that our Council has officially decided that none of them will have access to your power.”

“… Something of an odd decision, that.” Erick asked, “Why?”

Arakag nodded once, in recognition of the question, then said, “Because we do not wish you to be involved in our criminal justice system. Our Guard is among the best in the world, for we’re always catching people trying to steal our secrets, or our items. We do not need, nor want, your help in matters of security.” She added, “In addition, we have no targets for you to search for, anyway. We have found everyone we have ever wished to find. People do not assault Enduring Forge and live, archmage.”

“… Okay.” Erick said, “Then I will not offer this service and will instead ask you how you managed to accomplish such a feat! That’s pretty amazing. I see the spellwork all around here and I like it a lot. The logistics of such a thing must be a headache and a half.”

Grosgrena smirked a little. Barir was trying to figure Erick out; was this some sort of probe of Enduring Forge’s defenses? Arakag sat briefly stunned, then relaxed in recognition of Erick’s genuine curiosity.

“Thank you for your understanding, but we do not discuss our defenses with outsiders. I hope you understand.”

“I do.” Erick added, “I suppose it was rude of me to ask after those details.”

Barir pulled back his concern from high to medium.

Arakag nodded, then said, “We have rooms prepared for you, if you wish to room here, in the city.”

Erick said, “Sure. Let’s go.”

“And then you’re mine, first,” Grosgrena said, smiling. “I won the coin toss.”

Barir’s frown deepened.

“Sounds fine to me.” Erick said, “But before we move on. Barir. You said you wanted [Withering]s upon the city. You’re aware that it will kill anyone with intestinal cores, correct? I would need assurances that you’ve already done everything you can to ensure that no one has intestinal cores before I would agree to do this [Withering].”

Barir said, “I am aware. This would have been one of the things we would have discussed later, but know that now that you’re here, and you’ve agreed to this, we’re going to put signs up about [Withering]. We’ll inform our people of the need to visit the Medical Halls, and we’ll have Healers go out and talk to every one of our citizens. We won’t proceed with [Withering]s for at least five more days, and only after our Guard informs us that every necessary precaution has been taken to ensure the citizenry is safe.”

Erick gave a small smile at that. These people were stiff and scared, but they were good people. They looked out for their own, and they did it well. Erick said, “Glad to hear that.”







- - - -







The room was located at the top of an adamantine tower named the Watchman’s Roost, located on the north side of city hall and attached to the building. There were no public spaces anywhere near this location, but the Roost did have one of the few entrances and exits to city hall. That entrance was on the roof, and it would be for Erick’s sole use while he was in the city, so he was free to defend his location as he wished.

Arakag asked that he not use [Undertow Star], though, for it might harm the spellwork on city hall. Erick agreed. After a smaller discussion with Arakag and Grosgrena about the logistics of moving in the city, and about some places that Erick might want to visit, they left Erick and his people to their temporary residence.

It was a luxury apartment, with plush beds and furniture, all off-white, which complemented the floors, walls, and ceilings. There was quite a bit of decorative goldwork all over the place, though it was kept to thin, decorative accents. This suite was very much reserved for only the most powerful or influential of guests. But, in contrast to how it was in Songli, this place had a well-appointed kitchen filled with fresh foods and all the goods that Erick would need in order to make more food.

Erick smiled as he saw that, and as he checked the recent past through his mana sense. He said, “Looks like they filled this place in a rush as soon as we appeared in the city.”

“Oh yeah.” Teressa agreed, adding, “They’ve got some good prognosticators.”

Erick asked, “So anyone want to go on a tour of the city? Or do you want to settle in for a little while? I’m partial to accepting a tour guide from the visitor’s center down in city hall and seeing the city.”

Jane said, “I’d like to visit the Weapon Smiths and the Beastmasters. Get a feel for the weapon I want and for the monsters of the Underworld.” She added, “And I gotta say, this place is much more accommodating than the grass travelers. A lot nicer upfront and— Oh?” She spotted a rack of brochures on the kitchen table and went right to them. “Visitor pamphlets! Ha.”

Nirzir said, “I thought Clan Pale Cow turned out rather nice. Waveni taught me a lot about cooking for a lot of people.”

“Well yeah.” Jane said, “They were nice. Just not upfront. They were more honest, too. These people are clearly hiding something.”

“Ohhh. So negative!” Erick said, “Everyone hides something, but that doesn’t mean these people are murdering babies in arcane rituals, or whatever.”

Jane shrugged.

“This place is a bit touristy, so they’re nicer on the outside than most.” Teressa said, “They get clients from all across the world and the Underworld, so they kinda have to be. But I got a weird feeling and I can’t quite place it.”

Poi said, “It’s probably the Underworld itself. I feel odd, too. Like something is watching us.”

“We are being watched.” Erick said, “Even if not directly, then I’m sure we’re being watched through our timelines.”

“Maybe.” Teressa said, “I still feel funny. So are you gonna put up the [Prismatic Ward]s and the [Undertow Star]? You know you can do what you want, right. They asked for no [Undertow Star] but you could still do it.”

Erick smiled and began having Ophiel layer dense airs inside their new, temporary residence. “No [Undertow Star], here.”

“Probably for the best,” Poi said.

“So how about we make our first outing Lunch?” Erick said, “I could eat!”

“I could very much eat,” Teressa said, patting her flat stomach. 

Jane held out a pamphlet, smiling as she said, “Let’s go here.”

The pamphlet read, ‘Hothalls Chamber of Spice, a dining experience for the strong of heart, stomach, and tongue!’

“Uh...” Erick decided to go for it, saying, “Sure.”
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                The Smithy, the noble district, and the administrative district, each had their own floating platforms that held in the air above the main landmass of Enduring Forge, with each location about equidistant from each other. The three platforms were essentially the points of a triangle above the main city.

Looking up at those three platforms from the streets of the main city was not nearly as claustrophobic as Erick had expected, even if the roads here were sometimes thin. Being underground wasn’t that bad, either. Having a full squad of five guards in thick black armor escorting him, though? That was claustrophobic.

The second Erick had stepped out of his appointed rooms there was a guide waiting for him. Erick had made no effort to hide his plans to start his visit at the visitor’s center, but still, it was a bit odd to have his needs so perfectly met, and with a private guide, to boot. The guide was disarmingly cheerful and acquiescent, too, which made it a pain to tell the mousy man that his services as a guide were not exactly what Erick wanted; he just wanted some direction. The five guards were… also a lot, but they were not superfluous.

Those soldiers mostly kept the locals from coming right up to Erick and lavishing him with praise, but that didn’t stop the people from trying. Some of them yelled out thanks and tried to get closer, only to have a blackguard gently push them out of the way with their shield. The citizens didn’t seem to mind this, though. They accepted the pushes. Most stepped away before they required a push, though.

And all the while, flowers fell down from second and third floor windows, along with thanks and cheers.

More than one young lady even flashed her boobs at Erick, calling out how much they’d like to personally thank him for his service to the world.

The guide, Jalrock, was extremely embarrassed about it all, and more than once he called out people by their names, to tell them to put their shirts back on.

It’s not like Erick was on any major streets, either.

In some ways the attention was nice, but mostly… It was claustrophobic.

Erick tried to laugh it all off anyway, saying, “Very relaxed atmosphere here.”

And yet…

Too many people looking his way. A bit too bright. A bit too loud.

Jalrock whispered to Erick, “I am so sorry, Savior. This is not normal—” He stared at a woman who threw some panties out of her window, saying, “Tulai! I’ll tell your mother on you!”

The mother in question came out to stand beside her daughter, asking, “Waking me up from my nap. What fool thing is going on— Oh my Bright Gods. Is that the Savior!”

“Yes, mom!” Tulai said, “And those are my panties on the ground beside him.” She waved at Erick. “Yoo hoo!”

The mother’s eyes went wide, but not at her daughter’s actions. The mother leaned out from their shared window, waving as she shouted, “My sister is alive because of you! Thank you!” Then she slapped her daughter on the arm, saying, “Have some respect! He’s got a mana sense so he can see what you’re offering already!”

Erick’s cheeks flushed because, yes, he did have a mana sense. Oh, boy, did he have a mana sense. He almost wanted to shut it off as he walked down this road, to their lunch destination, but he did not.

They seemed to pass a bottleneck not too much further, leaving the crowded street behind, though a few people still trailed after Erick and his entourage. The guards stopped a lot of that following, though.

Soon, they arrived at their target.

Walking into ‘Hothalls Chamber of Spice’ was an unfun experience.

There was some sort of [Airy Spice Ward] in the entrance hall, alongside a sign that said, ‘If you can’t handle the heat, don’t enter the Hothall!’. Erick could practically feel his taste buds bursting into flame with every breath he took. The scent in the air had Nirzir holding back tears, while Poi and Teressa both just held their breath. Jane relished the scent, though. She breathed deep and smiled wide.

Erick was very tempted to [Dispel] the offending magic.

He did not, though.

Erick ordered a normal meal of rice and steak, with a half-star heat rating, AKA baby slime rating. ‘For the infirm, elderly, and babies of all kinds’. Erick was certainly a baby, yes; this was fine.

Jane enjoyed self-harm in the form of a 12 star entree.

That dish would come out with its own personal spherical [Air Ward] that ensured the poison inside didn’t spread to others, for it certainly would have spread; the rice and sauce and fried chicken swirled some sort of orange and red glow into the protected space. According to the menu, the red glow was a form of poison. [Cleanse] would have knocked the meal down from a 12 star rating (‘for demigods and the dumb’) to a 10 star rating (‘for army generals and archmages’).

No; Erick did not want to try it. He was perfectly happy with his meal for babies.

Jane’s was so strong, a fully-armored waiter had to bring it to the table. That waiter was even dressed up in reflective silver [Conjured Armor], which Erick suspected was exactly the same sort of armor that would prove useful when dealing with steel smelting, or heavy duty Smithing. The restaurant was hamming it up, of course.

But the dish did contain poison.

Jane’s eyes watered as the waiter brought the dish next to her, allowing her to experience the red glow before he set it down in front of her. When Jane just smiled wide, the waiter set down the food like it was a bomb waiting to go off. Jane laughed. Her nose ran. Her face tinted a bit red, but she just smiled, and said, “It’s beautiful.”

Everyone else, by this point, had scooted their chairs away from her. The waiter watched to see if Jane would cower, or persevere. Every nearby person watched. A few new people even showed up to try to get a glimpse of the new challenger of ‘Red Wall’, the name of the dish that now sat in front of Jane.

Even Erick watched, enraptured, as Jane stuck her fork into a bit of red chicken, and pulled it out of the red morass of liquid pain. The rice and the air sparkled as she lifted the bite up, closer to her mouth. Tears already flowed down her face.

Erick broke the silence all around, saying, “Maybe you shouldn’t—”

Jane took the bite.

Silence descended.

Tears flowed. Her face reddened. Her eyes took on a red tint. Even the roots of her hair turned from brown to the barest reddish. That was apparently normal, though. If she ate the whole thing, her whole countenance would turn bright, neon red until the next time she [Cleanse]ed herself. Apparently, the spice that produced this effect was a happy accident from the attempted invention of a beauty product.

Jane swallowed. The roots of her hair turned bright red. Her irises took on a definite red tint.

The watching crowd erupted in cheers. ‘Eat eat eat!’

But then Jalrock started telling people to, “Disperse! Disperse! Even Saviors of Light gotta eat and you all saw your show! Disperse!”

Teressa, meanwhile, lifted up her veil and gave a gleeful grin at Jane, saying, “I bet you can’t finish the whole thing.”

Jane scowled, though the effect was much diminished by her tears and snot. She took a second bite. After a while, she swallowed.

“Are you taking Health damage?” Erick asked, trying not to be too concerned.

Both he and Nirzir were too entranced to eat. Teressa had no such problems. She smiled as she ate. Later, Erick would notice that Poi seemed to specifically eat between Jane’s bites. Perhaps he was second-hand tasting everything that Jane tasted, and it was not a fun experience?

Jane finished off her third bite, then squeaked, “Nothing I can’t handle.”

At the end of lunch, Jane had finished her whole meal, and as people cheered and she shook the hand of the Cook, she got her image captured in a lightpainting by one of the waiters who was good with that. Jane’s hair and eyes were shockingly bright red. Her image joined the rest of the images hanging on the ‘Winner’s Wall’.

As they left the restaurant, having not paid for anything because the owner would not accept payment from the Savior of Light, Erick decided that he could probably try a 1 star meal, the next time.

Jane had joked about trying a 13 star meal from their ‘secret menu’ when she was near the Cook of Hothalls, whereupon the man smiled and said she was now qualified to try that, if she wanted.

They would be going back at least once more.
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The Black Blade was both the name of the high-class front offices of the Adamantine Smiths, and of an ancient weapon held under heavily enchanted glass in the middle of their main showroom.

Getting to that main showroom usually required going through a few checkpoints, all of them crawling with guards and requiring people to submit to a lot of checks, but Jalrock made those checkpoints trivial.

And now, Erick and his people were here, in the main showroom, looking at blocky black armor and blocky black swords and shields and everything in between. Adamantium armor was not fancy; it was utility made manifest. Form matched function, and nothing else.

Other people spoke with Smiths here and there, while a few more scattered people looked at weapons and otherwise like they were buying expensive cars. It was a pretty apt metaphor, Erick decided, for even the smallest of daggers, weighing in at half a kilogram, cost 25,000 gold. A Poi-sized set of full plate armor looked to cost 1,500,000 gold, and weigh about 30 kilos. A Teressa-sized set of armor would set Erick back nearly 8 million gold, and weigh in at 160 kilos.

Erick realized that he could not buy this entire place all by himself.

For the first time, he had met his financial match.

While that particular revelation was kinda funny, what was not funny was the namesake of this place.

The Black Blade, the sword, was a hunk of dark metal with the blade two meters long, and a handle that was easily large enough for two hands. It would be the perfect sword for an orcol to use in a single hand, but on anyone else, it resembled more a plank of iron, than like a real, usable weapon. And it floated inside a glass cage, just like how a certain person’s weapon also floated when not in use.

Erick recognized the weapon, because he had seen it multiple times by now.

Erick said, “That’s the weapon Goldie uses.”

There were differences, though; subtle, but still there. This was not the exact same weapon the Shade of Assassination used, but it was close.

While Nirzir, Jane, and Teressa, all realized what Erick was saying at about the same time, Poi already knew the deal. He was already worried, though he was doing a great job of hiding it.

There were at least two reasons for this similarity. Either this place had ties to the Shades, or else they were forced to capitulate to Ar’Kendrithyst’s demands like all the other nations of the world. Probably the latter, now that Erick turned the thought over inside his head, inspecting it for paranoia and finding lots.

Now that Erick was here, and having these sorts of thoughts, he wondered, exactly, how much Ar’Kendrithyst had affected Enduring Forge. Probably lots.

Adamantium was black, after all. The Shades loved black. But they also liked opulence. And everything Erick saw before him was blocky and utilitarian, with zero adornment at all save for discreet runes inscribed on the insides of armors, on the backs of shields, and on other hidden locations.

There was a history there, and it was probably much more complicated than Erick could put together in a few seconds of seeing Goldie’s weapon on display in the middle of the main showroom.

Jalrock brought Erick back to the moment, saying, “The Black Blade hasn’t left that case in hundreds of years. We have made copies of the weapon based on that design, though. Perhaps you have seen one of those?”

“… You’re obviously right.” Erick nodded.

Jalrock nodded, then moved right along, saying, “If you have any questions I can start you off on some answers, but they will be surface answers until we can get a— Ah! There they come now.”

A woman and a man rapidly came out of a side hallway and fixed their eyes upon Erick. Recognition. The man held back, but the woman began a much more sedate, professional walk toward Erick now that her prey was in her sight.

Upon reaching Erick the woman introduced herself as Verizag, one of the senior sellers of the Black Blade. She led him to a desk, with her sitting on one side and Erick on the other.

Verizag asked, “Where would you like to begin your order? Anything specific you’re looking for?”

Erick explained, “Two ritual carving weapons for runework, one for me, another for Nirzir Void Song here. A flying sword for my daughter, Jane. A suit of armor to replace my guard, Poi’s, armor. And a flying shield for my other guard, Teressa; one in her size. If you have any suggestions though, then I am open to them. I haven’t gotten a chance to look over your whole showroom, nor do I know what I am buying, exactly. I only know that you’re the best, and your stuff doesn’t break. That is why I am here.” Erick didn’t want to seem too eager, though, so he digressed, “But honestly, I am not sure why people use metal armor and weapons. It seems like investing in a weapon is asking to get it stolen, or broken. That is what Shades loved to do to all the adventurers who brought that sort of stuff into Ar’Kendrithyst. This was one of the main warnings we gave to people, actually. ‘Don’t trust that anything you take in there will remain under your power’.”

Verizag had looked delighted to be near Erick, and to take his order, but she almost shut down at the mention of Shades. Professionalism quickly followed, though; she was both determined to prove the power of the Adamantine Smiths, and to make a sale. She said, “When dealing with out-sized powers, as per your example, then we can give you no guarantees on the security of the weapons we create. But for everything else, from bandits to Decaying hydras, and especially against telekinetic rippers, our weapons and armor —properly used— have proven themselves thousands upon thousands of times over against those sorts of threats. I challenge any mage of the sixth tier or lower to rip away an invested adamantium weapon, or to latch onto the armor made of the same; they will fail, as they have failed many times before. Even [Metalshape] doesn’t work against adamantium, unless the user is an Adamantine Smith.” She said, “And even in such a case, once adamantium sets, even an Adamantine Smith would have trouble reshaping it. If we could do that, then the very adamantium that holds together Enduring Forge would have been snatched away by bandits and rogue Smiths long, long ago.”

Erick gave no indication that he was impressed, but he was. He said, “You’re going to need to go over the properties of adamantium for me. I haven’t had much experience with that, at all. Where does the process of adamantium creation start? Is it an alloy, or a metal unto itself?”

Verizag nodded. “In its untempered form, adamantium is most often found with copper and nickel, but once it is refined, we end up with a solid silver metal with a faint blue tint that is heavier than gold but in this form it is unusable. It is too hard, too brittle, and breaks too easily. It’s also highly toxic—”

Was it Osmium? It sounded like osmium.

“— but through refining, the addition of mana, and many other metals, the main one which is starsteel, untempered adamantium transitions from silver to something darker. Once the adamantium reaches the point of blackness, like a starless, moonless night, then comes pouring and forging. While the untempered metal can wait around for as long as needed, once the process of final smithing begins, it cannot be stopped, or else the adamantium is ruined.”

Not fully osmium, then. Actually a bunch of different metals. Erick had heard of starsteel spoken right alongside celesteel and hellite, but he didn’t know what starsteel actually was. He didn’t know what the other ones were, either. There were a ton of magical metals and Erick didn’t know about any of them, except for maybe Deep Sky Silver. He was pretty sure that one was (somehow) magical silver.

Verizag continued, her eyes seeming to get brighter as she got more animated, “But with an adamantium weapon in hand, or armor on your body, and with the casting of magic into that item, you will begin the attunement process. For adamantium items, properly runed, can take in spellwork and you can use your [Force Weapon] through a sword, or your [Conjure Armor] as your adamantium armor, allowing them both the power of the adamantium, and the security of a Force spell in their control!” She realized she was speaking too loudly, and calmed. “It is this capability —and the accompanying runework— that makes adamantium so much better than every other metal out there, for adamantium takes in the spellwork it is provided, and multiplies that spellwork through the capability of unbreakable adamantium.

“Instead of a generalized enchantment that you can keep powered with crushed core dust, or by storing your flying sword near a grand core, you can use your own mana and your own spells to keep our adamantium items empowered.

“We can even work with you if you have specific, standard spells you wish imbued into your weapons or armor. [Flying Sword] is a popular choice and we already have many of those swords available.” The woman said, “In short, adamantium allows anyone to wield what is basically an artifact of their own making, under their own, personal control.”

Verizag smiled brightly, knowing she had nailed her speech.

Erick was suitably impressed. He glanced around the room, looking at the weapons and armor in a new light. Then he turned back to the woman. “What about imbuing truly odd spells?”

With full confidence, Verizag said, “Adamantium can handle almost any spell that you know of, as long as you have the Ancient Script with you. We can even work with you in the creation process if you wish to enchant a spell of your own into the metal, but this will create an item that only you, or someone with your same spells, could ever use.”

“Ah…” Erick said, “Well that’s slightly disappointing. I do not have the Ancient Script.”

Verizag confidence did not falter; it grew. She strongly said, “You would need to speak to one of our Rune Smiths about uncovering the Ancient Script of your odd spells, but they can uncover the meanings behind most magic under tier three! If I may ask: What spell were you thinking of?”

“[Gate] is only tier 1, but that’s a ridiculous request. All of my spellwork is nonstandard, actually, so I’ll have to bring this up with Grosgrena or your Rune Smiths later.”

“Ah. Well.” The woman said, “We, for sure, have at least one Smith that knows of whatever standard third tier or lower spells you might wish enchanted into an item; I can promise you that. The entire Lower Catalogue of the Mage’s Guild is known to us, and even some of the higher standardized spells, too. [Weaken Monster]s is known to us, and we create many Standing Stones for the Greensoil Republic with that particular spell. We also know many different reflective spells, as those are an often-requested working.”

Erick almost showed her [Animadversion], but he decided against that.

Erick moved right along, “So what’s the deal with the formation-carving daggers?”

Verizag kept right up with him. “An adamantium formation dagger provides excellent mana conductivity for formation-carving rituals and enchantment. Most formation carving tools require elementally or structurally aligned tools to do the job properly; for instance, hellite daggers are best for [Angel Banishing] weapon enchantments, providing a 125% efficiency for mana spent to rune crafted, passing off that strength to the rune itself, enabling the [Angel Banishing] even more power. The same metal would prove very poor at creating protective [Ward]s, though, and likely have an efficiency of less than 40%; you’d spend 100 mana for a basic anti-damage [Ward] but only get 40 points of defense.

“But adamantium is different. One adamantium dagger, properly attuned and aged, will conduct mana into a formation with an 80% to 115% ratio of use-to-loss, allowing you to imbue any spell that you know how to imbue without a strain on your resources. Obviously, adamantium is not the best tool for every job, but if you only have one tool, it is the best tool to have. The strength of variety cannot be underestimated.” She added, “Even so, we have no guarantee on the quality of the runework produced; just on the quality of the tool used to produce the runework.”

Erick understood a lot of that from context clues, but he had no experience with rune crafting.

Erick said, “I’ve used an erasing pen for enchanting, but never a dagger. Is it more or less the same?”

“Slightly different. A pen creates cavities which you then fill with dust and spellwork, but while a dagger does the same, it requires a lot more precision, for there is no easy undoing of the carving you have done. You’re carving magic directly into the history of the target item to be enchanted, after all.”

“Hmm. How does that work? The rune carving process itself.” Erick lifted his eyes toward a side of the room that held a few ritual daggers. They looked more or less like normal daggers, if a bit more blocky than usual. “I don’t see any reservoirs for rads— for cores on those daggers.”

Verizag sat a bit straighter, and said, “You generally hold a grand core in one hand and the formation dagger in the other —usually your dominant hand— and thread the power of the core across your Shroud, flavoring mana as it passes through, then you imbue that power into the dagger, as you carve your spellwork into the target. Some people have success channeling their own mana, but this is an abnormal way to enchant, and The Black Blade holds no responsibility for the quality of enchantments produced with our daggers. The only reasons to buy an adamantium dagger as opposed to more specialized, single spellcarving daggers, is that an adamantium dagger will work for practically all carving purposes, and it will carve into almost any surface. Formation daggers made out of deep sky silver are at the other end of the spectrum, being rather terrible for this sort of work.” She added, “But carving into pre-worked adamantium with an adamantium tool is not possible. It takes an Adamantine Smith to be able to reclaim worked adamantium, and even that rarely ever works.”

This woman was incredibly knowledgeable. Not many people spoke so openly about the soul’s use in enchanting. Most books Erick had read on the subject seemed to specifically step around that part of the enchanting process. Erick reevaluated his opinion of the woman; she wasn’t just a vendor, she had to be a highly placed Smith herself. Or maybe she was an enchanter of some skill.

Erick said, “That’s all very informative. Thank you.”

“Have you decided on which weapons and armor you’d like?”

“Now that I know what I’m looking at, no.”

Verizag’s face did not betray the sudden worry in her heart. Had she fucked up? No. She hadn’t. She correctly deduced that the problem was with Erick.

Erick said, “You’ve been most helpful, but I had no idea that adamantium weapons and armor were capable of such magical feats. Or that ritual daggers were a way of enchanting that I hadn’t tried yet. All of this throws a few easy plans into chaos. For instance—” He turned back to Teressa. “Do you still want a flying shield? Or do you want something else?”

Teressa reported, “I want a [Flying Spell Reflection Shield]. A good one.”

“That’s one change from the plan.” Huh. Teressa must have made a good reflective magic spell when he wasn’t looking. Erick asked the rest of them, “How about everyone else?”

Nirzir said, “I still want a formation dagger.”

“I changed my mind, too.” Jane said, “I want the most personally secured sword possible. It doesn’t have to fly. Something that could never be taken or broken, if possible. I’m not sure what is necessary to accomplish that, though.”

Teressa added, “I want that, too. In addition.”

Poi said, “[Weightless Armor of Silent Reflections]. Full plate.”

And that was another spell made while Erick wasn’t looking. Good for him, too.

Erick turned back to Verizag, saying, “I don’t want anything right now, but they all know what they want, so let’s work on that. It’s my understanding that the creation of these items will be free, but I’ll be paying for the material and the Smiths’ work. I am not quite sure what that means, exactly. Which part is free?”

Verizag smiled professionally, as she avoided directly answering the question, saying, “A 25,000 gold formation dagger will be priced at 13,500 gold. Mayor Arakag’s deal with you cuts the price of all of these items roughly in half.” Then she reached behind her desk and pulled out a catalogue of spellwork. “Shall we begin with your man’s armor?” She flipped through the alphabetically organized book, landing expertly on a page that was already marked with a tab. “Silent Reflections is a rather standard spell, but…”

Soon, an armorer came out and took Poi’s measurements, while other people worked with Jane and Teressa to finalize their desires into a plan of action. That took them a while. They’d get their personalized items in five days.

Nirzir’s dagger was perhaps the easiest purchase. She walked over to section of the showroom wall that held the five formation daggers currently on offer, and she picked one out. All five of them were of roughly the same blocky shape, but their size varied from between 15 centimeters, to 30. Nirzir picked out the second smallest one at 20 centimeters long. It was a bit large for her hands, but she’d grow into it.

As she held the dagger in her hands like it was an unexpected treasure, Nirzir said, “There’s a 5 year waiting list for this. And yet, here we are.”

Verizag said, “There’s a 5 year waiting list for custom products. The waiting list to get into the showroom to see the wares we have currently available is only one year.” She smiled brightly, adding, “But that’s only for people who aren’t Erick Flatt.” She said to him, “If you want a dagger too, in addition to whatever other item you desire, we can certainly accommodate that want.”

Nirzir raised her head to look at Erick.

Erick said, “I might still want a dagger after I talk to Grosgrena and figure out all of my options, but until then, I won’t take more than I need.”

Verizag looked to Erick with a bit more appreciation in her eyes. She gave a small bow.

Of the five of them, only Nirzir and Teressa got what they wanted that day.

Apparently, the Black Blade had an old orcol-sized shield in storage, fit for a Juggernaut, and enchanted exactly how Teressa wanted; [Flying Spell Reflection Shield] was apparently a standard-ish spell. The shield was nearly two meters tall and a meter wide, and pitch black with zero adornments, save for the runework on the protected backside of the shield. It weighed 65 kilos, but Teressa lifted it as though it weighed a small fraction of that. And then she cast into the shield, as Verizag instructed. Teressa's magic soaked into the dark metal like she had actually enchanted it herself, the entire thing taking on a grey cast that lingered in the runework grooves and glinted along the edges. The whole thing seemed to shimmer with a mirror finish when the light hit it right.

Teressa grinned, showing off her lower fangs as she whispered, “It’s beautiful.” She let the shield go, and it hovered there in front of her. At her mental command, the shield moved to her back and held there, waiting for further instructions. Teressa laughed. “It’s great!”

“Yes.” Verizag said, “Adamantium armaments take in spellwork and make it their own, giving the strength of physicality to the ethereal and intangible. Aside from the adamantium shield itself, which is rated to stop a wyrm charge, your [Flying Spell Reflection Shield] should experience a marked increase in stability, magnifying the amount and quality of spellwork you can reflect by a large amount. The baseline increase for your particular shielding spell is anywhere between 2 to 4 tiers, depending on any number of factors. Would you like to test it out before you leave with it? We want you to be satisfied with your purchase.”

“Yes.” Teressa said, “I do want to test it out.”

Erick said, “We’ll be testing them out in private.”

Teressa stood straighter. “Uh. Yes. What he said.”

Verizag smirked, then nodded. “If you’re unhappy with the runework or what it does, bring it back and we can work on a custom shield. We can’t change that one, for it was made how it was made. We can’t even resize it, like how we resize the armors you see on the Elite Guard.” She added, “Almost all of those black armors out there are decades old.”

“Thank you, Verizag.” Erick said, “You’ve been very helpful.”

Verizag bowed deeper, then rose, and said, “Thank you for your patronage, Archmage Flatt. We hope our armaments serve you and your people well. If you ask the Old Smith about your orders for your daughter and your man, I am sure you will be allowed to see them actually get made in the coming days.”

“I might do that.”







- - - -







On the road back toward the nearest Teleport Square, which would get them back to city hall and their rooms in the tower, Jalrock paused in the middle of the street and turned to Erick.

Jalrock said, “Old Smith Grosgrena wishes to know if you’re ‘ready for some learning’, in her words.” He glanced to the people with Erick, adding, “But only you and your man, Poi.”

“Exactly as we already agreed, then.” This place wasn’t nearly as worrying as Songli had been, but Erick still wasn’t willing to go anywhere on his own unless he had to. He turned to his people, saying, “Jane, Nirzir, Teressa. I’ll meet you back at the room later. If this lasts into the night I might switch you, Teressa, out with Poi.”

Teressa said, “Understood.”

The party split.







- - - -







The Smithy was possibly the most protected space in all of Enduring Forge.

City hall was open to anyone who wanted to be there. You could walk down any street of the main city without facing too much scrutiny from the guards, and you could even sneak into the protected and empty evacuation shelter in the middle, though you’d get kicked out pretty damned fast, and you might get a black eye for your trouble. You could even venture down to the bottom level, to see some of the defensive structures and the constant war going on at the cavern’s surface. Erick wasn’t the only tourist visiting Enduring Forge that day, and he saw a lot with his scattered Ophiel.

According to Jalrock, the actual population of Enduring Forge was 110,000 people, while thirty thousand people were visitors, like Erick. Spur had similar ratios, but with at least twice as many people. Erick wasn’t sure how many people had moved to Spur since he had left, but there were certainly more there now than had been there before Last Shadow’s Feast.

But the Smithy was the one fully protected part of Enduring Forge. None of the visitors were allowed past the Teleport Square that sat outside the massive metal edifice that surrounded the Smithy, like it was its own private city. In a lot of ways, it was exactly that. They had their own water systems, their own gardens, and full-scale anti-magic runework that encapsulated the whole place in an ovoid shield; except for the spit of land where Erick now stood, atop the only public Teleport Square on the island.

Erick suspected the protective sphere was actually a Domain of some sort.

According to Jalrock, the Smiths brought metals and otherwise into the Smithy through a [Gate], provided to them by some contractor they didn’t talk about. For visitors (which were very rare) and for students and faculty (which usually stayed at the Smithy full time), the only way into the island was the giant door in front of Erick. That door was ten meters tall, and three meters wide. No one stood at that door, protecting it from the outside; that would have been a liability. There were people standing on the other side, though, and they began moving to open the massive thing as Erick stepped closer.

Like a ponderous beast, the gates opened with nary a sound save for the clacking of ratchet mechanisms inside the walls.

Jalrock continued to speak, saying, “[Scry]s from an outside source will not pierce the barrier, so Yggdrasil’s eye will go out, but since you are going inside yourself, your Ophiel shouldn’t experience any such problems—”

Ophiel trilled in recognition of his name.

“—and. Uh! There’s Old Smith Grosgrena.” Jalrock bowed as he stepped away from Erick, saying, “It has been a pleasure. Thank you for your fight against the Dark. I don’t think you understand the boon your actions have brought us, but know that the people of the Underworld know you as our Savior of Lig—”

Grosgrena moved like an ancient shrunken spectre, as she stepped forward. She came to within five meters of her side of the wall, moving a lot faster than Jalrock would have liked, for sure, because Grosgrena called out, “Jalrock! Quit altering his friction!”

“I will leave you now,” Jalrock said, stepping backward, going demure and submissive.

Grosgrena called out to Erick, “Come on, now. I ain’t as young as I used to be, and even if you are super smart this learning is gonna take you a while.”

Erick said, “Thank you for the opportunity to learn, Grosgrena.” As he stepped forward, to cross the barrier that surrounded the Smithy, he sent a ‘Farewell, for now,’ to Yggdrasil, right before the [Scry] eye vanished from his shoulder. Ophiel went temporarily blind, all of his eyes turning milky white before his sight came back, as Erick stepped through the doors, into the Smithy proper.

And the world changed.

From outside, this place looked like a collection of rough buildings and smokestacks and carts of metal.

But from the inside...

A bunch of buildings sat all over the place, while green grass grew in the spaces between those buildings, and nice shade trees provided nice sitting spots on rolling hills here and there. The whole place reminded Erick of college. Sure, there was magic in the air, and heavy duty spellwork locked this place off from the rest of the world, but students of the Smithing arts studied books under those trees, and more than one gaggle of girls way over yonder talked about whatever, like the world outside wasn’t a hellish danger to them all.

Grosgrena let Erick appreciate the view for a moment, before saying, “Not what you expected?”

“It makes sense that you show illusions to the rest of the world.” Erick said, “I did not expect to see what looked like a university.”

“Got to teach the next generation, and not everyone is an Adamantine Smith. A lot of our youngsters prefer the Adamantine Rune Carver path.” The Old Smith started walking forward, and Erick walked beside her. “We even have a few more esoteric Classes in the mix. Adamantine Tailors do a damned fine job of making robes for the magey types out there, while Adamantine Artillerists are what you’d see Down Below ensuring that the bigger monsters never stick their heads into the Cavern. Those explosion junkies shoot [Fireball]s from their adamantine cannons that are large enough that you might call them Super Large Area spells.” She added, “Not technically, though; that’s just the power of adamantium for you.”

The doors to the compound closed behind them with a loud ka-shunk and a rtch-tch-tch-tch.

“The actual smithing of adamantium is done by Adamantium Smiths.” Grosgrena said, “The rest of them can move it around a bit, but it takes a Smith to actually work the metal like it deserves to be worked.”

“Verizag at the Black Blade spoke up the stuff quite well.” Erick said, “We still have to test the veracity of some of her claims, but from what I heard, adamantium is truly a miracle metal.”

“It’s alright.” Grosgrena smirked. “It’s what we built our power on, for sure. There might be other metals better suited for specific needs, but adamantium can do everything pretty damn well.” She stopped at a crossroads between two different buildings, while the way ahead passed through an opening in a meter high wall, before continuing on to even more buildings. Down that way, Erick saw smoke billowing up from more than a few structures, while here, there was no smoke anywhere; just office-like spaces. Grosgrena said, “Before we begin, I need to tell you a few things. Mainly: Whatever adamantium work you do here likely won’t be repeatable anywhere else; not without either [Duplicate] or an Adamantium Class. It’s like with your Particle Mage Only spells. I heard [Call Lightning] was one of em? Yeah. You understand. Only an Adamantium Class can truly work with adamantium after it’s alloyed and tempered. This is one of the main reasons we’re even agreeing to teach you at all, for even if you got the learning, without the Class, it’s useless.

“But! You’re you, so if you do figure out how to circumvent this reality as we know it, I’d warn you not to go spreading around this knowledge. Make no mistake, for we would never do anything against you. We honor what you did inside Ar’Kendrithyst.” She stared up at Erick, the wrinkles around her eyes deepening as she squinted at him. “It’s the wrought. Adamantium is their Royal Caste, and they tolerate Enduring Forge since we got deals and history with them, but they ruthlessly go after anyone else usurping their strength. Know that the wrought basically allow us to live and sell our weapons because we’re allied against the Dark, and that’s about it.” She stared for a bit longer, gauging whether or not Erick understood.

And he did. Maybe more than Grosgrena did—

Maybe just as much, actually. He shouldn’t go assuming Grosgrena’s history, for she had probably seen a lot in her long life down here in the dark.

But how Erick understood it: The wrought were one of the main forces that marched on the world when a Forgotten Campaign was called by the gods to erase some catastrophic new knowledge from civilization. So far, the only Forgotten Campaign that Erick was absolutely sure about was when the gods erased Atomic Magic from the world. But now, hearing what he was hearing, he thought there might have been a Forgotten Campaign against the easy knowledge of adamantium, too. If adamantium actually gave physical weight to the ethereal, and if it was usable by everyone, and if it was a simple alloy instead of its own metal, and if it required a specific Class to fully use (that part was the biggest giveaway), then yes; there had to have been a Forgotten Campaign against adamantium, too.

Erick’s own experience with Particle Magic checked a lot of those same boxes.

He hoped Particle Magic wouldn’t suffer the same fate.

Erick said, “I understand.”

“I knew you would, soon as I laid it out there. And now that the warning is out of the way:” Grosgrena gestured left, forward, then to the right, asking, “How do you want to start. Academically? Practically? Or do you want to pull apart some metals for me, and for yourself? I got some untempered adamantium if you want to take it apart; see what’s inside.”

Erick instantly said, “Let’s pull apart some metals.”

The wrought probably should scare him more than they did, but whatever! Erick was going to get his knowledge, and he was going to use that knowledge to make the world a nicer place.

And adamantium Gates sounded just about perfect; practically immutable and highly magical, the best combination. He knew there was a Worldly Path reason to come here, and this was that reason.

Grosgrena smiled wide. “Hot damn! Let’s go fuck up some alloys!” With an excited step, the ancient woman practically hopped down the right path, toward a large building without any windows, and without much foot traffic.
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                In a room ten meters to a side and half that in height, Erick and Grosgrena stood beside a table laden with ingots, most of which weighed in at a single kilogram, but some of which were much smaller than that. The majority were silver or grey, but practically all of the smaller ingots were of other colors. Bright orange, mossy green, gold, white, blue. The smallest ingot was the size of one of Erick’s fingernails.

The room itself was solid stone and constructed with magical experiments in mind. A few iron blast shields, each a good two meters square and half a hand thick, rested in an iron holder so they didn’t crush the floor with their weight. They had large bolts on their sides that could slide into holes in the floor, along with foldout triangles to keep them from toppling. If Erick needed to use one or two, there they were.

One such metal plate was already set up to the side, protecting two of Grosgrena’s assistants with their paperwork and various scales. They were two twenty-somethings, one male the other female, on the barest cusp of being not fully human; they were demi of some pink flavor who were both probably the equivalent of grad students. That iron plate was a precaution for them, since they knew a bit about what Erick might be doing to pull apart Grosgrena’s metals.

Poi stood near the grad students, but not with them.

“I don’t need a metal plate.” Erick said, “I can control the heat.”

“If you’re sure, then you’re sure. I certainly don’t need one.” Grosgrena gestured to the table of ingots. “Which one do you want to start with?” She tapped a milky silver-like ingot, saying, “This one is adamantium before the magic. In this form you can treat it like normal iron.” She gestured to the rest, saying, “Iron. Steel. Rustless steel. It’s all in there. Start where you want.”

Erick looked over the smaller ingots, for something caught his eye. One of the small silver ingots was messing up his mana sense—

“Oh. That one’s Extreme Light material.” Erick said, “I can’t work with that one.”

It was probably uranium or maybe thorium. There were only four stable elements past lead and Erick hadn’t made any of those Condensing spells. Perhaps he could make the spells for Bismuth, Thorium, Protactinium, and Uranium, but he didn’t feel like experimenting in that direction. Let’s not touch the radioactive materials, shall we. Don’t want a repeat of the Atomic Ban incident.

“Dammit.” Grosgrena frowned at the tiny bit of metal, saying, “I suppose you couldn’t either, could you. Meh. Fine. Can’t do shit with that stuff besides throw it in a bomb or in the trash. Trash it is.” She waved a hand and a tiny [Cleanse] drowned the radioactive ingot. The spell took a few seconds to turn the ingot into thick air, so Grosgrena hadn’t used a normal [Cleanse], but soon enough, the radioactive metal was gone.

Erick grabbed what he suspected was a steel bar, saying, “Let’s start with this.” He moved away from the table of ingots.

Grosgrena followed, saying, “Tell me what you’re doing while you do it.”

“Sure.” Erick explained as he began to throw spells into position, “First comes [Particle Vacuum], to clear out the space of any stray particles to ensure a clean working environment. [Particle Vacuum] should come out in the Script in a year. While that spell is warming up— see the mist it expels? Those are particles inside the space. Anyway. I have Ophiel use an [Incandescent Aura]— The base spell for that one should have entered the Script back when Particle Magic became a part of the Open Script months ago.

“And now Ophiel throws a lot of mana into that spell, ramping it up to strength, as I use my lightform to toss the steel into the center where— Yup! [Condense Iron] secures the metal from falling down as I take my lightform away. Now comes the tricky part. I start layering many, many more spells across the space.” Erick took a minute to do this, while he had Ophiels help with their own spells, to cut down on the necessary time it took to erect the working due to the limitations of the Script Second. “And then we put more of these spells down in ever-tightening concentric circles.

“See the basic structure? I’m overlapping 81 different Condense spells, but most of those spells existed outside of that overlap. This arrangement pulls metals away from each other. I made the iron part the largest, and the other ones smaller, because I’m pretty sure this is mostly iron. But I might be wrong.

“And now, with the steel bar sitting in the center, and the whole thing prepared, Ophiel turns up the heat.”

Ophiel trilled in violins as his fiery aura rapidly began melting the metal bar, turning it red hot, then yellow, then into melted white metal. Soon, floating blobs of metal began separating left and right, passing out of constraints of their neighboring Condensing spells, into their own sections of spellwork. And then deeper.

Erick nodded, saying, “And... yup.” He pointed, “That one is [Condense Iron], and this metal bar looks to be mostly iron. This spellwork will last another nine minutes, so I’ll have to renew it now and again to ensure that it all stays working as it should. It only takes about seven minutes to separate the steel into its parts, though, so this should be done long before then.”

Grosgrena had watched, enchanted, but now she spoke up, “I thought Particle Magic couldn’t latch onto individual particles, but this clearly can.” Slightly unsure, and showing the barest amount of fear for the first time, she added, “At least that’s what I heard of the discipline. I could be wrong.”

“You’re not wrong. As of three months ago, Particle Magic still couldn’t affect individual atoms.” Erick said, “Either something changed, which is the far-off possibility. Or —and this is much more likely— this level of control is only possible because of high temperatures and the presence of a pure vacuum altering how the Condense spells operate. Maybe this sort of setup produces an ‘atom soup’-like effect, allowing for precision control, like how [Small Spark] is capable of affecting electrons but electrons are much, much smaller than atoms. Maybe the heat here frees up these atoms so that they move freely, like how electrons move in most metals.”

“Ah.” Grosgrena lost her fear as she stared up at the brightly burning metals. “That might explain it. Spells do weird things when you get enough of them together.”

“Aye; that could be a part of it, too. But I don’t have a real answer as to why this works now.” Erick said, “I might have informed Rozeta how I thought Particle Magic should work, but I did not create many of these spells. I got [Condense Iron] from the tier one [Condense Particle] just like everyone else.”

Grosgrena nodded, her dark eyes seeing only the glowing metal before her. “It’s quite beautiful.” And then she came back down from the beauty, saying, “Complicated as shit, though. How the shit do you know which one up there is iron and which is carbon? That’s too many damned spells.”

Erick chuckled, then said, “I remember.” He turned his gaze upon the metal particulate here and there, and then to the large ball of glowing iron, saying, “I’ve thought about trying to combine all of these spells into one so I don’t have to set this up every time, but not yet. Not until after I understand more of what’s happening here.”

“Ha! 83 spells combined into one! I suppose if anyone could do it, it’d be an archmage.”

Erick smiled.

Soon, the separation was done. The metal bits had filed out into eleven different Condensing locations. Erick had Ophiel turn off the heat, and then he grabbed the clumps of stuff with his lightform, as he simultaneously filled up the vacuum with hard light. With the space secured, Erick canceled the vacuum and slowly relaxed his light inward, preventing a catastrophic implosion. He told Grosgrena what he was doing as he did it, talking about how dangerous vacuums were to biological life and how much a poorly released vacuum could ruin everything.

And then, the dissection was over and Erick had twelve bits of metal in his light. He set them down with Grosgrena’s assistants, naming them as he did.

“Iron, the largest, of course. Then you got what I think you purposefully put into the steel; carbon, manganese, titanium, nickel, chromium. The copper might be intended? The tin, too, maybe. I don’t know. The silicon is likely unintended, and it got in there with some sand, or something. Sulfur and phosphorus probably aren’t intended? Maybe part of the smelting process? I don’t know. There’s tungsten, and you probably intended that, but I don’t know enough about metallurgy to be sure.” He added, “There was also some air trapped in the steel, but I didn’t hold onto those. Oxygen, nitrogen, stuff like that. All of those escaped the Condensing traps.”

The metals had different names on Veird, and Erick used those names when giving out his list, but inwardly, Erick went with his own names for this sort of stuff. The only metals that he didn’t do that for were for the magical metals, but he’d probably stop doing that as soon as he tore apart the metals sitting on Grosgrena’s table over there. He’d probably still call ‘antirhine’ as ‘antirhine’, though, instead of ‘lead’, or at least when other people were around.

As the assistants silently, quickly weighed the metals like their lives depended on it, or perhaps they just wanted to make a good impression, Grosgrena stared at the outcome of Erick’s work. Wide-eyed, and looking fifty years younger, her heart beat hard and happy. She got a giddy little grin. The Old Smith even sighed, like a woman cracking open the first page of a book she knew she was going to love.

Grosgrena said, “Enduring Forge needs a Particle Mage; I can tell. You wanna stay here? Learn proper metallurgy over a full ten year course? We might could fit all that learning into one year, but certainly no less than that.”

Erick hadn’t been in Enduring Forge long, but it certainly reminded him of Spur. It was a nice place, with a lot of the same type of transient populations, and a lot of the same types of citizenry. A lot more humans, though, but there were certainly all the other types, too. Dragonkin, incani, demi, even shifters and harpies. Goblins instead of orcols, though. Erick still hadn’t seen another orcol in town aside from Teressa. Enduring Forge even seemed to have a pixie population.

No wrought, though.

And here Grosgrena was, giving him a genuine offer to emigrate. Her offer wasn’t made out of a desire for physical power, either, but for the learning and sharing of knowledge. And yet…

Erick said, “Sorry. I’m not moving here. Maybe I’ll give you guys one end of the Gate Network once I figure that out, though I might need your help to make the Gates themselves.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Grosgrena asked her assistants, “What’s the ratios!”

“Shit steel, ma’am,” said the first assistant, the man. “Impurities are too high.”

“That’s correct. That is shit steel.” In what was likely a teaching moment for the assistants, Grosgrena asked the woman weigher, “Why is it shit steel? What’s in there that shouldn’t be?”

“Copper, titanium, tin, silicon, sulfur, phosphorus, tungsten.” The woman added, “Ma’am!”

“Yup. That’s right. There’s space for titanium in proper steel, though not in the best quality steel.” Grosgrena turned back to Erick. “Let’s pull apart the adamantium.”

Erick huffed a small laugh. “Already? Okay.”

“Yeah yeah.” Grosgrena said, “You proved your system works and I want to see what your magic has to say about our Class-defining metal. Rip that shit apart!”

Erick did so.

The spell took a good while to complete, and when it was over, Erick had a few piles of metal for his troubles. He was rather surprised at the results.

One bar of pre-tempered adamantium came out as 50% platinum, 15% gold, 15% osmium, 10% iridium, 5% nickel, and what had to be a purposeful inclusion of silicon at 4%. The remaining one percent of the metal bar’s weight simply vanished; it had to have been some trace gaseous elements, like nitrogen or oxygen.

Erick said, “So that’s a lot of platinum in your adamantium—” And then he realized something more. He glanced through the eyes of an Ophiel on the roof, looking at the massive chains that held Enduring Forge in the center of its cavern. Beyond those chains, at the cavern wall, were similarly sized ‘staples’ that kept the cavern from shifting. Erick came back, saying, “Oh, wow. That’s a lot of platinum out there. A lot of gold, too.”

Grosgrena’s assistants were silent and worried at Erick’s reaction. But they said nothing.

Grosgrena smiled wide, as she said, “Yup. All of it’s adamantium now, though, which is a might lot better than plain old gold and platinum.”

“Right. Yeah…” Erick had another thought, and decided to voice it, saying, “I wondered why no one used platinum here for currency. Or even in jewelry or whatnot. It’s even more precious here than it was back home, isn’t it? That’s because it’s such a useful magical metal?”

“Oh yes.” Grosgrena spoke without reservation, “Platinum is more than useful, it’s practically essential. Platinum is part of practically every high-grade enchantment, for it can take and multiply every element you imbue into it, becoming a different magical metal in the process. Celesteel, hellite, and starsteel are the three most useful options, but practically any other element can be infused into platinum. Forcesteel is a big one, too, but that’s like making a mop out of silk; you can do it, but for Force magic runes, sticking the runes in rustless steel is good enough. Watersteel. Airsteel. All of them are possible, but all of them are a waste of platinum. Unless you’re enchanting some tier 9 spellwork, of course.”

While all of that was rather interesting, Erick focused on one thing, “Why have ‘steel’ in the name of those when there’s no steel involved, at all?”

“I bet it’s some obfuscation handed down from Oceanside eleven hundred years ago, or some shit like that, and the angels just went along with it. Demons didn’t, though; they went with hell-‘ite’ instead of ‘steel’. But that’s a guess and it don’t matter none to me where the names came from.” Grosgrena shrugged. “I can dig up a historian if you want to know more about that.”

“Maybe some other time. But maybe you know about this one: What about shadowsteel and lightsteel? I’ve never heard of those, but now I’m wondering.”

Grosgrena smiled. “Now I do know about those, and you do too. Adamantite—”

Which was the name Grosgrena gave to osmium, in its base form; had to be.

“—is thrice over shadowsteel and lightsteel and illusionsteel.” She continued, “No steel in any of them, though, and no platinum either. It’s complicated. Stonesteel is actually better known as dauntless jade, but that’s not steel neither; it’s crystal stone. Adding to that confusion, some of the elemental-imbued ‘steel’s actually are a type of steel. Bloodsteel is actually steel.”

Erick paused in thought. “… But adamantium is clearly dark. I haven’t seen a single instance of it being lightsteel at all? And this adamantite—” Osmium. “—isn’t bright white, or dark, or shadowy at all? It’s plain silverish?”

Grosgrena nodded, knowingly. “That’s a complicated story, but it basically melts down to: Melemizargo did that. Platinum used to be able to become shadowsteel and brightsteel and illusionsteel. And then Melemizargo ripped those three away from the rest, fucking with them all and creating adamantite in the process…” She paused, as if deciding how far to go with the story, then she decided that was far enough. “Some of the oldest pieces of untouched adamantium are purest white, though that’s also only what the wrought have told us. Don’t have first hand knowledge of any of that, and it’s all ancient history, anyway.” Grosgrena said, “Enduring Forge has always been black, though. Most people are put off by the black, but it grows on you.”

Erick had a small epiphany. He said, “Practically no one else has this knowledge you just laid out there, or if they do, then it’s not in their published books.” He added, “You’re some of the best enchanters in the world, aren’t you.”

“We’d like to think so.” Grosgrena said, “But we’re only in the top 5 percent, overall. The elites of Oceanside still got everyone beat in generalized study, but not everyone can do what we do when it comes to runework and metals. In that, we’re top half percent, easy. Not including the wrought, of course.”

Erick went, “Huh.”

He was gonna need to learn runework, wasn’t he. Well! Maybe he’d have better luck with this sort of enchanting than with normal enchanting. Casting spells into an item in order to give physicality to a magic seemed a lot nicer than imbuing spellwork into an item that could then only be used a set number of times, like how most of the world enchanted. Seemed nicer than how the Shades enchanted too, by mutilating souls and shoving them into items in order to have those souls cast the assigned magic. Nicer than bloodwork formations, too, like how Xue and Ari enchanted.

… There was probably a lot of relations between bloodwork formations and runework. Eh. Oh well. Missed connections, and all that.

Anyway.

Enduring Forge’s approach to runework seemed rather compatible with Erick’s Undertow line of spells. Pretty darn perfectly compatible, actually. Instead of having [Flying Sword] runes in a sword, and requiring the user to have that spell themselves, Erick could imbue an Undertow effect alongside the [Flying Sword] spell and then anyone could use the flying sword just by, for example, sticking their finger in a slot in the weapon where the [Undertow Drain] was exposed to the outside.

There was probably no way to make ambient mana turn into magic, though.

Erick asked to be sure, “Have you all figured out how to make ambient mana become magic? Any specific funneling systems, or perhaps through a manacycler?”

With a strong voice, Grosgrena said, “Can’t be done, far as I know. Best we can do is rune up adamantium for the end-user to extend and empower their own spellwork. The user still has to have the spellwork, though; we haven’t ever found a way around that.”

Maybe they just haven't yet, if Erick’s ideas about Undertow and adamantium turned out to be valid.

“You’re using the illusionsteel part of adamantium to do all of this, aren’t you?” Erick said, “To smudge reality into subjective Reality.”

“Hmm. Somewhat correct. You can put runes on a rock face, if you want. They won’t last long, but it can be done.” Grosgrena said, “Adamantium’s various shadow-illusion-light aspects do allow the metal an unrivaled ability to do what we tell it to do, and with great strength.” She gestured back to the table of ingots, her eyes full of interest. “Let’s continue?”

“Absolutely.” Erick asked, “Got a request for the next one?”

Grosgrena quickly pointed to the bar of pale white metal, about the size of three of Erick’s fingers. To Erick’s mana sense the metal glowed with a pale gold shimmer, but otherwise, it was completely boring to look at. She said, “I got a bet riding on this one. I think it’s a single source metal, but a friend of mine thinks its an alloy.”

“What is it?” Erick asked, stepping to Grosgrena’s side at the table.

“Holyite.” Grosgrena said, “It’s impossible to find as a vein, but you can refine it from certain types of rocks and crystals. Takes a damned lot of steps to do, but the end result takes to divine magic, if you can get it that refined.” She nodded at the Crystal Star on Erick’s chest, saying, “Your Silver Star was likely made out of holyite— before Koyabez changed it, of course. All real Silver Stars are. Almost all Holy-aligned items with any actual godly power behind them are made out of holyite before the gods are asked to anoint them, but even without a god behind it, holyite is still partially divine.” She added, “Any metal can be made into holyite, though, if a god wishes it so.”

“Ahhh.” Erick put a hand on the artifact pinned to his chest as he stared down at the silvery-white ingot. His Star had been about a hundredth of the mass of the ingot when he first got it. Erick only had his mana sense and his original Silver Star both at the same time, for a little bit of time, but he was pretty sure that his original Silver Star had a tiny golden glow. This block of holyite was ten times as bright as his original Silver Star. But compared to the current Crystal Star, which glowed with a radiant gold light when focused upon by a good mana sense, this block of holyite was barely a flickering candle. Erick asked, “This stuff is unaligned?”

“Yup; not dedicated to any gods.” Grosgrena said, “And I want to know what it actually is. Is it an alloy? Or is it an individual particle? I want to know.”

Erick picked up the small ingot, saying, “Time to find out.”

Five minutes later, they had their answer.

“It’s aluminum!” Erick said.

Grosgrena held the sphere in her hands, and stared.

Erick digressed, “And the barest bit of copper and manganese. Mostly aluminum, though.”

Grosgrena’s eyes were wide. She barely paid any attention at all to the two other drops of metal that had come out of the refining process. The aluminum sphere was perfectly shiny, reflecting the world like a mirror. But as moments passed and the sphere was exposed to the air outside of the vacuum, oxidation began on that surface, dulling the sphere. With enough time, Erick was sure that the aluminum would return to its previous silver-white look. It already looked to be regaining its small ‘divine fire’ glow.

While Erick had been pulling apart the metal with high heat, the flickers of Holy surrounding it had faded, and Grosgrena had panicked a bit, but now those nascent flickers of gold began to return to the manasphere, and Grosgrena had relaxed. The glow seemed to have returned even stronger, too, but the sphere was still barely Holy; no gods had descended to actually anoint the metal, as far as Erick could tell.

Grosgrena had yet to speak. She hadn’t even let the aluminum out of her grasp, to let her assistants weigh it.

Erick spoke again, “Looks like purity makes it more holy, I guess?”

He almost said that he knew a few ways to extract aluminum from various sources, but he decided to keep those to himself, for now. Grosgrena was obviously having a moment.

And then the moment was over.

Grosgrena sniffed, blinked, and handed the sphere off to her assistants to let them weigh it. She wiped away a stray tear as she turned and looked up at Erick, saying, “Which number is that? ‘Atomic number’ was it?”

“13.”

“It’s thirteen! Ha! Fuck. I coulda—” Grosgrena asked, “What’s iron’s number?”

“26.”

She nodded, then, tentatively, she asked, “Platinum?”

“78.”

Grosgrena’s face fell. “Ach. Shit.” She scowled. “What’s osmium?”

She asked after adamantite, but Erick was already mentally substituting that one, and he would likely continue to do so going forward. The word ‘adamantium’ had come from his daughter, anyway, when she told him it was the ‘toughest metal in the world, so it must be adamantium!’.

Erick said, “Osmium is 76.”

“Ah! Damn it all to shit.” Grosgrena huffed, then she let her worries go, saying, “The most anyone around here has gotten up to is tin, at 50, but they skipped around a lot. No one has been able to get silver or gold, but everyone who’s truly tried has gotten iron at 26, then they skipped 27, but continued on to nickel, copper, and zinc, all in a row at 28, 29, and 30. One or two people have managed to get cobalt at 27, but most don’t even try because failing seems to have compounding effects; nosebleeds first, then eventually face and lung hemorrhages.” She said, “We’ll be able to change up a few things thanks to Particle Magic, but we still need to figure all of that stuff out.” She gestured to the table. “Continue?”

“Yes.”







- - - -







Deep Sky Silver, a lustrous, lightly blue mirror-like silver metal, turned out to be 99.9% silver, but Erick’s spellwork killed the magic inside that metal. That magic had been what turned it into deep sky silver, instead of just normal silver.

As the sphere of silver came out of the heat, it tarnished almost instantly with a sheen of dark rainbows.

Grosgrena said, “Yup. That’s gonna happen a lot. You ruined the magic, but that’s fine. We can put it back in with enough effort. Let’s continue.”







- - - -







Hellite, Celesteel, and Starsteel were each beautiful in their own way. Hellite was ruby pink and warm to the touch. Celesteel had an iridescent sheen to its white, cool surface. Starsteel was a sky full of stars trapped in ingot form.

All of them came out of the furnace as plain platinum, now tarnished and missing less than 1% of their weights, for each had some ‘impurities’ removed. Hellite had a drop of extra copper. Celesteel had a drop of extra titanium. Starsteel had a drop of extra iron.

And with that sort of evidence before him, Erick couldn’t call them ‘impurities’.

Grosgrena said, “Yup. They’re in the exact right measurements, too. It’s part of the imbuing process. We’ll see all of that later.”







- - - -







Bloodsteel was iron, with traces of all the particles normally found in blood. Carbon, mainly. But also sodium, potassium, zinc, calcium, manganese, cobalt, copper, magnesium. Even molybdenum.

Grosgrena said, “Yup. Great for blood magic items. Not much use outside of that. All those impurities make it brittle until you craft it into a Healing Magic item, then those impurities stabilize the intent of the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds], for example, creating something worth twenty times its weight in gold.” She added, “Conservative estimate, obviously.”







- - - -







Rustless steel was stainless steel, but by a different name. It was mostly iron, but also 22% chromium, 4% molybdenum, and 8% nickel, along with another 1% trace metals. Barely any carbon at all, though.

“Yup,” Grosgrena said, “That’s right, too. A lot less carbon in rustless steel. A lot more of a bunch of other shit.”







- - - -







Before Erick knew it, several hours had passed. The sun had set hours ago, and the rent in the roof of the Cavern of Enduring Forge showed stars and a deep night above. Erick had pulled apart a full 43 ingots of metals both magical and not, learning a lot in the process, and coming to a conclusion which he shared with Grosgrena.

“I think imbuing a metal with magic adds a tiny fraction of weight, but not much.” Erick said, “Maybe not anything at all, really? All the missing weights could easily be gasses that escaped the set up.”

Grosgrena said, “We’ve done tests on this stuff. Magic weighs down metals, though it’s only about a gram or two per kilogram of metal. Those tests involve antirhine, though, and we don’t keep that shit around anything that we care about.”

“Oh. Well. Good to know someone has already done the tests.”

Grosgrena nodded. “Gravitysteel is pretty damned hard to weigh correctly, but even that stuff is only about a gram of magic to a kilogram of metal.”

“Huh.”

Grosgrena moved right along, asking, “You want me to set you up with someone else to talk about something, this night? I’m beat, but there’s always someone awake; we don’t keep the same day-night hours that surface dwellers do, so don’t go thinking that you’re keeping someone awake.” She added, “The Forge at night is the best time to learn the practical side of this stuff because barely anyone is in there right now. Want to meet a working Smith?”

Erick grinned, happy to know that the Old Smith even cared about the small stuff, like sleeping schedules—

Poi laughed. And then he cut his laugh short with a small cough, making both the first and second sounds he had made all afternoon.

Erick instantly said to Grosgrena, “I’ll show up tomorrow when I show up, if that’s alright with you. It’s time to check on my people and do something else for a while.”

“Sure enough.” Grosgrena waved, saying, “The way out is the way you came in; don’t try [Teleport]ing or lightstepping through the shield. They got instructions to let you in and out of the main gate whenever you wish. The Smithy is open to you, but don’t poke around anywhere besides the Campus.” She shrugged. “Or do. I’m sure you’ll end up swamped with people wanting to talk to you, though.”

“Then I’ll take my leave. See you tomorrow.”

Grosgrena nodded.

Erick went to Poi, near the door, and glanced to the table of metals on his way out. Grosgrena’s assistants had carefully labeled everything with weights and identifications. It had only been the work of an afternoon, but it would send ripples throughout the entire Smithing community, for sure. The two of them left the room, and kept going.

Back in the room, Grosgrena went to the table and stared down at the work, her eyes carefully moving from orb to orb.

For a little while, as Erick walked down the hallway to exit the building, he watched through the mana as the Old Smith’s stare firmly locked on the sphere of holyite. The aluminum was inert to the eyes, but to Erick’s mana senses, it started to flicker with the smallest bits of proper divine fire, like a wreath of golden flames, or someone suddenly upping the burner on a gas stove to full. And then that glow faded. Back to ephemeral. Like a bonfire that couldn’t decide if it wanted to light, or not. While it was fully powered, though, it had taken on a mirror finish. Now, it was back to cloudy silver white.

Erick asked Poi, ‘What god do you think wants the holyite?’

‘I have no idea.’ Poi sent, ‘Maybe don’t go releasing the knowledge of easy aluminum to everyone.’

Erick smirked, sending, ‘Why Poi! You must have read my mind! I was just thinking the same thing.’

Poi leveled a glare at Erick.

Erick changed the topic. ‘What do you want for dinner?’







- - - -







Laying in bed, staring at the ceiling, Erick had a few thoughts, mostly brought on by what he had seen with the aluminum. Pure aluminum normally oxidized and formed a hard layer which would prevent further oxidation. This is what Erick had seen with the aluminum (holyite) sphere. But then some divine empowerment happened and the white coating went away, leaving behind a mirror finish. Apparently, under a divine touch, aluminum turned shiny and incorruptible, and looked exactly how Erick’s Silver Star had looked before Koyabez changed it into the Crystal Star.

Erick couldn’t replicate the divine empowerment turning metals shiny…

Or maybe he could? An [Undertow anti-Oxidation] enchantment seemed possible. He could even stuff that onto a shield, or armor, or whatever, as long as he figured out the proper runework for such a spell.

Eminently doable, actually.

But a physical solution to oxidation might be better.

If steel was decent enough for most enchants, but the problem with steel was oxidation destroying long term viability, then perhaps Erick could fix that with galvanization. Galvanizing steel runework seemed cheaper than using rustless steel as the base material, and it was certainly cheaper than using any of the platinum group metals as anchors for enchantments.

… But then again, all galvanization did was hide the steel under zinc. Erick would need to ensure a good bond between the zinc and the steel to prevent flaking and destruction, but even if Erick overcame that hurdle, damage to that zinc would destroy the protective coating, and eventually lead to failure. Weapons and armor certainly suffered damage rather regularly.

It was probably better to make an [Undertow anti-Oxidation] runework spell, or something to that effect; something that Erick could attach to any bit of metalwork—

Ah.

[Mend] was already right there, wasn’t it?

… But [Mend] could only do so much, though, since even [Mend] couldn’t fix gradual permanent shifts in an item’s history. Oxidation was one such example of a gradual, permanent shift.

Well. These were all good theories and questions for long-term enchantment viability, weren’t they? If Grosgrena didn’t know the answers to these few questions, then someone over at the Smithy probably would. He would ask her tomorrow.

Eventually Erick’s thoughts wound down, and sleep claimed him. He had been up for almost 48 hours at that point, so he slept rather well.

In the morning, he awoke to Nirzir cooking a nice breakfast. While they ate, he had a nice little conversation with everyone about metals and magic and certain ideas about [Gate] and runework. Erick mostly just talked, while Poi and Teressa ate in relative silence and Jane and Nirzir offered small comments, but they didn’t know much about metalwork, either.

Before he left for the Smithy, he checked in on the grass travelers. Everyone was fine; nothing was on fire. Linxel was fine and Clan Pale Cow was still entertaining guests. After those checkups, Erick swung Ophiel over to the mountain where he Blessed people, and Blessed the single person waiting under the [Undertow Star], by the platform.

Not thirty meters from the platform and still very much under the Star’s influence, there rose a new church to Koyabez. It was small; only about three stories tall. But it was sturdy. Erick checked in with the priests on staff and talked to them for a bit, and then he enabled a few more priests to work under the Star without being subject to its [Luminosity] or Drain.

And then it was time to get back to the Smithy.







- - - -







“… My instinct is to tell you that doesn’t work.” Grosgrena said, “But you might prove me wrong and I don’t need that in my life. So what I will tell you... Is that this ‘galvanization’ process with molten zinc is a novel idea— And you want to use even more chemicals between each step to ensure a good bond? Repeat that all for me, again?”

Erick summarized, “Acid to bare the metal, then a coating of flux to ensure it stays bare, and then a dip in molten zinc which will burn away the flux and ensure a good bond between the zinc and the steel. Zinc will turn white as it oxidizes, but then the oxidation will stop.” Erick said, “There’s more to galvanization than that, but that’s the basic setup. Magic could take the place of many of those steps. [Particle Vacuum], for instance, could ensure a great bond between two cleaned metals, or at least to ensure that the metals stayed clean between the cleaning phases.”

Grosgrena listened, then she nodded, and said, “There’s at least two— Three problems I see right off the pour. Minor issue: you’re not preventing corrosion with any of these steps. The corrosion of the zinc will harm the runework. Any harm to the runework is a problem. Now a little bit of harm is fine, and a little bit of protective wax or oil is also fine, but you’re talking about coating up runes with other metals, and that’s a big shift. Another small concern: you’re just covering up the work you’ve done in the hopes that it won’t break down later and ruin the piece. But the main concern is this:

“We might not stuff core dust or other shit into metals when we carve them up, but we are carving into the very ‘soul’ of the metal when we make a rune. I use the term ‘soul’ loosely, here. Others call it ‘the history of the item’. That difference of style don’t matter much. What does matter is that the direct act of carving into a rune is what makes a rune work. A Master Runesmith can carve the simple Ancient Script words for [Ward] and Light into a block of steel and a [Mend] won’t restore the item to a block; it will always restore the item to its carved self. Furthermore, anyone who cast anything near-enough to a wardlight on the block will be able to use it to anchor their wardlight with uncommon power and duration.

“But messing with that carving —in any way— will fuck up the intent that is the runework.” Grosgrena said, “This is why we use incorruptible metals, and why adamantium is the best metal. Though you can still get away with working on steel if you don’t care about longevity. You can get away with a lot if you don’t care about longevity. But we care about that sort of thing.”

Erick had a deep think, then asked, “You mentioned runes on rocks, so what’s going on there? What sort of rocks? Plain granite, or obsidian, or other stone that doesn’t react with anything?”

“Dauntless jade is great for stationary [Ward]s and other stuff like that. Some crystals work well for [Scry]ing and [Reflection]-type spells. You can’t use something like granite, though; it has to be a single type of rock, as unbroken as you can get it, though there are ways to get past that limitation. Couldn’t make flexible armor without being able to get by those limitations, now could we?” Grosgrena said, “But aside from the specific uses of certain rocks in certain ways, and chaining enchantments, metals reign supreme for all uses. You can make a better [Ward] anchor out of adamantium than you could out of a mountain of quartz. You can make a better [Scrying Mirror] out of silver than you can out of glass or crystal. Metals simply have a better hold on themselves than most rocks, and therefore, you can carve away that solidity into useful shapes for magic to hold onto.” Grosgrena said, “Now: That’s the standard speech. But what I believe is the true answer is that the wrought are metals and the Script is anchored to Veird based on the magical anchors provided by the wrought, which are metal. So that’s why we use metals in enchants. This is also possibly why certain metals are better for certain things, and why adamantium is both the king of metals, and the royal caste of wrought.”

“… Oh. Yeah. That makes a lot of sense.” He asked, “So are wrought capable of magic beyond the Script?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, adamantium wrought. Does that actually do anything for them? Does being made of metal do anything for any of them, spell-wise?”

“Oh!” Grosgrena said, “Duration and power of spellcraft, but that’s a commonality shared across all wrought. Being literally made of metal does wonders for durability, too.” She waved a hand. “While different types of metal predisposes those types of wrought to various magics, the average wrought is no better or worse at magic than any fleshy sort of person. The only reason most wrought are better at magic than any fleshy-type of person is that wrought are immortal; they have the time to spare making a bad spell or a hundred. Save for a few diseases that they gotta watch out for, they’re going to outlive us all; even the dragons.” Grosgrena stood up from her desk and moved right along, “So where do you want to start today? Practical, or theoretical? Those options come in magical or non-magical flavors, too.”

Erick stood from his seat, saying, “Practical. I want to make metal parts that won’t break due to mechanical stresses. I also want to know how to make better tools for myself, and to know if there are any tools I could be using, but don’t know about.”

Grosgrena said, “Then we’re off to Hammerhall.”







- - - -







The Old Smith walked with Erick through the hallways of Hammerhall, introducing him to various people he would be working with if he so chose. There was Mordog, who had as much muscle as an orcol, but on a human-sized frame. He was the lead weaponsmith of Enduring Forge, and he could turn even the worst bit of steel into a weapon capable of cutting the shell of a dragonturtle. Then there was Idalial, a woman with half as much muscle as Mordog, and yet with twice as much muscle as any other human-sized woman Erick had ever seen. She was the lead armorsmith, and she was currently in an adamantium pour, with five different co-Smiths, so Erick didn’t get to talk to her save for a simple ‘Hello’. He did get to watch as molten black adamantium flowed into the mold for a shoulder piece, though, and that was rather interesting from a mana sense perspective. As the molten black metal cooled, it pulled nearby mana into it, but only for the briefest moments.

And then Idalial ripped the black, still-hot metal out of its mold with her bare hands and got to work inscribing runes into the shoulder piece, working as fast as she could.

Erick moved on from there when it became clear that he could watch this process many times over, if he wished.

His actual trainer for the day was a human male watchmaker by the name of Tharagi. He was rather thin, unlike most of the Smiths Erick had seen, possibly because he wasn’t a Smith; his Class was Adamantium Mage. The man’s workshop doubled as his classroom, where he made precision instruments sized from watches to watchtowers, for some of the most powerful people the world over.

Tharagi readily shook Erick’s hand, saying, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Archmage Flatt. I did some work last year for Spur’s watchtower and I got to see your silver rains for myself. It was an absolutely wondrous sight!”

Erick smiled a bit as he let go of the man’s hand, saying, “It’s a nice watchtower. What did you do there?”

“Replaced some gearing and worked on the timing.” Tharagi said, “Your mayor Silverite replaced the original watchtower with one from us three hundred years ago, and we got contracts to repair it whenever it's needed.” He stepped back, saying, “So I understand you want to learn how to harden gears and all that scrap? How to make metal do actual work, instead of just chop off heads?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Erick said, grinning. “But yeah; that’s it exactly.”

“Then you came to the right place!”

Grosgrena excused herself, saying, “I’ll see you boys later. If you need to find me, Archmage, ask around. I’m always somewhere around here.”

“Thank you, Grosgrena,” Erick said.

Old Smith waved behind her as she walked away.

And then it was just Erick and Tharagi... And Poi, who kept to the side of the room.

Tharagi said, “I might have some students show up later but they can content themselves with watching from the sides of the room, if that’s okay with you.”

“That’s fine. So this is the thing I want to make work properly.” Erick held out a hand and cast a lightward of the torque-sensing differential he had made for the grass travelers. “The gears I made broke due to normal stress and my heat treatments didn’t seem to temper or harden the gears in any significant way.”

Tharagi studied the lightward for several moments, then he asked, “Do you know about the grain structure of metal?”

“Yes. I know about as much as you can read in a book, but I have no actual experience.”

“Ah! Then feel free to interrupt if you have questions— Which you would be allowed to do anyway— Uh.” Tharagi was nervous and hiding it, but with his small hiccup, his mask fell, his words leaving him high and dry. As sweat broke out across his body, Tharagi repeated, “Uh.”

In a calm tone, Erick said, “Please be at ease. I’ll ask questions when I have them, and don’t be afraid to correct me if I have a wrong idea or ten.”

Tharagi gave a nervous chuckle, then said, “Uh. Sure! Yes.”

Erick nodded.

Tharagi began slowly, “Creating metal parts that stand up to high-stress environments is not the same as creating a sword or armor. For gears and sprockets and chains, the primary metal we use is rustless steel, and its abilities and nuances are rather different when compared to normal steel. In addition, we use heat and cold applications in order to…”

Eventually, Tharagi’s nervousness left him and he began to speak with enthusiasm and deep knowledge, and with the skill of a teacher who had been teaching for years. Erick liked the man’s voice, and he liked what he taught, even more, but the man required calm words now and again to ensure that he remained unafraid.

It wasn’t long till Erick made a pair of gears of his own, but he didn’t shape them with [Metalshape], since that ruined the crystalline structure of the metal. Instead, he poured metal into molds, and let it cool naturally, until it was time to quench them in water and then throw them in the freezer. Cold treatment was a new idea to Erick, and apparently it helped stabilize the metal grain of smaller, precision parts. Tharagi swore by cold treatment.

“For the mechanism by which water becomes ice mirrors that which happens to metals when they’re brought to a sufficiently low temperature. And for some metals, especially the non-magnetic versions of rustless steel, they aren’t even capable of heat treatments to harden them; only cold treatments work.”

Erick almost argued that wasn’t how phase changes worked, and how heat treatments should work on all metal, but Tharagi was vastly more knowledgeable about all of this stuff, so Erick went with the flow. And then, after Erick’s second attempt at cold treatment, using a carefully shaped [Frozen Mist Aura], the gears were more solid than before. Erick had to actually work his lightform to break a properly cold-treated gear.

Erick was temporarily speechless, while Tharagi was all smiles to see Erick’s face.

Tharagi had also been quite impressed with [Incandescent Aura] and [Frozen Mist Aura]; both of which worked well for temperature treatments when they were used at sufficiently low power and high skill.

Soon enough, Erick shoved the gears he made onto a metal frame and stress-tested them against each other with his lightform. The frame broke before the gears, eliciting a laugh out of Erick. It was the first time the gears didn’t break before the frame.

“Thank you, Tharagi,” Erick said.

Tharagi smiled softly. “We’ve got lots more to cover, if you’re willing.”

“Of course!”

The conversation, experimentation, and creation, moved on to other gear designs, and of the nuances (and differences of) cold forging, hot forging, cold treatment, tempering, annealing, forging versus casting, and a bunch of other topics Erick had only ever read about in books, or half-remembered from his life back on Earth.

Tharagi knew it all, and in much better depth than Erick.

Eventually, the first brave student entered the room, and took their place at the edge, to watch. That broke the dam, and three more students who had been stuck on the other side of the door, unsure if they wanted to enter, followed the first one in. All four of those students stood to the side of the room to watch as their teacher and the visiting archmage spoke of stuff they had likely gone over long before now.

Erick wasn’t too embarrassed by his lack of knowledge, but he knew exactly how much privileged treatment he was getting. Very few other people could walk into Enduring Forge and get lessons like this, just because they asked for them. Anyone else doing this would probably be laughed out for not knowing the differences between cold forging and hot forging.

Eventually, as had happened with many of Erick’s previous teachers, Erick reached a serviceable level of skill that garnered a familiar comment.

Tharagi stepped back from the functioning differential, his eyes lifting from the myriad of gears and their solid structure, laughing a bit as he said, “That’s graduate-level work, right there. I’ve never seen anyone increase in skill so fast! And those spells —[Incandescent] and [Frozen Mist]— they’re pretty useful, and they don’t ruin the metal like normal Fire spells do! I think I know my next point investment! Ha!”

“Don’t buy them; Remake them.” Erick said, “Aura control for the excitement of particles and aura control for the decrease of excitement of particles, respectively. Easy.” He added, “If you have aura control, that is.”

Tharagi stood straighter. “Then I’ll have to try that.”

One of the girls to the side of the room mouthed at a fellow student, ‘Remake them?’

The fellow student shrugged.

Erick almost clarified his words for those students, but he decided not to. Instead, he said to Tharagi, “Thank you for your help. But if this thing I threw together is actual graduate work, then this is good enough for me, for now. I have many things to learn and little time to spare, so I will take my leave here. Thank you, again.”

Tharagi stood ramrod straight as he proudly said, “Thank you for blessing my classroom with your presence. Thank you for killing Ar’Kendrithyst, and tempering the Dark God.” He said, “There hasn’t been a major attack since Last Shadow’s Feast and— And there usually is. The lower platform almost always is threatened by a monster surge but this time it wasn’t. I don’t know what you did, but you’ve saved a lot of lives. I’m not sure you understand how many people you’ve touched in the Underworld, but… Thank you. If you ever need help with anything else, I am here, willing, and able.” He bowed, deeply.

His students bowed with him.

It was a bit too much for Erick, so he left it at that.

When Erick got rather far down the hallway, well away from Tharagi’s room, the man collapsed against a chair, barely supporting himself as he sighed in relief, a few brief tears escaping from his eyes. He got over that feeling fast as he waved off the students who rushed to him, saying that he was fine. And then he went right to Erick’s differential to manhandle it in ways that he would not when Erick was around.

It didn’t break under Tharagi’s stresses, either. The man started mumbling about the elegance and the strength of the piece, and how he couldn’t believe the growth displayed right in front of him. Tharagi didn’t fully believe the story of Last Shadow’s Feast until that moment when he couldn’t break Erick’s differential, but now… Now he believed.







- - - -







Erick found Grosgrena at the entrance to Hammerhall, for she was waiting for him to show. It was not hard to notice that Erick had minders here and there, in the form of the normal guards that were stationed on the walls of the Smithy, and by the entrances and the ends of every major hallway. They all reported to a central source, for sure.

For all the homey-feeling of this place, it was a high security area.

But none of that bothered Erick.

“Ready for something else?” the Old Smith asked.

“You have good teachers, Grosgrena.” Erick asked, “Know of someone to teach me the basics of runecarving?”

“I sure do.” Grosgrena said, “Darabella is one of the best Rune Smiths to come out of the Smithy in ten years. I let her know yesterday that you’d be asking after her sometime soon, so she’s all in a tizzy with worry and excitement. If you can stand her eccentricities, then you’ll learn a lot.” She added, “But it will be difficult.”

Erick chuckled. “Sounds fine to me.”

“If she doesn’t work out, then we got others.”







- - - -







In a different part of the practical half of the Smithy sat a lone, square mage tower three stories in height and about 20 meters to a side. The building itself was not too notable, except that it had no windows. The only notable part of it was a bunch of machinery that came out of the top floor and connected to the ground, like a frozen waterfall of gears and axles. It was covered in stone to hide all of that intricacy, of course, so it appeared more like a bulge in the building than what it truly was. When that machinery hit the ground, it extended out to the visually impressive part of the building: the curtain wall. The wall was plain stone, about a meter tall, but it was absolutely laced with gears and machinery, in order to connect the building to a series of seven turrets placed equally around the building, atop the wall. The turrets were five meters tall, with each holding its own sphere of adamantium a half-meter across. Each sphere was absolutely laced with inscriptions of all kinds. [Cleanse] featured prominently among them, but also [Telekinesis] and [Ward], though if Erick’s reading was correct, there were also inscriptions for every single basic tier spell and skill.

Those orbs sat upon the machinery, which was connected to the building, which, as far as Erick was able to tell…

He guessed, “The machines rotate the spheres, somehow, for some reason?”

Grosgrena said, “They’re of Darabella’s own design. When they’re imbued with magic they solidify the ambient mana making it easier for her to inscribe adamantium and other metals with functioning runes with the spells she wants to inscribe. I’m sure she’ll tell you about it if you ask her.”

“Of her own design?” Erick asked, “Then they’re not necessary to inscribe runes?”

“Also correct. But she does pretty well with them, and they’ve proven their worth. As has Darabella herself.”

Grosgrena cast a furrowed glance at the dark orbs. She was holding back some sort of scathing commentary, for sure.

Erick ignored that.

The Old Smith led the way up a small set of stairs that arched over the short curtain wall. Together, they came to the front door of Darabella’s workshop. There were no guards here, but there were guards standing on the roof, looking down at them for a brief moment, before returning to duty. Grosgrena touched the five centimeter thick metal doors with a flash of magic that soaked into the metal, which then opened the doors. A security measure? Yes. Some runes for [Telekinesis] and [Ward] flashed briefly inside, as some mechanisms had swiftly unlatched and others had provided the tension to open the door.

It was a fine security measure to prevent general snooping, but nothing that would stop a determined attacker... Which was rather normal, as far as locks on doors went.

The first floor was well lit, and split up into a few different rooms. In this first room, there were a few scattered weapons and armor and otherwise, each packed up in wooden crates on the right side, each clearly labeled for outgoing shipment. Only one of those items was adamantium; a short sword. The other rooms on the first floor were working spaces with a few people chipping away at various metals to create runic inscriptions. None of them were working on adamantium. They did a lot more here than just adamantium.

To the left of the entrance sat a man behind a counter.

The man hopped up, calling out, “Old Smith! Welcome!” And then he took in Erick, and Ophiel upon Erick’s shoulder. His eyes went wide. “Archmage Flatt. Welcome— Ah. It’s happening right now, then.”

“It is.” Grosgrena asked, “What’s she up to?”

“Darabella is currently working with students. It’s safe to interrupt.”

Erick could already see through the entire place.

On the second floor were individual rooms, much like the first, but all of them were simply set up for carving, with no actual carving being done. The second floor seemed primed for adamantium work, though, with various adamantium tools locked inside small vaults here and there.

The third floor was surely the primary enchanting room meant for special enchantments, for in the center of that space was a large, white stone table which was connected to the machinery that controlled the orbs outside, upon the wall. A black sword sat upon that white table, with the stone physically holding onto the blade and the hilt, looking like someone had stretched and stuck that stone like taffy to hold onto the weapon. This space also seemed to be the central teaching room.

A woman stood by the white stone table. She had to be Darabella, for she held a wooden knife in her hand and poked at the black sword while she spoke excitedly to the three students standing on the other side of the table, listening to her speak.

Darabella was a medium-tall woman of thick brownish hair and light brown skin, with bright brown eyes and a clear voice. She didn’t seem to notice that Erick and Grosgrena had arrived, or else she was just that engrossed in her lesson. Probably the latter, if she was as good as Grosgrena had said; she had to have a mana sense, for sure.

Grosgrena led the way up the stairs to the third floor. Erick followed. As they reached the landing and entered the main room, Darabella glanced their way, her eyes going wide. She instantly gave a little ‘Yip!’ and her wooden knife fell from her grasp to clatter upon the ground. Her students suddenly whipped around to see what was happening, and they, too, went wide-eyed.

Darabella cut off her lesson there, saying, “Ah hem! Uh! Students! We have a guest today— We have a private lesson today with Archmage Erick Flatt. Uh.” She whispered to them, “See you tomorrow.”

As Grosgrena and Erick stepped to the side of the stairwell, the students rapidly nodded and bowed and generally tried to move fast to get away, but one of them started to say something to Darabella and she waved him off with a ‘tsk tsk!’ and the kid got the message. Soon, the third floor was empty of students.

Erick called them students, and they were, but they were also all in their 20s, at least, and probably at the top of their field. More and more, Erick was becoming of the opinion that achieving certain levels of magic required less in the way of talent, and more in the way of knowing the right people and making the right connections. Brains helped, but they were not strictly necessary.

Grosgrena stepped forward, introducing Erick and Darabella to each other, saying, “Archmage Erick Flatt. Adamantium Rune Smith Darabella. She does about half of the adamantium runework that comes out of the Black Blade. She’ll likely be the one to inscribe your orders. Darabella, this is Archmage Flatt.”

Erick said, “Nice to meet you, Darabella.”

Darabella stumbled over her words, saying, “Nice to meet you too, uh, Erick— I mean! Archmage.” She looked down at the ground, at the wooden knife she had dropped. She nudged the knife under the table with the side of her foot, putting the instrument out of direct sight as she asked, “Uh. So what’s going to happen now?”

Grosgrena barely kept the frown off of her face as she stared at Darabella, calmly saying, “You’re going to instruct the Archmage in what he wishes to learn. Runecraft, primarily, but anything else he might wish to understand about our ways, you will tell him.”

“Of course!” Darabella paused. “… Everything?”

“Yes.” Grosgrena said, “We went over this once already. Yes.”

“Okay okay!” Darabella said, “I’m just making sure! Everyone is always changing their minds or doing some political thing behind my back, and I needed to be sure. You know he’s going to ask about how the building enchants work and I’m going to tell him and no one is allowed to get mad at me later, okay?”

Grosgrena probably had a lot of security issues with Darabella, didn’t she?

But that wasn’t Erick’s problem.

He couldn’t help but smile a bit at the ‘no one is allowed to get mad at me later’, though.

Grosgrena did not sigh, but she wanted to. “I’m sure if you tell him even the basics of runecraft then he’ll figure out all the rest on his own. That’s all it took you, after all.” There was a lot more to that story that she wasn’t saying, but Grosgrena left it there as she turned to Erick, saying, “Good luck. We’ve got lots more teachers for you to go through after Darabella, but she is the best.”

The Old Smith took her leave.

Erick turned to Darabella, asking, “So you carve into the history of an item, to produce magical anchors?”

Darabella’s eyes brightened. “Yes! That’s exactly it! Not many people understand this first point! Oh! This is going to be fun.” She smiled wide, saying, “Now let’s—” She held out her empty hand, trying to point at the sword on the table with a knife that wasn’t there. “Oh. Dammit. I lost another knife.” She began touching the top of the white stone table, as if her knife would suddenly appear. She paused. She turned to Erick, stared for a moment like deer in headlights, then she walked to the side of the room toward a cabinet, saying, “I seem to have misplaced my teaching knife. I can’t really use normal knives when teaching because I’m very good at cutting— Ah ha!” She slammed the cabinet shut then opened a very obvious drawer labeled ‘EXTRA KNIVES HERE!!!’. Twirling a new wooden knife in her hand, she asked, “How much runecarving have you done before?”

Erick took a second to look around the room. There were four discarded wooden knives hiding here and there. Under the stone table, in the bottom drawer of a desk, behind a crate that looked to be shipping out soon, and stuck in the dirt of a potted plant in the corner of the room. All of those knives were rather well used, and all the knives in the knife drawer were similarly well used. Someone probably came by after Darabella was done for the day and plucked them from their hiding spots, to stick in the drawer of extra knives. Maybe she even did it herself.

Erick answered her, “I discovered your discipline yesterday. So: none at all.”

“… I can work with that. How much enchanting?”

“Enough to know I’m terrible at it.”

Darabella narrowed her eyes as her fear vanished. She pointed with her knife, starting, “You have brought me a difficult—” And then she realized who she was pointing a knife at, and she almost fumbled the knife to the ground again. She caught it before it fell all the way, then she tried to casually continue, “—A difficult case.”

Erick smiled. “I have; yes.”

“Enchanting Spell?”

“Failed, so no.”

“Good. Enchanting spells are terrible. Do you have a knife?”

“Nope. Almost got one at your Black Blade shop, but decided against it.”

“What is your goal here?”

“To create anchors for a Gate Network.”

Erick didn’t know that he had a reason for coming to Enduring Forge until he was here and he heard what adamantium was capable of doing. This was his Worldly Path, for sure.

After a moment, Darabella said, “A single goal seems doable. I’ve been working on a Teleport Square design to improve the range on that spell, so maybe we can help each other.”

Erick smiled happily. “I hope we can.”
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                Darabella said, “So! I need to move some things around and then we can get down to carving.”

With a tap of her wooden knife upon the white stone table, runes lit up around the metallic edge. The stone pulled away from the adamantium sword and solidified under the black metal. Darabella grabbed the weapon with her free hand and tossed it on a nearby stone counter, where it chipped the counter and clattered against the wall, but Darabella didn’t seem to care. It was an adamantium sword, so the toss wouldn’t damage it, and the counter was easily [Mend]able.

Then she grabbed a metal cube out of one cabinet and a short sword out of another, and brought both to the white table. The cube was about ten centimeters to a side and grey-silver; some sort of high quality steel. Darabella struck the cube with her knife and the cube transformed into a short sword; a match for the other short sword.

“We got two swords here. This real one is great. This fake one is bad.” Darabella said, “It has no forging lines or— Do you know how to forge metal? Why [Metalshape] is bad?”

“I’ve not heard any real reason why [Metalshape] is bad for making finished products, though I certainly know it is.” Erick said, “I just got through with a lesson from Tharagi about proper tempering and annealing and casting and all of that, but his lessons were primarily around gears and making metal work with other metal. I don’t know much about forging a weapon, and while I can guess at much of it, weapon smithing isn’t something I am focused on, either.”

Darabella listened, and then announced, “You need to learn how to forge a proper weapon, but that doesn’t truly matter for runes— It matters, for sure, but let’s work on painting inside the lines before we care about composition and flow.” She gestured back to the fake sword, saying, “This one is worthless, but the shape is close enough to a sword to make it take [Conjure Weapon], which is the runework that we’re going to carve into it.” She gestured to the real sword. “This one gets the same treatment—” She turned to Erick. “You have a mana sense? An aura? Aura control?”

“Yes. Yes. Not yet.”

“… What aura?”

“[Greater Lightwalk] and a Domain of Light. Though I have many other types of spell auras if you think one of them would be better.”

Darabella narrowed her eyes at him. Then she decided, “The ones you mention; those are good. Domains are good for this. You can fix a lack of skill with enough power, and a Domain paired with an Elemental Body certainly qualifies for that.” She turned to her short swords, saying, “Now watch me inscribe these two, and tell me what you see. Use whatever senses you have.” She tapped the stone table with her knife, causing the white stone to grab onto the knives and hold them still. “Tell me if you get uncomfortable. A lot of people tell me they don’t like my Domain.”

Erick kept himself calm, for he had his own Domain sitting at his back that was ready to deploy at a moment’s notice. Still, someone else using a Domain around him did temporarily send his paranoia spiking, setting him on edge.

… It was very possible that having his own Domain active all the time is what set a lot of other people on edge around him.

As soon as Erick had that thought, he decided that if his Domain was a problem, then other people were just going to have to suffer his presence; he wasn’t turning his [Lodestar] off unless he absolutely had to, and probably not even then if he had any say in the matter.

Darabella took on an edge, herself, but hers was more literal. Light bent around her skin, fracturing into tiny rainbows that melded back into the manasphere in odd, disconnected ways. Her fingers seemed longer, but they weren’t. Her eyes seemed sharper, but they weren’t. Her hair was a hundred thousand individual knives, slicing through the air as she moved, but that wasn’t what was happening at all.

Erick took a half step back as he gazed upon the wooden knife in Darabella’s hand. A simple wooden weapon had become the edge of the world, like she had grabbed the horizon and held it like a simple tool.

The Rune Smith took her edge, and rapidly cut the fake sword with it, like she was dragging a knife through butter. Except the ‘butter’ wasn’t displaced. It was severed. As her hand-held horizon passed by, grains of steel flaked away from steel grooves like sand billowing away, revealing writing beneath. ‘[Conjure Weapon]’; that was all she had written. It was an indelible mark upon the steel, and yet…

It was a poor imitation of the Ancient Script carved here and there upon the walls and metal plates out there in the city. Though the tool Darabella had used was magnificent, the effect was not that at all. This rune seemed lesser, somehow. Probably because it was.

Then Darabella moved to the real sword, and that made a world of difference.

Something inside the forged weapon broke and was remade as Darabella’s hand-held horizon carved away everything that wasn’t a weapon, and yet Darabella did not touch the edge, or the shape, or any structural part of the weapon itself. She carved upon the solid nature of the item, straight down the center of the blade, carving divots that made the whole thing both less, and more, than what it was before. All the while, broken steel flexed away from the weapon like so much displaced trash.

Darabella lifted her knife; the work was done. Her horizon faded, revealing her wooden knife. Erick was struck by the dichotomy between her horizon and the simple, blocky wooden thing in her hands. It was completely unremarkable, and impractical; if you used it to cut a cake, you’d end up with a smushed cake rather than a nice slice of dessert.

She turned to Erick. “Did you see?”

Erick took a moment to respond. “I saw some sort of conceptual carving that refined a definition out of the short sword.” Erick said, “In the first case, with the Shaped sword, the definition was barely there, so it was harder to carve away the excess, and even though you managed it, the end result is weak. But with the forged weapon the definition was already there, so it was easier to carve away the excess; to uncover the Truth of the weapon out of the raw material.”

Darabella’s eyes went wide. Then she dropped her wooden knife as she turned around and rushed to her desk, saying, “I need to write that down! That’s so much simpler than how I say it.” She grabbed a pen and her pad, saying, “Repeat that.”

Erick smirked as he did as she requested.

When Darabella was finished writing his words down, she brought the notepad with her to the stone table, saying, “So yeah. You got it. Form is not enough to allow you to carve a good rune. You need items that already have form and function imbued into them through the act of the creation of those items.” She tapped the table with a finger— She stopped. She began looking around—

Erick picked up her wooden dagger from the ground and handed it to her, hilt first.

“Oh!” Darabella took the dagger. “Thank you—” She winced and looked at Erick’s hand, worry in her eyes. “Oh! Uh.” Puzzlement, then recognition. “Oh? You’re… not bleeding? Huh.”

Erick glanced at his perfectly fine fingers. Nothing wrong there. He held up his hand. “Was I supposed to be bleeding?” His [Personal Ward] hadn’t even flickered white.

“I mean... No. Ha ha! What? No. I don’t know—” Darabella waved him off as she nervously laughed again, saying, “Nothing wrong here! So. Uh.” She tapped the table with her knife and released the swords from the white-stone taffy. They clattered a bit. “How about these swords! Uh. Want to try carving into something else? Inspect the swords more? Uh? Something else?”

“How about we start at what it means to conceptually carve something.” Erick said, “I managed to put what I saw into words, but I don’t know what those words actually mean.”

“… Oh? Ah. Okay.” Darabella thought for a moment, then she said, “Let’s start even more basic. Language. What does it mean to you?”

“Definitions emplaced by people onto concepts in order to facilitate communication.”

Darabella smiled. “Okay! Yes. That’s a good one. Just let me… Write...” She grabbed her pad and wrote a bit. “Okay! There. Now: What does Ancient Script mean to you?”

“Not much.”

All the books Erick had ever read on enchanting were about using Ancient Script and various methodologies to create enchantments because that was how enchantments were done. None of them ever went into depth about that reasoning. Some of those books spoke about language as magic, but the only people Erick had ever heard talk about language as magic were Fallopolis, Tenebrae, and now Darabella.

Erick suspected this was due to shenanigans by the Headmaster, and the Arcanaeum Consortium which was the largest supplier of magical books the world over. [Duplicate] allowed the Book Binders to effectively drown out all other methods of publishing books, after all. 

This was yet another thing to bring up with Kirginatharp the next time Erick saw him.

Erick added, “Ancient Script is not something I think in, or use often, and it was never something I used to converse with the mana, anyway.”

“Hmm. I suppose you did sing your songs to make Particle Magic…” Darabella nodded to herself, saying, “Yup. Your communication channel is messed up, for sure. But that’s okay. You can retrain yourself.”

Erick was skeptical.

“Anyway.” Darabella continued, “Ancient Script is a language of power specifically because everyone uses it as a language of power in order to speak the same language as mana. You didn’t do this, which brings you problems, I’m guessing. But that’s okay, for make no mistake: mana does not speak Ancient Script. Mana speaks in possibilities. Mana speaks in every language that has ever existed, or ever will exist. The Script, and the Ancient Script upon which it is based, is merely a forced, shared language, that every single Matriculated person is imbued with when they Matriculate.

“I will let you in on a secret. If you—” She paused. She asked, “Did you try to buy a weapon or something at Black Blade? Did they tell you about how we could imbue any spell into any item? And that we could work with you to make the runework, if you didn’t have the Ancient Script for your spell?”

Erick wasn’t sure where Darabella was going with this, but he was interested. He said, “I did go there and they did say something to that effect.”

Darabella nodded. “So here’s a secret: We can carve the runes for practically any spell because—” She paused. She asked, “You know that you can generally only work in magic that you have yourself?”

“Of course.”

“Yes. So. With runes, we can ignore that requirement of ‘having magic to make a magic’. We can make runes that the end user can use themselves, without having access to that magic ourselves.”

Erick stared a little. “Overcoming that tenet is overcoming one of the cornerstones of Script magic itself.”

And probably key to making [Gate], since [Gate] certainly qualified as ‘a spell Erick did not have’.

Erick tamped down his expectations.

“Correct.” Darabella said, “But we’re not actually making magical items here. We’re making anchors. Most of the time, all a person needs to do is to give us the blue box for the desired spell. Sometimes, we need to see the spell in action, but that’s not a big deal. That blue box makes its way to one of us Rune Smiths and we carve the words that match the Ancient Script of the text into the weapon or armor or whatever. That, along with a few Class Abilities, is all it takes to make an anchor for a spell we cannot use ourselves. The Script does the heavy lifting, because of its shared language.

“This shared language enables a lot.

“Primarily, this is the reason that adamantium weapons and otherwise grow more powerful with continued use. When you first start using them, that communication connection is weak. It’s just words on a weapon that can accept your [Conjured Weapon]s spellwork. But with continued use, provided that the runework isn’t damaged and as long as the runes were made properly, that communication connection improves over time.” Darabella smiled as she stared off into the distance. “Like lovers learning how to love each other.” She shrugged, and looked to Erick, “Or whatever metaphor you like.

“And so, to bring it all together:

“Before the Script, you have your mana, and mana is possibility.

“People also have mana, but the possibilities of people are a lot larger than the possibilities of ambient mana.

“Individual possibilities rarely interact well with each other.

“But the Script enables communication on a level that is impossible otherwise.

“So by carving a message with your own mana, into a language that is readable by everyone, the recipient can still imbue their own meaning into the message given to them, eventually making that message their own.

“But if that were all it took, then any language could be made runic, and that’s not how it works.

“Because you’re missing the most important step. You have to carve the runes with a bent of love and good faith behind it all, for the mana sees this good faith, and it helps to bridge the gap that even the Script cannot bridge.” Darabella got a happy look in her eyes, as she said, “Imagine speaking to someone you love, and who loves you. Someone who seeks the best for you. Who wishes you to succeed. Someone who never takes your words out of context, or…” Her voice trailed off. Then she said, “The mana already loves you. But it doesn’t know what you want. So you must make your message heard, felt, and realized, and if you’ve done it right, then mana will see your message and understand your ideas, making an anchor for subsequent love in the shapes of spellwork. If you’ve done your carving well, then anyone can see that love; everyone can leave their own mark upon your marks, reinforcing what you’ve already laid down, and making it their own.”

Darabella spoke with warmth in her voice and hope in her eyes. She spoke her Truth to the world, and the mana seemed receptive all around her, like it vibrated in sync, except not at all.

Erick felt the phantom joy radiate from Darabella, and his own chest swelled with a resonant warmth.

And then Darabella came down from her high, as she shrugged, adding, “I can’t make it any simpler than that. This is all rather magical stuff. If you get it then you get it. If you don’t then you don’t.”

“I think I do. I think I understand.” Erick asked, “Got an extra sword? I’d like to try.”

“Oh! Yes.” Darabella gestured to the cabinets, saying, “Go ahead and grab one— Oh! Uh. You don’t know where they are. I’ll get you one.”

Erick couldn’t help but smile.

Darabella rapidly moved to the cabinet labeled ‘training swords’ in small print, saying, “Everything is labeled in here, so you’ll figure it out eventually. But for now—!” She pulled a short sword out of the drawer, then came back to the table and began setting up the fresh sword. “—I can do this for you.”

Erick chuckled.

In a matter of moments, the carved swords were removed from the table and tossed in a bin labeled ‘for reclamation’, while the fresh one was stuck into the white stone of the table.

Darabella stepped to the side, asking, “So take your dagger and— Ah. You have no dagger yet? Ah. You need to practice your carving, first, don’t you. This is your first time doing runework! Of course it is; you said that already.”

“All correct.”

“Okay. I can work with this.” Darabella went to the cabinets, speaking to herself, “I know I have an extra dagger here somewhere.” She dropped her wooden knife as she searched, and she didn’t seem to care that she dropped it. Drawers opened, then slammed. Cabinets flung open, then slammed. She went to the other side of the room, to a different set of cabinets, and did some more searching.

Erick pointed to her desk, saying, “I see a label for extra student daggers in your top left desk drawer.”

“Oh?” Darabella turned around, frowning a little, as though Erick had said words that were impossible to be true. Then she hummed as she went to her desk. “Oh!” She yanked open the drawer and went, “Oh? Oh! Yes!” She grabbed a student knife, saying, “I swear I’m not usually this confused, but it’s not every day that a Savior of Light comes asking for lessons.”

Erick said, “And I appreciate these lessons; thank you.”

Darabella grinned; she had dimples in her cheeks. She handed Erick the knife, handle first.

Erick took the knife. It was adamantium and blocky, with a curved back and a straight edge. Aside from the full metal construction, it didn’t look special at all.

“Oh! I’ll get you some sheet metal, too.” Darabella tossed her hands up as she scuttled off to another side of the room where thin, meter square sheets of steel laid against the wall, saying, “You know: I heard about your attempts at making some sort of [Renew] spell, but we already got something like that here.”

Erick was suddenly all ears.

Darabella brought the metal sheet to Erick and put it on the table, saying, “All the buildings have [Lightward] on them, and any citizen can cast a lightward of any type into the runes we got set up out there, and that spell will then be forced into the proper shape and shared across the entirety of Enduring Forge. Everyone is required to spend 5000 mana on upkeep of the city’s defenses, or 10 gold to the defense effort. Most people pay others to cast the spell for them, and that requires some paperwork, but it works out in the end.”

Erick stared, his mind whirring with possibilities.

And then he hit a snag.

What she outlined didn’t sound like [Renew] at all. Maybe superficially, it did; she was talking about communal efforts which created a massive area of light all around the city, which drove back the more deadly shadow monsters. But this was not [Renew]. Perhaps Darabella had heard a mangled version of what Erick was trying to do with [Renew] and she attributed it to what they already had going on here at Enduring Forge.

Or maybe Erick was the one misunderstanding.

Erick gave her the benefit of the doubt, and explained, “My goal with [Renew] was to allow anyone to input mana into a powerful magical construct, effectively allowing anyone to contribute to an archmage’s permanent defensive spells. Is that what's is going on here?”

“Well yeah.” Darabella said, “Not exactly like that, but close enough. People gotta use specific low-tier spells; not just a simple ‘[Renew]’ and as much mana as they want to use.”

“… Are there any drawbacks?”

“Lots and lots!” Darabella said, “The varied lightwards cast by individuals are easy to forge into a cohesive, uniform effect, but sometimes people make their lights so wrong that they can’t contribute like everyone else. Those people are slagged, so they pay the fine or pay someone else half as much to cast the spells. The runic web we got can do a lot more than lightward, though. We have a seldom-used option to grant a city-wide [Absorption Ward], but in practice, that system is rarely used because an area attack can wipe out the imbued magic of the entire system. A much better option is the [Envelop Item] runework. Those work very well for general building defense. Most people who can’t or won’t fight are required to spend as much of their mana as they can imbuing [Envelop Item] or other spellwork into the platforms. A protected house is a great deal of defense during a wide-scale attack, anyway.” She added, “We also have [Healing Beacon] runework to use against low-power gas attacks and other aura magics. That works really well, because we have healers that can fill the whole system with False Health [Healing Beacon]s, effectively doubling the Health of every single lower-level person in the city. Not that there are much of those; most people here are at least level 50.”

“Yeah. That’s... Not exactly what I had in mind when I started talking about [Renew] to everyone. But that’s…” Erick said, “That’s pretty darn impressive. That’s… I don’t know what to do with this information yet, but I am thoroughly impressed.”

Darabella smiled. “How about we get back to making runes, then?” She touched the metal plate, saying, “Let’s see you channel your [Greater Lightwalk] and Domain into your dagger, and try to carve something. Try [Envelop Item]. All that spell does is a layer of dull, protective Force upon the steel, and it should work well with these metal plates. Simple and effective— Oh! No. Let’s try [Light Ward], first, since you’re already Light-based. Yes. Then we’ll do [Envelop Item] when you get good with [Light Ward].”

“Okay. Sounds good.” Erick held up the knife, and…

He wasn’t sure what to do here, exactly, so he started at the beginning: He tried a simple channeling of mana—

Erick blinked. A white glow came out of his hand, like normal, but that glow soaked into the blade, like water swirling into a drain. The black dagger took on solidness in the manasphere that was the encroachment of Reality upon reality. It was also wildly unfocused for Erick barely understood what was happening as his mana joined with the dagger’s existence; Sparks of light burst from the edges of the blade.

Darabella just watched, silent.

Erick tried shifting around his mana, causing flares and valleys in the light around the dagger. After several shifts and movements, he began to understand what was happening. He controlled his output of mana, smoothing out the release and allowing the dagger to take in what it could take. His Domain and Light soaked into the weapon, and stayed there upon the edge, like a force waiting to inflict its Reality upon the world. He held it like that for half a minute, gaining an understanding of how the imbuing worked, and what he was doing.

Darabella nodded, saying, “Good control. Very good control. Try carving. Try imbuing your idea of [Light Ward] into the metal. It’s okay to mess up. We got plenty of spare metal sheets.”

Erick took the weapon and… applied it to the steel. The metal resisted him, as metal was wont to do, so Erick applied more pressure—

“Pressure isn’t good.” Darabella said, “Carve the Truth of your message into the steel. Don’t actually carve the steel. Do the work with your magic, not your muscles.”

‘Carve the steel without carving the steel. Sure. Makes sense.’

Erick focused again, because his dagger was sparking again. Soon, a controlled glow suffused the tool.

And Erick laid the dagger’s tip against the steel—

He paused.

‘Oh. Actually. This does make sense. It’s how I normally talk to the mana, but different.’

In a moment of clarity, Erick focused on the Truth of Light, imbuing his ideas of photons and wavelengths and energy into a compact message that would fill the world with Light. The tip of the dagger remained on the surface of the steel, but the illuminated edge of his power dipped into the metal, then all the way through.

Erick moved his hand, his whole arm, carving out ‘Light’ and ‘Ward’ in Ancient Script upon the center of the metal plate.

When he was done, he stepped away. His [Greater Lightwalk] and Domain retreated to the small of his back. The work had been done. To Erick’s mana sense, the metal plate was now carved; its path through existence was now parallel to the idea of wardlights. To his actual sight, the metal had yet to accept its new Truth; the carved cavities retained their dusted steel, like metal filings packed into holes.

“Hmm,” Erick hummed.

Darabella tapped the steel plate with her finger, and the metal dust of the carvings fell out of the holes in the metal, leaving behind… Well.

Darabella hummed, then she said, “It’s… legible. I suppose.”

Erick admitted, “It’s chicken scratch. And I should’ve accounted for the holes that would come from certain loops of Ancient Script. I need to work on my penmanship.”

“No no no.” Darabella gave a little white lie, “It’s… It’s fine!” And then she couldn’t lie that much anymore, saying, “You’ll get better. This is why we have practice plates.” She tapped the remaining empty space of the meter-square plate, saying, “Plenty of space left to carve! So get carving!”

Erick asked, “Don’t you want to test this one for quality?”

“… Oh. Uh. Sure?” Darabella said, “I can already tell it's of good quality, even with the accidental holes, but if you wanna… You probably should actually confirm the quality. Go ahead!” She walked back to the pile of plates, saying, “I’ll get you another one and cut it up smaller, though, for other tests.”

Erick smiled, then he cast a lightward onto the metal he had cut. The spell soaked into the plate and the entire plate poured light into the room, acting more like a fluorescent bulb than a lightward imbued onto steel.

Darabella paused, looking at the metal plate.

Erick asked, “Is it supposed to look like that?”

Darabella broke out of her trance and grabbed another metal plate, saying, “Sure! Why not? Looks great!” Darabella returned and set the new metal plate on the table. Then she squinted at the brightly-glowing metal sheet. “Is that a normal lightward? 50 mana? Lasts a day?”

“50 base, yes.” Erick had only spent 4 mana, though. “Lasts a day, too.”

“It’s rather bright… But that’s fine. That—” Darabella tried pointing with a knife she did not have, so she broke off her words and started to look around for the knife.

Erick handed her the wooden tool.

Darabella happily took the knife, continuing, “That should last for two days, then, instead of one!” She began cutting up the meter-wide steel plate into pieces, saying, “Maybe more, since you used a Light-aspect Domain to do it. Errr… Depending on the modifiers, it might last a really long time.” In a few flicks of her hand, the metal sheet had been turned into nine square pieces.

Erick smirked, saying, “We’ll see.” He took the luminescent plate and set it down on the ground, out of the way. “But anyway: how do you make plugging in a lightward at one end of town light up the other end of town? And what about malicious actors purposefully marking up parts of the system wrongly, to mess up the lights? Like erasing the ‘anti’ parts of the ‘anti-Shadow’ runes I’ve seen out there.”

“… Hmm. That’s an odd way to put it, but I take your meaning and I am very glad that I specifically cleared runic web talk with Grosgrena.” Darabella held up her wooden knife and began forming a lightward in the air, as she explained, “This part gets complicated, but breaking it down into pieces and ignoring the difficulty of making it all work… Upon each platform, there is a many-wired system of solid bar-stock metal spanning through the platform like a giant spider web. It’s a part of the sewer system. The metal we use down there is not adamantium but it doesn’t have to be. It needs maintenance, but not too much.

“The original system was adamantium, but that got stolen long, long ago. Long before most people here were alive. Probably better that it was stolen before our time. When that first runic web was stolen, Enduring Forge almost collapsed because we couldn’t replicate that magic and the normal threats from the Underworld never stopped. We had to rebuild the system from schematics and old books while fighting off monsters from every side. These days we keep people trained in that sort of thing, and the system needs constant maintenance anyway, ensuring that people remain with the knowledge to fix or wholly replace the system, if needed.

“Anyway.

“Every house has a runebox that the resident can both imbue with power, and, with the help of a Rune Smith— Or anyone, really. You don’t need to be a Rune Smith to make runes— They string metal wires through their house, usually behind the walls, into prepared metal plates. Those metal plates, when properly runed, will begin to transmit light and other functions to nearby structures.

“It’s not really that simple, because most runework won’t work properly unless the runic system is whole and uncompromised.

“But it’s not that hard, either, because the spells imbued into the metal do flow, and they flow quite well. For instance, [Envelop Item] will be able to protect three stories of apartment building as long as the runework on the middle story is done properly. Explaining all of that is a very complicated thing that you don’t need to know about yet, at this stage of the process. But this is one of the reasons that only every other floor of a building is runed, or that only the floors and ceilings are runed.

“Because, backing up a bit, as you have already guessed, this is the point where we have to talk about security. In a truly connected system someone could inscribe bad spells like [Fireball] inside the network, and hurt everyone.

“Solving for the flow of magical power solves the majority of these issues.

“The runed web of each individual platform is actually split up here and there by nodes that only allow certain magics to flow past them, and alert when any non-standard spell enters the network. They are both connective bridges to make the piece-wise system act as a whole, and [Alarm Ward]s. These spherical nodes are the ‘secret’ to making the entire system work.” She shrugged. “It’s not that big of a secret, though. I’m sure if you walked around with a mana sense on you could see it— Oh! And the adamantium chains used to be part of the system inside the platforms, but that changed when the original web was stolen. No one has ever been able to steal the chains, for they’re much more secured against everything than the runic web was secured… And that’s a big topic that I don’t need to talk about either.

“Anyway. Now we have 3 separate systems with lots of redundancies built in. The chains, the platforms, and… Uh. We only have 2 systems. Yes. Only two.” Darabella said, “And that's that!”

Darabella stood there, gently smiling as though she hadn’t shattered Erick’s worldview of the top-end defensive capabilities of the people of Veird.

He felt a profoundness.

And then he felt a contraction; a harsh question burbling to the surface.

He asked, “Why not tell everyone how to make a system like this?”

Darabella rapidly answered, “Because it’s baby-slime easy to break. A concerted effort of a hundred people could bring down the whole thing in a matter of half an hour and it’ll take between ten minutes to repair it, or a whole day, or even longer.” She said, “We have a lot of backup orbs and runners to replace what gets broken, but we’ve faced threats that have broken the whole system wide open multiple times. That's why we have the evacuation centers.” She ended with, “Aside from a few niche utility uses, this system is more of a supplement to our people defending themselves from the dark than an actual protective measure itself. The runic web is not unbreakable. Mostly, people protect themselves, and the runic web protects their homes and mitigates encroachment.”

Ah.

Well then.

Erick tamped down his expectations. “That is a lot more reasonable.”

“Yup.” Darabella said, “And most people don’t like using runes, anyway, so it’s been really hard to get Surface cities to adopt runework. Even most Underworld cities don’t like the stuff.”

“Why do you think that is?”

“Ohh... Could be any of a hundred reasons.” Darabella waved her knife around, pointing at imaginary forces as she named, “A lack of powerful people mandating and supporting runework infrastructure, which is its own ball of spiders, but even at the bottom of the stack, most people don’t have enough mana to support city-sized runework. Almost everyone in Enduring Forge is level 50 and with Scion of Balance, so we got that covered; other people are stuck in the shit. Add to that, anyone can carve runes if they know how, but maintaining a system like this is a communal effort. And then you got the lack of Rune Smiths out in the world, and you do have to be a Rune Smith if you want to actually create good systems—” She hummed. She said, “We’ll have to talk on that point a lot, later, because while anyone can do runework, only Rune Smiths can do the best rune work. That’s a big conversation; the expectations of working outside your Class. You probably won’t like that conversation.” She went back to the main topic, saying, “Anyway. Then there’s the problem that most people don’t know dirt about how to properly work metal, and that’s major. Then, back to the first point, you got leaders not wanting the people under them to be able to fight, like over in the Sovereign Cities what with their civil war, or with the wrought cities, what with their caste system, or Songli, or the Greensoil Republic, or practically every single Underworld city, and… A lot of places, actually. Most of the Surface is like that.

“But then you got the big, overarching problem: Everyone’s got their own methods of defense, and no one wants to try new things, because trying new things means mobile knowledge, and that means everyone will know how to tap the rocks under your foundation to knock down your house.”

“All good points.” Erick said, “I suppose a lack of metals is a problem, too.”

“Oh yeah! That’s probably a problem for other people, for sure.” Darabella said, “Not one of our problems, though.” She picked up a piece of steel, saying, “Oh! I forgot to tell you— Now for smaller runework it doesn’t matter, but for the larger stuff, you need to spend near the same amount of base mana to carve the runes as it would take for you to cast the spell yourself. Anything over 25 mana qualifies for this adjustment.” She set the metal in front of Erick, saying, “Okay then! I think I hit all the rudimentary lessons. Try carving some— Oh. Uh. There’s a few more lessons, for sure. We’re sort of skipping around. Uh. Back to carving?”

Erick laughed a little. The lessons were coming fast and disjointed, but he wasn’t having any trouble keeping up. Darabella’s teaching methodology seemed to be piecing together random puzzle pieces, then filling in holes before Erick fell into them.

“Back to carving then,” Erick said as he grabbed the metal and held it in his light—

“No no.” Darabella said, “Runework requires stability. Uh. You have to do your carving on a stable, unmoving surface. Or at least ‘unmoving’ with regard to the largest, nearest landmass. If you can accomplish this sort of stability with your light —Possibly with hard light structures— then that’s great! But stability is what the table is for.” She tapped the table, and began explaining, “This thing is imbued with a specific [Stoneshape] that all the Rune Smiths in the building pay into; all the rune beds in this building are on the same system, and you work it like this…”

Erick placed the metal on the white stone table, and tapped a [Stoneshape] into the working, exactly as Darabella told him to. White stone lifted from the table and grabbed the metal to hold it in place. Soon, he was carving [Envelop Item] into that metal, while Darabella instructed him from the side.

Soon, a rune of [Envelop Item] appeared out of the metal sheet, created with all the intent of layering Force over the structure. To ensure it worked, Erick cast the spell onto the metal, and a thin layer of Force held onto the working like a layer of varnish that was magically tough. The original spell would last for 10 hours, baseline, while inside this rune, it should last for 15; Darabella pronounced that carving adequate, but not that good. Erick could do better.

And then he did better, not three carvings later.

Darabella held up the latest carving and declared it good, saying it would last for at least 20 hours; double duration. Erick laughed, for this was kinda fun.

He said, “I’ve never been good at enchanting, so this was quite a nice change.”

“It’s not surprising that you’re good with this.” Darabella said, “But enchanting is almost as easy, so it is curious that you’re not good at normal enchanting.”

Erick almost grunted out in annoyance, but he held that back and said, “Normal enchanting is not that simple.”

“Ehhhhhh… It kinda is. Maybe your Particle Magic creation soured how you communicate with the mana? Or changed it, anyway.” Darabella said, “But besides that: You don’t have a crafting Class so of course you’re experiencing problems with crafting-focused endeavors, like enchanting. Which reminds me: We need to talk about how far you hope to actually go with rune crafting.”

Erick would have continued down that conversation, but he had to focus on one part of Darabella’s comment. “What do you mean, crafting Class? No one needs a magic Class to learn magic, or a warrior Class to hit with a sword, or an enchanting Class to learn enchanting. They’re bonuses, but not necessities.”

Darabella scrunched her face as she smiled a little, unsure how to proceed. She acted like she was trying to be let in on the joke, saying, “Yes you do.”

“No you don’t,” Erick said, not joking. “My Juggernaut guard is the most skilled mana senser of us all, and she’s even awakened her aura and learned to Remake several spells. With gridwork, my daughter, who had trouble with combining even the most basic spells like [Fireball] is now making tier 4 spells. I don’t have any Farmer Skills or Class Abilities, but I bet I can out-farm any single Farmer out there.”

Darabella pulled back, nodding in recognition, but not in defeat. She said, “But, as for rune crafting, you won’t ever have the Class Ability, Greater Enduring Runes, which makes any runes I craft resist all forms of degradation for at least a day from the carving. This lets me craft runes in literal mud. And here’s the big one: I have an Ability called Greater Shifting Runes, which lets the runes I craft shift to better suit the spells imbued into them. The normal Ability that most other Rune Smiths have only lasts for 12 hours, or less. My Greater version remains in the runes I craft for one whole week. During that time, the runes will shift with time and use, uncovering the Ancient Script words and strengthening the Script meaning behind any of my runework, producing a product that is literally perfect for anyone with any odd spellwork.

“This is in addition to the normal way in which runes will shift with time and use.

“I could craft you a runic anything, for any of your odd spells, and it would eventually work perfectly for you. You want that [Undertow Star] in a pillar? I can make that, even though I have no idea how you managed to make that spell.” She added, “You’ll be able to do some of this, because runes do get better with time, but I can write ‘[Undertow Star]’ in Ecks, making an absolutely terrible rune, and those words will eventually shift to Ancient Script.”

Erick could only say, “… Oh.”

Erick would have to check his Class Ability options when he got somewhere private, but even if he did get a rune crafting option, it probably wouldn’t be something as nice as Shifting Runes!

… And. Wait. Even if he did get that Ability, he probably wouldn’t take it. Opportunity cost, and all; he’d have to get rid of something else and there was nothing he wanted to drop.

Darabella nodded, saying, “Classed Enchanters have similar Abilities that help them make enchantments. So if you were comparing yourself to them, then… While, yes, everyone can make enchantments or potions or whatever, if you don’t have the Class Abilities to guide your hands, then someone else who is actually a Classed crafter will always make a better product than you.”

Erick thought for a second, debating with himself what he actually needed out of runecrafting. He landed on an answer, rather soon, so he asked, “Without the Class, can I still craft runes that link with other runes, enabling a runic web?”

“Oh? Sure. No problem there.” Darabella said, “Runes do two or three… or maybe five or six things really well. Two, for sure. One: they allow for longer duration and provide physicality to some spellwork. And two: they can be chained together over separate systems of similar metal.

“But without the Class, you have to be good at rune carving and precise at your connections and have a lot of power in your system to make it work, but physicality and chaining are very much attainable.

“We even have a few non-Rune Smiths working on the rune web of the main city. My father was even one of those people; he was a Stone Mage. He’s retired now.” Darabella digressed, “Anyone with enough skill can make and install the infrastructure of a rune web, but most people can’t achieve the level of skill needed to do this outside of the Class. So let’s run through more basic spells, and get some of that understanding!” She asked, “Yes?”

“Yes,” Erick agreed. “Thanks for teaching me, by the way.”

“Oh yeah yeah. Sure sure.” Darabella said, “You can have that knife, by the way. I got lots.”

“Thank you, Darabella.”

“No problem, Archmage.”

“You can call me Erick.”

Darabella smiled a bit, saying, “Then I shall!”

And it was a genuine smile, this time, her dimples on full display. Darabella lost all of her fear in that moment, making her seem like an even brighter individual. Her hair, wavy and reddish brown, like a much darker shade of her skin, bounced around her shoulders as she moved, while her eyes were reddish gold that almost shone like bright, brushed copper.

Erick smiled too.

And then he got down to carving.
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An hour later, Erick had produced the runework for the full suite of Arcanaeum-required spellwork. [Husbandry], [Alter Friction], [Alter Size], [Force Platform], etcetera. Everything. Many of his inscriptions were a poor fit to the small squares of metal he runed, but he still managed to rune the metal properly.

Erick was rather amazed with himself. He even looked over to Poi, and Poi just nodded; he knew what it meant that Erick had finally managed to do some proper ‘enchanting’, even if it wasn’t actually enchanting at all.

It wasn’t long before Darabella announced that Erick was skilled enough to move on to weaponry.

[Conjure Weapon] went into a forged dagger, and made the weapon stronger for it. The original duration on [Conjure Weapon] was only 10 minutes, so it was easy to check if Erick had done it right. And he had! As Erick was working on something else, at the 13 minute mark, the spell finally faded from the steel.

From there, Darabella decided that they could move on to lessons about flowing magic through runic systems, allowing for multiple inputs and drastically increased areas of effect. This led to Erick speaking of Earth technologies, and of the similarities between runes and their systems, and wires and electricity.

Darabella gained a real interest in listening, and in understanding how, exactly, electricity worked, and how it changed the world. For a little while, Erick became a teacher, and Darabella giggled as she jokingly spoke of ‘a world run on runes!’.

The lesson eventually went back to Erick learning how to string together runes and how to carve them properly, but this time, Darabella’s nervous energy had been replaced with eager calm. Erick suspected that they could have continued like that for a few more hours, at least. Or days, perhaps. But bodies demanded food and drink and it was already midnight, by then.

The day had vanished.

And downstairs, a problem had been piling up; boxes with weapons were stacked up by the front desk, awaiting inscription, while the occasional person came in wanting to talk to Darabella, or something along those lines. The guy at the front desk had been constantly turning people away, all day long. One guy in particular had come in three times already, and this third time he would not be denied.

It was that guy’s insistence that finally ended Erick’s lesson with Darabella.

Darabella laughed in mirth at Erick’s mention of ‘Wind-powered runes’, saying, “I wish ambient mana worked that way!”

Erick smiled, and said, “Just need to find some way to—”

The man’s voice carried upstairs, “I’m going up there, and don’t try to stop me!”

The front desk guy whisper-shouted, “She’s with the archmage!”

“And I’m going up there anyway!”

Erick sighed. He still smiled, but it was fainter than it had been. “I have kept you from your duties for too long.”

“Ah…” Darabella glanced toward the staircase. She had heard the voice, too. And now she heard the footsteps, too. “Yeah— Oh. Damn.” She glanced toward the clock on the wall. “Is it one in the morning already?” For a brief moment she panicked, and then she relaxed with resignation, whispering, “Oh well.”

The barging man came up the stairs. He wore a cream and green colored suit, but aside from his clothes, the rest of him was rather unimpressive. He locked eyes with Darabella, then he quickly looked to Erick. And then he really looked at Erick, and realized he hadn’t been lied to at the front desk.

In one swift motion, the intruder turned around and went back down the stairs, calling out behind him, “Sorry for the disturbance!”

Erick chuckled a bit, and then he turned to Darabella, saying, “This has been wonderful for me. Thank you very much. But it’s time to stop for now.”

Darabella touched him on the arm, briefly, saying, “A pleasure to have you here, Erick.” She pulled back, happily adding, “Come back anytime. Maybe after you've learned how to properly forge, then we can get into some really interesting runic structures.”

“I’ll probably be doing that.” Erick bowed just a fraction, then raised, saying, “See you around.”

Darabella twirled her wooden knife in her hand in a casual display of competency, smiling as she said, “See you around.”

Erick took his leave.
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“I’m so sorry, Poi,” Erick said, on the way to the gates of the Smithy. “I’ll make it up to you.”

Poi laughed a little, saying, “You’re already getting me a million-gold armor.”

“Yes, but that’s like… Baseline of being a good boss. How about some good fish for dinner?”

“I will take that offer. There’s a place on the south side of the main platform that I want to try. They’re open at this hour.”

“Then that is what we shall have! And then it’s back to the room, I suppose.”

“Teressa could come back here with you. She’s probably up, though my communication is blocked when we’re in here so I don’t know for sure. If she’s not, then she can wake quickly enough.”

“Ah... Maybe I’ll do that.”
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After a nice meal of seared fish and rice and Erick trying to pay but the restaurant absolutely not accepting any of his money, while simultaneously trying to give him much more food than he ordered, Erick brought Poi back to the room. Teressa got to eat some nice leftovers, for she was awake.

Over their midnight lunch, Erick spoke of what Darabella had told him about runes and their flowing nature, both to get Poi’s opinion of what he had heard and to let Teressa know to keep a lookout on the ground beneath them, to see if she could understand what she was seeing down there. The runic web was an interesting structure, for sure, but Erick needed a second and third opinion (and probably a lot more than that) before he thought about implementing this system in other parts of the world.

So it was a good thing that not ten minutes after opening the paper boxes filled with hot, delicious food, that Nirzir and Jane woke up. They joined Erick and Poi and Teressa at the table, and Erick explained what had happened with Darabella and her runes again, running through the highlights of a runic web.

Teressa repeated a bit of what she had already said for the benefit of Nirzir and Jane, “The [Envelop Item] ability is massive. That and the lights are possibly the best use of a runic web. Even just a weak [Envelop Item] stretched over a house will prevent [Stoneshape]s and other spells from directly affecting the structure.”

“Seems ripe for abuse,” Nirzir said. “Scattered systems like that? Too easy to break.”

Jane nodded, then asked, “How would a [Force Breaker] work against the [Envelop Item] runes?”

Erick’s smile dropped. “Ah. I’m not sure.”

Poi finally revealed his judgment of the whole thing, saying, “The system is too easy to corrupt.”

“Oh yeah. For sure.” Teressa said, “Anyone with enough knowledge could destroy a normal runic web, or worse, stick [Fireball]s in the system.”

Erick frowned a little. “I’m sure they have safeguards against that. And against [Force Breaker] and [Dispel]s, too.”

“They have to; yes.” Teressa said, “But any safeguards can be ripped apart with sufficient force, knowledge, or power. Never trust a defensive structure to protect against the more devious monsters or people. Only trust yourself, and the power you can wield in that particular moment.”

Jane nodded. “Yup.”

“The Void Song works well because it comes from a central source which is easy to monitor and maintain.” Nirzir said, “Not that our system doesn’t have problems, too. But a scattered system? That seems foolish.”

Erick hummed in thought.

They talked for a little while longer, with Nirzir poking ever larger holes in a scattered ‘runic web’ and Jane wondering at how easy it would be for a well-made [Chaining Dispel] to take the whole thing down. Purely as a matter of security, after all. And then Teressa postulated that all they had in the runic web were utility spells, so perhaps their actual defense was something else much stronger.

Most everyone in the city was level 50-ish, after all.

They decided that the people were the main line of defense, so the conversation trailed off.

With a lot more questions on hand, and very few answers, Erick went back to the Smithy with Teressa in tow while Jane was on watch and Poi and Nirzir went to sleep.

The city seemed no less active at night than it was during the day, and Erick found that he really liked that. It reminded him of the times he visited New York City, or Chicago, but better, for Enduring Forge was truly a city that never slept. Half of the stores around the main city were actually primarily awake at night, and it wasn’t just restaurants and bars, either. Book stores, schoolhouses, places like that. Many places never shut down, and foot traffic never truly died down, either, but it was hard to call ‘night’, ‘night’, because the lights in this land never went out.
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Back at the Smithy, Erick wandered down the pathway toward the head office, where Grosgrena usually was. The Old Smith was asleep and elsewhere, but the ladies behind the counters were eager to point Erick in the proper direction to learn basic forging techniques. So Erick went to the forge, and found his target, who turned out to be the man who Grosgrena pointed out yesterday; Mordog, the human man with as much muscle as an orcol.

Mordog handed Erick off to a different teacher, though, once the gruff man heard that Erick wanted remedial lessons to ensure that he wasn’t doing anything wrong. Erick was pretty sure he knew the basics, but he had never really forged before, so he wanted lessons, from the bottom up. Mordog seemed to take particular issue with this idea that Erick was ‘doing it mostly correct’.

“Yer damned definitely doing it wrong. Everyone always is! And no offense meant, archmage, but I got orders to fill and no time to teach if all you want is basic shit.” Mordog said, “My guy here will learn ya, then you come back to me and I’ll get you hammering an iron sword strong enough to carve turtles in twain.”

“Fair enough. Thank you.”

So Erick went with a man by the name of Obrik to a different part of the forge.

In a private forge, Erick learned the grain structure of metal and of forging temperatures by color as it related to type of iron or specialty metals. Of deformation stresses both good and bad, and of pouring and folding. Tempering and quenching. Different ways of annealing. How to temper different parts of the metal in different ways to achieve flexibility in one area and strength in another. He hit a lot of metal with lots of hammers of various sizes, and also his own hard light. He squeezed metals in giant presses. He had a much easier and faster time squeezing metal with his own hard light. He made a dagger that broke as he slammed it into a boulder, sending shrapnel flying across the workshop. And then he watched as Obrik took a dagger Obrik had made and shoved it into the stone, like he was simply placing the dagger back where it belonged.

Erick joked that he weakened the stone for Obrik, and Obrik laughed, and joked back, saying that weakening a foe is only worth 25% Participation, and that he had gained all the rest. Erick just smiled at that, while Obrik [Stoneshape]d the rock back into its normal boulder-self.

12 hours and a few breaks later, Erick knew he could have spent another month with Obrik, and he still wouldn’t know as much about steel as this man did, and they had only gone over basic steel. There was still rustless steel, and iron, and all sorts of magical metals that went into weapons, or otherwise.

Erick wasn’t going to be making any weapons, but swordcraft (or spearcraft or daggercraft) was the starting point for many Smiths, though few people ever mastered any of the various disciplines. As far as Obrik and the Smiths of Enduring Forge were concerned, even though they were some of the best in the world, most of them still felt inadequate compared to some of the masterpieces hanging in the ancestral homes of the nobility, or in the forges of their neighbors, or even the casual work made by people like Mordog, the Adamantium Sword Smith, or Idalial, the Adamantium Armor Smith.

At the end of it all, Obrik said, “You learned rather fast, but you’ve got a long way to go.”

Erick joked, knowing the man’s answer already, “Would you buy a sword from me?”

“Nope.” Obrik said, “I might buy a spoon, if you give me a discount.”

Erick laughed, and then he said, “So this was all truly helpful, and I know I took you away from your work. Do you want a thousand gold for the day? Or you got a going rate I could pay you? I probably should do the same for the other teachers I learned under, but… Well I’m here, and offering— Actually. I’m not offering. How does 2000 gold sound for the day?”

Erick knew it was a good offer, for he had heard the various figures passed around the forge by neighbors, or by people walking through, talking shop. Obrik had predictably started to sputter out a denial of Erick’s offer, but when Erick had escalated to 2000 the man couldn’t rightly refuse.

Or. Well.

Obrik tried to refuse.

Erick didn’t let him refuse, saying, “I’ll just hand the money over at the front office. I know I’m taking up your time. So I’m paying you for your time. Thanks, Obrik.”

Obrik frowned, saying, “Well. Slag. I can’t refuse that, now can I! Sure. Thank you, Archmage.”

Erick nodded.

Obrik bowed.

The lesson was over. Erick moved on to the next…

But first! A detour back to the room to switch out Teressa for Poi.
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On the way back to the room, Erick asked Teressa, “That wasn’t too boring, was it?”

Teressa had been rather attentive and interested the whole time, but she proved that Erick wasn’t seeing interest that wasn’t there, as she said, “Metalworking is amazing. I still can’t see the grain structure that he talked about, though I could certainly tell it exists.”

“Same.” Erick said, “It’s a Smith-only thing to see the grains, and it affords them rather perfect control over the outcome, but they still gotta learn how to forge the hard way. They just get a hand up toward true mastery.”

Teressa smiled.

Erick asked, “Would you want to learn some metalworking, too?”

Teressa instantly shook her head, waving a hand, saying, “No no no.”

“Well. Maybe not here, if that’s what makes you nervous.” Erick said, “But eventually?”

Teressa thought for a moment, then said, “Yeah. I could see myself hitting steel with a hammer.”

Erick smiled.

They stopped for a proper… lunch, yes. It was lunch time now? Maybe. Sure. They stopped to get lunch at one of the places on the north side of the main town platform. Erick had forgotten what time it was, briefly, but if the various clocks here and there weren’t enough to inform him of the time, looking up at the crack in the roof of the cavern was enough to reorient him. Mostly. The sun was somewhere high above, though even the crevice up there was so far deep in the mountains that the sun never really appeared. The shadows up there were certainly less than normal, though.

With extra lunches retrieved, Erick and Teressa went back to the room.

Erick talked a bit with Jane, who had gone exploring in the city alongside Nirzir and Poi, briefly, and mostly just for an errand for Nirzir. Jane hadn’t gone back to Hothalls, though, as Erick had expected her to.

Jane confessed, “Oh gods, dad. My stomach… I was not prepared for what ran through it. You weren’t here, but I was on the toilet for a good three unfun hours.”

Erick laughed loud and happy. “You could have [Cleanse]ed it out!”

Jane touched her still slightly red hair, smiling as she said, “I like the red, though.”

“Red is a good color on you,” Nirzir said to Jane.

Jane smiled wide and tousled her hair, saying, “I think I might color it with [Polymorph]— Here. See?” She shook her head, and her hair returned to vibrant red as she laughed. “Ha! How’s this look?”

“Looks great, Jane,” Erick said, sharing in his daughter’s happiness. He asked, “So what’d you all go into the city for?”

“Well.” Nirzir began, “I got that knife, and I want to use it, so...”

Nirzir needed metal plates to make a formation. She wasn’t carving runes, though, but rather she was carving Thunder Song Formations, which was apparently a Singer thing, and which might help her to recreate Erick’s Undertow effect. Erick was interested, but Jane was not too interested because none of the traditional magic making methods had ever worked for her.

But traditional methods and Singing had worked quite well for Nirzir, even if she was having a bit of trouble with her current project. Nirzir showed Erick three discarded formation plates and her current fourth, which might turn out better than the other ones. They looked like vibration-table designs, but with a lot more traditional magical diagrams stuck into them here and there. Erick wanted to know more about Nirzir’s designs, but there wasn’t much to say besides the purpose of the formation, and all the rather obvious magical diagrams sketched out in charcoal, waiting to be carved away by Nirzir’s new adamantium dagger.

“The goal,” Nirzir said, “If I get it right, is that my Void Song will produce its own solidified harmonies, which is what we call it when a Song is constructive. You usually need two Singers to make a constructive song, but I’m trying to do it on my own. In turn, this solidification will produce a stabilized song that will live as long as there are people to Drain.”

Jane was off in another room, and Erick was alone with Nirzir. It was not nearly as awkward as he feared it would have been, which he was thankful for, but he was about to make it more awkward, because now he wanted to talk about sound.

After a small deliberation with himself, Erick offered, “Want to talk about sound? How it works? The physics behind it all?”

Nirzir looked to Erick with a gleam in her eye, but also suspicion. “Uh. Sure. What do you know about sound?”

Erick ignored the barely concealed skepticism in Nirzir’s voice, for he had never shown off what his [Physical Domain] could actually do, had he? Erick smiled, as he asked, “Want to see which one of us can blow up a mountain with sound?”

A good four, maybe seven emotions passed across Nirzir’s face. Disbelief, first and foremost, but then came skepticism and intrigue. She grinned, unsure, saying, “Okay?” Then, more strongly, “Yeah. Sure. I mean… Maybe not a mountain, but—”

Poi’s voice carried over from the other room, “No, no!” He rushed into the room with Erick and Nirzir, saying, “Let’s not do that!”

“Bah! Why not!” Erick said, “I could put back any mountain I blew up… Maybe?” Less sure, he said, “I would need to make a mountain-building spell, but I could probably do that, too.”

“No no.” Poi said, “You’re delirious. You’ve been awake for too—”

Jane came up behind Poi, happily teasing, “I want to see him try.”

Poi instantly turned, glaring disapproval. “No.” He turned back to Erick, “No.”

Erick delightedly pushed Poi’s button, saying, “I might need to blow up a mountain some day. It’d be good to know if I could do it before I had to try.”

Nirzir spoke up, raising a hand as she did, “I’d like to try blowing up a mountain top.”

“Please no.” Poi said, “Erick. Go to bed, and if you still want to in the morning, then…” He tried a new tactic. “Destruction for the sake of destruction is just destruction. Don’t be that type of archmage.”

Ah.

The moment died.

Erick lost his joy. Jane lost her enthusiasm.

And then Erick started to think, and his emotions crashed even further down.

All of them were in friendly-yet-scared territory, and that territory was full of unknowns. If Erick started blowing up shit, then the people might become even more worried than they already were. Relations could deteriorate rather fast from there. Erick wouldn’t be the aggressor, but… if he went out and blew up a mountain, then he might be seen as an aggressor by anyone who might be watching. And besides that, blowing up a mountain for shits and giggles would give away some of his secrets. All of those outcomes would be bad. And for what? To learn that he was capable of blowing up a mountain if he wished? He didn’t need to know that.

A memory of Last Shadow’s Feast came to him.

Of standing in the sky, watching as the Aerie exploded, destroying a vast swath of the northern part of the Jungle, reshaping the face of Ar’Kendrithyst, killing many nearby survivors and sending shockwaves bouncing across all of the Dead City, setting it to ring like a drum. Erick’s skin went cold as a small trill of fear and hatred thrummed up and down his spine, then settled across his shoulders and neck.

There was no need to purposefully blow up a mountain; especially not ‘for fun’. No one needed to have that kind of power, and even if they did, no one needed to exercise that power just to see if they could.

“Ah. Yeah,” Erick sighed. “You’re right, Poi. I don’t know what I was thinking. I am tired. I’m going to take a nap.”

Poi sighed in relief. “Thank you, Erick.”

Jane eyed her father carefully, noticing his shift. She kept her own emotions guarded, too.

Nirzir frowned a little, saying, “Restraint is important, I suppose.”

“Yup.” Erick said, “It is.”

He went to bed.
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                Five hours of sleep were more than enough.

Soon, Erick and Poi were back out on the town. After a pass by the bank to get some numbers, the two of them went to the Smithy. Erick worked a bit with the people in the Smithy’s head office to put down some payments to the people who had taught him about Smithing, and then it was back to learning how to work metal. It seemed none of the head Smiths were willing to devote time to Erick, though, which made sense, since the head Smiths had work that needed to be done. They weren’t really teachers, anyway.

And so, through Idalial this time, the head Adamantium Armorsmith, Erick was able to meet with another Smith able to teach him, named Origotha. Both Mordog and Obrik were not there; they were probably sleeping.

Through Origotha, Erick learned a bit more about everything that a Smith needed to know. The Smithy apparently provided a standard, introductory education to most people who wanted to pay for it, and though Erick’s education was not standard at all, he fit enough of the molds that fitting him into the established structure wasn’t too difficult. Origotha apparently had students most of the time, but today had been her day off, for her own work.

Origotha seemed fine with this, though.

She went on to explain how, according to what she heard from Obrik, Erick was ripping through the normal five year apprenticeship in much less time than expected. The ‘five year’ time limit was more of a suggestion than a reality, though; some people took longer while some only required a year. The actual graduation requirement was more of a ‘can you make a perfect sword/shield/armor’ than anything numerical.

It turned out that Origotha was a rather good teacher, too, but she was about as scared of Erick as most other people.

She had a way of hedging her words with him that she never had with actual apprentices, as evident by the few times they were interrupted by actual apprentices, and her voice turned harder, and more authoritative. Origotha seemed to be incapable of using that tone with Erick, though. She had a really hard time telling him what he was doing wrong until he finally told her to relax and treat him like he was a first year apprentice. At that point, she seemed to open up, and her words came easier.

Still rather stilted, though.

Eventually, when Erick was in the middle of making yet another dagger, Origotha finally spoke up.

With eyes full of concern, and a voice half-full of the same, she said, “You know you’ll never be a Smith without the actual Class, right. You can only guess at the phase changes that you’re causing in the steel, and at the strength you’re moving around inside the metal.” With finality creeping into her words, she said, “You will never know how to forge like a Smith.”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “I’m okay with that, Origotha. I need functional and strong. Not perfect. If I can do 90% of what a Smith can do, then that’s fine by me.”

“… Okay. But your cap might only be 75%. Maybe 90% on a really, really good day.”

Erick laughed. “That’s fine, too.”

Origotha watched him for a lie, and finding none, she said, “Then you can throw that dagger back into the melting pot and start again. You’ve got stress fractures all over the place; it’s ruined.”

“… Eh?”

Erick frowned as he held up the dagger. He had finished the tempering and the annealing and he was almost ready to start sharpening it, and it looked fine. He stared at the metal with his mana sense, and saw nothing amiss. The blade truly did look fine.

He handed the dagger to her, asking, “Where are the fractures?”

Origotha took out a piece of chalk and drew on the unworked blade. “Here in the hilt, there's a tiny one on the back of the blade, and this one by the tip will ruin the point, all the way down to here.” She handed the knife back to him. “Take it and slam it into that stone tester, and watch it break right where I lined.”

Erick was briefly skeptical, but then he got over that emotion because Origotha knew a lot more about metal than he did. So, he took the unfinished knife in his hand and slammed it into the stone tester.

The metal snapped at the point. The hilt broke in half in his palm, causing his [Personal Ward] to flicker white at the damage. The tiny break in the middle turned into something much larger and proved to be the true breaking point of the dagger, ruining the knife as the metal tool broke nearly in half.

With a frown, Erick gathered the broken bits with a flick of light, to join the piece still held in his right hand. He looked down at them, and at the chalk markings that perfectly lined the breaks.

He asked Origotha, “Is your Metal Sense more of a future sense?”

“Uhh…” Origotha was caught off-guard by the question. She frowned a bit, confused, saying, “It lets me know the problems the metal has? Not sure what it does beyond that.”

“I’ve heard of what Metal Sense allows, but would you mind telling me what it is you actually see? What Metal Sense does for you? Start at the beginning.”

“Sure.” Origotha said, “No self-respecting Smith goes without Metal Sense, and they’d all tell you the same about what it does. It… Actually. Try crafting another knife, and then we can pick up this topic again. [Mend] is not useful here; start from the beginning.”

Erick saw no reason not to comply, and so he did. Not half an hour later, he had taken another block of forge steel and turned it into another unfinished knife of comparable quality to the previous one. It had no edge, and it still needed to be ground and polished using all the other tools in Origotha’s arsenal, but it was unmistakably a knife. He had gotten a bit faster at the creation of it, too.

“This is a rather decent knife. Only one stress line in this one; here.” Origotha took the blade in hand and marked a chalk line across a three centimeter stretch of the blade, near the center of what would eventually become the blade’s edge. “You might be able to grind that problem away during the edging and polishing process. But the problem would still be there. If you struck the knife in that spot with as much Strength as some people have, then the whole thing could crack right there, for sure. This is good enough for a kitchen knife, though.”

“So what do you see with Metal Sense?”

Origotha nodded a little, but she didn’t speak right away. “I’ve been thinking how to tell you that, so you’ll have to forgive me but I’m not good with lightwards. But I guess I have to make a lightward.” Origotha held up a hand, and paused. “Yeah. This isn’t going to be pretty.” And then she cast.

An exact lightward copy of the knife sprung into being, about five times larger than the actual thing.

Erick instantly said, “That’s a great lightward!”

Origotha had a small smile. “Thanks, but if I’m not coddling you, then I expect you to not coddle me; that lightward is shit.”

They obviously had different teaching methods. 

“I can see what you’re trying to tell me, and that’s what’s important.” Erick looked over the lightward, comparing it to the actual knife, and said, “So. I can already tell you that I can not mana sense the metal inside the knife like you Metal Sense. What you see is… rather different.”

The lightward image was chock full of tiny, irregular honeycomb-bubble-like grains, with each of those grains jumbled up, but with a flow to them that matched the forge lines that Erick had created in the forging of the dagger. The wardlight showed more than a microscopic picture of the material, though. Unseen flows of some sort of unknown power circled through the weapon, moving like water, or air, but frozen in time. The only place where Erick saw a disruption to this flow was exactly where Origotha had marked with the chalk.

In that fractured point, some of the grain structure was… aligned, for lack of a better word. A lot of the grains were very random, but for some reason, the grains in that area were about half lined up in a weird, broken sort of way. It was sort of like if Erick had thrown down a bunch of bricks on the ground, but in a random way some of those bricks decided to line up next to each other, creating a fault that was only half there. If any stress was applied, that fault would surely widen, sending cracks through the whole piece, or at least chipping the steel right there.

Erick went silent in contemplation, his gaze switching between the lightward and the actual dagger, looking for the truth of Origotha’s markings.

He found nothing of what Origotha had found.

Erick asked, “Explain?”

Origotha explained, “So you’ve got a lot of parts right. The grains are well made and not too irregular, and they flow in the directions they’re generally supposed to flow. The weapon won’t break under normal stresses, but anyone with a Strength over 20 will easily break the weapon if they hit it in this disrupted spot, here.” She offered, “Try to [Metalshape] a dagger and I’ll show you the difference?”

“Very well.” Erick grabbed his broken, failed dagger, and Shaped it into a proper dagger. While the result was a perfectly pretty weapon, he knew it was only good as a utensil, and nothing more. He handed the ‘weapon’ to Origotha.

Origotha took the weapon, and concentrated upon it for a long moment.

Then she cast another lightward into the air, saying, “There are too many problems for me to show you all of them, but I got the largest ones.”

“I... see that.”

And Erick did. For the first time, he actually saw the problem of [Metalshape].

The Shaped dagger was a mess of scrambled grain sizes, some large, some small, many looking like amoebas stretched all over the place, while some that were perfectly spherical. Those tiny spherical dots —almost ball bearings, actually— of metal were terrible for the ‘flow’ of the dagger; they acted like boulders in a stream, or mountains in a jet stream, sending the flow wildly off course, and even dragging bits of the honeycomb along for the ride. Some of the grains were jagged and fractured, too, which was equally as bad as the ball bearings, but bad in a different way.

This was all well and good. But. Erick saw none of that with his own mana sense. Well. Almost none of that.

Erick said, “I can only see one of the tiny spheres. But you’ve got several up there in the lightward.”

“Ah. There are hundreds in that dagger. My lightward is off.” Origotha said, “But, to explain: [Metalshape] introduces those spheres into the metal, but they’re not hard to get rid of with proper forging. Heat and a hammer will get rid of most of them, though that’s a pretty poor way to make a weapon. Don’t want to ever start with [Metalshape]; you wanna keep that spell far away from your tools.”

Erick said, “Maybe I’ll look into the [Future Sight] angle, but from what I am seeing, your Metal Sense does not appear to be a [Future Sight], or at least not fully—” Erick glanced toward the door, adding, “But I’ll have to do that later, it seems.”

Origotha looked to the open door, her face full of confusion—

Grosgrena walked through the door and locked eyes upon Erick and Origotha.

“Hello, Grosgrena.” Erick said, “Something the matter?”

“Yes!” Grosgrena said, “We’re not taking your money! You’re taking our lessons and you’ll take them for free, and you’ll appreciate it, and that’s that. Appreciation. If any of my Smiths accept money from you, then they’re no Smiths of mine!”

Origotha reeled back, her eyes going wide.

Erick stood stunned for a brief moment, then he said, “Okay? Uh. Sure?”

Behind him, Origotha froze, and then she let out a tiny, disappointed sigh.

Grosgrena nodded. She had solved a problem, and that was that. She added, “Aside from all that nonsense: Barir is asking after you. Wants to know if you have time to kill some monsters. They’re ready for you, if you do.”

“I can do that.” Erick set down his borrowed tools, telling Origotha, “Thank you for all your instruction, but duty calls.”

Origotha bowed, saying, “Anytime, Archmage. Thank you for gracing my forge with your presence.”

Erick whispered to her, “I’ll find a way to get that money to you, anyway.”

Grosgrena narrowed her eyes—

Origotha briefly lit up like the happiest woman in the world, but then she crushed that wayward emotion down, and said, “No thank you. Old Smith Grosgrena is right. I cannot accept your gold. It would be dishonorable. It would taint the good works you have done for us already.”

“Ah…” Erick asked, “If you’re sure?”

“I am.” Origotha nodded. “Thank you for the thought; it is enough.”

Grosgrena smirked a tiny bit at that, but she said nothing.

As Origotha returned to her regular work and Grosgrena saw that everything would go as she wanted it to go, Erick left the forge and walked with the Old Smith down the way, back toward the gate. They spoke of small things, and of how a Smith could see the faults in metal, while a normal mana sense could not. Was Metal Sense based on [Future Sight]? Or some other variation of that magic?

Grosgrena said, “A Smith’s Metal Sense is possibly [Future Sight] related, but I don’t know about that; that’s esoteric magic. Not sure who would know...” She glanced off to the left, then turned back to Erick, asking, “You ever heard of the Orrery of Rozeta?”

Erick blinked, then he said, “Yes. I have.”

Grosgrena eyed Erick’s weird look for a moment, then continued, “I heard that people make pilgrimages there all the time, looking for answers. Sometimes people even find what they’re looking for, but mostly they find answers from other pilgrims. The priests of Rozeta don’t give up any answers to anything.” She shrugged. “But I’ve never been. Have you?”

“Not yet.”

“Now I ain’t know much about Metal Sense aside from what it shows me as compared to a normal mana sense.” Grosgrena asked, “I can ask around for specifics, if you want? Someone around here has to know something. Lotta that esoteric shit is buried in books in libraries, too. Might take me a while to get you an answer.”

Erick smiled. “I would take that offer. Thank you.”

“Nothing to it.”
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The Bastion Down Below looked as though someone had taken a series of double-ended black castle towers of different sizes, bunched them all together, wrapped them in curtain walls, and then plunged straight through the lowest platform of Enduring Forge. A third of the structure was exposed on both the top and the bottom of the platform, while the central third was fully encased in the platform itself. The interior of the lowest platform was riddled with passageways and checkpoints and a whole lot of oversight, in the form of hundreds of people casting varied and odd detection spells over all the ore and people who passed through this place. The infrastructure in the platform probably accounted for another four or five Bastion-sized areas of usable space.

It was a sight to see, for sure, and Erick saw a lot of it as he stood upon a Teleport Square a hundred meters from the main entrance to the upper Bastion. Ophiel flitted about, with one on his shoulder and nine scattered around, both on this side and the other side of the platform, investigating as surreptitiously as they could. The people on watch —and there were a lot of those types— didn’t seem to mind. Some waved. Ophiel even waved back.

Erick stepped off of the Teleport Square with Poi at his side.

Not too far ahead stood a checkpoint for entrance into the Bastion, with a few people already in line.

Erick did not need to wait for the line, though, for Jalrock, their guide from the other day, stood near the checkpoint wearing what appeared to be grey army fatigues. He waved, and came right on over.

“Archmage! Welcome to the Bastion Down Below.”

Erick smirked. “I didn’t expect to see you down here?”

“Oh? Well. I get around.” Jalrock shrugged, saying, “Everyone is required to be a part of the army if they want to get anywhere in Enduring Forge, and I’m no different.” He gestured back to the massive black structure, asking, “General Barir Adama awaits, along with a few Team Leaders and Scouts. Allow me to escort you?”

“Sure.”

Erick and Poi skipped the checkpoint line, but they did pass through more than a few detection spells on their way to the half-meter thick main door of the Bastion. A few of those detection spells even went off, including one large blue flash that sent streamers of blue light in every direction, but Jalrock waved off the lightshow and the nearby guards made no fuss. More than a few of the nearby guards even smiled at the blue light, as though they had seen exactly what they thought they would see, but it was still nice to get confirmation.

Jalrock explained, “That blue one is for major artifacts or any other items that pass through here containing a large amount of mana. The smaller red and green ones are for smaller, still notable items, which is expected of an archmage and entourage.”

Erick and Poi followed right along, and they entered the main hallway of the Bastion. Beyond that door they took a left, down a hallway with a blue line of paint down the center. Erick checked out some nearby signs, and saw that the blue line was for army personnel only. Green was for miners. Red was for guests. Every hallway also had a white line with arrows in it, pointing the way toward the nearest exit. This main entrance was pretty solidly blue, with only a single red line that went off in a direction opposite of Erick’s apparent destination.

This place had a rather expansive runic web, too, but it was different from the one on the middle platform, or city hall’s platform. Erick saw anti-[Teleport] runework on this one.

And there were a lot of people here. They weren’t ten meters in the front door and they had already passed a good dozen people already. Some of those people even bowed to Erick.

They went up a winding staircase and down another small hallway, passing another four checkpoints as they went, which Jalrock explained were mostly detectors for biological threats, and which didn’t go off. Eventually they reached what might have been a main command station, or at least one of the well-used ones; a place like this probably had a dozen command stations.

The room was large and multi-leveled, with the center of the room slightly lower than the rest of the room. There was a ring-like table in that center space, with a very intricate lightward hovering in the air in the center of that ring. It appeared to be a map of the surrounding three hundred kilometers. To the sides of the room were workstations, filled with people with [Viewing Screen]s attached to the runic web. Overseers oversaw operations, each of them with ten telepathic tendrils coming off of their heads, as they coordinated whatever was happening further down below the Down Below, in the lands beyond the cavern which held Enduring Forge.

General Barir and several other important-looking people stood in the center of the room, near the lightward, some inside the ring-table near the lightward, others outside and sitting; all of them waiting for Erick’s arrival.

At Erick’s entrance, the people in the room turned to him, some faster than others. And then they stood, and bowed. Three seconds passed, and then most everyone returned to work.

Erick stepped forward—

As General Barir stepped closer to meet him, saying, “Welcome to Greater Command.”

“Thanks for having me.” Erick asked, “So how do you want this spellwork to go out?”

Barir nodded quickly, then turned back to the giant map, saying, “This is a map of the Underworld for 350 kilometers in every direction. My people here—” He gestured to his people, saying, “Will be coming behind your cleanup with various seeds of various anti-monster plants and fungi, as well as eggs and pregnant beasts from a few monster species that are easily controlled and deterred by those anti-monster plants. It’s mostly different types of rats for the terrestrial biomes, and some crab species for the aquatic biomes. It’s a system we’ve worked out well with our Beastmasters, but it’s a system that breaks down when you’re not looking at it, and reestablishing the broken system is easier said than done.” He turned to Erick fully, saying, “So what we want out of you, is to flood the land with your [Withering]s or whatever spells you want to use, and we’ll take care of the rest.” He added, “[Withering]s should be enough, though.”

Erick looked over the map. He counted a hundred and thirteen tunnel systems stretching out from the cavern of Enduring Forge. Those tunnels wound and joined and split as they were wont. Most formed cramped tunnels, maybe only four meters wide but a few hundred meters long, and winding. Some wound down, or up, into massive caverns multiple dozens of kilometers across. And the problem got even more complex after that. Multiple paths opened up everywhere. Erick imagined being down there, in the deeper parts. He imagined it would be easy to get lost, especially when gravity started to pull in odd directions, like the books all said it did.

But this close to the surface, getting lost was not possible.

Ophiel would do fine out there.

Erick said, “Beastmaster monsters would still be subject to [Withering]. They’re not out there right now, right?”

“As soon as you agree to this action, and as soon as we understand a timetable of what you’re able to do, then the Beastmasters will get recalled.” Barir said, “All of them already know the dangers your sort of spell represents to their charges and we’re ready to pull out as soon as you say you will begin.”

Erick nodded. “Next question: Are there shadelings out there? I would prefer not to kill people unless I have to.”

“There are not.” The question didn’t even faze Barir. “But even if there are, I understand your spell kills by drawing water out of the body. A threatened shadeling would retreat to the shadows, providing you with no egress to harm them.”

“That’s a good point,” Erick said, “But sometimes shadelings aren’t under their own control. If I stop the killing early, it will probably be because I encountered one in my Kill Notifications and I would need to investigate.”

Erick had no reason to suspect that there was something sketchy going on here, but he wanted to be upfront about what would happen if the worst should happen. At the very least, Erick would stop [Withering], and he didn’t want Barir to be upset when he called the whole project off for a while. Barir seemed to understand this.

“Acceptable.” Barir turned to his people, and began, “Let me introduce you to some of the Farmers and Beastmasters who will be following your [Withering], or whatever other spells you might be using. This is Madriag, Beastmaster, and Sarigal, Farmer, and…”

Introductions went out.

And then an odd thing happened.

Erick found himself delighted at the informality of it all. Barir treated these people not as his soldiers, but like his family. He spoke of Beastmasters raising special lineages of rats that could trace their heritage back to the founding of Enduring Forge, and of the mushrooms that his people had cultivated to fight back the Shadows, no matter how deep they got.

It reminded Erick a lot of Spur, actually.

As Erick asked questions about protocol and planting, and he got answers, Erick was delighted again at how well these people knew their land. They knew all of the monsters and resistance that Erick should expect to run up against, as they pointed out problematic points here and there in the lands beyond Enduring Forge. They had been protecting this land for a very long time, and everyone here was a pro, while every new soldier was taken under the wings of the old soldiers until they, too, were strong enough to lead their own forays out into the Underworld. After today, after Erick took back the nearby Underworld for Enduring Forge, and after Enduring Forge installed flora and fauna which would ensure the land remained under their power, Enduring Forge’s soldiers would have a much easier time of it all. And that was good.

Not half an hour after arriving at the Bastion Down Below, Ophiels launched from dark towers, flying into the cavern of Enduring Forge. The air around them began to glow a ghostly white. They might have resembled moons, brought down to the Underworld, each trailing an individualized tsunami of thick air that poured downward, into the tunnels and the darkness beyond.

The Kill Notifications started rolling in immediately.
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Ten hours later, with most of that time spent talking to the people around him and with a few breaks here and there, the cleanup was over. There had been no tricks from Enduring Forge. There had been no unexpected kills; no shadelings, no cannibals living outside the city walls, no overly-deadly monsters. The ‘reset’, which is what some of the guys on the ground had taken to calling the take-back of the lands around Enduring Forge, went about four times faster than the army of Enduring Forge had expected it to go, and mostly because Erick was extremely proactive in putting Ophiel in danger over risking the lives of the men and women on the ground.

Erick did not clean out every single monster infestation. He did not kill every single threat. Such a project would have taken months, if not years, due to the fact that if you killed a monster in one location, the rest of the monsters of the Underworld just moved into that newly opened real estate. No; Erick simply killed 75% of the monsters living around Enduring Forge, and only the most obvious ones at that.

Which was more than good enough according to Barir and everyone else in the army.

There had been no surprises that Erick and Ophiel could not handle, for though there were some giant leeches and hidden spider colonies and ravenous oozes here and there, which sent everyone else running for cover, Erick simply solved those problems with sweeps of starlight, or mandalas of lightning. One thing Erick did not expect, though, was that he never encountered a single animal larger than his thumb.

“So animals have a tough time down here, don’t they,” Erick said, when he and Barir and only a few other people were left in the command room.

Those other people were mostly at the monitoring stations, but they weren’t seeing anything unexpected on the monitors. Just a bunch of now-empty tunnels, some inquisitive rats exploring their new, freshly [Grow]n Underworld fungi forests and otherwise, and many, many crab eggs hatching in the cleaned-out Underworld lakes, next to gently growing Underworld underwater grasses. There were people in all of those Screens, but the Screen watchers weren’t monitoring the people themselves; they were looking for threats to the people. All of the team leaders and other high ranking people were out there right now, solidifying the Reset, alongside the rank and file.

Barir said, “There are lizards and fish and a few other things of that size out there that will evolve into monsters and become a problem for our rats and crabs, but our Beastmasters will be handling them as they become problems. It’s a never-ending cycle of destruction and rebirth down here, but we can keep it in order with enough well-applied pressures.” He said, “Taking back the Underworld is the hardest part, but keeping it? This we can do very well.”

“I didn’t see any mines out there, though. Where do you guys mine?”

Barir smiled. “So you didn’t notice the pathways?”

Barir had gotten comfortable enough with Erick to lose a lot of his stiffness, but he still played most of his cards close to his chest. He had revealed a bit, though.

Erick guessed, “The mines are far away, and [Teleport] links them with Enduring Forge? And the miners bring their hauls with them? Or. No. [Teleport] doesn’t work that well if you go down even a hundred kilometers deeper— When does [Teleport] stop functioning altogether?”

“Around here, [Teleport]’s distance capability drops down to the single-kilometer range at 535 kilometers deep, but even at this hundred kilometer depth, you can only get a hundred kilometers on a horizontal [Teleport].” Barir said, “Other places are different.”

Erick nodded, then continued, “So you either have many people [Teleport]ing closer to the surface on multi-blip trips, or they’re— Ah. It’s [Stone Body]. And hidden areas inside the stone which serve as safe Teleport Squares.” He added, “Or else you’re fucking with me and there are no pathways and all you have is [Gate].”

Barir laughed loud. “Ah! [Gate]. A wondrous spell. Not one we have access to, as far as I know.” He said, “Your guess with [Stone Body] was correct, but only for transportation to here. We don’t allow people to come into the city from the Underworld without a lot of decontamination, or them having [Stone Body], or something else which will guarantee that they don’t bring a contaminant with them. As far as the actual mines? Those locations are secrets known only to the noble houses which have one.”

All of that fit neatly with what Erick had seen, except…

He asked, “No noble house has [Gate]? Not a single one? You guys have a Wayfarer’s Guildhouse in town, though; I saw it.”

Barir’s smile remained upon his face. He was truly happy that the day had gone so well, and he was happy to assuage all of Erick’s fears, too. “I’m a noble, and I know all of the rest of us, too. If anyone has [Gate], then they’re keeping that under deep secrecy, which is not something we do around here.” He added, “Not with fellow clansmen, anyway.”

Barir was a noble? He didn’t act like it, at all.

In fact, Erick hadn’t really seen many people who he would consider ‘nobles of Enduring Forge’, either. It had been a few days since Erick had arrived. He had expected to see at least a few nobles before now, unless they were all truly abiding by their decision not to approach Erick for help with Imaging, or anything like that.

Erick asked, “How many nobles are in Clan Adamantium?”

“A lot of people. Practically everyone in a position of authority is a member of the Clan in one way or another.” Barir thumbed over to a guy at a large viewing screen. “That’s my nephew, working that Screen, and he’s a noble, too.” The nephew waved. Barir continued, “Jalrock, your guide, is the patriarch of his house of Slate, one of the oldest and most prestigious noble branches of Clan Adamantium. Arakag is my niece. Grosgrena is my great aunt. I heard you and Darabella got along fantastically, and she married into the Clan… Her husband was killed a decade ago. He was a fine man.” Barir continued, “Clan Adamantium has a controlling interest in all of Enduring Forge, and we keep it that way either by adoption or marriage, but almost none of us act like the nobles you might be used to. Even the noble district is mostly empty because we prefer to be here, among everyone else.”

“No one lives up there?” Erick asked, eyeing the man. “That’s weird.”

“Well—” Barir digressed, “Some people do. Mostly it’s storage. There’s nothing special about that district anyway, except that we do, technically, have houses up there. It’s nothing special. It’s not even the original noble district of Enduring Forge.” He said, “City hall is the true ancestral home of Clan Adamantium. Your room right now used to be the Grand Mage’s Tower. There’s some history there about that move, but in the end, we find that using the ancestral home as a city hall is a much more useful option.”

“That’s all a bit unexpected.” Erick said, “You guys certainly run a nice city, though. So it seems to be working for you.”

“Aye. Glad you like it. The only problem is that it does get cramped, for we only got so much land, after all. And we’re in the Underworld with a mostly-itinerant population, so that carries its own set of problems.” Barir said, “So people can come and go however they want, as long as they submit to normal Underworld protocols.”

“It doesn’t seem that bad to me.” Erick had noticed the screenings at the public Teleport Squares here and there across the city, and even at the Teleport Square on the surface, above the chasm above Enduring Forge. “A lot more than I’m used to, but all of it looked reasonable.”

“Personally, I know we’re a bit lax with how stringent we should be, and we pay for that sometimes with oddities making their way into the city. But certain people can be trusted not to bring in problems, like you, for instance, with your Mind Mage man at your side.” Barir said, “You were vetted long before you stepped foot into this city. For normal people, though… Enduring Forge is their first stop in the Underworld, and they simply don’t know the danger that the dark truly represents, or how easy it is to bring that danger back home. Foolish; a lot of ‘em.” He said, “I bet you get a lot of people like that over in Spur, too.”

“Adventurers trying for Ar’Kendrithyst but knowing fuck-all about the dangers? Aye.” Erick said, “People have to pass some written exams before we approve them for entrance to the Dead City. They can bypass all of those and enter the place directly if they want to, though. Some people do. Those people usually die— Well. I don’t know how it is these days. I’m sure it’s all changing, too.”

Barir nodded solemnly, saying, “It’s always dangerous, even if the danger has changed. We never got the normal monster surges we expected to come after Shadow’s Feast…” He asked, “Those monsters have to still be out there, don’t they?”

“Well. No.” Erick frowned, saying, “Someone could have killed them all.” He looked to the map floating in front of them, saying, “One of the Blessed Shades could have gone to ground and cleaned out a whole bunch of problems that they knew were coming. Maybe not directly, but they could have told people about them—”

Or maybe...

Maybe Fallopolis came here and cleared out the threats that Enduring Forge had been expecting? Erick hadn’t actually Blessed her. Fallopolis could certainly go around murdering pockets of monsters readying themselves to surge up from the Underworld… If she wanted to. But then again, simply informing someone of pockets of monsters that are getting ready to surge is usually enough to get a trained assault squad into those pockets to kill those surges before they start.

Yeah. That seemed more reasonable.

Goldie could have passed around a few notes and solved a lot of problems. She probably had, too.

Barir noticed none of Erick’s inner turmoil, or at least he did a good job at pretending to ignore it, for Barir went right along, saying, “I tend not to trust anything coming out of the shadows, so it’ll take me a good twenty years to believe what you accomplished in Ar’Kendrithyst.”

And then the man realized who he had said that to, and what his words had been. He sweated under his clothes. His eyes dilated in a fear response. Had he spoken too freely? Had he relaxed too much? Had he fucked himself over, big time?

Oh. That was disappointing to see.

Erick had thought they were past that.

So Erick chuckled, sighed, and tried to put the man back at ease, saying, “The only truth I know of Last Shadow’s Feast, is that I saw what I saw, and I did what I did, and that Melemizargo abandoned his clergy to their own devices. Of all of the events of Last Shadow’s Feast, the last point is the only thing I truly believe to have happened.”

Barir relaxed, fractionally. He said, “That’s good to hear, then; that you’re not wholly sure, either. All one can ever truly know about Shadows is that they’re tricky.”

“They are.”

A moment of silence passed.

Barir said, “After this ‘Reset’, has been secured... Not sure I like that name, but the soldiers often call things as they see them, and those names usually stick— After the Reset, after our populace is vetted as clean of intestinal cores, and after you [Withering] them, too, which is still a few days away… We’re having a feast. You’re the guest of honor. Will you come?”

“Of course I will come.” Erick added, “I like boneless fried chicken strips and sauces, but don’t make that the main course—”

Poi gave a small cough.

“—And some sort of fish, and something spicy, and something fancy, and a lot of something meaty.”

Barir smiled a little, his mirth seeming to return, now that he knew that saying the wrong thing wouldn’t set Erick off like some sort of easily-exploding bomb. The general proclaimed, “It shall be done!”

Barir and Erick spoke for a little while longer about further actions that might need to be taken to secure the Reset, but after that, Erick and Poi returned to their room in city hall.

And then Erick switched out Poi for Teressa, and went back to the Smithy.
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Erick had a few questions piled up, and so he asked them before they started learning.

Grosgrena said, “The runic web concerns are a matter of security, so we can’t tell you those since you don’t live here and you have no vested interest in remaining here. If that changes, then we’ll open up all those secrets to you, but until then, it is how it is. What I can tell you, though, is that most spells —Including most variations of [Chaining Dispel]— are locked to their specific section of the runic web. Besides that, we can ignore many of those types of [Dispels] because it still costs the assailant X amount of mana to erase X amount of spellwork, and we have lots of spellwork in that web. The full magic saturation point for a kilogram of steel is in the millions, and we got many times that number in our web.” She added, “[Force Breaker] is specifically guarded against, though. All of those types of spells won’t get more than a few meters through the web. Now a [Chain Force Breaker] is a rare spell indeed, but we’ve got methods to deal with that, too.

“As for all the smaller concerns with foreign runes inscribed in the metal: if we’re under direct attack and we know of it, then we can separate the web to prevent your [Fireball] scenario. This also solves the [Chain Force Breaker] scenario. But no, I won’t be elaborating on that.

“As for your questions about Metal Sense, and why a normal mana sense won’t let you see the fractures that I can see, I couldn’t find any people, but I did find a book! It’s not here, though.” Grosgrena said, “It’s in my office under lock and key, so we can get it when we’re done here. I can’t let you have the book, either, but you can take it with you to your room and read it while you’re here in Enduring Forge. The book records one of Clan Adamantium’s ancestor’s experiments with Metal Sense. From what I gathered, Metal Sense is some form of [Future Sight] adapted toward metal, based on understanding the mana currents naturally present inside metal. I’m sure you’ll get more from that book than I did.” She gestured to the stone work bench beside them, saying, “And now: what we’re here for.”

The stone table was only a small part of a large private forge that was built for one purpose, and one purpose only: the imbuing of magic into metal. The tools to accomplish such a feat were different for different metals, but that difference was mostly one of size.

The main imbuing machine was black adamantium and it looked like two pillars, one on top of the other. A large wheel and mechanism with a counterweight attached to the top pillar, so when the wheel rotated, the top pillar would systematically raise and lower against the bottom pillar. In the space between, the bottom pillar had a divot, while the top pillar had a bulge, but there was enough space in that pounding point for a normal-sized ingot of metal to not spill out of the crush zone, when the machine eventually got to crushing.

“Watch, and learn,” said the Old Smith.

Grosgrena picked up an ingot of silver that looked much too heavy for the old, shrunken woman. She walked over to the crusher, and with a touch of her other hand against the adamantium machine, the pillar lifted up like it was being polite. The Old Smith placed the ingot in the cradle, and then she cast a spell across the space, filling the crushing zone with sparkling black magic that quickly faded away to a small density of the air.

“This is so complicated that it’s almost a school of magic on its own, but the basic idea is the same across all metal imbuing processes.” Grosgrena returned to Erick, saying, “Making magical metal requires a spell that enforces Rest, like what I hear your [Prismatic Ward] can do. Your own [Prismatic Ward] won’t be good for this, though; you need direction in your Rest, not a blanket Rest. Or try out your own [Prismatic Ward] and see what happens; I’m not your mother. It’ll make some sort of magical metal, for sure. Probably have to use platinum as your base, though. Anyway. This particular Restful spell is a simple [Absorption Ward] for 500 points. This is the best way to create Deep Sky Silver out of normal Silver.”

She lifted her arm, casting a small spell at the crusher.

And then the crusher began doing what it was meant to do.

The pillars came together and crushed the cold silver between two inexorable adamantium forces, filling the air with a loud screech as they deformed the ingot. Grosgrena smiled as a second screech filled the air, but a third screech didn’t come; the silver had deformed as much as the setup had allowed. It was now a partially crushed ingot filling up the bottom of the adamantium crucible. And it had gotten hot. The machine continued to crush, but it would not crush what had already been crushed beyond its reach.

Grosgrena said, “Now, every year, some fool kid loses an arm or gets a bent piece of metal lodged in their stomach, or something equally bad. I don’t think that’ll happen with you, but be aware of the danger of extreme pressures flicking metal across the forge like a particularly nasty [Rock Bolt]. Always be sure you have control over the metal in the pounder. Never operate a pounder when you’re not sure about its use.

“And all the other shitty disclaimers. Yada yada.

“This is how you stick magic into a metal and make it a magical metal. Broadly. Every metal has its own nuances, but Deep Sky Silver is the easiest to make, and the easiest to use to explain the process, for like most magical metals, Deep Sky Silver has degrees of power. And also like most metals, you can tell a lot about what you have created from the color of the metal during the forging process.

“This stuff right now is still silver. But with a few telekinetic turns, like this—”

With expert control and in the split second while the pounder was fully open, Grosgrena grabbed the silver in a telekinetic grip and flipped it over, turning the concave ‘ingot’ into a convex hump. The adamantium pillar crushed that hump back down, sending a loud screech through the room. Three more screeches followed that, but soon, though, the noise stopped. The pounder had crushed all it could crush.

And then Grosgrena flipped the silver over again, allowing the machine to do its work.

She spoke over the noise as she continued to flip the silver, saying, “Soon, the [Absorption Ward] will break. Maybe two more passes— There it goes!” She recast the Restful spell. “The magic will break four more times before we see the first shift in the silver, so we’ll go a lot faster now that you’ve seen the process a few times.”

The machine sped up.

Thun-screeech! Thun-screeech! Thun-screeech! Thun-screeech!

Grosgrena flipped the convex half-moon of metal over and over. Soon it got hot enough that she was able to bend the metal under her own [Telekinesis], which she did. Then she slipped the folded metal back into position, ensuring that the silver got crushed in a whole new, more violent way. She flipped and flopped and bent and flipped, working the silver and renewing the spellwork as needed.

After the [Ward] broke for the fourth time, Grosgrena pulled the well-folded silver out of the machine. It was hot, but clearly not hot enough to ruin the magic inside, like Erick had when he used [Incandescent Aura] to melt the previous bar of the good stuff. This stuff didn’t look too blue, though, but it was clearly not simple silver anymore.

“See here?” Grosgrena said, “It’s blueish. This is weak Deep Sky Silver.

“The original silver costs 50 gold, or 500 silver, and the original five kilos of normal silver were enough to make around 1000 silver coins, max, for most coins are made of trash metal that only has a bit of silver in them.

“Right now, this weak Deep Sky Silver is worth about 500 gold. Usable for shit enchanting work and assorted jewelry. If we were to continue this pounding process for about 32 hours straight, never stopping, and casting about 4 million mana worth of [Absorption Ward] into the process, then we’d get wrought-quality Deep Sky Silver. Now that stuff you can use to make some really nice shit, for such items are easily rechargeable via grand cores, or they’ll have extra charges, or whatever else general-purpose good thing you’re going for. Not my field of caring. But what I do care about is being able to tell the quality, and good, easily enchantable Deep Sky Silver will be as blue as a morning sky, but with a sheen of silver light to it.

“That good kind of Deep Sky Silver, in this quantity, is worth 5000 gold; 50,000 silver.

“Most people don’t go for the 32 hour creation of good Deep Sky Silver, though. It’s a lot easier to go slower, with an [Absorption Ward] cast by a Scion of Focus that will regenerate as fast as the pounder can utilize that regeneration. Faster regeneration of the spellwork is more important than size of the [Absorption Ward], because, for the most part, metal can only absorb so much magic so fast. A 500 point, million Regen [Ward] is more impressive than a million point, 500 Regen [Ward]; both will get you where you need to go, but the first one can be cast on a thousand machines for the same mana cost as one cast of the second. Slow and boundless is better than a massive initial investment. 

“There’s a bunch of math involved in crushing metals and how much magic they can absorb in one crush, but a good rule of thumb is absorbing 25-100 mana per crush. More, if the metal is cold; less, if the metal is hot. Usually, the metal is hot from crushing, so there's a down curve as you get further and further in the crushing process, so you need to pull your [Strike]s to keep the imbuing going at a good rate.

“Down at the crushing rooms, we’ll usually set up so there’s a crush every 30 seconds, with an apprentice turning the metal as needed, with the caster of the [Ward] only coming in once a day to recast the spell when needed. Takes about a week to turn out a single 5 kilo block of Deep Sky Silver, and almost all of it is sold off to contracted parties for 5k a pop.” Grosgrena turned off the machine and set the block of crushed Deep Sky Silver to the side, asking, “Any questions?”

Erick had listened well, but he was unsure of one aspect of Grosgrena’s lesson. “Are all magical metals made magical in this way? What about froststeel? Adamantium?”

Grosgrena smirked. “Different and specific [Restful Ward]s are used to create specific magical metals out of specific starting metals. Mostly, the [Ward] is an elemental ward of some kind, and the metal is platinum. That’s a good 75% of all magical metals out there. Froststeel requires a lot of cold, so that’s hard to do, but we can get it done.” Grosgrena said, “A few notable exceptions are adamantium, as you say, and holyite. But the first is a secret and the second is something you’ll have to ask the gods about. It’s usually a Quest from a god to a follower to find holyite and craft it into an item, so I tend to stay out of that shit.”

“Okay. Fair enough.” Erick said, “I want to try platinum and [Prismatic Ward].”

Grosgrena smirked. “I thought you might.” She tapped a brilliantly white bar of metal sitting on the stone table. “That’s platinum. Let’s get to crushing!”

Erick smiled. He had an Ophiel expend himself as a [Prismatic Ward] across the crusher while he stuck the bar of platinum in the machine. Grosgrena turned it on, and it started crushing. With lightform precision and Domain power, Erick turned and held the platinum inside the cavity. Platinum screeched particularly loud as it deform—

Grosgrena cast a silencing spell, cutting off the screeches, as she said, “I used to love that sound when I was younger, but it grates sometimes when the [Ward] is strong enough. It appears your [Ward] qualifies.”

Erick smiled.

Grosgrena said, “We should have a tentative result soon, maybe four more minutes at this rate of crushing.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I heard you used [Metalshape] to do this process. I didn’t think it was actual physical crushing.”

“Hmm. Now that’s a topic.” Grosgrena said, “[Metalshape] will achieve weak versions of various magical metals, but only actual crushing and folding will achieve the strong stuff. If you’ve ever bought weak Deep Sky Silver, you probably got it from a source that used [Metalshape] to do their imbuing. We don’t sell that shi— Oh!” Grosgrena eyed the crusher the whole time, and now her eyes focused. “Looks a bit iridescent.”

Erick narrowed his eyes. “It’s not… Celesteel?”

“Close guess, but no. It has red notes. Celesteel has no red. I bet money that it’s prismsteel. Good for all elemental applications.”

“Oh. Well. Yeah. That would make sense, wouldn’t it.”

Grosgrena smirked. “Now, I’ve never used [Prismatic Ward] myself, but I reckon that if we added some titanium dust to the mix, then you’d get celesteel, for sure. Copper dust would get you hellite. That’s mostly just theory that I’ve read in some of the older books, though; no one around here has had [Prismatic Ward] in a long time. Now, neither of those outcomes would be well-made under your [Prismatic Ward], and you’d have to pound the platinum for ten times as long, but eventually, you’d get there. Pretty sure, anyway.” She said, “A much more efficient thing to do if you want celesteel is to make an [Exalted Restful Ward], then you could put plain platinum in the pounder and you’d end up with celesteel afterward.”

Erick’s thoughts caught on a snag. Something didn’t sit right with Grosgrena’s words. Erick asked, “If you used a proper [Exalted Restful Ward] then you would not have to add titanium dust to get celesteel?”

“Nope.” Grosgrena smiled, for she recognized why Erick was having trouble understanding what was happening here. She solved the puzzle for him, saying, “When you took apart those metals for us you solved the question of ‘how does this shit turn magical’, and in an unexpected way. Apparently, through this pounding process, and through the correct [Ward]s, parts of the platinum actually turns into titanium when you do this.”

“Uh.” Erick said, “So platinum actually…”

Changes atomic number? From 78 to 22? When under the effect of magic?

Okay.

Erick didn’t want to voice that theory, though, since it sounded crazy. Such an atomic action would release an absolutely vast amount of energy. Too much! It was difficult for Erick to actually wrap his head around exactly how much energy should be released in such an action.

Erick stared at the pounding pillars in front of him, his eyes going a bit wide.

Grosgrena wasn’t lying to him, either.

So.

Huh.

Well. There was a simple explanation. Magic existed. (Duh)

And apparently alchemy was real on Veird (also duh). And with those truths self-evident, there was probably a way to turn plain stone into gold. 

Who the fuck needed [Duplicate], when Particle Magic was right there— Oh.

Oh.

This was a problem.

Like, sure. [Cleanse] turned matter into mana, and this was fine and understandable, so Erick had no problems with the E = MC^2 stuff and platinum becoming titanium after taking a moment to think about it.

But the creation of gold out of nothing but the sand in one’s backyard, or out of thick air, was a much larger problem.

But maybe this was fine? Actually? Platinum was rather damned high on the periodic table, but gold was even higher. Going lower in atomic number was obviously possible, but going upward on the p-table? No evidence that was possible, yet.

And if it was possible, then such a spell would have been censured already? Right?

There were only 7 particles that were higher on the p-table than gold, and also stable. And most people never got near that end of the Condense line of spellwork, anyway.

And [Condense Gold] was Particle Mage Only… So.

Erick relaxed. No one was making gold out of nothing. The economy was fine. Erick hadn’t fucked over the entire world in the exact same way that the Headmaster had specifically warned him against, back when he learned [Duplicate] from the Old Dragon.

And so, Erick finished his thought, saying, “Platinum can turn into other metals? Neat.”

Grosgrena said, “We haven’t had any luck going up the particle mountain, but going down is easy enough.”

Erick smiled at that, all the while using his lightform to turn the platinum as needed, to allow the pounder to crush it down, letting the [Prismatic Ward] soak into the shiny silver metal. All the while, the platinum was becoming more and more rainbow-y.

Erick and Grosgrena spoke of magic and metals, and of all the most useful types of [Restful Ward]s.

Eventually, the conversation moved on to how spellwork flowed through a runic formation. His conversation with Darabella about all of that had given Erick a good starting point, but it had been a short conversation; not nearly long enough. Apparently, ‘how runes chained’ was a pretty simple answer that Erick would have found out if he actually tried making a formation himself. The magic went into the network, and was spread between every single valid rune, affecting stuff around those runes based on the spells imbued into the runes.

And that was all there was to that.

At the end of the metallurgy lesson, Erick left with a newfound appreciation for metals, a book to read, and some runic experiments to undertake. It had been a fantastic day.

The evening was great, too, with another nice dinner with everyone at Hothalls, and with Jane trying the 13-star meal and vanquishing it like the conqueror she was. Few others had ever accomplished such a feat, and Erick was proud of his daughter. For such an accomplishment, the owner even came out of hiding. The recluse was supposedly devoted to creating ever stronger and stranger spice concoctions which were able to burn and entice only the most foolish or brave sorts of people. He congratulated Jane on her accomplishment, then vanished, back into hiding, but not before handing Jane a few bottles of his own special 12-star blends. Those bottles held the same spice/beauty product that would turn her hair red. Jane was thrilled.

And also barely keeping it together.

Back at their rooms, Jane kept saying she was ‘perfectly fine!’ and ‘stop worrying about me!’ and ‘It’s only some blood coming out of my ears, I’m still at 50% Health!’, but eventually, Erick convinced her to accept a [Cleanse]. Instant relief! Both for her, from the pain, and for Erick, for having to watch Jane hurt herself like that.







- - - -







Erick woke up.

Today, he’d go see Darabella about more rune carving. He’d learn more about joining runes and flowing power between them.

Tomorrow, he’d do more metal work. Maybe make a shield for himself that could hold [Animadversion]. Maybe he could even combine runes and multiple small shields so that he could control many at a time, expanding the thorny shield’s most protective and reflective parts out into a net that could cover half of his body, if needed.

The day after, would be the [Withering] of the town.

And the day after that would be a banquet in his honor, held up at the noble district.

And sprinkled throughout all of that, Erick would help secure the Reset of the lands Down Below.

And then…

Something would happen.

When was the shit going to hit the fan? It had to be coming, soon, right? This was too comfortable, so something had to happen to upset the whole apple cart. Though… sure, these people were scared of him and that might make something bad happen, but probably not. People mostly didn’t mess with others higher on the power scale than them. They just ran away; screaming optional and not recommended.

But something was going to happen before all that.

And when it did…

Well.

If Erick was being honest with himself there were two outcomes to his stay in Enduring Forge. Both were… ‘bad’, in a sense.

Either the shit would hit the fan, which was option one. Or there was option two: which was a different sort of call to end his Worldly Path. Erick could easily see himself staying here, in Enduring Forge, long term. And plus! Linxel wasn’t too far away.

Enduring Forge and its people were wonderful.
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                The young princess of Songli had made a lot of great food for breakfast. Fluffy omelettes, cinnamon rolls, coffee in abundance, mounds of potatoes and onions, and thick-sliced piles of bacon were all on the menu. Nirzir had been rather delightfully happy to make it all, too; for the last hour, she had been humming to herself in the kitchen, singing minor starter songs that might soon become Songs of the Harmonic Void, as she tentatively named her new magic.

Everyone seemed to be having a decent morning, or evening, since some people were headed to bed after this.

But Erick threw a wrench into the mood, asking everyone, “Any problems happening around here? Anything strange going on in your lives or in what’s been happening around us that I should be aware of?”

Nirzir paused as she shoveled a minor hill of pan-fried potatoes and onions onto a plate for Teressa. “Uh.” Nirzir’s good humor soured, as she worriedly asked, “Why?”

Jane pointed a fork at her father, saying, “You want to get a war started around here? Because that’s how you get wars started.”

“Doesn’t take much to tip the Path one side or the other,” Teressa agreed. “But for what it’s worth, I haven’t seen or heard of anything, either when I’m with you, or when I’m out with the girls.”

Poi, who was having dinner to everyone else’s breakfast, sipped his bubbly berry tea, and said, “I have heard of nothing untoward, either. I feel your fears might be unfounded, but this is the Worldly Path, and events do seem to spiral with remarkable regularity.”

Jane eyed the drink in Poi’s hand, saying, “Do you like that blend, Poi?”

“I do.” Poi said, “I mostly like the carbonation, though. Anything with sugar and flavor would do similarly well.”

Erick brought the conversation back, asking, “No one has seen anything? Nirzir? Nothing?”

Nirzir shrugged. “Enduring Forge is one of the safest places I have ever been.” She dished out some more breakfast, saying, “You hear stories that some places are safer than others, and I expected to encounter some sort of problem down here, but there’s been nothing. The light even seems brighter around here, if you can believe that. The people in town remind me of when the people of Eralis started to hear that you had ended Terror Peaks; there were minor and major celebrations everywhere.”

Erick had seen those few celebrations, and he had tried to focus on the good, but the horrors of war and the aftermath of all that destruction had dominated his mind back then… Only two months ago. Had it really been that long? It seemed like yesterday.

His trip to the grasslands had turned out well, in the end. Was this that, again?

Erick guessed, “Could I have killed the problems coming at Enduring Forge by Resetting their lands?”

Teressa smiled wide, happy to say, “Look at that! You solved the problem before it was a problem!”

“The tournament you talked about is still over 13 days away.” Jane asked, “So unless you want to stay for that, then we’re gone? My sword is coming in today and that’s the only thing I’m waiting on.”

“My armor is a necessity as well,” Poi said. “Luckily, the Armorsmith has [Perfect Fit], so we won’t have to wait around for refitting, not that they could do much with adamantium resizing, anyway. We could be gone tomorrow.”

“Would have come in yesterday, but I heard Darabella was delayed.” Jane looked at her father, and teased, “Is it going to get delayed again?”

Erick felt a brief flicker of embarrassment. He had delayed the master Adamantium Rune Smith for a full day, hadn’t he? Erick decided to discard that useless emotion, and said, “I think my meeting with Darabella was extremely productive, so I’m probably going to have another visit with her today, if she’s available. Expect delays.”

“Hmm.” Jane looked to her father, and concern passed across her face. “I guess so.”

Teressa had a similar look to her. She glanced to Erick, seeming to confirm what she was seeing, then she looked to Poi. Poi said nothing, as he sipped his berry soda. Nirzir almost missed the chair as she tried to sit in her seat. She managed, but it was an almost-thing.

It seemed all of them had figured out that Erick was interested in Darabella at the same time, though Poi knew long before now, for sure.

So! Might as well pull off the bandaid.

Erick said, “Darabella is nice, but nothing is going on there—”

Poi frowned at the obvious lie. Everyone else seemed to take personal offense at the lie, too.

“Okay. Fine. She’s nice. I like her.” Erick said, “I’ll leave it at that.”

Jane frowned a little, but she pulled back her judgment, and asked, “Is Enduring Forge going to get a Yggdrasil, too?”

Erick had too many ways to go with that denial, so he named off the first few. “Firstly, me liking someone does not mean that their town gets a Yggdrasil sapling. Also, Yggdrasil hasn’t made any mention of needing to be in any more places than he already is. And I would never make world-altering decisions based on my likes or dislikes of someone I see in some other part of the world. Nothing has even happened yet.”

Jane dropped the conversation like it was poison, her entire demeanor shifting away from confrontation, toward vindication and relief, as she said, “Good.”

Erick didn’t feel like pursuing that topic, either, so he dropped it, too. Instead, he asked, “So what’s everyone else’s plans for the day?”

Nirzir looked to Jane, then ignored whatever had happened, and said to Erick, “I’m going to try making some spellwork soon. Maybe tonight. Could I ask for your assistance, then? It’ll be on the surface sometime after sundown.”

“Sure!” Erick happily asked, “What sort of assistance?”

“Just general backup.” Nirzir spoke as though quoting someone, “One should not attempt arcane designs on one’s own.”

“Of course,” Erick said.

Teressa said, “I’m doing whatever you’re doing, since Poi’s off to bed.”

“And I hope to be there for at least 8 hours, or until the deliveries show.”

The conversation moved on.

Erick casually interrogated everyone over their recent lives, looking for trouble that anyone might have spotted, but apparently no one thought the lack of problems was a problem. Erick hoped they were right. He hoped that Enduring Forge would be a quick and painless stop, with nothing much happening at all besides meeting nice people and learning about new-to-him magics.







- - - -







Erick arrived at the Rune Smithing tower with little fanfare except for the rapid evacuation of almost everyone else in the building, except Darabella and the guy at the front desk. After seeing that rapid exit, Erick promised himself that he wouldn’t stay too long today, but he was still going to get his lesson in, and perhaps maybe ask Darabella out on a date. Maybe she’d like to go to the banquet? That was coming up in a few days.

He met with Darabella on the third floor and rapidly got through pleasantries, the entire first few minutes passing like he was a teenager seeing a pretty girl for the first time, this time, though, he didn’t flub his words. But then, somewhere between a blink and a smile, Darabella got concerned and quiet.

Erick’s paranoia shot through the roof. Had he read the signs wrong? Had he misinterpreted what he was seeing? Maybe he wa—

“They’re talking of moving the tournament to this week, instead of next week; 5 days from now instead of 15.” Darabella said, “It’s because they want you to be here for that and they asked me to ask you to stay, if you were willing.” She rapidly added, “But you do not have to stay if you don’t want to; it’s completely up to you.”

… Ah.

Apparently Darabella had been charged with a task, to ask him to stay for a specific event, and she was worried that he would take it badly. But why would he take it badly? If a surprise tournament was the ‘big thing’ to happen in this part of the Worldly Path, then that was fine! More than fine, really. Erick was thrilled.

Erick said, “Nothing wrong in a tournament; yeah. I can stay.” He smiled, feeling lighter with every passing moment. Maybe Darabella would like to go to the tournament with him? Or… Maybe the banquet is better. Erick put off asking that question, though, as he said, “Jane wanted to go to the tournament, anyway. So what’s it all about? The tournament? Will there be a problem with people who planned to come already?”

“Oh?” Darabella stood stunned. Then she registered his words, saying, “Oh! You will? Great!” Then she heard his question. She added, “Uh. There shouldn’t be any planning issues. We have standing invitations to select groups of people all across Nelboor and the Near Underworld —anyone who can pay the entrance fee, anyway— so it’s not like this is some massive tournament that we can’t change dates on. But I don’t really pay attention to all that. I rune the weapons, and occasionally they turn into artifacts; that is the extent of my involvement in all that.”

Erick’s mind skipped a track.

“… ‘Occasionally they turn into artifacts’?” He laughed. “What?”

“Oh yeah.” Darabella waved her wooden knife, saying, “I’ve made four of them this past year, while five others have produced six, and that means we have 10 to give away as prizes.”

Erick remained perplexed, and it looked like Darabella was headed off on a tangent, so Erick pulled her back, “What do you consider an artifact?”

Darabella blinked a bit. Then she said, “The standard definition? Magical items that don’t decay due to use? Or overuse, either? Same as I heard about your rings.” She added, “The ones we make aren’t that great, though. Not as nice as another 25 points to All Stats. But they’re still good.”

“Ah? What kind of artifact, though? I thought you could only make magic last longer inside an item— Oh. That’s it, isn’t it. The magic never fades if you make the runes perfectly.”

Darabella smiled. “Yup! That’s it! Flying swords that never stop flying. Various other trinkets, sometimes— Well. It’s more like times-ten duration. Not forever. Making an artifact out of runes is a rare event that happens sometimes, but when you rune 20 pieces a day for a full year? It happens more often than you’d think.”

“What sort of weapons will be available?”

“Let’s see… I think there’s four flying swords. Those are extremely popular weapons so they get made all the time. Three of them are adamantium, but one of them is bloodsteel. That one was a special order, but since we ended up with an artifact, we had to make a second bloodsteel sword for the customer since he wasn’t willing to pay the artifact price. Second one was not an artifact; the customer was still happy.” Darabella said, “And then we have four flying shields; rather common defensive items there, too. Then we got a mage staff and a flying pair of ingots.” She said, “Those ingots were more of a joke item, but don’t underestimate the power of blunt adamantium [Strike]ing with the force of a 100 Strength warrior behind them. I think one bar is 10 kilos and the other is only three, so someone would have to make use of that discrepancy, too, which is a whole other problem.”

Erick had questions. First, he asked, “Ingots? As in ‘an ingot of steel’ that you melt down and turn into a weapon?”

“Exactly, yes.” Darabella said, “Once adamantium cools to a solid it’s near-impossible to change back into a usable form, so we plan our pours to the gram, but stuff goes wrong sometimes. Twice, in the case of these ingots. One of our crafters decided to try and make something out of the remnants. They apparently threw a whole bunch of odd runes onto the ingots —[Flying Heavy Striker], [Flying Speed Striker], [Flying Heavy Shield], [Flying Speed Shield]; those are the main ones— along with some connecting runes. More of an experiment than a real diagram. And it worked!” She smirked. “It worked really well.” She lost her smile. “They’re terribly hard to use, but some warrior will be able to use them, for sure. Someone always is. The tournament is first place through tenth, with winners taking their prizes from the lot in the order they’re won. If someone doesn’t want the weapons that are left, then they get their entry fee back… I think that’s how we’re still doing it?”

“That sounds rather interesting— The runic weapons, I mean. I want to know more about the connecting runes, but you mentioned a staff, and I see the blank staffs over there, but I haven’t actually seen a real runic staff before.” Erick asked, “What sort of spells go into a staff? How does that work?”

Darabella scrunched her lips, saying, “Making weapons for mages is always a difficult thing because they’re always unique items. The artifact staff for the tournament is no exception; I made it, so I would know. It’s based on [Flying Scorchball]. Do you know that spell?”

Erick rattled off, “[Conjure Force Elemental], base, then [Force Bomb] with Mana Altering for Fire for the Burn effect, along with the addition of any of the more permanent Force spells, so that the Bomb doesn’t explode; more that it just flies around at your command. It’s almost a mobile Rift-type spell, but aspected for damage, instead of buffing. The perfect resulting spellwork is tier 2 or 3.”

Darabella nodded, then said, “Making mage weapons is complicated, because you have to take all of that and put it in a weapon that acts as an anchor for the spell, and not as a destination of the spell, which is what happens with normal runic inscriptions. If you make a mage weapon wrong, by, say, sticking a simple [Fireball] in a staff, then you’ve handed over a self-exploding weapon to a person. More of a trap than a usable tool. You have to do like what I showed you with the [Floating Platform] to hold the [Light Ward] in the air away from the steel plate.

“But I’ve done this many times before, so I made the weapon to the man’s specifications, and it ended up an artifact. The first [Flying Scorchball] cast with the staff will remain under the control of the user for an indefinite amount of time. You can still have up to 5 Scorchballs flying around alongside the main one, but every Scorchball past the first only lasts 10 minutes.

“The customer didn’t like the artifact price, so he learned the hard way that runes should be implanted into weapons by a master.” Darabella said. “He blew himself up and we ended up with a weapon that not many can use.”

“Oh.” Erick frowned. “Poor guy.”

Darabella nodded. “About 36,000 gold poor, yes—”

Erick stifled a sudden laugh.

“—so now his weapon goes to the tournament, instead.” Darabella said, “The guy was a competent caster, too! He could have paid the artifact price money rather easily by hunting down some grand cores. It’s not like these weapons go bad.”

Erick nodded. “So how do you make a good mage weapon, then?”

“Hmm… You want to make one?”

“Yes.”

Darabella nodded, then said, “Let’s start with the theory and implementation of joining runes together, first, and then we’ll go from there to making a mage weapon.”

Erick nodded.

Darabella trailed her knife through the air, conjuring lightwards to explain herself, as she said, “There are two ways to join runes together. The first, and the easiest, is to place the desired runes on two ends of a system. A ‘system’ can be any single metallic object.

“There’s some complicated math involved here based on the magic saturation rates of metal and the outflow of spell effect and the distance between runes and a whole bunch of smaller stuff, like the type of metal you’re using, with magical metals of all kinds generally being better for all runework than mundane metals. But we’re going to ignore all of that, for now, and I’ll give you a few good rules to follow, and there is some math involved in this.

“For every letter of a completed rune, the magical effect imbued into that rune will effortlessly transmit a decimeter through the material in a spherical area, not a linear area, with the runework at the anchored center.

“This means, if you have a ten meter long stretch of steel that is a meter in diameter, and you put [Conjure Weapon], which is 8 runes, onto the caps of both ends of the system, you have made a system that will fail. The runes simply will not link that far.” She drew out some math, saying, “The volume of the area that [Conjure Weapon] can imbue is .27 cubic meters, while the volume of the 10 meter long cylinder is 7.85 cubic meters, meaning that to make a 10 meter cylinder of steel into a weapon, would require at least 30 joined carvings of [Conjure Weapon]. And the appropriate amount of spellwork imbued, of course.

“Also, ‘spherical area affected’ means that if you have a cylinder of steel only 10 centimeters in diameter, and ten meters long, which is a volume of .08 cubic meters, then a single [Conjure Weapon] rune will affect the entire system. Wires are very good for conducting runes. Generally, though, when you put down runes, the system to which you have attached them will generally be able to sustain the power of those runes, unless you're doing thick construction work. 

“Large scale runework is very complicated, though, and much more complicated than simply ‘carving more runes’, or ‘making the system thinner’, but that’s as far as we’re going with that, right now. Because you also have to take into account the area affected by the original spellwork which exists outside of the affected metal, which is also attached to the runework you imbue.” Darabella said, “For instance, [Flying Weapon] naturally allows for the user to use the conjured sword in a close-range area, which varies by specific person.

“But ignoring those variations, now we get into multi-imbues, which temporarily throws everything I already said out the window, because multi-imbuing changes everything.

“For every spell imbued into those runes, you double the distance that the runes affect, multiplying the volume affected by around 8. The average runework is more than enough to cover most every person-sized effect you would ever need to consider, from pixies to orcols, because, notice I said ‘spherical area’, and a sword is much, much, much less than a sphere.

“Now: there’s two parts to most spellwork. For [Conjure Weapon], there’s the actual effect, which is a sword in hand, but there’s also the connection it has to you, which is a lot more ephemeral. It is through the usage of this secondary aspect of spells that we are able to make mage-rune items; that we’re able to project the spellwork away from the staff.

“But unless you make this secondary aspect of your mage runes well, then you’ll only ever end up with staffs of [Fireball]s that explode in your face. Normal enchanting doesn’t have this problem, because the core dust takes care of all of these problems for you. But runework very much has this problem. The artifact [Flying Scorchball] staff I made had a range of Large, because it was very, very well made, with lots and lots of runes.

“[Flying Weapon] swords are limited by this spherical restriction, too, but you always use those close to your body except on rare occasions, so this is fine.” Darabella stopped her lecture, to see if Erick was understanding.

Erick summed it all up, “Expansive runework systems are needed to make a large item function properly, while specific runeworks are needed to ensure that you get range for your imbued spells.”

“Exactly.” Darabella said, “[Conjure Weapon] is 8 letters, so with a single set of runes you can fully rune swords of all but the most impractical sizes, since you’re still holding onto the weapon yourself.” She added, “Another way to increase range is to increase the number of spells you imbue into the item. Simply casting the same spell into an item twice will double the range, more than octupling the area affected. A third cast will only increase the area affected by half of the number of runework letters… And I think I’ve gotten into the math too much. But we can do a bit, here, to illustrate the progression.

“8 letters means .8 meters, which means about .27 cubic meters of volume. Let’s overcharge the [Conjure Weapon] with another cast, for 1.6 meters, or about 2.14 cubic meters of affected space. A third cast brings us to 2.4 meters, though, or about 7.24 cubic meters. The second imbue octuples the volume, but the third imbue only increases it by a factor of 3.4.

“Diminishing returns on volume and distance start to hit even harder than that, once you get up to four imbues. And while overcharging runes provides a brief boost of distance, that distance settles down to more duration rapidly enough, at a rate that goes down about as fast as the original spell’s duration decays, based upon how much overcharging you’ve done.

“Now, when it comes to very large systems, with many, many people putting in more and more power, you’re practically always on the lowest end of a downswing.” Darabella said, “Your range is more or less at the original size. But your duration is very, very large.” She looked to Erick for confirmation of understanding.

Erick said, “More power is useful temporarily, when the system has nothing in it, but more than anything, the number of runes in a system is what determines the distance the runes work at.”

“Correct.” Darabell said, “But we don’t write novels in weapons, for the mana prefers simple to complex, and too many directions will confuse the final product, just as it would for any actual tierwork done in the creation of higher spells.

“And this is where we get complicated. As in ‘creating spells’ complicated. Because that’s what we’re doing when we create mage-rune items. The user of the [Flying Scorchball] staff will essentially be creating a new spell every time they use that weapon, for non-standard, self-centered effects are difficult to make the mana understand what magic you want out of it.

“[Flying Striker]? Perfectly understandable; it's a weapon that’s controlled with your mind, which is what you’re already doing when you put a sword in your hand and swing it with your real muscles. [Flying Striker] uses an effect tethered to you, using your own physical capacity, except done magically, with as much skill as you possess yourself. Simple stuff. Using a Flying Weapon is about as hard as swinging a sword with an arm you didn’t know you had.

“[Flying Scorchball]? That secondary aspect of spells comes up again, because what have you made? Is it a [Fireball] centered on you? No. Is it a randomly moving conjured elemental? No. Is it a summon under your control? Yes. How does that work? Telepathically? Not really; it’s more of a general guidance which some people do with verbal commands, and some do with other means. Pointing and intent can fill a lot of blanks, but that’s not good enough for a spell effect you want to use strategically, and allow it to work under its own auspices.” Darabella said, “And this is why mage-runecraft is harder than warrior-runecraft.

“But there are solutions.

“For mage-rune items, you center your runes around the end-effect; simple, just like carving [Conjure Weapon] into a sword. But this will usually blow up in your face, so you have to add side-runes in an order-of-operations-like methodology. This is fine for base auras, though. A staff of auras is easy to make, and easy to power, too. But other spells are harder.

“For [Flying Scorchball], you actually add in a bunch of stuff that isn’t part of the spellwork itself so that the mana understands what you’re asking of it. For the staff I made, I added [Force Bolt], for the homing aspect and control aspect, along with [Force Platform] for the stability and more control. The guy who ordered the weapon was very skilled at controlling his spheres of power, but a weapon cannot do this without considerable intelligence, so several chained runes went into the staff to replicate his own honed capability and to allow the conjured elemental some of its own ‘fill in the blank’ power.

“Because putting a spell into a staff is essentially handing over most of the spell to the staff, itself.” Darabella said, “It’s complicated.” She smiled. “So let’s work out some of those complications! Now for this lesson, we’re going to be creating runes which will allow an imbued lightward to create a ball of light that hovers outside of the metal plate which contains your runework. So to do that, we will…”

Soon, Erick was carving.

Light and [Ward] were the first two runes, joined with a simple line, since that’s how you joined runes together. This prompted a small discussion about naming conventions because Erick had not written [Light Ward], which was Darabella’s preferred incarnation of that particular rune set; he had written them with the bracket spell designators only around [Ward], while Light was left on its own. Erick’s design worked, though had a different meaning than Darabella’s and was probably what caused the steel plate of the previous day’s wardlight experiment to light with a fluorescent bulb-like effect.

Then came [Force Platform], written smaller than the main runes, along with a single line branching off from the thicker line which had joined Light and [Ward] together. [Force Platform] was a subordinate spell to the main effect, after all. In this way, you would end up with a lightward floating in the direction the runes faced.

If, however, you did a trio of lines that joined every single word to each other, or a branching line that joined the three runes together, then you’d end up with the steel plate becoming the centerpiece of a solid light effect, instead of having a floating ball of light hover a meter away from the spellwork.

Usually.

“You can end up with really odd effects with seemingly insignificant changes in operational structure.” Darabella said, “But even more than that, if you imbued runework with spellwork that isn’t the main focus of the runes, then you’ll switch everything around, and you’d end up with the steel plate becoming a very weak [Force Platform] that glowed a bit. This is due to a loss of effect because you put the wrong magic in. This small bit of loss isn’t anything special, but when you run magic through a hundred different runes, then those inefficiencies add up exponentially. But go ahead and try imbuing [Force Platform] instead of a [Light Ward]; it should still function, somewhat.”

Erick did so.

The small steel plate acted exactly as Darabella expected it to act; a gently glowing [Force Platform] that looked both small, and weak. The steel plate itself hovered next to him and moved around tethered to Erick, as Erick moved, testing the spell. It behaved exactly as a [Force Platform] should, but then Erick pressed his hand onto the metal plate and the spell broke. The steel plate clattered to the ground.

He picked it back up and imbued it with a lightward.

A ball of light sprung out of the plate’s surface, to hover a meter away from the steel. Erick shook the steel plate, and the ball of light lazily tried to remain a meter away from the runed surface. Then Erick rapidly moved the plate through the air, from one side to the other, and the ball of light tracked its anchor, always attempting to remain a meter away from the front surface of the metal plate. Erick spun the metal plate, and the lightward tracked that spinning, too.

… There was a lot of potential here, but for exactly what, Erick could not say.

Darabella smiled the whole time Erick experimented. When he finished, she said, “Looks like you made it perfectly well! Let’s move on to more complicated experiments. Any requests?”

“Sure.” Erick asked, “Could I make a rune that only turns on when someone touches a part of it, or imbues a basic spell into it, triggering a main effect? No need to imbue spellwork at all?”

“Ah! So you have been reading up a bit! This is a triggering effect, and it’s necessary for all the higher uses of runes.”

“Uh. I haven’t read anything at all.” Erick said, “Nice to know my guess was correct, though.”

Darabella smiled wide, then said, “Let’s move on to triggering mechanisms, then. Let’s make a staff of [Glowballs]s that stores four [Glowballs]s and then releases at a target with the power of five [Glowballs]s when you put in number five. It is easy to extrapolate this mechanism to larger workings, like for making a staff of [Grand Fireballs], but through the use of runes, it’s considerably easier than trying to actually make that spell, or that staff. Mana costs and opportunity costs not taken into consideration, obviously.”

Erick was all ears.

Darabella nodded, saying, “There are two ways to make a staff of grand [Glowball]s using runes. This is why I spoke of the area of spellwork as it is linked to runework being dependent on several factors, of which infusion speed and decay time are the two most important factors.

“It is through this mechanism that we can make imbued spellwork ‘cross thresholds’ and thus trigger.

“The first way to make a staff trigger and release a [Grand Glowball], or whatever, is to make it so that when you throw five [Glowball]s into the staff in five Script Seconds, the expansion of area of effect caused by the imbued spellwork’s existence will trigger a release of the imbued spellwork.

“The second, much better way to make a staff of [Grand Glowball]s, is to make the triggering mechanism a different rune system, that can link to and trigger the main rune system via the expansion of affected area effect. In this way, you can actually stick many, many more [Glowball]s into the [Glowball] rune system, and they can lay dormant until the triggering rune is flipped. With a well-enough made system, you could soak a staff with a thousand [Glowball]s, and through utilizing ten different triggering systems, you could have a staff that triggers up to ten times in one hour, or, with a much more complicated system, you can have a staff that triggers once every other Script Second.

“The first method is safer, but opportunity costs are terrible when you’re in the moment, and everything you do matters. It’s fine when you have all the mana and time you want, but what you need is power. This is often not the case, though, since mana and time are usually much more important than power.

“The second method is for when you can prepare ahead of time, and then unload your spellwork when you need to. The second method is the preferred methodology, since it allows you to spend mana and time when you have extras of both. Either formation can create artifacts, but I prefer the second formation, because of stated reasons. This is the methodology that I carved into the staff of [Flying Scorchballs].

“That particular staff is rated for a million mana worth of [Flying Scorchball]s, which is about 4000 casts. Releasing the first, and permanent scorchball is necessary to release all the rest, and it can be released once per half hour, for 10 mana a pop, with the trigger based on [Force Bolt], which acts as initial destination/target for the [Flying Scorchball]. More scorchballs can be released for 10 mana per ball, with a max of five out at any one time, each of those extras circling around the main ball.

“There’s a third storage and triggering method that is rarely used, but we will talk about it if only to acknowledge it, for this third method is far beyond the skills of most Rune Smiths. This third method is used at the Bastion Down Below, where we have canisters of [Fireball] that we can fill up off-site, and then, during a time of trouble, we stick the canisters into the cannons. One hit of the triggering runes will discharge the cannon, firing off a [Grand Fireball] that is almost a Super Large Area spell.

“I’m going to teach you the first two methods, because the triggering mechanism is more delicate than the main mechanism, and works on an arcane understanding of runes.”

For a long moment, Erick was reminded of how Darabella had mentioned that runework was sort of like [Renew]. Now that she spoke of ‘triggering mechanisms’ and ‘canisters filled off-site’, Erick believed her. He said, “So you really can take a dozen [Fireball]s cast by a dozen different people, throw them in a canister, save it for a later day, and then fire off all that spellwork at once, when needed?”

“Very much, yes. But we’ll work on [Glowball] today.” Darabella smiled, happy that she had been fully understood, as she added, “A flash of light is much easier to recover from than a room full of flames!”

“But what about the fact that magic from different people doesn’t like to mix?” Erick asked, “That cooperative casting is a big hurdle to overcome when dealing with magic cast by many separate people?”

“Oh? We mostly dodge that problem through the use of runes.” Darabella said, “Proper runework will force the spells cast into them to adhere to certain shapes. Like…” She paused in thought. She said, “Imagine instead of carving runes, you’re carving a hole into a sheet of metal of a certain shape. Imagine punching a four-point star into a sheet of metal. This shape defines the shape of the spells that can be accepted by the metal. Now, with everyone else, they all cast their ‘star magic’ of different shapes. You got your bulbous stars, or five-point stars, or three-point stars. But the rune does not move, while the magics of people are mutable. So when a caster shoves their star into the star-shaped hole, the caster’s star either bends to fit the shape, but with loss of power, or it doesn’t fit at all.

“I believe I mentioned that some people could not contribute to the [Light Ward]s of Enduring Forge? Or to any of the other spells in the runic web, for that matter.” Darabella said, “This is the ‘cooperative casting’ problem; most people can shove their spells into the proper slots, but with a bit of loss, but some people cannot fit their spellwork into the system at all.

“This is also why I have the Class Ability of Greater Shifting Runes. It’s not so useful for the runic web of a city, but for artisanal weapons, used by the specific people they’re made for, this allows the runes I scribe to shift to better fit the spellwork shoved into them.”

“… Oh.” Erick was struck by the idea of [Renew] again, and questions spilled out of him, “Could anyone shove any amount of mana into a fixed rune and have the magic described by that rune function as written? What about a filtering system for mana, so that any input could be transformed into the appropriate output? Could I make a runic web that allowed people to shove in any amount of mana they wanted, and the outcome would be a [Prismatic Ward] sized to the runic web?”

Because that would solve the problem of town defense; such a solution could be easily sized to any city and population.

… But it probably didn’t work like that, and as Darabella took a little while to consider her response, Erick realized that it very much didn’t work like that.

“Mostly no. Technically yes.” Darabella said, “Such a working is possible, and people have been trying to do it for a long time with some success, but this is the problem of shoving the wrong magic into a runic web. For small systems, you simply get odd effects, but for large systems, you end up with nothing. We do have a few successful examples of what you theorize, though. Those successes are locked up in vaults in the noble district. I have seen several of them, but mostly… The problem is mana conversion is very, very costly. For a thousand mana input, for such a conversion, you might get a single mana of properly aligned output.”

Erick breathed out slowly and with great deliberation as the weight of Darabella’s words took hold. If he could refine a process that had already proven possible, then…

That would be [Renew].

Thinking about it now, such a spell would probably look like a donor taking their mana and making it manifold and —for lack of a better classification at the moment— ‘bouncy’ or ‘flexible’, or something like that. The mana would have to be stable enough to stick together through the paring-down process that seemed to occur when it went through a runic web, through a bunch of molding runes, and then entered the final casting runes, taking on the exact shape it needed to take before it was ‘shoved into the star-shaped slot’, as Darabella put it.

He might be wildly off-base with all of that, though.

But according to his own Undertow experiments, it was certainly possible to Drain a person’s mana and use that mana in a zero-loss manner to bolster the Undertow spell. Therefore, it should be possible for a sufficiently advanced runic system to be able to accept raw, donated mana. And if not, then Erick could just make a runic web with an Undertow spell inside of it that could then do most of the required ‘molding’ work.

Erick said, “So this is all really amazing. I’m glad I came here to learn this.”

Darabella grinned, showing off pearly teeth. “Me too! So let’s work on a staff of [Glowball]s— Ah. Wait. Uh. I have a few adamantine pieces to rune today. I think your daughter’s sword and your other guard’s armor are among them?” She glanced up, and up, at Teressa, then turned back to Erick, saying, “Yup. Your other guard’s armor. The smaller one.”

Teressa grinned in the corner of the room, saying nothing.

Darabella said, “Want to see me rune those items? Then I can answer all your questions about those and then we can make the staff of [Glowball]s; All of these lessons work well together.”

Erick said, “I would be delighted to see all of that, and then, if you have any recommendations for any reading, then I would be honored to know those recommendations, too. I can get out of your space after that, since I know you must be busy.”

“No no!” Darabella had a controlled panic, then she calmed, saying, “You don’t have to go that fast! But… Reading? Eh…” Darabella said, “Yeah, we have some books… Nothing published like the Arcanaeum Consortium publishes them, but we do have our own logbooks of runes and diagrams and all that.” She said to him, “Anyway. It’ll take twenty minutes to do your daughter’s and your guard’s items, and then we can move on? Sounds good? We can take all the time we need, or want, Erick.”

Erick smiled. “Sounds great.”

“Then let me set up some stuff…”

Darabella told Erick what she was doing as she went to the various wooden crates sitting to the side of the room. With a flick of her wooden knife, she popped open the crate labeled for ‘Jane Flatt’. With a quick dig into the woodchips inside, she retrieved the weapon. Jane’s black sword was a weighty thing of 6.5 kilos of solid adamantium, hilt and all, with a blade a meter in length, and a 30 centimeter hilt. It was single-edged and straight, with a straight-back tip and no crossguard at all. It was meant to be able to fly and pierce into then cleave out of an enemy, and it seemed rather capable of doing that, looking much like a weaponized length of rebar, and not much like a proper sword at all. Still, it was what Jane had wanted; a bit bigger than a normal sword for her size frame, and heavily focused on cutting power. Packed away in the box was a little removable crossguard, too, which could slide onto the blade and click into place, but for now, the removable hilt remained off of the weapon.

The weapon itself already had nascent grooves, pre-carved, that would accept the main [Flying Weapon] runes that Darabella was to imbue. Darabella would be putting a bunch more smaller, refining runes into the entire piece, where she felt like it, but those smaller control runes had not been pre-carved.

Working on adamantium after it was allowed to cool was a large problem, though, and carving runes was no exception. Darabella had a solution to that, though. She brought the sword over to the white stone table and locked it into place in the center, then she went to the manasphere controls at the side of the room. Those controls connected to the surrounding wall, and the adamantium spheres that rested upon that wall.

“You might feel a tingling in the air; that’s normal!” Darabella said, as she touched off some complicated shifting of the controls, sending bright copper glows into the workings.

Two stories down and floating on the wall around the whole tower, meter-wide adamantium spheres began to softly glow with a burnished-copper light, like the sea at sunset; the color of Darabella’s mana. Those orbs rotated slightly, aligning ‘properly’, whatever that meant; whatever was happening out there was too far out of Erick’s expertise to understand. All he truly knew was that, yes, the air did start to tingle, and his mana sense dropped to maybe half of its original distance. Darabella was letting her Domain out to play.

Darabella said, “Step back, please. Beyond the black line in the floor.”

Erick did so, stepping a good two meters away to leave Darabella as the only one in the room near the stone table, near the sword. This was fine, as Erick’s Perception, remaining mana sense, and his good eyesight was more than enough to see the smallest details that she might carve into Jane’s sword.

“When I pick up my actual enchanting blade, please do not talk to me, or disturb my creation. We can talk after I put my tools back into their box.”

Erick nodded, saying nothing. He watched.

Darabella looked to him, and seeing compliance, she nodded, too. Then she closed her eyes.

The manasphere tingled. The world seemed to highlight with color and sensation as Darabella opened her hands and relaxed, dropping her wooden knife as she metaphysically let her hair down. Her Domain blossomed outward, highlighting the world near her in fractured rainbows. And then she opened her eyes, and glared upon her task. Her and the sword; those were the only two things in the entire world at the moment. She smiled a cutting smile as her eyes focused her dissecting sight upon the length of Jane’s future weapon.

And then she breathed out, and she changed.

Gone was all frivolity, and uncertainty. Here now was a woman who could cut the world in half and felt no sympathy for its survivors. Erick almost took another half step back. Teressa went on edge, but hers was a weak thing compared to Darabella’s; a butter knife compared to metaphysical molecular wire.

Darabella saw the sword. She touched the bladed tip with a finger. The black adamantium shifted to white, and grey, and every monochrome color in between black and radiance. She pulled her finger back, and smiled a predatory grin as the sword calmed down to dull illusions.

With a deft flick, she opened a small compartment on the side of the white stone table, exposing a black adamantium knife that seemed ancient with power. And then the knife was in her hands; she had not moved to pick it up, and it had not flown to her grip. The knife was simply where it was supposed to be; in her grip.

Together, the Rune Smith and her knife became one complete entity of cutting horizons. Darabella’s edges became cut-glass rainbows, while her hand became a monochromatic dance of light and shadows, narrowed to a single, glorious point.

Darabella and Jane’s sword were still the only two things of notice in the entire room, but while one was perfect in her delineation, the other was a poor facsimile of a Truth. So Darabella worked on fixing that discrepancy of what was, turning it into what should be.

She carved runes of power into one side of the black blade, like the world’s most perfect calligrapher, her arms forever steady, her hands never not where they were supposed to be, her knife always carving away exactly what it was meant to carve. She revealed the jewel underneath a drab exterior.

[Flying Striker] appeared out of the deep grooves of the weapon. The sword creator’s original wording was completely obliterated by Darabella’s, as she shaped her perfect version of the world with her impeccable runes.

Then she added more designs, smaller than the original one, and quickly emplaced here and there as only a master Rune Smith knew how to do, flipping the sword over with the controls on the table as she needed. ‘Pierce’ went into the three sides of the weapon, near the tip. A hundred ‘Cut’s, in tiny, almost imperceptible Ancient Script, went down the length of fuller, near the edge, first on one side, and then on the other. A bevy of ‘Control’ and ‘Solid’ and ‘Swift’ and a bunch of other Ancient Script runes of which Darabella knew how to use, but which she had not explained to Erick, circled the hilt, transforming the solid surface into a grippable surface with spiraling, tiny words.

And then even more runes went into the weapon. A particularly strong-looking series of six runes circled around the base of the hilt; ‘Fire’, ‘Air’, ‘Light’, ‘Water’, ‘Stone’, ‘Shadow’. Followed by ‘Prismatic’ placed directly in a location of power directly on the end of the hilt itself.

A few more stray runes went into the working here and there, and then Darabella switched from carving runes to producing artistic swirls and flows, surreptitiously joining runes to each other in a flowing manner which Erick only sort of understood because he knew Jane’s desired outcome. Everything else he saw was easily understandable from there, for Jane wanted a sword that would work with every single Elemental Body she had, and she had all of them. The sword would let her borrow the adamantium’s indelible strength whenever she was air, or light, or prismatic, or anything else.

Darabella pulled back from the sword, her eyes scouring the weapon for faults and finding none.

Then she went back in, and with one final touch, ran her monochrome horizon across the edge at a shallow angle, imparting a small token of her own severe edge to the sword. And then she had the stone table flip the weapon over and she sharpened the other side.

Darabella pulled back and eyed her work, and was satisfied. She was done. She slipped her adamantium rune dagger back into the slot in the side of the stone table, and closed that drawer. The world seemed to linger on the edge of severity for one long moment, and then it was over. Darabella’s horizons vanished.

She sighed, as though she was picking her burdens back up, and perhaps she was, for she tiredly went over to the control mechanisms of the adamantium orbs, and flipped a few gears. The air calmed.

The moment of magic had passed.

Darabella smiled softly, breathing deep, and said, “You can talk now, and approach the table.” She walked back to the table with the sword, her exhaustion rapidly fading as she asked, “What do you think?”

“That. Was. Amazing!” Erick stepped to the weapon, saying, “That’s a heck of a lot more complicated than I would have thought!”

“Oh yeah.” Darabella said, “I like to do more than is necessary, than to find out after the fact I have not done enough, since Shifting Runes will allow for gradual optimization of all runic structures, and your daughter’s request was a lot more complicated than normal.” She gestured to the sword. “So let’s go over this. Here you have…”

They spoke for a good twenty minutes on the intricacies of the runic structure, going over the flow of the main runes, as well as the influencing runes which would bring about specific effects. Those influencing runes, the ‘cut’s and the ‘control’s, were new to Erick.

“I’m surprised that you got the edge so straight when you sharpened it, too.” Erick said, “That’s a master’s skill in itself.”

Darabella blushed as she smiled, her cheeks dimpling. “When you’ve sharpened as many swords as I have, then this much is expected.”

“I can see that, I suppose.” Erick asked, “How do you test it to see if it’s an artifact or not?” He smirked. “Am I going to have to pay the artifact price?”

Darabella blushed even more, laughing a little. “Even if it is an artifact, that’s fine. Don’t worry about that. But I don’t think it is; I didn’t feel the usual pull when I make an artifact. But if it should happen to turn into an artifact through use? Then that’s your good fortune— or your daughter’s I suppose. That happens sometimes.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Okay.”

Darabella nodded, and went right along, saying, “But about the testing… Your daughter will have to use the weapon for a while, cycling through all of her Elemental Bodies as she does. She’ll have about a week of experimentation and tempering before my Greater Shifting Runes fades, so she’ll have to work the weapon as hard as she can during that time.”

“She’ll be thrilled, I am sure.”

Darabella asked, “Ready for your guard’s armor? This one should be easier.”

“Yes, please.” Erick said, “It’s amazing watching you work.”

Darabella gave a few small giggles as she picked the weapon off of the table and brought it back to the box, where she stuffed it back into the woodchips and closed the lid. Then she moved that box aside and grabbed the box with Poi’s armor set.

Poi’s runework required the adamantium orbs outside to be in a different configuration than they had been for the sword, bringing a tempered solidity to the air instead of an amplification of horizons, which was only a part of the difference of enacting this particular runework. The most major difference of this job, though, was the inclusion of joining runes between every single separate piece of armor, to allow Poi’s [Weightless Armor of Silent Reflections] spell to bridge the air gaps between armor pieces, ensuring that his spellwork imbued the entire shiny black thing, from the helmet, to the gauntlets, to the greaves, and everything between. Once it was fully imbued, it should turn fully silver, too; Poi would not be walking around in black armor in Spur, no way.

Other than that, the armor’s carving was a rather simple runic map that mostly took place on the interior of the breastplate.

When that was over, Darabella shifted the adamantium orbs to a neutral position, explaining how they were only necessary when carving adamantium, to make the impossibly hard metal more pliant to her touch.

They moved on to mage staff creation, as Darabella plucked an unadorned steel staff out of a box in another room. It was a simple four-sided thing that was thicker on one end and tapered to a flat bottom on the other; it was to be the staff of [Glowball]s.

After twenty minutes of Darabella carving into the steel staff with her wooden dagger, explaining everything she was putting into the working, the staff was done. Erick didn’t have the spell [Glowball] himself, but after Darabella explained what the spell was, exactly, Erick had little difficulty flowing mana through [Ward], but for lightwards, and [Force Bomb], to make the necessary spell. He showed off his own skills with making spells, and Darabella seemed to find that interesting too, in her own way.

The spell [Glowball] was rather unimpressive, but Erick supposed that it would be useful for conjuring a light into hostile hordes.




	
Glowball, instant, long range, 75 mana

Conjure a quick ball of mana that unfolds into a large light upon striking a surface. The light lasts for 24 hours.














After that, Erick could have stuck around for more lessons, but he saw the work piling up downstairs. It was time to go.

“Thank you, so much, Darabella.” Erick said, “This has been very enlightening.”

“I’ve had fun, too!” Darabella smiled brightly, almost going to ask him something, but she stopped and turned away. She softly said, “Thanks for coming by.”

Erick latched on to the opportunity, saying, “They’re holding a banquet or something in a few days at the noble district if I have that right. Would you like to go with me?”

Darabella brightened, but a shadow crossed her eyes. After a moment, Darabella said, “Yes. I would love to.”

Erick mentally took his paranoia out back and shot it in the head, and then he put on a happy face and said, “Then I will pick you up at the appropriate time… Wherever your home may be? Or from here?”

With a tight smile, Darabella asked, “Uh? Sure? I. Uh. Live down on Steel Street, across from the Church of Forgotten Light— Ah. Ha ha? You don’t really need directions though. You could find me wherever I went?”

Darabella’s expression was only superficially a smile.

Things had gotten very weird, very fast.

Erick brushed off his own concerns and tried to mitigate whatever might be going on with Darabella, saying, “If you don’t want to, that’s fine. I merely thought that—”

“I want to go with you to the banquet.” Darabella discarded her own inhibitions and spoke with calm authority, “Pick me up an hour before the event. I don’t know when the banquet is, but I’ll be sure to have at least ten different people remind me when it’s happening so that I can be ready. I haven’t been to a banquet in a long time though, Erick, so please forgive me for my oddities.”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “Then I will pick you up an hour before the event, Darabella.”

Darabella nodded, saying, “I look forward to the night, Erick— Oh! Wait. Uh.” She lost her edge again, going a bit scatterbrained as she said, “You’re leaving now then, yeah?”

Erick paused, feeling like he had been tossed from one side of the room to the other.

And then Darabella handed Erick the staff, saying, “Here. Take this. And the other stuff, too, of co— Oh!” She rushed to her desk, paused to look around, then she grabbed two small books from the shelves behind the desk. She handed those off to Erick. “Some books on runes. Bring them back when you’re done and don’t forget your completed items! Tell me how they work out!”

“… Of course. Thanks again, Darabella.”

“See you later, Archma— Erick.”

…

Erick nodded.

Between Erick and Teressa and Ophiel they had more than enough hands to make light work of carrying the loot back to the rooms. Which is what they did.

Along the way out of the Smithy, Teressa smirked as she teased, ‘Good luck with that one, Boss.’

‘Ah… Thanks.’
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                Erick stepped into his temporary home, calling out, “Jane! Sword! Poi! We got your—”

Jane was suddenly there, right in front of Erick in a flicker of shadows, trying to act calm while she was obviously very excited. She looked to the smaller crate held in Ophiel’s light, asking, “So. Uh. I see it’s ready.”

Erick smiled as he handed over the crate, saying, “I got to see Darabella rune it, and she says—”

With strong arms, Jane ripped off the cover of the box, spilling woodchips everywhere as she grabbed for the black sword inside. The box fell to the floor as she held her prize in her right hand. Her eyes shimmered with an almost primal love as she stared upon the cutting edge.

Erick picked up the removable hilt that had fallen to the floor and shoved the woodchips back into their box, continuing, “—You’ve got to cast your spells into it, and be sure to use all of your Elemental Bodies, too. It should soak in everything you give it, and since it was made with Greater Shifting Runes, then it will get a lot better for you, personally, with use. The Shifting Runes will only last a week though, so you have to use it well and true while you can make the most difference.”

He had been trying to hand Jane the hilt this whole time, but she was only now able to look down and spot the bit of metal in Erick’s hands. She took the slip-on hilt, and seemed to debate with herself about putting it on the sword, or not. She put it in her pocket, instead, and then she started swishing the black sword through the air, feeling the grip and adjusting her fingers, smiling all the while.

Erick continued, “Do be sure to use all of your abilities to their utmost for the next week. Also, I heard that they might be moving the tournament up to five days from now, so there’s a goal for you.”

Jane froze. Her smile vanished. She looked to her father, and asked, “Are they changing the tournament dates because of me?”

Erick froze. It seems he had stepped onto a landmine.

In retrospect, he should have thought of this possibility, for what Jane had guessed was likely very true.

… Whelp! Whatever! Landmines went off when they were stepped on, not when you took your foot off. This situation was well and truly blowing up at him so he might as well confront it head on.

Erick said, “They’re changing the dates because of me, which is likely because of you; yes.”

Teressa casually yet quickly walked away, carrying Poi’s boxed up armor to its owner, in the other room. On her way to Poi she casually nudged Nirzir back out of the hallway. The princess had poked her head out to see what was happening, but at being poked back, she almost took offense, but then she did not; Nirzir saw something was going down between Erick and Jane and she decided she did not need to be a part of that.

… But as moments ticked on, and Erick saw everything happening around him while he waited for his daughter to further react… Jane did nothing except stare into the middle distance. She wasn’t reading blue boxes. She wasn't disassociating. She was probably just thinking.

And then she came back to herself. Jane looked to Erick, and asked, “Could you tell them to not change the dates for me, please?” She added, “I won’t be participating in their tournament, even if they make allowances for me. I couldn’t—” She breathed deep, then said, “I think… I need to carve out my own life, dad. And this… This vacation has been— It’s been all about you, and that’s fine. You’re doing wonderful things! You’re… Doing a lot. But changing the dates of a tournament for me…” Jane said, “I really don’t like that. I don’t think I could even show my face there, now that I know this. I… I need to do my own things.”

Erick took a moment, then he spoke the thoughts that had suddenly filled his mind, “So I’m being paranoid here, but while I don’t think Darabella or anyone else did anything to that sword you’re holding, I want you to remain for at least 5 more days, so I can be sure nothing odd is happening here. And then you can go do whatever you want.”

“Okay.” Jane said, “Then that is what I’ll do. I’m probably going to go to the Deep Underworld. Find some real monsters. Get to level 95.”

A sense of deep exasperation flowed through Erick, and he asked, “Why?”

“Because it’s the only place that is absolutely filled with problems that you cannot solve because the only way through most of the Underworld at all is with [Stone Body], and you don’t have that. We’re close to the main roads, too, and you’re not going to the Underworld yet, but I want to.” Jane said, “So that is what I’m going to do. I hear the Adventurer’s Guild has their old main offices a thousand kilometers off of the Core, almost directly below central Quintlan. That’ll be my goal. From there, there’s millions of people scattered in the dark in need of help, and I have the tools to help, so I will.”

“You’ve thought about this a lot, haven’t you.”

“Ever since I heard there was an Underworld, but moreso when we actually arrived here.” She added, “Besides… You don’t need me, dad. Not anymore.”

“I’ll always need you in my life, Jane.” Erick was hurt, and he had no idea how to express that hurt without hurting Jane in return. “But I understand that you need to be your own person.”

Jane said nothing.

Erick said, “If this [Gate] thing works out, then those old offices are going to get permanent [Gate]s, too. The main offices of the Adventuring Guild in Archipelago Nergal would get a Gate, as well.”

“I won’t be going away forever.” Jane said, “But... I can’t stand people changing to appease me, and I don’t want handouts. I can’t understand how you could be okay with any of this, either.” She said, holding her sword which she had only gotten due to Erick’s meddling.

But Erick wasn’t going to mention that to her; no way.

He stood there, not sure what to say, so he said nothing.

Jane continued, “Those women who flashed you on the street the other day? That’s… That’s not right. Do you know that I’ve been propositioned with millions of gold and marriages into dynasties and— And all so that people could talk to you.” She looked down at the sword in her hands, and her eyes went wide. “And I suppose I finally accepted one of those offers, didn’t I.” With eyes wider still, she said, “And I promised myself that I wouldn’t let you help me too much. This is too much, isn’t it?”

From one gift to a sudden breakdown in psyche. Erick really should have seen this coming, but… He did not expect this, either. Jane had seemed fine the past two days! Perfectly fine. Obviously, she was not.

Erick strongly said, “It’s not too much, because this world is dangerous, and everyone needs all the help they can get. Including me. Including you.” Erick stepped forward and took his daughter in his arms, hugging her tight, while Jane stood there unsure of anything, with one arm off to the side barely gripping her sword and the other almost scared to return the hug. Her eyes watered. Erick said, “Keep that in mind when you’re out there saving the world; you don’t have to go alone.”

Tears fell.

Jane whispered, “I want a Privacy, dad. I don’t like everyone seeing—”

Erick cast a [Sealed Privacy Ward] around them, locking them away from the eyes of the rest of the world.

Jane’s sword suddenly clattered to the ground as she wrapped both her arms around her father, returning his embrace. Tears flowed, for there was no more cares about loss of face.

As his own tears fell, Erick forced a smile and tried out a joke, “You’ve already cried in front of everyone at Hothalls, so this is nothing compared to that public embarrassment.”

Jane barked out a laugh as she cried, and hugged tighter. She sighed, expelling most of her pain, then she said, “Everyone bends over backwards for me and for you. I can’t trust anyone after they learn who I am.” Then she stopped crying, and pulled away; Erick let her go. “I want to talk about some stuff, dad. Let’s… Go to the living room, instead of the hallway.”

“Sure.” Erick picked up Jane’s sword with a wave of his light. He handed it to her, teasing, “You should take care of your new weapon; you don’t want to lose the edge!”

Jane smirked, rubbing her puffy face with one hand as she grabbed the sword with the other. “If a simple drop to the floor ruins the edge of a near-indestructible sword, then I think we have more problems than a lack of proper sword etiquette.”

They relocated to an empty side room with a small bookshelf and a pair of chairs with a small table between them. Erick relocated the Privacy, too, with a recast.

Jane dragged up a painful past, saying, “Remember that orcol guy back at Treehome?”

“… I do.” Erick flushed with worry, and then with resolve. “Do I need to add another person to my body count?”

Jane’s eyes went wide, and then she chuckled, rapidly turning into a full blown laugh.

Erick spoke over her laugh, “I’m serious.” And he was; paranoia was hitting hard today, it seemed. “What was his name? Kordon?”

“That’s him.” Jane smiled, saying, “And no. You’re not killing him. But thank you for the offer.”

Erick found himself involuntarily shuddering out a ragged breath, rapidly saying, “Oh good gods. I did not want to have to do that.”

Jane smirked, saying, “Kordon was… He was a great guy. We… Had relations, and then he decided that he could be rich if he was with me because you would always have money. I almost gutted him right then and there but Kordon played it off as a joke, though I knew it was him testing the waters. The same thing almost happened in Songli after you were outed— Or you outed yourself, I guess. Three times, it happened; three different propositions, each totally genuine. Not to mention all the ones that I’d rather not discuss.

“I had to be diplomatic about the one guy because he was Nirzir’s brother.” She said, “I get that you’re some… World power, now. And that’s fucking weird as all fucking hell. But I can get behind it. But everything else about that— All the attendant responsibilities that I’ve read in stories about noblesse oblige and marrying for power and cementing alliances? Intellectually, I understand that that is how this type of thing works, but emotionally... It’s fucking me up, dad. Though I love you, and what you’ve done, I do not like that this is my life now.” She said, “I think the worst part is that I can’t enjoy any of it because I know that I didn’t earn a single bit of it.”

Erick listened, and then he said, “I’m sorry it didn’t work out with Kordon.”

Jane waved him off and brushed away a sudden tear, saying, “It was never going to work with that asshole. He even said to me— Before we were together— He said to me ‘You’re a fucking princess!’ and that I couldn’t have defeated him in a fair fight without all the artifacts I was wearing. And I was wearing artifacts.” She held up her hands, showing her rings. “Two of them!” She cursed, “Gods! I don’t know what the fuck I saw in that guy. At least you managed to find a good one, but Linxel didn’t work out, either?”

“Different lives. Different sides of the globe. Amicable split.”

“Amicable is about all you can hope for, I guess.”

Erick smiled softly. “This is true, Jane.”

Jane frowned at herself. “Least your relationships have been because the people wanted you, right? Or was Linxel a leech, too?”

And here came the uncomfortableness.

Erick had raised Jane on his own, and because of that, they had talked about every topic under the sun, including topics that Erick had found himself (on a bad day) wishing that Jane had her mother to talk to instead. He hadn’t had a bad day like that in a very long time, though. Erick was there for Jane, for whatever she needed. He was actually thrilled that she still spoke about her love life with him, if only to know that she was okay, and that she was making correct decisions.

Though right now, in this space, they were talking about relationships in general, and that included his own relationships. That was the only truly uncomfortable part of this talk, so Erick took a moment to consider how much to tell Jane about his own current love life and prospects.

This was not the first time they had had this discussion. For Jane, this was a topic that was rather explosive when handled incorrectly, because Jane would love to have a second father, and she even encouraged Erick dating men...

But Jane did not want another mother in her life. Never again. Never, ever again.

And yet, none of that was Jane’s decision to make. 

“Linxel was nice. Not going to happen, though. Too many responsibilities elsewhere and neither of us were willing to have a long distance relationship.” Erick said, “But I am going on a date with Darabella to the banquet in a few days.”

Jane instantly said, “She only wants your power and money.”

Erick was ready for this, though, so he sarcastically gestured at himself with both of his hands, saying, “I have a lot to offer, here!”

“Yes.” Jane said, “And you deserve someone who doesn’t look at you like you are a trophy to own.”

Erick smirked. “Come on now, Jane. If anyone is winning prizes around here, it’s me.”

“First: Gross. Second: that’s another problem.” Jane said, “Half the people see me as a prize to win, but the other half see themselves as trophies that I should be proud to have waiting for me back home. And I’m not sure what to do with that. Like. I obviously cannot participate in such a system. But at the same time… Marrying for love is apparently something only ‘idiot commoners’ do; according to everyone back at Songli. Apparently it’s expected that…” She frowned, then she decided to just come out and say, “It’s expected that I forge bonds of strong matrimony with some power out there, to help cement the changes you’ve carved into this world.”

Jane wasn’t comfortable talking about Darabella; this was fine. Erick went along with whatever she wanted to talk about, instead.

He asked, “How many people propositioned you? Exactly? You said three, but… It was obviously a lot more than that.”

“It was about 15, I think.” Jane said, “The only one that was a serious concern was Nirzir’s brother, Keziro. He’s not a bad guy, but… He spoke very clearly that there was a path of marriage open to me, through him, and that I would be expected to treat the marriage like a proper business arrangement and to be involved in the politics of the Highlands. Or I could join the monster kill squads and live a separate life from him, but it would be expected that I spawned some children for him.”

Erick was vaguely more flummoxed than mad, but he was getting to that second emotion quick enough. “And Keziro simply came out and asked you for marriage, like that?”

“Well. No.” Jane faltered, then said, “When it became clear I wasn’t reciprocating his advances and that I had no idea what he was actually aiming for… All the nearby servants were all weird about it, too, so I—” She paused. She said, “He asked if he could speak openly, and I said yes, and then he did, and then…” She said, “It was a calm, rational discussion of the mechanics of marriage, that I knew nothing about until he told me. And it freaked me out too much to even think about it until now.”

Anger flowed away.

Erick said, “Well… Then he seems like a decent guy?”

“He is. But.” Jane said, “I can’t do this ‘marrying houses together thing’. I’m not ready. And I didn’t even earn it myself!”

Erick said, “Which is why you need to leave and make it on your own.”

Jane sat there, silent, staring at the space on the wall down in front of her. Then she looked to her father, and said, “Yes.”

Erick nodded. Then he spoke some harsh truths, “You talk about the world conspiring to force you into a marriage based on power that is not your own, and you talk of escaping all of that, but you know you can’t. I can’t ever escape it, either. I’m half-convinced that when I asked Darabella out to the banquet that she didn’t actually want to go, even with all the signals she was sending me before I asked her. Maybe she forced herself to say ‘yes’, but if she forces herself to say any other ‘yes’s, then I’m calling the whole thing off. Or I could be wrong! I don’t know. I’ll ask her if and when I need to ask her. But I’m fully convinced that Linxel was too horny to think straight and then afterwards he realized what he was inviting into his life, so he ducked out of a possible relationship as fast as he could.” He said, “The fact is, that what I did in Ar’Kendrithyst and what I’m doing out here is changing a lot, for both of us, because both of us have our own power—”

Jane scoffed.

“—Yes. Both of us are strong, Jane. You’re incredibly strong. You’ll find your own way soon enough. But I gotta say, and I know it’s gonna hurt, but you gotta get over this aversion you have to the power I can give you and help you achieve, because I have enemies, and if they’re not coming after me, then they’re going after you to get to me; just as in marriage, they also come with daggers bared, and I’m scared of all of those possible angles of attack.” He said, “The soul spear attack you told me about, the one Melemizargo saved you from? That’s the only one that I know about, but I’m not dumb enough to think that there haven’t been others.”

Jane breathed out, looking like she was preparing for a lie, then she decided to tell the truth. “There have been others. And I’ve lived through them all.”

Erick clamped down on his sudden panic. Intellectually, he knew there had been other attempts, but to hear it actually confirmed was a bit tilting. He said, “Okay.” He continued, “So there you go. Now knowing that you’re the daughter of one of Veird’s strongest archmages, I want you to take that sword that you have been granted because you’re the daughter of someone of power, and use it well to defend yourself from all the horrors that are coming after you, to get to me. It’s the perfect weapon for you, built to your specifications, so you know more about it than I do. So use it well. And, because there is no such thing as too much defense, I want you to think about getting a New Stat. I can offer you any of them, but not all of them— Or? You still have that belt, too, don’t you?”

Jane took a moment of thought to line up her words. She said, “The belt is locked up in a vault. I won’t be using it.”

“Probably for the best. My Status still says ‘Human-question-mark’. Everyone else with multiple New Stats turned shadeling.”

Jane said, “Except those who already knew the Truth of Melemizargo.”

“I don’t want you to take that chance, and I don’t think you want to take that chance, either. You’re deflecting the conversation to get away from my point: that you need more power to live freely, and you need to take it from every safe source you can get it, and that fact is eating away at your self esteem.”

Jane frowned at her father, but there was no heat to her look. Erick had hit the nail on the head.

Erick waited.

Jane sighed, and asked, “Did you learn some Mind Magic, or something?”

“No. But it feels like it, sometimes. I certainly don’t see the world how I used to.” Erick continued, “Intelligence is the risky option. Dexterity and Constitution are the safe options; one for giving your body all the resources it could ever need, while the other for ensuring that you have a blanket defensive layer active at all times. Perception is the odd one out; it certainly lets you see a great deal more of the world, though.”

“… Maybe Dexterity. Or Perception. Probably Perception; I’m not sure.” Jane said, “I’m still going to be here for a few days more, anyway. At least till the banquet, so that I can see this woman—” She sighed. “This ‘Darabella’, with my own eyes.”

Erick nodded. “That’s fine.” He stood, spreading his arms wide.

Jane sighed as she followed his lead, and came in for a hug.

“I love you, Jane,” Erick said, over her shoulder. “Anything you want to do, I’ll support you. Any life you want to live, I’m there for you. And because of the events of recent history, I’ll add: If you happen to get involved in a war, be sure that it’s a good war, because I will likely get involved at that point in time.”

Jane hugged her father tighter, chuckling a little. “It’s amazing to hear you say that.”

“I’m serious, too. Every word. If someone hurts you… Well. I’ll let you handle it, first, and then I’ll get involved.”

“… Thank you.” Jane said, “I love you, too, dad.”

“Now how about we take a trip to the surface and you can try out your sword and I can try out my staff.” Erick released his grip a bit. “And everyone else can use their own new toys, too.”

Jane pulled away, asking, “What’s up with the staff, anyway?”

“It’s basically a way to hand off a thousand spells to an item, and then you can trigger the item to release those spells later, as though you had cast them yourself.”

Jane’s eyes went wide. “Oh!”

“Oh, indeed.” Erick smirked. “I think I’m really going to like runework.”

“Make me a bracelet that holds charms, dad.”

“Oh! That’s a good idea.” Erick smiled, saying, “Permanent Charms bracelet!”

“Wait? Permanent?” Jane’s eyes went wide. “Like in ‘artifact’ permanent?”

“The better made ones; yes. That is a possibility! If you use your new sword well enough in the next week, then Darabella said it could possibly turn into an artifact, too.”

Jane’s face broke into a wide, giggling smile.







- - - -







After his talk with Jane, Erick briefly informed Poi that a few messages needed to go out, and would he do those, please. Mainly, Erick did not want them to change the date of the tournament because of his presence. Neither he, nor Jane, would be attending.

Poi did so.







- - - -







In the snow-filled mountains of the Northern Tribulations, where the peaks were fifty kilometers higher than the valleys, Erick and his people appeared in a flash of light upon a relatively barren, flat part of the land. The ground only had a small layer of snow upon it while it was rocky and barren for a good kilometer in every direction; more than enough space to practice spellwork and to come to an understanding about the new tools and weapons four out of the five people now had.

The fifth person, Nirzir, only had her formation dagger, but now she also had Erick’s gifted books of runes. While Jane had taken but ten minutes to flip through them and declare she had no idea what it all meant, Nirzir had rapidly inserted herself into the situation, asking questions about the books. Soon enough, Jane had handed over the books to Nirzir, who was comparing the rune books to her own ideas of formation carving.

Nirzir was very interested in runework, apparently, so that’s what she came out to the mountain to study.

Erick cast a few spells across the mountainside to make their surroundings more comfortable, to give them a spot to rest after tiring themselves out from swinging new swords or shields or walking in new armor, and otherwise. Not a minute after landing, Nirzir sat upon a conjured chair in a windbreak, reading the rune books and sipping hot tea. The princess had shown a passing interest in the staff, but she was more interested in how it was made, and not the actual item. Erick had already flipped through the books and found he was able to recall most of what was in them, so it was on to experimenting for him. He’d read them all, in depth, later, but he knew more than enough to begin casting spells.

And now that some time had passed since his introductions to proper runework, and the ideas of runes had percolated in his mind, Erick was especially eager to test out the idea of an [Intent Understanding] rune, alongside Tricking Magic, to make a runic system that would accept any mana and output real spellwork, like his own [Prismatic Ward]. Or more realistically, perhaps the Solid Ward that Erick used to have; [Crystalline Air] was much less complicated than [Prismatic Ward], after all. Erick had no idea how to iron out the problems of permissions, to allow people to pass through the [Crystalline Air], but perhaps more Tricking Magic could account for that?

… Anyway. That would come later. For now, came testing with his new staff.

Hmm. Except.

The valley was large enough to fit half of Ar’Kendrithyst inside, with the other side of the valley completely occluded by snow, and shadows. It was cold and windy. Somewhere to the northeast, south, and west, rose three mountain peaks, though Erick only knew where they were based on Ophiel’s flights through the area.

No one else seemed to care about all the snow, though. There was Jane, already slashing through snow with a sword on fire, and then adding a second slash with a sword made of shadows. Poi trudged through dense snowdrifts, moving in his armor; that had to be cold, right? Teressa flung her flying shield through the air, creating minor waves of wind that brushed back huge swaths of falling white.

But Erick looked to the snowy sky, and said, “That’s less than ideal.”

So he cast a spell.

Within minutes, the sky stopped snowing. The sun came out. The grey world parted, revealing deep blue heavens, and a ten-kilometer wide glacier filling up most of the valley’s bottom. [Control Weather] would likely not last long, since this land was almost permanently snowing, but it would last long enough for some proper, full vision experiments.

Jane, Poi, and Teressa all stopped what they were doing. They looked to Erick.

Poi said, “It wasn’t necessary to do that.”

“Bad weather conditions are expected in battle, boss!” Teressa said.

Erick smiled. “Not with me, they’re not!”

Nirzir stared at the cleared sky, her mouth hanging open a bit as she flicked her attention back and forth between Erick and the blue heavens, her eyes full of disbelief.

Erick asked her, “What? You knew I could do this.”

“… Knowing and seeing are two different things,” Nirzir said, as she rapidly went back to reading her borrowed books.

Soon, everyone was back to practicing whatever they wished to practice.

And Erick picked up his staff. It was four-sided with a slightly tapered base and a sheared top, sliced off to make an exit point for the magic within. Runes had been carved all up and down the four sides, and upon the cut top. Erick stared at the runes for a bit, in the light of the glinting sun, studying the flows and the joinings, trying to understand them more than he already had. He didn’t spend too much time doing that, for he knew he was not going to gain any new insights through just looking. So he kept his mana sense wide open, and he cast the first [Glowball] into the steel.

The runes did not change. The staff did not glow. This much was normal, for the staff was designed to hold onto the spell until it was purposefully released.

Which is what he did next.

Erick held the staff aloft and willed a [Force Bolt] into the trigger rune, and then another.

Two things happened.

One: A double [Force Bolt] flew out of the head of the staff and impacted the shadow-strewn land, far away from everyone else.

And Two: A bright ball of harmless light, a handspan across, flew out of the head of the staff and struck the same spot the [Force Bolt] had hit. The [Glowball] expanded into a large space of white light and settled down into its new space. If the staff had been made correctly, then the [Glowball] should last 24 hours; the same duration as a [Ward].

The [Force Bolt] trigger runes had deactivated fully; their triggering charge spent.

Erick nodded. The staff’s modified style had worked exactly as intended.

Moving right along, Erick fed two [Glowball]s into the staff, and then rapidly triggered the staff again. This time he aimed a bit to the right of the first experiment. When the second [Glowball] exploded into a lightward, the resulting sphere was nearly twice as large as the first one.

Erick raised an eyebrow. The effects of stacked spellwork in runes were exactly as Darabella had described them. Interesting.

A 5-imbue [Glowball] was much, much larger than the doubled [Glowball], but it was not super large size. Like Darabella had explained, the increased-area-effect experienced a harsh drop off past 3 imbues, so 5 imbues was beginning to hit that limit rather hard. That was why the staff was only allowed to discharge 5 charges at once; any more than that would be a waste of charge.

This [Glowball] staff wasn’t even made with the intention of utilizing the increased AOE effect. Once it was fully charged with a thousand charges, that entire aspect of runework would mitigate down to nothing.

Good news, though, and the reason for allowing 5 charges to go off at once, was that the light of the 5-charge [Glowball] was about 5 times as intense. Nothing wrong with that aspect of runework, either. Being inside the conjured sphere of brilliance would not actually inflict the Blind status, but it sort of did, anyway, for all those without eye protection. As it was, it was hard for Erick to look upon the resulting brilliant sphere without squinting, or without using his sunform to preserve his vision.

Everything was looking good, though.

Staff was working great!

Erick smiled as he held onto the metal staff, saying, “Not bad for a hunk of unenchanted steel!”

Nirzir flipped through the books to try and understand what Erick was doing. She said nothing as she read and cross-referenced the runes that she knew were on the staff. Jane didn’t seem to care about the magic staff, but she did turn her body away from the bright lights. Erick saw her ducking down into the shadows cast upon the mountainside by the [Glowball]s, though. Poi, meanwhile, had moved on to testing out his own flight spells, and it was not going well. He was trying not to falter out of the air. He was still getting the hang of his new armor’s reflective effects.

Teressa stood behind Erick, though, having finished with her own brief experiments; her shield floating at her back. She said, “Pretty, boss, but I still want to be able to see with my eyes. Can I get one of those ‘polarizing glasses’?”

Erick smiled. He Shaped some stone from the mountain below and conjured a polarizing wardlight upon them. He handed them over, saying, “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Teressa briefly dismissed her conjured helmet, put on the glasses, and said, “Much better!” as she reconjured her full face helmet.

“Now for the strength test,” Erick said, holding the staff outward.

He rapidly fed another hundred [Glowball]s into the steel, taking a hundred seconds to do so, watching as his spellwork flowed into the steel like water into a dry sponge. A very dry sponge. Even with his mana sense wide open, it seemed impossible to see the magic that he was pouring into the thing.

[Mana Sight] did reveal a slight glimmer of magic inside the metal.

Erick wondered if leaving a staff filled with magic for long enough would turn the metal into wrought-quality, but he shoved that question to the side, for now; he’d ask someone about that later.

Around [Glowball] 310, though, there was a visual change in the staff. The head of the staff was cleaved along a 45 degree angle, and in the center of that face there was a spot with the rune ‘Escape’ circling a divot and a raised point in the steel, looking like a mountain with a moat around it. The ‘Escape’ runes were linked to a subset of runes that ran down the main tracks, like sidewalks to a roadway, to the space where the [Force Bolt] triggering runes were located. It was upon the head of the staff, in that pointed divot, that the change occurred; there was a tiny mana glow in that moat. It was white, and nearly invisible to the naked eye. But it was there.

Erick kept charging the staff with [Glowball]s.

Around cast 765, there was another change, much more drastic than the first. Every single rune began to glow a bit to Erick’s mana sense, like they were small, glowing white streams at the bottoms of valleys. Only the deepest runes had this shift. Mostly [Glowball] itself, which was carved in quadruplicate upon the four sides of the staff, but also in some of the connecting runelines here and there.

The [Force Bolt] releasing runes remained empty, though; by design, and by imbuement.

Erick stopped filling the staff.

He held it aloft, and said, “Fire in the hole!”

A brilliant spark, but no larger than the first 5-imbue spark, sailed out of the head of the staff and impacted a spot up the mountain, where it blossomed into a double-large area of brilliance. It was not nearly as large as the initial 5-[Glowball] use.

“Hmm.” Erick said, “The size increasing effect diminishes rather quickly under saturated-runework conditions. I expected the area of effect to remain larger for a while longer, but apparently not.” He hummed again, then said, “Still! A lot of applications here! Grand-type spells of all kinds are only the most obvious usage.” He handed the staff off to Teressa. “Go ahead and try. Imbue a [Force Bolt] into any part of the staff, but mainly this part here, near where you hold it.”

Suddenly afraid, Teressa tentatively took the staff. She looked at the little thing, then asked, “What do you mean… ‘imbue’, exactly?”

“It’s sort of like casting, but more like bringing the spell to the surface of yourself and then letting it flow into the staff.”

Teressa frowned. “To the surface of my aura?”

“Doesn’t have to be. But sure? Try that? It’s only a [Force Bolt] anyway. Not like you could break the staff if you accidentally cast the spell.”

Erick hoped, anyway.

Teressa cast [Force Bolt] into the staff causing grey light to briefly spack between her hand and the steel. Flickers of broken grey mana filtered out of her grip. With a nervous look, she held the staff away from herself, saying, “Uhhhhh.”

Erick said, “Try again. Even if it explodes, it’s [Glowball]; what’s the worst it could do.”

Hopefully nothing!

“Terrible thing to say, boss,” Teressa said, as she tried again.

More broken grey light.

No explosions yet!

Erick said, “Flow your spell more. Less of a cast.”

Third time was the charm, as [Force Bolt] went into the staff, and a [Glowball] and [Force Bolt] came out of the top. Both flew straight up, without much apparent direction. The Bolt dissipated, while the ball exploded a little over a hundred meters away, becoming yet another bright beacon in the very, very massive valley.

“There you go!” Erick cheered, “You got it!”

Teressa giggled a bit as she pointed the staff in another direction and imbued another [Force Bolt]. This time, the five-strength [Glowball] came out of the top and went into the air at an angle different from where it was pointing.

Erick said, “Try imbuing [Force Bolt] as though you were going to cast at a target, while picking that target. That’s how you make the [Glowball] impact a target.”

Teressa nodded. Soon, she was launching 375 mana spells all across the nearby mountainside for a mere 5 mana apiece. It was quite good efficiency, for sure.

Erick inwardly lamented all the time he had wasted on normal enchanting. Runework made a lot more sense to him than all of that other junk. Erick could only wonder at the historical reasons that runework never made it mainstream.

He’d ask around about that, later, too.

Teressa said, “This is a lot different than using my shield.”

“There are nuances everywhere.” Erick said, “All variations of [Conjure Weapon] and [Conjure Armor] soak into runework on their respective items a lot easier than mage spells. This type of magic takes some different kinds of finesse. Not sure why.” He shrugged, not knowing the true answer.

Teressa handed back the staff and brought her shield back around, saying, “Whatever the case...” With a flicker of magic, the shield started to fly in front of her shield arm. She smiled. “You helped me with this imbuement, too. That was a lot easier this time. Though...” She glanced over to Poi.

The man was desperately trying not to fall down in midair as he floated there, a mere meter off of the ground. One silver-clad leg slipped out of control, briefly, going wide and almost forcing Poi into a split, before he slammed his legs back together, to stand tall, yet slightly tilting. His armor glinted in the light, and if not for his terrible control and odd angle, he would be an impressive sight. It was quite beautiful armor.

Poi called out, “I’m fine!”

Erick called back, “No you’re not!” He started walking toward the man, saying, “Let me help.” He wasn’t sure how to help, but he could try.

Poi said, “I’m getting iiiaaaa—” He rapidly spun half a turn, ending upside down and slightly rotating. “… I could use help.”

Erick smiled. “We need to get you an Elemental Body, Poi. You too, Teressa. That can be our next step; Oceanside. I’ve put it off for long enough.” Jane was right; he wasn’t going to the Underworld yet, anyway, and maybe not for a while. Erick walked over and stood next to Poi, saying, “But let’s fix this flying issue first, shall we?”

Poi sighed.

Erick asked, “You used to have a point-movement flying [Personal Ward], didn’t you?”

“… I still do, but this armor interferes with it. I’m going to need a new flying spell because I am not getting rid of this armor.”

“At least the armor is shiny silver with your spell active.” Erick helped Poi to right himself, and to stand upon the ground, as he said, “They got that part right.”

“I’m very glad they did, otherwise I couldn’t wear it.” Poi said, “Regulations, and all.”

Erick teased, “And those regulations don’t apply to Killzone, I take it.”

“Nope.” Teressa happily said, “He made the regulations. Great big exception under that reg with his name on it, too.”

“We need to get you a new flying spell, Poi. At least until we get you an Elemental Body, and then a Greater Elemental Body.” Erick asked, “How about an aura? [Flight of a Thousand Hands] was pretty great!”

Poi frowned at himself. “Not that one.”

“My [Force Platforms] is pretty nice.” Teressa said, “Easy to make, too.” To demonstrate, she stepped into the air and a platform of Force coalesced directly under her foot. “Great for positioning.”

“No no…” Poi’s voice trailed off, as if he was thinking about Teressa’s flight spell, but not willing to commit in that direction; not yet, anyway.

The conversation moved on from there, with Nirzir getting involved. And then Jane. Erick refrained from asking if Poi couldn’t ‘raid the Mind Mage collective’ for a good spell, for if it was that easy, then Poi would have done it. Instead, Erick spoke of all the other flying spells he knew of. But then Nirzir asked that exact question in Erick’s stead.

“Why can’t you ask your Mind Mage people for the best spell for you?” Nirzir asked.

Without rancor or any sort of emotional response, Poi simply said, “We don’t raid minds for magic, either for ourselves or for others, and that includes sharing what we happen to overhear with other Mind Mages. That’s not something we do.”

With a bit of surprise, Erick said, “Not even sharing? That seems near impossible, though?” Considering that, from what Erick had seen, every Mind Mage was always talking to each other all the time. Add to that the fact that Poi knew how Erick made magic, and that Poi had also been there for all the times when Erick was at Oceanside, or elsewhere... Why was Poi having difficulty with magic at all? Shouldn’t a Mind Mage be the strongest possible mage, if knowledge was all it took to make magic?

As soon as Erick had that thought, he returned to his original thought: if it was that easy, then Poi would be able to do it that easily.

With a little bit of annoyance, Poi said, “Magical influences that lead to properly made magic are like medicine; the right amount helps you to make yourself better than you were before, but too much becomes poison. Finding your own Truth is an inoculation against overdose, though.” He said, “I have my own Truth, and it has nothing to do with this kind of magic… So this is a bit difficult for me.”

Erick hummed, and nodded; he had never heard Poi say anything like this before, but it made sense. Had Jane ever heard this, though? She probably had, right? She went around talking to everyone about how to make magic before, to try and counteract her own troubles with the discipline.

Jane said, “That still doesn’t seem right to me.”

Ah. Apparently she had.

“It’s as ‘right’ now as it was the first time I told you,” Poi said. “But believe what you will.”

Erick offered, “I’d be glad to help you make a new [Fly] spell if you want help, Poi.”

“Maybe later.” Poi held out a hand, and his armor effortlessly moved with him. He tested the joints, saying, “I’m still getting the fit of this armor, itself, but I doubt I’ll ever wear anything else, ever again. This feels marvelous.”

Erick smiled wide. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I could use your help, Erick.” Nirzir asked, “If you’re willing?”

“Sure! I can do that.”

Jane, Poi, and Teressa went back to experimenting with their new adamantium armaments, while Erick went with Nirzir to talk of runes and formations and all that. Erick expected her to try making her new spell, but Nirzir explained that according to what she was reading in the books, she could do much better if she included some proper runes in the functionality. A great many of the principles of runes and Singing were the same, since both were all about communicating with the mana, asking for a specific outcome, so she needed to learn a bit more about runes before she continued; the answers to her questions were all here, if only she knew what it all meant.

Nirzir said, “The only difference is that Songs are varied things, and Ancient Script is set. And yet Ancient Script was purposefully created —we believe, the gods are silent about the Script— Ancient Script was created so that it is easy to conjure rhyme and rhythm, and that meter came naturally. So, in this way, it is very easy for Songs and runes to be related.” She gestured to the staff of [Glowball]s saying, “You might not have noticed it, but that thing reads like a five-way child’s rhyme, with the fifth, the [Force Bolt] extraction, being an outlet for the force of the building song. Sort of like a drum beat.”

Erick blinked a bit, then he looked at the staff again. It took him a moment, but he got there. “… Oh. I suppose you’re right.”

“I’m not sure if Miss Darabella knows that she made a child’s song, or if the comparison is only superficial, but it’s there, and I want to understand why it is there.”

“That reminds me.” Erick said, “The first time I ever saw anyone enchant, it was a man imbuing [Blink] into a wand. He used an enchanting spell, a small rhyme, and a formation of small cores to make the item.” He added, “The enchanter failed the first time, but they got it the second time. Ended up with a bunch of markings and scattered core dust inside the wand. The metal item was magical, but I never quite understood the outcome, or how the wand creation actually worked— Well. I understood enough to make a wand of [Blink] with about a 10% success rate, but… I bet I could make a runic wand of [Blink] with a much higher success rate.”

Nirzir nodded, saying, “I’ve done a little bit with carving channels and laying down dust, too, of course. My success rate is rather low, though. Enchanting was never impressive to me, since it all decays so darn fast. But this!” She held the runic book, saying, “This is impressive. It’s easy to see how all of this was the precursor to modern day enchanting, too. A lot of the principles here are the same, including using rhymes and sounds to create an item. I think— and I might be wrong, here!— But I think core dust is used in modern day enchanting simply so that the end-user doesn’t have to have the spellwork themselves.”

“Oh yeah.” Erick said, “I can easily see that being the case. Maybe, in the past, they needed to give magical items out to people who did not have the spellwork to utilize runic weapons, so they tried to solve that particular problem in three ways. One, they didn’t solve the problem and they told people to get better, with higher levels and better spellwork, but this solution obviously does not work when most populations are under level 20. Two, they threw core dust at the runic weapons, and modified the runic structures to better fit the dust, which would allow any end user to use the magic item, leading to the magic item markets we have these days.” Erick could have talked about planned obsolescence, but he chose not to. “Or three, the failed path, which was to make runic weapons that anyone could imbue with any type of mana to use the runework to cast larger or more intricate spells than most individuals knew. Darabella said there are a few ancient examples of that third type of runework in the noble district, but they’re more novelties than useful items, since the ratio of mana in to spellwork out is a thousand mana to one.”

Nirzir stared for a moment. Then she said, “I can see the first two happening and desire to create the third… But that third one. That would have changed everything, wouldn’t it? It sounds like [Renew].”

Erick smiled. “It does, doesn’t it.”

“So why couldn’t they fix the problems and make runic [Renew] work properly?” Nirzir asked. “Surely you’re not the first person with enough vision to see the possible outcomes of a properly made runic web. I’ve only learned of this stuff in the last few days and I can already see how it could change the world for the better.” Nirzir said, “Even forgetting all of that, and focusing on what is actually possible: a basic runic web around the nation would enable us to spread the Void Song to all parts of Songli! I can’t understand how I didn’t know about this before today!”

Erick chose to focus on the first part of Nirzir’s words, as she said, “In my experience, there’s usually only a handful of answers to that. Either this type of runework is not possible. Or maybe they noticed no improvements to their thousand-to-one ratio after a hundred years of hard study. Or maybe there’s something or someone lurking about, incentivizing the non-discovery of a runic [Renew]. Or maybe someone did master a runic [Renew], and they were killed for any number of reasons.”

Nirzir instantly shut down like she had seen an impossible danger loom in the shadows.

Good.

She had understood.

After a moment of introspective silence, Nirzir said, “The Shadows are gone now, though.”

Erick nodded, then said, “Shadows are only the first problem. You still got Hunters, or the sects of Nelboor. Face Stealers. Normal political intrigue. Nobles being allowed to murder anyone they want because the law says so. Normal monetary bullying. Commoners not being allowed to own their own breakthroughs. People needing to spend their mana making a living, instead of making magical breakthroughs. A million tiny problems of normal life, or even the desire not to make waves holding people back from doing more than what they usually do. Simple accidents in the lab ruining the work of months and thousands upon thousands of gold. Not all are solvable, but you can solve a few of them, so choose your battles.”

Nirzir stared off into the distance, thinking.
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Erick did not spend the next day at the Smithy, working with metal, like he expected to. Instead, he took a deep dive into the world of runes, learning what they could and could not do. The books from Darabella were only the start. There were rudimentary runic readers and even small classes held by prospective Rune Smiths scattered all around the city. Ophiels casually stationed themselves here and there to let Erick observe through the light and through his mana sense. He also had another session with Grosgrena to answer a few more rune questions, and he also spoke to the other Rune Scribes of the Smith, just so he could get some second opinions.

But mostly, he practiced carving, he tried calligraphy, he was good at it, likely due in no small part because of Dexterity and Perception.

And he learned.

Because, for the first time since Erick tried putting anything more than manalight into a piece of glass, enchanting made sense. Runic letters and simple communication with the mana, instead of a demand of the mana (which was what normal enchanting now felt like to him), made all the difference!

Words went into steel creating a rod which held a thousand [Force Bolts], and which released 10 at a time. But that wasn’t even the most impressive part of the rod. Since [Prestidigitation] was a 10 mana self-cast spell that stuck around for an hour, and which allowed small magical effects to occur for 1 mana a pop, Erick was able to cast that spell on himself and tie the triggering mechanism for the 10 [Force Bolt]-release to a 1 mana use of [Prestidigitation]. It was a minor breakthrough that was only hinted at as possible in some of the books he read, but no one had managed to make it work, or if they had, then they hadn’t written it down in any of the books Erick had.

Runework was complicated. It was messy. Erick exploded himself a few times, there on the top of the tower which served as his temporary home. More than a few times, some stray [Force Bolt]s went careening out of the space, but they impacted [Force Wall]s that Erick had already set up to prevent catastrophe.

He made a staff of [Fireball]s, but his [Fireball]s were not the standard [Fireball]s.










	
Fireball, instant, long range, 100 MP

Launch a super quick ethereal missile of fire that explodes on contact or at the end of its path, creating a large tumult of cloying fire. Deals WIL damage then ignites everything touched, dealing 3x WIL damage per second for 25 seconds. 














They were gods damned [Fire Missiles] that, when singular, exploded into a willow-tree like firework, spreading sparking flames everywhere. But when Erick launched 10 at once? In a pseudo-[Grand Fireball]?

It was like releasing a carpet bomb. 

He set the surface of a glacier on fire.

In what seemed like a daze of creation and tempering metal and stretching steel and inscribing runes and checking over his many, many diagrams he had made, a full day passed in the blink of an eye. Jane made sure he ate, while mostly going out and killing things with her new sword, and everyone checked in on him a few times, and he checked up on them, but mostly, he worked at a fantastically frenzied pace.

When Erick hadn’t left the house in a full 45 hours, or slept, someone from Enduring Forge came knocking at his door. Jalrock Slate, of House Slate, appeared as congenial and nice as the first time Erick saw the man.

Erick whipped open the door, and with a smile on his face, locked his real eyes on the visitor, saying, “Jalrock! Good to see you! Sorry I haven’t been out lately; been working on stuff. You need something? I expected to hear something about securing the Reset before now! Is this that?”

Jalrock reciprocated Erick’s good mood, though none of his mania, smiling wide, saying, “Nothing’s wrong, but we thought to inform you personally of a few minor events that have happened while you have been sequestered in study.”

“Ah. Okay! Sure.” Erick said, “Uh. Can you make it quick? I hate to be rude, but I am currently in the middle of something important.”

“Of course, of course.” Jalrock said, “The Reset has officially gone better than we could ever have imagined. The rats and crabs and various plants and fungi are taking over their biomes and providing a solid barrier to all the other monsters further down the tunnels. We were, and are, prepared for any of a hundred different possible failures, but we have also prevented those failures exactly as we hoped we could. The Reset has solidified. It should hold for several years before someone gets sloppy with the maintenance, for as it has happened before, it will happen again. The banquet to commemorate the success will be held in 12 hours.” Jalrock skipped right along, “The tournament will remain as it was previously scheduled, and we apologize for attempting to intrude upon your time with such an offer to move it.” He said, “And finally: Master Swordsmith Mordog has time for you now, if you wish to learn a bit about working with adamantium. He has a small pour of formation daggers to make, if you wish to see the process unfold.” As Erick’s eyes went wide, Jalrock said, “This last one is what officially brings me here. The pour will begin in an hour and end roughly half an hour after that.”

Erick’s desires tore in two different directions, but the opportunity to see an adamantium pour won out. He said, “I’ll be ready in five minutes.”

Jalrock smiled, then half bowed, saying, “I await your readiness.”

Erick turned back, calling out, “Poi! Are you a— Ah. Shit. Sleeping. Uh. Teressa…”

Poi grumbled back, “I’m awake now.”

Jalrock waited past the open door while Erick hustled and bustled to get ready.

While Poi grumbled a bit and got out of bed —He had 6 hours of sleep already! What was the problem!— Erick rapidly stowed his runework record player experiment back with all his other scattered experiments. Rods, wands, staffs, orbs. Small runic webs of a dozen separate rods and spheres. All of them were too interesting to let sit for any length of time, especially the runic records. Erick had high hopes for that, but he hadn’t gotten the records or the player to a workable state yet.

But watching an adamantium pour was the one thing that could tear Erick away from his work. He still hadn’t seen that, yet.

And so, he tore himself away from his work.

It was time to see how adamantium was made!







- - - -







Mordog, the massively muscular human-sized Swordsmith, along with a few trusted helpers, stood beside a machine that was like Grosgrena’s adamantium metal crusher, but also not. It was still made of adamantium, but this one was absolutely massive, at least five meters tall and half that wide, and runed-up like nothing Erick had seen before, with thousands of crisscrossing lines of intricate runes in wrapping, overlapping spiral patterns, that circled from the base of the bottom crusher, and the top of the top crusher, to meet in the middle, in the crushing zone. For another, this adamantium crusher was the only real machine in this room, and this place was protected behind two large metal doors. There weren’t even any vents in the room; people were expected to use [Cleanse] to keep the air breathable.

Other than the main attraction, there was a low stone table in front of the specialized machine, along with some tools and other stuff they would be using atop that table, and a few anvils and other sharpening and final-touch stations throughout the room.

Mordog explained the items on the table, saying, “So here we got the untempered adamantium, measured out to the gram.” He tapped a bar of silver-whitish-goldish metal, along with half of another bar and a few more slivers on top of that. Then he gestured to seven molds of knives, each the same as the one before, and a scale. “And here’s the target molds and the weighing machines to ensure a proper pour. We pour the hot adamantium into each mold, measuring out 1.1 kilos for each dagger, stopping between each pour to ensure that the weights are correct. You can do a messy pour with steel, but not with adamantium. Adamantium is fucking expensive, and there are no re-melts with this metal if you get it wrong. The molds themselves are a special ceramic sand so they won’t crack under the heat and the stresses, but that does occasionally happen. Sometimes, if the metal hasn’t cooled too much, it’s salvageable, but we got tons of examples of messed up pours if you want one of those, Archmage. Grosgrena seems to think that you could solve our supply woes, so we’ll give you one of those bad melts on the way out.” Mordog moved right along, saying, “Now, to transform raw adamantium into its final form is a special process, unlike any other. All we do is stick it in this specialized crusher, and it does all the work for us.”

A moment passed while Erick waited for him to continue.

But he wasn’t going to continue; that was it. That was all there was to making adamantium.

Mordog smiled.

Erick exclaimed, “What? Really? Just stick it in this machine?”

A few of Mordog’s helpers couldn’t help but smirk, too.

“Yes, really.” Mordog said, “This crusher is an artifact that was enchanted long ago, and which a few people here know how to replicate, but none of us know how it works, exactly. You want to read the runes, go ahead! More luck to you.”

Erick was already studying the whole system with his mana sense.

Mordog said, “We all got our theories on how the crusher works, but they’re probably all wrong. Don’t think Darabella or any of them knows how this works, either, but Grosgrena certainly does. Honestly, though, I don’t care about that. I only care that it works. And so, we’re making metal, and you’re watching.”

Erick stood back and let the men and women work.

Mordog picked up the pieces of untempered adamantium and tossed them into the crusher, then he adjusted some depth measurements and cast some controlling spells upon the mechanism. The machine began to do what it was meant to do, rapidly moving up and down, crushing the raw adamantium in the divot in the center. Erick was happy to discover that screeching adamantium gave off a slightly nicer noise than platinum when it encountered multi-ton pressures. The silver adamantium deformed under heavy weights, taking on a more golden glow as it heated from the pressures applied.

And Erick noticed the first change from a normal imbuing crush; Mordog didn’t toss the adamantium around so that it could be recrushed from a different angle. The machine did that all on its own, using some form of [Telekinesis] imbued in the crusher itself.

No one said a word as the magical machine did its thing.

And then the second difference appeared, as the runic inscriptions began to glow, becoming white lights upon the black metal, like stars glowing in the night sky.

And the silver-rosy metal inside the divot turned even brighter, rapidly matching the white glow of the inscriptions, as a tiny song filled the air, speaking of endless nights and bright lights to be found inside the darkness; bright lights which would never fade.

So the song was new, too.

Erick listened, and it was rapidly apparent that no one else heard anything, or if they did, then it was old hat to them. But as the crusher continued and the white adamantium flashed over to fully-liquid light, the song shifted to something Darker, something that should have terrified everyone there if they could hear it. For if they heard Melemizargo’s voice like Erick was hearing, then they would not be so calm and collected, like they had done this a hundred times before.

The white liquid suddenly inverted to full-black as Melemizargo silently sang of terrible vengeance and of how no one deserved the power they had stolen from the mana—

The song suddenly ended.

The machine stopped. The metal was ready.

Mordog imbued a secondary set of runes on the machine that were clearly labeled [Alter Friction] and some sort of mutilated [Force Wall] and [Force Platform]. The black liquid adamantium raised into the air to stabilize inside a crucible of Force, and then the liquid poured outward, into a waiting adamantium crucible that was already glowing with [Alter Friction] runes on its surface.

Events proceeded rapidly from there, with few words exchanged between anyone, except to call out numbers and weights as the well-practiced team moved the liquid adamantium back and forth between the weigh station and molds, filling and measuring as they went. Soon, seven daggers awaited their finishing touches inside their ceramic homes, and the crucible contained no more liquid adamantium. They had used every single drop.

Mordog grabbed the first dagger’s container and smashed it open, then he grabbed the barely-cooled dagger with his bare hands and rushed over to the nearest anvil, saying, “With me, archmage! Watch and see what you can learn!”

Erick followed, still out of it from so clearly hearing Melemizargo’s Song—

It wasn’t a song, was it? It was a curse— No. A Curse. That’s what it had to be—

Mordog smirked as he eyed Erick out of the corner of his eye, and smashed down upon the dagger with an adamantium hammer, instantly aligning the metal inside with some sort of massively strong use of skills and mana and Skills. “Stay with me, Archmage. You won’t get to see this too often.”

Erick stayed with him; he would ask about the Song in the crusher afterward.

Mordog rapidly worked the first dagger while his assistants took the rest of them and shoved them into an oven to stay as hot as they could, keeping them workable. They were just formation daggers, though, so turning them into workable daggers was rather easy, which was why Mordog made them in batches. The finishing touches involved some smashing to make them straight and some Skills to make them perfect and some slow cooling and even a bit of reheating to ensure the interior structure of the adamantium came out perfect, but Mordog confessed something near the end of it all, which made Erick wonder what, exactly, was going on with the black metal.

“Adamantium is like all the other magical metals, Archmage.” Mordog said, “They don’t require as much skill as iron and steel, for the magic makes them more perfect than they have any right to be. I barely smashed any of these daggers, but I can already tell that they’re going to turn out perfect, as soon as they harden. The flow is perfect. The balance is great. No fractures. They’ll make great formation daggers. You just can’t do shit with them after they’re cooled.” He finished grinding the edge of the last dagger upon an adamantium grinder and looked at the edge, saying, “These are apprentice-easy things to make. If the materials weren’t so damned expensive, then that’s what we’d do.” He held the light-drinking dagger up, looking at it for imperfections and finding none. Then he turned to Erick. “That’s the final dagger. Questions?”

Erick instantly asked, “Do you hear any songs when you crush the adamantium?”

Mordog frowned a little. “… No? Just screeching.” He lifted his head and asked one of his guys, “You hear anything strange when the machine is running?”

“No, sir.” “Tearing metal.” “The machine might need a checkup, or oil?”

“Bah!” Mordog huffed, “If I ever see you putting oil on my machines, I’m gonna hurt you, Vord. You need to remake [Control Machine], and you need to make it good this time.”

The last helper just shrugged.

Erick said, “So none of you heard any music.”

Mordog said, “I heard you can hear magic, so if you’re hearing something here then that’s news to me. What were you hearing?”

“… Nothing important.” As Mordog scoffed, Erick added, “Which is obviously me deflecting, but I will choose to deflect here since none of you heard it, anyway, and it doesn’t really matter since you’ve been using this machine for a long time… Decades?”

“Ha!” Mordog said, “120 years since installation. The older, larger machine is 400-something.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “So what I heard means nothing to anyone.”

“Whatever you say, archmage,” Mordog said.

One of the assistants looked rightfully disappointed, though.

“Thank you for the experience, Mordog.” Erick said, “I truly appreciate it.”

“I might be able to fit you into a personalized lesson tomorrow, after the banquet, if you want?”

Erick stood a bit straighter. “Yes. I would like that. Thank you.”

“You want some adamantium scraps?”

“I do.”

Mordog nodded, then gestured to his guys, saying, “Vord! Get the archmage a failed knife, or something. Whatever he wants within reason.”

“Thanks, Mordog.”

Mordog grunted in acceptance.

“Oh yeah,” Erick asked, “They have yet to ask me to [Withering] the town. Everyone here got checked out for intestinal cores, right?” He didn’t see any in any of them, but he wanted to be sure people were actually doing their due diligence with that. “I expect to [Withering] the town either today or tomorrow.”

A round of truthful ‘Of course, sir!’s met with Erick’s approval.







- - - -







On the way back to the room, and with a half-melted adamantium knife in his hands, Erick sent to Poi, ‘So that was Melemizargo speaking back there, in the music of the crusher’s runic enchantments. Like an overlay. Sort of like a certain word spoken louder at certain times, changing the meaning of the whole working into something Darker. I think it was a Curse put upon adamantium, but I am not sure.’

Poi calmly, and seriously, sent, ‘Ignoring the Dark is usually the much, much safer approach.’

‘… Ah. True.’ After a moment, Erick added, ‘So Jane is bailing. Do you want to bail, too, before I invariably end up meeting Melemizargo? Because with Jane leaving soon and the next destination being Oceanside… Maybe you should think about bailing. Maybe sooner rather than later, too.’

‘We will stay with you all the way, Erick, through Oceanside and beyond, but you will likely leave us behind at some point.’ Poi sent, ‘In such an event, we’ll head back to Spur and wait for you there, alongside Kiri.’

Erick felt a warmth in his chest that spread out in all directions. He grinned; a small expression of the comfort he felt in that wonderful moment. ‘How is she doing these days?’

‘Kiri is doing well. After she heard about what happened in Songli she developed a [Hermetic Weather] spell that rains down molecular wires over a super large area and then twists those threads at her command. Extremely deadly to everything that isn’t solid as steel or very thick stone.’

Erick’s eyes went wide. ‘The threads decay though, right? She’s not leaving problems for future people, is she?’

‘After she stops controlling them they lose cohesion. They usually vanish with any bit of wind disturbing them.’

‘Ah. Good. I approve. I think.’

‘I would approve of you getting a nap before the banquet. You’re loopy again.’

‘Ah… Yes. I should do that.’

‘Yes you should.’

Erick stared at the failed adamantium dagger in his hands. ‘But—’

‘Nope. Sleep first.’

Erick smiled. ‘Yeah, yeah.’
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The world ended slowly as dungeon creatures and demons fought to see who could annihilate humanity first. Mana-granted abilities and the powerful leveling system were not enough to save Earth.

At least not the first time.

Ten years ago, Levi Morrison is about to start his very first dungeon run... this time with all his memory of the dark and desperate future intact. Determined to save his family and make a difference, Levi will stop at nothing to obtain the power necessary.

No matter what he must become.



                

                The rift in the roof of Enduring Forge’s cavern showed stars and the hint of a sunset far away, while down below, where Erick stood, the city remained lit with diffuse light. The shadows were relegated to the deepest corners of unused housing, but there was not much of that to be had, for the city was rather packed. Upon this land of several square kilometers, between 130,000 to 140,000 people lived, though precise counts failed due to the transient population that moved in and out as they desired.

Erick was rather concerned with those transient populations, but only for one reason. He shared his concern with the people standing next to him, “I don’t want to be responsible for an accidental death that is easily avoided. Someone could come into the city with an underlying problem and not know that there is a danger. But if you’re sure…” He let his voice trail off, not sure what his own implication was in doing so, only that it felt right to let these people fill in the blanks on their own, with whatever they wished to think.

Erick stood on the steps of city hall, looking across at the platforms for the noble district, and the Smithy, while down below lay the main land of Enduring Forge. He was not the only one standing on those steps. Arakag Adama, the current Mayor of Enduring Forge, along with Grosgrena Adama, the Old Smith, and Barir Adama, the General of the Armies, stood nearby. More people besides those stood further away, near guards or on their own to witness the spectacle of the night. All of everyone present was dressed in finery, fit for a party, for the banquet was scheduled to start right after Erick had finished with the [Withering]. All of the people here except for Erick were all quite sure that whatever monsters Erick happened to kill would be small things, while the idea of a person dying was ridiculous.

Erick was wary, though.

Arakag explained, “Our methods for detecting core formation are rather more expansive than you might be used to on the Surface. Not only have we actively Scanned for all cores in the last few days, but we’ve also hung up a few discreet detectors in the doorways of many well-trod areas across the city; at the entrance to the churches, and the beer halls, across a few roads here and there, and even in the entrance of city hall.” She gestured behind them all, toward the large double doors. A thin metal frame addition had been stuck inside the main door frame. Runes upon that addition were lit with detection magics. She added, “We even retrofitted much of the runic web to include these additions, while in some places, we merely replaced and recharged old systems, for much of this has been overkill; or normal systems catch all possible cannibals, anyway.”

“I noticed all of those, and I thank you for taking the time... Even if they are redundant to your usual methods.” In a moment of vulnerability, and since there was almost no one else around since this was the time between daylight and night hours, Erick sighed, and said, “It seems that my recent problems with a war in another part of the world has caused me to be spell-shy when it comes to using a few of my magics how they were meant to be used.” He added, “At least this one is still prevented by a basic [Weather Ward].”

Barir said, “Our Beastmasters are prepared; we expect no casualties there.”

Grosgrena said, “And the Smithy has a special allowance to let this spell flow into there; this day only.”

“It took a while, but we got it done.” Arakag said, “We have ensured that no one is hurt that doesn’t need to be hurt. We’re ready whenever you are, Archmage Flatt.

Grosgrena smiled small, while Barir stood tall and Arakag gave a small nod. None of them said it, but they would wait here with Erick, for as long as it took.

Erick decided to get on with it.

Ophiels flew out into the city, each one casting [Domain of the Withering Slime], each one supporting a three-meter wide sphere of ghostly white light, summoning a tsunami of thick air out of the manasphere. Their intangible spells crashed, silently, effortlessly, into the main platform down below, and up across the platforms above, some spilling outward, some lifting up. Three Ophiels started the show, but more came soon enough. Soon, seven orbs of light had spread throughout the entire cavern of Enduring Forge, easily covering the entire city and some of the lands beyond, but Erick kept the spellwork mostly inside the cavern. While [Weather Ward]s had been laid down some of the larger tunnels to protect the Reset, there was no need to go pressing against those spells.

Instantly, notifications started pouring in.

Erick warily listed them off, “Rockmite larva, Rockmite queen, cloakers, slimes of all sorts—” Erick paused. He asked, “Steel ooze?” He was struck with several simultaneous problems with that latest notification. “But it’s steel? Not water-based?”

Arakag went stock still—

Grosgrena laughed. “Ha! I knew we had one of them! Fuckers are smart.”

“Where was it?” Barir asked.

“No idea. I could scan for it later?” Erick counted up the zeros in the notification, then said, “I think it was level 82.” Didn’t budge his own exp numbers, though.

“It was at the Smithy.” Grosgrena said, “And it’s technically a platinum ooze, but naming conventions are what they are. Been around for a long time, too, if the stories of platinum slimes could be counted as true. Every so often someone reports a platinum slime, but then the little critter vanishes. An ooze had to be hunting the slimes, for sure, but no one could ever catch sight of the beast. And now it’s gone! Ha— Oh. This means we might get a platinum slime spawn, soon.” She added, “I’ll have my people search for the body. Bet there’s a good deal of odd treasures wherever it laired.”

“But it’s metal,” Erick came back to. “And oozes don’t have cores?”

Grosgrena shrugged. “What can I say; before today it was more myth than known fact. Maybe it was just a really big slime with a proper core and named funny by the Script?”

“Well. Sure. I’ve seen stranger shit.” Erick was not sure if he had ever seen a misnamed Kill Notification, though, but he let it go. He read off another strange listing, “Rune slimes?”

Grosgrena smirked. “Unique variety, but rather standard around here in the main platform’s sewers. They like to eat at the exposed runic web, sucking down magic that is not theirs to suck.”

Erick nodded, then he saw the next notification and prepared himself for a bad time. “What’s an ‘adamantium sucker’?”

No one seemed to care, though.

Barir was the first to answer, “It’s a bug-like monster about the size of an adult’s torso that eats the magic out of the adamantium chains, like the runic slimes. It’s mostly harmless unless we get a massive, massive outbreak of them and they manage to drain the defenses, though that almost never happens.”

“It’s happened twice before,” Grosgrena said, unworried.

They let the topic drop…

Which meant that adamantium suckers weren’t a problem.

After a bit of searching, Erick found one of the non-problematic monsters. In the cavernous, broken land below the city —Down Below, as it was known— there were black-body dried monster corpses laying here and there, like they had fallen off of the adamantium chains directly above. Which is probably exactly what happened. They looked like shriveled spider corpses, but stockier, blacker, and thinner, with mouths that looked like a lamprey’s. If they were alive, Erick suspected that they could easily hide among the house-sized black chains of Enduring Forge.

After the initial burst of notifications the rate of new kills slowed down considerably, and then, after a little more than a minute since the last notification, stopped altogether. Through Ophiel’s eyes, Erick watched thick air play through towers and caress the adamantium chain links that held the city in the center of the cavern. The whole city had been notified previously that this was going to take place, and so some people were out on the roads, running their hands through the thick air that rushed down their streets, like they were at the bottom of a fast river. Some kids played in the streams. Some of the very young tried to swim, but you couldn’t swim on thick air.

After another full minute without another notification, and feeling like he had tested Fate enough, Erick said, “That’s all, it seems.” He ended the spellwork. Thick air retreated back into the fully-surrounding light, vanishing like mirages into the middle distance. Erick said, “Done.”

Grosgrena giggled like a woman a tenth her age, saying, “Amazing! Thank you, archmage.”

Arakag bowed a little, saying, “You do us a great service, but I am glad to see our own methods have already mostly secured our lands.”

Barir asked, “How many adamantium sucker notifications did you get?”

Erick checked. “Looks like 1500.”

Arakag breathed deep, looking supremely happy.

Grosgrena had a much more practical response. She said to Barir, “Even if he got all of them, don’t you slack off. They’ll come back stronger than ever if we don’t keep up normal patrols; they always do.”

“I’m aware.” Barir said, “I’ll divert sucker patrol to seeker squad. See if we can disrupt the egg cycle.”

Erick took a small joy in the naming of Barir’s squads; they were most certainly the jokes of various soldiers—

Arakag asked, “So? No people, correct?”

“Ah! Yeah. No people.” Erick happily said, “No people. Good prep work, you all.”

Grosgrena smirked. Barir relaxed a fraction.

Arakag announced, “Then, it is with great pleasure, that I announce that the Reset of the Cavern and of Enduring Forge is complete, and without incident.” She spoke to everyone present, “Thank you all, for your hard work in achieving this working.” She said to Erick, “And thank you, most of all, Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Grosgrena bowed to Erick, alongside Barir, and Arakag. The nearby black-armored soldiers stationed to the sides of the wide staircase bowed, and all the other nobles on the stairs followed suit.

Arakag rose. Her voice took on a deeper, distant flow, as she spoke to the whole city, but also just to them, there on the staircase of city hall. “Let the celebrations commence!”

Erick’s train of thought derailed as a bright, sparkling light launched from the top of a tower near the middle of the city. That light shot up into the sky, and suspended, briefly, before it exploded into a shower of red and white glints that spread like a blossoming flower.

Erick’s heart was in his throat the whole time as he watched the [Fireball], but everyone else seemed perfectly calm.

Then the next exploding ball of light showered the air with blue and green glints, followed rapidly by many more fireworks launched from many different towers, here and there across the city. People down below were already breaking out into celebrations, with people opening kegs and starting up bands and clapping hands with their neighbors. Some people got into the mood quickly, to start dancing to the music with others who were similarly happy.

It was then that Erick realized he was having a minor War Response, instead of being happy that everything had gone well. The feeling remained, but Erick successfully pretended to not be spooked by the loud noises and bright lights.

Arakag spoke proudly, “If we could all please reconvene at the noble district, the primary celebration will begin in half an hour and last about three hours.” She said to Erick, “I have been informed that many of the houses have various runic artifacts in their various possessions that they wish to display for your perusal. Should I inform them that you are interested?”

Erick’s PTSD was temporarily fully forced back into the background, as he smiled, laughed a little, then said, “Yes! I’m very interested in that. How did you kn— Ah. Well. I never made any attempts to hide what I wanted, did I? What sort of runic artifacts?”

With a pleasant smile of her own, Arakag gestured to some of the people present, explaining, “House Whitesteel, with Scion Yarlinnia, has an Arcane Attuner which allows for plain, channeled mana to produce a Solid Ward of decent size. House Slate, with Patriarch Jalrock, has a Sliding System which you will surely enjoy. House Platinum, with Patriarch Rial Plat has a Slime Spawner which allows various spellwork to produce metal slimes on command.” She gestured to herself, saying, “And House Adama has a secret about runic webs that we wish to share, in the hopes that you may bring this magic to the rest of the world, but we do not speak of this particular secret out loud.”

Erick’s eyes went wide as he looked upon the gathered people, and smiled at the opportunity presented to him. This was going to be great!

Before he could respond—

Grosgrena blurted out, “They’re taking that one out of storage?” She stared at Barir, demanding, “Really?”

Barir nodded, saying, “It’s the least we can do for the Archmage.” He said to Erick, “House Adama has many secrets, but this might aid you more than others. Our sincerest hope is that if you discover something interesting that you share this knowledge with us.”

Even though he had no idea what they were talking about, it seemed important, so Erick had absolutely no problem saying, “Of course!”

“I’d like you to figure out how to take adamantium apart, too, Archmage.” Grosgrena said, “Because you need it too, right! I bet that [Grand Fireball] staff you made is already rusted to shit.”

Erick laughed easily, saying, “It is, and you’re right, too. I’d love to know how to work adamantium, too.”

Grosgrena said, “Good! Long as we all have our priorities straight.” She waved a hand, signing off, “See you all at the party. I’m taking the shortcut.” And then she blipped away in a flicker of black and thick air.

Many of the other nobles bowed, before they, too, blipped away.

Arakag glanced backward.

Teressa, Nirzir, and Jane, stood back beyond the congregation. Poi was the only one of Erick’s people who remained a mere two meters from him. All of them wore their best set of clothes that they had brought with them on this trip.

Arakag asked, “Does everyone know how to get to the party? I could take your people if you have somewhere else to be at this particular moment.”

Erick took the offer, saying, “They’d love to follow you. Poi and I will meet you there shortly.”

Jane frowned a little, probably more because she had wanted to be there when Erick met with Darabella to intimidate the woman. Honestly, Erick was thankful for Arakag’s offer, even if the making of such an offer indicated a high degree of spying.

Arakag, Barir, and the girls left through the Teleport Square first.

And then it was Erick and Poi’s turn, but they went somewhere else.







- - - -







The main city was almost entirely in celebration with people drinking and singing in the streets, while restaurants and vendors sold food from windows and from carts. It would be at least an hour before people really got into the party spirit, but some happy fools were already bare chested and deep into their cups, and looking to get deeper.

Most of those people stayed off of Steel Street, itself, since this was a particularly ritzy part of town and these people preferred parties inside their multi-level homes. But Steel Street had a Teleport Square at one end of it, and there were people out tonight.

Erick mostly avoided the crowds.

Mostly.

“AYYYY! It’s the Archmage!” Yelled a particularly happy woman from the second floor balcony of her mansion, as she looked over the railing, directly down at Erick. Her chest was barely covered, and she sported two mugs of ale, one in each hand, that seemed small in comparison to her massive breasts. “Ey! Everyone! It’s Erick down—”

Poi calmly said, “This is not the Erick you are looking for.”

The woman, right as other people up there with her were beginning to clamber forward, announced, “False alarm! Just an Ophiel.”

Erick smiled wide. 

Some man further up there yelled out, “You’re drunk!”

“And looking to get drunker!” said the boisterous woman, turning back to her party. “Tell that band to play louder! Louder, I say! Ha ha!”

Someone cast a spell near the band up there, and their music suddenly pounded out into the bright night. They weren’t the only band playing loud. Ophiel twittered on Erick’s shoulder, joining his own quiet song to the music that poured out of high class beer halls and private parties here and there.

And so passed the third non-event in the last three minutes since stepping off of the Teleport Square, or at least the third one that Poi directly prevented from happening.

Erick chuckled a bit as he walked on, toward his destination.

The road itself was narrow, at only three meters wide. Compared to most roads in most other parts of the world, Steel Street was more of an alleyway, since the buildings on both sides towered above and there were no lawns to be had. Each bordering structure was at least three or four stories tall, but there had been a pair of towers seven stories tall back there. Despite the cramped quarters, there were no shadows down here. Light was everywhere inside Enduring Forge, after all. Walking here didn’t feel nearly as claustrophobic as Erick had feared.

There were some nice sights down here. One of them was ahead and to the left.

The Church of the Forgotten Light. It was a remarkable building of spiraling columns with firelights contained inside those columns, and walls made of opaque, white stone. In some places the opaqueness of the stone had been drawn back, like mist, allowing the wall to become clear crystal, forming windows. From afar and at first glance the building appeared plain, but the entire thing, inside and out, with multiple stories and multiple alcoves of importance, was carved up like an altar to Atunir with hundreds of thousands of small dioramas playing out all across the opaque stone and even in some of the crystal-clear spots. A normal person could probably spend a full day studying the sculptures and maybe get through half of them.

Erick wanted to go in there and spend an hour looking at it all. It might take him that long to understand the full story on display. Erick had never heard of the Church of Forgotten Light until he came here, so this was all very new to him, but there were no people inside the building, and no one seemed to be interested in the place. It seemed… Forgotten; but that seemed too on-the-nose. And yet it wasn’t forgotten at all; the place was clearly kept together and clean and presentable by someone.

A brief check through the manasphere of the past revealed what appeared to be normal people going into the place to pay their respects to the sculptures in the alcoves. A bit more looking revealed an old man in white robes who cast various spells as he walked around the place for maybe an hour in the last 12. Erick got the impression that the church was dedicated to the Old Cosmology. There were definite sculptures of broken worlds in there.

But that mystery would have to wait for later.

Because on the right side of the street was a mansion like most of the others, where Darabella sat on a small chair in a room in the front, reading a book by a window. She looked wonderful. Erick had only taken a few minutes to distract himself with the mystery of the Church of the Forgotten Light, but now, it was on to better things!

He walked over to the front door, which was set back from the road, and triggered a few [Alarm Ward]s as he knocked upon the door. A pleasant chime echoed inside the well-appointed abode. Erick tried not to pry too much, though he did have his mana sense open as a matter of course.

Darabella heard the doorbell and promptly flipped her shit, throwing her book across the room where it slammed into the wall and tumbled down. She ignored the crumpled reading material as she rushed to the front door, touching her reddish-brown hair as she went by a mirror, making sure her flyaways were less airborne. Then she rapidly moved to the door and then calmed herself, before opening it, and saying, “Hello, Erick.”

Yellow dress, sunny overcoat, a bright smile, and kind eyes to match the cute dimples in her cheeks.

Erick honestly said, “You’re beautiful. Hello, Darabella.”

Darabella’s slightly red-brown cheeks tinted even redder as she giggled, saying, “You’re pretty nice, too.”

A nice, calm moment passed.

And then Darabella stepped out of her house and closed the door behind her— “Shall we—” but the door didn’t latch. It swung back open. Darabella stared at the offending, misbehaving door for a second, then she rapidly grabbed the handle and yanked it hard, slamming the door shut with a click. She breathed out, then casually touched a set of runes in the doorframe. An [Alarm Ward] spread throughout the entire structure; it wasn’t a Solid Ward at all, but at least it would alert her if someone entered the place without her permission. And then she turned to Erick, asking, “Shall we take the shortcut?”

“Yes.” Erick let his light touch Poi, while he held out his hand to Darabella. She slipped her hand into his and gave a gentle squeeze, sending Erick’s heart to flutter right alongside her own. Erick smiled, and said, “We’ll take the shortcut.”

“I’m ready,” Darabella said, with a happy lilt.

White light flashed, and then they were elsewhere.
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The noble district of Enduring Forge, upon the third platform of the uppermost tier of the city, and with a good view of the crack in the cavern above, looked exactly as it should have looked, considering that not many nobles actually lived here full time. It was a place of unchanging stability, of mansions built for looks and for storage, rather than for individuals and assorted populations. The walls were ornate and runed all throughout, with some holding way too much power to be easily taken down and reapplied as they would have to be, if the people here moved freely. So they did not move freely at all. Knowing what he now knew about this place, Erick could tell that the noble district was more of a storage yard pretending at being a living space, than a living space with storage options.

Some of the more solid constructions here and there were completely opaque to Erick’s mana sense, with windows that were little more than ornate fakery upon solid walls that were solid steel, meant to keep everyone out. From the air, which was heavily crisscrossed with [Alarm Ward]s and all sorts of detective and preventive magics, and from far away, because there was no way Erick was letting Ophiel get close to some of those defensive spells, Erick guessed that the whole noble district was about 85% fake.

But that was the function of the noble district.

What it actually looked like, though, was opulence in comfortable wood and creamy stone, with carved magic emplaced behind very delineated property lines, with short walls between properties that even the un-Matriculated could hop over, if they wanted. Inside those property lines, in what had to be some sort of showing-off contest, it seemed every house tried to outdo their neighbors with style and beauty. Soaring towers. Sky bridges. Artistic lighting illuminating countless balconies and courtyards all over the place.

Only about 30% of what was out there was habitable, with at least 70% of the more solid-looking ‘houses’ here and there being secured facilities that were hardly ever meant to be opened. The entire place was filled with Anti-Magic runes of all kinds, too. Erick didn’t see any hostile runes in any of the workings, here or there, so anyone probably could fly in here, or whatever, and try to get around, but good luck to them actually getting inside any of these places. You probably couldn’t blip, or [Stoneshape], anywhere within a hundred meters of this place.

Erick was almost tempted to try, to see if he could. He refrained, obviously, but the small voice telling him to try, to test the magic, and see how it worked, was never far away.

They weren’t headed to any of those well protected places, though.

Erick, Darabella, and Poi appeared upon a hexagon of white stone, off center of the platform. Six roads led off in six directions, but the largest road, the one to the north, split into two roads further down the way, heading left and right. The entire platform had been divided into seven somewhat equal-sized areas. Their destination laid down the largest path, to the north.

Guards and escorts stood apart from the Teleport Hexagon, and it was easy to tell which was which. The guards were in black armor. The escorts were nobles themselves, for sure, for they called out new arrivals onto the square by name, and were dressed in finery that matched those of the people blipping into the space. Most people were here for their friends.

But Erick had an escort, too.

Not two seconds after appearing on the hexagon, Jalrock called out, “Archmage!” The young patriarch of house Slate waved as he came forward, happily saying, “Welcome to the noble district!” He bowed, then raised, saying, “Thank you for your service.”

Some of the nearby nobles also bowed, giving small thanks. Darabella involuntarily squeezed his left hand, obviously nervous that many eyes lingered upon her. Erick returned the gesture, hoping to calm her, but really, she was the one who knew everyone here; Erick was the one who was out of place. And speaking of being out of place, Erick decided to move their little gathering off of the Teleport Hexagon, for other people were coming and going from this location rather rapidly.

Once he had relocated to the side, Erick said, “Thank you for the invite.” He gestured with his free hand, asking, “The party is that way?”

Jalrock nodded, saying, “A short walk down a small road, to the House of Adama. Your daughter and other people went that way, not fifteen minutes ago. The party is already underway.” He asked, “As far as order of events is concerned, we would like you to take your seat at the high table for a few talks while the banquet is served, but after the meals are over there are any hundred of options for magical learning stationed all across the noble district. Everyone wants to talk to you, and to show you what they have, in case they might tempt your interest.” He smiled gently, adding, “We’re glad you came out tonight, too, Darabella. It’s been a while.”

Darabella smiled; a strained expression. “It has been a long while, Jalrock. Sorry I didn’t come to your ascension feast. You’re taking well to your position as the Face of Enduring Forge.”

Erick raised an eyebrow.

Jalrock noticed, and said, “It’s my duty to ensure that guests of honor are well received. I was to be your guide for tonight, but if you wish, Darabella knows everyone here, too.”

Darabella instantly, but quietly, refuted, “No no. I can’t do that—” She paused. She glanced to Erick with hope in her eyes, and then told Jalrock, “I heard you managed to repair the Sliding System.” She said to Erick, “You really should see that one. It always breaks down after every use, but when it’s in motion it’s a miracle of runic engineering.”

Jalrock gave a small grin as he said, “They fixed it up two days ago in preparation to show the archmage.”

Darabella gave a small, “Eee!” Then she looked up to Erick with a sudden flush of worry in her eyes and calmly said, “Uh. If you want to see runic systems I suggest that one above all others.”

Erick smirked, saying, “I want to see this ‘Sliding System’, too.” Arakag had already mentioned that one, specifically, so Erick was happy to see that it was mentioned multiple times. Erick added, “After the festivities.”

“Then since I seem to retain my job for now—” Jalrock gestured down the road. “Please follow me, Archmage Flatt, to a night of cheer and cuisine of the finest order.”

Jalrock took the lead. Erick followed with Darabella holding onto his left hand, and Poi taking position in the rear.

Jalrock Slate gestured to a few of the houses on the way down the road, explaining who lived here or there, and what they primarily did for Enduring Forge. The brief tour didn’t cover much of the noble district, as the road wasn’t more than a few hundred meters long and most of the houses were elsewhere, but Erick did learn a bit about House Slate, which was their tourism and public relations house (though Jalrock did not call it that), and about House Silver, which was primarily responsible for the mining of mundane materials in the city. House Platinum had a beautiful home of steel and silver, and they were responsible for much of the magical metal trade that flowed through Enduring Forge.

At the end of the street, where the road split left and right, there was an open gate. Beyond that gate lay their destination; House Adama, the home of those personally responsible for the defense of the land. Originally, there had been only one ‘House’, of Clan Adamantium, but that mansion was the city hall, and everyone had moved their storage houses over here hundreds and hundreds of years ago.

The new home of House Adama, the main House, was a brilliant white land of squarish towers and peaked roofs and at least three wings all joined together at a dome in the center. The whole place reminded Erick of a layered cake, or the Taj Mahal, or the Kremlin, but done with four-sided architecture in mind. It had plenty of balcony space on the backside, though, and that was where the party was, but they had to go through the house to get there.

Erick and his party passed a few guards in black plate as they approached the main doors, which were wide open. Small groups of people stood beyond, discussing various topics while they sipped beer from mugs and ate finger foods off of small plates.

The room itself was a massive atrium with a grand staircase beyond that led to the second floor where anyone could wander down any of a dozen different hallways. Everything was white stone, including the underside of the central pyramid-dome of the house, which was just overhead. A blazing white light hung in that space up there, giving off warmth and light like the sun, but less oppressive. Some plants were even growing in the corners of the rooms, soaking up the light.

It was a nice space.

People were already looking his way, many of them eager to speak with him, but Erick got the distinct impression that an order of meetings had been set up ahead of time, due to the way certain people stood here and there in the foyer. Erick would likely meet with them all soon enough.

Jalrock decided to get away from that actual process, though, saying, “I’ll hover around you if you need anything, archmage, but otherwise I will remain unobtrusive.”

“Before you go.” Erick asked, “Does Enduring Forge have other archmages?”

“No.” Jalrock seemed to hide all of his emotions, as he said, “Enduring Forge has no other archmages. If you chose to stay, you would be our only one. This would afford you a certain level of prestige all your own.” And then he bowed, taking his leave.

Poi did not stop himself from leveling a brief, withering glare at the man, but he cut the glare short. Poi’s look was not nearly as hate-filled as it could have been. In response, Erick shoved thoughts at the man about how Spur was still his home, and that he would not leave without good reason.

To which Poi just rolled his eyes—

And there was no more time to dissect any personal interactions, because Arakag Adama stepped away from her people to meet with Erick, saying, “Welcome to House Adama, Archmage Flatt.” She gave a small wave to a nearby caterer who popped right over with three drinks on a white stone platter, as Arakag began, “House Adama thanks you for your service, and hopes you enjoy the vintage. Perhaps you’d like to meet some of our clansmen?”

Erick took his drink while Darabella took hers, and Poi grabbed one, too, but likely only to hold in his hands, to keep up appearances. Erick sipped his wine, and it was good.

Erick said, “Lovely wine. I would love to meet new people.”

And so he did.

The first meeting was most telling of what the rest of the evening would bring.

Rial Plat, the patriarch of House Platinum, was a severe man of thinning hair and thinner proportions. He got right down to it, saying, “House Platinum wishes to extend to you the offer of amicable trade deals with Spur for various magical metals and assistance with runic web creation and maintenance, if you bring a Gate to this land. We are even willing to work with Candlepoint, though we would prefer not to work with unknowns, you understand. Not until we are sure they aren’t a trick.”

Erick said, “As soon as I figure [Gate] out, I would be very willing to supply Enduring Forge with a Gate. I’m pretty sure that there are still many secrets to that magic hidden away in this place, anyway, so you’ll have to help me find them before any real plans can be made.”

Rial, and more than a few observers outside of Erick’s current little group, perked up at that. Rial asked, “You think we have the secrets of [Gate] here? In our city?”

“Of course you do.” Erick said, “You’re the only runic society I’ve ever heard of and it already makes a lot of sense for runes to be useful in the creation of [Gate]. This method of enchanting is beyond wonderful. Why, just yesterday I set a glacier on fire with a staff of [Fireball]s! I even handed off the staff to one of my people and they fired off the same [Fireball]s that I put into the thing, using a novel method of triggering that I read about in the books Darabella here loaned to me.” He smiled at her, and said to them both, “I managed to make a [Prestidigitation] trigger.”

Darabella gasped, saying, “You did! How! I’ve been working on that for a year!”

Erick chuckled, saying, “It was difficult, and the trigger only works for a specific application of [Prestidigitation] and that specific staff, but what you do is point with [Prestidigitation], and the five [Fireball]s fire off in that pointed direction. [Force Bolt] is fine for precise ‘touching’ of a nearby target, but this is [Fireball] we’re talking about here; ‘precise’ isn’t exactly needed.”

There were a few polite laughs.

Erick said, “Any other application of [Prestidigitation] simply launches the spell out of the Escape clause, so in that case you have to point the actual staff in the desired direction. Still works, though.”

Darabella stared at Erick for a good while, uncomprehending, and interested, but mostly uncomprehending about how he could have figured out what she had left incomplete in her own notes.

Erick left that alone for now, though, and returned to the secrets of [Gate], explaining, “But as I was saying: the answers to [Gate] might be here, inside Enduring Forge. Or maybe more appropriately, there are good hints. That is more realistic. I might have already met one of those hint-holders, too.” He asked Darabella, “You were working on a way to extend [Teleport]’s range with runic Teleport Squares, yes? They weren’t in your notes, but you spoke of them earlier.”

Darabella snapped to the moment, saying, “I haven’t had much time to devote to theoretical workings, but I had planned on sharing those notes with you sometime soon. I would love to discuss this topic in a research setting.” She hesitantly added, “I haven’t touched that project in a long time.”

Rial, and a few outside observers, had a hesitation among them as they heard Darabella’s words.

—Arakag spoke up, “If you feel you could do well with theoretical runework then I could speak to the Old Smith on your behalf. We might need to train up a few more Rune Smiths anyway, if Archmage Flatt’s enthusiasm for runework carries with him back to Spur.” She asked him, “Do you think we will be getting orders for runic web installations in the future?”

“My enthusiasm is stoked, for sure. Runework is amazing.” Erick said, “So unless there are some incredibly easy ways to break the system, I cannot believe that more places don’t use them.” He did not specifically answer her question.

Arakag understood the implications. She said, “It’s no more or less easy to break than any other city defense.” Arakag looked to Darabella, saying, “Would you agree, Rune Master?”

Darabella said, “I don’t know enough about the intricacies of other systems to say, for sure, but I would say the ease and capabilities of runes are well documented. It’s great for defense, but you have to watch out for certain problems that only runework brings, and only when malcontents know how to corrupt the runic system.”

Rial Plat said, “I would say that runework is a few steps below the usefulness of a truly gifted archmage, but we’re about equal with the Singers of Songli and an average archmage. Runework is vastly superior to the usual cadres of archwarriors some places employ to defend themselves, for sure. The high-end formations for runic defense can get a bit too much, though. If you create too many walls, you might find yourself locked in a very small room.”

Arakag and Darabella lightly laughed at that; it must have been an inside jo—

Ah. All of the noble district was covered in defensive layers, locking a lot of people behind those self-imposed walls.

Gallows humor, then.

“The walls seem well-made.” Erick asked, “You can even stuff anti-magic runes into the webs, too, though I gather that you only do that up here, in the noble district? I didn’t see many of these anti-magic runes down in the main city, or really anywhere else. Is this because too many anti-magic runes lock you in place?”

“Exactly right.” Arakag nodded, as she said, “The protections in this area are much tighter than those inside the main city, for it is oppressive to live under these defensive layers, and also sometimes dangerous. In times of trouble, most people in the main city quickly retreat into the bunkers, with [Teleport] getting them close and then they proceed inward on foot. But here? The caretakers have to hunker down and hope that their walls are enough, for it is a chore to take down the runes that secure some of these places.” She added, “It took us an hour to open up this house for this party, but some of the tighter areas would require full weeks of magic bleed to let the doors open a crack.”

“I see Solid Wards all over the place, but am I to understand that they don’t have permissions?” Erick wasn’t quite sure what the problem was with making walls that the user could walk through, but as soon as he had that thought, he had another. There was probably even Tricking Magic that allowed people to walk through walls. Hadn’t one of the Shades back at Last Shadow’s Feast displayed an amulet that let them walk through all magic, unimpeded? Yes, there had been; but it also cut the user off from all of their own magic. Therefore, a mundane wall would stop that sort of intruder. Erick said, “I suppose the mundane walls could be on timers, too.”

“Solid Wards are not as safe as some believe. Anything that allows permissions is suspect,” Arakag said.

“Ah. I suppose that is true.”

Arakag nodded. “But even those Solid Wards are merely the surface protections. Individual defensive matrices vary, but we do have violent magics in some of these locations, and yes, there are timers and doors connected to them, too. We try not to kill people who brush up against walls, but there are only so many reasons to be in certain locations around here, so some levels of violent defenses are kept active at all times.”

“Do you get many simple interlopers around here?” Erick asked.

The patriarch of House Platinum said, “Three or four simple interlopers every month. Maybe one or two capable interlopers. We sometimes find bodies, but most of those criminals get a shock or a burn and limp away to heal their wounds. The first layer of defense is simple physical deterrent, while subsequent levels of deterrence increase rapidly depending on the items that need protecting.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “That’s honestly a lot more burglars than I expected. I imagine there’s actual violence occasionally, too.”

“Yet another reason we don’t like to live up here.” Rial said, “No one wants to get caught up in the crossfire. We should be safe tonight, though. You’re here, after all.”

Erick almost laughed, but that would have been the wrong move.

Ah…

Worldly Path, don’t fuck up now!

“We have opened many of our vaults to you tonight, Erick, and people find these things out, as they always do,” Arakag said, “We’re confident that tonight will proceed without incident because we have many soldiers on the ground, physically defending the more important locations.” She added, “However, most of the biggest secrets are still under runic lock. Some of the deeper secrets can only be shared with trust and cooperation.”

Erick smiled, saying, “I’m happy to get whatever I can, for now. Trust can only be developed with time, so I thank you for humoring my curiosities.”

“Almost anything for the Savior of Light.” Arakag smirked a bit, and said, “We do things a little less formal down here, so whenever you’re ready, the banquet is ready, too. Right up there.” She gestured up the grand staircase, then said, “I believe your people are already there. After the main event, House Adama has a special treat to show you; Grosgrena is getting it ready as we speak.” She took a step toward the grand staircase, saying, “A pleasure to have you here, Archmage. I’ll leave you in Darabella’s capable hands.” She gave a small nod toward the suddenly flustered-yet-keeping-it-together Rune Smith, then Arakag was off, companionably slipping her arm around Rial, the both of them headed off toward the banquet together.

Suddenly on the spot, Darabella gestured toward the next nearest person, who was someone she knew, saying, “Ah! Erick. This is…”

After a fashion, the first rounds of introductions went well, with Darabella sliding into her apparently-appointed role as both guide and date. The second, third, and subsequent introductions went much better. After a half an hour of small meetings, Erick had solidified his planned route of artifact visiting, and gotten a good appreciation for Darabella’s expertise in the matter of runes; she wasn’t the Master Rune Smith of Enduring Forge without good reason. She spoke up when she knew Erick would want to see something, and was as polite as she could be regarding what she knew to be… less than great.

A few of the meetings were strained because the other people thought they had something very interesting, but Darabella’s strained-yet-pleasant smile indicated what they had was worthless. Or at least what they had was something that Darabella found less than fantastic.

One of those meetings in particular stood out from the rest. Though Darabella and the woman on the other side kept everything very, very polite, it was easy enough to tell that Darabella seemed to either hate House Whitesteel, or perhaps she only hated the scion of that house. Yarlinnia Whitesteel seemed like a nice enough woman, but she was the same age as Darabella, and they were both Rune Smiths, with Darabella being elevated from commoner stock, and Yarlinnia being a part of a noble house. Erick suspected that the noble/commoner thing was just a nuance to the actual problem, for Erick had already been introduced to several commoners, and Yarlinnia was standing next to a friend who had also once been a commoner, according to what Erick was seeing.

Darabella and Yarlinnia never said those words, but Erick saw through enough of the obfuscation of polite society to see at least some of the truth. But! None of that really mattered, and no one said anything truly inappropriate. They were probably both saving their words for later, for when Erick (And Darabella, too!) met with Yarlinnia at House Whitesteel to see the Arcane Attuner, which was capable of transforming channeled mana into a Solid Ward effect.

More than a few people simply wanted to meet with Erick to try and woo him to remain in Enduring Forge, either indefinitely, or to actually move here.

Soon enough, Erick had gotten through many of the meetings, and most of the party had moved on, up the grand staircase, through a massive church-like door, to stand on a balcony out back of the house. It was time to eat, and the good smells had been taunting Erick for a while. He was hungry.
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A balcony of white stone stretched alongside the windows of the main house, going both left and right while extending outward a good ten meters from the mansion. More grand staircases dropped down from ends of that balcony toward a lower level, where a small orchard of specialty-product fruit trees grew alongside carefully maintained berry bushes. The orchard was only four trees in total, but two of them instantly caught Erick’s eyes. One of them was a myriad citrus, the other was a cocoa tree, while the others were varieties that he did not recognize. One of the bushes was of Erick’s make, as well, but it was not a berry, but a bean; they were Erick Beans, the product of [Exalted Rain] when left running for 24 hours.

A few people were moseying around the orchard and the berry bushes, looking up at the trees or down at the bushes, engaging in small conversations while sampling from food stations that were preparing dishes from those various plants, as requested. It reminded Erick of sampling treats at a supermarket, when the sellers were trying to get you to buy their stuff. Erick would likely go down there and request something from the myriad citrus table, but for now—

The main party was on the balconies, with tables set up everywhere and many people already talking. Small finger foods were set up at the side, but the main course was waiting to be served. Erick could see the teams of servers gathering beyond the door in the center of the gathering, rushing about in last second preparations. On the other side of the balcony space, a band played stringed instruments, which Ophiel seemed to enjoy, as evident by his tiny bouncing upon Erick’s shoulder. Yggdrasil’s eye also bounced in time to Ophiel’s movements. Erick smiled at that.

Jane, Teressa, and Nirzir, were already seated up by the high table; they were not directly at the high table. The high table wasn’t that high, though, which Erick was glad to see. Erick’s designated seat was on a short, decimeter high platform. This was obviously to facilitate ease of movement and discussions, which some people were already doing, and would probably continue to do throughout the actual meal. Jane was currently talking to a Rune Smith who Erick had seen working underneath Darabella, while Nirzir was talking to Rial.

Erick’s own table was set for two, though; Darabella was expected to sit with him.

Erick smiled as he said to Darabella, “It’s always weird meeting new people. Thanks for accompanying me.”

Darabella’s eyes had been momentarily locked to the high table for two, but at Erick’s words, she calmed. “Thank you for the invite. I hardly ever make it out to these things anymore. Not since my husband passed away. Been ten years, now.”

Erick sent her, ‘Are you comfortable? I want you to be comfortable. I also want you to know that you’ve been a great help with knowing what runic artifacts are actually worth seeing.’

Darabella smiled small. ‘I’m better than okay. Everyone is being really nice tonight. Usually the claws come out more than they ha— Ah. I forget myself. If you could pretend that I never said that some of these people make wolves look civilized, then that would be great.’

Erick managed to keep his own grin small, as he sent, ‘But you never said that.’

‘Thank you.’

As Erick moved to the head table, people all around began to clap for him, for what he had done either by accident or by design. Many of them were surely clapping for many different reasons.

The next few hours passed in a blur of small speeches and really, really good food. Grosgrena showed up eventually and spoke a bit about how Erick’s Particle Magic was already revolutionizing metallurgy itself, but that real breakthroughs always took time, and they had not had nearly enough of that to discover everything about particles that they could. The next decades would be amazing to see, for sure! Her small speech ended with perhaps the loudest round of clapping yet.

Eventually, Erick managed to get down to the garden and try out some of the citrus items, which included orange icies and lemon cake. Both dishes were just shy of divine.

And then eventually, the food was all eaten, or put away, and no one else wanted to give anymore speeches, while the band played rather loud enough to allow people to have somewhat private conversations here and there. Erick probably spent too long talking to Darabella about various runic designs, and not enough making connections with everyone else, but he really liked the woman.

He did not like the occasional glares Jane leveled at Darabella, though.

Those introductions could have gone better, for sure.

Erick mostly ignored that incident, which was probably for the best. Darabella was certainly never talking to Jane again unless she absolutely had to, and Erick didn’t feel like smoothing any of that over at all; not yet, anyway. This was just a small date, and there were many more factors involved in a relationship these days than simply liking each other. But at least Darabella did seem to honestly like him!

He liked her, too.

Too bad a relationship probably wasn’t on the table, because, for the fifth time that night —Erick started counting after the third incident— Darabella mentioned her late husband and how much she missed him. Erick hadn’t collected many clues about the man, though, aside from the fact that he had been a noble, and then he had died.

It didn’t seem like Darabella was ready to let him go, though. Erick had noticed the various paintings of Darabella and her husband in her house, too. Those paintings were still on the walls like the guy could show up at any minute, though he never would ever again.

… Or maybe Erick was reading too much into the situation. He probably was.

The party ended after only three hours of mingling and meals and theorizing about different runic designs. Erick participated in a few metallurgy discussions, but mostly to ask questions; though these Smiths didn’t know the exact components of the metals they worked with, they had been working with them for decades upon decades, so they knew their shit.

As people began leaving, Grosgrena pulled Erick aside, saying, “We’ve got a treat for you, before you go to all the other houses out there. You too, Darabella. Even you haven’t seen this one, yet.”

Darabella paused. “I haven’t?”
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Through the more defended parts of House Adama they went; down, down, then into a short tunnel into the depths of the platform of the noble district. Arakag and Grosgrena led the way, tapping off various runic defenses on four different doors and in the walls of thick, oppressive hallways. Erick’s mana sense dwindled down twenty meters, then down to nothing as they came upon a main vault door made of adamantium and runic power. Beyond that black separation was an emptiness in the manasphere, or perhaps the mana inside was simply trapped.

Erick’s paranoia was yelling at him to escape, to not continue, but he had to keep going. Besides, Poi was with him, though the girls had been left behind, while Darabella, Grosgrena, and Arakag were all displaying perfectly normal behaviors… Theoretically. Grosgrena and Arakag were obviously excited to show Erick whatever it was they couldn’t talk about, while Darabella was practically vibrating with excitement.

As Erick spied the main vault door, most of his paranoia vanished. The black expanse was inscribed with an old runic inscription, done in a style that was listed in Darabella’s notes and which Erick found fascinating, but which no one practiced anymore. The door was guarded by a poem.

Erick would have asked after it, but they were under strict orders not to talk or [Telepathy] while down here; the runic defenses were strong and would not appreciate any overt attempts at communication while they were still active. So he saved his questions for later. Poi seemed able to get away with using his normal [Telepathy], though, so that was odd.

And then Grosgrena ignored her own warnings and spoke the poem aloud; the words lighting up as she said them.

“From ages past there comes a time

“Of dripping blood and endless crime

“Of bones set down, unhallowed ground

“Of life reduced, of futures bound.”

The poem ended there, but Grosgrena continued to speak, triggering some hidden mechanisms in the runework that unwound locks inside the vault door. But Erick couldn’t hear those words. Grosgrena spoke in unknowable, invisible vibrations, as something within the runework all around them pulled her words out of the air, out of the manasphere, and from her throat, simultaneously hiding everything about her in those brief moments. In that time, Erick could only tell that Grosgrena was a short woman, shrunken with age.

And then Grosgrena was done. Her features returned like someone had removed smudges from the screen. The door flickered. The rims flashed. There was a loud CLICK.

The black door slowly swung open, and power flowed outward, bending the very air before runic power captured that air and succeeded in holding back the expansive force inside. Now, Erick could mana sense inside the chamber beyond. He instantly knew what he was looking at, even though he had never seen one before, and no one had yet mentioned it by name.

The room was adamantium and cubic, three meters to a side, with a pair of pillars that protruded from the top and bottom of the space to meet in the middle, around the object. Runes stretched across the entire interior of the room, even spiraling up and down the protrusions. Where the runes met the object, they bathed in the light of bloody, divine fire, soaking in the power, strengthening the magic inside the runes. Erick would not be surprised if this room was completely self-sufficient, never needing to be charged with magic from the main runic web in the house.

For it was divine, for sure.

It was a red sphere, and for some reason, staring at it was like staring at a scale model of a planet made of solid silver metal, with a fully-covering ocean of red waters upon that planet, and with an atmosphere of divine, gold fire. If Erick reached out and grabbed it, the sphere would fit in his palm. It would probably fit well, too.

The red ocean. The divine fire.

It was a Tear of Aloeth, for sure.

It all fit.

Quilatalap had mentioned these artifacts once. They (for there were many of these things, not only one) were supposed to be able to protect an entire city from attack. In retrospect, it made sense for Enduring Forge to have one. They obviously didn’t use it, otherwise it would be out there, somewhere, and not contained to this bright, dark room. Or maybe they did have a second Tear out there, somewhere, hooked into the runic web.

Supposedly, the Tears of Aloeth were the precursor to City Shields. They were obviously the precursor to the runic webs of Enduring Forge, too. Probably a lot more than that, too, for the Tear looked like a power source. But if you could replace the power source, which Enduring Forge obviously had, then you could stick this thing in storage and forget about it until it was absolutely needed.

While Erick thought of all that, the door finally finished opening.

Red light bathed the hallway all around Erick, and the others. Darabella gasped as she laid eyes upon the artifact, making a small, happy sound. Arakag measured Darabella’s response and found it adequate, but when she tried to measure Erick’s, she got a bit worried. Would he try to snatch the Tear? She saw that he clearly knew what it was. But then Arakag turned professional again, and seemed to banish those easily readable thoughts from her body language.

Grosgrena spoke, “We can talk now; the defenses are mostly down. Still can’t go into the chamber itself.”

“It’s a Tear of Aloeth,” Erick said. “It makes so much sense that you have one.”

Grosgrena laughed. Arakag went on edge again.

Darabella demanded with her cute voice, “Now how do you know that! These things are super secret! I’ve never even seen one, and I’m the Master Rune Smith!” She glanced at the Tear, saying, “But I guess those rumors were true, huh?”

Grosgrena said, “If they got one of these in Ar’Kendrithyst then Enduring Forge would pay a handsome price to acquire it.”

Erick said, “If Ar’Kendrithyst has one then I don’t know about it. But if that place ever did have one, it probably got stolen in the raids after Last Shadow’s Feast. Everyone and their whole extended family tried their luck, ransacking that place for all it was worth—” Erick rapidly asked, “This didn’t come from Ar’Kendrithyst, did it?”

“No.” Grosgrena said, “This one has been here in our care for a very long time. The history of Enduring Forge and our caretaker of the Tear predates most historical events, but you never know what sort of shit they gathered inside that Dead City.”

Erick briefly debated whether or not to use Quilatalap’s name, or his moniker of ‘Caretaker’ that he used while he was pretending to be a Shade inside the Dead City. It was not by accident that Grosgrena used the word ‘caretaker’ in her response.

Erick avoided that bit of intrigue for now, asking, “Does Aloethag care that you have one?”

“Yes, but also no,” Arakag said, opting to speak now that she had decided that Erick wasn’t going to simply steal the treasure. “This is a tear of Aloeth, not Aloethag, and that makes all the difference. Besides; if that corpse of an elven goddess ever tried to take it, we’d destroy it sooner than let her have it.”

Erick paused.

His thoughts derailed, and then several ideas reorganized themselves. He eyed Arakag, and then Grosgrena, and then Darabella, and then the massive containment song scrawled inside the entire Tear room. Erick couldn’t read those runes, though, for the song was written in some unknown language, but it had to be a song. There were repeated runes here and there, and a general organization that had to be that of music. The whole thing reminded Erick of the adamantium crusher back at the Smithy, with its spiraling runes, but… More.

There was something otherworldly about this particular space, of which the Tear was only a half of that feeling. The room itself was different from normal runework. Erick got the feeling that he looked upon hieroglyphics instead of Ancient Script as he studied the flowing scrawls across the black metal.

Suddenly, Erick connected a few widely distant dots, along with an offhand comment Jane had made about Enduring Forge days ago.

Erick asked, “Does Enduring Forge have ties to the extinct dwarves of the Old Cosmology?”

Arakag resigned herself to something that she had been dreading.

Darabella glanced at Erick, then turned to face the Tear room, saying, “That’s a leap of logic, but I guess you’re good with those.” She asked the others, “That’s supposed to be a secret too, right?”

“Yes, Darabella,” Arakag said. “Supposed to be.”

Grosgrena smiled wide, explaining, “Our ancestors were a group of humans that the dwarves rescued from the Sundering as they fled from the Primal Lightning that killed the Old Cosmology. I won’t bore you with details, but yes, our ancestors knew the dwarves, personally. For a short time there at the beginning, they were even living together. And then Melemizargo attacked every Underworld city at once and wiped out 95% of every single settlement under the Surface. The dwarves and our people both survived, but there were only three remaining dwarves and four remaining humans. Our ancestors could rebuild with humans and eventually a few incani from the Surface, but the dwarves were never able to recover.” She said, “Each dwarf was able to live for centuries past that troubled time, but eventually, time makes a mockery of all mortal life. The only thing they could do to ensure their legacy was to ensure that runework was understood by all, and not held in secret by the wrought, and that their human friends could survive the Dark. They managed this much.”

Erick gazed upon the runes in the room, and as Grosgrena spoke of legacy, he felt something stir inside the power inside those runes. Something very soul-like lined those runes. In a flash, Erick understood. The creator of this place had not simply carved meaning into the world when they made those lyrical scratches. They had used their own soul to carve this power into this room, entombing bits of themselves and their Domain inside the space.

Erick’s own [Lodestar] remained nestled at his back, along with an active [Greater Lightwalk], so he could have tested the walls if he wanted to, but that seemed like a very bad idea. This place was old, though Erick doubted the room itself had been here in this location since the dawn of Veird, but even if it had been moved around a few times, this place was locked to this location now, and that afforded it a certain amount of home field power that only a fool would test.

Grosgrena turned back to the Tear, saying, “Knowledge of runes was granted to us by the legacy of the dwarves, but for actual defense, we had this Tear; a captured tool of the enemy elves, twisted to provide all the power a runic web could ever need. We don’t use it anymore, but the runes in this room and the Tear itself are a safeguard against ultimate disaster.” She smiled. “I didn’t agree with the decision to let you see this room, but now that we’re here, I can tell it was the right decision. One look is all it took you to understand everything about this place.” She looked up at him, asking, “Am I right, Savior of Light?”

Erick said, “I think you are. The dwarves were right to leave you their legacy. You’ve done well by it.”

“Good. Then this vulnerability was worth it.” Grosgrena rapidly said, “Now let’s not tempt Fate. We’re closing her back up and she can stay down here forever, Good Gods willing.”

Arakag gave a small prayer, “May the Bloody Witch remain forever bound, and this world never know the tyranny of elves.”

It wasn’t just a small prayer, though. At her utterance, the walls of the tunnel came alive with faint, white glows that flowed into the doorway, ticking off a set of runes that began to seal up the room, once again. The black door slowly swung back into place. Within moments, the Tear was once again locked behind dense spellwork, hidden from view, and then hidden from mana sense.

Grosgrena placed a hand to her mouth, indicating that sounds were back to being a bad idea. The five of them exited the tunnel, and as they did, more and more runes began to light up in their passing, further closing off the passageway to the Tear of Aloeth, like curtains closing.

There was little discussion on the object once they were out of its reach, for Grosgrena said that they shouldn’t speak of it outside of that space, anyway. Enduring Forge had gone through many different diplomatic disasters over the centuries because of that item, so while most of the powers out there had been driven off, some new idiots were always getting ideas in their heads about what they could and should steal.

Before they met back up with Teressa, Jane, and Nirzir, Erick did ask one important question, though.

“What about the orcols?” Erick asked, “Do they know of this?”

Arakag answered, “The Arbors do, and some of their people do, too. The people themselves tend to be split in their demeanor. The priests tend to want it, but the average person wants to destroy it. Neither choice is an option we’re willing to entertain, so we’d prefer if today’s revelation did not lead to any of them getting ideas that they could ever possibly take our history from us.”

Erick simply nodded.

After a moment of seeing that Erick had accepted her words, Arakag asked, “Next location, then? Next set of magical runework?”

“I would love to see the generalized mana conversion systems.” Erick asked, “I imagine they’re based on what we saw back there in the tunnel?”

“Which is why we chose to show you that one first.” Grosgrena said, “But this is where I leave you. I’m old and it’s late. Good night, Archmage Flatt.” She gave a small bow; as much as her body would allow.

Erick returned her bow, saying, “Thank you, Grosgrena. I’ll see you again before I leave, for sure?”

Grosgrena gave a small, almost sad smile. “With any luck we’ll meet many more times after today, archmage, but perhaps I shouldn’t tempt Fate like that.” She steeled herself, and stated, “You seem pretty decent with what we’ve taught you, and you seem willing to spread this knowledge. I approve. Enduring Forge approves. We look forward to watching runes and true metalwork spread across the world, in ways it has never been allowed to do before. Good luck with the Headmaster, and with the wrought. We can’t go against them, but maybe you can.”

Erick understood a great many things in that moment.

He met Grosgrena’s fervor with his own solidity, saying, “The world is changing. Maybe we’ll have more than one world soon enough. Live to see it happen, Grosgrena; you’re not that old.”

Grosgrena’s minor sadness vanished under an overwhelming wave of anticipation. The old woman’s face seemed younger as laugh lines deepened, and then she gave a boisterous guffaw. She continued to laugh, first a little, and then a lot, and then a little again. She waved even as she was still laughing, and then chuckling out of sight.

Arakag seemed more certain of something than ever before, as she asked, “Will you continue to the next location?”

“We shall.” Erick asked Darabella, “Are you okay to continue?”

Darabella quietly said, “I am ready to continue.”

Arakag said to Erick, “It was a pleasure meeting you, Archmage. Take care. I leave you in Darabella’s capable hands.”

Erick told her, “Thanks for the invitation.”

And then Arakag walked away, too.

Darabella seemed to be having some emotions about being put on the spot, but she kept them mostly hidden, so Erick did not pry.

Soon, they met back up with Jane, Teressa, and Nirzir, and then it was off to the next location. Erick debated with himself about whether to talk to Teressa about her thoughts on the Tear of Aloeth, but it wouldn’t happen tonight, anyway. Maybe some other day.
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                The generalized magic conversion array was located at House Platinum, in a room just off to the side of the foyer, with Patriarch Rial Plat there to introduce the device and explain its functionality. Darabella seemed perfectly capable of doing this, too, and soon, she was discussing the item with Rial, as Erick asked questions, and poked around at the item.

He could have spent days playing around with the array, but Erick contented himself to a half an hour and a bunch of poignant questions, for the system was about four times more complicated than it appeared.

Overall, the array was a set of ten nested gold rings, with the largest a meter across and welded directly onto a splash of possibly-gold metallic crystal that resembled giant quartz, but in metal. The crystal might have been a rare form of fool’s gold, but Erick had no idea; it wasn’t runed, whatever it was, but it did seem to have some sort of anomalous effect on the rest of the system.

The largest golden ring did not move, for it was affixed, but the nine smaller concentric rings did move, each of them freely rotating within the system, slipping left and right as they were wont to achieve the effect in the center of the system, which was to give birth to a baby metal slime. The type of slime produced varied a little, but usually they were iron slimes. Erick was told that the slimes usually only survived for about an hour without iron ore to mine from cave walls, but this system was defunct these days, and the Slime Spawner was more of a relic than an artifact. They had transitioned away from using iron slimes to mine for iron long, long ago. Usually, they simply traded with Homeland, the goblin capital city, for their iron needs.

This sparked a small, enthusiastic conversation from Erick about how he had seen and moved one of their Iron Beasts just the other day. Rial explained that the iron-fungus farming beasts were about a hundred times better at farming for iron than slimes, and you didn’t end up with accidental iron oozes with the goblins’ system. Iron oozes were not nearly as nice as platinum oozes apparently were; that revaluation on the city hall steps had been a large oddity to Rial, too.

But back to the Slime Spawner.

Spellwork of any basic kind, from [Force Bolt] to [Alter Size], went into the exterior ring, and then flowed through some ethereal connector runes to the next ring, where various other runes shifted the meaning of the power flowing into them, and then flowed that new shaped power into the next smaller ring. This flowing process repeated, with spellwork shifting more and more into the desired shapes and meanings, with each ring rotating as needed to facilitate the flow and shift, until the magic met in the middle ring. When anywhere from 900 to 1500 magic power flowed through the system, a metal slime would be born in the center.

“Variations in requirements are mostly due to the environment.” Rial said, “The cleaner the environment, the less mana required. Slimes are a result of bacteria turning monstrous, and most bacteria aren’t capable of becoming monstrous, so this is to be expected.”

Erick smiled upon hearing that. He teased the dryly sarcastic man, “That’s a theory that isn’t fully accepted by the Arcanaeum Consortium, Rial.”

“There are a great many things we do that aren’t accepted by the Arcanaeum Consortium,” Rial deadpanned.

Erick laughed, then turned back to the system, saying, “This is truly remarkable. I barely understand how it works, but I’m beginning to.” A question struck him. “You don’t make gold slimes, or osmium slimes, to help mine for those metals?”

Rial said, “Feel free to copy this system and adjust for those metals, if you wish. We’ll buy such a system from you for a good price.”

Darabella asked the question Erick was about to ask, “You’ve never had luck with gold or osmium spawners? After all this time?”

“We’ve failed every time, my dear,” Rial said.

The spinning rings and the flowing magic were a lot to try and understand, but Erick managed to figure out most of it. Superficially, anyway. He’d have to make one of these himself to see if he truly knew what he was doing.

Erick gave his thanks to Rial, and they moved on.







- - - -







Darabella smiled wide as she stood in front of the machine, saying, “Now this one! This one is the most impressive runic machine I have ever seen.”

Jalrock smirked, saying, “If only it didn’t break down every single time.”

“It certainly looks like it could break down every single time,” Erick said.

They had moved to House Slate, and then to a storage shed away from the main house, and past several protective runic webs. Inside of a room dedicated solely to it, sat a marvel of runic engineering known as the Sliding System. Whatever it was, it was very large and way too complicated. Compared to the ring system of the slime generator, the Sliding System was literally centuries ahead in rune tech.

There were rings of various sizes and configurations floating or locked in place here and there. There were floating plates, etched with singular runes, hovering in the vicinity of the rings. Pillars of rotating runes rose here and there among the system. There was a book of runes with metal pages, and then off to the left there was a small shelf of paper books. A boiler, for some strange reason. And, above all, a fuck ton of gears and belts and otherwise, holding it all together.

The most prominent feature, though, was a square meter of black metal that acted as a screen, fastened to the front of the machine, and the keyboard with runic keys that jutted out from below the screen.

Darabella looked to Jalrock, asking, “Do you mind if I explain…?”

“Go ahead.” Jalrock gestured to the machine, saying, “You’re as good with this as I am.”

Darabella giggled a little—

Which caused Jane to roll her eyes.

—and she then walked closer to the machine, explaining, “The overall direction-of-intent of the Sliding System’s runic structure is primarily based on [Identify]. The end-effect is similar to what you get with an identinomicon, but with an important difference. This system doesn’t query your own mind or a set of enchanted books to help you find the answers to your questions. It questions magic, itself.”

Erick was not the only one to have his focus suddenly narrowed down to the machine sitting in front of them. Nirzir gasped. Teressa huffed a disbelieving laugh. Erick’s mind instantly went to the fact that Melemizargo and the mana were basically the same thing, so was this machine querying that Dark God? But then Jane spoke up first.

Jane said, “Ask it about [Gate].”

That was a good question, too.

Darabella’s good mood took a small dive. She very much understood that Jane did not like her on a personal level, so that explained some of Darabella’s response, but there was more to that new, sad look than simple dislike. Whatever the case, Darabella recovered fast enough, saying, “It breaks with the large questions.”

“Of course it does,” Jane muttered.

Feeling more secure, Darabella continued, “The Sliding System breaks down all the time, with runes and breakers burning out as the first stage of breakdown; the steel flowways melt and this is by design. Or at least those flowways are supposed to break down before the rest of the machine. Sometimes they don’t break like they should, and then the machine is down for a while.”

Erick asked, “Is it a problem of money?”

Because he would supply large amounts of money if this machine actually did what Darabella said it could do. He had a few questions he wanted to ask ‘the mana’. ‘Why did the mana drag him and his daughter to Veird’, was just a start.

Jalrock spoke up, “A full repair costs more than money. Some of these materials are hard to replace, and some of the deeper mechanisms are impossible to replicate, for the people who made them are no longer alive and we have no one capable of working in some of these designs.”

Darabella nodded, saying, “Hence the flowways breaking down before those important parts.”

Erick asked, “What sort of questions are allowed?”

“Questions on the nature of magic are very dangerous; don’t do that.” Darabella happily said, “But everything else is an option! The closer you are —physically, metaphysically, whatever— to the subject of your question, the easier it is for the machine to answer you. Questions about specifics are difficult. Questions about specific locations are difficult. Questions about the future are difficult. Questions that have nebulous answers are difficult. But down the other path: Questions about the past are easy. Questions about nebulous locations are easy. Philosophical answers are sometimes wildly difficult, causing the machine to break down rather instantly. But sometimes the answer is simple. Asking ‘What is the meaning of life’ will get you ‘what you make of it’, almost every time.” She smiled, then said, “A bad question is, ‘Who or what will cause the most difficulty in my life, going forward?’ This one is way too nebulous to get you a good answer because, by answering that question, it might become a self-fulfilling prophecy, and then you get a feedback loop. A good question is, ‘What killed so-and-so.’…” She paused. She said, “That one usually gives you a direction to find out the real answers, but sometimes that doesn’t work, either.” She looked to Erick, saying, “You should treat the Sliding System as a way to narrow down possibilities. To give directions. Not to give a true answer.” Darabella looked to Jalrock. “Anything you want to add?”

Jalrock spoke up, “It’s based on Elemental Book, like [Identify]. Treat it like a very elaborate identinomicon which is able to temporarily enchant the very world itself, or at least this small part of it. This includes the user. So the more receptive you are to the idea that the system works, the easier it will work.” He asked, “Any idea what you’d like to ask it? We might have already asked whatever you’re thinking about.”

Erick had already considered the possible questions, but hearing all of the caveats narrowed down his options to a single one. He said, “Perhaps, ‘How can I make this machine work better?’.”

Darabella smiled brightly. “It breaks down instantly.”

“We’ve tried that one a few times.” Jalrock offered, “You could try one of our beginner questions?” He went over to the machine and plucked the metal book out of its slot near the keyboard. The ‘book’ couldn’t have been more than ten metal pages long, but it was made of rustless steel and bound in the same. He handed it over, saying, “That’s the Sliding System diagram and general question booklet.”

Erick flipped open the book and read for a few seconds, before flipping through the rest of it and rapidly understanding all of it.

He closed the book, and said, “This doesn’t explain why it’s called the ‘Sliding System’, either.”

Darabella spoke up, “Oh! I can answer— Uh. Jalrock? You want to answer?”

Jalrock smirked, saying, “You go ahead.”

Darabella wasted no time in getting right down to it, saying, “Spatial Magics play a large part of the Sliding System, in that the ‘sliding’ of the system is how it shifts through various possibilities to arrive at a proper answer.” She gestured to the bookshelf, saying, “That bookshelf sometimes gains or loses books based on how the system ‘slides’ through various Realities in its search for answers. The bookshelf is only the most prominent example of a ‘slide’, though. Everything shifts through Realities if you look closely enough. Thus, it is called the ‘Sliding System’.”

Teressa stared, focusing her mana sense even further, to try and understand what she was looking at. And she wasn’t the only one. Jane flickered some light here and there, looking for herself, while Nirzir stood on her tippy toes to get a better view of some of the parts.

Erick was even more impressed. “So it’s literally sliding through Realities to find answers?”

“Yes; but with a lot of caveats.” Darabella said, “Near-Realities better than further Realities. The further the Sliding System goes the more it breaks. Some answers are factual and recorded in the books the system slides into its shelves, though, so those come easier than others. Some answers require deep scans through subjective Reality in order to find factual realities with answers. Some answers are factual throughout all Realities, so these are the easiest to answer; it doesn’t have to slide far at all.”

Jalrock said, “It’s all terribly complicated and that book doesn’t explain any of it in depth. This is why we can’t repair it easily if something large breaks.”

Erick hummed, then asked, “So why can’t it answer about [Gate]? [Gate] is Spatial Magic, too. And I know a lot about Spatial Magic, as well.”

Darabella looked hopeful, but she kept her hopes small, and she looked to Jalrock.

Jalrock was deeply nervous, with a cold sweat breaking out across the otherwise-stoic man’s body. And then he collected himself, swallowed, and said, “If you want to ask about [Gate], go ahead.”

“… But that would break the machine.” Erick said, “Nevermind that one, then. I have a better question.”

Darabella said, “Then to ask it, all you have to do is type in the question using this rune matrix and then we wait. An answer usually takes five minutes to appear.”

Erick stepped forward—

Jane asked, “What are you going to ask?”

Nirzir was locked in mana sensing the machine, studying how it worked, but at recognizing that the talking had resolved her quiet desperation erupted out of her mouth, “What about questions of love? Could I ask the machine who I’m going to marry, and if I will love him?”

All eyes turned to Nirzir.

“What! It’s a perfectly reasonable question with far-reaching political consequences.” The young woman stood her ground, saying, “If necessary, Void Song will pay for the use of this machine, after Archmage Flatt has had his turn. We can pay for the repairs of most damage.” She added, “If this machine can actually do what you say it can do.”

Erick glanced from Nirzir to Jalrock—

Jalrock got the hint, and took Nirzir’s question seriously, saying, “Questions of love are too nebulous so they strain the machine more than most, especially when younger people are involved. But I can tell you that the machine responds favorably to such questions, in that it always answers the question —though poorly— and then breaks in the same way, which is easy to repair.” He pointed to a set of parallel lines of steel in the back of the machine, clearly visible under lightwards. “That’s the main breaker. Questions of love break the first three, and the books in the library sometimes have to be replaced alongside a retrofitting of many smaller parts. Such a repair is usually between 15,000 to 17,000 gold, but such questions do get answered.” He stressed, “No one has ever been satisfied with their answer, though.”

“Ah.” Nirzir said, “I will have to think on this.” And then she stepped back; satisfied for now.

Enough dilly dallying.

Erick went up to the machine and began hunting and pecking at the Ancient Script keyboard. It didn’t take long for him to begin touch-typing and for everyone else in the room to suddenly tense, as they read. Letters began to appear in the air atop the screen, flowing out from the right-hand side toward the left. When Erick hit the question mark key, the whole sentence flashed in white light.

“What are the things I must know about Enduring Forge to gain a good outcome for this step of the Worldly Path?”

If he couldn’t ask about [Gate], directly, then perhaps if he broke it down into parts, then that would be acceptable. A hint or two about Enduring Forge, itself, would also be nice. Jalrock’s paling face betrayed his worry that the people of Enduring Forge had fucked up and made Erick feel unwelcome, but there might have been some worry over the machine’s ability to handle the question, too. Darabella’s almost-manic grin as she stared at the workings of the machine told him that his question was too large, but it was comfortably large; she might not have cared about the question itself, but she certainly wanted to know how it affected the machine. Erick found he liked that about her; Darabella loved her specific brand of magic and runework, and in that frame of mind, she was very willing to break things to see how they worked.

… Erick looked to Jane, too. His daughter seemed to be interested in the question, as well, but her glances at Darabella betrayed how deeply unhappy she was about the woman.

Well. Whatever.

Erick gazed upon the machine and hoped he had asked the right question.

The machine whirred. Gears turned. Fans caught magic, then began spinning up, faster and faster, their spellwork catching ambient mana and flowing it across the rest of the system—

Huh! The machine used ambient mana for something! Interesting! First time seeing that, thought Erick. He would likely be dissecting everything he saw here for many days to come, but for now, amid all the small, building noises of the Sliding System, came one noise in particular that gave Erick pause. He heard music, and there were no musical instruments or machines in the Sliding System’s workings.

So where was—

The manasphere was singing, and Erick wasn’t the only one that could hear it.

Nirzir whispered, “You hear that, right? Erick? The music?”

Jalrock looked to Nirzir. “What?”

“She hears what I’m hearing, and yes, I can hear it, too.” Erick watched as the letters on the screen flickered and faded from sight, yet remained in the ethereal illusions of the manasphere, transforming from reality to Reality, before being sucked into the screen then into the workings of the machine. “There’s a song. A chorus.”

“I can’t make out the words.” Nirzir said, “But I think they’re speaking… Of Fate? Maybe. Not sure.”

Darabella’s breath hitched. She briefly glanced at Erick and Nirzir but then she turned her attention back to the machine, searching for answers that only she might see or understand.

“I’d call it ‘Of searching through possibility’,” Erick said.

“Oh! Yeah. I could see that,” Nirzir said.

Erick said, “But ‘searching through possibility’ is almost the same as calling it ‘Fate Magic’, anyway. Don’t think there’s much of a difference.”

Jalrock stared at his family’s machine, asking, “It’s Fate Magic?”

Darabella gave a great big gasp. “Of course it’s Fate Magic! That’s the piece we’re missing to properly repair it all!” Darabella laughed loud, as though she had a few questions of her own answered tonight. “Fate Magic is basically Spatial Magic but by another name!”

Something had clicked in Darabella’s mind, which then clicked in Erick’s mind, too.

“Huh.” Erick said, “I suppose you could say tha—”

The machine had been whirring up, going faster and faster, but like a switch had been thrown, it began to slow. The black screen flashed.

Darabella whispered, “Oh. That was fast.”

Words began to form in the air above the black metal as the shadows in the room seemed to lengthen. No one noticed the shadows moving except for Erick, and they weren’t coming from Jane, so there could only be one other source.

Everyone else was focused on the screen, though.

“You have found what you needed to find, but now comes a choice. Slower, or faster. If you hesitate, the decision will be taken from you.”

“Huh,” Erick uttered, unsure.

The weight of those words hit hard.

First came the notion that the machine was stronger in Erick’s presence, since he was currently wrapped in the Fate Magic of the Path, and the Sliding Machine worked off of Fate Magic. Maybe something was happening there in that meeting of forces. But this was only a passing idea, only evident by the speed at which the answer was given, and that the machine hadn’t broken at all in order to churn out its answer.

A corollary to the first notion was that Melemizargo was up to Shenanigans. But Erick ignored that, for now. He was always up to shit.

Second, came the idea that someone was actually controlling the machine from elsewhere, and that this was all an elaborate ‘smoke and mirrors’ routine. (This ‘someone’ was not Melemizargo in this scenario.) This was probably false; the machine was probably working exactly as advertised. Not only could Erick see the vast amounts of power flowing through the runes of the machine, but based on the pure emotions coming off of Jalrock and Darabella, they could both either be in on the ruse, or this machine had actually surprised them, too. He got the impression that it had surprised both of them in the past, many times, as well. Erick chose to believe the machine was not purposefully lying to him, and that there was no one pulling any strings except for him, and possibly Fate.

Third…

Erick read the answer again. The answer seemed to imply that he wasn’t capable of leaving the Path right now. He could only go faster, or slower. If he did nothing, the choice would be taken from him. Settling down in Enduring Forge and simply forgetting about [Gate] was apparently, implicitly, not an option.

Not ten seconds after Erick had gotten his answer, before anyone could say much about it at all, Erick went to the machine and pressed the runes for ‘erase board’. He ignored Jalrock’s aborted attempt to slow him down, and typed out another question. Everyone else watched, transfixed.

“Which option results in fewer deaths; slower, or faster?”

If him asking a second question was ‘hesitating’, then so be it. Erick wasn’t about to be shoved around by the words of a machine, and especially not if those words were actually coming from Melemizargo.

Darabella giggled a little, nervous, as she read the question and the machine whirred back to life. Light flashed. Books shifted in the shelf without moving at all, becoming different sets, and then flashing back to what they were before. Shadows and magic crawled through the machine, flowing along gears and inside runes like iridescent oil.

Erick had seen many types of magic before, but this one here was the first to make him freak out more than a little. This was actual fate fuckery, here. This seemed like true reality-bending. It made him a bit giddy, if he was being honest with himself.

He liked it.

The first breaker flash-fried, sending sparks flying as a gear snapped on the left side of the machine and then the next three breakers blew like a transformer struck by lightning. Sparks showered the room. Most everyone flinched and covered their faces, except for Erick and Jane.

Jalrock rushed to the machine, to flip a main breaker—

“Let it ride,” Erick said. “Please.”

Jalrock warred with himself, briefly, and then he stepped away from the break—

The machine began powering down. Jalrock almost collapsed to his knees in relief, muttering about how thankful he was to all the bright gods that it had stopped.

A readout printed:

“All options pale in comparison to each other, depending on where you stand. But those options are no longer yours to influence. You hesitated. Now all you can do is ride the dragon.”

Everyone else felt doom and gloom upon their shoulders, for sure.

But Erick laughed at the proclamation, saying, “Ah! That’s fun.” He turned to Jalrock. “Thank you for this diversion. I completely believe that your Sliding System works as advertised, but the world’s best Prognosticators already find me infuriating, so… Whatever!” He turned to Darabella. “Let’s go see the next machine?”

Darabella was a bit pale, but she mustered herself, and gave assent.

There were a few more small pleasantries between everyone, with Erick thanking Jalrock for showing him the Sliding System, and Jalrock back to being his overly-pleasant self, but with an undercurrent of apprehension that wasn’t there before. Nirzir spoke to Jalrock about repairing the machine, and he gave her a quote which seemed high to Erick, but Nirzir was fine with it.

Soon enough, Erick and his people were out of House Slate and onto the next location.







- - - -







House Largerock showed off some ‘runic locks’ that served as blocking nodes among the runic webs that stretched inside the five different platforms of Enduring Forge. These were the heavily inscribed items that transferred wanted power, like wardlights and [Envelop Item], while also preventing unwanted power from traveling along the runic web, like tampering [Fireball]s, or any other manner of damaging spellwork.

Erick spent a good hour there with Darabella and the people of Largerock, talking over how the system actually worked. Nirzir even got into it a bit, going so far as to request whether it was possible or not to get Enduring Forge to come to Eralis, to see about securing some runic webs for themselves. House Largerock gave some small promises to open talks with Eralis and with Clan Void Song about possible runic webs, but nothing as of right now. They were hesitant to offer anything more than that, since this stuff was integral to the defense of their own lands, but they’d bring up the topic with the other houses at their next meetings. They would have a better answer for her at that time.

Erick thanked them for their help, and moved on to the last stop for the night.







- - - -







Scion Yarlinnia Whitesteel greeted Erick at the gate to mansion Whitesteel.

Darabella was back to being on edge, for Yarlinnia did not like her, and the feeling was mutual. Erick was not here for the drama, though, so he had mostly ignored everything about Yarlinnia, even if he knew he shouldn’t. Yarlinnia seemed like a perfectly nice woman, too; she wasn’t haughty and her voice was perfectly sincere. But Erick was here for the Arcane Attuner, and not to get involved in whatever was going on between the two women.

The Arcane Attuner promised to be even more transformational than the Slime Spawner Erick had seen back at House Platinum. This machine, according to Yarlinnia, could transform normal [Ward] power into a Solid Ward of varying strength, size, and shape. Marvelous! Simply marvelous! The possible applications of such a working could not be understated, with most applications falling under the umbrella of ‘defense for the commoner’.

If only the 1 mana to 1000 mana conversion problem could be fixed. Or at least lessened. 1 to 10 would be great. 1 to 100… Less than ideal, but good enough. 1 to 500 was as good as they had ever gotten it, though, but that was only for perfectly cast [Ward]s imbued into the machine. 1 to 1000 was much more normal, and the point was to have any mana be used to fill up the Solid Ward; not just [Ward]. Not everyone had the spell [Ward], anyway, and even fewer people could cast it well.

Yarlinnia gestured down the third hallway since the entrance, saying, “Just a few more hallways. Sorry about the positioning. We’ve been stolen from before and my great grandfather—” She gestured to a painting on the wall, among a bunch of others. “That’s him. He got disgusted with people stealing from him, so he made all our runic devices welded into the actual house. They’re a lot harder to steal these days.”

Darabella scowled at Erick’s side, holding back some sort of remark.

There was a reason they were going down this hallway, for sure. There were other hallways to get to the Arcane Attuner, but this hallway had paintings, and Yarlinnia wanted to show them off without showing them off. And for good reason. She wanted to fuck with Darabella.

Several of those paintings held the images of a man that Erick had seen before, in the paintings of Darabella’s house. The man was Yarlinnia’s brother, and also Darabella’s late husband.

If the quality of the various paintings was not indication enough that they were the same person, it was hard not to notice when Darabella’s heart beat hard when glanced at the first such painting, and then when she purposefully did not look at the rest. Yarlinnia certainly noticed Darabella’s reaction, too; she had planned this.

The two of them did not hate each other because of some noble/commoner tiff, but because Darabella had married Yarlinnia’s brother, and then the brother had died, and Yarlinnia blamed Darabella for that death. Yarlinnia hated Darabella, and she was simply waiting to drive in the knife, as soon as Darabella gave her an opening. Darabella had yet to give her that opening, but she was getting close, for sure.

Erick tried to shift the conversation away from the building confrontation, asking, “So that’s why everything in these other rooms is wrapped in steel bars inscribed with anti-[Metalshape] runes? All of it looks very interesting, though.”

Yarlinnia gave a small, professional grin, as she said, “If you see anything in particular that catches your eye, let me know. We have much more than the Arcane Attuner to show.”

Before Erick could answer—

Darabella spoke, “How about the Teleporting Pads? He might be interested in those.”

There was a hidden edge to Darabella’s words, and Yarlinnia briefly looked like a woman about to enact her long-awaited vengeance. She had prepared, and now she would pounce.

Yarlinnia said, “I’d be delighted to show Archmage Flatt my late brother’s inventions.”

“We invented those together! You had no right to take them from me!”

“And if you would have died instead of him, then perhaps you would get credit for their invention and I would still have my baby brother.”

Ah. So it was like tha—

Jane took a sudden edge; was Darabella going to kill her father in some magical ‘teleporter accident’, too?

Erick almost stopped everything to take his daughter aside and tell her to calm the fuck down, but that would make more problems for everyone, and Jane wasn’t going to act on her wild thoughts… Probably not going to act on her wild thoughts.

Nirzir, Poi, and Teressa, however, had a much better reaction.

They pretended they were blind and deaf. Much more normal response, there.

Erick decided to exert a bit of his presence, saying, “We’re not doing this sort of argument tonight—”

Both women suddenly realized who was standing next to them. Yarlinnia looked suitably chastised. Darabella looked briefly vindicated, before she realized she fucked up, too. Ahh… Erick wished she felt better in his presence. But he couldn’t fix that right now.

“— But after the Arcane Attuner, I do want to see these Teleport Pads.” Erick said, “Darabella has asked for my assistance in that field of study and I have my own reasons for seeing any esoteric Spatial Magic runework, as I am sure you are well aware.”

Yarlinnia refrained from a full blown scowl toward Darabella, while Darabella looked mostly blank, like she was hiding in plain sight, unsure of how to feel.

Yarlinnia gave a quick bow, saying, “It will be as you desire, Archmage.”

The Arcane Attuner wasn’t too much further down the hallways.

It was a rather simple machine with a floating-concentric-circle design, not unlike the Slime Spawner, but it was made out of adamantium with runes filled in with gold. It was an odd design choice, for sure, but Yarlinnia explained that the creator had a gold-tainted aura, and they worked best in gold, so that is how the machine was made. Darabella responded, politely, saying that ‘filled-in-runes’ were an esoteric way to create runes, for runes laid down in actual-material instead of through void-creation-in-material did not shift with use; Shifting Runes did not work with that style, at all. Yarlinnia, also politely, responded that not everyone thought that the Class Ability Shifting Runes was good, and that it was an odd design choice to fill in with metal, but it worked. Darabella agreed.

It was the most honestly polite interaction the two women had had all night long.

Activating the machine was as easy as pouring casts of [Ward] into the receiver runes. After pouring in 5 mana, making a 500-power [Absorption Ward], the runes began to light up and a Solid Ward of indeterminate make appeared in a sphere around the space. The sphere was a weak thing of only maybe one or two points worth of defense.

Teressa touched the sphere and it broke like a bubble.

Erick then tried channeling normal mana into the set of runes labeled ‘Intake’. After a full 900 mana, the same bubble began to appear around the room as before. Another gentle touch broke that Solid Ward sphere, too.

Erick stepped back and looked at the Arcane Attuner.

This was [Renew]. It took an odd form, and only had one specific result, but this was [Renew]. This was it. This was his big spell that he had been working on for over a year, now. A spell that would change the world. This was just the physical representation of the magic that Erick would make later, but…

This was [Renew].

Erick’s shoulders relaxed. He let out a sigh, and then a small chuckle. “This is— Well. This is half of [Renew]. I already have all the other pieces.” He turned to Yarlinnia, saying, “Thank you very much, Scion Whitesteel.”

There were a few surprised reactions around Erick, but Yarlinnia was the first to speak, “Is that really all it will take you to make [Renew]?” She rapidly asked, “Could you make your [Renew] work with runework, too?”

Erick said, “I think a runic web that carried [Renew] would be a lot easier to make than a runic web of various functions all jumbled up together, and scattered piecewise across a neighborhood. Less points of attack that way, less infrastructure needed. So I would not want to patch [Renew] onto the web you have running through Enduring Forge. I would want to make an entirely new system.” He smiled. “I doubt you’d want to change your systems, anyway. There’s a lot of defensive measures in there that a [Renew] web couldn’t replicate.”

Nirzir asked, “What part of the Arcane Attuner was it? Which part was the answer?”

Erick gestured to a few parts, saying, “This here is similar to the structure of the Slime Spawner, but more generic. It looks like two different methodologies each tried to do the same thing, and each arrived at a separate, correct answer, which is already in-line with my own ideas of ‘bouncy mana’— But that’s a long discussion that we don’t have to go into right now. Let’s see the Teleport Pad, and then I have work to do before moving on from Enduring Forge.”

Yarlinnia immediately went to the door, speaking as she moved, “Right this way, Archmage.”

Erick followed, with Darabella quickly rushing to keep up and everyone else following close behind.

“Is that really it?” Nirzir asked, “Will you make [Renew] now?”

“Soon, Nirzir.” Erick said, “Later.”

Nirzir nodded, staring at Erick for a moment longer, before looking away, lost in thought.

To get to the Teleport Pads they took a rather distant route. Erick and everyone else followed Yarlinnia down a hallway to a back door, then across an open field to where a lonely tower of white stone existed separate from the rest of the house. Darabella momentarily froze upon seeing that place, whispering a quiet prayer to a long dead man that Erick did not remark upon.

Yarlinnia’s breath momentarily hitched as she put her hand on the door at the base of the tower. “This was my— My brother’s workshop.”

Erick prepared himself for some drama.

Darabella went rigid as the door swung open, partially forgetting to breathe as lights inside cast shadows reaching outward, and [Alarm Ward]s and defensive spellwork broke away from the entire structure. The insides had been hidden behind obscuring spellwork, but now they stood revealed to Erick’s mana sense. The lack of contents of the tower revealed a story of loss, and purposefully forgotten history.

Yarlinnia went in first.

Erick went in next.

Darabella came in third, and she almost collapsed as she gazed upon the emptiness.

The first floor was a foyer without any welcome to it. The walls were bare of pictures, though there were hooks that could have held some. Desks were empty of everything. Darabella went still as she stared at places which might have once held something important, but which now held nothing. Tears collecting in the corners of her eyes. Yarlinnia watched Darabella and something seemed to break in her, too, like she was seeing pain that mirrored her own.

On the third floor was the actual living quarters, which contained room for a bed which was no longer there, closets full of nothing, and a bathroom that had been sterilized of all comforts. The only thing the room held was two chairs, next to an antique window table, next to a window that looked outward across the cavern of Enduring Forge.

Yarlinnia ignored the rest of the first, empty room, and walked up the stairs to the second floor. Erick followed. There was only one thing on this floor: the Teleport Pads. Darabella came up behind Erick, briefly shielding herself from the room’s contents and from Yarlinnia’s gaze, before she stepped out from behind Erick…

She stared at the Teleport Pads and wiped away sudden, silent tears, trying to appear as though nothing was wrong.

The pads themselves were solid Deep Sky Silver hexagons, each two meters across and several centimeters thick, and situated three meters apart. The edges of both were lined in runework, written small and neat and meticulous, and if not for the conflicting writing on both, then Erick would have suspected that they had been [Duplicate]d. Maybe the original hexagon had been copied, actually, but the runework set them apart from each other. The main differences were in the center of both hexagons where large letters had been laid down, each a meter across; the pad on the left held the runes for ‘Beginning’, while the other was inscribed with ‘Destination’. The runes around the Beginning pad told a story of displacement, while the runes around the edges of the Destination pad told a story of solidification of possibility.

With an exhausted, sad voice, and an expression to match as she stared upon the Teleporting Pads, Darabella whispered, “I can’t believe you haven’t done anything with them. These were his life’s work, Yarlinnia. He deserved more than to be forgotten.”

Yarlinnia quietly said, “These Teleport Pads are an achievement, but their misuse killed him, and you were an absolute mess to deal with, so we locked them up until now.”

Jane calmly asked, “So these pads killed the man?”

Erick spoke before anyone got mad at Jane, saying, “Unbound Spatial Magics can easily kill people. It’s one of the few magics that routinely do.” He explained, “The Wayfarer’s Guild has a hefty lock on Spatial Magic, which is backed up by the Arcanaeum Consortium, because in the process of Remaking [Teleport] many, many students accidentally perish and create [Partial Teleport], instead.” He asked Yarlinnia, “Is that what happened to your brother?”

Darabella went still, again.

“We’re not sure. My brother was a Spatial Mage for the Wayfarer’s Guild so he knew what he was doing…” Yarlinnia said, “These things would have changed how we transport goods, but… It was just another day of testing when it happened…” Her voice faded.

With conviction in her voice, Darabella said, “We had broken the 1000 kilometer barrier of the Script’s [Teleport] many months prior. Goliro—” She paused.

Yarlinnia watched, silently.

Darabella recited history, “Goliro wanted to try Underworld testing, and so we did that. There’s some math involved in how to compensate for [Teleport]’s reduced range down here, and so we compensated. To further compensate for these dangerous jumps, Goliro didn’t jump, himself; he used [Teleport Other]. In this way, we completed an effective 2500 kilometer jump from the starting point at one of Whitesteel’s near-Surface mines, to here. The materials used in the creation of these pads greatly outweighed the cost-benefits of such increased range, but no one ever said that making new magic was cheap—” She smiled; remembering. “Goliro would have loved to have met you, Erick.” She returned to the past, saying, “But at 3000 kilometers; at three jumps? Turning 250 base mana into 750 means tripling shipments per day. Costs could be recouped after long enough use— prototypes are always more expensive than the real thing, anyway. And so... There was the 3000 kilometer test. We succeeded in that one! It was amazing. One ton of material, shipped over three thousand kilometers in one spell! Everything was going to change… But…” She stopped talking.

Yarlinnia picked up the story, “Goliro wanted to try ‘jumping’ himself. He never appeared at the Destination pad.”

Darabella stared at the blueish-silver pads, saying nothing. She wiped away another tear.

There was a long moment of silence.

Erick asked the obvious question, “And you’re sure he’s dead, and not simply run away, or something like that?”

Yarlinnia had no trouble answering, “His soul came when we called—”

“A week after the accident,” Darabella nearly spat. “It took a week for him to appear. I know he went somewhere, and they killed him for some reason.”

“Who killed him, Darabella?” Yarlinnia nearly hissed at the woman. “That’s right. No one did. He probably landed half in a mountain and died from exposure.”

“His memory was faulty! If he was stuck in a mountain he would have been able to tell us that!” Darabella said, “He was killed. Someone killed him. I don’t know who but I know he was murdered. It wasn’t an accident.”

Yarlinnia looked to argue further, but her anger suddenly guttered like a flame snuffed out. She spoke with true care in her voice, “You should get over it, Darabella. This system was great for jumps of less than 2500 kilometers, but your insistence that he was murdered has ruined everything. If you want to know why we kept these pads and never did anything with them, that is the reason. Father couldn’t allow you to go uncredited, but you had to be a witch about it all… We could have actually had something here. Your stupid insistence that Goliro was murdered ruined everything.”

Darabella’s anger vanished.

Yarlinnia said to Erick, “Feel free to inspect them. Imbue [Teleport] into both pads, and then every time you stand upon the Beginning pad and [Teleport], you will arrive at the Destination pad. You will have no control over that destination. [Teleport Other] or Object will achieve the same result.” She turned to Darabella, asking, “Can we talk? Upstairs? I want to talk, Darabella. It’s been… Too long.”

Darabella simply nodded and went to the stairs. Yarlinnia followed.

After they had vanished from sight, Erick turned to his people, sending, ‘Well okay then. So that all happened. Thoughts?’

Nirzir sent first, ‘Songli needs this magic, but not if it’s not safe.’

Jane sent, ‘I think Goliro was a Spatial Mage who had already Remade all the way up to [Teleport Other], so he was on the Worldly Path when he did these tests. I think this pad was his attempt at a [Gate] but Darabella and Yarlinnia never considered that option, possibly because of Fate fuckery. Or maybe they did! I don’t know. But Fate certainly fucked over Goliro, sending him somewhere, and he died because he couldn’t handle the danger on the other side.’

Teressa and Nirzir’s eyes went wide as Jane laid it all out there, but Poi just nodded.

Erick sent, ‘Exactly what I was thinking. So… Should I step on and see where it takes me?’

Jane frowned.

Teressa instantly sent, ‘NO. You should NOT do that.’

Poi sent, ‘Erick is done with Enduring Forge, and... We already discussed this, him and I, the other day. I did not expect that our paths would diverge this soon, but looking back, I can see why I felt the need to have this particular discussion back then. I have the distinct feeling that if Erick steps on that pad, he’ll go somewhere else, and we cannot follow.’

No one said anything for a minute.

Jane sent, ‘It’s entirely possible that Goliro got half-blipped into a rock face and he took a week to die.’

‘That is a possibility.’ Erick said, ‘Luckily, I have [Greater Treat Wounds], along with [Greater Lightwalk]. The chances that I end up in a situation that is physically dangerous that I cannot recover from is low, because I won’t be in my physical body when I blip.’He added, ‘And considering that Goliro would have needed to have an Elemental Body— Ah. He could have had aura control. Maybe he did get stuck in a mountain.’

Everyone stared at Erick.

Erick sent, ‘I won’t get stuck in a mountain.’

Teressa glared at Jane and Poi, then at Erick, sending, ‘I cannot believe that you think this is a good idea! You’re going to die if you step on that damned thing!’

‘The chances of anything happening at all are very low.’ Nirzir said, ‘The runework seems rather solid… from what I know of the subject. Chances are, he will simply end up at the Destination pad.’

Teressa breathed out heavily, sending, ‘No. Something will happen. I can tell already. But I have no idea what it means.’

‘What are you seeing?’ Jane asked.

‘… I’m seeing myself and Poi at Spur, and Silverite yelling at me,’ Teressa confessed, her eyes clouding over with the briefest of grey lights. She blurted out, ‘Fuck! And I’m also seeing that we’re fucking needed there, too. There’s a shadow all across the whole fucking place. Dammit.’

Erick sent, ‘I’m going to step on that pad, and you should all go back to Spur. You too, Jane. At least until the danger passes.’

‘You know…’ Jane sent, ‘[Teleport] can take two people.’

‘I need to do a manually-cast [Teleport] to make the platform work as intended, and I’m not going to risk your life to do that.’

Nirzir gasped. ‘Manual [Teleport]! No. Too risky.’

‘Fuck,’ sent Teressa.

‘So you’ll risk your own life?’ Jane asked, ‘All for yet another spell to add to your arsenal?’

‘Yes.’ Erick smiled, saying, ‘Magic is wonderful, and I mean to learn everything I can about all of it.’

Nirzir actually grinned a bit, as though the idea of Erick being this foolish was beyond the pale. Erick hoped she would forgive him, and that she wouldn’t be scarred by this.

Jane knew Erick wasn’t lying, though. She went to her father, and hugged him tight. ‘See you on the flip side. If there are any monsters then fuck them up, but if there are people on the other side and they fucked with the advancement of magic by killing Goliro, fuck ‘em up even harder. Be ready for it.’

Erick hugged his daughter tight, sending to all of them, ‘I’ll see you all when I see you. Good luck! Don’t let people think I died. And make sure none of these people here think that they did something wrong, either, okay? This is my choice, and I’m going.’

‘Sure, dad,’ Jane sent.

Poi nodded while Teressa looked on, her eyes going hard.

Nirzir still didn’t believe this was happening.

Erick pulled away from his daughter, sending, ‘Darabella is going to be needed for everything else that is to come, but I doubt a relationship is in store for us. She was giving off all sorts of ‘I don’t want to be here’ signs all night long. Can you tell her it was a nice night, and leave it at that?’

Jane smiled wide. ‘Yes. I can do that.’

Erick went to Nirzir, sending, ‘It was lovely to meet you. I’ll see you again when I see you, okay?’

‘Uh. Sure.’ Nirzir frowned a little. ‘… You’re not actually going, are you? You’re not serious, are you?’

With a great deal of sadness, Teressa sent, ‘Yeah. I can already see the divergence in the manasphere. Fate will take him away as soon as he steps on that pad and I have no idea when he will return.’

Erick went to Teressa, and held open his arms. The large woman looked at him, briefly, then she grabbed him up in a full hug, plucking him off of the ground like she was picking up a toddler.

Erick laughed a little, sending, ‘I’ll see you later, too, Teressa. Don’t worry about this.’

‘Kinda hard not to worry, Boss!’ Teressa let him down, blinking away tears. ‘I don’t see the endgame of this future.’

Nirzir loudly sent, ‘You haven’t invented [Renew] yet! You can’t go anywhere!’

‘Yes he can.’ Poi sent, ‘This is a choice, and he’s making it.’

Erick held out a hand to Poi and took his guard’s gauntleted grip into his own. He pulled the man closer, and patted him on the back, sending, ‘Good luck solving the problems I leave behind.’

Poi mentally laughed as Erick stepped away. Jane physically chuckled, filling the space with sound for the first time in a minute. Upstairs, Darabella and Yarlinnia were having their own silent telepathic conversation. Nirzir and Teressa remained silent, one stuck in disbelieving, the other mentally distancing herself from losing someone she had come to see as more than her boss, but less than a father.

A prized uncle, then.

Erick sent to Teressa, ‘I’ll be back. I’ve glanced at my own future, too, and I don’t see any impenetrable shadows.’

Teressa sent, ‘That doesn’t mean anything when it comes to you; you’re notoriously hard to read. Even Redarrow had trouble. I’m surprised that the Sliding System didn’t instantly catch fire and melt to slag.’

‘I expected explosions,’ Jane sent.

Poi sent, ‘I expected it to scream and the books to catch on fire.’

Erick smiled. He was the only one. 

Nirzir looked to Erick, sending, ‘You’ll come back to Eralis, though? Right? Eventually?’

‘Yes. Eventually.’

Nirzir nodded, finally believing that this really was happening, if only a little bit. She’d believe that he was gone when he was actually gone, and not a moment before. ‘I’m taking the rune notebooks, then. I’m a future archmage, so it’s my prerogative to be like that since I’m doing it for the good of everyone. If you take too long, then when you return to Eralis you might end up seeing the Void Song sung from the sky, without needing to actively be sung all the time.’

Erick nodded. ‘Good luck with that.’

Jane sent, ‘You spoke of Darabella asking after your help with a Teleporting Pad before today, and now we’re here, and you’re getting on the pad that killed her husband.’ She looked at her father, and said, ‘This is suspicious, dad. It looks really bad for her. If nothing happens, then nothing happens, but I want you to be aware.’

‘Darabella is simply a desperate woman in a position of opportunity, trying to nudge a crazy archmage into helping her find out why her husband died. There was never anything wrong with what she asked of me, or with what is happening right now.’ Erick smiled at his daughter, and said, ‘I love you, Jane.’

‘I Love you, too, dad. Safe travels.’

‘You, too.’

Suddenly, Erick found himself with nothing more to say.

And no one had anything else to say to him.

Oh, sure, they could find more words. Invent more reasons to delay. But… No.

It was time to take another step on the Path, and to that end: An Ophiel blipped into the room, holding a backpack with Erick’s stuff that he had been gathering over the last few minutes, once Erick understood what was happening. It contained some water, his adamantium rune knife, some papers, and some hard foods; it was enough. He slipped the backpack into position and secured the straps while everyone else watched. Nirzir still didn’t believe this was actually happening.

Erick gave one final nod, then he stepped onto the—
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Jane watched as her father’s foot touched down upon the hexagon of silver-blue metal and he instantly vanished in a wrap of brilliant white light. Not even a full step. A half step! And then he was gone from sight. Jane felt her heart tense and her shoulders tighten, and a spike of nerves unfurl inside her stomach.

And the Beginning Pad powered down, white light flickering among the runework; Her father’s magic, vanishing.

The Destination Pad remained inert.

Ophiel had remained behind, either unwillingly or accidentally, like a bundle of white feathers and eyes hovering briefly at shoulder height, unaware that he should be falling. He squawked in annoyance, and then in worry as he fell a bit, then caught himself before he fell all the way. But then something broke inside of the [Familiar]. His wings stilled. His eyes glazed over. He dimmed. He died.

Ophiel crashed down to the ground and broke into a million pieces of glittering magic that slowly began returning to the manasphere like so much broken dry ice.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye had gone with Erick, though, for some reason.

Nirzir, wide-eyed and full of worry, stared at the pad, and at the remains of Ophiel. She yelled, “OH, FUCK.”

Teressa slumped to the ground, to her knees, then to her butt. “Ah. Shit.” She whispered, “I couldn’t protect him, Poi.”

Poi put a hand on the large woman’s shoulder.

Jane found that she could only sigh, her breath coming out ragged as she clenched her fists.

And then the people upstairs realized something had happened.

Events proceeded rather fast from there.
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                Events proceeded rapidly after her father vanished from sight, but Jane still had to live through those events.

Darabella yelled about how the Beginning Pad simply wasn’t capable of not linking with the Destination Pad. Yarlinnia collapsed to the ground, holding onto the wall so that she didn’t collapse all the way. Visions of Implications of this happening in her house crossed her face like dark thoughts. She was in deep shit, and she knew it. Nirzir started crying like the little girl that she was as she finally realized that Erick was actually gone, which caused tears to fall from Teressa’s eyes, too.

Jane wiped away hot tears of her own, thinking, perhaps unkindly, that if this was what it was like to deal with the death of a loved one, then she was glad she only had the one. She was already exhausted. She wanted to crawl into bed and sleep for a day. But that was only her first reaction. Not one second after that feeling came, it went, and Jane resolved herself to emotional strength…

Minutes passed with Darabella yelling about how this wasn’t possible and Yarlinnia saying the same and Nirzir demanding answers and Jane being numb to it all—

And then Jane realized that being sad was probably premature. Sure, Ophiel had collapsed and ‘died’ rather spectacularly, and in a way Jane had never seen before. But...

Jane asked Poi, “Is Yggdrasil still out there?”

While staring at the Teleport Pad that had taken Erick away, Poi said, “Yes.” All eyes in the room locked to him, as everyone suddenly went silent and hopeful. Poi elaborated, “Yggdrasil is still at both Candlepoint and Holorulo, but he’s as dim as a normal tree and the rainbow crown is almost completely gone.”

Jane’s chest tightened. “What does that mean?”

“We’re not sure. We’ve asked the Arbors of Treehome, but they are currently without consensus. They haven’t had enough time to understand what just happened.” Poi turned away from the Teleport Pad, to look at Jane, and then glance at everyone else. “News is spreading very, very fast, with many people having noticed that something massive and unknown shifted in the future of the world the very second Erick willingly stepped on that pad. This is how Redarrow thought to contact me, and how that conversation started. There is absolutely no covering up that this happened.” He looked to Yarlinnia, who had recovered some of her noble bearing. “So before anything gets too out of hand, and to prevent future problems for you, Scion Yarlinnina, and for the rest of us, I’m asking for everyone here to allow for a Mind Mage recording of the mind and memories of the last three hours, for all future investigatory purposes. Does anyone here have a problem with this?”

It had been three hours already? Jane frowned at herself— No. it had only been fifteen minutes since Erick vanished.

Ah.

She was probably in a bit of shock. Ah. Yeah. She was. She was sitting down in a provided chair. When did that happen? Anyway. Poi was calling for a recording all the time so far, starting at when they entered House Whitesteel’s property. Yeah. That made sense.

Yarlinna said, “I consent. I had nothing to do with this, and neither did House Whitesteel—”

Darabella yelled, “It’s the same people who killed Goliro! It has to be!”

“Please,” Yarlinnia whispered, but apparently not loud enough for Darabella to hear.

Darabella accused, “The Pads worked as they should have all this time until now! But now they didn’t? When they’re meters apart? Impossible! Someone was involved in shifting the magic, and—”

“Darabella!” Yarlinnia yelled. “Please. Not right now.”

Nirzir demanded, “What do you think is going to happen now, Poi? What is going to happen here? Will there be an investigation?”

Yarlinnia paled. Darabella’s hope soared.

Poi spoke with authority, saying, “There are many people who are allied to Archmage Flatt, and they will be coming down on this land and this house like a storming archmage— Which is oddly appropriate.” He continued, “Whatever these Teleporting Pads are doing will be investigated a lot more than they have been before. I advise everyone here to keep their emotions in check, and to only speak the truth.”

Jane suddenly realized the depths of what her father had done; this was a worldwide problem, now.

Teressa, who had been silent this whole time, stared hateful daggers at Yarlinnia and Darabella, but she remained silent.

Nirzir looked at the Teleporting Pads and obviously ran some ideas about them through her head. She seemed to readily come to the conclusion that she should take advantage of the situation for Clan Void Song, and take the pads for herself, but then she stared a bit more, frowned, and looked away from the pads. Jane wasn’t entirely sure what she was seeing in Nirzir, but she guessed that the young girl had changed her mind about something.

Darabella looked as though she gazed upon a sunrise for the first time in a long time.

Yarlinna resolved herself. She said, “House Whitesteel has nothing to hide and neither does Enduring Forge. We will not allow foreign powers to infiltrate our land, but diplomatic inquiries are acceptable, as is a Mind Mage certified memory of the last few hours. We planted no traps for the Archmage, and I would like the rest of the world to know this, now.”

Poi nodded. “Then you consent to a Scan?”

“I do.” Yarlinnia stepped toward Poi, saying, “I consent.”

Poi began scanning Yarlinnia. Teressa was next because she wanted to get it over with before people started showing. This proved to be prescient of her, for people did start to show right away, and everyone was interrupting Poi’s scans to get him to talk to them.

For a moment there, as strangers yelled and demanded and questioned, Jane imagined that Erick was truly dead.

… She didn’t believe it, though, and she told the strangers as much.

But.

… No. He was alive. He had to be.
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People stood outside of the tower rooms, waiting for Jane, Teressa, Poi, and Nirzir, by the time Jane and everyone else made it back to that space. Those people gestured to the [Prismatic Ward]s wrapping up the area, and spoke of how they couldn’t exist with her father dead. None of those people knew that [Prismatic Ward] was a Permanent spell, and Jane didn’t feel like correcting their erroneous thoughts.

She cleaned up her living space and packed away everything that she needed to pack away, while Teressa, Poi, and Nirzir did the same with their own living spaces.

There was a sudden concern halfway through packing.

Jane met with Nirzir in the workshop room.

Nirzir said, “I want all of it. The record players, the runic webs, the sparse notes. All of it. Even the rusted staff of [Grand Fireball]s. I will pay a handsome sum for these items.”

“Take them, Nirzir; they’re a gift.” Jane glanced to the staff, and thought that her father could have done better; he could have splurged for rustless steel. Yesterday, the staff looked fine, but today it looked more like a metal spike that someone had left at the bottom of a swift-moving river for a century. It was rusted and pitted and looked like it would break under the slightest touch. Jane said, “I don’t want this shit, and he’ll be back.”

Nirzir stared for a moment, then she nodded. “Thank you for your gifts. Songli will always remain open to you and to Erick. When he returns… Make sure to send word?” Her voice almost broke as she asked, “Please?”

Jane nodded, saying, “I will tell you if he shows up.”

“… Dead or alive, Jane.” Nirzir said, “I have to know.”

Jane froze. After a moment she gave a small nod, then said, “Good luck with this rune stuff.”

Nirzir bowed a little.

Jane returned the gesture.

Time seemed to move swiftly. Soon, they were packed, and some porters from Void Song had come to help Nirzir take her new toys away. Jane was thankful that Poi and Teressa didn’t seem to care that Erick’s work was being taken from them. They were rather hopeful that he was coming back, too.

As they exited the Watcher’s Roost, the [Prismatic Ward]s remained.

Which was rather concerning, but not for the reasons that other people found them concerning. A lot of people had odd ideas about her father’s magic, but it had been a few hours by now, and if he was alive then he would probably go to ground and make a safe space for himself, and in such a case, he only had access to eleven [Prismatic Ward]s; one for each Ophiel, and one for himself.

As he cast Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward]s, the oldest ones got taken down, first.

And so, even though there were only seven [Prismatic Ward]s around this tower, it had been at least half a day since he vanished. If Erick were alive he should be recasting more [Prismatic Ward]s somewhere else, thus automatically removing the [Prismatic Ward]s from this area.

… He could be limiting himself to 3 [Prismatic Ward]s to keep people thinking he was dead— Or more realistically, to ensure that the four of them had a safe place to be while he was gone. That first option didn’t sound like her father, but the second one did. He could be purposefully not taking these ones down just to keep Jane safe; she could see that.

But even so! Her father would know that Jane and them would move back to Spur soon enough, so if the [Prismatic Ward]s around the Watcher’s Roost started vanishing on their own (because Erick would surely need them, right?) then he was alive.

But then, as they were getting ready to leave and Poi gave some parting words to Arakag, the mayor of Enduring Forge, the plan to watch the [Prismatic Ward]s was ripped away.

Some assholes in the gathered crowd, which Jane later discovered were from the Church of Storm and Thunder, having noticed that Erick was gone and every one of his party members was leaving, decided that they personally needed to investigate his rooms. Their goddess Sininindi had given them a Quest to discover Erick’s whereabouts, and so, the high-ranking cleric and several of his friends all cast [Ward Destruction]s, popping every single [Prismatic Ward].

Jane would have gone apocalyptic—

Except that Poi had stopped her, avoiding an international incident.

Time seemed to flow unceasingly toward the future, toward a moment when Jane would find out her father was dead, and Jane was lost in the flow.

Soon enough, it came out that the clerics had gained Enduring Forge’s blessing to cast their spells. Everyone wanted inside Erick’s rooms, for maybe there was a clue about what the man had been thinking when he decided to try his luck with untested Spatial magic.

While Jane was still simmering in the background, almost insensate, with Teressa’s hand on her shoulder, Poi managed to tell everyone exactly how much they had managed to fuck up by breaking the [Prismatic Ward]s, and he had managed to do it without screaming. Jane wouldn’t have been able to manage that, at all. Once the depth of the collective idiocy had been revealed there was a lot of shame to go around, but there was nothing more to be done about any of it.

Jane put that anger behind her.

Jane, Teressa, Nirzir, and Poi left Enduring Forge without further fanfare. Once they were on the Surface, in the Northern Tribulations where the snow fell fast and layered everything in ice, they bade a quick farewell to Nirzir. There were platitudes about ‘always being welcome in Eralis’ and ‘You could visit Spur if you want’, and while Jane tried to remain polite, and Nirzir was as pleasant as she’d been this whole time they had traveled together, there was no mistaking that there was a class divide between them. Not only was Nirzir a princess, she was also a near-archmage, and Jane had no problem believing that the young girl would cross that final bridge to tier 8 and tier 9 spellwork in the coming months. Jane was still having difficulty combining tier 5 spellwork, and though gridwork had helped, it could not make up for pure talent.

They lived in different circles, and Jane was only able to step foot into Nirzir’s because of her father bridging gaps. And now that time was over.

Jane shared some of those thoughts with Nirzir, and it looked to hurt the girl deeply, but it was true, and so Jane said it. Nirzir wiped away a frozen tear as she blipped away in a shattering of violet light, leaving the rest of them there on that mountainside, under the heavy snow.

“Just us three, then,” Jane said, her voice half-stolen by the wind. She held out her hands, “You’ll have to excuse the blipping; I’m not good at lightwalking. It’s the lack of a Domain.”

“You’re not the only one bad at spells, Jane.” Teressa took a hand, saying, “Your father is abnormal, and so is Nirzir.”

Poi silently took the other hand. Jane could tell he had words to share, but he held them back for now. Jane was in no mood to hear them, anyway.

It would be twenty [Teleport]s to get them all the way back to Spur, but that was only if they went in a straight line, and they couldn’t go in a straight line. That was fine, though. Jane began blipping west, landing them on mountainsides and frozen tundras that she had already passed by when she was working with the Elites at Oceanside, helping people the world over.

And just like that, she let her thoughts move to more pleasant places. She had gained a lot of personal strength on this trip, and that was nice. Her power would be enough to get all three of them to where they needed to go without stressing her resources.
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She had even gained the Class Ability Blood Mana, so she could go as hard and as fast as she needed to go. The Class Ability Quest had even been the same for her as it had been for her father; ‘Create a well-made tier 3 skill or spell born of a Health-cost skill and a Mana-cost spell.’ She had chosen [Strike] and [Flying Weapon], to make [Flying Striker], which was what she used with the adamantium sword that her father had gotten for her…

Jane had briefly shown her own [Flying Striker] to her father, showing him how she had copied his spellwork and made it her own…

There were differences, of course. Her own [Flying Striker] cost a bit more than his, and the [Strike]s cost Health, instead of costing Mana like her father’s version of the same spell.










	
Flying Striker, instant, close range, 280 MP + Variable

Create a nigh unbreakable weightless weapon that flies around at your command and Strikes with your personal strength, draining your Health with each Strike. Lasts until dismissed.














In the moment of those thoughts, Jane had a minor breakdown. Her father had always tried to get her to do more magic, but she had never been good enough at it until recently. She hadn’t even shown him half of her spellwork, for she was embarrassed by inadequacy, but now… She might never get to show him any of it.

Gridwork, and even a bit of runework, and Charm Magic lessons from Riri Star Song, and [Polymorph] work… She was getting decent. She was achieving success.

She was much better than before.

But right as she was ready to go off on her own, to prove herself as competent and adequate...

Her father goes and runs off first.

“Gods dammit, dad,” Jane whispered to no one in particular, as she stopped blipping and the world resolved into full focus, instead of just flashes of light and momentary landscapes.

The three of them landed on a stormy beach that was half frozen and too cold to support much life. Icebergs rolled in the ocean as ice floes threatened to roll up the beach and swallow Jane’s feet with every passing wave. A cold wind bit at her face, tossing frozen salt into her eyes. She teared up, and in that moment, something about everything was too heavy to hold. Jane could only feel the weight of it all pushing her down to the ground. She wanted to fall. She wanted to give in.

But she didn’t.

“I… I need a moment,” Jane said, walking back up the beach, out of the threatening waves and their swallowing ice. She eyed a block of ice up the beach that she needed to sit on. “A little while. A few minutes.”

Poi followed to get out of the waves, but Teressa just stood there, not making a sound. The massive woman faced the sea as the frozen ocean rolled over her boots, but her [Conjured Armor] was pretty great, so she didn’t seem to care. She simply watched the world for a bit, allowed herself to be covered up to her knees in ice, and remained. Jane went and had her meltdown a dozen meters away, up the shore, upon a cold, blue hunk of ice. Poi stood nearby, remaining as silent as his silent armor.

Jane’s meltdown rapidly flowed through the normal stages of pain, and then moved on, taking her to odd places filled with odd thoughts.

She also found she didn’t really care about the weather, like Teressa, but for different reasons. Jane had gotten the Class Ability Extreme Survivor which greatly reduced the damage she took from natural environmental effects and even mitigated magical environmental effects. From a bit of testing, if an aura was large enough, it counted as an environmental effect; bit of a nice bonus from that Class Ability, in Jane’s opinion.

So being out here on this stormy, icy beach was probably as horrible as being at a real beach down in Florida in the winter, which was to say it probably wasn’t that bad at all. But she had never been to Florida, like her father had when he went to help after the hurricanes. Maybe a more appropriate analogy would be... This felt about as bad as being at the edge of Lake Michigan in the summer.

Whatever the case, this physical experience wasn’t that bad at all. She could go for a swim and feel fine, for sure. The emotional experience was something Jane tried to distance herself from, and she mostly succeeded.

Teressa seemed fine.

As for Poi? The Mind Mage’s black adamantium armor gleamed silver in the grey light of the cold world. Poi’s metallic armor seemed like it would have been a weak point in cold environments like this one, but he was used to protecting himself from the heat, anyway, so it was probably a small adjustment to protect from both the heat and the cold. Apparently he had figured out a cosmetic spell to make the adamantium appear to be silver, too, so that he could maintain regulations while not always being reflective—

And Jane was trying to distract herself from her pain. It was easier to think about anything else at all, than it was to think about her father, and what he had done.

Poi’s voice was a small thing, “It’s okay to grieve.”

Like a dam had burst, Jane roared, “But how can I grieve when I don’t even know if he’s dead?” She barely had the cognizance to yell at the air, instead of at Poi, but she turned herself away from the man, and screamed, “AND THOSE IDIOTS WHO DISPELLED THE—” She guttered, her voice becoming a whisper, “Those idiots who broke the [Prismatic Ward]s… Why? Why did they do that?”

Teressa sighed; it was a small sound from all the way over there by the waves, but Jane still heard it.

Jane accused Poi, “And you can’t sense him, can you.”

Poi instantly said, “No. I cannot sense him, and I would tell you if I could, so don’t get like that with me, young lady.”

Jane felt bad all over, for different, compounding reasons. She muttered, “Sorry.”

“Apology accepted.” Poi said, “Anyway: I have some small news on that front. Necromancers and even a few Arch Necromancers are trying their luck at summoning his soul. I’ll let you know if any of the ones we know succeed.”

Teressa whipped around, scattering ice as she moved. “Shit!”

Jane stared at the ground. “Shit.”

Poi stared at the horizon, his voice going hard as he said, “We won’t let anything bad happen to his soul, but we have to know.”

A cold wind blew.

Jane stood. She said, “We could check on the other places that he wanted to go. The Orrery. Oceanside. We could even go to the Core.” Jane knew that they would say no, and honestly, she had no idea why she suggested those places. In a bit of brightness, she suggested one place that they might agree to, “Yggdrasil at Candlepoint?”

Teressa instantly said, “Yes. Let’s go see Ygg—”

“No.” Poi said, “We’re being recalled to Spur, and both of Yggdrasil’s bodies are rebuffing all attempts at communication. He started off calmly telling people to go away, but now he’s responding to every petitioner with full-lightning [Fulmination Aura]s. Someone tried to attack him with a [Dispel Familiar].”

Anger blossomed like a volcano unleashed.

Jane roared, “Who the FUCK at Candle—”

“The attempt to [Dispel] was at the Yggdrasil at Holorulo, where he has no defenders,” Poi said. “The shadelings and others at Candlepoint are heavily protecting Yggdrasil.”

Jane suddenly had no idea what to do about anything.

Teressa calmly, strongly, said, “I want to kill something. Let’s find a few monsters to end.”

“And this brings me to the next topic.” Poi said, “There are enough monsters to kill at Spur. I didn’t want to say this while Erick was with us, but there are certain truths that must be shared now that Erick has moved on.

“Kiri and the archmages and a few of the true powerhouses, like Killzone and Merit and Mog, are all that stands between the life and death of everyone in Spur, since you can’t count on random adventurers to do what needs to be done.” Poi said, “Dark, dead souls flood out of Ar’Kendrithyst every single night like an endless, black ooze. We think that Melemizargo and the Shades no longer have a leash on the souls of the trillions of people from the Old Cosmology who once openly worshiped the old God of Magic, but whatever the case, the black ooze is deadly to all life. Brightwater has been abandoned. The Blessed Shade Farix —that’s what he’s calling himself— has taken his people and occupied the destroyed city of Frontier. He has rebuilt that land into an impenetrable fortress in order for his people and himself to survive the dark floods each night. Anhelia and her Land of Light inside the Dead City either exacerbates or is the long term solution to the problem —we’re not sure which— for she has created a beachhead inside the Dead City, which is her attempt to take back Ar’Kendrithyst for the wrought.” Poi looked to Jane and Teressa, saying, “Our place is at Spur, and they have more than enough problems to keep us busy while we’re waiting for Erick to come back.”

The depth of Poi’s words sunk in…

And Jane asked, “Why not tell us—” She answered her own question, “Because then dad would have quit the Path.” She looked to Teressa, saying, “That explains the shadows in the [Future Sight].”

Terssa frowned.

Poi said, “According to Silverite, operating as though Erick had the option to quit the path was never an option for us, or for Spur. According to the answers Erick got on the Sliding System, this answer tracks.” Poi explained, “So, if Erick had heard about this problem, then it is Silverite’s opinion that the Path would have eaten Spur alive. The Path certainly fucked up Songli. It was only after that disaster that Erick operated to avoid another such problem at the grass lands. Perhaps if he went to Spur now, after Enduring Forge which seemed a complete success, he could have solved this black ooze problem in the space of an afternoon. He was getting good at that.”

Jane gave a small, strangled smile; her father was getting better at that, wasn’t he.

Poi continued, “But there is no way to know that, and Silverite was not willing to take that chance. It was a calculated risk to deal with the problem this way, and she took the risk. I believe she was right to take this risk.” He stated, “So these are the problems we must solve for ourselves. With any luck, we people of Spur will be able to solve this problem on our own, without Fate fucking us over… But it is very possible that Erick will show up at the absolute last moment and fix everything, though we should not count on this.” He added, “It would be preferable if we solved this problem before he gets back.”

Jane steeled herself. “We can solve problems without dad. Thank you, Poi...” for the reminder.

Teressa breathed deep, then exhaled; the seams of her armor around her neck briefly billowing out thick air. She hadn’t spoken much since Erick vanished, but she did so now, saying, “I don’t know about you, but I’m shit against oozes. What the fuck do you expect us to do at Spur? Sit on our asses? Get swamped protecting the mages?— Not that I’m necessarily against getting swamped, but— I’ve felt useless for too long, Poi.”

Poi said, “Magic is the primary force that harms the dark souls, but [Cleanse] makes them physical enough to actually injure, so Kiri and the Archmages have been the primary forces to deal with them. For a while they were doing fine, but the problem has mutated. A few weeks ago, they experienced the first living dead amalgam, and it’s only gotten worse from there.” He said, “Sometimes, the dead souls congregate around a host body they’ve found inside the city, or, at night, when they spill over the walls, the ooze finds a host among the defenders of Spur, or in the crystal mimics or other monsters or animals out there. These dead souls change those hosts. The soul amalgams that spill out from the Dead City are the worst, for they’ve had time to acclimate to their power; they’ve had time to discover what they are in their new life. All of them show sentience, but some actually show sapience. But the ones that happen outside of the city, the ones that are born each night the ooze spills out, those get crazy. Both types of dead-soul monsters are twisted into near-Ancient levels of power.” Poi told them, “That’s what you’ll be killing.”

Jane nodded. “Then that’s what I’ll be killing.”

Teressa breathed a sigh of relief, agreeing, “Then that’s what we’ll be killing.”

Jane amended, “—what we’ll be killing; yes.”

Teressa breathed out something that was near a laugh, but also too tired to be anything joyous. “Then if you’re done having your pity party, let’s get going, Team Leader Jane.”

At that, Jane laughed. “Ma’am yes, ma’am!”

Poi said, “Before we continue, I need to say a few more personal things.”

Jane and Teressa looked to Poi.

Poi said, “Jane. You need to send a letter to Nirzir to smooth over the shit you said back there. You really hurt her. She thought you were friends.”

Jane frowned and felt a sudden pain in her chest as Poi’s words hit unexpectedly hard.

Poi continued, “Also, I apologize for stopping you from killing those priests.”

“Ah. No.” Jane said, “I’m sorry that you had to do that. I should have kept my cool… And my words to Nirzir might have been too harsh. You’re right to say what you said about that, too. I barely even remember what I said… it all happened too fast.”

Teressa said, “You were right about us being in different circles, though. Erick could barrel through that shit because he belonged wherever he felt like belonging, but we three are uncivilized adventurers, and we do as the barbarians do. We cannot move to Nirzir’s circle, but she can move to ours.”

It seemed the large woman’s mood had improved.

“Teressa is also right.” Poi breathed, then said, “As an addendum: I hope that Erick returns, soon, and I will also act like I expect him to return, sooner or later. We shall all pretend like we know that he will be back. But there is a certain subset of people who will pounce now that he is gone. Expect what happened back there at Enduring Forge, with the [Prismatic Ward]s, and how they tried to [Dispel] Yggdrasil at Holorulo, to happen again. Again and again, we will all be tested.” He said to Jane, “Which is why it is important to ensure that you antagonize none of the enemies that your father might have made. You should send that apology letter to Singer Nirzir so that we don’t have Songli as an accidental enemy; this is what you should hope for as an outcome to that.”

“… Right, right,” Jane said.

The cold wind blew.

Jane looked up at the cloudy sky and at the dim sunlight past the clouds to the south, asking, “When did it turn into fucking day? Wasn’t it night? I blipped us west, didn’t I? That means it should be darker...” She looked around, saying, “Yeah. This is the right beach. I’ve been here before.” She pointed south. “The Forest of Glaquin is past that ocean. Isn’t it?”

“It is.” Poi said, “We’re on the right path. You simply didn’t realize how deep the grief is hitting you, and how much time has gotten away from us. If you want to talk to a therapist there are some at Spur I can put you into contact with.”

Jane groaned.

Poi added, “I had hoped that your father would take the offer before we left, but it is what it is. We already have some therapists down at Candlepoint talking to the shadelings, too, and that seems to be going well.”

“Are the shadelings real people?” Jane asked.

“Real enough as anyone.” Poi said, “So take that as you will.”

“I’m not opposed to a Forest jaunt...” Teressa stared south. “But why’d we come this way? Don’t want to go through the Republic?”

“Absolutely not,” Jane said, glad for the change of topic. “Done that before. Never again. Border patrol got a [Leash] on me and I almost had to kill them to get away. If I had a Domain like dad I probably could have clipped their [Leash] easily, but… I haven’t made one of those yet, either.”

Teressa nodded. “Me either.”

After another moment of silence, Poi said, “It’s fucking freezing. Let’s get to blipping, please.”

Jane smiled. “Yeah, yeah.” The party regathered and Jane held out her hands, saying, “That was the halfway point. The ocean is a few blips away, and then we’ll be in the air, moving as fast as I can. I’ll support us with [Greater Lightwalk], but it’s not that strong. Don’t test the flooring.”

Teressa took her hand, saying, “Don’t fall; got it.”

Poi took her other hand.

And then they were off.







- - - -







The northern coast of Glaquin was yet another frozen wasteland, but then they passed the coast, and headed into the skies above the Forest. The flashing landscape below grew taller, and greener. And then, after a few more blips, the Wyrmrest Mountains appeared. Another two blips put them firmly beyond the reach of those craggy peaks, which seemed much smaller and carefully organized when compared to the Tribulations. They were now in the Crystal Forest.

Jane, Poi, and Teressa, stood upon cold, orange sands as the sun rose in the east, shedding light upon orange dunes. They had managed to beat the sun here, but barely. There had been some minor falterings in the skies over the Forest, but they were here, and safe, for a relative definition of ‘safe’, anyway.

A typical example of a normal crystal mimic grew upon the rocky sands, not forty meters away. It reminded Jane of home.

She asked if anyone was against walking for a bit, for she was down to a third of her resources. Teressa gave a small joke about facing a wyrm attack while she rested, for this was the start of wyrm season. Poi said that any wyrm unfortunate enough to meet any of them would end up very dead, and he wasn’t sure which one, Teressa or Jane, would kill it faster.

Teressa laughed. “It would be a contest, of course! To see who could land the killing blow!”

Jane got into the spirit, saying, “You think you could actually kill one these days? Last I saw, all you could do was stand in the way.”

“Hey now! I could take on an eyebeam wyrm these days.” Teressa moved her left arm and her massive shield moved with her, to attach to her left arm. The magically enhanced shield was bright silver, but it reflected the dawn, becoming gold in the light. “We got trained up like proper warriors over in Songli.”

Poi grumbled, “Reflections make everything so much tougher for teammates.”

Jane laughed, then tapped his shoulder, saying, “So that’s why you got reflections in your adamantium, too, eh!”

“My armor has multiple modes of use.” Poi said, “And thankfully, I’m getting the hang of its reflective nature. It’s a sight better than full-body reflection.”

Jane asked, “You can still get through telepathically with the full body reflection, though, can’t you?”

“I can, but it’s not that easy.”

Jane smirked. “As long as you can get through it at all, then that’s good enough for me.”

“Me too.” Teressa said, “I still prefer the directional reflection, though. It’s stronger.”

“Reflective armor is the best of both styles,” Poi said. “Directional, but without compromising telepathic communication, and you can still touch the exposed parts for healing spells.”

They walked for a while, talking about nothing in particular, for no reason in particular. Jane would later reflect on this moment and see that this was the calm before the storm, but the storm was still a ways off. So for now, they shot the shit, and everything was as good as it could be, considering the circumstances. It felt like a return to normalcy, which was important. They were soldiers against the monstrous world, and that’s what they needed to be; not an archmage’s attache.

… They were also putting off their meeting with Silverite, but no one actually spoke of that. They were each afraid in their own way of what the Mayor of Spur was going to say or do when they finally returned. But they were all responsible people, and they needed to talk about responsible things. Poi got to that point before the other two, though.

“Silverite hasn’t explained,” Poi said, “But I’m assuming that Kiri is going to be our new assignment.”

Jane felt like her feet were suddenly twice as heavy as complicated emotions swirled in her mind. She rapidly picked one of her multiple, sudden problems out of the maelstrom, asking, “How does inheritance work in Spur?”

Poi said, “At Silverite’s decree.”

“… Ah.”

“You’d get the house, Jane,” Teressa said, “But let’s leave things like they are for a while longer.”

“I wasn’t going to do that— I mean. I would never— But we’re going back and my father isn’t with us, and I want to be prepared for… I suppose I’m thinking more like Earth-inheritance rules and that shit...” Jane winced. “Ah. Fucking shit. Do I have to pay taxes on dad’s money?”

“Yup.” Teressa smiled. “And if you don’t want to pay them, then you’re probably not getting anything.”

“… Silverite wouldn’t do that.” Jane asked, “Would she?”

“She’s done it before.” Poi said, “I doubt she would change for Erick… But Erick was a different kind of— He is a different kind of person.”

Jane felt her heart seize all over again.

The conversation moved on.

Jane was perfectly fine being ‘on Kiri duty’, whatever that meant. It was nice to get a heads-up before the fact, though. Eventually, Jane’s Mana and Health ticked up high enough that more blipping was in order, but Jane sent a [Scry] orb ahead to check out the place, first; to get an overview of what sort of city she was coming back to.

… And Spur looked perfectly fine. Despite news that the place was under difficult siege every single night, and that there were three more sets of concentric walls around the place, all of the walls were intact and many of the buildings were occupied. The Mage Guild District and the Adventurer Guild District were absolutely packed with people, going to and fro. Guards were out and keeping the peace, but there were no fights happening at that particular moment. There were never that many discipline problems inside the city.

Jane smiled to herself. Adventurer lands weren’t that much more uncivilized than all the rest of the world. Like, sure, the people here were much higher powered, and they fought, for sure, but they took their fights out of the city, because anyone caught fighting inside the city was promptly fucked up by the city guard. Her father’s interest in massive population oppression didn’t make sense to Jane, because when left to their own devices and allowed to level off of monster killing as much as they wanted, people either lived peaceably with their neighbors, or they were kicked out to fend for themselves. And this was fine.

Spur was doing well, despite the shadows looming all around!

Jane recast her [Scry] into the designated spot inside City Hall, the one where Poi told her to check, to see if the location was good to blip—

“Ah.” Jane froze. “They’re ready for us. We’re headed right into a debrief.”

Teressa breathed deep, then said, “Sounds like fun.”

Poi held out his hand, saying, “Let’s get this over with.”

Jane took their hands, and then they were off.







- - - -







Jane stood in the center of the room flanked by Poi on one side and Teressa on the other. The three of them stood at parade attention, while their bags had been laid to the side, for now.

Silverite sat at the judge’s seat, as she usually did, and she looked exactly as Jane remembered; a completely silver dragonkin who wore clothes, unlike the vast majority of wrought. Today she wore a blue pantsuit. The Mage Guild’s Sirocco Zago sat in the audience, beside her daughter, Sizzi; the two of them resembled one another, as both of them were violet-purple incani with upturned horns and white hair. Guildmaster Mogarithag Moggargal or just 'Mog', of the Adventurer’s Guild, was the same massively muscular orcol woman who Jane remembered. She sat alongside one of the receptionists from the guild. Aside from those major faces, Jane knew most of the other people in the room, from some farmers who farmed the lands surrounding the Human District, to people in the Army. Liquid and Killzone were present; the Quartermaster and the General. Both were wrought, with Liquid resembling a female dragonkin of iron, and Killzone resembling a male orcol made of adamantium. Both of those wrought were technically nude, but their skin had been shaped to appear like clothes; they were more normal wrought, for sure.

Killzone didn’t seem to appreciate the new adamantium armaments in his midst, though. He glanced at Teressa’s shield, and Poi’s currently-silver armor, and Jane’s sword, strapped to her waist.

Well nuts to him.

Liquid and Silverite took a moment to look at the adamantium, too. Perhaps they were more ambivalent? It was hard to tell.

The other people in the audience —and there were quite a lot!— Jane had no idea who they were. Some of them sat near to the positions of the actual powerful people in the room and were themselves dressed quite nicely. Jane guessed, at a glance, that they were all nobles of some sort, or perhaps they were the merchant powers that existed in Spur, instead of standard nobility. But some of the nicely dressed people present were human, and that set Jane to remembering that there were some changes of the ‘human nobility’ kind going on back before they left for the Worldly Path. She had never paid attention to them, but perhaps she should have; she could have matched her new neighbors to the faces out there.

The various [Familiar]s of the archmages were also present. They hung to the side of the room, floating near the wall. Wave’s floating blob of water, Opal’s pearlescent white sphere, Obsidian’s spiky black ball. They were all watching.

Kiri was not there, and neither was her [Familiar]; Sunny the shapeshifting couatl.

There would have been a lot more people in that room if the clamoring public outside had been allowed into the courtroom, but they were not. The air would have been chock full of [Scry] orbs, though, if Obsidian hadn’t cast some sort of autonomous-[Scry]-orb-popper into the air in the room. As it was, that construct had been popping a thousand [Scry] orbs every second, just to keep the air clear of those damnable prying eyes.

A full minute they stood there, Jane and Poi and Teressa, while the crowd was calmed down by soldiers appointed to City Hall and everyone finished taking their seats. It had been a hastily assembled debrief, but it had assembled nonetheless.

Silverite brought the gathering to order, her voice filling the air and rapidly drowning out all others, “We are here, today, to find out what happened to Archmage Flatt. Jane Flatt. Teressa Rednail. Poi Fulisade. You were there when he vanished. One of you, speak. Explain what happened, without divulging secrets best left covered. Tell us: are we at war? Did someone take Erick from us?”

Jane suddenly reevaluated everything about the moment. She wasn’t on trial. The rest of the world was at trial. She blurted out, “No one took him from me. He left willingly.”

The crowd gasped.

“Explain,” Silverite demanded.

Jane didn’t even know where to start—

Poi, thankfully, started speaking. He gave a concise account of what happened, talking about how Erick was getting into runework and he wanted to increase the range of [Teleport], for it might help him with the creation of [Gate]. Erick had learned a lot from Enduring Forge, who had been nothing but extremely helpful and informative, but then Erick saw an opportunity.

Erick stepped on the testing pad of his own volition.

Other people started talking, accusing individuals of Enduring Forge, or elsewhere, of bad intentions, of traps and intrigue. Of assassination. Someone got the idea that a dragon of Ooloraptoor had something to do with Erick’s disappearance, while others spoke badly of the nobility of the Highlands. After everyone had a chance to vent, Silverite shut down the outbursts and guided further questioning.

The debrief took three hours.

Poi spoke for most of it, but Silverite asked questions of Jane and Teressa, and so they had to speak, too. Words about The Worldly Path came out, because they had to, but most of those words came out in a nebulous manner that hid what the Path really did to a person, and to the world, when someone walked it.

Poi, Teressa, and Jane, were not on trial, and never were.

In the last half-hour of the debrief, Poi spoke the words that would become Spur’s reaction to Erick’s disappearance, “I don’t believe he is dead, for Yggdrasil is still alive, and that is the biggest indication that Erick survives. If anything: Erick is merely further along on the Worldly Path than anyone else before him. And so, I will wait, and I will ensure that his house does not fall down while he is gone, and when he does return, then I’m going to at least punch him for doing this to me, and to us.”

The debrief eventually ended.

The courtroom dispersed. No one was happy, but everyone was at least less mad.

Jane, Poi, and Teressa, picked their bags back up and followed Silverite into the room behind the courtroom. Killzone and Liquid joined them. Soon, it was the three of them inside a small room, made smaller by the two orcol-sized people.

And then Silverite screamed out her anger, roaring at the floor and at the walls and at the table, filling the room with a hateful sound that washed over Jane like a raging ocean. And then Silverite stopped. She stood, silent and threatening, her solid silver eyes boring into Jane’s.

Silverite said, “Not your fuckup. You’re fine. I’m angry, though. He could actually be dead.”

“He’s not dead,” Jane found herself saying, with extreme vehemence.

“Well I hope you’re right, Jane.” Silverite half-yelled. She forced herself to calm again, briefly closing her eyes and focusing on something that wasn’t the people in front of her. She opened her eyes, and asked, “Have you heard about the dead souls thing we got going on, now? Ar'Kendrithyst’s little death knell?”

“Poi told us on the way over here,” Teressa said.

“Then he has followed at least those directions correctly.” Silverite said, “You’re going to be involved in that defense. All three of you, and primarily through Kiri. Kiri now has most of the spellwork that Erick had— Has.” She paused. She said, “Kiri has most of the spellwork that Erick has. She’s done it differently in a lot of places, though, and she doesn’t have a Domain yet. Probably gonna take her decades to get that good, like most normal mages of her caliber. Problem is we don’t have decades— Wait. Teressa. You’re good with mana sense now, yes?”

“And basic prognostication.” Teressa said, “It’s a lot easier to do without Erick being around, too.”

“Yay for glimmering sights,” Silverite said, sarcastically. Then she spoke seriously, “I want you to take the tests for certification. We can use another proven prognosticator of any ability at all, and you’re supposed to be good, to hear Poi tell it. You still need to prove you’re good, and then I have a good place for you.”

“I understand.” Teressa said, “I will get this certification.”

“Then you’re on that. Report to Liquid when you can to take the tests.” Silverite looked at Jane, saying, “You’re likely gonna end up on major monster detail. Poi will be on coordination efforts, through Kiri and you. Teressa might be involved elsewhere, or settled down next to Kiri inside the [Prismatic Ward] around your house—” She roared, “At least that spellwork is still there—” She calmed, “Unlike the [Prismatic Ward]s around the rooms in Enduring Forge…” She breathed. She said, “He never shifted the spellwork around his home so I doubt it would shift now, but to ensure that it won’t be taken down by anything less than Erick himself, I had Archmage Opal enact some extra layers of defense around that particular spellwork; long lasting [Force Wall]s and other such spellwork. The three of you will remain stationed in that safe space, of course, but you’re gonna have to [Blink] to get through Opal’s spells.”

A swell of emotions rolled up and out of Jane, as she felt hot tears roll down her face. She wasn’t sure why, but she was really touched that Silverite cared— Of course she cared, but… Actions mattered, and this was good. Jane said, “Thank you, Mayor Silverite.”

With a momentarily softer voice, Silverite said, “You three survived being accomplices on the Worldly Path; you have no idea how rare that is. At least one of you should have died. Possibly all of you. But Erick is Erick, so I suppose I shouldn’t be too surprised. Hopefully, he’s simply on his next step and he’ll return when he can. With any luck, it won’t take him more than a month to get back to us. Maybe two. Two months is my timetable before I start worrying.” She spoke stronger, “So I want this black soul ooze sorted well before then, because if Erick comes back here and he doesn’t have [Gate]... Then that means we’re on the Path with him, and I do not like what that means for us, or for Spur.”

Jane felt a need to speak, so she did, “Earlier, in the debrief… We spoke of the Sliding System and what the machine had said. I get the impression that my father would not be allowed to leave the Worldly Path? Is that why you didn’t want him coming here?”

“Exactly right, Jane, and I’m glad to hear you actually ask this question because that means that my information embargo worked. That you’re even able to ask it at all gives me good hope that we’re far enough away from his Worldly Path that we’re not currently under Fate’s fist. Which is fantastic.” Silverite explained, “Many people on the Worldly Path have come to Spur before, for Melemizargo is at the end of all iterations of the Path. This information comes to everyone who walks the Path. In turn, those people come here, hoping to get into Ar’Kendrithyst to find more answers. Sometimes those people are total failures, though, so Melemizargo lets them quit, for he has grown tired of their presence. But for your father? The man who brought him out of his insanity?” Silverite stressed, “Dragons don’t let shiny things go, Jane.”

Jane’s chest felt tight. “… Is it possible for him to ever complete it, then?”

Silverite said, “I don’t know.”

Killzone spoke up, “He can complete it, but he’d need to find a different Wizard to do the final step. I doubt Melemizargo would let him complete the Path in the normal manner, either.”

Jane stared at the big man. “Wizardry? Really? That’s the final step?”

Silverite frowned at the big man. Teressa scowled at nothing in particular, her eyes flickering with grey light as she looked elsewhere. Poi sighed, and Liquid shrugged.

Liquid said, “It’s a theory. We’ve seen a lot of various Walkers come and go over the centuries, with some coming a lot closer to [Gate] than others, and with at least two that I personally knew that had it in their heads to go chase down a Wizard for assistance.”

Killzone said, “I’ve personally seen three Walkers try to find Wizards.”

“And I’ve seen twenty four.” Silverite said, “One and all, every Walker that tried that route ended up dead.”

Jane said, “Then I’m glad my father didn’t know of this, or we would have tried— Oh. He taunted a dragon with the threat of finding a wizard that would transform the dragon from Elemental Shadow and Ooze into Elemental Truth, with the goal to get the dragon to speak truths.”

Liquid, Killzone, and Silverite each listened, but she could tell they had heard this fact already. Probably from Poi.

But Jane hadn’t been a part of that conversation, so Jane continued, “And Goldie appeared to us before that, directly telling us that dragons only truly cared about one thing; finding Wizards. Which is why dad taunted the dragon in that way.”

Silverite spoke first, “Sounds like I’ve now reached 25 of my Worldly Path Wizardly count.”

Liquid said, “That’s a lot of purely circumstantial evidence since there’s never been anyone who actually solved [Gate] magic the hard way... But I’m officially up to three-Wizard-mentions.”

“Four.” Killzone said, “And that’s more than enough circumstantial evidence to put that at the true final step of the Worldly Path.”

“Possibly only near the end; maybe not a true final step,” Liquid said.

Silverite waved a hand, saying, “Okay. That’s great.” She said, “Teressa, Jane, Poi; We’re glad to have you back. Welcome home. For now you’re assisting Kiri and on nightly monster-killing duty with everyone else. Liquid will sort you out before sunset.” She looked directly at Jane, saying, “We’re going to end this black ooze threat, and then you can go search for Erick. Am I understood?”

Jane latched onto the goal, sounding off in time with Poi and Teressa, “Yes, ma’am!”

“Dismissed.”







- - - -







Home was exactly as Jane had left it.

The mansion was three stories of near-Victorian architecture, but done in solid orange stone, with a mage tower at the north for Jane, and a mage tower at the south for her father. To the west, in the front of the house, grew a garden of earthly vegetables and fruits alongside veirdly varieties, while on the east side was an… An orchard of cocoa trees, apparently. About twenty cocoa trees. That was new. There had only been a few cocoa trees in that secondary garden patch when they had all left for the Worldly Path, but apparently the ladies of ‘And Dessert!’ were doing well with their chocolate.

The house also had a proper fence now, which was different. It was a thick stone fence, lit up with politely-worded lightwards telling people not to cross onto the property. The warnings seemed to need to be enforced, though, since there were guards from Spur stationed inside the property. Some of those guards were actually gardening, or at least they were keeping the place looking nice. Jane even knew them. One of the guards was Biggie, a dragonkin with dark grey scales who Jane and Kiri had worked with when Jane was stationed under Sargent Nanark, back at her time in Ar’Kendrithyst, before she became a Team Leader and was mostly independent.

The Human District had changed, though.

Where once it was mostly empty, flat orange stone, surrounded by distant farm beds, there were seven new mansions dotting the land here and there. One of them was mostly built when Jane had left with her father on the Worldly Path, and now it looked fully built and occupied. That house belonged to a noble with a name that escaped Jane at the moment, but which would probably come to her later. Most of the other houses looked similarly fancy, except for one. The mage trio’s house, to the north, retained its normal look, almost mirroring Erick’s house; it looked a bit neglected, actually. Even Erick’s house looked run down when compared to all the others, though. The noble vacation/adventuring houses had paint on the walls, or colored stone layered atop the orange. Some even had fancy fountains in their lawns and gardens.

At least no one had built directly next to the house. Silverite probably had something to do with that. Security concerns and common decency and prestige; take your pick, they were all valid reasons.

Jane, Poi, and Teressa, had bypassed almost all of the security measures, though, and taken the shortcut directly into the house’s foyer. But there was one security measure that Jane did not think would be a problem, and here that problem was, hovering in front of them and hissing at them. Jane had even checked the target location with a [Scry] before she blipped, but it seemed that Sunny barely remembered any of them.

Jane let Poi deal with Sunny.

The little green couatl screeched loud, again. Though it hadn’t attacked with any spellwork, it certainly made a racket. How could Kiri sleep through this? Jane almost sent up some light to poke at the woman, but she didn’t want to make any large movements; not when the one Sunny in front of them contented itself with screeching, but the other Sunnys, hiding here and there around the house, looked ready to pounce.

Or more accurately, spew lightning, or something.

Poi spoke calmly, though he was beyond agitated. “Sunny. You remember us—”

Kiri stepped into view at the top of the stairs. She was in night clothes and half wrapped in a quilted blanket that trailed behind her, while her emerald eyes were puffy. Her tears were held back by the barest of threads. All at once, every Sunny suddenly relaxed and flitted away from the foyer. Kiri whispered, “Erick isn’t with you.”

Jane said, “He’s alive, but he went on without us.”

Kiri sniffled, then asked, “He left you behind, too?”

“It’s complicated.” Poi said, “We can speak more of all of it, but it comes down to this: We’re here now, and we’re your backup.”

Kiri huffed a nervous laugh. From one moment to the next, she seemed better. Her tears dried as she dropped the blanket, revealing nightclothes and chuckling once, before sobbing deeply and turning to light to appear right in front of Jane. Jane’s eyes went wide as Kiri crashed into her, hugging tight, before moving on to Teressa and then Poi, saying, “I’m so glad you’re back. It’s been difficult and I’ve tried to keep it together but we’re losing people every night and it’s—” She hugged Jane again, and this time Jane was able to hug her back. “It’s been—” She broke down, sobbing briefly, before saying, “It’s been tough.”

Jane held her for a while, and she found that she had missed Kiri. She had missed the house. She had missed Spur. She said, “We’re back now, and I’ll help with the near-Ancients, or whatever they are.”

Kiri whispered, “Thank the gods.” She sighed, as she pulled away and looked at them all, saying, “Sorry about that. It’s been rough, but I guess you guys went through a war, too.”

Teressa said, “Aye, we did. But it looks like you went through this war all on your own.”

“No one else can enter the house, and this is where I’m safest— We already had—” Kiri glanced at the bags, saying, “Uh. I’ll help you with those.” The bags vanished in flickers of rapidly-moving Sunnys. “So I’m awake, now. Let’s talk about everything.”

Poi frowned a little, saying, “I think you should go back to bed. We’re here, you’re safe, and you need the rest. We should all probably go to our own beds and sleep, too. Tonight will be difficult and there’s no need for more stress at the moment.”

Kiri lashed out, “Erick could do this just fine! I—” She pulled back, closing her eyes as she waved a hand. “Sorry. Sorry. I thought I could do this, too.” Kiri breathed out, saying, “Yeah. I’m going back to bed. Wake me up an hour till sunset, please?”

“Sure thing, Kiri,” Jane said.

“I want to know all about it.” Kiri said, “Everything. Okay?”

Jane smiled. “Yeah. We’ll tell you.”

“Even the shit you wouldn’t tell anyone else,” Kiri stared a bit, then she softened, and whispered, “Okay?”

Jane nodded. Teressa hummed assent.

Poi just flicked his eyes upward, to the second story.

Kiri sighed and flashed into green light. When she resolved, she was upstairs, and walking to her room, muttering, “Sleep, sleep, sleep.”

Everyone parted to their own parts of the house. Teressa went straight to bed. Poi went to the third floor, for whatever reason. Jane went to the kitchen, to see if the place was stocked, or not.

The kitchen had more food than any one person could ever eat; the kitchen was fine. And yet, Kiri had felt thin when Jane had her arms around her. She had looked thin, too, but… She had always been thin, right? No. She hadn’t always been that thin.

Hmm.

Jane explored the rest of the house, quick as a shadow—

She reappeared on the third floor hallway, because she had seen what Poi had gone after. In the third floor of the house, in one of the larger rooms, her father’s [Prismatic Ward] did not exist. Erick had left it that way on purpose so that he could experiment with smaller scale magics without the interference of that dense air.

The Army had turned this part of the house into a miniature command center.

The space was empty of people at the moment, but there were chairs and tables and a chalkboard and a lightward 3D map of the battlefield between Spur’s walls and the entire surrounding battlefield to ten kilometers out, including a bit of the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst to the south. Poi was already inside going over papers and checking out recorded monsters and their abilities. Jane joined him. Soon, Teressa showed, and she got in on the action as well.

As Jane read over the recorded monsters —officially called amalgams— she got more and more concerned, but also more than a little bit excited.

Teressa said it best, “These aren’t simple monsters… They’re dead people. People.” She enunciated, “As in multiples of people. Thousands, in some cases.”

Poi was reading something else as he commented, “The more dangerous ones act as fully-linked mage covens, which means they can either cast multiple spells at once and cooperative cast for massive effects.”

Teressa shook a small folder, saying, “The most dangerous one so far was a three-person meld. From our own side! Gone to sleep in the same room and woken up changed, and crazed.”

“So don’t get the shit on you and [Cleanse] for at least 30 seconds after every battle.” Jane held up her own folder, saying, “This one was five shadow giants and a hundred shadowolves, melded together into one massive monster of limbs and jaws and claws and with the regenerative properties of a wyrm.”

Teressa frowned, but Jane could tell she was interested.

Jane teased, “You complained about not fighting enough monsters! See what complaining gets you!”

Teressa huffed a small laugh. “I see what complaining gets me.”

“And now we’re all here in the deep shit with you,” Jane said, smiling. “Oceans of deep black shit.”

Poi put his papers back into their folder, then began putting the folder away, saying, “I’m going to get some sleep while I can. I suggest you all do the same.”

A round of agreements had everything put back where it was supposed to go, and then they all left to their rooms.

Jane collapsed onto her bed —her own bed!— and it smelled like home… Probably a bit too much. She got back up, [Cleanse]d, put away shit, took off crap, hung her sword on the wall—

Gods, that was a beautiful sword.

Jane smiled at the straight-back weapon that would be killing many, many monsters in the coming hours and days, and then she crawled back into bed, feeling a lot more weary than she expected. She set an [Alarm Ward] to go off in 6 hours, with a personal-only sound, giving her some time before nightly siege. Jane closed her eyes.

She was out in minutes.

She dreamed of her father.

All too quickly, the alarm woke her up. Bleary-eyed, Jane got out of bed and brushed the tears from her eyes, and then she went to go see about dinner. Teressa was already up and cooking up a storm with copious amounts of meat and a lot of bluebell seasoning.

Jane teased her, “You really like that shitty little flower spice, don’t you?”

“I do!” Teressa laughed. “It’s been too long since I had it, too.”

“Wanna try that 12 star spice?”

“Fuck you. No.” Teressa said, “Don’t you go ruining my food with that shit, either.”

“Oh! Come’on! You might like it!”

Poi came into the room—

Teressa latched onto Poi’s leadership, saying, “Poi! This Team Leader is about to commit 12-star culinary crimes! What’s her punishment?”

“Send her out to fight for her life against monsters that will eat her alive.”

Jane laughed. Poi smiled.

Teressa seriously said, “I don’t want to be put on background duty, Poi. Don’t let that happen.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Poi said, “But we’re all getting the assignments we need, and you made yourself an indispensable prognosticator with a natural mana sense range of 120 meters and an eye on the big picture. Blame yourself.”

“Yeah yeah.” Teressa said, “Point taken.”

Jane went to the pantry, asking, “How can I help make dinner?”

“I want mashed potatoes,” Kiri said, coming into the room. “Like how Erick made them.”

“Then that is what we shall have.” Jane moved toward the cold room, asking, “Who wants to start explaining?”

Kiri said, “I want to know where Erick is, and why you think he isn’t dead, even though Yggdrasil has been shown to survive when horrible things have been done to Erick. And then I want a highlight of everything else you think is important.” She added, “And I want to know about the runic armaments you all got, but I can wait on that. We probably don’t have enough time to get through everything before the nightly siege.”

Jane glanced to Teressa, who glanced to Poi. Who was going to start?

Poi began, “So there was this Teleporting Pad in this place called Enduring Forge, located under the Northern Tribulations; the mountain range that runs all throughout Nelboor. It was there that…”

Poi explained a lot of things.

Kiri listened. She calmly raised objections. Poi elaborated. Jane joined in sometimes. Teressa took over once she was done with the major cooking, weaving a story of the Worldly Path fit for a bard. As they ate nice steaks and copious mashed potatoes with lots of butter, they got back to barracks teasing, and assorted stories, and gallows humor. Kiri broke down a few times for reasons she didn’t go into, but Jane, Poi, and Teressa were there to lift her back up. By the time dinner was actually over and cleaned up, Kiri remained concerned about what happened to Erick.

Jane said, “He’s alive, Kiri, because if he’s dead then I’m… I’m not sure what. It’ll be bad.”

Poi said, “We have Minds on various necromancers the world over, who are already trying to call forth Erick’s soul from the manasphere. There’s a small chance that he could slip through those nets, but it’s a low chance. Very low.”

Jane looked to Poi, and asked a question that had been burning a hole in the back of her thoughts. “Quilatalap?”

“Yes,” Poi answered.

Teressa breathed deep, mumbling, “Fuck.”

“If that’s how it is, then that’s how it is. Okay. Fine.” Kiri breathed deep, then she seemed to appear lighter, as though she had set aside her worries, and moved on to other ones. She declared, “Dammit all to fucking shit. I missed out by coming back to Spur, didn’t I!” She looked to Teressa, saying, “Fucking world-class prognosticator.” She looked to Poi. “Adamantium armor!” And then Jane. “And enough Points to make everything easier!”

“Yup!” Jane said, “And don’t forget the runework! And the gridwork! And the reflections. That’s probably the biggest deal to come out of all this. All three of us can reflect most directed spellwork.”

Kiri scowled. “Why don’t they teach us that in Arcanaeum!”

Teressa smirked. “And I got aura control and Remade every single Shaping spell and a lot of the basic ones, too.”

Poi said, “You made out very well, Teressa.”

“I did, didn’t I?” Teressa smiled.

Kiri said, “This is infuriating! I thought I had a good education, but I didn’t get a sponsor until I came here… Granted, my sponsor is Erick, but... Dammit.” She asked Teressa, “Which do you think is more important? Aura control, or all the senses?”

Teressa said, “Aura control, for sure.”

Jane said, “Yeah. Aura control. I’m working on it, but I haven’t had much luck.”

“There’s gonna be a lot of downtime in the coming siege,” Poi said, “So you got time to practice.”

“But besides all that, reflection spellwork is super important.” Teressa said, “The reflection-thing is mostly used against people, though, which isn’t something that happens a lot in Spur.”

Jane said, “Dad knew about the importance of reflections before we went to Nelboor.”

“He did.” Teressa said, “And I think I was rather dismissive at the time; shows what I know.”

Kiri looked a bit lost—

Poi said to Kiri, “Spur would have lost a lot more people without your presence. And besides that, Erick will eventually be back. I’m sure he’ll pick up some equally world-changing magic aside from [Gate], too, and he’ll want to share.”

“Oh yeah.” Teressa said, “100% gonna happen.”

Jane smiled.

Kiri gave a small grin. “I can only hope.” And then she frowned, and said, “I’m glad to be here, but… It’s been… Sometimes I’ve felt as though I’ve saved someone from themselves only to find their corpse among the dead the next day. And these idiots— These traveling adventurers from Greensoil are the worst. They’re all FUCKING IDIOTS.”

“Ah. So nothing has changed.” Teressa nodded.

Poi said, “Yup. You were saving idiots back on your tour of duty in Ar’Kendrithyst, too, so this shouldn’t be that much different.”

Kiri frowned. “… I suppose the scale is different. I actually see every individual body these days. I see every failure to communicate, and every failure of orders. Every single night at least 10 to 15 people die trying to kill a big amalgam because the big ones can be anywhere from level 75 to 95.” She stressed, “Everyone wants the easy levels and none of the idiots are prepared to actually fight at that level.”

Jane smiled softly, feeling suddenly giddy as she said, “Then it’s a good thing we’re back. I’m going to kill-steal all of those amalgams.”

“Good fucking luck!” Kiri exclaimed.

It was good to be home.

Poi said, “You will follow orders, Jane, and not deviate from them.”

Jane waved him off, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

Poi gave her a pretty impressive glare.

Jane held her hands in the air, saying, “I’ll be good! I swear!”

Teressa grinned. Kiri smirked.

Poi mm-hmm’d.
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                It was almost go time.

Kiri took Poi, Jane, and Teressa to the top floor, into the command room, where she walked to the file cabinets and scrounged around, saying, “Now I know they wrote up a primer for these soul beasts to hand out to every… one… Not sure where it is.” She opened and shut a few cabinets before turning to say, “I’ll get one from the Adventurer’s Guild.” Sunny vanished from around her neck and then reappeared almost as fast, clutching onto paperwork. Kiri handed out the papers, and began, “Okay. So. In case you didn’t notice, Spur has more people than ever. Current population is at 300,000 and climbing. We might not have Erick, but we have archmages and rain and we’re in the middle of a desert, so it’s an attractive proposition now that the Shades are almost all gone. But add to that the fact that the largest, most dangerous amalgams— The official names of the monsters are ‘Dead Soul Amalgamation’ according to their Kill Notification, but everyone calls them amalgams. Well. They’re high level. And that means a lot of experience.

“As you can read, we’ve got a lot of basic intel on them, for we’ve fought at least three to ten every night for the last three weeks. One time we had twenty. That was not a good night.” Kiri said, “The Kill Notifications for all of them are the same, no matter the size, but the level does vary considerably. The bigger they are, the more varied or powerful they are.

“Thing-to-know One: They go after living souls. That is their goal. So far we’ve found no correlation between level or Class or Mana pool or Health pool size, to whether or not the amalgam will chase you, or not. Number of clumped living souls does matter, though, as well as distance to the nearest clump. An amalgam will almost always chase a group of people running in one direction rather than a single person running in the other direction. If they get too close to Spur, then we’ll have to evacuate because then there will be no way to correct their trajectory away from large population centers.

“There are variations of this normal behavior, though, because of number Two: How odd they look correlates to crazy, and the larger they are, the more they have a chance to look truly odd. It is generally easier to fight the larger, messed up amalgams in groups of three or more, because they’ll be distracted with so many nearby living souls to chase.

“Beware the amalgams that look like normal monsters.

“There are variations of all of that, though, because of number Three: In almost all ways, and especially if you give them a single target, the amalgamated souls will work together. This usually means cooperative casting producing some very, very large, singular-direction spells. [Force Bolt]s the size of a person; or a thousand at once. [Force Beam]s the thickness of a tree, or a thousand beams at once. That sort of thing.” Kiri frowned. “Though since both Teressa and Jane have reflective spellwork, then that might not be a problem. You might be expected to kill the larger, magically inclined ones. Those are the dangerous ones.”

Teressa said, “Chances are I’ll either duo with Jane or hang back and prognosticate. Depends on Liquid and Killzone, but I’m guessing that a prognosticator is more important than a warrior.”

“You’re right,” Poi said, half listening, but mostly reading notes.

Teressa shrugged; she had known that this would happen.

“Well then! More for me! I’ll be ripping it up as the biggest, baddest spider you all have ever seen,” Jane said. “And I’ll do it while fully reflective and immune to most magics.”

Poi looked up from the notes, to look at Jane. “I am hesitant to sign off on you looking like a monster around people… But in this case it might be for the best, since you will be expected to go solo.”

“Ah!” Kiri spoke up, “That reminds me. Thing-to-know Four: the amalgams go after the bigger threats. Orcols, usually, but a giant spider would certainly make you a primary target. You might end up drawing too many of them, but if you have a good reflective magic, then that should be fine.” She asked, “What is your reflective ability, anyway? Spell? Skill?”

“Monster body Skill called Radiant Presence. I have to be a spider to use it, but it works well. It’s from a variant Nacreous Weaver known as a Radiant Nacreous Weaver.” Jane said, “Spells won’t touch me.”

“My current reflective spell breaks too easily,” Kiri said.

Teressa said, “I’ll work with you tomorrow if you want to try your hand at [Reflective Flying Shield].” She handed off a spell to Kiri, continuing, “Erick managed to make one that reflects everything—”

“Even [Strike]s!” Jane piped up.

“—even [Strike]s. [Animadversion], Erick called it. That spell is amazing, and he can hand it off to others, too.” Teressa said, “This one is not that, but it’s useful. I’ve found a directed reflection is better than an aura, full body reflection—” She paused, then asked everyone else, “Erick made [Animadversion] directly after Kiri left?”

“He did,” Poi said.

Kiri blinked a bit, both at Teressa, and at the spell she had been handed. Kiri dismissed the blue box and said, “I have a [Personal Ward] reflection, like Erick had at the beginning. I run it on Sunny when Sunny is out there, but a directed shield might be better, if only in a set-and-forget sort of manner.”

Teressa said, “My [Reflective Flying Shield] lasts basically forever when it’s attached to the shield, so that’s a plus.”

“… Yeah.” Kiri looked to the paperwork for the amalgams. “I think that’s everything— No wait. Uh. Yes. The most important part. The black goo uses [Soul Burn], which is a spell that—”

“We ran into that,” Jane said, smirking.

Poi frowned at Jane, saying, “This is a variant [Soul Burn].”

Jane scoffed—

“HA!” Kiri proclaimed proudly. Then she happily glared, and said, “I encountered something you didn’t so fuck you and listen.” She smiled as she said, “Don’t go below 500 Health out there, or else the goo will be able to begin to curse you…” She lost her smile, as though realizing what she was saying was in fact truly terrible. “If you drop to 0 Health while you’re cursed, you’ll be vulnerable to amalgamization with anyone else who is also cursed, which usually happens to be the amalgam you’re currently fighting. This is perhaps the most dangerous problem, so don’t ever get any goo on you, because several things will happen. Health will start to drain and you’ll begin to forget what your Health should look like. It’s a variant of the uncleanliness curse from curse slimes, and it’s present in every single drop of the black ocean. The dead soul flood might be related to the death of the Witch, but we’re not sure. There are a few theo— We’ll go over theories, tomorrow.”

Teressa had gone solid, all mirth flowing away as her focus crystallized into mentally preparing for the coming night.

Jane recalled that curse slimes had been the first domino to kick off a chain of events that ended up killing Teressa’s entire team, and her whole family up in the Forest of Glaquin. Of course, it was more accurate to say that the Witch killed all of those people, but if Teressa and her team hadn’t fallen into complacency due to the uncleanliness curse of the curse slimes, then the Witch never would have happened.

Or at least it would have gone down differently.

And that was the end of the mirth for everyone, apparently.

Jane went hard, too. She fucking hated mental threats, especially ones that lulled you into complacency.

Kiri waited. She probably expected Teressa, or someone, to say something, but that didn’t happen. So Kiri continued, “The teams will be checking up on you throughout the night, Jane— you and everyone else. They’ll ask for Health totals and such, and if you look like you’ve gone too low they’ll call you in, because you won’t come in on your own and you might think that your Health looks fine, even though you’re sitting at zero.” Kiri said, “As for how the drain actually works, it seems to be a minimum 10 Health per second drain, if you’ve got any ooze on you at all. This is important. Any ooze at all means you’re taking a drain. The good news is that if you’re fully covered, even if your size is increased due to skills, or whatever, the max rate of drain seems to be around 100-125 Health per second.

“Active skills which decrease damage taken also decrease the drain. [Defend] is good for a full minute of half-damage from the ooze. It costs a tenth of your capped Max Health, but it’s worth it if you’re unable to flee the ooze.

“Otherwise, there are [Cleanse] stations set up each night with people providing cleaning services. Sewermaster Al is out there every night providing a massive [Cleanse] retreat for everyone. Others, too.

“You are not allowed inside Spur if you’ve been out fighting for any length of time; not until the sunrise. This ooze can spread in the darkness, so it's very dangerous for anyone fighting it to go indoors.” Kiri said, “Sunlight evaporates it a lot better than [Cleanse], so we rely on that now for everyone who actually fights on the front lines or uses the cleaning stations. Quarantine breaks killed too many people too many nights in a row for us to take anymore chances with allowing people inside the city to rest between floods of monsters— Some asshole is always breaking quarantine, but you don’t have to be that asshole.” She paused. She said, “Other good news: [Cleanse] does rid you of the curse if you run it long enough, but we’re still not taking chances with more outbreaks. Other good news: Despite all the danger and unknowns, this is a winnable fight. Very rarely do any of the amalgams fly. More good news: [Cleanse Aura] will usually keep the threat of the ooze away, as it will actively prevent ooze from clinging to you, and it will usually weaken the monsters you’re fighting.”

“Question,” Jane asked, “Do you know what a [Sunlight Rift] is?”

Kiri perked up. “Yes. Archmage Obsidian deploys them everywhere across the forward wall. They help to destroy much of the ooze and reveal the amalgams underneath.”

“Related question: Are they made with real sunlight, like how dad taught you to make?”

Kiri lightly stared. “Do you know how to make a rift? Because I tried, and Archmage Obsidian will not help me. I’m not a ‘real archmage’, he says; I’m ‘playing at one’.”

Jane glanced to Teressa.

Teressa nodded. “Yeah. We know how to make rifts. I’m here anyway, so I’ll talk to you about all that stuff while Jane helps to kill the big ones.”

Jane was a bit surprised at her willingness to remain behind, but sure.

Kiri grinned. “I would like that very much.”

“I’m on coordination detail,” Poi announced, to no surprise at all.

Jane said, “And I’m getting level 90 tonight!”

Kiri laughed lightly, happily, saying, “Good luck dealing with the idiots.”

There was a bit more talk and a bit more elaboration of previous threats, but soon enough, people from the Army started blipping into the third floor room and setting up for the coming night. Poi took charge of that operation center while Kiri went to the next room over, to sit in a specially-made [Scry]ing chair that leaned back and supported her body.

Jane looked to the young girl, who was barely younger than herself.

And Kiri looked like she was shaking. She was probably deeply worried.

Jane went to Kiri and touched her shoulder.

Kiri flinched. “Yeah?”

Jane said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you more, back when someone fucked with your memories in that museum.”

Kiri huffed a tiny laugh. Sunnys curled in the air around the room, and turned to light as they flew away. Kiri took a moment, then she said, “Thank you. I’m— I’m really glad you’re all back. Knock those amalgams dead, Jane, and—” Kiri suddenly stared at Jane. “When Poi —or anyone else! When Poi tells you to come in because you’re compromised, you listen. Understand me?”

“I understand.” Jane changed the subject, “What level are you now?”

“93.” Kiri’s eyes flickered green as she looked elsewhere. “You’ve got some catching up to do.”

“Ha! I guess I do—”

“Jane!” Poi called from the other room, “You’re moving out in five. Get ready! Whatever form you want. Transform near people, but not directly near them!”

“Sir, yes, sir!” Jane said.

Jane’s stomach was ready to lift out of her chest and exit through her mouth, but that feeling was quickly replaced with a sparking tension in her shoulders and a need to stand on her toes, to flex, to get ready for what was to come. Her breath came out faster as her heart beat hard.

She left Kiri to her station as she went back into the command center, across the hallway. The room was now full of soldiers and their Screens. They were there to keep Kiri on task, and they would do a good job of it, too. Sergeant Nanark, the large orcol who had been Jane’s commander for a while when she was inside Ar’Kendrithyst, was there and talking to Poi and Teressa. At Jane’s entrance the sergeant included her in the quick discussion, completing the transfer of Kiri’s support system over to Poi.

Poi would also be handling Teressa, who was on prognostication duty for all of Spur until situations demanded otherwise, though Teressa would remain stationed here for convenience. Jane was to move out to the frontlines immediately, alongside Nanark. The two of them would be meeting Killzone on the front lines, along with a few other Soloists and Team Leaders. While Nanark would oversee a few teams so he wouldn’t be working with Jane directly, Jane shouldn’t need it, anyway; Jane’s support system would be handled through Poi and Kiri, as their ‘team’, between Kiri and Jane, were expected to handle the massed threats and the larger threats. Almost all normal adventures and soldiers were on medium threats, the amalgams between three meters tall and ten.

Jane should only expect assistance with the larger threats if it seemed necessary.

Nanark explained that the bulk of the Army was organized along generalized defensive lines, manning several walls that might not stop the ooze, but they would funnel the ooze and the amalgams in certain ways, giving defenders precise areas to blow up, instead of everyone needing to defend everything, everywhere. No one thought that they would need Jane to handle the actual defensive line, but it was important that she knew where she could retreat, if needed, and where she would need to help out, if needed.

“Above all else,” Nanark drilled into them, “If you engage an amalgam or the ooze directly, or if you’re near the black shit at all, then you’re to remain outside of the city until dawn. Got it?”

“Sir yes, sir!” Jane said.

“Good.” Nanark said, “Then it’s time.”

The sun dipped low in the west.

Jane breathed easy.

She smiled.

Jane and Nanark took the shortcut to the frontline.
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Shadows lengthened all across Spur, and in the Crystal Forest. Mixed-height walls of stone, which were more like large, triangular hills, than actual walls, wound back and forth like open-air labyrinths between the living city and the Dead City. Among those labyrinths were three highly visible main walls.

These larger, circular walls with no openings at all, were the actual lines of defense between life and death, surrounding all of Spur like three concentric rings. The battle would start off coming from the Dead City, but by an hour past sundown, the black ooze would have settled out across all of the nearby Crystal Forest, completely surrounding Spur. It would soon rise up to a level that eclipsed that outer wall. Long before that, though, every defender would already be hunting and killing amalgams as they rushed over the outer wall, aiming for living targets.

The first ring wall was expected to fall, but in falling, it would condense the attack to manageable sizes and areas.

The second ring wall was expected to hold. It might break around midnight, though, as it had for the last five days in a row. The attacks were getting worse.

The last ring wall had to hold. All of the cleaning stations and otherwise were between that inner wall, and Spur’s city wall. That wall had fallen once, back in the night of 20 major amalgams, but Spur managed to beat back the horde and retake the wall before casualties started piling up. That night led to a worse day because some people had fucked off into the city, scared shitless, and they had brought dead soul ooze in with them. That ooze multiplied in the shadows.

“The stuff doesn’t break down in the deeper shadows of a house, or inside the Dead City itself,” sergeant Nanark explained to Jane, and to others nearby. “So don’t go fucking off into Spur if you get a little scared…”

Nanark was explaining everything to everyone, all over again, but Jane didn’t need to listen, for she had already heard all of this before.

The major forces, which included Jane and others of her power, had lined up on the second major wall, situated amid the second major labyrinth wall. They were a kilometer south from the support stations and the first wall nearer to Spur. On this land, this major wall was a solid ten meters wide and thirty meters tall. The labyrinth walls down below were half that. All of the walls were sloped toward the ground, rather than flat. Spur could have raised walls three times that height, but that wouldn't have done any good. Flat walls got pushed over too easily.

The sun began to set.

Nanark, and everyone else, gazed south as twilight took hold of the world. People whispered about this and that, with green soldiers discussing the known threats of the dead soul ooze, reminding themselves and each other about what they faced, and adjunct adventurers —mostly groups, though there were a few soloists like Jane— talking about how they were gonna get level 90 tonight.

Everyone was talking a lot.

And then the sun was gone, and everyone fell silent.

The walls of Ar’Kendrithyst loomed upon the southern horizon. They were so large and so even that they formed a false horizon, and above that new edge of the world, light glowed; red, purple, orange, and white. Seeing that half-hidden radiance was like catching a glimpse of hidden holiday lights, half-obscured by a blackout curtain.

Except these curtains covered a quarter of the horizon, and were a kilometer tall, or some shit.

Numbers didn’t really register to Jane at that particular moment.

A spiky ball of black whizzed overhead, moving quickly toward the first wall. It was Archmage Obsidian’s [Familiar]. Soon, the conjured thing went out of sight. Moments later, a minor sun appeared in the sky, directly over the first wall. Brilliant white and gold! Radiant and warm! Light shone down one orb, then two, then five, all in a string, bathing the first kilometer of the wall in false sunlight. More suns continued to appear atop that major, first wall, like a string of radiant pearls set in the sky, as Obsidian’s [Familiar]s flew east and west, planting the seeds of day atop the land. In less than a minute the entire first wall, all 100 encircling kilometers of it, was lit with false sunlight.

The real sunlight had vanished.

Jane almost missed seeing the black ooze crest the actual wall of Ar’Kendrithyst, but she didn’t miss the collective gasps of every nearby rookie as they witnessed a minor, nightly apocalypse begin to spread. Jane almost gasped herself.

The light behind Ar’Kendrithyst’s wall was suddenly lesser, with only a single, small stretch of white glows lingering beyond the edge. Everywhere else was crawling darkness. Black ooze rose up and poured down the massive walls of the Dead City like overflowing ink. Black death raced to the ground like clumpy, black blood. Dark waterfalls poured over every single available meter of wall, all across the entire Dead City.

Those clumps were the larger monsters. If Jane could see them from this distance of a few kilometers, and with the wall as tall as it was, that meant that those clumps were massive.

Jane remembered to breathe. She shivered in the sudden cold of the night. She had not yet transformed into a spider, so she should probably do that.

Soon.

Nanark spoke to his contingent, which included Jane, “Alright! If you follow the plans, and listen to the tacticians you’ve been assigned, we’ll make it out of this night alive and with a lot more levels! HOO RAH!”

For a startling moment, Jane found it ridiculous that ‘levels’ were the main attractor to the people here; this was a world-ending event that Spur was stemming. If this spread to elsewhere...

But then she realized that she had originally been happy for the promise of easy levels, too. Jane doubted she was the only one reorganizing her priorities in the face of the enemy.

And then Jane got her head in the game and joined her voice to the others’, “HOO RAAH!”







- - - -







Hurry up and wait.

Hurry up and wait.

Feel the world turn wet as the sky clouds over and light flashes behind the deepening heavens. Rain falls down, briefly, and that is not all. Watch as green lightning arcs across the sky in an ever-expanding web. That lightning then crashes into the black ooze on the other side of the forward wall, lighting up the world with green brilliance. Listen to monsters die by the hundreds. Smell the petrichor wind as lightning leaves behind streamers upon streamers of molecular wire, absolutely shredding everything that is remotely solid. But the ooze gets through, the amalgams can slip by or survive being cut in half, and Kiri can’t keep her offensive all night long; all she can do is stem the tide.

Taste the rain as a light mist collects upon your extended fangs.

And taste the fear of those who watch what you watch. Men and women stand upon the wall at your side, preparing against the oncoming horde, but they can’t bear to stand within 50 meters of your powerful form—

‘Jane,’ Poi’s voice came through, bringing Jane back to herself. ‘Forward right, 80 degrees off south. We expect a breach in less than two minutes and you’re up. Take it slow, but take it down. Killzone, Mog, and Merit are occupied. You will not be getting major reinforcements for at least 10 minutes. Orders are to hold out if you can’t kill it. Killing is preferred. Your reflective magics should fully protect you from ooze and most spells, but I’m going to bother you for Health totals every 20 seconds anyway, to be sure. Be prepared for that.’

Jane listened to Poi’s voice. The hair upon her eight legs shivered, flexing off water droplets. Jane gently angled her body toward the right, moving for the first time since she transformed and settled in to wait. A spike of fear radiated from her fellow defenders as she did so, but they said nothing.

Jane wasn’t quite sure which parts of her Familiar Form was letting her taste fear. Perhaps the lesser rivergrieve? But whatever. That was a query for another time.

At least waiting as a spider was better than waiting as a person. Spiders were made to sit still for long times. It actually felt quite relaxing. Better than the pacing and fidgeting Jane usually did when she was forced to wait for calls to action.

Jane was once again a tarantula of massive proportions, and also bright, bright iridescent blue that seemed to catch hold of every single light source and make a small part of it her own; this was both on purpose, so other people could see her, and a side effect of Perfected Body and Radiant Presence. She didn’t have Mutable Form, which would allow her to actually mute the color a bit, but this was fine. Jane felt good like this. She was big, and she was strong, and she was ready. If she wanted, she could have stretched from one side of the 10-meter-wide wall to the other, and a little bit beyond. As she was, she was simply comfortably placed, taking up half of the wall. She had been oddly content to watch for a while. With her large eyes taken from her Primal Frost Owl form, she was able to see every single battle happening all across the land before her.

But it was time to work.

Jane did a partial [Polymorph] and changed her main, forward eyes back to those of the shadow spider. The world moved further away, becoming slightly less precise, but gaining a whole new dimension. Magic flowed in the dark ooze, covering the land ahead, like an iridescent sheen inside the black.

She could almost make out faces inside the ooze.

She could definitely see all the teams and individuals down on the grounds between wall 2 and 1, fighting with countless spellwork against the amalgams that had made it over the first wall, and past the still-bright sun orbs. Those damned sun orbs didn’t seem to be doing much except decrease the ocean of ooze washing toward Spur by a factor of a half…

Which was objectively worthwhile.

Without those orbs, the black ocean would have surely rushed right over the outermost wall, just like it rushed over Ar’Kendrithyst’s wall.

Jane flicked her fangs, and flexed her legs. She had knocked together everything she could into this body, and it would have to be enough. From what she saw down there, it probably was. From what she saw trudging through the ooze outside of that first wall, walking toward Spur like towering masses of arms and legs and death… It might be enough.

Poi’s voice returned, ‘ETA in 5, 4, 3…’

Jane couldn’t lightstep like her father, for she had no Domain, but she could lightstep a bit, and so she did. With five tiny hops upon ethereal light, hopping across the myriad of floodlight orbs scattered across the land, Jane moved into proper position near the forward wall.

She reached the forward lines, looking like a blue firework made flesh, right as a massive monster rose from the ocean of black ooze beyond that first wall. It was a screaming thing, thirty meters tall and covered in countless arms, all of them long and stringy and dripping black ooze. The whole amalgam was slug-like, except for the arms. It had been fully submerged in the ocean of ooze and was still half under the black waves. It might have been 50 or 60 meters tall if it stood upright, but it could not stand tall.

Jane would need to take it apart piecemeal, for only by separating it into chunks could it actually be ‘killed’.

It wouldn’t actually die without extensive spell damage, though. The dead souls that made it up would just return to senescence; return to the black ocean. But the black ocean could dry up if exposed to enough light, or to enough [Cleanse]…

Jane had a plan. It was time to implement that plan. Testing came first, though.

The amalgam noticed Jane standing in front of it like the world’s shiniest blue beetle. It reached for her with a hundred oozy arms, but she dodged, stepping across the light to stand behind the beast, hovering midair. Half of the amalgam’s attack continued on to the wall, crashing into the stone, breaking it a bit and sloshing ooze over the edge, sending a minor flood across to the other side—

‘Don’t let it attack the wall,’ Poi sent.

Jane didn’t want to actually touch the monster, but fortunately, she didn’t have to. She had gotten a sword recently, and now it was time to test that sword out. The black length of adamantium soaked in power and pulled away from Jane’s second left foot, to hover like a glowing toothpick—

… A bit of [Greater Lightwalk] fixed the size issue.

The sword remained small, but the blade of light coming out of the sword extended to ten meters, becoming a solid edge of cutting force. [Greater Lightwalk] demanded a bit more mana to keep this shape running, going from five mana per second to seven, but it was well worth the mana.

Half of the amalgam twisted, its entire body moving toward the living soul hovering behind it. Arms reached, and Jane responded.

‘Snicker snack went the vorpal sword,’ Jane sent, as a good twenty hands and half-arms clipped off and fell away, like broken ooze.

‘Don’t get cocky.’ Poi sent, ‘Health?’

‘5750. Small cost due to [Strike].’ Jane dodged further left, repositioning upon the light cast by the sun orb in the sky.

Poi went silent.

Jane engaged the amalgam and she found that everything in the reports had been true. Amalgams (or at least this one) weren’t very smart creatures. Jane was able to dodge left, cut, dodge left, cut, and repeat. Limbs rained from the air. She had only been fighting for about 35 second so far, and in that time, she had spent nearly 350 mana, with 250 of that cost going toward normal upkeep. She was Meditating, though, so she had also regenerated almost 80 mana. She didn’t do much math beyond that, for fighting and mathing was rather difficult, and something shifted in the amalgam as Jane cut away limbs. The first shift came from the eruption of even longer arms out from the slug’s body. The second shift came more gradually, though. The amalgam was fucking fast, and it seemed to be getting faster.

The wind whistled as forty arms came for her, and half of them were swiped away in a flash of normal sword slashing; no [Strike]s were needed for this part of the conflict.

The monster twisted in on itself as Jane stepped to the left, again. She had traveled completely around slug amalgam twice now, and it was bent in half, like its spine couldn’t twist any further. But it had no spine according to her false rivergrieve’s Blood Sense; or at least not one that mattered. It certainly had a lot of blood, though.

So Jane tried Blood Weaver, trying to rip the red liquid right out of the slug amalgam to both use for her own spellwork, and to harm the amalgam. This failed for some reason. Perhaps the ‘blood’ inside the creature wasn’t real blood? Or perhaps the thing was just too naturally resistant to Blood Magic. Jane should have been able to get some sort of grip on the monster, but she couldn’t, for whatever reason.

Jane splashed it with a [Fireball], instead.

Dark blue flames struck near the twisted base of the amalgam and spread everywhere. The flames wouldn’t last long, but it would help to weaken—

Five arms rapidly grew from the side of the slug and reached for Jane, clipping her right forward legs as she desperately moved left, faster than she thought she needed to move. Suddenly, more arms reached for her again, extending a hundred meters and more trying to get to her. Jane retreated further still, pulling back into the air high, high above the ooze, away from the wall. The second set of arms had managed to clip her, though.

The bastard was moving faster. Much, much faster.

Jane started burning [Hunter’s Instincts]; she was at a 3 Health per second drain, in addition to the 7 Mana per second from [Greater Lightwalk]. Her sword glinted with deeper light, flickering blue down the edge, turning harder, if that was even possible.

The slug amalgam, all fifty meters of the beast, moved through the ooze like an ocean liner crashing through ice floes. Black, strangely solid waves crested left and right as arms came for Jane. She saw, for the first time, eyes and maws among the slug amalgam’s body, glaring, chomping. It wanted to eat her, to make her a part of it, and she could not let that happen.

Light slashed as Jane counter attacked, stepping through the light, aiming for the slug’s head, her sword and power cleaving apart hands and arms as she passed by—

‘Health,’ Poi demanded, before he took that information for himself, telling Jane her own numbers, ‘5400.’

Jane focused on the fight.

The slug’s upper three meters slipped away from the rest of the body as the body turned and attacked without rest. But that upper part still moved; still clambered like a many-armed beast that was wholly separate from the main body. Jane sent a [Fireball] at the separated piece as she moved again.

The next three meters of the top of the slug fell away from the rest.

Jane got a good look at the interior of the monster, then. It was full of mouths and teeth and fur and bone and blood, all mashed together like a tumor.

But then ooze rolled up across the creature’s wound, sealing the hole—

‘Step away now, Jane,’ Poi sent.

Jane complied, stepping high into the sky, far out of the reach of the slug amalgam because that was what you did when your CO told you to retreat.

‘Check yourself for ooze.’

Jane did a quick check. ‘I have none.’

‘And your Health doesn’t look to be going down...’ Poi relaxed a fraction. ‘I’m being told that traveling through an amalgam like that usually drenches people in ooze, killing them rather rapidly. Tell me the numbers on your Health for the next ten seconds, and I will corroborate your numbers at the same time.’

‘5297, 5299, 5300, 5302, 5303, 5305, 5306—‘

‘Enough. Seems like your Radiant Presence is adequate. Use some healing spells and get back in there. Use Blood Mana to split costs. Less experimenting; more killing. You have two more coming your way.’

‘Do these things have cores?’ Jane sent, ‘I don’t see any.’

‘Most do not.’

Jane had angled downward to watch the creature try to reach for her, but fail to come within 10 meters; it seemed to have a limit to arm length. She could have retreated further, but then the creature might have moved on to other targets. As it was, the slug was already relaxing back down into the black ocean, its eyes and mouths retreating back into its body. It was going to go after a different target, soon.

Well!

She couldn’t let that happen!

Time to try out the big guns.

Jane became more than light. She became shadows, and fire, alongside solid stone and freely moving wind and water. Her sword took on the same [Prismatic Body], flickering rainbows like all the rest of her.

She slammed right down through the center of the amalgam like the brilliant rainbow comet that she was, burning and slicing and burrowing through the creature, heedless of bone and sinew and blood, and of the screaming voices of the dead and dying all around. She carved like a butcher, spinning as she went down, her sword’s radiance poking out here and there among the amalgam’s skin before she exited the creature at black-ocean level, out the side, splattering gore everywhere.

She spun, severing every arm that reached for her and casting away all remnants of ooze that attempted to cling to her body. The fight wasn’t over yet, but it was about to be. The carved-up creature and all of its suddenly limp, wounded arms laid upon the black ooze like a garbage patch on an ocean. It could probably pull itself together if Jane left it alone for long enough, but that wasn’t going to happen. To end it, and to be sure that she was actually clean, she turned on her [Cleanse] aura, and stepped onto the air directly above the twitching body. Arms reached for her, but they were no match for her power. For not the first time, Jane witnessed an interaction between [Cleanse] and [Prismatic Body] that made everything seem a bit more magical today, than the world had been yesterday.

Erick had once spoken to her about how [Cleanse] was more than a simple cleaning spell. Back before the Sundering, every culture in the Old Cosmology had a [Cleanse] of their own to clean the environment, with the intent to harmonize the mana into a receptive state for easier magics. Here, on Veird, [Cleanse] cleaned everything, sure, but it also fulfilled that ancient role.

And boy did it ever.

The world in Jane’s immediate vicinity turned to vibrancy, as mana aligned under her [Cleanse], and her control. Rainbow light cascaded away from her eight-legged form, crashing into the reaching arms of the slug-amalgam and twenty meters of black ocean in every direction. Jane clipped off arms with her sword, while the ocean boiled. Severed arms did not fall to the waters; they vanished like so much mist, becoming thick air. The slug dried and crumbled to dust. The black ocean rapidly began to evaporate into a fountain of thick air that rocketed up and away; Jane had set off her own tsunami of thick air, just like her father.

But the rest of the black ocean remained, and liquids naturally tried to even themselves out...

So Jane became the center of a cleansing maelstrom that sucked in even more black ooze, destroying the remnants of the slug while the sudden vacuum drew in a dozen smaller amalgams that saw Jane, and diced into pieces with her ever-moving rainbow sword. The black ocean flowed toward Jane like flowing waste, only to vanish long before it could ever reach her. Smaller amalgams died by the dozens in half as many seconds.

And Jane was happy to let them come to her, pulled in by their own pestiferous nature. She was overjoyed to kill the slug amalgam, too, for it had to be level 89, or something close to that.
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She was now level 83.

Plus 8 levels from one monster! If all the rest of the large amalgams were of the same level, then Jane was going to hit 90 rather soon. Maybe even tonight. Maybe she would out level her father! Wouldn’t that be a fun surprise to show him when he returned.

‘Jane. Focus.’ Poi sent, ‘Here comes large amalgam 2 and 3. Conserve mana. Turn off that killing technique until you’ve irreparably harmed the things and you won’t be wasting resources.’

Jane instantly did as Poi said, stepping up out of the black ocean. The returning surface crashed together, swallowing and hiding the smaller amalgams who had come along for the ride, that she hadn’t yet killed. Her [Cleanse] hadn’t actually harmed those ones at all. Ah.

Yes.

She needed to approach this less like a fight and more like a war of attrition.

Right—

Ah. Wow. She had spent about 540 mana to ensure the large amalgam was actually dead. That… That was way too much. She was down to 4900 mana; she had spent 3600 mana to kill that thing.

Okay then.

She had 20 points now. Might as well spend a few of them! She shoved 5 points into Willpower, and 5 into Focus. For the next amalgam, she would use Blood Mana and split her costs into Health as much as she could, like Poi suggested. In fact… After a moment, Jane reorganized her [Greater Lightwalk] into an uncomfortable but minor Health drain. She’d use a lot more Blood Mana going forward, so to that end, she cast a [Rejuvenation]. The spell started ticking for 147 Health gained every second.

And not a moment too soon.

The next major amalgam was almost here.

It was a creature of two massive legs and a body made of small arms and small hands, with an eye located in the center of those palms. A thousand eyes stared at Jane as she hovered in the light of Archmage Obsidian’s [Sunlight Orb].

And then suddenly the army amalgam was directly on top of her. No warning. No shifting of magic. It had [Blink]ed, and then every single eye-hand cast at once, sending a thousand [Force Bolt]s of screaming black magic directly at Jane.

Jane responded with a twisting spin of cutting light. The [Force Bolt]s tracked her, but they touched only reflective chitin and hairs and eyes, to scatter away in every direction like Jane was a disco spider and her dance partner was nothing more than a side piece, to showcase Jane’s own flashiness. With a twist and a rush, Jane’s adamantium-empowered blade cleaved through one leg as she dashed under the monster, switching to [Greater Shadowalk] when she was inside the amalgam’s shadow. She twisted backward as another barrage of a thousand Bolts crashed into her and reflected away, to spill across the black ocean like so much scattered darklight. With a blade of sudden shadows, Jane carved straight through the squishy amalgam’s chest, bursting out the other side, back into the light.

The amalgam began to falter as its severed leg finally twisted out from under the horrible creature. The amalgam fell backward—

Pure telekinetic power wrapped around the leg, shoving it back into place as more telekinesis sealed the hole in its body. Waves of power washed across the creature, as spellwork eerily similar to the [Rejuvenation] currently surrounding Jane also washed across the creature, like black oil stains on reality. Every single wound Jane had inflicted was gone in the matter of a single flashing second.

With so many amalgamated souls, working toward the same process, the dead thing was easily able to repair itself as fast as Jane could damage it.

‘Hurry. Kill it.’ Poi sent. ‘No playing around.’

‘I got it.’

Specialized Decay Venom poured from her fangs, and collected in the air around her sword of light and shadow. The Radiant Nacreous Weaver’s Venom Weaver had turned that venom into an edge along her weapon.

Jane went across the amalgam’s side, letting [Force Bolt]s splash against her, ineffective, while she cut wounds into the creature that would not easily heal—

The amalgam cast a [Cleanse] on Jane, evaporating all of her exterior venom at once, and erasing the venom upon her sword.

‘It’s locked on you, but it doesn’t look able to harm you overmuch.’ Poi sent, ‘Kill the other one, instead.’

Jane rapidly reoriented to the next target; a four-legged amalgam with stringy hair for a body that rose thirty meters tall out of the black ocean. Black, inky hair dragged all the way to the ocean below. The hair moved on its own. As Jane left the light, and switched fully over to [Greater Shadowalk], other people appeared in the sky near the caster amalgam.

The caster amalgam had been chasing her, but it switched fully over to the new, plentiful targets—

‘Ignore them. Focus on the hairy one,’ Poi sent.

Jane did so. The hairy beast reached for her with its hair, revealing—

It was nothing but long black hair and four legs. Jane cleaved with her swor—

The black sword bounced off of the stretching hair. The hair continued to reach for her. Jane barely had time to rip through the shadows, flowing down and around to get away. The thing had still managed to grab one of her legs, but as a shadow, she still managed to escape…

That leg started to tingle—

Fwoomph!

Long, stringy hairs had managed to wrap around her legs, around a joint, and come with her through her movement only to self-immolate when she returned to normal reality. Jane turned to fire herself, activating [Fire Body] alongside [Greater Shadowalk], taking control of the insolent flames and the tangled hair. With a twist and a rip, the tangled hair dislodged, falling to the black ocean below, where it quickly snuffed out under the inky waves.

Okay.

This was dangerous.

Jane stared at the hairy monster with hair that would not cut, and which traveled with her when she moved, only to catch her on fire causing her to waste more Mana and Health. Then she glanced to the self-healing monster of a million spells, fighting with the other team in the background. The other team was not doing any better than Jane had done; if anything, they were doing much worse. Only one of their five fliers seemed to have a reflective spell.

Okay.

So.

Shit.

Jane rushed the hairy monster with a [Strike] prepared. Hair reached for her, almost preternaturally, and she met that attack with a [Decay Strike] of her own. The black, shadow sword briefly lit with blue, cloying light, before the edge struck the hair and bounced away. The amalgam’s hair wrapped around two of her forward legs.

Jane frantically got away, ripped the flaming hair off of her, then switched her spells. [Cleanse] and [Prismatic Body] instead. [Cleanse] made the monsters weaker, so it might help with the inky hair.

The world turned to prismatic wonder and Jane’s sword clipped through hair like it should have in the first place. Cut hair tried to ensnare Jane, but she ignored it, for fire was hers to command and the hair unfurled from her even as it tried to latch on. She continued onward, slicing a storm to the legs of the monster, and then through. Spiral cuts, dancing slashes; one leg was cut, then two, then all four. All of the dragging, telekinetic hair of the beast folded in from all sides, trying to grab Jane directly, but the inky, oozy hair practically evaporated this close to her.

She let the body fall onto her, aiming upward like a piercing spear. She exited the monster in a shower of evaporating gore. Soon, another notification alerted her to another 3 gained levels, and another 6 awarded points, but at less than half resources, this was not a good way to fight.

Jane hit herself with another [Rejuvenation], giving herself more Health to spend through Blood Mana to keep up her major spellwork, but this was not good. This was not sustainable.

‘Health check.’ Poi sent, ‘You’re good. Kill the other one. Those people will pull back the second you approach.’

Jane moved back into the light, back toward the caster amalgam, coming in like a prismatic, [Cleanse]ing comet in the night. The people fighting the caster amalgam dashed away. They looked wounded, for they had been pelted by [Force Bolt]s from every single outstretched hand this entire time. But now Jane had the monster’s full attention.

Spellwork bounced off of her as she dove directly into the creature’s soft body and eviscerated it from the inside out, breaking jumbled bones and evaporating nonsensical, dead organs with every second—

The thing repositioned with a [Teleport] or something, moving itself south a hundred meters while Jane remained behind. Jane almost faltered, falling to the ocean below, but she was better than that. The amalgam didn’t look too great, though; it was half collapsed in on itse—

Black light flashed over the amalgam and it was suddenly, fully healed.

Just like that.

Instantly.

And then every single hand and central eye, thousands of them, lit with fire.

[Fireball]s in record number flowed from the caster amalgam, aimed at Jane. Most struck and bounced from her blue radiance, to then fall to the black ocean and set it alight, turning the night to a fiery day. Some exploded directly, but those weren’t a big deal, either, as that fire also curled and flowed away from Jane.

Jane entered the amalgam’s chest again, cutting and tearing and breaking and [Cleanse]ing, all at once, all around her, the adamantium sword carving a large swath through everything it touched, but Jane also used the claws of her monstrous form to inflict as much damage as she could.

She even managed to finally get [Blood Control] from her Queen Blood Weaver to ‘catch’ onto the blood of the caster amalgam, shredding it from the inside, ripping resources directly from its—

Jane was suddenly midair.

And the caster amalgam was completely gone.

‘Where is it!’ Jane sent, worriedly.

‘Already searching,’ Poi sent, calmly.

Hurry up and wait.

Hurry up and wait—

‘It’s gone.’ Poi sent, ‘Retreat back to the middle wall. Recuperate.’

Jane did so without question, rapidly moving through the sky like a firework to land exactly where she had been before. Nearby people were not truly nearby, but they did freak out that they were under attack, but cooler heads and louder commanding officers took control. Soon, everyone saw that the ‘monster’ in their space was not a monster.

Once she was sure she was safe again, Jane turned off her magics. She fired off a single [Rejuvenation] to speed along the restoration of her Health, which was nearing 1/3 full, but other than that, she relaxed. Soon, some rookie approached her, talking about him being there to [Cleanse], and if she was okay with him doing his job. The kid, who had to be 16, was scared shitless, but he was also there, doing what he needed to do, so that counted for a lot.

Jane told him to go ahead.

The kid opened up his own [Cleanse Aura], and moved most of it over Jane, but he was missing her furthest foot. She told him to come closer, and that she wouldn’t bite, trying to tease the kid. The kid, like a perfect little soldier, did as Jane asked, coming to stand right beside her forward foot. He was barely the size of her fangs.

Brave kid.

Jane waited.

The kid finished and moved on. When he went back to his little group they all rapidly asked him what it was like, and the kid started talking up a brave story. Jane would have smiled if she had a mouth capable of such.
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That night, Jane would fight eleven more amalgams. She didn’t experiment with any of them, anymore. She went in full powered, and ripped them apart from the inside, if she could, but from the outside, if she had to. She never allowed herself to get low in resources, like she had with those first three.

The caster amalgam never showed again.

Daybreak dawned, evaporating the black ocean. The Crystal Forest returned to how it was before.

Only now, after a night of siege and bit of understanding, did Jane notice the actual land around Spur, beyond the walls. There was a severe lack of crystal mimics anywhere within a hundred kilometers of Ar’Kendrithyst. There was a severe lack of any desert life at all anywhere near the Dead City.

When Jane went through official decontamination and was fully cleared, she finally transformed back into a person and felt exhausted. She wasn’t about to risk an infection by turning human during the night, and there wasn’t much food for a spider to eat during the night, so she was damned hungry, too. After conjuring some clothes and saying hello to Savral and Al, who were both on cleaning detail back at the innermost wall, Jane went back home.

As Jane went through the delicious process of devouring the wonderful, expansive meal set out by Teressa, Jane said to Kiri, “I didn’t meet many adventuring idiots today.”

Kiri was all smiles, and had been ever since Jane returned from the night’s work. “They stayed away from you! It was lovely, actually. Practically the entire south-east side was run exactly as it should be! No one taking any stupid chances! Not with the Blue Comet around absolutely shredding the larger amalgams.”

“… Oh? I guess that’s good.” Jane shrugged as she stuck her fork in a sausage. “I hit 91.”

Teressa smirked, saying, “You’ll have to power level me sometime, Jane.”

Jane nodded. “Sure.” She added, “These shits are really, really dangerous, though.” She stared a bit, to make sure her point was understood. “Really dangerous.”

Poi said, “Only four deaths tonight, and each of them transient adventurers not from Spur. The four were all part of the same team, who snuck out to take a big amalgam on the north side while Killzone was already fighting four at once, so he couldn’t save them. Everyone was busy.”

Kiri stabbed her omelette, briefly looking less-happy as she said, “Every night. Every night it’s the same fucking story.” After a moment of silence, Kiri resumed eating.

Jane had seconds, then thirds.

Teressa joked, “Maybe I should cook for two orcols and two smalls, instead of one and three.”

“Smalls?” Kiri asked, slightly offended.

Teressa smirked. “It’s a diminutive term of endearment.”

Jane laughed, saying, “We have that saying on Earth, too!”

Teressa chuckled, saying, “Ya know? I’m still concerned where you’re going to put all the food I’ll feed you. I still don’t understand how eating in human form gives enough energy to move around as a giant spider.”

“Oh. It won’t.” Jane said, “I’ll need to go hunting as a spider sometime, soon.”

“… Now you’re making even less sense,” Teressa said, frowning. “How does that work?”

The four of them talked for a little while about stuff that didn’t matter and about the nuances of magic, which probably did matter, but they were all exhausted. Apparently, Teressa had averted utter disaster five times, saving a hundred lives, at least. The attacks were getting very bad, and tonight could have gone horribly. There had been a total of 32 greater amalgams, making this night almost twice as bad as the night that almost killed Spur. But they didn’t fall. Teressa had a lot to do with that. She was even the one who told Poi to tell Jane to move away from the caster amalgam and focus on the other one.

All in all, it had been a very good night by all metrics. The first wall hadn’t fallen, at all, and the damage done was easy to repair in the morning.

As the sun rose in the sky, Jane laid down to sleep and wondered if her father was doing okay. It had been at least two days since they last saw him; Jane’s idea of time was a bit messed up, but it wasn’t that messed up. Yggdrasil was still okay— Well. Yggdrasil was alive, and that was the important part. He probably couldn’t survive if Erick was dead.

So that made Jane feel better.

Her father was fine.

… And if not ‘fine’, then he was at least alive. For sure.
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Another night of black ooze passed much like the first, but with only 5 greater amalgams the whole night. Jane did have someone try to kill-steal the single amalgam that came for her side, though. That was unexpected, but also, at the same time, expected. Jane wasn’t quite fast enough to save that idiot from himself, though, as the tentacle amalgam grabbed him tight in its death throes and ripped him apart, right before the amalgam died, too.

The third night saw 15 greater amalgams and four kill-steal attempts. Jane thwarted every kill-steal attempt that came for her. The third night also saw the greatest defensive addition to the walls, thanks to Kiri. Thanks to various clues shared by Teressa, Jane, and Poi, Kiri had successfully created a [True Sunlight Rift]. Where Archmage Obsidian’s [Sunlight Orb] did well to evaporate the black ocean and keep the attacks manageable, Kiri’s brilliant white rifts of light obliterated the black ocean almost like Jane’s [Prismatic Body] and [Cleanse Aura] combination did, but on a much, much larger scale. The only problem was that Kiri’s rifts only lasted an hour each, but thanks to her efforts, it seemed that they might have crossed a hump. Thanks to her [True Sunlight Rift]s, Kiri was able to almost completely evaporate the ooze that came directly at them from the Dead City.

It was still an ocean of black ooze, though. So… Kiri’s efforts were great, but not enough to solve the problem.

Jane sent a letter to Nirzir detailing the current problems of Spur, and wishing Nirzir success in her runework. As soon as this black ooze and level 92 monster threat was gone, then Jane was probably going to get into runework, too.

The fourth night saw a large increase in the number of large amalgams, with 39 appearing that night, and the arrival of the first of a new, much more dangerous breed: the dispelling amalgams. There were three breaches of large size that night and Jane ended up falling out of the sky a few times and taking heavy wounds for the first time since the start of the siege. Around midnight, Teressa demanded a full retreat to the second wall, and that probably saved hundreds of lives as the sudden appearance of five dispellers ripped apart every defense upon that frontline.

But they still needed to kill the dispelling amalgams. Which is exactly what the archmages and Kiri did. Lightning and crashing stone and black fire, sent from far away, ripped apart what no one else could touch. After those dispelling amalgams were killed, Jane and Killzone retook the first wall, and Archmage Wave was able to repair it. The front line moved back up to the front.

The fifth night was simple, at only 9 greater amalgams in total, except for the return of the many-armed caster amalgam. That monster showed up on Mog’s side of the wall and Mog would waste too many resources trying to kill it, so Jane was ordered to go in and take care of it. All Jane succeeded in doing was driving it away again, for it fled the second it experienced Jane’s first dive-in attack.

Also on that night, Jane helped Teressa to kill a good-for-her amalgam. It was one of the few amalgams that were simple brute fights, without too many tricks, and Teressa hit it rather hard with a massive mace while she ran a [Cleanse Aura] the entire time. With some outside assistance setting the stage for her, it was enough for Teressa to kill the thing. She grabbed almost all of the Participation of the fight and many levels.

As Jane went to bed that morning, she wondered when the dispelling amalgams would show up again…

But mainly, she wondered where her father was.

Was he eating well?

Was he safe?

Poi reported that none of their necromancers had captured his soul, so he probably wasn’t dead. Yggdrasil continued to rebuff all communication, but he was still alive, too.

Erick was probably fine.







- - - -







It had been a full ten days since Erick vanished on that Teleport Pad. Today was the date when Darabella’s husband’s soul responded to the summons of a necromancer, but Erick’s soul did not come to them when called. Jane had gone to the Church that morning, to speak to Phagar, but the priests would only tell her that Erick did not accept The End, and Phagar did not see fit to respond to her pleas for answers. And so, day ten came and went.

Nirzir’s response came. She was thinking of planning a trip to Spur, to help with the level 92 monster threats. Many of her people might want to come too, for it wasn’t that often that you found such monsters on the surface of Veird.

Jane smiled.

Day eleven had more dispelling amalgams and also the return of the caster amalgam. The archmages were quick to respond to the dispelling ones, while Jane went after the caster amalgam. The caster got away again.

And Erick remained missing.











- - - -











- - - -
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There is a land far below.







- - - -
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A place of gentle, rainbow glows.







- - - -
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Further down,
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And further still,
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Where thick air drowns,







- - - -







And monsters kill,







- - - -







A land of death that lurks and dwells

in darks and lights; they are unseen.

So bring your best, your swords, your spells,

and Travelers ware the deeper queens.







- - - - 

 

- - - -

 

The cavernous tunnel was quiet and dark. The only sounds and movements and lights came from the ethereal rush of thick air that flowed through the center of the tunnel, like a suspended, gently-glowing river that rushed through the cavern, ever onward, and down. The thick air was pink and green and yellow and blue, but it was also none of those things at all, for it was a mirage of dense mana. More than any true illumination, the river of possibility only served to make the shadows in this place deeper than they had any right to be.

And yet, if one were to look…

Nothing obvious lived here in this dark, rushing place, for everything that was obviously alive was either a predator, or a trap.

The river rushed as it was wont.

The monsters hid until they found something else living down here, and then they hid no more. Gnawing, mashing, crunching sounds came and went, along with screams and barks and roars. But soon enough, the monsters went back into hiding, to await the next fool stupid enough to disturb the peace—

A change came upon the cavern like the rising of a sun.

A white eddy of brilliance swirled in the edge of that empty river of thick nothing, showing the darkness what true light could be. The monsters were mesmerized. It had been an age since this place saw light that bright, and no one knew what to do with it.

But then the white light calmed, folding back into the river, vanishing into the flow—

Suddenly, the light flashed bright, coming to the surface of the river like a man rising out of the drowning ocean. A white hand reached out. A white face tried to take a breath. The land stood illuminated.

Eyes and maws and claws. Everywhere. The monsters had come out of hiding.

And then they all saw each other.

Eighteen smaller battles instantly started between thirty five smaller monsters as predators finally recognized each other as food. The light was ignored, for everything else was actually made out of delicious meat. Besides, other, bigger monsters were always waiting in the wings to investigate any large disturbance, and they didn’t always go after the first thing to show itself.

The light died again, falling back into the river. And then it came back, like a drowning man struggling to escape the waters, but the river didn’t care. It dragged the light with it, drowning it once again, pulling it under and along, traveling on the journey toward—

The light ripped itself from the river.

A bloody man and his backpack crashed out of the thick air, into the cavernous tunnel, spilling light everywhere.

And now, we get a scale; an idea of size.

The man was small and wounded. His clothes were torn and his left foot was gone. He was but a speck below the massive river, inside the kilometers-large cavern. But he was not too small to go unnoticed, for he was very, very bright.

Erick saw the monsters, and the monsters saw him.
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                Erick saw the monsters, and the monsters saw him.

Half disoriented from finally returning to the world, Erick wondered if this was the end, and then he tried not to make any mistakes. The first monster to come after him was a giant thing of stone and shale, nearly four meters tall, almost all of it buried under a meter of stone and broken rocks. Claws and legs stretched out revealing the beast as something similar to a decorator crab, but large and hungry and already directly above Erick, ready to drag him into a maw made of venomous fangs.

As one moment almost became two, Erick reorganized some of his thoughts, and realized the monster was more like a tunneling spider, and less like a decorator crab. He also flooded more power into his thankfully-running [Greater Lightwalk] and rolled away, avoiding the first monster’s chompers and almost running right into the grabbing tentacles of another.

With a directed slap to divert the tentacle away, Erick struck the tentacled beast, but he was moved instead of the monster. The monster’s tentacles kept coming. A spike of worry invaded Erick’s mind, but it was only one more bit of panic and he was already at full saturation. So he moved as he should have in the first place.

There was no light here to step upon, though, and he certainly wasn’t getting anywhere near that flowing river of gentle glows ever again, so he made his own light by flooding power into his [Greater Lightwalk]. The only reason he didn’t turn fully to light and actually float away was because he was worried about [Lightshape]; the only true counter to an Elemental Body.

The cavern glowed brilliantly as Erick made his escape from tentacle and maw. He saw even more monsters in the revealed shadows, but luckily, the monsters also saw each other.

Erick couldn’t fight for shit in melee, but his second Script Second had arrived, so he turned on [Lodestar], and solidified his defenses as best he could. Now he turned fully to his sunform, since [Lightshape] was not a concern like this. This stopped the bleeding, and also made much of his pain go away. He was just in time to avoid three wrapping tentacles that tried to curl around his legs. Erick carved up that monster with manually cast blades of Light.

And then some massive shale-covered crab whipped a ten-meter arm out of its hiding hole, aiming for Erick from behind, only for Erick to slip around the grabbing claws. The attack struck the bleeding tendrils that Erick had cut, grabbing at the anemone-like thing buried in the ground and ripping it out. The arm folded back, drawing the morsel into a deathtrap mouth full of chitinous, shearing plates.

Screaming, roaring. Clashing and cracking. Monsters ate each other as fast as they could.

Erick had a surreal moment of wondering how in the heck these things lived so close to each other while they were always at war. There had obviously been an equilibrium before now, but then Erick showed up, and broke that equilibrium. How had such a ‘peace’ been able to happen at all? Did some unnatural force collect these monsters together?

But then again, this was the Worldly Path, so maybe some unnatural force was exactly responsible for this gathering of beasts.

After thinking that thought, everything made a bit more sense, except that, as his wherewithal came to him, Erick realized he had more important things to consider than ‘how did this happen’. He was in the middle of a massive melee of monsters, and he was very glad that his initial instinct not to fully lightform up had held, for the monsters were now throwing around invisible magics. A shadow wolf of bright red darkness grabbed a worm with [Stoneshape] and ripped it apart. Crabs threw clouds of shadow at beasts that attempted to be shadow, killing them instantly. Other magics here and there were less obvious. Anemones radiated fields of thorns that stuck into whatever was stupid enough to approach, making wounds and drawing blood. Lions of stone hunted in a pack, walking upon the wall like it was a floor, to rip through false-walls to gorge upon a fleshy toad/bat/blob hiding inside. Something made of rocks struck something made of water, and the water won, turning the rocks to mud and then spitting that mud out the side.

And then a shift came into the tunnel. Something moved deeper inside the walls. Erick watched as the stone walls buckled up here and there like a wyrm moving under desert sands, knocking loose boulders and bodies into the air. The boulders hovered out, stopping before they got too far, but the bodies and the monsters eating those bodies continued onward, into the mana stream. The corpses didn’t care about their new trajectory, but the living still did.

Some of the suddenly-frantic monsters were able to stop themselves from touching the stream, but the bodies continued onward to strike the thick, glowing air, and turn into more thick air themselves. Erick was glad he instinctively knew not to seek shelter in the mana stream.

—Something tried to eat him; suddenly everything was darkness and fangs pressing inward against his light. Erick turned the light to razorblades and shredded the monster, whatever it was. The fresh corpse painted the cavern floor—

The frantic, floating monsters knocked into the air by the worm managed to make it back to the tunnel walls, but the worm-thing was right under that part of the cavern wall, waving thin tendrils through the stone, into the air. The smaller monsters struck the invisible tentacles and the cavern walls opened, revealing rows upon rows of meter-long teeth. The vulnerable monsters ripped apart under the tentacles long before they entered that dark maw.

Except for the eating part, the sight strangely reminded Erick of when Jane popped the heads and legs off of her dolls. At least the worm-thing cleaned up after itself.

—The nearby 40 meter crab tried to swipe at Erick again, but this time the attack came with an oily sheen to it; magic, of some sort. Erick let the attack strike, for two reasons. First, Erick was finally fully present in the moment, and second, he needed to know how strong these monsters were against his standard defense.

The clawing crab arm struck Erick’s sunform, center mass, hitting his stabilized sphere of light like a hammer hitting an anvil. Light splashed away; sparks from a forge. Iridescent magic splashed away, too, like so much denied promise. The sound that entered the cavern from that attack was that of a spreading gong, but it was but one massive noise among many.

And now, another second had passed, and Erick was able to cast his next spell.

Ophiel rejoined Erick, and as the little guy suddenly screamed for joy, Erick had him cast [Greater Lightwalk], to prepare himself against the rest of the fight. As another [Strike] from the massive crab bounced away again, sending a splash of brilliance into the cavern that lit up everything in deep shadows, Erick allowed himself to briefly return to physicality to hug his [Familiar]. Renewed pain assaulted him, but the warmth from Ophiel was more than enough to make that go away. The little guy puttered against Erick’s bloody chest with happy chirps and welcoming trills.

Erick’s third through twelfth Script Seconds were spent summoning the rest of Ophiel, while Ophiel’s Script Seconds were spent getting him up to power. Erick returned to sunform and endured 32 attacks of various nature in that time. [Strike]s from crabs. A series of [Stone Javelin]s from the lion pack. A [Field of Blood Drinking Thorns] spread out from a nearby anemone that lived upon the giant crab’s right claw; apparently the thing didn’t eat every single anemone it came across, and this one worked together with the crab for some reason. The massive worm continued to undulate through the cavern, moving right along, interrupting fights, deciding the winners and losers of the various conflicts in a way that many combatants did not see coming.

The worm was directly on its way toward Erick, though; everything else was a target of opportunity.

Many of the larger beasts eventually noticed the worm’s obvious movements. Even the ineffective giant stone crab had stopped attacking Erick, for it saw the massive worm poking up closer and closer. Suddenly, the giant crab lifted up from the side of the cavern, displacing an area the size of the statue of liberty, and buried itself deeper, moving down, down through the stone like it was water, vanishing from the cavern and leaving trash to stick out of the wall it had vacated. The crab escaped with bare seconds to spare before the worm got there.

Erick sent out Ophiels left and right, each under their own sunform, toward the worm. The largest threat in the cavern looked to be much larger than it originally appeared, for as moments passed, more and more of the cavern walls bulked out with cutting tendrils and maws. It had to be ten kilometers long, or more, for almost half the cavern was filled with the exposed worm.

It had only taken 15 seconds from waking in this place to this happening. Life happened fast down here in the Underworld.

Erick sent an experimental sunform Ophiel out at one of the maws of the worm—

The tendrils went right through the sunform cutting with what had to be a Domain-empowered slice, carving Ophiel into eight misshapen pieces, breaking the [Familiar] like a sword would break a particularly soft feather.

Ah.

So it was like that.

Erick thought he felt a Domain from the worm; now he was sure.

Erick rapidly floated away from the encroaching monster, pushing his mana sense wide open. He raced down the cavern, trying to lightstep but feeling some awful sort of tug in the middle of the step, so he stopped that right away and simply moved through the light like a floating ghost—

He dodged left, and moved faster. The worm’s tentacled maw opened up where he would have been. Erick wasn’t trying to escape though; who knew what the fuck laid in wait down the way, or in the next cavern. He wasn’t trying to escape. He just needed time to understand.

Much more carefully this time, a sunform Ophiel stepped out of Erick’s light, into a nearby maw that held less tendrils than the others. Dodging like a pro, Ophiel turned off [Greater Lightwalk] and turned on [Fulmination Aura] at the same moment. Lightning ringed Ophiel like a great mandala, catching upon every nearby tentacle and illuminating the cavern with a splash of white lightning—

The attack did nothing as lightning danced away from Ophiel.

Less than a fraction of a second after the lightning show started, it ended, as Domain-tendrils sunk into the Ophiel and broke him, scattering white light across the air. There was a reflection going on, or maybe Erick fucked up using his Domain. Maybe both. Good thing his next Ophiel had [Animadversion] active.

While Erick spent his next Script Second summoning another Ophiel, to bring him back up to ten, he had the [Animadversion]-protected Ophiel flicker into a different maw, and try again. This time lightning flashed and reflected and flashed again. Erick focused on pushing his Domain against the worm’s—

It was like pushing against the surface of a pond that was fully frozen through, but the very act of pushing began to boil the frozen lake on the other side of the surface. One second. Two. Erick evaded an opening maw and worm’s resolve weakened—

In a single instant, the battle swung the other way. The worm’s Domain fractured and broke altogether.

Lightning sunk into the worm. Tentacles flash fried. The worm bucked under the cavern wall, shaking and breaking, sending boulders and otherwise lifting into the air as the worm tried to crack the stone world apart to get away. It succeeded in breaking the lightning-riddled portion of itself in half, instead. Erick had effectively cut the thing into two pieces, one side kilometers long, and the other only a few hundred meters long. Both sides fled into the depths of the cavern, moving away from the surface as rapidly as they could. Erick thought that they might be moving in two directions, but he had no idea. The thing rapidly left his mana sense range.

The danger wasn’t over.

Erick took a moment to cast his own [Animadversion]. The silver shield hovered around the holographic representation of his body, inside his own sunform. It wasn’t much use right now, but it might be useful later and the thing didn’t go away as long as he ‘held’ it.

The cavern rumbled and broke as it settled back into its new position.

Monsters came back out, and some of them were dumb enough to go after Erick.

He let loose a [Withering] into the cavern, Shaping it to exclude the manastream in the center of the space, layering the power into the surrounding land. Monster notifications did not start appearing. Instead, most everything either turned to stone and flowed through the ground to get away the very second they realized they were in danger, or they ignored the [Withering], because they were not made of water in the first place. The stone lions were in this second category.

The stone lions rushed toward Erick, aiming to eat the bright enemy who was good enough to mark himself as a target. The lions would have been cute if they weren’t each ten meters tall at the shoulder, with three meter wide heads and mouths to match.

Fuck this.

[Luminous Beam].

Solid light carved through stone lions and crabs and everything that couldn’t get away fast enough. Almost every monster here was over level 75, but a few of the larger ones, like the lions, were level 86. The worm that got away was likely very high level, but Erick had no hope of killing that thing unless he chased after it, and that wasn’t going to happen; he had very few spells that would work well underground, and he had no [Stone Body], either. No Stone Domain, anyway, so he wouldn’t want to put himself underground even if he had the capability to do so.

Erick let loose, killing absolutely everything that moved, eliminating every possible threat that he saw.

Clearing out the cavern only took a few minutes. But there wasn’t just one cavern! Oh no!

Some giant bat/lizard/darkness thing tried to enter into the cavern from the next one over, once it saw all the light, or maybe it heard all the noise, but Erick sliced that thing into pieces and set those pieces on fire. Such a monster would have had Erick shitting his pants two years ago, but now? It was just another bump in the road. He encountered some Domain resistance, but it was a weak Domain compared to the worm, and Erick had gained a lot of experience since Fallopolis so easily broke his Domain back at Last Shadow’s Feast.

Plus! Very few things could deal with [Luminous Beam] when paired with [Lodestar], and the Deepnight Crawler, as its Kill Notification said, was not much of an exception. It had been level 91, though. Erick’s Experience increased for the first time in months.

And the waves of monsters from the next cavern over kept coming.

Erick began methodically killing every single monster that came into the cavern—

Well. Ophiel did that. Sometimes a Domain monster would come along and Erick would have to help, but ‘kill every single monster coming this way’ was a very simple and easily executed instruction for Ophiel to follow, especially when every single living thing nearby was a monster.

Chimeras. Stone things. Crabs. Another tentacle maw worm, or perhaps the same worm as before; this one got away, too. Everything that didn’t flee, died.

When the larger monsters stopped coming, but before Erick had time to think about the deeper questions of ‘where was here’ and ‘how to get back home’, it was time to secure his person. The first order of business was not figuring out his missing left foot, or even healing it. Erick could live with a missing foot for a little while since there was no pain, since he was in sunform. The first thing to figure out was his backpack and his supplies…

But returning to physical form would mean a return to pain.

Erick ripped off the bandaid and transformed back into a person, cushioned in a sphere of Domain-controlled light. He winced hard as everything hurt, from his missing foot to his full-body scrapes and wounds. He spared a moment to look at his Status.

Full on Health, and full on Mana. Good. But the numbers were wrong. They were low.

This was because his rings were gone. Both hands were bloody and both rings were gone; lost to the flowing mana stream, or whatever. He still had his Crystal Star upon his chest, securely stuck to his inner set of clothes; thank the gods, or perhaps just Koyabez, for that. Erick spared a glance at the rainbow flow of thick air in the center of the cavern. He was still trying to understand what had happened when he was inside that, but there were other concerns at the moment. Besides, he still had a bit over 40,000 Regeneration for both Health and Mana, even without his rings granting +61 to every Stat.

Defending himself was more important than items at the moment. And speaking of defense.

Erick had an Ophiel expend himself to cast a [Prismatic Ward] around him, and around his immediate space. The effect of that dense air flowing across his body was like stepping into a comfortable home. The gentle rainbow glows of the cavern seemed less dangerous. The shadows all around seemed less dark. Erick dropped his own Meditation, and relaxed for a moment, because he finally could—

Some new monster came down the intake part of the cavern, looking like a mess of red ooze.

Ophiels turned it into evaporated ooze and [Cleanse]d away the shit that remained. The kill notification was for a ‘Crimson Blood Ooze’, and the thing was level 85, or something.

No true time to rest.

Probably wouldn’t be able to rest for a while.

Erick returned to sussing out his current predicament, dreading what he would find when he actually bothered to look inside his backpack. Of course, as soon as he had this thought, he was already looking with his mana sense.

The adamantium knife was still there, but this was likely only because it was strapped in tight so it didn’t accidentally cut anything. A spare copy of his rings was strapped into a small, very secured pouch right next to the knife. Erick breathed a sigh of relief at that; he could enchant a new pair of rings without much trouble. He even had some beans tucked in with the ring. Both were very nice to have. He didn’t want to even try making it [Exalted Rain] down here, so he was glad he did not have to do that to remake a ring from scratch, or to get food after 24 hours of rain.

Everything else was gone. No papers. No pens. No food. No canteen. Erick still had the backpack itself, though, and he could fill that with more stuff, so this was fine. The backpack was very messed up, though, so he cast a [Mend]—

The backpack did not change, at all.

… Erick tried to mend his clothes, but they remained torn, too.

Erick frowned. Time in the mana stream must have fucked up everything on his person…

His person had seen better days, too. Erick thanked the gods that Healing Magic worked off of something greater than the natural shape of the soul. The lacerations down his arms and across his face, and the ones that twisted around his left thigh all the way down to the… void where his foot should be…

It didn’t hurt that much, actually. Not as much as Erick thought it should. Perhaps Constitution dulled the pain to a manageable level. Poi did seem to think that Constitution made the world a softer place, and seeing this, Erick could agree with that statement. He wasn’t even bleeding that much, at all. Rozeta’s Recovery probably had something to do with his resilience, too. Having his Mana Regeneration apply to his Health Regeneration gave him over 40,000 Health Regen, which was supposedly comparable to a low-grade [Treat Wounds] active at all times. He had never needed to test that theory until now, so Erick was glad to self-report that this theory was likely true. As he floated there, he even watched as some of his larger wounds became slightly smaller wounds. Glancing into the manasphere of the past—

Ah. Another problem. The manasphere in here was seriously borked. Gazing even half a minute into the past or future showed more static than anything. That static all flowed toward the mana stream in the center of the room, so that neatly explained that. Erick ignored that part of his mana sense, for now.

His wounds were healing. But not fast enough. And there was another problem.

Erick looked at his foot, and barely recalled the injury which caused the missing limb. He had been inside the mana stream… or something. Yes; he had been inside the mana stream and it had moved like a rushing river, but… there had been a twist in the river, or maybe a turn, or maybe he had caught himself on a sudden rock that jutted out into the river...

He wasn’t quite sure what had happened there, actually. The result was obvious, though. Erick stared down at the twisted bone of his leg and saw the raw, wrapped and warped flesh around that bone. It was like his body had been turned to putty, or something, and then someone had grabbed the foot and twisted… Trying to pull…

Trying to pull him out of the stream? They grabbed him by the foot and pulled—

Erick shook his head as a minor headache threatened. His memories of the flow were shot to shit. Well. Whatever. The missing foot was a problem. Problems required solutions. He had [Regeneration] due to his time in Star Song, but this was a strange, magically induced injury. He didn’t want to simply [Regeneration] it.

So Erick cast a [Cleanse] over the broken lim—

Almost his entire leg, but mostly starting halfway down his thigh, turned into a mess of raw, twisted flesh and pitted bone and so much blood and—

Erick’s thoughts flared for a solution, and not a temporary fix like turning fully sunform would accomplish. He found a solution in what his daughter had once told him. With a cast and a twist, Erick [Polymorph]ed into a light slime, falling into his own shirt. He let his clothes fall away in his sudden relief as the pain of his twisted, wounded leg instantly vanished. After a moment of quietude Erick realized that he was now a plopping dollop of light with a shimmering white core, hovering in the center of his own sunform and [Prismatic Ward].

He looked a bit dim, though.

So he did as his daughter had suggested. He cast [Greater Treat Wounds] on himself, and just like how Jane had told him his slimy body expanded. He became brighter; more whole. Suddenly, everything felt better. All he wanted to do was hover right there in the middle of a battlefield of dead things and broken land—

Some monster came over the lip of the outflow part of the cavern. It had a Domain. Erick came back to himself and instantly helped Ophiel kill the offending crab/rock thing, which was apparently called a Greater Rockslide Crab according to the Kill Notification. It had been level 89.

Erick luxuriated in the glow of the—

He frowned, and not just because his single moment of peace was broken by more war, but because there was a much more serious problem happening. There were rads condensing inside his light slime form.

With this many clues, Erick realized why all the monsters were here, next to the mana stream. This area had not been ‘primed by the Worldly Path to fuck him over’. The monsters were here to ‘feed’ off of the thick air, or something. It wasn’t really ‘feeding’, but it was certainly ‘allowing themselves to be exposed to the thick, glowing mana, in order to grow their own cores to a large and powerful size’, or something.

Erick ripped the rad droplets out of his slimy body, feeling like utter shit as he did so. With another cast of [Polymorph] Erick transformed back into a person. His foot was still missing and the wound looked like he had stuck his leg in a grinder, but at least it didn’t look like it had been twisted off and the rest of his body wasn’t bleeding; healing himself as a slime had done wonders, but some of the injuries from before remained. Erick cast a [Greater Treat Wounds] on himself, hoping that that would be enough—

The foot remained gone, and now he had a clean stump.

“Well, shit.”

Erick prepared himself mentally, then he cut off the stump with a slice of light. He breathed deep, exhaling his pain, and then he cast [Regeneration] on himself. Slowly, surely, the flesh of his lower leg began to grow outward, and then he felt hungry. This was the upside and the downside to [Regeneration]; it could repair deeper damage, but it ate up the body’s natural resources by quite a bit. Not normally a problem, but Erick didn’t have any extra resources at the moment.

He looked to his bag, still shredded, and his clothes, also shredded, as they floated underneath him, nearer to the wall. He was naked and nothing was okay. Erick sighed. Then he glanced back up at the mana stream above, and finished having another thought that had bugged him for the last four minutes, since he fell into this place.

“So you’re where all the thick air goes in a [Cleanse], eh.” Erick said to himself, “Kinda pretty.” He stared inward with his mana sense, then looked outward again, saying, “But I’m gonna turn into a monster if I’m exposed to you. Odd that it didn’t happen when I was actually inside of you, though.”

On a whim, he had an Ophiel grab the body of a dead crab and chuck it at the mana stream.

The body broke apart like a mana construct breaks, but with blood and viscera turning into motes of light and thick air, to flow along with the stream. Yup; that was the same.

Erick looked around. Some of the bodies were floating in the air, toward the stream, but there appeared to be a maximum rate of conversion, and Erick had hit that maximum in his very first minute of Beaming everything.

Time for a bigger break! Erick turned to the ground and cast an [Obscuring Redoubt]. The land shifted and twisted then deepened, before a door appeared, and then opened, creating the home like an automatically-deepening well. Erick took his stuff and went down inside the hole to get away from the light of the mana stream, bringing his own, purer light with him.

The very first thing he noticed, after he saw the darkness take a moment to leave the hole in the ground, was that gravity was funky. Every solid wall had some gravity to it, but not a whole lot. The gravity in the tunnel, toward the cavern wall was more than it was here, in this oddly cramped-feeling space. Here, Erick could give a tiny hop on the floor and slump toward the ceiling, which was a new floor.

Erick left the Redoubt, hopping back out into the cavern. He recast the Redoubt.

This time, the inside was better suited for the crazy gravity. Erick alighted on the floor, while the ceiling was a good five meters away. He hopped on his good leg, and came back down to the ‘ground’. The gravity here was weaker, for sure, but it was somewhat normal. A cast of [Prismatic Ward] from Ophiel made the place feel more like home, but Erick was sure not to use too many of those. Jane or Poi or Teressa, or any of them, really, might be staying in the [Prismatic Ward]s that he had left behind in Enduring Forge, and he wouldn’t want to strip them of their defenses. Maybe in a few days he would cast a few more [Prismatic Ward]s and those up there would automatically pop. That way they’d know he was alive. But. Eh. For now…

With a tug of light, Erick grabbed his stuff, then he got to fixing everything that was broken. Food came first, though, for he had passed ‘hungry’ a few minutes ago. He wasn’t starving yet, but he would be, and soon.

With a controlled application of [Duplication Aura] from Ophiel, three Erick Beans rapidly multiplied into a thousand, and then more. A rush of air rapidly flowed outward, alongside the outpour of white-striped lima-like beans. Erick caught the beans in his light.

Erick set them aside in a bowl of stone.

Water came next.

Finding water wasn’t all that hard. Ophiel went out and found a monster, and then cast [Purge Water] on the thing, killing it as well as harvesting its water. [Cleanse] removed half of that water —of course, this land was poisonous!— but this was fine. Ophiel brought the water back and [Duplication Aura] solved the water issue.

While simultaneously on high alert, and with Ophiel mana sensing the world around him and helping to cook with [Incandescent Aura], Erick killed a few monsters inside the walls before they got near him, and he made soup as fast as he possibly could. It was bland, but it was passable; it was safe calories. As he ate his second bowl the pangs in his stomach stopped being so insistent. As he ate his fourth, the stomach finally stopped. He could already tell he was going to get tired of beans.

He got out the spare ring and copied it. It looked good; the clear diamond interior was fully covered by the metallic shell. An All Stat lightmask came next. Erick scratched the surface of the rings to expose the clear diamond, shoved them into the lightmask, imbued the rings with manalight from all of his Stats, and then he [Mend]ed the rings back to whole. Good as new! Slipping those rings back on his fingers felt like casting off a weighted blanket.

Erick tried telling a joke to Ophiel, “The world seems about 62 points easier to understand.”

Ophiel chirped happily; he loved being included in conversations.

Repairing his pants and backpack took a bit more time, but he had the raw materials necessary to repair everything present, even if those fabrics and threads and leathers and clasps weren’t in the right places or in the right amounts. [Duplicate] solved resource problems and then [Fabricate] put everything back together.

Pants acquired! Erick shoved himself back into them and finally stopped being naked. His shoes were both gone, though, and his outer dress robe that he had worn to the party was similarly missing. Constitution made his feet rather tough, so maybe he didn’t need shoes? He could do without the dress robe, too, but he should have a shirt, at least, so Erick made himself a shirt.

“I’m probably going to lose them, anyway, Ophiel. The wrought live down here and they don’t wear clothes.”

Ophiel nodded. Those wrought certainly were exhibitionists, weren’t they.

“They are.” Erick nodded back, saying, “I could let it all hang out, too, but what if I meet someone I know?”

Ophiel chirped as though that would never happen.

“There’s Melemizargo, but he’s already seen everything.” Erick said, “And he’s everywhere, so he doesn’t count.”

Ophiel did not respond, except to form a few more eyes and look everywhere. Erick also waited for the Dragon God of Magic to appear, but nothing happened for a full 20 seconds, which was as long as Erick was willing to wait. The Dragon God of Magic must have been a bit shy, so Erick decided to let that dragon lie.

He saw at least one good thing about his surroundings, though. He said, “The mana stream is blocked by even a bit of rock, isn’t it? This is good. Means I can raise an umbrella of stone and walk out there… Or something. I’ll figure it out.”

Ophiel chirped in a scoffing sort of manner; it was dangerous out there! The mana stream was barely a worry compared to the monsters.

“It’s all dangerous, Ophiel.” Erick smiled at his [Familiar], saying, “Listen: I’m sorry about the sudden unsummon. I’m not sure how deep we are, but I left all of you behind, didn’t I? I should have accounted for that.”

Ophiel hopped over and plopped at Erick’s chest, hugging him tight. Erick laughed a little in small joys as he hugged Ophiel back, while Ophiel chirped and chirped. And then Ophiel turned small, and alighted on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick let him stay there while he [Fabricate]d himself a nice shirt and fixed up the backpack. Ophiel briefly fluttered away as Erick put on his clothes, but he rapidly fluttered back onto his designated spot when it was once again available.

“I wonder where Yggdrasil is,” Erick asked, not expecting an answer.

Ophiel chirped, not supplying an answer, either.

A thought occurred.

Erick said, “Well… We’re down here anyway. And I’ve never seen these mana streams, but if the mana streams were more prevalent then I would have heard of them before now… And the monsters here are level 90 at the highest. We might be near the Core, Ophiel.”

Ophiel chirped in agreement; he thought so, too.

“And if we’re near the Core, perhaps I can find a nice spot to plant Yggdrasil. And if I can do that, then perhaps that’s all there is to [Gate]; I just have to make the damned thing.” Erick said, “I’ve been meaning to practice Spatial Magic with him, anyway, so this is the perfect opportunity—”

In the rocks below, a quick-moving rat the size of a subway car rapidly rushed in Erick’s direction. Erick had an Ophiel in the walls, in small tunnels he had made all throughout the space, meet the rat head on and [Fulmination Aura] it to death. The rat’s body stopped moving. Stone crushed it down, and it joined all the others that Erick had killed in the last half hour.

He had briefly lost his focus on the danger while he was talking to Ophiel and fixing himself up.

That was bad.

“I can see how Darabella’s husband died— Ah.” Erick frowned. He looked to Ophiel. “Is it ten days later? Or did Goliro survive for a while down here? You don’t know the date, do you?”

Ophiel chirped a sad sound; he did not know the date and he was ashamed for his lack of knowledge.

“It’s okay, Ophiel. I didn’t think you did. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

Ophiel chirped; he wouldn’t worry.

Erick looked around his temporary room and decided it was time to go—

He decided, “It’s not time to go, yet.”

He put his backpack on the ground and went through everything he had. He fixed up some bean reserves by putting them in a small pocket to have for more copying later, while he also cooked up some more beans both to have a fifth bowl, and to have some later. To have some bean soup for later required a longer term solution than ‘holding the soup in his light’, though. First, Erick copied some rustless steel buttons from his pants, enough to make a hundred thousand of the little things. Then he used [Incandescent Aura] alongside [Metalshape] and [Cleanse] to burn away all impurities, as he Shaped the metal into a canteen that would comfortably fit into his backpack. [Duplicate] made a second canteen. One was for water. The other was for bean soup. After filling those containers and strapping them in he was mostly ready.

His regrowing foot looked like a baby’s foot stuck at the end of his full grown man’s leg, and it probably wasn’t going to get much better than that for a few hours. But that would have to do. There was one more thing to do, and then he was gone; back into the cavern.

Erick waited till the latest encroaching monster was dead, then he cast his daily [Personal Ward], using almost all of his mana. White light flickered across his skin, briefly flowing over the edges of his clothes. With over 150,000 defense in his [Personal Ward], this would have to be enough. Ten minutes later, his mana was filled. This was enough.

He was strong, and he was mostly healed, so it was time to go.

Erick exited his [Obscuring Redoubt], and heade—

“Ah.” Erick had an idea. “I could have used [Unmoving Stone] to protect my space from stone swimmers. Ah. Well. Next time.”

Erick briefly hated how fast things were moving, but this was the Underworld. And then he focused on the new thing that caught his attention. He glanced up at the mana stream, and also at himself.

He couldn’t quite tell what was happening, but his [Personal Ward] was obviously taking tiny bits of damage under the light of the mana stream. It flickered here and there with glowing glimmers every so often, and most of those glimmers were decidedly not the white of Erick’s own mana color. They were reds and greens and yellows and blues. Magenta and cyan. The colors of the prismatic mana stream.

And, it seemed, there were no more rads forming inside of him, as they did before. Perhaps having a monster form sped up the process, but it would make sense for the process to still occur if he was a person.

… Whatever! He’d keep an eye on himself for the presence of rads.

Glancing upward, the river flowed from right to left…

Erick said to Ophiel, “I wasn’t sure before, but that thing is 100% the [Cleanse]s of everyone up above, which might mean that this tunnel has to be one of millions of such tunnels. What do you think?”

Ophiel agreed with a happy chirp.

Erick nodded, and began heading left, following under the stream. “So let’s go see the Core, wherever it might be—”

A crab burst out of the wall ahead. It was twenty meters tall and bloody red.

Erick killed it with a [Luminous Beam].

And then he walked on, his feet not touching the ground as his sunform glowed all around him. He did not lightstep, but he did walk upon his own light, above the stone below. Maybe later he would attempt a lightstep, but...

Hunks and masses of dead crab began to float away from the cavern wall, into the mana stream, to become one with the glows therein. Flesh and filth seemed drawn to the stream, to become mana. But the broken rock kicked up in the fights had the exact opposite reaction; they sank away from the stream, back to the cavern wall, where they melded with the cavern.

All around, the dead became thick, glowing air, and stone returned to the cavern wall. Back behind him, after Erick stripped the spellwork holding together his [Obscuring Redoubt] the stone began to fold in on itself, as the dead monsters inside the walls were pulled out of the walls, into the cavern as the stone expanded, filling in like it was made of rising dough—

“Ah. Not good, Ophiel.” Erick said, “I’m starting to want bread! Maybe some of these monsters are tasty, but… Whatever happens, this isn’t going to be comfortable…” He stared at the glowing lights above, while he simultaneously watched from the eyes of four different Ophiel as they killed another four monsters.

He leveled to 91.

Erick shrugged. “This is fine.”

Ophiel twittered in happy agreement.

He walked down the cavern, stepping on the light he made, but not lightstepping; not yet.

- - - -

It was time to try lightstepping; this walk was going to take way too long otherwise.

Erick took a tiny lightstep forward, planning to go only half a meter. He ended up doing that, but he also ended up a meter closer to the mana stream.

All experiments with lightstepping to make this journey shorter suddenly ended; just like that. Erick was not going to fall into that stream a second time.

So he simply walked as a normal person would, upon the air.

He did a few experiments as he walked, just to see what he could get away with if he needed to do something drastic.

Gravity pointed toward the cavern wall. Large expenditures of magic pulled him toward the stream. An Ophiel extended their [Domain of the Withering Slime] into the cavern, easily reaching the mana stream only kilometers away, and was promptly sucked into the mana stream. Good news: Ophiel lasted 20 seconds in the stream. Bad news: he was not able to get out before the thick, glowing air tore him apart.

“Gravity pulls us to the stone,” Erick said, “But magic pulls us into the stream. Good to know.”

Ophiel chirped in recognition of these wise words.

“I was going to try for an aura of [Unmoving Stone] so that these monsters couldn’t crawl out at us all the time, but I can save that for later.” Erick said, “Maybe this cavern expands further down. Veins are like that, after all, and this seems like a vein to me.”

And so, he walked, with the stream of glowing, thick air leading the way overhead, flowing forward and down,

down,

down,

down….

- - - -

The 5 kilometer wide cavern joined to another cavern of roughly the same size, both heading in the same-ish direction, connecting to a third cavern that was the combined size of the other two. The new cavern might have only been 7 kilometers wide, while the kilometer-wide stream of glowing, thick air was only marginally bigger, but this place was bigger, for sure.

“The [Cleanse] streams operate like veins, then,” Erick decided.

Ophiel agreed with a chirp.

Erick gazed upward at the joining of two ethereal rivers, his own [Personal Ward] glittering with reflected rainbows, as Ophiels murdered every single attacking thing all around. The murdering of local wildlife had not stopped, all this time, on the entire walk to get here. Erick gained a lot of experience in crushing opposing Domains, while also gaining a lot of Experience, too.

He was now level 92. Most of the monsters didn’t budge his Status at all, but some of them did, and when they did, it was noticeable.

Erick took a little while to clear the monsters of this juncture of the mana stream, murdering absolutely everything while he enjoyed the sight of the flowing, glowing thick air above. He wondered what the locals called it, and then wondered if there were locals, and where they might be, if they existed at all. There had to be wrought locals, right?

Right.

His foot was fully healed now; it had been hours, after all. Erick experimentally stepped down onto the stone, directly, testing the foot out. It felt fine. It flexed fine, too. It was probably good to go.

Erick stepped back into the air and resumed his walk.

This time, with the mana stream being an extra kilometer away, Erick could actually lightstep a bit. It wasn’t what he was used to, but it was something. It was an increase in speed if nothing else.







- - - -







Erick pulled his canteen of bean water out of his bag and frowned before he even opened the cap. Something had happened while he was walking and now—

Yup.

Erick held open the container and watched with both his eyes and his mana sense as the green bean water began to rapidly solidify all at once, supersaturated ice forming out of the soup. The metal container popped a seam, spurting green crystals out of the crack, while a cylinder of green solids rose out of the opening.

And then the whole thing sludged over in muck and goo.

Erick had to check the history of the manasphere to understand what he had seen. In one flickering second, thick air had gathered around the whole container, and then became something thicker than air. Back in the present, Erick held a baby slime with a bean water canteen as its core.

The slime slapped at Erick’s arm like a crawling puppy, trying to get away, or to eat him, Erick wasn’t sure. Probably both.

Erick used his sunform and broke the core out of the canteen while also breaking the slime in the process. As fast as the monster had been born, it was now dead, and transforming back into thick air along with the fragments of its ‘core’.

He grabbed his water canteen and this time he didn’t let the slime fully form, ripping the nascent core out of the metal container before it could get too large. This one, Erick set it down on the ground, near the remnants of its beany cousin. That slime finished being born, but Erick doubted it would survive for very long once he left this cavern behind. There was no need to kill it, whatever the case.

Erick gazed out at the shadowy, rainbow landscape, and at the Ophiels flying all around in their sunforms, killing every monster they saw.

“… It is an awful lot of killing,” Erick said. “I can see why Goliro died. He would have tried to run, though, right? Not many people are strong enough to survive down here.”

Ophiel chirped; running is always an option.

“Ah. Well. He might have been able to get away. Doubt that, though. A Spatial Mage down here? Where Spatial Magic doesn’t work? Hmm.”

Another chirp; maybe he was killed instantly, then.

“Then that would mean we were stuck in that mana stream for ten days, and I really don’t think we were under there for that long.”

Chirp chirp; no way to know!

“You’re right; we don’t know. Can’t know until we get out of here, either.” Erick said, “We were at least in that stream for a day, though. My [Personal Ward] was gone.”

Ophiel chirped.

Erick walked on, only now, he had a temporary goal: the search for water.

He fulfilled that goal in thirty seconds upon finding a plant monster and having Ophiel purge it of all water. Repairing and cleaning out the canteen was easy enough, too. The water wouldn’t last forever without turning into a slime, but that was fine.







- - - -







“I’m rather sure I’m walking at a speed of 25 kilometers per hour, what with the light letting me move faster, and all.” Erick added, “But I’m definitely walking.”

Ophiel chirped.

“Maybe more like flying; you’re right.” Erick nodded. “And you can’t fly too fast, either, or you get sucked into the mana stream. So both of us are just going a bit faster than normal.” He continued, “I’m no perfect judge of distance, but I think we’ve gone 250 kilometers. Maybe a bit more. Maybe less.”

Ophiel chirped; agreeing.

“And the tunnel is the same since that junction back there.” Erick said, “No side routes, all this time, either. Only forward, or back.”

Ophiel chirp-chirped. Time for a break?

Erick said, “I haven’t seen any good places to stop.”

Ophiel mournfully chirped. He hadn’t seen any, either.

“Not your fault, but if this continues on much longer then I’m going to have to make a space to rest.” Erick said, “Probably going to have to do that anyway—”

Yet another monster roared in the distance, charging over a crest in a distant bend in the tunnel, like the bend was a wave, moving half in the wall and half out like a stadium-sized shark in an ocean of stone. Ophiel moved to intercept before it got too close, lighting up the beast with [Luminous Beam]s and [Fulmination Aura]s, and then requesting, and receiving Erick’s help when the landshark proved to have a Domain of its own.

Fried landshark soon began to dissipate into the thick air, while the crater it left behind began to flow back together.

Erick told Ophiel, “We’ll walk for a full day, then stop to rest.”







- - - -







The cavern joined to another cavern, and the two continued on together heading down.

The two mana streams also joined, forming a river in the sky of thick air and flowing glows. Referring to that space above as ‘in the sky’ was very much incorrect, but the diameter of the cavern was nearly 10 kilometers across —or maybe even eleven at its widest points— while the diameter of the stream was at least a kilometer wide. This meant there was about four kilometers of open air between the wall and the flow above. Erick remained near the wall, of course. He did manage to increase his pace a bit from an estimated 25 kilometers per hour, to 35, though. He could have gone faster, but then he ran into another problem.

There were still monsters down here, Erick was still the brightest thing this land had seen in a very long time, and thus, they all wanted a piece of him. But one and all, every monster ended up with facefulls of light, or lightning. They joined all the rest who thought to test his power.

After a particularly tough vine-like monster blossomed out of the walls and tried to eat him, Erick killed it instead, and reached level 93. He also decided that he was far enough out of the manastream to attempt the creation of a new spell, which turned out exactly as he wanted.










	
Aura of Unmoving Stone, instant, super large area, 1 mana per second

Lull the land to slumber!














Nothing came out of the walls after an Ophiel started running that nifty little massive spell, and with that taken care of, Erick now had time to send his sight further outward, to see the other battles taking place everywhere out there in the deeper, rainbow-lit shadows.

Erick wasn’t the only one fighting for dominance all around, but he was certainly one of the brightest. Spells sparked here and there in the prismatic dark, while Erick’s light lit up his small portion of the world, and not much more. A lot of those distant battles stopped when Erick came close enough, though, with many of the monsters who had been trying to kill each other both going after him, instead.

Lizards the size of apartment buildings, covered in blackened, craggy lava scales.

Wolves made of glass and cutting shadows, or ooze and mist, each one the size of a semi truck, working in small packs, or pairs. Not too many pack-animals out there, but there were certainly some.

A massive stone elemental made of silver metal—

That one caught Erick’s eye.

The metal elemental shimmered like a polished thing of flowing silver light, brighter than anything down here had any right to be (or maybe the thing was simply reflecting Erick’s own light), but at 20 meters tall and moving like an animated tumbleweed, it certainly fit with all the other monsters Erick saw. A problem occurred, though, when Erick engaged the elemental. [Luminous Beam] did not solve the problem of this encroaching, now-screaming monster. Erick supposed that Particle Light didn’t work too well against the pure metallic construct, but he had eleven possible sources of [Luminous Beam], and he had only tried one.

It took seven [Luminous Beam]s and four seconds of concentrated fire to kill the thing.

As they say, if violence doesn’t solve the problem, then you’re not using enough.

… Which was a rather abhorrent thing to think about, but Erick recognized where he was, and what was required of him to survive this mess. Different times require different solutions, after all.

Anyway.

The Kill Notification declared the monster an Abyssal Steel Elemental, but Erick wanted to know if it was steel, or actually platinum, since there was some Shenanigans going on with that particular naming scheme; thank you, Headmaster, for that. Erick had time to check, too, for the scattered, dead monster was not vanishing into the manastream. The various melted and splattered pieces of the elemental were flowing back into the cavern walls. Maybe in centuries they would become a vein of metal for some intrepid miner to find.

Erick grabbed some of the rapidly disappearing body, though, before it got too far.

A quick series of Particle spells sussed out that the ‘steel’ monster was actually platinum, and of an odd variety, but [Incandescent Aura] killed the Elemental Abyssal inside the metal. Well. Whatever! Erick could imbue his own magic, later, if necessary, and he was starting to think that it would be necessary. He had plans for runework and [Renew], perhaps after he found a place to plant Yggdrasil, so a bit of platinum would come in handy. Thank you, Worldly Path.

Erick stuffed some platinum pieces into his backpack.

And he continued walking.

The fighting only got worse.







- - - -







Erick occasionally stopped for twenty minutes here or there, to open up a hole in the side of the cavern to protect himself while he made some food and gathered some water. Occasionally, he found a particularly healthy, meaty monster specimen, but a quick check with [Cleanse] always erased the whole monster, revealing that the whole thing was poison to him, or something.

Oh well.

Beans were fine.







- - - -







White light flashed across Erick’s skin.

He paused. He stared at his arm—

“Oh. My [Personal Ward] is gone.” Erick glanced around, and since he was mostly safe at the moment he recast the spell, draining almost all of his mana in the process. With a half shrug using the shoulder Ophiel was not occupying, he said, “That’s 24 hours.”

Ophiel chirped. He was doing fine.

“I’m doing fine, too.”

Erick kept walking.
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The cavern joined with another, their flows of mana combining into one to continue down,

down,

down.

In the new tunnel the mana stream was two kilometers wide, but also 7 kilometers away, while the other side of the cavern was too far to see through the gloom and the rainbow light, though Erick knew it to be 16 kilometers away. The math of this place was too perfect to be anything but engineered. If it weren’t for the monsters constantly tearing up the place, Erick suspected that every bend and break in the cavern wall wouldn’t be there; this place would be perfectly flat and smooth—

Well.

‘Flat’.

The curvature of the cavern wall was not flat at all, but if Erick squinted he could pretend it was flat.

At least in this new tunnel there were fewer monsters. This did not make it any easier to go forward, though. The ones Erick had been killing to get here were starting to get tough, and from the way the monsters ahead spread out from one another…

They soaked in the light of the mana stream above, each one controlling a territory that was as large as its Domain, spaces measured in multiple square kilometers. If any of the previous ones were any indication, every single monster ahead had to be Level 93 to 95, from the elementals of stone and gold, to the dogs made of lightning, to the floating krakens swimming in the air atop the cavern wall, to all the rest.

If there was another cavern past this one…

If these monsters here were not the true threats of the deeper Underworld, then Erick was going to be surprised. He still killed them, though, for they were in his way, and his Domain freaked them out, and they were all monsters with grand rads inside of them, anyway. He still moved forward, deeper into this new cavernous tunnel.

He could have taken to the sky, and skipped the monsters on the ground like the other flying monsters were doing, but that seemed like opening himself up for attack. Erick didn’t go that route. He went straight through, sticking to the cavern wall, with one of his Ophiel flowing out [Aura of Unmoving Stone] so that Erick nominally had a wall at one side. A lot of monsters had Stone-based Domains, though, so the efficacy of this technique was debatable.

The first few monsters fell easy enough. But then things changed.

Erick pressed forward with his Domain, breaking the monsters’ powers one at a time, then breaking the monsters. But every time he killed one, another Domain flooded in from the side, crashing against his, threatening to overwhelm him if he allowed it, or if he faltered. And what was worse, was that this cavern had been kinda stable before Erick arrived. Killing one beast set off a chain reaction of power grabs all across the greater cavern, with opportunistic strikes happening between neighbors who finally saw that they could get more space for themselves.

For that’s why the monsters were here; they wanted exposure to the mana stream. It empowered them. This was not a new thought for Erick in the past day, or two. But the depth of this reality before him reminded him of conversations he had had about mana and monsters and Experience.

Shadelings could cycle their mana inside their core to gain Experience, and thus Levels. Months and months ago, in Last Shadow’s Feast, Quilatalap had told Erick that dragons did the same thing, but on a much, much larger scale. Dragons were even able to reach into the 90s by creating multiple cores and cycling through each one.

And it seemed there was another way: Be a monster and stand under the mana streams of Veird to directly absorb the ambient, thick mana. Wizards or Shades could probably do this, too, considering they both had cores…

Well. Shades had cores, for sure.

Erick still wasn’t sure if a Wizard Core was the same, or not.

… He was hungry, tired, and stressed.

And he was also currently fighting three battles at once as he had these extraneous thoughts; a turtle of ice, a bird of decay, and a vine monster of shadows, each assaulted him from left, right, and behind. Erick killed them all, stressing his Domain to break, defend, and redirect as he needed, while Ophiels flew around and struck with needle-like precision, carving into eyes and exploding brains, piercing chests and bursting hearts, and severing tendrils into tiny little pieces before descending with lightning to finish off the job.

Notifications pinged.

Level 94.

Erick decided to stop moving forward for a while. Instead, he settled, and he secured his position. Monsters came to him, from the sides and from the sky, testing him due to his diminutive size no doubt, for he wasn’t about to flow his Domain all the way out there like the rest of them; he would be broken in a flashing second. He had pushed too hard against too many assailants for too many hours. He needed rest. He knew he wasn’t going to get rest, though, so it was better to keep himself small and concentrated.

Probably.

It seemed to work, anyway.

Erick killed ten more assailants before the nearby cavern occupants had adopted a new configuration that included him.

To his left, kilometers away, a monster made of green and flashing steel —might have been a bird— settled down into the ground and spread its ‘wings’; unfurling in the rainbow light to soak up the mana glow like a cat in the sun. To the right, also kilometers away, a thing of black branches extended itself outward and also soaked up the light. Their Domains collided directly onto Erick, but Erick held them both back. Their Domains also collided into each other, and into all of their new neighbors.

No one started a fight. None of these collisions seemed to disturb the settled monsters, each of which was easily forty or fifty meters tall, and double or triple that wide.

Erick took a breath, and forced a bit of relaxation into his spine. Then he opened up Ophiel’s [Aura of Unmoving Stone] directly below, before he cast [Obscuring Redoubt], extending his Domain into his spellwork so that it could actually work like it was supposed to. He had to pry a bit at both of his new neighbors to get his Redoubt to take, using an unaligned Domain to do it, too, but his neighbors didn’t seem to care.

Erick went into this hidey hole and began setting it up. He still had some beans, so those got copied, but he had no water. Luckily, he had to pee.

[Cleanse] turned that water drinkable, and [Duplicate] made more.

Ah.

Survival.

Bear Grylls would be proud.

Jane would certainly be proud, and that buoyed Erick’s spirits quite a bit.

After a short break, a short and very inadequate dinner, and a short [Scry] session to check down the tunnel, Erick discovered a few things. The first discovery was that he could probably take to the sky now, since the distance to the ground and the mana stream was well over five kilometers, and all the other monsters who couldn’t land a spot on the wall were already airborne and moving around up there with minimal fights. Erick’s arrival and elimination of fifty-three monsters had set off a chain of repositionings, though, where opportunists in the air took to the ground and took their places among the crowd, so the air here was a bit clearer of monsters than it had been.

But monsters were always flying through the air, probing for weakness among the wall-dwellers and mostly getting scared away. The air around here likely wouldn’t be clear for very long… So perhaps it was better to ignore the temporary window of easy movement. Avoiding fights might become more of a trap, than an option.

With further [Scry]ing, Erick discovered that higher level monsters were capable of a bit of strategic thinking, with some monsters probing for weakness but running away when they found none.

But those were small facts compared to one major truth.

The tunnel ended after a few hundred more kilometers. After several more hours of walking Erick would finally be able to see something new. He wasn’t sure what it was he was looking at, but the physicality of it all was easy enough to understand.

A white mist hung in the air across the entire path of the tunnel, looking like the thickest clouds anyone would see on the surface, but they obviously weren’t that, at all. The mana stream didn’t seem to care about the cloud wall, for one, for that glowing air continued straight on through the cloud wall, unimpeded.

Another difference was in the cavern wall, starting about a kilometer before the cloud wall. The cavern dipped away in all directions, like someone had beveled the edge with a kilometer-wide slope. It was a perfect bevel, too, for a lot of the land there was able to fully repair itself, for they didn’t have many monster fights, because the monsters before that beveled edge, before that cloudwall, were different.

Mostly, every single monster in the cavern was a unique specimen; each one a Variant of some base beast. But the monsters located on the edge of that bevel were all the same white monster. Each one was humanoid-shaped, but hunched over, standing twenty meters tall at the hunch and covered with white scales that stuck out more like spikes, than as protective coverings. Each beast had a single eye in the center of its thick-necked head, and each one stared forward, at the cavern. They were guardians, for sure.

There had to be maybe exactly a hundred of them, and they all stood in an organized line upon that beveled cavern wall, each half a kilometer away from each other, with the cloud wall behind them and their Domains locked forward. They were obviously working together, but Erick was pretty sure they were monsters, so this was odd. He’d have to confirm their monstrosity with a closer inspection, of course…

Maybe they weren’t monsters?

“Ah.” Erick said, “Right. Let’s try this one.”

[True Viewing Screen].

Erick spied upon the targets again, and nothing changed. The mist remained. The white monsters remained. Not an illusion, then. Or perhaps it was a very, very good illusion? Erick wouldn’t know until he tested them, personally.

But...

Erick told Ophiel, “Okay. So. It seems that someone put those guardians there. But who? And do I care? I might be able to avoid the guardians with burrowing, but that seems like a dangerous game. Who knows what’s past them… I could check though.”

Ophiel chirped. Burrowing was fun.

“Burrowing is fun, yes.” Erick considered. “But, no. We’ll try the front door… But first we’ll watch for now. We’ll see what happens while we rest.” He glanced at his beans, in his bag. “And make some more bean soup.”

- - - -







Erick ate his fourth bowl of bean soup while he watched the world around him, and also the Screen hovering in front. He had noticed a few things in the last hour.

He had also had to kill his black-branch tree neighbor, because the damned thing had wormed into Erick’s [Aura of Unmoving Stone] and burrowed into the Redoubt. A bit of Light dissuasion wasn’t good enough to stop the burrowing, so Erick applied more and more Light to the problem. His new neighbor was a bird of bright gold feathers lined with shadows, and she seemed more preoccupied with hatching her eggs than she was with anything else.

But as for guardians and their cloudwall: Monsters tested that land all the time. Monsters tried to burn and fry and freeze the guardians, tried to do everything they could to eliminate the problem at the end of the tunnel, to open up more space for themselves. But no matter what the monsters did, their spellwork never breached the passive resistances of the guardians’ Domain. A single attacker was not enough, at all. As soon as the guardians reacted, the various monsters all went away, or they were killed.

For every time monstrous spellwork struck a guardian, every single guardian within range turned as one, and fired off blinding beams of light directly at the offending monster. And those beams of light looked eerily similar to [Luminous Beam].

That was only the first oddity. The second oddity was that the guardians didn’t aim to kill. They aimed to injure, and drive off, and they accomplished this rather well.

A third oddity appeared when one monster —a giant floating kraken of air and lightning— started sending ten kilometer long blasts of lightning skittering off of the Domains of many monsters below, to smack into one of the guardians. That lightning actually managed to pierce through the guardian’s Domain. It had been the only attack to do so in the last hour of watching.

The bolt left a small blackened space upon the left shoulder of the intended target, but every single other guardian across the whole beveled edge of the cavern also gained a small blackened spot upon their left shoulder. None of the guardians cared about the damage, for there wasn’t any, but the nearby guardians still sent [Luminous Beam]s back at the attacker. That kraken of lightning and air lost several limbs, but it managed to get away, until one of the monsters near the cavern wall decided they wanted calamari for dinner.

Erick focused on the guardians. He would need a few more examples, but he formed a hypothesis that every single guardian was linked to every other guardian, and that the damage one took, they all took. As he was having that thought, he witnessed several random guardians cast spells upon themselves, erasing the little bit of damage that had been spread to all hundred guardians on the ring. The small black soot spots vanished.

“Linking Domains for strength and sharing damage taken?” Erick guessed.

Ophiel shrugged, chirping a noncommittal chirp.

“Are they summoned [Familiar]s? Using their creator’s Domain?” Erick said, “Or a Domain made specially for them.” He glanced to Ophiel on his shoulder. “I need to make this sort of Domain for you, but you’re already using your maximum two auras at once.”

Ophiel chirped; he was.

“No new Domain for you, just yet.”

Ophiel chirped; shouldn’t try to make any special magic like that right now, anyway.

“You’re right.” Erick breathed deep and then he stood up, saying, “Time to go.”

With nine Ophiel taking to the air around Erick and one remaining on his shoulder, Erick stepped out of the [Obscuring Redoubt], and into the gloomy, rainbow air. His neighbors glanced his way, but they did not attack. The steel and green feathered thing stared at him with a bright, crystalline eye, but did not otherwise move. The golden bird with shadowed feathers glared at him, too, but her wings were spread to cover her small nest of three gold-black eggs.

Erick took to the air, leaving both feathered monsters behind, Ophiels trailing in front and to the sides, each of them tiny and fully covered in [Animadversion]. Easily, and without pause, Erick pulled out from between the oppressive weights of both enemy Domains.

With a soundless, slippery shift, Erick was in the air, under his own power, and far enough away from the cavern wall that the monsters below didn’t care about him anymore. This had been another thing he had learned from watching for a while. In this large space, he could walk above the monsters and they wouldn’t try to kill him. Going along the ground would have been an unnecessary risk.

Erick looked ahead, down the way, at the gently curving tunnel that led into darkness, and light. And he felt a bit giddy. The idea of being taken unaware and murdered without even knowing what had caused the murder was getting to him.

He stared across the land, eyeing hundreds of monsters. He glanced left at the hundreds more. He looked up and saw even more deadly Variant beasts. Some controlled territories of multiple square kilometers. Most controlled less—

A bird of fire and ice tried to divebomb him, but Erick responded with cutting light. Half-vaporized frozen chicken fell all around him, carried by its own inertia. The golden shadow bird below snaked some shadows up into the sky, grabbing at the bits of bird to feed to its own chicks; they had hatched while Erick wasn’t looking.

Erick placed one foot in front of the other, with [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] working in tandem all around him, and Ophiels flying in defensive formation. He began to lightwalk through the cavern, once again, with his head held high. He was trying to avoid unnecessary fights by being up here, but…

He knew that he could murder every single thing in this entire land, if he wanted.

That thought settled his nerves a bit, because while it wasn’t a Truth, it was rather close—

He clipped an unseen Domain from a monster down below, and he glared at the offender.

The monster, a massive thing of churning blood and claws and with a Domain that covered multiple square kilometers… retracted his Domain a bit.

Erick continued forward, unimpeded.

Over the next few hours, monsters challenged Erick eleven times. Ten fliers and one ground dweller dared to fight. Erick carved up the lot of them, [Luminous Beam] doing the heavy lifting, while [Fulmination Aura]s helped on cleanup when some monsters proved able to survive having almost all their body and their grand rad vaporized.
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Both faster and slower than he thought possible, Erick found himself standing in the air three kilometers away from the guardians and their cloud wall. It was much more impressive in person. The rainbow mana stream was barely visible as it passed into the cloudwall, for the clouds were bright white, and that light drowned out almost all others, aside from himself.

The guardians stood at the start of the beveled edge of the cavern. The cloudwall hovered a kilometer beyond them. The guardians themselves were 20 meters tall, and they for sure saw Erick. Their eyes were as big as their heads and they surely saw everything that happened all around them, but they did not seem to care about the speck of light hovering at the edge of their effective range. Other monsters were closer to them than Erick.

Erick dared not get any closer, for now. These things were somewhat autonomous, but there might be an entity beyond them, watching for anomalies.

Erick had an Ophiel switch over to [Physical Domain], but he did not try pressing against any of the other Domains out there. He simply let his presence be known as he took control of all sound for kilometers around—

A particularly large lizard of bright green ooze and shadow controlled the land directly below, and it did not like Erick's gentle touch. It attacked him.

So Erick killed the lizard.

In order to stop another series of reorganizations and a cascade of fights, Erick descended to the cavern wall, taking the monster’s place at the edge of monster territory, butting up directly against the guardians’ collective Domain. Now the guardians looked at him. Now they wondered what he was about. None of the other nearby monsters seemed to care that Erick was in their space, but they would probably start caring if he kept his weakly-empowered [Physical Domain] touching them for much longer.

Erick hurried up and tested the blockade with words, speaking through his [Physical Domain], “Hello. I would like to inquire about—”

Several monsters instantly did not like this, and they expressed themselves in the usual manner.

Erick defended himself while the guardians watched. When the battle was over, Erick’s territory had expanded several-fold, but he had no interest in holding this land, and so opportunists started coming at him from all sides.

At least twenty minutes and exactly thirty-five high level Variant monsters later, the cavern was well on its way to a reorganization, again, with fights breaking out all across the inside of the cavern, spreading back, all the way back to where Erick had come from. But the space directly next to Erick had been resolved. This time, his neighbors accounted for Erick’s gentle-pressure [Physical Domain].

He wasn’t sure where, exactly, but he had reached level 95 somewhere in the massive melee, possibly between the hippo/lizard/tree and the worm/bird/ooze.

Erick returned to questioning the guardians through his [Physical Domain], “Hello. I would like to know what this blockade is about. Please respond. I will wait for a little while for a response, but please do not take too long.”

This time, the monsters all around him did not respond to his words. The guardians didn’t respond either. So Erick summoned a chair and sat down to wait.

As seconds ticked on toward minutes, and minutes piled up, Erick noticed a few more things about the guardians. Each was not a perfect copy of each other; there were small differences here and there, from the arrangement of scale-spikes across their humped backs, to their irises being of slightly different striations. They all breathed in time with each other, though, and none of them had grand cores at their center. They were firmly ‘not monsters’, which was fine. Their shared Domain seemed not-fine, though. There was simply no way past it that Erick could see.

Each one of the guardians perfectly blended their Domain with the ones at their sides, and that power reached all the way toward the mana stream in the center of the cavern, where it seemed to tatter and fray as it touched the thick, rainbow air. Erick certainly wouldn’t be braving the mana stream to get through the blockade, so he needed the guardians to let him pass. Or, more accurately, he needed the people controlling the guardians to let him pass.

… But as time ticked on, Erick was starting to doubt that the guardians had controllers.

Or maybe the controllers were assholes.

Erick asked again, “Hello? I seek to pass this blockade.”

No response; the guardians that stared his way were already staring his way, while the rest stared at the other monsters nearby, waiting for them to make a move.

Erick opened up a hole in the center of Ophiel’s [Unmoving Stone Aura] and sent a different Ophiel burrowing down into the ground with [Stone Travel]. A tunnel ten meters across instantly began to extend down from part of Erick’s power, flowing down into the ground, guided by Ophiel toward the land under and beyond the guardians.

Ophiel hit a wall of Domain power that prevented further movement—

The guardian directly above Ophiel twitched, and the ground collapsed around Erick’s [Familiar], crushing it utterly, breaking the sunform Domain around Ophiel and sending a shock of power back to Erick, like he had touched a live wire. Erick flinched a little, for though he had expected something like that, he did not expect that much strength behind the guardians’ collective Domain. If he had put more power into that Ophiel’s sunform, then he likely would have suffered a real backlash; actual injury.

He sent a second Ophiel into the ground, but this time he had Ophiel go deep, deep into the wall of the cavern, going one kilometer down, then a second, before turning forward and—

Erick was ready for the breaking of his sunform Ophiel this time. He had relaxed that Ophiel’s Domain so he got less feedback, but he still felt the breaking of that Ophiel like a harsh tap on the forehead. He frowned, and then he summoned enough Ophiel to get back up to 10.

This was annoying.

Erick was fed up with whatever the fuck this was.

He spoke again into the gloomy air, “I am going to pass this blockade, and if that requires the tearing down of your—” Ah. Wrought? Well, duh. Erick stopped speaking in Ecks, and started talking in Ancient Script, “Hello. I would like to pass your blockade, please.”

One of the guardians looked to him, and this time there was an intelligence behind his eyes as he spoke, “Password?”

… Not much of an intelligence.

Erick couldn’t help but be a bit sarcastic, “I’ll clear this entire tunnel of monsters for you, if that’s what it takes to gain entry.”

“Invalid password. Remove yourself from this area.” The guardian mechanically said, “Do not attempt to cross our blockade or we will respond with violence.”

Erick tried again, “I seek entry into the lands beyond.”

“Invalid password. Remove yourself from this—”

“Yadda yadda yadda.” Erick tried, “Kill all elves!”

“Invalid password. Rem—”

“Triumph of Light!”

“Invalid pass—”

“Suck my dick!”

“Invalid pas—”

“I’ll suck your dick!”

“Invalid pass—”

“Perhaps fuck you in the pussy?”

“Inval—

“I’ll destroy every single one of you!”

“Hostilities detected.”

Erick smiled. A change!

The guardian spoke, “Remove yourself from our vicinity or prepare to meet Rozeta in person.”

“Already met her! Several times.” Erick said, “Pretty cool lady. By the way: I think you stole my magic. How the FUCK do you have [Luminous Beam]?”

The closest guardian began charging; its eye-for-a-head glowing brighter and whiter. This was completely for show, of course. Erick had seen the thing and its cousins instantly fire off [Luminous Beam]s many times already.

Erick wondered if he was being stupid, or if he was just too fed up to care. Could he think about passwords for a bit, and possibly guess the correct one? Likely not.

So Erick stared down the guardians. He held his ground, three kilometers away, glaring at the automaton and four of its neighbors. [Luminous Beam] could hit several kilometers away, but it was best within 100 meters. It’d still do damage at this distance, though, for sure!

If Erick let it.

But [Luminous Beam] was just light and light byproducts.

Erick dropped his [Greater Lightwalk]. He suspended himself in the air with Ophiel’s spellwork, and protections. And then he turned on his own [Physical Domain] instead of using Ophiel’s. [Lodestar] and [Physical Domain] would be enough. These two spells could influence light from two different directions; one Elemental, one physical.

The guardian spoke, “Leave.”

Erick responded, “Fuck you.”

[Luminous Beam]s erupted out of the eyes of the ‘charging’ guardian and four of his neighbors like five directed geysers of white light. They left the Domain of the guardians, and struck the edge of Erick’s power.

And Erick shut them off.

Discord turned half of the light inside out, one half canceling the other. Beta and alpha decay particles turned into twinkling glitters that showered toward Erick, but spun off in every other direction except forward, looking like air bubbles at the base of waterfalls. Erick had never needed to shut off his own [Luminous Beam]s like this before, but he had made the damned spell, and he knew exactly how it worked. Whoever stole this power from him—

Erick held back the guardians’ attacks like he held back his anger. Whoever made this here was probably just some wrought who got Particle Mage because it was the newest, best thing, and then they replaced some normal defenses that were always here. And that was fine. Erick could forgive that.

But an unmanned blockade that killed whoever tried to cross it?

Or worse: A purposefully hostile blockade.

Rage flooded through Erick’s brain like an ocean turning red.

As the enemy Beams ended, Erick spoke with power, “I’m going through this blockade whether you like it or not, so turn off your toys if you don’t want them erased.”

Several more [Luminous Beam]s shot Erick’s way from the seven nearest guardians. He turned them all aside. The monsters near to him began to squawk and roar and slither in agitation as the guardians kept casting at Erick, filling the cavern with bright light. Some of those monsters looked ready to attack the guardians alongside Erick. Some looked ready to eat him after the guardians softened him up. Others ran.

Erick didn’t want to do this, but he did anyway.

[Undertow Star].

Up above, inside Erick’s power and well within range of the guardians, a star began to form. A drop of pure white light sent out inky blackness that was barely visible against the rainbow gloom, but that darkness became visible soon enough. Erick reached forward with his Star, designating the guardians as enemies.

Uh. Failure.

Bah!

Minor twisters of shadow and light impacted the gathered domain of every single guardian half a kilometer away from the target and was rebuffed. [Undertow Star] failed to reach the enemy.

Fine.

Nearby monsters began to screech. Some took to the sky to get away from the conflict. Some ran at their neighbors, and started to fight those neighbors. Some took the exact opposite approach and attacked the guardians on the other side of the cavern, opposite the mana stream from Erick. No one attacked him, though… Aside from the guardians. Apparently the ones that had been looking at him like he was weak were thinking better of that idea.

Nine guardians fired nine beams at Erick, striking his [Physical Domain]. Erick sunk their power into nothing much easier this time, turning light and radiation into scattered sparkles that never got anywhere near him.

Erick thought back to how Ava, the Sewermaster at Candlepoint, spoke of how she had lived in the Underworld, protecting her people from monsters for her entire long, long life, and how the only real problems with living down here were the wrought. They controlled trade routes and patrolled close to the Core so that no one could ever get down here to kill the monsters and gain these high levels. Ava spoke of how the wrought said they prevented people from coming down here for their own good, but Erick was clearly here, and there were no fucking wrought, and the defenses were automated…

So was Ava lying?

Or was Ava being dramatic?

Insular and haughty, the wrought never allowed strangers in their home geodes. They had even sent Erick an invitation to their embassy that was situated outside of their major city, Stratagold; they would not have allowed him inside.

So.

Was there some gods-damned immortal asshole on the other side of these guardians, watching this happen, wondering how far Erick could go against this blockade? Wondering if their own stolen power could stack up to the creator of said power? Probably so.

Erick spoke, and his Domain spoke with him, “I’m going to break your toys now.”

He turned off his [Undertow Star] and let his [Physical Domain] expand, all around, brushing up against everything. He kept it strong against the guardians in front, but he did not press forward; he did not attempt to break them yet and they were not able to break him, for he flowed with their stolen light, swallowing their brightness and turning it to nothing. His Domain expanded in every other direction, though, vibrating hard as it brushed up against the larger monsters who stupidly remained nearby, sending them into an unexpected panic.

They did not fight Erick’s encroachment; they fled.

Amplify filled all of Erick’s aura, the entire thing, except for a small portion around himself that he kept safe with Normalize. Ophiel flocked to this inner protection, keeping their sunforms strong and solid around Erick as Erick turned his Domain to Harmony.

Twenty one, then twenty three [Luminous Beam]s vanished into swallowing, chiming power. Soon, the spells of the guardians were but tracer rounds in a tunnel full of thunder. Back and forth, power built.

White light flickered magenta, as though not fully willing to start; not without more time, and more pressure. But every roar, every screech, every rockfall and breaking body added to the noise, and the noise only grew. White light flexed, breaking molecular bonds, creating plasma in spurts and fits until suddenly turning all of Erick’s [Physical Domain] from white to magenta in a single flashing moment.

Rocks broke from the ground, shattering into sand that floated in the sky. Boulders lifted from the breaking cavern and became rocks that shattered further into sand.

Erick could barely see, but he could still see well enough as his Domain shattered the world right out from underneath himself and the guardians—

And the guardians held. Stone reassembled under them. Their Domain pressed against Erick’s, but the guardians did not physically move against him. They did not put real pressure on him, and that preserved distance would be their undoing—

The guardians switched tactics. They began to move forward. Every single guardian took a single step into the tunnel, pressing against every nearby monster, but mostly against Erick’s Domain like an inexorable glacier grinding down the world underneath its power. The [Luminous Beam]s did not stop; they came on even stronger. Closer.

Erick rapidly attempted an experiment he hadn’t tried before. He had four Ophiel drop their [Greater Lightwalk]s and turn on their [Physical Domain] alongside him. Power flooded out into the cavern, shoving back against the encroaching guardians like five extra hands to hold back a thousand; it was not enough.

On the other side of the cavern, a trio of opportunistic monsters launched spells at the guardians; fire, lightning, wind. They didn’t work together, but their power struck the guardians; burning, singeing, cutting. Tiny, barely-there wounds appeared across all of the white guardians. The guardians stopped advancing because of them; they stilled, and solidified their power instead of trying to break Erick.

It would have to be enough. Erick focused his power with his Ophiels, attempting a cooperative cast for the first time. This was probably the wrong time to try this experiment, but Erick knew all the theory. He only needed to put that theory into practice—

Blood poured out of Erick from every orifice and one Ophiel popped as he tried to organize the harmony. He did not stop. He had another Ophiel take over for the popped one and—

It clicked.

Suddenly, in the middle of a maelstrom of flashing, breaking sound, sky, and cavern, Erick linked with his Ophiel, and his Ophiel linked with him in a way they never had before.

It was simple, once he figured it out.

Pure physical power washed outward like a wave of magenta light, blasting into the lands, breaking the world, striking the guardians—

The guardians were an inviolable wall of power, but Erick and his Ophiel smashed into the wall, and that ultimate defense began to chip. Here and there, Erick gained ground. Cracks appeared across the skins of the guardians. Silver blood flowed from sudden wounds. Eyes burst—

Erick broke the wall.

And the wall, once so solid, became wet paper.

Magenta light blasted outward from him and his Ophiel.

The ground fully dropped out from under him, ripping away into sand and then into nothing. Breaking harmony crashed all the way up into the other side of the cavern as magenta power tore in every direction, but mainly forward, evaporating the cloudwall. Power pressed backward into the monsters in the cavern and Kill Notifications spread across Erick’s sight; seen and then ignored.

Erick felt the world through his expanded [Physical Domain], and he felt nothing; no threats, no danger, no stone cavern floor, no continuance of the cavern beyond. No Domains encroached. Nothing survived. Maintaining the link with Ophiel was a joy, though, so he let their power flow a bit more…

But that was enough.

He pulled himself back.

Ophiel disengaged—

Erick winced in pain and Ophiel squawked in phantom feeling as the deeper connection between them returned to something so very shallow by comparison. Their [Physical Domain]s began to interfere, so Erick turned off Ophiels’. Slowly, but quickly, and expanding like a bubble away from himself, Erick turned his surroundings from Amplified Harmony, into Normalized space. And then he turned off his [Physical Domain] and turned on [Greater Lightwalk].

As light returned to his eyes and he could better see through his own senses, he saw the remains of the cavern. He had broken a lot of it. He now hovered in the middle of empty space, below the disturbed-but-reforming mana stream, and in the center of a twenty kilometer scoop of land removed from the world. Everything Erick and Ophiel had touched, they turned to dust and then to mana to join the stream, or perhaps something else had happened, but the stone was simply gone.

And the surviving monsters were quicker on the uptake than Erick. They were already pouring up and out of the broken land—

Erick was too busy to care about those monsters this very second. He turned away from the cavern, to gaze upon that which he had already seen, which had demanded his complete attention. He wasn’t sure where to start understanding what lay before him.

The Core of Veird.

It had to be the Core; there was no other explanation.

It filled half of the world with blue; the most brilliant blue that Erick had ever seen. It was beautiful. It was massive. And yet it was more than that; more than anything his mind could understand with just one glance, or just one stare.

Erick blinked, feeling like minutes had passed gazing at the Core, but he had only been staring for seconds, at the most. He began to break down what he was seeing into actionable intelligence. The Core was, beyond its beauty, a planet-sized entity, with a curvature similar to Earth. Or perhaps it was the size of a moon? Who knew!

There were no clouds upon that blue surface, set hundreds of kilometers away from the interior surface that spread out left, right, front, and back, but there were clouds in the sky all around Erick, between the interior surface of Veird, and the Core.

The Core was like an ocean, and yet it was not. That part got Erick the most, he was sure.

Behind Erick, down below, or above, or whatever, the mana stream from the cavern poured across the sky, down, down, into the Core, like a waterfall, passing into the far distance, becoming smaller than a single thread before it touched down upon the blue surface. The thick, rainbow air twisted into the Core, passing inside without interruption upon that ever-blue surface.

That single mana stream was one of thousands to reach across the gap, between Veird and manaminer, to plunge into the Core, and vanish.

Erick tore his eyes away from the ‘sky’, and looked around, trying to make sense of the rest of this strange land.

It was a world inverted. Mountains, rivers, forests and plains, oceans —actual, real oceans, too— and ponds. Continents. Islands. Everything else in between. Real water poured down falls on mountains, plunging to lakes, inverted. A nearby rainforest displayed —yes, displayed— fruits of every color of the rainbow, and flowers to match. The air smelled of life. Small mammals and dinosaurs and cows were down there, living and existing, except for where Erick had carved a massive hole in the ground. Those that survived Erick’s destruction rushed to get away from whatever further destruction might come. The birds had already taken to the air; Erick imagined they would be chirping and singing if not for his intrusion.

And it was all visible. While the Core had a curvature, this ‘Underside’ of Veird had a concave, inverted curvature, and Erick could actually see the oceans and continents and islands of this place as they stretched out along the interior, rising ‘up’ in every direction. Erick gazed all around, and saw cities, too.

There was no darkness in this land; all was light.

The Core might have been an ocean to match half of what floated above it, but the core shed light like an everburning sun. And it was brilliant.

Erick’s stepped up into the air, further inward —or upward?— to get a better look, moving closer to the Core, and thus down, but—

From higher up, he saw cities on mountainsides and upon plains and on islands and a lot more besides, but mostly, he witnessed the mana streams flowing like waterfalls into the Core. And at the base of every stream, there was a valley, and in that valley, there were clouds. They were cloudgates, and they were everywhere. Every single cloudgate was at the bottom of a valley…

Hundreds of thousands of cloudgates, for thousands of kilometers in every direction, and from each one, rose a mana stream.

The only mana stream missing a cloudgate was right below Erick, where he had smashed the gate wide open. Erick had broken a piece of paradise and let in the monsters. He watched as a vine-thing of black bark crawled into the white light of the blue Core, and instantly started chasing down easy prey; a cow on a broken meadow of wildflowers and grass.

But the prey vanished into nothing, escaping the monster without issue.

It was good to know that some of the animals had some defenses, but...

Erick frowned.

He waited a beat for the defenders of this land to show up. To announce with blaring trumpets and booming warnings. To simply appear, and defend. But none of that happened. Someone had to live here, though... Right?

A second monster flew out of the hole, followed rapidly by a rushing third.

Uh.

The cities did not sound for war. Guardians did not jump out of the clouds above. And monsters began to pour into this idyllic land. The animals down below had no defense against these Domain-wielding monsters except to simply vanish, which they did in abundance. Before they vanished, though, Erick noticed that they were animals, for sure. Not a single core amongst any of them. Erick doubted a single one of those cute animals was strong enough to take on the danger Erick had allowed into this space—

No. This didn’t make sense.

Surely this place had better defenses than this?

What the fuck was going on here?

Erick briefly studied the monsters coming in, watching as ten of them rapidly moved into the space. Those ten were but the herald to the actual flood. The ones racing inside quickly realized that they couldn’t kill anything, so they didn’t; they had other tasks, anyway. The vine-like black bark monster raced right past a particularly juicy cow, while the cow vanished from sight. The monster didn’t care about the cow, or about the mice or other small, quickly-vanishing animals; it raced across the land. It had a goal.

In the distance, in the monster’s direction, lay another cloudgate.

With that, Erick rapidly understood the trajectory of every monster. Every single one was each individually aiming for the other cloudgates. Thirty of them were already in the Forest and all of them were headed in different directions. Some of them flew directly at the Core itself...

“Nope,” Erick said.

And then he got to work.







- - - -







An hour and a half and 176 monster kills later…

Erick stood at the side of the cloudgate he had destroyed. The land around him was burned and blasted and broken from all of the recent fights, but most of the damage to the cloudgate and the surrounding land was still because of Erick’s (and Ophiel’s) [Physical Domain]. Erick had basically shaken the world apart, and it showed. Boulders were strewn inside new, craggy valleys, while a formerly idyllic creek flowed water past the edge of a former lake, only to form a messy, muddy pond inside the broken cavern. Erick had yet another moment of surrealness as he gazed upon a right-angle bend in the stream. Gravity was wonky down here, for sure.

He turned his attention back to the greater problem of the hole. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do about this, to stop the ingress of monsters. Perhaps he could plant a Yggdrasil here and hope for the best?

But as time passed, and as the fighting slowed, Erick witnessed the cavern walls begin to mend on their own.

A flush of relief passed from Erick’s shoulders to his toes; he hadn’t broken anything too badly. In another two hours the cavern might even be fully repaired. But that left the problem of the cloudgate itself. Erick had no idea what to do about that. Perhaps he would have to put Yggdrasil here if nothing came to fix the barrier.

Whatever the case, Erick would probably end up killing another hundred monsters as they continued to rush the opening this entire time, trying to get into the land beyond. Even knowing that Erick was up here, even seeing him in the air, and knowing what he had done to every single other monster that came this way, the monsters still came. Erick wanted to call them insane, but they obviously weren’t; or at least they weren’t frothing at the mouth and fighting without regard for themselves.

They were getting sneakier about their invasion. It would have been a problem if Ophiels weren’t positioned everywhere, each with a [Physical Domain] wide open, allowing Erick to ‘feel’ out whatever monsters came through, even if the individual monsters were too small, or too far away, or too hidden to see with all his other senses—

As he had that thought, yet another monster tried to skirt him as he stood there in the sky between the cavern and the Core. This one was another plant-monster, but made of illusions. It slipped through the dirt, trying to remain invisible, but Erick lightstepped toward the monster, directly into the monster’s path. A seemingly quiet stretch of land erupted with twisting vines and fire, trying to immolate him as the monster split in two; one to stay and fight and the other to escape into the paradise all around.

Erick killed both and had to vaporize the remains because it just wouldn’t stay dead otherwise.

He was level 96 now. He returned to the sky over the cavern. He waited.

Another hour passed and another hundred monsters came and died, for though the main army had come through there were always more. The steady stream of attackers never truly stopped, even after the monsters had more than enough land to call their own inside the cavern. They all wanted into this place, and the reason for this desire did escape Erick. Perhaps it was easier for them to soak up mana in this paradise? Or perhaps the stories were true, and the monsters all hated the Script with a fiery passion, and they wanted to come in here and destroy the Core? Melemizargo might be to blame for these suicidal monsters, but he did not show, to help the monsters in their goal, so Erick had no way to know.

Whatever the case, Erick simply didn’t feel like letting the monsters inside this land, and so he stopped their ingress, and that was enough for him. Another hour passed with Erick recasting his [Personal Ward] in the meantime, while he waited for the cavern to repair itself. The beveled edge and most of the cavern beyond had repaired itself in the last ten minutes, so it would be just a few more minutes before—

The beveled edge of the cavern settled itself with a flash of white light, passing across the ground like the sheen of a [Personal Ward] turning on. And then the light settled, and vanished, exactly like a [Personal Ward]. And then a calm mist began to roll up from the paradise jungle all around. Erick stepped into the sky to get a better view of what was happening. After a moment of watching he understood what was happening. He was happy to discover that he wouldn’t need to guard this gate forever.

The other nearby cloudgates, dozens of kilometers away, sent streamers of fog across the land, like white wind. Those clouds joined the mist already flowing out from the nearby plants of this paradise, to filter into the cavern, to fill in the beveled edge of the tunnel, and then stabilize, becoming a cloying fogbank.

Monsters still tried to bust through that fog, though Erick only needed to deal with a few before he wasn’t needed anymore. Suddenly, small guardians stepped out of the clouds, onto the bevel, and began ruthlessly murdering every encroaching monster with copious amounts of [Luminous Beam]. A few of the guardians died to claw and fang and spell, but the ones that survived grew with every passing second. Without warning, their Sharing Domain appeared across the entire remaining guardian force, linking them to each other and to the rapidly closing clouds. And that was the end of their losses.

Erick stepped back, back into the sky, further away from the clouds. He watched as the clouds swirled and piled upon each other, almost occluding sight of the tunnel, and of the fights on the other side. But another sneaky monster got past the guardians by flying close to the mana stream. Such a tactic wasn’t good enough. All that chimeric monster managed to do was strike head-first into the rapidly closing clouds. The guardians on the other side switched to targeting the chimera, their [Luminous Beam]s coming in from ten different sides—

And that was all Erick saw of that. The clouds swirled together, closing off the tunnel of monsters from paradise. The mana stream in the center was the only thing to get through the barrier, anymore. It flowed directly up and out of the cloudgate; a shimmering, inverted waterfall of thick, rainbow air.

Erick waited there, in the air beyond the cloudgate, for something else to happen. For some breakthrough monster. For Melemizargo himself to appear. But as minutes passed, the cloudgate stabilized even more. The nearby forest was already mostly regrown across the formerly destroyed land. Birds appeared in the sky, flying free like nothing had happened. Mice and deer and cows came back to paradise, stepping out from behind nothing, simply appearing out of nowhere.

This paradise was strange, in a lot of ways. This land enforced order upon the world, and upon itself. Perhaps it created life, too. Or maybe it just allowed life to hide whenever that life wanted to hide.

Erick saw no people, though, but perhaps the people were simply hiding, too.

A city of pink stone clung to that mountain over there, but Erick had not seen any people at all so far. Erick wasn’t sure about anything at the moment, but he would find out. If nothing else, this land was a lot calmer than everywhere else. Perhaps he could actually rest for a while? That might be nice. He had been going strong for at least two days, but it might have been longer. But then again, perhaps everything here was a lie, and some strange force was just waiting for Erick to lower his guard.

He’d find out if that was the case, too.

Erick stepped higher into the sky to get a better look at everything. The inverted world rose up in the distance like he was at the bottom of an impossibly large bowl. Yet again, Erick marveled at it all. The sheer size of it! The scattered cities and mountain ranges and forests and plains and coastlines and oceans were all so distant that they all but disappeared behind the depth of air, and wispy clouds, long before the horizon of the Core obscured everything beyond its absolute blueness.

Erick turned around a few times, looking for a suitable target. He found one; a city of silver upon a mountain in the distance. It was one of the smaller places within view, but it wasn’t too small. It would serve.







- - - -







The small silver village was rather perfect for ten or so families and their farming and living needs. It was completely devoid of active life while simultaneously showing all the signs that people did, indeed, live here. Other than that incongruity, Erick could easily see himself living here if he had no other obligations.

The streets were solid silver stones, while the walls were silver-flecked stone, and the roofs were of pure silver. Despite the odd building material, the style seemed very ‘desert-like’, with little in the way of adornment and with an eye toward the thickness of walls for temperature control. This place certainly didn’t look like it needed thick walls for defense, for there was absolutely no nod toward that aspect of life, at all. No walls around the place. No barriers anywhere. This place could have been a village back on a mountain on Earth, actually. Perhaps somewhere in Japan, or in the mountains of North Carolina.

Rain seemed to be a concern, though Erick saw no rain clouds anywhere in the inverted sky, and he could see pretty darned far. An affectation, perhaps? Whatever the case, the roofs had architecturally beautiful gutters, with curled corners and sculpted downspouts in the shapes of fish.

The town had more water concerns than non-existent rain, though, for silver stone waterways followed alongside main street and two of the side streets, serving as waterways for a creek. Every house in the town even had a little watering hole beside their house where the creek swirled deep and fish held steady. Small grasses grew in those deeper spots.

The source of the creek was a beautiful little pond above the city, while a little further up the mountain lay the spring. The whole water system was obviously well tended, with little shrines all throughout the village itself, but up here were many more shrines, alongside little flower beds growing the most beautiful, fragrant red flowers.

Erick tried not to smell the flowers. He had been in full sunform this whole time, approaching this place like it was a trap. His sunform had not faltered. He had not returned to his physical body. But he could still smell the flowers. They were red splashes of life against the green and blues and silvers of the land.

From everything Erick could see, with all his sights and his Domain of Light gently touching everything, and with what his Ophiel were reporting, the flowers didn’t seem dangerous, and this land was clear of people.

He didn’t believe any of that for a single second.

Erick spoke, “Nice pond.”

He waited a beat.

Nothing happened.

He turned and went back to the center of the village where he tested the waters by turning back into his physical form. Still, nothing happened.

“Okay then.”

Erick contemplated what he was going to do, now. First, he was starting to feel funny, but this was due to exhaustion.

… He checked himself a few times to make sure that what he was feeling was, for sure, exhaustion. And it was. Almost immediately following that series of thoughts Erick decided that he was hungry, and this place was loaded, and he was going to eat something good, dammit. [Cleanse] had turned nothing to thick air, after all. So now, it was time to feast.

His first stop was by the bakery, which was probably more like the house of a neighborhood granny who made bread out of everyone’s flour. The baker, whoever they were, had many different breads sitting beside the window and Erick copied a nice, big loaf. It was soft. It was delicious. Erick saw another target, and after another [Cleanse] check, he copied some cheeses and meats that had been inside the kitchen of a house across the street. He grabbed a great big beer mug and copied it, then he copied a keg from a brewer who was obviously brewing as a hobby.

It was so very, very good.

Erick ate copies of every single thing in the entire village that looked even remotely delicious, from the cookies out of one jar to the honey cakes from the village elder’s big house at the end of the main street. He even sampled a copy of the most expensive-looking wine in the cellar of the elder’s house.

Occasionally, he left behind an extra copy of what he found delicious. The elder didn’t get a copy of their wine, but they did get a double copy of the keg of beer from the microbrewer. That beer maker got four copies of their well-made beer, because it was the best damned thing Erick had ever tasted…

Or perhaps he was simply overindulging after at least three days of the most hellish, grueling, personal disaster he had ever had to walk through. He had let much of the danger of the last few days wash over him by simply killing everything more, and harder, with bigger explosions of light and as much personal strength as he could muster, but it had been tough. He had almost died a hundred times. No one else he knew would have survived that—

Maybe the Headmaster could make it down here. But. No? That guy had Scion of Willpower, if the stories were to be believed. He would lose steam rather fast if he had to go through all of those monsters like Erick had… But maybe Kirginitharp could? What the fuck did Erick know? Not much, when he really thought about it.

Maybe Killzone could make it? Erick didn’t know too much about that guy.

Jane would have died. No Domain meant death down here.

But maybe none of them could have made it, either. Erick had encountered not a single wrought in that entire tunnel, and he had expected to see someone, but there had been no one. Not a single person! Maybe no one in their right mind ever ventured into that series of tunnels. Maybe Erick had been dropped into a true death zone.

And yet, he survived. He made it here. How? Strength, he supposed. But then again he cheated, too. There were not many spells like [Luminous Beam], after all. Nothing had any truly good defenses against the magics he made, because they had never before existed on Veird. He had invented that new, physical spell, himself! And even when he encountered the guardians using [Luminous Beam] against him, Erick was able to overcome that, too, because he knew how the spell worked.

How long had those guardians been using [Luminous Beam]? Did some wrought make those guardians and give them Erick’s spell? Or did Rozeta make those guardians and give them Erick’s spells, because they were damned good spells that broke everything they were pointed at?

Ahh…

Exhaustion.

He was tired.

He wanted to sleep.

Erick stumbled a bit as he walked down the gently curving street. He wasn’t drunk. He wasn’t even buzzed. He was too high strung at the moment and maybe, possibly, this land wasn’t a trap. Maybe he could let down his guard. This certainly seemed like paradise. There was certainly some fuckery going on with animals vanishing when they were threatened, and coming back out when they were not, and maybe that extended to the people who lived here, but there was nothing Erick could do about that.

If any unseen onlooker wanted him dead, he was absolutely sure that they could do that. The people here had to have defenders, right? Hidden defenders?

Whatever.

Sleep.

He needed sleep.

Erick stopped in the center of the main street, and spoke to the air, “Terribly sorry for my uninvited intrusion. I will not bother you overlong. If you have something you want more of, leave it by the door by the bed I choose to sleep in… Wherever that might be.” He looked around and spotted his target. “That house will do. If the occupants object, tell me now, or forever hold your peace.”

Erick waited a beat.

Nothing happened.

Erick walked over and entered the chosen house, saying, “I appreciate your hospitality. Have a keg of beer as a gift.” He set down the keg he was carrying and went to his chosen room.

The house was comfortably sized, with three bedrooms and a main living room; it was certainly not the elder’s big house at the end of the street, with obvious guest rooms and pre-heated hot tubs and silk sheets on their cloud-like beds. This room was more comfortable, and more easily defended, which is why Erick picked this smaller place.

He even chose the room near the back, because it had a small window overlooking a small backyard, and the room was unadorned with any personal effects, unlike the other two rooms, and unlike almost every other room in the small silver village. Those other rooms had small paintings of people and charms with names on them and clothes in dressers and in closets. But this room seemed like a guest room; it was practically empty of all personal effects.

Whatever the case, the bed was fantastic. This was not unusual, though. It seemed every bed in this entire village was as comfortable as a dense cloud. This particular example of finery had nice sheets, too, and nice pillows, though they were not silk. They were simple cotton, which was much more Erick’s style. The door to the room was as thick as any other door in any other house, but most rooms in most houses didn’t have doors, and there were no locks anywhere. The people of this village gave a nod toward privacy, but not any care at all toward security.

After placing some [Prismatic Ward]s with Ophiel (enough to alert Jane and others up top that he was alive) and [Cleanse]ing himself, Erick sat on the bed. He breathed out. In a flashing moment, he realized that he was glad that he was out of that cavern. Really glad. Fantastically happy to be out of that rainbow gloom.

Erick laid down on the bed and sighed. He brushed away some stress tears, wondering what everyone else was doing, wondering how long it had been since he had seen Jane, wondering about lost time, and about accidentally turning into a monster—

That last one was both a figurative and literal worry. Erick checked himself for rads hourly, and he continued to do so all the while he was in that prismatic gloom. He had often needed to pluck those poisons from his body before they got too big, or too close to his heart. Having a [Personal Ward] active helped to prevent some rad formation, but not all.

It hadn’t been too painful to rip them from his body every hour, but changing half to light and half to physical was tricky and there was blood involved. He didn’t simply just rip them out from his chest like he did that one time, back with the orcols and the shadelings at Treehome; he had learned a bit better since then.

Erick sighed.

As he lay there on that strange bed, covered in protective spells but feeling more exposed than ever, Erick had more thoughts. He needed to find a spot for Yggdrasil, tomorrow. He probably could have done that tonight and slept atop his defensive [Familiar] instead of here, wherever ‘here’ was, but who knew what would happen if he tried to summon Yggdrasil in this land. Would Yggdrasil drain Erick of everything he had, again? Would it be worse this time? It would probably be worse—

No. It definitely would be worse.

Erick would worry about that tomorrow. The summoning would be worse, but he could deal with that. For now, Erick metaphorically tucked his worries into bed; they would keep till tomorrow. Maybe after some sleep he’d be able to handle his worries better. Maybe. Probably.

He closed his eyes—

He shot up in bed and—

Nothing… Nothing was there. He was safe. Even with the invisible intangible people all around, looking at him… Honestly, aside from the clues that people lived here, there was nothing telling him that people actually lived here. Nothing moved when he wasn’t looking, and that was a big clue that he might be safe.

Maybe he was being too paranoid—

Nope. He wasn’t being paranoid at all. The animals were clearly capable of turning immaterial. The people could probably do this, too.

So Erick glanced at the window, and at the nothing out there, and he spoke to the air, “If you have something you want me to copy, please leave it outside. I have to sleep, and I would appreciate some privacy. Good night.”

He laid down.

Eventually, he slept.

- - - -

Ophiel watched.

- - - -

Erick woke up with a shaking start, slamming on his lightform. He endured the passing of another Script Second, then he turned on his [Lodestar]. Nothing attacked in the meantime, and as more and more nothing happened, Erick’s mind settled down. He glanced through his Ophiel and saw the world around him.

Nothing had changed.

Nothing was on fire.

All was well with the world.

And not a single thing had moved from where he had put it. The extra keg of beer in the front room was still there. The copied foods were still out in the village where Erick had found them. Nothing had been placed in front of his closed door.

A bird twittered again outside Erick’s window—

Ah. The bird had woken him. Or, more accurately, Ophiel’s interest in the bird’s melodic chirping had bled into Erick and that had woken him. Erick returned to his physical form and sat back down onto the bed—

His [Personal Ward] was gone and his bladder and the rest of his digestive tract was very full. Bloated. Not sick, though. Just… Not the best. A recast of his defenses made him feel a bit better, but only after going out into the forest and doing his morning routine did he feel like a person again. He would have used a bathroom inside the village, but for some reason, that seemed too much.

With head held high, Erick lightstepped back into town. Nothing had killed him in the middle of the night. So…

This was fine?

Erick decided to start the morning off right. It was time to use the hot tubs at the elder’s mansion and to partake of all the guest food laid out for all the non-apparent guests.

- - - -

Soaking in perpetually hot water while drinking tea and eating a lime scone, Erick let some of his worries float away on the gentle steam that lifted from the massive hot tub.

Erick had actually dreamed of having a hot tub for a while. Ever since he landed on Veird and realized getting a hot tub was not only possible, but that it was easy, too. All he had to do was actually go through the trouble to make one. Why hadn’t he? No idea.

Perhaps there had been no need. And it would have been odd, anyway. Everyone in Spur used the Baths when they wanted to enjoy a dip, and who was Erick to want to have his own, private space? A deviant, for sure.

The baths of Spur had hot tubs aplenty along with communal baths and pools in their warehouse-sized location. Erick had only gone there once, though. He had been too shy about his ‘dad bod’ when compared to everyone else. Now, though? Now he had a quite fantastic body —as Linxel could attest— but Erick still couldn’t go to the baths because it would be embarrassing for a whole host of different reasons. With his Vitality and Blessing of Rozeta his body did a lot of teenage-like things these days and he did not need to experience that particular trauma ever again.

Ah. So many little, large traumas. So little time to get over them all.

Anyway.

The view from the elder mansion’s hot tub was magnificent. This hot tub was obviously made for comfort, with its angled walls and in-built stone seating, and to show off the mountainside beyond the village. This room was half exposed to the open air, with fragrant flowers planted in a stone garden right outside that added a floral ambiance to the experience. Beyond all that, the forested mountain dropped away to a deep, forested valley. The view of the other mountains and of the gentle rise in the land was mostly unobstructed.

Past the nearest lands lay a minor ocean, and a string of islands, along with a particularly large cloudgate. Perhaps the elder had built this house in this way to view the cloudgate in the distance? It was a nice view, even knowing that there were a fuckton of monsters on the other side of that barrier, waiting to break through and invade this paradise.

Erick turned his attention back to the strings of islands out there. Maybe Yggdrasil would like to be on an island? He probably would, if it was freshwater. Saltwater? Maybe not so much. The saltwater of Veird wasn’t as salty as the saltwater of Earth, but it still had a salt content to it that could be uncomfortable for most trees.

Erick would check on all that soon enough, when he was ready to endure whatever trauma that would bring. But for now… The scent of morning filled his senses, and it was good.

He still wondered about the people who lived here. But… Maybe no one lived here?

One odd, telling thing that Erick had noticed, but somewhat foolishly disregarded until now, was that the manasphere of this place was different from the manasphere of the Surface, or the Underworld. The usual eyes and mouths and dangers visible in the ethereal swirls and flows of the mana were not present down here. The manasphere here was clean. It was completely empty of ‘psychic impressions’, if you wanted to call them that.

Erick had never heard anyone call those illusions ‘psychic impressions’, but as he had that strange thought, calling them psychic impressions seemed appropriate, so that’s what he would call them.

With this new intrigue on his mind, Erick sent Ophiels to look at the world while he had another copy of a scone. Was this entire land clear of psychic impressions? Soon, Erick found out that his casual observation proved to be true everywhere he looked. Even the animals that came and went from reality like they were slipping through dimensions did not leave impressions on the manasphere.

… Hmm. Dimensions, eh?

But Dimensional Magic was Banned? Capital ‘B’ Banned, too. One of the three Foundational Bans of the Script. Dimensional; Banned to prevent another Sundering. Infinitesimal; Banned to prevent the direct manipulation of mana. And Propagation; Banned to prevent spellwork from spreading past the initial cast.

Hmm.

Ah. Well. Whatever.

But that led Erick to another thought about mana; about his mana sense.

Erick decided to do something that he probably should have done last night, before he went to bed. He pushed his mana sense outward, then sideways. He glanced to the past, and saw a world unchanging until his own arrival. The bread from the granny remained in the window. The beer from the brewer remained where Erick had found it…

Huh.

Odd.

With a bit of stress, Erick pushed his sight into the distant past, glancing everywhere. He saw himself asleep for what he gauged to be nearly a full day, which was a bit much, but he guessed he needed it. He also saw that this village had been the exact same for at least a month... Unchanging. Clothes remained where they were to this day. The hot tub remained hot for all time.

Erick pushed his sense to two months ago.

Erick sat up in the hot tub.

Teressa could manually [Witness] to two months into the past, no problem, and further than that with all the various techniques she was still mastering. But Erick topped out at a month. At least he had topped out at a month; that was before he came here. This personal limitation was because of all the interference of moving people and shifting magics and all that stuff all interfered with [Witness], and Erick wasn’t that good at that spellcraft just yet. But here, in this village?

There was no interference.

The manasphere was clean.

Erick gazed back three months, and then four, and then five. Eight months; that was as far into the past as he could see. Beyond that it was like looking out across this inverted world and trying to see a distant continent through thousands upon thousands of kilometers of air; the natural density of that air and the random clouds that held in the air prevented all sight.

Nothing had changed in this land in the last 8 months. Probably a lot longer than that, too.

Erick looked at his ‘freshly baked scone’ and the ‘fresh tea’ and the ‘clean, hot water’ in the tub.

Was this shit actually ancient?

… Well, Erick’s copies weren’t. He had another bite. It was a pretty good scone.
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                Erick got out of the hot tub. He dripped water and steam as he cleaned up his meal and every bit of mess he had made while he sat there, eating scones and gazing across the mountains. It had been a good break, but it was time to move on, and even though the elder of the house wasn’t present, and likely only ever existed in the distant, distant past, if at all, Erick still wanted to be a good guest.

When he was once again dressed and ready to go, with his backpack on and his spellwork recast, Erick went out into the village and looked around one last time. He hadn’t been a guest for long, but it was a nice little place. Maybe he would be back later, but probably not.

He looked up and relaxed as he simply stood there, letting the cool white light of the blue Core soak into his face, and warm his body. And then Erick opened his eyes and lightstepped into the air above the village.

“Thanks for the hospitality,” Erick said one last time, before turning his gaze outward.

Where to next?

There were many choices. That mountain range with its cities. The dry lands over there in the center of that continent, with the little villages. The riverlands over there. The coast. The islands past the coast. The other continents. The giant cities on the other continent. Another small city nearby.

“Got a suggestion, Ophiel?” Erick glanced at the little guy on his shoulder.

Chirp chirp.

“Some place Yggdrasil would like.” Erick nodded. “Good idea.”

With that in mind… Where would Yggdrasil like to be?

“He’s already in two bodies of water. Perhaps something… less wet?”

Chirp Chirp.

“He likes the water so we’ll keep that the same. That rules out the mountains and the plains… Let’s fly around until we find something nice.” Erick looked up the bowl of the inner world, to where it vanished past the depth of air, and then completely disappeared beyond the blue curvature of the Core above. “The Core seems like an ocean of mana, but… Not there, either.”

Chirp chirp!

Erick said, “Ah! Right. I should test some basic spellwork, to understand if everything works the same down here before I explore.”

One of the nearby Ophiel got ready for testing, chirping as he hovered in front of Erick.

Erick smiled. Then he and Ophiel moved high into the sky to test out his magics.

After a few tests of basic spellwork, aiming at nothing in particular and canceling his spells before they reached very far at all, Erick quickly realized some important facts about the Outer Core to keep in mind going forward. Magic down here was the same as it was on the Surface. Even [Teleport] worked, which was a surprise. For some reason, Spatial Magic didn’t work in the Underworld, but it worked here, directly next to the Core.

But another test conducted on a cloudgate showed that there might be a problem leaving this place.

Ophiel blipped down, aiming for the tunnel Erick knew to exist beyond the cloudgate below. The ball of feathers and eyes ended up bouncing off of the cloudy surface, unable to pass through. Physically pushing didn’t seem to get Ophiel anywhere, either. Erick recalled Ophiel and frowned at the cloudgate.

He could certainly get through the cloudgate again, no problem, but the thought of fighting so many monsters so soon filled him with a small dread that sent him mentally recoiling. Either the thought of being trapped down here, or the thought of having to face an unexpectedly strong monster, or the idea of never seeing Jane again… He wasn’t certain which of his thousand and one thoughts sent him reeling, but he went reeling, for sure.

Several deep breaths later Erick calmed himself down, and he told himself that he could do what needed to be done, when it needed to be done. But not yet. Not so soon. There was still a lot to do down here.

And since Spatial Magic worked down here then maybe he could make [Gate] and get home that way, avoiding the monsters completely! Erick smiled as he had that thought. Well then. There was already a plan to work with Yggdrasil to make [Gate], so that plan moved to the front of his needs. He would conduct at least one of the tests he had in mind for [Gate] creation, and he might even succeed.

But there was a problem with that plan.

The Worldly Path ended with a visit from Melemizargo, and then the potential Walker got [Gate]. At least, this is how it was according to everything Erick had discovered so far. Because of that fact, Erick suspected that there might be a problem with completing this Quest in the Core. The mana down here felt different than the mana up there, but to be sure that his theory was correct, he ca—

He stopped.

Erick prepared to cast a spell in the same way that one prepares to touch a hot stove; hesitant, and then all at once. This time, he followed through. He cast a spell.

A cascading orb of white light flashed into existence overhead, spreading radio waves all over, and eliciting a white fog out of the air all around Erick. He had already input the searching target, and he was prepared to see the white fog turn deep blue the second [Cascade Imaging] started, but as moments turned to minutes and the foggy map turned more solid…

There was no blue.

Melemizargo was not in this land.

Erick… was not sure how to feel about that. He had touched the stove and found it cold.

But if Melemizargo wasn’t here… Were the other gods here?

To test this new theory, Erick thought up a good Particle Magic question about wormholes, so that he wouldn’t be in violation of Particular Insight’s requirement to ask about Particle Magic, specifically, and he called the god of The End and Time. A hundred mana vanished into the manasphere like so many scattered white glows.

The white glows were odd; that had never happened before. Usually it was a simple cast of mana that vanished into the manasphere, and then gold fire appeared. But...

Erick waited. He frowned. It never took this long before.

He eyed the inverted world.

“… Hello?” Erick asked, “Phagar?”

No response.

He checked the manasphere, casting his sight back in time, to see if Phagar was there like he usually was when Erick went looking.

No Phagar.

“Uh. Okay.” Erick said, “This is rather strange, Ophiel.”

Ophiel chirped; it was very strange!

Phagar could simply choose not to answer, as gods were wont to do, but that seemed incorrect.

Well.

Whatever.

Erick moved right along. He had the main plan already made; he just needed a place to plant Yggdrasil somewhere and then he could certainly talk to the people outside. Unless Yggdrasil couldn’t grow here? Or maybe Yggdrasil’s other bodies had popped when Erick went out of range? Ohh. That might be bad. Hopefully that hadn’t happened.

Erick picked a spot in the distance that looked good and headed that way.
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Upon seeing his chosen spot, which was a mountain, with a village and a freshwater lake at the base, Erick spotted a better location.

A city lay in the far distance, like a glittering patch of white buildings clinging to the space between a land of green, and the sparkling blue ocean. It didn’t take long to get there, and when Erick did, he knew this was the proper location for Yggdrasil. Something called to Erick as he eyed the place and judged it perfect—

Well. Not the city itself. More specifically, the patch of ocean next to the city. Erick would explore that later, but for now, he had a city to inspect.

… Purely to make sure this was an actually-good location. He’d get to Yggdrasil soon enough.

… He was gunshy about summoning his largest [Familiar], too, but he’d get to it soon enough. He just needed some time. Yes. That was all. A bit more time.

The city was a land of white towers and cathedrals and shorter, but no less well-made duplexes and single family homes, and apartment buildings. Almost every building had a picture window of some sort, made of rainbow stained glass, while some, like the cathedrals and governmental buildings had multiple windows of artful, crystal light. And it was crystal in the more expensive places, for sure; not glass. The streets were paved with white stone. Fountains bubbled everywhere. Bakeries were fully stocked with bread while beer halls and smokehouses and restaurants were all well provisioned, like the people who lived here had simply stepped out for a break.

Except there were no people at all. A [Cascade Imaging] helped to prove as much, and with some shifting of that Imaging, Erick found a few good places to look for answers. Searching for ‘books’ proved a great diversion, for the libraries had so very, very many books. Thankfully, they were not blank, or some shit like that. Erick had half expected that to happen. But, no. The books were real. But the books held a different problem. They were in languages that Erick had never seen before. There were passing similarities to Ancient Script in more than a few books, and once, Erick even managed to read half of a letter he found tucked into a desk by a window. Only half the letter, though. The rest made no sense at all.

And now, Erick stood in a dark wood library of some noble, for sure, for the room was three stories tall and about that wide, with walls made of shelves. Every shelf was packed full of non magical books, each bound in fine leather and organized in some arcane system that Erick had never encountered before. Parts of it seemed organized alphabetically, but only smaller parts, and Erick could only tell this much because of his massive Intelligence, for sure.

This library was organized oddly, but at least it wasn’t organized by color. He had found and dismissed four separate libraries of similar size to this one because they were organized by color. Massive wastes of space, for sure, but they were certainly pretty rooms to look at.

This library, in this massive house of white stone and towers and greenhouses, was probably the one Erick was going to study for a while, if he chose to stay here. This house didn’t have any active magic —there wasn’t any active magic anywhere, actually— but these books were clearly supposed to be of a magical nature. Erick recognized some formations on the shelves that should have been filled with magic, and almost every single book had smatterings of formation diagrams in them, too—

“Ah. I should check my Minor Entity of the Script access.” Erick almost slapped himself. “Maybe there are more people in this land with me.” And if not people, then Rozeta, for sure. He put the book back on the shelf and instigated—

A human woman of white everything, from hair to skin to eyes to her white pantsuit, stepped out of the air three meters away.

Rozeta semi-rapidly said, “Hello, Erick. Welcome to the Outer Core. I am exceedingly busy at the moment, otherwise I might have been here before now but since you’re forcing the issue: Is there some specific thing I can help you with?”

Erick nodded, then he rapidly asked, “Where are all the people? Can I plant Yggdrasil in the ocean in that direction?” He pointed toward the ocean. “Do you mind if I make some magic here? What’s going on with this place? What’s up with the [Luminous Beam] on the guardians? And can I get a cast of [Language Acquisition] to understand these books? But I don’t have any grand-rads on me at the moment.”

Rozeta nodded, then said, “Easy ones first, and not in the order you asked them: Make whatever magic you wish, but be respectful of this land. You were already respectful enough to solve the breach you caused, and you’re you, so though you have trespassed, I trust you enough not to force you out. Because I trust you, you may plant Yggdrasil wherever you wish.

“But know this:

“The Outer Core is a memorial to lost lands and a receptacle for replacement parts in case the worst should happen on Veird.” Rozeta said, “This land was not intended to become a holy land to my people, but it has, and the wrought feverishly protect it from all intruders. You are an intruder, but you are also a Minor Entity, which does hold a certain amount of sway. How much? I will not say, for that would be involving myself with mortal matters.

“As for the guardians possessing [Luminous Beam]: the Core is protected by the wrought, as previously explained. It’s complicated and I won’t go into all of the details of how, mostly because security is security, but those guardians and their cloudgates have been there for a very, very long time. They’re old, but they also get upgraded every so often. Recently, they’ve been upgraded with [Luminous Beam], and since [Luminous Beam] is a very good spell, they use it almost exclusively ever since it was added.

“I believe this is actually a bug in the formations which create the guardians, but it is only after your breakthrough that the caretakers of that magic are finally starting to agree with me that their system is bugged.

“Finally: Yes, you may have [Language Acquisition] cast upon you. Instead of the usual cost, I’ve already taken the liberty of removing the grand rads from the monsters you killed and left to rot. You now have a plus-395 grand rad balance. Use it as you wish.” She flickered with divine fire and magic settled over Erick. “This [Language Acquisition] is a good version that will last as long as you’re inside the Outer Core and a week past that. You probably won’t learn anything too interesting from these books since they’re all based upon reality that no longer exists, but I would never begrudge anyone their diversions.” She stood fractionally straighter, “And now that your questions are answered, I must tell you off.

“Normally, a breach is a lot more deadly for the breacher. Sometimes they get through, though, and they fail to stop the flood of monsters that come inside with them. Those monsters remove on average at least ten cloudgates, letting even more monsters flood into the Outer Core, before they’re stopped. If ever all the cloudgates should fall, which has happened before, then the Inner Core becomes vulnerable. With the Inner Core exposed, all life on this world is in danger of…

“Let’s simply call it ‘bad things’, because the failure states have looked different every time we’ve gotten close to them. But, on the plus side: The Core Defenses ramp up significantly if things look to be going that way.” Rozeta said, “Luckily, this time you prevented that entire series of problems from ever becoming a problem. So, with that, and everything else you’ve done taken into account, you get a pass, Erick.

“From me. I should clarify: You get a pass from me.” Rozeta stared a bit, saying, “But this shit here was dangerous. You have more than enough power to prevent the worst case scenario, and I’m truly glad you thought to do so, so you get a pass. But other people know what could have happened here, since they’ve lived through it multiple times before.

“Every time someone tries to reach the core, and succeeds, the world almost dies. The wrought understand this. Perhaps they’re too insular down here, in the Underworld. Perhaps some of them disregard fleshy life as frivolous and flighty, so they don’t treat with true mortals like they should. Perhaps they should have been kinder and asked you to meet with them inside their cities.

“But whatever.

“The wrought have a purpose, and that purpose is to protect the world from an unexpected End, and they do a very good job of that. Aside from that, they’re free to live their lives as they see fit, making their own governments and societies and decisions about those societies.” Rozeta breathed. Then she said, “I don’t control the wrought. I give guidance and support, and that’s it. So don’t expect me to get between them and you when they invariably come for you.”

Erick felt the weight of the moment upon his chest. “Okay. I get it.”

“I know you do.” Rozeta said, “And just so you know: Some of those wrought will arrive here in a few days to investigate everything that happened, but there are no easy ways to get here. There are no back doors to the Core. So they’ll have to wade through the monsters like you did, but since all the doors are closed and monsters fill the passageways, there’s not much of an actual emergency. A lot of the usual emergency response was not necessary.” Rozeta said, “The people that do show will want you to leave, but you’re free to do whatever you want, and they’re free to do whatever they want, too. I ask you not to kill them; I have already asked them not to kill you.”

A moment passed while Rozeta let that all sink in.

Erick said, “Heard and understood. Thanks for the warnings.”

Rozeta nodded. “Even with all that said, there is one more important thing to tell you, and then I must be going: I will not let you create a [Gate] in this land. You are a Wizard, so you could probably blow through a few of the protections against such a creation of magic, but I will not save you from the backlash when the defenses activate. There can be no back doors to the Core.” She paused. She continued, “But simultaneously, I wish you well on your creation of [Gate]. I can guide you on that, if you wish, but such guidance will not happen here, or now. Come to the Orrery in Nergal, instead.”

“Understood.” Erick said, “No back doors.”

“None.” Rozeta said, “Even the [Telepathy] you’ll get out of Yggdrasil isn’t something I would normally allow, but I’m planning for the far future, here, and I need to see what happens. So I will allow this, for a while. Yggdrasil will not be allowed to stay in the Outer Core, either.” Rozeta relaxed a fraction. “If you want a place for Yggdrasil, I can make a nice spot for him outside of the Core. I promise he’ll like it. I promise you will like it, too.”

“Okay. I understand.” Erick said, “I’ll replant him elsewhere. What sort of place were you thinking?”

Rozeta allowed herself a tiny smile, and a grateful sigh. “I’m not sure yet; I’ll probably ask some of my people to make a spot.” She said, “A final piece of advice: When you get out of here, don’t accept my father’s help creating a [Gate]. You don’t need him, Erick. You’re Wizard enough on your own, and I’m sure, with time, you will—” Her eyes flicked left with her head turning a moment later, but slower, and more methodical. She frowned at the empty space as she spoke to Erick, “You’ll come into your power soon eno— Bah.” She turned back to Erick. “I must go. Call me again in a few days when you have more questions.”

And then she vanished.

Erick looked at the space Rozeta had occupied for a moment longer, wondering if that had been a good interaction, or not. He leaned toward ‘good’, but he had apparently risked the world to break into this place, and Rozeta did not approve.

Erick wanted to rail against the injustice of not being let into a protected space, but that seemed childish. Security was security, for a reason, and the Core had a very good reason for being secured like it was.

Anyway. Next time Erick would ask Rozeta about what it meant to be a Wizard, and why the other gods weren’t able to answer him here in the Inner Core. There were a lot of questions that Erick would have to save till next time. And… yeah.

Rozeta was busy.

Erick was busy, too. He could talk to her again later, but in the meantime, he had no idea what was going on outside of the Core and he didn’t want to be separated from everyone else for too long. It was time to summon Yggdrasil. Even if [Gate] creation was blocked down here, there were many other reasons to plant the big guy down nearby. Erick wasn’t done with his exploration of the land down here, for there were certainly secrets laying in wait in thousands upon thousands of places, but he needed someone to talk to that wasn’t Ophiel just parroting him. It’d be nice to talk to everyone else on the surface, too. Just how long had Erick been gone, anyway? Hopefully not too long.

And besides that, Yggdrasil was probably worried about Erick, too. Erick knew he was certainly worried about Yggdrasil.

One final thing to do in this library, though. Erick scanned through the stacks, looking for a few books with lots of pictures to aid with learning the language. Such targets were easy enough to find; there was a whole shelf of little knickknacks for kids, including stuffed toys and leather balls and more than a few dolls, along with a whole row of colorful books on the second to lowest shelf. Knowing what he now knew, Erick suspected that this place was a copy of someone’s former home from the Old Cosmology, but translated to this New Cosmology.

Every single city down here was probably like that.

Erick copied every children’s book on that colorful children’s shelf, along with several dozen of the more expensive-looking probably-magic grimoires strung throughout the rest of the library. That would be enough reading material while he hung out with Yggdrasil for the next few days, or something.

Holding his new copies in his light, Erick and Ophiel took a lightstep to their next location, by the ocean.
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The white city had been built upon a jag of land extending out from the main continent. Past that jut of land, a string of smaller islands trailed off into the ocean to where they grew smaller and smaller until, after five islands, the bumpy land disappeared under the waves, and all that lay ahead was blue.

The city had developed onto the first three of those islands with a massive, arched, white bridge made of stone. For a brief moment Erick thought the bridge was an architectural marvel because stone couldn’t get that thin without magic, and he saw no magic, but then his second thought informed him that this was the Underworld, and gravity was only a suggestion down here.

The bridge was but one of three such bridges leading from the mainland to the nearest island. A similar bridge connected that first island to the second one, and then a third one connected the second island to the third.

The first of the islands held a massive, soaring white castle of several towers and a few curtain walls. Bright blue roofs and shining silver gates served almost as decorations, while private gardens and rooms upon rooms of plush bedding and couches and all the proper amenities of nobility served almost as showrooms, telling the story of the white city’s prosperity. Practically every room had a bit of rainbow stained ‘glass’, too, in the form of windows set above doors. There were a few masterwork sculptures of crystal in courtyards here and there, as well.

The second island had a wizard’s tower of some sort, with an orrery at the top and enough sculptures of wizards to give Erick pause. He didn’t spend too long there because that place was packed with secrets, and with the first sorts of traps that he had seen in this land. He could suss out all the little secrets of that place another day, though, for he had a mission.

But before he got to that mission, Erick checked on the third island. An obvious chapel stood in the center of that land, dedicated to gods Erick had never heard of, or seen before. He didn’t spend too long there, either, but mostly because it was one of the few places that seemed truly sacred.

And, he had other stuff to do. He had checked out those locations just to ensure that there would be no obvious problems with what he came here to do, for the ocean and Yggdrasil called to him.

Erick returned to the sky above it all. To the right of the islands lay a protected harbor. Boats bobbed in the gentle waves of that harbor, looking ready to unload their goods, or to accept loads of goods waiting for them on the docks. Those transfers would never happen though, for those boats had been sitting there like that for a very, very long time— Or? Ah. Maybe not?

They had likely only been there since the last time this land was ravaged by monsters and the Core almost fell. According to Rozeta’s implications, nothing here was actually 1,450 years old; dated to the time of the Sundering. Whatever the case, Erick wasn’t going to plant Yggdrasil in the harbor, anyway; that would be disrespectful.

To the left of the white castle and wizard’s tower and chapel and harbor, though, lay the open ocean. The ocean was freshwater, too, so saltwater wasn’t even a concern.

Erick set down on a small, sandy beach at the base of the white castle. Ophiel propped up a [Prismatic Ward] across the beach while another primed themselves with [Greater Treat Wounds]. A third Ophiel was already out in the deep blue, under the freshwater waves, looking for a good spot.

The beach dipped below the waves, sand becoming seafloor as the land gently sloped down a continental shelf that ended about a kilometer and a half from shore, where a steep drop gave way to the true ocean. The greater ocean was only half a kilometer deep, though. There were a few underwater hills that rose halfway to the surface, but mostly, and judging only from the small inspection Erick had made of it all, the Outer Core ocean was a uniform half kilometer deep.

Of all the artificial things of this ‘warehouse world’, the uniformity of the ocean depths was perhaps the strangest. Or, more likely, it was simply the strangest thing yet; there was still a lot of land and empty cities to explore.

That was all stuff to do later, though.

An Ophiel flooded the land with his [Physical Domain]; not to break anything, but to check to see how deep the dirt actually went, before it encountered the absolute barrier of the edge of the Outer Core—

Ah. Erick found the edge. With a bit of prodding to make sure… Yup! Beyond the flat bottom of the ocean, about 1500 meters beyond, a rather uniform pressure pushed back on Ophiel’s power. Erick didn’t press further. He relaxed Ophiel’s [Physical Domain] and picked one of the larger underwater hills, about seven kilometers out from the beach.

A few Ophiel went there in sunform. One of them cast a columnar [Prismatic Ward] straight up and down, from the base of where Yggdrasil would grow, to three hundred meters up, pushing that Restful density to as large as it could go. Erick hoped such a preparation would lessen the mana drain he was about to endure… It might!

It might not.

“Enough preparation, Erick,” Erick said to himself. “Just do it.”

Ophiels chirped in agreement; they were ready to support him with [Greater Treat Wounds] if he went down, and he probably would.

Erick cast through Ophiel, targeting the land below the waves—
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A broken dream of fragmented sight and constant missing time, with days feeling like minutes and moments passing without measure, suddenly changed. The world seemed smaller, and larger. Land was land, water was water, air was air again, unlike the jumble it had once been. As reality solidified, time solidified, too.

In a lake by a city of protective candles and biting dirt, and in another lake in a place filled with great big fish and not enough lightning, Yggdrasil realized that he was also somewhere else. A new place. Tracing the whole of himself, he found a curved, strange path that connected him to another set of senses deep, deep underground. In the other direction, Yggdrasil found his old bodies, up on the Surface.

He focused completely on the new space.

A land of endless stillness. A land with a familiar person, of warmth and love and light, calling to him.

The world began to make sense again.

Yggdrasil asked the ending dream, “Father?”
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Erick slumped to the beach as everything left him, drained like so much blood from a body. His breath stopped as his heart slowed and Mana and Health ripped away, forming a small life at the bottom of a fake ocean that needed more power. A hacking laugh and a spray of blood escaped Erick’s throat as blood spurted from his nose and turned his vision red and he struggled to stay awake. He managed, but it was a bare thing; he knew this was going to happen. He had been prepared. He was barely prepared enough. Ophiel hit him with a [Greater Treat Wounds], and that helped.

Erick’s vision drew him to the source of his pain, and his connection to the outside world.

Across the way, kilometers into the ocean, white surf burst the blue surface and kept on coming, lifting waves into the air and dumping millions of tons of water back into the ocean, only to form more fountains of white that rose further into the sky. As seconds passed the explosion parted, revealing what had surfaced from below.

White branches extended into the cloudy air of the Outer Core, and then stretched out, like rivers of white that rapidly spread into tributaries and streams of glowing brightness. Fiery green leaves burst into existence—

And the drain slowed.

Erick breathed deep, like someone had taken off a boulder from his chest. Ophiel hit him with another [Greater Treat Wounds], and that took the remaining edge off. Erick lifted himself from the sands—

A brilliant gold fire rippled inside the landscape of his soul, like the gentle tearing of a net. Freezing chills followed as the net tore, but the net began to repair almost as fast, as though a million invisible spiders were stitching it back together, but in a different arrangement. As the golden net fell back into his soul, back to invisibility, it seemed thicker in some spots, but looser in others. A brief check on Yggdrasil’s blue box revealed Erick’s maximum summons was at 4; one more than before.

A blue box appeared as soon as the gold light settled.
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So he was still on the right Path. That was good. Erick dismissed the box and gazed across the waters. His breath hitched as his heart beat harder; it was a magnificent sight.

Yggdrasil was almost fully grown. Kilometers tall and just as wide, the white tree towered over the blue ocean, its kilometer long branches filled with leaves of green fire. As Erick watched, more Mana drained from him, and a bright, rainbow crown encircled all of Yggdrasil like a road of prismatic light rounding a mountain.

The drain from Yggdrasil slowed even more, down to a trickle, and then to something small enough that Erick’s regeneration overcame Yggdrasil’s demands. He relaxed as he waited for some Mana and Health to regenerate. His spellwork had shut off when Yggdrasil emptied him. A half minute later, Erick turned on [Greater Lightwalk], and then [Lodestar]. Yggdrasil was almost fully formed.

With warm, loving thoughts, Erick sent a telepathic, wordless greeting to Yggdrasil, speaking of home and hello and how’ve-you-been, all at once.

“FATHER!” Yggdrasil’s voice boomed across the sky of the Outer Core, filling the world with demanding, and longing, and hope, “WHERE—”

“Over here, Yggdrasil.” Erick tugged on Yggdrasil’s sight, directing him to the beach. “I’m right—”

A tendril of light erupted out from Yggdrasil, longer and thicker than all of his branches combined. He touched Erick, instantly. In a flashing moment, Erick found himself standing on the upper branches of Yggdrasil, upon a flattish section of the curving trunk. For a moment he was disoriented, but he recovered fast enough. Erick guessed he had been [Teleport Other]’d, and that was fine, because there was something else to worry about aside from his own safety. All around him, formerly-fiery green foliage dropped through the air in a minor downpour of crunchy, curled and browned leaves. The world seemed dimmer, and it probably was, for Yggdrasil’s bark flickered and faded with obvious sadness. He didn’t cry, though, because that was a human emotion, and Yggdrasil certainly was not human.

Erick instantly laid down on Yggdrasil, putting his arms wide and hugging the branch as he pressed his face against the dim white surface, saying, “It’s okay, Yggdrasil. Sorry for leaving you behind. Did you have trouble while I was gone?”

Yggdrasil’s dim bark brightened where Erick touched. After a shaking moment, emotions settled. Slowly, for kilometers all around, light began returning to the massive tree. New green leaves began to grow like a spreading green fire at the ends of every one of Yggdrasil’s branches.

A small, prismatic colored [Scry] eye appeared in front of Erick. Looking at him. Erick smiled at the eye and sat up as the eye rapidly moved around him, checking for truth. A spell flickered out of the bark underneath Erick’s feet and his wounds began to close. Another spell flickered much less than a Script Second later, and the blood from his most recent incident vanished from his face.

Erick smiled gently. “Hello, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s voice was a small thing. “Hello, Father.”

“I missed you.”

“I missed you, too.”

“Tell me all about it.” Erick laid his head sideways on the now-glowing bark. “How long has it been since I vanished?”

“I don’t know! Why did you vanish!”

Erick turned around and looked upward, watching the Core through Yggdrasil’s brightly shining green leaves. And he started talking, first about Enduring Forge, and then about the blipping incident, and how he thought he’d appear somewhere dangerous, yes, but not nearly as dangerous as it turned out to be. And then Erick moved on to talk of monsters and danger and all that. Ophiel showed up soon enough, depositing the books Erick had copied next to him on the trunk, while Erick rambled on about everything.

Yggdrasil listened, silently, intently, his prismatic [Scry] eye hovering around Erick.

Erick got up and moved some of his new stuff around, organizing it as he continued to talk, giving highlights and lowlights to the experience of the Underworld, talking of specific monsters and their abilities. He felt like he was disgorging his worries onto a child, but he asked if his words were too much more than once.

Yggdrasil went, “Not too much. Tell me more, please.”

And so Erick did. He got to the part where he crossed the barrier, into this land, and he named this place the Outer Core, as Rozeta had explained to him.

“I haven’t explored much, but I plan on doing more of that.” Erick added, “And now that you’re here, you can explore it with me.”

“No. You can’t leave me again. You stay right there.” Yggdrasil said, “This Underworld is too dangerous.”

“I love you too, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “I’ll stay right here for a while because I’m tired and I missed you, too. How about you tell me what’s been happening on the Surface?”

“… I don’t know.” Yggdrasil said, “They hurt me, so I hurt them back. You left and they hurt me! I don’t know what’s happening out there. Lightning is happening. That is what they deserve.”

“I’m sorry that happened, Yggdrasil.” Erick asked, “Did you reach out to Poi, or Jane, or Teressa? Did you ask anyone for help?”

“… No… I should have?”

“You should have; yes. I might be your connection to this world, but you’ll be able to stand on your own eventually. You need to talk to other people, too.” Erick asked, “Want me to show you how? I’ve been lost down here for a bit, and I need to talk to some people, too. You can listen in while I talk to them.”

“Yes. Show me.”

Erick stepped into Yggdrasil’s existence—

The world turned indistinct, and dark, except for a world of light around Erick, and two ephemeral streams of linking intent that passed outward, through deep darkness and into the world beyond. Other, broader sensory suites spread out in every other direction of this Outer Core, but only those two links went through the protections of this space. And so… Erick followed those links. Behind him hovered a prismatic presence, helping him remain connected, preventing any straying from the path.

Another land of light lay in the sun and starlight far away—

Erick came back to himself, following the guiding presence of Yggdrasil back though the dark, back to the Outer Core. He opened his real eyes again and gave himself a moment to understand what had just happened. He checked himself and he was still alive, still sitting on a flat bend in Yggdrasil’s upper trunk. He had obviously journeyed through the manasphere to Yggdrasil’s other bodies, but it was an odd sort of journey… Whatever had happened, it was apparently fine.

He nodded.

He went back in, following and allowing Yggdrasil’s light to guide his mind to the Surface, oh so far away.

Both locations felt the same—

‘Erick!’ Poi’s voice came to him from the right-ish side of Yggdrasil’s Surface bodies. ‘You’re alive! Thank the gods.’

Erick almost laughed in joy to hear Poi’s voice, but Poi’s voice was desperate. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Wh— Uh!’ Poi backpedaled, ‘Nothing is wrong. Are you enjoying yourself? While the rest of us worry ourselves near to death?’

Erick asked again, ‘What’s wrong, Poi?’

‘Nothing is wrong, Erick. Everything is fine. But, if you could give me a lesson to hand to Kiri regarding Permanency magic, then things might be a bit more fine.’

‘So you’re not willing to tell me. Okay.’ Erick paused. He asked, ‘How bad is it?’

‘Nothing is wrong, Erick. Do whatever you have to do to get [Gate], then come back to Spur.’ Poi added, ‘Ah. And help Yggdrasil with his defenses over at Holorulo. Candlepoint is working to protect Yggdrasil, but people keep trying to [Dispel] him over in Nelboor. He’s defenseless over there and the sky is a bit more full of lightning than it has to be.’

Yggdrasil spoke in their connection, ‘They hurt me. So I hurt them back.’

‘I’ll work with him, Poi.’ Erick asked, ‘How long have I been gone?’

‘33 days.’ Poi said, ‘It’s been a concern, but Silverite was right; she wasn’t going to start worrying until two months had passed. Jane will be happy to know that you’re okay. We’re all happy to know that you’re okay.’

‘Sorry I made you worry. I’m glad to hear you’re okay, too.’ Erick sent, ‘I’ll send a packet about what happened, first, and then another about Permanency tips.’ With a spark of concentration, Erick lined up his memories and sent them along in two bursts of magic. He didn’t edit many of the memories of his time after falling out of the mana stream, up until he reached the cloudgate and the guardians, but past that he left it as a blur of oddity in a safe land. The Permanency package was well crafted, though; everything Kiri would need to apply that spellwork to all of her magic was in there. After those messages flowed down the pipe, Erick sent, ‘I’ll try to get back as soon as I can, but it’s going to be rough returning.’

After a long moment, Poi sent, ‘Uh. Yeah. That will be rough. Uh. Do you want me to talk to Killzone— I’m going to talk to Killzone and Silverite about this. Maybe they know a way to call off whatever squad is going after you.’

‘They probably don’t have anything to do with Underworld politics anymore… But do gauge how they respond to me being in the Outer Core. I want to know that before I come back—’

‘You can’t come back while you’re still on the Worldly Path.’ Poi sent, ‘We’re handling the problems here, Erick. You should return with ancient magics at your beck and call, and not before.’

Erick frowned. ‘You call me if it gets bad. I can probably help, even though you refuse to tell me what is going on.’

‘… Do you want to tell Kiri how to get [Luminous Beam]? While we’re at this, anyway.’

‘Yes,’ Erick said, without reservation. ‘It’s like this…’ He sent along another packet. ‘That should be it.’

Relief flooded down the connection.

Poi sent, ‘This is more than enough help.’

Erick mentally nodded, then he sent, ‘So. Anyway. This is Yggdrasil. Yggdrasil, this is Poi, one of my best friends. You can talk to him if you have problems.’

Yggdrasil’s massive, world spanning power flickered away from Erick, and landed on Poi. ‘Hello, small blue man. I am Yggdrasil.’

With a proper mental bow and politeness, Poi sent, ‘Hello, large World Tree. I am Poi Fulisade.’

‘Now you two can talk for a while, or as long as you need.’ Erick sent, ‘I’ll talk to you later, Poi. Send everyone else my love!’

‘Yes, sir.’

Erick stepped back, flowing back to himself. As he departed the scene he felt, more than heard, Yggdrasil talk to Poi, like a mountain talking to an ant. He smiled at that feeling; talking to Yggdrasil was about the same for him, too.

Opening his eyes in the Outer Core, Erick sighed into the brightness all around. He watched the fiery green leaves dance upon the gentle winds of this quiet land. With a thought, he sent out Ophiels back into the white city to grab some necessities, like the copy of a bed, and a dresser with clothes fit for him, and a few other assorted items. In half an hour, Erick had a little space for himself set up on the flat-enough trunk of Yggdrasil, with some privacy dividers acting like walls to block the wind and make everything feel just a bit more secure.

When that was done Erick went to the stove and made himself a cup of tea, then he sat down on a nice couch to read some books, to learn at least one of the local languages. It was busywork, more than actual, productive work. He’d make a [Renew] when Yggdrasil came back from talking to Poi, and after a rest of—

“Ah. Shit. The kids with the mana sense problems.”

Erick set aside the book and dove back into Yggdrasil’s connections, to speak to—

Ah.

Found her.

‘Archmage Flatt!’ Caretaker Shani of the House of the Wandering Soul responded, ‘We heard you were dead!’

Erick smiled. ‘The rumors of my untimely demise have been greatly exaggerated. I was merely indisposed for a while. Anyway. You need some new mana sense blocking spells, do you not?’

‘We do!’ Shani softly said, ‘The kids thought you had abandoned them.’

‘Ah. Well. Sorry about that. Things happen.’ Erick glanced out through Yggdrasil at Holorulo, actually looking at the Surface world around him. It was a bit hard to understand, actually. The land was water. The water was air. The sky was fire and lightning. It was all quite surreal, but Erick could tell that Yggdrasil had torn up the place, too. Lightning shattered the water. Wind tore at the air. Storms broke the fire and washed away all who would attempt to attack.

Erick began to fix everything, one spellcast at a time, and gradually, things began to make sense again. The lightning rain stopped. The waters calmed. The stone shoreline repaired, but this time, there was a stone box sitting on the shore. Erick began filling that stone box with [Personal Delirium Charm]s, as he sent to Shani, ‘I can’t personally deliver them this time, but they’re right here beside Yggdrasil, so you don’t have too long of a trip in front of you. I calmed the sky. Can you please tell whomever you feel like telling: Stop attacking Yggdrasil.’ Without giving her time to respond, he showed Yggdrasil to Shani, saying, ‘Yggdrasil. This is Shani. She’ll be by to pick up those charms I just cast into that box. Okay?’

Shani mentally panicked as a presence the size of the sky focused on her.

Yggdrasil sent, ‘Okay, Father. I understand. This person may approach.’

‘Thank you, Yggdrasil.’ Erick sent, ‘Sorry about the interruption of service, Shani.’

‘Pe— Perfectly… Perfectly fine, Archmage Flatt. Thank you.’ Shani rapidly sent, ‘The kids appreciate this.’

Erick pulled back from that conversation, but he continued to fix a few more things around Yggdrasil at Holorulo, while telling Yggdrasil how to maintain proper defenses. Yggdrasil learned quickly, casting spells how Erick told him to cast.

Then Erick dove across the world, to Candlepoint, to check on the surroundings. The lake at Candlepoint seemed fine. The sky could use some touching up, though, so Erick fixed the weather while Yggdrasil placed some defenses.

Erick pulled back.

Opening his real eyes one again, he saw Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye watching him.

Erick smiled, and said, “You did well when I was gone, Yggdrasil. I didn’t get any unexpected Kill Notifications from you. I’m very proud of you for not killing anyone.”

“I tried to be good, just like you said, Father.” Yggdrasil asked, “You won’t leave me again, will you?”

“I never meant to leave you in the first place. I’m very sorry for that. I hope it never happens again.” Erick picked up a children’s book, asking, “Want to learn a new language with me? Or would you like to watch me make some magic?”

“I don’t care about words on paper. I can’t read.”

Erick’s eyes went wide, but before he could say anything—

Yggdrasil said, “I want to do nothing. You sit there and do nothing, too. Okay?”

Erick nodded. “I’ll stay right here, Yggdrasil.”

“Good.”

Erick decided to read the book. He’d try teaching Yggdrasil how to read later, if Yggdrasil felt like it. Probably wouldn’t happen, though. 

He sipped his tea, trying to understand the children’s book, and had a bit of bread and cheese while he was at it. Yggdrasil’s bright green foliage, kilometers away and waving like a dome of light and green fire, rustled a bit. A breeze flowed through.

This was relaxing.

… Erick wondered about Spur, though.

They were probably fine. Poi would have told him if he had to come home. Wouldn’t he? Yeah; he would. Honestly… Erick had spent too much time ‘vacationing’. It was likely past due for him to speed up this Worldly Path.

But if the end of this Path was Wizardry…

Erick had been hesitant about summoning another Yggdrasil, but he was absolutely against dealing with Wizards, because that would mean dealing with himself, and his true place in the world. People seemed to like him so far, but he was under no illusions about what would happen if people discovered he was a Wizard. Everything and everyone would turn on him in a flashing instant.







- - - -







Hours and hours later, Yggdrasil quietly said, “The light is always.”

Erick startled awake. He had fallen asleep while reading but he couldn’t have been unconscious for anymore than an hour or two. He plucked the open magic book off his chest and set it aside, next to the bed with all the others.

Learning the language hadn’t been that difficult and when the children’s books started making sense Erick had moved on to the grimoires, but reading those had been like reading Jabberwocky. Half the words were real, but the other half were arcane to him, both in sensibility and literally since they were about magical concepts that no longer existed. He barely recalled what he was reading, anyway, since he was barely awake at the moment. He eyed the fiery green sky of a canopy above, and the white lightning-like branches that held those flaming leaves far, far aloft.

He tried to make sense of what Yggdrasil had said.

He got nothing.

Groggily, Erick asked, “What?”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye appeared in the air next to him; a small ball of prismatic light. “The light is always. And my roots don’t go deep. And everything pulls oddly.”

Erick stretched, yawning a bit as he dissected Yggdrasil’s words. Apparently he was still exhausted from the trek down here, and nothing made sense at that moment, but Erick came to himself quick enough. He got up, saying, “There is no sun down here, Yggdrasil. That blue planet-sized sphere above is the Inner Core of Veird. We’re in the Outer Core right now; the warehouse of Veird, where they keep their spare parts of the trappings of life in case anything should happen to the rest of the world. And so, this is a protected space. There’s a lock on this space to prevent people from easily entering, or leaving, and you’re brushing up against it when you send your roots deep. Gravity is also odd, since down here gravity always points toward the largest mass of stone. You might be experiencing a self-gravity of a kind, so yes, that would feel odd.”

“It’s not a sun?”

“Correct. That blue thing is not a sun.” Erick walked over to the kitchen he had set up and started preparing dinner, since it might as well be dinner time. “I’m not sure how it works either, but the Inner Core gives off light like a sun. I know the world looks a bit weird to you, and feels even stranger… Does the light of the Inner Core feel good? Or are you mainly using your own [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] for light?”

Yggdrasil took a moment to respond. “I like the light. I’m always in light. Down here I’m always in the light? It’s okay. Feels odd. I like real sun better. This sun not sun. Missing something.”

“I like the real sun, too.” Erick said, “Rozeta has informed me that neither of us can stay down here, but if you want, she has offered a space outside the Core. Somewhere close and probably always full of light.” Erick said, “She promised that you would like it. Would you like to be replanted out there?”

“Yes.” Yggdrasil quickly added, “We can leave together. Then you come build house in my branches at candle land and stay there. Okay?”

“I might have to go traveling again, to another land that is separate from the Surface.” Erick asked, “Do you remember the place in the Forest where your [Scry] eye could not follow?”

“No. You come home and stay.”

Erick smiled as he tossed some onions and beef on the grill, saying, “And let you explore the cosmos while I can’t move at all?”

“… I can’t explore cosmos.” Yggdrasil said, “I like staying in one place.”

“That’s what you say today. But what about tomorrow? Staying home is nice, but your home is going to be everywhere in the universe, as far as you can go, but to get there takes a bit of exploring of your own. One day you’ll find yourself on completely alien planets, supporting the growth of light and life.” Erick asked, “Or do you not want to see the places I told you about?”

Yggdrasil’s leaves flickered with unsure brightness. “… I want to see other worlds, too.”

“And I’ll help you get there, but this means that I will have to leave sometimes, so that you may follow.” Erick added, “And sometimes you will go somewhere, so that I may follow. This is life.”

A gentle groan of accepted disappointment moved through Yggdrasil like a very large branch gently bending in the wind. It wasn’t exactly a human sound, for it wasn’t born of a human mind or physiological reaction, but it was an approximate emulation based on human emotional reactions. Erick wondered how, exactly, he was connected to Yggdrasil, and how that connection influenced Yggdrasil’s growth. From everything that Erick could tell, the big guy was basically a child, and while Erick gave ‘birth’ to him, Yggdrasil’s other major ‘biological’ donors were gods and magic—

Huh.

Actually, magic was just possibility based on interpretations of mana as seen through the lens of a sapient mind, so perhaps Yggdrasil’s other major contributors were also orcols, and incani, and dragons, and monsters, and everything else that made mana on this world. Erick had never thought about it that way, but Yggdrasil had some rather radical genetic influences, didn’t he? Actually, they’d be ‘soul influences’; nothing genetic about them.

Yggdrasil stopped groaning in thought, and said, “I want to see rest of universe, but not today.”

Erick nodded. “Not today.”

“You can show the way, but I need you here most time.”

“I will be here for you, Yggdrasil. Forever and always.” Erick said, “And when I’m not directly with you, you can follow, like Ophiel.” Ophiel chirped on Erick’s shoulder. “I can’t support your body on my other shoulder, but I can support your sight.”

Yggdrasil’s small [Scry] eye set down on Erick’s other shoulder. With a small voice, he said, “Okay.”

A gentle wind blew across the inner world, and it was good.

Erick grilled beef and onions high in the sky, while Yggdrasil and Ophiel watched. Eventually, he added cheese, then he grilled some bread. The resultant cheesesteak sandwich was a bit different from what he normally made, but it was delicious and nutritious, and so Erick copied the other half of his sandwich so that he could have more.

When eating time was over, he was rested, and feeling good…

It was time to make [Renew].

Erick strode out of his put-together room upon Yggdrasil’s branches, up the slope to an empty area, saying, “I’m going to make some magic now. Okay? Watch how Ophiel looks over me, and don’t interfere. You’ll probably see some blood, but I can handle it.”

“Okay.” Yggdrasil said, “I see you bleed before. I not worried.”

Erick smiled.

And then he focused. He walked a bit further, and then he was far enough. In another twenty meters, Yggdrasil’s main trunk turned upward again, breaking off into more and more branches the further up it went.

Erick looked around at the perfectly clean manasphere, and realized this land would either be great for spell creation, or absurdly difficult. He leaned toward the former, but expected the latter. Anyway, he needed some targets to [Renew], so he cast a few; [Force Wall], [Teleporting Platform], a small area of [Domain of Light], and finally, he summoned his rad-retrieving minion, Jewels. The quartz-shaped torso-sized summon of a hundred floating stone knives just stood there, waiting for instructions.

Erick told it, “Do nothing, Jewels.”

Jewels did exactly that.

And Erick organized his thoughts.

[Renew] was a complicated spell of a countless thousands of moving parts, but only because magic itself was as varied as imagination itself. Thus, [Renew] needed to be a key that could fit into any lock; to renew any spellwork it touched. But this was a failure state of the spell, for such a spell would require at least tier 4 Tricking Magic. Erick had considered going that route a few times, but… No.

Erick needed to make a basic tier spell that anyone could use, so that everyone could contribute to defense. Actual mages and archmages would provide the defense, but the common person could still dump their mana into those defenses, ensuring that their beacons of civilization remained strong against the dangers of the wilds and the monsters.

Erick had tried manually shoving Light Mana into Light spellwork, and that worked a little bit, but not nearly well enough to make a spell. It wasn’t until he reached Enduring Forge, until he discovered how runes worked, until he saw how the Slime Spawner and Arcane Attuner turned normal mana into slimes and spellwork through a grand series of translation runes that he understood all the missing pieces of [Renew].

He had those pieces now.

He held out a hand and put those pieces together, speaking in Ancient Script, except for the last word,







“A bit of spell to start the drain.

“A flexing swell! Our mana trained

“and does like rain in lakes accrue

“trans-forged through veins

“The goal: [Renew].”







Erick flexed his lightform toward the floating [Force Wall], and though he opened his mana and prepared for the drain, for the channeling of magic into the pane of Force, reinforcing what was already present, he felt something break inside of him, instead.

A bit of his soul crunched in response to his voice; to his request of the mana.

The crunch spread outward like a shockwave that traveled down his arms and legs and struck his extremities like an interior explosion. Capillaries burst. Red spurted from toes and fingertips, spreading in all directions like Erick had been the center of a popped balloon of blood—

Gentle white light fluoresced from the wounds of his outstretched hands, which in turn became a gentle glow inside of his palm.

Erick relaxed as Ophiel hit him with a [Greater Treat Wounds] and blue boxes appeared, but he ignored the boxes for a moment and pressed his newfound power into the [Force Wall]. There hadn’t been much degradation in the spellwork, since he had cast the Wall not a minute ago, but that didn’t matter. Erick’s new spell turned to raindrops of light that soaked into the Wall like water into a sponge. He upped the channel, fully showering the Wall, seeing what would happen.

[Force Wall] normally cost Erick 5 mana, but as he dumped more and more mana through his new spell, into the Wall, it was like seeing a stone wall transmute from rock, to steel, then to something even stronger. But at a hundred mana poured into the magic, it could take no more. Erick’s white rain merely bounced off of the spell. The [Force Wall] was at full saturation.

Erick released the [Renew] in his hands. Light died. He breathed, and then he looked at his new blue boxes.
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Congratulations, I suppose. I’ll be there to speak with you in person soon enough. We can talk more about this then, but know now that this spell will change how civilization functions the world over. But you already knew that.

You’re a Wizard, though, so this much is expected. 

Here’s hoping for good changes. 














Erick nodded, saying, “Here’s hoping for good changes.”

Yggdrasil asked, “Did you do it?”

“I did!” Erick happily cast his new spell and held his hand toward the [Teleporting Platform]. White magic guided bouncy mana through tiny raindrops until those drops struck the floating Platform. Magic guided mana inward, soaking into the spellwork, adding reinforcing bits here and there, strengthening the Platform. Conjured stone solidified into conjured steel. The Ancient Script symbol for [Teleport], brightly emblazoned in the center of the platform, glowed brighter, and deeper white. Erick moved on to the slightly degraded sphere of his [Domain of Light], asking Yggdrasil, “Want me to explain to you what I’m doing?”

“Yes. I want to hear you talk. What did you do?”

Erick laughed with joy and smiled wide, as he began explaining from the beginning, “Spells are cast with duration and other measures of strength, based on initial input of mana. Normally, spells end when those strengths break down. But with [Renew], I attune some of my mana with some ‘bounce’ and some ‘soak’ to survive the ‘translation’ process from my own mana to the mana of the spellwork, and in this way, my mana can repair existing spells by finding the broken parts and remaking them. It’s sort of like the opposite of [Dispel], but that comparison is a bit off, because…”

Erick spoke for hours upon hours. Sometimes, he stopped, and asked if Yggdrasil wanted him to continue. Every time, Yggdrasil said to keep going. Erick appreciated that. He hoped Yggdrasil got something out of all these lessons, but even if not, it was still nice to be near the big guy. Erick hadn’t done a lot of that, ever since he created Yggdrasil 5 months ago. He probably should have, but he had been busy with problems and [Gate].

A normal Arbor would have already turned real by now, too, which was its own set of issues that Erick didn’t feel like touching right now, either. In his own opinion, Erick was lucky that he could spend more time with Yggdrasil before Yggdrasil outgrew him. Erick really should have done this sooner, though.

It wasn’t long till Erick finished his talk on [Renew], but Yggdrasil asked for more words and more magic, so Erick continued, talking of gridwork. He eventually moved on to how he was going to make a [Renew] network that people could string through their houses, so entire cities could benefit from high-class spells inside their homes. The idea was that people could benefit from more than just the magics they could make themselves; they could hire out spell crafters and [Renew] those spells themselves, using the network.

“But you’re making [Gate] network, first?” Yggdrasil asked.

“A lot of magic is connected to a lot of other magic, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “Exploring one side of magic can oftentimes help you to understand what’s on the other side, or what might be right next to your current explorations and you didn’t even know it.”

Eventually, though the sun never set, Erick got tired again and Yggdrasil was okay with more lessons later, because he was tired, too. Erick went to bed, and had some final thoughts for the day.

[Renew] would change everything, and more than how Erick had expected, too, because apparently his [Renew] strengthened existing spellwork. It didn’t just repair to full; it repaired beyond full.

And that had a lot of unknown implications.

That effect probably wouldn’t make it to the Open Script, though. Erick could already see this aspect of his magic being a major problem. You could turn [Fireball]s into [Perfected Fireball]s for damage, or strengthen [Ward]s far beyond full, or do any number of odd things that he hadn’t thought about right then. The range of 'touch' would preclude a lot of interaction if the spell to be [Renew]ed was dangerous to touch, but aura control could get around that restriction. 

... Those were problems for tomorrow.

Erick went to sleep inside a [Prismatic Ward] cast by Yggdrasil, with Ophiel looking over them both, and it was good. He dreamed right alongside Yggdrasil, witnessing visions of big fishes, skies of light, and flowing land.
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                Erick woke and the world was as he left it. The sky was clear. The white city nearby was completely uninhabited. The waters far, far below had a pod of whales swimming around the large arches of Yggdrasil’s surface-breaching roots.

He crushed his panic down and away.

“Good day, Father,” Yggdrasil said. “Nothing happened while you slept.”

Ophiel chirped in agreement as he fluttered down from the headrest of the bed, onto Erick’s chest like a playful cat. Erick patted the little guy, saying, “Good morning, Ophiel.” He looked up and smiled. “Good morning, Yggdrasil.” He got up, saying, “Let’s go find some breakfast. Yggdrasil? I’m going to the city right over there. You want to [Scry] me? I’ll be back soon.”

Yggdrasil’s branches creaked a bit while his leaves shimmered to dim green. “I don’t want you to go.”

“I’ll be right over there.” Erick dressed himself as he said, “Be back soon, too. I want to experiment with a runic web, and I want you to help with that, but I need to find some supplies first.”

“… Okay.”

Erick smiled brightly, feeling a flush of warmth all over. He had hoped that Yggdrasil would be better after some time together, and that proved to be true. After the talk of yesterday, Erick had worried that he had erred, deeply, in how he interacted with his largest summon. Leaving Jane behind with the sitters while he had gone to work had been tough, but necessary, but Jane didn’t have the capability to simply [Teleport Other] him, to keep him near her at all times. Life would have been very different if that had been a possibility.

Raising Yggdrasil right was going to be tough, and happen a lot sooner than he expected it to happen. But…

Erick absolutely loved the idea of having another ‘kid’. Ophiel was great, but it’d be a hundred years before he turned barely sentient, and longer still till he was sapient. Yggdrasil, though, was already there. And since Yggdrasil was going to live forever, that was another impetus to look into [Immortality], because maybe Jane could find her own way to that spellwork, too—

Oh.

Wait.

Jane would simply [Polymorph] her way to immortality, wouldn’t she? She already had her solution to the problem of death. Erick was the one lagging behind.

With a small laugh at realizing what he should have realized a long time ago, Erick stepped off of Yggdrasil’s branch, into the light, feeling supremely giddy. He might need to resume his search for [Immortality] after this Worldly Path, for the future was looking bright! Unfathomably bright, indeed.

- - - -







Erick found the king’s dining hall in the center of the white castle. The walls were gilded wood. The ceiling was a fresco of a long lost universe. Candles flickered and orbs of light held in the air above, while down below, a thousand different foods were laid out, eternally waiting for people who were long gone. This whole land was a mausoleum to a forgotten place and time…

But the food still tasted great. Copies of the food, anyway. Erick wasn’t about to eat the originals.

Plates of gold and silver and platinum hovered all around him as he filled them up with breads and meats and vegetables. Glazed maybe-ham. Not-pheasant under glass. Racks of sorta-lamb. Asparagus-adjacents in lots of butter, with not-broccoli pilaf. Sugary gels that resembled slimes, with ‘cores’ of candy. Drinks that fizzed and gravies that shimmered like white gold.

Erick copied some of the fine white-pearl jewelry he saw, too, alongside their precious metal inserts. He even found some odd metals he couldn’t name, in the shapes of replica artifacts with surely large significance. When he was done, Erick and Ophiel escaped the white palace with enough loot to make a seasoned adventuring team blush with envy, and enough food to feed maybe two hungry orcols. But he hadn’t stolen a single thing.

He also didn’t erase the manasphere in his passing, either.

Let the incoming wrought see exactly what he had done to their holy land; let them see he had taken nothing and everything. He was kinda excited, wondering what their reaction would be. Maybe they would focus more on [Renew] upturning every single magic school the world over, or how Yggdrasil was planted in the Core, or how Rozeta had probably talked to them all and told them to behave.

Erick took a glance at the wizard’s tower, but he left that alone, again. That place was much less a priority once Erick understood the language, and realized that none of it would be useful for him. Magic simply did not work on Veird like how it used to work back in the Old Cosmology.

He also didn’t want to go there because of its obvious connections to Wizards, but he would probably have to… Soon. Not today. Maybe not tomorrow.

Thoughts about magic held heavy in his mind as he inspected his loot, back atop Yggdrasil’s upper branches. Of particular note was a massive white metal and many-jeweled scepter. It was shaped like something a king would use to show they were the boss, and according to some of the paintings that littered the white palace, that was exactly its purpose. The king used this scepter in place of a crown— Well. Not this scepter. This scepter was a copy of the original that Erick left untouched, in the throne room. That original —which was also copy of the original scepter that was lost to the Old Cosmology— remained laid across the throne, like it was set there to prevent people from sitting on that massive white metal chair. The throne remained behind, though this copied scepter came with him.

Erick suspected that the throne and this scepter were made out of the same materials, anyway, so this was fine. Whatever this scepter was made out of weighed in at thirty kilos of solidness. The rainbow of gems that inlaid its surface probably weighed less than a quarter kilo. If not for those gems, it could probably serve as a good mace.

Erick swung it around a few times, testing weight and balance, as he told Yggdrasil and Ophiel, “I could make it into some sort of unbreakable weapon with some [Flying Striker Rune]s, but honestly, I’m thinking I should make it some sort of [Undertow Renew] scepter. Something that could be stuck into a central node of a runic web and—” Erick stopped.

He stared at nothing as a large thought suddenly dominated his mind.

Erick whispered, “I don’t know the runes for [Renew].” After a moment, he added, “I don’t know the runes for [Undertow], either.” Erick set down the scepter and then he set down himself, laying down on Yggdrasil’s bark, spread eagle and staring upward.

After a moment, Yggdrasil asked, “What are you doing?”

“I’m thinking.”

“… Talk to me?”

Erick gladly did so, “Ancient Script is very precise, but it’s also specifically made to rhyme. I had been doing all my major spell creation in Ecks, while sometimes adding in English words as needed. I did my [Renew] creation in Ancient Script, too, except I used the English word for [Renew] because both Ecks and Ancient Script don’t have a great word for that concept, and because I had to create a new concept. That’s what I did when I spoke that spell into existence. I created a concept and attached specific moldable meaning to that concept. I created magic.” Erick breathed. He said, “But I’m not sure what that means for making runework for [Renew], because I don’t know how that translation works. Do I simply write [Renew] into platinum and—” Erick stopped himself. He got back up to his feet, saying, “I’ll have to experiment. I was going to, anyway. Might as well start now.”

He went over to some of the loot he gathered and studied the coins, the rings and the broaches, the bars of precious metals and even the white scepter, once again. And then he dismissed all of that and went to his backpack. He grabbed the sliver of the platinum he had taken from that elemental, which he knew to be pure, and then he started copying it.

Yggdrasil asked, “How would you make the runes for something you don’t understand?”

Erick paused a bit. That was a very coherent thought coming out of Yggdrasil— Ah. Yggdrasil was parroting Erick’s own question back at him to try and understand the question himself.

Erick started talking while he worked, [Duplicate]ing slivers of platinum till he had a good ball of them, then [Metalshape]ing them together, then copying that ball. “I have no idea, Yggdrasil. I’m going to try a few things that might work out, but they probably won’t. My first idea is to write down [Renew] in English, and hope to the gods that doesn’t work, because ‘[Renew]’ in English doesn’t fit with any existing rune structure.

“The second idea is to try and combine some of the words I used in the spell’s creation to make a new word. That’s how most of Ancient Script is, with most high-concept words being mashes of smaller words. It’s like how the Mandarin word for ‘computer’ is ‘lightning brain’ in English, but as one word, or how the Ecks word for ‘book shelf’ would be ‘knowledge repository’ in English. In this way, [Call Lightning] became its own set of runes using Ancient Script notation, so I can only guess that [Renew] will follow the same example.

“Third idea is to try creating my own rune for [Renew]. Probably won’t work, because the Script makes the runes, and [Call Lightning] didn’t get its own rune. But then again, I made the spell, and the Script solidified it to work with the rest of its magic, so maybe it’s special.

“The fourth idea is probably the only thing that would work, though.” Erick said, “I’m going to have to get Darabella or someone else with Greater Shifting Runes to lay down some testing runes in some adamantium, and I’m gonna have to constantly infuse those runes with [Renew] until the true runes for [Renew] appear to me.”

Erick was slightly straining now under the weight of his cubic meter block of platinum. While it was under [Metalshape], it was pretty much weightless, but as he let that spellwork relax…

Without his [Lodestar] supporting the strength of his [Greater Lightwalk], his telekinetic hold upon the metal would have already fractured, for a single cubic meter of platinum had to weigh in at something like 21 metric tons. And it was definitely that heavy. Erick slowly set down the cubic meter of white gold and relaxed as Yggdrasil took all of the weight, effortlessly. Something about that surprised even Erick, though it truly shouldn’t have. Yggdrasil’s main component to his body was eternal stonewood, and thus he was much lighter and stronger than normal wood, or even concrete, but he still had to weigh as much as a small mountain.

With a scoop of Shaping power, Erick took some platinum off the top of the block. Since he had copied the metal inside his [Prismatic Ward], it was perfectly primed to accept runes and other magics. It was Prismsteel, as Grosgrena called it. Useful for multi-elemental spellwork. Super rare, too, because [Prismatic Ward] was also rare, so the uses of this particular metal were not well known to most people.

But Enduring Forge’s books on prismsteel were exhaustive. Though Erick had not read most of them, he had read enough to know that prismsteel was good enough for almost all applications.

He smiled as he cast a [Particle Vacuum] into the air, and a [Condense Platinum] into the center of that. It didn’t take long for that space to empty of contaminants. At that point he stuck the platinum clump into the space and had an Ophiel turn on a low-grade [Incandescent Aura], heating up his clump of platinum, but keeping it below the melting point. As long as a phase change didn’t occur, the magic remained inside the metal; the prismsteel remained prismsteel.

With the red hot platinum, Erick began smashing his clump of metal with all of his force, deforming it with an aching groan. Heat and vacuum and smashing light removed small impurities like so much sparking char, though the prismatic platinum remained in the center, completely at peace with its location.

Squeezing and smashing, Erick gradually began to work out the kinks and interior spherical oddities that had slipped into the metal’s structure when he used [Metalshape]. He probably should have done this before he ended up with a cubic meter of platinum, but it had grown so fast, and oh well.

Soon, his prismsteel was at the pliable stage, and that was good enough. Erick worked his light into the center of the metal and expanded outward, forming a bubble of platinum first, and then physically pushing and prodding it into a tetrahedron, ensuring that every strut and every corner was solid, and secure.

It was the start of a minor runic web; a testing space to see how runes flowed magic from one point to another. Erick had made a few of these days ago— over 33 days ago, actually. But those ones had been made out of normal steel, and were not very durable, or conducive to magic. He hadn’t wanted to display his [Duplicate] in front of anyone up there, either, but down here? Eh. Fuck it.

Ophiel turned off his [Incandescent Aura]. Erick surrounded the wireframe runic web with hard light, and canceled the vacuum. Gradually, he relaxed his hold on the atmosphere, letting air back into the space, onto the platinum. With a gentle touch of [Frozen Mist Aura], the platinum gradually cooled enough to touch, and Erick fully released his lightgrip. Each corner of the prototyping runic web held a flat space to carve runes, but other than that, it was nothing special.

Erick copied the runic web a few times. He set those copies aside and grabbed his adamantium knife out of his bag. With a deep breath and a bit of focus, light streamed into his knife and Erick got to work, inscribing the runes for lightward upon three of the four corners. This first web was just a tester to ensure he had done everything right, after all.

When he was done, he imbued the metal with a lightward—

And, working exactly like it should, Erick’s 10 mana lightward, which produced an effective 200 mana spell, soaked into the platinum web and spread out to three of the four tetrahedron points like liquid illumination. Light clung to prismsteel, which acted almost like a fluorescent bulb, but since the fourth node of the web wasn’t runed the light barely extended up the paths toward that fourth point. Other than that, the light spread rather evenly. It was kinda hard to tell in the full light of the Outer Core, but Erick guesstimated that his 200 mana lightward had been split into thirds.

Erick went ahead and runed ‘lightward’ into the fourth node.

As soon as he finished carving the final slash, imbuing the final bit of meaning into his runes, the runic web dimmed to half strength and the number of lit runic paths doubled, from three, to six. The entire tetrahedron of platinum bars and nodes was lit with a cloying lightward.

“Perfect.” Erick held up the lit runic web, eyeing it for any defects at all. He found none. “Looks good.”

Yggdrasil asked, “What did you do?”

Erick smiled, and then happily explained as he picked up another runic web, and went through the whole process again, explaining it to Yggdrasil as he did.

His next runic web was different.

‘Lightward’ went to a single node, but on the other three nodes Erick tried three different ideas for [Renew]. One node gained ‘[Renew]’, written in English; putting that word into the metal felt weird, and he probably did it wrong, but this was all an experiment and there was nothing to do for the weirdness of it all but try. The second node gained ‘mold mana to spell’, which was about the direct translation of what [Renew] meant, but it was not at all as elegant a rune series as some spells. [Force Bolt] was literally two singular runes, ‘force’ and ‘bolt’, and both of those runes were deeply ingrained into the Script as their own individual glyphs. Carving that second node felt all sorts of wrong, though, so it was probably a failure, too.

The third runic attempt was one of Erick’s own creation, combining and overlapping the simple rune for ‘[Rejuvenation]’, which was the most basic Healing Magic rune, and the rune for ‘mana’. It ended up as a circle with a wave in the center, which also felt all sorts of wrong, but it certainly looked nice and thematic.

None of them worked.

Erick imbued a lightward into that rune, and then he held his hand against each [Renew] attempt, trying to will [Renew] into the metal exactly how he knew it should go, but each time he ended up with a handful of white rain, and the runic web remained unimbued. The lightward didn’t get stronger, at all. The English ‘[Renew]’ failed utterly, but the other two weren’t any better.

He frowned.

“Ah. Well.” Erick guessed, “I’m fluent in Ancient Script, but I certainly don’t use it all the time. Maybe the word I want is already in there, somewhere, and I just haven’t heard it? Maybe I simply haven’t come across the concept yet.” He looked up at Yggdrasil. “Want to call up Poi again? I need to ask him to find me something.”

“Okay.”

Erick nodded, and dove back into Yggdrasil’s consciousness. The world became an ephemeral ocean and flames once again, but with two ghostly pathways leading out from this land of unchanging day. Erick went with Yggdrasil down the correct path—

He hit a block.

Erick had no idea what he was looking at, so he pulled back. Once again sitting on Yggdrasil’s branches, Erick steadied himself, and tried to get through to Poi again. This time he paid special attention to the pathway—

He hit a grate; not a true block. It was hard to understand the grate for what it was, for the land was as solid as the sky and nothing stayed in one place for long at all. Even Yggdrasil’s pathway shifted left and right, appearing and vanishing out of this surrealist landscape like a road in the desert that only appeared when the wind blew away the dunes. And yet, even that imagery wasn’t true, for Yggdrasil had no trouble at all navigating this land, like some great whale of a thousand tails, hovering above and behind Erick, free to swim or fly or crawl as he desired.

Erick only had the one path ahead of him, and the dunes blocked his travel.

With the mental approximation of a frown, and the ethereal idea of grabbing hold of a shovel, Erick stuck his hands into the sand to clear them away—

He came back to himself to see his hands broken, with bone poking out of flesh and blood highlighting and hiding his new wounds. Pain had yet to manifest, but it came on quick enough. Calmly, Erick used his sunform to move his hands back into something approximating their original shape, and he cast [Greater Treat Wounds]. Wounds began to close—

A blue box appeared.




	
Scripted message:

Please do not try to breach Core Protections again. This is your only warning.














Another blue box appeared.










	
I left your telepathic connection open like I said I would. You got a message out. 

Inform me when you wish to leave and I will show you the way to Yggdrasil’s new lair. Do not test Core Protections again. 

~Rozeta














Erick frowned. “Fair, I suppose.” He [Cleanse]d his blood away as he thought. There were ways around this new limitation, some of them very obvious, so he took one, telling Yggdrasil, “If anyone asks, Yggdrasil, could you tell them I’m okay, and that I’ll be back when I can?”

Yggdrasil said, “I tell people this.”

“Thank you.” Erick asked, “Are you having any trouble with people since yesterday, when we went out together?”

“No trouble. Not anymore.”

“Good.” Erick turned back to his work, and wondered, “So. If I can’t continue making a runic web with [Renew], and [Gate] is blocked, then… What am I here for— Oh.” He looked at his skin, and at his [Personal Ward]. With the stability of the manasphere all around and the lack of threats, he might be able to drop his defenses and actually work on his aura control. Even if he couldn’t get much further with his [Gate] goals, getting aura control out of this trip would be a fantastic outcome, too. A glance outward showed that there were no people here, either— “Actually. Let’s Scan for people again.”

A [Cascade Imaging] went out, searching for ‘people’, its radio waves easily bouncing across the thousands upon thousands of kilometers of the ‘bowl’ of this inner world. Ten minutes later the results appeared on the map. Only one ‘person’ was found, and that person was located exactly where Erick expected them to appear; a single blue dot appeared in the center of the Imaging, representing Erick himself.

With that cleared out of the way, Erick remembered another way to check for people; The Quest Board. If there were Quests it meant that there was someone submitting Quests in the Inner Core—

There were Quests. None of them were new. All of them looked ancient. Only three of them, though. Erick’s eyes went a bit wide as he read, for he was already on two of these three quests, and he hadn’t even known.










	
Special Quest!

Find a way back to the Old Cosmology, without endangering current civilization. 

Poster: Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script. All Relevant Entities of the Script.

Reward: Worlds upon worlds.

Note: One of the Ultimate Quests. You cannot accept this Quest or show it to others. You are automatically on this Quest even without knowing, in the hopes that one day it will be fulfilled. 

















	
Special Quest!

Cure Melemizargo of his insanity, without endangering current civilization. 

Poster: Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script. All Relevant Entities of the Script.

Reward: To be determined.

Note: One of the Ultimate Quests. You cannot accept this Quest or show it to others. You are automatically on this Quest even without knowing, in the hopes that one day it will be fulfilled. 

















	
Special Quest!

Expand civilization to the worlds of this New Cosmology, without endangering current civilization. 

Poster: Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script. All Relevant Entities of the Script.

Reward: Worlds upon worlds. 

Note: One of the Ultimate Quests. You cannot accept this Quest or show it to others. You are automatically on this Quest even without knowing, in the hopes that one day it will be fulfilled. 














“Huh,” Erick said.

The wind blew across the land.

Hopefully, Erick hadn’t already violated that ‘without endangering current civilization’ part. No way to truly tell, though. The first Quest was right out; no way to do that, and Erick didn’t want to, anyway. The second was… Erick was getting there? Maybe? Whatever. Erick was actually working on the third quest, though.

He thought for a bit. Mostly, his thoughts were half baked, but they included ideas about Fate, alongside questions of whether Fate could be imbued into Quests. The Script supposedly locked most Fate Magic away from people, but the Worldly Path was a giant ritual of Fate that doused the Walker of the Path in deepest Fate. It made sense, then, that Rozeta and others might be able to take some Fate and bind it to other ‘Ultimate Quest’s, and then place everyone on those quests in the hope that Fate might one day solve these Quests for them…

Ah.

Hmm.

Erick activated his Minor Entity status and voiced his question to the local goddess, “Rozeta? Did this Quest drag Jane and I to this world?”

A blue box appeared.










	
Can’t talk now. Answer is no. Longer answer is still no, but also maybe. Philosophical. 

Talk more later. 














Erick blinked a bit, dispensing with unneeded emotions.

He’d get a better answer from her later, maybe.

For a while though, he just thought.







- - - -







Eventually, Erick decided to get on with the aura control lessons. He searched for people again, and finding none, he continued. Yggdrasil was set to watch over him, but he told the big guy not to interfere unless necessary. Ophiel got the same message. And then Erick stripped down to his pants. White light flickered across his body as his [Personal Ward] turned off. His rings came off, and he also decided to shave his face and cut his hair back into the proper shapes, as he did sometimes. He turned off all of his spells and briefly felt vulnerable, but he checked on his [Cascade Imaging] again, flickering the Scan through all iterations of different types of people, and through all the standard protective spells that someone might be wearing like a [Personal Ward]. Erick was still the only person that showed in the Imaging. His spellwork was still the only spellwork active nearby.

He breathed a bit, relaxing.

First came some light stretching, which was practically unneeded since Dexterity had him covered, but it still felt good to touch his toes, and then kiss his own knees. A twist of his arms had him curled backward, forming a bridge with his body. He hadn’t done that since before college. It brought another smile to his face.

And then he sat down, and started going through his aura control exercises.

Breathe in.

Breathe out.

Bring hands in.

Push hands out.

Repeat.

Repeat.







- - - -







Erick surfaces from a trance, to float above an ocean of nothing that slowly recedes in all directions. His eyes cannot open, for his eyelids are impossible weights, but his mana sense is active, and dilated. He sees the shifting world around him. He watches that world resolve into something approaching reality, but it is likely more Reality than real.

He is on his back again, on a cloud of stone, and yet ‘stone’ does not cover the barest bit of the being at his back, made of love and connection. The stone is comfortable, and slightly green around the edges. It yields as Erick relaxes, and Erick floats above the stone. Feathered eyes float with him. They watch and protect.

And Erick sees Reality and reality, and the Truth of it all.

He sees the Truth of himself.

It is exactly what he expects.







- - - -







Erick surfaced, slowly, and methodically.

His heart rate increased. His eyes began to move under his control. Ideas flooded, incomprehensible. That’s where he found himself stuck for a bit, for his Truth was cloudy once again. He still knew it, but it was like knowing what happened in a dream.

Laying back upon the unyielding branches of his largest [Familiar], deep in the Core of Veird, Erick opened his eyes and saw the world in a new light.

Several new lights.

For he had a new ‘eye’ opened.

He raised a hand into his line of sight. Under the brightness of the Core, he could barely tell that his skin was flushed with brightness, like he was some sort of wrought fluorescing under blacklight. But it was. Like the bark of Yggdrasil beneath him, Erick glowed with luminosity that gently extended into the air around him, filtering into the world on wispy white glows.

It was not the power of [Greater Lightwalk]. Erick understood that much instantly. For one, he wasn’t running that spell. For another, the light in the air around him was practically a mist that ebbed and flowed around him like a fog, and it felt so very much different than anything he had ever felt before.

[Greater Lightwalk] was a pressure, a control, a flipped switch that allowed Erick to operate differently from his physical self. With his lightform, he could move through the sky with barely a thought. But he couldn’t feel the world through that lightform; not like he could when he was a physical person.

Elemental Bodies had no nerve endings, or brain, or hormones telling the user to feel certain ways about certain sights, or events. One could still feel fear, or hope, or joy, but those feelings were purely intellectual events; they were like ingrained pathways in the person wielding an Elemental Body that were triggered by ingrained responses to stimuli.

But this glow… This was different. It was a lot less controllable, for one.

This was probably because Erick’s [Greater Lightwalk] was, in truth, an ‘aura’ enabled through elemental essence unlocking the ability and the Script handling how that ability worked. The Script made [Greater Lightwalk] inherently strong, and Erick had grown used to understanding how to wield that strength well.

This aura that clung to him now was barely mobile. Erick had no idea how to move it. It was his aura, for sure. Of that there was no doubt. But it was odd. It was weak. Unlocked auras had no Script assistance, so this much was normal. So far, most things about this were normal.

What wasn’t normal was that Erick’s aura was rather bright. Erick held up his arm, and the fog of his light moved with him. He pushed his arm forward and the fog trailed with his movement—

Erick sent a concentrated command through his new aura, attempting to move it like he would his lightform. Power rippled through the foggy light and it solidified around his body. But that was all it did. Less wisping, more solidity. Erick relaxed, and the gathered light began to fog away, like so much tattered cloth.

Oddities compounded as Erick concentrated on his new aura and felt the mana inside it all.

Like a flubbing child, Erick began to play with the building blocks of magic, pushing and pulling and twisting, but with considerably less control than he normally had. Using aura was like starting all over again, learning how to control his power with hands that were numb, and barely regaining feeling with the passage of time.

The differences between lightform and aura continued to manifest as Erick realized he also couldn’t adjust his sight to different locations in his aura, or even to simply view the full world all around him. He had grown used to seeing the world from every possible angle, but at least the light didn’t block his own sight. With a bit of testing and understanding, Erick gauged that his new aura was simultaneously there, and yet not; like he was seeing it with a third eye; not with his normal two. He wasn’t ‘seeing’ his aura with his mana sense, either. This was some sort of new sense that he had unlocked, that was specifically a part of himself and his aura. It still felt ‘sleepy’, too.

And thinking of mana sense, Erick’s mana sense had lapsed, so he turned that back on and viewed himself—

His skin glittered, his eyes radiated light fully and completely, like a Shade’s.

“Ah. Damn.” Erick frowned. He shut off his aura, closing his ‘third eye’. The light went away, pulling out from his eyes to reveal his white irises and his black pupils. “At least it turns off.”

Well!

This was his aura, and it probably did all the normal things auras normally did. Erick didn’t particularly understand why there was so much light in his aura, but it made sense. His ‘Truth’, if you wanted to call it that, was that everything could be made better, and that all one had to do was try, and that he was here to help those better things happen. Nothing groundbreaking.

But with an aura made of light… There were some uncomfortable allusions in his aura toward his Shade-given title of ‘Fire of the Age’. The idea of all that was uncomfortable for Erick, though, because if Erick was the ‘Fire of the Age’, then that meant that Veird had been fucked up for so long that any true, actual advancement of technology and ideas was enough to warrant him a place of philosophical power.

And wasn’t that just sad.

Ahhh.

Anyway! His aura was full of light, and this was fine. Now, to practice.







- - - -







Sweat dripped down Erick’s chin, falling onto the glowing white bark of Yggdrasil below to join all the rest of the drops of sweat. A cool wind blew across the world but it didn’t touch Erick. It did, however, disturb his aura control, feathering the edges of his oozy, clinging aura, ripping it out of his control for the thousandth time. The length of aura he was trying to extend from his hand to a meter away suddenly became too hard to control, and then the wind caught the length of aura just right, breaking off a meter long section, causing it to dissipate into the air like so much scattered lightward.

Sudden exhaustion claimed Erick, his heart stalling out ever so briefly as cold shot up through his spine and across his shoulders. His aura settled back to ‘base-state’ as Erick couldn’t hold it open any longer. Oozy light flowed back to his skin, away from the stretched-out hand as his arm fell down to his side. He almost collapsed to the ground, but he was stronger than that.

With a deep breath, Erick closed off his aura, closing his third eye, and relaxed, taking count of all the ways he had succeeded in the last hour, and all the ways he had failed. Holding his aura open didn’t require mana, but it did require the activation of a sense that seemed to weaken his mana recovery. When he did flow mana into his aura —which was almost like channeling, but only in that both events expelled mana into the manasphere— Erick could move that mana around, creating spells. Theoretically, anyway. He hadn’t managed yet to manually cast any spell, but he was close. With some more practice and more ability to control his aura, he could begin Remaking a lot of magic.

His first task, once he could manually cast spells, was to Remake all of the Shaping spells and regain the 7 points he had spent to purchase all of the basic Shaping spells, and [Metalshape]. There were some worries regarding how his aura seemed naturally Light-aspected, and how he might have trouble shifting the mana into the proper Elements in order to Remake six of the seven Shaping spells he had bought, but he also needed to Remake the Skill, Mana Altering, which would also give him another point. In the process of manually learning how to Alter to different Elements, Erick expected to be able to solve his non-[Lightshape] (potential) issues.

Mana Shaping and Aurify should come along in due time, as well.

But for now, Erick still needed to learn precision. After a few hours at it, his aura was starting to feel less like a nerve-dead limb, and more like an old, stiff injury that never quite healed right…

So? Progress?

Yes. Progress.

There was an oddity, though, besides the Light-aspect.

Awakening one’s aura was the first step, and that awakening usually birthed an aura that barely reached beyond one’s skin; that barely moved when stressed to move. Erick’s aura was probably the size of himself, added to himself; so twice his body size. It was rather large even by normal aura standards. His aura teacher, Singer Kaffi, had an aura that naturally lay upon her skin with a depth of two centimeters. Teressa’s aura was only a centimeter deep, but she was an orcol so she naturally had a lot more space to work with— Though Erick had already found out that thinning your aura felt horrible, so maybe Teressa wasn’t that much better off than anyone else. Poi’s aura was rather large but it was always locked to his tendrils of thought, since that’s how he telepathically communicated with everyone. Erick hadn’t actually known that Poi had great aura control until they went to Songli, but that man kept his capabilities very hush hush, so Erick had never wanted to pry, to understand how Poi had gotten such a great aura. Lots of practice and natural Mind Mage aptitude, no doubt, honed to a great degree ever since he was young.

Erick’s aura was at least a decimeter deep, which was probably a match for Poi.

Which was odd.

Kaffi had once suggested that something like this might happen, but even she would likely be surprised at this outcome. Perhaps Erick had unlocked his aura a while ago, but because his aura was trapped inside his [Personal Ward] all the time, he had been incapable of recognizing, using, or understanding his aura.

… But then again, Kaffi had also said that such an ‘unknown boost effect’ would be small, and that he would still have to grow his aura to a respectable level before he would be able to use it for spellcraft.

And yet, his aura was already a match for that of a Mind Mage, who had been using his aura for all his adult life?

Ah. Whatever. A mystery for tomorrow, or next year, or something.

Erick continued to practice.

- - - -







Sleep. Talk to Yggdrasil. Explore a bit.

Don’t go into the Wizard’s Tower, yet.

Aura control.

Sleep.







- - - -







Erick had moved on from stretching exercises, to a size-building workout.

He steadied himself. He closed his normal eyes while fully opening his aura and his mana sense. With a concentrated flow of mana into his aura, Erick’s white, misty light rippled.

And then, the edge of his aura grew like a gently expanding ooze. It doubled in size, but then slowed as a now-familiar pressure built inside his head. Gentle, at first, then demanding. His aura grew a bit more, expanding outward, rippling hard as even the gentlest of winds began to rip at the edges, but Erick focused just as hard, and those edges solidified. His heart thumped as he focused. Blood trickled out of his nose, flowing into the sweat upon his face, then becoming yet another drop of red on his pants. Erick leaned forward a fraction, trying to control his aura with his body but already knowing that it didn’t work like that; curling up into a ball never made pain go away, and it never helped do what needed to be done.

A second drop of blood landed amongst all the others already fallen to Yggdrasil’s glowing white bark—

It was too much.

Erick relaxed his mana and let his aura go, breathing hard as his light popped like a balloon and sparkles of broken white magic flowed into the air all around him. He had put a lot of his mana into that expansion attempt, so that mana had partially manifested as magic.

… This was enough. He was done, for now. He had stopped to eat and do his business and take breaks, but he had spent the entire day doing this. Maybe more than 12 hours, actually. He had no idea what time it was. Without the 24 hour duration of his [Personal Ward] to go on, time was yet another lost constant down here in the Core, like gravity. Ah! Whatever.

Erick had accomplished a fuck ton down here in the Core. [Renew], and aura control. Even if his aura control wasn’t perfect, he had unlocked the ability and he was close to being able to use it, and that’s what mattered. He could leave right now and he would have accomplished more than enough for his time spent down here.

[Gate] wasn’t possible, after all.

Erick breathed deep and laid back on Yggdrasil’s branch, staring up at the sky, feeling exhausted. Blood and sweat marred his entire body, and he needed a good [Cleanse], but he could do that later. For now, he rested.

Ophiel watched from a nearby perch, twittering at him.

Yggdrasil spoke for the first time in ten hours, or more, “It felt nice.”

Erick tried to decipher what Yggdrasil had meant, since he hadn’t mentioned anything feeling nice in all the other hours Erick spent working on his aura, atop his branch. The puzzle was too deep, though, so Erick simply asked, “What did it feel like?”

“Like… Helping grow.” Yggdrasil asked, “Why did you stop?”

Erick’s aura helped to grow? That was kinda… A really nice thing to hear, actually. It held with Erick’s Truth, too, so it made sense.

“It was painful to hold it in that long.”

“I know of pain.” Yggdrasil said, “Not great.”

Erick nodded in agreement. “Pain is not great.”

Ophiel jumped off his perch and landed beside Erick, chirping. Erick patted the little guy with one hand while he patted Yggdrasil’s branch with the other. Ophiel cooed while Yggdrasil’s light-filled bark turned just a bit brighter.

And Erick thought. Mostly about Yggdrasil’s comment of ‘helping grow’. Maybe he’d have a rather easy time remaking [Grow], as soon as he got that far along the Remaking path. How much could he actually regain from Remaking all the stuff he spent points on, anyway? He checked his Status and he started counting.

… Something like 29 points from Remaking spells, 6 points from Remaking Mana-based skills like Mana Altering and Meditation, 7 points from Remaking skills like [Strike] and [Defend], and 3 from Remaking Health-based skills like Strong. Once he did all that, not only would he regain all those points, he wouldn’t be restricted by the Script Second when casting those smaller magics.

The Script was created with the intent of limiting how much magic a person could do, though, so Erick would probably still be limited. Probably a good idea not to test those limits too much, either.

He’d certainly try to do [Call Lightning] and [Luminous Beam] through aura control, though. Those were still basic spells.

[Gate] was supposed to be a basic spell, too.







- - - -







In a land of clouds, but not that at all, Rozeta sat atop several not-clouds, watching. Far down below, Erick plucked copies of food from replicas of imperial courts that no longer existed. He mosied through libraries long gone. He copied replicas of treasures that were themselves replicas, and poor ones at that. Nothing down there was magical at all.

And then he went and made [Renew].

Rozeta sighed, her voice a murmur amongst the clouds that vibrated her small part of the universe with an unknown feeling. She had no idea how she felt about him actually managing to make [Renew]. Theoretically, he shouldn’t have been able to do that, but he was a Wizard, so that was that.

“I guess that’s the official changing of the age.” Rozeta sarcastically said, “Mark it on the calendars! Mid Summer, 1437; yet another day that changed history. Yet another working of Erick Flatt with unknown implications for everything.” She frowned, and the world frowned with her. A grumble flowed from her again, and this time it was deeper, edging away from ambivalence, toward an expression of unpleasantness. She turned away from Erick as he unlocked his aura. Maybe she should have a deeper talk with him before the warriors from Stratagold showed… But they were still pretty slow in getting to him. She had time. She had time to figure out [Renew], too. “One year till everyone has that spell… And then what?”

Rozeta glanced toward the future.

Most importantly, and most obviously, the future still existed. This was good. The far future still existed, too, but that was less reliable. She never trusted anything past a certain timeframe, and according to current events, the theoretically ‘trustable timeframe’ was rather small. Years, perhaps. Maybe only a single year. It was simplicity itself to see a hundred years hence, but that wasn’t reliable, so it didn’t matter. It used to be reliable, though.

Before Erick and Jane came along the trusted timeframe was measured in centuries. Sure, no one was thinking about expanding into other worlds, and Melemizargo was fully insane, and the last new magic made was over a thousand years ago...

The trusted timeframe had been measured in centuries. And that sort of pissed Rozeta off. Sure, she liked Erick, but still...

Now, the stable future was measured in years, and a powerful Wizard had thrown everything into chaos.

And he wasn’t done with his chaos, either. Where would he go next? To Oceanside? Would Kirginatharp recognize him as a Wizard this time? He should just stay away from Erick, like all the other smart people on Veird. Or maybe the demon and angel representatives would try something, instead. So far, both of those sides had recognized that a powerful Wizard was not to be trifled with—

Rozeta checked on something.

While she did her checking she solved a thousand small problems before they became big ones. She solved a thousand more problems on her way back, returning to the largest current problem to stability on Veird.

A problem she wasn’t sure how to handle.

—Neither the angels nor the demons knew Erick was a Wizard. Both sides had thoughts going in that direction— A lot of people had thoughts going in that direction. But like Erick had told people time and time again, he had no ‘leaking mana’ and no core…

Rozeta already knew him to be a Wizard, but she was the only one who had absolute proof. Everyone else just had guesses. Even Melemizargo only had guesses. A lot of people had a lot of good guesses and Rozeta had let them think what they wanted to think, but only she already had undeniable proof.

But with the creation of [Renew], all doubts would be dispelled, even if people didn’t have the proof she did. Erick was a Wizard, even without the standardized signs, even without Rozeta’s certainty. He had really fucked himself over by actually succeeding with [Renew] but he didn’t know that yet. He would learn, though, and soon.

Rozeta grumbled again, vibrating the world as she tossed and turned and continued to watch scenes of Erick play with his aura, and talk about magic to Yggdrasil, and explore more of that replica city. He even managed to find the Prince’s Bordello, and it was kinda cute how his face turned red upon seeing all the toys sitting around, waiting to be used. He walked away from that playpen, thoroughly embarrassed, while Rozeta had a good chuckle.

And then she sighed again.

Rozeta knew what she had to do to ensure that Erick wasn’t murdered by the entire world after being found out as a Wizard, but she didn’t want to, because that would be impinging on her father’s domain, and she didn’t want to deal with her father. Not now. Probably not ever.

A day passed.

Rozeta answered a million prayers. She fixed a thousand small problems, and some a bit larger. [Cleanse]s went out to some of the more toxic parts of Veird to ensure that those problems didn’t grow too out-of-hand. Particle Magic was to blame for those problems, because of course it was. Toxic byproducts and all that.

She reprimanded some people who prayed to her, asking for forgiveness for using magic so wrong that they accidentally killed someone they loved. Those people got Quests to learn magic properly, but some accepted the removal of the offensive magic from their souls. Lots of Particle Magic gone wrong there, too.

No large problems, though; nothing that required her to give a Quest to some of her paladins beyond the normal Ultimate Quests they already had. Back when Erick had first introduced Particle Magic she had handed out yet another Ultimate Quest dictating that people find and categorize and organize a proper School of Magic around Particle Magic. Kirginatharp was nearly there, so he’d probably get it first. +50 points to him, then, as was usual.

Erick hadn’t done much with Particle Magic besides give it to the world, which was probably for the best, but all that new magic certainly mucked with the trusted timeline, not to mention it created a bunch of new problems for Rozeta to fix.

Ahh…

She was mucking about, diverting herself to smaller, solvable issues, instead of solving the problem sitting before her.

Once again glancing down at Erick, who was once again playing with his aura, Rozeta turned away from the Wizard…

She gathered up a line of time, making it hers and separating it from the rest. And then she gazed at the Darkness in the corner of her sight.

“Dad.” Rozeta said, “I need to talk to you about Erick’s Worldly Path.”

Her father’s presence moved into her temporary world, Darkness transforming into something lesser, into her father Melemizargo. Rozeta had been prepared for a great many starts to this conversation, but she had not been prepared for the grin upon the old black dragon’s insufferable face, or the happy tone of his stupid voice, “Yes, my daughter?”

“I changed my mind. I don’t like your face and this was a mistake.” Rozeta said, “You can leave.”

Melemizargo’s face dropped. “What! You can’t call me up and—”

“I can, and I did.” Rozeta said, “I briefly forgot how much damage you’ve done. Maybe we can talk after another year of good behavior.”

Melemizargo did not leave. Instead, he tried, “… We can talk business?”

Rozeta shoved down her emotional responses, divorcing herself a bit more from her body. They could, and probably should, talk business. Rozeta became a bit more the Goddess of the Script. She looked upon her father, upon the Darkness, upon Magic Itself, and—

She almost spoke as his necessary jailer and caretaker.

But Rozeta pulled back from that always-disastrous edge, and tried to speak as an equal, “I cannot have you or one of your minions be the Wizard who crystallizes Erick’s [Gate].”

Melemizargo’s countenance deepened as he fully became his divine self. Darkness unfurled, and for a long moment he stared at Rozeta with eyes so bright that if she wasn’t herself a god, and if her father was not so diminished from his former self, that she would have flinched from his gaze.

She did not flinch.

The Darkness said, “I have guided Wizards to [Gate] for ten thousand years.”

And so began the debates. Moments became years. Months became minutes. Words were like warriors cast out from two gods like warring generals, fighting fights on all fronts. Time passed, and it also did not. Any being less than a full god would only have understood the barest bits, and they went something like this:

“Correction: 1450 years ago, you guided Wizards to [Gate] for ten thousand years. Ever since the Sundering you have guided Wizards to their deaths. You wanted them to break the world and bring us back to the Old Cosmology, but the Old Cosmology no longer exists, so we had to stop them before you killed us all.”

Melemizargo glared.

But he did not refute Rozeta’s words.

She would take the win.

Rozeta continued, “Even if the guidance of this one doesn’t end in ruin—”

“I have regained much of my mind, daughter, but your notion is heard and understood.” Melemizargo said, “Tell me your true thoughts: What do you desire from this conversation? How would you raise this Wizard to greatness?”

Rozeta said, “To start: Pull your Shades from his Path. Songli was a disaster.”

Melemizargo narrowed his eyes. “Songli is—”

“A current disaster, still unfolding. Supply chains cut. Important people dead. Lesser bureaucrats and managers raised to power unearned, for there was no one else to occupy those positions—”

“Runework has passed into the hands of Songli, under the auspices of a girl who can use it well, and ensure that it gets used well in the future.” Melemizargo said, “That girl also has Undertow which is an inspired piece of work that I took joy in seeing. I did not expect that, and neither did you. And now we have [Renew]! Songli is poised to do everything it could never do before; to sweep across Nelboor and establish a true empire worthy of a world. Do not tell me that four and a half million souls was not a good bargain. You have done much worse, for much smaller gains.”

“The problem, father, is that I cannot trust your endgame. You have appeared to regain yourself several times before, but each time you backslide into the deep depths. I swore off being duped by you a millennia ago.” Rozeta said, “I don’t know if you’re you, or if you’re simply a shadow of yourself, goaded into temporary perfection.”

Melemizargo backed off, chastised. “This time is different.”

“I do not know that. No one does. Not even you.” Rozeta said, “And Erick is literally a twitch of Fate away from—”

A warning bell chimed and Rozeta felt her scales shiver. She devoted the tiniest part of herself over to see if she should be worried about the chime…

All of Rozeta focused for a moment on Erick, then she promptly ignored the warning and turned back to her father. She would get to the nascent Wizard later.

She said, “He’s going to need guidance on Wizardry and I am going to give it to him.”

Melemizargo scoffed, “Not once have you managed to protect a Wizard from your own son! How could I possibly leave this important event in your hands?”

“As I leave Kirginatharp to his own ends, you must leave me to mine. Besides, you put on a brave face, father, but I know the man who raised me is not all there behind that mask.” Rozeta tried not to speak her demand with as much force as she desired, but some of that force came out anyway, “Relinquish control of Erick’s Worldly Path to me. You are unfit to guide this particular Wizard, in this particular situation, to these particular goals.”

Melemizargo flinched. Rozeta almost took back her words, but she could not. They had needed to be said, and Melemizargo had needed to hear them. He was not healed, and he would not be healed for a long time, if ever. But Rozeta’s truths did not deter him.

The Darkness stood resolute. “No. Never.” Melemizargo said, “I’ve done this many times before. I may not be at my best, but I can still get this done, daughter.”

Rozeta stared at her father. He was as stubborn as always. Even in his full insanity, he had always been this way. But at least he had entertained her ideas for a moment. Maybe he was back, a bit? Hard to know until twenty years had passed without incident. And even then…

Rozeta said, “You may take your leave, father.”

Melemizargo faltered, but he was as proud as she was, especially when speaking in his godly role. He inclined his head, and then he faded backward, into the Dark.

Rozeta looked away from where her father had been, returning to all the recent messages and warnings blaring at her in their own tiny, near-silent ways. She frowned—

She glanced back at the Darkness in the corners of her perception, and the Darkness was still gone.

With a great sigh that moved the clouds and sent a wind rushing through the world, Rozeta undid her imperfect moment in time —Melemizargo had disturbed it, and he didn’t even notice— and she checked on her messages.

And. Yup.

Of course Erick had decided to start exploring the Grand Wizard’s Tower right when she was talking to her father. Fate Magic was locked beyond an Infinity of anti-magic protocols, but that hardly ever mattered when it came to mana’s most insidious of magics, or Wizards. The next few hours would determine if this particular twist of Fate was good for the world, or bad; Rozeta had no way of truly knowing.

If there was one thing truly different between her and her father, it was this. Rozeta did not enjoy the truly unknown; not anymore, not since the Sundering. Small unknowns were interesting, yes. How everything all fit together was the most interesting thing in the universe. But…

Melemizargo fully loved change.

It was a large difference.







- - - -







The Wizard’s Tower, for it had to be that with all capital letters, was a grand thing that Erick had bypassed when he first saw it, for it would have surely taken him hours upon hours to go through the whole place. Maybe even a full week. But now, as he stood atop the white bridge leading to the Wizard Island, he was prepared for that week.

He was done with everything else he could possibly do here in the Outer Core; aside from spending a lifetime exploring the place, which was simply not feasible. All of his personal goals, from [Gate], to figuring out a [Renew] runic web, would have to happen outside of this place. Mastering his newfound aura would take time, too, because beyond Remaking many of the spells he bought, he would need to visit the Orrery in Nergal to learn how to Remake things like Strong, which multiplied his base Health by 3. Erick wasn’t even sure where to begin to Remake that skill.

There was also the matter of creating some Class Abilities for Particle Mage. Erick only had one idea for a Class Ability in mind right now. He wanted to be able to ‘see’ items like how a Smith could Metal Sense items, to understand the physical makeup of them down to the atomic structure. He wasn’t sure how far he could go or how useful he could make such a Class Ability, but he would need some guidance in how to do that, anyway. Thus, the Orrery.

And Erick was hesitating again.

He recognized this personal failing, and yet...

Anyone would hesitate at seeing this sort of gateway before them. The entrance to the Wizard’s Tower island reminded Erick of the archway sitting before the Armory in Ar’Kendrithyst; it was too grand, by half.

Erick stood in the center of a white stone bridge that arched across the strait between the kingdom’s castle and this Wizards’ island. Where the bridge touched back down and the white road led onward, ten meter tall white stone wizards flanked the passageway. One man, one woman, both were dressed in fine robes that looked like they could flutter in the breeze at any moment. But unenchanted stone couldn’t flutter. They were solid stone, through and through. The male wizard on the left held a massive, open grimoire in his right hand, with a dozen bookmarks cascading from the well-read pages, while his left arm held aloft a staff of power that arced halfway over the road, and touched the matching staff of the female wizard. The woman was mostly a mirror for the man, but she did not hold a book in her other hand; instead, she held a stone orb the size of her own head.

To the left and the right beyond those initial wizards were dozens more. Statues upon statues, spreading out along the coast like a wall made of stone people. Each statue was unique, and many races of the Old Cosmology were present. Orcs, elves, dwarves, elementassi, alvani, more than a few humans, and more than a few dragonkin; Erick recognized many of them based on drawings and paintings he had seen before, but he only picked the few alvani out of the crowd because of the large bladed weapons hovering at their backs.

Each statue had some individualized magical item in one lowered hand, from orbs to books to [Familiar]s, while in their raised hands they held a staff or a wand. From those staves or wands poured stone spellwork that twisted in the air behind them, forming a wall of lacy latticework and an art piece at the same time. That stonecraft flowed together, the left and right parts of the sculptural ‘wall’ meeting in the middle, where the first two wizards joined their staves, forming the archway that crossed the road that Erick had to walk under to get to the Wizard’s Island.

And so, he walked.

With mana sense wide open, taking it all in, Erick stepped through the archway and into the front yard of the Wizard’s Tower. This area was filled with rose gardens and fruit trees, and smelled wonderful. It took Erick a good ten minutes to walk through the park, and the walk helped to settle his nerves before he came to the actual tower that took up most of the island.

The building was sort of like what Erick expected a ‘Tower of Babel’ to look like in the beginning stages of its construction. Immense. Ringed with windows and at least thirty stories tall and wide, almost like a few Colosseums of Rome stacked atop each other, but back when it was a fully formed building, back before time made mockery of that ancient structure. Time seemed to have little meaning in this place, though.

There were few side buildings—

Ah.

Wait. This Wizard’s Tower was familiar, wasn’t it?

In a flashing instant, Erick recognized where he had seen this style of building before. This was what Oceanside’s towers looked like, except larger, and more imposing. This place was thicker, for sure, but it was a bit shorter. The color of the stone was white, which was another difference. Oceanside was cream colored.

And… As Erick gazed upon the building, he realized that any resemblance to Oceanside’s student-filled, flying-people organization was purely superficial. Oceanside had traffic lanes in the air; this place had one major, open entrance at the front, and another entrance at the orrery at top. This place was meant for scholars, and seriousness. Not students. People who had already made it to the top of their fields. A place of organization.

A place for Wizards.

The frame around the main entrance was made of even more stone Wizards; a whole organized hierarchy of them, each made of stone and each holding one hand up toward the apex of the door, casting spells at a white metal orb that had been laid into the keystone. Their other hands each held a differently-shaped slab of stone that Erick assumed was a plane of existence that each Wizard had created, and contributed to the cause.

That’s what Wizards did, after all. They made worlds.

The mirrors to Erick’s own [Gate] plans were only one of the very uncomfortable things about this place.

Anyway. Some of the Wizards’ planes were larger than others, and all were of different shapes, but all were decorated like miniaturized worlds, with mountains and waterfalls and gems stuck into metal holders that held those gems above their planes. Those gems represented sunlights or starlights, for sure.

The door to the tower was solid silver, and it was already open.

Erick went in.

The first floor held a large central space, open in the middle of the tower, with a ceiling that stretched up through a few floors. It was a food court, almost, for this place was surrounded by little eateries and larger cafeterias. There were dozens of places to sit and talk with people, either at small gathering spots with comfortable couches, or at dining tables, or at standing tables.

Erick’s eyes and mana sense touched upon many small things here and there, but his eyes were drawn past the small shops and food places, to the center of the space. There stood something that might have been a Wizard. The sight of it worried Erick, but he would be inspecting that stone sculpture soon enough.

Signs were posted in discreet locations everywhere, letting visitors know where things and places were located. Those signs were lies, though, for with his mana sense, Erick saw the real signs underneath the fake ones. The false signs were just one part of how this Wizard’s Tower was different from most other places.

Mostly, there were all these little traps laid all over the place. There had been no traps by the entrance, probably to lure incomers with a false sense of security, but everywhere else…

There were traps.

The traps seemed to be harmless enough, and mostly involved physical trips which unleashed bright liquids onto visitors, from capsules dropped from on high, to hydraulic squirts from small holes in the walls. They were easy enough to avoid, anyway, and so, Erick avoided them.

Step around that tile there. Don’t touch that chair. That couch is rigged to explode, so stay away from that. Whatever you do, don’t sit on that couch…

Erick adroitly avoided the various small traps as he drew closer to the central Wizard’s statue, to read what was on the white metal plate sitting before the massive stone creation. The most obvious and disturbing thing about the sculpture was that this statue was in an obvious place of honor, but it wasn’t finished. The other statues were perfectly carved in the shapes of specific people, but this one had a face that was half there, with stone that was only partially chipped away. The hands were uncarved gestures up and down. The robe had some flow to it, but it was blocky. A [Familiar] of some shape and make stood on the shoulder, but the creature was more a curl of indistinct stone, than anything truly understandable.

Maybe it was a slime [Familiar]? Possibly.

According to the white metal epitaph sitting in front of the statue, the ‘Unformed Wizard’ as he was called, was ‘a reminder of all those who failed to make it to the ranks of the Wizards.’

But according to the real message hidden inside the statue’s chest, more than ten meters from Erick’s position on the ground, the statue had a real dedication; ‘Xoat, the first Wizard, from which came the entire universe. We follow in his footsteps, ever onwardinto the Welcoming Dark.’ The last words had been scratched out by a furious, internal hand, but the words themselves remained legible enough.

And what’s more, ‘Xoat’s’ stone foundation extended behind him, creating ample space for another, larger sculpture, but there was nothing there. A broken pedestal stood next to that extra space; whatever had been written there was also no longer present, either. Erick had a few guesses about what historically accompanied Xoat, but he’d probably only need one guess to get it right. The implications of all this were rather clear.

Erick turned his attention back to the blocky sculpture. He leaned back. He stared. He wondered at the First Wizard who may or may not have been his own previous reincarnation, if Rozeta’s evasive answers, the Shade’s adoration, and Melemizargo’s apparent lucidity were to be believed.

… And he found it all very inconclusive.

He did rediscover that he didn’t want to think about any of that, though. Erick turned left, and went on his way, leaving behind the impressionist sculpture of Xoat and the blank space where the Darkness would have gone.

Up a staircase, around the central opening to another staircase, past offices and business rooms, Erick went.

He passed by planning spaces with stone mockups of a world yet to come, and map rooms filled with universe-showing atlases and maps. Another room detailed several galactic locations, including the Radiant Depths, the Verdant Expanse, and the Abyssal Spiral. A child’s daycare center had toys that were worlds, and children’s books about Wizards being the good guys; Erick briefly stopped in there just to see if he was reading all that correctly, and he was.

Erick followed the real signs toward the First Wizard’s Library. The fake signs, laid atop the real ones, told him he was headed toward the ‘Senile Wizard’s Lounge’, which was probably a joke of some sort. Wizards were jokesters as much as they made worlds, apparently.

He avoided lots of small traps along the way. He almost went into the map room, too, but the whole thing was a trap. Ophiel...

Well.

Ophiel had triggered a trap early on, and he seemed to be having fun with all that.

Ophiel had bumped into a trap on the wall, possibly on purpose to see what it did. Cloying pink goo had burst from the wall, covering that Ophiel, and now that Ophiel was very easy to tell apart from all the rest because he was bright, bright pink. [Cleanse] didn’t seem to get rid of the dye, either, as the dye seemed to settle into Ophiel’s feathers. Ophiel had tried to [Cleanse] away the color over and over, again, trying to erase the markings of his own misadventure.

[Cleanse] seemed to work on the spilled droplets of pink that got everywhere, so that was great. But [Cleanse] was useless on Ophiel’s conjured self. Erick wasn’t quite sure how that worked —some sort of mana-tainting alchemical potion? That didn’t read as magical to Erick’s many senses? Sure? Why not— and he didn’t really feel like exploring that oddity right now.

Ophiel was fine. He seemed a bit happy to be bright pink, too.

And so, well before Erick made it to his target library, every single Ophiel except for the one on his shoulder was a different color, each of them flapping and chirping and playing around like bright, garishly neon parrots, each of them scoping out which color of goo they wanted to be splashed with next. So far, pink, green, and blue seemed to be his favorite colors. The various red, orange, yellow, and black traps were left behind, mostly untouched.

It brought a bit of a smile to Erick’s face to see Ophiel having fun, but he wasn’t here to play around.

He found his target.

The ‘Senile Wizard’s Lounge’ was a normal enough library/tea shop/couch room. Erick carefully cracked open the door, avoided the accompanying splash of red dye, and then fully opened the room. He moved in, stepped around a few goo-trap-tripping tiles, and saw his actual targets; the books on the shelves. Wizard humor was everywhere, though.

The first shelf out of the five shelves inside the grand, yet cozy space, was labeled ‘So you think you might be a Wizard’. The one next to that was labeled, ‘You’re probably not, but these are some warning signs.’ The third shelf read, ‘Developing bodies; mana shards and you’. The fourth, ‘Practicing safe discipline’. The fifth, ‘No, you’re not Xoat, but you could be something greater'.

The normal names on the shelves were all about caring for old folks, from ‘Advanced body issues’ to ‘Age-related dementia’ and ‘Restorative alchemy’.

About every third book was actually a goo-trap, too, so that was fun. The couches looked comfortable and inviting, but they all had cushions that would burst with color if touched. Only the uncomfortable chair by the window, with its back angled to press into the back of a sitter, was clean of traps. There was a joke there, too, for sure.

Erick went to the first shelf and reached—

“Erick,” Rozeta said, from across the room. “I see you’re exploring.”

Erick turned. “Hello, Rozeta.”

Rozeta glanced to the various bodies of Ophiel as the little guy turned to light and surrounded Erick, going on alert. Turning to light didn’t seem to disrupt the alchemical paint, though, which followed Ophiel into his sunform, transforming each one into a splash of multiple colors.

Rozeta said, “I see someone is setting off every trap they can.”

“He’s cleaning up every mess he makes, too.”

“I see that.” Rozeta looked to Erick. “Let’s talk.”

Erick thumbed at the bookshelves. “I feel like you’re interrupting me because you see an opportunity to stop me from getting answers about Wizardry.”

“I’m here for the exact opposite reason, actually.” Rozeta said, “You can still read the books after I’m finished, but far too many Wizards have killed themselves with words they have learned from books. So I will tell you what you need to know, then you may ask what you want to know, and we can move on from there as you or I see fit.”

“Oh.” Erick paused. He said, “Okay. That works, too.”
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                Erick asked, “We’ll talk here?”

They were still in the First Wizard’s Library, which was almost fully trapped with paintbombs. The couches were rigged to pop and the few comfortable chairs had holes in the ceiling above, ready to open up and spill paint over whoever was bold enough to sit down.

Rozeta said, “No.”

Erick blinked. Suddenly, Rozeta, Ophiel, and Erick were in a different place, but thankfully it wasn’t a clouded land. They had only moved a floor up and over a ways, to a lounge with a sign hanging out front naming this place as ‘Koyabez’s Rest’. Pastries and drinks rested in baskets behind counters, waiting to be served to customers who would sit at nice little tables, while they sat around on nice large couches and drank various drinks from large cups.

It was a nice little room, without any traps at all.

Rozeta went behind the counter and grabbed herself a small basket to fill with an assortment of muffins. She came back around, moving to a table as she said, “Feel free to pick something. You don’t have to actually [Duplicate] what you grab since I’ll restore this place after you leave, but it’s a nice sentiment anyway.” She sat down and crossed her legs as she bit into a muffin.

… Erick had been a little bit worried about everything, but Rozeta was Rozeta; she treated fairly and with an eye toward growth. Erick didn’t have any true worries about her.

He had worries about himself.

Ah.

Yeah.

He was just hesitant about this Wizard thing.

Erick asked, “Which one of these drinks are like coffee? I feel I need some coffee.”

“The green pot on the third heater.” Rozeta gestured to a counter with heated containers full of liquid, and then she gestured again to some small jars on that same counter. “It used to be served with some sweet jelly stirrers, but sugar is a close enough approximation and that’s in the small— Yeah. You got it.”

Erick grabbed himself a large mug of green ‘tea’ and a small jar of sugar. Ophiel grabbed him a few sugar cookies from the baskets behind the counter, then flew over to the table and set them down.

Erick sat down across from Rozeta, asking, “How much of this stuff is exactly how it used to be?”

Rozeta nodded, then began, “That depends on your philosophy; your adherence to actuality, or your adherence to emotionalism.” She held up a muffin flat on her hand. It had a bite out of it. “In actuality, zero percent of what you see is how it used to be. This muffin is in zero ways exactly as it would have been back at the Conclave’s Wizards’ Tower.” She held the muffin and tilted it, looking at the bite she had taken from it, saying, “But emotionally… The taste and the feeling of consumption and the wholeness a person gets from the muffin is about 95% how it used to be.” She touched the bitten part, saying, “A part of it will always be missing. That’s translation for you.” She set down the muffin on her small plate and gestured at the jar of sugar Erick had brought over. “And some things don’t translate at all. We tried to get slime-sugar to take off; but it didn’t keep like it did back in the Old Cosmology. Bacteria and such— More than that, though, was that slime-sugar usually ended up spawning colonies of slimes in people’s houses, and half the time [Cleanse] targeted it, erasing it from existence.” She shrugged. “Cactus sugar can be dried out into solid white grains, though, and those keep indefinitely. It’s just one of the many, many ways that the Grand Translation forced us to change everything.”

Erick had sipped his tea and decided it needed more sugar. He had added some, and now it tasted passable; sort of like sweet grass water, or something like that. He sipped his sweet tea, thinking about slimes in the liquid, then asked, “What about physically? The shape of everything, I mean.”

“Shapewise we managed 99% or 100%, depending on who you ask,” Rozeta said. “If you ask a real curmudgeon who actually knows what they’re talking about? They’d say we managed to hit 25%, but there will always be dissenters.”

Erick refilled his tea and took another sip. He felt a nervous energy begin to settle into his chest, and then settle out into a normal wakefulness. Ophiels sat down around the room, watching with intent, but not saying a word. Erick had almost moved onto the next, most important subject, but he had noticed that he was apparently nervous enough to leak over into Ophiel. With a concentrated inward pull, Erick managed to calm himself down a bit more. Ophiel chirped a bit, discarding his hard edges and returning to his playful self; he was still on high alert, though, but at least it wasn’t directed at Rozeta.

Rozeta had a bite of her muffin. She noticed Ophiel, for sure, but she hadn’t let his edges bother her.

Erick had another sip of tea.

Then he dove right in, “Why are you sure I am a Wizard?”

Rozeta paused. Then she set down her muffin, and said, “I imagined we would begin the other way, but this is a good start, too, for reasons that will rapidly become apparent once explained.

“You exude Chaos, Erick, and just now you altered how I saw this conversation going. That Chaos is a big clue to you being a Wizard, but some people have a fair amount of natural Chaos without being Wizards. This is a degree of deniability you have benefited from for a while, mostly since you didn’t truly know about this aspect of yourself, so you never even thought to deny this small truth. For anyone looking closely, all they saw was you being you, and missing certain proper ways an actual Wizard would deny being a Wizard.

“You’ve never even directly wielded this Chaos to your benefit. It was just a thing that happened.

“Your Chaos energy is merely a clue, though.

“Another clue is that the mana loves you. But the mana loves everyone who tries to listen to it and is actually capable of understanding it, so this isn’t that special either. Some Wizards can’t hear the mana. Some barely passable magelings can hear the mana perfectly. In the end, this is just another clue.

“And so, we come to the largest of clues, which is not actually proof of Wizardry: your creation of Particle Magic. But then again, the Script is designed to be filled with all possible iterations of magic, to categorize and constrain as well as uplift everyone in ways you probably don’t even realize it does. One of the major ways it does this is that it allows people to make new magic, and then it gives that magic to everyone, as long as that magic is sufficiently different from what already exists and it’s not too powerful.” Rozeta said, “Though, in the end, this is just another clue toward your Wizardry.

“You’ve had it almost right all along.

“A Wizard is known by three things. The first two are the creation of a lot of extra mana that is perfectly aligned with themselves, and the possession of a core which does a lot of things with that mana. That’s complicated, though. The third thing a Wizard possesses is a Truth that lets them override all other influences.” Rozeta said, “This Truth enables a Wizard to overwrite their Reality onto reality.

“Before the Script, in the Old Cosmology, all Archmages would have had two of the three, with Truths and cores being rather universal.

“But they wouldn’t have the third thing. They wouldn’t create extra mana.” Rozeta looked at Erick, with eyes as white as the rest of her wrought-human body, saying, “You know that the Script is a manaminer. You know the basic functionality of a manaminer. The primary function, from which all others derive.”

She stopped talking.

Erick realized that Rozeta was letting him acclimate.

It wasn’t going very well.

His tongue felt heavy and his throat didn’t feel like vibrating to make noise, to counter her argument that he made extra mana, for how could he do that? He could barely breathe. Sweat poured out of him. Rozeta was perfectly calm and relaxed, nonjudgmental and patient. She picked up her muffin and took a bite.

Eventually, Erick sipped his tea again, and his mouth seemed to start working.

Erick said, “The Script… The manaminer takes the mana generation of every single living thing and has individual mana production manifest inside the Core, under control of the Script, instead of pouring out of the true origin point… Out of the living things that make that mana.”

“90% correct. A more true thing to say is that mana is generated by every living thing and also by everything that causes living things to do something, or to be a different way. A great artwork can often cause a great outpouring of new mana into Veird, both because it elicits a creative response in many different viewers, but also, because it elicits a response, the artwork itself also becomes a mana producer in its own right. Singular items of cultural significance are much more able to achieve this level of mana creation than mass produced items… Eh. It’s complicated, and we can leave that for another day.” Rozeta said, “I’m only telling you this to distract you from your obvious discomfort.”

Erick gave a nervous chuckle. “Yeah! There’s a fair bit of nervousness here!”

Rozeta casually ripped Erick’s life to shreds, saying, “I see how much mana certain people produce because I have access to that information. When you fell to Veird you produced 500 times as much mana as a normal person does in a single day. Now, that multiplier is up to 100,000. Sometimes twice or three times that, like when you were ending Terror Peaks.

“You’re a Wizard and you always have been.”

Ophiel twittered in the background.

Everything and nothing happened all at once.

And then Erick came back to himself.

“Ahhh…” Erick sat back in his chair, staring at the ceiling, letting his mind drift. He whispered, “Shit.”

Graciously, Rozeta said nothing for a while.

But she had places to be, so Rozeta started answering some of Erick’s questions, since he couldn’t ask them at the moment. “Mana production is unaffected by Stats or spells or fame or infamy, but it is affected by how well a person knows magic, how much magic they do, and the mana itself. You’ve both learned and done a lot. You might not have been much of an archmage when people first started calling you that, but you’re certainly an archmage now. As of right now, you’ve actually become the single largest contributor of new mana to the Script. You contribute as much as a city of people, and all by yourself.

“I’m sure you’ve heard of how Wizards used to make magic, and then they gain students and they give those students their mana, thus giving them their magic? You’ve already been giving your mana to everyone on Veird.” Rozeta said, “It’s been great for the spread of Particle Magic. The Script evens a lot of things out for a lot of people, but you made a huge splash when you released Particle Magic to the world, and a lot of people started accepting your mana into them over all others, allowing them to make more of the same mana; the same magic. And thus the cycle grows.

“[Renew] is going to be even bigger.” She added, “And with that particular spell, more than all the others, people in the know will recognize you for the Wizard you are.”

Erick’s eyes were involuntarily locked on the ceiling, as he asked, “There’s not some fame-backlash thing, making me only appear to gain mana production because people are treating me as an idea instead of as a person? Or… Or…” His voice trailed off. He wasn’t sure where he was going with his words.

“Your question is like trying to cut a loaf of bread with a tub of water.” Rozeta said, “You think your question has merit, but there’s a fundamental misunderstanding. Short explanation: No; your fame does not make you a Wizard. If you would have become a hermit instead of what you did... If you had released your Particle Magic anonymously, and if you still kept up with your magical learning and experimentation —by some sheer stroke of pure luck since you would not have encountered the same resources as you did— you would still be at the same level of mana production as you are now.

“You make extra mana. You are a Wizard. There is no other explanation.” Rozeta added, “Believe me; I looked.”

Erick was starting to come down from his nervousness. Rozeta’s calming voice helped. He turned his head back toward the white goddess. He asked, “You said earlier— Why is [Renew] a problem? More than the other circumstantial evidence?”

Rozeta said, “Everyone makes mana, but everyone’s mana is different. This is why Wizards could create schools under them, because they were able to gift their mana and thus their magic to their students, in a self perpetuating cycle that would eventually ‘lock’ into place, and the school would expand since everyone was making the same sort of mana and magic. The mana produced by the people of Veird is no different.” Rozeta said, “But the mana of people isn’t mana that is good for the spellwork supplied by the Script… I’m going to skip over several years of learning here, and say that, broadly, this is how it goes: mana is created in the Core, then it’s ‘scrubbed’ of individual meaning, and then it’s given back to people to use for the spellwork installed by the Script.

“But it’s still their mana which is given back to them first, which still has some of their own minor truths. It’s near impossible to fully scrub mana of meaning, but the Script does manage to scrub out most individuality from the mana.

“Anyway.

“Because it’s not a perfect system, people cannot directly boost the magics of others without being very in-tune with the targeted magic, because it's the ‘cutting a loaf of bread with a tub of water’ problem, again. There are only a few things that can get past this problem.

“Strings of runes can translate ideas, though there is a lot of loss through that translation, as any immortal who lived through the Grand Translation could attest.

“Gods can bridge gaps between people rather easily because people wish for us to be able to do that, so we can.

“And Wizards can do the same thing without a god’s help.

“And that’s what you did. But you did it for everyone.” Rozeta said, “You made a spell that directly contradicts all known ways magic should work, and you made it so that it works well with the Script. Which I appreciate, by the way.” She added, “What happened when you made that magic was this: your mana inside the Core flashed into strange, Wizardly shapes, and now we’ve got a brand new rune to work with.” She held up her hand, spilling golden fire into the air to form a solid image. “This is the rune for [Renew], by the way.”

It was an arrow twisted into a circle, with the arrowhead and tail at the top, nearly touching and going in a clockwise direction. It was almost like the ‘on’ symbol for something electronic, but doubled at the top and bent toward the left.

“Ah.” Erick said, “That works.”

“It does.” Rozeta closed her hands and the rune vanished. “All the other spells you made were well within the workings of the Ancient Script we already had, but [Renew] required something more. It required Wizardry.”

After a moment, Erick asked, “What kind of Wizard am I?”

“I’m guessing Paradox, with a leaning toward Creation.” Rozeta said, “The trinity of Creation, Destruction, and Paradox is more of a convention than reality, for every individual Wizard’s Reality is their own, but in some ways there are Truths even Wizards can’t escape. Think of it like this: some parts of Creation are simply antithetical to Destruction, like white and black don’t mix without producing grey. But then, of course, you could go Paradox, which does both, but by going that way, you will likely never fully understand the white and the black.” She added, “But let’s stick to the surface level questions before we dive too deep into those depths. I had thought to lay everything out there and then talk of tangents, but I can see that your questions come first, so ask them.”

Erick asked, “Can I be a Wizard and still be connected to the Script?”

“You already are, but if you go down this path much further, then the answer is ‘no’, but also ‘yes’; this is my hope for you, actually, though it might not work out that way. We’ll see.”

After a moment of silence, Erick asked, “Can you… explain more?”

“Here’s what will happen: As soon as you choose to go down this route of Wizardry and you achieve the end-state of ‘being a full Wizard’, I cannot have any part of you directly interacting with the Script any longer. You will be removed from the Script. It’s a security issue. But, it’s more complicated than that… Which we will get into.

“Either way, Erick, you don’t have to go down this route unless you want to. [Renew] is Wizardry, yes, but it’s a small Wizardry. It’s forgivable. When you did that, it was very Paradoxical because it’s like the rune for [Renew] has always existed; none of the systems that should have been harmed by the inclusion of a new rune have been harmed by the inclusion of a new rune. The only actual problem is going to come about when the people of this world recognize that you’re a nascent Wizard, and they capture or coerce you into taking hold of your Wizardly power, and then they take advantage of your temporarily weakened state to force you to do what they want.” Rozeta said, “This is the usual end for Wizards.”

“And by ‘people’, you specifically mean dragons.”

“Dragons are the largest perpetrators of this offense; yes.” Rozeta said, “That Curse is a large bottleneck to their power and Wizardry can remove that curse, so they pursue Wizardry to unlock that bottleneck. Imagine living a life constantly under a yoke, and you will know what it means to be a dragon, and what it means to see a Wizard walking around like a key to your cage. Aside from physical and mental damage, the magical problem with that is the dragon will almost always ride a Wizard hard, shaping their Truth until it becomes the exact thing the dragon needs it to be, in order for the Wizard’s power to unlock the dragon’s shackles. Eventually, such harsh use breaks the Truth of the Wizard, and even if they get their mind and their body back, they remain magically broken forever.”

“Can you teach me to remove the Curse? Without breaking my Truth?”

Rozeta instantly said, “No. The Dragon Essence Curse is terrible in its effect, but overall, it is good for this world that the number of dragons who live here are not able to live openly. Veird cannot handle a true flight of true dragons. It would destroy this world.”

“… Ah.” Erick said, “That’s why you haven’t tried to remove the Curse already. Why no one has.”

“Mostly correct.” Rozeta said, “Kirginatharp hunts down all Wizards who look like they could possibly remove that yoke from dragon society.”

Erick corrected himself, “Why no one has been allowed to remove the Curse.”

“This is the more correct wording, yes.”

“… What if I Bless them first?”

Rozeta said, “I will make no decisions for you, Erick.”

“Okay. Then…” Erick asked, “What do you hope to get out of this conversation? You’re talking rather openly about a lot of stuff that you’ve never spoken about before. You’ve directly told me a bit about how the Script works, and at its Core, too. It’s all very… strange, compared to how you normally speak.”

Rozeta nodded. “This is strange. I am talking to you about secrets that should not be spoken aloud, or put out there in any way, shape, or form. But you are here in the Core, fully under my authority, and that allows me the ability to speak more openly. This will probably never happen again.”

Erick sipped his tea. He listened.

“This is also a test, of sorts.” Rozeta said, “I won’t do anything to you no matter your choices following this conversation, but I will enact safeguards which will likely have adverse effects on you if you break or look to break anything truly important.” She said, “The only thing I allow myself to care about is that this world remains stable, and steadily growing, which brings us to perhaps the most important tangent of this conversation.

“Currently, you are on a Path to bring about new worlds, exactly like the Old Wizards used to do. Most everyone of power on Veird is terrified of this for multiple, good reasons, almost all of which are due to the fear that Melemizargo will destroy everything left behind when he finally escapes this world.

“It’s a valid fear. But also, maybe not.

“The oldest of us who still retain a bit of their own rationality hold onto hope that Melemizargo can retake his old mantle of the God of Magic, in the way it is meant to be donned; that he can guide people further into the Welcoming Dark. But…

“This universe is not the Old Cosmology. There is no Welcoming Dark. It’s all endless void and scattered stars and dead planets and— Not even ‘dead’ planets, though. They’re planets Without Possibility. Worse than dead, because even in traditional death there is possibility for more to come.

“But there is no traditional death out there.

“Right now— If you were to have everything lined up perfectly, and the entire world behind you, and everything was set to open up a [Gate] to one of the other planets of this system, to establish a foothold and a nascent Script…

“This would be a monumentally bad idea. My father wants this to happen as soon as possible, but we cannot allow this, for multiple reasons. Let me lay some numbers on you to help you understand, at least the numerical problem.

“The Script requires… Let’s call it 100 units of mana to remain stable. These days, Veird produces 110 units of energy on a good year, and we do what we must to ensure that happens. This world used to produce ten thousand units a year, back at the beginning of the Script, back before Melemizargo went mad.” Rozeta wiped a momentarily sad look away, as she said, “Perhaps, if we had expanded into the rest of this New Cosmology faster… Perhaps if the few remaining Wizards who fell to Veird hadn’t have been murdered by well-meaning people, or driven into hiding only to be hunted down for answers by even more zealots… Perhaps if Melemizargo hadn't gone almost instantly crazy. Perhaps if we had more time. Perhaps if the Original Script hadn't been so damned difficult to—” She sighed. “Perhaps we could have expanded to new worlds in the beginning, and we wouldn’t be having this conversation. But that didn’t happen, and so we are here at this crossroads where the first to blink will likely die.”

Erick focused on a solution, asking, “What if a Wizard went back in time and prevented those issues?”

Rozeta waved a hand, saying, “Already been tried. Only the smallest Time Magics remain open to us, and only in the current day. Traveling back to the beginning is not something we can do, for not even Phagar can get through that broken tapestry anymore. We very much tried that, Erick. Too many times to count.”

Erick sat back in his seat, thinking.

Rozeta said, “Anyway. Mana production has gone down a lot since the Sundering, and mostly because of the problems my father has caused. This year, we might make 109 units of energy because of the various destabilizing forces you have created. We expect a large upswing in the following decades, though, if everything remains as it is. I have no idea what [Renew] will do, but I’m expecting… I don’t know what I’m expecting—

“And there’s another problem, before we even get to the problem of opening new worlds!

“If Melemizargo wanted to destroy this world he could do that in a single moment. He only doesn’t because —and I assume— that some part of him has always remained sane, and destroying magic is already antithetical to him, for he is a Wizard of Creation. He has always sought to force this world to think that it was a prison, and that the people here must ‘break free of their chains’. A lot of the people of this world don’t understand that about Melemizargo, but since his actions often bring ruin, they are not necessarily wrong that he ‘wants to destroy the world’.

“But if he could go to a new world, he might do the antithetical thing, just out of spite. He’s still a dragon, Erick. And, he’s a Wizard.

“Anyway. We’re not opening new worlds with the amount of mana generation we have, and we’re not allowing Melemizargo to do any Creation Wizardry to solve any mana problems. We don’t accept his mana here in the Core, or anywhere else.

“And so, to bring it all together:

“The initial cost of creating a second Script around another world would be at least 100,000 units of energy, but Veird only produces 109, and 100 of those are used for maintenance.

“If you opened a Gate to a new world without proper protocols Veird would destroy itself in a flashing instant; all of our mana would flush out into space. Rocks fall. Everyone dies. And with everyone dead, recovering from that disaster is that much tougher. We’d have to sunder the souls of everyone who died and rebuild from there, letting the monsters take over everything and regenerating this world from slimes, because monsters also produce mana, Erick.”

Rozeta sat back and had another bite of her muffin while Erick thought. As his brain swirled and his mind hammered into itself looking for solutions to everything, all he could really think about was that all his problems were compounding to an insane degree—

“How about...” Erick said, “A small Script that grows over time. It doesn’t immediately take over a world, but it will, eventually. It’ll have to be a lot simpler than it is now. Don’t cover the whole planet at once.”

“It takes a hundred thousand units of power to make a Script.” Rozeta said, “I’m already taking into account the ‘growing’ aspect of a new one.”

“… Ah.” Erick said, “So I need to become a Creation Wizard, then.”

“Not necessarily.” Rozeta said, “The only option that doesn’t work is Destruction, and it’s probably better if you pick Paradox anyway, so that we can make this plan take a bit longer, to ensure that Melemizargo isn’t plotting to kill us all, and so that the population of Veird can climb higher.” She purposefully nodded to Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye on Erick’s shoulder, speaking to both of them now, “Yggdrasil should be able to gradually soak in excess units of energy and create Seeds of Life, which is what World Trees usually end up doing, anyway. As a Paradox Wizard, you can bless such seeds with the ability to hold a nascent-Script, and also to be able to [Gate] into lands without mana, which is what they would need to do to be able to survive on other, barren worlds. It would take many years for such seeds to mature, but it can be done.

“As a Creation Wizard, you would be able to make Yggdrasil instantly spawn Seeds of Life, but you’d have less ability to control the Script they carried; someone else would have to imbue that into them, and someone else would need to grant those seeds the ability to [Gate] to worlds without mana.” Rozeta said, “But you wouldn’t lack for offers. I would be first in line to do such imbuing, though that is another conversation entirely. Before all of that, you’d have to change how the world thinks of Wizards, or you’d have to hide, really, really well, which, for you, might be impossible due to the amount of extra mana you actually produce.”

“… Unless I go far into Paradox, and make it so that my excess mana remains invisible.”

Rozeta nodded, confirming Erick’s assumption, but then wrecking it a moment later, saying, “In that end-stage of Wizardry I wouldn’t allow you to remain a part of the Script. So if anyone asked to see any blue boxes then you couldn’t show any. You would need to reveal yourself long before then, or suffer all this backlash at that point in time.”

Erick’s brief moment of possible joy was crushed under brutal reality. “And there’s no way I could remain in the Script and be a full Wizard at the same time?”

“Absolutely not. It’s security, pure and simple. Every end-point of you becoming a full Wizard means you lose access to the Script.”

“What would happen to the magic I already have, without the Script to help me cast it?”

“It’s there, inside your soul. You might be able to use it like normal, too. It would require a whole new way of magic, though.”

“… Can you run through everything that will happen to me in choosing to become a Wizard?”

“Yes.” Rozeta began, “First, all of your magic breaks. But you’ve got your aura and your mana sense and you are a Wizard, so you can get back most of your smaller magics rather quickly. But the Script prevents higher tier magic from functioning, so the most mana you could ever spend on a spell is 500. All normal restrictions of the Script remain in place; Infinitesimal Ban, Propagation Ban, Dimensional Ban, Atomic Ban, and a few others you don’t know about and I hope no one ever gets close to ever knowing ever again. I thought Particle Magic was going to need to be Banned like Atomic was Banned, but I feel it’s been well integrated, so it will remain.

“Anyway.

“You lose your Health.

“Your Mana becomes the mana you produce, which hinges on the Wizardly Discipline you manifest. Pick Destruction or Paradox, and you’ll remain at 100,000 to 200,000 mana per day. Pick Creation and you could end up with endless mana. In such a case you might become too valuable to ever kill, so you would likely be hunted down and contained.

“You can only use your mana; you no longer have access to the mana of others, which is what the Script does for most people.

“Stat increases no longer work, so your rings are now useless. This is how it is for most monsters, anyway.

“Your Stats will drop precipitously until you can learn to fortify yourself in the ways that the Script now does.

“Abilities like Mana Altering no longer function for you; you have to do that on your own.

“Aurify, which allows two auras at once, is now removed. You get one aura, your base aura, which you can barely handle.

“[Greater Lightwalk] is both removed and also fully taints your aura, so you might not ever learn Mana Altering for anything other than light.

“[Lodestar] still works, and you might be able to use that in your aura work, but [Domain of Light] costs 5000 mana and you can only use 500, so you’re restricted to [Lodestar] aura, only.

“Intelligence, Clarity, all of the abilities that reduce mana costs are defunct. You now pay full costs for all spellwork until you can learn how to properly cast all of your spells.

“And you have to manually cast every single spell. Some spells with larger mana costs will take longer to cast, upwards of minutes, and must be done in ritual for the 500 mana cap still applies.”

Erick felt physically ill. He almost puked up his tea, but instead he sipped carefully while he listened.

Rozeta continued, “Ophiel would still be connected to you but there will be some growing pains there. You will find it extremely difficult to resummon him for multiple reasons, with mana cost being only one of those reasons. Every single Ophiel that dies is likely to stay dead for a long time, until you can make time to perform the rituals necessary to recast him.

“Yggdrasil will be similarly difficult to conjure. More so, probably, since you will need to build up a few million mana reserve for your ritual, or else you will die trying to cast him.

“On the plus side, you no longer have a Maximum Mana cap, though you still have a 500 mana per second cap on your throughput.”

For about two minutes the wall behind Rozeta was supremely interesting. Erick stared at that wall while Rozeta plucked a pink muffin from her basket and ate it. Then she stood up and went to make herself some milk tea.

As she stirred her tea, she asked, “Want a stronger drink, Erick? There’s a rum-equivalent here.” She pointed with her spoon to a crystal bottle of bright orange liquor, sitting with similar bottles of other colors. “It tastes a bit more like cinnamon than most stuff you have in your memories.”

Erick snapped out of it, eager to talk about something less important. “Yes. Also: Is that the cinnamon rum that Apogee was trying to make? Did his Worldly Path take him down here?”

Rozeta smiled a bit, then she started making him a drink, saying, “While I will talk openly about the Script down here, and about pretty much everything you want to discuss, I won’t talk to you about other people’s magic, or travels.” She handed him a crystal glass of orange liquor as she sat back down in her chair with her own new drink.

“Thank you.” Erick accepted the glass, but he did not take a sip. He held it in his hands as he asked, “What about… Instead of Wizardry, you make a Script for Yggdrasil that I can use, too? Something separate from your Script, that will allow me to maintain my power without the need to weaken myself, first?”

Rozeta said, “The Script denies all other mana miners; it has to in order to work like it needs to work. I will not break security in this way.”

Sudden exasperation flooded through Erick. “I get that you’re being helpful. I understand that you’re laying all these secrets of the Script out there… But I need something more. I can’t go back out there like this. I’m going to accidentally trigger some Wizardly thing and lose access when I can least afford it; I know I will.”

“I will help you in all the ways I can, but my father controls your Worldly Path, and I already asked him to give it to me. He won’t.”

“… Ah.”

Rozeta continued, “You are an uncommonly powerful Wizard, Erick. You can change your own Worldly Path if you want, and if you know how. To that end, let us discuss the options to this problem of you losing power when you finally become a Wizard.”

Erick was all ears.

Rozeta continued, “As stated, I cannot give Yggdrasil a manaminer of their own.

“But if you were a Paradox Wizard, you could simultaneously link to the Script, and be separate from the Script. You could have a core, and not have a core. You could exude mana, but also not.”

Erick’s eyes went wide, yet again. “But you just said you would remove me?”

“I did, and I will.” Rozeta said, “But I can also help you learn how to connect to a Script that doesn’t exist. The first step after becoming a Wizard will be to do what you already did with the Rune of Renew; create a ‘sandbox subsystem’ inside the Script. No one but me will be able to see it, and if I don’t like it, I can delete it myself. In this way, I will help you become a Wizard with no downsides unless you start breaking things, and then I’ll remove you from the Script and probably send paladins your way.” Rozeta said, “But I don’t want to do that, Erick.”

Erick stared a bit. “Okay? This seems… Odd. And difficult.”

“It will be extremely difficult, but I will be helping you along the way to ensure that I can pull the plug if needed.”

“What possible failure states am I looking at, here?”

“You might not be able to go all the way with it, and be stuck without Script assistance; this is the most reasonable failure. You might fuck up and die in the center of the process; this is the least possible outcome. You might interface incorrectly, opening up vulnerabilities all around; this is where I will have to kill you to prevent further corruption to the Script. Also a low possibility there, but not zero.”

Erick breathed out, whispering, “Ahhh.”

Rozeta said, “Even if you succeed, you will lock yourself into Paradox Wizardry. This means, once Yggdrasil is capable of creating Seeds, that it will take many years to create those Seeds. Some people will not like this, and they will look to sunder souls in order to speed up the process. I would occasionally send you Quests to stop such sundering, and I will expect you to respond with Light and Ash to prevent such events.”

Decision time.

Erick set down his untouched drink, saying, “I’m okay with Paradox. How do we proceed? Will it be possible for me to do this before the wrought squad show?”

“They’re four days away. It will be close, but you should be able to manage full Wizardry in that time, though I have barely begun to cover all the warnings.” Rozeta said, “Mainly, we have this: Monsters and cannibal humans and all sorts of creatures with cores become extremely angry with everyone who uses the Script because of two factors: they are forced to form their cores from ambient mana, and they recognize the Script tries to control them. This is how it’s always been for monsters on worlds with manaminers, like Veird, because they can’t use their own mana to manifest a pure core.

“In order for you not to suffer this fate, you cannot form a core from ambient mana, at all. It will drive you insane.”

Erick startled. “So that’s…? That’s why monsters are so crazy?”

“One of the smallest reasons, but it’s enough of a foundation to build all the other reasons upon. Worlds shouldn’t have this many monsters on them, and the Shades made some nasty monsters, and that malevolence compounds...” Rozeta said, “We’re getting distracted again.”

“Right,” Erick said, but he knew he’d be wondering about monsters for a long time from now.

Rozeta said, “With that warning out of the way, this is how it is going to go:

“In order to begin to form your core, you must explore your soul and find the link to the Core. Then you must shut that link. Most people begin to exude excess mana at this point. You will veritably explode with the stuff. From there, you use your aura to condense your mana into your body. There are many ways to do this, from pressurizing your own mana till it phase-changes into something solid, and then continues to grow with your directed input of mana. You could instead build your core up with perfect piece after perfect piece, like a crystal growing from a seed.

“At this point, since you already had Script access at a sentient level of power, you will be cut from the Script, and you will be forced into wielding your own power for your own gains. You will have formed a small monster core.

“You will not have access to the full Wizardry power of a Wizard Core. You will be like a shadeling in a fugue, and like a shadeling, it is still possible for you to rejoin the Script, for the Script will continue to try to reconnect to you. When the Script does reconnect, your excess mana will once again manifest inside the Script and you will regain most of yourself, but you will now be on the limited Script of the monsters.

“You must break your connection to the Script again to begin to create a Wizard Core, but this time it will be much, much harder for you to break that connection. You will have to enact Wizardry in order to regain control over your own mana.

“Melemizargo does this Wizardry to his shadelings to create Shades, manifesting a Truth inside the shadeling in the process. Each one of those Shades has a convalescence of several days to weeks to regain themselves. From there, it's more work to come into their full Shade power.” Rozeta said, “That central Truth is what makes them pseudo-Wizards. But they’re not true Wizards because none of them got there themselves, and none of them can take that final step to become a real Wizard.

“You should be able to take this final step, but it’s going to be difficult.

“You have to transform your entire self into a mana crystal, abandoning your body, but also retaining your current shape.” Rozeta said, “All Wizards must achieve this act of Paradox Wizardry in order to unlock their full power, because only when one is fully in tune with their own mana can they enact true Wizardry. As a side note, technically anyone can achieve this level of transformation if they’re slow enough and careful enough, but only Wizards produce enough mana on their own to sustain this transformation. All others must use mana from other sources thus tainting their Truth and risking insanity or worse, or they can only use their power once every century, or they have to be part of a very large collective with everyone producing the exact same mana. That last one is a lot tougher than you would think, and usually requires a Full Wizard of its own to get started.

“You have options, though. You can do this transformation slowly, changing each bone into crystal and each organ and then muscles and skin and what have you. Or you can do it all at once. I suggest the second path for expedience since I will be here to help you, but the first path is safer.

“Either way, the end result has several side effects, most of which you already see present in the Shades. Ageless immortality. Immunity to mind magics if you choose to close off your mind. The ability to assume a greater form, if you make your mana crystal form into such which many Shades do. Assorted other benefits.

“All this while, you will have lost the benefits of the Script and it will attempt to shut you down all the time, unless you go deep into Paradox. If you want access to Wizardry and the Script, then you must figure out how to Paradoxically go both ways.” Rozeta said, “And as I said before, I will help with this.”

Erick resisted the sudden urge to make a joke about already going both ways, but his sanity was already fraying, and he was in a time crunch. He appreciated the attempt at levity, though, which was probably exactly why Rozeta said her small joke.

“So.” Erick asked, “How does Paradox work?”

They spoke for a while.

- - - -

The muffin basket was devoid of muffins. Two bottles of liquor were almost completely empty, and a third was tried but decided against. The tea pot had been refilled and emptied several times, with a small pile of tea bags sitting in the trash nearby. More snacks had been had, with the refuse of all that scattered around their small area. Rozeta had come and gone several times, taking care of small problems here and there, and mostly whenever Erick got too emotional to continue. He was thankful for that.

By now, Erick had gotten over most of his panic.

But here, at the end of their discussion, Rozeta ratcheted it up one last time.

Rozeta said, “You can choose to forgo this opportunity to become a Wizard in the next three days, with the longer you wait meaning the less we can get through, but if you choose to not accept my help, then you’ll forget quite a lot of our conversation. I will erase everything you have learned about Wizards, because I cannot have you doing this out there where my father can get to you. I need that failsafe, Erick. I won’t let you go without it.”

Erick’s small bit of good humor vanished like water in the desert sun. “Ah.”

Rozeta said, “You’re free to choose your own path in life. I won’t force anything upon you. In some ways, it might be better for you to forget what I told you. It might be better for you to come into your true power later, when you’re more settled. It’s entirely possible that my father won’t try to influence your power to his own ends. If you choose to go this route, then the test of morality will be upon him, instead of you.

“In which case, and going by my father’s track record, such a choice will likely end in your death.

“That’s a choice you have to make; I will not make it for you. For what it’s worth, if you choose to become a Wizard now, I will work with you to spin the truth about Renew into something less damaging for you, but people will know you for what you are with that creation.”

Erick leaned back. “Ah. So many carrots and sticks. Highly motivating.”

“I’m offering nothing but carrots, Erick. The only ‘stick’ is that you won’t gain any of these carrots, and I will rescind the knowledge that I have already granted you here today; I will take back one carrot.” Rozeta said, “If you choose to say no, then I will put you right back where you were when you walked into the First Wizard’s Library, and you’ll be free to go along as if this conversation never happened.

“I must do this to ensure that either you pull me directly onto your Worldly Path in a good way, or else I remain a detour on your Path; gone and mostly unremarked.

“For Fate can ensnare even gods, Erick.” Rozeta asked, “Why do you think the demons and the angels haven’t interfered with you yet? It’s certainly not because they’re afraid of you, specifically. They’re afraid of the Fate surrounding you, when combined with how much devotion you’ve already paid to Koyabez. If they met you in any other setting than a peace talk, then either one of them would surely suffer massive losses trying to go up against Melemizargo’s Fate Magic.”

The conversation was moving down another detour that Erick wanted to explore a lot more than solving the current problem of becoming a Wizard…

But Erick stayed on track, saying, “I need an hour to think about it all.”

Rozeta nodded then stood up, saying, “Of course. Take your time, but please make a decision that is good for the world, and for all the worlds yet to come. The longer you take to decide to accept my help, the less help I can give you, before other people show up and break the sanctity of this communion.”

The Goddess of the Script vanished between moments, leaving Erick to his thoughts.

Erick got up, stood there for a solid minute, thinking about nothing in particular.

Then he cleaned up the room, and then he went for a walk. His feet took him where he felt like going. Ophiel didn’t try to trip any traps this time. The little guy just floated along, wary, watching Erick in almost the exact same way that Yggdrasil watched; almost sadly.







- - - -







Erick found himself at the entrance to a stairwell at the second-to-highest floor of the Wizards’ Tower. Without hesitation, he followed the stairs upward. Inside the closed stairwell, Erick circled a central space that was inaccessible by normal means. With his mana sense, he saw gears and pipes and timing mechanisms made out of more white metal, but while there was no degradation on the system, it did not move, at all.

There had been no traps around here which is why Erick chose to go this way; it was almost like a path had been laid out for him, or probably for anyone that came here. Or maybe the mechanism was one large trap, though there were no blades or goo packets or anything like that stuffed inside these walls. Just more and more gears and axles and belts and chains.

He passed a landing that led out into the roof of the Grand Wizard’s Tower, where small gardens grew and small seating areas allowed people to sit in the sun, or under shade, to discuss whatever topics they wished. A snack stand nestled against the tower, where dozens of cakes and pies and cookies and drinks waited to be served by people who didn’t exist, to customers with similar existence deficiencies. There were a few traps out there on the roof, but none were serious; just more goo packets attached to physical tripwires and pressure plates.

Erick continued up the stairwell, toward his target: the orrery.







- - - -







It was both more impressive than Erick thought it would be, and less.

The room containing the orrery was massive and made of white metal. The domed roof was clear crystal, providing adequate lighting for the entire space. Maps of the Old Cosmology and ten thousand smaller plaques held to the interior walls of the space, fully encircling the orrery like ten thousand scales of a fish, or, more likely, a dragon. All of the scales had words on them, but some were large enough to have maps. There was an organization there, between plaques and maps, but Erick would get to that later.

The central structure of the room dominated his attention.

The orrery itself was a thing of a million moving parts, forever stilled by the lack of magic. A plaque on a pedestal between the stairwell and the orrery explained this much, breaking the immersion of this land like the people would show up at any moment. This larger plaque outright told all visitors to this space that when the Old Cosmology died, it took everything with it, including the magic that would have made this representation of this section of the Old Cosmology come alive at the touch of visiting or working Wizards.

Erick imagined a working orrery would have been grand.

A million jumbled circles and spheres of colored metal and tiny lights, like dust cast in bright sunlight, held suspended itself over the central thirty meters of the orrery like an octopus of a thousand bodies with uncountable arms. Near invisible wires connected the pieces together, and those wires were the first obviously lethal trap of this place. They reminded him of [Hermetic Shredder]. There was no doubt in his mind that to touch this sculpture would likely cost him the offending finger.

There was very little rhyme or reason to it all at first glance, but as Erick studied the massive structure, and as he read the plaque before it all, he saw the individual motes of dust were each individual planes; whole worlds. A few of the larger bits of dust here and there were Node Worlds, but even those worlds were little more than the heads of brightly colored pins.

That was Erick’s first impression. As he looked, he saw individual galaxies of hundreds of connected planes, held aloft and to their neighbors on near-invisible strings. As he studied, he realized that the jumbled cosmology was only as it might have been at one small, frozen point in time, like ever-moving neurons in an oceanic brain. This whole thing was supposed to move, and yet, it could not. Not anymore. Everything in the connected axles and gears, both downstairs and up here, was all for show.

If that galaxy cluster moved as it should, then it would hit that galaxy cluster, which would cause that whole arm of the thing to break off and then who knew how chaos would unfold. Certainly not Erick.

This was a showpiece. Perhaps a final map of the Old Cosmology; one final image captured right before Primal Lightning shot through the whole thing, breaking it all.

… And, according to another plaque, this map was not representative of the entire Old Cosmology, either. This was just the part that the survivors were able to recreate from memory, and from maps left over after the Sundering.

For a long moment, Erick just stared, viewing it all, taking it all in, feeling the ethereal weight of a trillion, trillion, trillion lost lives.

Of a killed universe.

It was enough to drive anyone insane. No wonder there were mass suicides even after the Grand Translation. No wonder Melemizargo was the way he was. No wonder…

Erick took it all in.

Minutes passed in silence. And then Erick breathed deep. He blinked a bit, wiping away tears. Then he turned to the maps around the room, to understand it all from a more logical perspective.

As he studied those maps, he saw that they were not like the maps below, down there in the remade tower of a long dead Wizard conclave. These maps up here in the orrery were written by specific people, detailing where their specific worlds were back in the Old Cosmology, and a small part of their story of how they got to Veird during the Sundering.

Erick picked one at random.

The one he picked, like all the rest, had coordinates which matched with the orrery.

—

The world of Rorilo was created by Wizard Polikia 75,000 years before the Sundering. It had been a Node World located about 12,500 world-hops away from Veird, though, on a good year, they were only 8,000wh away. Calling it a ‘good year’, when the Sundering came right in the middle of it seems deeply wrong. But it was a good year. I and my friends survived because we stole a yacht from the schoolyard, were stupid enough to try and sail the Eddies at this time of year, and lucky enough to get pushed the right direction at the last moment. The nine of us were the sole survivors of our ancient, wonderful, prosperous and peaceful world of Roliro. Everyone else died. 25 billion souls, lost to the Sundering.

—

The next plaque was much the same, but of a different world in a different part of the Old Cosmology.

12 billion dead on that one.

2 billion dead on the next one.

3 million here. 1.2 trillion there.

A thousand here. Back to 219 billion there.

Uncountable lost when the Radiant Depths died, erasing the Celestial Heavens as Primal Lightning ripped through. Estimations of ‘trillions upon trillions lost’.

Uncountable lost when the Abyssal Rift broke, erasing the Demonic Worlds and killing… Some large number with way too many numerals for Erick to desire to read, or to try and comprehend.

.

.

.

Erick went back to the orrery. He now saw several spaces that one could walk into the center of the orrery, avoiding all of the suspended cosmology and the cutting wires, to reach the middle, where one small, silver world lay. He took a step onto the orrery, and walked toward that central space, passing by now-dead worlds like some specter of death, feeling a heaviness in his chest with every passing step. This path was laid for people to walk, and so Erick walked it, to the center. To see. To feel.

To look down upon that central world, which was, of course, Veird.

It didn’t look like a central world until Erick stood here, in the middle. Most of the dust-like worlds existed in circular flows with other worlds that were only tangentially connected to Veird. Sharp turns and strange fractures abounded. But in every system there was at least one break from that flow, and oftentimes several. Eventually, Erick understood how the whole orrery gradually pointed toward this central location, to Veird.

Erick stared down at a silver jewel of a planet. It was so very, very tiny.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye moved from his shoulder to stare at the representation of Veird alongside him. Ophiel was already silently holding in the air all around, more eyes than wings at the moment, too, staring at everything, trying to comprehend it all. The Ophiel still on Erick’s shoulder was tiny and shaking with some unknown-to-him emotion.

Erick patted Ophiel, and the little guy warmed up a bit, cooing gently, giving sound to the otherwise dead silent room. He spoke to Yggdrasil, and to Ophiel, “How much of this do you understand, Yggdrasil? Ophiel? How much do you understand about what happened here, or in that room with Rozeta?”

Ophiel was a nearly blank slate; he chirped at his name, but he did not respond beyond that.

A bit sad, Yggdrasil spoke to Erick’s mind, ‘I don’t understand.’

“That’s okay.” Erick hoped his words would get through, but he wasn’t delusional, as he said, “You can’t tell anyone I’m a Wizard. Do you understand that?”

‘Why?’

“This room is why. Because people believe that Wizards were responsible for killing their entire Old Cosmology.” Erick gestured at the dust-mote worlds all around him, his sight lingering on the countless few that were slightly larger than the rest. “Every single speck of stuff here used to be an entire world, and the Old Wizards might have killed everything you see here and much, much more, but no one really knows.”

‘… Oh.’ Yggdrasil’s eye swept across the field of mote-sized gravestones, each representing millions or billions of lives, though Erick suspected it would be a while yet before Yggdrasil actually understood that. ‘I want to visit them.’

Erick smiled softly as he looked away, gazing across the expanse. “They’re gone; no one can visit any of these worlds anymore. But maybe we can visit new worlds later. Like the ones out in the night sky that you can see sometimes, if you look close, and if they’re in the right position overhead. Would you like that?”

‘Yes. I want that.’

“There are a lot of things we have to do before we get to that point, Yggdrasil.”

‘What need?’

“The primary thing, right now, is that you can’t tell anyone I’m a Wizard. It’s a secret. An important one that you need to keep. I need you to understand this, Yggdrasil. Not even Poi can know I’m a Wizard.” Though Poi would know, but Erick kept the idea simple for Yggdrasil. Erick said, “No one can know I’m a Wizard.”

‘Because they killed the Old Cosmology?’

Erick smiled. “Yes.”

‘I understand.’ Yggdrasil asked, ‘Are you going to kill the New Cosmology?’

“No. I’m hoping to expand into the New Cosmology, to make more worlds habitable for people, and you can help me with that.”

‘Okay.’ Yggdrasil asked, ‘What kind of Wizard?’

“What kind of Wizard am I going to be? I’m going to choose Paradox, of course.”

‘Creation sound good.’

“I’m sure I’ll be able to do a bit of that, too. But not as much.”

‘Your aura feels Creation.’

Erick smiled. He made a little joke, “I suppose it’s rather Paradoxical to go a different way, eh?”

‘...Oh! I understand!’ Yggdrasil gave a small, tinkling laugh that echoed in Erick’s mind like children playing at a park.

Erick chuckled along with the laughter, feeling Yggdrasil’s mirth through their connection. This spilled over into Ophiel, who chimed in with his own trilling calls. Ophiel didn’t really understand humor, but he was mimicking rather well these days and that was a step in the right direction.

It felt wrong to laugh in this room full of gravestones, but sometimes humor was all a person had, and Erick had been laughing at danger and death his entire life.
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                Back in the little cafe under Koyabez’s name, Erick sat down across from Rozeta.

The Goddess of the Script had been waiting for him the second he crossed into line of sight, but she had not been there before that. She looked as put-together as ever, in her white-wrought human body, with her white pantsuit and hair up in a bun. She looked ready to receive known news, for she was probably looking at him the entire time that he was up there in that mausoleum to the Old Cosmology.

Erick had a few important concerns to get through before he agreed to her plan.

Sitting across from her, Erick asked, “Am I the first to make it to this point?”

“No, but also yes.” Rozeta said, “There have been two Wizards to get here before you. The first was about 50 years after the Sundering, when the first generations of new mortals were learning about the Sundering from their grandparents. We had entered a small period of calm. To make history wildly inaccurate, but also short, this Wizard was of that new generation. They were not trustworthy, but I have worked with such people before, and I will continue to do so in the future, for the stability of the Script, and for the good of us all. I gave this person assistance in becoming a Wizard, and then Phagar and I had to send paladins and Death Priests after them after they started mucking about with Time, under Melemizargo’s guidance. That person was just one of the many reasons that those early years are lost to us.

“I did not trust so easily after that.

“The second person was a human Wizard I identified when she was four years old. Everything about her told me that she would be a monumental force for good. Good family. Good upbringing. Good future prospects. As the years went on, she blossomed into a young woman of good social skills and standing, who did her best to foster good in all parts of her life. She married and had a family, and she raised good kids, all while steadily learning magic, to figure out ways to better find and eliminate mental monster threats. She was a Mind Mage.” Rozeta said, “She was supposed to be a force for true good, and she was, until her Worldly Path finally brought her down here, to me. She managed to get in with the password, given to her by priests in Stratagold for she already had good connections there through their embassy, and she was a true believer.

“And then I told her that she was a Wizard. The embodiment of the thing she hated most, for she had been raised on stories and historical accounts of the horrors of the Old Wizards. This news broke her, and so she spent a year in this land, coming to grips and reading the truth about Wizardry. This power is not just a tool to destroy, but instead, it is a tool of Pure Magic. Of Creation, just as much as any other option.

“She came around to the idea of becoming her own end to her Worldly Path. She saw the future stretch out before her, and she knew that she could continue to be a force for good. She, like you, did not want to be separate from the Script, though.

“I helped her become a Paradox Wizard.

“I sent her on her way, but it wasn’t long til the power went to her head, and it took a lot less time than it should have. But, in retrospect, the signs of her true self were always there. How she relished money over the relationships between business partners. How she was rude to people who couldn’t offer her anything. Shunning responsibility. Controlling. All very minor incidents that certainly wouldn’t mark someone as ‘evil’, even in aggregate.

“But as a Wizard, she had real power.

“The first morals to go were the morals that kept her from reaching for more power, like most Mind Mages. Her ascension to ‘archmage’ took months. From there, she began experimenting on condemned people, moving on to cultists and hunters and the exiled. Her morals further wore away, and she participated in wars based on ideology. She sought to do good, but in her zeal, she lost sight of the small things; she lost sight of limits she should not cross. In a year everything about her had changed. The final step came when Melemizargo tempted her to forgo war and to just Paradox herself into the winner’s seat of her conquest.

“All of her actions up to that point were forgivable, but when she ‘won’ her war, she did it by Paradoxing millions of lives away, and also taking for herself the mana generation of everyone she killed, making that mana generation her own. Even in the Old Cosmology this was taboo, but she did it anyway. We tried talking, but she refused to repent, to undo what she had done, and so we did the only thing we could.

“We gods fought a Wizard, and we gods won, though it eventually required a Forgotten Campaign to End her.” Rozeta paused. She said, “We don’t expect that from you for multiple reasons. So, in this way, you are not the first to get to this point, but you are the first that we expect to actually go the distance.”

Erick took it all in, and decided that, while it was a story of death and loss, it was nothing too unexpected—

Ah? Wait?

Erick connected a few dots, and asked, “Is that Fallopolis’s mother you’re talking about?”

“Yes,” Rozeta said, without reservation. “If you feel like telling that Shade what she has sought to learn all this time, go ahead. I wouldn’t trust her, though, even if you did bless both of you with a minor blessing of truth.”

Erick nodded. He moved on, “Earlier, you said that everyone shares mana under the Script. This allows normal people to have the abilities of mages, to cast thousands of spells per day, or exceedingly large magics with high mana costs.” Erick continued, “But you also said that people can’t share mana until they work to make such a thing possible.”

Rozeta smirked a little, and said, “It’s a Paradox, isn’t it.” She lost her smirk, and explained, “Manaminers were originally made by Wizards, but they’re machines of a million moving parts. What you did with [Renew] was to refine what other Wizards had made long before you came along. It’s a mirror for what my father does sometimes, like with these New Stats. I don’t like those, by the way; Makes everything a lot more complicated than it has to be— We could talk for hours about that, too, but for now:

“So you know: [Renew] looks to be unexpectedly great. I’ve already set up some experimental [Renew] protocols on an Experimental Script, which, if implemented on the wider Script, would eliminate ten-thousand spell creation errors per hour, or, introduce catastrophic vulnerabilities through bouncy-mana primary system attacks.” Rozeta didn’t seem worried about what she was saying, but Erick felt a spike of guilt and it showed. “Don’t worry about it, Erick. With [Renew], you might solve twice as many problems as you’ve created with Particle Magic. I’ll likely have to change some parts of it though, before it makes it to the Open Script.”

Erick did feel better about that. And then he focused on his questions, “So? Then… Are you a Wizard, too?”

“All dragons are minor wizards and I am no different.”

“Okay… What’s the difference, there? Just a matter of self-mana production?”

“Yes… But also no. Mostly ‘yes’. I will focus on the ‘yes’, right now.” Rozeta said, “Here are some numbers: our baseline for mana production is an average female human of no particular lineage or upbringing, age 25 level 15. Over the course of a year, on average, a person will produce 10 mana per day. This is actually ten times higher than it used to be back in the Old Cosmology, and this is entirely due to the Script encouraging people to experiment with magic and increase their familiarity with mana, to decrease their fear and also to increase their capability. Gaining levels also increases mana production, but this is a much smaller increase than actually learning how to make magic oneself.

“Wizards are outliers who produce 5000 to 10,000 mana per day. For comparison, you produce about 100,000-200,000 mana per day.

“Dragons produce 500 mana per day. Fifty times the average, but not too noticeable.

“We can also innately create cores and remain in control, unlike most monsters… Unless we go too far. But that is another discussion entirely, and is completely related to Dragon Essence, so you shouldn’t have to worry about that. I don’t have to worry about that, either, so, yes, I can do some Wizardry by using the mana I produce, but that power pales in comparison to the powers of a god.” Rozeta said, “We’ll leave that conversation there, and move on to your next question.”

Erick nodded, then he asked, “So. Here’s a complicated question about [Renew]. What happens when a person who is a monster uses it on themselves? Or on a rad? Is this a worry I should have? Once I have a core, myself, or if other monsters gain access to this spell?”

“Not a large worry; no.” Rozeta said, “To begin with: Aside from your own predicament, someone using [Renew] on a monster’s rad is much more likely to happen than a monster ever getting [Renew], for the spell will be in the Open Script, and not the Monster Script, and no one will ever be able to Remake this spellwork.

“Even if the spell doesn’t produce unknown security problems, no one is ever Remaking [Renew], just so that I never have to deal with a strangely-made [Renew] that does cause security problems.

“Anyway. Using [Renew], and with Clarity for half costs, two points of Experience are gained for every individual mana channeled, which is in line with current cycling techniques. If someone Favorites [Renew], then they gain 4 Experience per mana spent. For a person with Scion of Focus, and remaining mostly baseline, means that, with all bonuses, and running all day, their 144,000 mana becomes about 570,000 Experience.

“It would take a monstrous person a year to reach level 30, or 15,000 years to reach level 50.

“Shadelings can already reach level 50 through normal mana cycling, in which how they were made by Melemizargo allows them to cycle thousands of mana per second, all while remaining themselves… If they’re allowed to be. Not all shadelings are allowed to be themselves. The ones in Candlepoint are themselves, though my father does have a back door to turning them all back into fake people at any moment he chooses.”

Erick’s stomach dropped. “Oh holy shit.”

Rozeta waved him off. “Don’t worry too much about the smaller acts of power my father could wield, and chooses not to. He could already destroy this world several times over if he wanted.”

Erick breathed out, staring at the floor, his mind whirling.

Rozeta waited.

Eventually, Erick raised his head again. “Okay.”

“Okay.” Rozeta continued, “About [Renew]: All [Renew] will do for a monster that acquires it is allow said monster to not worry about killing other monsters to take those other rads, to restore their own rad.” Rozeta shrugged, seeming a bit happy. “Maybe I should give all the monsters [Renew], just to stop a lot of their natural reasons for aggression against each other. After all, I only have three main goals: Trying to maximize mana production, maintaining the security on the Script, and remaining neutral unless either of the first two goals are threatened.”

“Ah.” And that word meant so much. There seemed to be a lot of that happening right here. Erick moved on, asking, “What about if I use it on myself?”

Rozeta said, “You’re going to need to do this, because as soon as you gain a core of any type, you’re going to need to learn how to feed it to prevent catastrophic soul destruction. It would be best if you fed yourself, instead of eating other cores; that way could lead to insanity.”

Erick felt cold for a moment, and then he resigned himself. Resolute, he said, “This is a big change.”

“It will be; yes. So are you ready to begi—” Rozeta glanced to the right. She frowned.

Erick watched for a moment, then asked, "Another issue to take care of?”

She had gone off and come back several times already, so maybe she had to do something else?

But as one moment turned to two, this time seemed different, though. More worrying. 

Rozeta’s frown deepened. She narrowed her suddenly angry eyes at an unseen, far distance, then she came back to the moment. “We should have had 4 days to get this done, but Fate does as Fate does, and my father still controls your Worldly Path. He shouldn’t know about what we’re discussing, but he probably figured out I would try to pull something like this. On the plus side, this event is good news about his sanity being real.” As Erick stared, uncomprehending, Rozeta looked him straight in the eyes, and said, “Melemizargo cleared the mana stream tunnels between the wrought from Stratagold and the guardian gate. The envoy from Stratagold will be here in hours, instead of days. I don’t have time to guide you to becoming a Wizard right now, so you have to choose: I erase these memories and none of this happens, or we change some plans.”

Dread.

First came bargaining. “You can’t delay them?”

“No. My father moved every single monster that was in front of them, to behind them.”

Erick steeled himself, asking, “What are the changes?”

“Archmages often create life. This life can slot into existing systems. All you have to do is make a people and assume its mantle as progenitor. In this way, you will become a monster, first, but with eligibility to gain personhood at my discretion. The minotaurs you rescued from Last Shadow’s Feast are already in the pipeline to become a people, though that would take several more years of good behavior.” Rozeta said, “This was to be the backup plan if you failed at proper Wizardry. It’s the slowest method, but it has very few complications.”

“… I feel like you’re skipping over about a hundred smaller steps.”

“This is correct.”

“… Please give me a few more steps, so I can at least see the staircase you want to push me down.”

Rozeta said, “Your designation as ‘Human-question-mark’ is already like a boulder at the top of a mountain; you’re going to need to pick a direction to roll, and hope you don’t go off course. I will help you fall correctly. In this way, we can lock your Wizardry to a new race that you, alone, are a part of. In this way, I will gain my ‘plug’ to pull if you look to be going evil.”

“… What sort of bad end would that be?”

“I would prefer to keep my threats unknown, Erick. I do apologize for how this looks, but my own track record should speak for me, too. I have never stopped you or anyone else from doing anything they wanted to do, as long as it didn’t endanger Veird itself.”

“… Okay. Okay. Sure… Okay.” Erick blinked several times as his mind went nearly blank, but neurons still fired in the background and ideas still floated to the surface. “Elementassi,” he said, quick as it came to him. “Practically huma—”

“Locked, thanks to what the Old Demons did to create incani.” Rozeta offered, “Minotaur are new, so you could be one of them? Centaur? Fae? Or at least your idea of fae. Doppelganger, perhaps? With innate [Polymorph]? I could make it so you could change faces and go incognito whenever you wished, like the dragons do. Or? How about a werewolf— Ah.” She deadpanned a joke, “WereWizard?”

Erick rapidly said, “This is a bit much. Could we have one of those timeouts?”

“My father compromises those too easily, otherwise this whole conversation would have been inside one of those.” Rozeta asked, “How about vampire? Without the vulnerabilities and propagating species-by-bite, obviously.”

“I don’t want to be a vampire.”

“Dryad? With Yggdrasil as your home-tree?” Rozeta said, “Though I can obviously change that to something less restrictive.”

“… Not that one, either.”

Rozeta boiled it down for him, “Literally any idea you have a connection to, I can make happen, and we can hide your Wizardry in that race, though you will have to be the one to make that whole race not go homicidal when they monsterize, which is what will happen almost instantly, when this is done. But know that what my father did for the shadelings, I can help you do for yourself.” Rozeta looked at him, saying, “But you need to make a choice. I cannot have my father be the one to create your Gate. I will not allow him that much power over the fate of everything.”

“Right. Right. Right.” Erick said, “But as a Wizard I have to deal with all the other dragons of the world, and the people of the world hating Wizards, and my soul being locked away inside a rad while the rest of me goes crazy, and the Script fucks me over instead of helps, and—”

“And about a hundred other problems, most of which you barely understand. But you will.” Rozeta said, “Paradox Wizardry would solve all of your physical problems. I urge you not to solve other-people problems with Wizardry.”

“… You’re sure you can’t order the incoming wrought to stay away for a few months?”

“I’ve known some of these people for 1300 years, Erick. If I told them to wait they would know something is happening and they would come here even faster and investigate you even harder, because despite how much power I have, I will not physically stop anyone from making the decisions they make. I will not harm people over ideology, or anything like that, and this includes you, and them.” Rozeta said, “You have about 54 minutes before they reach the cloudgate. They’re moving faster than I expected.”

Erick mentally ran through a thousand scenarios, sussing out the repercussions of the choices made here, and now. Mostly, he ran right into the first ultimatum Rozeta had given him.

He had two options. He could forget everything he learned here, or he could take the first step forward down an inevitable path with a civic-minded goddess guiding him. He had already been prepared to accept her offer, but now…

“Lightling,” Erick blurted, hoping for success.

Rozeta said, “Already exists. Everything you can think of that is attached to Veird has been done before.”

“… Ah.” Erick verbally thought through some ideas, “Medi… Uh. Mendicant. No. Ascetic— Very no. Uh. Astral— Etheric Human?”

“Less of a chance of working properly than you might think.” Rozeta said, “Variant humans are already accounted for in the monstrous Script, since that is what usually happens when a person turns into a monster. Becoming an actual new species would be best.”

“You’re enjoying this.”

Rozeta lost all mirth. “I apologize. This is difficult for you and I see that, but...” She added, “It would be better if you enjoyed this, too, for magic always works better that way. Or. You could look at it this way: Would you rather my father have a hand in this change? It’s a miracle of Wizardry that you didn’t become a shadeling when you took on the curse inside those New Stats.” Rozeta said, “Just so you know: That was your own Wizardry, already working to keep you safe when you should have died, or had something horrible happen to you.”

“Okay. Okay. Okay— Protean.” Erick spoke the word before his brain caught up to his mouth, but he didn’t take it back. It felt right, almost. He added, “A human, but able to [Polymorph] like dragons do, or however that works.”

Rozeta gave a small, content smile. “We have the word ‘shapeshifter’ but not specifically ‘Protean’. You’re even rather Chaotic, too, so I can see where you got your inspiration. This works well.” Her eyes seemed to grow larger, without changing size at all, and Erick realized there would be no more delay. This was happening right now. Clouds drifted out from the corners of the room to suddenly flow around his feet. Rozeta spoke from on high, “You’re going to have to do the heavy lifting, but I’ll guide your change.”

The Goddess of the Script stared down at Erick, perspective shifting till he was an ant and she was a serpentine white dragon that filled a cloudy sky. In that moment, he felt their entire several hour conversation had not been nearly long enough, and yet, it could have been shortened considerably. Maybe ‘Hi. I’m a Wizard?’ And then she’d say, ‘Yes you are. Let’s make that work.’ And then this would happen.

It was rather infuriating, actually.

- - - -

Erick was mad.

Angry at circumstances and forced actions and what the world demanded of him so that he and his loved ones didn’t die to any of a thousand unknown threats, or several well-known threats. He was angry, and he always had been, though it rarely showed. He saw that part of himself in Jane, for sure; that same bone-deep frustration that forced him to do what needed to be done to ensure good outcomes. Jane was young, though, so her anger was rightfully directed into direct, physical action. Erick’s own anger had transformed long ago into helping people wherever he could, making him into the man he was before he came to Veird.

Coming to Veird had transformed him, calling that deep anger back from the depths of his soul, making him, in his darkest moments, want to eradicate all his enemies from the face of the world. To sweep them away with unbridled power, with light and lightning, with physical destruction and complete obliteration.

And yet, he still believed in the power of talk, and understanding. He had seen compassion work too many times as a social worker to discount the power of empathy. The power of helping others had helped him first, after all, when an agent of the state came to him a year after Jane fell into his lap.

With a crying baby in the crib, twelve dollars in the bank, and a gun in his right hand, Erick had considered robbing a bank, or their neighbors, or dealing drugs. The drug option was the best one, but robbing a convenience store a few states away was faster, and rent was due soon. He had a baby now, and he needed money. He had fallen in with a bad crowd in college, but after Jane he had gotten away from most of that, but now he knew where the money was, and that’s all that mattered. Giving up Jane was never an option; he was going to make this work, even if he had to kill someone to do it.

It was the darkest part of his life.

And yet, in that dark, a social worker had rescued him and Jane with job placements and daycare assistance and too many small acts of mercy to recount. He didn’t have to sell drugs. He didn’t have to rob anyone. He didn’t need to kill. All he had needed was a helping hand to cross a canyon, to get to the other side where stability awaited.

Erick had remained mad at the world, though.

At the rich and the powerful, at the toil of his own life, and at what others had to do to survive. At what he almost had to do. But once he had turned the corner, that anger had transformed into growth, and that growth made all the difference in the lives of so many people; and none more than his own. If that social worker hadn't helped him… If he had gone to the gangs… He would have been a very different man, today.

If that other man had fallen to Veird with Jane at his side those first days and everything else would have been different. That other man certainly wouldn’t have ever qualified for a Silver Star from Koyabez. Erick hadn’t killed anyone back on Earth, but he was no stranger to blood on his fists.

He probably would have accepted Phagar’s offer a lot more readily.

Kill everyone who slighted him? Murder those fucks who stuck a knife in his back in that alleyway, who then assaulted the sewerhouse trying to kill him and his daughter? Go hunting with his daughter in the Crystal Forest, looking for Levels, and power? Yeah. He would have done that. It would have seemed like the only way to ensure his and Jane’s survival.

But someone had helped him long ago, and changed everything.

Rozeta’s voice called out from the depths of the clouds, “Growth and change. Anger and empathy. Not two sides of the same coin, but instead, a river that shifts on a boulder, finding a new track through the desert. You would have been a different person except for that helping hand given in honest aid, and this different person would have come into his Wizardry on his own long before now.

“This is a new turning point. This is a new helping hand.” Rozeta reached down from the heavens, inviting him forward. “Take my hand, Erick.”

Erick and Rozeta spoke together, “Become the monster, and the man.”

Erick reached forward...







- - - -







Erick stood upon a mirror that stretched out to every horizon. Clouds held in the far distance while a nebulous light glowed all around.

He looked down.

Another Erick looked up. He was the same, and yet different. Same roughness to his face. Same white eyes. But he smirked, while Original Erick did not. He had blood on his hands, and on the hems of his pants and sleeves, while Erick was clean. Erick was just a man, but the other man was the Wizard.

The Wizard leaned down, reaching to the glass floor, toward Erick. With a gentle ripple his hand came out of the ground.

Erick grabbed the Wizard’s hand and helped him out of the ground with a yank, disturbing the mirrored land with a single ripple. Erick set the man down again, causing the Wizard to give a rather undignified yelp, grabbing and cradling his own hand, smiling all the while even though he was obviously in a bit of pain.

“Strong grip there, buddy!”

“Ach. Uh.” Erick said, “I didn’t think you’d be—”

“Nah! It’s fine.” The Wizard shook his hand out, then flexed it a few times as he said, “So you got to keep all the Stats, eh? I’ve glanced through four thousand universes and the only ones that kept their Stats were the ones brainwashed by dragons or the god-touched, and you ain’t neither of them.” With an infectious grin, the Wizard asked, “How the fuck you manage that?”

“Rozeta is helping me to link to you.” Erick said, “The cat is about to escape the bag about my Wizardry.”

The Wizard briefly looked distraught, but then he hummed, saying, “I guess you’re perfect, then.” He frowned a bit more. “But of course you’re the perfect one. That makes me the fake; the lost timeline.”

“Ah. One of those Paradox things, eh?”

The Wizard shrugged, giving a smile. “Yup! This was always the danger of attempting this sort of Wizardry, but I was out of options. They’re beating down the doors right now and I’m practically out of mana. Paladins of Rozeta, actually. Didn’t like me mucking about with bringing... Actually. I probably shouldn’t say. I can already tell how this is going to go. I’ll fail to exist if I leave this space.” The Wizard laughed. “Ah! That whore. I guess she got me in the end! Didn’t even see it coming.”

Erick felt a twist on his insides, like heartburn, but he hadn’t experienced that sensation in nearly a year, so it was obviously a lot more important than that. Mana sense failed him, though; this space was ephemeral, and probably wouldn’t last past this single conversation.

Erick asked, “How was Veird on your Path?”

“Utter shitshow!” The Wizard said, “You probably won’t get any of my memories… Or maybe you will? Rozeta’s a decent sort as long as you don’t go upsetting the applecart.” He winked. “But that’s exactly what I did. All I wanted was to—” He clutched his chest. “Ah. Shouldn’t say that either, eh?” He looked up at the clouds and shouted at the sky, “Fuck you! This is my death and I’m gonna give it some meaning.” He looked back to Erick. “You could tell me how your time went, though. Probably no restrictions there. I’d like to know what version of myself I’ve been saddled with.”

Erick said, “Invented Particle Magic—”

A nod. “Normal.”

“—Killed many Shades—”

A smirk. “Didn’t manage that.”

“—Ar’Kendrithyst is empty of Shades, actually. They’re calling it ‘Last Shadow’s Feast’—”

The Wizard frowned, saying, “Hold on.”

“—Invented a spell that [Renew]s spellwork—”

The Wizard laughed. “OH yeah. You’re a Wizard.”

“—And I’m practically at the end of the Worldly Path.”

The Wizard cackled, throwing his head back and laughing at the world. And then he looked to Erick. “I’m good with this. So? What’s the plan? Do you know how Wizardry works?” He answered his own question, “Short rundown: Wizardry is informing the universe that your dick is the biggest, therefore you make the rules.”

Erick chuckled. “Rozeta didn’t explain quite in that way.”

“Course she didn’t! Firstly: Every Wizard is different. Secondly: I don’t got time to go into all the other shit.” The Wizard said, “You’ll figure it all out.” The Wizard’s joy faded into the background. His face fell. “Say… Did Jane— Uh—” He wiped his difficult emotions away, and spoke with hope in his voice, “What’s up with Jane these days?”

Erick felt a stab in his chest. He grabbed his right side. Pain blossomed beside his heart.

At the same time the Wizard mirrored Erick’s grab, touching his own left side of his chest, grasping the space over his heart.

Wounds appeared under both of their hands, flowing red through both of their fingers as blood soaked through their tunics.

Erick breathed, then looked the Wizard in the eyes. They shared the same white eyes with black pupils, though Erick only now noticed that the Wizard still looked 49, with grey in his hair and in his day-old beard. But Erick, himself, had gained a Blessing from Rozeta nearly a year ago. Erick looked something like 30. Looking in mirrors still freaked him out a bit when a stranger’s face stared back at him.

He hadn’t even noticed till now that the Wizard was truly his old self, but flipped. A true mirror version. Like how he used to be, and was no longer.

The Wizard tilted his head a bit as he stared at Erick, gaining his own sight to see the strangeness likely standing before him. He said, “At least I’ll be hot again. Say. Are—” He stopped.

Seemingly sharing the same thoughts, but in opposite directions, Erick and the Wizard both glanced down at the actual mirror in the room.

All that was down there was Darkness.

“Ah,” the Wizard said.

“Ah,” Erick said.

They looked at each other.

“What about Jane?” The Wizard asked.

Erick said, “Jane is fine as of a few days ago. She’s in Spur dealing with something, though they won’t tell me what.”

The Wizard breathed out, his mouth opening into a wide smile. “Ahhhh.” Tears flowed. “Okay. This is good. I’m happy with this. Even if I won’t be seeing her again… I will.”

Erick asked, “I’ll love her enough for the both of us.”

“I know you will, ‘cause that’s what I’d do if I were the real one.”

“Does this happen often?” Erick asked, “Meeting other selves?”

“In the shallow Paradox? No. Never.” The Wizard said, “But I’ve burned everything to make this work, to drag both of us into this meeting; we’re in the Deep Paradox, Erick. Truly deep, where you never know if you’re in control or not, and, it turns out, I lost the dice roll. You can’t tell, but my heart and my core burst when I came in here. I was real to me, but you’re the Truth in this place.”

Erick’s heart thumped in pain as cold waves of unsettling emotions spread out from his chest. He looked at the Wizard with understanding that likely fell far short of truth. Erick said, “I’m sorry this happened to you.”

The Wizard smiled. His teeth were red; a match for the blood on his hands, and on his hems. Blood dripped as his tears turned crimson. “I know you are.”

Erick stood strong. He nodded.

The Wizard responded in kind, though he was dying with every passing moment.

Resolute, the Wizard and the not-yet Wizard took a step toward the other, each holding out a bloody right hand. They met in the middle, red mixing with red as they spoke in unison,

“I’m ready.”







- - - -







Erick woke to pain, his mana sense and [Greater Lightwalk] flickering on almost instinctively.

He almost passed right back out from weakness, but he held onto consciousness like a man on the edge of a cliff.

A few things stuck out immediately. The bedroom all around him was made of white stone and the bed looked familiar, while a rainbow crystal window above the actual window told him that he was inside the king’s castle, somewhere. Outside the window, Yggdrasil stood like a green and rainbow mountain sitting on a convex ocean that curled up. Beyond Yggdrasil lay the rest of the Outer Core.

Rozeta was in the room with Erick, standing to the side of his bed like a nurse, a queen, and a goddess all rolled into one, which she was.

Ophiels chirped on various perches around the room.

But the most concerning thing was the jagged pearl of a core sitting in his chest, next to his heart, where his heart would have been if it had been mirrored onto his right side. His lungs had been altered to fit the new thing inside of him. Right now, it was the size of a thumbnail and faceted like a broken, minor rad worth only 3 gold at the Mage’s Guild, but scar tissue surrounded it, and ethereal vein-like structures led outward, mirroring Erick’s own vasculature like a shadow of the real thing. The fake veins weren’t even real, except they were, somehow.

As for his soul...

His soul was completely trapped inside of a tiny, new core. His body was soul-dead, like a shadeling’s, or a monster’s, or anything else with a rad—

Rozeta said, “Calm down, Erick. It’s a temporary thing. I wanted to speak to you before I allowed your messages to start rolling in, to let you know that many of them are automated and that you shouldn’t be too concerned. The procedure was a complete success.”

Blue boxes began to roll across his vision.










	
You are suffering from the beginning stages of monsterfication.

Seek help soon, or lose yourself to the mana.

















	
You are entering the end stages of monsterfication.

You are about to lose yourself to the mana.

















	
You have lost yourself to the mana.

Reinitializing.

















	
Unknown Entity detected!

We see you!

Initializing mana integration…







ERROR.

Unknown species detected.

Higher priority requested.

Higher priority obtained.

Reorienting scan…







You are an unknown monster.

Beginning New Monster registration.

Designation: <Protean>







Welcome to Veird, <Protean>!







It appears you are derived from the <UNKNOWN> species.

As a monster you likely will not be able to understand this notification, but if you can, then here are some words for you.

The Open Script is closed to you. All selected options you had in your previous life are gone. Personalized magic might be available to you based on your species. Or not.

Cultivate your mana to stave off insanity. Do this by focusing your mana inward and feeding on your own mana. This should be instinctual.

There is no need to attack other people to sustain your existence.

There is still hope to rid yourself of this affliction.

You are issued a Quest.

Good luck.

















	
Special Quest!

Return to <UNKNOWN>

















	
Error!
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His Status appeared, dominating his view, and it looked nothing like how it should have. Erick’s stomach dropped. Jane had shown off her Familiar Form boxes often enough for him to recognize the same shape to this new blue box. It was almost like his own Light Slime box, but different.
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He willed his desire to see his normal Status, and like a sluggish flow, it gradually materialized.

Ah.

So that was why he felt like shit.
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As he read his new predicament he bottomed out at 0 mana, and felt even worse.

Rozeta pulled Erick out of his thoughts. “Try [Paradox Shift].”

Her words vibrated with power, and Erick felt himself activate his ability without even trying.

The world shifted.

Things made more sense.

The rad in his chest vanished and he was himself, as he had been hours ago. He was much, much stronger, with Strength in the 80’s and the Vitality to match and full mana and—

Rozeta started, “This is perhaps the perfect outcome for starting slow. Some bonuses I managed to sneak into there that would otherwise not exist include Perfected Body, the ‘Greater’ to your [Lightwalk], [Luminous Beam], [Lodestar], as well as the previously discussed [Perfected Polymorph]. For that last one, all you need to do is think of a person you want to be, or perhaps choose someone you’re familiar with. In your case, DNA should be enough to trigger that ability, though your Perfected Body will be doing a great deal of lifting in that case and you might not get the perfect result. Experiment some, and you should be fine.

“You’re starting from scratch as a ‘monster’, or rather, in the generalized path of a shadeling, or a cannibal that comes back to themselves, though in all of those cases such a thing is a very rare occurrence.

“You’ll have noticed a fair bit of problems, though. All of the ones we previously discussed are present, including a few more. Stat Rings don’t work for monsters. You’ve lost all of the extra points you gained from all sources of extra points, from spell creation to Quest completion, but you still have all of the same spells you had before so it’s not that rough of a change. All your multiplier abilities are gone, though; you’ll have to reacquire those. Your soul is inside your core and thus most guards will be able to pick you out of a crowd which is especially true for someone like your woman, Teressa. You can’t level from the expenditure of mana; only from cycling or killing things. As with all things, figuring out how to work your magic properly will stop these problems.

“You’ll have to cycle mana and [Renew] yourself in this form every day or else you might experience problems. Don’t let that happen.

“Etcetera.

“This is all a temporary fix to acclimate you to being a Wizard. When that happens you’ll be able to be both of yourselves at the same time, choosing the best of both sides, and cutting away the rest. You’ll likely be able to manage small things before that large shift, though. Try working to make your Stat rings work in both forms, or to make yourself not require core-upkeep. Prune your problems and learn what it means to be a Paradox Wizard, first hand, before you grow too much and are permanently removed from the Script. That should be a while away, though.” Rozeta said, “I have high hopes for you, Erick.”

As Rozeta spoke, Erick shifted back to his other form briefly, felt absolutely gutted all over again, and then Shifted back. And then he Shifted again, and started noting the problems that Rozeta noted. Every boosting ability from Strong to Scion of Focus was gone, but all of his spells seemed there in both forms, though he had no resources to cast the vast majority of them as this Other Self.

Blessing of Rozeta was still present. So that was nice. 

When she spoke of cycling, Erick tried that, doing exactly the same as the shadelings he spoke to had done; he took his mana, which was already somehow in his core, and he pushed it around. For such a simple act it felt wonderful. Like breaking up a clogged drain. The facets of his tiny core began to shift and expand as he cycled his pitiful 5 mana around and around. By the time Rozeta was nearly finished speaking, Erick had gained one level due to experience gained from cycling. He stopped there and Shifted back to huma—

Ah. Still ‘protean’ in his normal form. That was kinda a kick in the pants. No more ‘humanity’.

And there were other unexpected results of this change. As he looked at his hands and saw them without blemish and as perfect mirrors of each other, it was apparent that Perfected Body carried over into both forms, as well. He’d be finding side effects of this… Event, for months, perhaps. But on yet another plus side: Maybe he should look into getting that [Bloody Personal Ward] like Jane was talking, since Perfected Body made him basically immune to most of the long-term problems of Blood Magic.

Gods, he hoped Jane was okay.

And that reminded him—

“I saw someone in the vision.” Erick said, “Another me. And Melemizargo was down there, too.”

Rozeta’s smile vanished. After a moment, she said, “Don’t worry too much about that. You’re the real one.”

“… That’s what he said, too.”

“You’re going to be doing a lot of Script manipulation in the future so please try to keep it small and manageable until you grow enough to handle the deeper stuff.” Rozeta added, “You’re still at least three iterations from being able to wield your full power; going to a grand core, then fortifying yourself until you’re completely a mana crystal, and then becoming a fully fledged Wizard that—” She glanced to the side, then she turned back to Erick. “Don’t let anyone know you’re a Wizard.” She stepped away, turning into gold fire halfway through her movement, her voice becoming a whisper, “I cleaned the manasphere to remove our conversations, but they’ll find out you have [Duplicate] if they look, and they will. Good luck. Please don’t kill them. I already asked them to give you the same courtesy.”

Erick went still for a moment as he took stock of his situation.

Then he breathed, got off the bed, and blipped over to Yggdrasil’s upper branches.

- - - -

A world of rainbows, white light, and fiery green leaves greeted him.

“Welcome back, Father,” Yggdrasil said.

Erick leaned down and patted Yggdrasil's white bark, saying, “Hello again, Yggdrasil. I hope I wasn’t gone too long.”

“You look different.”

Erick looked at himself with his mana sense. He was different, of that there was no doubt. Cleaner lines, all blemishes erased. He was already pretty good-looking, especially with all the other little bonuses that physical Stats did to a body, but this latest change had thrown him into Hollywood star categories. Perfected Body was pretty great.

If it wasn’t for the attached Wizardry and the required body horror where his soul was completely trapped inside a rad in his other chest, and with the secondary circulatory system, then he’d probably be happier about this.

Erick sent, ‘I feel different, too, but I’m still myself.’

‘Yes. I have other bodies.’ Yggdrasil asked, ‘I tell no one about Wizards?’

Erick felt his heart drop and soar in equal measure, sad of the words he had to tell Yggdrasil, but also happy that Yggdrasil understood already. ‘I’m sorry to ask you to lie to people, either through direct lying or through omission. You should be allowed to enjoy your life more, and lies make it so much more difficult than it has to be.’

‘Why difficult?’

‘Because lies will always be found out, breaking trust in their passing, and once trust is broken it’s very hard to get back.’ Erick cast a [Cascade Imaging] into the air above them, searching for people as he sent, ‘Trust is what makes much of society function, Yggdrasil.’

‘Trust is important?’

‘Yes. I trust you not to hurt me, and I hope you trust me not to hurt you. In this way, we can work and live and grow together.’ Erick watched his Imaging resolve piece by piece as he sent, ‘It’s like how I trust Jane and she trusts me. I can lower my defenses around her, and she does the same. I don’t have that same level of trust with people like whoever is coming here right now, so I’m going to keep all of my defenses up, and active. But I won’t attack them until they attack me. I hope that my trust in this small way is repaid with similar trust that they won’t attack either, or at least we’ll talk before that happens.’

‘I understand.’

The map had populated enough. Three blue dots held at a distance about four or five thousand kilometers away; well out of visual sight and into the deeper blue parts of the sky where the inner surface of the Outer Core started to vanish behind so much air and clouds. They weren’t moving.

Probably because they could see Yggdrasil from this distance. In this unmoving, unchanging world, which these people probably knew every meter of, a very large tree in the ocean next to a very large city probably stood out like a pimple on prom night.

Erick spoke, “Looks like they’re hanging back… Did they not expect you, Yggdrasil? I would have expected you if I were them. If they decide to attack I want you to defend; not attack. Understood?”

“Okay, Father.”

Ophiel hopped around in the light, mimicking Yggdrasil's response with his own chirp chirp.

“And don’t try to restrain them with your [Lodestar]. They probably have a Domain popper amongst them. They’d have to if they planned on coming through those tunnels.” Erick frowned a little as he shifted his sight between the blue dots on the map, and to an Ophiel hovering outside of Yggdrasil’s branches, with eyes on that particular curve of the Outer Core. “Hmm.”

Erick cast a [True Viewing Screen] on the location. He had targeted close enough. He saw.

The cloudgate in the center of the rocky land, looking perfectly normal. The wrought had walked through the thing with the password, after all, so this was expected.

Three wrought to the side of the cloudgate, atop rocky ground. They weren’t attacking, or gearing up to attack, because they were injured. Seriously injured.

One was a black human-shaped woman with a green sheen to her, missing an arm and a leg and bleeding drops of black metal from each severance. Erick instantly recognized her as Tasar the summoner, the archmage he had met back at Oceanside who had invented [Condense Oxygen], which was both a wrought-killing or saving spell, depending on how it was used. Probably didn’t work on any of the higher-order metals, though, like Tasar, with her adamantium, but she was mixed with something else to have that green sheen, so maybe it did? Who knew.

Tasar did not look good. She was sprawled on the ground, unconscious and slightly liquefying from any of a hundred small wounds, and all of her major ones, and yet she gripped a black staff in her remaining arm like it would somehow keep her alive.

A white-metal horned wrought stood over her, shoving desperate magics to the woman, trying to stop her degradation. Everywhere he poured white light, Tasar regained some of her solidity.

The white man was missing his left hand and one of his horns.

To the side lay the third person, who seemed like he should have been the one to receive all of the Healer’s ministrations, but that wasn’t happening. He was an orcol-shaped black adamantium man with a rent going halfway through his metal flesh, leading from his right shoulder to his left thigh. That was just one claw mark, though, likely inflicted by Melemizargo himself. But Melemizargo had multiple claws to a paw, and those other claws had sheared off the wrought’s left arm at the bicep, and half-clipped through his right thigh.

Erick took notice of their entire situation in a fraction of a second. As another second passed, he scoped out the rest of the area around them. He found no immediate threats, hidden or otherwise. With a thought, Erick sent a fully-protected Ophiel to them, lightstepping as fast as the little guy could go.

“How can I help?” Erick asked, from a few meters away from the white wrought man.

The white man glanced at Ophiel then instantly returned to his work, trying to hold Tasar together as he said, “Unless you have adamantium then you cannot help.”

“I have a few inscription knives here.” Erick asked, “Want them?”

“Yes. All of the magical ones.” The man tried not to panic as the left side of Tasar’s chest crumpled inward, turning liquid all at once, spreading black across the rocks. “Please. Hurry.”

With Ophiel’s help, Erick rapidly copied his formation knife inside a [Prismatic Ward]. In three flashing seconds, he had three hundred wrought-quality adamantium knives. In the fourth second, Ophiel lightstepped the lot of them to the three wrought, dumping them onto the ground beside Tasar.

The white wrought stared at the new pile, had a realization, and then stuffed that down as he moved to the knives, saying, “[Mending Aura] localized on Sitnakov, please. He’s the other one. I have to prep this metal for Tasar and then we all need [Mending Aura], but not before the metal is integrated into Tasar or an indistinct [Mend] will kill her.”

Erick did as asked, hovering Ophiel over to the wrought with rents through his entire body and opening up a [Mending Aura] atop the man. The man’s eyes remained closed but he winced hard, his body gradually flowing together in fits and spurts of barely-moving black metal.

While Erick did that, the white wrought cast a net of magic over the adamantium knives, shifting their harsh lines and hard edges into putty, molding the metal in a way that shouldn’t be possible with adamantium. The stump of his one forearm continued to hold the floating ball of metal in a net of magic, while dexterous fingers peeled off streamers of the stuff, guiding them into the cavity of Tasar’s chest.

“Eat, Tasar.” The white wrought said, “Eat, please. I need you to be present and—” A smile broke across his face as the streamers of metal began soaking into Tasar, forming organs, heart first. “Yes. Just like that. You’re going to be okay.”

Erick had no idea that wrought had organs. From what he was seeing inside Sitnakov’s chest, the man didn’t seem to have organs. Sitnakov was already looking better, though, but there was a long way to go, and it wasn’t long before Erick had to switch out Ophiels so that another, full Ophiel could continue with the [Mending Aura]; that spell cost 572 mana per second.

The white wrought continued to administer the ‘feeding’ of Tasar’s insides, repairing organs as he said, “I need more adamantium. Enough to heal the two of them. If you have any holyite, I’d take that, too, but this is a much lower priority.”

Erick began working on the first request while he spoke through Ophiel, “I have no holyite, but you got extra, right? I could copy some of your own white stuff?”

The man gave a small laugh. “Yes. Of course.” He tilted his head a bit, saying, “I got the horn wound. Take some blood from that.”

A separate Ophiel quickly danced in toward the man and used his sunform to scoop out a bit of the white metal from the broken horn. Erick pulled that bit of metal back toward him, back at Yggdrasil, while he dropped another load of magical daggers on the rocky land beside the healer.

“What’s your name?” Erick said, “I know Tasar from before. I don’t know Sitnakov.”

“Kromolok. High Priest of Rozeta.”

With another cast of net-like magic, Kromolok grabbed the new daggers and added them to the hovering orb of metal. His ministrations on Tasar were already paying off. The woman’s caved-in side was nearly repaired, with new adamantium becoming organs, then bone, then flesh and skin. The bleeding wounds all over her body were already ‘clotting’, or whatever it was wrought bodies did to stop the bleeding. Erick wasn’t even aware that wrought could bleed.

Lots of new information today.

Kromolok continued, “Rozeta told us that kindness would work better than anger, that you didn’t know what you were doing when you came down here. Of the danger you brought to the world when you breached the guardians.”

“I’m aware now.” Erick said, “So as soon as you’re all healed up we can leave, unless there are other problems you have with me.”

Kromolok sighed, his relief obvious, but he was not fully relieved, at all. “Will you consent to a mind wipe?”

“Absolutely not,” Erick said, in his most polite tone. “I have learned quite a few things down here, and they’re going to stay with me forever.”

Kromolok nodded, his gentle joy that no one was going to die replaced by something stronger. Something more resolute. “Sitnakov will wish to speak with you about a great many things.” Without looking at the downed man, Kromolok said, “You can stop [Mend]ing him now. The worst of the damage is repaired and any more [Mend]s will only cause more problems later.”

Erick had exhausted seven Ophiel [Mending Aura]ing Sitnakov, but he also resummoned those Ophiel and sent them back out. Not once had he let his guard down, either. Sitnakov’s chest was back to mostly-wholeness, but he was still missing an entire arm and the rest of his assorted wounds were still half there.

Erick asked, “Is Sitnakov going to wake up, soon?”

“I would prefer Tasar to be awake before him, but don’t tell anyone I said that and I won’t tell anyone you have [Duplicate].” Kromolok said, “I need four more piles of adamantium like the previous one, please.”

Erick dropped off a small pile of fully magical holyite next to Kromolok. The aluminum gleamed white in the light of the Inner Core above, but it also shifted with an essence of divine fire. Then he got to work on more knives as he said, “They’re going to understand where this metal came from, anyway, so your promise for a promise is a weak offer.”

“Ah. So you’re dropping pretenses? Then I will do the same.” Kromolok asked, “What is your goal in finding a Wizard?”

“I would prefer not to have anything to do with Wizardry but apparently the Worldly Path ends with Wizardry from Melemizargo, and I would prefer to avoid that.”

“I would like to break you off your Path.” Kromolok strung wires of adamantium into the stump of Tasar’s missing arm, rebuilding it as he said, “A [Teleport] network can do almost everything a [Gate] network can do and it doesn’t require Wizardry, or the Dark.”

“… Feel free to explain further.”

Kromolok nodded, continuing to repair Tasar as he said, “A series of Teleport Stations can replicate [Gate]’s ability to go anywhere on Veird. There are even special Darkness-repelling runeworks that allow t-stations to function in the Underworld. Every Geode has these sorts of stations. We are considering allowing this magic out into the rest of the world if you agree to step off of the Worldly Path.”

A blossom of cold anger flowed out from the center of Erick’s chest, invading the rest of him like a chilly wind. “Ah. So you have kept this from the rest of the world for some reason? You’ve denied civilization the ability to connect to each other up till now? Till someone forced this action from you?”

“Yes.” Kromolok said, “You can have the headache of keeping the Dark-touched mortals in line for we want nothing to do with them unless they start breaking things.”

Erick’s anger cooled, replaced by solidity. “Fair enough.” He dumped another load of knives two meters away from Kromolok, giving the man what appeared to be enough to heal everyone, as he said, “But I still want [Gate].”

Kromolok frowned as he finished creating the metal bones of Tasar’s arm, and started to flow more adamantium onto that skeleton, like shaping putty around sticks. Erick wasn’t even aware that wrought had skeletons. In fact, he was pretty sure healthy ones didn’t. Kromolok netted himself some more knives, turning them into more raw material as he said, “The alternative of going through the Dark to acquire [Gate] is to find another Wizard, and the Dark won’t let you. Your Path will take you down dangerous roads, killing millions of people. You need to end this whole thing, right now, and pick another way—”

Sitnakov grumbled, “Dammit, Krom. You’re not... talk... for…” His voice trailed off.

His wounds began to leak metal, with the half-healed rent across his chest turning goopy.

Kromolok frowned at the large orcol-like man. With a twist of his remaining hand he tied off his healing of Tasar, leaving her with many small wounds and an arm that was mostly skeletal. With a flick of his severed wrist, Kromolok grabbed up some more adamantium into a hovering ball of black, then he moved over toward Sitnakov and began to heal away the fresh bleed, saying, “If you would have dodged better, you could have been the one to speak first.”

Sitnakov’s eyes shot open. His chest expanded as he drew breath, but then sudden, wracking coughs stole all the words he was trying to say.

Kromolok seemed to know what the larger man was about, though, as he said, “If you would have kept it together then you could have been the one to speak, but you didn’t, so I went first. Do not complain about this.” Sitnakov relaxed, his breathing evening out as Kromolok’s healing took hold; the floating ball of metal turning into threads that became bones and muscles. The healer said, “He’s denied my path, though, so you’re up next.”

Sitnakov grumbled at that—

He jerked a tiny bit, his eyes going wide as he looked down and saw the ball of metal above Kromolok’s stump of a forearm. “Where did you…” He tilted his head and took in the sight of Tasar, who was slightly breathing, Ophiel, who hovered above, and then the piles of adamantium knives that had yet to become new flesh. “[Duplicate]. Damned priests and... secrets.”

“Actually, that’s me.” Erick said, “By the way, I didn’t think wrought had bones. Or organs or blood. Learn something new every day.”

Without looking Ophiel’s way, Kromolok said, “I would have kept this secret, Erick.”

“And I would prefer not to have secrets at all, especially once people start moving around here and seeing what I’ve been touching while I’ve been in this apparently holy land of yours.” Erick said, “I’d prefer to be upfront about everyone’s reasons for anger.”

Sitnakov laughed loudly, but that laugh quickly turned into gurgling, and coughing, but laughter kept coming.

Kromolok slapped Sitnakov on the chest with his free hand. “Stop moving. Stop it.”

Sitnakov killed his laughter, though he had to go through some small chuckles before it fully vanished. When he could, he tried to act professional, even if remained sprawled on the ground, bleeding from hundreds of wounds. He asked, “Did Kromolok introduce himself?”

“Nope. You were all bleeding out, so I worked—” Erick noticed Tasar started bleeding again, but it was internal. “Tasar is bleeding in her chest again. The organs reappeared and the bleeding started and this is all very weird.”

Kromolok instantly said, “Do not move, Sitnakov. Stay there. I mean it.” And then he detached his repairing magics from the man and moved back to Tasar. He squinted a bit, then he said, “Ah. She’s… Hmm.” He started running adamantium into her chest, fixing internal injuries as he could.

Sitnakov glanced at the two other wrought, then he turned to face Ophiel, hovering overhead. “I’m Sitnakov Stratagold, of Heavy Adamantium. I come offering you methods toward [Gate] that you may or may not be able to grasp, along with our libraries of magical lore. In return, we ask you to step off the Worldly Path. We require no other necessities from you. We have other offers that you might like more, or less, but either one works for the needs of Stratagold. High Inquisitor Priest Kromolok, of True Holyite, wishes you off the Path and also to remove your memories of your time in this land. Such a removal would be painless, of course. Geode Guardian Archmage Tasar, of Green Adamantium, wishes—”

Tasar grumbled, her thick voice barely a whisper, but more than loud enough to be heard among the otherwise silent lands, “I can speak for myself, Sitnakov.”

“Then please do,” Sitnakov said, still laying down. “And actually speak; don’t whisper.”

“You shouldn’t speak, yet,” Kromolok said, “Let me work.”

Tasar’s remaining good hand clutched her black staff, hard. Erick only now noticed that it wasn’t a metal staff; it was black crystal. Tasar winced hard at her own movements, then she relaxed, and spoke clearly, asking, “How far are on your Path, Archmage Flatt?”

Kromolok tsk’d, but gave no other complaints as he healed Tasar.

“Two or three steps from the end, not including the end.” Erick said, “Things ramped up rather damned fast when I came here. Did a lot. Learned a lot about myself, and my goals.”

Tasar asked, “What other steps do you think you have? Before [Gate]?”

“Finally got aura control, so now I gotta learn to Remake some magic and skills, like Clarity and Meditation and Mana Altering. I want to make my own Particle Mage Class Ability, too. After that, I might need to visit some dragons in Ar’Cosmos to learn more about [Gate]. I think I’ll be done by then, but then I have to put everything together and get a Wizard to ‘anoint’ it, or whatever it is they do.” Erick said, “Still not sure what makes a Wizard a Wizard, even after plundering the Grand Wizard’s Tower for everything I could find.”

Sitnakov winced. “That close, huh.”

Tasar said, “I humbly ask you to visit Oceanside before continuing with any other steps. Kirginatharp holds in wait Angelic and Demonic forces, hoping to use your Worldly Path to force them into some sort of long-term ceasefire.” She added, “While we are there, I can teach you all about Remaking all known Basic Tier magic, every skill, how to make a Class Ability, as well as much of what the dragons in Ar’Cosmos know of [Gate].”

Kromolok frowned as he treated Tasar.

Erick felt good about that offer, actually. “What do you want in return, Tasar?”

“For you and I to pursue a Wizard that is not the Darkness in order to end your Worldly Path, and also for you to teach me how to make a [Familiar] that has their own mana.” Tasar said, “I have tried the methods you explained to your apprentice and that other girl, but the methods now held at the Magisterium of the Wasteland Kingdoms do not work for me. I want personal teaching.”

Kromolok’s frown deepened. “Greedy girl.”

The orcol wrought had a decidedly stronger reaction. He spoke with a deep heaviness to his voice, “Tasar.”

“You all aren’t offering him enough!” Tasar said, “I already explained to you—”

“Line up with me and we’ll elevate you to Heavy,” Sitnakov said.

Tasar went stock still. Slowly, she turned her head and locked eyes with Sitnakov. Kromolok stared at the orcol-shaped man, too, his healing of Tasar still happening, but slower.

Sitnakov said, “I can ensure it happens.”

Tasar weakly said, “He won’t pick your option, for he knows not what you actually offer.” She looked up to Ophiel, her voice slightly stronger, “My offer shines true, Archmage Flatt. Let us go to Oceanside together.”

Sitnakov spoke, “You're making a mistake, Tasar.”

“And I will make that mistake on my own terms, evading the weight of the Heavies as I always have.” Tasar added, softer, “At least one more time.”

Sitnakov kept his face impassive, if a bit sad.

Erick sighed, and turned Ophiel toward Sitnakov, “What is the actual offer, Sitnakov Stratagold?”

Erick did not miss that the man’s last name was in line with his city.

Now it was Tasar’s turn to deflate a bit.

Sitnakov happily said, “As the rulers of Stratagold, the largest city in the entire world, with the strongest armies and the most learned archmages, we have more to offer than you can possibly imagine. As a start: Ar’Kendrithyst’s reclamation is going well, and it might even succeed with enough time and resources dedicated to the cause, and we can make that happen. We have the resources to do that. We can help you turn the Crystal Forest back to actual forest, too.

“We can also set up Teleport Stations between a revived Kendrithyst and Stratagold, and while they are not [Gate]s, they can still enable quick and easy transportation between cities. With such a Teleport Station network, you will be able to easily reach all the way across the world. And I know what you’re thinking. Probably ‘Why not set up these systems before now’? And the answer is that the Shades were too powerful on the Surface, but now they’re gone, so we’re eager to retake what was lost to us so long ago.” He said, “And, of course, we offer to throw open our libraries to you, along with specialized teaching from other archmages like yourself, all in the hopes to enable you to make [Gate] without the Darkness. We don’t even mind helping you hunt down a stray Wizard or two, though that is not something we can guarantee, you understand.

“And one last thing: We don’t normally treat with mortals because we cannot stand to watch people we love die, so we’d also work with you to get you immortality through any number of methods which you should be able to cast, given your previous accomplishments.”

Tasar breathed out, possibly feeling that her offer was thoroughly trounced, and that she should have thrown in with Sitnakov, after all. Erick wasn’t sure he was reading that correctly, but it was close.

Kromolok’s reaction was much more controlled. He didn’t give anything away, and that right there was giving away a truth, too. Sitnakov’s offer was real.

Erick said, “Compelling.” And it was. Truly, it was. But…

Hunting down wizards, eh? Tasar’s offer wasn’t better in that respect, but Erick felt more comfortable about palling around with an obviously-outcast archmage, than with a prince of Stratagold.

And then Sitnakov went and removed all choice.

With a politician’s smile, Sitnakov added, “Or, we will lean on you with the full force of Stratagold, forcing you off the Path, and breaking your small part of the world in the process, including you and whoever else we have to kill to ensure our point has been made.”

Tasar sighed.

Kromolok sighed, too.

“Ah.” Erick’s anger spiked, but he kept it under control as he calmly asked, “And what is the point you are trying to make?”

“Infiltrating the Core is bad enough, but succeeding in the Worldly Path is something we cannot allow.” Sitnakov sat up, sky-blue power flowing across his body, grabbing the piles of adamantium that Kromolok had yet to touch and liquefying them in that same instant. Black metal flowed into his remaining wounds, and into the stump of his arm, replacing what had been lost in three short seconds. Sitnakov gave a sharp grin as he got to his feet, saying. “Almost as bad as an archmage who has [Duplicate]. Can’t let you ruin the world with that spell, either.”

Erick hummed, then said, “I see. I see. Well. I’m still going after [Gate].” He happily added, “Try and stop me.”

Sitnakov laughed loud, his dark eyes gleaming with joy as he said, “Sounds good to me!”
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                The fight hadn’t started yet.

Erick was strangely calm. He hadn’t fought against a man like Sitnakov before; either against one of the strongest warriors on the planet, or against a wrought of any skill at all. It made Erick think of Killzone, and wonder if the orcol-shaped Sitnakov was anything like the orcol-shaped general of Spur’s Army. Maybe only superficially? Killzone used his fists, but Sitnakov used two straight swords, so there was a difference there, but maybe not much of one.

Sitnakov vanished, followed rapidly by Tasar and Kromolok, Erick’s [True Sight] and other methods failed to pierce whatever spellwork the three wrought used to hide, but according to the Imaging by Yggdrasil they were still there. Tasar was likely still laid out on the ground, mostly healed but not quite. Kromolok was likely still leaning over the downed Summoner—

The rocky ground where Sitnakov had been suddenly cratered, as though a massive weight launched into the air. In that same second, Tasar and Kromolok blipped away, but they were already [Super Invisible], or whatever fucking spell they had each cast, so Erick didn’t see them go.

The Imaging beside Erick followed the three combatants as they blipped in unison toward Erick’s location; toward Yggdrasil.

Erick took a moment to shift the Imaging to ‘wrought’, as he said to Yggdrasil, “I want you to lightly use [Physical Domain] but only on the wrought or the wrought’s spellwork, when they come into range. Use the map to find them if you can’t see them. Use the [Physical Domain] like I showed you; like you saw me use against Nirzir’s spellwork, to erase that spellwork. Don’t actually pressure any of them with the [Domain], okay? Only vibrate them, or the world around them. No killing; not yet.”

“Okay!” Yggdrasil said, brightly happy.

The air suddenly shifted as a deep power began to thrum the world—

“Pull back a bit, Yggdrasil. Normalize yourself. Amplify and Harmonize only the targets. Keep your Domain away from the land.”

The air shifted again, becoming calmer. Erick watched with Ophiel as Yggdrasil flickered Harmonize and Amplify in pockets of air all around himself. Pockets of vibration appeared next to pockets of stillness, as waves down below blew against the wind and bubbles formed underwater here and there. Yggdrasil’s power extended a dozen kilometers in every direction, skipping over the Wizard’s Tower and the rest of the nearby coastal kingdom, but he pulled his power back from those locations, too, ensuring that his destruction would only affect what he wanted to affect.

If he managed to help at all, then that was fine—

In three short seconds, Erick watched as Yggdrasil rapidly learned how to wield his power, forming a dozen rings and a hundred small pockets of vibrating space all around, prismatic light flickering back and forth inside those pocket spaces like controlled shockwaves. It would be a while till they turned into magenta explosions, but it would happen soon enough, for sure.

Erick let his small joy at Yggdrasil’s first success flow through their bond. “Good job, Yggdrasil. You’re getting the hang of it. When the wrought show, throw some explosions at them, but don’t go for the kill.”

“I understand, Father!”

Erick said, “I’m going to use you to cast this spell, now, okay?” He waited a bare second, feeling for Yggdrasil’s easily given reins, and then he cast a star into the sky.

The blue heavens turned dark, and then exploded in bright white light as radiance washed out across the blue ocean. An Abyss of Extreme Light swelled inside the darkness above Yggdrasil’s rainbow crown, growing fast to overwhelming proportions, unleashing tendrils of twisting shadow all across the land. Erick couldn’t see it himself up there, above Yggdrasil’s upper branches, but the [Undertow Star]’s power cast shadows even into the brightness of this central space.

Erick used Yggdrasil to cast another spell, filling the nearest ten kilometers with [Spatial Denial].

All the while, Erick resummoned his Ophiels, preparing for the confrontation, wondering just how far he had to go against these people to get them to stop, and if he needed to follow up today’s murders with genocide—

And wasn’t that a sobering thought! And yet! Sitnakov had threatened Jane, and Spur, and Poi, Kiri, Teressa! He had threatened all of them and more besides. Erick was ready for extreme solutions if necessary. He probably wouldn’t create his ‘kill everything’ spell… Probably.

Erick prepared himself with [Lodestar] and [Greater Lightwalk] as he stared down at the [Cascade Imaging] hovering in the air, just beyond Yggdrasil’s trunk. With resignation, he lightsteped into the air a hundred meters away from his sleeping space, to stand on the light, and wait.

Sitnakov was 50 kilometers away, over atop the ocean. Kromolok and Tasar were beside each other, about a kilometer away from Sitnakov. Erick couldn’t see them with his eyes, or with any of his other senses, even though he should have been able to at that range…

With another thought, Erick erased his own Imaging and had Yggdrasil cast another Imaging into the sky, using the big guy’s massive size multiplier to create something that was almost a new spell, but not quite. Below the [Undertow Star], directly inside Yggdrasil’s upper canopy, another star formed. The spells did not interfere with each other, thankfully.

A fog rolled in, lifting off from the ocean and inundating Yggdrasil’s entire kilometers-wide body and twenty kilometers in every direction beyond. This was a big [Cascade Imaging]. It would take a while to populate, but it was a 1-for-1 map overlaid atop Yggdrasil, and it should give rather precise targeting of the wrought when any of them showed in the space.

Barely 30 seconds had passed since hostilities seemed inevitable.

Erick wondered how long he would have to wait—

A blue rush appeared in the foggy air next to Erick, inside Yggdrasil’s airspace, coming in from Erick’s back right like a cosmically-fast blur. With half a thought, Erick designated the wroughts as ‘enemies’ and the Star above weaved a tendril of shadow through the space, aiming at the blue blur. Those shadows seemed to move in slow motion against the blue blur, like a ponderous giant moving against a speedy gnat. The gnat almost reached Erick but Erick lightstepped away, through the closest shadow tendril, hoping to draw the invisible Sitnakov into the Drain and Extreme Light.

But the blue blur continued on through where Erick had been, never appearing to any Sight, only half-seen by the glowing fog all around, moving fast through the mist to get away from the ponderous [Undertow Star]—

A blue blur appeared in the fog right behind Erick. He barely had time to move, but he did. Another step through another shadow tendril took him out of harm’s way.

Where Erick had been, the blue blur half-materialized like something out of a fevered dream, arms swinging non-visible swords that sliced the air, filling the world with crashing, sonic booms. The blue blur vanished back into the glowing mist all around, moving fast to stay away from the crawling tendrils of [Undertow Star]. The shockwaves surely would have propagated far, but Yggdrasil saw the problem and locked those destructive waves down with Normalize.

Erick could have sworn he heard a ‘tsk’ out there in the glowing mists.

A moment of nothing passed, and Erick found himself thinking. If Sitnakov was attacking like this, it meant that either he discounted Erick’s power, or he had failed to [Strike] properly, or he wasn’t aiming for a kill. Erick discounted the third option right away. The first two meant that he should aim to kill, too… Unless he could overpower the man and force him to submit in a way that would last? Was such a thing pos—

This would require soul fuckery, probably. Was he willing to do that? Yes. He wa—

The Crystal Star felt suddenly heavy upon his chest—

“Yes, yes; no soul fuckery,” Erick complained at the thing. “I suppose we’ll cut off all his limbs again and lock him down. I can do that, too.”

The Crystal Star went inert.

While Erick spoke, nothing had tried to attack him again, which was odd. Erick had expected—

Sitnakov’s voice carried on the wind, “You can still surrender. We’ll have to strip [Duplicate] out of you, but that’s fine, right?”

“How about I strip off the arm I gave you? Eh? How about that?”Erick said, “And a punitive tax on both of your legs, as well!”

Erick watched his surroundings, but he also watched the sky. The mist all around Yggdrasil began to fade as [Cascade Imaging] worked overtime to clear the air. As vision increased, Erick could see great columns of twisting shadow chasing a rapidly moving and rapidly resolving blue blur about a kilometer away. Yggdrasil worked overtime, too, opening up pockets of flashing purple space into the blue blur’s path. Neither shadow nor explosion seemed able to reach the man, who danced around every obstacle and even through several, blasting right through every bit of spellwork that Yggdrasil managed to make hit, dissipating magenta vibrations like so many scattered explosions.

Yggdrasil seemed to be a lot better about hitting the man than [Undertow Star]. Erick was surprised at the pace of Yggdrasil’s learning, but shouldn’t have been; the big guy learned quickly, even if his speech was still odd. [Undertow Star] underperformed, though. That spell wasn’t exactly sentient so all it could do was chase the target with tendrils of shadow. It couldn’t aim where Sitnakov was going to be, and so Sitnakov took great advantage of this weakness.

Erick almost wanted to solve that weakness, but the spell already had ‘Summon the Undertow Star! All are the same; all are different.’ as its first line of spell description. If Erick increased the tier anymore, it might actually turn sentient, and that seemed like a bad idea.

Anyway.

Yggdrasil was doing very, very well. Erick was thoroughly impressed. It didn’t take the big guy long to figure out that he needed to ‘prime’ his magenta explosions before shoving them at Sitnakov, and so he was doing that, a thousand times over, all across the land. Growing magenta explosions hung around Yggdrasil like Christmas decorations, and when they were ready, Yggdrasil funneled those explosions directly into Sitnakov’s path, through tightly-controlled branch-sized tunnels of Harmonize/Amplify—

The blue blur appeared behind Erick again, throwing out a [Tether] instead of attacking.

Erick batted the [Tether] away with his sunform, feeling the weight of a supremely-honed Domain working overtime to connect; he almost failed. Direct confrontations with the man were not advised, apparently. Erick lightstepped away, directly across the path of a shadow tendril. He barely got a glance at Sitnakov before the man stepped away again. In that brief moment of contact the [Cascade Imaging] above revealed him as a blue, wispy hologram, with a mean smile.

Reminded Erick of Bulgan, actually.

That almost sent Erick over the edge into ‘kill right now’ territory, but he stopped himself. There would be no pulling back once he murdered a prince of Stratagold.

Erick called out as Sitnakov ran away, “I’m going to start using [Luminous Beam], soon! This is your last warning to stop this nonsen—!”

“Father. It hurts.” Yggdrasil said, “Left. Right.”

Concern flooded Erick as he rapidly looked around, using Ophiel to see—

Tasar held in the skies over the deeper ocean. The green adamantium archmage held her staff aloft, and the world around her transformed into a glittering expanse of tiny, bright lights, like an orange-yellow sunrise captured in a land of dew drops.

Each drop of whatever suddenly shimmered in sync, spreading—

In the other direction, over the coast, Kromolok stood over the beach and radiated waves of power into the air, like Erick’s own [Physical Domain] but vastly different. Those waves expanded and expanded, each one radiating further than the one before. He had likely been channeling his Domain aura for the last thirty seconds, but it was already a kilometer wide and growing fast, pressing up against Yggdrasil’s [Physical Domain] with each larger wave like an industrial wood chipper, gradually eating away at what Yggdrasil could not protect—

And then Tasar’s summons had glittered enough. A thousand packets of power streamed in every single direction, but the ones directly between Tasar and Yggdrasil reached the edge of his Domain much sooner than all the rest, crumpling the [Physical Domain] inward with great, vanishing explosions of Void, each glittering summon taking out massive swaths of power, causing a collapse of Domain.

Every part of Yggdrasil’s [Physical Domain] suffered damage as the collapsing Domain forced him to compensate from opposite directions at the same time. All of his control weakened, throwing off his careful pursuit of Sitnakov, sending magenta shockwaves wild.

Good news, Tasar’s summons hit the twisting shadows of the [Undertow Star] before they could reach Yggdrasil’s canopy, and were promptly erased by the Extreme Light Star. Bad news, the Star vanished; it had used all of itself to extinguish all of the remaining glitters, ending Tasar’s attack.

But Tasar began to glitter again, gearing up for the next salvo.

Sitnakov attempted another sideways attack, coming in at Erick’s upper left back.

The man was practically a blue ghost now, and he was also obviously itching to get a [Luminous Beam] to the face, which is exactly why Erick didn’t do that. Instead, he had seven Ophiel each cast their own spells at Sitnakov, near simultaneously but in order of most-to-least probable to work, while the others held in wait with [Harmonic Counterspell], but only after Sitnakov tried his [Tether]. Which he did.

Erick barely dodged the [Tether], slipping Sitnakov’s power up as Erick went down.

And in that moment, Ophiel cast.

[Air Breaker]. [Prismatic Breaker]. [Ward Destruction]. [Grand Dispel] for 7,500 mana. Another [Grand Dispel] for the same. [Force Breaker]. [Fulmination Aura].

[Air Breaker] was useless; the spell struck an absolute Domain, which made sense but Erick still had to try. [Prismatic Breaker] met the same resistance. [Ward Destruction] caught on something; Erick wasn’t sure what. [Grand Dispel] ripped away something else; again, no idea what. The second [Grand Dispel] ripped away Sitnakov’s [Super Invisibility], making him appear as a being of black wind. [Force Breaker] touched on something, breaking one of the man’s swords, but not the other.

[Fulmination Aura] skittered across the revealed man, but briefly, as Sitnakov’s eye went wide. The man had an [Air Domain] of some sort, as well as [Greater Air Body]. The guy had some sort of reflection active, too. Lightning skittered across his black metal body and did nothing.

Sitnakov tried to airstep away, though, and that’s when the [Harmonic Counterspell]s struck. It didn’t work completely for the man was thick with Domain, but the spell did stagger the man barely enough as he tried to get away. Erick had cast another [Undertow Star] into the sky, through Yggdrasil, just as [Fulmination Aura] started to reflect.

A new Star in the sky licked through Sitnakov’s body, twisting Mana and Health out of the man with a tiny, almost invisible Drain. Sitnakov had some sort of massive damage mitigation multiplier to be able to tank [Undertow Star] like that. Or else his Domain was simply that strong. It wasn’t a lot, but it could be the turn of the tide.

Erick was honestly surprised that any of his spells were working at all.

And yet, Erick knew that if he won…

Whatever. He would win and then sort out the fallout after this was over.

With a guiding hand, he propped up Yggdrasil’s [Physical Domain], linking deep with his largest [Familiar] to show him how it was done. Soon, massive tunnels of magenta shockwaves were rippling around the entirety of Yggdrasil like his rainbow crown, but larger, and more violent.

Erick sent those larger shockwaves at Tasar’s continued [Void Bird Summoning], or whatever it was she was doing. It was enough to obliterate much of her incoming power, but she was already weak from her run in with Melemizargo. Perhaps she was pulling her punches, though? Perhaps. Highly likely, even.

Kromolok was very much pulling his punches. His [Shredding Domain], or whatever it was, allowed him to get closer but he couldn’t keep on the pressure and he faltered, falling back.

And Erick discovered a fun fact about Yggdrasil that he should have realized earlier. Yggdrasil covered a large area and had a massive size multiplier, so anything under his branches was close enough to be considered ‘close range’, opening up quite a few fighting options.

Sitnakov might have dodged with kilometer-wide airsteps, but he was still within range since Erick could target anywhere within all of Yggdrasil’s branches like it was the spell’s origin point; he could cast three kilometers away from himself if he wanted, and he did, multiple times. Just small spells, mainly. Things to trip up Sitnakov.

A [Force Wall] here, directly at his shins. More [Grand Dispel]s to strip away more defenses.

Ophiel harassed the man with lightning and otherwise.

Erick opened up with a sudden, unexpected [Luminous Beam] cast in the very air directly in front of Sitnakov and aimed at the man’s feet. The result wasn’t as impressive as Erick hoped. Sitnakov retained his feet. They didn’t even look singed. But Erick had done damage, for sure. Maybe not much damage?

Erick called out to the man, “You’re a tough little shit, aren’t you?”

“And you’re a danger to the world!”

This was a war of attrition.

Tasar was out of it, though. Erick’s pressure with a magenta [Physical Domain] explosion had caused another internal break of some sort and Kromolok had taken her far away, down the coast. The Mind Mage was at her side, healing her again. Both of them were out of the fight, and Sitnakov didn’t even notice. Or perhaps he had?

Granted, Sitnakov was very, very busy at the moment. This was a war of attrition, sure, but Sitnakov was on a timer. Even with fantastic spell and ability efficiency, and the Stats to back up a lot of Regeneration, he was under the effects of [Undertow Star] and Yggdrasil was back to throwing more magenta explosions at Sitnakov. Yggdrasil had learned from Erick’s use of his power, and his skill at striking Sitnakov had tripled.

And yet... Maybe Sitnakov was on a timer?

He managed to escape the Star’s shadowy tendrils quite often, but he wasn’t fully evading them anymore. They clipped him now and again, drawing off more power in the form of white light out of Sitnakov’s black body.

Tasar was certainly on a timer; black blood seeped from all of her half-healed wounds as she lay on the sands of the beach, barely cognizant of her surroundings while Kromolok healed her as best he could. Tasar’s staff was gone, and so was all the extra adamantium that Erick had given to them. Erick wasn’t about to let them die, though, so he broke off some Ophiel from harassing Sitnakov to copy some more adamantium knives. He dropped those knives on the beach next to Tasar and Kromolok. The white wrought gave a worried ‘thanks’ before grabbing the adamantium and stringing it into Tasar’s wounds, healing the woman as best he could.

Erick checked his own mana and saw that he was fine; he was already pacing himself. He summoned Ophiel when they got low, and had Ophiel resummon all his own smaller defenses before sending him back out there to harass Sitnakov.

Sitnakov had started off strong but he was pacing himself now. Running through the sky, tanking magenta explosions, halfway-dodging shadow tendrils, he searched for openings, letting Erick’s spells take their toll and not caring too much. Erick’s spells might have injured him, but they had not done nearly enough. Sitnakov seemed to be enjoying this, like he was waiting for the perfect opening.

Which was exactly what he was doing.

Erick called out, “If you’re waiting for me to deploy my Domain wide enough for you to crack it, you should know that won’t happen. I had to walk through Domain-wielding monsters to get here, too. I know not to leave myself vulnerable like that.”

Sitnakov chuckled as he burst through another magenta explosion, his voice carrying on the wind, “With this level of power no wonder it took you so long to get down here!” He laughed. “How did you get past the guardians with this weakness? How did you evade our patrols? How did you kill even a single monster?”

“It took me three days and a thousand kilometers to get into this land.”

“What the fuck!” Sitnakov laughed. “Lies? Now, of all times! After we started off so well!”

He was obviously trying to bait Erick into making some sort of mistake.

Erick chose to taunt, instead, “Should have taken you at least four more days, but then Melemizargo had to help you! You had to accept the Darkness’s help! What sort of weak shit is that?”

Sitnakov stopped laughing. He never stopped racing around Yggdrasil’s boughs, evading spellwork as it came for him—

He flashed through the air, appearing directly at Erick’s front, already slashing.

Erick lightstepped away, saying, “I was having some very good talks with Rozeta but then you had to ruin my communion, slaging slagger.” He called out, “Ever think there was a reason Melemizargo suddenly decided to chase you in here, dumbshit!”

Sitnakov frowned, rapidly dodging everything with sudden expert control, weaving in and out and around all attacks, disappearing—

He reappeared in the sky ten kilometers away, across the ocean, standing still.

Only the barest bit of Yggdrasil’s [Physical Domain] could reach that far, so Erick had the big guy pull back, solidifying the spheres and rings of magenta explosions into even stronger power in case Sitnakov resumed his attack.

Erick spoke first, his voice booming across the ocean, “Apologize, or I’ll start blasting for real.”

Sitnakov frowned. His voice carried on the wind, “You’re not taking me seriously.”

“You’re a fucking asshole who needs a good slap upside the head and a few more punches after that, but no! How could I?” Erick said, “This fight doesn’t end with you. A win here means Stratagold would descend upon me and mine and I do not feel like going on a one-man genocide spree! Not again!”

“Abyss confound it— You’re like my slagging brother.” Sitnakov sighed. “I suppose there’s not going to be any true fight on either side since Stratagold wishes to recruit more than it wishes to destroy, and you apparently can’t handle a bit of banter to truly rile up the fighting spirit.”

Several things clicked.

Erick was incredulous, “You only fight for the sake of fighting?”

“Of course! What other —” Sitnakov scowled. “This speech would have been a lot easier with me standing over your crushed body, but I wasn’t gonna actually kill you or yours. You need some damned therapy, Flatt, but I suppose you do live on the Surface.” With his own incredulity, Sitnakov called out, “This is why we don’t deal with the surface, by the way! Everyone up there is fucked in the head!”

Erick almost [Luminous Beam]ed Sitnakov dead on, from ten directions at once—

He pulled back, and kept to yelling instead, “Don’t FUCKING banter about killing my family or my people!”

Sitnakov scowled as he spat, “Don’t you know who I am?”

“I KNOW YOU’RE AN ASSHOLE!” Only very slightly softer, Erick added, “And Rozeta told me that she told you guys not to kill me, which indicates that murder was a very real possibility.”

Sitnakov scoffed. “She told Kromolok not to kill you, but you won him over when you started revealing key abilities to save our lives.”

Erick glanced over toward the beach with the white wrought and the archmage. Kromolok was still leaning over Tasar, feeding strings of adamantium into her bleeding body.

Sitnakov called out, “All I ever wanted was a real fight but now Kromolok is telling me to pull back— Hey! Ya wanna know who the real asshole is? It’s him! High Inquisitor Head Priest Kromolok. He’s the one who would have actually killed you.” Sitnakov said, “You don’t know about me, but you know of the Forgotten Campaigns, yeah? He leads them. He’s the one you gotta watch out for.”

“All I know is that all of you are suspect.” Erick yelled, “You say the people on the Surface are fucked in the head, but what the fuck is your problem?”

Sitnakov smiled. “I guess I wasn’t born right.”

“… Am I supposed to know what that means?”

Sitnakov’s smile dropped. “Yes you slagging well should. It’s my saying. I’ve had plays made about me and—” He added, “I kill Ancients all the time! I spent a lot of time dragging Bards around behind me, too, ensuring that everyone knows who protects this damned world from these damned monsters.” He happily added, “I even managed to wound Melemizargo once! Sliced him across an eye, I did!”

And now, Erick was mad for completely new, old reasons. “Where were you when I was looking for people to go after Ar’Kendrithyst and kill all the Shades!”

“Look.” Sitnakov’s serious voice carried across the kilometers of air, “I’m a battleforged, but I ain’t a stupid battleforged. You walked into danger and lucked out. That’s all there was to that.”

Erick lost his words. They were out there, somewhere, but he couldn’t find them. Was this guy for real? Was he playing up a persona? Were his reasons for attacking truly ‘to have a good fight’?

Erick finally settled on, “… Are you a bit stupid?”

Sitnakov frowned, then he spoke with authority once again, “I had hoped to have you at my mercy ensuring that I could offer you a hand in friendship without there being this sort of distrust, because both of us would know who is on top. But apparently doing so would require methods that neither of us wish to utilize at this moment. And so, as you have said yourself: Even if you win, this fight doesn’t end here. So choose. Either Kromolok and the Mind Mages, or me and the Adamantium of Stratagold.”

Erick scoffed. “What about Tasar’s offer?”

“She’s throwing in with me, which you would have found out later after I had crushed you into friendly compliance.”

“Fuck you. I’m not getting mind wiped and I’m not having you at my backside, ever.”

Sitnakov smirked. “You have abandoned the easy path.” He took an airy step and was suddenly by the beach, near Kromolok and Tasar. The Inquisitor was still healing the Summoner, but Tasar looked a lot better. Her eyes were open now, and glaring at the large man. Sitnakov stood above them both, and spoke across the ocean at Erick, “Now comes the hard sell.”

Kromolok sighed and tied off his healing of Tasar. Then he stood up and faced Yggdrasil and Erick in the far distance. His voice carried on the air, “Sitnakov should have given you the softer sell but in his eagerness to test himself against you, he overrepresented his option; he would not actually go after you or yours, Archmage Flatt. His was supposed to be the reasonable option. Seeing what I see now, you likely would have picked him if he had been less forceful—” Kromolok frowned a bit, then continued, “I would prefer not to threaten, or to have relations deteriorate any further. You already know where we would go from here if you look to endanger the world.”

“Yes. Forgotten Campaigns, or subtle assassinations in the night.” Erick said, “I gotta say that I didn’t expect quite this reaction from you people. I expected a lot more talk and a lot less attempted murder. And I’m still not hearing any apologies!”

Sitnakov scoffed, again. “Why should we apologize! You’re the one that invaded our holy land!”

“It’s not holy land.” Erick said, “Rozeta called it a warehouse for resources to keep on hand in case of emergency. Nothing more; nothing less. Besides! There are memorials here! You can’t have memorials without people to see and honor them. You’re—”

“Let us not talk of religion for we do not have the same Sight to see the same things.” Kromolok said, “I would prefer not to fight anymore in this sacred land. Our people have set up another space for Yggdrasil outside of Stratagold. Could we reconvene there? We can hold off on further discussions until you are ensconced inside Yggdrasil once again, outside of this land.”

Erick wanted to scoff again, but Kromolok seemed sincere. So Erick met his words with a sincerity of his own, “You threatened me and mine physically and then tried to fight when the threats didn’t work, all in order to force me to capitulate to your demands. This is the wrong way to attempt diplomacy. Your actions show a complete disregard for others, bordering on psychopathy. Especially Sitnakov over there. If there is to ever be any sort of actual cooperation here, you will go away, and come again tomorrow after we’ve all had time to cool down, and you’ve had time to properly heal.”

Kromolok instantly said, “Accepted. We’ll meet again tomorrow, Archmage Flatt.”

Sitnakov shouted, “What! No! We—”

Kromolok rounded on Sitnakov, but the effect was diminished since Kromolok was a meter shorter and at least an eighth of the weight of the larger man. Sitnakov still managed to look a bit scared as Kromolok told him, “We are done for today. We’re all hurt. If you fight him now, you fight on your own. You are smarter than this, Prince Sitnakov, so be smarter.” He turned to Tasar, who was still sprawled out on the ground but not bleeding anymore, saying, “Tell him.”

Tasar struggled to lean up, to get on her elbows, breathing hard the whole way. With strain in her face and all of her still-healing body, she looked toward Yggdrasil, saying, “I’m not lining up with Sitnakov. We can complete your Path with a different Wizard, but it might take years to find one. Melemizargo could get impatient before that happens.”

Sitnakov glared at everyone, but mostly at Tasar. He said, “You strain an opportunity which could be yours.”

Tasar spoke to Sitnakov, and also toward Yggdrasil, “Which is why I suggest an amendment, Sitnakov. You give us a year to find another Wizard, and if we can’t, then Erick promises to reevaluate at that time.”

Sitnakov declared, “No. Even another—”

“Shut the fuck up, Sitnakov,” Erick’s voice boomed across the waters. “All of you, go away. Come again tomorrow, or maybe even the next day. I don’t give a shit. But I’m not talking with any of you right now. Scram.”

Kromolok nodded, saying, “We’ll relocate to the horizon so you can keep an eye on us and we can keep an eye on you.” He pointed. “There, at that green city.” And then he grabbed Tasar and in a blip of white light, they were gone; he had taken the extra adamantium and his bit of aluminum with him.

Sitnakov remained on the beach. He narrowed his eyes in the direction of the green city, on an island in the far distance, almost invisible near the curve of the blue Inner Core. Then he turned back toward Erick, saying, “You—” He twisted off his words, then started again, “Gain the Sight to see: You are in the wrong here, Archmage Flatt…”

For a moment, Sitnakov looked as if he would say something else but then he decided silence was the better part of valor. He turned and vanished in a black blur, racing toward the green city in the distance, where Kromolok and Tasar had already gone.

For a long, lonely moment, Erick just breathed, letting his anger flow away as much as it could, like pus from an infected wound.

And then Erick restocked his defenses, put up a few more, and watched through Ophiel as the three wrought went about some very animated and completely silent discussions over in their city of emerald green crystal towers. Ophiel wasn’t near the wrought, but he was close enough to see from a distance, and that was good enough. While Erick did that he began practicing with Yggdrasil and his use of his [Physical Domain].

He stopped practicing after he saw Tasar punch Sitnakov in the nuts.

Erick learned a few more secrets in that instant. Apparently, wrought had genitals in the appropriate locations even though they made their skin look like clothes, and when punched, the results were appropriate to expectations. Also, as Sitnakov slowly slumped to his knees, Erick realized he was not fully defended all the time, which boded well for future confrontations. All he needed to do to fight the man was to assassinate him when he least expected it.

Simple.

In addition to that, while Erick had initially seen the three wrought as a united front but divided in their specifics, he now saw them as people with very different desires; different enough to throw massive rifts into an otherwise orderly trio.

Could have all been for show, though. But… Probably not.

Maybe their next encounter would go better.

Erick left an Ophiel stationed near, but not too near the crystal tower with the wrought trio. There was a reason the wrought had chosen this land to hole up. Based on the architecture of the place, this land had to have been specifically created for wrought. The emerald towers, the sky bridges, the waterfall and aqueducts all reminded Erick of the crystal tower apartments and communal spaces he had uncovered inside Ar’Kendrithyst, after he blasted away the shadows with a [Domain of Light]. From a few kilometers away, Erick watched as he wanted, listening in to what they decided to let him hear, gradually losing his anger as the wrought went through some… Stuff. Erick wasn’t sure, exactly, what was happening, but it was quite apparent that Tasar, Kromolok, and Sitnakov were rather high strung at the moment. He had some theories on that, but he chose to withhold judgment until tomorrow, until they had a chance to calm down and… Well. Erick would wait and see, and go from there.

But, for the sake of organizing his mind, Erick thought through what he was looking at. His impression was that Sitnakov had been deeply physically wounded by Melemizargo, leading to a deep emotional wound. The same held true for both Tasar and Kromolok, but to a lesser degree. In the wake of those wounds they had lashed out, with Sitnakov leading the way as a Prince of Stratagold and his people following his lead.

And with that thought a bit more of Erick’s anger flowed away.
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Inside one [Sealed Privacy Ward] out of hundreds scattered all around Yggdrasil’s branches, Erick hid, moving around occasionally and taking small naps here and there while keeping eyes and Imaging on the wrought. None of them had moved much in the last twelve hours. None of them had made moves to do anything but stand around and talk or yell at each other. Eventually, after Kromolok had healed them all, and after they had said their explosive words at each other, they had crashed and took turns sleeping.

Erick had never actually seen a wrought sleep before. Theoretically, he knew they did, but the subject had never really come up before, so he almost panicked when Tasar laid down in a large bathtub-like depression in a room and turned to liquid. But the ‘bed’ was placed in a room like a bed would have been, and no one else panicked when Tasar liquefied, and she had even loudly yelled at Sitnakov announcing that she was ‘going to sleep for a while’, and ‘Learn to slagging relax!’ along with other colorful swears that Erick had not heard before.

Soon, only Kromolok was awake. The High Inquisitor sat on an emerald bench and gazed at the world, his solid white eyes a bit unfocused, though it was hard to tell.

Erick turned to his own needs; he switched location three more times, through three different [Sealed Privacy Ward]s all around Yggdrasil’s branches, and then he stilled, and he tried to figure out what was wrong with him. He was angry, of course, and for good reason too. But… Things had almost gone very wrong back there. Luckily, he had pulled back from actually killing Sitnakov when he did, and thankfully they had chosen to leave, because Erick had been so very, very close to fucking up. For the last few hours he had been uncommonly angry, and while it seemed normal at the time, his anger wasn’t going away. If anything, it was compounding.

He needed to figure out if his newfound anger was a component of his new existence as a protean, for Wizardly Core reasons, or if he was angry for correct reasons. When it came to the Shades, Erick had been angry for the correct reasons, for sure. The wrought were a power on par with the Shades, but fully opposed to the Shades, so it was both right and wrong to approach them as some fundamentally unassailable force where fighting was necessary to save one’s own life, or the life of others, but not in any other situation. One didn’t just go to war with the whole world; not until the world went to war with oneself, first. And the wrought hadn’t gone to war with Erick; not yet, anyway.

But was this correct thinking?

As far as Erick knew, the wrought only came out of the Geodes for the specific reasons of ‘saving the world from specific disasters’. This was both grand of them, and deeply selfish. And yet, they were immortal, and immortals did not like mixing with mortals, for the pure reason that mortals aged and died and there was very little solution to that problem. So the immortal wrought only impinged upon the rest of civilization when problems arose.

And Erick had made himself a problem?

Yeah. He had. Maybe.

AND YET! THEY HADN’T SEEN ANYTHING YET!

… Erick was still furious. Okay. Thinking through his anger wasn’t working.

Maybe Sitnakov would come in with an apology—

No, no.

Erick tried to think about something else entirely, to see if his anger would go away.

Okay. The Headmaster? … Ehhh… The Headmaster had fucked and continued to fuck over the entire world with lessons in magic which weren’t true at all, and which actively hurt a lot of people. Gridwork and runes were two very specific things that should be taught to everyone so that—

Erick had to stop himself for he felt his blood spike and his fingernails leave deep half-moons in his palms. He uncurled his hand. His fingernails were the same size as before. He almost expected them to be sharper, but he had picked ‘protean’, not ‘werewolf’. His skin was unnaturally tough, too, so even with claws he probably couldn’t cut himself that easily.

… And his anger remained, even after he managed to pull himself away from thinking of Kirginatharp.

It was undirected—

Erick switched over to his Other Self, and watched as his soul vanished and a tiny fragment of brightness appeared beside his heart, like it had always been there. This monstrous form was fucked up in so many ways. The ethereal arteries and veins connecting this ‘second heart’ to the rest of him were strange. What did they do? He had never noticed them in monsters before now. He had never seen their like inside people, either.

But the reason to switch over to this Other Self was to try cycling his mana for a bit, to see if his anger went away. Rozeta had warned him about how forgoing cycling would have consequences, and shadelings got angry and violent when they didn’t eat more rads, so there might be something happening there.

And he couldn’t forget that his Other Self had started out from a place of anger.

But he didn’t have any rads. Luckily, Erick had already invented the solution to this problem. He took hold of his [Renew] and cast. White light erupted from his right hand in a sparkle of radiance, but then Erick shoved that radiance into his chest, and began pouring mana into himself.

Relief washed through him.

It was like being starved for food, and then eating a wonderful meal. Tiredness eroded under bouncy mana. Vigor filled his body. He'd had massages that had felt less relaxing. And his rad grew. Every single mana that found its way into Erick’s rad melded with that rad, adding facets to that central part of him, expanding the borders of it like he was growing a crystal. With a mere addition of 10 mana, his malformed marble-sized core became something stronger, transforming from the 5 mana rads that one found in slimes, into the more usual 10 mana rads that existed inside most monsters. His core had become a diamond-like marquis-cut marble.

He continued pouring mana into himself, into his core, and his mind wandered under the relaxation.

A question arose. Did he want to keep calling them cores? Or rads? Both were more regional dialect names for the thing inside his chest than any ‘True Name’ for the gem that now held his soul. He kinda preferred the simplicity of ‘core’, but then again, Wizards had ‘cores’. Erick didn’t want to out himself as a Wizard yet by calling his ‘core’ a ‘core’, so ‘rad’ was probably better, at least in that such a name could throw people off of his—

His mana bottomed out, violently shaking him out of his ruminations.

As Erick stood there on Yggdrasil’s branch, hidden from most views, he sighed. His anger was gone, so that was a plus. He had also gained several hundred Experience, both from leveling [Renew] and from ‘eating’ his own mana, so that was great’. He was now level 4, too, and he had 8 points to spend—

He rapidly went through some thoughts about the future, and how he wanted to spend his points. One decision came to him rather quickly. This form didn’t have a Scion, and so, Erick wanted Scion of Balance. To get that, every Stat had to be at 25. This meant he’d have to spend 100 points to get all of his now-lowered Stats up to 25 each… Or maybe he only needed to level the original 4 Stats to 25? Intelligence and otherwise could stay at 10.

He’d try that first, since that only required 40 points. Which meant level 20, for Erick would not be able to gain any extra points in this form.

With a bit of Wizardry he might even be able to get Scion of Balance in his Main Form, which was overall better than Scion of Focus in his specific case since he already had Immune to Health Fatigue from his Blessing from Rozeta, and his Boon of Recovery added his Health Regen and his Mana Regen together, giving the same amount of Regeneration to both…

Ah.

Wait.

“Ah. Dammit.” Erick felt his anger rise, but then fall back to sleep like a teenager failing to wake early on a weekend. “I should have asked Rozeta about stacking Immune to Mana Exhaustion.’

Eh… He was still going to go for Scion of Balance—

Oh yeah. ‘Immune to Health Fatigue’s ability to double his lifespan was also useless because he was immortal in his Other Form.

There were just so many little nuances to this most recent body horror, and so many more to come, because eventually he would start manually working on his own body, changing which parts of the Script affected him, and which he chose to leave behind. It wasn’t a ‘power spike’, as Jane had joked one time. But it was certainly an optimization.

Ahhh… And all the anger was gone; replaced with melancholy, for Jane would love this sort of optimization problem, for sure. ‘Which parts to keep, and which to discard’! Too bad he wouldn’t be able to tell her about this until the absolute last possible second, and probably only after other people started spreading the word, and then the world would come for him...

Erick transformed back into his Main Form and laid down on Yggdrasil’s bark, thinking about how everything was different. So much, and yet so little had happened in the last several hours. And so much was going to continue happening for the foreseeable future.

A trip to Oceanside, for one.

And then a trip to Ar’Cosmos.

Or maybe Oceanside was the final stop? Kirginatharp probably had all the answers to [Gate], too; he just chose not to share them with Erick for obvious reasons. Perhaps he was going to ask Erick to go to Ar’Cosmos and hunt down dragons for him…

Or maybe Erick would need to hunt down whoever [Duplicate]d that soul spear; whoever supplied Terror Peaks with all their extra tools to enable their conquest of Songli. How was that counter-Hunt going, anyway? Erick had no idea. He had stayed away from that, too—

Another thought.

When referencing Apogee, Rozeta had said that she couldn’t talk about other people or their paths through life, but then when talking about Fallopolis’ mother, Rozeta spoke rather openly. No names or dates or any other specifics, but the map of Fallopolis’ mother’s life was rather well laid out for Erick to see, and to try to understand.

… There were so, so many things that Erick still wanted to ask Rozeta. But not today, apparently. Not when other people were inside the Core with them. A flicker of anger returned, but Erick was of sound mind and body, and he kept his anger in check.

Erick stared at the white boughs of Yggdrasil and his bright green leaves for a while, and then his stomach got hungry for actual food. Feeding his core had been like eating a meal, but apparently that didn’t translate between forms. If Jane was here she would have commented how he probably just needed to eat even more mana in his Other Form, and he could forgo food entirely. And, if Teressa was here, she would have mentioned how that didn’t make any sense at all.

The fact remained that he was hungry.

He sent Ophiel skipping around to pick up something delicious from the white city, and soon, Erick was enjoying a meal taken from some noble’s house; a large steak, copiously buttered vegetables, and some mashed whiteroot. He preferred his own potatoes, but whiteroot had a certain almost-nice firmness when cooked that potatoes lacked. It was different, for sure, but that didn’t make it bad.
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After dinner and after all his defenses were back up, and while he stared across the land at these new interlopers… Erick realized that Yggdrasil had yet to speak like he usually did. The big guy hadn’t said a word since warning that he was in danger from multiple directions. Had the battle shaken him? It might have.

Erick softly asked, “Yggdrasil? Are you okay?”

“… I fail.”

Erick’s heart sank. With seriousness in his voice, he said, “Yggdrasil. You did very well today. You were wonderful. Without you, they would have won. They would have done whatever they wanted to me.”

“But I not stop them! They hurt me and you. I fail.”

“They were stronger than us, this is true. This is not a failing. Sometimes people are stronger than you, or I. In this case, it’s probably better that neither of us won.” Erick said, “But you don’t have to worry about that right now. You were doing so well the entire fight. Was that the first time you tried to fight anyone? Or anything?”

“… I fight fishes. Scare them away. No kill because you said no kill.”

“And you were so good with that, Yggdrasil!” Erick put on a smile, saying, “When I handed off the [Physical Domain] to you, you started blasting exactly as well as I could have but even better because you helped me to survive Sitnakov. I do apologize for not realizing that Kromolok and Tasar were attacking from both sides. I should have been more attentive about that.”

“I did good?”

“Yes you did.” Erick said, “And Ophiel did good, too.”

Ophiel chirped here and there among the boughs of Yggdrasil.

Yggdrasil said, “They were tough. Metal tougher than flesh.”

“Yes, it is, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “Metal is much tougher than flesh.”

Yggdrasil’s glowing white bark and bright fiery leaves shimmered a bit brighter, as he said, “I did good.” And then he dimmed. “But problem still here?”

“This is true.” Erick said, “Sitnakov and Kromolok seem like the problems, but Tasar is a wildcard. I’m not sure what she’s about. But what is most telling is that there’re only three of them. The wrought have whole armies that would make any city look small. They chose to send these people instead of a larger force, and that meant something. This is something I plan to talk about tomorrow when we all talk.”

“… We lose against big army.”

“Yes, we would have lost.” Erick said, “You did very, very well Yggdrasil, but against an entire society of immortals we would have lost. You and I both have a lot of power, but choosing not to fight the full war is sometimes the smarter decision.”

Yggdrasil’s glow returned to normal levels as he went silent. He was probably thinking, as he often did.

Erick did a few nonessential things here and there, like cleaning up his area to get ready to go and reading some of his books, guessing that he wasn’t going to be allowed to keep them. But mostly, he just watched for danger.
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Erick woke when Ophiel squawked at him and Yggdrasil swayed a bit, groaning all the branches all around and sending wild flashes of light through the bark and the canopy. In a flashing second, Erick was back on his feet and fully aware of the Imaging hanging in the air in front of him.

The wrought were on the move.

[Personal Ward], cast not too long ago, so that’s fine... Probably didn’t matter though since they had [Ward Destruction]. Sunform active… But Sitnakov was a Domain piercer, for sure. The second Erick tried to actually go head-to-head against Sitnakov he would likely lose.

… Actually, going over his whole repertoire, and according to what he saw yesterday with Sitnakov brushing off all of his attacks, Erick didn’t see anything that great to use against the large black wrought. Would [Call Lightning] work? Maybe. It was a physical attack against a magical defense, and those were usually pretty effective. And yet, Erick didn’t want to kill the man. Not yet, anyway.

At least he wasn’t so angry right now. He had eaten his [Renew] for a few thousand more mana here and there before he settled down for a larger sleep. He also cycled his mana for a few thousand more Experience, gaining lots of levels in his Other Self and settling his anger down quite a bit. He still hadn’t used any points to buy anything in that Other Form, but he would, later, when he was in a more stable location. Right now, he was in the middle of battle, and this wasn’t the time to be learning new, complicated ways to exist.

Anyway!

Erick left his various [Sealed Privacy Ward]s everywhere, and began some other, final preparations, one of which was to have three small gift baskets of mana-soaked copied metals, one for each of the incoming wrought, with an extra large basket of knives for Sitnakov. It was a small gesture of kindness, and maybe they would take it as such, or maybe they would throw it back in Erick’s face and they could all be done with this charade of polite society.

… Hmm. Erick checked himself. He was not mad. He was merely thinking clearly.

Good.

Hopefully the wrought were similarly better, and ready to talk without making ultimatums. Maybe they could even move to friendly territory because Erick wanted to ask about how Kromolok and Sitnakov were able to move adamantium around as they did; the stuff was supposed to be immutable after casting, but apparently wrought broke that rule. They kinda had to, of course, since some of them were made of adamantium, but it would be nice to know if this ability to manipulate forged adamantium was due to a specific ability, or a spell, or whatever.

… He also kinda wondered what would happen to the body of a wrought if they died. Tasar and Sitnakov were both in the process of turning into goop before Erick gave Kromolok fresh adamantium. Maybe the act of consuming metal turned that metal into something different than what it was, making it useless for further metalwork or enchanting purposes? Or maybe the dead bodies of wrought were the best material for enchanting?

Erick didn’t know, and he had never read anything about dead wrought in all his reading. This seemed by design, now that he thought of it.

Maybe he would get some hands-on experience, though, and soon.
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                The white city stretched out into the first three islands of a five-island archipelago chain. The first, largest island, held the kingdom castle. The second, the Grand Wizard’s Tower. The third, a small cathedral dedicated to many lost gods. The fourth was a simple forested island, but the fifth was little more than twenty meters of barren, half-jagged rock sticking out of the gentle surf.

It was in the jagged rocks that the wrought settled down. They had blipped nearby, and then flew the remaining dozen kilometers to come down atop this island and position themselves on the flattish, open space to one side. Each of them had changed from yesterday. All of them were fully healed, but beyond that, they had ‘dressed’ up for the occasion.

Kromolok had shifted his white incani form to include official-looking robes with badges of office pinned to his chest that shimmered with divine fire. He shimmered with divine fire, too, but that golden glow was only visible inside his white eyes. Tasar looked the most plain of them all, with her ‘clothing’ looking like simple black robes upon her human-shaped self, while she held her crystal staff in her offhand. Sitnakov was resplendent in leather-like-looking armor with embroidered finery everywhere upon those ‘leathers’. Was he showing off, for some reason? Or was that normal attire for him? Whatever the case, it made Erick feel angry for some reason which he chose not to investigate too deeply.

None of them were wearing actual clothes, though. All were wearing their flesh like it was fabric, as wrought usually did.

Whatever!

An Ophiel settled down on the other side of the small island, wrapped in protective spellwork. With a flicker of light, Erick’s hologram appeared before Ophiel.

Sitnakov frowned, saying, “You do us a disservice to not appear in person.”

“We did ourselves a disservice, Prince Sitnakov.” Kromolok turned back toward Erick’s form, saying, “Thank you for giving us the opportunity to pull back and reassess our battlefield diplomacy.”

Sitnakov rolled his eyes, but said nothing.

Erick said, “Thank you for accepting. It must have been difficult to be harried by Melemizargo like that. Anyone would be low on wits after such an event.”

“You have every right to be angry with us,” Kromolok said, “I would like to move past that, or at least try to begin to move past that.”

Erick decided to follow the obvious script Kromolok was setting down, asking, “How could I move past this, when you all attacked without warning, even after I revealed important strategic information in the form of [Duplicate] in order to ensure that none of you died? You even worked together, all three of you, attempting to attack from every angle in order to give Sitnakov an opportunity to murder me.”

Sitnakov scowled, saying, “It is always better to argue from a position of power and so that is what we sought to do, but I was never going to kill you. Not yet; not at this juncture.”

The man wasn’t lying as far as Erick could tell.

Kromolok calmly said, “Historically, Sitnakov is correct. We have both dealt with this exact scenario hundreds of times before. This would have been better for us to converse from a position where we are in power, since that is how it actually is, despite your personal strength. When these talks get like this, right here, this talking as equals when we very much are not equals, that’s when the escalation to actual injury and death occurs. I need you to understand: I am not being needlessly antagonistic. It would have been easier on all of us —and especially you— if you would have taken the loss, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick said, “All y’all are down here in the Underworld, keeping yourselves completely separate from the Surface world, until it’s time to come out and murder whatever or whoever threatens to upset everything, and I very much intend to upset everything.” He calmed himself, asking, “Why the fuck would I allow myself to be vulnerable around you? You should have come with an army, and you would have, if you actually held the full force of your society behind you. No. What you appear to be are vigilantes who wish for me to drop my guard, so that you can kill me at your leisure.”

Kromolok frowned a bit, then he wiped that away, saying, “We assumed that we would be enough. This was obviously a miscalculation, leading to this unfortunate state of affairs.”

“You know.” Sitnakov said, “We’re okay with the vast majority of those changes—”

“I don’t care if you’re okay with my changes or not.” Erick said to the large man, “You have no right to determine anything about my life, or my future. You have never been here for any of it, at all, and now that the danger has passed and the world is getting better because of my specific efforts you want to be a part of it? You want to decide how any of it goes down? At all? You want control with no investment? Fuck you.”

Tasar said, “Kirginatharp is willing to put in that investment, and he has been there from the beginning.”

For a long moment, no one said anything, for Erick was trying to process the complicated series of emotions displayed on the faces of everyone. From what Erick gathered, Tasar was a part of Stratagold, but a near-outcast.

Sitnakov gave a small frown at Tasar, then said to Erick, “Stratagold is willing to put forth an investment but you’ve problems in your foundation, and we must remove those problems before what you’re building is allowed to turn into yet another monster.” He added, “We’ve seen it happen too many times to count and we always have to come in and clean it up when it eventually turns bad.” He scowled, incredulous, and said, “And besides! You want to change everything! Of course we’re involved now! And it’s only been 6 months since your time in Ar’Kendrithyst! Have a little courtesy for the movements of entrenched immortals, please. And have a little more courtesy when it comes to tromping around in our Holy Land! Of course we’re involved when you come in here and defile our sacred spaces, while also threatening the security of the entire world. You are in the wrong, Erick. Admit that much and we can move on to actually solving the problems you have created.”

Erick swallowed his pride, and said, “I came in here wishing to learn of many great things, and I did. But I was not aware that this was a ‘holy land’ for your people. For that, I apologize—” He cut himself off there, for he had a lot more words besides an apology. Actually saying those words, though, would have been counterproductive no matter how true they were.

Sitnakov was prepared for Erick to say more but he had to pull his own response when Erick didn’t fight back. He didn’t lord his minor victory, though, which boded well. He even seemed to settle down; as though his world was starting to once again make sense. That part boded less well. Erick did not like this man thinking he was in control.

Kromolok remained impassive, saying, “Thank you. We also apologize for failing to approach you with a proper diplomatic response before your Worldly Path could take you this far into Veird, so that we could meet on better terms. That was an oversight on our part. We have had many oversights recently. Oftentimes, events on the Surface happen at a speed considerably quicker than we anticipate, and many of the usual threats against we wrought are not happening like they should. If it weren’t for this event right here, then I would likely be locked in a debate with any number of groups, discussing this missing attack or that cavern that is empty of monsters where it had once been filled to bursting. The world is changing, Erick, and you have made it happen, sending everything into an uncontrolled descent.”

Another silent moment passed as words sunk in.

Erick said, “I heard Melemizargo wasn’t attacking like usual.”

“Correct.” Kromolok said, “And the usual Dark Ancients are nowhere to be found, either.”

“Then it looks like I might actually be on the way to solving that second Ultimate Quest to make Melemizargo sane again. I’m already on my way toward the third; to open new worlds.” With a heavy seriousness, Erick asked, “So what is with these pathetic ultimatums?” He glanced toward Tasar, saying, “Hers is the only one close to being reasonable.”

Sitnakov readily said, “Good! Then you have chosen Tasar’s option, which is my option since Tasar agreed to that yesterday. In return, Tasar is to be elevated to Heavy at the end of this upset.” He declared, “And with that, we’re done with this tiresome talk. Let us leave this place to the ghosts.”

“… What?” Erick asked, looking toward Tasar.

This was moving too quickly. Everything was happening so fast. It had to be a trick and Erick didn’t like it.

Tasar stood strong, saying, “I have allied with Stratagold’s Heavies and they have agreed to some adjustments in their plans. To make a long agreement short: You keep your memories of this land, since Stratagold’s Heavies have the power to stand up to the Church of Rozeta, and you will not be forced off the Path, but you will be guided to end it as quickly as possible, and—”

“To make it even shorter:” Sitnakov said, “Tasar is now your keeper. She will accompany you on your Path and as soon as you get [Gate] from whatever non-Dark Wizard you happen to find, she’s getting elevated to Heavy. And, you’re replanting Yggdrasil outside of Stratagold. AND! You will come take Bright Tea at the Palace of the Eternal Light, inside Stratagold, before anything else happens.” Sitnakov said, “You will be introduced to wrought society and then we can be done with this silly notion that we mean you personal harm. We only mean harm for those who threaten to upset the world in bad ways, and while you threaten that path, we feel you can be pulled back from the edge. You are not beyond hope, Erick. You’re only beyond hope if you fail to choose the paths we control.”

Kromolok kept his frown off of his face, but with Erick’s various Sights and high Perception, the man was saddened by this decision happening in front of him. And then he shared that displeasure, by saying, “My offer is adjusted to this, Archmage Flatt—”

Sitnakov scowled. “Now Sight this, Krom—”

Kromolok spoke over the larger man, “I erase your memories of this place and you go back home, and nothing else changes. You can remain on your Path, and you can find your own way.”

Sitnakov pulled back his sudden anger—

Because Erick’s response to Kromolok’s ‘new offer’ was already set in stone, perhaps more than all the other possible options. Erick declared, “No. I am keeping my memories, and you can fuck right off.” He turned to Sitnakov, saying, “We have a deal.”

Sitnakov exalted, “Excellent! You’re to leave behind everything you copied or took and take down Yggdrasil right now. Let us leave this place.”

Before Erick could get mad—

Kromolok let his disappointment go, saying, “How about we put it this way, instead: If you take things from here, then other people will know you have [Duplicate]. We three will remain silent on that strategic truth of yours, but our silence means nothing if we allow you to bring forth mementos of your invasion.”

“I’m not protecting you and your loot on our way out of here,” Sitnakov said.

Erick calmly said, “If anything, I would be protecting you, for I can blast through every single one of those monsters out there. How long did it take you three to get this far? Oh, yeah. Would have taken you four more days, until Melemizargo decided to screw with me by chasing you into this land, messing up my Holy Communion with Rozeta.” Erick said, “I already said that once, but I feel you didn’t actually get how much you fucked up.”

Sitnakov laughed. “Fine! Let’s see how much you can actually do! You will lead the way and when you falter in the tunnels I will be there to rescue you.”

Tasar turned Erick’s anger away from Sitnakov, explaining, “All the stuff here is all decoration, Erick. All of it is holy but none of it is useful.”

Kromolok glared at Tasar, saying, “It’s—!” And then he stopped himself. He turned back to Erick’s hologram, saying, “Are you coming out from Yggdrasil? I would prefer to hurry and leave.” He added, “Also, to go back to an earlier point you made: we have had dealings before. Not directly, and not in any official capacity, but I am a Mind Mage, and I have already spoken with your man, Poi, before coming down here. None of these violent confrontations needed to have happened. There will be no Forgotten Campaign today, or tomorrow, due to your actions. We came in peace, Erick. But Prince Sitnakov was too eager to test you by far.”

“It would have been a lot easier to drag him out of here bloody and bruised; yes,” Sitnakov said.

Erick came back to himself, standing on Yggdrasil branches. He had a lot of quick thoughts, then he landed firmly on the idea that if Kromolok was a Mind Mage, which he appeared to be based on the thought tendrils around his head, the fact that he called himself as such, and Sitnakov called him one, too, then that meant certain things. One of which was that the man wouldn’t out him as a Wizard…

Probably.

Oh. Gods. Was he actually agreeing to work with these fuckers?

… Was he really doing this?

Yeah.

His decision came down to this fact: This fight didn’t end here, and it was possible for something good to come of this event. Erick had no idea what that ‘good thing’ looked like, but it was possible! It had to be. And besides that, these three wrought seemed perfectly at ease, even though they were well within his sphere of power. They weren’t worried about him killing them, and it made Erick feel kind of inadequate to need to use Ophiel to speak to them.

It was possible that this was a feint; a trap to lure him out where they could kill him...

And so, he said, “Okay. I’m coming out. And I’m taking a few things with me, but nothing culturally significant.”

Kromolok tensed, but nodded. Tasar relaxed.

Sitnakov gave a soft smile, as he said, “When we leave, I want to have a competition to kill the most monsters.”

“You will lose,” Erick said, as he grabbed his backpack. It was already filled with his necessities, like some of his platinum that he took from the platinum elemental from out in the tunnels, and a bit of the white metal that he scraped off off the white king’s scepter. He didn’t know what it was, yet, but he wanted to find out. He kept some Wizardry books, but he left behind a second bag that was carrying nothing but books, as he rhetorically asked, “How do you think I got in here? Stealth?”

“I admit,” Sitnakov said, “I don’t know how you got past the guardians. I would prefer to know that one before we get back to Stratagold. Was it a lucky guess? Or did you have help? One man cannot break them; of that, I am sure.” He asked the dark question on his mind, “Did the Dark God help you?”

Erick grabbed his baskets of copied metals and, fully dressed for war, he lightstepped into the air next to his hologram on the island; ten meters from the wrought. Kromolok, Tasar, and Sitnakov stared at him, then each relaxed in their own ways, judging him for how he appeared and for what he carried, sizing him up in case there was another confrontation.

He was dressed in a [Conjure Armor] set of lightweight armor that was similar to Jane’s, with overlapping plates of Force that covered his whole body, along with a full helmet, but done in white. He had forgone his usual robes because he didn’t want these people to see him bleed when he was inevitably forced to cooperative cast his [Physical Domain] with Ophiel, to escape this place. A spiky silver shield held on his left forearm, floating just above his gauntlets. His backpack was tight against his body while his sunform Ophiel hovered behind him and Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye held on his left shoulder pad.

“No,” Erick said, “Melemizargo did not help me, you pompous ass.” And then manually blipped the three baskets of metal onto the ground in front of their recipients, saying, “A gift of metals in case they were needed.”

Tasar leaned down and with a gesture began turning the knives into liquid adamantium, saying, “Thank you, Erick. I gratefully accept.” The dark metal flowed into her arm and she gave a soft sigh as it absorbed into her body. “And thank you for the assistance with surviving the Dark.”

Kromolok left his basket on the ground. “Unnecessary. And please take the shards of white metal out of your bag and set them on the ground. And the books need to go, too.”

Sitnakov twisted his hand through the air above the basket, ripping the adamantium knives into floating streams of metal that flowed into his chest. He sighed, and said, “Your tribute is accepted.” He said to Kromolok, “Let him keep his small trinkets.”

In that moment, Erick realized one thing above all others: These people absolutely did not give a shit about all of his accomplishments or his power. To them, he was an inconvenience to be solved using any number of methods, but he could not be left to his own devices; his accomplishments so far had decided that much for them, at least. But to make sure he was reading this correctly, he looked to Kromolok, the only one who truly knew everything that had happened in here because he was probably reading Erick’s mind right now.

Erick asked, “Are we going to have a problem, Mind Mage?”

Kromolok said, “That’s up to you. If you prove to be a danger to this world, then yes. If not, then no. That’s really all there is to it, and only time can tell either way.”

Sitnakov said, “It would have been great if you had accepted our offer to visit the embassy, Erick. We could have avoided all of this with proper introductions long before you got this far.”

Erick decided that he was going to do a few things from here until his visits ended with the wrought: not care too much about what any of these people said, get through this with as few further incidents as possible, and move on as fast as he could to get away from them. So, he looked around, asking, “Which cloudgate are we going through?”

Sitnakov frowned a little, miffed that his barb hadn’t drawn blood—

Erick had a realization. This guy got off on making people mad. Ah. Yes. That made sense.

Sitnakov, now firmly in Erick’s category of ‘idiots to keep at a distance’, said, “Take your pick, archmage. Let’s see what you can really do.”

Kromolok, gestured back the way they had initially come into the Outer Core, up past the curve of the blue Inner Core above, saying, “Any of the ones where we came in will lead to Stratagold.”

“Great!” Erick asked, “Are all the tunnels the same?”

Sitnakov narrowed his eyes a bit, saying, “More or less.”

“Then I’m going to go first. Don’t follow until I get a few hundred kilometers down the tunnel, because I’m going to blast my way out, killing all the guardians, too.”

Sitnakov scoffed—

Kromolok rapidly exclaimed, “We can walk past the guardians with the passwords so we would prefer to leave them intact.” A bit slower, he added, “And then we can avoid most of the major fights by sticking to the air, until we get to the smaller tunnels.”

… That was fine, too. Ah. Was Erick’s anger getting the better of him, again? Was he going to have anger issues from here on out? That seemed… Less than optimal. But, anyway. Perhaps it was for the best that Sitnakov would never find out exactly what Erick could do with a cooperative cast [Physical Domain]. In fact, was the large man’s goad an attempt to find out that sort of information? Or was the man simply a battle junkie?

Maybe a lot of column A, and a little of B.

Erick said, “Fine. I’m in your care. Lead the way to Stratagold.”

“I expect you to pull some of your weight,” Sitnakov said, with a smirk.

Erick narrowed his eyes. “You do know that I’m the one that invented the [Luminous Beam]s that your guardians use, right?” With his own nasty smirk, Erick said, “If you think about it, I’m the one that’s protecting all of the Core. Not you.”

Sitnakov blanked, unsure how to combat Erick’s sudden, aggressive idiocy.

Kromolok held a hand to his head, wincing in pain, saying, “That’s… That’s not how that works.”

Tasar just smirked, then said, “Of course it does! He made the spell. Therefore he’s protecting this land more than either of you.”

“Ah!” Erick said, “My overseer gets my humor! Fantastic!”

Tasar lost her smirk.

No one was happy.

Good.

Erick almost told them all off again, but he held that back, and said, “Lead the way. Someone.”

Sitnakov windstepped away first, followed by Kromolok doing the same.

Tasar stayed behind for a brief second, saying, “I’m sorry, Erick.”

“You have too much power over me right now for me to accept that apology.” Erick said, “I might accept it when we’re not at war.”

Tasar nodded, slowly and with understanding. “Then I look forward to that time, for I will certainly be trying to ensure good relations between everyone involved.” She stepped away.

Erick took a deep breath, and then he followed.







- - - -







Erick stepped down onto the same rocky land where the wrought had popped out of the cloudgate. Kromolok stood at the edge of the misty vale, waiting, while Sitnakov was already a meter into the white fog. Tasar stood to the side, waiting for Erick.

Erick asked, “How’s this going to work?”

Kromolok explained, “Sitnakov will go first, opening the path to the land behind the guardians. We walk onto the other side, then Sitnakov will close the cloudwall, and have the guardians clear a few kilometers into the path beyond. We follow behind the guardians and remain in the tunnel while they pull back to their normal positions. Then we make our way through the tunnel of monsters and eventually to a garrison with a t-station.” He asked, “Could you dismiss Yggdrasil once it looks safe enough for us to cross the cloudwall? Before Sitnakov closes the wall with us on the other side. A spell dismissal command has a high chance of failure as soon as the wall shuts.”

“I’ll dismiss him now.” Erick had already talked to Yggdrasil about this, and so, the big guy’s [Scry] eye flickered around to his front, as he said, “See you soon, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s eye bounced, and twirled.

And then, in the far distance, Yggdrasil began to break apart, slowly at first, like a bright light dimming, and then the erasure sped up. The massive tree revealed himself as an illusion made of light and air and breaking stone. Green leaves turned to green wind. White bark turned to motes of shattering mana. In three short seconds Yggdrasil was gone, and Erick felt exposed.

He looked to his ‘captors’, daring them to do something.

Sitnakov did nothing except look at Erick with a bit more respect in his eyes, or in his body language; Erick wasn’t quite sure. Wrought eyes were solid metal unless they made an effort to make pupils and irises.

Without preamble, Sitnakov said, “One minute,” and then walked down into the clouds.

It was a short minute before something else happened; maybe only 23 seconds. But who was counting? Erick was counting. He was worried of treachery—

The misty vale swirled directly where Sitnakov had vanished. That swirl opened up into a hole, that dilated to a ten meter wide tunnel through the clouds, revealing the beveled edge of the cloudgate on the other side and the guardians in the near distance. Their Domain flooded out of them and Erick felt a bit of a pushback on his own Domain, wrapped tight around his body. That wave of power flowed across the nine sunform Ophiel hovering behind him, sweeping them away briefly before they compensated. The little guy on Erick’s shoulder ruffled up in response.

Kromolok gestured forward. “Would you like to send some Ophiel through, first? To see there is no treachery?”

Erick sent three sunform Ophiel through. He inspected the other side, while asking, “Why not leave a t-station on that side, for easier access to the Core? Security issues?”

“The Core is not meant for easy access,” Kromolok said with a bit of force, as he started walking into the tunnel of clouds.

Well okay then.

Tasar followed Kromolok.

Erick touched the straps of his backpack and clenched his fists tight, and then he followed, back into the depths, back into the danger, not wanting to go yet but needing to anyway. He spared a glance backward at the Outer Core, and said, “Parted too soon.” Then he faced forward, and walked.

Tasar stood in the cloud tunnel in front of him, saying, “You can come back once you get proper permissions. Then you won’t have to blast your way inside.”

Kromolok said, “It will be almost impossibly difficult to do that, but coming peaceably does gain you some certain forgiveness.” He sighed out, and looked forward, seeming to relax with every passing second as they got further and further from the Core. “A great deal of forgiveness with the church and we Inquisitors, as well. If you choose to go through the proper paperwork and channels to return to the Core, then I will vote for you to be allowed to return. Your communion did appear to be true, and we interrupted something which we likely should not have interrupted. For that, I apologize.”

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about the ‘apology’, but he’d figure out some words in response soon enough. He stepped out onto the other side of the cloudwall with the others. Ophiels spread out, but not too far, as the cloudgate closed behind them. Gravity was back to being weird, with Erick’s feet firmly planted on what would have been a vertical wall, if they were going by the shape of the Outer Core, a mere ten meters backward.

‘Up’, directly in the center of the 20 kilometer wide tunnel, was a kilometer wide streamer of thick rainbow air, passing out of the cavern, through the wall, into the Outer Core behind, to fall straight ‘down’ into the inner blue Core of Veird.

All that was behind Erick, now.

He looked forward and saw that the land was completely filled with monsters.

Erick gazed upon his tribulations, and said to Kromolok, “I’ll tell you what I told Tasar: You have too much power over me right now for me to accept any apology. I might accept it when we’re not at war.”

Sitnakov laughed. “You’d know if we were at—”

Kromolok snipped at the man, “Sitnakov. Stop.”

Sitnakov glared at Kromolok. “I’m not a bad guy, here.”

“Well I don’t know that, Sitnakov.” Erick said, “I literally have no idea who you are, or who—” He stopped there, before he got on a roll.

“Fine.” Sitnakov said, “You know what? You might be right. I haven’t been on the world scene in…” He looked around, searching for something in his memory— He froze. “Ah. It’s been 45 years. Oh. That’s been too long.”

Tasar tried some diplomacy, saying, “Everything is going to change soon enough, Sitnakov. Now is as good a time to get involved with the world as any. My long-term plans are to take back Quintlan from the oozes.”

Sitnakov frowned, disgust shaping his features briefly, before he dropped that expression and looked thoughtful. “Oozes aren’t that interesting. All the undead in the Fractured Citadels might be good to fight.” He scrunched his face a bit as he turned away and started walking toward the line of guardians, half a kilometer away, at the ridge where the cavern leveled out onto the main monster floor. He said to himself, “I could fight undead.” Then he called out, “GUARDIANS! ADVANCE!”

Erick’s heart did a jump in his chest as the hundred guardians encircling the entirety of the massive cavern all took a single step forward, all at the same time. Monsters started screaming. [Luminous Beam]s ripped out across the land alongside hundreds of other spells. Lightning and fire. Piercing Domains of shadow or ice. With his ten Ophiel, Erick saw as precise Domainwork flowed around the circumference of the cavern, like death prowling for weakness, breaking monstrous Domains like they were shattering glass with particularly large hammers, killing everything that didn’t get away fast enough.

Sitnakov, Tasar, and Kromolok walked forward, following in the wake of destruction, but keeping well distant from the front line. Erick had his Ophiel hug close to him as he kept up. Five Ophiel had their [Greater Lightwalk] switched out for [Physical Domain] and Erick prepared to switch too, if necessary to cooperative cast with all of them, but hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

In a very short timeframe, faster than Erick was comfortable, the guardians had reached their kilometer forward distance and everyone in the group had cast their own spellwork, readying for the actual fight to get back to civilization.

Kromolok was wrapped in shimmering white-gold light, as he took second position in the middle alongside Tasar, who had summoned a collection of void-motes onto the head of her staff, turning it into something resembling a very large sparkler. Sitnakov took the forward position; he was wrapped in air with two swords in his hands and ready for war.

Kromolok asked, “Erick. I would like to include you in the party link. Will you accept?”

“Yes,” Erick added, “If only so we’re not overlapping on spellwork or accidentally hitting each other.”

‘Thank you.’ Kromolok sent, ‘And with that, we’re all here.’

Sitnakov sent, ‘Aw! Now we can’t slag-talk him behind his back!’

Kromolok sent, ‘Eyes front. The guardians are done.’

The ten meter tall, white spiky guardians all stopped advancing at once. Then, they slowly took a foot backward as one, the single white eye at the tops of their chests never leaving the sight of the monsters they had chased off, or killed. Most of the monsters had managed to get away, for they were smarter than the average sort and they knew what the wall of advancing guardians meant. Some of those monsters tried to swarm forward, to occupy the land the guardians were about to leave behind, to swarm directly at Erick and everyone else—

‘The transition is the hardest part.’ Kromolok said, ‘We need to hold our ground and not attack the guardians at all. They’ll forgive smaller spellwork, but Domain magics will be retaliated against. Let them wash behind us while focusing spellwork forward.’

Erick was on edge, again, so it was good to hear a man with a plan.

A large part of him knew that he would be a lot better off surviving and thriving in this monster tunnel if these other people weren’t here, but another part of him was grateful not to have to go through this alone. One trip alone through darkness was enough, for sure.

The guardians stepped backward, while Erick and the rest waited for them to pass by on either side. Their white eyes flicked to Sitnakov, then Kromolok, then Tasar in turn, judging them for their power, and then they came to Erick and did the same. He waited for them to attack, but the attack never came.

And then the guardians were ten meters behind, taking their collective Domain with them. The monsters were in front, their Domains washing toward Erick and the others, falling upon them with too many mouths and claws and ripping, tearing spells.

Erick countered with brilliant, piercing [Luminous Beam]s, carving holes into monsters like a disco ball erupting. The only monster he didn’t target was the singular one that Sitnakov dove right into. Just! Straight though! Right into the red-tentacled monster like a reverse chest-burster!

By the time Sitnakov had killed that one, Erick had killed thirty.

Tasar killed her one, but her spellwork had continued onward and would have killed ten more if Erick hadn’t killed them a second before she could. Her spell continued outward, though, seeking targets and finding a few that Erick hadn’t fully murdered, turning those weakened beasts into cubed meat and then into fine, bloody mists.

Kromolok just watched, his eyes a bit wide like he was seeing what he expected to see, and yet he still couldn’t believe it. Sitnakov came out of the red-tentacled monster without a single scratch on him, but covered in gore. He had aimed himself toward the next monster, but Erick had already killed every single monster within ten kilometers, and he kept going. Tasar’s spellwork fizzled out after only one kilometer. Sitnakov, Tasar, and Kromolok just watched Erick’s decimation proceed down the tunnel.

Sitnakov stared. Then he exclaimed, “You held back on me, Erick!”

“Of course he did,” Tasar said, sending out a hundred small motes of Void, or Shadow, or Star; Erick wasn’t quite sure. The motes hung out around about 30 meters out, waiting for a target, but Erick had already killed them all. “I told you this a hundred times already.”

Kromolok had already gotten over his temporary shock. He began walking forward, asking, “Let’s hurry this up, then. I don’t want to tempt the Dark again.”

Erick said, “Then try to keep up.”

And then Erick started lightstepping forward, moving a kilometer with every step. Ophiel kept up with him, blasting as necessary, while Erick resummoned them as necessary, which turned out to be ‘whenever they got below half mana’. There was no way he would allow himself to get in a vulnerable position out here, not with these questionable people nearby.

Kromolok lightstepped with Erick, remaining within ten meters, while Tasar rapidly pulled her summons back to her staff and kept up... with some other sort of movement ability. Erick wasn’t quite sure how she was moving. Sitnakov was easy to understand; windstepping, all the way, alongside a bunch of wind-powered abilities. But Tasar’s magic was strange—

Erick was 55 kilometers down the tunnel when he realized what he was seeing from Tasar’s Domain. The roar of the monster killing and all his bright, burning light made it too hard to speak, so he spoke on the party chat, ‘It’s a Spatial Domain, isn’t it, Tasar?’

‘Yes,’ Tasar sent, ‘I spent some time on the Worldly Path a long time ago, back when I was a Spatial Mage. I managed to reach the last part that required a Wizard but I could go no further for several large and small reasons. I hopped off the Path and have tried a thousand smaller ways to understand Gate since then, but it’s been lost to me. My hope is that I can help you succeed where I failed and that we can do it in such a way that such advancements in magic harm the fewest people possible.’

‘That’s why you’re a Summoner, now,’ Erick sent, as they moved another ten kilometers down the tunnel. ‘You have to create a being that controls the [Gate] and you sought to solve that problem in the only way open to you.’

‘Summoning has never been my greatest strength.’ Tasar said, ‘But I’ve gotten rather good at it since I switched. Not as good as you, tho—’

Her eyes went wide as she watched Erick carve through a kilometer-tall spire of flesh and death that looked like it had been there for a very long time. None of the other monsters had been anywhere near the spire, but Erick wasn’t about to let such an obvious problem stick around, and so he went straight for it.

Tasar’s voice was small, “Oh, bright stars.”

Sitnakov and Kromolok had been prepared to go left, to go around the spire of false flesh and bone, but at Erick’s effortless killing of it, they had paused to watch even the remnants evaporate under bright white light.

Erick commented on the monster’s Kill Notification, ‘A Deepdweller Deathsoul Shroom? Can’t let any part of that survive. Let’s go around the remains while I leave this behind~’ He had an Ophiel cast a rarely used spell atop the formerly multi-kilometer domain of the giant soul-eating monster; a [Vivid Gloom]. As the very air of the Underworld cracked open and bright darkness poured forth, to fill the land where the shroom spores surely lay, Erick sent, ‘Don’t mind the utter blackness of this spell; it’s a light-trap spell filled with all the harmful light it traps.’

Erick was already three kilometers past the utterly dark sphere beginning to fill the false-gore filled former land of the Variant deathsoul shroom. Everyone else caught up soon enough.

Kromolok looked behind them, saying, ‘That one is a lot different in person, too.’

‘You’re not going to give me shit about how it looks, are you?’ Erick said, ‘It's a light-trapping spell. Of course it’s going to be blacker than black.’

Sitnakov smirked. ‘I’ll give you shit about it if he’s not.’

‘You have already surpassed your accepted shit-quota for the week,’ Erick said, ‘You’ll have to wait a week to give me more.’

Sitnakov laughed and it seemed genuine against the backdrop of all the roaring and fighting monsters all around, and all the flashing, bright spells.

Tasar eyed the world, looking for targets and finding none, her motes of … [Space Warping Summons]? Or whatever?— glittering on her black crystal staff like blackberry stars.

Kromolok said nothing, though he kept his eyes trained behind them on the very large black spot in the world until they were a good 20 kilometers away.

And Erick realized something. They were expecting to see Melemizargo. They were waiting for the Dark Dragon. They were impressed by Erick’s power a little bit, but they had seen more impressive things before. They weren’t worried about him, at all. They were high strung and ready for the hammer to fall, that’s what they were prepared against.

Erick almost told them that Melemizargo was already there.

But the Dark God kept to the furrows in the stone, on the other side of the wroughts’ collective sight. Kromolok likely saw the beast through Erick’s sight, while Sitnakov and Tasar piggybacked off of Kromolok, but none of them were looking at the Darkness like Erick was. Erick saw Melemizargo rather clearly. White eyes in the Dark. White fangs five meters long. A swishing tail covered in dark scales, as dark as the [Vivid Gloom] Erick had left burning way, way back there. Wings in the wind, shifting the air of the Underworld at his command.

Erick decided to set them at ease, while also telling Melemizargo to fuck off. He spoke loud, “I’m not at the end of my Worldly Path yet, guys. Melemizargo isn’t going to show.”

Everyone panicked, including Melemizargo.

The Dark God vacated the shadows.

Suddenly, it was just Erick and his various captors, each of their voices telepathically overlapping as they all tried to tell him how utterly stupid it was to call out the Dark God’s name in the Underworld, and how he was trying to get them all killed, and so on and so forth. Erick mostly tuned them out, for all of their words were underlain with a deeply appreciative and unremarked thanks.

They took a left when the tunnel branched.

Then a right, then another left.

Leaving was much quicker than entering, especially since all the major monsters with Domains were back in the main tunnel, and most of the monsters in the side tunnels didn’t have Domains, which made them rather easy targets. Erick knew what to expect, this time, and that made a world of difference.

The wrought did pull their weight here and there when the monsters got easier to handle, but only against the various metallic monsters, and only because those monsters survived the first few passes of a [Luminous Beam]. Spatial displacements turned monsters into fine mists, while air-powered swords vaporized monsters of all types and shockwaves eradicated the bodies. Kromolok mostly held back, like a proper Mind Mage—

A worm burst from the ground like a thousand maws with a hundred times that many slicing tendrils. Tasar was on it, already blasting the thing with spatial displacements, turning it from a coherent monster into millions of tiny cubes of displaced meat, and then into mist.

Tasar calmly told Kromolok, ‘Mana.’

Kromolok shone a beam of light onto her and Tasar inhaled deeply, looking restored with every passing second. Erick adjusted his theory on the man’s Class; he wasn’t an Inquisitor or a Mind Mage. He was something else.

Tasar said, ‘Good.’

Kromolok saw Erick’s questioning gaze, and offered, ‘If you’re low on mana I can give you some. I’m a Font.’

Erick remembered Fonts; they were the opposite of Mage Hunters. Instead of Draining people and taking their mana into themselves they gave their mana to other people. Erick had briefly looked into both of those Classes when he was researching [Renew], but neither of them dealt with the maintenance of current spellwork. They were a failed avenue of [Renew] inquiry. Erick said, ‘I’ll take you up on your offer when I’m replanting Yggdrasil at his appointed spot, but not now; no thank you.’

Sitnakov joked, ‘I bet if Kromolok put himself to it he could make your [Renew]. How’d you like that, Erick? Someone else invent your next big thing before you could!’

Erick leveled a glare at the man, and then he thought better of his first instinct and evaporated his own hostility, calmly saying, ‘I freely shared everything I had that I thought the world could handle, letting them do whatever they wanted with the knowledge of knowing how this cosmology actually works, and you think I would be angry if someone else invented one of my current goals out from under me. This is sad, Sitnakov, and reveals more about yourself than perhaps anything else you have said before. Reevaluate your life choices.’

Tasar’s eyes went wide as soon as Erick started talking, and they only got wider as more words poured forth. She began to smirk toward the end, but she wiped that mirth away as soon as it appeared.

Kromolok approved in a very quiet, almost invisible sort of way.

If Sitnakov would have been flesh and blood instead of black adamantium, perhaps Erick would have seen a blushing rage upon his face. Or perhaps not. Whatever emotion Erick did see upon the man’s face was quickly smirked away. And then Sitnakov had had enough of a break; he got back out there into the tunnels and rapidly sailed through a dozen monsters in a line, ripping them apart with shockwave blasts, shouting, “Come on then! We can go faster than this!”

And so they did.

- - - -

The tunnels narrowed. Soon, they had to walk along the stone ground to maintain distance from the mana stream up above, but monsters still came out of that ground like they always did. The third time a worm popped out of the tunnel walls Erick asked after their usual solution to ‘monsters in the wall’, to which Tasar said that any solution was usually too expensive to matter.

So Erick had an Ophiel open wide his [Unmoving Stone Aura], solidifying the ground as they walked, preventing further attacks from inside the stone.

Tasar’s eyes seemed to sparkle with hidden jealousy.

The tunnels narrowed.

- - - -

Several hours and a thousand kilometers later, they reached a point in the tunnels that was similar to where the mana stream spat Erick out, several days and ten thousand kilometers on the other side of the world. The mana stream was right up there, and the monsters were easy pickings.

The four of them passed that unremarked point, and kept walking.

They didn’t speak much, for everyone was occupied with killing and there wasn’t much to say that wouldn’t result in anger. And so, they were a four-person tunnel cleaning service, erasing every monster they found. Erick did ask if the tunnels were always filled with monsters like this, to which he got many different answers. Mostly, they were, but some tunnels were worse than others. The ones underneath civilization tended to be worse than the tunnels between an empty Surface and the Core.

‘Because of the [Cleanse] thick air falling to the Core?’ Erick asked, wondering if his own hypothesis was correct.

‘Correct,’ Kromolok filled Tasar and Sitnakov with more mana as he said, ‘The tunnels under Nelboor are particularly bad. When we heard of the circumstances around your disappearance at Enduring Forge we wondered if you had accidentally killed yourself, but no; you were just stuck in the stream for a long time.’

‘33 days, I was told.’

Sitnakov frowned a bit as he emerged from the center of a giant, now-dead lizard, spilling gore off of himself as he sent, ‘And he says it with such nonchalance. Like that’s what really happened.’

Erick returned the large man’s frown with one of his own. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’

Kromolok said, ‘What Prince Sitnakov means to say is that you should have dropped off somewhere inside the tunnels within 8 or 9 days of the mishap at Enduring Forge. You’re missing around 20 days.’

Erick froze. ‘I’m missing 20 days?’

Tasar said, ‘Yes. But we can all see that you didn’t know this.’

‘I still don’t believe it,’ Sitnakov said.

‘And you’re the only one, Sitnakov,’ Tasar said.

Kromolok said, ‘That missing time is going to come up in your official inquiry.’

Erick unfroze and had some rather deep thoughts while he kept killing monsters. Kiri had lost time on the Worldly Path before and the question of that missing time was never solved. Had the same thing happened to him?

Tasar said, ‘If it’s any help, we expect the inquiry to go well.’

Erick looked to Tasar. She had thought that Erick was concerned about the inquiry, but he didn’t care too much about that. Whatever happened would happen, and if he needed to commit some genocide, then that option was still on the table.

While Kromolok briefly went still—

Erick sent, ‘I want to see Yggdrasil’s new spot and spend a few days resting before any of that, okay?’

‘Of course.’ Tasar sent, ‘I don’t foresee that being a problem.’

Kromolok sent, ‘The Church of Rozeta doesn’t want Sininindi’s World Tree to be the one that gets us to new worlds because then we’d have to go through her, so we’re already on your side, and will be speaking on your behalf. We would prefer peaceful cooperation, done through proper channels, though. Less vigilantism. Less unexpected surprises.’

‘I suppose I can get behind that.’ Erick sent, ‘Probably.’

Sitnakov exclaimed, ‘By all the bright gods… Is it really time to get back to politics? Already?’ He sighed, then asked anyone who could answer, ‘How much further to the nearest station?’

‘I suppose I could start looking for one.’ Tasar stopped spacewalking.

Everyone else moved to be near to her, maintaining the defensive perimeter without too much communication or grating. It was a bit odd to realize that Kromolok was making Erick part of the group, but the Mind Mages were an honorable sort, so there probably wasn’t anything untoward going on there. Anyway, this uneasy cooperation inside these tunnels should pass soon enough.

Tasar lifted her arms and her black staff. Ten shimmering motes broke away from the tip of the staff, blipping down the corridors. Erick almost missed their departure for they moved almost too fast to see. The four of them didn’t move while Tasar did her thing. except to ensure the security of the area, with Ophiel Beaming various monsters and Sitnakov diving straight into his opponents to rip and tear them apart from the inside out.

Erick kinda wondered how come Sitnakov had never attacked Yggdrasil in their confrontation—

Erick sent to Sitnakov, ‘You didn’t give me your all, either. Did you?’

Sitnakov laughed as he stepped out of the gore of a particularly large lizard, saying, ‘Of course not. I wanted to take you in alive and force you to be a friend. But I guess we gotta be equals! It’s the more dangerous route, for sure.’

Erick frowned at the man, but said nothing else.

After a minute Tasar lowered her arms. ‘143 kilometers further, left, left, right, left, right. 10 kilometers past that final right. It has a t-station. We can get there in an hour.’

Sitnakov led the way, happily wrecking-balling his way through every single monster that was large enough to be a threat. Erick allowed the man to believe that he was the faster combatant, keeping Ophiel back a bit and only killing the monsters that came for them, which was most of them. Some did run away, though, which Erick was glad to see, but perhaps he should have paid special attention to those to ensure they died. The smart monsters were the worst.

The mana stream above still pulled at Erick every time he tried to lightstep too fast, but he compensated for that well enough; they all did.

A short 30 minutes later, after a few turns down the appropriate tunnels, the mana stream was finally too thin to properly see. Aside from the flashes of light from Erick’s power or from Kromolok refilling Sitnakov and Tasar’s mana, the tunnel was near to full-dark. One more turn down another side tunnel and the mana stream was gone, completely.

Tasar sent, ‘Ten more minutes to contact. They know we’re coming.’







- - - -







The mana stream was gone, the tunnel dark and empty of monsters. And the tunnel changed. No longer was it a rough cylinder, but instead, it was a flat road, and an arch of stone overhead. Somewhere in the last kilometer it had changed from a ‘naturally occurring’ mana stream tunnel, to an excavated road with lightpoles on both sides, stretching from floor to ceiling.

Words left Erick as he saw this place. It reminded him of when he first drove onto Veird with Jane in the passenger seat… Except it was different. Smaller, for one. And the place was well maintained. That original tunnel had been too deep in the dark to see anything and the lightpoles had been mostly burned out.

In this place the lights were fully functional and the land was painted with a layer of white stone making the whole place that much brighter. It was also occupied. In a cavern to the side of the main tunnel, there were at least a thousand wrought. Erick couldn’t tell exact numbers, but he could see the large archway carved into the side of the tunnel, the guards posted there, and a bit of the land beyond. It was a bit hard to see, though, for the entire place was runed like Enduring Forge, and Ophiel’s [Scry] sight blinked off as Erick tried to get a better look. He probably could have forced his way inside but the guards were already watching Ophiel and they did not look too happy at the fluffy guy’s intrusion.

So, since the tactical necessity of getting an eye on what he was walking into was out of the question, Erick focused on the people who had come out to greet them, instead. The wrought were of every single race Erick had seen on the Surface, but done up in different metals. Mostly grey iron, if he was correct, but also shiny copper and silvery metals, along with blues, and green copper. No black adamantium, though; that color was conspicuously absent. Full-white, like Kromolok was absent, too. But every race was present; humans, orcols, incani, lots of dragonkin, a harpy, and some shifters of wolf and snake varieties but without the masks. A goblin—

The base shot to attention, with people rushing to fill posts and appear busy, as Erick and the other walked down the white tunnel, moving at a sedate and measured pace. People appeared on the walls with spells flowing around them, and around the runic web protecting the garrison.

Sitnakov led the way, shouting, “Haloo! At the garrison!”

A human man of grey metal stood in the center of the white tunnel, near the archway that led into the cavern. “Haloo! At the returning victors!”

Sitnakov walked right up to the man, saying, “Prep the station for transport to Stratagold, Property Ygg. It should be the new option.”

The man hopped to, banging a fist against his chest. He turned around and started shouting orders. People moved. Sitnakov followed the garrison leader into the cavern beyond. Kromolok and Tasar followed Sitnakov…

And Erick followed them.

He had many choices at the moment, but none seemed as good as going along with the flow, for now.

Once Erick was beyond the front gate he could properly see the cavern beyond. It was a rather nice place of columnar apartment buildings, tidy green spaces, and practice yards. Light was absolutely everywhere. It was pretty much exactly what Erick expected to find in an underground base, but done by people with a lot of time on their hands. Gravity seemed to all pull in one direction, though, which was unexpected but welcome, and may have had something to do with the various ‘[Gravity Ward]’ runic inscriptions in the metalwork that ran alongside every building’s base, and in the spaces between every tile on the ground.

The Teleport Station was at the back of the garrison, inside a protected building.

It was a simple, yet extravagant affair which hid a deep complexity inside. A meter-wide ring of brightly shining silverish metal surrounded a five meter wide circle of gold. In the center of the platform was a two meter tall spire of even more gold. The gold platform was a solid decimeter-thick, while the ring around it was slightly thicker, and Erick was beginning to suspect the bright silver metal was platinum. Both had to be amalgams, though, for they were much more solid than pure gold and platinum would have been… Unless there was physically strengthening runework inside the metals, and there very much might have been. The upper, flat surfaces were devoid of runes, but the undersides and the spire in the center were covered with so much ancient script that Erick had trouble understanding what he was reading. It was like looking at the adamantium crusher back at Enduring For—

“Are you done trying to figure it out?” Sitnakov asked him, “Because you can study any of them on another day. Probably when you’re waiting to speak to the tribunal.”

“Yeah, yeah. Fine, fine.” Erick said, “Let’s go already.”

He prepared for whatever trick they had on the other side of the blip, but there was only so much prep work he could do. For starters, Ophiel would get left behind, so that might be hard to come back from—

Without preamble or any obvious action from any of the people nearby, the world blipped.

And then came back.

Erick started resummoning his Ophiel right away—

But he guessed that there wasn’t going to be a problem.

They had reappeared on the edge of a massive, empty cavern that was practically a large beach like out in California, where there weren’t any monsters and the waters were great for fishing or relaxing. Indeed, Erick even saw some fish already out there in the massive cavern. The space they had constructed for Yggdrasil was practically the size of the largest caverns next to the Core. The world arched overhead at least twenty kilometers tall, and maybe 30 wide, while the waters ahead were at least half a kilometer deep and fed by waterfalls on the far edge that looked like Niagara Falls, but which spanned for a dozen kilometers to the left and right. The entire place was filled with light from a hundred skyscrapers-sized sun-like crystals shining in the ceiling above, and more than a few that poked out of the waters near the beach, and here and there among the lake. This land wasn’t the Outer Core, with so very much space and a lot more nice things besides, but it was more than enough space for Yggdrasil, and then some.

The beach with the t-station was a dozen kilometers long and half that wide, but it only took up a small portion of this side of the cavern’s circumference. To the side of this beach space a wide tunnel led away from the cavern, toward another place. Erick sent an Ophiel down that distant path. A few kilometers later Ophiel passed a checkpoint and some bowing guards, before exiting into a cavern much the same as the one that would hold Yggdrasil. But this one was populated.

A palace of white stone that was not a palace dominated the land with a hundred towers and a hundred keeps. Erick only knew it wasn’t a palace because of a large sign out front proclaiming it to be the embassy for Stratagold. Thousands upon thousands of people were everywhere, in every open courtyard or open air hallway of the palace, and probably in a lot of rooms besides, conducting business all over the place. From that embassy’s cavern three large tunnels, each at least three kilometers across and with archways to match, led away from the palace, becoming much more than simple roads that led deeper into the Underworld, though that function was clearly present in the people trundling up and down the central thoroughfares. There were houses and businesses and bars and restaurants and farms and playhouses and booksellers and civilization, all along all of those roads. One of those roads led to Stratagold, but that particular tunnel was highly protected; people weren’t allowed past that one.

This place was filled with light and people; it was populated. Only about a third of the people out there were wrought; most were of every other race Erick had ever seen before.

Kromolok offered, “Would you like some mana assistance while you resummon Yggdrasil? I have a [Restful Ward] as well, if you wish.”

Erick… Was starting to think that perhaps there would be no genocide today. Hopefully not ever. He stepped off of the platform, onto the sandy beach, saying, “Yes. I will… accept this assistance. Thank you.”

Kromolok cast a spell over Erick and he felt more Restful already. Sitnakov said nothing, except he did look up and across the blue waters. Expectation filled his face, though he took steps to try to remain impassive. Tasar wore her excitement openly in the small widening of her eyes, as she glanced from Erick, to the waters.

Erick sent an Ophiel into the waters, to the center, where a small rise in the cavern’s flooded floor stood, waiting for Yggdrasil. He cast. Yggdrasil rejoined the world, white branches fountaining out of the large lake like an explosion that only grew even larger, and more intricate. Kromolok poured mana into Erick while Erick opened himself to his [Familiar]. The drain this time was almost pleasant.

When Yggdrasil was fully back, with his massive rainbow crown and fiery green canopy, Erick welcomed him back to the world with a few short words, telling him that he’d be there soon enough. And then he turned to Kromolok, saying, “Thank you. That was much easier that time.”

Kromolok said, “You’re quite welcome, Archmage Flatt, though I did not expect that much of a drain.”

“Yeah.” Erick smiled a little, saying, “He’s a big guy.”

Sitnakov said, “Archmage Flatt. We shall depart here, to the embassy. We invite you to come along when you can, but do not take overlong. I expect you for Bright Tea as soon as you can. Feel free to study this Teleport Station at your leisure and know that we have many more secrets besides this small one.” And then, with a casual, kingly mien, Sitnakov departed, walking toward the archway that joined this cavern with the embassy’s. He hadn’t even waited for a response.

This Sitnakov seemed a lot different than the Sitnakov that wanted to battle, but Erick understood code switching between public and private well enough. Erick had wanted to poke fun at Stratagold obviously having [Duplicate] and using it to make these Teleport Stations, and what that meant for how Sitnakov had goaded Erick for his possession of that spell, but the time for that counter-goading had passed, apparently. Maybe Erick would poke at the man later, when they weren’t in the public eye.

[Scry] eyes of various sorts were already floating around the area, looking at Erick, and the wrought, and at Yggdrasil.

Kromolok said, “I would speak with you in private.”

Tasar said, “Me, as well.”

“Later, please.” Erick said, “What I’ve seen so far bodes well for continued interaction, but I need to talk to my people and be with Yggdrasil for a little while.”

“But of course, we should also take some time to decompress.” Kromolok said, “I have offices in the embassy, Erick, and guests are well taken care of in this land, but if you wish to be on your own then feel free to turn this cavern into whatever you and Yggdrasil desire. It’s a gift from the Goddess Rozeta and from the people of Stratagold, to you, for the possibilities you present. Please see me when you can.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Then that is what I will have to do.”

Kromolok walked away.

Tasar asked, “Want to talk about Spatial Magics? Or should I come back later, too?”

“Later. I need to… I need to have a nap.” Erick said, “But mostly I need to talk to everyone else. See how they’re doing.”

“Of course.” Tasar said, “The embassy knows how to get to me. Talk to you later, Erick.”

Erick nodded.

Tasar departed.

Erick rapidly lightstepped directly onto Yggdrasil. He plopped down on the safest part of his largest summon and began setting up temporary housing, talking to Yggdrasil all the while, asking him to start popping all the [Scry] eyes he saw—

“I pop them?” Yggdrasil asked, “I do this?”

“… You didn’t know you could do that, Yggdrasil?” Erick said, “I’m sorry, I thought you saw me and Ophiel doing that so you had learned how— Okay. I’ll show you how. It’s rather simple…”

After a short lesson, Yggdrasil was popping every [Scry] eye that came around, and there were a lot. Word had spread about the new occupant of this major cavern, and people wanted to know the truth behind all the rumors they had been hearing. Dealing with that was too much for Erick right now, though, but Yggdrasil seemed to have fun popping the eyes, and soon, a child’s giggle filled the cavern.

Yggdrasil said, “This easier than metal men!”

Erick said, “Considerably.”

Erick moved on to talking of responsibilities and being nice to people and what it meant to live in a world with others, hoping that Yggdrasil would get more experience out of his first encounter with the wrought than ‘they’re hard to kill, so I need to try harder’. Erick doubted that any other wrought would be nearly as tough as Prince Sitnakov, so if Yggdrasil tried hurting some random guy showing up in this cavern, then that random guy would surely die, and no one needed that to happen right now. Hopefully not ever.

Ensconced in one of a hundred smaller [Sealed Privacy Ward]s that dotted Yggdrasil like invisible bubbles, Erick sat down on a conjured chair that would probably pop if he moved too much and started sending out messages to his people. Poi was first.
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                Sitting under one of a hundred small, scattered Privacys on Yggdrasil’s branches, Erick fell into Yggdrasil’s consciousness like a man falling into a waking dream. It took a moment to come to terms with the unreality of viewing the world through his largest summon’s ‘eyes’, but Erick waded through fiery water and liquid stone and airy waves, and found the threads that connected Yggdrasil to himself.

Both threads led off in two different directions. One toward the beach with the cavern that led toward the embassy, while the other led off into the riverways that fed the waterfalls on the other side of Yggdrasil’s cavern. Beyond that, the journey was much more ethereal; messier than when Erick was in the Core. When he was in the Core, the path had been clean, but here, the path was strewn with everything and nothing all at once.

According to what he was seeing, Erick was somewhere deep under the Surface, under the ocean that separated Nelboor, Quintlan, and Nergal. Both paths toward the other Yggdrasils almost crossed the edge of the Core, but instead they bent around that space like curving lightbeams. Yggdrasil and Erick were, perhaps, extremely far away from home. The connection didn’t seem weak at all, though, so that was good. No unexpected barriers down in this ephemeral liquid land.

He went to the body of Yggdrasil that he thought was close to Poi and sent out an inquiry.

He waited.

‘Sir?’ came Poi’s groggy voice. And then Poi realized what was happening and shouted, ‘Erick! You’re alive!’

Erick felt a flush of warmth rush through his entire body, and then tears flowed, filled with all his rage and hate and subtle joy of being safe, for now. While he bawled like a baby, it didn’t affect his ability to send, and so he sent, ‘It’s good to hear your voice, Poi. Is everyone doing okay?’

‘Yes. Everyone is fine.’ Poi let some of his own warmth flow through their connection as he happily sent, ‘I am glad to inform you that, due to the spellwork you allowed me to share with Kiri, that she has been able to take over much of the defense of the city, almost entirely on her own. 12 hour [True Sunlight Rifts] that empower everyone on every battlefield with pure light, while the same spell is shifted toward damage and positioned out across the—’ Poi paused, then said, ‘[Luminous Beam] has shifted the entire battlefield, too. We’re winning easily… Uh. I shouldn’t tell you. Not when you’re still on the Worldly Path.’

‘That’s fine, Poi.’ Erick chuckled a bit, then sent, ‘I’m glad to know that everyone is doing well. What time is it, there?’

After a moment, Poi sent, ‘Looks like nearly noon. Most of Spur is on night shifts, now. Jane is up, though. Want me to connect you?’

‘In a moment. I need to talk… I need to know about a few people, and you probably know of them.’ Erick sent, ‘Have you ever heard of High Inquisitor Kromolok or Sitnakov Stratagold? I also need information on Tasar the Summoner; more than we already had. Tasar is to be my keeper till the end of this Worldly Path, so I want to know who I’ve saddled myself with.’

Dread filled the connection. Poi lightly sent, ‘I know of them, yes. I…’ He decided something, his voice turning serious, ‘Tasar the Summoner is the least dangerous of the three, but it would be folly to call any of those people ‘harmless’. She is aligned with the Headmaster and Stratagold, but leans toward the Headmaster. Of Kromolok or Sitnakov, I have no idea which is more dangerous. High Inquisitor… High Inquisitor Kromolok is a man you do not cross lightly, though he is always fair in his dealings until the safety of the world is threatened. Uh. Sitnakov is a world famous hero but everyone thinks he’s in retirement? He’s not? Uh.’ Poi sent, ‘I need a full rundown of what happened— URK!’

The line went dead.

Erick did not panic, for he was already keeping himself as calm as he could. He simply cast [Telepathy] again, trying to reestablish their connection.

The connection returned.

Erick blinked hard as he breathed out, ragged and worn, but very thankful that Poi was still alive. ‘You okay?’

Quietly, Poi sent, ‘I tried to send in a request for information, covering my options, and got— They denied me and warned me against interfering. Kromolok, himself, denied me. I think… I think you’re going to be okay, but they’re starting an official inquiry about you… According to everything I knew before you went down there such an inquiry would have returned a result of ‘do not interfere’. Did something happen to change that? I mean. It must have?’

‘I’ve never heard you so nervous before.’ Erick asked, ‘Should I be worried?’

‘About me? No. I’m fine. Jane is fine and Spur is fine. Everyone here is good.’ Poi sent, ‘You should focus on yourself to get through this inquiry as fast and as securely as possible.’

‘… Okay. Then, about that. I’m a Wizard, apparently. Paradox.’

A pause.

Poi sent, ‘It finally happened, huh.’

‘Rozeta helped me and installed a plug that she could pull if I look to go bad. It’s complicated. Does this mean that they’re going to kill me, Poi?’

‘Not necessarily.’ Resigned to giving out secrets, Poi sent, ‘We send Wizards into hiding sometimes, wiping out their Wizardry and setting them up with new, happy lives here or there. You won’t choose that path though, so you’re going to have to be careful. I don’t know much about how Wizardry works, but as long as you don’t form a core then you should be okay. Nothing will change—’ Poi cut himself off. ‘You didn’t.’

‘I both did, and did not. I went with Paradox Wizardry, with Rozeta’s help. She wants to control my Worldly Path but Melemizargo isn’t handing it over and no one wants him involved in helping me to make [Gate], so I need to find another Wizard to end the Path and actually make the [Gate Creator Summon], or whatever it is. Such a spell requires Wizardry, though, and since I’m already a Wizard… The option was obvious.’

After a moment, Poi sent, ‘Are you planning on being open with this?’

Erick instantly sent, ‘Gods no! Hiding for all time. Though I did make [Renew], and apparently that was an act of Wizardry. I have a year of hiding, but likely less than that if we’re being honest.’

‘Hold up.’ Poi said, ‘Okay. Okay. Okay… Hold on.’

Erick waited.

Poi sent, ‘Okay. I’m ready to continue. First, I want you to know that I am very thankful that you trust me enough to have this conversation. This right here is very dangerous information. Perhaps more than you’ve ever touched upon before. I’m still here and with you, but many people of Spur will not want to associate with Wizards… Or… Okay. I have a large idea about how many other people will react when they find out you’re a Wizard, but no one really knows how a mind breaks when faced with new threats; anyone telling you otherwise is a liar or controlling how those minds break. I know for sure how I’m reacting, though, and it’s to say that I’m going to stay by your side through whatever comes.’

Erick felt another warmth in his chest. He had been deeply worried about a thousand small things, and one of those worries had been about the people around him abandoning him. After all, Wizards were thought to have destroyed the Old Cosmology. A powerful enough Wizard could easily break a single planet like Veird. Apparently, Melemizargo could end Veird at any time. But Wizards could also create.

Wizards were hunted down by everyone in power, either to end an existential threat, or because Wizards were able to twist both subjective Reality and objective reality as they saw fit. While most of the populace would want to kill a known Wizard, dragons wanted to capture and torture and mutate Wizards in order to rid themselves of their Cursed Blood.

From what Erick had found out while walking this Worldly Path he had expected Poi and everyone else to stab him in the back the second he revealed himself as a Wizard.

He had been prepared to leave Spur behind, to forget everyone that he had ever known and cared about, except for Jane, of course. He was pretty sure he knew how Jane would react to this news, but he had needed to keep her ignorant of this part of his life, to keep her safe. Once his Wizardly status was outed to the world, he would likely need to abandon Spur for their own safety…

But he was glad to see that Poi would remain at his side.

With uncommon relief on his mind, Erick sent, ‘I’d say you don’t know how much your trust means to me, Poi, but you’re one of the only ones who truly would know how much this means. Thank you.’

A trill of quiet happiness filled their connection, and then Poi said, ‘I’m glad you’re okay, Erick.’ He added, ‘But with all that said, we move on to this: What the FUCK were you thinking?’

Laughing, Erick sent, ‘Want me to start at the top?’

A sigh. ‘Yes. From when we last spoke. You were setting up Yggdrasil in the Outer Core?’

Erick mentally nodded, then began, ‘So…’

They spoke for an hour. Talk of Wizards ended up being a small fraction of that time, with the conversation quickly moving on to the public stories of Kromolok, Sitnakov, and Tasar. Poi explained that he had a bit of trouble pulling apart what he knew from public knowledge, to what he knew from Mind Mage matters, so he erred on the side of caution and kept his words about them all rather short, to ensure that he wouldn’t break Mind Mage protocols.

At the end, Poi summed his caution up, sending, ‘They’re three of the most dangerous people on the planet, but you’re right up there with them. The only differences are that you’re an unknown and mortal— No. You’re immortal now. Uh. Well. You’re not going to tell them that, are you? Kromolok would know because he— Ah. I didn’t say that last part.’

Erick smiled. ‘No. Not planning on telling anyone I’m immortal now.’

‘Good. Well… With some fantastic amounts of luck, you might actually get to experience that immortality, but most immortals don’t make it far past middle-adulthood due to monsters and intrigue— Anyway.’ Poi sent, ‘You’re an unknown and, for all intents and purposes, mortal, so they won’t respect you at all. Try not to take it personally. I would like to save all further international incidents for after your Worldly Path, when you’re back home and I can be present for all brewing calamities. Maybe we can get in front of this Wizard thing so that when [Renew] comes out it’s not as bad as it could be.’

Erick laughed a little. ‘It’s good to talk to you, Poi. I’m probably going to need those Mind Mage therapists when I get back home.’

‘Yes, you will.’ Poi sent, ‘Want to talk to Jane?’

‘Absolutely. And thank you, Poi. I wasn’t sure… Thank you.’

Poi just mentally nodded.

And then Jane’s voice burst through Erick’s head, ‘DAD! WHY DIDN’T YOU CALL ME FIRST?’

Erick laughed, sending, ‘Because I’m still in a very dangerous situation and I needed help and guidance from Poi. I hear you’re in a dangerous situation, too.’

‘… No you didn’t hear anything like that. Not from me.’ Jane went silent for a moment, then she said, ‘I’m not supposed to talk about what’s been going on here, but I think I can say… Yeah. We’re doing fine. It is what it is, and we’re fine. How about you? How’s the Underworld been treating you?’

‘It’s a shitshow.’ Erick sat back in his chair, happily saying, ‘So let me tell you all about it, starting with this: If you don’t have a Domain, don’t come to the deep Underworld, because every high level monster has a Domain. Every single one, and most of them are strong.’

‘Huh.’ Jane said, ‘I guess that tracks with what I’ve been able to find, which has been almost nothing. Unless you got a Domain, you just die down there, eh?’

‘Yeah.’ Erick said, ‘On the way back from the Core I even came across a Variant Deathsoul Shroom and my ‘escorts’ —all very high powered people— tried to go around it, but I blasted the shroom away with [Luminous Beam]. There’s been a few monsters like that. Probably shouldn’t try to get one of those variant monstrous forms until you have a Domain, too. Maybe not even then. I don’t know how monster Domains work, but if the Queen Blood Weaver was tough, then these are likely worse.’

‘Bah.’ Jane mentally frowned. ‘Heard and Understood, commander.’

Erick smiled. Then he said, ‘But other than that…’

He spoke. Jane listened. Then Jane talked and Erick listened. They went back and forth on some of the monsters he had seen, while she tried to understand whatever abilities they might have had, before Erick obliterated them. And then they moved on to the Core, and the wrought. Jane’s anger mirrored Erick’s own, and he felt a few tears roll down his face as he listened to her tirade. It was nice. And then she calmed a fraction and had some words to say about what the wrought were doing and trying to do to him. Eventually, she agreed with his choice to forgo total violence. She also agreed that she didn’t like any of the Underworld wrought she had ever met.

‘We’ve got some adamantium wrought up here working with Anhelia to take back Ar’Kendrithyst, and they’ve been rather haughty about it all. They won’t talk to anyone who isn’t a wrought.’

‘Their line is probably more that they won’t talk to any non-immortal.’ Erick sent, ‘And speaking of such, I realized that you should be immortal with your monsters and learning how to properly work [Polymorph].’

‘… Well.’ Jane seemed to breathe deep, then she said, ‘I’m not there yet, but I realized the implications of a skilled [Polymorph] a while ago. You wanna talk about it?’

Erick smiled. Jane was keeping secrets from him, too, wasn’t she? That was fine.

‘I do want to talk about it.’ Erick decided to tell Jane a small lie that was effectively the truth, but in another form, ‘I’ve decided to try to learn how to [Polymorph] my way to immortality. That, or else make an [Immortality] spell based on DNA repair and [Cleanse]ing magic and such. I think I got enough time to make a ‘[Full Restore]’ spell as long as I don’t have a sudden bout of assassin-itis or wrought-induced trauma.’

Jane laughed, then said, ‘If anyone can figure it out, I’m sure you can.’

‘I’m sure you’ll figure it out, too.’ Erick said, ‘I love you, Jane.’

‘I love you, dad.’ Jane said, ‘Get some rest. Eat some good food that isn’t a thousand years old.’

‘Maybe I will. There’s restaurants all over the tunnels outside the embassy.’ Erick added, ‘And hey! Maybe I’ll meet more wrought that aren’t assholes. I have high hopes for Tasar, and minimal hopes for Kromolok, but Sitnakov seems like a lost cause.’

‘The name Sitnakov still seems familiar to me… I’ll have to check out the Adventurer's Guild’s archives. I’ll get back to you about that next time you give me a ring.’

‘Thanks. Send my love to everyone else. I’ll be home soon enough. I’ll try for a week.’

‘Maybe longer than that.’ Jane sent, ‘Not before you get [Gate], right?’

‘... Right.’ Erick added, ‘Yeah. I suppose so. That means I’m likely headed toward Oceanside next.’

With a sarcastic bent, Jane teased, ‘Finally getting into the Quiet War!’

‘Maybe I’ll end it! Now there’s a laugh.’

‘Heh.’ Jane mentally nodded, then said, ‘I love you, dad.’

‘I love you, too, Jane.’

A moment of silence. And then...

The connection frayed, and broke.

Erick sat back in his conjured recliner, on the upper reaches of Yggdrasil, staring at the barely-moving fiery green canopy overhead, and the lightning-like branches that held those leaves above. Beyond the roof of Yggdrasil the world was bright with near-true sunlight, given off by ten thousand crystals jutting from the ceiling near 20 kilometers above. Some of those crystals were the size of skyscrapers, but they looked more like LEDs on the ceiling from this distance.

In the far distance, at the edge of the cavern nearly 15 kilometers away, a facsimile of three Niagara Falls, side by side, fell into the waters of this lake, providing a wonderful sound of distant, rushing water. A slight breeze came from that direction, barely rustling Yggdrasil’s leaves, as the wind continued on toward the tunnel leading toward the embassy, passing through there and a hundred smaller air holes in the cavern. This place was well ventilated, for sure. The lake waters were well piped as well, draining through holes in the bottom of the lake, near even more skyscraper-sized illuminated crystals that jutted up from the waters, providing glows everywhere, and especially in the depths, chasing away all shadows.

Yggdrasil was doing a great job of chasing away the shadows, too, with all of his myriad glows.

The area felt safe.

Erick felt able to relax, if only a little.

Talking to Poi had helped. Talking to Jane had cemented his mental state. He was ready to proceed with life. But to make sure he was stable he had at least one more task. He switched over to his Other Self, and ate his own mana with [Renew]. He felt a lot better about everything after that. He was still at base Stats in his Other Form, but he was up in levels by a lot; mostly due to cycling. [Renew] had yet to reach level 10 because Erick still only had 200 maximum Mana, and leveling spells was slow when you couldn’t dump effectively endless resources at them. It hadn’t changed at all even with the few levels it had gained, though.

He could have put some points toward Clarity and Meditation and Resource multipliers, like Concentration and Discipline, but…

… He could probably go hunting for monster meat and eat it to gain some Strength; fortify his physical Stats a bit while he was still able to do that. Save some points in the future...

Eh.

Too much effort for too little gain. At least right now, anyway. He didn’t want to do much of anything with his Other Self at the moment except to ensure it didn’t drag him down with unexpected rage. Once he was in a better place he could actually start leveling that side of him. And besides that, what if he unknowingly and accidentally crossed some threshold and he was kicked off the Script? No; there would be no fortification of his Other Self at all, for now.

Erick switched over to his Normal Self and decided it was time to sleep. Food, exploration, meeting new people, all that would all come later, after he had some time to actually rest.

He conjured a bed and all the appropriate bedding and then he dismissed his armor and stripped to his underwear. A [Cleanse] washed away all recent signs of stress and fatigue and then Erick climbed into bed. A recast of his [Personal Ward] made him feel a fraction safer, but...

He asked, “Yggdrasil? Are you okay? Do you like this new cavern?”

“I good. I like cavern. Little fish all places.”

With a tired smile, Erick said, “Good.” And then he patted Ophiel and tucked himself in.

He was as safe as could be, for now.

Ophiel and Yggdrasil kept thousands of eyes on him and their surroundings, popping [Scry] eyes like clearing raindrops from the air. They only got the close ones, though. The cavern was 30 kilometers wide and 20 tall, with Yggdrasil in the exact center of it all, and only 3 kilometers across. There was a lot of space out there for a long range [Scry], so the only thing protecting Erick from those were the decoy [Sealed Privacy Ward]s scattered all over Yggdrasil like Christmas ornaments. Erick’s largest summon took up less than one percent of the available space down here…

Ah. Yeah; Yggdrasil didn’t take up a whole lot of space, but he was bigger than the last time Erick had seen him. Perhaps he was bigger back in the Core, too, but Erick hadn’t noticed the change until now. Yggdrasil was growing up.

They always grow up faster than you’re ready for.

At that pleasant, sorrowful thought, Erick closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Oblivion claimed him faster than he thought it would.







- - - -







Erick woke with a start—

He began applying his defenses as soon as he could, his mind already reaching out for Yggdrasil and Ophiel, who were both all around. A terrified second passed as Erick discovered that nothing was wrong.

… And then he groaned into his palms while Ophiel chirped, welcoming Erick back to the world of the awake as Erick had a broken, heavy moment with himself, trying to put himself back into the ‘now’.

Yggdrasil said, “Good morning, Father.”

Ophiel gently rammed right into Erick’s chest like an excited cat, and Erick was forced to move his hands away from his own face to cuddle the little guy. It was difficult at first, but being a parent was about showing your children that you were capable and strong, especially in those early years. As he had once done while he was with Jane, he now did with Ophiel and Yggdrasil; he pretended to be okay, and eventually, that would be the truth. ‘Eventually’ only took three seconds, this time, as he looked down at the ball of feathers and eyes cuddling his chest, and out at Yggdrasil, all around.

Erick smiled. “Good morning,” he told the ball of feathers. He looked up, saying, “Good morning, Yggdrasil. Did anything happen while I was asleep?”

“Nothing happen. You not sleep long.”

“How long was I out?”

“… Not know.” Yggdrasil’s bark briefly dimmed—

Erick instantly said, “That’s okay, Yggdrasil. I was just curious, anyway.”

Yggdrasil’s bark returned to its normal glow.

Erick breathed out for a moment, just sitting there on his conjured bed, looking at the world all around. He decided he needed more sleep, but before he did that he recast his spellwork and switched over to his Other Self, to eat a delicious meal of his own mana and cycle his core for a little while. When he was done with that, he changed back to his Normal Self, went to the bathroom in a conjured toilet that led nowhere, [Cleanse]d the mess, and then he reconjured his bed.

Slipping back under the covers, he told Yggdrasil, “One more sleep, then I can start doing other things. Wake me if anything happens, okay?”

“Okay!”

Erick closed his eyes—

And his stomach gurgled something fierce. Still, he refused to wake up right now unless he had to, and he didn’t have to. Eyes closed, he turned—

The bed popped out from under him, sending him falling half a meter to Yggdrasil’s bark and smacking his head on the glowing surface. Apparently he had fucked up with the conjuring. With his face planted on Yggdrasil’s surface, Erick breathed out, and in, and then he just got up. He was awake now. Might as well get something to eat, too.

A protean cannot live on mana alone, apparently.

“You awake?” Yggdrasil asked.

“I guess so,” Erick said.

Standing on the edge of Yggdrasil’s branches, Erick looked down at the clear waters far below. Yggdrasil’s subway-sized roots curved out from his trunk like a basket of snakes unleashed, to dive in and out of the lake bottom, sometimes arcing above the surface like a certain white dragon goddess with her clouds. Erick stared at the calm lake for a little while, feeling the wind and smelling next to nothing. This place was clean and healthy.

Erick asked, “How’s the water, Yggdrasil?”

“It is water.”

“… Do you like being planted in water?”

Yggdrasil paused. “I grow in stone. Water above stone.”

“I mean: Would you like me to plant you in stone, without so much water?”

“No. I like fishes.” Yggdrasil asked, “Do fishes in stone?”

“Do fishes exist in the stones of mountains?” Erick asked. Then he answered, “Not really. There are some flying fishes in the Crystal Forest that live in sand and air, though. A whole flock of them lured a wyrm at me one time.”

Yggdrasil thought for a little while, then said, “Water fishes better. Flying not good. Get in leaves. Roots fine. Leaves not fine.”

Erick smiled. “Is there enough light in this place for you? I can hang more lights around here, if you want.”

Yggdrasil thought for a long moment, his bark flickering with brightness as his canopy and rainbow crown glittered and dimmed. He settled down. “I got light.”

Erick nodded. Then he discarded his clothes to the side, near his bed, and stepped out to the edge of the branch. He looked down at the waters below and felt a giddy sort of flutter in his stomach. It was probably a bad idea to jump from this height, and yet... He had survived worse skydives with less protection!

He jumped.

The wind whistled over his body as he free fell toward the waters below—

At the last moment before splashdown he deployed his sunform and fell from a much more reasonable height of 3 meters. Splash! The water was cold, but it wasn’t freezing. It was a good temperature. Bracing. Invigorating. Erick let himself drift under the waves for a long moment, savoring the sensation of free floating in the middle of this land of strangers, and danger, and then he opened his eyes underwater. He was still alone, save for the small fishes nearer to Yggdrasil’s massive trunk.

His first thought coming back to the moment was an odd one. If he didn’t have his sunform, or other forms of travel, he’d be facing a rather scary ten kilometer swim to shore, or a few kilometer swim to the nearest glowing crystal, or he could take his chances with the nearest structure; the giant glowing tree in the middle of this almost holy space. Erick smiled at that thought, of being stranded out in the middle of nowhere, but not really. And then he swam upward and broke the surface, splashing and feeling great. He looked around and confirmed that yes, he was in the middle of a dangerous situation, but the lake had no monsters, or large fishes, and he was safe under Yggdrasil’s boughs.

And then he tried to float on his back and found himself sinking, instead. Apparently, with this little body fat and all his extra muscles he couldn’t float in water anymore.

Huh.

He didn’t actually know that until now. When was the last time he tried relaxing with a swim? Last year at the bath house with Al? Had he gone for a swim after that? No… Not that he could think of. He had sat in that hot tub in the Core, but that wasn’t a swim. Had he even relaxed lately? A party, perhaps? No, not that he could think of. Not really, anyway. Everywhere, there’s always people, and Erick had needed to be on duty even when he was surrounded by people celebrating the end of the war in Songli, or the banquet at Enduring Forge, or the party after he helped Treehome clear the Forest of moon reachers and deathsoul shrooms…

Even here, he couldn’t truly relax. But he could relax enough.

With a twist and a turn, Erick dove down into the waters, swimming free, letting the water wash over him. When was the last time he actually got to have relaxation time on his own? Like? Surely he had had some. He just couldn’t think of it at the moment.

Yeah. He had to have some relaxation time in the last… 5 months of the Worldly Path? Did making magic count as relaxation? Hmm. Yes; yet no?

Ah. Well. Linxel was certainly relaxing, but it was not meant to be. Darabella wasn’t meant to be, either. Apparently, according to Poi, Enduring Forge and Nelboor had had some tense moments when Erick vanished, but most of those issues were gone now that he had resurfaced in the Underworld. Erick had no idea the depth of those ‘tense moments’, for Poi had been more concerned with more personal, current events, so they had moved on from that talk of Nelboor rather quickly. Apparently Erick hadn’t left too large of a mess, but... He would ask around later, when he was back on the Surface, to see if there were any problems he needed to fix.

But for now, Erick swam back to the surface of Yggdrasil’s new lake and paddled around for a little while, enjoying himself, getting to know how his new body moved. Mostly, he sank. His new body didn’t feel heavy; he felt light and free. But muscle with no fat was denser than water, so as soon as he stopped he began to sink.

So Erick swam and kept swimming, trying not to sink, trying not to think of how everyone was watching, and how he was never going to get any private time, anymore. There were probably some voyeurs out there watching him through [Long Range Scry]s right that very second, but whatever. He was skinny dipping and it was great.

Eventually, most of his thoughts fell away as he just swam. Legs flicking, arms pumping, head turning to take a quick, deep breath, and then back under to blow bubbles out as he moved. It felt good to work his body; to experience what his Stats and arms and legs could do outside of a magical sense. He still kept his mana sense open, and his sunform remained active on his back, but this was great.

Maybe he should take up sparring again. It was fun to sweat sometimes.

Or maybe swimming was a good activity.

But soon enough the water got too cold, and he was beginning to prune, and his stomach was starting to demand to be filled. So Erick lightstepped back up to where he had dumped his clothes on Yggdrasil’s branch, dried himself off with a wipe of his sunform, and redressed.

As he slipped his tunic over his head, Yggdrasil spoke. “I didn’t know you fish.”

Erick smiled wider, saying, “Most things my size can swim. Doesn’t make us fish.”

“No. You fish.”

“I’m glad you like fish, then.”

“Yes. Fish great. Slippy slippy. You fish.”

Erick chuckled. “Looks like you have some good varieties down there, too. Do you know what they’re called?”

“Yes!” And then Yggdrasil opened his floodgates of words, “Rainbow flit. Goldscale slipper. Striped silvertail. Brown cruncher. Red flit. Shortnose hook. Three-eye blackie—”

Erick sat down, asking, “Can you make a lightform to show me what they look like, too?”

“Yes! I do this.” Yggdrasil happily began drawing with light in the air in front of Erick, painting pictures of fish, as he started naming them again. “Rainbow flit. Goldscale slipper…”

They weren’t great pictures, done by someone with years upon years of practice, but they were large and pretty, and Yggdrasil was doing a great job. Erick sat back and watched, feeling better with every passing picture. After about fifty fish, Yggdrasil slowed down. At 65, he had trouble remembering the last one, but it came soon enough.

With a triumphant flicker of light all across Yggdrasil’s body, he announced, “Razor Guppy!” Happily, he said, “And that’s the fish!”

“I’m very proud of you, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “You know so many fish and you’re so good at lightpainting them.”

Yggdrasil brightened a bit, before settling back down to his normal glow. “I like fish.”

“Where did you learn all the names?”

“Small shadow at candle place. He fisherman. Named fish as caught then I pick fish and he name.”

Erick thought for a moment, then he conjured an image of a man, describing him to Yggdrasil, “Is the fisherman this man? A black incani with black horns and white eyes?”

“Yes. You know?”

“That’s Slip, the captain of the guard for Candlepoint.” Erick said, “He’s the one that makes sure your lake at Candlepoint has the proper fishes necessary to maintain a good ecosystem.”

“What is ‘ecosystem’?”

Erick talked with Yggdrasil for a while, but eventually they ran out of words, and Yggdrasil asked Erick why his stomach was making noises. Erick told Yggdrasil that he would be back later, but he wanted to go get some food to stop the grumbling.

And so, with a lightstep, and as fully clothed to deal with politics and people as he could be, Erick stepped down the beach next to the tunnel to the embassy. The sand got between his toes, for he had lost his shoes way back when he had fallen out of the mana stream. Ophiel alighted on a shoulder, though, making him feel secure enough, and the [Scry] eyes all around him recognized him, so he probably wouldn’t be kicked out for looking like a vagrant. Wherever he walked, people would already know he was coming.

He glanced to the side, and saw the t-station sitting on the beach in the distance. It was the only structure on the sandy land. Erick almost wanted to go inspect it, but his stomach growled at him. Seeing the t-station did knock loose a thought, though; how would he get back to this location? He instantly decided he would have to use the t-station to get back, until he learned [Gate]. [Teleport] was still blocked here, for sure, and he did not fancy a lightwalk all the way through the tunnels of the Underworld to get back here.

To test that theory, though, Erick manually cast [Teleport], doing a small test blip to try and move left one meter. He barely moved a centimeter. So, Spatial Magic was blocke—

This raised another question: how was Tasar doing her Spatial Magic while Spatial Magic was so restricted in the Underworld? Yet another question to ask her, he supposed.

But food came first.

Erick lightstepped into the tunnel near the beach. He flickered forward to the halfway point, then started walking normally to the checkpoint at the far end. Ten minutes later, he reached the miniature garrison that flanked both sides of the tunnel.

Six wrought, each of a different form, but most of them iron, bowed a little to Erick as he walked through. There were no protections on the tunnel. No physically blocking gate, or any spellwork, or any runework, either. All there was was a politely worded stone tablet on a plinth in the center of the path, asking that no one step this way unless invited or with due cause.

Further past the garrison space was the front end of the embassy. Seeing the space in front of him, Erick got the distinct impression that he had walked out of the Vatican, into Saint Peter’s Square; the giant empty space that sat before him seemed a massive, holy structure similar to the one back on Earth. And yet, Erick looked up, and up, and up, and was reminded of what ‘massive’ actually looked like. The embassy’s ‘front lawn’ was three stone football fields next to each other, but the embassy itself looked like a thousand towers and keeps and bastions all done in white, all stuck together in some arcane mess of a well-laid structure.

The ‘embassy square’, or whatever it was called, was comparatively tiny, but well guarded. The path between the front gate which led to the Underworld roads, and the front door of the embassy, was well filled with people, but not a single one of them veered from that path to head to Yggdrasil’s tunnel. No wonder this side tunnel to Yggdrasil didn’t need to be guarded that much; anyone veering off of the main path would immediately be suspicious and turned back just as fast.

Erick turned back to the wrought on duty, asking, “Anyone know if I need money to get food down at the town?”

An iron wrought in the shape of a stern incani woman said, “Money is required down here, same as anywhere. We have money we can give you if you have none. Or you can walk in the main building and get a small payment. Or you can accept any invitation for a meal from any of the people wishing to talk to you, and have them assume the cost of the meal. We also have human cooks inside the embassy which would be happy to feed you whatever you want for free, but eating in the towns will cost money.”

Erick listened, judged the iron woman as competent and reasonably nice, then he said, “Thank you. Very helpful. Are you six positioned here from now on?”

“For the most part.” The woman asked, “Is there anything I can do to make your stay more comfortable? Real furniture, perhaps?”

“No… No thank you. Not right now.” Erick paused, and asked, “What are your names?”

The iron incani said, “Sergeant Kapra, at your service, Archmage Flatt.” She gestured to her people, saying, “This is...”

Erick listened while she introduced her people, but mostly, he knew that Kapra was the one he would be dealing with when it came to moving in and out of the tunnel. Erick nodded to them all after their introductions, and said, “Nice to meet you all. I’m going to get some free money at the embassy, then.” But he would likely just use his Mage Bank account, if they accepted that.

The wrought bowed.

Erick turned and walked across the large, square kilometer of empty courtyard in front of the embassy, looking at people as they looked at him. The people were dressed rather nicely, either in actual clothes if they were fleshy people, or in similar brocade and tassels and layers done up in the metal of their wrought bodies. The people sometimes gave courtly bows, or nodded, as Erick and Ophiel’s presence interrupted their discussions. Erick nodded back, but he had a destination, and he went there.

The entrance to the embassy was as grand as anything Erick had ever seen before, and a part of him truly wished to enjoy the architecture and the opulence and the experience of it all, but he was wrung out, and he was hungry. And he did want a real bed, now that he thought about it; he might need to take up Sergeant Kapra on her offer.

Anyways.

The floor was a checkerboard of cut gold-colored crystal and white marble, while white pillars held up a vaulted ceiling festooned with artistically arranged drips of even more gold-colored crystal. Everything was bright and shining. People were everywhere, dressed up in nice outfits as they sat around in the public space and discussed business like this was a hotel and they were all guests of the state. Perhaps that analogy was more true than Erick had first suspected, but he didn’t know; not yet.

Five meter tall paintings on the walls. Jewelry on everyone. 

People slowly realizing Erick was here.

Eyes rapidly moved through the room as conversations around tea tables died.

A guard looked like he wanted to say something to Erick about Ophiel, hovering around him like tiny parakeets, or about all of Erick’s active spellwork. Almost no one around here had active spellwork. Erick was almost mad for at least two different reasons. They were in the Underworld, and death was everywhere! How could anyone walk around without all their spells active? How could that guard think it was okay to ask Erick to drop his?

But the guard who had been approaching him suddenly stopped and glanced to a superior. The superior nodded. The guard backed off, back to the edge of the room.

Erick realized his own worries manifesting in his thoughts so he discarded them as he walked up to the front desk, to a male copper wrought who suddenly looked extremely nervous, but who was also able to discard his emotions in order to get the job done.

Erick calmly spoke to the calm man at the front desk, saying, “I understand there’s places to eat around here. I need some directions. Good food and no fuss. I have no money on me. Do you accept Mage Bank?”

“All places here will accept Mage Bank.” The man asked, “Do you have a particular type of food you desire?”

“Basic food and a lot of it. Meat, cheese, and bread. Beer, too.”

The man brought out a sheet of paper from behind the counter and laid it on the desk, drawing a map of wardlight upon it as he said, “Three locations might be of use to you. There’s The Cookhouse, down the main hallway, over there, located at the world diner’s market, along with twenty other options. In town, we have the Underground Eatery, which serves many of the people who live and work here at the embassy. As of an hour ago when last I checked, you also have over four hundred standing offers for a business meeting of any type you wish, and in such a case the other group will gladly pay for your meal if that is how you wish to meet them.”

Erick took the map, saying, “World diner’s market it is. Thank you very much.”

The man stood and suddenly bowed, saying, “Thank you for taking back Ar’Kendrithyst and for stopping the yearly surge. Tens of thousands are still alive because of you. Hundreds of cities and villages out in the Dark that don’t need to be rebuilt. Thank you.”

At that, the five other front desk workers stood up in unison and bowed. Like a wave passing outward, people stood if they were sitting, or stopped talking with their neighbors, or they stepped away from their tea shop counters, and they bowed, too.

Erick turned, regarded them all for a brief moment, then said, “Ah. You’re welcome.”

And then he started walking away, down the main hallway. Some people tried to talk to him. Erick just shook his head and they stopped trying to talk to him. He had to do that a few times, but that was fine. The floor was cold under his feet as he walked through the place, eyes rapidly turning away from whatever they were doing to instead look his way.

The world diner’s market was a food court, but also twenty restaurants in a mall-like two-story setup. Erick spotted The Cookhouse sitting on the second floor near the middle of the place.

By the time he made it to his destination they already knew he was coming.

The owner, who was a large orcol man with a great big beard, promptly set Erick up in a nice booth in the back of the place, and then started parading food his way, in accordance with Erick’s desires for meats, cheese, and breads. A surprise came out, too, in the form of fries made from the potatoes Erick had created. He bit into those fried sticks of golden goodness and felt temporary bliss, while the owner explained how the fries were a hit because they resembled the spires of Stratagold from the right angles.

Erick drank his beer and smiled a bit, as he ate his fill and was mostly left alone, except when the owner wished to ask his opinion of the ways in which they had cooked the food Erick had created. That started off a whole conversation about food that Erick found a wonderful diversion, and the owner of the place, Rodolok, was thrilled to be a part of. Erick ate quite a lot more than he expected to eat, but it was wonderful, he was starving, and Rodolok was happy to supply.

When the meal was over, Rodolok would not accept Erick’s money, and told him to come back whenever he wished.

As Erick retraced his steps back toward Yggdrasil, he shook his head at whoever tried to talk to him, and mostly, people listened, opting to remain away instead of potentially inciting anger, or any other unwanted emotion. Soon, Erick was back at the tunnel leading to Yggdrasil’s cavern, back at the garrison with the wrought guarding the place.

Erick said, “Sergeant Kapra. I believe I will take you up on that offer of a nice bed. Please have it delivered to the beach at your earliest convenience.”

Kapra bowed, saying, “It will be done.”

And then Erick lightstepped down the tunnel, back to Yggdrasil where he summoned his bed upon Yggdrasil’s branches and instantly crashed—

He switched to his Other Self, [Renew]ed his rad, as well as cycled for a minute, then he switched back, and then he crashed. With a full stomach Erick slept much better this time.







- - - -







Leaves rustled. Birds chirped. Wings flapped. Eyes saw.

And Erick slept.







- - - -

As Erick opened his mana sense and then his eyes, he realized that he felt good and that he was safe, so he paused, and woke up more slowly. Yggdrasil and Ophiel had maintained the various spellworks Erick had asked of them. [Prismatic Ward] held all around him, serving as his last lines of defense, but his main protections were the [Sealed Privacy Ward]s scattered throughout the big guy’s boughs.

And his bed didn’t pop in the night! Or… Day? The sun never set down here and Erick hadn’t actually checked on the time through Yggdrasil’s other bodies. His circadian rhythms were all messed u—

… Did he have circadian rhythms anymore? He was ‘protean’ now; not human. Humans had rhythms. What did proteans have?

Eh. Whatever!

Erick reached up to the headboard of his bed and patted the Ophiel sitting there. Ophiel cooed. Erick dropped his hand back to his side, checked on his surroundings for any possible [Scry] problems, and finding none, he switched over to his Other Self and had a breakfast of [Renew] and cycling as he thought about food again. What would he have today? Maybe a salad would be good. He hadn’t had one of those in a while. Did he have to take care of his body like a human would? Or was he purely a monster—

Wait a second.

Erick had a few discordant thoughts, all in a row.

Monsters were naturally stronger than people in ways that were incomparable to simply having excess Stats. People could even gain extra Strength all the way up to 20, if they ate a diet of well-prepared monster meat for a few years. In addition to that, Rozeta had even said that once Erick dropped out of the Script, he would need to fortify himself with mana to achieve the same level of increased physical and mana power that Stats normally gave people.

Monsters didn’t get Stats, did they? Monstrous humans might gain Stats, but normally… Monsters did not have Stats. Shades did not have Stats either, and they were fully cut from the Script. So how did any of those beings gain power? The answer was mana, of course. Rozeta had already said that. Erick would need to fortify himself to gain more power once he was cut from the Script.

Would his [Renew] and cycling begin to fortify his Other Self? Or maybe it didn’t work that way? Maybe it would work that way when he was fully cut off.

… This idea that ‘monsters did not have Stats’ was profoundly new to Erick. It was not something that he had ever heard before. He, and everyone he had ever known to speak on the subject assumed that monsters got Stats. They had levels, for sure, so why not Stats too?

Or were ‘levels’ and ‘experience’ something that mana naturally did, that the Script had simply quantified for everyone on the Script? Enabling power for all? 

Was there a way to prove this theory?

Oceanside would have that answer.

But also:

When Erick met his Other Self in that mirrored place, his Other Self had been rather physically weak. Perhaps… An improper ascension to Wizard? Or was his Other Self focused more on mana than on the physical? Probably both, if Erick were to guess. One thing was very true about his Other Self, though, and that was that his Other Self highly likely did not have the same learning opportunities as Erick, so maybe he didn’t know how to strengthen the body with mana? Maybe he didn’t know that he needed to?

… Erick didn’t know how to strengthen his body with mana either.

For not the first time, Erick lamented missing out on several days of learning with Rozeta.

Ah! Whatever!

What was done was done, and now it was time to get back to the grind. Erick shifted back to his Normal Self and got up for the day, or whatever time it was. And then, because he could, he went for another swim in the waters around Yggdrasil. He even conjured himself a pool raft and laid upon it, but the small waves of the lake tossed him out twice, so he moved to one of Yggdrasil’s roots that arced from the lake and laid down under a conjured sunlightward. Warming himself under his brighter light, and atop a nice towel, Erick started talking to Yggdrasil, asking him how he was doing. He spent a while talking to Yggdrasil while he sat there in the conjured sunlight, warming himself and flipping over occasionally. After an hour or two of that he went back into the water, then got out and laid under the false sunlight again to dry off.

Erick rapidly reached the point where he felt bad about not working, and no amount of relaxation was going to fix that, so Erick went and got dressed then he bid Yggdrasil farewell. A lightstep took him back to the beach, to the tunnel to the embassy—

He stopped. He turned. He went to the Teleport Station.

He spent three hours prodding that thing with various bits of light and mana, learning how it worked, without actually learning anything at all. He got a good guess, though, what with all the ‘probability magnifying’ runes and ‘shadow banishing’ and ‘form solidification’ and other such tangled runework. Whatever this thing was, it certainly was not [Gate]. There were no ‘space joining’ runes, for one, nor were there any magics in this space that were not explained by the runework inside.

Erick knew he was missing some of the workings, though, for there was certainly some sort of obfuscation runework strung throughout the whole t-station, preventing easy understanding. But he was pretty sure this was not a Gate Network, at all.

There was some sort of solid state rune stacking system in the gold pillar in the center of the gold platform, though, which held [Teleport] runes alongside pretty much a whole alphabet of runic letters. Erick was pretty sure that if he knew a destination, he could channel [Teleport] into a specific combination of runes, and blip directly to the designated t-station.

But he knew no other t-stations, and he wasn’t even sure of this one. If he tried a station at random he would likely end up in a holding cell full of anti-magic spellwork, for some of these runes looked like they defaulted down certain pathways…

He wasn’t sure, though.

When Sitnakov told that garrison to ‘prime the t-station to target ygg’ he might have been lying, but also, Erick saw some runes which were pronounced ‘ygg’ in the system, and he saw those same runes replicated inside other parts of the platform...

He was pretty sure that if he had Ophiel stand on the platform and channel into those runes, he would blip in place, leaving and arriving at this very same t-station. So Erick stepped off of the t-station and had Ophiel test that theory. Ophiel blipped almost in place, reappearing a meter to his left.

So he had figured out that much, at least.

Figuring out one mystery was enough, for now. The demands of biology and the need to eat were all he could think of anymore, so Erick left the t-station behind for another day.

While he had been doing that, though, the soldiers at the garrison had brought him a bed, and set it at the end of the tunnel on the beach. It was a good bed. Erick checked it for bugs both magical and parasitical, moved it to Yggdrasil, copied it and destroyed the original, and then he went back toward town.

Erick complimented Sergeant Kapra’s choice on his way past the garrison. As he left, Kapra relaxed a fraction and turned to one of her people, a copper goblin, to tell him the good job he had done. The copper goblin was already getting pats on the backs from his fellow soldiers.

Erick smiled a bit as he walked back to the embassy with Ophiels trailing behind him and people stopping to stare.

Inside the embassy, Erick was exposed to a similar experience from yesterday, but this time he asked the guy at the front desk if he had any messages, or any necessary meetings demanded from Sitnakov, or Kromolok, or anyone else.

While other people stared at or whispered about Erick, the man behind the desk calmly said, “We have some messages for you.” And then he gestured to a man standing behind him. While that other man quickly walked down a short hallway, the guy at the desk said, “Messages began flooding in when you raised your Yggdrasil in the lake cavern so there is a bit of a pile, but some are higher priority than others.” He pulled out a small envelope of letters from behind the counter and handed them over, saying, “These are from the major forces of Stratagold, while the man I sent off should be back soon with—” Behind him, the gopher came back holding a rectangular wooden box about a meter long. The counter man handed the box over, saying, “There are a great many letters wishing for introductions. We’ve taken the liberty of verifying—” He glanced at the paper stapled to the front of the box, his eyes going a little wide as he said, “—1,289 diplomatic contacts that have asked us to ask you for introductions. That’s nearly a hundred more than it was an hour ago.”

Erick frowned a little, but he handed off the box and the envelope of ‘important letters’ to Ophiel, saying, “Thanks, I suppose.”

The man said, “If you wish for an office in the embassy one can be made available for you, as well as staff. You would be free to fill that office with your own staff whenever you wish, as most people do. Stratagold is committed to making this connection, Archmage Flatt. We’ve included a packet of paperwork detailing how to go about that process inside this box.”

“… Okay then.” Erick said, “Thanks for this.”

And then he walked down the main hallway, headed toward the world diner’s market in search of breakfast.
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                While being stared at and almost approached by many different people, Erick grabbed pancakes and cactus syrup and a whole bunch of other breakfast foods. It wasn’t long till he was on his way back out of the food court, but he failed to escape fast enough.

One intrepid young man, despite his obvious fear response and his desire to be anywhere other than headed toward Erick, still went toward Erick, to stand in front of Erick and open his mouth to speak. Nothing came out. Erick saw raw need in the boy’s face, though. That’s probably what stopped Erick from simply walking around the boy as fast as he could, to get back to Yggdrasil.

The boy found his words, asking, “Are you going to set up archmage services like you did in NeELLa—” His voice cracked, loud and unkempt. “Ah-hum. Sorry.” The boy continued, “Uh. Like in Nelboor?”

Erick paused, and considered the boy a bit more.

“I wasn’t planning on it.” Erick asked, “Do you have some absolute need?”

With utter conviction, the boy placed his hand on his chest, over a small pink-metal locket on a pink-metal chain around his neck, and said, “I want to find the people who killed my mother and your Imaging— I need your Ima… I want help finding my mother’s killer.”

Erick gave the boy a hard look over. 16, or 17. Incani. Well-to-do, with nice clothes and obviously good upbringing. He had a pair of minders hanging out five meters away, watching his interaction with Erick with interest. Erick decided to go for it.

“Where was your mother last seen?”

The boy’s eyes went wide as his words came easier, “She was killed here in the embassy so an Imaging done from anywhere outside the building should provide a solid clue. I already have so many clues but I just need utter proof to get further.”

The boy had almost everything he needed, then?

Erick said, “Come on then. Let’s do an Imaging.” And then he started walking around the kid, toward the front entrance.

The boy hopped to like a proper soldier and rapidly followed Erick, while his minders followed further behind. A few other nearby people decided to follow, too; they absolutely couldn’t miss whatever was about to happen.

In the main hallway, Erick said to the kid, “I’m not getting involved beyond this. Don’t expect much, either, for this place is likely [Ward]ed out the ass making Imaging tough.”

The boy rapidly nodded, agreeing with everything Erick said, mumbling, “The embassy is well guarded from casual Sight but I hope— I hope…” His voice trailed away.

Soon, they were outside the embassy, standing on the stone square outside. Without preamble, and with guards looking on from all sides, and looking both annoyed and resigned, Erick cast a [Cascade Imaging] into the air.

A fog appeared, five meters across, which would eventually become the 30-kilometer region that was the embassy. A star of light cascaded above, throwing out radio waves far and wide as it also carved into the mist. Soon, the many towers and keeps and courtyards of this land began to take shape out of the map.

Erick asked the boy a question he already knew the answer to, “Got some blood or tissue from your mother?”

The boy snapped out of his stupor and rapidly grabbed the necklace from beneath his embroidered tunic and jacket. He held out the pink-metal locket with its vial of blood inside to Erick, saying, “It’s a blood vial inside a hellite jacket. I’ve used it before to call her demon back to ask questions but she’s… She’s not doing well in Hell. She was murdered and it— It hurt her. A lot.”

Erick took the offered object. “How long ago was she murdered?”

“Seven days ago.”

Erick recast the Imaging with his new target in mind, then he handed back the vial, saying, “It takes a minute to populate, but— Ah. See there. Here we are in the center of the map. That blue dot is the vial in your hands. The rest should populate quickly enough. Don’t get your hopes up. This is the start of a proper investigation. Whatever you see here proves nothing.”

The boy gripped the vial in his hands, only half hearing Erick’s words. That was fine. Erick was mostly speaking toward the audience all around them, anyway.

People had gathered around, but now, as the spell fully got going, there was also a steady stream of onlookers coming out from the embassy, or walking in from outside just a bit faster, to see what was happening with the light hanging in the air of embassy square.

Some guards were already nearby, but none of them made to stop Erick. Soon enough, more wrought guards came by, with a few of them looking more ‘in charge’ than the rest. They didn’t look happy.

In an effort to stop whatever problems they had before they started, Erick gestured to the high ranking guards while they were already walking his way, saying, “Good! You’re here. This boy has apparently been trying to find his mother’s murderers. If this map shows anything at all, then you can help him sort out this mess through the proper channels. This is as far as I go.”

The boy’s minders instinctively stepped in front of the oncoming wrought, trying to block them from interfering, but only briefly, for the wrought were on the warpath and everyone soon recognized that. The boy briefly looked on in horror as the new guards approached, worried that he might not get his wish, that he might not find out what happened to his mother, but there was more than that to his stare at the guards. The head wrought in charge glared at the boy, and neither side seemed to appreciate the other. The boy had obviously tried some underhanded methods to uncover whatever clues he had uncovered; these two had clashed once already.

And then the wrought turned toward Erick, saying, “Thank you for helping him, but officially, please do not put up magics like—”

The crowd gasped.

Tiny blue dots began to appear all over the place as the map of the embassy began to truly appear. Almost all of the blue dots were clustered together, like showing a heat map of where a person usually was, with some places growing bluer by the second, and others staying only a bit blue.

And the boy went wild. Hands raised, he pointed and shouted, “It’s there! Contact in Duke Watahue’s offices!”

Erick saw where the boy pointed; a series of blue dots far away from the boy’s mother’s usual stomping grounds. A ripple of murmurs went through the gathered crowds and people started talking of murder rumors while the guards went on alert and the boy started demanding impossible things, like marching directly on the offender—

Erick spoke above them all, and especially above the boy, saying, “It’s only a map of where people have been, and people get around. This is only a start to any sort of investigation, but the spell will last a hundred minutes and it’s only 50% manifested, so not only will it get better, but it will last for a while. I also have no idea who the boy is, so verification that the blood in the vial is indeed his mother’s is but one thing that needs to be verified, too.” He said to the boy, “Do this correctly. Less vigilantism means you’ll make the guards more likely to work with you.” To the guards, he said, “Sorry to disrupt your days like this.”

The boy looked completely chastised as he nodded and started talking softer, and more coherent. The guards just frowned at everything, as guards usually did, and then they discounted Erick and started talking to the boy. It wasn’t five seconds later that the guards moved to guard the Imaging from onlookers and take the boy back inside, talking about how this was not how things were done. The boy took his chastisement with dignity, for he had already gotten almost all of what he wanted. Now, he just needed to close the trap on his mother’s murderer.

Erick was about 99.9% sure that the kid was on the level, and so, Erick wished him well as he walked away, back toward Yggdrasil, while Ophiels floated behind, carrying breakfast and letters of all kinds.

One good deed, done!

… And because of that one good deed, Erick expected to have at least a hundred more people asking him for something similar by this time tomorrow. That, or else a strongly-worded letter delivered by armored guards, asking him to keep his nose out of the governance of their land. The second was more likely to happen than the first, but that was fine.







- - - -







Erick sat upon conjured furniture on Yggdrasil’s branches, surrounded by a few conjured dividers to keep away the wind. His breakfast, and a few duplicates of the various foods, sat before him. He ate with utensils while he used his lightform to hover the various sealed envelopes in front of him, reading them without opening them, and sorting them into different piles. It was actually quite relaxing.

He had never gotten mail before, but he probably had a lot waiting for him back in Spur. Or maybe not? Spur had mail systems, of course, but the city wasn’t organized by streets with addresses. One was expected to come to the Wayfinder’s Guild and pick up their mail, which was tied to an account you had to open first. If you failed to get your mail it was incinerated after a while, but almost no one actually went and got their mail; Erick never had. If anyone needed to talk to him they showed up in Spur directly, and jumped through the Army and Silverite’s hoops to get to him.

But people down here at the embassy apparently had offices and staff and mail was delivered directly to those offices, or to other appropriate places which had to be set up beforehand. It was a lot more organized than Songli, for sure. In Songli, only the nobility had mailing systems. Down here, every single house had an address.

Erick didn’t have to wonder what his address was, though. It was printed on the front of every letter in a few different ways, for his address wasn’t exactly solid, yet. ‘Archmage Erick Flatt, Yggdrasil’, if the person knew their stuff. ‘Archmage Flatt, World Tree’, if the sender was less sure. ‘Archmage at Tree Lake’, if they were rather unsure and hoped that their mail would reach where it needed to reach. There were a few outliers beyond those, with ‘Savior of Light’ being written in nice calligraphy on a handful of letters, and ‘Gatemaster Flatt’, which he wasn’t sure he liked, but it sounded like a rap singer’s name, so Erick kinda liked it for that reason alone.

All of them had return addresses, too, with practically all of those addresses located within the embassy itself…

But in the envelope of special letters, the return addresses were all inside Stratagold.

Erick rapidly read through each one without opening any of them; a good mana sense and lightform was more than enough to see what they all had to say, and rather quickly, too. Almost entirely, they were requests to meet to talk of business opportunities of various sorts in the Underworld, with most people wishing to take such a meeting upon Yggdrasil’s branches. Only a few were politely-worded demands for lands or property in or around Candlepoint. Some were requests for the same, with enough politeness and brevity that Erick actually considered them, but Candlepoint wasn’t his to divvy up as he saw fit, and so those letters went in the round bin, too.

More than a few letters stood out from the rest. Of the random letters, Erick set a few aside for they were requests to kill some monsters. Almost entirely, they all went into the round bin.

Of the five special letters in the separate packet, all of them were from inside Stratagold, and all five were important. First was a letter from Archmage’s Rest, a consortium of archmages from the world over which traded magics for magics, who wished to induct Erick into their membership; Erick considered it. Then there was the letter from the Bright Palace which instructed Erick to speak with a certain office inside the embassy for transportation to Stratagold, whereupon he would take Bright Tea with the Royal Family and a few important nobles at his earliest convenience; Erick couldn’t ignore that one, so he would likely be getting that out of the way as soon as possible. A letter from Tasar instructed him how to further contact her at her offices in the embassy. A letter from the Holy Church of Rozeta requested his presence at an inquiry of his ordeal in the Core; yet another one he couldn’t ignore.

Then there was a letter from the Gemslicers.

The last one gave Erick pause for the Gemslicers were an old threat, warned about by Silverite. The Gemslicers made the blacklights —the ultraviolet light— that made the wrought fluoresce in purples and other bright neon colors. These lights were supposedly cast inside special places, reserved by royalty, to denote a royal status. Knowing what Erick now knew, Erick guessed that the fluorescence of wrought was probably a religious thing, or maybe a ‘return to how it should be’. Or at least it was that much for adamantium, the ‘royal caste’, for that darkest of metals used to be white.

The Gemslicers did a lot more than just make party lights, though. Erick had picked up that they were primarily healers of some sort, but he wasn’t too sure about that since the Gemslicers were also rather insular and hidden. And now, the Gemslicers wanted to speak to Erick of his light dungeon on the surface. Such a meeting did not bode well.

Erick frowned and set that letter aside. He didn’t want to deal with that today, or ever, really—

… He looked out across Yggdrasil, at the rainbow crown of [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] that ringed the big guy’s green canopy. That light supported the growth of Light Essence monsters. Eventually, because of that light, this large cavern might become a dungeon of a sort with light slimes in the waters, or something like that. This went against Erick’s contract not to make another light dungeon for another ten years…

Well! Whatever! Erick was already propping up Yggdrasils all over the world, and each spot was probably going to turn into a light essence factory eventually.

Erick finished up his breakfast, changed locations, changed into his Other Self to have a ‘second breakfast’ of [Renew] and mana cycling, switched back, and then had a brief swim and a [Cleanse] before getting ready to take some meetings.

He decided that Tasar would be first, then Bright Tea, then the Holy Church of Rozeta stuff. The archmage thing would likely happen with Tasar, while the Gemslicers would happen after all the rest if Erick felt like it.

He looked to the monster hunting letters and decided that he might help these people out with their monster problems after everything else, if only to get a good feeling for the layout of the Underworld. Apparently, the Underworld was broadly set up around the ‘Main Roads’, as they were called, which were well maintained outside of the wrought Geodes and various other large settlements here and there, but once you got away from those main places the Main Roads became more like ‘rarely traveled tunnels’. Monsters prowled everywhere down here, and there were many failed settlements out there in the deeper dark. Apparently, the Underworld shifted sometimes, too, causing roads to break and tunnel systems to alter. Erick still wasn’t quite sure how the Underworld managed to remain open enough for people to live down here without getting crushed, but ‘The Script Does It’ seemed like the most correct answer.

He still wasn’t sure why anyone lived underground, either, as opposed to on the Surface, where there was so much more space and life was quite easier. He’d ask around while he was down here, though, just to see what people said.

Erick thought back to his goals of leaving as soon as possible, and his new goals of helping some of the people in these letters. But… If he met with Tasar first… Meeting with Tasar would likely begin the whirlwind of moving on to Oceanside? So maybe he should meet with her last?

No. He’d just tell Tasar that he would solve some problems down here before moving on; she would understand. After all, his overarching goal was to leave allies in his wake, and he had a grand opportunity to leave behind a lot of allies near Stratagold. Possibly inside Stratagold, too.

Erick went for another swim and another round of [Renew] for his Other Self.

Afterward, he felt good enough to head to the embassy to find Tasar, which is exactly what he did.







- - - -







Sergeant Kapra called out to Erick as he walked past, “Sir!”

Erick stopped and turned to face the woman upon her battlements. “Yes?”

“There’s been a formal request for you not to interfere with the governance of this land. No more [Cascade Imaging], please.” Kapra instantly transitioned to a lighter query, asking, “Is there any other furniture you desire?”

Erick knew the first part was coming so he was glad to get it out of the way already. As for her question, Erick said, “Just some raw materials. No wood is necessary, but cottons and stuffings and spidersilk would be good so I can [Fabricate] some better clothes— Actually.” Erick asked, “Can you just direct me toward a seller? I’ll go buy it myself.”

Kapra pointed toward one of the roads in front of the embassy, and said, “Down Silver Road, you’ll hit the Main Road after about fifteen kilometers. Just before that you’ll find Sewer’s Row; a side road. It’s among the most populous street of them all, until you get into Stratagold itself.” She offered, “Or, we could send a runner down to Sewer’s Row and do this for you.”

Erick didn’t feel like walking that far...

“You’ve convinced me that one of your guys would be better at this than I.” Erick began conjuring items that would break if they were poked too hard, saying, “I want stuff like this, in these quantities.” When he finished there wasn’t much; just a few large rolls of cotton and some hard-packed stuffing and other assorted fabrics, all undyed, or bleached white. Erick looked over everything once more, then looked up to Kapra. “That’s all.”

Kapra said, “Sir, yes, sir. It’ll be done within the day.” She offered, “Do you wish for an escort to keep people away from you? Wherever you go?”

“Nah. Not going into town yet.”

Erick left them to it.







- - - -







Tasar’s office was located up three flights of stairs, down a main hallway, and past some twists and some guard stations that were mostly for show, to deter casual people from walking too far into the protected places of the embassy. The guards let Erick pass, though, without mention. Some people even saluted him with a fist slammed against their own chests, which was kinda odd, since Erick wasn’t in their military. Perhaps their actions were simply them recognizing a fellow soldier against the Dark? Perhaps.

With his mana sense cast wide, Erick got a good look at a lot of offices and otherwise as he walked down those halls, because every single space here was obviously put together to produce certain opinions in any casual mana sensing viewer. Primarily, this was a working area with paper works and the people to match, which reminded Erick of practically any high rise corporate office space back on Earth, but here, everyone knew that everything was visible. There were no hidden compartments in any rooms. There were no paperworks of incriminating nature easily seen in the open. People worked on normal stuff, talking normally with each other, knowing that they were spied on all the time.

Some people, with solid walls between them and Erick, even waved at Erick as he walked past. Erick just nodded at those people.

Because of this openness, some of the office spaces nearer the hallways were opulent things, made to impress, with gold-plated facades and paintings, and rich cushions on nice couches and chairs. Mostly though, there were people working on paperwork, everywhere. Erick was pretty sure that there were spaces for hidden meetings and hidden objects, and perhaps there was magic in every one of these offices that hid objects or people, and even hid itself from his mana sense. But he didn’t see any of that.

All he actually saw were people hard at work, and not just wrought, either. Only half of the people were wrought. The other half were of every other kind of people in the world. From what he saw, every single office here was connected to warehouses in Stratagold, or elsewhere on the Main Roads, or in other towns out there in the Underworld. The embassy was basically a very public, very large connecting place, without much magic to it at all. There was some magic, of course, in the form of a runic web that ran along the edges of every hallway’s ceilings.

The web here in the embassy was rather high magitech, to coin a phrase Jane had said one time. The web seemed to only hold ‘light’ ‘anti-shadow’ and ‘anti-stoneshape’ runes, but it was much more complicated than that, for it had the same swirling, curling pattern to its runes that Erick had seen on the t-station. It was obfuscation runework, for sure.

The web seemed extremely vulnerable, though, being right up there, in the open, inside every hallway. Erick hadn’t noticed a single connecting node like they had in enduring Forge, to break the web into discrete chunks, to make tampering with it much harder. There had to be some sort of defensive system on it, though, right? Right.

Erick reached Tasar’s office, deep inside one of the more opulent parts of the embassy. The door opened at his approach, revealing a human-shaped green wrought on the other side, looking similar to Tasar, but different.

The woman said, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. We were told to expect you, and so we are glad to receive you.” She stepped back from the door, ever the professional, saying, “Please come in.”

Erick walked inside, while Ophiel and Yggdrasil [Scry] eye followed. “Hello.”

He glanced around the room and saw yet another professional space, but of a nicer make than some of the other rooms, though the differences were personal and therefore superficial. The furniture was of thick, standard white wood with nice cushions, while the walls held maps and paintings of various make, all which served to highlight who this room belonged to, and how the occupant of this room was connected to other people. It was a style Erick had seen repeated here and there inside the rest of the embassy. He thought it was kinda nice for guests to know who they were dealing with, and how they might be connected to other people in the embassy.

Everyone seemed to have accreditations and paintings unique to them in their offices, and Tasar was no different. There was the obvious ‘diploma’ from Archmage’s Rest, full of scrollwork and wax badges and other signifiers of Tasar’s talents. Another diploma of a simpler make came from Oceanside, alongside a painting of Tasar standing with the Headmaster, Kirginatharp. Of the rest of the paintings, Tasar was easy to pick out, for she was usually the only adamantium black wrought in attendance.

There was Tasar standing with various other people who might have been mages, according to the staffs in hands and [Familiar]s on shoulders. One painting had Tasar gathered with other professional mages of all types, ringing a t-station. Had she been on the team to invent that? She probably was, considering her original Class as a Spatial Mage.

One painting held other black wroughts, but also the green woman, who looked exactly like the green woman who had welcomed Erick into this space. The woman stood next to a black human man, while beside them stood black-green Tasar and what looked to be two brothers of the same coloring as Tasar; black-green.

Erick glanced over all of that in a flickering second, then turned to the green woman, asking, “You must be Tasar’s mother?”

The woman bowed with just her head, then said, “I am. Tasar is out at the moment, but I have informed her of your coming as soon as the front desk informed me. Would you care for tea while you wait?”

… The woman seemed rather damned nervous, for whatever reason.

Erick tried to put her at ease, saying, “I would love some tea while I wait. Thank you for the offer, Missus…?”

“Otaliya.” Otaliya stiffly, yet adroitly, gestured to a table near some nice chairs. A steaming tea pot rested there beside cups with sugars and honey. She moved to the table and sat down, saying, “Widow, not missus, but it happened centuries ago, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick joined her at her table, saying, “Just Otaliya, then. Nice to meet you—” Back in the hallway, Ophiel mentally poked at Erick. Erick glanced through Ophiel’s eyes to see Tasar walking this way. “It appears the tea will have to wait. Tasar is on her way.”

“Tasar has always been rather prompt when it comes to certain magics, and [Gate] has fascinated her like no other ever could.” Otaliya had been about to pour Erick tea, but she set the pot back down. “She’ll likely wish to move on directly to various matters of magic, too, unless you have other plans?”

Erick said, “I would prefer to move on quickly from this land. Everyone has been rather nice to me except for when we were outside of everyone else’s sights, or when I was disrupting their authority, and I would like to remove myself from here as soon as possible.”

Otaliya went still, her eyes going wide, and then her mouth broke into a grin. She gave a tiny, rapid-fire chuckle, putting her hand over her mouth as she did so in some sort of polite, instinctual reaction. “You’ve described the lives of many people with that statement, Archmage.”

Erick had to grin at that, saying, “I suppose I have.”

And he supposed that Otaliya would know the feeling, too. Erick’s mana sense went rather far, so he saw Tasar’s rooms beyond this front room. Back in the back of this set of offices there was a living space, but only one. The paintings in that room held images of Tasar and two other green-black children, as well as a nicer painting of Otaliya and her former husband. Those clues, along with the other items in that room, all but confirmed that space as an apartment for Otaliya; she probably lived here, in the same manner that some other people also lived in their embassy rooms. At least there was a good five meters of stone between each floor, so her neighbors weren’t too close; beyond the mana sensing range of most people, anyway.

In a controlled, but excited manner, Tasar burst into the room. She turned her eyes toward Erick, though she had spotted him long before now, for sure, and said, “Welcome, Erick.” She turned to her mother, saying, “Thank you, mother.” She turned back to Erick. “What would you like to do first? Or perhaps a place to see? Anything you want to do, or place you want to go, let’s do it.”

Erick stood and Otaliya stood with him, as Erick said to Tasar, “I would speak of the t-station by Yggdrasil and whatever other [Gate] related materials you might have gathered over the centuries. Afterward, I expect to need to visit the people at Archmage’s Rest since I got a letter from them requesting as much, followed by Bright Tea at the White Palace, and then some Church of Rozeta stuff. From there, I have a few more things I might wish to do, but those can wait.”

Otaliya breathed out a little, the weight of Erick’s itinerary easy to see in her reaction.

Tasar paused, before saying, “We’re moving fast, then.”

“Yes, and preferably before I can get too bogged down with anything too serious down here. I’ll need to see the Gemslicers at some point in time, too.” Erick said, “I know I angered quite a few of your people with my journey to the Core, and probably a lot more besides, but I suspect that the Gemslicers are the only ones I might have truly pissed off.” He shrugged. “But then again, I suspect they’re the ones who stole my [Luminous Beam], so if they’re the least bit mad at me, then we’re going to have problems.”

Both Otaliya and Tasar went still when Erick mentioned ‘Gemslicers’.

Otaliya who spoke first, her voice full of barely hidden interest, “Why are you involved with them?”

Tasar withheld judgment and her voice as she waited for Erick’s answer.

Erick said, “I’ll show you.”

Erick held up a hand and conjured a blacklight; a sphere of wardlight shifted to invisible ultraviolet. The sphere of nothing radiated into the room and struck both Tasar and Otaliya with its unseen power, causing both wrought to light up with a skin-deep brilliance. Tasar’s black-green skin lit up with neon purple and stripes of brilliant yellow, while Otaliya turned fully yellow, her copper green body becoming a facsimile of the sun.

“Ah.” Tasar held up her left arm, judging her new glow as she quickly turned her hand over a few times, saying, “That would do it.”

Otaliya put a hand to her mouth as she started giggling again, before agreeing with her daughter, “That would do it.” She dropped her hand, but watched her bright yellowness for a moment before asking, “Do you know of the Gemslicers, Archmage?”

“Healers of some sort, but not much beyond that. If you know of them then I’d be happy to hear what you have to say.”

Otaliya spoke over her daughter’s barely-there call to desist, saying, “The Gemslicers are an insular family of steels who have done almost all the gem and metalwork and private healing for the Royal Family for the last thousand years. They’re highly placed due to the unique light magics they control, and never show others. Occasionally, they track down unique light magics sprouting up in the mortal world for a variety of reasons. They’ve been trying to solve the Black Curse upon adamantium and the rest of us for longer than most of us have been alive.” She glanced at her bright yellow fingers and hands, then looked to Erick, saying, “This is one of the ways they’ve temporarily and superficially gotten around the Curse, showing the Light inside all of us.” And then she stared at Erick, her gaze holding an uncomfortable weight. “I usually don’t put much stock in fringe prophecies, but I dare say you are the true Savior of Light.”

Erick stood still for a moment, then said, “I’ve heard the term before, but I don’t believe in prophecy.”

“One mustn’t believe everything one hears; this is true. But enough prognosticators over the very many years of Veird’s existence have tried to prophesize the end of the Dark, and the Return of the Light, and they’ve all agreed upon the title of ‘Savior of Light’ as the prophesied one that would come and fix everything. This title has, of course, been attributed to many people before now.” Otaliya said, “You’re the first one for whom I believe that title might be true.”

“I don’t believe in prophecy.” Erick said, “It’s too easy to break.”

Tasar looked at her mother, saying, “And all prognostication fails around Erick.”

“Even more reason that it might be true!” Otaliya said, openly and honestly, almost pleading with her daughter but erring on the side of propriety. She felt a lot more secure around Erick for some reason; possibly for a lot of smaller reasons, all adding up together. She obviously felt strongly about this prophecy, for sure. She seemed to stare into Erick’s very soul, and maybe she was, as she said, “Death happens to those who cannot or have not learned to get out of the way fast enough, and the young rarely get the opportunity to survive their first encounter with True Darkfire, but you, Archmage Flatt, have survived True Darkfire time and time again. My daughter told me how you scared off the Evil One inside the Core Tunnels.” She breathed out, smiling, her expression full of light. She bowed to Erick, saying, “May my daughter serve you true, Savior of Light.”

Erick didn’t know what to say—

Tasar did. “Erick. Can I meet you by the t-station near Yggdrasil in an hour? I will bring some books at that time, but first I need to speak to my mother.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Of course. See you soon.”

And then he left.

He moved faster than he needed to, but he kinda needed to get out of there, and quickly. He dodged a few more people on his way out of the building, making his way back to Yggdrasil as soon as he could. Sergeant Kapra managed to catch him before he stepped into the tunnel, though. She informed him that his materials would be arriving soon; her people were still out there purchasing them. Erick told her thanks, then went back to Yggdrasil.







- - - -







He decided he needed to do something absolutely different for a little while, so he set out to fully explore Yggdrasil’s cavern. First, though, he set up a [Cascade Imaging] searching for ‘people’.

Thirty eight targets; that’s how many he found, and most of them out there on their own. People hid out in the ceiling, or by the falls, or underwater. None of them were near or on Yggdrasil, though.

A quick sigh and brightly appearing before those [Invisible], or [Privacy Ward]ed, or [Greater Water Body] people was more than enough to scare them off. Every single one spouted apologies the whole time they ran away, too.







- - - -







Erick sat on a conjured chair next to the t-station, studying the gold disk and its obelisk a bit more as he waited for Tasar to show up. He didn’t have to wait long. The black-green wrought appeared on the t-station with a casual blip of green-black light. In one hand she carried her usual staff, while her other remained free. Erick expected her to be carrying books, but apparently she had people for that. Three other people, to be precise.

One was clearly young, but with an orcol shape to his brightly burnished copper body. He held a large box of books which he set on the ground nearby. Another was an old-human-shaped man of iron wearing a robe and looking delighted to see Erick. The third was a brilliantly silver incani man with his metallic flesh in the shape of princely clothes, and with a silver star upon his chest that matched Erick’s for form, but not for function. The silver star was likely a Silver Star, too, for it wasn’t made of the man’s flesh, but was very much a separate object held in place that glowed with the faintest whisper of divine fire.

Erick stood up, saying, “Hello. I expected you to come through the tunnel?”

“Other people rapidly got involved when you showed my mother that glowlight.” Tasar gestured toward the silver man, saying, “Archmage Flatt, meet Awir, and—” indicating the iron guy, “—Riivo. Riivo is from Archmage’s Rest, while Awir is from Gemslicers.”

No one made any indication to shake hands, but while Riivo was obviously happy to be there with bright smiles and a hop in his step, the ‘old man’ rapidly realized that he was the only one. Erick focused on Awir. Awir had a small frown. Erick had a frown, too, and he wasn’t sure when he had gotten that.

Awir asked, “How did you learn of light?”

Erick narrowed his eyes. “How did you manage to steal my [Luminous Beam]?”

Awir strongly said, “I’ve been trying to make that spell for 350 years, in at least 350 different ways, and then you go and make it at Basic Tier! And then you lock it behind Particle Mage.” Most of his apparent anger vanished. “I suppose I was mad at you, but I can’t really be mad at the Savior of Light, even if I don’t exactly believe that yet. I expected one of our people to take that title, eventually.” With heavy sarcasm, he added, “Have you figured out how to reverse the Black Curse, too? Is that on your to-do list of this Worldly Path?”

Old man Riivo had seen that there was some sort of discomfort between Awir and Erick and moved to stand to the side, next to Tasar. This proved to be a good idea, as the anger between Awir and Erick rapidly multiplied after introductions. The copper orcol who had come with them had seen something was going down above his pay grade, and rapidly whispered some questions to Tasar, who nodded at him and gestured for him to go away. One second later the copper orcol had blipped away on the t-station, headed back to wherever it was he had come from.

Erick responded to Awir’s rhetorical question with, “If you have any clues about that then put them forth, and let me add that Quest to my Worldly Path.”

“Hmm.” Awir said, “Tasar tells us that you will be looking for a Wizard eventually. So there you go. That’s how you reverse the Black Curse.”

Erick leveled a dissatisfied glare, saying, “That’s not helpful.”

“Why should I—!” Awir paused. He dropped most of his anger, and then he said, “I wasn’t expecting to have this conversation so soon, and I am still rather furious with you for inventing my spell out from under me. It was a mistake to come along with Tasar at this juncture. I am a Healer, and a Pacifist, and my anger has gotten the better of me. I would speak with you at another time about Wizards and the pursuit of a cure for the Black Curse, if you are willing.”

Erick decided to pack away his anger, too. He said, “Sure. We can talk another time. I am interested in cures to Curses that involve Wizardry, and it sounds like you’ve had some experience with that.”

“Both too much experience, and not enough. I can’t tell much openly, but I can say that dragons are your main competitors for finding and securing Wizards, for as soon as you have heard of some untouched Wizard, know that the Wizard has likely been spotted by dragons long before you came along.” Awir said, “The dragon is waiting for you to weaken the Wizard before they [Blink] in and take your prize from you.”

“I have gotten that impression; yes.” Erick said, “Nice to meet you, Awir.”

“And you as well, Erick.”

Awir bowed his head, then walked away. He touched the obelisk of the t-station and was gone in a blip of colorless light.

Erick turned to Tasar and Riivo, asking, “So the Gemslicers are healers? Not secret assassins?”

“Uh,” Tasar said, frowning a bit. “I did not expect that from Awir, either.”

“I expected something more joyous, too!” Riivo said, “Your Particle Magic allowed Tasar here to invent [Condense Oxygen], which has revolutionized the treatment of Wrought Rot! That single spell is saving hundreds of lives each month, and allowing thousands of long-term sufferers to return to society, to let them lead happy, fulfilling lives. I expected Awir to be overjoyed! But he’s just jealous!” Riivo spoke conspiratorially, “He was the first to switch Class to Particle Mage, and now I know why. You should know that it was him who was able to supply your [Luminous Beam] to the White Guardian Collective. The Gemslicers pulled a great boon for that supplied magic! He should have been happy to meet you. Bah.” He said, “I understand you met the guardians when you broke into the Core?”

Erick looked away from the t-station, to Riivo, saying, “I wondered who gave that spell to the guardians. That explains some of the questions that have been building up since I came down here.”

Happily, Riivo said, “Let me answer more! And then perhaps you can answer some of ours? That’s how we like to do it at Archmage’s Rest.”

“Most of the books we brought are from there,” Tasar said, “They are a lot of my own additions to the collective, though.”

“Oh yes!” Riivo said, “Tasar here is one of our good members. It was through us that she brokered the deals for [Condense Oxygen] to make it to the Gemslicers, to aid in the healing of Wrought Rot. We formed the backdrop upon which the creation of the t-station occurred, so many centuries ago, as well as many other inventions which you might be aware of. Runic webs? We started those. Anything you want to give us will be given back to you in kind. That’s how it works in Archmage’s Rest.” He spoke a bit more seriously, “But, of course, there are some waiting periods and trials of honor and such, but I have no doubt you will clear those trials, for sure.”

Erick looked at Riivo and Tasar in a new light. He said, “Okay. I can get behind that. But I’m not sharing any of my own stuff right now until I know who you actually are. I’ve never heard of you and it sounds like I should have.”

“The Arcanaeum Consortium is on the Surface, but down here, it’s Archmage’s Rest! We’re also mostly wrought, so that’s another thing, but—” Riivo said, “You’ve done more than enough to accrue quite a lot of goodwill already, except we don’t approve of entering the Core without permission. Our vote for your reentering the Core will remain a ‘no’, unless there is some highly surprising need for you to return.” He clapped his iron hands, saying, “But enough of dreary topics! Let’s talk about Spatial Magics!”

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about Riivo.

A large part of him felt… Threatened?

But the old iron man seemed rather kind. Honestly kind, too.

Erick moved on, for now, saying, “Let’s talk Spatial Magics. With a focus on runes?”

“All the best magic is rune-based!” Riivo said, laughing a little.

Tasar gave a tiny smile, saying, “Before we get right to it, I must say that Riivo was my sponsor and connection to Archmage’s Rest back when I first joined. He is most people’s first connection, and I hope that this meeting is but one of many more positive interactions to come in the following months and years.”

“Oh, yes yes. Connections connections. As important in magic as they are in life!” Riivo moved to the box of books, opening the lid and grabbing the first one on top, saying, “Let’s focus on the magic side of things, for now. That’s what we’re all truly here for, are we not?”

Erick felt himself beginning to smile, too, as he said, “Sounds good to me.”

“Splendid!” Riivo began conjuring book pedestals upon the sands and set the first book in one, while moving around, conjuring other temporary structures, saying, “Now the next spell to put up is a bit larger, and will prevent [Scry] eyes from appearing around us, so it you don’t mind—” He cast a large spell that washed outward, breaking against Erick’s sunform but reforming as it passed, to settle outward, to provide a Privacy. Erick protected Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye and his Ophiel protected themselves, but every other small spying [Scry] eye within a kilometer was gone. “Ah! There we go. These are some secrets which I doubt many outsiders would understand, but precautions must be taken. Magic is as dangerous as it is wonderful, after all.”

It took a lot of self control for Erick to softly say, “Fair enough.”

His paranoia had him feeling something awful, but he went along with it, for now.

Soon, the lesson on t-stations began in earnest.

In a similar way as when Erick met with Tasar and the other archmages at Oceanside, when he gave his speech about particles and then gave examples, Erick was now on the receiving end of such an education. Riivo happily opened up books and conjured blackboards full of information as he spoke in the cheerful manner of a middle school teacher who loved his job and his students. Almost nothing about the man set off Erick's warning bells, which was likely what set Erick off more than anything else; the absence of any threat at all was a threat by itself, for there was no way that this guy was this self-controlled without magical enhancements. And invisible enhancements, too; Erick’s various Sights told him nothing more than what his eyes already were.

Now, Tasar was a normal person. She gave indications of worry and hope and joy and even twinges of fear now and again, when Erick spoke of extrapolations of runework. She was scared of him, slightly. Which was probably fine, because Erick was scared of her, too.

But Riivo was something else entirely.

Either he was oblivious to everything, which was simply not possible.

Or… Erick wasn’t sure what, exactly, lay on the other side of that thought.

Oh, sure, Riivo spoke of how the goals of Archmage’s Rest were to foster knowledge and proper magics, but Erick couldn’t help but wonder if these were the people actually behind the prevention of runework and gridwork flowing out to the rest of the world. How much was the Headmaster to blame for that failure of education? Was Riivo the actual problem? Or Archmage’s Rest as a whole?

Over a few hours, Erick did learn how the t-stations were made, though.

Erick stepped back and gazed across twenty four blackboards, a dozen books opened to important passages, and to several lightwards cast into the air. He summed it all up, “The network’s dual functions are to extend the range of [Teleport] through the bolstering of possibility, and to pull back the Dark in both locations.” He turned toward the t-station, adding, “About 70% of every runic inscription on the t-station is used for security and targeting. 20% is used to pull back the Dark. A t-station on the Surface would require…” He did some calculations. “Only some paired obelisks. Or maybe even just a gauntlet or necklace and some scattered targets. Such a system could easily become corrupted, though.”

Riivo brightened, saying, “We’ve tried that before! Necklaces and Dark-scouring targeting pads. Eventually you can get a single necklace that allows the wearer to [Teleport] literally anywhere they want; don’t even need a destination obelisk. This type of runework proliferated to the Surface and people murdered each other from other sides of the globe. Millions dead in the following decade. Repairing that damage wasn’t exactly a Forgotten Campaign, but it was rather close. Led to the current environment of magical items being powered by rad dust and wearing out after a while and needing to be repurchased. All in all, it was the worse outcome, but it needed to be done. Runework is dangerous when in the wrong hands.”

Erick stood stunned, eyes wide, jaw a little slack.

Yet another question about the state of the world, answered, just like that. ‘Why magic items with rad dust that break?’ ‘Why not runework on the Surface?’ ‘Because people died.’ It was the simplest answer and one Erick saw coming, and yet…

He remained stunned.

“Oh yes.” Riivo saw Erick’s reaction, and said, “Yes, yes. You understand. I’m glad to see we don’t have to have the discussion about spreading runes.” He clapped once and smiled. “I’d much prefer you making a [Gate] network with Yggdrasil, than passing around unchecked runework.”

Tasar looked on, gauging Erick with her eyes, looking steadily more relieved as Erick became steadily more horrified. Tasar said, “Most of what a t-station is, is obfuscation of the base runic structure, expanding the necessary structure by a thousandfold. But we’ve also prevented most people from ever understanding what we’ve done, and that is for the best. Runes can be used properly, but it's dangerous to let them out of your sight.”

“Oh yes.” Riivo said, “Mana will respond very well if you give it generalized instructions. There’s no trouble at all to make magic, which is why the Script imposes so many restrictions on it, from the tier-delay to try again when you fail spell creation, to the mana limits per tier, to many other assorted limitations. But it also lifts up the common denominator, allowing people to fight back against the ever increasing dangers of monsters, or to live on their own if they wish for such a thing. It allows runes to work too well, in my opinion. But we must take responsibility for our own lives; can’t expect any gods to make it easy for us, no. They’re here to ensure we have someplace to live, not to hold our hands all our lives.”

Erick stepped back, many of his plans unraveling in that moment. He had wanted to bring—

He realized something important. He said, “A properly defended [Gate] network is the only solution to this problem.”

Riivo nodded. “This is correct.”

“Is this why people live here in the Underworld?” Erick asked, “Because of the prevalence of [Teleport]? I’ve been trying to wrap my head around the fact that people live down here in the Dark and I just can’t. There’s just… so much room on the Surface... But the Surface is deadly in different ways?”

“No.” Tasar said, “It’s because of the Shades. The Dark is one thing, but the monsters he makes are another.”

“I suspect a mass exodus from the Underworld now that the Shades are mostly gone.” Riivo said, “But as for why we have a lot of people down here, it’s because the Geodes, while not open to outsiders, do have a lot of support structures for people living nearby. Some of the safest lands in the world, right here!”

Tasar said, “I suspect most people will stay down here. Maybe a few million might head to the Surface but not much more than that. Where would they even go, though?”

Erick said, “I had hoped to spread runework and gridwork and… A lot. I had hoped to do a lot, but at the very least to reclaim the Crystal Forest from the mimics. I wanted to do something like they have in Enduring Forge.”

Tasar’s face scrunched at the mention of Enduring Forge.

Riivo had a smaller, but still visible reaction of distaste. Then he rid himself of that and said, “I’m sure we can figure out something to stop bad actors and to support life up there, like we support life down here. Won’t be through runework, though; not until we can ensure that proper obfuscations occur. But on the plus side! We can very easily help you to make some anchors for your [Spatial Denial] spells, and others, to prevent widespread Shapings or Spatial Magics from upending your lands.”

Erick said, “I was hoping for all of my Unmoving spells to be strung into— Well.” Erick laid it out there, “With [Renew] in a runic web I could have a city support its own spellwork, and with just [Renew], this would be fine, right?” Tasar gave a small frown, while Riivo’s excitement dropped, and Erick continued, “Much more simple than stringing a thousand spells through a runic web. Much less open to bad actors? That should be fine, right?”

Tasar said, “We’d probably have to find a Wizard to make [Renew], too.”

Erick let out practically all his breath in a low, inaudible groan.

Riivo nodded, glancing from Erick to Tasar, then back to Erick, saying, “She’s right. But you’re already headed after a Wizard, so you might be able to do this.” He added, “We did discuss this at length in the Main Tower but I can distill much of that conversation down to this: a runic web filled with [Renew] would not be the same as releasing runework into the world. So it would likely be acceptable—”

Erick felt his hopes rise, but only a bit.

Riivo continued, “Such open and useful use of runes would likely lead to others wishing to learn runes, which is fine, since education can mostly be controlled— Mostly. You will see various geniuses like yourself pop up now and again and throw everything into chaos, but so what. Nothing wrong with a bit of improvement to various systems here and there.

“Such a genius would likely learn how runic webs work and begin corrupting whatever you put out there, so you simply must take them in hand before that happens, and decide if you need to crush, or nurture.” Riivo said, “Nurturing is almost always the best response, for sometimes such nurturing leads to archmages who pop up and change everything, like you have. Good things, all around!”

Erick’s hopes dropped, for multiple reasons.

This guy had just casually mentioned murder, like it was the best option of two possible options. His paranoia had already suspected that this old man was this way, but now, Riivo confirmed Erick’s dark thoughts. There was still more to learn from the old iron man, though, so Erick chose to pursue the dangerous path of playing along, since pulling out was never an option.

Erick asked, “Can you tell me why, exactly, you need a Wizard to make [Renew]?”

With enthusiasm, Riivo instantly said, “It’s because [Renew] is not a concept in the Script! Oh, sure, you could make such a [Renew] spell possibly at as low as third tier —some of my colleagues suspect such a working would have to be fourth or even fifth tier— but to make it at Basic Tier? For anyone to pick up? This would require a reworking of the Script— Ah! I remember.” He asked, “Here, this is a relevant story. Have you ever heard the tale of [Rebound]?”

Erick had heard of that before. “A Champion of Rozeta altered how Mana Alter worked at the Script-level, plucking [Rebound] out of the working and giving it to everyone. With the Mana Altering necessary for reflective spells now on its own, we get the proliferation of reflective magics due to that Champion’s working. They did this because of some threat, and this act led to the end of that threat.” Erick said, “I looked into [Rebound] for [Renew], but never got too far with that.”

“That story is a small lie; the truth is much deeper than that.” Riivo said, “[Rebound] was plucked out of Mana Altering by an act of Wizardry, undertaken by a Champion of Rozeta, who was, themselves a Wizard.”

Erick stood a bit straighter. “Ah. That happens?”

“More often than you would think.” Riivo said, “Not a single god is properly scared by Wizards or the other natural disasters of this world, since the gods are guides and not tyrants imposing their wills upon us. Rozeta embodies this truth most of all, as she lets people do whatever they want as long as the Script remains intact and nothing threatens the overall stability of the world. Wizards can disrupt the world, but she works with them sometimes to ensure stability. Most of the time her choice does work out, and this was one of those times.

“What happened with [Rebound] is that Rozeta found a Wizard and the Wizard mutated the Script, adding new words to the base Script, to fulfill the need of helping people combat a particularly nasty monster out of Shadehold —Ah. A defunct Shadow Land, now gone, just like Ar’Kendrithyst! Anyway. This particular threat was a monster that fired off thousands of [Force Bolt]s every second, absolutely murdering anyone without reflective spellwork. Small monsters the size of a hand, too. They got everywhere.

“That particular Wizard changed magic and solved a problem, but created millions more.” Riivo shrugged. “Reflective Magic was a good thing overall, though.”

Erick frowned. He eyed both Tasar and Riivo.

Both of the wrought were looking at him, waiting for him to ask what he wanted to ask.

Erick got on with it. “How did Particle Magic happen?”

Riivo smiled brightly, saying, “That is a very good question! We checked. [Call Lightning] went into some Greater Shifting Runes and came out with a rather standard ‘Control Lightning Storm Rain Turbulence’.”

And now Erick was mad again, though he realized he probably shouldn’t have been. He demanded, “How many people have gotten Particle Mage! I only taught one person, and in secret! That was supposed to be difficult.”

Riivo smiled, saying, “Oh! A lot of people have Particle Mage now. We think that the Gemslicers have figured out your [Cascade Imaging], too, but they haven’t been too open about that. Very secretive for a bunch of healers.”

For one long, weird moment, Erick stood there, not saying anything.

A few more moments passed.

And then Erick moved on. He said, “Okay. So. Wizardry for [Gate] and other assorted needs.”

“When you find a Wizard we can keep them safe from the dragons,” Riivo said, waving a hand. “Just need to get them here.”

Tasar said to Riivo, “And we have your assurances of assistance the moment we find one?”

“Of course!” Riivo said, “Just whatever you do don’t anger them. A furious Wizard can break a lot of things that don’t need to be broken.” He added, “There are three, maybe four ways a confrontation with a Wizard will go. You’ll take them unaware, and things proceed well from there. A dragon gets involved and usually wins unless you have overwhelming support, which you likely won’t receive fast enough. The Wizard breaks something and then the Church of Rozeta gets involved, in which case any hope for your own usage of the Wizard will vanish. Or, you die in the attempt. I don’t think the fourth would happen, but it is a possibility.”

Erick easily kept it together as he said, “Let’s move on to another topic, related to this subject of Mana Altering: How does one Remake Mana Altering? Or Strong, or Clarity, or Meditation? Or any of the ones that aren’t actually spells? And I want to make a special Class Ability for Particle Mage. How would I do that?”

Riivo smiled wide, saying, “Much nicer subjects, yes!”

“I can help you with those if we’re done taking up Riivo’s time,” Tasar said.

“Nonsense, Tasar!” Riivo said, “Let’s work on [Clarity]. Now you have an aura, yes?”

Erick imagined it would have been strange for him to keep up his defenses while proceeding to this part of the conversation, so while he let the Ophiel on his shoulder take over sunform duty, Erick dismissed his own sunform and focused inward. He opened his ‘third eye’. Light clung to his skin, barely wisping away in a thin fog.

“Yes, I do.” Erick added, “But it’s rather light-aspected. Not sure how that happened, but I got it while I was in the Core so there hasn’t been much time to experiment.”

Tasar stared at the light coming off of Erick, sighing a little bit in resignation. She was likely thinking something along the lines of ‘my mother is going to be thrilled by this’.

Riivo’s thoughts were similarly bare, but he had a habit of thinking and speaking the same thing, with little in the way of filter between mind and action. Proving himself to be exactly the kindly old man he presented, Riivo hummed, nodded, and said, “This thing you have going on here is due to the Light Essence you took in to acquire [Greater Lightwalk], combined with your Light Domain, and running both all the time. I would suggest you learn how to manually cast some Force spells, feel how such a working cleans your aura of light, and move on to a full clean. We won’t be able to get you the Remake Quests for Strong or Clarity tonight, but I can send a book your way about how to clean up your aura, and another to help you Remake Meditation. Remaking Meditation is easily done, but Remaking Clarity is among the toughest abilities to Remake.”

Erick shut off his aura and began recasting his sunform, saying, “That works.”

Riivo said, “And with that, I suppose I should be headed back. It was very nice to meet you, Erick.” He smiled a bit, appearing fully genuine as he said, “Archmage Flatt. You know, if you want your name in the List of Archmages there’s some paperwork to fill out. All of the hard parts of actually making magics of the correct power are already taken care of, so [Teleport] by sometime and we can sort that paperwork. We have books on understanding Wizards, too.” He softly said, “Those books can’t leave the premises, though. You understand.”

Erick nodded. “I understand. Thanks for the invitation.”

With a wave of his hand, Riivo dismissed all of the chalkboards and book podiums while catching the books in his telekinetic grip. A twist sent the books to their crate and closed it up, while the air shifted and the [Scry Blocker], or whatever it was, came down. Riivo gestured to the crate, as he walked toward the t-station, saying, “Your books, Tasar. I hope to be able to loan books out to you too, and soon, Erick.”

Erick said, “Soon.”

Riivo stepped on the t-station, nodded toward Erick and Tasar, and then vanished in a blip.

Erick breathed out, then in—

Tasar said, “I’m free for the rest of the day. Want to work on cleaning your aura? I have the [Gate] materials, too, but your aura might be more important.”

“… Sure. Aura work.”

Erick wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold it together. The disregard of immortals for the plans of mortals was grating on him. He had had plans for runework. Plans for gridwork. Ideas about making the world better. Ideas about improvement and education and—

Ah.

Was Nirzir in danger? He had handed all of this stuff off to her, too.

Lying through omission about being a Wizard and already having [Renew] had been a lot easier than he expected it to be, though.

Erick put those thoughts behind him and he worked on his aura on the beach with Tasar. His plan for dealing with the wrought remained the same: Do as much as he needed to do to leave allies behind him, and then get the fuck out of here.







- - - -







In an opulent room of tall white pillars and bright light, Riivo stepped out of possibility to stand before an august assembly of interested parties, already underway in their own discussions. Healer Awir was already taking tea with King Alfonin, while Second Prince Sitnakov spoke to High Inquisitor Kromolok alongside First Prince Abarnikon. The Queen was out somewhere, then? Well whatever. They had been talking to each other, but now everyone was looking his way, and it was time to give the bad news even if the audience was less than full.

“Inconclusive,” Riivo said, to the gathered audience.

King Alfonin, Awir, and Kromolok were unmoved. Abarnikon nodded. Sitnakov smiled, and that was worrying. That boy was honestly having too much fun with Erick. Sitnakov had a long record of failures of doing his duty against people he liked, and if it came to it, he would hesitate against Erick. That might prove fatal.

But before anyone could speak out, Riivo continued, “Even if the man is a Wizard he has already proven his character a hundred times over. This Shade Hunt does not need to happen.”

King Alfonin narrowed his eyes at Riivo, asking, “Did you actually speak of Wizards?”

Riivo chose his words carefully, as he always did, saying, “Erick is on the Path, and so he invariably walks toward the best possible questions, and since he is hunting Wizards, we spoke of Wizards.” Riivo continued, “We spoke of [Renew]. We spoke of outcomes when hunting Wizards. We spoke of the Wizard Champion of Rozeta who made [Rebound]. All signs point to him being on the hunt to find and understand Wizardry, which makes him a great candidate for pulling his Path away from the Dark God. He asked the right questions to mark him as exactly who he appears to be.”

Alfonin pulled back his ire. He turned toward Sitnakov, asking, “Your opinion?”

“I see no signs but I consider him a Wizard anyway, and we should let him continue, unmolested,” Sitnakov said.

“I agree.” Riivo said, “Even if he is a Wizard, we should let him do what he wants. He’s headed in a direction we desire, and we should ensure that he makes it there.”

Alfonin frowned, his anger guttering. He turned to Kromolok. “Your opinion?”

“Rozeta has thrown in with him as much as she can, and so we should as well.” Kromolok said, “He willingly came with us to this land. He did not kill when he could have. He has put himself under our mercy while also attempting to garner long lasting relationships with us through planting Yggdrasil on our foyer. We should prove ourselves worthy of being handed this opportunity.”

Riivo nodded at that.

Alfonin asked First Son Abarnikon, “What of the other Geodes?”

“Titanite is angry at us for taking Yggdrasil; they were not prepared to accept Erick as a side effect of Yggdrasil, though.” Abarnikon said, “All the rest of the Geodes wish us well with the [Firebomb] we’ve taken under our care.”

“And our interests in Ar’Kendrithyst?” Alfonin asked.

Abarnikon said, “Reclamation is going well, but slow. The black ooze coming out of the dead Geode has shown no abatement, and the amalgams it creates are being purposefully changed to better fight those who fight the ooze. The [Dispel]ing amalgams are proving to be troublesome for they are starting to show the ability to erode Domainwork.”

Alfonin frowned a little, then turned back toward Riivo. “How observant is the mortal?”

“Extremely.” Riivo said, “I can’t speak for the Mind Mages, but this man basically has a low-tier [Empathy] active at all times. Self-inflicted, too; a mutation of the Blessing he wrapped around the remaining Shades. He probably thinks it’s natural.”

Alfonin looked toward Kromolok. Everyone followed the King’s gaze.

“His empathy is natural.” Kromolok said, “He has no Mind Mage spellwork, and he has made no attempt to learn any. I would have informed you if he did. What you are seeing, Riivo, is Erick’s natural ability paired with high Perception and Intelligence. He created his Blessing out of his natural ability; not the other way around.”

Riivo raised a hand in defeat, saying, “His empathy might be magically enhanced now, yes, but I’m talking about his base ability to read people. When we spied upon him back when he first let out Particle Magic into the world he displayed almost the same ability as he has these days, though it was lesser back then. His empathy is heightened these days, but his base ability was never natural. I tested him a few times right now, but when he displayed the ability to practically read my thoughts, I decided that there would be no more testing. I warn you not to test him yourself.”

“A fair set of warnings.” King Alfonin said, “Awir. You said you would speak when you had time to think. Has enough time passed to hear your words?”

Everyone turned toward Awir.

Awir thought for a moment, then said, “Above all else, I don’t like how the Dark enabled Sitnakov, Tasar, and Kromolok to reach the Core days ahead of schedule. I believe that Erick has 20 missing days before he met with Rozeta, but I also believe Erick’s story that he was talking to Rozeta about the fate of this world.

“And I believe we interrupted something important. Something that the Dark didn’t want to happen, therefore, we were in the wrong.

“But since Rozeta has a history of working with Wizards...

“She is for new worlds. All the gods are for new worlds. Some of them even trust the Dark not to destroy us all when he escapes.

“But since Yggdrasil won’t become real for another hundred years without gods or a very strong Wizard removing the seal on him, we have time.

“Now… Is Erick a Wizard? Could he circumvent all of the time I believe we have? Maybe. But he’d lose the Script for a while, and we would have a window in which to grab and kill him. And so, I say we have time.” Awir said, “Time to think. To observe. To let events unfold. Tasar will be right there with him on his Path till he either finishes or abandons it, so we will know if he finds a Wizard. We will know if he threatens an End. We have time.”

Awir always had a way with words, and in the following silence that filled the room, Riivo felt better about giving Erick the benefit of the doubt.

Riivo said, “He certainly understood the issues with giving out runework to the world. He also added ‘finding a Wizard to make [Renew]’ to his Path, so we likely have more time than we thought.”

The discussion flowed around the room for a good long while.

- - - -

Kromolok watched as everyone banded around ideas based on falsehoods, talking about the future or about possible new worlds, or about the warning signs to watch for if everything was nearing an End. If time was running out.

But they had no time at all.

Erick was a Wizard, and a strong one, too.

He had already made [Renew], solving one of the ways in which one watched for Wizards; by seeing if they ate monster Cores to fuel their own growth. He wouldn’t have a monstrous rage, either, though the last part was mostly because of Rozeta who had made him the immortal progenitor of a new race of morphers.

Erick had already formed a Wizard Core, too. His rage was under control!

Kromolok was worried for the first time in a long time...

And yet…

All the people around him were right about one thing. Rozeta had put some trust into Erick. The Goddess of the Script believed in this reincarnation of Xoat, this Savior of Light, this Scourer of Shadows, or any of the hundreds of other names they were calling him. Calling him ‘Xoat’ was the only one that might have been true; all the rest were fictions based on the delusions of mortals, and even a few immortals.

No one here knew Erick by that name, though.

The idea of Erick being Xoat was one of the only things stopping Kromolok from speaking out against the existential threat that was Erick Flatt. Xoat had turned the Darkness to the Light once before. Xoat could do it again; if anyone could actually fulfill that Ultimate Quest, Xoat could.

And Erick already was.

And besides. While they might speak of Tasar as a [Scry] eye that can’t be popped, Kromolok and the Mind Mages already had eyes on Erick. His People had known of Erick’s character for long before now, and so far, Erick had proven himself exactly as who he appeared to be.

He might be their hope for a new world. For many new worlds.

Or he might be the death of them all.

When the Dark created the Old Cosmology he had to try a few times to get it right, which didn’t bode well for the people living in the current post-Sundered Veird. And yet, the Dark might not even be the true threat, in this particular case. The Dark might not be the one to kill the wrought! How hilarious!

Erick was near ready to kill them all. He might even succeed.

Kromolok was not going to let anyone create a self-fulfilling prophecy though, if he could help… it...

… The conversation had turned in a bad direction.

“All I’m saying is that I want to go out there and test him a few more times,” Sitnakov said. “I don’t see anything wrong with this.”

Kromolok spoke up, “Do not create a problem where there is none. Any improper handling at all might cause a backlash for Erick is oversensitive to danger at the moment. Do not make him mark us as an enemy.”

Riivo said, “I agree. We must let him loose and with barely any oversight at all. Even Tasar might be too much. There is a danger, yes, but let Erick destroy other cultures and lands; not ours.”

King Alfonin turned to Sitnakov, saying, “I don’t think you should go with them.”

Sitnakov scoffed. “I might have made a bad first impression, but Erick didn’t even know who I was, and...”

Kromolok tuned them out while he considered his own thoughts.

The problem, he considered, was that he had no idea where he truly stood; with the wrought, or with his People. So he sipped his ‘aluminum’ tea —he wasn’t sure if he liked what Erick had done to ‘holyite’, either— spoke when he was spoken to, answered questions with suitable levels of evasion, and gave no indication of his true inner thoughts, or the inner thoughts of Erick.

It was honestly disrespectful to have this sort of crisis of faith and yet Kromolok had been cleaning up Rozeta’s various missteps since the very beginning. Many of her ideas had worked out, but some… Some of her ideas and plans had failed.

Time would tell all, soon enough.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons have 180; over 100k words ahead of RR. 

Thanks for reading!

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is now on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



175, 1/2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So Dungeon Crawler Carl finished book 5! I'm reading the whole thing now. I love that cat, Donut.



                

                Sitting cross legged on the beach, with his hands on his knees and his eyes focused on the waters before him, Erick’s aura wafted from his skin like a clinging, glowing mist. He flexed that mist, churning a small portion of it to clarity around his left shoulder, like pulling back a curtain of light, leaving thick air behind. Another twist flowed mana into that clarity, manually forming a well known spell.

A normal [Force Bolt] silently shot from his shoulder, impacting into the illuminated waters of Yggdrasil’s lake and sending a small splash into the air. And then Erick did it again. Sweat gathered on his brow as it had many times for the last two hours; his clothes were already soaked. He breathed deep. Then he moved on to clear several more spots of his aura, all at once, turning light to thick air, and then into Bolts which flickered out to slam harmlessly into the water. Normal Bolt, normal Bolt, normal Bolt. Sweat dripped. And Erick fucked up. The eleventh Bolt was brighter than the first ten, while the twelfth and thirteenth Bolt were made of Light; not Force. He had allowed his aura to cloud over with light again.

Erick sighed and relaxed. His light aura vanished.

Tasar, standing to the side, said, “That’s… a rather fast improvement for someone with your level of aura contamination.”

“I can cast ten thousand Bolts at once with [Greater Lightwalk].” Erick said, “This is a downgrade.”

“Aura control will always be a downgrade from Elemental Body spellwork. Aura control is never about power, anyway. It’s about clarity and understanding, which will allow you to go further with normal Script tier work.”

Erick asked, “You have Healing Magic? Yeah?”

Tasar side-eyed him. “… I am afraid to say yes.”

“Ophiel can handle it, then.” Erick nodded to his [Familiar] then bega—

“Wait. Wait.” Tasar said, “I got it. What are you going to do?”

“An adjustment of light all the way into Force. I might end up with Force erupting from my skin, but probably not since I’m not putting any mana into the working.”

Tasar nodded, once.

And then Erick flicked his aura on and held a hand up and began channeling mana through [Force Bolt]. With his other hand, he channeled through Mana Altering, listening for Force. He already knew what Force sounded and felt like, for Force was a neutral sound of solidness and clarity, but he was just making sure. Closing his hands, cutting off the channel, Erick hummed the Force he heard, starting the noise in his throat. He had never attempted this with his [Greater Lightwalk], and he had never had the idea to try this, either, but it should work with his Light-contaminated aura. Maybe.

Erick moved the sound of Force into his aura—

Waves of Force rippled out from his chest, shattering the light of his aura into curling, thick air as barely-there Force, like wild snakes, pushed away from every part of him, sending Ophiel into the air with a squawk. His clothes rippled like tendrils were reaching out from every part of his skin. Sand pushed away, scattering like he was a child throwing dirt—

Erick dropped a decimeter into the sandy beach and cut off his aura. His small crater slumped back onto him, but he pulled himself out of the dirt easily enough, scattering more sand as he brushed himself, saying, “The aura was clear, right?”

Tasar looked at him, concerned. “Yes. But the Light will come back, and transitioning to an aura of Force isn’t good, either. You have to go neutral, of which Force is merely a step in the right direction. But... Now that I realize that you can do this, I feel that you could probably transition through all the various Elements rapidly enough to understand what a ‘neutral’ aura would feel like. Fire and Stone might be dangerous, but no more so than Lightning or Magma.”

“… I don’t think I need to go through all of the Secondary Elements, too.”

“You might. If you have a better Familiar Form that can handle all of the oddities of this method then I suggest you use that form. We have steel slimes if you want one. They might prove useful for this methodology.”

Erick actually was interested, but not for the idea of taking in another slime form. “Steel, or platinum?”

“… Steel,” Tasar said, but she was unsure.

Erick suddenly had to ask, “Why are steel and platinum the same thing? They’re very much not the same thing at all. Steel can rust, for one. Platinum doesn’t rust at all. Why use the same Ancient Script word for both?”

“Ah. That’s what you mean.” Tasar relaxed a little. “It was a translation error in the creation of Ancient Script that other languages like Ecks don’t have. Once you go looking for small stuff like that you’ll see them everywhere. Like…” She switched to Ecks, saying, “There’s only two words for ‘blue’ in Ancient Script; Willpower-blue and Focus-blue. If I wanted to name a color between those I would have to qualify them with other directional variations that come off of the color wheel theory of mana.

“Remember when Riivo spoke of [Rebound] being taken out of Mana Altering and put on its own? That happened rather recently when it came to colors. There weren’t Ancient Script words for any of the colors made by the New Stats, until the Dark God made those colors and threw those runes into the Script.” She began interspersing her language with Ancient Script words that Erick had never heard before. “Now we have <Constitution> which is the same as saying ‘sunshine yellow’, but there is a color for that already in the Script, and we used to say <stone> but in a yellow sort of way. It’s a contextual language.” Tasar added, “You probably didn’t even notice since you used [Language Acquisition] and no one pays attention to the way language actually works, but the same thing is true for platinum and steel. They’re the same word in Ancient Script, but the one that turns to rust becomes <decay steel> while platinum remains <steel>.”

Erick realized a lot in that little bit of explanation.

After a moment, he said, “I didn’t think that the problem with Ancient Script was this intractable. I suppose that’s why it rhymes so well. The downside is that it’s a dead language.”

“I wouldn’t call it dead.” Tasar shrugged, saying, “But, yes. Growth and change are for other languages; not for the solid stone upon which all other things are built.”

Erick had another thought. “How is <Constitution> being received by your people? Do people use that word to refer to <yellow>?”

“Not at all.” Tasar frowned a little. “If you knew anything at all about wrought society you would not be asking a question like that. Would you like to talk about what to expect during Bright Tea when standing before the King, or what to expect in the inquiry?”

Erick decided, “If I’m going to be taking Bright Tea inside the city could we go inside the city? Before those things happen? I’d like to see it with my own eyes. I’m ready to go now.”

Tasar blinked a little. “Sure. We can absolutely do that. But right now? I would have thought you would have wanted to talk about [Gate] or any number of other topics before moving on.” Tasar softly said, “You can go slower, Erick. There’s time.”

Erick tried not to let his stress enter his voice too much, but it surely did as he said, “There’s no time to go slow, Tasar.”

“… Okay. Then I will be less polite about my words, and tell you that you must go slower, for moving this fast is incredibly rude to the vast majority of wrought society.” Tasar said, “We move on time tables of years, with disturbances to our daily routines taken as great affront.”

Erick frowned a little, then said, “Okay. I can understand that. Then… Tell me about Stratagold, first. Gate can wait.”

Tasar nodded, then she breathed deep, and began explaining, “Inside Stratagold you will see multiple types of areas and you’ll have no idea where you are unless you live there, or have lived there, and so I will escort you through so you don’t absolutely offend someone and ruin their day, or yours. I won’t have an international incident on my hands, please. A routine breaker is something that you must not become, understand?” She paused, looking to see that Erick understood. He did, though if he was being honest, he did not. He was already very much a ‘routine breaker’, though Tasar said the word like she was calling someone a ‘bastard’ or a ‘fucker’, so Tasar’s use of the word meant something more specific. Tasar continued, “The Geodes are lands where time stands still for a lot of people, and they like it that way. They walk certain paths every day and take pride in reading the same book for the last hundred years and...”







- - - -







Erick stepped away from the t-station into a land of light and crystal. For a brief moment he was back in Ar’Kendrithyst, stepping through the Crack the first time to see the lands beyond, for Stratagold was exactly like that, but with a different color scheme.

Spires of gold crystal with white striations rose up from indeterminable depths of light and wind to plunge into the sky of the same. Clouds flowed through some of those far away spaces, like mist carved up by the crystals, obscuring much of the further lands in soft white shadows. The spires themselves were dozens, or hundreds of meters wide, and shot through with housing and green spaces and all sorts of normal, everyday mainstreet-like areas of shops and houses. Roads of crystal connected every spire to every other spire. And as above, so it was below; Like stacked civilizations, everyone lived above someone, and below someone else.

And the people! So many people.

Mostly— No. Entirely copper people, now that Erick understood what he was seeing. Tasar had told him this was a copper neighborhood, after all. To be specific, it was ‘Copper Human Neighborhood 156’. The lands above were ‘Copper Human Neighborhood 157’, while down below was 155.

The burnished bright orange-gold coppers were the young ones, and they were in the minority, for at least 90% of people were some shade of green, with some people so aged they were almost the color of the Statue of Liberty; white green. Browns, like aged yet not-old copper, were almost as rare as the young ones. They were all technically immortal, but only a few people actually made it to ‘adulthood’, which Tasar had explained was 100. She had also explained that when a new wrought came into being they were both physically and mentally adults, but those young ones were not allowed out of special protection areas. Tasar hadn’t gotten into the breeding habits of wrought, though, and Erick hadn’t asked. He still wasn’t sure if wrought were like [Familiar]s turned real, or if there was sexual reproduction, but based on the fact that Tasar was both adamantium and copper, he guessed that there was some sex going on somewhere. That was just speculation, though.

Erick had left most of his Ophiel behind at the t-station back by Yggdrasil, ready to blip into this particular t-station the second they were needed. They didn’t seem to be needed, though he did keep one Ophiel on one shoulder, while Yggdrasil’s eye was on his other side.

Nothing bad had happened and nothing bad looked to happen.

Tasar had been on the level when she explained what would happen on the other side of the t-station transport.

And now, after noticing no subterfuge, Erick took full stock of his situation. Tasar had taken him and Ophiel to a t-station in her old neighborhood to show him how most Geode wrought lived, because some of what she had said was just too hard to believe. Tasar now stood beside Erick, gauging his reaction.

The t-station was positioned in a very out-of-the-way location, upon what looked to be an addition to the side of a small footbridge between two towers. Erick gestured to the nonuniform crystal where the t-station rested, and the uniform crystal of the path, asking, “You had to put an addition up to put this t-station here?”

“Correct. We could not disturb the routine.” Tasar said, “And this particular footpath isn’t used by anyone at this time of day, so we’re good with staying here to watch, for a while.” She rapidly began, “Now remember: don’t engage with anyone. Observe if you want, but don’t engage them first. Us talking here doesn’t matter, but actual approach and disruption does. The young coppers might come up to find out what we’re doing and that’s fine; you can talk to them like you would anyone else. But do not engage the old coppers. Do not stand in their way. Do not touch anything or move anything, and if you have to move something then move it back afterward. Mostly, everyone here should glance your way and do nothing. If they do engage, then be polite and try to end the conversation as soon as you can, unless you want to be culturally obligated to be stuck having the same conversation for all time.” She stared at him, saying, “And be polite. You are disrupting their lives just by being here and that is unkind. But you have ample reason for disrupting them…” She pulled back, saying, “We already had this talk... I am just worried. This right here is a rarity. But it’s… It’s a rarity that needs to happen.”

Erick simply nodded; they had spoken at length about what to expect, and Erick had already asked all the important questions he could think to ask. ‘Are wrought robots?’ was his major question, to which an explanation of robots was necessary, along with an explanation of the limits of computer language, before Tasar could finally answer that, ‘No, we’re not robots. We have souls and grow, but we grow deeper, like an indelible mark on reality; not like a tree, growing taller. Security and strength over expansion and absorption.’

Back in the present, Tasar repeated her major warning, “Geode wrought like their routine and overly disturbing that routine is a horrible offense. You might get a raging wrought trying to kill you if you disturb them too much, so don’t do that.”

“Right.” Erick looked outward, at the clean, efficient city. The spires of golden crystal were rather thick, filling up half of all space, but there was plenty of space to step into the air and avoid accidentally disturbing any routines. He turned to Tasar. “And no lightstepping?”

“Correct.” Tasar said, “One Ophiel on your shoulder is probably okay. Yggdrasil’s eye…” She frowned. She dropped the subject.

Erick turned away from Tasar and scanned the area. He saw no overt displays of magic upon anyone. No [Scry] eyes anywhere. No runic webs. No open displays of magic at all. One guy over there was gardening with clippers and— Ah! The gardener used [Grow] on the plant— Oh. It was a specific [Grow]. Now that Erick looked down the row of trees lining the sky road, he saw that every single one was straight-trunked and spherical of canopy. The gardener’s spell had fluffed the tree out, and then the guy conjured a ladder to reach the canopy, to trim it down to proper shape and size.

Tasar saw where Erick was looking, and said, “That guy has been taking care of those six trees on that road since I lived here nearly 500 years ago. I learned the hard way not to make that guy angry. Anyone you see using any magic at all should be considered extremely dangerous. It is a privilege to use magic in the open where it could disturb other people, and that privilege has been hard earned.”

Erick looked around. From their vantage point on the side of the bridge he saw at least twenty five people openly using magics, though they were small magics, for sure. A conjured broom, to sweep out the storefront. [Fabricate] to make a dress out of cloth. A [Prestidigitation] to prod the fire in a bakery…

Hmm. Odd. Wrought didn’t wear clothes or need to eat fleshy-people food.

Erick asked, “Dresses and baked goods?”

Tasar smiled fondly as she looked toward the bakery, three towers over and one level down. “Now there’s a man we might be able to talk to, if you want. Getting there might be dangerous.” She looked toward the bridge with the trees. “Have to walk past him.”

“… No. Let’s not do that. Just tell me… Why the dresses and baked goods?”

“Well, we do eat food for the taste of it and some people do wear clothes instead of metal. But it’s about being the people we strive to protect, more than anything.” Tasar looked toward the dress shop that Erick had seen, saying, “The seamstress will sell one red dress to a woman who comes by at 9 in the morning, but who isn’t sure if she wants the dress. The woman comes back at 10 and buys it, though no money changes hands; we’re beyond money here… Which. I suppose I can tell you that practically every green-white wrought here has [Duplicate], and the seamstress has the spell, too. That’s how she has her fabrics to make her red dress, and also a black dress that she doesn’t sell, and a blue suit that she sells to a man getting married to his wife tomorrow. The marriage is always tomorrow, too.” Tasar softly smiled. “156 is on a one-day rotation, but there’s a larger weekly rotation that happens in some neighborhoods. 161 is full-weekly rotation. One small area which we will not venture is on a year rotation; they’re outliers, though.”

Erick nodded, and softly said, “This is all kind of terrifying, but I can see the appeal of living the same day over and over. Nothing changes, meaning nothing bad happens.”

Tasar reluctantly, but knowingly accepted Erick’s words when he mentioned his terror, but then her small smile returned as he spoke of nothing bad happening. She said, “It’s nice to know that tomorrow is going to be the same as the day before. I tried it for a while but… I didn’t fit in.”

“I hope it’s not offensive to ask, but…” Seeing that Tasar was waiting for Erick to ask the obvious, to ask about her own history here, Erick went in a slightly different direction, asking, “Sitnakov promised you elevation to Heavy. What is required for that?”

“… That’s not where I thought you would go.” Tasar thought for a second, then looked away, back to her home neighborhood, saying, “My elevation to Heavy is more me humoring that man than anything that will truly happen. Such an elevation is reserved for royalty born improperly, and I’m just a bastard. I have been more than fine with this designation for a long, long time, and besides, I’m not going to spit in my mother’s face like that.”

“Ah. Well. That’s…” It was rather personal, is what it was. Erick focused on the actuality of the theoretical process, “I was theorizing that all it would take would be a lot of adamantium, but if [Duplicate] is already here then you’re already a post-scarcity society so such a transition to adamantium must take something more than extra adamantium.”

“Yes. It does take more than that.”

Erick waited a moment, wondering if Tasar would elaborate.

She did not.

Erick said, “So this deepening of Truth through routine, instead of expanding Truth to encompass more... Is this how the Script works? Directly through the repetition of the wrought?”

Tasar scrunched her face a little. Unsure, she said, “… No?” More strongly, she said, “That’s not how the Script works, but then again, none of us actually know how the Script truly functions. It’s theorized that this tendency toward routine might be a side effect of the Script, but… Some people find their glory in routine; in making sure that home is safe, and that other people are free to experience ‘events’.” She added, “One thing that routine does work on, though, is magic, and a lot of us need a lot of power to keep this home safe, so… That gardener over there deepens his Truth of Pruning with every repetition of his path. He is very skilled at pruning monsters down to size. The baker has a Truth of Bolstering, with support spells that spread like fire and make generals and archmages envious of the armies he leads. The seamstress has a Truth of Mending, and with that, she’s one of the best wrought-specialized Healers you will ever see.

“But interrupting that routine does nothing bad for the Script. This entire neighborhood has mobilized for war time and time again, at the single warcry of King Alfonin. It has happened before and it will likely happen again. Months at war…” Tasar said, “If a disruption of routine is all it took to break the Script, the Script would already be broken.”

Erick had a small epiphany. “Ah. It’s trauma. That’s why routine.”

Tasar’s face turned a bit softer, as she said, “That’s the more accepted reasoning. Immortals live a very long time. We see a lot of shit. We…” Her voice trailed off; she thought about speaking more, but she decided against it.

“I understand trauma; war response. Maybe not as much as some people, but I understand it both personally, and through helping others.” Erick added, “We called it post traumatic stress disorder, back home.”

“We have therapy services. I’ve used them myself after going through a few… wars, and otherwise.” Tasar said, “One of the best things they ever told me was not to compare my trauma to that of others, for there is no comparison except that everyone hurts in different ways, to different degrees.”

Erick smiled. “That’s what I’ve told people a few times, too.”

“Ah?” Tasar glanced his way, her eyes briefly going wide as though she had fucked up. “Oh. I suppose you would have known this already, and you’ve lost your whole world. Sorry. Sometimes it’s hard to gauge where other people are in their lives, and you look rather young. I apologize for my misstep.”

Erick chuckled a little, saying, “Veird is home but I did have another, yeah. Aside from a few things I don’t really miss Earth. And hey! I have Jane, so it’s all good. Plus, if I hadn’t fallen here with Jane then I would have likely died of cancer; either this year or the next.”

Tasar went still. When she mentally returned to the moment, she seemed stiffer, as she spoke from on high, “We have ways to grant immortality to mortals should you prove yourself worthy.”

She had returned to her persona of ‘distant immortal’, but Erick could tell it was just a facade that she wore to distance herself from the pain of losing people. That much was as easy to see as the sun on a cloudless day.

Erick decided to tease her about her reaction, saying, “Unless your people plan on killing me then I should be sticking around for many, many years to come, even without your immortality methods.” Tasar turned his way, letting her mask fall and her incredulity show, so Erick added, “There were dozens of theorized methods toward non-magical immortality back where I came from. I just need to figure out a few of them. Phagar even said that he’d allow a single cast of such a spell, too, if only to plug that hole in the Script.”

Tasar’s eyes went wide. “… I did not know you were that close to Phagar.”

Odd reaction. Tasar had a lot of odd reactions… Almost as though she hadn’t been spying on Erick all this time? What an odd thing for her to pretend at.

Erick said, “I included my acceptance of Phagar’s Championship when I handed out that point-of-view memory of Last Shadow’s Feast. Phagar told me that he wouldn’t accept such a thing in such dire circumstances and I’m kinda glad that he denied me, but yeah. Phagar’s a good guy. We talk sometimes.”

“Ah. That ‘report’ of yours.” With complete seriousness, Tasar said, “I did not believe it. Almost no one did.”

Erick blinked a few times, then laughed. He asked, “Do you believe it now?”

“Your power is undeniable but there were holes in your report.”

“Well of course there were holes.” Erick asked, “If you had gone through what I had, would you have given a complete accounting to the entire world? Some witnessed events should not be spread out to everyone.”

“Will you give a full accounting at the inquiry?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “And you evaded my question. Would you have given a full account to the entire world?”

“… No.” Tasar said, “My own report would have been considerably smaller, and would have gone through the proper protocols for dealing with the Dark to ensure I was not compromised. But what you did was more than that. It was a wide-ranging statement to the world, and it played right into the Dark’s claws to fit his narrative of becoming something else than who he has always been.”

Erick had a quick rejoinder for that, but he waited a suitable amount of seconds to allow Tasar’s words to have some weight; she seemed to need that. Then he said, “I much prefer wide ranging open honesty than allowing the majority of people to remain unenlightened.”

“Unfettered Truth has been the cause of many Forgotten Campaigns.”

Erick paused.

He listened to the wind and the small voices of people carrying on all around them, as he thought.

Eventually, he said, “Regarding the inquiry… I’ll answer questions. I’ll speak truths. Though I don’t really understand what you people need to question me for, anyway. You’ve probably had spies on me since I landed on Veird. Don’t you know everything already?”

“The inquiry will be an official hearing where you present yourself for evaluation, the judges decide Stratagold’s official stance with you, and then we go from there.” Tasar said, “I get the feeling that you think an inquiry is a bad thing, but that could not be further from the truth. An inquiry is what every single group of people at the embassy wishes they could have, because a successful inquiry means the weight of Stratagold falls behind you, lifting you to new glories with manufacturing and magical assistance and help with monsters and other problems. Consider a successful inquiry as the wrought version of Kirginatharp’s bargain of trade.”

For a moment, Erick felt untethered.

His entire worldview shifted in the moment.

Tasar continued, “Enduring Forge succeeded in their inquiry around 100 post-Sundering, and they’ve fallen to the Dark several times, only to be propped back up by the wrought city of Titanite. Oceanside exists due to the Headmaster, yes, but Stratagold falls behind Kirginatharp whenever there are any threats too big to handle. I wasn’t there when it happened, but it is my understanding that the Fall of Quintlan is partially due to not a single nation on the Surface being able to satisfy an inquiry.” She said, “You don’t need an inquiry to succeed in this world; just look at Songli. But it helps, a lot.” She added, “We have limits, obviously, but a lot of those limits might relax now that the Dark Clergy has been purged or Blessed into submission.”

Erick felt a bit better about everything…

But he kept his expectations low. Maybe he would try to do this ‘inquiry’ thing correctly.

He said, “Okay. That’s a lot better than what I was expecting out of an inquiry.”

“Don’t misunderstand in the other direction, Erick.” Tasar said, “An inquiry is very much a judgment. But the good outcome is great for you and your descendants. The bad outcome is exile and distancing.” Tasar didn’t need to mention the truly bad outcome, but it was there; unsaid.

Erick turned his thoughts toward the future, thinking about what he desired, and no more easy words seemed ready to be said. So he simply stood by Tasar, the two of them staring out at the land in front of them. Tasar likely saw a lot more than he saw, by simple virtue of knowing these people, and knowing their routines. The black-green wrought seemed happy as she gazed upon her homeland. Happier than Erick had ever seen her, though admittedly he had not seen a lot of her. That would change in the coming months, with or without approval from Stratagold and the Church of Rozeta’s inquiry.

And so, Erick watched. He listened. He did not judge, but...

The whole thing with wrought and routines was a little freaky, but as Erick stood there, letting his mind wander while the gardener trimmed his trees and the baker baked his bread, it seemed nice. It wasn’t long before Erick noticed a rhythm to it all, as the seamstress clipped her threads in time to the gardener snipping small branches, as the people walked across skybridges talking of whatever, and a woman sat on her porch and turned the pages of her book in time to it all...

To always know what was going to happen next. To never worry about the danger of a disrupted life...

There was a certain allure here. But this kind of life wasn’t for Erick, and he still found it really weird, no matter how much he realized that this was just the wrought’s culture.

Erick broke the personable silence between him and Tasar, asking, “Do you have [Duplicate]?”

Tasar pulled herself away from the sights around her, turning to Erick. “Yes, but you’ll never see me use it outside of private spaces where I am absolutely sure that no one else can ever see. Here is okay. Outside of Stratagold? Never.” She added, “And only for essentials. They tell us all when we gain that spell to never leave a trace of it anywhere you go.”

“Have the Geodes ever considered transitioning the rest of Veird to a post-scarcity society?”

“That’s the second time you used that phrase.” Tasar said, “I don’t understand.”

“The idea of ‘post scarcity’ is where the need for items is fulfilled, so people’s wants and actions and lives are filled with the pursuit of pleasure or intellect or something other than scrapping in the dirt for gold to pay for food, for example.”

Tasar thought for a second, unsure.

Erick added, “Giving [Duplicate] to everyone, for example, would transition society to post-scarcity.”

Tasar’s eyes went wide, and then she solidly said, “Oh, no. That would be a bad idea. Every time that [Duplicate] has gotten out into the wider world bad things have happened.”

“Well yes.” Erick said, “But that's an unequal distribution allowing for the exploitation of systems already in place, like one person making gold and crashing the local economy and then getting themselves and a lot of other people killed. I’m talking about, like, everyone who reaches level 75 gets [Duplicate]? Or maybe everyone who saves a hundred lives gets [Duplica— Ah. And I instantly realize that this would just incentivize rulers to cause wars, or whatever. Anyway. Imagine instead of Farmers, you had Duplicators— And I realize right now that this would cause Atunir to turn Dark again…” Erick asked, “Are the gods the reason we can’t have a post-scarcity society?”

Tasar took a moment to think, and then a moment longer to answer, unsure, “Why would we want to risk everything we already have to enact such a system?”

“Because new worlds aren’t going to have anything on them at all.”

Tasar stood a bit straighter, saying, “That is a very good point.” After a moment, she added, “One to think about.”

“I’ve thought about it a bit, but nothing too deep.” Erick said, “I suppose if [Duplicate] were handed out to every Mind Mage, or some other organization of honorable people, then that would be fine. Probably.”

Tasar eyed him. “Do you want to be in charge of such an organization?”

Her question was slightly barbed like many that came before, but only because she was worried. Worried over Erick’s goals, and his power, and his true desires. She believed him a highly competent liar, and he was gaining that skill, for sure, but Erick wasn’t lying about any of the important stuff.

Not much of the important stuff, anyway.

Erick answered with compassion, “I want to ensure that no village is ever razed by monsters or war. That every child gets an education. That the land is filled with life and people. That every single person can feel safe in the pursuit of their mundane or magical goals. That cities are safe from the predations of monsters or other evils, whether those evils are shaped like people or not. That the world is connected and that all good peoples can move freely and live freely, without overworrying about their lives or their livelihoods. Obviously I’ll never change reality itself, for monsters will always prowl around where there is magic, but I have a responsibility to use my power for the betterment of all, and so I will.” He added, “I don’t really care how these good things happen or the exact form it all takes in the end, but I know what I generally want out of life, and that is to make life better for everyone I meet.”

Tasar got a softness to her face and her shoulders that she didn’t have before. Her voice was quiet, as she said, “That’s quite a larger dream than my own.”

Erick asked, “So what do you do?”

“Logistics.” Tasar asked, “Would you like to see what I do? Or we could talk over dinner? When was the last time you ate?”

Had she really just asked that?

Erick semi-rapidly spoke, “Are you asking me out on a date?”

The second his words left his mouth he realized he had misinterpreted Tasar.

Tasar’s eyes went wide. “No! I mean…” She rapidly explained, “People need to eat so there is a culture of feeding the non-wrought we are with and generally making sure they’re comfortable— It’s rude to not take into consideration the needs of others and I know fleshy bodies need more than our metallic ones.” She added, “Not a date.”

Erick got over his own embarrassment as Tasar’s was more than enough for both of them. He smiled, and then his smile grew. “Okay. Yeah. Actually, I could eat. This is—'' He paused in remembrance of his first time talking to Anhelia, the front desk girl / information broker at the Mage’s Guild in Spur. “The very first time I spoke to a wrought looking for information, they took me to a place to eat and drink while we spoke.” Oh. “I accidentally flirted with her, too. Oh.”

Oh.

Tasar rapidly recovered from her rejection of embarrassment, giving a little sigh, and saying, “It was actually rude of me not to offer food before now, but we’ve been talking for several hours and it seemed like a good opportunity to ask if you were still comfortable. Wrought can talk with each other for weeks before we need breaks.”

Erick decided that teasing was the best policy. “What about poop breaks?”

Tasar leveled a glare at him, then pulled back, saying, “Those are accounted for.”

Erick laughed. “How!”

“The same way that I know you’re hungry; my mana sense tells me so.” With nonchalant grace, Tasar quietly announced, “I suspect you have at least 4 hours before you need to defecate, but I have been proven wrong before.”

Giggling loud, Erick said, “A [Rebound] of my own teasing! Okay okay! You win. Let’s go get something to eat— Wait a second.” A thought occurred. Erick looked to Tasar. “This means that Kromolok had [Duplicate]? He could have saved you on his own?”

“No one knows what Kromolok has. But he might.” Tasar said, “Kromolok had basically zero mana so he could not have saved both of us. We think that’s what the Darkness was trying to do; force a horrible decision upon him. Either through cannibalization of me to keep Sitnakov intact or the other way around or [Duplicate] of our bodies which… It's actually quite disgusting.”

Erick suddenly realized that he had offered Kromolok copies of his own metal, which was apparently disgusting. Well then. Just another thing to apologize for, apparently.

Tasar continued, “We didn’t even consider that we were interrupting your time with Rozeta until after the whole thing was done and we had time to talk in a calmer environment.”

“… Oh.” Erick said, “Okay.” And then Erick couldn’t help himself, asking, “What do wrought do for pooping? Is that a thing that happens? I didn’t even know wrought had organ-equivalents until I saw Kromolok reconstruct them.”

Tasar would have been blushing hard if she had fleshy skin instead of metal. “We certainly control it better than you types and I am very glad to know you cannot tell. Thank Rozeta you are not a Smith with Metal Sense.”

Erick smiled wide, laughing a little as he said, “Okay okay. Let’s go get some food and talk about nicer subjects.”

Tasar readily agreed, “Let’s.”







- - - -







In the world diner’s market, deep in the embassy, at a nice table in a nice restaurant which served all kinds of food, Erick sat across from Tasar. He had ordered fried chicken tenders and a salad and they would be arriving soon enough, while Tasar ordered the same for whatever reason; Erick didn’t pry much. It felt rude to speak of things like conspicuous consumption while other people sat in booths less than three meters away, listening in because they could not believe who had walked in and sat down beside them.

They were more or less in a private, public setting, so that framed the conversations that Erick chose to pursue. As the beer arrived, he restated the question that brought them here, “So what do you do? You said logistics, but what does that mean?”

Tasar nodded, then began, “In the Underworld, everything is either connected to someone or someplace else, which is connected in some way to a Geode, or some massive power on the Surface. There is no surviving down here on one’s own, though you do always hear stories about some elusive archmage or whomever carving a paradise out of the Dark and raising their own network of power out of the tunnels down here.

“Anyway. New places are popping up all the time, or people need to escape a collapse for any number of reasons. Monster surges or assassination or just general failures of a hundred different sorts can all lead to a bad end down here. What I’m getting at is people move around a lot.

“When everything is going right, usually those moves are to new areas where they need resources from other lands to make it in those new places. Usually what happens is that someone decides to break off from a city to found a new city, and they enlist Stratagold’s help, so we come in and make sure that their village or city can survive and that they have the tools to meet with others.

“Now where I come in, is if these people meet certain criteria to receive a Stratagold outpost, I help set up a t-station and get them connected to the local network. But that’s only a small portion of what I do.” Tasar said, “When I’m not working with Stratagold’s various independent city-states, I’m traveling and coordinating with Titanite, Navanaryst, Dimarald, or any of the other Geodes. A lot of coordination with Dimarald, actually. They produce much of the food down here, having a whole organization of archmages focused on that sort of thing.” She said, “But the average person never sees anything of what I do, since much of what I do is hidden behind treaties and other such high-security measures.”

Erick said, “I know barely anything about the Underworld. I’m still not sure why people want to actually live down here, but I suppose if there’s this much coordination… That explains a lot of it.”

“It’s quite easy to start a city in the Underworld. One of the absolute major reasons is that building and infrastructure down here is dead simple. Not like on the Surface where you need special materials to make anything over 20 stories.”

“… Oh. I hadn’t considered that.”

“Security is actually easier, too, since [Teleport] is so limited down here. Everything else is harder, though, but the Geodes are down here, so a lot of other people are down here, too.” Tasar said, “Anyway. Most people file the paperwork for a standard support package and then they receive the standard support package, but a lot of people aspire to get an inquiry, and if they can prove worthy of such support, then they get that support. We haven’t done anything on the Surface for the longest time because… Well. The Shades were only part of the problem. Too many wrought were getting assassinated for their metal bodies.” She shook her head, saying, “The Golds won’t even show themselves outside of the Geodes anymore, and we’re all poorer for it.”

The waiter brought their food.

Erick stuck his fork into the chopped, fried chicken, saying, “I didn’t even know there were golds. But… I imagine that with the Headmaster using [Duplicate] to make gold an actual currency instead of just metal that you can pull out of the ground… Did that make the problem better, or worse?”

“Ohh. Now that’s a question.” Tasar said, “The history of using [Duplicate] to ensure that the economy works is a deep dive into logistics. Are you sure you want to talk about that?”

Tasar looked very ready to talk about economies.

Erick decided that he would take that deep dive. “I know how we used paper money back home to make our economy work, but I would very much like a deep dive into how Veird’s economy works. Back home we had ten thousand different currencies, but only a few large ones, but here there’s this gold standard and [Teleport] can move people around for the best prices rather well— On the Surface, anyway. Down here I can understand price differences, but, like, one thing I noticed was that prices in Songli were better than prices in Spur. Was that because of Spur’s adventurers constantly harvesting rads from monsters, driving up local prices?”

With an infectious smile and much enthusiasm, Tasar began, “Now the reason for what you saw was manifold. First, Spur is a lot smaller than Songli, and comparatively everyone in Spur is rich compared to everywhere else for a thousand different reasons but adventuring most of all. Also people are lazy so some markets can inflate like that, but the Mage Bank works to ensure that prices are rather similar across the world through the actions of taking rads out of the economy in exchange for gold, and…”

Erick ate, drank, and listened while Tasar spoke her joy, talking about market forces and economics and trade between nations. He asked questions and Tasar happily answered, going off on tangents which led to her asking Erick questions about the economies of Earth. He gave half-realized answers, excusing himself for his limited knowledge in that area because it just wasn’t something he had to be concerned with until now. Tasar accepted his excuse but kept asking questions about the movement of people on Earth, so Erick spoke of planes and trains and trucks—

“And the cargo ships.” Erick said, “Great big ships 300 meters from stem to stern, carrying 4500 shipping containers each, as they motored across the world connecting everyone to everyone else. The whole world was connected by cargo ships; they formed the backbone of world trade, for Earth was very much a global economy.”

“You’ve used that word a few times, ‘shipping containers’.” Tasar asked, “What are they?”

“Oh! Those might be useful here.” Erick said, “Some guy a hundred or so years ago came up with the bright idea for uniform shipping containers that everyone used. Each one was basically three meters wide, three meters tall, and a little over 6 meters long. Practically all major shipping on Earth is standardized to that size, with every dock having machines that work in that size and strength. The shipping containers can even be put directly onto a train or truck and moved out to where they have to go, so no one in the intermediate steps has to deal with loading or unloading cargo, leading to a lot more security, and the major shipping is easier for everyone. Small items are still moved normally at the last mile, like always; either by hand or by smaller delivery trucks. But the middle is standardized for everyone. Makes everything much smoother than tying down individual boxes on a sailing ship, like I’ve seen the people at Portal do with their ships.”

Tasar sat stunned. And then she softly said, “That’s a good idea.”

Erick smiled. “Feel free to steal it.”

Tasar laughed, then said, “No. You’ll get credit.”

“I’m basically stealing it, myself.” Erick smiled as he said, “I’ve stolen so much from back home. It’s worked out quite well for me.”

“Oh.” Tasar laughed. “It has, hasn’t it.”

“Very much so.”

They spoke more of shipping and logistics.

Eventually the night —or was it day?— came to an end, and Erick made a crass joke about needing to get back to his own daily routine, which Tasar didn’t understand at first, but which Erick explained had to do with the bathroom. She chuckled again. And then Tasar paid for the meal and they went their separate ways.

On his way back to Yggdrasil Erick picked up a whole bunch of fabrics that Sergeant Kapra and her people had procured for him. He thanked them, then brought all his new supplies back with him to Yggdrasil, to one of his [Sealed Privacy Ward]s, where he rapidly copied what he wanted and destroyed the originals. He was probably being overly paranoid, but…

A little bit of paranoia was prudent.

Outside of the sights of anyone else, Erick switched over to his Other Form and had a second dinner of [Renew] and mana cycling. After doing some more necessities in a conjured toilet and [Cleanse]ing away the proof of his fleshy nature, he hopped into bed and examined his current situation.

He felt good there, under the covers, under the light. He felt good here, next to Stratagold. The inquiry certainly didn’t seem nearly as scary now as it had yesterday. In fact, a successful inquiry could be a rather good opportunity to ensure that Candlepoint got more help—

Ah. They probably wouldn’t go for that. If what Rozeta had said was true, then every shadeling had within them a backdoor which Melemizargo could use to take them over.

Well… A good inquiry would still help Erick to take back all of the Crystal Forest from the mimics. If Tasar wanted to take back Glaquin, too, then maybe he could help her with that, as well. Tasar seemed nice enough, now that they weren’t on opposite sides of a battlefield. Honestly, she had always seemed decent, but also distant. Knowing what he now knew, perhaps her distance was just her not wanting to get near mortals; a perfectly reasonable desire. Attachments between mortals and immortals never worked out well. Mortal and immortal cultures just didn’t mix.

And apparently, immortals were mostly post-scarcity, too; yet another point of contention.

It would probably be difficult to bring all of Veird into a post-scarcity society, considering all the boons granted to everyone by the Script already made them much, much more post-scarcity than Earth, and yet there were still problems of murder and mayhem everywhere, and that wasn’t even taking into consideration all the monsters.

There were quite a lot of problems to fix out there, and Erick could fix a lot of them, couldn’t he? Like. Yeah. He had had these thoughts before, and he had been solving problems for a while now, but…

He could actually do this.

And a [Renew] runic web would solve all the problems of bad actors learning runework from a runic web! Every problem had a solution, and Erick had lots of time to solve them all, now that he was apparently immortal, too. Probably wouldn’t go telling people about his immortality for a few decades, though. If he lived that long.

Most immortals didn’t make it past a year outside of their specific societies.

Erick might not last a year, either.

… Maybe he should purposefully throw the inquiry to keep Stratagold out of his life.

Maybe.

As Erick closed his eyes and fell into the embrace of sleep, a few more thoughts crossed his mind. He should talk to some people about their inquiry experiences to see how much of what Tasar said was true, and he should see what Silverite has to say about her own experiences with the Geodes. Erick and Silverite had never been close, but Erick was technically in Spur’s Army, so maybe Silverite would have some good advice.

Anyway, Geode society was weird as fuck.







- - - -







Erick woke, got ready for the day with another swim and another [Renew] session, then he made himself some nicer clothes out of the materials he had gotten from Sergeant Kapra. As he turned cloth into pants and other assorted high-class items, Erick got back to thinking about what a ‘post-scarcity’ society would actually look like.

Veird already was post-scarcity for the most part. All basic needs could be met with a bit of Script assistance. People could already [Teleport] anywhere, and protect their homes from smaller monsters, or feed themselves with [Grow]. All one needed to do was learn how to work the system in their favor, and while the Registrars didn’t give away secrets, they certainly made sure that everyone knew how to interact with the Script, and what all the blue boxes and terms meant. Past that, one needed to interact with other people to learn how to best take control and use the magic granted by the Script.

So in that sense, Veird was practically 75% post-scarcity already. [Duplicate] wasn’t necessary to have a good life in the current socioeconomic environment. What was necessary to a good life was participation in the lives of others. If [Duplicate] was in the Open Script, then that would solve practically all physical needs. It would also absolutely tank the gold-based economy.

Maybe if the economy moved away from the gold standard to some sort of…

Runic inscription banknotes?

Runes couldn’t be stamped out of a press, after all. Someone had to actually use their power to carve into the history of an item, to physically and magically create a rune. Putting [Renew] into a banknote seemed like a safe thing to do, too, but that banknote would have to be capable of taking in [Renew], which would mean the banknote would have to be made of metal.

So coins with runes of [Renew] in them. The goal here was to make a currency that everyone could use and benefit from, after all, and what better way to do this than to make currency that could actually be used on existing magic. Such a tax system could actually be ‘1500 units of [Renew]’. Maybe the actual currency could be mana, then…

That would leave warriors out in the cold, though.

And besides that, Erick wanted to transition away from gold and other heavy metals because it was annoying to use gold due to the weight of it all, but having metallic currency might end up a necessity. Maybe coins were fine, anyway, since most large transactions took place through Mage Bank; physical currency only changed hands when dealing with small amounts of the stuff.

It would be easy to test runic coins for authenticity, too, since in Erick’s hypothetical world everyone had [Renew], and they could just channel into a suspect coin to see if it was real or a product of [Duplicate]. Hmm. Interesting thoughts, there.

Erick put on his new clothes and looked up at Yggdrasil, asking, “I want to talk to Poi again and to some people over at Nelboor. Want to help me?”

Yggdrasil had been playing with the fish down in the lake, seeing if he knew all of them and naming a few, but at Erick’s words he focused on him, instead. “Yes! I help.”

Erick nodded. Then he got to talking to people.







- - - -







Poi sent, ‘I can’t talk too much about inquiries for that would be breaking protocols, but I can say that… I can say that Tasar wasn’t lying. Maybe misrepresenting the danger? There is a danger there, but it’s also an opportunity. Obviously whatever sort of inquiry you attend won’t be the normal sort of inquiry. They’d judge everything you ever did and… It’s going to be tough for you.’

Erick mentally nodded ‘That’s sort of what I figured already.’

Poi mentally shrugged, then sent, ‘Silverite is not able to talk right now but she can in ten minutes. Is there someone else you want to talk to before that?’

‘Yeah. I need to make sure that Enduring Forge made out okay. Maybe I can speak to their mayor, Arakag?’

‘When they found out you were okay they sent us a missive. Let me remember…’ Poi sent, ‘To Archmage Erick Flatt: We are relieved to hear that you have survived your trip through the Teleport Pad unscathed and are recuperating near Stratagold. If ever you feel like returning to Enduring Forge, you will be well received.’ He sent, ‘There was more about rune work and wishing you well on the creation of [Renew]. Do you want me to recite the whole letter?’

‘No. That’s fine.’ Erick asked, ‘Did they say anything about Darabella? What happened to the people who made the Teleport Pad?’

‘They were in deep shit for a while, but when you turned up alive things cooled down.’

‘I’ll need to make an apology to them when I get back to the Surface. What about Nirzir? Was she okay?’

‘Nirzir was not okay, but she got better. She’s actually in Spur right now, along with a bunch of other people from Songli.’

Erick connected a few dots. ‘But you can’t tell me more than that because then you’d be talking about what’s happening at Spur.’

‘Correct.’

‘… Whatever is happening… Why would Nirzir… It’s some sort of monster hunting but why would anyone… Are the monsters made of gold?— No no. That can’t be it— Did you know that [Duplicate] is rampant down here? That they have Teleport Stations?’ Erick sent, ‘It boggles the mind. I am boggled.’

‘Those things are kept deeply secretive. I’m surprised you got one near Yggdrasil.’

‘Everything is happening so fast down here I’m not sure I can stomach all of it.’ Erick sent, ‘Anyway. You have monsters and Nirzir is there, for some reason.’

Poi stoically sent, ‘I’m sure I don’t know what they’re here for, but Nirzir has enjoyed rooming in one of the extra rooms and talking with Kiri. She’s working well with Jane, too, while one of Nirzir’s bodyguards is a prognosticator who is getting along well with Teressa. Everyone is doing great, so don’t worry about us— Silverite is ready. I’m connecting you now.’

‘Way to dodge the questions, Poi,’ Erick sent, as he waited—

‘Hello, Erick,’ Silverite sent, ‘I understand you’re headed into an inquiry?’

‘Hello, Silverite.’ Erick sent, ‘I’m headed into an inquiry with the Church of Rozeta and a few others, and to have ‘Bright Tea’ at the White Palace. Got any words of wisdom for me?’

With a serious tone, Silverite asked, ‘How many days has it been since they invited you to these events? Have they given you specific dates to meet with them?’

‘About five, now. And no; no specific dates. Whenever I’m ready it will happen.’

Silverite relaxed with a soft chuckle, then sent, ‘Let’s speak of the inquiry first. Have they offered you counsel?’

‘… Uh. I’m not sure. Tasar the Summoner is my ‘keeper’, for now, though that is just what I’ve been calling her and I don’t think it’s her official title. They want her to stick with me till the end of the Worldly Path. They wanted to wipe my memory of the Core and force me off the Path, but that’s not happening. Instead, I have Tasar and some responsibilities to the Headmaster, and we’re going to hunt down a Wizard different from Melemizargo in order to gain the spark —or whatever— is required to make a [Gate] summon.’

A heavy joy and relief flooded out from Silverite, but she kept her tone even, ‘Good. Tasar is a decent sort; used to mortals, anyway. If she’s at your side for the final part of your Path, then you might actually make it to the end.

‘That said, and about your inquiry: Stratagold was not my home Geode, but I’ve dealt with them a lot, mostly through the various teams that they send out to recover dangerous magics that have usually been stolen into Ar’Kendrithyst. They want things certain ways and anyone standing outside of those parameters are —best case— ruthlessly abandoned to the Dark. Exile and cutoff from all support is their usual option for dealing with problematic people, for even a dangerous person is still a tool they can throw against the Dark. If you can prove yourself as worthy of their benediction and capable of acting in their desired ways, then they will stand firmly with you against all odds.

‘I don’t know how you’ve interacted with them so far, but based on what you’ve done and are looking to do I can only assume that they want to help, now that you’re finally down there and forcing the issue. Visiting the Core without proper clearance is a dark mark, and it will be a problem, but hopefully not a large one.

‘So here’s what you need to do: I highly doubt that Tasar would be your official counsel for the inquiry, but you should ask her if she is. If she is, then have her help you prepare for the inquiry. If she is not, then you need to hire an inquiry preparatory committee and prepare for a year before going into that meeting; the lives of Geode wrought are much slower than other wrought. But! This seems like an outlier of a time, so they might want something sooner. Ask about your timeline, and find out. You’re probably going to wind up hiring an emergency IPC, which is fine. Hire three; you got money. Take whatever advice from them you feel like taking, and then move on.

‘You don’t actually need Stratagold to make any future plans work, but many future plans will be easier with them at your back.’ Silverite sent, ‘I’ve been told that you want to do some runic web stuff? You’re going to need a Geode’s backing to get that working, otherwise they’ll come in and shut you down. They’ll be nice about shutting you down, but even if you’re making runic web breakthroughs and solving world problems with your runes, if you aren’t working within their system they’ll confiscate every runic structure you make until you run out of resources. Violent escalation will be met in kind, but they usually won’t even confront you. They’ll just steal that shit out from under you. Constant, horrible theft is likely the worst possible outcome from a failed inquiry. Thankfully, Mage Bank isn’t operated by them or else they’d go in and take your money and leave you destitute, too, but Mage Bank was created in response to them doing that when Geode Bank was the main bank— Eh. That’s all ancient history.’ Silverite sent, ‘Get an EIPC and prepare well. You want Stratagold on your side, Erick’

Toward the end Silverite’s voice was strained with hard emotions. Erick almost asked what had been stolen from Spur, or otherwise, but that would be a topic for another day.

Erick sent, ‘Thank you. I’ll keep all that in mind.’

Silverite mentally nodded, then sent, ‘Now this Bright Tea thing is more dangerous— Which is happening first, Bright Tea, or the inquiry?’

‘Whichever I want, I think.’

‘Right. Okay. Take Bright Tea first if you feel you can make allies there. If you feel you can’t make allies, take the inquiry first.’ Silverite sent, ‘Do you feel you could make allies among the adamantium? Because that’s who you’re going to be meeting. Them and the steels and a few others.’

‘I met with a Gemslicer by the name of Awir and we spoke of me adding ‘solving the Black Curse’ to my Worldly Path, since I’m already headed after a Wizard anyway.’ Erick sent, ‘I’d need to find out more about how Wizards rid dragons of their Blood Curse, though. I feel that those two Curses might be variations on a similar base, though I don’t know enough to be sure about that right now.’

Silverite was silent for a moment, then she sent, ‘Take Bright Tea first. Don’t spend more than 12 hours there. Don’t promise them the sun. Do be pleasant and smart. Do dress well, but nothing more than how you usually try to dress well. Excuse yourself for various mortal needs every two hours. Listen more than you speak and be humble even about your largest accomplishments— Follow King Alfonin’s lead— Ah.’ Silverite sent, ‘You can deal with these kinds of people so I’m not sure why I’m giving you this advice, but… Just be careful, Erick. And don’t promise them the sun! Don’t do that. And don’t come back to Spur until you’re done with your Worldly Path.’

Erick smiled. ‘Good luck with whatever is happening there; Poi still won’t tell me.’

‘I pray that you never know what is happening here until it is long over and we have saved ourselves.’ Silverite signed off, sending, ‘Safe travels.’

Erick turned back to Poi, sending, ‘I’ll talk to you later then? Unless other people are able to talk now? Is Jane there?’

‘Jane is… indisposed at the moment. Teressa is free. She’s standing right beside me wondering if you need someone— I’ll just let her tell you.’

Teressa’s voice came through loud and clear, ‘You need a bodyguard down there, Boss?’

Erick smiled wide at the obvious warmth flowing through the connection. ‘I’m okay, Teressa. Nothing to get too worried about. Oh! Got any stories about the wrought of Stratagold? You’ve probably heard of Sitnakov, haven’t you? I had to fight him and we came to a draw, but I’ll likely end up seeing him again sometime soon.’

Teressa strongly sent, ‘SITNAKOV! You’re meeting the Adamantium Wind himself?!’

‘Ah! See? If his name does this to someone in the know, then it’s no wonder he was pissed I had no idea who he was.’

Teressa just started laughing and laughing. Eventually, though, she started talking, telling a story of when Sitnakov eradicated a kingdom of soul eaters in the Wyrmrest mountains, north of the land now called the Wasteland Kingdoms. Of the entire book collection of Sitnakov Stratagold’s Stories of Soldiering and Slaying, which has been in reprint for 700 years. Of how he always joined the hunt when a great-wyrm was found, which was apparently a type of wyrm that was level 99 and held the power of an Ancient, but each one was different—

‘The last great-wyrm had to be 50 or so years ago.’ Teressa sent, ‘It was a Sand-Sky Wyrm which threatened all the sky giant lands as well as every city of the Crystal Forest. Truly massive thing. I don’t think Sitnakov has been very active since then… Yeah. He hasn’t been. Before my time, really, but my—’ A soft sadness came through, as she sent, ‘My mother loved his books— Oh. Shit. Uh. I gotta— It was nice talking!’ Her voice cut out…

‘Uh.’ Erick sent, ‘Is she okay?’

Poi’s came right in, ‘I think… Yeah, she got a vision. She’s talking to other people to make sure— I have to go, too— Wait. Kiri wants to talk.’

‘Oh good! I wanted to talk to her, too—’

Kiri’s voice came in, ‘Hey, Erick. I have to make this quick. I miss you and this would be a lot easier with you here, but I guess that’s not happening for a while yet. So I want permission to use the crown you made.’

‘That thing is still enchanted? The duration on [Luminous Trap] should have failed long ago.’

‘It did fail. The thing became unenchanted a while ago, but I have [Luminous Trap] and I could use the extra Stats, so I want your permission to take the base crown and recast the enchantments upon it.’

‘Sure. But also, you should learn how to make [Crystallize Diamond]. It’s a base spell. Didn’t I teach you that one?’

‘I’ve been trying to make the base spell but so far that has proven outside of my current capabilities, so I went with the third-tier variation and have failed five times now; 50 days of waiting, and I still haven’t gotten it right.’ Kiri’s voice was pained, but she tried to hide that pain.

‘I’m really sorry I haven’t been there. I did not expect this Worldly Path to take this long, but knowing what I know now, it might take even longer.’ Erick sent, ‘Go ahead and take that crown and make it your own. Good luck protecting Spur. It’s a big responsibility.’

Relief flowed through as Kiri sent, ‘Thank you, Erick. Yes. It’s a responsibility, but I can do this. Good luck with the Worldly Path.’

‘Good luck protecting Spur!’

Kiri sighed and laughed at the same time, sounding a lot better than she had at the beginning, then their connection dimmed, and cut.

Poi sent, ‘I have to go, Sir. Good luck with Stratagold.’

‘Good luck with your problems, too.’

The connection fully cut.

Erick sat upon his chair on Yggdrasil’s branches, staring out at the green canopy and the glowing white bark for a moment longer…

He had a few things to do before he pressed on, to Oceanside. One, was clearing out his aura for more precise aura work, and to Remake all the basic boosting Skills. Another was, now that he had Perfected Body from his protean species, he needed to create a high variable-cost-variable-absorption [Bloody Personal Ward]. Perfected Body was supposed to make one immune to all of the harmful aspects of Blood Magic, but Erick was definitely going to ask some actual immortals if that were a true thing that really worked like that, before he did it. Perhaps he could ask ‘for his daughter’s benefit’? It would be a true statement that would also apply to him, but other people didn’t need to know that. Maybe someone would try casting a Blood spell at him to test if he was asking for himself— Ah. He should just be wearing his [Sanguine Charm], anyway; that thing prevented all hostile Blood Magic and lasted 48 hours.

He cast that spell and affixed the red blood drop to his left wrist.

A trip to Archmage’s Rest would answer most of his questions about magic, and some of his still-developing questions about the release of magical knowledge into the rest of the world. While he was there he could fill out paperwork to become an ‘official’ Archmage, too—

Blast it. He should have asked Silverite about Archmage’s Rest.

Everything down here was too new.

Whatever. After Archmage’s Rest, Erick would prepare for the inquiry.

So…

Erick got up and decided to go ask around about ‘inquiry preparatory committees’, first. He’d stop by Tasar’s office, and begin his questioning there. Probably go with Tasar to Archmage’s Rest, too.

Yes.

This was a plan.

Erick hopped to it.
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                Erick stepped into the hallway close to Tasar’s office, but before he could knock, Tasar’s green copper mother opened the door, inviting him inside with a small smile and an easy countenance. She asked if he wished for tea, and this time they might actually get to enjoy it since Tasar might be a while. Erick accepted.

Erick sat down across from the older woman. “Tasar took me to her home neighborhood yesterday. It was a bit of a culture shock, but still enjoyable. I assume it was your hometown, too?”

Otaliya poured tea, happily saying, “Yes. Many, many centuries ago, but I haven’t been back in a long time. Not since I ran into my former husband and everything changed. Tasar goes back sometimes but I bet either of us could answer questions about it. Why do you ask?” She handed him his tea, then sipped her own.

Erick took his tea, sipped it, and set it back down, before saying, “A few reasons. The main one though, is that I want to know what it means to deal with the adamantium wrought, and you might be able to shine some nice light on that situation. I’ll probably ask Tasar, too, but that seems like it could be insensitive.”

“Not much experience with wrought, eh?”

“Practically zero.” Erick said, “Though now as I’m saying it, it seems rather ridiculous to not just ask her these sorts of questions, too.”

Otaliya smiled a bit, saying, “Many people operate under certain misapprehensions about wrought, mainly regarding the idea that since we’re all made of different metals and since we have a caste system that we’re all truly different from each other. This is both vastly untrue, and yet also true in smaller ways. In the smaller ways, Silvers like their magics, Coppers like their routines more than most, and the Heavies like cultivating, maintaining, and ensuring the proper use of power. But in the larger ways, everyone can love and live with everyone else. But love often leads to children, and certain blends… They do not survive. I got lucky with my children. Many others aren’t ever willing to take the chance.

“But as for the Heavies themselves— The adamantium. They are the rulers by ancient decree, and they take that role very seriously. That’s all you really have to know about them. Individually they’re as different as anyone, but on the whole, they are born ready to break the world if they have to, in order to make it better, and this makes them both great leaders and terribly stubborn. If you try to fit into their world they’ll love you more than most. If you go against the flow they’ll discard you at best, or… They’ll try to discard you, first. Escalation is never the best way to deal with the Heavies.”

Erick felt some relief, but an entirely new set of apprehensions fell upon his shoulders.

“Thank you.” Erick asked, “Do you have any advice for someone headed into an inquiry with the Church of Rozeta and others?”

“Oh!” Otaliya perked up. “Are you headed into an inquiry?”

“I am, as soon as I get around to it.” Erick said, “I was given suggestions to speak to at least three emergency inquiry preparatory committees before I go to my inquiry, and to take my Bright Tea appointment before the inquiry, too.”

Otaliya went still for a moment, seeming to decide something. Then she said, “All good advice. I used to do a lot of that years ago. I can serve as one of those EIPCs, if you desire, free of charge, and give you a wrought perspective that is different from most. I used to do this all the time for people in your particular situation of needing to deal with the Heavies and other powerful organizations inside Stratagold.” She rapidly added, “But you should get some current-day EIPCs, too. Downstairs in the main lobby, down to the right, you’ll find many inquiry services. An emergency IPC will cost a fair bit, but you would likely get a massive discount due to their desire to secure a win. They all trade on their reputations down there, and getting a win with you would put them in a category higher than most others.” She smiled, adding, “Savior of Light.”

Erick smiled. “Well then.” He nodded. “I believe I will take you up on that offer, but not today. I still have some organization of my own to clear away before I start thinking about my inquiry. This is lovely tea, by the way. What kind is it?”

“Tasar goes far and wide with her t-stations, so this one comes all the way from…”

They spoke of nothing in particular for a little while until Tasar showed.
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In a well-guarded room in the center of the embassy, Erick walked with Tasar down a solid hallway deep into the bowels of the place. They passed guards stationed to prevent entry and magical barriers that could be thrown up to block egress whenever they were needed. There were even a pair of portcullises on both ends of the hallway. At the end of the short descent was a grand space that only had one way in and one way out, and only contained a few objects; a guard station near the entrance, a blast door ready to slam shut in case of wrongful entry, a large holographic map of the t-station networks distributed across the world, and one single t-station, sitting in the center.

As they were in the room, a pair of people popped out of the t-station, glanced at Erick and Tasar, and kept walking up the hallway. They showed papers to the guards—

More people blipped in, then moved out.

So this place was an actual working t-station node, then? The structure of the place and all the traffic brought forth a question that had percolated in Erick’s mind, but which he hadn’t gotten to ask until now.

“So these things are all over the place… Why was Enduring Forge trying to create them? They would know that these t-stations already existed, right?” He looked to Tasar, asking, “Did I get sucked into your t-network when I stepped onto that pad in Enduring Forge?”

“Ah. Well… Those are complicated questions.” Tasar said, “What happened when you stepped on that hexagon of deep sky silver is that your possibility was magnified and turned to mana and then transmitted, but the bounding runes on that pad were weakly made and too destructive, so you ended up following the normal paths that thick air mana takes to the Core. It’s a miracle you didn’t die, but you are on the Worldly Path, so unlikely events do tend to happen in your particular case. But you didn’t touch upon any ‘t-station network’, for there is no t-station network; not like you have with a Gate Network.”

“Hmm.”

There were a lot more questions to ask, But...

“So I understand that you try to keep runework out of the hands of people who would misuse it…” Erick asked, “Did you guys do anything to Enduring Forge, when I vanished?”

“That particular nascent t-station has since been removed from Enduring Forge because it was very incorrectly made. It’s my understanding that their head Rune Smith was in search of answers as to the death of her former husband due to that same pad, so after this development we tried to tell her what likely happened to the best of our abilities. Her husband likely followed the same path that you did to the Core, like many other people have before you. Perhaps Enduring Forge will write down what we told them so we won’t have to have this discussion with them again in another 25 years, but someone is always trying something to replicate the success of the t-stations, and they’re always failing, and usually with deaths happening to cement that failure.” Tasar said, “Rarely do we catch those people before they kill themselves.”

Tasar had probably seen a lot of people kill themselves due to improper Spatial Magic.

And yet, Erick had to ask, “Will you be giving Enduring Forge assistance with making a real t-station?”

“Not at all.” Tasar said, “This network is highly vulnerable to ingress, so it has to be commensurately more secure. We don’t really allow the public to use these things, either.” She glanced at another pair of people who had come down the hallway behind Erick and Tasar, to step on the t-station and vanish to parts unknown. “All these people are cleared for certain travel, but this location is very secure. It is our hope that you will eventually take the t-station near Yggdrasil and put it in a more secure location.” She added, “And also not replicate it on the Surface.”

Erick could have gotten mad about that.

But...

He took all his hateful thoughts about the regressive educational policies of the powers of this world and put them in a box, and then he buried that box in the far back of his mind, for now. Later, he would unearth that box and have a grand time yelling at someone who deserved it. Did Tasar deserve this yelling? Perhaps. Perhaps not. Did the Headmaster? Oh most certainly yes, but Erick would at least have a calm talk with that Old Dragon before the yelling began. Hopefully, Erick could hold it together when they visited Archmage’s Rest…

So Erick just breathed, and he prepared for whatever was about to happen by distracting himself, first.

He stood before the holographic map. It was a globe cut into a hundred layers, like an onion, and upon every layer there were separate, veiny networks of various colors; diagrams of individual t-station networks. The t-station in the room was connected to a golden-colored network that spanned the world. Other colored networks were located around other Geodes, leading to other lands. This particular t-station, if Erick was reading it right, did not connect to those other nodes, but it did connect to the larger t-stations inside Stratagold’s network.

All these people coming in and out of this node were likely coming from the major ports allied with Stratagold.

Erick asked, “Which one is Archmage’s Rest?”

Tasar gestured to the t-station, saying, “Archmage’s Rest is north of Stratagold in a place called Vibrant Falls. I think you’ll like it. Most people do.”

Erick accompanied Tasar onto the platform.

The world blipped black and green.
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The world came back and Erick stared outward at the beautiful lands ahead, for the t-station was positioned on an open spit of land. Tasar said something about moving off to the side, and Erick followed her lead, but also, he just stared.

The land was broken for a hundred kilometers up and down. It was like someone had opened up a hundred separate levels of the Underworld and played with the geology that made the world work, creating metropolis-sized spires of horizontal stone that reached out from shadowed spaces beyond sight, pointing toward the largest waterfall Erick had ever seen. A silent ocean poured down through the center of this massive space, blue and shining with light, while greenery grew on every kilometers-long spire. The magnitude of the space was hard to truly fathom, for Erick had seen wrecked land before, but this was on a whole other level; on a whole hundred levels.

And yet, it wasn’t wrecked at all. The land was cultivated, illuminated, with smaller waterfalls pouring down from higher spires to lower spires, creating lakes and streams that then poured down to the next level. Fishes flew in the air, alongside birds. Clouds were everywhere. Mist obscured much of the central space, for that central waterfall was kilometers across.

It wasn’t nearly as loud as he thought it should be. All Erick could really hear was a gentle wind and some far away river.

People lived here; a lot of people. Mansions and log cabins and stone castles and buildings with curled corner roofs and even a yurt, over there; people were everywhere, and yet each were on their own. A few small cities were scattered in the bright cavern, but mostly people lived on their own, with their own farms and their own caretakers. They weren’t all wrought out there, either; mostly, they were fleshy people.

Erick looked up, and saw even more. Spires reached out above him like the fingers of gods to touch the waterfall and tear off small pieces of it as it fell. He couldn’t see all the way up, and nor could he see all the way down. He wanted to explore, but also, he knew he could not. Not right now.

Erick rapidly proceeded through a dozen different emotions, and said, “The Underworld really is on a different level than the Surface, isn’t it. I truly had no idea— I mean. I knew. But I didn’t know.”

Tasar smiled at that. Then she gestured toward a building down the path, saying, “Let’s head to the main office.”

The building was rather simple in design but that simplicity was a lie to fool the people who couldn’t see the truth. With [True Sight] active, the 2 story townhouse that was their destination became merely the foyer for a grand castle that…

Erick recognized the form of Archmage’s Rest. He had seen it before.

“It’s the Grand Wizard’s Tower of the Core,” Erick said. He glanced around. A lot of things were hidden by illusions, from the guard station with its guards over there, to the [Familiar]s hiding in some of the branches of the trees; all of them watched Erick and Tasar as they strolled by. But there were no statues of Wizards anywhere. “Different, though.”

Tasar nodded as they walked, saying, “The Worldly Path moves the Walker in odd, replicating and yet escalating ways. I look forward to experiencing this phenomenon again when we walk the Path into other lands. It will be difficult, but nothing good is ever easy.”

“No Wizard statues is kinda bugging me, though. Why none of them?”

“Wizards are, as always, a threat. We do not venerate them.” Tasar said, “We are not the gods, with their Sights of the before-times, when they saw Wizards as more than the true monsters that they are.”

Erick left most of that discussion on the table and picked up, “Then why the recreation of the tower?”

“Ah.” Tasar said, “The Dark actually did that. Every time Archmage’s Rest has come together the Dark has changed the building around us to this form. Eventually we accepted it as the cost of doing business.”

Erick eyed Tasar. “… Really.”

Tasar smiled and laughed a little. “Truly! The Dark loves the Wizards —which is one more reason to add to the pile of why they cannot be allowed to openly live on Veird— and he hates us, and we hate the Wizards, so he tortures us with this sort of small [Strike].”

With every conversation Erick had about Wizards he felt more and more a pull toward the Dark, simply due to the desire to survive. He could practically see it now: Him, discovered as a Wizard, facing off against the wrought and every other normal society on Veird. With the shadelings protecting him, Yggdrasil would blow up crucial infrastructure across the entire world, to prevent an easy war against him, but he would still fail. Then Melemizargo would sweep in at the last second to secure Erick’s life, further alienating everyone…

Erick put those thoughts in a box and threw away the key, as he said, “I hope you can contain that anger if we do find a Wizard. I don’t come from your culture, so I have no basis for this hate, but anyone with half a Sight to see would see this hate of yours and run the other way or fight to the death.”

Tasar pulled back everything; her emotions, her self, her own hatred. She had accidentally let too much show, and now she was chastised and she didn’t like it. After another moment she hid her disgust at how easily she was seen through, and simply said, “You are correct. I will likely need to let you take forward position when we meet a Wizard, for I have met too many to see them as anything other than dangerous.”

Erick said, “I would hear of your other meetings later, if you are willing to tell.”

Tasar relaxed a fraction. “Of course. The people inside will have insights and histories into the Wizards of Veird as well, though we might not get that far today.”

They had reached the front door to the fake entrance. It opened for them automatically, revealing an entrance to a large foyer that Erick had already seen once, with people standing around the space like they were welcoming Erick and Tasar to a cake party at a food court at a mall. Riivo was there, standing right in front of an array of ten other people, only a few of which were made of metal. Erick recognized one of the other fleshy people as Ryul, the 20-something red harpy Force Mage he had met at Oceanside. The barely dressed bird-man looked excited to see Erick, and he was, for he was the first to start clapping.

In a flickering moment, everyone else started clapping, too, with Riivo giving a loud cheer, followed soon by everyone else in attendance. Lights, like minor fireworks, flashed in the air as illusory streamers fell down from on high, cementing the festive atmosphere. Behind the archmages there were more people stationed to the sides of the large food court-like space, some servers in the very back, but a lot of apprentices or otherwise in robes and such who joined in the cheer, shaking the building with their clapping, hollering mirth.

Erick stood stunned.

He had not seen any of this until he stepped through the front doors, and now that he was here it was too late to back out and simply run away. So he put on a happy face, and with any luck his facade of joy would turn real, soon enough.

Old man Riivo stepped forward, clapping his iron hands together and smiling wide. The crowd quieted a bit, and then all the way, as Riivo began to speak, “It is not often that we gather to celebrate the accomplishments of one person. Gathering in thanks happens even less, but it does happen! Today we have the honor to do both. Thank you, Archmage Erick Flatt, for all you’ve contributed to the advancement of magic on Veird, for all you have done against the Dark, and for all we hope you will one day achieve! Thank you!”

As one, everyone on this level and the level above, cheered, “Thank you!”

A band in the back of the room started playing a jaunty tune on violins and other assorted string instruments. Ophiel perked up on Erick’s shoulder, wanting to go play with the band, but Erick kept him near as Riivo further approached.

Riivo smiled at Erick, then spoke to Tasar, “I see it managed to stay a surprise.”

“He has a lot on his mind, so it is good that this happened sooner, rather than later.” Tasar nodded to Erick. “Congratulations and thank you, Erick. This is Riivo’s base of power, though, so I will go get some cake. Want me to get you a slice?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “And a beer.”

Tasar smirked, then nodded as she walked off.

Erick refused to be overly paranoid, though a large part of him wanted to calculate all the ways in which these people could kill him if they wanted, but as he scanned the eyes of everyone looking his way, as he saw the lack of magic among most of them, he knew he wasn’t in immediate danger. Or, at least, that’s what he wanted to believe. He really should have seen this sort of surprise coming. Did he miss any clues from Tasar? Did he—

Riivo smiled as he softly said, “Now you’re probably wondering how come you didn’t see this coming, as would anyone in your situation. But the fact is that Tasar told us you were coming here not twenty minutes ago and then we got everything ready rather quickly. You’d be surprised how easy it is to put together a party down here. This is only the night crew, though. More people will likely start showing up as the night progresses, but we archmages are a busy lot. I expect some people to come in and grab some cake and then scurry off, but you!” As though he was telling a joke, Riivo said, “You get to be the center of attention, and maybe we can even figure out some magic you desire, eh?”

Erick… Did feel better about the suddenness of the festivities, and now that he looked around, he saw a lot of people had gone right back to talking to whoever they were with, as though conversations had been interrupted and could now resume. A few people had gone back into their offices on the second floor, but many people in the audience were already attacking the various dishes set out for all. Some were very much waiting for their chance to speak to Erick, though.

“Thanks for the explanation, and for excusing my jumpiness.” Erick tried to return Riivo’s smile as he said, “It’s been a tough year.”

Light laughter came easily from the iron man. Riivo gestured back to the party, saying, “Come! Let me introduce you to some future companions. We don’t have every archmage in our little club, but everyone here has proven their character ten times over, and we all work to ensure that the world is a bit more stable today than it was yesterday.”

Erick joked, but not really, “Then you must all secretly hate me.”

A few true smiles. A few fake ones. A few non-reactions.

Riivo gave a true chuckle, then said, “Ah! It’s all about where we go from here, Erick, for only a fool would deny the benefits of forcing destruction and repentance upon the Dark Clergy.”

The gathered archmages relaxed at that—

Ryul the harpy took a half step forward and happily said, “From non-humble beginnings to this, and now going after [Gate]! I still owe you for that lesson with Particle Magic, Erick, but now I also owe you for clearing out all the Dark Sects that have plagued my homeland for centuries.”

Erick brightened. “I was wondering where you were over there.”

“My jobs take me to many places,” Ryul said.

Riivo spoke up, “Ryul joined us right out of Oceanside. Headmaster Kirginatharp recommended him, and he has proven to be a valued asset to us, and to the safety of the world. Some of the cleanest Force Magic I have seen in a long time.”

Ryul bowed just his head, then took a half step back.

Riivo explained, “In Archmage’s Rest, you get what you put in, and Ryul here is an example of those who decide to take the heaviest burdens to achieve access to our deepest libraries. He’s got a lot left to go, but he’s headed in the right direction.”

“Worse ways to catch up to everyone else than killing off monsters and protecting places here and there,” Ryul said.

“Quite right.” Riivo gestured to a pink-metal incani man on the far left, saying, “This is Devond, an archmage with a strict focus on Book Magic, and our head librarian in charge of the archives. He controls who gets to see what, so one must go through him to achieve the best known answers to whatever magics you might desire— But only with the correct permissions, of course.”

Devond bowed his head, remaining silent and impassive.

Riivo gestured to the human-shaped woman next in line, who was made of iridescent metal, saying, “This is Aisha. She is also one of our librarians, but her skills are in both Book Magic and Prognostication, with a focus on the past. While Devond is in charge of physical copies of the library, Aisha knows all the lore you could ever desire to know.”

Aisha gave a small smile and a smaller nod. “I’d like to talk to you about your pursuit of your Worldly Path when you get a chance, to help you arrive at the best possible end without the final step being into the Dark.”

“I would like that.” Erick said, “Thank you.”

Riivo nodded, then continued, “And here we have…”

There were a lot of names. A lot of fields of study to memorize, recall, and connect to other people in the crowds. Riivo took Erick through all of them. Soon enough, Tasar came back with a drink and Erick’s cake at the end of those introductions. All throughout, there was an undercurrent of working toward order and peace, while hammering down chaos and disruption. More than once, Erick got the hint that Riivo and the others wanted him to pull back his plans for the world, but Riivo knew none of those specific plans and Erick wasn’t going to have that conversation with these people at the moment.

Eventually the archmages had had their introductions, and either their requests for more talk later or their polite, yet silent exits from the conversation. Some people got up and left the party altogether, after they had made their meeting. Erick got the impression that some of these people appreciated him, but many just wished he would not be there, for whatever unsaid reason. Erick wasn’t going to press any of them for answers, though, because he did not need that sort of drama in his life.

Eventually, Riivo and Tasar guided Erick around the place, pointing out various services that he could use now that he was a member. Somehow, Erick had become a member without actually signing any paperwork, and he brought this up, to which Riivo just smiled and said that they could fill that out right now if he wanted. Or he could do it later. Whichever he decided, Erick was already guaranteed entrance down to seven star level of the library, but only years of safety and security would allow him to go deeper to 10 star and beyond. Erick asked about inquiry preparations. Riivo pointed out that they had an office for that, too. Offices to get approved for a t-station were over there; this was one of Tasar’s many work offices, actually. Places to hire out quests for people which you couldn’t be arsed to do yourself were located right over there; a branch of the Adventurer’s Guild, but small, and for archmages only.

Apprentice services. Resource requests from Stratagold. Prognostication and planning services turned out to be a whole floor of the building, where they often did outsourcing for whoever was vetted for hiring. Archmage services for hire were also an option, which is what Ryul was doing to climb the ranks. Three whole floors above that were the private offices of the various archmages in residence, for very few archmages wished to be on their own; it was dangerous out there. But mostly those offices were fronts; empty of substance and only used for [Familiar] speaking. Many of them had [Familiar]s of various sorts hanging out atop desks in those rooms, but the archmages themselves were mostly located at their houses in the lands of Vibrant Falls. If one needed a truly private meeting with any of the archmages here, they could go meet the archmage in person, outside of Archmage’s Rest.

“It truly is a beautiful land out there,” Erick said, as they passed a window.

“It is.” Riivo said, “Do you wish for a plot of land out there? I can secure that for you.”

“Oh. No. Thank you, though. Spur is home and I have plans for there, anyway.” Erick said, “I’m just surprised that a place like this exists at all, with Melemizargo being near all archmages, all the time.”

Riivo nodded sagely.

Tasar said, “The Dark God is a being of insane desires but he is not all powerful. We’ve scared him off ten thousand times since the birth of our people. The last time he tried something destructive here in Vibrant Falls we took a wing.”

“The Shades came by and stole that wing not five hours later, but I almost got a new cloak out of it.” Riivo said. “They avoid direct confrontations because they know they would lose… And sadly, we are guilty of the same fault.”

Erick scrunched his face. “But he turns wherever you gather into a Grand Wizard’s Tower?”

Riivo scowled for the first time in the night, saying, “He does that whenever I’m out of residence. Very annoying.”

“There is a bit of a disconnect, isn’t there.” Tasar shrugged. “He has power and he uses it in strange ways all the time. I have no explanation beyond his insanity.”

Riivo “I’m partial to the Evil God theory.”

“I haven’t heard that one.” Erick said, “But I have heard of Dark Gods before. They’re not the same?”

“No, they are not. Modern church teachings conflate many terms, but...” Riivo explained, “Gods require worship to remain in power, naturally granted to them by people who work under that god’s auspices or direction, but not all worship is the same. Wishing for a god not to harm, and then that god not harming, thus fulfilling that wish, is about the same as wishing for a god to help, and then that god helping. In this way, by simply not harming, the Dark God passively accumulates half of all worship, while actual desire for help is fulfilled by every other god out there, depending on individual desire. There is a bit of overlap in some areas, though, like with Sininindi and people desiring for storms not to harm their experiences on the ocean, or with Sumtir taking worship from both sides of battle when both sides think they are in the right.” Riivo said, “People are the base cause of godly occurrence, but since all of the actually-Evil gods failed to make it to Veird in the Sundering, and since people still produce both evil and good, the Dark God took on the Evil half of worship. Before that he was just neutral, and Dark, but now he is unavoidably Evil.”

Erick paused. “I’ve heard some of that before. But not quite so… succinct.”

Tasar held a gentle smile, as she said, “So very blasphemous, too.”

Erick rapidly added, “And I never heard that as an explanation for Melemizargo’s insanity.”

“It’s quite possible he’s a truly neutral god,” Riivo said, “But because people will always produce Good and Evil worship, that Evil had to go somewhere so it went into him. Doesn’t change anything, but it’s good to know what one is dealing with when one has to do dealings.”

Erick was reminded… “So killing all the Clergy was never the way to actually de-power Melemizargo, was it.”

“It’s made a difference.” Riivo said, “That, or maybe some of his insanity is going away, for real. But if the insanity is a problem of him soaking in the Evil of the world, then I dare say that he is likely finally acclimating to the Evil, and that is something to truly fear.”

Erick had a lot of thoughts in quick succession, then he asked the important question, “Does mana actually need to have an ‘evil’ force in it to be balanced? Or is that simply your interpretation of events and situations? Is there such a thing as ‘Elemental Evil’?”

Riivo almost spoke, but—

Tasar smiled wider. “Ah ha! And this is why Riivo’s idea is blasphemous.” She happily said to the iron man, “There is no Elemental Evil. While there is some valid claim between people praying for gods to turn to them a Sightless eye, and the rise of Dark gods, it is simply that; a claim, and likely only half the truth. A god only actually turns Dark when their worshipers turn to the Dark, but we're not sure what that actually means except for corruption in the church.” She turned to Erick, saying, “There was a third type of worship pre-Sundering; sacrificial worship.” She said to Riivo, “This ‘sacrificial worship’ was erased in the Script; it no longer works. If there were ever any truth to this idea of ‘Elemental Evil’ it was in the idea of sacrificial worship, and it, along with all the Evil Gods, did not survive the Sundering.”

Riivo almost said something, but he saw Erick had a question.

“Is that why there haven’t been any gods born since the Sundering?” Erick asked, “The natural trio of worshiping methods were permanently disrupted?”

Riivo almost said something again, but he paused.

Tasar glanced at Erick a bit. “No one really knows.”

Riivo said, “Aisha would be the one to ask about that, but before we rejoin the party, do you have any smaller questions of magic? I would like to reward you with something for all you’ve done for the world, and for what you will continue to do. A specific spell that you’re having trouble with, perhaps? I would like to help you make it, and in doing so enlighten you as to how Archmage’s Rest works.”

Erick mentally marked that something weird had just happened with their avoidance of god talk, then went with the flow, saying, “I was wondering about one specific magic. Are there any [Personal Ward]s of perfect defense? I was moving around with Nirzir Void Song of Eralis in Songli for a little while, as I’m sure you know, and she’s working on a spell of perfect defense. Is such a thing actually possible for fleshy people?”

“Oh oh oh! Now that is a very, very complicated question.” Riivo chuckled, saying, “Something smaller, perhaps?”

“Very difficult.” Tasar asked, “Do you have a starting point, Erick?”

“Well. My daughter has Perfected Body and Scion of Balance, so she was thinking of a [Bloody Personal Ward] with a high multiplier, allowing her to take a portion of damage as physical but letting her [Ward] be three or four times as large. Will that actually work?”

Riivo was already shaking his head before Erick even finished.

But it was Tasar who said, “Don’t let your daughter do that. If she already has a [Bloody Personal Ward] you still have twenty years to get her to stop, but she needs to figure out another way to defend herself as soon as she can.”

Erick’s skin felt suddenly cold. “Ah.”

“Tasar is quite right.” Riivo said, “This method of a large multiplier for [Personal Ward] at the cost of full coverage is possible through other means, though. You could simply have her do that; a [Personal Ward] that only covers 75% or 50% of damage taken or whatever percentage of damage she is comfortable with taking. With the ability for most frontliners to have a [Rejuvenation] constantly restoring their Health the whole time they’re using that Health in battle, this might be the best option to ensure longevity in a [Personal Ward]. But in addition to that, I would suggest something like a [Gloom Ward] which can mitigate a small percentage of damage taken, or a true [Shadow Ward], but Shadow Magics do tend to make one look like an enemy; her choice, I would say. A [Metal Ward] would be useful if she has a metallic form, but if she does not then she won’t gain much benefit from that. It’s hard to say without knowing more about her capabilities, and you shouldn’t tell those to anyone; not even me.”

Erick thought for a moment, then asked, “Would you have any suggestions for me, with regards to a new [Personal Ward]?”

Riivo hummed a little as he thought.

Tasar said, “Don’t go for anything fancy with a [Personal Ward]; no Esoteric Elements, and certainly no Blood Magic. All you need is a simple absolute damage mitigation [Personal Ward]. Anything above 100 would be acceptable, and this can be achieved through normal Force Magic integration.”

Riivo countered, “You say that because you’re adamantium.”

Erick was a bit lost.

“My methods work for others, too,” Tasar strongly said, and then she calmly added, “The individual numbers might need adjustment, but Erick has Constitution, so he might be nearly as difficult to damage as— Well. Maybe not as difficult as adamantium, but at least as solid as any normal metal.”

Riivo didn’t look convinced. “I don’t like the idea of relying on any of these New Stats for anything. They’re too new. Too untested. Such methodology would open him up to way too many threats, especially without Scion of Balance. Even the smallest plinking of [Soul Burn] and any proper [Decay] magic would—” He said to Erick, “You need all the Health you can get. You shouldn’t use any [Personal Ward] method that leaves you open to taking Health damage at all.”

Erick asked, “Do either of you have a good example of the type of [Ward] you’re talking about? I’ve never heard of absolute damage mitigation before now.”

Riivo spoke to Erick, but he was mainly speaking to Tasar, “It’s not used outside of specific circumstances, like if you’re wrought and have tried and tested natural defenses.”

Tasar simply handed Erick a blue box, saying, “This is what I use.”










	
Steadfast Ward, instant, self, 5000 mana

Enact a personal ward of absolute defense, preventing 250 damage from all outside sources. Lasts 24 hours. 














Erick’s eyes went wide. Then he thought, and guessed, “Against every attack? After all natural defenses? Is that what this is?—”

Oh.

Sitnakov must have had something like this… All wrought had something like this? Unless it didn’t work how Erick thought it would work. His own [Personal Ward] took all damage first, while, just like Constitution, [Defend] did not work until his [Personal Ward] was gone.

Tasar said, “It’s a complicated interaction if you make the spell wrong, for a properly made [Steadfast] ward needs to be made to take all your natural defenses into account, first, and this is not how [Personal Ward]s work. It doesn’t help that you won’t know if you’ve made the good version of [Steadfast Ward] until you do some testing on your own.” Tasar said, “But if you make it right, natural mitigation and various abilities like [Defend] come into play first, which means a 10,000 damage [Fireball] might become 1000 points of damage, which is then mitigated to 900, but 100,000 damage from 100 [Force Bolt]s, each worth 1000 damage, would be fully mitigated.”

Riivo countered Tasar’s good words with, “Absolute damage [Personal Ward]s are terrible against Decay spellwork, giving you less than a tenth of the numbers on the box against those spells. Any damage over time effects. And you can’t use two [Personal Ward]s at once without being a Warder.”

Tasar said, “But you can [Cleanse] away most [Decay] spells, and if you can’t do that then Elemental Bodying them away works well enough.”

Riivo said, “Some damage over time magics burrow into the person, preventing...”

Tasar countered Riivo again, and then Riivo countered her right back, their conversation turning spirited and exact, with examples of the pros and cons of [Steadfast Ward].

But the more he heard, the more Erick became enamored with the idea of absolute mitigation. He was at theoretically 87% damage reduction because of Constitution, therefore a [Personal Ward] of this type might be fantastic. His Constitution mitigation was only ‘theoretical’, though, because like Riivo said, these New Stats were not wholly what they appeared to be. Perhaps he was closer to 65% or 75% damage reduction. It was something to experiment with, anyway; more testing was required.

Erick interrupted the back and forth between the two metal archmages, asking, “Can you apply these ideas in area [Ward]s, too? I might not be able to use this, but Yggdrasil certainly can. Also, is this 250 number the best you can do? What about a variable mana modifier?”

Yggdrasil bounced on Erick’s shoulder upon hearing his name. Erick sent the big guy some nice, indistinct feelings— And then he paid attention to Ophiel, too, giving the little guy a pat before he could fluff up at not being included in the conversation.

“Ah!” Riivo’s face lit up. “Yggdrasil should certainly have this sort of spell. That is a marvelous idea.”

Tasar smiled, too. “Yes it is a good idea, and yes he should.”

“I had not considered— No bother.” Riivo waved a dismissive hand, then said, “Let us rejoin the party and let the mechanisms of Archmage’s Rest help you to learn this magic. I think Ryul made one of these worth 310 absolute damage mitigation and an [Area Ward] worth 50.”

Tasar said, “Ryul is a Force Mage, though, so results will vary.”

“Yes, yes.” Riivo led the way back toward the party, saying, “Achieving a Variable modifier to this particular magic would likely require Blood Magic, so you don’t want to do that. This is a spell you will have active at all times, after all.”

Erick walked beside the two wrought, saying, “I’m sure immortal views on magic are longer term than most mortals will ever live, but surely there is room for emergency use for many dangerous magics?”

Tasar fully stopped for a short moment. She resumed walking quickly enough, saying, “Best practices are still best practices.”

Riivo’s steps stuttered only the barest fraction as he smoothly said, “I agree with Tasar, and I disagree with you, Erick. There is no use for improperly made magic except as a learning tool toward more perfect spellwork. At the same time, perfection is never truly attainable, but it is something one should aim toward. Only the most learned Blood Mage should ever use their magic on themselves.”

“What about anti-Blood Magic?” Erick asked, suddenly conscious of the anti-Blood Magic charm on his wrist.

“That is fine.” Riivo said, “Anti-Blood Magic is a denial of certain spellforms, whereas Blood Magic is the enactment of those spellforms upon a body; the first usually causes no issues for it is an interaction between magics, while the second can lead to many problems. Now, truly bad anti-Blood Magic could lead to malformed Blood Magic affecting you in horrible ways, but those malformed effects can usually be [Cleanse]d away, unlike the truly insidious Blood Magic that cannot be [Cleanse]d. And besides that, all Blood Magic you want working on your body is something you wouldn’t want to [Ward] against in the first place.” He added, “There is a true solution to bad Blood Magic, though, but unless you want to pledge fealty to Aloethag, the Bloody Goddess, then you should take care what sort of Blood Magic you choose to use.”

That all tracked with what Erick knew.

Soon they were back at the party, which Erick recognized was more like he was being paraded around as their newest conquest, and less like he was his own person, choosing to be in this space. It was a little pushy on Riivo’s part, but he and the rest of Archmage’s Rest were doing what they needed to do to ensure that Erick threw in with them. It’s not like Erick wasn’t getting any benefits out of this arrangement, either. He probably would sign the paperwork making him an official member either at the end of this party, or perhaps tomorrow.

Riivo called the party to order and explained that there was a small spell that Erick wanted to work on, based on [Steadfast Ward]. He specifically called on the harpy Ryul, who looked delighted to be included, and then on a Blood Archmage named Juris, who looked interested but reserved. Juris was a human man of nearly black skin from the Greensoil Republic. Erick was a bit wary of him due to his stated allegiances, but he seemed personable enough. And then Riivo asked for volunteers. Two more people chose to participate; the celesteel prognosticator/historian Aisha, who had some sort of Exalted Magic going on with her, and an owl shifter human woman Warder from Eidolon, named Boralia, who wore an owl mask that did not cover her mouth. Erick doubted he would get to know them all more than in an acquaintance sort of way, but that was no reason not to be personable himself. He tried, anyway; mostly, he shoved his paranoia down as far as it would go and went with the flow.

In a completely normal way that mirrored Erick’s time at Oceanside when he gave his own talk of Particle Magic, Riivo, Erick, Tasar, Ryul, and the three others, moved to a large meeting room to the side of the main floor. Some party workers or otherwise normal employees followed behind, wheeling in some treats on carts into the meeting room, before stepping back out.

Once it was just archmages, Riivo cast some anti-Sight spells across the room, then began summoning some chalkboards. Words started to appear on the boards as he happily spoke of magic, saying, “[Steadfast Ward]s are [Ward]s which are useful in certain situations, but since only a Warder can have two [Personal Ward]s at once, their [Personal Ward] use is mostly relegated to certain special situations. Every archmage should know of this magic, though, because there are many times when absolute defense is more useful than a gradually wearing down [Personal Ward]…”

As Riivo spoke his enthusiastic joy spread to others. Five minutes later he was done with his overview and asked if Aisha could take over. The celesteel human wrought happily stepped to the front of the room and began giving a small lecture on history.

Aisha began, “Best practices for [Steadfast Ward]s are probably exactly what you would expect; highly useful in cases of plentiful, small damage coming your way. Historically, the spell came from mages in the Geodes, because wrought are made of metal and therefore have high damage thresholds. Certain [Polymorph] forms greatly benefit from a [Steadfast Ward], but for the vast majority of people a [Steadfast Ward] is suboptimal.” She asked Erick, “Which makes me wonder why this spell? What are you going for?”

It was Erick’s turn to speak, then. As everyone else watched, Erick stood, and said, “For Yggdrasil, mainly, but I do want to experiment with it myself, if only to make a [Personal Ward] that allows me to make use of [Defend] beyond the anti-kill aspects of that skill.” He explained, “My original question posed to Riivo and Tasar was asking after a [Bloody Personal Ward] for my daughter—” He glanced to Juris, the Blood Mage, as he said, “My Polymage daughter has Perfected Body. I was led to believe, before coming here, that Perfected Body made one immune to the harmful effects of Blood Magic, and the high multiplier for Blood Magic made the spell attractive in certain ways. The conversation transitioned from there.” He sat back down.

Aisha took her seat, saying, “Then there’s no need to go into too much history.”

“Quite right.” Riivo took his seat, too, saying, “Let’s go for a round of discussion, then. Juris?”

Without standing, Juris spoke, “The Class Ability for Perfected Body is one of the goals of all learned Blood Mages, but while it does prevent the majority of side effects from many Blood spells, one should not ever wear Blood Magic around all the time, like one does with a [Personal Ward]. The time table for such degradation is decades for mortals and centuries for immortals. But even so, a [Bloody Personal Ward] with a high multiplier is a good idea if you are comfortable with making pacts with Aloethag, or with the originally intended use of [Polymorph]. Both methods remove potential long term [Bloody Personal Ward] concerns.”

Erick asked, “What does a pact with Aloethag look like?”

Juris said, “Usually a million Health spilled in her name unless you’ve done that a few times already. Aisha would know more of that than I.”

The room turned toward Aisha.

Aisha said, “A million Health is her usual demand but there are side effects of being automatically included in the Red Dream, which can…”

The conversation shifted from one person to the next, and each time it moved, Erick felt a little less worried. None of the people here were jumpy. All of the people back in the main rooms were chatting away, taking their cake or their drinks and sitting around, or walking back to their offices to eat while they worked. It was very much an ‘office party’ atmosphere, and Erick kinda liked it. It was very, very magical, but it was also rather mundane.

He liked that the conversation around [Steadfast Ward] was a great way to get to know his fellow archmages, too. Except…

Except Erick realized that he was a very terrible liar. He knew this already, and while he could lie sometimes, he could not lie well. And he had fucked up.

Juris, the Blood Mage, who knew all about Perfected Body, had Perfected Body himself. The veins in his arms were near mirrors of each other, while his eyes and ears were perfectly symmetrical. Unblemished skin! Zero scars! And though Juris’s body was slightly less muscular than Erick’s, Erick’s own Perfected Body was easy enough to see for anyone with any Sight to them at all. Erick had been walking around with his Perfected Body for a while without anyone questioning him, but talking about how Jane had Perfected Body like he didn’t was just a bridge too far.

Like.

Hur, dur. I don’t have Perfected Body, no sir!

Gah!

It was suspicious, is what it was.

And Erick had fucked up.

He was not a good liar. Never had been. Never would be. This boded badly for keeping his Wizardly nature under wraps, but, maybe if Erick got out of here fast enough, he could avoid the inquisi—

There was no avoiding the inquisition. Inquisitor Kromolok had probably recognized Erick’s Perfected Body the second they saw each other, but… Meh. Kromolok was a Mind Mage and probably under normal Mind Mage protocol. Even if he did have a certain amount of leeway due to being the leader of the Forgotten Campaigns, Kromolok hadn’t outed Erick yet…

What was more concerning was that Tasar and Sitnakov, and now all these other people, saw Erick trying to act like he didn’t have Perfected Body. Well. Maybe he had just the right amount of doubt, there. It was likely public knowledge that Jane had Perfected Body, too. So…

Meh.

… Whatever!

Like. These people were saying unsaid things and poking at each other with hidden-dagger questions, too. They were mostly leaving him alone, even though this conversation was about magic he was going after. Perhaps he had given them enough—

Bah.

Moving right along.

Ryul eventually got to speak but it was after everyone else; he was the youngest there at 35, though, so this much was partially understandable. While everyone else had spoken of theory and idea and best practices (and tried to extract from everyone else every hidden bit of knowledge they could, without directly extracting knowledge; Juris seemed to be the largest offender of them all, though. Tasar, Ryul, and Aisha were the least guilty of this), it was Ryul who took over actually explaining how [Steadfast Ward] worked. And he was good.

Ryul got right in the zone, enthusiastically speaking of his field of expertise, connecting Force Magic and Shaping in ways that Erick hadn’t truly considered before. The harpy man was hungry for advancement.

… Looking at Ryul, Erick honestly felt a bit bad that he was so suspicious of everyone here, and of Archmage’s Rest as a whole. Like, yes, there were a lot of unsaid plots and plans happening with every turn of phrase, but on the surface, this was a lot of real, hard information about magic. And here was Ryul, dipping his toes into at least two archmage societies —both Oceanside and here— and yet all Erick could feel for the moment was dread.

But at the same time, not a single person called him out for having Perfected Body and pretending not to. Erick was conflicted. Paranoid, yeah, but mostly conflicted.

As Ryul finished his explanations, which only took fifteen minutes and ended up with three chalkboards full of arcane notation and five diagrams of how the body worked under Steadfast magic, Ryul moved across his work, explaining it more succinctly, “Whereas every body has some innate absolute damage reduction on the scale between 1% of your Health or 5 Health, [Steadfast Ward] is all about a strengthening that natural resistance by stringing ethereal Force under the skin and through the bones and muscle. It is this Shaping that requires the most precision to achieve the greatest effect for a [Personal Ward], but it is still possible to achieve a lesser Steadfast Effect when stringing this magic into a wide scale [Area Ward]. But for all aspects of this spell, to start at the beginning, you must use an ablation effect, which you have strongly aligned with the skin, and it must be ethereal, too, for actual [Force Wall]s or any other Force effect in your working could create a spell that simply traps people inside a skin-tight bubble which could lead to death from asphyxiation or wrong placement on a battlefield.” Ryul looked to Erick, saying, “In this way, [Steadfast Ward] works wonders against small damages, and will allow [Defend] and other mitigation methods to function, dropping the threat of a thousand-needle attack down to nothing. The drawback of this is that the larger attacks are more dangerous.”

Riivo spoke first, saying, “A wonderful explanation, Ryul! You have done well today. Thank you for your expertise. Anyone else have anything to add?”

The owl shifter Warder from Eidolon, Boralia, spoke, “I use one of these in addition to my [Personal Ward]. I’ve gone about it a bit differently.”

Ryul gestured toward the boards as he went back to his chair. “I would love to hear your methodology.”

Boralia got up and went to the chalkboards.

The group of archmages spoke for an hour more, leaving Erick with a lot to think about, and many thanks for all of them.

Back in the main room Erick spoke to each of them individually a bit more, as well as some newcomers who showed up late. Ryul spoke of how he hoped his lesson was well received, and Erick told him it was, while Juris hinted even more at knowing that Erick had Perfected Body. No one else was as overt with poking through Erick’s ‘lies’, though; probably because they didn’t feel the need. Almost everyone noticed Juris poking holes and they universally agreed it was bad form, but no one said anything against the human from Greensoil, either.

Erick capped the night off with signing the paperwork to join Archmage’s Rest as an official member.

There was a bit more celebration after that, but most people began to move on.

- - -

An hour later it was just Erick, Tasar, and Riivo in the main room. Much of the food had been eaten or squirreled away into the offices around the tower since every non-archmage, and even a few archmages like Ryul, had work to do. Work continued as the world continued to turn.

At the end, Erick said to Riivo, “Thank you for the invitation. I look forward to working with you in the future.”

“Just go at your own pace, Erick.” Speaking like a kindly old man, Riivo said, “You’ve been through a lot. You’ve done more than most ever would, causing a lot of other people to look up to you. Just glance at Ryul, running around trying to catch up. He’s not the only one.” He said, “But I’ve seen bonfires sputter and fail more often than you will ever know, and you are a bonfire, Erick. The brightest one this world may see for a long, long time. So go at your own pace, okay? You have earned your rest. We’re a support structure for archmages in many more ways than simply being a community, so drop by any time, okay?”

Erick smiled softly. “Thanks.”

“I mean it now!” Riivo smiled as he said, “Come by anytime, for any need. We’ve got lots of books on Wizards, too; more than the few you’ve scavenged from the Core. Aisha wants to talk to you about all that stuff, too.”

“… Yeah. I’ll need to do that, I suppose.”

There were a few more words, but the night was over.

Erick and Tasar departed.

Soon, they were back at the t-station on the beach in Yggdrasil’s cavern.

Erick said, “I didn’t get to ask too much about the approval process for giving magic to the rest of the world, but they seemed nice. I’ll have to do that some other day, too. Thanks for accompanying me, Tasar.”

Tasar smirked a little, saying, “Thank you for accepting my accompaniment. Were you interested in doing anything else today?”

“I’d like to speak to a few more emergency inquiry preparatory committees, but it was suggested to me that I take Bright Tea before the inquiry.” Erick asked, “Is there any word on when either event has to happen? Are you to be my counsel for either?”

“I will be there for both events, and I would like to discuss preparations as well. As for the events themselves they will happen whenever you want it to happen. Bright Tea is a bi-weekly event. You can attend any one you wish to attend. The next one is in 3 days, though.”

Erick nodded. “Then… Let’s go speak to some EIPCs. Oh. Your mother volunteered her services for that, too.”

Tasar suddenly stood straight, almost freezing as she stared at Erick. Then she softened, but only the smallest bit. “She did?”

“… Is that odd?”

“Nope! Not at all.” Tasar glanced backward, down the beach to the tunnel that led to the embassy. Then she turned back to the t-station not four meters away. She took a step to the gold and platinum platform, saying, “I’m going to go on ahead and speak to my mother before you show. Uh. Nothing bad.” She stared at Erick a bit, then she stepped on the platform and vanished in a blip of black-green light.

Erick stood alone on the beach.

… He went back to Yggdrasil, had another meal of [Renew] in his Other Form, then he went back to the beach and mosied toward the embassy, to speak to some EIPCs. He found several willing to talk to him, so he tentatively set some meetings with them before heading upstairs to Tasar’s room, to speak to her and her mother, Otaliya.

Arriving back at Tasar’s office, Erick saw Tasar on one side of the room acting like nothing was wrong while Otaliya stood on the other side, and nothing was wrong. The table was gone and a tea cup was in chips in a corner of the room and some wooden splinters were in the hallway, and the near history of the manasphere was blank, but nothing obvious was wrong.

Otaliya simply smiled, moving calmly as she gestured to the door Erick had come in through, saying, “Shall we talk downstairs with the other EIPCs?”

Erick ignored Tasar giving her mother a death glare, and said to Otaliya, “I just spoke to a few and set up some meetings, but I’m sure they’d love to talk now. So sure. Let’s go.”

Erick walked out of the room first.

Otaliya stared at the doorway for a long moment, then she breathed deep and walked through, acting like nothing was wrong.

But Tasar’s eyes bugged out as her mother entered the hallway. For a long moment Tasar did nothing. Then she rushed out to follow. She didn’t shut the door behind her, though, because the door was missing. Even the hinges were gone from their settings in the stone. Erick had no idea what happened to the door either, because the history of the manasphere had also been erased from the hallway.
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                Erick walked down the hallways of the embassy, following Otaliya and Tasar as the two wrought had a private conversation. Near-invisible tendrils of thought spilled off of their heads, connecting them together. Otaliya walked strong the whole time, but Tasar flinched and stared and glared, likely in time to silent words which Erick would never know. Eventually, though, some sort of understanding took place.

The telepathic lines broke.

Tasar breathed out, then she said, “My mother has been doing this for hundreds of years. She has an excellent approval record, though she hasn’t done an inquiry in a while. This is fine.”

Otaliya nodded, saying, “109 full approvals. 29 half-step approvals. Only 430 failures. Probably the best record of anyone currently alive today.”

“Ahh.” Erick was instinctively unhappy about those numbers, but he had no basis for comparison. “Uh…”

Otaliya instantly understood Erick’s apprehension. “A 20% win rate is considered rather high because these are inquiries we’re talking about here. A successful inquiry is a business dealing between immortals and mortals, with the possibility for this deal to transfer ownership along agreed-upon mortal lines, lasting into forever. Because of this, Stratagold is very particular about striking any sorts of agreements at all.”

“Oh.” Erick said, “That makes a lot more sense, yes.”

Otaliya glanced backward, smiling briefly before turning back forward. As they walked, she said, “I estimate that you have a 95% chance of passing your inquiry. Tasar is less optimistic at only 50%. I disagree with her statement because, while I might recently have become something of a hermit, I do still talk to people.”

Tasar sighed. “I don’t want anyone to be surprised when this doesn’t work. Archmage’s Rest is already a firm ‘no’. The Church of Rozeta is a likely ‘no’. The Royal Faction is about the same as the Church. No one liked that you went into the Core without proper clearance, Erick, and that fact will be a large impediment toward gaining a good outcome from an inquiry.”

“Tasar is right, of course, but we have options.” Otaliya said to him, “You still have to take Bright Tea, and that can either be a great boon for your future inquiry, or a great detriment, so our goal, for now, is to figure out the geology of the field to prepare you for Bright Tea. Once you are there you can talk and charm and deal with all of these various factors to hopefully turn each ‘no’ into a ‘yes’.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.” Erick asked, “Who else needs to sign off on an inquiry, anyway?”

Otaliya happily said, “That’s why we’re headed toward the inquiry preparatory committee hallway. Wrought society doesn’t change much, but it does shift over long enough time periods and my own information is half out of date. We’ll learn more once we talk to the people currently on the ground.”

- - - -

Down a lavish hallway that split into a dozen different building-sized office spaces, where thirty meetings of various sizes were happening in rooms and in hallways, Erick found the people he had spoken with not ten minutes ago. Otaliya didn’t know these people, specifically, but she knew the parents or owners or the label of the various ‘marketing firms’ that were the inquiry preparatory committees.

Otaliya seemed impressed with the people Erick had chosen out of the eleven possible firms inside the hallway, so there wasn’t much to do but move to a room and start talking politics and goals, and then one of the men on the other side of the table said something that threw Erick for a loop.

“You have a history of vigilantism and moving against established countries, Archmage Flatt. This history is going to be taken into account in the inquiry, and will likely result in a rather unpleasant experience.”

Another one of them agreed.

And then Erick started checking out of the whole experience as his exploits were trotted out and held up to the worst possible lights.

“Heroes often do not achieve a positive inquiry because of their disdain for established powers…”

“The destruction of much of Songli will be a problem because of...”

That went on for a while.

But! Erick was happy that Otaliya seemed to be about as angry with these people as he was. She frowned a little as she jumped in with, “But as the Savior of Light he…”

Ah. But she was on that ‘Savior of Light’ thing. He hoped he wouldn’t disappoint her, but he probably would.

“With all due respect, Misses Otaliya, you haven’t been in an inquiry room in a century and...”

Erick listened. He cared. Yes, he was present. Yes, he answered questions, and he pretended to be enthusiastic about the whole thing, but there was this undercurrent of bullshit and appeasement of the powers-that-be that irked him the wrong way.

Finally, when sitting in a chair with Otaliya sitting to one side and Tasar standing in the back of the room, similarly disgusted by the whole experience, Erick was almost at his limit. The trio of IPC people in front of him, each representing a separate IPC firm, each dressed impeccably and each with a secretary standing behind them, had just asked him what sort of opportunity he was hoping to get out of Stratagold, and then…

One guy asked, “The major question that you are going to be asked, and that you need to answer in the best possible way, is: ‘Are you willing to eradicate the shadelings currently living under your power?’ and ‘To what extent are you willing to enact the will of Stratagold upon the Crystal Forest?’. Will you follow orders handed down by the Heavies?”

They had been dancing around that subject for a while now, but, having gauged that Erick would not erupt at them, one of them decided to just ask the important question in the most unambiguous sort of way.

And yet, Erick almost fucking lost it. He almost started screaming obscenities. But he pulled back. Not fast enough, though. Not before every single person in the room recognized that he had gone from indifferent to explosive.

So Erick took a calming breath, and said, “This is a very good question. My response to this is—” Fuck you I do what I want; try and stop me. “My response is that they should be happy to…” They should be happy that I’m inviting them to participate in the new world I’m creating on the Surface, considering the lack of care they put into the rest of civilization. “My response is that is… Shadelings are people, like any other. I will not allow them to be murdered simply to assuage fears.”

The man on the other side of the table successfully kept his fear-response under control. All of them did. Otaliya looked a bit sad, though.

The man who had asked the question, spoke plainly, “You’re not going to get a successful inquiry if you’re not willing to enact certain Stratagold laws. One of them is the execution of any shadeling or a monster pretending at being a person.” He snapped a finger at his secretary and the secretary stepped to Erick, pulled a piece of paper from a folder, and set down that paper in front of Erick. It was a set of laws. The main guy said, “These are the basic laws that everyone aiming for a successful inquiry must meet if they desire the full support of Stratagold. I have studied all of your works, Archmage Flatt, and while I know you’re going to fail 14 out of these 20 points, I also know that Stratagold is only going to forgive 10 of them.”

Erick read—

Otaliya did not look at the paper as she countered, “On the surface it might appear that this is a failed inquiry but if Erick acquires [Gate] he will literally be too large to ignore. These particular rules won’t matter. What we have here is a case of the entire world changing in light of new events. Stratagold needs to become a part of the foundation or they will become part of the destructible house. Having a World Tree alone makes that entire list of rules dubious at best, and an attempt at dragging down at the worst.” And then it was Otaliya’s turn to speak plainly. “The simple fact is that Stratagold needs Erick more than Erick needs Stratagold, and the problem that we will face going forward is convincing the inquiry board that they need to adjust themselves. This is not a normal inquiry by any stretch of the program. Do not mistake it as such.”

Erick felt his anger sputter and die as he heard Otaliya’s point of view, and found a kindred soul in those words, or at least a very good pretender. If the other people of the preliminary IPCs had followed suit, Erick would have remained less mad. But they did not.

The first guy, who was an incani, said, “Madam Otaliya. You were not here for the great Wasteland Inquiry 35 years ago, ten years after the wars that made the largest incani land in the world reincorporate into what they are today. The litigants came to this embassy, to these preparatory committees, and we prepared them for a whole year. Everything was set for a win. But during the war, 17 years prior, one of the litigants broke rule 6 when they evaded Core Patrols and went for the monsters in the Main Tunnels. Didn’t even threaten the guardians. Just leveled to 97 and then went back to the land that would become the Kingdoms and became a war hero. Saved the nation from total desolation. Millions of lives saved. That bit of information about his trip to the Core came out in the inquiry and ruined everything. We had accounted for it, though. The Wasteland Kingdoms still should have gotten a positive result. But, no. Failure. On its own, it was just one such failure when there should have been success, but there were others.

“We think that Stratagold might be at a saturation point for inquiries. Almost everything that they would have approved 10 years ago is being denied these days.” The man looked to Erick, saying, “I can’t say for sure, but we widely believe that this inquiry will be under Inquisitor Kromolok himself. The inquiry board will be ruthless. They will uncover every hidden thing you have to hide— Anything that could possibly harm Stratagold, and—”

“Let me stop you there.” Erick had ignored many of the smaller problems he had noticed in this meeting, like the fact that this incani worked for the Wasteland Kingdoms, but he couldn’t ignore it any longer. “You’re speaking like you don’t want to be here. So perhaps you should leave and save me the trouble of having to deal with this attitude that this isn’t going to work. By the way: tell the Wasteland that I’m going to accept their offer to visit as soon as I can, but I’ve been busy.”

The incani man sat straighter.

There was some shit going on between him and the human from a different EIPC group sitting on the other side of the table, while the third person, a dragonkin woman, simply ignored whatever was going on between the human and incani.

The incani man surprised Erick, though, when he said, “I do not wish to misrepresent my firm. I merely wish to impart the severity of the 14 failed rules on the 20 point list. It’s getting harder and harder to secure a win these days, with success rates between 2 or 3 percent, depending on how you measure.”

The man wasn’t willing to drop the act…

Or maybe Erick was just being paranoid? It was possible.

Erick… sort of believed him now. Shit. Erick said, “Heard and understood.” He breathed, and sighed, then spoke to everyone. “Look. I’m finding it really hard to believe that with every good thing I’ve done so far, that Stratagold wouldn’t want to ensure that good things kept happening. Like… Should I just go to a different Geode? The wrought aren’t a monolith, are they?”

Tasar stepped away from the wall to stand next to the desk, saying, “Stratagold wants you here, Erick, but we also want to be sure that we haven’t invited danger into our lives.”

“Well that’s just it.” Erick said, “You say ‘danger’ but I say ‘change’ and I think that’s the fundamental problem.”

Tasar frowned a little.

But everyone else agreed with him; from people across the desk, to Otaliya sitting beside him, they all knew the truth. The EIPC people were just focused on the problems, which… was probably helpful. Erick just wasn’t feeling it right now. Thankfully none of them had spoken about how Last Shadow’s Feast was going to be just as much of a problem as a boon…

They were probably saving that discussion for day #10 of this preparation, or something.

Otaliya spoke up, “This perspective of ‘change’ as ‘danger’ is the core of the actual problem.” She spoke to everyone present, saying, “The Heavies and the Church and the Inquisition and the Merchants and the Army, and all the rest. None of them like change. It is a word that has likely been scoured out of the lexicons as the one bad word you should never say in an inquiry. But change is where we must focus this inquiry.” She added, “It would behoove us to still not use that actual word.”

While the human and the incani were stunned, the dragonkin woman leaned forward a little, saying, “If you know of a way to make such a gambit work I am ready to hear it, but there is literally no way to frame the scouring of the Forest of Glaquin or the eradication of the sects of Nelboor or Last Shadow’s Feast as anything but a major change.” Ah. Maybe they would get into Last Shadow’s Feast today? The woman continued, “And that’s not even touching the shadeling thing. This is the kind of change that Stratagold would normally watch for 10 years before making a decision. A hundred years of waiting is probably a better estimate.” The woman said to Erick, “With all the respect you are due, I feel that aiming for a wyrm’s eye is a waste of mana. Of course we should aim for such, but it is easier to hit a larger target. Pick a few goals and focus on them. Aim for a partial-inquiry. Perhaps help with getting the metals for Gates? Perhaps runic web clearance? A connection to the Teleport Station network? A partial win seems possible, but a full win is out of the question.”

Erick… Wasn’t sure how he felt about that. So he listened.

The human man frowned a little and began to list ways in which they could win the whole thing, to which the incani man sided with the dragonkin woman, saying that a partial win was perhaps all that Erick could hope for. Otaliya spoke a bit about how they should focus on a full win, and then pare down if it seemed to be going badly, but she was still very much of the opinion that Erick could, and should, win the full backing of Stratagold.

In a lull in the conversation, Erick asked Tasar, “Do you think it is possible to achieve a full win?”

Everyone turned to Tasar.

Tasar said, “It is right to try for a full win, but when you entered the Core without proper protocols you removed the possibility of a full win. I can’t help you with that, anyway. I am here to help you on the Worldly Path, and in my opinion, Stratagold’s support is not necessary for that success. You already have Oceanside on your side.” She looked to Otaliya, and said, “If anything, my mother is right. Stratagold needs to throw in with you. Not the other way around.”

Otaliya seemed to brighten as she allowed herself a small smile.

Tasar added, “All of our half-known knowledge of [Gate]s can come from Archmage’s Rest and Oceanside and the Heavy archives, but the only way to get runic web clearance is from Stratagold. The Headmaster might approve of sourcing you metal, but he can do nothing for runic webs. T-station access requires full approval, but since the goal is [Gate], then perhaps you don’t want to settle for a t-station. With these facts in mind, gaining runic web clearance is the bare minimum of what you should hope to achieve. Everything else would be easier with full inquiry approval, but it is not strictly necessary.”

Erick nodded, feeling a bit better about having Tasar at his side at that moment. He turned to the other people, saying, “So that’s how it is. Runic web clearance. That’s the bare minimum goal. Metals are a second priority because I can get those elsewhere. And while I appreciate the thought of asking for t-station clearance, I don’t need that [Force Trap] on my land, because I don’t want to guard it all the time.”

Tasar looked a little bit relieved.

Good. Erick had hoped that she would approve of such a decision.

Erick said, “Everything else Stratagold can offer, from labor to trade routes to help governing and all the rest. All of that is unnecessary.”

While the other people looked unsure—

Otaliya smiled, and said, “Well said. But don’t say that part about governing in the inquiry. With a runic web they are going to demand some oversight protocols. Now, as for actual speaking methods, what you want to say to the Heavy representative is something along the lines of ‘There is opportunity here to carve away the shadows of the surface, producing something more stable’ while telling the representative from the Church something similar. The Merchants will want to know that you can provide security to them, but that shouldn’t be a large issue considering your magics and your proven capability to track down and eliminate threats. The Merchants will likely be your largest supporter.” Otaliya added, “All of this is subject to change depending on who is actually going to be seated upon your inquiry board.” She asked the people on the other side of the table. “Who is usually there this time of year?”

The incani man spoke first.

Talk resumed.

Erick was more invested, this time. He’d go for a result of full support, but his expectations lowered quite a bit. He didn’t care too much about t-station clearance, but he decided to try for it, anyway. He didn’t even need metal support, but he also wasn’t going to be openly using [Duplicate] to solve any metal problems, so he did kinda need metal support. Runic webs were the only thing he truly needed Stratagold to sign off on, and now that he knew that, he had a goal.

Toward that end, Erick had to make sure that Riivo was on board with Erick’s runic web goals. Apparently that old iron man was the main deciding factor on who got runic web clearance or not. Oh, sure, Erick needed the whole inquiry to sign off on him getting runic webs, but he needed Riivo’s support first.

The EIPC talk lasted four hours, with plans to resume discussions in two days once all three of Erick’s various teams and Otaliya had time to better prepare. Today was just the preliminary discussion.

Erick saw the human, Radigo, the dragonkin, Loori, and the incani, Walz, off; thanking them for their time. Otaliya and Tasar had some sort of private conversation with each other near the end of the talks which Erick was not privy to, but that was fine.

On the way out of the EIPC hallways, Otaliya said, “That was a productive first meeting, Erick. I will strive to get you full approval, but perhaps they were right that lesser approvals are a more realistic goal.”

“Oh yeah. I’m fine with partial approval. I want the runic webs first and foremost.” Erick said, “And thanks for helping, Otaliya. You provided a great perspective that would have otherwise been missing.” He smirked. “About the only one in there with a positive attitude, too, and that helped a lot.”

Otaliya probably would have been blushing if she were made of flesh and blood, and not white-green copper.

“A very positive attitude,” Tasar said, smiling a little.

Otaliya gave a small, happy laugh, then said to Erick, “I look forward to the next meeting, but for now, I think it is time for me to run around and find out everything else I have missed these last many years. Do you mind if I take Tasar with me?”

Tasar went from happy, to unsure yet excited.

So Erick said, “Not at all; go ahead. I’m going to head to the world diner’s market, grab something to eat, and then escape back to Yggdrasil to unwind for a while. Sleep, probably. So I’ll see you two later.”

They went their separate ways.

Erick went to the food court, grabbed some food, evaded many other people who wanted to talk about this or that (while telling them to send a letter instead), and escaped back to Yggdrasil where he promptly did some [Renew] work on his Other Self, switched back to his Normal Self and ate real food, and then he did some planning for [Steadfast Ward]. He didn’t get far in his magic planning. He’d make that magic in the morning.

Today had been a very good day.

Also frustrating, enlightening, angering, and a bit wonderful. Erick liked Otaliya and was warming to Tasar, but Tasar remained almost alien in many of her mannerisms. While Tasar seemed keen on standing in place and watching the proceedings in front of her, her mother was much more animated and present.

He kinda wondered what had happened in Tasar’s office before Erick had interrupted them, but whatever. He wasn’t the type to pry. It was hard not to notice that Otaliya was very much a shut-in, though, so he was glad to help her get out of the house and to have her on his team, even if most of her information about inquiries was out of date. The wrought themselves were out of date, for the most part, so Otaliya’s perspective was still invaluable.

He hoped that Tasar and Otaliya were doing well right now, whatever they were doing.







- - - -











The two wrought headed off together to the t-station at the bottom of the embassy, just Otaliya and her daughter, happily walking beside each other. Otaliya was happy to say that Tasar had warmed up a lot throughout the whole meeting, as she watched everyone talk excitedly about opportunity and change. Otaliya had always been one of the most gregarious wrought inside the embassy; she knew every mortal inside the facility in ways that most wrought would never want to know, from what foods they liked to what their family lives were like. That was before The Event, though. Things had changed since then. Otaliya had kept up with the largest news but everything else… Everything else had slipped away.

And now…

Now she was back out of the room. She was surprised she had done it, too! Just… Stepped out. Like it wasn’t a big deal. And now she was here, walking beside her daughter again like she used to, oh so long ago.

It was nice.

So many things were nice.

Otaliya sent, ‘I’m really glad the Worldly Path brought you back to the Embassy. I know I was horrible to you after the… Event, but I’d love to see you more. At least until you leave to help the Savior on his Path.’

‘We don’t know if he’s the Savior of Light.’ Tasar sent, ‘Don’t set yourself up for that much disappointment, Mom.’

‘And don’t you go making enemies where there are none.’ Otaliya sent, ‘I know that it’s wishful thinking to go naming him that at this juncture, but even if it is a ploy of the Dark, he’s done quite a lot for the world and we really should be backing up his desires to do more. Surely you noticed: The man is ready to break the world like any Heavy pushed near the breaking point. He’s vulnerable now, and that means you can be a fantastic ally, or you can be an enemy. It wouldn’t take much to break either way.’

‘My goal is to be neutral.’ Tasar sent, ‘Though with how I’ve been positioned to be near him… I can’t help but feel that they’re setting me up for the slagpit.’

‘Now see? There’s your problem. Neutrality is for gods and monsters, and you are neither. Fall to the right side, Tasar. Don’t…’ Otaliya had so many words to say to Tasar that they all sort of jumbled up together. She wanted her to be safe, to be happy, to be successful, to make good decisions, and right now she was failing all four. Erick was a node upon which the world would turn, and anyone who couldn’t see that was a fool. Otaliya truly did like the man, but like so much in life, ‘doing what you liked’ and ‘doing the smart thing’ were oftentimes at odds with each other. Luckily, this time, this was not the case. The ‘nice thing’ and the ‘correct thing’ were one and the same. ‘Tasar. This is a rare opportunity to do both the nice and the smart thing. The man is terrified of a Forgotten Campaign coming down on his head so we need to be sure that isn’t going to happen.’

Tasar eyed her mother. ‘How?’

‘By doing the same thing I did for hundreds of years before I stopped.’ Otaliya sent, ‘We’re going to go talk to people and make some connections for him, before he ever steps in that inquiry room. Let’s head to the Gold District to talk to the Merchants.’

Tasar grumbled a little as they stepped onto the golden disk of the t-station, sending, ‘I still don’t think you should become involved. You almost… You almost Transformed after…’

Tasar wanted her mother to remain her mother. Otaliya could understand that quite well. Otaliya wanted to remain Tasar’s mother as well. Family was important to her, and to Tasar, especially after the… Event.

But duty called.

Otaliya would answer.

They had reached the t-station.

Otaliya said, ‘Routine was good for me. Centering. But now? Now there’s something to live for again. A calling. A desire. And you know me; I was always at my best when I was [Strike]ing Stratagold to draw riches for the mortals.’ Otaliya happily sent, ‘So fire it up! Let’s get to coordinating on behalf of the Savior of Light!’

Tasar paused. She stared at nothing, then she turned to Otaliya. ‘This could all be a trap, Mom. Erick could be working for the Dark. He might even be a Wizard.’

Otaliya paused. Her mind blanked. Her eyes went wide as she turned and stared at nothing. Moments passed in silence as an invisible, intangible shadow crawled into her chest and squeezed her heart—

No.

No.

Erick wasn’t a Wizard. He was the Savior of Light. He even had an aura of light!

No.

Okay.

Otaliya centered herself and sent, ‘I don’t believe he is a Wizard. He shows none of the signs. Will this come up at the inquiry?’

‘They will ask him directly, under truthstone and through Kromolok.’ Tasar sent, ‘That is all I know. They’re keeping me out of most of it.’

Otaliya paused. A hundred thoughts swirled, and then calmed. Calmly, she sent, ‘I am prepared for this possibility now. Thank you for telling me. Is this what you were trying to tell me earlier?’

‘Most of it, yes.’ Tasar sent, ‘I’m sorry about trying to make you stay in the room.’

Otaliya sent, ‘I’m sorry for breaking the door. So let’s go buy a new one in the Gold District.’

‘… Sure.’

Tasar reluctantly put her hand upon the obelisk.

The world blipped green and black.







- - - -







Erick woke from a nothing dream, feeling rested. A quick check of his surroundings showed that he was still in Yggdrasil’s branches, surrounded by blankets and covers and pillows. He yawned, and stretched, flickering on his usual spells as he got reacquainted with the world around him.

“Hello, Ophiel,” he said to Ophiel, sitting above him on the corner of his headrest. Ophiel chirped in recognition. “Hello, Yggdrasil,” he said to Yggdrasil, looming all around him, like the firmament itself. Erick supposed that one day Yggdrasil would actually be the firmament, and wasn’t that a strange thought.

“Hello, Father,” Yggdrasil said, “Sleep well?”

“I did sleep well. Thank you for looking over me.”

Erick got out of bed, yawned again, then went to make breakfast out of some leftovers. He had squirreled away a fair bit of various foods from his trips to town so he would have samples with which to copy into full meals, and that’s what he did now. One pancake and one piece of perfectly fried chicken, along with a small shot glass of syrup, became a full meal. A bit of tea in a small cup became a full pot of the stuff, warm and steaming, with a bit of cream and some honey to round out the flavor.

[Duplicate] was just such a wonderful spell. Erick used it rather liberally under Privacy spells aplenty so that no one would ever see that he had the spell. The only way someone would know he had it was if they were exceedingly good at spying, or if Erick accidentally told them, but since the second case was likely not ever going to happen, and the first case meant Erick had larger problems, then this was probably fine. He had already talked with Yggdrasil about hiding the magics that he possessed, so it wasn’t a problem to show the big guy what he could do. Eventually, Erick would need to give Yggdrasil [Duplicate], but that day was not today.

… Yet another topic to broach with the Headmaster when Erick finally got back to Oceanside. ‘How best to raise a World Tree?’

But for now, Erick switched over to his Other Self, had another meal of mana and cycling, ticked up to level 18, apparently, then switched back. Cycling his mana was giving him a lot of experience as a monster. He wasn’t quite sure how he felt about leveling so easily as a monster, but whatever.

It was time to make some magic, though, and Erick felt great about that.

[Steadfast Ward] was the base form of a branch of [Ward]s based on Ethereal Force, and nothing else. It had to be Ethereal Force, too; normal Force would result in a low-powered Solid Ward. Erick already had a Solid Ward, and he didn’t want a replacement for his [Prismatic Ward].

There were many ways to go about making different [Steadfast Ward]s; about as many ways to do it as there were other spells to add to the base mix. Erick only had the one example [Steadfast Ward] to center his workings on, though, even with all the talk he had had with the other archmages about this particular spell. This example came from Tasar.




	
Steadfast Ward, instant, self, 5000 mana

Enact a personal ward of absolute defense, preventing 250 damage from all outside sources. Lasts 24 hours.














It had taken Tasar three years to make that one, and it was pretty much perfect. Ryul said his [Steadfast Ward] came in at 310 points of absolute defense, exactly like Tasar claimed, but only because he was a Force Mage working in his field of power. Ryul didn’t share that blue box with him, though, so he could have been lying, but Erick seriously doubted that.

Erick had been warned that his own first attempt at a [Steadfast Personal Ward] would likely hit 50 points of absolute defense. An [Area Ward] would maybe hit 10.

He decided to test those postulations.

Standing on Yggdrasil’s branches, outside of his [Sealed Privacy Ward]s and visible to the rest of the world, Erick held out his two hands. In his left hand he channeled [Ward] and listened to the sounds of mana becoming magic of a particular flavor; protective, delineated, encompassing. In his right hand he channeled [Force Wall]; delineated, barrier, unbreakable. Ophiels gathered in the air around him, the ones on his left focusing on the warble of [Ward], the ones on his right focusing on the force of [Force Wall].

Erick adjusted the melody. He shifted absolute Force to something lighter, airier, and yet no less strong. Unbreakable notes became ethereal. [Ward] took hold of those sounds and twisted itself into something stringed. Erick focused on the body’s natural defenses, on the collagen in the skin in the way bones supported flesh, and how that flesh and bone knitted together in an array to protect everything of importance about a person—

[Ward] seemed to click.

Erick cast. Nearly four thousand mana flowed out of him, not as a [Personal Ward], but as an [Area Ward]. The air in front of him flexed like a visual distortion, and then calmed.

A second later a blue box appeared.










	
Steadfast Area Ward, instant, close range, 3900 mana

Enact a large ward of absolute defense, preventing 35 damage from all outside sources. Lasts 24 hours.














“ ‘A max of 10 on my first try’.” Erick smiled, then said, “That’s a mite higher than 10.”

35 absolute area defense was lower than the max he should be able to achieve through a simple combination of [Force Wall] and [Ward], which was 50, but 35 was not bad for his first try. His methodologies were properly aligned; he just needed to align them better. For a [Personal Ward] he would need to add something else to the mix, though, since one could only combine the same two spells once.

He was thinking of adding [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape] along with a Mana Altering for Illusion to the mix, to create some sort of [Steadfast Illusionary Ward] that would allow him to brush off all attacks that weren’t properly aimed, or which were so large that he could not possibly avoid them. It was a combination that the other archmages didn’t approve of simply because of the difficulty of living under such a wild spell. Archmage Astria spoke of trying to pick up forks and missing them half the time, while Tasar spoke of having to forgo natural eyesight in favor of mana sense or other senses. Riivo countered that to fix this issue, one just had to do what one had to do with all Illusion spells: make sure the eyes and ears were unencumbered by your illusionary spellwork. Hands were also a good thing to leave unencumbered. Erick appreciated Riivo’s ‘fixes’, but the reason he chose not to go this route was because he wanted something that looked as normal as a normal [Personal Ward], and Illusion was not the way to go.

The next option was Blood Magic, but for all the reasons he had already heard before, all of which boiled down to ‘that’s how you get cancer’, that was a non-starter.

Another option was that Erick could continue to use the base-[Personal Ward], and [Renew] it up to full power/duration and beyond whenever he had some extra mana, which was most of the time. In this way he would never make himself vulnerable in the morning due to casting his daily [Personal Ward] ever again. It was a nice thought. But that was a non-starter, too.

Erick wanted absolute mitigation, less of a morning vulnerability, and he wanted all his Constitution and otherwise to finally be useful.

So therefore, the best option was probably to add Mana Altering for Light to his combination, allowing him to make good use of his constantly running sunform. A [Light Steadfast Ward] was the safe choice, and yet… It would make him look like a glowstick, all the time. There would be no hiding his lit-up self. Something about that irked him in some intangible way. It was the same problem as the Illusion-based spell.

There were other ways to go besides just adding elements to the magic.

He had spoken with Nirzir extensively about spells that made one immune to damage, for the young girl had that as her life goal. She had gotten pretty far, and even showed Erick her current-best effort.




	
Immaculate Form, instant, self, personal ward, 6450 mana

Your body becomes extraordinarily resistant to damage. Your internal spells become extraordinarily hard to disrupt. Healing effects are heightened. This spell is extraordinarily resistant toward dispelling effects.

Lasts 24 hours.














It was probably a lot better than Tasar’s [Steadfast Ward]. Erick was pretty sure that Tasar’s spellwork wasn’t even what she used, exactly. An archmage would have better defenses than that… But then again, Erick didn’t have anything better than a [Personal Ward] so far, and he was pretty sure Tasar wasn’t lying to him about what she used.

Anyway.

The anti-Dispel effect from Nirzir’s spellwork was attractive.

He would use Tricking Magic to ensure that a [Steadfast Ward] couldn’t be Tricked off of him, anyway. Moving from an effective 230,000 mana [Personal Ward] to a 5000 mana [Steadfast Ward] meant that someone’s normal [Dispel] could probably rip off his [Steadfast Ward], whereas now, a potential attacker would only waste mana trying to rip off his [Personal Ward].

Erick organized his thoughts along those lines, and then he handed off [Dispel], [Personal Ward], and [Force Wall] to his Ophiel. They fluttered around him, dancing in the light and in the breeze, singing of anti-magic and defense and unbreakable strength. Erick gradually tuned them, one by one, to anti-anti magic, personal defense, and ethereal strength. Further tuning brought forth ideas of strengthening bones and ensuring the integrity of muscle and skin. In a moment of inspiration, Erick turned on his aura and shifted every sound through his body, personally aligning what he heard with what it was doing to his flesh, wrangling tangled snakes of Force into ethereal positions.

He held the power open for several seconds, ensuring that it was what he wanted, and deciding that he was ready.

He cast.

Ethereal force faded into his body like cemented Reality.

He… didn’t feel any different. Which was the point. He breathed and flexed an arm and moved his arm—

A blue box appeared.




	
Steadfast Ward, instant, self, 3700 mana

Enact a personal ward of absolute defense, preventing 110 damage from all outside sources. This spell is extraordinarily resistant toward dispelling effects. Lasts 24 hours.














It… Seemed okay? The spell looked completely invisible upon his skin. It wasn’t till he looked at himself with [Magic Sight] that he saw the Force soaking his body. His new spell didn’t extend a single hair above his skin, though…

Which meant that his hair would get burned off if he ever encountered a whole lot of fire, which, if he was honest with himself, was always a possibility. Eh. He didn’t really care about his hair, but maybe he should try protecting his clothes, if only so he wasn’t naked after a potential fireblast. [Personal Ward]s protected clothing at least a little. Ehh. He’d have to remake this spell, anyway.

Time to test it, though.

Erick began casting some testing spells, separating them from each other by several yards, and ensuring that every piece of them was separate from the rest. The first was [Hermetic Razor].










	
Hermetic Razor, instant, medium range, 500 mana

25 molecular wires stretch through a medium-sized space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of 100 points of damage before breaking. 














The second was [Hermetic Shredder], for 60 mana.










	
Hermetic Shredder, instant, medium range, 1000 mana + Variable

A Variable number of molecular wires stretch through a Variable space, at your command. One wire does a maximum of Variable points of damage before breaking.














At 60 mana, Erick created 200 wires each of which would be able to take 200 points of damage before breaking.

Erick cast [Hermetic Shredder] again into another part of the air, this time for 100 mana, which, after bonuses, meant that he had 1000 wires each worth 1000 points of damage. If he had made this new [Ward] spell right then his 87% damage reduction from Constitution should reduce the damage per wire down to 130, and the [Steadfast Ward]’s 110 absolute damage reduction should get rid of all but 20.

But since Constitution had some diminishing returns, he’d likely hit himself for more than that.

The wires all hung in the air like faint up and down lines, barely there, even if he was looking for them.

Erick stepped to the first experiment, with each wire worth 100 points of damage, and gently touched the first one with his elbow. It was like touching a strong spider web, and with a bit more pressure the wire snapped. His Health hadn’t gone down at all, and, as he checked his elbow, his shirt was ripped but his skin remained intact. A [Mend] fixed the shirt.

He pressed his palm against the other wires, rapidly breaking all twenty four of the remaining [Hermetic Razor]s in quick succession. With a bloodless palm and not a mark on him, Erick moved on to the 200 point [Hermetic Shredder] wires. Those wires met a similar fate, but they were about twice as hard to break. They didn’t break because of Erick’s strength, though; they had just been expended, trying to damage him.

With a sweep of his hand, Erick cleared away all 200 of the 200 damage wires, breaking them like so many expended [Force Bolt]s breaking upon a solid rock. Such an act would have cost him 40,000 damage from his usual [Personal Ward] worth 130,000 damage, meaning he would have gone through 30% of that spell to do what he had just done. [Steadfast Ward]s were great against small, constant damage, but...

With wary eyes, Erick moved on to the thousand, 1000-damage wires.

He touched the first one with the palm of his hand and his hand gave away first, the wire digging in.

Erick pressed on. When the wire touched his bone the wire broke, snapping away from his flesh. He inspected the damage, both physical and in his Status. A near-imperceptible cut had dipped into the meaty flesh of his palm, going all the way through like a terrible paper cut. Blood welled on three points where the wire had clipped a few veins under the skin, and then the blood started to flow. It wasn’t painful; It was a truly clean cut.

It was certainly not a 20 point cut, though. According to his Status it was a 140 point injury to his Health.

A few things were confirmed at that moment. Most importantly, Erick had made his [Steadfast Ward] properly; It took into account all of his defenses, first, and then it applied the absolute defense against the remaining damage. But also, according to the math, his Constitution was only worth a 75% damage reduction. The diminishing returns carved off hard, apparently.

Erick cast [Defend], dropping his maximum Health by 10%, and touched the next 1000 damage wire.

This time his hand went right through, breaking the molecular wire like it wasn’t even there.

With a swiping hand, Erick wiped away all the other 1000 damage wires.

Apparently [Defend]’s ‘take 50% less damage for 1 minute’ stacked with Constitution. Good to know. But how, exactly, did it stack? Up to a full 100% damage reduction? Absolutely not. So where was the line?

Erick did a few more tests with higher strength [Hermetic Shredder] and discovered the line: 95% damage reduction. Intelligence’s spell cost reductions were capped around 94%-96%, too, even with Clarity’s 50% off spell costs and Favored Spell’s further 25% reduction, so this made some amount of sense.

Both of these Steadfast spells were failures. Erick grabbed both new blue boxes and broke them. Two small parts of his soul crackled and broke, but this was a small soul injury which would heal by tomorrow. And then he could try again.

Perhaps he needed to make some sort of halfway spell, bridging [Personal Ward] and [Steadfast Ward]; a spell of protection that crossed the first’s ability to ‘restore itself to some larger initial number’, with the second’s ability to have a ‘floor’ of damage that it absolutely prevented. If he was a Warder he could just have both spells active at the same time, but as a non-Warder, Erick was only allowed one [Personal Ward], so he had to settle for some half-way spell.

And maybe he could include some Variable-Cost-Variable-Effect spellwork into the thing, anyway. [Hermetic Shredder] was VCVE and it wasn’t Blood Magic. While Kiri had made that one, Erick had Remade it just fine, while also making a few VCVE spells of his own like [True Plasma Bolt] and [Slowing Bolt]. Maybe he could approach this solution to this problem through [Conjure Armor]’s Variable modifier? He hardly ever used conjured armor anyway, and perhaps including a [Steadfast Ward] in some conjured armor was a good idea.

He would try those methods tomorrow. There were so many ways to go with this, it was no wonder that Nirzir had trouble organizing all of it into one good spell. He could solve this problem eventually but right now he needed more time to think, because, with his current thoughts based on the information given to him by Archmage’s Rest, this [Steadfast Ward] seemed like a failure. An all-around failure.

Yggdrasil could certainly use it, but Erick could not.

Erick thought for another second…

If he wanted to go full power with this sort of spell, just to be truly crazy, perhaps he could add an Undertow effect? Like he had turned a [Force Wall] into [Undertow’s Edge], he could turn a [Steadfast Ward] into a very large Drain which fed into the power of the ethereal Force. Throw in [Renew], too, and some Permanency spellwork and perhaps it could even Drain itself, gradually becoming stronger and stronger. Since Undertow could use some Light spellwork, such a spell would even benefit from Erick’s usual Sunform…

Except such a spell would definitely hit the Propagation Ban.

Something to think about, anyway!

When his mana came back Erick cast a full strength, normal [Personal Ward], like he had every single day for well over a year by now, and then, when his mana came back again, he went for a swim. The cool water felt great against his skin.

Afterward, Erick sat upon a well protected part of Yggdrasil and did some aura work. Transforming his aura to Force was better this time; it was less ‘tentacles under the clothes’ and more a solidness to the air around him. Moving on, Erick tried channeling Elemental Air. Light turned to a breeze which flowed around him, rapidly moving out of his control as his aura fled into the greater breeze all around, leaving him feeling weak, and drained. After a moment of rest, Erick tried again, and this time he kept his Airy aura under better control. He was getting the hang of aura control, even if it was straining in an odd sort of way that left him sweating and panting. It was a new ‘muscle’ so this weakness was to be expected, but Erick expected less weakness than this.

The obvious conclusion as to why he was learning so slow was that the Script truly did support so very much of his magic. He was basically starting from scratch with this aura control, too. At least he had the mana necessary to work his aura like this. If he was doing this as his Other Self he would already have bottomed out at 0 mana and have to stop for the day.

… He’d have to learn how to do this as his Other Self eventually, but that would come later, when he wasn’t in so much danger down here.

Erick moved on.

Channeling Water through his aura was apparently a mistake. He could take the sensation of water crawling over his skin and into his ears and out of his throat and lungs for a good 3 seconds, but he was practically waterboarding himself in the open air. He spit out phantom liquid and turned off his aura. This development was less than great, because this did not bode well for Fire or Lightning, or any of the other dangerous Elements.

… He went back to Force and Air. Those seemed safe, for now.

Later, he’d see about getting a platinum slime from Tasar.







- - - -







Half a day of various aura work was more than enough, for now.

Erick had to do something more productive, and where better to find problems to solve than in the letters he had received from various people at the embassy. Many of those letters were for visitation requests of all types, but a few were for monster killing requests. Erick grabbed the kill requests, which numbered 32, sat down in a comfortable chair he had made, asked Yggdrasil to look over him as he worked, and then he methodically went through each kill request.

He started with the easiest requests first, mainly the ones which included directions and monster signs to watch out for; basically what anyone would post in a quest to the Adventurer’s Guild. Most people hadn’t put this much thought into the letters they sent him, so Erick would need to do some actual research and poking around to find out where those various monster kills required Ophiel to go. But for now, these first few requests were easy enough to find…

Erick just had to learn how to navigate the Underworld, first.

This was probably valuable information in its own right, but Erick simply hadn’t gotten around to it yet. There were only so many hours in the day, after all, even if he was losing track of those hours and those days like water under the bridge.

Anyway.

There were a few things to know about the Underworld that Erick didn’t truly know until he had experienced it himself. Mainly, and broadly, there were two ecosystems. The first and largest ecosystem by far, was in the open tunnels where air or water flowed. The second ecosystem was inside the stone and dirt, where monsters and otherwise (mostly monsters) got around with various stone-moving spells.

The edge of existence between open air and solid stone was where most things lived, though.

The truly dangerous monsters lived in the deep stone, and could move freely, so it came as no surprise to Erick that the main defenses of the occupied land around Stratagold was filled with anti-[Stoneshape] runework; either in the form of pillars drilled deep into the stone to spread their power out over set distances, or in the form of runic webs that were hidden inside the main walls of every settlement, and under the roads. Once the runic webs underground were powered, it seemed like they were meant to remain hidden and untouched. One could still physically dig into the stone, but who would do that? Almost no one, that’s who.

Ophiel lightstepped through the air into the space in front of the embassy, then down one of the tunnel streets, remaining ‘hidden’ in the sky, in the light. Erick was absolutely sure that someone saw him, but that didn’t really matter. No one else was in the ‘sky’, and no one stopped Ophiel’s movements.

Erick did get a good look at the lights at the roof of the kilometers-wide tunnel, though; they were runic web lights, cleverly hidden beyond light sources that were too bright to casually observe. Erick suspected that there was a bit of Light’s Blinding aspect contained in the space surrounding those light fixtures. Perhaps even some Elemental Illusion to hide the fact that the lights were small runic webs. This ‘hiding’ of the webs seemed like a rather normal thing down here. Erick wondered if the people down here actually knew how they were protected by these webs. They had to, right? Maybe.

The town below was of a normal sort, with streets and houses and restaurants and businesses. A creek spilled out of the side of the tunnel to irrigate some crops where some (probably) Classed Farmers were pulling all sorts of food out of the ground, while other Farmers planted foods or watered the crops.

… Erick needed to investigate the water systems now.

Sunform Ophiels shifted their light to ultraviolet and descended into the creek that fed the land, moving near invisibly under the waves. And… Yup! The water source looked like a natural creek on the outside, spilling water out of a break in the rock, but once Ophiel got past that facade the ‘creek’ turned out to be a water main that was purposefully shunted this direction. Following the water source for a little while had Ophiel popping out in Yggdrasil’s cavern, near one of the glowing spire-sized crystals in the water.

Erick briefly wondered if Stratagold expected Yggdrasil to release some [Exalted Rain] into the water supply. Perhaps not? Maybe so? No one had said anything to him, at all. But…

He’d ask around later.

For now, Erick sent his Ophiel all around inside the waterways, and even up the waterfalls at the other side of Yggdrasil’s cavern. The trip past the waterfall lasted 15 minutes, taking him perhaps 300 kilometers, maybe 350, through winding tunnels, some of which were natural but many of which were not, all the way north, to somewhere at the bottom of Vibrant Falls Cavern. Up above lay Archmage’s Rest, somewhere on one of those city-sized dagger-like platforms that stuck out into the cavern.

The water for Yggdrasil’s lake came from the kilometers-wide rush of gently-glowing water in the center of Vibrant Falls. Yggdrasil’s particular river was peeled off of the main flow by many of the nearby dagger-like cliffs. Erick suspected that this cavern had been here long before Yggdrasil came, but it had been expanded and changed in a lot of ways once Erick and his World Tree were planned to come here.

Temptation called Erick to explore Vibrant Falls, fully, but…

He’d have to come back this way, anyway, for some of the other requests.

He recalled Ophiel and went back to the tunnels around the embassy, moving out further and further into the tunnels that surrounded this Stratagold outpost, toward the place outlined in the first of his monster kill requests. There were quite a lot of people down in this city, living their lives. The three main tunnels each held hundreds of homes and businesses.

And then Ophiel reached the Main Roads.

There was no way anyone could mistake the Main Road System for anything natural, though the system apparently, and quite often, did divert through natural caverns in the Underworld in order to make the system easier to manage. Those natural caverns were places like Vibrant Falls, which probably wasn’t all that natural, now that Erick was thinking about it. But this part of the Main Roads was very much not natural at all.

Five kilometers wide, half that tall, with an arching roof from one side to the other, the Main Road was a brightly lit tunnel that led off to the left, and off to the right. And it was absolutely filled with farmland. As far as Ophiel could see, and he could see pretty darn far, there were farms.

From his time in the embassy, Erick knew that the right path arced over the Geode of Stratagold for a hundred kilometers before it sloped back down and went on, continuing across the Underworld for a few hundred kilometers more before it left Stratagold’s influence. The same was true down the left path. Along both ways, various satellite cities and otherwise had carved out land from the side tunnels. Millions upon millions of people lived near Stratagold and all the surrounding lands.

Erick had no idea how that all worked out in practice, which was part of the reason why he was fulfilling these requests. The other reason was that people needed help.

All of Erick’s various requests for help came from people who lived in these lands, but the actual requests were for spaces far, far down the Main Roads, down those Side Roads, into lands which people ‘affectionately’ referred to as the fringe. Some of those Side Roads were like the lands around the embassy; filled with people. But some of those Side Roads led deeper into the Depths, into danger.

Erick experienced the transition from civilization to not, as Ophiel lightstepped past the final small garrison stretched across the edge of Stratagold’s protective sphere, stepping out into a land of desolation. Behind him was light and civilization. In front was darkness. The floor of the Main Road was cracked and pitted with the scars of massive spellwork, likely cast from the garrison below against whatever hordes of monsters had tried attacking. None of those theoretical monsters were there now, but Erick did notice one strong-looking iron wrought standing at the garrison, with his eyes locked on Ophiel's normal sunform. Erick would have switched him to invisible ultraviolet, but that would have alerted the wrought anyway once they started fluorescing.

He had already accidentally made that mistake over in Vibrant Falls, and wasn’t that embarrassing.

Whatever.

Moving right along, the lights of the Main Tunnel were maintained for a good ten kilometers past the final garrison, but past that, one was on their own. Dead lightpoles rose from the center of the tunnel like broken obelisks in the night. Something barked in the shadows, and then barked again. Something else moved in the dark, sending the barking monster into a frenzy of yips and yells. Horrible squelching noises followed. The death wasn’t that loud at all, sounding off with all the force of a [Force Bolt] spacking against a distant target, but Erick’s senses were wide open and he easily heard the gruesomeness.

He heard quite a few more killings in the dark as Ophiel, now transitioned to invisible ultraviolet sunform (even if it risked illuminating someone) slipped ahead, toward the distant targets.

A hundred kilometers later some lights began to reappear in the Main Tunnel. Another garrison was stationed across the 5 kilometer wide passage, where soldiers killed something lizard-like that was trying to crawl over the wall. Erick moved quickly enough that Ophiel’s light hopefully wouldn’t illuminate too many people, for the town beyond was Erick’s turn. Inside that space, a Side Road led off to the left, to a natural space—

Yup. This was the correct area.

A cavern, kilometers across, held a spherical stone building in the center, a kilometer across itself, that was chained by mundane means to the sides of the walls. The spherical building was an alchemy workshop of some baron who had a problem down one of these tunnels… this way...

Erick found the tunnel. It was the same as marked in the instructions; Tunnel Redvine.

Down the ways, to a land of herbs that were apparently some of the best there were for making Health Potions, there was another cavern, which led to another cavern, which—

Erick’s connection to Ophiel got a bit fuzzy so he sent out another Ophiel to bridge the gap between them. He continued.

The monster was a vine monster that Erick already had experience with. Changeling Vines. They were inside Ar’Kendrithyst, too. They were one of the rare intelligent monsters that didn’t always have cores. This one was a worse variant of the Carmine Vine from Treehome; it wasn’t trying and failing to reproduce, it simply replaced people with copies of itself that then went on to repeat the process. This one was a redvine in its base form, though, and since the massive cavern was absolutely filled with redvines, the creature was rather capable of hiding well. The baron couldn’t just torch the place, either, because magical herbs were not like food; you couldn’t [Grow] them, for they had to mature.

Inside the now-sealed-off cavern where the creature was hopefully contained, Erick cast an Imaging, searching for a Changeling Vine, wondering if he would get luck—

He got lucky. There were actually ten changeling vines in the area.

Erick killed them all with precision [Luminous Beam]s. Then, because the problem in the cavern was larger than what the baron thought it was, Erick moved on to the other caverns and did the same, erasing another 23 changeling vines. Then he went to the large spherical keep which housed the processing rooms and other alchemy stuff, as well as the head alchemist, who Erick was supposed to inform if he chose to undertake this quest.

The baron himself was back in the town.

Ophiel descended to the landing at the entrance to the sphere. The guards fired some spells at the strange entity, but [Animadversion] threw those spells wide. Erick’s demands to see someone in charge only made the guards try even more desperate spellwork, while one even tried a [Strike] with their spear.

Erick was a patient man, so he was willing to let people be scared for a little while. It wasn’t like their attacks were doing anything. But…

A separate Ophiel turned on [Physical Domain] and started speaking to the entire facility.

Someone in charge came out pretty fast after Erick started shaking the whole facility.

Erick frowned when he saw who had come out. The guy wore expensive looking robes with hands stained red. Not too unusual, but he was sweating blood, too, which was very suspect. And now, Erick started inspecting all the people around him a lot more closely. While he was doing this, Erick reported on what he had found and demanded access to the facility, for there were a lot more changeling vines than there should have been.

That’s when the red-sweat guy turned into a vine plant and tried attacking him. It was a pretty impressive transformation, if Erick was honest. His robes unfolded along with his arms and his bones and his ribcage, becoming vines and eyes and slashing thorns, filling up the entirety of the entrance platform as it tried to get at Ophiel. One spear guard unfolded into a changeling vine, too, but the other guard was just a normal dragonkin. Erick rescued the normal guard.

Erick studied the scene before him for half a second. These vine monsters were odd, because while there were some oddities among these people, their souls were normal in that they had no rads next to their hearts, where a monstrous soul was usually contained, and their bodies were normal without any vines anywhere. But then, at a shift, they were monsters. Their souls retreated to their cores and they attacked with vines made of controlled plant matter.

Erick killed the monsters that attacked him, of course, but he also demanded that one of them transform back. The monster in charge, possibly sensing the uselessness of further ‘attacking’, complied. Erick noticed something he did not notice before. The guy had no veins. Just arteries.

How strange! Erick hadn’t even considered looking for that. It was such a nuanced difference too, that Erick was sure no one else had noticed it. And then he killed the monster, even though it was pleading with him and promising to be good. These things were obligate… Parasites? Mimics? Erick wasn’t sure. But he wasn’t going to let them infest other lands.

They didn’t have DNA like normal people, either. They were all changeling vines, which was easy enough to Image for. Armed with his new knowledge, Erick set the Imaging to a new target. After checking to ensure that, yes, this was going to work, and it was, Erick went to work.

He spent 20 minutes clearing out the whole place of Changeling Vines, most of which started to abandon the sphere once the future of their infestation became obvious. The other Ophiels stationed around the place caught the fleeing obligate mimics, with the Imaging proving their identities as either vines fleeing for their lives, or people fleeing for their lives. Whatever the case, everyone was fleeing for their lives.

Short bloody story made shorter: It got sorted.

Then Erick moved on to the town on the Main Road and found three vine-people there, as well as an incubation house on the outskirts of town. Baby changeling vines were growing in soil made of bones and rotten flesh.

Simultaneously, Erick spoke to the wrought at the garrison in town, ensuring that everyone knew what he was doing and why he was doing it. By the time reinforcements from Stratagold showed, Erick had already cleared the entire place.

The commanding wrought officer politely thanked Erick, then rapidly went about cleaning up the mess Erick had made.

The baron of the town, who had sent Erick the request for assistance, loudly thanked Erick, but most of his words were reserved for the various people who had failed to realize what was going on under their noses. According to what Erick was seeing, the baron and the commanding wrought had some issues, with the wrought saying that this wouldn’t have happened if they allowed them into the redvine caverns, and the baron saying that they purposefully didn’t help at the alchemy sphere, but none of that was Erick’s problem.

He moved on.
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                Erick experienced a minor epiphany as he went about solving problems. It was ‘minor’ because this was not a new epiphany.

This world had more inherent danger in the form of changelings and ‘holer beetles’ (which were exactly as horrible as they sounded) and monsters in the dark, than him, as a Wizard, trying to make it all better. A lot more. Like, yes, there was a horrible fact that with his power he was able to change a lot of established norms, and that made a lot of powerful people powerfully uncomfortable, but he had a track record with magic stretching back a whole year! …Which, he admitted, was a problem. The people here just didn’t know him yet. His history of being a social worker simply did not matter to them; all they saw was the recent upheaval of established norms.

Erick knew what he was about, even if the majority of the people around him only knew of him through hearsay and news. And this was bad. There was no truly good solution to this problem, for all he could really do was leave behind allies wherever he went. He could prove himself a hundred times over, but the world was a million times bigger than him, and he wasn’t even sure if proving himself as ‘good’ would ever be good enough for some of these people, like the wrought.

At least Kromolok hadn’t outed him yet, because there wasn’t an Inquisition currently on his doorstep. Maybe tomorrow, but maybe not!

The problems of living in a society aside…

There were solvable problems everywhere down here (most of them in the form of monsters) and Erick was very capable of solving these issues. So he did.

From an infestation of water worms poisoning a local water supply which led to the discovery of a nest of cannibals picking off people from the edges of town, to bringing a kidnapped kid home to his parents, to some sort of infestation of thundering ghosts that obliterated an outpost and which no one could remove. [Physical Domain] proved very useful against the ghosts’ Elemental Thunder, but then again, the outpost was so far out from everyone else that it didn’t really matter if the place got cleaned out, or not.

Most of the requests were like that; large problems that were far away from everyone else. Only a few of the requests for assistance had him rooting out problems that were right beside civilization, or which had intruded into civilization.

And so, just like that, in the space of 8 hours, Erick cleared out 29 requests for assistance. Three of the original 32 planned monster requests were more so the issuers could get in touch with him, than for any real physical or safety need. In his time filling out those requests, Erick realized that, while his fears of being found out as a Wizard were real, allies could still be had, and he discovered a lot more about how the Underworld physically operated. His range was only a few thousand kilometers down here but it was enough to plot out the major landmarks.

Stratagold was like a hundred kilometer wide/long/tall boulder with Main Roads crossing all around it, like raised highways encircling a major metropolitan area. But the Underworld was also a 3D space, built up and down, and some of those highways went over or under the wrought Geode. Those Main Roads extended off to the south, east, and west, but not to the north.

Vibrant Falls was to the north.

Erick did discover a continuation of the Main Roads north of Vibrant Falls, but not before he explored what the Falls actually were. A kilometers wide ocean of water was falling through the center of the place, after all; that wasn’t something that one ignored.

Calling it an ‘ocean of water’ turned out to be correct. The roof of Vibrant Falls was connected to hundreds of tunnels where water funneled down from the ocean at the Surface to fall down, down, into the Underworld. Erick expected a maelstrom whirlpool on the Surface, but what he found was more like a series of switchback tunnels that led to smaller tunnels that led to the ocean above.

It was practically sewer maintenance architecture on the level of gods. If calling it the ‘godly sewers of Veird’ turned out to be a technically correct but blasphemous thing to say, Erick would not be surprised. There was definitely something odd going on in those tunnels, though, for the water pouring down was freshwater, but the ocean was salt water, which meant there was some unseen magic happening between up there and down here, and Erick couldn't find that delineating line.

But back to the Main Roads.

The Main Roads (and the various ‘natural’ state-sized caverns interspersed on those roads) were like the anchoring lines of a spiderweb, with Stratagold in the center. The roads did not go up or down very much. It was more like they were laid out flat across what could have theoretically been a layer of Veird. In some places there were holes punched through many layers, like Vibrant Falls, but every layer of Main Road was more or less upon a different Z axis. Side Roads could go anywhere. It was through the Side Roads or other natural breaks between layers that people moved up or down, between the layers of Main Roads.

Mostly, the Underworld was a many-layered cake, with —Erick guessed— about 1% of it made of tunnels or otherwise open for travel or habitation. Stratagold occupied a portion of the Underworld where the Main Roads were rather well maintained, which, Erick guessed, was probably due to Stratagold’s influence. Life underground was certainly different from life on the Surface, in many more ways than the obvious, though.

One of those ways was truly disturbing, once he understood what he was looking at. The monsters were an obvious problem that need not be examined too deeply, except to know that they were dangerous, and prevented a great deal of life from properly taking hold in all these spaces that had been made for people. Because now that Erick was down here, he saw exactly how Veird was supposed to work.

Sure, the land was destroyed and much of the infrastructure was gone, but the tunnels themselves remained. The general ‘sewage system’ of the oceans and waterways remained. Massive caverns that should have held nations were now empty. Skyscraper-sized crystals that should have lit up the dark, bringing light to the deepest parts of this world, were now on the ground and broken in millions of pieces and covered with a millennium of dirt.

But, back when Veird was first created...

This land was meant to be filled with people.

All of it. Filled to the brim with people. Filled with worlds of life.

And yet, it was filled with monsters.

There were a lot of people down here, too, but not nearly as many as this place could support. Just like Yggdrasil’s cavern, the Underworld was only 1% populated. And wasn’t that a kick in the pants. This place had been an ark and now it was a graveyard.

That was ancient history, though.

Erick noticed something more present-day as he scouted out the Underworld. Remembering back to the holographic map of the local t-station network, under the embassy, and connecting that map with the settlements he saw out here, Erick recognized the wrought garrisons in some towns as holders of a t-station. Those towns with a t-station (and with the wrought garrison protecting that t-station and town) formed minor hubs in well-protectable locations. Outside of those main lands there were settlements located near other natural resources, like underground lakes and farmable lands. But those people in those satellite lands were high level and ready to evacuate at a moment’s notice. The wrought garrisons were obviously fallback points only to be used in an emergency, which would have been fine, but…

One question kept coming up as Erick scouted the Underworld. Where were the other lands? The other nations, outside of Stratagold?

But there was nothing.

The world was dark down here, and only those people who had access to a t-station, or lived near a place that had a t-station, were able to survive. But the t-stations were not like a [Gate] network, linking everyone to everyone else.

Thanks to his talk with Tasar about shipping, Erick knew that people regularly moved between settlements, out in the deeper dark, trundling along under massively heavy guard and lots of active, protective spellwork. It was only thanks to those wrought caravaneers and the strong mages and other flesh-based defenders of various noble houses that any of these societies could exist at all. People —vetted people, mostly nobility— could sometimes move between t-stations, but cargo could not; there were rules about that. A lot of rules, but with those rules came a lot of help.

It was clear to Erick, from all the evidence sitting in front of him, that it was impossible to make it in this land without a direct connection to Stratagold. That fact had some disturbing implications for just how much power Stratagold had over these people, because it’s not like the people in these places were weak. There were humans and dragonkin and incani on every single fortification wall, casting [Fireball]s and otherwise, right next to wrought commanders. But only the wrought garrisons themselves had runework. Only the wrought garrisons had runic cannons like Erick had seen at Enduring Forge. Only the wrought had t-stations. There were anti-[Stoneshape] runic webs in every wall and under every foundation, but they were hidden like secrets.

City life was safe enough, but it was a very loose definition of ‘safe’. Erick was literally clearing out problems inside some of those cities that had no idea they were under threat. Sometimes the barons got mad that certain responsibilities weren’t upheld by the wrought, but the wrought always said something about ‘not being allowed to do X, and you know we're not’. Erick found himself siding with the barons almost all the time. But at the same time, it seemed to him that the wrought were allowing themselves to be pushed away from responsibility, which… Was a thing.

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

And yet, it was clear that ultimate responsibility for safety lay at the feet of the wrought. All the fleshy people in this Underworld lived under their silent rule.

Now, to be fair, Erick did not think that Stratagold was doing anything untoward; not at all. But what was happening was that Stratagold held the reins of power, and they were using that power to support other people. Without them, there was no life down here. The Underworld flourished or died based on the whims of the wrought.

… This was probably vastly unfair to them. People could only do so much against the dark; even immortals could not change the reality of monsters everywhere, and of Melemizargo prowling out there just out of sight. Perhaps it was different in other lands, where there were no wrought. Perhaps Erick was simply in the ‘center of a nation’ as it were, and of course, Stratagold held the power while within their national borders. Perhaps handing out runic webs to the people at large had led to horrors in the past, and since the wrought were immortal, they knew not to do that, so they buried their anti-[Stoneshape] runic webs out of sight.

Erick was deeply uncomfortable with what he was seeing, because...

Would he do it any differently? If he had control of a nation, and people wanted to live near him and benefit from his power, would he demand they follow his rules? Would he allow them to make their own mistakes? Erick had already done just that, a little, by slotting himself into Silverite’s reign as one of her archmages. But for Candlepoint, he was very much silent. He was an assistant; not a leader.

Was that the correct path? Was Candlepoint falling apart without his direct oversight? Likely no…

Probably not.

It was arrogance itself to assume that he knew best how to manage anything, just because he was strong. No. Leave the management to others. Erick could guard the walls.

… Which was exactly what the wrought were doing. So maybe he sided with them, actually.

All of this was a topic to bring up with Tasar and the EIPC people the next time he saw them.

Anyway. According to the wrought’s ideology, and unless Erick was wildly misinterpreting what he was seeing, they were doing the most they could reasonably do. And Erick could help with that. Maybe he needed to see what Ryul was doing with Archmage’s Rest, and get in on that, for there was likely more than enough archmage-level work to go around.

Ah.

At that thought, Erick relaxed many of his objections to Stratagold. They did help people, all the time. The problem was just too large to ever actually solve. Or, at least, it was too large to solve with current methods. That’s where Erick needed to focus his goals. Solving systemic problems as well as solving monster problems. The people down here could certainly use more runic webs.

Of course, the downside to interacting with the wrought was the threat of outing himself as a Wizard.

Eh.

People still needed help, and he was going to give it to them.

If the worst came to pass and he needed to run, Erick had already found one way out of the Underworld that didn’t require t-station access. Only the one, though. Erick’s range wasn’t what he was used to down here, so maybe there were more, but Vibrant Falls came down from the ocean, so, theoretically, he could return to the Surface by going up the falls.

That was only in case of emergency, though. If Bright Tea and the inquiry went well, then he would have Stratagold at his back, and then Oceanside came next, and then came ‘finding a Wizard’, which Erick suspected would become something closer to ‘try to figure out this Wizardly shit while dodging Tasar’s various sights’. If things went badly he’d…

Go to Candlepoint? Set up with the shadelings?

No. That seemed like a bad idea for a hundred reasons.

Anyway…

Erick came back to himself, had some physical food and some [Renew] food, and then he went to bed. He slept well knowing that he had done a lot of actual good out there today. Tomorrow, he’d do even more. Maybe he’d even take a look at some of the other letters he got, see if there were any other large non-monster problems he could solve for people.

- - - -

Erick woke. Breakfast was another copied meal and more [Renew]. And then, since a day had passed, Erick tried to make another [Steadfast Ward]. This time he kept it utterly simple, using just [Force Wall] and [Personal Ward] and a good Shaping to Ethereal, making the Force fall in line with the rest of his body.

It turned out pretty good. Not perfect, but Erick was on the right track, for sure.










	
Steadfast Ward, instant, self, 3100 mana

Enact a personal ward of absolute defense, preventing 195 damage from all outside sources. Lasts 24 hours.














He decided that he wanted to keep the ‘This spell is extraordinarily resistant toward dispelling effects.’ part that he got from including anti-Dispel frameworks. So then he made that spell. A blue box appeared.










	
Steadfast Ward, instant, self, 3800 mana

Enact a personal ward of absolute defense, preventing 165 damage from all outside sources. This spell is extraordinarily resistant toward dispelling effects. Lasts 24 hours.














For his third attempt, Erick decided to try adding [Renew] to the mix, just to see what would happen. It wouldn’t be an undirected addition, of course. He channeled the spell through a hand and listened to the sounds of renewal and regrow—

Hmm.

There was something there.

Erick channeled [Renew] in one hand and [Grow] in another.

There was something there. Whatever it was… Seemed recursive? Like an ever growing sound that didn’t actually grow at all? Well… That just made a whole lot of sense, didn’t it! Erick smiled. See this? This was why he loved magic. There were so many connections everywhere, and this right here was too good of an avenue of inquiry to leave unexplored.

Erick handed five spells off to Ophiel; [Ward], [Force Wall], [Dispel], [Grow], and [Renew]. It was an odd combination, with an odd melody hiding within the discordant sound, but with an adjustment here and a heightening there the fog of jumbled Realities began to clear into something deeper. Erick added in some tricks of Permanency—

Suddenly, the obscuring static between him and this new magic went away, revealing the music of a mountain that only grew with each drop of falling mana. He realized that all his ideas for Permanency magic were already inside [Renew], and also that he had cast the spell before he had thought to cast.

Ethereal Force took hold inside his flesh, solidifying in his body like so much phantom imagery. Bones of heartwood that might bend but would never break. Bark for skin, and only the strongest wood for muscle. Structures like roots spread from his heart, perfectly following his arteries to then return through his veins and strengthen all the other tubules of his body.

He held up his hand, slowly and just as easily as he usually did, feeling no entrapment or danger. He did feel a hollowness inside, though, because this spell had taken a lot of mana—










	
Unbreakable Form, instant, self, 7500 mana

Enact a personal ward of absolute defense, preventing 250 damage from all outside sources. This spell is extraordinarily resistant toward dispelling effects. This spell will stack <2> times. For plants, this spell will stack <4> times.

Permanent until dismissed.














Erick blinked a bit, and then smiled. This was a good spell. This was almost exactly what he wanted, anyway. Magic was wonderful! After a bit of testing with [Hermetic Shredder], [Unbreakable Form] worked exactly as it should. It even looked good; like nothing at all except for a very strong and oddly Shaped [Personal Ward], that one would only notice as odd if they had a good mana sense. Erick’s usual [Personal Ward] sometimes shimmered white when he took damage, or when he moved too much, but this thing had no visual effect at all.

It might not work for Erick, himself, for anything over 2000 damage would still get through this sort of defense, even with it maxed at 500 absolute defense, and he had very much taken hits worth well over 50,000 points of damage in the past. His current [Personal Ward] was worth nearly 130,000 points of defense, for reference, but there were no natural damage reductions on that. Erick took the full hits, every time.

With this new spell, even counting his Constitution-enhanced defenses with [Defend] active, which only lasted a minute, giving him 95% damage reduction, a 50,000 hit would still cause 2500 points of damage, which would still be 2000 damage straight to Erick’s Health.

He only had 2600 Health.

So Erick needed something more normal than this. Perhaps Riivo was right and a [Steadfast Ward] was just not good for him. A hybrid spell would do everything he wanted, but that sort of spell was apparently ‘too difficult’. According to Riivo, they had records of such things in the archives of Archmage’s Rest, but nothing substantive other than ‘yes, this theory does actually work; good luck trying to replicate this success, and also this person never filled out that record properly, so I can’t even show you how it is supposed to go together’.

Anyway! Yggdrasil couldn’t very well use a [Personal Ward] for at least another 100 years, because that would require him to use all his mana to make a good one, and since he was mana, that would kill him. So [Unbreakable Form] was good for him.

Erick handed the spell over to Yggdrasil. The big guy cast it upon himself and nothing visually changed. But it worked. There was a definite ethereal/physical change, though. Thanks to Yggdrasil using [Eternal Stonetree] his body was more than that of a normal [Familiar]; it was filled with actual structures instead of hollow magic. He had heartwood and bark and sapwood, along with vesicles of his own. Now, those things became lined in Ethereal Force. On the surface, there was no change, but under the surface, Erick watched as Yggdrasil became much more solid.

Yggdrasil exclaimed, “The bitey fish no longer bite!”

Erick smiled. “Absolute defense is like having tougher skin and stronger bones; you simply can’t be hurt until the attacker overcomes that barrier—” He paused.

Erick almost asked if Yggdrasil wanted to do some testing, to see exactly how much damage he could take, but Erick didn’t want to hurt Yggdrasil. Not at all. And yet he probably should, just to know what sort of numbers he was dealing with—

That reminded him of something else. How much ‘Health’ did Yggdrasil have, anyway? For [Familiar]s, their Mana was their Health. For Ophiel this number was easy to know; it was the same as Erick’s own Mana, at just over 13k. But the blue box for Yggdrasil only ever said that Yggdrasil had a lot more mana and resources than him. So, actually, there was no way to know what sort of mana resources Yggdrasil had at his disposal.

So did Erick need to do that sort of testing right now? Would it even be useful? No. Not really. Yggdrasil would eventually become fully real, and at that time, Yggdrasil could run his own numbers himself. For right now, [Unbreakable Form] was more defenses than the big guy had ever had before, and those defenses would continue to grow, so this was fine.

Erick continued, “Your [Unbreakable Form] will become a lot stronger with more casts, so when you can, recast it. Don’t get low on mana, though.”

“Okay!”

Yggdrasil instantly recast the spell, then again, and again. And agai—

“That’s enough.” Erick said, “You can stop. That’s maximum effectiveness.”

“Okay.” Yggdrasil shimmered a bit, then said, “This funny feeling. Strong feeling.”

“Are you okay?”

“I good!”

“… Yes, you are good, Yggdrasil.”

And he had just spent 37,500 mana. Erick knew that Yggdrasil had a lot more mana than him, but damn.

Erick almost went back to magic making, but he decided to put his thoughts in order while he did something else for a little while, and he knew just what he needed to do. First, he tore apart the failed spells he had made, and then he said to Yggdrasil, “I’m going to go back into town for a while. Are you going to play with the fishes?”

“Yes.” Yggdrasil said, “Big fishes Holorulo bite rough, but can’t bite now. I stronger.”

Erick smiled, happy for several reasons. First, it was rather apparent that [Unbreakable Form] suited Yggdrasil quite well. Yggdrasil also seemed to be getting better with words. The big guy was still missing a lot of joining words, but he was getting there.

Pretty good for a 5 month old.











- - - -







The Church of Rozeta was split into two parts; public and business. The whole thing was large enough to be a cathedral worthy of two or three gods, or perhaps all the varied gods of Veird, but it was dedicated to only one. The embassy was easily over 100 times the size of the church, though, so the church obviously wasn’t the important structure in this cavern.

The public section of the church had thousands of people waiting for appointments with hundreds of Registrars, while a small ceremony for the freshly Matriculated was going on in the main room, under the watchful eyes of a stone depiction of Rozeta, half-hiding behind her clouds.

The business section of the church, nearer and connected to the embassy, was much more in line with the rest of the embassy; hallways, offices, nice lighting instead of opulent lighting that truly made the sculptures and frescos seem to come to life.

It was that part of the place that Erick now walked, having been guided this way by the guy at the front desk, and further by the various signs here and there. He had yet to talk to someone in the church. People had been staring at him this whole time, and no one had tried to talk to him, to ask why he was there and if they could help. They wanted to know why he was there; Erick could tell by the wide eyes and the quiet stares and the polite bows that everyone gave him. None of the people here looked like young acolytes, either. Maybe some of the shinier wrought were young, but they were silver, so Erick sort of doubted that interpretation. It was hard to tell the age of most wrought based on their looks.

Not a single person stopped his walk to the deeper offices.

Which was kinda odd. If Erick hadn’t scouted the place out with Ophiel flying around outside then he would have been lost. Maybe it was because Erick knew where he was going that no one made to stop him? Perhaps.

The place he was headed didn’t seem too popular, though it was still very much an important part of the church.

Erick arrived near his destination. A basic stone arch framed the start of some stairs that went to the floor above. It was a rather basic architectural feature of little importance, except it did read in thick, unassuming runes: ‘Offices of the Inquisition’. There were no guards. There were no guarding magics. The nearest other offices were in the other hallway. Nothing was here, in this place, that wasn’t supposed to be here.

Erick walked through the archway and started up the stairs.

The stairs curled back over to the second floor, where Erick exited into a plain office room. He was almost startled. He didn’t expect to see Rozeta here, but—

She wasn’t Rozeta.

She was a white wrought of human female form, and she had thoughts coming off of her whole body like invisible tendrils. Erick instantly reevaluated the woman. She sat behind a desk, like she was a normal person here to greet visitors and not some ancient killer of people exactly like Erick.

The woman passively looked his way, a bit perturbed by Erick’s wordless words of recrimination.

Erick almost apologized, but he knew he had gotten his impression right the second time. And besides, he had a lot more words of recrimination for them besides that. What was going on outside these walls was near criminal. Stratagold should be helping everyone everywhere, a lot more than they currently were.

The white woman narrowed her eyes a fraction.

Oh, sure, there were problems of runic webs getting out of control and everything ending up in a Forgotten Campaign anyway. But if everything worked out with his own Worldly Path, then he would be opening up new worlds in maybe ten years, or a hundred at the latest. All he had to do was get everyone on board, first. The inquisition was just the first step —perhaps the largest step— of many more steps yet to come. Making Melemizargo sane was a large problem too, and he had no idea how to fix that except for the passage of time, and with people actually helping the guy through his trauma instead of shunning him. Which… Someone had to have attempted it in the past, right?

The woman sighed.

“Unsuccessful attempt, then,” Erick spoke, breaking the silence.

“I heard the stories about how good you are at reading people, but I’m still amazed to experience it myself.” The woman said, “And you’re… So very much not a mind mage. You have absolutely zero capability. And yet…” Her words trailed off as if to say that Erick was a mind mage, but of a different sort. One that they weren’t allowed to force into their society, to adhere to their rules. She said, “Yes. Exactly that. Anyway. Kromolok will be back in minutes.” She got up from her chair, then walked toward a side room, saying, “Come on then. We have some rooms that can’t be spied on. Can’t have this discussion out here.”

Erick followed, asking, “What’s your name?”

“Uchena.” Uchena said, “Kromolok has been here the longest of any of us, but I am a close second.”

They walked into a side room with runic web ribbons strung throughout the walls, like a Faraday cage. The spellwork was inactive at the moment, but Erick guessed it was some impressive Privacy magic. While the whole church and embassy had a timeless quality to it, the furniture in this room looked comparatively new; comfortable and soft. Uchena grabbed a seat for herself as she gestured to one of the others in the room.

“How old is Kromolok and the Inquisition?” Erick asked, as he sat down across from the white wrought.

Uchena said, “Kromolok was among the first of us born on this world when the Grand Translation solidified the wrought into their immortal forms. I came along soon after, but the Inquisition didn’t come along until year 11; when the first of the extra Bans needed to happen. We didn’t learn these Mind Mage tricks until later.” She added, “We don’t actually adhere to the Mind Mage code, either. We’re the enforcers of that code. We’re the enforcers of many unsaid codes all across this world, to ensure that nothing ever breaks ever again.”

Erick felt a spike of worry and almost asked what she meant by not adhering to the Mind Mage code, but it was a reflexive question, which he already knew the answer to. This woman was a killer. So why was she trying to intimidate him? Was… Had he walked into a trap, while thinking he was just going to pop in to see if they needed help with something? But Kromolok had told him to come on over if he wanted to talk, and—

There was a dissonance here. What he saw in Unchena’s microexpressions and tone of voice and all the rest of her was not the feeling that he got. She displayed poise, but she was ready to kill.

She wanted to kill him.

But that was just… Ridiculous. Right? He had come here to help, and she was trying to…

Something was very, very wrong. He was in danger. Nothing had changed in the manasphere, and nothing had tested his Domain. Uchena remained seated in her chair, looking like a perfectly at-ease person. But she was very much not that at all. She was boiling with anger. Ready to cut him down if he moved wrong at all. And she would do it without remorse, too. The only other people whom Erick had ever gotten this dangerous feeling from were the Shades.

Perhaps Uchena was similar to Goldie, the Shade of Assassination.

Erick calmly asked, “Do you have a problem with me?”

She lied, “No. I never have. I never will. You’ve done great things. I approve.”

Erick wasn’t sure what to make of her lie.

She could ‘hear’ him exactly like Poi could. She had displayed this ability not two minutes ago. Which meant that she had the opportunity to clear up a potential deep misunderstanding, and she was choosing not to take that opportunity. She was choosing to be like this. Why? What did she hope to ga—

Ah.

She wanted to assassinate him, but she wanted him to make the mistake of first aggression. Did she really think that he was coming in here to kill her? Why would she think that! He had a good track record! And now she was ready to kill him to—

No. She didn’t want to kill.

Imprison.

She wanted something from him but she wasn’t willing to kill to get i—

Uchena stood, lying, “Apologies.” She said, “I must leave this room.”

And then she left, pretending to be a simple woman walking away, and not like the volcano ready to explode that she was. She did not activate the defenses of the room. She did not make another sound—

Her feet were silent, actually. All sound was gone from her. When did that happen?

Erick had no idea when that had happened, but Uchena silently vacated the scene, and she kept going, back to the back rooms of the place, and through a rear exit. She would have run if she wasn’t being watched by an Ophiel hanging out on the roof of the church, so she simply walked across the open balcony that was also the roof, to the railing that surrounded the balcony. With a quick hop over the railing and one single tear shed at the apex, like she couldn’t hold back the volcano any longer, Uchena vanished.

Just. Gone. She didn’t hit the ground beyond the railing. She wasn’t in the sky.

She had vanished, exactly like Goldie could—

Erick would have kept looking for the crying woman but Kromolok was already stepping up the stairs to the offices of the inquisition. He had been rushing to get here while Uchena was running away.

At that moment, Erick realized that Uchena had been the only person in these offices. There were rooms for work to be done and small offices for individuals, but he had been completely alone with her, and he hadn’t even noticed—

Ah.

No. He had noticed.

Mind Mage shit, then. Uchena had tried something, and decided against it.

Erick’s breathing had remained even the whole time, and he was thankful for his own composure.

Kromolok stepped into the doorway, looking ashamed but hiding it very, very well.

Erick didn’t comment on the other man’s appearance, as he stood and said, “Hello, Kromolok. I’m here to help with whatever problems you guys might have. I was thinking some mental monster hunts? Or a general clearance of the tunnels around Stratagold.”

Kromolok went along with Erick’s direction, stepping into the room and saying, “We will be glad to accept your assistance with the mental monster threats, but anything else would require clearance from the Heavies. Have you thought about coming to Bright Tea?”

So they would both ignore what had almost happened.

This was fine.

“Thought about it.” Erick said, “Decided to see about helping people who asked for help, first. Killed about 700 monsters out there and saved some lives in the process. It was rather useful for discovering where everything is located down here, too, but I gotta say that it’s rather surprising how empty the Underworld is, even this close to a major Geode. Looks like nothing survives without wrought assistance.”

The white metal incani man took a long, short moment to think, to reflect, to converse with people who were not direct participants of this meeting. Kromolok and his people (who were apparently not the Mind Mages? Not directly?) weighed impossible weights against each other, trying to decide impossible choices. And then the moment passed like so many great moments in history; with choice, and then resignation.

He chose honesty, and vulnerability.

Kromolok said, “We’ve done as much as we can without becoming tyrants.”

“I know.” Erick said, “Which is why I want to help in any way I can.”

Kromolok tried to redirect the conversation back to something more personal, “Are you sure you don’t want to discuss… Several other items of interest. Like what happened with Uchena?”

Oh. So they would talk about that, eh?

“I’m guessing her reaction has something to do with her weighing both sides of the scale and finding the scale breaking from the weight.” Erick said, “Not too different from what is happening to you, right now.”

“… I’m going to put up this Privacy for this talk.” Kromolok gave Erick a moment to voice his objection.

Erick said nothing.

Kromolok touched the doorframe and the world vanished beyond this room. He waited another beat, trying to suss out Erick, and when he found nothing, he stepped over to the chair Uchena had been in and sat down. Erick sat back down in his own chair, keeping a firm rein on Ophiel, who was currently blind and shaking a little on his shoulder. With a pat, Ophiel calmed down. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye was suddenly gone.

Kromolok said, “I will be blunt. I am having a crisis of faith, and I am not the only one. What do you say to this?”

“That I honestly do not wish to harm anyone, and that I could use some help to ensure less harm and more good happens. For instance, how to reverse major Curses laid down at the beginning of the Script, like the Dragon Curse and the Black Curse of adamantium and other metals.” Erick asked, “Would you like to help?”

Kromolok said nothing for a long moment, then he said, “There are some things I must clear, first.”

Erick nodded.

Kromolok said, “You have a vast capacity for destruction. If you fail this Worldly Path, if you were to die or give up everything you’ve worked for, then the world would return to a very different status quo. We would have a hundred years of upheaval but then things might calm again. In that calm, nothing would change. Nothing would get better, but nothing would get worse, either.

“But if you succeed, you put Veird onto a new path, one where everything is larger, and the dangers grow to fill that larger space.

“The threats of the Old Cosmology were what you would term as galactic. It is highly likely that one of the many unmitigated threats of that time, or perhaps a whole new one, is what finally ended it all, causing the Sundering.

“If you were to open this New Cosmology to us, there would be no base structure to prevent the same thing happening again. We could physically solve the problem, though, but in the process we would become tyrants. This methodology is likely what will need to happen anyway, but it would only be sustainable for several millennia. A New Cosmology built by wrought hands will eventually fail. Some Wizard like you would come along again and destroy everything, because they will rightly judge that we have been corrupted in our tasks to ensure stability and freedom for all.

“Such was the fate of many immortal-created societies of the Old Cosmology. Mortal societies fared little better, taking perhaps 50 or 200 years to degrade. It is the same cycle for both, but just on different timescales.

“It might not even be a Wizard that tears down our creations, either. Some Shade could do the same. The Darkness himself might decide that our attempts at stability are dangerous, and he will fall upon us like a tide of Destruction, tearing down everything in some random burst of insanity—

“Because gain this Sight to see, Erick. Melemizargo is not cured. I have seen him bounce between lucidity and depravity many times before. This is merely a larger high, which will inevitably lead to deeper depths.

“And do not mistake the words of gods for anything solid on this subject. I’ve cleaned up at least one godly mess every year since Veird made it to this New Cosmology, and Rozeta has caused several of those, too. We’ve tried to help Wizards before. It always fails… Admittedly, the reasons for those failures are almost always a Shade, and you’ve already dealt with the majority of them…

“But. Erick.

“When I look at you and see the possibilities before us, my fear grips me. Everything I have ever known tells me that ending you is the safest path, because the other path has already ended in a thousand tragedies already, with horrors best left Forgotten and buried under the depth of time. Even if we were to succeed...” Kromolok said, “Even on the best possible path, a few hundred worlds later, a few thousand more years… Everything might end in another Sundering.”

Silence filled the room.

Erick had many possible directions he could go to refute Kromolok’s words, but the man was speaking from his heart just as much as from his head. So Erick asked, “What sort of horrors do you see out there, that are worse than the horrors we have here?”

“Vacuum Decay. The Big Freeze. The Big Rip. Gamma Ray Bursts. Rogue Black Holes.”

Erick blinked a bit, unsure how they had come upon these particular fears.

Kromolok nodded, saying, “Your existence has enlightened me to quite a few new horrors, because something like the Vacuum Decay is probably what caused the Sundering, though even that doesn’t make sense. But we surely did drop into this New Cosmology, so perhaps there was some fundamental force in the Old Cosmology that finally broke.” He lightly stared, saying, “And with the non-existence of mana in this universe, and with mana’s possibilities, something like a widespread [Vacuum Decay] could actually end it all, all over again, because this universe has no protections against mana.”

Erick took a moment, then he said, “There will have to be some new Bans.”

“Not just that.” Kromolok said, “There would have to be entire orders dedicated to rooting out these terrible magics. In a future of more worlds, and with the Inquisition still alive, I would need to kill millions of people to save trillions more, and the killing would never end because... Killing wouldn’t be enough.

“The very second that someone with enough power figured this out, then they could end everyone. It would come from some unexpected source, too. Someone reading a perfectly normal book and connecting some perfectly odd dots, and then, suddenly… Another Sundering.

“The problem is even larger than that, though.

“You know you’re not the only planar we’ve ever had on Veird. This means that there are other worlds out there than the one you came from. Those other worlds could have people and ideas on them that could also end this New Cosmology as we know it, for many of those places are more advanced than Earth. You think of ‘spaceships’ and we have one of those. You think of ‘hyperspace’ drives and we have one of those, too. There are devices which work on ‘internets’ far more advanced than what you had on Earth. We’ve seen too many strange magics from too many planars... We’ve seen more dangers out there more than you can imagine.” Kromolok added, “And that’s not even touching the Wizards that we’ve had to end before they could destroy this world.”

Erick sat stunned.

And then he asked, “So because the problem is large, we should not try?”

“Right now, I, personally, have enough power to solve many of the problems of Veird.” Kromolok said, “This will not remain true if you meet the barest of expectations foisted upon you.”

Another long silence.

“Constraining life is not a solution to anything, and I think you already know this.” Erick said, “What you need is help. Help to ensure that problems are minimized and—”

“I need to explain it better.” Kromolok said, “Here is a small example of a Banned magic that I feel I can tell you about, for I know you won’t try to un-Ban it: Elemental Love is Banned. It used to exist. It doesn’t exist anymore. Someone made it and then it got out of control and then it was Banned. But there’s the problem: Someone had to make it first. If someone makes Elemental Vacuum Decay, then we’re all dead. There will be no do-overs. No possibilities for mitigation. It all just ends, as absolute annihilation spreads out from the casting point at the speed of light.”

Erick just sat there for a long moment.

Kromolok waited.

Erick said, “Let us create a counter-force inside the mana itself, then.”

“Even if such a thing were possible, which I doubt, a Destruction Wizard will come along and erase that force.” After a moment, Kromolok added, “There are theories that there used to be a counter-force in the Old Cosmology, but then something happened to it. The destruction or twisting of that theoretical counter-force might have caused the Sundering.”

Kromolok was heartbroken but kept it well hidden.

While Erick felt a sudden blossom of hope.

Erick rapidly asked, “Was the counter-force Melemizargo?”

“No. You’ve latched onto— It’s a theory, Erick. Not fact.” Kromolok said, “The Dark Go… Melemizargo is the current avatar of the Dark. We have no idea what happened to the Dark itself, but it’s probably still around. Whatever the case, the Dark and its current avatar did not care what you did as long as you fostered overall growth. The Dark was not a counter-force. The Dark regularly allowed people to use magic to Destroy planets and people and all sorts of things. The Dark is not a source of life or stability. It was a source of utter Chaos.”

“… That sounds like a counter-force against total annihilation to me.”

And then another thought occurred.

A deep thought about the creation story of the Old Cosmology he had once heard from the Shades themselves.

Erick frowned as he considered the horrible words inside his own head. And then, because they were too large to leave inside of himself, he let them out, “What if the Dark itself caused the Sundering? This New Cosmology is so much larger than your Old Cosmology, right?”

Kromolok frowned a little, saying, “He might have. It’s another theory.”

“I don’t mean Melemizargo. I mean the overarching Dark.”

Kromolok nodded. “It’s a theory.”

Erick frowned. “What about gods? Could gods be a counter-force in the mana?”

“Gods are a stabilizing force but they depend on people to operate. It is very possible that the death of some certain god —either through sacrifice or ego-death or otherwise— started the Sundering.”

“Okay. So… What I’m hearing is that there are already rails in place to prevent many dangers, and that it will take work to prevent more.” Erick said, “And aside from Vacuum Decay, which is just theoretical anyway, the other disasters are either too large or too distant to care about. And besides that! All of these things are so far outside of the realm of what is actually harming people and actually causing pain that they should be thought of perhaps once or twice, and then discarded as concerns in favor of concerted action to solve current problems.

“I would much rather talk to you about ideas of post-scarcity or [Renew] runic webs for everyone or taking back the Main Roads for habitation.” Erick said, “These fears you have are real, but they’re not pressing… But I see that these problems are more real to you than the problem of monsters invading the edges of the light.”

“I am the Inquisitor, Erick.” Kromolok said, “Others man the gates and the walls and patrol the streets, but I have kept this world safe from itself since the beginning. These are the very things I must concern myself with. These are the problems I have with you opening new worlds, and being a Wizard out in the open.”

“Okay. Fine. I understand that. But I’m not the problem; you’re just looking for a convenient, simple answer to a whole mess of problems that you never expected to happen.”

Kromolok sighed. “… This is also true.”

Erick added, “I think this is a discussion you should be having with all the gods and Melemizargo, too. All I want to do is make life better for everyone. I don’t care how it happens; I just want safety and peace and freedom for all—” He had a thought. “Ah. Okay. How about this? Some Fate Magic that people can cast which will guide them directly to those who would cast anything like [Vacuum Decay], no matter what form such destructive magic might take.” Erick said, “It could even be a counter-force on several levels. Give it to a god, and a civilization, and make a religion out of it. Maybe the Mind Mages could do this, perhaps? You would know more of this than I, of course.”

For yet another long moment, Kromolok sat silent. Thinking. He lightly stared at Erick with soft, yet judgmental eyes. He certainly didn’t look like a man who had killed millions of people. But then again, Erick had killed tens of thousands himself, and he knew he didn’t look like it, either.

Kromolok said, “This is a fringe idea. It probably won’t work and we cannot have Melemizargo be a part of the proceedings. Even if this idea was approved, it would require letting Fate out of its box, too, and that is dangerous.”

“Seems to me that it was never inside a box, since I am on the Worldly Path.”

“Ah. No. There are lots of things inside boxes, Erick. Lots and lots and lots of magics, stripped from the world.”

Erick had another wild thought. “Is that why Melemizargo is insane? You’ve stripped his mind from him?”

“It certainly doesn’t help, but the alternative was complete destruction.” Kromolok said, “And with that said, you can understand another problem of opening new worlds, and especially with Melemizargo’s idea for ‘unchained mana on new worlds’ where ‘The Script only holds the mana onto the world, and that’s it’. If Melemizargo gains access to unfettered mana then he would gain access to every Banned magic we’ve ever managed to squash and contain. Who knows what such a massive change would do to the insane dragon, so you can understand that we’re reluctant to try any experiments in that direction. The second certain Banned magics come back into the fold…” Kromolok said, “I am not going to explain how that would be bad. But you can guess, and your guess will likely be near enough to count as correct.”

Erick had a lot of thoughts all at once.

The Script had made Melemizargo insane. The Bans kept him insane. Particle Magic helped to bring him back from his deeper insanity, but he wasn’t cured yet. Was— Erick asked, “Was it a lie that Melemizargo went insane due to losing the vast majority of himself?”

“No. That is true.” Kromolok said, “Melemizargo was barely holding onto his sanity before Veird fell to this New Cosmology. He could have helped us wake the Goddess of Knowledge, but he was inconsolable. His insanity started small, at first, because everyone was still in… What you would call ‘shock’, I suppose, though that word pales in comparison to what occurred. Melemizargo physically recovered at about the rate as everyone else, but instead of mentally recovering he went insane, and then went on to destroy everything and everyone he could in an effort to break the Script.”

A pause.

“Something isn’t adding up.” Erick said, “Rozeta said that Melemizargo could break Veird at any moment he truly desired. So why didn’t he kill everyone back then?”

“We theorize this is because he is the God of Magic and the current avatar for the Dark, so even though he physically went insane there were still certain actions that he could never do as the God of Magic. One of these absolutes is that he could never kill every producer of mana around him. This is not usually a problem for the Dark, as the Dark has watched worlds die before and done nothing, but since all the producers of mana were on Veird, the Dark could not allow its avatar to kill everyone.” Kromolok said, “To add to that theory, Melemizargo has briefly come out of his insanity before to test the direction that mana moves at the Edge of the Script, to make sure that mana can still flow into Veird. It can, by the way. That is why planars are able to appear on this world at all.”

Erick leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes in thought. After a moment he opened his eyes and looked to Kromolok. He asked, “What can I do, as a Wizard, to solve any of these existential problems?”

Kromolok had no words.

Erick had more words, though, so he shared them, “Could I paradoxically ensure that a [Vacuum Decay] spell is Banned while never being cast, in the first place? Can I… Look for a way to bring Melemizargo back from insanity? Fully? Enact some Fate Magic to ensure a counter-force against these existential threats?” He said, “Because there have to be solutions. We just need to find them or make them.”

“… I don’t have any solutions.” Kromolok said, “But it does make me hopeful for the future that this is how you approach these issues.”

Erick sat a bit straighter. “If the Shades had been willing to talk honestly I would have done so. But they weren’t. I believe you are, though.”

Kromolok gave a small, sad smile. “I don’t appreciate being in the same category as those monsters, but…” He left something dreadful unsaid, then looked to Erick. “Opening new worlds will kill maybe 50 million people in the ensuing rush. You have heard this before, but I am restating it so you understand what will happen.”

“I’ve proven prognosticators wrong before.”

Kromolok’s expression evened out. “I suppose you have.”

Erick asked, “Now… I’d like to talk about other, more immediate concerns. A sweep for mental monsters, perhaps? Or something else?”

Kromolok paused, and then he said, “Okay. I’ll take down the Privacy for this, and we can speak less freely, and more about current events, and current monster issues.”

Erick nodded.

Kromolok canceled the Privacy around the room. Erick’s senses expanded outward. Nothing untoward was happening outside, except the majority of his Ophiel had gathered on the roof, directly above the room. They were worried. The Ophiel on his shoulder cooed as his sight and his connection to himself returned. Ophiel was fine. Yggdrasil was fine, too; the big guy’s [Scry] eye lazily floated back into the room.

Erick and Kromolok got down to talking about solid, solvable issues.

Later, Ophiel spread out across the land, through the Main Roads and elsewhere, Imaging for problems and finding them. Working with Kromolok was not a problem, though Erick had expected it to become a problem somewhere along the line. The man and his organization knew that killing Erick would solve a lot more problems than letting him run free, but they weren’t willing to do that to him.

Which… Gained them a few points in Erick’s book. He supposed.

Maybe.

Working with Kromolok was only the barest bit of difference from working with Poi. A bit more frigid, yes, but overall the same. Monsters were found, executed, and then soldiers moved on to the next Imaging that held in the stony sky elsewhere in the Underworld.

Ten hours and a few breaks later, all of Stratagold’s domain, over a thousand kilometers in every direction from the Geode itself, was free of every single discoverable mental monster threat, and a few more besides. There were likely a few more mental monster threats hidden in the dark Side Roads or the open caverns that no one had visited in a hundred years or more, but Erick had no way to find them and Kromolok eventually called it quits, so those distant or well-hidden monsters remained unkilled.

Somewhere in all that, Erick asked Kromolok, “Why haven’t the Gemslicers helped with this? They have my Light Magic; they must have this magic, too.”

“Ah.” Kromolok said, “They have this magic, but not everything else necessary to make this work in this way.”

“… Somehow I expected more evasion from that question.”

Kromolok smiled, saying, “They don’t know your secret of blood; that’s tripping them up a lot. Otherwise we would have already done this months ago.”

“Actual answers!” Erick laughed. “That’s downright the opposite of what I’m used to!”

“Yes. Well.” Kromolok said, “You are a major part of the fate of this world and I can get away with spilling secrets where I deem necessary and I have deemed it necessary that you keep certain things secret, like the secret of blood. This is hard to do when you don’t know which secrets need keeping and why they need keeping, thus: transparency.”

“Ah. Okay.” Erick paused. After a moment he added, “This secret of blood is something that people should eventually learn. Not this year and maybe not for fifty more. But eventually.”

Kromolok took a moment to think, decided against his original words, and said, “One catastrophe per year, please.”

Erick almost asked him what he was going to say but he decided against that, opting instead for, “Fair enough.”

It’s not like knowledge of DNA could help heal people, anyway. That’s what all the other Healing Magic was for.
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                Erick woke to the sounds of leaves rustling in the breeze. It was a good, normal sound, which preceded a good, normal morning routine. He decided to switch it up a bit by taking yet another swim before he left Yggdrasil, though, and he felt even better after that swim. And then he set out to the embassy to see about getting some breakfast. After a nice meal at the world diner’s market, Erick went to Tasar’s office, where he met Otaliya, and soon enough, Tasar.

Otaliya spoke of meetings with the Golds, who were apparently the merchant caste of wrought, who saw to it that everything got where it needed to go and that the economy of the Underworld was maintained. Erick wondered at the overlaps between the Golds’ market manipulations and how the economies of Earth worked, so he spoke of his own knowledge of all that, asking questions all the while. The answer was ‘broadly yes’, the Golds did oversee much of the economies of the world through various market forces, from trade tariffs to working with Mage Bank to keep gold coins at a relatively stable price, but there was no singular council that oversaw this economic action.

Each Geode had a different set of Golds —or ‘Merchants’, as they were usually called— who each oversaw their own surrounding cities to ensure that the economy worked smoothly. The various economies of each Geode would then interface through the rules laid down by the various Merchants of those Geodes. Outside of the Geodes, the price of bread was wildly different from coppers, to silver, to even gold in some of the far flung independent Underworld cities, but next to the Geodes the price of a loaf of bread was a standard silver coin.

“She means the cities around the Geodes when she talks of Geodes, Erick,” Tasar said, “Most people use one word to speak of both the Geode and the surroundings but this is simply untrue.”

“Quite right. Life inside of the Geodes is much different than outside.” Otaliya said, “Most people don’t know how much different. People think that the Golds oversee the economies inside the Geodes, too, but that couldn’t be further from the truth.” She added, “They’re probably the only people on the inquiry who will be on your side, fully, because the establishment of a true Gate Network is exactly the sort of thing they’d start glinting over.”

“And ‘glinting’ is a good thing?”

“Glinting is a very good thing.” Otaliya smiled. “I heard that the Inquisition might be glinting over you a bit, too.”

“Oh. No. Not yet, anyway.” Erick said, “Yesterday went well, but the depth of their problem with me is revealed and it’s… Large.”

Otaliya gave a flat look, a tiny hum of recognition, then said, “Probably best not to spread too much of that truth around. As long as the Inquisition isn’t coming after you, then the Sights are good. Let’s not spread any rumors that something bad is brewing.”

“Sounds good to me.” Erick looked over to Tasar. “I was thinking of going to Archmage’s Rest today to try and get on their good side.” He asked both of them. “Got any tips?”

Tasar scrunched her face a bit, unsure.

Otaliya readily said, “Tasar is too entrenched with the Rest, so she can’t give you a good answer. The people who can give you good answers are the EIPCs, though, so let’s go talk to them before you go.”

And so they did.







- - - -







Radigo, the human leader from his particular EIPC, said, “There is a lot of talk from a lot of common people about how you saved this person or that household from certain death. This talk originates mostly from the households of the barons you assisted, and has since spread to alehouses and warehouses alike. Baron Tulani of the Alchemists Coalition has been rather outspoken about how you prevented an outbreak of changeling vines in his land. This wave of goodwill has even reached the Merchants, and been magnified by their own words; they appreciate practically everything you’ve done, but especially for the caravan routes of the Main Roads level 5 and 7, where you killed that nest of Stone Leviathans.”

Erick nodded, while Otaliya smiled wide.

Loori, the dragonkin woman from a different EIPC, said, “In addition to the problems solved for the barons out there, this business with helping the Inquisition has waylaid more than a few fears of the deeply religious. In particular, the Church of the Forgotten Light actually has priests out in the open, talking up your accomplishments these days. They’re still on the Side Roads regarding your true status as the Savior of Light, but this is a very large first step. The Church of Sininindi is relieved to know that you are safe, and that ‘they never had any doubts’; I will leave the interpretation of this fact up to you. The Church of Atunir is with you, and they say they always have been.” She continued, “I will, of course, be updating you on this news, but from what I’m seeing, you might have gained another ‘yes’ out of the inquiry board’s Church seat.”

Erick nodded.

The incani, Walz, said, “We’ve been surreptitiously speaking to people about making the case for change, as you requested.” He gestured to his assistant, who began casting lightwards in the air; illustrations of graphs and maps of areas, with points of interest highlighted. He also handed over the very same illustrations to Erick on printed paper, saying, “Change is difficult, but if you want to continue on this route, you would do well to interface with the Heavies soon. They would undoubtedly have requests of you, to ingratiate you with them, and how they work. If you clear their requests then they should have no problem giving approval. We feel that those requests could happen along any of these possible lines, from fully clearing some of these larger caverns to…”

They spoke for hours.

Radigo, Loori, and Walz were each from a different EIPC, and they thus had doubled up on some of the footwork and information they presented to Erick. All of them had different areas of focus, though, which was why Erick had hired three of them, as Silverite suggested.

Radigo was focused on the ability for Erick to make the economy much larger and more robust, opening up new markets everywhere. Loori was focused on working with the various churches and religious leaders, gauging the will of the populace through its priests. Walz was focused on graphs and information and facts, ensuring that everything was as orderly as it could be, for the wrought preferred order above all else and an inquiry was perhaps where that demand was most crystallized. Otaliya simply knew everyone that was mentioned or could be mentioned; what they did, what they wanted. Erick was surprised by the depth of the information presented to him, but perhaps Otaliya surprised him most of all. Everyone else came into the room with papers and assistants and they would occasionally stop to look at some information, to clarify some point, but Otaliya never had to reference anything or anyone. She just knew it all. If she had some [Telepathy] help, Erick couldn’t tell.

At the end of four hours of discussions and planning Erick had gained the names of several important people to meet and a reaffirmation of his main goal with this inquiry; to gain runic web clearance.

And so, Vibrant Falls was his next stop. He needed to link up with Archmage’s Rest and see about appeasing Riivo; the one person who absolutely had to say ‘yes’. The only problem was that while Riivo seemed pleasant enough, he had already told Erick that he was not getting clearance from Archmage’s Rest, due to Erick’s violation of the Core.

Walz said, “Once Riivo has decided on something, he generally sticks by his word, rarely ever overturning any past decisions. This is going to be a problem.”

That didn’t sound like the man Erick had met, though. He said, “Riivo seemed willing enough to change his mind about [Steadfast Ward] once I told him how I was going to use it with Yggdrasil, and not directly.”

The three EIPC people were surprised.

Tasar spoke up, “Riivo changes his mind all the time, but he also has a bit of a reputation. That reputation is not unearned.”

Otaliya said, “A single spell compared to runic web clearance is a rather incomparable situation. One is a simple defensive spell for a World Tree, so that the World Tree can withstand stronger attacks, while runic webs are dangerous for a whole host of other reasons. It will be difficult to get Riivo to change his mind on this, with such a change likely demanding much of you, personally, Erick.” She said, “I suggest you put forth some ideas of how necessary a runic web will be for eventual Gate Network security. That should be enough to change his mind, or at least open him up to talking.”

Erick nodded.

They spoke for a little while longer, shifting back and forth on topics, but after two more hours they had reached the natural end of the discussion, with all the gathered information given out, dissected, and understood. It was time to move on.

Otaliya went back to Tasar’s offices.

And Tasar went with her mother, because, “I will undoubtedly take Riivo’s side in any argument, so you’re better off going there on your own. You know the way there now, so good luck.”

And so, Erick was on his own again.

- - - -

Erick stepped off of the t-station onto the land in front of Archmage’s Rest. The building was the same as it was last time; a facsimile of the Grand Wizard’s Tower in the Core. The last time Erick had been here the entire place had been layered behind several illusions, which were attached to the building in some sort of semi-permanent runic web, for sure, though the runic web was obscured from mana sense. Now, the place stood fully revealed, and the false facade was gone.

Last time he had been here in the middle of the night, but this time he arrived mid day. Normally, it would be hard to tell the difference here in the Underworld, but Vibrant Falls was lit like a beam of sunlight falling from the heavens, bathing the entire cavern in sunlight. Erick had already seen the shift from night to day in this land before, but it was nice to see again. This place looked much better in the daytime.

In this ‘daylight’, Archmage’s Rest was bustling. A few people came and went from the t-station, but only wrought. And Erick, he supposed. The guards by the t-station were out in the open this time, though Erick didn’t pay them much mind and they didn’t hassle him in return. The majority of people visiting the Rest, though, flew in and out from the rest of Vibrant Fall’s cavern, on spellwork of various kinds, from platforms to more esoteric flying spells, to land on the edge of the cliff and follow the stone paths to the front door. Dozens of people walked in or out of the massive open doors per minute, and it wasn’t long till the first one noticed Erick. Many of them paused in recognition, and either sped up or slowed down, to get out of his way or to let him go first.

Erick followed the crowd inside, nodding in thanks as groups of mages bowed as he passed.

The foyer beyond the wide open door was a busy communal area, almost like a food court, with people sitting at tables and working at stuff, or talking to each other, or eating food procured from one of the many restaurants here and there. More than a few people stopped what they were doing as Erick walked in, but almost all of them resumed whatever just as quickly. Except for one.

A silver male orcol wrought stepped away from his station beside the door, asking, “Archmage Flatt? Is there something the Rest can help you with today?”

“Looking to make an appointment with Riivo, or something along those lines. Whatever is needed to talk to him for a little while.”

“Of course.” The man looked up and a telepathic tendril came off of his head. After a moment, he looked back to Erick, saying, “Seventh floor. He is out of the office right now, but he’ll be back momentarily. If you do not mind, there is one other who would like to speak with you, if you’re willing to wait.”

“Uh. Sure? Who?”

- - - -

Erick stepped up from the stairs onto the seventh floor, into the semi-private space where the general public was not allowed. Riivo had his offices on this floor as well as his meeting rooms. Riivo’s secretary, a silver incani woman, was at the top of the stairs waiting for Erick.

“Right this way, Archmage Flatt,” said the woman.

She led him to a comfortable meeting room with sturdy chairs, a nice table, and a few chalkboards.

Aisha, an iridescent silver human wrought woman, stood by the window, but at Erick’s entrance, she turned, with a gentle smile upon her face. The celesteel woman was one of the librarians for the archives and also a world-class prognosticator with a focus on the past.

“Hello, Erick.” Aisha said, “I’m glad you have returned.”

“Hello again, Aisha.” Erick moved into the room, asking, “I heard you wanted to see me?”

“I’d like to talk a bit about Wizards while you have the chance.” Aisha said, “Riivo should be back in an hour or so but he’s dealing with some bureaucrats out of Titanite so there’s no telling how long it could take; I’m not too good with [Future Sight].”

At the mention of Wizards Erick suddenly went on edge, especially because Aisha was a prognosticator and she was directly coming to him with this sort of information…

But he forced himself to relax just as fast, and said, “I would like to hear more, yes. Thank you for the offer. I’m more interested in how Wizards are capable of breaking anything and what makes that dangerous, more than actual examples, but I suppose examples would be good, too.”

Aisha nodded, then she took her seat, saying, “I would like to have this conversation telepathically.”

Erick took a seat, sending, ‘Sure.’

With a delighted smile, Aisha sent, ‘First thing: you should hide your throat with one of your Privacys or some other way because a truly trained prognosticator can read subvocalizations, and even the speediest of thinkers still have them. I know I am not readable, for I have trained myself out of this, so I will not put a Privacy on my own throat.’

… Well that was a bit disturbing in its implications.

Erick cast a Privacy inside his neck and mouth.

Aisha nodded. ‘When encountering a Wizard you should know that they’re just people, but each one is sitting on a massive bomb that most don’t recognize as a bomb. The Wizard themselves might not recognize their power as a bomb, either, for the bomb is usually not ready to explode for a number of reasons. Primarily, it takes time for a Wizard to become a Wizard. Sometimes this ascension is directed and fast, taking only minutes or seconds to unlock due to an immediate physical or psychological stressor, and them already being primed to activate. In these cases you usually end up with a problem too large to contain at that point in time and evacuation or immediate execution of the Wizard is the best course of action, depending on what the Wizard was going for at the time.

‘Normally, though, the ascension of a Wizard is slow and methodical. Usually, a Wizard is someone who makes a little break here or there and they don’t realize that they’ve broken something they shouldn’t break.’ Aisha sent, ‘It is in these breaks that you will truly know a Wizard for a Wizard.

‘These breaks are all the same.

‘These breaks work on a concept, instead of an Element.

‘Concepts are very difficult to influence, with most of them being Banned as soon as they are discovered. Some are not, though. All of the Elements and Esoteric Elements are not Banned, but you can see how some of the Elements are more real than others.’ Aisha sent, ‘Indeed, while it is a mite blasphemous to say, some would argue that all the Elements are concepts, and that all of magic itself comes from Wizards creating those magics in the first place.’ Aisha went silent, waiting to continue.

For Erick was having a small crisis at the moment.

He had heard words similar to Aisha’s before, but not laid down in such an open way.

… And that was the problem.

He had heard all this before… So why didn’t he make this connection before now? Before it was directly spelled out for him? He had even taunted that dragon at Ooloraptoor with ‘changing his Element to Truth’, which was a conceptual change. He supposed the most ‘new’ information that Aisha gave him (by implication) was that the various forces of Veird, from gods to the wrought to Melemizargo and the Wizards of this world, actually ‘decided’ on which Elements they allowed to flourish in the Script, and which ones they Banned.

Nodding, Erick sent, ‘Okay. That makes sense. Continue, please.’

Aisha continued, ‘Fire is an Element, and this is normal. Things have fire and heat to them.

‘Book is a concept. Several pages of language stuck together in a binding? This is a concept. It’s one of the few I can point to and tell people that, yes, this is not natural.’

Erick sat there for a moment, thinking. He had accepted that ‘Book’ was an Element because, sure, why not. But no. Rozeta —probably Rozeta— had decided to let that one remain? Elemental Book never got Forgotten Campaigned because it was useful. How many of the others were useful?

All of them, probably.

Which ones did Melemizargo add to Veird? Destruction and Dark, perhaps?

No way to truly know right now.

Aisha waited.

Erick sent, ‘Okay. I sort of… Get that.’

Aisha sent, ‘With your creation of Particle Magic, this was one of the ways that we thought you were a Wizard, but when other people on opposite sides of Veird were able to make Particle Magic using your ideas we realized that you were not a Wizard, but simply a planar with new ideas that worked in this New Cosmology.

‘We have a theory here in the Rest that all you really did to ‘make’ Particle Magic, was use telekinesis and instinctual aura control. Further proof that all you did was expose a blind spot where mana meets matter is already being proven in Alchemy, the world over; a school of magic where you have never shown any true learning, or desire to learn.’ Aisha sent, ‘This was most solidly proven over in Songli, where, by clearing up some misconceptions and giving Intelligence to a few people, and then stepping away, you have blossomed the seed of basic alchemy into a whole new branch of Particle Alchemy.’

‘… I never heard it put that way, but… Okay.’ Erick asked, ‘Noticing a Wizard is as easy as seeing a magic that should not exist? How does that work?’

‘This is rather darned difficult unless you know all magic that should and can exist.’ Aisha shrugged. ‘But once you’ve cleared that barrier, the spellwork you showed when you captured a few of the major forces of Terror Peaks is more than sufficient to capture and contain all but the strongest of Wizards. If such a Wizard should come along, it would likely take all of the wrought to put them down, so please don’t go upsetting any possible Wizards to where such actions are necessary.’ Aisha sent, ‘I doubt you would, but the words needed to be sent.’

After a moment, Erick sent, ‘I would like some examples of Wizards, please.’

‘There was this pirate known as Hullbreaker a while back. He’s probably one of the most famous recent Wizards, simply because he evaded everyone due to the creation of Elemental Pirate.’

Erick blinked a bit.

He… Wasn’t sure what to think about that, other than it was a bit silly. ‘That’s a bit silly.’

‘Yes. It was silly. It’s probably why it took so long to capture and kill the man; he wasn’t doing anything too objectively evil with his power aside from doing various pirate-things, like stealing from other ships and raiding coasts and being a general nuisance. He was a killer, yes. Killed thousands. But he was also rather insane in a very specific, non-genocidal way. He was also so deep in his power that no one wanted to set him off by applying too much pressure.’ Aisha said, ‘We sent small teams to capture and contain the man but what usually happened was that our teams had to give up the chase, to stop whatever horrors Hullbreaker unleashed to throw those teams off. Hullbreaker’s favored tactic was to expose two dragons in the nearby populace and start a dragon fight, and then escape in the confusion. Oceanside eventually got the pirate. Not sure what happened past that point as Kirginatharp took the man and did what he normally does.’ Aisha sent, ‘I have an idea of what he does but I’m not privy to the truth, nor do I want to be.’

That reminded Erick— He asked, ‘Is Kirginatharp trying to rid himself of his Curse?’

‘Oh yes.’ Aisha said, ‘He’s tried a thousand times before, too. We try to help him with that when we can, but it’s near impossible. You know that the Dragon Essence Curse was laid down by Kirginatharp’s brother, yes?’

‘Idyrvamikor; I heard from a Shade. Wasn’t sure until now, though.’

‘Wizardry flows in their whole draconic family but it skipped Rozeta and Kirginatharp.’ Aisha sent, ‘It would take a Wizard of uncommon means to break the Dragon Essence Curse. The Dark could do it, but there is bad blood between grandson and grandfather for an uncountable number of reasons.’

Erick asked, ‘Do you know what it would take to break the Dragon Curse on a different dragon; not the Headmaster? Would breaking every single inheritor of the Dragon Curse from their Curse make curing the Headmaster easier?’ Erick asked, ‘What about the Black Curse? What is the Black Curse, anyway?’

Aisha smiled, then began, ‘This ties to what Wizardry can do, and that is to create a new Element. What a Wizard does, is override the Dragon Essence inside a dragon with a new Element, thus curing them of their Curse. If every single dragon was cured then perhaps curing the Headmaster would be easier; I don’t believe so, though, since the Dragon Curse flows from him to everyone else. The Black Curse is a lot more difficult since that comes from the Dark, himself.’

Erick again recalled the conversation between him and that Shadow/Ooze dragon, Ordoonarati, where he threatened the man with ‘finding a Wizard to turn his Shadow/Ooze into Truth so that they could have an honest conversation’.

Erick admitted, ‘I have apparently taunted a dragon with finding a Wizard to cure their Curse in order to have a truthful conversation with them. I see now why that dragon suddenly turned helpful.’

Aisha smiled wide, laughing a little bit. ‘Dragons do want their cure very badly.’

‘So it’s some sort of Paradox magic, then?’

‘Not quite.’ Aisha sent, ‘Paradox is the easiest, and those Wizards can last the longest, but True Paradox Wizards can escape too easily, so dragons tend to try and break Wizards along the Paradox-Creation axis. Such a muddled Wizard Core usually breaks down quickly, but before the Wizard breaks, the dragon can usually attune themselves to one of the accepted Elements. Those ones are the three Elements of the three houses of Ar’Cosmos— And I realize I just touched on about seven different topics, each of which could take us an hour to discuss.’

‘I’ve heard about almost all of that before now, but the ‘houses of Ar’Cosmos’ is new.’ Erick sent, ‘I assumed you were going to go right into that explanation.’

‘Fae, Death, and Carnage.’ Aisha sent, ‘These are the three houses of Ar’Cosmos, and the three known and easily Paradoxable shifts of Dragon Essence. All three Elements are exceedingly dangerous, but those dragons remain inside their old Gate Network, and they don’t come to Veird, so there’s not much we can do against them.’ She added, ‘Your suggestion to find a Wizard to create Elemental Truth would be the birth of a new draconic house. Probably not possible without the use of a very strong Wizard, but this is something that any knowledgeable dragon would desire. This is what it means to ‘cure the Dragon Curse’; to add more monsters to the pile.’ Aisha asked, ‘Which of the three do you think is the worst?’

Erick’s answer was instant. ‘Fae.’ 

Aisha blinked a bit. ‘Everyone always guesses Death.’

‘I’ve heard of Death and Carnage before, and they are rather well warned-against, but they are known.’

Aisha smiled a little. ‘I suppose you would have known this much. Apologies. I sometimes forget how knowledgeable some mortals can be.’

‘I am unsure how Fae is worse than Death or Carnage, though. Working with Death will usually kill the user unless they’re already dead; it's the stuff of Necromancers and the like. Carnage usually causes temporary insanity, as it usually acts like a massive self-buff that wears off over time; the Orcol Rage is partially based on Carnage.’ Erick sent, ‘I thought all the fae were killed or died soon after the Sundering, though?’

Aisha sent, ‘We think one or two survived inside Ar’Cosmos. For instance, we’re pretty sure that the Illusion Dragon that attacked you at Holorulo is a member of the Fae family. Those illusions were too good to not be fae-based.’

Erick filed that thought away for another day, then he sent, ‘The Dragon Stalkers seemed to think that the Mirage Dragon was a Wizard.’

‘… I don’t see how—’ Aisha sent, ‘Which Dragon Stalkers? Where were they from?’

‘An archivist named Ruddy from Oceanside and a local enforcer from Songli named Favia.’

Aisha frowned a little. ‘I don’t know either of them but that’s nothing new. If you would have said Fardali or Trikalo then I would have been surprised that they handed you wrong information, but the Dragon Stalkers probably didn’t send their best to talk to you about—’

Erick recognized where he had gone wrong in his mention of ‘Dragon Stalkers’. He sent, ‘They weren’t there to talk to me. They were there to talk to the new patriarch of Devouring Nightmare and I forced myself into that conversation. Sorry for the confusion.’

‘Oh. Then that makes sense. The Dragon Stalkers are both highly zealous and highly secretive, with a great many of their particular chapters acting as self-contained cells that aren’t allowed to openly interact with each other. It helps to obscure what the Dragon Stalkers actually know and are capable of doing. Oceanside should have sent a better archivist, but maybe he was a young man?’ Aisha sent, ‘There were probably some politics involved in what happened there; hard to say. But what is easy to say, is that misinformation is a powerful tool when it comes to evading and killing dragons, and the Dragon Stalkers are very good at that.’

Erick frowned, reorganizing his thoughts on the Dragon Stalkers; he didn’t want to work with a dishonest organization at all, but they were already in deep shit for what they did to Poi.

A group of Dragon Stalkers had killed Poi’s mother, orphaning Poi and his sister for a long time, before tracking them down again and killing Poi’s sister. They were hunting for Poi’s father, who was apparently a full dragon.

To be sure, Erick asked, ‘Do the Dragon Stalkers regularly murder innocents in their path to killing dragons?’

‘Oh yes.’ Aisha sent, ‘It’s one of the major problems that people have with them, but since the dragons themselves have the capability to cause major disasters wherever they are, most countries cover up Dragon Stalker crusades and the smaller murders.’

Erick felt his heart sink.

He was probably going to have to kill all the Dragon Stalkers, wasn’t he?

Erick moved along, asking, ‘What is the Black Curse, exactly?’

‘It’s a curse placed on the concept of mana-loaded metal, mostly present when you take adamantite —what you call ‘osmium’— and alloy it into adamantium. Adamantium naturally takes in mana and it used to be white at the very beginning of the New Cosmology, but now it’s black.’ Aisha sent, ‘Probably not curable, either, because the basic nature of mana-loaded adamantium was altered so that mana inside adamantium absorbs light instead of radiates light. This directional change was caused by the Dark, himself. It’s theorized that the Black Curse will be lifted when the Dark is cured of his insanity, but that’s more folklore than anything real. The Church of the Forgotten Light likes to preach this particular ideology.’ Aisha sent, ‘In a similar but different fashion, the Dragon Curse’s power is localized and spreads from Kirginatharp, affecting every dragon in this world. Fixing that Curse at its base might be as difficult as killing Kirginatharp, or curing him. It is unknown what effect either event will have on every other dragon in the world. The curse could spread to a new host, or it could begin to unravel.’

Erick had a lot of thoughts about that, but he moved on to the most pressing one. ‘It almost sounds like you’re saying killing Kirginatharp is a viable solution to the Dragon Curse.’

Aisha lost a bit of her brightness. ‘I did a lot of prognostication coming into this meeting but I’ve already gone off the rails. Obviously, I don’t want you to harm Kirginatharp, but at the same time, this world has a lot of problems, and the only real thing I know is that telling you the open and honest truth leads to a brighter outcome than telling you half-truths.’ She added, ‘For instance, I could tell you that killing every Wizard you find will make the world safer, and this is the simple truth, but it will also ruin any possible chance of us curing the Dark, opening up this New Cosmology for habitation, regaining a Gate Network, and a whole host of other things that we desperately want to happen, but which are dangerous to reach for. Perhaps, by telling you full truths, this Worldly Path will lead you to the best possible version of Veird.’ Aisha sent, ‘After all, it already seems you’re headed that way.’

In that moment, Erick recognized Aisha as a true believer.

He had already seen as much through this whole conversation, but it wasn’t till then that he truly understood just how much Aisha wanted him to succeed. It was a heady realization. She would likely be a strong ally…

And yet, Erick tried to stop his heart from beating so hard, and from breaking out in a sweat, but he was only partially successful, for the next question on his mind was dangerous.

So he framed his question with a bit of deniability.

‘… Do you think I’m a Wizard?’

With all the calm excitement she had displayed this entire conversation, Aisha stated, ‘Considering what you have done and where you’re headed, if you were a Wizard I’d still be on your side, but since you’re not, and since you’re never going to tell anyone that you are, then we never have to cross that particular cavern… Until you’re irrefutably outed by the creation of [Renew], anyway. But by that time you should be deeply enshrined in your power. All you have to do to avoid the bad end is to continue working alongside the Inquisition. Everyone else should leave you mostly alone. Except for the dragons, of course.’

Erick lightly breathed, pretending that everything was okay. Physically, he gave almost nothing away, but he knew that for anyone truly looking, he could be in trouble. Maybe he should have had this conversation under a full [Sealed Privacy Ward].

Aisha added, ‘If you were a Wizard then that was what I would tell you, but since you’re not, then you can ignore my ramblings.’

‘… Fair enough.’

Silence stretched.

Erick sent, ‘Thank you for the talk. Every day I learn more about magic, and every day I realize I know even less than the day before.’

Aisha nodded, smiling, sending, ‘It takes about a hundred years to learn most of the basics, but after that you’re mostly just learning about new people… Or that’s what I normally would say to a statement like yours. Now, I suppose we have Particle Magic to learn, and that’s going to take a while.’

Erick found himself smiling back, and even chuckling a little. ‘How long do you think that learning will take?’

Aisha smiled. ‘A very, very long time. So you better stick around to help us out like you did with Alchemy in Songli.’

‘I’ll try.’ Erick glanced to the door, and said, “Looks like Riivo is back.”

“Ah! I do so love it when I time these things right.” Aisha said, “It was very hard to do with you, you should know. Let me know if I can help in the future.”

“I will,” Erick said, and he probably would.

The two of them stood and left the conference room.

Aisha walked through the hallway, and down the descending stairs, passing Riivo who was on his way up. The two wrought nodded to each other, without stopping. And then Riivo came toward Erick, smiling wide, saying, “I’m glad to see you taking advantage of the Rest’s knowledge base. I heard all about what you did for some barons and for the Inquisition, too. I hope you will indulge us the same opportunity to use your skills.”

“That’s exactly why I came here.” Erick said, “In exchange, I’m hoping to get approval for runic webs wherever I wish to use them, and approval in the upcoming inquiry.”

The old iron man lost a bit of his mirth, hummed a bit, then said, “Let’s sit down for a talk.”

They moved back into the office, with Erick sitting back in his chair and Riivo taking the one that Aisha had occupied.

Riivo said, “The lockdown we have on runic webs is because they are a central protection to many wrought lands, so they have to be well-obscured from spying. A loose web is ripe for plucking; either for enemies to get webs of their own, or, once the methodologies are understood, to corrupt such defensive structures into killing all the people inside the space.

“This ease of destruction is almost the sole major reason we don’t allow runic webs to be spread around without our approval. People and cities have died before when they didn’t hide and secure their webs well enough. Entire cities turned into bombs, and then into ash on the wind.

“But since you want this responsibility, we can work on approving you for clearance.” Riivo said, “Here’s my offer: You can take Illusion Magic lessons from one of my people, help them with something they desire, and if your runic webs you create from those lessons turn out to be well-obscured, then I’ll potentially sign off on you getting runic web clearance.” He paused. “Probably not, though. I like you, Erick, but you’re a vigilante with the power of nations in your pocket. I would much prefer you prove that you can settle down somewhere and build something that will outlast your own life, first, because that’s what it means for me to sign off on such clearance. Someone, after you are gone, will come along and take over your runic webs you leave behind, and they’ll fail their bequeathed responsibility in any hundred of ways, and someone will learn of runes and become a Rune Master, who will then go on to spread runes to others, leaving trails of [Force Trap]s wherever they go.”

A simple demand, for simple reasons.

But once someone looked under the surface they were not simple reasons, at all. They were a bit angering, actually.

Erick understood the need to keep some magic secret. He was already agreeing to keep a lot of magics secret because the Inquisition asked him to keep them secret. The knowledge of Light and DNA were chief among the magics Erick was keeping under his hat.

But runic webs could make life a lot easier for a lot of people. The magical technology was out there; it just wasn’t used as widely and as well as it could be used. The wrought had power, and they decided how it was used; no one else.

Forget the fact that people had been killing each other with [Force Trap]s and [Fireball]s all this time, and could already do everything that Riivo was concerned about without using runes. Forget about the idea that runes could do a lot more good out there than they could do evil, and that if both sides of various conflicts had runes, then civilization could begin to work on actual countermeasures to the various attacks Riivo envisioned.

With the power of runic webs only usable by a few, and only immortals at that, this meant that there was never any true innovation with runic web security.

Riivo’s concerns over how cities had been destroyed by the corruption of their runic webs was valid, and Erick had already had questions about that, himself. But Enduring Forge was able to work their runic web so that any corruption placed into the web was known as it was happening. If more people knew about runes, then maybe enough innovation would happen with runic knowledge to ensure that a runic web could not be compromised.

But without everyone having access to runes, then that meant that everyone who wasn’t an authorized runic web creator was automatically labeled a ‘hacker’ and they got their runic webs stolen by Stratagold, or another Geode, even if that ‘hacker’ was on the path to making a truly robust runic web that would solve all of Riivo’s security concerns.

And another thing!

Runes were already out there, in the small items that Erick had given his people, and that Enduring Forge fashioned for others. Someone could learn runes from those. They could learn of the ideas of runic webs from visiting Enduring Forge or anywhere near a Geode. Other people could certainly make runic webs and break runic webs without getting authorization from a Geode, first. But without that authorization, those webs got stolen from their creators.

The fact was that most people were good, and they wanted defense from monsters, so if the world was better defended then wasn’t that a good thing? Most people would use a runic web to protect themselves and their property from monsters. That’s what the lands around Stratagold did, with all their runic webs with anti-[Stoneshape] in them.

… Erick looked at Riivo, and in that moment, he knew that this wasn’t about defense from monsters. Not in the eyes of Stratagold, anyway. They didn’t want stray runic webs out there, outside of their control because they didn’t want to have to go through those minefields when they had to capture/contain/kill various targets. Okay. Erick understood now.

… Or maybe that was a bad interpretation of motivations, but it was probably closer to the truth than any other—

Or.

Wait.

Erick was overthinking this way too much.

There was nothing overly sinister going on here. The people on the Surface and in the Underworld already protected themselves from monsters. Runic webs made certain defensive actions easier, while opening up vast weaknesses in other ways. Runic webs were a trade off.

Erick had plans to make runic webs very, very good, possibly shifting the balance of strength/weakness far toward the strength side of the equation. That was his plan with [Renew], after all. But without [Renew], all Riivo saw when he saw people using runic webs were glaring weaknesses in defense. And Riivo wanted Erick to see those glaring holes, too.

But also, Stratagold wanted controls on people, and runic webs were one of the ways they had to enact those controls. If someone wanted runic webs, they had to come to the table with Stratagold, or another Geode, and learn how to make a proper runic web, while also accepting Stratagold’s oversight.

All very sensible.

But also, Riivo wanted Erick, specifically, under his power. Riivo had shown as much since the initiation party the other day, and at the grand tour of the facilities, and when he helped Erick to learn of [Steadfast Ward]s.

All this man desired was calm control, and safe magic practices. Soft power, not hard; not unless he had to be.

… Which was fine? Sure. Whatever. Erick had already accepted this much when he decided to try and ally with Stratagold.

With his thoughts back on track over three seconds of thinking, Erick said, “I’ll take some Illusion Magic lessons. They’re not my preferred style, but nothing wrong with gaining some new information.” He added, “So you know, I will be trying to settle back down as soon as this Worldly Path is over. I honestly did not think it would get this large or take me this far, but it has, so I’m going to see it through to the good end. When I finally get [Gate] then it’ll be time to talk about linking cities. I expect to use some runic webs to ensure security around those physical gates, but I doubt whatever I learn in the next few days will be good enough for that system, so I’ll probably need your help on that.”

Riivo was patiently reserved while Erick spoke, but at Erick’s request for help, the old iron man regained a bit of his natural mirth. With a small smile, Riivo said, “I look forward to that day, Erick.”

“And hey! Maybe we can one day revive a universe with populated worlds from here to the farthest reaches of the telescopes, and beyond.” Erick said, “Veird would make a good capital world.”

For a long, timeless moment, Riivo softly breathed in, then said, “One catastrophe at a time.”

But Erick needed to drive home the point. He stressed, “One catastrophe at a time, yes, but the goal should be highlighted even now, and the goal is to expand civilization beyond Veird. To reach enough worlds, to have enough people, that even major catastrophes are but blips in the grand scheme of things.” Erick added, “I had a discussion like this with Kromolok yesterday, and I think I failed to tell him that. You have reminded me that I need to do that.”

Riivo lost most of his outward expressions, except for the hopeful fire inside his eyes that was impossible to hide. He softly said, “I also have some lofty dreams for such a time and space, but only when the path forward proves stable will I step upon it.”

“I can’t make [Gate] yet, but I can at least prove my stability and reliability. I wouldn’t think I’d go about doing that by learning illusions, though,” Erick said with a smile, as he stood.

“Ah ha!” Riivo stood with Erick, saying, “All magic is connected to all other magic. You never know where you’ll end up when you go walking down unknown paths. Maybe you’ll even figure out how to make [Gate] today!”

Erick chuckled. “I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

Riivo shrugged. “Maybe by speaking the words, I have set in motion what needs to happen to make [Gate] happen, but in a more rounded way than how you sang out your Particle Magic.”

Erick teased, “Are you trying to work some Fate Magic on me?”

“Not overtly.” Riivo said, “But there’s nothing wrong with wishing someone success, is there?”

Erick smiled a little. “So who’s the Illusion master?”

“Ah!” Riivo started walking, and Erick followed. “They’re a bit of a hermit, but...”
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                Erick and Riivo stepped down through the open air of Vibrant Falls, with the eponymous waterfall bathing the world in glowing light, all the way. Down, down, down, to a level where the mists of the falls spread out in every direction, plunging the world into illuminated fog, and the rushing, raging falls crashed into a lower ocean, and all that water spread out into the vast under oceans of the Underworld.

In those misty depths, down one of the deeper-set daggers of stone carving out into the center of the cavern, there was a house. Theoretically, anyway. Erick had no idea where the house was, for he certainly didn’t see any structures. All he saw was moss-covered stone as far as his eyes could see, which was not very far down here in the fog. Ophiels, moving around like lanterns in the fog, fared little better.

Riivo seemed to know where he was going, though, for the old iron man just walked forward, the carpet of moss under him absorbing all sound. Erick followed—

“Oh. There’s no monsters here.” Erick said, “I just realized. Nothing dangerous at all. No rats or bats or snakes, either, though. But there are slimes.”

One small green slime plopped across the moss in front of them. Slimes were everywhere down here; they were practically ubiquitous monsters in this moisture-rich, plentiful food environment.

“Quite right.” Riivo glanced at the slime as it plopped along, saying, “Unless one is invited here by someone who already knows the way, then the passive enchantments in the area keep all other lifeforms away. Slimes do grow rather well in the lower levels of Vibrant Falls, though, but while they might be born here, if they should happen to fall out of the enchantment zone then they won’t be back.”

“How does an illusion keep people away?” Erick said, “I would have thought that to be Mind Magic.”

Archmage Kydyr’s house was still somewhere up ahead in the deeper fog.

“This particular use of illusion is a secret which you shall learn while you are here, but not from me, and showing is better than telling.” Riivo said, “Watch the path we walk. Orient yourself with your Ophiel in the air.”

Erick took stock of their area. They were upon a flattish jut of stone about twelve kilometers long that stuck out from the side of the cavern of Vibrant Falls. At their current position, they were three kilometers from the tip, which was itself about a kilometer from the falls. The flat area under Erick’s feet was about half a kilometer wide. In the distance, the base of the dagger connected to the cavern wall, were countless juts of stone stuck out from the side, forming a deep shadowed place, while the falls themselves were full of light. Shadowed and glowing fog filled the air. Thick stone formed the ground. And everywhere, there was moss.

They walked from the falls toward the wall while—

Wait.

Somehow, they had gotten turned around? When did that happen?

They were walking toward the falls again.

“We turned around?” Erick frowned a little. “I wouldn’t have noticed without Ophiel.”

Riivo smiled. “Usually it takes the second turn for a new person to understand what happened, but you caught it on the first. Watch what happens when we take the second.”

The two of them fell back to silence, or at least as silent as the rush of the falls…

The falls were quieter. Like they were somehow more distant and yet they were right there; same as they had been.

Riivo turned. Erick followed.

And suddenly, the air changed. Less foggy. More bright—

Riivo’s silent footfalls were suddenly audible as he stepped onto a wide, white tile. The tile was overgrown with too much moss, but it was a tile, for sure. Erick had paused to reorient himself, but he resumed following fast enough—

Another turn; the third. They were headed back toward the cavern wall, now.

And the tiles underfoot became cleaner.

Erick had an uncomfortable realization that he wasn’t sure how to put into a question, so he spoke the unvarnished thought, “This is almost like Ar’Cosmos.”

“Ah. Not quite. Illusions can accomplish much, but this place still exists whether you can see it or not.” Riivo said, “This path we walk is the key to actually gaining access to this place, though.”

Erick had some thoughts about just how wrong Riivo was, but he withheld those thoughts for now because Riivo stepped off to the left and Erick almost missed the turn. He had no idea how he had almost missed the turn, but he had.

Riivo enlightened him, saying, “Glad you kept up there. Most people fall off the first time. We’re close now.”

The tiles went from unkempt to manicured, showing off their white brightness while a short stone wall began on one side, and then a matching stone wall appeared on the other side. They were upon a garden path, and the air fully cleared of fog. Three more steps, and Riivo passed over a white tile with the rune for ‘reveal’ embedded in it in deep, black metal. Erick followed—

He stepped into a land of summer, with a massive apple tree growing on one side of a medium-sized cottage, while a vegetable-filled garden lay on the other side of the property. An ankle-high wall of white stones surrounded the whole place—

An incani man of about 65 appeared at the door of what had to be his house. His white skin and red eyes marked him as an incani from somewhere within Nelboor’s Underworld. His deep frown marked him as deeply unhappy. “What sad slop have you brought me this time, Riivo?”

Riivo strained to put on a happy face, like he was used to this man’s foibles yet those foibles were still tiring. He walked forward saying, “You should read some newspapers instead of books every once in a while, Kydyr! This is Erick Flatt, of Spur— of Earth, technically.”

“If I cared about current events I would allow you to send me that trash, but since I don’t, you don’t!” Kydyr stepped forward, meeting Riivo, and also Erick, on his front lawn, asking, “What’s the deal? If it’s not good enough then I don’t care who this young idiot may be.”

Riivo had briefed Erick a bit about Kydyr. The man was a recluse in the extreme. The only thing he cared about was reading stories about places he had never been. It had to be strictly feel-good fiction, too. Nothing real. Nothing dangerous. Archmage’s Rest sent Kydyr at least two books a week as part of the deals he had made with the Rest. That deal included Kydyr teaching lessons when demanded, though, and right now Riivo was demanding those lessons.

Riivo strongly said, “I want Erick to learn how to make a secure runic web. You can test his Illusion Magic knowledge without me, but you will allow him to prove that he is capable before you call it quits, Kydyr. I will not have you mucking about with this particular joint venture. I want Erick to become a firm part of Archmage’s Rest, and you are but one of the benefits of joining, so you better remain a benefit.” He stared at Kydyr...

And Kydyr scowled, breaking eye contact first. He spat, “Heard and understood.” He inclined his head at Erick. “What do I get out of it?”

Riivo was merely the facilitator so he stood to the side and remained silent.

Erick asked, “What do you want?”

With a happy, devious smile, Kydyr exclaimed, “I want Ripper’s Lot volume 23 and Fowled Egg number 14.”

Erick asked, “Some novels?”

Riivo spoke up, “They’re being edited, Kydyr. They might be ready next month.”

“Then maybe I’ll feel like teaching next month.” Kydyr sneered.

Riivo frowned.

“Maybe there is something physical I can get you?” Erick asked, “Perhaps some new vegetables for your garden? Stuff you’ve never had before? Or maybe I could tell you some stories from where I’m from? You probably don’t have any of those.”

Riivo glanced from Erick to Kydyr, waiting.

“Bah! Stories from— Where’d you say? ‘Arth’? Some new settlement by Spur? Bah.” Kydyr said, “That whole Crystal Forest is a broken civilization, kept that way by Ar’Kendrithyst. Ain’t never produced any good stories in centuries! That Librarian keeps it that way, and I hate that woman. Fucks up all authors everywhere, bending them to her whims! Now there… There’s an evil that needs deading... Heh.” Kydyr got another wicked smile, saying, “I got a bargained task for you: Go kill the Librarian and save all good authors everywhere! I’ll teach you anything you want if you can do that.”

Riivo blinked a bit, unsure how they had gotten here.

Erick had much the same reaction as Riivo, then he said, “Ah. She’s dead. I didn’t kill her myself, but yes. She’s dead.”

Kydyr frowned. He glanced from Erick to Riivo, then back to Erick. “Huh. You truly believe that, eh? You might do well with Illusion Magic. You’re probably not as young as you look, either, and that Silver Star on your chest looks to be real, too.” From one moment to the next, Kydyr changed. He was no longer an aging white-skinned red-eyed incani, but instead, he had shrunk into a floating metallic pixie, a decimeter tall. His body seemed made of rainbows, while wings barely beat and yet he remained aloft. “Or at least you’re good at hiding your hate; both are good for illusionwork.”

Erick studied the ‘pixie’. Kydyr wasn’t celesteel; he was too rainbow for that. Bismuth, maybe?

Which raised a new question.

Pixies were only about 300 or so years old. This fact that Kydyr was a wrought of a relatively ‘new’ species had Erick questioning when a ‘protean’ would pop out of the ‘wrought birthing vats’, or however they did it. Maybe one already had. Wasn’t that an odd thought. While Erick was thinking—

Riivo didn’t miss a beat, saying, “Archmage Kydyr. Normally, I wouldn’t want to intrude upon how you choose to interact with the world but you simply must get out of the apple tree sometime, and soon. Visit some places. Learn of the recent news spiraling the planet. But before you do that, you will teach Archmage Erick about Illusion Magic and primarily how to hide and secure a runic web.”

Kydyr scowled with his tiny face and relatively large eyes, as he looked to Erick, demanding, “Tell me what makes you so great. One sentence. Go.”

There were so many things to say to that.

Erick chose the one he thought would work best.

“I made a World Tree.”

Kydyr froze, then transformed into a human woman of rainbow metal, quickly sputtering, “Like a big tree means shit to me!” She turned straight to Riivo, shouting, “What the fuck, Riivo! You tell people about me, now!” She transformed into a male orcol made of rainbow metal, looking down on both of them, saying, “This is rude, is what it is!”

Erick wondered if any of these forms were real. He had said ‘World Tree’ because of the pixie form… but was that wrong?

Riivo held his tongue.

Erick went for it, assuming that Kydyr’s pixie form was ‘real’, or whatever, and said, “I made a World Tree and his name is Yggdrasil. He’s by Stratagold, as well as by Candlepoint in the Crystal Forest on Glaquin, and also beside Holorolu in Songli in Nelboor. He’s young and hasn’t separated from me, and he won’t for quite a while, but he is a World Tree.”

Riivo added, “Yggdrasil is in a cavern next to the embassy, at t-station ‘ygg’.”

Kydyr stared at both of them. In a flash, the rainbow wrought was once again a white-skinned, red-eyed incani man, but this time he was 24, and looking… Rather uncomfortably handsome. Square chin. Muscles. A nice… All the rest of him. Had he pegged Erick that fast? Maybe he had.

Kydyr said, “I’ll be checking up on this new information. I don’t appreciate lies.”

Erick burst a sudden laugh.

Riivo glanced at Erick.

Kydyr glanced at Erick, too.

Okay. So maybe there wasn’t supposed to be a joke there. Erick deadpanned, “Oh come on. An illusionist who doesn’t like lies?”

Kydyr tilted his head at Riivo. “You brought me a dullard.”

“That’s hardly fair,” Erick complained.

Riivo said, “I’m sure you two will get along, but before I go I will need to make sure that some sort of bargain has actually occurred.”

Kydyr waved the old iron man off, saying, “Yes! Yes! Fine fine. I’ll teach him. Dump off some raw platinum for a web later but go away now.”

“Good.” Riivo turned around and walked away. In seconds the old iron man had stepped down the tiled path, his form beginning to vanish into the swallowing mists that surrounded this land, but which did not pass the short stone wall all around. The old iron man’s words were mostly drowned out by the distant rush of falling water, “Good luck, Erick.”

And then he was gone.

Erick turned back to Kydyr.

The two men stared at each other for a long moment. Erick wasn’t sure he felt safe being around an illusion-focused Archmage, but Riivo seemed to feel the man was fine, if a bit odd.

So Erick went for it, asking, “Where do we start?”

Kydyr demanded, “Do you have [Illusionshape]?”

“[Mysticalshape].”

Kydyr narrowed his eyes. “Have you Remade up to there? Or did you make that from the bought [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape]?”

“The second.”

“… I can already tell you focused heavily on Light due to the auras at your back, but have you done much Shadow work?” Kydyr scowled, as if realizing a whole new problem. “Do you have a problem with Shadow? Being from Spur you probably do.”

“I’ve never gotten Shadow magic to work properly, actually, so you are right in a way, but wrong that I have a ‘problem’ with shadows.” Erick pushed back a bit, saying, “Being so aligned with Illusions, do you forget your own prejudices? Or do you invent new ones depending on who you’re confronting?”

“I make new prejudices all the time!” Kydyr said, “The best ways to make good illusions are to base your various personas on perceived cultural norms; it’s basically exploiting other people to reach a shortcut in the mana.”

“… I don’t know how I feel about that.”

“Yeah. You seem like you’d be a shitty illusionist.”

“We’ll I’m certainly no liar who pretends to not know what’s going on in the world.” Erick said, “I know you know who I am.”

Kydyr frowned a bit, looked like he was about to deny everything, but then he reoriented. He pulled back, saying, “I know I gave no physical clues, so it was something I said. What was it— It was the bit about Spur, wasn’t it? With the Shadow Magics.”

Erick said, “No. The people back home don’t like Shadow Magic; this is true. No. The problem is that your reactions are too perfect and there’s no way that Riivo didn’t tell you we were coming and what to expect.”

“Now that’s a lie.” Kydyr said, “Riivo knows not to tell people what to expect all the way, for part of our agreement is for me to get some fun out of all this, too. So tell me how you knew! I know for a fact that my reactions are not too perfect! I played the part of a hermit archmage just fine! No. What’s more likely is that you’re lying to me about what gave me away. People’s complaints often reveal what they really care about, and you caring about me lying means that you are the liar! Not me.”

Erick frowned at the man.

Kydyr happily said, “Illusionists never lie! We just tell different Truths!”

“Oh.” Erick understood, now. “That’s what you meant when you said you weren’t a liar.”

Kydyr looked at Erick for a moment longer. Then he decided, “I guess if you made a World Tree you probably have some redeeming qualities.”

Erick smirked. “I have many redeeming qualities.”

“… Is the Librarian truly dead?”

Erick paused. “I only know of seven remaining Shades and six of them are Blessed into Empathy. If the Librarian survived then that is out of my purview.” He looked up and down Kydyr, asking, “So how deep does this lie go, and do you have a form that is more… whole?”

“What’s wrong with this one!”

“Okay. So. I’ll tell you what truly gave you away.” Erick said, “Every single one of your forms carried the same wrought arrogance that you’re untouchable, even though you don’t look wrought at all.”

“… Perhaps you’re a Mind Mage in disguise? Those bastards are always ruining my fun.” Kydyr asked, “Are you attempting to ruin my fun, mister Mind Mage?”

“I’m not a Mind Mage; you already know who I am.” Erick said, “The world is changing, Kydyr. I killed Ar’Kendrithyst. I invented new magics. I made a World Tree. I’m near the end of my Worldly Path and I’m going to make [Gate] the normal way, because I want to open up new worlds and expand civilization to other planets. After this Stratagold stuff my next stop is Oceanside because there’s some Quiet War shit going down there. Perhaps the Headmaster will ask me to help him enact his plan to destroy the moons of Hell and Celes, to end the Quiet War once and for all, to help permanently end yet another threat to civilization. Or maybe he’ll simply ask for my help to bring both sides to heel, like I did for all the Shadow Sects of Nelboor just by threatening them from afar. I won’t know until I get there.”

Kydyr’s skin was white but he paled all the same as Erick’s words hammered into his head like revelations from a god. And then some sort of dichotomy happened. Erick wasn’t sure what he was looking at, exactly, as he saw Kydyr’s eyes flicker to rainbow as his heart beat hard. He scowled. His face twitched. He huffed—

And then his incani disguise burst into rainbow motes of light, falling away to reveal rainbow metal in the shape of a human man. But not fully human. His hair was made of feathers and his eyes were twice as large as normal. He was an Owl Shifter. It might be his original form? Maybe another trick, though. Erick was pretty sure the pixie form was his original form, but this one seemed more solid.

And as Kydyr remained silent, lightly staring, thinking, Erick began to imagine that this form was his original. All his other forms had been free of magical signatures, but this one had magics running inside his chest and along the surface of his skin. Could be yet another trick, though.

Illusion magics were not Erick’s forte, at all. He only really knew how to see through most of them, and only thanks to mana sense and [True Sight], but according to those two senses everything he had seen here in Kydyr’s property had been real.

Erick broke the silence, saying, “I gotta say, your illusions are fantastic, but what happened there?”

“You destabilized my Hot Incani.” Kydyr said, “I’ll have to work for months to get that one right again.”

“If it makes you feel any better I thought he was very attractive.”

“… It does.” Kydyr sighed, then he exclaimed, “Ugh! I hate reality. Fuck you— Okay.” He brushed a hand through his feathered hair, then said, “I know who you are, Erick Flatt of Earth. This is as real of ‘me’ as you’re ever going to get to see, so I’d appreciate it if you don’t push too much further, and I won’t be forced to sneak out to Yggdrasil to see what you do under those Privacys.”

“… Fair enough.”

“Good.” With a deeply exhausted tone and fallen shoulders, Kydyr gestured to the left, to a small fire pit and its four surrounding stone chairs. They hadn’t been there till the man pointed them out. “Let’s sit and talk.”

Erick went along with Kydyr to the stone chairs. Kydyr took one, and Erick took the one to his left, two meters away. He wasn’t too worried at that moment, and he hadn’t been since they got here. Kydyr was an archmage, so he surely had more tricks than Illusion Magic, but the Illusion magic wasn’t a problem; Illusion excelled at two things, and neither of those things were outright damage.

… And yet, the Mirage Dragon had certainly turned the top of Devouring Nightmare’s main clan mountain into swiss cheese with her Illusion Magic, but no one had actually died to that attack. Though, apparently, that was ‘Fae Magic’, according to Aisha. Erick wondered where the split was.

Maybe Kydyr had spellwork of that level, too, but Erick wasn’t too scared of physical damage. His paranoia was completely focused on the threat of people discovering his Wizardry. At this juncture, the threat Stratagold represented was only a threat in the grand, fully unveiled sense; not on an individual basis.

And only if he fucked up any of these talks.

Kydyr asked, “What do you know of Illusion?”

“Illusion can do two things well: Hide or obscure, and be versatile. It is not good for damage. Any damage inflicted by an Illusion spell is only an eighth to a half as effective as a true spell.”

“… A measured response, and mostly true. Let me give you a high-level overview, and we can talk about specifics afterward.” Kydyr said, “Once a person begins to interact with an Illusion spell, either passively or because you’ve forced them to, Illusions tend to break down. I have read that Illusions used to be a lot stronger in the Old Cosmology, with some master Illusionists able to trap others behind worlds of fakery, but this is no longer the case, and this is for the best.”

Erick was a little bit surprised at that statement for multiple reasons, but only the first one came out of his mouth. “This is why Melemizargo thinks this world is fake.”

“Yes.” Kydyr said, “The Script stopped this grand use of this type of illusionwork, though, but it didn’t stop the lesser uses. They should have stripped out Elemental Illusion completely. It’s a shit magic, only worked by shit people, for shit uses, like killing people or worse: tricking them to think they’re eating full meals when they’re actually starving and dying of thirst.”

“… It’s kinda odd to hear an Illusion-based Archmage say this.”

“I got into Illusion Magic because I hate this shit. It’s my fool luck that I turned out to be good at this shit, so here I am, a hermit, because living out there is difficult. Illusions masters often find themselves fooling their way through life and leaving heartache and horror wherever they go, and when reality finally catches up to them they fold like castles of sand, or, people think they lie just because of their chosen focus!” Kydyr said, “I’m not a godsdamned liar, Erick. Not about the big stuff, the stuff that actually matters, and don’t you forget it.”

Erick nodded.

Kydyr stared at Erick for a moment, then continued, “Illusion Magics are terrible for defense. Shit for damage. Awful for practically every single scenario where subject A directly confronts subject B.

“But Illusions are very good for when subject A needs to get through a wall between them and subject B, and they don’t want to make a door the violent way. Or when subject A wants to trick subject B to walk off a cliff. Or when A is hiding from B. Illusions are fantastic for indirect confrontation.

“Illusions are the best for hiding objective reality behind a layer of Subjective Reality. You want to protect something? You put down Illusions as your first line of defense. If the enemy can’t see you they can’t hit you. If that defense should fall then everything else can be backed up with the swords or spells of others, but if you can hide the door, then that cuts down 90% of all intruders.

“And that’s the goal; less people attacking you.

“The first level of working in the school of Illusion Magic, therefore, is common misdirection. In the case of runic webs, if you want people to be aware that they are in a runic web area —which is good for letting people know that they are being watched and judged— you inscribe that web with some illusion magic that projects a false web outside, into the open, while you bury the real web into the wall, where it is unreachable. By having your web out in the open, and if you have inscribed it properly with other runic signatures, then you can catch those who try messing with that runic web while simultaneously ensuring that your actual runic web is secure.” Kydyr added, “In the other direction, if you simply want people to leave your runic web alone and not know they’re inside a runic space, then you hide the web itself beyond layers of Illusions, fooling mana senses and [True Sight]s, if you make it well enough.”

Erick sat back in his chair, thinking. In retrospect, what Kydyr was suggesting was obvious. Perhaps beyond obvious, and bordering on making Erick feel a bit of a fool. Obviously Illusion was very good at hiding things, but Erick had simply never gone this deep into that sort of magic. For his [Sealed Privacy Ward] Erick had simply manually hid himself, through the use of anti-[Scry], anti-Sight, and falsified light protections. But that sphere of changed magic still showed up to [True Sight] as an opaque sphere. What Kydyr was suggesting was that the proper use of Illusion would hide even that opaque sphere.

And so, Erick could only honestly say, “I like that a lot, but how do you trick [True Sight]?”

Kydyr smiled a little, a bit of his depression seeming to lighten. “Tricking [True Sight] is perhaps one of the hardest things to do because there’s not a single Open Script spell that gives a good base upon which to enact this different Reality, so we have to use several spells, all together. The good news is that replacing reality with Reality is all magic truly is, so once you know a few tricks, you can get pretty far with that replacement. Not all the way, of course, and the end result is fully dependent on your own skill, and Truth.

“This reliance on Truth is both a problem and a boon for illusionwork.

“A Force Mage can make true barriers that could last long after that Force Mage has left the area. A Water Mage might be able to make real water, instead of having their [Water Bolt]s splash and turn back into motes of mana. But the second a Force Mage or a Water Mage, or any other Mage, steps outside of their own Truth, every Subjective Reality they try to enact upon the world is less True; less real.

“So there is only one true way to turn Reality into reality; you have to have a knack for it. A desire for it. A yearning to be something other than what you are. This is hard for most people to achieve, and for you, it will likely be extremely difficult. Your Truth of Growth is anathema to a Truth of Deception.

“There are workarounds, though.

“What you do, is layer Force, light, shadow, and color, with enough skill that no one is able to tell the difference between Subjective Reality and objective reality. To gain this skill, you must study how the world works through mana sense, and you must mimic that falsity through pure skill, for the Elemental Illusion magic I teach you will only bridge maybe 5% to 25% of the gap between Real and real.” Kydyr said, “Once you get skilled enough, and to overly simplify the end goal: I will have you bury a runic web and then that runic web will copy the stone around itself, onto itself, but without actually hindering its own functions, simultaneously hiding itself from mana sense as well as allowing it to work as intended. This might be difficult for you. We will go over this method of true hiding, and the other way with decoys after we get true hiding down and workable. Obscuration and misdirection; both are needed to make a truly secure runic web, or any good illusionwork at all.”

Erick took that all in, and asked, “Where do we start?”

“The primary tools in an Illusionist's arsenal is a damaging spell, and a suite of defensive measures.” Kydyr said, “Since I don’t care to teach for damage and you’re not here for that anyway, we will focus on the small actions of stabilized obscuration and misdirection, meaning illusionwork that doesn’t move. This demands [Invisible], [Conjure Item], [Force Wall], Mana Shaping, and wardlights. Elemental Illusion will be used at the very end; personal skill comes first.” Kydyr added, “I’m imagining we can skip quite a bit of that beginner illusionwork, but I’d like to get a gauge for your skill, anyway. To that end, we start with [Conjure Item]. Please make me a stone sculpture of a bird, a doll of a bird, and an anatomically correct model of a bird, limiting yourself to 250 base mana for each.” He gestured to the side.

Erick glanced to the side at three stone pedestals, each waist-high. They hadn’t been there before. Not too surprising, considering where they were and what Erick was trying to learn. But whatever.

Erick looked up [Conjure Item].










	
Conjure Item X, instant, 50 MP + Variable

Create an item of up to large size. Skill with mana manipulation determines final creation. Lasts until suffering 50 points of damage.














It was one of the Variable Cost Variable Effect spells available in the Open Script. Erick already had a lot of experience with the spell, mostly in the form of conjuring beds or other assorted useful items. Those items gradually took damage as they existed and rarely lasted more than 24 hours, but Erick had gotten pretty good at making items that were more than their appearances. Mattresses with foam cores that held up to the pressure of people sleeping on them. Cloth that felt and moved like real cloth. Pens and paper that worked, though whatever was written would need to be copied down before the conjuring degraded.

A simple stone bird would be easy.

Erick did so, conjuring out of the manasphere a small bird about the size of a raven, with two eyes in the normal locations, and two wings folded up on the body where they should be, while the bird itself stood tall on two legs, with the tail acting as a third leg so it wouldn’t fall over. The bird was white alabaster, and just a bit transparent. Other than that it was solid all the way through.

Ophiel cooed upon seeing the creation and then he transformed to match. His eyes were not contained to the normal locations where eyes should be, though, and he had three sets of wings to act as his tail, his wings, and his legs. And then he decided to hold that form for a while, for whatever reason.

… The stone bird was very much a conjuring. To [Magic Sight], mana sense, and [True Sight], the stone bird was a conjured item. Erick had gone pretty far with his 250 limit, though, so to all normal senses the stone bird seemed real… Except for perhaps one. A real one would have weighed in at 25 kilos or more. This thing only weighed half a kilo, at most.

“I assume adding weight is a part of illusionwork?” Erick added, “Either with Elemental Illusion or with [Gravity Ward]?”

Kydyr seemed to approve of the bird, glancing it over with a critical eye as he answered, “Elemental Illusion will give an item its proper weight, and also its expected warmth, or cold, or any other sense you can think to name. Continue.”

Erick conjured a bird doll on the second pillar. It was a fluffy thing that was the same shape as the stone bird, but made of fluffy white fabrics, bright red thread, and bouncy cotton on the inside. As Erick’s magic finished, the bird plopped onto the pedestal and sat there like a nesting dove. It was pretty cute, with its white cotton exterior and red accents. Ophiel fluffed up and trilled a bit, extending a wing and showing off his feathers. The conjured bird didn’t have feathers, so Ophiel was probably complaining a bit.

And he wasn’t the only one.

Kydyr said, “You didn’t make the feathers.”

“… No? Do you have bird dolls like that? Want me to redo it?”

“Never mind. Continue.”

Erick continued, probably because Kydyr didn’t need to see feathers on the doll when the next one would get all those same feathers, and more.

But creating all the anatomy of a true bird with only 250 mana was simply not doable. It was easy to tell the mana to ‘make this item all one item’, in the case of the stone bird, or ‘make this out of these twenty different items,’ like with the doll. But an anatomical bird has individual feathers, layers of skin, eyes of twenty parts, blood and muscle and bone, nervous systems capped off with a brain, lungs and all the other internal organs, and all the messiness of a digestive tract…

Bodies were complicated.

So Erick pared down his requirements, but he kept in mind what a mana sense would see. He decided could skimp on the nervous system and most of the digestive system and internal organs. He could put the shapes of those systems in there, but actual connections and otherwise were unnecessary. The eyes could be simplified. The feathers could be repeated patterns instead of actually different feathers, like they were in reality; that would save a great deal of complexity. Muscles could make the conjured bird hold its shape, but functionality was not necessary. The bird would blob onto the pedestal and sit there, like a dead thing.

Erick lined up his spellwork and cast. The fake bird plopped onto the third pedestal. It didn’t actually fall over, which was a bit of a surprise. It just stood there, like a bright white, fluffy-feathered pigeon, daring the world to make it move. If anyone actually tested the thing it would fall right over, though. Erick had technically failed the test, too.

He came clean, “That was technically 260 equivalent mana.”

The test was for 250 base mana birds, but Intelligence cut his costs down to 5%, so he had used 12 mana per each the stone bird and the doll, but on the third one he went over, spending 13. You couldn’t spend half a mana, after all.

Kydyr blinked a bit at the third bird, then dismissed Erick’s worries. “250 was a rough target. This is well made for your first try. This is a skill you should master, eventually, in case you have to leave a body lying around for whatever reason.”

Erick blinked. “There would be a reason to fake a body somewhere?”

“Sure.” Kydyr said, “You can erase these conjurings, now.”

Erick did so.

“For the next test, I want you to shape a [Force Wall] into the shape of a fully anatomically correct bird. Three times, if you please.”

Erick did so. Shaping Force to the correct anatomy was considerably easier than doing the same with [Conjure Item]. And now, there were three fully translucent birds, like three glass sculptures, where the previous three birds had been.

Ophiel seemed to approve of the new birds. He fluttered a bit. One of the Ophiel hanging in the air far outside of this space, keeping Erick apprised of everything in the surroundings, decided to try transforming into a ‘clear bird’. He had mild success through twisting around his sunform, but he failed to get even the broadest stroke correct. Erick took a moment to personally help Ophiel achieve the proper general shape of a real bird, but he kept most of his attention on his current surroundings.

Kydyr’s mouth opened a bit as he stared at Erick’s Force birds. He said, “Make a human out of Force.”

Erick did so.

Standing on the ground next to the firepit was now a human male of about two meters tall, of average build and musculature, nude, and with as much detail as Erick could pack into the thing. It cost him 25 mana.

Kydyr sat back in his chair, looking surprised. “Have you done illusionwork before?”

“Read about it. Never went for it.”

“I know you’re good for wardlights but I have to test your skill, anyway.” Kydyr said, “Make some wardlights of some people you know, then some wardlights of people you don’t know but have seen, and finally some people who you have never seen before. Three of each should be enough; nine total. Just the outsides; no organs or anything inside.”

Erick started casting.

Poi in his armor. Teressa in her [Conjured Armor]. Kiri in her normal clothes. Each came out pretty much perfectly, for Erick was very good at making wardlights.

The next three were fine, too. Intelligence and Perception carried a lot of weight as Erick cast light into the shapes of a common man from Songli, a soldier from Spur he had seen on the walls, and a shadeling from Candlepoint.

The last three were difficult, because Erick knew where everything was supposed to go, but every face he tried to make turned out to be someone he remembered. The first one was a farmer but dressed in clothes from Earth. The second came out better, as Erick realized he was taking images from people he knew and shifted toward blurring together all the women from an office building back home, and then he made that woman. The final guy was a teenager of dubious origins with a knife strapped to his waist.

Kydyr said, “Okay. So your skill is unquestioned. But they don’t look real. They look like lightwards. The lightsource is coming in from the top left on every single one.”

Erick looked to the people he conjured. “The light is coming in from the top left.” Erick gestured to the air over Kydyr’s house, saying, “There’s light up there, somewhere.”

“I mean…” Kydyr gestured to the lightward of the commoner from Songli, saying, “If I moved him around, then the light wouldn’t respond normally. Here.” He cast a ball of light into the air, which then moved around the space, casting light through the lightwards; The actual image presented didn’t change as the light moved around. “Do you see?”

“Yes. I see...” Erick frowned. “But this is just a lightward and all lightwards are like this. If you dropped this place into shadow then they would remain illuminated based on the initial conditions I took into account when I cast them. What you’re asking for is an illusionward.”

“No, I’m not asking for an illusionward.” Kydyr said, “The cultural norm is to make lightwards that illuminate their surroundings, or that fit into their surroundings, but the actual text and ability of [Ward] is stated thusly: ‘Special Ward: Eschew all other effects in order to shape, color, and illuminate a ward however you wish. Skill level at Mana Manipulation determines final outcome. Variable Cost.’ It’s not actually called ‘lightward’ at all.” Kydyr added, “And so, not to crit the [Strike] too hard, but you have been exposed to certain ways of thinking which limit how you use magic, like with Spur and its hatred of Shadow Magic. Most places hate Shadow Magic to a certain extent, so this is not a new problem for me to encounter. I almost always run into this problem when teaching new people. And now, we will work to correct it.”

Kydyr’s criticism seemed to be given in good faith, but…

Erick decided to take the lesson as it came. He shoved his complaints to the side, and said, “Okay. So. You want me to make a physical surface with light that will react to outside light sources as though it were physical.”

“I do.”

Erick ignored the impossibility of such a thing, asking “How do we do that?”

“I have you conjure black wardlights until you can make a wardlight that is actually black. From there, we shift to greyscale. The point is not to perfectly mimic the shapes and the physicality of anything. Flesh tones, in particular, are very difficult. But what we will work toward is getting you to make colors that can properly shift and change depending on all other light sources in the area; from [Fireball]s whizzing past to [Force Bolt]s splashing directly against your illusion.”

Erick conjured a thin pillar of pure black ward‘light’. It wasn’t as dark as his [Luminous Trap], but it was matte black. He asked, “Is this good?”

Kydyr sat a bit straighter. “Yes! That’s actually very good. Not many people can get true black. Do something greyscale now. Try to make it responsive to outside light.”

Erick conjured a dappled grey apple the size of his head in the air above the firepit…

And he already knew it was a failure.

Kydyr whipped a ball of light around the apple and the apple didn’t shift under the light, at all. He put the ball of light away, saying, “Try again.”

Half an hour later Erick was still stuck on making a lightward respond properly to outside light. He had dismissed all his other conjurings and was now focused completely on making a grey apple that hovered above the center of the firepit.

Kydyr, firmly back to his depressed self, called it off, saying, “Okay. This isn’t working. Let us attempt to diagnose the problem.” He conjured a tree stump to the side of the area. “Shoot that with a [Light Bolt].”

Erick did so; a Bolt of light smacked the stump and broke apart at the touch, sending motes of light all over the place, causing light to shift and play across everything like all these conjured items around Erick were real, when he knew they were illusions. Erick was a bit perturbed at Kydyr’s mastery of illusion, but he knew that was an irrational anger. Kydyr was a master; Erick was just starting.

“Good. Fine.” Kydyr said, “Didn’t expect any problems there, and I was right. [Shadow Bolt].”

Erick… Hesitated. He breathed. He pointed. He did not actually have [Shadow Bolt], and he had never managed to make the spell, so he tried Mana Altering for it right then and there. He cast.

A Bolt of utter blackness launched from him to strike the tree stump and sail right on through, into the ground beyond and bury itself into the garden soil where it promptly ate through a meter of dirt until finally stopping, ending. The tree stump cracked and shattered like the illusion it was. The soil of the garden slumped downward to fill the vacancy formed by the [Shadow Bolt].

And Erick still hadn’t actually managed to make [Shadow Bolt]. No blue box. No confirmation that he had made the spell right. And now that he saw Kydyr react…

Kydyr’s owl eyes were wide open. His feathery hair poofed up a bit. The bismuth wrought started smiling, then he started laughing.

Erick found no joy in his failure, as he said, “I have never managed to actually make a [Shadow Bolt]. Not a single Shadow spell, actually.”

Kydyr’s laugh died down to a chuckle, as he said, “You’re conflating Shadow with Destruction. That’s your problem.” He laughed again.

“What the fuck is shadow supposed to be?”

“Not Destruction!” Kydyr stopped laughing, but retained his smile as he said, “They’re close, but they are not the same.” He conjured another stump, then said, “Look.” A Bolt of shadow Shadow —obviously— sailed from his relaxed figure to strike the stump. “That is Elemental Shadow, and this is about as good a Bolt as you can make with the base spellwork.” He handed over a blue box.




	
Shadow Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana

An ethereal bolt of shadow inexorably strikes a target for 4x WIL damage.














Kydyr said, “If this problem of yours is a problem, then there’s a way around that, too. Since you already have [Polymorph] you then need a Shadow-capable Familiar Form —I’d recommend a shadow slime— and then you can work on getting [Shadowalk] and experiencing Shadow from there. Or you can just buy the essence armor for the skill and skip the eating-monsters ordeal. With [Shadowalk] a part of you, you can learn what makes Shadow different from Destruction.”

Erick asked, “Can you channel Mana Altered for Shadow through your hand?”

“Yes!” Kydyr happily held out a hand and channeled shadows out of his rainbow palm. “Now this is very unorthodox, but I heard you can—”

Erick sighed at the guy.

Kydyr smiled, then said, “I’ll shut up.”

Erick listened.

It was the sound of something misty and hidden. A truth that had failed to launch. Something stuck...

In the middle…

Erick wanted to make the sound go one way or the other, but then that wouldn’t be ‘Shadow’. It was actually quite frustrating to listen to Elemental Shadow. It was like being stuck in a doorway, or in a traffic jam. He didn’t like it at all.

And yet, Erick tried to mimic that sound by holding up his hand and Mana Altering for the same.

A plume of white radiance shot from his palm, but that was wrong. That was Light.

Erick shifted the sound and the feeling and the Alter.

A plume of pure black shot from his palm, and that was wrong too. That was… Destruction? No. Not Destruction. It was something Other. It was what Erick expected Shadow to sound like, but this was apparently not ‘Shadow’.

Erick tried mixing the two sounds, of Light, and Other.

And that was Shadow. A shitty, in-between sound. An impurity.

He targeted the stump and cast. Wispy shadows Bolted from his hand and impacted the stump like so much splashing greyness. A blue box appeared.




	
Shadow Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of shadow unerringly strikes a target for 2x WIL damage.














Kydyr nodded sagely, saying, “I’m glad to see that you didn’t need to go the long route because that was surely a [Shadow Bolt]. And now, we can continue.”

Erick frowned. Something weird had just happened. Something explainable.

What was that Other sound?

… A mystery for another day; one to pursue when he was on his own, and not next to a wrought who was trying to teach him how to make reality appear as something it wasn’t.

Erick was pretty sure that this lesson wasn’t some sort of elaborate trap by Riivo, or other people, but Erick wasn’t going to be sharing any deep thoughts with Kydyr about Shadow and how it related to the Dark. Perhaps the man would simply tell Erick that his thoughts were academic, and that ‘Shadow’ was not ‘Dark’, and that no one could wield the ‘Dark’. But Erick wasn’t willing to broach that subject today.

So Erick continued with his ‘half-Light-half-Dark’ working of mana into ‘Shadow’, and hoped for the best.

They got back to making wardlights.

Twenty minutes and some repeating of the same information, but in different ways, Erick had managed something of a success. An apple hung in the air, larger than life and looking exactly like an apple should. Kydyr swung a glowball around the thing, and the shadows inside made the color on the outside act normal, with some light from the glowball seeping into the object and then diffusing back out, like normal objects normally worked.

He hadn’t actually put any Elemental Shadow into the working, but then again, he had never put any Elemental Light into his wardlights, either. This wardlight was truly just a Special Ward used in a way different from how almost all of Veird used that magic; different on how Erick usually used this magic, too.

Kydyr laughed, happy and proud, “There! You see! You got it! Just like I was saying. It’s all about the shadows on the inside that allow the light on the outside to be like it should; no need to use any Mana Altering, either! One can use Elemental Illusion to get to this point, but that is a shortcut. It is only through developing skill first, and then using Elemental Illusion second, can one truly reach the pinnacle of Illusion Magic.”

“I still don’t get Shadow.” Erick frowned, saying, “I understand that Shadow is a Primary Element, but all shadow is the void cast by a light source. Shadows aren’t real.”

Kydyr waved him off, saying, “Bah! This is a weak argument against the existence of Shadow. I can go out right now and find a shadow monster, kill it, harvest the Shadow Essence from it, and show that metaphysical object to you. Shadows are real; it is your own mindset that is working against you, causing you to have a problem with Shadows, conceptually. Most people do, and it’s only because of how much shadows are vilified out in the greater world.”

“Light makes sense, though.” Erick said, “Light is—” He stopped. He had been warned against sharing the secret of light, as wavelengths of electromagnetism and as discrete particles. “Light is real. Shadows are the voids cast by Light.”

Kydyr paused in thought, looking at nothing in particular for a short moment, then turned back to Erick, saying, “Now… I’m not one to assign emotions or feelings to the Elements, because that way lies madness and improper magic, but perhaps that is your problem?”

Erick looked to the man, waiting for more.

Kydyr continued, “Historically, people have seen Shadow as greedy, evil, selfish, hiding in plain sight and waiting to strike. All the monsters live in the shadows. All the death in the world comes from the shadows. The Dark God lives in the shadows, after all. But the Elements are just the Elements. It is only when a mage assigns emotions and feelings to them that they start having problems working in those elements.”

Erick frowned a little. “I’m not assigning an emotion to it. I’m just… Shadows as Void or Destruction or something like that makes sense. I don’t see how a void is supposed to be a thing, in and of itself.” He admitted, “But I suppose I have no problems with Elemental Mercy or Starlight or Lightning— Well. I do have some small problems with Elemental Lightning, since it has nothing to do with Light at all.”

“Ahhh. I see, now. The problem is you have a different framework.” Kydyr nodded, saying, “That framework excels in certain ways, and is bottlenecked in others. Every single archmage I have ever met is the same way, with all of them doing well in one area and terrible in another. This is what it means to have a Truth. But that's fine, because you at least seem able to work past this particular bottleneck. Maybe you’ll never get far with this skill, but it seems like you could eventually be ‘good enough’ to pass all of Riivo’s requirements for runic web clearance.” He shrugged. “So focus on the goal, and ignore the problems you’re having with the material.”

“… I suppose so.”

Erick stared at the latest, perfect apple he had created and felt conflicted; mostly because it was illusionwork without any actual Elemental Illusion (or any other magic to it at all) so this felt like half a lesson, at best. Physically, the ‘shadows’ were mostly solid black ‘backlights’ to make the surface ‘reflective lights’ act more real. What Erick had done was a complicated mess of surface effects and some deeper depth effects to prevent light from coming in the other side.

So physically Erick was progressing, but conceptually…

When he had gone truly far with lightwards with all the colors of the rainbow and a few wavelengths beyond, he had gotten the spell [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] out of that working. He had ‘succeeded’ with this working, and yet he did not get a new spell.

Erick was confused. That was the actual problem. He didn’t often get confused, but it was what it was. And yet, he was still making progress. The wardlights came easier now, as Kydyr asked Erick to make something, and then to the other archmage’s delight, Erick made a perfect recreation of a potted plant, or a spike of crystal, or a child in a crib, or anything else.

Erick was successful in constructing these strange wardlights, but less successful in silencing that voice in his head that told him that he was doing something wrong. That he was missing some great big piece to a great big puzzle.

Kydyr certainly seemed happy, though.

Another hour later, Erick had gone through a hundred more lightsculptures. Kydyr had shown him how to make people, and objects like chairs and doors, and how to lay a wardlight over himself to appear as someone else. That last lesson was just a primer, though, for layering a wardlight over oneself just produced a lightsculpture that didn’t move when you moved. Rigging such a disguise would come later, but maybe not even then, as rigging disguises was not the purpose of this lesson. So what would actually come later was learning how to properly obscure and misdirect, which did require Elemental Illusion.

“But that’s for tomorrow!” Kydyr happily said, “You’ve made more progress in a single afternoon than literally anyone I have ever seen, ever before. If I cared to teach people, I would only want to teach people like you. But I don’t! So~” He pulled a piece of paper out of the air as he added, “Here’s a list of books I want you to get for me, dear student. You will find them…”

The list was long, but the day was over.

Back at Yggdrasil, Erick sent Ophiel out to gather the books on the list. Erick was pleased to find that the various subcities of Stratagold were quite capable of filling the full list, but less pleased to find out that such a fulfillment would take about five to ten months, when the books were scheduled for publication.

Erick would have to report back to Kydyr tomorrow empty handed, which was fine. There was no way that guy didn’t know that he had sent Erick on a fool’s errand.

So instead of fretting over that, Erick went to a fresh [Sealed Privacy Ward] down at the water’s edge, switched over to his Other Self, and had a meal of mana. After that came a swim.

Actual dinner was taken at the embassy, alongside Otaliya and Tasar, at a nice restaurant at the world diner’s market. They spoke of politics and individuals that might appear on the inquiry board, if Erick should choose to take his inquiry sometime within the next three weeks. Three weeks seemed like too much time, though. Erick had goals outside of the Underworld, and he wanted to get back to those goals as soon as he could.

“I’m hoping for a single week with Kydyr. Maybe less.” Erick said, “Whatever it takes to clear Riivo’s demands, and then it’s Bright Tea and the inquiry, and then I’m moving on.”

Tasar shrugged, saying, “A week to learn how to hide a runic web seems too hopeful to me, but you’ve already proven yourself capable of learning quite quickly.”

“After you secure Riivo’s vote then it is time to take Bright Tea.” Otaliya said, “We’ve been talking to the Golds and they’re very interested in whatever sort of Gate Networks you create, but beyond that, they’re also interested in clearing the Crystal Forest of mimics. Reclaiming the land. That place used to be one of the most fertile lands of Glaquin, until Ar’Kendrithyst breached the surface. They’re interested in opening that land back up to habitation.”

That reminded him…

“I heard there used to be a Quest to kill the mimics.” Erick asked, “Was that true?”

“Oh yes.” Tasar said, “Defunct Quest now. The problem of the mimics has changed into a new biome, replete with life and cycles all their own. The Crystal Mimic Quest went away when that happened.”

Otaliya added, “When people started harvesting the mimics for [Polymorph] potions; that’s when the Quest went defunct. People wanted those potions. A lot of people.”

“That’s…” Tasar said, “Probably more true than what I said.”

“I don’t particularly care about maintaining that particular ecosystem.” Erick said, “The goal will eventually be to kill all the mimics and take the land back, and I might have enough power to do that myself, over a large timescale. Some help would be appreciated, though.”

Tasar nodded. “We’re eager for that, as well.”

“This is what the Golds want to see.” Otaliya said, “Actual, proven capability, and an actual problem that can be solved, will do a lot to get the Golds on your side. Riivo would be another pillar to support your inquiry. The Church of Rozeta is rather quiet, but we think Kromolok supports you— You should find out what he truly thinks at Bright Tea, or at least figure out which way the wind blows. And speaking of wind, I heard that Second Prince Sitnakov might be wishing to join you and Tasar on your Worldly Path.”

Erick almost spit his wine.

Tasar dropped her fork.

Otaliya kept right on going like nothing was wrong, saying, “If you allow him to come with you you will directly gain the support of the Heavies. If you move to block him, or simply refuse him, then he might move to block the Heavy vote.”

Erick sighed.

The rest of dinner was nice.

- - - -

Erick woke up well rested upon the boughs of Yggdrasil. A morning swim woke him right up, and then he was off for the day.

- - - -







Erick stood on one side of a fire pit at Kydyr’s house, while Kydyr stood on the other side. The man hadn’t cared about not getting his books today, for he knew it would have been a longshot for them to be published yet. The two of them got to work, with Kydyr testing Erick, to see that he had truly understood the lessons of yesterday.

An hour later, Erick had created hundreds of fantastical items that truly demonstrated his skill with [Conjure Item] and wardlight and [Force Wall].

Chairs with an exterior of pale skin, with wrinkles and hair and that caught the light with all the complexity of normal skin. Feathers of a thousand types growing from a constantly twisting torus. Trees with reflective gold skin that shined like magical metal; brilliant and yellow and glinting off of a thousand different surfaces at once.

For many of these lessons, Erick shaped [Force Wall]s to mimic the interior structures of those chairs, and those feathered donuts, and the gold trees. Veins and hair follicles, hearts with arteries, heartwoods alongside sapwoods with rough bark covering them all.

Creating the same items through [Conjure Item] required ten times as much mana as creating them through wardlights with an underlying [Force Wall], but the conjured items could actually bend and move like normal, though they couldn’t float midair like the wardlights with their [Force Wall] backings.

Tradeoffs were everywhere.

There were two branches of the path of Illusion Magic, here.

The [Conjure Item] spellwork they would be making today would be useful in certain areas where complexity and movement were necessary to maintain the illusion. Like with plush cushions, or anything that moved, really. The [Force Wall] and wardlight spellwork would be useful for all aspects where solidness and immutability were necessary, like with runic webs. Wardlights were only truly useful with the [Force Wall] variety, though.

“[Conjure Item] plus Illusion makes small, mobile items that are expensive to cast. [Force Wall] plus wardlights plus Illusion makes large, simple, immobile items.

“The trick is to make most of your illusions immobile so you can use the cheaper spellwork.” Kydyr ran his hand over the golden tree, with its [Force Wall] structure providing a false surface for him to touch. He smiled wide as his fingertips caught on flaking bark. The bark didn’t actually flake, though; it was Force, and therefore immutable until broken. He pulled away, saying, “Illusionary [Conjure Item]s are for small things that move, like for a bouquet of flowers, or for a plush toy.

“Another thing that Elemental Illusion can do is add scents and taste and otherwise. An [Illusionary Item] gong or an [Illusionary Force] gong can both actually ring like a real gong, instead of breaking under the vibrations. The first could cost a thousand mana, while the second costs 250, though.

“You can’t work on adding those odder effects until after you’ve made [Illusionary Item], though, and gotten a hang of using that spell to its fullest. So try to make [Illusionary Item], now; [Conjure Item] plus Mana Altering for Illusion plus [Shadowshape] and [Lightshape]. Try to recreate your success with [Mysticalshape] because you’re going to need to repeat that success a few times for other illusionwork.”

Kydyr stopped speaking, then he stepped away to give Erick room.

Erick stood upon a white tile in front of Kydyr’s house, with one Ophiel on his shoulder and another four flitting around the yard. Three of those four Ophiel came to him, to hold in the air around Erick as the Ophiel on his shoulder started to sing a tune of Illusion. It was a good sound, and it was completely understandable compared to all the nonsense shadowork they had done yesterday.

He held out one hand and channeled [Shadowshape] and heard that discordance of Shadow again, but just like as he had done when he made [Mysticalshape], he channeled [Lightshape] through his other hand and found the harmony between the two. [Lightshape] pulled sensibility out of [Shadowshape], creating the sounds of Reality Shaped into something real. He handed those sounds off to two hovering Ophiel, and then he listened to the sound of [Conjure Item].

It was the simple sound of an imaginary world; hollow, without substance, breaking at a touch. But with the other sounds...

Here now was a harmony.

Illusions made the imaginary more solid. More real.

Erick smiled as he fell into the moment, and the rest of the world dropped away. He added in a bit of Permanency thoughts right there—

And suddenly, everything sounded perfect.

Erick held in the moment, listening as his Ophiel sang all around him, experiencing the rising crescendo of sound and feeling and Reality, waiting until the perfect moment to cast, when everything aligned into the perfect moment—

The world darkened. Eyes flickered in the shadows. Kydyr yelled something unintelligible as vibrations flickered outward, and sparks flew from the ground. Magic-filled wires broke underneath, but Erick paid no mind to that. Kydyr couldn’t reach him, either. Nothing could stop the revelation to come. The instantiation of something real into a space that was false.

Erick cast.

A bird doll appeared.

And the world rearranged around that doll like a bomb exploding, shockwaves of unreality tearing at the veil of untruth all around him, ripping up the ground and shattering whatever runic web lay underneath. The house blasted apart. The apple tree shredded into wardlight and Force. The garden tore, dirt fountaining into the air. The vegetables had been real, apparently, but almost nothing else was.

And air rippled away from Kydyr. The owl shifter vanished in small pieces, his feathered hair going first, replaced by scales and curving horns. His body went next, rainbow metal clothes transforming into overcoats and long, long pants that twisted together, becoming a long and sinuous body made of pure rainbows, wrapped around a pile of books where the house had been. Arms became meters long, with long white claws. A tail slapped the white tiled ground, breaking stone like a living I-beam smashing down and then curling back around the books.

The summertime cottage and property vanished, almost completely, though the garden remained, tucked into a corner of the open floor plan.

Erick found himself in the largest room of a large stone mansion made of many such rooms, with the owner of the house on the other side, wrapped around a large pile of books, while neatly-stacked piles filled up the rest of the space. There were bookshelves and organization systems underneath all of the piles, but those systems had long been abandoned in favor of just more books, placed wherever they could fit. Neither Kydyr nor Erick cared much about the books right now. Dragon Kydyr stared down at Erick with hateful eyes and an open mouth. His fangs were only about the size of Erick’s own forearm, but they were very visible.

So.

Kydyr was altogether not the largest dragon Erick had ever seen. Rather on the small side, actually.

But he was the angriest.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons have 183! Back to Erick. Over 100k words ahead of RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is now on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



178, 1/2


                With his senses unencumbered by illusions, and with Kydyr seemingly content to not instantly attack, Erick took in the magnificence of the dragon’s house and the dragon himself. Or rather, what was left of that magnificence after it was covered by a hoard of books. An obscene number of books filled every available space, most of them piled upon defunct organization systems like shelves and wooden boxes. The next room over was a dining room and kitchen space that was filled with books; tomes of all sorts layered upon the table and chair, and spilled out of the sinks. They piled in the cooling boxes, all of which looked as though they had not been used for their original purposes in a long time. Bedrooms were filled with books. The library —both the one on the first floor and the two on the second floor— were absolutely chock full from floor to ceiling, with absolutely no place to stand in any of them. Bathrooms had their plumbing pinched off so that water couldn’t come up from the cistern down below and ruin the literature.

This place was clearly meant for non-metal, fleshy-habitation, even though Kydyr was a bismuth wrought. With these few clues Erick understood that Kydyr had owned this house for a long, long time, but his transition to dragon was a rather recent occurrence. ‘Recent’, meaning sometime in the last few hundred years, or something like that.

Everything Erick saw hinted at a complete shut-in who was deeply incapable of interacting with the outside world like he had in the past. But Kydyr had always been a bit of a shut-in, focused on defense and avoiding battle, and interaction.

The walls of the mansion were a meter thick and unadorned, like the walls of a bunker, and lined with multitudes of runic webs, like a Faraday cage stuck inside concrete. The wardlights up above were utilitarian things, strung around the edges of the space and lighting up the center, but nothing more than that. The plumbing in the bathrooms and the kitchen, before it had been sealed off, went down into a sealed cistern where it looked like it could get recycled on the daily, but there was no water system for taking in more outside water. There were no windows. There wasn’t even a front door. If there had been a front door then it was long gone.

But all that just informed Erick who Kydyr was, now that the illusions were gone. Why had they broken, though? Because of a single conjured bird? It had to be, for that conjured bird lay tipped on its side, in a space filled with concentric circles of broken tile. At least two piles of books had been shoved to the side in the casting, which had also somehow broken the Faraday cage of runic webs located below the tile, and for three meters in every direction. It was a small break, but somehow that break had propagated across the entirety of the web. Many tangled nodes inside the web were gone, like the centimeter-thick platinum rods had somehow burned away without leaving residue, or melted platinum.

Erick had no idea how his spellwork had done that, but all signs pointed to this being his fault.

Dragon Kydyr certainly seemed to think so. The bismuth dragon curled tightly around one of the larger piles of books, bunching and stressing as his tail flicked at the ground, breaking more tiles. His white claws tore at the ground as he snarled.

Erick hadn’t known that wrought could be dragons, but there were many ways to explain what he was seeing. Dragon Essence was easily transferred and grown, as it almost had done inside Jane. The other answer was that Kydyr was a natural born dragon, though Erick suspected this was not the case. There were likely other answers, but Erick didn’t know them, and whatever the truth was would have to wait to be answered.

“What did you DO!” Dragon Kydyr shouted, heat and wind billowing out of his open maw with every angry word, flowing directly over Erick. His breath smelled like metal.

Erick gestured to the bird doll on the ground between them, saying, “I made the doll with feathers this time.” He glanced at the blue box that hovered in his field of view. “And I think I got the good version of the spell; [Fairy Item].”




	
Fairy Item, instant, medium range, 250 + Variable

Instantiate a non-magical item of up to medium size into reality. Unreal control. Lasts until you decide otherwise.














Kydyr jerked back, his body curling inward, sending books tumbling to the ground as his mouth did a jumble. He had ten different things he wanted to say and had no idea which was best, or what question he wanted to ask first.

In that confusion, Erick checked out his created item with a few Sights from his Ophiel. The bird looked completely non-magical; mundane in every way. Surprising, but not too surprising. He had gone deep into the mana to pull his magic out of it, and looking back on the previous day, when he'd met Aisha, her mention of Elemental Fae made a lot more sense.

Had he been trying for Elemental Fae? Not exactly. Not purposely. 

But that’s what had happened.

Erick said to Kydyr, “Aisha just told me that Elemental Fae was a thing, too; one of the houses of Ar’Cosmos, even. I didn’t realize this was an option until halfway through the cast.” He frowned at Kydyr, and tried to lighten the mood, “You didn’t even think this was possible either, did you? Not telling me about this and then letting me go ahead and do it? That’s pretty reckless of you.”

Kydyr centered himself around a whole new plume of anger, saying, “Reckless! Of me!?”

“Yeah.” Erick said, “Spatial Magic comes with a bunch of warnings. What the shit was this, Kydyr? How did I break your runic web?”

Kydyr’s voice vibrated the house, “YOU’RE THE ONE USING FAE MAGIC! YOU SHOULD KNOW!”

Okay. Maybe this was too serious to make fun of.

Erick asked, “Fae Magic breaks things?”

Kydyr froze. Then he erupted again, “Gods Above! Get into the kitchen and stay there while I fix my web.” He advanced on Erick, saying, “MOVE.”

Erick stepped lively toward the kitchen with Ophiel fluttering to catch up.

Kydyr whipped his tail around and smashed it down onto the [Fairy Item] bird. The air clanged. The ground broke. The bird just expanded out on both sides of the tail, like a water balloon, and when Kydyr’s tail bounced upward, the bird bounced away. Kydyr scowled, then slapped the thing at the kitchen entrance, saying, “And take your blasted bird with you!”

Erick caught the bird and kept walking right on toward the kitchen.

Once inside the kitchen, where there was absolutely nowhere to sit and very little room to walk, he—

He almost cast [Fairy Item] again to conjure a chair. This seemed like a bad idea, though, considering what had just happened. He almost called out to Kydyr to ask if it was okay to use the spell again, but this too seemed like a bad idea. The dragon man was very angry. So Erick just stood there with his conjured bird in his hand, watching the master of the house fume and stomp.

Kydyr tore at the floor of the main room, expertly carving down to where the runic web lay, and no deeper. The problematic space extended from Erick’s casting point to three meters in every direction, with most of the runic web there completely obliterated. The problem was much larger than just that one area, though. Erick glanced around the whole of the house and saw breaks in the web here and there, at least one every three meters, and sometimes a lot more than that. At least a thousand breaks, all over the place, with smaller twistings here and there in the rest of the web. It might be an easier fix than expected, though, for the runes inside the metal were different from the usual complexity Erick saw in other places. Almost the whole web was inscribed with a simple repeating pattern of… Spells Erick didn’t know yet.

A few of the runic letters and orders were simple to understand, forming the spell [Concealment], if Erick was reading that right; it was a combination of what should form [Mystical Item] and the rather standard rune for [Invisibility], linked together with scratches in the platinum. Some other spell formed another large chunk of repeating runic letters upon the web, which seemed to be [Mystical Ward]… And some other combination of runic lines. Maybe it looped back into the runes for [Concealment]? Anyway, the runic web was complicated, and yet simple, and that meant that this wasn’t the whole system. There was something missing...

Ah.

The burned out parts. Erick suspected they were some sort of Fae Magic runes—

Kydyr shouted, “I need platinum! Erick! Go get me some! NOW.”

Erick called back, “You mean you don’t have [Duplicate] like all the other ancient wrought? I don’t want to call you a liar, Kydyr… But.”

“… Blast you.”

Kydyr conjured a small rainbow [Ward] and then he started copying bits of platinum inside that obviously-Restful space, making magical platinum to use in the web. With some [Telekinesis] or other such spells, Kydyr began magically laying down new lines of platinum, to repair the broken web. Once the web was whole, a white talon on his left hand lit with rainbow brilliance. Erick wondered why he had white talons while all the rest of him was rainbow bismuth. An affectation, perhaps—

“Dismiss that bird!” Kydyr leveled a glare toward the kitchen.

“Tell me why.”

“Fae Magic interferes with Fae Magic under the Script.”

Erick dismissed the bird. “Okay. We can continue the lesson when you’re less panicked.”

Kydyr started huffing with small laughter, talking about how yes, they would be continuing the lesson, just you wait, as he dipped his glowing-rainbow talon into the platinum, inscribing runes into the fresh metal. Despite, at his scale, resembling a human calligrapher working on a trail of rice grains, Kydyr’s talon swept through the runic web like he was a CNC milling machine; expertly, and with no wasted movement, even with the tight confines of the medium.

Just like Erick had guessed, Kydyr was inscribing some new rune that he hadn’t ever seen before, but from context clues, he expected it to be the rune for ‘Fae’ or maybe ‘Fairy’. The exact size of that rune matched the exact size of the smallest burned-out parts of the rest of the rest of the runic web, too, so that solved what had happened there.

Erick’s Fae spell had destroyed Kydyr’s Fae spell. Why, though? Was Erick’s spell more powerful than Kydyr’s? He didn’t believe so. There was something else happening there, and Erick hoped it wasn’t his Wizardry.

He’d find out, anyway.

Three minutes later, Kydyr had fixed most of the destruction Erick’s first cast of Fae Magic had caused. He cast a spell into the Fae runes—

The house blinked away and a sparse field of moss returned—

The book-filled house came back. The runic web sparked and broke.

“Blast it all!” Kydyr shouted, “Erick! Find me the largest breaks!”

Erick did so, taking less than a second to move two sunform Ophiel back into the house, and then ten more seconds to highlight with magenta lightwards where the largest breaks were inside the walls.

Kydyr raised his face, the whiskers beside his maw flicking out as he scowled at the air all around him. “Blast it all. That’s a lot. Dig down to the webs, Erick; prep the spaces.”

Easy enough to do. Sunform Ophiels began hammering into the walls, chipping away at thick stone to get to the broken webs underneath; despite the main function of the runic web being gone, it still had various Shaping protections, along with anti-[Scry] and other anti-detection spells. While he did that, Kydyr started moving around the house like a 20 meter long rainbow snake, prowling from magenta lightward to lightward, finding problems and filling them in with new platinum and a quick runic inscription.

Fifteen minutes later. Kydyr fixed the tenth break, adding in more Fae Magic to the runic web—

The house flickered invisible and the field of grassy moss returned, but Erick could already tell that some intrinsic part of the runic web was missing; his feet were firmly planted upon invisible stone, about a meter above the actual ground. He tapped the invisible floor with his foot, testing the [Concealment] spell; or at least he was pretty sure it was [Concealment]. The rest of the house was the same, with every single inanimate object invisible, yet not intangible. Erick moved his foot to the side and touched a stack of books. Some invisible thing fell over.

Kydyr was already aware of the problem, yet he was upstairs. His front half was inside a bedroom on the second floor, while his long body curled down the hallway. The bismuth dragon held there ‘midair’, mumbling to himself and looking like he had fucked up somewhere.

“Need some help?” Erick asked.

Kydyr shouted back at him, “NO. Stay there. Don’t knock over my books. I have a system!”

“Because there’s a system to the books,” Erick deadpanned.

“THERE IS!”

“I’m sorry for this,” Erick said, honestly. “I’ll make it up to you, as long as I actually caused this.”

Kydyr whipped his head toward Erick, scowling. But his scowl turned into a simple frown, and his hatred left him, like a weight too heavy to maintain. He turned back to the wall he had been working on and pressed a rainbow talon into the runic web, severing—

Suddenly, the house returned. Visual sight on Kydyr vanished, except for the tip of his tail still sticking out into the main room ahead. Erick still had him in his mana sense, though.

Kydyr moved toward the next break in the web.

Erick waited for the dragon to speak.

He had to wait a few minutes.

As Kydyr fixed a particularly large break, yet with 221 remaining, he said, “If I had thought you capable of Fae Magic I would have said something. This is my own damned fault. You’re on the Path, and—” He huffed. “Apparently Aisha spoke to you about Fae Magic right before you came here, but even that is just the crit to the [Strike]. Going after [Gate] means you probably know all about Ar’Cosmos, or at least you’ve been made aware of that location. And now you know of the Houses of Ar’Cosmos. Death, Carnage, and bah— Fae! Fucking Fae.” Kydyr huffed loudly, then went silent as he focused on repairing the runic webs that Erick had dug out.

Erick picked up the books he had knocked over and placed them back how they were.

Kydyr watched him as he did this; not overtly, but he had stopped working while Erick’s hands were on the books. After Erick removed his hands, Kydyr resumed his work.

Erick decided to get the sensitive questions out of the way, first. “Are you a born dragon, or were you poisoned by Dragon Essence and you couldn’t get rid of it?”

“Neither.” Kydyr turned his head to stare at Erick through the walls, snipping, “Are you still human with a question mark? Or did you finally fall in some direction?”

“I fell in a direction.” Erick said, “Rozeta helped.”

Kydyr froze, staring heavily at nothing. And then he turned and went to the next runic break, moving like a snake weaving through the air even though his feet were firmly planted on the stone floor.

After fixing another two spots, Kydyr started on the third, saying, “I purposefully went and gained Dragon Essence in a failed bid by Stratagold to infiltrate Ar’Cosmos and take it down from the inside. We got most of the way, but… Fae Magic cast by a true fae inside their own place of power is almost as potent as Wizardry. Fae can’t do nearly as much as a Wizard, mind you, but they can do certain things very well, and one of those things is cruel and unusual punishment through illusions made real; Fae Magic. The Matriarch of House Fairy discovered us halfway through the plan and took great fun in dismantling our entire operation. She twisted our Dragon Essence, Sealing it, leaving us with these bodies, but weak to any other dragon. It’s a common punishment which almost always results in the afflicted dying, because the whole house goes on a Hunt when someone is Sealed.” Kydyr said, “I’m the only one of my team left, and only because I managed to make it back to Veird, proper, and Fae Magic breaks other Fae Magic here on Veird… This isn’t how Fae Magic works inside Ar’Cosmos. I had thought I had prepared well enough to counter her, but... All magic works differently in there, and there is no true preparation to be had against True Fae.”

Erick listened, and focused on one of the many things Kydyr had just revealed, asking, “The Script fully goes away inside Ar’Cosmos, yes?”

“Correct. Unless you can manually cast I would not brave that land, especially since you’ve touched upon Fae Magic. If you’re lucky you won’t meet the actual leader of House Fairy, but the current Matriarch, Illustrious Moon, is almost as dangerous. The actual leader pretends to be whoever she has to be to lure men to their deaths, but her name is… You can’t say her name, for she might hear. So I will lay down a clue, and you can guess. Her name is the name of the House she holds dear, and those three things in the sky that oppress with—” Kydyr stopped. “Ah…” He glanced around. “That was almost too much. I started rhyming there. Uh. Don’t— Hmmm.”

There was a lot to unpack in that bit of occurrence right there, too, from the fact that rhyming was a warning sign of attracting the attention of higher powers, to the fact that Kydyr called Hell, Celes, and the Silver Star straight up ‘oppressors’...

Erick picked out the important part, for now. Don’t say ‘Fairy Moon’. Lesson learned.

Kydyr continued, “The stronger you are, the easier it is to attract the attention of the fae, so don’t… Don’t do that.” Kydyr took a deep breath, then continued, “But you’ll likely have to go to Ar’Cosmos to finish [Gate]. Most people end up there somewhere near the end of their path, though they often hear about the place rather early.”

“Is there a way to detect when you’re exposed to Fae Magic?”

“Yes.” Kydyr said, “It’s rather simple, too. Don’t do it now, for I won’t have you testing my web yet, but when you’re outside, make a small bracelet or something and then wear it. If it breaks then you’ll know someone cast Fae Magic nearby. My runic web should have been able to withstand your spellwork, but the act of a stranger casting Fae Magic inside the web was… Apparently an unexpected vulnerability.”

Erick considered his new spell, then asked, “Is there a way to do this runic web thing without Fae Magic? I’m pretty sure I do not want to have this sort of catastrophe happen every time someone casts this specific kind of magic near my future Network.”

Kydyr frowned as he continued to enact repairs all around. “Keep the spell. I can teach you to safeguard against this particular problem…” He scowled. “This would be a lot more convincing if the evidence of my failure wasn’t all around.” On his way to the next break, he said, “What happened here is something I should have expected, and it ties deeply into what Illusion and Fae Magic— How all magic used to be, actually. I will explain the nuances between Illusion Magic and Fae Magic, and start at the beginning.

“Before the Script, certain magics were excellent against other certain magics, like using Water against Fire magics, or using Stone in pretty much all of your static, point defenses. Solid Stone Magic used to be as strong as adamantium is today. This is not the case anymore.

“Now, under the Script, all magic interacts with other magic based on pretty normal, balanced rules. The damage number listed inside the blue box of [Force Bolt] will produce a Bolt that takes off exactly that much ‘health’ from a [Force Wall], or from your own Health. Physical spells like your own Particle Magic act as physical damage, which is closer to using a sword against a defense, and is therefore, usually, stronger than using other types of magic. Physical things are not mana, so therefore they are not fully governed by the Script.

“Pre-Script, illusion-versus-viewer worked based on interaction and disbelief. This remains the same, mostly, but now all illusionwork under the Script usually has some sort of Health-number to represent the level of interaction an illusion can withstand. This is to say nothing of someone just looking at a poorly-made illusion and going ‘Yeah, that’s not real’; that can still happen if you make a shitty illusion. Back before the Script, though, you used to be able to simply disbelieve magic, and therefore it would not work on you. Illusion, in particular, was very weak to this sort of defense… From what I’ve read.

“Pre-Script, Elemental Fae stood above illusionwork as the pinnacle of false reality. It was simply the best way to fool others, and even other practitioners of Fae Magic, though it operated in arcane and sometimes odd directions; soft power rules like hospitality, for instance. It still does, actually, but not nearly as much as it used to. You could not simply disbelieve Fae Magic in the Old Cosmology. If you didn’t operate around its self-imposed rules, you quite often simply died. Or worse. Pre-Script, Fae Magic always won out over illusions, too. An illusionist going up against a fae was asking to be killed.

“Pre-Script, illusion-versus-illusion was a messy ordeal, with the higher mana-cost illusion always winning out over the lesser-cost illusion.

“These days, illusion-versus-illusion has none of that. Illusions have no special interactions with other illusions unless you count ‘casting the same spell over another spell’, which I do not count.

“But! Under the Script, Elemental Fae retains this ability to break lesser illusionwork. Elemental Fae always wins out over Elemental Illusion, breaking all lesser illusions it comes into contact with.

“Under the Script, Elemental Fae versus Elemental Fae has also been standardized, and that standardization broke the power of practically all the fae, all at once. When Fae Magic is exposed to other Fae Magic, the newest Fae spell always wins out over the older spell. BUT. It’s usually a one-per-one reaction.” Kydyr had fixed ten breaks in the web but kept right on going, speaking all the while. “This existing runework has thousands of Elemental Fae spells inside, so therefore, your spell should only have broken one instance of my runic web. My runic web should have been able to handle the single cast of your spell.” He sighed.

He continued, “But Fae Magic is fucked up, and it retains some of its otherworldly power even though its true power is long gone… So I don’t know what happened, exactly. If you should cast [Fairy Item] again this shouldn’t happen again, but I’m not repairing this a second time today. When I fix this we will be doing the rest of your lessons...” His voice filled with dread. “On the lawn outside.” Kydyr said, “Also, since you have a Fae spell that you can cast and attach to your wrist, you should keep this spell on you and active at all times. It will break all illusions cast on you, and when it breaks, you will know that someone else is casting Fae Magic nearby.”

All of that was very interesting, but Erick had to ask, “Why is the lawn bad?”

“Because that Flowery Murderess who I will not name and you will not either has been looking for me for a long time and I don’t take chances anymore. The lawn is protected, too, but not as much as the house. It should be fine.” Kydyr declared, “I’m going to teach you everything you need to know to make a runic web and you will protect me if that woman shows and then I will be able to survive long enough to escape and you will likely never see me again! Rozeta willing—” He flinched. He whispered, “Fuck. You’re on the Path. I shouldn’t have said that. Ignore that.” He spoke up, “Uh. I’ll see you tomorrow… No…” He went back to fixing breaks in the line, mumbling, “Is that any better? I don’t know if that’s better or not...”

Erick brought Kydyr back to the moment, asking, “How does [True Sight] interact with illusionwork?”

He already sort-of knew the answer; he hadn’t seen any of this reality all around him when the runic web was working. So obviously Kydyr’s illusions were better than average. Probably Fae Magic at work.

Erick already had a lot of experience with normal illusionwork, in the form of seeing through the [Invisibility] spells that monsters or people sometimes used. Terror Peaks soldiers tried to hide from Ophiel by conjuring tree branches to lay under, or to hide within conjured, hollow boulders. [True Sight] saw through all of those, showing all magical effects as magic by transforming Erick’s perception of those magical effects into barely-there glass shells. [True Sight] went a step further than that, too. When using [True Sight] in battle, almost all magic appeared as thin-glass facsimiles of itself. Sometimes, though, an enemy would use those larger, flashier attacks to hide a knife, or a dense Particle Spell, or some other sort of real danger inside the larger cover.

[True Sight] didn’t see through Erick’s own [Sealed Privacy Ward], though. In that case, all [True Sight] saw was a large, opaque white bubble.

Kydyr said, “[True Sight] cuts through 90% of all illusionwork like it isn’t even there, so this is a great spell to run almost all the time, if you can. Almost no one prepares against it, either, but for runic web purposes, you must be able to guard against this spell. The best way to block [True Sight] is with anti-[True Sight] runic webs, and spellwork specifically shifted to guard against that vulnerability. The second best way is to use Fae Magic, which is simply immune to [True Sight]. If you use Fae Magic too extensively, though, you might run into the few Fae Magic users out there and be totally fucked if they get the drop on you… But that’s true of almost every high-level encounter between competent people.” Kydyr moved to the next break in the web, as he said, “You need to have some amount of Fae Magic if you want to make a truly robust defense system… Which would be more impressive to say if you hadn’t broken my defense system… But this too, is a lesson; one I must take in myself when I go about retrofitting all of this web over the next few days. You must limit your use of Fae Magic, because it is very easy for another Fae user to break your stuff simply by casting their own.”

“… Again. Apologies.”

Kydyr sighed. “Not your fault. This is my fault. And it won’t happen again.” The man slithered to the other side of the house and began working on several larger nodes in the web, asking, “Any other overview questions? It’ll take ten more minutes to fix this.”

Erick did have at least one more. He started at the top, “What about using Elemental Illusion to work through a physical process faster? I’ve used [Mysticalshape] to make particles behave well to become the proper result I desired without making toxic byproducts. Is there some way to do that better? Or did I do that well?”

“Ah. Ohhh...” Kydyr inscribed a long series of runes as he said, “Sounds like you did that about as well as anyone could. Using Illusion to skip several steps and to arrive at a clean outcome of a natural process is a niche use of this magic, but only because magic usually doesn’t produce solid results. I suppose Particle Magic and Illusion Magic would have a lot of possible crossing points.” Kydyr said, “Good job.”

“Where does Fae Magic fit into this phenomenon?”

“It doesn’t. Fae Magic is generally better at doing illusionwork than Elemental Illusion, but it directly breaks down when exposed to other Fae Magic. Any particulate made with Elemental Fae would break down if exposed to the Fae Magic of another.” Kydyr said, “The only way to properly use Elemental Fae is to—” He frowned. “Is to soak an area in your particular Elemental Fae magic, and then when someone else uses Elemental Fae, your area will remain… Hmm. Stable.”

“Or at least it should,” Erick added.

“It should have!” Kydyr said, and then he sighed as he inscribed a rune and cast a spell into the metal—

The house flickered, then vanished completely. Erick dropped a centimeter as the floor fell out from under him, but he maintained his height with his sunform. Kydyr was already back to being a bismuth owl shifter who hung in the air like a man flying. The previous property reappeared, but the house was gone and the tree was missing. The landscaping was nonexistent, with nothing more than a short white wall denoting the outer edge of the property and a ground that was layered with moss. The small farm space was still there, though it would need some replanting.

Mists swirled beyond the property, like they usually did.

“Success!” Kydyr said, spinning around and looking at everything for a moment. He dropped to the ground, saying, “That’s that! Two choices, Erick. We can stay here and you can refrain from touching Elemental Fae, or we can move to somewhere else and work on some Fae Magic.”

“Is [Fairy Item] good enough to replicate this—” Erick touched the air around waist-height, where the floor had been, asking. “— concealment and intangibility? What’s the plan for the full suite of spells for a runic web?”

Kydyr nodded, saying, “[Fairy House] is the primary spell that hides this house and makes it act as it does. [Fairy House] has certain protections against other Fae Magic which is why you shouldn’t have been able to break my house, but whatever. My Domain is not actually Fae-based, but it works well enough—” He paused. He said, “Perhaps your own Light Domain when combined with Fae Magic is what broke my Illusion Domain… Hmm.” Kydyr decided, “Whatever!” He added, “To get [Fairy House], you take [Fairy Item] or [Fairy Force] and add in [Concealment] and [Intangibility], depending on if you want a small, nice house, or a large, expansive but cheap-looking house. This [Fairy House] was made with [Fairy Item], and the actual name of the spell is [Fairy Cottage]. The other one would be [Fairy Mansion].

“If you want to work on Fae Magic we will be moving to a second location, but if you can refrain from this, then we can remain here and continue working as we should have before this interruption. So can you do that? Refrain from touching Elemental Fae?”

“… Probably?” Erick shrugged. He could simply leave out his Permanency spellwork and Elemental Fae would simply not happen.

Kydyr did not look convinced. He moved on, anyway, saying, “You also need to make [Illusionary Force]. With [Illusionary Force], [Concealment], and [Intangibility], you will be able to secure most every runic web you make. The combined spell there is [Illusionary Structure], but it is better to make your runic webs with the lesser spells, for if any of them break, then the whole thing won’t break. Stringing together the three spells into a working web will take us the rest of the day, though, so let’s make a pledge not to make any more Elemental Fae in the house, or we can go outside.”

The man acted calm, but he was terrified of going outside.

Erick chose to stay indoors, saying, “I won’t make a pledge, but I can certainly try not to break the house again.”

“… Fine.” Kydyr summoned himself a chair to the side, and sat down. He conjured a chalkboard with some helpful instructions and then read them out to Erick, “[Illusionary Force] is [Special Ward] plus [Force Wall] plus Mana Altering for Illusion, in addition to [Lightshape] and [Shadowshape]. Pretty much exactly what you went for with [Fairy Item], but not so deep. This spell will be the same basic cost as [Fairy Item], but it will start off Large Size and scale a lot easier. It should last an hour.

“[Conceal Object] is an upgrade to [Invisibility], but it only works on items. This is a necessary transformation of the original spell to make it last quite a lot longer than otherwise. This is the spell that makes items invisible to mana senses, but not [True Sight]. You have to dip into Fae Magic to make something invisible to [True Sight], so instead of going the hard way with deeper magic, you can just bury the runic web under stone, and add in some anti-[Stoneshape] and other protective spellwork to your runic webs.” Kydyr waved a hand. “We’ll go over all that later. [Conceal Object] requires [Invisibility] along with the Altering and Shaping Illusion trio. It’s still an expensive spell, but it should last for an hour per cast. Expect a cost of 500 mana.

“[Intangible Object] will likely require multiple attempts, but it is not necessary for you to make this spell today in order for us to proceed with the creation of a runic web, but it is absolutely necessary later on. This spell makes a target untouchable. This is the spell that makes it so that other people can’t interfere with your runic web. It is the baseline for a secure web, and it is [Force Wall] made Ethereal, as well as the usual illusionwork trio, shifted toward pulling a real object into untouchable, Ethereal Force. 250 mana is a good version; should last an hour.

“You can work on [Concealment] and [Intangibility] some other time if you wish for those spells, but I recommend you leave them alone. A lot of people die trying to make [Intangibility], in particular, and you can achieve the exact same functionality out of [Illusionwalk]— Which is something you should look into getting.” Kydyr said, “You need to get over your aversion to Shadow.

“Anyway.

“All of these spells should last at least an hour, but with a good runic web, these spells can be stretched out to last a full day. All the other spells in your runic web should also last at least that long. You’ll have to get a feel for how your runic webs functions on your own, though; I can’t help with that.

“Once you have those three spells we can proceed to actual runic web work.”

Erick nodded. Then he gathered Ophiel to his side—

Kydyr spoke up, “Are you sure you won’t break my house again?”

Erick paused. He had a thought. He let that thought out, asking, “Is there any real reason not to go full Fae Magic? Like. Yes. I heard your objections, that Fae Magic breaks Fae Magic, but you also say that if I stack my Fae spells deep enough, that they can’t be broken that easily.”

Kydyr frowned, then rattled off, “Everything Fae can do is more easily done with Illusion, and without Fae’s weird interactions with other Fae. Almost no place on or in Veird uses Fae, but everyone with any runic web anywhere likely has at least one Fae Magic breaker that will shatter when someone uses Fae Magic inside the runic web. Therefore, if you use Fae magic out there, you will be discovered as a Fae Magic user, and that will likely not go well for you.

“For there’s a reason that people put these Fae Magic breakers inside their webs, even though almost no one uses this power, and that is because the fae were —and remain!— terrible existences that should not be tested. There is at least one True Fae who makes herself known outside of Ar’Cosmos, and if you use her magic she’ll come to kill you for trying to usurp her power. Or maybe she’ll tease you for a while because you’re a man, and then she’ll kill you. She can be anywhere, and do anything, and the only way to know she’s watching is to have a single [Fairy Item] bracelet on your wrist and pay attention to see if it breaks. Don’t test the last True Fae left in existence. You will lose.”

Kydyr’s voice trailed away, swallowed by the mists all around.

Erick spoke softly, “All I’m hearing, Kydyr, is that there’s a murderer out there that comes when called, and that makes finding her particularly easy. I have half a mind to step out into the fog right now and call her down on me, and then end her.”

Kydyr’s eyes glinted with brief, shining hope. He breathed deep, and then the light in his eyes dimmed back to dull bismuth. Without heat or hatred, he breathed out, “You spoke earlier of the arrogance of wrought, but you have no idea of the depths of your own.”

Erick suddenly realized why Kydyr, the shut-in, was willing to step outside his house, when it was obvious he had never left this place in at least a century. He had wanted to step outside, because with Erick there, he could maybe call down Fairy Moon and they could kill her, together.

“You want to kill her together?” Erick asked, “Set up some traps and call her down?”

For a long, silent moment, Kydyr just sat there, staring off into nothing.

Then he turned to Erick. “No.”

… Unexpected. Kydyr knew what Erick had done recently, and what he was going to continue to do. So why say ‘no’? Erick wasn’t completely sure, but it felt like Kydyr was not hesitating because of the physical threat Fairy Moon represented. Kydyr was hesitating for a specific reason.

Had Erick missed—

Kydyr did not want to kill Fairy Moon. Even though she had killed his team. Even though he had been on a mission to infiltrate Ar’Cosmos and kill her. That was exactly it. Part of Kydyr wanted to kill Fairy Moon, but most of him did not… Because...

Why would a wrought not want to kill an existential threat to Veird?

The threat being ‘too large’ to safely handle was one thing; the wrought had long been engaged in a cold war with Ar’Kendrithyst and the Shades. But the situation with Fairy Moon had to be smaller, right? This was a single True Fae. One of the last left of maybe two, total, if what Aisha said was true.

Perhaps…? Would killing off the last fae erase Fae Magic from Veird? Had Kydyr been on a Forgotten Campaign mission to end Fairy Moon and Fae Magic from Veird?

No. A Forgotten Campaign would have ended Fairy Moon if that was what the gods decreed. Erick held no illusions about the strength of wrought society when leveraged against a single individual, no matter how powerful they might appear to be, or where they happened to be located.

All Erick really knew now that he didn’t know yesterday was that the wrought, or at least Kydyr and his team, had tried to infiltrate Ar’Cosmos and failed, and thus they were picked off one by one until only Kydyr was left. This meant that the wrought had been trying to end only Fairy Moon, and not also Ar’Cosmos.

But existential threats like Fairy Moon wouldn’t just be allowed to get away. So the wrought should have done more, right? Send more teams? That’s what they did with that Pirate Hullbreaker, though it was Oceanside that eventually got that particular Wizard.

Unless.

Unless the wrought had moved on to a policy of live-and-let-live while denying all existence.

So how had Fairy Moon managed that? Erick did not doubt that the woman killed people rather methodically and probably brutally, but if one could summon Fairy Moon by simply calling out her name then she was an ‘easy’ kill. Unless she wasn’t that easy to kill at all. Perhaps Kydyr was correct and Erick was rather arrogant for thinking it was easy to kill a fae.

But also, Fairy Moon lived inside Ar’Cosmos most of the time. She lived with dragons. She worked with dragons. Oh.

Erick learned two things at that moment.

The wrought had likely tried to end Ar’Cosmos long ago, at the beginning of the Script, but decided not to. In retrospect, this was obvious.

And one could hide among the dragons if they chose that path, for Fairy Moon had obviously chosen that path, except for when she was out here in the world, killing men. With enough strong allies, one would become too large to be attacked (Duh).

Erick hoped that he would have enough allies by the time [Renew] or his Wizardry was discovered. They had to be good allies, too, on the levels of an entire city of dragons… Which was an uncomfortable thought. Either dragons or Shades! The only two groups that could stand up to the wrought, and survive.

Erick almost felt like a Cultist of Melemizargo at that moment, wondering what sort of deed he would have to do to remain alive by this time next year.

Anyway.

That was only half of the story of Fairy Moon.

Erick had a pretty good guess of what else was going on, so he watched Kydyr’s entire self while he put his other thoughts into words, “You think you deserved what she did to you. You think that other people deserve what she does to them. You don’t believe she is evil at all.”

Kydyr went blank. No expression. No facial tics. He hid his reaction behind an illusion, for sure. And then he recognized that Erick had recognized what he had done. His ‘real’ face came back, and he looked distantly sad. He said, “Don’t make Fae Magic a part of your life, Erick. You will not like the outcome.”

Yeah.

Erick had crit the [Strike], exactly.

Kydyr spoke of how Fairy Moon was evil, toeing the party line, while inwardly thinking that he had deserved what he got. He was dealing with a cold war scenario; a soldier left in the lurch of a battle never finished. He couldn’t deal with life outside of his house, but who could blame him? Erick doubted he would be any better if he had to go through what he suspected Kydyr had gone through. What sort of war crimes had the man done in service to his people? Probably pretty bad ones.

Perhaps Erick misunderstood a few things here and there, but broadly, he thought himself correct.

Anyway. Magic:

Kydyr’s warnings about Fae Magic were likely well-established warnings that Erick should probably take to heart, and yet, if Fae Magic worked to instantiate Reality into reality, then perhaps it could go the other way, too. Perhaps, with proper Fae Magic, one could move from reality into Reality, and then back to reality, or, to put it another way, to allow one to [Gate] from one side of the world to the other.

Perhaps!

Erick already knew that he would be using [Fairy House] as a defensive living space in the future.

Something else about the whole situation stuck out, though. Something Erick couldn’t quite name, because it was an odd, circumstantial, situation; very much not anything anyone else could possibly imagine about Fae Magic, unless they were from Earth and knew English.

Erick decided to lay it out there, and see what Kydyr thought.

“We have stories about fae back on Earth,” Erick said, as he watched Kydyr. “Tricksters and rule-makers and breakers. Punishers of the unjust, but also needlessly cruel. The fae work on rules arcane to all understandings except for their own. Those arcane rules are what makes them dangerous, for those rules can exist along a myriad of non-standard societal constructs, for mostly, the fae live apart from people, in their own realms of immortal power. You call them fae or fairy, but we have hundreds of different names for all sorts of make-believe fae. Or, at least, I thought them simple stories until I came here, to Veird.”

Kydyr’s reaction told Erick that he was familiar with almost everything Erick was saying, though the finer details might not have gotten across. Mainly, the bismuth wrought didn’t understand where Erick was going with all this.

Erick explained, “Since what we’re doing here will eventually end up in a runic web, I feel I should say something specifically about language, and how it relates to fae, and to runes, and to magic.” He slipped some English into his otherwise Veirdly words, saying, “You call them fae or fairy. We call them <Fae> spelled <F> <A> <E>. You call Fate Magic like that, but we call it <Fate> magic. <F> <A> <T> <E>. It’s only one letter off. For Ecks and Ancient Script, they’re completely different words. <Arlioo> or <Zarritino>.” Kydyr’s eyes went wide as the rest of him went still, and Erick plunged forward, “Is Fae Magic related to Fate Magic? Or to [Gate]? ‘Gate’ is spelled ‘<G><A><T><E> in English; just one letter away from <Fate>.”

Kydyr’s wide eyes remained wide for a moment as his thoughts buzzed behind his suddenly-guarded expression. And then he relaxed. He frowned. He said, “While it is good to worry about strange coincidences when dealing with Fae Magic... Perhaps you need a fae to make [Gate]? The fae do tend to hide rather well on just the other side of Sight, and this would explain why no one has ever been able to complete the Worldly Path themselves. But…” Kydyr shook his head. “This language thing with your native tongue seems like pure coincidence to me, though since you are going after a Wizard, if you do pursue this line of magic then it might happen how you suggest. Wizards can do strange, impossible shit…” His voice trailed off as he thought. He said, “Whatever Wizardry you attempt to enact out of whatever Wizard you find is probably a conversation to have with many more people than I, but I would suggest staying away from trying to make ‘Word Magic’, or whatever you’re suggesting. That magic practically begs to be Forgotten. Imagine all the strangeness you could cause! And especially if you could apply this Wizardry to already-established spells. With enough shifts, I bet you could turn [Force Bolt] into [Ascension to Godhood], or some other nonsense.” He shook his head. “No. Don’t go looking for this magic.” He added, “But getting a Wizard to turn some Fae Magic into [Gate]? Now that… That I could see happening.” He summed it up, “I don’t agree with your circumstantial letter-replacement ideas. Your language was not magical. Ancient Script is magical. No; this won’t work.”

Erick took a metaphorical step back and reevaluated.

Word Magic seemed perfect for a Paradox Wizard, but, at the same time, Kydyr was right. Word Magic would likely get Banned and Forgotten as soon as it was created. Or, at least the rest of Veird would try to Ban it, and then they would try to erase Erick from existence, causing… A lot of bad things.

Erick decided that ‘Word Magic’ was probably a very bad idea.

And also, someone else had probably already made Word Magic, and it was already Banned. There was no way that some bookish Wizard wouldn’t have thought to make this magic before now.

Maybe Kydyr didn’t even know about that…

“It probably already got Banned, anyway,” Erick tested.

Kydyr shrugged. “Maybe. The Geodes are very fond of killing anything that has the potential to break the world.”

Erick nodded. Leaving aside its availability, ‘Word Magic’ was probably superfluous and very much too dangerous. Maybe all you actually needed to make a [Gate] was a Wizard to break the Script rules on Fae Magic, and then to make a true tunnel into a private world through ancient Fae spellwork.

Which would probably run directly against the Dimensional Ban, but…

Fae Magic obviously wasn’t Dimensional Magic; if it were, then no one could make Fae Spells.

… Whatever.

Erick moved on.

Making the three spells described on the chalkboard was easy enough; Erick just limited himself to stopping well before he reached perfection. Apparently, this was good enough to achieve perfect illusionwork, anyway.




	
Illusionary Force, instant, close range, 250 mana + Variable

Conjure a solid illusion of up to large size. Absorbs 500 damage before breaking. Lasts 1 hour.

















	
Concealment, instant, close range, 500 mana

An object of up to medium size is made invisible to all but the truest of sight. Physical interaction can break the illusion. Lasts 1 hour. When cast on a person the spell lasts 10 minutes.

















	
Intangibility, instant, close range, 250 mana

An object of up to medium size is made intangible. Extensive physical interaction can break the illusion. Lasts 1 hour. When cast on a person the spell lasts 1 minute.














When Erick was done with the last one, he said to Kydyr, “So that’s [Intangibility], too. Not [Intangible Object].”

Kydyr sighed, saying, “You should have stuck to [Conceal Object] and [Intangible Object].”

“I certainly could have made them worse than I did; yes.”

Kydyr leveled a gaze at Erick, saying, “Don’t use that spell yourself. The spell description doesn’t say this, but you effectively have 0 Health while intangible, and while this is fine for objects, it's deadly for people. It’s like you’re walking around in [Lightwalk] while the entire world has [Lightshape]; incredibly dangerous and I wish you would have left it alone.”

“[Intangibility] has fewer runes to it than [Intangible Object], though, so this is easier to enchant.”

“… Aye. I suppose that is true.” Kydyr dismissed the current chalkboards, then summoned more. These ones were full of runework instead of spellwork. The details in design, how the runes fit together, and how the connecting divots swirled and combined, were all different, too. All of them looked normal enough, though. Erick understood what each design did before Kydyr explained, but Kydyr explained anyway, saying, “The first one is a runic web that you will finish, and then cover —likely with stone— to only ever touch it in order to provide power for the runes. People will not notice this runic web if you do it right, though they will know it is there by the denial of certain spells, like [Stoneshape]. The second board shows a runic web which is also buried in a wall, but this one projects a fake runic web onto the surface of the wall, and also obscures the actual runes on that false web; for when you want people to know they are inside a runic web. The third is how we add breakers to the web to allow spellwork to flow between individual webs, but these breakers will shatter if unwanted magics are shoved into the web, thus preventing untoward spellwork from infecting your entire runic web. Much of these [Illusionary Force] runes can be replaced for [Illusionary Item] runes, depending on the robustness you desire from your system, and your constraints for mana.” Kydyr gestured to a meter-cubed block of platinum that hadn’t been there before now. “There’s our raw material.” He asked, “Any questions before we start?”

“You use [Illusionary Force] for the breaker-system on the boards.” Erick said, “But when you were remaking the breakers for this house, you used [Fairy Item] and another spell I suspect is [Fairy House].”

The man was an adequate teacher, but he was holding back a lot in his lessons, either due to security reasons, or because he didn’t think Erick could handle it, or for whatever other reason there could be.

Kydyr gave a little smile, saying, “You can work on fairy webs and all other obscure runic web creation on your own time, outside of my house. But, yes. You are correct. Much of the Illusionary spells are interchangeable with Fairy spells, though until you know what you’re doing and how Fae Magic interacts with the rest of the world and with other Fae Magic, you should refrain from using Elemental Fae. Fae Magic is simply unnecessary for most runic security.” He continued, “But setting aside Fae Magic, my assignment is not to get you fully versed in every single possible iteration of runic web security, but to teach you the basics, and how those basics all interact with each other. It takes a normal Runic-Class person about a year to achieve adequate runic web security, which includes anti-[Stoneshape] and a plethora of other spells, with each spell adding complexity and therefore difficulty. For you? Who already has a Class that is not Runic at all? Well… One day of proper runic web learning is not nearly enough, but it will have to be enough.”

“… Understood.”

Kydyr nodded, then flicked a finger toward the platinum cube. A bubble of white gold expanded from the top, rapidly becoming a wire-frame octahedron about a meter across. With another flick of the same finger, Kydyr gained a short, white talon. It looked like his dragon talon, but smaller. He said, “Since you already know some of the deeper truth then there’s no need to keep up all of my appearances.”

Erick took out the adamantium dagger he had in a holster at his hip, and then he got to work.







- - - -







Seven hours later, and after stopping for several breaks where Ophiel delivered food from Archmage’s Rest, Erick had made several runic webs of passing quality. The first was simply intangible and invisible; it sat in the open air like a part of the air itself. If Erick hadn’t have marked it with a lightward he would have lost track of the thing. The second web was doubled, with the original web hanging in the air on [Force Wall] holders, while an illusionary copy of itself hovered one meter to the left. The third had a false-image hovering next to its invisible and intangible self. The fourth had all of what the third contained, and a break-system, where the corruption of one half would not affect the other half. Five more runic webs were iterations on the themes of the fourth so that Kydyr was sure that Erick wasn’t just extremely lucky.

It was not luck to make these many rather perfect runic webs this fast…

Though Erick did privately admit to himself that there were a lot of New Stats backing him up.

Kydyr sat back on a chair, smiling slightly as he looked up at Erick’s many successes. “I kept waiting for you to fuck up. But… You didn’t. This is work fit for a ready-to-graduate apprentice. You take any of these last two to any runic web office in Stratagold and you would get approved for runic work—” He added, “If you were a wrought and already a part of the system. And you had a Runic Class.” He smiled wider, saying, “That’s how I got into this. That’s where I started with my magic. Illusions and a dream of protection from the Dark. You know?… This is nice. I…” He laughed. “You ruined me for other students, Erick.” He held up a bottle of what he called ‘fizzy water’, saying, “And this fizzy water is wonderful, too!”

Erick sat in his own chair, smiling lightly as he sipped his own soda. He had made their drinks from [Harmless Frozen Particles] and some berry beverages from Archmage’s Rest. He said, “I still have a lot of way to go, though.”

“Oh yes!” Kydyr said, “This is simply the start. You can put practically anything into a runic web as long as you know the proper runes for it, and how they all go together.” He took a mildly serious tone as he said, “Your Class is going to limit you a lot, but you should have unlocked the Class Ability Minor Shifting Runes for achieving this level of spellwork. That Class Ability is no Shifting Runes and it’s certainly no Greater Shifting Runes, but any Shifting Ability is better than none.”

“I heard some people put solid metal down into their runes because they don’t like Shifting Runes at all.”

Kydyr tilted his head back and forth a few times, weighing Erick’s words. “This makes security easier and prevents a lot of burnout, but it’s dead simple to re-etch runes into a material. It’s a lot harder to put solid runes into metal. Like. A lot. The only places that do that…” He frowned. He said, “I won’t say who works in solid runes, but I will tell you that solid runes are much better for durability than etched runes. I can’t help you with those, though.”

Erick nodded as he stared up at his runic webs, hanging in the air in front of him and Kydyr.

He realized he was hungry again, but not for food; he needed a meal of [Renew] in his Other Form. But as soon as he left here, Erick doubted he would ever see Kydyr ever again. So he asked, “Since your request was to kill the Librarian or for books that won’t be out in months: Do you have something else you wish for a trade? For these lessons?”

Kydyr went silent, and thoughtful. And then he asked, “Do you think your cavern with Yggdrasil will ever have a proper day/night cycle? Or is it just bright light all the time?”

Erick saw where this was going, and it was great! But he had to lay down some rules, and some expectations. “Yggdrasil will keep his home how he wants, but if you want, you can live nearby. There’s a nice waterfall at the entrance to the place and there’s lots of mist there, too, and shadows. I’ll be happy to have you—”

“No, no… No.” Kydyr waved Erick off, saying, “It was a flight of fancy. I know where I’m moving after you leave.”

Erick stressed, “If you want to live near Yggdrasil, I welcome you to set up a home in the cavern. I’m sorry for disturbing your house and outing you to the world, so the least I can do is make sure your next home is as secure as it can be.”

Kydyr breathed in, looking inordinately happy yet hiding almost all of it, then he said, “No… No. Thank you, but no. Breaking my house was… Not your fault. I made a mistake in the runic web. I think I overloaded it, and it hadn’t actually been tested against other Elemental Fae in… Years upon years.” He turned to Erick, and said, “Thanks for coming and providing me with a good student, but you should get going.”

… Unexpected.

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

But…

This was Kydyr’s decision? So. Sure?

It was time to get going, anyway. So.

Erick stood from his chair and bowed a bit, saying, “Thank you for the lessons, Kydyr.”

“Don’t you dare bow to me. Ha! Imagine. Savior of Light bowing— No.”

Erick straightened up, unsure.

“Thanks for killing Ar’Kendrithyst and everything else, Erick.” Kydyr strongly said, “And good luck with [Gate]! I’d tell you to stay away from the fae if you can help it… Though knowing you, and considering what you said about the Worldly Path, that might prove an impossibility.”

“I have a strong feeling that the Headmaster will ask me to go to Ar’Cosmos.” Erick said, “I just hope it won’t be some dragon killing expedition because I’m going to have to refuse that.”

Kydyr went silent and part of his emotional illusion vanished, ever so briefly, revealing a deep chasm of melancholy. And then he replaced his cover, repairing his mask of fake stoicism, saying, “Don’t feel bad about killing dragons, Erick. Most don’t deserve your mercy.”

“… Why not?”

Erick had asked with regard to all of dragonkind, but Kydyr’s warning and Erick’s words held more meaning than that. This was personal for Kydyr.

The kindly, tired owl shifter who was not what he appeared to be, said, “Because dragons have all done horrible things to innocent people.”

Erick had nothing to say to that.

He just spent one more moment looking at Kydyr, wondering…

And then he nodded, turned, and walked away, down the tile pathway to where moss grew over white stone. Erick continued beyond, to the edge of the mist. Ophiel twittered on one shoulder as Erick stepped past the edge of the house and cold mist engulfed them—

And suddenly Erick stood upon the soft, mossy ground. Kydyr’s [Fairy House] home was somewhere far behind him, both intangible and concealed in the mists. Erick could have stepped backward and yet he would have remained outside Kydyr’s property. [Fairy House] was a great spell, and Kydyr’s runic web was well-made, combining a dozen different magics into one coherent, unbreakable obscuration. It was even immune to [Cascade Imaging], for Erick had checked with that spell, casting the Imaging on the other side of the cavern, searching for himself while he was inside this space. That map had given him zero results—

Out of the mists came Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, rejoining Erick, to alight upon his other shoulder.

Time to go back.

- - - -

Erick sat upon a crook in Yggdrasil’s branches, staring out at the bright cavern all around. His stomach was full with a good meal from the food court in the embassy, while his Other Form’s core was similarly satiated by [Renew]. He felt good. And yet…

He was worried.

He sent an Ophiel to check on Kydyr—

Erick breathed out, ragged and painful, as he took in what he saw, absorbing a hundred small clues in less than a second. He moved through those clues slowly, though, to try and see if his initial impression could be wrong. Kydyr was rather great at illusions, after all.

It was an hour past sunset on the surface, but while Yggdrasil’s cavern was full of light all the time, Vibrant Falls was mostly dim. The deep mists at the lower levels, where Kydyr’s house had been, could have hidden the full truth, but, no. Erick was not that delusional. He was just trying to make excuses for what he saw.

The house was gone. All that remained was a crater nearly a kilometer across. This much was understandable, for Kydyr had said that he was moving. It was eminently feasible that he could blip his entire house to a new location.

Except.

Smaller craters dotted the rest of the land, like someone had sprinkled the mossy rock with beams of random disintegration, or, more actually, that someone had done something similar to what Erick had seen the Mirage Dragon do to the top of First Devouring Nightmare mountain. Some sort of [Illusion Breath], or, considering what Erick had heard earlier, [Fae Breath], had turned the land into swiss cheese.

The house took a full blast, but the nature of [Fae Breath] left clues among the broken ground. Damp books piled like snow drifts not too far from the blast site, tangled webs of platinum glittered in broken rock walls, rubble made of tiles lay like chips of white among the darkness. An open plumbing system spilled water into the bottom of the crater where even more books floated, or sunk. Mostly sunk. The ones with wooden covers floated, but barely.

Kydyr’s dragon head, resting atop a bed of broken books, had been locked inside a floating box of Force, hovering in the center of the crater.

Erick took a moment to compose himself, breathing, centering his mind. And then he sent a telepathic communication to Kromolok—

A woman’s voice responded, ‘Greetings, Archmage Flatt. What is the nature of the inquiry?’

‘Ah. I didn’t expect—’ Erick ignored that his telepathic signal had been intercepted, because of course it had —Poi did this very same thing for him all the time— and sent, ‘I believe that someone attacked and killed Archmage Kydyr. I am already on my way to Archmage’s Rest to inform them of what I see and I want Kromolok to be involved if he can.’

The woman’s tone turned fully calm, as she sent, ‘Understood. Raising priority of request. Raised. Inquisitor Kromolok has been informed. We are starting to move on our end. Someone will be there— Inquisitor Kromolok will be at Archmage’s rest in three minutes and he asks that you not get involved.’

Erick went still.

The woman continued, ‘If you wish to remain informed of the investigation then—’

‘No.’ Erick sent, ‘I am involved. Kydyr acted like I would never see him again but I didn’t think he meant it this way. He knew… He knew this was going to happen and I’m involved.’

‘… Understood. Inquisitor Kromolok will meet you at Archmage’s Rest. Thank you. Please do not attend the site on your own.’

Erick ended the call.
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                Erick stepped onto the grounds in front of Archmage’s Rest. Since it was ‘night’, the replica of the Wizard’s Tower had once again vanished behind illusions, replaced by a small mansion that was not a tenth the true size of the building it pretended to be. One of the main doors to that mansion was shut, but the other was open, spilling yellow light out into the nighttime air of Vibrant Falls.

A few guards hidden behind illusions noticed Erick. Telepathic lines connected them to each other, and also to other people, elsewhere. They tensed upon seeing Erick, and upon seeing Ophiel. Normally, they would have relaxed almost just as fast, but not this time.

Erick was right to be concerned that they would think him responsible for Kydyr’s death. That’s why he insisted on being involved, at least for now. Undoubtedly there would come a point where Riivo or Kromolok would tell him in no uncertain terms to stay away from the investigation, but for now, Erick would remain and he would help, where he could—

Kromolok and Tasar stepped out of the t-station. The Inquisitor looked almost normal; he was very good at hiding his emotions, and dealing with tragedy. Erick suspected that the man always saw danger everywhere, and he was only truly happy when he was pleasantly surprised that he had been proven wrong. Tasar, though, was not used to death and murder, even though she had likely seen a lot of it in her long life; she looked crushed, and barely able to hide it.

Kromolok said, “Riivo and a few others are already down—”

Sitnakov stepped out of the t-station right behind Kromolok and Tasar. He looked ready to kill someone and was barely hiding it. He stared at Erick, saying, “Archmage Kydyr’s death was recorded as true not one minute after you reported—”

Tasar collapsed to her knees, dropping her staff. Dark green tears flowed down her face as she sobbed.

Sitnakov continued, “You, Archmage Flatt, are to be with us every step of the way, to Image and to answer questions as requested.”

Erick stood surprised. Dead a minute after Erick reported it?

What the fuck?

But all Erick said into the emotionally tense situation was, “Of course I will cooperate.”

Sitnakov lightly glared, then judged Erick’s words as true and promptly ignored him. He stepped to Tasar and held down a hand. “Time to work, Tasar.”

Tasar breathed deep twice, taking Sitnakov’s hand on the second breath. “Okay. Yes. Okay… Okay.”

Kromolok continued, “Riivo and the others are down by Kydyr’s property. Let us relocate.”







- - - -







Erick stepped down onto stone that had been whole and covered in moss not an hour ago.

Now, there was a large central crater, and a thousand smaller ones. Debris was everywhere. The view was worse from the ground. The smaller craters were larger than they had appeared to be. The destruction was worse, with much of the land scoured of moss. Rubbled walls, filled with platinum runic webs, littered the land.

And the manasphere was nothing more than static; whoever had been here had scrubbed the overt evidence away.

Sitnakov, Tasar, and Kromolok had stepped onto the ground near to Erick. Tasar breathed out, staring across the land at the floating [Force Cage] which held Kydyr’s head. Sitnakov scowled at the sight, but he was not distracted by the destruction; he zeroed in on the other people nearby.

A hundred meters away, under a dome of gentle light, Riivo stood at the edge, staring at the destruction all around. Behind him stood Aisha and a few other wrought who Erick identified as guards or other middle management mages at the Rest. The Prognosticator stood ramrod straight, her head tilted back, her eyes glowing with iridescence.

Erick was the only non-wrought in the area.

Kromolok walked toward Riivo.

Erick followed after him, with Sitnakov rapidly stepping to Erick’s side, to glance down at him. Erick looked up at the black metal, orcol-shaped man. He started the interrogation so that Sitnakov didn’t have to, saying, “I imagine that this sort of thing doesn’t happen often.”

“No, it does not. And then tens of people that you knew for hundreds of years are suddenly dead.” Sitnakov almost said something, but he switched, and said something else, “It hits some of us harder than others.”

Erick glanced back at Tasar. The green-black woman had sat down upon the stone as she stared out at the crater. Erick turned back to Sitnakov. “Did you know Kydyr?”

“Not personally.” Sitnakov said, “I worked with him many times, before his self-seclusion. I understand he was trying to teach you runic web security.”

“He succeeded in teaching me runic web security.” Erick said, “I’ve never worked in Illusion before, but I gained all the spells and the knowledge to put them into a web. I’m sure I’ll go over the whole experience in detail for Kromolok, if he hasn’t already taken that from me, but the short version is this: The lessons were supposed to last for a week, but some oddities happened today and Kydyr told me that today would be the last day. He said we were never going to meet again, but this was not what I thought he meant. I think… I’m not sure what to think.” He asked, “How did you know he was truly dead? I see that skull in that [Force Cage] and I’m still not sure it isn’t a lie. How do you know he died after I reported this?”

Sitnakov said, “State secrets. Kydyr is dead, though; I can assure you that much. He went into seclusion for a reason, but as of right now, we don’t know if that reason finally caught up to him, or not.”

That brought Erick up short. He almost spoke up, continuing the conversation, but he knew he would have to repeat a lot of what he had to say multiple times if he said it now, so he remained silent.

They were almost to Riivo, anyway. The old iron man stood under his dome of light, alongside Aisha. He watched as the three of them approached, his eyes lightly boring into Erick, but pulling back before he gave away all of his inner suspicions. And then the man seemed to break in small ways. His shoulders sagged. His face wrinkled downward.

He wasn’t suspicious of Erick at all. He was simply mad that…

That Erick hadn’t prevented this?

Kromolok reached the dome of light first. His words spread out in the mist, and in the light, “It wasn’t Erick.” He looked to Riivo, saying, “You were the last one to have contact. Kydyr died about twelve minutes after reporting to you what happened at Erick’s lesson.” While Riivo stood straighter, Erick felt like some breach of trust had occurred, and Kromolok said to everyone, “Now let us get down to it, for at the end of this we will either have captured and killed a fae —which I do not believe is what happened here— or we will have found and ended a mirage dragon, which is almost as good.” He added, “Or, there might be another explanation, but I doubt it.”

The fae? But also:

A mirage dragon. Not ‘the’ mirage dragon. Erick had been right. The mirage dragon that attacked him at Holorulo was part of a family; they were not a singular entity like the Dragon Stalkers had claimed. 

Several parts of the day fell into a harsh, new light, and Erick felt his stomach cramp as he wondered if this was somehow his fault. It had to have been, right? He cast that Fae spell inside Kydyr’s house, and the man was obviously hiding from the fae, and…

No.

This wasn’t his fault.

This was the fault of whoever did this.

Other people had other angry, silent reactions. Sitnakov glared at nothing in particular. Riivo frowned. The guards around them stood fractionally more stiff—

Aisha came back out of her [Witness] trance, glanced around, and said, “The manasphere is mostly scrubbed clean, but I have been able to catch glimpses. Someone walked through the mist about 25 minutes ago. Five minutes after that came the first silent blast of Illusion through the mists, tearing through the left side of Kydyr’s house. Kydyr remained—” She looked to Erick, and to the others, as if asking permission.

Kromolok said, “Erick is participating in this investigation and he already knows Kydyr’s most publicly known secret. Let us act with haste, please; if we are fast enough we might be able to catch them.”

Aisha continued, “Kydyr remained in owl shifter form for the majority of the battle, targeting the blank space in the manasphere. Every spell Kydyr used on the target was then used against him, indicating that the assailant was likely a Copy Mage, or very ready to make themselves look like a Copy Mage. After three such mirrored exchanges the assailant got the better of Kydyr and Kydyr was forced to reveal his draconic self. Kydyr struck with all of his force, and the assailant absorbed that power, then shot it back at Kydyr, creating the crater at the center of the area. The battle proceeded to a series of shadow games after that, with both of them attacking whenever the other made their location known. Kydyr used some obscure Fae Magic spellwork to try and end it, but the assailant copied that spell and then it all goes fuzzy. Too much magic.”

Erick was surprised that Aisha was able to get anything out of the static manasphere at all, let alone as much as she had.

Sitnakov turned to face the crater. “Was it a mirage dragon?”

“That or the other thing; It would have to be, I assume.” Riivo sighed. “They finally got him.”

Kromolok said, “Possibly not.”

“The other possibilities are vanishingly small, Kromolok,” Riivo said, keeping his annoyance barely in check.

Sitnakov asked, “Who else could it be?”

Tasar had pulled herself up and come over to the group a little bit ago, to arrive somewhere in the middle of Aisha’s explanation. She said, “It had to be someone who was watching and waiting, and something odd likely happened with Erick’s lessons that caused a vulnerability.”

Erick felt his stomach cramp again, and there was no way to hide the guilt he felt inside.

Kromolok asked, “Erick? Please explain how Kydyr made himself vulnerable.”

Tasar tensed, and then relaxed, as though of course Erick had done something he hadn’t intended to do.

Erick looked away from Tasar and said, “I dug too deep with Illusion Magic, made and cast [Fairy Item], and shattered Kydyr’s [Fairy House] runic web. Everything stood exposed for about 30 minutes until he was able to repair it all. That happened rather early today, and I stayed for another several hours after that, making runic webs. Nothing else happened except for getting food from other places through Ophiel.” Erick said, “I asked Kydyr if he wanted me to stay longer. I asked him… I was only gone for an hour and I came back to check on him, but…” Erick’s voice trailed off.

Ah.

This was hitting him pretty hard, then? Yes, it appeared that way. He hadn’t noticed it that much until now, as his throat closed on him and his words couldn’t form.

Riivo frowned at the crater, saying, “He was always a stubborn… wonderful student, and colleague.”

Tasar argued, “A single Fae Spell should not have broken Kydyr’s [Fairy House].”

“Erick is not lying.” Kromolok said, “That is exactly what happened. Kydyr had likely missed—”

“Kydyr did not miss anything in his runework, Kromolok. Kydyr’s work was always immaculate.” Tasar gained a dark tone, saying, “This was just the Worldly Path.”

Erick felt anger rise within. His throat relaxed and he spat, “I asked if I should stay! To help him move, or whatever he needed! I asked if he wanted to live by Yggdrasil! I tried to help—”

Tasar practically exploded, “I’m not blaming you!” She turned and yelled at the misty, shadowy world all around them, “I’m blaming the Dark! I’m blaming his literal [Gate]keeping that prevents us from moving forward without his approval! I’m blaming the dragons who are always a part of the Worldly Path, because that’s what the Dark demands! I lay the blame upon those who hope for the destruction of everything I have ever cared about! The blame belongs to that which is Evil, which uses good people to make the world just that much more Dark, because that is all the Dark is capable of understanding! Death and Destruction and Darkness!”

No one spoke, because every single person went on high alert, staring at the world outside of the dim brightness of the lightdome, waiting for the Dark to attack; for Tasar’s call out to bring forth claws and fangs from the shadows.

But nothing happened.

Melemizargo was not there in the shadows, or in the gloom.

Tasar breathed deep. “I… I should not have spoken so openly.” She clenched her teeth, then said, “I just… Don’t understand how Kydyr could have been taken by a single mirage dragon? It wasn’t the matriarch, was it?”

Kromolok said, “Again, it could have been anything. Focusing on the most likely possibility is good, but might ultimately be harmful.”

Aisha looked from Kromolok to Tasar, and answered, “The attacker remained in humanoid form the whole time, even when Kydyr changed to his draconic form, so likely not the matriarch, or any other dragon. A dragon wouldn’t have been able to resist challenging another dragon in proper form, even if Kydyr’s Dragon Essence was Sealed.”

Sitnakov asked, “Could it have been the fae, herself?”

“Well…” Aisha said, “Inconclusive. High possibility, though.”

Tasar said, “But… His protections. There were a hundred redundancies. So how could? Even if Erick broke the initial web it should have still had a lot of protections, right?” She looked to Erick. “Right?”

Erick rapidly said, “Yes. It did. [Stoneshape] and [Scry] and a lot of other spells were still blocked. There were some redundancies… But the [Fairy House] broke. That did happen.” He added, “I asked him if Ophiel coming and going was a problem and he said it wasn’t but… Ophiel did hang out in the misty air. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye was out here, too; he couldn’t get inside the house.”

Tasar said, “That shouldn’t have been a problem.”

“It’s possible that this is something new.” Kromolok said, “Some new mundane threat that followed Erick more than most.”

No one said anything to that.

Riivo spoke up, “Perhaps we should have been more circumspect… but to think that Kydyr would fall… It is like thinking that Veird would stop turning.”

“Everyone escapes the End until they cannot.” Sitnakov said, “This is no one’s fault but the killer’s.”

Tasar looked to Erick, and had another thought. “You know everything that we’re talking about, don’t you. Even ‘the fae, herself’.”

Erick nodded. “Yes. Everything here was hinted at rather recently, and from various sources.”

Tasar stared for a moment longer, then sadly nodded. She spoke like a person resigned, “If we get a chance to kill the fae then we should take it, because there is no way that we won’t meet her; not at this rate.”

“The whole Mirage Family should share her fate,” Sitnakov said. “So if you’re headed to Ar’Cosmos, I would be there to help end the continued injustice of their existence.”

Tasar briefly tensed, but then she nodded.

Erick stared at the tall man and decided that outright denial of his request to join his Worldly Path would not be the prudent response at this time. So he asked, “Can we talk about it later?”

Sitnakov did not smirk, but his body language said he believed he had already won. His actual words, though, were, “Of course. Later.”

And then Kromolok spoke, saying, “We will check all possibilities before we commit to another one of those disasters; this might not have been them, and it is important to get the correct enemy or else we leave behind problems for another day.”

No one had any problem with that.

Kormolok said to Erick, “Please check for spilled blood with an Imaging, catching the nearest ten kilometers if you can, for even if the assailant cleaned up their attack they could have missed something. If this is not the fae then it was an opportunistic strike of a different sort. The assailants might have been scoping out the area for months or years, for it’s also possible that this was a standard dragon hoard plundering. They could have been looking for a book, or for a collection of books, or for the runic web itself, for even with the erasing power of Illusion there is a distinct lack of platinum in the area, and it took 300 tons of the stuff to make the runic web inside Kydyr’s house.”

Erick was glad he asked for Kromolok’s participation. The man was good at this, because yes, there were many different possible explanations for what happened, and it was important not to jump to emotional conclusions. Tasar seemed to relax a bit while Sitnakov and Riivo set their sights on the destruction all around.

Riivo gestured to his people, saying, “Scout the perimeter.”

People started moving.

Kromolok said, “Erick. Please scan for platinum first. If it’s here then that cuts down on a lot of possible culprits. After that, please link with Aisha and scan for clues based on her ideas. She’s done things like this many times before.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Then it’s a platinum scan,” as an Ophiel high above cast a cascading star of light into the mist. The shadowed gloom all around took on a distinct shift toward light, as though it was suddenly day in Vibrant Falls. For kilometers around, Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] began to map the land in a 1-for-1 map. “Should take ten minutes to form a map and an image.”

The rubbled walls and several of the wrought were already beginning to shine blue.

Aisha, who was beginning to shimmer blue, said, “Then I will [Witness] again, trying to narrow down search zones.”

“Sitnakov, Riivo, Tasar. With me, please.” Kormolok stepped into the air, saying, “We will investigate the head and ensure there is no trap.”

Time passed faster as the investigation picked up steam.

The head remained a head until the [Force Cage] was broken, and the bismuth turned into a muddy rainbow liquid that Riivo caught in a bowl of Force. There was no explosion, or anything like that. Tasar picked through the books and named them as children’s stories, which seemed to point toward a fairy culprit. Erick’s Imaging eventually found an estimated 50% of the platinum that was in Kydyr’s runic web. Some platinum had melted into the crater walls and blackened beyond all recognition, but most of the platinum was scattered wide, like molten rain splashed away from the battlezone, to impact and lodge into the stone all around, like tiny silver stars barely noticed in the gloom. Much of the extra platinum could have gotten scattered to the underocean far below, but the current was too swift to make searching that space feasible for anyone without [Water Body].

Kromolok wasn’t 100% sure on the motivations for the attack, yet, but he was pretty sure it wasn’t greed related. This lowered the chance that this was dragon hunters going after a hoard by a fair amount.

Aisha found several locations to search for blood or other leavings from the battle, but grid searches and Erick’s Imaging failed to return any positive results for blood, or bone fragments, or any targeted biological material. Aisha revealed her ability to track based on mana signatures, but she had no way to impart this knowledge to Erick, and Imaging couldn’t find magic that Erick didn’t already personally know. Erick suggested that Kromolok could help bridge the gap in understanding, but that idea was shot down by both Kromolok and Aisha as infeasible.

Eventually, it was just the three of them standing beside the crater, trying new searches, but they had reached the end of the truly viable searches twenty minutes ago.

Erick said, “I can’t search for pure Elements, either; I've already tried that before.”

Aisha said, “You’re so good at finding people and tracking criminals, though. What makes this different?”

Erick had had a mind to ask for unfettered control of the investigation, but upon seeing how Riivo and a few others reacted to his presence at all, he had stopped himself from crossing that threshold; they did not want him involved, at all. Even this much was too much for many of the wrought all around.

Erick explained, “It’s about the physicality of it all. I can search for the markers in blood rather easily. We found all of Kydyr’s bismuth ‘blood’, after all, but… That’s more because it’s bismuth than because it’s blood.” The wrought name for ‘bismuth’ was actually ‘spectrasilver’, but Erick was calling it ‘bismuth’ in his head. “I know how fleshy biology works, but I honestly have no idea how wrought biology works on the deepest level. Or even the shallowest level, actually. But that’s just—” He asked both Kromolok and Aisha, “Do you want me to do this search like I normally would? I can certainly do this, but I was under the distinct impression that while killing monsters was fine, administering justice in wrought lands went against Stratagold’s desires.”

Aisha stood straighter. She was all for Erick’s involvement. She looked to Kromolok, saying, “I’ve gone as far as I can. The manasphere is too disturbed.”

Kromolok turned his gaze toward the crater. He stared for a moment. All around, various guards and soldiers and specialists were crawling all over the place, looking for any physical clues at all. Riivo led the search from the air, with Sitnakov hovering at his side like a silent monolith of a man, judging everything.

Kromolok gave a small sigh, then he said, “You are well and truly exonerated from Kydyr’s death, Erick, but you have reached the end of what we will allow you to do, so please return to Yggdrasil and leave the rest of the investigation to us.” To reiterate, he said, “Stratagold denies your request for full assistance with our justice system.”

Ah. So they went the other direction; kicking him out and away. Erick figured that this was a strong possibility, but at least they had let him help this far.

Aisha though, frowned. “You cannot be serious, Kromolok. Erick can do this much faster than—”

Kromolok said, “About two hours have passed since Kydyr’s murder. In this time, we have cleared two of the highest profile suspects of suspicion; Erick and Riivo were both kind enough to submit before they needed to be asked. We have already moved on to other methods of investigation, far outside of the area of the actual murder. As of ten minutes ago, and according to a letter sent to the White Palace, we now believe that this murder ties into the Amulet of Non-Presence that came out of Ar’Kendrithyst’s Armory this last year.”

So that was completely new information.

Erick felt left out of the loop, but this was by Stratagold’s design.

Aisha gasped. “The Letter Killer is a part of this!? Even more of a reason to keep Erick’s assistance! Catch that bastard, and quick!”

Erick had heard about that amulet, at least. It was an artifact that let the wearer move and live without obeying the laws of physical space, or being subject to any magic they might encounter. With sudden clarity, Erick remembered Quilatalap talking about how the amulet was used to kill some high ranking politicians here, in Stratagold. He hadn’t heard anything about those murders while he was here, though. He had assumed that the killer had been caught, but apparently not. Apparently, the killer had been upgraded from simple killer, to a named serial murderer, too. A name that Erick hadn’t heard before now, despite how much recon he had done in the Underworld near Stratagold.

They must be keeping these murders quiet for some reason…

Possibly because, with a name like ‘the Letter Killer’, they were rather high profile, and the wrought were all about hiding and ending dangerous things without telling people about those dangerous things. Perhaps the rulers didn’t want their facade of power to look like it was challenged by an outside force? Whatever the case, Erick could certainly help… If they let him.

Kromolok said, “The decision has come from King Alfonin himself. Erick is to be excluded from further involvement with the Letter Killer.”

At the mention of King Alfonin, Aisha went silent; contemplative.

Erick tried to help anyway, saying, “I could help search for the amulet, if you would have my assistance. I was forced to attend the Armory Presentation at Last Shadow’s Feast. I think I set down an image of that amulet in my missive to the Mind Mages, so I know what to look for.”

Kromolok said, “Knowledge of the shape of the amulet to be found does not help, for the Gemslicers have already tried this. No; you are restricted from further involvement, Erick. Please dismiss your Imaging and return to Yggdrasil.”

Aisha said, “This is a mistake.”

Erick attacked the problem from a different angle. “Aren’t you ranked higher in your society than practically every other governing body, Kromolok? You might be stationed by Stratagold, but the Church of Rozeta is much larger than that.”

Their voices had carried in the misty light all around; their conversation was not private at all. Most people chose to perk an ear to listen while saying nothing. But Riivo, Sitnakov, and Tasar were all moving toward them.

Tasar moved faster than the rest, coming forward, her voice loud enough for all to hear, “I agree with Aisha. This is a mistake to sideline Erick. He will be involved whether you want him involved or not, and especially if this truly is the Letter Killer, and not a misdirection from the fae.”

Sintakov stepped onto the air at the edge of the crater, hovering like Tasar and Riivo. He chose to speak next, asking, “The letter is confirmed? Not a copyist?”

Kromolok said, “Confirmed. Made with paper and ink from the same type of tree that all the rest were made with. The growing location was found by the Gemslicers not half an hour ago, and it is in line with all the other growing locations. The handwriting is the same, and it was made without the maker getting anywhere near the paper, thus preventing [Object Reading] from picking anything out of the letter. The contents were of the usual sort.”

Erick knew he was poking his head into where he wasn’t wanted, but he had to know, “What was on the actual letter?”

From their reactions, Tasar, Aisha, and Riivo all either knew or had good guesses as to what the letter actually said, but none of them were willing to speak on that (possibly) open secret. Sitnakov knew the larger overview of what the letter said, and the large man’s disgust and resignation told a certain story about what was on that letter, but not the whole story. Kromolok knew exactly what was on the letter, for sure, but he gave nothing away.

Sitnakov spoke first, but not with an answer. He stated, “The decision to exclude you has been finalized. Please take down your spellwork and vacate the area.”

Tasar and Aisha refocused away from the ‘Letter Killer’ secrets and lightly judged Sitnakov an asshole, but they did not speak against him. Riivo withheld all emotions; he was thinking some important thoughts and Erick’s situation was not among them. Sitnakov didn’t seem happy to exclude Erick, but he wasn’t willing to go against his father. All of that seemed normal enough. What actually made Erick a bit mad, though, was that Kromolok was not willing to go against King Alfonin, either. Erick was pretty sure that as Inquisitor, Kromolok ranked above any single king of any single Geode.

But…

Erick decided to acquiesce. He dismissed his Imaging. Like the sun shutting off, the lower reaches of Vibrant Falls fell back into deep shadow. Erick said, “I will return to Yggdrasil. If you change your mind then you know where to find me. I wish you luck with finding this Letter Killer.”

They might not want his help and he would not countermand their decree, but he was at least going to find out what they weren’t telling him about the Letter—

Kromolok sighed. “Erick. Stay away from this. I will come to you tomorrow to speak of various things, but you will strive to remain uninvolved. The hope is that your Worldly Path will pull the Letter Killer into your orbit, instead of the other way around. If you can remain at Yggdrasil then maybe the damage can be contained.”

“I don’t know about the Letter Killer, but that’s not how the Path works, Kromolok.” Tasar said, “Right now, King Alfonin is setting the stage for another disaster—”

Sitnakov said, “My father has spoken. We will abide. With any luck this Path nonsense will be contained to Yggdrasil’s cavern.”

No one else said a word.

After a moment, Erick said, “Then I depart.”

And then he lightstepped away.

Ophiel followed soon after.







- - - -







Erick stopped at the small garrison just outside of Yggdrasil’s tunnel.

Sergeant Kapra was on duty, like usual. She and three of her people stood at attention when Erick stepped onto the ground outside of the tunnel.

Kapra leaned over the stone railing, asking, “Is there something I can help you with, Archmage Flatt?”

Erick looked up at the iron woman. “Have you ever heard of the Letter Killer?”

Kapra frowned a little, unsure what Erick was asking. It was an odd reaction which she shared with all the rest of her people. They knew nothing. Erick found that a bit odd, but it was what it was.

Kapra answered honestly, “I am unaware of who that is. Should we be on alert?”

Erick decided to be a little honest, saying, “I’m rather sure it’s some high ranking assassin who has been around here for almost a year. Probably best not to get involved if you can help it, but I think they made me involved. So if an assassin comes around, just let them through and warn me of their approach instead.”

Kapra stood straight. “Thank you for the warning.”

Erick departed to Yggdrasil.







- - - -







Back at Yggdrasil, Erick ran some tests regarding [Cascade Imaging] and all of the new spells that Kydyr had helped him to make; [Concealment] and [Intangibility], primarily, but also [Fairy Item]. For the Item, Erick instantiated a bracelet onto his wrist, like Kydyr suggested; if it broke, that meant someone had cast some Fae Magic nearby.

And since Erick had those spells in his soul, as he Imaged for them, all three spells showed.

But nothing else showed.

Erick had expected a ping, a blue marker, an assailant hiding out under Yggdrasil’s canopy, or something. Perhaps a well-hidden wrought watchpost in the walls of the cavern, to watch over Erick. And yet, nothing. So he set Ophiel to recasting that Imaging every hour, and got into bed.

… Sleep did not come easy, but after a few hours of sitting there, thinking of everything he could have done differently, wondering who the Letter Killer was, Erick almost fell asleep.

And then, suddenly, he was fully awake.

Nothing had awoken him.

He was just nervous.

So he lay there, unable to find any comfort from his thoughts, eyes wide and staring at Yggdrasil’s canopy above. Erick thought back to what had happened, and played the events of the day over and over and over again, trying to understand if he could have done anything different. Kydyr’s death had hit him with unexpected force.

But there was something else, too.

It was about that artifact from Ar’Kendrithyst. According to the Armory Presentation by Quilatalap, The Amulet of Non-Presence separated the user from their Mana and Health, making them untouchable, but also denying them the ability to interact with the world. So how could such a sequestered person kill anyone? Wouldn’t they have to drop the amulet’s effect beforehand? Wouldn’t that make them show up on a lot of different scans? And especially on [Witness]?

There were multiple solutions to this problem.

The first solution was that the amulet wasn’t the only artifact the Letter Killer had.

Erick’s second idea was that there was some unknown, yet easy way around the limitations of the amulet. Perhaps the killer conjured charms, or used spell wands, or had some other sort of pre-cast spell that they could drop out of the effect of their super-[Incorporeality]. And yet… The manasphere around Kydyr’s kill was cleaned too perfectly for Erick to see anything at all, but Aisha could, and she didn’t see any of that… Though she was only able to give the broadest strokes about the battle, and after a certain point she couldn’t see anything, either.

The most obvious solution was that the Amulet of Non-Presence didn’t work like advertised at the Armory Presentation. Or, that the user had made some adjustments to the artifact, though as to how such a thing could be possible, Erick had no idea. Erick didn’t know much about artifacts, but magical items didn’t grow over time, and if they did, they generally broke themselves once they outgrew their programming or physical housing.

But artifacts were different.

Artifacts could be made with a soul, and that soul could then grow.

Was the Amulet of Non-Presence a sentient artifact? Like the Black Star?

Very possible.

Erick’s mind went back to Songli.

In the war with Terror Peaks, that shitstorm had been brewing for years and more before Erick showed and helped out with chelation treatments, thus turning up the heat on their cold wars. In that conflict a mass-produced artifact, the soul spear, had almost killed him, and a dragon came out of nowhere to try the same.

Therefore, if one was to guess at the reasoning behind this Letter Killer assassinating Kydyr, it was possible that someone had tracked Erick, specifically, and found out where Kydyr was that way. But that meant that the Letter Killer or an accomplice was watching Erick all the time…

Which people usually did, actually.

But if this was a Terror Peaks situation: What sort of enemy was coming for Stratagold? Or, perhaps, was Stratagold the enemy, and Erick was the one defending himself from them? Erick supposed it all boiled down to a larger question that had yet to answer itself in any satisfactory way:

“What is the purpose of the Worldly Path?”

Erick spoke the words as he thought of them, and suddenly, he could not sleep. He was fully awake.

He swung the covers off of his body and moved to sit on the edge of the bed, his heart beating hard and his breath coming fast. It was such a simple question, and Erick had thought he already knew the answer. The Worldly Path was to make [Gate], right? But that was simply too simple. Erick got to his feet and stepped out of the Privacy surrounding his current sleeping location, activating his spells as needed to take the next step, through the light, to get out from under Yggdrasil’s fiery green canopy.

To feel exposed to the world.

With a quick step, Erick landed upon one of Yggdrasil’s serpentine roots that grew far beyond his body, far beyond the edge of his canopy and rainbow crown, to arc above the placid, clear waters of the lake. Erick had a good view of the cavern from here. The whole place, with its roof so high and shores so far, made him feel like he stood atop a white dragon in the middle of an ocean. Illuminated crystals the size of skyscrapers dotted the cavern roof, looking like LEDs at this distance, and yet they filled the land with light. Yggdrasil filled the land with his own colors, and though the white and the green were prominent, his kaleidoscopic crown of rainbow light outshone all of the rest of him. There were no shadows in this land, but that rainbow crown did paint the dimmer areas in pastel colors.

Erick took it all in, and found he loved it all. The color. The calm. The water and the growth.

But how did planting Yggdrasil here relate to the Worldly Path?

What was the true purpose of the Path?

The purposes other people used to start the Path were all rather random. Syllea wanted to make [Greater Prismatic Body], and failed to get far on the Path. Tenebrae wanted [Gate] itself, and also failed, though he got off near the beginning. Many normal, non-archmage people stepped onto the Path as a result of their life’s work with Spatial Magic, allowing them to just barely start the Path. Those people always spent the 10 points to get [Gate]; a gift from the gods, so that they didn’t need to make the spell themselves.

Erick now knew —with 95% certainty— that spending those 10 points was like imbuing a part of one’s self into the ‘[Gate Summon]’ that the gods used, thus gaining access to that system.

Walking the Path was to make one’s own [Gate Summon]; to deny the gods their curated power, and to try to make power for oneself.

Spatial Magic itself was likely a weaker form of Fate Magic.

In that way, Fate Magic was unto Spatial Magic…

Like Fae Magic was unto Illusion Magic.

It was possible to use Illusion Magic to displace a person, or an object, making it seem like they were in one area when they were actually in another.

Ancient Fae Magic made strangeness that only respected its own rules. Script-based Fae Magic made items that were Reality turned into reality, or as close to reality as magic could get.

Spatial Magic actually changed a person’s location. [Teleport] was like placing oneself in a different location that was based on choices the user could have made, but did not.

Fate Magic, though… Put someone where they needed to be?

Hmm. No. Erick had lost it.

… There was something there. Erick wasn’t sure what, but it was big.

But the larger concern of the purpose of the Worldly Path loomed large in his mind, and he had a thought. One that he hated, and that reminded Erick of what Quilatalap had said months ago: that the Worldly Path was the truest form of the Journey into Darkness. That thought collided with what Erick knew of the idea of the Welcoming Dark, and so much more. Syllea could never have finished the Path, for her goals were too small. Tenebrae was too greedy; his goals were too stagnant. The gods could circumvent the rules because they were gods, thus allowing people who bought into their Path to use their godly [Gate] for a small fee of points. Maybe the godly [Gate] was controlled solely by Rozeta, or it was a group [Gate Summon], but that didn’t matter, because Erick knew what the Worldly Path truly was.

Words came to him, begging to be released out into the world, to make real the Reality that now burrowed into his brain, demanding all of his attention. He spoke to the light, and to the pastel rainbow shadows hiding in the depths of the lake.

“The Worldly Path is both preparation and test, to see if the user is worthy of wielding the power that is the responsibility of [Gate], but more than that, there is the goal of the Walker of the Path: to step into the Dark, to bring the light with them, opening up new pathways into Forever so that all may follow in the wake of the Walker.”

A blue box briefly blinded Erick.
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A breeze swept through the land, turning tiny waves into splashing mist. The light dimmed. Darkness swirled in the pastel shadows of the cavern and in the deeper blues of the lake, and then it spread like black ink, soaking into Yggdrasil’s lake from all sides.

Time stopped. The waves froze. The wind stilled.

And then the leviathan himself surfaced from the waters, black scales soaking in all the light, his white eyes shining even brighter because of it. His head was massive, and his curling horns even larger. His mouth curled in a small, large smile, revealing bright white fangs and a deeply hidden white inferno far down the back of his throat. The tips of his wings poked above the surface of the lake, but all the rest of him was one with the water; Darkness spread everywhere, plunging Yggdrasil’s cavern into deep shadows. The illuminated crystals above became points of dim light in the darkness, like cold stars. The crystals in the lake became ghostly lights on the horizon, while Yggdrasil himself was a distant, shadowed rainbow.

Melemizargo dipped his head like a languid swimmer, to level with Erick. The brilliant inferno deep inside his maw glittered as he happily chuckled.

Erick asked, “Are you sure you’re supposed to appear this early?”

Melemizargo laughed. “You have already done more than most on the Worldly Path. If we were in the Old Cosmology, this is where I would gladly welcome you into the Dark, to ask you to spread your wings and fly into the edges of the universe, to push back the edge of Forever just a bit further.” With a contained sadness, he added, “But that’s not how this New Cosmology works, does it?”

Erick’s heart beat hard. Melemizargo seemed rather sane at the moment.

Erick said, “It’s empty out there except for when it’s radically dangerous, or inhospitable to life.”

Melemizargo sighed. “Not that different from the Old Edge of Forever.” He strongly said, “This just means the new Edge of Forever is the Edge of the Script, and we are so very close to being lost to that tumbling destruction. I had lost the Sight to see, until now. I see the Truth. The new obstacles to overcome. And I see that you will lead the way, Fire of the Age.” Licks of white flame escaped from between Melemizargo’s fangs as he said, “So when that killing spell my daughter has installed in your heart begins to drag you down into mediocrity, to threaten everything you hope to build, know that help is only a request away.” He leaned forward a bit, his breath washing over Erick as he spoke, “Don’t expect the same help from Kings and Inquisitors.”

Erick took that all in, and then he moved the conversation to a productive end, saying, “The Inquisitor has a lot of salient points about how new worlds might be subject to apocalypse without warning, like what happened in the Sundering. It is a danger that needs to be solved before we go much further.”

Erick had wondered if he had fucked up by bringing up the Sundering. But he kept going because he had to, and Melemizargo surprised him.

Melemizargo just nodded, saying, “If the wrought looked toward the future instead of securing their holes in the ground, they might work on creating the necessary Fate Magic to prevent such disastrous ends. Such Fate Magic was an accepted practice in the Old Cosmology, though it was obviously not practiced on a large enough scale. I don’t know what happened there, but perhaps you can ensure it doesn’t happen again. Some new answers might need to be made, but you’re already headed toward that age-old solution.”

Erick gasped a little. He had been right? Fate Magic could be used to prevent apocalypse?

But how was he already headed toward the solu—

“The Letter Killer?” Erick asked.

Melemizargo smirked, as though he was privy to some great joke. “I really shouldn’t interfere this much for Rozeta is going to be angry about this, but Fate is coming together rather well and— Well. To cut a long intrigue down to size:

“Her name is Fairy Moon.”

He uttered the name and a shockwave cast out from the Dark Dragon’s throat like the chiming of a gong, rippling the surface of the lake and bringing back time for just a moment; the waves moved, and then they stilled yet again. This…

This might be bad.

And for about a hundred different reasons, too.

And yet, Fairy Moon did not show. Erick had expected her appearance to be rather sudden. Maybe that wasn’t the case? Or. No.

Melemizargo frowned a fraction, mumbling, “Or at least that’s her name here. Hmm. Perhaps she is shy for whatever reason. Come out, come out wherever you are, — , — , — , — , —.”

He hummed a transcendental, nothing song that would either haunt Erick for the rest of his days, or vanish like a dream. And then he kept speaking. More songs poured into the air like silent echoes, crashing against holes so deep in the mana that their removal had left canyons in existence. Four songs passed, and then a fifth came and went just as fast. And then they were gone. The songs vanished, extinguished forever, scraped out of Erick’s mind by some utter Silence that he could barely understand happened, let alone comprehend how fast it had occurred. He was pretty sure that Melemizargo had spoken names, but those names no longer existed.

Melemizargo said, “She’s not responding to her Silenced names, either. Definitely shy— Oh.”

Melemizargo paused, and regarded Erick.

Erick was on the ground. Blood dripped from his eyes and ears, trickled out of his nose, and soaked into his pants. He had no idea when that had happened, only that the Silence had passed and left him on his knees, barely recovering.

Melemizargo bent down and stared at Erick, his eyes occupying the entire world as his voice vibrated Erick’s soul, “You should know that I didn’t do this to you. The Silencing of the Script affects everyone, with the deeper Silences forever stripped from the lips and the minds of all who exist under the auspices of the Script. But, to explain what I just did: I called out five different names for Fairy Moon—”

Another small shockwave blasted outward, like a warm wind.

“But the only name you heard was that one; the one closest to who she actually is at this moment in time.” Melemizargo drew back and his face no longer filled Erick’s vision. “I used to think that these Silen— These Bans were proof that this world was false. Now… I still think that, but in a different way. This world is curated; shaped into what my daughter and the wrought demand of it. It is a false shape…

“But it is the shape of a lifeboat.

“Work hard to make some new worlds in better shapes, won’t you?”

Darkness receded from the world, bit by bit, and then all at once.

As light returned to Yggdrasil’s cavern Erick briefly glanced toward the beach, in the direction of the embassy. If he wasn’t bleeding out and feeling hollowed by whatever had just happened, he probably would have reacted with more panic than he did, for the sky was crowded with wrought of every possible color. Old, green-white coppers. Brilliant silvers of every possible hue. Black adamantiums, and more than a few mixed adamantiums. Full blue cobalts. Irons and magical metals of all types. All of them glowed with spellwork far in excess of anything Erick had ever seen before. Half the world seemed filled with power, and more powerful wrought kept appearing with every passing second.

Erick tried to stabilize, to get to his feet, but he felt like a broken man with a body that barely responded to his will. Ophiel appeared out of nowhere, alighting upon his shoulder to heal—

Sudden clarity washed through his body. With a hitch in his side and his leg half numb, yet getting better, Erick stood tall, once again. Hopefully the wrought would wish to talk, first—

And just like that, as fast as they began to appear, the wrought began to leave. Erick stood mesmerized. There, upon Yggdrasil’s roots, he watched as the sky emptied of overt threat. Flames quieted. Lightning stilled. The wrought left, all except for three.

Tasar floated in the air, looking reserved as she flew toward Erick; reserved, yet hopeful. She gripped her black staff tight as she breathed a bit hard.

Kromolok floated to the side… Also looking strangely relieved, and… Vastly hopeful? At Erick’s thought the white wrought smiled a bit. So very hopeful, then. Why was he happy? The part about apocalypse being preventable through Fate Magic? Oh. Yup. That was exactly it.

Sitnakov hovered forward, taking center stage, looking smug and relieved as his adamantium swords vanished back into his body. Erick made no effort to move from his position on Yggdrasil’s roots, for he doubted he could move very fast at the moment, so Sitnakov arrived first, to hover in the air mere meters away from Erick.

The black orcol man called out upon arrival, “Probably the calmest attack of the Dark that we’ve ever had!” He asked, “You okay, there? When you mentioned the Sundering I expected you to die.”

Erick startled. That meant that— “I thought he had stopped time.”

Sitnakov smirked. “So did he.”

Tasar frowned. “Still insane, then. And yet…?”

Kromolok was the only one who actually provided an answer, saying, “Rozeta is allowed to take off certain limiters when dealing with Geode-level threats, and we had one ready to go ever since you planted Yggdrasil here.”

“The Dark had to know,” Tasar decided.

“Probably!” Sitnakov said, “All of this was probably some sort of ploy to prove himself as capable of speech, but that’s not for us to suss out right now. Right now, Erick, you need some 48 hour observation to be sure that the Letter Killer won’t come for you.” He glanced back. “Tasar; you’re up.”

Tasar stepped forward, saying, “I apologize for intruding on your life at this juncture, Erick. But I will be staying nearby, going forward.”

Erick felt a sinking sensation as he realized he would have to eat some [Renew] and cycle his core with Tasar nearby. Ah. Damn. But he already knew he was going to need to do that, eventually. No, what was actually distracting, aside from the godly visit, was that everyone seemed…

Happy?

“When I saw all the gathered people, I expected war,” Erick said. “When I accidentally called Melemizargo I expected war.”

Sitnakov laughed. “If all it took was meeting the Dark to tattoo someone as a threat, then we’d have to kill every single archmage the world over, and that would be a foolish thing indeed.”

“Okay. Yes. Obviously… That makes sense and I think I am more rattled than I knew.” Erick asked, “But you all seem happy about this, too?”

Kromolok said, “Since the Letter Killer is Fairy Moon it means that she broke covenant when she killed Kydyr. We can demand she act out the breaching terms of our non-aggression pact.”

He said her name like it didn’t even matter.

Maybe it didn’t? Not anymore?

“We never would have caught her as the Letter Killer otherwise.” Sitnakov happily said, “So this is actually a really good outcome.”

“So why do I still need Tasar to oversee me?”

Tasar said, “Because we can’t have her making a deal with you, and somehow twisting you against us. She’ll probably try it anyway with other people, but we can’t let it happen with you.” 

Sitnakov and Kromolok nodded.

“… Oh,” Erick said, worried for whole new reasons.











            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    The Amulet of Non-Presence was spoken about waaaaaay back in chapter 117! I bet you guys thought I forgot! Ha~

 

Patrons have 184! Over 100k words ahead of RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is now on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



179, 1/2


                Erick watched as Kromolok and Sitnakov departed back across the lake, toward the shore in the far distance. And then he turned to the side and glanced over Tasar. The human-shaped, green-black woman looked a great deal relieved compared to the previous times Erick had seen her. Her newfound serenity had something to do with relief at not having to fight Melemizargo, and maybe some of what the Dark God had said, too.

So Erick asked, “I know why Kromolok is happy, but why are you happy?”

“You solved the Path, Erick.” Tasar’s smile grew a little, as she said, “What you said— The Path is both preparation and test with the goal of allowing the Walker to open up new worlds, and to bring civilization along with them. In retrospect, this is obvious, so it’s obvious why no one has ever gotten this far. You solved it, and even if we can’t find a Wizard to finish out this particular Path, now that we know what the true end goal is— This is massive, Erick.” She pulled back, speaking in less-enthusiastic caveats, “We don’t want to actually proceed until we can solve the Sundering problem, but Kromolok and others will be able to demand answers from—I’m hesitant to call out her name, so I’ll just call her the Letter Killer. Kromolok will ask, and she will have to answer in a satisfactory manner, because Fae Magic demands such.” She paused, then said, “I suppose she could deny us a proper answer, saying we have no proof of her oath breaking, but I’m sure Kromolok will work it out; he always does.”

Her words were hopeful, but their content meant something unsettling had happened.

To be sure, Erick asked, “You really heard everything, then?”

Tasar said, “Long range [Scry]s can do a lot and the prognosticators warned us something was going down when you decided to land atop this root. It should come as no surprise that we can respond fast to danger.”

… Maybe Rozeta was able to cast a wide-scale [Anti Time Stop] spell on her people along with a dozen other spells. She had done as much for Erick during Last Shadow’s Feast, after all. But all that didn’t really matter. Erick was suddenly bone-tired, as if his injuries had caught up to him. He couldn’t put on a stoic face for much longer.

“A lot of things have come as surprises today.” Erick said, “I don’t want to be a hermit, Tasar, but I am starting to see the appeal.”

Tasar nodded. “If you want to go to bed I can watch over you. I will have to be introduced to Yggdrasil, though. I was hoping such an introduction would happen naturally, but… Needs must, and Stratagold demands.” She had spoken her last words like a common saying.

Erick had never heard the saying before, but he could understand where it had come from. He decided to get it over with, and said, “Yggdrasil, this is Tasar. Tasar, this is Yggdrasil.”

Tasar glanced arou—

Yggdrasil’s meter-wide [Scry] eye appeared in the air beside Erick, shimmering and prismatic white. Tasar was startled but she settled quickly, then bowed to the eye. The eye nodded back, as Yggdrasil’s voice carried on the air, “Hello, Tasar.”

“Hello, Yggdrasil.” Tasar said, “I’m going to be staying with you for two days if that is okay.”

Yggdrasil’s eye looked to Erick.

“It’s fine.” Erick stepped into the air, his tattered clothes only holding onto his body because of his lightform, saying, “Let’s all get along then, shall we?”

Tasar looked almost giddy with anticipation as she turned toward Yggdrasil, waiting for Erick to lead the way.

And then Erick led the way.

- - - -

Upon one of the lower branches, beside one of his many, many [Sealed Privacy Ward]s, Erick landed upon Yggdrasil’s white bark. He stuck his hand inside the Privacy and it disappeared up to his wrist, as he explained to Tasar, “They’re each only the size of a small house, but they should be large enough for us to both comfortably exist for a while. I granted you Prismatic permissions.”

“I know this is an imposition, but I promise to be as unobtrusive as I can,” Tasar said, stepping to the edge of the Privacy and sticking her own hand inside. She brightened. “It’s a nice setup.”

Erick stepped into the Privacy and Tasar followed. Furniture appeared, though it had always been there, it just wasn’t visible from the outside; from the outside, all anyone could see was the flat surface of Yggdrasil’s branch.

Erick explained, “This room is the main room, but the actual sleeping area moves around, though I’ll just stay in this location while you’re here.” It was a bit more complicated than that, involving paranoid sweeps through all set Privacys, Yggdrasil periodically moving stuff around on his own, and other assorted nuances that Tasar didn’t need to know about. Erick gestured around, saying, “Kitchen. Library. Dividers to put up to separate the spaces and to make it feel more like a home, instead of open space on Yggdrasil’s arm. Feel free to copy and adjust whatever furniture you need to suit your own needs, or I could make you new things.”

“You don’t have to adjust yourself, Erick, or take care of me.” Tasar said, “I know it is a strong imposition for me to remain near you for the next 48 hours, so I am more than willing to acquiesce to your needs. If you want to move around I am okay with moving around, too.”

Erick shook his head. “No. That’s… No. We can stay in one place for a while.” He added, “Besides that, I was going to make [Fairy House] out of what Kydyr showed me yesterday. That place would be more permanent, but also vastly more secure. But then… She killed him and things happened.”

At the mention of Kydyr, Tasar lost a bit of her mirth. But like a good soldier, she regained her composure, and asked some tactical questions, “Were you planning on copying metals or just using the base spell?”

“… I was going to use a runic web from copied platinum.”

“I advise you not to [Duplicate] any metals. Let me secure some platinum for you through Archmage’s Rest to give you a book trail. You don’t want the golds wondering where you got the metal for a proper runic web. If they know you have [Duplicate] then they simply will not make any trade deals. They hate that spell with a passion.”

Erick was briefly interested in talking about history, and about how [Duplicate] was rampant inside the Geodes, but he let that conversation go. “I suppose the people in charge of the economy would hate that spell.” Erick asked, “How long would it take for a shipment of metals? And wouldn’t you get them from [Duplicate], anyway?”

“We have a strategic reserve of all types of metal that we can give out for certain needs, and at this juncture, a proper defensive house for you, or for any people you invite to Yggdrasil, would count against that reserve.” Tasar said, “And that’s what we tell everyone, but the ‘strategic reserve’ is just code for [Duplicate]; please don’t go sharing that information around, though.”

“Then that works.” Erick glanced around to his ‘house’, his mind going a bit fuzzy with the need to sleep, as he said, “Let me make you a space... Or you can make it yourself? I think I need to… Lay back down— Wait. I already offered. You said you could handle yourself. Yes. I will let you do that, then.” He tugged at his tattered clothes, saying, “And I will make myself some new clothes and maybe eat something, before sleeping.”

Tasar nodded, then moved further into the ‘house’, saying, “I may technically be your keeper for two days, but you can pretend as though I’m not here. If you desire, though, after you’ve had a chance to rest, I’m interested in continuing some spellwork. Aura work? Or any other spellwork you might wish to discuss. If you’re up for it.”

“Yeah. Sure… Later.”

Tasar nodded, then she went to a divider and copied it, before proceeding to [Fabricate] the copy into furniture for her own space. She asked, “Do you mind if I leave a summon on the edge of the Privacy? I can’t mana sense the world outside like this.”

“Oh. Yeah.” Erick moved on to his own part of the house, saying, “Do whatever you need to do.”

Tasar nodded, then summoned a small creature that looked almost like a blackberry; tiny and seemingly made of even smaller black spheres. She set the summon at the edge of the Privacy, where it lodged into the edge of the space and remained. She smiled, as her senses of the outside world likely came back in full.

Erick turned his attentions back to his own predicament.

And since it was foolish to try and ‘hide his dignity’ behind a screen, he stripped right there and put on some fresh night clothes from a dresser. A [Mend] failed to fix his tattered clothes, so Erick dumped them into a bin of recyclables; Melemizargo’s Silenced words must have damaged them rather deeply. He would [Fabricate] them into something new tomorrow.

For now, he went to the kitchen, grabbed a large, meaty, cheesy sandwich out of the cold storage, copied it, put the original back, and began heating up the copy. Soon, it was steaming hot. He sat down at the table and offered to make Tasar a meal, but she politely declined his offer. She was almost all the way through making a nice little room for herself at the edge of the Privacy and she wanted to finish.

Erick stayed up a little while longer reading from the small library he had managed to amass in the Underworld, mostly the books about Wizardry he had gained from the Core. He had already read them once before, but none of it was information he could use yet, anyway. After only ten minutes of reading, Erick felt his full-body lethargy finally reach his mind, though his anger was on the rise. He could ignore the anger for a while. He set the book aside, gave one final thought to how his rage was only going to rise, and then he closed his eyes.

He watched Tasar for a little while longer through his mana sense, but she wasn’t doing anything aside from sitting in her new chair and reading her own book. Hers was a fiction story, number 25 in a series titled ‘The Meandering Mage’, and Tasar was savoring each page. The soft sound of turning pages eventually melded into the background rustle of leaves, far, far overhead, and Erick fell asleep.

- - - -

Erick woke fully rested.

He was also quite pissed off.

And then he breathed out, took a deep breath in, stretched, and some of his anger melted away. Most remained, though. Like a pink haze, rage became a small buzz in the back of his mind as he got up. Tasar had remained in her chair the whole night. She was almost to the end of her novel, so several hours had to have passed, at least. Erick ignored her, for the moment, and turned his mana sense toward the kitchen. His rage grew a little more when he realized that he didn’t want to eat any of the foods in cold storage. It was all shit!

… Ah.

He was angry.

This did not bode well for the remaining 40 hours of this… Whatever this was. This nannying. Babying. Painting Erick as someone who couldn’t be trusted to run his own life in a satisfactory manner. Thinking about Stratagold’s casual disregard of Erick’s competence got Erick’s blood boiling.

And this was just the start of this shit.

Erick had no doubt at all that 48 hours would become 72, would become 100, and then a thousand.

This was untenable. So this problem needed to be solved sooner, rather than later. If Erick left this for later he would surely explode at someone, and who knew what that would lead to. Erick didn’t want to think too deeply of how, exactly, his relationship with Stratagold could sour and then turn to poison...

So Erick stood at the edge of his Privacy, near Tasar. She was currently reading her book, and she seemed to savor the pages, reading at a sedate pace that made Erick clench his teeth as yet another spike of small rage layered on top of all the rest.

He calmly asked her, “What’s a guy gotta do to get some real privacy?”

Tasar jerked away from her book, only now realizing that Erick was looking at her. “Uh. Sorry. I was paying attention. Uh? Real privacy?” She set her book aside and stood, saying, “I apologize, but until Kromolok can pin down the Letter Killer in an agreement that satisfies all involved, then we cannot allow her to visit you, which she certainly would. The fae lost much of their power after the Sundering and with the Script keeping them in line, but deals made by fae are still dangerous to accept, and she can make a deal with anyone, simply by accepting hospitality, or your ‘thanks’. Any number of arcane reasonings is enough to grant her a modicum of power over you, and that would be bad.”

“… Yes. Well. Visiting me isn’t the problem. The problem, I suppose, is that you believe I cannot be trusted to not make deals with strange people.” Erick said, “This feels like a rather baseless assumption and makes it seem like I am some sort of idiot.”

Tasar made a show of listening and nodding, then she maintained the party line, “This is a decision that has come down from the King himself. I would like to honestly report that after these 48 hours are over—”

“40.”

“—That after these 40 hours are over, that there was no contact. That’s all I’m trying to do.” Tasar said, “But that said, we will be working in close proximity until the end of your Path, so I would like to work with you to make this arrangement and all other future arrangements work comfortably. If you bear with it, then I will be sure to leave you alone after these 40 hours.”

“… This whole thing has been very stressful for me and if I don’t get some alone time, and soon, then I will probably explode on someone. I do not want that to happen.”

After a moment, Tasar said, “Okay. I understand.” Tasar said, “I can put a bubble around the [Prismatic Ward] of this space to alert me if anyone should happen to cross into this barrier. It should last against the Amulet of Non-Presence, for it’s a detection spell in ways in which we believe the Amulet cannot defend. It will last 10 minutes, but I will be coming back inside if anyone should happen to touch the barrier. Is ten minutes enough private time?”

Erick’s shoulders tensed as he fought off making his hands into fists. And then he heard ‘ten minutes’. A wave of relief flowed through his body as muscles started to relax. He said, “As long as it’s not some sort of surveillance spell and I can actually be alone, then that’s fine with me.”

“It is a surveillance spell, but I can shape it to remain on the edge of the Privacy.” Tasar said, “And also across Yggdrasil’s surface, of course. As long as nothing crosses the edge, then I will remain outside.”

Erick felt his anger roar at being treated like a child, or a would-be criminal.

But.

But.

He could do this.

“This place is protected by [Prismatic Ward], anyway.” Erick said, “And this Letter Killer isn’t on my list of allowed people.”

Tasar said, “Even so. She does have that Amulet, and it does make her immune to almost all forms of detection. I’m not 100% on it working, either, but it should. It would work better if I wrapped it through the whole space, but— We’re just trying to look out for you, Erick.”

Erick breathed deep.

Stamp down the anger.

This was fine.

Erick sent Ophiel outside and gently nudged Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye out of the space, as he said, “Sure. Let’s do it. I’m going to lay on the bed. Wrap it through everywhere but the bed space, if you need to do that to feel secure. I’m going to meditate for a little while and I don’t want to be disturbed, or viewed.”

Was this stupid?

Perhaps.

It would be more stupid to let this problem build any higher.

Tasar relaxed a little bit, smiling graciously, saying, “That does make me feel more comfortable. I will do this. It will detect telepathy or [Scry] eyes, and even the connections to Ophiel, but I will allow for those connections.”

Erick nodded.

Tasar cast a shimmering black light throughout the whole Privacy and suddenly Erick’s body began to fluoresce like a wrought under blacklight, but green. Tasar glittered the same, looking like a green glowstick at a midnight rave. The spell layered across Yggdrasil’s glowing bark, and across the air above. Erick noticed short, green prominences that stood out from his body, and with a bit of understanding, he realized those flares of green sparkles connected him to every Ophiel out there. He lifted a foot and watched as green light connected him to Yggdrasil. He moved a bit, testing the space, and the detection spell glittered with green sparks like he was moving through water filled with bioluminescent algae. As he stopped moving, though, the glow began to fade, and all that remained was dark air. His sunform, kept tight and small against his back, still radiated a brilliant green glow, though. Tasar’s glow had already faded almost entirely, leaving her fully black, standing among her shadows.

And then Tasar’s mouth made green sparkles as she once again moved, saying, “It calms down if nothing happens. Anyone moving through the space, at all, will produce an effect that I or anyone else can see. I will leave you to your meditation.” She added, “I have taken the liberty of leaving your small bathroom untouched, as well.”

Ah.

She thought he needed to poop. Okay. That worked.

Tasar nodded, then moved out of the space, regaining her glowstick-look as she moved to the edge of the Privacy, saying, “When you move out of the space I will begin watch. Please purposefully tap the space to let me know. I will respond to the first intrusion, and that includes [Telepathy] intrusions.” With a casual turn, she stepped outside of the Privacy.

Erick was left with a dozen uncomfortable realizations.

He only had ten minutes of ‘free time’ to do what he needed to do, like some convict inside a prison,

He rapidly moved to the bed, stepping out of the inky air like a glowing green cloud, to crash onto the mattress and into possible privacy. For a moment, Erick watched the shadowy spell, as the green glitters he left inside gradually began to fade. Nothing else disturbed the shadows, anywhere.

… Time to get this over with!

Erick switched to his Other Form, watching Tasar all the while. She did not blink, or move, or react at all. Erick rapidly activated [Renew], feeding his core while also cycling, trying not to lose himself to the sudden relief that filled his entire soul as mana flooded inward and fixed a thousand tiny degradations. Twenty seconds later Erick had bottomed out on mana, but he had never stopped watching Tasar. She didn’t react at all. Erick continued to cycle for a little while; ten seconds, and then twenty. And that was enough. He switched back to his Normal Form.

More seconds passed in blissful solitude.

And Erick had a thought. Did he want to keep up this specific ruse? To play along with Tasar’s thoughts on what he was actually doing in here? Pooping? If so, then he needed to take the full ten minutes.

Or at least a minute.

Yeah. One minute for the ruse. This was fine. Erick just sat there on his bed, breathing, and feeling good for another ten seconds, and then the minute was over. And then he realized he should actually go to the bathroom, since it was morning, and Tasar had left the path to the bathroom open. So he went to the small bathroom he had set up, did what he needed to do, and [Cleanse]ed away the mess, recasting his normal [Personal Ward] like he would during any normal morning. He also recast [Sealed Privacy Ward] over the space, erasing the latest history of the manasphere throughout the area—

Everything flashed green.

Tasar suddenly shifted into the space; she did not walk in, and she did not appear where she would have been if she had walked in. She appeared by the library’s bookshelves, nearly 5 meters away from where Erick had expected her to appear.

Well that was terrifying, both in the speed of the action and with how quickly Tasar reoriented to adjusted surroundings. For a brief moment she looked ready to kill someone, and then the moment passed; she realized nothing was happening. No need to worry. No need to kill an intruding fae.

It appeared Erick was touchy, yes, but Tasar was also touchy about defending her charge.

Erick just waved, happily saying, “Thanks for the break.”

As the glow in the air faded back to shadows, Tasar rapidly resumed her professional facade. And then she canceled her spell, returning light to the Private space, as she said, “I apologize again for intruding on you. This seemed to work out, though, so if you need to do this again, just let me know.”

Her words were calm and diplomatic, but a few small clues gave away her inner thoughts. The tension in her shoulders. The darting of her eyes to see if anything had moved; she had a good mana sense, but she used her eyes just as much as her other senses. She wondered if he had met with the fae, and then lied about it. Such a suspicious nature would be dangerous going forward.

Erick tried to make her feel calmer, saying, “Morning ritual taken care of. Thank you for the actual privacy.”

“… Sure.” Tasar asked, “Are you feeling better?”

“Sure. Care to watch me make [Fairy House]?”

“Of course.” Tasar said, “I have the metal on order from our reserves. It will take a few hours more but it will arrive in large enough quantities to form a decent web. I believe Riivo is bringing it, himself, for we both want to ask you about Kydyr’s final day, if you’re up for that?”

“… Yeah. Of course.” Erick said, “We can do that, too.”

Tasar smiled a little, but it was a worried expression, filled with tension that didn’t need to be there—

Wait.

She wasn’t suspicious that Erick was hiding something.

She was suspicious that she had missed something, and thus they would both be in danger.

Erick realized his anger had been blinding him to a smaller truth that had remained true this entire time; Stratagold was doing what it thought it had to do for the good of the world, and now, that ‘good for the world’ included Erick. They were trying to look out for him. They were trying to be allies. They had some pretty strict codes of what was ‘good’ or ‘allowed’, but they were trying, and everyone was upset over all the recent events so no one was at their best. If what Erick knew about the fae of Earth held up here on Veird, then their worries were probably well-founded.

This increased security was completely understandable, and they weren’t actually treating Erick like a child. If they were, then Tasar would not have agreed to give him any alone time at all. No; after yesterday, he was pretty sure that they were treating him as an actual ally. Or at least trying to.

Tasar seemed to have her own, personal hangups and Erick was still trying to figure those out.

Reevaluating Sitnakov’s and Kromolok’s reactions last night made clear that things had changed for one specific reason. Kromolok already knew, but now Sitnakov and everyone knew that Erick had a kill spell in his heart. It was easy to be allied with a world-destabilizing force when one already had the ability to kill that force without worry.

… Hmm.

Erick would milk this known avenue of discourse for all it was worth, at the appropriate time. Not right now. Not for something as small as demanding private time for himself, no matter how important that [Renew] time might be for his sanity, especially if they were in an actual, active danger situation.

Erick said, “I’d also like to know more about fae; from you, and from Riivo. While I appreciate your people’s insistence on providing security to me in this dangerous time, I would have you know that before his death, Kydyr told me about how dangerous the fae were, and he made sure I understood. He spoke of how the Letter Killer went around murdering men in her spare time, and how if the fae met me, she would likely try to woo and then kill me. But one thing we never spoke about was how much I already knew of fae.” Erick added, “We have a lot of stories about fae back on Earth. Tell me, does this sound like them: The fae are all old monsters who twist words and make bargains that you wouldn’t ever consider fair, but which, by the letter, they are; according to the fae, anyway. Stories of people kidnapped out of their homes. Of babies replaced with [Polymorph]ed fae. Of small rituals like leaving bread on windowsills to keep the fae from harming you. Of a hundred years stolen from an invader of the forest because they didn’t speak properly with the inhabitants. Of warnings to be playful with fae, but not overly playful, for the fae will take everything from you that they possibly can.” Erick said, “I know not to get involved with that sort of stuff, but even if I have to get involved, I think I can navigate small interactions.”

Tasar’s eyes briefly went wide halfway through Erick’s talk, and by the end, she was both greatly relieved, and also knowingly worried. “I did not know that there were fae stories on Earth, and I don’t believe Stratagold knows this, either. Stories of the fae are kept rather quiet on Veird, on purpose, but I suppose it makes sense that the fae would have visited your world before now—” She perked up. “I think your daughter wrote some small stories about fae? I confess, I did not read everything she wrote for Kirginatharp for most of it was completely nonsensical.”

“My daughter would know more fae stories than I, but it is true that I have no idea what was real. I bet a lot of it was real, though.” Erick said, “Not only does Melemizargo’s mana escape from the world and travel out into space, but the Old Cosmology had been around for a long time before that and Dimensional Magic was not always Banned. Earth has likely been tangentially exposed to the mana of Veird’s previous universe for a long, long time, influencing much of our cultures without us even knowing it. There might even be fae remaining on Earth, right now.”

Tasar gave a small, nervous laugh, saying, “Now that is a terrifying thought.” Tasar shook her head, saying, “Usually, planars don’t know anything of magic, but you took right to it. I guess it makes sense that the fae would have had a larger presence on your world than most. Ah. I think Riivo would greatly like to participate in this conversation. Do you mind if we table talk about fae for now?”

“Oh. Sure.”

“I will say, though, that some of the oldest books spoke of fae as though they were the original planars; traveling to and fro from world to universe and back as they were wont.” Tasar spoke excitedly, “I studied them on my own Worldly Path, but my steps fell far short of a visit from—” Tasar said, “I’m really sorry for thinking you knew nothing of the fae. I’m sure if we talk to Stratagold we can remove much of this oversight, and even if they ask for the oversight to remain, with a good [Fairy House] you should be able to have your… Alone time… Whenever you wish, without us actually being vulnerable.”

Erick lost a lot of the tension in his shoulders, and in his chest. “I would like that.”

Tasar nodded.

Erick offered, “Time to make some magic?”

“Yes, please. I haven’t actually gotten to see you make magic before, so this is rather exciting.”

Erick chuckled a little. “You’ve never been to Songli?”

“Not… really.” Tasar said, “It’s a big deal for a Geode Guardian to visit a major city and I can’t go incognito. If I am to be a bit overly honest, I am hoping that traveling with you will allow me to be a bit more normal and in the background.”

It was such a sincere expression that Erick blanked, and then his mind restarted. He chuckled a bit, saying, “Maybe we can work on some Fae Magic disguises.”

“Oh. No.” Tasar waved him off, saying, “Fae Magic disguises are a more dangerous use of that magic. I never went far with it, but I have one spell, and that is enough.”

There was a story there, but…

It was time to make magic.

- - - -

Erick stood on a part of Yggdrasil’s roots that stuck out of the water not too far from his trunk. Still under the green canopy, with the kilometers-tall tree not a hundred meters away, Erick watched the waves for a little bit, listening to the gently crashing water as a soft breeze flowed across the cavern.

Tasar stood on a different root, not twenty meters away, well and truly outside of the area of effect of his magic. She had already told him that there would be watchers in case Fairy Moon would show in the middle of this magic, but Erick put that concern out of his mind. It took a moment to get in the proper mental space to make magic, but he was close.

… He focused on the sounds around him.

All ten Ophiel hovered nearby, but only four remained with Erick; one for each sound of the coming spell and for the corners of the compass. Erick already knew that [Fairy House] was going to be a special sort of spell. He couldn’t tell what, exactly, would make it special, but he had some ideas. A hidden entrance, that only someone in the know would know. Invisible and intangible to all but the allowed. A space, almost sacred in a way, and more well-protected than all others possible within the Script.

And yet, the Script would make it fragile.

The fae were the true creators of Elemental Fae, but then the Script gifted it to everyone, and in that gifting, they built vulnerabilities into that magic. No single magic or individual person would ever again be allowed to act with impunity, and the fae were no exception to this absolute decree. In that way, Erick’s [Fairy House] would be vulnerable to other Fae Magic unless Erick did a whole lot of runework to guard against that vulnerability, and yet, such protections still might fail when they were needed most, like how Kydyr’s protections had failed him.

The specific way in which runework ‘solved’ this problem was that it stacked up many, many [Fairy House]s, like nesting dolls, only allowing the outermost one to be subject to Fae Magic’s specific vulnerability to other Fae Magic.

So, in this way, it might be possible to ‘fix’ this problem by importing runework’s ‘stacking feature’ into his [Fairy House] spell, directly. And so, he would add [Renew] to the working.

Erick smiled.

This was a good plan.

Erick stepped forward and Ophiel surrounded him, floating in the air on all four corners; to the North, South, East, and West. And then Ophiel began to dance around Erick, fluttering and full of eyes, watching him and the rest of the world as they hovered. Before he even asked them to, Ophiel began to sing the individual songs of [Intangibility], [Concealment], [Fairy Item], and [Renew]. For a moment, Erick lost himself in the sounds, in the music of ethereal force, a hidden grove, a tinkling laugh that could simply be a trick of the wind, and a flowing refrain that took everything that came before and made it more.

He grinned as he realized that there wasn’t much work to do to get everything into proper alignment, and then he smiled as he heard one way in which it could be better; deeper. He would play a little ‘fae trick’ of his own. Anyone could see the blue box, and it would look like a normal spell, but the part about [Renew]’s bolstering effect would remain obscured; hidden in clever wording and nuanced meaning.

The laughter of [Fairy Item] turned suddenly happier, as though a joke had played well.

A refrain of joy turned into a cavalcade of deepening song—

The magic passed through him; without asking, without demanding. It happened, for Erick was merely a conduit for something else. More than two thousand mana vanished into invisible air, transforming something just beyond his sight. He could feel the shift in the air…

He could not see it.

For a long moment, there was nothing.

Erick glanced around, searching with his mana sense and his visual sen—

The blue box appeared while Erick was still looking for the spell effect itself.










	
Fairy Stronghold, instant, close range, 1005 + Variable

Instantiate a protective fairy space into reality. Medium size. Unreal control. You may expand or reinforce the space with extra casts of this spell. Only those you show the path can enter this stronghold. Lasts until you decide otherwise.




















As he blinked away the notification, he saw it.

A white door set in a white brick wall, standing on Yggdrasil’s white root like someone had carved the structure from a house and plopped it down. It was not well-attached, sitting atop loose, white gravel and flagstones. It could topple over at any moment, but Erick knew it wouldn’t; not yet, anyway. A trio of white flagstones extended out from the door, angled toward Erick.

Erick was already standing on the first stone.

To all his mana senses and Sights, the door did not exist. But to his visual eyes, it did. He stepped a bit to the left, taking one foot off the flagstone, eyeing the door—

The door vanished. Like how the whorls of tree bark could resemble a face from a certain direction, or how a pile of clothes could look like a dog on the floor if it was dark and you didn’t look too closely, Erick had moved, and changed everything. The door was gone.

All there was, were the blue waters of the lake, and twenty other roots of Yggdrasil arcing out of those waters. The first flagstone had vanished out from under his feet, too. The vanishing stone was perhaps more strange than losing track of the entrance. Ophiel kept dancing around him this whole time, supremely interested in whatever it was he was doing. The little guy didn’t seem able to see the door, at all. He also flew right through the space where the door was without any trouble.

Erick stepped back onto the flagstone.

The door reappeared.

He stepped onto the second flagstone, then to the third, to stand before the door itself. As Ophiel flew through the brick wall, not noticing the wall at all, Erick placed his hand on the knob...

- - - -

Tasar watched as Ophiel hovered around Erick, singing in some sort of ritual. She didn’t understand it herself. She was classically trained in all the proper methodologies to make the most of the Basic Script that was open to everyone. This ritual and ceremony were sort of how Kirginatharp cast his larger spells, or how the Song Magic of Songli worked. A lot of the older immortals from before the Sundering had their little rituals like this, and those rituals had invaded almost every culture of this world.

Without proper magical learning, Erick had been raised as many of those immortals had; through stories and folklore, that magic was somehow too ‘strange’ or ‘impossible to truly know’. A lot of planars failed to grasp magic because they approached it in this way…

Or maybe it was because magic just ‘didn’t make sense’ to them.

That was probably a more true statement.

Magic made a lot of sense to Erick, though, and that was because magic was easy to understand. He came at it from an odd direction, but it worked for him. That’s how it worked for almost everyone, actually. One just needed to approach magic from the proper angles of math and study, with the proper tools of gridwork and runework and all the other small tricks that one eventually learned if they stuck at it long enough. One had to find a good teacher, too, obviously. The truest power was locked behind ‘[Gate]s’ of ‘do you know the right professor’ or ‘have you proven you won’t fuck up the world if we teach you this’. Perfectly reasonable demands to make of anyone, before they are allowed to know how to wield power. All of that learning was mostly just tricks to organize how magic behaved in one’s own mind, though.

For those magically-deficient planars were only technically right that magic ‘didn’t make sense’.

Some people, like Erick, came at it all on their own, though, and with a system that worked because he made it work.

With a strong enough personal Truth and a history that tapered well into how he wanted to use magic, the mana had responded particularly strongly to Erick’s desires for growth and prosperity. Erick’s methods worked for him, though Tasar doubted they would ever work for her—

He vanished.

Tasar instantly focused, her mana sense cast wide to pick up any disturbances in the fabric of space, peeling out fact from fiction to try and discern the Truth of Location—

‘Report,’ came Uchena’s insistent voice.

Ophiel hovered around where Erick had been, looking briefly confused. They broke away from their controlled flight around Erick’s casting location to resume their passive, standby hovers. Tasar easily recognized that particular mannerism of the summoned creature. Ophiel was unsure, but not worried. Therefore, Tasar wasn’t worried either.

‘I do not see him but I doubt he's left the area.’ Tasar sent, ‘My detectors aren’t catching any movement. His spell creation likely worked. If he’s not back in one minute then we can start attempting to [Dispel] the area to bring him back—’

Erick reappeared, and then vanished again.

Ophiel squawked at the disturbance, wanting to play but not being allowed. He was only a year old, wasn’t he? That was 20-year-old behavior… Unless Erick was leaking his feelings too much. He probably was.

‘There, see?’ Tasar sent, ‘He’s just made a good [Fairy House].’

‘You need to be more worried about this, Tasar.’ Uchena sent, ‘It doesn’t matter if he has a kill spell inside. The Church and Rozeta don’t always agree on what should be done about strange actors.’

Uchena remained angry at Erick even after the public reveal of Erick’s execution spell, but Uchena was Uchena. Paranoid, and often proven right, but just as often proven wrong. It was why she was second in command of the Inquisitors, and not the first. Tasar wished she would relax.

‘I think he should have told us about the kill spell.’ Tasar sent, ‘Then we could have avoided all of these political games… But I suppose Erick wanted to move forward on his own merits, and that is laudable. He’s a good person, Uchena.’

‘Good people do terrible things all the time.’

‘And if he looks to break the world then Rozeta will be there killing him long before you can.’ Tasar sent, ‘He even knows about the dangers of fae! I think we can all take a step back and relax a little; perhaps even a great deal. I certainly don’t think I need to actually be there with him every single hour of every single day, either. He needs his space, Uchena, or else he is going to explode.’

Uchena sighed. ‘You should have remained with him.’

‘I don’t need to watch him poop, or do anything else that he feels the need to do. It was embarrassing enough when he undressed in front of me.’

Uchena’s generalized, wordless disagreement flowed through their connection—

Erick reappeared exactly where he had been, looking exactly the same as before.

‘And there he is. Again.’ Tasar sent, ‘Looking exactly the same as before.’

A quick check of his body with her mana sense informed Tasar that Erick was either a perfect copy, or Erick himself. She leaned toward Erick being Erick, and Uchena must have felt the same, for she closed off their connection without Tasar’s input. That woman seriously hated the man, which was normal for Uchena, but it often led to self-fulfilling problems. She was highly gifted in the Mind Mage arts, and in killing, but she had not a single knack for Prognostication or interpersonal relationships.

Tasar happily called out, “How does the new magic look!”

- - - -

Erick called back, “Come on over and see!” He touched the air around him. “I left it running.”

Tasar stepped through the air to land on the glowing white root next to him. For a brief moment, she was confused, then Erick mentally gave her Stronghold permissions and she lost her confusion. She glanced at the ground, to the paver stone she was suddenly standing on, and then up, at the conjuring Erick had created.

“Oh.” She stared, disbelieving, saying, “There it is.”

“Yup!”

He hadn’t gone too much further with his new, modular magic, but he had managed a two-story tower that clung to Yggdrasil’s root like a building constructed on a cliff’s edge. The ‘materials’ were super light, too, so even though no building inspector would ever sign off on this construction, it probably wouldn’t fall, anyway.

The first floor was kept small, since the root was only three meters across, with enough of a footprint and securing bars to keep it from tipping over, and enough space to provide arch support for the second floor. The second floor had almost four times the floor space of the first. It was very top-heavy and completely untenable for long-term habitation, but it was good for an experiment. Erick stepped through the first-floor door and Tasar followed. A staircase occupied most of the first floor. Erick walked up and Tasar followed.

All the while, Tasar was wide-eyed and speechless, testing the ground as she walked, flickering through several Sight spells to try and see through the magic. But this was a Fae Spell, and to all senses it looked real, from the inside, anyway; Erick had already checked on that himself.

The space didn’t seem to exist from the outside, at all, which Erick was still wrapping his head around. Now that he had his own [Fairy House] spell, Erick could finally do some proper tests on the space.

The second floor was more impressive than the first, by far. It was a dome of clear crystal, with the staircase coming up from the center and panoramic views all around. Yggdrasil’s green canopy and lightning-like branches held far overhead, while the lake all around them seemed as large as an ocean. More glowing white roots spread out everywhere, arcing above the waters, but to the north-west, Yggdrasil’s trunk dominated the view.

Erick said, “I added in a lot of the Permanency-[Renew] ideas I’ve been working on into this spell, so I can even extend the space with more casts.” He gestured at the roof and spent a thousand mana, translating into about 20,000 mana after Intelligence. The thick crystal dome transformed into an iron-braced viewing room, with a ladder leading up to a widow’s tower at the top. “It’s an expensive spell but it’s modular, so I can make you your own rooms if you want, and I can expand pretty darned far, even without the use of a runic web. I am pretty sure I can even make individual rooms that are invisible to each other until you cross the threshold; either through runework, or nested spells.”

Tasar stared around, stunned and impressed and working to figure out how it was done. “Permanency is something people work for decades to— And it’s modular?” She touched the ladder leading up as if it would break at her touch, but the solid, fake metal remained strong. “How did you— How much mana did you put into this working? How much space do you get per cast? This should be way too expensive to—” She relaxed a fraction as she realized something. “Ah. Intelligence.”

Erick nodded. “Variable spell. One medium-sized space per thousand mana, with every extra thousand mana giving another medium-sized space; a little over a two-meter diameter sphere.” Or, Erick could double the strength in an area, though he hadn’t done much of that yet. Erick said, “One cast at 1000 extra mana was only enough to make the front door and a small closet beyond. It took the equivalent of 130,000 mana to make this small tower and secure it to Yggdrasil so it wouldn’t topple into the lake.”

Tasar was already casting detection spells, sending them outward. “My senses of the outside are blocked by the walls like normal vision, even to [True Sight], and mana sense goes out like normal… Spells coming in from the outside are funky, though— Oh. Look at that.” Ophiel flew through the space, from the outside, passing right through the crystals and iron bars and even Erick’s stretched-out hand like a semi-transparent ball of feathers and eyes. Tasar smiled, saying, “Things from the outside pass right through. This is the good version, Erick. It just needs a runic web to be truly secure.”

“I was thinking of getting breakfast at the embassy before Riivo showed up with the platinum.” Erick asked, “Do we have time?”

“Oh. Sure.” Tasar poked at the crystal window with a rigid finger, saying, “I’d like to help you on your aura control sometime soon, too. Have you run into any problems with that? There’s a platinum slime designated for you if you’re having trouble with aura cleaning and you want to brute force it.” She touched the iron reinforcing bars, saying, “This truly does look like metal. Huh.”

Erick grinned. “I want to do some resiliency tests with this spell before I go back to aura control. Do you have any Fae Magic?”

Tasar stepped into the air, preparing for the space to pop. “Just the one spell. You want to test it?”

“Yes.” Erick stepped a fraction off the floor, saying, “I reinforced the spell with some redundancy through Permanency, but it will likely break. Not sure how much damage it can take.”

Tasar nodded as she held a hand out to stomach height and cast a quick spell.

An orb of glass materialized in her hand and the bracelet on Erick’s forearm evaporated as though it was made of dust in a windstorm. The stone floor of the house only rippled. Erick looked down, expecting something more to happen. Tasar did the same, her eyebrows going up.

“Huh.” Tasar dismissed the glass orb then said, “The reinforcement held, I see, but more likely the shattering effect caught upon your bracelet instead.”

“The effects of the house are technically closer to the casting point of that orb, though.” Erick asked, “Can you conjure outside?”

“Of course.” Tasar focused for a moment, then pointed to the windows, saying, “Right there, and then inside the structure. I’ll go for a few casts.”

Erick watched as a small blackberry floated out of Tasar’s hand, then darted up and out of the [Fairy Stronghold]’s upper exit. The summon rapidly moved to hover outside the window. With a flicker of black-green light, another glass orb materialized outside the window and promptly fell down; lost to the lake waters. And the windows held. Tasar’s eyebrows went up again.

She moved the blackberry to the window, then inside, the construct turning ethereal as it entered the area of the house. Erick smiled. Ophiel did the same thing when he flew through. It very much reminded him of… Almost like looking at an illusion through [True Sight]. Which… Was exactly what it was, but different?

Oh.

Okay.

Oh.

This was big. Erick didn’t know how it was big, but it was. He didn’t notice the similarity until it happened a few times but now that he noticed, he noticed.

Perhaps the fact that other things could enter the space, but they were illusions to anyone already inside the space… Or perhaps it was the idea that Erick had made something more real than reality… Or perhaps—

Erick blinked as another glass orb released from the blackberry and the entire Stronghold fractured like lightning struck the center. Erick’s false Fae Reality crumbled and broke like so much shattering white mana.

And Erick lost his train of thought—

No! Wait!

Fae Magic operated on a different wavelength!

Oh.

Wait.

Wow. Was that it? Just make a different wavelength of reality? Overlap the world with other worlds that no one could actually see? Was there a ‘wavelength’ inside the mana? Did the fae live on a different slice of reality? Oh. Shit. That made a lot… of sense...

Wait.

What the FUCK did the DIMENSIONAL BAN actually DO?

All this time, had the answer to [Gate] been staring him in the face? All he had to do was make a different wavelength of reality through fae magic and then have that different reality operate through different rules to allow for [Gate] to function anywhere mana existed. Was that it? The whole story? Mana had to exist in two different points of space for [Gate] to work through them, because… of course it had to? Mana had to exist in the location one was [Gate]ing to, duh. Yes. Of course it did.

Was all mana in touch with all of itself, all the time?

Was mana just a separate reality, overlaid atop the physical one?

… Okay, that second ‘overlaid’ question was an obvious and emphatic ‘YES’. Duh. Mana was a separate reality that was mostly unaffected by this physical one.

So, thinking back to how ‘all mana was connected to all other mana’… That was probably how Erick and Jane had fallen to Veird. They had touched upon a different slice of reality and gotten sucked up into this larger pool of reality, here on Veird.

Which was likely why [Gate]ing back to Earth would be impossible. Erick would have to first make a [Gate] spell that could target specific spots of mana, and then target that one specific bit of mana back on Earth that had shoved them here to Veird.

… But that one bit of mana would have already passed on, right? Earth certainly had a low amount of mana, for sure.

In this way, the same sort of event had happened to other planars in other parts of the universe, didn’t it? They had encountered a knot or an eddy or a particularly aligned bit of Elemental Fae, or something, and… It was just like what happened to Erick when he stepped on that Teleport Pad in Enduring Forge. He had stepped into the mana when he did that, didn’t he? And then the mana flowed as it normally flowed, to the Core. Mana normally flowed everywhere. But a lot of it flowed back to Veird’s Core.

Holy fuck. No. That didn’t seem right? The order of magnitude of ‘luck’ needed to not die in such a situation was… Very large, for sure. Erick and Jane had ended up in the Underworld with monster—

With Melemizargo right there.

Was he constantly calling for help from outside? Perhaps? Maybe he was? Was he acting as a separate ‘Core’ for all the planars to fall to? Or was that another magnitude of ‘luck’ that Erick and Jane had succeeded, where many, many others had failed?

Oh, gods, so many sudden questions.

This ‘sliding through the mana’ was real, though. For sure.

Back in the Old Cosmology, in order to [Teleport], one had to ‘pick themselves up in one area and set down in another’, following the flow of mana. That is what Erick had read when he read about the creator of Spatial Magic on Veird, Everlin Etherspray, and how she had first worked that particular magic. The story was likely apocryphal, but the way in which people [Teleport]ed in the Old Cosmology was well documented and true. (One could also work against the flow, as Everlin did, but that was harder to do.)

But when that Spatial Magic got into the Script, it was streamlined.

And yet [Gate] was Old Cosmology Spatial Magic, and likely a bit more Fae Magic aligned than all the rest. It was trickier. More devious.

Erick wasn’t sure, but he felt like he was sneaking up on a Truth.

In the process of falling to Veird, Erick and Jane had gone from an area of low mana to the only other place where mana existed in large quantities, Veird. Or, perhaps, they rode the natural direction that probability flowed; from a space with a single mana (or a small amount, for sure), to this planet with a veritable ocean of mana. Or Fae Magic was being True Fae magic, since it was operating outside of the Script’s bounds, and playing some cosmic, improbable trick.

Okay.

Lotta questions. No easy answers, aside from all the answers Erick had just figured out.

To do:

Research the Dimensional Ban; what does it do, exactly. Does that Ban simply prevent [Gate] from punching through to different dimensions, like the one Veird originally came from? And yet, the Dimensional Ban and [Gate] exist in the same Script, at the same time, so then [Gate] must not be Dimensional Magic at all. But how could it be anything else?

Research how probability flows in mana. Does flowing mana actually matter for [Gate]? It probably does, considering how the Twisted Vision inside the Forest of Glaquin constantly sucks mana toward its center, and how Old Cosmology Spatial Magic used to work.

Research how Fae Magic seems to exist on another plane of reality. Research how mana itself is like a different plane of reality. Research how viable it is to create structures in the mana that exist on other wavelengths of reality, if such a thing were even possible.

—All these thoughts took place in one impossibly long single second. And then Erick’s [Fairy Stronghold] finished breaking. As the light show cleared, Erick and Tasar remained in the air over Yggdrasil’s root.

Tasar looked to him, saying, “It’s a good spell, but it needs the solidity of a proper runic web to make it viable for defense.”

Calmly, Erick nodded, as though his entire worldview hadn’t been shattered, yet again. He said, “I can put it in a runic web, so that shouldn’t be a problem. Won’t be a problem to use it out in the field if no one sees me put it up, though, and especially if it’s inside a [Prismatic Ward], which should protect it from people casually walking through.”

“Sort of defeats the purpose of having a hiding spot, though, right? If you can see the magic of the [Prismatic Ward] you’ll know where the house is.”

“I could put the [Prismatic Ward] on the inside. I can nest the systems.”

Tasar nodded. “I suppose so.”

As Erick’s thoughts overflowed with questions and hypotheses without any good answers but that which would come with time, he asked, “Want some breakfast at the embassy before the day truly starts?”

“Sure!” Tasar said, “We should stop by the EIPC rooms and I can grab my mother from my office, for the news of yesterday has certainly sent rippling effects throughout the whole of Stratagold, if not the whole Underworld. We should find out what’s happening there while we can.”

Erick very much noticed Tasar’s use of ‘we’, and she meant it in a good way, as though they were partners. He appreciated that. He said, “We should do all that; yes.”

Tasar smiled brightly.

- - - -

Erick and Tasar managed to make it across the open space in front of the embassy and into the front halls before they could go no further. Crowds gathered faster than any of the nearby guards thought they would as the entire embassy seemed to rush forward to see what Erick had to say for himself. With a team of riot-control wrought surrounding him, keeping the nobility and smartly-dressed commoners back with a small amount of force, Erick felt suddenly lost.

Everyone wanted a piece of him, and though none of their exact needs were exactly the same, all of them were out there for nearly the same reason.

‘How close is [Gate]!’

‘Are you selling property in the cavern!’

‘Are you going to find the Letter Killer!’

‘Did you call out to the Darkness!’

That final yelled question shifted the mood.

And then one person suddenly yelled, “Why you got a kill spell in your heart! What did you do to make Rozeta hate you!”

Erick should have remained at Yggdrasil. He hadn’t been thinking straight for his mind was filled with Fae Magic and implications. If he had been more present then he never would have walked into this mess. He had thought, with the wrought riot team’s quick response, that these people would decide that pressing forward was a bad idea, but...

But these were the mortals living under the auspices of the wrought, and they had much more mortal reactions, full of rightful worry.

Erick suddenly lost his appetite, but while Tasar and the nearby guards singled out the rowdy speaker —an incani who seemed like he personally hated Erick for whatever reason— Erick called out his only real response to the sudden questions from the sudden crowd, “Rozeta and I are working together, and the kill spell is a side effect of the boons she bestowed.”

Tasar suddenly whipped around to stare at Erick. She was not the only one who had the moment crystallize into something unexpected and strangely fantastic. ‘A boon?’ ‘What sort of boon!’ ‘What are your plans for the planet Yoril!’ All sorts of strange questions came at him while the rowdy incani flummoxed for —and rapidly found— another bit of vitriol to shove at Erick. But Erick was hearing none of it. He told Tasar that he was headed back to Yggdrasil while he was already walking that way. The riot-control wrought began pressing back toward the door, holding back the crowd and then parting to let Erick through. They held back the crowd from chasing after him, but Tasar got through.

Tasar rushed to catch up. She was apologizing even before they made it back to Yggdrasil, though it was not her fault and Erick said as much.

Back at Yggdrasil, and after a calming moment just sitting there, Erick almost made himself breakfast. But then Tasar hopped to work, and began fixing him food, which consisted of a copy of the sandwich which Erick was going to get himself and a strong tea. He thanked her while she spoke a lot about security, seemingly fixated on making him comfortable and to know that such an incident will not happen again, and if he wanted, they could have a chef or three move to Yggdrasil. Erick didn’t want that…

“But I appreciate your offer.” Erick said, “Don’t worry about it, though. I’m… I’m thinking of a lot of thoughts about [Fairy Stronghold] and [Gate] and— I should have known that I couldn’t walk in the embassy like that; not after what happened yesterday. That was my fault.”

Tasar frowned a little, torn between wanting to ask about [Gate] and obviously thinking that the mob event back there was a failure of hers and Stratagold’s, not of Erick. By her expression, Erick could tell that she chose to let him talk on [Gate] on his own time; she went for the second topic, saying, “Okay. Well. Let me know if you change your mind about the chefs.” She added, “At the very least we can order delivery. You don’t have to actually go inside the embassy, yourself.”

Erick politely waved her off, and then moved the conversation to nicer topics, like how to Remake the various boosting abilities, like Clarity and Strong, and how to best clear out one’s aura of unwanted Essence pollution. He wanted to distance himself from [Fairy Stronghold] for a little bit, to let his ideas on that magic percolate until they were more filled out, and what better way to do that then to work on regaining absolutely all of the points he had ever spent on the Open Script.

Remaking all of the boosting Skills basically came down to something Erick had once thought to do, and which Tasar had given him books on, but which he never got around to doing. Tasar was more than willing to speak on the books, too.

Tasar explained, “Remaking things like Strong, for two and eventually three times base Health, or any of those specific boosting abilities is basically Soul Magic; major Blessings, in particular. Imagine it this way: When you purchase Strong from the Script, you’re actually putting a blessing into yourself. This minor blessing will eventually max out at level 10 through continued use. The whole process is a great deal more difficult to do on your own, but the Script can streamline the process so you can arrive at Strong rather easily, and you already have a lot of experience with making Blessings, so I imagine you will find this process similar to the others, but with nuances.

“For instance: You only have to reach deep enough into Soul Magic to make that initial, small blessing; to create a magnification of your Health. The Script will compensate and grant you the larger Skill, or grant you the Remake Quest Completion in your case. The simplest way to learn what this means is to put a point into a Stat, watch how it changes the body, and then use your aura control to make a blessing/magnification of that exact same thing through a permanent shift in your soul.” She added, “If you do it wrong you could end up making a curse instead, which still has some use, but then it’s either Soul Magic to completely remove the curse, or, if you’re interested in doing some debilitation curses, you can try to transform that curse you’ve cast into yourself into an offensive spell. But since your rings automatically break curses then you might not suffer that particular fate.” She added, “There are other ways to go about getting these particular Skills for the Script is very good about streamlining efforts into particular directions, but you’re already good with Blessings, so I would go that route if I were in your position.”

Erick glanced at his rings. “Huh.” He took the ring off, watching his soul seem to go from a properly-filled water balloon to suddenly overflowing. His Stats decreased by 31 all across the board, dropping his max Health and Mana by a lot, but he still had that Health and Mana inside of his soul, as a part of his body until it went away. He frowned a little, then stuck the ring back on, saying, “That’s too complicated to look at right now.”

“Oh yes.” Tasar said, “And it’s technically Soul Magic, too.” She added, “Clarity for 50% reduced Mana costs and Precision for 50% Health costs are both matters of precision with aura control and manual casting. You’ve done gridwork, yes? Now all you have to do is make a proper [Force Bolt] or whatever with half as much mana as usual. You likely won’t ever make [Clarity], for it is one of the hardest skills to ever Remake, but you can get close.” She gestured to the books on the shelves of the library, saying, “Those books I gave you have some lessons that might help you with all of that.”

Erick smiled gently, saying, “I’ll get around to that reading when I can. Thank you. Say? So what sort of house would you like? I can start making one, or at least the plans for one. I’d also like to talk about what it means for us to travel together. What you’re expecting. That sort of stuff.”

“Ah! Okay.” Tasar happily began conjuring lightwards, saying, “I prefer a house like...”

Lightwards and plans abounded, as Erick and Tasar spoke of architecture and separation of rooms and privacy, and if [Sealed Privacy Ward] worked to separate parts of the [Fairy Stronghold] from each other. The answer was that yes, Erick could separate his room with a Privacy, and Tasar would likely be able to do the same with her own. They were still at 35 hours remaining on fae watch, but Tasar felt she could certainly leave Erick to his privacy for ten minutes here and there; shouldn’t be trouble at all. As the two of them sat around the kitchen table talking, and planning, Erick was happy to find that mundane conversation was actually quite nice.

Relaxing.

Better than talk of murder and danger, for sure.

Riivo showed up hours later.
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                Erick and Tasar stepped down onto the beach near the t-station. Riivo had appeared less than a minute ago, looking like the kindly old iron man that he tried to be. A block of platinum a meter across held in the air next to him, shining bright with reflected light; it was 21 metric tons, and taking it through the t-station like Riivo had was the same as blipping 21 people, so it must have cost a fair bit of mana to move. Erick commented on that if only to be polite and to start the conversation. Riivo said it was no trouble at all, and then went through some pleasantries of his own. When those were done Erick introduced Riivo to Yggdrasil.

With a pleasant smile, Riivo bowed to the meter-wide iridescent eye of Yggdrasil, saying, “Hello, Yggdrasil. I’m Riivo of Archmage’s Rest. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Hello, Riivo. I am Yggdrasil of Erick.” Yggdrasil tipped his eye, saying, “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

Riivo had a little chuckle while Erick and Tasar grinned at Yggdrasil’s introduction.

Moments later, Erick set down the block of platinum inside his Privacy space, upon Yggdrasil’s boughs, while Tasar and Riivo sat down at the table. Yggdrasil’s tiny [Scry] eye prowled the Privacy, watching the newcomer as he had watched Tasar earlier. Ophiel did the same, but from his various perches around the room. Both of Erick’s summons had much the same reactions to new people in this space; they didn’t quite like it. Possibly because Erick didn’t quite like it, either, but it was what it was.

Erick offered, “Would you like any tea? We have some here, courtesy of Tasar’s mother, Otaliya. It’s quite good.”

“I have always enjoyed Otaliya’s blends, so I would gladly take some tea,” Riivo said, “I would also enjoy speaking of Kydyr’s final days.”

The mood was already somber because everyone knew that this was going to happen, but at Riivo’s declaration it was time to actually start that conversation. So, as Erick began making tea, talking all the while. He spoke a little of how his lessons with Kydyr went, speaking of how he had problems with shadowork and how Kydyr had helped. He still didn’t think shadows were ‘real’, but that didn’t really matter. Mostly, he spoke of how Kydyr had acted before the Fae Magic incident. And then… How he acted after. He spoke of how Kydyr had gone raging mad, and how he had no idea what he had done, so Kydyr explained, and then went on to explain quite a lot. Erick had never heard of Elemental Fae before then. Kydyr warned him away from further Fae Magic, and started warning of the ‘Flowery Murderess’ with a little rhyme that he purposefully didn’t finish, because he realized he was rhyming, and apparently that would have called her down on him. Eventually, Erick offered to kill the Flowery Murderess with Kydyr’s help, but Kydyr said no.

Erick said, “Then there was talk of the Worldly Path, and what sort of magic I should try to get a Wizard to make in order to complete [Gate] without Melemizargo.”

Riivo nodded solemnly. Tasar sighed.

Riivo said, “I would prefer to discuss the [Gate] business after we know of Kydyr’s full final day.”

Erick nodded. “Then Kydyr helped me to make the standard runic web spells, though he did want me to do the Object variants. I did not do that. I made the full [Concealment] and [Intangibility] spells, and then we moved on to runic webs.” He continued, “Several hours and meals later, Kydyr said I was as competent as anyone hoping to graduate from apprenticeship, but that I would forever have trouble because I have no Runic Class, or Class Ability which grants runic assistance.

“Kydyr casually spoke as though he wanted to move to Yggdrasil’s cavern, and I approved. I was happy about the move. So I began to set down some small rules, which mostly involved making sure Yggdrasil was comfortable with the move before the move… And Kydyr rescinded his desire, calling it a flight of fancy. I tried to get him to come, but…

“Since we were done, he told me to go.” Erick said, “He thanked me for killing Ar’Kendrithyst and I moved on toward talking of what was coming next, and how I hope the Headmaster didn’t ask me to go into Ar’Cosmos to kill a bunch of dragons for him. And then…” Erick frowned. “He spoke as though all dragons deserved to die, for they’ve all ‘done horrible things to innocent people’. I now believe that he knew what was coming for him, though I did not understand as much at the time.”

Tasar and Riivo had listened the whole way through. Both had sipped their tea, but most of the caramel-colored liquid remained in their cups, growing cold.

Riivo spoke first. “He always thought himself guilty of some great crime.”

Tasar scowled. “He was not guilty of anything. He tried, and he failed, to purge the world of Ar’Cosmos, along with a great many more of us. There was no crime committed except for the crime that can exist between nations attacking mass murderers.” She added, “And that whole thing was done with! We had a treaty. Our treaty enforced certain lines but the Flowery Murderess—!” Tasar glared at nothing. “She broke treaty.” She breathed, then she relaxed, and said, “Theoretically, anyway. If the Dark’s words prove to be true then there might be another war. A more solid one this time, too. Less small solutions to small problems. More permanent solutions to apparently permanent problems.”

Riivo frowned. “Outright war is likely not the best solution.”

“Ar’Cosmos is not going to give up their progenitor, and executing the Flowery Murderess’s current persona of Letter Killer is not going to be enough.” Tasar said, “The Shades are dead. Erick is going to make [Gate] within the year time limit given to us by Stratagold. We wrought will enforce peace and prosperity across this world, and that means inside Ar’Cosmos, as well. Kirginatharp is undoubtedly going to call for a purge—”

“I do not care for that bloodthirsty man.” Riivo said, “And you should be less eager for what the changing world will bring. Destruction will come before stability, and I am not looking forward to that first half of the coming changes. The dragons are not a threat at the current moment, even with the Flowery Murderess’s action, but if we push, they could become a threat. This is what almost happened last time.”

Tasar frowned at the old iron man, saying, “Ending an existential threat to the world should not be a problem for you.”

In that moment, Erick was conflicted. He saw in Tasar’s words his own words, reflected and changed but embodying the same sort of emotion as his own emotions, when he had spoken those same words about the Shades.

Riivo calmly said, “Tasar. To start: A Geode Guardian should be more concerned with defense than offense, but also, I do not wish to have this conversation at this moment. I wish to discuss Kydyr’s death; not the full implications of what his murder means for troop movements.”

Tasar pulled back. She relaxed. “Of course. I will say one last thing, though. The dragons threatened to march on the world before but the Shades dominated the Surface and stopped them. With the Shades gone, the dragons will choose domination again.”

Erick could no longer be a bystander in the conversation. “I have a question about that.”

Riivo froze, as though realizing Erick was here, and then he nodded. Tasar gasped a little, a sudden dark gleam in her eyes. Both of them had briefly forgotten about Erick, but now, they realized what their conversation looked like, and especially how it looked to Erick. Tasar had focused on the vengeance…

But Riivo had focused on… too much to narrow down. He was especially hard to read in that transformative moment.

Erick said, “To make sure I am understanding correctly, the dragons of Ar’Cosmos have Dragon Essence and therefore the Dragon Blood Curse, so they can’t enter the world, but the threat you’re talking about are the specific houses of Fae, Carnage, and Death. Correct? Those are the only ones that can actually enter the world, and search for more Wizards to bring back to expand their Houses, unless I misunderstand something. What are we actually looking at, if war were to happen?”

Riivo said, “An offensive war, delving into Ar’Cosmos itself, is going to be terribly bloody.”

Tasar had a great deal more to say, though. “There is an estimated half a million people living inside Ar’Cosmos, though personal accounts vary wildly between 5,000 and a few million. It’s a realm so deep in the mana that space itself is twisted and tangled, so there is some discrepancy on true numbers, and none of our scouting missions have ever been terribly successful. All we have are estimates.

“But the three Houses of Ar’Cosmos are somewhat known to us, and each one holds between 20 to 50 full powered dragons, with Essence that has been shifted to their house’s Element. Each one is as strong as a real dragon, though those strengths have been shifted toward their specific power base. Maybe 1% of the people in there are these dragons.

“Them going on the offense means we will have between 30 to 50 full powered dragons entering the world. We can actually deal with that, and mostly, they can escape at-will back to Ar’Cosmos, which is why they remain inside. The Shades would have ended them too if they stepped out, but that is not something we would have ever counted on.

“Almost every other permanent resident of that place is either a dragon working to be elevated to a House, or a dragonkin that has yet to try and grow their Dragon Essence into something large enough to where they can become a true dragon, and thus become eligible for elevation to a House. This is about 25% of the population.

“Then there are the transients that live in Veird, and participate in dragon society inside Ar’Cosmos. These people enter the Forest of Glaquin and call to that Twisted Vision, and the Twisted Vision answers with a [Gate], providing a safe and private passageway which leads to the city itself.” Tasar said, “Once inside the city, the guest dragons will sometimes bargain to store their eggs until they can hatch in the safety and power of the Old Cosmology, though that is rare. Mostly, though, the transient dragons try to have something of a shadow society with banned books and the terrible learning of harmful magics and stripping Veird of anything valuable to bring back to Ar’Cosmos in the hopes of elevation to a House.

“And we’re probably going to have to go there because they do have [Gate] magics.” Tasar frowned as she nearly growled out, “All because of that Flowery Murderess! I don’t understand why she had to kill Kydyr. Gods above!” She breathed hard, then said, “We had a good thing going. We had peace.” She glared. “But the dragons… And That Fae. They saw a weakness. They took it. That’s who they are. And we’re going to have to go the full distance this time. The Shades are gone.”

“I disagree.” Riivo said, “Emotions are heightened right now and though war will likely happen, it will not happen simply because one hermit of an archmage was murdered— And I know that was awful to say, Tasar, but it is the truth.”

Tasar buried her feelings, saying, “We have lots of good reasons for war, and absolutely no reason to let them strike us first. Or again!”

Erick needed to shove the conversation away from war before he started asking questions about dragons and likely received horrible answers in turn. So he said, “I want to talk at length about Ar’Cosmos, but there are other topics which need hammering. My first concern should go quickly, but then I wish to talk of [Gate].”

Tasar sat up a bit, most of her anger purposefully crushed down in favor of magical discussion.

Riivo smiled softly, saying, “I have lots of time today for this, for I too, wish to talk of [Gate].”

Erick nodded, then said, “My first concern is that I will be making a runic web here, with the metals you brought. But I wish to know if I have actually secured your vote for the inquiry.”

Riivo nodded in thought, then he said, “I have a question, in turn. About the kill spell the Dark has revealed and you have turned on its head with your stunt in the embassy. What is the nature of the boon, to counter the burden?”

And because Kydyr had likely already told Riivo…

Erick simply said, “She helped me select a race of people; sorting out the question mark on my Status.”

Tasar went wide-eyed; surprised and full of questions.

“And the nature of this race?” Riivo asked, acting surprised, but not, because Kydyr had already told him, no doubt.

Tasar glanced at Riivo, surprised that he would ask such an invasive question. Matters of meetings with gods were always private affairs unless freely given.

Erick answered, “Between me and her, and no other.”

Riivo frowned a little, then said, “Kydyr had told me something like that, but I wasn’t sure and he had no further answers… Very well. Thank you for answering my question at all.” Riivo said, “Kydyr also told me that you were rather competent for your experience, so I doubt I will need to verify whatever [Fairy House] you construct in this location, but I would ask that you allow me to do so, anyway, whenever you manage to complete the project, or sometime soon afterward. As for the inquiry: I ask that you fulfill a few outstanding quests at the Rest so that I can give you the vote you request. If you complete these quests before Bright Tea, then I will be excited to call myself your ally in that venue.”

Erick smiled, and said, “Then I can do those quests after this meeting. On to [Gate]?”

Riivo said, “Please, yes.”

“What thoughts have you?” Tasar asked.

“I’ll lay them all out there, and then we can talk as you want.” Erick took a deep breath, then began, “Mana is an alternate reality that we connect to through our souls, which touch upon all possible realities at the same time. Fae Magic, in particular, can form an alternate reality and actually allow the user to step into the mana. You can see this from inside a [Fairy House] rather easily; when another thing moves from outside the space into the space, that other thing appears to be an illusion, or at least what an illusion would look like through [True Sight].

“So does [Fairy House] allow the user to step into an alternate reality inside the mana? Possibly.

“Could [Gate] be a deep enough step into this alternate reality, and then the inhabitant steps out of another location? To an outside observer, this would appear like [Gate]. Only the time spent in the alternate reality separates such an action from being [Gate], itself.

“So is the Wizardly part of this experience to shorten the time spent in the alternate reality? To create a door between one part of this material space that passes through this alternate space inside the mana, to then exit in another location?

“As a side note, it could be possible to create a construct in the mana that [Teleport]s someone down the path, but this would go against the 1000km limit of [Teleport] and maybe this idea isn’t the full idea, or even part of the idea, but I speak of it anyway, for completion’s sake.

“But back to alternate realities:

“What does the Dimensional Ban ACTUALLY DO?” Erick added, “And then there’s more about how Fate Magic is actually Spatial Magic, but maybe both Fate and Spatial Magics are truly Fae Magic? Which is actually Dimensional Magic? I don’t know. I’ve got a lot of puzzle pieces here and very few definite answers.”

Tasar was on the edge of her seat, looking like she wanted to speak up right as Erick mentioned alternate realities, but then Erick continued to speak. As he went through his ideas, Tasar looked less ready to speak, and more ready to listen, and think. She also frowned a little for any number of reasons; possibly about the idea of ‘realities in the mana’, but Erick wasn’t sure.

Riivo had a much calmer reaction, just listening.

When Erick finished, Riivo said, “Mana is not an alternate reality. The Dimensional Ban prevents transitioning to new realities. What Fae Magic does is trick, and deeply. Deep enough that we can call a place like Ar’Cosmos a fragment of the Old Cosmology but it is not actually that. In my learned opinion, this idea of Fae Magic acting like [Gate] is likely a good ending point for the Worldly Path, for a Wizard could likely Paradox such a thing into working as [Gate] appears to work.” He sighed. “But now, if this is true, then that means you must find a Paradox Wizard who is also learned in Fae Magic, which… I must be honest. You will likely fail.”

Tasar found something to say in that moment. “Riivo is correct that we could spend our allotted year searching for a Paradox Fae Wizard, or… We could just go to Ar’Cosmos and take whatever Fae-aligned Wizard they already have, for they have to have at least one for Essence Shifting purposes.”

“Oh!” Riivo perked up. “Yes. That might work. House Fae likely does have a Fae Wizard locked up… Or possibly drugged into compliance. Or…” His voice trailed off as he wasn’t sure how to say what needed to be said.

Tasar had no such trouble speaking. “Politeness is for polite times, Riivo.” Tasar said to Erick, “To tell it like it is: House Fae likely has at least one Wizard soul-mutilated into Fae Paradox, and compliance. Such a kidnapping mission would be beyond deadly, but it has the highest chance of us actually finding and securing a Wizard before the year is out.” She added, “We could search for a Wizard on Veird. Such a search would be difficult, but with a lot less potential for danger, though we would likely have to break such a Wizard along the Fae-Paradox axis ourselves, which I am not comfortable with… Or the Worldly Path could provide.” She did not look happy as she added those last words.

Letting the Worldly Path decide anything seemed like a bad idea to Erick, too.

Riivo nodded. “Better to kidnap such a mutilated Wizard out from under Ar’Cosmos, fully break them to acquire [Gate], and also to release them back into a normal life.”

Erick was awash with a dozen different emotions, from relief that the two wrought had instantly tried to solve [Gate] in the way that Erick had ‘solved’ gate, but through more exact, specific means, to how Tasar spoke openly about how they would need to rescue a Wizard from Ar’Cosmos, which was also nice. But then she mentioned fully breaking the Wizard for their own uses, which was… What they were going to have to do, Erick supposed, or leave it up to the Worldly Path, and Erick wasn’t sure which option was worse.

And then Riivo suggested a ‘release back into a normal life’, which was also nice, but in a creepy sort of way, because he spoke like it was only right and proper for him to decide the fate of others. But that’s what wrought did, Erick supposed.

Erick went back to the beginning of Riivo’s words, though, to focus on what he needed to understand. “So this idea of mine where [Gate] magic is primarily Fae Magic, but also Spatial Magic and Fate Magic and the construction of a sentient passageway in the reality of the mana, has merit?”

Riivo said, “On the surface, I should say so, especially that part about sentience, for Twisted Visions certainly have sentience. But I don’t understand what you mean by ‘alternate reality’, exactly. Dimensional Magic is Banned, as I have said. It could be that I am misunderstanding you, though.”

Tasar said, “I would also like more information.”

“Okay. Then first...” Erick asked, “Can you tell me what you think the Dimensional Ban does? From the top, please.”

Riivo sat back a moment in thought.

Tasar got right to it, saying, “To understand the Dimensional Ban, one needs to first understand how the Old Cosmology worked. Back before the Sundering, one could deepen one’s connection to any of the Elemental Planes that existed inside the mana and thus create rifts that radiated pure mana from any of the planes one could reach. The planes of Fire, Air, and the like, were easiest to reach, but there were also many others. In this way, the old mages were able to take in Fire mana, for instance, and then use that Fire mana to cast fire spells. This form of magic still exists to this day in the form of Rift Magic, but it’s not the same function at all.

“Not all Elemental Planes existed everywhere, but the primary six usually did.

“The Sundering had the effect of creating—

“Let me back up. One of the major theories of the Sundering is that someone created a Primal Tear in Old Cosmology, which then manifested as Primal Lightning, which crossed the entirety of the Old Cosmology, leaving behind massive voids in the manaocean. Veird, and all of the rest of the Old Cosmology, was sucked into one of these voids, to end up here, in this New Cosmology. It was only through the efforts of everyone within the proto-Script that they were able to manifest the Grand Translation, thus bringing Veird into physical alignment with this New Cosmology.

“The Dimensional Ban was meant to maintain the veil on the other Elemental Planes that exist inside the manasphere, preventing us from reaching them as the mages of the Old Cosmology routinely did.” Tasar said, “Therefore, your idea that [Gate] is some sort of dimensional hopping spell is likely not correct, since that magic was specifically Banned.”

Erick sat back in thought.

Riivo said, “That is the short version, and there’s some discrepancy about how Wizards create new Elements, but I agree with Tasar’s condensed explanation.”

Tasar nodded, then sat back and waited.

“Could Melemizargo’s Wizardry be enough to break that Ban?” Erick asked.

“Yes.” Riivo said. “If this Quest looks to go in that direction I suggest you stop and make do with t-stations.”

Tasar was sad at losing out on [Gate], but only for a moment, then she nodded, accepting Riivo’s words, adding, “Any Wizard we find won’t be able to break the Foundational Bans, anyway, so if this goes that way, we need to stop as soon as possible, if only to prevent further death through Fate’s tribulations as we keep trying to reach for something that we cannot grasp.”

“… Well. The good news is that I do not believe we need to break the Dimensional Ban.” Erick said, “But also, I believe that Fae Magic gets around this ban. All magic gets around this Ban, as you have stated it to exist.”

Riivo frowned, hummed, and said, “Controversial. But please continue.”

Tasar was all ears.

“I can make a [Sun Rift] that pours mana out of it to boost and harm in equal measure. Boosting magic is sort of like the mana alignment that you spoke of when you mentioned ‘mages taking in elemental fire’, Tasar.”

Tasar frowned a little. She did not believe him, but she wasn’t about to countermand his ideas before he was done with them.

Riivo had much the same reaction.

“Anyway.

“Fae Magic is weird, because everyone’s Fae Magic disrupts everyone else’s Fae Magic.

“Some magics get along fine, like overlapping [Ward]s work well together. Two people can cast two [Fireball]s on the same location, and while there is some fluid dynamics stuff going on with that, mostly, the spells coexist. For a lot of spells, there are fluid dynamic interactions, or strict Health versus Damage interactions, but almost all magic can coexist in the same space because mana has a lot of space inside of itself.

“I postulate that the reason that Fae Magic disrupts Fae Magic is the same reason that it is hard to cooperative cast; all individualized mana is anathema to all other individualized mana, unless people work hard to smooth away that discrepancy.

“But Fae Magic is crushed into the same category by the Script.

“Therefore, all of the ‘alternate reality’ of Fae Magic is therefore trying to occupy the same reality, but it can’t. There is some wiggle room, of course, but broadly, the Script denies the breadth of magic that the Fae used to enjoy in the Old Cosmology.

“Perhaps this is why the fae were truly killed off. They could simply not physically or magically coexist.

“For all Fae Magic exists as a specific power/area in the manasphere; its own instantiated reality. Maybe not as strong as a true break in the Dimensional Ban, but it’s close, and if you go deep enough with it, you can reach beyond the scope of the Bans, but that’s not important for this discussion. It will be important for a discussion about assaulting Ar’Cosmos, though.

“Anyway. In all of these ways, Fae Magic is more like Domain Magic than any other magic out there because it inherently needs access to the alternate reality designated as ‘fae’ inside the mana and Script in order to function. You can see as much when you’re inside a [Fairy House] and someone tries to walk through the space. It is like they are illusions, and you are real, so perhaps Fae Magic is able to accomplish this because it is a true perspective shift, and… That thought isn’t fully fleshed out yet.

“Moving on.

“A Domain is an area of power attuned to your desires which automatically denounces the desires of others by the simple fact that you got there first. When two Domains collide, what happens there is that two people are comparing strengths of influence in the mana, and the stronger one wins.” Erick said, “Two different Domains cannot exist at the same time; they naturally fight.

“And when one Domain wins, their will becomes absolute. Perhaps even strong enough to evade the Script. So, in this way, I think that someone with a Fae Domain might be able to make their influence inside the mana near-absolute. Or perhaps just strong enough to produce all the effects that we know exist inside Ar’Cosmos; the ability to evade all outside Sight, differing rules of magic, a pacification of the Dragon Blood Curse, and the ability to control the length of reality inside a [Fairy House], for instance, thus producing an effect functionally identical to [Gate].

“So.” With his heart hammering in excitement, but also subdued by the fear of being wrong, Erick asked, “Do you know anyone with a Fae Domain I could speak with in order to verify any of this?”

For a long moment, no one said a word. Tasar looked quietly surprised, while Riivo frowned at nothing in particular, both of them thinking. Erick’s heart thumped loudly in his chest as he waited.

Tasar rhetorically asked, “A Fae Domain to mimic the workings of [Gate]? I… I could see that.”

Erick’s face broke into a smile.

And then Riivo both crushed and refined Erick’s hope, saying, “Only the Fae can get a Fae Domain. I know of no mortal or immortal with that capability.”

Erick cautiously nodded, saying, “I expected that.”

Tasar rapidly spoke, “But how would the math work— Perhaps the math is different inside Fae… Space? Fae Space? Sure. Let’s call it that, for now.” She said to the two of them, “It… It could be very possible that the math of Fae Space would allow for this sort of spatial transition that would mimic what we see when we look at [Gate].”

“I know nothing of math, but I assume you have a Spatial Domain, Tasar.” Erick asked, “Do you have [Fairy House] as well? We could test this right now.”

“No; I do not.” Tasar said, “Never cared for the stuff. I learned a bit about runic webs and illusionwork through Kydyr and knew many of his fae spells, but I never had a knack for that school of magic.” She frowned at nothing in particular.

Erick asked, “Would a Spatial Domain work inside a Fae Spell? What could you do with a Spatial Domain?”

“No. See.” Riivo said, “As soon as you activate a Domain inside Fae Space, the Fae Space collapses.”

Erick perked up, remembering how he had activated his Domain on Ophiel when Ophiel was inside the Twisted Vision of Ar’Cosmos, and thus Ophiel got instantly noticed and sucked all the way to the edge of the city inside. That was when he met that pink/green/white fiery smile, too.

And then he had another thought.

Erick said, “I… Had my Domain active at all times while with Kydyr. I could have broken it then?”

Riivo brushed off Erick’s sudden, new concern, saying, “You can compensate for other people’s Domains in a runic web; Kydyr had compensated for this.”

Sudden relief!

“I can work my own Spatial Domain to not disrupt Fae Space, but that’s about it.” Tasar said, “My own just cements my position and lets me alter the positions of others. Having a Spatial Domain is about the only way to make short-range Spatial Magic work in the Underworld; everything over line-of-sight is blocked. My Domain was what allowed me the insights into making the t-stations work, but I have no… ‘same reality’ [Fairy House] with which to experiment with.”

At that moment, Riivo decided, “This Fae Space angle has merit. Perhaps I need to take a walk through the old stories and read up on Fae again. I seem to recall many old, old tales of people getting lost in the woods and ending up thousands of kilometers away from where they started. Old Cosmology stories.”

Erick just laughed. “Yes! We have the same stories, specifically linked to rings of mushrooms; step into one ring of mushrooms and end up in another world, or somewhere far beyond where you first walked into the woods.”

Tasar smiled brightly.

Riivo nodded, saying, “That’s how a fair bit of Old Cosmology fairy tales begin, though this ‘mushroom ring’ is a nuance I have never heard before.”

And then Tasar couldn’t hold back her mirth. She giggled, saying, “It could be that this is the true secret to [Gate]. Maybe two spells, and that’s it! [Fae Domain] and [Spatial Domain]. Through probability manipulation at two different doors in two different locations I can make someone step through one and exit the other. I never managed this much with my summons holding onto my Domains, but maybe inside Fae Space… it’s different!” She rapidly added, “I would need to thoroughly investigate a [Fairy House], though, to check on the math of it all. Would you mind aiding me on this, Erick?” She scowled. “I need to make this spell myself.”

Erick said, “I’ll help you in both ways, Tasar.”

Tasar giggled.

“Such a combination of spellwork is a difficult proposition.” Riivo said, “I am unaware of anyone ever managing to combine Spatial Magic and Fae Magic, though the second is much more rare than the first. Combining Domains is even worse. Impossible, even.”

Tasar said, “The twisting of magic into something not normally possible is well within a Wizard’s capabilities, especially if they already have the two previous magics themselves. There’s one way to know if this is the proper Path, though!” She excitedly asked Erick, “Did you get a Quest update?”

“Ah. No.” Erick crushed Tasar’s sudden hope. “No update.”

“Ahh. Dammit.” Tasar frowned. “Ah… You might not ever get another update, I suppose, if what that Dark said was true; You’re already at the end.” She resolved herself to strength, then said, “These seem like big pieces. We just need to put them together, without the help of the Dark.”

“I would like some verification of your ideas about how Fae Magic operates on a small scale.” Riivo asked, “Could we do some experiments? I might as well see your [Fairy House] in action, and whatever proof you have of this ‘alternate reality’ idea. I confess, I too, never delved deep with Fae Magic. I wish Kydyr had survived.”

“It’s the Worldly Path.” Tasar said, darkly. “If Kydyr were alive we would be able to answer these questions. This is Melemizargo keeping us from solving these questions ourselves.”

Erick felt a sudden stab of guilt, but Tasar hadn’t meant it like that, and Riivo didn’t mention Erick’s culpability, either, so Erick simply stood, saying, “Let’s try some Fae Magic.”

Riivo and Tasar stood with him.

Soon, they were on the boughs of Yggdrasil and Erick had summoned some passageways with [Fairy Stronghold], creating short ‘houses’ with two doors opposite of each other, about five meters apart. First, he showed how objects not in the House appeared as Illusions when they passed inside the occupied space, and then Tasar tried to [Teleport] across the length of [Fairy Stronghold]. Normally, at this depth of the Underworld, [Teleport] moved the caster about one centimeter. This fact remained true even near Yggdrasil, and all throughout Stratagold. The only time this truth was broken was inside the anti-Dark protections of the t-stations, and then only when moving between t-stations.

But perhaps, inside the ‘alternate reality’ of ‘Fae Space’, this truth would break.

Tasar blipped—

And reappeared exactly where she had been. Perhaps a single centimeter forward.

Erick frowned—

But Tasar laughed loudly. “If that had worked I was going to be so angry! I would have needed to redesign all of the t-stations to include— well. No. That’s too much Fae Magic.”

Riivo nodded, saying, “People who dive too deep with Fae Magic almost always meet unfortunate accidents, which we had attributed to the last surviving fae, but perhaps that was attributing her too much power? Perhaps ‘going too deep’ is the very nature of Fae Magic itself, but without a Domain to secure it against breaking… Erick.” Riivo spoke strongly, “I must caution you on an unforeseen issue that I might just now understand: Perhaps, going too deep into the Fae Magic, and then getting that magic disrupted around you, is what kills all middling practitioners. It could be that they experience a [Partial Teleport] situation and they die to bifurcation, or other such horribleness. But! It looks like this is the Path to follow.”

Tasar calmly nodded, agreeing with Riivo.

Erick said, “The warning is sensible, so thank you for that, but also, I agree: Fae Magic seems like the way to [Gate]. Maybe I need to make a very, very large [Fairy House], along with a nested house, to see how deep I can go with the magic, to test your theory of [Partial Teleport] dangers.” Erick said, “I could send Ophiel into those depths to do some experiments with manual [Teleport]s.”

Tasar was unsure, as she said, “I would stick to the shallows, for now. Let me look into the maths of Spatial Magic in illusionary and fae spaces, first. See if someone else has done any research in that direction.”

“… Then I can experiment with that later.” Erick said, “For now, I’d like to explain a theory about planars, how we get here, mana streams, and some stories of fae on Earth…”

Riivo and Tasar were all ears.

They moved back into the Privacy, where they spoke for a few hours about everything from fairy stories, to esoteric [Gate] theories, to all of Tasar’s experiences on her own Path (which mostly involved running from Melemizargo; he didn’t like wrought on the Worldly Path, at all), to the creation of the t-station network and how the greater systems all worked.

Toward the end of the day, Riivo said, “I would ask after [Renew] before we finish up here. Have you any luck with that?”

Erick flinched, and then he realized he shouldn’t flinch. He played it off as nothing, saying, “I could do it at tier 4, I think. But that’s not what I want, so those theories don’t work for the final goal.” He shrugged.

Tasar said, “Maybe when we’re forced to capture a Wizard out from Ar’Cosmos you can have them make it for us.”

“Hmm. Yes. Ar’Cosmos seems like your final destination, Erick. Try to do what you can to not go there, though. Anyway!” Riivo smiled wide, then happily said, “Ah… This has been a good experience, but I would like to move on to my request for some monster hunts. Would you be willing to help with that now, Erick?”

“Sure.” Erick asked, “What needs doing?”

“There have been some reports of aquatic terrors crawling up from the underocean, beneath the Vibrant Falls. The Gemslicers have been unable to help in a satisfactory manner, therefore I need...”

- - -

Not too long later, Erick had cleared out some variant tangled hydras called abyssal decay seekers and a bunch of other horrors from the underocean, all around Stratagold. Riivo was pleased. He left Yggdrasil with a true joy on his face at having problems solved, and at having a profitable meeting; he said as much and seemed not to be lying, either.

Once the old iron man was gone, Erick began setting up a [Fairy Stronghold] according to the plots and plans he had made with Tasar. Getting some actual walls was rather nice, and though Erick would prefer not to have a keeper, Tasar was incredibly excited about getting to experiment inside Fae Space and to take measurements of everything. Her joy was infectious, and Erick gained a small bounce in his step as he spent effectively hundreds of thousands of mana making a simple longhouse with two short towers on either end, on Yggdrasil’s upper boughs.

A large central room, a kitchen, a library, a bathroom. Separate rooms on either side of the house. And above those rooms, two separate private spaces. While Tasar was moving into her space, Erick filled his upper room with a nested Privacy, and, to his joy, discovered that it did work exactly as he wanted it to; Tasar covered the outside of the [Fairy Stronghold] with her sensory magics, and Erick could retreat to his Privacy to have some alone time. But not right yet. It was time to eat.

Visiting the embassy was a lot easier this time, but only because Erick went in differently than normal.

Erick and Tasar went up the back way to eat in Tasar’s office, with her mother, Otaliya. The aged copper woman had been working with Erick’s EIPC people rather closely, once Melemizargo’s appearance got out. She had wanted to talk to him earlier, but that just simply didn’t happen, though the outcomes of his boon/burden revelation were quite another [Fireball] to ride out. With a professional, yet happy tone, and while Erick ate a nice burger and fries from the world diner’s market, Tasar’s mother launched into a wardlight presentation regarding all the major rumors going through the embassy, and how that talk affected public opinion.

“The boon/burden revelation has had profound effects among many of the staunchest opponents, which wasn’t too many people at this point, to be honest. Some of the barons who requested meetings with you, who you denied, are disappointed or angry, but since the goal is getting a good inquiry the people of the lands surrounding Stratagold are less important than the major players inside the Geode.” Otaliya said, “With the work you’ve done for Archmage’s Rest to clear out the underocean, and especially after the Offices of the Inquisition refused to comment on your situation, almost every detractor has gone quiet. Of the smaller voices out there, almost everyone believes that Rozeta does have a kill spell in your heart, and quite a few people are calling it an injustice, but not many.” She continued, “Of the farmworker fields, which are overseen by...”

Otaliya talked for quite a while, and it all sounded great. Toward the end, Otaliya suggested Erick wait a week to see if anything came of this Letter Killer stuff, but other than that, he was likely good to go to take Bright Tea, and then move on from there to the inquiry.

After that informative dinner, Erick bid Otaliya farewell and went back to Yggdrasil with Tasar.

But instead of going into the [Fairy Stronghold] that he had very ‘publicly’ made, since he was under no illusions (ha!) that he wasn’t being observed all the time, he and Tasar landed in a separate Privacy bubble that already had copies of various items, like a bed and a library. There was no actual [Fairy Stronghold] around this open area, though. The [Fairy Stronghold] was left completely alone, but with an Ophiel inside, watching, and waiting for someone, anyone to show.

They had a small discussion about sleeping inside Privacys, and Tasar reluctantly agreed.

So Erick bid Tasar good night and went to his room, where he cast a nested Privacy, and he relaxed. Tasar set herself down in a chair in the living room, cast her detection spell across the outside of the space, and began to write out a bunch of maths on a bunch of paper; traditional Spatial Magic.

Laying down on his bed in what was likely a private space, Erick kept his cool and his anger firmly shoved down for a little while longer. He had been fighting his rage for the last few hours. It had been hell getting through dinner with Otaliya, reporting on how he was close to being accepted, but it would still take effort to actually get there.

Didn’t these people understand the good he had done!

Ugh. But that was just his rage yelling at him.

Erick ground down his rage and cast another Privacy around himself, nesting himself twice over, hoping that Tasar wasn’t actually peeking in on him. If she was, then things were about to get very ugly. But if she wasn’t… Then everything would be fine.

… Erick switched to his Other Self.

Nothing happened.

Tasar remained where she was.

He channeled [Renew] into his body as he cycled his mana. Rage cooled. Comfort filled his muscles and his core as he stretched out on his bed and sighed a great sigh. He blinked, relaxing, and when he had cycled enough, he switched back to his Normal Self.

And then he regarded the woman lying in bed with him.

She looked human, 30 or ageless, with one eye bright pink and the other bright green. She wore an airy pink dress, but with a white leather corset around her midsection, with green lacing. Erick supposed she wore the leather because it was rather sexy, in a protective sort of way. Everything about her was either pink or white or green. There was a distinct space around her neck that Erick’s eyes slid across without finding purchase; he wouldn’t have noticed that discrepancy without his Perception. The slippery area was likely hiding the Amulet of Non-Presence; the only way she could have evaded all the tricks and traps Erick and Tasar had layered around this land.

She smiled upon Erick with the brightest smile he had ever seen on a person, like she had been given a gift of the highest order, or maybe she had finally identified her soulmate. She had not been there in his bed before he sat down. She had appeared somewhere in the middle of his cycling, but she had said nothing. She had just watched, calm and knowing all the while.

“This is very rude of you, Fairy Moon.” Erick sat up, saying, “I did not welcome you into my home.”

Fairy Moon smirked, then sat up, saying, “Veird’s values are all twisted and tapered so I go where I grant myself the motion to be, but in this instance, Melemizargo marked you, youngling. At Mel’s insistence, I insist on a true talk of weighty words, quick as a quip.”

“… Undo the utterances of this talking trap, and you may stay awhile while speaking plain parlance.”

Fairy Moon’s eyes went wide and her smile matched, then she got down to business, saying, “A true talking might make for—”

Erick glared at the woman; she was still talking in reinforcing rhyme.

Fairy Moon sighed, then spoke with a much more subdued speech, “When they discover you’re a Wizard they will try to end you, for the wrought are nothing but stagnation. I propose a different path. Come to Ar’Cosmos, learn how to break dragons of their Curse, and you can benefit from the same good fortune that I experience; safety and power and obscurity whenever I desire.”

“I would prefer to be left alone to my own devices.” Erick said, “Therefore, your offer has no weight. It will have even less weight in a hundred years when Yggdrasil finally starts spreading to other worlds, and I can get lost among Forever.”

Fairy Moon nodded, saying, “There will be war long before that. Wars, perhaps. Wars of dominance. Wars of control. Help me ensure that the wrought aren’t the only strong power in the world. Use your Wizardly breaks to cure the Dragon Curse, and we can protect you on this world or any other, for all time.”

“Why did you kill Kydyr?”

“He obliterated an orphanage as a way to weaken—”

“Did he kill the orphanage, specifically? Or was it a result of war?” Both were horrible, but one was worse than the other.

“Specifically. As a way to weaken Ar’Cosmos for generations to come, even if their main attack failed.” Fairy Moon stressed, “Erick. Please understand that I am a Judge of Justice, first and foremos— Apologies. I did not mean to speak like that.” Fairy Moon continued, “All actions stem from that base. Kydyr deserved to die for crimes committed—” Fairy Moon frowned, then continued, “This is difficult for me because you are so very close to everything I desire in a complementary existence. You have been absolutely magnificent, Erick, and I truly wish we could have met in better circumstances. What you did with the orcol commune in Treehome? And then with Terror Peaks! Amazing.”

Erick said, “I find your sincerity hard to believe.”

“Proof of sincerity can only come with time, of course.” Fairy Moon paused, and then stated, “Stratagold will demand something of me in recompense for my rightful execution of Kydyr and I will demand something of them in return. I plan to involve you. If you do not agree to the arrangements I accomplish, then know that I have information about you that could be dangerous and disastrous for others to know. I do not desire to do this, but I will do what I must. I desire your freedom. I also desire for you to learn how to properly use the magic of my people, because if you’re successful then that means I, too, can finally leave this tiny, overly-controlled planet.”

And then she was gone.

Erick felt a sudden, complicated rush of tangled emotions flow through him, leaving his muscles cramping in their wake. She hadn’t cast any magic on him, for she probably couldn’t with that amulet around her neck, but… He had no way of knowing. He wasn’t under any spell he could see, though; he had been Sighting and sensing himself, the room around him, and Fairy Moon ever since he switched back to his Normal Form. He was not about to have a conversation with the woman until at least those many precautions were taken.

… Fairy Moon had never overtly cast anything on him…

But who the fuck truly knew!

Erick felt tangled in a Gordian Knot. He was going to have to cut this knot, and soon, before it strangled him into an early grave…

He contemplated not telling Tasar, but it was highly likely that Fairy Moon would speak of this meeting elsewhere, and he couldn’t take the chance of Stratagold thinking of him as non-trustworthy. That would lead to problems down the road. So he canceled the Privacy and went to Tasar.

He told her about the encounter.

Tasar flipped her shit.

Erick explained better. He left out the important parts about his own secrets being given away, but he told her about how she wanted an arrangement out of him that she would try to secure through Stratagold.

And then Tasar spoke about how it should have been impossible for someone to cross her Spatial Domain without her knowing, for that’s what her shadowy, green-glittering spell was; her Domain. Rather rapidly, though, Tasar calmed and calculated. Soon, she started telepathically talking to someone outside of the space.

While she did that, Tasar spoke to Erick, “Apologies about losing my temper. I had thought my defenses were— Doesn’t matter what I thought. The enemy is a fae who—” She glanced away, sending to someone else, then she turned back, saying, “I apologize for not realizing that you were this competent with fae for it doesn’t sound like you made any deals with her. I would like to remain with you until we discover the nature of whatever deal she is trying to conjure, though. I feel that you are still in danger.”

Erick hadn’t been too sure about what Tasar’s deal was when he first met her, for she was on-edge and they hadn’t met under the best of circumstances, but he was pretty sure he had a good read on her these days. Mostly, Tasar just wanted everyone to be secure and happy. She went about it like how a watchful mother would baby a teenager, so that was rather infuriating but ultimately forgivable.

Erick had played along with Stratagold’s orders for long enough, though. It was time to push back.

Erick said, “We might as well start living together for the rest of this Path if you want, but I will be putting up my own private spaces, and we can move into an actual runic web house. To that end, I wish to know more of your capabilities as an archmage. Mainly, what to expect and how to work with you. I saw a lot when we walked through the mana stream tunnels, but I know that you have more than that, and I know that you know practically everything that I can do.”

Tasar paused for a moment, then she said, “Of course. We can do that.”

“Also. Not to [Strike] overly hard, but this is my Path, Tasar.” Erick said, “I appreciate and understand your position as a Geode Guardian and your desire to complete this Worldly Path with me, and I appreciate all that you’ve already done, and all of the knowledge that you bring to the table, but I’m the one Walking this Path, this time. So unless you have good reasons for me to sequester myself in certain spaces and in certain ways, then I’m going to do my own thing, exist in my own private spaces when and how I want, and I ask that you accept this.”

Tasar went tense in shoulders and face as she considered how she wanted to proceed. Eventually, she said, “I will accept these limitations if you will accept my counsel when necessary.”

“I will always accept your counsel, Tasar. You have been around this world a lot longer than I have, and I respect that.”

Tasar relaxed a fraction, giving a stiff nod. “Thank you. My first counsel is that we should not be out of each other’s sight for more than five minutes. Less, if we can help it. This part of the Path is exceedingly dangerous, Erick, as you have just found out. No more sleeping in Privacys, please.”

“… Okay. No sleeping in Privacys.”

Tasar nodded.

“Then.” Erick added, “Tomorrow, I will start [Fairy Stronghold] experiments with regard to [Teleport] distances and otherwise, and I would appreciate your input on that. I will also attempt experiments with Ophiel and [Fairy Stronghold], though Yggdrasil will not gain this spell yet, for I don’t wish him to be instantly broken by that strange interaction. Perhaps if I gain a Fae Domain, then that will change.” He glanced toward the block of platinum sitting to the side, saying, “But for now, I’m going to work on a runic web for a [Fairy Stronghold] to live inside since my plans for sleep have gone awry and the failure-state of ‘meeting the dangerous fae’ has been rendered obsolete.” He asked, “I assume?”

Tasar simply breathed, then said, “Yes. Her power is vastly limited while out here, but… She’s a great deal more dangerous when inside Ar’Cosmos, and any interactions had with her out here might transfer into there. So. Be careful, when you meet her again.” After a moment of indecision, she added, “Many immortals cannot venture into Ar’Cosmos because of the small ways in which they have interacted with her before; she would kill them instantly, and without difficulty. I have not had interactions with her, so I am mostly safe. I would prefer if you maintained a similar distance from her, for the safety of us all.”

“Thank you for explaining the exact danger.” Erick said, “I will do my best to follow your advice.”

With a certain uncomfortable tension, Tasar nodded, saying, “Thank you for listening.”

Erick went to the block of platinum and started stringing it into lines. Tasar, meanwhile, spent a great deal of time telepathically communicating with others. Eventually, though, she began to help with the construction of a new, solid house in the crook of Yggdrasil’s upper boughs.

A day later, the new [Fairy Stronghold] had three floors and more than enough rooms for Tasar, other guests, a room for Jane, enough space for Poi, Kiri, and Teressa if they wanted to visit, and a private tower stuck on the side, for Erick. Tasar tested the space with the smaller Fae Magics she possessed, and there wasn’t even the slightest disturbance to the runic web, or to the house itself. It wasn’t as fancy or as structurally changeable as Kydyr’s house, but it was hidden from the world, and once inside, a person was literally untouchable by the outside.

It was perfect.

Erick went to his temporarily private space in his new room, [Renew]ed his Other Form, cycled mana till he was satiated, and then switched back, removed the Privacy, and went to bed.

Sleep came easy, either because he felt truly safe for the first time in a while, he and Tasar had come to a real understanding, or perhaps, because he finally knew all the players on the board.

… Most of them, anyway.

He still wondered about certain, smaller things that would likely come back to bite him on the ass sometime in the future, or sooner. The Patriarch of Terror Peaks was still out there with his mysterious soul spear benefactor. The Mirage Dragon assassin and her family of Fae Dragons, as well as that one dragon from Ooloraptoor, were still out there. Whoever it was that attacked Yggdrasil at Holorulo. Candlepoint with all its shadelings who were simultaneously their own person, and also potential mouthpieces for Melemizargo. Securing trade routes and nice lives for all the shadelings, even though no one would trust them, and as soon as Erick came out as a Wizard, people would descend on Candlepoint like locusts. The world would descend upon Yggdrasil, too. The Red Dot mage was either in the wind, or locked up in Messalina the Life Binder’s dungeons getting soul tortured. Fallopolis was still out there. The rest of the Shades were out there doing who-the-fuck-knows-what. Kiri’s mysterious encounter in the halls of that Old Dragonkin museum had never been answered. The cultists of Nelboor were trying something, but Erick wasn’t sure what...

And something was happening at Spur.

Erick hoped that Jane and the rest of them could resolve that problem on their own. He had given them a lot of help, or at least as much help as Silverite was willing to receive. It would have to be enough.

For now, though, he was comfortable, sated, secure, and ready to get on with Bright Tea and the inquiry, and then to leave Stratagold behind.
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                Erick rolled out of bed. He felt a bit tense, but he was relaxed and focused as his bare feet touched the cold, wood-slat floor. Rainbow white glows shone in through the window, the pastel, green, and light from Yggdrasil all blending in to form an almost iridescent shimmer. A nice wind would have been blowing through the window, too, if Erick had left it open, but he had shut himself off from the breeze as soon as he could, as soon as he had made his room last night. For the first time in weeks he had actual floors. And a roof! And actual walls! Camping out on Yggdrasil’s branches was fun for a while, and thanks to his Constitution the cold air wasn’t hard on him, but it was nice to have an actual room again.

The floor was brown wood. The walls were white drywall. The ceiling was vaulted with exposed beams and lots of little spots for Ophiel to roost in, which he did. Erick went to his private bathroom where the tile floor was comfortably colder than the floor in his room. A cast of [Sealed Privacy Ward] cut off this space from Tasar’s sight, who was in the main working room at the moment, and then Erick switched to his Other Self and began his extended morning ritual.

Ten minutes later, Erick [Cleanse]ed the toilet and dropped the Privacy, returning to Tasar’s various senses, but Erick doubted that the woman actually noticed him beyond a cursory glance every now and then. Fully relaxed and ready for a new day, Erick exited his private little tower and entered the main structure of [Fairy Stronghold].

Tasar was already hard at work.

Tasar had all of the third floor to herself, to use in her Fae Space experiments, and she had made good use of the space. The black-green woman had three floating pieces of chalk writing out math on three different sets of chalkboards, while she spoke math at those various chalks as she danced around inside her shadowy, glittering green Domain she had scattered over the room. She wasn’t really dancing, Erick admitted to himself, but she was blipping herself and about a dozen smaller objects between various clumps of shadow space in movements that were almost dance-like. Most of the objects were normal; a few wooden cubes, a metal sphere, a triangular pyramid with numbers on each side. Some were odd; a spinning top, a hundred-sided die, and a bowl of water.

None of those other objects had been there last night when Erick went to bed.

And Tasar was so engrossed with the numbers and her experiment that she didn’t say anything to Erick as Erick walked in; she was already mumbling out a steady stream of instructions to the floating chalk and had each of them taking down different notes. She had set a little blackberry summon on the wall outside his door and marked it out with a note, saying ‘To keep an eye on possible security issues while I work, pop when you want privacy.’ Erick had popped it, of course, before he did his business. That action had briefly alerted Tasar, but then she had gone right back to working on… whatever it was she was doing.

The math on the boards was beyond Erick, but he understood some of what Tasar was doing. Chalkboard one held normal Spatial Magic math. Chalkboard two held experimental notes from all the blipping Tasar was doing. Chalkboard one and two correlated rather heavily, but here and there Tasar had circled certain bits of math with great big circles, and those bits of math had been reproduced on the third set of chalkboards. Erick didn’t understand the math itself, but he understood that Tasar was figuring out how Fae Space differed from Normal Space.

He watched as Tasar blipped between two shadowy areas, and nothing changed, but then she blipped the hundred-sided die across the room and up onto a chair, and the bowl of water to where the die had been sitting on the floor. The die switched from showing a 27 on top, to show 72. The water inside the bowl transformed into a 100-sided die made of ice, resting in the bowl and showing a 27 on top.

Tasar already had a half-manic grin on her face, but now, she laughed loud, saying, “Oh my gods!” And then she went right back to blipping things around, working at a frantic pace, spouting off words like ‘arcanomatrix’ and ‘probability-shears’ and ‘reflective transformations’. Strings of numbers and letters and symbols poured out of her mouth, going in one of Erick’s ears and then out the other.

Erick thumbed toward the balcony, saying, “I’m going to take a swim.”

Tasar paused everything, staring at Erick with a manic expression, then she said, “Can you give me five minutes? Or leave an Ophiel in the room so that we can still see each other?”

Erick smiled, then said, “I will leave an Ophiel in the room.”

Ophiel hopped off of Erick’s shoulder and alighted on a perch by the window. He cooed in recognition of his new responsibility; to watch Tasar, and to make sure that she and Erick were never too far outside of communication.

Erick asked, “How close are you to figuring it out?”

Tasar’s whole expression went blank, as though she couldn’t understand the question. “I don’t understand the question.” And then she got a little mad. “This could take me decades.” She got a little more miffed. “The Artosian Transformation alone— Decades! The answer is decades.”

Erick wisely decided to leave. “I’m going to get out of your hair now.”

And then he stepped away, out onto the open balcony.

With a quick dash and a large hop, Erick leaped over the railing, into the open air. As the [Fairy Stronghold] vanished behind him, Erick sailed through the air, guiding himself through the rushing flow with his hands stretched outward and a bit of laughter on his lips. This was such a fun way to wake! An Ophiel, different from the one Erick had left in the room, flew down beside him and latched onto his shoulder, twittering in joy at the fun dive through the open air.

Back in the room, Tasar stared at nothing for a little while, then she tried to regain her train of thought, going to her boards and reading over the math she had written down—

She jerked as she realized something.

And then she was back to blipping around her toys, and herself, with a renewed enthusiasm in her motions. She had rediscovered her flow, too.

Erick ditched his clothes seconds before touchdown in the lake, handing the cloth and the Crystal Star off to Ophiel as he softened the water ahead of himself with an application of sunform. He crashed through the bubbly surface of the lake. Cold water slammed him from all sides in a bracing grasp. Bubbles surrounded him… And he relaxed. With only a [Fairy Item] bracelet around his wrist, Erick swam under the waves for a little bit, gazing out under the water, staring at everything that was growing under his largest [Familiar].

Yggdrasil’s subway-sized white roots brought brightness to the depths, illuminating fishes and long grasses and things that looked almost like corals, but not. With all the light down here, there was no ‘deeper part’ of this ocean-deep lake. Everything was as bright as the Surface, and so there was a lot of space for plants to grow, and a lot of space for fish and crabs and other marine life to live. For a little while, Erick just swam under the surface, taking it all in, watching as schools of fish swam away at his approach. He could hold his breath for a long time, these days, and with a bit of sunform helping him to breathe, like how Jane’s shadowform helped her shadow spider to breathe, Erick could actually swim underwater forever, if he wanted.

It was nice.

Much nicer than swimming around elsewhere on Veird. Too many places had too many underwater monsters. There were supposedly some underwater civilizations out there, too, but Erick hadn’t heard much of them… from anyone, actually. Only Quilatalap had spoken of them before, back at his Armory Presentation. He lumped ‘islands and the underwaters’ together, into a single category, if Erick recalled correctly. ‘Stone Reef’ and ‘Deadtide’ got lumped in with Oceanside. Erick wasn’t quite sure where Stone Reef or Deadtide were actually located, or if both, or only one, were an ‘underwater’, or what that meant, exactly. Whichever or wherever they were, they likely had unique underwater magics to drive away or kill the largest monsters of this world.

Why hadn’t Erick ever heard about them, before, though?

Maybe Quilatalap had mentioned them only because they were massive and thus deserving of recognition for that fact alone. It was quite likely they were like the Fractured Citadels; lands to which no normal person ever went, full of necromancers, in the case of the Citadels, or perhaps full of…

Erick wasn’t sure what actually lived in the deepest parts of the ocean. It was probably scary, for sure. In that case, no one spoke of them in polite company because it was just worrying over something they couldn’t do anything about.

Eh! This world was massive. Erick had likely never heard much about the ‘underwaters’ because there were more than enough local problems to go around, so people didn’t worry about stuff outside of their local systems. A lot of Nelboor had been like that; Erick had basically scoured that land of all major threats that came to him through people asking for help, so he knew of much of Nelboor, but he certainly didn’t know much at all. Flying over a place and eradicating a threat did not equate with ‘knowing a place’, not when there were hidden lands everywhere out there. He had probably blipped over the airspace of an ‘underwater’, too, without knowing any better.

Meh!

Erick breached the surface of the lake and began paddling, lazily, and also for fun.

It was nice to have a working body. His body had been working a lot better ever since he got to Veird, and it was wonderful. He didn’t make note of this change all too often anymore, but sometimes, like this, he couldn’t help but think of all the years he had spent in physical pain for this reason or that reason, and now, those smaller pains were a thing of the past.

Briefly, he wondered how Rats was doing. Or rather, how Xendross Sands was doing; that was his real name, after all. Sands was an orphan name…

Were the orphans back at Spur doing okay? Hopefully, his bank account was still sending them money as he had set it up to do.

How was Spur doing?

How was Jane doing?

… Probably fine.

… Erick hadn’t contacted them in a few days, so it was time to do that. Soon. Not this second. Later, for sure.

Erick turned up the speed, slapping his arms in a whirling motion, his Strength and Dexterity pushing him far, far beyond the best any Olympic athlete back home could ever hope to achieve. As he swam faster and faster, joy burbled in his stomach and came rumbling out as laughter. Water got in his mouth and he coughed, instantly losing his rhythm. He just laughed a bit more at that.

With a gesture, Erick both conjured a [Fairy Item] pool ring and hoisted himself on top of the not-plastic floaty; it was bright pink and just kinda fun. And then he sat there under Yggdrasil’s rainbow, green, and white light for a while, feeling a small, comfortable breeze brush along the lake’s surface. And he was still nude. So with another cast, Erick summoned a pair of board shorts onto his body because it just seemed rude to call people while nude. Another bit of magic sent out a telepathic call through Yggdrasil, across the world, to Poi.

‘Hello, Erick,’ Poi answered almost instantly. ‘I hear strange things are happening down there.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Erick smiled. ‘What strange things are you hearing?’

‘A meeting with Melemizargo, for starters.’

Erick’s grin widened. ‘He’s always in the shadows, Poi. He just decided to come out for a little while because I think I figured out [Gate]! Ha ha!’

‘Congratulations. And I’m glad you finally called.’ Poi said, ‘If you wish to be part of a world-spanning organization to control or at least not allow anyone else to control the [Gate]s, then I suggest we start planning out such an organization now. For starters, we need more personnel. A dedicated secretary for your finances, or perhaps a team for your finances, is absolutely necessary, but there are a bunch of other positions that also need filling. Guard. City defense for Candlepoint. Etcetera. But also, you need to think about what will happen when you’re revealed as a Wizard, because your assets in Mage Bank will be frozen at the very least and I’m pretty sure that some sort of war will happen.’

Erick did not expect the call to go in this direction. But as Erick’s initial feeling of paranoia and worry built, it was then crushed by a larger, overwhelming fact that Poi was thinking and planning for the future. A wave of quiet joy rushed up from deep in Erick’s heart and buoyed him into pleasant feelings of deep friendship, and hope.

And then he got down to business. ‘Do you think Silverite will turn against me?’

‘I cannot speak to the minds of others...’ Poi sent, ‘But what is public knowledge is that Silverite has a deep respect for Koyabez, and if you maintain your current standing with the gods then she will not interfere one way or the other. A lot of world leaders will be like that. The two notable exceptions are the Wasteland Kingdoms and Greensoil Republic, because they’re the major incani and human nations of the world, and they will see your ascension to Wizardry as a direct threat, for by your actions you have already screwed over both demonic and angelic plans for the world. The orcols of Treehome are a wildcard. I have no idea what the wrought will do, but I need to stay out of that, anyway. The Inquisition has come for the Mind Mages in the past and we only survived because of our Code. We don’t keep the Code because of them, but I won’t pretend that our strict adherence to morality and lines did not benefit us long before the Inquisition got hold of Mind Magic.’

Erick thought, then sent, ‘I’ll be dealing with the angels and demons at Oceanside after this Bright Tea and inquiry deal, so I might be able to wrangle a better peace from the Wasteland and the Republic than the one we have now.’ He asked, ‘Would you like to go there with me? Or are you needed at Spur?’

‘I’m needed here. I doubt any of us will be able to rejoin you on your Path.’ Poi sent, ‘Nirzir would likely want to, but she and her cohorts are too busy with... the event happening here. You probably shouldn’t take her, anyway. I hear the fae are now involved?’

‘A lot has happened, Poi. So last I called…’

He spoke with Poi for a good thirty minutes. It was a nice conversation. Erick missed Poi, and he sent as much, to which Poi reciprocated, but he also spoke of how it was nice not to be so close to Fate Magic. It was easy to tell when he was on the Path, for the problems steadily got larger. Now, the problems varied per day, with long stretches of nothing to do and with great strides made toward… Something that he wasn’t willing to share.

There was one thing Poi was willing to share, though. ‘With the power Spur has managed to amass thanks to you and the power Kiri has managed to inherit, we’re actually in a holding pattern because now politics have gotten involved, and people from all over the world are coming in to hunt the larger— Uh. We’ve got a lot of guests in Spur, and— Oh hey. You want to talk to Jane, now?’

Erick had been smiling this whole time, for this was nice, and, ‘Yes! I do want to speak to Jane. It was nice talking, Poi. See you when I see you, and hopefully not with a war at my back! Send everyone my love.’

‘Teressa, Kiri, and Nirzir all want to talk to you, too.’

‘Yes!’ Erick sent, ‘Hand me off to Jane first, please.’

The connection shifted.

Jane’s voice came through loud and clear, ‘Hey, dad! So you let Rozeta put a kill spell in you, eh?’

Erick froze. The disapproval in Jane’s voice was loud and clear, but he had only recognized it after the fact. Erick thawed fast enough, sending, ‘It’s more complicated than that. In exchange, she helped me sort my species from question-mark-human to something else.’

‘… Uh.’ Jane’s voice turned from worried to inquisitive, ‘Uh? What? I guess that’s good? What are you now? No wait… Why?’

‘I have a few defensive abilities now that I didn’t have before, that’s why.’ Erick added, ‘And I needed the change because it was going to happen sooner or later, so I got some help. I have Perfected Body now, too, so that’s gre—’

‘Bahaa!’ Jane laughed. ‘It’s pretty great, isn’t it!’

Erick smiled. ‘Yeah. It is. But I found out that it doesn’t help against long term usage of Blood Magic, so I was going to steal your idea for a Blood Magic [Personal Ward], but that won’t work.’

‘Ah? Damn… I guess I should abandon that idea. I wasn’t getting far with it, anyway.’

Erick dove right in, saying, ‘I did learn of [Steadfast Ward]s, though. They provide absolute damage reduction that works after everything else, including [Defend] or a body’s natural hardness. Made one of those for 250 absolute defense—’

Jane’s excited voice barged in, ‘You can do what!’

Erick smiled, sending, ‘[Steadfast Ward]s are the [Personal Ward]s that wrought use all the time. With it active, I’m immune to all damage under 1000 points. But there’s a problem with that, as I’m sure you can already guess.’

‘… Oh… Yeah.’ Jane sent, ‘Oh. I see. The large hits get through. No. That’s not good enough… Damn.’

‘There’s apparently something called a [Gloom Ward] that makes a person ignore a percentage of the damage they take. I’ve thought about that, if to just get another 5% out of my [Personal Ward]. There’s also an [Illusion Ward] which makes anything less than ‘Unerring’ or too large to not hit, not hit.’ Erick added, ‘That one is annoying to live with, though, and makes it hard to be precise with your own attacks. I think the best possible [Personal Ward] will have to be one that allows your normal defenses to reduce the damage you take, but I haven’t figured that one out yet. I’ll let you know when I do.’

‘Eh. It’s fine.’ Jane sent, ‘I’ll figure it out. I’m glad you looked out for me, but… Eh— Tell me more about the Underworld, and the wrought Geodes. What’s happening down there besides solving [Gate], or whatever— Actually. What’s up with [Gate]?’

Erick had a lot to say about all of those topics, so he started right in, sending, ‘So you know of the fae, yeah?’

Jane gave a tentative and unsure, ‘Oh shit?’

Erick began laying it all out there, from top to bottom, from Ar’Cosmos and the Houses of Fae, Carnage, and Death, to what it might mean to be a planar, to how ‘Fae Space’ was apparently its own thing, and how ‘the Flowery Murderess’ was apparently one of possibly two remaining true fae living on Veird, inside the Twisted Vision that they never got to explore in the Forest of Glaquin.

‘… And you’re sure you didn’t enter into any agreements?’ Jane asked again, for the fifth time, but in a different way than before.

‘I did not.’ Erick sent, ‘Don’t you let her get to you, either, okay?’

‘Of course not!’ Jane sounded almost offended, but she pulled that back, sending, ‘And don’t you let her get to you, either. I can’t recall what fae she could be, exactly, but I’m pretty sure this persona she’s adopted as the Letter Killer isn’t real beyond the fact that it’s useful for her to pretend that it is real. She’ll shed it like a snake skin the second it benefits her to do so.’

‘I think you’re discounting the depth of true reality inherent in Fae Magic, Jane.’ Erick sent, ‘The Letter Killer is probably a real person to her, in this moment, and in this reality of Veird.’

‘Okay. Yeah. I probably am.’ Jane sent, ‘Say… When you get back from Stratagold and your inquiry, will you teach me some of this fae stuff?’

Overflowing joy!

Jane rapidly added, ‘Assuming that you won’t call down a Wild Hunt on us, or any shit like that.’

‘Assuming that, yes.’ Erick happily sent, ‘Yes, I would love to.’

With a relieved and rested tone, Jane sent, ‘Okay. Then… I gotta go. I love you, dad. Talk to you lat— Kiri wants to talk.’

‘Love you too. Put her on.’

‘See you soon!’ Jane’s voice faded away.

Kiri’s voice came through, ‘Hey, Erick. I’m glad you’re okay. We’ve heard some concerning things.’

Erick trailed a hand through the water next to him as he lounged in his floaty tube. The only thing missing was a margarita and maybe an actual sun overhead. Erick sent, ‘I’m doing great. Right now I’m floating in a very large lake, underneath Yggdrasil, near Stratagold, so I’m doing a lot better than before. Things have calmed down and I expect to go to some cultural stuff today and then I’ll try to secure Stratagold’s support for all future endeavors from now until our goals no longer align, but I don’t see such a misalignment happening unless they pull back first. I haven’t heard anything about Spur, but I assume you’re all okay.’

‘In the middle of a quiet night, right now.’ Kiri sent, ‘All the spellwork you gave me through Poi has helped a lot and Sunny lets me take care of— Uh. Not supposed to say anything at all. Huh?’ She said something to someone else that came through like a whisper, but then she came back all the way, sending, ‘Anyway. Nirzir is here providing Singer support, which is something that I still find amazing. I must confess it was a novel experience to find out that there are other people out there that can hear the mana like you can; that you weren’t just making it all up.’

Erick laughed a little, sending, ‘So I had this conversation with Rozeta a bit ago. She said that people who can hear the mana generally end up becoming archmages, but not always. It’s just a support structure; not a real cheat.’

‘… The casual nature with which you talk about talking with gods. I had forgotten that.’

Erick grinned to himself as he relaxed in the lake waters, mana sensing a school of rainbow flits thirty meters below as they darted through long tendrils of kelp-like plants. He asked, ‘How’s your search for a Domain going?’

‘Ugh!’ Disgust flowed through their connection. ‘Not good. I’ll get there, though. Seeing Nirzir with her Domain and you with yours and finding out that apparently, every single high-level person around here has one, too— I had thought Domains were a lot rarer. Mythical-level rare. But apparently everyone has one— Well. That's an exaggeration. I’ll figure it out, eventually. Right now I’m learning mana sense; That seems to be the most important thing right now.’ Kiri sent, ‘I started off with aura control, but with the Sight spells locked behind sensing them, I really should have gone after mana sense, first.’

‘The Sight spells are super important, especially since you can run so many of them at the same time with Sunny.’ Erick sent, ‘As for a Domain, they’re pretty complicated. I have a book on Domain interactions inside the library but it doesn’t say anything about how to get a Domain, itself. You should read up on that anyway, because high level combat is about a lot more than Script-assisted exchanges. I’ll want to talk to all of you about Domainwork when I get back, but I can talk a little bit about it if you have time.’ Erick added, ‘I know we already talked about it, but… More talking never hurt, right?’

‘I would love to hear what you know about Domains.’ Kiri sent, ‘Got an overview?’

Erick began, ‘Basically, Domains are putting your intent out there in such a way that you automatically deny everyone else the ability to put intent into the manasphere; you put your magic out there and in that action, deny magic to all others. There are a few ways to do this, and some work better than others. Void Song’s [Void Song] uses Elemental Void to nullify all magic that they choose to nullify. I suggest you stay away from Void, but you already knew that. You were there for the creation of my own [Domain of Light], and we went over that, but I didn’t know exactly what I was doing until now. By my extensive Shaping of Light to make it pervasive and permanent, what I was actually doing was inundating the local area with my intent, leaving no room for any other intent.

‘Domains have… I suppose Poi would call them magnitudes— Which reminds me that I should find out what that means. Do you know?’

‘Not really.’ Kiri sent, ‘I’m on the Mind Mage watchlist, but not a member. I’m rather sure that magnitude is just the overall strength of a spell, but I am learning that ‘strength of spell’ is a very nebulous concept.’

‘Magic gets strange at higher levels… I’ll ask someone down here what ‘magnitude’ means and tell you later. Anyway. Domains have varying levels of strength, and a stronger Domain can usually break a weaker Domain rather easily. ‘Strength’, in this case, I believe, refers to solidness of control.

‘I would say my [Domain of Light], since it is very thorough and made at tier 8, is about as good as one can make a Domain; it’s quality all around. The [Void Song] gets to that same level at tier 4 or 5, not sure, because Elemental Void is very good at disrupting other magic. My [Domain of the Withering Slime] is probably as weak of a Domain as one can make, because practically anything strong can simply ignore it and it doesn’t stop magic use inside its area of effect, at all.

‘My [Physical Domain], which you haven’t seen… Is a strange one, because it can do certain things very well, like harm and nullify, but I have to work it hard to make it as protective as [Lodestar] and it will likely never get to that good of a level of protection. [Physical Domain] has a range of kilometers, though, so that makes up for its weak defensive nature by a lot. I’ll show that one to you when I get back; it’s fun, and you might be able to make it, too.’

‘I heard about that spell.’ Kiri sent, ‘Large magenta explosions.’

Erick sent, ‘The [Physical Domain] is about vibrations. I was trying to make a Domain to make two places vibrate at the same harmonic frequency, but I now believe that was an improper avenue of research. The true secret to [Gate] is probably deep in the overlap between Elemental Fae, Spatial location-probability Magic, Fate Magic, and Domainwork. Physicality might not have much to do with it at all. I warn you not to get involved with fae, though. Ask Jane about them; she knows more stories than I. Maybe Teressa would, too.’

‘I’m not even sure what a ‘fae’ is, but I’ll talk to Jane, and— Ah.’ Kiri sent, ‘Looks like we got some problems to take care of. Uh. See you later!’

‘Take care!’

Kiri’s connection faded.

Poi came back, sending, ‘Stuff is happening here. Teressa and Nirzir wanted to talk to you, too, but duty calls. Good luck on the inquiry, Erick, and also: Magnitude means the depth to which the manasphere is shifted by magic or personality or otherwise.’

Erick smiled, then laughed, saying, ‘Ha! I was right!’

‘Most people’s magic falls between magnitude 1 to 4. Mag-7 is archmage-level. Everything above mag-9 is disallowed by the Script. None of your stuff is actually mag-9. [Lodestar] is barely mag 8. The Red Dot was mag 9. Other people have much stronger Domains than you, Erick.’ Poi sent, ‘Be careful out there.’

‘… Suitably humbling.’ With a sudden heaviness in his heart, Erick sent, ‘I will be careful. Thanks, Poi, for everything.’

Poi was having none of Erick’s fatalism, though. He sent, ‘You’re coming back and we’ll still be here and this problem will be gone by then. Have fun at your Tea and Inquiry. Don’t speak too openly but don’t lie either. You’ll be fine. Good luck.’

Poi cut the connection; he had things to do.

For a long moment, Erick did nothing. He just breathed, feeling the world around him. The massive body of Yggdrasil above, the waters all below, and the cool air flowing across the lake, coming in from the waterfall area. It was nice down here. A bit cold, but that was fine.

Eh. It wasn’t that cold at all. Erick was just nervous about the coming day, for he had made a decision. The very next Bright Tea? He was going to be there. That ceremony happened twice a week so there had to be one coming up soon.

He dismissed his [Fairy Item] raft and flew back over to Yggdrasil’s base, drying himself off along the way to where Ophiel had folded and set down his clothes, then placed the Crystal Star on top. With some quick sunform movement, Erick was once again redressed with his artifact once again placed over his own heart.

He stepped back into his [Fairy Stronghold] to see Tasar still hard at it, still causing constant green glitters among the black shadows all around as she blipped herself and her toys throughout the scattered pocket of her Domain space. She had already told Erick that she knew how to work her Domain so as not to disturb the Fae Space, but to make sure… Erick reached over to the shiny platinum ‘nail heads’ that were exposed near the door, and pumped another 10,000 mana of [Fairy Stronghold] into the runic web of the house. Nothing changed, and Tasar never stopped blipping or writing down her numbers, but the house felt more solid to him, and there was no harm in that.

Erick conjured a chair, using normal [Conjure Item] magic so as not to disturb Tasar, or to find his chair suddenly popping out from under him (which had happened once already), and then he sat down, and watched Tasar work. There was learning to be had here if he could get through all the impenetrable math, and even if the math continued to escape him, he could still learn by watching.

- - - -

An hour later Erick had gotten nowhere with any of the math but he had learned a lot about manually blipping things. Tasar was very good at Spatial Magic. Erick already knew this, but to see how effortlessly she was able to move things around and then to understand how those things had been moved, was another thing entirely. For Spatial Magic wasn’t actually ‘move something around’ magic. It was ‘This thing was actually over here the whole time’ magic, and inside Fae Space, that sort of possibility-determinism was also able to change how an item was, after it moved.

Properly-made Spatial Magic did not do that. It was only when someone used improper Spatial Magic that objects changed in the transition. The most common [Teleport] accident was when a person was first learning to use that spell, and they blipped to another area and ended up midair, or a meter away from their intended space. All people who used [Teleport] naturally learned to fix those problems, though, and [Teleport] had a lot of failsafes to prevent disaster, like blipping into a wall, or on top of a monster.

Manual cast [Teleport]s had none of these safeguards.

But even perfectly manually cast [Teleport]s were only as good as the base spell already in the Open Script, and a perfect [Teleport] moved someone from one area to another, setting the person down exactly how they had gone into the spell with very little adjustment to form, at all.

The blipping of items in Fae Space fucked with that natural order. Spatial Magic inside this [Fairy Stronghold] changed how [Teleport] operated at a basic level.

Dice got flipped. Water turned to ice. Ice turned to water. The spinning top suddenly stopped, but after another blip, it was whirring around at full speed. An hourglass flipped from one area to the next, causing sands to fall through the glass once again. All of these things were impossible through standard, properly cast [Teleport].

Some of these transformations made Tasar suddenly giddy, but then she blipped the item again and the item shifted again and Tasar’s emotions crashed; she had not meant for the item to transform the second time. She had only meant to move it. In some ways, Tasar was figuring out the differences between Fae Space and normal space, but in other ways, she had no idea what she was doing.

Aside from the math which seemed too strange to ever be real, Erick mostly understood what was happening here. Probability got wonky in Fae Space because of course it did, and it likely had something to do with Fate. Tasar couldn’t control the transformations how she wanted to, though, because this space wasn’t her Fae Space.

Either Fate Magic, or being inside her own Fae Space, or maybe a Fae Domain, was likely needed to direct probability in a purposeful way. She could ride the grooves in the Fae Space cast by Erick to produce certain outcomes —as Erick had witnessed Tasar blip a cube of ice back and forth between a specific location, making it water and then ice and then back to water, rather precisely— but to make those grooves, one needed to cast the Fae Space themselves…

Or something else. Erick wasn’t sure.

One other, perhaps major thing that Erick noticed and did not know before, was that [Teleport] left echos in the manasphere. Normally, it didn’t do that.

It took Erick a half dozen viewings to actually see it happen, but it was most noticeable in the ice/water, as it switched between phase states and locations. Every time Tasar actually made the ice become water, or water turn to ice, as the object left its original location, an almost-invisible green shimmer expanded through the shadows of the room like a suddenly expanding bubble. And then the bubble collapsed into its new location, and the water/ice reappeared, transformed into its other state, where Tasar had put it.

Erick had no idea what the green shimmer bubble was, but he suspected that it was an effect that happened all the time in Spatial Magic. He just couldn’t see/feel/mana sense it before now, and he had certainly never heard of it...

Oh. This explained why Tasar had thought that no one could evade her Spatial Domain, because as soon as they moved through it, in any way, she should have felt the echoes of that movement through her Domain. Those green shimmers were how Tasar knew that something/someone/anything was happening around in her Spatial Domain. She even noticed the lines of power connecting him to Yggdrasil, and all other effects that stretched across distance, or which connected one thing to other parts of a person’s power… or something. Her Domain was likely honed over at least a few centuries, so it probably had a lot of functionality that Erick could only guess at.

He wondered if she could feel the lines of connection between him and all the other magic he had left out there, that he could send a cancel command to with a bare second of concentration? Maybe. There were some implications there, but Erick didn’t really care to think too deeply about those at the moment.

Erick simply watched Tasar work and wondered if she was making actual progress. For a while, it seemed she was, but now...

Tasar looked to be getting less and less sure as time went on. Her chalkboards were messes of crossed out and newly-circled equations, and she had conjured more boards to have more space for more failed equations. Multiple lightwards held in the air; each representing blipping experiments that had gone right, each of them individual identified ‘grooves’ in the Fae Space of the house—

Tasar stopped blipping to stare at one of her lightwards, sighing. She was having trouble understanding why the ice/water was transforming how it was transforming; what made it shift when she moved it along that specific diagonal she had found.

Erick spoke up, “You found a groove in the Fae Space caused by the locations of the nodes in the runic web of the house. The runic web isn’t a complete stretching of magic into a larger space, but instead a collection of power held together in unnatural ways.”

Tasar jolted with terror, turning to face Erick, but as Erick’s words washed over her, she relaxed, and turned back to her lightwards. And then she frowned, and spat out, “Ah. Slag. That’s exactly what’s happening, isn’t it—” She gasped. “Oh! But if that’s really what is happening then… Hmm. I lost it...”

Moments passed.

Erick spoke up again, “You’ve been at this for over 12 hours now and I want to go to Bright Tea today. When is the next one?”

Tasar paused, staring at her chalkboards, then she realized she had other priorities than figuring out Fae Space. That shit was going to take 20 years, at least, and for her to make her own [Fairy House]. She looked to Erick, saying, “Right. There’s stuff to do. Uh. What day is… it...” She glanced up, thinking— “Oh. Today— Bright Tea should be 4 or so hours from now.” She looked to Erick, then she looked at him. “I hope you’re not thinking of wearing that, are you?”

Erick smirked. “Of course not. Any suggestions on what I should wear? I can make practically anything with [Fabricate] and the materials I have on hand.”

Tasar nodded, then she glanced around the room, at all the little things she had strewn about. With a flicker of magic all the objects and the chalkboards moved to the side, neatly stacked or sorted on the ground, or on a table, and then the green-glittering shadows vanished. “Fashion for Bright Tea is rather specific, but it’s never that hard to throw something together…”







- - - -







A nervous jitter propagated through Erick’s chest as he stepped down onto the beach, near Yggdrasil. He had just [Renew]ed his Other Self inside a Privacy not twenty minutes ago so he would be good for at least 12 hours. Bright Tea was a big deal.

This was a big event.

And he was ready.

If Bright Tea turned out to be half as involved as he suspected it would be, then while there would be breaks, he would not be able to be alone for at least 12 hours. Possibly longer. At least the fashion of Bright Tea was nice.

He had not expected togas, and certainly not only a toga. No underwear was a bit odd, but he could deal, for ‘nothing but the toga’ was the preferred style at Bright Tea. The whole point was to show off the ‘body that Rozeta gave you’, but, when Erick joked about orgies, Tasar simply said that only the youngest of wrought were into that sort of scene; Bright Tea at the White Palace was strictly political, relaxing, and ceremonial. Then she made a comment about how Erick had a ‘body from Rozeta’, too, but he should keep that under wraps for now; it was a toga joke, Erick was sure, so he appreciated Tasar’s moment of levity and told her as much.

And now they were here.

He didn’t quite like going commando, but he could deal. Of the various designs possible, Erick opted for a knee-length skirt and to bare one shoulder, with extra fabric forming a drape down his back. The whole thing was bright white, as all Bright Tea clothes were, but with fine details of stars and lines done in platinum thread, turning the edges of the toga into a masterpiece of nuanced embroidery. With a platinum-thread belt cinched around his waist, the look was complete, and Erick was very happy that he needn’t ever be embarrassed about the state of his aging body ever again.

He looked fucking fine and that was great.

Erick had thrown his outfit together in half an hour. Tasar’s own outfit was much the same, but she had grabbed hers from her office back in the embassy, fixed up some of the embroidery to match Erick’s, and slipped it on. It covered both shoulders and draped down to her feet. She looked quite nice with the bright white fabric over her black-green adamantium body, and her hair done in braids in a bun.

She seemed nervous, too.

Erick was nervous enough for both of them, but he didn’t expect Tasar to be the same way.

Erick stared at the t-station sitting on the sands in front of them, and asked, “Got any idea what to expect?”

“It’s usually the same thing, all the time. Mainly talking of goings-on inside Stratagold; rumors and such. Then there’s the tea ceremony itself, and then the dancing. Some people might wear undergarments in the more vigorous dances, but you probably shouldn’t attempt those… I don’t know.” Tasar stood straight, saying, “All throughout you talk to people and make plans to make business connections later. No actual business takes place at Bright Tea… Though I suppose that will change based on your presence. And it might go over the allotted 4 hours, for the same reasons. Feel free to ask people about magic, if you wish; that’s always a safe topic and I’m sure people will want to ask questions in that direction, too.”

Erick nodded. “I’m ready.”

Tasar rambled off some final instructions that she had also already told him twice already, “You can keep your spells running, too, but Ophiel will have to remain outside. Most people will be running some sort of magic. We don’t get attacked often, but it has happened before; it’s a major, bi-weekly political event, after all. And…” Her voice trailed off. “We’ll be fine.”

Well!

No time like the present.

Erick stepped forward, and Tasar instantly followed at his side.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons have 186~ Over 100k words ahead of RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



180, 2/2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Beneath the Dragoneye Moons is shifting some to KU! It's a great story, and one I regularly keep up with, but if you want to read the first book for free then now is the time to finally start, if you haven't already. All you new readers will have like, idk, a month, to get through the first book? The rest of it is staying up on RR for now, I think. Something like that. Anywho. It's a good story, happy reading!

And now it's time for Bright Tea with the wrought~



                

                The White Palace’s true name was actually the White Palace of Eternal Light, and with a name like that, it was as magnificent as Erick expected it to be. The place had the same sort of energy as the Spire back at Ar’Kendrithyst, but while that place was made of clear crystal that reached up higher than all the other clear crystal towers of the Brightwater, this place was very much the ‘White Palace’. While the crystal city skyline in the distance was clear-gold with white striations, this place was almost completely white, and opaque.

Located in the heart of Stratagold, just to the south of the center of the city, the White Palace was the only set of crystal… things for ten kilometers in every direction. Erick was hesitant to call the structures of the palace ‘towers’, for some of them were near horizontal.

A central spire of white crystal ascended from the bright lands below, while another descended from the bright lands above. The stalactite and stalagmite crystals reached for each other, but instead of touching each other, they touched the tops and bottoms of a massive splash of white crystals, kilometers long themselves and half that wide, all bundled together in an arrangement of buildings that made a complete mockery of proper physics. Sideways skyscrapers. Dangling dormitories. Teetering towers.

Actual architecture seemed like an afterthought, and only to make the place work as a palace. It seemed to Erick that the people here had taken a natural treasure and added roads, and planter boxes filled with golden plants, and other such niceties, but only to make the place actually functional. The only thing that stood out as a true secondary creation, tacked onto this place, were the concentric circles of white crystal skyway that surrounded the palace. Like highways in midair, those skyways joined together some of the larger floating pieces of crystal held outside of the main splash, like white rock islands, floating in space. All of the whole White Palace seemed held up by nothing but prayers, or, more likely, a whole lot of runework and magic embedded into the crystal. And, of course, the Underworld’s natural propensity to make large objects float instead of fall.

There was no main ‘central’ crystal tower, but any of the larger crystals amid the grand central splash could have served such a function.

The t-station was positioned on one of the further concentric skyway rings around the place; out of the way, but still more or less in the right area. There were no guards here, just an open arcing skyway, ten meters wide and similarly empty of people.

Erick had taken a long second to see everything, and he knew there was lots more to see than he was currently able, but Tasar was already moving off of the t-station, so he followed.

The path ahead circled the main structures, before running into a crystal that split off a path down toward the center. All along that path there were other people, all in togas. All wrought, of course, and all different metals and species, though the various species did walk next to their own; they seemed to be arriving and going to Bright Tea in groups.

The lack of any sort of soldiery was odd, but the complete lack of visible security was simply impossible. There had to be people hidden under [Fairy House]s, or something, watching everyone walk by… Or perhaps they were just using long range [Scry]s? [Scry]s were more likely, now that Erick thought about it.

With tension in her shoulders, Tasar whispered, “You can have Ophiel go anywhere on the outsides of buildings, but not inside. Yggdrasil can watch from outside, too. [Scry] is spelled against once you pass into the White Crystal itself so all of them will be blind inside, anyway. Many basic viewing spells and a lot more besides are protected against.”

Behind them, the t-station blipped with light and a trio of silver dragonkin stepped off of the platform to sedately follow behind, keeping distance from Erick and Tasar. It was then that Erick realized that Tasar was pacing the people ahead of them, as well. It was part of the ceremony of it all. The only thing that mixed were the voices from the other participants; they were quiet, whispers, but their words still flowed on the air, telling of their days or weeks. They were the words of normal people, catching up with friends they hadn’t seen in a while.

Erick summoned an Ophiel and sent him flying up and away, whispering to Tasar, “Can he land in that golden tree down there? Near the end of the path?”

Tasar looked to the right. She narrowed her eyes, and said, “… Not Arbor Gold. One of the smaller trees is fine, though.”

Erick perked up. “That’s an arbor?”

“Yes. He sleeps, mostly.” Tasar said, “He’s aware of everything happening, though. We’ll pass by so he might speak to you, in which case we will stop and talk. Don’t purposefully wake him with Ophiel, though— Ahh. Other people are noticing, now. That took longer than I thought it would.”

One particular crowd of wrought, three groups ahead, were keeping pace where they were supposed to be, but their happy faces and small waves toward Erick let him know that he had been seen. Erick waved at the people waving at him, making sure not to break stride. The crowd waved back with enthusiasm, then turned back to their little group and began speaking fast and quiet. Not quiet enough, though, for Erick not to hear that they were so glad they decided to come today. They weren’t the only ones to notice Erick, either, but they were the only ones to wave. Everyone else just had a bit of surprise and acknowledgment, and then they moved on.

Ophiel landed in a smaller tree, next to Arbor Gold, and the rather small arbor (only fifty meters tall? Odd) did nothing. The land around the arbor —which seemed like a bit of farmland— and all the other trees were covered in a thin layer of gold leaves that seemed to get everywhere, bringing a little bit of color to the white land. Wroughts in togas crunched through those leaves as they passed by, headed toward their destination inside one of the larger central spires.

With a hint of playfulness in his voice, Erick tried to be as happy as some of the other partygoers as he asked Tasar, “This is a fun ceremony, right?”

Tasar would have blanched if she were a human. Her voice came out ragged, “It will be what it will be.”

Erick kept his paranoia in check as he asked, “What are you not telling me?”

“I don’t know.” Tasar said, “I just feel like something is going to happen. Not sure what. Some surprises. Some… Unexpected event. I was on the Path before, Erick, and this feels bad.”

“… Oh.”

Well...

They passed into a short crystal tower, where the path broke away from the circling skybridge to go in four different directions. There were some offices and people in this area, with rooms carved out of the crystal and staircases leading up and down to what looked to be defensive runic cannon emplacements and other assorted high-powered destructive workings, but mostly, the bridge either continued through another archway to another concentric highway, and also down a path to the center of the White Palace.

They hooked a right and continued toward the Palace.

Erick said, “What’s probably going to happen is that the fae will show up, having demanded some sort of capitulation from Stratagold that allows her to be diplomatic in this area.” Tasar made a face of utter horror, and Erick added, “Or, if that is completely outside of the realm of possibility, as your sudden disgust is telling me, then we’ll have a normal party, and perhaps I’ll get to show off my own glowgem spellwork, making the Gemslicers truly angry with me.”

Tasar lost some of her horror as she scrunched her face, then decided, “We wouldn’t accept the fae’s presence here. She’s been too destructive as the Letter Killer. That’s not going to happen.”

“Ah! But what if she kills that persona? Like a proper [Polymorph] change?”

“… Still no.”

Erick frowned at her, saying, “Your people would do what was necessary to get anti-Apocalypse Fate Magic. I know you would.”

Tasar frowned right back at him. “One doesn’t treat with people who have no intention of holding to their word. I believe you even said this a few times, and quite publicly, too.”

“But then… How did the various bargains to not fight each other happen?” Erick elaborated, “Like how you left the Surface to the Shades? I’ve always assumed there was some leave of territory to the undead lands of the Fractured Citadels in Quintlan, too.”

“You are operating under a misunderstanding, then. It never happened quite so organized.” Tasar said, “Maybe there were some angry roars across the battlefield and some cessation of hostilities because no one wanted to escalate and the people who opted for war got themselves killed, but to my knowledge, we do not treat with threats that have no intention of being less threatening to us, or to others. We just sort of… ended up kicked off the Surface, and no one wanted to go back, because then there would just be more endless war. There can be no bargaining with Darkness, Erick.” After a moment, she added, “The Shades won the Surface, and we got the Underworld. Now though…” Her voice trailed off.

Erick tried to tune his words toward sarcasm, instead of spite, as he said, “Maybe I’m just a lowly mortal who needs to make friends in order to survive, but even I know the value of nations not going to true war over every hostility; the value of words over violence. And Stratagold does have some sort of bargain with the fae; Kromolok seemed like he would be able to get Fate Magic concessions from them because of the Letter Killer’s actions.”

“… Okay. Well.” Tasar said, “When you put it like that, I suppose the only forces that we never bargained with at all were the Shades. In the case of the fae and with Ar’Cosmos… And with the Fractured Citadels… Actually. You’re right. I suppose. We do have bargains all around. Nothing cast in adamantium, or even in gold— Truly just words thrown across a battlefield, if I recall correctly. In which case...” Tasar scowled, saying, “Maybe the fae is here.”

They had reached the furthest scattered leaves of Arbor Gold that had blown all the way up the bridge. The bright leaves crunched underfoot, while the air began to smell of autumn harvests. The path branched out, but Erick and Tasar followed the procession, walking toward where the scattered towers of crystal had been connected by a myriad of pathways. Right at the major intersection between three different towers, in the bright shadows of the White Palace, was Arbor Gold’s planter box. Golden wheat and golden gourds and all sorts of golden plants grew alongside the large, golden tree, almost looking wild in their arrangement, but there was no way this bit of farmed land was wild at all. Ophiel hung out on an apple tree to the side. That tree’s leaves were a duller shade of gold than Arbor Gold, but vibrant gold apples weighed down the branches. The golden apple tree was one such example out of several gold-fruit trees, which included not-peachs, tarips, and beanpods of some sort. The center of the pathway here was clear of leaves, but only because so many people had already cleared the path in their walking of it, and the wind didn’t stir this deep in the White Palace.

Erick asked, “Are the apples good to eat? Or is it all for show?”

Tasar glanced at Erick, then over to the apples. “You want one? They taste rather good, but they’re nothing special. No magical plants here— Well. That is actual-gold skin, but that’s all it is.” She added, “They’ll serve a lot of all of those golden foods at the ceremony, though, if you want an apple tart?”

Erick glanced up at Arbor Gold as they passed under his boughs. The gold guy did not speak, or move, or show his presence at all. So Erick and Tasar kept walking.

“Nah.” Erick said, “I’ll wait for a tart. That sounds lovely.”

They passed into the main area of the White Palace, between three of the largest towering crystal spikes. The interior of the palace, between the majority of towers, was organized into layers, all exposed to each other with a vast amount of air between the ‘buildings’. White crystal had been formed into staircases and platforms and decorative archways in the crystal towers themselves. The path to Bright Tea was not marked off at all, and if Erick had come here himself he would have gotten lost for a little bit, but the crowd of toga-wearing wrought was headed in a single direction, so they were easy to follow. Up and around a main central fountain and around upstairs, they went, then through a large archway and into the left crystal tower, into a hallway.

The White Palace was even prettier inside. Expansive hallways. Bright lights above. Pillars of crystal and staircases of the same. Gold filigree and moldings. This was not a place for business, like so many other locations Erick had been to in the past. This was a place for ceremony, with decorative, and yet somewhat austere architecture.

At the end of the grand hallway was another large archway, twenty meters tall and ringed with crystal carved into the shape of clouds. Beyond, were people. Lots of people.

The congregation proceeded forward into a well-lit ballroom beyond, but as people passed the cloud gate, they began to glow ever so slightly. Coppers gained a green glow to their skin. Silvers turned almost teal with brightness. Iron fluoresced purple. Cobalts turned brighter blue than they already were, but it was the white togas everyone wore that turned the brightest blue. Almost Script Blue. But it was still a faint effect, barely noticeable in the bright white lights of the White Palace. It would likely be more pronounced later, as they exposed whatever glowgem they had hanging up in the room beyond.

And then it was Erick and Tasar’s turn to pass through the cloud gate. Tasar’s black-green body gained a purple and neon green hue, and both her toga and Erick’s shimmered with a faint blue light. Erick almost expected his own skin to fluoresce, but nope! Same color as… always…

The whites of his eyes were fluorescing a bit, and especially his white irises, but that was normal-ish. Probably nothing. The effect wasn’t much of a hindrance to his normal eyesight at all, but mana sense was a good way to view the world, too, so mostly, he ignored the slight blue glow to everything…

No. Wait. The white walls were slightly blue, too. Everything white was glowing blue. Okay. Not just his own eyes, but all the white togas, and all the wrought, and practically everything was faintly glowing. This was likely due to the massive spherical crystal up above that was emitting the blacklight effect.

The spherical crystal was a meter across, and it was the only thing on the ceiling not lit up with visible light, while also being the only thing with visible spellwork surrounding it, protecting it and adjusting the effect of the ultraviolet light. With a bit of mana sense, Erick saw grooves in the ceiling where the whole crystal sphere could be moved into the ceiling, into a protected space beyond the reach of the ballroom.

Which meant that the sphere was highly valuable, or rather, that the blacklight wardlight cast onto the orb was valuable. This meant that Erick should probably not cast a dozen more blacklights into the rest of the room to heighten the glowing effect, like he very much wanted to, just to fuck with the Gemslicers who had made that blacklight.

Probably a bad idea.

The room was easily a few hundred meters across, a hundred meters tall, eight-sided, with a lot of balcony space and upper rooms to all eight sides, with places for people to sit, or to dance, under the light of the glowgem above. About a thousand people were already in the space, in every part of the room, but there was enough space to hold ten thousand.

The line of party goers walked along the side of the room, avoiding all the activity in the center, all the way to the other side, where a dais of raised crystal held several gold crystal thrones of various sizes. The royal family of adamantium orcols were mostly seated upon those thrones. Two of the six seats were vacant, though.

Erick recognized none of the royal family; Sitnakov wasn’t there—

Sitnakov stood out among his friends, or whoever they were, in the center of the ballroom, talking and laughing about something or other. His muscular black metal body glowed a brilliant violet, while his short white kilt, the only thing he wore, glowed faint blue. He wasn’t the only one wearing as small of a toga as he could get away with, for many of his friends went topless, too.

A lot of people were all over the place, in various cliques or group discussions, or milling about the banquet set out; either the organic food banquet, or the other one. Tasar had told Erick about how metal tea cups made of specific metals were set up near the foods, but separate and separated into categories, too. They were for wrought to partake, for actual nourishment, with each type of teacup clearly labeled by its location in the setting, and also by runes inscribed into the filled-in metal center—

People were already noticing Erick, but now they truly saw him. Whispers abounded. Erick noticed a group of golden people of various races, all of them glowing gold, too, begin to move through the ballroom, toward where the entrance line let out, near the royalty.

Erick would be dealing with the royalty before he met with the golds, though.

The royal family was close. Almost here.

The line moved unceasingly forward. The people directly in front of Erick and Tasar stepped away from the wall and moved to stand before the royal family. Erick did not know the royal family, but it was easy enough to judge who sat on which seat, based on what Tasar had told him and what he already knew from other people.

There was the empty seat for Second Prince Sitnakov, then came First Prince Abarnikon, followed by King Alfonin in the largest throne, then Queen Strelkova in the second-largest throne, and finally First Princess Yatzeva. There was one more seat for Third Prince Chernom, but he was dead; killed a few centuries ago in circumstances which Tasar did not elaborate upon. She had spoken a bit about the royal family, telling Erick what he would find here at Bright Tea, but not much beyond generalized etiquette and strict advice to acknowledge Chernom’s chair, but to then put it out of his mind and to focus on the living royalty.

All of them were orcols, so it was rather easy to focus on the living royalty, as they were all drop-dead gorgeous, and all of them wore togas of various styles with gold hems. King Alfonin reminded Erick of some sort of Zeus-figure, with a full beard and full hair, with his lower fangs prominently poking out of his mouth. Queen Strelkova looked like Hera, with a sternness to her that most other people could never match. The prince and princess were of similar looks as their parents, and if it weren’t for the larger chairs, Erick would have had trouble telling the king and queen from the prince and princess. He could certainly tell the difference now, and they did all look a little bit different, but if he had met any of them outside of this venue? Nope!

The royal men wore togas that bared a shoulder, while the women wore their outfits like how Tasar wore hers. It seemed that Sitnakov was the only member of the royal family that had opted to go topless, just letting those great big muscles hang out all over the place.

Fucking hell.

They were all hot.

Erick was rapidly finding himself quite frustrated that ‘no underwear’ was normal attire for this sort of thing. Luckily, he was nervous enough that his body didn’t start to betray him by acting the usual way it acted around beautiful people. And yet, even wearing the togas themselves was close enough to Erick’s pre-Jane days that this whole scenario was already doing a number on—

He put all that out of his mind and followed obvious protocol, watching as the people ahead of him took their place atop a circular metal design on the floor in front of the royal family, bowed, received a nod from King Alfonin and Queen Strelkova, and then moved on.

Erick followed beside Tasar and the two of them went to the same spot.

The eyes of wrought royalty fell upon Erick, having a weight to them that he rarely experienced anymore. He almost wanted to giggle and laugh at it all, but he thankfully refrained.

He bowed. Tasar bowed, too.

He raised. Tasar raised, too.

The King and Queen did not nod. Erick and Tasar were not dismissed; not yet.

Alfonin’s voice was quiet, but it carried across the separating ten meters of space like he was right there, “We are pleased to see you accept our invitation. Welcome, Erick Flatt, to Bright Tea.”

Strelkova spoke next, “We will be speaking privately with you later. Avail yourself of our hospitality at your leisure.” She added, “Welcome to Stratagold, Erick Flatt.”

The prince and princess each added, “Welcome.”

And then all four nodded. Erick was dismissed.

He left the welcoming zone alongside Tasar, feeling light on his feet and lighter of mind. In ten steps he ran right into the bunch of Gold Caste wrought who had been coming straight toward him, each of them with large smiles on their faces. Almost all of the smiles were genuine, too. Erick knew of the golds from his various EIPC preparations, but he only recognized some of the people here from Otaliya’s specific briefings.

And just like that, it was time for business. Erick greeted the ones he knew by name, eliciting a surprised and happy round of bright smiles and some fan-ish gushing.

A particularly animated gold incani man named Zooli, who was on the committee for trading regulation around Stratagold and other assorted allied lands, who would likely be filling the merchant caste inquiry position this time of year, asked for Erick’s plans for the Crystal Forest. In a way that Otaliya had already coached him, but also rather honestly, Erick explained how he would need the use of some stone archmages to cordon off walls and then systematically clean the place of crystal mimics, but after that, actually healing the land would require a lot of rains and soil replenishment. It would take time, mostly.

But besides that, all Erick wanted to do was to open up the land for generalized habitation, perhaps like Nelboor did it, with roaming bands of warriors constantly cleaning the land of larger threats. He did not like the Greensoil Republic’s [Weaken Monsters] methods, but he had yet to see those in action, so maybe he would if he had.

Zooli was happy with that answer, though he did want more specifics, and so Erick gave them to the best of his knowledge.

More than once, though, Erick’s answers boiled down to, “I’m just providing space; I don’t really care what people do with it. I’ll likely fill some sort of overview role that people can submit paperwork to in order to help with the tougher monsters, but I suspect the Adventuring Guild or individual cities will want to guard themselves from the constant threats out there.”

“Yes yes. They will.” Zooli said, “But it’s good that you’re thinking ahead. Too many people try to get into this city-building business without making the proper connections before they get to actually building cities. It’s difficult to extend civilization! To carve a new brightness out of the Darkness on the horizon takes a lot of constant pressure and time.”

A different gold spoke up, “I’m more interested in the continued clearance of the larger monstrous threats, which is the usual power that archmages are expected to have, and to wield...”

The subsequent conversation about ‘keeping a revived Crystal Forest clean of monsters’ took up twenty minutes. It could have gone on a lot longer because they somehow got into the nitty-gritty of [Polymorph] potion prices based on rarity increases, but then Archmage Riivo came over to the group, along with Aisha, the celesteel prognosticator who Erick talked to before meeting Kydyr for the first time. Riivo’s presence changed the questions.

They spoke of plans for [Gate] locations.

This time the conversation was a moving target, involved practically everyone, but only in small portions at a time, with golds coming in first to ask after taxes for [Gate] usage (free if the setup and maintenance isn’t too expensive), and then Aisha asking after locations (whoever wants one and can provide proper security), and then the golds moving away, and some adamantium guy (with a goblin form) who introduced himself as the guard captain, asking after Erick’s expectations of security needs (hopefully as little as possible, but at least a good runic web and a contingent of ten soldiers on site).

The guard captain didn’t like Erick’s answer, and many other people didn’t either, but Erick acknowledged that ‘security’ was a moving target until he actually managed to make the spell, and that brought down the worries in the room. Everyone knew what the normal [Gate] spell looked like, but based on what Erick was discovering, crafting a [Gate] from scratch would likely not cost 500 mana. Erick suspected it would cost a lot more, and then have a smaller cost to maintain. Other people had other ideas.

Erick met with more people, with Riivo at his side introducing him to some, while Tasar stood on the other side and introduced him to anyone of adamantium caste. The reason for that division of naturally assumed duties was cultural, for sure.

Somewhere in the middle of all that, people had stopped filing into the ballroom. Everyone who wanted to arrive, had arrived, and though the place was packed there was still lots of room for more.

Erick continued to talk to whoever crossed his path, speaking either of his experiences on the Worldly Path, to what happened in the cavern with the Darkness, to giving a polite smile whenever someone congratulated him on his boon from Rozeta.

And just like that, two hours passed in the blink of an eye. Erick only noticed the passing of time because Tasar had marked it, and then not three seconds later Queen Strelkova stood from her throne and the room went silent. It was time for the actual ceremony.

Strelkova announced, “Welcome, one and all, to Bright Tea.”

In a single, unified action, every wrought faced the center of the room and held out their right hand, palm up. Erick did the same, for he had already been coached on what would happen. The glowgem in the ceiling glowed brighter, sending ultraviolet light out in strong pulses that caused the wrought to fluoresce in response. Like waves in a rave, the glowgem flickered and flashed out power. And then it brightened further, and stayed bright. Every wrought poured out their own light like they were each in lightform.

Another ripple went out from the glowgem and every person gained a small cup of brightly-glowing tea in their upturned hand, little more than the size of a thimble. The glowgem faded then, constrained by some nearly-invisible spellwork, plunging the wrought into the room almost all the way back to normal colors. The glowgem remained on and everything faintly fluoresced, but it was nothing compared to what had happened in those brief moments of actual power.

Erick had gained a small cup of tea, too. The cup was unenchanted, despite the bright white glow of the steaming waters. There was no spellwork here save for the [Mass Teleport Object] which had put the thing atop his hand. Erick sloshed the cup a little bit, trying to understand what he was seeing. And then he understood. It was just hot water and a bit of Light Essence. Almost completely diluted, too, but still bright enough to look like a drop of sun in a cup. It was obviously ceremonial; Bright Tea was not meant to serve as a source of [Lightwalk], though Erick suspected that the wrought were easily capable of gaining this power if they wanted to. There was probably a separate Bright Tea ceremony for that sort of event.

Maybe they called it ‘Brightest Tea’?

Maybe they even had light dungeons down here? Though probably not, if the Gemslicers hoarded their light-based knowledge. And that was kinda funny. Yggdrasil’s innate [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] would eventually fill his cavern with light slimes that needed to be harvested before they turned into light oozes. With that major, extra source of Light Essence, Erick suspected that Bright Tea in Stratagold might eventually contain a full-strength helping of Light Essence in every cup, and that the cups would be larger, in the coming years.

Queen Strelkova spoke, “We thank thee, Rozeta, for the blessings of this life, and for the good fortune to know what we need to do in this life, unlike so many others. We hope that purpose finds all those who lack, and that good fortune comes to all good people of this world. For the good of all, we [Cleanse] where we must, and we keep ourselves fit for that task, for now, and for forever. [Cleanse].”

As one, every single wrought in the room, and Erick too, cast [Cleanse] centered on themselves. The thick air produced from the cleaning was minimal, for this room was already rather clean. Almost embarrassingly, the thickest air in the room actually seemed to come from Erick himself, but that was probably him just being self-conscious.

Strelkova downed her small cup of tea in one gulp, and then everyone else followed. There wasn’t much in the cup, so Erick had no trouble doing the same. And he had been right; the contents were little more than hot water and a hint of Light Essence.

It tasted of sunshine. It was nice.

A band started playing up above, on one of the balconies. Music flowed into the room and people began moving around, taking their teacups and setting them down in trays where they would no doubt be used at the next Bright Tea, five days hence. There were no servants moving anything around, but there were some event organizers among the crowd making sure things worked out as they were supposed to. It was those event organizers who then grabbed the trays and moved them away.

The second half of Bright Tea began with many people clearing the center of the room, to stand beyond a golden filigree circle thirty meters in diameter. A few people remained in the circle, though, and they called out to one another, jesting in proclamatory challenges to any and all who would come forth, to try their skill at a proper dance. It was practically a show, but it was more a matter of everyone here knowing everyone else, and of the people in the center wanting to show up others in friendly competition.

And somewhere between moving out from the crowd to take center stage, the people had put on underwear. How odd! Erick almost laughed when he mana sensed that, but then he realized that if they were going to truly dance then they likely didn’t want anything flopping around, because that would probably make some distracting slapping noises—

The silver incani man moved, blurring for a moment as he twirled and swayed, making the first real opening movements on the field. When he came back to himself, he called out to a copper woman, asking, “Have you mastered that one yet?”

The woman laughed, a trilling, happy sound, before copying the man exactly, swaying her way across the stage to mirror the man in everything but form. At the end of her own actions, she turned to the man, saying, “You’ll have to try better than that to trip me up!”

And then they started dancing, but to call it that would be to ignore the truth of what one could do if they actually moved as these people moved.

It was a battle without touching. What would have been a deadly punch to the throat became caresses of metal skin at the last moment, touching upon a shoulder and then moving on. Kicks that could decapitate were instead grabbed by the one so attacked, and the kicker gently tossed away, using the movement to spiral into the air and come back down on one foot, with the other leg curled up behind them and their back so arched they almost touched their own foot to their own head.

And then the whole dance reversed in roles and action, and the other one ended on a back-curling tip-toeing stance. All the while the band up on the balcony kept a steady, quick beat to their music, helping the dancers time their movements.

The silver man and copper woman showed off only the first of five such public bouts, each between different people, and each more physically demanding and more interesting than the last. Erick got the distinct impression that he was only seeing the latest incarnations of friendly feuds centuries in the making.

After the fifth dance, there was one more.

Sitnakov strolled away from his friends, heading into the center of the dance floor, challenging, “A dance with a prince! Anyone strong enough! Limber enough! Fast enough to come forth—”

“I see the prince requires another lesson in just how far he has yet to go!” A bright red incani woman strode out from the edge of the field, venturing away from her own friends, some of which happened to be the other strong dancers who had been on right before Sitnakov. Erick got the impression she was a teacher of some sort. “This humble instructor accepts the responsibility of teaching you proper movement!”

Sitnakov smiled wide, saying, “I humbly accept your tutelage, Rubikia.”

Sitnakov was half again the size of the woman, but Rubikia wasn’t worried at all. If Erick was reading it right, Sitnakov was deeply worried that he had pulled in a larger fish than he could handle—

Rubikia moved, rushing forward, starting the dance fight with an instant chop of her left hand against Sitnakov’s right hand that he had just left hanging out there for some reason; maybe he hadn’t expected Rubikia’s speed. Her attack became a pulling motion, using the back of her own hand to grab at his and send him careening forward, while Rubikia continued in her own forward direction, her left hand now attempting to take off Sitnakov’s head. Sitnakov recovered, flowing into a sudden limbo-ish maneuver, avoiding the strike to then twist up and out of the attack, flowing into a backhanded attack of his own.

Sitnakov’s hand brushed against Rubikia’s back. If it had been a real attack Rubikia would have been sent flying, or her back broken, but instead, Rubikia used the pressure to soar away, where she then curled into a ball and twisted right out of it, to land back on her feet. A perfect 10 landing by any judge’s standards.

It would not be the last time one of them sent the other flying.

Even though Rubikia had to weigh an eighth of Sitnakov’s weight, she was no less strong for it.

Punches, kicks. Twists and flips. It could have been a thousand times more deadly than it was, but Sitnakov and Rubikia were immortals at the height of their power, for the wrought did not wane with age; they just grew more experienced. They danced a dance that would have killed any mortal attempting it, either from the too-hard touches that sometimes sent sparks flying when metal hands touched metal flesh, or from a non-wrought dancer not knowing how to do the dance itself, which seemed made up on the spot, but also made up of a thousand previous lessons that no one ever saw except in private—

Sitnakov twirled through the air, his kilt flipping up to reveal a loincloth, and landed in a mirror of how Rubikia had landed before, but when his feet touched the ground he accidentally dug in, scraping the crystal floor, causing the entire room to try not to wince at the noise. Sitnakov just chuckled.

Ruibikia chuckled, too, saying, “Less parties, more training, Prince. You should have landed that one.”

“I accept your advice; thank you for it.”

And then Rubikia limbered up a bit and put her body into the same non-ready stance that Sitnakov had had at the beginning of the dance. It was her turn to play his part.

Sitnakov went for it, shooting forward and using the back of his left hand to guide/yank Rubikia forward. She executed his fumbled first steps much nicer than he had. Going under his attack (which she made look perfectly easy, which was both due to her size and her experience) Rubikia flicked her hand and sent Sitnakov across the field, launching him in such a way that could have easily broken a person’s back. Sitnakov curled into a ball just like Rubikia had in that first exchange and twisted out of it just like her, to land daintily, and ready for the continuation of the dance. He did not fumble that landing.

Their bout proceeded as it had already, but with roles reversed and Rubikia pulling off every single one of Sitnakov’s maneuvers with perfect grace, turning what had been a battle in all senses of the words except in effect, into a beautiful dance.

At the end, Rubikia sailed through the air due to Sitnakov’s final throw and landed on her feet, without making a sound. No crunching crystal floor for her. Sitnakov bowed to the red wrought woman, and Rubikia bowed to her black metal prince.

They left the floor, each heading back to their own people.

Sitnakov might not have won, but he had been magnificent to watch. And, fuck him, but he knew what that kilt of his did when he twirled too fast, too. Erick was absolutely sure that there were other people in the crowd that were happy to witness the physical beauty and all the rest, just as much as they were happy to see the physical display of power. Erick was firmly in both camps there, for sure.

Rubikia was pretty damned hot, too.

So many hot people, everywhere—

Erick was thoroughly impressed that people could incorporate so many backflips and fingertip dancing into their normal routine; Stats helped people do strange things with their bodies, for sure—

The starter events were done, apparently, as the band shifted to another song, a bit slower and more musical. Less made for punching and kicking, and more made for multi-person dancing, for a lot of other people took the field, all at once, and began organizing themselves into some sort of choreographed number, and yet the field was empty of a lot of space—

“The show offs are done, so…” Tasar whispered to Erick, “Care for a dance?”

Erick glanced at Tasar. She looked hopeful, but reserved, and ready for a ‘No’.

Heck no! That looked like a lot of fun!

Erick held out a hand, saying, “I would be delighted for a dance, but only if we’re not doing anything nearly that dangerous or precise.”

Tasar brightened with an easy smile and took his hand, pulling him out into the field, saying, “Just follow along.”

Erick took his place next to Tasar at an edge of the thirty-ish people out on the field. She raised her hands in a certain way to match everyone else already on the floor, and Erick copied. Soon, the floor was full, and some drums began to beat out the end of the start of the song, getting everyone ready for—

And then they were off!

Erick took a fraction of a second to understand what he needed to do, and then he did it.

Twirling and shimmying back and forth on the white crystal floor, Erick danced around Tasar, who then danced around him, just as all the other partnered people were doing all around. Erick only needed several missteps to finally catch up to Tasar’s centuries of practice.

It was nice. Friendly. And then the partners came together. He put one hand on Tasar’s waist like he was supposed to, and she put a hand on his shoulder, as their other hands gripped each other and they spun around the white crystal, following in the footsteps of those who came before, while other people followed Erick and Tasar, and the whole group turned into a circle with one partner on the inside and another on the outside.

With a twirl and a hand off, everyone moved one place to their left and Erick briefly danced with a handsome iron human with a beautiful smile, and then he switched back to Tasar. Another handoff had him with a gold dragonkin woman who Erick had already talked with before now, so it was fun to dance with her here and now. She seemed to enjoy it, too.

And then he was back with Tasar and the whole pattern changed; the circle shifted into a star pattern, and then back to a circle, before changing into a square-shaped dance form, before coming back to the never ending circle again. He danced with a blue harpy woman and a petite celesteel man, before coming back to Tasar. He smiled as the music’s pace and the dance quickened. He followed Tasar as demanded by the dance, and then he led the way when it was his turn to pull her forward.

It was a dance of shifting power and presence, and though Erick had a few missteps here and there, his Stats more than made up for the nuance of it all. He held onto Tasar’s bright black and green hands, and smiled at her own joy of just existing.

Erick was glad for the breezy togas; it was getting warm in here.

And it was nice.

Erick smiled and gently laughed, and he wasn’t the only one. People in the audience clapped along in good time, keeping the dancers on track, happy to participate even if they weren’t on the floor themselves. Tasar seemed to be having a good time, too—

The music suddenly cut and Erick kept going for another half step, but the song was over and every single clapping person on the sidelines clapped loud and proud at the fantastic dance, while the dancers began bowing to each other. Erick followed suit, bowing to Tasar and then their neighbors as she did the same. With a bare five seconds between the music ending and then starting up again, Erick rushed off the dance floor, laughing with Tasar as other people rushed in; it was time for other people to have a go.

Erick went to the food and the drinks for the first time of the day, with Tasar close by his side. He said to her, “That was wonderful. Thank you for the invitation.”

“Thank you for accepting!” Tasar seemed to have a deep joy in her heart, and a perpetual smile on her face, as she exclaimed, “I didn’t know you could move that well! You should get a better partner for the more intricate dances later and try one of them. I can’t do the later dances at all.”

Erick laughed loudly, saying, “That wasn’t one of the more strenuous dances?”

“Oh my no.” Tasar said, “That’s the one for us casters. The muscle-brained warriors take the field later to show off all they can do. The music gets a lot faster. But I bet you could do it! You caught on quick!”

Erick smiled as he grabbed a little golden apple tart from the open banquet, saying, “Maybe I will.”

The tart was near-divine. The golden apple cider was delicious, too.

And then people started coming up to him, chatting him up about this or that, and when he could, Erick went back to the banquet. He had to try the fried meat pastries and some of the candies on display, and he was glad he did; they were fantastic.

Eventually, Kromolok showed, shining bright white in a toga of the same. “Greetings, Erick. Glad to see you enjoying yourself.”

“Glad to see you here, too.” Erick was half joking as he asked, “Got any news about the current problems?”

Tasar almost sighed, resigned to getting back to business. She was happy that the fae hadn’t shown, but now, it seemed that something else might be happening.

But Kromolok quickly laid those worries to rest, saying, “Nothing that bears mentioning at this time.” He added, “But after today’s Bright Tea I ask that you stick around for a little while, for the King and Queen wish to have small words. I’ll be there as well, and Riivo plans to attend. Until then, thank you for all that you’ve done for the world, Erick. The Church of Rozeta appreciates your efforts against the Dark.”

Only some small politics, then.

Erick gave a small nod, saying, “Glad to help.”

A few people in the audience were a bit startled by Erick’s ‘glad to help’, as though he had made a social error of some sort, but Kromolok simply gave a tiny smirk as he nodded deeply in turn, and then he left, back through the crowd.

And thus, the floodgates opened. People came to Erick and thanked him for any number of things. First was Zooli, the gold incani, who spoke of how the golds were glad to make his formal acquaintance. Then came Riivo, who spoke of Erick’s accomplishments with the various threats around Stratagold, lurking in the shadows until Erick’s light shone down upon them. More people showed who Erick had never met, but who wanted to meet him and thank him for killing some monster or containing a threat in this or that location. They told Erick of how their sponsored cities were better off now that Erick had helped out, for they simply couldn’t help with all the problems of mortals, and Erick’s help was greatly appreciated. Apparently, a lot of these people were directly connected to the cities out there, mostly through appointed barons.

Erick would have spoken to more of them, but the music revved up and the clapping of the dancers’ audience got loud. He excused himself from his small gathered group to see what was happening on the dance floor. He was glad he did; it was time to witness the warrior dances.

The warriors had taken the field, dancing this way and that, and Sitnakov was on the floor alongside thirty other well-muscled or superbly lithe men and women. Gods, was it annoying how beautiful that asshole Sitnakov looked out there in just his kilt. He twirled and stomped along with all his cohort in a supreme display of physical acumen, with every single one of the people, no matter their species, moving in unison. The single goblin in the group, of pale green copper caste, was perhaps the most impressive, for he kept up with the human-sized people, and even with the orcols. He moved around like a puppet on a string in order to keep up with everyone else. No one was overtly using magic, either, so that was definitely pure skill out there on display.

And the audience loved it. They clapped right along in time to the music, and to the rhythmic stomping of forty-four pairs of feet slamming into the crystal all at the same time, over and over. The dancers danced, getting low to the ground and kicking out this way and that, but then they flipped onto their hands for a moment between synchronized twirls that sent togas spinning. Sitnakov’s kilt spun up, too, revealing his loincloth again, and Erick just chuckled. He wasn’t the only one out there to spin fast enough to expose himself, though almost all the people out there wore underwear. But besides that, the titillation was purposeful; Erick wasn’t the only one taking a minor joy out of seeing dancers in peak physical condition show off the goods.

Seeing Sitnakov and all the rest of them out there, having fun, almost made Erick forget the threats the man had made to him and Jane and to everyone else Erick knew and loved. And yet… It seemed like those threats were truly just to get a fight out of him. The man loved fighting.

Sitnakov was just like that, Erick supposed.

Erick enjoyed the show and clapped along with everyone else in time to the ever increasing pace of the music. Getting over his dislike of Sitnakov was easier than Erick had supposed it would be. It helped that Sitnakov was absolutely beautiful, and part of Erick felt foolish for being taken in by a pretty face and a rocking body, but whatever!

Only one thought kept Erick from fully enjoying the experience; if these people ever found out that he was a Wizard, there would be real war, and real fighting, and that was just kinda sad. But those were thoughts for later. For now, he enjoyed the show.

Sitnakov and his friends, and a great many of the other warriors out there, stayed for three dances in a row, each more dangerous than the last. The final dance was full of knife-edge hands and whip-fast kicks, barely missing each other in some dance that surely would have ended with someone dead if anyone else but immortal wrought were to try. Even with their precision, though, some people got togas clipped, and shredded. As Erick saw smiles at bouncing breasts and other bouncing body parts, he knew that even this much was likely just for show. They could have not clipped togas, but they chose to do it, anyway.

The music cut. The warriors stopped.

The crowd erupted in thunderous applause, and Erick heard more than a few people talk about how this was the best Bright Tea they had been to in years.

After the warrior dances, Queen Strelkova chimed some sounds into the room and the glowgem above brightened once more. The crowd turned to their royals, silent and patient, as Queen Strelkova brought the Bright Tea to a close.

Strelkova stood upon her dais, saying, “We thank our Goddess for these bodies that she has bestowed upon us, and for the honor and privilege of acting in her name, the Most High Goddess of the Script, Rozeta. Let us [Cleanse] this world as she demands, and for the benefit of us all.”

Queen Strelkova cast a [Cleanse]. And so did everyone else. Erick joined in half a second later, following along like he had for most of the night. Like before, there wasn’t much thick air. Erick produced a bit because he was sweaty, but then that was gone.

King Alfonin spoke, “Please take whatever food you wish to have, to enjoy at your leisure. All who we have asked to speak with, come forward.”

The ceremony of it all rapidly began to disintegrate, with people going outward as they were wont, or gathering food from the banquet. Erick asked Tasar if she thought this would take long, or if breaks would be provided, and Tasar suggested he grab something to eat if he was hungry, but otherwise there would likely be normal breaks; she had no idea how long this next part would take. Erick grabbed another meat tart and a drink of cider from the banquet—

Sitnakov sidled up to him, smiling as he said, “I was waiting all day for you to talk to me, but it seems I must confront you, first. So what do you think about my offer?”

Erick was caught off guard for multiple reasons.

Sitnakov was very tall, practically naked in a kilt, and he had removed his loincloth sometime since the last warrior dance.

Erick crushed down that part of himself, and focused on the politics of the moment.

The room still had lots of people in it, and some of them turned to watch whatever was happening between Sitnakov and Erick, and to judge it for the spectacle Sitnakov was trying to create. Erick was trying to decide what sort of spectacle he wanted this to be, too, but… Erick noticed that there was a complication. Sitnakov had already decided that he had been wronged, somehow; that Erick had left him hanging. About what, though?—

Oh.

Sitnakov had not asked, but it was heavily implied that he wanted to be allowed into Erick’s Worldly Path going forward, and—

Oh. Sitnakov was trying to head off the discussion that Erick was heading into with the King and Queen; Stratagold was likely going to try and lay down some rules, or something, regarding Erick’s Worldly Path. Sitnakov wanted to fight alongside Erick, on that Worldly Path, but unless he forced the issue, then his parents were going to tell him to stay home—

Or.

Ah. If Erick didn’t accept Sitnakov here, then the large man would not be on his side against whatever plans his parents had for Erick’s Worldly Path.

… It was something like that, anyway. Erick wasn’t sure. As Erick held a pie in one hand and a cider in the other, he decided that it was better to have Sitnakov on his side, than as a potential enemy, or whatever.

Erick said, “There will be some rules elaborated upon later before we finalize this arrangement, for I will be the leader of my Worldly Path. Not you. Or Tasar, or anyone else, or even Stratagold. But other than that— Welcome aboard. Glad to have you, Sitnakov.”

Sitnakov had tried to keep a straight face all the way through Erick’s declaration, but he couldn’t help but smile halfway through. His fears had been unfounded! Erick had seen the light. Erick had accepted Sitnakov’s superiority… or at least that’s what the man was thinking.

At the end of Erick’s words, Sitnakov clapped his hands together, laughing loud, and happily proclaiming, “Then that is how it will be!” He leaned in a bit, politely demanding, “But you will accept valued advice, yes?”

“Of course.” Erick sipped his cider, then said, “Now let’s go meet your parents.”

Tasar, who had stood to the side like many people, watched in horrified fascination as Erick invited disaster into his party. Other people gave varied reactions, from smiles (Sitnakov’s bros), to raised eyebrows (most other people, who rightly knew exactly what Erick had invited into his life). And—

Tasar sighed, and her disapproval drowned the rest of Erick’s investigation into what other people were thinking. She said to Erick, and unfortunately to Sitnakov as well, “Come along then!”

Erick scarfed down his small pie and gulped his cider. A small [Cleanse] cleaned away the remnants of the snack as he followed Tasar to the side of the room, near where a door beside the royal dais led into another large room. Sitnakov followed right behind Erick, giving a wave to his bros as he stepped lively onto the Worldly Path.







- - - -







The room beyond was done in the same gold-inlay, white crystal style as the ballroom, and while it was much smaller, it was still large enough to comfortably hold a good twenty people. There were less than twenty people in the room at the moment, but it was still rather full of wrought, all standing around standing tables, their crystal cups sitting on those tables as they watched Erick walk in. He knew of everyone in the room, and he had spoken with some of them already.

Archmage Riivo, of Archmage’s rest, with his characteristic joy at everything on full display, while Prognosticator Aisha from the same location had a small grin of joy. Gemslicer Awir looked like he had sucked on a lemon and chose to keep eating because it was the only thing to eat. The gold incani from the Merchants, Zooli, along with a gold orcol woman who Erick had only briefly chatted with, both were overjoyed, but quiet about it. Then there was Kromolok, of course, looking resplendent in a nice toga; he gave Erick a small nod of greetings as Erick walked in, and he seemed to be happy. Uchena was beyond pissed, but she was in the same boat as Awir, it seemed, and was forcing herself to be content in the face of royalty, and destiny.

And then there were the royals.

King Alfonin and Queen Strelkova stood at the far side of the room. First Prince Abarnikon and First Princess Yatzeva stood to their parents' opposite sides. All of them looked pensive and reflective, but the remaining royal, Sitnakov, stood at Erick’s side, looking like the cat that had caught the canary. Sitnakov’s family eyed Sitnakov, and Sitnakov only grinned wider.

Tasar stood tall and secure, showing off her pride as a Geode Guardian, or for her station, or something, but she was trying to make herself small at the same time, so she stepped to the side to stand near Riivo and Aisha. A lot of people in the room had that sort of reaction to being around the royals, Erick realized.

Erick might have shown a bit of deference, too, but that seemed dishonest. Respect was easy to have and to display, but not deference. That just wasn’t in him… Unless the situation required it, he supposed.

He ignored his trains of thoughts, and walked forward, into the center of the room. Kromolok was the nearest person to that location so it seemed like the right place for Erick to put himself, and it was, apparently; Kromolok gave Erick a second nod.

The room was silent with gathering purpose—

Ah. This was probably going to be the inquiry, then? Not officially, of course, but it seemed like a correct assessment. Erick almost frowned the second he had that thought. The inquiry was supposed to be in front of a tribunal of twelve, and public, not held in a smallish room directly after a ceremonial get together. It seemed that back room deals abounded even in wrought society. Oh well! Erick was ready for the inquiry, anyway, that was why he spent so much time going around and attempting to make allies.

King Alfonin took a step forward, into the silent, waiting room. His voice was quiet thunder, “Archmage Erick Flatt of Spur, planar of Earth. You may kneel.”

“I do not wish to kneel.”

Erick’s answer had come out faster than his thoughts could have prepared him. A few eyebrows raised around the room, while Uchena and Awir seemed to get even more angry. But nothing came of Erick’s refusal. King Alfonin was stoic, and completely unreadable. If he had found offense, Erick could not tell. Whatever had just happened had been a test of some sort, and Erick had… Well. He had gone through the test. No idea on the outcome, though.

Queen Strelkova stepped forward, saying, “This room will be made private now. Riivo.”

Riivo gave a half bow, then turned around and touched the inlaid gold around the archway door—

Erick gave a quick sending of ‘Don’t worry!’ to Ophiel and Yggdrasil—

Suddenly, reality seemed to end at the edge of the room. The space had been cut from everything else. Erick and the wrought here were the only ones in existence.

Queen Strelkova spoke, “The official inquiry will occur as normal. You will venture into the White Room of the embassy and you will be bombarded by invasive questions for four hours, from 12 different people. But since we have certain sensitive questions that need answering before that date, before our Abarnikon interrogates you at the inquiry, here and now is when the outcome of your inquiry will truly be decided.

“Or, at least, whether you receive our vote, or not.”

Oh? This was just for securing the royal vote? That wasn’t so bad, then. Not nearly as shady as Erick had suspected it of being.

“Kromolok. Please enact your [Truth Ward].” Strelkova said to Erick, “Kromolok will also be providing Mind Mage insight into your words, so if you choose to lie then it will be found out, and that will likely impact your chances of a successful inquiry.” She added, “We Heavies have a lot of weight on the inquiry board, after all.”

Erick’s whole body tensed as Strelkova spoke of truth magics, worry climbing into his head like a terrible fate. And then the paranoia came around; it had been lost amid the fancy party, but it was here now. If the people here wanted to kill him they could all easily do so. As Kromolok’s white spellwork filled the air around Erick, and no one else, Uchena looked a bit happier, and that was worrying for all sorts of reasons.

Strelkova continued, “We have three questions. Acceptable answers to this first question include Yes, or No. Our King will ask the question, and then you must say Yes, or No. Choose one.”

Ah. Shit. They were going to ask him of Wizardry, weren’t they?

Alfonin asked, “Have you ever made deals with the Darkness, any of his minions, or anyone representing his interests, with regard to the destruction of this world, the destruction of the wrought, or the destruction of any peoples living or dead or planned to exist?”

Erick did not expect the lawyer-speak. His paranoia was suddenly confused. Erick had heard the king’s question correctly and understood it all the first time, but he had to run it through his mind again to make sure that he knew that he wouldn’t be lying, and then he said, “No.”

The white dome around Erick did not shift at all. Everyone looked to Kromolok and the Inquisitor just nodded. Whatever small tensions that had existed in the room had vanished after Erick’s passing of the first question. Even Uchena seemed less angry. Awir gave up on his lemon-eating expression completely, opting for quiet acceptance.

Strelkova said, “That was the large one. We appreciate your honesty. I would ask my own followups. First: Have you ever made any deals with anyone regarding the creation of new worlds? Have you thought of how to make new worlds? Please elaborate as you deem necessary.”

Erick answered, “Not… really. No deals made for creation, or anything like that. That is beyond me at the moment, and probably for always. I barely know where to even begin—” The air around him gained a hint of shadow. “Okay. I would know where to begin.” The air cleared, turning white again. “Yggdrasil seeds floating out into space, each holding a perfected Script with a strong Edge, gradually gaining mana… somehow? No people on a seed to supply mana, though, so… Bind a Creation Wizard’s power to Yggdrasil and have them make infinite mana that can then be gifted to the seeds, which will then [Duplicate] dirt and air and whatnot until planets form, and then… It goes on from there, I suppose. Sort of a rolling system of life creating life. But that’s long, long term space travel ideas. The main method will be planting seeds on the other worlds of this system, and transforming them into habitable worlds. That will be a lot easier. Still going to take many centuries to accomplish this, though.”

Kromolok’s spell had remained white after Erick’s initial flub. There were some reactions to that flub, but nothing too dangerous, or which demanded more answers that Erick wasn’t already giving.

Strelkova gave a tiny nod, then she asked, “Does Rozeta have plans for you?”

“Oh, sure!” Erick said, “I don’t know what those plans are, exactly, but yes. She has plans.”

Strelkova said, “List the current threats to your person that you know of, in descending order, until you come to the wrought.”

Erick tensed. That was a loaded question. The other wrought in the room did not tense; they knew this sort of thing was coming.

Erick thought for a moment, then said, “I will give you them in no particular order, for I am not sure which ones are more dangerous than the others, for danger comes in many forms. There’s the fae. Melemizargo and his Shades, though the only Shade I am actually worried about is… I don’t know. They’re all still dangerous, I think. Then there’s Sininindi and her nascent World Tree; no idea what’s going on there. Whatever is happening with that one Patriarch of Terror Peaks which we never caught and I never Blessed. Some black swan type of event, like an assassin I never saw coming. Which brings me to the dragons, actually. I was in the area when one of them tried to kill a lot of people, and also near when a dragon of Olooraptoor tried to soul-mutilate a man to throw me off of the dragon’s tail. And then there’s the wrought.”

“Why do you consider us a threat to you?” Strelkova asked.

“Aren’t you a threat to everyone?”

No one reacted to that; they knew that Erick spoke the truth.

Strelkova, however, disagreed with the breadth of Erick’s assertion. “We are not threats to those who do not threaten, so what do you threaten, Erick? What dangers are you hiding from us, and from the world? What horrors will you unleash if we let you leave this room alive? What sort of country do you hope to build out of those horrible shadelings up on the Surface?”

Ah.

Being angry was easier than being scared.

Erick’s blood rose at the mention of ‘horrible shadelings’, but he maintained that part of himself to a quiet fire, and said, “I am hiding a great many magical dangers, such as the true nature of light, the true nature of sound, and several apocalyptic magics that I hope are more fantasy than reality, but, if I understand correctly, Kromolok is already working on the solution to those apocalyptic magics, and I already know the danger of letting out more knowledge than the world can handle. There will not be a repeat of the Particle Magic lectures.”

No one reacted to that, except to await more words.

Erick continued, “If I can get away with it I hope to expand civilization quite a lot, but not because I have any particular need to go back to Earth or to become some sort of emperor of the world. I don’t want to become the king of shadelings, or anything else like that, either. In fact, I’m not even for the generalized expansion of civilization, but expanding civilization will naturally come about because of the peace and prosperity which I do hope to foster, and to let grow as much as it can. That’s all I actually care about: helping people become more than what they were before. This naturally leads to children and to growth and expansion.” Erick said, “If any unforeseen horrors are unleashed because the population of the world increases and people begin to encroach upon the hidden horrors out there, then I hope for your assistance with taming or destroying those horrors. Rozeta already asked me to respond ‘With Light and Ash’ to upcoming troubles my proposed changes might bring into existence, so… If you ask me what I threaten, then I threaten the world with betterment.” He added, “I don’t know exactly what that means yet, though; I’m still figuring it out.”

This answer seemed decent to everyone there. The part about Rozeta asking Erick to kill things in her name was a surprise, but it was also highly welcomed.

Strelkova lifted her head slightly; an expression of queenly discernment. And then she gave a polite, “We wish you well with accomplishing your goals, Erick. As long as those goals remain focused on the good of all good people, then we will not be enemies. Know now, though, that we disapprove of your recklessness with venturing into the Core. We disapprove of your Blessing of the Shades, when you could have annihilated them. We disapprove of how you disseminated Particle Magic out into the world.

“However.

“We approve of your alliance with Rozeta. We approve of your goals. We approve of your accomplishments against the Quiet War, against the Sects of Nelboor, against every threat you have ever gone up against. You have made the world a better place by ending or mitigating those threats.” Strelkova glanced at her husband, then back to Erick, saying, “Please answer my King’s next questions with a similar level of thought as you gave mine.”

Erick felt a weight come off his chest—

King Alfonin asked, “If you were to acquire [Gate], would you ever allow your specific Gate Network to fall out of your power for any reason?”

Erick said, “Yes. Since summons eventually outgrow their summoners, eventually, Yggdrasil will control [Gate] all on his own. I might create more [Gate]s, though, because I can easily imagine wanting a private [Gate] system.”

Erick’s answer was accepted, but a few people raised eyebrows at ‘private [Gate] system.'

And then Alfonin stared at Erick, his eyes gaining a hardness to them that they had not possessed before. Erick felt a sudden sweat. Ah. Shit. Was this going to be the big question—

“Are you still mortal?” the King asked.

Erick flummoxed for a moment.

“… I don’t think so.”

As the white spell around Erick remained white, the people in that room were too well guarded to let their true emotions show. Mostly. Tasar openly gasped. Awir glared. Riivo sighed, but barely. And then King Alfonin lost his stoicism, completely, his shoulders slumped a bit as his expression went soft; caring.

Strelkova had about the same reaction as her husband, but she was the first to actually speak. “Oh… It seems we must have this particular conversation after the fact. I did not expect that.”

While the words were worrying, her body language was nothing but caring. Everyone in the room had similarly shifted toward something less serious, and that was perhaps more worrying than most other possible reactions. Erick had not expected… Whatever this was.

Erick glanced around. “Uh? What's wrong?”

Another silent outpouring of compassion filled the room.

Alfonin said, “I’m so sorry, Erick. You’re going to have to see everyone you love eventually die.”

Erick almost shot back something unkind and probably stupid.

But Riivo spoke up, “I did not think that Rozeta would do this to him, either.”

“I can understand why she would do this.” Strelkova spoke casually, “She would literally never find anyone better to walk Yggdrasil into eternity.”

Uchena scowled. “Yggdrasil losing Erick is just a longer term problem, now. This man is going to get himself killed and then Yggdrasil will break. It won’t be pretty.”

“Or the rigors of immortality will break Erick first,” Riivo said softly. “And then it will be a disaster of a different sort.”

Erick frowned a little, completely unprepared for… whatever this was. Back when he first met Sitnakov at the edge of the cloudgate in the Core, the man had tried to tempt Erick with an offer of immortality through ‘any number of methods that Erick should be able to cast, given his history’. So this sort of reaction from these people now was a bit incongruous.

He decided to say as much. “What’s wrong with immortality?”

Everyone else went silent. The non-royals glanced to Strelkova.

Strelkova resumed her queenly mien, “All mortals with the desire to continue will reach for eternity, but few ever get there. To fail to grasp eternity is a blessing for them, on this Veird, for this world is full of mortals, and there is no true separation between our different societies. Mortals live as children, enjoying the world for what it is, and then they grow older and contribute to the causes, while in their old age they hand the governance of the world off to the younger generation, always coming up behind them. In this way, mortals are the best of us, for they are always challenged in bettering themselves before the end, and to ensure that whoever will come after knows how to take care of what they were granted.

“And then, at the end, they die, and join the gods in perpetuity, returning to all their loved ones who chose the same path. Or they join the mana, and become part of the cycle of forever, assisting those who come afterward in ways they never could while alive. It is that final journey that makes mortals strive for betterment. For growth.

“But as an immortal…” Strelkova’s voice turned softer, and harder at the same time. “The world will never change unless you make it change. There is no hope except that which you provide. There is no growth except that which you demand. When you get the urge to help people, and I imagine you, specifically, Erick, will get that urge a lot, it will be through the mortals where you will enact the most changes in the world. You will grow attached to them. You will watch them age and you will not. You will watch them die and you will not. You will watch their children age and the children of their children age, each of them putting their own mark on the world, each hoping for a better world for their children…

“And you will watch them all die.” Strelkova said, “This is what it means to be an immortal living in a mortal world. What Rozeta gave you was a boon that you will likely one day return, as so many of our people do whenever they venture out into the world and come back to Stratagold, beaten and broken by living among mortality.”

Erick had no words, but in the silence of Strelkova’s ending speech, it appeared that they wanted him to have some. So he said, “If I could make everyone immortal and healthy, I would.”

All around the room was silent pity.

Strelkova simply nodded, saying, “Of course you would. If such a thing were possible, I would do the same.”

Erick scowled at that, but his sudden anger was met with more pity, and he felt unmoored.

Strelkova continued, “Apologies for the rough interview.” She glanced around. “Does he still have to do the inquiry?” Her eyes fell upon her son, Abernikon, “We’re helping him now, fully and completely.”

First Prince Abarnikon spoke up, “He still has to do it for everyone has been waiting for the event, but I can make the inquiry as painless as possible.”

Strelkova agreed, “This will have to do.”

Tasar whispered, “I’m so sorry this happened to you.”

Sitnakov stepped closer and put a hand on Erick’s shoulder. His eyes were full of sorrow, as he said, “It’ll be okay.”

Erick’s unsure frown morphed into narrowed eyebrows and a small scoff. Nervousness warred with paranoia and with all the true, caring emotions he saw on display all around. Erick patted Sitnakov’s hand, then slipped out from under the heavy, honestly caring touch, saying, “Thank you for the concern, but… I don’t agree that only mortals can do good things.”

“Of course you don’t,” Strelkova said. “I won’t try to correct this idea at this time.”

… She was condescending, but also truly caring, so Erick had trouble being angry at that.

Erick explained, “My daughter is a Polymage. She can learn the proper way to [Polymorph]-enabled immortality, I’m sure.” And now he was angry. “And! And there are other methods you tried to tempt me with. So there are other ways out there to solve the problem of mortality!”

A few eyebrows raised, but then they went right back down.

Erick added, “Even if Jane is required to abandon everything she knows, including me, I can still visit her after she changes. This is fine. And it’s also 50+ years away! Big deal. There are a lot more immediate problems that need solving.”

No one shared Erick’s positive outlook.

And Erick understood why. They all knew the pain of touching upon mortal society. They had all seen loved ones die way too often to ever allow themselves the vulnerability of living with mortals, which were just people who you cared about who died a whole lot faster than the people back home. So of course these wrought stayed near other wrought; to do otherwise was to invite pain into their life.

Tasar, however, latched onto the positive attitude, saying, “Yes! Of course Jane can learn that skill!” She came forward and took Erick’s hand into both of hers. Her metal was warm to the touch, and though she was more solid than mortal flesh, she still had a pliability to her. “There are a lot of problems to take care of, and at the very least, death is a long way off for everyone of this current generation.”

Riivo spoke up, “Tasar is right. We should all be a bit more concerned with mortal affairs for a little while. Maybe a century or two. It will hurt, but it is good for the world, and for the future of all worlds.”

First Princess Yatzeva, who had remained silent and passive this whole time, gained a sudden edge at Riivo’s words. She tried to be polite through her rage as she spat, “No. I refuse to live with mortals ever again. It was good to meet you, Erick. I’m done here.” And then she walked away, toward a crystal door, slamming it open and breaking the thick crystal into shards which rained upon her, tearing her cloth toga. She didn’t seem to care, for she did not take injury, nor did she walk any faster. She simply went away, trying to be polite but knowing she was not.

The whole world returned as Yatzeva’s actions broke the runic web, or something crucial in the walls.

Tasar sighed, saying, “We should talk about your summons gaining sentience and what to do after. You will likely create several new species in your life and I need to talk with you before you create the next one. Ophiel is going to hurt you a lot, Erick.”

Erick didn’t get a chance to respond to that—

King Alfonin said, “Dismiss the spells, Kromolok.” The white dome around Erick went away as Alfonin said, “Normally, Erick, I would be giving you a lot of gruff for taking my son on your Worldly Path, but you can deal with him yourself. If it looks like you’re going into Ar’Cosmos then we’ll have a lot more talks in a war room setting, before you go there. For now, enjoy yourself in Stratagold. The city is open to you, but please respect other people. You never know who you’ll meet far down the line who you didn’t respect once and they remembered it for all eternity.” Alfonin frowned. “I probably should have asked you that last question first. In my defense, I thought you would still be mortal.”

“I have faith.” Strelkova said, “Rozeta surely knows what she’s doing.”

Kromolok said, “The only danger we truly face is that of Scripts actually opening on other worlds and of the Dark returning to full power, but we have time to decide how that will happen.”

Everything was moving quite fast.

Erick wasn’t happy with any of it.

But he felt unmoored. He had no edges to grasp in any of the conversations happening all around him. There were a few more small words exchanged where Erick gave rote responses, but soon enough Erick found himself walking back through the White Palace, to the t-station. And then he was back at Yggdrasil with Tasar at his side, Ophiel happily singing on one shoulder, Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye on the other, and Sitnakov saying that he would see Erick later.

As Erick sat in his Privacy in his [Fairy Stronghold], doing his [Renew] and cycling business, and then switching back to his Normal Form as fast as he could, he was still thinking about what had happened at the White Palace.

… What had happened was an objectively good outcome. They hadn't asked about Wizardry, and they told him that he had their vote at the inquiry. And all the people in that room showed true caring for Erick’s newly-immortal life.

Even Uchena and Awir seemed sympathetic to that part of Erick’s new reality, though they disagreed with all the rest of him for certain, individual reasons. Awir was jealous of Erick’s Particle-based Light Magic. Uchena was worried because she knew Erick was a Wizard, and she wasn’t comfortable with that.

But…

The Wizard thing.

They didn’t ask him if he was a Wizard. They could have! They probably should have.

Either they were being polite, in which case his Wizardly status was still a bomb waiting to explode. Or they already all knew and they did not care, so therefore Erick was worried for nothing (not bloody likely!). Or they knew he was a Wizard and they were waiting for him to be more vulnerable? But… No. He had been fucking vulnerable in there. It was weird.

… And Fairy Moon hadn’t shown.

He and Tasar were pretty damned sure that Fairy Moon was going to show.

But she hadn’t been there?

Also weird.
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Kromolok sat in a room that was not a room.

Fairy Moon sat on the other side with a mischievous smirk upon her face. “Fate’s fickle fingers find Erick exactly who they want that man to be. A blessing and burden! An engineer and eradicator! An averter of dear disaster when all looks lost.”

Kromolok glared. “I am not here to talk about him. He is simply the field upon which the rest of Eternity will be built. He is not for you to touch. Stay away from that Wizard, Fairy Moon. Stay away or be purged.”

Fairy Moon sighed, and said, “He is more than you want him to be and less than he is when he is around you. And if you could have purged me, you would have. Speak no more of tiny threats.”

Kromolok frowned, and spoke in the Old Power, “You broke bargain. You vacated your vow. Tell me today what you want, Fairy Moon. By all the laws both ancient and new, I demand your deference.” Kromolok said, “Tell me what it will take for me and mine to get Anti-Apocalypse magic, and for you and yours to leave Erick alone.”

Fairy Moon relaxed a little, then said, “Erick’s emergence demands our diligence. Our presence and our power.”

“Make plain your pining. Less lies of soft sideways.”

“I want off this rancid rock.” Fairy Moon said, “I want problems purged and justice judged. I want Kirginatharp killed for what he did to my inamorato Idyrvamikor. I want Rozeta removed. I want Melemizargo made whole. I want the Demons to disappear and the Angels to acquiesce! And I want you to be less than you are.”

“Reduce your requirements. I only wish and want for apocalypse averted for all always.” Kromolok said, “This is nothing next to your yearning. What will it take to get me my goals?”

Fairy Moon smirked. “For… ALL… always?”

Far away, someone tsked.

There were too many ways to interpret ‘All always’.

“… I see you Sight this time a waste of wishes.” Kromolok stood, and then began to vanish. “We will pick this up again when you decide to be less of a fae about the seriousness of your transgression and the seriousness of my demands. Interpreting my ‘all always’ as ‘murdering everyone right now to prevent future collapse’ is not a viable alternative.”

Fairy Moon frowned, her smirk turning into a hateful thing of jagged lines. “You play at powers you have no time to tame! I am not being ‘fae’ about fuck-all!”

Kromolok fully vanished, glaring all the while.

Fairy Moon shouted to the room, saying, “Damn you!”

And then Fairy Moon vanished, angrily.

The room remained.

Unchanging.

Unmoving.

And then the room unfurled, revealing itself as the six sides of a cube floating in an endless blue sky. Clouds drifted across the endless horizon like lazy fish. One of those clouds swept across the floating cube space, brushing across it like a giant dishcloth, twisting halfway through the brushing as it [Cleanse]d, like a great big dishrag getting out the burnt-on food. For a moment, the clouds twisted even more vigorously, and then they stilled.

And then the cloud continued on.

In their passing a brilliant white wrought stood upon the space, looking the land over for imperfecti—

“Ah.” Rozeta took another cloud and finished cleaning up the Fae Magic that Fairy Moon had left in her wake. “There we go. All clean, and ready for more talks later.” And then she sighed. “No one holds a grudge quite like old fae, do they.” She frowned, and then she moved to where Kromolok had stood, and said to the empty space across the way, “You know, Idyrvamikor was my son. I’m not happy that Kirginatharp did what he did, but...” Rozeta frowned. She didn’t want to touch upon that particular conversation at this moment, and especially not alone. She pondered aloud, “Maybe I’ll join the next talk.”
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181 - Jane, 1/2


                Jane landed atop the second wall, feeling restless in her blue tarantula form.

It was night and the battle was going as expected, but a few drops of corrupted soul matter clung to the bright blue hairs of her abdomen. The last greater amalgam had been another slug-type that sprayed especially viscous goo that clung to her through all her [Prismatic Body] and personal [Cleanse]ing efforts, and it would cost her too much mana to actually clean up the problem herself. She just had to wait. Hurry up and wait, hurry up and wait. The motto of any army, on Earth or on Veird. Whatever! The solution to this particular problem was already on his way.

Jane’s foot claws gripped tight on the edges of the wall as Moriz, her [Cleanse]r for the last few weeks, stepped out of his rest area to the side of Jane’s prep station and opened up his aura. Thick air began to roll away from Jane’s massive, tarantula form, and she started to feel better. Lighter. With her Surround Sight, she took in the kid standing between her first and second legs on her left side, well inside the range of her fangs, and yet, Moriz had long since lost his fear of her.

He yawned.

Jane would have rolled her eyes at him if she could, but spiders lacked certain capabilities that most animals were able to do; rolling her eyes was one of those. The night was not over and protocol demanded the kid remain vigilant, but Spur had long since lost its fear of the black ooze.

They were farming the greater amalgams, now, when an easy kill presented itself. Silverite was doing some political shit that was apparently great for Spur, according to the full streets, and hotels, and bustling businesses all across the city...

Jane was still enjoying this, though. Adrenaline, or whatever the spider-equivalent was, was still pumping through her circulatory system. Moriz’s lax attitude kinda pissed her off, but that was fine. Jane focused on herself, and this adrenaline-feeling inside of her. She had been trying to fix her biology for a long time now, to try and understand all of what was inside her when she [Polymorph]ed, and all this downtime between big battles was great for her mana sense practice. She hadn’t actually managed to make a mana sense, yet, but that wasn’t too much of a problem. She could feel her insides rather well these days.

Most small spiders didn’t actually have real veins and arteries and normal circulatory systems. In a way, her tarantula form was like those small spiders, but Jane had incorporated a more normal system into her larger, chimeric form, mutating the nascent circulatory system that her mutated body already had into something stronger. Additional hearts and arteries, and a few other systems, kept her body feeling fresh without the need to use [Greater Shadowalk] all the time in order to properly breathe. With a nice set of lungs attached to her abdomen and another breathing hole near her mouth, she could actually breathe normally.

‘Normally’.

There was absolutely nothing normal about her chimeric form, but it felt nicer to have some lungs she could open and breathe through when she was waiting for the next battle. Besides the normalcy, which was nice on its own, this way she could conserve some mana between fights, as she didn’t need to run [Greater Shadowalk] in order to oxygenate her blood. And with all those changes, she had even gone a bit further and decided to use the Queen Blood Weaver’s mimicry voice box, combine it with the Shadow Spider’s, and add in some more lungs up front, so she could actually talk normally now.

Surprising even herself, she had gotten tired of the horrific voice of her past spider forms. She didn’t think that was possible, but then it happened, and now she was here.

Moriz yawned again, then he sleepily asked, “Think there’s gonna be any more amalgams before sunrise?”

She spread her fangs a bit and exposed a second mouth located above the first, behind her chitinous lips. With her normal, human-form voice, Jane said, “Probably not, but vigilance is never a bad thing.”

“I stayed up too late yesterday.” Moriz said, “I can barely stay awake now. This is tiring.”

At that, Jane smiled, with both her mouths. “It can be.” She glanced up and noticed the first rays of sunlight touching the highest clouds. “Sunrise in half an hour and then another hour of cleanup after that, then you can go home and sleep.”

The land ahead of them was already awash in sunlight from the hundreds of [True Sunlight Rift]s Kiri had littered across the front lines, and atop the outermost wall. Despite the name of the spell, though, it was still fake sunlight. The sky was still dark, and beyond Kiri’s line of light was an apocalyptic ocean of black, dead souls, churned into an ooze that spread out every single night from Ar’Kendrithyst. It attempted to cover the land with its power; to take every living thing it touched and meld it with the other nearest living thing, creating amalgams. Those amalgams then swam in that ocean of dead souls, looking for more living things to absorb. Each one was at least level 70, and some were all the way up there as level 95. Jane had been killing the things for well over a month now and she had gained level 98. One of the highest levels that Spur had ever before seen. And yet...

That ocean of darkness was soul mutilation, death, or a fate worse than death, depending on who you believed back in the city. People argued every single day about what the soul ooze actually was, and where it came from. They argued about ways to properly defeat it…

And recently, they had begun to openly speak of ways to keep milking it for all it was worth.

Jane wasn’t the only newly-minted level 98 person in Spur. This level of Levels on the Surface was unheard of. Killing them was still horribly fucking dangerous, with people dying every day when they failed to respect the enemy, but… The amalgams were comparatively stupid and weak.

They were still each at the power level of an Ancient, though. One wrong move and you died. One failure-of-reconnaissance or failure-of-execution and people died. Or worse, they became one with the amalgams, making even more of a problem for the people who would eventually have to put down the newly-empowered amalgams before they could breach the walls.

Moriz, with his [Cleansing Aura] still flowing across Jane, asked, “I heard the Mayor talking in town about finally ending the soul ooze, but that was a week ago. You heard anything else?”

Jane frowned, unsure how to answer the kid. Despite the surety of the defense of the walls of Spur, they were still one bad night, one oddly-empowered amalgam away from needing to abandon the city. And the problem of the ooze wasn’t getting any better. Moriz was likely hearing the same things Jane heard in town about ‘farming the ooze’.

Jane said, “I’m just a grunt. I don’t know anything.”

Moriz huffed a laugh. “Yeah right.”

The kid had obviously seen through her lie, but it wasn’t that much of a lie. Jane said, “I might know a bit more than you, but I don’t have access to the inner workings of Spur. I don’t sit in on any meetings. All I know is that I need to defend this section of wall.”

“… Aye.” Moriz sighed again.

“You need to get better sleep. That’s the tenth yawn tonight and we still got an hour of cleanup after daylight breaks.”

Moriz sighed, and this time the word came out sadly, “Aye.”

“I would have more sympathy for you if you hadn’t gained 65 levels just from cleaning me every night. I still don’t know why Phagar gave you that 1% that one time.”

Jane’s barb had found a sensitive spot.

Moriz practically shouted, “I almost died when that amalgam broke through!”

“Yeah yeah.” Jane smirked, then telekinetically flickered her black sword into the air ahead and gave it a good spin. Prismatic light spun from the suddenly-appearing ten meter length of Force extending from the blade. And then she stilled it, saying, “You were never in any danger.”

Poi’s voice came through, ‘Don’t play with your sword on the backlines. It makes people nervous.’

Jane ignored the voice in her head.

Moriz had another complaint about how he almost died. Jane assured him he was fine.

… The little shit had almost died, but Jane had been there, and there was no need to panic the kid any more than he already was. Jane knew he wasn’t getting any sleep. A lot of people weren’t sleeping well these days. There had been more incidents of amalgam ooze transporting itself on people, who then went back into the city, where the ooze grew in darkness and swallowed those people whole, turning them and their neighbors into amalgams.

One of Moriz’s neighbors had suffered that fate early on, and now the kid was out here with the Class ‘Cleanser of Rozeta’, and dedicated to keeping the world cleaner than it was before. Apparently the kid was quite devout, but he never spoke much about that part of his life.

Eventually, the sun broke the horizon and the black ocean of dead souls screamed as it evaporated in the light. The shadows spilling out across Ar’Kendrithyst’s wall retreated, plunging back down into the depths of the Dead City; out of sight for another day.

Another hour of cleanup later and Jane was cleared to exit her [Polymorph] and return home, which is exactly what she did.

Back at home, Jane dug into a fried potato and beef stir fry dinner that Teressa had kept warm, just for her. Everyone else had already eaten and some of them had already headed off to bed, but at least two people were still awake. Jane went upstairs, to the war room, where Teressa and Poi stood beside a wardlight map of the area.

They always looked a little bit worried every morning, for they weren’t enjoying the thrill of the kill like Jane was. But today was different. They were almost somber.

“What’s the bad news?” Jane asked, as she entered the room, glancing at the map.

The map showed Ar’Kendrithyst in the center, about a decimeter across; large enough to show the major geography of the dead Geode but too small to have any detail. Spur was a simple dot on the north side of the map. Frontier, or ‘New Brightwater’ as ‘Blessed Shade’ Farix and the survivors of Brightwater were calling it, was a dot on the south side of the map. Kal’Duresh was another small dot, about half a meter away from Ar’Kendrithyst to the west. Below the map, sat a stack of papers. The papers could be flipped through to show the history of each previous night; where monsters appeared, how far the ooze managed to flow, everything of large importance. There was apparently a bigger version of this mapping system inside the Courthouse; the official map of the battle that would be saved for all history, if possible. There were a lot of maps like that in the Courthouse.

Jane looked at their small, private map, and she saw why Poi and Teressa were concerned.

“… Oh,” Jane said.

Teressa said, “It’s getting worse.” She gestured to paper maps, saying, “Flip through, but I guess you remember the parameters of yesterday’s map.”

“That’s… A lot faster expansion than everyone thought, right?” Jane leafed through the stack of maps, which had been laid down in a three-ring binder of sorts, and flipped to yesterday’s map. She frowned again, then she flipped back to today’s map, saying, “That’s a hundred more kilometers covered in a single night? Than the night before? I knew it was bad, but… this bad?”

Poi said, “120 more kilometers; yes.”

Teressa added, “But the bigger thing is that this large increase coincides with Anhelia receiving assistance with more Light Domains yesterday, and grabbing three more kendrithyst towers instead of her normal one. This confirms our theory that her tower reclamation is the direct cause of the size of the ooze.”

Jane’s eyes went wide and as she looked between Poi and Teressa and saw that neither were lying. She felt a pit in her stomach. “Ah. Shit.”

“Shit is right.” Poi said, “Everyone else will have noticed this after tonight, too.”

“What’s going to happen?”

Poi said, “Kal’Duresh will either appreciate amalgams at their doorstep tomorrow, instead of needing to venture out into the black sea to find them, or they will not. That’s all this really comes down to.”

Teressa said, “Everyone likes the free levels.”

Poi said, “We’ve started to notice Kendrithyst Mimics out in the Crystal Forest, too. First one was spotted this morning, sitting out there in the desert like a spike of red-purple crystal. It died to adventurers about half an hour after it was spotted.”

When the ooze retreated every morning, it left behind presents of amalgams all across its area of effect. Those amalgams were greatly weakened and ripe for the picking, which is what practically every adventurer in the guild or in Spur did every single day. The crystal mimics cleaned up the rest.

Jane found herself frowning even more. “This is all asinine, though. Right? I love fighting the big ones as much as anyone, but… People are asking me when this is going to end. And every single night, some stupid adventurer thinks themselves stronger than they are and throws themselves against amalgams they can’t handle and dies. Every night, it’s like this.”

Nirzir spoke from the doorway, “It is more power than most people will ever grasp.”

Jane had noticed her come into the room thanks to her Surround Sight, but said nothing until now. She glanced at Nirzir’s silk-thread nightclothes that were practically good enough to wear out on the town, and said, “I thought you were asleep?”

“I couldn’t sleep once I heard you talk about the iron wrought’s [Domain of Light].” Nirzir said, “My people noticed this long ago, but I was waiting for the night to be over before I had this discussion…” She asked Poi, “Has your Mayor changed her position in light of this irrefutable evidence?”

Jane stared a bit. “You noticed this a while ago?”

Nirzir gave a small, polite nod, saying, “It was unsubstantiated until today. Now we know. Anhelia’s [Domain of Light] is expelling something from those kendrithyst towers, into the Dead City, and this is [Grow]ing the soul ooze.”

Teressa gave a small sigh.

Poi said, “Kiri is having this discussion with Silverite and the archmages right now, at the Courthouse. They’ll tell us what’s what when they’re done. From what I have already heard, we think there will be a full-scale attack to try to discover a possible core to the soul ooze. If there is one, then we will kill it and that will be that.”

Nirzir nodded regally, looking a lot more relaxed in that moment than before. “Thank you. This danger is too large to let it flourish too much longer, no matter what boons it might bring, and I appreciate that Spur is doing the right thing.”

With some fatalism in her voice, Teressa said, “This soul ooze has been too profitable for too many people, just like Ar’Kendrithyst when the Shades were in charge. Their pure wealth has blinded everyone to the danger, and suckered even more people into the abyss with them.” She thumbed at the window, saying, “You see that new mansion out there, right? The big one? New human nobles; more refugees from Ar’Frontier.”

“People are calling it Ar’Frontier now?” Jane was already looking out the window. “… The white one?”

“The ivory one past that.” Teressa added, “The ‘Ar’Frontier’ thing is new, but I think it’ll catch on.”

Jane stared at the massive ivory house, saying, “… Oh. That’s a big one.”

Nirzir asked, “I was under the impression that nobility did not exist in Spur? That Silverite could just decide things and it would happen. Could she not just order the Army to assault the core? Or whatever it is?”

Teressa chuckled once, then said, “Silverite does what she can, but it’s hard to tell rich nobles with a myriad of political connections that the party is over.”

“Ah.” Nirzir nodded. “Plutocracy. Not true nobility.”

“We could use more venturacracies, in my opinion.” Teressa said, “That’s what Spur used to be.”

“Spur still is that, Teressa.” Poi said, “Silverite, the Adventurer’s Guild, the Mage’s Guild, and the Army still have majority control over the city. Nobility from all across the world used to have their adventuring holds here. Silverite knows how to deal with these people.”

Teressa frowned, saying, “Yeah… yeah. You might be right. But if you ask me, I think we should end this threat, and soon. Within the next few days… Because...” She blinked.

Teressa stared to the south, her eyes fixated on a stone wall that held nothing.

Jane glanced at the wall to make sure that there wasn’t something she was missing.

The large woman just stood there, looking into the far distance, but all that lay ahead of her was the room they were in. She could be looking at something outside of the space. Her mana sense range was at 200 meters these days, but she just stared at the wall, unblinking.

Nirzir looked Teressa over. “Uh?” She asked everyone else, “Is that…?”

Jane asked, “… Teressa?”

She almost reached out to touch—

Poi grabbed her hand, sudden fear in his eyes as he whispered, “Don’t. Don’t anyone do anything. Everyone quiet. Shhh.”

Nirzir instantly straightened her back, her eyes going wide. She stared at Teressa with comprehension in her own eyes. She knew what was happening.

Jane could only guess.

Teressa stared off into the distance. A flicker of grey magic dashed across her eyes, like an image reflected off a mirror, revealing something in the room that wasn’t actually there. And then her eyes glazed over with grey light. The room turned cold. Jane breathed out a puff of clouds as her skin prickled, both from the cold, and from the sudden terror of the moment. Nirzir looked half-panicked. Poi gained a few new psychic tendrils around his head.

Teressa’s voice came out of her as though from a deep distance, “We need to end this threat before it can find or produce…” Her voice trailed away, like a dying echo in a deep tunnel. And then her voice came back, and Teressa spoke with power, “Before the soulless ooze can carve a permanent home on Veird, the hands of the living must bring True Death to the deepest wells of the ooze’s power, or else death will march forth and consume us all.”

And then her voice vanished back down the tunnel.

No one said anything. They all waited.

And then Teressa blinked hard as she groaned and held a hand to her head. “Ah. Shit. Fuck was that.”

Nirzir whispered, “A True Premonition.”

Kiri’s green couatl summon, Sunny, who had been curled up on a pillow in the corner of the room, listening, perked up. Kiri demanded, “What the fuck was that, Teressa?”

Nirzir breathed out, “A warning.”

Poi agreed, “A warning.”

Teressa collapsed on her ass and Jane moved fast, doing her best to heal the larger woman. It was a confusing few minutes after that, but Teressa was more or less fine. She did sit down in a chair and lean back, though. With a conjured ice pack draped over her closed eyes, she rested while she healed.

Elsewhere, news was spreading.
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As morning’s light rose higher into the sky, twenty people of importance had gathered into a long room in the Courthouse of Spur. Kiri was one of those people of importance these days, and though she loved it at first, recently, there had been an issue. An issue of politics.

She had long since told people that she wanted to end the threat of the soul ooze, but the benefits of the ooze’s presence were much more than that of Ar’Kendrithyst when it was inhabited by Shades. Privately, Silverite had told Kiri that she wanted to end the threat, too, but she had public obligations, and the threat of the soul ooze —as long as proper procedure was followed— was not a great threat. The soul ooze was even less of a threat now that Kiri’s magics were up to the challenge of truly defending the city. She still needed help now and then from the true archmages of Spur, and the adventurers in town were pulling a lot of their own weight (for profit, of course), but Kiri could handle the basic defense all on her own.

People were gaining levels. People were moving to Spur. Humans and incani were meeting in the streets, and though there was violence, of course, there was also a lot of newly-discovered comradery. Frontier was dead, after all, captured by the Blessed Shade Farix and turned into New Brightwater. And Spur welcomed the humans with open arms.

But in coming here, those humans wanted certain things, like experience and power which they could take from the greater amalgams in the form of levels.

And so, the arguments for killing the ooze had quieted.

But now...

Today’s argument was special only because they now had a clear link between the size of Anhelia’s cleaned territory and the size of the soul ooze, and representatives from Kal’Duresh had gotten involved fast and were already in this room, arguing for nothing to change. Their message was simple: Kal’Duresh was ready to accept the soul ooze at their walls. They were prepared and they wanted to ensure that the soul ooze kept coming, and that no one did anything to stop it. They wanted to enjoy all the bounty that Spur enjoyed! Who gave Spur the right to make this decision on the behalf of everyone present?

And so on and so forth.

The words themselves were politer than that but Kiri was very tired of this shit.

The representatives from Kal’Duresh weren’t even in the room, either, so Kiri couldn’t be mad at the person actually there. They had sent some sort of magical lightward construct in their place. And besides that, one of the images had Kiri hold back her more vitriolic comments; it wouldn’t do to go upsetting an archmage, no matter who Kiri’s master was. They wanted the bounty of levels, or more specifically, the bounty of powerful people attracted by the promise of relatively easy levels. That was the backbone of all trade in the Crystal Forest, anyway; these cities all traded on providing safe harbor for people to venture out and have their middling-level adventures.

People ran from everything larger than a crystal mimic until they had killed enough crystal mimics to reach level 35, or feel safe enough to continue, and then they hunted the larger, more dangerous prey that ranged from level 45 to 55. At level 50 you were eligible for a Class, and that was as far as most people went with this lifestyle, unless they truly did love the life.

It was that second group of people, who truly loved this life, that flocked back to Spur and the rest of the crystal forest because of this soul ooze. This ooze represented power and a draw to keep these powerful people in the area, and maybe they could settle down here.

Because, after all, it was only these powerful people who could actually defend a city from the actual dangers out there. People like Kiri, or Jane Flatt, or any of the thirty-or-so other adventurers out of a hundred thousand that moved around in search of true adventure.

Kiri thought all of these concerns were rather stupid. And since she had a bit of power in this land, she chose to say something to that effect when she could. “This soul ooze regularly kills hundreds of people every night and day, and the danger of an accidental spreading event grows ever larger as the beast grows commensurately. We need to kill the thing.”

Silverite said, “I agree with Miss Flamecrash. Kal’Duresh will be lucky to survive its first night. I would like to move this discussion toward ending the threat, or at least to speak of how we would go about ending the threat when it proves necessary for us to do so.”

Kiri was too practiced at politics these days to smile at that, but she felt great to finally hear Silverite speak on the side of reason.

But of course, the delegation from Kal’Duresh only got more belligerent.

The image of a woman in black and gold robes, the Stone Archmage Peatrice Shallowhammer, said, “We do not believe you are correct. What might actually be happening here is that you have allowed the humans into your land and they have gained power, but now that it seems we incani of Kal’Duresh might get a taste, it is time to shut off the spigot.”

A human noblewoman by the name of Gwynewyn Clayfield, who was Kiri’s neighbor, diplomatically stated, “We new humans of Spur have been allowed exactly as much access to the walls and to the greater amalgams as the incani who live here have access.”

Silverite spoke, “Guildmaster Zago, who would be here if not for the necessity of maintaining the walls, has reached level 95, alongside her Summoner daughter. They both routinely help in the trenches, as well. And please, Archmage Shallowhammer, we know your power can defend your land, but the simple fact is that the Cleansing of Ar’Kendrithyst is eventually going to make a problem too large to ignore, and I would prefer we end this threat right now.” She added, “It is quite possible, since this whole thing started with [Domains of Light] cleaning out the place, that even more soul oozes will form. We could have a whole two years of these things happening, but this one, now, is too large to ignore, and we shouldn’t let it get any bigger.”

Shallowhammer inclined her head, and then she hammered on her points yet again.

The conversation moved back and forth, with Kal’Duresh’s stance clear and Spur’s stance also clear. No one made any headway.

Which was why Kiri was gazing through Sunny, looking at everything else happening all around Spur, when she saw Teressa’s True Revelation happen, as it happened.

Events proceeded rapidly and chaotically from there. She, of course, told Silverite what had happened, but her warning had been redundant. Poi had already told Silverite. The Mayor did ask Kiri to stand up and tell everyone what had just happened, though.

Which she did.

There was a bit of panic. And then people started yelling.

The arguments heated to an unprecedented degree.

One man from Kal’Duresh called out how Kiri was obviously a plant, and how her words and Teressa’s ‘revelation’ could not be trusted. The man saying that used nicer words than that, but Kiri knew a shit talker when she heard one. Peatrice Shallowhammer put the shit-talking man’s words into better context, making their message plain, that Kal’Duresh wanted the soul ooze to continue.

And then the more rational heads —Sirocco Zago (who came running as soon as she heard what had happened), some farmers on the council of farmers, Gwyneyn Clayfield, and a goldscale merchant ‘noble’ named Ordal Atriz, who Erick did some [Cleanse]ing for back before he became an archmage, if Kiri recalled correctly— spoke of how it was time to devote resources to ending the threat. It had gone on long enough. Kiri was glad to hear that.

Silverite was glad to hear that.

Kal’Duresh was silent after the fact, reevaluating their positions and likely talking to people off-image, as news spread fast.

But then some new human from fallen Frontier spoke of how he wanted his guards to gain some levels, and how he wasn’t allowed on the walls often enough. Kiri almost checked out of the conversation at that point since those words from that man were the absolute most asinine thing for anyone to be arguing about. More time on the wall? Fucking heavens and hells, man. If a warrior could handle the wall, they were put on the wall. Everyone knew that. This guy was just being stupid. Maybe he wanted to get his guards killed.

Gwynewyn Clayfield eyed the new noble like he was a stain on the world, and she wasn’t the only one.

Kiri did not check out, though, because the human man’s words caused the lightform presence of the incani from Kal’Duresh to go apoplectic, screaming at the refugee, calling them a pink pig who hoarded all the bounty for themselves. Shallowhammer did not participate in that screaming, but everyone could tell she wanted to. The human noble shot back how Kal’Duresh, and the specific person who was using the [Telepresence Construct] was just—

At that Quiet War shit, and at the name of the spell, Kiri checked out, because she liked the [Telepresence Construct] spell, and she wanted it. Silverite had mentioned the name of the spell at the beginning of this meeting, but Kiri hadn’t heard correctly the first time. Sunny was great, but Kiri only had 10 of her, and this spell seemed like a great way to regally appear where you didn’t actually want to—

Silverite slammed her hands on the desk, cracking the wood. The room went silent. Silverite stood. She spoke calmly, and clearly, “Due to a half-revelation from one of this city’s best and most trusted Prognosticators, Spur will now be taking steps to eradicate the soul ooze. We already have leads to follow, and we have the methods necessary to delve deep into the ooze itself without suffering the consequences of amalgamation.” Silverite said, “I suspect, that unless we encounter something awful in the next few days, that it will take maybe a week for us to actually solve this problem, though we will be doing our best to end the threat as soon as possible, in accordance to Prognosticator Rednail’s revelation.”

A man from Kal’Duresh yelled, “This is intolerable! Kal’Duresh demands you let us benefit from the bounty you have already received!”

Silverite stared at the loudspeaker, saying, “We have had enough debate. Spur is ending the threat.” She turned to the archmage, saying, “It was a pleasure to speak with you again, Archmage Shallowhammer. Please give my best to your Baroness.”

Shallowhammer inclined her head, saying, “It will be done.”

The yelling man at Shallowhammer’s side almost said something but his lightimage winked out in that same instant.

Silverite declared, “Everyone! This meeting is over! We’re killing the ooze as soon as reconnaissance is complete!”

There was a lot more yelling, but Silverite had made her decision.

And it was a good decision.

Kiri looked upon Silverite, standing there resolute against the world, a dragonkin above all, and she liked that, a lot. Sure, Silverite was actually a wrought, but she had the form of a female dragonkin and she wore clothes like a normal person. If one didn’t know better then they’d surely mark Silverite as a dragonkin; a lot of people made that mistake until they actually got a good look at her. It was the eyes that gave it away, mostly. And the teeth. Silverite was solid silver, without any variation.

It was time to move on, and prepare.

Silverite, though, had politics to contend with, and to wrangle the people in that room into all moving in the same direction. Kiri was already on board, though; whatever she decided, Kiri was there.

With a wave and some small words of leaving, Kiri blipped back home to get away from the political mess. It was all quite stupid. People were dumb. They needed a hard hand to guide them right, just like Silverite had done. Just like how Erick also did, all the time.

You see something wrong? You take care of it.

You see monsters everywhere? You kill them all.

You see idiots speaking words when they should be taking action? You shut them down and do what needs to be done.

Once back home, Kiri relayed what had happened in the room and then she went to bed. The next night would surely be a big day. As she fell asleep she wondered what Silverite’s leads were; what did she know about the soul ooze that no one else did? Probably a lot. That woman knew everything.

… She should ask Silverite after her Domains. She probably had one, right? Or at least she had some recommendations. Nirzir’s Void Domain was no good; not for Kiri. Light wasn’t right, either. Now fire? Fire was wonderful. Years ago, back in Tower Town, when the wyrms attacked, a Fire Mage had wrapped a rampaging wyrm in [Death Spiral Fire], ending that threat and simultaneously showing Kiri the power of Fire Magic. That’s why she took ‘Flamecrash’ as her mage name.

She still hadn’t managed to make a good version of [Death Spiral Fire]. She had tried. She had thought herself hot stuff back when she was learning Erick’s way of spell creation, and of ritual. But she failed the most standard combination for [Death Spiral Fire]. It would take 26 more years until she could try that combination again; the Script was ruinously harsh toward failed spell creation, after all. Kiri never should have tried to make [Death Spiral Fire], when she did. Pure hubris, is what it was.

Even Erick didn’t make that one right when he tried his hand at it.

Kiri’s methodology toward that spell had been wrong, a lot.

But these days… These days she was working well with the Permanency techniques that Erick had shown her. A good Permanency might be all it would take to get [Death Spiral Fire] working properly. A good Permanency was all it took to make some proper riftwork, and to make her [True Sunlight Rift].










	
True Sunlight Rift, instant, super long range, 1750 mana

Call a fraction of the sun to your cause. Causes minimal damage but acts as true sunlight, with all the attendant effects thereof. Lasts 12 hours. 














Her [Firelight Rift] did a lot more damage, but that thing only lasted minutes. Her [Sunlight Rift] did a lot more damage, too. But none of her Riftwork was nearly as good against the black ocean as [True Sunlight Rift]. Even Archmage Obsidian hadn’t been able to copy this spell yet.

Kiri had expected Obsidian to reach out to her, to ask how to make the spell, for Obsidian loved to be able to make and have all the magic that everyone else had. But he never had. Perhaps because Obsidian knew that she would rebuff him. He had rebuffed her, after all.

But more than that, she had to rebuff him about this particular magic.

Erick had trusted her with a lot, and the Secret of Light and the true secret of Radiance as a form of light-based radiation was one of them. The man had even gifted Kiri with [Luminous Beam]! And it was that spell, much more than [True Sunlight Rift], actually, that helped Spur remain afloat amid the nightly ocean of dead souls lapping at the walls.

… Erick’s ‘Harmonic Domain’ wasn’t suitable for Kiri, but a Particle Domain of Fire? A control of the heat of the world, both in radiant form, and in molecular form? And perhaps, most gruesomely, a control of the rate of oxidation of various existences within her Domain?

All of that had promise, actually.

Especially since she had [Greater Lightwalk], thanks to Erick. She still needed an actual [Domain of Light] in order to form a ‘sunform’ as he did, and she wouldn’t be able to run three auras at a time… But that’s what Sunny was for. Sunny could run her theoretical Super Large Area Domain, whatever it might be called.

A [Domain of Myriad Immolation]?

Kiri stared at the ceiling of her room, unable to sleep, but as her mind touched upon a goal she knew beyond any doubt that she needed to work on this magic...

She got up and went to the chalkboards.







- - - -







Jane woke to the smell of dinner (breakfast) flowing in through her cracked door, and the world outside her window turning dimmer with the promise of sunset. She probably still had an hour to go before it was time to actually take the wall, though, so she got out of bed in a slow manner, yawned, stretched, and with a flick of a mental command, floated her sword off of its place on the wall. With barely any adjustment at all she put the black length of adamantium at her back, to hang out until needed.

With a trip to the bathroom and then a [Cleanse] to start the day (night!), Jane moseyed downstairs to the empty kitchen, where she helped herself to a nice, huge dinner (breakfast!) courtesy of Poi. She was the last one to eat, though, as everyone else was elsewhere, doing their own thing; either upstairs in the war room, or in Kiri’s rooms talking about magic, or whatever.

In that moment, Jane realized she missed when her father ‘enforced’ family dinner time; when he made everyone eat at the same time, at the same table. It was an odd, surreal moment, that she had all by herself, at the table, alone, as she ate her rice and not-really-teriyaki fish.

She finished up fast then cleaned the minor mess she had made, and then she went upstairs to join everyone else. The war room had yet to fill up, as it did every night, but Poi, Teressa, Kiri, and Nirzir, along with three of Nirzir’s bodyguards, were inside the room, animatedly talking over the wardlight map.

“I expected to be woken up for an assault on the soul ooze today.” Jane walked into the room, saying, “But not happening, eh?”

Teressa frowned. “It should have happened today.”

“That assault will happen when it happens, but for now, I hope you’re ready, Jane,” Poi said. “You’re on the whole west side today.”

“Uh!” Jane laughed a little as she walked up to the map, to see what they were all looking at with her actual eyes instead of with her other senses. “You’re joking. How? I don’t have that much mana.” The map was the same as last night, except there was now a searching grid over the city, with several Xs and one question mark over where the Brightwater used to be. Her eyebrows rose as her heart beat hard. “Something in the Brightwater? Does the ooze have a core?! I want to go!”

Poi smirked. “Too bad. You’re on the whole west side.”

“I can’t do that by myself, Poi.” Jane asked, “Unless someone finally took the Font Class? Even that kid who [Cleanse]s me didn’t take that Class.”

“A lot of stuff happened while you slept, Jane.” Teressa said, “Silverite is trying to end the ooze, now. We’re not farming it anymore.”

Jane felt a thrill run up her spine. “That’s great! I want to help search for the core even more!”

Kiri complained, “You and I are too valuable on the front lines so we’re holding up the walls while others go exploring.”

“Bah!” Jane spat, “Who is searching, then! There’s nothing but black ooze down in the depths of Ar’Kendrithyst now, and only I or Killzone— Ah. Shit. He’s going in alone, then?”

“It should have been him and some people from Kal’Duresh and some nobles from Spur.” Poi said, “But that didn’t happen, so he’s going in with a team. He knows what to look for and so he can probably find it.”

“And what is he looking for?” Jane asked. “The Well of Souls? I’m guessing it's the Well of Souls.”

Kiri said, “Silverite still won’t tell people what she’s having him actually search for, but the current rumor is the Well of Souls has gotten corrupted.”

“I knew it!” Jane said, “That was my guess from the very beginning.”

“I always heard it called ‘Melemizargo’s Heart’,” Teressa said.

“And she hasn’t actually told anyone what she’s going after,” Poi said. “Rumors are just that: rumors.”

Jane said to Poi, “Well. Fine. But I can’t hold down the west side by myself. That’s a fact that isn’t changing any time soon.”

Poi looked to Nirzir.

… And then so did Jane. “You have extra Fonts?”

Nirzir nodded, saying, “I apologize that I could not offer any extra until now, but we should have at least four more Fonts arriving within the hour.” Nirzir added, “In addition, I’m taking all of the east side, tonight. I will ask you, Jane, to allow the Fonts I send you to leech off of your kills, for I have been charged with granting these clansmen at least 30-odd levels for their time spent on these frontlines.”

A smile of genuine joy came to Jane, and she said, “Well sure! Then that solves the problem of resources.” She asked, “What changed?”

“With Silverite’s declaration that this was going to end as soon as she could make it end, due to half-revelations from trusted prognosticators, some of the people back home have decided that haste is a virtue.” Nirzir said, “You will still have to be wary of Mana Exhaustion and Health Fatigue, though; this basic problem is only heightened by the use of a Font.”

“Ah. Well. Thank you for the Fonts; I’ll be sure they get some levels tonight.” Jane frowned. “Not sure what to do about the Exhaustion and Fatigue problem, though.” Scion of Balance granted double resistance to Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion, but Jane was already touching that limit every night. She’d sail right past it with the Army’s assigned double workload. “And I need food, too. I’m actually going to need to eat tonight if I’m doing this, Poi.”

“We’ve made arrangements.” Poi said, “A few cows will be sedated and ready for you, whenever you need them.”

“I have a solution to your Exhaustion and Fatigue problem.” Kiri offered, “I can make some glass bracelets and help you enchant them, and you can take both double-Regen Class Abilities. It would double your Exhaustion or Fatigue limit.”

“Double Mana Regen is always useful,” Nirzir said. “I still have it myself.”

Jane said, “Ugh. I probably should just do that, shouldn’t I. Haven’t had much time to unlock Elemental Dedication or Healthy Form, yet.” And honestly, Healthy Form wasn’t all that impressive. Diet-related Familiar Form powers, like specialty spider threads that drained mana and stopped casting, or threads that naturally resisted fire, were not that high on the list of needs. Not right now, anyway. Elemental Dedication, though… That one she would still want.

Nirzir gave a small bow, saying, “I appreciate that you have not lived as that spider form while I am here. I know it has been an imposition. I am still willing to assist you with Elemental Dedication at any time you choose.”

Jane made a decision. “Yes. Okay. I’ll take a Vitality and a Focus ring, Kiri— Ah. You’re going to need to make them capable of holding 35 Vitality and 95 Focus, now.”

Kiri winced. “The Vitality isn’t a problem. The Focus might be. But I can do it.”

“I’m sure you can make a good one; it only has to last ten seconds or something, anyway.” Jane looked back to the map. “So we’re finally going to kill the golden slime, are we? Took Silverite long enough.”

Kiri nodded—

Teressa’s eyes flickered grey. Jane felt her hairs raise, but then Teressa simply focused forward, on the map, and she spoke in her normal voice, “Tell Killzone to search Brightwater again, Poi. Near here.” She touched the map near the center. “At the deepest part.”

Jane relaxed. Nizir breathed out, then gave a small, nervous chuckle.

Poi nodded, then looked away, speaking to other people.

Jane took off her rings and went to the Registrar. Irogh was open for special hours for the Army’s needs, so Jane got a slot in the sunset schedule, and since she was special forces, she got to the head of the line. Her actual meeting with the salt-and-pepper haired orcol lasted only 3 minutes.

By the time she got back home, Jane had two Quests ready to go and Kiri had two glass bracelets ready to combine with those Quests. The first was a simple thing of near-perfect clarity, but rounded and polished enough to make it work. Kiri made the lightward, and the bracelet, but it was Jane that actually enchanted the thing.

Jane slipped on the first ring—

And it disintegrated. Half a second later, a blue box appeared.










	
QUEST COMPLETE!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Health Regen, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 1/1

Reward: Double your Base Health Regen














Jane felt her Health Regeneration expand, like she could run a mile and not feel winded at all.

… She could already do that, though. Jane blinked, and the sensation of expansion slowly normalized, before becoming a new baseline of power.

Kiri smiled to see that it had worked. But then she glanced over to the next item. It was a massive belt of glass and wrought-quality iron, and it reminded Jane of a wrestler’s trophy belt, but thick all around, and crystal clear. Kiri picked it up, wrapped it in a temporary cyan lightmask, then wrapped it in a [Luminous Trap], turning it darker than black, but with a cyan glow around the edges. She handed it over, saying, “Now this one is rather… This is going to be difficult. Getting to 95 Focus will be hard. The Trap will make it easier, but… Go slow. It’ll probably pop.”

Jane took the belt and put it on, saying, “Thanks, Kiri.”

The belt shattered at plus-92 Focus, scattering fragments of glass everywhere.

Jane frowned. Kiri frowned. The belt was ruined. Luckily, it was a shit belt; not too magical at all. Kiri [Mend]ed it, and Jane tried a second time.

The second time was successful. The belt disintegrated into cyan mana as Jane crossed plus-95 Focus, and another notification popped.










	
QUEST COMPLETE!

Enchant an item, or items, that give you twice as much Mana Regen, then wear those items, consuming them in the process. 1/1

Reward: Double your Base Mana Regen














Another expansion occurred inside Jane’s body, but this time it was a deepening. She had submerged herself further into the mana, and that mana swelled within her, ready to move and to shake and to influence the world.

She had a small epiphany then about her Prismatic Body, but the feeling was small and gone before she even recognized its existence.

A dream deferred. She frowned a bit—

Kiri asked, “Something wrong?”

“… Not… Really.” Jane absentmindedly put her father’s rings back on, now that she wasn’t in danger of accidentally absorbing them, and said, “I thought I felt something shift in a good way. But… It’s gone now.”

Kiri frowned, this time. “Is your Status okay?”

“What? Oh. Yeah.” Jane waved her off. “That’s fine. Exactly as it should be, there.”
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TRIPLE YOUR AVAILABLE FAMILIAR FORM SLOTS

UNLOCK ABILITIES 

SHEDDING FORM

SHIFTING FORM

DRACONIC INOCULATION

HIDDEN MONSTER (Surround Sight, from Flame Ooze)

BLOOD MANA

EXTREME SURVIVOR 

DOUBLE HEALTH REGENERATION

DOUBLE MANA REGENERATION














Five points left in reserve for whatever New Stat she decided on taking. At this rate, she was leaning toward Intelligence, but all of them were good options. Perception might be what she needed to finally understand and unlock her mana sense, which would then allow her to get all the Sight spells, which would also allow her to switch out her Class Ability Hidden Monster for Surround Sight with something else.

Maybe she’d keep these doubled regens and switch out Hidden Monster for Elemental Dedication. For some reason, she was pretty sure that she needed that one to truly advance in her Prismatic Class.

Jane said, “As soon as I get [Greater Prismatic Body] then I’ll probably Favorite that one. Or maybe if I figure out a Domain that I want I’ll Favorite that, instead… Or I could work on a Domain with Health costs, and use Favored Ability on it… I don’t know. Any success on your Domainwork, yet?”

“Maybe!” Kiri happily said. “I did some work on it this morning but I didn’t last long before bed called me back.”

That was new.

“So you have an idea then.” Jane asked, “What idea?”

Kiri smirked. “I’ll tell you when I have a better grasp of it.” She stood from her chair. “Anyway! I have to get to my [Scry] chair, and you have to turn into a horrible spider again.”

Jane laughed, saying, “Spiders are great. I have like… All of my good Familiar Form Abilities in that form, too.”

Kiri almost said something, but then she paused, and instead said, “So this is a very bad idea, and I am not telling you to do this, but a [Cleansing Domain] is rather strong.” Kiri added, “You use that spell a lot out there, anyway, and [Cleanse] is all about balancing the mana and erasing threats.”

Jane stopped in her tracks. “Ah.”

Kiri stressed, “But I’m warning you… [Cleanse] is dangerous. The base spell includes a lot of highly sophisticated targeting with Elemental Destruction, so it kills almost everyone who tries to take it apart. But it’s also an elemental balancing spell. You could focus on the second half, you know. Ignore the Destruction all together.”

Jane stared off into nothing for a long moment, thinking. And then she smiled, telling Kiri, “But the Destruction is the fun part!”

Kiri punched her in the arm. “You’re horrible! Don’t mess with [Cleanse]!”

Jane laughed loud, saying, “I am a horrible spider, yes ma’am!”







- - - -







Jane, resplendent in her blue tarantula form, stood atop the western wall, watching as the sun set in the far distance. As the final sliver of gold light passed beyond the horizon and twilight gathered, Sunny brought back a bit of the day by dropping [True Sunlight Rift]s all along the outermost wall, returning sunlight to the land one kilometer-wide stretch of wall at a time.

The Fonts and a few other guards from Songli stood on a part of the wall that had been extended outward to serve as a minor staging and recuperation area. This area was larger than Jane’s usual roost, at nearly thirty meters wide and filled with secondary support structures meant to assist her on her major defense of the wall tonight. They had combined both Jane’s and Killzone’s support staff for this. Sergeant Nanark was wrangling it all together though, so Jane didn’t need to worry about logistics. Logistics were a pain in the ass. All she had to do was actually kill things, and that suited her fine.

As the black ocean poured up and over the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst and the soft gasps of the newly arrived Fonts filled her senses (they were completely new to this view, apparently), Jane merely watched, and waited. When the black ocean reached Kiri’s Rifts, the corruptive liquid began to boil. To burn. To evaporate into gloom that then vanished under bright lights.

As nothing happened, Jane’s mind wandered.

She considered a [Cleansing Domain].

If, like her father and Kiri had told her, [Cleanse] was little more than ‘setting the Elements to balance’ as well as targeted Elemental Destruction to turn various matter into mana… Okay. Well. Using the terms ‘little more than’ in conjunction with that whole suite of effects was likely foolish to the extreme. It was like saying ‘spiders are little more than legs and venomous fangs’ or ‘magic is little more than combining it all correctly’.

Jane filed the idea of a [Cleansing Domain] away, next to the idea that she could maybe go back to Songli, back to the grass travelers, to talk with Koori of Clan Pale Cow about her [Cleansing Domain]. None of that was happening now, though. Not when there were amalgams to kill.

… Not when there were usually amalgams to kill.

Some small beasts had begun to drag themselves out of the black ocean and over the outermost walls, exposing themselves to True Sunlight as they did, baking away much of the black goo on their bodies. And then they dropped off that wall, into the trenches. Eventually, those amalgams would make their way through the funneling trenches to the killing fields, where other people would handle those smaller beasts. Jane was only here for the larger ones; the ones with too much power for most people to handle. The ones that could actually break the wall.

She smiled a bit at that fact. She was strong. Stronger than most. Being strong felt good. Sure, she wasn’t as strong as her father, but she was still capable in her own ways. Jane breathed out, settled in, and as [Fireball]s and [Force Crash]s altered Decay began to spread across the land between the second and third wall, she tilted over a bit, toward her staff.

Jane asked, “Battle Status?”

Biggie, a fellow soldier who Jane had been working with for the last month, stepped forward, saying, “Nothing spotted yet.”

Another soldier named Fireball stood beside a [Viewing Screen] that showed a closer image of Ar’Kendrithyst’s wall. “I’m not seeing anything on [Scry]. Nothing coming over the walls.”

Jane turned back toward her targeted wall and whispered to herself, “Hurry up and wait,”

And then she settled in just a bit more.

Eventually, she decided to practice her mana sensing.

Eventually, morning came.

And not a single greater amalgam had appeared all night long. Jane wasn’t complaining too much for she had gotten in a lot of mana sense practice. Maybe a few more weeks and she might actually see something. It would probably go faster if she was able to actually focus on her mana sense, instead of needing to be half alert the whole time, but such was life.

She tried not to think about how having zero battles an entire night made her feel more nervous than meeting the Headmaster for the first time. Everyone around her was nervous for similar reasons and it would not be good to panic anyone else. A ‘night of no battles, and what that might mean’ was a lot less worrying than meeting Melemizargo that first time, anyway.

So. Small mercies.

As the sun rose and Jane’s cleanup took a lot less time than normal, she helped out with the [Cleanse]ing of others to make it go faster, or to at least spend all the new mana that she had gotten for herself. She had been topped up all night long, ready to go at a moment’s notice.

But nothing happened.







- - - -







“What the fuck was that!” Jane asked, storming into the kitchen where everyone was.

Teressa squashed burgers on the grill while sipping a beer; she looked mad. Maps had been spread on the kitchen table, where Poi, Nirzir, and Kiri stood, going over them. Everyone but Teressa looked up as Jane rushed into the room; the last one to show.

“Not a single amalgam!” Jane said, “And your side didn’t get any either, Nirzir. I know; I asked.”

Poi said, “They all went after Killzone instead.”

Jane jerked. “Is he okay?”

“Oh yeah. He’s fine.” Kiri said, “Lost sight of the target, though.”

“Well he obviously needs some personal help to find and kill the Well!” Jane said, “I volunteer.”

“We’re not allowed to get close.” Kiri said, “No Domain makes us easy targets and the Well uses Soul Magic. It’d rip through us like adamantium through paper.”

Poi said, “You would die if you got close. It could probably target you through Sunny, too, since it targeted Killzone’s watchers through their [Scry]s.” Poi told Jane, “We’re calling it a soul ooze, and it amalgamized three of Killzone’s watchers through their [Scry]s. Killed four people total, including the original three watchers before it could be put down.”

A spike of worry slammed into Jane’s side. Four Army watchers were dead. How many had she known? Being a watcher was rightly considered the least dangerous job out there. Almost nothing could attack through a [Scry]! And even if it did, the attacks were usually weak things, to just let someone know they were unwanted; like the False Damage of an unwanted [Telepathy].

But she had seen first hand how her father had been attacked through Ophiel...

And that was a thought, wasn’t it? She didn’t want this to be a part of her father’s Worldly Path, but it sounded like it was.

Jane focused on the part of this she could actually solve.

“Did the watchers have reflective magics?” Jane asked, already knowing the answer was ‘no’.

Poi told her, “Silverite is now considering calling your father back to Spur to take care of this problem. It might be a part of his Worldly Path.”

Jane repeated, “Did the people in the watcher’s room have reflective magics active while they were [Scry]ing.”

“No,” Kiri said, staring at Poi. “It was an understandable lapse of judgment from the Army. The amalgams and the ooze have never been able to target through [Scry] orbs before. This is new.”

Teressa spoke up, “We need to kill it. Today. We can’t wait for it to develop any more capabilities.” She smashed another burger patty flat, adding, “It learned how to pop Kiri’s Rifts, but Kiri can add more whenever needed, so that’s not a big deal. Then there were the [Grand Dispel]s that ripped apart spellwork, which rapidly became counterspelling and smothering, but you can use internal Elemental Bodies and avoid that. The greater amalgams used to attack one at a time, or whenever they spotted Spur, but now they sometimes wait until there are three or four out there, and they attack together.” Her eyes turned hard. “Killzone discovered the eye-arm caster today; the one Jane has been trying to kill for a month. It wasn’t dead to some other force; it was hiding near the Well, shaping amalgams into better forms. It’s learning. They’re all learning. The soul ooze has a subordinate general, now, like how the Shades used to do it when they went to war. They raised up their terrible dead and kept raising them, so that they learned from their mistakes and the next time would be different.” With controlled grey light in her eyes, she stared through Poi, and Kiri, and Jane, and Nirzir, looking elsewhere, as she said, “The soul ooze is close. So close… to something I cannot see. The soul ooze needs to die today. Drastic measures need to be taken.”

No one spoke for a long moment. The only sound was the sound of sizzling beef.

And then Jane said, “So this means I’m going in, right?”

Poi frowned. “Your father would murder me if I got you killed, Jane.”

Jane burst out laughing.

No one else laughed.

Jane scoffed loudly, saying, “He would not! Holy fuck, Poi. This is bigger than my father, anyway.”

Nirzir kept all emotion off of her face; she was a viewer of this drama, and not a participant. Kiri looked away, not wanting to get involved in this particular argument. Teressa flattened another burger as she stared at Poi.

Poi glanced from Teressa to Jane, then said, “Erick is in a tense situation, and you dying would put a strain on the entire world that we don’t need to have.”

Ah.

He was serious.

… He was serious.

Jane had to mull over that fact twice before she actually accepted it. And then she almost roared at the man, but the tension of the room made her rethink how she handled this. After a calming moment, she said, “Then it’s time for some extreme magical measures. Runic bombs from Enduring Forge. Maybe Songli has access to the dirty bombs that were used against them. Get some [Duplicate] extreme light materials from the Headmaster for the material and drop those bombs into the heart of the Well. Hey Nirzir? Want to learn the truth of sound that my dad never got to show you? Blow up that mountain that you never got to blow up? I’ll tell you how if you get those dirty bombs here. And Kiri. Have you tried to make [Vivid Gloom] yet? Make some [Vivid Gloom] oozes and drop them into Ar’Kendrithyst.” Jane said, “And don’t forget some [Cleansing Slime]s. A lot of people have to have that spell, right? Just have them fly over the city and release millions of them over the course of a day. That might be enough to solve this problem, or at least expose it.”

“We have some plans.” Poi said, “There’s no need to go that extreme yet.”

“You’re wrong, Poi.” Teressa said, “This problem needs to be solved today. It will be a miracle if we live past tonight.”

Poi bargained, “Okay. Okay. Silverite is now aware of the severity and she—” He paused. He looked away, his eyes going wide. After a moment he sighed.

Teressa suddenly relaxed, her eyes flickering grey as a small, hopeful smile played across her face. And then it was gone, and she realized that they were all still in danger.

Poi said, “Shade Farix of New Brightwater has reached out to Spur, as of ten minutes ago, asking to assist in solving the soul ooze problem. All of his prognosticators are foretelling utter doom if he does not act now, and with every possible force at his disposal, which includes allying with Spur.” He added, “There will be a 30 minute meeting and then, if everything goes well, our forces will work next to each other to kill the soul ooze. Standard Shade-operation rules apply. Jane, you’re to be read-in and involved in the final assault, along with practically everyone else who has proven capable of following orders. Kiri, we expect you to remain on sky support.”

Jane felt relief and trepidation war within her. She was ready for a final assault, and had been ready to do as much for the last twenty days, but Spur benefited from the soul ooze, so Silverite hadn’t pushed for an end to the ooze until now. After a moment, Jane decided that she was relieved. She was ready for a final fight, and to put the danger of Ar’Kendrithyst to rest. It should be easy as soon as everyone started to work together to solve it, right?

Right!

… Hmm.

For a long moment Jane wondered if she should take this more seriously.

Like, obviously she was a bit worried.

But more than that, she was ready to end this looming, highly profitable threat. She had gained level 98, after all. A lot of people had. Guildmaster Mog had even gained level 99, apparently. Jane wanted level 99, too, and she wanted to know what Mog had seen after reaching level 99 that she wasn’t willing to tell anyone else. But the world didn’t need to suffer this soul ooze any longer.

Jane considered how she should feel about everything, while Kiri did the same, and Poi spoke to the other young woman in the room.

“Nirzir.” Poi said, “Spur would ask you to remain as a final line of defense, please.”

Nirzir, who had been rather informal while living with them and working closely with the defense effort every night, code-switched back to her former self. She spoke with the authority of her people behind her, saying, “Songli has soldiers eager for glory so my people will join the final assault, while I remain here operating as I have before.”

“Your wishes will be followed.” Poi gave a small bow. “Spur thanks Songli for your dedicated assistance.”

Teressa flipped the final burger out of 15 onto a waiting bun, saying, “Before you move out: eat something, and take a break. Sleep, too. The diplomats are moving fast but we won’t be moving out for a few hours.”

Nirzir rapidly went back to her friendly, almost sister-like demeanor, rushing over to the kitchen, saying, “And I made a cake, too!” She hoisted out a great big chocolate-covered monstrosity, half a meter across, that seemed to have way too much icing along with shaved chocolate, white chocolate accents, and chocolate drizzle.

“Holy gods.” Jane chuckled nervously, saying, “You made it.”

“Death by chocolate! I couldn’t get the idea out of my mind and I finally made it several hours ago in my downtime.” Nirzir set the cake to the side where it could warm up a bit and wrapped it in a protective [Ward]. “But that’s for later.” She breathed in all of the burgers Teressa had made while the larger woman grabbed the fries out of the oven. “Oh. That smells so good, Teressa.”

Teressa smiled a little, but it was a sad sort of smile, as she said, “Made with lots of bluebell, too.”

Kiri set the table while Teressa handed out plates with food, and soon, everyone was digging in, together, at the same table. That hadn’t happened very often, but it probably happened more than Jane remembered. The only person missing was Erick. He would have really liked the cake Nirzir made, for it looked like everything one could ever want from a ‘death by chocolate’ cake. Or, at least, it probably was. Jane had never had one of those kinds of cakes before, but she had read about it a few times.

In her opinion, and without actually tasting it yet, Nirzir looked like she had done a great job.

After dinner, Poi informed everyone that a meeting with Shade Farix and a delegation from New Brightwater would be held at a neutral location to the west of Ar’Kendrithyst in three hours; right before noon.

Poi said, “So get as much sleep as you can. You’re going to need it. Anyone want a [Sleep]?”

“I’d take a [Sleep]; yes. Thanks,” Jane said.

Kiri and Nirzir both accepted a [Sleep], too.

As Jane fell asleep, she thought it would be nice to have the [Sleep] spell herself, if only for this exact reason; to be able to fall asleep on command.

Hours later, it was time to get up and go save the world.

… Now. Honestly. Being real honest with herself for a moment: She knew she was acting flippant about the whole thing. Too flippant. Jane knew the severity of it all. She had almost been killed a hundred times over in her life on Veird, from moon reachers to the Ancient Unicorn Queen, to the Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst, to Melemizargo himself.

She would not be saving the world today. The whole of Spur and even New Brightwater, apparently, would be saving the world, together. Or at least they would be saving this small part of the world.

But holy damn, was it empowering to transform out of her weak human body and become a true monster that could withstand everything and tear apart the world as she wished. There was the major problem of not having a Domain yet, so, like, being even more honest with herself, she was lucky that she was even being allowed to participate in this assault on the Well of Souls, otherwise known as the Dark Heart of Melemizargo.

Jane had some thoughts about that, and told them to Poi. “I’m basically going to be backup here. Aren’t I? Like when the Champion went into the Dead City?”

Poi frowned a little, then said, “Shade protocol applied there, and thus you were untouchable unless you broke convention. This is just a soul monster, Jane, and it has a Domain, so that makes it so much worse.” He added, “I don’t know what position they’ll ask you to take, but it likely won’t be forward position.”
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181 - Jane, 2/2


                In the Courthouse, in one of the prep rooms for the Army, Jane, Kiri, Poi, Teressa, and Nirzir walked into a meeting that was almost ready to go. They had arrived last, but only by ten seconds. Several soldiers/delegates at the front of the room stood ready to receive their orders. Some of those delegates Jane recognized from Songli, but she didn’t get a chance to say anything more than a quick nod as she filed in with them, to stand at the front. Guildmaster Mog got a quick nod, too; Jane was surprised to see her here, but as soon as she realized she was surprised, she realized she shouldn’t be.

Killzone, Liquid, and Silverite were at the front, going over maps, along with Anhelia, and another black wrought in the shape of an incani man.

Poi, Teressa, Kiri, and Nirzir stood at the back along with ten other people who were on support.

Silverite pulled herself away from maps and stepped to the front of the room. She told everyone, “Prognostication has informed us that we have today to solve this problem before it becomes untenable. We don’t know the exact nature of this worst-case scenario, but we imagine such a scenario will involve the soul ooze breaking its bonds of captivity and escaping into the world. We still don’t know why it hasn’t dug down into the Underworld, for it surely can, but that is neither here nor there.

“This is how it’s going to go: Shade protocols are in effect. You all are meeting with Farix and his delegation in 20 minutes. Killzone, Guildmaster Mog, and Team Leader Flatt are at the front.”

Jane almost flinched. She did not expect that.

Silverite continued, “Anhelia will go with you and devise a Forward Base somewhere around Brightwater. From this location, you will assault the soul ooze until it dies. Failure is not an option. If we fail today, then bad things happen.” She said, “Killzone.”

Killzone stepped forward. “While I was not able to kill the thing when I attempted to solve this problem last night, I did discover a few things we did not know before today. First: The ooze is stronger the deeper you go into it, working to corrupt your Health even through reflections and Domain power. To counter this, a full-powered [Cleanse Aura] is needed at all times. But because the power of the soul ooze multiplies the closer you are, the range of all [Cleansing Aura]s collapses to skin-tight. 

“The best way to actually find the heart of the ooze is to have a [Cleanse Aura] running at all times, for when your aura begins to crush inward, you will know you are close.

“Second: There are soul monsters that will begin to attack when you approach the center of the ooze. These monsters are not Domain empowered, but their spells will carve through all weak levels of reflection. This is why I, Mog, and Jane will be at the front; those with the strongest reflections in this city. Once we encounter those monsters, Jane will be providing the most body-blocking defense she can, while Mog and I are on offense. Those monsters look like bloated white bodies, with arms and other limbs here and there, poking out of them. Their main attack is an [Ethereal Dispelling Soul Corrupting Scry-Piercing Bolt], or something to that effect. We don’t know what it is called, only what it does, and what it does is [Dispel], corrupt Health away to try and attack the soul to force amalgamation, and travel right through unenchanted armor. It has to be blocked by some living body with a soul. And most importantly, the thing will go right through a [Scry], to the caster of the [Scry], hitting the caster and draining Health, attempting to turn them into an amalgam. 

“This means that there will be no normal scouting.

“The good news about that, is that it is a very slow Bolt. Traveling at about the pace of a fast walk.

“The very moment the scout team sees one of these things, they are to cancel their spell. Those [Ethereal Soul Bolt]s, or whatever they are, will strike at you through your [Scry] orb if the spell manages to connect. I cannot overstate this danger.

“Third: good news. As you might have already guessed, the soul ooze is not actually an ooze. It might technically be a slime. It has a core. The thing is fifty meters wide and radiant like a grand rad; you can actually see it once you get within about a kilometer. The thing is so large it can’t actually move through most of the Dead City, which is why it is locked into the bottom of the Brightwater, where the sun can’t easily reach.” Killzone added, “Also, maybe good news: Kiri’s Rifts might be able to blast through to the edge of the monster’s Domain, but from there, we go in on our own.

“Fourth: We will encounter all of the normal greater amalgams that we fight every night. My pressure on the soul slime’s core last night caused it to recall many of its minions in order to fight me. This was ultimately why I had to retreat. That hands-caster, the spell cancelers, and then all the other oddities, and even more amalgams that we haven’t seen yet, are there. All of them began to show when I got too close to the core.” Killzone said, “I expect we’ll have to kill them all before we can actually take down the core, along with the soul bolters, and that means killing about 165 greater amalgams, and a comparable number of bolters.”

A small, collective gasp passed through the room. 165 greater amalgams was a lot, especially if they were odd variants. The odder they were, the harder it was to know how to kill them quickly. Having to fight a similar number of ‘soul bolters’ was an unknown threat, but considering those bolters were what had killed Killzone’s support team, they were just as serious as the amalgams themselves.

“And finally: we think the soul ooze came from the old Well of Souls, but as I checked that place myself and saw nothing, we don’t believe it is a location of interest.” Killzone. “When we get there, Anhelia will produce a temporary Forward Base where we will organize the attack. Sergeant Nanark and Liquid will be handling planning from Spur. Understood?”

Nods all around.

Silverite took center stage back, saying, “Shade Farix is a Shade, but he has been Blessed into growth by a joint effort of Erick Flatt and Koyabez. This, however, has merely mutated his base nature. No matter how easy he might look to kill, or how weak of a person he might seem, he can turn you into a writhing mass of pleasure if you piss him off, and he won’t feel bad about it. You do not antagonize the Archmage-level Blood Mage.” Silverite added, “No matter how much there seems to be a connection between Farix’s ability to mutate people into lumps of flesh and how lumpy all the amalgams look, and are, do not antagonize the Shade. Understand? I’m looking at every single person here in front, but mostly the people who aren’t part of Spur’s Army; those who have never dealt with a Shade before.”

Her gaze flicked over the people from Songli, and lingered on a noblewoman about Jane’s age. Jane hadn’t even noticed her. To be fair, that noble was further back than most people in front. Jane tried to think of her name but that knowledge evaded her. She was human and one of Jane’s neighbors, though.

When all Silverite got back were nods, she relaxed a fraction. “Good. Now get out there and save the world. Dismissed.”







- - - -







On a perfectly flat stretch of desert to the west of Ar’Kendrithyst, where the sun beat down from directly above and the wind rushed from the north, Jane walked south, dressed in her overlapping dark blue armor. She felt a bit small in this form, compared to the giant of a man on her left.

Killzone stared straight ahead, his black body relaxed, but with a certain tension that showed he was ready for a fight. Killzone wore his adamantium flesh like casual clothes and a bit of armor, but nothing overmuch. On Killzone’s other side stood Guildmaster Mog.

Mog was dressed in bright white fullplate, either adamantium and enchanted to look white, or covered in a layer of holyite, Jane wasn’t sure. Whatever it was, it was layered over with red-tinted Force; her [Reflective Armor] spell, and done in the same style as Poi’s armor. Or, actually, Jane probably had that backwards. Poi got his armor ideas from Mog.

Or, more realistically, they both got their ideas from some common idea that ‘real armor is good’. Probably some plays or whatever; Jane didn’t know, and she put those thoughts away. It was time to work.

Their various other forces hung back, about 300 meters behind.

Because up ahead was the delegation from New Brightwater.

Jane recognized Shade Farix, with his blue skin, white horns, white hair, and bright white eyes that were uncommonly bright, which marked him as a Shade. The other two at Farix’s side were unknown to her, but while one was a shadeling, perhaps, with dim yet white eyes, the other was a normal blue dragonkin with normal blue eyes.

Jane’s own eyes were dark black, for she had incorporated her shadow spider’s Eyes of Magic into her form, along with a few other capabilities that she hoped not to need to use. Farix’s team was running magic, but only the normal kind. No traps lay in the sand ahead, or anything like that.

The two groups faced off, both stopping ten meters from each other. And then Killzone and Farix each took a single step closer. No one spoke. One moment of silence turned to three. Tension rose.

Ah. Jane did not miss this part of danger; the comparing of egos, to see who would break first and talk first, and thus prove they were beneath the other person in the meeting. But! Shade protocol had a solution for this, and so, since this was an emergency meeting—

Jane faked a sneeze.

Killzone spoke over his shoulder to Jane, “See that you get that [Cleanse]d before you get into the city.”

“Sir, yes sir,” Jane replied.

Farix said, “Your people are always sneezing around me. It’s quite unbecoming. One would think your vaunted [Cleanse] wasn’t actually capable of cleaning up anything at all!”

Killzone said, “[Cleanse] is not meant to solve every problem we encounter. It’s just an assistant, to help us help ourselves.”

“Feh! Whatever.” Farix said, “Here’s how this joint venture is going to go. My teams are coming in from the south. Yours come in from the north. My woman here—” He gestured to the blue dragonkin woman at his side. “Is a former Mind Mage, rescued from death by the Dark, and given a new life on this land. She stepped away from the Dark, though, in order to be allowed to rejoin her original people. She is coordinating for our side. Who is coordinating from your side?”

Killzone glared at Farix. “… It is unkind to do this, here, at this juncture.”

Jane had missed something. She did not like missing anything.

Farix said, “She’s a Mind Mage! They’re all scrupulous to a fault and she is no different.”

Jane controlled her breathing, but she wanted to gasp. She realized that the dragonkin woman looked familiar. She looked like Poi, but female. But… No? Couldn’t be.

‘Poi?’ Jane sent, ‘Are you seeing this? Is this really your sister?’

‘… Less chatter,’ Poi sent, reluctantly.

‘Ah! Ah. Shit— Shutting up, now.’

Jane mentally wiped her brow and then she filed this development into the category of ‘not my business’. She’d keep an eye on whatever this was, of course, if only because Farix was probably going to use her, too, in order to get closer to Spur and also her father. Jane wasn’t at the center of whatever fucking mess this Shade wanted to make, but she was adjacent, and that made her a target, just like how Poi was apparently a target, too.

Briefly, she wondered if they had targeted Kiri already? They probably had?

It was a Shade who had fucked with Kiri in the museum back in Treehome, wasn’t it! Which Shade, though?

… Could have been any of them, really.

… And also, had they targeted Jane, yet? They probably had, she considered. Either at the escort of Champion Yetta, or when Melemizargo stepped out at Oceanside and asked her if she wanted his ‘Blessing’ so that she could ‘clean house’ for him. It was probably more complicated than that, though, since their plans for her father were long term, so perhaps their desires for her were longer term, too; broader and deeper than a single instance of temptation.

Killzone and Farix had bandied veiled threats and smaller insults at each other for the last minute, but that was rather normal for this sort of situation. It was considered improper to involve oneself in the bickering of powerful Shades, for to listen too closely was to directly involve oneself in the banter, and if you failed, the outcome was usually death. Or, since Farix was Blessed into Empathy, and as Silverite had said, the ‘bad outcome’ here was to get Blood Magic’d into a body that sensed only pleasure.

Jane was glad that Silverite spoke of the connection between Farix’s ‘amalgamation’ of people into puddles of self-pleasuring flesh and of what they were seeing from the soul ooze every night. Jane hadn’t even considered that, but it made sense as soon as she heard about Farix’s predilections. Some other Blood Mage had even made some sort of [Grand Abomination] spell, or something, and scattered that magic into the darker parts of the Dead City long ago. So maybe Farix was planning something devious today, but...

How that didn’t tick off her father’s Blessing was beyond Jane, but it was probably some trick of Farix’s own mind that allowed him to operate under such a restriction. Whatever the case, Jane and no one on their side would be testing Farix; not yet.

He might have to die before the day was over, though.

Killzone pivoted his talk, turning back to the subject at hand, “Shade Farix! Enough of this nonsense. We need action. We need to end the soul ooze. Your prognosticators have seen the same thing we have seen. If the ooze gets another night, disaster will strike.”

“And we will move to the clouds to get away!” Farix dropped a minor, but expected bombshell. The shape of the bombshell was unexpected, but everyone suspected the Shade had some way to get further away from the ooze, and to protect his people. “I already have several cloud giant castles under my power, for you didn’t think my people were only protecting our land from that ooze every night, did you? No! We know the truths of magic. We have proper learning. We don’t actually need to participate in this battle at all! We could escape, and let you fail. Which is why we demand compensation to assist in this battle.”

Killzone glared. “What sort of compensation?”

“We wish to purchase goods and services from Spur.” Farix said, “We’d link up with Candlepoint, but we’re staying away from Erick’s Worldly Path, and if we did that, he’d come running. So! We want to link up with Spur, instead.”

Killzone instantly said, “100 percent markup. You’re not allowed inside the city. We will set up soldiers by the east gate which will take your orders and purchase your desires inside the city.”

Jane blinked. That was fast. Silverite was probably listening and feeding Killzone information in real time, but to make such a decision that fast? A decision of this magnitude? This was promising to have further deals with the Dark, and that was strictly against the rules of engagement. Spur has done this many times before, but never so openly, because the problems actually came later when other people heard that Spur was trading with Darkness, and then those other people cut off their trade—

Wait a second.

Was all this for show?

Jane wasn’t sure, but the thought that this was an act struck her, and she couldn’t let it go. Whatever! She shouldn’t be surprised. Spur had been dealing with the Dark long before now. Not Jane’s problem. Jane’s problems were all monsters, and she liked it that way; those issues were much more fun to solve.

Killzone added, “You will have a single month of trade, and if nothing untoward happens in that time, and if Ar’Kendrithyst calms down, then we will talk about extensions.”

Farix stood tall, looking like he was mentally going over the offer, and then he said, “The bargain is struck. Our Mind Mages will coordinate the battle, and our forces will not mix.”

Killzone agreed, “Our forces will not mix.”

Farix stepped backward, rejoining his people.

Killzone stepped backward, to stand beside Jane and Mog.

Poi’s voice was a loudness in the air, as he spoke to everyone on their side, ‘Shade Farix has set up their fallback point to the south of the Brightwater. Anhelia has already set hers to the north. Grab your [Teleport] partners and meet on site. Further instructions to follow.’

Killzone privately sent to Jane, and also Mog, ‘Farix is going to sweep in and attempt to control the soul ooze at the last moment. Be ready to let him take it. A monster controlled is better than what we have now.’

Jane jolted, and then she made the mistake of glancing at Farix on the other side of the field. He lightly stared at her, as though glaring through her armor to see the person beneath, and then he smirked. And then Jane turned to stare at Killzone, her anger boiling inside her—

Killzone held out his hands to Jane and Mog, sending, ‘He has to take it first, proving he is untrustworthy, before we can kill him with impunity.’

Oh.

Well that was fine? Wasn’t it?

Jane took Killzone’s hand.

In groups of three, the two groups left the field, briefly flickering colors into the desert air with their passing.







- - - -







It had been a while since Jane had been inside the Dead City.

Being this close to the Brightwater was completely new, though. This land had always been wholly off limits to every single person who valued their life. But… Since the rise of the ooze and the destruction of the civilization of the Brightwater, this was a new time in the ‘life’ of the Dead City.

In her spider form, and well-rested enough to move out, Jane clung to the top of the second-tallest red-purple kendrithyst tower in the area. The whole of their temporary ‘Forward Base’ was located in the actual tallest crystal tower, just west of this one. That space was a fallback point, and covered in light from Anhelia’s [Light Domain]. Most of the soldiers were still over there, inside the revealed interior structure of the crystal, inside the rooms and on the balconies and in the watchtower on top, going over last-minute prep and viewing the target area through very carefully controlled [Viewing Screen]s that were themselves wrapped behind reflective magics.

Everyone else was getting ready.

Jane was already ready. She had been briefed on her mission statement and was prepared to accept the two people who they assigned her, but those two people were still up there in the main tower, getting briefed.

Jane wasn’t the head of the spear —that was Killzone, and to a lesser extent, Mog— but she was the backup, and she knew she would be needed. And so, Jane gazed out and tried to see what she could, to further prepare.

Ar’Kendrithyst was, and would likely always remain, a land of red and purple crystal towers that swirled with hidden shadows, each spire too tall to ever exist without the assistance of magic. Almost all of the ones around Jane were at least 30 kilometers long. All she could see were the tops, though. Though it was high noon, the depths of the city were deep enough that light failed to penetrate to the bottom. The shadows swirling inside the towers were to blame, dimming an otherwise gorgeous view with darkness.

At least all of the usual monsters were not present. Usually, there would be a horde of munchlings or a leviathan centipede or an actual leviathan to contend with, if one hung around this area long enough. But all the monsters were gone. They were likely under direct control of the soul ooze, though, but no one had actually seen the usual monsters.

Maybe the usual monsters had become food? Maybe they hadn’t been amalgamized into larger, and more dangerous horrors?

Yeah right, Jane thought.

Anyway. The Brightwater was completely different than how it usually was, and Jane wished she could have seen it a year ago. She likely would have been killed if she had tried, but to gaze upon a land of clear crystal towers above an ocean of light would have been a sight to behold.

Now, though, the walls that separated the red-purple kendrithyst from the clear kendrithyst were broken. The auto-magical summoned defenders and the shadeling personnel that usually manned those walls were gone. Shadows from the city had flowed into that once-bright land and turned clear crystal into smoky quartz. The Spire, once the brightest, tallest structure of Ar’Kendrithyst, was gone from the skyline. Apparently Shade Farix had already scouted the place and found nothing, corroborating Killzone’s scouting report.

Taking Farix at his word was foolish, though.

And besides that, every single prognosticator in the area had—

“Yo, Jane.” Mog stepped into the air next to Jane’s tower. “Scoot to the side. I want to talk to you before we go in, before your team shows up for you.”

Jane obliged, granting the comparatively small woman half of the kendrithyst tower’s ‘roof’. “What’s up, guildmaster?”

Mog’s armor didn’t make a sound as she moved to stand next to Jane, planting her feet atop the kendrithyst. “I like how you changed your voice. It makes you more approachable. Also makes you damned scarier in a completely different way.”

Jane smiled. “I’ll have to switch this speech center away once the battle starts to seal up all my vulnerabilities, so the horrible voice will come back. But it’s been nice, yeah.”

Mog nodded, and then she sent, ‘…’

Mog flinched. She stared at Jane, and then tried to connect with a tendril of thought again, but the magic bounced off of Jane’s carapace.

Jane made the connection herself, sending, ‘I can’t turn off the reflection. What’s up?’

Mog frowned, but Jane got the impression that it was more at her own situation, than at Jane. And then she sent, ‘Look. This mission needs to go right. We’re keeping it quiet, but we all knew this could become a crystal mimic scenario if we let it, so we’ve been covertly trying to kill it ourselves for the last twenty days. This thing has rebuffed all our attempts to kill it.’

Jane’s leg hairs stood on end as she involuntarily flexed her abdomen upward. This was news to Jane, and it did not make her feel confident about their chances today.

Mog continued, ‘All of Killzone’s and Silverite’s actions? Acting like this was a new threat? Lies. Obfuscation for the masses. Playing it off like we could handle it at any point in time was necessary because you gotta project confidence as a leader, you know? But know this: Today is our final chance to solve this threat on our own, and we are pulling out all the stops. With these combined forces we should be able to kill the thing, but… This is a breaking point for Spur. If we fail tonight, then we fail more than you know.’

Jane breathed out. ‘So the backup plan is that bad, eh?’

‘Yes.’ Mog gazed across the crystal landscape ahead. ‘If we’re not out ten minutes before sunset the Headmaster is going to bomb this place himself, along with a hundred of his Elites. He’ll make a crater a hundred kilometers across, wiping Ar’Kendrithyst from the map and likely causing untold destruction to Spur and the water table and probably opening up multiple entrances to the Underworld. No one wants that except for the Headmaster; he wants to blast this place to dust, and is quite mad we haven’t let him come in to do just that. Such an action would be the ruination of Spur and the destruction of a great city, full of possibility.’ She added, ‘Maybe we should just let him do that, but…

‘We can do this, Jane.

‘Spur. The people here can solve our own problems.’ Mog sent, ‘That’s what I really came over here to say. Spur has a long history, but we look to have a much longer one than we already have, and Ar’Kendrithyst is still full of treasures to be found. We want you to take a larger share of the responsibility, and the prestige, and the power that this place has to offer. If you want to stay past this calamity. Either way, we’re raising your clearance to a 9-star adventurer. The only thing left to get you 10 star is a Domain. That would mean the whole world is open to you, through the Adventurer’s Guild, with challenges everywhere to be found, but there’s still a lot left to be found here, in Spur.

‘If we can kill this thing and prevent the Headmaster from needing to turn our goldmine into a crater.’

Hitting a high clearance in the Adventurer’s guild would open up the world to her. Dangerous quests. Problems that needed ending. Ohhh. Oh. This was good.

Jane instantly said, ‘I’m on board with this plan.’

With a greatly relieved tone, Mog said, ‘Good. Glad to hear it.’ She added, ‘This might not be a ‘save the world’ mission like Silverite said, but this isn’t a suicide mission, either. We’re doing this safely and with all our people alive at the end of it, no matter the final outcome. If the Headmaster needs to do what he needs to do, then so be it, but this is our home.’

Jane just smiled a little. She liked Mog; the Guildmaster was a good woman. Jane wasn’t happy with how Mog was sweet on Erick, but her father didn’t reciprocate, so that was fine.

Mog glanced up at Jane’s adamantium sword, floating next to Jane’s left pedipalp. ‘Adamantium might be the only thing able to break the core.’ She held up her spiked gloves. ‘I got my own set. Use your sword against the [Ethereal Soul Bolt]s, too; don’t risk your reflection working like it should, especially once we get closer to the core.’

‘Heard loud and clear.’ Jane detached her sword from its position near her pedipalps, and swished it through the air ahead, controlling the near-artifact with the [Flying Striker] spell she had imbued earlier. ‘I really do like this thing, you know? Adamantium is great, but the runework is really amazing.’

‘I had a runic armor set, once.’ Mog sent, ‘It got stripped from me by a Shade that imbued it with [Control Armor] and [Clothe]; pulled it right off of me in the middle of a battle. I prefer plain armor these days.’

‘… Yeah. But…’ Jane sent, ‘They could have taken it from you either way, right?’

‘Aye. Took me a long time to understand that.’

And since Mog had shared something, Jane decided to share something, too, ‘I really do like ending threats, you know? It just feels good to make the world safer by erasing the bad parts.’

Mog smiled wide, her glinting lower fangs barely showing through the slits in her helmet. ‘Soon as you get a Domain you should try the Walk to the Core; see what true monsters look like. I bet this soul ooze would fit right in down below amongst all those greater monsters. Gotta get a writ from a Geode before you do, but that shouldn’t be hard. From what I heard your father is doing great down there.’

‘I wanted to make that journey as soon as he told me about the Variant monsters.’ Jane sent, ‘But they’re no good for Polymage?’

‘Ah. Yeah. Don’t eat any of the monsters down there. They all have Domains and that means that they can try to control you even after they slot into your Familiar Form list. Safer to just fight them instead. See how far you can get.’ Mog stepped back into the air, then made her way back to the main tower, sending, ‘Shouldn’t be long now. Kiri and the archmages will open the way, but we’re going to have to finish it.’

Jane nodded, then went back to watching the shadows swirl inside the crystals of Ar’Kendrithyst.







- - - -







The Brightwater was no longer anything like its name would suggest.

Ringed with crystal towers, the thirty-kilometer deep, 25-kilometers wide at its widest oval-shaped dimensions, Brightwater used to be filled with misty light that obscured everything inside. The mist was still there, but it was a gloom of shadows these days; a byproduct of the constant solar-induced destruction of the ooze down below. That mist protected the ooze from further degradation during the day. The core itself was located somewhere deep below the mists, and below the sea of black ooze hidden by the mist. It was under at least 15 kilometers of ooze. Maybe as much as 20.

Kiri had her crown on today, though, so she was good to go for a lot of mist and ooze destruction…

At least she thought she was, according to the math she had done. [Summon Sunny] cost her 1622 base mana, which was 811 mana after Clarity. At her own modified Focus of 200, thanks to the [Luminous Trap] and All-Stats permanent lightmask crown upon her head, she regenerated 48,000 mana per hour, thanks to Scion of Focus, or 13-14 mana per second. This meant it would take a little over 1 minute to recast Sunny. With her modified Willpower of 200, this meant that every Sunny would come into being with 12,000 mana. 2000 mana would then be instantly spent on a [Reflective Personal Ward]; Kiri was decently happy with that spell, but she could probably do better once she got some more pointers from Erick.

With such a defense, and then running [Greater Lightwalk] the whole time out there for 10 mana per second, Sunny would have been losing mana without access to a Restful space. But Kiri had already solved this problem with a [Restful Ward] that she made a month ago, which cost 250 mana. She could attach these Restful spaces to rocks, which Sunny would then carry with her. 

Kiri would eventually be able to make a [Restful Reflection Personal Ward], she was sure, but it hadn’t happened yet, and it likely wouldn’t happen for a while longer. She needed time to work out the math, and she didn’t have a lot of that these days. 

Anyway. 

With a bit of planning and careful casting, Kiri could pump out a Sunny every minute, and maintain a concentrated burn for a very long time. She couldn’t go full power all the time, but she could contribute a lot, for a long while.

It might be enough.

‘Might’ be enough, because, of course, Silverite and Killzone and the other archmages (who didn’t do much on the battlefield these days) have been trying to kill this thing for the last week. Now how Kiri had missed that, she had no idea.

Poi poked his head into the room. “Your show, Kiri. Light the way.”

Kiri froze, and then she relaxed. She leaned back in her chair, feeling the weight of the crown on her head, and the weight of the world on her shoulders…

Well.

This wasn’t really ‘save the world’ time, but more like ‘prove she was capable of playing in the big leagues’ time.

Kiri focused on the battlefield ahead…







- - - -







Jane had been joined by two people meant to assist her when necessary. A Font from Songli who had been near Jane last night, who hadn’t gotten a chance to assist with the battle because there had been none, and the noble girl who was Jane’s neighbor.

Jane greeted the man first, the Font, saying, “Greetings, Olirio Wild Song. Thank you for joining me again for the day’s events.”

Olirio Wild Song was a demi man with white skin that was the barest violet. All of him was like that, except for his armor, which was fully violet and covered him almost completely. He held his helmet in his hand to bow and greet Jane, as he said, “Greetings again, Jane Flatt. I look forward to actually seeing some action this time.”

It was a polite joke, so Jane gave a polite, small chuckle. Olirio nodded and Jane nodded back, but since she was ten meters wide and three meters tall at the moment, and also a massive blue tarantula, it probably came off more scary than she meant. The noblewoman, who Jane knew, but did not know, controlled her fear response very well, but as Jane moved, the woman started to sweat.

Her fearful sweat made the air taste good, and that made Jane uncomfortable. Jane did not like this good flavor, and she was 100% sure that this fear sense was coming from her leaky lesser rivergrieve Familiar Form. That form was more trouble than it was worth, but it would likely prove itself if she had to swim sometime. Hopefully not today, though, even if the black ooze was technically liquid.

Poi had tested her, though. Jane was still herself, according to the experts!

Jane said to the woman, “I apologize, Lady…” Jane was sure the woman was a Lady, as in a Lady-of-the-Court, but beyond that, she was drawing a blank. “I know we are neighbors, but we have not been introduced yet. I do not actually know your name.”

The girl was caramel of skin, with black hair and bright blue eyes. Her leathers were enchanted, and she wore a clear suit of [Conjure Armor] over those leathers; completely clear magic, too. Either she was skilled in some ways, or she had lucked out with that color.

At Jane’s direct addressing of her, she seemed to relax a little, and said, “Lady Alandria Clayfield of the Greensoil Republic. I am pleased to make your acquaintance. When this is all over, I would like to invite you over for tea, perhaps at a nicer time in the middle of the day than the odd schedule that we’ve been keeping for the last month.” She turned to Olirio, saying, “I would also invite Singer Void Song and her entourage to participate.”

Olirio politely said, “I will pass along the invitation at our earliest convenience.”

“Thank you,” Alandria said, and then she turned to face south, to face the Brightwater. Her fear spiked a bit, according to Jane’s senses, as she said, “I am a Replicant Warrior who will follow in your lead, Miss Jane Flatt. It is my understanding that I and my replications will be acting as decoys to assist you as you kill the big ones; taking the heat off of you as needed.”

Jane smirked a little, though the movement of her large fangs probably came off as something different. Another spike of fear rolled off of Alandria. “I have those replication spells, too. Every elemental version that I could make.”

Alandria nodded. “I understand that my mana is to be used to make replications, and you’re to do what you need to do to take down the targets. And Olirio will keep us both topped off. It will be a slow, methodical kill, with no room for mistakes.”

“Yes.” Jane said, “Slow and steady. We’re mainly keeping the monsters away from Kiri.”

“Ah! Where are my manners.” Alandria said, “I would invite Miss Flamecrash to tea, as well. But anyway: With any luck today, our integration as a unit will go smoothly, for Silverite has called in some Mind Mages from Oceanside. We expect to need to kill 250 greater amalgams, and anywhere from 20 to 40 soul casters.”

Jane said, “The number keeps growing. I’m sure Poi and them can keep it together, though.”

Olirio said, “The Mind Mages are rather good at creating unit cohesion, so— Ah. It’s starting.”

Jane, and everyone else, was already focused south.

Nine Sunnys, looking like pinpricks of green light, entered the sky fifteen kilometers ahead.

Jane could barely see them, and only because of the primal frost owl eyes she had added to the sides of her large frontal eyes, which remained her Eyes of Magic from the shadow spider. She certainly saw the effects, though.

Nine [Luminous Beam]s, like tracers of white laser fire, danced down from the sky above to carve through the gloom below. Jane could not see the target from here, atop this kendrithyst crystal well away from the edge of the Brightwater. It wasn’t time to move up yet—

Killzone’s voice rang out, “Into positions! Forward into the Dark!”

‘That’s the cue,’ Poi’s voice came to her, and also to everyone else in her small, three person group. ‘Handing off your specific delegation to Mind Mage Olirio. Good luck.’

Well wasn’t that a fun little revelation.

Jane felt herself connect to Alandria and Olirio, and then—

Alandria whipped her head toward Olirio. ‘OH.’

Olirio sighed, sending, ‘I am not actually a Classed Mind Mage.’

‘On task, people!’ Jane sent.

With a show of [Greater Lightwalk], Jane and everyone else in her small party moved a kilometer south, and then Alandria cast a [Force Platform] underneath the three of them. It was a perfect, synchronous movement, with Alandria to Jane’s left and Olirio to the right, and the platform perfectly clear and wide enough for Jane not to feel cramped.

And now, she saw the Brightwater as it was, full of gloom from horizon to horizon, like a black ocean of mist, swirling past shorelines made of crystal towers, flowing toward the brilliant center, where light carved a hole into the mist. The mist was a kilometer deep, and Kiri’s [Luminous Beam] had an effective range of several kilometers, but the beam didn’t actually end until its power was absorbed into the surrounding matter. For all Jane knew, Kiri’s [Luminous Beam]s reached ten kilometers deep, burning away the ocean where they touched.

All across the northern edge of the Brightwater, people watched the light show from their own platforms. A few people flew on their own. And the tenth Sunny flickered across the gloom, depositing [True Sunlight Rift]s as she went. Brilliant white light burned away gloom like nothing else. That Sunny spent herself casting orbs everywhere, all along predetermined ‘best positioning’, whatever that meant. Kinda looked like a messed up grid pattern.

Didn’t take long for Sunny to fully expend herself, either; ten orbs, and she was done.

All the while, the Sunnys in the sky continued to drop carving [Luminous Beam]s into the gloom, evaporating the environmental effect. But it was like boiling away the center of an ocean; there was always more water to fill the hole.

It didn’t take long for a shift to occur in that ocean.

For all across the entire Brightwater, and indeed across all of Ar’Kendrithyst, the gloom flowed to where Kiri boiled it away, rushing in to replace that which was lost. More little green couatls came in to replace those who expended themselves, in a slow, methodical pattern, with a few of them continuously keeping up the [Luminous Beam] burn in the center, which arguably erased the most ‘water’ of the ocean, while even more dropped Sunlight all across the darkness, keeping the burn sustained. It was the same scene that played out all across Spur’s outermost wall, every night, except this time they were here, in the heart of this dark land.

And the [Luminous Beam]s were a new tactic. Jane had only guessed that they burned away a lot more black ocean than the Sunlight orbs, but truthfully, she didn’t know. Perhaps they did. More importantly, though, they gave the monsters under the ocean a direct target to focus on, wherever those monsters might be down there in that ooze.

Maybe Jane finally would finally get to kill the thing today. Or maybe Kiri could do it on her own. Maybe, all that was needed was Kiri, doing this for a few hours, to solve this entire problem. Maybe, once she uncovered the ooze’s core, she could kill the thing all on her own with all of those Beams she was laying down. The Army was actually hoping for this outcome, and a small part of Jane was, too, but they expected Kiri’s spellwork to fail as amalgams started to appear and fight back.

This was why all the rest of them were here, after all.

Jane’s dozen spider hearts beat hard inside her abdomen and chest, as Kiri’s magic finally burned through the gloom, exposing the black ocean below it all. With the ocean exposed, the noon sun above helped to break apart the ocean, rapidly breaking up the surface, dropping that surface down a meter each second. Kiri followed the descending ocean with more layers of orbs. There were three layers now, each 100 meters lower than the layer before, each of those layers locking down the flowing gloom pouring in from all the rest of Ar’Kendrithyst, to ensure the black ocean remained uncovered.

That black ocean roared in from the rest of Ar’Kendrithyst, flowing toward the Brightwater. An ocean of dead souls poured through gaps in the wall, rushing forward, forming black waterfalls and filling the air with even more mist that failed to protect the dark waters. But there was something else inside. As Jane looked with her Eyes of Magic, she saw a force inside that black ocean, drawing it into the Brightwater. Some of those waterfalls weren’t just falling. They were being pulled into the Brightwater like intestines from a stomach; dead souls knotted together into something more than simple liquid.

And yet, no amalgams appeared. No defenders. No bloated soul casters.

Jane calmed down a bit, as nothing continued to happen. The black ocean boiled under the combined might of Kiri’s ever-deepening layers of Sunlight Orbs. Four or five Sunnys continued to blast away at the center with [Luminous Beam]s. And Jane waited—

At once, every single Sunny doubled up on their [Luminous Beam]s and traced their attack to the left, carving a dancing swirl of light into a newly apparent target. Something died far below. The layers of orbs were now ten deep, and getting deeper.

‘Position holding,’ came Poi’s voice, to what Jane assumed was everyone. ‘Assume amalgams soon.’

Olirio answered Jane’s unasked question, ‘Kiri tracked and killed an amalgam; that’s what that was. Not a soul caster, though. A normal one. The soul ooze is starting to fight back.’

One of the lights at the lowest level blinked out. And then another vanished. Down below, under the ocean, looking like a skull of a giant just under the waters, that skull spit [Dispelling Bolt]s upward. It was a dispelling amalgam. They all looked like that. They waited in the ooze and you didn’t see them until they [Dispel]ed you.

Jane watched as a black bolt stepped off of a platform to the far left and descended to the ocean below like a javelin thrown by a god, aiming directly at the dispeller. Killzone was taking the first amalgam.

‘All platforms descend one kilometer,’ Poi sent. ‘Slow and steady.’

As one, that was exactly what Jane and her companions did, dropping out of the sky and flickering down into the Brightwater. Alandria cast another clear platform and they resumed their positioning about 150 meters above the black ocean, Just outside of [Dispel] range. Smoky crystal towers rose behind them while Kiri’s rifts hung in the air before them. The black ocean boiled, and in the daytime, and this close, Jane could see that calling it a ‘black ocean’ wasn’t exactly true.

Alandria gasped a little as she looked down. Olirio frowned. Jane watched as a sea of people-shaped black souls, all jammed together into a writhing mass, burned away under Kiri’s light, their faces appearing and then vanishing as they silently screamed their torment into an uncaring world.

‘That’s normal’. Jane sent them, ‘I guess you can finally see them, though. Now that it's daytime. The shadows inside the kendrithyst are like this, too, but only if you really look. This liquid state makes them a lot more visible.’

‘Oh, by all the bright gods.’ Alandria sent, ‘It’s true, then. Are they really Melemizargo’s followers from the Old Cosmology?’

‘That’s what I hear.’ Olirio sent, ‘I did not put stock in those rumors until now.’

‘We’re not actually sure what they are, but that’s the most accepted interpretation of what is inside the crystals.’ Jane sent, ‘And I guess that’s what these things are from. I have to wonder, though, if the soul ooze has a core, and any oozy thing with a core is a slime then this thing is actually a slime, and it’s doing what slimes do; it cleans up dead things.’

‘Slimes are cute little things. Cleaners.’ Alandria sent, ‘Not this abomination.’

‘If it’s actually cleaning up these old souls, then maybe that’s exactly what is happening,’ Jane repeated, for she didn’t think Alandria heard her.

‘… Maybe.’ Olirio sent, ‘Maybe that’s exactly— Jane.’ He pointed to the right. ‘That’s yours.’

A certain kind of calm came over Jane at that moment and she relished the feeling. As she lit her sword with prismatic light and turned herself into the same, sweeping out with a [Cleansing Aura] the very next Script Second, she was ready. Down below was her target; the only one in sight, though that was certainly going to change soon enough.

All across the dark ocean of the Brightwater, amalgams were beginning to surface from the blackened souls of the long dead, like horrific visions of life that should not be alive. Arms attached to heads. Legs attached to arms. Eyes were on chests as intestines spilled out all across the surface of the ooze. The basic building blocks of the amalgams rose from the depths, and then, they shifted.

Arms went to the sides of bodies where they would provide the most leverage to cast spells or wield giant [Conjured Weapon]s, like swords ten meters long, or clubs of the same. Eyes went all around heads. Torsos gained legs, and then those legs morphed together, twisting into fish tails, or water strider legs so they could stand atop the ooze and move freely.

Jane’s target was a water strider twenty meters wide and ten tall, with ten legs and ten sets of arms, half of those arms wielding swords and the other half holding onto balls of shadowy magic, just waiting for something to target. It had a massive giant head for a head, proving itself as a dispelling amalgam with tricks.

Jane leapt off her perch and dove straight at it.

Her sword flickered fast to deflect three separate, instant attempts to strike her with dispelling bolts. Ten other attempts simply missed. With a strike made of light and everything else, Jane carved the creature through from top to bottom, carving the skull-head in half as she landed below the amalgam. Her legs stopped a bare fraction before she would have plunged into the boiling black ocean, while her [Cleansing Aura] burned away the slight goop still left on the creature, and then got to work on the soul ooze below. The amalgam flopped a little, arms on one side trying to hold onto the arms of another side, trying to hold its head together, but it could not. It was not dead, yet. So to get the message fully across, Jane took her sword, empowered it even further, and spun it like a blender blade above her body.

She cut through the legs of the creature, causing it to fall into her spinning prismatic light, and Jane ascended, turning the greater amalgam into a whole lot of dead pieces that were both on fire, and already getting [Cleanse]d away.

Jane left the dead, half-[Cleanse]d thing behind, ascending back up top to rejoin her small group, but on a separate platform. Alandria had conjured the second one for her, specifically, so they wouldn’t be exposed to any potential ooze drippings.

Olirio asked, ‘Health? Mana? Soul ooze status?’

‘I’m good.’ Jane glanced at her Status. ‘Still immune to the soul ooze soul attack and I was running [Cleansing Aura] the whole time. Only took 500 Health and Mana to kill that thing and I already got a [Rejuvenation] going to replenish most of that Health. My Mana Exhaustion limit is 180,000, while Health Fatigue is at 110,000. I can kill 300 more like that one, no problem.’

Alandria sagged a little with relief. ‘You are very good at this, Miss Flatt.’

Olirio sent, ‘With any luck you will not reach that limit.’

Jane lifted a leg and pointed across the land, southward, sending, ‘New Brightwater is taking care of amalgams on their side, too, so I don’t think I’ll be anywhere close to that limit— Ah! That one looks different. Oh! Is that one of them? The soul bolters?’

‘… Yes,’ Olirio sent, looking pensive.

A large, bloated white thing, like the corpse of a whale that forgot it should sink, had bobbed up to the surface where Kiri’s beams burrowed into the soul ooze. Kiri broke off her attacks instantly, each Sunny vanishing from the sky as though dismissed.

Olirio sent, ‘That’s a soul amalgam. They’re… Oh. Uh.’

A second soul amalgam bobbed to the surface near the first one. It was half again larger than the first one, looking like a true balloon, but with eyes and arms scattered across its whole surface. Those eyes tracked the Sun Orbs Kiri had cast into the air and the hands spit out blobs of shadow that slowly, methodically tracked up to the rifts.

The first shadow bolt struck the first rift and corrupted that rift into something darker. Shadow poured out of the rift, breaking every single sun rift in the area before popping and filling that part of the sky with gloom. That airy shadow then spread like a cooling blanket across a kilometer-sized section of the ocean, preventing the surviving rifts in that area from further boiling away the soul ooze.

The actual sun and all the other rifts were still burning it all away, but Jane doubted that there were only two soul casters down there in the black muck.

Ah. Hmm.

Kiri would not be able to do this on her own, it seemed.

Jane tried not to be too happy about that as she sent, ‘Shame, I guess. So which one am I killing?’

And at that, something in Alandria seemed to snap, ‘One misstep and these things will kill everyone! How can you be so flippant!’

Jane had to smile at that. ‘See. There’s this thing about magic under the Script: Every magic has a built-in weakness, and the weakness of Soul Magic is the Health of the thing it’s targeting. I have over 5,000 Health and a very strong reflection. That Soul Magic isn’t going to affect me.’

Alandria blinked as though she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.

Olirio, however, was right there with Jane, sending her, ‘They have no Domains. General Killzone is on the large one. You are on the small one. Attack in three. Two…’

Jane shot through the sky on 'one'.

The approach was not instantaneous. The soul amalgam had hundreds of eyes everywhere around its body. It saw Jane just long enough to get off a few slow-moving Bolts. One bit of dark soul magic bounced off of her bright blue hairs, while the other got split in half with the radiance of her sword. And then she entered the creature, cutting a slit in the side of it and ripping her way inside as even more [Dispel]s clashed with her body like ripples of shadow, but she kept her [Cleansing Aura] running on her insides, along with her [Prismatic Body]. Her reflective carapace and hairs were innate biology; this magic couldn’t do shit against her.

With a ripping, spinning, continuous slash of power, Jane ripped through the soul caster amalgam. She exited the other side and half of the creature’s mass exploded out with her, sprinkling the surface of the ocean like so much chum. Some of it evaporated away under her [Cleansing Aura], but some sank out of sight.

To her side, Killzone exited from the larger amalgam, bursting the thing like armor-piercing ammo exiting a skull, shattering the thing wide open.

Sunnys descended and erased the half-dead amalgams from existence with a coordinated attack of ten [Luminous Beam]s at once.

Jane retreated back to her waiting position, atop her platform.

Kiri reset her rifts across the battlefield and resumed drilling with [Luminous Beam]s.

Alandria whispered, “That was… Dangerous, Miss Flatt.”

Jane smiled wide, sending, ‘It might not be as impressive as a sky full of burning light, but monster forms can be a lot better in certain—’

‘Apologies for interrupting.’ Olirio sent, ‘Amalgams are surfacing everywhere. We will begin methodical eradication procedures.’

The entire Brightwater burbled with power as bodies surfaced and stitched together into macabre amalgams. Seven greater amalgams appeared right underneath Jane and her team. At a glance, Jane counted a thousand, or maybe three thousand; she had no idea how to estimate what she was seeing. That was probably her own fear response talking, for she spotted at least a hundred soul amalgams bobbing up among the rest, like bloated corpses.

But what was worse were all the monster amalgams.

Spur hadn’t seen many actual monster amalgams in the nightly sieges. But now, here they were.

Centipedes that had hunted inside Ar’Kendrithyst like freight trains slipping around crystal towers, now wormed out from the black ocean, rushing up the crystal towers exactly how they used to move in life. But now they had about a thousand extra heads, all along their bodies, all screaming at once. Dispeller amalgams, version two.

Kendrithyst mimics, the granddaddy version of crystal mimics and each thirty meters tall, at least, pulled themselves out of the muck. They had eyes now, all along the lengths of each red-purple-shadow crystal spike, and a mouth at their base that screamed, warbling the black ocean as they flowed across the surface like the water strider amalgam.

Giants, twisted to foul purpose and fouler bodies, pulled themselves out of the black ocean, dripping soul ooze the whole way, as they then climbed into the air like they were slowly stepping up invisible stairs—

HOLY SHIT. THEY COULD FLY NOW.

An ethereal blast of black light pulsed up from below, instantly spreading through the sky before fading away. Jane didn’t even have time to step into the air under Alandria and Olirio, to body block for them. She guessed it was an aura attack from the soul ooze itself, but the light passed, and Jane’s Status held steady, and neither Alandria or Olirio looked affected…

Ah.

Ah.

This was going very badly, wasn’t it. As she looked to her temporary companions, Jane giggled a bit with nervousness. They were looking around and acting like they were still alive. So maybe that wasn’t an amalgamation aura? It could have just been—

And then she froze.

She hadn’t taken her sights off the monsters crawling up from below, and now, she saw one that she did not want to see. Long skinny arms. Long skinny legs. Small hands and feet that could not truly support the body of the creature, which was a great big mouth attached to a fluffy body. A person could easily mistake the main monster for the top of a palm tree at night, if you didn’t know any better. The creatures were blacker than the ooze they had crawled from, and each had a dozen beady little black eyes to go with their amalgamated bodies.

‘Retreat has been called.’ Olirio sent, ‘Now.’

And they did. Up, up, up. All the way to the top, back to where they started this battle.

The twisted monsters followed.

Jane sent to everyone near her, and also Poi back in Spur, ‘You saw the black moon reachers! Right! They’re here! We’ve been looking for them since they first appeared and here they are!’

Alandria stared down at the encroaching horde, asking, ‘… Did we leave all the monsters behind?’

… What?

No. They were still right down there. They were still a kilometer away but—

Ah.

Jane felt a horror creep up her abdomen as she glanced down and really saw the horde. They were mostly stuck to the crystal towers, climbing manually, but a few floated or flew through the air, like they had cast [Fly]. But one in particular, barreling right at Jane, flying through the sky, right at her, was a black moon reacher with five arms and three legs.

And one of her temporary companions was acting like the monsters were gone.

Alandria stared down through her Platform at the encroaching horde with a puzzled look upon her face.

Olirio sent, ‘Holy shit. Uh. Alandria. Listen to me. Evacuate—’

At that moment, Alandria finally looked to Jane. Her eyes went wide as moons.

And then she screamed and blipped away.

Jane ignored that and sent to Olirio, ‘You should evacuate too. I can’t protect you from them.’

‘I’ll be at Forward Base, clearing minds. Kill the reachers first and don’t get touched; they can reach through magic. Find me when you need mana.’

And then Olirio blipped away, too.

Jane turned back toward the ascending horde and psyched herself up.

This was going to be dangerous fun; the absolute best kind.
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182 - Jane, 1/2


                The sky was bright with sunlight and [True Sunlight Rifts].

The land was dark with shadows and monsters.

Brilliant as the sky but a monster herself, Jane descended, her prismatic sword following in her wake like the dorsal fin of a sailfish. Black moon reacher amalgams scrambled up the smoky crystal towers at the edge of the Brightwater, but they were only one type of the many monsters out there. A horde of ten thousand beasts, each one a horrible amalgam of several other monsters, crawled or flew or floated out of the black ocean below. They were the heralds of a soul ooze that would overflow the world…

Or something like that.

Teressa’s prophecy wasn’t real clear. But whatever!

They were monsters, and Jane was the bigger monster… And there was some sort of joke in there that caused Jane to laugh out loud as she fell to meet her enemy. She wasn’t sure of the exact wording she was trying to find, but there was humor in this situation—

Ah!

Being the bigger person meant moving on and not engaging!

But being the bigger monster meant eating the smaller monster!

… Not very humorous, but Jane took what she could get.

Her body sang with prismatic light as Jane angled her descent to meet the first many-armed black moon reacher. It had five arms and three legs and a mattress-like body that opened up as Jane neared, revealing a blender-mouth full of bright white teeth. Tiny hands on deceptively strong arms reached for her.

But she was too fast for the pitiful thing. This mockery of an enemy. The original versions had made Jane feel so awful when she realized she had almost died to them in her first real adventure out on her own. She had thought she had worked through this particular trauma and fear when she had helped her father eradicate the moon reachers of the Forest of Glaquin. Ten thousand reachers she had killed!…

… Maybe not that many, but whatever. Apparently Jane wasn’t over it as much as she had thought.

This particular moon reacher was an amalgam of a new type of reacher; one that could reach through magic. It was much more deadly than the first type, by far. Theoretically, it could even grab her through her [Prismatic Body]. That is what the reachers had done to Scallion, back in the unicorn hunts. Ripped his leg clean off! And he didn’t even know he was missing a leg until later!

Jane twisted her ten-meter wide spider body into threads of prismatic light and slipped through every single grasping hand. Her sword followed in her wake, spinning around as she went through the blender-mouth of the creature, bursting out of its back like dynamite exploding a whale carcass.

Arms and tiny hands and big teeth and hairy legs, all briefly ignited with prismatic fire. Prismatic fire turned to simple blue fire rather fast. Hunks of burning, half-[Cleanse]d meat rained like gore—

‘I’m helping you with targeting, but since I have to do many things at once, I’m just going to hand over some of my senses,’ Poi sent, ‘Mission: Kill moon reachers and disrupt their offensive before they can reach the base.’

Jane had no idea what the first half of Poi’s statement meant, but the second was very understandable—

She suddenly gained another sense. It wasn’t sight or sound or smell. It wasn’t anything she had ever experienced before. Somehow, she could just tell where living things were.

Some monsters were more apparent than others.

Jane focused on the weaker ones first, to see if she was understanding this new sense correctly.

Most of the monsters were the same; like someone had taken a saturation slider on a monitor and turned it up. It was a halo around their body, sort of, but mostly concentrated around the head. Some monsters ‘felt’ more saturated than others, with the weakest minds out there —Yes, that’s what they were. Minds.— looking almost like nothing at all. And all of them were pointed upward, toward Forward Base. It was like the small edges of their halos were dragging them forward, toward Anhelia’s protected space.

Jane turned toward the larger threats.

The larger monsters were more than a simple saturation. They were like someone had taken a hammer to the very fabric of reality, shattering the world into color. This mind sense didn’t interfere with Jane’s normal sight, because what Jane actually saw with her real eyes was a whole lot of smoky crystal towers all around her. This sense allowed her to see through the crystal in every direction, all around, to see the locations of the most dangerous mental monsters.

It wasn’t [Greater Lightwalk], and it certainly wasn’t mana sense, but it was something similar and yet so much different.

Jane checked out her targets.

The crystal over there had two reachers crawling up the backside, out of sight of most people, but Jane saw them just fine. They were like sickly stained glass, crawling up the crystal, spilling noxious fumes out into the world as they went. Looking around, Jane saw ten more about a kilometer down. They were swinging between the smoky crystal towers like monkeys on vines, headed toward a soul ooze waterfall. Jane wasn’t sure how she knew what she knew in that moment, but she absolutely knew those reachers were going to go inside that waterfall, swim up through the ooze on the other side, and angle for a pincer angle on Anhelia’s base—

And then she realized she couldn’t actually see the ones down there at all. They were way too far out of sight, but she could ‘see’ them, and more importantly, she could hear their thoughts. How was Poi doing this? Was this how he saw the world all the time?

Poi answered her, ‘This is what Mind Mages do, Jane. We can hear mental monster thoughts more clearly than all other thoughts. I apologize for doing this to you without your permission, but desperate needs demand commensurate responses, and I can tell you’re not mad about this violation. Thank you for that, by the way. Once you’re done with those targets, I will step back from your mind and hand you off to Olirio, and then we need you to kill the soul casters. If you get rid of enough of them then Kiri and the archmages can come in with reinforcements. The mages will not deploy their large scale spells until they are clear to do so.’

Jane was already headed toward the hidden pair of moon reachers the second Poi started explaining. By the time she got to his apology she had already twisted through both of those first targets. Scattered, blue burning gore fell down through the bright, gloomy air. She moved on. She aimed at the group of reachers headed toward the waterfall of soul ooze.

By the time Poi told her of her secondary targets, Jane had raced through that second collection of moon reachers. The many-armed monsters didn’t know what hit them as Jane blendered them with her sword, spinning through the lot of them, turning them temporarily into prismatic flaming debris that rapidly calmed down to simple blue fire.

Flaming blue gore fell through the air, and Jane pivoted to the right.

Another minute passed in rapid flight through another twenty moon reachers, sending even more flaming blue gore to the soul ooze far below. Almost none of them were close to each other, but that didn’t matter right now. Jane moved without impediment and killed without mercy.

In two more minutes, she had zipped through the crystal towers, full bore through the next group of thirty amalgamized black moon reachers half a kilometer away.

She burned Mana to keep her Health high, and she burned Health because Blood Mana ensured she got a lot more mileage out of her resources that way. She would have used her Blood Weaver Ability to pull out more resources from the reachers, to gather more resources for more killing, but there was very little blood inside any of these skinny, horrible monsters. Only the largest amalgams had anything resembling blood inside them, but that blood was more ooze than blood these days—

‘Resources.’ Poi sent, ‘Check resources. And Rest, dammit! You’re going too fast!’

Jane slammed into the side of a wall, out of range of many monsters, and cut her spellwork.

Ah.

Oh. Shit.

She was down more than 4000 Health, sitting at 1550 Health out of nearly 5.8k. Her maximum Mana was almost 9.4k, but she was currently at 3500. The numbers suggested she had only spent maybe 60% of her resources. But she had spent more than that. A lot more. Maybe 40,000 Health? Most of her mana had gone into Health…

Jane had no idea. Actually.

Okay. Time to go slower.

… She was very much not over these moon reachers at all!

Jane just sat there, clinging to the side of a crystal tower, not exactly breathing because she couldn’t breathe with this body, but if she wasn’t moving or expending mana she could go for an hour without needing to actually ‘breathe’ by using [Greater Shadowalk].

She was too far down on resources for much of that, though, so she cast another [Rejuvenation] on herself in order to get more resources. Health was easy to regain, but Mana was not. Mana regenerated at 5-6 mana per second. But with [Rejuvenation], every second the spell ran she gained another 195 Health.

Ten seconds passed and Jane regained almost 2000 Health. She cast another [Rejuvenation] and used her Blood Mana Ability to run [Greater Shadowalk] so she could breathe. She had Favored that spell long ago, which brought the mana costs down to 2-3 mana per second. But since she was running it off of Health, it cost 5 Health per second. This was fine. Health came back quickly. Mana was her truly limiting resource… She had already thought that.

Okay. Her thoughts were spinning in circles. She was thinking about math.

This was fine.

She breathed now, and everything was good.

Net gains all around, really.

‘Don’t let it get that low ever again, Jane.’ Poi sent, ‘Wait there. You killed the main offense. We’re clearing minds. Look up, and see.’

Jane was already looking up.

A kilometer above, spellwork lit up the sky, turning the space at the tower tops into fire and explosions, killing monsters by the hundreds. It was not enough. Jane looked down, at her own level, and saw a hundred thousand more monsters. More kept climbing out of the ooze all the time.

All around her, in the smoky crystal towers, were monsters.

Most climbed, with too many long legs or arms or long, grasping claws, finding or creating purchase on the crystal, as they ascended. Some flew. All were headed in the same direction. None of the amalgams fought with each other, and they didn’t actually pay Jane much mind. They were still all focused on the target. Jane watched as a few of them glanced her way, both with their eyes and partially with their minds. But Jane wasn’t worried. She could tell that they didn’t care about her. She was a giant monster, after all. She was one of them?

Or something?

Why were they ignoring her like this? Amalgams usually did not ignore her? What the fu—

A freight-train centipede rose up from the muck far below Jane, headed up the same crystal tower she clung to. Its segmented body was made of giant screaming heads, and it tore up and around the crystal tower like a moving spiral staircase. All those heads for a body marked it as a dispelling amalgam. Ah. The amalgams in the other towers were under the direct control of the soul ooze, or something, weren’t they? Maybe. Maybe not. The slime had seen Jane, and was sending something to deal with her. The dispeller centipede had eyes and mind only for Jane.

Resource check.

She was good.

Shadows lightened and turned prismatic. Thick air poured off of every surface near Jane, even clearing some of the smoky crystal under where she stood. A flicker of [Rejuvenation] flowed across her, and she turned that Health into action—

She suddenly realized that the vague sense inside her head was very much telling her that there were more mental-ish monsters out there, and they were how the horde was being controlled. The dispeller centipede had some sort of large tendril coming off of its backside that led off to somewhere else. That was where the control was coming from.

This was a very useful ability, Poi!

She would get to the controlling monster problem later. The centipede needed to die, first.

The centipede screamed directly at Jane as it raced at her.

Jane descended onto the centipede, her sword flashing brightly as waves of dispelling power washed out of the freight train monster like the screams of the dead. At the last moment Jane pulled her sword behind her, protecting it from the waves of power pulsing from the black centipede. Those dispelling waves washed across her body, but she had pulled her [Prismatic Body] and [Cleansing Aura] inward; all the [Dispel] managed to catch was her [Rejuvenation].

Not too bad of a trade.

The dispelling song passed Jane by, either bouncing off of her or doing nothing, and then she reached the head of the centipede. An amalgamation of crushing jaws and chittering mouths lunged at her, but she released a small bit of her [Prismatic Body] out into the world and controlled the light and air around her to twist to the side, dragging her brightly glowing and now spinning sword behind her as she raced across the back of the centipede, chopping the monster into flaming bits. It screamed again, more dispelling power. Jane pulled her sword to her own back, protecting it with her body, and then she went back to chopping up the target.

She raced down the staircase made by the monster, slicing it apart as she went, turning most of the greater amalgam into fire and thick air that sailed down all around Jane, further evaporating in the presence of her [Cleansing Aura]. It was well and truly dead by the time she got to the end of it.

Jane took a small breather and then she focused forward. Poi hadn’t retracted his ability or handed her off, yet, so Jane was going to use it while she could, and she had noticed something else out there in the gloom. Something that needed to die. Which was probably why Poi let her keep this ability.

Like a fiery blue comet, Jane trailed thick air all around her as she followed the trail of smaller tendrils at the backside of every nearby monster. She hadn’t noticed them at first, but she certainly noticed them now—

She found it.

Visually, the target looked like a small bundle of eyes and tails and paws and calico fur that was latched to the back of a lizard. This lizard was in turn latched to the side of a crystal tower. They were actually separate creatures, too; not one single amalgam, for whatever reason. To Jane’s normal eyes, the target and the target’s ‘vehicle’ were nothing important; just another tiny pair of monsters in the middle of a thousand larger, more dangerous looking threats, all climbing or flying up together. But to her Eyes of Magic, and to Poi’s mind sense, the cat-like amalgam was the center of a knot of behavioral controls.

The smaller monster’s tails turned ethereal a meter away from the creature, becoming strands of invisible intent that burrowed into the bodies of every single monster within a kilometer. Every single one of those monsters was under the control of this small one. It was a minor general in a very large battlefield.

One of those tendrils tried to poke into Jane, too.

Jane introduced the amalgamated shadowcat —for that’s what it had to be— to her shining sword. Snicker snack! Click clack. Jane turned the cat and its mount into flaming, evaporating gore. Suddenly, the nearby horde fell into chaos. Every monster had been moving up, toward the target. Now, though, some amalgams fell out of the air as they lost the ability to control their magic. Some fell from the sides of the smoky crystal as they lost the ability to climb. Some jumped from the crystal, as they were not willing to be out in the daylight. Jane imagined those ones fell to their death, but if people could survive a sky high fall, amalgams certainly could.

Many monsters remained dedicated to attacking Forward Base, but Jane had done a lot by killing that shadowcat.

Jane moved on, finding the tiny targets among all the rest, and ending them.

The monsters that continued the assault were a bit slower. They were a bit dumber. Less organized and more prone to stupid tactics. Like they normally were, every single night.

It was enough, for now.

Poi sent something about how Jane’s actions were directly weakening the soul ooze’s assault on Forward Base, which was good, but Jane concentrated on killing. She dodged when something sought to harm her, and killed when she got a clear shot, and then she made sure she had actually killed whatever she had struck.

Jane was pretty sure that all the small bits of gore that she had scattered to the sky would fall down into the ooze where it would recombine into something else, later. But hopefully her flames and her [Cleansing Aura] would make the next battle that much easier.

After Jane killed shadowcat number 21 and random-monster-that-thought-to-attack-her number 45, she had to rest. Blood Mana was more painful the longer she used it; she would never complain, though. So far, it was a good kind of pain. But she had burned through another 40,000 Health of her 116k daily limit—

‘Moon reachers dead. Lesser mind magic targets dead. Target change after your rest,’ Poi sent, ‘Do not move until I finish telling you your new goal. Repeat to me that you understand this.’

Jane had been ready to move out even while Poi spoke, but she held herself back. ‘I understand.’

‘Good. Okay.’ Poi sent, ‘Your new goal is to kill the soul casters, but do it safely. There are at least 500 down there. Killzone and others will join you when they can, but the archmages and Kiri can’t move in to stop the flood of monsters coming out of the ooze until the soul casters are gone. We can hold off that flood up top for a while, but we will have to retreat again if air support can’t support us. Singer Nirzir is here at Forward Base ready to deploy some Undertows as soon as we know they won’t be corrupted away from her, like all of Kiri’s Sun Rifts were.’

Jane glanced toward the open area above the Brightwater.

All of Kiri’s rifts were turned to shadowy things, radiating protective gloom, or else simply gone. When did that happen?

‘Don’t worry about when that happened.’ Poi sent, ‘You were busy, and you’re still panicking slightly. You got all the moon reachers, Jane. If more get sent out I will tell you to take care of them. You and the Mind Mages and a few top rankers were the only ones not affected. New Frontier was hit worse than us, by far, but they’re recovering fast, too. Shade Farix is still a Shade so he was fine, and he has one real Mind Mage over there with him. They actually recovered faster than us, because they only have about 20 people over there, total. We have around 500.’

20 people! That was it!? Jane briefly felt the need to go help them, but then she realized that she did not want to be in that position, and those 20 people were probably each at the level of Mog, or something.

Poi sent, ‘If they need assistance, I will tell you.’

‘… Okay.’

Poi continued, ‘When you’re done with the soul casters, we want you to seek out whatever actually cast that large [Mind Fog] spell, and end it. Whatever did that was not the black moon reachers. They carried their own power, though, in full, and it is good that they are dead, but the soul ooze is displaying the power to mix and match monster abilities, so whatever actually cast that large spell is still out there. Maybe it's the soul ooze itself, but it's more likely something that the soul ooze made.’

Jane really needed to work on her lesser rivergrieve. Maybe up it to a true rivergrieve, though she wasn’t sure how. That Familiar Form had the innate ability Slick Scales, which deflected lesser spellwork and gave the creature a modicum of protection against lesser physical attacks, but that was it. Theoretically, she could combine those scales with the innate reflection from the nacreous weaver’s Radiant Presence, but in actuality, she had failed that bit of magical understanding and implementation; going from theory to fact.

If she had managed to do all of that before today, she would likely be perfectly safe swimming around in the soul ooze, hunting for the fog pulsers, or the singular fog pulser, wherever it might be. But right now? Here in the middle of battle?

Probably a bad idea.

Poi sighed. ‘Please, Jane. No experimenting right now. On task. I’m pulling back my senses now. I fear I would take the rebound attack from those Soul Bolts if I were to stick around.’

Jane’s world dimmed.

She saw the gloom in the air, and death all around, and she felt lesser, as though she had lost track of every single monster all around her. Which she had. Now she had to use her eyes and Surround Sight to see and to fight, and Surround Sight had never felt more inadequate than at this moment.

‘Work on your mana sense and most of that might come back. You’ll have time when this is over.’ Poi sent, ‘I need to coordinate Nirzir and Kiri. Switching you to Olirio now.’

The switch was instant.

Olirio sent, ‘Greetings, Miss Flatt. I will also be leaving you when you engage the soul casters, but I will return at a moment’s notice, as soon as you are clear of them. Do you need mana?’

‘Heard and understood.’ Jane pivoted around the crystal under her feet, aiming herself toward the Brightwater. She activated [Greater Shadowalk] to get clear of the smoky crystal towers, which she did through a bunch of small hops that barely cost more than her natural mana regeneration. ‘I’m good for a few…’ And then she reached the edge of the smoky crystal. She saw the Brightwater in all its horrible glory. Her hearts beat hard. Hundreds— No. Thousands upon thousands of targets, only some of which were bloated corpse soul casters. Still too many for her, for now. ‘I do not have the mana for this. I’m coming in. Where should I go?’

Olirio sent, ‘Secondary fallback. Also, Lady Alandria wishes to apologize for screaming like that.’

Jane dove into the shadows all around and ascended back into the sky over the Brightwater. As she transitioned to [Greater Lightwalk] she saw the battle of Temporary Forward Base, unobstructed. The fight was going... Chaotically.

Forward Base was the top hundred meters of the tallest red-purple kendrithyst tower directly past the wall of the Brightwater. There were no shadows inside that spire because Anhelia’s [Domain of Light] had forced the shadows away, revealing balconies and houses and other assorted physical structures inside the crystal. That was the last line of defense; the edge of Anhelia’s Domain. From that edge, three hundred and forty mages, the number of mages brought to the battle, were lined up and spending [Fireball]s and [Decay Rain] and [Chain Lightning] and a hundred other long range spells out of their relatively safe space.

Those spells then passed through a second layer of defense that was like a whole bubble cast around the entire temporary defensive area. That bubble shimmered with an opalescent mana signature, for it was the work of Archmage Opal. And because it was the work of an expert Warder, all of the Army’s spellwork was able to exit the sphere without worry, to strike the horde of amalgams coming their way, but the amalgams were not able to enter the space.

The enemy had gotten close, though. They must have.

Jane had heard the plan before now, and the defensive plan was for a triple sphere of Solid Ward. Since there was only one sphere, and every single nearby tower was either gone or still falling down all around, Jane suspected that they had seen some rough shit in the last ten minutes. And still, spellwork flew out of the base, concentrating on every monster that raced at them under the sunlight.

Fire washed over twisted people-sized amalgams, as those amalgams flew at the base. A sudden dispelling centipede rushed up from down below, only to be met with a [Luminous Beam] from a Sunny, positioned just outside of the Solid Ward. She probably had to attack from outside the space, for [Luminous Beam], while able to exit the sphere, would likely just end up tearing a hole through the sphere, and that was no good. Kiri’s [Familiar]s were far enough away from the front line that they weren’t in danger of being corrupted, but it was still dangerous for her to be out here right now.

It was dangerous for Jane to be out here, too. Some of the monsters had seen her, and like proper amalgams, they switched targets to her… Those that could fly, anyway.

Jane turned left and zipped through the bright sky, to land twenty kilometers away at a temporary hospital where a mess of broken kendrithyst crystal had clogged up the skyline, forming an angled, yet open area. The space had been reinforced with some [Stoneshape]ing to prevent further collapse and set with defensive [Force Wall]s and otherwise before the battle, in case it was needed, but it was not meant to hold the hundred people it now held. It was too crowded. Most people looked to be healing others, or simply resting from what was likely a very harsh mental magic purge. Some people rested with ice towels over their faces, while some people got healed by a Mind Mage and then promptly vomited up their last meals onto the ground. The Mind Mage moved on.

The Army must have switched to a protracted campaign model.

Jane spotted Orilio up at the top of the angled base, exactly where he said he would be, alongside Nirzir and several other Fonts. They were all transferring mana to other people, or, in Nirzir’s case, simply projecting an air of power to keep everyone else calm. There was plenty of space for Jane on their makeshift dais, but she didn’t want to accidentally get any potential ooze on them, or frighten anyone who hadn’t been cleared yet. So Jane brightened herself to make sure people saw her coming, so they wouldn’t freak, and then she descended to the side, to hold onto the edge of a tower that was not actually connected to the secondary base. She was about five meters from them.

Nirzir stood strong in armored white robes, but she gave a heartfelt sigh as she saw Jane come in for a landing on the nearby crystal tower. She projected her voice, “Thank the gods you’re okay. How much mana are you down?”

“8000 mana down.” Jane’s horrible voice made people cringe, but not Nirzir. “You should be able to do it from there, right? I don’t want to get any ooze on you.”

Nirzir gestured to Olirio and two others. “You’re up.”

Olirio and two more people dressed in white robes came forward and shot a link of power to Jane, which promptly bounced off of her carapace. They instantly stopped channeling and the scent of fear trickled into the air. Jane thought this might happen. From Nirzir’s and Olirio’s expression, they thought this might happen, too.

Jane angled upward and showed them her open mouth, morphing it at the same time so that she had an open passageway to her interior. It should be enough to let them overcome her reflection. “Try aiming there. If you hit deep enough, it might actually stick.”

One of the Fonts on the platform smelled like he would have to [Cleanse] himself after Jane left, but he mustered the courage to do as Jane asked. A beam of soft light shot from the man’s hand, into Jane’s mouth, where it bounced around a bit before finally soaking in. Once he made the connection the rest was easy; the tether of light moved to Jane’s side. Olirio and the other two fonts had much the same experience, and in under thirty seconds Jane was back up to full mana. With a bit of [Rejuvenation] she was back up to full Health, too.

Their channels naturally cut off once Jane was full.

Jane joked, “Hopefully you get some levels out of this!”

And then she sealed up the vulnerability she had created in herself, running her [Cleansing Aura] just in case. The cleaning shouldn’t be necessary, but it was better to be safe than sorry.

The smelly Font gave a bright, hearty laugh that was way too forced to be anything but nerves talking. Jane and everyone else ignored it, and then Jane turned to light and went right back to the Brightwater. The Fonts had needed to aim deep, and their tether had needed to bounce around a few times in order to stick, so not only was Jane’s reflection stronger than even she thought it was, but they had probably wasted mana… Which was probably not good.

She sent, ‘You guys have mana potions, right?’

‘Yes. If you need one we have extra. But that shouldn’t be necessary.’ Olirio sent, ‘We can take the potions ourselves and give you full mana whenever you need it, which we’ve already been doing for whoever needs it.’

Jane felt a twinge of worry for them. ‘What about core generation?’

‘We’ve all had nascent cores removed before and we’re all trained on self-surgery, too. Don’t worry about us.’

Jane decided not to worry about them.

She reentered the airspace over the Brightwater, directly over the center and wondered what to kill next. Her targets were the soul casters, but...

Kiri had not been able to reestablish any Sun Rifts, to drive back the gloom below, but the actual sun was still a thing, and that kept right on working all this time. Now where was Killzone—

Ah. There he was. He was… Headed back to Forward Base? Yes. He was. Jane watched as Killzone streaked through the sky, racing away from the Brightwater, headed toward Forward Base. He veered off target to punch through the chest of a shadow-spewing giant made of giant heads, but he was very much headed away from the main fight. He had been down there for a little bit, though, Jane was sure—

Ah! There was Mog, too. And all the other elite forces, actually. Everywhere Jane looked, someone was either flying toward Forward Base, racing to get there, or flying up and directly away from Forward Base away like rats escaping a sinking … Ship? Huh?

Wonder why—

Olirio's voice came suddenly, ‘Don’t approach Forward Base or the sky! Get away! Further instructions to come later!’

Jane was already far away from both—

Kra-KOOOOW!

Temporary blindness lingered in Jane’s eyes and she had taken some sort of Thunder-based damage, making her entire body feel temporarily numb, but a quick flush of [Greater Lightwalk] pushed away both of those ailments. As her eyesight returned, she hovered in awe.

An Yggdrasil-sized bolt of lightning lingered in the sky, and all around the intact [Grand Shield] surrounding Forward Base. The Army and everyone in it seemed fine, but the bolt had come from the blue, and passed all around, touching everything alive and washing down every single tower in a kilometer radius. As seconds passed, writhing cables of lightning skittered across a several kilometer wide section of Ar’Kendrithyst, before vanishing into the gloom down below. That lightning had to have touched upon every single monster, frying them utterly, before passing down through the kendrithyst crystal to reach even more targets.

‘That’s exactly what happened,’ Olirio sent, sounding relieved. ‘Took Archmage Obsidian a while to get that up and running, but he did it. The soul ooze’s first assault has been broken. Your archmages are impressive, Miss Flatt!’

Jane giggled a bit to herself, almost involuntarily. She had no idea why she had that reaction, but there it was. She asked, ‘Can he do that again?’

‘… I’m being told ‘no’ but not being given a reason for that denial. We believe it might have cost too much mana, and so we have offered Font assistance but we have been denied. Security issues. Ah. Yes. Recluse archmages. I should have—’ Olirio cut himself off, then continued, ‘Apologies. Uh. I am being told that Miss Flamecrash and the others will be able to assist with the soul ooze now that Forward Base is once again secure. We will resume the original plan, after all the soul casters are dead.’

And that was Jane’s job, right there. Kill the soul casters.

Jane turned her attention back to the land directly below.

Far, far below.

As far as her eyes could see, the bowl of this once bright land was filled with gloom from edge to edge. It was less thick than it had been before the assault started, but it was still gloomy. The sun was doing a lot to clear away that mist, for the parts that were in shadow were deep in the gloom, but the sun itself was not enough.

For now there were monsters bobbing in the black ocean, casting spellwork to ensure the safety of the soul ooze far below. Jane didn’t see the monsters at first, but now, as she looked, she saw flying monsters floating through the gloom, like half-invisible disturbances in the black mist. It was almost as though they were on patrol. Which was different than normal. They were being controlled, obviously.

There were more oddities besides those flying monsters, though. To the north, and to the south, a great many amalgamated monsters continued to pull out of the fog and race toward Forward Base, and whatever structures Shade Farix had put in place for his own people. The ooze’s counter assault was still ongoing, though on a much less frantic timetable than before. The smaller monsters were not Jane’s problems, though. She had larger targets to kill.

‘I will be leaving you now.’ Olirio sent, ‘Please do not use your Health overmuch. It is the only true defense you have against the soul ooze.’

Jane sent, ‘See you soon!’

She felt as Olirio left her.

Suddenly, it was her against the world, and her hearts beat hard as she fell in love with this life all over again. Her sword held next to her left pedipalp, and she released it into the wind as she dove downward; a comet of blue light and a tracer of radiance with a dark, adamantium core. Thick air burst away from her as she began running [Cleansing Aura] off of health and [Prismatic Body] off of mana, transforming into a rainbow splash.

Jane struck the edge of the gloom and the gloom exploded away from her in a tidal wave of thick air.

She ignored the dispeller giants, who were made mostly from the bodies of the giants who used to live in Ar’Kendrithyst, under the auspices of the Shades. Now they floated in the air, hovering on wings from a thousand birds and the magic necessary to keep their mutated bodies alive. They were easy to go around; slow and ponderous, though full of power that she didn’t need to tangle with.

She raced around a patrol of flying humanoids that looked like old victims of amalgamization; orcol legs and dragonkin scales and human arms and incani horns, or some other combination on the very next one, all flying in sequence. They were controlled by another shadowcat amalgam, but this time the shadowcat was ready for her, and managed to dodge as Jane came in to murder it. Jane decided to ignore this battle, too, as the shadowcat’s entire squadron seemed ready for her. They regrouped and kept the shadowcat safe while they harried her with [Gloom Ball]s and [Shadow Lightning].

Jane raced away, and they could not follow.

Gloomy clouds parted for her power.

And Jane saw a target.

The first soul caster tried throwing three Soul Bolts at her, but Jane did not test her power against them. She dodged the slow-moving things, rushing around the bloated corpse of an enemy. With an almost casual flick of her sword she sliced into its flesh, parting it like warm butter that then evaporated under her [Cleansing Aura]. Jane entered the beast and started spinning like a blender, ripping it apart. It tried casting magic inside itself, to tag her with three quick Bolts, but Jane twisted her sword erratically, clipping two of the three Bolts with her sword, splitting and dispersing them, while Jane’s body reflected the third. There wasn’t a fourth Bolt. Jane had killed the amalgam.

Jane spun her sword around the whole of the soul caster’s insides, spreading blue fire everywhere, and turning the rapidly dying thing into thick air. With this much damage maybe the soul ooze couldn’t recycle the body. Jane could only hope. Then she exited the burning creature out the top, exploding the amalgam like an overripe white pumpkin.

Jane had been quick about the kill. It only took her 450 Health and 300 mana; the cost of 30 seconds of carnage with a [Strike] to start it all off. Travel time to get down here was 15 seconds, though, which was roughly 250 resources spent in the journey, split more toward Mana than Health. She was sitting at about 95% resources for both so she felt good about further kills, but there were lots of targets out there in the gloom.

Jane headed to the next soul caster, trailing her radiant sword behind her as she glittered with a blue cast of [Rejuvenation].

She dodged five shadowy Bolts and broke three more Bolts with her sword in her approach. A [Strike] from her sword left flaming blue fire on the amalgam, causing the 20 meter wide corpse-balloon to wail with pain, or anger; Jane wasn’t sure. She broke more Bolts as she spun inward, into the corpse, burning and cutting and evaporating the creature into thick air—

Blood!

There was blood in this one! Jane grabbed the blood with her Blood Weaver, pulling a noxious black fluid out of her clogged surroundings, and though most of it evaporated, she had secured some sort of resource from this large soul caster. Theoretically, anyway. She was currently inside the creature, and turning it into flaming, evaporating gore. Hard to tell what was going on, really.

Jane exited out of the roof of this one, too, carrying a new prize with her as she splattered the soul caster open and left behind a field of burning blue desiccated flesh and bone atop the black ocean. Her prize was pretty good, too. A sphere of pure red power. It wasn’t much by Jane’s estimates, at only about a meter across, but it represented about 550 Health.

Free Health! To spend on whatever she wanted.

She already knew what to spend it on. That floating ball of blood turned into radiance in her sword, and power in her [Cleansing Aura], evaporating bit by bit as Jane raced through the gloom, evading the monsters chasing her, zeroing in on the next soul caster. With a swipe and a terrible, ripping, breaking entrance, Jane dove into this soul caster too.

She came out moments later, hovering a new ball of glowing red blood atop her body.

This was a phenomenally disgusting and somewhat claustrophobic way to kill something, but with the larger monsters Jane felt this was the best way to do the most damage in the quickest amount of time. And who cared about getting messy, anyway? She was already running [Cleansing Aura], so she was already mostly clean.

This second blood orb was only worth about 450 Health, though. Jane checked her own resources. She was at 80% A bit low for these sorts of fights where the smallest mistake would lead to death, but Jane wasn’t making any mistakes.

She killed three more soul casters in half as many minutes, keeping her Health high the whole time, though her mana took a bit of a hit. With the discovery of blood inside the creatures, which mostly got spent on [Rejuvenation] for an even better resource conversion rate, Jane was able to keep going. She killed eight more soul casters before she had to surface for a break.

As she exited the gloom like a shining comet, her own private horde of monsters trailed behind her. That damned shadow cat and a few others had never stopped trying to get to her. Which was a boon, actually. Jane could have evaded them. She could have out raced them. But then they’d just disappear back into the gloom and that would be a waste of an opportunity.

She hoped that the people watching from Forward Base would see what she wanted them to do—

Olirio reconnected to Jane, ‘If you have the mana our casters are asking you to clump them up more, and then fly to the west of Forward Base.’

Jane laughed loud, the sound echoing and joining with the sound of the horde flying behind her. It was a terrible cacophony, and Jane loved it. ‘Heard and understood!’

She began flying slower, doubling back as necessary to let the larger monsters catch up, but to stay out of range of the thousand smaller amalgams. Her flight eventually neared Forward Base. She didn’t need to get all the way there before the shadowcats controlling the horde realized they were being taken for a ride. Luckily, Forward Base compensated.

The sky opened up with fire and lightning and ice and everything else in a grand concert of death and destruction, washing over the shadowcats and the amalgams and the giants and everything else that had tried to get to Jane.

By the time Jane set back down next to Forward Base, on a tower that was about a kilometer away because all the nearby ones were broken and scattered to the dark land far below, she was feeling a lot better about the rest of the day.

They only had about 6 hours in the ‘rest of the day’, though, and the sun was already starting to move away from directly overhead…

Which meant that the soul ooze was going to be fully out of the sun in… 45 minutes. Something like that. It was a long way down to the bottom of Brightwater, after all. Half of the thing was already in shadow, even without the original gloomy blanket protecting it from the light.

Err.

Someone needed to break out the big magics again.

Jane sent to Olirio, ‘There are more big magics coming, right? I haven’t cleaned up all the soul casters for there’s probably 200 still down there, but uh. I’m just a drop in the bucket, here— Where are Killzone and Mog?’

‘They’re killing soul casters down there. As for big magics…’ Olirio sent, ‘I am being told that— Okay… Uh.’ With professionalism hiding his concerns, Olirio sent, ‘Shade Farix and New Brightwater have finished their defense of their land, and the Shade plans to counter attack the soul ooze with— In fifteen minutes Farix will release a mutative cloud of Blood Magic that will blanket the Brightwater and turn all flesh into blood, and then he will use that blood to erase the surface of the ooze down to the core… Theoretically. He will wait for all of our forces to exit the land, first.’

Jane felt a chill at hearing the plan. ‘And we’re going to let him do that?’

‘… It has been determined that we’re far enough away and we can escape if needed, and also Miss Teressa and several other Prognosticators are saying that it needs to be done, by whatever means necessary.’ Olirio asked, ‘Do you need mana?’

‘No.’ Jane sent, ‘I’ll sit here. Let me know when the next offensive starts. How many other people are killing the soul casters? I can’t tell shit from all the way up here.’

Olirio sent. ‘Currently, General Killzone is engaged with the soul casters. Guildmaster Mog has killed two and pulled back. A few other people have killed a few from afar, but mostly anyone who engages them is a risk. New Brightwater has informed us that they have killed 47 since the start of the battle. This brings both sides up to a total of 113 soul casters killed.’

‘We should kill all of the soul casters before Farix’s magic.’ Jane asked, ‘What if they can corrupt his cloud-mutation spell?’

Olirio seemed to pull away for a moment, before coming back, sending, ‘I am being told it is akin to the ‘Red Dot’. It won’t be able to be corrupted because even if it is broken it will still activate. It can only be mitigated. Farix expects 25% effectiveness. Your concerns are already noted, though, and we are trying to kill as many amalgams as possible before the attack. The people down there don’t know this yet, though. They will be informed when they return to safe [Telepathy] range.’

Jane let that answer wash over her.

She was a soldier. She could fight on the ground and kill things, but grand strategy was not her expertise, nor did she want to be involved in that, at all. So she also focused on the idea that Farix was turning the land down there into blood.

‘Can I use that blood like it is normal blood?’

‘… Uh. I would caution against using blood that has been produced by a Shade, Miss Flatt.’ Olirio sent, ‘I would suspect that Farix will be using that blood himself, anyway.’

‘Ah. Yeah.’ Jane recognized she was highly anxious at the moment, and she was probably speaking too much, but whatever. ‘Probably right— Say? Did you guys get some levels? I noticed most of my kills were only for 92 percent.’

‘We have. Thank you for allowing us to profit off of your prosperity.’

‘No trouble no trouble.’ Jane gazed across the sky, using her smaller set of Deep Sight eyes from her primal frost owl Familiar Form. Flashes of spellwork on the south side of the Brightwater caught her vision, but she couldn’t tell what was happening, exactly. The problem was that she was using her smaller eyes for this. She’d have to spend mana to switch her Eyes of Magic and Deep Sight around in order to see better, from this distance, and she did not want to do that. So she just asked, ‘When will the larger fireworks start?’

‘Whenever we’re clear, we suspect. He gave us a 15 minute timer, and made it seem as though it would actually take him 15 minutes to cast his spell, but we suspect he is just telling us that in order to make himself seem weaker than he is.’

‘… Or maybe it’s so we can coordinate better? Without lying to each other?’ Jane sent, ‘Shades are some of the worst people you will ever meet, but they tend not to lie about the big stuff, and this is one of those big things. You can mostly trust a Shade to do exactly what they say they’re going to do.’

‘We defer to your expertise.’

Jane would have rolled her eyes if she could. ‘Killzone still down there?’

Why was she still talking? It was like diarrhea of the mouth. Or. Of the Mind. She was nervous, she supposed.

‘Yes. He has 5 more minutes to leave.’

‘Let me know if I have to rescue him. I’m shutting up now.’

A silent assent flowed through to Jane.

And she sat there, watching the Brightwater, and the other shore, about 25 kilometers away. It was like standing on one side of the Grand Canyon and trying to watch the other, or maybe gazing at the Rockies while standing in the middle of Denver Colorado.

All she could do was prepare for the next danger, so she meditated to put herself into Rest, to regenerate Mana and her Health. A Restful state caused both a person’s daily Health and Mana regeneration to go from daily, to hourly, after all, and she needed more… of everything.

She felt like a very small spider in a very large world.

Her father had talked about this a bit back after the ‘Battle of Chelation’ with Terror Peaks. Jane usually didn’t feel this way, but here and now, she did. And she didn’t have Erick’s ability to be ten places at once, with sky spanning spellwork and endless resources. She felt even smaller for that fact, too.

… Maybe she should pick Intelligence. Bump it up to 25. Then she would never be this low on resources ever again.

Or maybe she needed to get a Blessing of Rozeta for Immunity to Mana Exhaustion and Health Fatigue. How would she do that? Scion of Balance for double resistance was great, but it was nothing compared to immunity—

‘Killzone and everyone else is in retreat. All people accounted for. We’re preparing for Farix’s spell.’ Olirio sent, ‘Thirty seconds.’

The next thirty seconds passed with Jane and her thoughts as still as a frozen pond.

At the twenty second mark she had to switch her eyes around so that she could see what was happening on the other rim of the Brightwater. She spent the mana. Her large set of frontal eyes effectively gained the best zoom-feature she had ever experienced in her life—

Farix stood at the top of his tower. A few cows stood placidly to the side. The top was completely open, but the rest of the place looked well defended, with spellwork and solid metal and stone. It looked like they hadn’t taken any damage at all.

It could have been an illusion, but Jane did not feel it was—

The spell began.

Farix lifted his hands to the sky. His forearms sliced open on their own and blood flowed to form an orb, hanging above. Shadows lifted off of the shadowed areas all around and joined Farix’s spell. And then there was a pause. And then more blood flowed up and into the spell. Second by second, pulse by pulse. Blood flowed. Jane wasn’t sure if she was seeing it right, but it seemed as though Farix was packing the thing overfull, like he was stuffing a suitcase with everything he owned.

With his right arm still lifted to the orb, Farix moved his left arm to the side, to a cow.

Blood and shadows flowed from the cow, into the sphere, packing in tight. The cows didn’t seem to care. They were likely drugged. Or somethi—

The first cow dropped dead and a massive pulse of shadow and blood and something brighter left the cow and entered Farix’s spellwork. Jane wasn’t sure, but it had to be a soul. Farix moved his hand and grabbed at the life of the next cow. In three seconds that cow died, too, its life joining the orb overhead. Each cow’s death settled into the orb and sent a pulse of power along a briefly-visible artery of shadows and ethereal blood that filled the air around the spell, like it was a heart and Farix was jump starting the beating of it all.

At the sacrifice of the seventh cow, that was enough.

Farix sighed and the shadows of the blood orb pulsed stronger.

In a flashing instant, the shadowy, ethereal veins and arteries in the air grabbed hold of the light, and the whole working became a miniature red sun lined in white clouds. And then the orb expanded, lighting up from the inside, expanding and expanding, until Farix twisted his hands in the air above, crushing the orb back down to size; concentrating the spell. He held on to the utter death he had created in order to prevent the premature release.

The blood orb had to be at least ten meters across before Farix stopped the expansion, but the light that poured out of it was much larger—

No. That was wrong.

The blood orb still pulled in the shadows all around, transforming them, filling the world with light.

Some woman beside Farix boomed her voice out across the Brightwater, “Incoming!”

And then Farix pushed the red orb forward. It moved slowly at first, looking like it barely moved at all from this distance, but Jane could tell it had already moved a hundred meters in less than a second, glowing ever brighter as ten seconds, then twenty seconds, then a full half minute passed. It was almost to the very center of the Brightwater’s airspace, directly above the target, but it had angled down a lot. Jane felt a minor moment of panic as she realized that if that thing came any closer to them they would have to evacuate. It didn’t look like it was coming their way anymore, but Jane held no doubts that Farix could adjust the trajectory—

The orb reached the subtle gloom in the air over the once bright land, and like a dog sensing weakness, it launched directly downward, parting the gloom—

It was beyond her sight, now. Jane couldn’t help it. She had to see. She cast a [Scry] high into the sky, into the center of the Brightwater.

—The blood orb plunged down into the gloom, sucking in the shadows and spitting out light, growing even more powerful as it descended. The journey of the ‘red dot’ parted the black clouds above the black ocean like only an explosion could, and then it touched down into the very center of the soul ooze slime.

It detonated downward.

For a brief moment, Jane watched the Soul Bolts of five soul casters each try to reach Farix’s blood ball, but the transformative light of the blood orb sucked up those nearby Bolts and turned them into more power.

A wave of light and seeking veins of blood washed away the soul casters and turned them into red light, that became red blood.

The wave of bloody light passed across the entire Brightwater; a suddenly-released ocean of transformative power. The black ocean burned away, revealing amalgams below the surface and leaving everything to float in midair, briefly, before flesh and bone and everything else all transformed into even more glowing red blood. A great deal of material was lost in the conversion, but as the light passed—

Jane had many emotions at what she saw. She wasn’t sure where to even begin. Mostly, she felt awe, but there was a distinct undercurrent of wild anticipation of some emotion beyond her understanding, tainted with the thought of how much of a challenge it would be to kill Farix.

The destruction of his spell was absolute.

25% effectiveness! Bullshit!

Farix’s [Blood Conversion Orb], which was Jane’s tentative name for the spell, washed out from the center of the Brightwater, pushing away the black ocean while simultaneously converting every single amalgam into raw blood. The soul ooze was not fully gone, but the Shade’s magic had been directed downward, instead of going up at all, and thus it had burrowed through at least 25 kilometers of ooze, plummeting the new surface of the soul ooze to well below the old coastlines.

His spell had only actually stopped because it hit the bottom of the lake, along with other impediments.

For a very brief moment, the entire Brightwater, covered in blood, stood revealed. The coastlines to the north were wreckages of broken crystal towers and cathedrals and mansions and palaces. The coastlines to the south were more modest homes. To the far west were mountains and a bunch of ruins; the remains of what used to be floating castles, where people used to go to school to learn ‘proper magic’ before they were allowed to enter into the Script. To the far east were the soul towers, where the Spire reigned as the largest, only inhabited structure around. It was abandoned now, of course. It had also been submerged under the previous height of the soul ooze’s surface. Now, though, the Spire was revealed, but that didn’t matter as it was still very broken.

The other crystal towers near the broken Spire used to be home to a land of near-sentient dead souls; refugees from the old cosmology that lived a life that resembled their lives from well over 1500 years ago, and a universe away. The Shades sometimes picked prized shadelings out of those dead people, for the souls out in the rest of the city were too far gone to be turned into anything useful. That whole place, which used to shine with brightness, was now full of smoky crystal towers, full of the insane dead.

Farix’s spell had killed every amalgam. It had transformed them all into blood. That blood pooled here and there, and especially at the bottom of the lake, but there was one place that remained fully black.

The soul ooze.

Off-center of the lake bed, to the east, was a glob of black ocean sitting in a land of blood, like a bloody black booger. Farix had uncovered the soul ooze, but he had not damaged it. Domain had warred with Domain, and Farix’s spell had needed to go through a lot of fodder to get close to the soul ooze. Farix’s spell had been broken by the soul ooze itself.

Farix’s spell had cleared the way! And if that was all that it had done, Jane suspected that the kill could have proceeded from there with minimal issues. But the sudden release of pressure from the removal of a small sea’s worth of ooze had a catastrophic effect on the rest of the Brightwater. All the rest of Ar’Kendrithyst was still filled with black ooze, after all.

Gravity in the Underworld— for that’s what this was, once one got this deep— was wonky. Even so, water still flowed to the lowest possible point unless measures were taken to stop that. Thick walls surrounded all of the Brightwater, for the people of the Brightwater needed to keep monsters out of their homes, too, and walls were still the best solution to that problem, no matter how much magic there was in the world. There were holes in that wall now, though. Some holes had been caused by monsters, no doubt, but at least one was caused by the soul ooze itself, when it moved into this land.

To the west of the Brightwater, where the land was mountainous and full of ruins, Jane saw a conspicuously large, flat area, stretching from the walls to the former coastline of the Brightwater. A large hole was in that wall.

And now, there was a large difference in water level between all of the rest of Ar’Kendrithyst, and the Brightwater.

Black ooze poured in from that massive hole, and then the massive hole tore open wider. Crystal retaining structures broke. The black ocean flooded—

Several things happened almost too quickly for Jane to understand.

Killzone descended into the bloody lake, directly at the soul ooze.

Farix instantly killed his remaining cows and all of the blood inside the entire Brightwater began to glow in resonance.

The soul ooze released ten soul caster amalgams from itself, along with the large giant made of hands. It was the Hand Caster! The only amalgam that had shown the capability to think and to heal itself. It had been gone for a while, but it was here, it had shown itself! Jane wanted to rush in there and kill it right now. It had evaded her so many fucking times! It had killed so many people. It had—

A pit of dread and hate opened up inside Jane’s chest as she looked upon the Hand Caster, and saw some of its hands were tiny, and attached to very, very long arms. Those hairy black arms twisted at unnatural angles and began to join together, aiming upward, gathering shadows into a spell similar to what Farix had done, but—

Jane had no idea how bad it would be.

If she were an orcol, Jane was sure she would have been Raging.

The mother fucking Hand Caster had amalgamized moon reacher shit into itself! It was probably the thing that pulsed that large [Mind Fog] all across the whole Brightwater and beyond! Fuck that guy!

Olirio sent, ‘Help Killzone. Now.’

Right.

She was here for a reason, and to accomplish a specific goal.

Jane instantly did as she was told, transforming her eyes back to their proper arrangement as she dove into the red glowing Brightwater. She aimed directly for the Hand Caster all the way at the bottom, which floated directly above the soul ooze.

—she watched as the glowing blood of the whole area flowed into the gap in the western wall where the soul ooze’s main body was attempting to flood the area. That blood moved faster than Jane would have thought possible at these size scales, acting at first like a net, and then like a condom, to hold back the inundating ooze coming in from the rest of Ar’Kendrithyst like a balloon would hold back the water from a faucet. The blood bulged out, instantly, and Jane hoped Farix had a better idea than that—

Blood actually flowed up from everywhere, not only filling the main gap, but also every single smaller gap as well, but the smaller ones were not really concerning—

The balloon of glowing red blood suddenly transformed like the sudden appearance of a glacier, becoming massive crystals of blood that slammed into and out of every single break in the wall. The sound was astounding, and almost made Jane move off target. Some ooze had gotten through, and would continue to get past the blood crystals, either trickling or pouring—

Olirio sent, ‘Farix can give you five minutes. Maybe ten.’

She was moving too slow, too unsure. Things were taking longer to understand than they were to kill.

Jane got her head in the game.

Olirio sent, ‘This whole thing needs to happen before the soul ooze can regain all the resources of all the other monster parts in the rest of the ooze. Kill the guardians first.’

Killzone had reached the first of twenty surviving soul casters (Where did the extra come from?) long before Jane could join him. He had already turned two into exploded goo, while fending off and outracing a constant barrage of a hundred black bolts.

The Hand Caster was Jane’s target, though. It was wildly different from how Jane remembered, but it was still based on the general shape of a giant, with two large legs like massive tree trunks and two large arms coming off of a torso, but now it had a massive head at the top and a bunch of longer arms in the place of every tenth normal arm. It was a dispelling mental monster amalgam now, and it was casting some sort of large scale spell.

It floated, cross-legged, midair above the soul ooze, with all of its arms raised out and to the sky, each hand with an eye upon the palm, each eye staring at a mass of shadows gathering above its head. It was probably another [Mind Fog] attack. Jane hoped it was a [Mind Fog] attack.

It probably wasn’t. She proceeded anyway.

At Jane’s approach some of the hand eyes turned Jane’s way.

She would likely only get one shot at this. This damned amalgam was too smart, and it was too capable of self-healing—

A bright darkness took hold of the sky overhead as ten stars appeared as though from the deepest depths of Abyss, to shine their Void Starlight out into the world. Nirzir was here, somewhere! Or maybe she had finally figured out a [Familiar]. Jane didn’t have time for that, though. Tendrils of violet shadows instantly poured down from above, punching straight through the gathered spellwork of the hands caster, burrowing straight into the creature’s body. Violet glitters streamed up into the constellation above, the spellwork pulling out Health and Mana to empower itself.

It wasn’t the same as Erick’s [Undertow Star], for [Luminosity] wasn’t part of the Open Script yet, but it was functionally identical. Nirzir’s Void Song burned away at half of the gathered shadow orb overhead, and would continue to burn for as long as needed. She would have to cancel that spell before a soul caster threw a Soul Bolt at it, but it looked like Killzone had every one of those amalgams’ attention.

Killzone had killed five of them, so far.

Nirzir’s Star gave Jane an opening and so Jane descended on the Hand Caster with her sword swinging brilliance and her entire body lit up like a comet. Amalgamated arms flew away from the body of the monster as Jane slashed and sliced. The entirety of Nirzir’s [Undertow Stars] pulled at the entirety of the hand caster like drilling violet tendrils.

Jane latched onto the amalgam’s upper torso and face, cutting with all of her claws while her sword further clipped all of its severed limbs. She had already cut away every moon reacher arm; she made sure of that before she went in.

She tried not to think about how all of the arms could potentially have the moon reacher ability, even if they didn’t look like moon reacher arms.

The dispeller-head roared a blast of anti-magic directly at Jane’s own head, but it simply bounced away, unable to affect her inner spellwork, or touch her quickly-dodging adamantium sword.

All of Jane’s blue fire evaporated off of the amalgam, though. But she kept applying more and more spreading blue flames. In a flashing set of instants, blue fire engulfed the entire amalgam. The main head tried to cast another area [Dispel], but this time Void poured down through the amalgam’s throat, breaking its [Dispel] into something less harmful. Some of Jane’s fire went away, too, but that was fine.

The hand caster blipped.

Half of it, anyway.

Like shearing paper, twenty-odd half-severed arms and hands and eyes appeared to the left. Most of the creature didn’t blip at all. Most remained firmly trapped under Jane’s claws. Jane tore into the rapidly dying amalgam, ripping and tearing and cleaving and [Cleanse]ing as fast as she could, heedless of Mana or Health costs. In ten seconds she was left holding onto the chest of a corpse with stumps for legs and no arms that was rapidly disintegrating under her power. The hands that had blipped left had long since fallen out of reach, though Nirzir’s [Undertow Star] tracked them the whole way, for they still had life in them, until they fell into the Domain of the ooze below.

Nothing could get through that Domain, it seemed, unless the ooze wanted it to get through.

Jane felt the Hand Caster go limp under her many gripping legs, unable to fight her any longer, and so Jane ascended, holding on tight to the corpse to make sure that it was actually dead, ascending the whole time, ensuring that she stayed away from the ooze’s Domain, too.

She could feel the ooze’s Domain this whole time. Right below her. It was like an edge to the world, or like a black hole, threatening to pull her in if she got anywhere closer to the thing. If she got near, she knew she would die. She had fought off her fear this whole time while she attacked the Hand Caster, but now that the amalgam was dead and her job was done, Jane’s fear won out over her furor.

So she raced to escape.

Mog was down there helping Killzone kill the soul casters. She had killed her fifth, or something. Then she, too, was escaping to the north. Two other people who Jane didn’t know were escaping south. They were from Farix’s camp, Jane was sure.

Killzone finished off the tenth and last soul caster, and then he rocketed directly at the side of the soul ooze—

He struck the edge of the soul ooze’s Domain like a child would hit a glass wall. He bounced away.

“Jane!” Killzone backed up, yelling, “RUN! NOW! Not too far, though!”

Jane was already racing away but she wasn’t going fast enough, apparently. She clutched her prize and dragged it along with her as she moved. Her [Cleansing Aura] and her fire had begun to turn the thing to ash, and somewhere between kilometer five and ten of her rapid flight the Hand Caster’s remains broke apart into pieces too small to hold.

Behind her, the ooze quivered at the bottom of Brightwater Lake. It was a black gelatin the size of a football stadium, and was the only solid-colored thing in the area. Everything else was smoky crystal layered over with a combination of bright red blood and dead soul black sludge—

A shattering crack resounded through the bowl of the Brightwater as one of Farix’s blood crystal towers, holding back the flood to the north, broke. It wasn’t the large break in the bowl located to the west, but it was large enough for a waterfall of black gore and sludge to flow into the Brightwater like so much spewing mucus.

They had maybe minutes before every single one of the crystal dams broke.

Which was likely why Spur was pulling out the big guns.

Olirio yelled at her to get to cover.

Jane chose a large ruin behind a veritable plateau of crystal, and while the ruin had been reduced to puddles of blood and black sludge, the plateau itself was more like a minor mountain range than a ruin. Jane touched down in the ruins, and in that moment, she wasn’t sure if she had fucked up, or gotten very, very lucky.

On the other side of the plateau the world exploded in fire and lightning.

Jane, a very, very small spider, huddled behind her cover, in the black muck, and in the red blood. She had not turned off her [Prismatic Body] or her [Cleansing Aura].

Which is probably why the next event happened.

Her feet touched blood. Dirty, glowing black and red blood, and yet it was still filled with power, ready for the taking. For the first time since fighting these amalgams, or really, ever, she touched upon a treasure unlike any other. Both her Blood Weaver Ability from the Familiar Form of the same name, and her Blood Sense from her lesser rivergrieve, activated at the same time, unbidden. It was like touching upon a spider web that she had strung across the world.

And then [Cleansing Aura] truly started to work.

Black sludge evaporated away like thick air, and the blood concentrated.

Jane disassociated from the battle.
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                Kiri sat in her chair and also in the sky far above the Brightwater.

Teressa stoically handed her a mana potion. The large woman’s blonde hair was a bit unkempt, a bit unruly from the neat bun she usually kept it in, while her emerald eyes were half sunken with hidden worry.

Kiri took the mana potion. It was as brilliant blue as a clear sky, and it weighed. It was her first potion of the day but it might not be her last. She decided, “I’m going for Intelligence as soon as Erick gets back.”

Teressa softly said, “That’s the dangerous one. Erick has to fight paranoia all the time. Do you think you can do that?”

“Yes, but… Hmm.” Kiri sipped the potion. Her Mana Regeneration slowly climbed, and it would likely settle in at around triple regeneration for a good five minutes. It would be enough. She had to save some fuel for the treachery that was sure to come. No one truly trusted Brightwater or Farix. Kiri said, “I have a support structure. I won’t go crazy from paranoia.”

Teressa said nothing.

Kiri leaned back and submerged herself into Sunny’s senses. Things happened fast.

The Brightwater was down below.

The soul ooze was in the center.

Killzone bounced off the soul ooze.

Jane retreated with her kill.

Nirzir’s spellwork broke as she canceled it, because the soul ooze pulsed and sent out a thousand globs of black ooze and also a pulse of shadows. Nirzir didn’t want to risk her spellwork being turned against them, for it surely would have been.

The ooze’s pulse turned all the nearby bright blood into dead blood. Black droplets, each a meter across, hung in the air around the ooze like a thousand floating [Force Traps]. Black puddles on the ground for kilometers around ripped into the air, into those hovering orbs, and then the larger orbs flowed back into the soul ooze. And the ooze began to grow.

A waterfall in the northern wall turned from a lazy gush of black water into a seeking tendril of the stuff, flowing directly at the soul ooze.

And the soul ooze began to rise into the air.

Slowly. Surely. It had cast [Fly] on itself.

‘No soul casters spotted and that wasn’t actually a Soul Bolt spell; Sentries confirmed. It was a [Dispel] from a dispeller still inside the thing.’ Poi sent, ‘You’re clear. Attack before it can regrow itself or escape.’

Kiri focused.

Sunnys rapidly descended into the bowl of the Brightwater. For a moment, just briefly, Kiri was surprised at the scope of the battle. From where she had been all of this looked like dots on a far away map. Now, the soul ooze’s size was readily apparent. It was at least two kilometers across, now.

Kiri and all of her [Familiar]s opened up with [Luminous Beam]s, switching out for [True Sunlight Rift]s as soon as their Script Second allowed them to, letting them keep up the burn for 5 seconds at a time while adding to the burn with sunlight. She began chain summoning her [Familiar]s, while commanding them to reapply spellwork and to get back out there as soon as they could.

Beams of absolute light tore at the soul ooze from ten different angles, while Rifts of pure sunlight lit up the bottom of the Brightwater like looking at the sun. The puddles of soul ooze on the ground, not swallowed up by the monster, instantly evaporated under such an assault. Her beams crashed into the thing like streams of high powered Water Magic tearing through particularly hard ooze. It was not as effective as Kiri had hoped, but it was still effective.

She was spending 811 mana per second and regenerating— Not enough. She downed the rest of her mana potion. Within seconds, she was regenerating 133 mana per second; ten times her usual max.

Each Sunny was able to cast five [True Sunlight Rifts] and two [Luminous Beam]s, meaning ten seconds of work for each Sunny before they were expended. In the first ten seconds of her assault she managed to get through one full rotation.

Huge swaths of central ooze evaporated under her onslaught. Everything that broke away from the ooze rapidly evaporated, but actually breaking anything away was a lot tougher than it should have been.

And then the monster pulsed with a terrible, vibrating scream of shadows, popping every single Sunny in the area and disrupting every nearby rift. The land was still filled with rifts, though, and Kiri had managed to interrupt the waterfall of mucus streaming in from the north, but it was not enough.

Kiri sent in more Sunnys.

Kiri’s second assault went better. Sun rifts piled up all around the thing while beams of light cleaved into the monster. But she could not keep this up. Not at this rate.

In 15 seconds, Kiri had summoned all of her Sunny again, expending all of her mana to do so. In those 15 seconds, she had regained enough mana to cast two more Sunnys, which she had to do because the dispeller inside the soul ooze was still breaking them when they got lower than half mana.

This was not the slow and steady race at the beginning. This was a frantic sprint to see how much damage she could do. And she was doing damage. She had also cut away whatever magic was enabling it to fly. The thing rested on the bottom of Brightwater Lake, like before.

The ooze had lost well over half of its diameter, too, meaning Kiri had cut through 70 to 80 percent of the creature’s size—

She clipped the dispeller amalgam still inside the ooze. She got a notification. She had killed it. But she was not killing the ooze fast enough. And yet… Maybe she had stabilized?

All of the Brightwater was now absolutely filled with Sunlight Rifts, removing the black mess in the bowl of the Brightwater, turning the entire land bright red. Farix had repaired the broken crystals in the walls, staunching the flow of ooze into the Brightwater…

Was she still on a timer—

‘Time to switch. Keep two Sunnys on the ooze, preventing it from flying.’ Poi sent, ‘All the rest need to start laying down Rifts near the other sides of the holes in the Brightwater. Farix’s magic will not last much longer.’

She was still on a timer.

Kiri moved on, quick as a mental shift in direction.

Eight Sunnys stepped through the sky, back over the edge of the Brightwater, most of them heading toward the other side of the western break in the wall. Barely three kilometers down from the top, Kiri encountered the gloom that was everywhere below the surface of Ar’Kendrithyst these days. There were surely more amalgams below that gloom, but they shouldn’t be a problem.

Right?

Poi answered her unasked question, ‘We never noticed soul casters anywhere except near the core of the ooze. You’re cleared to dive in and start killing anything and everything you see.’

Right.

Kiri did just that.

Soon, light bloomed in the dark depths, driving away gloom and then ripping through disconnected soul ooze like it did every single night, all around the walls of Spur. Massive whirlpools of ooze began to form here and there as Kiri’s Sun Rifts appeared under the surface of the waters. Lances of [Luminous Beam]s went out occasionally, killing the larger threats before they could become actual threats.







- - - -







Jane sat upon a pool of blood and felt as the sun seemed to shine upon her and every single piece of reality connected to her many legs. The day’s earlier revelation of how Mind Mages saw the world was similar, but different. Similar, in that Jane felt the world in a way she never had before, but different in the depths of that feeling.

Lights flashed overhead, but Jane sunk her feet deeper into the puddles of blood all around.

Her connection to the world expanded.

And she realized something, there in that bloody land, filled with the transformed remnants of dead and mutated life. This was not physical blood at all, but raw, Elemental Blood. Her new thought was, in the realizing of it, perhaps a trite revelation. What was actually important though, was what came next.

The impetus to the creation of her Prismatic Class. The reason she wanted to be ‘Prismatic’ at all.

She wanted to do everything. She wanted to be anything she desired to be. She wanted to be Everything. Maybe not all at once, but she certainly wanted to see all that life had to offer, from the brightest skies to the deepest depths, and everywhere in between. She wanted to cast magic and swing swords and hide and show herself and tank and backstab. To be whatever the situation demanded; that was what Jane desired.

[Greater Shadowalk] was just one version of her transformed self, no less able than her [Greater Lightwalk] self, which was again, no less useful than her [Air Body], or [Stone Body]. Everything had its place. Every power had its necessity.

And.

She had been artificially limiting herself.

There were six primary Elements, yes, but there were other Elements out there that also had their place of power, their usefulness. Poi’s Mind Mage powers were an Element, for sure. Blood was an Element which Jane was very familiar with, ever since gaining her Queen Blood Weaver, but even before that, with all the blood and violence necessary on Veird, Jane was familiar with blood.

Jane touched the world through the blood and felt a hundred million small secrets calling to her, telling her what she needed to know, that Blood was an Element, and that Mind was an Element, and that everything she could think of was an Element, because of course it was.

That’s how magic worked.

“You see now, yes?” Melemizargo spoke to her, from the Dark, the place beyond mere Shadows. “It’s all connected. Nothing is truly separate. All is one, and one is all.”

Jane heard someone talk to her, but she could not hear the words, or understand the speaker. She felt her legs sink into the blood. The stone rubble below seemed to part, drawing her down as a depth expanded from her soul. The wind and the sunlight touched her and she saw herself vanish, becoming one with both. The shadows under her welcomed her to join them, and she did so, plunging straight down into the rubble.

This was the Truth of it all. Everything was connected. Mana held all possibilities; even more than the Script allowed…

Which was perhaps a trite realization, but there it was.

In seconds, Jane touched upon the wall of Ar’Kendrithyst and felt a thousand years of spellwork upon that wall trying to rebuff her presence. Jane merely flicked a switch in her mind she didn’t know was there, becoming one with the spellwork, and then she passed through the wall.

She shouldn’t have been able to do that. People did not [Stone Body] through the wall of the Dead City and live. Even the soul ooze could not breach that absolute barrier. But it was like the wall had been primed to let her through. She had no time for that mystery, though.

Because she felt the world, and the world called to her.

She touched the ocean underneath the Crystal Forest, becoming one with the Abyss, feeling her connection between Shadow and Water deepen. For a moment, she was the Abyss itself. Deep dwelling eels lived down here, and they snapped at Jane’s passing, but all they got for their trouble was a smack on the face and a ripping of blood out of their violet bodies.

For Blood was everywhere, too. Blood was life, and life was Blood.

Jane became one with the Blood, and then she moved on.

A twist of direction brought her to a land of Fire and Stone; to Magma. Lizards made of Elemental Magma hunted on the edges of those fiery depths. The lizards snapped at Jane just as the eels had done, but she left them be, for she was fast as the bubbling Plasma rising up, and she had to keep going.

She followed an endless river of Plasma that became simple Air that blew up from down below, into a land of Shadows and Air and Elemental Sand. She became one with something that was more than pulverized quartz and broken obsidian, and quickly moving air. Nothing overt lived in this dark, endlessly hot place, except for the elementals swirling in the sand, watching as Jane passed by.

For she had seen something in the far distance.

She followed the Light, this time.

A brilliance of Light shimmered out of long forgotten Elemental Crystal, a mix of Light and Stone, in the middle of a cavern that was filled with bright water that was not water at all, but Elemental Healing. Jane giggled. ‘Elemental Healing’! What a silly notion. They couldn’t come up with something better to call it than simple ‘Healing’? The waters of this hidden place were filled with all manner of fish and grasses and monsters that Jane had never seen before, and they all shimmered with bodies composed of Elemental Healing.

A True Rivergrieve tried to bite Jane, to eat her, Forceful jaws snapping out from every part of its thirty-meter-long eel-like body as it gave chase. Jane laughed. She almost wanted to try her hand at becoming one with Elemental Force and to eat the rivergrieve right back, but not today.

Jane left that land, headed up, directly out of the Healing waters and into another cavern, lit with the light from those waters. This smaller cavern was not filled with Healing, but instead with Lightning, and Jane had to laugh even louder when she saw the creatures that lived here. Spiders. Thousands of them. They crawled over webs made of Lightning and they shot bolts of lightning down into the waters to catch fish for their dinners.

They tried to catch Jane, too.

But the Darkness guided her forward, dancing through the Lightning and the Stone and the Air and the Water. Nothing could touch Jane as she transformed herself right alongside the Darkness, like a child chasing after a playful giant—

Suddenly, the Darkness passed through the lower walls of Ar’Kendrithyst. And Jane followed. The walls let her through a second time as she chased the dragon into a world of Radiance, dried and dead Blood, and a sad looking soul ooze’s core—

Several things happened very fast.

At first, a notification appeared.

[image: image]

And Jane felt the world all around her, as she suspected very few ever could. She felt the stone and the crystalline floor of Ar’Kendrithyst. She was the air all around her, and the dried blood on the ground. How was the blood dried? It was wet not ten minutes ago. As Jane contemplated the dead blood all around she soaked in the light from a hundred different Rifts suspended overhead, feeling the world all around her as she never could before. From the stone underfoot to the hot, stagnant air, to the bright sky...

She was everywhere, but there were two places where she was not.

Both of those places were in front of her. One was crushed against the dried-blood bottom of Lake Brightwater; the core of the soul ooze. It was a black and radiant white at the same time; a tumor of a grand rad twenty-five meters across at its narrowest section, but with raised domes of crystalline growth all over the thing, and with a smattering of sharp spikes of black/white crystal as well. It was perhaps the second most dangerous thing Jane had ever felt and seen. The only reason Jane wasn’t more concerned with the soul ooze was because it was completely cleaned of black ooze, its Domain was broken and could not be repaired, and it was currently cowering from much larger power overhead.

For Melemizargo, like a black mountain of wings and scales and power, had one clawed hand resting atop the core of the crystal ooze. He was a thousand meters tall, or even larger. Jane had no idea. She had never seen him this big. He was using that size and his power to gently crush the soul ooze’s core into the bloody ground. He probably could have done it shaped as a three meter large snake, too, but he chose this big form because he could, no doubt.

Jane had no idea why she said it, but the words came out before she had time to think better, “You’re bigger than before.”

“Much smaller than I used to be.” Melemizargo leaned forward, like he was inspecting a very pretty bug, and said, “You’ve grown, too, and yet you’re still getting into deeper trouble than you know how to handle. Tackling this thing without a Domain. Tsk tsk. Reckless. I respect recklessness. All the best growth is done through adversity.” He eyed Jane with an eye brighter than the sun rifts all around. “But you’ll run out of mana if you keep doing that, so you can stop now. I’ve got everything under control.”

Jane’s power vanished in a flashing instant.

Suddenly, she was just a tiny blue spider facing off against a massive dragon and a world-threatening enemy that that dragon treated as one would treat a very small stepping stool. And yet, something was different. Something unrelated to the dragon or the ooze. Jane felt different.

Some eternalness clung to her body like an elemental miscellany, a fog, or a glow. She glanced at her blue spider legs and saw a prismatic sheen that was new. She had no idea what it was, but she could feel the world almost the same as before, but on a much, much smaller scale.

Aura control? Perhaps.

She would deal with that later.

Jane asked, “What are you going to do with the soul ooze?”

“Make you kill it, of course.” Melemizargo moved one of his talons around the soul ooze, pointing to a cleft that separated the left half of the grand rad from the right. Jane hadn’t even noticed the weak spot until Melemizargo pointed it out. “[Strike] right there. You don’t even need your black sword to do the deed.”

Jane suddenly realized her sword was gone.

And that she was talking to Melemizargo.

And she was standing about thirty meters away from the soul ooze’s core.

She was halfway dissociating due to the danger, but she was still cognizant enough to say, “This seems like a trap.”

Melemizargo’s entire face filled Jane’s view as he grinned, showing off some very, very large glowing white fangs. “They tried everything to kill this little guy, and still they could not break its power. I had to step in, you see, and only because you managed to get this far with your understanding of [Greater Prismatic Body]. You deserve a reward, Jane. This is that reward.” Melemizargo inclined his head toward the west. “Or… You could let that happen.”

Jane glanced to the west.

The blood crystals that had held the flood back were broken. The flood had been released. And yet, time was frozen, and like time, the ooze had frozen, too. Not wholly. Not completely. Jane watched as a blood crystal slowly spun away from the hole it had been covering and as the wave of black ooze flowed out of the hole like that Pitch Drop experiment she had read that one time. She had no idea why she thought of the Pitch Drop experiment, but there it was.

Jane fully turned back toward the ooze’s core. She conjured a [Flying Striker] in the shape of a very large ice pick…

It hovered above her, ready to [Strike]...

And yet, she had to repeat, “This feels like a trap.”

Melemizargo nodded sagely. “It is not, but I understand the trepidation. This whole scenario of me granting you a kill on a demonstrably greater power than yourself goes against everything I usually stand for. This little slime was pretty strong, and it was getting stronger, and if it were capable of overrunning this whole world I usually would have let it.

“But I’ve learned a few things recently, and… Hmm.” Melemizargo hummed, then pianoed his talons atop the ooze’s core, creating a series of terrible taps upon the crystalline surface. The ooze’s core vibrated in fear, though that could have been Jane’s imagination. “Tell you what. I’ll make this simple for you: I saved your life, and so you owe me one, and I’m calling in the favor. Kill the slime. In fact! I require you to kill this creature in my name. You need to say ‘I dedicate this hunt to Melemizargo, God of Magic’, before you strike the blow, or else I will depart and let things happen as they will. And to be sure you understand what will likely happen: The sun is fifteen minutes from setting. That boy of Rozeta’s is lining up his spellwork right now. You can’t tell, but this entire place is in shadow, and the soul slime still has a good connection to its body, all the way out there. That’s why Farix’s spellwork has finally failed, and why Kiri’s blasting of the ooze beyond here has also failed.

“This place will become a crater in five minutes unless you kill this thing here, and now, and with my name upon your spidery lips— Actually! We’re going to do this properly. Transform back to a human. Now.” Melemizargo added, “And put everything you can into the [Strike].”

Jane…

Transformed back into her human form.

Feeling a lot less strong, and a lot smaller, Jane Flatt stood before the God of Magic, naked as the day she was born save for the rings her father had made upon her fingers. At least she hadn’t lost those. She did not flinch at the Dark Dragon’s grin. She did not waver as she readied her flying weapon.

Jane simply walked forward and enveloped her conjured weapon with the power she had learned. The dried blood all around her held a little power, and so she used that power along with stone and air and light and shadow, swirling them all together, transforming her [Flying Striker] into lightning and abyss and brilliant blue fire. The modifier for using all of these elements in a proper [Strike] should have been in the tens of thousands of mana costs, but it was a lot less than that. Easier, now that Jane had found her Truth.

She was everything she needed to be, and this [Strike] reflected that part of her Truth. Instinctively, she knew that it would shift to become the Element it needed to be to inflict the most damage possible. She felt rather good about that part of herself.

It felt… Very correct.

With a directed thought she hovered the weapon ten meters away from the weak point in the core—

“Speak the words, Jane Flatt.” Melemizargo said, “And thank me for saving your life back in Songli.”

“… Thank you, Melemizargo, for saving my life. I do this for Veird, and for your eventual sanity.” Jane said, “I dedicate this kill to Melemizargo.”

She struck.

Melemizargo could have prevented the strike with a casual tilt of his claw, for his claw held right beside the weak spot in the ooze’s core, but he did not. He merely grinned.

He had not stopped grinning this whole time.

Jane was honestly surprised as her conjured spike, which shouldn’t have been able to do anything, pierced the soul slime. As the length of elemental power drove deep into the core the black-white grand rad cracked in all directions. Radiating fractures spread out everywhere, and then deepened. Parts of the whole shattered without preamble. A tumorous growth of crystal broke away from the top. Another outcropping of sharp crystal shattered away from the left side. The entire right side cracked fully in half, the whole thing slipping apart—

Melemizargo lifted his claw and the entire grand rad fractured and broke like a disintegrating pile of magic, slowly at first, and then rapidly.

And then Melemizargo pulled his trick.

He slammed his claws into the center of the disintegrating soul slime and pulled out a pearl of white light. It was beautiful. It was pure. And then it was gone. It had vanished sideways, disappearing from sight in some way that Jane couldn’t tell. What had he done?

“What was that?” Jane found herself asking.

Melemizargo smirked, and then told her, “The soul slime was a unique existence, only possible because of a hundred small factors that normally never would have happened. A broken artifact here. A consumed artifact there. A feast of dead souls and a magical impetus allowed to run amok. A hundred small failures that I can only attribute to Fate, but there’s only one current Walker of the Path right now, so, by all rights this should have been his burden to bear. His monster to kill. It was, after all, a horrible amalgamation of every bad thing to ever come before. The perfect monster to foil Erick.

“But apparently Erick’s Fate is not a normal Fate.

“He guided you this far, and he guided me to be here, too. He gave spellwork to his apprentice in the form of [Luminous Beam] and powerful weapons to his daughter and his guards. He helped that one archmage from Songli with that inspired Undertow effect. He helped from afar, which was exactly as it was meant to be. Apparently. Not how I expected it to happen, but the mana is always a bit mysterious in its workings.

“But that wasn’t really your question, was it? Your question was about the thing I took from the broken core.

“The answer to that is simple to explain and hard to grasp due to the scope involved. That glowing fragment is the Truth of the soul slime. A fragment of power left over from the twisted life which birthed it, which I shall change into something nicer. Something to go along with this new world your father is forging.” Melemizargo eyed the world around him, then turned back to Jane. There was a newfound joy in his supernova-bright eyes. “Technically, I also saved your life today, Jane, but I won’t be calling in that favor. We’re even, if you wish for us to be even.”

Jane had no idea what to say to any of that.

She blinked.

Melemizargo vanished.

Time resumed.

The ocean of ooze flowing in from the west hit the sunlight-filled bowl of the Brightwater, and broke, evaporating away in great swells of wind and steam and air, becoming nothing but a hot breeze. It reminded Jane of how it was every night out there on the walls, fighting under the very same lights. She wasn’t worried about drowning, though.

Jane suspected that if the soul slime was still alive, then it would be producing more slime itself, since the sun was already setting beyond the Dead City’s walls.

All these lights in this land wouldn’t have mattered at all if the slime was still alive.

But it wasn’t.

Jane had killed it.

At Melemizargo’s behest, but still. The soul slime was dead. Jane was alive. Spur was alive.

At that thought Jane’s emotions came crashing down. She was a naked woman alone in the center of the red lake bed of the Brightwater with a hundred false suns hovering overhead and a tropical heat hurricane flowing at her from the west. If she wasn’t mostly immune to environmental effects thanks to the Class Ability that granted her that immunity, she likely would have been cooked alive, like the blood under her feet. That blood was dry and dead, and flaking under the sun and the sudden hurricane-force breeze.

She held up her hand to look at herself and a shimmer of thick air drifted off of her body, but more than that, she could see the world around her, through that shimmer, and a bit beyond. It was different from Surround Sight…

So both mana sense, and aura control, eh?

Not a bad haul—

“Jane?”

Killzone stepped down onto the land ten meters away. He looked ready for war, with his thin black plate armor that was just his body but shaped differently, and a helmet over his head. He had no eye slits and he didn’t really need them, either; they were just weak points anyway; places for goo to accumulate. He padded forward, his feet barely touching the dried blood underneath him. He was still flying but he wasn’t trying to be obvious about it. He was obviously stressed out, though. He twisted his head and body this way and that. And then he focused on Jane.

“… So hey!” Killzone’s helmet dissolved into a hood that he pulled back, revealing his face. His smile was pure joy lit by the light of a hundred suns, and his stupid southern-ish accent came back in full force, as he said, “Looks like ya’ killed it! We tried everythin. Lightnin. Fi-er. Heck a lotta light.” He held up his fists. “Adamantine battering ram!” With a chuckle, he said, “But then you up and steal all the glory! I ain’t complaining, though… But… Where’d you go? You freaked out Poi good and deep for a long while.”

He was trying to be non-threatening, as one did around Shades and other possibly-horrible things inside the Dead City.

Jane breathed out, then looked at herself again. And she realized she could actually look at herself from outside her body. And she could move around mana outside her body. This was strange. Aura control and mana sense were weird.

Killzone was acting weird.

This whole thing was odd.

And Jane admitted to herself that she was likely compromised in some way.

Jane said, “I’m going to conjure some clothes.”

Killzone gave no objection.

Jane conjured some clothes and felt a lot better about standing around in the open, but a lot worse in an entirely unexpected way. Her clothes were pastel blue, but also dark blue, and with splashes of rainbow in them. It wasn’t anything organized like a proper tie-dye outfit, either. It was a bunch of random colors splashed onto her body in the shape of clothes.

But…

So her conjuring was bad! So what. She would deal with that later.

Jane said, “I went on a journey. I don’t know why, but… Got [Greater Prismatic Body].” Which she decided to Favor right then and there. 50 mana per second was way too much, but 12-13 mana per second was easy enough to deal with— She ignored the math for the moment. She focused on the problem now facing her. “Found Melemizargo. Or he found me. He saved my life in Songli, and he guided me or dragged me or directed me… Not sure. I went on a journey and then came back here and he asked me to dedicate the kill of the soul slime—”

A notification appeared.




	
You have slain Soul Amalgamator Slime!

15% Participation!

+1.9 e25 experience














She shot straight up to level 99, and theoretically, she should have hit level 100.

The Fibonacci sequence, upon which the whole leveling system mirrored to a certain degree, dictated that level 100 should require 3.4 e22 experience, but according to what Jane was now seeing in her Status the required experience to reach level 100 was 1e100. A one followed by a hundred zeroes.

Literally no one was ever going to reach that number. The soul slime had only reached something like 12.6 e26, if her math was right.

Jane’s own Status now showed her as 1.8 e25 out of 1 e100 to the next level. The barest bit of what she gained was all that was needed to put her well past this soft ‘cap’.

From his expression, Killzone was reading the same sort of notification. Jane wondered how much experience he had gotten. Less than her? She had dealt the killing blow, after all.

But that was a topic for some other time.

Jane defended herself, “Melemizargo asked me to dedicate the soul slime kill to him, or else he was going to release it back into the world, and I don’t think whatever the Headmaster had planned would have worked. So, I agreed. And then I killed it in Melemizargo’s name. And then he took some Truth from the soul slime’s core and spoke about changing it into something nicer. Something to go along with the new world…” Her voice trailed away. “He thought that my father should have been the one to kill the Soul Slime, but then… We were here. And then this happened.”

For a long while, Jane just stood there, putting on a brave face.

For a long while, Killzone also just stood there, thinking.

With a voice almost devoid of his usual accent, Killzone said, “I don’t know what sorta fuckery went down here, but the current result is good and I’m pretty sure you were forced to choose between the sword or the fire, and Spur protects its own, of which you are still a part. So this whole thing is not a big deal, and especially so if this was us succeeding on foiling the Worldly Path.” He pulled back a bit, as though realizing something. With a softer voice, he said, “This is likely the best possible result we could have asked for. Good job, Jane. Report for decontamination and some debriefing, then you can go home and rest.” He turned half away, looking to where the breaking soul slime core had left a black and white scorch-like mark upon the ground. “Dismissed.”

“… Okay!” Jane saluted, then walked to the left two steps before realizing that walking wasn’t the best way to leave this place. And also she was missing something. She stopped, turned back, and asked, “Say, uh? Sir? Have you seen my sword?”

Killzone remained focused on the scorch mark, frowning a bit. “Ah. You didn’t use it here, eh? … I have no idea where it could be. You can search for it tomorrow, but if one of our guys finds it then it will be returned to you.”

Jane gave a small nod then decided that she could check at least one place before she reported back to town. She turned to prismatic radiance and went searching in the most obvious spot; the stone behind that one plateau, where she started her elemental journey.

The sword wasn’t there.

The ruined land was swirled like someone had taken a [Greater Stonewalk] to it and then dove inside, leaving a splash of half-smoothed rock behind. As Jane hovered there in her prismatic light the stone seemed to soften under her brilliance. Parts of the land burbled, releasing air trapped in the stone, and Jane could feel the start of a deep and twisted tunnel of transformation that led off far below.

… Now was not the time to investigate all that.

Jane dropped her [Greater Prismatic Body] and turned on her [Greater Lightwalk]. The land stopped burbling. It was going to take her some time to understand exactly what her [Greater Prismatic Body] did, but that time was not now.

For now, Jane zipped up through the Sun-Rift-filled sky of the Brightwater, to hover high above the place and gaze out at the bowl of land below her. She watched as Sunnys deposited even more Rifts here and there, but primarily at the holes in the Brightwater’s defending wall, to evaporate more spewing ooze before it could get too far. That tactic worked phenomenally well. Perhaps even better than it had before. Kiri would likely need to deposit these Rifts all across the whole of the Dead City, though, to clean up the deeper dregs of the soul slime.

Silverite would probably order her to do that, actually—

Poi’s rough voice came through, ‘You made me worry almost as much as your father does.’

Jane laughed loud.

With a more relaxed tone, Poi sent, ‘There’s a debrief and you’re either going to have to take it here or at the Courthouse. From what we already saw through [Witness] there’s nothing for you to worry about.’

Jane breathed out a ragged breath, then sent, ‘I’ll take it at the Courthouse.’

‘I’ll let them know… Report to conference room 3.’ Poi added, ‘The main celebration of the kill will likely commence tomorrow night. Everyone is tired.’

Jane smiled brightly at that. Yes, she wanted to sleep, but she was also looking forward to another grand celebration. The one after Champion Yetta’s journey through Ar’Kendrithyst and the one after Last Shadow’s Feast had been fun.

For a brief moment, Jane was a shining beacon of temporary joy in the middle of a red and gold sunset sky.

And then she got back to Spur.

- - - -

In conference room three, Jane sat before Quartermaster Liquid and Silverite, while Poi and Kiri waited outside. Silverite’s questions were normal enough. ‘What was the full and complete nature of your meeting with Melemizargo?’ ‘What do you think happened there, at the end?’ ‘Are you aware you were manipulated?’ ‘Why did you allow yourself to be manipulated by the Dark?’ ‘What was the feeling you got when the Dark spoke of your father’s Worldly Path?’

The interview took an hour, but it was an easy hour. Jane answered succinctly and clearly, for though the questions themselves were barbed, the manner in which they were given was not. Silverite was just doing her job to keep her city safe, and she had been dealing with the Dark for over 550 years. There were no surprise handcuffs or surprise killing spells. There was no hostility at all. There was just a mayor wondering what new shit had landed on her doorstep, and if it was worse than what came before.

Toward the end, after everything had wrapped up, Silverite leaned back in her chair, and eyed Jane.

And Jane realized she was suffering from stress fatigue, or maybe she was having a War Response, or something along those lines, because this had been a true judgment all this while. Suddenly, she wondered if she had fucked up.

And then Silverite saw Jane tensing, and she relaxed herself. “Jane. You’re not in trouble.” With a soft voice, Silverite said, “The guidelines we have in place to define what constitutes a betrayal to the Dark includes killing in his name, but I am not one to condemn someone for breaking those guidelines in this particular manner. We are more than rules. We are a city of people working against the Dark, and the Dark likes to toy with us, to see how far we will break. Well I’m not breaking over this, and you shouldn’t either.” She added, “But you should go home and get some rest and stay away from adventuring for a while. Try to get a softer hobby. Something that is as far away from killing as possible, because you have taken on a lot of burden recently and I don’t want to see you pop. Okay?”

Silverite’s sudden and real compassion caught Jane off guard.

Jane wiped away an unruly tear and chuckled, saying, “Ah. I must need a break if— Ah. How about low level quests?”

Silverite frowned.

Liquid frowned even deeper, though. She was deeply unhappy. “When you came to me with that completed application and I warned you away from this life for the second time, and then you told me that I’ve never seen a kid like you? You remember? I responded with 90% of kids like you die their first year.” Liquid said, “You don’t see it, but you should have died at least 3 times over. Once with the Moon Reachers, once with being anywhere near your father’s Worldly Path, and then again, tonight, and for any hundred of small incidents— Oh! And there was also Champion Yetta’s shit! You have been remarkably lucky.” Liquid softened a bit, though her voice still had an edge. “You are also remarkably skilled and I am very glad to have you in Spur, but please take less risks.” She suddenly spat, “And get a damned Domain! That soul slime should have killed you ten times over!” And then she wiped away her own annoying tear, huffing and breathing hard.

Jane sat firm, taking it all in, and said, “I think I unlocked my aura and a mana sense. I’ll work on that, and also a Domain. Thank you for your care.”

Liquid nodded quickly, then she turned toward the closed door to speak loudly, “And Kiri needs a Domain, too! She’s the second damnedest fool of the evening. You two kids walking around with all this power and no ability to actually step into the deepest Dark! And you continue to step into the Dark! Foolish beyond words.”

Liquid’s words hung in the room for a moment.

And then the moment broke.

Silverite leaned forward, saying, “Good work out there, Jane. Very good work. Now. Do you have any questions for Spur?”

Jane did have one, actually. One that possibly only Silverite or Liquid might know. “Why is level 100 impossible to reach? Why the shift in required experience?”

Liquid gave a shrug. “Limitation to power under the Script.”

Silverite said, “Liquid’s answer is the accepted answer, but no one really knows. Monsters normally never reach anywhere past level 90. The ones that get higher than that get there through killing many, many other such monsters who also kill other high level monsters. The soul slime was an extreme example of this, while also being a Soul Summoner, or some other such variation. Necromancer. Flesh Crafter.” Silverite shook her head. “Fucking necromancers.”

“… What is experience?” Jane asked.

“A measure of soul strength,” Liquid said.

“A measure of overall strength,” Silverite added. “Not just soul strength.”

The two of them had a slight disagreement over that answer. Jane didn’t want to get into that disagreement, so she moved on to the big question, “Any idea what Melemizargo is going to make?”

Liquid frowned at nothing in particular.

Silverite shrugged. “Some horror similar to what the soul slime was in life, no doubt. But it’s out of our hands. Now, the gods get involved.”

Now, Liquid was angry again. “Four ‘Holy Paladin’s from four different churches tried to break that damned soul slime! They all failed.”

Jane was suddenly wide awake. “A lot happened when I was indisposed?”

“Quite a lot.” Silverite said, “Which is why it is likely a good thing that you did what you did. I’d have given the Headmaster’s attack a 95% chance it would have worked, but since Melemizargo was in attendance and working on his own ends, and this was supposedly part of Erick’s Worldly Path all along, that 95% is more like 5%.” Silverite said, “So thank you for that, Jane. You probably did save Spur and this whole area a lot more heartache and devastation.” She stood, saying, “You can get the whole story from your people. I have work to do, as do all the rest of the support staff. You’re done for a while, though.”

Jane and Liquid stood.

Liquid said, “Good work, Team Leader. Smaller celebration parties will likely begin around midnight, but the main party will be tomorrow.”

Silverite said, “I expect you to be the guest of honor tomorrow at the official celebration, too, so be prepared for that."

Jane bowed. “Thank you, Mayor. Quartermaster.”

And then Jane left.

Kiri and Poi and Jane blipped directly home—

To where Teressa and Nirzir had set out a feast worthy of several heroes, where Sunny played several musical instruments in the background. The little couatl played the flutes and the chimes and the drums, and though she played them poorly, she was trying, and Kiri was super excited.

“No one is going to die tonight!” Kiri shouted as she hugged Jane tight. “Or tomorrow, either!”

Jane laughed as she hugged Kiri back. There was a lot of sudden joy and relief from the battle, and Jane felt both overwhelmed and supremely grateful. And she wasn’t the only one. Everyone was happy in their own way.

The feast was delicious. Fries. Pizza. Fried chicken. Spicy sauces set aside just for Jane that no one else wanted to touch. Soda berry water that Kiri had managed to make through Particle Magic and Elemental Illusion two weeks ago, after Jane had told her how to make the stuff. And then came dessert. More chocolate cake. Cinnamon bread. And beer! And harder stuff, too.

Poi spoke of how every single one of them had gotten at least a single percentage of the soul slime kill, and how they were all level 99. He wasn’t sure what to do with all of his extra points, but he was likely going to save them for some spellwork he had been eyeing for a while.

“I’m going to take a look at Soul Magic,” Poi said, to the suddenly silent room.

A moment passed in contemplation. Cheese slid off of Teressa’s slice of pizza.

Jane said, “There’s no one I trust more with that sort of magic than you, Poi.”

Poi practically blushed, though his blue scales just turned a bit darker.

Nirzir rapidly said, “I agree with Jane’s assessment. If you wish for access to Songli’s resources, I will make them available to you.”

Poi was suddenly a bit more reluctant than he had been. “Ahhh. I’ll… I’ll figure it out. I finally decided to go after it tonight. But. Maybe I’ll take you up on that offer later.”

“I think it’s a fine idea.” Kiri said, “Soul Magic is terrifying, but it can do a lot of good in the right hands.”

Teressa was less sure, but she just shrugged a little, then she picked up the spilled cheese, put it back on the pizza, and ate it.

Nirzir spoke of how her [Undertow Stars] needed something more, for the spell didn’t fully stop the Hand Caster from partially blipping. It did lock down Healing, though, both because of the Void she had put into the spell and some Elemental Decay mixed into the working.

“So that’s why the thing didn’t heal itself!” Jane exclaimed, then started laughing.

“It’s not a perfect solution,” Nirzir said, “After all, with the target having more Health that means I can absorb more resources from it. But this is likely a foolish line to walk. I might keep the Decay in my next iteration, or I might remove it entirely. The whole Undertow branch of spellwork is completely new to me, so there is a lot of experimenting to be done.”

Jane almost spoke of how Melemizargo had mentioned Nirzir’s success with Undertow spellwork, but she decided against it, for now.

Over a third round of beers, after dinner was done and the leftovers had been put away, Teressa spoke of how she saw the choice Jane had needed to make, and she congratulated Jane for making the right one. The outcomes of Melemizargo taking the soul slime’s soul were unknown, but if Jane hadn't done that…

“The Headmaster’s spell would have failed. Only a 15% chance of it working.” Teressa said, “Prognostication is never a sure thing, but I’m pretty sure you made the only choice that had a good outcome.”

Jane smiled softly. “I hope it works out— Oh!” She asked, “Have you seen my sword?”

Teressa laughed. “Nope! I already looked, too. It’s probably a thousand kilometers deep in the Underworld. Do you remember all the places you went?”

“Fuck! … No.” Jane said, “I can probably track my path. But… Not tonight.”

Kiri had gone out of the room for something, but she came back wearing a nice green dress. With bright, joyful eyes, she said, “Let’s go out to a dancing room!”

Jane hopped off her chair. “Okay!”

Poi decided to be a wet blanket, though. “How about tomorrow? Let’s go tomorrow. Please?”

Kiri rushed to the man and grabbed his hands, pulling him off his chair. “No! Tonight! I can already hear the music outside! It’s calling to me, Poi!”

“How about just a music bar, then?” Jane tried to compromise.

Poi said, “Yes! I’ll do that. Compromise, Kiri.”

Nirzir said, “My people have a party going on at the Upper Bough for the night. All the Fonts who touched Jane hit level 99, and they’re all there.” With a happy little smile, she asked, “We could go there?”

Teressa smirked. “I’ll grab my coat.”
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                    For those who might have trouble reading Jane's newest Spell, here it is without the fanciness:

 




	
Greater Prismatic Body, instant, long range, 50 Mana per second + Variable

You are everywhere.








 

WHOOO boooy. That was an event.

And next week we're back to Erick!

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Up to chapter 188. Over 100k words more! And this is a new month, too. Hmmm~

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                    And back to Erick!

(Shorter today. Longer Wednesday.)



                

                After Bright Tea at the White Palace, Erick felt lost. So he went to bed.

It had been a good decision, though he didn’t actually get to sleep for a while. His mind was too full of thoughts.

The people at Bright Tea had not asked if he was a Wizard, and it was only now that Erick realized why. They didn’t ask because they did not want to know. Their stance had mirrored that of Poi’s, back when Erick finally thought to bring up the subject with him back when they were at the grass travelers. Poi already knew, but he did not want to talk about it because talking about the issue would make it real. And so, just like with Poi, the wrought of Stratagold did not want to consider that Erick might be a Wizard.

Because if Erick were a Wizard, then they would be obligated to commit certain acts of violence, or magical neutering, or whatever it was they did to a newly-discovered Wizard. So they chose to forgo that specific question. And what was worse, is that if they would have asked, Erick would have lied, and Kromolok’s white [Zone of Truth], or whatever, would have called him out on the lie, and then things would have gotten very messy, anyway. So they had chosen to ask instead after Erick’s goals and character. What they found there was acceptable…

But then Erick had told them that he was likely immortal, now, thanks to Rozeta…

And that was a big deal for them.

It was like a switch had been flipped in the royals and in everyone else in that room.

That Erick was now immortal put him into a whole different category of interactions. What sort of interactions? Erick had no idea at the moment.

Eventually, as his thoughts rounded and he went over them for the tenth time, he found nothing new to consider. No new angles. No new unexpected threats.

He slept.

When Erick woke up the next day he did his usual business behind a Privacy then walked out to the front room of his [Fairy Stronghold], and saw the proof of his new path of interaction with the wrought sitting on the kitchen table. It was some herbal food sitting under [Preservation Ward]s to keep one cold, one warm, and one of them dry on a little plate. It was breakfast made by a health nut whose ideas of health were from another world. Which, Erick supposed Tasar was. Or if he wanted to be truly technical, Erick himself was.

One bowl of green slop. Pasted herbs, or something. Smelled okay. Cold, which was… It was a cold slop. It wasn’t Erick’s best idea of a good breakfast. But… Cereal was cold? So maybe this was fine.

A tea of bitter black root. Did not smell good at all. It stank, actually. Like herby dung, or something similar.

A few cubes of some sort of— Ah. Soul balm palm cubes. Little hard-and-waxy tan things; the dried sap of the soul balm palm trees. Erick at least knew the reason for that particular health food; it helped to speed up the healing of the soul. Was Erick’s soul broken, though? He didn’t think so. He remembered drinking soul balm palm tea back in Treehome, courtesy of Syllea, and it was rather good tea. This stuff looked vaguely more… Homey? Expensive? Both, actually. This version looked different than the one Erick had already had; it was a tea that had been distilled into candy form, probably.

There was also a thin book next to the ‘meal’. The book was handmade, with a red cover and no outside writing. Erick had already glanced inside through his mana sense, though, and saw it was a primer on acquired immortality. Erick just blinked at that.

Of course the wrought would have some sort of… Not a mass-produced primer, but of course they would have a primer of acquired immortality. Sitnakov had said something about helping Erick ascend to immortality if he threw in deep enough with Stratagold. This was probably an extension of that.

And over on the other side of the house, Erick saw Tasar blipping stuff from one end of the large empty room to the other.

She stopped a few moments after Erick entered the kitchen, tripping a purposefully-left puddle of green shadows she had left on the wall. She stepped out of that section of air, into the kitchen, smiling brightly, “Good morning!”

“Good morning.” Erick asked, “So what’s all this, then?”

Tasar got right to it, saying, “I suppose you’re keeping your immortality under cover, but I got to talking with everyone else who was in that room with us yesterday and the King and the Queen sent over some supplies for you. A welcome-to-eternity gift. All of them are good supplies to have on hand for the type of immortality you seem to now possess, but it’s clearly different from what Stratagold was offering to help you learn how to cast. Still, though, the supplies are useful for all people with enhanced natural lifespans. They don’t do much for normal people, unfortunately; The Script already pulls up mortals as high as baseline biology will allow, but immortals need something a bit extra.”

“Yes…” Erick said, “Stratagold tried to offer me immortality spellwork to tempt me to side with them… But I know for a fact that Phagar has said that true [Immortality] magic is not a thing under the Script. So what was going on there?”

“Ah. Okay. Well.” Tasar said, “It’s all in the primer, but I would rather explain it all to you if you are amenable. It seemed like a lot of things happened yesterday, and I wasn’t sure if you were ready for this sort of talk yet.”

“Thank you for the concern. I’m ready, though.” Erick pulled out the chair to the side of the ‘breakfast’ and sat down, saying, “I’d like you to explain all of… There’s a lot, actually.”

Tasar pulled out the chair opposite Erick and sat down, saying, “Gladly. Where would you like to start?”

One series of questions rocketed to the front of Erick’s mind and would not allow any other thoughts until it was satisfied. “What were the other types of immortality on offer? What does it all mean?”

Tasar nodded, then said, “Before we begin, a warning.

“Mortals don’t like dying, as you are well aware. But these spells are self-cast only, by the designs of the Script, and they’re not truly [Immortality], either, since Phagar locked that up tighter than a Ban, as you already know. Not many people actually know that, but I should not be surprised that you do. Anyway.

“All of these magics are functional immortality. And as such, they all have drawbacks.

“But mortals don’t care about drawbacks when they’re dying. The powerful ones will go through any danger if it means living a longer life. Sometimes the weak ones do, too. This desperation always leads to problems. Killing and sacrifice. Generalized disruption which leads to more death and… A lot of bad things happen if these methods to immortality were to be explained to the general public, because they would want them, and they can’t cast them anyway, so this is my warning:

“Don’t go telling people what I tell you right now.” Tasar said, “That way leads to death. Maybe not now, but eventually. It always does. Without fail.”

Erick nodded. He left the rest of that whole discussion for another time for he did not feel like digging too deep into the ethics of immortality-for-some right now. “I understand.”

Tasar continued, “There are a handful of major ways to achieve functional immortality.

“The first is [Polymorph]. Almost everyone knows this way, and I’m not talking about killing and eating a younger person. We’ll execute you for that if we find it happening. What we wrought can do, is grant you the use of our neighborhoods to allow you to blend in as one of our people in one of those neighborhoods. It’ll take a year or three, but if you can follow the programs set down and the routine, then you can eventually [Polymorph] into one of the types of people in those neighborhoods. Using this method, if you lived in an orcol community you would become a flesh and blood orcol. You won’t become a wrought, though; that never happens, no matter how much some people might want it to.

“This is the easiest method as it requires almost no actual magical skill, beyond learning the intricacies of [Polymorph]. A whole school of magic unto itself, but still just a single spell.

“After the first three transitions you should be able to do this anywhere in the world, in any community.

“The second way to achieve functional immortality, and also the reason for these items here today, is to be able to cast the high-tier Blood Magic spell [The Rite of Ancient Blood]. The higher tier the better. At eighth tier, which is the one you want, it costs a million and a half mana and has to be cast in ritual, once per year. If you cannot reach the eighth tier and you are forced to go for a lower tier, this still works, but it is an inferior method; the usual result is the spell [Blood Renewal]. [Blood Renewal] needs to be cast every month for a million mana, in the same sort of ritual.

“This is the method which requires the most upkeep, in the form of sagetree soup, bitterblood tea, and soul balm palm tea.” Tasar gestured to the items on the table. “Every time you cast this type of magic on yourself you need to do this health regimen, which means [Blood Renewal] will have you eating these things 12 times a year, as opposed to [The Rite of Ancient Blood]’s once per year.

“Sagetree soup is a blend of herbs gathered from a sagetree, which some Blood Mage created in the year 150 Post Sundering in order to make all his Blood Magic work better on himself. Sagetree soup actually heightens all beneficial magic you cast on yourself, granting a small but noticeable multiplier to things like [Personal Ward]. It’s only about 5% to 10%, where you spend 100 mana and get the effect of spending 110 mana, but the effect lasts a long time if you don’t stress it; nearly a month!

“It will be used up within three days if you use Blood Magic’s path to immortality.

“Bitterblood tea is the exact opposite, as it strips away harmful effects of spellwork cast from any source upon you for the next month. If something is supposed to deal 100 damage, it might actually only deal 90 or 95 damage.

“Same deal there with a month-timeframe reduced to days in the case of major Blood Magic.

“Together, these two effects eliminate the dangers of an unchecked [Blood Renewal] or [The Rite of Ancient Blood].

“And then you have the general panacea for magical ailments; soul balm palm tea. It helps to speed along the healing of the soul which is always necessary after large body-altering magic.

“And finally, the last method to immortality is to cast the spell [Timelessness] on yourself.” Tasar said, “That is very much a double-sided spell. You no longer age, but you also no longer naturally heal, or tire, or get less-tired after resting. You also no longer take damage from any damage over time effects, and you don’t need to breathe. You can cancel the spell at any time, and there are no side effects from canceling it, but there’s also no turning back the clock once you allow time to flow forward. You can only ever stop time; you cannot reverse it.

“[Timelessness] also doesn’t run down the clock on improperly-created magic. You must still break the magic and then wait days or months without [Timelessness] active in order to gain the creation powers of the Script once again.

“And the fourth method… It’s not really immortality.” Tasar said, “It’s lichdom. Learning enough soul magic to become a self-summoned creature, creating your body as necessary. Lot of drawbacks to that one… Really too many to name in any short amount of time. The short version is you lose your senses and you have to become a creature of mana sense and otherwise, and also you lose the pleasures of the flesh, which include sleeping and understanding humor and love. You can regain a lot of those pleasures if you become very good at Soul Magic and Blood Magic and Summoning Magic— Necromancy is a very large field of magic. But otherwise… you become an unfeeling, uncaring husk of a person.

“There’s technically a fifth method, too, but that requires you to become a dragon.” Tasar shook her head a little, saying, “I don’t think you want to become a dragon.”

Erick sat back in his chair and took that all in. “Immortality is a lot more difficult than I thought it would be.” He glanced at the three bits of ‘food’ on the table. “Those seem like they would allow me to use [Bloody Ward] without issue.”

Tasar instantly narrowed her eyes and shook her head. “You should still not use that spell. The effects from sagetree soup and bitterblood root tea are extensive, but also minimal, and they will get used up if you actively stress them. These foods probably won’t even do anything for you, depending on…” She seemed to want to hold her tongue, but then she could not, “Depending on what exactly happened between you and Rozeta; the nature of your specific immortality. But the Blood Magic route is the one that Stratagold was most ready to present to you, and so there is no need to deny you the items that they had prepared for you, anyway.” She rapidly added, “You don’t have to tell me what sort of immortality you gained, and I am specifically not asking you to tell me…” She paused, then decided that those words were enough. Then she nodded.

Erick looked at the green slop…

It wasn’t actually slop. It did look like green tomato soup, though. And it was cold.

“I’ll try it.” Erick asked, “I assume it’s expensive?”

“Ruinously. Magical herbs and other items are among the most expensive in the world because you can't simply [Duplicate] them.” Tasar said, “I understand that Stratagold has three groves of sagetrees and two fields of bitterblood root and they’re all guarded like a king’s bedchambers. I’m not even sure where those places are, but they’re certainly not anywhere near Stratagold itself. The soul balm palm is much, much less expensive. I know where that grove is. That stuff you can harvest every year.”

“This all seems very useful.” Erick frowned a little, muttering to himself, “Maybe I should look into alchemy as a hobby.”

“Oh yes.” Tasar said, “With your penchant for [Grow]ing new things you should look into long-harvest high-potency alchemical ingredients. Even if you don’t use any of it yourself, some of these things —bitterblood root especially— only get more potent and powerful with age. I think this tea was harvested on a 3 year cycle, which is at about the minimum timeframe for it to become useful.”

Erick breathed deep, then asked, “Why does it take so long for magical plants to grow, anyway? I heard it was because they become monstrous if you try to force their growth, but that doesn’t seem any worse than monster cows, and I know people raise those all the time.”

“It’s something to do with a shift in potency; a dilute effect grows stronger as the plant ages and naturally matures, but once monsterfication occurs all that potency is subsumed into the growth of sentience and malfeasance. That’s about all I know on the subject, though.” Tasar said, “I’ve spent a few decades here and there playing around with plants, but— My biology is different from yours, so this stuff is not my focus. I do grow magic crystals, though. Those are pretty useful as a wrought. Like sagetree soup; a long term buff to all spellwork.”

Erick decided that he had enough of immortality talk for now. It wasn’t like there was any pressing need to learn the ropes, anyway. He had eternity if everything went right.

… And suddenly eternity seemed like a very long time.

Erick pulled away from that sudden abyss of thought and focused on the present as he changed the subject. “To change the subject: I’ve been trying to understand a specific type of spell that I don’t know if it actually exists, but you would know. [Spelleport]; [Teleport] but targeting other people’s spellwork, to shift it to some other space or direction.” He added, “Specifically, the moving of very, very strong magic. Like— Did you hear of the Red Dot that some mage threw at Spur? That sort of magnitude 9 sort of spell. I want to be able to redirect that sort of thing.”

Tasar brightened at the subject of Spatial Magic, or maybe at the specific subject, Erick wasn’t sure. And then she focused, and said, “This is a very simple answer, but for very complicated reasons.

“No.

“That doesn’t work.

“You cannot [Teleport] magnitude 9 spellwork cast by another, in any way, shape, or form. You can only mitigate it.” Tasar happily said, “But! Anything below mag 5 you can [Teleport Magic] to some other location or aimed in a different direction. Anything at or below mag 7 you can [Spatial Domain] to some other location. Mag 8 and 9 spellwork can only be altered by other mag 8 or 9 spellwork, or mitigated by a lot of lower level spellwork.

“In almost all scenarios where facing high magnitude magic, you should simply run the other way, or if you must try to counter it then you should use as many layers of defense and mitigation as you can. Transmutation from one Element to another works best, if you got it. Reflection broadly does well in all scenarios. Simple Force can mitigate a lot, if it’s thick enough and ablative enough.

“The reason you can’t do much against high mag spellwork is because high mag spellwork alters the very nature of the manasphere in an area.” Tasar said, “It’s almost always Domain-based, first of all, which means you have to break that to alter the spell, but secondly, high mag spells are almost always very, very high mana cost—” Tasar waved a hand, saying, “It gets complicated. We can speak on that if you wish but—

“But if you want to learn [Teleport Magic] anyway, I can certainly teach you that! It’s a lot less useful than you might think, but it’s surely useful in some scenarios.” Tasar added, “A [Spatial Domain] is much more useful, though.”

Erick said, “I want to learn [Teleport Magic], if you are willing, but before we get there: What about using [Gate] to move a Red Dot?”

Tasar gave a small smile. “This tactic works. One of the many, many reasons to get [Gate].”

“… Okay.” Erick said, “Lower mag spellwork has a hard time affecting higher mag spellwork.”

“Broadly true, yes,” Tasar agreed.

“Does that mean that [Gate] is mag 10?”

Tasar jerked as if slapped. Slowly, she spoke, “… Noooo… ooh?” She shook her head. “No. I mean… [Gate] is already out there and we know the functionality of the spell. There are historical records of [Gate] being used to move mag 9 spellwork around— Okay. So. I don’t know the reasoning why it works, but I never imagined it worked because [Gate] is mag 10. [Gate] is probably not mag 10. It just looks that way because of the effect, which is to seamlessly connect two parts of the world together and to allow free movement between those two points.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “But if, as my current Worldly Path suggests, [Gate] is actually just a Fae Domain and a Spatial Domain and some existence inside the mana connecting two places together, maybe [Gate] just looks like it seamlessly connects two places together.” He added, “Plus, we already know that back in the Rage Wars the Raging orcols tried to capture the Gate Network. They did this by breaking open a [Gate] to get at the space between the seemingly-solid ring of magic that is [Gate]’s magical manifestation. The records of that are spotty, but this is what I gathered from Archmage Tenebrae’s books on the subject.”

Tasar frowned a little. Erick could tell that she did not like Tenebrae; no one did, it seemed. But she said nothing.

Erick continued, “So this might mean that [Gate] is mag 10. Maybe that is what a Wizard is meant to do to the Walker’s [Spatial Domain] or [Fae Domain]. Maybe a Wizard is not meant to actually combine those two Domains into one, but to heighten the power of a Domain all the way to mag 10.”

Tasar scowled, but Erick could tell it was directed at herself. She muttered, “I suppose a direct-increase of a spell’s power is one of the easiest things for a Wizard to do… But this would break the magnitude limits set by the Script...” She said, “But then again this is what Wizards do, so… I don’t know. It’s a theory...”

As her voice trailed off, Erick threw another idea out there, “How about this idea then:

“[Teleport] works in this way: A physical space spreads out between multiple endpoints in the mana, and then the user decides to be at one of those different end points.

“So maybe [Gate] is the opposite. I am partial to my idea of a construct existing in the mana, so maybe [Gate] is mana moving into this side of reality and deciding it wants to be two places at once, and people can step through this hole in reality.” Erick added, “I don’t have that idea fully fleshed out, but the bare bones are there; something in the mana that is multiple places at once.”

“… Maybe.” Tasar said, “Let’s go back to the magnitude stuff for a moment: You can throw antirhine through the center of a [Gate] and the [Gate] is not disturbed. This means that the two areas at either end are truly connected, and that there is no ‘tunnel’ inside the mana. In this way, what is happening is not an overriding of reality with a high magnitude spell, but more like Tricking Magic. It might be that [Gate] is mag 10, but I doubt it.”

Erick shrugged. “I knew that extreme-light materials could go through a [Gate] and not break it, but I didn’t know that about antirhine, too… But: What happens when you touch the ring of the Script-enabled [Gate] with antirhine?”

“… Ah.” Tasar said, “It explodes, actually. Very large explosion. Only a mag 5, though.”

“Defensive measure against tampering, then? The explosion disallows entry into the base workings of the [Gate]?”

“Unknown, but highly likely—” Tasar froze. She frowned. She said, “If you throw antirhine at a mag 9 spell you will break that spell down to a lower magnitude. I mean… Effects vary depending on the spell you’re trying to break with antirhine. The most common decrease in power is from mag 9 to mag 7 or 6.”

For a long moment both of them just sat there.

“Whatever the case, we're not solving this mystery just sitting here.” Erick asked, “I’m going to eat that food and then I want your help with [Teleport Magic], if you are willing. I would also be willing to help you with making your own [Fairy House].”

Tasar smiled a lot, then said, “Sure! That sounds great.”

Erick reached over and grabbed the bowl of sagetree soup, asking, “Could I get a seed from a sagetree?”

“I don’t foresee that being a problem; I’ll look into it. Maybe I can get you one by this afternoon.”

“Thank you.” Erick reached over and picked up the immortality primer, too. “After magic making.”

Tasar stood up, saying, “Then I’m going back to the Domainwork. Let me know when you’re ready.”

She walked away and Erick had breakfast in private.

The soup tasted like grass.

The black tea tasted pretty great, actually. Like a durian fruit; horrible smell, great taste. Acquired taste, of course, but that was fine.

The soul balm palm sap worked well as a candy. Erick sucked on the caramel/buttery/coconut-like hunks of dried and prepared sap while he read the primer on immortality.

It was a pretty boring read from a culture that had a specific view of immortality. There were a lot of rules and guidelines to ‘follow’, or to at least be aware of, as a new immortal. There were actually different levels of immortals, as most immortal-capable beings did not live past 25, if they chose a life of monster fighting, or 150, because catastrophic events happened pretty often around the Geodes. Once you got past those hurdles of time then you were considered a ‘real’ immortal.

But even before that, there were rules to follow, because no one planned to die at 25 or 150; everyone tried to live a whole lot longer than that, and thus they followed commensurately longer-view ideologies.

‘Don’t get too close to mortals, but as this is likely your first hundred years of life, you will likely not want to follow this guideline; do as you will.’ ‘Do place more emphasis on courtesy and propriety than you have before.’ ‘Don’t worry too much about money between fellow immortals, though there are exceptions and the young immortals value money quite a lot. Favors are more valuable to the old immortals.’ ‘Don’t get too involved with mortal affairs such as commerce, unless you can handle the disappointment of needing to explain the same thing over and over; to train up yet another person every 20 years, or however long you wish to be involved in mortal affairs.’ ‘Do help out mortals, but stay away from them as well; their society might seem like your society, but it is not.’ ‘Don’t put yourself in a position of power over mortals, for one of them will eventually come along and try to replace you, and they will likely use violence and ruin everything you have tried to make.’

And then, in big bold red letters near the middle of the book:

‘Do keep your word. Don’t lie. Don’t lie through obfuscation. Don’t lie through misinterpretation. There are always new mortals who will know of you, but if you break your word or a promise with a fellow immortal, this news will spread and remain remembered, forever. You will be looked down upon for this transgression. Depending on the severity of your lies and possible betrayal, you may not ever be trusted again.’

Well, shit.

Erick had fucked that guideline pretty hard.

Oh well.

Erick felt he understood a lot more about the Geode wrought and their brand of immortality after reading the book, but this collection of words was obviously not the full story.

Wrought lived everywhere on Veird, though it was usually hard to find them out in the open like you would a dragonkin or a human or incani. According to this book, this arrangement was by the design of their culture, or at least this was the design of the primary culture of Stratagold, from which this book was created.

Come to think of it… The only wrought Erick ever really saw on the Surface were Silverite, Killzone, Liquid, Anhelia, and a few others, but all of them were inside Spur. There were a few more here and there out in the world, but not nearly as many as there were in Spur. Spur’s immortal wrought were all around 600 to 1000 years old, too, if Erick had those numbers right. No one really knows how old Silverite or Killzone were but there was a lot of speculation.

Erick put the book away and went to Tasar.

It was time to learn [Spelleport]! It would likely not solve his Red Dot worries, but new magic was great, anyway. In Erick’s opinion, it was both better to know a bunch of esoteric magic and never need it, than it was to potentially find oneself without the proper spell in any given scenario.

And, even if [Spelleport] turned out to be a dud, as Tasar said it was, it would still be incredibly useful when it came to shutting down lower-level mages. Now Erick wasn’t one to gloat, but the fact is that most other mages are lower-level mages. And all the warriors out there were even lower than that!

… Not that Erick would ever say those unkind words. But truth was truth. [Spelleport] might even be more useful than Elemental Mercy.
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They practiced magic upon a tangle of Yggdrasil’s bright white roots that arced above the water about half a kilometer away from the trunk. The first thirty minutes went rather well, as it was basically just a reiteration of how Spatial Magic worked. There were also some various experiments where Erick manually blipped a whole bunch of stuff, from fish to Ophiel, to prove he could. Tasar was quite surprised by his manual magic dexterity, but then she got over that and told him how he could do better. He used [Greater Lightwalk] to enact his manual Spatial Magic, as his aura control was still rather shoddy, so there was a lot of room for improvement there; he should learn how to do this with aura control, as soon as his aura was actually under his control completely.

There was no need to show that he could blip people, for Tasar had seen enough.

And then they started talking. Tasar had a lot more depth to the subject of Spatial Magic than anyone Erick had ever encountered before, but that was to be expected. She was a Spatial Mage before she transitioned to a Summoner, back when she tried to make [Gate] centuries ago. She was still a Summoner these days, mainly because—

“Spatial Magic only really does one thing very well,” Tasar said. “It alters the position of a currently-existing object in reality, through the stretching of the caster’s personalized Reality. Spatial Magic doesn’t harm, unless putting something into a specific place would then cause harm, but even then, Spatial Magic works best when you’re working within certain rules.

“Broadly, those rules are ‘where would this item be if its past had been slightly different’.

“Spatial Magic allows us to skip all the steps necessary to actually move something from Point First to Point Last, even if such a transition would have required a hundred Point Middle steps. For instance: you are trapped in a cage suspended over a chasm, and you want to go home. No need to summon something to go grab the keys off the guard, while simultaneously hiding that magic from the [Scry] eyes all around, and then, when you pass that point, you’re still dangling over a chasm. I’ll leave it up to you to decide what other steps there are to getting out of this situation.

“But with Spatial Magic you can just— Pop! Back home. Like the people that captured you had never captured you at all.

“The Script streamlines this action to merely cost 250 mana every single time you work [Teleport].

“But when you’re manually casting Spatial Magic, the more steps you need to overcome from moving to First to Last means the more mana you have to spend to make this Reality a reality. There are a lot of nuances to this. In the cage-scenario, traveling ten meters with a [Blink] to a cliffside you can reach, but where you never would have normally been, is a lot cheaper than traveling all the way back to the point you were captured days ago and then thrown into the cage; ten mana to reach the cliff, 350 to go all the way back home...” Tasar asked, “I see you have a counterpoint?”

Erick did. “Practically all my manual blipping costs nearly nothing. Just normal [Greater Lightwalk] costs. Thousand kilometers each time.”

“That’s because you’re very skilled with [Greater Lightwalk]. Can you honestly envision anything barring your path, anywhere you go? In lightform, you can do this. The fact that you have an Elemental Body at all means that movement is very easy for you, therefore all further steps on the path of your past into the future are easier.” Tasar added, “Though I’m sure… ‘blipping’ in the Underworld has been a tad difficult.”

She wasn’t comfortable with Erick’s word for [Teleport].

“Then that explains that. Thank you.”

Tasar nodded, then said, “I can set up some Spatial Magic trials for you to overcome if you wish. You’ll need to use aura control, though. You should be able to experience a bit of what a normal mage goes through that way. Still, though… probably best to wait until you get a clear aura.”

Erick nodded.

“And so: onto [Teleport Magic].

“[Teleport Magic] is more like [Teleport Other] than it is like [Teleport Object]. But it is different.

“This is because magic has intent. A [Force Bolt] will want to hit what the caster directed it to hit. But, looking at another magic, a [Force Bomb] will just explode at the end of its path, or if it is disturbed. In this way, it is about the same mana costs to [Teleport Magic] a [Force Bolt] as it is to, uh, ‘blip’ a [Force Bomb], even though the Bolt costs 5 mana and the Bomb costs 50. Mana costs mean more intent, but the manner of the intent matters as well.”

Erick was realizing something. “[Teleport Magic] will usually cost at least as much mana as the spell costs, doesn’t it.” He added, “Not much better than a [Dispel], then.”

“The power and intent behind the spell you are targeting matters a lot for costs, but! If you fail to correctly guess the mana cost of the opposing magic, [Teleport Magic] might still work, a little. This is not a failed [Dispel] situation, where failing to properly guess the opposing mana check means you fail. Actual results of a failed or minimal success means that the spell you have targeted probably moves a little, or maybe the trajectory is off.” Tasar said, “It’s not too useful of a spell, like I said. Still, it might be good for you to learn it, just so that you have it.”

Erick nodded.

Tasar continued, “Now, how this magic works is to target the intent inside a magic, and to change that intent through a Spatial Magic alteration, so that the spell was either aimed away from you, or aimed to the side, or something. If you spend a lot of mana, you might even be able to completely reverse the trajectory of the incoming [Grand Fireball], though this tactic usually fails. It is usually safer to try and influence the intended target of a [Grand Fireball] to anywhere not near you, or something like that.

“[Teleport Magic] is very limited in scope.” Tasar finished with, “As I said it was.”

Erick nodded again. “Okay. Sounds reasonable.”

“Let us try, then?” Tasar gestured to the side and began conjuring floating, stabilized balls of black-green Force. Erick assumed they were shaped [Force Walls]. “These are Shaped [Force Wall]s. I put a rather minimal amount of intent into the casting, so you should be able to [Teleport Magic] them if you try—”

Erick reached over with his lightform and flicked a bit of his normal Spatial Magic methodology through that first orb.

Tasar went wide-eyed and quiet.

The force orb had blipped upward three meters.

A few blue boxes appeared. Aside from the ones that congratulated him for remaking a basic spell, there was the spell itself.

 




	
Teleport Magic, instant, touch + variable range, 25 mana + Variable

A magic within close range shifts around at your variable discretion.














With surprise in her voice, Tasar said, “Ah. So. You’re good at this, then.”

Erick laughed a little. “I still haven’t figured out how to [Teleport] people between Yggdrasil’s bodies, yet. Admittedly I haven’t put much effort into that; there’s only so much time in the day.”

Tasar’s surprise gave way to cold reality. “I haven’t realized how to do this yet, either. The best I could do is what eventually became the t-station network. Would you like to work on that?”

“Nope. Let’s get you [Fairy House]. You have [Fairy Item], yeah?”

Tasar brightened. “I have [Fairy Item] and...”

Tasar eventually summoned some chalkboards with a lot of math on them.

Erick countered with Ophiels singing songs of Elemental Fae.

They spent two hours talking on the subject, but Tasar wasn’t willing to commit to a 100 day spell creation timer if she failed her tier-four [Fairy House]. They tabled the discussion for now, and would pick it up again later.

“I think it’s time to move on, anyway. Time for an inquiry.” Erick said, “Let’s go to the embassy and set that up.”

Tasar blinked a bit. “Uhh— Yes. Okay.”
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                All inquiries took place in the same room in the embassy.

That ‘room’ took up a hemisphere of space almost a kilometer across, and half a kilometer deep. Erick had poked his mana sense that way a few times with Ophiel to see what was what and to view parts of ongoing inquiries here and there. The inquiry preparatory committee hallway had a few scale models as well, which the people there used to show potential ‘respondents’ —the name given to those who were to undergo an inquiry— what to expect once inside.

Erick saw those dioramas and experienced a shortened prep session around one of them when he went to that IPC hallway to gather his team. After Otaliya also came by they once again went over what to expect inside the inquiry. Tasar’s mother, and pretty much every single person in EIPCs had been surprised that he was actually going ahead with his inquiry this quickly. Erick had told them in the beginning to expect a quick inquiry, but they didn’t actually believe it would be happening today.

But Erick had done his due diligence; he had done everything he could to line up a positive outcome, except prepare for a full year. All he truly wanted was runic web clearance, and he was pretty sure he had that in the bag; everything else was gravy.

After final preparations, Otaliaya was the most enthusiastic of them all, saying, “I wish you the best of luck, Erick! If anyone deserves a positive inquiry, it is you!” She smiled. “Savior of Light. Now let’s go secure that win!”

Otaliya and the EIPC teams had been invaluable in helping Erick understand the people he would be facing in the inquiry room, but they could not help him in the final showdown. They were allowed to sit behind him during the actual inquiry. All the rest of the crowd would find seats in the higher stands.

No one would be allowed to interact with Erick aside from the inquiry panel once the inquiry started.

Seeing the stadium in person was an experience. Everything was white and gold, with yellow cushioned seating and yellow drapes hanging down all over. It had multiple levels of seating which all faced a relatively small arena-like space down in front. It was like a fancy theater with almost all of its space devoted to the audience, and with clear purposes regarding who could sit where. The first 150 front row seats were reserved for guests of the respondent. Some of the balconies were clearly reserved for mortal nobility, with their easy access to bathrooms and such mundane needs. Others were reserved for wrought, with one in particular on the left side looking like an obvious place for the Heavies to sit; where royalty could watch if they wanted.

It all kinda reminded Erick of a half of a football stadium.

Erick arrived at the inquiry desk, where he filled out final paperworks much to the surprise of every single wrought working that desk. Some of the nearby wrought went running off, no doubt to tell people that Erick was here, and that his inquiry was happening today.

Events proceeded semi-rapidly from there.

The clerks in charge set Erick down in the queue, to the left of the main stage, alongside two other people who promptly recognized him. One fellow respondent was a human woman in noble-like clothes who saw and recognized Erick, and then she excused herself from the line. She went to the clerks and told them to reschedule, which they began helping her do. The next person in line, an orcol man, chuckled when he understood what was happening. He wished Erick luck as he also stepped out of line to reschedule. Both of them would try their hand some other day, when the inquiry panel is back to who they expected to see on the bench.

And so, Erick sat down, and he watched.

The current respondent on stage was a dragonkin man. As the hubbub in the respondent’s box distracted him he glanced Erick’s way, his eyes going wide as he flubbed whatever he was going to say, but then he recaptured his words and kept right on going. The hundreds of people (mostly dragonkin) sitting directly behind the respondent (and also spilling over into the other nearby seating) all noticed Erick too, as Erick made himself comfortable in the queue, about fifty meters from the respondent’s podium.

Except for the current respondent’s voice, the place was pretty quiet.

Erick suspected that he would have been hearing a lot of whispers and open talk if not for the runic webs buried here and there, keeping sound cordoned off and one-directional, for the most part. According to what Erick knew, the respondent’s words would go out to everyone sitting in the stands, while the stands were spelled to not spill sound outward. The inquiry board had their own complicated set of sound spells that they could control and direct as they wanted; either for private deliberations or for open speech.

Every single inquiry board member sat behind a wide arc of a solid crystal table that curved away from the respondent. Every one of them had the same sized chair, except for one; the chair in the middle, which belonged to the Heavies. The royalty of Stratagold. Behind the assembled panel rose a relief of crystals and light and sculptures of white-metal wrought helping sculptures of wooden people to ascend to the brightness above. Erick suspected there was a symbolism there about the permanency of metal and the weakness of wood, but maybe that choice was just to denote the true difference between the wrought and everyone else. Wood could grow and change. Metal did not.

The inquiry board was all wrought, of course, but the only person Erick actually recognized was Prince Abarnikon, who sat on the central, largest chair. The Prince glanced to Erick, in a regal sort of way, and simply nodded, as he continued to listen to the current respondent. All the other board members were a lot more open about their noticing of Erick. They whispered to aides or glanced around, expectantly. One guy flipped some switches in front of him to fully obscure his body and his words. Seconds later an aide raced out of that guy’s obscured space; a man on a mission. And then that guy’s obscuring bubble went away. Mostly.

Erick couldn’t hear any of the people on the inquiry board, nor could he read their lips, because there was some sort of generalized obfuscation surrounding and hiding many of the smaller actions of those people. It was easy enough to read their body language, and the small plaques set up in front of them which read which force of Stratagold that person represented. Some of the people were excited, like the gold wrought from the merchant caste, and the one silver wrought representing Archmage’s Rest. Some were ambivalent, from the white wrought from the Church, to the guy representing Stratgold’s armies and guard, to the woman representing agricultural concerns…

Erick would have thought that he had done a lot for agriculture on Veird—

Ah. Fuck. Should he have followed up with having Yggdrasil run [Exalted Rain] in his cavern every now and then? It would have been a great food source… Oh well. Later. He could look into that later. Before he actually left, or perhaps even inside this inquiry, too. Yes. That was a better idea.

The guy from the Gemslicers wasn’t happy at all.

Erick was not surprised by that, though he felt it odd that the Gemslicers were large enough to warrant a seat at this table, anyway. Otaliya had told Erick that they represented the interests of the Healers, though, so with that in mind their presence made some sort of sense.

The current respondent rested his right hand on the podium beside his station, supporting himself as he continued to answer the question he had been asked, though he flubbed his answer again, and then he froze in pure, terrified worry. He was fucking up.

Ah. Erick felt bad for the guy. Nothing to be done about it, though. Erick was content to wait his turn. These things usually didn’t take more than two hours anyway and he had [Renew]ed himself in his Other Form before coming here.

… The dragonkin respondent wasn’t recovering.

As five seconds of silence stretched into ten, and then thirty…

Prince Abarnikon touched some controls on the armrest of his chair and his calm speaking voice sounded out to the rest of the room, “If the respondent would like a five minute break we can oblige. We honor your time and your willingness to be here, and so, no matter who is slated to come next, your inquiry is just as valued as any other.”

The respondent gave a nervous chuckle—

The respondent rallied, saying, “I thank Prince Abarnikon for his grace. I would prefer to continue.”

Abarnikon nodded. “Then: you were speaking of vulnerabilities of agriculture, and how to solve for [Grow]ing food in the deep Underworld for an estimated 25,000 people.”

The respondent, named Bayolth, stood tall, and spoke, “Surveys of the proposed cityspace indicate that…”

Seeing an inquiry in person was about the same as seeing it through Ophiel. Boring, but stressful. Erick had an idea of what sorts of questions they were going to ask him; from questions about Last Shadow’s Feast, to his failure with Terror Peaks, to the handling and his plans for the Blessing of Empathy of his Crystal Star, to other such questions.

Comparatively, Bayloth was getting a completely normal inquiry. ‘How do you handle defense?’ ‘How do you handle governing?’ ‘How would you enact Stratagold’s itemized list of demands 1 through 37?’ From Bayloth’s answers and the reactions of the people both on the board and in the audience (after Erick’s presence once again faded into the background), this guy was knocking it out of the park. In fact, he seemed to be getting into it, speaking eloquently and precisely, like he was answering an oral exam and all his loved ones had shown up to support him…

Which is exactly what had happened, wasn’t it?

According to the EIPCs he hired and Otaliya, and Tasar, all of whom sat in the stands up and behind Erick, some respondents treated this exactly like an oral exam. This methodology was considered the ‘safe way’ to secure a victory, for Stratagold valued organization and knowledge and all the usual things that were conducive to a working, successful society. If one didn’t know how to solve the triple threat of monsters at the gates, no food in the pantry, and sickness spreading in a town, then they weren’t really qualified for defending against the Dark, and thus Stratagold would not want to enable such self destructive behavior.

Erick would likely get a few softball questions like that. His answers would be along the lines of: ‘I would solve all of these problems myself and in an hour, and then look for someone else to keep it solved.’

The qualifier on that statement would be important, for ‘solving it oneself’ is actually the wrong answer, because the followup would be ‘what if you’re not there?’ and Erick would currently fail that followup. Honestly, though, Erick could answer that typical followup with ‘then Ophiel or Yggdrasil will be there’, but that would show a disdain for trying to get a working society to follow in his wake.

And that’s what the inquiry truly wanted.

Stratagold wanted to support those who would support others, to continue the chain of support down to the average person in any given society. They wanted prosperity for all, and their support was just an inquiry away.

… Erick had this in the bag. Sure, most of his information on how to make a society flourish was out of date and from another world, and had required a whole bunch of updating since he got to Veird, but he felt he was doing okay these days, and the future was looking up!

Bayolth spoke for another half an hour, answering a few more soft questions with hard, specific answers. A few of the inquiry people asked harder questions, twisting Bayolth’s answers in unexpected directions, turning his good answers into the worst possible answers anyone could have given.

“A man murders his wife. What do you do?”

“The likely result is execution, but there will be a trial and [Witness]-enabled search, as provided by my people who I already have lined up for this sort of thing.’

“The man’s goal was to get into your jail all along. Now that you put him in that jail to enable easier questioning the man goes on to face steal your captain of the guard and kills your [Witness]er using the captain’s body. What do you do now?”

… Now Erick wasn’t 100% sure, but he felt that specific counter-question was halfway directed at him. Or maybe the inquiry person asked that just because he was here? Maybe the latter, actually.

Bayolth stood strong, though, and spoke of various spells and keyword systems that they had to prevent just such an event. A spy or hidden murderer on the loose in your place of power was a common enough event that people had to plan for it, and Bayolth had plans.

Erick rated Bayolth’s system a 7 out of 10.

The best method to uncover face stealers was [Cascade Imaging] based on blood and to ask another [Witness]er to come in, and to throw in a few truthstones here and there to catch a culprit on a lie and you’d be good. None of them were fool-proof, but if you put enough of them together then the net tightened pretty hard, and you usually caught whoever was fucking up your shit. But of course, if such a random face stealer managed to get into the bowels of your governing structure like that you were pretty fucked, anyway.

“… And then there’s the second path,” Bayolth said, “I would likely require help at that point due to the nature of the problem. I would ask Stratagold for aid.”

Ah.

Yeah. That was a correct answer, too. That’s what Stratagold was here for, after all. A few inquirers flipped through some papers sitting on the arc of a table in front of them, marking down some words that Erick, and no one in the audience either, could read, due to the obfuscation in effect.

The next person to speak was the representative from the gold caste, who asked a question pertaining back to an earlier sort of question about taxes and the specific brand of economy that Bayolth was trying to set up. Bayolth responded with a rather standard answer, and the inquiry board jotted down what they felt relevant, or something. Erick was quite annoyed that he couldn’t figure out what they were writing down.

Their hands were obscured when they wrote, and the papers were like gibberish. Erick could not discern the movements of the pen tip to recreate the words in his own head, either. His mana sense went very fuzzy when around that inquiry table, which had to be by design. Oh well. Whatever.

Bayolth spoke of his hopes for a stable future for him and the twenty-seven families he represented, along with a small organization of adventurers wishing to retire into simple defense of their proposed city, while they mentored others who would then go out into the Dark and clear out the dangers therein. After another half an hour, in a completely new gesture, Prince Abarnikon tapped his finger three times on the table in front of him, interrupting everything.

Everyone went silent. The audience was suddenly completely still; even the hundred and… thousands, actually, of people who had shown up in the audience since Erick had arrived. Ah. He had barely noticed that. Apparently, the massive stadium was filling up. Word of Erick’s presence had gotten around. The royal seating up top remained empty, though everything else was about three-quarters full.

Prince Abarnikon’s calm voice radiated outward, though he was speaking to his fellow inquirers, “I believe we have heard enough about basic competency. It is my belief that Respondent Bayloth knows how to govern, even if he is relatively untested at a mere 5 years at working as a judge in Section Windward’s legal division. Is there anyone here who believes he has failed this part of this inquiry?”

Every single inquirer said nothing.

And then suddenly Bayolth relaxed, his breath coming out ragged, and then calm; he had stopped breathing for a good twenty seconds. He smiled, and then he forced himself back to a professional appearance; no smiles allowed. But if it wasn’t frowned upon Erick suspected he would have danced on that stage.

Bayolth’s people started to cheer, openly and loudly, though that, too, was a quiet celebration of shaking the shoulders of their neighbors and halfway jumping out of their seats. Erick expected there would be noise but, once again, noise canceling all around. Other gathered people in the audience clapped.

Prince Abarnikon moved on. “Then we shall speak of levels and spells and skills, and hopefully you have developed enough of a following to qualify in this regard. How do you wish to proceed, Respondent Bayolth?”

After a happy silent moment, Bayolth said, “I would like to speak of aggregate numbers of people, based on the star ranking handed out by the Adventurer’s Guild, in addition to overall levels and Health of the average citizen, and the large number of qualified Healers and Herbalists and Farmers which should prevent any collapse to come from any of the known reasons for a failed city.”

Abarnikon nodded. “Proceed.”

“We have 322 people lined up for the initial founding of the city, with a median level of 40, though 100 of us are either 50 or much higher. Of those who would fight, our average ranking is 4-Star. Though we have no archmages or archwarriors we do have ten people, myself included, who are ranked 7 star…”

As Bayolth continued to speak of his number of adventurers, and then of Farmers and Healers, Erick watched as the entire inquiry board showed obvious surprise. Erick was a bit surprised, too. According to everything that he knew, Bayolth had set himself and his people up for success. Most of the adventurers who came through Spur were either 6-star by the time they moved on, or they died. Most adventurers in the rest of the world only reached 5 star, which was basically level 50 and with the skill to kill something semi-dangerous, like a single, normal ooze.

According to most of the world, Bayolth was qualified.

Bayolth finished, looking relieved and nervous at the same time. Erick expected he had gotten through the toughest part of this inquiry in the first half; proving he was capable of actually founding and maintaining a city out in the untamed Underworld.

Prince Abarnikon spoke his verdict, “Congratulations, Bayolth. You and your people will be receiving full and complete assistance against the Dark within the month. Stratagold will assist you for 25 years, with a recheck for competency every 5 years after that. Please attend to the clerks; they will work out the particulars.”

Bayolth shuddered with joy, and then he bowed. “Thank you, Stratagold.” He rose, and turned.

His people were jumping in their seats, elated for a success; the time for propriety was over, it was time for celebration.

Bayolth allowed himself to smile as he did a little pump with his fist and walked off the stage to where three wrought clerks waited.

Abarnikon announced, “There will be a ten minute recess to allow for orderly switching of the room. Would Bayolth’s people kindly move along now, and congratulations to you all, too. Stratagold looks forward to your new city, and to your success.”

The audience rapidly turned contrite and moved along; some orderly, some excitedly.

Erick glanced over at his own people which were not truly his people at all. But Otaliya’s joyful expression, Tasar’s calming solidity, and the gruff and somewhat worried faces of his three EIPC people, the human, Radigo, the dragonkin, Loori, and the incani, Walz, were all rather nice to see. They all honestly wanted him to succeed for their own reasons, from the prestige it would bring the EIPC teams, to Tasar wanting Erick to like Stratagold more than he did. Otaliya’s goal was perhaps the most pure; she just wanted good things for Erick, for he had done good things for the world and she thought that he deserved nice things done for him, in turn. They had all done a lot to help Erick realize and understand what it would take to win this inquiry, but in the end, it was up to him.

And about a year from now, or sooner, they’d all fall under heavy scrutiny for helping a Wizard.

A lot of people would fall to heavy scrutiny, actually, which was why Erick needed to do this right.

If he managed to succeed, then the full weight of Stratagold would get behind him, and with the Shades gone, this meant runic webs, and t-station access, and mutual defense on the Surface. Of course, the fly in the ointment was that this might only last a year. But with any luck, and with how much faster Erick wanted to walk the rest of this Path, he would have a [Gate] network up and running for at least 8 months before [Renew] came out in the Open Script. And that would mean he would be important enough to deal with diplomatically, instead of with assassins, or worse.

… Hopefully.

He still had ten minutes before he had to speak, though, so he went to the respondent-only bathroom located around the corner, had a drink of water from the fountain, paused as he realized the pure depth of what he was getting into…

Paused again as his mana sense told him what was happening outside long before his eyes or Ophiel could.

And then he went back out to face the double firing squad—

Well. It wasn’t that bad.

There were at least 50,000 people in the audience, though. A lot of them wrought, but there were plenty of dragonkin, human, incani, and all the other species of Veird up there in the myriad stands. Most of the stranger races were wrought in the forms of goblins or harpies or otherwise. Not many flesh-and-blood harpies down here in the Underworld—

Erick glanced at the royalty seats, saw no one, and moved on, turning to the inquiry board.

The proxies were mostly gone, replaced with the heads of their various organizations. Otaliya had warned Erick that this might happen; that he might not get ‘whoever was on the bench that day’, and that the inquiry board would reach out to the people who actually controlled the current seats, and that those true owners would come here in person. Not everyone had switched out for their true owner, but a lot had.

Archmage Riivo of Archmage’s Rest sat at his chair to the left of Prince Abarnikon. To the prince’s right sat Inquisitor Kromolok. Zooli, the gold incani man from the Merchants, was there. One surprise was sergeant Kappra; the iron incani woman who stood with her small contingent of people outside of Yggdrasil’s tunnel. She must have been more important than Erick realized, or maybe the actual owner of the seat wanted Kappra there to be able to ask direct questions about what she had observed from Erick for the past week or whatever. Aisha, the celesteel human-shaped woman from Archmage’s Rest was there, too. Did Archmage’s Rest get two chairs? Or was she there in some other capacity? She was a very good prognosticator. Awir, the silver incani-shaped Particle Mage / Healer / Gemslicer sat stiffly in his chair, looking smug. Erick hoped that he wouldn’t get too much trouble from the Gemslicers, but if they fucked him over here then Erick was going to fuck right back, and release ‘glow gems’ to everyone who wanted one—

Anger rose and beat back nervousness with a bladed stick, and then anger stayed around, but stayed quiet. Smoldering. Like a wary man waiting for the opposition to make the next move.

Ah.

Okay.

Erick relaxed.

This was good. Less nerves, more solidity. They were all just people...

Erick glanced back. Maybe 60,000 people in the stands? There was a rather conspicuous hole in the crowd near the front, though, where Erick’s people would have sat, if he had some. All he had was Otaliya, Tasar, and his EIPC people.

That looked rather embarrassing, actually.

… Erick had nine of his Ophiel flutter over to sit in the stands, each of them turning human-ish-sized and taking up two seats, while he had Yggdrasil make another [Scry] eye of about the same size to take another two seats, next to all his Ophiel. Ophiel cooed. The audience chuckled. Most approved.

There. That was better. More people in his seats was good. Otaliya seemed to get a kick out of it, too, laughing a little. And then Otaliya mouthed, ‘Good Luck’ as she waved quickly—

Well. She spoke the words, loud and happy, as a hundred other people yelled the same, while even more joined in with cheers. It seemed Erick could hear the audience if he was listening through Ophiel.

Erick quietly divorced himself from that distraction, though he left Ophiel where he was, and smiled. He turned back to the wide arc of the inquiry board, and then he stepped over to his designated space, onto the small dais to stand beside the podium of the respondent—

Erick watched as, behind him, Prince Sitnakov happily walked out of a tunnel and into the center of the stadium seating, along with three of his friends. Sitnakov instantly looked down at Erick’s designated audience and smiled wide as he moseyed down the staircase—

Tasar spotted the man a little after everyone else in the audience spotted him—

Prince Abarnikon sighed, and then his voice traveled out, “Will the audience please refrain from overt displays of any sort, and remain more respectful of this institution.”

Sitnakov and his friends made a show of hunkering down as though dodging from [Fireball]s as he put a hand over his own mouth. He quickly stepped down to Erick’s section, but had his friends sit at the top, away from the main respondent reserved area. The audience eventually went quiet again. Attention refocused forward as Sitnakov sat down right next to Tasar, who glared up at the taller man, frowning all the while. Sitnakov smiled—

Erick ignored that, and focused forward.

Prince Abarnikon began, “Stratagold greets Archmage Erick Flatt of Spur, a planar from a world called Earth, who released a new magic into Veird for the first time in over 1200 years, who will revolutionize the way alchemy is taught, and who has done more than any mortal in current memory to alleviate the threat of the Dark from the good people of Veird. They’re calling your trip through Ar’Kendrithyst ‘Last Shadow’s Feast’. What would you call it?”

Starting strong, then.

Erick stated, “I was in the right place at the right time and mostly tried not to die, while also trying to do the most good. Through my actions, but also through the actions of Melemizargo which mostly involved his direct removal of support for all of the Shades, all but 7 Shades perished. If he wants people to start trusting him as they did in the Old Cosmology, which is, I believe, a major part of his plans, then I doubt he will be making new Shades anytime soon.”

The audience was completely silent; rapt with sudden attention and deep horror in equal measure. Some of them didn’t expect Erick to speak so openly. Some visibly recoiled at the mention of ‘Melemizargo’. All of them were on the edge of their seats, even the few youngsters in the audience, brought here by their parents for whatever reason.

Probably to watch history being made.

The inquiry board was silent, too, but their silence was one of deliberation of how to attack to inflict the most damage and to test Erick’s responses. They had all tangled with Melemizargo directly, Erick guessed; the name of the Dark’s current avatar held no power over them.

Prince Abarnikon led the charge, “There are several parts of that statement which we will need to get into, but before we do that, I ask for your desires regarding this inquiry. What do you hope to get out of this?”

Erick had only practiced a few parts of his various speeches. No one knew exactly where this particular inquiry would go. But they did know that Abarnikon or someone else would ask this specific question, and Erick needed to have a strong answer.

“I hope for runic web clearance. I desire assistance with pushing back the Crystal Forest into small plots of maintained ecosystems, with most of the land being reclaimed for habitation; forests and rivers and such. I ask for assistance with [Gate] and all that entails. I want to establish political ties that will last a lifetime, and beyond.” Erick said, “But mostly, I want to establish trust, first and foremost, so that in these changing times we can still look to each other as sources of stability, no matter what storms might open up overhead, or whatever monsters might come knocking at the door.”

Abarnikon nodded. “An admirable set of goals. All which seem reasonable, and truly desired.” He stated, “Then we shall begin with the question of why you allowed seven Shades to live, and allowed one of those seven to get away without receiving a Blessing of Empathy from your Crystal Star. Why did you allow Fallopolis to get away without the Quest to Repent?”

“I am absolutely sure that if Fallopolis wanted to Repent, she would receive this Quest as well.” Erick said, “The primary reason I did not Bless her was because she seemed to honestly be working against every other Shade all around her. She was the Culler of their Clergy, and she orchestrated the murder of the vast majority of Last Shadow’s Feast; if she had had her way then they would have all died, because, in her words ‘They all deserve to die’. The only reason any Shades survived beyond her was because I Blessed them, and Melemizargo and Koyabez wished to reestablish what it meant to be a Shade. With the Quests they received to do good in the world, perhaps they will, though that is up to them; I will not shelter or hide them, but neither will I help anyone else try to kill them for revenge.” He added, “But as for the specific reason: The fighting was over by that point. I had won. I didn’t want to be punitive, and aside from all her horribleness, Fallopolis did help everyone who wished to go into Ar’Kendrithyst to kill the current Clergy of the Dark.

“It seemed wrong to try and mutate that into something different.”

Abarnikon said, “And yet, Shade Bulgan was not one of the Shades Blessed. According to your publicly released memories of Last Shadow’s Feast, you desired to kill him the most.” Abarnikon said, “If one were more cynical, they might say that the only reason he died and the others lived is because the others had not personally offended you. That your revenge is more worthwhile than the revenge of others, for though I will not go into details, I will say that Shade Treant, for example, has killed thousands upon thousands of orcols in Treehome. And yet you Blessed him. You let that monster go. One might say that all it takes to get out from under your [Luminous Beam] is to not personally offend you.

“This seems like a poor way to run a civilization.

“This seems like you could not kill a friend if they had betrayed you and started murdering others, as long as they had remained friendly to you. This seems like you are incapable of impartiality. This paints you as incapable of actually enacting the hard choices that life so often brings. This colors you as weak.

“What say you to this?”

There was some twisted logic in there, twisted to paint Erick as an idiot of a specific flavor, though he was not sure what flavor Abarnikon was going for. Erick had barely thought of Bulgan since then, though, so the question was a bit of a slapping wakeup call.

Was Erick incapable of impartiality?

Could he kill someone who had personally crossed a deep line that should not be crossed? What sort of scenario would make Erick ‘do what needed to be done’?

Erick didn’t have a full answer, but he had something of an answer. “I probably should have Blessed Bulgan, but he was created specifically to counter everything I did, and I didn’t create the Crystal Star until after he died. But if I had to do it over again… Which I did, thanks to Phagar…

“I would still kill Bulgan.

“Bulgan was a monster of the Quiet War, who killed humans without remorse, and who plotted to kill more. Through his orchestrations, and working with the Shades, he corrupted certain institutions of Spur, turning the good people there from simply defending themselves from human aggressors, to unwittingly complicit in ongoing murderous attacks.” Now that was stretching the truth, but whatever; there was no currently visible [Truth Ward] around him. “When the normal institutions failed to drive me and my daughter out of town, Bulgan tried to murder me and my daughter.

“Any valid government would have executed him for his crimes, if they had been known. But it wasn’t until my daughter and I came along and upset everything that the depth of his treachery was discovered.

“I have learned a lot since my early days on Veird, when I didn’t want to kill monsters because ‘they were living things, too’. I killed my first person accidentally— two people, actually. But it was a tactical strike against Frontier, which saved the city from annihilation.

“I’ve killed a lot more since then.” Erick said, “I never wanted to, but I did what had to be done.

“… And yet, was my solution to Bulgan a bit too drastic? Should I have Blessed him into being a better person?

“Perhaps I should have, if I had had the opportunity.

“Because there will always be Shades. So why not try a world where Shades are Blessed into realizing the depth of the damage they do to others? Where they try to do good, to make up for all the bad they have done?” Erick said, “Perhaps Bulgan didn’t need to die. But at the time, that was the only option I had.”

Erick… Wasn’t sure how he felt about that answer.

He was uncomfortable with the idea that he could have Blessed Bulgan… For a lot of reasons.

Moments passed in silence.

And then Abarnikon said, “Speak about your experience with Goldie, Queen, and the Chelation War in Songli. Do you feel your Blessing worked out there?”

Erick nodded; this was a question that he had expected to happen. He said, “A trusted source in Songli spoke of how Terror Peaks comes back every 50-60 years, committing mass slaughter. They were already primed to do this when I showed up. This trusted source explained that Songli expected casualties in the half a million to 3 million range.

“Goldie and Queen apparently worked over the entire continent to make this event line Songli up to eventually become Empire.” Erick said, “According to Goldie, who I spoke with after the war and subsequent hunting down and eradication of the entire Terror Peaks culture—” Erick wiped away a horribly embarrassing tear, muttered an apology, then continued, “According to Goldie, who is a world-class prognosticator, she and Queen expected 200,000 deaths, and for my assistance against Terror Peaks to eradicate one of the major philosophies of Nelboor that contributed to the constant warring on that continent. That was and still is their repentance goal; to stop the wars that the Shades have been inciting and supporting in Nelboor for… for forever, if my understanding of the situation is correct.

“But the final death toll was 4.5 million people.

“Goldie directly spoke of how she suspected foul play from a few different sources, in particular with regard to the extreme light materials and the soul spears. She suspected some duplicator had gotten loose from somewhere, or something like that, but she was not able to confirm anything in that regard. All she had was accusations and leads that she and others have tried to follow up on, but if anything has been discovered in that area then I have not been made aware of such a discovery.

“As for my Blessing of Goldie and Queen…” Erick said, “It is better to have Shades that feel bad about hurting people than it is to have Shades completely oblivious to the harm they cause, who believe that the people of this world are all illusions. A Shade that realizes they did wrong is better than a Shade who realized that they could have killed all of Songli at once, if they wanted to support Terror Peaks instead.”

Another moment of silence.

Archmage Riivo leaned forward a fraction, and spoke, “Are you aware that Shade Lapis is currently suspected to be assisting with Black Star Caizoa’s purge of the Angelic forces currently deployed by the Converter Angel on the Surface? What have you to say about that?”

Erick did not know that, at all. It took him a hot second to reorient to the Converter Angel problem.

He said, “I did not know that, for I have stayed away from those people who have asked me to stay away, and as of right now Caizoa has asked me on behalf of the Wasteland Kingdoms to stay out of it, for now. I have given my word, though, that I will assist in killing the Converter Angel should it show on Veird, or should Caizoa ask for help. So far, she has not.

“But should it be needed, I will always step in on a case by case basis to help to stop the Quiet War from erupting into a full war, as I did when the Greensoil Republic and Champion Yetta asked me to help with the Breach Demon about a year ago. It is my understanding that the Converter Angel has not been seen on Veird since shortly after Last Shadow’s Feast, nor have I seen indications of the usual soul-shift that indicates Angelic-conversion; and I have been looking.” Erick said, “I think, then, that Shade Lapis, under the direction of Black Star Caizoa, has erased that problem from Veird, for now. Right now, it is my understanding that the Demons and the Angels are engaged in talks of some sort over at Oceanside. After I am done at this inquiry and with Stratagold, I plan to go to Oceanside and see what that is about, since Headmaster Kirginatharp has asked me to participate in those talks.”

Archmage Riivo asked, “So you believe that it is acceptable for a Shade to mutilate the souls of whoever comes under their purview?”

“Soul surgery has to be done to help get these people out from under the sway of the Angels. If Shade Lapis is the one to do it, and if she does it well, then this shows how Melemizargo’s Clergy has changed in the wake of my Blessing.” An uncomfortable statement for many, but while some people squirmed, some people saw the utility in Erick’s statement. He continued, “If Shade Lapis proves to be the evil Shade that she likely was before, then I’m sure that I’ll likely get a quest to End her, and any of the other ones that step out of line, after my Worldly Path is over. I have already promised Rozeta to help with those sorts of situations, should they arise, and I plan to keep that promise.” He added, “But as far as I am concerned, and how I will act going forward: The only Shades who are on shaky ground are Goldie and Queen, and only for their involvement in Songli. If all the rest do good, honest work for the rest of their lives, then I see no reason to persecute them further.”

Most of the fleshy civilians in the inquiry hall were wildly unhappy with Erick’s openness about forgiveness, and some of the wrought were the same way, too. Otaliya and Tasar had already heard this from Erick, though, in their prep sessions, though they did not get this deep into it. Sitnakov was staring a bit and likely thinking deep thoughts, though; Erick had no idea what those particular thoughts were, though.

Many of the people on the inquiry board were simply reserved.

Riivo spoke, “It makes me glad to know that when this farce of forgiveness for the Shades comes to an end, that you are on the side of Rozeta. I wish to be wrong, and that this will not end in disaster, but I look forward to working with you when that inevitable disaster comes.”

Riivo seemed both more satisfied than he thought he would be, and still somehow disappointed. Erick could not point to exactly where the old iron human-shaped man was sad, but it was there, underneath his wizened exterior.

Erick probably would have known more if he had ever asked about Riivo’s relationship with the Angels and the Demons, but why would he have? It simply never came up, and Erick had tried to stay away from all that Quiet War shit as much as he could, anyway. There was a reason Riivo had asked these specific questions, though, and Erick knew that wrought society as a whole was mostly on the side of Koyabez when it came to the Angel/Demon war, but Riivo obviously had some sort of specific relationship with the forces of the Quiet War.

He would ask Riivo about all that later.

It was time for the next inquirer to speak.

Kromolok tilted forward, asking, “Why did you feel the need to breach the Core?”

For a brief moment Erick’s blood pressure spiked, for he had no idea what the Inquisitor would have asked him, but then he heard the question and relaxed. He said, “I did not know what I was getting into when I did that, and so my reasons for breaching the Core are likely insufficient. I really just wanted to see what was on the other side of the defenses.”

“Hubris and curiosity, then.” Kromolok asked, “Did it not occur to you that there were reasons we protect the Core?”

“Of course it occurred to me that there were reasons to protect that land. It also occurred to me that I needed to visit the Core in my Worldly Path, and I am glad I did.” Erick said, “I certainly didn’t endanger the Core with my presence, either. I desecrated no lands and allowed no monsters to follow me inside. I took very little and left everything as I found it as much as I could. I did not approach the Inner Core. And I had a nice chat with Rozeta about… A lot. My presence in the Core was necessary.”

Kromolok said, “Let it be known that Erick did not, in fact, endanger the Core with his presence, for though he forced his way inside he also ensured that no monsters or otherwise followed him into that sacred land. He had no idea what he was doing, but did have personal reasons for going into the Core which we will not get into here. Moving on:”

Abarnikon, Riivo, and a few others on stage did not like that, but they said no words to countermand Kromolok. The audience was rather stunned, though. Some people got out of their seats and yelled something about how Erick should have gotten clearance first, drawing the attentions of the people around them, but Erick could not pay those people much mind at the moment, for Kromolok looked to be gearing up into something big.

Kromolok continued, “It is the sacred duty of we wrought to protect the Core, and to ensure the safety of this world at large. Prior to Last Shadow’s Feast we could not freely visit the Surface to inform the general populace, as well as people like you, of this fact. We could not tell you that the manner in which you breached the Core could have been catastrophic. Thanks to you, though, and due to the Gate Network we expect you to reestablish, we will be able to create a presence on the Surface unlike ever before. We will be able to work with the people of the Surface like never before.

“We will be starting with the near-reclaimed city of Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Erick felt his pulse rise and the people behind him stare.

“Now that the Dead City is cleared of its recent soul slime troubles—”

Erick felt a near panic grip his heart as he had no idea what Spur had been facing recently, and here it was coming up in this inquiry. What the fuck was a soul slime? Was this Worldly Path shit? Or—

“—Stratagold will be joining a coalition of Geodes to fully reclaim Ar’Kendrithyst from the troubles that remain, and to establish a true wrought presence on the Surface. I urge everyone here to understand that, if you join this coalition, that this means mingling with mortals. Ar’Kendrithyst will not become a normal Geode. We will not be kicking out any mortals that decide to live there, but we will be reclaiming that land from the Darkness, fully and without reservation.” Kromolok turned back to Erick, saying, “We look forward to the new dawn.”

People started talking behind Erick, but he couldn’t hear them.

He could only say, “Pardon. My people back in Spur told me to stay away from them and their troubles due to the Worldly Path… What is the soul slime? I have not heard of this. When did this happen?”

Abarnikon spoke, “The cause of the nightly Dark Tide of Ar’Kendrithyst was ended as of 3 hours ago, when you sat down to wait for the previous respondent to finish.” He said, “The soul slime was a creature that turned the long dead souls trapped inside the kendrithyst crystal into a sludge of Blood Magic, Soul Magic, and tens of more smaller magics which our people are still trying to pick apart and understand. In short, it turned all the dead and the living of that Dead City into amalgams, mashing them together and combining powers and abilities like we have never seen before. I understand your daughter was instrumental in dealing the final blow against the soul slime before it could recover under the comfort of night. She and the people of Spur, and even Shade Farix, all played a large part in solving that mess.” Abarnikon said, “But it was the Dark that finally allowed your daughter to strike the final blow, as the Dark himself held down the grand core of the soul slime, and asked Jane Flatt to kill the soul slime in the Dark’s name. Which she did. And then the Dark took something from the soul slime, claiming he would make something complementary to this new way of life and this new world that you, Erick Flatt, are attempting to create.”

… This was not news to anyone on the inquiry board. They all stared at Erick, waiting for a response and preparing to weigh that response.

This was shocking news to Erick, and judging from the audience, it was shocking news to them, too. Tasar and Otaliya and Erick’s EIPC people were all upset in various ways. Otaliya was yelling foul. Tasar glared. Sitnakov, though, had a weird reaction. He furrowed his brows as he stared at his brother, Abarnikon; questioning.

No inquirer asked anything else. They were waiting for a response.

‘Your daughter pledged a kill to the Dark. What say you?’

Erick did not directly confront the ‘attack’ from Abarnikon. Anger began to boil but he kept a tight lid on that.

He deflected, asking, “Why did she do that? It cannot be as simple as you say.”

Abarnikon leveled his gaze, saying, “Because she was asked, and it was the easy solution to the problem. This easy solution—”

“No. You’re lying.” Erick found himself interrupting the man, “Jane wouldn’t pick the easy way if there was any other choice. Don’t lie to me about this. This is large. This is big. This is bigger than lies. Tell me the truth.”

Erick very clearly saw though his Ophiel as Otaliya flinched, and said, “Oh slag.”

“It is not a lie to say that your daughter chose the easy way out.” Abarnikon said, “The actual kill took place like this: The monster was locked down by your apprentice, Kiri Flamecrash, and by all the other forces of Spur and Ar’Frontier—”

Erick’s mouth dropped open a little, as he mouthed, ‘Ar’Frontier?’ Something had happened to Frontier? He dared not actually interrupt the prince again, though he dearly wanted to.

“—We see the news of Ar’Frontier is also upsetting.” With a small sliver of near-invisible disdain in his voice, Abarnikon said, “It seems that Mayor Silverite truly did keep you out of the circle.” He continued, “So allow me to inform you, and everyone else here of what has transpired on the Surface; the full story of the soul slime, and of the Dark Tide it produced:

“The soul slime killed all of Ar’Kendrithyst and spilled out every night to swallow the land in Darkness and fates worse than death. Frontier couldn’t handle it. They evacuated. Some of those surviving humans moved to the city of Spur.

“The threat of the soul slime was very real.

“And yet, it was allowed to exist and grow strong because it created level 95 monsters on the Surface.” Abarnikon said, “It was allowed to grow out of control because the Mayor of Spur allowed it to run out of control, because level 95 monsters made her city truly prosperous. I hear Spur even has strong ties to Songli, now, of all places.

“With those connections and with the archmages of that city, and with Erick Flatt’s apprentice, Kiri Flamecrash, it is the opinion of Stratagold that they could have killed this monster a week after the first sighting of the black ooze. But no! They allowed it to grow. And so it grew so large and it swallowed up Ar’Kendrithyst with so much soul sludge that it began to pour over the walls every night, becoming a sweeping ocean of horror that amalgamized everything it touched with everything else it had already touched. It birthed monsters more deadly than we have ever seen before.

“Even the smaller monsters were worth level 60, or higher.

“And so Silverite and her General—” Abarnikon’s voice had filled with hatred as he said ‘General’, which meant Killzone, which meant something big, but Erick had no idea what. “— allowed the problem to grow so large that, even with the thing helpless and near-dead, that no one could kill the soul slime itself before night fell. And so, your daughter killed the soul slime in the Dark’s name in order to stave off the actual kill method, which would have erased Ar’Kendrithyst from the Surface!

“Headmaster Kirginatharp was prepared to blow up the entire Dead City to kill the soul slime. He had his spells lined up. He had time to enact those spells. He was ready to cast the big one. Such a spell would have damaged the Surface for a hundred kilometers in every direction and ruined the land for years. It would have brought utter devastation to the local economy—” He almost snarled, as he said, “But like that fucking matters.” He controlled himself. He said, “This cratering outcome would have been much preferable to whatever uncertainty has happened now that the Dark took the soul slime’s Truth out of its body. The Dark will likely use that Truth to create a Shade. Perhaps another Champion, like Tania Webwalker.” He stared at Erick, “And now you understand the severity of your daughter’s choice.”

While Erick was reeling from that—

Kromolok spoke up, “But since Ar’Kendrithyst was not destroyed, it provides us with an opportunity to have a presence on the Surface. A bastion of newly cleaned-out power for we wrought. A midway point between us and all the rest of the Surface.”

Archmage Riivo spoke, “I fear you lightpaint a different image of the outcome than what we scholars would lightpaint, Prince Abarnikon. If Headmaster Kirginatharp’s spell had been allowed to happen, all we truly know is that he would have destroyed the Dead City; it is not a sure thing that he would have killed the soul slime. Four Paladins of four different gods tried to kill the thing, but they could not. Our own Paladin White attempted to [Strike] the thing while it was locked down, but his sword could not pierce the soul slime’s [Absolute Barrier]. Five different archmages. Ten different archwarriors, including the General of Spur. Decay, Void, Magma. [Luminous Beam] ten at a time. Nothing worked against the soul slime. Antirhine weaponry was similarly useless.

“The Dark even spoke of the soul slime as being the most dangerous part of Erick’s Worldly Path, so it is likely that only he could have actually killed it, and only through power which he does not yet possess.

“Through [Gate].

“It is highly likely that if Jane Flatt had not done what she had done, then she would have died in the attempt, and the soul slime would have continued to thrive, and then the sun would set and night would fill that part of the world. And then, the slime would have been able to truly fight back. The True Revelation revealed by Erick’s guard, Teressa Rednail, would have come true, and we would have a much larger problem on our hands than the Dark getting another toy to play with.”

Erick felt like he was floating. All this new information was like punch after punch. And now he was numb. How much danger had Jane been in? How much danger was she getting into up there? When would the danger end?

… And then he came back to himself.

A calm descended.

He needed to end this now.

Erick stated, “I would end this inquiry now, and move on with my Worldly Path, to solve [Gate] and to discover what has happened back in Spur on my own. I wish for the full support of Stratagold in my endeavors going forward. What say you?”

The audience wanted answers just as much as Erick did.

It seemed that Abarnikon and the rest of the inquiry board was done with this inquisition, too.

Abarnikon said, “Our support is contingent on several key factors. A list will be provided, but one will be stated right now: the Worldly Path is the most disruptive ritual on Veird, for it grows with the Walker, and you started your Path with Last Shadow’s Feast. Therefore: Complete your Path in the next two months, or find a contingent of wrought demanding you stand down. We have broken many disruptive archmages from the Worldly Path before.

“We will do it again, if we have to.”

Fine.

Fuck you.

“Heard and understood.” Erick gave a quick half-bow to the gathered inquiry board, then rose, and said, “Then I’m off. Look forward to working with you soon.”

And then he stepped off the stage and began walking away.

The audience went wild with questions, though they were still mostly wrought, so they mostly remained seated. Apparently this happened sometimes. The major players on the inquiry board excused themselves while news criers came forward and began explaining everything that Abarnikon and Kromolok had spoken of, but Erick was already moving on.







- - - -







Erick light stepped to the tunnel leading to Yggdrasil’s cavern and hit a wall.

A fog of green-black Domain lay across the entrance. It was Tasar’s Domain. Erick angrily slapped the fog—

The fog vanished.

He heard sudden voices on the other side.

Otaliya and Tasar stood on the sandy beach on the other side. It seemed Tasar could [Teleport] in the Underworld without using the t-stations. Something about that little secret being revealed now almost set Erick off again, but he quieted the volcano. He needed to get to Yggdrasil and talk to Poi and everyone else before he made any more decisions. Yes. He was close to there. He could relax.

He could deal with whatever this was.

Otaliya instantly said, “That was wrong of them to do that to you in there—”

“NO FUCKING SHIT?!” And then Erick instantly calmed, saying, “Sorry, sorry. Didn't mean to blow up at you like that. Sorry.”

“Completely understandable.” Otaliya said, “No need to apologize. Usually an inquiry is rough but that was too much. If I could apologize on behalf of Stratagold I would, but I cannot. I don’t know why he did that—”

Sitnakov and Abarnikon stepped off of the t-station at the other end of the beach.

Erick breathed deep as he locked eyes with Abarnikon. Then he yelled, “Fuck you!”

Otaliya whipped around and saw who was coming their way. Tasar tensed, but remained silent.

The two princes kept walking Erick’s way, not even breaking stride.

Erick yelled again, “They all said it would be a test of character, but what the FUCK was that SHIT? I don’t know what the fuck is happening in Spur! And you spring that up on me now?! Fuck you!”

Abarnikon spoke as he walked closer, “You were going to find out as soon as you left, but we all found out earlier while you were sitting on that bench. It was a confluence of Fate Magic, of the Worldly Path, and certain things needed to happen on our end as news of the timing would have gotten around just as fast as the news itself. It was decided to question you there and then in order to get your un[Cleanse]d reaction to the news, and to also remain in control of a rapidly developing situation.” He stopped meters away from Erick. He loomed like only an orcol could loom; gorgeous and deadly at the same time. “Which brings us to here. What do you think the Dark wanted with the soul slime’s Truth? Is it a new Champion? Or is this the start of the spread of a new monster into the world? Melemizargo specifically said ‘Something to go along with this new world your father is forging’. So this means you are involved.”

Erick felt whiplash as every single thing about Abarnikon, from his stance to his non threatening appearance, was completely at odds with the man Erick had seen back in that inquiry stadium. That other Abarnikon was a powerful dictator in his place of power. This Abarnikon was a politician, and deeply troubled.

And it all seemed like an act, like this was who Abarnikon had to be to remain in power in a world full of immortals. This guy was truly different from Sitnakov, wasn’t he? Sitnakov was a battle junkie. Abarnikon got off on… Not control, but on bureaucracy.

Oh. Gods.

Erick understood Abarnikon, loathed Abarnikon, and realized that Otaliya’s words about ‘let the Heavies do what they want and then work around them’ was some top-tier advice.

Erick spent all of half a second thinking over Abarnikon’s question, then said, “If it’s supposed to be complementary then it has to be a mana maker. It was soul magic, right? So maybe it’s going to sunder all the souls in Ar’Kendrithyst. Or maybe Melemizargo will make a bunch of Creation Wizard Slimes! Free mana for days! Or maybe it’s something else! Fuck if I know.”

Not a single nearby person thought Erick’s words were anything less than prescient; Erick was a bit pissed off at that.

Tasar and Otaliya’s eyes went wide. Sitnakov scowled.

Abarnikon lightly breathed, then said, “Ah. We had thought that was a possibility. Low, yet possible. It will have to be moved up the list.”

Sitnakov scoffed at his brother, saying, “Why would he do such a thing! That makes no sense! He can’t just make Wizards can he? If he could, he would have done so long before now.”

Everyone except Otaliya tried to talk at once, but Erick’s voice came out on top, “I’m leaving! Packing my bags and having a nice long chat with Spur and then I’m fucking off to Oceanside to solve the Forever War, or some shit like that. You all can debate this crap on your own.”

Abarnikon pivoted, “If you’re not going directly to Spur then you should stay here for another day while we sort out this mess and decide what it all means. That inquiry was what it had to be, Erick. It was a personal attack and you passed through the storm injured, but not broken. It is not good for you to engage in the Forever War as upset as you are.”

“Oh oh oh! You mistake my intentions, Abarnikon!” Erick said, “I’m half a mind to join up with the Headmaster and find out a way to enact his plan to destroy both Hell and Celes unless those two sides can finally get along. I am done with the Quiet War bullshit and that fucking barb inside the inquiry was the last time I ever want to have anyone question me about this shit ever again.

“I am very glad I killed Bulgan. Yes, people who piss me off personally deserve what they get. It’s a personal fault, so what!

“I will not allow the Quiet War to ever affect me ever again.

“I would rather see billion billion already dead people finally die their last death than muck up whatever is happening here on Veird one more time.” Erick added, “Cause mark my words: the problem will only grow if the problem is allowed to exist once we open up new worlds.

“And then! When I’m done with those assholes! I’m going to solve this dragon shit in the Forest of Glaquin, and probably end up getting [Gate] there, too. One way or another, this world will have stability, and I’m also going to wring the solution to anti-apocalypse magic out of FAIRY MOON!—” he yelled at the air. “And then this world will finally have true stability. Now are you with me? Or are you bystanders?”

Otaliya rapidly turned to Tasar and took her daughter’s hand, saying, “I love you. You stay safe.” She said to Erick, “A pleasure meeting you.” After a quick yet respectful nod to Abarnikon and Sitnakov she scampered off toward the t-station.

Abarnikon glanced around. Sitnakov was on high alert, too, but in a much more easy-going sort of way. He was ready to throw down if Fairy Moon should show. Abarnikon was apparently a bit scared, though he was very good at not showing it. Tasar was scared, too, but in a calm sort of way, where everything passed her by and she was ready to kill if needed. She didn’t have her black staff or her summons out, but she could summon it to her hand whenever it was needed.

Otaliya blipped away through the t-station, leaving the beach behind.

Abarnikon finally spoke, “You shouldn’t call her name like that. She could take it to mean you are offering Hospitality Rites, and she will take advantage of this when you assault Ar’Cosmos.”

He meant well.

It was condescending, but he meant well.

Honestly, Erick’s whole experience with the wrought had been one mistimed or mishandled bit of help after the next. From fighting with Sitnakov in the Core, to seeing how they did things with runic webs, to the shit with Kydyr trying to get Erick and the wrought onto a misunderstanding of guilt. Everything was trying to make them fight each other…

But the wrought did not want to fight other good people.

And Erick didn’t either.

It was a fucking conspiracy of the Worldly Path, for sure.

And the subtle patronizing did not help.

“…Thank you for your words of wisdom. I will take them as the honest help that they were offered.” Erick said, “But I already know that about Fairy Moon and about the fae. And [Gate] requires Fae Magic, I’m sure, so who better to learn of [Gate] than from the only remaining True Fae of Veird?”

Tasar mumbled nervously, “There’s a second fae, but that thing is barely fae.”

Erick was trying not to be short, so he corrected himself, “—who better to learn [Gate] from than one of the only two True Fae left on Veird? And besides: I’m going to have to talk to her sooner or later, and it will need to be a large talk, with unintended words said somewhere in all that will transpire. Anything she wants to take in a different manner in which it was offered, will be taken. I know what the fae are like. And yet: Since Fairy Moon has not accepted my invitation, then I can just do this:” He spoke with power, “I rescind your Invitation, Fairy Moon. You have spurned me too many times. If you wish to reopen communications then you may contact me through zero-magic letters left in obvious-for-me locations.”

Fairy Moon said, “You cannot rescind your invitation!”

Ah. So she was here already.

Okay.

The calm of battle descended upon Erick.

The white human-looking woman stood to the side, wearing a no-frills business dress in pink and white and a bit of green. She was also not there in person. Some little firefly-like bug floated in the center of Fairy Moon’s torso, projecting the woman’s image into the air. Or maybe that was a fairy lie, too.

Erick rapidly declared, “Everyone calm the fuck down. Abarnikon, get Kromolok on the line. Sitnakov, shut the fuck up. Tasar, with me. No one else is to show. Let us have this discussion now, too.”

A flurry of half-movements and spell preparation suddenly halted. The battlefield redrew with Tasar at Erick’s left, Sitnokov four meters to Erick’s right, and Abarnikon two meters beyond that. They faced the shore, and Fairy Moon who stood upon that shore like a statue made of alabaster marble. Yggdrasil rose in the far distance like a green and rainbow mountain.

This might not have been Fairy Moon, but…

Erick was absolutely sure this was Fairy Moon, if she wanted it to be.

She just wasn’t sure if she wanted to be here in person, yet.

Fairy Moon lightly glared as she stood her full height, which still made her shorter than everyone else on the beach. Her voice was that of weighty judgment, “We will come to terms or we will terminate this convocation, and it shall never again be realized; I wasn’t getting anywhere with Kromolok anyway and Rozeta was even less helpful.”

She had started off with fae-speak, her words laying the stage for power and presence, but she rapidly shifted to normal words.

Erick said, “The decrease in lacing of power in your words is heard and realized. Thank you for that.”

Erick had purposefully thanked the fae. This was a cardinal rule to avoid when dealing with the fae; never thank them, they could use it as an invitation to take whatever they wanted as recompense for your gratitude.

Erick knew this. Fairy Moon knew this. Tasar and Abarnikon and Sitnakov all showed various signs of stress at what they thought was Erick’s casual ‘thanks’. But Erick was not acting casual at all, and he had given his thanks as a specific test.

For he was willing to bet that in that moment that he could break any magical shit Fairy Moon tried to pull, even if it broke him in turn. He was beyond angry, and he knew that he needed a [Renew] cycle, but he was beyond caring about weak ass shit like the magic of other people, and especially those who held themselves up as some sort of arbiter of justice.

Bah!

Fairy Moon recognized the test, and said, “This neutral ground is lovely for a conversation about Fate and the future of this world, and all the rest. I thank you in turn, Erick Flatt, in the hopes of a brighter future to come.”

Kromolok stepped off of the t-station at the other end of the beach and began walking to the party with methodical, yet quick steps.

Erick began the discussion without the Inquisitor. “It is my understanding that you, Fairy Moon, know of a way to prevent the rise of apocalyptic magic through the use of Fate Magic. Can you prove this claim made of you by Melemizargo?”

“Such a wonder would require Fate freed from its box.”

Erick narrowed his eyes.

Fairy Moon gave a regal shrug, saying, “Great magic follows great words. Speak of small spells if you wish, but only through true talk can creation be made manifest.”

“… Is it possible to have a working relationship, or are you magically, physically, or otherwise unable to come to the table on a level that we can all appreciate?” Erick added, “Earlier I said that your decrease in power of words was a good thing. And now you revert so easily.”

Fairy Moon gave a barely imperceptible frown.

Kromolok said, “She is unable. She is fae.”

Erick frowned.

Yeah. She was fae, wasn’t she. Literally incapable—

Fairy Moon narrowed her eyes. “The whims of mortals do not sway ancient power. I am who I am, and no other. I am deigning myself as much as I am able.”

“You could do more,” Kromolok said.

Fairy Moon gained an edge of rage as she stated, “Do you know how hard it is to deal with mortals? No! You do not!” She listed the people from Erick’s left to right. “Tasar, 780 years old. Erick, 49. Sitnakov, 1235. Abarnikon, 1335. Kromolok, 1438. You are all so very young. Even Rozeta is only a few thousand years old. Melemizargo is only 15,000 or something. I don’t care to know the details. I never needed to know the details before Veird! Before I was trapped here for all time because of the Script! Life used to be free and wonderful.

“I’m over a million fucking years old, you little shits.

“You play at justice and you play at honor and you play at power. You know nothing of power. You know nothing of great wonders and beauty and truth and JUSTICE.” Fairy Moon said, “So yes! I look down upon you! When you are gone I will still be here. You are the grains of sand upon the beach of which I live; uncountable and worthless! I am larger than the Dark! I was there dipping my fingers into the Original Dark, back when that eldritch cosmos first crafted life from a stupid planar who fell off a Path and into your Old Cosmology.

“I have traveled universes! I have seen stars born and die! I have seen petty tyrants such as you grasping for power across all of my existence! And you ask me if I am unable to comprehend life at your scale? Bah!

“You are unable to comprehend life at my scale!”

“I can comprehend you just fine,” Erick said, without hesitation. He gave Fairy Moon no room to reorient as he instantly continued, “We just have different ways of existing, and that’s fine, but I need you to come down to our level and help sort this problem of mana in this New Cosmology, and the rise of new anti-apocalypse magic. I already know you’re capable of such because there is absolutely no way that justice has remained the same all throughout every universe. Justice is personal, to both a person and to a society. It is not something as large as the concept of Light or Dark. It is as nuanced as Illusion and Fae.”

Fairy Moon paused, then looked at Erick, and said, “Justice changes all the time, but certain parts of it remain true, always. And…” She juggled something in her mind, then just came out with it, saying, “This is the secret to anti-Apocalypse Magic. Fate Magic, Time Magic, Life Magic and Death Magic and a Confluence of Pure Demand, along with an Infection of Fae Understanding; these are the components of anti-apocalypse.

“But telling you that is like telling a red soul the concept of blue; impossible, for the basic Understandings are not there. Such a working requires the mending of magic! The un-Banning of [______]—”

She spoke, and Erick heard nothing.

He ignored the blood dripping down from his left ear.

“— which is something that you metal men will never do!” Fairy Moon stared at Erick with glowing eyes of pink and green and white. “But maybe you can. Prove to me that this talk is not a waste of willpower. Prove your providence, that even in this mutated mana, in this world of Darkness and a dearth of Light, that your yearning has brought you the answer to Always.”

Erick had a moment of insight.

And then that insight blossomed into a spiral of thoughts.

Something had bothered him when Fairy Moon spoke of her age. She claimed to have witnessed the birth of the Old Cosmology. But that was crazy. Too crazy to believe. She must have seen the rise and fall of countless Gods of Magic, like Melemizargo, and also Melemizargo’s mother who came before. But to live that long then one must have been truly strong and lucky, or have some specific skills that allowed one to avoid utter catastrophe. (Time Magic was also a solution to this conundrum, but that felt hollow to Erick.)

She had escaped to Veird during the Sundering, after all, and then survived this long; to outlive all the other fae who fell to Veird, and then to outlive all the other fae who could not hack it in this New Cosmology, where all magic was governed by the Script.

So Fairy Moon had changed who she was to survive. She came out on top.

All the other fae, except for one other, died.

Or perhaps… Perhaps all the other fae escaped while they could. But Fairy Moon had stayed behind…

But she just said she was trapped. So what did that mean?

Was she physically trapped?

Erick felt a swell of something inside, as he quietly asked, “Did all the other fae die, or did they leave?”

“They’ll come back when they can.” Fairy Moon stared at Erick; one eye blazing pink like a strange sunset and the other neon green as radioactive springtime. “But I am here because I have to be.”

She meant that yes, they did die, but also that they would come back when they were allowed to come back. Erick felt a profound sense of something to the side of loss, as he studied at Fairy Moon.

Nothing was truly lost in the mana. It was only locked behind Bans and Forgotten Campaigns. Were the other fae like this? Lost behind a Ban too old to change? Yes; Erick already knew this. The fae had died off in the enacting of the Script. But he didn’t truly understand what that meant.

Fairy Moon didn’t act like they were truly gone, though. She wasn’t someone who had lost everything, like all the other immortals from the Old Cosmology. She didn’t fall to despair like Melemizargo, or all the other immortals who died off after the Old Cosmology collapsed. She couldn’t do that. For she was the last watcher left on duty while everyone else ‘took a break’. She was the one trying to free them, too, but not very hard because her timescale was all fucked up compared to everyone else’s. So what if they’d been dead for 1437 years, according to the calendar for the current year, Post Sundering? That much time was nothing to her.

Or at least that was how Fairy Moon saw it.

And yet, the other fae were truly dead. But it was also quite possible that fae never truly died.

Not unless they were Banned and put into a box, never to see the Light ever again.

In the corner of his eyes Erick saw Kromolok glance his way.

Erick might have some of the particulars wrong, but he had most of them right.

Erick turned his full attention back to Fairy Moon. Barely two seconds had passed, and though he was still angry at the inquiry, he could compartmentalize that anger for now. For the greater good.

Erick said, “Thank you for staying after the Sundering. When all the other true travelers went on to wherever, you remained here to remind Veird of what was vanished from collective consciousness. I don’t know what it was called before, but if I were to Name the Power that you call Fate and Time and Life and Death, in a Confluence of Demand, and an Infection of Fae Understanding…” Erick said, “I would name it Elemental Benevolence.”

Fairy Moon’s eyes had gone wide at Erick’s second ‘thanks’, but when he named a new Power she was absolutely beaming. Her skin even seemed brighter. And it was her skin, for she was there, with them, on that beach. She smiled, and it was as though the world lit up brighter.

“Ah. Yes.” A tear rolled. “A new name for a new age. It works. Or it will work once we use one of our Wizards to weave that working. In order to thank me properly, though, you can come to Ar’Cosmos and benefit from our own benevolence whenever you find yourself at our bit of the Old Cosmology.”

For a hot second Erick was worried, but then nothing happened.

Kromolok looked worried, but also hopeful. Abarnikon seemed full of plots and worries, but he also had a deep desire to kill Fairy Moon if she should step out of line. Sitnakov just wanted to kill the fae; but he was smart enough not to say or start shit right then. Erick was glad to see that.

Tasar was simply quiet, with her eyes and mana sense focused on all corners of the world, searching for any inkling of shenanigans from Fairy Moon. Erick was sure there was something happening behind the fae’s green and pink eyes, but nothing came to the forefront.

Erick said, “I will eventually take you up on that offer, but not today, and not until other necessities are observed and solved.”

“Then till we meet again, young Flatt.” Fairy Moon said, “You have my thanks in turn.”

Erick felt a great sense of relief at that—

Fairy Moon stepped backward—

Gone.

She was gone, just like that. Even the firefly-thing that had projected her image into the air was gone, too, though Erick was pretty sure that everything that he had seen was Fae Magic, anyway. Who’s to say what was what, when reality had been supplanted by the individual Reality of Fae Magic.

Erick breathed out a little, then he said to Abarnikon and Kromolok, “That went well. Better than the inquiry. You all work on Elemental Benevolence, or whatever.” Erick breathed deep again, then he took a step forward, saying, “I’m going to Yggdrasil to pack—”

He stepped into a [Gate] of pink and green.

The world dissolved into color as something reached into Erick’s mind and pulled out all his thoughts, leaving him bare to the world, as a massive clawed hand of pink scales and white claws reached forward and grabbed him, snatching him, pulling him deeper into a swirling tunnel of pastel springtime.

Tasar yelled. Black and green shadows swirled into springtime, trying to rip it apart.

A black wind flowed into the tunnel, following fast. A black hand reached for Erick but a pink tail slapped the hand away. Sitnakov roared bloody murder as the [Gate] shut on his arm— But it didn’t snap the black forearm from its owner.

The world was a tunnel of pink and white and the barest green, but with a single spot of black, a single hand reaching into forever. A second hand slipped in beside the first and pried—

Black and green shadows followed Erick, widening the tunnel, spreading it open. Sitnakov raced forward like a half-invisible darkness. Ophiels followed, sharp-feathered and full of fury.

Fairy Moon screamed from the back of the pink dragon to hurry. The dragon was a young one for sure, at only ten meters long, but their two forward arms held Erick tight against their sinuous body as the springtime tunnel began to collapse into black and green shadows, and brilliant shafts of [Luminous Beam]s.

Compared to his usual self, Erick barely understood what was happening. He tried to touch his mana—

Fairy Moon yelled something.

A massive red dragon, like a snake made of lava, flowed out of springtime and into the black-green shadows. Fire and carnage and light erupted in the tunnel. And then, all Erick could think was that the shadows were falling too far behind, that the light was too slow, that it was weird to want shadows to save him.

Jane would be okay, right? Surely—

Springtime claimed him.
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                Springtime moved fast, but then it slowed, stretching on into forever like a lazy dream that would never end. The pink dragon no longer hurried. The rider above no longer worried. She laughed a springtime laugh, and then she cried for the loss of the red one. Small words floated by as the pink one did not think that red would perish that easily. The rider took comfort in those words, but her comfort was a false one.

Erick barely understood any of it.

Something had wrapped around his mind and would not let go.

And then that something wrapped tighter.
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Springtime collapsed into a large room at a tall tower. Sunlight streamed in from a tall window, while a cool breeze blew through the room. A woman in pink carried Erick bridal-style onto a soft white bed with fluffy fabrics to lay him down upon too many pillows and too much comfort. The woman was Erick’s own size, and Erick was not a petite person, but the woman moved him around to make him comfortable and there was no strain upon her face. There was only a small smile.

And some horns on her head.

A tail flicked out from the back of her dress. Her nails were sharper than they should be, but Erick could only tell because she took care not to let those claws touch his skin. That all meant something, but Erick could barely link one thought to the next.

The pink woman stepped away.

A second pink woman, this one without horns or anything else like that, stepped forward to the end of Erick’s bed. She had a white breastplate on her chest and shoulders, protecting her core, but her pink skirt looked weightless as gossamer silk. One green eye and one pink eye stared down at Erick, as she smiled at her triumph. Erick felt… Something about her. He couldn’t say what.

Worry?

Hate?

No. Probably not hate. That wasn’t who he was.

Anger, though… Maybe.

The smaller woman pulled out two small glass globes, each only a handspan across. One of them held a prismatic eye that was only visible sometimes; it swirled around inside its glass cage, focusing on everyone in the room, but mostly on Erick. The other globe held a thing of wings and eyes. The wing-eye thing puffed up, filling its entire cage with itself, before shrinking back down. It tried this three times, and for some reason, there was a wetness on Erick’s face.

The woman set those two trinkets on top of curvy, airy, golden crystal-ball holders, at the foot of Erick’s new bed.

“See?” asked the woman with the heterochromia. “He is harmed-not, and here you hold to see for yourself. This truly be temporary, anyway.”

The things inside of those trinkets then focused fully on Erick. The winged eyes fluffed up a bit, but turned calmer. The iridescent eye glanced at Erick, then turned back to the woman…

The other woman, the fully pink one with horns, was gone. When did that happen?

Heterochromia nodded to the little glass balls, then turned her attention to Erick. With a gentle smile, she spoke, “Welcome to Ar’Cosmos, Erick Flatt. I will endeavor to elucidate my words in the manner to which you made a request, but only past this preamble. Words of welcome and warning need be said, and they need be said securely.

“You are currently corrupted by the Fae.

“It will wear off with the wearing of obedience.

“The rules are written thusly:

“The Script survives-not in this land of no lies.

“Do as you will and your will will be done to you, though the re-doing of duress need not be of exact equality; I am the judge and the jury in cases of justice, and my decrees define this land, and your life.” The woman breathed. “And so we enact the etiquette of our existences.”

The room felt different, somehow. Erick had no idea how, but it was.

The woman spoke again, “But for you, there is an additional arrangement: You may leave when I give you leave, and there will be no gainsay in this truth.” Heterochromia said, “Let sanative sleep claim you; your curriculum shall surely last.”

Though the sun shone brightly the room was cool, and the blankets warm. Heterochromia went out the door, securely shutting it behind her. Solid stone walls seemed safe enough, so Erick cuddled into the covers, and let sanative slumber take him to a humble hibernation.
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Erick dreamed of white clouds in a blue sky, a shadowy existence on the horizon, and a lot of angry words being thrown against a pink and green fire. He had no idea what was what, but he was…

Getting…

Something.

Something was happening.

Something white hot began to form in the center of his being.

… No. Not ‘form’. Wake up.

Something was waking u—
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Erick slammed awake.

Everything happened very fast, and then not fast at all. He tried casting a [Luminous Beam] at the pink dragon-lady standing by the window. It failed. He tried manually casting a [Luminous Beam] at the pink dragon-lady; also failed. He briefly recognized that he was having a moment.

He briefly recognized that his mana sense was thrown wide and yet he could barely perceive more than four meters away from himself. This was double the size of his bed, and not much larger than that. It was a very nice, very large bed. Erick wanted to burn it. He wanted to burn the stone tower all around, he wanted to kill everyone.

He started speaking, “A power now I do hard-claim, a power now of mine to tame. I—”

The dragon lady’s eyes went wide—

Something ephemeral wrapped around Erick and held him tight, slamming him backward. Sleep tried to claim him again, but he fought, though it was like fighting an avalanche with a steel shield; he was still buried under a mountainside’s worth of power.

And yet he held onto consciousness much longer than he thought possible.

For Fairy Moon had strode through the suddenly-open doors, declaring, “Here are words of power be: I tame you now for all to see, a Wizard-born and Wizard-be, you are to now to take a knee, for murder tried and murder failed you are to now be ever-jailed. Only by my true decree, are you to be ever free!”

Thoughts ended.

And then restarted.

Erick was quiet, and calm, and not himself. He recognized this as one would recognize that they suddenly lost an arm, but for him, he had lost his entire body, and some of his mind. He wasn’t even sure if his soul was still his. But it had to be, because he was making this observation about himself?

He could still make observations, yes.

The anger was still there, but it was hidden behind an adamantine wall of Fae Magic.

Fairy Moon pointed to the floor beside her. “Get up and stand here.”

Erick got out of bed, walked over to where she pointed, and stood there. For some reason he was naked, but he didn’t seem to care, and neither did anyone else. His nudity was probably to make it easier to clean him while he slept. Probably to deprive him of his items, too; his rings and his Crystal Star were gone. How long had he slept?

Fairy Moon looked him over with discerning eyes. After a moment she pulled back. “Your problem is in your other self. Show it to me.”

Erick transformed into his Other Form; it was almost instinctual to shift to his monster-form these days. Fairy Moon had spoken about how he wouldn’t have Script access as a part of her rules, and he tried bringing up some of those familiar blue boxes, but they were all gone. And yet, he could still transform at will. He could probably use the other parts of his protean species, too. [Greater Lightwalk], [Luminous Beam], [Lodestar], [Perfected Polymorph], and of course, what he had just done, which was [Paradox Shift].

The pink dragon-lady gasped. “You called him a Wizard but— He really is!”

“Yes.” Fairy Moon relaxed, and spoke plainly while she looked him over, “And no one else is to know of this. I will honor the hospitality rites that brought him here. His Wizardry seemed based on that of a dragon, which is Rozeta’s deliberate doing, no doubt. It will make teaching him a trivial matter… Looks like his core is harmed; a buildup of degradation.”

Erick had seen his own core, but he didn’t feel a reason to fix the small fractures at the edges that would undoubtedly lead to catastrophic failure soon enough. He couldn’t seem to do anything on his own except to think some odd thoughts here and there, and to look around as his various senses allowed. He must have been out of it for days, though, with that level of breakdown.

The dragon lady said, “I’ll go get some spare rads—”

“There’s no need.” Fairy Moon stared at Erick. “Heal thyself.”

Erick cast [Renew], flowing light into his core while he began rotating his mana, filling out every little nook and cranny with solid, unblemished mana, healing the damage that time had caused. He bottomed out on mana rather quickly, but he kept cycling his core, flowing the mana around and around until he felt supremely solid. He sighed with relief and felt a smile come to his lips, and he saw no reason to rid himself of that expression, so he left it there.

“… What was that?” asked the dragon lady.

The question didn’t come from Fairy Moon, so Erick ignored it.

“It was something I saw him do once…” Fairy Moon repeated the question, “What did you do to yourself? Explain to educate.”

“That was [Renew].” Erick explained, “I made that spell back in the Core before Rozeta was going to help me learn of Wizardry and how to fix everything. But then Melemizargo fucked that up with ending our communion but Rozeta still managed to help me some and now I have to learn Wizardry proper from the ground up. [Renew] is all bouncy conformist mana that anyone can use to support any currently-active spellwork, and it is only by a twist of reality that I wasn’t quite aware of that [Renew] works well on monsters, and Wizards are monsters, and so here I am a monster and a man both with [Renew], able to support my own growth without the need of rads, which I understand makes monsters go crazy. I am glad I don’t have to go crazy.

“I still need to learn how to do all this Wizardry stuff, though, from turning my bones and organs to mana crystals and then all of that junk, but I don’t want to do that until I learn it all proper like, because I don’t want to be cut from the Script until I am able to live on my own as a Wizard out and about in the world. Rozeta warned me that she would cut me off from the Script if I did anything too wrong, so don’t ask me to harm anyone, but I’m going to be cut off anyway once I learn myself.

“So for now I am both Wizard and Not.

“In eleven-ish months, though, [Renew] gets out into the rest of the world and they all learn that I am a Wizard even if I am not ready to separate from the Script.

“But anyway: Rozeta installed a kill switch so if I go off the rails in my Wizardry she can pull me off the Script and kill me. That’s what this Other Form is. I think. Not sure what will happen there. If I lose the Script I lose a lot.

“I still need to remake Strong and Clarity and the like, too, as well as Paradox this Other Form of mine and my Normal Form together into a cohesive whole. I was hoping to get to do all of that after Oceanside but then you kidnapped me and now I am here talking to you about stuff that I really shouldn’t... be speaking…” His voice trailed off.

His words had all come out in a jumble and he had barely answered Fairy Moon’s question before he went off on a tangent… Because he wanted to go off on a tangent? She was surely smart enough to understand his words, even if he himself had barely kept up with that verbal diarrhea.

Why was he speaking like this, though?

Well… Because he Had To Do What Fairy Moon Wanted, of course.

It all made perfect sense when he thought of it like that.

He could have answered her better, but a part of him was glad that he did not.

… And that part of him stared out from deep within the depths of his soul, stirring against its confines, watching, waiting. It would strike when it could. Not yet, though.

Fairy Moon glanced from Erick’s eyes, to his core, narrowed her gaze, and then returned her sight back to Erick. “Both of you understand the depth of your near-depravity. Your yearned-for murder of my Maid Maria has landed you in this losing position. Prepare thyself for even worse should you scheme and actually slay anyone at all.

“I do this kind-ways first. I do this terrible-ways when I owe that obligation.”

Heard and understood.

“How does this Other Form work?” Fairy Moon asked.

“I [Paradox Switch] and I get a new Status. It was level zero, but [Renew] and then cycling has gained me levels.” Erick said, “Level 27, as of the last time I was able to check. The Script doesn’t seem to work here.”

“The Script does not reach this land and it never will.” Fairy Moon frowned a little.

And then Fairy Moon stepped closer and stared up at Erick. Erick glanced downward. Fairy Moon was half a head smaller than him. And then she started walking around him, leaning over to get a closer look at his legs and his back and his stomach, and especially his heart; she was surely looking at his core from all sides, for she had to have a good mana sense at her age. Erick almost wanted to ask if she really was a million years old, but he did not.

He could not.

And that brought him up short again. He realized something was deeply wrong and he could do nothing about it.

“You haven’t spent any points in this Other Form at all, have you.” She kept walking around him. “None at all. Not even on basic things like Meditation or higher Stats.”

It wasn’t a question, so Erick didn’t answer.

Fairy Moon got to his front again then stepped back. She glanced to the dragon lady, her Maid Maria, saying, “Prepare a grand luncheon. Invite Illustrious. Tell her nothing.” She stood as tall as she was able and turned back to Erick, “Attend this announcement, in order: See to your young ones. Contact no one outside of Ar’Cosmos. Remain in this Other Form from now until I say otherwise. Clean yourself up in that bathroom. Put on whatever clothes you find in the dressers that you wish to wear. Then, and only then, you will join me in the dining room downstairs to continue this discussion. Find yourself freed from this ensorcellment by the surety of your steps.” She added, “A tribulation shall greet you should you gainsay these trials.”

And then she left.







- - - -







Erick did as he was told.

He went to the globes first. The one containing the feathered eyes bounced and fluffed, making tiny taps at his glass cage at Erick’s approach, while the iridescent eye simply bobbed a bit. Erick picked up the noisy one first—

Ophiel.

Erick held Ophiel’s orb in his hand and the little guy’s name was a bolt of lightning erupting from Erick’s very soul. And then the flash faded. With a simple smile, Erick put Ophiel back down on his stand.

Ophiel bounced even harder against his solid glass sphere. Plink plink. Plink plink.

Erick picked up the eye—

Yggdrasil.

Like a clearing sky, Erick realized that Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye had been trapped inside the globe. Yggdrasil’s eye spun a bit, staring up at Erick, hoping for… Something. Erick had no idea what. All he could do was hold the globe tighter. In a spur of need, Erick glanced to Ophiel’s orb and grabbed that one, too. He held both in his hands…

And then he went to the bathroom.

Erick was sure, that if he were in his proper mind, that he would have loved to be here, in this bath in a more friendly setting. The bathroom was as magnificent as the bedroom, with solid grey stone fixtures and fountains pouring out of the wall and a hot basin of water which was easily two meters wide and four long, and a meter deep. Erick set Yggdrasil and Ophiel in the water with him as he grabbed some soap and cleaned himself up. The water got dirty, but it was rapidly cleaned by some sort of magics.

Halfway through his cleaning, he realized he needed to use the other facilities, so he went to the other side of the room and did that. Yggdrasil and Ophiel were still bobbing in the bathwater when he came back and redid his instructed cleaning…

Erick slowed down as he finished washing the soap out of his hair.

He was clean, and…

Some thoughts came back. A vise loosened around his heart and soul and mind.

He looked to the bobbing trinkets and grabbed Ophiel and Yggdrasil. He held them tight. He could feel his connection to both of them, but… He couldn’t summon another Ophiel, and he barely even realized that he could do that, anyway. Erick sat there in the shallow end of the bath for a while, just thinking, trying to understand the depth of the danger all around. For there was danger; he recognized that, now. But thoughts remained as elusive as all his usual magic, and he only had the barest bit of Mana left, anyway.

Erick had enough wherewithal to recognize that Fairy Moon had made him empty his mana while she was watching, and then she had recognized that he had no mana, and she had told him to stay in this Other Form until she said otherwise. If not for that instruction, Erick felt he could easily switch back.

A fog still lingered, though. Erick didn’t feel like breaking anything right now, least of all Fairy Moon’s instructions.

Eventually, Erick got out of the tub and went to put on clothes.

His skin felt great after the bath and the clothes felt wonderful, but as he put them on another part of his self came back.

Fairy Moon had fairy-fucked him, hadn’t she.

Ah. Shit. He couldn’t even transform back to his Normal Self to cast any larger magics and he didn’t have Meditation in this form, so the last hour he had spent in the bathroom, very much not Resting at all due to sudden stress, he had only regained a pittance of mana. Not even enough for 2 seconds of [Greater Lightwalk] movement. At his current cap of 200 mana, even if he Rested for the necessary 2 hours, he still couldn’t cast a single [Luminous Beam], either; that spell cost 500 mana, and he didn’t have Clarity.

He couldn’t do shit.

He couldn’t even [Cleanse] himself until he had gathered 9 of the 10 required mana, and that was only because Intelligence had dropped the costs of his spellwork by 10%… But did that even work here in Ar’Cosmos?

Did… Any of his preconceived notions about magic work?

Erick had no idea!—

No wait! He had [Renew]ed himself back there. He still had all his spells. Those spells were inside his soul, which was currently locked to the core sitting beside his heart, nestled in its own set of veins and arteries that did not pump blood at all, but which looked like they could. Maybe they pumped something else? Did they pump mana? Why? How?

… Anyway. If he had the mana he could use it. But that likely wasn’t happening anytime soon. He had a max of 200 mana and no Clarity (did Clarity even work in Ar’Cosmos?) which meant that he was fucked. And all because he had decided to wait to put points into his Other Self’s Status…

No. Wait.

Something was wrong with that idea.

Why did points into Willpower, which would have increased his base Mana in this Other Self, still matter here in Ar’Cosmos? Wasn’t this place like the Old Cosmology? Stats didn’t matter? Only—

Oh.

Stats fortified the part of oneself that allowed one to have more mana in the first place. His Stats would have still contributed to his Mana reserves here in Ar’Cosmos if he had ever spent them, but he had wanted to raise his Other Self right, and fortify his body in the old ways, since he was eventually going to lose Script access entirely. Saving his Points and then seeing how they fortified his body and soul had been his goal…

But now he was here, in Ar’Cosmos, and that original plan had fucked him over—

No. Wait. Even if he had spent the points, then… Nothing really mattered in the face of Fairy Moon, did it? She would do what she wanted, and Erick would need to go along, or else she would take away his ability to resist her.

This was not his fault. This was Fairy Moon’s fault.

… But he still tried doing what he always did when he added points to his Stats, which was to open his Status and then adding points from the pool, but there was a major disconnect there. First, he couldn’t open the Status. Then, he couldn’t spend points. Even if he tried to do it instinctively, nothing happened.

No blue boxes.

Nothing.

Did he even have Health? This was Ar’Cosmos and there was no ‘Health’ back in the Old Cosmology; only mana— No ‘Mana’ either! Just mana, that was in the air and everywhere else, and what one managed to shove into their core to allow them to cast magics in the first place—

Okay. So his Intelligence was still working a bit. He didn’t seem slower than usual.

— So how much mana did he actually have, then? If his Core was his mana, and he was a Wizard making a million mana a day, then he should be able to cast from that pool of mana…

He tried another [Renew]; the safe choice.

Light sputtered inside his chest and then failed to blossom.

It seemed some rules applied, and others did not. He was still connected to the manaminer aspect of the Script; his mana production was not his own, for it was shunted off into the Core of Veird, or something like that. Try as he might, Erick could not cast anything.

Ah.

… Could he phone Phagar for help? Request aid from Rozeta?

… Message Melemizargo?

He thought for a moment longer about everything that was happening to him and his very limited options, and then he grabbed orbs that contained Yggdrasil and Ophiel and left his room. He turned toward the stairs and walked down; the only direction he could go.

He passed windows along the way, and gazed out across the grounds.

Skyscrapers in a myriad of styles dotted the land, each at least twenty stories tall, while a lush forest grew down below. Half of the towers were pagodas. The other half were more Greensoilian or Wastelandian; tall spires of almost-gothic architecture.

Erick edged to one open window, seventh from his room, and stepped out to the short balcony. Down below was a large yard filled with a small farm, while beyond that farmland was a wall that divided this estate from the roads and businesses outside. The streets were filled with people of all sorts, with a lot of them looking like the dragonkin that Maria was (his Perception seemed to be working well enough, Erick realized) with the thick tail and horns and very little in the way of scales. Some of them had actual scales all over their bodies, and looked almost like Apogee back in Spur. Some looked like people wearing prop items; they had no scales on the bare arms or legs that Erick could see.

Two types of dragonkin?

And now that he thought about it, Maid Maria had no scales on her face and very few on the rest of her. His mana sense was shortened considerably, but it hadn’t been small enough to not notice everyone around him, when they had been near. Maria had had a small rad beside her heart, too, though hers was perfectly spherical without any facets and actually under her heart. Like a pearl. Erick’s was more like a cut gem.

Fairy Moon had been inscrutable, though. It was only now that Erick realized that he hadn’t been able to see inside of her, when she had been peeking inside of him. He hadn’t really looked too hard, but his mana sense was up and active at all times, anyway.

And he didn’t see anyone else around in the castle with him. Sure, there were lots of people on the distant streets, but… None of them looked up and glanced at Erick, even though he had mistakenly stood by some of those windows for too long.

Something fuckey was going on.

Probably multiple things, actually.

… Proceeding more cautiously, Erick strode down the wide, spiraling staircase that spanned the whole of this particular tower. He glanced out every window he came across.

Fairy Moon’s compound was massive and gothic and old. The main compound down below was the size of Erick’s own mansion ten times over. Her towers were fifteen to thirty stories tall. Taller than anyone else’s. Everything was arches and alcoves and balconies and sculptures of all types of people and pillars—

Something small with great big eyes and stone-grey scales peeked at him from behind the head of a stone sculpture on the next tower over, briefly meeting his gaze. And then the thing instantly retreated. It was a… A lizard, maybe? Yes. It was a lizard.

… Or maybe snake—

Oh. Wait.

A baby dragon?

Might have been a dragon.

Okay, so. Erick’s Stats were down about 70 points from where they usually were. He still had Perception and Intelligence, so he was a great deal above ‘baseline-human’, but not as capable as he usually was—

So why not switch back and make some rings—

Erick shook his head.

Rings wouldn’t matter anyway; useless in this Other Form.

Erick also ignored the possible-baby-dragon and continued down—

He froze. He should switch to his Normal Form and then he could esca—

He continued down the—

He stopped. He should switch—

Erick continued down the wide, spiraling staircase; the only way he could go—

Unless he wanted to jump out a window and flee? Nah. He’d probably fall to his death. He might have Dexterity and some Strength, but both were at 10, and he was never very good at the physical side of adventuring… He was never really a good adventurer, anyway, even if he was a guild member and ‘Star 11’ or something like that.

And besides! There were baby dragons out there climbing all over.

… Or maybe they were guardians meant to stay out of sight, but warn people of their presence when people looked like they were making to climb on the architecture. Erick breathed deep. Yeah. Okay. That seemed more likely. He was trapped. That made more sense than baby dragons crawling around outside on the decorative arches and sculptures.

… And he kept walking down the stairs. This tower was pretty damn huge, eh?

Erick eventually made it to the bottom of the stairs and found himself to the side of an end of a hallway. The actual end to the hallway was a set of open double doors and a nice little breakfast balcony, overlooking the gardens down below. The floors inside had a nice carpet heading from those open doors to further into the house. Erick considered the balcony. It wasn’t much of a jump down—

One of the lizards poked up from the edge of the balcony, eyed Erick, and then vanished back behind the solid stone.

… Guardians then. Not baby dragons.

Erick followed the carpet down into the bowels of Fairy Mansion, or was it Clan Fairy? The people around here did things like the Nelboorites did, with pagoda architecture and ‘clans’, according to what Erick had heard, so it probably was ‘clans’, and not ‘houses’. Eh. Whatever.

The smells of cooking bread and something savory wafted on a breeze that flowed through the house. Erick followed both the carpet, and now the smell, until he ended up in a central dining room. The table was a massive oak thing made of dark wood with white inlays, while the chairs were similarly weighty. The whole edge of the room was festooned with hand-carved sculptures and paintings and other works of art, while the luncheon spread on the table mirrored that of a state-level dinner. Candelabras made of twisting serpents that ‘breathed’ candles that were lit with a perfect-white flame. Mounds of food layered atop multi-leveled silver platters. A full roast pig, with a tarip stuffed in its mouth. Maid Maria started carving the pig the second Erick stepped into the dining room, making pulled pork out of the carcass, while Fairy Moon sat at the head of the table, and a third person sat at the third seating. Erick assumed the open seat was for him.

So he went to his seat. All the while Fairy Moon and the other person watched him. No one said a single word. Erick set down Yggdrasil’s and Ophiel’s orbs on some obviously-for-him orb holders near his chair and sat without giving a single word, either—

His butt touched the soft leather seat.

Suddenly, his mind cleared. The fog went away.

Perhaps most oddly, the first thing he realized was a correction to his previous thought about ‘House’s versus ‘Clans’. Ar’Cosmos used ‘Houses’. Erick had already been told this a few times, and most recently in Archmage’s Rest, by Prognosticator Aisha, when she named the three Houses of Ar’Cosmos as House Fae, House Death, and House Carnage; each one named after the change that they had enacted upon their Dragon Essence to rid themselves of the Dragon Blood Curse.

And then he realized that he had noticed that he was under a mind fog, but it wasn’t truly gone until now.

Quickly coming around to the idea that yes, he was fully cleared—

He tried switching back to his Normal Form, and found himself unable.

Not fully cleared, then.

But at least he recognized that he was… Soul-shackled? Yeah. Probably. There could be only one reason why he was able to recognize all this, though: He had fulfilled all of Fairy Moon’s instructions. Yes, that had to be it. Erick ignored that for now...

Time had seemed to stretch as Erick finally took in the situation happening all around him.

Fairy Moon, if she was presenting as her true self, was incandescent with silent, barely-visible anger. But it wasn’t directed at Erick. It was directed at the woman sitting across from Erick; The only person in the room unknown to him.

She was a woman of soft purples fading into deep violets, with horns on her head looking as though they were made of amethyst. They weren’t crystal, though; they were her true horns. She did not have a tail, but there was absolutely no way anyone would mistake her for either a dragonkin or an incani. She was a dragon in ‘human form’, and was rather open about that fact. She stared at Erick with glittering violet eyes, then her gaze drifted down...

She wanted him, but not sexually, or in any way that Erick would ever be comfortable with. She wanted his heart, or probably his core. She stared directly at his core and then smiled, showing off a smile that was too large, and fangs that were too sharp.

“He is not yours, Illustrious,” Fairy Moon said, trying not to be too sharp in tone. “He is mine.”

“There’s enough of him to go around.” Illustrious said, “Just look at him! He’s a baby but even I was terrified of him coming here, and now you show me that he’s a Wizard! I owe Bright Smile a hundred truegold.”

“You mistake why I have invited you, and you continue to mistake why you are here. This is his choice; and it is not up to you to make it for him.” Fairy Moon turned to Erick, saying, “So choose: My way, or I hand you over to the tribunal and they decide what to do with your Wizardly nature. This second choice means that Illustrious Moon gets to bid on your Breaking, and then you will be broken into Fae, or Carnage, or Death. If you take well to the Breaking then you might even find true power and happiness in those lives. But, you and I have a connection already…

“And so if you choose me, then I will guide you in the ways of the fae for however long it takes for you to open the Grand Pathways once again, and for me to be sure that I have not created a cancer to deal with in the future.”

Erick—

Illustrious Moon gasped. Everything about her changed; from vicious to bewildered to contrite and then to amazement and wonder, all in the blink of an eye. She whisper-shouted, “You don’t really believe that dung about him opening new worlds, do you!” When Fairy Moon said nothing, Illustrious leaned back, slowly turning serious by measured degrees. She eyed Erick and Fairy Moon a second time. “… We’ve been laughing over that for the last year… But if it’s true...”

“I don’t know if he can.” Fairy Moon continued to stare at Erick. “Fate seems to want him to go that direction, and maybe it is time for me to move on from this land. Maybe it is time for my brothers and sisters to return. I was honestly enjoying the break from all their antics, but… Seasons shift and dynasties die at the whims of true Wizards.”

“Ah…” Illustrious Moon said, “Well then. I apologize for eyeing you like that, Erick. It’s hard to know that I could save another hundred kids this year…” She said to Fairy Moon. “I’ll still take him, though.” She looked to Erick. “I will see you treated right if you choose me, but there will be some distinct changes in your usual operations.”

Erick almost exploded at Illustrious.

He dearly, dearly wanted to.

But he contained himself.

By Illustrious’s words, Fairy Moon seemed to lose most of her earlier anger. She said, “Those are the options, Erick. Fall in with the fae and test your Fate, or test your luck and your life upon the tribunal.”

Erick took a moment to breathe, and then he said, “I choose my own Path, and if you want to walk it with me, Fairy Moon, then you may accompany me for a while.”

Illustrious’s eyebrows rose. Maid Maria paused as in her preparation of the plates for lunch, but she resumed almost as fast. And then both Illustrious and Maria looked to Fairy Moon.

Fairy Moon met Erick’s gaze with her own. She was judging. Weighing. Then she decided, “This accord is acceptable, though it would be easier for you if you yoked yourself to my mandates.” She stared. “I can make you do anything I wish now that you have broken hospitality. Ware this warning but once, Erick Flatt. If you should not apply yourself I might decide that you aren’t learning fast enough to outrun fate, and that will go poorly for you, but it will still go the way I choose it to go.”

Erick stared right back, though he kept his anger and his true emotions out of his voice, “If you would have come at me with a combination of more candor and care, and less subterfuge and seals, then maybe I wouldn’t be rightfully riled or, no matter how this shakes out, resentful.”

Illustrious Moon and Maid Maria almost gasped at Erick’s disrespect.

Fairy Moon simply nodded, though, saying, “I know that according to your kind our last meeting and the subsequent ones went poorly, but in time, you will see that this was the best outcome for all. Stealing away a pretty mortal into the fae can be quite the pure-motive pastime, for there are a lot of rules for me to follow in this regard, so you are not in any actual danger unless you upset the unity of this slice of the Old Cosmology. Take ware the warnings and you will flourish and find your way. Make wrong choices and make yourself a crypt.” She added, “Besides! You want to make Elemental Benevolence! Take heed of this benevolence of mine and adjust your mind to your new environs. You might be here a while.”

Illustrious jolted at the idea of Elemental Benevolence, which meant that this was her first time hearing that idea—

Dragons were very expressive? Did Erick have that right? Illustrious and Maria had to be old, right? But here they were fully expressing their emotions on their faces.

— Illustrious exclaimed, “Elemental Benevolence!”

Illustrious Moon was surprised for multiple reasons there, all of which Erick barely gleaned. Erick was more focused on Fairy Moon anyway, for he did not like what she was saying. She called this ‘her benevolence’? This kidnapping and all the controlling shit? And that was her honest feeling, too, from what Erick could gather. She wasn’t lying about how she felt about anything. She truly believed that she was doing the best thing for everyone.

Fairy Moon added, “What I will apologize for is speaking of my age, or the ages of anyone in that meeting. That was rude of me.”

That was too much. Erick snapped back, “But kidnapping wasn’t?”

“Not at all. You stepped into the Path of your own volition. I merely took advantage, as was my right.”

“Let me switch back to my Normal Self.”

“No. You are to learn proper magic and proper Wizardry and you won’t learn any of that in your already Script-enhanced body. Take it as a boon of the Path that you were granted this whole new life before you got here, and that you didn’t fuck it up before I got a chance to get to your proper re-creation. And now:” Fairy Moon set a necklace down in front of Erick. It was made of the finest silver with a small pink/green/white crystal droplet in the center. “Wear that and you will be immune to the Sights and dangers of others for as long as you live peacefully in this place. It won’t protect against any average defenses so don’t go dawdling around in unapproved places, like on the outsides of houses either big or small.”

Too many things were happening all at once.

Erick kept up with all of it, but he dearly wanted to go back to the part where he had been kidnapped. He was not done being angry about that, and now he was also mad about almost being fed to the dragons of Ar’Cosmos. But with Fairy Moon’s last statement she had obviously seen Erick look out the windows up there and contemplate running away.

Yeah... Big news. Whoop-de-doo. Erick was under constant surveillance. Probably mind surveillance, too. Erick took the necklace and put it on. It probably had a tracker in it to directly allow her to observe him; he wouldn’t be surprised. He couldn’t tell that anything had changed, but Illustrious stopped glancing at his chest.

The violet dragon-lady whispered to herself, “That’s much better.”

At least the people around here seemed to be wearing their emotions openly.

Erick ignored Illustrious and turned to his [Familiar]s. “What happens if I break the glass?”

“They are free to wander around, though whatever they do comes back to you.” Fairy Moon warned, “Be ready to contain your feathered one if you should let him loose.”

Erick instantly smashed the glass orbs onto the stone ground beside his seat.

Both orbs shattered. Yggdrasil flew up to Erick’s left shoulder, but Ophiel fluffed out like an eldritch demigod, filling most of the airspace above the table before Erick could think otherwise, going knife-feathered and sharp-eyed, but no one seemed to care—

Fairy Moon warned Ophiel, “I’ll put you back in a bubble and the second one won’t break so easily.”

Erick regained full control of Ophiel and brought him back down to his front, and then he loosened his grip. Ophiel forgot his anger once in Erick’s warm embrace. The little guy batted at him with his wings a bit before switching to hugs. Erick hugged him tighter, too, and for a brief moment, everything was fine.

But everyone was looking. Maid Maria had a small smile. Illustrious had a sad, almost empathetic expression. Fairy Moon just stared a little, like she wanted what Ophiel had, but she could not, for she had done too much to ever deserve such honest love ever again.

… Erick was not touching that minefield with a hundred-meter pole.

Erick held Ophiel a bit more, and then Ophiel calmed down and eventually climbed onto his other shoulder, opposite Yggdrasil. With the fluffy guy on his right and the iridescent eye on his left, Erick breathed deep, and said, “So when does this Wizardry learning start?”

Fairy Moon instantly said, “After. First, a meal. If you will, Maid Maria.”

Maria set out the filled plates.

Fairy Moon took the first bite of pork, declared it good, and then Illustrious Moon began to eat. After a moment of indecision, the food smelled too good and it made Erick’s completely empty stomach grumble hard. Eventually, he ate.

… It was, perhaps strangely, one of the worst, well made meals he had ever had. Maria was a great cook. The spices were on point. The meat was seared well and the vegetables had lots of butter. It was very, very good, in presentation and smell and taste and texture. But it was also terrible. Perhaps Erick would have enjoyed it more in a better setting. Still, though, he ate. Everyone ate. Maid Maria even fixed herself a plate, but she ate in the other room. No one spoke.

Erick finished relatively first because he was more hungry than he realized.

Illustrious and Fairy Moon both stopped eating when he did. Maid Maria rushed back into the dining room shortly thereafter and began clearing the plates and the lunch.

Erick spoke first, asking, “Where are my rings and my Crystal Star?”

“The rings are broken, for I would not risk those things corrupting people with even more Stats.” Fairy Moon said, “The New Stats themselves would not work within Ar’Cosmos anyway, for none of the boosts of the Script apply in this land, except in the most basic of ways, but they would unlock the New Stats for anyone who should think to wear them. Therefore, they had to be broken in my first disagreements between Illustrious Moon and myself. They wouldn’t do you any good while you are here, anyway, for it is only through the Script that that form of enchanting works at all.”

Illustrious Moon withheld her disdain for that particular decision, though her emotions still showed upon her face.

Erick withheld his own annoyance at Fairy Moon, too. Whatever. He could make his rings again. That wasn’t a problem.

And then Fairy Moon continued, “The Crystal Star is another matter. That is in the vault, for now. This will soon change. With your decision to allow me on your Path, we shall be returning the Crystal to the Church of Koyabez, along with a letter detailing that you are safe and under my protection.”

Erick started—

But Illustrious got there first, speaking with horror in her voice, “You would let that twisting artifact return to Veird? I thought it would get lost in the vaults!”

She did not mean ‘lost in the vaults’. She meant ‘destroyed’.

Erick glared, saying, “You have no choices to make regarding the Crystal Star other than to return it to me.”

“No.” Fairy Moon said, “The divine energies invested into that trinket and the soul twisting power you placed within will hamper your growth as a true Wizard. Therefore, it is to be given back to the god who helped make it and you are to never touch it again.” She gazed at Erick, saying, “And! When we get the time, we shall have a good and long talk about what justice truly is.”

And now Erick was mad for an entirely new reason. “You would rather kill someone than let them become someone new? You would deny those who wrong others the ability to see how they have wronged others?”

“Death is cleaner.” Fairy Moon said, “In the jumbling of souls that occur between one life and the next, whoever comes out the other side is not who went in. What you have done is an abomination to the natural order—”

“There is no such thing as a natural order.” Erick said, “All we have is what we make of it, and what we make is justice and society and civilization. It is not natural, and you attempting to naturalize the unnatural is you imposing your own outdated beliefs on others.”

Fairy Moon smirked. “And is your Crystal Star not doing the exact same thing? Imposing ideas?”

“Of course it is! Society is about imposing ideas on each other and working out compromises.”

“And when I say ‘natural order’ I mean exactly that. You think I know nothing about the unnaturalness of my nature?” Fairy Moon said, “When I speak of natural order I mean to see civilizations grow up, without outsized influences upon them, and besides that: your Crystal Star needs to be in the hands of a collection of desires, at the very least, and not in your own personal hands. One man does not get to gradually corrupt the cycles of death and resummoning, for I have seen where your Crystal Star ends up, Erick, and it is in a world of stagnation and excess that eventually falls to the monsters outside that society.”

“First of all: I much prefer the term ‘reincarnation’. Ecks leaves much to be desired when it comes to concepts of rebirth—” And then Erick realized he wasn’t arguing for an outcome he truly wanted, anyway. He did not need the Crystal Star. He would be happy to let the Crystal Star go back to Koyabez, but… “I would be happy to let the Crystal Star return to Koyabez, but I was going to use that model of magic to try and cleanse all of the dragons of Ar’Cosmos of their Dragon Essence Curse. To turn Dragon Essence into Elemental Empathy. But now? Fuck you,” he said, looking at Fairy Moon. He turned to Illustrious Moon, saying, “If anyone could have used some Elemental Empathy it’s you.”

Fairy Moon almost said something—

Illustrious spoke first, half-incredulous, “You. A Wizard. You would have come here willingly?”

“Yeah. After I figured it all out first and probably cured the Headmaster, first.” Erick said, “Though I’ve been told that a true flight of dragons would destroy this world, so I have no doubt that someone would have talked me out of it. I still would have countered that the idea of Elemental Empathy could not be co-opted into murder-for-all or some other horror show all that easily. I feel I would have won that argument, eventually.”

Fairy Moon withheld whatever she was going to say, as she gained a small smile.

For Illustrious had heard Erick’s words, and she looked, for a long and terrible moment, like a woman who had found out she had won the lottery the day after she threw away the ticket. Erick felt a profound sense of joy at seeing Illustrious fall apart, no matter how small that crumbling was. And then he realized that he shouldn’t have so much joy at Illustrious’s suffering.

Then he went back to his first feelings. Illustrious was very ready to take him and ‘Break’ him in order to make new dragons. Therefore, Erick decided to hold onto his schadenfreude for a while longer and not feel too guilty about seeing the pain he caused in Illustrious.

Honestly, this whole situation was fucked up.

“Honestly, this whole situation is fucked.” Erick said, “I was going to come here anyway. I was trying to help you assholes.” He wanted to slam his knife into the table, but he did not. “Why did you do this, this way?” He glared at both of them, asking, “What the fuck?”

Neither Illustrious or Fairy Moon had the decency to look ashamed.

Maid Maria, who was currently between rooms, winced, as though she realized she had stepped in dog shit. At least one person here was capable of empathy. Maria was probably younger than both Illustrious and Fairy Moon. Fairy Moon was older than at least one universe, though, so her way of thinking was simply…

Fairy Moon was simply alien, and that was the truth. Maybe she was incapable of true empathy? An amoral fae… Well that was pretty cliché. But the more experience Erick had with Fairy Moon, the more he realized that she was simply, truly, foreign.

Erick was still having trouble grasping that idea, though. To him, everyone was understandable if you tried hard enough. It was quite infuriating that Fairy Moon was the way she was.

Illustrious was easy to understand, though, for all her age and power and separation from the real world. She was in denial, as she said, “The Headmaster would never let you come here if you looked to help us, and we both know what we do to Wizards. If it weren’t for Fairy Moon then we would be doing that to you, right now; trading one life for a hundred. And it would be the right thing to do.”

“I gave the possibility of redemption to six Shades.” Erick rhetorically asked, “What makes you think I wouldn’t want to help your people from needing to consume Wizards just so you could move around without killing each other on Veird? Those dragon fights kill thousands each year, and according to everything I know the fact is normal dragons just cannot help yourselves. That Curse is an affliction that needs to be cured.” He added, “But maybe it is like others have said: ‘The world cannot handle a true flight of dragons’, and maybe they were right, if this is how you treat people once you have them under your sway.” Erick almost told of how maybe the Dragon Stalkers were right to murder every dragon they could find, but that was a step too far. The Stalkers were in the wrong, too, and not just because their zealotry had harmed Poi. There was no clean side in this conflict. Just pain all around.

Illustrious wanted to speak—

Fairy Moon got there first, saying, “One life for a hundred is an argument that could be agonized over for a million years, and whatever outcome came out would still be wrong, for the scales of justice wander and wither in the face of weighing lives against lives. Speak no more of this pedantry at this time, for this discussion is too large to have at the moment. We are talking of actual tasks to undertake, not theory to theorize over.”

Erick could tell (at least) that Fairy Moon seemed to love to argue, for she very much wanted to talk of the nuances of justice, but as she said: there were larger, more personal things to discuss right now. Still, Erick almost launched right into a talk of ‘justice’, if only to countermand the fae’s demands to move the conversation along.

Fairy Moon said to Illustrious, “You know the truth of Erick. Do not spread any truths discovered at this dining. Instead, be ready in all ways, and especially prepared for when [Renew] enters the Open Script. And be ready to assist with core formation and growth, for Erick will need a teacher, and one must be provided that is closer to draconic than fae.” She turned to Erick. “Before you learn Wizardry, we will speak more of this Elemental Benevolence you named back at that beach, along with several smaller ideas, for acclimation comes before academia.”

Illustrious got up from her chair, and Erick saw for the first time that she was a truly tall woman, and that was before her horns. She said, “I wish to hear more of this new House you wish to raise, Fairy Moon, but I will accept a full debrief when this orientation is over. Welcome back to Ar’Cosmos.”

— A new House? Why the fuck would Erick agree to that? Why would he agree to anything these assholes wanted, at all? Like, well… It was the easy way out. ‘Give the mugger your wallet, because it isn’t worth your life’ but Erick had thought he was past that part of his life. Apparently not, though.

… Obviously he wasn’t past this part of his life. 

Erick scowled a little, but he was unsure who he needed to be scowling at the most. Everyone here deserved a lot of scowling, though. Perhaps some more snappy snipes, too. There wasn’t much else that Erick could do in this situation, anyway, because he couldn’t summon more Ophiel, Ophiel couldn’t summon more Ophiel (Erick had tried once, just to see what would happen, and he got a minor Error message from the Script… But they were in Ar’Cosmos now… Could he…? Something to test later), and he didn’t want to risk Ophiel being taken away from him, anyway. If he acted out, at all, besides with words, which seemed to be okay, then there would be consequences. Erick didn’t want to experience any more of those consequences, thank you very much. He was still reeling from the horror of having all his bodily autonomy and mind taken away from him, but he was able to compartmentalize that.

… That compartment was getting pretty full, and like an overfull closet, Erick couldn’t close the door anymore. Stuff kept spilling out. He would need time and calm and… not this, if he were ever to regain his full sanity.

And yet, Erick maintained.

Fairy Moon said, “I am not sure if it will be a House, but it might have to be. Whatever Erick makes needs to last for All Always and the usual way to do that is with pervasive life, for Elemental Benevolence will be this New Cosmology’s anti-Sundering Element.” She frowned a little at nothing in particular, saying, “I do not want to go through that Sundering nonsense ever again, and I don’t want anyone else to, either, but this act of Creation will be challenging, because Erick has already been set upon the path of Paradox.” She got up from her chair, and she seemed like a child compared to the very tall Illustrious. She said, “Your welcoming is well received, Illustrious. I look forward to auditing the House after I get Erick settled in with some proper scrolls and spellwork.”

Illustrious’s eyes had been wide with every new announcement from Fairy Moon. Her voice was a whisper, “Anti-Sundering—” She recovered. “An auditing will be availed to you whenever you wish.” She bowed, then she left the dining room, down the tunnel toward what Erick could only assume was the front entrance.

Fairy Moon turned toward Erick, saying, “The Dragon Curse is only part of the reason for that hungry look she gave you in the beginning.”

Erick felt whiplash as he reoriented to Fairy Moon.

Fairy Moon continued, “The Script itself is a terrible burden for all beings who ascend, for it makes their mana no longer their own, and monster and man alike is forced to take in the mana of the conquered, or be driven insane with anger like the common monster.” Fairy Moon gained a bit of her own anger, but it was well controlled, as she said, “When Idyrvamikor laid down that Dying Law against his murderous brother, it only compounded the problem of being a dragon on Veird…” Her voice trailed off as she looked away.

Erick could infer a lot from Fairy Moon’s sudden bout of emotion.

The woman obviously had had some sort of relationship with Idyrvamikor, and she probably knew the most about what the Dragon Curse was. Perhaps this was why she threw in with the dragons. Perhaps she was the one who even made the Gate Network in the first—

… No. There were too many ways Erick could be wrong about that. He stopped himself from making any preconceived notions. He decided to just ask her.

“Did you make this land?” Erick asked, “Or did you take the Gate Network laid down by the Old Dragonkin and make it into something larger?”

Fairy Moon continued to gaze out at nothing for a long moment, then she turned to Erick, asking, “How much do you know of this land? Of the current-day workings but also of the founding years of what was to be the greatest civilization in this New World?”

“Of history, I know the broad strokes.” Erick said, “The founding of the Old Dragonkin Gate Network happened in year 2 or 3 in what would eventually become the Forest of Glaquin. There were a few decades of peace and then came the Death of All Halves, in year 25, which was caused by the Old Demons in their efforts to create their own hybrid human people, the incani, and to deny the angels their alvani; the half angels.

“Fully repairing the Script from the Death of All Halves caused the creation of the orcols, combining orcs and trolls into one people, which caused the Rage Wars. [Teleport] didn’t come along till year 100 or so, though, so the Gate Network left by the Old Dragonkin was the only way to get around Veird in any timely manner, so the orcols tried to capture the Gate Network. They succeeded some, which caused the Rage Wars to spread nearly unchecked.

“But all the rest of the world eventually fought the orcols to a standstill and then Aloeth, the elven goddess of beauty, captured the Rage of the orcols and transformed herself into Aloethag, actually ending the war. But by that time the Old Dragonkin Gate Network was in tatters.

“Idyrvamikor’s Dragon Curse happened somewhere in there, I think, but I do not know the exact timing, or the circumstances involved. His name is scrubbed from the history books.” Erick said, “I also have no idea how you are involved, or how the dragons came to be here, or anything of note with why it is the way it is, except for that dragons can come to Ar’Cosmos and not be affected by the Dragon Curse.” He added, “And Wizards can remove that Curse.” He added a bit more harshly, “And you kidnap Wizards all the time and harm them to get what you want. For multiple reasons, all of which boil down to the people of this land all doing what they want and not caring about how it affects other people, or the Curse making the people in here act certain ways, or other workings of circumstance, you are a danger to the outside world; Yet another enemy of Veird.”

Fairy Moon ignored all of Erick’s anger, saying, “It seems we are in need of a history lesson and a tour, first, for while you have touched upon the touchstones of this land, you know very little. Get up, and follow me.”

Erick got up. He asked, “I’m not really safe here, even when under your aegis, am I?”

“If you are worried about Illustrious then you are smart, but while she will try something, I will be there, and I doubt she will actually reveal your Wizardry to anyone else. If you are worried about all the lesser dragons around here, then you insult me with these words.” Fairy Moon added, “By that same token, if you get into trouble that is of your own making or if you out yourself as a Wizard, then I will only rescue you when you are nearly dead, and the secret will be too large to keep quiet if that happens.”

Erick was having a hard time understanding many things about Fairy Moon and her motivations, and he wanted clarity in this regard, so he asked, “And you’re really not out there telling everyone that I’m a Wizard? Or letting this information flow out of control?”

“I did not tell anyone. They saw your truth for themselves—”

Erick ignored the rage in his heart.

“— But in the case of Illustrious Moon and Maid Maria, they’ll both be involved in helping you become a proper Wizard and they know better than to cross my creations. That necklace will prevent any accidental reveal of your truth, though.” Fairy Moon said, “I expect this attempt at subterfuge to fail rather fast, and even faster as soon as other people realize you are here, and that you can’t do nearly as much magic as you should. If you want to play like you’re here to help us solve the Dragon Curse and to learn of Wizardry, then that lie might be manageable. Do you wish to navigate with this narrative in mind?”

“… Are you controlling my communication with the outside, too?”

“Yes.” Fairy Moon waved a hand, deciding, “We will discuss all of everything else as the present permits, but let us move to our first lesson: a true telling of legacies and legends lost to time. We go to meet with the creator of Veird’s original Gate Network.”

Fairy Moon started walking.

… Erick decided to start following.

And Erick checked himself, briefly.

For one thing, Erick was interested in finding out more about Ar’Cosmos. He didn’t think that inquisitiveness had anything to do with whatever controls Fairy Moon had put on him. In fact, most of those controls felt gone. But Erick knew those controls were just dormant.

He knew those controls were mostly dormant because he was still really fucking angry; he was capable of being angry, and capable of having murderous thoughts, like picking up the knife back on the table and driving it into Fairy Moon’s left eye. But if he tried to switch back to his Normal Form, he could not.

… He had a good reason for being angry. It had only been through his own words and demonstrated scope of what he could promise, that he was not currently being ‘Broken’ into yet another Wizard for these dragons to ‘eat’. All the good that he had done before and all the plans he had in place to do more good for everyone, including these dragons, didn’t fucking matter to any one here.

That really pissed him off. The kidnapping and everything else up until now was actually a close second compared to the rage he felt at the injustice of it all. The pure close-mindedness. The inability to see Erick’s history, and his Truth, and still judge him as incapable of helping even those who don’t deserve help at all.

The third thing making him angry was that Fairy Moon was apparently some ‘fae of justice’ or something and she couldn’t see the shit she was doing to him, or perhaps she was willfully ignorant—

Compartmentalize. Stuff that box full. Bury it in the depths of your mind and look to the brighter things in life. He was alive. Ophiel and Yggdrasil were here with him. He was clean and uninjured and had just eaten.

… And he could cycle his mana whenever he wanted. He did that as they walked, and instantly felt bet—

“You’re doing that wrong,” Fairy Moon said, “Continue as you must, but I’ll show you a better method later.”

For a long, terrible moment, Erick felt like he wanted to fall to the stone ground and lay there, pretending to be dead. Fairy Moon could see inside his soul, even when the necklace should have blocked everyone from looking, but of course she could see past it. And now Erick didn’t want to walk anywhere. He didn’t give two shits about history, no matter how much relevance it had on the current day.

He hated how much he wanted to kill Fairy Moon.

But he kept putting one foot in front of the other, and eventually those awful feelings passed into the background.

Down another hallway they went, and then toward a closed door.

Erick said, “I expect recompense for this terrible treatment.”

Fairy Moon stopped in her tracks, but she did not look at Erick.

Erick added, “And also! Before we go on, I need you to tell me why you chose to kidnap me back there. Why do you think that this is somehow ‘justice’? Why did you need to be in control of something that I was already handling without your interference?”

“My goals, then?”

Erick would take that, too. “Your goals. Unvarnished and uncomplicated.”

For a long moment Fairy Moon was quiet, then she said, “It has to do with the pedantry of arguing over one life versus a million deaths in the near future, or a trillion trillion lives in the far future when this universe inevitably allows for another Sundering. Is there a point to try for titanic civilization ever again? Perhaps not. But, perhaps, if we lay the laws down properly and prudently, and if we have the right of it in the beginning… But is that hubris? To think ourselves better than all of everyone else who came before? Better than all those who failed to find their way to Veird, or failed to stop the Sundering? Yes. This is hubris. But also: this is a topic too large to fully embrace in a single hallway’s walk, or to speak even the slightest weight it truly requires on timelines as large as star shifting in the sky.” Fairy Moon breathed, then said, “But that is my true goal. My life, and my Truth.

“I arrive at the answers to the ineffable and impose those findings on the firmament. I conform chaos and order into something more substantial, and less chaotic. I am the friend to the faithful and the lost looking for light, and the foe of all who would forswear the lives of others.

“And you, right now, are plowing heedlessly ahead. You make plans and other people perish to the sides, never to be seen ever again in this life. You think to work with the wrought and they would wring you for all you were worth, and then leave you out on your lonesome, or worse! With a sword across your neck at the dying of the day. And I see your anger against this announcement. You don’t blame yourself for trying better than all those who came before. And I don’t either. But the fact remains:

“You play with powers that you have no standing to side with, while those sides play around you, gaming for trifles of the treasure you will create.

“There were two ways this meeting between you and I could have ever possibly gone,” Fairy Moon said, “Either I would give you to the dragons, and continue my support of those sorry people, persecuted by the one who should have been cast down long ago.

“Or, I help you do this right. We build for eternity, instead of for emergency. Not a Script, but something better.

“Before I knew you as a Wizard I had high hopes for you, Erick, but then I discovered that you were the one thing that could destroy or recreate everything, as he deemed necessary. This was too much power for you, and I truly did think that you would be better off dead, or used to enact some of my own agenda; it would be a reduction of ideas and a recycling of life into what could be salvaged. But you have proven your true character by your actions and your words a thousand times over, and yet again there in that luncheon with Illustrious, you proved your character.

“And so… I have decided to help you.

“For it is as that Inquisitor of Rozeta’s has said: You are to be the firmament upon which the rest of civilization will rest. Maybe you won’t end up like Xoat, who was strewn across all of their Old Cosmology in order to enact that universe. Or maybe you will. Only time will tell.” Fairy Moon added, “All I know is that you need a lot more help, and I must give it to you. Wherever that help leads is up to you and I, and if things seem to be going wrong, and they cannot be salvaged, there will be a salvaging of a different sort, and you will not survive that event.”

Erick had a lot of thoughts about all that. Mostly, he did not like the idea of being a ‘firmament’. He just liked to help people. That didn’t mean he wanted to actually go around being the basis upon which everyone else relied.

But as Fairy Moon’s words sunk in, he realized that she was at least right about one thing: his wishes for a better world would mean a lot of changes, and those changes would cause catastrophe, and that he wasn’t being nearly tough enough on himself.

What he wanted to do was a lot larger than the simple flight of fancy that he had originally intended it to be, when he mouthed off to that Lower Trademaster of Portal, Caradogh Pogi, about cutting their Pearl Kingdom out of all trade by Erick making his own [Gate] network. Now that was him mouthing off, and to the detriment of everyone around him. That was one of the reasons he stopped himself from mouthing off again to Fairy Moon, and her idea of him being the ‘basis upon which all else would come’. Her little warning there at the end barely registered, since she had already said as much before then, but it was good to know her measure, in full.

But everything was way more complicated than Erick had ever planned.

Erick said, “All I ever wanted to do was to help people. I thought I would figure it out, eventually. Go slow. Learn what it meant to open the world to easy travel— It’s not like [Teleport] isn’t right there in the Script for anyone to take. It’s not like I’d be upsetting much, except… Travel in and out and around the Underworld would change dramatically. I didn’t even think about new worlds until everyone started talking like that. I did not think I was doing something this large when I started.”

And now he was here, prisoner of the fae.

Fairy Moon nodded, saying, “I know you don’t appreciate it now —no one ever does— but in fifty years time, if everything should work out, when you’re still out there living the life of an unchained Wizard, and anti-Sundering magic has been on Veird for 49 years, you will look upon what had happened here in Ar’Cosmos as the best possible outcome of all fractured figments. But make no mistake. This will not be easy.”

Erick breathed in, then looked to the door, saying, “I still wish you would have simply asked.”

“We both know that never would have worked.”

“… It might have.”

Fairy Moon ignored Erick’s small words and opened the door to a garden path. The sun shone brightly. The sky was a cloudy blue. The flowers smelled sweet. Beyond the path lay the five-meter high stone wall of Fairy Moon’s compound, along with a gate ten meters tall, and open.

Beyond lay a forest path.

Erick walked beside Fairy Moon, neither of them speaking, for Erick had nothing more to say, and neither did Fairy Moon. So Erick gazed around, taking in the sights.

He noticed something fucky right away, with Fairy Moon’s mansion, rising up behind them. The place had five towers, four of which were about seven stories tall with one that was ten tall, all of them scattered among three main house-like structures, each at least three stories tall. The place was practically an art piece itself, with sculptures of stone people dancing and praying and other sorts of actions, while the architecture was very gothic and solid. But it was not what Erick had seen from the windows when he came down from his room.

Erick tried to mentally chart the path they had taken to get to this point outside the garden walls, but he could not. The tower that was his bedroom had to have been 20 stories tall, and he saw none of that, and his bedroom had been on a corner tower for sure, for his tower had been smaller than the other towers by a lot, but all of the towers he now saw were about the same height.

Non-euclidean geometry? Probably. Made a lot of sense, actually.

It was just one more thing to explore with regard to [Gate], for at this proof, it seemed there truly was such a thing as ‘Fae Space’, like Tasar had named.

And so, they exited Fairy Moon’s place, stepping deeper into the forest—

They were headed away from the city, it seemed. Erick would have thought that their historian would be with all the other people. But… Guess not?

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So you know when I said this last week:

"Ahhh... Classic fae!"

It wasn't just hyperbole. 

Anyway! Hope the horrors of some mind/body control didn't freak out too many readers. This story is not about that sort of stuff, and the Mind Mages are very good at their job of keeping the Mind Magic threats to a minimum, but...

"Ahhh... Classic fae!"

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k words more! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



184, 2/2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I recently started reading Vacant Throne, which is a completed story here on RR, and it's been really good! If you want something that is finished and you might not have read before, give this story of a woman isekai'd by an angel a try. 

I also got some cover art last time from a reader!

https://imgur.com/xdehZC1

Thanks a bunch, @Dubhdarragh



                

                The forest looked mostly normal, and there was a path to follow, so it was mostly a normal walk through the woods. The evergreen trees were larger than average, though, at over a hundred meters tall and with the trunks and canopies to match, but this was certainly not the Forest of Glaquin, for every tree in the Deep Green was at least a kilometer or more in height. Ar’Cosmos was located inside the Forest of Glaquin, though. Erick still wasn’t sure how that worked, but he would likely find out soon enough.

This space had a lot of little Fae Magic touches, if you knew what you were seeing.

Two things stuck out the most to Erick. The largest event happened when they circled a large tree with decorative white-thread rope tied loosely around the trunk; they took a right, and then another right, and then another right, and they never crossed the path they had started on, even though they should have. The second major thing was that the tallest spire of Fairy Moon’s mansion always appeared through a gap in the trees, if Erick looked for it. He tested this twice to make sure he was seeing what he was seeing, but then he noticed Fairy Moon with a raised eyebrow and a knowing smirk. She was watching him figure it all out. Erick didn’t like that at all, and he almost shut down again, but he powered through that tough emotion.

All in all, his problems were not as large as they could have been. Erick had already experienced what it meant to be truly helpless once, and he was not eager for a repeat performance. He could play along…

And if Fairy Moon’s goals turned out to be true, then Erick could do what he needed to do and then get the fuck out of here. Hopefully.

The green forest gradually gave way to a land of autumn, with red and gold leaves on the trees and in golden and brown drifts nestled at the bottom of every trunk, and wrapping around every boulder. The air smelled faintly of spices and cold, but it was a far off scent.

They traveled around another roped tree, and the springtime returned, but this time the green trees were smaller. A craggy grey mountain rose in the distance, like the edge of a continental shelf rising up, dividing the land between a forest on the lower half, and a castle town on the upper cliffside. White spires and barrier walls and cathedrals rose upon that upper cliff, looking like the whole thing would both fall off the edge at any moment, and like the white stone garrison had been stable upon that land for the last millennia.

Erick and Fairy Moon had been walking for an hour and would likely walk for another hour to get all the way to that castle, which seemed to be where they were headed. All this while, Erick had been cycling his mana, and feeling a lot better for it. It was strange how much better he felt when he kept his core maintained with proper upkeep. Was this a substitute for therapy? Or was he drugging himself into complacency? Or was this Fairy Moon’s doing?

Hard to say, really.

Erick ignored that problem for now, too. He was coping. It was enough.

Eventually, they reached the mountainside below the white castle. Fairy Moon had guided them directly to a ten meter tall grey stone door that looked as though it was carved out of the rock of the mountainside. There were no guards, or obvious defenses, but then Fairy Moon went up to the door and knocked.

The grey stone transformed into white, and then simply vanished.

Beyond lay a curving hallway lined with white pillars. Bright red-flame torches in black iron sconces merrily burned away at the side of each pillar, but they still cast out white light into the deep hallway that looked as though it would have gone on forever, if not for the slight curve going left. The ground was solid white stone, and the ceiling was arched. Red flame, black iron braziers hung from the ceiling, too. Fairy Moon went in, and Erick followed—

The world transformed.

Behind them lay the hallway of white pillars and red fire. They had traveled the entire hallway in a single step.

Ahead lay a foyer of white stone with a twenty-meter tall blood-red crystal in the center, and two curving staircases leading upward on both sides. This was some central location, for sure, because everywhere Erick looked there were archways that led to ballrooms and libraries and more hallways.

And the whole place was sized for dragon sensibilities. The crystal was 20 meters tall. The arching ceiling was 50 meters high. Erick saw no dragons, or anyone else at all, but as the enormity of the castle quickly dawned on him, he saw human-sized amenities here and there. That staircase’s main steps were two meters tall, but there were side staircases set into the main one, with runners every third meter, like normal. The open doors to the library had smaller doors set into them for people to use. The books upon the massive shelves of the library looked small from this distance, but the fact that Erick could see the individual books at all meant that they were huge, but there were small, mobile ladders that were like long toothpicks leading up to those big books. Human-sized people worked here, under the dragons, or rather, above. For far above, on the ceiling, catwalks artfully crossed through open air, leading this way and that so that people didn’t have to walk where dragons stood—

The red crystal shimmered.

A red dragonkin covered in normal dragonkin scales stepped out of the crystal, onto the ground a fair distance from Erick. The man wore a sharp white dress-robe, like a mage would back at Oceanside if they were going to a party, and he had both a tail, and horns. And as the man came closer, Erick saw that he was an orcol-sized dragonkin. He reminded Erick a lot of Apogee, back at Spur, but a lot taller.

A sudden thought occurred: Had Apogee come here? He had been on the Worldly Path before. He had gotten all of the way, too, hadn’t he? But then he decided that he didn’t want to connect the people of this world with each other, or with other worlds, because none of them deserved it. Apogee had spoken of the dragon overlords of his homeworld, too, hadn’t he…

Apogee had always known how shitty these people were to others.

And now Erick understood Apogee a whole lot more. He was a grouch because he had very good reasons to be grouchy. If Erick ever made it back to Spur, he decided he would need to buy that man a drink. But that would come later.

The red dragonkin’s eyes went super wide and he almost stopped dead in his tracks as he saw Erick; there was a clear look of recognition there, though Erick thought it more of a ‘holy shit, it’s Erick Flatt’, and less a personal recognition. The man acclimated to what he was seeing quickly though, and went right up to Fairy Moon and bowed politely, asking, “May this one be of service, Fairy Moon?”

“Yes.” Fairy Moon said, “We wish for a history lesson for Erick Flatt, regarding the creation of Ar’Cosmos, along with the fall of Idyrvamikor and the creation of the Dragon Curse.”

The man looked torn for a moment. He didn’t know whether to inform Fairy Moon that his master was away, or to inform his master that Fairy Moon had come calling. Or maybe it was something to do with Erick’s presence.

The man looked up, and then back to Fairy Moon. “Master Redflame has been informed of your arrival. He asks you to wait wherever you wish to wait, and he will get to you when he can. He has been informed that Erick Flatt has come calling, too.”

Fairy Moon turned, saying, “We’ll be where we are.”

Erick watched as Fairy Moon opened a human-sized door in the wall that was not there to begin with. Beyond lay yet another massive room, with—

Fairy Moon went through and Erick followed before he was left behind.

The red servant remained behind and the door shut, and then vanished, leaving a perfectly flat expanse—

Of open air. They had walked through nothing and arrived at the center of a large room with a wooden gazebo-like structure to the side. It was the only thing in the much, much larger room and it was— Oh. It wasn’t a gazebo at all.

Erick realized he was looking up at the bottom of a massive table, at least 20 meters tall with tree-trunk thick legs and what appeared to be a small balcony on the side. A staircase wrapped around half of the table, leading up to that balcony space. Fairy Moon started walking up the curving stairs and Erick followed for fear of being left behind, again.

The rest of the room was stone with open windows from floor to ceiling, which was only 40 meters up there, maybe. Erick wasn’t quite sure. Red flame on the columns of every pillar in the room illuminated the space with white light, showing off that this was a dining room, of sorts. Erick noticed a chair by the window that was more like a massive bed than a chair any humanoid-person would use. Perhaps a large cat? As they reached the top of the table, Erick saw chairs that were sized for him and Fairy Moon, set to the side of the large table...

Yes it was a table; Erick’s initial guess had been correct. They were in a dining room and this large thing was a table with settings for 2 meter tall people on one quarter of the structure, so people could sit down and eat food on the same level as the other people, who Erick could only assume would be dragons in their full size, who would be eating on the other sides. At least they wouldn’t suffer the indignity of eating on top of the larger table; that would be like the smaller people setting themselves up as a meal, or the larger people setting themselves up to eat ‘off of the floor’.

A four meter tall red splash of crystal sat in the center of the table, no doubt for easy movement between kitchen staff, for that thing was obviously part of a quick-movement system set up inside the castle—

The pillar flames stirred to a great whirlwind of fire on the other side of the table—

Erick almost panicked.

But Fairy Moon didn’t seem to care about the whirlwind of fire. Erick decided not to feel jumpy, too, because apparently he was goddamned jumpy these days. Or maybe just recently? No… This had been going on for a while. Everything was surprising him and it was only getting worse.

He cycled his mana and felt calmer.

Anyway. The fire in the braziers on the pillars came to life and a massive wyrm-like dragon spilled out into the room and solidified on the other side of the table. Redflame, for this had to be him, stood as tall as Erick expected him to stand, and for some reason Erick’s thoughts wandered to wondering if the man was connected to Arbor Redarrow back in Treehome, if only because of the name and how Arbor Redarrow had an Old Dragonkin-shaped false-person body.

Redflame stood tall past the edge of the wooden table, but only the tallest several meters of him showed; his face and up to his arms. He had to bend his neck over to make his position comfortable enough to eat, though, and Erick wondered just how comfortable that could actually be. Whatever!

His voice was warm fire and solid strength, “Welcome to my home, Fairy Moon.” He turned to face Erick, and he smirked, “And Erick Flatt.”

A woman dragonkin stepped out of a red crystal on the table, pulling a cart behind her like she was stepping out of a kitchen door. A full roast cow came out on the cart that resembled a large plate, and the woman moved it over toward Redflame where she locked it into position on the table. A second server came out with smaller meals for both Erick and Fairy Moon.

While Erick was busy realizing that Redflame knew him, which of course he did, he was also mentally wrestling with the idea that he was somehow in a baby chair at the ‘adult table’. His server set down a beer and a water for Erick, while Fairy Moon got wine to go with her food.

Fairy Moon readily took the wine and had a sip, saying, “You always do have the best vintage, Redflame.”

Erick followed along and sipped his beer, since it seemed like the right thing to do, and everyone was watching him out of the corner of their eyes. After he had a sip of the quite good beer —it tasted like amber honey— everyone relaxed.

Redflame even gave a little chuckle. “Is it good?”

Erick honestly said, “It’s great. Love it.”

Redflame smiled wide, though he tried to keep his teeth mostly hidden while he did so. White fangs still showed a little. “I was wondering when you would show up here in Ar’Cosmos. I was all prepared to shove my weight around and prevent a war to talk to you on even terms, and to get Fairy Moon to assist you, too, since you seemed to be amenable.” He looked to the gem on Erick’s neck, saying, “I am glad to see that I didn’t have to do any of that.”

Erick felt a wave of sudden, unexpected gratitude at those words.

It passed quickly.

“I would have loved for that to have been what happened. But that is not what happened at all.”

Redflame’s eye ridges went up. And then he glanced from Erick to Fairy Moon, and then back, then he stared at Fairy Moon and frowned. He muttered, “… You didn’t.”

“I did because I had to.” Fairy Moon said, “Adjustments needed to be made due to certain discoveries, and so I made those adjustments. I would have preferred diplomacy, too.”

Erick glared, but then he just sighed.

Redflame kept his frown, but then he glanced around, speaking his thoughts, “What could have happened? As far as publicly known Erick wasn’t going to Melemizargo to get [Gate]… Ah?” His face fell. “The wrought have a Wizard— No wait. Not that. … No. I give up. What changed—” Excitedly, he looked to Erick, saying, “Oh! Of course! I know. It’s that [Renew] you were working on! Wasn’t it! Oh, with that you should be able to gather up enough mana to enact some near-Wizardry of your own in a decade or two.” Fervor faded. “… It might be enough. Don’t think Melemizargo would let you linger that long on the Path… Nor would the wrought. And if you made [Renew] even at tier 4 or 5, proving that capability exists in the mana, then that would lead to Wizardry, too.” He nodded, like he had solved a puzzle. “That is my final guess. Am I right?”

Near-Wizardry through [Renew]?

Erick did not like the sound of that.

Fairy Moon said, “A lot has happened since last we supped. Rozeta has come to me demanding details of magics to make Sunderings never happen ever again, for all always. And then, when I spoke with Erick and the heads of the wrought on the beach of the world tree, Erick’s Path twisted. It demanded he make this miracle happen. And so, that is but one of the reasons he was rescued from the wrought—”

“Rescued!” Erick said, “Are you fucking kidding—”

Fairy Moon waved him off like a child. “He doesn’t believe me at this moment, but that’s normal.”

Redflame glanced away from Erick, saying to Fairy Moon, “You shouldn’t have done that. I had diplomatic plans in place should he show. We all had plans. You would have known this if you spend more than a day here every five years, or if you talked to anyone else besides Illustrious and your Maid Maria.” He said to Erick, “You’re quite the divisive topic around here, you know. I heard that House Handinoi tried to attack you to get you to come to us when it became clear you weren’t receiving our letters, or our other attempts to reach you. Of course House Handinoi’s largest attempt didn’t work either, though, and now they have Dragon Stalkers coming their way, and what’s more: you went to that Ordoonarati fellow instead. Fate twisted hard to make this not happen until now.” Redflame said, “Ordoonarati is a vile little hermit who wants nothing more than to live in his grasslands; very regressive, that one.” He looked to Fairy Moon. “You still could have handled this better.”

Fairy Moon shrugged and dug into her meal like she hadn’t just eaten three hours ago.

Erick eyed Redflame, though. “… You sent letters?” he asked, having a hard time reading Redflame to tell if he was lying or not. He didn’t seem to be, but what the fuck did Erick know about anything? Not a whole lot, apparently.

“We tried, but after the first three attempts ended in the outing of a dragon, that plan was stopped.” Fairy Moon said, “We think Melemizargo was intercepting them, directly.”

“No one was willing to risk a personal visit, either.” Redflame said, “Too much of a chance that one of us would encounter each other out there, where who knows what could have happened. No. It is probably better that you are here now, even if your arrival was under stressful methods. Especially if you want to solve the Sundering problem!” Redflame huffed a small laugh, saying, “Good Fire! That’s a tough one. Well time enough for all that.” He turned to Fairy Moon. “Now that you’re here and look to be here for a while, Fairy Moon, I have lots of things to discuss with you but that will have to happen later.” He turned to Erick. “And now that you’re here, Erick, I desire to speak with you about [Renew]. As I implied earlier, you might be able to work a [Renew] into coalescing mana into a crystal that, once large enough, you can enact a small Wizardry, based on the starter mana crystal. My own plans for this particular magic are theoretical and— Ah! This is all out of order. I had plans and I am being unconscionably rude. We can do all of those plans later, too. For now—” He asked, “You all came here for a reason, I take it? Something about history?”

“… Well now I kinda want to ask about this idea of [Renew] leading to Wizardry.” Erick said, “I hadn’t even considered that. No one has.”

In retrospect, maybe he should have.

As far as Erick’s understanding of Wizardry went, anyone could enact ‘wizardry’ if they gathered enough personal, focused mana, but the timescales for that gathering were rather rough on most people. Everyone naturally produced mana, including non-Wizards. Normal people produced 10 mana per day, but dragons produced about 500-5000, according to Rozeta. In the Old Cosmology there were immortals who had cultivated their own mana for centuries just so they could create within their souls the perfect magic, and then use that magic. Wizards made millions of mana over a period of days, though, so it was very easy for them to make and cast Wizardry.

Erick still wasn’t clear on the exact difference between shaping mana and casting spells, and whatever the fuck Wizardry with mana crystals was, but he would likely find out soon enough.

Except...

Erick had serious doubts that [Renew] would allow for easy Wizardry. He let that doubt show, saying, “I don’t think it would work like that. For one, even if people are using the mana gifted to them by the Script, to prop up spells that they did not make themselves, the end result is a spellwork consisting of the input mana of everyone; not single-source mana. As far as I understand you need perfect, self-created mana to make wizardry.” He added, “At least that’s how I understand it.”

Redflame smiled, saying, “My final goals are likely unreachable, but I am still going to try, for there are historical records of wide scale muddled-Wizardry being enacted in ritual by a thousand mages at once, with each one of them attuned to the ritual and to each other. [Renew] should be able to shortcut this level of organization to some degree, but we shall see! I’m very glad that you are here in Ar’Cosmos now, Erick, because I have the mana necessary to make [Renew] at Basic Tier, and I want to! I have been saving up for just such a special occasion. I would dearly like to speak to you of what you think is necessary, and if I succeed, then I will gift this magic to you, and you can take it back to Veird with you when you go.” Erick surely had a surprised expression on his face, because Redflame’s own face morphed into joy. “And that is my spiel to you. Most of it, anyway. It was all in the letter, but you never got it, which is fine. You’re here now.”

“Why do you want [Renew], though?” Erick asked.

“Because I can hand it out to you and help you in your goals, but I can also hand it out to all my own people, too.” Redflame said, “Upkeep on a castle this large and on the borders of Ar’Cosmos is costly and [Renew] would solve most of those costs. And then there’s the big hope…” Redflame got a shine in his eyes, as he said, “If [Renew] is actually capable of Wizardry, then we will be able to cease our hunting of wild Wizards out in Veird and still be able to Paradox every newborn child into one of our three Houses. Maybe we could even undo the source of the Curse itself by targeting through an afflicted and hitting Kirginatharp. Ohh! Now that is the dream!”

For a long moment, Redflame’s hope for the future mirrored Erick’s, and he felt a deep kinship. This man had gone after [Gate], and according to the rules to get [Gate], he had to be the kind of person who wanted to expand civilization through the use of [Gate]. That was pretty much exactly Erick’s idea of [Gate], too.

Erick almost blurted out that he had created [Renew] already, and that Redflame’s experiment was already out there and ready to be performed. But he could not.

Not after being kidnapped into this land. Not after the shit that he had been put through. But mostly, because that would be outing himself as a Wizard, right then and there, and he didn’t trust anyone in this land. Not yet. Maybe not ever.

But something didn’t sit right.

He asked, “If you can do small Wizardry already with the mana you already have, then why not use that to free your children from the Curse?”

Redflame blinked a bit, then eyed Erick from afar. “… Ah. You truly know nothing of this land, do you?” He nodded. “Ah. I see it now. I see why Fairy Moon stole you away— To answer your question: We do use our small-wizardry to free as many children as we can. It’s an imperfect system we can only do every other year, for one person, but it is not nearly enough and those freed usually end up as dragonkin. It is rare that we can make full dragons. Sometimes the process goes well…” His voice trailed off. He came back. “Ar'Cosmos is at its population and mana and self-Wizardry cap. The only way we have found to actually expand is to use real Wizards.” He added, “And just so you know: We do treat our Wizards well, here in Ar’Cosmos. I know you likely have some wrong-headed ideas of what we do to our Wizards here, because in Veird they kill and imprison them, or strip them of their power and leave them to languish in some watched-over city. But here in Ar’Cosmos we do try to see that they are comfortable and happy and fulfilled.” He looked sad for a moment. “We’ve fallen so far from the heights of the Old Cosmology, but it is what it has to be, for the Old Wizards truly did destroy the Old Cosmology.”

Erick had a lot of thoughts about that. He picked one, and asked, “Did they truly kill the Old Cosmology?”

“… Well.” Redflame said, “That’s a course of study at the arcanaeum. If you wish to audit classes while you’re here you may do so at your leisure. We even have some former Wizards there, if you wish to speak to them? If you do find any nascent Wizards out there in Veird to help you make your [Gate]— I might be able to help with [Renew], but certainly not with [Gate]. If you find any Wizards, I would have you know that we don’t just ‘Break’ them and steal their power and then throw them away like they do out there on Veird. We do treat them well, and between Fairy Moon and I and an untouched Wizard, we could certainly help you to make [Gate] if you find a Wizard of sufficient power.”

He had already received such an offer from Stratagold.

Erick decided to tell them that. “Yours is a competing offer from the one I got in Stratagold.”

Redflame smiled wide, though he tried to keep his fangs hidden. “Tell me how to tip the scales and I will do so.”

Fairy Moon brought the conversation back around, “But before all that, we need you to explain the history of Ar’Cosmos; Erick has no basis for understanding our problems, yet. He still has many wrong-headed ideas.”

Erick did not have that many wrong-headed ideas in his head… Probably.

“Oh yesyesyes. I’m simply excited; don’t mind me,” Redflame said, waving an arm. “Where would you like to start?”

Fairy Moon said, “Begin before the Sundering, and continue on until the stabilization of Ar’Cosmos and the Three Houses. Tell all the secrets that you usually leave out. Erick is on the Path and he needs to know of [Gate], but keep most of that talk for another time.”

“Oh my.” Redflame lost a bit of his mirth. “That far back? I usually don’t go that far back in my lesson plans. Modern day history is much more relevant. Also: those secrets are graduate level work and they put ideas into people’s heads— Op! Wait. Yes. He’s on the Path. Of course. Might as well lay down the truth as early as I can.”

If Erick was reading him right, Redflame wasn’t sad or angry about the Sundering. Perhaps he had put it behind him? Most immortals Erick knew had not.

“Erick doesn’t know the true story of Idyrvamikor, either,” Fairy Moon said.

“Ah. Well. You would tell that part better than I, but I will give the usual seven-hour Sundering Lecture with the usual caveats. Feel free to eat and drink while I speak, or to ask for a break, for I know I will be taking some breaks now and then.”

Erick sipped his beer and settled in. The beef was great, but he was still full from lunch, and yet… he could eat again. It was quite good.

Redflame nibbled on his cow, which involved biting off a leg and swallowing it whole. He followed this with draining half a barrel full of ale. He licked his lips with a curling non-forked tongue, then he smiled, and began, “Back before the Sundering, I was doing the same thing as I do now; teaching history. That universe was very different from this universe, but mostly it was the same…”







- - - -

The Sundering happened on a Fourthday while I was teaching a class on the history of the Radiant Depths. By a quirk of fate I happened to look out the window and saw Primal Lightning consume my homeworld’s sister plane. I and a hundred thousand of the people I could reach within the next hour managed to bunker down in what you all would call my [Gate Space], which would one day become Ar’Cosmos, but we’re getting ahead of ourselves. I didn’t get a second hour to search for more survivors. The Sundering ripped through my home plane and severed all the Paths leading everywhere.

We were cast adrift, along with the [Gate Space]s of every other person who had ever managed to make the spell, and who managed to get inside before the Primal Lightning came. There were quite a few of us, huddling down for safety in the Deep Paths, gathered together, but as the Old Cosmology began to fully collapse, even those spaces weren’t proof enough against The End.

When the Primal Lightning crossed the mana ocean, it left the Yawning Voids in its wake, and those True Voids eventually began to link together. Our gathered Paths were like boats in an ever-shrinking ocean. This is why we had gathered; it was not by choice, but by the magical laws of the Old Cosmology. We didn’t understand that foible right away, but we did soon enough.

And as the ocean drained away, some of those Paths began to fall into the Voids, even though we could not see them, or touch them, or know them at all.

Almost all of those Paths fell into the Yawning Void. I and the people I rescued were lucky, though. We managed to stay afloat in the mana ocean. We found solidity on Veird.

The rest of our time in the Old Cosmology you surely know. The final trip into the Yawning Void. The Script holding us together. The sacrifice of gods and monsters and everything that could not survive on the other side for at least a few minutes. In those few minutes, we lost so very many [Gate Spaces], but then the Grand Translation happened. We survived.

Pure chaos followed for about four years; both on Veird and also inside all the surviving [Gate Space].

There were wars everywhere on Veird, both above and below. Melemizargo killed 95% of everyone in the Underworld. About 50 different [Gate Spaces] from just as many Travelers were set adrift as their owners were killed or lost to the Deep Paths, trying to get back to the Old Cosmology. The fae took over about 50 other [Gate Spaces] from their owners and had their own Fae Wars out of sight of everyone else, for the Script trapped them all here on Veird, even those who should never be left in the same room together. A lot of them just went insane. Most fae actually committed suicide-by-wrought as they left the Paths and sought rest. Temporary rest, but all the same; effectively dead.

For the fae normally cannot die, you see. They are reborn in the mana with the memories of who they were before, but those memories are like faded thoughts. And thus, most fae passed on from this world, one way or the other.

Fairy Moon stayed, though. She’s been killed and reborn countless times, choosing to come back each time to ensure the stability of Ar’Cosmos, because of a pact formed between myself and her soon after the Sundering.

I normally would not tell you the wording of the Pact, for it was a sacred act of cooperation made between us back then, but she has told me to tell you, and so I will.

“To never forsake and to always help flourish, no matter the times or tribulations that may occur. To never ask for something that cannot be given. To always give what you can.”

It was actually a marriage vow, for those were some crazy times back then. Ah! Anyway. We still love each other in our own ways, but Fairy Moon is a hundred lifetimes removed from that old life, and I would not hold her to the marriage part of those vows, but the old vows still hold when we wish them to hold.

And so, Fairy Moon is reborn in Ar’Cosmos, and Ar’Cosmos is about a thousand times larger than it could be otherwise. Normally, [Gate Spaces] are much smaller than this. Normally, they’re about the size of a field of flowers with a hundred different waypoints of travel. The extra space in this land is attributed to those early years, when we spent 25 years gathering up all the [Gate Spaces] left by those who had passed on. Due to that, Ar’Cosmos was the size of Glaquin itself. It was almost a whole plane separated from Veird and the Script, and we had taken in all kinds of refugees who could not live inside the constraints of the Script. We even had a few rescued fae, other than Fairy Moon, but those people have mostly gone to their temporary rests, for now.

It was a complicated, messy time.

Fairy Moon died a few times, going on more dangerous missions. And one time she came back with Idyrvamikor at her side; her new husband. I was furious of course. But Idyrvamikor was, at the time, the strongest dragon on Veird, and so he had a certain amount of power over all the other dragons, including me. Not Rozeta, though, or Melemizargo, of course. I did not fight Idyrvamikor’s arrival, and after a while, I decided I did not want to. He was a good man who proved his goodness, and Fairy Moon and I were quits, anyway.

Idyrvamikor had come to Ar’Cosmos on a mission, though. A mission of peace to finally ascend to Rozeta’s Second, to fully stabilize the Script. To patch up old wrongs and make right the future. But more specifically, Rozeta had sent him on a mission to secure his power as the Second and to stop the small fights that he and Kirginatharp were getting into all the time. So he came here, and he tried to secure our power under his aegis.

Now that man was a true Wizard, in every sense of the word. He moved and magic moved with him. He spoke and magic made his words true. He wanted the best for everyone, and he did what he needed to do to get it done.

This was 24 years into the New Cosmology.

At this time, Ar’Cosmos was still quite close to Veird. The Script was actually active in this place, but it was a figment of what it is on Veird. You had to touch specific stones to gain access to your Status; it was a compromise...

And then, in late Year 25, the Death of All Halves occurred.

The Old Demons enacted a Demonic change upon the Script, and the mana followed the Script’s decree. All of the Old Dragonkin died. All of my children. All of my nephews and nieces and neighbors and 90% of everyone I worked with on a daily basis.

It was another Sundering, of a different sort.

All of the [Gate Space] that we had managed to gather instantly began to fray and split and fall off into the True Void, for the controllers of those Gates and the people we had appointed were either broken, or dead. An entire civilization of dragonkin died all at once.

In this crisis, Idyrvamikor helped to contain and strengthen some of our Ar’Cosmos, to prevent further disaster, but he was needed elsewhere. He went out into the world to fix the problem with the Script before the whole world broke apart.

Idyrvamikor succeeded, but halfway through his success, Kirginatharp attacked, for Idyrvamikor was weakened by his act of High Wizardry. Kirginatharp would not have won that battle, it would have been one of their normal spats, if not for Melemizargo intervening and securing Kirginatharp’s victory.

Now. I will say this:

The truth of that battle is only known to the dead, the insane, and the one that yet lives but who has his own version of events. I would not call him a liar, but I would not call him a truth-teller, either.

The outcome of this horrendous act was myriad.

The first outcome was the orcols. Some people argue that the orcols came about directly because Kirginatharp attacked when Idyrvamikor was in the middle of his High Wizardry. Some argue that Idyrvamikor was too in tune with the dead and the hateful of the world when he was dealing with all that death, so he created the orcols on purpose, and he would have combined all people into one, erasing all lines of race and species and preventing all wars based on those lines, ever again. Some say that this act was too full of Idyrvamikor’s rage, and in doing this, he created Elemental Carnage and put it inside the orcols, and that Idyrvamikor had planned this, and thus he needed to be stopped. Some say that Idyrvamikor was always full of Elemental Carnage, and he used that dangerous power to good cause, but the orcols and the Rage were an accident. Some say that Idyrvamikor called for aid against his brother Kirginatharp, and the orcs and the trolls responded first, and thus they were caught up in Idyrvamikor’s spiral of power.

That was only half of the battle, though.

The other half was when Kirginatharp responded with Wizardry of his own, and attempted to wrest all of Idyrvamikor’s power from him. The outcome of that was recorded for all time; made indelible onto Dragon Essence itself, if you know how to look. But it also might be just something that Melemizargo did, all on his own.

Kirginatharp Cursed.

Idyrvamikor laughed in the face of True Death, and his laughter was a Curse as well.

Melemizargo did something at the exact wrong time.

Hate melded with hate. Rage melded with rage.

And thus was born the Dragon Essence Curse.

I knew none of this at the time, though. I explain this here, at this juncture, simply because that was how it chronologically happened.

The next part is a complete blur, for I was also afflicted by that Curse. Every single dragon was. The Death of All Halves almost caused the extinction of us dragons, too. So I will touch upon some major points and skip over most of what came next. Mostly, it was war.

The Rage Wars.

Back then, [Teleport] had not yet been invented. All we had to move around easily were the [Gate Space]s that were now falling apart and also untended. The newly-formed orcols came for those [Gate Spaces] in order to spread their war. The war progressed, but I didn’t care. In my own personal Rage I killed everyone in my [Gate Space] and finally knew peace. I instantly went the way of Melemizargo; rejecting the Script-filled world, trying to find the way back to the Old Cosmology, even though I knew it was impossible.

But the Deep Paths were still there.

In my grief, and my pain, and with every Path rapidly filling up with Orcols, who were the only people I could stand to be around for we shared a kind of Rage, but it was not the same, and so we could not coexist.

I took my Gate Network and twisted it. I knew that the Script was ‘distant’ inside Ar’Cosmos, so I went deeper with that Truth. Deeper than anyone should ever go in the Paths. I could have fallen off into the True Void at any moment in time, but I did not care. I was running. And then a curious thing happened. As I ran, I felt better. As I ran faster, I felt better faster. The Rage slowly drained away as the Path became ever-more twisted and distant.

And so, I buried myself in the Path until I was under so many layers of distance that I found my salvation once again.

I found Fairy Moon in the mana. It wasn’t till then that I knew that I had not been running from pain, but running toward love. In that act of reconnection the Rage finally left. I revived Fairy Moon, and she brought me back to myself.

In this act, we lit the way toward the future.

This land would eventually blossom into the Ar’Cosmos of today; a respite from the Dragon Blood Curse that exists only out there in Veird.

Fairy Moon and I reconnected, but I would not leave this land. The world out there was too painful. So she left instead, and she returned with refugees. No dragons, though. All of those who had survived were in deep hiding. We began to grow Ar’Cosmos once again, though even 1400 years later it has still not reached the heights of those first 25 years, Post Sundering.

Eventually, though, after stabilization occurred, I went upward and outward for the first time in three decades.

The Rage came back in small parts and then deeper, the closer I got to Veird. I thought my core had been completely corrupted by the actions of Idyrvamikor and Kirginatharp, though I did not know that the problem was a lot deeper than that until later. I did what anyone does when their core does not suit them: I divested myself of it. It still had some use, though, so I set it down in Ar’Cosmos and gave it the assignment of stabilizing the land. It worked. This system continues to work to this day.

And so I went out into Veird without any problems at all, searching for answers to what had happened between Idyrvamikor and Kirginatharp and the orcols and the Rage and all the rest. I had heard snippets from refugees, but none of them had a complete story.

I needed to find out what had happened.

There was only one dragon living openly, though, so I went to the only place I could to find answers. I went to Oceanside, and I visited Kirginatharp. This was a mistake.

I learned, first hand, that something had happened to Dragon Essence itself. I barely survived the battle, and only because I was able to kowtow to Kirginatharp and almost die in the process, while also escaping back to Ar’Cosmos.

Kirginatharp knows I exist, though, and his Curse compels him to eat the hearts of every dragon he finds, and to rip the essence out of every person who so much as touches Dragon Essence. He is cursed with the original Curse. There is no saving him, for he likes it that way, for the Curse makes him like it that way. It is a self-deepening spell.

And that is the problem.

The problem is the Script, and the Curse. They are a self-recreating cycle. The Curse exists, and so the Script makes the Curse exist, but the Script makes the Curse, so the Curse makes the Script make it all over again. It would take an act of Wizardry on the level of the now-dead Idyrvamikor to break that cycle.

But anyway.

Ar’Cosmos is a land divided from Veird, where dragons can live and where the Script is too far distant, through winding, tricky Pathways, to allow for the Dragon Blood Curse to reach us here. But we have found ways to go back to Veird and not be affected by the Curse; mostly, this involves dragons leaving their cores behind when they come here, and then they’re okay. Every trip into Ar’Cosmos is a permanent weakening of the dragon who makes the journey, but there is no other way to keep the Curse out of this land.

Except to shift one’s Dragon Essence into something else.

And so, that is what we do. In those first years after we started reestablishing Ar’Cosmos, an orcol Wizard was brought in by Fairy Moon. This man managed to turn my Dragon Essence into Carnage Essence, which is not the same thing at all, but functionally, for me, it is. I can now travel on Veird without falling prey to the Curse. It was the only way.

But make no mistake: Dragon Essence itself is not the problem.

Kirginatharp and the Curse and the Script; These are three individual problems that reinforce each other, and which Rozeta is content to let happen.

Some people prefer to live as what they would call ‘True Dragons’ here in Ar’Cosmos. I am not one of those people, but I would not begrudge anyone their own choices in this life.

Anyway. Eventually, Fairy Moon found two more Wizards of great skill, and that is how we got the three Great Houses of Ar’Cosmos.

House Handinoi, also known as House Fae. Current Matriarch by the name of Illustrious Moon. She has held the position for the last 1100 years and done great things with it, ensuring that outside Wizards are continually found and brought into the fold, so that we might keep them safe and also prevent them from breaking the world ever again. House Fae are the builders of Ar’Cosmos, and the keepers of the Path.

House Welixor, also known as House Death. Current Patriarch by the name of Inferno Maw. He has held the position for 800 years. He ascended to his position as Master Necromancer at the young age of 125. He and his necromancers oversee the outside defense of Ar’Cosmos; they guard the Paths in, and out.

House Fizacaw, also known as House Carnage, is my own house, though I stepped down as patriarch many, many years ago. Current Matriarch by the name of Bright Smile. She has held that position for the last 150 years. We are responsible for the defenses inside Ar’Cosmos.

Then there are the unaligned dragons; those with unshifted Dragon Essence who come and go, but who are unable to settle down either due to personal choice of not wanting to shift their Essence, or unable to get a shift, due to the lack of Wizards.

And…

Hmm.

I think that’s it. Yes.

Oh, sure, there’s 1300 years of history I’m leaving out, but that’s not important right now, since all the actual [Gate Space] stuff is mostly from those early years or better explained by Fairy Moon and others in House Fae. I did not make my [Gate Space] myself; I walked the Worldly Path back in the Old Cosmology, and the Darkness helped me take that final step. The fae have always been inside any [Gate Space] they ever wished to find, though. Mostly they just leave people alone unless you go poking at them directly.

One thing I will say, though, is that unless you’re willing to support the growth of civilization, like I am, then you are simply never going to get [Gate Space], no matter what sort of tricks or knowledge you learn. Of that, I am certain.







- - - -







Erick sat back in his chair. Breaks had been had and drinks had been sorted and Erick switched to water and light mead somewhere around hour 3. But Redflame was a great speaker. Erick almost forgot his own problems with Fairy Moon in that half a day of listening; in hearing how she always worked hard to rescue so many others.

Erick hoped that was true, and not propaganda.

Erick was pretty sure it was true enough. Redflame definitely gave off the air of a true historian who knew his stuff, and wanted to impart the truth to you as much as ‘truth’ could exist in the chaotic depths of history. Redflame had even said as much a few times during his lecture, in the more controversial parts.

And now the lecture was over.

Redflame finished off another barrel of his own mead, smiled, then asked, “Questions?”

“A lot, but I will content myself with one:” Erick asked, “If Ar’Cosmos is under space constraints, then why is there a whole empty forest out there?”

Redflame smiled wide again, but he was still very aware that he had large fangs, so he smiled without showing his teeth. “An astute observation! That’s all a fae trick. If you could see through the Paths then you would see that it’s ten people per ten square meters, and some of us are dragons! Ah ha! But yes— There are space constraints here. We try to keep everyone comfortable by hiding that as much as we can.”

“… How does that work?”

“As good as we can make it work,” Fairy Moon said. “Actual learning on that subject would need to happen at House Fae, though, with Illustrious Moon and my people. Redflame can manage the land, but he cannot make it more.”

“Quite right!” Redflame stretched up to his full height. “And I think that’s a good place to leave it, for now. I would give you a token to let you return here whenever you wished, if you desire, Erick. I’m sure we have lots to discuss!”

“I would take that token.” Erick said, “And be back later. I have a lot to think about right now.”

Redflame nodded, then turned his eyes to the part of the table directly in front of Erick, where his plate had been. His eyes flickered. A bright red flame coalesced out of the air and shrunk down into a tiny ruby ring. “Just wear that however you wish and you can always find your way here.”

Erick picked it up, but he did not put it on. He slipped it into a pocket, saying, “This is a welcome gift.”

Redflame smiled. 

Fairy Moon stood from her chair, saying, “I would take the shortcut back home.” With a smirk, she added, “It was good seeing you again, my ‘husband’.”

“And you as well, ‘wifey’.” Redflame said, “Ah! And now I must get back to my students. I gave them the day off but then there’s the night classes. I will prepare all my [Renew] materials for when you decide to show, Erick. I look forward to working with you! And I hope you get [Gate Space] working, without Melemizargo’s Wizardry. Even if he is acting better these days, I wouldn’t trust him.”

Fairy Moon stood from her seat. Erick followed, saying he appreciated the meal; he decided against ever saying ‘thank you’ while here in Ar’Cosmos. The large, red dragon nodded, then vanished back into the braziers on the sides of the room, and Erick and Fairy Moon walked through a white stone door that hung in midair.

- - - -

They landed in the dining room where Erick had met Illustrious Moon.

Fairy Moon held up Redflame’s red ring, saying, “I’ll give this back to you if you promise only to wear it in most-dire circumstances. I won’t have your presence portend the end of my dearest dragon.”

Erick touched his pocket, but he could already tell that yup, the ring was gone. He was slightly miffed about the small theft, but it was honestly small potatoes compared to everything else, and to the realization that just now entered Erick’s mind.

Erick said, “You’re worried that I am going to kill everyone here. That’s why you’re doing this.” He added, “You know. I would consider that rude of you, if you hadn’t overshadowed that small failure to trust with all the other ones already demonstrated.”

“I have many weary worries, and the outcomes of your actions are but one of them. Also, this ring will reveal your Wizardry to Redflame. You were smart not to put it on.”

Erick felt a chill. Yes; he had considered that a possibility when Redflame offered the chance to come back and then gave a ring to enable his return. But to have it spelled out so blatantly...

Erick asked, “What would he do if he found out?”

“About your Wizardry, or your [Renew]?” Fairy Moon asked, guessing at the rest of Erick’s thoughts without him needing to say them.

“Either.”

“A golden cage and every need met, including speaking to the outside world; the same for any Wizard we capture, but on the better end of the spectrum of fates— DO NOT get captured by anyone else from House Carnage. If such a thing looks to happen, then run to Redflame, if you are able.” After a tense moment, Fairy Moon continued, “The difference between Redflame and I is that I am willing to let you leave when you prove your power and capture the Silencing of all Sunderings, in addition to making [Gate]. But he would never let you go; you would have to force that future.”

“… I’m going to bed.” Erick looked around and saw a window. “Does the sun ever set around here? How long have I been here in Ar’Cosmos, anyway? How much time has passed on Veird?”

The sky shifted outside the window. Night crept in and barley-pink flames all throughout the house threw deep shadows and warm light across the stone and the wood and the sculptures in the walls.

“Night happens when I want.” Fairy Moon asked, “Would you like a normal cycle, or a chosen cycle?”

“… Normal solar cycle would be fine; 12 hours of sun, 12 of night.”

Fairy Moon nodded. “About five days have passed since I stole you from Stratagold, both in here and on Veird. We don’t tinker with time here in Ar’Cosmos; it gets too confusing.”

Erick nodded, then held out his hand. “Ring.”

Fairy Moon handed the ring over.

And then Erick walked off, saying, “Good night!”

“Your room is down the other hallway. Just follow your necklace; it will always lead you there.”

Erick turned around and went the other direction. And now that he tried to feel his necklace… Yup. It was pulling him in that direction. The ring, now in his pocket, was pulling him in a different direction. Well okay then.

Fairy Moon said, “Sleep well.”

Erick hurried to get out of the woman’s direct line of sight, but he wasn’t foolish enough to think that that was something he could ever actually do.







- - - -







Back in his room and once again alone enough to relax, but probably not alone at all if there were truly ‘10 people inside every 10 square meters of space’, Erick instantly went to the bathroom, puked up nothing because he had eaten five hours ago, and then he had a nice long bath. As steam rose all around him and Ophiel played in the water, Erick watched a very large, subtly green sliver of a moon cross the sky outside the picture window. It was an unnatural moon, and it was only half there. The parts that were in shadow actually had stars floating where the moon itself should have occluded all view. It resembled a child’s drawing, made by a kid who didn’t understand that moons were actually spherical even if parts of them were in darkness; they were not simply the slivers of light they sometimes appeared to be.

The wind blew outside. Candlelight danced all around.

Erick let himself sink into the waters. He hoped Jane was okay. How was she doing after the soul slime? What was the outcome of that? Was Spur okay? They probably were. How was Stratagold responding to Erick’s disappearance? What were Tasar and Sitnakov and Riivo doing? Had Koyabez’s church gotten the Crystal Star back, yet?

… Could he phone Phagar?

He had a hundred mana. He tried it. Nothing happened.

Ah. Well then.

Eventually, Erick surfaced, dried off, and went to bed—

He had an idea.

[Renew] as Elemental Benevolence? That could work.

… Tomorrow. He would work on that tomorrow.

















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So the mind control has rightfully put off a lot of readers.

Here are some spoilers with regard to mind control, specifically. READ AT YOUR OWN DISCRETION:


The Mind Control aspect of the story is actually mostly over as of the end of the current RR chapter. What is seen in this chapter never again happens. There are threats for more mind control throughout all of the Ar'Cosmos arc, which is still ongoing on patreon, but actual mind control against Erick will never come up again in all the rest of the story. The Mind Mages have that problem well in hand on most of Veird, after all. 



I dislike mind control too, but the fae are dangerous, and I wasn't going to nerf that danger just because Erick is the MC.



The Mind Mages in this story even have very strict moral codes, keeping Mind Magic outside of the realm of a real danger, which is from my own personal feelings on Mind Magic's place in a story.



But also, when Erick finally figures out how to become a full-fledged Wizard, he will become immune to mind control and all other attempts to physically/mentally/spiritually control his person. That is not a spoiler, btw; it's just something that has been stated multiple times before in the story as a thing that full Wizards do, just like how Shades are immune to mind control and other control-type spells.



 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k words more! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



185, 1/2


                “There are two parts to every person. The body, and the spirit.” Illustrious Moon said, “But improving those parts requires an understanding deeper than that surface.”

Erick had woken with the sun. Another swim in the bath had put him in a better mood than yesterday, and both Ophiel and Yggdrasil also seemed calmer that next morning, too. Ophiel even started off the day with a solo song of joy as the sun rose outside the windows. An invitation to breakfast ended in a nice meal that was quite a lot better than the luncheon he had had yesterday under duress. Or at least Erick had been capable of tasting it this time. Maid Maria was a good cook; he had just not been able to taste it before now. He still dined with Fairy Moon, though, and so the mood was a bit hampered by that, but their words had been simple, and Erick pressed no issues. Afterward, Fairy Moon declared that Erick would be learning proper cycling. In doing so, he would regain some of his previous magical capability through the natural growth of his core. Depending on how quickly he progressed after that, and his subsequent creation of Elemental Benevolence, he might be released in a week, or maybe a month. She wasn’t going to let him go until he could actually defend himself from the rest of the world, though.

Her words had been nice, but she made herself sound like a threat, so it was somewhat difficult to see the good in her ‘proclamation’.

And so, Erick found himself in a plain stone room, sitting upon a dense, large pillow across from Illustrious Moon. The large violet-colored lady sat on her own pillow. Her initial words of greeting had been contrite and apologetic, but only by way of her tone and body language. Her actual words had been a bit more acerbic than that, for Erick could tell she was nervous in a way she did not appreciate, and so Erick ignored her acidity as much as he was able.

The lesson began.

“The body is most commonly broken down between the body or physique, and the mind. The spirit is usually broken down between the spirit or aura, and the soul. By properly cycling your mana, you will naturally fortify every part of you, in effect, manually accomplishing what monsters do all the time, which is to grow their Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus, naturally, and without spending any Points granted by the Script.

“It is more complicated than that, though, because every person is different, with different aptitudes and body/spirit types.

“But it’s also simpler, for the prevalence of the Script has created a lot of uniformity in what was usually a unique situation for every person.

“For instance: There is no ‘Mind’ Stat, for when they were building the Script they laid down rules against that sort of mental growth. But lately, Melemizargo has invented ‘Intelligence’, which might grow the ‘Mind’ of anyone who has Intelligence, but our small tests with people who have gained that New Stat haven’t shown any natural cycling-induced growth of Intelligence.

“The only way we have found that the mind naturally grows is in those lucky young dragons who usually go on to become Mind Mages. Our spying has shown you have no actual Mind Mage capability, so I do not know what will happen there. Probably just a growth of Intelligence Stat up to a certain point, and nothing else.

“There will be many things about your future growth that will not cleave with normal convention, for you are a Wizard, and you already know your Truth, and you were pointed in a specific direction by Rozeta. But you are to be an unbound Wizard, so I will not be directing your growth at all with my own unseen aura.” Illustrious Moon said, “Fairy Moon was quite clear on that.”

Erick frowned a little. Had she just made a threat? Or was she simply informing him of the truth of the matter? Erick leaned toward the second option. But also, by mentioning her assistance with core growth, Illustrious was informing Erick of how she usually ‘helped’ other Wizards come into their power.

Was that little bit of information there, then, the explanation of how they ‘Broke’ a Wizard down certain elemental lines? To produce a Wizard that could Paradox away the Dragon Curse for a few people?

Erick tested what she meant by all that, saying, “Your unseen aura, huh.”

Illustrious sat tall upon her pillow, and everything about her shifted. Violet glows flowed away from pale violet skin, and while she had no tail in her humanoid form, she had ten tails in her aura. Those ten long, almost fluffy tails, waved behind her like a sea anemone, each one five meters tall and much taller than her. Erick was briefly taken aback, for an aura that size meant a lot of power, but then he realized that he shouldn’t have been surprised. She was the head of House Fae, and she had been in her current position of power for 1100 years, according to Redflame.

Her tails vanished.

“My unseen aura, yes.” Illustrious continued, “The method I will teach you is simple but effective for generalized growth of your core, and your form, all of which is known as the art of accretion. I have no doubt you can master accretion quickly, but now I must give my first warning:

“Accretion can have some bad side effects. If you fail to grow your core properly, you might need to tear down everything in order to fix the base problem. In the worst case scenario, this fix involves ripping your core out of your chest and not dying in the process. Such a fix is a delicate operation. Core ripping requires complete trust in another and we do not have that yet. Core ripping also requires perfect self-control and you do not have that, no matter your successes with magic.”

Erick just nodded.

“In order to show that this method works, though, I will be using this method to repair a minor spell in my core that—” Illustrious asked, “You know of how the Script implants spells in the soul, yes? How that all works? The differences between magic cast through the soul and magic manipulated into being through shaping and all that?”

Erick said, “A person makes a magic through the shaping and control of their aura, and the Script recognizes that and then implants that magic in the soul. From there, one can combine these small parts into something larger, which is how we combine magic and go up the tiers; to take [Force Bolt] and combine it with Mana Altering for Light, to get [Light Bolt]. This does not use up the base spell. Once the combined spell is inside the soul it can be cast at-will, as long as you have the mana to spend on the casting. This means no need to shape the mana all the time in order to make a spell.”

A moment passed.

“… Is that everything?”

“… Well I know I left a lot out, but is that not everything? At its most basic?”

Illustrious said, “That has left out quite a few details. The major one is the initial implanting of magic into the soul, which we will go over in addition to this lesson on cycling mana and growing your core.

“First, you must understand that the soul is mostly obscured to us, even all the way here in Ar’Cosmos. That cloudy thing you can view with [Soul Sight] or with mana sense is barely a tenth of the truth, for it takes true skill to be able to see the soul for what it is, and that truth is this: The soul is a collection of parts and connections that is too complicated to ever fully pierce. Even the best necromancers and soul summoners can only touch upon 85% of the soul.

“Looking at a soul is like being in a library, but all you can see of the books is the size, shape, and color. No titles, and you certainly cannot read any of them.

“But here is the trick to true understanding: Beyond the books, there are the library shelves and floors and walls and ceiling. The library itself is the person. The books are just the spells and experiences that belong to the person. And if you know how to look, you will see that some books are actually spellbooks.

“For our purposes, we are interested in the spell books. They are readily identifiable if you know what you’re looking for.

“In the soul of a person who has made a lot of magic, you can see that some spell books connect to larger books, like they are part of a series. To use your [Light Bolt] example, you would find that particular spell book on the shelves, but if you looked closer, you would see that [Light Bolt] was composed of two different books, [Force Bolt] and Mana Altering. Those original books also exist on the shelves somewhere nearby.

“So, in this way, spells are like books, but they are also not like books at all.

“By making a spell in your soul, what we call soulbonding a spell, one makes a book inside oneself. This is usually a very difficult process, but the Script makes this process easy; if you demonstrate capability, it will help you to automate this process in the future. It will make a book for you.

“Here in Ar’Cosmos, though, making a book and then using it in a different combination is exceedingly difficult. I won’t go into specifics yet, but it is important to understand this difficulty going forward, and what it means when you remove a spell from your core, and try to make a new book with those parts. What is simply a 10 day or however-long wait to the coreless can be a catastrophic event to people like you or I.” Illustrious Moon touched her chest, just off-center to her right, saying, “Attend this Sight, Erick.”

Erick was already looking at her with his mana sense, and he had wondered about that chip on Illustrious’s core. It seemed that it was a part of the lesson. “The small break? Looks like a flake was broken off of an otherwise-perfect pearl.” Erick had experienced worse degradation of his own core through just doing nothing for a full day. If one simple chip was all that happened when you broke a spell then he did not see the problem.

“Yes.” Illustrious said, “This is what happens to a core when a person tears apart a spell they have made; they rip apart a piece of their soul, separating books back into separate systems in order to try again another day. The place where the damage occurs is always different, for souls are always in motion and not actually where they appear to be at all, so pay no attention to the actual location of the break, for that means nothing; pay attention to the break itself, and the damage caused. This was a simple tier three spell. According to the Script, it would take a week to recover from this damage, for the Script automates this repair for all peoples without cores.

“But since we are in Ar’Cosmos and I am very good at repairing this sort of damage, I will be able to repair this damage in as little as ten minutes. I will be able to retry for this spell tomorrow, at the latest.”

Erick gave an involuntary laugh. “Oh! Dragons just cheat, then?”

Illustrious smirked. “I would say that Wizards cheat more, and I feel I would be more right than you.”

Erick didn’t know what to say about that.

Illustrious Moon nodded, then strongly added, “If you want to break any spells past tier 4, or anything that requires more than 500 mana to cast, I would suggest you ignore this method and go back to Veird and let the Script assist you with that spell breaking. If you attempt such a breaking here in Ar’Cosmos, you might crack your foundation, and that might be catastrophic. Magic, and especially magic that you put into your soul, is especially dangerous. I won’t be assisting with any of that, though.

“It is advised that you refrain from attempting to create any new magic in your soul until you return to Veird and regain Script assistance. However, simple magic through the shaping of mana is something anyone can do, and you will surely be able to do a lot of that once you learn this cycling method. Indeed, most people like myself find it easier to manually cast their magic.

“Now watch; In the repairing of my small break, I will make visible the whole process.”

Illustrious sat tall, and closed her eyes. Violet glows began to seep from her pale violet skin as she released her aura, releasing ten violet tails into the air. After a moment her tails wrapped around her body, and then her core began to release mana. That mana soaked into her aura, surrounding her with a thick and heavy layer of power, like she was wrapping herself in a cloud of her own mana. The air turned visibly thick, as it would from the results of a [Cleanse], except this thick air was tainted violet.

And then a curious thing happened.

That thick mana began to flow inward, condensing down into a second set of veins that simply appeared inside Illustrious’s body, with her core at the center, like they had been there and yet invisible all this time. That mana eventually flowed into her core. Those veins passed through every part of her body, too, leaving behind little tracers of power that were doing something, but Erick could not tell what. The most visible thing happened when her mana got all the way back to her core; that tiny chip began to fill in, like Illustrious was regrowing a break in a crystal. There was no abnormal growth here, though. Her soul had been exposed in that crack, and now her soul filled out the space it had once occupied, and then the whole thing began to fill in with crystalline core.

The repair turned out perfect.

Erick wondered if the perfect repair was due to some part of Illustrious’s control, or if it was a ‘return to normalcy’ sort of repair that was already in line with the soul’s directives, for Illustrious’s soul was perfectly contained to that pearl in her chest… Which might have been Illustrious’s control showing, too.

Those veins were a mirror for Erick’s own vein-like structures that fed into his own core, so he could probably do this exact same thing. His own core perfectly contained his own soul, though, which was currently shaped like a cut gem about four centimeters across and half that thick, nestled in shadowy veins beside his heart. There was something else he would need to do to get a spherical core like Illustrious… For that was the goal, right? All the powerful people had spherical cores, for whatever reason, and that reason was likely because it was the best form for a soul to take.

Erick watched Illustrious ‘cycle’ her mana for a little over nine minutes. He had a few questions by the end of it.

Illustrious opened her eyes and gave a small, beatific smile. And then she saw Erick, and most of her smile remained, but she regained her poise. “Did you understand what happened?”

“I did, for the most part.” Erick said, “You flooded your aura with your mana and then you soaked in that mana through your channels, effecting a regrowth of the damaged part of your core.”

Illustrious nodded. “Mostly true. Ask your questions then I will explain what I did, for what I did was much more than that.”

“The veins. You didn’t have them till I watched them appear when you flowed mana through them. What is up with that?”

Illustrious looked happy to hear that question, and also about being able to answer it, as she said, “Those mana channels are a manifestation of the soul, and proof of your Wizardry. If you were to disconnect from the Script, you would find your mana flooding out of those channels, constantly spilling mana all over the place, until you learned how to control your aura and lessen that flow; to contain and grow your own power instead of leaving it all over the place for anyone else to pick up.

“Dragons have lesser channels than Wizards, and ours are normally dormant, unless we want them to be otherwise, or unless they are in use. Wizards cannot hide their nature, though, once they throw off the yoke of the Script.

“Normal people can learn how to unlock their mana channels, or create mana channels in the most extreme cases of mana-affinity deficit. Thusly, they might eventually become like you or I, but while the end-goal is the same for all —perfect control over oneself and one’s environs— only dragons or Wizards or other immortal species usually have enough power, or live long enough, in order to accomplish this goal on their own.” Illustrious said, “And so here is the second warning:

“If you’re okay with being a monster, you can take in ambient mana and achieve sort of the same success. If you’re able to get a sponsorship from someone high-powered, who is willing to donate to you their mana, and if you’re okay with accepting their Truth into yourself, then you can get mana donations from them and shortcut much of the same process. There are multiple roads toward the same end goal; all are viable, but for most people, ‘viable’ is not good enough. I suggest you never settle for what is ‘viable’, and always strive for what is best.”

Erick mulled that over, while Illustrious waited.

“Okay.” Erick said, “So the healing on your core. Did your mana fall into that chip and automatically repair with that sort of spherical perfection by following the lines of your soul? Or did you direct that regrowth? Would someone with a malformed soul have problems making a perfect core? And why are cores all spherical? Is that just the best form for them to take?” He rapidly added, “And what about grand rads? And such? Where do those fit into this picture? And what about healing one’s core with rads? I’ve literally never seen a spherical core for sale in any market, or watched anyone trade one in at the local mage’s guild; why not?”

Illustrious breathed deep as she listened to Erick’s litany of questions. “I will answer the easiest ones first: About the buying and selling of spherical cores, and grand rads.”

“Rads are mutated, out-of-control cores.

“The two words are not equal at all, but language drifts and such is life.

“Grand rads form in the bodies of large monsters who can support those rads.

“Now… This part is a bit complicated: All rads are adequate for taking into oneself as a way to heal your own core, in cases of degradation, for the monster that made such a core already filtered all the impurities of ambient mana into itself and created a rad that was mostly good. While a rad is made of about 250 mana, or even thousands of mana in the case of a grand rad, the usable amount of mana inside of them is only about 10 mana in a normal rad, or a thousand in a grand rad. This is due to the impurities.

“Those impurities are what caused the monster to be a monster. The inability for a monster to cross the line between ‘full of impurities’ or ‘able to ascend to a grand rad’ causes many rads to remain small. But those who manage to cross this line are able to do so because they have figured out some part of their own truth. In this manner, grand rads even continue to pull in ambient mana after they are removed due to the incorrect, ‘viable but crazy’ way in which the monster made them.

“You can use grand rads to heal your core, but this is an advanced technique due to you needing to remove a great lot of impurities inside such a core, and thus this should not be attempted until you know what you’re doing. Smaller rads are okay.

“You likely won’t need to do this at all, since you have [Renew]. But even if you didn’t have that, you are a Wizard, with certain advantages in this area which I will go into later.

“You will never see a spherical core for use out there because when a person with a spherical core dies, the core dissolves unless special treatments are made prior to death. All spherical cores have come from a person, though, so keep that in mind when you see that out there in the world.” Illustrious paused, then said, “I’m surprised that you haven’t seen any spherical cores out there. Aside from inside a person, I assume? Not even inside Ar’Kendrithyst? In statues?”

Erick’s eyes went wide as he remembered. “Ah. I did see a few locked inside statues… But they were the size of heads. I thought they were just grand rads? Shaved to be spherical?” He frowned. “Oh. I might have seen one at Songli during a soul sundering… But that thing was just mostly spherical, and also the size of a person’s head.”

“How about inside a Shade, then.”

“OH. Oh. Well. Yes. I guess I have, then?” Erick said, “Yes. I have.”

Illustrious nodded, satisfied, then said, “All true cores are about the same size as my own, or maybe as large as a human heart, but no larger than that. Even we who live as our full-size selves do not have cores larger than this. Size does not matter for a soul. Indeed, the smaller the core, the easier it is to protect, for they are vulnerabilities. They’re also the most protected objects in a person’s body. The brain, the actual heart… These do not matter for ones with a core. We can regrow those body parts and we lose nothing for their temporary absence.

“To answer your question about the shapes of souls:

“Souls naturally form spheres around mana cores, and mana cores naturally turn into spheres because of the soul inside. Most people out there who have malformed souls, and thus malformed bodies, would find that if they used proper accretion techniques and had proper initial assistance, then they would solve their malformation issues.” Illustrious said, “Someone with a withered arm due to a malformed soul would find that after they formed a proper core, that once Healing Magic was administered and their body was fixed, that they could forgo monthly healing treatments to keep their body in the proper shape it should be. With continued proper cycling, their soul would eventually forget that it was ever malformed at all. The healed soul would heal the body properly.

“This is not a way to immortality, though. The body still affects the soul and the soul the body. Immortality is another topic entirely.

“Healing the crack in my core just required proper cycling, and some directed healing toward the affected area.” Illustrious said, “The only true ‘skill’ I employed was using some of my own mana reserve to directly heal myself; I took out what I was able to take out from the whole of my soul, to reinforce and heal what was missing… I also followed all the other rules I will tell you about, but they’re normal rules; nothing special.” Illustrious finished, and then waited for a little while, before asking, “Any other questions?”

Erick said, “Not right now.”

Illustrious said, “Then here now is the proper accretion methodology for core growth and natural body fortification:

“Let your aura seep out, and fill it with your mana. If you were back on Veird, and if you were a normal person, you could even use the mana gifted to you by the Script for this. But for a normal person, they could only gain about 10 or 20 mana-worth of growth per day using this method and they will need to go slow, for they will build up impurities if they go too fast. They will need pills and special techniques to get rid of those impurities. For a dragon, we can gain 500 to 5000 per day, depending on personal ability. For a Wizard, your growth is unparalleled.

“This is because the Script lines up your own mana for you to use every day, when you most need it, and accretion is one of those times. Spell creation is another.

“Anyway:

“Draw in your mana saturated aura, through your mana channels. Be sure that you do NOT take in any ambient mana. If you take in ambient mana you will eventually go insane. Use your mana-filled aura to block out all other mana. Only take in your own mana.

“At this point in time, your mana will be flowing from your core into your aura, then inward through your body, into your channels, then into your core, and then out through your aura, to then trace back into your body, into your channels, into your core. In this way, you will be steadily accruing power inside of yourself. This is just the start, though.” Illustrious asked, “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Erick said. “Continue, please.”

Illustrious nodded. “Once you figure out the nuances of your own accretion, you will find you have choices:

“To fortify your physique, or your spirit, or to do both.

“Most people eventually direct their growth one way or another, but everyone starts off doing the same thing, unless they wish to purposefully direct their future self in a specific way. This is only for advanced students, though, and very much not for everyone. In the same way that Rozeta’s Registrars recommend that people pick a generic Class, instead of a special-sounding one, generalization is usually better in the long run for almost every person out there.

“I will explain the intricacies of accretion that are common to everyone:

“Continued cycling will naturally fortify your body, first. This is what the Script does for you when you put a point into Strength or Vitality. This is what monsters do all the time, to become physically stronger than a comparative non-monster. This fortification will continue until you reach a saturation point, which is different for everyone. This ‘maximum body limit’ can be raised based on the physical prowess of your physical form.

“If you make yourself stronger through exercise and such, your body-accretion limit will rise. A stick-thin man will not raise his body high at all, but a muscular, strong man will have to go a long, long distance with body-accretion to reach his particular zenith. By this same distance, though, the muscular man will find himself many, many times stronger than the stick-thin man.

“In either case, once you reach the body-accretion zenith, and often long before that, you will have noticed a change.

“During the fortification of your body, you will notice your core gradually begin to gain new facets, increasing the strength of your spirit. After your body reaches its first accretion-point, all this growth will then go into your spirit.

“What this does, is the same thing that happens when you raise your Willpower and Focus, at the same time. The accretion-point for the spirit is when your core becomes a perfect sphere.

“Full Accretion can take a normal person nearly forever to accomplish, and can only truly happen with dragons who can grow themselves, or with groups of people who live in communes and who make the ambient mana their own. Monsters become monsters by taking in whatever mana is around them, and you should not do this. As a Wizard, and once you get the charge rolling, it might take you a week to go from fortification to Full Accretion in both body and spirit, for every mana you manage to fit into your core will mean more ‘Focus’ and more ‘Willpower’.

“We are mostly disconnected from the Script here in Ar’Cosmos, but certain things remain, like the fact that our natural mana is still stolen by the Script. Through proper accretion, though, we can work for and regain much of what the Script hands out for free. There’s a lot of nuance to those two small comments, with a lot of impact on how mana and spellcasting works here in Ar’Cosmos, but I will not get into that tangent; not today.

“So as I was saying:

“Accretion will also reveal any underlying abilities that are not present until after one forms a core. A dragon’s ability to polymorph is one such ability, as well as one or two various personal aspects that vary between individual, or family, such as a Domain of small strength which can grow with time and further fortification, or natural flight, or ability to control illusions— Or anything, really.

“I suspect that since Rozeta helped you to make your body that she has already solidified all of these possible options for you, and you already know what you have gotten. If not, then I wish you luck with uncovering something nice.

“If you were a normal person, and if you were fully saturated, your Status, when you went back to Veird, would show you to have something like 20 to 75 in each of your four main Stats. Since your body and your spirit has already experienced having very high Stats for a long while due to your success with mana-light Stat enhancements, I expect you to be closer to 75 in all your Stats, than 25, so you will likely take a while to reach Full Accretion. With the New Stats, too? It might take you a truly long time.

“But on the light side: The stronger you are at this stage the easier all the rest will become.

“Reaching this point is commonly referred to as ‘Second Foundation’. First Foundation is attaining a stable core at all and creating or unblocking your mana channels, and you have already cleared that requirement in full.

“We will continue these lessons after you reach Second Foundation.” Illustrious asked, “Questions?”

Erick had understood everything she had said, but while he wanted to get back to the ‘differences in spellcasting in Ar’Cosmos’ he stayed on topic, too, laying out there, “You say this is supposed to be instinctual, and therefore the process, if you keep ambient mana outside of yourself, is completely safe. Why do you say that? This whole process seems deadly if done wrong. This seems like Soul Magic.”

Illustrious nodded, then said, “I will answer the later part first: This is not truly Soul Magic. It is Accretion Magic; the magic from which all others arise. It is also called Foundational Magic

“The name ‘Foundational Magic’, is used in other places, most prominently in the Foundational Bans of the Script. Those Foundational Bans were seeds planted in triplicate at the creation of the Script, from which all other magic is now controlled. You have seen the Core of Veird, yes? The Core was founded with this magic in its center, in order to direct all further growth going forward. This is what allows Rozeta to enact further Bans and such, because she was the one who placed those Foundational Bans upon the Core in the first place. It is important to know this, because this is how Rozeta, and how other dragons, myself included, have placed seeds into others which will then germinate into cores, allowing us control over all which comes next.

“If you hadn’t already formed your core, we would have tried to Break you along certain lines, and then introduce a seed to sprout into a core of our choosing; Fae, Death, or Carnage.

“But we didn’t do that. Rozeta already got there, it seems.”

Erick had a sudden bout of disbelief about everything Illustrious was saying; about this whole lesson. But she seemed honest. She did not seem like she was lying. But could he truly trust his senses in this land of the fae? No, he could not.

Illustrious was waiting for him to comment, though.

Erick said, “Heard and disbelieved. And even so, Rozeta has a proven track record of helping people, and me.”

Illustrious took a moment to nod, but she did, and then she continued, “At your stage, with your core already made, and because you are a Wizard who will continually generate new, personal mana depending on the size and clarity of your core, there will be no issues with the growth of your core… Unless you were to do something truly odd with yourself. Practically any cycling method which empowered your whole body would have the same outcome: growth to Second Foundation.” Illustrious said, “You could even do this back on Veird, using the hundreds of thousands of mana provided to you by the Script each day, but… Every Wizard is cut off of the Script at some point when they gain enough power, and this can happen truly fast for them. Even a dragon can be cut off if they gain too high of a reserve. I don’t want you to get the wrong idea about my next words, though, which is why I say this now.

“Pursuing this path is the only way you can grow as a Wizard, for you need to reach Second Foundation to reach all the rest. I don’t know where your limit is, but your limit could be the very moment you succeed in properly cycling. That has happened before to some of our other Wizards over the last thousand years I have been in charge of House Handinoi.” Illustrious said, “The good news is that we would know right away if that happens: You would begin to erupt with mana like a raging river, and you would not be able to stop the flow. The bad news is that… Well. You would be outed as a Wizard. We could remove your core at that point and hope that you can go back to Script-assistance, but I don’t think that would work, either. It rarely has before.”

Erick saw her concerns, and did not feel them himself. He said, “I already had some of this talk with Rozeta and I know my limits are much further than that.”

His limits were when he began to turn his entire body into a core, well after he passed the ‘grand rad’ stage—

Oh yeah. Jane had called this ‘cultivation’ before, hadn’t she? Jane had said something to the tune of ‘oh, so all monsters cultivate, huh?’ Erick wondered if she would be happy or sad to learn that it was called ‘accretion’ here on Veird.

… Erick hoped Jane was doing okay. She probably was. Everyone out there was likely doing just fine.

Illustrious sat a bit straighter, and smiled slightly. “Ah! Good. Then… As soon as you reach Second Foundation, not only will you regain much of your previous casting capability, I can begin to assist you with reacquiring all of the various Script enhancements like Discipline to triple your Mana and Concentration to triple your Mana Regen.” She added, “You will not be able to cast more than 500 mana into a spell, though; that’s how it is for those of us with cores, unless you cast in ritual— That’s a whole other conversation that will take us days to go over.

“If you would prefer to reacquire Discipline and Concentration on your own, then you and I can instead focus on ritual casting... I would be more comfortable if we did the ritual casting lessons much later, preferably right before you leave Ar’Cosmos, and on good terms.” Illustrious turned contrite, “I know you did not come here on the best of terms, and I was atrocious to you when we first met, but I will endeavor to make this up to you if you will allow such an apology.”

Erick narrowed his eyes. He was already suspicious due to this whole scenario, and then again with the comment about Rozeta installing a seed inside his core (which maybe Melemizargo’s comment of a ‘killing spell’ was more appropriate than he had considered?) but now he was truly paranoid. Erick made no attempt to hide his doubt.

Illustrious got a concerned look on her own face.

Erick asked, “What changed?”

“A lot.” Illustrious Moon said, “Your arrival on Veird is very new and disruptive and my people and I had a lot of notions about what a visit from you would look like... It was mainly execution-row humor, considering your alignment with Rozeta and Kirginatharp. Some people dabbled in hope, but I was not one of them. How could I be? I am a leader and I have to safeguard against bad outcomes. And then I was invited here for a surprise meeting with no preparation...

“Fairy Moon gave me a ten-minute talk about what she had done before she brought me into that dining room. It was yet another hour till you showed in person, and I must admit for the first twenty minutes I was in disbelief. Furious, raging… I almost hit her because she would not answer my questions properly. But that is just her; who she is.

“You might not have picked up on this, but she doesn’t like to talk about how she views other people, so I must admit that I was simply terrified out of my skull.” Illustrious said, “And then, you showed and… I saw the truth myself; the truth that Fairy Moon had not actually explained to me in a way that made sense. And I was rude to you, because I thought I knew what was happening; I thought we were being given a Wizard to solve our current problems. I thought there would be some overly-tough times ahead as your achievements demand a certain worldly level of respect that would make your acclimation to Ar’Cosmos a difficult one… But then she spoke of her actual plans. Anti-Sundering Magics. A new House.

“And I was terrible to you.

“When I got back home I spoke to practically every intelligence officer we have and got a great many new opinions on the matter that I did not have before that meeting.” Illustrious said, “But at the time of that luncheon I was simply Blinded by the truth that you were already there, sitting in front of me in Ar’Cosmos, and then again by your honest words of a desire to help, no matter how awful I’m sure Fairy Moon treated you. No matter how much of an established danger we are to Wizards the world over—

“I apologize for my actions, and for the actions of all of Ar’Cosmos.

“I cannot go against Fairy Moon’s wishes, for she truly is the First Foundation of this land and our civilization, but know that in order to bridge the gap between the terribleness of your abduction and where I wish for us to be in the future, one of my first acts as Head of House Handinoi is to open communications between you and anyone you wish out in the world. That much, at least, is under my power. If you wish to pen a letter to anyone, I can send it off, and get a reply. I will even promise not to read it.”

Erick felt a tightening around his heart as his paranoia ramped up, for Illustrious was not lying. Everything about her screamed that she was being completely honest. And right now, Erick didn’t know what to do with that information except to disbelieve it.

And yet...

Erick sat there for a moment longer, then he said, “Okay. Apology accepted.”

Illustrious practically beamed with happiness…

But Erick was not happy, and it showed. The gulf of emotion between Illustrious and him was too large for anyone to not notice. A moment of silence passed, as Illustrious realized this, too. Illustrious’s smile vanished.

“… I’m not forgiven at all, am I?”

“A major part, yes, actually. I planned to come here with the intention of helping, for no one should live like you all have been forced to live.” Erick added, “But no; you’re not fully forgiven. I do believe —now— that you had no direct part in my kidnapping, but you’re complicit. It doesn't matter that there is no way for you not to be complicit; you are, and that’s that.”

With a serious tone, Illustrious asked, “What will I need to do to earn your true forgiveness?”

Erick thought for less than a moment, and answered off the top of his head, “I need to visit the town and ask about accretion from whoever I wish to ask, to ensure you are not lying to me and trying some shit. Especially with that part about the seeds and germination to First Foundation. I want to see people living normal lives. I want to know that this society is worth saving. And I want to know what actually happens to other Wizards you find. And if possible, I want to see if Redflame’s idea of [Renew] would work as he wishes it to work; to make small Wizardry on demand, and thus free every newborn from the Dragon Curse.”

Illustrious breathed deep, taking in all of Erick’s demands. “Okay. The first is doable; accretion is everywhere in the city and the methods I told you are well documented to work. Nothing I said was a lie, or an attempt to lead you down a dreary path.

“I can show you people, too. Markets and streets and such.

“I am also interested in this [Renew] idea that Redflame has been going on about over at the arcanaeum, ever since that information first came to us through our sources out in Veird… Actually. We could solve all of these requirements just by going to the arcanaeum, if you wish…” After a moment, she said, “Redflame has some Wizards working there, I believe. He might be amenable to letting such meetings take place; we shall see.”

Redflame had already approved such meetings yesterday; Erick expected no trouble on that front.

Illustrious continued, “I will deliver unto you paperwork on the three Wizards currently under the care of House Handinoi. Two are fully broken, and therefore are not a threat to anyone. One is a farmer and the other is an architect. Both have been with us for a long time and have found nice lives here in Ar’Cosmos. The third was discovered a mere 3 years ago and is under guard and frozen time, for we are awaiting a confluence of a hundred eggs, and we are only at 56. You will not be able to interact with the third.”

Fair enough. Erick wasn’t happy with whatever they were doing to the Wizard in their custody, but he had no idea of that person’s circumstances… Maybe they were a baby killer, though; that would be easier to swallow—

No. They were probably just a completely normal person, forced into this life because of the circumstances of their birth. Whatever. Erick would deal with that later. He had enough problems on his plate at the moment.

Erick said, “That works for me.” He got up from his cushion. “Let’s go to this arcanaeum. I have more questions, but I won’t ask them of you.”

He would ask them of other people, who might not be able to give canned answers. Of course, it could be possible that everything in this [Gate Space] of Ar’Cosmos was completely fake and produced exactly for Erick whenever he wanted to see it, but he doubted… this was… the case.

Ah.

Well there was some more sympathy for Melemizargo right there. Odd, that.

Illustrious remained seated, looking slightly worried. Fairy Moon had instructed her to teach Erick proper cycling methodology, so her worry was understandable. But then she got over that worry and got up from her own cushion, saying, “I look forward to proving the hospitality and truth of our land to you.”

Fairy Moon stepped out of the wall, saying, “I would rather you return to accretion advancement and the furthering of Erick’s foundation, but a delay of days will not dampen this particular destiny. So. He is under your care, Illustrious. See that he is not harmed, or his harm will fall upon your head.” And then she stepped back into the wall, out of sight.

In her brief moment of appearance, she had seemed like a woman stepping away from an important part of cooking, or something like that, to answer the phone; here and then back to whatever she was doing before.

Erick just stared at the wall for a little while.

Fairy Moon threatened everyone, it seemed, and all the time; not just him.

Illustrious simply nodded, though, unconcerned, as she said, “I hope the audit is going well, Fairy Moon.”

“It is, though I have concerns for when you get back,” came Fairy Moon’s voice, from all around.

Illustrious acknowledged Fairy Moon’s declaration then stepped toward the door, saying to Erick, “It’s an hour walk to get there for us normal people.”

Erick almost wanted to laugh. “There is not a single normal thing about you or I, but I take your meaning.”

Illustrious smirked—

She stopped and turned to Erick. She and her great big amethyst horns did not tower over him, but it was a close thing. With a concerned voice, she said, “I don’t know if anyone has told you this, but Fairy Moon’s warning to me was a reminder: She does that to everyone. Don’t take it personally. She likes people to know exactly where they stand with her, and which lines they should not cross.”

Erick scrunched his eyebrows. “So… Was that not a threat against you? It sounded like a threat.”

“She very much means every warning she ever gives.” Illustrious said, “She gives a lot of warnings, and they’re all real, but as long as you don’t cross her lines, she won’t do anything to you. You could burn down the house and as long as you didn’t harm anyone in the burning, then she would simply remake the house, along with everything else she wished to remake. If she was feeling particularly vengeful —rare, but it happens— then she might rebuild the whole house but leave you with ashes for a bed.

“What I’m saying is: Don’t get too riled up by her warnings. Some new person always does and I always need to clean up the inevitable mess from that person feeling like they were in an antirhine noose, with no options to escape except every horrible thing they can think of, so I usually give this warning a lot earlier in any meeting of new powers. But… Well. Things happened yesterday. That was my fault. Apologies.”

Erick felt a loosening of a knot inside his chest, and this time it felt real. Illustrious’s words and body language and tone all conveyed that she believed the words that she had just said; that Fairy Moon threatened everyone. Erick just hadn’t noticed it until now. But looking back… Every single time he spoke to Fairy Moon, she told him where her lines lay, and then she threatened him in a nebulous way if he ever crossed those lines.

“I didn’t notice her constant warnings every meeting until now. But now that you mention it…” Erick frowned. “That is very unwelcome of her. I get that they’re threats, but… Why does she do that all the time? Isn't her power enough to dissuade most people from trying shit? It’s needlessly antagonistic.”

“Here now is a truth: Everyone is a threat to Fairy Moon. She has died and come back more times than the years she had been alive. Every horrible thing you can possibly imagine has been done to her, and many times over.” Illustrious Moon said, “That doesn’t explain everything about her, but it should help you to see her as less of an enemy and more as a force in the mana; something you just don’t mess around with, like Elemental Destruction, or calling out to Melemizargo in the shadows. As soon as you regain your power through proper cycling and proper aura control, and as long as you don’t cross the lines she lays down, then she shouldn’t even try to control you ever again. The only ones who have to beware of her are those she deems an overt threat.”

Erick had serious doubts about ‘everyone being a threat to Fairy Moon’, because the wrought were unable to invade Ar’Cosmos specifically because of Fairy Moon… But that was just here, inside Ar’Cosmos, wasn’t it. Here, where she was reborn through Redflame’s [Gate Space], every time she died...

Maybe that was the real reason Fairy Moon sent off Erick’s Crystal Star; so he couldn’t add Empathy to her here, at her ‘core’…

Or maybe he was reading too much into it. If Fairy Moon could survive death and probably all the other horrible things people have done to her to try to actually kill her, once and for all, then a bit of soul tampering probably wouldn’t do shit. Someone had to have tried that before now. Probably a lot of someones.

They probably just made her mad, really.

Sure, she might have ‘died’ more years than she has been alive, but she still managed to fight Kydyr and win. She had plucked Erick right off the beach like it was no trouble at all. All the wrought were scared of her, even when she wasn’t on her home turf.

Fairy Moon truly was just a ‘force in the mana’, then, eh?

Erick thought about that for a moment longer, then said to Illustrious, “Your advice is well received.”

Illustrious grinned at that. This time her teeth were perfectly normal; not at all like the vicious cavern of knives he had seen in that first meeting.

“That’s how to handle Fairy Moon, then.” Erick asked, “How do I handle the rest of you?”

Illustrious instantly said, “I plan on handling myself and making this visit of yours easier for you, so if there is some way to make this better, I will do what I can to ensure it is thus. Let me know what I can do.”

“… I have no paper or pens to write a letter. And no books.” Erick decided, “And I want whatever history books you guys publish for yourselves. Let’s go to your arcanaeum and get them.”

Illustrious gestured toward the door, which swung open to reveal the hallway beyond. She stepped forward and out, asking, “What sort of books were you looking for? We might be separated from Veird, but we do have limited access to [Duplicate], so our libraries can get rather large.”

Erick followed, and could not hide his surprise. “You have [Duplicate] here?”

As the two of them walked down the hallway, Illustrious said, “We have a few rescued Book Binders from Oceanside under our aegis, but their identities are well-protected. Even then though, we don’t know how to make that spell and the Script stymies all our attempts to learn it, while everyone Kirginatharp teaches is mind wiped. We have, however, been able to transfer this spell from one person to another, though the transfer of any magic requires Wizardly power and is a dangerous prospect that we do not undertake lightly.”

“Ah…” She had thought he was asking for the spell for himself, but Erick was just surprised they had the ability to [Duplicate] items at all; Erick let that confusion stand. He said, “Well okay then.”

… He almost wanted to ask her of her thoughts on a post-scarcity society fueled by [Duplicate], but he was not ready to have such a conversation with her.

Instead, Erick said, “So you go outside to make the big magics, because the Script soulbinds magic to your core, so that you don’t need to shape that specific spell every single time. What about the Shades? I heard they need to manually cast every spell they make? Do they not also have cores with all their spellwork inside them, too? And cast without Script assistance? Do you know what is going on there?” Erick added, “I was always under the impression that they lost all quick casting with their magic. I know for a fact that shadelings lose [Cleanse] and Healing Magic, for instance.”

Illustrious did not get a chance to answer yet, for they reached their target door. The door glowed green at their approach, while one of Illustrious’s rings glinted a bright green, the same color as the door. And then the door swung open. She stepped through first, and Erick followed.

On the other side was a long, wide bridge under the open sky, like a highway across a low-income area, except this one arced over a vast city of stone towers and scattered forests and large apartment buildings. It was not an expansive place down there, and there were lots of people. The sun shone brightly in the sky while white clouds drifted across the blue heavens. In the far distance, Erick saw other bridges that connected to this one, but also a horizon full of trees. Somewhere far away, the buildings and such were replaced with deep green forest.

The road ahead had a few people on it here and there. All of them wore nice clothes but they also hurried along to stairwells here and there along the skyway. Many of them immediately noticed Illustrious and bowed and stepped aside, though there was ample roadway for everyone else to walk unencumbered. The roadway itself spanned like a sparse spider web across the sides and tops of many buildings in the city, while the city itself sort of reminded Erick of Ar’Kendrithyst, or Stratagold, but made of stone. It was not the same city that he had seen out his windows at Fairy Moon Manor, but it was similar.

Back behind Erick and Illustrious was just more skyway. No door, and no Fairy Moon Manor, or whatever it was she called the place. Far, far in the distance, though, Erick saw Fairy Moon Manor on the horizon; his necklace working to make that particular landmark always visible to him, if he looked for it.

And then two guards in purple livery stepped down onto the road behind Erick and Illustrious. One was a woman in deep purple armor, who looked like a small orcol, or a very, very tall human woman. She was taller than Illustrious, even with Illustrious’s extra horn height. The other was a dragonkin man with no tail or horns, who was a little taller than Erick, and who wore robes and carried a staff.

The two guards fell into place, behind Erick and Illustrious, with no acknowledgment from Illustrious. Ophiel certainly noticed, though. The little guy was sitting on Erick’s shoulder and looking around at absolutely everything, but as the guards stepped behind, Ophiel bleated out a tiny warning that unknown people were getting close. Erick patted the little guy, and he calmed down. Some of their usual telepathic connection was open and active, but it was not nearly as strong as it usually was, or else Erick would have been talking to him. Yggdrasil, upon Erick’s other shoulder, was similarly silent.

Illustrious eventually picked up Erick’s question after a minute of walking tall, without saying a word. Erick got the impression that she was thinking how best to answer him now that they were in public, and about how much she wanted to actually discuss. Gone was the absolute-caring nature of her private persona; here now was one of the three rulers of Ar’Cosmos.

Illustrious began, “You ask after the workings of Shades, their magic and their loss of magic when they become Shades, or even shadelings. You compare us to them for the cores in our chests, but this is only a superficial likeness. For we are dragons, and we have been living with cores for longer than the entire history of the Shades, in any Cosmology. So I will forgive your ignorance, and answer your question:

“The Script empowers many to great heights, for one of its deepest and most powerful functions is to take the magic that one manages to create once, and imbue that magic into one’s soul. This is a difficult art for any person —mortal or immortal— to undertake, and is best left to the true professionals; there are many people on such a list of professionals, and one of them is us, the dragons.

“There is actually no difference between souls kept in a core, or souls kept in a fleshy body, though souls kept in a core are much harder to harm. I will speak with you at length about the differences in the following days, and hopefully years, of our careful cooperation, for it would not do to have one such as yourself gain such a poor understanding of we dragons...

“As for the Shades and their need to manually cast spells all the time: This is a common misconception. It is a misconception that is allowed to spread because Kirginatharp and the powers of Veird detest us here in Ar’Cosmos, for we are a threat to his power, and the power of even the wrought.

“For we know the truths of many things.

“When one follows the Dark God deep enough into his depravity to become a Shade, the Script recognizes this and strips the darkling-soul of its Script-given power. This is a terrible process like unto half of a Soul Sundering. The Dark God then fills this broken soul with a Truth of his own; a kernel of power that the new Shade grows around, like unto a rebirth. In this rebirth, the person will have gained whatever spells Melemizargo decides they need, but past that, they will need to re-imbue themselves with their various soul-bound spells if they wish to recast them how they normally would, but as a Shade.

“This is difficult for non-dragons to re-establish soulbound spellwork in a cost and space-effective manner, for an improperly grown core made of someone else’s mana, like how the Shades are made from Melemizargo’s mana, gets ‘full’ very fast. Monsters, for instance, grow their cores with ambient mana, but they’re only really able to gain a handful of key spells and abilities, because those are the abilities they think they should have.

“The difference between a monster’s accretion and a dragon’s accretion, then, is one of quality, and ability to imbue oneself with unlimited spellwork. Monsters can get maybe 5 or 10 spells, with the possibility for more spells and abilities if they break the safe limits of their power, thus mutating their rad into a grand rad. Most monsters break this naturally-felt limit, if they can.

“I and all other true dragons, however, can place an endless number of spells inside our cores, for even if our cores are only the size of a baby’s fist, we know how to cycle mana and accrete properly. The Script, however, continues to assist us when we cleave to its tenets, for we are not party to the Dark; we are simply on what you would call the ‘Monster Script’, instead of the Open Script to which most people use.” With a political smirk, because some people and also her guards were looking, Illustrious finished with, “But if we want to make a spell, most people just jaunt back to Veird for a spell-making visit.

“For we are not like the Shades. We still have access to the Script, but because of our cores, our bonuses and abilities are more than what you would find in a normal Status. Our Statuses —if we had them here— might measure our mana in the millions, for our mana pool is much different than what the Script normally fortifies and supports. Our Regeneration might be listed as 10,000 Mana Per Day, but our actual regeneration is tied to the strength of our cores.

“There is a downside, though.

“When we abandon our cores, when we are on Veird, we have the same Stats and Statuses that our Stats say we should have, along with the same limits common to anyone on Veird; the Script Second, and so forth.

“When we have cores, though, we are limited by a Script-imposed 500 Mana-throughput limit. There are some nuances, though. Manual aura shaping and spell creation is limited to 500 mana per second, though the number of spells we can cast in any particular second only has to obey that 500 mana per second cap, in total. We can, for instance, manually cast ten 50-mana spells in a single second, without worry. Core-casting, which is to cast from a soulbound spell in the core, can get rather rapid, too, but sticking to one-second-per-cast is usually best practice. Those with a well-formed core would do well to respect this limit, for beyond that limit lies breakage.

“This is where the Script Second originates from, actually. Rozeta took the natural limits of core-created magic and imposed them across all of everyone who would ever Matriculate into her Script. I can respect her for her decision, and I have no qualms with her or the rest of polite society.

“We are not hermits, seeking refuge from the world, Erick. We are a Cursed people, seeking refuge from war. We are not the usual sorts of people-with-cores you have dealt with before; we still practice the precepts of peace and prosperity for all.” Illustrious said, “I look forward to showing you the proof of this in the following days.”

Erick took that all in, filed it away, then said, “I look forward to that journey.” He added, “I didn’t know that about the Script Second’s origins. That’s rather surprising in a way that is not surprising at all.”

“The natural nuances of self-made magic and where that overlaps with what the Script does for all people… This is also a course of deep study at the arcanaeum.” Illustrious said, “I’ve told them we’re coming, so they will undoubtedly make available competent professors able to answer anything you wish to have answered, about cores and true magic or anything, really.”

Erick nodded. Then he decided he wished to see how Illustrious would give her previous lesson about accretion here, in this public forum, where people walked to the sides of the roads, and tried to get out of their way, though there was plenty of space on the bridge for everyone. That people would make way for Illustrious kinda freaked Erick out. Like… What was Illustrious known for, if people got out of her way with as much haste as they could—

Ah. Wait. They were making way for Erick, too. Yeah. Okay. So…

Erick ignored that.

He asked, “What makes your core formation different from a monster's?”

Illustrious gave a small smirk, then she said, “Well. Core germination is undoubtedly the most difficult of the accretion process. The Script makes it so that one doesn’t need to form a core in order to make magic, but back in the Old Cosmology, only those who were able to form a Truth and then plant that seed of Truth inside themselves were able to become proper mages. Maybe one in ten thousand people. Prior to this, one would first need to unlock their aura, and learn how to cast small spells, using the mana they managed to collect inside of themselves, but it was not until they were able to germinate a true core could they go further than that. If you would like, I could explain our accretion process?”

That was exactly what Erick had wanted.

Part of him was glad that Illustrious was picking up what he was putting down, and the other was a bit worried that she was obviously good at subterfuge. He really shouldn’t have been, though, since he was trying to be sneaky in the first place by having her publicly repeat her accretion lesson.

Erick said, “Please do.”

And then Illustrious began repeating their lesson that they had had in private. She changed her language to make it all impersonal, but she kept the lesson pretty much exactly the same, except she didn’t actually need to repair her core at the moment, so that part was cut short. She did open up her aura for all to see, though. Out in the open, on that bridge, her violet tails reached out for ten meters in every direction, gently wafting on the breeze.

Some people to the sides of the road bowed down when that happened.

Erick just kept right on walking beside her, listening, and looking.

Some people stopped and listened, but not a single person gave a weird face, or some other indication that Illustrious was lying. The guards behind Erick never flinched or gave anything away, either. Eventually, the lesson ended, and it was pretty much exactly the same as before.

Erick asked if Illustrious would mind if Ophiel took to the skies, for a better view of everything. Surprisingly, she approved, though she did add that this place was not actually as large as it seemed. The ‘sky’ ended half a kilometer up. The ‘road’ they were on was actually in the middle of the city, though their ‘slice of reality’ was called High Road.

Illustrious pointed to a brazier burning brightly on a column to the side of the road, and then to all the similar braziers far down the way, and back where they had come from. The flame was a gentle white, and small, at the bottom of the fluted-glass-like brazier. She explained, “The height and strength of the flame represents how many people are on the road. We’re not too crowded on High Road, but if we went to Center Road then we’d be hawked at by a thousand different vendors and that flame would be poking up past the edge; people would need to come back to that slice of reality some other hour. Around midday that place gets absolutely packed and House Fizacaw Guards need to keep people from coming in whenever they want. Further down from Center Road is Nightly, which is through the main residential neighborhoods.” She added, “Everything that you see out there is merely the High Road city; you would need to move through the stairwells to visit the other lands.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Sounds complicated.”

Illustrious said, “Only a few of us truly understand how the city works; Most people simply live here.”

As Ophiel spied around, watching people going about their lives, Erick asked, “Is what I’m seeing out there real?”

“Oh?” Illustrious was a bit surprised. “It’s all real. Everything you see out there, inside the boundaries of the space, is real. All those people are real. But you just can’t see Central City from this High Road.” She waved an arm around, saying, “It’s all still here, though. Just not here.”

Erick said, “Ah. So you mean it like that. I see.”

Illustrious gestured toward a staircase on their right, down a bit of a side skyway. “That stairwell leads down to Center Road.” She gestured to the other side of the street. “That one goes further down to Nightly. Go down either of them and you will have only moved several meters in both situations, but you will have stepped into another facet of Ar’Cosmos. We have an overall number of people we can support in here, but we can add facets as necessary to give everyone more than enough space.” She added, “And we call it ‘going down’ or ‘going up’ but those are just colloquialisms.”

“That’s…” That was many things, and all of them were interesting. Erick settled for saying, “That’s fascinating.”

“We’re mostly through water season, too, so we’ve opened up the Guest Road for this part of the year.”

“Ah yeah. It is that time of year…” Erick almost wanted to ask about all the wyrms that pour out of the Forest of Glaquin at the end of every water season, but he did not. That seemed like a sensitive topic best left for smaller audiences. He was very willing to put in a specific barb, though, as he said, “Is this all a [Fairy House]-equivalent spell but twisted deeper and deeper inside of itself? I must admit that I was going to try that experiment with my own [Fairy House] but then your invitation came, so I did not get the chance.”

Illustrious maintained her cheerful mood, but Erick could tell he had hit her hard by mentioning ‘your invitation’. She said, “That is, unfortunately, a state secret. I am sure that we will eventually be able to share it with you, but not at this time, and not in a public place.”

“… Fair enough.” Erick shifted the conversation, pointing toward a domed building that loomed on the horizon like a minor mountain. “What is that place?”

“That is the grand arena. Warriors and mages alike test their skill against each other, but mostly against monsters called out of the guarding paths by House Welixor; House Death. Testing oneself against summoned monsters is one of the best ways to gauge one’s growth and power, and House Death’s monsters are some of the best around.”

“Those blocky towers over there?”

“City hall.” Illustrious said, “Administrative space for the three Houses, as well as...”

Erick glanced around, picking out obvious landmarks, asking what they were. Illustrious supplied answers. It was… Normal, and therefore nice.

Eventually, they reached a large green archway that was like an open door, set into a much larger arch of grey stone. Beyond that archway was not a view of the city outside of the High Road, but of another land.
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                Erick stepped onto what appeared to be the upper levels of Ar’Cosmos Arcanaeum. Illustrious Moon stood to his side, smiling a little as Erick took in the sights, but then she took notice of who was coming to greet them. Her smile took on a strained edge due to one of the newcomers, but she maintained her professional persona.

The people coming this way were a ways off, so Erick glanced all around at the school, first.

This layer of the arcanaeum was almost like a university campus, but the blocky buildings were separated by bridges and small green spaces, instead of by large expanses of green. The buildings were more like massive towers, though, for all the green spaces and bridges were actually the roofs of the next level down, where even more small green spaces and bridges connected the still-separated towers to each other. But then, further past that, was what appeared to be the third and final level of the school, with buildings separated by little more than large thoroughfares and hallways. Every floor was the roof of the next building below, and Erick would not be surprised if there was a fourth level, or even a fifth level, far below the solidness that he could see through Ophiel’s eyes.

External stairwells connected all levels to each other, in some byzantine organization that Erick could probably figure out if he wanted to, for there were signs everywhere, but he did not care to unravel the Escher-like architecture at this time. He did not doubt that there were internal stairwells, too, which probably added to the confusion. Lighting was ample, though, illuminating what normally would have been deeply shadowed spaces below. Instead of the spaces below seeming like dark holes, they seemed more like recesses full of daylight.

Students in blue and white uniforms, either robes or suits, walked everywhere. Most of them were young, and dragonkin, with tails or with horns or without, and in obvious cliques or study groups, with books set in their laps or between them as they read and conversed on the green spaces, or in gazebo-like structures. Many were walking back and forth between classes, with most of the visible people out and about on the second and third levels down.

There weren’t that many students on the top level, where Erick and Illustrious had arrived, but there were a few people who were obvious teachers, who wore shoulder capes in various colors.

Two of those teachers had finally reached them, to stand before Erick and Illustrious.

One was a man of average build with dark skin and a long red beard that he had split into two twisting braids. His hair was similarly long and braided, to fall back behind his robed self, while his horns were strongly red and curved to the sides like a ram’s, but not really that at all. He had a bright red cape over his left shoulder—

Ah. His horns were the same as Redflame’s horns? Yes, they were. Redflame, then? The Dragon Stalkers had said that dragons liked to keep their same horns in their forms, so it was easy to tell who was who even outside of their full selves. Therefore, this man was either Redflame, or one of Redflame’s close relatives. From his genuine grin and the way he made sure not to show his teeth when he smiled, Erick suspected this was actually Redflame, himself.

The other teacher was a tall, skinny man with pale, severe features and a grey shoulder cape. His horns went up and out, while his robe had a lot of long lines of gold from top to bottom, making the man’s height seem excessive, in Erick’s opinion. He was even taller than Illustrious.

Both of the people did not have tails.

Illustrious introduced the first man, saying, “I believe you already met Redflame the other day.”

Redflame smiled wider, saying, “I am pleased to see you showing interest in our ways, Erick. It bodes well for future cooperation, but news of the circumstances that have brought you here are starting to circulate, and I have had some time to think more since yesterday. Such appalling treatment is not good for our future relations, so I would like to know how to make this better for you. I apologize on Fairy Moon’s behalf, and will say that Fairy Moon is simply a great deal worried about the future, and I don’t blame her—”

The severe man sighed a little, directing his casual and long-suffering ire toward Redflame, who was still talking.

“— so I just wanted to say that I am for cooperation, and not for whatever containment is going on here— And my colleague is getting testy! So that’s what I wanted to say.” Redflame said, “Glad to see you again.”

Erick felt some warmth from the man for that…

He wanted to believe that this school was simply a normal school, and the city was simply a normal city, and that everyone here was just trying to live their lives, which most people often did. Everything he had seen so far made that belief easy. This boded well for future relations.

But the rulers here… the people who actually had an impact on Erick...

He didn’t know if they were lying to him. Aside from how Erick had arrived here in Ar’Cosmos, which was still a very large issue, everything here was Fae Magic, and that stuff was rather close to Illusion Magic… Could he trust them? Only as far as he could test them, he supposed.

So he would ask questions. He would investigate truths. If he found nothing untoward, then true cooperation might happen. That was what Erick had wanted, anyway, before Fairy Moon stole him away to this place. These people were all here because a terrible curse held them tight in its grip, and so they had done horrible things to survive, but they truly did seem to want to be normal people.

And that was good.

And so: Redflame’s words were nice, and it meant something important that he was willing to say them so openly instead of in the comfort and privacy of his house... Erick decided to believe him until proven otherwise.

He said, “I appreciate the sentiment, Redflame. I hope that such words will form the foundation for a long and peaceful cooperation in some manner or another. I have thought about your words since yesterday, too. I would speak of the potential fallout of [Renew] in a more private setting, though.”

Redflame’s shoulders relaxed as he smiled brightly, accidentally showing his perfect white teeth. And then he shut his lips tight, before saying, “This makes me glad.”

And then the severe man eyed Illustrious.

Illustrious smirked as she introduced the severe man. “Erick Flatt, this is Inferno Maw, High Chancellor of the magical side of Ar’Cosmos Arcanaeum, which is only about a third of what we do here so he’s not that important.”

Inferno Maw eyed Illustrious.

Erick jerked a little bit at the man’s name, though. He said, “Ah. Hello. I did not expect to see another head of house today. Did not know you worked at the arcanaeum, either.”

“I did not expect to be introduced second, so it’s a day full of unexpected events,” Inferno Maw said, sarcastically.

Illustrious’s smirk remained firmly planted on her face.

Inferno Maw gave the woman a half-lidded eye roll, and then he turned his full attention to Erick. “If you will permit me a small spiel: Welcome to Ar’Cosmos Arcanaeum, Erick Flatt. Our libraries and our classes are open to you for whatever needs you need. I’ve heard that you’ve had recent success with runework. If you desire to learn this magic here, then we have courses on this study. We also have courses on enchanting, if you desire that as well. Or instead of runework; whichever. Most magics are different here than they are on Veird, but magic is possibility, and true enchanting and true magic will still work from here to there, mostly. The reverse is very much not true at all.” He added, “But! The reason I open my arcanaeum up to you is not out of an idea of altruism; we can’t all be heroes like yourself. I heard that you wish to remove the Dragon Curse. I have no doubt that in the years to come you might actually find a way, but the only way to do this is to open a line of communication between us and Kirginatharp that he will respect; to create a cooperation between Ar’Cosmos and Oceanside. The Curse will need to be removed at its source, after all. Of course, I am not asking you to blindly trust us at this juncture, and especially not considering how you were stolen to here by Fairy Moon, nor am I expecting this construction to take place in a matter of years, or even decades. But I feel that you’re our best chance at ridding our people of this affliction, and so, this is my reason for helping you to learn whatever you wish to learn. Keep this in mind going forward.”

The man was heavily forthright, and he seemed to be telling the truth.

What Inferno Maw wanted was something that Erick believed he wanted, too.

Rozeta had said that this world would not survive a true flight of dragons, though, but even if she was right, they still had time to work out the particulars of a cure. If this [Gate] thing worked out, it would be a hundred years before they needed to actually plan around gaining new worlds. A timeline to curing the dragon curse might take that long, considering how difficult life had been for everyone involved so far.

Erick felt another loosening around his heart.

Everyone here seemed to want the same things as Erick. Motivations and goals were different, but…

That was fine.

Erick said, “I don’t fancy myself a hero, for I simply wish to fix as many wrongs as I can, and the Dragon Curse seems to be one of them. If your offers and your hospitality are real and true, then I look forward to cooperation with your people for a long time to come.”

Illustrious seemed a fraction concerned as Erick mentioned ‘real and true’, but Redflame was trying desperately not to show his teeth as he smiled wide. Inferno Maw was simply pragmatic.

“Our offers are real and true, so I foresee no issues in the immediate future.” Inferno Maw asked, “Do you have any particular need that our arcanaeum can fulfill, at this moment?”

Erick did have a need. He said, “I want to see how a core is formed, the methods and reasonings by which accretion works, and what it means to soul-bind a spell into one’s core. I also want to speak to some of your Wizards.”

Redflame turned quizzical, looking to Illustrious. Illustrious nodded.

“Not what I was expecting,” Inferno Maw said, unconcerned for Redflame’s or Illustrious’s reactions. “Accretion business is easy enough. The arcanaeum cannot assist you with [Gate Space] creation, which is what I was expecting, so I’ll just say that now. Not only are our Wizards incapable, they do not know how to make a [Gate]. Illustrious would be the one to ask after that particular magic. Or Fairy Moon herself. Our current batch of Wizards would likely fail to grasp even the major nuances of this magic, for once their mana was stripped of them they lost all capability. Without a cheat, they cannot compete!”

Erick did not like that last part.

Redflame scowled at that part, too, complaining, “The ones here might not be great creators of magic these days, but they are no less capable than any tier 5 mage, and they’re all great teachers. They all learned how to do proper magic.” He turned to Erick. “It is a common misconception that the wearing-out of a Wizard means they can no longer function in society, but it is true that they are no longer capable of easy magic. This is what Inferno Maw means when he says such a cruel thing.”

Inferno Maw brushed off Redflame’s comments with a huff, and then he said, “I suppose Arnolio is decent. The other three just lost their love of magic; that’s the only real thing that can truly break a Wizard.”

While that was fascinating...

Erick wanted to go back to an earlier point, since the three dragons had seemed to move on too fast from it for his liking. He said, “Speaking of cruelty: I appreciate your acknowledgment that what Fairy Moon did was a theft. That means a lot. I will have you know, though, that until that event, I was predisposed to judging in your favor, for I was already hoping for some sort of cooperation to rid the world of the cause of dragon fights and other, smaller evils.” He added, “Now, though, I am here against my will, and Fairy Moon has threatened a lot, and… It’s been a lot.”

Illustrious gave a small sigh. Redflame seemed to be experiencing a lot of different emotions, most of them happy, though he kept the majority of whatever was happening to him in that moment under a lot of wraps.

Inferno Maw was direct, smirking as he sarcastically said, “Pretending at Fairy Moon’s throne of Judge, are we? Fair enough; she’s been enamored with you since you purged the crystal forest of Hunters, and then again after you rescued all those orcols in that commune. I’m surprised it took her this long to steal you away from the world.”

“She shouldn’t have done that,” Redflame rapidly said, frowning deeply. “She will never apologize, but I hope you can accept my apology in her place, Erick. Sorry. Again, sorry.”

His apology was something. It was not nothing. It certainly wasn’t freedom, but it was something.

And then Inferno Maw said, “Fairy Moon will do it again and again, and you apologize each time, Redflame. Don’t you get tired of that?”

“How often does this shit happen?” Erick asked, suddenly incensed, and trying to hide it.

“One of the primary diplomatic things we heads of house engage in is damage repair and anti-propaganda measures for all new guests whom Fairy Moon retrieves from the world.” Illustrious Moon said, “And saying that: I also apologize. It took me entirely too long to do this particular damage repair, as we almost never get a guest as high profile or as important as you. House Handinoi was simply… We were not prepared for this to happen. We did not foresee this possibility.”

“Yes yes; the fox is as blind as always.” Inferno Maw said, “But all that is boring politics. Let us learn how true magic works, shall we? Linking up with the Wizards here will have to take place another day, though.”

Illustrious kept her tight smirk, though Erick could tell she wanted to hit Inferno Maw, at the very least.

Erick was just a bit unmoored, though. He decided to stick to what he cared to know. Inferno Maw was likely correct that nothing political was going to happen right now, or soon, so they might as well move on to the important facts of the day. Like what accretion was, and how it worked.

Erick decided to move on, saying, “Wizards later; accretion now. This is fine. I want to see accretion in action.”

Inferno Maw flicked his hand at Illustrious as he spoke dismissively, “I can take it from here. Take your kits and go back to your parties and your pageantry.”

Illustrious smiled wide at the man, showing off her sharp teeth. “No.”

Inferno Maw sighed, then turned, and began walking. “This way then, Honored Guest, and intrusive foxes. We go to see the Accretion Masters.”







- - - -







The School of Accretion was one of the central buildings of the arcanaeum. Erick walked right through the main entrance on the third floor alongside his three guides, and noted how absolutely no one was scared of Redflame or Inferno Maw, but everyone gave Illustrious a second look, and then promptly realized this was a bad idea. When Illustrious noticed, which was often, she glanced back, and almost everyone receiving a glance instantly tried to rush away, or they simply froze. Most people froze, and gave deference, which seemed to be what she wanted.

Some people stared openly at Erick, though. They just froze in place, open mouthed and wide eyed. Erick gave those people a small smile and a little nod. Ophiel copied the same gesture from atop Erick’s shoulder.

Accretion Hall was about as nice as any of the other places in Ar’Cosmos, which was to say it was built to last forever, with thick stone walls and wide spaces. Some of the hallways were wide enough for full-sized dragons to roam, but Erick saw none of those here. With Redflame and Inferno Maw and Illustrious’s lack of tails, but seeing tails on some of the people here, Erick knew there was some sort of division of hierarchy going on there, but he did not know enough to understand what sort of division he was seeing.

The trip through the halls and down two staircases took little time at all, with Redflame eagerly pointing out the various sights to Erick, which Erick appreciated. Inferno Maw asked questions to better guide the tour, and Erick explained that he wanted to see accretion, itself; not core formation or anything too in depth. And so, Redflame simply pointed out the room for First Foundation creation, but it was empty, for now, though it could be filled if Erick wished it to be filled. Across the hall was the core diagnostic room, which was currently occupied and unable to be viewed; that process was delicate and could not be disturbed. Some large classrooms had professors explaining things to students in large groups, but Erick’s tour did not go into those rooms, since he had explained he wanted to see the actual practice, not the theory. Soon enough, he ended up at the back of a small classroom with one teacher with big horns and a long tail at the far end, and four students of various body-types sitting in front of him. A private class, meant for specific instructions with gifted students.

The teacher looked up from his instruction and scrunched his eyebrows at Erick and the others—

With their lesson interrupted, Inferno Maw spoke, “Erick Flatt is here to see how we accrete a core; the middling and largest part of the whole ordeal.” He said to Erick, “All of these students, as you can see, are somewhere between First and Second Foundations… And you said Illustrious explained this to you?”

“Illustrious explained the basic theory on the way over; yes.”

Inferno Maw frowned a little at that, as he eyed the tall, violet woman. “I’m sure it was adequate.” He said the word like an insult, then turned back to the class, and everyone was now looking at him. “Allow me some more words on the subject, though: Monsters naturally form cores. Dragons do, too. But dragons can get stuck in their ways, and thus they teach the new generations the same thing as the old generations, over and over and over again, thus perpetuating bad practices that don’t work for everyone. But monsters have been learning how to cycle and accrete in as many different ways as there are monsters.

“Through trial and error and proper investigation and experimentation, which is verified by accretion seekers —it’s a job some people do— we search out monsters, discovering how they accrete, and through this knowledge we can sometimes find better accretion methods. Actual accretion is based on personal mana produced, though; we don’t cycle like the monsters do. That way lies insanity. We think this insanity is due to Melemizargo’s Insanity Mana filling up Veird’s ambient mana, but that is only part of the reason we have monsters and not ‘spirit beasts’ like they did in the Old Cosmology. There are, in actuality, hundreds of different factors for why monsters are the way they are.

“We, however, are not insane, and we are not ‘naturally violent’ unless provoked or given reason; the same as anyone else, really. Anyway. Through our hunts for ever better cycling methods, we have found the best generalized methods. These methods are what we teach our young.” Inferno Maw said, “Show him some cycling.”

The instructor strongly said, “You heard the chancellor. Everyone start cycling. We can get back to the actual lesson afterward.”

Erick asked, “What was the actual lesson? Also: pardon for the intrusion. Hello.”

The instructor instantly answered, “Directed accretion, in particular toward the spirit and toward personal abilities. Everyone here has plans to study magic but they also have bloodlines and personal abilities that they wish to either enhance or mitigate, so I help them to direct growth in those directions to fortify those base abilities.” He saw Erick’s minor confusion, then added, “It’s like… Imagine having a plant-based bloodline which allows one to [Grow] on demand, but you can get a spell to do that, so the bloodline is useless as gifted. So you need to mutate that bloodline ability toward something else in order to make it useful again, like [Mature Plants], which does the same thing as [Grow], but it also helps with magical plant cultivation. On the other end of the spectrum: Some people might consider such a bloodline to be completely useless, and thus I help those people erase their bloodline, and thus they are able to devote more of their limited mana per day into actual accretion, with the goal of Second Foundation. Or, they are then able to seek out a bloodline that they actually like, which is a whole other series of discussions.”

Erick nodded in partial understanding. “Thank you for the explanation.”

The instructor nodded, then said, “And thank you for solving the Shade problem, Archmage Flatt.”

It was such an honest statement that Erick felt that maybe this thing would work out after all—

One of the kids, who was looking completely lost at what was happening around her but who knew enough to be afraid of Illustrious, finally recognized what all the other people had already recognized: That in addition to two heads of house being present, that Erick Flatt was also there. That one girl did a double-take, and then promptly fainted, falling in a boneless slump backward onto the ground. Erick winced. Her classmates were horrified. The instructor just sighed, then commented that the girl really needed to fortify her body more than she had.

Illustrious chuckled.

Redflame instantly went over to the young girl and lifted her up to put her head on a pillow, while Inferno Maw instructed the class to continue and invited Erick to walk around to see what the students were doing. The girl was out of it, but she was breathing and Redflame did some minor fussing over her before deciding that she was okay, so she was probably fine.

The instructor and the students began accreting; auras flared, then solidified, mana filled those auras, and then that mana flowed inward.

And Erick watched.

What he saw in that small room, as he walked around, but did not get too close, matched Illustrious’s earlier lesson rather exactly. There were a few variations, though, which fell in line with what the instructor had explained earlier. The students released their auras, then their mana, then they concentrated that mana inward. They didn’t do a general fortification, though. They focused their mana through the very short mana channels that connected their core to the outside of their chests; the shortest distance between the outside and their cores. This, then, was directed growth. Their cores were all in various stages between rough-cut gem and perfect sphere, while their bodies were not as strong as that of Redflame, or Illustrious, or Inferno Maw, so the kids were obviously going for Willpower/Focus fortification. As Erick watched, he saw a few facets of their cores begin to fill out, with one kid going from about 400 facets to 430, but it would take them a long while to actually get to Core Saturation; the first half of Second Foundation. He estimated… Months? Maybe more like four months, rather than ten months.

He might have been off on that estimation.

Erick’s consideration of Illustrious increased, for she hadn’t lied to him about how this worked.

After ten minutes of watching in silence, Erick stepped back, softly saying, “Okay. Thank you. That was very informative.”

Inferno Maw smiled, instantly saying, “Excellent! Care for another class like this? Or is it time to get to proper enchanting?”

“Or talk of [Renew]!” Redflame said, hopeful.

Since visiting the Wizards was off the table for today, Erick had already decided what he was going to do next. There was only one way he was getting out of here, and that was to apply these accretion lessons to himself, and make whatever Elemental Benevolence Fairy Moon wanted.

Erick wanted to make Elemental Benevolence, anyway. It would be good to solve an existential threat like the Sundering before it could ever happen again.

So Erick said to Inferno Maw, “With your earlier warning about how enchanting is different here, than it is on Veird, I feel I do not know enough about the way you enchant here in Ar’Cosmos to have a meaningful conversation on that subject at this time. So instead, I ask if you have any books on the subject, so that I might read them and have a better conversation in a few days, or however long it takes to understand the material. I would like to see the Wizards at such a time, too.”

Inferno Maw gave a small, sly grin. “This works for me. I will have some material delivered to you in a few hours. A few primers and a few textbooks. On a few different subjects?”

“I would appreciate whatever bookwork you feel like assigning me.”

Inferno Maw cheerfully said, “Careful with those choices of words; I might assign you some impossible problems just to see if they can be solved through Particle Magic.”

“If you give me such problems then I look forward to being as befuddled as anyone else.” Erick added, “So maybe stick to the remedial stuff, for now.”

Inferno Maw gave a happy grin, not bothering to hide his pleasure as he said, “Then let us be off, and disrupt this class no longer. It was fine to meet you, Archmage Flatt. I look forward to working well with you in the future.”

Inferno Maw led the way out of the classroom, back into the hallway where Illustrious’s guards had remained. The grey-horned man gave a tiny tilt of his head as he walked off down the way, and then turned a corner, going out of sight. He had seemed like a decent sort of man, so Erick was glad for the unexpected meeting.

Erick said to Redflame, “We can talk on the way back to Fairy Manor? I don’t actually know what the place is called.”

Redflame briefly looked dejected—

Illustrious softly said, “‘Fairy Moon’s House’ works for most people.”

And then Redflame got over it, saying, “A walk and talk is acceptable— Wait. No. Actually. Could we have a meeting tomorrow? I will need to gather up my supplies before we have this conversation.”

Erick offered, “Afternoon, then? Where? Here?”

“In the early afternoon. I will visit you at Fairy Moon’s house.” Redflame nodded, looking satisfied. “It was good to meet you again, Erick.”

“It was nice to see you again, too, Redflame.” Erick said, “But… Before we part, I wanted to ask you one specific thing about your search for [Renew]: why can’t you funnel mana through runework in order to produce a specific type of mana, which could then be used for Wizardry purposes, such as securing the lives of newborns, or whatever? I’ll admit I don’t know what you do there that requires Wizardry… But I have seen rather ancient mana-changers that could take anyone’s mana and make an iron slime out of it, which would then go on and gather up iron as an old method of mining. I’ve also seen cooperative casting enchants that anyone can donate to, to activate the enchantment. Those are the two major ways I’ve seen to align mana in my own journey to understand [Renew].” Erick said, “It’s all about the bouncy mana… if you want to call it such.”

Redflame’s eyes glittered red. He grinned. “Ahhh. We will have much to talk about, I think. Yes; I know of those items you suggest, and many, many more. The problems with those are efficiency and actual purity. None of those items produce actually-pure, single-source, appropriately-aligned mana. The Script supports the mana most people use to such a degree that proper Wizardry is impossible using this methodology. What is actually happening in those two designs you speak of is that people are all taking mana from the same source and throwing that mana through a sieve in order to catch the same types of mana. It’s like… proper Wizardry requires pulling specific fish from a specific pond, but what is happening in those designs is that people are funneling the same ocean of water through similar sieves trying to catch one type of fish.” He added, “It sounds like the same process, but it’s truly not.”

“… Oh. Well that’s unexpected. But…” Erick said, “We can talk more later.”

Redflame gave a small inclination of his head, and a happy grin, then took his leave.

Erick looked around at the strong stone walls, and had a thought. This arcanaeum seemed nice. How did it truly compare to Oceanside? Better? Worse? The books that Inferno Maw would send over would show much of how Ar’Cosmos worked; if they taught for truth, or if they worked like Oceanside, and taught to make people cogs in the machinery of Veird.

… Not that there was anything wrong with cogs. The world needed to be maintained… of course.

Erick turned to Illustrious. “Back to Fairy Moon Manor, then.”

Illustrious asked, “Don’t want to see the rest of the city?”

“Not right now.” Erick said, “I’m a bit hungry, and I want to write those letters to my people that you promised I could before I get to Inferno Maw’s reading materials.”

Illustrious said, “Then let us be off.”

The walk back to the manor was pretty much the same as the walk to the arcanaeum; heavy with conversation about everything out there, and about how Ar’Cosmos actually worked as a city. Mostly it was boring logistical stuff.

And then Erick asked why they didn’t have public transportation, like a rail system. This entire place was made of fake materials, right? If so, it should be simple to include some moving carts, or maybe moving walkways. Illustrious explained how that, no, this place was made of real stone and real everything, and that they tried moving-systems twenty times since she ascended to the head of her house, 1100 years ago. They always broke down.

“One method that we all thought would last forever was the river system. It was clean, fast, efficient, and most of all nice. You could sit on a boat and watch the world go by as you got to where you needed to go. It was exactly that for about 20 years. There were problems, though.” Illustrious said, “People liked to swim in the water, too. Every year we would end up with two or three kids dead to drowning, and a fair number of adults, too. Every Triumph of Light we’d end up with at least ten or twenty people dead from drunken swims. What actually ended that system, though, was that the main man who made it was murdered over some alleyway deals of his, and no one else was willing to put in the work to keep the system up and running. Boats break down a lot. The riverways spilled water everywhere, and into some houses, too. The constant repairs and maintenance made it a mana-intensive system to maintain, and a constant headache. The thing had to be maintained ten times over, after all; multiple systems in each land.”

But [Mend] still worked here, right? [Stoneshape], too?

… Erick glanced through the manasphere.

The manasphere was still present, though it was a lot cleaner here in Ar’Cosmos than out there on Veird. Erick tried glancing backward in time, though, and he hit a pretty hard wall about ten minutes into the past; the mana was clean. No influences. While this was great for Erick, for he realized he could not be easily spied upon through his history...

Since [Mend] worked off of the history of an item, and since this place had little history…

[Mend] likely didn’t work. Huh.

To make sure, though, Erick asked, “Does [Mend] still work here? Boats should be easily repairable, even if [Mend] doesn’t work, though.”

“[Mend] works, after a fashion, but only if you get to the break as quick as you can. The mana here is a lot cleaner than back out there. [Witness] is pretty much impossible unless you are informed of an incident within ten minutes of it happening.” Illustrious said, “In the case of the maintenance of the boats, though, it turned out that the boatmaster was floating the whole enterprise due to his contacts in those alleyways, but those people were sabotaging the boats and screwing him over. That whole nasty business came out over the course of a year and the waterways were dead by then. Water drained out. Boats burned. The end of the waterways was a time of red for Ar’Cosmos, for its downfall had uncovered a great many unseen threats until that time. House Fae and House Carnage purged every single criminal in the city, all at once… Etcetera, etcetera, etcetera. You know how justice goes. Anyway. For the waterways: No one wanted to fix the water system or take up that mana and work cost, and so that system went away, following the same path as all the others before it. And so, we walk where we want to go.”

Erick frowned a little at that.

The conversation moved on.

Eventually, one of Illustrious’s guards showed up with a small suitcase of papers and other writing equipment, meant for Erick.

Eventually, they made it back to Fairy Moon Manor.

Illustrious’s guards stayed outside of the manor while the dragon woman, who took the writing stuff from her guard, guided Erick into the house, saying that she wasn’t going to leave until she personally handed him off to Fairy Moon, herself. Once the doors to the outside world closed, leaving Illustrious and Erick alone for the first time in several hours, her public persona dissolved; she smiled softly, and there were no sharp teeth. Her eyes were bright and happy. She was back to being the kindly woman she had tried to be this morning, but of which Erick was too blinded by his paranoia to see. Sure, Erick had very good reasons for thinking badly of Illustrious Moon (And Fairy Moon, of course), and he would continue to have those thoughts until he was allowed to leave Ar’Cosmos and interact with Illustrious and the others on his own terms, but he wasn’t blind. He saw that Illustrious was basically a good person.

Probably.

It wasn’t till the two of them had walked through four hallways and shut three grand doors behind them, that they reached Fairy Moon. The old fae was eating dinner beside Maid Maria, who was also eating dinner at the same table.

Illustrious relaxed fully, giving a happy sigh as she set down the briefcase full of papers and pens and ink, and other various things. “That was a fun little trip. No problems, either.” She said to Erick, “I hope that we have proved the truth of this land to you, at least a little bit.”

Fairy Moon spoke up, “The tour seemed to work out splendidly from my perspective.”

And it had.

No one had tried anything untoward the whole time. Erick had been waiting for it; waiting to unleash Ophiel and attempt to protect himself but probably fail. And yet, he hadn’t needed to do that.

But if Fairy Moon was watching the whole time...

Erick asked anyone who would answer, “Did anyone try anything untoward?”

“There were some people in some alleyways that tried to interact with you, and then they tried to follow with a long-distance [Scry].” Illustrious said, “But my people took care of it.”

In a way, Erick was glad that something had happened, and that Illustrious had stopped it. It would have been beyond strange if nothing unexpected had happened. Something always happened when Erick was out on the town, and it was usually only through the combined efforts of his mana sense, and, until recently, Poi or Teressa, that they managed to make nothing happen; usually by eyeing the people who tried to start whatever shit they wanted to start.

Most people usually only wanted ‘some of his time’ and to ‘tell him about this great offer’, though. Very rarely was there actual danger involved.

Fairy Moon said to Erick, “You have all the accouterments necessary to cultivate your core into something singular that will again allow you a 50-meter radius of rounded senses; the only reason you are blind for now is this lack in your life. I hope you are prepared to produce such growthful gains, now that you know we are not being betrayful or befuddling.”

Erick purposefully frowned at her for her attempt at hurrying him along, then he realized, almost sadly, that frowning wouldn’t ever register to Fairy Moon how he wanted it to register. He lost his expression at that moment, blinked a few times, and then said, “I know you are not being purposefully dishonest, but from my perspective this is all very sudden and unkind. But by that same hand, and in your favor, I understand that kindness is not always the best policy, especially when it comes to matters of grave importance, but…” Erick decided that he didn’t need to say anything else along those veins; Illustrious understood, but Fairy Moon was just playing lip service toward understanding. Erick cut to the end. “I’m going to start accreting after dinner.”

“Then the day was not wasted.” Fairy Moon said to Maria, who was already getting up out of her chair, “Please attend to our guest’s appetite.” She turned to Illustrious. “Will you be staying? I have words of wisdom about the audit.”

Illustrious stood tall, like she was ready to receive bad news, and said, “I would be delighted to join you for dinner and to speak of the house.”

And so, they ate. Maid Maria finished her own dinner in the other room, while Erick sat at the same place as before, and Illustrious sat across from him, and Fairy Moon spoke of everything that was currently happening in House Handinoi, and what needed to change.

It was basically administrative talk, and though it was informative into the nature of Ar’Cosmos, it wasn’t anything that Erick hadn’t already suspected. This place was just another city on Veird. Ar’Cosmos had more or less the same problems as any other. The solution of ‘banishment’ here, though, was a lot more involved than banishment out there, and usually involved a Fae Seal which stripped the banished-person of all their memories related to this land.

Which sort of explained the discrepancy between how many people seemed to live here, versus how little Erick had heard of this place before his arrival.

Dinner itself was great. Erick listened and did not speak. All in all, it was a rather normal event. Fairy Moon even agreed with Illustrious’s promise of allowing Erick to send letters back to his people… Which was apparently a thing that was in doubt, for Illustrious had made that promise, and not Fairy Moon, and Illustrious was very obviously relieved when Fairy Moon allowed her promise to be kept. When the meal was over, Erick bid Illustrious farewell, and Maid Maria came in with a load of books that had been delivered to the front door, courtesy of Inferno Maw.

Maid Maria helped Erick to carry the books back up to his room, and he was not accosted for that decision, nor was he told to do anything at all. This was also a surprise. A welcome surprise, to be sure, but a surprise nonetheless. He had expected Fairy Moon to demand something from him.

Maid Maria bowed as she left Erick to his room.

With paper products and a pen in hand, and the door closed and locked (though that probably wouldn’t do any good, but it was the thought that counted) Erick got down to writing a letter. He had to scrap it a few times when he felt he was being too angry, but the anger flowed easily once he was able to put words to paper. So he just gave into the anger for version #5, getting it out of his system. That worked. Once the anger was bled onto the page, Erick focused beyond his own emotions to get to the truth of this land…

That truth was what he put into his sixth letter, and when that turned out like shit, he reorganized it all into a seventh.

He explained the mind control, or whatever it was that had happened to him, and then he explained how further mind control happened, but then that was over, for now. As long as he didn’t cross any fae lines, then there shouldn’t be any more of that…

And then he realized that none of these letters worked. His goal was to inform people that he was safe, and under fae rules, and that Ar’Cosmos had Wizards, and with any luck, they could ‘solve the future Sundering problem’ by the time he got out of here. Yes. That was what he wanted to tell Stratagold and Oceanside and Spur, so he drafted a letter including that true message. And then, he finished.

… It probably needed to be reworked later, after he had a night to sleep on it.

Jane and Poi and Teressa and Kiri each got letters unique to them which were much easier to write.

All of those letters got a post script that he would likely add to the political letter, tomorrow:

‘Please don’t start any wars over this.’

… He wasn’t going to send them out right now, anyway. Erick set the letters aside.

He leaned back in the chair and had a think. The chair had not been there in his room this morning when he awoke, nor had the desk. A bookshelf that was mostly empty, save for a few history books and some accretion manuals, sat near the desk. That shelving hadn’t been there this morning, either. After adding Inferno Maw’s workbooks and such, that bookshelf got a lot more full. The last addition made to his room while he wasn’t looking were some accretion pillows sitting beside the window. Those things were great big bean-bag-like pillows that were both soft, and yet firm…

Erick almost went to the pillows, to cycle; to put into practice all the ideas he had seen that day.

First, though, he grabbed the books on accretion, set them upon his desk, and read up on the process for a while. All of the books came with warnings in the beginning explaining that the book would not be allowed outside of Ar’Cosmos, with the punishment for violating this rule being banishment. Other than that bit of scare tactics in the beginning…

The sun fell and the moon rose. Lights came on automatically inside the room, keeping the room bright while outside turned to night. And Erick studied.

After three hours, and after cross referencing seven different accretion manuals, Erick felt he had a pretty good grasp on accretion. There was only one problem.

But that problem might not be a problem.

Erick had read none of this back in the Core of Veird. He had heard none of this in his long discussion with Rozeta, about the process of becoming a Wizard. But then again, she had spoken mostly in generalizations of the process by which a nascent-Wizard became a true Wizard. That whole process basically boiled down to: ‘The Wizard makes mana and themselves at the same time, becoming a fully crystallized-mana being that is like a weight upon the world, while also maintaining a fleshy body; this is the first major act of Wizardry from any and all true Wizards. It is Paradox Wizardry, for sure, and if you actually try for Wizardry, you will get there faster than you expect, Erick.’

And yet!

All these books, even the advanced ones, did not even hint as to what Rozeta had explicitly said would happen to him. They all spoke of cores. None spoke of fully-crystal bodies.

Even the few advanced books among all the remedial books mostly spoke of things like Third Foundation and Final Foundation. Third Foundation was when one had achieved multiple cores, which doubled one’s safe mana-per-second spellcasting cap from 500 mana spent per second, to 1000. Final Foundation was where one increased their core count to anything beyond two cores, which usually meant that such a person could make as many as they wished, and could sustain.

This sort of explained why some of the wyrms that poured out of the Forest of Glaquin at the end of every Water Season, and which lasted pretty much all of Summer, had multiple grand rads. This explained why it was possible for a monster to have multiple cores at all.

But anyway...

Maybe there was no discrepancy.

Maybe becoming a Wizard is something more tightly hidden than what Inferno Maw and Illustrious Moon and even Fairy Moon were willing to share with Erick at this moment in time. Or, maybe Illustrious and Inferno Maw simply did not know how Wizards actually worked. After all, Ar’Cosmos had a certain view towards Wizards, and how best to use them. Perhaps their ‘best use’ of a Wizard would never allow a Wizard to actually achieve their full capability.

What was likely happening here was that Rozeta had been open and honest, for she was not afraid of Erick, while these people here were scared of him, at least a little… Illustrious was scared of him, for sure… But then again. Illustrious was willing to speak more about accretion after he reached Second Foundation…

So maybe Erick was just being paranoid again.

Inferno Maw’s decision to not include any Wizard-core books was easy to understand, though; why would he talk of Wizards to Erick, when he did not know that Erick was a Wizard? Such a talk would just be needlessly giving away secrets. Or perhaps Inferno Maw was just being himself; he didn’t seem like a man prone to long speeches, like Kirginatharp.

Erick put his paranoia away after examining all the angles for a while. He decided that he would discover the discrepancy between Rozeta’s words and the teachings of Ar’Cosmos eventually. But not today.

For now, there was no reason to not try this method of cycling. Monsters and dragons and anyone with a core could achieve more or less the same results through a hundred different methods, though some were better at others for gaining the most in the shortest amount of time. Ar’Cosmos’s methods were geared toward that efficiency, and they had basically perfected these methods over many generations of accretion seekers and monster dissections.

Erick went to the accretion pillows, picked out a large, blue one, sat down, and relaxed.

Getting into the process was simple.

Flickering white glows seeped from his skin as he manifested his aura. Mana came next, flowing out of his core, into his aura, brightening the glow the faintest amount. With control, Erick pushed away the ambient mana floating around him, and inside his body. His aura expanded in all directions like a solidifying bubble. There was a strain, but he held on. He concentrated on breathing. With his mana sense, he saw the world around him, and especially the world inside of his body, for he was very much ‘one with the mana’ when it came to his own mana.

A smile crept upon his lips at that.

And then, he began to push his mana out of his aura, manifesting his power everywhere inside the bubble of his aura. He felt a slight weakness at this, but it was no more than how he usually felt when he got on low mana.

The books all explained the next part as mostly intuitive. Some called it ‘pulling the cap’, and ‘letting the bathwater drain back to the source’. Some called it ‘weakening the natural walls of the core through an application of aura control’. Some called it ‘opening the spirit’. All of them meant the same thing.

It took Erick a second to figure it out, but once he did—

It was instinctual. He opened the solidness of his spirit. Mana flowed inward.

The mana that was already inside of his flesh lit up like a bioluminescent sea disturbed by a great movement far below. For a long, yet brief moment, he glowed radiant white. And then that power was spent, instantly fortifying everything that it had been near. Erick’s heart beat hard twice in succession as a jolt of pure power quite literally filled his veins.

And then the initial burst was spent, and in the wake of relief and calm that followed, all of Erick’s carefully held-together accretion efforts fell apart like so much mist under the sun. His aura evaporated, taking all of its invested mana with it…

And yet, his core felt fine. It wasn’t full, by any means, but some of his mana had returned to him.

He had managed a small, proper cycle. Not a full one, but enough that he could go again.

And so he tried again, and this time he was ready for the jolt. This time, the jolt was a lot calmer…

As his body lit up brilliant white for the second time, and power flowed into his body, through his skin, many strange things began happening. Erick tried to categorize them all at once while he was in the middle of it all, but it was difficult to understand which was more interesting— And then he bottomed out on mana.

Which was another odd thing.

Erick was still categorizing everything else that he had witnessed, though.

Sweat dripped from every part of him, but he felt fantastic. He crashed backward onto his pillow for just a little while so that he could think. Ophiel hopped off of his own pillow to join Erick, now that he was done glowing, and so Erick put a hand on the little fluffy guy, petting him as his mana sense told him a very interesting story.

So.

A few things.

His body was not turning to crystal. Not yet, anyway. That was probably his biggest, current concern. So no worries there, for now.

His core, which had a good hundred facets and had been growing in number of facets, and getting a bit fatter and more round ever since Erick had been [Renew]ing himself, now had 125 facets, and was looking particularly plump. It was not at all like the marquis-cut, 10 mana rad that Erick had originally had… Weeks ago, by now? Yeah. It had been weeks already. His core was pretty far from being a perfect sphere, but it was certainly growing stronger, and this cycling method had pumped up that growth rate considerably.

Also, all of his muscles felt like he had been working out for a good 3 hours. Which was probably a good thing. Erick remembered this feeling well, from back when he was in his early twenties and always active.

He had even witnessed, briefly, how mana had begun to fall into the veins inside his body, to follow those on its way back to his core.

Perhaps the largest change, though, was that Erick knew how much mana he had in his core; 200 mana. It was the same amount of mana he had had in his core since the start of this whole thing. But he had spent all of that mana in this session, though he had only gained the benefit of about 140. He had fucked up that first time, after all, and released a lot of his power into the open air; that mana did not make it back to his core.

This was important to understand because cycling was not supposed to ‘use up’ mana unless it actually got used, which meant that Erick had managed to fortify his body and spirit with about 140 points of his own mana. Most people (mostly dragonkins and the descendants of dragons) only managed to fortify 10 to 50 mana per day. Dragons managed 500-5000, depending on age and circumstances and whatnot.

And here Erick was, fortifying all of his mana into himself.

Oh yes. This was his mana, for sure.

He was a Wizard.

And this felt like he was cheating.

His Maximum Mana was surely higher now, and he was probably stronger, too. But how much? He had no idea. No Script here to show how much he had actually progressed… if at all. Actually…

Erick went back to the books, searching for the answer to a new question—

Ah. Here it was. ‘How much mana does it take to fortify the equivalent of 1 point of Strength’ Answer: ‘Anywhere from 1,000 mana to 10,000 mana, depending on the person.’

This meant a few things. Erick had likely not fortified anything enough to achieve the equivalent of +1 of any of his Stats...

That was concerning. With some quick math…

Erick frowned. “At the far end it takes a normal person about 430 years to get 50 in every original Stat?” He made sure his math was correct. “Start at 10 in all Stats, means 160 Stat points, times 10,000 mana per point, means 1,600,000 mana. But at 10 mana per day this means 160,000 days, divided by 370 days per year, means… 432 years. Oh. Wow. The Script is the real cheater. People use a lot more mana than they make.”

But then again, mana never truly got 'used up' so the Script was just recycling mana.

… But if Erick truly did make between 1 to 1.5 million mana per day, and even taking into account that he would be raising eight Stats up to 70-ish instead of the normal four...

“Five days. That’s all this would take” Erick’s eyes went wide. “Okay. Maybe we’re all cheating but in different ways.” And then he realized he had made his assumptions too simple. “Wait. No… That’s not how it would work. I still only have a 200 mana cap and a 300 mana per hour regen, but only at Rest… Right?”

It was more complicated than that, of course. Erick went back to the books and found most of what he wanted to find about limits and bottlenecks on mana-to-accretion ratio. A First Foundation core could only hold so much mana (which for Erick was 200, for now) until one was deep into spirit fortification and their Script-delineated limits rose to an effective Willpower and Focus in the 50s, giving their core the ability to actually contain 500 mana, such a young dragon was stuck at a maximum accretion of 250 mana per day, or however much mana they had in their core, as defined by their Willpower.

It wasn’t till well into the depths of First Foundation, when Willpower rose to over 50 and Focus followed, that a dragon could accrete a few times per day, as Mana Exhaustion allowed, to fully take advantage of their natural mana production. These were limitations of the Script, and they remained even here in Ar’Cosmos. Those limitations only dropped away in very advanced circumstances which mostly had to do with allegiance to the Dark, or plots for self-created Wizardry, both of which caused the user to disengage from the Script. Disengaging from the Script was bad; the book firmly stated this several times over. Once a person disengaged from the Script they might never get it back, and though the Script was a pain in some ways, in others it was a massive boon. The boon outweighed the bad.

All of that seemed to line up with what Erick had already heard from multiple sources, which he was glad to see.

The day was full of information, it seemed.

As Erick continued to read in-depth, he found another important section regarding ‘bloodlines’. He had ignored that word the first few times he glanced over it, but then one of those sections caught his eye with the term ‘elemental alignment’. Apparently, Erick’s own Light-afflicted aura certainly qualified as a bloodline.

Erick was surprised to realize that his own mental wording for his ‘affliction’ was likely a cultural bias.

Dragons all wanted a bloodline, and they all naturally had one, so that worked out for them, but for half-dragons, or anyone else, bloodlines were something that they had to go out and acquire. Once one acquired a particular elemental bent to their mana, it would make those sorts of spells and natural abilities so much stronger. The strength of that shift varied, but 2 to 4 times as strong was a general expectation.

Once again, dragons had a claw up on the competition, for they had their bloodlines since birth, but as long as one got a bloodline before they started accreting, then that was fine. Adding a bloodline after forming your first core and reaching First Foundation was exceedingly difficult, and not recommended for the beginner.

Anything put in at the start only got better with time. Anything put in after the start sometimes got pushed out by what already lay beneath. It was more complicated than that, since dragons could shed their cores and make new ones, but that was considered an advanced technique and was only hinted at in a single, advanced book. The actual wording was more like ‘talk to someone who knows about this; do not attempt yourself. You will die.’

Anyway. The Script’s ability to allow anyone to gain an Elemental Body, if they tried for it, was perhaps the easiest and most widespread way that non-dragons added bloodlines to themselves.

But what actually concerned Erick, and the whole purpose of looking up this stuff on aura-taint, was due to the creation of magic when one had a tainted aura. In the manual creation of magic, one used their aura to make that magic, and if one had a bloodline, then all their magic was naturally aligned in that direction. This made creating magic that was not aligned with one’s aura harder than it would be otherwise. For instance, even the basic [Force Bolt]s Erick made with his aura were actually [Light Bolt]s unless he strained himself to make them normal [Force Bolts]s. It wasn’t much of a strain, but it was still a strain.

Four different books all told Erick that his concern over future magic creation prospects was a concern that many, many people had had before him, and that such a concern was not worth his time to consider. Any properly made core would be made with one’s own mana, so it would always respond to one’s need and ability, which meant that he could eventually learn to ‘suppress his bloodline’ and use his core for whatever magic he felt like making. Suppressing one’s bloodline was a technique outlined in four different books, each in a slightly different way.

… Erick read those sections rather thoroughly.

Two hours later, Erick was sitting on his pillow with his aura fully out and active, but it was colorless. No light. No glow. Not even a hint that it was actually active at all. A little bit of his mana had returned to him by then, too, so Erick formed a [Force Bolt] with his aura and aimed at the stone floor of his room.

A perfectly normal dollop of near-invisible Force smacked the stone with all the power of a tap from a particularly heavy staff. Of course, nothing happened to the stone at all. It was stone. Erick’s bit of Force was nothing compared to that solidness. And yet, Erick felt a giddy source of pride and surety well up within him. That small joy came out as a small laugh.

The strain of suppressing his bloodline was only slightly more difficult than opening his aura in the first place.

Erick smiled.
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                Erick woke the next morning feeling refreshed and wonderful, and not sore at all. His body seemed to be fully healed from his first foray into accretion, which was normal. All the books said that while there might be an initial weakness after a good accretion cycle, all of that weakness should go away faster than it felt like it should. ‘Such was the power of accretion’, was the refrain in many of the manuals.

One book, though, posited that even here in Ar’Cosmos, where Health did not exist, Vitality still helped to boost healing speed. Erick believed that one more than the others.

Ophiel chirped on the headboard while Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye lazed by the window, watching the sun come up. As Erick got out of bed, both of his [Familiar]s joined him in the bathroom, and though that was a bit awkward at first, Erick got over it, because when he hopped into the bathing pool to clean himself Ophiel dove right in and splashed around with him. Erick almost would have preferred to [Cleanse] himself than take all these baths, but that spell was not as precise in Ar’Cosmos as it was on Veird, and so he made do with what options he had available. [Cleanse] still worked, but it was more something one did to the water that one used to wash dishes, than to the dishes themselves; you still had to scrub the dishes.

Or in this case, Erick had to scrub his skin.

And the warm water was great, anyway. It constantly cycled and cleaned itself all the time.

Erick got out of the bathing pool after a little while, put on some soft clothes, and felt like it was time to get breakfast. Ophiel alighted on one shoulder while Yggdrasil took the other, as Erick unlocked his door and started walking down the stairs. Fairy Moon and Maid Maria had likely eaten long before now, but he felt he could probably find something to eat, or at least he could find one of those two people and then go from there.

The dining room was empty save for a note left on Erick’s usual spot.

‘Dearest Guest, Erick Flatt. Fairy Moon is indisposed today, so I, Maid Maria, will be attending to your needs. If you have found this note, then I have likely been called to do other duties for a little while, otherwise I would have been doing paperwork here, in this room, while I waited for you with a gift from Fairy Moon, and to attend to your other needs. I should be back soon, but I apologize for my negligence. If you are in need of the kitchen, please look to the end of the dining room and follow the smell of baking bread. Feel free to take anything you wish to take, or make anything you wish to make. There are many items already made and under ward in the pantry, just waiting for someone to eat them. Feel free to eat whatever.’

Erick glanced around, then put the note back down.

A gift from Fairy Moon? Hmm. Erick didn’t know how he felt about that.

But he did know he was hungry, and he actually did want to make his own breakfast now that he knew that was an option. It was fine having breakfast made for him, but… All of this was still uncomfortable for him. He could make his own breakfast.

This was actually great, now that Erick thought of it.

There was a problem, though. Which part of the dining room was the ‘end of the dining room’? It was a rectangular room and everything was ornate, and this place was very much non-euclidean, so… Realistically, Erick had a 50% chance of being right. The correct direction had to be one of the short ends.

He went left, first, and stood at that end of the dining room. He sniffed the air. No bread? No bread.

He went to the other side and sniffed the air—

Erick smiled. “Bread.”

Erick stepped past the archway…

Left or right?

He sniffed the air… And frowned. After a bit of back and forth, Erick eventually decided to go to the right. It was probably the correct decision because the air still smelled of bread. Soon, he hit another branching hallway. He went to the right, again—

The scent of bread held heavy in the air, and beyond a doorway lay a kitchen. Erick triumphantly walked through the archway and marveled a bit at everything in the rather massive room. A grand [Prestidigitation] stove with twenty burners sat against one side of the wall, while large wooden tables for kitchen work filled the center of the room. One of those tables had an organization of bread upon it, with most of the bread seeming to be of the flaky-croissant variety, or the bun kind, and filled with stuff. Nuts and fruits, or gooey red stuff, or… Citrus? Citrus; yes. Erick left the bread alone, for now.

The kitchen’s cold storage lay beyond another archway to the far left. Through the archway Erick saw large racks of frozen beef that hung from organized rafters on one side, while sausage and other cured or frozen meats hung on the other side, or lay in large bins. Eggs and flour and other assorted goods were in a less-cold section of that walk-in freezer. If he wanted to make his own breakfast, then he would have to venture into that space, but…

The pantry on the other side of the room had to be the ‘pantry’, and yet to call such a place a simple ‘pantry’ felt disingenuous. Erick walked over that way, and marveled at the organization.

Shelves upon shelves stretched from floor to way beyond where the ceiling should have ended. Upon those shelves rested fully-cooked meals under shimmering pink bubbles. Erick wanted to explore. But.

There was another note pinned in a prominent location beside the door, on the inside of the room.

‘Dearest Guest: Erick Flatt. If you are reading this, then I have been most lax in my duties as a good maid. Please forgive me, and accept any offering from shelves 1 through 10. Anything on the higher shelves was not made by me, and cannot be remade if you should choose to dine upon it. I will be back as soon as I can, but if you are reading this, then I am likely inevitably delayed.’

Erick left that note alone as he glanced at the shelves. The shelves were labeled from the bottom to the top, starting at 1 and going all the way to 75, and that wasn’t even mentioning how deep the shelves went. A glance at the end of the room proved to be like looking at a horizon; it just kept going, and going, and going.

Back to his local environs, though…

The shelves seemed to be organized by breakfast at shelf 1 and 2, lunch from 4 to 6, dinner at 7 to 9, and 10 was reserved for desserts. All of it was rather easy to see with Ophiel, who flitted up and up and up to give Erick a better view. All the shelves past #10 were disorganized, and labeled with names instead of types of meals. At a guess, Erick thought them all meals made by the previous maids of Fairy Moon.

… This was too much. Erick wanted to make his own breakfast, anyway. There was probably a note pinned inside that door, too; he just had to look for it.

He went to the cold storage and found another note, but this one was on a plaque and set into the wall just inside the cold room. It was not a note from Maid Maria.

‘Truest Traveler: If thou are to dine, then take what thou will, but deliverest no unneeded destruction to this supply space, or to the common cookery.’

Erick scrunched his face a little. Now that was a message from Fairy Moon, herself.

… Erick…

He wasn’t sure he wanted to make his own breakfast anymore. Well. He did. But then again. He did not. And yet…

Cooking could come later.

Erick went back to the prepared food room and glanced around at his options. It all looked really, really good, so it was a bit hard to decide what, exactly, he wanted. There was the Veird equivalent of a full turkey dinner for ten people. Or a hamburger and wine for one. Mashed vegetables for a baby and desserts of all kinds. High-class meals made to serve a king and queen, but also a platter of common cheeses that anyone could nibble from. After ten minutes of walking and searching Erick picked out lunch, instead of breakfast. He got that hamburger-equivalent he had noticed before, but he also picked out a slice of white cake from the dessert menu. If coffee had been an option then he would have settled for just the slice of cake, but back in the main kitchen the only options for drink were teas, sweet tea, wine, or beer, or stronger spirits. Erick grabbed a pitcher of sweet tea, since it complemented his food choices, and that was that.

He ate his meal at a side kitchen table, which looked perfect for just that purpose. It was delicious, and all the proper temperatures; the burger-equivalent started steaming the second he took it out of its bubble, while the cake was actually a bit frosty. All of it was good. Next time, though, he would ask Maid Maria for a proper introduction to the kitchen and he could cook for himself.

When he finished, he took his used dishes to the washing sink, where constantly-cleaning water constantly flowed through the tap. It was like the water in the bathing pool in his room. All he had to do was take the provided sponge and vigorously scrub while under the water, and everything came off perfectly clean. So he did exactly that. It wasn’t [Cleanse], but it worked. The cleaned dishes went back into the cupboards, except for the pitcher of tea and a glass which would go with Erick back up to his room. With another thought toward eating a snack later, Erick grabbed a small plate of cookies that had looked good, too, and brought them all back with him.

Once firmly behind the locked door of his room, Erick picked out the large blue accretion pillow, sat down, and organized some thoughts.

Erick centered himself.

White glows flowed away from his body like a clinging mist. With a strained thought those mists formed a bubble around him. He breathed. He opened his spirit.

Power seeped into his skin, stirring his entire body to soft, white glows on the inside. His heart pumped hard. His mana flowed through his flesh, following paths of his veins, both the bloody ones and the ones made for mana. Briefly, everything was white, like a sudden rush of rain turning a land wet, all at once, and then the white rain abated, slowing, flowing in rivers and streams back to the source that created it, back to the gem in Erick’s chest. The gem flexed. New facets appeared as its surface shifted under Erick’s rain of power.

He breathed, and focused on the flow.

Thick, translucent-white air filled his aura, to then fall inward, to follow paths, to hit the headwaters, and then start again, raining inward. Pitter patter, pitter patter. A water and air cycle unto himself, Erick went slow, and it still was over faster than he expected; he bottomed out on mana after less than a minute; Empty.

The first few times would continue to be like that, but as soon as he acclimated, it would take longer. How much longer till the time when it would take longer? Erick had no idea.

Erick lay back on his pillow, and simply breathed for a while. His body felt like he had had a hard workout, but that would pass soon enough. A lot faster than it would take to regenerate his Mana, actually, since he didn’t have Meditation in this form and couldn’t force himself into Rest.

… He needed to figure out Meditation.

That way he could put himself into Rest whenever he needed to, otherwise it would take three hours to naturally fall into a Restful state to turn his Mana Regen from ‘per day’ to ‘per hour’. He was still tied to the Script in many ways, after all. Everyone was tied to the Script until they proved themselves too much of a Wizard to be allowed access. That much was true even all the way here in Ar’Cosmos.

And Erick was not about to break himself from the Script and take control of all his mana. Not happening. Not yet.

“So.” Erick asked Ophiel, “Do you know how to gain Meditation?”

Ophiel chirped at him.

Erick smiled. “Yeah. I know the basics, but haven’t managed it yet.” He breathed deeply, then said, “No time to try like the present.” He closed his eyes.

Even breaths. Even heartbeats. Slowing down…

Resting—

“… Wait.” Erick looked to Ophiel. Ophiel cocked his head, twisting his feathers and his eyes around as he looked right back at Erick. “Right.” Erick said, “That. Duh.”

Erick had Ophiel cast a rather weak [Prismatic Ward] across his accretion space and a bit more besides. Not his bed, though. Not too large, either, because he didn’t want to weaken Ophiel too much, nor did Erick want to create some sort of problem with Fairy Moon.

But he did want space enough to cycle inside, and for Ophiel to sit and regain his mana, too. The transparent solidness that appeared around him and a bit more of the room was more than enough for his purposes. Erick instantly felt his body, soul, and mind enter a Restful state, which was surprising. The Status effect was very noticeable now that Erick had gone without it for so long.

… He really should have thought of this sooner.

He also wasn’t casting his daily [Personal Ward].

He wasn’t doing a lot of normal things that he usually always did, like talk to Yggdrasil, or talk to other people, or—

Erick frowned, and then he banished those saddening thoughts; he had a lot of shit going on right now. A lot. And besides, it wasn’t like he could —or needed to— protect himself here, in Fairy Moon Manor.

He forgave himself for his inability, relaxed, fell into the moment, and grabbed one of the books of accretion sitting next to him to read for a bit while he waited for his core to refill. He could already tell that his mana was returning to him slowly, but surely, by the small increase in the mana density of his core. Erick was sure that if he could actually see the thing inside his chest, with his eyes instead of with his mana sense, that the process of regenerating mana would make his core look like it was turning from a dull piece of quartz, to polished crystal, to something iridescent white and glowing.

Should take him about 40 minutes to reach full mana, too—

Erick set down his book as a thought crashed into his mind and would not let go.

“How the fuck am I going to cast my usual 13,000 mana [Personal Ward] if my through-put is capped at 500 per second?” Erick frowned. “Fu— No wait!… Shit.” He sighed. “Ritual casting every day, huh?”

He thought for a moment longer, then decided that he did not like the idea of a true ‘morning ritual’ every day, so in that worst case scenario, he could ritually cast [Unbreakable Form] for 7500 mana, and then do that twice. If that spell needed shoring up then some [Renew] could fix it, but that spell was already permanent. With that active, he would have 500 points of absolute defense…

Or he could work on a similar spell that he could start off small, and then add a million mana to it through [Renew], or something, to eventually make a thousand point absolute defense spell… or something. Actually… That sounded good.

But magic was different here than it was in Veird. So how would he make such a spell? And would it translate to Veird? Likely not, unless he made it on Veird and the Script finalized it for him.

Erick glanced over to the textbooks from Inferno Maw about the nuances of magic in Ar’Cosmos.

He kinda wanted to read them—

But nope! Nope. One thing at a time. Accretion first; he hadn’t even finished all of those books, yet.

A bit over half an hour later, or something near that since there were no clocks nearby, Erick’s core seemed full. His soreness from his first cycle had even vanished over ten minutes ago. He was good to go for round two. Which is exactly what he did.

This time, it took him thirteen minutes to accrete all of his mana (he had reached acclimation that fast? Strange.) and then another forty-ish to get it all back.

The third round of accretion also took him fifteen minutes, though it could have been sixteen. Erick wasn’t sure. Accreting inside a Restful space seemed to help a lot with some of his mana issues, if just by virtue of Regenerating more mana while he was also using his current mana. But was this okay? Was this method good? Or bad? Erick searched through the books to find an answer, but didn’t manage to locate anything adequate before his mana returned to full, which was still 30ish minutes after finishing his previous session.

Again, there was no clock, so he was guessing.

He needed a clock.

The fourth time Erick took ten minutes to bottom out; a drastic shift from the direction he thought his accretion time was headed toward. (Was he speeding up again? Strange.) So while he was waiting to regenerate his pool, in addition to looking for answers regarding Restful spaces, he also looked for words to explain his newfound speed at bottoming out.

Twenty minutes later he finally managed to find a few passages that might have explained what was happening to him. Regarding the Restful spaces, he found nothing. But with regard to his speed, either he was getting so much better at accreting that his time to bottom out was cut by a third, at least, or else he was accidentally taking in ambient mana and fucking everything up. While the first was possible, it was not probable.

Erick did not go for a fifth cycle.

Instead, Erick went looking for answers from a professional, or at least to find Maid Maria. Also he wanted more food; it was lunch time and he was hungry again. He took his empty dishes back with him as he left his room once more, with Ophiel on one shoulder and Yggdrasil on the other.







- - - -







Fairy Moon and Maid Maria were sitting at the dining room table, poring over paperwork scattered over half of the large surface. Sandwiches and smaller finger foods sat on the other side of the table, all within easy reach for either person to pick from as they worked.

Maid Maria had been talking about budgets for some place called the docks, but she went silent as Erick walked into the room.

Fairy Moon looked up at Erick, then narrowed her eyes at him, before promptly relaxing, nodding, and turning back to her paperwork as she said, “Your accretion is advancing admirably.” She said to Maid Maria, “Go get the gift.”

Maid Maria bowed a bit and scampered off to a side room, her pink tail swaying behind her as she went.

Erick walked up to the table and set his used dishes to the side, out of the way of all the paperwork, or the other food. “Is it?” he asked. “Because I have no way to measure any of this. My timing for a full cycle is turning weird, too, going from one minute to fifteen to ten, or something close to that. Can I get a clock, or something, to track my measurements?”

Fairy Moon jolted at the mention of weird timing, stared at him, and then relaxed. “Your timing is weird because you are at the beginning. You are not accreting improperly. As for measurements, though. I have a gift!” Fairy Moon stood as tall as her short stature would allow. “It is a tool to tell of accretion and advancement.”

Maid Maria returned to the room carrying a small blue cube, about the size of a hand. She handed it over to Fairy Moon who took it readily.

Fairy Moon held the cube, and announced, “Behold! A crystal counter, tuned for tracking your specific advancement based upon the Script’s lines of power. This here is a demanding bit of demarcation that does not manage much for most, but it is useful for young dragons who produce more mana than they can reliably use in a day.” She handed it off to Erick.

Erick took the tiny thing and scrunched his eyes at it. To his mana senses it seemed like a blue crystal cube; completely solid and without any moving parts… or anything magical about it at all. It did have some small numbers on the upper surface, though, in eight rows, and with ten columns of 0 through 9, which indicated it was… Erick wasn’t sure.

“What… is it?”

“It is a mana crystal grown in a certain way; something that does not happen back on Veird, but which can happen here if the circumstances are correct. This counting crystal is one made for testing people with New Stats, but it is also a plain counting crystal with all the common capability.” Fairy Moon smiled. “Though the circumstances are different, with this: witness some semblance of how we calculated power back in the Old Cosmology.”

Erick eyed the thing in his hands again. Eight rows of numbers corresponded to eight Stats, so that made sense. But… He looked at Fairy Moon; he needed more than what she had given him. “How do I use it?”

“Flood it with at least a hundred mana.” Fairy Moon said, “That’s all it takes. Let me know if you break that one, for though they can measure quite well, they are prone to breaking and rather more esoteric than essential. They are also not precise, with error rates as high as 15%. A much better method is getting back to the Script for a simple survey of your Status.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “Okay. Good gift. I will use it well. I had another question about accretion, though.”

Fairy Moon nodded. “Do you desire Illustrious to return? Or will my own answer suffice?”

Erick went ahead and just asked his question, “It’s about the thing you brushed over earlier. My accretion time to bottoming out on mana was a single minute, then it was 15, and now it is ten. It is speeding up, I think. Does that mean anything? Am I taking in ambient mana? I also didn’t find anything out about people using Restful spaces to speed up recovery time; does a Restful space cause harm in any way?”

“Your core is correctly curated; I have checked. You will speed up as skill progresses and your body begins to acclimate to accretion,” Fairy Moon said, without worry. “The Restful space thing you’re doing is a nuance to the usual methodology, but there should not be problems with that peculiarity. Most people just Meditate, but your way is by-chance better.” She gestured to the food at the table. “Care to stay for sustenance? Or would you like help handling the kitchen? You are free to make whatever you want, except for any exceptional messes; that would be rude to Maid Maria and I will make you clean up any such catastrophes.”

Erick ignored the casual threat, and said, “I will grab something from the kitchen and leave you to your own work. I appreciate your answers.” He said to Maid Maria, “And your food is excellent. Much appreciated.”

The pink dragonkin lady turned a bit more pink around the cheeks as she smiled politely and did a small curtsy. “Your words of kindness are too kind; I am but a humble Cook. If you desire something in particular, please let me know.”

“I will be sure to do that, then.”

Maid Maria curtsied again.

Fairy Moon nodded, then returned to her work.

Erick went to the kitchen and grabbed something good from the premade options, and then he took it back to his room. If it weren’t for the various circumstances that landed him here, he would have thought it a bit funny to ‘go and eat in his room’, like he was some sort of child staying out of the sight of a disapproving parent.

But his situation was a situation that was not funny at all.

… The food was pretty great, though.

- - - -

The cube worked oddly.

All it had was a 10x8 matrix of numbers 0 through 9 on one side. It could not display a Status at all. It couldn’t even flick through a roll of numbers, or a proper mechanical device, in order to show his actual numbers. What it did, instead, was flicker. None of the lines of numbers were listed as a Stat, either. If this thing worked as Fairy Moon said it would, then it should show that all of his Stats were at least at 10, except for Willpower and Focus, which were both at 20, though those were his numbers from before he started accreting.

And anyway, Erick had no idea what this thing would actually do.

So he put a hundred mana into the thing and hoped for the best. Almost instantly a white glow took hold in the center of the crystal. And then the numbers started flickering, rushing through the entire gamut of numerals before something else flickered inside the crystal and all of the white glow vanished—

The numbers settled. In the first 5 lines, and line 8, the number 1 flickered. In lines 6 and 7, the number 2 flickered instead. One second later the number 0 flickered here and there, but in the other spaces, a 1 flickered instead.

And then the glow died; the counting crystal went inert again.

Erick smiled.

Okay. That was rather simple to understand. Erick wasn’t sure how the creator of the crystal had organized his numbering system, but in Erick’s own Status, it went from top to bottom: Strength, Vitality, Dexterity, Constitution, Perception, Willpower, Focus, Intelligence. It was probably the same for most people, though most people only had one of the New Stats. Therefore, the display here was likely organized to show the whole possible suite of Stats, and Erick suspected that a null-result would just make the 0s flash. Or something like that.

Even though he couldn’t figure out how it worked, exactly, Erick knew enough to understand what it meant, and it meant that he had gained about 4 Points in his ‘Status’.

Calculating out his mana spent to points gained…

“Oh.” Erick said, surprised. “1 point per 250 mana? Is that right? I think it is. That’s… Okay? Wizards cheat, apparently.”

The books had suggested it would take between 1000 mana, to 10,000 mana, to gain a point in a Stat.

… Maybe the first points were easy, though?

Erick accreted some. When he stopped, he rested, Rested, and read, looking for answers about ‘easy first Stat increases’, or something similar. All he managed to find was that it usually got harder and harder to gain more power, but that a starting point of between 500 mana to 10,000 mana per point was normal.

… The books seemed to have discrepancies with their numbers.

That was frustrating. Was nothing peer-reviewed here? At least Oceanside’s books were peer-reviewed and set in stone by the Headmaster. All of those Oceanside books were meant for the complete layman, though, which was a different sort of problem, Erick supposed.

Erick went for cycle number 7. When he recovered enough from that cycle to put another hundred mana into the counting crystal, he found he had gained another point in what was probably Dexterity. Because of that, Erick was almost 100% sure that for every 250-ish mana he accreted, he would gain 1 point in a stat. So that was good!

Almost the entire day was gone by now, though, and the math did not bode well for the super fast growth that Erick had been expecting. His core was far away from being spherical, while his body was absorbing most of his gains, which meant that it would take quite a while to get anywhere quickly with this methodology.

… And yet.

That sort of thinking was incorrect. Erick would start snowballing hard once he gained enough of a foundation to actually start snowballing; once his Script-delineated regeneration allowed him to tap into anything close to that of his actual mana creation. But that would likely take a while to happen. According to some napkin math…

He required 250 mana to gain a Point in his Status.

His regeneration was currently at 320 mana per hour. This was the combination of his Vitality and his Focus, thanks to Rozeta’s Recovery, which combined those Stats for the purposes of calculating Regeneration.

Every time he gained a point, there was a 25% chance he gained a point in either Focus or Vitality, and since both were beneficial for Regeneration, and they both counted the same, they were effectively identical gains. The other Stats didn’t matter right now. Only Regeneration mattered. If he Remade the Skill, Concentration, for 3 times Mana Regen, or Enduring for 3 times Health Regen, then this would go a lot faster, but Erick felt he did not have enough base mana to do that yet, so those bits of Soul Magic would have to wait. Which was fine; Erick was pretty sure he could Remake those Skills the very second he regained enough of a mana pool to actually make the necessary change to his soul.

But anyway: Erick had a 25% chance, roughly every 47 minutes, to gain a point in a relevant Stat. Therefore, it would take an average of four cycles to gain something relevant.

After four cycles, to get to full mana (which was currently 210 but he pretended it was 200 for the ease of math) it would take him, at first, 45 minutes to reach the next stage, and then 44 minutes, and then 43 minutes, and then 42 minutes. Erick ignored the decimals.

Erick didn’t go much further into the math than that, because once he reached a turnaround time in line with his minimum accretion time, then that would be as fast as he could go. All signs pointed to the snowballing beginning in…

An accretion time of 8 minutes per hour, which translated to a regeneration of 1900, which was combined from both Mana and Health Regeneration, which meant 190 combined Vitality and Focus, which meant 95 in both Stats…

Erick winced.

Ouch.

Okay.

The initial time frame of ‘five days to snowballing’ had some holes.

If he did undirected growth, which would put all his ‘Points’ wherever they felt like going, that would require 650 overall Stat gains. Which meant 162,500 mana accreted, which would mean…

Split the difference and just assume 400 mana per hour for the first third of his total necessary mana to snowballing… Which seemed correct. Erick wasn’t sure. He certainly wasn’t going to be doing any calculus to properly calculate this mess. No thank you. Estimates were good enough.

This meant 135 cycles, each at (once again assuming) 30 minutes per cycle… 67 hours. Divided by 12 hours per day, since he doubted he could cycle continuously—

No. Fuck that. He could go hard if he needed to, and it was necessary to go hard right now. Erick could stay awake and fully cognizant for five days, easily. And so, it would only take him a little under three days to reach the first third of his necessary growth. A little bit less for the next third, and then the last third would be even faster. 10 days? Maybe? 12? Longer than Erick would have liked.

Was it linear growth? Or quadratic? Ahhh. He had never been that good with math.

And that was with undirected growth, anyway.

If he tried to accrete for Willpower and Focus specifically, as he had seen those kids do in that classroom with that instructor, then he could probably do that. The books had good outlines for that sort of growth, too. The problem was they all warned against too much directed growth before he got closer to Second Foundation.

But ignoring that!

Once he reached 1000 base Mana, he was pretty sure he could Remake the Skills Discipline and Concentration for a 3x multiplier to his Mana and his Mana Regen.

… 1000 base Mana was 100 Willpower. Ouch.

“Five days to reach… something. Maybe.” Erick looked at his core with his mana sense. The gem beside his heart was still all facets, and not anywhere close to being a sphere. “No idea how long till Second Foundation, though.”

… Erick was suddenly struck with a thought.

How fucking weird was this. Reduced to scrabbling for mana gains that he had already outpaced so long ago. It was strange. It felt almost like he had fallen into a whole new world that was so very close to his old one, but vastly different. And wasn’t that a bit too funny. Erick smiled at that thought, but it was a sad sort of smile. He had already been through this ‘falling to a new world’ scenario once—

Knock knock.

There was a knock at his door. Erick got up and went to see who it was. Upon opening the door, he instantly realized what was going on. He had made plans for this afternoon already, hadn’t he?

Maid Maria confirmed his thoughts, saying, “Master Redflame is here to see you about your [Renew] spellwork, Archmage Flatt.”

Erick nodded, breathed deep, then said, “I appreciate the news. Let’s go see him.”

Ophiel hopped onto Erick’s shoulder while Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye followed close behind.







- - - -







Fairy Moon’s paperwork had been removed. Instead, there was different paperwork, and a lot of people. Mostly orcol-sized dragonkin. Among the tall people Redflame did not quite measure up, while Fairy Moon barely made it to waist-high.

Redflame was too occupied to notice Erick’s arrival. He was fussing over the organization of metal plates and books upon the large table, while all the other people either helped move the presentation from large carts, onto the table, or they worked on large chalkboards, or woodboards, while other people read from hand-held notes as they copied words and runes and diagrams onto those chalkboards, or pinned work on the woodboards. Half the room had boards of various sorts lining the walls.

It looked like a massive graduate thesis presentation or perhaps an end-of-year review, and it looked to be only 75% ready for inspection.

Fairy Moon stood next to Redflame, looking over everything he had brought with him, while he picked up another runic plate from a cart and placed it near the runic plates already on the table. He fussed over the arrangement—

Fairy Moon softly said to Redflame, “Erick is here.”

Redflame’s entire body went rigid for a brief moment as he whipped around, trying to find—

Redflame’s bright red eyes locked with Erick’s, and then he grinned, seeming to melt into an exuberant joy. “Hello, Erick! I’m almost set up.”

Erick could not help but to smile back, as he said, “Hello, Redflame. This is a lot.”

Redflame chuckled. “It is! It’ll be about ten more minutes till everything is set for proper viewing, but have a look around. I’ve actually been working on the lack of Wizardry problem for a long time, now, with a focus on birthing the next generation properly, but your [Renew] idea has flung me to new heights of inspiration and— Ah! Ah. There’s a lot out here. Please! Look around.”

Erick nodded. “I will look around, then.”

And that is what he did.

As he glanced around, part of Erick felt bad for lying to Redflame through omission, by not telling the dragon that he had already made [Renew] down in the Core of Veird. But another part of him felt good that he had already solved the problem currently being displayed all across the room. Erick had known that inventing [Renew], allowing anyone to contribute to any other magic, would have long lasting and unforeseen effects. Possibly even more effects than his creation of Particle Magic. At least with that Particle Magic one had to understand those physics to cast or to make those spells, which was pretty much in line with how all other magic worked the world over. But [Renew] was dead simple to use and utilize.

[Renew] would enable everyone to leverage magical power into usefulness, even those without the knowledge or ability to create or properly use magic themselves. As Erick looked at the problems that Redflame wanted [Renew] to fix, he felt that perhaps he had gone a step too far with that spell. Or perhaps, more accurately, Redflame and others like him would take this spell a step too far.

… If [Renew] enabled Wizardry, then...

Erick started looking around, and hoped that [Renew] could not be used to break the world. He had more faith in Rozeta than that. He wasn’t sure if he held that same amount of faith in these dragons that he had just met, though.

Erick walked slowly, studying chalk drawings on slateboards and papers pinned to soft woodboards. He gave tiny nods to the dragonkin putting up the information, and they bowed in turn, and went right back to fixing the information into place. It was then that Erick realized that these people were not mere servants to Redflame, or anything like that. They were mages themselves, and many of the notes in their hands were simply ways for them to remember what needed to go on the boards; it was not a direct 1-for-1 copying effort. None of them actually chose to talk to Erick, though, and Erick made no effort to talk to them. None of them looked too nervous at seeing Erick, either—

Oh.

Erick realized what was going on when one of the mages almost spoke to him but then he glanced at Fairy Moon and his heart beat hard. The man shut his mouth. They were terrified of speaking around Fairy Moon. Which… Fair enough.

Erick was focused on the presentation, anyway.

Most of the stuff on the boards was theory about what it actually meant for every individual person to make a different ‘flavor’ of mana. Most of the stuff on the boards were theories on how to fix that fact, too. The runic tablets on the table were tests of those fixes, with many of the problems of those fixes listed right beside those displays. Efficiency problems. Not-actually-the-same-mana problems. Completely didn’t work as it should have problems. Etcetera.

Redflame’s main goals were on full display, too.

He wanted to end the reliance on Wizard-hunts. He wanted to enable generations of dragons to live free of the Dragon Curse. He wanted to transform those currently afflicted by an improper Curse removal, into true dragons.

Erick’s eyes went a bit wide when he saw the statistics on Curse removal failure rates, and how the Curse removal actually worked.

In a large room made of concentric circles and smaller frameworks, they would gather a thousand young dragons every time they found a Wizard. In addition to the thousand people, they would add one hundred eggs, which they already had in waiting. The Wizard would be brought out and placed in the center of the formation of the people and the eggs, whereupon they would be simultaneously stripped of their Wizardly power while giving that power to every single dragon in that room.

It was not a guaranteed success.

One percent of the adults would retain their dragon form while also ridding themselves of the Curse; mostly those closest to the center of the formation. Everyone else would become a dragonkin to a varying degree. Roughly 10% of those transformed would be able to transform back into a Familiar Form that they were comfortable with, but that would be the extent of their dragon power.

Everyone who failed any part of the process would lose access to their draconic form, forever; it was as though they had been afflicted with the Class Ability Draconic Essence Inoculation.

Ten of the hundred eggs would mature into full dragons, with their Dragon Essence transformed to the appropriate element but still able to assume a full dragon form. The other 90 eggs would break and die. It was a 10% transformation rate, instead of the 1% rate of the adults.

Low numbers, all around.

As Erick went over those boards again and again, he found it amazing that anyone would risk their lives and their bodies like this. A thousand dragons were willing to risk eternity in obscurity for a chance at living free and open… Which wasn’t that surprising, when Erick took a moment to think about it.

But just how often did a Wizard happen, anyway? Did Ar’Cosmos find a Wizard every, what, 20 years? Every 10? According to what Erick knew, House Fae had three Wizards, with two used and one awaiting use. There were three more at the arcanaeum that were used up. Erick was pretty sure that they were all normal people, too, meaning between ages 20 to 80; non-immortals. And that meant certain things with regard to timing.

Were Wizards a lot more common than Erick had assumed?

He had assumed that Wizards were a one in a billion thing (though he had no clue where he had gotten that number from) and since Veird only had 540 million people, Erick had thought it was pretty damned weird to have the last well-known Wizard, Hullbreaker, active only 20 years ago. But if there were six Wizards here in Ar’Cosmos… There were likely more than that. Maybe as many as 10? 20?

Between Ar’Cosmos and the wrought and Oceanside, Erick was pretty sure that Ar’Cosmos captured the lion’s share of Wizards.

Redflame caught up to Erick at the Curse-breaking display. “Anything I can answer?”

Erick instantly asked, “Are Wizards truly this common? The arcanaeum has 3. House Fae has three. You have to have more besides that. Oceanside got Hullbreaker, from what I heard. That means at least one Wizard every… What? 5 years? I thought Wizards were a truly rare occurrence. One in a billion.”

Redflame looked to the boards, and said, “We estimate about one Wizard every hundred million people, but they usually only make enough of a stir to be found by the greater powers of Ar’Cosmos, the wrought, or Oceanside, every 7 to 10 years. Individual dragons find them all the time, though, and never seek outside help. Every case of that happening has always led to failure and death to most of the people involved, including the Wizard. We try to tell them to bring the Wizards in, but… Free Dragons will be Free Dragons.” Redflame gestured to the rest of the presentation. “If we could make Wizards obsolete, though, that would be for the best. Then we could simply rescue them from the various forces of the world, and not rescue them in order to break them for our own needs.”

Erick was a bit surprised at that last part, and it showed upon his face. “You would have Wizards here, yet not under your control?”

“I know it must seem foolish to you— Or. Actually. Maybe not?” Redflame asked, “What sort of stories of Wizards were you raised on? Most people find the very idea of Wizards even more detestable than Shades.”

Erick avoided that large tangent by saying, “That’s a large topic.”

Redflame grinned, then nodded, saying, “Very well! But yes. To answer your question: Yes; I would be fine with having uncontrolled Wizards nearby, because aside from the Sundering, and aside from their own ideas of what it means to be a Wizard, most Wizards are usually among the best people to have around. The good ones go around solving problems that no one else can solve. The bad ones… Well… The usual response to criminals is the usual response, but for confirmed Wizards that response gets a bit… Overheated.”

“Fair enough.”

Erick glanced around, at the presentation lined up on the sides of the room, and on the various bits and bobs of runic tools set up on the table in the center. Redflame’s people stood to the side of the room, out of the way, likely there to supply expertise should it be needed. Fairy Moon stood by the table, giving Erick a raised, questioning eyebrow. Ah. She was… She was expecting him to break down and tell Redflame that he had already solved [Renew].

And he might. But… Maybe not. Probably not. There was maybe a 10% chance of telling Redflame the truth, or maybe more like 5%, and only if everything went really well. But that chance dropped to 0% after Erick saw Fairy Moon preparing for a hammer to fall.

… 1% chance.

Erick said to Redflame, “My own ideas with [Renew] involve bouncy-mimicry mana. That’s about the large and the small of it. Care to run me through your ideas, and then I can get back to you later on my own?”

Redflame smiled wide, briefly showing his teeth, before he realized that he was showing his teeth and then he slammed his lips shut. “Gladly!” He gestured to a gold-and-silver spiral of metals, sitting on the table. “Let us begin here, at the molding machine; my first somewhat-successful mana-shifting runic device I created nearly a thousand years ago. It is like that iron slime creating machine you spoke of yesterday, but this one…”

The presentation lasted two hours. Redflame spoke, and Erick asked questions. Sometimes, it was the other way around. Erick hedged his words often, but though Redflame noticed the hedging, he did not comment. He seemed to be well aware that Erick was not fully willing to commit to this project with him, though Redflame was attributing Erick’s reluctance to his current status as a prisoner, and he did not seem to suspect the truth, at all. Erick let him think what he wanted to think.

But Erick had almost broken down ten times and told the man that he had already made [Renew]. Redflame truly did want to save the unborn and heal the half-dragons. That’s what the partially-Cursed were, technically; ‘half dragons’. Not ‘dragonkin’. Those were two different things.

“They and their children are stuck here in Ar’Cosmos, because to return to Veird would turn them into monsters.” Redflame got a far-off look in his eyes. “That’s where Wyrm Season comes from.”

Erick startled. “… Oh.” And then as the implications dawned on him due to that small sentence, Erick added, “If they leave, they become wyrms? That’s… Not good.”

“Well… It’s more complicated than that. A lot more— I won’t go over all of it. But.” Redflame said, “While the adults who were cursed to mortality and half-dragon bodies can never ascend to a full dragon, born half dragons are sometimes able to find success with certain accretion techniques, to refine their bloodlines and transform their half-cured state into a full cure… Centuries upon centuries ago, Wyrm Season used to be all year long, but these days, when the Free Dragons return for proper accretion and body strengthening, we’ve been able to limit those who wish to try for full refinement to only attempt the last step during this part of the year.

“The Free Dragons then help to contain and destroy those who fail to ascend, and in return those Free Dragons gain a slot for an actual cure whenever we happen to find a Wizard… Or, more realistically, they gain a slot to become a half-dragon and gain citizenship in Ar’Cosmos.” Redflame paused, then said, “That’s probably as succinct as I can make that, for that whole system is two and a half messes, or more.” He breathed a bit, then forced his worries away as he forced himself to brighten. “And that’s yet another reason to look to [Renew] for a permanent cure. A proper [Renew] might be able to turn all the half-dragons into true dragons; either Paradoxed into a House, or back to pure Dragon Essence to try for another transformation like their parents before them. But that’s all for the future; the goals.” Redflame gestured to everything. “What do you think of the progress toward those goals? Have any insights?”

Erick had been working on what to say for a while now, and so he said those words, “A lot of this is quite deeper than what I was going for, so you have uncovered some insights that I will have to think upon. I still don’t think that [Renew] will work the way you want it to work, for such a thing will have to be Script supported in the first place, and Rozeta will not allow for easy Wizardry. If it looks like this spell can do that, then she might just Ban it outright, and none of these problems will ever be allowed to be solved in this way. Or she might take this [Renew] away from you when you try to make it; that’s what happened to one of my spells. [Zone of Peace]. Koyabez got that one, though, so that’s fine with me.”

Redflame retained his outwardly-hopeful expression, but he seemed to harden inside, solidifying his thoughts and direction. “Aye. All valid worries, but a Ban is on the outside of possibilities. A restriction is more likely, like with [Duplicate]. A restriction would mean that only certain people would ever be able to get this spell. This would be less than ideal, but it would still solve our problems here in Ar’Cosmos.” He said, “I am glad to see that my own insights at least match your own, though, for it has been delightfully informative to speak with a full outsider about the same type of magic I have been fiddling with for a long while. I’m going to try to make this magic in a week. I would like you to be there for the ritual.”

Erick felt a cold sweat.

“… Uh? One week? You’re going to try to make it that soon? Really?”

“Yes.” Redflame said, “One week, and I will attempt this spell. I have been saving up mana for just such an occasion, and I think a million mana should be enough. It will be a small spell, after all. Something Basic Tier.”

There was a slight problem.

Erick had already made [Renew]. Rozeta had told Erick that in his making of that spell, that she had closed off the option for anyone else to ever create [Renew]. Therefore, Redflame’s attempt would hit an Error message… or something like that.

The Error message wouldn’t do much damage to him… Probably.

But Redflame would realize that this meant that someone else had already made this magic.

Okay. Erick was in a time crunch.

… Whatever? Yes. Whatever. Erick had enough problems and Redflame seemed like a good guy. If that time came around and Erick was still here in Ar’Cosmos, then he would just tell Redflame the good news. Maybe by that time Erick will have gained Second Foundation, and already made Elemental Benevolence with Fairy Moon, and therefore he could leave Ar’Cosmos and interact with Redflame on less uneven-ground.

… Yes. Good plan.

Erick said, “Then… I wish you luck and skill, Redflame. I’ll probably still be here by then, but if not, then… We’ll see?”

Redflame’s solidified emotions turned to quiet relief, as he gave a soft smile, saying, “We shall see.” And then he shivered a bit, saying, “Oh! This will be something! I haven’t made a new Basic Spell since I made [Force Platform] way back in the beginning of the Script.”

Erick felt a tickle of his own joy, and he laughed. “You made [Force Platform]?”

“I didn’t even mean to, either!” Redflame happily said, “Back at the beginning everyone was making all the magic they could, so it’s a minor miracle I got to make that one before someone else did. Ahhh. That was a long time ago.” With a small grin, Redflame said, “I’d love to talk more some other time, but I believe I need to be getting back, and I have taken up enough of your time.”

“It was nice talking to you, Redflame. Good luck with [Renew].”

“Good luck with [Gate]! And all the rest.” Redflame turned around, looking everywhere. He paused, and said, “I think Fairy Moon and Maria are entertaining my mages in that other room, with food. Is it already dinner time? I suppose it might be.”

Erick looked toward the open archway that led into a side room. Fairy Moon and Maid Maria had set up finger foods for the various other mages who had accompanied Redflame. Those mages seemed willing to participate in the minor repast, but the ones Erick saw looked even more nervous in there than they did when they were out here, watching Erick and Redflame move about the presentation.

Redflame walked over to that room, and Erick followed.

Soon, Redflame and his people got to removing the presentation. In less than ten minutes, the whole thing was taken down and packed away, and Redflame gave his appreciation to Fairy Moon for the use of her dining room. Fairy Moon told him that anytime he wished for anything, he just had but to ask. And then, Redflame and his people and his stuff left Fairy Moon Manor through a bright red door, ringed in flames.

The door shut and vanished, once again becoming a wall of sculptural reliefs.

Fairy Moon turned to Erick. “You did not tell him the small truth of your spell.”

Erick did not expect their privacy to be so complete, so fast, but if Fairy Moon was speaking like this, then it must be.

Erick said, “I might tell him, after I accrete enough to get out from under your thumb and his claws.”

Fairy Moon inclined her head, then nodded, saying, “He is a good man. One of the best.”

Erick waited a bit for the threat…

And then he waited longer than that.

No threat came?

Erick said, “He seems like a good person, but good people do bad things all the time in the name of good, like holding other good people hostage.”

“Aye.” Fairy Moon said, “This is true. Care for dinner? I am famished, and these small foods are not for me.”

“I could eat.”

Fairy Moon turned to Maid Maria. “Set for supper.”

Maid Maria curtsied and did as she was instructed.

Fairy Moon got a small roast bird stuffed with cabbage, or something like that. Erick decided on a steak. It was a pretty darn good slice of beef. Maid Maria sat in the other room, eating her own meal in private. About halfway through the silence of their meal, Erick realized something. Maid Maria ate with Fairy Moon at her table, but not when Erick was around.

Erick felt a bit of shame at realizing that he was pushing Maria out of her usual spot, so he broke the silence of the meal, saying, “If Maria wishes to eat with you, then I can eat elsewhere.”

“Preposterous,” Fairy Moon said, without a single hint of rancor. “You are our honored guest, and therefore you will eat at the same table as myself. Maria lives here too, so she is fully allowed to eat with us if she wishes.”

… ‘If she wishes’? Did she not? Well. Obviously she did not. Why, though—

Because of him?

… Well yeah; duh. Erick did try to kill her when he woke up that one time. And yup, Fairy Moon was glancing at him, trying to see if he understood what she had implied. Seeing his recognition, she just nodded, then went back to eating.

Erick had almost killed Maria hadn’t he. Realizing that was like a slap to the face, alongside a dozen other lesser-understood feelings. Indignant rage, that Maria was scared at him for his reaction to Fairy Moon’s harmful actions. But also sorrow, that he had almost killed her… And then he was back to anger, for she had been the pink dragon that had pulled him into the tunnel to Ar’Cosmos. She was directly Fairy Moon’s underling. She was directly responsible for his kidnapping. But looking back on the day’s events…

Maria had avoided him. She had left out notes for him to find regarding food, and aside from when she was sent to fetch him she had completely stayed away. She was scared of him. Erick didn’t like that anyone was scared of him, even if they deserved that fear.

But did Maid Maria truly deserve that fear? Yes. But also no. It was entirely possible that she was under some sort of Fairy Mind Control… Though maybe not? Erick decided to let that particular anger go. He focused on how he could make this situation better for all involved.

Erick asked, “Do you feel I should apologize for almost killing her?”

“Perhaps, if you wish.” Fairy Moon said, “Words sometimes help, but they often make things worse when there is no willingness to hear.”

Not the response Erick had expected, but then again, he had had no idea what sort of answer he was expecting. So he took Fairy Moon’s line of reasoning, and asked, “Is there no willingness to hear such an apology?”

“These things take time.” Fairy Moon said, “And that is as much as I am willing to speak on her behalf since her business is her business, until it includes me.”

“… Ah. Fair.”

“I try to be.”

Erick had some words to share about that, but he kept silent. He kept the peace, for now.

Dinner was pretty good, all things considered.

After dinner, Maid Maria rushed out of sight before Erick could apologize. She had probably overheard them talking, because of course she had.

So Erick simply went back to his room and accreted for a while. Between sessions, he finished his letters to his people, and to Stratagold, to Oceanside, and to Spur. He asked if they had any pointers they wanted to give him for dealing with the people of Ar’Cosmos. In the letter to Oceanside, Erick apologized for not being able to attend the meetings between the Angels and the Demons, and he hoped that the Converter Angel was keeping out of trouble.

Nothing he wrote down was anything that he would not mind anyone else reading, so the letters were not as personal as they could have been.
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Erick cycled four more times over the next three hours; as much as his Regeneration would allow. He did not concentrate his accretion into his core because the books all said to keep his body and his core relatively even until he had a good feel for what he was actually doing. So far, Erick barely knew what he was doing, but he was learning quite fast.

And he had learned of a problem. A problem that had been there all along, and yet he had not noticed until now.

His Status, back when he could see it, said that he was a Particle Mage even in this Other Form, and that he had 10 out of 10 Class Abilities unlocked and selected. Two of his Original Self’s chosen Class Abilities were Double Mana and Double Mana Regen. These, theoretically, carried over into his Other Form.

So where the fuck were those Abilities? Why was his Mana Regen at 200 instead of 400? Why was his Base Mana at 200 instead of 400?

Erick had no idea.

Maybe they were locked away from his monster self, sort of like how his Stat rings didn’t work anymore? Did monsters even have Classes? Shadelings had Classes, but Melemizargo made those monster/people just how he wanted them to be. Or perhaps he had ‘unlocked’ Classes for them, while they were actually just on the Monster Script, like how they had said they were…

Actually. That made a whole lot of sense. The shadelings were on the Monster Script, and that meant certain things, for Erick did not believe that monsters got Classes, but since Melemizargo had tinkered with the shadelings, specifically, he had enabled Classes for them. He had certainly enabled the ability to select certain spells and abilities from the Open Script.

But, like all monsters, shadelings were still very much on the Monster Script.

… So Erick’s own Abilities were just locked away from him, somehow? And yet he had them.

It would probably take some Wizardry to solve this problem, too. Erick added this issue to the Wizarding pile, which included ‘getting his rings to work on his Monster Self’ and ‘enabling his Core to self-repair’, all of which were explicitly stated to be possible, by Rozeta, but which were disabled by default. He was on his own little sandbox-Script while in this Other Form explicitly to allow him to figure out how to make Scripts, too, because Rozeta expected him to help with the dissemination of Scripts in the rest of the universe…

Eventually.

Erick sighed.

One effect of being in this Monster Self for so long was that it afforded him the ability to think about how it all worked, and to really drive home how different the Monster Script was from the Open Script. Erick had had this Other Form for a while now, so he should have noticed this Class Ability discrepancy way before now, but he just hadn’t.

And in addition to that:

Erick was still able to send off 100 mana to Phagar, to ask about potential Particle Magic. He had already tried that, and he thought it had ‘worked’, and yet it had ‘failed’. But maybe he had only thought he had tried that? Maybe none of his Class Abilities were active?

How would he even know? If the manasphere wasn’t so clean then Erick could probably force his way into the part of it that allowed one to visit Phagar, in Phagar’s own house deep inside Time Itself. But nope! Not possible.

Whatever.

Erick accreted again, taking 5 minutes to flood his body with his own mana and to use it all up, fortifying every part of him.
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186, 2/2


                The morning sun rose in the same window where it had set, which was the same window where the literal sliver of a moon had been all night long. Erick hadn’t slept, so he had definitely noticed that the sun and the moon rose and fell in the same part of the sky. Which had been weird. 

Or maybe he was too stressed, and he was mistaken about the sun and moon (he wasn't mistaken) but whatever! He couldn’t fix that stress right now, either. Add it to the pile.

Anyway. For his 12 hours of accretion done during the night, Erick had managed to stuff himself with maybe 4000 mana, which should have translated into 16 Stat points. He hadn’t tested himself against the counting crystal until now because he wanted to see if his numbers and estimations held. If they did, then he should be at roughly even accretion for all of his Stats.

Erick held the counting crystal in his hands, and flooded it with an estimated hundred mana.

The thing glittered, and then the numbers started flashing. When the flashing was over, Erick smiled. He wrote down his Stats on a paper to track his progress.

- -

Strength: 13

Vitality: 13

Dexterity: 13

Constitution: 12

Perception: 12

Willpower: 23

Focus: 23

Intelligence: 13

- -

Mana: 230

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 360

- -







His math had predicted all of that, which was great.

And yet… His math had predicted all of this, and it had taken Erick till now to realize that it would really take ten days of this, at least, before the snowballing truly started, and that meant that Erick would need to make some decisions about Redflame and [Renew] before he was ready...

Actually.

Erick went back to the numbers, to see if the calculations would come out better if he tried calculating the whole thing a different way.

Considering that he could accrete 200 mana in 5 minutes, this meant he would need a Regen rate to at least match that rate of regeneration. This meant 2400 Regen. 2400 Regen meant 120 in both Vitality and Focus, though, and Erick wasn’t 100% positive, but he was pretty sure that numbers like that were beyond Second Foundation. He should hit Second Foundation at around 65 in all of his Stats. Or something like that.

This just meant that he needed to get those triple Mana Regen and Health Regen Skills. But at the same time, he was pretty sure he needed 1000 Base Mana to Remake those skills, and he couldn’t get 1000 Base Mana without getting way past Second Foundation.

Okay.

How to cheat?

… Did he even have Health anymore? Well. No. But that was beside the point. The only reason he wanted Health in this scenario was so that he could use Blood Mana, but his Class Ability to turn Health into Mana-equivalent was likely not available, anyway.

He needed to break the lock on his Blood Mana, too, so that his Base Mana could include his Health values… But then again, how did Blood Mana work in Ar’Cosmos? Literal blood? Hmm.

Okay. So. Erick needed to get to Second Foundation, which was still days away, and then he would probably be able to do… something to fix all of his resource issues. This was a rather systemic issue, too, now that he could spare some time to actually think about it. Without the Triple Resource Skills, and without the Scion Skills, of which Erick was going for Scion of Balance this time, he would be stuck at a Max Mana of just his Willpower times ten. 100 Willpower only meant 1000 Mana, right now—

Okay. Okay.

He was going around in circles. Perhaps he was overly worried.

It was time for breakfast. Time to switch gears a bit. Erick took his letters with him as he went downstairs. He made it half way down and almost bumped into Maid Maria on her way up.

The pink dragon lady blushed as she looked up at him, then curtsied, and said, “Breakfast is served, Archmage Flatt.”

“Appreciated, Maid Maria.” Erick said, “Also— There’s no best way to say this, so I’ll just tell you: I’m sorry for almost killing you the other day.”

He had wanted to say a lot more than that. Perhaps about how unintentional murder was not something he would have done if he had been in his right mind, with all the unsaid implications fully implied. But that would have been a threat, and even though Maid Maria was one of his captors, he did not wish to cause himself anymore mental grief due to causing Maria mental grief, which would likely come back to bite him in the ass in the future, in some unforeseen way. Likely through Fairy Moon. Fairy Moon seemed rather protective of Maria, after all.

Maria went stock still as Erick’s apology caught her completely off guard. Then she breathed a bit, and curtsied again, saying, “The apology is appreciated, and so I feel I must reciprocate; I apologize for the disruption this event has caused you, Archmage Flatt. If there is some way for me to make you more comfortable, please inform me at your leisure.”

“Then I will do that.”

Maria calmed, then asked, “Will you be joining Fairy Moon for breakfast?”

“I shall. Lead the way.”

And so she did.

Breakfast was pancakes and sausage and strong black tea.

It was all rather great. It was also eaten in silence, though, with Maid Maria eating her own breakfast in the other room. It appeared there was still friction there, but then again, how could there be anything but friction, right now?

Toward the end of the meal Erick couldn’t stand the silence anymore, so he spoke up. “Fairy Moon.” Erick asked, “How much mana do you think it would take to Remake Concentration or Discipline?”

“The power it takes to get a Point through the Script is the same power one needs to enact a smaller change in the character of oneself.”

To clarify, because he was surprised if he had understood her correctly, Erick asked, “However much mana it takes to gain a Point in one’s Status is the same amount of mana it takes to make Concentration, for 3 times Mana Regen?”

“Aye. A blessing is bought by the same measure as the manifestation of a Point. Still, though, wait till Second Foundation for such a blessing.” Fairy Moon said, “Cores are better to bless than smaller soul shards, for breaks and accidental curses are more easily cured or removed in a proper core.”

Erick blinked a bit, surprised. “Oh. Okay.”

So Erick could make these ‘minor blessings’ as soon as he gained 250 Mana; not 1000. That was surprising. He still didn’t have 250 maximum Mana, but he wasn’t days and days away from that goal, anyway. Maybe he could even have that much Mana today.

Fairy Moon seemed to see the thoughts behind his head, though, for she said, “Heed this warning, young one: The consecration of a core is more wisely done at the correct core capability. Wait till Second Foundation.”

Fair enough. “Heard and understood.”

Fairy Moon nodded, then asked, “Do you desire Illustrious return, to guide you in your Remaking of your requisite Skills, when the time ticks nigh?”

“If the nature of magic is mostly the same, then I can change my maximum Mana and Mana Regeneration on my own.”

“That minor magic is the same in every space, ever since the Script selected what was, and what was not.” Fairy Moon shrugged, making for a very human-looking sight, as she said, “A minor magnification of capability that peaks with time and trials, and a restructuring toward faster flow that does the same.”

Erick paused, and then he nodded, too. “That’s what I thought it was.” He added, “I am surprised that all it takes to make something like that is the equivalent of one Point, but that makes a lot of sense. It’s only a single Point to buy the Skill in the Open Script, anyway.”

“Concentration is but a minor magnification that grows. The ‘growing’ is important.” Fairy Moon said, “If you were to make that magic fruit in full at the initial instantiation, that would be considerably more costly. The Scions do not follow this formula, for they are greater gains than the smaller skills. I warn you to wait till you get back to Veird to align your soul with a Scion, even if you should reach Second Foundation much faster than that exodus.”

Erick decided that her advice was good, and that he would follow it. And then he put forth his letters, which were folded and set to the side until now. “Could these be mailed for me?”

Fairy Moon nodded, saying, “I will honor Illustrious Moon’s promise, if you will trust me to enact this promise.”

A sudden spike of worry lodged in the center of Erick’s brain, sending chills down his spine and across his arms.

“… I will trust you, then.” Erick refrained from frowning, and said, “I don’t want any of these people harmed, though.” Erick was suddenly, very acutely aware that he was asking for Fairy Moon to interact with his loved ones, and other people, too. He kept that panic at bay, but it was a close thing.

“I will not harm nor hamper anyone who does not deserve it, Erick.”

“You warn me all the time of various lines I should not cross. Here is one for you to ware: Do not harm my people.”

Fairy Moon raised an eyebrow. She smirked, then said, “I shall honor this request in the manner in which it was intended.”

Erick felt a rush of relief at those words. “Acceptable.”

Fairy Moon nodded.

After breakfast, Erick went back up to his room and accreted some more. He had been awake for 24 hours at this point, but he could do this for at least two more days before he needed to crash. Rozeta’s Recovery and Dexterity and Perfected Body each contributed a lot toward that capability.

During the times between accretion, Erick read up more on the whole process, looking for words regarding the remaking of Concentration, and all the rest. He found no specifics. All he found were instructions to spend Points over in Veird in order to gain those Skills; not even a hint that one could Remake those Skills themselves. Even the advanced books were like that, which was rather disappointing, but understandable. They were made for mass production, after all.

Erick was still disappointed to see the same lack of information freedom here in Ar’Cosmos that existed in Oceanside, and Stratagold, and every arcanaeum the world over.

Erick accreted more, he read more about accretion, and when he finally felt he had read all he could, he went over to the books on enchanting from Inferno Maw. It was a very nice change of pace.

Enchanting was vastly different from what was taught at Oceanside, and yet not at all.

This enchanting was meant to work with those who had cores. If Erick was reading this right, which he was pretty sure he was, it seemed as though he could make himself some Stat rings, or whatnot, and speed up his accretion timeframe by days, at least. Erick almost laughed at that. He should have checked out these books sooner.
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Over the course of another twelve hours, with another 18 cycles completed and accounting for breaks for lunch and dinner, Erick had probably learned all he could learn about enchanting without actually enchanting. Theory was next to useless without practice. Now, at least, he could probably hold a conversation with Inferno Maw about how to enchant for Strength, or how to make a Wand of [Force Bolt]s.

And it was almost the same as how they did it at Oceanside.

There were some major differences, though. The enchanting practices of Ar’Cosmos relied on using the language one was most comfortable using; not Ancient Script. This language was then carved into any solid thing at all; not just wrought-quality metal. And then one took one’s own mana, strung it through one’s own blood, causing ambient mana to crystallize into that blood, and then one used that blood to inscribe those solid items. Bloodline enchanting was what it was called.

Other people called it other things.

Erick had already seen bloodwork enchanting once before, back in Songli, with Blood Mage Xue and Soul Mage Elder Arilitilo. If not for the Chelation War Erick probably would have learned this stuff already, but as it was, everything that he had seen around Xue’s workshop looked like the same sort of formations inside these enchanting books. In particular, these books explained the process of making blood hold power, which was what Erick was specifically going to learn from Xue.

Mostly, the process involved a bit of body alteration to align a mana vein with a blood artery inside one’s arm, and then to cycle magic —not mana— through that mana vein while pumping out blood through that blood artery. Not the blood vein, though. You wanted your magic-rich blood to be pumping out of your body. You did not want any accidental pumping of rads into the body.

Arteries went out; veins went in.

Other than that foible, this process was basically what Erick did with channeling mana through a magic, through a hand to listen to the spell, except through his blood.

It was just…

So simple.

It made so much sense, too. Erick had already been doing something near to this when he channeled mana through his Willpower, for instance, to produce a prominence of light that was tainted with near-ultramarine colors. At that point, it was the work of a lightmask and diamond jewelry and a thin layer of [Exalted Rain] silver to trap that magic into a ring, to thus empower the wearer with a higher Willpower, through a resonance boost to the soul’s base Willpower.

Erick’s own Stat enchants did not work in Ar’Cosmos, though, because the Script made Stats work the way they worked. Without the nearness of the Script, manalight wasn’t good for anything at all. But the basic idea of ‘boosting a Stat’ held true, even here in Ar’Cosmos.

You just had to do it differently, and more ritualistically. The ritual of item creation (which included personal skill, personal knowledge, and personal willpower) was only worth about 40% of an item’s end result, though.

60% of the end result was due to the materials put into the project.

According to the book, for the creation of a proper ‘Amulet of Focus’, or something similar, Erick primarily needed a knot of old, Focus-aligned wood, or densely magical metals, or other items that resonated with him. Then he could soak those items in his own Focus-charged blood until the ritual completed. Erick’s target ‘ritual’ would only take about an hour from start to finish, but only due to the fact that he was mana limited, right now.

Such an amulet would even work back on Veird, because meaning and intent went a lot further inside Ar’Cosmos than it did on Veird. Such an amulet would last quite a while before it degraded due to natural fluctuations in the mana, which constantly wore at every magic out there. It was considered extremely hard to protect against such fluctuations, but…

Erick had already perfected Permanency magic long before now. He knew how to protect enchantments so that they continued to function under normal wear and tear. How well that information translated to this Ar’Cosmos, though? He had no idea.

He kept reading, though, and kept being surprised at how enchanting worked in Ar’Cosmos.

And then Erick laughed out of minor joy when he read the various sections on ‘how to protect enchantments from natural degradation’, for he already knew everything they spoke of, and more besides. He laughed again as he realized that none of what was written here was even hinted at in the normal textbooks at Oceanside. In enchanting, perhaps more than any other way, Oceanside proved itself as inferior to Ar’Comos, by a lot.

Once again, Erick wondered how much of Kirginatharp’s teachings were malicious, versus how much were intended to protect the world from mages who knew too much. Kirginatharp’s Elites surely knew how to work magic properly, but the basic students? Not really.

None of the classes Erick had attended there had helped him with his own enchanting efforts at all. It was only when he encountered the runic systems of Enduring Forge that he had begun to make any real progress with enchanting. Now, he could even make runic webs that held onto magic indefinitely long. Staves that fired off a hundred [Fireball]s at once.

All of that stuff ran off of Script-support, though.

But with this stuff here…

Erick was pretty sure that if he tried for it, he could make amulets of All Stats that would function in any world, using the little bit of knowledge contained in these normal, Ar’Cosmos enchanting manuals and textbooks. He was also pretty sure that if Jane, or Kiri, or if anyone of his people had this sort of knowledge—

Kiri especially!

Like, holy crap. She would be so good at this stuff.

Maybe even Jane could learn proper enchanting, since apparently math was only supposed to be used to plot out how to best link up inscriptions and formations, to make sure that the kerning in inscriptions was properly done so that letters and such were all spaced properly. The entire school of enchanting is supposed to flow a lot more organically than it did in the classrooms of Oceanside. It was supposed to be more like dungeon ecology, and permanency magic. Enchanting was about controlling the flows of mana inside self-reinforcing spellwork. Math was just used to make that process work out properly.

… Maybe that’s what Oceanside’s math did? Erick still wasn’t sure what was going on there.

He would have liked to talk to Kiri about all this. She knew her stuff, and Erick trusted her.

The next twelve hours passed with another 20 cycles geared toward generalized accretion. He had likely missed a few points of progress here and there due to needing to spend mana on such annoyances like checking his Stats, but he was pretty close to accretion perfection. His Stats were pretty much exactly the gains he had expected.

- -

Strength: 17

Vitality: 18

Dexterity: 17

Constitution: 16

Perception: 16

Willpower: 28

Focus: 28

Intelligence: 17

- -

Mana: 280

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 460

- -

Erick had gained 35 Points since yesterday, all of which were evenly distributed.

Over the next 24 hours, Erick would regenerate a little over 11,000 mana, according to current numbers, but he would be at more like 12,000 by the end. He would need to cycle about 45 times to make use of all of that, which was eminently doable. Nearly every half hour...

“I need a clock,” Erick decided. “A clock would be better than timing this by feel.”

Though every mental hurdle was getting easier to cross as his Intelligence inched back up to where it had been, he was still far away from his ‘normal’. Even discounting the rings he always wore, Erick had been at 25 base Intelligence before this monstrous reset.

He glanced around the room, and at the golden sun beyond his window—

A sudden wave of sleepiness crashed into him, but he blinked and held it back. He frowned at his own weakness. What the shit was that? Bah. He had only been awake for like… Three days? Or something. He could last longer than this, right?

Redflame’s [Renew] attempt was only 6 days away, and Erick needed to be ready for that before it happened.

Erick took a quick bath, felt a lot better about everything, and then headed downstairs to get breakfast. On his way down the stairs, he met Maid Maria who was on her way up. She curtsied again, explaining that breakfast was ready. Erick followed behind.

Breakfast was great.

Maid Maria had made cinnamon rolls. She still ate in the other room, though, which was fine.

After breakfast, Erick asked Fairy Moon for a clock, to which she told him that it would be done. And then she handed over the reply letters from all of his people.

Erick stared at the envelopes, not sure if they were real or not, and not knowing what to do if they were real; If the words therein were truly from the people that he wanted them to be from.

Fairy Moon said, “If you desire continued correspondence then I shall have Maid Maria set up a box beside your door, to which you may place letters and in which Maid Maria can place responses.”

“I do desire continued correspondence.” Erick took the letters. “This is appreciated.”

“Let me know if you desire more than that.” Fairy Moon stared at Erick, briefly, but with a depth that betrayed so much worry. “Your letters ended a burning that your people tried to enact on the Forest of Glaquin, which would have done nothing but make the Twisted Visions mad. This saved us all that particular fate. I had not expected that, but your Path seems to have expected this much in my place.” She said, “It is good that I am walking with you and not the other way around.”

“… Ah. Then… That’s good.”

“It is objectively good, yes.” And then Fairy Moon said perhaps the first thing that made her seem like a real person, “None of these people involved in this world deserve any of these fates, but circumstances have been unkind for a long while. I tried my best, but this reality is a lot tougher than how it used to be. Sometimes my judgment creates jeopardy instead of justice, and this appears to be one of those times.”

Erick just sat there for a long moment.

And then he said, “According to the enchanting books I read, and everything else I have heard, I imagine life was much more fluid in the Old Cosmology.”

“Oh yes.” Fairy Moon began, “Back when everything was mana instead of half of the whole…” Her voice trailed off, as she got a far off look in her pink and green eyes. She glanced to Erick, then looked away, saying, “It was a different time. An easier time in some ways and yet a weariness in others.” Then she looked to him. “You should rest some, Erick. You are getting rather talkative in your sleepy state.”

Erick didn’t feel he was anymore talkative than he normally was, it was just that...

Maybe she would understand if he told her.

“Maybe some of my walls have come down due to sleep deprivation, but I’m normally talkative. The only reason I haven’t been talkative is because I don’t trust you, Fairy Moon. Kidnapping then mind control— The mind control I can sort of understand, because I almost killed someone, and I bet you’re used to using your Fae Magic to stop a lot of fights around here. Everyone was giving Illustrious Moon the same looks that I know I was giving you after that… episode.” Erick said, “So I guess House Fae is able to apply your fae rules against other people to keep them in line, too.

“I don’t really know about that, but it makes sense based on what I have seen.

“Anyway. I still don’t like the kidnapping and the control, and I only barely blame myself for the accidental murder that almost happened.” Erick tried, “You do understand that if you hadn’t knocked me out, and if I was able to be on my own, that I never would have attempted to murder Maria. Or anyone else nearby.”

Fairy Moon said, “The Fate you represent is bigger than your own needs, Erick. While I earlier stated that my judgment was not always just, in this instance I know what I am doing. You play at powers you cannot control, so I hope you come to accept the mantle of master you are trying to wear sooner rather than later.”

“I am not a master of anyone.” Erick wanted to sigh, but he did not. “I suppose my personal desire to simply help people doesn’t really matter, since enacting even the most basic help means changing how the world functions.”

“Exactly.” Fairy Moon said, “Personal desires are best discarded when building a perfect-Fate Future, and you, Erick Flatt, are enacting far-reaching change.”

“… It didn’t start out like that, nor did I mean for that to happen.”

Fairy Moon nodded, saying, “I believe that most heartily. Doesn’t change any facts, though.”

Erick frowned, but it was at himself.

Fairy Moon said, “Go sleep, Erick. You need it.”

“Heh.” Erick snarked, “Are you going to order me to?”

“No. We are past that, and you did not take well to instantiated instruction.” Fairy Moon said, “I might have made some miscalculations about that, somewhere between there and here.”

Erick laughed once, for that was a pretty big apology from her.

Probably.

Anyway. Breakfast was done, and so was the conversation. Fairy Moon had Maid Maria retrieve a ‘mechanical’ stone clock from some storage room and had her help Erick put it in his room. Maid Maria even set it up, and then she did a little curtsy before leaving him to his own devices.

It was a nice clock. Simple, and yet…

Maid Maria had said that it was a one-off production from a very old mage who had gifted it to Fairy Moon long ago, and that it was still working due to the fact that it could be recharged with replacing the rad that powered it. It was like the portable stove, or any number of other ‘modern’ conveniences that used rads back in Spur. But because it used rads, which were worth 5 gold, it was ruinously expensive to operate for most of the people of Veird. It never caught on due to that cost.

Erick instantly fell in love with it.

The clock was a simple disk of green stone, possibly jade, with green lightward numerals floating above. Touching some raised bumps in the back seemed to complete some magical circuitry, or something, which caused the numbers to progress forward. Taking one’s hand off of that junction caused time to proceed as normal. Most people didn’t really use clocks on Veird, though, and Ar’Cosmos was no exception, so this was the very first illuminated clock that Erick had ever seen. Back in Spur, if anyone wanted to keep time, they looked out and up at the clock tower in the center of town. Back in Songli, there were small water clocks everywhere.

But this stupid, small, solid stone clock reminded Erick of his stupid alarm clock back on Earth. He loved it. He even cried a bit as he played with the alarm settings. Luckily, he was alone, so he was the only one who saw his silly tears. Probably (not, but whatever).

Reading the letters was yet another emotional rollercoaster.

Silverite had replied on Spur’s behalf, of course. Apparently she had gotten the Crystal Star along with his letter. The Crystal Star was now waiting for him at Spur, for whenever he got back, for she was not comfortable with having it and Koyabez had already told her to hold it for Erick until he returned. She had a page of suggestions for how to deal with Ar’Cosmos and Fairy Moon, but as she had never dealt with any of them on her own, all she had were minor suggestions, and heavy caveats to not trust her advice on that matter. She did add, though, that she would have liked to never have dealt with Ar’Cosmos or Fairy Moon, but the deed had already been done. ‘So thanks for that, Erick. Hope you fare well and come back soon, and I can tell you off in person.’

Queen Strelkova responded on behalf of Stratagold, telling him of how they were glad to know that he was safe. Her letter was rather dry, though it was full of instructions on how to escape Ar’Cosmos, cobbled from the intel of various people, from Kromolok, to the wrought city of Titanite, to Riivo at Archmage’s Rest, along with everyone else who felt like responding. That letter took up ten sheets of paper, each numbered, and each wholly intact, as far as Erick could tell. Erick didn’t know what to really make of that, except for that it was either a ruse from Fairy Moon, or the truth, and he didn’t know which one was more unbelievable.

Kirginatharp from Oceanside had a single paragraph, full of sarcasm.

‘Dearest Erick. I don’t believe this will actually get to you, but if it does, then you should transmute antirhine through some Particle Magic and directly cut your way out of Ar’Cosmos. It might work. See if you can stab Fairy Moon on your way out, too. Might actually kill the horrible witch if you manage the feat on her homeland! Never know unless you try.’

Erick smiled at that.

… Lead probably wouldn’t work, would it? Likely no.

Kiri’s letter was full of concern, half of which was asking if this correspondence was even real, while the other half was about the history of the fae that she had learned back at her time in arcanaeum. The fae were all dangerous; too dangerous to even talk to. Too dangerous to be a real threat, even. But Teressa seemed to think that the contents of the letters were real, and Kiri had no idea what to make of that.

Teressa’s letter was also full of concern for the future, for what she was seeing was dark, and terrible. She saw Treehome on fire, and danger all around, but then, suddenly, on the morning before the arrival of this letter, the future seemed brighter. Now she knew why. Erick’s letters had caused many people to rethink what Erick-in-Ar’Cosmos meant.

So that was good news.

Poi’s letter was a flat refusal to believe that these letters were real because Fairy Moon had never let anyone communicate with the outside like him before. But in the off chance it was real, and maybe it was according to Jane’s small visit with Yggdrasil (but then again all that could just be fae fakery) then he wished Erick well. He would also be teaching Erick some proper mental blocking spells after this was all over.

Erick felt warm inside to read those words. Also… He probably wouldn’t need their help protecting himself against mental magics if this accretion thing worked out how it needed to work out.

Jane’s letter was simple.

‘A lot of people are divided on if this letter is real. I hope it is. I was talking with Treehome about going into the place that the old guy showed us, guns blazing, but now we’re waiting. It is what it is. Also, apparently you have Yggdrasil’s eye there with you, and so I went to Yggdrasil to see about that. He wasn’t allowing anyone near him, but he let me. He wasn’t able to show me you, or to do much except say that you’re there against your will, and that you’re alive. People are divided on what that means, though, because apparently all of Ar’Cosmos is an illusionary lie. Anyway… I hope that this letter is true, and that you’re safe. I love you. Come back home as soon as you can.’

Erick sighed and smiled as he read Jane’s letter three times. Afterward he just sat there, absorbing the moment. And then he glanced toward his new clock.

He got up and set the alarm for 3 hours; he was exhausted and he needed some sleep. Not a lot, but some.

He slept through the alarm.

- - - -

Erick managed to pull himself out of bed for a cycle just before Maid Maria knocked on his door to announce dinner. At dinner, Erick asked about enchanting.

And then Fairy Moon’s eyes glittered. She opened her mouth, and Erick was suddenly worried that he had stepped into some shit.

Fairy Moon’s words were ethereal. “Books and bindings and words and runes all work for alternative reasons. Even the language I speak is suffused with the laws of enchantment, but putting that power down into detailed creation is cause for celebration. Not everything tried by everyone works because not everyone works hard enough, and yet what is work but a trifling weave of trial and yearning for more? I say work is nothing but power made pure, but now we question ‘what is purity?’. A machine of a million parts like a shopping mall mart, where people buy things for all time, is basically purity in the sense of a surety of how economies turn on bell chimes.

“But most enchants are simple, like the stripping of pimples from the face of a child yet grown. Or perhaps you are partial to colors and contrast and you strive to make green out of grey, so maybe you add in some things that make no sense like you place the enchant near a plant. The power will thus present only in environments of trees or grasses or mossy graves.

“For my self-sense a rhyming repeat-ance makes magic have power and poise. But some magics are so dense that surfacing from them is a dangerous prospect indeed, and so here’s a warning that is not much a warning for you already know it in true:” Fairy Moon drew herself up in her large chair, and in that moment she was absolutely ancient. “Beware the depths on all sides and walk the way toward the sights you desire to behold, for while the person carves their path and creates their power, the power also causes the person.”

Silence stretched in the dining room, and for a brief moment, Erick felt the weight of the world upon his shoulders. The wooden carvings of people and fae on the walls, and all the paintings and sculptures scattered throughout, all seemed to look at him, and Fairy Moon, to bear witness to this moment and give it weight in their viewing.

The moment passed.

Erick collected his thoughts, felt that whatever magic Fairy Moon had made was not against him, and so he brushed over all of the power in her words, to say, “I have no trouble believing that. Say. Could I get some ancient mana-soaked wood for some Stat rings? I want to speed up this accretion process.”

Fairy Moon looked at Erick a bit longer, her vibrant green and pink eyes staring a bit too hard, and then the stress of the moment faded. Fairy Moon relaxed. She stuck a fork in her buttered vegetables, saying, “Of course. You will have your materials by the morrow or sooner, though if wood be what ye seek, then perhaps a clipping from Yggdrasil would be better for your magic.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye turned on Erick’s shoulder, as he perked up.

“He’s not real yet, though.”

“… He’s not?” Fairy Moon frowned. “Yes he is?”

Erick considered his stance, what he knew and what he thought Fairy Moon might know, and then he said, “A divine seal prevents a full manifestation because all the gods are worried that Melemizargo will blow up this world as soon as he has another. I don’t know what is happening with Yggdrasil’s twin, under the care of Sininindi, but this Yggdrasil is still a part of me, and he is not fully real.”

“Ah. That. I suppose that view is also correct.” Fairy Moon waved a hand, saying, “He’s as real as the magic enhancements you wish to make, so perhaps a clipping, properly clipped, would be best for you and yours.”

“… Or some wrought-class metal, would be good, too.” Erick said, “I’m not willing to do experiments on Yggdrasil, now, or ever. Perhaps when all a clipping requires is a simple dropped branch, then I will take your advice.”

Fairy Moon rolled her eyes, saying, “Working in metal is working in poison to the non-metallic, and you are non-metallic. If you don’t want to get a clipping from Yggdrasil then I will get you a clipping from another source of similar power. Still, though, you should pluck twigs from your Yggdrasil and create wonders like no other.” She shrugged, and with a bit of sarcasm, said, “Or maybe you can just make a silly little belt of Stats, like a common caster.”

Erick nodded, and adroitly declared, “I am but a humble mage, looking for some small bonuses here and there; no need to go making mountains when molehills will suffice. And besides that! I’ve been working on Stat enchants ever since I heard they were possible and—” A thought struck. “Oh my gods.” Erick chuckled a bit, saying, “I’ve been making things slightly better for a while, eh!”

Fairy Moon looked to him, suddenly judging.

… She slowly nodded. “Perhaps you have. This bodes well.” She paused. She said, “You will need to make mountains eventually, and at least one shall be called Elemental Benevolence, for it will need to withstand all storms to ever arise. When you reach another revelation or four about how you desire to proceed with that mountainous construction we shall discuss the necessities you deem necessary. I doubt this will happen before Second Foundation though… Perhaps seven days away?”

“Hopefully sooner than that!” Erick asked, “Can I get those wood clippings or wrought metal, and also my adamantium knife, too? Maybe in a few hours?”

“… You will have a collection of materials made available to you, soon. I do not have your knife, but I will figure something out.”

Erick thought for a moment, and said, “Maybe some normal carving tools… and I’m going to try for bloodwork. What do you think of bloodwork in magic?”

“Bloodwork is but a path to crystalwork; crystalwork is better.”

Erick considered those words, then asked, “You mean crystals as in mana crystals, yes?”

“You mark the meaning correctly.” Fairy Moon said, “I doubt you have ever seen an actual mana crystal, though, aside from the piece of one used to make your counting crystal.”

“I imagine that they’re just purified mana that is allowed to settle and then self-organize in a vat, or something like that? Not monster cores?”

Fairy Moon tilted her head. “That is an oversimplification, but that works. And no. Monster cores are not mana crystals.”

“But mana crystals are all about putting down layers of similar mana, yes?”

“Similar and yet different.” Fairy Moon ended that vein of conversation with, “I do not desire to taint your learning of mana crystals at this time. I will approach Illustrious to speak of crystals with you more, if you desire.”

“Sure. That works.”

The conversation moved on to lighter topics. It was almost a normal dinner, between normal people, with Erick mostly staying away from the larger topics, and Fairy Moon giving warnings about things that were self-evident. It was, perhaps, the first nice talk that Erick had had with Fairy Moon. She still spoke alliteratively, though. Which was a bit freaky.

- - - -

Erick cut his accretion short and opened his eyes. The green moon hovered beyond his window. The air was cool, and he was clean from a recent bath but with a light sweat from his accretion efforts.

There had been a knock on the door.

He got up and answered it.

Maid Maria stood on the other side, holding a large wooden box by a handle on its top. “Greetings, Archmage Flatt.” She lifted the box like it weighed nothing, but it looked like it must have weighed a hundred kilos. “Your requested materials are here for you. Would you like me to place them in your room?”

“Ah. I can take it from there.” Erick said, “Appreciated, Maid Maria.”

Maria set down the box. “Will that be all? Or would you perhaps desire a work table, too? I can retrieve one of those from storage, as well.”

“… Oh? Uh. Yeah. I could use a work desk.” Erick said, “I didn’t know that was an option.”

“Fairy Moon desires to be accommodating where she can. I will return with a desk as soon as I leave here.” Maid Maria said, “Also, the kitchens are open at all hours. You need not restrict yourself to normal meal times. If the mealtimes Fairy Moon has chosen do not agree with you, then adjustments can be made to account for your wants.”

Erick smiled softly. “Appreciated. Maybe I will get myself a midnight snack later, after I make some Stat jewelry. Otherwise, everything has been about as good as it can be.”

Maria gave a curt nod, then said, “I will return with a desk shortly.”

But she was waiting for Erick to pick up the box and prove he could move it on his own.

Erick grabbed the handle and tried to lift it—

Failure. It didn’t even budge under his physical power.

Maid Maria instantly offered, “I can move the box around for you before I go.”

“Nope nope.” Erick struggled to lift the heavy thing, so he decided to drag it across the floor instead. “It’s fine. I’ll take that work desk as soon as you can.”

Maria nodded again, then stepped away, back down the stairs.

Once she was out of sight Erick frowned at the heavy box. He could already tell what was in there, and the only things that weighed so much were the metal disks at the bottom of the box. So he had Ophiel grab it with his lightform and move the thing to the side of the room, where Erick wanted it to be.

Erick dug right into the gifted box, pulling out sparkling silver wood and gems of every color and gold bars and platinum ingots, and dark carving tools made of some strange metal that was likely not adamantium. Or maybe it was? The tools were simply labeled ‘enchanter’s carving kit’. A lot of things had rather simple descriptions that told Erick nothing of their true value. He kept everything separated and organized on his writing desk, but he was glad for Maria’s offer of an additional tabletop; he was going to need it. This was an enchanter’s cornucopia, worth thousands upon thousands of gold. Some of the materials were so obviously magical, like the ‘manawood’, and so very much out of Erick’s expertise that he had no idea of their costs, or their functions.

Luckily, Inferno Maw’s enchanting books should be able to help with identification of—

Maid Maria returned with a sturdy desk, carrying it up the stairs and into the room like it was a particularly large and unwieldy sheet of paper, and not at all like the thick wooden creation it appeared to be. She set the desk to the side of the room, and then stepped back to the door, and curtsied.

“If that is all then I wish you good night, Archmage Flatt.”

“That’s all. Good night, Maid Maria.”

Maria left.

And Erick got down to the business of learning how to make an amulet of… At least Willpower and Focus, yeah? Yeah. That seemed safe. Easy. With that in mind, Erick began organizing the contents of his gift box on his writing desk to that end, while simultaneously poring over the textbooks from Inferno Maw, checking and double checking what he had against what he needed.

When his mana topped off, he accreted.

- - - -

The sun dawned in the window and Erick finally felt ready to make himself an amulet.

Every little detail about enchanting was different here in Ar’Cosmos, from how it was out there on Veird. But the broad strokes were the same. ‘Imbue an item with the thing you wish to empower/create’. Simple stuff. The details were still vastly important, though.

Using Ophiel’s power, while the little guy sat on a perch on the edge of the table, Erick grabbed a lump of platinum off of the ingot with [Metalshape]. A simple crushing light turned that metal into a perfect disk. Mostly, Erick tried to use Ophiel to do the big stuff, for Erick had none of his usual throughput, but Ophiel was not limitless, either. But at the same time, Ophiel’s mana limitations weren’t much of a concern since this particular Ophiel had been conjured with Erick’s Normal Form’s power, and had over 13,000 Mana and 57,000 Mana Regen, and he was located inside the dense, Restful air of his [Prismatic Ward]. Ophiel wasn’t losing cohesion any time soon.

Erick couldn’t use Ophiel’s mana to enchant, though. He had tried before and it never worked. So Ophiel was just a glorified assistant, for now. He didn’t seem to mind. With bright white eyes and flickering wings, Ophiel watched as Erick worked.

Erick slipped the platinum disk into a holder he had already made, that would allow him to both hold the amulet and turn it as he worked. He turned the amulet in its cradle now, while he marked out where the words would go with chalk, for everything needed to be set correctly for it to work properly. In that way, this was pretty much ‘formation work’ from Songli.

Once everything was marked out and the cradle was calibrated, next came the engraving half of the ritual.

Erick took the black scalpel from the carving tools and held it himself. For a moment, he worried over his own mana reserves, but he should be able to complete one inscription if he went fast. His hands were steady. He was rested enough.

He discarded his worries and went for it.

Glowing aura flowed into the scalpel, then latched on to the mana-conductive metal as soon as Erick tried to latch on. Slowly, mana flowed through, and Erick shifted that channel to resonate with his Focus, turning the white glow to bright cyan. With a quick, Dexterous right hand, Erick began carving, while with his left, he turned the cradle slowly, but surely. With quick flicks and focused touches, words began to appear in the circle of platinum. ‘Focus on the flow, and let it fill you full.’

His Mana reserves lasted it all the way to the end and a little bit beyond.

Erick had to laugh at that thought, though.

“Lasted to the end. Ha!” Erick said, “240 mana gone, just like that. You know, Ophiel, I think I grew complacent as to just how much 250 mana means to most people. That’s a full day’s allotment.”

Ophiel twittered in response, happy to be included.

Erick looked down at his circle of platinum. “Not done yet, but I’m spent. Break time.”

He left his stuff there and went to the bathing pool for a small swim and a cleanup. He had extended Ophiel’s [Prismatic Ward] across part of the water, though, so he was still able to Rest while he was resting. Half an hour later, Erick was out of the bath and ready to go for enchanting round #2.

Now this part was tricky. Not too tricky, since Erick knew all how it was supposed to work. But tricky in the way that he had never done it before. There was no time like the present for some hands-on learning, though, so Erick sat down at his enchanting table and held his hand a decimeter above the platinum disk.

White glows manifested across his palm.

A quick flick with the black scalpel opened up the meat of his hand; one of the easiest places where a person could cut and not worry about channeling mana through the artery/vein confusion. Blood flowed, but it did not drip. Erick held the flow back with his aura, and his mana, making tangible the intangible, soaking the bright red power in his white mana. As Erick focused, his blood began to glitter cyan as infinitesimal core dust began to manifest inside the red drops that had not yet dropped.

And then some line of power had been crossed. A shimmering iridescent droplet of blood fell from his wound to land upon the center of the amulet like a tiny firework that started off red and white, but shifted to cyan as it flowed into the lettering. The blood vanished into the metal, but the power remained. The words he had carved began to glow. Another drop of magic blood fell onto the amulet.

Drip drop. Drip drop.

With every bit of power that fell from Erick, the lines of his inscription began to fill with cyan blue crystal, like rock candy crowding out of a sugar solution. Twenty one drops and practically all of his Mana later, a drop of iridescent blood landed on the amulet and did not soak inside. The magic splashed away from the crystal. Nothing grew larger.

The enchantment was full; saturation had been reached.

Erick smiled and pulled back his aura. Ophiel rapidly hit him with a [Greater Treat Wounds], instantly healing the small cut on his hand. Erick had been holding him back from doing exactly that for the last ten minutes, while he also held open his own body to keep the blood flowing.

He smiled, saying, “Thank you, Ophiel.”

Ophiel twittered in joyous violins.

And Erick inspected his work.

The platinum amulet was practically festooned with cyan-colored crystalline growths, almost completely obscuring the original words. But the words were there, if you looked hard enough. Erick picked it up and pressed it against his chest—

Cold, yet refreshing flows scattered throughout Erick’s entire body, like he had jumped in a wintry pool. He shivered a bit. It wasn’t a bad feeling, though. Erick took the amulet away from his chest, and while the cold abated, it did not fully go away. The thing was now linked to his aura, it seemed, or something like that, and even holding the thing in his hand was almost as good as properly wearing it.

Erick smiled. “Now that’s a successful enchantment.”

He strung a chain through the loops in the back of the amulet and wore it below his necklace from Fairy Moon. The cold chill seemed to return in full, but Erick got used to the feeling quickly enough. And now, then, was the moment of truth.

Erick turned toward the counting crystal. He took the cube in hand—

Ah. Shit. Right. He was out of mana.

… Erick went over his enchanting books for a little while, making sure that what he had was truly an example of a good enchanted object (it was) and was surprised when his normal 30 minute wait to full mana only took 20 minutes. This boded well!

Erick checked himself with the cube.

- -

Strength: 17

Vitality: 20

Dexterity: 18

Constitution: 17

Perception: 17

Willpower: 39

Focus: 52

Intelligence: 17

- -

Mana: 390

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 720

- -







“Ah ha!” Erick laughed out loud, then told Ophiel, “This is great! Complete success; I even got some base mana, too! And Vitality, too? Unexpected— Ohh. I should account for all of that next time. This is good, Ophiel. This is literally days saved…” He looked at all the rest of his enchanting ingredients. “And I should be able to make a better amulet with some adjustments of materials and process— Oh this is good. Very good, indeed.”

Ophiel twittered in happy violins.

Erick got back to accretion as soon as he could.

Time flew fast as Erick’s core filled out, and his body strengthened. He had saved a lot of time, and the next item he made would help him save even more.







- - - -







Yggdrasil watched his father make a magical item out of metal.

And then he thought back to what Fairy Moon had said about taking a clipping from him, to help his father make items for himself. A part of him felt odd at seeing his father happy over bits of metal, when there was apparently a better way; a way for Yggdrasil to be involved, directly.

Yggdrasil wanted to be involved.

But he wasn’t stupid. He had seen what Fairy Moon had done to his father, and he didn’t like her at all. Nope! Not one bit.

And yet…

Yggdrasil focused a very large and trying-to-be intimidating eye at Fairy Moon, who was sitting in the air in his boughs. She was not intimidated. Yggdrasil’s eye usually scared lots of people, but not her. She didn’t even eye him back. She was simply not scared of him, at all, and that was weird. It was very easy to kill small things like her, after all. Yggdrasil had accidentally killed small fishes before, and he had accidentally hurt people…

He had purposefully hurt people when they tried to hurt him, but mostly he did not. Father had said that words were important, and that Yggdrasil needed to be defensive; not offensive.

But against Fairy Moon? Yggdrasil had purposefully killed her many times already. Walls of Force. Trapping Domains. Slicing light. All of it had worked, too. He had killed Fairy Moon ten times so far.

Usually, dead things stayed dead, but Fairy Moon appeared to be an exception. Each time she came back the same as before, looking no worse for wear.

Yggdrasil spoke, “If I give you a twig will you go away and leave my father alone?”

“I will go away for now if you give me a twig tamed to reality, so that I may relinquish it to your father,” Fairy Moon answered. “It is for his enchanting efforts.”

Well… that was fine… right?

And yet…

He didn’t like Fairy Moon.

Yggdrasil broke a twig off of himself and floated it toward Fairy Moon, and then he stabbed her through the head with it. She died, again.

Probably wouldn’t last long this time, either—

Fairy Moon instantly reappeared, yelled, “Appreciated!” and vanished along with her previous corpse, and with the stick embedded in its head.

Yggdrasil didn’t know how to feel about that.
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                    Yggdrasil is such a good boy.
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187, 1/2


                The moon slipped below the horizon and the sun rose in its place.

And Erick had not slept. He had mostly accreted, read some, and also got in some minor exercise. Well. ‘Minor’ compared to what some people back home in Spur did, like fighting monsters or racing each other across the desert while dodging monsters. Erick’s current exercise was still a lot compared to what he was used to back on Earth.

Sweat dripped from his brow and all the rest of him as he released the pullup bar and lightly landed on the stone floor, where he immediately dropped down to do fifty push ups. This was the tenth iteration of whatever sort of manic, physical activity he could think to do, and he had thought of a lot.

And none of it was stressing his limits, at all.

There was just something about gaining Strength and Vitality that made him want to move. It was mainly just pushups and squats and pullups and other calisthenics, for now. He kinda missed sparring, but he wasn’t about to do that with any of the people here. The accretion manuals didn’t mention the need for physical activity to ‘acclimate the body to its power’ or anything like that, but they did suggest that with a rise in Vitality, that one would be inclined to use that Vitality. As such, it was better to give in to that urge than to suppress it. Ophiel had supplied the pullup bar with a quick [Conjure Item], too, so there was no need to bother Maid Maria over gaining a pullup bar, either. Conjuring weights and stuff like that was beyond the [Conjure Item] spell, but things like jump ropes and balance beams and such were easy.

His necklaces barely bounced on his chest as Erick launched to his feet, for he had secured them in place with a conjured bandage that held them against his chest. It wasn’t too uncomfortable, and he had even managed to make the conjuring hydrophobic, so it didn’t get sweaty at all.

Fairy Moon’s little pink/green crystal looked quite dinky compared to the cyan-crystal encrusted Focus amulet, but they both did what they had to do, and Erick needed them on his body to benefit from their protection and their power. One protected him from the Sights of others, and the other enabled him to make a lot of gains in the last 24 hours.

Erick made a tight fist with his right hand and watched as his muscles corded underneath his skin. Sweat dripped down his chest and ran down his abs. His shoulders were nice, too. Everything was quite nice. Erick wasn’t sure if accretion or Stats or his Perfected Body pulled the most weight with regard to his physical changes, but there was something about accretion that was just… Nice.

His core was filling out nicely, but he had a while to go to get to Second Foundation, and not a lot of days before he had to make a decision about whether to tell Redflame about [Renew], or to let him find out on his own. Over his little bit of exercise time, though, he had regained over a hundred mana, so he grabbed the counting crystal cube and prepared to witness his gains. With a practiced (enough) touch, Erick threaded a hundred mana into the cube, and it started to flash.

His results appeared as flashing numbers; not an actual Status. They were easy enough to interpret into something understandable, though, even before Erick wrote those numbers down on a sheet of paper in order to track his progress. He glanced to his previous entry, first.

- -

Strength: 17

Vitality: 20

Dexterity: 18

Constitution: 17

Perception: 17

Willpower: 39

Focus: 52

Intelligence: 17

- -

Mana: 390

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 720

- -

That was one day ago. Erick calculated the Stats from his amulet (2 Vitality, 12 Willpower, and 25 Focus) and pulled that out of today’s numbers, separating it like the Script did. He smiled at his gains.

- -

Strength: 27

Vitality: 27+2=29

Dexterity: 28

Constitution: 27

Perception: 27

Willpower: 37+12=49

Focus: 38+25=63

Intelligence: 28

- -

Mana: 490

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 920

- -







He had gained about 10 stats in every category, which was completely in line with his advanced projections, thanks to his amulet. It was fantastic, allowing him to skip at least four days of accretion. But! It was not good enough. Plus 25 Focus? A smattering of smaller boosts to Willpower and a tiny boost to Vitality? Erick’s rings had granted him +31 to every Stat. It was a good amulet, though, and Erick was thankful for the enchanting books, and the materials, and the amulet itself. But it was time to make something better.

… Erick decided to go take a bath first, though, both because he would not be comfortable enchanting like this, and he needed half an hour to regenerate his mana. He happily plunged into his bathing pool and smiled as Ophiel joined him, playing around in the water like he was a very feathery fish. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye even bounced up and down in the minor waves, but his eye was immaterial, so he made no splashes like Ophiel did. He didn’t seem to mind.

Erick got out of the bath after only ten minutes, dried himself off with a quick toweling, and put on some comfortable clothes. Then he went to the enchanting table. He had an idea for something truly special, but that could wait for later. For now, he just wanted to speed up his timetable till Second Foundation, which, according to what he was seeing in his core, and according to his Stats…

He might achieve Second Foundation at 65 in every Stat?

Second Foundation only happened when body saturation and spirit saturation were complete, and currently, his spirit saturation, as measured by the sphericality of his core, was pretty far off. Instead of a sphere, it still resembled a rather fat diamond.

Erick had absolutely no way to judge his body saturation, though. Apparently that topped off faster than spherical-core formation, though, so perhaps he was almost done with his body? Who knew.

He could certainly focus accretion for his core if he wanted, and make this thing go a bit faster, but there was no need to have a lopsided accretion at this juncture, and Erick felt that a good body would do him wonders in the coming… Forever?

Fuck.

He was planning on Forever, wasn’t he? Sheesh.

Eternity.

Damn that was a big word. Hopefully he got to actually experience some of that.

But anyway! Erick solidified his current stance of a balanced approach to accretion. He would get there when he got there, and when he did, his Second Foundation would be solid. And to that end, while Erick wasn’t willing to imbalance his accretion for short term gains, he was willing to ‘cheat’ with enchantments.

Ophiel helped Erick snip off some platinum from the block of the stuff and then shape it into something round and flat. Erick put the proto-amulet in the cradle he had made before, and then he got to work marking it up with chalk. That took another ten minutes. And then he was ready.

Ophiel turned the machine with practiced precision while Erick focused on carving out the inscription; this time in all capital letters, and with some extra words at the end that circled back around to the start. The goal was to have an endless flow. He had also changed the wording around so that it was more balanced when twisted into a ring-shape.

‘FOCUS ON THE FLOW SO IT FILLS YOU FULL SO YOU’

It was a mantra, repeated and circular, and it took 200 mana to inscribe on one side.

Erick then put the amulet in a second cradle that he had already made with Ophiel hours ago; a thing that would hold the amulet on its side, allowing him to inscribe the edge. Ophiel turned that machine this time, too, while Erick deftly carved the same inscription on that edge.

When he was done, Erick inspected his work. It was… decent. The words on the edge lined up with the words on the front surface, and the design had been mutated from a design in Inferno Maw’s books that was an example of a moderately advanced Stat enchantment. Erick expected to achieve about 75% of what the enchantment could actually do, though he would be fine with a 50% success. But! He was currently low on mana again.

So Erick went to the enchanting books for a little while, to read as he waited to regenerate to full.

According to the books, Erick’s newest design should work better than his previous attempt.

… Erick almost added a [Renew] rune to the center of the design, though, which would introduce all sorts of oddities to the amulet’s functions. Potentially fantastic oddities! But still oddities. And really… Now wasn’t the time for such wild experimentation. Erick was on a deadline, of sorts. Redflame was going to try for [Renew] in about five or six days. Erick couldn’t be wasting too much mana on possible wastes of time; not yet, anyway. He didn’t even want to practice with all the esoteric enchanting materials, either, for those too might end up being a waste of time.

… He was just worrying, is all. Erick went back to his amulet and made sure it was properly fitted to the cradle, and that it was flat, and that it was ready for enchanting. It was.

Erick stood before his creation, and centered himself. His mana was nearly full, which meant he had about 480 mana, which was more than enough for an enchant like this. So he stood, and lifted up his left hand to hover above the amulet, while with his right, he grabbed the inscription scalpel—

He stopped himself. The previous amulet still rested on his chest. He had almost forgotten. You weren’t supposed to wear any enchanted objects when you enchanted anything, for they could taint your creation. So Erick took off the crystal-encrusted amulet and Fairy Moon’s amulet (which he didn’t do that first time! Oddly enough. He probably fucked up there, too, somehow) and set them both aside, far away on his bed. As the power of his amulets broke away from his aura Erick felt momentarily weak and exposed, which was likely a combination of both the loss of Stats, and the loss of the obfuscation effect from Fairy Moon’s necklace.

Which was fine, for now. He was in his room, inside Fairy Moon’s manor. No one was spying on him except for known forces.

Erick went back to his workstation. He repositioned himself with one hand over the amulet and the other holding the knife with the blade against the thick part of his other palm.

Light-filled aura expanded from Erick’s skin like a cloying fog, but with swirls of power here and there drifting away like steam flowing in an unseen breeze. With a concentrated thought Erick brought his aura under complete control, forming a solid layer of light around his skin—

Flick went the knife. Ophiel whined, but Erick beamed nothing but calm and certainty, and Ophiel picked up what he was putting down. Ophiel calmed. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye just stared at the ceremony of it all, trying to understand exactly what was happening, as for the second time in as many days blood pooled on the thick part of Erick’s palm, and yet did not drip.

White light concentrated into that blood, turning it iridescent white, turning it from something real, into something Real, making it a part of Erick’s enchanting ceremony.

Erick put down the knife. With that now-free hand, he enveloped the amulet in his aura. The amulet began to glitter as Erick primed it even further. And then blood began to drop.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Drops of white magic fell onto the aura-enveloped amulet, vanishing completely, that power transferring into the letters, filling them up with gentle cyan glows. Erick was still focused on Focus, after all, and cyan was the color of regenerating mana.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Cyan crystals grew from the inscriptions, filling out the first circle of words with tiny prominences of power, and then flowing into the second circle. A ring of cyan crystals began to rise up from the edges of the crystal.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Erick was down 300 mana by now; almost a hundred mana more than what he had put into the prototype. This newest version was still sucking in mana and growing crystals, and did not seem to be stopping anytime soon.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

400 mana gone, soaked into the new amulet. Sweat trickled into Erick’s eyes, lightly stinging him, but he focused onto the amulet. The crystal growths had formed something odd. Erick ignored the oddness for now, and poured drop after drop of magic into the—

A drop of magic failed to enter the amulet. It sat on the surface. The whole thing flashed over in a bright, cyan instant. Erick closed off his flow of mana and blood and felt lightheaded, but a quick tap of healing from Ophiel made him feel better. Not fully better, but good enough. He wasn’t actually low on blood, though; he was sitting on an empty mana tank.

With a sigh, Erick sat down, closed his eyes, and Rested for a moment. A minute later he opened his eyes and looked at what he had created.

The overall shape of the amulet was a disk, about 6 centimeters in diameter and a centimeter thick. It was, in actuality, a rather big hunk of platinum. And now it was about doubled in size, due to sharp cyan crystals extending directly out from those edge inscriptions like a blue radiance, with four prominent points equally spaced around the rim. The inscriptions in the center added to that design, radiating outward in a similarly 4-pointed splash.

It was the F in each word that started the splash, Erick saw. He also saw that some of the crystals did not match up exactly with those Fs. In that moment, Erick realized he had likely messed up a bit by not workshopping his design a bit more. If he had had a perfectly balanced inscription, then perhaps he could have kept adding mana to the thing, making it better…

But he was already out of mana, anyway. This was as good as it was going to get, for now.

… And now that Erick looked at his work a bit more, the whole thing reminded him a bit of his Crystal Star, actually, but larger, and very blue. The extra points from all the smaller prominences made him think of a blue sun, though; not a moon at all. That was the oddity that had distracted him earlier. The whole thing looked like a pale reminder of the Crystal Star.

Whatever.

Erick strung a necklace through the back of his new amulet and put it on his chest, directly over his co—

Hot.

And yet cold.

That was what Erick felt as the amulet fully joined with his aura. He let it happen, breathing out the temporary discomfort for the imaginary heat and cold were already abating. Soon, he felt normal.

Ten minutes later he had enough mana to test himself with the counting crystal.

Erick’s eyes went wide as the numbers started blinking. He wrote down his new numbers while saying to Ophiel and Yggdrasil, “That worked out a lot better than expected.”

- -

Strength: 27

Vitality: 27+15=42

Dexterity: 28+4=32

Constitution: 27

Perception: 27

Willpower: 37+19=56

Focus: 38+59=97

Intelligence: 28

- -

Mana: 560

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 1390

- -

Ophiel twittered. Yggdrasil moved his eye to inspect the amulet on Erick’s chest. Erick lifted up the amulet a bit so the big guy could get a look, while he said, “I got about 80 points yesterday. Today, I should get 130-ish… Minus the two hours it took to do this and also test myself.”

Yggdrasil looked up at him, almost questioningly; about what, Erick could not say. He missed being able to talk to the big guy, and for some reason, direct telepathy didn’t reach all the way in here.

Erick said, “I’ll see you again in person, soon, Yggdrasil. I’ll be able to answer all your questions then, but until then, stay safe out there, okay?”

Yggdrasil’s eye bounced a little in recognition, and in answer, like he was saying ‘okay’ back.

Erick grabbed Fairy Moon’s necklace and put that one on, too. And when nothing happened between either his new monstrosity of an amulet and Fairy Moon’s tiny pink/green crystal, he smiled; No resonance issues.

It was time for another break.

It was time for breakfast.

His new amulet bounced against his chest as he took the stairs two at a time, and Erick was thankful that his provided shirts were of good quality, for the amulet was very pointy. It was pretty damned fancy, though. Probably too fancy. He’d only be wearing it around the house, he decided, so this much bling was probably fine.

Erick walked into the dining room right as Fairy Moon and Maid Maria walked in from a corridor on the other side. Both of them looked at the new shininess on his chest. Both of them had also seen the old amulet, too, but this new one was much bigger.

Erick began, “Good morning. Time for breakfast?”

Fairy Moon narrowed her eyes at Erick’s amulet, then she looked at him. “Yes. Maid Maria was just on her way up to alert you, but I see that is not necessary. I ask, though… Does this day feel auspicious to anyone else?”

Erick instantly smiled and brightly said, “Nope!” shutting down all other options.

Fairy Moon and Maid Maria looked at him, questioningly.

And then Fairy Moon said, “Very well then.” She said to Maid Maria, “I will be having the sausage, pancakes, eggs, and steak.”

Maid Maria curtsied. She asked, “And for you, Archmage Flatt?”

“White rice and fried chicken and assorted vegetables. I’d call it a stir-fry, but I don’t think you know that phrase.” It wasn’t the ‘breakfast’ option, but Erick had been awake for a while, and he felt like having dinner right now.

Maria curtsied again, then turned around and went to fetch the food.

Erick sat down at his usual spot.

Fairy Moon took her spot, and she began, “Are you sure you don’t want the day to be detailed?”

“I’m not sure your meaning, exactly, but I am at another breakthrough with my accretion, and I do not desire a distraction.”

Fairy Moon narrowed her eyes, then decided she knew better. She plucked a pure white staff-sized bit of wood from the air, and set it on the table between them. Yggdrasil hopped from Erick’s shoulder and alighted on the branch like he knew it, personally. Which he did.

It was a twig from Yggdrasil.

Erick frowned. “Explain?”

“I asked Yggdrasil for a branch and he broke one off and now here it is for your enchanting education.” Fairy Moon said, “Do with it what you will, though I suggest you start experimenting with the manawood I provided for your purposes before you break open this white wood.”

Yggdrasil’s eye spun in recognition. He seemed… Happy? Clearly, yes. He was happy.

So Erick ignored what he was going to say to Fairy Moon, and instead told Yggdrasil, “I will be sure to use it well, Yggdrasil. I appreciate this.”

Yggdrasil bounced up and down again in acknowledgment, and then he nuzzled into Erick's shoulder. He was still immaterial though, so Erick felt nothing except good, distant thoughts of joy.

Maid Maria returned with the food a moment later.

And then she joined them for breakfast, sitting across from Erick, while Fairy Moon sat at the head of the table. Though the conversation that morning was stiff with Maria barely saying anything, Erick couldn’t help but smile a little that she had finally decided to join them for a meal. Like, sure, these people were his kidnappers, but Erick was getting over it. As long as they didn’t do anything else to him, or to his people, this was fine.

Despite how he had arrived in Ar’Cosmos, now that he was here, he was learning a lot, and unlike how the Script could be stripped from him the moment he crossed that final line, making magic himself meant that it could never be taken from him, again.

After breakfast Erick went back to accretion.

12 hours later, Erick had gained around 8 more Points in every Stat, and according to the books, he was either at the very end of his First Foundation, or in the middle. The cutoff point for everyone was different, but the normal cutoff was somewhere between 20 in every Stat, or 50, or 75, according to how much power the body and spirit were accustomed to before one began accretion.

Erick was used to 87 in everything except for Willpower and Focus, which had been at 227. With a core that was still rather like a flat-ish, faceted computer mouse than a true spherical core, Erick suspected that it might be a long while before he achieved spirit saturation.

Another 12 hours after that, the morning sun had risen once again, Erick had gained around 9 points in every Stat, and he once again ate breakfast with Fairy Moon and Maid Maria. Both of them eyed him the whole time, Maid Maria with concern, and Fairy Moon with judgment, because Erick almost nodded off right on top of his omelet. No one actually said anything about his obvious sleep deprivation, though.

And Erick gave no comments, either.

24 hours later Erick had gained around 24 points to every Stat. He was finally starting to feel like his old self again, and not just his old self back before he was kidnapped to Ar’Cosmos; he was starting to feel like his old self back on Earth, where everything was so much easier and all his worries were over silly, small things like filing paperwork.

Accretion had some sort of calming, centering effect. It was more subtle than when he [Renew]ed himself, and it was more encompassing than his old way of cycling; of just stirring the mana inside his core to work out the kinks inside.

He felt…

Better.

- -

Strength: 68

Vitality: 69+15=84

Dexterity: 69+4=73

Constitution: 68

Perception: 68

Willpower: 79+19=98

Focus: 79+59=138

Intelligence: 69

- -

Mana: 980

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 2220

- -

He did not share his exact gains over breakfast, but he did not need to.

When Erick tried to put a spoonful of sugar into his tea and ended up putting sugar onto his omelet instead, Fairy Moon had seen all she needed to see. Maid Maria had too, but she just winced, and kept silent.

Fairy Moon frowned at him, saying, “Erick Flatt. You can barely bother to keep your eyes open! I insist you sleep and soon. The world can wait a while—”

And suddenly Erick was wide awake. “You are NOT forcing me to sleep again, Fairy Moon. You hear me! I will sleep when the time is right and right now I have to be ready to either tell Redflame that I already made [Renew] and deal with the shitstorm that follows, or I have to let him find out for himself, and still deal with that shitstorm.” Erick forced himself to calm down, then said, “And so I need to be ready for that. I will sleep later.” He stabbed a fork into his sugar-covered omelet. “Sugar omelet is fine.”

Fairy Moon sat back in her chair, her eyes a little wide and full of surprise. “Fair is fair. Your choices are your choices.”

Maid Maria, though, instantly looked from Fairy Moon to Erick, and then back, worried over something that she was not putting into words. Erick looked to her— And that seemed to be enough to break whatever dam she had built. She said, “You have to tell him. If you don’t tell him then he’s going to waste a fortune in mana—”

“Maria.” Fairy Moon looked to her, then softly said, “This is Erick’s Path.”

Maria went completely silent and proper at the small recrimination.

But Erick wanted to know. “What do you mean, waste it?”

Fairy Moon resumed eating her meal, giving Maria a definite ‘you’re on your own now’ sort of look.

It took Maria a minute to start talking, saying, “Redflame’s mana means… Our… Redflame doesn’t actually need to—” She gathered her wits, and calmly explained, “He could use that mana to assist with the removal of the Curse from a hundred people. Or to expand Ar’Cosmos to house a hundred more people, or to create a new layer of the city, or— The true tale is that Redflame is a good man, who does not deserve to have a fortune in power wasted on something already created. He deserves to know the truth.”

Erick thought for a long moment about his response…

He almost nodded off after taking too long to think.

So he said, “I have heard your complaint. I will think about this and… Likely ask for something in return from you for telling him so he doesn’t waste his mana. Or something. I don’t know.”

Maria sat a bit straighter, and then purposefully calmer. She gave a slow nod.

Fairy Moon looked on from the sidelines, silent.

Erick looked to Fairy Moon, and added, “Or maybe I’ll ask for something from Fairy Moon, instead.”

And now Fairy Moon was invested. She smirked, asking, “What do you desire?”

“… I will get back to you on that later, as well.”

Fairy Moon grinned, and then went back to eating breakfast. Maid Maria and Erick resumed eating, too, and there was no more conversation.

Afterward, Erick accreted once, took off his necklace and took a quick bath, and then hopped into bed. He slept for the first time in days, but he slept perhaps more poorly than he had slept ever since coming to Veird, and experiencing the casual power of Stats. He woke up twice and accreted both times, but only hours had passed between wakings. His third attempt at sleep lasted ten hours, and when he awoke the moon hung outside his room, and his head throbbed with a dull ache.

A midnight journey to the kitchen was just what he needed to set himself right, though.

Erick had three days left till Redflame would use up his ‘fortune in mana’, which, if anything like a war was going to happen between Ar’Cosmos and the rest of the world, perhaps Erick needed to let Redflame waste that mana. But then again…

That would just cause a lot of deaths, wouldn’t it?

Yeah. If people thought Ar’Cosmos was weak, they would attack.

Erick got back to accreting while he thought.

In the morning, he joined Fairy Moon and Maid Maria for breakfast, and laid out his demands, “In exchange for preventing Redflame from spending a fortune in mana to accomplish nothing, I want all untoward influences you have cast upon me, Fairy Moon, to be removed. And I want higher-level enchanting manuals and accretion manuals.”

Fairy Moon spoke seriously, “The first is impossible, for it would require removing the past and we are not doing this, ever. But! Take pleasure in knowing that nothing untoward is on you, save for the restriction against returning to your Other Self. Of that, know this: I required you to rise to the peak of your power before you birth the solution to Sundering, and neither I, nor you, will imperil those plans. If you demand I decide to forgo this future then you are not as benevolent as you would believe, and mayhaps we may need to rethink this entire revolution.” And then she turned dismissive, saying, “But the books are an acceptable request for the paltry pleasantry of saving Redflame some minor misfortune.”

Erick frowned, but all of that had been expected. So he asked the question that he truly wanted answered, “If Redflame knew of my nature, would he try to bend me to his own goals?”

“I would put up a resistance to such requests and Redflame might honor my asking. It might not matter, though.” Fairy Moon said, “If House Carnage captures you then run to Redflame. Don’t let Bright Smile snag you.”

Maria shuddered at the name ‘Bright Smile’. Bright Smile was the current head of House Carnage, and she was the only one Erick had not met yet. There seemed to be something between Maria and Bright Smile, specifically, but Erick barely knew anything about any of the people around him. He did not know nearly enough about Maria to know what her problem was.

And so, because Erick had to know, he asked, “What is wrong with Bright Smile?”

Fairy Moon said nothing. She just went right back to eating breakfast. After a moment of continued silence, it became clear that Fairy Moon wouldn’t speak about other people when those people were not around.

So Maid Maria answered, “Some dragons take to Carnage really well. Bright Smile is one of those. If you fell to her hands, she would enact a world war with your power. She’s tried to do similar things with other Wizards but none of them had had… They all died before her desired spells could be cast.”

Ahh.

So.

Bright Smile was the real threat of Ar’Cosmos, then? Seemed plausible. On the surface, anyway. Erick didn’t know nearly enough about this place, at all.

Erick glanced to Fairy Moon.

Fairy Moon set down her fork, and just stared at her food. The food was unimportant. It was just the thing that happened to be in her line of sight as she gazed off into nothing. Erick felt some sort of recognition in her empty gaze, and then it clicked. She didn’t want to participate in the Fate that was forming all around them. She already had a history with Bright Smile, because of course she did; Bright Smile was the head of house Carnage, and she had been for the last century and a half. It would have been impossible for Fairy Moon to not have a history with a person like that.

So while Fairy Moon wasn’t willing to speak now…

Erick recognized what was going on. Talk of war. The threat of a Wizard of great power falling into the hands of House Carnage. It was obvious.

He would need to kill this person he had never met before. He would need to kill Bright Smile. Or else she would capture him and use his power to wage war on the world.

Fuck.







- - - -







After accreting a few times and while in the middle of planning his next enchantment, Erick decided to backtrack on his previous thoughts.

There might not be any reason to kill Bright Smile.

Erick had never heard of her before now, so her exploits were likely not that interesting. Erick did not doubt that Bright Smile was a terror inside Ar’Cosmos, though, for House Carnage worked security inside Ar’Cosmos, therefore the head of House Carnage likely had to be a certain kind of way. She needed to be truly feared enough to make all the dragons of the world scared of her, after all. Even Fairy Moon had warned Erick off of Bright Smile.

But fuck that noise! Like, obviously he would take their advice under advisement, but Erick had Blessed Shades before. How bad could a single dragon be? Erick was trying to make a better world, and there was no ‘better world’ without redemption included. This was just another test of the Worldly Path, and he was going to pass it with flying colors—

Knock knock.

It was midday. Erick set aside his book, went to the door, saw who it was on the other side, and opened it, saying, “Hello, Maid Maria.”

Maria curtsied with one hand, while her other held a box of books by its handle. “Your advanced enchanting books have arrived.” She set the box down in front of Erick. “Unfortunately, your accretion manuals are a more restricted item. Illustrious Moon will arrive tomorrow morning with those, but, if you will pardon the rudeness of this question, Illustrious wishes to know how far you are, and what topics you wish to know, specifically.”

No harm in telling her? Yeah. No harm in telling her.

Erick said, “Stats are around 75 according to the counting crystal. According to my estimates I am 85% of the way to Second Foundation.”

Maria’s eyes briefly widened, and then she controlled herself, curtsied again, and said, “Then I will inform Illustrious of this development, and she will likely wish to speak to you over breakfast. If this is amenable… Do you have any requests for breakfast? Or for dinner tonight?”

She seemed to truly be warming up to him.

Erick smiled softly at that thought, then said, “I like pancakes, bacon, and lots of cactus syrup— Oh. And coffee. Do you guys have coffee here, yet?”

Maria said, “I am sure I will be able to find some by tomorrow morning. As for dinner?”

“Whatever you feel like making will be great, Maria, I am sure. So I’ll take that.” He added, “But potatoes, if you got ‘em.”

Maria seemed to blush a bit as Erick used her name, without her title. She curtsied again, muttered how ‘It will be done’, and then she rushed away, down the stairs and out of sight. Erick ignored whatever that was and had Ophiel grab the box of books and move it into the room.

As Erick pulled out the first book, he felt a minor joy.

Every single book was absolutely packed with dense writing and denser ideas, and even some pesky math, but Erick read through them like he was reading one of Teressa’s adventuring novels. Quick, painless, and a bit of a joy, if Teressa’s facial features were enough to go by. Erick had never actually read any of those books himself, but maybe he should, now that he thought about it. Might learn something fun. Erick smiled as he read. Finally getting his Intelligence back was more of a comfort to him than he realized it would be.

Math still wasn’t fun, though.

… But Erick did sort of like the architectural and engineering aspects of magic item creation, and other things like that. Math was fun for those things, he supposed.

Dinner that night was great.

Fairy Moon seemed to love the small potatoes that Maria had included with the meal, so Maria spoke of how the next dinner would include more potatoes, and more potato-based options. Erick spoke of those options, and then of the history of the potato plant, which was part of the nightshade family, which was actually highly poisonous.

Fairy Moon seemed to get a particular kick out of the idea of generations of farmers cultivating potatoes to make them what they were today.







- - - -







Erick messed up the next tier of his amulet, causing the amulet to grow so fast and deep that it split the platinum in half, breaking the thing wide open and wasting an hour of accretion time. The problem was that he had tried to include the rune for [Renew], and something overloaded. His goal was the creation of an amulet that automatically accreted the wearer’s mana, based on their excess production, but the runic system he had devised was way too complicated, and probably wrong.

He was on the right track, though, but he could not afford to waste more mana or time trying again.

Normal accretion would have to suffice, for now. It should be enough. He felt he was getting close to a breaking point… He almost wasted more mana to use the counting crystal, to check himself, but he did not. He accreted that mana instead.







- - - -







The green-sliver moon gently passed beyond the horizon and the sky began to shift from dark and full of stars, to something less dark, and gently purple. The people in the city beyond Fairy Moon Manor’s walls began to come out of their homes, to go to work, or to go to school in the cases of the young ones. Erick hadn’t really studied all of those happenings, far below his tower, but he had noticed that they were probably real people. Their goings and comings were too varied to mark them as anything but real.

He couldn’t really tell from this distance, of course, and he might not even be able to tell if they were truly real even if he was up close and personal with any of them, for such was the power of Fae Magic. But he had noticed a few of the farmers at the fields down below were occasionally [Grow]ing different foods, and one lady who always wore a great big hat seemed to have a variety of hats that she changed out every day. Today, she was wearing some sort of spiky headdress that was larger than all of the hats her friends wore. Erick suspected she was a hatter with a store nearby, because her and her friends always ate at the same table every morning, gaggling with each other all the while, and always really early, too.

Their laughs did not always reach all the way up to Erick’s tower, but it was a close thing.

Erick came out of his most recent accretion to the sounds of that distant laughter. He blinked a bit, heard the laughter again, and then put all that out of his mind, and went back to accretion—

He stopped as a spike of something… not unpleasant, rippled through his entire body. It was a change. Something had changed.

… Erick suspected he knew what was going on, but he had to be sure. So he let his aura envelop his body with mana, once again pushing out all the ambient mana that happened to get in, and then he let that power fall through his body, into his core. And yup. Something had changed. Erick kept at it, cataloging the change.

As his aura had dripped droplets of white mana through his skin, that power had been soaking into his flesh, his bones, and every part of him, before eventually finding its way to his mana veins, to flow as though it was blood, to his core. But now, that power passed through his flesh and bones, immediately hitting his mana veins. All that power flowed directly to his core.

The thousand-faceted gem that was his core soaked in his mana, the facets moving and multiplying like someone turning up the number of polygons on a computer-generated sphere. The shadowy space around his core where all his veins connected was rapidly though gently filling with the growing gem that contained his soul.

A smile came unbidden to Erick’s face, for he knew what this was.

He had just reached body saturation; half of Second Foundation. The current crop of accretion manuals didn’t talk much about what happened past Second Foundation, but they all spoke of what accomplishing body saturation and spirit saturation felt like. This, then, was body saturation.

Now all of his gains would automatically and directly support the Stats that composed his ‘spirit’; Willpower and Focus, but also a bit of Perception and Intelligence, unless he was mistaken.

30 seconds later Erick bottomed out on mana.

Opening his eyes, Erick gazed at the sky beyond his window. Golds and blues crowded out the night sky, and the sun began to rise. A quick check with the clock told him he had at least two hours before breakfast with Illustrious. That meant around 5000 mana, or 20 more Points of growth in his spirit Stats. That might be enough to reach spirit saturation…

He wasn’t sure, but was going to try anyway.

A little over an hour later, Erick watched his core with his mana sense wide open as his core plumped up and then flexed for the last time. The polygons of the surface vanished as the cut crystal rapidly shifted into a perfect sphere, and a ripple of power flowed across the surface like the chiming of a gong. Erick shuddered as his very soul seemed to pulse and his tenuous grip on his aura suddenly failed. The sphere of white light around him broke apart, scattering his mana and his power into the room like a gust of vanishing fog.

Erick opened his eyes. He saw his core with his mana sense, and it was good.

Time was wasting, though. Illustrious would be here soon. So Erick went to the bathroom to run through his morning routine as fast as he could, though it was more like his ‘evening routine’ or some other timeframe; for his circadian rhythms were completely fucked.

He donned some decent clothes and by that time, he had regained enough mana to use the counting crystal. What he saw surprised even him.







- -

Strength: 86

Vitality: 87+15=102

Dexterity: 87+4=91

Constitution: 86

Perception: 93

Willpower: 104+19=123

Focus: 104+59=163

Intelligence: 94

- -

Mana: 1230

Mana Regen (Vit+Foc): 2650

- -

Second Foundation, for Erick, was quite a bit higher than Illustrious’s estimates of 75 in every Stat. Of course, the counting crystal was for estimation purposes only and it might have been off as much as 15%, but according to Erick’s own experiences, it seemed to be completely correct. Maybe off by a point or two. Whatever.

Erick flexed his shoulders, made a pair of fists, and then did a quick two squats to get the blood flowing. He punched the air and likely threw the punch completely wrong, but that didn’t really matter, either. He took off his amulet for this next part, because he didn’t want those spikes smacking him in the face, and then he leaned down like he was a trained contortionist and put his palms flat on the ground, keeping his legs straight the whole time. With a gentle lift, Erick raised his legs overhead, and walked around on his palms for five steps, before doing a little hand jump, twisting in the air. He almost splattered on the ground, but he caught himself, recovering to stand once again on his feet. It had been awkward and fun, because it was fun to have a nice body. He had missed this, too.

And this time, this power couldn’t be taken from him…

Though he supposed Fairy Moon’s Fairy Edicts, or whatever they were called, were still a threat… And he was rather low on mana compared to his usual numbers… And he had no Health. And his current numbers were with his amulet, which he would not be wearing much in the future—

Okay. So. Don’t get a big head, Erick, just because you cheated your way through to Second Foundation in less than a week.

Erick collected himself and his thoughts, then he spared a glance at the cyan-crystal amulet sitting on his desk along with all the other enchanting doodads and trinkets. That thing could stay here for now. With a final check, Erick mana sensed his core. It hadn’t changed. It sat beside his heart like a baseball-sized pearl, nestled inside the center of a web of shadowy mana channels that had no correlation to any physical structure inside his body. His right lung had been remade to provide space for the core, too, so its growth hadn’t actually moved anything around, at all.

And it just…

Felt good.

He kinda wondered why he felt better with a whole core, though, instead of the smaller thing he had had before. Erick hadn’t expected that particular emotional surprise, but it was welcome nonetheless. It was like he had finally arrived at some important milestone.

And now, it was time to reach for the next milestones and hopefully get home sooner, rather than later.

Erick exited his room. When he was almost all the way down to the ground floor he ran into Maid Maria coming up the other way. She startled.

Erick just smiled, and asked, “Time for breakfast?”

“You are correct, Archmage Flatt.” Maid Maria said, “Illustrious Moon is here, along with the asked-for accretion manuals.”

“Let us not keep them waiting.”

Maria curtsied then turned around, leading the way.
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                Illustrious Moon sat in Maid Maria’s usual spot, while Fairy Moon sat at the head of the table. Both of them had been talking about the spell-based economy of Ar’Cosmos, where trained fae-aligned casters kept the city at a good size through cooperative casting, but they went silent as Erick stepped into the room. Both of them looked to him.

Erick’s seat was open for him, so he moved toward it, speaking into the sudden silence, “Good morning, Fairy Moon. Illustrious Moon.”

Illustrious did a minor double-take, her violet eyes blinking brightly in the morning light. “You seem… different today. Good things?”

Fairy Moon raised an eyebrow, also wondering what was going on with him, but she remained silent. Maybe he did feel a bit too good? Maybe he was showing off his newfound comfort, too much? Well, whatever.

Erick took his seat, saying, “There are many things to be happy about, Illustrious. I just hit Second Foundation, and I think I smell coffee in the air.” Erick smiled at Maid Maria, who was setting out breakfast onto plates. “Do I smell that right?”

Illustrious’s eyes went wide to hear ‘Second Foundation’.

Fairy Moon smirked at him, saying, “A welcome revelation, indeed.”

Maid Maria silently grabbed the jug of coffee and poured Erick a cup, before returning to the breakfast foods, to prepare the plates for everyone.

Erick inhaled deep the warm scent of coffee. And then he added some milk and sugar to it, smiling gently, as he said, “Second Foundation is accompanied by a spherical core, while body saturation ends when it is no longer capable of easily absorbing mana, which happened first, several hours ago. The spherical core happened only an hour ago. Everything sort of tingled when it happened, too, like a plateau had been reached, or the chiming of a gong.”

Illustrious reorganized some thoughts and stances in her mind, for she had envisioned that this meeting would be about theory of what happened after reaching Second Foundation. Now, she was readying herself to actually teach of what came after... But she still had some theory she wished to expound upon. “A spiritual echo is commonplace when the core matures at the end of spirit saturation, so it would make sense for you to feel this sensation. This echo is theorized to happen because of the rapid transition from having a set amount of facets on the core, to what is effectively infinity.”

The coffee tasted great. Erick savored the flavor as he listened to Illustrious. “I like that theory. Makes sense.” He set down his cup and let Maid Maria set his plate down in front of him. “Appreciated, Maria.” Maria acted as though she wasn’t there, which Erick supposed was normal for servants. He turned back to Illustrious. “Not to change the subject too much, but as you know, I’ve already made [Renew]. I want to tell Redflame that his current goal has already been achieved, and I want to explore the possibilities of solving, slowly, the Dragon Curse, through [Renew]. But if I am not able to do this without raising a threat against myself that I cannot contend with, then I will not do so at this time. I will let him waste his million mana fortune, and simultaneously out myself as a Wizard in what will likely be the worst possible circumstances, for I have no doubt that Redflame will instantly realize what has happened. But by that time it will already be too late. The loss of his mana fortune will cause a weakening of Ar’Cosmos, and open you all up to war with the outside. My letters stopped the war that was brewing, but it might happen anyway if I don’t come out of here with glowing recommendations against actual war.”

Maid Maria almost dropped the plate she was serving Illustrious, but Fairy Moon put her hand under the tray, preventing that minor disaster without really trying, for Fairy Moon’s eyes were locked on Illustrious, awaiting her response.

Illustrious heard and understood everything Erick had laid down at her feet. She sat straight, her amethyst horns seeming to rise in the air as she stared at Erick. She asked, “How do you envision us dragons emerging from Ar’Cosmos once we gain this [Renew]-based Wizardry you speak of?”

“I am glad that you see the full breadth of my prepared stance, Illustrious. It bodes well for working with you in the future.” Erick wanted to tell them that he was immortal, too, but he had no idea how the conversation would go if he let loose that particular bit of information. So, in that case, it was better to let them find out later who they were dealing with. “I plan to return to Spur, and to assist with Candlepoint’s growth, but my next largest goal is to terraform the Crystal Forest back into an actual forest. Livable land. Rains and grasses and trees. Rivers and lakes; how it used to be before the crystal mimics came along.

“I want help doing this.

“In time, in my perfect future, I envision all of Veird being habitable once again. Maybe not every corner. Maybe only 50%. But the Crystal Forest will absolutely be a green forest full of cities and waterways and people.” Erick summed it up, “Your people need places to live once they are relieved of their curse. I need powerful people to prevent belligerents from bringing war against me and mine. If you desire, you can decide to become a part of ‘mine’. It will be mutually-assured protection, as long as both sides decide that the other side is worth continued protection.”

Illustrious gained a sharp edge to her eyes as she gazed upon Erick, weighing her possible future paths. “Would you assist us against the wrought, and Kirginatharp?”

“The wrought are going to take back Ar’Kendrithyst. That is going to happen, and I am going to help them do that, too. You can learn to live beside them.” Erick said, “It is my hope that there will be less need for violence and more opportunity to talk openly, now that the main problem of the Shades is gone. But, I imagine you have many Forgotten magics tucked away in this land, so that will likely be an issue to deal with, but it will be an issue dealt with through words, and not through violence.” Erick said, “In regards to Kirginatharp, unless I am mistaken, then the Dragon Curse doesn’t work on those who are transformed, so the Headmaster will have no innate reason to pursue you outside of revenge and other vendettas. Please inform me now, if I am wrong about this.”

“… You are not wrong about Kirginatharp’s motivations, but you underestimate the severity of his vendettas. So putting that aside, as it could… We, theoretically, could talk out our differences, in some theoretical framework of… Something.” Illustrious breathed deep, then said, “I don’t believe that such a reconciliation is possible for that man has directly murdered thousands of our people, and directly murdered fourteen members of my immediate family. But putting that aside, since it is, as you say, a conflict born of hate, instead of from magical compulsion… The wrought are a much more severe threat. The wrought are very thorough with regards to ripping out Forgotten Magic from this world, and if you know any of those magics, then they will use their Mind Mages to rip that knowledge out of your head, and you will never know it was done. If that doesn’t work, they kill you.” Illustrious wrestled with some inner turmoil for a moment, then said, “I did not want to bring this up with you, Erick, but with this line of questioning, I must.

“There is absolutely no way that you have not been negatively affected by the Mind Mages working for the wrought. A subtle twisting. A minor forgetting. Their power is insidious and omnipresent. The originals adhere to their code as they should, and so we might be able to deal with them. But I would never walk into a Mind Mage meeting of wrought or otherwise without an active bulwark of mental and spiritual defenses.”

Erick said, “I am glad that you are willing to entertain the idea of solving the vendettas between Ar’Cosmos and Kirginatharp— In some theoretical world where the underlying problem of the Dragon Curse has been solved, of course.” Erick went on to say, “In regard to your concerns about the wrought and the Mind Mages, though: I have learned quite recently, and first hand, that I need to have better mental protections, so your worries are not unfounded. But with House Fae’s over willingness to bewitch people with Fae Magic, could it be that you are seeing your own faults laid bare, and not an actual fault of the Mind Mages?”

Illustrious, thankfully, did not get mad at the aspersions Erick cast upon her character, probably because Erick had thrown his own experiences with House Fae’s nature in her face at the same time. She just went silent, her emotions twisting from fury to hope to terror and deep, deep embarrassment that Erick had somehow discovered what they did to people to enact justice in this land. And yet, there was a vast shade of acceptance that what she did was right and necessary for the good of… Ar’Cosmos or else specific people, Erick supposed.

He had guessed about all of that, but apparently he had been on the mark.

He moved past it, since he, himself, had Blessed people as a form of ‘justice’. Who was he to judge, except a victim of what he had done to other people? Now that was a ball of problems to work through some other day; not right now.

Erick continued, “I do not know of the exact nature of all the Forgotten Campaigns that the wrought have committed since Veird’s conception, but I do feel that you are overly conflating the Mind Mages with the wrought. I have recently learned that Kromolok and his second in command have merely adopted the powers of the Mind Mages, and are not beholden to their rules. Uchena claimed that they are the ones that keep the Mind Mages in check, and that they are not part of that culture at all. And in addition to this: I am almost 100% positive that the Mind Mages have a very strict culture that is exactly what it appears to be. You likely already know all this, though.”

Illustrious instantly found her footing. “That is what they want you to believe, and so you believe what they tell you.”

Erick asked, “Could your actual problems with the Mind Mages be that they live and function under the auspices of Kirginatharp, and the wrought?”

According to Illustrious’s face, Erick had hit the mark again.

“… There are some deep diplomatic concerns due to their current allegiances, and the fact that they will and have gone out on Forgotten Campaigns with the wrought, and Kirginatharp, and with all the churches of all the gods.” Illustrious felt as though she was talking to a child with the power to change the world, and she wasn’t quite sure how to handle Erick. She tried, “I feel you are grasping at pieces of the problem and failing to understand the whole. There can be no real peace in this ongoing war, between any of our sides.”

Erick countered, “An odd thing to say, considering that Inferno Maw has already expressed his wishes to end the Dragon Curse and also the war with Kirginatharp. Rozeta just wants the world to be stable and for there to be a lot of mana production, and the wrought follow her example. If Ar’Cosmos fell into line and—” Erick stopped himself and reconsidered his goals this morning. He wasn’t ready for this large of a conversation right now, but he had felt the need to see where Illustrious was at, and he had done that. Erick went on, saying, “Anyway. This breakfast smells divine, and peace talks are a large topic. I just bring up the subject because I want you to know that I want peace and prosperity, and to get away from all these wars I am finding myself drawn into, and yet I don’t want to solve any of these problems with more violence than strictly necessary. That’s my stance.” He added, “Also, all of that goes out the window if I am ever mind controlled by anyone here ever again. And so, with that warning now out there, and with all my own goals currently listed, we come to this question: How will Ar’Cosmos react to my proposals of entering into official alliances to defend ourselves against the wrought and Kirginatharp, when the time comes? What does such an alliance look like?”

Yes, Erick had just gone around in circles, going from talking of peace to talking of ‘what does war look like if we are on the same side’.

Illustrious didn’t seem to appreciate the circling of the conversation, though. She accused, “You’re trying to play all sides against each other.”

“… That is an unkind way to label my attempt at trying to create a lasting peace, for a lasting peace is also achieved through mutual defense, though, I admit, that too much defense might lead to a world war, which is another thing I do not want.”

Illustrious just stared at him, considering.

Erick continued, “Perhaps you fear that the sides are so uneven that nothing can be done to protect Ar’Cosmos from everyone else, so here’s a smaller scenario that leads to the larger: I create a [Renew] amulet that gradually transforms the half-dragon wearing it into a Paradoxed dragon of Carnage, or Fae, or Death, or maybe even Elemental Benevolence if I manage such a thing. There are likely not many such amulets, and your three houses control the only stock. Let’s say 15 amulets, total, evenly split. Each one can transform one person over the course of a month. I am pulling these numbers out of thick air, of course, but they are based on Redflame’s predictions on how such a [Renew] amulet would function, based on his ideas of how such a thing would work. What happens in ten years, in twenty?”

Illustrious stuck her fork into her omelet, distracting herself from the sudden need that welled up within her very soul. She lightly said, “I will have to think on this.”

Erick nodded, then he refilled his coffee, saying, “It’s a big thought.”

Fairy Moon hadn’t spoken a single word. All she did was eat breakfast and watch the show.

It was a lovely breakfast.

Erick stayed to lighter topics, like food and popular culture, and soon enough, Illustrious’s mood lightened considerably. Both of them knew what he was doing, but Illustrious played along because it was necessary for her own sanity, and for the good of Ar’Cosmos.

Afterward, Erick and Illustrious moved to the accretion room, down the hallway.

Now that Erick was at Second Foundation, they could actually discuss things such as spell-in-soul creation. That specific topic was accompanied by the temporary loan of four accretion manuals. Over the course of two hours, Illustrious’s falsely-good mood turned true. She relaxed, for she spoke of things she could easily handle, instead of about worldly politics which she wasn’t comfortable touching right now, and not with Erick as he was.

Accretion and spellwork were safe topics, too, just like food and culture.

Spell creation got a whole half hour dedicated to it.

The whole idea of manual spell-in-soul creation (what the Script did automatically) was basically about shaping a spell in one’s aura, ‘freezing’ that spell into a pseudo-solid ‘soul crystal’, and then absorbing that Soul Magic into one’s core without causing any cascading complications. It was, quite honestly, one of the most dangerous Soul Magics out there, for it wasn’t a simple Blessing that affected the whole, or a Curse that did the same. It was the creation of an individual, separate soul-bit, that could cast a magic all on its own, producing desired outcomes with proper inputs.

It was messy. It was detailed and convoluted to the point of math, and in that math, Erick saw some of what they taught at Oceanside, but only in the broadest of strokes. Soul-spell creation was Soul Magic of the highest order, and perhaps one of the riskiest Soul Magics that one could ever attempt. It was on the level of self-summoning Necromancy, also known as lichdom.

And the Script did this all the time, automatically, for everyone Matriculated into the system.

At the end of it all, Erick decided, “I certainly won’t be messing with that right now.”

Illustrious laughed lightly. “This is why most people with cores manually make their magic using their auras. Much simpler.”

“I can see that.” Erick closed the book on soul-spell creation, and said, “Let’s move on to ritual casting. How does one cast spells larger than a 500 mana per second limit?”

“A much easier topic, to be sure.” Illustrious picked up a different manual, saying, “Everything about that is in here, but with us broaching that topic I must first tell you of mana maximums and cores, and the risks with holding too much mana inside oneself.”

“Ah. Yeah. That was a concern, too.” Erick said, “I was told by Rozeta that I would have no maximum, eventually. I do still seem to have a maximum, though, which is based on my Stats.”

Illustrious nodded. “Now that you’re at Second Foundation, all the mana you purposefully accrete into your core will be able to do one of three things; either heal your core from damage, increase your Stats, or over-charge you with mana. For the purposes of ritual casting, we’re mostly concerned with the last option; overcharging your core with mana, and thus building up a larger mana pool than you would otherwise have. Generally, ten times your current max, as listed on your Status, is a safe amount to overcharge without risking loss of the Script. If you want even more mana than that, you should increase your Willpower and raise your new cap. Raising your Willpower will be a lot tougher now that you’re at your natural spirit saturation, though… There’s some math involved but we can skip over that.

“You mentioned Redflame’s million mana fortune back at breakfast, and this is how he got that mana. He’s been forcefully packing himself with mana and then holding onto that mana for a long time. He’s been off the Script for a long while due to that fortune.”

“Okay. That’s… Likely a lot more complicated than you say it is, but it’s easy enough to understand.”

Illustrious smiled. “Most things are easier to explain than to do; yes.”

Erick asked, “So ritual casting, for a ten-thousand mana cost spell? How would you do this?”

“Every ritual spell is different, but they all follow one of two guidelines; there are rules for soul spells, and rules for manual casting.

“Manual casting is perhaps the easiest to understand so we can start there. For that, all you must do is manually fill your aura with your magic and hold it all there, primed to go, until the spell matrix is filled and ready to go. That is the entirety of understanding manual ritual casting. But! There are a lot of caveats to that.

“Manual spellcasting on Veird is limited to tier 1, normally, or tier 2 for bloodline-aspect spellwork, but even those tier 2 bloodline spells rarely get above 500 mana cost. Therefore there is no real worry about the 500 MPS limitation, except to limit yourself to 500 mana cast per second.

“This tier limitation is heavily enforced by the Script itself, but this fact is less true here in Ar’Cosmos. Tier 2 is possible in this land, or tier 3 for bloodline spellwork.

“But here’s the thing: You can ritually cast ten 500 mana [Fireball]s if you wish, making a [Grand Fireball] equivalent spell, even using the limitations of the Script and personal mana limitations. With ritual magic, you can cast practically anything you wish to cast as long as you know what you’re doing.” Illustrious smiled a little, then began, “Now... Ritually casting a soulbound spell, already inside your core and put there by the Script, with mana costs in the thousands, is a much more complicated thing. Using the spells the Script puts inside of you allows you to effectively ‘bypass’ the tier limitations, but you still have all the other limitations of 500 mana per second through your core.

“Ritual magic is an entire branch of magic and it gets complicated, but a lot of it is in the books I gave you. And so! To start, you...”







- - - -







Erick sat on his accretion pillow, breathing in and out as he accreted.

He had seen Illustrious off hours ago, thanking her for her help without actually ‘thanking’ her. Erick was acutely aware of how words like ‘thank you’ were dangerous around here, and no one said those words, but ‘thank you’ was still on the tip of his tongue every time someone did something nice for him. ‘I appreciate that/what you did’ was an unexpectedly large mental switch, but he coped.

Anyway. Illustrious had helped him a lot, and he was thankful. He hoped that her intentions were true; that she wanted actual cooperation between him and Ar’Cosmos. Everything she had done after that initial meeting had been good for future relations. She was even friendly, and it didn’t seem like an act. He hoped that they could become actual friends in the future...

He hoped the same for Redflame and maybe even Inferno Maw—

Ah. Less distractions, Erick.

Focus on the accretion.

Accreting for maximum mana was different from accreting for Stat gains. It was more of a… ‘thickening’ of the core, than the enlarging/faceting that he had become accustomed to. One book called it a ‘densening’, which was a strange word for it, but that book had some really good hints at Remaking the various times-3 Skills, so Erick accepted the odd wordings as par for the course of making soul magic. Language was just an approximation for ideas and concepts, anywa—

Focus, Erick.

Erick layered dense mana into his core like the thickening of a soup that could always be thicker.

His mana did not ‘bottom out’ at all, for when one accreted for maximum mana, they stuffed themselves full from their Regeneration, not from their Mana, and they had to do it manually, which meant focusing all the time on containing the mana within, stuffing oneself way past what was natural.

And so, Erick had been focusing for the last few hours on getting this ri—

His concentration unraveled, his white aura flexing and vanishing as a rupture in his mana containment ripped across the surface of his core. Mana vented outward from his body like the spurting of a high-pressure water valve. He winced and regained his concentration, focusing on the break, forcing his aura to stitch together to stop the blowout.

It was too late, though.

His core was fine, but his extra mana was gone, vanished into the air like whitewater from a hose.

And he was done. Erick gave up the ghost and collapsed backward on his accretion pillow. That was his fifth failure and it wasn’t getting any easier. Ophiel twittered overhead, while Yggdrasil’s eye stared down at him, questioningly.

“I’m fine. Just another mana blowout.” A glance inward showed that his core was perfectly intact. “Mana without intent passes through everything without truly touching. It might have looked bad, but it wasn’t.” He looked to Ophiel. “I’ll make more of you when I can, Ophiel, but I’ll need to Remake some times-3 Skills first… Probably should do that anyway… Stuffing myself with mana wasn’t exactly helpful, but it was a bit, I guess.”

He sat back up, and collected himself. Straight back, calm breathing.

Eyes relaxed.

Hands forward. Palms up.

The idea here was to increase the capacity of one’s mana pool. Simple, in theory, but in practice it was a lot harder, as Erick had just found out. How does one make a set space of area hold more area? The trick then was compression. The books Tasar had given Erick on the subject of Remaking the minor blessing of Concentration, and the like, were filled with information on the subject. Erick probably could have Remade these triplicate-Skills using just that information. But it wasn’t till now, with Erick attempting to cram more mana into his core, to raise his maximum mana, that he finally understood the whole process. He understood what the actual goal was, with a blessing like Discipline, which increased one’s Mana pool 3 times over. Illustrious’s books laid out the process to create these blessings, fully, and using much better language than Tasar’s books had used.

For these blessings had been the same even way back in the Old Cosmology, back when every competent mage used these blessings to increase their capacity.

Reading the old magics and learning how they worked was like filling in half of a puzzle that had been missing from Tasar’s books.

This was not that surprising, though, since the Script ironed out small fluctuations and individuality when casting known magics. If Erick had even 40% of the puzzle of the Skill, Discipline, then the Script would provide the other 60%. Remaking these Skills would be like when Erick was learning Healing Magic back in Songli. All he had to do was mutate his initial healing spell in most of the correct direction and the Script filled in the rest, granting him the spell [Treat Wounds]. A bit more mutation aimed toward the goal of [Greater Treat Wounds], the Script granted Erick that spell, too, overwriting the original [Treat Wounds] with the Greater version.

Of course, such ‘mutation’ took a great deal of finesse and mana sense and knowledge, but the Script did most of the heavy lifting.

But…

With the Script not here in Ar’Cosmos, then… Well. Erick was pretty sure he was going to get this right, anyway. Healing Magic still worked here. Heck! Even [Cleanse] still worked here, though not that well, and [Cleanse] was a lot more dangerous than a bit of soul blessing.

Erick breathed in, then out. His thoughts were collected. His power rose, then concentrated, as he held within himself a bit of extra mana. Holding a little extra was easy, maybe only ten Mana worth, and would provide a good format for the resulting blessing to recognize and magnify.

With an airy, thick voice, Erick spoke, and the sound echoed in his soul,

“A bit of blessing to the core.

“A Discipline, made to grow.

“Holding onto something more

“a thicker, denser status quo.”

His soul rippled inside his core, as the little bit of extra mana he was holding onto suddenly sunk inward, like a balloon deflating, without actually deflating at all. Before the blessing, Erick had seen that his core was bright white and full of mana, but afterward, it was a bit less bright, but only because it wasn’t full anymore. He had only used up about 275-ish mana to Remake this Skill, out of his full capacity of about 1000 mana, but his capacity itself had been increased. Just about doubled, actually.

Eventually, that ‘doubling’ would become a tripling, as this Skill grew to full power.

Erick smiled. No blue boxes had appeared, but what he was seeing was exactly in line with what the books described as a success. One down, three left to go. With a quick hand, Erick wrote down his success to the side.

- -

Discipline

Multiply your base MP by 2

Requirements: 20 Willpower

- -

Erick asked his [Familiar]s, “You know why the Stat is called Willpower? Why the Skill is called Discipline?”

Ophiel shook his head as he cooed in questioning flutes. Yggdrasil just watched, like he always did.

Erick answered, “The Stat is called Willpower because it takes basic willpower to gather mana in the first place. The Skill is called Discipline because it takes a lot of discipline to forcefully hold onto extra mana.”

Ophiel cooed in triumphant violins, probably more happy that Erick was happy, than actually realizing what was happening. Still, though! That was an improvement. Yggdrasil tumbled his eye a bit, trying to comprehend.

Erick softly smiled at all the progress everywhere, and then he moved on to the next Skill, saying, “And now I know why Concentration, for 2, and then eventually 3 times Mana Regen, is called ‘Concentration’, as well as why Focus is called ‘Focus’. It’s because you have to Focus on the flow to forcefully increase the flow. I was already doing this a bit with my amulets, but now I have to turn that into the Skill, Concentration.”

Ophiel twittered in violins.

Yggdrasil went still, and then nodded—

Erick smiled wide at that. Yggdrasil had just completely understood him. Usually he only grasped the largest, most basic concepts when dealing with magic, but Erick got the distinct impression that he fully picked up what Erick had just put down.

Still smiling, and since he had 600-ish mana left in the now-larger tank, Erick went on to Remaking Concentration.

- -

Concentration

Multiply your base MP regen by 2

Requirements: 20 Focus

- -

The times-3 Health Regen Skill for Vitality came next; Enduring.

Erick had never been good at combining Health Cost skills with one another, or doing much with warrior-type stuff at all. But knowing what he now knew, and experiencing body-accretion himself, had helped to cement a lot of stray ideas about what ‘Health Cost’ actually meant; it meant ‘using up’ the ‘mana’ in the body in order to cause an effect.

In some of the advanced manuals from Illustrious they explained how in the Old Cosmology that the mana accreted into one’s body was useless for everything except making one physically stronger/tougher. But under the Script, in this New Cosmology, this sort of power was turned into a well of resources for the average person to use how they saw fit, which allowed the rise of true ‘archwarriors’.

There used to be archwarriors in the Old Cosmology, too, but they were weaklings compared to the archwarriors of the current day, mostly because the older version had to ‘use up’ their body-accretion in order to do anything worth mentioning. These days, one’s ‘body-accretion’ did not get used up, and a true warrior could go up against an archmage and actually win most of the time.

This was one of the purpose-built tenets of the Script, in order to ensure that powerful mages and Wizards never again threatened all of the universe with their unbridled power, and to give warriors a strength they never had before. Warriors were still needed, after all, because warriors were always the best forces to send against the monsters. Under the Script, and even long before that, the innate Strength of one’s arms did not get used up nearly as fast as the discrete amount of mana a mage could bring to bear.

Anyway.

‘Health’ was not a real thing like mana was real, except that Health was a Real thing, made Real through the Script.

Knowing all that, Remaking Enduring was easy enough, since the power to recover lost Health shared similarities with the power to recover lost Mana. In this case, it was less about focusing on a flow, and more about ensuring that the Health inside the body came back quicker.

Erick did a little rhyme, and suddenly, his body felt energized. No blue box this time, either, but Erick remembered what Enduring should have looked like.

- -

Enduring

Multiply your base HP regen by 2

Requirements: 20 Vitality

- -

‘Health’ didn’t really exist inside Ar’Cosmos, like it did on Veird, but the energy pumping through his veins felt just like Health usually did. Eventually, when Erick gained enough experience through the use of this Skill it would level up to 10, and become a real times-3 Skill in the process, just like the other two he had already Remade.

The Skill for times-3 Max Health was called Strong.

It was pretty easy to understand the meaning of that one, too.

Strong, for Maximum Health, like Discipline, for Maximum Mana, was all about putting more of that resource into a limited container.

One rhyme later, Erick felt his body seem to dim, as all of his body-accretion seemed to diminish. It hadn’t though. All of the mana in his body had just concentrated, leaving more room for more Health. Erick wrote down what that Skill should look like too.

- -

Strong

Multiply your base HP by 2

Requirements: 20 Strength

- -

Erick sat back in his beanbag chair and breathed deep.

Those were the four basic boosting Skills; done and secured. It was good to finally do that. The journey to get to this basic point had taken Erick a long time, and the path had been unforeseen, but he had finally learned the actual meaning behind Health, along with how Mana and Health related to the spirit and the body, and how the Script organized it all in the background. Anyone with the necessary Stats could pick up Strong or Enduring or Concentration or Discipline for a single Point, but the number of people who actually knew what those Skills did had to be in the single digit percentile.

And now Erick was one of those people.

Doing this had revealed something else to Erick, that he hadn’t expected to realize.

He turned to Ophiel and Yggdrasil, and said, “I don’t think that the New Stats will ever have a boosting Skill. They’re just too abstract. Like, Willpower is the amount of Mana a person can naturally contain, while Discipline is forcing oneself to contain more. But Intelligence? What could that possibly be doing, except for the work of Clarity, but turned into a Stat...” Erick paused. “You know what? I bet that’s exactly what Melemizargo did; he took Clarity and elevated it to a Stat.”

Ophiel twittered. Yggdrasil looked lost.

Erick suddenly found himself on a roll. “Charisma was some sort of Mind Magic Ability or spell turned into a Stat, for sure, because all the Mind Mages instantly decried that as Mind Magic. That’s another mystery solved. Now... Perception has to be… [Ultrasight]?— Ah. No. Perception is Mana sense. Yup. That’s what that correlates to... But. Perhaps multiple sensory abilities? Mana sense is not actually covered in the Script, though, and that is by design… A design which Melemizargo broke, obviously. I got my mana sense almost instantly after getting Perception.

“And then we have Dexterity, which is the ability for the body to have more resources than otherwise… Or rather. It is the body’s ability to do more with less. This correlates with Intelligence, which is the ability for the spirit to do more with the same resources than otherwise. And since Intelligence is Clarity, but in a Stat, that means Dexterity is Precision, but in a Stat.

“… Maybe. I need to Remake Clarity next, but I’m pretty sure that how Clarity works is just straight-up Wizardry. Precision is likely much the same.

“But going back to the New Stats, we have Constitution, which is a flat percentage reduction to damage taken— Ah! It’s that Class Ability that Jane once told me about. Sturdy. Reduces damage taken from all sources by 25%… Or maybe Constitution is more like [Defend]? Maybe both, actually— No. Not [Defend]. [Defend] requires a tenth of one’s Health Max to use, and that use only recovers through natural regeneration.

“… All that could be wrong, but I feel like it’s correct. It’s a lot easier to make something new, like the New Stats, out of something old, like Clarity, or whatever, than it is to make something completely new.” Erick said, “Inventing a new Element takes something special, but taking an Element and shifting it into a new use takes ingenuity.”

Erick paused in thought, and then he smiled a little. Maybe he was correct, or maybe he was wrong, but he felt about 75% correct.

But there was a problem.

Remaking Clarity, for 50% reduced Mana costs, and its sister Skill, Precision, for 50% reduced Health costs, had to be pure Wizardry. None of Illustrious’s books had detailed a requirement of Wizardry, but they had gone deeply into what it meant to Remake those two Skills.

And those guidelines called upon what looked like Wizardry, to Erick. Small Wizardries, for sure, but Wizardry all the same. Everyone was capable of Wizardry, after all, if they used their own mana. Only Wizards made personal mana in any sort of large quantity, but if all it took was 10,000 mana… It’d take an average person a thousand days to get that much mana, but they could still do it.

With enough stored personal mana, anyone could do small Wizardry.

… And thinking about personal mana, Erick hoped that the blessings he had given himself were the normal ones, propped up by the Script, and not some oddities that he had never intended. This was Ar’Cosmos, after all; the Script was pretty far away.

Erick decided he would broach the topic of Clarity and his new Skills with Fairy Moon, actually. Probably over dinner. That was still hours away, though, so Erick went over to the advanced accretion manuals to research more about what Clarity actually did.

Because, according to what Erick was seeing, Clarity didn’t ‘reduce mana costs by 50%’, at all.







- - - -







“So the blessings I made were completely normal,” Erick said, almost in disbelief.

“Aye.” Fairy Moon said, adding copious amounts of butter to her baked potato.

The potatoes last night were a hit, and so practically everything on the table tonight had potatoes included in it, somehow. It sort of reminded Erick of back when he made potatoes for the movers and shakers of Spur, to try and get them all interested in his newest vegetable. Fairy Moon seemed to like practically everything she had tasted so far, which was good, in Erick’s opinion.

Erick could tell that Maid Maria loved the fries, most of all. She dipped them in some ranch dressing she had made herself, too, probably using the recipe that Erick had gifted to the world when he gifted Veird potatoes.

Fairy Moon added, “You will no doubt have a number of boxes waiting for you when you return to your reality.”

Erick stuck his spoon in his mashed potatoes. They were quite good, but he was concerned with how quickly Fairy Moon had dismissed his magic. He hadn’t been sure which of his two questions would be the more difficult one, so he had asked about his Skill Remaking first, just because, and Fairy Moon had dismissed his worries as unfounded. So the outcome of his Skills was… Good? Yeah.

Like… He could already tell that he had Remade Strong, Enduring, Concentration, and Discipline mostly correctly. Thanks to them, his spirit and his body seemed much, much more resilient and regenerative than it had yesterday. If Erick’s calculations were correct, his Status would show something like 1750 Health, 2000 Mana, and around 4000 Regen per day for both Health and Mana. He still had to Remake Meditation to turn that ‘per day’ into ‘per hour’ at will, but the results of his next question would likely influence and inform how he went about that little spellwork, too.

Erick asked, “I appreciate the clear answer. I have another question: the Skill Clarity. Is that full Wizardry, just handed out to everyone? Or am I not understanding how to Remake that Skill?”

Fairy Moon smirked as she sprinkled more and more bacon bits on her baked potato. She glanced his way, asking, “Why do you think Clarity is ‘Full Wizardry’?”

“Because the books all say that to Remake that Skill one must turn one’s own mana into partial Illusion, which causes other nearby mana to change in a cascading effect, which then ‘fills in’ the rest of the spell you are trying to create. In effect, you are packing extra information into half as much mana in order to produce twice as much effect, but it’s way more complicated than that.” Erick said, “The books all call it Elemental-Illusion-based magic, but it is very clearly Wizardry. How else could a small amount of magic create a larger amount of magic? And how is that not Propagation Ban inhibited?”

Maid Maria scrunched her face, as though Erick had gotten something really, really wrong.

… Which was monumentally surprising. Had he gotten it that wrong?

Also, how good of a mage was Maid Maria? A really good mage? She would have to be, to be able to work in tandem with Fairy Moon, right? Erick was suddenly struck by so many questions about Maid Maria that he temporarily glanced away from Fairy Moon.

“Oh?” came Fairy Moon’s voice, to the side.

Erick’s eyes flicked back toward the old fae, and he got the sudden impression that asking Fairy Moon about Elemental Illusion was like a drug dealer asking a cop about where to score the best drugs. Her pink and green eyes were uncomfortably sharp, yet she continued to spoon sour cream onto her baked potato.

That potato was getting mightily overloaded.

In a light tone that was not light at all, Fairy Moon asked, “Are we commencing the conversation about [Gate]?”

Erick was suddenly fully invested. “I want to know of [Gate], yes, but I also want to know of Clarity.” He added, “And Precision, for 50% Health costs, too, while we’re at it.”

Fairy Moon began adding chopped green onions to her baked potato, smiling as she said, “The perception of possibilities in the myriad mana goes a long way toward gaining all wishes.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “Mana is full of possibilities, but it is up to the caster to mold those possibilities from personalized Reality into physical reality.”

Fairy Moon’s eyes went a bit wide. She had purposefully made her speech as confounding and as basic as she could, because she didn’t want to make this easy for him, and yet Erick had understood perfectly…

And realizing that he had understood that, Erick was a bit surprised at himself, too. Was he understanding her, now? When did that happen?

Fairy Moon began adding cheese to her potato. “You mark my meaning well, which so few fellows ever do. So do keep up with this telling of truth:” Fairy Moon set down the cheese, and then she set down her hands to the side of her plate. She calmed. She closed her eyes. And then she looked to Erick. “Elemental Fae is Illusion thought true. Elemental Illusion is lies laid about for all to tell the falseness from the factual. No one imagines Illusion to be true. Everyone knows Fae is real reality. This is the marking of the margins of those magics.

“But now we need look at the one outside of bounds, at the beastly magics that make this world what it is. We must discuss the Mystical.

“Clarity is not cause for celebration. Clarity is a confounding of mana into more. It is a mysticism that manhandles mana into molds. It is marshaling minds to destinations undeserved. Take one mana and make it manage a friend into something founded in falsity that still works because mana is possibility.

“Illusion is a lie, while Fae is a Truth, while Mystical is a mage telling lies that the mana believes to be true.” And then Fairy Moon dropped a bomb, saying, “Clarity and Precision are Elemental Mystical, and that Mystical makes Melemizargo continue to call this realm unreal.” She backtracked a bit, saying, “Though your Particular presence seems to have pulled him out of some of his senselessness.”

Erick’s mind whirred with thoughts. He left the implications for [Gate] for another time, as that all was much larger than Clarity and Precision. Immediately, Erick tried for some clarification. “So you’re saying that Clarity and Precision are not Wizardry, but just Elemental Mystical, and that what makes that Element different from Illusion and Fae is a matter of perspective. Elemental Fae is real and views the world through the lens of the mana as real, and the physical world I call ‘real’ is the illusion. While Elemental Illusion is an attempt to deceive people in the physical world with illusions. And Elemental Mystical has a component which automatically draws other mana in, like a conman drawing in a crowd and playing them for gains.”

Maid Maria’s eyes went a bit wide; surprised for a whole mess of reasons that she wasn’t quite sure of herself. But she had already understood everything Fairy Moon was saying, so perhaps she was just surprised that Erick had actually managed to pick out the truth from the old fae’s winding words.

Fairy Moon stared for a long moment, and Erick wondered what she could possibly be thinking, and then she laughed, lightly and happily. All the danger of the previous moments vanished under her illuminated joy. And then she sighed, and an endless age passed across her features like the realization of an apocalypse come and gone, and then come again. She stared down at her very, very loaded baked potato—

Fairy Moon suddenly regained her lost joy, though such joy was not nearly as bright as before. She happily stuck her fork into the pile of toppings, and said, “Potatoes are pretty perfect. Thanks for creating them, Erick Flatt.”

Maria’s entire body seemed to whip around as she suddenly stared at Fairy Moon.

Erick’s reaction to the ‘thanks’ was less severe, but it was still there. “Uh… You’re welcome. They’re quite the nice food. I wouldn’t have made them without my daughter harping on me to make them, but I’m glad she did. They’re a big hit.”

Fairy Moon kept smiling, though she said nothing. She did glance to Maria, though.

Because Maria looked torn between blurting out her favorite topic, or holding back due to the current severity of the conversation. At Fairy Moon’s glance, though, she burst, saying, “Potatoes are wonderful! They’re like whiteroot but so much easier to work with, and with countless varieties.” And then she pulled back, suddenly. She didn’t know if it was actually okay to continue speaking, though she desperately wanted to talk more about food.

In that moment, Erick realized a cascade of various facts about his current circumstances.

The first was that his loss of Stats, combined with the circumstances of his capture, and then the mind fuckery, had caused him to mentally tag Fairy Moon as ‘too alien to understand’. Like, yes, she was very alien in her mannerisms and she was beyond ancient. But she lived among people and she knew how people worked, and she had a physical body that might have had the usual sorts of physiological responses and brain chemicals that most people shared, thanks to the Grand Translation at Veird’s instantiation into this New Cosmology. So perhaps Erick had judged her as ‘too alien to understand’ simply because of his own trauma and paranoia at that moment. It was easier to label her as an enemy if she was ‘alien’, after all, because she certainly seemed like an enemy at that time. At the time, he had thought he would have needed to kill her, too.

It was only now that he knew that killing her was never an option, and not just because she was impossible to kill.

Erick still didn’t fully trust Fairy Moon at all, but seeing how she interacted with Maria, like a friend and not like a servant at all, except for when other people were watching, and how she had thousands upon thousands of meals from previous maids in her pantry, made Erick reconsider the old fae. Fairy Moon cared about people. Obviously she did. She was a fae of ‘justice’ or something like that, after all.

Erick also reconsidered Maria. Who was this ‘maid’ who sat at the same table as Fairy Moon? Why was she so familiar with the old fae? Why was she scared of absolutely everyone except for Fairy Moon, who was arguably the one to fear the most? And then there was how she spoke out about how she didn’t want Redflame to ‘waste his fortune in mana’ the other day. Maria was clearly a half-dragon of the Carnage variety, so maybe there was some sort of connection there that was more than Elemental Carnage deep.

Whatever the case, Maria was very much a foodie who wasn’t sure how to actually speak about such a thing to Erick, not after the conversation that had just happened, though she very much wanted to. They had already talked about food a bit the other day, but today was different.

So Erick started with, “Have you tried the corn? If you let it dry out to where the kernels are hard and then you fry those kernels in a shallow layer of oil, they’ll pop open, turning light and fluffy. They’re not that great on their own, but much like potatoes they make good vectors for toppings. Powdered cheese is my own preferred topping on popcorn. You can make powdered cheese rather easily with the [Dehydrate] spell.”

And just like that, Maria brightened again, and she began, “I haven’t found any good ways to use corn, but it was one of the first items to make it all the way here to Ar’Cosmos! People have been putting it into soups a lot, and…”

Maria and Erick spoke of different foods while Fairy Moon ate her very-loaded baked potato, before moving on to the fries, and then the chips. Maria had made a wonderfully spicy beef dip to go along with the chips, which Erick asked about, and Maria provided the recipe. There was no more talk of magic.

There was no more talk of how Clarity and Precision had directly contributed to Melemizargo thinking that Veird was a lie. But Erick didn’t forget that little revelation just because he had moved on to talking about food. There was time to digest that bit of horror later, for there was no fixing that particular problem. Practically everyone who was able to get Clarity bought Clarity. 50% reduced mana costs was a no-brainer of a Skill.

Thinking about it more, Erick realized that Clarity was likely one of the major contributors to all the illusions of monsters inside the manasphere back on Veird. There was no Clarity here in Ar’Cosmos, and there were no people casting magic all the time in the Core of Veird, after all, and that's why the Core and Ar’Cosmos had clear manaspheres. But on Veird? There were monsters and fractions of magic everywhere inside the manasphere.

Another mystery solved without intending to even look for an answer.

… And the reason the Skill was called ‘Clarity’ was probably because it caused mana to realize with perfect understanding the intent of the casting mage; it caused ‘Clarity’ in the mana. Similarly, the Skill Precision was named as such because it was a precise use of Health which demanded that the mana follow suit and enact whatever Health Cost Skill the warrior was using.

The rest of dinner passed uneventfully, with talk of food and not much else at all.

Erick eventually bid Maria and Fairy Moon good night, then headed back to his room, feeling full… And a little bit better about everything. Answers had been answered. Problems had been thought through. And even Fairy Moon and Maria seemed nicer—

And then Erick remembered that Redflame’s [Renew] attempt was the day after tomorrow. Erick would need to make a decision, and soon; whether he was going to let Redflame keep his million mana ‘minor fortune’ or let him waste it all, and thus weaken Ar’Cosmos’s defenses.

… Erick decided to sleep on it.

For the first time in a week, Erick only stayed up long enough to get some minor reading in, and then he went to bed at a normal time. As he gazed out the nearby window, watching the sliver of a green moon hang in the sky, Erick closed his eyes.

Sleep came easy.











- - - -







Erick opened his eyes.

The room was dark.

The moon outside was full, but it was not a simple green sliver. It was bright pink and green and white, all at once. Multicolored, pale white light filled the room like a dream. It was then that Erick noticed that the window was not a window, but an open set of double doors that led out onto a balcony.

Fairy Moon stood on that balcony, under the moonlight, her back turned to Erick as she stared out at the night sky, with her arms crossed upon the railing.

Ophiel twittered on Erick’s headboard, blinking all of his eyes as he looked to Erick, and also to Fairy Moon just a short distance away. Yggdrasil hovered off of his own space on that headboard, to float in front of Erick.

And Erick got up, out of bed, to go see what was happening. He stepped outside, onto a balcony that had not been there when he went to bed.

The moonlight was a cold, comfortable thing, while Erick’s nightclothes were barely any protection at all against the chill in the air. It was not a harsh night by any means, but it was night. Fairy Moon’s own diaphanous dress was made of muted colors, and the whole thing fluttered in the gentle wind like smoke on water. Erick stepped to her side, to join her at the railing.

Fairy Moon finally acknowledged him with a casual glance, then she turned her eyes back toward the full moon, saying, “Do you know the meaning of my current name?”

“Nope.” Erick spoke in a casual way that was incongruous with the setting, and with the obvious seriousness of the moment, “It wasn’t in the folders that Stratagold sent with their letter, which now that you mention it is kind of surprising. Maybe they simply never wanted to acknowledge your name?” Or that information had been censored by Fairy Moon, or Illustrious. Erick gave her the benefit of the doubt, saying, “You seem to be able to use such acknowledgment to get to people.”

“I can, and have; this is true.” Fairy Moon nodded. She was silent for a moment, staring at the sky.

Erick waited.

“My name is an epitaph,” Fairy Moon said. “My people are all gathered into that soul in the sky. Usually they’re a sliver of their usual selves, so I don’t deign to notice the night too often. Though… When you asked for a proper passing of day into night… They were still a sliver. And now. Now. They are not. Fate reaches for reality, to feel something sane again, and we are here to witness that wallowing.”

Erick looked up at the moon.

Bright, is what it was. It was nothing like the moons of Veird, though; like Hell, or the Silver Star, or Celes. Those moons were all filled with souls; with afterlives. One couldn’t see those afterlives without Meditation, though—

Erick realized something.

And then Fairy Moon spoke his thoughts, like she was waiting for him to make the connection himself.

“You cannot capture it mentally without Meditation.” Fairy Moon said, “Without that other Skill shaved out of Mystical, which you did not mention at dinner, but which digs into your mind right now. So many things… So many things they made out of Mystical at the Start of the Script. Afterlives. Easy magic. The Script itself is more than Mystical, to be sure, but it is a plentiful part of the plenary.” She said, “Try to make that Skill, now that you know the secret. I want you to see, Erick. I need you to see.”

And he did.

It was like a clicking. Or a flipping. A switch turned on. A sight made sensible.

The mana itself seemed to mold to his making, and within his core, he felt a minor creation. A flow made febrile, and then stilled, and solidified. Without uttered words, Erick adjusted his senses through a secret laid bare. He asked the mana to show him itself, and the mana came alive with an answer.

He saw.

The sky was a million, trillion worlds, far past the Edge of Ar’Cosmos’s domain. Lands locked inside oceans. Waterways turned into worlds. Mountains of floating fire and whirling tornadoes of houses that were somehow just fine being up there in a whirlwind. But there were also thousands of normal worlds. Blue marbles crowded with white clouds. Green spheres. Brown spheres. White and black spheres. Purple stars. Red oceans. Orange lights and blue depths. But they weren’t real.

They were past the Edge of Ar’Cosmos, and yet, the Edge still existed. Erick knew that what he was looking at was only real in the sense that it had been real, once. It was no longer. This, then, was a hologram; a 3D space beyond a 2D Edge.

A sky made of gravestones.

Fairy Moon spoke, and it was like all the magic had gone out of her because all that magic was up in the heavens, on display, “They’re dead. They could be real again. But not under the Script. Not the way it was made. This is the past, but it could also be the future, though not with Fate and other fortunes locked into little blue boxes”

Erick thought he knew the answer, but he had to ask, “Why can’t they be real under the Script?”

“Because the Script crushed our civilization down to numbers and needless runes.” Fairy Moon raised her head and regained some of her regal stature, but then she slumped again. “I’ve tried to work with Melemizargo multiple times before, to make magics that could create everything all over again. I failed because he failed me, multiple times over and over and over. I’ve tried working with Wizards, too. That’s why I initially helped the dragons to drag Wizards into my world. I wanted… I want so much to see my people repopulate reality. And now you are near to my needs. A Wizard, come once again to see the sights and guide the gates open! But I am afraid, Erick. You frighten me.” Fairy Moon said, “Wizards are frightening.”

Erick said nothing, even though she was waiting for him to respond. He had no idea what to say to her concerns, and he didn’t feel that his true thoughts would be valued at all. He just wanted to make things better for everyone, and right now, Fairy Moon would not want to hear such simple naivete.

After three moments of silence, Fairy Moon spoke again, “You frighten me, but you are the best hope I have had in an age. If you manage to open up whole new worlds then I will owe you everything. I will owe you Eternity.” She stood tall as she could as she turned to him, and though she was still a head shorter, in that moment she seemed as large as the worlds in the sky. “When you spoke to Illustrious of dragon devotion you should have spoken to me.

“On my Name, this I vow, in this life and the next, and the next and the next and the next, for as long as you yearn for my magic and my might, you can count me friend, Erick Flatt, as long as you remain as beneficent as you have shown yourself to be, and as long as you save my people from undesired death.”

The wind blew.

A moment passed.

Erick whispered, “A covenant, then.”

“A covenant for all continuance, my immortal Erick Flatt.”

It shouldn’t have surprised him that she knew, but it did. Erick’s mind seemed to leave him in that moment, as too many thoughts crowded his soul, demanding answers and finding none. Fairy Moon meant every word she said.

Three moments later, Erick’s mind finally came back to the present with an answer.

“… I will not accept this covenant at this moment. Later, when I know who you are, I will reconsider.”

Fairy Moon let loose a breath she had been holding tight. She gave a slight smile. “Ahh… This is probably a better proposition. Later is lovely.” She breathed deep again, then seemed to regain a fraction of her previous height. “The offer is open so long as you remain yourself, but you will likely never learn the truth of my entire existence while we remain on Veird. My True Names have been silenced ever since the Script.”

“That’s just as well.” Erick said, “Actions speak louder than names, no matter how True they might be.”

Fairy Moon nodded, as though Erick had told her the sky was blue, but she already knew that.

Erick regarded her.

Then Fairy Moon turned to face the sky full of souls, once again, and Erick stood there with her, Meditating on the moment. For a long while the two of them just stood there, with Fairy Moon’s thoughts a million miles away, and the enormity of the Sundering staring Erick in the face, yet again. The night was peaceful, and a bit cold, and that was good.

In the stillness, Fairy Moon spoke, “You have the right temperament to touch upon a Truth of Benevolence. Do you want to try for it tonight?”

“No. It’s not the right timing.”

Fairy Moon simply nodded.

Erick said, “Maybe Redflame should make Elemental Benevolence. I don’t have the breadth of experience with how a ‘cosmology’ should work, or deep enough magical knowledge to understand and then forge something new like an entire Element that is…” The weight of the world seemed to fall upon Erick’s shoulders, as his own fears came out. “I’m just one person, Fairy Moon. The world is larger than me, and my decisions. I should not be the only one to have a say in how to prevent another Sundering. No one person should ever have that much power.”

Fairy Moon raised an eyebrow at him, and then she looked away again. “Power in the right hands is pure and right. You should not back away from accepting your own Benevolence, Erick.”

Erick didn’t know what to say about that. So he said nothing.

Fairy Moon stayed silent, too.

The night sky held above, full of planets and planes of existence that no longer existed except in memory. It was a beautiful sight. And yet, it had to end eventually, as it already had, long ago. Fairy Moon bowed out while looking at a white gem of a planet, her eyes clouding over with the shadows of tears. Erick stayed out on the balcony for a little bit longer than that.

But his bed called to him, and he answered.

- - - -

In the morning the balcony was still there, beyond a pair of doors that had been a window just yesterday. As the sun rose across the contained world of Ar’Cosmos, Erick fully woke to the gentle squawking of Ophiel, who was out there on that balcony and trilling in happy violins at the coming of a new day.

Erick got up, did his morning ritual, and then got to making some magic. Meditation had happened last night, so that was one down of many more to go, but mainly just the first of two other Elemental Mystical Skills that needed to be Remade as soon as possible. Now that Erick knew how they worked, their recreation was as easy as humming some Elemental Mystical through Ophiel and then spreading out that magic through a cascading measure of insight.

But since this was Ar’Cosmos, Erick had likely Remade Clarity, but it didn’t feel like it. He had to manually Mystical-ify his magic in order to get the spell costs down to size. He had to manually Mystical-ify for Meditation, too.

All of that was as easy as humming his soul in a specific way, and then following through with the magic. It was a chore, but Erick felt that it would get easier with time, as most things did. He still wrote down what the Skills would look like once he got back to Veird, though, just to keep his records straight. He wasn’t wearing his accretion amulet anymore for that thing was gaudy and not his best work, so he didn’t include those Stats in his new ‘Status’. Making a better All Stats amulet would come soon enough.

Such an amulet wasn’t truly necessary, though, not with his x3 Skills, as those pulled a lot of weight. They might not have been full powered yet, but they would soon enough, so Erick counted them as full powered.

… Even if ‘Health’ didn’t technically exist inside Ar’Cosmos.

He did wear Fairy Moon’s necklace, though. He wasn’t about to out himself as a Wizard to any casual observer just yet.







- -

Meditation X

Always Resting

Requirements: 10 Willpower

- -

Clarity X

Reduces spell costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Focus

- -

Precision X

Reduces HP costs by 50%

Requirements: 10 Vitality

- -

- -

Strength: 89

Vitality: 89

Dexterity: 90

Constitution: 89

Perception: 94

Willpower: 109

Focus: 109

Intelligence: 95

- -

‘Health’ (x3 Strong) = 2670

Mana (x3 Discipline) = 3270

Mana Regen ((Vit x3 Enduring) + (Foc x3 Concentration)): 5940

- -







Erick had a few more thoughts about Elemental Mystical before he went down to have breakfast with Fairy Moon and Maria.

Thinking back, Erick recalled how he had used Elemental Mystical to create frozen carbon dioxide without creating any nasty particulate side effects, and to make Yggdrasil’s Eternal Stonetree full-sized in a split second. He was already using this magic long before last night’s revelations. Erick had even planned to use Elemental Mystical to make all of his Particle Magic in the future, so that he wouldn’t have to care about side effects, or constantly running [Cleanse].

Erick had even —sorta— planned on Elemental Mystical becoming a part of the Particle Magic revolution.

How strange.

How odd.

How funny was it that Melemizargo was both rather right, and very wrong, about all of Veird being an illusion.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I'm very happy y'all finally got to know about the moons. 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading (And the end of book 6!).

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    ~GREAT CLIFFS AHEAD~

Really large drop

 

- - - -

... But other than that, have you read They Shall Call Me Empress? The MC is a normal enough fitness-enthusiast type of woman with meditation techniques that translate very well to the cultivation world she finds herself in. I'm up to date on current chapters, and it's been a great read!



                

                The sun cast light into Erick’s room at a slight angle. It was almost noon. Tomorrow, Redflame would attempt to make [Renew]; spending a million or more mana in order to create something that Rozeta had already explicitly said that she was never going to allow to be Remade. Erick wasn’t sure if such a restriction worked here in Ar’Cosmos, but he bet it would. Fairy Moon had even confirmed over breakfast that Rozeta’s restriction would likely hold.

There was a still small chance that Redflame could actually succeed, but that chance was measured in the single digit percentage points.

And so, in order for peace to have a chance, Erick had decided that Ar’Cosmos could not be made overly vulnerable due to the loss of Redflame’s minor mana fortune. Ar’Cosmos was actually the weakest ‘most powerful force’ on Veird at the moment, if only because of their lack of land, and now that the Shades were gone and the stability of Glaquin shattered, the dragons might be next on the chopping block.

But the dragons represented a possibility to Erick. A possibility for him to attain stability and power and protection. He knew that, under the current situation, he would not get anything like that from Kirginatharp, or from the Wrought, because as soon as they found out he was a Wizard then they would have to try to capture or kill him. Erick’s only other options besides Ar’Cosmos were the remnant Shades, and Melemizargo, and that seemed like the absolute last resort.

And so, Erick went back to the accretion books from Illustrious and the enchanting books from Inferno Maw. He needed to change the game. He needed to add a new variable. And he already had a good idea. He could try to use Redflame’s [Renew]-based theory on curing the Dragon Curse, and make that cure himself.

… And he had.

It was, for sure, not the solution that the powers of Ar’Cosmos had wanted. But the people trapped here with half-mutated Curses and half-dragon bodies might appreciate what Erick had done.

If this actually worked.

The idea had come to him in a flash of insight when reading about how one could create a second core, thus advancing to Third Foundation, and thus increasing one’s mana-per-second cap to 1000, and also how one could abandon one’s core entirely, without dying due to catastrophic loss of soul and Dragon Essence. A catastrophic shift of Dragon Essence, either with gaining a new core or trying to abandon their old, usually killed most half-dragons that tried for it. This is where wyrms came from.

The soul both created and was created by one’s core, after all. That’s just how it worked. To break the core was to severely harm the person and usually kill them, but dragons had been creating and discarding cores for forever. They knew how to discard a core. Gaining a second core or abandoning an old one were both integral parts of attempting to accrete one’s way out of half-dragon status.

Gaining a new core or discarding an old core did not fix the muddled Dragon Essence problem which caused half dragons to exist, though. Now that was a complicated problem. But attaining such a transformation of one’s soul boded well for future attempts at fully embracing Elemental Fae, Death, or Carnage.

Actually removing all the Dragon Essence one had was a theorized way to ‘step around’ all these problems. But there again was another problem. For minor cases of Dragon Essence poisoning, one could recover from the removal of such Dragon Essence. Jane had experienced this, herself. She only consumed a small bit of Dragon Essence, though, and the removal of that had put her in a hospital at Oceanside under a medically-induced coma for a month.

Dragon Essence was… Complicated.

And not just because of the Blood Curse imbued into Dragon Essence itself, way back at the start of the Script. That Curse caused all dragons who saw and recognized another dragon to instantly attack the other dragon. According to what Erick had read outside of Ar’Cosmos, and even here recently, what the Curse did was turn the territorial instincts of a dragon up to 15 on a scale of 1 to 10. Dragon Essence demanded victors rise to the top and losers pay homage. Before the Curse, the winners rose to the top in their society while the losers paid homage to the winners. Nothing else would happen. Under the Curse, though, the losers just died, because winners took the Dragon Essence they won directly out of the losers, and such a loss was catastrophic to the soul.

Dragon Essence, when it touched a soul, was like a comprehensive Blessing, Curse, and transformation all rolled into one. A soul touched by Dragon Essence was forever changed. It was like taking the bones of a person and replacing them with adamantium, and then gifting that person the ability to thrive under such a change. But the removal of the Dragon Essence was the removal of those bones. Such removals left a person without any structure to support their souls, and thus they collapsed into wyrms.

The only way dragon society had ever survived the horror of ‘removing’ the Dragon Curse was with Paradoxing/Creationing their Dragon Essence into one of the approved and experimentally proven ‘safe essences’.

Or by living in Ar’Cosmos, where Dragon Essence wasn’t affected by the Curse. Here, in this fae-blessed land, dragons could live without the Curse driving them to kill each other on sight. Here, in this fae-cursed land, was the only place dragons could ever meet each other without going to war.

Erick wanted to change that for so many different reasons, but also because it was the right thing to do. No one should be trapped in a tiny world like Ar’Cosmos, or anywhere else for that matter.

But also, releasing such powerful beings like dragons into the world at large…

Could be dangerous.

… Would be dangerous.

Rozeta had explicitly said that Veird could not handle a true flight of dragons, whatever that meant.

And so, with the ideas of ‘core formation’ at the same time as ‘core purification’, which would then lead to ‘core removal’, and through using runic inscriptions to enact a [Renew]-based effect…

Completing the initial designs had taken Erick about an hour.

And now, his latest enchanting project sat on his desk, waiting for him to continue. He had started with a square-shaped line of platinum a meter long, and then he had added two small angles to the ends. Then, he bent the whole thing into a circle, ensuring that the angles matched and that the whole thing was stable, and solid. It wasn’t a perfect ring due to a gap between those angles, but it was the shape it had to be; the rune for [Renew], but weighty and thin.

The metal rune was fully chalked up and ready for inscriptions. Erick had stopped there, because while getting this far was easy, and the next part would either work or it wouldn’t, he was still stuck on ‘should’, or ‘shouldn’t’. He was probably going to, even despite his reservations, just because Redflame would know by tomorrow that Renew had already been made, and all the other implications thereof. Adding to that the fact that this sort of magic was going to get out, anyway, because that was Erick’s whole goal in making [Renew] in the first place, and…

Erick was hesitating. He knew that. And yet...

Erick breathed deep as he circled back on his decision for the tenth time.

He was pretty sure that this thing was going to work. And that it was going to work really well. The effect was simple, once you ignored all the intricacies of soul surgery and shit like that, which, to be fair, should not be ignored. But then again Erick was doing Wizardry here, and Paradox Wizardry at that.

This thing…

When Erick finally made it.

This thing would first [Identify] the bloodline of the person using it, and then suppress that bloodline through the methods outlined in the manuals Erick had read, and then the actual effect would begin. Through constant use, this runic device should replace a person’s bloodlines with clean, untainted mana. It would fully remove all Elemental Body influences, and replace those influences with stable, baseline mana that coincided with the user’s original mana. It would remove the Dragon Curse by removing the Elemental Dragon Body from a person, turning them into whatever body they happened to be at that time.

There were nuances to using it properly, of course, like one needed to [Polymorph] into whatever Familiar Form they wanted to be before they used this device. Otherwise they’d just end up existing in whatever Familiar Form they were when they used it. Erick wasn’t fully sure, but he was pretty sure that this thing would erase all Elemental Body spells from a person, since that was the idea behind the whole thing, after all.

This device was most decidedly not what Redflame or the dragons of Ar’Cosmos wanted, for they wanted to make dragons out of half-dragons; not humans/incani/whatever out of half-dragons. But this idea had come to Erick and it had lodged in his brain as the best possible option.

Maybe.

But…

Erick could already tell that this design could be modified. With a certain kind of addition —perhaps replacing some of the [Cleanse] runes Erick had used here and there— one could gain any type of Elemental Body they wanted.

This could easily be transformed into some sort of dragon-maker.

And now that Erick was here, staring at his project, he was unsure —yet again— if he wanted to proceed.

Erick breathed deep, and whispered to himself, “I guess I started off making rings that cleaned away curses… Only fair that I’m here now, I suppose. And that I made another ring.”

[Renew]’s rune was very much a ring; Erick had not missed that when Rozeta had shown him [Renew] for the first time.

There was something poetic about that…

Which is likely why Erick finally decided that he had to do this, for it was going to be done anyway, and he might as well be the one to cure the Dragon Curse. Let other people be blamed for transforming his good will into horrors. Halting progress just because it led to dangers was not the right way to live.

Dangers could be solved, anyway, once they were known.

… That did it.

Erick picked up his black carving knife and started cutting into the platinum, imbuing each word with power.

It took him nearly 3000 mana and half an hour to finish the inscriptions. The ring of square-sided platinum was now absolutely covered with sharp runes and powerful meaning. Sweat dripped from his brow as he leaned back in his chair, holding the ring in his hands. He set it down…

And then he began working on a second ring.

This one was designed differently; specifically with regard to the ‘replacement’ function of the original. Instead of fully cleaning out a bloodline, it would replace all possible bloodlines of a person with the imbued bloodline. This, then, was something closer to what the dragons actually wanted.

It probably wouldn’t work with the already-Paradoxed House-approved bloodlines of Ar’Cosmos. Elemental Fae, Death, and Carnage seemed like they were too mutated to be put into a ‘Cleansing Renew’ ring.

For this second ring, Erick imbued it with his light-aspected bloodline, since it was the only option he had on hand.

It was just a prototype, though, for a true ‘bloodline replacer’ would likely need to use some Elemental Essence of some sort… But maybe not? Essence armor was designed to get used up, and soak into the soul of a person. This thing would never get ‘used up’. It would just string mana through its various runes, transforming into a bloodline, and then that bloodline would go into a person, and gradually reinforce itself through continued use of the ring.

With two rings now sitting in front of him, Erick hoped he had done the right thing. Both of them were prototypes in idea and execution, so they might not even work, but if they did...

He needed to test them. Erick did not use the Eraser, which is what he just now decided to call the first ring. But as he looked at the second one… He decided to call that one the Replacer, and to use that one, to see if it worked at all. Theoretically, there shouldn’t be any change to his core or himself at all, and it should feel like he was simply [Renew]ing himself; generally pleasant, and relaxing.

Erick grabbed the second one in both hands, held it in front of himself, and soaked it with his aura. Instantly, the white-gold metal began to shine with an inner light. The runes etched into the sides began to glow iridescent white.

Slowly, he channeled [Renew] into the ring—

White mana flowed through the ring like trickles of rain, pitter pattering inside the platinum, streaming around like a lazy river, until it hit the gap in the ring. Light welled within that gap, and a droplet of iridescent white mana gathered—

Like a tiny river splitting in half, barely flowing at all, one drop of white light fell into the other arrow, back into the ring. A second drop of light fell sideways, aimed directly at Erick’s chest like the ring was the sky and Erick was the ground. The magic went right through his shirt and his flesh and struck his core, directly, soaking in without resistance.

The contact was like a relaxing massage, or the touch of a loved one on the scalp.

Erick cut the flow. Light dimmed. The ring dulled, though the platinum was shinier than before, but barely; Erick had enough Perception to tell that much. It was very, very lightly enchanted.

And it had worked.

At its most basic level, which was to accept mana and turn it into liquid-soul-healing magic, it had worked. The effect was rather relaxing, too, which was exactly the same feeling Erick got when he had [Renew]ed himself to keep his core stable. Before Erick had been dragged to Ar’Cosmos he had felt that cycling and [Renew]ing and eating rads were the only ways to heal a broken core, but now he knew that proper accretion could do the same…

For a long moment, Erick just sat there, wondering what he had done.

“Well,” Erick said, mostly to himself, but also to Ophiel and Yggdrasil who had watched him this whole time. “It might be able to cure a dragon of their Curse. Or it might really, really fuck the user up. I have no idea.” He frowned a little, as he looked at the world-shifter in his hands. “Human trials are next… eh?”

Erick stared at the Replacer in his hands. He glanced over to the Eraser, then back to the Replacer.

… He could try clearing out his bloodline, and then getting it back?

“Nope!” Erick decided rather emphatically, “Not doing that.”

But this was as good as Erick could do in a day.

It needed to have been done today, too, and now, Redflame had to see them. To do that, though… Erick would out himself as a Wizard. ‘Reluctant’ was not a large enough word, he felt, to be able to encompass all of his current emotions surrounding the current scenario.

Whatever.

Erick had Ophiel [Metalshape] some iron into an octagonal box to hold both the rings, one in each half of the clamshell design. A few additions of cloth and clips secured the rings, while a single cast of [Sealed Privacy Ward] made for rather decent security, but which would only last an hour. Erick could [Renew] that magic to extend that duration, if he was surreptitious enough about it, but he likely would not be doing that. Ophiel would just have to cast the spell again if it was needed.

… Erick added a secondary cast of [Delirium Charm] upon the box that would last ten days. It would have to be good enough.

- - - -

Erick spent ten more minutes agonizing over what he was about to do, and then he put those thoughts behind him. There was no getting around what was coming. He just had to deal. In order to deal, though, he needed to prepare...

Erick sat down onto his accretion pillow and held his aura open, extending a thread from his core to the air above his palm, giving the coming ritual a place to deposit the result of his casting. Extending his aura like this was pretty normal for him, since getting a core. He didn’t actually have to do this for most of his smaller spells, but for his larger spells, the ritual of it all was necessary.

(There was a lot of nuance to that statement, and all of that nuance was about how people cast from their souls, but with a core which fully held Erick’s soul, every spell he cast should have burst out of his chest in gruesome ways. But that didn’t happen. He could still cast spells with the point of origin being his hands, for instance. The accretion manual writers of Ar’Cosmos had answered this question for Erick, though; Health and body-accretion acted as a soul for the purposes of spellcasting origins.)

And now, Erick finally had the base mana needed to cast some of his larger-cost spells, like [Summon Ophiel]. Having a few more Ophiel would go a long, long way to being prepared for a rainy day, or a bad time revealing secrets to Redflame! Ophiel couldn’t just summon more of himself, though, even here in Ar’Cosmos when the Script was so far away. Erick had already tried that.

There were multiple reasons for such a limitation, Erick guessed.

He supposed what was actually happening, besides an imposed limitation of the Script against Propagation magic (no summoned creatures could summon more of themselves) was Ophiel had his own mana, and his own regeneration, but he didn’t actually have mana, or regeneration. He had base values that were directly derived from Erick’s values, at the time of casting.

And since Ophiel had no actual base values, the ‘value’ of any Ophiel he cast would therefore be 0; an automatically failed spell. But all that seemed rather too nuanced to be the root cause of the problem.

Erick still figured that the Propagation Ban was what was really preventing Ophiel from summoning more Ophiel, though, even if Ophiel wasn’t like most other summons. Ophiel actually regenerated his own mana, after all, and that was new. Erick had done that. Had that been Wizardry?

Results inconclusive.

Erick had also helped other people to accomplish the same thing, so maybe… Maybe Ophiel wasn’t Wizardry? Maybe Ophiel truly was just a new type of summoned creature? Or maybe not.

Ophiel was not the only instance of Erick summoning a creature who already had mana. Yggdrasil was the same, sort of. With this other data point, and the fact that no one else had ever made a World Tree before, perhaps Erick had just uncovered a way of summoning that was mostly lost to others?

For a long moment, Erick felt self-conscious. Had any of his successes been his own? Or was his Wizardry the cause? Inferno Maw had openly disdained the Wizards who could no longer do magic once their ‘easy magic’ had been taken from them...

Whatever.

Erick cleared his mind, and focused on the [Summon Ophiel] spell inside of himself. He had never really cast like this, or even gone ‘soul searching’ like this, but this was part of the process and he could probably figure it out if he kept at it enough.

With eyes closed, Erick focused inward, trying to find something which he had only ever seen once, and back when he was in the middle of a lot of pain from that Soul Spear attack. Ophiel’s ‘node’ had been a windy, chiming—

Oh.

Right. It was easier than that, wasn’t it?

Erick hummed a tune of [Summon Ophiel] and his light-filled aura vibrated with the magic.

He opened his eyes, and watched as he filled his aura with a cast of [Summon Ophiel], while simultaneously realizing he had fucked up. Mana rushed out of his core like a breach in a dam, for he was trying to cast like he always had; a single spell every second, no matter the mana cost. Usually his mana costs were only in the double digits, anyway, thanks to Intelligence.

Less than a second had passed since he had started, but it was too late to stop the flow.

Everything fell apart as a small crack traced across his core. Mana gushed out of the mana veins of his arm in an uncontrolled burst; following the line from where he was trying to cast, to his core. Erick winced. Ophiel cooed nearby, twittering in concerned flutes. Erick just waved him off, saying that he was fine, and he was. Mostly. He had no Status to display his loss, but he felt like around 750 mana had been lost to the air. The crack in his core was more phantom than reality, too, for as Erick gazed inward, he tried looking for the fracture and found nothing. Either he had healed that fast, or… Erick wasn’t sure.

All he knew was that he had drawn too deep and his core did not like that.

Erick breathed deep, and centered himself again. This time, he went slower. Ophiel’s original spell cost 1505 mana, so Erick plotted out a four second cast time to be on the safe side. He extended a pseudopod of light-filled aura out from his hand. He focused, and then restarted the ritual. The center of that light container filled with the image of Ophiel, which then filled in with solidness, manifesting over the course of four seconds. Wings, eyes, flutes and violins, the sounds of birds and the sound of the wind.

And then the ritual was done.

Erick released his aura and Ophiel popped into the world, blinking and tweeting and already reorienting himself to his new position. The Ophiel on the headboard bounced and trilled as the second Ophiel took his place on the balcony outside, happily dancing and flopping around in the sun, positioning himself to the next most important vantage point nearby.

This was good. Erick smiled. He had trained the little guy well.

There were some small issues, of course, for this latest Ophiel only had around 3000 Mana and 6000 Mana Regen per hour while at Rest. The original Ophiel had around 13,000 Mana, and 60,000 Regen, for he had been cast with Erick’s Normal Form’s powers. This was fine, though. This was still an expansion of Erick’s capabilities, and a large expansion at that.

Piece by piece, he was getting his power back.

For his next Ophiel, Erick attempted to make use of his newfound understanding of Elemental Mystical.

His first try got him an Ophiel for only 950 Mana. Erick barely understood how he had done that, but it certainly felt like it had only taken 950 Mana to cast a 1505 Mana summon. Now he was bottomed out, though, so, perhaps… This was good enough, for now?

It was.

Erick got up, grabbed the clamshell ring case, and headed downstairs.

Fairy Moon and Maid Maria were waiting for him in the dining room. Both of them had been doing some paperwork, but they stepped away from that work when they saw Erick. Both of them stared at the iron luggage in his left hand, and while Fairy Moon soon moved her gaze toward Erick, Maria’s vibrant pink eyes were locked upon the octagonal box. She knew what was inside the [Ward]ed box, and she wanted it, though she was afraid at the same time. Erick had no idea what that was about, exactly, but he would likely find out soon enough, for Fairy Moon and Maria both wore nice clothes. They were both ready to head over to Redflame for an unscheduled visit, just like Erick was. Tomorrow, Redflame would attempt [Renew], so Erick needed to lay out everything to the old dragon, today.

An hour from now, or possibly less.

Erick still wasn’t sure if he was ready, but like that ever mattered. He had questions to ask, though.

… But as silence stretched, he wasn’t sure how to ask his questions.

Fairy Moon and Maria just waited. Maria seemed to need the extra moments to gather herself, anyway. It took her a full minute to pry her eyes off of the ring case, but she finally looked to Erick, and then she realized what she had been doing. She was embarrassed for her break in decorum, but it was a small embarrassment, easily overlooked.

There was a lot going through Erick’s mind, after all. Mainly, Erick had not entered into a covenant with Fairy Moon last night, and he hoped that his hesitation had not been a mistake.

Fairy Moon waited patiently for him to speak.

Erick breathed in, then said, “I want this to work out in everyone’s favor, but this desire includes my own fate. Can I count on you to be on my side, Fairy Moon? Or will you give me up to the dragons when they demand my sacrifice?”

Fairy Moon spoke, “I will protect your purposes and person as though they were my own, as long as your desired destiny drives you to seek the stars.”

Caveats upon caveats.

Not good.

But probably as close to ‘good’ as Erick could get.

Erick added one specific clause, though, demanding, “No more mind fuckery.”

Fairy Moon drew herself up, and then said, “If my magics will save your purpose and your person without causing undue duress, I will not leave any option off the table.”

“… Make sure it’s your last option, then.”

“I will make it near the last, but if the solution to a Sundering is to slave you for a single sentence, then I will do what I must do,” Fairy Moon said, without remorse.

Erick frowned. “I don’t want to regret helping you and yours, Fairy Moon. I need you to understand that.”

“I understand utterly.” Fairy Moon said, “I sense the Sight of Fickle Fate before us, and will ensure that each of us come out of this with much more than what we went in.”

Erick took a deep breath and dialed down his paranoia. He said, “Then let us be off, and see what becomes of this new world order.” He hefted the metal case, adding, “If these things even work.”

Fairy Moon turned and walked toward a closed door that instantly opened, revealing a forest path beyond. Erick followed, and soon enough, Maria hurried along. Yggdrasil hung out on Erick’s left shoulder, while one of Ophiel sat upon his right. Fairy Moon briefly looked at the second Ophiel, who rapidly followed behind, catching up with Erick on the forest path.

- - - -

The third Ophiel remained behind, in Erick’s room. He had a bit of trouble sending his sight through that Ophiel, but with his latest understanding of the true nature of Clarity and Elemental Mystical, he was able to spend more of his own mana, since he could also regenerate that mana with some manual Meditation.

He could see through that Ophiel’s eyes, if he needed to.

Hopefully he wouldn’t need to.

- - - -

The forest walk was uneventful, and even relaxing.

And then Erick spotted Redflame’s white castle through a break in the canopy. He steeled himself, gripping the metal case tight. He recast the various anti-Sight spells upon his ‘gift’, so that the rings weren’t revealed prematurely. Two minutes later Fairy Moon’s winding path through the forest brought them to the grey stone door at the base of the cliff.

A knock upon that door turned it white, like the castle above, and then it opened.







- - - -







Redflame slipped out of the doors to a warehouse-like room, into the hallway, seeming like a tunnel of red water flowing out of a break in a dam. He laughed a little, happy to see his unexpected guests, as he curled up to stand tall in front of Erick, Fairy Moon, and Maria. His massive draconic body was of appropriate size to the hallway.

Erick felt tiny, because he was, comparatively. Redflame didn’t seem to care about that, though. Everyone was tiny compared to him, even the larger orcol-sized half-dragons and dragonkin who walked around his castle. The joy on his draconic face was no different than the joy that had been on his human face, though, or all the other times Erick had seen the man.

“Erick! It is good to see you, but —ah ha!— you’re here early!” Redflame chuckled, saying, “The experiment won’t happen till tomorrow and I’ve needed absolutely all of that time to get it right. Our talk helped to clear up some of my own misconceptions, and I feel my chances of success are in the high 70s! Maybe even 85%! Ah ha!”

Fairy Moon stood to the side. Maid Maria stood with her.

Right now, it was just Erick and his little metal case, standing before Redflame, who towered overhead by ten meters. A deep redness flickered out of his mouth when the massive dragon talked, illuminating his fangs from behind in a way that was not that dissimilar from when Melemizargo spoke.

Except red, instead of white, of course.

Erick nodded, then said, “It is good to see you too, Redflame.”

Redflame gestured to the open archways beyond, where he had just come from, asking, “Care to see the progress? I was not expecting this today, but I am happy you are here. Perhaps you have some other insights you would like to share?”

Erick glanced past the large doors.

The room beyond was like an aircraft hanger, or maybe like a forensics hanger where various alphabetic governmental bodies dissected downed aircrafts to find the reason for the crash. Metal arches and machinery and tables of all sorts dotted the room, like scattered car parts, while various larger runic workings hung from the ceiling.

Redflame’s eyes glanced to the metal case hanging from Erick’s left hand then back to Erick, as he lightly teased, “Or perhaps you have some of your own [Renew] work in that un-Sightable box you wish to share, hmm?”

Erick recognized the curiosity in Redflame’s deep, red eyes. He imagined that curiosity turning to hate, or perhaps to jealousy, or perhaps to bare greed… Greed was perhaps the most reasonable outcome. The man hadn’t even tried that hard to solve this [Renew] problem until Erick, off his recent win in Ar’Kendrithyst and then his world tour and Worldly Path, made public his own desire to solve the incompatible mana problem.

The incompatible mana problem was rather basic and intrinsic to all known magic, after all; it had been around just as long as mana had been around. Trying to ‘solve it’ was sort of like how a very small community of people back on Earth continually tried to make perpetual motion machines, despite all known science saying such a thing was a literal impossibility. As that realization crossed Erick’s mind, he realized how insane it was that he had actually solved [Renew].

Erick said to the dragon man. “I have something to show you, and I need to keep it secret. It’s about [Renew], as you have already guessed.”

Redflame’s mirth turned to cautious interest. And then he recognized how serious Erick was; that brought Redflame up short. He narrowed an eye toward Fairy Moon, who simply nodded. Then he asked Erick, “How secret are we talking?”

“Of the highest order.” Erick said, “I’ll go into more details when we’re secure. Fairy Moon and Maid Maria can join us.”

Redflame pulled back a fraction, which for him was more like three meters. Bright red eyes bore into Erick, and Erick met that gaze unflinchingly. After a moment, Redflame asked, “Timeframe? I need to know if I should halt some construction in the experiment room, or if we only need to step away for twenty minutes.”

“Halt that construction.” Erick said, “This could take a while.”

“… Okay.” Redflame stood a bit straighter, which put him a good fifteen meters above Erick, then he turned to the experiment room. With a light voice, he said, “I’ll… just... halt everything? Sure.” He said to one of his people, who stood nearby, “Take them to the—” He turned toward Fairy Moon. “Go wherever. I’ll find you.”

Fairy Moon nodded, then turned to the side, saying, “This way, Erick.”

She opened a door in the middle of the air and then walked through. Maria followed quickly, and then Erick followed last.

The room was a comfortable space at the top of one of the many towers, and it was sized for orcols; not dragons. The ceiling was a dome, while large windows all around showed views of the other white stone towers, or of the deep, forest valley that surrounded all of the mountainous mansion. Furniture for bipedal people sat around the space, and Erick instantly picked one of the more comfortable chairs and sat down, holding the metal case in his lap. It felt way too heavy. He could have put it on the table in front of him, but that felt wrong. He would hold onto it, for now.

The room was meant for entertaining, though, and not strictly for brooding, and so there was a bar on one side. Fairy Moon took a chair beside Erick, around the table in the center of the room, while Maria went to the bar and began mixing drinks using the various alcohols on the shelves. There was apparently a small pantry behind the bar, too. Erick only found that out because Maria deposited a large tray of small sandwiches down on the table in the center, along with a large drink in a tall, crystal tumbler directly in front of Erick.

Maria said, “It’s not strong; mostly sugar water. If you want I can make you something stronger.”

Erick said, “Appreciated. I’ll… See how this goes, first.” He forced his voice to a joking tone, asking, “Maybe some coffee, if he has it back there?”

Maria perked up, her pink tail raising along with her shoulders in a minor surprise, but then she dropped back to professionalism. “Pardon, Archmage, I do not believe he has coffee here. I can go to the market and return with some, if you desire.”

“No no.” Erick said, “That’s fine— Some hot breakfast tea, then. Cream. Sugar.”

Maria nodded. “At once.”

And then she went to make tea. Erick’s thoughts occupied his mind for the next three minutes. By the time Maria set a cup of light brown tea down in front of him, he still hadn’t thought through every possible scenario. As he sipped, he considered—

The door opened and all thoughts fled.

A human-shaped Redflame stepped into the room, looking dignified in a short, red robe with dark trim. His clothes matched his dark complexion and his braided red beard, and braided red hair. He looked ready to take on the world and crush it into conformity, if needed. His expression both softened, and hardened, as he looked to Erick, and then to Fairy Moon. He turned right back to Erick.

“I will be securing the space,” Redflame said.

The door shut behind him. The world beyond the room vanished, the windows turning red, while the normal white lights of the room kept the atmosphere mostly cozy. Erick could not feel the Ophiel he had left back at Fairy Moon’s manor, or the Ophiel he had left outside of Redflame’s mansion, but that was expected.

Redflame relaxed a fraction.

“Hello again, Erick.” Redflame moved to the chair across from Erick with an easy grace, and sat down. His eyes glanced to the metal box in Erick’s lap, then he looked back up at Erick. “I can’t imagine that you would try a trick to prevent my creation of [Renew], since you want the spell, too. But was that a lie? You don’t actually want [Renew]? Perhaps my revelations of how much it would change dragon society have tempered your desires?”

His voice was easy, and light, but the feelings behind his words were disappointment, resentment, worry, and anger.

Erick was mostly just worried, though.

Redflame waited.

Erick started, “I’m going to say a few things, and each one might be a problem. Let me finish, before you speak, please.” Reluctantly, he moved aside the small sandwiches on the table and placed the metal case in the center.

Redflame nodded slowly; listening, waiting.

Erick decided that there was no need to tell a story. He just stated, “A few things. I’m a Wizard. I already made [Renew] while in the Core.” With a thought, the anti-Sight protections around the metal box vanished. “And these are prototypes that may or may not gradually erase a bloodline from a user, which will, in effect, allow a half-dragon to gradually rid themselves of their twisted Elemental Body.” Redflame was asking to pause, but Erick wasn’t done; he bulldozed through all interruptions, “I want to make Elemental Benevolence in order to prevent any more Sunderings from ever happening ever again, and I want to enter into a formal alliance with Ar’Cosmos mainly for my own protection against all the rest of the world when they find out I’m a Wizard, but also because all of your people could use some new spaces to live. I plan on making the Crystal Forest inhabitable. All of this is in addition to—”

“Wait. Wait. Wait.” Redflame had been mumbling those words ever since Erick dismissed the protections on the box. “Wait. Wait.”

“—In addition to opening up new worlds and restoring the fae to life, either as a matter of course, or as a side effect of simply opening up new worlds.”

And with that, Erick was done.

Redflame shook his head, blinking as he tried to think of something to say, his ruby eyes and hard face having gone through a gamut of emotions while Erick was speaking. Disbelief. Pure greed; perhaps the deepest emotion of them all, and accompanied by his red eyes turning into pools of rage with no outlet. This was then followed instantly by more disbelief. That was when he began asking Erick to wait. Erick did not wait, though. At the mention of Elemental Benevolence, Redflame turned almost meek. At the mention of alliances, he turned away, wanting Erick to stop talking, and to have never started in the first place.

And now he just sat there, worried. Lost.

The dragon found himself fast enough.

Redflame instantly asked Fairy Moon, “Truth?”

“Truth.” Fairy Moon said, “Unensorcelled, and unprompted. Erick wishes for welcome, and time is not on a single side of this space.”

Erick spoke up, “Slight correction: I wish for allies. Not a welcome into your world, but a friendly joining as we expand into new ones. No controlling, only cooperation.”

For a long moment, no one said anything. Fairy Moon just sat there; observing, judging. Erick waited. And Redflame digested Erick’s words and Fairy Moon’s confirmation of those words like one would digest a particularly large whale; with great difficulty, and piece by piece if at all.

A long while passed in silence.

Redflame stared.

Erick waited.

Suddenly, Redflame said, “I wish to know more of who you are, Erick. I have heard many stories, but I wish to hear from you. What are your goals? What does your perfect world look like?”

“… My perfect world?” Erick frowned a little, momentarily thinking the answer was difficult, but it wasn’t that difficult at all. “To have a nice house somewhere and to help people nearby. Probably go back to farming. I think I want to work with metals in enchanting, and in runic webs, and I want to do more esoteric enchanting, like using wood and stone and crystals. I’ll probably help prop up some sort of anti-Sundering thing for a while… Not sure how that is going to go. I’ll help with controlling monster populations… Though when I made [Renew], Rozeta said that her experiments with the rune I added to the Script were already showing promise in turning monsters less-insane. So maybe in 50 years we’ll get some of these ‘spirit beasts’ that the older accretion manuals mention, and fewer monsters.” Erick continued, “But my perfect world would be one where there is no war, and trade deals are hashed out in words and bargains, and people are free to move around as they wish, and live how they want, as long as their choices don’t interfere with the choices of others. I want my daughter to be happy. I want Yggdrasil and Ophiel to be happy. I want more hope and cooperation, and no war and no monsters. I want the wrought and you dragons and Kirginatharp and the Dragon Stalkers and the Angels and the Demons and all the rest to stop fighting. The main villains are dead or Blessed; it is time to move on to growth and reconciliation, no matter how painful it might be for all involved.”

Silence.

A moment passed, and then Redflame said, “High hopes, but… Perhaps…” His voice trailed off.

Erick waited.

Redflame said, “I am not sure where I am with what is happening, right now. I likely won’t be sure about any of this for a long while. But… But I know where I want to be, ideally. In my perfect happiness I teach at the arcanaeum, my students go on to make their best lives, while I go home and have a nice supper prepared by a good chef. I don’t want to be involved in war or danger, but I will do what I must, as I have done for a long time before the Sundering tore everything apart. I’ve spent 15,000 years as a teacher of various ways, and that is what I prefer. I have dabbled in civilization creation here and there, but primarily in the first 2,000 years of my life and now here in Ar’Cosmos…” Redflame paused. He said, “Everything that is currently happening with Ar’Cosmos and with Veird is something that I wish to mitigate in my life. I don’t want to be involved in a cramped little world anymore than necessary.

“Ar’Cosmos was an emergency response to an emergency situation, and it was never meant to last this long.

“I say these things so that you know that I am not a fighter. I run from fights. You don’t get to be my age through challenging the larger power of any time or place.” Redflame sighed a little, saying, “But… I feel you will have other allies, here in Ar’Cosmos, willing to take up your offer, directly. I… I can only provide you with somewhere to run to if the world should fall upon you like it has all the other Wizards to come before—” He nearly spat, “You’re a fucking Wizard… Of course. But how… But your Particle Magic works, even outside of yourself?” He seemed to lose something vital in his eyes, as though his understanding of the world had fundamentally altered in a way he did not comprehend. He said, “Ah. You’re… Deep Paradox. Your magic has been here long before you came to Veird. You already remade the world, and no one noticed… Huh.”

Erick had a lot of rapid thoughts about all of Redflame’s words, which, he supposed, was appropriate, considering what his own words had done to Redflame. Over 17,000 years old? That was hard to comprehend. That made him older than Melemizargo’s reign as God of Magic of the Old Cosmology. But Redflame’s sudden existential crisis and talking about ‘remaking the world’ was too much for Erick to let continue.

“Now wait just a second.” Erick said, “Particles are real. You were Grand Translated into my universe. My world is still out there somewhere in the universe and it’s made of particles just like all the rest of this New Cosmology, and the people there probably produce mana, too, though we don’t actually have magic… probably— The point is that I did not make Particle Magic; I just helped people understand what they were already looking at.”

Redflame was suddenly, deeply confused. “… So you’re… Not Paradox?”

“No; I’m Paradox. Pretty much 100%. Rozeta helped with that.” Erick added, “I’ve even met a version of myself in the Deep Paradox and survived.”

Redflame’s eyes went wide. Fairy Moon’s eyes went a little wide, too. Maria, who had been behind the bar counter like she was protecting herself from the conflict in the room, gasped loudly.

“Oh. Gods above.” Redflame said, “You’re a strong Paradox Wizard. Oh. Oh.” He stared, saying, “You actually could open up new worlds, then, and without Melemizargo’s help. Oh.”

Redflame was losing his hold on reality again.

So Erick reached over and opened up the metal container, trying to ground the old dragon as he said, “And here’s a pair of [Renew] rings that may or may not be able to erase an Elemental Body from a person. Well. That one erases all Elemental Bodies. This one replaces all Elemental Bodies with [Greater Lightwalk]. It is not a cure for the Dragon Curse, but it is a side step around the issue. It’s based on the ideas of bloodline suppression, and eventual removal. I know it’s not the solution you were looking for, but it might help your half-dragons become normal people who are able to live openly out on Veird.”

Redflame blinked.

Maria gasped again.

And then Redflame came back to himself.

“Right! Right.” Redflame looked to the rings, finally, and then spoke as though Erick had invented a perpetual motion machine, “So you’ve invented bloodline removal; a theoretical magic that has never existed, either, and one way to fix the Dragon Curse… Interesting. Interesting.” Redflame was doubtful, and it showed in the heavy lines of his face. “Not what I would have done with it, but it’s… It’s probably the safer impossibility to make possible—” The man went silent, and decided to skip past all of that other stuff, saying, “So this is the… Rune for [Renew]? Or is there some other reason for this strange design?”

“That’s the rune for [Renew]; yes.”

“Okay. So.” Redflame said, “This is a weapon for you to use against every threat you face. If this design works, then you can simply use the Script to help you make this into a Blessing, or a Curse, or whatever, and then you can cast that Blessing onto dragons. Or anyone, actually. You can strip or grant an Elemental Body to anyone in the world. Even if this design does not work, you should be able to create a magic that will work.”

Erick froze.

He did not consider that option.

“Uh.”

Redflame barreled on ahead, “It likely won’t work with the well-Paradoxed Dragon/other Essences of the houses of Ar’Cosmos, but… Maybe it will? What it will allow, though, is for all of our half-dragons to become whole people again, and to leave or visit Ar’Cosmos as they want. I suppose… I suppose it is time for Ar’Cosmos to change, then. Or maybe not! With [Renew], we’ll finally be able to expand the walls of Ar’Cosmos and create a true bastion of safety from all threats... So… So this is…” Redflame seemed to regain something vital. He blinked a bit as he mumbled half to himself, and half to anyone who would listen, “Ah. So this is perfect for us. Yes. I can see why you want to be allies. I can see why… Yes. Well. If it were up to me, we would be allies, but Illustrious and Inferno Maw and Bright Smile will have to be made aware of all that… Of everything here. I just make the [Gate Space]; Erick; I got out of politics a long time ago. Though, personally, I have decided to be on your side for this, since you already have a proven track record… Which will likely come into question once your nature as a Wizard is revealed— Which is why you have decided to ally with people you barely know… And why you’re helping us… But I suppose ‘helping people’ is what you do, anyway...” He stared at the rings of platinum in their case. “This is big. This is…”

His voice trailed off.

Erick waited, again.

Redflame whispered, “This is big, and the heads of the houses need to know.”

Erick said, “Illustrious already knows about me, but no one else does. I wish to keep the truth as silent as I can, or at least until a year passes and [Renew] comes out in the Open Script. If you want, you can take credit for that today, but that would be a lie and it would be found out eventually. I have not spoken to Inferno Maw about anything. I have heard Bright Smile is a danger to me.”

Redflame continued to stare at the rings. One was brighter silver than the other. He was trying to understand the writing, but all the runic inscriptions were in English, so he likely wasn’t getting anywhere. He had heard Erick’s concerns, but he was heavily distracted.

Erick repeated, “I heard Bright Smile is a danger.”

“What?” Redflame glanced at Erick, then turned back to the rings. “Oh. Yes. Bright Smile is a danger to most people. Or rather… No… I will stand up to her on this. You say Illustrious knows— Of course she knows. Fairy Moon wouldn’t let her remain out of the room on this matter. I’m surprised— Which number am I, to be let in on this secret? Fourth? No. Somewhere down the line. The Shades likely all know, don’t they… Whatever. And no: I will not accept credit for your creation of [Renew]. Such a lie would be seen through rather instantly, even if you made… Made a basic [Renew] artifact?” He asked, “Are all the tiny runes necessary?”

“[Renew] is the basic shape; all the runes carved into the [Renew]s are to shape the effect.” Erick said, “You could likely carve [Renew] yourself into a runic web and that would be good enough— There would be a large loss of efficiency without having the spell yourself, of course. But efficiency is just efficiency.”

“… No. I won’t be doing that, either. No lies; only Truth going forward. Now is the time to plan for what comes next, and that includes talking to all the heads of house.” Redflame said, “Bright Smile wishes for control, and ever since House Carnage passed to her she had enacted good reforms, but she is extremely harsh on criminals. She is all for martial control. But… I am glad you have come to me, Erick. We may not know each other, but I hope that this changes in the coming years and decades. These gifts here are already more than I could ever repay you for, but I can try. If you ever grow desirous of immortality— Ah. Wait. I was going to offer you that before… But you’re a Wizard.” Redflame nodded to himself, then said, “You’ll get there on your own if you ever truly desire such a thing. But! If you need some help getting there, or if we get this Dragon Essence Curse fixed, then perhaps you will think of becoming a dragon? The benefits of [Greater Dragon Body] are rather great. If you desire a different path, then I am sure I can help you cast one of those annoyingly difficult Blood spells. [The Rite of Ancient Blood]? You should probably be able to pull that one off.”

As Redflame spoke out possible ways that Erick and Ar’Cosmos could come to terms, Erick felt a great relief, like a flood of warmth had escaped his heart and filled up his entire body. Erick sighed, a happy sound, then said, “Appreciated, Redflame. I’ll take you up on that offer if ever it’s needed.”

Redflame scrunched his face a little, trying to understand why Erick didn’t instantly jump on the offer of immortality. “Your hesitation around immortality is an odd one; it stems from too much time spent among the wrought, I think. You shouldn’t let their thoughts cloud your own. Just because mortals live and die does not make getting to know them automatically painful.”

Erick smiled at that. “Would that I could make everyone immortal.”

Redflame barked a laugh, then said, “A difficult proposition! Probably not attainable or desirable in all but the most nuanced and narcissistic of societies. Death is relief for many and a reset for all involved, for life is vastly unfair to everyone. Immortality isn’t for all, though. Afterlives aren’t so bad… Theoretically, anyway. I have never been, but the phantoms I’ve seen seem to enjoy it… Sometimes.”

With a soft smile, Erick said, “My own belief system has a hard time meshing with the idea that afterlives are real, so perhaps that is why I see immortality as a good thing.”

“Oh? I seem to have misread— Yes. Immortality can be a good thing. I am glad to know that you will think about my offer, but you also bring up a good point that our base understandings of each other are rather distant.” Redflame asked, almost disbelieving, “Did you not have gods on Earth? Churches? Afterlives are a common conceit so I never imagined that some people would not believe in such existences.”

“I’ve no idea about gods. We had theology, but if you’re asking if we prayed, and if the gods answered in any meaningful way? Well. People prayed, but the only ones who answered were the priests of gods, or people like me, who went out and helped those who asked.”

Redflame looked at Erick for a long, short moment, then he blinked a bit and decided to leave that discussion for another time. He went back to the previous thoughts, saying, “So you already made [Renew]. And it works?”

“In all the ways I tested it; Yes.” Erick said, “These rings are an extrapolation of that effect. They should target the Elemental Body inside a person to gradually, and safely replace it with nothing, or with [Greater Lightwalk]. The Light Ring might work better than the Null Ring, but I honestly have no idea. They’re prototypes.”

“Yes. The rings…” Redflame’s greed spiked as he glanced to the rings, but he visibly held himself back. He tore his eyes away from them, and asked Erick, “Let us leave untested prototypes for another day. I desire to see if [Renew] actually works. Would you be amenable to [Renew]ing some spellwork for me?”

“Sure.”

Redflame almost went onto his experiment, but his eyes caught upon the small pink and green gem on Erick’s necklace. He had been trying and failing to not look at Fairy Moon’s gem this whole time. Erick mostly ignored the glances the man gave toward his chest, too.

But apparently they were going to talk about that.

“Before we get there…” Redflame asked, “Did you ask for all those accretion books because… You’re already there?”

“Yes. Already at Second Foundation and using Elemental Mystical to cheat casting costs, too.” To get the conversation back on track, Erick said, “I’m sort of surprised that Elemental Mystical was never brought up in your [Renew] work. Or anywhere, really, in any of the illusionwork I ever saw before now.”

Redflame seemed to regain even more of his senses as Erick spoke, pulling himself further away from his greed, as though he was finally understanding that the usual world order was not going to happen like it usually happened. Redflame’s reaction was a similar reaction to Illustrious’s, back when she had seen Erick’s core and knew his truth. Redflame was more tempered than the head of House Fae, though, perhaps because all of his answers to the Dragon Curse problem were right in front of him, anyway.

In that moment, though, Erick knew that dragons wanted Wizards for more than solving the Dragon Curse.

Which was news to him.

Redflame managed to speak as though he was fine, saying, “Elemental Mystical isn’t useful for [Renew] because [Renew] is real— How I would have created it would have made it real, anyway, and I am glad to hear that how you made it is also free of Elemental Mystical. Elemental Mystical is like dragging a paintbrush through the world and the mana decides to turn that color, but the mana hasn’t really altered at all; you’ve just gotten paint everywhere. Even Mana Altering through the Script isn’t truly good enough to make [Renew], though Mana Altering has been ‘good enough’ for a long while.” He held up a hand, and cast a small spell, producing a basketball-sized sphere full of dots of light, laid out in a grid-like pattern. “This is meant to degrade in a known way. Can you [Renew] this, please?”

Even as Erick watched, the grid-like dots of the wardlight began to fade and fall to the bottom of the sphere, like snow falling in a snowglobe. Erick extended his light-filled aura to the edge of the spell, and began channeling [Renew] into the sphere. Almost instantly, the dots began to float back into position.

And just like that, Redflame’s world tumbled around, again.

Redflame let out a long exhale of breath as he half-crumpled forward, whispering, “It’s really [Renew]. Oh gods.” He lifted his head, and tears were falling down his face. He smiled, and laughed, and sighed, and for a full twenty seconds he didn’t bother to cover his teeth, showing off his unexpected joy in all its small glory as he stared at the [Renew]ed snowglobe spell. Then he looked to Erick, and said, “This changes everything.”

With deep solemnity, Erick said, “Yes, it does.”

Redflame stared at Erick for a moment as he recognized that Erick already knew. He gave a small nod, and dismissed his snowy lightward. His attention turned back to the rings, asking, “May I have these?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “Though I hold no responsibility for how you use them. If something untoward should happen, I warn you now that Rozeta will likely fall upon you like a vengeful god, and I will likely need to assist her with keeping the world stable.” He added, “I don’t think anything bad will come of [Renew], but… I want this to work out for everyone, Redflame.”

Erick didn’t want to say those words, but he had felt the need to make plain the worst possible outcome of a mishandled [Renew], and so he spoke that need. He hoped that Redflame would take the warning to heart, and not as a threat.

Redflame stared a moment longer at the rings, a thousand thoughts flitting through his mind. Then he looked to Erick. “Your warning is heard, and appreciated. One never quite knows what sort of magic will need a Forgotten Campaign enacted against it… For a long time, we thought that your Particle Magic would need to be Forgotten.” He said, “I admit: you being a Wizard made me feel that Particle Magic was about to be Forgotten, too. But… If Particles are truly the way this cosmology works, then they can’t do that to Particle Magic. It would be like Forgetting about Light, or Shadow.”

Erick nodded. “The first time I was taken before the gods to have my magic judged, Rozeta spoke of how there was no easy way to Ban Particle Magic, for it was the underlying nature of reality itself.”

Redflame gave a tiny nod, saying, “That is what we’ve heard before…”

And then he went silent, in contemplation.

He was worried about a changing world, and his place in it.

After a moment, Erick said, “On to other business:” He said to Fairy Moon, “I still don’t believe that I, alone, should decide how Elemental Benevolence happens, or even what it does to actually prevent a Sundering. More people need to be involved in that creation, as well. I would like for many people to get together and decide how Elemental Benevolence should work, and then I will make it happen.”

Redflame’s eyes went wide, as the depth of the conversation in front of him shifted, revealing new depths that he knew were there, but which he had been ignoring. Erick sort of felt bad for the guy; all of this was getting dumped on him at once. But then again, Redflame was surely old enough and powerful enough and experienced enough to come to terms with all of this turmoil. He seemed to be doing well, anyway.

He seemed to be very willing to be allies, too, which was fantastic.

Fairy Moon, however, was as enigmatic as ever. She stared at Erick, her pink and green eyes burning brightly, as she commanded, “Tell me true what you wish-think-trust Benevolence to be.”

Erick wasn’t sure why she was suddenly so serious.

But… Her demand was easy enough to answer, wasn’t it? 

Erick spoke without reservation, “For the good of all, and every individual, we give assistance and prevent catastrophes before they happen, to found and cultivate an evergrowing cycle of less war, less horror, and more hope, for now, and for all always.”

Light shifted.

Something changed.

Erick only realized after he was done talking that the entire manasphere had been listening and speaking with him as he spoke his Truth. The red windows of the tower room had faded, Redflame’s magic vanishing, to reveal cityscapes and forests and grand towers from as many different lands of Ar’Cosmos as there were portals to view that land. And now, those portals were open and yawning wide, letting mana into the room like an immaterial flood, spinning into the edge of Erick’s core before casting back out into the world, taking streamers of light and lightning with it as it left, like Erick was the eye of a storm and all the universe would feel the flow.

Something clicked far away, and in the depths of Erick’s soul.
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                Rozeta felt the mana shift before it happened.

And then the shift occurred, like an echo cast backward from the future, touching upon the entire manasphere to see where it should land, moving like living lightning. For a horrible, terrible moment, Rozeta had a flashback to the Sundering. But the lightning didn’t grow. It circled a drain, and Rozeta followed the flow.

The mutation in the mana rapidly centered upon the intangible lands of Ar’Cosmos, deep in the green Forest of Glaquin.

For a tense moment Rozeta cast her eyes in multiple directions at once, one part of her staring upon the Green, while another inspected a small section of the Core of Veird, upon a tiny space dedicated to one person, and one person only. That entire small space clicked. An alarm had been tripped by the passing of something unknown.

That was where the lightning had started, but where it flowed, was to its creator.

Rozeta felt another round of terror for a long moment.

This was it. Erick had turned Wizard, growing his core into something half-respectable a day ago, and now they were here. The birth of something new. The creation of something calamitous, but also caring. Had he intended the lightning? Had he meant to make it look like the start of another Sundering?

Was something even larger happening?

Why?

Just.

WHY.

And then Rozeta knew why. Erick had always been close to lightning, and now Fairy Moon had struck.

That realization hit Rozeta hard. The clouds in her blue sky turned dim, and distant, but then she took an eternal moment and began to inspect the newness. Fairy Moon had touched upon Erick in a moment of weakness and demanded a creation, and now that creation was here, and the similarities to an old horror were too much…

Rozeta’s fear held strong for an eon, and for less than a millisecond.

Gradually, calmly, as Rozeta looked, as she did some preliminary tests, she found that Erick’s new ‘lightning’ was not Primal Lightning at all. For one, it responded to her tests. She was able to shape and poke at it without blowing up thousands of kilometers of the Core. Primal Lightning was terrifying. This stuff was… The opposite of terrifying.

Hopeful?

… Fairy Moon had struck well.

Was it just coincidence that had caused this creation to look so similar to that old horror?

… Sure. Let’s go with that, for now.

The new Element was small. It was already well integrated. Only one person had the Element in them in any measurable sense, so there wasn’t much to play around with, but Rozeta was able to get some decent readouts. Erick surely had a name for his creation, and Rozeta suspected that that name was ‘Benevolence’, but until he was out of Ar’Cosmos and could tell them the name of this element, then calling it ‘Benevolence’ was just a guess.

His creation, though, was already in the Script, like it had always been. It fit well into the standard model… Sort of. Benevolence was between Light and Air and Water, but with a deep touch of Fae that placed it firmly into Fate and Time magic. If anyone else had made this then Rozeta would have ripped it out of the Script, put it in a void box, and sent paladins after the creator. Benevolence was too strong. It was too varied. It wasn’t deadly, but it didn’t need to be.

It was also a part of [Renew] while never having been there before now.

It was also a part of Yggdrasil, but mostly because it even had some sort of [Grow]ing aspect to it, putting it onto the Stone-Water axis—

“Old gods!” Rozeta cursed, as her inspection revealed something more. “Fire-Healing axis, too? …‘Warmth’? Ah. Concepts. Ah… Erick—”

And then she frowned, for she had seen something else that was more worrying than all the rest.

“… Dammit, Erick.”

A pinprick of Darkness held inside the new Element.

… Rozeta continued her inspection to ensure that what she was seeing was correct. Ten years and ten moments later, she pulled back. She had seen enough. She had tested enough. This was firmly not Primal Lightning. This was something new, and helpful.

The metaphysical conversation around why Erick had made a visually similar Primal Lightning-like element would come later.

After going through several more minor emotional crises on her own over the course of the next ten months spent in solitude and more testing, Rozeta had arrived at her response.

She called up Phagar and demanded he share in her worries. It was easy to commiserate with Phagar, for while there was some trouble happening in the near future, the near future was suddenly very stable. More stable than it had been in a while, too. This was no doubt due to the chaos Erick had made today, and Phagar agreed.

Atunir and Koyabez both came into the conversation third, for Rozeta had found Elemental Benevolence inside [Exalted Rain], and also inside the Crystal Star that Erick had made. Atunir was surprised, but then not surprised at all that Erick was a Wizard. She was mostly just resigned.

Rozeta could relate.

Koyabez was not surprised about any of this, and was, in fact, the most happy of everyone. Phagar came in a close second, because he already had a good idea of what would come next, though he wasn’t going to tell anyone; like usual.

They spoke for a while about possible connections to Primal Lightning, if only due to the similar visuals, but the fact was that Elemental Benevolence and Primal Lightning were completely opposite in effect and nature.

And then came Sininindi. The goddess of storm and sea had called up Rozeta before Rozeta even considered calling up her, or even including her in this particular conversation. Sininindi was still smarting from the last Wizard to darken her shores, and Rozeta didn’t want her to be involved with Erick at all. The damage from Hullbreaker still haunted several port cities even twenty years later.

But something had happened to Yggdrasil’s twin, and Sininindi was demanding answers.

Sininindi took in the news, and stood back, silent. And then she began demanding to know how Elemental Benevolence worked with regard to natural disasters, and about its visual similarity to Primal Lightning. That particular conversation took an hour and a year, but the gist was that Benevolence was not Primal Lightning, at all.

It was the opposite.

Rozeta said, “We’ll have to wait and see, but Benevolence should provide all users with an innate understanding of when bad things will happen, with the degree of feeling directly proportional to the degree of danger of the future event, based on how much overall harm might happen to life in the area. For a normal murder, I suspect Elemental Benevolence won’t give any notice at all except for in the hands of the truly skilled, and possibly only in the hands of someone like Erick.

“Some users will likely use Benevolence to track storms, but I don’t foresee this method being more prevalent than the normal [Future Sight] methodology.

“Users will be able to foresee if some malicious actor decides to cause a storm. Possibly. It’s too early to tell how mortals will use this creation, and [Renew] is still a year away, so that common source of Elemental Benevolence is still out of reach of most people. [Exalted Rain] has a little Benevolence inside, but unless those users are specifically made aware of this then they might not realize that the Exalted in there is actually Benevolence. Many things that look like something else, are actually Benevolence, for Benevolence seems highly capable of masquerading as any number of other Elements. As for Yggdrasil’s twin, the only ones who now know he has Elemental Benevolence inside of him are all of us, Erick, and whoever he decides to tell. I imagine many people will figure this out sooner rather than later, though.”

Sininindi frowned.

She looked to Atunir.

Atunir seemed pleased.

Atunir held out a hand, saying, “I win the bet. Cough up the goods.”

Sininindi slapped a single, completely normal gold coin onto Atunir’s hand, saying, “Technically, he has been and will continue to be monumentally destructive, but he’s also similarly creative. On balance, you did not actually win, and the future has yet to be written.”

“I told you to stay away from him and we’d all be better for it, and now he’s solving an existential problem that continues to worry us, even now. I don’t think any of us like how Benevolence looks but Erick has always had an affinity for lightning, so that explains that. Therefore, I was right; I won the bet. Decades or centuries more do not matter for this.” Atunir smirked as she said, “Don’t be inglorious, Sininindi; it is not a good look on you.”

Sininindi frowned.

Atunir added, “And be nicer to him. Maybe he’ll let you hook up to his [Gate].”

“I would already be able to…” Sininindi frowned, then she lost her frown, and said, “I tried to get my priests to find him after that [Teleport]er incident; to save him! Bah.” She waved a hand. “Ehhh!” She focused. “Rozeta! Tell us of Benevolence scenarios. You have already run some, yes?”

The conversation continued.

They had all already thought that Erick might have been a Wizard, but now they knew.

If they all kept to the covenant then their priests and otherwise wouldn’t know about Erick unless they really paid attention to their spells, or their environs… But that was a long shot.

Koyabez would likely adhere to the covenant. Phagar never told anyone anything, so his reaction to this news was a foregone conclusion, and it was quite possible that he had known of all the day’s events long before Rozeta, and maybe even before Erick and his daughter had fallen to Veird. Atunir… Her clergy would likely find out soon, for they were the closest to the magics that Erick had put out there; specifically, [Exalted Rain]. Her Champion, Yetta, was still out there, so… That was a thing. Atunir would likely directly ally with Erick-as-Wizard. Or at least Yetta would. Maybe.

Sininindi was as wild and unpredictable as her Storm Priests, and she couldn’t keep secrets for shit.

… There was no keeping this secret.

Rozeta had at least one person to personally inform, anyway.







- - - -







Kromolok awoke with a start, coming back together from his bed like an ooze reforming out of a bowl.

Something had—

Rozeta stood in front of him.

Kromolok almost sighed, full of sudden worry, but Rozeta’s expression was one of hope, and surety. Something had happened. Something good.

With a voice full of trepidation, Kromolok asked, “What happened?”

Rozeta’s grin was brighter than the sun. “Erick hasn’t made a [Gate], but he has solved the Sundering problem by creating Elemental Benevolence. I have some concerns over the exact nature of his solution, but it might actually work. The created Concept is mostly beneficial to others, but it has a Dark aspect to it that is close to Destruction, which should be easily malleable into targeted Forgotten Missions. If I’m right, then the job of the Inquisitor just got a lot easier.”

Kromolok sat, stunned.

Rozeta continued, “There will need to be experiments and infrastructure and Erick will need to be involved with all of that, but first we need to get him out of Ar’Cosmos. Draft a letter. Diplomacy might work, but if it does not…” Her brightness turned immutable, and deadly. Rozeta always tried to be a comfortable goddess, but she had a harder side that came out when necessary. “Light and Ash, Kromolok. Light and Ash.”

A familiar weight, like a worn blanket, fell upon Kromolok’s shoulders. “Then that is how it will be.” He stood, asking, “Has Kirginatharp been informed?”

“I will be dealing with him.”

Expected, and yet… Kromolok felt the need to say, “Erick is likely going to ask Ar’Cosmos for assistance in some way, and he might have even have solved the Dragon Curse. What will we do when he releases those un-Cursed dragons into the world and looks to them for alliances?”

“If we give those dragons a chance to spread out into the world unchecked then they will take over everything, and a Forgotten Campaign would destroy too much while trying to push them back into Ar’Cosmos.” Rozeta said, “So approach the problem diplomatically, and lay down some rules that they can follow. Feel them out. Don’t be too stringent. They have been keeping their own society in check for a while now, but that was only due to space concerns. If you lift up the heads of houses to proper governmental status then we might be able to work together. That is only if Erick actually goes to them for alliances, though, which he might not do. I want him to ally with the wrought and I want him to ally with Kirginatharp, so depending on whatever they did to him in there and the nature of his mind control, then our goal of Erick-working-with-us might either be easy to achieve, or difficult.” She frowned a little, then lost that emotion, saying, “The full truth is this, Kromolok: Erick is and will always be a danger. But so is every other good person in the world, and I want to trust Erick and this new Elemental Benevolence that he has made. Keep this in mind once you finally get to see that Element for yourself.”

Kromolok had heard similar words from his goddess scant few times before. Each time, Rozeta’s hopes had never come to fruition. Every time, Kromolok had needed to clean up the mess. And yet, he still felt hope that this time might be different. He had taken Erick’s measure many times, and the man seemed a practical Saint.

And yet, Erick was a Wizard, and Rozeta’s final words were a hammer blow to the psyche.

Kromolok took those words to heart, and then he moved on to seeking problems with Rozeta’s ideas, to look for solutions, as was his purpose in life.

Erick was a Wizard that had done too much, in too little time, who had changed how the very world would function going forward. Erick hadn’t created his own [Gate] yet, but after this news Kromolok was sure that [Gate] was only days away. And yet, Melemizargo had never ended Erick’s Worldly Path. The problems Erick churned out just got bigger, and bigger.

And there was one problem that was still on Erick’s list to solve, that he had not solved yet.

“Kirginatharp still has the delegations from Hell and Celes at Oceanside.” Kromolok asked, “Is Erick’s Path truly so large that he is going to solve the Forever War?”

“… Well.” Rozeta said, “There are multiple ways to solve that problem. Erick could pick any of them. Or he could fail. If he tries to actually get both sides to stop fighting then he will likely fail. So… Be prepared for the inevitable.”

Kromolok let that particular thread of the conversation go for there was nothing he could do about that looming danger, and moved onto the next largest question. “What about Melemizargo?”

“I haven’t heard from him. This is worrying, of course. He’ll show up like a wraith when it’s least beneficial. Be ready for that, for that is all any of us can truly do when it comes to the Old God of Magic.”

Kromolok bowed a fraction, saying, “Thy will be done, my Goddess.”

Rozeta nodded. With her message complete, she vanished in a splash of divine, golden fire.

And Kromolok went to work.







- - - -







Dinner was done, and it was Jane’s turn to put away the dishes. The only problem was that plates were already stacked high in the stone cupboard, and there was no room for more. When did they even get this many plates? Must have been Kiri. She liked to go antique shopping. Teressa too, Jane supposed. Well whatever. Jane opened up the other cupboard and began making some room among the cups. There weren’t too many dishes in this particular cupboard, since all the stuff here was the ‘good china’.

Some of the good stuff could be moved around, though. So that is what Jane did—

A cup fell out of the cupboard and smashed into the counter, for Jane’s hands were too full of plates to catch it. The tinkling-crash was loud in the relative quiet of the kitchen.

Jane set down the plates.

And then she stared at the shards, puzzled for a handful of reasons. Why had she not reacted to grab the cup before it could break? She could have with her new aura. Activating her aura was possible outside of the Script Second. With that thought, she opened herself to her prismatic light and her power flowed across her skin. She touched the shards of the cup and [Mend]ed it whole— 

She jolted.

Jane recognized the cup. It was a part of a cup and saucer set that her father had gotten months ago, at one of the antiquing excursions that had seemed to become more and more commonplace since then.

Now…

Jane did not believe in signs or portents or omens, but she finished putting away the dishes and, with sweat trickling down her back, she went to find Teressa—

Teressa was currently upstairs, in the middle of the third floor hallway, alone, eyes open as she gazed upward at nothing. Her face was slack while her sight danced with grey light.

Jane’s worries ratcheted up several notches.

Nothing had happened for two weeks since her father had been abducted by the fae, except for the letters from him and all the yelling and talking by a lot of people far above Jane in the political landscape. Jane wasn’t privy to any of that, except when those conversations concerned her and what had happened with the Soul Slime.

Teressa had been looking for Erick’s return on the daily, though.

Jane slowly approached the tall woman, asking, “Teressa? Do you see something? Teressa?”

Where was everyone else? Surely it wasn’t just her and Teressa in the house right now? At this late hour? Had Kiri fucked off somewhere? Maybe she had, actually. Maybe she was talking politics with someone right now. Poi would have gone, too, if there had needed to be talks. Everyone usually did their own thing after dinner, anyway, or pretty much all the time now, actually. Jane kinda missed Nirzir, too, but the princess of Songli had gone back home not seven days ago. It might actually be just Jane and Teressa in the house right now.

Teressa wasn’t answering, but the grey light in her eyes seemed to deepen, and brighten. A book lay at her feet, half opened and on its pages. It was a novel she had been reading. For some reason, she had wandered out here into the hallway and then just… dropped her book to stare at the ceiling, to have a vision.

Jane waited.

And then she couldn’t wait anymore.

“Teressa? Teressa. Teressa.”

No response.

Jane ventured closer and poked the woman in the hand—

Jane jumped back.

Teressa giggled and sudden tears poured out of her eyes, down the sides of her face. She turned her head to look at Jane and her eyes were still full of grey light, but somehow the grey was diminished, and in its place was white.

She looked happy.

With a voice of pure emotion, Teressa spoke, “I see it all, Jane. A possible future. It’s never been so clear... before.” She pulled back from that brightness. “But… It clouded?” She frowned, and then her emerald eyes came back. She blinked several times in quick succession, then said, “I think… I think Erick will be fine? Maybe. Something happened. Something big.” She looked to Jane. “We need to talk to Poi.”

But Poi never spilled his guts over anything. He wouldn’t even talk to her about the mental impressions he had shown her back during the assault on the soul ooze.

Jane asked, “Specifically, Poi?”

“Yes. He will know more.”

So they went to go find him.







- - - -







All across Ar’Cosmos, in every layer of the city, the mana shifted.

In the depths of Nightly Road, where the land was tight-packed with tenements and tenants both temporary, and who had lived there all their lives. Some of those people had barely breached the higher layers to see Central City, or any of the other parts of Ar’Cosmos. Portals opened in that twisted place, and houses were suddenly split in half. A lucky woman opened the door to her bathroom and saw a storage room filled with gold. She giggled in nervous joy.

Along the causeways of Central Road ten thousand people hawked their wares to any who would buy, and there was always a buyer. The entire world of Veird, as curated by the dragons who lived out there in secret, came here to sell their gains and their creations for chances to rid themselves of their Curse; to join a House, and not have to live in the shadows anymore. In the middle of all this a river opened up, flowing down from the farmlands.

Chaos flew through Central Road for long moments while houses suddenly appeared on skyways, and skyways suddenly replaced houses. The guards of House Carnage moved fast to reestablish order but they had no idea what was happening, either.

Thieves and opportunists escaped in the flow of change, darting through walls that should have been solid, but which had been replaced by farming fields, and bright, bright sunlight.

The tall skyways of High Road ended in cliffs.

- - - -

A woman with a crown made of her bright red horns, like red stone, gazed across her well-appointed study. She set down her paperwork, for there was a more pertinent problem than payroll. Her study was half missing. Half of her monster trophies were gone somewhere else, for half of her room had been replaced with half of a classroom.

Luckily, Inferno Maw was in that other half of her new room, and so the woman’s bright, bright smile had a better target than the students. The students likely had nothing to do with whatever this was, so good for them. They were already cowering in fear, as was right; uninvolved people needed to get the fuck out of the way when danger happened.

“So what’s all this, then?” Bright Smile asked.

Inferno Maw frowned, narrowing his grey eyes at the division that separated the classroom from Bright Smile’s study. “The rooms are perfectly aligned… Mostly.” He looked to the left, where a broken wall met open air, and wind whistled into both rooms from outside. “Someone was doing Fae-based Wizardry, but the only one I know of who could do that would be Redflame… But he was supposed to wait till tomorrow to try for [Renew]. But even then… This is his [Gate Space]. Whatever this is should not have happened if he caused it.”

Bright Smile finally rose from her chair, smiling all the while. “Shall we go see the man, then?”

Inferno Maw told his class, “Dismissed for the day. Do be diligent with doing your— Ah.” He whispered to himself, “Yes. Fae Magic, then; I was speaking in alliterations.” He turned back to the students, “Don’t forget your bookwork.” He turned to Bright Smile. “Let’s be off.”

Bright Smile gestured in the direction of Redflame’s cliffside mansion, which was directly across the classroom. The problem was that there was most of a classroom and likely many buildings in the way, but they weren’t Bright Smile’s classroom or buildings. With a flick of power a tornado of red light opened a hole directly through Ar’Cosmos, stabilizing the space in a tunnel, opening up a path through to the forest that surrounded Redflame’s home.

Bright Smile stepped into the air, gliding on red Carnage light, into the suddenly-existent tunnel, saying, “Uncle Redflame was supposed to wait for me to see his creation.”

Inferno Maw eyed Bright Smile as he floated alongside her, slightly annoyed that she broke through his classroom. He did not quip at her, though anyone with Sight to see could tell he wanted to. Perhaps he wanted to say ‘of course he didn’t wait for you’, but he did not. Quipping at Illustrious was one thing, but Bright Smile was too serious by far, and she made sure everyone knew that—

They had entered open air, and both of them paused. They stared across the length of Ar’Cosmos, toward their destination.

“I do believe you were correct about Uncle Redflame, Inferno Maw,” Bright Smile said. “He was the cause.”

“Something has happened by your uncle, but Ar’Cosmos wouldn’t react like this to Redflame using Fae Magic.” Inferno Maw said, “That’s not how Fae Magic works."

- - - -

Illustrious Moon stepped out of City Hall, flying fast toward Redflame’s mansion, her ten violet tails stretched out in all directions, propelling her forward. She had already organized her people to repair the damage done, but it was easy to see where the destruction had originated.

Redflame’s white mansion was a wreck of floating white stone and broken towers, like someone had taken a glass-painting of the place and shattered it, and then combined the broken pieces haphazardly with broken glass paintings of all the other layers of Ar’Cosmos. Apartment buildings and farming fields and libraries and walls, all tried to dominate their own spaces, and all failed. Most of the building had crashed down, but a lot of it remained standing due to pure luck.

Or perhaps the lightning was providing structural support?

An unknown lightning filled parts of the sky that were too broken to be anything but rubble. It was iridescent white. It looked like a spell had interacted with Ar’Cosmos in some oddly broken way, but it hadn’t acted from a single source like an explosion; it had done something much odder.

One of the towers was wholly intact and absolutely ringed with the iridescent white light, like lightning frozen in time. Whatever had happened, that was the epicenter. That was where Illustrious needed to go.

And so she did.

While she flew as fast as she could, she counted her luck that whatever had happened wasn’t worse.

Luckily there hadn’t been an actual breach in Ar’Cosmos’s walls. If there had been a breach, then the resident Free Dragons of Ar’Cosmos would already be fighting each other down below, as the Script and their Curse would have returned in full force. Illustrious breathed a sigh of relief that that had not happened.

As she flew toward Redflame’s remaining tower, navigating the broken rest of the city between her and her target, she saw Bright Smile and Inferno Maw already on their way, far to her right. That was good. They were both alive, and that meant this wasn’t an attack.

That had been Illustrious’s first fear; that the outside world was trying to find and retake Erick with force. But if that was what was happening, then assassins would have already been trying to kill her, or Bright Smile, or Inferno Maw, as well. That everyone was alive and… decent, was a good sign.

She would worry about the residents when the crisis was over; other people were on recovery, she was on a warpath. But since she had time and nothing too horrible was happening right now, Illustrious started going down the list of possible reasons for this event.

Redflame could be dead. Assassins might have gone after him and succeeded. Top of the list. Worst possible outcome. Also not likely. Ar’Cosmos was still intact… Mostly.

Redflame could have tried for [Renew] and failed spectacularly… Possible. Likely, even. This option became Illustrious’s primary idea of an explanation.

Fairy Moon could have been struck hard enough to actually permanently injure her. Second worst possible outcome. Near impossible.

Erick did something…

Either Erick did something, or Redflame had fucked up his [Renew] very, very badly. Possibly both.

Illustrious wasn’t exactly prepared to talk to Bright Smile and Inferno Maw about how Erick was a Wizard, so hopefully it was a failed [Renew]. Hopefully, Erick wasn’t involved at all—

And then she reached the tower, seconds after Bright Smile and Inferno Maw. All hope to avoid a conversation about Wizards went out the window. Since nothing was happening aside from what was happening, though, no one spoke right away. They all saw what she saw, and while Inferno Maw was his usual dour self that made Illustrious want to reorganize his house again without him knowing, and while he was inside, Bright Smile’s reaction was less than great. The (relatively) young woman stared, eyes as wide as they could go, as her smile turned full of fangs.

Inferno Maw broke the silence, “I would not have thought Particle Magic to be fake, but I suppose it must be.”

Illustrious responded, “You’re the one that told us that it was real!”

“He’s obviously a powerful Wizard,” Bright Smile said, smiling. “One to help us take over the world.”

Illustrious tried to snip that branch before it could grow much larger, saying, “Fairy Moon is already making a House out of him, and I suspect that’s what this is.”

Inferno Maw and Bright Smile whipped around to Illustrious, both with varying degrees of shock upon their faces. They weren’t heads of house for nothing; quick on the uptake, they were.

Illustrious said, “I’ve known about Erick a while; this is true. I did not expect them to birth the new Element here and now, though, but every time I think I know Fairy Moon I realize I do not. I doubt you’re getting this Wizard, though, Bright Smile. Erick is Fairy Moon’s, and that’s that.”

Inferno Maw was silent; contemplative. He turned back toward the spectacle in front of them.

Bright Smile lost some of the sharpness of her namesake as she, too, turned back to the frozen tableau before them. She said nothing, but Illustrious could tell that the gears of war were turning in her mind. A new House was not a powerful Wizard that she could wield against the enemies of Ar’Cosmos, but it was something. Something important. Perhaps she could use a new House as an ally? Such an addition would send the politics of Ar’Cosmos into a frightful Decay-spiral, though.

Illustrious would have sighed in relief if it wouldn’t have given her away. The potential crisis of Bright Smile had been averted for another day.

Illustrious turned toward the scene, and regarded what she saw.

Time was frozen inside the tower. The tower was intact. Erick and Fairy Moon had met with Redflame for some reason, and if Illustrious had to guess, their meeting would have to have been about [Renew], but also about the strange runic devices sitting on the table between the three of them.

Here and there, iridescent white lightning clung to Erick’s skin, highlighting him as some center of power in a space that looked normal, but which was not normal at all. That lightning barely touched Fairy Moon, but she had reached for Erick, and where she touched his hand, her own hand was blackened and covered in Erick’s lightning. And yet, Fairy Moon had a happy expression on her face.

Redflame’s eyes were very wide. He was outside of the immediate effect.

Maid Maria was far outside of the effect, and protecting herself with a silver tray.

Inferno Maw spoke, “The birth of an Element is not usually so… Timeless.” He added, “I have never actually seen such a birth up close, though.”

Bright Smile said, “Time Magic. We suspected Erick had a connection to a god besides Koyabez. He must have a connection to Phagar. Or he’s just a powerful Wizard and he has taken that power for himself.”

Illustrious said, “It’s Fae-based and Time-based. It’s an anti-Sundering Element. That was the goal as per my understanding.”

Bright Smile lost her smile.

Inferno Maw turned paler than usual.

Illustrious continued, “I doubt we’ll actually get to control this, at all, and it will be complete war if we attempt to control it. Besides, I think Erick was trying to attempt Elemental Benevolence, which I highly doubt will be useful for war, or anything approaching war, at all. Now that we’re at this juncture, though, we should turn Erick back over to the wrought, but not before we demand some nice concessions for this action. I’m thinking of demanding the secret of [Duplicate] from Kirginatharp.” She added, “I think those runic things are [Renew] rings. Not sure, exactly, but I do know Erick made that spell weeks ago.”

Bright Smile’s namesake returned in full force as she opened her face wide. She laughed loud, and greedily.

Inferno Maw turned heavily sarcastic, “Ah. So with this Elemental Benevolence I Sight we’re on Particle Magic version 2— Or is it 3? Ah. Elemental Benevolence is number 3, since he made [Renew] a while ago, as you say, and that one would be world-shift number 2, according to your timeline. Any reason why we’re only finding all this out now?”

“The breakdown of Ar’Cosmos and the fact that these secrets can’t be hidden anymore,” Illustrious said, offhandedly.

“Sure,” Inferno Maw said.

“Sure,” Illustrious responded.

Bright Smile continued to cackle like a madwoman, red light filling the sky all around her.

Two heads of house continued to speak for a while, while the third reveled in the possibilities. Eventually, the third came back down to reality, and took part in the conversation. All three recognized that they had time to kill, and that all current projects were on hold until this event finally resolved in front of them. Other people were already handling the immediate repair of Ar’Cosmos, after all.

Time would resume for Erick, Fairy Moon and her Maid Maria, and Redflame, sooner or later, and possibly more sooner rather than later. If one looked closely, they could already tell that slowly, ever so slowly, the iridescent lightning in the cracks in the sky was slowly retreating, back to the tower, back to their creator. Back to Erick, at the epicenter of it all.

“Oh!” Inferno Maw said, “I nearly forgot Erick’s other world-shifts; Yggdrasil and new worlds, along with Melemizargo’s sanity and the Last Shadow’s Feast of Ar’Kendrithyst.” He nodded to himself, then loudly declared, “I want him gone from Ar’Cosmos at our earliest convenience.”

“I agree.” Illustrious said, “But not before we get something from this.”

“We’ve already gotten everything we’ll ever need. So!” Bright Smile happily said, “Seal Erick and Banish him from Ar’Cosmos. Shove the problem onto someone else, and don’t let him be used against us.”

“I disagree,” Illustrious said, knowing that she had fallen for a trap only after the words had left her mouth. She powered through, anyway, saying, “I know I sent over a briefing on how Erick reacted to the mind control, Bright Smile. We will not be Sealing him, at all.”

Bright Smile’s namesake gained its usual edge. “There was never any way we were ever going to let him leave without some sort of Seal upon his memories. He knows too much, and according to what I see in front of me, he is too much. Therefore we must either enter into some sort of binding agreement with the man, or we must kick him out and make sure he cannot be used against us. According to you, though, kicking him out without his memories is not possible, which means that we must bind him to our goals.” She said, “I say we demand Erick assist Ar’Cosmos by using him to enter into a binding non-aggression agreement with Kirginatharp and the wrought and the Angels and Demons. Now that Uncle has gained [Renew], we will spread out from Ar’Cosmos, as we should, to secure the Surface and secure our destiny among this New Cosmology. We must take up land, and our power must spread. And then, when the time comes, we will take over this entire world, but before that happens we must first gain power.”

Bright Smile was rather smart, and so she had correctly deduced everything that was made possible due to this new development. One did not become the head of a house by being stupid, after all.

But Illustrious had been at this a lot longer than her.

Illustrious kept her face perfectly normal, as though she was considering Bright Smile’s ideas on their own. She said, “I would rather we get [Duplicate] from Kirginatharp and secure and expand Ar’Cosmos with this new power of [Renew], but in addition to that, know this: Erick has plots to take back the Crystal Forest. He needs allies, both because of what he is, and what he can do. He has already spoken about helping us to remove the Curse, and whatever happened here was obviously Erick reaching out to Redflame, which might work out in our favor, depending on how this event finishes. For all these reasons and more, I desire to ally with him in all the ways that matter. Your timeline of inevitable war is not something I agree with, but I do agree that binding agreements with all the other forces out there must happen.”

Bright Smile simply nodded, and turned back toward the intact, time-frozen tower.

Iridescent lightning continued to flow backward, out of the shattered spaces of Ar’Cosmos, into the ephemeral air surrounding Erick, like cold cactus syrup.

Inferno Maw said, “I would prefer to live on the Surface. I would also prefer Kirginatharp to come to the table and help us to remove the Curse that has plagued our people since those two brothers fought. I would prefer no war at all.”

Bright Smile said, “Full dragons exiting from Ar’Cosmos will bring about a world-shift as large as Particle Magic, or [Renew], or the opening of new worlds. They’ll never let us take power like we should, Inferno Maw, and Kirginatharp will never allow the Curse to be lifted. You should content yourself with destroying all who oppose us, as I already have.”

“Diplomacy will be tried before war, Bright Smile,” Inferno Maw said, with as much authority as he deemed necessary. “But what needs to happen first is the fixing of our realm, and our people... If [Renew] works how Redflame wishes it to work.”

“Of course.” Bright Smile said, “And now that there are true options for us outside of Ar’Cosmos, when diplomacy fails, I will be ready to go to war to secure the future of our people. I hope that by that time, you will have come around to my way of thinking.”

Inferno Maw said nothing, his dour face focused forward, on Erick, and Redflame, and Fairy Moon.

The conversation died, for the lightning had mostly retreated. A specter of iridescent radiance still connected Erick to Fairy Moon, but that part seemed the most dense of all the lightning. That spark would likely be the last to go. The retreat of the structural lightning had already caused several parts of the rest of Redflame’s castle to collapse, though, which was a problem.

Illustrious spoke, “Anyone volunteer to hold the tower up so it doesn’t collapse around them?”

Inferno Maw started weaving a spell, saying, “There are other forces out there besides just the wrought and Kirginatharp. There are also the undead kingdoms of the Fractured Citadels. They would demand peace, though.”

Bright Smile grinned brighter, as though she was a shadowcat waiting to pounce.







- - - -







Erick floated in a white room that had no floor, or walls, or ceiling of any kind. It was an endless white space.

Something big had happened.

And now, he was here.

The exact nature of ‘here’ eluded him.

It seemed like a godly space, or something along those lines, but there was no god here. Rozeta’s domain was one of blue sky and clouds, so this wasn’t that. Phagar’s space was whatever normal setting you happened to meet him in, sometimes with the addition of stained-glass-like possible futures hovering in the air all around. Koyabez held court on the surface of the silver moon, with Veird hanging in the sky overhead.

Erick was pretty sure that there weren’t any other gods that were capable of pulling him into—

Erick finally realized. He had been doing something important—

He had been talking to Redflame, telling the man about [Renew] and his own Wizardry, and then Fairy Moon had asked a question about Benevolence…

And then Erick answered?

Yes. He did answer.

And now he was here.

“So where is here?” Erick asked the empty, white expanse. His voice flowed outward, without touching a thing, endlessly vibrating out into the air all around. There was no echo at all. “Hello?”

His words left him and went outward, without reflecting on a single surface. Erick had only ever experienced a similar effect when he was flying high in the sky, and the ground was twenty kilometers away. The sensation of sound just going away and never coming back was an emptiness that was hard to experience unless one went looking for that experience.

He inspected himself next, holding out his hand to see if he had hands, but also because it had only occurred to him to do such an inspection at that very moment. His body existed and he was nude for some reason, so that was fun. But more than that, as he saw himself he wondered if he could move through this space like he usually did while flying, and at that thought, he began to move forward.

Thought caused action.

… Thought caused a lot more than action.

A realization and another event occurred the very second Erick tried to activate his mana sense.

The white world became a jumble of everything and nothing and eternity and oblivion and hopes and dreams and dead drama brought back to life and lightning coursing across his skin as the panes of reality shattered like a stained-glass window. But this was not Phagar’s domain. The only one in this space was Erick.

He was in the mana.

The very moment he realized that, he shut his mana sense off, turning the world back to white, but that wasn’t what had happened at all.

What happened, Erick realized, was that he had only thought his mana sense was responsible for the shattering of the sky. Therefore, turning that sense off caused the sky to return to how it was. But that’s not what had happened at all. Everything was what he wanted it to be; nothing was stable at all.

Erick was inside the mana.

And the mana was possibility.

Erick had no idea why he had his next thought, but as soon as he had it, he knew it to be True. Whatever he demanded to happen next, would happen, and that would be it; his demand would turn real. This timeless moment would be over, and he would be left with the aftermath of his creation.

He could solve anything he wanted to solve.

He could even take himself and Jane back to Earth.

He had seen an image of Earth back when his mana sense was on, and the white world had fractured. There, his previous home sat in the far distance, but also close by. Close enough to touch. Close enough to reach. He could even reach all the way back to Spur, to pluck Jane out of that hallway with Teressa, to bring her with him as he took one step through the mana, and landed them both back on Earth.

But.

No.

His home was here. His home was Veird, and Spur, and here.

His problems were here.

And his problems had no easy solutions.

So he spoke the words he had already spoken once before, but slightly different.

His voice was a slow tidal wave that built and built.

“For the good of all, and every individual, we give assistance to those in need and do what we must to prevent apocalypse before it happens, to found and cultivate an evergrowing cycle of less war, less horror, and more hope, for now, and for all always.”

The white room began to fracture, and reorient. Iridescent lightning collected upon constructions that were not there, revealing knots in the future and in the present that had to be untangled before they threatened the whole of creation. Erick could only tell the shape of those threats by the lightning they collected, but all of those threats were so far away that they were more like stars in a night sky, than actual dangers.

— Wait.

Erick had no idea how he knew what he knew, for it was half instinct and half how-he-wanted-it-to-work, but some of those knots were turning points; not ‘dangers’. If they were navigated correctly, then many future knots in the tapestry might vanish completely; many future problems might not exist at all.

With a tiny chuckle, and relief flowing through him, Erick said, “That’s good.”

And then, it was done.

The room turned to light, and lightning, some dissipating, but most retreating back to where it had started; back to Erick’s core, his soul.







- - - -







Erick’s sense of sight and touch and bodily sense and mana sense, all came back, like they had been hidden by an illusion that was more real than reality. He had never shut his eyes, either, so for three moments before everyone else, Erick saw the frozen world all around him. He saw how Fairy Moon had reached for him, for some reason, and now a single spark of iridescent lightning connected her hand to his, which he had left propped out there because he had been explaining things to Redflame.

Fairy Moon's hand was burned to the bone, charred and bloody, like she had stuck her hand into lightning. Maybe that was exactly what she had done. She looked happy, though.

Erick’s hand was fine.

Redflame’s eyes were frozen wide open, in uncertain fear. Maid Maria was behind Erick, behind the bar, cowering behind a metal tray.

And to the left, beyond three different windows, floated three different people. Erick knew two of them, and the third was easy enough to guess at; Illustrious Moon, Inferno Maw, and a person who could only be Bright Smile. Her namesake was on full display, and Erick thought her ruby-red crown of horns a bit too ostentatious for his liking. Other than that, there seemed to be a distinct family resemblance between her and Redflame—

Something twitched inside Erick’s core and a new sense unfurled across his vision.

In the space of a blink, Erick realized there was something about Bright Smile that he saw even when his eyes were shut. A thin tendril of iridescent white lightning, so thin it might as well not even be there, coiled around the dragon woman’s neck like a living snake the width of a hair. She did not seem to notice the hair-thin lightning.

Bright Smile was a knot of possibility. Tiny. Barely present. But she undoubtedly was, and because of that focus she was a lightning rod in Erick’s sight that demanded attention. The living white lightning even had sparks pointing inward, like an inverted spiked collar. That meant something rather simple, but it was too early to tell the exact meaning.

Fairy Moon had no collar. Redflame had no collar, either. Maid Maria was another normal person to Erick’s sense. Inferno Maw and Illustrious had nothing around them. All of those people had various magical effects happening, from flying spells, to protection spells, but none had white lightning around them. Erick was surprised at that. Whatever this was, and he had his suspicions it was somehow Elemental Benevolence, he would have expected Redflame or Fairy Moon to have a marker of some sort, if only because of their sheer power, or possible influence on future events.

For there was one more lightning manifestation in the room, though it was a lot different from Bright Smile’s.

Thick lightning poured in and out from Erick’s core, filling his mana veins with unseen power, wrapping through him like some sort of Elemental Body. Which it probably was, actually. But it was more than that. If he focused on the lightning at all, he saw the light inside of himself even before he opened his mana sense to truly look. When he used his mana sense to truly see, all the lightning turned absolutely solid.

The meaning behind all that would likely take a while to untangle.

But time had resumed.

Time to face the music. He was a Wizard, and they all knew.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    They all know!

Run! Quick!

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 6; chapter 193, Book 6 Epilogue. 

Book 7 is already being written. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                    The Shadows Become Her is another story by CLRobison that I've been enjoying! (the other one was They Shall Call Me Empress, which I rec'd last week). This one is a coming-of-age story about a young girl with shadowmelding powers in a world that has taken everything from her. I think it's an eventual-revenge story, too, but I've only gotten through about half of the released chapters. 



                

                Time stood still for two more moments, and then it resumed, but slowly. Redflame’s wide eyes ponderously shut all the way and then opened once again; a minute spent on a single blink.

And then he was present, in the moment. Broken space filled the world all around, while the tower itself almost fell apart, but grey light held it together, filling in the cracks left by the removal of Elemental Benevolence. Redflame did not seem to like the state of his estate, but instead of getting angry, he looked to Fairy Moon.

Fairy Moon’s left hand was charred black, exposing bone and blood. Lightning burns went all the way up to her elbow. Her blood was red as could be, dripping out of her flesh like an open tap. She should have been and possibly was in a great deal of pain, but she smiled despite it all. Warmth, love, and hope held in her deep, green and pink eyes, and in the curl of her lips. She sighed; a fond expression. And then she moved her burned hand away from Erick’s fully intact hand, curling the bone and burned flesh to hold it tight against her chest. Blood dripped upon her dress, and she flinched as she moved, betraying her physical pain, but what was the physical to one such as her? It was nothing. Fairy Moon took a moment to be thankful for what she had done, and what Erick had done, while she held her crispy flesh close.

Maid Maria remained far behind Erick, cowering behind the bar and behind a silver serving tray, but she poked her head out, now that time had resumed.

The three heads of the houses of Ar’Cosmos each hovered on the other side of separate windows to the tower. Illustrious’s foxtail-like aura extended out from behind her like the fanning flames of a violet fire. Inferno Maw held himself up via a grey density in the air; it was his grey magic that seemed to be holding up much of the crumbling tower. Bright Smile floated among harsh red light, with her smile full of fangs, and with a thin collar of white lightning circling her neck, with spikes pointing inward.

Erick had a similar crash of iridescent white lightning inside his mana veins, but his was a lot less violent looking.

Erick decided to speak first, “So it seems that was Elemental Benevolence.” He glanced to Fairy Moon. “It seems like it will work out, too.”

Expressions of concern, intrigue, hope, and worry, abounded.

Fairy Moon just giggled, then she tore the burned flesh from her left arm like she was taking off a long glove, revealing perfectly healthy flesh beneath. In that same movement she turned the removed glove into a small white ring that she then slipped upon that hand’s ring finger. That white ring sparkled like a tiny circle of Benevolence lightning, and she held it up for all to see. “A beautiful thing, this beatific creation! Benevolence is cause for celebration! Not concern!” She gestured with her newly beringed hand at the Eraser and Replacer [Renew] rings. “And [Renew] will solve both the half-dragon dilemma and the small shattering of our Ar’Cosmos. But since the shattering is rather serious, that is the rudeness we must rectify first.” She said to Illustrious, “Illustrious! Illuminate the in-flow nodes for Wizard Erick to begin repairing the mess he has made! It will be a grand first-use of his radical [Renew].” She said to Erick, “For you will be repairing the ravaging you have done, don’t you think?”

Illustrious instantly took up the option to control the conversation, saying, “But of course.” She began to float into the room, to land upon the floor near her window. “An inflow of proper mana will begin to repair the damage done, and what better way to test out the veracity of [Renew] than to heal this land, directly?”

Inferno Maw and Bright Smile followed Illustrious’s lead, and floated inside the tower, to land on the floor.

Inferno Maw said, “I would seek a proper accounting of whatever happened here, before anything too drastic should happen, such as revealing the nodes that dictate the stability of this land to an unallied Wizard.” He lightly glared at Erick, saying, “I am quite disappointed to know that Particle Magic isn’t real.”

Erick frowned at the man, his thoughts going sideways as he latched onto Inferno Maw’s little snipe. “Your world fell into my universe, Inferno Maw. This universe has particles. I did not invent those.”

Fairy Moon sighed, and sat back to wait out the drama.

“How can anyone be sure? You might have even invented ‘Earth’ as a concept of your own past.” Inferno Maw said, “You’ve changed so much, so fast, and unless I am mistaken, you have just now invented a new Element. I have no doubt this new mana has propagated backward into the past, and likely infected every single spell you have ever cast. Who is to say that you haven’t already done this once before? I believe you have.”

Erick would have been dumbfounded by Inferno Maw’s nonsense, but he saw a truth in the man. Inferno Maw was scared, and trying not to show it. He wasn’t the only one. Practically every single person in that tower room was least a little terrified, except for Fairy Moon. She seemed like she knew that everything would be okay.

Erick… Mostly felt that everything would be okay.

Except for the ring of lightning around Bright Smile’s neck; that was a major concern.

Erick was currently engaging with Inferno Maw, though, so he said, “Fairy Moon was the one that caused this to happen. I was going to get together a committee to talk about how to solve the problem of the Sundering, and then I was going to enact their will, creating a true Sundering solution that would last forever. But… I think this will work.”

Fairy Moon happily said, “You make a mistake, Erick! This was not me, my wonderful Wizard.”

Erick frowned, though he could not find it in himself to be mad like he thought he should be. Fairy Moon had tricked him, right? Or did he have that wrong? Did a trick even count if it wasn’t magically enforced? … What had happened in that moment when Fairy Moon had asked that question, anyway?

And why wasn’t Erick madder at her? A side effect of Benevolence? Maybe. Maybe not. He could run some experiments with getting angry another day; for now, though, anger would be counterproductive.

There were more things to be worried about than all that nuance, though.

At the mention of Sunderings, Inferno Maw forced his breathing and his heart rate to remain even. Illustrious let her heart beat fast and hard, for she did not care who knew her emotion— She wanted people to know what she wanted them to know. Not ‘she did not care’. Bright Smile just grinned wider.

Erick suspected that Bright Smile might have a screw loose.

Redflame spoke, though, because he had had enough, “I am entering into a formal alliance with Erick. I expect you all to fall in line. Sort out the details at another time, though.” He said to Erick, “Erick. Thank you for the [Renew] rings. I will begin testing on them today with some of our sorrier cases. Do you wish to be kept apprised of this development?”

Erick did not miss that the man had said ‘thank you’. No one had missed that. Erick still didn’t know if saying ‘thank you’ was bad to say around Fairy Moon, or around anyone inside Ar’Cosmos, but at this rate he was gathering ‘thank you’s and he had no idea how to cash them in, or if he even could. Whatever!

“Yes; I wish to be kept apprised.” Erick said, “These rings might not work, though. If they look to fail in some way then stop the procedure and let me make some new ones.” He stressed, “I am not comfortable with person-experimentation, but we’re at that level. I hope that there are no untoward effects.”

Redflame said, “The people who could benefit from these bloodline erasers or creators—”

Inferno Maw exclaimed, “Bloodline Magic!”

Illustrious laughed. “He did it!”

Bright Smile demanded, “Make one for Paradoxed Carnage.”

Redflame glared at Bright Smile, announcing, “We will talk later. All of you. Later.” He turned to Erick, “These people I plan to use these on are half-dead already. They are kept in stasis… Those who can afford it keep themselves or their loved ones in stasis, to come out of that stasis every so often to accrete to see if they can clear up their bloodline. We have a lot of death row cases like that. If this helps, then this helps. If not, then they will at least have gotten a chance that they did not have before now.”

Erick steeled himself. “I am glad to know your measure, Redflame, and I am very glad that this meeting… Has worked out, mostly. I can see through the Ophiel I left on the roof and I apologize for… Whatever happened when I made Elemental Benevolence.”

Elemental Benevolence had shattered all of Ar’Cosmos, apparently.

“I can see the various destruction as well,” Redflame said, “But I highly doubt that anyone except for the truly unlucky have been injured, and even those who have been injured are likely receiving help.”

Illustrious spoke up, “House Fae and House Carnage are seeing to the repair, as we speak.”

Bright Smile glanced to Illustrious, and decided to follow the woman’s lead, saying, “Carnage takes care of our people and this level of destruction is nothing to us dragons. We will make good allies going forward, Erick, for together, we shall carve lands out of this world that will accept us all, or they shall accept fire and death.”

Illustrious tried not to frown at the end of Bright Smile’s announcement, but she couldn’t help it. She frowned. Erick wasn’t too happy with the ‘fire and death part’, either, but they would undoubtedly talk about that before they got that far. Redflame glared lightly at Bright Smile, but then ignored her threats.

Inferno Maw said, “The Pathways are secure. Ar’Cosmos has not been breached. This level of destruction has come upon us before, and we have weathered these storms time and time again… Even if this time the circumstances are rather unique.”

Erick almost paled, but he caught himself.

He had almost caused a breach of Ar’Cosmos, eh? That would have been bad.

And at that thought, Erick discovered he could get mad. He was furious at Fairy Moon, but also at himself for what he had almost done, but he stuffed that emotion down, calmed, and moved on.

Erick said, “I hope we can work on many projects together, and on these [Renew] rings, too, in order to solve some of your problems this month, instead of next year when [Renew] enters the Open Script— Though it’s only… ten months from now. Not a full year. Perhaps you will have proper runic [Renew] rings before next year’s Water Season begins?”

Redflame nodded solemnly, then said, “That was to be the first of my deadlines for a working prototype, if I had managed to make [Renew] myself.. Now that you are here, though, and helping, I gratefully accept your help and look forward to working with you on this temporary and individual solution to the Dragon Curse.” Redflame said, “In time, when our people are… Perhaps living beside Candlepoint, or some such, we will have time to work on more projects together.”

Erick said, “There is lots of room around Candlepoint. I can only hope that when the wrought and Kirginatharp find out that I’m a Wizard— Okay. Well. I just made Elemental Benevolence. So. They likely already know. Therefore, I want to be sure this alliance is going to work.” He looked around, but mostly at Bright Smile. “I do not want a single war to happen because of the removal of the Curse.”

Bright Smile spoke, “We won’t go looking for war but we will not back down from a war if war should come, and war will come for us. If you enter into an alliance with us, that means that you will protect us, and we will protect you, and if someone should attack us, then you must attack them alongside our forces. That is the preliminary alliance agreement, but more words would be put down on paper later. If you cannot agree to that, then we will need to have different discussions about you leaving Ar’Cosmos intact, or not.”

Erick ignored the threat, and felt the lightning in his veins seem to focus.

His words came out calm, but inside, he had a feeling like butterflies in his stomach. “I am aware of what it means to be allies, Bright Smile.” Erick spoke with feeling, “I am also aware that with enough power, all sides might choose not to go to war, for the outcome of such a war would break Veird. I will not participate in such a conflict if it should escalate to that point, or if it looks to escalate anywhere near that point. I urge you to not do this, either. The release of dragons from Ar’Cosmos does not need to cause a war.”

Bright Smile brought the building storm to a point, “They will force a Forgotten Campaign against you. The entire world will come for you. The only thing you can do is decide if you want to lay down and die, or thrive in the violence. I know my choice. When the choice comes to you, I hope you make the right one, or else we cannot be allies.”

And here now was the turning of a world.

A knot in the tapestry.

A choice made before all other choices.

Bright Smile’s lightning necklace glittered in Erick’s eyes, and in his eyes only.

Erick felt himself speaking, guiding his words and his future toward somewhere better than before, “So if war is not inevitable... If they choose to let Benevolence stand? If they choose to let Ar’Cosmos enter the world without violence? What then? Will you go to war even when there’s so much land out there to occupy and populate, and war only diminishes yourself and your own resources? Soon, we’ll be opening up whole new worlds, Bright Smile. I will make that happen. There is absolutely no need for war. Why go to war, when you won’t even have the resources necessary to found a proper Empire? To occupy and control and cultivate all the infinite lands out there that you will eventually gain?” Erick said, “No; War is not the best possible answer. Posturing and promises of war, followed by surgical strikes against entrenched enemies are something that could happen, but believing and acting like open war is inevitable is the surest way to ruin.”

Bright Smile kept her ruinous grin, as she said, “‘Believing’ and ‘acting’ have nothing to do with my stance that war is inevitable. I know war will happen, Archmage Flatt, because as soon as dragons are allowed to be strong, Rozeta and the wrought and Kirginatharp will come for us, as they have time and time again. Forgotten Campaigns. Genocidal Dragon Stalkers. Mind Mages, and most of all, Kirginatharp, who Cursed us all and who maintains that Curse within his own soul, ensuring that none shall ever challenge him again.” She adopted a bravado of relaxation, saying “But I understand your particular stance, even if I think it too hopeful by far. Dreamers like yourself make this world worth living. But when this turns into another Chelation War I expect you to hold up your end of this bargain made today. I expect you to bring extermination to those who want nothing more than to exterminate us.”

Erick blinked a little, as the depth of Bright Smile’s conviction threw him for a loop.

And just like that, possibility collapsed. Erick could not grasp at the tapestry again, for it was out of reach, for now. The lightning choker around Bright Smile’s neck remained.

Ah. Well. Bright Smile was rather willing to talk. So, perhaps she was not a disaster waiting to happen? At least not right now? They would need to have more discussions later, it seemed—

As soon as Erick had that thought he realized that Bright Smile did not become the head of a house of Ar’Cosmos through utter violence… Well maybe she had, but even Redflame has said that the woman had enacted some ‘good reforms’ in her tenure as the head of House Carnage, which has been for the last 150 or so years, if Erick recalled correctly, and he did.

Erick tried to put himself out there one more time, “I hope I am not allying with warmongers, because if you decide you need to war just because you can, then this alliance is dead in the water.”

Bright Smile said, “If—

“That’s all the talking for today,” Fairy Moon spoke over the dragon woman. She stood. “We will all return to our residences and Erick is to remit to us enough [Renew] to repair the ravaging he has done to this domain. Tomorrow or on tomorrow’s morrow, there will be more talking. Today, we are done.” She clapped.

An echo traveled outward.

And suddenly, Erick, Fairy Moon, and Maid Maria, were all in Fairy Moon Manor, in the dining room, standing around. Not a [Teleport], but a shift in space. Fairy Moon had ended the conversation then and there, and just because she could… Maybe see what Erick had seen?

Redflame’s tower and all of the dragons had been left behind, along with the [Renew] rings he had given the old dragon. Erick just blinked for a bit at the sudden movement, and then Ophiel twittered on his shoulder while Yggdrasil looked all around, excitedly.

It appeared that Fairy Moon Manor did not make it through Erick’s Benevolence unscathed.

The room was broken in half, with one half filled with farmland, and the other half filled with the dining room.

Fairy Moon announced, “Wonderful work, Erick. Maid Maria; it’s time for a repast, so get on that, while I make noticeable a node for this resident Wizard to [Renew].” She gestured to the side, and a torso-sized ball of pink/green/white depths appeared, like a sudden abyss opening in the air. “This is a node of Ar’Cosmos, Erick. [Renew] it, and repair my mansion, first.”

Maria scampered off toward the hallway that should have led to the kitchen, but Erick saw that the hallway ended in a library. Maria didn’t seem to care about the changed space, though, for she touched a bookshelf and that bookshelf turned back into the hall it should have been.

Erick ignored that, and turned back to the node. With barely a command, and more of an understanding, Ophiel flitted over and hovered next to the multicolored abyss. Light streamed out of the little guy, flowing into the abyss—

The broken edges of the dining room, the sculptures half there and the paintings hanging loosely on the walls, took on a pink/green/white shimmer. All too quickly, Ophiel bottomed out on mana, having rapidly pumped 2500 [Renew] into the hole in reality.

Erick glanced around the room.

Fairy Moon did, too. She frowned a little. Nothing had changed.

A sinking feeling dragged down Erick’s stomach as he—

“Oh!” Fairy Moon exclaimed, squinting her eyes into the far distance. “Ah. It’s realigning the river. That’s probably best purposes.” She clapped her hands again, and happily exclaimed, “Repair as you can, or suffer the shame of me doing this same destruction to you. An arm for a leg and a leg for a head—”

Okay. That was too much.

Erick interrupted her, “Your warning is unneeded, and entirely too violent. I am still mad that you slaved me to your will, again. Do not mark me as an enemy, Fairy Moon.” Erick easily found his anger, but it was background noise. He needed a nap, or maybe he was just hungry. He forced himself to relax. “The mana will come as it comes, and not a minute faster.”

Fairy Moon shook her head. “Mark you as enemy? Madness! I mark you as maker of worlds and wisdom! And slaved to my self? Senseless! All I did was ask; you were the one who answered. This Benevolence is all yours, Archmage. Your accomplishment, your actions! I did not do this; only you. This is your Benevolence.”

“… I wanted a committee. You tricked me?”

“I asked and you answered.” Fairy Moon said, “It’s not my fault that mana loves your locution, and that you attained the awareness necessary to nurture this Fairy Fate of beneficent Benevolence.”

Somehow, Erick had forgotten that Fairy Moon was fae.

… Whatever.

Erick held out a hand and mangled up some magic, using Elemental Mystical to make the mana help him cast Ophiel. Another little guy popped out of the air. He was up to four, now. He asked, “Is this the only Node where the magic needs to happen? Will [Renew] filter out to all the other ones?”

“Yes indeed.” Fairy Moon kept smiling. “We might not have runic webs here, but we have better magic than that.”

“Good.” Erick had Ophiel cast a [Prismatic Ward] next to the node while the first one conjured up a bird stand that could eventually hold nine Ophiel next to the node. He asked, “Will Maid Maria be back soon? I feel like taking a nap— after I summon all of my Ophiel and they get set up around the node, of course.”

Fairy Moon had looked like she was about to interject, but then she relaxed, and said, “Supper will surface when Maid Maria wills it to be. Go and get a snack if you’re starving.”

“… Then that is what I am going to do— Ah. When the letters from my current and past allies start coming in, calling for my release, let me know, if you will.”

Like an energetic teenager, Fairy Moon said, “You will not be released until Ar’Cosmos is intact, once again! So the sooner you—”

“Okay. Okay. Okay.”

Erick conjured another Ophiel and with that, he was tapped out, for now. That Ophiel took his place next to the other Ophiel on the bird stand, and Erick went toward the hallway and its unexpected library, to follow where Maria had already gone.

Fairy Moon remained in the dining room with a happy smile upon her face. As Erick passed out of normal sensory range, she started giggling. And dancing. And hopping around. Erick still saw her through Ophiel, though.

Erick ignored that, and continued to the kitchens, passing through rooms he had never seen before, and damaged architecture, everywhere. Some walls had toppled over. One tower had crashed across one room…

And Erick stopped.

He had no fucking clue where to go, at all. So he turned around and went back to the dining room.

Maid Maria was already back, and with two carts laden with all the best looking food that Erick had ever seen. Fairy Moon was getting drunk off a whole bottle of wine that was as large as an orcol’s forearm, and full of deeply purple drink. In that moment, some of Erick’s previous anxiety and worries began to erode. Nothing else was going to happen today, it seemed? Yes. That seemed correct. He was safe, for now.

Fairy Moon happily offered to share some of her purple wine with him, and since Maid Maria was already partaking, Erick decided to have some, too.

It was wonderful.

The food was fantastic, too.

In great, crashing chunks, Erick’s worries began to melt away. He was still safe, for now. Everything had changed. His entire life was gone, and replaced by what would come next. This then, was the turning of his Fate on this here Veird. He almost wanted to go up to his (prison) room and crawl into bed to sleep for a year—

And then Fairy Moon must have seen that Erick wasn’t having enough fun, so she performed the first of many small songs, and Erick started to feel embarrassed for his own heavy, unsaid emotions. Fairy Moon was beyond happy, and she wanted to share that joy with everyone.

“A celebration today, hooroo hooray! Benevolence comes and lights the way! So drink and eat and make merry and pray, for Erick the Wizard has come here to stay!” Fairy Moon affected a false frown, singing, “Not in Ar’Cosmos of course, he doesn’t like that!” She cheered, “But maybe as ally he’ll come up to spat, with us when we venture out into the world, to let our dragon wings come out unfurled! A celebration today, hooroo hooray! Benevolence comes and lights the way!”

The next verse was about city and civilization building, and that was much better.

Erick felt better, too.

Eventually, Fairy Moon even started clapping and music started playing from somewhere.

Maid Maria brought out more drinks.

Somehow, when Erick wasn’t looking, the sculptures around the room had taken up instruments, and moved around as they wished.

It was not long at all until Ophiel couldn’t hold himself back anymore and he joined in on the fun, dancing and twirling between channeling [Renew]s into the Node. Erick even got up and danced a jig with Maid Maria first, and then Fairy Moon second while Maria played a set of drums that had come out from somewhere; Erick had no idea where.

All the while, Erick summoned more Ophiel as he could, and those Ophiel continued to [Renew] the node sitting off to the side. Erick saw absolutely none of the repair work that his mana was apparently doing, but that was fine. Apparently other places had been hit harder by the creation of Elemental Benevolence, and those places would get repaired first.

Erick contented himself with the food, and the drink, and the small party. At Erick’s mention that he had no idea what he was repairing, Fairy Moon began explaining, and with lightward illustrations in the air. The coliseum was coming back together, and then the farm lands were being extracted from home lands, and then the arcanaeum was fixing itself. Maid Maria remained silent, mostly, for she listened right alongside Erick about all of Ar’Cosmos coming back together; she kept the food coming, though.

Erick had no idea where he was putting all the food, but it was good, and he kept eating.

Eventually, Fairy Moon was partied out, which happened when she gazed for the thirtieth time at a sculpture of a man that had yet to move the entire night.

It was a somber moment to end the night, though, so Maria brought out more good food and more good drink, and Erick continued to have no idea where he put it all, as he continued to eat right alongside Maria and Fairy Moon.

And then the party was over.

Erick went back to his room, feeling full, and relaxed, and a lot better about whatever might come next.

Looking out the windows, Erick had thought they had spent days feasting, but the city was still a shattered mess, and it would take days to fix it all. The party had only been several hours long.

Erick’s mind moved on to the tasks ahead.

The party had been a fantastic break, and Erick would sleep well tonight, but...

Ophiel continued to pump [Renew] into the node, as his Rested Regeneration would allow; he was good at doing small, repetitive tasks, too, so Erick barely had to adjust him when he got going. Apparently, though, Ophiel was used to having a lot more mana than he currently had. Twice, he poofed himself. But that was fine. He was learning. Erick resummoned him as necessary.

Erick almost wanted to get to learning about his new Elemental Body, too, but… He had obligations, right now. Politics and readiness for danger. He had no idea if Bright Smile, or anyone else, was going to strike in the middle of the night, or whenever, so now was not the time for Benevolence experiments, anyway.

As the full moon hung outside his window, bathing his room in gentle green/pink/white glows, Erick tried to go for a swim in the bathing pool, but it was broken. Completely dry and cracked right through the middle! So Erick just went to bed. Sleep came intermittently.

Eventually, though, Erick managed.







- - - -







The sun rose.

The city of Ar’Cosmos continued to heal, bit by little bit, for Ophiel continued to pump mana into the node down below, in the dining room. Fairy Moon and Maid Maria had a nice breakfast to themselves.

And Erick slept in.







- - - -







Bleary-eyed and needing to use the bathroom, Erick finally awoke, for good, and this time he did not feel like going back to bed. The clock read just after noon, which was pretty damned late. But, whatever! Erick shucked his clothes as he walked to the bathroom. Rushing through his morning routine, he soon jumped into the bathing pool, splashing water everywhere. Last night the bathing pool had been broken, but this afternoon it was fixed. Erick didn’t know whether that was due to his own [Renew] efforts, or more to do with Fairy Moon or Maid Maria working on the room while he slept. Or maybe House Fae was working overtime to fix everything, too, which was definitely a thing that was also happening. Whatever the case, warm, cleansing waters caressed his skin, and with a small towel, Erick began scrubbing away the sweat and the grime that seemed to happen due to sleeping in too much.

And then he just relaxed in the waters. Yggdrasil bobbed in the waves with him while one Ophiel splashed around in the shallows. Thoughts happened, but they were too much to think about. For an hour, Erick lost himself in thoughts about what would happen next, and what it meant to have Elemental Benevolence running through his veins.

The lightning was still there, of course. The inner Sight of it all vanished when he wasn’t looking, but if he turned even the least bit part of his senses inward, he could see that lightning inside his mana veins.

But more than that, there was the problem with Bright Smile.

He had tried to persuade the woman away from thinking that war was inevitable, but his attempt had not been enough. Luckily, Redflame seemed to be on Erick’s side. Also luckily, it seemed whatever problem or opportunity that Bright Smile represented was still a long ways away. Erick had no idea how he knew that, and he could be very wrong, but that’s what he felt.

It wasn’t a normal feeling, either.

It was like putting a finger on an electric stove to see if it was hot. Right now, Bright Smile was simply ‘warm’. She was also the only person within all of Erick’s senses that was ‘warm’, at all. Granted, he hadn’t spent too much time looking at many people; mostly just himself and the people nearest to him and… No one else, actually. Erick glanced through Ophiel, to see the dining room. The dining room was empty.

Maid Maria and Fairy Moon were elsewhere.

Erick was here alone? Or… Probably not. Maid Maria might be hiding; Erick had thought her over her fear of him, but after yesterday Maria’s fear seemed to be back, in full. So Erick was likely alone, unless circumstances dictated otherwise.

Whatever the case, it was time to do some investigating with regard to Benevolence.

Erick had Ophiel flit out of the shallows and go to the balcony. There, Erick gazed through his eyes and saw the various people of Ar’Cosmos going about their days like normal. He tried to focus on his own Benevolence, to see if he felt a ‘lightning rod effect’ drawing him to any of the people out there… But he got nothing. Maybe his senses didn’t work through Ophiel’s senses? Maybe so. It was time to get out of the water, anyway.

With a quick hop out of the waters and a toweling, Erick put on some nice clothes and went outside, onto the balcony. Ophiel twittered at him as he joined the little guy at the railing. After a little pat on Ophiel’s feathers, Erick turned his direct attention to the people far below, in the city outside Fairy Moon’s manor.

The people went about their business like normal. Mostly.

There were still a few cracks in the sky, but the city itself seemed mostly intact. Sure, there used to be a large tree in that one blank space there, and at least two houses were missing, entirely, but there was a sapling in that space where the tree used to be, and people were already carting large flats of brick and stone into place, to get ready to rebuild the houses. The gaggle of women with the big hats were out and about, talking up a storm and laughing loudly as they passed down the street, on to do whatever it was they normally did together. Further below, inside Fairy Moon Manor’s property, Maid Maria looked to be helping a farmhand harvest some crops, doing a completely normal task like she usually did.

Erick kept looking for something out of place.

… Twenty minutes later, Erick had found nothing.

He had expected to latch onto something, as he had with Bright Smile. And yet, there was nothing. After a moment Erick realized this was actually quite a relief. Most people were just normal people, after all, simply trying to do good for themselves and their immediate circle, which was perfectly fine…

And yet, it was not fine, because this made whatever had happened with Bright Smile even more important.

… Erick went to find breakfast. He would save experimenting with his ‘Elemental Benevolence Body’ for later, when his stomach was full.







- - - -







The hallways leading to the kitchen were intact, and so was the kitchen itself, though it was missing two stoves and a work table. The cold storage looked like it was half depleted, for instead of being full of racks of frozen meat and crates upon crates of supplies, half the room was empty and everything that had survived had been reorganized on the other side.

The pantry, which was once full of shelves upon shelves of bubbled food from centuries of maids, that had extended several floors upward and a kilometer deep, was now half that. Maybe a little less. Maybe only a third.

Erick felt a profound sense of loss at that destruction of comfort; at the loss of food made by hands that no longer existed. And then he considered what else Fairy Moon had lost over her many years, and that perhaps Erick was feeling something that was not actually present in the old fae. Fairy Moon had likely gained and lost way too much over her life for this temporary loss of the past to be anything but an old wound, already numb to most pain.

Other people in the city had experienced similar losses, and were likely a lot more broken up about it, but when Erick studied the world outside of his balcony he didn’t see a single sad person— Well. Having a breakdown on a street was likely something just not done, but still, Erick hadn’t seen any obviously unhappy people down there, on the streets outside of Fairy Moon Manor.

Had the creation of Benevolence not actually been that bad, at all?

… Erick picked out some spicy fried chicken tortilla wrap-like foods from one of Maid Maria’s bubbled options, along with a pitcher of tea and some cookies from the bakery table. Then he went back to his room.







- - - -







Empty plates and a full stomach! This was good. There were still three more sugar cookies to eat, but he was full, and it was time to try some magic.

Erick stood where he usually accreted, though the space was now clear of all pillows and otherwise. With a flick, he turned on his mana sense and found that sense to be exactly as it has always had been; like becoming part of the mana and thus able to sense all the world around him. His range was still rather low, at only five meters distant, but that was likely more due to the nature of Ar’Cosmos, and not any personal failing.

Next came aura control. This, then, was the first real test of what his aura had become in the wake of Benevolence.

Feeling out a familiar flow between thought and action to create a minor control over nearby Reality, Erick opened up his third eye and—

Lightning and light spilled from his body like he had opened up all of his mana veins and let the electricity out. He had become a tesla coil and all the world had become a ground; white lightning danced from the floor to his legs, while arcing off his outstretched hands to touch upon the air like it was reaching for something that was not there.

—Erick cut his aura off.

He paused.

He inspected himself for damage. He found none.

Then he braced himself and opened his aura again.

Not-lightning crackled and snapped all around him, arcing away like so many sparks, and then, it calmed. Oddly, the lightning sort of remained, and yet, not exactly.

Past the initial burst of personal Reality encroaching on nominal reality, Erick’s normal glowing aura filled out his normal amount of aura space, but instead of wisping away in any stray gust of wind, it now curled and turned to sharp lightning, to strike out at any nearby structure. The lightning made no sound. The small strikes made no actual burn marks on anything. It was still aura, and thus it was just Erick’s soul’s expression of itself upon the manasphere. Opening his aura did not automatically create magic. It didn’t really let out the lightning in his veins, either.

Over the course of ten seconds, and then twenty, and then a full minute, Erick’s natural lightning calmed down. Every bit of light that wisped away did automagically transform into lightning, to strike whatever was nearest, but it was still light when it was nearer to his body.

With a thought, Erick held his aura tight, forcing it to remain intact and in a bubble around him, like he would do when accreting.

Instantly, the lightning stopped. The storm calmed. His aura turned solid white and surrounded him like a bubble—

… No? No.

That wasn’t quite right, either.

Erick gazed upon his controlled aura and watched as tracers of lighting, like movement inside fog, zapped from his body to the edge of his aura, like he was the center of a plasma ball lamp. The effect was faint, but it was there.

… He wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

He moved on. The next experiment was bloodline suppression—

With barely a thought, his aura completely responded to his desire and his bloodline suppressed all the way back to his core, leaving his mana veins completely devoid of lightning. They were back to how they had been when Erick had first attained this Other Form; mere shadowed spaces inside his body. And, strangely enough, suppressing his bloodline had been easy. Easier than it had been when his bloodline had been Light Essence based, and by a lot.

That meant something, too, but as to what, Erick could only guess.

He moved on.

A twist of 5 mana made a [Force Bolt] out of his suppressed aura, which impacted the stone floor without damaging it at all. Completely normal. For Erick’s second Bolt, he used one mana and packed it with Elemental Mystical, but in a Clarity sort of way, attempting to make a normal [Force Bolt] for 1 mana.

That second bolt did not work. Instead of a spot of clearish-whitish light, Erick got an eyeball conjured out of the manasphere which struck the ground and splatted, exactly how an eye would have splattered.

Okay. So. That was a [Mystical Bolt], probably; a scraping of the manasphere for an effect, and having found a [Scry] effect —that looked a lot like Yggdrasil’s eye— it copied that effect and created a Bolt of that same shape. That was just a guess, anyway. Maybe there were a thousand invisible [Scry]s around him at all times! Wouldn’t that be completely different than normal!

Moving on.

With 2 mana, and through the use of Elemental Mystical tag-along ideas, Erick was able to make a normal [Force Bolt]. Theoretically he should have been able to get his Bolt costs down to 1 mana, for that’s what they had been back on Veird. Obviously, this was a skill issue, then.

… Erick relaxed his suppressed aura. Wispy, white lightning filled the air around him.

With a twist and a spark of intent, a little lightning bolt of Benevolence shot out of his aura and struck the floor, leaving a teeny tiny scorch mark upon the stone that sparked for five seconds, and then settled down. The spark barely made any sound at all.

Most of his Benevolence stuff was completely silent, which was quite at odds with how Erick usually expected electricity to act, but, of course, this wasn’t electricity now, was it?

Anyway. Erick cast again.

A tiny not-lightning bolt arced from his aura to strike a spot on the floor just to the left of his first strike. Again, the struck area sparked for a bit, and then settled down, leaving a tiny black spot when it was over.

… Erick suppressed his aura, manually Mana Altered for Elemental Lightning, and threw a proper Bolt—

The air crackled as a Bolt of white lightning, like a golfball of power, zapped out of Erick’s clear aura and struck the ground, smacking hard. And then it was over. There was no lingering lightning. There hadn’t been an actual bolt of lightning either, like how one would normally see lightning in the sky; there had certainly been a [Force Bolt]-shaped Bolt, though.

As for the stone floor, there was barely any indication that Erick had struck the ground at all… Perhaps a small discoloration? He really had to look to see that discoloration, though. It was definitely not a black mark like the Benevolence lightning had left, nor had the [Lightning Bolt] lingered at all. And what’s more, the [Benevolence Bolt] had been an actual lightning-shaped bolt, too—

Ahh.

Erick grimaced.

Terminology was going to be a problem. A Bolt was not a bolt was not a [Chain Lightning], while the word ‘lightning’ (lowercase) was usually used to indicate the normal lightning bolts that came out of clouds, and ‘Lightning’ (uppercase) was used to indicate Elemental Lightning.

Though some people still appended the word ‘bolt’ onto lightning to indicate the natural feature that came out of clouds.

Erick was almost tempted to invent a new word.

“Arrow, would work, for the lightning-bolt shape.” Erick glanced over to his enchanting workspace, where a few [Renew] rune drawings sat. “I suppose that rune does look like an arrow curled up from tip to tail.” But he was unsure. The word ‘arrow’ in Ecks was already used to denote pointers and directionality, and Erick had already firmly established that ‘arrow’ as the English ‘arrow’ in his mind, which was also the same word used to denote the arrows that went with bows and arrows. Veird didn't have bows and arrows, though, as far as Erick knew. He could use the english word for it? But... It would be even more confusing to try and untangle the idea of ‘lightning bolt’ out of ‘arrow’ every time he said the word ‘arrow’ and didn’t actually mean ‘arrow’—

“Wait!” Erick said, “There’s ‘jolt’. Yes. ‘Jolt’ is good.”

Erick shot out a ‘jolt’ of Elemental Benevolence, striking the stone ground, creating a tiny black mark and a temporary sparkle of lingering power.

He smiled a little. He hadn’t done much with Lightning Magic in a long time, except way back at the beginning, so he had somehow forgotten the term ‘jolt’. ‘Jolt’ was used all the time in Medium-sized Lightning Magic, which were usually made using a combination of Elemental Lightning and [Force Beam]. ‘Spark’ was the term used for Small-sized Lightning Magic, which were primarily derived from [Force Bolt] combinations. The term ‘Lightning’ itself was used for the Large to Super Large castings.

Erick’s first spell he ever made, himself, was [Call Lightning], and that spell was both Super Large and also used the term ‘Lightning’ in its name.

Lowercase words could refer to the simple shape of a spell, though, and for that ‘jolt’ would work fine.

Erick suppressed his aura again and tried to make a [Lightning Spark] through [Force Bolt] and Elemental Lightning.

A spark of white lightning zapped out of his clear aura, fizzling the air as it instantly struck the stone floor, and then it was over. Erick inspected the stone. No lingering sparks. Only the tiniest bit of a discoloration—

KNOCK KNOCK

Erick almost jolted off the ground. He tentatively asked, “Hello?”

Fairy Moon’s voice came through the door, “Please do not destroy my mansion! We have places to practice newfound power!”

Erick frowned at the door, and then looked down at his floor. Then he went to the door, opened it, and said, “It’s barely a mark on the stone.”

Fairy Moon did not look relieved. “No destruction in my domain! And wear that amulet to produce more high-powered Ophiel; the [Renew] of Ar’Cosmos is taking too much time.”

Erick paused. He asked, “Is there a problem with the current rate of repair?”

“The rate of repair would be respectable at any other time, but your [Renew] rings work too well and Ar’Cosmos’s response to your request for alliance is being hotly debated in City Hall due to this circumstance.” Fairy Moon said, “You’re not invited to that self-interrogation of intents, but the news of your invention has already gotten out and gained wings.”

Erick straightened up; stunned. Slowly, his voice started to work again. He asked, “The rings work?”

“The rate of that repair is slow and steady, too, but three people have been healed of their half-dragon heritage, as of this hour.” Fairy Moon said, “That is why I have returned to this residence: Redflame is reviewing your runes and wishing to talk with you, if you should choose to chance another meeting of dragons inside Ar’Cosmos.”

Erick rapidly picked apart that statement, and said, “So that means you’re not keeping me captive anymore?”

“Here now is the turning of an age.” Fairy Moon announced, “You may walk out that window and venture back to Veird, if you wish. Or, you can cement your bargained-for civilization here, and now, on your own terms, now that everyone of effect knows the measure of your making.” With her bright green and pink eyes lightly staring at Erick, Fairy Moon asked, “So shall we travel to Redflame? Or shall I show you the door?”

A thousand thoughts flitted through Erick’s mind.

He landed on the most important series of thoughts rather quickly.

If he left, then Bright Smile could continue to be a problem. If he stayed, and helped Redflame, and acted like an actual ally, then perhaps he could circumvent whatever was going on with Bright Smile. Or at least he could take the measure of her Fate a bit more. Perhaps she was destined to be a ruler of many people, and that was why she had such a strong pull to Erick’s Benevolence. Or perhaps all Erick was truly seeing were the criminals Bright Smile would kill due to her harsh-on-crime stance, which was… A thing Erick wasn’t comfortable with, but… He left that thread of thoughts alone, for now.

Perhaps, all Erick was seeing were the enemy warriors that she was going to kill in the future, when all of the world came to try and stop the birth of a dragon nation inside the Crystal Forest. Or maybe he saw how Bright Smile would save his life one day, when all the world came for him.

Both were highly likely.

… Or perhaps Bright Smile was a simple warmonger, and when the world came for her, her response would be overly harsh. Theoretically, responding to attempted murder with murders of one’s own was not a bad stance to take, but it was when innocents got involved that a line was crossed. And since Bright Smile was the leader of a house of Ar’Cosmos, she would not resort to counter assassinations.

She would go to war.

And war was rarely the correct solution to any problem.

Erick looked back to Fairy Moon, and said, “Let’s go to Redflame and see what’s going on with the rings.”

Fairy Moon calmed. “This is the correct choice.” She gestured to the amulet sitting on Erick’s enchanting board. “Conjure some more mighty children and then we will leave to join Redflame.”

Erick balked. “Children?” He looked to Ophiel on his shoulder. The little guy took a moment, and then mirrored the action, looking back at Erick with a rapidly increasing number of eyes. Erick patted him, and then he looked to Yggdrasil. Well… Yggdrasil; Erick could see Yggdrasil being a child, for sure. Ophiel seemed pretty far off, though.

“Children as I count them; likely not as you list them. Mostly Yggdrasil anyway.” Fairy Moon gestured again to Erick’s amulet on the enchanting table. “Conjure some stronger Ophiel! You might not be here much longer and I want this place to be perfect.”

“Fine fine fine,” Erick said, walking over to the table. He slipped on his amulet and felt a warm chill as the spiky crystal thing joined its power to his own. He dismissed one of his weaker-cast Ophiel and conjured a replacement, and sent that replacement racing past Fairy Moon, to the dining room where the node lay exposed. “If I could transform back then I could conjure some much stronger Ophiel.”

Fairy Moon waved a hand, saying, “You already can.”

Erick stood stunned, again.

And then he [Paradox Shift]ed back to his Normal Form.

The transition was seamless. One moment, Erick had a core, the next he had a soul that fully filled out his body—

Weakness struck near instantly, but not in a normal way. Erick did not collapse to the floor, for it was like he had always had this sort of body, but he certainly felt it when he lost about 65 in all his physical Stats. His spiritual Stats actually increased, or at least his Willpower and Focus did. Without his rings, Erick recalled his Normal Form was at 25 in every category except for Willpower and Focus, which were at 165.

He had a lot more mana in his Normal Form, even without his rings, but more than that, he had Scion of Focus, which quadrupled his Mana Regen. His amulet seemed to work in both forms, too, though he had no real way of telling exactly how much it worked without viewing his Status, which was still outside of his capabilities here in Ar’Cosmos. At a guess, he suspected he had 11,000 Mana, and something like 43,000 Mana Regen per hour while at Rest.

Erick happily said, “Then let’s conjure some Ophiel.” He lifted a hand and—

Light puffed out of his hand. No Ophiel.

He had failed to cast [Summon Ophiel]? Yes. He had. Why—

Before Erick could understand what happened, Fairy Moon answered, “Script restrictions; Clarity does not control the mana here, and the distance to the Script means you must remain under 500 mana per Script Second.”

Erick began ritually casting Ophiel, manually using Elemental Mystical to decrease the costs, while he said, “I will be glad to never have to worry about these ridiculous little nuances after I leave.”

And when Intelligence started automatically pulling its weight again, dropping his mana costs to pennies on the dollar.

Fairy Moon shrugged. “You’ll be a Wizard yet, which eventually means removal from the Script and careful casting of meticulous magic. Prepare more now, for less pain later.”

A new Ophiel popped out of the air. Erick canceled three more of his low-Mana Ophiel, and began working on the next summon, saying, “Are we walking or are you moving us, and will we wait till I am finished with these? I also have some more experiments to do before I’m ready to move on to Redflame.”

Fairy Moon turned around, waving behind her as she said, “We are walking, so I await your arrival in the dining room when you’re done! No more destroying my domain, though!”

“Yeah yeah yeah yeah,” Erick muttered as he continued to cast Ophiel.

While he was doing that, he ran through some other tests of his new aura, just to be sure that nothing had actually changed.

And it hadn’t.

His aura was still filled with Benevolence lightning on the fringe edges, and deeper if one knew what to look for, but there was no more solid lightning inside his body. Wherever that lightning had gone… Maybe it had vanished into the depths of his soul? Erick looked harder.

… And found nothing. The lightning was there, but it was also not.

Whatever! Suppressing his normal aura still felt as simple as pulling back an offered hand.

Casting a jolt of lightning at a conjured stone boulder —not the floor— came just as easy as before.

His soul and body and everything had undergone a massive shift, but tracking that shift, or using his new Elemental Benevolence, would have to remain mostly intuitive until after he left Ar’Cosmos. He would still do some experimenting, though, for sure. Just later, after this new crisis with the Renewal Rings, or whatever they ended up being called—

Well.

New magic saving people from certain death was not a crisis. It was a boon and a blessing.

… But, not having enough of the new magic?

Now that would be a crisis.

Ah. That’s what was happening out there, wasn’t it? Yeah.

To better prepare for such a crisis, Erick decided to spend some mana casting a spell he hadn’t been able to cast in what seemed like a very long time. [Unbreakable Form]. He missed his [Personal Ward], and though [Unbreakable Form] wasn’t ideal, [Personal Ward]s were even less ideal.

This was because Erick would need to ritually cast any and all [Personal Ward]s while inside Ar’Cosmos. Therefore, any [Personal Ward] would not have the massive multiplier that Erick usually had. [Unbreakable Form] was 7,500 mana, though, and when he cast it twice, the 500 points of absolute defense —that was permanent until dismissed— would likely do a lot more for him than any degrading [Personal Ward].

And so, through a combination of resonance and humming and channeling mana into his aura, Erick picked the part of his soul that was [Unbreakable Form] and began the ritual casting. He messed up the first time, going too fast, hitting the 500 mana-per-second limitation even while he was trying to use Mystical to reduce his spell costs. Hitting that limitation was like hitting a minor ERROR message in the Script; uncomfortable tingles filled his body, emanating from his soul.

His second time he succeeded in casting [Unbreakable Form]. An ethereal fog of bright white lightning light settled into his body and then vanished, like mists evaporating under the sun. The ‘lightning’ part of it was new, and a bit startling, but… Whatever? Yes. Whatever. Erick would deal with that oddity later. He had to wait a while for his mana to regenerate enough to cast the spell a second time, but that was fine. The second cast was much the same as the first.

Erick moved on to testing his [Greater Lightwalk], next, along with [Lodestar].

As he flicked on those spells and played around with their interactions for a few minutes, he was, perhaps, both surprised and not surprised at what he found. Both spells had some sort of Benevolence Lightning-like thing happening with them, but only barely, and at the very edges. [Greater Lightwalk] more so than [Lodestar], though, and by a lot. [Lodestar] seemed to solidify his [Greater Lightwalk] into something only barely sparky.

When Erick worked those spells how he usually worked them, though, they acted like they normally did.

He had done something to his [Greater Lightwalk] and to a much lesser extent to [Lodestar], but as to what? Exactly?

Erick had no idea.
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                An hour after practicing with his new magic, but without gaining any true understanding, Erick joined a joyful Fairy Moon and a rather humble-looking Maid Maria in the dining room. Maria wouldn’t meet Erick’s eyes. Erick decided to ignore that for now.

Nine of his newly-cast and higher-Stat Ophiel surrounded the node on the other side of the room, each of them joyfully either twittering and regenerating mana, or casting [Renew] into the pink and green abyss. A tenth Ophiel remained on Erick’s left shoulder, though; the Ophiel with the highest effective Stats, from back when Erick still had his Stat rings and his Normal Form was categorically stronger than his Other Form.

The gap between Erick's Normal and Other had closed considerably, but his Normal Form still won out a lot simply due to his Class Abilities for Double Mana and Double Mana Regen, and Scion of Focus for four times Mana Regen. Once he managed to get his Class Abilities to work with his Other Form, and once he actually got Scion of Balance in his Other Form, his Other Form would actually be a little bit better than his Normal Form, Stat-wise.

That was without the boost provided by Stat-light rings, though.

… Erick would figure all that out later.

For now, Erick was in his Normal Form, and while he was physically weaker by a lot, he actually had a good amount of Mana and Mana Regen, for once. And so, he had still left that gaudy crystal amulet back in his room. It was unneeded.

He kinda wanted to turn right back around and resume testing Elemental Benevolence, but securing the terms of this alliance needed to happen, too. Whatever the case, Erick would likely stay in Ar’Cosmos for a little while, if only to put off rejoining Veird and dealing with the next headache.

He was a Wizard, people knew, and [Gate] still had to be made.

All that could come later.

Erick asked Fairy Moon, “We’re not [Teleport]ing through Ar’Cosmos like you did yesterday?”

Fairy Moon said, “Today is not an emergency.”

Erick felt a little chill crawl up his spine. “Ah. Yesterday had been an emergency, then.”

“Several major and several minor, all wrapped up in your Path and threatening to push people over the precipice.” Fairy Moon said, “But today is tamer. Today, they have distance, and those destined to die are already being born again, so your words might have gained weight with those who have the brightest of smiles.”

Well, that was good news, then?

Fairy Moon had probably been correct to pull Erick out of there when she did.

Fairy Moon obviously wanted this to work out, and she had obviously seen some of what Erick had seen yesterday in that room with Bright Smile. But how much had Fairy Moon seen, exactly? Yesterday, when she burned her hand while touching his Elemental Benevolence, she had taken off that flesh and bone like she was removing a long glove, revealing a completely unharmed hand underneath. Then she had taken that glove of burned flesh and turned it into a ring of bright white diamond. That ring still held on her left hand, and it seemed to glow to Erick’s sight. Did that ring, perhaps, grant her his own [Benevolence Sight], or whatever it was he had made?

Erick simply asked, “Yesterday, with Bright Smile. Did you Sight what I Sighted?”

“Did I Sight the warning round Bright Smile’s neck? Or did I catch sight of your own eyes wandering in specific ways?” Fairy Moon shrugged. “Who’s to say? I prefer to judge based on actions undertaken, but there is something great and good to say about woeful warning given well and true.”

Ah.

So yeah.

Fairy Moon warned everyone about whatever lines she didn’t want them to cross, before they crossed them… Yup.

But while there was a similarity between Fairy Moon’s warnings and the warning given by Benevolence, Benevolence was not just an early warning system.

“I hope Benevolence becomes a warning system of opportunity and problems; not just problems.” Erick let loose a fear that he had not given a voice to, until now, “I don’t want Elemental Benevolence to only pick out who will create problems, for that way leads to assassinations and tyranny and evil. I want Benevolence to do more than that. I want Bright Smile to represent an opportunity to create great things. I don’t want her to be the node upon which the entire world might break… Even if she looks like she could be that, and all my instincts are telling me that she might be exactly that. But at the same time, maybe Bright Smile is a great person, and the problem she will create is a thousand years in the future. Is creating a thriving civilization a good thing, if you know that civilization will eventually grow to take over the world and crush all others? I don’t believe it is, no matter what sort of good might come about in the short term, and yet… There needs to be short-term good, too, and the long-term bad might not ever happen.”

Maid Maria’s eyes were wide as she gazed upon the floor, not willing to meet Erick’s bright white sight.

Fairy Moon had no trouble looking him in his eyes, as she said, “I judge based on actions, not futures, for anything else is tyranny, and Chaos can always cause Fated futures to falter, anyway.”

Erick frowned a little. That was already his stance, and it had been his stance many times before. And yet, that way lay the Chelation War, and the burning of the Farms of Spur, and the Hunter attacks on Spur, and probably countless other problems that could have been prevented if Erick had acted sooner. He was trying to be a lot more proactive in his life, especially since the Chelation War. He had succeeded in being proactive with the grass travelers, and with that dragon who lived there, and also with the Sects of Nelboor, and that had turned out fantastically.

Erick openly wondered, “If I just told her that I know that she will one day change the world, for good or for ill, will she choose to step away from the edge of evil, herself? Or will she take it as Fate that she is destined to decide the future of a great many people, all on her own, and she best get to positioning herself to make that happen?”

Fairy Moon nodded, like an expert seeing a child make a correct decision. “All you can do is give warning, and if they gainsay your wisdom, then make your warning a reality.”

Ah.

So there it was.

Maid Maria looked up, her eyes darting from Fairy Moon to Erick, and then back to the floor.

Erick spoke softly, “So many small lessons coming together, I see.” He raised his head, and said, “I will tell her when I am no longer vulnerable to her desires.”

“A genuinely good stance to stand.” Fairy Moon said, “Perchance you might make a phylactery and make yourself truly Immortal, Erick Flatt, and then you can go around warning whoever you wish, fixing it all forever, or as long as you love to live.”

Erick felt his heart beat hard.

“No. I won’t be doing...” Erick breathed. “… Probably not that—” And then he narrowed his eyes at Fairy Moon, asking, almost incredulously, “You didn’t just add another step to my Worldly Path, did you? To the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan? To Quilatalap?”

Fairy Moon giggled brightly, then gestured to the left and the wall opened into a door. She jumped through, like a gazelle leaping through a field, trailing a beckoning hand behind her as she called out, “Come what may, come what may! But for today, there’s dragons to sway!”

Erick followed after her, but he was still stuck on the ‘phylactery’ bit. Was she playing a trick on him? Had she added a step, and was playing it off like she hadn’t? Or did she not add a step, and she chose to act as though she had?

Could go either way.

- - - -

Somehow, five fast minutes later, Erick spotted Redflame’s castle through a break in the canopy.

An hour's walk had taken them a fraction of the usual time.

As they stepped to the grey door at the base of the cliff, Erick asked, “So it only took 5 minutes of walking to get here, right? I’m not imagining that?”

To the side, Maid Maria was looking just as surprised as him.

Fairy Moon just grinned happily, saying, “It might not be [Teleport], but you are yielding a lot of mana into the matrix of Ar’Cosmos; some convenience is sure to be coming, and especially when time is of consequence.” She tapped on the door, transforming the grey stone to white and opening the way to the flame-lit hallway beyond, as she added, “The present is precious at this precipice; more so than a bit of mana.”

Fairy Moon leapt through the portal.

Erick and Maria followed close behind.

After the transition into the main house, the three of them stood in the main greeting hall where a large red transportation crystal held in the center of the hallway. Almost instantly, a beleaguered and very contrite half-dragon man stepped out of the giant red crystal, spotted Erick like he knew who he was looking for, and started talking about how thankful he was that Erick had finally shown. And then came the begging.

“I need another ring!” The large half-dragon fell to his knees, pleading, “Not for me! But for my son! He would never survive the Trial of the Wyrm but he’s otherwise so healthy so he’s going to be so far down the list of candidates to use your rings and—”

Erick wanted to back away, but he did not, for the transportation crystal flashed again, as three more people stepped out. And then came more.

Erick held his ground as suddenly ten different people were all suddenly on their knees begging for more [Renew] rings—

The fires in the hallway suddenly flared bright, swirling high into the air before they came together to form Redflame’s fiery visage, hovering in the air of the hallway like a bright red festival lantern. A rather angry festival lantern. He shouted at the gathered people, calling them out by name, but it was more a disappointed shout than an angry shout.

The begging turned on him, instead.

Redflame told Erick, “Come to the laboratory!” Then he turned to the people, “Your children and brothers and sisters will get their turn! I won’t let the houses take this from you but you have to be civil about this!”

Fairy Moon gestured to a door that was not there before, and then she stepped through.

Erick and Maria raced to follow.

The door shut behind them, even though some of the people in that hallway desperately wanted to follow Erick, too. They could have followed. Some almost did. But they did not.

Erick did not expect violence, but he was glad that he had taken the time to cast [Unbreakable Form] earlier.







- - - -







Erick took it all in as fast as he could, for he surely would be busy rather soon.

Yesterday, the aircraft-sized enchanting room had been filled with machinery-like bits of rune work that had been strewn about like discarded airplane parts, like they were awaiting inspection before the plane was put back together.

All of that was still there, but most of it had been unceremoniously shoved to the side. What remained were the larger, circular parts, waiting to be transformed into workable runic devices, and the prototypes.

Two burned prototypes, each looking like they would have been 5 meters tall if they had not failed, held to the side of the room. One was a melted mess of a glass container the size of a person, held inside the similarly melted half of a [Renew] ring. It looked like some catastrophic failure had burst out from the top center of the artifact, briefly liquefying everything it touched and then splashing that touch outward. The second one had a layer of crackled soot on the inside of the glass pod, inside the [Renew] ring, while the ring itself was intact, save for the connecting non-joint at the top.

A third prototype held in the center of the room, separated from everything else. That one had worked.

The [Renew] ring itself was seven meters wide and set into a stone foundation, while the glass pod inside the ring was filled with bubbling liquid, with a naked man floating inside that liquid. The man floated in a relaxed sort of way, but vertically and held loosely in place by some sort of magics inside the artifact. The [Renew] ring itself was glowing brightly, with ten thousand runes strung all across the surface in a spiraling pattern that interlocked with itself. A flow of power circled through that larger ring, like waters under a frozen lake surface.

The man was a half-dragon, with horns and a tail and scales, but everything about him was malformed. A massive left hand, and right foot. One shoulder larger than the other. One horn larger than the other. A tail that bent horribly and then split to become two tails halfway down its length. His lower left fang jutted out of his mouth, and was sized to an actual dragon’s fang; it laid against his forehead like a sword resting against his skull.

And yet, he was not dead, and he was getting better.

Redflame, in human form, stood to the side of the ring, where he held a hand against the metal and channeled power into the ‘machine’. That power flowed through the runes like red light, flowing upward, becoming pink and then white well before it hit the angled space in the ring and turned into glowing white rain. That rain fell into the opening above the glass container, and soaked into the waters of the tank.

And little by little, the man’s features transformed.

Redflame looked to Erick, and nodded in acknowledgment of his appearance, seeming to relax a great deal in that moment. But then he turned back to the machine and kept channeling. He wasn’t the only one casting magic into the ring, for there were two sides that one could stand upon. On the other side of the ring stood an older woman who held her hand to that side of the ring and channeled maroon-colored magic into the massive runic web. That maroon coloring rapidly faded as the woman’s power joined the ring, turning to white light, becoming part of the flow that then joined Redflame’s power; to become part of the magic that split from the flow to fall into the tank from the top.

The white rain falling from the gap mirrored the tears of joy falling down the woman’s face.

Aside from the people Erick had expected to see, which was mainly just Redflame, there was an entire crowd packed onto one side of the room. About thirty five people. Many of them wore the colors of House Carnage, and some of those people were mages or servants that Erick had already seen, but some of the people were from House Fae, or House Death. Some people looked unaffiliated. All of them looked on in wonder, and surprise.

Their faces were a mix of joy and trepidation and desire, as they gazed up at the guy in the tank. Some of them had been whispering, but now that Erick was here, they fell silent, to watch him, and to watch the patient undergoing treatment.

Erick could barely take his eyes off the guy. He watched, transfixed, as scales sloughed off of the man in the water. The twin tail broke apart, both ends falling away, leaving exposed bone to hang out in the water, leaking blood. None of the blood or bone remained, nor did the water cloud at all, for as parts fell away, the water swished, and cleared, removing the evidence of the man’s disfigurement.

And it wasn’t just his body that was transforming. Erick stepped forward, close enough to catch the guy in his mana sense. The guy didn’t have a core, his soul filled out his body, matching his flesh like souls usually did. Except, little by little, the [Renew]ing waters soaked into his soul, chipping away at his mutated Dragon Essence bloodline, erasing every part of him that wasn’t a normal orcol. And then the flesh fell away next.

The guy was clearly being selected for an orcol body, but Erick wasn’t sure how that worked exactly. He had thought that a user would have to transform into their selected body first, and then his [Renew] ring would work. But Redflame was doing everything, all at once.

Erick had had no idea of how —in practice— the nuances of Familiar Forms would have worked, but apparently Redflame figured it out. Or someone here had. Erick glanced around the room and noticed quite a few of the mages who had helped set up Redflame’s [Renew] presentation ten days ago. Some of those people were just watching the transformation along with the rest of the crowd, but a few were writing down observations and having small discussions with each other.

Maid Maria, almost absentmindedly, walked up to step nearer to Erick, but she wasn’t paying any attention to him at all. She gazed up at the person in the pod, tears flowed down her face. Her breath was shallow. This was a miracle to her.

That thought suddenly hit Erick like a train.

He looked around the room. This was a miracle to most of them.

Fairy Moon took notice that Erick was finally back from his own short reverie, and stepped forward, speaking into the otherwise silence of the room, “A minor miracle of magic. A wonderful wonder to be sure. So what happens now that a known nadir looks like to pass by without preamble, or preparation?”

Redflame spoke, as though reading from a script, which, perhaps, he was, “I look to our savior Wizard Erick Flatt for that pronouncement. How do you wish Ar’Cosmos to repay you for this priceless kindness?”

Not a single person in the audience looked surprised at the use of the word ‘Wizard’.

They wanted answers. Direction. Security. Only one or two expected and hoped for benevolence, for that was all Erick had ever shown anyone. Most of them expected some sort of price paid in blood. The woman who stood beside the man’s pod looked ready to lay down her life for Erick…

Which was a big deal that Erick wasn’t ready for.

He wasn’t ready for the cat to be out of the bag, either, but here they were.

Well.

Okay.

Erick rapidly organized his thoughts, then said, “I plan on opening up the Crystal Forest to habitation, and for now, that opening will happen near Candlepoint. Eventually, I hope to spread civilization all across the desert, pushing back the crystal mimics and replacing the desert with forest and plains and rivers, like it used to be before the mimics poured out across the land. I am not looking for a place of power among the people I help, for all I want is to be the support of any and all who need support.

“Currently, Ar’Cosmos needs some support, and so I am here to lend that support. I wish to help this land and its people expand past its borders, and get back out into the world.” He turned toward the pod, saying, “And it seems like the [Renew] ring works. It seems like the people who use this won’t have any dragon essence inside of them anymore, so therefore, you’re just normal people, and you need homes. I offer you those homes.

“But, I am a Wizard… apparently.

“I don’t wish to bring my problems to you, but if you would stand beside me, together, we can weather any storm.” Erick tried to end on a bit of levity, “For I can control the weather, but I can’t and don’t want to control people.”

A moment passed in breathless silence.

By the worried, yet hopeful faces of the crowd, Erick could tell that he had hit on a lot of their dreams, and yet, he had not promised them what they had actually wanted to hear.

Erick added, “To that end, I will be founding a new House of Ar’Cosmos, using the Element I created the other day, and which I am sure all of you saw. It will be House Benevolence, named after the Element of the same name—” Suddenly, an idea came to Erick. One that spoke to his heart, and all of his experiences on Veird. A culmination. He spoke, “But benevolence without the power and will and action to cause good and prevent evil is not benevolence at all; it is just wishful thinking. And to that end, I will be helping Redflame create many more of these pods—”

People started to break down in joyful tears.

“—and to help him ensure that this healing goes well. So.” Erick stepped toward Redflame—

He took in several facts rather quickly.

Redflame’s hand touched a specific point upon the large apparatus, and that point was where Erick’s own runic [Renew] ring had been embedded into the larger structure. That ring appeared to be the ‘Null’ ring. The woman on the other side of the apparatus had her ring on a blank spot that was surrounded by runic inscriptions. The woman looked exhausted, but was still putting mana into the machine. Redflame looked tired, too.

He had likely stayed up all night to create this machine.

Neither Redflame nor the woman had [Renew], so both of them were putting in bare mana to try and get an effect out of it. As Erick glimpsed the sight of red mana flowing out of Redflame’s hand, into the machine, and through watching how much transformed into white mana versus how much simply disappeared, Erick guessed that the rate of proper conversion had to be… 25%? Maybe 35%?

Erick offered, “I have [Renew]. Want me to cast it into the machine?” He turned back to Fairy Moon. “Is Ar’Cosmos healed yet? Can I take Ophiel off of that node?”

Ophiel perked up at his name.

Fairy Moon said, “In four hours you may move Ophiel, and not a moment before.”

Redflame was relieved anyway.

He raised his voice and spoke to the crowd, “All unapproved people may leave; you have your answers. Healing will proceed as fast as it can and with as quick of an organization as we are able to create. There will be a list, and you will be on that list or you will not get healing, and the list will be organized as I have already discussed.” His voice took on an uncomfortable edge. “Get out of this room. Now.” He rapidly added to the woman on the other side of the apparatus. “You will stay.” He turned to the mages taking notes. “Stay.” He turned to everyone else. “LEAVE. NOW.”

People rapidly vacated the room, rushing out of the door or being hurried along by the mages who had been dismissed. In less than ten seconds, the doors to the room had been slammed shut.

Time seemed to relax a bit, though that could have been Erick’s imagination.

Redflame sighed out in relief, his head drooping a fraction. Then he lifted his head, stared at Erick, and said, “I did not intend for your affairs to be so vastly spread, or so quickly, Erick. Apologies for that. Tell me how I can make it up to you and I will.”

Erick shook his head lightly, saying, “It’s fine. It was going to get out, anyway.”

“I do not accept that answer, but I will accept an answer at a later date.”

Erick smiled at that, and then he gestured at the tank. “So that works, huh?”

The woman on the other side mumbled about miracles and saviors and reincarnation, trying to keep silent but silence was impossible, so she contented herself with quiet reverence. Erick did not miss the use of his own word that he had put out into the world, ‘Reincarnation’, but he let it pass unremarked.

Redflame began explaining, “It works. The runic devices you gave work on their own, but they do nothing to heal an unconscious person, unable to select their own Form. The rate of mana loss is too great, too. I think, somehow, you made your machine to work better on people with a core, but not everyone has a core. No one died in those first experiments because we’ve seen practically every failure of mutated essence transformation, and we prepared accordingly, but we did go through a lot of rats. Your ring itself was not enough, though, for the stated reasons. So now we’re here.” Redflame glanced up at his creation, saying, “This, then, has been enough. But it could be better.”

Erick looked back up at the gradually-transforming man in the tank. “I did expect the user to have a core, and no, I did not foresee this level of… remaking. I can already tell where I went wrong, and I can make a new system for you that will work better for this… I think. How much mana are you spending right now?”

“Good. Yes. I want a new system.” Redflame said, “I’m hardly using any mana to do this, though, for I’m mostly channeling Mystical which takes well to [Renew]-type magics. With that gained efficiency and a loss of efficiency through not actually having [Renew], I believe I’m powering the system at a 1-for-1 rate of mana-into-[Renew]. You could likely quintuple my current rate using the actual spell, but as with most Soul Magic, this is a delicate operation and excess power is not the answer. The next machine I make will be less finicky; more throughput.” He corrected himself, “The next machine we make together.”

Erick nodded. “I see you’re using the Null Ring. What happened to the Replacer Ring?”

“Burned out.” Redflame said, “Had high hopes for that one but it melted the very first time we tried to use it. This Null Ring works well, though. Hasn’t burned out at all. Just seems to be getting more and more solid. Strips out every single bloodline a person has, though; no [Dragon Body] for any of the people who go through this process. Which is fine. But it means no easy [Greater Lightwalk]s, either.”

“Huh.” Erick said, “Well… That’s disappointing about the Replacer Ring. Perhaps it does need to be made out of Light Essence?”

Redflame shook his head. “Unknown. With any luck, the actual problem there is simply my personal lack of the spell, [Renew].”

“I’m going to try for a Benevolence Ring.” Erick said, “[Benevolence Body], I think.”

Redflame’s eyes went a bit wide. “I heard your speech there, but I did not believe that you would actually found a House Benevolence—” He caught on fast. “It won’t be Draconic Benevolence?”

“You are correct. It won’t be Draconic Benevolence.” Erick said, “Should be functionally the same as [Greater Lightwalk], though… But I don’t know. Benevolence is strange. Not like Lightning at all, even though that’s what it looks like— That’s something I’m still trying to understand.” Erick gestured at the [Renew] machine, asking, “How did you arrive at this design?”

Redflame looked up at the machine in front of him, saying, “It’s about ten different theories all crushed together, taken from a hundred different projects over the years, and then stripped down to their bare essentials before being strung through your Null Ring. Your ring accounts for about 25% of the workings you see. In the tank itself, there’s a targeted [Cleanse] and a [Baleful Polymorph] keeping the body intact and healthy throughout this process, while also choosing the body that the boy will end up with, for your ring doesn’t seem to have made any attempt at doing that. The larger ring, in which I have embedded yours, combines a [Healing Rain] and the Null Effect from your ring in order to produce the transformative waters. There are more spells to hold the boy in place and keep him comatose during the procedure.” He paused, then said, “I’m manually targeting the boy’s soul and body in order to transform him in a stable and smooth manner, so he doesn’t end up temporarily without a heart, or some nonsense like that, but that’s about all I’m doing. Your inscrutable ring is pulling a lot more weight than my own attempts at this magic.”

Erick stared up at the man in the waters, watching as the guy’s single large fang broke off, floated away, and disintegrated. The guy had a nice face once that was gone. “So you’re saying there’s a lot of room for improvement on my part.”

Redflame said, “For starters, some runic designs done in Ancient Script would be great so that I could actually diagnose what in the abyss your ring is actually doing."

“Sure.” Erick said, “I can do that. I only went with my own language because… Well the enchanting books from Inferno Maw said it was an option to have a personal language that one uses when one converses with the mana. Do you not believe this to be useful?”

Redflame paused, pulling back a bit as he reorganized his thoughts. With a partially scrunched face, he said, “Well. That… Might actually be for the best—” He shook his head. “No. I take it back. Those books are correct when dealing with nuanced magic that doesn’t fit with normal Script Magic. But your ring here is not something that you will only use yourself. The whole point of this working is to use this magic on other people, and a shared language does wonders for such magic. More than that, though, your [Renew] is a part of the Script and it already has a specific rune that is unique to that spell, and you are using that rune in this working, but your Earth-language doesn’t have runes, does it? I might not be able to read what you have here in this runic artifact, but I can tell that these aren’t actually runes; they’re words.”

“… Well. Those are all… Very good points.” Erick glanced back up at the guy in the tank. “How long till he’s healed?”

“Twenty minutes,” Redflame said. As the woman on the other side of the runic tank gasped out a laughing, happy sob at that short of a time frame, Redflame continued, “So I’ve got to be here for that, but then afterward I wish to discuss the theories behind your own workings, and then we can make machine number four. In the meantime: Do you desire to see the other patients?”

“Absolutely!” Erick asked, “I heard there were three?”

Redflame nodded. “We’ve got three so far. Two have already been taken by their families to their homes. If you wish you can disturb their reunions, for I am sure they would not mind. The third’s family perished two hundred years ago, but they secured their son’s [Stasis] for long after their deaths, or at least until I found a viable method to transform him without turning him wyrm. Since there is a viable method now, the third patient is healed, and currently alone with the doctors.”

The enormity of this transformation of Ar’Cosmos society hit Erick again, and then he moved on, saying, “I’d like to see the third one; no need to deal with families at the moment.”

Redflame nodded, then he turned to the note-taking mages. “Bring Erick to Hizogard.”

A woman stood up and promptly bowed, then gestured to the side, saying, “This way, Archmage Flatt. Or would you prefer to be called ‘Wizard’?”

Erick tried to smile, and wave away his sudden, nervous laughter, but it probably came off a bit deranged. He said, “None of that Wizardry nonsense, please. ‘Archmage’ is fine.”

The woman bowed, then walked toward a closed door in the side of the large room. Erick followed. Fairy Moon followed closely behind, but only after saying some small words to Maid Maria, telling her it was okay for her to stay. So Maid Maria stayed behind. Erick could tell, as the woman stared up at the tank, but also took in all the runic designs of the thing, that she was highly interested in the magic happening.

Erick still had no idea how good Maria was at magic, or not, or what she did besides ‘be a maid’.

As Erick passed beyond the door, he glimpsed Maria beginning to talk in a friendly way to Redflame which only inflamed his curiosity more, but then the door closed behind them, and Erick’s destination lay ahead.

- - - -

The room was appointed like a hospital room, but a little bit nicer; a dorm room, perhaps.

A nice large window to view the forest valley outside of Redflame’s castle. Some books and warm tea sitting on the bedside table, within easy reach. A doctor and a nurse, both silently standing to the side of the room, while Erick walked in, followed closely by Fairy Moon. A single bed, larger than most and able to fully fit its occupant.

Hizogard was a human man of about 30, with pale blue eyes, blonde hair, and pale skin. He was conventionally handsome, and through mana sense, Erick saw that he was physically fit. All his body parts were where they needed to be to mark him as fully human. If it weren’t for his current state, he looked like he could hop right out of that bed and go work on a farm, or put on some armor and hold the line against a horde of monsters.

But he was distant. His eyes gazed to another place and time. He had briefly flicked his eyes toward Erick, but there was no recognition. When he recognized Fairy Moon, though, he mentally resigned himself to whatever terrible truth the doctors had already told him. It had probably been less than ten hours since he was decanted, realized he had a new body, and then slapped with the knowledge that the people who had paid to put him in that [Stasis] were long dead. His people were gone, and they were not coming back.

The half-vacant stare in his eyes as he looked at the ceiling was a good indication of his mental state.

“I understand your name is Hizogard,” Erick began.

The man gave no response.

“I understand you’re in a lot of emotional distress right now over the loss of your people—”

The man sat up violently, all trace of passivity gone, as he yelled, “How the fuck would you understand anything!”

The man was angry. This much was obvious.

And yet, Erick could not help but be stricken by the sudden reality that this guy had no fucking clue who he was; that he had lost his whole world. Erick should have expected this dearth of knowledge on Hizogard’s part, he realized, but he had not. And besides that, while he had lost Earth, he still had Jane, which was more than enough.

Hizogard rapidly realized that his outburst had probably been a bad idea. He had no idea if Erick was a doctor, or a person in charge, or what, and so, Hizogard fell backward, back onto the bed, turning his eyes upward as tears fell.

Erick could see that the guy’s soul was fine, and that all he needed now was emotional healing. That would take time, though, and that was not why Erick was here. Erick wasn’t even sure why he was here, actually, until he was.

Now, Erick knew what needed to happen.

Erick said, “I’ll keep my words brief. You have lost everything, but you have gained a new lease on life; a reincarnation. I am working to heal all the other people in your own situation and to expand the walls of Ar’Cosmos. I’m also working to ensure that everyone who wants it will be able to leave Ar’Cosmos and find homes out there in the world, for I plan to leave this place when it is convenient. You can still find a home out there, if you wish to find one, and if you cannot find one, you can make one. Now that you are healed the power of your destiny is once again in your hands. If you wish to be a part of House Benevolence and the recovery and expansion efforts going forward, find me and let me know; my name is Erick Flatt.” Erick said, “Good luck with your recovery, Hizogard.”

Erick turned and left. Fairy Moon followed.

Quiet sobs echoed out of the hospital room.

Erick hoped he had spoken what needed to be said. Everything seemed to be happening too fast right now, and there was not a lot of time to ensure that everything got done 100% correctly.

- - - -

Erick reached the enchantment hangar just in time to see the guy in the tank being decanted.

The patient had been an orcol with a mutated half-dragon body, with one oversized arm, one oversized leg, and a scattering of haphazard and thick scales across his entire body. Now, he was just an orcol with deep green skin. A bit thin. A bit haggard. But maybe all he needed were a few good meals to set him right. Orcols were rather resilient like that.

He was completely comatose, too, but his soul was solid and he breathed fine, and as they set him down in on a floating bed, his mother, bawling this whole time, touched his chest and his arms and his legs and his face, making sure he was real; he was. Redflame stepped in and stopped the mother from picking up her son and hugging him right there. The boy needed rest, for now. The mother contented herself with a light hug and resting her head on his chest while he lay there, sleeping.

Soon, though, the doctors pried the mother off and began carting the boy on a floating platform bed, toward Erick, toward the hallway that led to the hospital wing. Erick stepped to the side, letting them pass. The mother rapidly pursued, pausing only briefly to kowtow to Erick three times, before rushing to catch up.

Erick went to Redflame.

He began, “So Hizogard looks physically healthy. The rest will come with time, I assume.”

“Massive soul changes often lead to temporary mental issues, but this system seems to minimize those because...”

Soon, they were discussing [Renew], and how the Renewal Tank worked, and targeted healing, and how Elemental Healing worked outside of the Script. The conversation was a welcome reprieve from the haste of the last few hours, but the conversation was still quick because time was a resource in short supply. Erick did manage to speak of his own time learning a few healing spells back in Songli, and of how a targeted shift in the use of [Healing Word] had been enough to get him [Greater Treat Wounds] and a few others besides; that the Script had created his healing spells without much input from him. From there, he asked after how healing was different here in Ar’Cosmos.

“Those spells mostly still work here in Ar’Cosmos as they would on Veird, but their effectiveness is almost halved. All the spells the Script imbues into a person are like that.”

To be sure he was understanding Redflame correctly, Erick asked, “So the spells the Script makes are purposefully limited, or is something else going on there?”

Redflame shook his head. “The Script does not put purposefully harmful spellwork into a person; no. What is actually happening there is that the Script can no longer assist you with your spellcasting here in Ar’Cosmos, and so some of the more nuanced spellwork which requires active Script assistance to work properly, cannot find that active assistance, and simply errs on the side of caution. Spells that deal with the body in all ways have a great deal of these cautions built in, and so does everything over 500 mana. Simple stuff, like [Conjure Weapon] works perfectly fine. [Conjure Flying Scalpel], though, or anything with a great deal of nuance to it, will feel clunky, because the Script is no longer there to help. Health cost skills are particularly hard hit by this nuance.”

“That reminds me: Do you know how to get Class Abilities to activate in monster form? I have Blood Mana but it’s not active in my other form.”

Redflame casually said, “You’ll best wait to do that back on Veird, for the process is a lot simpler over there. There are two main ways, and a rarely used third option. Take hold of a Point you have gained from leveling through accretion and then find the part of you that is the Class Ability you want to activate, and then you select that Class Ability. It sounds a lot more difficult than it actually is, for the Script does the rest. The second option is to accrete for a pseudo-Point, hold it in your aura, and then spend it on the Class Ability, though this requires a fair amount of personal mana saved up. The third way is to go to a Registrar and have them turn it on, though that will cost you a Quest and you will be revealing yourself to be a dragon to the— Ah! Apologies. Reacquiring Class Abilities is a common question I get from our advanced students all the time… Uh. You won’t be revealing yourself to be a dragon… Nor would mana concerns matter…” Redflame digressed, “I don’t know if you want to reveal yourself as a Wizard to a common Registrar, though, or accept another Quest for what you’ve already acquired and just need activated.”

Erick smiled a little. “That’s a good answer; I’ll take it.” He gestured back to the Renewing Tank. “Time to make version four?”

Redflame stared at him, blinking a bit. “Already? Some haste is good, but too much is too much.”

Erick gestured at the piles of magical machinery shoved to the side of the room, like bars of gold shoved into a trash heap. “I want to make something, there’s lots of parts we can recycle, we’ve gone over all the larger parts of the puzzle, and news is spreading fast.” He finished with, “I can already tell that either someone is going to try and stop this, or something big is going to happen which prevents me from helping past today, so I want to help you make this reincarnation machine while I am able to help.”

Redflame had a lot of thoughts about all of what Erick had just said, but he quickly picked out the concern that rose above the rest, asking, “I have heard people using this word before today, and here, too. ‘Reincarnation’. I believe I understand what it means, but I do not know its exact meaning, and its link to the shadelings of Candlepoint worries me. Enlighten me, if you could?”

“Back on Earth, reincarnation is the belief that when you die you will be reborn as a new person, or plant, or animal, or some other living thing, and that you will have no idea what you were in your previous life, but that doesn’t matter, anyway. What matters is what you do with the life you’re currently living.” Erick could have elaborated more on Earth sensibilities, but those didn’t really matter. The nuances of the word reincarnation had changed with the word’s introduction to Veird. “Here, the word ‘reincarnation’ has become conflated with high-tier Summoning Magic and putting dead people into new bodies with necromancy. But that’s not what reincarnation is at all. Reincarnation is... a clean Status. A new life, and a new journey. I think a lot of people are taking the word to be synonymous with ‘forgiveness’, but that’s not really what it is, at all. The idea is that the person you were is dead, and now you’re a new person. It’s very much not [Resurrection].”

Redflame listened cautiously, then he said, “Different than [Polymorph], but not a high-tier summoning either. It seems that you’ve skirted the [Resurrection] problem, too, by simply accepting that the person that comes out of the other side is someone else than who went in… Well that’s a philosophical conundrum for another day.” He glanced up at the renewal machine, then he turned back to Erick, and said, “I changed my mind about not including English words in the inscription. You should include that one. ‘Reincarnation’. What is it, like 8 letters? That’s a bit long for an inscription, but it will have to do.”

Erick chuckled. “It’s 13.”

“Oh! Then, no. That won’t do at all… Perhaps a smaller variant might work. Perhaps using the runes for [Renew] and soul and… Maybe just that? The Script is not fully present here in Ar’Cosmos, but the Ancient Script is still felt throughout all that the Script touches, and cobbling together new words out of old words sometimes works quite well. This is especially true when dealing in high-concept, multitudinous-effect magic.”

Erick asked, “Maybe [Renew Soul]? Sure. That can be the word for [Reincarnation]. So how about we get on with the reincarnations and turn a rat into a fish? I notice the smaller trial tanks in the pile, but I don’t actually see any rats. You did speak of rats earlier, didn’t you?”

Redflame waved a hand at a far door, saying, “They’re in that room, on loan from the arcanaeum. I don’t keep them around, normally, but when experimenting with souls it is always better to try on smaller, less important souls first— Pardon me.” He looked away as a tendril of thought connected to his head. After a moment, he came back, saying, “You are correct about the necessity of moving fast. Bright Smile has known you were here for a while and keeps trying to get me to get you to discuss the future of your House Benevolence, but I have secured your time for today. By this time tomorrow they will likely ask you to stand before all three houses and give an accounting of your desires.”

So many things, happening all at once.

Erick had been debating on whether to ask Redflame this next question, or not, but he decided to go for it, since he had brought up the possible-calamity’s name. “Ah. Well. Speaking of politics… Do you think it is possible for Bright Smile to understand that war is not what I want? Because it certainly seems like she wishes to go to war with the world, if she has to.”

Redflame paused, turning his eyes to Erick, and then sliding away off to the side. He thought, then he turned back, saying, “Bright Smile is an asset, for there will be some sort of battle. Ar’Cosmos has tried to expand out onto Veird multiple times before, but every time we openly expand there is always at least one battle, or maybe even a small war. It’s not always the Dragon Stalkers or Kirginatharp’s forces, or the Shades or the wrought, who drive us back into Ar’Cosmos. Sometimes the people on the other side are just the Free Dragons who have found our outside lands, or who go insane from their Dragon Curse activating. But we always need more resources, and so we have needed to content our dealings with Veirdly matters to side-markets and even black markets, on occasion.” Redflame said, “And so, there will be a war. I didn’t want to bring it up today, but since we’re here…

“This Renewal Tank project is cauterization of our population problems; it is not a [Treat Wounds] at all.

“Land ownership outside of Ar’Cosmos has been a dream for a lot of people, for a very long time, and so when it happens there will be a war, regardless. But!” Redflame added, “I can surely tell you that Bright Smile won’t go looking for war, but at the same time, she won’t let our people be cows to the inevitable slaughter, either. She will attempt to strike a balance that is in Ar’Cosmos’s favor.”

Erick heard and understood that some sort of war was inevitable, and yet, he didn’t think he was being understood, either. He elaborated, “That’s fine. But I don’t want Super Large Area spells targeting any civilian population centers. Do you think that Bright Smile will abide by that particular request?”

“Oh.” Redflame frowned a little, as though he hadn’t truly understood Erick until then, and that lack of understanding had caught him off guard. He said, “Bright Smile has never targeted people who have not deserved her ire. There will be no [Grand Fireball]s targeting markets, if that is what you are thinking. What I expect to happen is that Ar’Cosmos will create a new city and populate it ourselves. We will attempt to be neighborly, or hermits, and yet we will be targeted. Bright Smile and others will retaliate. Escalation will happen, which includes assassinations from all sides, and then all of our people will either be dead or in retreat, or all of the aggressors will be dead. Before, we have always needed to retreat. But now...

“With this Renewal Tank, we will have a great deal more soldiers than usual, and all at high levels, and with true knowledge of magic running through their cores. And, we have you. And! I suspect we will try to link up with Candlepoint, too. Kirginatharp and everyone else have avoided going to war with them, so I suspect they will make good allies… Maybe.” Redflame shrugged. “As long as they are people and not mouthpieces of Melemizargo, Ar’Cosmos and Candlepoint might get along truly well.”

All of that was rather…

Par for the course.

The last part about ‘mouthpieces for Melemizargo’ almost had Erick freaking out, though, because Rozeta had said that that was exactly what the shadelings were. Sure, they were people, too. But if Melemizargo decided to, he could take over any of them, turning them into a tool.

Erick decided not to tell Redflame that, or at least not here, in this open area with other mages present and awaiting orders from Redflame.

So Erick moved on, saying, “I hope we all get along well. Cooperation and civilization is the best security against monsters and chaos, and I wish to have a lot of cooperation going forward. I already expect my own Wizardly nature to turn a great deal of people against me… And for that information to have already gained wings and flown to pretty much every part of the world, by now.” He breathed deep, and then did not sigh, though he felt like he needed to. He said, “So let’s make some Renewal Tanks.”

And so they did.

- - - -







Two hours later, Erick had cobbled together a small Renewal Tank fit for a rat. He had used Redflame’s designs, and kept his own thoughts of improvement to himself, for now. Erick simply began channeling mana —not [Renew]— into the prototype.

Over the course of 570 mana, the rat transformed into a bright red fish that promptly churned away into nothing as a result of the [Cleanse] functions of the tank. The fish had been absolutely filled with cancers and wrong bones and a backwards-facing digestive tract. There was brain where the tail muscles should have been, while those tail muscles were simply missing. That rat was dead on arrival, so the [Cleanse] functions erased it.

Redflame explained that Erick had fucked up on the manipulation of mana inside the machine. He used nicer words than that, but Erick had heard what he heard.

He tried again. It took a lot of concentration, and a lot of delicate aura control, but the next 480 mana turned a rat into a proper fish. The new red fish swam around in its tank, flicking its tail like it was drunk, but quickly came to terms with its new body. The rat’s soul now fit the fish, and the fish recognized itself as a fish.

Redflame stood back, frowning, saying, “You’re… Very good at this.”

Erick laughed, then suddenly stopped. He said, “Apparently it’s all Wizardry, though.”

“No. I mean…” Redflame paused, then decided to just say what he wanted to say, “Wizardry merely means your mana responds how you want it to respond. This is actual skill, too.”

“Oh. Well. Then I appreciate the compliment.” Erick moved on, saying, “So I was thinking of trying a different design for the next prototype…”

An hour later, Erick’s prototype was ready. The largest change was the inclusion of the runes for Renew and Soul, combined and together as though they were one word; it wasn’t ‘[Reincarnation]’, for that spell did not exist. But it was a close approximation, and Erick felt like it would work well.

Redflame was less hopeful, for he still wasn’t sure about how Erick had exactly included that ‘new word’ into his runic design, but he was willing to indulge Erick’s curiosity. The bad outcome was just a corrupted rat, after all.

Erick put the sleeping rat into the tank and then began to channel [Renew] into the ring; not just simple mana. Iridescent white waters began to rain down into the glass container and soon the rat was floating, suspended and sleeping and calm, inside those waters.

Erick increased his rate of [Renew], channeling comparatively quickly into the runic machine.

120 mana and three seconds later, the rat was now a fish, still sleeping inside its waters. Erick cut the channel. The mana faded. The water remained. The fish woke up. It lazed around the tank, looking rather bored.

From what Erick could tell, there was zero soul or body dysmorphia. Not only had the [Baleful Polymorph] taken hold, but the soul now recognized the given form as the correct form. It had worked.

Complete success.

Redflame’s eyes were wide. “I had not expected your… minimalist design to work so well.”

“And all I did was channel [Renew], too, so this form will work later, and at volume.” Erick said, “No aura control. No special control at all. I imagine for a person the amount of mana required will be a lot more, but the basic design should still work. The Null option, anyway. This is just a basic fish. I don’t think we can give someone an Elemental Bloodline body with this methodology. And yet…” Erick gestured to some parts of the machine, saying, “We could at least give people the option of selecting a new species. We could replace this part here that can flip between ‘rat’ and ‘fish’ with some sort of slotting system, and have the [Baleful Polymorph] be able to select from various Familiar Forms.”

“But the way [Baleful Polymorph] works best is when it merely shifts a target along a pre-prescribed path, according to the person’s innate predilections.” Redflame said, “Attempting for a base-orcol to select a human Familiar Form requires more normal [Baleful Polymorph] costs, and while that is more in line with what the spell normally does, it means our mana costs go up by 10. I don’t feel that this is a proper solution to the problem of removing half-dragon essence from a person.”

“Okay. Well. That is a good point, and I can see that I’m getting ahead of myself. But what if a person doesn’t want to fall back on their original Familiar Form? Like that one guy you let me see, Hizogard. People like him might want a truly fresh start, away from their base species. It would be easy enough to implement, anyway.” Erick said, “Like, we could put that selection part into a key, and then we can put different keys into the machine, and thus create a Renewal Tank that is capable of making different selected forms, and not just the forms we preprogram into the runic machine, or the base Familiar Form of the person undergoing treatment.”

Redflame thought for a moment, then he said, “It’s time to involve Inferno Maw. He’s a Necromancer and he knows souls a lot more than I, and what you are thinking of doing is more than the scope of the problem we are trying to solve.”

“Oh? Well…” Erick supposed he was ready to talk to Inferno Maw again, though he was not looking forward to the dragon man’s coming disdain for all things Wizardly. “Sure.”

Redflame nodded, sending off a tendril of thought as he said, “He was over earlier to inspect my work and inspect the first transformation, but he’ll want to be here for this— Ah.” Redflame turned away from Erick, to talk to whoever was on the other end of the line. Probably Inferno Maw. Redflame turned back, “He’s on his way.”

Erick nodded, and then he flipped the fish/rat switch on the machine over to ‘rat’. “Time to see if this works in reverse.”

The Renewal Tank did just as fine a job of turning a fish into a rat, as it had turning a rat into a fish. The groggy, wet rat got dried off by an assistant and put back into its cage to wake up on its own time.

 

- - - -







Inferno Maw ended the call with Redflame, then turned his attention back to the delegation from Stratagold.

The main antagonists of this particular evening stood strong on the grasses before him. The meeting itself took place in the vast, open Twisted Vision of Outer Ar’Cosmos. No one had been willing to stand within fifty meters of each other, or allow any deeper ingress than this, and Stratagold had sent unknown lackeys instead of actual diplomats who could make actual decisions, but that was fine by Inferno Maw. All this was preliminary talk, anyway. Posturing was important in these sorts of conversations, though, and so, since Inferno Maw had finally gained a proper reason to bring this farce to a close for today, he took no small amount of joy in doing just that.

With monochromatic Death licking out of the depths of his cavernous maw like the fires of The End, Inferno Maw reared up to a suitable height. This caused a minor panic in the diplomats on the other side of the Forest Path. A particularly flighty wrought even held his shield up in front of him, like that would have saved the young tyrant from Inferno Maw’s true fury.

Which was all well and good, because things had honestly gone rather well, so far, all things considered.

“The time for talking is tomorrow, young tyrants; our time is up for today.” Inferno Maw would have frowned at Fairy Moon’s meddling of his speech, wherever she was, but he moved on, not letting his brief annoyance show. Apparently his alliteration was terrifying, though, if the faces of the opposition were to go by, so this was fine. “As our honored guest has done for countless others, he has apparently created something new and exciting and I need to go investigate.”

The wrought gave their final, most succinct threat, “You will not be allowed to control Elemental Benevolence, Inferno Maw. Do not try. Return Erick Flatt to us, and you will be allowed to continue as you have.” And then they added an enticement, “We are willing to allow actual trade with one of our cities if you return him to us now; intact and uninjured.”

Inferno Maw shook his head, and then, on a whim, and in the spirit of Erick’s own possibilities, he spoke softer, “You will have Erick when we are done with him, and only after suitable recompense for all the injury and unjust treatment you have visited upon us all these centuries. Trade is a starting offer. We also desire the secret of [Duplicate], and for Kirginatharp to come to the table with regards to removing his Curse.” He offered, “You could even remove that Curse from him yourselves! This would be fine with us, too.”

“[Duplicate] is not on the table.” The diplomat lied, “But we could talk to Kirginatharp and see about actually removing the Curse. There might be a new way to remove it with Erick’s help, but you must return him to us.”

“See. Now.” Inferno Maw said, “That was a lie. You’re not going to actually talk to Kirginatharp about what we need him to do at all.”

For his part, the diplomat did not flinch, or give away any tell at all that Inferno Maw was right.

Inferno Maw continued, “Bringing lies to the table of peace talks is no way to run a world, but I suppose tyrants wouldn’t know any better. We’re done for today. Try again tomorrow. You have ten minutes to vacate Outer Ar’Cosmos before I release the monsters and drive you out.”

The diplomat simply nodded, then said, “We look forward to more talks tomorrow, and urge you to reconsider your adherence to the idea that we are tyrants, or I might have to start calling you a belligerent wyrm.”

Inferno Maw balked a minor laugh, and his own delegation of four Death dragons laughed with him. And then he stopped laughing. The dark forest went absolutely silent. One by one, Inferno Maw’s own delegation vanished into the gloom of Outer Ar’Cosmos, and then he followed, his voice lingering in the dark air, “Five minutes till monsters.”

The delegation of wrought retraced their steps back out of the Twisted Vision, but they were slow about it, not actually leaving until exactly 4 minutes and 59 seconds after Inferno Maw’s threat. When they were finally gone, Inferno Maw moved that particular exit. He would give them a different exit to find tomorrow. Perhaps at the bottom of a bog?

That seemed suitably petty.

But whatever!

It was time to go see what the resident Wizard had conjured out of thick air.

Most Wizards had no idea what the fuck they were doing, and all their achievements were based around nonsense and forcing mana to act as they desired, but Inferno Maw had done some investigating since last he had seen Erick. There had never been a single case of a Wizard creating multiple Elements before. Such a thing was considered truly impossible since a created Element was created to coincide with the creator’s Truth, and so, since Erick had created Elemental Benevolence, that meant the odds that he also created Particle Magic were abysmally low. So while he undoubtedly was a Wizard, he was one of the capable ones.

Erick was rather a good sort of person, too, which was unreasonably rare in this world. And he even seemed to remain good, even through all the wars and tribulations he had faced.

Inferno Maw still wanted him out of Ar’Cosmos as soon as possible.

The wrought had been diplomatic today, but they were maybe… Three? Four? A handful of days away from open war.

Plenty of time.
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                Erick flicked his mana through the machine again, and over the course of ten seconds, the sleepy grey rat transformed into a sleepy goldfish. He cut the magic. The lustrous waters around the fish turned from bright white, to something lesser, and then they lost their light altogether. The fish remained sleepy.

There were many parts of Redflame’s Renewal Tank system that Erick did not fully understand. [Baleful Polymorph] was one of those spells, but Erick was pretty sure that he was getting the hang of that magic. Once he got out of here, he could probably make that spell easy enough.

That spell was basically [Polymorph] but twisted into an attack, which made a great deal of difference. Primarily, the person casting the spell was choosing to mutate a person’s existence into something else, but since that was such a broad category of event, there were a lot of small, unsaid rules. Size played a big deal in such a transformation, as well as what the target’s current categorization in the Script. A human-sized target was generally transformed into another human-sized person, with orcol being a very, very rare option. If the target was an orcol, they were usually transformed into a different orcol, and usually one of the opposite sex, with all options usually being a smaller form than the target’s original form. With enough casts, an undirected [Baleful Polymorph] might transform an orcol all the way into a human, or an incani, or a harpy, or whatever. This sort of cast almost always gave the target a physically weaker form, for that was the basic, cheap, undirected version of that spell.

Directed [Baleful Polymorph] was what everyone usually thought of when they heard ‘[Baleful Polymorph]. This then was the full version of the spell, which transformed a target into another form specifically chosen by the caster. An orcol could become a frog. A frog could become an orcol. [Baleful Polymorph] did not change the soul or the mind, though.

[Baleful Polymorph] did not actually give the afflicted person the Familiar Form chosen by the caster, nor did it remove the original Familiar Form of the afflicted. If one were [Baleful Polymorph]ed, all one needed to do was to get [Polymorph] and then use that to transform back to their original Form.

[Baleful Polymorph] could not be [Dispel]ed, though. It was an instant effect; there was nothing to dispel once the magic was done.

If the afflicted wished to actually gain the Familiar Form that they were [Baleful Polymorph]ed into, then that was a whole lot more difficult. There was the slow process of a person just living out their new life and gradually defining their new form as a Familiar Form. Or, there was a quicker way. This quicker way was through Soul Magic. Horribly difficult Soul Magic, too, which usually mangled a person into a monster along the way.

Or rather…

That’s how it had been for a long time.

Until today.

Inferno Maw blinked and huffed for the fifth time since arriving in the enchanting hangar of Redflame’s castle. He gestured forward as he stared at the small Renewal Tank sitting on the sturdy wooden table. “Flip the switch and do it again, if you please.”

Erick complied, flipping a little switch on the side of the fish/rat tank to select for rat. And then he started channeling [Renew].

Ten seconds later, the sleepy gold fish was now a sleepy wet rat. Tiny bubbles of air escaped from his slack mouth, burbling upward to break on the surface of the water.

Erick waited. Redflame waited, too, standing to the side and barely able to contain his own small joy. With Inferno Maw’s increasingly incredulous and disbelieving attitude, it was easy for Erick to feel good about the outcome of this new form of soul surgery and Familiar Form granting.

Inferno Maw straightened up. The dour, tall man was rather skinny-seeming in his long grey and black robes; especially with his large grey horns which arced straight up and a little bit backward. He paused in thought, then turned to his own grey-robed subordinate, saying, “I need an assortment of monsters. Select the meanest, smaller subjects and bring them here.”

The subordinate bowed then turned his head and started a telepathic conversation with someone far away.

Erick frowned, though. Monsters? What was Inferno Maw trying to do? Heal monsters of some sort of essence problem? Monsters didn’t have essence problems. Redflame also gave Inferno Maw a critical eye, unsure of what was going on.

Inferno Maw looked down at Erick, for no other reason than he was rather tall. He turned slightly to take in Redflame, too, and then he spoke to both of them, “Your machine is a miracle. I urge you to create one large enough to take in a person and we start healing our people held in [Stasis], and soon. It is time to increase the rate of production. But more than that!” Inferno Maw’s countenance took on a smooth sort of joy, as though he was on the cusp of solving some of his own problems. “I wish to use this machine to try and clear out the ambient, uncontrolled mana that accumulates in the core of monsters, driving them to madness. I wish to attempt the creation of a true spirit beast; an enlightened animal. Moreover, this will prove whether or not it is possible to turn a wyrm back into a person. To bring back the voice of the voiceless, to restore sound to the silent!”

… Oh. That’s what he was trying to do.

Redflame balked. “Restore a wyrm to sapience? Impossible.”

Inferno Maw digressed, “We might not be able to restore a wyrm to their draconic self, since I think that the Null Ring might be the only true way for this magic to work, but we most certainly can try to bring back a wyrm from such an ignoble death. Or at least we can clear out their soul and allow them to pass on to whatever afterlife they desire. At the very least, and based on what I am seeing, I expect to be able to transform a wyrm into a human, or something along those lines.”

Erick had a few concerns, though.

“Aren’t wyrms dead?” Erick added, “Undead? You can’t [Baleful Polymorph] an object, can you? The spell does target the body, after all, and not the soul. And wyrms don’t have any Dragon Essence anyway?”

Inferno Maw smiled brightly, saying, “You are correct about the limitations of [Baleful Polymorph], but while [Baleful Polymorph] does not appear to work on undead, it still does. It works on anything with a soul. I may be wrong, but I suspect that if you were to put an undead rat with a rad into that tank there, you would be able to create a living fish, simultaneously disintegrating and creating a new fishy-body for the little no-longer-a-rat. I have no idea how the rad would fare through the transition, but I have certain hopes that I must see if they can be fulfilled.

“Wyrms are very complicated undead; completely unlike all other undead, and primarily because they take in and utilize ambient mana at an astonishing rate. They are still monsters, after all, which makes them fit into a category of ‘ambient mana collectors’, and I believe your machine can clear out the ambient mana in a core, replacing what was lost with properly accreted mana.

“I have no idea if such a thing will actually produce a spirit beast, or bring back the voice of a wyrm, but it’s an intriguing proposition and I must discover if it works, or not. What I suspect will happen is that the test subject regains life, but they are no longer who they were when they went into the process. This would be a problem— Eh! Something to figure out later.” He turned and waved a hand at the larger Renewal Tank, and all the scattered enchanting parts, saying, “But what’s more than that! This magic might allow us to accelerate the accretion-time of anyone, allowing the user to use ‘ambient mana’ in the form of Script-granted mana to turn [Renew] upon themselves, allowing one to reach Second and Third and higher Foundations in a matter of days instead of centuries!” Inferno Maw exclaimed, “Monsters rendered reasonable! Accretion accelerated ahead! Every student a genius, gaining—” He paused, frowned, and called out, “Where are you, Fairy Moon? I hear your presence.”

Huh.

Well. The Fairy Moon part aside, accelerated accretion was a great big thing, wasn’t it?

Could a dragon benefit from this, though? No.

Or at least… Not right now?

It was a question. Erick was not sure. The Null Ring stripped all essence from a person, and this very much included Dragon Essence, mutated or not. And there was another problem he needed to consider; the problem of the person-with-a-core versus the person-without-a-core.

While Erick was considering all that, Fairy Moon stepped out of the air.

“My influence inundates this tired, long lived land, Inferno Maw, so it is no wonder you witness my mien all over the everywhere.” Fairy Moon asked, “What do you want?”

“Just to know where you were,” Inferno Maw said, nodding. He turned back to Erick. “You seem concerned over what I just said. Elaborate?”

Redflame had been concerned, too, but his expression was rather inscrutable. He was somewhere between thrilled and concerned.

Erick was firmly concerned. “My problem is that I thought most mortal races could not handle having a core. The people and rats we’ve worked this magic on before did not have cores, but my original design was to include the possibility of a core in a person, and yet Redflame skipped around that possibility because none of the subjects had cores. I only realized then, that cores inside of a person could be bad.

“Most people with cores turn into cannibals. Dragons and half-dragons do not, apparently.

“But Redflame removed the core capability that I had put into my original ring so that this magic could be used on everyone.

“So, my question is this: can mortal races handle having cores? A half-dragon needs mutated Dragon Essence to allow them to hold a core and not go insane, right? This machine erases all Dragon Essence in a person, after all, and it does not work with a person with a core… Though it would be easy enough to go back to my original design if we’re going to be working with cores.”

Redflame inclined his head. Erick had laid out all of his concerns, too. Inferno Maw smiled a little bit, as though Erick had asked an interesting question, but he already knew the answer.

“Ah! Cannibals.” Inferno Maw nodded. “Not a problem.” Erick was not convinced, though, and Inferno Maw saw this, so he continued, “People turning cannibal because of a core is a widespread misconception. While Dragon Essence does have a centering effect, and it does increase the mana one naturally produces, Dragon Essence on its own does not actually enable a person to accrete without turning monster. In order to accrete without turning monster one must know what they are doing, and they must start from a place of one’s own power.

“Most people, be they human or incani or otherwise, when they allow a rad to coalesce inside themselves, they are allowing ambient mana to form the seed of their core. Such a person has automatically started off on the wrong path, and will inevitably become a monster. But! If they had started with a seed of their own creation, then they would have been fine. They likely wouldn’t have gotten anywhere and they would have rapidly devolved into a monster, because people, on their own, do not produce much mana. Dragon Essence increases the mana one self-produces from around 10 mana per day to anywhere between 500 and 5000, and it is at this breakpoint that one actually gains the ability to properly accrete. But theoretically a human with a core of their own make could remain themselves.” With a playful smirk, Inferno Maw said, “Those are just nuances to know for the future, though, because, if I am right, then this thing can even save cannibals, and all other monsters, pulling them out of their polluted-mana fugues. It might be able to reestablish the seed of a core!

“I have no idea what such a cannibal-turned-person would even look like! Most ‘cannibals’ are variant-races, with odd abilities based on what they do while they are monsters. Would they retain those odd abilities? Or would this [Renew Soul] you have carved into this machine actually [Renew] them back down to base person, but with a Second Foundation core, and all the added power thereof?

“But yes; a normal person with a core is a problem because they don’t have the natural mana production to keep their core stable. Such a person would need to use a tank like this every week, or so, I would assume.” Inferno Maw said, “So it is quite possible that we will need to make this thing dissolve the core of whoever is placed inside, too. That will be rather difficult. We might need to do that working in a separate way.”

Ah.

Well then.

… Shit?

Erick had a distressing series of thoughts that boiled down rather fast to a distressing conclusion, and question. Had he accidentally created a method to easily gain super soldiers? Super soldiers that needed to come back into base every so often, or else they would turn monster?

That seemed truly rife for abuse.

… But also: Had he created a way to save every cannibal out there from their monstrous nature? Rozeta had even spoken of how [Renew] should be able to turn a monster into a non-monster. Had she foreseen this specific event, right here?

She had.

Was this… Okay?

Redflame, thankfully, brought the concern back to the actual problem. “We might have created a monster ourselves, but the core-problem aside: This will work, won’t it? Erick’s new design? Will it save people from [Stasis], and from the Trial of the Wyrm?”

“Oh yes. I would hesitate to call this [Renew Soul] a true transformation— a [Reincarnation], as you call it— but only because it’s a magic that has not been recognized by the Script. But that problem is easily solved when you get back to Veird, Erick. Just sing a little song to the mana and make a Blessing out of this magic.” Inferno Maw turned to Redflame, saying, “You and I might be able to extrapolate this effect into a Blessing, too. You, Redflame, might be able to create a Blessing of Carnage, and anyone so blessed might be able to accrete for a theoretical [Carnage Body]. It would still take an act of Wizardry to cause a person with both [Carnage Body] and [Dragon Body] to join them together, using Carnage to erase the Curse in the Dragon Essence, but it seems theoretically doable. It would be a lot more difficult than using [Renew] to simply cause Carnage Dragon, or Fae Dragon, or Death Dragon, but it should be doable.” He turned to Erick. “Similarly, you might not be able to create a Benevolence Dragon, but you could likely enable a person —through the use of a specific enough Blessing— to accrete toward a [Benevolence Body]. From there, the blessed person would need to accrete a [Dragon Body] on their own, but they should be able to then gain a Benevolence Dragon existence through the combination of those two abilities— with your assistance, of course.”

Redflame hesitated to be joyful, electing prudence instead, saying, “I desire to first heal our people. Anything else that comes about will have to happen on its own time.”

Erick stepped in, saying, “I want to heal people, too. Not make soldiers for war.”

Redflame flinched, and then nodded.

“… Ah.” Inferno Maw paused. “Hmm. I am not one for war, either, but I could see how most people would assume this would be for war… I was considering how much power it would take to tame the Crystal Forest. But this would be used for war, first and foremost, wouldn’t it.” He paused. He said, “Okay. New plan. All of what I just said about cores and accretion will remain theoretical, since Erick is the only one who can actually do this right now, since he has [Renew]. So we simply won’t experiment in that direction. Let us stick to healing the malformed.”

Erick felt a great relief. He also felt a lot better about who Inferno Maw was, as a person, too. The Death Dragon hadn’t said a single thing about Erick being a Wizard, or that all of Erick’s accomplishments were based on Wizardry. Erick had been worried about that, but that was probably just his self consciousness talking.

By Redflame’s expression he felt a great sort of relief at not making soldiers for war, too.

And then Inferno Maw brought back Erick’s anxiety, saying, “But I do want to test a properly made machine on a monster. I need to see if it can turn a monster into a spirit beast. I need to see if it can heal a wyrm.”

“… Okay.” Erick said, “I guess I need to know if it actually works that way, too.”

In the future, Erick expected this Renewal Tank system to be well studied. Many people would find out that the only real difference between the core-version of the Renewal Tank and the non-core version was a sub-runic-web which used [Identify] to check for a core, or for the absence of a core, and then adjust accordingly between a focused [Renew] or a larger scale [Renew]. The core-system was a lot simpler than a non-core system, too.

Ahh.

Super soldiers which required those soldiers to come in for weekly treatments.

Maybe that wouldn’t happen, though?

Erick could only think back to Rats, who left over a year ago, and his weekly healing treatments to deal with his lingering Necromancer-caused soul and body wounds. Had Rats been an attempt at a super soldier program?

Redflame breathed deep, worried, and yet resigned.

Fairy Moon nodded, also satisfied, then she said, “It’s past the dinner hour, anyway, so let’s pause this pursuit of knowledge and do more soul surgery when we have satiated stomachs.” She gestured toward the door. “Maid Maria and Redflame’s Chefs have manufactured a magnificent meal which awaits our presence in the small-persons solarium.”

Another realization struck Erick, and this time directly in his stomach. He hadn’t eaten in at least 18 hours. “I could eat.”

For a brief moment Inferno Maw looked like he was going to object to Fairy Moon’s proclamation, but he resigned himself to dinner.

Because Redflame was happy to hear the news of food. He grinned. “Yes! It is time for a break. We will speak more of specifics over a nice meal.” He began walking to the door, saying, “I know that some of our designs are less than perfect, Inferno Maw, so if you have any ideas there they would be most welcome.”

As a group, Erick, Inferno Maw, and Fairy Moon began walking alongside Redflame.

Inferno Maw began, “Well. There are some oddities I see in the design, but I would speak of larger philosophy-level design issues. For one, the [Sleep] magic included in the working could be better, or not included at all, and anesthetic magical herbs should be used instead. Sleepweed for orcol bodies. Drowsydip for human bodies. Rednumb weed as a general numbing agent would be good. Also, [Sleep] is not a good spell for this since it doesn’t actually numb the body.”

Erick offered, “What about a Particle Magic sleeping-like overlapping spell, that includes [Cleanse] to both keep the person under, while also numbing their body? That spell is highly flammable, though; just to caution you.”

Inferno Maw began, “Ah. A specific Particle Magic sleeping spell would be useful, though you would need to strip out the [Cleanse] effect and make multiple Particle-based spells; one for each race. This would highly complicate the whole structure. Possibly too much. My suggestion was made in order to simplify the whole thing.”

“Oh. Well. I can see how the [Cleanse] would be dangerous outside of Script-assistance on Veird, since the [Cleanse] effect in the Renewal Tank needs to be targeted—” Erick said, “But my Particle spell is just one spell. Works on everyone. It’s not a [Sleep], for too much will kill a person, but it works on everyone.”

Redflame and Inferno Maw both stared at Erick.

“You have a Particle Magic sleeping spell?” Inferno Maw asked. “That works on everyone?”

“Everyone tested so far. Monsters and animals and otherwise.” Erick said, “Normally, it should not work like that, but I think that many of the underlying aspects of life on Veird are rather uniform, and likely due to the Grand Translation.”

Redflame’s eyes were wide.

Inferno Maw stared for a single moment, then he threw his head back and laughed once. “I look forward to this alliance, Erick, for you are so much more than a Wizard.”

Flattery was nice, Erick supposed. He smiled a little.

Redflame asked, “It’s not a simple numbness particulate, is it? Because that would lead to soul trauma from a ‘locked-in’ person suffering through everything.”

Erick nodded, understanding the question, and then he started talking about the history of anesthesia back on Earth. It wasn’t long till Inferno Maw spoke of the various methods for [Sleep]-adjacent magics that could be used on the people of Veird, and how the Mind Mages had a lockdown on the actual [Sleep] spell. Erick smiled and talked of how his own [Sleep]-adjacent Particle Magic had already been vetted as ‘okay’.

From there, the conversation moved onto [Renew] as they entered the dining room.

Over a wonderful meal, Redflame began speaking of various different ailments that could be fixed with this new methodology. Anyone with withered-soul syndrome to parasite syndrome, to maybe even Curses, both large and small, could be healed by a reset-to-Null. Inferno Maw was a bit more reserved in his hopes than that, stating what Erick was already thinking.

“This new magic is both a blessing and a curse.” Inferno Maw rhetorically asked, “Does everyone want to be reset to Null? Absolutely not. I don’t want that, and neither do you, or Erick here, either. We all have our own powers inside of ourselves that would spell the End for us if we were to erase them. In this way, while you have created a wonder of modern medicine, you have also created a new weapon of unparalleled power. Healing Magic that can turn a person into a weakling.”

Redflame scowled. “You are being too dramatic, Inferno Maw. I admit the rate of change to a rat’s soul and shape was rather worryingly quick, but people are larger, and such a rate of change would naturally take longer, because the rate of change is based upon the size of the targeted soul. Such a magic is not instant, and that type of magic would be truly dangerous. Density likely plays a part in transformation times as well, and we don’t even know if this will work on a target that is able to defend itself through Health or other soul-defenses.” He added, “We’re here in Ar’Cosmos, where people don’t have Health, so that normal defense system is simply not present.”

Erick had felt a spike of worry at Inferno Maw’s words, but Redflame’s perspective brought some much needed calm. And besides that, “It’s just the removal of Elemental Essence influences and the healing of a soul to full, anyway. It won’t actually stop someone from still being dangerous. I imagine that outside of specific spellwork or hospital settings that this type of thing might not ever see a battlefield.”

Except in the case of super soldiers, but Erick didn’t voice that concern.

Inferno Maw shrugged, adding, “Capturing and containing a person is not difficult for one such as you or I, and once a target is captured, this magic would certainly make it easier to contain those particular malcontents. With enough research into this phenomenon one might even be able to make spellwork that can erase Script-implanted spells, taking for yourself the ability that only gods and House Fae possess.”

Fairy Moon spoke up, “I caution against claiming that particular power, or any other Wizardly ways that Ar’Cosmos already knows are not allowed in the wider world.”

Inferno Maw shrugged. “Rozeta doesn’t like unsanctioned Wizards; this is true. She’ll likely send paladins after you if you mucked around with those sorts of powers, or even for possessing such knowledge and theoretical capability.” He looked around the table, at Redflame, and at Fairy Moon, saying, “On another note: I’m not too sure how we’re going to settle a few particular long-term grievances, for I am loathe to have my mind stripped by inquisitors or anyone else.”

Erick frowned a little, asking, “Is that going to be an actual problem? Are they going to ask to mind wipe— Ah. They… They already did ask to mind wipe me when I left the Core.”

Redflame and Inferno Maw both nodded, knowingly.

Fairy Moon, however, just said, “Tell them to go wallow in deep water, for every Forgotten Campaign they ever enacted has been fulfilled first by Rozeta’s removal of Reality from the mana. We might know of some magics out there, but we cannot cast them, or touch them, or make the mana manifest as it could, or should, be able to act.”

Erick had no idea what to say to that, but he found some words anyway. “You mean… the Forgotten Campaigns were successful? Even here?”

Fairy Moon said, “Ar’Cosmos has been breached before. Never fully, but full death has come, and come again for this fae land.”

Redflame frowned a little, as he stared down at his half-eaten dinner. Inferno Maw took a bit too long to cut another bite off of his steak.

And then Inferno Maw sped back up, shrugging off his concerns, and saying, “The Mind Mages have taken much from us, but they have left us with our lives, which is more than what I can say for what the wrought would do to us, if they could. Tiny tyrants in the making, each and every one of them. At least the alliance of the Mind Mages and the wrought is not sheathed-sword perfect. We might have some leeway to avoid some of the Mind Mage problems… Not all of it, though.”

Redflame put on a falsely bright facade, moving along the discussion as he said to Erick, “If everything goes well with keeping you safe and ensuring this alliance of ours survives past stepping out our front door, I would like to see a new city in the Crystal Forest in about five months. I hope to have our people healed by then, and ready to actually take to the desert.”

Inferno Maw said, “I’m surprised that you don’t want to start a new city in the Forest, Redflame. You’ve spoken about that before.”

“I can help a new forest grow anywhere I wish.” Redflame smile a bit more, and this time it was real. “The forests south of the Wyrmridge were smaller than the ones here up north, so that is why I settled up here. But I could move south. Might be nice!”

The conversation moved on to other, nicer topics.

Dinner was rather good.

Eventually, Erick, Inferno Maw, and Redflame got back to the enchanting room. Fairy Moon came along, but she barely said anything, contenting herself to observe while everyone else drew up plans and secured materials. She did tell Erick that he could take Ophiel off of the node, though, when Redflame started talking about the hundreds of people already lined up and waiting for their success.

And so, Erick began resummoning Ophiel, and they began constructing prototype 4.
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The large tank was made of clear glass, thick as a hand and about four meters across. It was wrapped with a vertical band of platinum just as thick, forming a heavily-carved runic-web [Renew] rune that surrounded the glass enclosure. The only opening was at the top, where the gap in the rune allowed a test subject to be placed into the machine. There was no patient yet, for right now Inferno Maw was telekinetically guiding a small pool’s worth of water from the spigot in the wall, into that tank, like flowing a stream through the air.

They had used up a few cubic meters of platinum to make the runic part of the machine, along with some specialty glass that was technically crystal and would eventually turn into near-unbreakable crystal when enough of a single-source magic had passed nearby. The whole thing was set into a dense, steel housing, which supported the weight of it, but which did not actually touch the machine; special, magically-inert ironwood shims had been set between the Renewal Tank and the support structure.

Four Ophiel hung out on four different rungs built into the sides of the rune. They would be providing the mana, and soon.

With a telekinetic twist, Inferno Maw shut off the water spigot while he simultaneously deposited the last of the water into the tank with a near-silent plip of dropping water. And then he stood back, and smiled a little.

Redflame was already standing back, looking apprehensive, but also excited.

Erick was more than a little excited, too. For all the misuse that could come out of this machine, or a machine like it, it was going to help a lot of people finally get back out into the world. It was going to solve the wyrm problem, too, or at least the wyrm problem that everyone here was willing to talk about; the problem that stemmed from the half-dragons trying to turn into full dragons.

Erick had tried asking the question of eggs and new dragon births and how wyrms came from them, too, but he had been awkwardly non-answered. Now that they were here, though, Erick decided to ask again, and more directly. “So the wyrms that come from dragon eggs not having enough clean mana when they’re born? Is that going to remain a problem? Or will this sort of magic eliminate that problem, too? Will Wyrm Season mostly stop due to this invention? Or what?”

Redflame winced. He did not want to answer.

Inferno Maw scowled a little, but it was all deflection, for it was easy to tell that the man was embarrassed.

Fairy Moon watched. Erick waited.

Neither of the dragons were willing to speak, though, and Erick got the distinct impression that they would remain that way.

Fairy Moon sighed, then said, “Likely not. That particular problem is one that we solve with sword and spell. The Free Dragons are already the fourth faction of Ar’Cosmos, and they believe what they believe, and likely because they are dragons undiluted by Carnage, Fae, or Death.”

She was speaking of things far outside of Erick’s current sphere of knowledge, but that was fine. He could catch up soon enough.

Inferno Maw turned his scowl onto Fairy Moon, then said, “Some dragons believe that more is better, and that only whoever survives the birthing is worthy to rise to the top. Therefore, even if a hatching does manage to create two or more viable hatchlings, then the Dragon Curse does the rest, and forces them to fight anyway. I doubt those people would care about this sort of solution.”

Redflame frowned. “We will still tell them, though. But yes.” He said to Erick, “Their ways are barbaric—” He stopped himself. “Nope. Forget I said that, please. I must remain neutral, here.”

Inferno Maw said, “In simple terms this will not solve all the causes for Wyrm Season. It will solve 50% of the causes of Wyrm Season. Some people will always prefer to place their eggs out in the middle of nowhere, and if any of them survive, then they survive. Most do not, though, and those ones turn to wyrms when their Dragon Essence is ripped out by the champion of the hatching.”

Redflame scowled. “It’s barbaric— Nope. No.” He stopped himself. He breathed, and turned to the Renewal Tank. He asked, “Inferno Maw? The monster?” He said to Erick, “Channeling, please. Let’s get the tank ready for breathing.”

A 50% solution to Wyrm Season was still good, right?

Right.

Inferno Maw nodded, then went to the cages to the side and began extracting a sleeping, orcol-sized rat from its cage. It was a monstrous rat with a grand rad for a core, and with hair that was more like stone bristles than hair, but aside from its size and its Stone Essence and the largeness of its core marking it as a higher-level monster, it was basically just a big rat. Not even that dangerous of a monster. The other rats lined up in other cages were odder varieties. Before the night was through, and unless there were any unforeseen surprises, they would all become normal, massive rats.

Or maybe they would turn back into small rats, their core dissolving and their soul returning to their body, though that was an outside possibility. Erick was hoping for this outcome, though.

Erick had each of his Ophiel hanging on their perches begin to channel [Renew] into the machine. White magic flowed from each Ophiel’s perch, creating a counterclockwise stream inside the vertical platinum [Renew] rune. Within seconds the placid waters began to take on a lively sort of sheen as droplets of glowing white light gathered at the entrance to the tank, and then fell down inside, like milk falling into a pond; vanishing, and yet leaving a faint trace in their passing. Bubbles began to form streamers in the waters, like it was a tank full of champagne.

Erick cut Ophiel’s power. The white river inside the rune stopped. The white rain stopped, too,

The air seemed to turn weighty.

A dozen researchers from both House Carnage and House Death held to the sides of the room where they either watched from afar with [Scry] eyes, or they watched from closer, each of them with notepads in their hands. Erick hoped this worked, and so did everyone else in that room, too, along with people outside the room, as well; Erick spotted some [Scry] eyes that did not belong to anyone there. Inferno Maw looked excited. Redflame looked worried.

And then Redflame said, “Commence experiment.”

And so they did.

Inferno Maw slipped the monster rat into the tank. Erick had Ophiel begin a slow channel of undirected [Renew], since that was the whole point; they wanted the machine to do the heavy lifting of precise Soul Magic. It was certainly runed up enough to do everything itself…

And it seemed to be working.

The runes glowed brightly. White waters fell into the machine.

Streamers of magic flowed into the rat’s core. The rat breathed in aerated, cleaning waters. And little by little, the harsh, stony hairs of the monster began to soften, like dirt falling apart in the bath, leaving behind pure white fur.

The rat continued to sleep, unaware that it was being transformed.

Inferno Maw’s mouth dropped open. He whispered, “Oh my bright and bountiful gods. Look at its grand rad. This is working.”

Erick was looking at its rad. When the rat went into the machine, the rad was about the size of a human head and heavily faceted with a splash of sharp crystals poking out of one small part of it. Now, though, as Ophiel channeled, and the white magic flowed into the rat, it touched that rad, and the rad began to flex—

The rat flinched, jerking a bit. The [Sleep] spell held.

No one was worried of the rat waking up, though, and neither was Erick, but the rat continued to jerk and twitch as its core began to smooth over. It was like watching a jumble of ice floating in a [Gravity Ward], as that ice began to melt into water and naturally form a sphere in the zero-G gravity. The malformed grand rad inside the rat melted and flowed together. Much of it was lost in the process, but what remained turned solid and smooth.

All the rest of the rat was fully transformed. Its fur was white and soft, while its tail was pink and twice the length of its body. It blinked a little, as though dreaming and trying to wake up, but it failed to wake. The magic kept it under.

Five minutes after starting, the rat had a core that any accretor would be proud to have.

Erick cut the power. Slowly, the white glows in the water began to fade, though the water itself would remain breathable, self-cleaning, and sedative for hours still, now that the machine had been used once.

Redflame breathed out, “Well would you look at that.”

“It works like I hoped it would!” Inferno Maw smiled wide, saying, “Ohhh! This is wonderful! Ah ha! Haha!” He clapped twice in great, yet subdued joy. “This changes everything. All of my stude— No. Wait. No bloodline.” He shrugged away his annoyance at the lack of perfection, and said, “This is a great accomplishment. It can help everyone who has ever accreted incorrectly. It strips out the bloodline, but that is… Fine? Yes. That is fine. It should work on a wyrm… Or on any wyrm’s grand rad… Maybe?”

Redflame chuckled a little, then teased, “I was going to be mad at you if you weren’t happy with this.”

“Bah! I can have my sights on the horizon if I want.” Inferno Maw said, “But this is good. This is great! It might not be perfect but this works!”

Erick felt ten different kinda ways, but most of those ways were good. “This will heal a lot of people, so let’s get to it?”

“Let’s finish up the rats.” Inferno Maw telekinetically plucked the newly-white rat from the tank and brought him over to a new cage already charged with very, very strong [Ward]s; the man had come prepared for whatever sort of odd outcomes this medical marvel might have made. And then he plucked the next sedated, massive and monstrous rat out of its cage. This rat glowed with a faint red shimmer. “And now for the Carnage rat!”

The Carnage rat went into the water.

Erick had Ophiel begin channeling [Renew].

Five minutes later, the rat came out of the water with white fur with brown spots, and no Carnage to it at all.

Redflame still looked happy as he shrugged, saying, “An expected outcome.”

Inferno Maw frowned a little, having deep thoughts. He shared those thoughts, “We might not be able to cultivate for specific bloodlines at all.”

“This is miracle enough,” Erick said.

Inferno Maw nodded. “Quite right! This is miracle enough. Let’s do the rest of the rats and then move on to healing the people who need it.” He added, “Only ten for now, though. We need to observe them for at least five days before I will call this machine fit for all uses.”

Erick suddenly flinched. He asked, “Really?” Sudden doubt crept into his mind. “Does this machine not work perfectly, or something?”

Redflame seemed to share Erick’s sudden concern but he just waited for Inferno Maw to elaborate.

“I knew that would meet with resistance…” Inferno Maw sighed a little, then looked to both of them, saying, “This is a totally new sort of Soul Magic. There are bound to be uncertainties and odd outcomes. You both are simply too caught up in the miracle of it all to be objective. I was, too, for a while.” He added, “And those ten people to first use this machine need to be people we fully interview beforehand, so we can check for memory and soul anomalies after the fact. I doubt this machine harms the patient, but it does replace parts of the soul that do not work correctly, and thus there are bound to be some unforeseen issues. We need to know of these issues before large-scale deployment.”

Erick frowned, but it was mostly at himself. He had certainly pushed hard to get this done today because he knew he would never get another chance to help, here… But the machine was made, and it worked, so this was fine? He could move on.

Erick said, “Prudence is fine, but I’m getting the distinct feeling that my time here in Ar’Cosmos is up. Inferno Maw, Redflame. I won’t be able to help with this beyond today.” He wasn’t sure why, but he said, “I need to talk once more to Bright Smile, then I need to organize whatever needs to be done before I leave this land. You all distrust the Mind Mages a great deal, but I plan on getting them on my side before anyone else approaches. I am reasonably sure that going to them first will be the right call. Them, or perhaps the Church of Koyabez, and the Church of Rozeta. I might actually get to use that [Zone of Peace] I made last year, if only by proxy.” He rambled, “From there? I suppose I’ll either see if the wrought want to kill me, or what. But I’m guessing they don’t, because Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye is still with me.”

At the mention of his name, the big guy’s little eye bobbed up and down on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick added, “And since I’m not dead, that means Rozeta wants to talk, which means that the Inquisitors and the wrought likely want to talk, too. I have no idea about Kirginatharp, but I’m sure that he will also start with words, and not weapons. I need to give them that chance. I might be able to secure a world where we all live in peace, and so, I must try.”

No one spoke for a long moment.

And then Redflame said, “Our people are still debating on how to best proceed with an alliance and so that mess is likely to include you as soon as we can figure out our own stance, but we have never had any luck hashing out any long lasting treaties with the wrought or Kirginatharp or the Mind Mages, and the Dragon Stalkers are simply genocidal. Whatever the outcome, though, I want you to know that I desire to be a strong ally going forward. So if you can make peace happen, and if we need to adjust ourselves to give peace a chance, then I will support any rational actions proposed and backed up by your magic and presence.”

Erick said, “I have no idea if any of this will work without some sort of war, but I hope it does.”

As if coming to a decision he had been considering for a while, Inferno Maw said, “House Death wishes for a strong alliance as well.” He added, “My people are still at those debates, but from what they tell me the Free Dragons, House Fae, and House Carnage are each demanding their own provisions to include in whatever treaty we might decide to enact, though mostly that conversation has devolved into war preparations. Bright Smile is convinced that war is inevitable, and this is perfectly rational behavior, since war has always been the outcome of us stepping outside of Ar’Cosmos. Hopefully we can create some borders and secure them, and then the wrought will test us, and then we can push them back while you call on them to cease their war.” Inferno Maw said, “This is all contingent on whether or not they choose to try and control you or not. They have already come to Ar’Cosmos for talks, and in each one, they demanded we turn you over to them, for they won’t allow us to ‘control Benevolence’, whatever that means. Tyrants; all of them. You can’t really control a new Element once it is made, for now that it is out there it will naturally grow or die depending on who it resonates with, and I suspect that Benevolence will resonate with quite a few of the more paranoid wrought.”

“Ah?” Wide-eyed, Erick asked, “They’re already here?”

“Oh? You were not informed? Ah. I see. You weren’t informed.” Inferno Maw asked, “Do you wish to meet with them this next time? Should be tomorrow around noon.”

For a moment, Erick was paranoid. Had someone failed to inform him that the wrought were already here? Or had that information been purposefully kept from him?

Fairy Moon and Redflame just watched, both of them wondering what Erick would say. Fairy Moon looked impassive, while Redflame looked worried. Redflame did not want Erick to meet the wrought, but more because of his own bad experiences with the wrought, as opposed to any desire to control Erick. Seeing Redflame’s reaction, Erick imagined that, as the creator and thus lynchpin of Ar’Cosmos, Redflame had been targeted by wrought for assassination at least a hundred times already.

Erick said, “I want to meet with these wrought.”

“Of course.” Inferno Maw paused for a fraction of a moment, then said, “Pardon me for not bringing it up sooner. Ah! Would you accept an assistant? Someone to allow us to contact you without contacting you directly? I know how gauche it appears to offer you such assistance, but— Ah! We could send a request for someone else to come here and fulfill that niche. Someone you know and trust? Your own people?”

Erick did need some of his own people here. And maybe not just his own people? He considered, then said, “I’d like to have my whole team here, and a delegation from Stratagold involving Tasar, Sitnakov, and Kromolok. How about a delegation from Oceanside, too, if they’ll have it?”

Inferno Maw paused again, unsure how he had gotten here. He had not expected such a large request, and now he was trying to decide how to best tell Erick ‘no’, or to figure out the logistics of such a massive security breach.

Redflame suddenly held his breath.

“Thy desire shall be done.” Fairy Moon said, “Your guests shall be led to their own layer, which will come about by your continued casting of [Renew] into a node. If they shall choose not to chase you into this lovely land, then they will not be forced. Be warned now for I will warn them too, that they will be housed under hospitality rites, and all those oldest of ordinations. Break the peace and have pieces broken in turn.”

Erick turned his full attention to Fairy Moon, and then he pulled back the sudden vitriol threatening to come out of his mouth. He said, “If peace is to have a chance, then all sides must abide by a high level of professionalism. No tricks. If you trap them in sleep and they wake up enraged and rightfully lash out, don’t take their agency from them, Fairy Moon. That is a bad trick.”

Fairy Moon smirked, and said, “I’ll try.”

Erick almost sighed. ‘I’ll try’ could mean that she would try her worst.

“You will try to be diplomatic, and non-tricky?” Erick asked.

Fairy Moon chuckled a little, then said, “I’ll be as diplomatic as deeds demand and not a mote more, but mostly I will make myself a phantom of principles and power, and not much for actual politics. I will scare the scrupulous into shackles of a temporary time until they leave this land. This should suffice, shall it not?”

Erick…

Erick said, “Sure. Fine.”

Redflame gave a wan smile.

Inferno Maw gave a small, real smirk, trying not to show too much of his own surprise and joy at the moment, for he was truly happy that this thing was working out. With a half-sarcastic tone, because that’s the kind of person he was, he said, “If we get everyone to agree to such provisions, then maybe we won’t go to war!”

Those words jogged a memory.

Erick asked, “Have you ever interacted with the grass travelers north of Songli? You probably have, or at least you know what I’m talking about, but they have this thing where they debate in open forums over laws and such. ‘Polite War’, it’s called. They only actually go to war if they cannot solve their problems in open debate, first.”

“Ahh!” Redflame smiled wide, saying, “That brings me back. We used to have that around here. That was the original reason for the coliseum.”

Inferno Maw said, “These days we’re rather entrenched in our ways with a power structure that works. There’s little room for advancement for the younger generations, and that’s a problem, but we’ve been debating problems in the Rotunda for hundreds of years now.”

“Oh yes.” Redflame said, “We moved past Polite War because of limited space, but I imagine that something like that might come back, now that our environs might expand.” He smiled brighter—and then he realized his teeth were showing, so his joy took a bit of a tempering as he closed his lips. The momentary lapse of propriety, or whatever it was (Erick suspected Redflame’s aversion to open smiling had something to do with Bright Smile, but he did not know for sure), quickly passed, and Redflame began talking about his favorite subject; History. “Back in the Old Cosmology, it used to be said that there were a thousand and one ways to run a proper, growing society, but they all basically boiled down to a few tenets: Freedom of common movement, freedom of common commerce, freedom of basic education, protection against monsters and outsiders, protection against common violence which means both theft and murder and everything like that, and protection against uncommon magics. All the definitions of every category varied between societies and civilizations, but the basic ideas were the same.

“Now the most common form of stable government was usually enacted under an immortal Wizard King, which was a specific designation handed out by the various Wizard alliances across the Old Cosmology and did not always include a Wizard. Sometimes the Wizard King was actually a dragon. Such a system was mostly like a monarchy, but with extra steps, which included…” His voice trailed off. “Well. It was complicated. I’d love to have you over again tomorrow evening, and we can continue to discuss all that.”

“I’ll take you up on your offer, if I can,” Erick said, and he meant it. He felt a sort of relaxed joy as he listened to Redflame talk of what came before, and it was only now that he realized why. Redflame did not speak of what came before the Sundering like it was an impossible-to-reclaim dream. He spoke of history like he had lived it, experienced it, and then moved on, but those past glories were never truly gone. They could always be remade. It was rather refreshing, actually. “Whatever comes next will hopefully be good for all.”

“I do hope so!” Redflame said.

Inferno Maw nodded. Then he turned back to the machines, “A few more experiments, then.”

“Of course,” Erick agreed.
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With the moon high overhead and it being well into night, Erick, Fairy Moon, and Maid Maria eventually left Redflame’s castle, heading back out across the forest to return to Fairy Moon Manor.

Erick had left four Ophiel with Redflame for more tests. In the morning, in about 10 hours, Erick would join Fairy Moon, Inferno Maw, Redflame, Illustrious Moon, Bright Smile, and the current Speaker of the Free Dragons in the Rotunda, to discuss what shape a ‘House Benevolence’ would take, and the nature of the latest breakthrough with the Renewal Tank.

Hopefully the talk would be boring, with Erick laying out his plans and his hopes for ‘another city beside Candlepoint, where people could live however they wanted to live’. There would be more to it than that, of course, but that was the basic idea. Complications were sure to arise, though.

Thanks to Fairy Moon’s explanation of what would happen, Erick now knew of one of those complications before it occurred. The current Speaker of the Free Dragons was a woman named Redrubyflare, who normally went by the name ‘Red’ while out and about in the world. Erick had heard that name before, and Fairy Moon confirmed his suspicions. Red was the same ‘Red’ that oversaw all the lands of Songli, killing all dragons that showed themselves in the Highlands, quickly ending dragon fights before they threatened the populace.

Redrubyflare was actually distantly related to Redflame, as well as Bright Smile, by about four generations, according to Fairy Moon. She did not speak much on personal matters, but she did say that Red’s side of their family branched off of Carnage and moved out of Ar’Cosmos nearly a thousand years ago; they weren’t even truly family anymore.

“There are many families like that,” Fairy Moon said, as they strolled through the moonlit forest, on the way back to Fairy Moon Manor. The stars sparkled overhead and the night was bright with the light of a full moon. “House Fae has current claims in Continental Nergal. House Death has deep ties to Quintlan. House Carnage has family all over, but those ties are rather removed from current control. Redrubyflare does provide much providence to Ar’Cosmos, though she does not domain here, and it is through that payment of produce and products that we have elevated her to Speaker of the Free Dragons.”

Erick listened, and nodded. One thing about Fairy Moon’s words stood out to him, though. “Red isn’t actually a normal dragon then, is she? She’s a Carnage Dragon? Which means she’s speaking for people she’s not a part of?”

“Correctly calculated, but not wholly correct. Sometimes some scattered souls manage to make of themselves a true Paradox’d dragon.” Fairy Moon said, “Redrubyflare is one such soul. This is still a point of contention for the people of that community, for she is not singularly Dragon, but Redrubyflare does a decent job keeping herself in power.”

Another oddity stood out to Erick. “If she doesn’t need to kill dragons like all the rest… Does she actually kill the dragons she finds fighting in her lands?”

Fairy Moon nodded as she casually leapt over a small stream, twirling in the air, to land on the other side like a ballerina, arms lightly spread and hands held poised for the briefest of moments. Erick and Maid Maria just stepped over the stream, following along.

Fairy Moon said, “She kills and kills and kills to keep her claim on her harbors and her hearth. Least that’s how it was the last time I was temporarily there.”

“How long ago was that?”

“Two years ago. An ancient age in this ever changing world, to be sure!” Fairy Moon smiled wide at him, then she turned and continued to daintily hop down the forest path, saying, “As of the birthing of Benevolence we are now in a new age of ancient powers, freshly forged, awaiting the simple turning of the times in order to come into their own commands! All this talk and threats and working and wills clashing is but a chiming of the clock of infinity, hitting a new hour, sending hammer blows billowing wide, breaking and remaking the world in its passing.” Fairy Moon paused in a shaft of moonlight, staring up at the heavens, to say, “A time of power and purpose. I have seen it a thousand times before and I will see it a thousand times hence, but each time it is a thrill and a terror entwined.” She turned to Erick. “Don’t get yourself dead, Erick. Long as you can manage life, the mana will manifest magnificently.”

Erick frowned a little as he stepped over a rock. “I need to do more than simply survive. I need to make everyone else survive, too.”

“That’s one way to wiggle out of death’s dark designs.” Fairy Moon shrugged. “Do what you desire!”

And then the fae went skipping through the forest again.

Eventually, the three of them made it back to the manor.

Maid Maria said nothing the entire time.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    "A machine which brings the lost back to the living! A miracle of magery! Pray tell how?"

"A Wizard did it."

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 6; chapter 193, Book 6 Epilogue.

And the first TWO chapters of Book 7! Over 80k more words!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -
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The day dawned. Breakfast was had. Over strawberry pancakes, Erick asked after the schedule of events for the day. Apparently nothing was happening till at least 9 am, which meant that Erick had about two hours to get ready, since it would take half an hour to actually arrive at the Rotunda.

“Are there rooms where I can practice magic?” Erick asked, “And if my own people are going to come here, then how is that going to work?”

Fairy Moon said, “Invitations have been bequeathed to all peoples named in last night’s listing. Actual arrangements will likely take time.”

“… Uh. I was imagining I would have to write some letters. I don’t see them believing you— You’re not just going to kidnap them, are you?”

Fairy Moon waved him off, saying, “Letters would work. I suppose. Anyway! After today’s talking and if no untoward unknowns come about, I will likely begin to bequeath to you a layer of your own lavishing here in Ar’Cosmos. It will be blank, for it will belong to your House Benevolence. It will be the birthplace ground of your very own [Gate], too, if you have the time and temerity for such a careful creation.”

So she was going to ignore the ‘kidnap them’ thing, eh?

Fine.

Erick moved on to the bomb Fairy Moon had just dropped. “So…” He asked, “You’re going to help me make [Gate]? This could happen today?”

“We are at the threshold of a truly new natural order.” Fairy Moon said, “Even if you should use this magic to run from me and never return, I wish for you to be able to run from everyone else, as well.” She shrugged. “You’ve basically brought yourself to the brink, anyway, what with Benevolence being your own true creation. You could do the rest yourself, or I could push you over, if you’re okay with that willfulness?”

Erick paused again as his thoughts went wild.

First, he realized that he needed the capability to run, if/when he needed to.

He wanted to run from Fairy Moon, and from Ar’Cosmos, and he wanted to go back to Jane, and then take her with him as he ran off to some far corner of the world where no one could find him. The very second he had that thought, he had another thought in tandem; he could never hide, not really. Not from the people who could find him. Not from the gods, or from the Mind Mages.

He could run from Fairy Moon, though, and knowing that she was more than simply immortal, running was the only way to get out of her power. At the same time, though, he had thought he was done with being afraid of Fairy Moon’s warnings and power. And at the same time as that, Erick knew he would never truly be over her kidnapping and imprisoning him, and he would never be over his own almost-murder of Maid Maria.

And then came the anger. From multiple directions.

Erick had only wanted to get some space where he could practice magic. Why did Fairy Moon need to make the morning even more complicated than it already was? [Gate]? NOW? Really! Why not later? There was just too much going on to do more than small experiments.

But...

[Gate] right now would be good—

But wait. Fairy Moon had asked if he was okay with doing this now—

Erick had another thought, from a completely different direction. Why was he angry? At the overload of events? Mostly, yes, but he had had stressful days before and he didn’t go straight to anger as he had right now. Admittedly, Fairy Moon stressed him out quite a lot, but...

Wait.

Was his core breaking down again?

Erick switched to his Other Self.

Benevolence lightning filled his veins while his core held right beside his heart. His core was mostly fine, but it looked… or rather it seemed, perhaps? A bit… murky? Barely any difference at all, but, yup. Now that Erick saw it, he knew where his unusual anger had come from. His core was suffering from normal degradation. It had been about a day since he last accreted, so this sort of degradation was right on schedule according to the books, but he had expected days of clarity between accretions. Not a single day. In truth, his anger was barely anything at all, but the sudden spike of that emotion that had sucker punched him.

And his core needed some accretion. Not a lot. But he needed some, for sure.

Erick settled for a [Renew], for now, targeting himself internally.

Anger faded.

His core cleared.

Rationality resumed.

Fairy Moon just watched Erick go through his emotional rollercoaster over the course of three seconds.

Erick blinked long, centering himself as he decided to ask the most prudent question he thought he could; a question that had been weighing on his mind about [Gate] for a long time. Such a question required some setting, though. Erick said, “From my understanding, Ar’Cosmos is inside the mana; inside what we deem as ‘Fae Magic’, specifically. It seems like this land is inside another dimension. But the Dimensional Ban prevents Dimensional Magic. This Ban prevents anyone from actually accessing the Plane of Fire, for example; that Plane is trapped behind the Script. This same fact is true for the Plane of Water, or Stone, or whatever. But this ‘Plane of Fae’ is different. You can access this land. It seems like you have created Rift Magic that allows someone to actually go into the mana, instead of ‘opening the mana’ and letting mana out into reality, which is how Rift Magic usually works. It seems like [Gate] magic is some Spatial Magic ideas implanted inside Fae Magic, or maybe something else; I am not sure.” Erick asked his question, “So what is going on there? Is Fae Magic simply different from all the rest? Is Fae Magic able to ‘trick’ its way around the Dimensional Ban? Or is Fae Magic the condensation of all life in the mana into one single Element, and thus all of the ability to access the other Planes does not exist, because Elemental Fae is the only Element that can actually be lived in? Is it possible to actually access and ‘live inside’ Elemental Air, for example?” Erick asked, “Or am I misunderstanding something more fundamental?”

All while Erick spoke, Fairy Moon lightly eyed him, her pink and green eyes sparkling a little as he explained what he thought he knew. Even before he finished, though, Erick could tell that he had gotten something very, very wrong, but not in a dangerous way; in a way that made Fairy Moon gain an edge to her smirk.

Erick was unsure how he felt about that edge.

Fairy Moon said, “You have a misconception and misunderstandings aplenty, but only one matters in this magic. Here now, is the true nature of the Dimensional Ban—”

She opened her mouth.

She spoke.

The words did not reach Erick’s ears.

He could not read her lips.

His crystal glass, filled with orange juice, a specialty asked for from Maid Maria, shattered. Orange juice splattered across the table. Fairy Moon’s ceramic plate cracked in half, spilling syrup. Blood fell from Erick’s ears and eyes as he tasted copper.

And Fairy Moon kept explaining.

Maid Maria, sitting across the table, winced alongside Erick. She bled from her ears, too.

Fairy Moon finished. She sighed, then gave a small smile. “Everyone thinks they know what the Dimensional Ban is about, but they know not of that most major of Bans. They conflate causes and explain away effects. The Truth is not that dangerous by my reasoned reckoning, but it was decided long ago to lock that particular magic away. The lesser effects of that enactment are the nuances you see with the nature of Rift Magic and otherwise, but the true nature of Rift Magic is that most mages aren’t actually capable of true Rift Magic.” She shrugged. “You don’t need to know the Truth of the Dimensional Ban to make [Gate]. You possess all the pieces. Now you must merely put those pieces in place.”

Erick rubbed at his sore ears while Maid Maria got up, muttering about cleaning. While he mulled over Fairy Moon’s words, Maria cleared and then cleaned the table, and then proceeded to set out a replacement breakfast, since the original one had shards of ceramic in them.

Erick asked what he felt was the proper followup, “What pieces do I have?”

Fairy Moon listed, “An acute attunement to an Element, deeper and denser than most people can manage, so deep that the boundary between oneself and the other is less than a shift in stance. Knowledge of magic and mana. Knowledge of life and living. The acumen to accumulate it all into a gathering that grows. And finally, a fair fraction of Wizardry to will toward that supreme, singular step.” She said, “For most, the Wizardry comes from without. But for you, Benevolence will respond to your wishes most of all, and so! Go make [Gate] if you yearn for that most famous of freedoms.” She warned, “The second you do, though, you will be outside the bounds of Ar’Cosmos. I can’t protect you past here.”

Erick had a sudden bounty of questions, but he knew that he wouldn’t get to ask all of them before events started happening again, so he focused on the largest ones, to make sure he was understanding Fairy Moon correctly, and to make sure that he was understanding the very nature of mana correctly.

First: everyone’s mana was different.

It was the [Renew] problem.

While this nuance of the Old Cosmology remained in this New Cosmology, some mana had been taken by the Script and designated as ‘Fire’ or ‘Water’ or, in Fairy Moon’s case, ‘Fae’. All others were discarded or folded into the larger mana archetype which best suited it. Erick had originally thought that Fae was the only one that had been crushed down to size. But…

Erick asked, “All Elemental Fire, for example, used to be many different types of mana?”

“Yes,” Fairy Moon said, smiling and relieved beyond measure. She was happy Erick was actually understanding her, and making the right connections.

“Did people [Gate] through Elemental Fire?”

Happily, Fairy Moon said, “There were never many people who [Gate]d through Fire, but some people were always Like That. There’s some in every society.”

Okay.

Okay.

Erick began, “The Grand Translation… Made it so that most people could never access the Elemental Planes... And so most people were never in-tune enough with what had been designated ‘Fire’, by the Script? [Gate] is truly, actually, Dimensional Magic? But through the elements?”

“Correct!” Fairy Moon added, “Even now, the people who can find purchase on the Elements envisioned by the Script are so scarce you might have an easier time living through telling Melemizargo to give up his godly power.”

Erick felt floored. He asked, “[Gate] is always out of the reach of people because of the same different-mana problem that I’ve begun to solve through [Renew]?”

Fairy Moon nodded, saying, “And thus we arrive at the truest trick to [Gate]; that Wizardry can alter the unalterable, and sometimes all the largest magics require is a slight shift in one’s own mana, to better connect with what is already out there.” She added, “Though I caution against attempting to anchor inside Elemental Fire, or anything else so acidic to life.”

It all clicked.

[Gate] suddenly made sense.

And only because Erick had been believing a lie this whole time. [Gate] was dimensional magic, but obviously of a different sort. Actual Dimensional Magic was still Banned by the Script, for actual Dimensional Magic did not mean what Erick thought it had meant. The Dimensional Ban was actually a hole carved in the Script; a prevention of the highest sort—

Erick tried to guess at the problem, saying, “The Dimensional Ban prevents opening a way back to the Old Cosmology— No. That’s not it. I can say these words and you can hear them.”

Fairy Moon nodded, and then she tried to speak, but Silence poured through her throat—

“Okay. Enough.” Erick waved her off, saying, “Enough.”

Fairy Moon stopped, and nodded.

Erick tried to think, but it was hard, for a sudden bout of anger rocked out through his entire body. That anger had nothing to do with his core, for his core was fine; this was merely true anger.

“Then what the fuck does the Dimensional Ban do?!”

Fairy Moon smirked, then opened her mouth and Silence poured—

“Okay okay!” Erick touched his bleeding ears again, interrupting Fairy Moon as he said, “That’s okay. I don’t need to know.” He cut into his fresh pancake, saying, “No need to break breakfast again.”

Fairy Moon giggled a little. “It would be rude to ruin it again.” She happily said to Maid Maria, “It is a wonderful repast, my Maid Maria.”

Maria merely nodded. The three of them resumed eating.

Erick asked a few small questions during the rest of the meal. The only one that actually stood out, though, was when he asked, “So is Fae Magic not necessary to [Gate]? Can you make a place like this in any Element? Or is a place like Ar’Cosmos only possible through Elemental Fae?”

“Fae live everywhere, Erick.” Fairy Moon said, “It was only when we were shunted into this small space that all our other lands languished without our wildlife. If not for the Script and the Sundering, if this were the Old Cosmology, you would already have young ones birthing out of your Benevolence, with or without your assistance. Sadly, that will not happen under the Script. You should still be able to create an abode inside Benevolence, but it would not be as becoming as Ar’Cosmos.”

“… Ah. Okay.” Erick mumbled, “So that’s a whole thing, eh.”

Fairy Moon nodded. “It is.”

The rest of breakfast was wonderful, though most of the food was simple background sensation to all the thoughts filling Erick’s head. He had all the secrets to [Gate], a few more secrets about Rift Magic that he had no idea what to do with, and another secret that he didn’t really care to explore at all—

Fairy Moon offered, “I could emplace some enchantment and tell you the Truth of the Dimensional Ban, even through the systems of the Script, though the second you saw a Mind Mage then those words would be ripped out of your head.”

“… Not right now.” Erick said, “Maybe later.”

Maybe he’d poke around the Dimensional Ban some day far, far in the future, when fewer Current Events were on the day’s docket.

Erick said, “I will take a magic practice room if you got it, though.”

“Of course.” Fairy Moon nodded.







- - - -







There had been no time to try out his magic.

After breakfast, a runner from House Fae rushed up to the front doors of Fairy Moon Manor and rapidly informed Maid Maria that words at the Rotunda were getting heated, and would Fairy Moon and Erick please come at their earliest convenience.

At least Erick had seen what might one day become the layer of Ar’Cosmos which would hold House Benevolence.

It was a sandy, sunny field that stretched off about 500 meters all around, surrounded by faint walls of mist. Beyond the mist lay Fairy Moon Manor, though that could change as Erick wanted. It was just the start of House Benevolence’s Layer, too, for if Erick supplied more mana to Ar’Cosmos, and once [Renew] entered the Open Script, it would likely become much larger. He could even connect it to other parts of Ar’Cosmos as he desired.

Later, he might even get to try out some new spellwork on that sandy field. But now, it was time to talk to dragons, and to the consequences of his actions—

No. That was the wrong way to approach the threat of being known; the problem of dragons and danger—

No. Not a ‘problem’. An opportunity.

Yes, he was a Wizard. Yes, Fairy Moon had fairy-fucked him over with mind and body control. Yes, the world was coming for him. Yes, there were all those complications and more, but also, if he threaded the needle correctly, if he spoke the right words and enabled the right possibilities among all those involved…

Then he could make the world a better place.

He could turn the Crystal Forest green. He could raise cities out of sand. Push back all the monsters both on the Surface and in the Underworld. He could bring rain to the people, and bring the people together in harmony. He could found entire new worlds. All problems could be solved, for the most major, most dangerous ones had been solved. The Sundering might not ever happen again. Melemizargo was getting better. The Shades were mostly gone.

The solutions to every problem might not be apparent at first, but those solutions were out there, somewhere, waiting to be discovered, or created.

Yes.

That was the right way to think of this.

And so, that was what Erick did.







- - - -







The Rotunda was located in the layer of Ar’Cosmos known as the High Road. Everything in this layer was made of pale, tan stone, reaching heights that shouldn’t have been possible with normal engineering. All the buildings were layered above one another in a way that certainly should have everything collapsing, but the High Road remained. In addition to that, the deeper parts of it were a maze, but the upper parts were not. It was quite nice at the top.

It was all quite a lot airier and with more greenery here and there than was probably strictly necessary, but this was the bureaucracy layer of Ar’Cosmos, and so a certain amount of ostentation was a necessary display of power.

Some specific buildings stuck up above the general horizon of the High Road. Each of those buildings were identifiable at a glance by their shape. The Rotunda was one of these places.

It was shaped like a rather thick, round skyscraper, and if it weren’t for the tan stone exterior and architecture made of arches, Erick could have almost imagined the Rotunda in any skyline on Earth. It had many half-moon towers rising all around that central tower, though; that was rather non-Earth-like. City hall, which rose next to the Rotunda, was much more normal in appearance, being three simple, blocky towers.

The current skyway under Erick’s feet led straight to city hall. From there, it was a short journey to the Rotunda, the forum within which the heads of house and their compatriots (and the Free Dragons) debated and crafted laws which everyone would then follow.

The roads did not have many people on them. This fact was evident in the glass vials that rose like tiki torches here and there upon the skyway. The candle flames inside those vials burned low. Erick could already tell the lack of people in this place through Ophiel, though. The few people that were on the roads were the soldiers of House Carnage, dressed in their red enamel plate armor, and looking a little bored here and there. Mostly all of them looked like half dragons, like Maria.

Behind Erick and Fairy Moon, Maid Maria walked like a guard; alert, yet playing at being relaxed.

Ten minutes of walking later, and they finally reached some traffic, most of which came up from the nearby stairwells nearer to city hall. Most people did not walk across the High Road to get here, after all; they came up from the other layers of Ar’Cosmos.

The massive, thirty meter tall doors of city hall stood open, like a great yawning portal into a land of paperwork and lawyers. Here, closer to the governing heart of Ar’Cosmos, were people. People of all kinds, from dragons with no tails and well-formed horns and barely any scales, to half-dragons with an assortment of whatever body parts they were born with, but mostly the tails and the scales set them apart. All of those people were either waiting in line to get served by clerks off to the side, or headed off to somewhere else after checking in with the people at the front desk. The inside of city hall was mostly austere and professional, but here and there were some large bits of opulence in the form of paintings and sculptures set to the sides of the wide, wide hallways, which detailed the history and the big names and faces of the larger powers of Ar’Cosmos.

The first, most obvious bit of opulence was Fairy Moon, appearing in white, pink, and green crystal, standing like a sentinel upon a large dais in the center of the main room, right behind the front counter. She was only slightly larger than life-size. Lights illuminated that sculpture most brilliantly, drawing the eyes of everyone who walked through the large doors.

But it was here, after Erick and Fairy Moon reached the doors, and then stepped inside, that the true sculptures of the room were revealed; further back, and to the extreme edges of the main room, for there was no other space for them otherwise.

Life-size sculptures of dragons, looming in the bright recesses of the room, formed wall-like sections of city hall with their snake-like bodies, all twisted and curled in on themselves, save for their heads, which stuck out a fraction into the main foyer of the main entrance. They were all made of solid crystal. One violet, one grey, one bright red. They were lifelike, for sure, and Erick was a bit nervous seeing dragons, but then he realized he shouldn’t be.

The guards to both sides of the entrance hall bowed. Erick didn’t get a chance to see much more of city hall before a nervous runner from House Fae stepped out from behind that front counter and walked straight up to Erick and Fairy Moon. Apparently, the powers of Ar’Cosmos were ready for them to show up. The nervous man was a little nervous because of Erick and Fairy Moon, but mostly he was nervous due to whatever was going on in the Rotunda. Erick glanced around the room and took in the sights of a hundred different people, each either glancing his way, or turning away trying not to be noticed.

Erick and Fairy Moon followed the nervous man through the main hall of city hall.

And for some bizarre reason, as he passed the large sculptures of Bright Smile, Illustrious Moon, and Inferno Maw, Erick couldn’t help but think that there was room for a fourth dragon. Perhaps replacing that other wall, over there. One made of Benevolence white crystal.

Wasn’t that an odd thought.

- - - -

A short bridge separated city hall from the Rotunda.

The building was much larger from this close.

The outermost parts of the Rotunda looked like layer upon layer of aqueduct arches, spiraling around a central core, gradually rising from the depths of the High Road, up to Erick’s current position, and then further still. It spiraled up into the sky like a very tightly coiled spring. And that was just the first, outermost shell of the Rotunda. A second, similar shell, held inside the first. And then a third shell after that.

The arches themselves were 25 meters tall at their tallest point, and about that much wide, too. As closely packed as those arches were, the whole design sort of seemed like a very airy Tower of Pisa, or something like that—

A full-sized dragon slithered out of an archway. And its body did not exit that fast. The dragon was a long one, for the dragon’s long body kept coming—

And then the green dragon stopped, and stared at Erick and Fairy Moon. They had seemed beyond furious and highly disgusted by whatever was going on inside, but they lost that expression in that single instant of recognition. They paused, nodded/bowed, and then turned right back around, reentering the Rotunda through another arch.

The guide from House Fae rapidly spoke about how things were deteriorating, but maybe things would be better now that Erick and Fairy Moon were showing. The guide led them down the bridge, leading into the Rotunda.

Erick and Fairy Moon followed—

Erick crossed an invisible barrier in the center of the skyway and sudden sounds filled his ears, like listening to news anchors fighting on a TV inside the next room over, but with those news anchors being dragons and with voices of comparable power. Erick steeled himself and followed the guide, into the depths of the Rotunda’s open air design.

He saw a few dragon tails before he saw the actual congregation, and as he moved forward, the sounds of argument began to fall quiet. Heads pulled back to glance at Erick and Fairy Moon as they walked forward, to the center, to a place that was set aside for them, or for any other people-sized persons who wished to participate in the discussions. From the nice stone chairs set not a meter from the edge, Erick guessed that this was Fairy Moon’s personal ‘skybox’.

The entirety of the Rotunda was quite simple in construction. It was five concentric layers of aqueduct arches, like five nesting dolls, with the central layer having an open space in the middle, about 250 meters wide. It was like a round courtyard. That rotunda started about fifty floors down from Erick’s current position, and continued up into the sky for another 20 floors. There was no roof; only open sky.

The interior aqueduct arches formed little balcony-like areas for the dragons to position themselves within, giving each individual dragon space with which to participate in the proceedings. There was some sort of height-based arrangement to the setup that had to do with hierarchy, but for the most part, the dragons who were arguing were floating in the center of the space, like streamers of brightly shining colors draped upon the air. Red, green, and blue, were the current speakers, with the red one seeming to be some sort of judge, if based upon her position above a bit of floating rock, while the other two free-floated; the debaters, no doubt.

And for a moment, upon seeing the full forum, Erick felt sweat trickle down his back.

Hundreds of sinuous, snake-like dragons poked out of all the other holes around the Rotunda, with their arms crossed and resting on the floors in front of them. As Erick stepped forward, those heads turned toward him. There were at least four hundred dragons sitting around, debating or listening.

There was a lot of power here in this Rotunda.

A lot.

The red dragon floating atop the floating rock, inside the hollow of the Rotunda, spoke quietly and rapidly toward the debaters, “This part of the discussion is shelved. Please take your seats.” Green and blue complied, though neither of them looked happy about it. And then the red dragon spoke with a voice raised for all to hear, “This congregation welcomes Archmage and Wizard Erick Flatt to the Rotunda of Ar’Cosmos. We appreciate your attendance.” She explained, “I am Mikatiti, the coordinator of this honorable Rotunda, and I will lay out some small rules for your non-dragon participation in this assembly—” Her voice shifted a fraction as she projected her words slightly more toward everyone else, “You will speak whatever you wish to speak. After that, we will have questions, as outlined by prior arrangements, that you are free to answer or deny as you deem necessary. When we are through with our questions we will discuss what you have said for a single hour, and then we will have more questions. You are free to remain while we discuss what you have said, but you are not required to do so. As you are the guest of honor, feel free to interrupt our own discussions at any point in time.” There were some minor grumbles and anger out there from the hundreds of dragons peeking out from the inner edges of the Rotunda, but no one interrupted Mikatiti. She continued, “After that hour of discussion, we ask for another round of questions. This cycle could go on for a while, or until you decide that you have had enough, and you decide you have other things to do.” She turned her full attention to Erick. “Do you have questions? Do you find this arrangement acceptable?”

Erick rapidly realized a few things, but one stood out most of all. Not a single dragon was visibly using voice enhancement magic. They were just that loud. So while it was probably embarrassing to need to cast such a magic, Erick did so anyway, twisting his aura to cast some magic to make his voice loud enough to be heard, “How many questions will I be answering per round? How long do you expect a cycle to take?”

Instantly, some people in the audience guffed out annoyance.

“Spellcasting is frowned upon. Use your normal voice; we can hear without needing you to speak loudly, either.” Mikatiti answered, “We have agreed upon four important questions, to start; one from each House, and one from the Free Dragons. We expect a little back and forth during each question, if you please. We expect a cycle to take an hour but it could take as long as two.”

Erick dropped his magic and spoke normally, though he did project his voice a little, “I want to confront the wrought contingent that is expected to show up at noon, for my hope with such a confrontation is to create less conflict and more prosperity and I need to talk with them, too, to ensure this goal. Aside from that, and from whatever other needs might occur, I will participate in this assembly for as long as I am able.”

The gathering seemed to mostly approve of that, though some dragons were obviously ready to speak out against the wrought. No one actually spoke out, though.

This was a lot more civilized than Erick had imagined.

Mikatiti seemed to relax, her entire 50 meter long body coiling downward a fraction, though she remained firmly hovering above her stone platform. “Then this assembly will have your opening statements. What do you desire from Ar’Cosmos? What can Ar’Cosmos expect from you in return?”

Erick centered himself, and then he began, “With the Shades mostly gone, the largest source of malfeasance on Veird has nearly been nullified. Going forward, I wish to solve many longstanding problems that continue to plague this world, and one such problem is the Dragon Blood Curse. A true solution to this problem will likely take decades to both manufacture and bring Kirginatharp to the table in order to cure that Curse, but there are smaller solutions to enact before then.

“With my creation of [Renew], and due to the way it allows cast-mana to become self-mana, which is a process we are still exploring, we are able to clear bloodlines and malformed Dragon Essence from those you call half-dragons. It is a cure and a transformation into a new body, all in one. It works. The half dragons already tested are recovering; their half-dragon nature having been stripped from them, along with all other elemental influences.

“An attempt was made to create a system which imbued a bloodline into a person, but that system failed for unknown reasons. So far, the only cure we have is for half dragons. I don’t believe such a system would allow a dragon to actually remain a dragon. All it does is strip all bloodlines from a person and give them a basic body.” Erick had repeated those facts a few times, to ensure that the dragons here understood it was not a way for them all to gain relief from the Curse. They seemed to. “I’m calling it [Reincarnation], but other people might use different words for the process in the future.

“And so, using this new magic, I hope to help everyone here in Ar’Cosmos who is unable to complete the Trial of the Wyrm to rid themselves of their half-cursed nature. In doing so, it is my understanding that such people will be able to leave Ar’Cosmos and resume normal lives outside of this space, out there on Veird.”

Practically every single dragon out there, under the myriad arches of the Rotunda, were on the edges of their stone seats. Some had tried to interrupt when Erick mentioned Kirginatharp, but Mikatiti, without even looking, silenced them with a flick of her tail. She did not cast any magic, but the offending dragons silenced themselves.

They listened attentively, so Erick continued.

“I also created Elemental Benevolence the other day.

“I’m a Wizard… apparently.

“And so, while I highly doubt I will be able to be taken easily by anyone who is not Fairy Moon, I do not wish to remain here in Ar’Cosmos, but when I am out there I will be targeted. To that end, I offer an invitation to Ar’Cosmos to come build a city beside Candlepoint’s lake. When I finally create [Gate], which I expect to be able to make… maybe later today, I expect Yggdrasil to become a world hub, where all the nations of the world can come and go in peace, and hopefully we’ll create some prosperity in that organization.

“I had originally planned to reveal my Wizardry in around 8 months, well after having a Gate Network up and running, but that plan has changed, and so we are here.” Erick breathed, and said, “To that end, I would like to tell you a little bit more about where we are in worldwide current events:

“Elemental Benevolence is the anti-Sundering element, and as such, it is primarily centered around Super Long Range anti-apocalypse prognostication awareness, with a primary purpose of helping the user spot both opportunities and problems when it comes to large-scale shifts in population. And so, I have already seen some problems that I am still considering how best to deal with, but none of those problems or opportunities look too pressing.

“I might make a House Benevolence to help with this sort of endeavor, but it won’t be one of Paradox’d Dragon/Benevolence Essence. If the creation of such a House seems reasonable and possible, then I will be looking for new house members to help me form that House. I expect our first task to be transforming the Crystal Forest into habitable land. Whatever happens after that remains to be seen, but I primarily see myself as heading an organization which helps people who request help, and which heads off large-scale problems without needing to be asked.

“I also foresee some heavy posturing in the beginning, made against all the other powerful forces of the world, like Kirginatharp, and the churches, and the wrought, and the Mind Mages, and especially the Dragon Stalkers.” Erick said, “But not all of those organizations are the same, and I hope to have open dialogues before I resort to war, because if I go to war then I will win that war.

“I don’t want to win a war through violence ever again, but I will if necessary.”

The dragons were concerned about Sundering talk and House Benevolence talk, but they also had hundreds of other emotions, too. Dragon faces and bodies were not quite as easy to read as normal people, and while there was a fair bit of distance between Erick and everyone else, except for his neighbors directly above, beside, and below him, he mostly understood what he was seeing. Far from being incited to harsh words, as Erick had imagined they would be, as soon as Erick got past the Sundering talk a lot of them had open greed writ large upon their faces, or perhaps some sort of hunger. At least two dragons out there were eyeing him as one would eye a particularly juicy cow.

After a moment of silence, Mikatiti announced, “And so, Ar’Cosmos gains Sight of the possibilities arrayed before us. Which section will ask their question first?”

Eyes and heads shifted as dragons sighted the dragons they were interested in hearing from next, or something along those lines. There were too many unknowns in this crowd for Erick to pick apart every nuance of the crowd, he did, however, think that the directions of the faces pointed was some sort of voting mechanism. He did notice, though, as three different dragons—

Nope. Four different dragons. One was below Erick by four floors.

Those four dragons stuck their sinuous tails out into the large space, raising them so they were seen by all.

A red dragon to the left. A white straight across. A grey to the right. A violet dragon down below.

Erick had never seen any of them before. As he looked around, he did not recognize Redflame, or… Well. Redflame was the only dragon he had seen in dragon form— But! Ah. Right. Dragons kept their same horns throughout all their forms, unless they were purposefully engaging in subterfuge. With that in mind, Erick reevaluated who he saw…

Nope.

He didn’t know any of them.

Mikatiti called upon the red one first, saying, “Akendri, Speaker for House Carnage.”

Akendri spoke up, “Will you be working toward making a form of Renewal Tank that fosters growth of the mutated Dragon/Other Essence which allows us to maintain our dragon forms outside in the rest of the world, while also avoiding Kirginatharp’s Dragon Curse?”

“[Renew] will come out in the Open Script in around ten or eleven months.” Erick said, “I expect other people to create that particular magic. As of right now, I don’t believe the current system or methodology will allow dragons to circumvent the Dragon Curse like they currently can, though I fully expect someone else to be able to create this particular magic.”

Greed glinted in the eyes of almost every dragon in the congregation. Some were worried, though.

Akendri digressed, “That is all.”

Mikatiti nodded, then announced, “Light Blight, of House Death.”

The white dragon, Light Blight, spoke, “I speak with specific regard to the wrought. Unlike most of my compatriots, I do not believe the Mind Mages will be a problem as long as the wrought decide to forgo open war. Since you are already allied with wrought, even though you are now revealed to be a Wizard, do you foresee them actually allowing you to live? Do you honestly believe that peace is possible? That they won’t try to get you to lower your defenses, and then attack when you are vulnerable?”

A loaded series of questions. Light Blight did not believe peace was possible at all. Many other dragons felt the same way, if Erick was reading them right.

Erick said, “I have made myself vulnerable to them before. Now that certain secrets are out, I will not be making myself quite that vulnerable ever again, or at least not until after a good ten years of easy cooperation.” Erick said, “For the wrought have been cooperative before, and I still have a link to the Script, which means I haven’t angered Rozeta too much. Considering their primary function is to be neutral and to ensure the world survives the worst case scenarios, I hope that my creation of Benevolence will grant me a great deal of goodwill with them. Rozeta has tried to work with Wizards before, and so, I feel I qualify for at least that much benefit of doubt.”

Light Blight asked, “What sort of defenses are you prepared to enact to secure this proposed city beside Candlepoint. How will you defend against outside threats, like those posed by the wrought?”

Erick said, “I can go into specifics, if you would like, but I will not go that deep because this is a security matter.”

“Specifics are not necessary.” Light Blight raised his head a fraction, then said, “I ask this question because House Death would provide supplemental infantry defense for this new, proposed land, if you can provide primary defense.”

“Overall, the plan is runic webs in the walls, widescale [Renew]-enabled archmage-level defenses across the entirety of the land, Yggdrasil’s defensive power, preventative magics everywhere, and treaties with all other governments that might need to be considered. Smaller scale security will likely be a continual issue, but there isn’t a city out there without a guard, and anything I create would be no different in that regard.” Erick said, “House Death’s offer is duly noted.”

Light Blight bowed his head a fraction, pulling back.

Mikatiti announced, “Proxy Dearth-of-red, of the Free Dragons.”

The grey dragon, Dearth-of-red said, “The Highlands know of Archmage Flatt’s measure and we approve, but we would like to make one thing clear: When you get back to Veird, we would ask you to research how to strip the Curse from a dragon, without needing to go through the tragedy that is Paradoxing. If you can do this magic then you will have a thousand dragons offering you their allyship, without reservation. Know this, Archmage Flatt: The Curse is the only thing holding us back from grinding the problems of Veird into nothing, be they monsters or murderers or face stealers or Hunters or Dragon Stalkers, or tyrannical wrought, or even Melemizargo himself. We can make this world a paradise, if only the Curse did not exist. If you can erase that curse from individuals, or as a whole, then we are pledged to you for now until forever.”

Mikatiti’s tone or posture did not change, but she felt a bit irritated as she asked, “Does the Speaker have a question?”

“All our questions about Erick and what he wants to do with this world have been answered a thousand times over.” Dearth-of-Red said, “The only thing that remains is to see him protected from any of the thousand and one threats still out there.”

Erick felt both good and bad about Dearth-of-red’s words. He had thought he had processed the emotions of a ‘flight of dragons’ being loosed on Veird, but apparently he had not.

Erick said, “I appreciate the offer.”

Dearth-of-red nodded.

Mikatiti moved on. “Asteroid Stars, of House Fae.”

Erick stuck his head back out over the edge.

The purple dragon’s eyes lingered on Dearth-of-red for a moment longer, then she raised her gaze up toward Erick, just a few floors above her. “We want you to get [Duplicate] from Kirginatharp. Can you do this?”

“… Why do you want that spell?” Erick said, “Illustrious Moon spoke about that desire, too.”

“Since the option exists where we can have everything if we want it, we should be allowed to have that option.” Asteroid Stars said, “Every single person you see dying from hunger, or from lack of shelter, or from lack of any material thing, is one more casualty in the tyranny of [Duplicate] being locked behind Kirginatharp and Rozeta’s decrees. We desire everything for everyone. We desire economies of thought and action, and to mitigate all economies of scarcity and greed.”

Ah.

Well...

“I’m right there with you, Asteroid Stars,” Erick said, “When new worlds open up, I’m sure that somewhere out there there will be a Script with just a few spells offered, and [Duplicate] might be among those offerings. But the wrought would never go for it here on Veird and I have already brought too much upheaval to this world. I don’t feel that the proliferation of [Duplicate] would do anything but cause a lot more upheaval.”

“But see! This is precisely the reason to proliferate this magic, today, or at least as soon as possible.” Asteroid Stars said, “The world is changing. Why not change everything to be better, all at once?”

Out in the audience, Asteroid Stars seemed to have a lot of supporters.

“I would prefer more incremental changes.” Erick said, “My main fear with the release of [Duplicate] is that it has a very large chance of causing untold destruction when some malefactor decides to copy Extreme Light materials and scatter them everywhere, while also causing a god to go Dark, like Atunir almost did back in the fall of Quintlan.”

“Ah! So a smaller release of [Duplicate] would be acceptable?” Asteroid Stars asked, “How about if such magic were to be given to the heads of the Houses of Ar’Cosmos? Or to trusted advisors?”

Erick had been led into a small trap that had the capability to turn into a very large one, for he saw the greed in the eyes of every dragon in the Rotunda. He knew that saying ‘no’ would lose him a lot of goodwill. That possible loss of goodwill might have stopped him from saying ‘no’ a year ago, or if he had fallen with Jane into Ar’Cosmos instead of the Crystal Forest and was thus raised with draconic overlords overseeing his life. Now, though, he had seen more than enough terrors that a tower full of dragons only ranked in the top 10 of his most terrifying experiences ever.

“I don’t feel that the pros of releasing [Duplicate] to the many is enough of a reason to anger the wrought and potentially topple all of the current governments of Veird.” Erick said, “I am trying for stability.”

Asteroid Stars smiled a little, saying, “Asking for simple peace would never work, therefore, we must ask for more, and be talked down to something lesser. Now that the Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst are gone, it is time for dragons to finally take the field!

“House Fae plans on demanding the wrought let us settle lands in the jungles of Continental Nergal. House Death wants Quintlan. The Free Dragons plan to gain control of Nelboor. House Carnage wants Glaquin, though we know they are already willing to share lands with House Benevolence. In fact, all of our people desire to share lands with House Benevolence.

“Right now, our power is limited, but I and all of House Fae believe that true peace is possible, and so we must shape what is to come, and part of that shaping is the demand for certain changes. The demand for [Duplicate] is something we are willing to give up with regard to gaining all of the world, but you don’t honestly want all us dragons out there keeping the world clear of monstrous threats without some personal benefit, would you?” Asteroid Stars said, “Personally, I want a bed of warm gold, and gems, and pearls. I would rather have a bed of riches that I [Duplicate]d than one I had to gather from all the peasants that live under my aegis. They never pay enough and they always complain.”

Asteroid Stars’ words resonated with a lot of other dragons. Erick felt that he should have been a bit surprised by Asteroid Star’s open greed, but he wasn’t. Not really. Dragons and greed were a multi-universal concept, it appeared.

There was only one way to respond to such a hard-line stance, though.

Erick said, “That’s a perspective I hadn’t considered. I’ll need to think about that.”

There were more than a few small huffs of laughter all around the Rotunda. They all knew that Erick was refusing to answer. Asteroid Stars huffed a small laugh too, then nodded to Erick, and then to Mikatiti.

The redscale arbiter of the Rotunda announced, “And thus ends the first round of questioning. We shall begin the discussion.”

Instantly, tails flicked out from beside their owners. Mikatiti called upon a tealscale. That bright dragon then spoke of how he wanted more information about the Renewal Tanks, and their limitations. In response, Light Blight, the dragon from House Death, began speaking of Inferno Maw’s current investigations.

Behind Erick, a man and a woman came forward with small refreshments. Another usher brought forth a perch for Ophiel to sit upon. That perch had a thick base and a long arm that could extend out into the Rotunda by two meters; it would allow Erick to look down, or up, without having to actually look over the edge. Fairy Moon was already seated on her not-a-throne. Erick took the seat beside her.

And so, Erick and Fairy Moon sat at the edge of the Rotunda, with Ophiel seated about two meters out, hanging over the abyss of dragons, his watchful eyes allowing Erick to view everyone, including dragons directly above or below.

Mostly, Erick listened, though.

And he wondered about many things. Perhaps the smallest of which was the question of what sort of anger had been erupting that had required the runner from House Fae to come out and collect him so early. Were these dragons just being polite now that Erick was here? Or was it Fairy Moon’s presence that caused them to act civilized? Or were they always civilized? And if they were always civilized…

Had that runner made Erick come out here early specifically so he didn’t get a chance to play around with Benevolence?

… No. That was too much paranoia.

Or perhaps it was just the right amount?

- - - -

An hour of talk passed faster than Erick would have thought possible, and while it was interesting, it was mostly about things outside of his control. Or rather, things he decided that would remain outside of his control.

The dragons were planning on dividing up the Surface of Veird amongst themselves, and not a single one thought that their goals were impossible. As soon as [Renew] helped them solve the problem of the Curse, then they would pour out across Veird like a Benevolent tide.

They had used that word exactly like that, too. ‘Benevolent’ tide. They were including Erick in their plans for world conquest.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about world conquest, though certain societies would surely benefit from someone taking them into hand. Like the Sovereign Cities. That place was still having a civil war apparently, between the rebels and the nobility. Erick cared not for either side except in that general way one cared about other people, but everyone in the Sovereign Cities was horrible, so a draconic master might actually be able to impose some good reforms in that land.

House Carnage was looking forward to ending that civil war.

Other Houses had other desires.

Continental Nergal with the slavers in the jungles was a problem that House Fae wished to solve, and they already had pixie allies down there.

In a similar, yet different way, The Free Dragons wanted to end the wars on Nelboor through the rise of ‘Empire’ Songli.

House Death wished to bring Necromancy mainstream; to stop the persecution of Necromancers the world over. They also desired to legitimize the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan, to make others see that land as one of civilization, and not as a land of monsters. Living Undead were just a different type of person, after all. Erick’s [Reincarnation] magic, once they figured out all of those intricacies, might even allow them to bring the dead back to true life in a [True Resurrection] sort of way. There were always problems with [Resurrection] magic, but [Renew] might actually solve those problems, since [Renew] completely mitigated the myriad different-mana issues that naturally arose during the course of an attempted resurrection.

House Carnage also wanted to end the Quiet War on Glaquin; to bring both the Wasteland Kingdoms and the Greensoil Republic to heel. They expected Erick’s assistance in this eventual goal…

Erick gave some lip service toward ending the Quiet War on Glaquin, and every other question posed to him, but mostly he abstained from any true commitments.

He wasn’t sure how he felt about draconic overlords.

For some reason, he thought back to Apogee, the copper dragonkin, planar, former guildmaster of the Wayfarer’s Guild back at Spur, actually-a-half-dragonkin-now-that-Erick-knew-better. That guy had gotten through almost all of the Worldly Path, but he hadn’t wanted to take that last step; he didn’t want to make [Gate]. Erick had believed that Apogee’s reasons could have been anything from not trusting Melemizargo, to being a slight misanthrope, but as Erick sat here he knew yet another reason why Apogee had never taken that final step. Apogee had even said as much.

That man hated the draconic overlords of his previous world.

The dragons of this world treated their dragonkin offspring rather poorly, too, for they usually absconded at the earliest possible convenience as soon as the offspring didn’t show any potential for true power. Poi had even been subjected to this. His father was actually a dragon, and that guy had left Poi, his sister, and his mother behind, as soon as his draconic nature was discovered. Poi’s story was not unique at all.

Like, sure, maybe the dragon up and left to prevent other dragons from coming down and starting a fight, but then there was Al, and Savral, and Erick was almost 100% sure that Al was actually a dragon. He stuck around with his kid. Most dragons did not do that.

Maybe there was more to it than that, though?

Maybe Poi’s father had been found out as a dragon. Or maybe it was just the Dragon Stalkers who forced the issue.

But even so…

Erick didn’t know how he felt about creating a world of draconic overlords.

Personally, for him, having all these dragons allied with him was like allying with hundreds of immortal archmages who also happened to be archwarriors. Erick would not be unassailable in such a world, but he would be a lot safer. And besides that, these dragons were not like the dragon kings of Apogee’s homeworld. Some of them seemed like good people. (Though Erick was absolutely sure that they were putting on a good face for his benefit.)

And yet…

Rozeta had said that Veird would not survive a true flight of dragons.

Perhaps…

Was all this talking just a smokescreen? To hide their innate viciousness?

Ar’Cosmos was the only part of the world where they could be themselves, this was true, but it was also the only part of the world where a very, very old fae enforced rules of non-violence. Maybe they weren’t actually being pleasant because of Erick. They were probably being pleasant because of the very, very powerful fae sitting a meter to Erick’s left.
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                Time ticked onward, and Erick watched dragons discuss the new world orders they wished to implement. None of them spoke in specifics, for most of the dragons here could not actually meet any of the other dragons out there in the world, lest they get into a fight, so their plans were couched in dubious language. The exception to this was when a few dragons openly spoke of their half-dragon family members getting Renewal Tank’d and then sent out into the world to secure land and other various interests. Their own cures would come later, and might come from any one of them doing their own experiments on [Renew]-based soul magics.

The basic theory of how this new magic cleared a person of elemental influence was rather simple, after all. The spellwork targeted the very center of a person, their base nature and soul, and then recreated everything from there, outward. Everything that was not in-tune with that base nature was discarded.

The conversation moved on from there, to talks of securing the actual cure for the Curse while allowing one to remain a dragon. The Curse itself was still an intrinsic part of Dragon Essence, after all, so a ‘reset to base’ for a dragon would still leave them with the Curse, so any actual cure would have to come from a person gaining a Death, Carnage, or Fae Elemental Body and then combining them with Wizardry. But is such a thing even possible? Unknown. And yet...

House Carnage was absolutely going to do everything it could to create a Carnage Dragon Renewal Tank.

House Fae would be expanding the number of people with [Fae Body], if they could, but as of right now it didn’t appear that Fae Dragon Essence would be that easy to foster through a Renewal Tank, no matter how miraculous the magical technology seemed to be. Resetting a person to Dragon would likely be easy, as would resetting a person to Fae, but a combined spellwork would still require Wizardry. Therefore, House Fae would be going the [Fae Body] route and leaving behind most of their Fae Dragon selves. At least that was the idea, for now. Things might change in the future.

House Death agreed with House Fae’s assessment. They might go that way as well, while also attempting to revive wyrms, granting the Silent dead new bodies.

The idea of wyrms coming back to life was a major revelation, though.

Many dragons shouted out for further answers, all across the Rotunda, and so Light Blight, the dragon from House Death, spent a good 40 minutes explaining what Inferno Maw’s latest research indicated. He didn’t say anything that Erick didn’t already know, but Erick did send his sight over to the Ophiel currently by the Renewal Tank, to see what was happening over there.

Ophiel was currently pumping [Renew] into the machine. Erick had already checked on that whole situation a few times already, and this latest check did not show anything too concerning.

So far they hadn’t tried to revive a wyrm, but their experiments were getting rather esoteric.

Redflame and Inferno Maw were both by that Renewal Tank, while yet another large rat was inside the tank. This rat did not currently have a core, but it had had a core not ten minutes ago. The bloody remnants of that grand rad sat upon a nearby dissection table. The rat itself didn’t even have a scar from where its core had been broken, and removed.

Currently, the rat floated in the tank, while glowing white water rained down into the top.

This was the fourth experiment doing this.

The rat itself was physically whole; the injuries it had sustained in the core removal process had been healed up by Inferno Maw. But its soul was another story entirely. Its soul currently looked like a flaking mist, barely filling up the rat’s body at all, looking more like a splash of paint inside the rat than the usual solid mist that was a soul’s normal configuration. Some parts of that broken soul even dangled out of the body like tattered sheets, billowing away in the tumbling waters of the Renewal Tank.

But, that soul was healing.

As white rain fell into the tank and soaked into the monster's skin, and then deeper, into the un-cored soul, the rat’s tattered mess of a soul began to thicken, and coalesce. In five minutes the soul lined up with the body of the now-non-monstrous rat. And the rat had shrunk. It was about half as large as it had been before, which was an odd, but not unexpected result.

The rat itself was completely healed. The soul was fine. The body was fine. It was just like the other three rats that came before.

Inferno Maw clapped his hands and did a small, probably unprofessional dance, before he caught himself. After briefly smiling at the floor and banishing his giddiness he went on to the next experiment, trying not to smile too much the whole time.

Erick turned his attention back to the Rotunda.

House Fae had been talking about turning the toxic jungles of Nergal into normal jungles, ripe for habitation. It was an odd sort of talk, specifically because the Speaker for House Fae, Asteroid Stars, was discussing the similarities between remaking the Crystal Forest into a real forest, and utterly destroying the toxic forest of Nergal, to try and replace them with normal forests.

Erick supposed this was for his benefit. Asteroid Stars was trying to show that they were right there with him and ready to remake the world as he desired. He would have liked to hear more of House Fae’s plans, but it was time to get going. It was nearly noon. The representatives from Stratagold would be appearing soon.

Erick got to his feet and stepped to the edge of his and Fairy Moon’s alcove.

Instantly, Asteroid Stars stopped talking.

Mikatiti, the red dragon still floating in the middle of the Rotunda, announced, “The Rotunda recognizes Archmage Erick Flatt.”

Erick nodded, then said, “This has been most enlightening, and I appreciate the invite to this talk, but this is where I must depart. The wrought envoy is going to be here in about 45 minutes and I must prepare. It was a pleasure to meet you all. I hope to work well with Ar’Cosmos in the future. If it is acceptable, I will be leaving Ophiel here so that I might continue to participate in these discussions, if only as an observer.”

“We welcome your time and presence, Archmage Flatt, but your request is a request we normally deny outright. But we can bend with the times.” Mikatiti gestured with her floating, sinuous body to the rest of the dragons of the Rotunda. “A vote to allow?”

A minor cacophony of ‘acceptable’s and ‘permitted’s and ‘allowed’s filled the space.

Light Blight raised his tail into the arena.

Mikatiti said, “The Rotunda recognizes the words of Light Blight, of House Death.”

Light Blight said, “I would ask for Yggdrasil’s Sight to remain with us as well. It is important for young ones to know the coworkers of their parents, especially when they themselves might be working with those coworkers too, and soon.”

Normally, this was an easy thing to allow.

But Yggdrasil couldn’t actually reach this deep with a second [Scry] eye. This far into Ar’Cosmos, Erick couldn’t even talk to the guy. The barriers around this place were practically as thick as the barriers around Veird’s Core. Did Light Blight know this? Or was he expecting Yggdrasil to be different? Whatever the case, Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye bounced on Erick’s shoulder, and there remained only one of him.

The dragons of the Rotunda seemed to approve of Light Blight’s words, though, since a lot of ‘ayes’ flooded into the open air.

Erick answered, “Yggdrasil is still attached to me, and this meeting with the wrought is going to be important as well. Yggdrasil will likely join you another day.”

Light Blight did not seem to mind this, for he just bowed a fraction.

“Then Ophiel will remain, and Yggdrasil will go with Archmage Flatt,” Mikatiti said, as she descended a fraction as though in a bow. “The Rotunda is always open to you, Archmage Flatt. Please return whenever you wish.”

The brilliantly colored dragons of the Rotunda all extended a fraction out into the open air, and gave their own versions of bows. Some went low. Some only bowed a little. Some just nodded.

Erick gave half a bow in return, and then he turned, and began walking back the way he came. Fairy Moon followed silently, like a quiet observer.

When Erick was far enough away from the central space, he conjured another Ophiel. The little guy happily took his usual spot on Erick’s unoccupied shoulder, chirping and trilling. The Ophiel back in the Rotunda opened his eyes wide, and took in all the sounds he could.

- - - -







Erick stood at the end of a road.

At the other side, stood a Gate which led to the Twisted Vision that kept Ar’Cosmos separate from the rest of Veird. He had seen that Gate before, and yet, he hadn’t; not really. Not from this side, anyway. He had seen that Gate from the other side, when he had been with Tenebrae, and he had sent Ophiel into the Vision to scout around. Activating his Domain had caused the Vision to yank Ophiel all the way there.

And now Erick was here again, with the dragons, and with Fairy Moon, and he had all the secrets to [Gate]. He wondered a little how Tenebrae was doing. Was he recuperating? Could he walk around again? Erick quickly came back to the moment, though, for there was business to be done, and important conversations to be had with people who may or may not be enemies.

This was the staging ground for that eventual discussion with the wrought.

It was a long road with stone pagodas lining both sides, and dragons flying through the distant sky, headed toward wherever it was they were going. And in front, was that Gate, looking exactly the same as the last time Erick had seen it. He just couldn’t get over that. There were hundreds of gates exactly like this one, but Erick knew this was the same one he had seen before. It was a square, a good ten meters to a side, with each of those sides being about a meter thick. An arc of that same silver metal formed a bridge that curved from the stone roadway on this side of the Gate, to the dark forest floor of the Twisted Vision on the other side.

The street on this side was a small market, while the actual Center Road and all the real markets of Ar’Cosmos were far down the road and beyond three different checkpoints. The land here was basically only open to the poorest of dragons; those who could not afford to enter into the main city, or those who did not desire to enter the main city. This land was more like the transient, orcol campground lands of Treehome, than the city lands inside of that metropolis.

This place did not skimp on the guards, though.

Those guards hung out in fortified bunkers arrayed around the Gate, with House Death’s grey enamel wearing soldiers set around the Gate itself, and House Carnage’s red enamel guard further back, in the parts of the city that could actually be breached; the roads up and down to the other layers. They were all on high alert.

Erick was, too.

Mainly, as he stared at that Gate, he thought about running. Escaping as fast as he could. But… That was just some stupid instincts talking. If he went out there without Ar’Cosmos at his back then the wrought would likely want to ‘nullify’ him like they did to other Wizards. Erick would still be able to cast magic if they did that, and he could still use whatever magic he had already made, but attempting new magic would likely be…

Difficult. Painful. Annoying.

But would being neutered really be so bad?

Obviously it would be personally bad, but for the world? Could Erick lay down his power to prevent a war? Yes. Undoubtedly.

Except… that’s not what would happen.

If he laid down his power, then others would choose how the world worked.

And that was simply unacceptable. Erick did not ‘know better than anyone else’, but the wrought were poor stewards, for security through obscurity was a terrible way to secure anything, and that included a world. Security through scarcity, or rather, security through the absence of easy magic, was probably a better option, but if power was scarce, then the monsters would overrun all of Veird. So that wasn’t a solution either.

There were no easy solutions to the problems of life on Veird, which was why this land was how it was.

Melemizargo would be happy if the wrought all chose to rip apart the Script and put something lesser in place, though. But, oddly enough, Erick was pretty sure that Melemizargo was perfectly happy with Wizards and dragons and other ‘naturally powerful’ people having as much power as they wanted. That seemed to be a contradiction, to Erick. Due to a happenstance of birth, having more power than another person was okay? No. That did not sit well with Erick at all.

And yet, if he was weak then he couldn’t have done anything that he had done.

And so, Erick needed to retain his power, not just for his own personal needs, but also because he did good with his power. Was that a bit narcissistic to say? That Erick did well with the power he had gained? Yes, it was narcissistic, but it was also true.

And—

Fairy Moon leaned a little toward Erick, smirking with her mouth and with her heterochromatic eyes. “Nervous?”

“Extremely.” His thoughts were spiraling. “Is anyone ever truly ready for the turning of an age?”

“Oh yes.” Fairy Moon nodded, then stood straight again, her eyes turning back to the square Gate. “I am ready for the revolution, but I do hope the coming happenstances are curated and calm.” She added, “You have leave to leave, by the way, if we get out there and they give you better bylaws to bow down to.”

Erick almost started running right then.

But he did not.

Inferno Maw’s voice filtered down from Erick’s right like a controlled avalanche, “I highly doubt they will be willing to acquiesce to even the most basic of Erick’s wants, such as his desire to keep his memories and mind intact.”

Erick felt a rushing cold inside his chest. Inferno Maw’s words were rather true.

Erick glanced up.

Inferno Maw was a massive dragon with a head two meters across and a body trailing fifty meters down the street, and gently undulating. White-black fire held inside his mouth like monochromatic, anti-gravity napalm. That fire moved as he spoke, “House Death appreciates the addition of the extra three [Renew] rings you have granted us. They will help further research into that spell, and how it works, but we could never have achieved any of this without you. You are invaluable to Ar’Cosmos and to the future of all of Veird. Not just us dragons, either.” Inferno Maw lowered himself till his head was level with Erick. With deep, grey eyes staring straight at Erick, Inferno Maw said, “Please don’t let them take you, and please do not believe whatever lies they conjure to get you to leave with them.”

Erick looked at Inferno Maw for a moment longer, then he turned toward the Gate. “I am aware of… What to expect from them. I appreciate your words nonetheless.”

Inferno Maw lingered at eye-level with Erick for a moment longer, and then he pulled back. Four other Death Dragons held to the sides of the roads, hovering gently in the air, ready to move at Inferno Maw’s command. He did not give that command, yet.

Fairy Moon hopped forward one step, then said, “We go to have talks with hopefully not-tyrants. Evacuation of Erick will commence if he commands, or is incapacitated by the invaders. Otherwise there will be no nudging of him either way. And now! We go!” She stepped forward, and did not stop walking.

Erick followed, and then he realized he was following. He almost faltered, but he did not.

Inferno Maw followed next. He whispered, “When we get past that Gate you should reconnect to the Script. If you need a minute to go through your notifications, then let us all get all through the Gate, first. We still have ten minutes before I open the pathway for the wrought.”

Erick just nodded. Inferno Maw had spoken a few words about how the Twisted Vision worked. Apparently, everything beyond that metal Gate would move at House Death’s commands, and usually automatically so that no visiting or leaving dragon would encounter another dragon. There were ways to direct that movement, though, and that’s what they were doing today.

Currently, to the right, the switching station had four guards from House Death set up inside that bunker to facilitate those switches. On a more normal day those people would simply move the pathways according to arcane schedules, ensuring that every dragon who left this land did so without meeting any other dragon.

Because the Script was on the other side of that Gate.

… As Inferno Maw had already said. Erick was just nervous.

Fairy Moon went first, stepping onto the silver bridge that arched through the silver square. Erick took a step onto that bridge next, the metal not even making a sound, for it was solid metal. He followed Fairy Moon across that arc of metal, through the Gate—

He crossed through an unseen edge inside the Gate and blue boxes instantly filled his vision like someone had wrapped him in a blue tarp. He could still see out of it, of course, but the messages in that blue space suddenly began shifting as new blue boxes appeared. Thankfully, his mana sense suddenly expanded outward, going from the cramped 5 meter distance it had been all this time in Ar’Cosmos, back out to 50 meters in all directions.

Erick felt a rush of comfort at finally being able to sense the world again, but he focused on his footing and kept walking down the other side of the silver bridge. When he was clear of that bridge he stepped to the side, where Fairy Moon stood waiting, so that the dragons could more easily pass. Inferno Maw and his dragons followed through the Gate one at a time, each of them thick enough to take up the entire Gateway if they wanted. Rapidly, they took points all around the Gate like they were soldiers in enemy territory, which was sort of true, Erick supposed.

But the Pathways were clear of monsters and Inferno Maw controlled those spawns, anyway, and all the wrought had yet to enter into these Pathways, so they weren’t in any real danger. Not yet, anyway, and nothing that the people here could not handle.

Mostly.

Erick was now subject to the Script, which was a different sort of danger. The gods could probably appear here if they wanted, and maybe Rozeta could simply abduct him straight from this place… But since she hadn’t, maybe she couldn’t? Whatever danger he was in, though, was dwarfed by a warm, comforting feeling that spread throughout his entire body—

Ah!

His Stats were ‘coming back online’! Yes. That’s what this was. Health had returned, and washed away every single lingering bit of unnoticed-until-now harm inside his body. Constitution had come back, too, making even the small chill in the air seem like nothing at all. He could probably cast spells for 5% costs, now that Intelligence was fully working again. As for actually casting spells, though, it was time to do some of that; to create some defenses for the meeting with the wrought.

He started with [Greater Lightwalk]—

Not only did every single dragon and fae nearby turn to him as he let out his light and lightning, each and every one of them looking mightily concerned, another message popped up. This message got added to the pile, but Erick did read it first.




	
Caution!

You have mutated one of your spells in an unknown and potentially dangerous way!

If this was unintentional please see a Registrar or pray to Rozeta to have this change undone. Such a repairing will cost 1 point, or the completion of a Quest.

If someone else did this to you without your consent, please see a Registrar or pray to Rozeta to have this change undone. Such a repairing might be free.

This is your changed spell:

















	
Greater Lightwalk, instant, long range, 10 MP per second + Variable

You are the radiant day.

















	
This spell has become:

















	
Pristine Benevolence, instant, super long range, 10 MP per second + Variable

You are a radiant new beginning.

May your influence be eternal.














Erick read the box again, and then he pushed aside all his messages and pulled up his [Greater Lightwalk] box. And sure enough, his mental command to pull up that box had instead pulled up [Pristine Benevolence]. All the while, wispy white lightning zapped away from his body to touch the ground, leaving lingering sparks and small scorch marks here and there.

Everyone else continued to stare.

Erick explained, “Normally this is [Greater Lightwalk]. Obviously, this has changed.”

Inferno Maw stared, saying, “I should say so.”

“So I heard Domains were bad here in the Twisted Vision, but they didn’t seem to matter inside Ar’Cosmos itself.” Erick asked, “Would it be a problem to try that out, too?”

Inferno Maw smiled a little, his massive maw revealing a monochromatic inferno. “Going into discussion with the wrought without all your protections would be a foolish thing indeed.”

Fairy Moon shrugged.

[Lodestar].

The light and lightning around Erick took on a deeper, more radiant hue, and then it calmed. For a moment Erick had looked like a plasma ball, but with a twitch of effort his sunform looked… Mostly normal. Benevolence sparks jolted here and there across the boundary edge between where his Domain was absolute, and the rest of reality began. Some of those jolts silently traced across the ground, leaving thin black lines where they touched the bare soil.

Another blue box appeared, looking akin to the previous one. Erick only read the last part.










	
This is your changed spell:

















	
Lodestar, instant, close range, aura, 1 mana per second

Shine Timeless Brilliance.

All of your Light effects are supercharged, and difficult to corrupt.

All of your Light effects require 10x more mana to Dispel.

Your Light effects are uncorruptible and undispellable while they exist inside your Lodestar.

















	
This spell has become:

















	
Lodestar, instant, close range, aura, 1 mana per second

Impose your benevolence upon reality.

All of your Light and Benevolence effects are supercharged, and difficult to corrupt.

All of your Light and Benevolence effects require 10x more mana to Dispel.

Your Light and Benevolence effects are uncorruptible and undispellable while they exist inside your Lodestar.

May your influence be eternal.














… Okay?

[Lodestar] was different, but mostly the same. Except for the occasional lightning, the visuals were mostly the same as the original, so that tracked.

… And now, he was surrounded by his Domain, and his Elemental Body, and he was outside of Ar’Cosmos. Sure, Fairy Moon had some power out here, still, but…

He was finally acting under his own power. He was finally able to act under his own power.

Erick sighed as a heavy weight seemed to falter, and then fall off of his shoulders. Sure, he was surrounded by dragons and Fairy Moon, and he was going to visit a wrought contingent that might want him dead, or neutered, or contained. But here he was, back in his ‘sunform’, with Intelligence dropping his costs to barely anything, and the dragons and the fairy were not hostile. In fact, they might be real allies. Sure, their relationship hadn’t been tested yet, but it was going to be, and soon.

And with that! Erick felt good enough to go over the rest of his messages. With a thought, he lined them up chronologically—

Kill Notifications?

Oh.

Quite a lot of Kill Notifications.

Almost everything here was a Kill Notification.

Monsters of all kinds, with most of them fishes, actually, which painted an odd picture that something was happening… Somewhere. Where the fuck did a ‘harpoon-eye glasser’ live? Oh! Erick recognized the notification for a lesser rivergrieve, though. So something was happening over in Songli? Or maybe some rivergrieves had gotten into Candlepoint’s lake someh—

Erick’s heart skipped a beat. He turned toward Fairy Moon. On one hand, it was odd to see that she was only level 45, except for the first kill which had been level 93, but then again, she was a ‘true immortal’ fae.

Erick asked, “Yggdrasil killed you eleven times?”

Inferno Maw balked, and then he reoriented as though considering that Erick’s words could be true. And then he laughed. The other Death dragons were a bit more reserved than that, briefly turning their heads toward Fairy Moon, and then they turned back to the dark forest all around, resuming their guard duty.

Fairy Moon waved Erick off, saying, “Twas but a temper tantrum from a toddler.”

...Sure.

Why not.

Erick eyed Yggdrasil’s eye and the iridescent white orb merely tilted a bit, as though he didn’t see the problem. Which… Fine! No problem? No problem. Erick turned back to his messages.

Except for the first major message which probably happened when Erick was kidnapped, chronologically, the bulk of the messages seemed to start around the time when he finally learned how to properly accrete—

Ah. Shit. Jane. How was she doing?

Okay.

Erick needed to see Jane, and soon.

But not at this moment. Not while he was in the middle of multiple diplomatic missions at the same time. Jane was fine, and she would keep.

Back to the messages. Almost all of them read like they were automated, except for the most obvious ones.




	
Anti-Slavery Protocol:

Tap this message or think at it really hard and concentrate on freedom. The Script will attempt to break all ensorcellment upon you, as well as [Greater Teleport] you back to the outskirts of <Spur>.

If you would like a [Greater Teleport] to some other approved city, then think on that city before thinking at this message in order to switch targets.

<Unfortunately your slaver, Fairy Moon, does not qualify for the Kill Quest option. She is more immortal than anyone could ever be. Escape now, if you can.>














Erick did not poke at that message too hard. It was a bit late, anyway. Now, he was sort of allied with Fairy Moon and Ar’Cosmos. The next messages seemed to be about the time when Erick finally started accreting properly. Most of them reminded Erick of when he had first gained a core, back in the Core of Veird. Back then he had gotten a failed ‘return to X’ Quest, too.




	
To the being cultivating their core:

If you can read this, then I urge you to cease this self destruction. You can return to being a real person if you accept and complete this next quest. It is not too late.

Come back to sanity.








 




	
Special Quest!

Return to <UNKNOWN>








 




	
Error!

Quest deleted. Insufficient authorization.








 




	






To the being accreting their core.

It appears you are accreting correctly.

If you can read this, and I think you can, here are some warnings:

You will lose access to the Script if you become too powerful, for we will never suffer another Sundering. Magic is for everyone, but it is also limited.

While you continue to have a core you will be limited to 500 mana cast per second. If you do not like this limit, then here is a Quest to rid yourself of your core and return your body and soul back to how they should be.

This is the same quest you once spurned, but here now is salvation offered.








 




	
Special Quest!

Return to <UNKNOWN>








 




	
Error!

Quest deleted. Insufficient authorization.








 




	
You have reached the pinnacle of accretion.

This is a warning.

You are close to losing Script access.








 




	
Hello, Erick.

This is Rozeta. This is not an automated message, but it was something I typed up while you were in Ar’Cosmos. Maybe you’ll get this and it can help explain some things.

You are likely going to get quite a few ‘you are going to lose Script access’ messages, but I can tell you right now that you will never lose Script access until you hit Endless Foundation, or if you do something that is completely out of character.

Endless Foundation is the full crystallization stage of accretion, and it happens around a transition point between Third and Fifth Foundation, but not always at Fourth Foundation, though that is a rather common starting point.

Just in case they have instructed you wrong in there, let me now give some small words of definition.

First Foundation: gain a shard of a core.

Second Foundation: gain a solid core.

Third Foundation: gain a second core.

Fourth Foundation: gain an arbitrary number of cores.

Fifth Foundation / Endless Foundation: Crystallization, simultaneous absorbing of all cores, simultaneous body manifestation. True immortality and immutability.

We’ve gone over all the rest of what that all means, though we did leave terminology out of all that. I had hoped I could have helped you get here, but then events and the Worldly Path conspired against my assistance.

Once again: As of right now, your ‘sandbox’ connection to the Script is well isolated, and I don’t foresee that changing unless you purposefully change it. So unless you specifically start messing with that, I don’t foresee you ever losing access to the Script, until you reach Endless Foundation.

Maybe not even then, though? We’ll see.

Hopefully when I see you again, you aren’t ensorcelled by Fairy Moon.




















Erick read that box three times, feeling a swell of something nice inside his chest as he did. He read the nice message a fourth time because he had already glimpsed and read the next message in the line, and he had instinctively pulled back from those angry-looking boxes.

He went on to the next boxes, and his heart thumped hard as he read.










	
WARNING!

WARNING!

YOU HAVE CREATED A NEW ELEMENT.

YOUR ACTIONS ENDANGER ALL LIFE.

YOU WILL BE JUDGED ACCORDINGLY.

PREPARE THYSELF, FOR THE EYES OF THE GODS ARE UPON THEE.

















	
WARNING!

WARNING!

YOU HAVE CREATED A NEW ELEMENT!

ALL ACCESS BLOCKED UNTIL REVIEW IS COMPLETED.

















	
WHY THE FUCK DOES IT LOOK LIKE PRIMAL LIGHTNING, ERICK?!

WHY?

















	
WE WILL HAVE WORDS, AND SOON.

















	
So, Erick.

This is Rozeta.

My previous messages might have been a bit hasty, but I’m leaving them there to better display my concern.

Your new Element looks highly promising, but there is no keeping any of this secret anymore. You are a Wizard. Your new Element has propagated backward through time, slightly shifting all of your magic that you have ever made. The tainting effect is larger with regard to every spell you ever made special.

There’s quite a lot of this new Element inside [Exalted Rain], for instance, and inside the [Blessing of Empathy] that got taken out of you and put into Koyabez’s Crystal Star. Yggdrasil and Ophiel both contain your new Element, too, as though it was always a part of them. Some magics, though, are conspicuously free of your new Element.

Particle Magic has no benevolence to it at all.

The good news is that you should not experience any real, substantial changes in how your current spellwork actually works, though there are likely to be quite a few superficial shifts.

Other good news: I don’t feel the need to send paladins after you, and instead, I wish to reaffirm our current working relationship in light of this new development. Whatever our working relationship means going forward is mostly up to you.

The bad news is that I have no idea what your new Element can do, and I NEED TO KNOW WHAT IT DOES, ERICK.

Everything!

All nuances!

I need teams of people working with you to understand this newest creation! Particle Magic was one thing, but that was just specialized telekinesis. This is actual magic.

I am VERY CONCERNED over the visual similarities to Primal Lightning.

We will have discussions.

















	
This is Rozeta.

These next messages are to show where several Relevant Entities are on the actual spectrum of approval or disapproval when it comes to you and your new Element.

Also: Don’t get paranoid on me and run away from all my wrought clergy, please. They already have instructions not to harm or overly approach you, and this time there will not be another Sitnakov-type incident.

















	
For the creation of a new and approved Element, the following gifts have been bestowed:

+50 points from Rozeta, for both forms.

An available casting of [Blessing of Empathy], which restores at-will, from Koyabez. The god of peace wishes you to never again be deprived of the artifact that you and he made together, but an actual object is a weakness that is unneeded.

An available casting of [Zone of Peace], which also restores at-will, also from Koyabez. You should have had this spell long before now, too.

Clearance to learn true Time Magic, to be studied at any Church of Phagar, or from Phagar himself, as you desire.

Seeds from the Blessed Bounty Vine, which grants the power of Atunir to any farming field. The seeds will be delivered to you by Champion Yetta. Champion Yetta will also pledge herself to your defense for one year’s time.

















	
Now, normally, Erick, I would not mention this to you, or to anyone, but I feel that we will likely be working with each other soon and therefore a bit of ‘lifting the curtain’ is in order.

I’m getting strange readings from small souls that I know are inside Ar’Cosmos. Specifically, their normal mana output has dropped, but they are not dead. This is normally a very, very rare occurrence. The number of people who are capable of causing this effect either don’t do this anymore because I have asked them to stop, or they’re Wizards stealing mana production from others. Since your own mana output has not gone up by those same increments, then I know you’re not directly responsible.

I hope you are not directly responsible.

I know we had a talk about how stealing another person’s mana is one of the lines I won’t allow you to cross. Therefore, I don’t believe you are doing this directly.

But you are likely involved.

When you get this message, please give me a prayer and we can talk about this oddity and all the rest.

















	
Possible known entity detected!

Initializing mana reintegration…

Partial connection successfully reestablished.

Hello, <Erick Flatt, protean>.

Commencing full reconnection…

<S-grade> anomaly detected.

<S-grade anomaly has been preapproved>

Special exceptions finalized.

Reorienting scan...

Scanning for unapproved influences…







No unapproved influences discovered.

Scan finalized.







Finalizing reintegration...

















	
Welcome back to Veird, <Erick Flatt>!

















	
Stars and brightness, you’re back and you seem to be yourself. I was worried about that.

Your scan looks clean but I’ll resend the anti-Slavery protocols again. Please use them and get yourself out of there!

















	
Anti-Slavery Protocol:

Tap this message or think at it really hard and concentrate on freedom. The Script will attempt to break all ensorcellment upon you, as well as [Greater Teleport] you back to the outskirts of <Spur>.

If you would like a [Greater Teleport] to some other approved city, then think on that city before thinking at this message in order to switch targets.

<Unfortunately your slaver, Fairy Moon, does not qualify for the Kill Quest option. She is more immortal than anyone could ever be. Escape now, if you can.>

















	
Ah! So it is Elemental Benevolence.

I thought you were going to call it that, but who really knows these things when it comes to you.

Good news all around, though! Elemental Benevolence looks like it might directly prevent another Sundering, while simultaneously announcing large scale disruptions long, long before they happen. Still working out how that’s supposed to happen, but we have time now. The next few centuries of life on Veird look rather stable.

You can likely guess, and somewhat arrive at, how much of a true miracle this is, Erick.

The previous boons granted are not reward enough for what you have done.

I will help you craft a boon of your own design, later, when we are in discussions about all of this. I look forward to seeing you in person once again. Before that happens, though, I am sure that you will receive a visit from some of my people. They will be wary, for everyone knows you’re a Wizard now, but they should be respectful. If they are not then let me know.

There will not be another Sitnakov-type incident.

As for the rest of the gods: There are notable exceptions, of course, but practically the entire pantheon of Relevant Entities are eager to make deals with you now that the Truth of your Wizardry looks to be the first real miracle we’ve had here on Veird in a long, long time.

See you soon.














Erick read through and dismissed the blue boxes one by one.

To an outside observer, like Inferno Maw or Fairy Moon, it would have looked like he had simply zipped his eyes up and down a dozen times and then turned his sight back to them. It only took him about that many seconds to read through everything, including the Kill Notifications that he mostly skimmed and then ignored.

Mentally, his finger was on the anti-Slavery escape message, but physically, and spiritually, he was here, in the moment. He was ready to talk to some wrought, and according to what he had just read, he expected that talk to go well.

Erick smiled a little. “Hopefully this talk goes well, for it seems like Rozeta approves of most of what I’ve done, though I take it the eyes of the divine cannot pierce Ar’Cosmos?”

Fairy Moon said, “Certain gods could still visit from Veird if they wished to court a thwapping, but they bargained to leave us be, and I them in turn.”

“Okay then.” Erick said, “So it looks like Koyabez, Phagar, and Atunir also seem good with what I have done, and who I am, so let’s all be nice and hope for some good outcomes from this talk with the wrought, yeah?”

Inferno Maw pulled back a little, a look of disbelief on his large, monochromatic draconic face. “I doubt that it will be an easy talk, but… You can talk first?” He turned, “Or Fairy Moon?”

“Nay, says I!” Fairy Moon began skipping across the shadowy ground of the deep, deep forest, her voice falling into the darkness all around like brightness falling into an abyss, “We go to make magic of talking and treaty! So let’s let the Wizard do the wishing for us all!”

Inferno Maw twisted a little, turning back to face Erick for a moment, before following Fairy Moon into the gloom of the Twisted Vision, saying, “I suppose that would be for the best.” He glanced backward, at Erick, saying, “Just don’t go promising them stuff we cannot condone; I reserve the right to overrule you if you overstep your rule— Bah!” He suddenly zipped forward to follow Fairy Moon, who had vanished into the forest ahead. “You try me too much, Fairy Moon! Leave my language be— Bah! Stop that.”

Pink and green laughter filled the forest like a scattering of will-o-wisps.

… And Erick felt better for those small words of happiness, and teasing between two very powerful immortal beings. Both Fairy Moon and Inferno Maw had turned… Almost lighthearted.

Two other Death dragons flowed outward, taking corner points to the envoy, while the other two waited behind for Erick to start moving. Those rank-and-file dragons weren’t quite so overjoyed. They expected something bad to happen. They also expected Erick to keep up with the group and to move as a unit, and so Erick obliged.

With Benevolence flickering outward, and under his own Domain of power once again, Erick floated forward, moving through the Twisted Vision like a ball of plasma that could have been as bright as a sun, but he toned it down to a mere glow. And he felt good about this next meeting. He felt a lot better about those words he had heard in the Rotunda, too. The dragons were hoping for a new lease on life, and maybe, just maybe…

That new life could happen.

Mirth bubbled up from inside Erick and came out as a small chuckle—

He looked down as he floated, for as he smiled and laughed, his Benevolent sunform was doing something odd. Something wonderful. Instead of silent lightning leaving dark marks and burning the grass and the small ferns, Erick left life in his wake, like a small [Grow] happened everywhere his Benevolence touched.

Ferns unfurled from the ground. White, glowing flowers sprang up here and there, but their glows rapidly faded to reveal yellow, or red, or pink petals. Grasses came out of bare soil, and glowing mushrooms sprouted from deadfall. The mushrooms retained their brightness and light for a lot longer than the flowers.

Erick wasn’t doing it on purpose but he couldn’t help but marvel, in a small way, as he left a trail of spreading life wherever he passed. It was pretty. Some of the glowing shrooms remained very bright long after Erick passed out of sight, according to Ophiel, who had hopped off to investigate a particularly large mushroom that Erick left in his wake. That was fine, for Erick just conjured another Ophiel, and it only cost him a pittance of mana, now that Intelligence was working again.

Some of the dragons in back spared some heavy glances at the carpet of subtle glows, but they were on duty, and they did not linger.

And Erick kept flying forward, following Fairy Moon and Inferno Maw, leaving light wherever he went. It was a small fraction of light, and most of it would likely perish on its own, over time, or whenever someone had a fight in the area. This was where Ar’Cosmos’s defenses were greatest, after all. But the light was still a nice contrast to the deep, dark forest, where the shadowed canopy was at least a kilometer overhead, the sun was nowhere to be seen, and the trunks of the trees were as wide as houses.

Erick made a pretty good artificial sun, though, even though his light was rather more like lightning these days…

But that was fine.







- - - -







Inferno Maw held in the air to the right, above and behind Erick by a good ten meters, though the dragon was a good 50 meters long so he still felt rather close. Fairy Moon was much closer, standing three meters to Erick’s left. The various dragons of House Death had fanned out into the forest, above and behind, to ensure that no one could surround or sneak up on their contingent.

They did not erect any defensive spellwork, though, for the Twisted Vision itself was defensive enough. If the wrought used any Domain magic, or if they did anything over 50 mana, then all Ar’Cosmos’s people would need to do was escape the wrought, and the Twisted Vision would respond to the infection of the wrought with an avalanche of monsters.

The forest all around them was dark, with massive trees scattered far away. The ground between both sides was empty of cover, and mostly flat. There was no worry of anyone burrowing into the ‘ground’ and popping up where they shouldn’t be, for though no defenses were put into the ground, every single thing in this land was not what it appeared to be; it was all a fae trick. The ground and the sky were the limits of this land. There was no [Teleport]ing anywhere through this land, either, for using that sort of Spatial Magic inside this space would sooner put the caster half inside a tree, and that sort of [Partial Teleport] usually killed the caster.

Erick wasn’t sure such a bisection would kill anyone at this particular meeting, though; including him.

He stood in his sunform, but with the light pulled close to his skin. Before he had pulled his sunform close, lightning had flickered off of his feet to silently touch the ground underneath three times. The fern that had sprouted under him still glowed a faint green.

That growth and glowing fern drew the eyes of the wrought on the other side of the clearing, after they had gotten over their initial surprise at actually seeing Erick.

The wrought had come with their own contingent of ten people. Erick had no idea who any of them were, though they were of most races and castes. A bright copper human. A dark red incani. A bright silver harpy, along with several duller shades of silver orcol, and dragonkin, and another human. A white owl shifter, and an iridescent snake shifter.

Both sides of the conflict had sighted each other five minutes ago, through [Scry] eyes scattered wide through the Twisted Vision. It had taken that much time for both sides to float toward each other, and to meet on the opposite sides of the clearing.

And now they were here, both sides floating in the air.

Staring. Wondering what would happen now.

From the faces Erick was seeing on the other side, they were worried, and unsettled. Some seemed to be reading off of blue boxes, but that could have been an affectation, for Erick knew that wrought had full surround sight. The only reason he figured it might not be an affectation was that these wrought all looked young. The bright copper human stood out in particular, for being that bright meant that he was barely 30. The young ages on the other side shouldn’t have surprised Erick, though. The older wrought would not step foot in this land, for almost all of them had had dealings with Fairy Moon, and showing themselves here and now would be subjecting themselves to her power.

Erick supposed that was a problem to address in future talks, alongside all their other problems; the fact that Fairy Moon had untoward power over all the wrought was obviously cause for concern. But at the same time, Fairy Moon was using that power to prevent genocidal tyrants from coming in and fully wiping out her people.

And yet, these genocidal tyrants had only become genocidal tyrants in order to kill small fractions of the population in order to save the world from total destruction.

So… Some of their murdering was understandable, in a horrible, horrible way—

Three of the wrought landed. The red female incani, the white male owl shifter, and the iridescent male snake shifter. The others remained hovering behind the main three.

It was time to start.

Erick landed on the ground, keeping his lightning as close as possible. Some jolts still escaped his control and touched upon the ground, though this time they did not leave life in their wake. Ferns withered and died. Mushrooms rotted. Lightning lingered, killing the small things it touched.

A bare moment later Erick guessed at what was happening. It was quite possible that his emotional state had something to do with the manifestations of Benevolence. He supposed that was only right. After all, he had been using emotion in magic for a long time. In that moment, Kiri’s words came to him, reminding him of the time she had expressly said that putting emotions into his magic was a bad idea, for emotions changed and those changes would cause the created magic to behave erratically.

Ah. Whatever.

Fairy Moon stepped down onto the ground to Erick’s left. Inferno Maw settled onto the ground to his right. Everyone else remained hovering.

No one said a word, though based on the thick tendrils of air around the wrought, they were all in the middle of a large discussion. Since there was no discussion on his side—

Erick decided to break the silence of the grove and set the tone for all to come. “We see no surprises on your side, but I assume that I am a surprise to you, and likely in more ways than one. I want you to know that I want this meeting to go right, so take your time collecting your response, but please tell me: Is Kromolok connected to you? I would speak with him directly.”

To their credit, only the young copper wrought showed any signs of distress that Erick had spoken first.

After a moment of quick conference, the red metal incani stepped forward. She looked made of hellite. A counterpoint to the snake shifter made of celesteel? Perhaps. As far as Erick knew, though, the wrought didn’t participate in the Quiet War, or the Forever War, but those born to those specific metals were born into the same system that caused demons or angels to try and connect with them, to influence events down here on Veird.

The hellite woman said, “Inquisitor Kromolok is not directly with us, for Fairy Moon’s power is insidious and even more so here in her Domain, so we are cut off from everyone else. We are empowered to speak on their behalf, though, and to that end: We wish you to leave this land with us, Archmage Flatt. We have decontamination magics standing by to fully rid you of her influence.”

She said the words without any true hope, for she already knew his answer.

Erick said, “I know what the wrought do to Wizards, for I was already offered that particular calming end. I do not desire that particular calming end. My desires require a lot more power than the amount of power that the wrought would be comfortable with me wielding. Therefore, I will not be joining you today.”

The woman nodded, fully expecting what she had received. Only a few people in the group were obviously distraught. ‘Why didn’t he accept our offer!’ some were thinking. Some were preparing to murder Erick if necessary, though only the celesteel shifter seemed fully ready to attempt that idiocy. Not a fully unified group, then. The red woman had some control of the situation, though.

She said, “By your own words, in regard to certain events during Last Shadow’s Feast, you have said that ‘no one deserves to have that much power’. Has that stance changed due to your own beliefs changing, or due to the outside influence of Fairy Moon?”

Ah. So they were calling him a hypocrite then? Or just feeling him out?

Probably the latter.

Erick said, “I’ve known I was a Wizard for a very long time, and it has taken me that long of a time to come to terms with who I am, and who I have to be in order to create the world I wish to share with everyone else. I still believe that some people don’t deserve power, and some people who have no power should have more. I still dislike that someone can blow up a mountain with a flick of a thought. No one should have that much power.” Erick said, “But I have to have power if I am to remain free, and to further my own goals. It is a paradox, to be sure, which is fine since I’m a Paradox Wizard. Rozeta herself helped me to get there, you know. She believes that this whole thing can actually work out for all involved. I even got some blue boxes to that effect not ten minutes ago.”

The red woman nodded, as though she had known all of what Erick would say. Any smart person would have known, though, so Erick did not believe that she was mind reading him, or [Future Sight]ing him.

The white metal owl shifter was different.

He was mind reading Erick, for sure. Erick was under his own Domain, so the guy probably couldn’t just control his mind from there, but he could certainly read Erick’s inner thoughts. He had to be a member of the Inquisition.

The celesteel snake shifter seemed to reevaluate his decision to go on the offensive, though, when Erick mentioned Rozeta’s influence, which was nice to see. Erick had thrown those particular words out there with the express purpose of seeing if he could calm everyone down, and he had. The celesteel guy was clearly trying to hop through some mental hoops to make himself rightfully angry and ready for violence, though—

And ah! There it was.

The celesteel guy eyed Erick, and he was probably thinking that Erick was clearly mind controlled, or soul controlled, or something along those lines, for that’s what people did to control malcontents like Erick. Fairy Moon had already controlled Erick once. She was probably still doing it.

As for Erick’s own side, Inferno Maw just watched, somewhat surprised at both Erick’s declarations of knowing of his Wizardry for a long time, and at Rozeta thinking that everything could work out for the best. Could he trust Rozeta to have Ar’Cosmos’s ‘best’ in mind? Probably not, but he would wait and see, just to see what happened next.

The red woman said, “Any boxes you got could have been faked. That is what this place does. That is who these people are. Please come with us. Leave this land and return to normal magic, so that Rozeta herself can vet you as free of influences. We are not your enemies, Archmage Flatt, and we never have been.”

Erick almost asked them if they had not gotten new blue boxes, too, but apparently they were under orders to ignore all blue boxes once they got inside? Yes, that made sense.

Inferno Maw’s sudden, rumbling laughter cut off Erick’s attempt at clarification. He exclaimed, “You say ‘you have never been enemies’ like anyone could ever believe that! If he wasn’t wearing his Domain then your Inquisitor there would have already ripped him out of our protection. You think this is the first discussion we have ever had with you people? Nay! We know how you operate!”

The red woman took a half step back. She had spoken as much as she was able, and now it was time for another to take the field.

The white metal Inquisitor stepped forward. “This is not a normal situation, and Archmage Flatt is not a normal Wizard. If this were a normal situation, your people would have already corrupted him toward your own desires.”

Erick decided to barrel over the building animosity (which was likely based on true events, all around) and redirect the conversation to what mattered. “Please commit these words to mind, and take them back to Kromolok, and King Alfonin, and all the other wrought, and the Mind Mages, and Kirginatharp:

“Nothing is going to ever be the same now that I am here, and in power.

“I hope the alliances that I have already made with the wrought, and the Inquisitors, and the friendly relationships I have had with the Mind Mages, and with Headmaster Kirginatharp, and with all the other nations of this world, will prove the merit of my character more than the circumstances of who I happen to be. I hope that what I have done, enables you to more easily believe these next words, and the full breadth of their meanings and implications.

“I desire to see this world made more habitable.

“I desire fewer monsters, and more prosperity. Less war and more growth.

“But I know the measure of the wrought, and what they will do when truly dangerous magics come about. I know the dangers of dragons. I know the dangers of magic, and of Melemizargo, and of the Shades. I know the dangers of this world rather well, as I have fought against many of them, from monsters to face stealers, to assassination attempts and war, and many smaller issues that could fill a book or ten.

“And all the while, I knew that if I went to the good people who put themselves in charge of this world, and told them who I actually was, I would be killed, or worse. And so, we are here.

“These circumstances have required me to ally with Ar’Cosmos.

“To that end, I have helped them to create a machine which strips mangled Dragon Essence from a half dragon, or otherwise, turning them fully into whatever base race they were, or which they choose to be. It is the [Reincarnation] magic that I have spoken about before, but in a way that allows anyone to use the machine I have made.

“And so, Ar’Cosmos will likely be putting people out there into the world who are free of the Dragon Curse, in all ways.

“I am also making a House Benevolence.

“I assume that some reincarnated people will want to join my house, but it won’t be a house of dragons. It will be a house of people seeking normal freedoms. The majority of the reincarnated will likely go elsewhere, and hopefully to the Crystal Forest, which I plan on [Cleanse]ing of mimics and turning green.

“I might even get some full dragons transforming themselves into normal people, just so they won’t have to hide who they are anymore.

“I plan on making runic [Renew] webs wherever I need to, in order to defend my interests and the people who live there.

“And as soon as we’re done here, I’m headed back to Ar’Cosmos to make [Gate]. Or maybe I’ll make it here, in this Twisted Vision, so that it doesn’t disturb the inner magics of Ar’Cosmos too much. Fairy Moon has given me all the pieces to [Gate], and since I have my own Element now, taking that final step is just a matter of willpower.”

Erick breathed in, giving the terrified, or hopeful, or expressionless people all around a chance to catch up to his words. There had been a lot there. Fairy Moon simply looked thrilled. Inferno Maw clearly thought that Erick was divulging too much information, but he resigned himself to Erick spilling secrets. If there was one thing Inferno Maw knew about Erick, it was that Erick liked to give away magical secrets all the damned time.

Erick finished with, “I hope the alliances I have already forged out there remain intact. I hope that everyone can just get along, and if need be, simply keep to their own parts of the world and ignore each other. Because know this: I plan on curing the Dragon Curse and I plan on opening new worlds, and you all need more keepers of Scripts on other worlds, unless I am mistaken. So how about qualifying dragons? Rozeta seems to be doing a decent job.”

The wrought contingent was stunned into silence, though some of them obviously wanted to ask questions. Some of them were just staring at all the Death dragons, and judging them as floating piles of shit compared to their wonderful goddess, Rozeta.

The dragons had a much more mirthful reaction.

Inferno Maw let out a stuttering laugh that filled the air with monochromatic fire, and then he started laughing in earnest. His open display of joy rapidly waned, though, for he was still very much aware of his surroundings. The other Death dragons tried not to stare at Erick, for they were still on guard duty, but they did all glance his way.

Fairy Moon was ambivalent.

The white wrought spoke, “Your words are heard and recorded. They will be given to appropriate parties. Will you come with us to answer questions?”

“No.” Erick said, “I will exit Ar’Cosmos on my own time, though that timeframe could be sped up by open displays of diplomacy from all sides. I know Kirginatharp was attempting to get me to come to Oceanside to use my Path to force a lasting peace between Hell and Celes, but that likely will not happen for I plan on finishing the Worldly Path within the next two hours. I am still open to attempting to create a lasting end to the Forever War, though, so please tell him that.” Erick turned to Fairy Moon. “Perhaps we can get a conference going in here?”

Fairy Moon said, “Demons and Angels are allowed on the outskirts but Kirginatharp is forever forbidden.”

Inferno Maw shot Fairy Moon a brief look, but he said nothing. He did not appreciate allowing angels or demons anywhere near the Twisted Vision. As the chief dragon in charge of keeping these pathways stable and empty of threats, Erick couldn’t blame the guy for his worries.

The celesteel snake shifter man stepped forward, looking miffed, as he said, “Celes wants nothing to do with Erick.”

The red incani woman said, “Hell doesn’t want him to participate in those talks, either.”

Erick frowned at that, asking, “The wrought speak of continuing the Forever War?”

“That’s not what we speak of,” said the red woman.

“The Forever War is outside of your capabilities.” The celesteel man said, “As long as both sides exist, there will always be war, for both sides will always grant divine messages to those aligned with them in order to continue the war.”

The red incani said, “It’s an issue which does not need to be discussed in this particular arena, since no one here is actually a part of that conflict.” She said, “You, as a planar, were exempt from those messages, so you were never a part of the conflict to begin with, though the people of Spur did initially mistake you for a soldier in the Host. The soldiers that do get those messages often use that information to cause a new eruption of the Quiet War. Even without those messages, though, both sides are responsible for heavy tragedies that demand responses.” She casually warned, “Do not start barging into that war now, please.”

Erick’s frown deepened. “I am aware of the messaging phenomenon, and it makes me want to agree with Kirginatharp that the only good solution to the angel/demon war is the destruction of the moons. Just blast them away!” The eyes of practically everyone widened. Erick continued, “They’re already dead, right? And I’m pretty sure the angels and demons and their Veirdly conspirators have targeted me for death, so it is only right to return utter death to them, is it not?” While sudden, actual worry crossed every wrought face, Erick answered his own question before they could, “No, I suppose utter annihilation of both dead moons isn’t the proper response, even if they are already dead. So some talks with actual angels and demons might be good for solving that conflict, which is why Kirginatharp needs to be informed—” Erick’s voice dropped away momentarily.

He had an idea, like a flash of lightning crossing his vision, illuminating a path ahead. Or maybe it was just the Benevolence lightning skittering across his vision. Maybe both.

Erick continued, “Kirginatharp is the Second to Rozeta, therefore he wants power, and he has shown capability with handling power, too. To that end: I offer him the next world to come along, for I already know he would want it. Perhaps he can completely keep the angels and demons away from the next world, if he were there at the beginning and making decisions.”

Fairy Moon did not like this, but she kept her sight forward, upon the wrought.

The wrought had no idea what to make of his offer.

Erick said, “Please take that offer to him, and set up a proper meeting to discuss further events and questions. I can appear with Ophiel, I think, while still remaining inside Ar’Cosmos. I would show in person, but I know how much Kirginatharp wants Wizards, and I’m not sure if he actually wants his Curse removed. That Curse doesn’t actually have to be cured right away, anyway. When the next world opens up, he could take himself and his Curse along with him.” Erick said, “This is a large conversation that needs to happen over a long time, so come back tomorrow with your various answers.”

Erick began to turn.

The white wrought called out, “Are you planning on making Benevolence Dragons!”

“Not unless I need to.”

Erick floated backward, gradually picking up speed. His lightning lashed the ground, leaving sparks and tiny black marks here and there, but no growing life.
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                Erick flew across the ground back to Ar’Cosmos. Jolts of Benevolence lightning scattered across the ground as he went, flickering small black lines across the soil, showing his inner emotional state as something less than happy.

Fairy Moon and Inferno Maw caught up.

Fairy Moon happily hopped across the dark ground, matching Erick for speed without seeming to expend any effort at all to keep up. “You need to gain [Gate].”

Erick flinched. Ahhh. Right.

That.

He did not slow down. “Are the wrought gone?”

“Gone to give your gracefully-given words to their gods!” Fairy Moon said.

Inferno Maw floated on Fairy Moon’s other side, asking, “He’s actually ready for [Gate]?”

“Erick cannot contain himself here anymore.” Fairy Moon turned to him, and instead of hopping along, she simply floated forward. Her words weighed upon the world, as she said, “Your true trial begins. Make your gateway and gain the way to a new world, one where your blessing of benevolence might manifest all the wonders you wish.”

Erick slowed down. Fairy Moon slowed, too. Inferno Maw slipped forward, through the dark, the monochromatic fires of his mouth lighting up so very little of the dark forest all around. The other Death dragons circled, and spread out. The wrought might be gone, but this Twisted Vision was still a land of monsters. Controlled monsters, for sure, but still… Monsters.

Erick stopped. He floated there, atop the loamy soil, and had a think.

Maybe he was ready.

Or, maybe he could make himself ready.

Fairy Moon stopped right in front of him. She seemed so small, and fragile; probably because she was. Her thin pink dress did nothing to protect her from anyone, or anything. Her white corset wasn’t anything resembling protection, either. Not like she needed protections, though. She would revive every time she died.

Her easy immortality made Erick wary about her insistence that he make [Gate] right now. What did she know about the risks involved with making difficult magic? And yet, as soon as Erick had that thought, he realized how wrong he was. Of course Fairy Moon, the last living fae (of two; where was the other one?) would know when it was best for a person to attempt to open a rift into the mana; into the world where the fae naturally lived.

From Inferno Maw’s expression, the dragon had gone through his own version of Erick’s thought process and arrived at his same conclusions, but not due to the fact that Fairy Moon was fae. He trusted Fairy Moon’s decisions because he trusted Fairy Moon.

Erick wasn’t there quite yet. He might never be. His first introduction to Fairy Moon had been after she murdered one of Erick’s teachers; Kydyr the bismuth wrought dragon. Apparently she had been murdering people all around Stratagold for the last year as the Letter Killer, too. She murdered men routinely, according to Archmage Riivo, of Archmage’s Rest. If that was all she had done, then Erick might have been able to approach her as one would a very dangerous monster.

But then she kidnapped Erick and mind controlled him…

And now they were here.

Did he trust her? Not really.

And yet...

Did he trust that Fairy Moon had certain desires, and those desires coincided with his own? Yes. Erick trusted that much. And yet...

Erick said, “There’s more to do in Ar’Cosmos, for I need to know my allies, and I need to hear the wroughts’ response.”

And he needed to keep an eye on Bright Smile, if only to understand what was going on with the ring of Benevolence lightning around her neck.

Fairy Moon said, “You spoke splendidly. The wrought response will either be to eradicate you the next time they see you, or they will work well with your wishes. Either way, your presence precipitates danger to Ar’Cosmos. They could breach the bulwarks and drive dragons to mayhem, and so, this most dangerous of ends needs to be eliminated. You need to leave, for your time is terminated in this land of no lies. But fret not! With [Gate], you can go where you wish, and we have hiding holes all over the overworld. If the best scenario shall come to call, then you already know of the sandy space set aside for the building of House Benevolence. This land will be open to you always.” Fairy Moon warned, “But if the worst of wars should come to this land, then run, and run well, Erick, for we will be running as well.”

Inferno Maw gave a sad, slow nod.

Erick felt a spike of worry. “The dragons would fight, though?”

“The Forest of Glaquin has been laid low by the crawling of the Curse into Ar’Cosmos many times before.” Fairy Moon said, “Some dragons will secure safety. Most will not. Most will fight each other as the Curse takes hold. While all that transpires, the wrought will do as the wrought will do, to fulfill the designs of that rapacious Rozeta, and her kin-killer, Kirginatharp.” She frowned at Erick, adding, “I am mad at you for offering a crown to that kin-killer, but means mean little in the light of a founded firmament.”

Inferno Maw nodded, then looked to Erick. “An odd offer, that one, but understandable given the circumstances.”

Erick said, “It might work to solve the Curse without actually solving the Curse, and he wants power, right? Just might take a while to actually happen.”

Fairy Moon waved a hand. “It is what it is! And it is acceptable.”

“It is acceptable; I agree. I doubt that he would actually agree to such an arrangement for the Curse might compel him otherwise, but...” Inferno Maw pulled back a fraction, saying, “I am not one to give in to unfounded hope, but that conversation just now did not seem like the wroughts’ usual overtures of war. We might actually be fine— Well. For a certain definition of ‘fine’.”

There was one more problem, though. Bright Smile.

As if knowing his thoughts, Fairy Moon floated in front of Erick, and said, “If you are worried about Bright Smile, do not, for I have designs to control that possible calamity.”

Erick flinched again, because yes, he was deeply worried about Bright Smile.

Inferno Maw pulled back again, eyeing Fairy Moon. He said nothing, but he would certainly be asking later. ‘What’s all this talk of Bright Smile?’ he would ask. Would Fairy Moon answer him properly? Or would she evade the question? Probably evade.

Erick turned halfway toward Inferno Maw, but he asked Fairy Moon, “Do you think I should tell him?”

Inferno Maw narrowed his eyes, first at Erick, and then at Fairy Moon.

Fairy Moon glanced at Inferno Maw, then turned back to Erick. “Do you believe you should?”

“I don’t like leaving problems behind me, so I think I should.” Erick said, “And yet again, I am not sure if she is an enemy. I might be making an enemy by letting that particular information get out. I don’t want to make more enemies… I won’t make more enemies. Never mind, Inferno Maw. Bright Smile is probably fine.”

Was that suitably cryptic? Would that cause Inferno Maw to investigate more, and then form his own opinions? Hopefully.

Inferno Maw frowned, and then he slowly nodded, and that was it.

With a sudden return to brightness and joy, Fairy Moon said, “Your access to Ar’Cosmos is forever granted, as long as you go with the flow of fairness and freedom. Keep the amulet, though, for it will annul your worldline and keep you out of [Witness] sight. Won’t do anything against normal Sights, though; it’s not my Amulet of Non-Presence.”

Erick touched the amulet on his neck. It would ‘annul his worldline’? Useful. Erick hadn’t even noticed it, but yes, as he glanced through his mana sense, into the nearby past, the path he had taken through the air of the Twisted Vision was already fading away.

Erick grinned. “It’s a good gift.”

Inferno Maw moved past the ‘warnings’ about Bright Smile, and spoke plainly, “We have allies in Quintlan if the worst should happen. With [Gate], you should be able to get there without much difficulty.”

Erick chuckled once as all his worries seemed to melt, just a little. Everything would be fine, and if it wasn’t fine, then it would make it fine. Erick said to Fairy Moon, “You did add another step to my Worldly Path, didn’t you.”

Fairy Moon shrugged. “We are beyond the Worldly Path, my walker of Benevolent Light. Have been for a long while.”

Erick shuddered.

Gods, he was past the Worldly Path, wasn’t he?

Erick’s sunform flickered out a handful of lightning jolts, sparking against the ground and leaving black streaks in their passing. Erick shook his head, then landed. Dark lines sparked across the ground where he touched down. He didn’t want to leave on such a poor note, and he certainly didn’t want whatever [Gate] came out of this to be so tainted with… burning, or whatever the blackening was.

He turned to Inferno Maw. “It was very nice to meet you, Inferno Maw. I might head over to Quintlan, but only if absolutely necessary. How well do you know that land? Do you know of Quilatalap? I met him at Last Shadow’s Feast and I hope he made it out okay.”

Inferno Maw smiled brightly. “Do I know Quilatalap? Ha! Yes. I know the most ancient and powerful of liches; the man who brought Necromancy to Veird and who has tried to bring the profession into respectability hundreds of times before. Though I must confess: my knowledge of Quilatalap is like the knowledge that a commoner might have of their king. Far removed from any semblance of truth. He has tried to come to Ar’Cosmos before, but that was long before my time and he has never tried again. I have sent overtures to him, but…” Inferno Maw glanced to Fairy Moon.

“We had a disagreement,” Fairy Moon said, and left it at that.

“That.” Inferno Maw digressed, “Quilatalap should be hale and whole, but even if he is not, I have a hard time imagining anything could overly harm him, though not for lack of trying. He’s made it through every single Forgotten Campaign, including one or two that should have culled him, but which failed. I suspect… He might be at the Temple of Shadow’s Light? It’s a Melemizargo cult, but they’re not that evil and destructive. They’re mainly just smugglers, though we’ve only ever dealt with their material operations. I don’t know how they actually operate.”

Erick sighed. “Ah. Right. I have to go back to dealing with Melemizargo, too.”

Inferno Maw said, “If you have to run to Quintlan, look up the Lavamancer Society. Tell them that ‘The Maw of Death’ sent you, though I am sure that they would want to have you as their guest anyway, just because of your own exploits. They’re a decent sort of people, and they are ours.”

“I hope to not have to do that. But.” Erick smiled, and said, “The offer is appreciated. Truly.”

Erick felt better—

Fairy Moon took an instant step back, more like a leap, actually. A fraction of a second later, Inferno Maw reared back, pulling out of the way of—

Now why would they…

Erick looked down. Ah. It was happening like this, eh?

His lightning had stopped leaving black marks. Casual jolts were even eliciting tiny white cap mushrooms out of the loamy soil. For a deep moment, Erick was intrigued. How was it doing that? Exactly? It was obviously a magical effect that seemed near to [Grow], and yet it was not [Grow] at all. That spellwork was more time and nourishment based. This seemed almost like… Pure manifestations of what could be, becoming real. Whatever Benevolence was doing, exactly, this was a good sign of things to come. This manifestation boded well for Elemental Benevolence’s ability to support life, which meant that whatever sort of place he made in the mana would be as nice as Ar’Cosmos, perhaps—

Flowers, now. In every color and glowing brightly. The flowers spread outward, turning a small patch of the forest floor around Erick into illuminated springtime. His lightning was still controlled, and under his Domain, but at seeing the sudden bounty of life all around, Erick decided to let his sunform relax. To let his power do as it would. Lightning crawled across the ground like trailing vines of iridescent white growth, touching upon seeds in the soil, and upon nothing at all, eliciting ferns and mushrooms and flowers out of both.

Erick smiled—

Something clicked inside of him, and mana began to pour outward like an uncontrolled river, sweeping away all outside influences and cementing his power in this space.

Fairy Moon’s pink and green eyes went wide as she laughed and danced away, far, far into the deeper gloom, getting out of the way of Erick’s magic. Inferno Maw and all of his Death dragon cohort vanished into the gloom, too, as fast as they could go, rushing to get away from whatever the heck Erick was doing.

Erick laughed at that, and then, a cycle began.

He felt a feedback loop begin.

He liked growing things.

That action caused him joy.

That joy caused more flowers, ferns, and mushrooms to grow all around. Even the largest trees more than thirty meters away seemed to be sprouting new growth in his direction, effortlessly stretching upward out of the ground like mountains rising. Sprigs of green branches began to knot out of the sides of those trees and grow toward Erick like arms raised in triumph.

The ferns under Erick’s feet spread wide, unfurling their leaves and popping glowing spores into the air. The mushrooms joined in next, streaming red and pink and green and blue glowing spores into an unexpected breeze. Flowers turned to seed, and then glowing white dandelion puffs floated away on a sweeping wind.

That wind spiraled around, falling in line with Erick's own personal tsunami of thick air.

Breezes danced to his whim. Flowers grew at his lightning touch. A rainbow of light surrounded him, looking like the [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] crown that surrounded each and every Yggdrasil. Yggdrasil, still sitting on Erick’s shoulder, noticed the resemblance. His [Scry] eye brightened as he hopped upward, into the air, to join in the breeze. Ophiel fluttered into the air next, to play in the colorful wind.

It was a magical moment in every sense of the word, but it was also the culmination of everything in Erick’s Worldly Path. All his magical knowledge. Every lesson gained and trick learned from every master of their own particular magics. Rift Magic. Harmonics. Proper mana shaping and aura control. Elemental Mystical shenanigans allowed for a great deal more effect than normally possible. The Undertow Effect, but refined into [Renew]. Runic webwork to string it all together and to allow for continued growth. And of course, his personal Truth, that everything could be made better.

Erick took everything he was, and had done, and went one step further with Wizardry.

Elemental Benevolence responded, and like a vase spontaneously coming together in a world without magic, or life suddenly springing into being out of the primordial universe, Erick found the beginning of a Pathway that had not yet existed, until now.

Standing in a field of illuminated life, driving back the gloom, Erick spoke,







“We plow the fields and sow the seeds

“then call the rain to grow with speed,

“creating life out of the loam

“allowing us to make a home.

“Enspell the land! Create defense!

“Yet reach out with Benevolence.

“Enshrine the ways to better fates!

“Part the haze!

“Open the [Gate]s!”









Lightning unleashed across the land, exploding the forest into brilliance.

The storm passed quickly, racing out to infinity.

The light faded. Everything had changed. The Twisted Vision of Ar’Cosmos was awash in light from a million small sources, from ferns, to mushrooms, to lichen and flowers, and to the fresh new leaves on the newest branches of all the nearby trees. The brightest source of light was still Erick, still flickering Benevolent lightning in his sunform, but there was another source of light in front of him.

An archway made of white lightning stood before Erick, like the leafless branches of Yggdrasil. And yet green flickers and rainbow light held all around that gateway, like it was an abstract deconstruction of the World Tree.

Erick stood on one side of the archway.

And on the other side, was destiny.

He breathed deep, and stepped through.

The lightning archway collapsed, for its creator had passed beyond the horizon like the setting of a sun.

The forest plunged into shadow.

Some light still lingered in the flowers and the mushrooms but that light was barely a fraction of what had come before. It was enough to turn the dark forest to twilight, though.

 

- - - -

 

At least one person was thrilled with everything.

Fairy Moon laughed bright and happy as she hopped among the large toadstools, and smelled the flowers. Inferno Maw had a much more subdued reaction, gauging everything with his eyes, and with all of his other senses. Soon, he and his people were all collecting samples, but they stayed away from the epicenter.

Lightning still lingered in that space and Fairy Moon wasn’t answering questions about how long that would last, so Inferno Maw set a trio of guards to watch over it, and then he left. Other people had already reported what had happened to Erick, as Inferno Maw had instructed, so when Inferno Maw crossed the Silver Gate into the city, Bright Smile and Illustrious Moon were there waiting for him. Neither looked happy, but what did they expect? Did they want him to stop Erick from creating [Gate]? What nonsense!

Well… Perhaps Bright Smile would have liked Inferno Maw to interfere…

And wasn’t that telling.

In that moment, Inferno Maw had a hundred thoughts going through his head, but mostly he was worried over Bright Smile. What had Erick seen there? What did Fairy Moon continue to see? Their Sights had to be Elemental Benevolence related, and if that were the case, and since that Element was directly opposed to Sundering-type scenarios…

Well.

That could only mean one thing, yes? Perhaps Inferno Maw was making an unfounded leap of logic, but he felt he was more or less correct. Inferno Maw had never thought of Bright Smile as a worldwide danger, and Erick had expressly said that he was unsure what he had seen, and that he didn’t want to make Bright Smile an enemy if he didn’t have to… But he wasn’t sure.

Whatever the case, Erick had not wanted to mark Bright Smile as an enemy.

And therefore, Bright Smile was not an enemy. Not yet.

Besides whatever was going on with her and Elemental Benevolence and Erick and Fairy Moon, Inferno Maw had always liked Bright Smile. Sure, she was rather dangerous, but she was fair in all her dealings, which was why she had risen to become the head of House Carnage. If she were a wyrm then she would have been put down long before now, but she was not that at all. Her desire to create an empire was a rather popular desire, too, so the people liked her well enough.

Inferno Maw also desired to get as many of his people out there and to secure as large of an empire as he could, just so that he could protect his people in the best possible way. Illustrious Moon felt the same way about her own people.

Bright Smile was a bit of a warmonger, but who could blame her! War came to Ar’Cosmos 9 times out of 10 attempts to interact with the outside world, and the only way to throw out those aggressors was with total domination.

Would that be a problem once Ar’Cosmos wasn’t limited in size? Would Bright Smile’s warlike ways lead to some unexpected, true danger—

Inferno Maw could easily see the woman inciting the wrought in some way. Perhaps that was the true danger. Whatever the case, the situation with Bright Smile was not a current danger. There were more important matters to discuss.

Inferno Maw said, “Erick is a Wizard and an ally. What did you expect me to do? Impede his Path? No thank you. I have seen what happens when people get in his way. I’m honestly surprised that Fairy Moon hasn’t been ripped apart and remade into something better suited to his sensibilities.”

Illustrious Moon paled.

But Bright Smile balked, laughing loud, saying, “You speak nonsense, Inferno Maw! He could never do such a… thing.” She frowned. She looked at Illustrious Moon, then at Inferno Maw. “… No? I am willing to receive tutoring from my fellow heads of house, if you think me this wrong. Your expressions worry me.”

“We’re lucky he left.” Illustrious Moon shivered, her entire body wriggling once in a flowing wave from her neck down to her tail. She looked to Bright Smile. “Erick is a strong Wizard. Do not mistake his easy going nature for weakness. Fairy Moon barely managed to get him here to Ar’Cosmos before he could break free. Many people are calling him the reincarnation of Xoat.”

Bright Smile lost some of her smile. She eyed Illustrious Moon, and Inferno Maw. “I have heard those rumors but I put no weight to them.”

Fairy Moon popped out of the air to stand level with the three of them. She wore a crown of gently-glowing flowers and carried a basket of gently growing mushrooms in the crook of one arm. “He has more weight to him than the whole of Ar’Cosmos. If he requests reasonable events to enact a path of peace, we will respond with real and authentic attempts at peace.” She waved an arm, saying, “Provided the wrought settle for the same, of course.”

Bright Smile pulled back and reevaluated several things at once. “We will have to wait and see, then.”

Illustrious Moon asked, “Where did he land, anyway?”

Inferno Maw shook his head. “Unclear. I could not see past the lightning. My people report the same.”

“He’s inside Benevolence. When he is done with that...” Fairy Moon said, “He will land where necessity needs.”

“Yes, but that could be anywhere,” Inferno Maw said, his natural sarcasm coming out a bit harder than intended. “Ahh. It’s out of our hands, anyway. I must return to Redflame’s laboratory and continue our experimentation. Erick told the wrought of our new capabilities, so we might only have days to get a fighting force ready to fight outside of these lands.”

Bright Smile laughed, her characteristic smirk coming back. “We must prepare for war, but first we must evacuate the Free Dragons.”

Fairy Moon said, “Transform those who wish to leave behind their battered and bruised lives to better swell our ranks of ravagers.”

Bright Smile said, “I already had plans to do that, but those tables will need to be adjusted.”

“What about ensuring that [Reincarnation] isn’t going to lead to problems down the road?” Illustrious Moon asked.

“The initial procedure works well.” Inferno Maw said, “The interactions between cores and [Reincarnation] is something to pull apart next year, when we’re not in crisis mode, but the ‘reset to normalcy’ of Erick’s original design works exactly as he wished it to work. The one person with a core we have tested this on has gone through that process and come out the other side perfectly healthy. Without Dragon Essence, though, the man cannot accrete nearly as well as before. It is a problem; one of many.”

Bright Smile recognized what Inferno Maw wasn’t saying. She asked, “Something happened to the rats with cores.”

“Yes.” There was little point in hiding it, he supposed. Inferno Maw said, “As soon as the rats could, they tried to accrete, and since all they had was ambient mana, they monsterized. Spirit Beasts are likely not on the table, right now. We might be able to revive wyrms or anything else with a bit of smarts to it, who can listen and hear that accreting with a normal core is bad, but, as I said: we will have to work on that later. For now, we can likely field a coreless army within days.”

Illustrious Moon frowned. “Disappointing.”

“I’m sure Uncle Redflame and yourself can figure it out, and if nothing else, they can go back in the tanks when needs demand.” Bright Smile said, “This could be a good thing. It would be a self-limiting magic. Good for shock troops and ensuring our shock troops come back to us.”

“I prefer summons.” Inferno Maw said, “Or ensorcelled monsters. Much more disposable. And much less likely to get you slapped with the anti-Slavery protections of the Script.”

“Something to work around!” Bright Smile said, happily.

Illustrious Moon just frowned.

Fairy Moon said nothing, though Inferno Maw could not help but notice how she looked at Bright Smile, and specifically at Bright Smile’s neck, as though there was something there that no one else could see.







- - - -







Floating halfway off a cloud, Rozeta read the transcripts and watched the memories of the latest envoy to Ar’Cosmos for the third time. Her jaw still hung open in disbelief. Erick had not solved the Dragon Curse, but he had sidestepped the issue by giving [Reincarnation]s to all half-dragons. Also, he wanted to give Kirginatharp the next world to come along.

ALSO, he was ALLIED WITH AR’COSMOS NOW.

Rozeta had a hard time deciding which was worse, and if any of them were actual problems. They were shifts, of course. The alliance with Ar’Cosmos was perhaps the biggest shocker, but the threat of a Forgotten Campaign was a real threat to Wizards with Erick’s sort of power, so… Rozeta couldn’t really blame him for that.

She was going to blame everyone else who had made him uncomfortable, actually. She had half a mind to go down to Veird and yell at Alfonin and Kromolok and—

SITNAKOV.

That petulant, problematic child.

This was his fault.

It certainly wasn’t Kirginatharp’s fault, for Rozeta had already had a long talk with him and—

A very specific warning siren blared loud, filling the blue sky with noise, and then a notification came through, confirming yet another monumental shift in the balances of power of Veird.

Erick had just made [Gate].

Rozeta took half a second to sigh, and then she stopped time and stepped outside of her current thoughts. She reevaluated everything, checked on the futures and the past, and then began plotting what would likely be the best course for all. Then she took a while to check on the most obvious objections that everyone else would have and began running scenarios where she killed specific problematic people, or acquiesced to their demands. None of the scenarios would survive contact with Erick, or any of the other powers that would necessarily become involved, but she could at least prepare herself and her forces for the worst case scenarios…

She had an idea.

… She plugged some Elemental Benevolence into her calculations.

She had to use approximations, of course. She didn’t know Elemental Benevolence like she knew Book, and Stone, and all the rest. But her approximations worked well enough.

Strangely, or perhaps not that strangely at all, when using Benevolence in her strategies the outcomes were usually… softer, than they would have been otherwise. A little less violence, a lot more talking, and sometimes that talking actually worked. Usually less deaths all throughout, though, so that was qualitatively good. Rozeta still didn’t have a comprehensive grasp on the Element, but she would eventually.

She really shouldn’t have been surprised by what Benevolence seemed able to do, but she was.

When she was done with all that she spent several days and several half seconds making her final decisions.

Then, she started gathering people. Not many; only the ones that mattered and who could catch up quickly, who could best control the coming future. Erick had made [Gate] seven and a half minutes ago and he still hadn’t come out the other side, but when he did, she needed to be ready.







- - - -







Everything was white, and yet, it wasn’t truly ‘white’ at all.

Erick floated in the middle of an iridescent white space, the same color as his magic; the same colors as Benevolence. Superficially, and if one did not know what to look for, this space almost resembled that white space where Erick had floated before, where all possibilities lay, where he could have done anything. In that other white space, Erick could have gone back to Earth. Maybe he could have traveled back in time to when he first landed on Veird, and ensured that everything turned out better than it already had. And yet, he had picked none of those options. He had chosen to secure the future, and to prevent all possible Sunderings, and lesser apocalypses.

And the space had changed to this; an iridescent white.

An opportunity cost taken, and enshrined.

Before, Erick had needed to construct his body out of possibility, or maybe he had just realized himself into being, and he had been naked and alone. Now, though, he already existed, and he wore the same clothes that he had started with. Ophiel was still on his right shoulder, too, though the little guy was currently very small and quite scared. Erick gave him a pat, and he calmed; he wasn’t alone, neither of them were. Yggdrasil’s iridescent white [Scry] eye held on Erick’s other shoulder. The big guy’s eye color was almost the same as the color of the sky. Yggdrasil was not panicking at all.

There were smaller differences in this space, as well.

This time, his feet still had a bit of dirt on them which had followed him through the Benevolence archway. That dirt lay atop a flat plane that existed because—

Ah.

The floor existed because Erick had decided it should exist. The brown dirt on his shoes lay scattered on that flooring like he had tracked mud into a house. A house with an invisible floor, and yet, this place was not a house at all.

This place was to be a pathway, and therefore, it should probably have a lot more dirt than this.

As Erick had that thought, brown soil expanded from where his feet touched the invisible ground, expanding in every direction like the tilling of soil to aerate the good dirt. At that thought, a breeze filled the iridescent white air, and Erick realized that the breeze was coming from him. Mana still poured out of his body like a thick wind, inundating this Benevolent space with his power. He had forgotten about that outflow of power… or maybe that outflow of power had been invisible since there had been no air for his mana to interact with, and now, there was air. Atmosphere and soil and light all around. It seemed this space was still malleable, but it was not as transformative as it had been before.

All Erick had right now was a dirt floor and air to breathe and light to see. It was a simple space that could support life. It was not enough. And yet, how far did Erick want to go with this? Erick had a sudden, urgent thought regarding Ar’Cosmos, and about what he did not want this place to become.

He decided, and decreed, “A space for those in need, and absolute defenses for those who reside, but we are not hermits. We will connect to those outside, and in that connection, we will create civilizations.”

The mana responded.

The brown dirt underneath turned to solid hexagonal stonework one flashing brick at a time, spreading outward from Erick’s feet, brown dirt becoming simple, sturdy white stone. Something to stand upon, and build upon. Within moments the transformation reached a culmination, and Erick stood upon a rough circle of stonework ten meters across, hanging in a white sky that was about half a kilometer spherical…

A half kilometer? Ten meters across? Apparently he could just sense this land as though it was the inside of his body, but it wasn’t inside of him at all…

Ah! Well. Wasn’t that fun? Erick thought so. He smiled as he inspected what he had made.

It was a good start, actually.

Then wind picked up as Erick opened his mouth, to spread his words far and wide, “Let’s—”

He cut himself off. He had been about to say, ‘let’s have an ocean’, but right before he spoke those words a sudden awful feeling crept into his throat. A premonition warning? Yes. That’s exactly what he had experienced.

Creating an ocean would have been too much.

Way, way too much. In fact… Erick wasn’t quite sure, but he felt like he was about a third of the way to his limit, like he had used up half of a limited, yet still growing resource.

So he went smaller. But where to start—

Ah. Of course. Erick looked down. He was in the center of the platform, and this space could use a central marker. Something that would last for a long time and continue to support growth all the while. Something like that node of Ar’Cosmos’s that Erick had used to heal that land from the damage his Benevolence had caused. Redflame had once spoken of how he used his own core to stabilize and grow Ar’Cosmos, so Erick was pretty sure that every single node was actually one of Redflame’s cores, but Erick wasn’t going to take out his core and plant it here. Not yet, anyway.

There was another way.

Erick grinned as he stepped to the side, to stand far off center. He turned to the center of the platform, and said, “An ever-flowing fountain to continuously create this land of Benevolence, and grant succor to all who exist in this space.”

Magic took hold of the stone before him, and a weakness crawled into Erick’s body. He wasn’t worried, not yet anyway, so he just watched the magic make a miracle.

The hexagonal stones lifted from their bedrock in a wide circle about two meters across, like someone had pushed up from the other side, like the whole platform was a push pin toy. At half a meter high, they stopped, and the stone shifted directions again. The outside hexagons remained where they were, forming a lip, but the center dipped down, forming a well. Then, in the very center, the seven hexagons upon which Erick had first stood upon began to rise, and the center hexagon vanished. The stones stilled. The first part was done.

It was a basic construction made of columnar basalt.

Erick liked the looks of it a whole lot, for it felt primeval, and powerful—

Deep in the center of the platform, magics twisted the space where the center column had been. Water formed out of nothing, and then began flowing out of the top of the fountain like a hose barely turned on. That water flowed down the sides of the fountain to splash into the basin, filling the air with the soft sounds of a gentle creek. It was a lovely sound. It was the only sound in this space besides the wind.

The fountain was suddenly full from one second to the next. Half a meter of clear water sat inside the basin, just below the edge.

Erick wanted to sit down by the fountain and listen to the sound for a while, for he was tired, but he couldn’t rest; not yet. He was only about two thirds done, and his mana felt the same. The ground was almost set. One or two more magics should do it. This next one was perhaps the most dangerous, though.

“Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye whipped around and locked on Erick’s face.

Erick looked down at the little, big guy. “We’re going slowly, this time. No big growth. This land cannot contain all of you right now, but it will, someday, and yet you must be here at the beginning. So you must start small, and grow steadily. Like a real tree, you must start as a seed.”

A distant rustling of leaves filled the sky as Yggdrasil’s eye nodded; he understood.

Ophiel trilled a questioning guitar sound on Erick’s other shoulder. What about him?

Erick smiled, saying, “You’re going to stay with me, following me around for many years to come, but Yggdrasil needs stability. You’re both just built differently, and that’s okay.”

Ophiel trilled in happy violins and fluffed out a bit on Erick’s shoulder. He had been a bit scared of this space before, but he was acclimating.

And Yggdrasil was ready. He knew what was happening. He was ready to become Erick’s ultimate defense, here in the mana.

Erick gestured to the right as he spoke to the fountain, “A stream of water leading off that way, to support the growth of Yggdrasil, who will become this land’s greatest defender, supporter, and continual creator.”

The fountain and the ground barely shifted. A dip formed on top of the basin’s edge, on the right side. That dip led to a winding groove between the hexagonal stones, forming a pathway for water to travel out to the edge of the platform. Water began flowing through that dip, and into that groove, creating a stream, etching a winding, tiny canyon into the platform.

That stream did not fall when it reached the edge. Water simply floated out into open air, into the nearby distance, like a tendril reaching out to touch something that had yet to be planted, which was exactly Erick’s intention.

Erick readied Yggdrasil, and Yggdrasil readied himself.

Erick cast.

Rushing cold ripped through Erick’s body as his eyes fluttered shut and—

And then it was over.

Erick barely noticed the gold threads of divine power reorganizing inside his soul, securing Yggdrasil within him, for floating in the sky, just twenty meters away, was the big guy. Erick almost admonished Yggdrasil for not starting out as a seed, but this was fine, and maybe Erick had blacked out for a moment and missed that part. Yggdrasil wasn’t nearly as large as he usually was, anyway. He was rather small, actually, but he was still ten meters tall from top of crown to his lowest root…

Actually really small for a tree. Normal oak trees were bigger than him, but Erick had asked him to start small, and he had. This was good.

Half of Yggdrasil was a bright green canopy with a rainbow crown, while the other half was bright white roots, floating in iridescent white space. The waters of the fountain already circled around the base of his trunk, trickling through his upper roots, linking him to the core of this Benevolent domain in a way that nothing would ever be able to sever. Sure, it merely looked like a free-floating stream of water, but it was anything but that. And this way, Yggdrasil could grow himself and this land as large as he wanted, and move himself and the platform around as needed…

In fact.

Erick had expected Yggdrasil’s planting to take a lot more out of him than it did, but while he felt that cold chill, it went away rather fast. Yggdrasil’s planting hadn’t taken much out of him at all. Maybe because Yggdrasil was already made, long before this land was made? And Erick was laying down actual Truths in this land as he made this land? The laying of Truths was what cost Erick some power… Perhaps? Just spending mana was easy.

He wasn’t sure, but that seemed right.

Whatever the case, Erick felt he had one more trick in him.

And he knew just what it needed to be.

Stone land. Water fountain. Windy sky. Light all around. Shadows down below. There was even some Darkness down in the depths of the water…

This place was missing Fire. Or at least something to drive away the chill—

Yes. That was it. Something to make people feel more welcome. A refuge was not a refuge without a fire to give warmth, after all.

Erick smiled, and spoke to the fountain, “And a gentle, renewing fire, to bring healing warmth to this new age.”

The air sparked above the fountain. Six small fireballs took hold of the air above the six hexagonal pillars of the fountain; one fireball per stone column. And then the fire shifted. One final fireball manifested in the air above the water, and then transformed, its center vanishing, leaving a ring of gentle orange flames with a gap in the top. It was the rune of [Renew]. That same rune was mirrored upon the hexagonal pillars under the waters of the fountain, and at the top of each central pillar. Inside, where the water generated from nothing, was yet another rune of [Renew].

It was all connected. It was all as it had to be.

Erick stretched a little, feeling the warmth in the air. That warmth helped to counter the cold that filled Erick’s bones and threatened to drag down his very soul to the bottom of his feet. He was exhausted. But he was done.

This was good. This was balanced. This would grow with time, and with mana. Yggdrasil would grow, too, and ensure that everything here continued to grow as it should. But for now, Yggdrasil hung out in the sky just over there, tethered to this stone platform by a ribbon of flowing water. The water looked stable. The platform was very stable. The wind was steady…

And this was enough, for now.

Erick breathed deep. He had received no notifications, but he would probably be getting some as soon as he returned to normal space. But this was definitely [Gate]—

Something clicked, metaphysically.

Perception shifted.

Erick blinked several times and—

The land solidified. Everything seemed more real.

Nothing had actually changed, though, for the platform still hung here in the middle of the sky and a tendril of water still connected to Yggdrasil and the runic fire still radiated warmth from atop the fountain… But Erick had changed. Yes. That is what happened.

The fugue was over.

The time of creation had passed.

Erick’s torrent of inner mana began to wane, turning into a trickle, and then shutting off entirely. Ah! He hadn’t even noticed that he was still leaking that much mana, but now that it was gone, he was back to normal. The Script had reconnected to him. That was good. Erick wasn’t ready to go on his own yet.

A small blue box appeared, followed by a very large blue box.
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Gate, instant, special range, 50 mana + Variable

Primary Function: Open a gate to another location.

Special Function, Special Cost: Open a gate into <Elemental Benevolence> to a known location OR create a node inside <Elemental Benevolence> to claim a portion of that space as your own gate space.

None may enter or interact with your gate space without your awareness. Expand your gate space by fortifying your node, or casting another node. The size of your gate space determines the distance you can cross through this spell’s primary function. Multiple nodes are possible, but be aware that nodes decay without proper upkeep. If all your nodes should decay all the way, the cost to founding a new node is a Special Cost.

Personal features: <Your nodes will not decay. All of your nodes are naturally connected and support each other. Your nodes will naturally grow due to the presence of the World Tree Yggdrasil. Your nodes naturally support life of most types. Your nodes massively support the growth of elemental benevolence.>

<All approved beings will gradually heal all mental and physical wounds when inside your gate space. All approved beings are at Rest while inside your gate space. All approved beings are immune to mana fatigue and health exhaustion while inside your gate space.>

<All beings inside your gate space will naturally grant their excess resources to your nodes, ensuring that growth always occurs. At will, you or Yggdrasil may designate a being as ‘malevolent’, ‘approved’, or both. Malevolent beings will be drained of all resources.>

<Elemental Benevolence is your element, therefore you have innate primacy over all other nodes built by all others inside benevolence. Your senses inside your gate space are 100x the size of the gate space claimed by your nodes, and may reach much further than that. The outside distance your nodes are capable of reaching is 100x larger than your gate space would suggest.>

<Should an apocalypse-type event occur, your gate space might intervene on its own in order to prevent such an occurrence. The nature of this intervention will vary, and is based upon the strength of your nodes. You and World Tree Yggdrasil will be warned if such an event should occur, or is occurring.>

<World Tree Yggdrasil is capable of growing and expanding your gate space on his own.>








 

Erick smiled as he read the blue box. It was a large box. It even rivaled [Ward] for size. Ha! Erick’s smile grew. He felt good.

This was good.

“This is good, Yggdrasil.” Erick patted Ophiel, adding, “Ophiel. This is great.” He giggled a little, then openly wondered, “I wonder what the anti-Sundering stuff looks like…” His voice trailed off as his eyes went wide.

… And nothing happened?

Erick looked up. He had expected the iridescent white sky to open up with lightning and show him the way to the next problem. But… Why would it?

Erick’s smile returned.

“The Worldly Path is over.”

No more Fate shenanigans. Even the problem posed by Bright Smile wasn’t that pressing…

Erick lost a little bit of his smile.

No more Fate shenanigans meant that everything that came next was up to him. He would have to deal with Melemizargo and the soul slime’s Truth, and Kirginatharp and the angels and demons, and whatever Ar’Cosmos was going to do, and…

All the rest.

Suddenly, Erick felt unmoored. Fate had been with him there since the beginning of his fall to Veird. With his own Wizardry, he had reached back in time and made it so that all of his big spells had Elemental Benevolence in them. It was very possible that he only survived meeting his Other Self in the Deep Paradox because of Fate shenanigans. And now…

He was on his own.

… But! Maybe...

Erick had put a bit of Fate into this Benevolence, didn’t he? Yes. He did.

So maybe he would always have Fate backing him up?

Ah. Well. That could be a problem, too. After all, Fate had lined up the Chelation War, and that had killed nearly 4 million people—

Erick’s heart beat hard as sudden clarity ripped across his mind.

Fate was here, and it always would be, to a certain extent. Elemental Benevolence was not Elemental Fate, but they were cousins.

Ah.

So what would happen now?

With understanding eyes, Erick stared out across the iridescent white sky, and watched. He waited. He didn’t have to wait long.

Lightning gathered.

Small sparks fizzled at the edges of the stone platform, transforming into something larger. Off in the distance even more lightning gathered, like a storm brewing on the horizon. Lightning flashed. A soft thunder rolled throughout all existence, and in its passing lay a tangled weave of danger. This, then, was Elemental Benevolence’s primary purpose. This, then, was why Erick had made this Element in the first place.

Three large bolts of lightning hung in the sky, tangled with each other at three primary spots, thrashing around and yet not moving much at all, reminding Erick of hissing snakes. They were simply the largest and closest of the tangles, though. Countless other tangles held in the far, far distance, but those were too far out to matter.

Erick had a vague sense of those distant tangles though, and so, as he looked for a specific one, he found it.

That one over there, hiding behind a cloud and rather loosely dangerous. That one was Bright Smile, and it almost looked as beneficial as it looked dangerous. Erick had no idea how he could tell that much, but as he stared at that distant tangle, he caught glimpses of Bright Smile upon a throne. All of the other ones were unintelligible, probably because Erick had no idea what they were. Many of them looked to happen in a hundred years, and were probably all about the opening of new worlds.

Most of those hundred years tangles actually looked more like opportunities.

He would deal with those later.

Erick focused on the closest tangles; the three that stood out as problems that needed to be solved sooner rather than later. They were not opportunities at all, and the Benevolent lightning flickered black upon those specific situations, and where appropriate, upon those specific lives.

Past a curve in eternity, Erick saw Patriarch Xangu Terror Peaks. The man responsible for the aggression of Terror Peaks and the inciter of the Chelation Wars. The man had never been found by anyone, and yet, Erick had found him. He was right there, on the other side of that tangle, and he had found out that Erick was a Wizard. Erick got the distinct feeling that as soon as he stepped out of this land and showed himself, Patriarch Xangu would devote his entire life to killing him, and every single thing that he would ever create. That man would bring Extreme Light bombs to all the cities that Erick inhabited. The threat Xangu posed would only grow larger with time.

Erick could not give him that time. Erick needed to do what he needed to do.

The second black tangle was the Red Dot Mage; the mass murderer who worked with the Lower Trademaster of Portal, Caradogh Pogi, in order to attack Spur and wipe out the Farms. Prior to that, the Red Dot Mage had killed the Village of the Life Binder, Messalina, murdering hundreds of people in a bid for personal power, or something along those lines. Erick didn’t know much about them, but the Red Dot Mage was both a Hunter and a Face Stealer of the worst sort. Erick would have no trouble doing what needed to be done to the Red Dot Mage, either.

He still had no idea who the Red Dot Mage was, exactly, but they were currently living in Archipelago Nergal.

The third tangle was more nuanced and larger than all the rest, for it was the manifestation of all of Erick’s greatest fears coming true.

It was a fractal confluence of the entirety of Veird allying against him, trying to kill him, to End Elemental Benevolence, and destroy everything he had ever touched or created. It was the death of possibility. It was a million individual minds all believing that Erick was a danger to all reality. It was shortsightedness, and smallness. It was the destruction of Spur. The descent of the Converter Angel upon Veird. The killing of Poi, Kiri, and Teressa. The lynching of Nirzir. The purging of the Songli Highlands by outside forces, and interior conspirators.

The burning of Yggdrasil.

The murder of Jane.

It was almost too much.

Erick breathed deep, squared his shoulders, centered his mind, and stared out into infinity.

He went over the whole of the problem again. The three large tangles were connected, each feeding into the other, and the threat they posed was coming sooner, rather than later. Collectively, they were the death of Benevolence, and the return of the threat of the Sundering.

Erick could not solve the fractal tangle right now. Even if he could navigate that tangle with perfect precision, pulling apart the bad and fortifying the good, there would still be smaller wars. Those smaller wars would spill into larger wars. There was no way around that.

The other two tangles, with Patriarch Xangu and the Red Dot Mage, were easier to solve.

Two portals, and then two [Vivid Gloom]s, or anything else that he felt like casting…

That would permanently solve those problems.

And yet… Erick didn’t want to be just one man going up against the world. Complete tyranny was no way to begin this new world order. That would just lead to more problems down the road. No. While he could solve these problems himself, he knew he should not.

… Erick knew what he needed to do.

Some of his mana had regenerated while he gazed out into eternity, so the first thing Erick did was summon some more Ophiel. While he did that, he spoke to Yggdrasil, “Are you feeling okay?”

“It’s weird, but I’m good,” Yggdrasil said, in his child-like voice. “I am floating, but I am not.”

“Do you need help understanding how the space works? How the node works? How to work this space?” He had already handed off [Gate] to Yggdrasil, but communication was important.

“I got it! I’m smart. I know magics and responsibilities.”

Erick felt a wonderful warmth spread out in his chest. “Yes, you are. Smart and responsible and so much more. I love you, Yggdrasil.”

“I love you too, Father.” Yggdrasil asked, “Are you headed out?”

“I am.”

“The lightning?”

“Yup. The Benevolent lightning shows problems that I need to solve. I don’t expect it to always show problems, but sometimes reality is reality.”

“See you soon, Father!”

With ten Ophiel floating around him, Erick smiled at Yggdrasil, and said, “I’ll see you soon, Yggdrasil.”

Then he turned to the side, toward the dark lightning in the air. He cast [Gate].

Iridescent lightning crashed down onto the edge of the stone platform and transformed into a hole in the air. Beyond lay blue sky and orange sands, and the occasional scattered crystal mimic in the far distance. The Crystal Forest. Somewhere far north of Ar’Kendrithyst, if Erick had managed to target the right spot. It wasn’t any place special; just a random part of the desert that was mostly sand and little else.

Erick stepped through the portal and landed on that sand.

 

- - - -

 

The lightning portal silently shut behind him.

A dry wind rushed across the orange dunes, kicking sand off of the top. Heat seeped deep into Erick’s clothes, causing him to sweat. It was high summer and near the end of Wyrm Season so the air was unusually hot. He almost cast an air conditioning spell, but not yet. With eyes wide and mana sense fully open, Erick studied his surroundings.

In the far distance, crystal mimics held to the tops of dunes, glittering in the midday light, but not a single one was anywhere close to Erick, or his Ophiel. Erick was worried, and on edge, but nine of his ten Ophiel happily zipped up and out, each one in a small not-sun form, surrounded by a thorny silver all-reflective shield. Erick had already made them cast their protections, so they were well guarded against normal magics.

Erick doubted that he would be facing normal magics if the worst should happen.

In a flicker of thought, Erick cast his own silver [Animadversion] upon his left wrist and summoned some nicer [Conjure Armor]. Armored white robes flowed down his body. It wasn’t complete protection, but it would help. He also cast a little AC [Ward] on his clothes to keep him cool, and calm.

He was ready—

Ah. He wasn’t quite ready.

He opened his Status and— That looked different. He would deal with that later. For right now, all he wanted was to find— Ah! There it was. The note from Rozeta had been right. Koyabez had granted him some spellwork, or rather, Koyabez had returned a spell that Erick had created. It was a little bit different from how Erick had made it, but that was fine.

 




	
Zone of Peace, instant, 24 hours, super long range, 500 MP

All magic cast inside Zone of Peace with the intent to harm, or entering a Zone of Peace with the intent to harm, is transformed into a Cleanse of commensurate size. Zone of Peace has no effect on ongoing magic.

May the peace of Koyabez enable benevolence to flourish.




















Erick cast the spell. The air filled with a saturation that passed like a gentle breeze, and then settled down into the sand, and into the sky. Peace took hold of this small part of the world.

And then he waited.







- - - -







Rozeta whipped around. “He’s back— Ah…” She frowned. “Shit.”

Kromolok frowned. King Alfonin waited for Rozeta to continue.

Sitnakov simply asked, “What’s wrong?”

Rozeta sighed. “My father has decided to show.” She looked to the people she had gathered, and decided, “We’re going to wait.”







- - - -







The blue skies of the bright desert began to darken as shadows lengthened from the sides of the dunes, like water seeping out from a broken dam. The sun dimmed, and then went out. Stars appeared.

Darkness grasped the desert.

With feet firmly on the ground, and his body wrapped in a thin layer of lightning, Erick waited for the God of Magic to fully appear—

The dark air shifted, revealing the monumental form of Melemizargo. He towered in the near distance like a smiling menace. Glowing white fangs the size of people. Bright white eyes that rivaled Erick’s own light. He wasn’t nearly as large as he could have been. Maybe only 40 meters tall, and therefore only slightly larger than the dragons Erick had recently seen at the Rotunda in Ar’Cosmos, but he had wings. Those wings were spread to the sides like he was a cat relaxing in the sun, making him seem four times as large.

And he smiled.

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that smile, but there was no reason to be antagonistic, so he said, “Hello, Melemizargo. Welcome to the talks. You’re the first to arrive.”

“I had to show, for you deserve a gift. How about a gift of temporary safety?” Melemizargo smiled wider, showing off his glowing fangs. “I was thinking of stripping [Teleport] from every single person, or expanding my power out from the Underworld and onto the Surface, to prevent [Teleport] that way. That would make your new [Gate] rather useful and necessary for all involved. Would prevent a war, too! Or at least delay such a war for a long while, giving you time to set up proper defenses against all who would do you harm. Wouldn’t do anything against competent assassins, of course, but I have the solution to that problem, too. Someone here wishes to make amends for her part in that Chelation War.” He lifted his arm.

Darkness coalesced halfway between Erick and Melemizargo. That darkness rapidly transformed into the form of Goldie, the goldscale dragonkin Shade of Assassination. She wore serious black leathers while her gigantic adamantium sword floated behind her like a plank of dark void.

She bowed, then rose. In that moment she was not her normal, bubbly self. Instead, she enunciated her words in a strange manner as she spoke, “Wizard Flatt. I wish to enter into thy service, to do as thou wouldst command from now until eternity shall pass.”

Erick’s eyes had widened at first, but he had mostly managed to contain that involuntary reaction. At Goldie’s declaration, though, his countenance was less controlled. “Uh. We can discuss… Events and responses. Maybe no one needs to do anything that drastic. Uh. Hello… Goldie. We will… Discuss that, too.”

Goldie bowed again then stood resolute; waiting for orders.

Melemizargo shrugged. “I feel I will need to do things much more drastic than this, but if you want to try talking with the petty tyrants to come, then that is your prerogative. I don’t know how much good it will do— Eh! My offers remain open.” He turned his head to the left. “So who shows next, eh?” With a half-giddy smile, he said, “It’s always so difficult to see what will happen next when Wizards start changing everything. Quite fun, though!”













            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    HOLY GODS! HE DID IT!

The mad man actually went and did it! Yay for [Gate]!

But now it's time for consequences. 

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 6; chapter 193, Book 6 Epilogue.

And the first three chapters of Book 7! Over 80k more words!

THERE WILL BE A WEEK LONG BREAK AFTER BOOK 6. (this was announced long ago, but I'm repeating it here)

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



192, 1/2


                The sky was black, and though distant stars held in that grand expanse above, their fearful light did not do much all the way down here, on the Surface of Veird. The world was quiet. Even the wind seemed shy, for Darkness stood upon the land.

Melemizargo’s glowing white fangs and shining white eyes were the brightest lights here, warning everyone who held the true power in this place. The dragon’s size did a lot for that announcement, too, at being nearly 40 meters tall, while the back of his throat glinted with a restrained white fire, reminding everyone present that he could burn away everything, should he be given reason to open his maw and let loose that annihilation.

Erick’s Benevolent sunform and accompanying jolts of lightning were a nightlight compared to the brightness of the God of Magic. The only presence Erick outshone was that of Goldie, though her bright white eyes were a tiny mirror for Melemizargo’s. At that thought, Erick wondered why he was thinking of the sizes of lights. He came to the conclusion soon enough: he was terrified.

Only an idiot wouldn’t be terrified in this situation.

Everything was happening, all at once.

And yet, Erick was ready; as ready as he could ever be. His Ophiel were around him and wrapped in defenses, and so was he. He took a calm breath, and turned his sight to the horizons, all around. Where was everyone else? Shouldn’t Rozeta and the wrought and Kirginatharp and the Mind Mages all know that Erick was back? That he had finished the Worldly Path? That it was time to face the Darkness?

They had to know that Melemizargo was threatening to upend the entire way that life worked here on the Surface of Veird, right? Taking [Teleport] away from every single person, or preventing [Teleport] from working up here, would have catastrophic cascading effects.

Some people lived directly below the ground in hiding holes with no connection to the surface, or inside well-defended mountains, and the only way to get to town and back was to use [Teleport]. In a much larger sense, [Teleport] was the backbone of overland-based trade. There were still a lot of shorter-distance, caravan-based trades that happened between farming field and main towns, but everything between all major cities was mass-[Teleport] driven—

Well. There was shipping-cargo-based trade, too. That wasn’t [Teleport], but only because ships could go very fast and haul a lot of cargo a long distance. The basic [Teleport] spell simply didn’t give enough bang for the buck when it came to hundred-thousand-ton shipments that needed to cross the oceans, or through the Underworld.

The Underworld would be mostly fine if Surface trade collapsed, for almost all of their direct shipments were point-to-point caravans between Geodes or outlying Geode-adjacent cities, but many deep cities still traded through the Surface. The Geodes all had Surface-based trade in some way, too. In those cases, a city would usually have a long road connection to the Surface, which then connected them to all the production up here, and to [Teleport].

… Perhaps everyone did know that Melemizargo was making threats.

Erick saw no [Scry] eyes in the sky—

“I blocked casual observation,” Melemizargo said, his voice rumbling like a quake. “If anyone wants to participate in this conversation then they must come forward and actually participate. You’re risking it all appearing in person, so they should too.”

Erick fully resigned himself to the outcomes of the day, and forced himself to relax. It worked, a little. “The gathering is taking longer than I expected, so I’m going to make some furniture.”

Without waiting for confirmation of acceptability, or anything like that, Erick went ahead and began [Stoneshape]ing simple stone chairs out of the ground. They were little more than orange blocks with a bit of a backing, but he made himself one, and then he made five more. The stone chairs formed most of a circle about twenty meters in diameter, while leaving a large section un-chaired to account for Melemizargo on the north side of the space. Smaller, broader Shapings turned the land into solid stone, while leaving multiple extra spaces open for other chairs to be placed, if more people came.

Erick glanced over to Melemizargo’s space, and saw that he had transformed his own rather large area into stone, too. Erick nodded at that, and then he turned back to what he had made—

“Six chairs?” Melemizargo asked.

“There’s space for more, but...” Erick looked at the chairs. “Rozeta. Koyabez. Phagar. Kromolok. Kirginatharp. And me. And you. I’m not expecting and nor do I want the full Relevant Entity pantheon…” He paused. “But maybe a space for Dinnamoth, the Demon King, and Adavido, the Crown of the Host? I’d like to enact a lasting peace there, too— Ah. And… Not Fairy Moon. But one of them from that side—” Erick suddenly stood straight. “Bright Smile. Yes.”

Melemizargo leaned his head in a little, saying, “Wouldn’t work. Kirginatharp would want to kill her on sight. Fairy Moon will speak on their behalf.”

… Probably best to avoid the topic of Bright Smile’s Benevolent Lightning collar, anyway. This was already going to be a tense discussion.

“Would Kirginatharp react the same way to any dragon?”

“Yes.”

“… No other dragons then.”

Melemizargo grinned. “Having Fairy Moon here would make all others rather more compliant with the words of this meeting.”

“I would rather whatever agreements we come to be enforced through understanding and compassion, rather than magical compulsion.” Erick realized that he was speaking through fear, though, so he added, “But I suppose she is an ally now, and I should take advantage of that to at least protect myself.”

“Quite right!” Melemizargo added, “And based on the natures of all invited peoples, the words spoken here would have a deep weight beyond their physicality. In attempting this talk, you are making a type of uncategorized magic that would usually fall apart before it could even get going; an agreement of gods. My advice for what comes next is to go small, and precise. Write down lines you don’t want crossed, while leaving the vast majority of interactions free of fetters— Ah! Speak of the fae and they shall appear.” Melemizargo glanced down at the circle of chairs.

Fairy Moon sat on one of those chairs, her green and pink eyes gently glowing along with her pink and white dress. A crown of rainbow flowers adorned her head. “Of course I would show for the show, you younglings! I was too busy burying bodies last time to be raised to Relevance, but this day is different. Today I turn up to the table.”

The sky shifted.

Rozeta’s voice boomed outward, “This is not a time for Relevance.”

Blue skies retook the roof of the world, pushing back the darkness, transforming utter night into a lesser twilight. The sun was still hidden somewhere up there, but the land was brighter, and that was good.

Melemizargo didn’t care about the sky, or about theatrics that weren’t his own. He stared at one of the chairs Erick had made, watching as a splash of golden divine fire coalesced out of the air.

Rozeta stepped out of that gold fire, looking like a human-shaped wrought woman. Kromolok stepped onto the stone behind her by several paces. Both of them were technically nude, wearing their bodies as their clothes, but that was normal for them. Rozeta wore a white pantsuit, while Kromolok had his body shaped into his official Inquisition robes of office.

Fairy Moon glared at Rozeta. “I want Relevance, if only to prevent your prevarications and the Silences of your Script. I want my race restored.”

Rozeta sat down in her provided chair, to the south of the circle, saying, “I’ll help Erick make a Script that allows for such, but it won’t take hold on Veird. The next world, or preferably the next one after that.”

Fairy Moon’s eyes went wide and she sat up in her chair, almost coming off of her stone seat. It was only now that Erick noticed she had taken the chair in the west.

Erick decided to sit down in his own chair, in the east.

He had a thought. With Melemizargo in the north, this gathering of four (and Kromolok standing behind and to the right of Rozeta, while Goldie stood in front and to the left of Melemizargo, both of them positioned closer to Erick than to Fairy Moon; and wasn’t that a thought!) would likely be everyone, because this gathering included all four corners of the world. Erick’s sunform even shone upon the eastern chair, while Fairy Moon’s gentle glows were a much more subtle reflection of Erick’s own. She even had that ring of Benevolence upon her hand, as though she had taken some of his light, as the moon would the sun. Rozeta, at the south, was the ground and stability, while Melemizargo at the north was the great darkness beyond everything solid, though both of them likely thought themselves the other in certain situations. Melemizargo certainly saw himself as the creator of foundations. Rozeta saw herself as the true inheritor of the title of the God of Magic, as the true Darkness, or as what Darkness should be.

Ah.

Intellectually, Erick had known what he was doing when he called this meeting. But he didn’t truly know until it was here.

This, then, was the ritual changing of a world.

Melemizargo chuckled, low and menacing. “You truly are opening the cage then, daughter of mine.”

“Not for a long while.” Rozeta said, “If we were to gain decades upon decades of good, sensible behavior from you, then perhaps I would feel better about everything you have done to get us here. Erick’s Elemental Benevolence might have solved an overarching Sundering problem, but it has still not solved the problems you have created, and will continue to create.” She looked to Fairy Moon. “As for you! Don’t even pretend to me that Elemental Benevolence and Erick’s new world order will change how you operate, either. Kidnapping and mind control! The worst part is that you are also incapable of seeing how what you did to Erick was wrong.”

Fairy Moon shrugged. “I got gains. You achieved aught. Besides! He allied with Ar’Cosmos! If your kin-killer would have gotten to him first, then Erick would be as eradicated as all the other enemies of your wrought.”

“Erick is not our enemy.” Rozeta said, “We were wary in the beginning as all sensible people would be, but he has proven the merit of his character ten times over. Similarly, you, Fairy Moon, have proven yourself a million times over.”

“Tell me true!” Fairy Moon demanded to know, “If he would have went to the criminal Kirginatharp and dined with demons and acquiesced to angels, would he remain himself? Or would Erick have been eradicated? If I hadn’t harbored him, then would he have died from Relevant recidivisms?”

Rozeta said, “Kirginatharp would have stepped in and prevented such a tragedy. All you truly did was grab Erick, force him to see you as people in need of saving instead of under necessary control, because that is who he is, and now we’re here. You are unworthy of being allies with anyone, for all you know is mind control and manipulation.”

It was here, that Erick decided to step in, saying, “I would like to start there, and suggest the first of agreements to come out of these talks: No more unwanted mind control by anyone—” And because he knew it would only be making a problem to solve later, or be rightfully argued against, Erick added, “—except by those in active pursuit of the best possible worlds, against the worst Mind Magic offenders, or only in extreme circumstances. The average person —or even the head of a state— acting in normal fashions, should never have to worry that they will be mind controlled against their will by anyone, for any reason.”

Fairy Moon almost leapt out of her chair, happily saying, “So you agree! My actions were acceptable!”

“Actions can be acceptable based upon the outcomes, and still be the worst possible actions to take.” Erick said to Fairy Moon, “I am not comfortable enough with you to visit Ar’Cosmos on a normal basis. Not now. Maybe not ever.”

Fairy Moon just nodded, like she had expected that. “The land of no-lies is dangerous to denizens and transients alike, and we’ve even had dragons there for a while, if you witness. Transforming that tenet or the truth of our tenants is likely not to happen here or hence, so your reluctance to residence is recognized. Doesn’t mean Ar’Cosmos is done with you, though.” She asked, “Are you still an ally? Are we to rescue you from the ravages of the wrought when wanted? Or are we to be without any Wizards, once again?”

“You have at least one Wizard locked up under Stasis spellwork.” Erick said, “So don’t pretend that you are actually ‘without any Wizards’.”

Fairy Moon smiled. “Who is she when compared to the sun that is thee? That woman is trash for true. But what about you? Are you an ally?”

And that was the big question, wasn’t it. Rozeta lightly stared, needing to know the answer. Melemizargo wondered, too, though he was mostly just intrigued by everything happening all around him. He didn’t expect this to actually work, and so he was ready to do whatever he needed to do after everyone else was done talking.

Which was probably bad.

Erick spoke, “I wish to be an ally to all who would abide by a few basic rules of interaction. No violence. No attempts to magically control. Honest communication. Honest interactions. Forgiveness of foibles. The eradication of true evils, not merely perceived evils. Approaching each other from places of goodwill, in the hopes that such interactions will both create a better world, and be that better world in the act of trying.

“Here, in this space, I would like to act less as individuals, with individual needs and wants, and more as guides of what comes next. What we want the world to look like. How we want to interact with each other. What sort of interactions are acceptable, and what sort of interactions are not acceptable. For instance—” Erick turned to Kromolok, and said, “As far as I know, Kromolok, the Mind Mages I have worked with have always been professional and scrupulous when it came to their magic. A continuation of that is fine with me.” He turned to Fairy Moon. “What you did was wrong, though, and has needlessly added drama to an otherwise… Well it was always going to be a contentious talk, but I’m still mad at you.”

“I accept your anger, and the aftermath of my actions.” Fairy Moon said, “Ask a wish to weaken your wrath, and I will make it manifest.”

Erick instantly said, “When you go around judging people for their actions, take your judgments to the local justices, first. I don’t want you just killing people out of hand. If justice is not granted in the way that you judge it should be granted, then step back, evaluate if you are wrong or if you are missing all of the facts, if your judgment is too harsh or not harsh enough, ask another competent, trustworthy person to evaluate your judgments, and then go through the whole system again. If justice truly cannot be achieved through the mechanisms of the society in which the offender lives, then, and only then, should you consider execution, or whatever other justice you deem necessary, Fairy Moon—” He turned to everyone, and said, “Which brings me to this next problem—”

Fairy Moon had maintained most of her composure while Erick spoke at her, but she still sputtered with minor rage. Erick’s attempt to move on was too much for her, though. She interrupted, “I critique correctly in all courts for all claims and claimants!”

Erick let her finish, then he said, “Okay. Well. I don’t know your whole story; I admit that. All I have heard are the words of the wrought, about how you were the Letter Killer, who went around Stratagold killing nobles and wrought and leaving behind letters detailing… the crimes of the guilty, I suspect.”

Fairy Moon triumphantly said, “That is correct! The guilty were nobles and hidden ne’er-do-wells who would never have been banished or brained as they should have been, so I did the braining myself! They were secret slayers one and all, and especially that child-killing Kydyr. You cannot tell me that killing that killer was incorrect!”

“This brings me to yet another problem that I wish to solve; as I was saying.” Erick said, “Kydyr killed an orphanage in a war in order to deprive an enemy country of future soldiers. I would call this a war crime. You do have this term, ‘war crime’, here on Veird, but it is not well used, or understood. Know this: I feel that war is unfortunately necessary in some situations, but the prevalence of war is way too high in this world. Literally any time of day or night or twilight, someone can come along from some enemy nation and attack wherever they want, killing whoever they want, and the war never ends. The terrorism never ends. The Angels and Demons are particularly guilty of this phenomenon. They even call it the Quiet War when it's between their various proxies, and the Forever War when it's between themselves.

“Therefore, I would like to propose some rules of war. Maybe Sumtir, the God of Righteous War, would like to get in on this, but that might need to happen later. For now, I would like us all to agree to some basic rules for all sides to follow in all wars, henceforth.” Erick said, “In the stated example of Kydyr and that orphanage, I would like someone like Fairy Moon to be able to bring forth charges against a hypothetical Kydyr, and for the law to step in and do what is right.

“But perhaps even more than that, I would like continual wars to stop.

“I believe that war should be declared between parties before open war happens, and even in the case of open war, all fighting should be kept away from civilians. Any other types of fighting should be declared war crimes, and many war crimes should be punished by—” It pained Erick to say this, but he did, “—If the aggressors purposefully harm civilians, or plan to harm civilians in the course of normal warfare and then harm those civilians, then they should be punished by death.”

Fairy Moon rapidly said, “I agree!”

Rozeta frowned a little, then said, “I see no problems with this.”

“No problems!” Melemizargo laughed. “You’re forgetting something.”

“Forgotten Campaigns are wars to save the world from itself, and they coincide with the rough idea of acceptable versus unacceptable that Erick proposes.” Rozeta said, “We have always tried to limit the scope of those Campaigns to those who actually prove problematic. When possible, we remove memories and magics and problems without touching the person, but some of these magics have been insidious, and thus death was the only answer.” She eyed Melemizargo, saying, “You have made these magics insidious.”

Erick spoke up, “That brings me to another problem. I believe that this Elemental Benevolence is a true solution to the Sundering problem, but I have seen several nearby issues that need to be solved to ensure that Benevolence remains intact—”

“Don’t say anything else,” Rozeta rapidly said, her eyes locked tight to Erick, her voice as serious as a [Luminous Beam]. “Melemizargo will use your words to break Benevolence—”

“I will not!” Melemizargo said, offended. “Besides! I can already see who the problems are! It’s that Red Dot Mage and that Terror Peaks fellow.” He gave a small, disapproving scowl at Rozeta. “Did you not Sight this before you came here? Tsk tsk, daughter of mine. Benevolence is rather easy to work when you work along the lines it likes.”

Rozeta wasn’t offended, though. She was stunned. “You… You already know? And you haven’t tried to support these bad ends? To kill Benevolence in its crib?”

“Normally I would have been offended at such a suggestion, but I haven’t been myself in a long time so your reaction is understandable.” Melemizargo said, “Know this: I quite like Benevolence. Reminds me of Altruism from the Old Cosmology, but with a lot less self-harm and a lot more possibilities for building a strong base of power. Can’t be benevolent without an overabundance of self-power, after all. I fully approve. Therefore, I and my clergy won’t do anything to harm Benevolence, and we will be assisting Erick as he deigns to ask. Goldie, here, already desires to enter into his service, but he has yet to accept.”

Goldie had remained standing tall this whole time. That did not change as almost everyone glanced at her. Erick just glanced all around, though, and specifically not at Goldie. He wasn’t ready to accept that probably-poisoned gift just yet.

Erick barreled ahead, saying, “Since everyone now knows at least two of the three problems approaching Benevolence—” He looked to Fairy Moon. “—and since I don’t want to be a tyrant delivering justice as I see fit, no matter what Benevolence gives me Sight to see—” He cast his gaze around, saying, “—and since I know that the issues presented by Patriarch Xangu Terror Peaks and the Red Dot Mage are existential threats to a lot of lives, I present the problem of them to this small group, to ask what should be done, and to hopefully have someone else carry out the sentence. It is not right for one to carry out all their own justice, after all.”

Fairy Moon didn’t like that last part, but she got over it.

Rozeta said, “Xangu’s machinations have killed millions of people and the Mage’s actions have directly killed tens of thousands of people. I declare summary execution for both. Kromolok could do this, or Sitnakov could do this. Sitnakov wishes to make amends for his previous actions, Erick, so this would be a good first assignment for him.”

Fairy Moon brightened, now that it seemed that execution was really going to happen. She happily declared, “I could make examples of these enemies! Extreme Light eradication for Xangu. Ten thousand thrusts with a rapier for the Red One.”

Melemizargo said, “Goldie could do this, quick and clean. It is what she does.”

Erick was almost surprised at the quick agreements all around, but he wasn’t; not really. He was surrounded by killers, and he was a killer, too. Everyone had their reasons to agree to Erick’s denouncement of Xangu and the Red Dot Mage, and yet… He felt a little hollow. Erick kept himself well together, though, and said, “Fairy Moon brings up a good point, and a reason for why I will not accept her help with these executions at this time. I do not endorse cruel and unusual punishment in the enacting of justice. I would rather they die painlessly, and without complication.”

Fairy Moon simply shrugged, though Kromolok and Rozeta and Melemizargo were all waiting for him to continue.

Erick gestured outside of the meeting area. Two Ophiel fluttered over there, to hover above the sands about ten meters from each other. He said, “Goldie.”

Goldie sucked in a small, heavy breath. She waited.

“I assume, that by your presence here and the offer given by Melemizargo, that the Blessing of Empathy emplaced upon you is not nearly as strong as it had been at the beginning? Or perhaps it never had much of an effect upon you at all?”

As though she had been expecting this, for she probably had since she was one of the best prognosticators in the world, Goldie instantly answered, “Your Blessing of Empathy remains strong, but it will not prevent me from doing what must be done, just as it will not prevent you from doing the same. Xangu deserves what is coming to him, and it would be an honor to be the one to deliver that justice unto him.”

“So be it.” Erick said, “I charge you with bringing the justice of the executioner’s sword to Patriarch Xangu, for his role played in the murder of millions. I also demand you to discover all who played a part in that Chelation War, and that includes you. You estimated 200,000 dead. The final count was over four million. Why did this happen? I am particularly interested in learning how Xangu acquired all of his unexpected Extreme Light materials, and all of his soul spears. I do not care the order in which you enact these commands, but in the end, I expect the threat of Xangu to be completely eliminated, and for your trace upon this situation to be as though you were never there. If you accept, then I will open a portal to him right now.”

Goldie slammed a fist over her chest, saying, “By your command.” In a flickering instant she had moved across the sands to stand near one of the Ophiel.

Erick explained, “The portal will open one kilometer from Xangu, hidden under a bridge in a town called Bluite Falls, in the Underworld, three hundred kilometers north of a Geode called Oloritian. Xangu is recovering from the war and planning his next moves at the house of a distant relative, which is a mansion directly under the light of a large blue crystal hanging from the ceiling. The relative’s family name is Donara, and their house is well defended from all outsiders. I could wipe the place from existence, but I would prefer a surgical strike, killing only the one who needs to be killed. You will need to find your own way back.” He asked, “Do you need more instruction than that?”

Goldie’s bright white eyes seemed to shimmer as she stared. “That is a great deal more than I usually receive. I can take it from there, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick nodded.

With a flicker of power, a ring of silent white lightning sparked out of the air beside Ophiel.

Goldie rushed through.

Erick shut the portal.

He wanted to breathe deep and then sigh out for a while, but he did not, for he was in his sunform and he couldn’t relax, anyway. Instead, he turned to Rozeta and Kromolok. They seemed to be less than thrilled that Erick had used Goldie to enact any sort of justice at all, for they were both fearful of Erick going over to Melemizargo’s side.

Melemizargo, though, seemed absolutely thrilled about everything that just happened.

Erick said, “The next target is the Red Dot Mage, and I would have your assistance, Kromolok, or whoever you would assign to such a task. How would you go about this task?”

Melemizargo and Fairy Moon eyed the white metal incani standing behind and to the side of Rozeta. Rozeta did not turn, but she did nod toward her Inquisitor.

Kromolok stepped forward. “I would ask you a few questions, first.”

Erick was prepared for this. He nodded, and waited.

Kromolok asked, “How have you chosen your targets?”

“Inside my [Gate Space] I see the whole of Benevolence stretch out into the far, far distance. The Benevolence catches upon itself like paths of lightning tangled upon Fate. Some of those tangles are problems. Some are opportunities. In the smaller of cases, it is hard to tell which is which. In the larger cases, it is easy to tell the difference.

“In a hundred years, when Yggdrasil matures and his seal vanishes and new worlds open up, there are so many tangles and all of them are so complicated that describing any of those events as simple ‘problems’ or ‘opportunities’ is near impossible. I can only really see one of those events, and only because I know the participants, but I can’t tell if that event is a problem to be murdered, or a person to be assisted.

“The closer, larger tangles are easier to tell, by far.” Erick said, “Here, in the near future, the Benevolence tangles upon three situations, turning destructive, blackening the sky and revealing the sources of that blackening. First, there is Patriarch Xangu, then we have the Red Dot Mage, and then… there is a minor cacophony of assorted, smaller problems, each adding up to their own catastrophe. Taken as a whole, these problems will cause the death of Benevolence and open the way to the return of the Sundering threat.”

“Murder them all!” Fairy Moon said, her voice deathly serious.

“I agree, and yet...” Melemizargo frowned for the first time, his displeasure heavy in his voice as he said, “I don’t appreciate you conflating ‘black’ with ‘bad’, Erick. That was why I Cursed adamantium to black. Now they can’t disparage that color without disparaging themselves.”

Rozeta glared at her father, saying, “If you didn’t want to be associated with evil acts then perhaps you shouldn’t do so much evil.”

Erick blinked a bit, though, completely caught off guard. And then he said, “It’s a valid complaint, I suppose, but I’m not sure what you want me to do about it. Black is the opposite of light. Uh. If it makes you less wary, even the beneficial things look like blackening in the lightning; a confluence of possibility that could go multiple ways.”

“Oh!” Melemizargo instantly perked up, shifting a bit as he said, “That’s perfect.” He chuckled a little bit, adding, “Oh. I quite like that, actually. Very good, Erick. This is fine. Black as a simple alarm color is wonderful.”

Rozeta narrowed her eyes at Melemizargo, then let that hate go, and said to Erick, “It takes a skilled hand to know that simply marking out all the bad things would lead to a bad end.”

“Well. Yes.” Erick said, “I was not about to create a magic— An Element, in this case, that would be twisted into a license to murder every single person touched by it.”

Melemizargo chuckled again, then said, “Some people will use your Benevolence in this way, but then that’s on them! Ah. This is great.” He looked to Rozeta, and then to Kromolok. “Are you going to clear up this little Red Dot Mage problem? Or shall I secure even more of Erick’s goodwill by sending another Shade at the problem?”

Fairy Moon spoke up, “Let me put this problematic person into prison! That’s your true yearning of justice, is it not, judge Erick?”

Everyone turned toward Fairy Moon.

Erick stared at the pink and green fae for a short moment that felt a lot longer than it actually was. He did want more justice than the edge of the executioner’s ax. That was very much a goal of his. And yet… Did he want Fairy Moon jailing the Red Dot Mage? For the first time in a long time, Erick’s thoughts spiraled. He took longer than a moment to think and to answer.

Fairy Moon took this delay as evidence of her win. She smirked wide and happy, then hopped off her seat and moved toward Ophiel—

“No,” Erick said, his mouth moving faster than his mind.

Fairy Moon stopped in her tracks. “… No?”

Erick’s answer had been instinctual, but he was able to gather a few thoughts after the fact. He asked, “Was your plan to mind control him?”

“I will lay down laws against the lad as I laid them against you.” Fairy Moon shrugged. “If he should harm another, then I will make him harm himself as well. I suspect this mirrored mandate will simply slay the slayer soon enough.”

“That would qualify as cruel and unusual punishment.” Erick said, “I would rather he just die, or be eliminated as a threat without causing excess harm to him, or to others. If you can manage the second one without mind control, then I will listen to your thoughts.”

“‘Excess harm’ is an excessively halfway phrase, Erick,” Fairy Moon said.

“You don’t like the soul mutilations of my [Blessing of Empathy]. I don’t like the way you mind control people.” Erick said, “In a perfect world, neither of those things would happen, and we wouldn’t need to execute criminals either. But this isn’t a perfect world, though that doesn’t mean we should stop trying. I choose to draw the line at mind control… and I probably won’t be doing much of that soul mutilation, either. At least not against people who don’t ask for it.”

“Ah! I have imagined a solution!” Fairy Moon said, “I suggest I give this guy a great choice! Execution. Control of Mind! Control of Soul! Let us see what their selection is for this slaying scenario.”

Let the convicted choose their fate?

… Unfair, or perhaps the most fair?

Erick made a decision, “Okay. Sure. I can abide by that sort of justice. You will take the Red Dot Mage in hand and bring him here for him to make a choice of his own. And then we will carry out that choice.”

Kromolok spoke up, “Mind control to get someone into court? Are you sure you want to go down this route, Erick?”

“In this specific scenario, the Red Dot Mage has proven that they are a mass murderer who is incapable of being dragged to justice any other way. I had thought that Messalina had captured the guy, but apparently she has not.” Erick said, “I will likely need to deal with her later, but, as stated, that will happen later. What is happening here is too important to be delayed overlong in the execution of it all.”

Kromolok gave a tiny nod of acceptance. He did not agree with Erick’s use of mind control to get someone into court, but the needs of the situation demanded harsh choices be made quickly.

“Enough dallying!” Fairy Moon said, “Ar’Cosmos must prove itself as presentable to the public, and thus, I go to grab a great killer and keeper of faces. Now where am I wandering?”

Kromolok said, “If this is really happening like this, then the wrought wish to participate in the enactment of real justice, and to extend a hand toward Fairy Moon and Ar’Cosmos, in the hopes that a treaty between our peoples can be founded on even, new ground. We hope to open dialogues based on mutual constructive words, and the rule of law is a good place to start.”

Erick was dumbfounded, yet again. Fairy Moon had much the same reaction, but writ large; open jaw, narrowed eyes, a huffing voice that wasn’t sure where to start. Erick recovered first, and said, “I thought making a treaty between your peoples would be the most difficult part of these talks.”

“It will be difficult, and Fairy Moon has already broken treaty with us once.” Kromolok stared at the offending fae, saying, “But she’s not the true problem of Ar’Cosmos; that honor belongs to all the dragons trapped in there.” He looked to Erick, “You might have already solved most of the real issue of dragons by telling Kirginatharp that he gets the next world, and that all the other dragons have to wait for him to leave Veird. If he takes this offer, it is one way in which this whole scenario is made easier.

“But in the hundred years that it will take for this to happen, two other things will happen:

“One, is Ar’Cosmos will multiply in size ten thousand times over, creating a separate sort of world for all of the dragons to fight over, while leaving this one alone. We hope to create treaties to ensure this happens, and that it happens in an organized manner.

“And two, the people you reincarnate into non-dragons won’t pose nearly as much of a danger to Veird as a true flight of dragons, and anything these reincarnated people do is outside of the scope of the duties of the wrought.” Kromolok said, “Separating the dragons from Civilization has worked to keep their danger away from everyone else, and so we see no reason to stop this. In fact, we wish to encourage this separation.”

“Erick.” Rozeta spoke up, “Even in the best case scenario, we expect you to use your Sight to see the grand problems before they happen and to inform us of those problems before they happen, and when necessary, to ensure that no dragons shall endanger Veird. Kirginatharp will be working with you to kill such dragons, if you will have that alliance.”

Erick didn’t know how he felt about that, but he was somewhat… glad? Sure. He was glad. Melemizargo looked intrigued, but not overly concerned. Fairy Moon obviously had some deep thoughts behind those heterochromatic eyes of hers, but Erick could only guess at them.

Fairy Moon said, “I want the Script restrictions on Elemental Fae relaxed to full. Do this, and I agree to keep the full dragons to our own world until such time as they won’t start dragon fights in this one.”

Rozeta frowned at Fairy Moon. “That wording is very loose. ‘Until they won’t start dragon fights in this one’. Fights are only half of the problem. Greed and territory demands are another. I also have an issue with your use of ‘full dragons’. The mangled Essence dragons are still a problem.”

Fairy Moon shrugged. “Those are the terms I choose to chance with you charlatans of this created court.” She added, “And besides that! More dragons in my domain means more duties to keep them demure. I cannot contain them all on my own; the only thing that can do that deed is the Curse of that kin-killer— Oh!” She stared at Rozeta. “And I want Kirginatharp’s left eye. Or left testicle. Or... left arm. Or... horn? Yes. Horn. Any option will work. Any body part firmly parted from that person.”

Rozeta probably would have been turning red with anger if she had blood.

Erick spoke up, “You ask for too much, Fairy Moon. Kirginatharp is Rozeta’s son, too, just like Idyrvamikor was.”

Fairy Moon huffed, lifting her chin at Rozeta. “Feh on your kin-killer child! Bad upbringing! Blame the mother, and maybe the grandfather, too!”

Melemizargo chuckled, saying, “Those two always hated each other.”

“Shit in all your eyes,” Rozeta spat at Fairy Moon, and Melemizargo.

Rozeta had been dealing with Fairy Moon and Melemizargo and their involvement in the death of her son, Idyrvamikor, for the last 1400 years. She had been dealing with Kirginatharp’s involvement in that, too. And she was a dragon. Not a single one of these facts wasn’t already well known by Erick, but in that moment, hearing her curse at the causes of some of her pain, it brought it all together.

His heart went out to her, but he remained silent.

Fairy Moon didn’t care about Rozeta’s verbal curse. She turned to Erick, saying, “Guide me to the guilty, my wishful Wizard!”

Erick gestured behind him, to the Ophiel still hanging out over the sands. From Ophiel, Erick cast a lightward image of the target. “The Red Dot Mage is currently this man, a fisherman at a farming lagoon in Archipelago Nergal. I have no idea how long it has been since he has stolen this person’s life, but he was fishing on a boat in that lagoon the last time I looked through Benevolence. I will open the portal a kilometer to the south of his last known location, inside the jungles. You can bring him back through the [Gate], too, and we can bring this problem to a close in the next ten minutes.”

Fairy Moon did a little twirl, her dress transforming halfway through. She stopped and did a little pose. She now wore high-quality brown leathers, with embroidered pink flowers twining down the legs and on her chest armor. “Qualified for questing!”

Erick opened the portal.

Fairy Moon vanished from where she stood. All Erick managed to see was her boot vanish beyond the lightning [Gate], as her voice whispered on the wind, “See you soon.”

Rozeta said to Erick, “I can understand why you chose to ally with Ar’Cosmos, but I feel you will come to regret this in the coming centuries.”

Melemizargo said, “That’s a laugh! You expected him to ally with the wrought? Forgetting all the other nuances of such an alliance, your people keep this world chained down and unchanging. Proper Wizards cannot be contained, and you shouldn’t even try! Look at what such meddling almost cost Fairy Moon.” He looked to Erick, “You should have taken her for more.”

“Maybe another day,” Erick said.

Rozeta seemed to deflate a little, as though she was preparing to speak on the same sad argument that she had had with her father for the millionth time, but then she sat a bit straighter. She had extra words to say this time; something new. “We keep this world secure because it is the only one. When there are new worlds, and when your existential threat is no more, then my people can think about relaxing our standards. Only then, will the wrought be able to truly let societies live and die on their own merits. But I wonder about that. Specifically the part about you not being a threat anymore.” She looked to Erick. “I doubt you would be able to Sight it if he doesn’t wish it so, but is Melemizargo one of the existential threats you see?”

Melemizargo went a little still. And completely unreadable.

Melemizargo looked at Erick from thirty meters away, though the heat of his Sight seemed right up in Erick’s face. Ah. Well. Here now was a danger, wasn’t it? Well fuck that.

Erick looked away from Melemizargo, to Rozeta, and said, “I can’t see anything, one way or the other. I can’t see anything upon you. I can’t see anything upon Kromolok. Fairy Moon was clean, too.” As Erick spoke to his small audience, they started to relax, and ponder. Erick was pondering too. He gave voice to those thoughts, “Which is quite odd, isn’t it? To me, none of you are nodes of change with regard to massive changes in population, either for or against. I’m sure there is some godly business going on, but Kromolok, at least, I would have expected to see a bright ring of lightning around all of him, for there is surely to be at least one more Forgotten Campaign in his future. I cannot see such a Campaign on the horizon, but it must be there, right? Somewhere?”

Melemizargo narrowed his eyes at Kromolok, studying the man. Rozeta even turned a bit to take in the sight of her Inquisitor.

Kromolok’s eyes just went wide. And then he softened, and quietly asked, “Perhaps… There are to be no more Forgotten Campaigns?”

“… Oh.” Erick said, “Well. While possible, and I do hope for as much, I doubt that—”

Fairy Moon strolled through Erick’s portal, her left hand casually holding onto the braids of a severed head. The Red Dot Mage. Erick’s heart sunk. Red blood dripped onto the sands under the fae’s feet, while splatter clung to the embroidery of her leathers.

Erick just stared. Was he angry? Sad? Feeling hopeless? Probably.

Probably all that and more besides.

Fairy Moon waggled the head back and forth once, as she said, “An easier event than I had envisioned for when I offered options, he decided upon death, and thus I enacted execution.” She held forth her right hand, showing off a perfectly spherical, bright red core. There was little blood upon that core. Most of the blood was on Fairy Moon’s hand. “Your Red Dot Mage was a free dragon. One I have broken fast with before in Ar’Cosmos, and have had cause to contain at least once. He appears to have gone back on his agreement to be an agreeable person, so now he knows the fiercest of freedoms; the freedom from this life.” She looked to Rozeta, and said, “I can do this mediation for a multitude of millennia if certain situations are solved to my satisfaction. If you stop the squeezing of the Script on my society of souls, I will produce a partially-permanent deliverance from dragons, one way or another.”

Rozeta stood from her chair. She stared at Fairy Moon for a long moment. “[Renew] will allow Ar’Cosmos to expand to the limits of the Script, but you will ensure your lands do not infringe upon the Core of this world, or any other.”

Her words were merely the opening salvo of many more to come, from both sides.

Fairy Moon flicked the severed head and the red core to the ground. The head flopped into the sands, gathering grit upon all of its wet surfaces. The core merely vanished, leaving a wet spot on the ground. No one seemed to care about the dead guy, or that Erick had ordered Fairy Moon to bring him back here for questioning, and sentencing. Erick’s myriad of emotions had transformed into a hollow anger. How dare Fairy Moon flagrantly disregard his words!

But…

That kind of thinking was unproductive.

Erick let that anger go.

Fairy Moon still had a lot of anger in her, though, as she said, “[Renew] will lease our land to infinity and beyond. Your clause for a non-Core breech is beneath us and I will not agree to this amendment.”

“Is this to be an agreement for all time?” Rozeta asked, “Or an agreement of the moment? It certainly seems like you’re trying for whatever suits your needs, without regard for the wording we hammer out of this gathering.”

Fairy Moon pulled back a bit, relaxing. “An agreement for the moment is monumental enough. I’m still offering millennia, though.”

“Yes. Millennia of easy times for a universe of more problems later,” Rozeta said sarcastically, then she cleared her sight, and stared at Fairy Moon. “Here now is an offer: You and your people both living and never-dead, keep the danger posed by dragon fights, on Veird and in your own lands, to at least the current level it is now, or lower, while accepting competent wrought and otherwise oversight inside Ar’Cosmos and other fae lands. We will be allowed inside your lands, Fairy Moon, and you would treat my people as perfect guests, and leave them free of your influences, or attempts to influence. Obviously, if they do wrong, as codified by standard law here on Veird, and agreed to by you, then you will evict them. You will not do your own justice to my people, as you have done here with Erick’s request. You will honor both the intent of this agreement, and the wording. In the case of a necessary Forgotten Campaign, you will fulfill that necessity yourself, with minimal involvement by us.

“Agree to all this, and I will begin to relax Elemental Fae’s band of intent within two years, after we see the results [Renew] has upon Ar’Cosmos. I will start with an increase from 1, to 10.”

Fairy Moon’s eyes went wide in shock. Whatever ‘bands of intent’ meant, it was important. Erick guessed that ‘bands of intent’ likely had to do with what the Script classified as ‘Elemental Fae’ or ‘Elemental Fire’, or any other Element out there. It probably didn’t have to do with why Elemental Fae self-destructed in the presence of other Elemental Fae, though, because Elemental Fire did not destroy other Elemental Fire, for example. But perhaps the bands of intent releasing on Elemental Fae would mean that there would be ten types of fae that could live near each other without destroying each other.

Melemizargo looked on, eyes a little wide in wonder, mouth a little open. He had not expected this sort of outcome, but he was happy to see it happen. Rozeta noticed her father’s eyes, too, but she judged his casual enjoyment as not a problem right now. Rozeta was very wary that Melemizargo might somehow be stringing things together behind the scenes to cause a grand destabilization of Veird and the Script, but that was an old worry.

Fairy Moon tried bargaining for more. “Ten bands is not enough.”

Rozeta had expected this. She said, “If, in the next fifteen years, this sort of arrangement seems to be working, I will allow Elemental Fae to expand to 100 bands of intent. If, in 100 years, this arrangement has been solidified as calm and beneficial to all, then I will allow Elemental Fae to multiply to 100,000 bands of intent, or maybe more, depending on how much mana your slice of reality actually produces on its own, compared with how much mana your land absorbs to remain functional. After all, my only purpose in controlling this world’s magic is to ensure that a Sundering will never happen again, that magic remains open for all, and that this world continues to produce positive mana.” She warned, “If your people should threaten the integrity of this world, in any way, such as the myriad of ways you have threatened this world before, and as you threatened to do in the beginning, then these bargains are nullified. I will shunt you back down to a single band of intent and consider never opening that floodgate ever again.”

“Accepted!” Fairy Moon smiled brightly, saying, “I look forward to seeing the sincerity of your sayings in your Script.” She bowed to Erick, then rose. “A successful start to a benevolent new balance, my wishful Wizard. See you soon.”

And then she twirled sideways, and vanished. The blood upon her leathers fell away from the space she had been occupying, to land on the stone ground like red water—

“A good bargain. It might actually last a while, too.” Melemizargo asked, “So what’s next?” He smirked. “Shall we solve the Forever War, too?”

Rozeta scowled at the space where Fairy Moon had been for a moment longer, then she rid herself of all expressions and faced her father. “I want to know your plan with that soul slime’s Truth.”

“I think not.” Melemizargo said, “It is not time for that reveal. Let us deal with some more politics instead. Who is next? Perhaps Kirginatharp?”

“No one else is coming.” Rozeta said, “Kirginatharp won’t go near you. The Angels and Demons want nothing to do with Erick, and even less to do with you. Every Relevant entity that wishes to speak to Erick has private matters to discuss with him and they don’t want you involved. This whole thing with Fairy Moon and Erick’s Benevolence and… We’re done, for now.” She looked to Erick. “I know you wanted something more foundational to a new beginning, but this has been more than enough. The dragons will remain behind their [Fairy Gate]s, though they will try to interact with Veird through you, as you have put yourself in a crossroads position. Don’t let them harm this world, Erick. Fairy Moon is going to screw over our agreement in some way, for sure, but it will likely be a small problem. This alliance between you and Ar’Cosmos was completely unexpected, but… It might be for the best.” Rozeta said, “Know this, though: The wrought want the opposite of war. They would like to reaffirm their commitment to building civilization, and that means that Stratagold wishes to retain their alliance with you. All the rest will be following Stratagold’s example, but in their own time. Do you understand?”

All eyes turned to Erick.

Erick asked, “No danger of being Mind Controlled out of power?”

“Not from my people. My people wish to work closely with you to both understand Benevolence and to use it to ensure the integrity of this and all possible worlds to come.” Rozeta said, “As far as I know, the Mind Mages wish to work closely with you, too, so there’s no danger from them, either.”

“… What about Kirginatharp?”

Rozeta tried not to be exasperated for a wholly different reason than all the other ones that had come her way today, and she mostly succeeded. “I would like you and Kirginatharp to sit down and have a discussion about what happens next, and what you plan on creating out of your part of the world. Kirginatharp is not your enemy, Erick. Not now, and not as long as you continue to be who you are.”

“So you’re saying Kirginatharp was a danger to me, at one point in time,” Erick said. “At at least one point in time.”

“Yes.” Rozeta did not mince words as she said, “You were a danger. You are still technically a danger, but with Elemental Benevolence, most of the true danger of the unknown has passed. We know the measure of your soul, and we have decided it is good. Now, comes the test of time; the test to see if you are capable of handling the power you have claimed. I wish to work closely with you to ensure that you pass this test, so please don’t get paranoid on me.”

Melemizargo chuckled, saying, “It’s not paranoia if they truly are out to get you.”

Rozeta glared at Melemizargo, saying, “The only reason anyone is out to get you is because of all the horrible things you have done over the last 1450 years.”

“Tsk tsk, daughter of mine!” Melemizargo smirked, saying, “It’s only been 1437 years since the Sundering. Imprecise language like that is why your little deal with Fairy Moon will turn rotten in a few decades.”

Erick spoke up, “I plan on being around in a few decades, and so I would like to continue to ensure that relations stay stable between all parties here at this meeting, in whatever capacity I am able. I wish to keep stable and to grow along normal lines the relations between Ar’Cosmos and the rest of the world, and the wrought.” He looked to Melemizargo. “My desires for stability also include whatever sort of stance you decide to take, Melemizargo, but I would appreciate if it your stance was one of calm direction toward a better future, and less horrors all around.”

Rozeta pulled back a fraction, glancing between Melemizargo and Erick. She rapidly decided that Erick’s words were likely for the best, so she let them stand. Melemizargo had been somewhat stunned by Erick’s words but he recovered just as fast. The Dark Dragon turned back toward Rozeta. Both of them had wanted certain things from the other, and though they weren’t getting those things right now, both considered that they might get those things in the future.

Melemizargo raised his head high, then looked down, and spoke, “Small disruptions and expansive growth. This is a treasure to be protected. And yet, this is nothing new. Fae lands have always been on the other side of existence, until the Sundering, and the Script. Wizards used to be welcome on all worlds, and they used to create new ones all the time, as Erick has already done, and is planning on doing. We are close to how the Old Cosmology used to work. It is not perfect. It is not what I would truly want, and so, I will be adding my own touches here and there to bring better Realities in line with where reality should be…” With a light stare upon Rozeta, Melemizargo said, “I won’t be too disruptive unless I have to be. It was good seeing you.” He turned to Erick. “Goldie is now yours to command. I’m sure she will return to you when she has a full report. Let me know if you want control of all the rest.”

And then he vanished.

Just like that. Simply… gone.

The twilight air shattered all at once, revealing the sun above and restoring the warm winds of the north. Heat washed across the land.

And Erick panicked a little—

“Okay! So!” Rozeta happily said, “That went about as well as it could have. Great job, Erick. With everything, too. All around, wonderful work. Looks like I need to make some adjustments to Elemental Fae, though, which… Unexpected!” She gave a nervous, half-chuckle, then said, “Truly unexpected. But workable!”

Kromolok sighed, muttering, “That’s going to be a disaster.”

“Ohh!” Rozeta said, “Maybe not. With this agreement, I have literally removed the problem of most dragons from Veird. It’s better than the war I was expecting.”

“You have added nine more fae to this world, each at the power of Fairy Moon.”

“Well yes.” Rozeta said, “But this should be manageable. Fae normally only ever interact with mortals or immortals in the playful sort of sense, and the nine she should choose to resurrect might keep her busy with her own for the foreseeable future, which is good enough. Anyway. That’s a long discussion and we need to make plans for those events.” She turned to Erick. “Would you like to participate in those discussions, or are you ready for a break?”

“… Are we actually done for the day?” Erick asked, looking down at the solid stone he had made out of desert sand. “I expected a lot more people… and talking.”

But not really; not once he had seen that all the possible occupants of his ritual had taken their positions in the four cardinal directions. Still, though, he wanted to solve the Quiet War.

“No one is willing to meet with Melemizargo right now for all of their assorted reasons. You are actually approaching that same category due to your affirmed alliance with Fairy Moon and Ar’Cosmos, and the acceptance of Goldie into your retinue. I would warn you against getting too comfortable with the Fae or with the Dark, but you already know this. Your Wizardly nature has likely scared off all the rest of possible people.” Rozeta strongly added, “Never forget, Erick, that if you didn’t have power, then those two wouldn’t care about appeasing you at all. Don’t slip, or else the fall will be horrific. I will help you stay on top as much as I am able, but I can only do so much. I’m sure other gods will help the same, though, so don’t be afraid to ask for help.”

“I’m… Painfully aware of that, and also that I don’t have nearly enough power.” Erick asked, “Any material advice?”

Rozeta smiled softly, happy that she was being asked and that Fate was seeming to come together in the best possible of ways. “Don’t go back to Spur, but don’t cut your ties, either. Build a house and a city of your own at Candlepoint or somewhere nearby, as I think you have already planned. Accept the wrought contingent that I will be sending to you and make them a part of your workings. Build whatever defenses you require. Keep yourself and your people safe, and continue to prove the merit of your being. And open a Gate Network!

“It will be a rough road for the next few years, but if everything goes well, then in about 70 years I can start working with you to create new Scripts for the new worlds to come. I’m sure there will be a lot of problems between here and then, but I’m also sure you can handle them.” Rozeta said, “If you can’t handle them, then that is what we gods are here for. Don’t hesitate to ask. We all owe you a great deal.”

Erick felt trapped in a whirlwind, but he managed. He said, “Okay. Your advice is heard and understood. I appreciate it.”

Rozeta looked at Erick for a moment, then she said, “I know it is hard, but you shouldn’t let Fairy Moon change how you interact with others. Saying ‘thank you’ is not a curse. See? Watch.” She bowed deep, then rose, saying, “Thank you, Erick Flatt, for everything you have done. I look forward to working with you in the future.”

Erick chuckled nervously, but he couldn’t let go of the tension in his heart just like that. “Ah. Yeah. Thanks.”

“Good!” Rozeta clapped her hands, then she said, “So today has been great and terrific all around, but I’m getting notifications of problems that need fixing. I’ll see you all later.” She turned to Kromolok. “Talk with him.” She turned back to Erick. “If that is okay?”

“Yeah. Sure.” Erick said, “We have lots to talk about.”

Rozeta happily said, “We’ll talk later about a unique Blessing, too.”

The Goddess of the Script stepped backward and vanished, leaving white clouds in her wake that scattered on the northern winds like golden fire in a breeze.

Kromolok instantly started with, “Goldie is going to be a problem.”

“Surprisingly enough, I’m more worried about the wrought than the repentant Shade.”

Kromolok continued, undaunted, “There will be more hard choices like the ones you made with Xangu and the red dragon. Are you sure you wish to proceed with this life? You could always run and hide.” He sent, ‘I know Rozeta granted you that power, too.’

Erick frowned at the guy. ‘Thanks, I suppose, for showing that you can still get into my mind even when I don’t have a physical mind at the moment. Have you removed any memories as well?’

‘Unlike the fae and the dragons you have been interacting with, we don’t use our powers for personal gain, or to make existence easier.’ Kromolok said, ‘The only time we ignore that adamantium rule is in the case of a Forgotten Campaign, and that won’t be happening to you. You’ve got a much worse fate: dealing with all the shit you stirred up.’

Erick paused for a second. ‘… Was… Was that a joke?’

‘It was an attempt at humor, yes.’ Kromolok said, ‘Obviously, we are both too stressed out to appreciate the attempt. By the way, Sitnakov wishes to enter into your service, too. Rozeta chewed him out most thoroughly, showing him the error of all of his particular ways.’

‘… Was that an attempt at another joke?’

‘Sadly… No.’ Kromolok said, ‘Also, officially, you’re not welcome in Stratagold’s outer cities. Unofficially, feel free to connect to Yggdrasil down there at any time you wish. Also, the Mind Mages wish to officially speak with you about ensuring that they are not seen in a bad light, because they never want to go through another persecution by a high-ranking political power ever again. In a different way, the Angels and Demons want to talk, because they want you to stay out of their business, and—’

“Okay. Okay…” Erick felt like he should be getting a headache, and yet he felt perfectly fine, because of course he did. The Script and Stats magic were all very good about ensuring physical wellbeing. And he still didn’t have a physical brain at the moment. “I’m going to… To go to the Yggdrasil at Candlepoint, and sort out a whole bunch of shit, and welcome the wrought and you to a station there in, like, a day—”

“How about in the next four hours? We would like to be nearby yourself, in order to ensure that you won’t be assassinated in the next little while.”

“… I’ll see you in the next four hours, and we can work out all the rest at that time.” Erick asked, “Do you need a [Gate] back to Stratagold?”

“I’d prefer to see the inside of your Gate Space; where you say you can see Benevolence stretch out before you, illuminating all problems.” Kromolok said, “I have been chasing a world without the threat of a Sundering with all of my power, and for all of my life, so I would dearly like to see what you see when you look upon the future of Veird. If you are not willing to trust me right now, then I would at least like a copy of the blue box.”

Erick thought for a moment, then asked, “You must have seen it through my own eyes— Ah. Well. That’s just not the same then, is it.”

“No. It is not.”

“Rozeta hasn’t already shown you the blue box?”

“No.” Kromolok stressed, “This, right here. This event. This is not a problem that threatens to kill all of Veird. Therefore my powers as Inquisitor are limited. And despite what Uchena might have told you, though we aren’t technically a part of the Mind Mages, we are Mind Mage adjacent; we hold to almost all of their tenets, as well as a few more besides.”

Erick handed over the blue box. “I’ll show you the [Gate Space] when it’s not quite so vulnerable.”

Time seemed to slow for Kromolok as he accepted that large blue box. He blinked a few times as he read its wording. He smiled a little. He chuckled, and breathed. It was exactly as he had already seen through Erick’s eyes, but now, he had a copy.

It was everything he could have ever hoped for.

With a soft voice, Kromolok said, “Thank you, Erick. Thank you.” He sighed like all his problems were actually, truly gone, and he had not fully accepted that reality until that moment. Then he chuckled a little, smiling again, as he said, “I’ll take that offer of a [Gate] to Yggdrasil’s cave now.”

Erick nodded a little, still trying to gauge every emotion he had seen pour off of Kromolok, as he said, “It was good seeing you, and not being enemies.” Perhaps a bit too fast, he moved on, opening a lightning portal in the air next to Kromolok. “Do you need another portal to get back in five hours? Or ten? Maybe 24? Take your time?”

“Elemental Benevolence is your Element, Erick. I cannot overstate the importance of that fact.” Kromolok said, “As long as you are alive, I doubt anyone could influence your [Gate Space] unless you wanted them to. But I take your wariness. I’ll also take another [Gate] from Yggdrasil’s cavern to wherever you are in the next four hours, please. I expect to have some people with me, too.”

“... Sure. See you then.” Erick nodded.

Kromolok nodded too, then he stepped through the [Gate].

Erick closed the portal.

And then Erick just sort of stood there for a while, letting his thoughts drift in the haze of the aftermath of the battle, while his lightning sparked here and there upon the solid sand underfoot. Those sparks had been leaving small black marks, but now, they left tiny, tiny red and tan cacti. And Erick felt good.

Though this talk might not have looked the part, it had been a battle to determine the entire fate of Erick’s personal future, the future of Ar’Cosmos and the dragons, the future of Veird, and to ensure that Melemizargo didn’t throw too many wrenches into the whole process. The battle was over. The battle was won.

Erick counted his lucky stars that the people of Veird still had access to [Teleport]. The average person might not ever know what they had almost lost…

But they would certainly know what they had gained! With suddenly renewed vigor, Erick opened a lightning portal into his [Gate Space], stepped through, and closed it off behind him. It was time to work.

It was time to build.
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                … But before the building could begin, first things came first.

Probably some more talking, actually.

And also checking up on the Benevolence.

Erick gazed out across the sky of his [Gate Space], and focused upon twisting iridescence upon that expanse. Within seconds, lightning appeared, like great serpents writhing across reality. But instead of tangling, and showing themselves as fulcrums upon which all of Veird would move, they settled down. The larger threats were no longer there. All that showed was a scattered net of barely-visible problems, like twisting black threads far in the distance.

Erick knew what he was seeing.

Fairy Moon had killed the Red Dot Mage, and that problem was no more. It had vanished from the sky. Goldie had eliminated the problem of Patriarch Xangu, and that problem had also vanished. The third tangle, however, was still there, but that fractal mess had spread out and dimmed a great deal, becoming just another part of the background sky. A larger part, for sure, but not nearly as much of a present danger as it had been.

Even the problem of the Converter Angel was almost as dim as the other problems, far in the future; the hundred year wall of change coming when Yggdrasil finally matured and became his own person. All of that danger was barely even visible, far beyond clouds of uncertainty.

… And that was fine.

This was good.

The first order of business was done!

Erick grinned a little as he dismissed his sunform and plopped down on the rim of his stone fountain. The sounds of trickling water and flickering flames melded with the susurrus of the easy breeze that touched upon his skin like springtime. A little ways away, Yggdrasil hung in the sky, his rainbow crown and canopy of flaming green leaves rustling in the wind, their light rippling with the movement.

Erick cleared his mind of everything.

And then, gradually, he considered all of what had just happened.

Starting off his new world order with two high-profile assassinations might not have been the most morally prudent way to start a new world order. And yet, the sky was clear of problems. Benevolence would stand for a while longer. At least hundreds of thousands of people would not die due to the actions of Xangu, or the Red Dot Mage. Objectively, Erick had made the right call.

One could not fault that murdering one’s problems tended to make those problems go away.

It was the same as when he had exterminated Terror Peaks, and all the Hunters of the Crystal Forest, and all the Hunters and serial killers of Songli. (And all the monsters he had killed, too, of course.) As least he hadn’t gone on any murder rampages himself. He didn’t actually kill all those people on his own; he had simply enabled them to be found and killed in the first place by the civilizations they had wronged.

Erick felt bad about what he had done, but also, he did not feel bad about ordering the deaths of those two future problems. Terror Peaks was finally gone. Now that that culture was fully eradicated, maybe Songli wouldn’t have to face the same problem in another 50 years; Erick had broken that cycle as much as he could. And! Messalina could finally get some closure for the murder of her Village. Perhaps Erick could actually get some positive diplomacy out of the Life Binder.

Maybe, if she hadn’t already solved Rats’ malformed soul problem, then Erick could solve that problem for him! He had invented a [Reincarnation] machine, after all. It wasn’t the same as [Resurrection], for Erick’s machine degraded broken bits of the soul and replaced them whole cloth, but he was surely to get pulled into the [Resurrection] debate for having made the Renewal Tank. His name would be spoken of beside Messalina’s name, for sure. 

Erick did not like Messalina, for she had chosen to pursue the Red Dot mage by throwing parasites out everywhere she could, all in order to catch every Hunter she could find. She had even worked with Caradogh and he had used those parasites to directly harm Spur. Messalina was maybe 35% responsible for the tragedy of the Farms.

But he could get over that, too, if Messalina proved to be a valuable ally. That all depended on how she responded to the news that Erick had solved her Red Dot Mage problem. She couldn’t get her revenge, which seemed to be her primary reason for acting as she had. If she turned out to be too much of a problem then Erick would just have to kill her, too. 

And then probably kill her several more times to be sure.

An unpleasant thought, but it was what it was.

… He would probably have to kill her.

Erick moved on.

Now that the trials of that final meeting with Fairy Moon, and Melemizargo, and Rozeta had passed, Erick realized that he was actually rather satisfied that Fairy Moon had murdered the Red Dot Mage so quickly. He was satisfied that Goldie had managed her assignment as well, even with the [Blessing of Empathy] in her soul if that Blessing was, indeed, still there. It probably was. Rozeta would have said something if it wasn’t, or if Melemizargo was trying to pull an actual trick.

The Dark Dragon’s goal of regaining a universe of magic was better served by Goldie retaining her [Blessing of Empathy], and not trying to trick anyone, so… Erick felt that Goldie still had her Blessing. Whatever the case with the Blessing, Erick was still eager to see how she fared in her assignment. Looking out at the clear sky, she clearly succeeded, but what did that mean? She had killed Xangu, yes, but what about all the other parts of her assignment?

Would Erick finally gain the knowledge of who was behind the soul spears and the Extreme Light materials? And had he really gained the Shade of Assassination as a… a what? A soldier? A guardian?

Did he want that? Absolutely not. And yet, Erick had already —and would continue to— accept that poisoned chalice of a gift. In the same way that he felt his own goals currently aligned with Melemizargo’s, Erick felt that Goldie’s ‘assignment to work with Erick’ was the manifestation of that alignment.

… Was Erick comfortable with, apparently, falling right in line with Melemizargo’s goals?

Again: absolutely not.

But at least there hadn’t been a battle. At least Rozeta and Melemizargo and Fairy Moon seemed to have come to some sort of understanding. Most people seemed to be on the right page; accepting that Erick had made the anti-Sundering Element, and that he could continue to act as he wanted to act, free of most influences. And eventually, Erick would open the path to the stars, and Yggdrasil would open up all the rest.

Yggdrasil was young, but he was growing.

Erick breathed deep, listened to his own little world for a moment longer, and then he asked, “Yggdrasil? Are you doing okay?”

Yggdrasil’s childish voice carried on the wind, “I’m okay. Are you okay? That was a lot of talking with big people.”

Erick smiled at Yggdrasil’s words, and at the improvement of those words. He was barely 7 months old, and he was speaking in mostly-full sentences. “It was a lot of heavy talking, but I think the largest of the large talks are over.” He glanced out at the sky, and focused on one thin black thread, far in the distance. “I don’t like how the Converter Angel is still around… And apparently smart enough to not try for a confrontation. So that’s concerning. At the same time, though, I don’t want to be enemies with the Angels, or the Demons. I’ll probably have to have another heavy talk with those two forces and with Kirginatharp, the Headmaster—” A thought occurred. “Do you know about Kirginatharp? Have you seen him yet?”

Erick didn’t think he had ever directly said anything about Kirginatharp to Yggdrasil, but it was entirely possible that the old dragon had visited Yggdrasil without Erick’s knowledge, though that seemed out of character for Kirginatharp. Erick had certainly said some… less than great things about Kirginatharp, though, and Yggdrasil had overheard those words, for sure. And that might be bad. Erick didn’t want Yggdrasil to have a bad impression of Kirginatharp, though there were certainly a lot of reasons to have a bad impression of the dragon.

This could be fixed, though.

Now that Rozeta had personally vetted her son, and… possibly defused whatever sort of bomb might have happened otherwise, Erick wanted to have a talk with him.

He needed to know why Kirginatharp taught magic the way he did. Why all the math? When communication was more important. Why all the rad dust for enchanting? Instead of runic enchanting. Why not teach about runes? Why not teach proper metalwork? Why not teach gridwork? Gridwork was a very simple way to make magic that Tenebrae had taught Erick, and Jane, and Teressa, which had finally allowed Jane and Teressa to start making some decent tier 2, 3, and 4 magics. Gridwork, at least, should be taught in every basic magic classroom! And yet there was so much more that Erick had only ever experienced outside of his two months of lessons at Oceanside Academy.

And why not aura control!

And the truth of Elemental Bodies! That they were aura control workarounds!

And what about Idyrvamikor? And the Dragon Curse? What the FUCK was up with that shitshow?

And what about enchanting! The enchanting methods taught at Oceanside were fucking terrible!

And what about accretion! And how magic used to work!

And the truth of how the Script was different from real magic! All the things that the Script does for a person, as compared to what base magic is like! And how people made 10 mana per day, but the Script recycled mana for everyone to use as though they were true mages! And how Wizardry was just ‘having a lot of your own mana, and working it properly’—

Well.

Now that Erick considered it, perhaps Kirginatharp taught magic like he did in order to weed out all the bad apples before properly teaching all the good ones. Still, though… Erick was still going to ask the guy these questions, just to see how he answered.

Yggdrasil answered, “I’ve heard you talk of Kirginatharp. I don’t know him.”

“What do you remember me saying?”

“You don’t like him.”

“… Ah. Well. It’s a lot more complicated than that.” Erick began, “My issues with Kirginatharp started when Tenebrae showed us this way to do magic, called gridwork. You were still too young to talk, or to really know what was going on back then, but that little revelation was but one of many contributing factors to my disillusionment of Oceanside, and its Headmaster…”

The wind blew, and Ophiel chirped as he played gentle games with himself. The fire above the fountain warmed the air. The stone of the platform was solid under Erick’s feet, while the water burbled over the lip of the fountain, to then flow through a channel in the platform, to trail out into the open breeze, to Yggdrasil.

And Erick told a long story.

Yggdrasil listened, and asked questions.

Eventually, the story ended. Erick felt he had painted Kirginatharp in a rather decent light, while still explaining obvious problems.

Erick finished with, “As far as I know, Kirginatharp has done a lot of good for the world, and the people living in it, but there are a lot of problems with his stewardship. The Book Binders, who use [Duplicate] to publish approved books by the millions, which is both a good and bad thing. His Curse which controls the dragons; also good and bad. With regard to his teaching methods, I’m sure he’s operating under a lot of restrictions from the wrought, because even if he is the Second to Rozeta, he’s still just one dragon, and it is the wrought who truly control the spread of magical knowledge… Which is not a bad thing.” Erick said, “I’m pretty sure Kirginatharp tries to help as many as he can, but… magic is dangerous. That much is very true. And yet, magic is the solution to… So much. Not the solution to everything, but magic is certainly the solution to all material problems.”

“What can’t magic solve?” Yggdrasil asked, as though such a question baffled even him.

Erick smiled, saying, “Magic can solve everything, but there are a lot of moral issues with using magic to solve interpersonal problems. So for those, talking is usually the best way to work through any issue with other people.”

“Why did you Bless people, though?”

“Because the other option was death, and I believe that enabling a person to see what they did wrong is a better solution than killing them, and ending all possibility for a better future.”

“Why did you…”

Yggdrasil asked questions about everything. From what he had seen in Ar’Cosmos, to what he saw elsewhere in the world, to what he had heard Erick speak about in passing, to everything he could think of.

Erick relaxed as he answered. He knew that he would need to spend a lot more time with Yggdrasil than he had. Which was great, actually, because now, Erick would have that sort of time.

One hour passed in calm answering, and then a second hour flitted away without Erick minding at all. Eventually, though, the questions slowed, and then stopped.

Erick asked, “Are you tired, Yggdrasil?”

“I’m awake...” Yggdrasil said, “But I am tired.”

Erick stood up. Ophiel had settled down here and there across the space, upon the stone and in Yggdrasil’s branches, but when Erick moved Ophiel flapped and sang in violins from ten different bodies. Some of them took to the air again. One of those little guys hopped back on to Erick’s shoulder.

Erick said, “Then it’s time to start working again. I’m going to be a lot closer to you for a long while now, Yggdrasil, like back when I was at the cavern near Stratagold. I was thinking of making another house in your branches at Candlepoint and we could see each other every day. Would you like that?”

“Yes! I want another house. You can live with me.”

Erick smiled wide. “That’s what I’m going to do, then.”

He gave one last look out across the lightning sky and tried to gauge the growth he had seen and felt in the last two hours. The place had started off as roughly a half a kilometer across, but as Erick had sat there, talking and listening, the place had grown a little bit. It was, perhaps, a meter wider on all sides, ballooning out from ‘half a kilometer wide’ to ‘maybe 502 meters across’. Hard to tell, exactly, since the outer edges of the [Gate Space] were rather nebulous, since they were made of iridescent lightning and then a hazy nothing far, far beyond where Erick could see. The place was growing, for sure. Actual growth would come with time, but even this much was enough to reach all across the world, and that was pretty awesome.

He had already sent Goldie to the Underworld far on the other side of the world, and Fairy Moon to Archipelago Nergal. Could he reach anywhere on Veird, already?—

Erick paused.

“Huh.”

… Probably not, actually. Erick would certainly test the theory bubbling up in his mind, but he was pretty sure that he could only reach to where the Benevolence showed a problem, or within some innate distance from Yggdrasil. Looking out across the half-kilometer wide space, and based upon the ‘100x reach’ inside [Gate]’s blue box...

“Within 50 kilometers of Yggdrasil? Or… Larger?” He actually had no idea. It was time to experiment. Confirm some things before he started making more plans. Erick said, “I’ll be back soon, Yggdrasil.”

“See you soon, Father!”

Erick picked a target and opened a lightning portal into the Crystal Forest. His goal had been the sheer wall of stone that surrounded the desert. Specifically, a spot near the northern wall, far, far north of Spur, just south of the Wyrmridge Mountains.

He stuck his head out of the hole in reality… And then he stepped through. Ophiel followed.

Something had gone wrong, and it was time to find out what. Surrounded in his sunform and with all ten Ophiel flying all around him, and high in the sky, Erick saw nothing but dunes all around. A northern wind blew hard, scattering the edge of his sunform into silent sparks.

Sand, sand, and more sand. No mountains in the distance at all.

Erick lightstepped upward, leaving behind a trail of bright white lightning, before he settled back into position a good forty kilometers up. The first thing he noticed was that he had left a lightning trail behind. The lightning was new. It was a problem, too. It seemed like a rather large weakness to openly display the direction one lightstepped… But that wasn’t the main problem right now.

There were dunes in every direction. As far as Erick’s many senses could see.

“Okay. So.” Erick asked himself, “Where am I?”

Ophiels zipped around, playing with their own new ‘lightning form’. It took them a grand total of ten seconds to figure out how to lightstep without leaving behind lightning. Erick smiled at that, and then he got to practicing, too. Soon, he was zipping around just like he used to, leaving behind no vulnerable tells of where he was aiming to move.

And then he got to exploring. He decided to lightstep 50 kilometers south, since that might have been the increments he was dealing with.

Nothing.

He moved another 50 kilometers.

Still nothing.

So he had Ophiel spread out in every direction, hopping through the light with 50 kilometer hops—

Half a minute later, Ophiel started responding with sights from multiple directions, and Erick realized where he was. He instantly lightstepped 450 kilometers south to where Ophiel had spotted a known landmark, and he stopped. All of Ophiel rapidly caught up.

To the south, the desert ended in a large wall, easily thirty meters tall and half as thick. It was not the wall of Ar’Kendrithyst. It was more like an earthworks construction rather than an impossible barrier, though both sides of the walls were rather flat; no monsters would be crawling up and over that line in the desert. Beyond that wall lay a poorly-maintained land of green grasses, small trees, and scattered shrubs. Someone had [Grow]n the desert to green and then left it to fallow; to flourish or die on its own merits. This land was rather far from civilization, but it was rather near a source of water.

A lake.

And far, far in the distance, was a green and rainbow mountain, poking up above the blue horizon like a mirage. Yggdrasil. Had to be. This was Candlepoint’s lake. To the southwest, about 30 kilometers away, lay that city. All the rest of this walled-in land was just to prevent crystal mimics from getting near the lake. Erick turned around and gazed at the empty sands, to the north, and realized that he had probably had his meeting with Rozeta, Fairy Moon, and Melemizargo, roughly 500 kilometers from Yggdrasil’s Candlepoint body.

[Gate]’s blue box read, exactly, ‘The outside distance your nodes are capable of reaching is 100x larger than your gate space would suggest.’ Erick had suspected that this meant he was at 50 kilometers of reach, but no. He was at 500 kilometers of reach. Maybe his ‘half a kilometer wide’ node space was actually a lot bigger than he thought? Or the ratios were different from how he thought. 

“Well that’s all… Somewhat in line with what I expected.” Erick reoriented toward the east, and a little bit toward the north. “That means Spur is over there.” He turned back. “Okay! Good. I know where I am now. Time to see if we’ve got a 500 kilometer limit, or something smaller.’

Erick opened a portal to the grass traveler lands.

He stepped through.

A river wound through the lands directly below, while grasses grew on all sides. This was not grass traveler land. This was south of grass traveler land.

Erick lightstepped south, aiming for a 500 kilometer jaunt, expecting to find Ygg—

Erick stopped. He had found Yggdrasil exactly.

Yggdrasil’s rainbow crown and green mountain of a canopy spread down below. With a quick step, Erick shifted positions to stand inside Yggdrasil’s greenery. And yup! He was at Holorulo’s Yggdrasil. The lake down below had seemed large back when Erick had first planted Yggdrasil, at being nearly 3 kilometers across, and connected to the wide and deep Wanzhi River via a large lock. Now, though, Yggdrasil’s green canopy had overshadowed the banks of the lake, and his roots had drilled through the entire embankment which separated the lake from the river.

Erick asked Yggdrasil, “Is that where the fish notifications came from?”

Yggdrasil said, “They were biting people so I stopped them biting.”

“Have the people tried to repair the embankment?”

“Most don’t get close to me anymore.” Yggdrasil said, “The Wandering Soul people still get close. I keep the box filled! Some others tried to steal but I solved that.”

A few diplomatic problems? Thefts? Eh. Nothing to fret over. Erick hadn’t gotten any Kill Notifications for people, so… it was fine? It was fine.

Erick asked, “Do you want the embankment repaired? It would keep out the scary fish and let people come here more easily.”

“… I don’t know?” Yggdrasil asked, “Do I?”

He was fishing for the correct answer, and he seemed reluctant for some reason. Erick had a guess at that reason, since Yggdrasil’s roots went far and deep into the Wanzhi River and he probably wanted to keep his roots out there, but the embankment needed to be repaired.

Later, Yggdrasil would have to make these correct decisions himself, but for now, Erick guided him, saying, “Yes. Let’s repair the embankment. You can still stick your roots out into the river, though, like you are, but the people who will come here will want a lake free of dangers. You’re going to need to protect many people, Yggdrasil, and the lessons on how to protect people have already begun. It’ll be a nuanced and difficult subject, and I don’t get it right all the time myself, but that's fine. All you can do is try your best.”

“Okay! Where do I start fixing?”

Erick began, “I’ll show you how to start with some [Stoneshape], and then you can continue, okay? It goes like this…”

Erick stretched his senses through Yggdrasil, took a moment to adjust himself to the heightened senses, and then with the power of a World Tree, began moving stone and dirt through the waters, like he was playing with sand on a beach. Through his actual eyes, though, he watched as the world transformed in front of him.

Erick started the repair, but he let Yggdrasil take over, and with a bit of direction the separation between the Wanzhi River was restored.

“Good job, Yggdrasil.”

“I like my roots in the river.”

Erick smiled wide and patted the big guy's white bark, saying, “I’ll be right back; I’m headed down to Stratagold, next. See you there!”

“See you there!”

Erick stepped through the lightning and arrived at Yggdrasil’s Stratagold cavern. The water was clear, the sky was stone. Everything was dotted with massive glowing crystals that were so large, and yet so far away, that they looked like stars. Their light was a lot stronger than starlight, though. The entire cavern was as bright as the Surface at midday.

Erick landed on Yggdrasil’s branch, patting the big guy, as he said, “Hello again, Yggdrasil.”

“Hello again, Father!”

A second later, all of Ophiel flitted through the portal Erick had left open, and then he closed that portal behind them. With a quick flap of Ophiel’s sunform, Erick checked out the beach that led to the embassy. That once sandy locale was now half brickwork and buildings. The architecture was rudimentary, being rather blocky and completely unadorned, and so the buildings were probably placeholders. Where the tunnel to the embassy lay, though, there was a staging ground of brickwork and utility, where people were setting up.

Instinctively, at being seen, Erick almost pulled Ophiel back before they could truly notice the little guy, but that was impossible. So Erick just left Ophiel hanging out on the waters away from the beach. He didn’t want to deal with Sitnakov and Tasar and Riivo and King Alfonin and Kromolok… And others. He wanted to open a portal to Candlepoint, to escape the coming talk...

But that would be the wrong move, for multiple reasons. His stuff might be down there on that beach-turned-boardwalk, captured by the wrought after Erick had been fairy-napped. Or maybe his stuff was inside his [Fairy Stronghold] here, at this Yggdrasil. Whatever the outcome of the coming diplomacy, Erick needed his stuff, or maybe just his knife, in order to carve some Gates…

Erick steeled himself and…

Went into his [Fairy Stronghold] instead. So he chickened out! So what. It was probably a good idea to have gone into the [Fairy Stronghold] anyway, since Tasar still had access and if they had wanted to fuck Erick over, or something, they could have destroyed his house. And he needed to check on that!

And… The [Fairy Stronghold] was exactly as he had left it.

Nice wooden walls with a nice wooden floor. A few stories of rooms and large open spaces in the center. Kitchen, bathrooms, etc. Balconies that opened to the outside. A bedroom for him, and a personal library with most of his collected books from the journey. His adamantium knife and various metals and otherwise were all exactly where he had left them. The wrought had not destroyed anything.

This boded well.

Erick was glad he had come in here first.

The only real difference from the last time Erick was here, was that the room in which Tasar had been practicing her Spatial Magic was fully cleared. All her little projects and various theories and mathematics that she had been piecing together in order to understand [Gate] were gone. No bowls of water, that she would blip back and forth and turn from ice to liquid and back. No hourglasses, randomly resetting their levels of sand. None of that.

Looking back on her experiments, and knowing what he now knew, all those experiments failed to grasp the truth of [Gate]. The current understanding of the Dimensional Ban, and even current language, failed to even allow oneself to understand the actual problem of [Gate]. Though, Erick supposed, taking Spatial transformations and applying those ideas to reality and Reality transformations, was on somewhat the right track. Perhaps the problem was that Veird’s various literature and plays and such did not ever deal with the idea of ‘traveling to another dimension’… Which was another problem to bring up with Kirginatharp.

Or perhaps the people of Veird didn’t like to think about the Sundering (or the fae?) too much, which was yet another perfectly reasonable explanation for the lack of dimensional thinking in popular media. Though, on the other side of that argument, dimensional thinking actually worked and was easy to make happen here with mana. Erick didn’t understand the exact reason why [Gate] was so misunderstood, but whatever.

Anyway.

Tasar had left a note behind after she had cleaned up. That note sat rather conspicuously on a table to the side of her experimental space. It was a short note, reading simply, ‘If ever this note should reach you, I pray that when you come out of Ar’Cosmos that you are the same person who went in. ~Tasar, Geode Guardian’

Erick cast his mana sense into the past, to view exactly how long it had been since Tasar had left this message. He was good enough to have Remade [Witness], and since Erick had been fairy-napped about 13 or 14 days ago, then he should be able to see some… thing…

“— Ah! There she is.”

Erick caught a glimpse of everything getting cleared out of the space, and then fast-forwarded a bit to find Tasar setting down the letter. It was blurry, but he could make her out. At a guess, Tasar had been here and cleaned up maybe two days after Erick had been taken. She hadn’t been inside the house since then, or, if she had, then she had erased her presence. Erick hadn’t permitted other people to enter the house, so she was the only one who knew the way, but even still, it was odd to not see anyone else try to barge into this land since then.

“… Probably just erased themselves from the manasphere, if they did invade.” Erick glanced at his own history in the manasphere and saw nothing. He felt the pink/green/white gemstone hanging around his neck. “I doubt this little thing is unique, at all.”

Erick looked around again.

It boded well that no one had torn down his house with outside Fae Magic, and that no one had torn down Yggdrasil, though. Erick cast his gaze back out to the wrought upon the beach who were all very aware that Ophiel hovered out above the waters. It was rather hard to miss the little guy, Erick supposed. He hung there in the sky over the clear waters of the lake, like an eldritch jellyfish with tendrils of silent lightning flickering out of all parts of his tiny sunform. He wasn’t very good at holding his [Pristine Benevolence] in at all, but that was fine, for now.

Erick put Tasar’s note in his pocket, gathered up all his necessary enchanting stuff and a few necessary books into a go-bag, left it there, and then stepped out onto the balcony, facing the beach in the far, far distance. Yggdrasil’s green leaves and branches held far overhead, looking like a green ocean and lightning because of the distance, but those leaves were each meters across, and the branches were hundreds of meters thick. The big guy seemed to have grown a bit since last Erick had seen him, too.

Erick said to Yggdrasil, “If the next ten minutes are calm, then that bodes well for the next few hours. If all we do in the next few hours is talk, and talk, and talk, then that bodes well for the next day. If we get a day of calm order, then that bodes well for the next week. By that time, either we’ll be at war, or we won’t. What happens is pretty much all up to them.”

Yggdrasil’s weather-balloon-sized [Scry] eye appeared in the air outside of the balcony while Erick spoke. It rapidly shrunk down by the time he finished, and then Yggdrasil took his open spot on Erick’s left shoulder. Ophiel fluttered upon Erick’s right shoulder.

Yggdrasil said, “If war comes then you come to me. I will protect you.”

Erick smiled a little at the iridescent white eye, then he looked out across the waters, saying, “We can protect each other, as family. Have you spoken with your sister, Jane, much? Or with Poi?”

“They asked what I saw inside Ar’Cosmos, but I didn’t know what to tell them, so I said nothing. You said never talk of Wizards.”

Erick nodded. “I did say that. Thank you for keeping my secret, Yggdrasil.”

He probably could have said a lot more, to clarify everything for Yggdrasil, and to make Yggdrasil feel safer because that is what parents tried to do for their children, but they had already spoken for a long time and this next conversation was likely going to confuse the heck out of him. And also, Erick had made Yggdrasil with the express purpose of protection, so the normal way to raise a child didn’t really count here. Either way, Yggdrasil would likely never need to keep quiet about Wizards anymore, since Erick was going to come out in a big way, but that would confuse the big guy and Erick did not want to do that. He could already see it now; ‘But you said not to speak of Wizards!’ And here Erick was, headed out to meet the wrought and to likely field a ton of questions about Wizardry…

Erick was hesitating. He realized this.

… So he forced himself to lightstep off of the balcony.

Here we go.

In a flash of light, Erick suddenly stood atop the water, outside of the beach, outside of the wrought staging area. About twenty wrought, including many that Erick knew, stood well over forty meters away, near the tunnel or at the back of the staging platform, near boxes and floating [Force Platform]s that looked like they were waiting to be transported to the Surface, or something like that. All that luggage boded well for future relations, though that could just be a feint. Erick didn’t feel they were a feint, though.

Four wrought stood only twenty meters away. High Inquisitor Kromolok of the Church of Rozeta. King Alfonin of Stratagold. Second Prince Sitnakov of Stratagold. And Geode Guardian Tasar. One white aluminum incani, an orcol father and son made of black adamantium, and a human woman of adamantium and green copper. They all had smaller spells active, and could likely activate more as needed. But they didn’t seem ready for war. They just stood there. Waiting.

Erick went first, “Thanks for trying to save me from Fairy Moon. I remember seeing Tasar’s Spatial Domain spread out, trying to fight the [Gate], while Sitnakov managed to hold it open in the first place with a well-timed punch and then a rip. Unfortunately, I was a bit brash in the estimation of my own abilities, and thus, Fairy Moon succeeded in her fairy-napping. I would blame myself, fully, but Fairy Moon was the one that actually did the deed.”

All of them flinched in barely-perceptible ways, except for Kromolok. The High Inquisitor was completely calm.

King Alfonin asked, “And yet you have chosen to ally with your mind jacker?”

Harsh words, but not untrue.

“This world and its people are not nearly as good or as evil as their methods would suggest.” Erick said, “Most are just trying to do their best with the tools they have available. Does this mean I forgive Fairy Moon? No. I do not. I doubt I will ever forgive her for doing that to me, or for doing that to anyone else, but I have accepted that it has happened, and now I am moving on, both for my own sanity, and for the sake of building a better world.”

No one else spoke. King Alfonin obviously wanted Erick to speak more.

So Erick continued, “My initial hope in allying with Ar’Cosmos is that I would be able to help the dragons remove their Curse and come out into the world like normal people. Now, though… That might change, with [Renew] enabling Ar’Cosmos to expand across the entire world, allowing the dragons an entire second world to themselves. I suspect that I will still help people to rid themselves of their mangled half-Curse, which will allow them to come over here. I suspect that House Benevolence will end up becoming something of a halfway point between Veird and Ar’Cosmos. This is fine with me, for I hope to found a record of diplomacy-first, and violence only when absolutely necessary.

“As for my initial plans, which are widely known to include a Gate Network and the retaking of the Crystal Forest from the crystal mimics, I plan on continuing that.” Erick said, “But that’s up to your people, and your reactions to all that has happened here today.”

The wrought listened.

Sitnakov had mixed emotions. Tasar had mixed emotions, too, but she was clearly hopeful and deeply relieved; Erick still sounded like himself, so maybe he was still himself. Kromolok was not surprised at Erick’s words at all, and he was likely talking to Alfonin through some unseen [Telepathy], confirming as much, or giving other kinds of advice.

King Alfonin listened, stared a little, then spoke as the king he was, “It is our hope that the dragon exodus actually happens, and that the soldiers we send over to Ar’Cosmos remain unaffected by fairy ensorcellment. If your words are true, then we look forward to a working relationship and we expect you to intercede on our behalf inside Ar’Cosmos…” For a moment, he looked ready to continue speaking in his kingly manner, but then he sighed, and spoke like a normal person, “This is going to end badly, Erick. It will take time to fall apart, but we fully expect it to fall apart.”

Erick instantly said, “Then I’ll have to tell Fairy Moon to kill all of the dragons who are doing wrong, or else I will kill them myself. Or! I will have to Bless the offenders into Benevolence. I’m probably going to have to do that anyway just to prove I can; to show off that a Wizard truly can make the world a better place one way or the other.”

They all flinched when Erick said the ‘W’ word, including Kromolok.

Kromolok instantly said, “Please never say that word again. We can pretend that you’re not, and if the pretending is good enough then we’ll only get a few dissidents disagreeing. We can deal with a few people spouting dangerous truths, and I do not mean killing, or mind control. Discreditation. Anti-propaganda.”

Even as Kromolok spoke those words, he realized Erick was going to disagree.

Kromolok doubled down. “Please let us not choose this path, Erick. We can...” He stopped trying, “Shit.”

Erick nodded, then said, “I’m not pretending anymore. I’m never lying again. I am terrible at it, and lies only lead to delayed problems and hurt feelings, which I will likely be dealing with for the rest of my life. That’s only half the problem, though. That’s not even mentioning all the assassinations I expect to protect myself against, and all the enemies out there I have suddenly gained, now that I am a known Wizard. If I didn’t need to lie about being a Wizard just so that I wasn’t murdered by practically all the powers of this world, then maybe all of this could have gone a lot smoother. Much more organized and happy. But that didn’t happen, and so we are here. Maybe with my own actions, other Wizards will be able to come to me, to be able to live openly, which is something I plan to allow, and which I demand you allow, too.”

King Alfonin glared.

Kromolok frowned. He knew Erick was just arguing for something he didn’t truly believe.

Erick added, “But Wizards are still dangerous; I don’t disagree there. Perhaps, though, instead of killing them, we could come to some other sort of arrangement. I’d like to gather Wizards and check to see if they’re good people or not before you go making them enemies. But, in the worst cases... Maybe a [Blessing of Empathy] instead of murder? Or neutering? I don’t know. I’d like to talk about all that and more, though. I’d also like to talk about the organized concealment of magical knowledge that your kind had perpetrated for a very, very long time.”

King Alfonin instantly countered with, “If you cannot keep certain secrets of magic hidden from the rest of the world, then you and we are going to have problems. We had thought you were with us on this requirement but now you talk of ‘organized concealment like it is a bad thing’? Bah!”

Erick almost scoffed—

But Kromolok stepped forward, saying, “Since it seems all parties are amenable to continued diplomacy, I suggest that we take this conversation private at this time.” He glanced to the people beside the crates and boxes. “Table and chairs, please.”

In that moment, Erick realized that everything was probably going to be okay.

He still didn’t remove his sunform, though.

Erick waited until a table got sorted out and then he sat down alongside the wrought. And then Kromolok proved that he could grab Erick anytime he wanted by opening up the talks with telepathic communication, to ensure that all words said between the five of them were confidential.

The conversation was tense, and remained tense for the next two hours, but that tension gradually and firmly transformed from one of wariness at true danger, to one of necessary diplomacy and the hammering out of details. Erick never turned off his [Pristine Benevolence] or his [Lodestar], and nor did he let his ten Ophiel get too far out of sight, and neither did Tasar or Sitnakov speak…

But both Tasar and Sitnakov seemed to relax a great deal throughout the conversation. Both of them seemed on edge and ready to fight, for that was what their jobs demanded, though neither of them actually wanted to fight. Silent Sitnakov seemed especially contrite.

In the end, it was a good telepathic talk.

Mostly, Erick presented his arguments for open magic for all, for a post-scarcity world and effective-immortality for all, using the magic he had learned in Ar’Cosmos to make everything better for everyone. And then King Alfonin and Kromolok beat Erick back down to nothing through concerted efforts of historical evidence that Erick’s wants would lead to a great deal of tragedy. The Reincarnation Problem was just another example of the Resurrection Problem, and while it was better that Erick was directly telling people that the person who came out of the tanks was not the person who went in, if this magic were to spread, then the powerful people of the world would gain total and complete control over everything, and the peasantry would be crushed into slavery-but-by-another-name.

Erick wasn’t convinced by Alfonin and Kromolok’s words against [Reincarnation], mostly because neither of them actually had their heart set against [Reincarnation]. They both would have loved to have a world of immortals, but neither of them saw this miracle as truly possible. It would get corrupted in some way if Erick tried, and so he shouldn’t try. Erick left the Reincarnation Dilemma alone for another day.

Erick agreed to keep [Gate] a secret, and was told to not even tell them. He had expected Tasar to ask about that magic she had been chasing most of her life, but she retained her silence. She seemed like she wanted to figure it out herself. Erick got the unsaid opinion that if she ever did get close, that she might ask him to help her with that final step. It was possible that Tasar didn’t even know that much about herself, though, so Erick wasn’t going to say it, or even offer his services. She would have to ask, first.

Erick also agreed to keep [Duplicate] a secret. If he copied anything he was only to do it for specific needs, and in specific ways. Mostly, he was only to copy things out of sight of others, and to tell people that he got his materials from Stratagold’s reserves, and that all the silver, or gold, or whatever, were granted to him by the Heavies for his specific Gate construction needs. He was strictly forbidden from using his materials for actual material gain. Anything copied needed to be for Gate Network production, only.

Much of the argument was actually about runic defenses and the construction of a town, and basic security issues. Erick had planned on making a runic [Renew] web which allowed everyone to contribute to the defenses of his Gates, and the town. Stratagold was not happy with this idea. They argued for Gate defenses only, and to allow them to control those defenses. This was absolutely not acceptable, but Erick would allow them to participate in the defenses of whatever central infrastructure he created, and to mostly-control their own sides of the Gates down here in the Underworld.

‘It’s still my [Gate],’ Erick sent, ‘It’s also my Elemental Benevolence, so I don’t think you could crawl through the inner workings and somehow hurt the infrastructure I already built, but I don’t want to allow for such a possibility, either. In the future, though, I plan on allowing people into that [Gate Space] if only to view the Benevolence as I have, and to see the upcoming problems and opportunities as I see them. As for right now, though, no one is allowed to fully control the Gates I make. If it makes you feel better, though, know that the future looks clear of most major problems.’

King Alfonin zeroed in, saying, ‘When you say ‘looks clear’. What do you mean by that? Exactly.’

The man was very concerned with apocalypse-level events, as Erick had expected the king of Stratagold to be, and so, Erick explained how he viewed the Benevolence.

That took another hour, with examples given of what he had managed to glimpse here and there in the hundred-year wall happening when Yggdrasil finally matured. Erick didn’t give any exact examples, and remained silent on the one example he could have given of Bright Smile, for he had to straddle a line between multiple nation-level forces, now that he was both allied to Ar’Cosmos, and Stratagold.

He did tell them about the problem of the Converter Angel, though.

To which King Alfonin looked to Sitnakov.

And Sitnakov finally broke his silence, sending ‘If it would please, Archmage Flatt, I have been asked to… repent for certain actions undertaken which might have inconvenienced you. In light of your requests made to that fae, and also that Shade, at your previous meeting, I ask that you allow me into your entourage to combat this Converter Angel, and any other threat which you might deem necessary for the protection of the realm. The Converter Angel has been down here on Veird before, but they have also retreated several times before. We’ve never been in a position to truly bring any force against the Surface destabilization that is the Quiet War, until now. We don’t expect to be able to catch the angel, but… If you would allow me, I ask to be able to assist with that… And also with ensuring that Goldie doesn’t become a problem…’ He added, ‘And all the other assorted problems of a similar nature which you will no doubt encounter.’

‘Granted.’ Erick said, ‘I expect this agreement to work out well between us, Sitnakov, or else I will be forced to do things I do not want to do. Also, don’t antagonize Melemizargo too much, okay? I’m trying to ride a line there, too.’

Sitnakov’s eyes went a bit wide. ‘Uh. Yes. I agree to this.’

King Alfonin relaxed a little at the conclusion of that interaction. He had expected Sitnakov’s inclusion into Erick’s personal circle to be much more difficult than Erick had made it.

Erick said to the king, ‘I don’t want this working relationship to be difficult. Please don’t you be difficult, either.’

‘… Of course, Archmage Flatt,’ King Alfonin said, annoyed at being read so easily.

Kromolok managed not to smile at how well this was going, though that was a bare thing.

Tasar broke her silence, saying, ‘I would ask for some major [Gate]s between a few Geodes and the Surface. Or perhaps just to here, and then they can take a [Gate] to the Surface from here.’

‘Sure,’ Erick said, easily agreeing to that request as well. ‘I’ll have to charge a gold per person and per ton of product— Ah. That reminds me. I need to talk to the Wayfarer’s Guild, too. Prices will need to be standardized, or something, as I’m not looking to put too many people out of business. Perhaps I’ll just do large gates per nation, or something like that, and likely hire everyone I put out of business, or something. Whichever the case, I’d look forward to talking to you about pricing and Gate Network locations at some other time, Tasar. But none of that can happen right now. In normal situations, [Gate] can only reach about 500 kilometers near Yggdrasil, so the Network will start off small. It will grow with time, and probably a lot faster than I expect.’

Tasar breathed easy, her face going a little softer, her entire self seeming a little happier. Erick had accepted her offer, she was happy for that. She said, ‘I’m delighted for your acceptance, and to go slow. This will change everything so the slower we go with it, the more stable I hope it to be.’

King Alfonin seemed pleased with that turn of events, too.

The conversation moved on to logistics and Tasar participated this time. Sitnakov mostly just sat there, but he did participate when the topic of monster killing came up. Sitnakov seemed to want to be Erick’s go-to man for monster problems, which was probably due to both his battle-hungry nature, and his desire to repent. And probably a bit of ‘not wanting to be around the Wizard overmuch’, which was fine.

Whatever Rozeta had said to him must have been some talking.

They spoke for a while longer about business, movement of goods, movements of people, security. They did not talk about pleasant things. They did not talk about easy times ahead. They spoke a little about what had happened at the gathering of powers, up there on the sands of the Crystal Forest, but as Erick was allied with Ar’Cosmos, Stratagold kept most of their thoughts on that talk to themselves. Which was fine.

He was not going to make himself vulnerable to these people, either. Not right yet. Erick never dropped any of his defenses, throughout the whole discussion. Eventually, when he was no longer vulnerable, he would drop his sunform. Eventually, he would relax. That day would probably be tomorrow, or maybe next week, but it wouldn’t be today.

For today, Erick finished talking with the wrought, told Sitnakov that he would pick him up in ten hours, and then he went straight back to his [Fairy Stronghold].

Once again behind a modicum of defenses that probably wouldn’t stop anyone from doing anything if they truly wanted, Erick copied his bed, destroyed the original and [Cleanse]d away the remains, and then he collapsed into the soft mattress.

- - - -

Ten minutes later Erick turned over, still too wired to sleep, or relax. So he shifted into his Other Form and accreted for a while. As mana turned to solid lightning and filled his veins with power, falling into his body like static rain to gather inside his core, Erick felt better, like he was getting a full body massage. His core turned a bit brighter, his soul felt a lot lighter.

This was good.

His meeting with the wrought had gone much better than he had ever expected it to go.

Erick got up, grabbed his adamantium carving knife, and went outside the [Fairy Stronghold]. He looked up at all of Yggdrasil’s branches, and asked, “Hey, Yggdrasil. Want to try making some enchanted items out of wood today?”

Yggdrasil readily said, “Yes! I want to help make things!”

And so, that was what they did.

Just some practice stuff for now. Making Gates would come later.

Half an hour and a lot of whittling later, Yggdrasil had wanted to contribute a lot more to the cause than just some twigs, but that was all Erick had needed for now. With those tiny twigs, Erick had managed to carve two eternal stonewood rings, each with a crystallized mana diamond set in the wood.

Both rings gave +14 to All Stats, which was a far cry from the +32 of his previous ones. Mana light and diamond and with a layer of [Exalted Rain] silver locking that light into the ring, allowed for rather fantastic levels of Stat buffing, but diamond rings didn’t work inside Ar’Cosmos. These little beauties would likely work both in Ar’Cosmos, and here on Veird, and they already worked in both his forms, too, (he checked to be sure, though) which was great.

Erick would have done more carving and tried for higher Stats, as well as picked out a few things from the Script for his Other Form and tried to make some new spells based on what he had learned, but it was time to move on. He had gotten a telepathic call. He had put off that call, and yet, he was still glad to receive it.

‘Hello, Poi.’ Erick smiled as he leaned back in his chair, in his [Fairy Stronghold]. ‘Glad you called.’

‘Are you?’ Poi asked, a little annoyed. ‘Because you could have called first, you know.’

‘Yeah… Well.’ Erick let his false happiness drop. ‘I’m worried. About you, and Jane, and Teressa and Kiri… About what everyone in Spur is going to say, or do. It’s… Not a fun feeling, Poi.’

‘Be that as it may,' Poi sent, ‘The truth of what happened between you and the wrought and everyone else hasn’t gotten very far. Not yet. No one here knows anything about your Wizardry, or [Gate], or anything, but we just got a call from Nirzir about strange happenings at Holorulo’s Yggdrasil, so everyone knows that something has happened. I’ve been telling them that I cannot break Mind Mage confidentially, but that information wall is only going to last another few hours, at best.’

Pure adrenaline seemed to shoot through Erick’s body as Poi spoke, launching him to his feet and breathing hard. When he was done, Erick sent, ‘Okay. Okay.’ He breathed. This was really happening. Right now. ‘Okay.’ Erick calmed as much as he could, then he sent, ‘I’ll be home in ten minutes. Can you get them ready for a talk?’

‘Of course. It will be done.’ Poi sent, ‘Silverite and Killzone will need to be informed too— but all of that can happen later… And I’m very glad that you have returned safely.’ With a softer voice, Poi sent, ‘We have therapy programs for mind controlled people, if you wish to participate.’

Erick wiped away an unruly tear as he chuckled, and sent, ‘Maybe I’ll take you up on that therapy offer… I’m glad you’re still with me, Poi. You probably know how much it means, but I have to say it anyway: I’m glad you’re still here. That you’ve chosen to stay. Despite everything. I know you didn’t sign up to be a Wizard’s guard, but… Your presence means a lot.’

‘I’ve grown with the assignment, Erick, and I have long decided to stick around till the end, however far that might be. It’s not been that bad and... I’m glad you’re still here, too. And congratulations on [Gate]! See you soon.’

‘Thanks, Poi. See you soon.’

- - - -

In a flash of lightning and light, Erick stepped into his home, in Spur.

The three story, two tower mansion was mostly as he had left it. Beyond the foyer, a grand staircase wound up to the second floor. Other staircases went up to the third floor. With his mana sense, Erick scoped out the whole house in under a second. His room was the same. The library seemed to hold more books than before. The third floor had been changed in order to accommodate an operations room in the empty magic room, and a [Scry]-chair room on the opposite side of the hallway, inside of the dense air. The whole house was still filled with his own massive cast of [Prismatic Ward], still emplaced back during Last Shadow’s Feast, back when Erick had been burning [Death’s Approach] and had ten times base mana and endless regeneration. Erick’s own mage tower had been left alone. Kiri had fully taken over a few upstairs rooms as her own work rooms, while Jane’s tower was a mess of gridwork diagrams pinned to the walls. Teressa’s room was as orderly as a soldier’s, while Poi’s was marginally the same.

The pantries were stocked. The vegetable and otherwise garden out front seemed well maintained and well used, while the cocoa tree garden out back looked the same, but more on an industrial scale than a personal scale. The chocolate ladies at ‘And Dessert!’ were probably doing well with that business.

And all of Erick’s loved ones were in the kitchen.

Jane stood beside the dining room table, looking worried and unable to sit down due to nerves. Poi had likely told her that he would be home soon. Poi stood near the door, refusing to answer Kiri, as Kiri demanded answers. Sunny, Kiri’s little couatl [Familiar] was curled on Kiri’s neck, flapped her wings and looked around. Other Sunnys, stationed around the house and outside, had already spotted Erick. Sunny had also noticed Ophiel, as Erick’s own [Familiar] began popping into and around the house as Erick arrived. The couatl summon began to shimmer in a radiant alert display of rainbow colors.

Teressa had noticed Erick first, though. Perhaps even before Erick had landed. She stopped idly stirring the stew on the stove, and said, “He’s back.”

Erick dropped his luggage on the floor as he called out, “I’m back!”

Jane rushed out of the kitchen and straight into Erick’s arms. She held him tight, and he held her. She cried a little, and Erick did too. Kiri came out of the kitchen next, with Poi and Teressa following close behind. All of them looked worried, and for different reasons.

Still holding Jane tight, Erick said, “I’ve got some good news and some bad news, and hopefully the good outweighs the bad.”

Kiri and Teressa went stiff, going from excited and hopeful, to wary. Poi remained silent.

Jane pulled away a little. And then she pulled all the way away. She sniffled, stopped crying, and brushed away her tears. She breathed deep, and then looked at her father. In that moment, she seemed able to take on the world. She asked, “What’s wrong?”

Erick opened a small [Gate] next to him. Everyone stared at the wreath of lightning hanging in the air, and then Erick shut the [Gate], saying, “Apparently I can open [Gate]s from anywhere when I want to leave a location. I couldn’t open a [Gate] to get here, though. Maybe I’ll need to plant Yggdrasil in Ar’Kendrithyst, or something, in order to overcome that limitation… Or probably just grow the size of my [Gate Space]. And that’s the extent of the good news. As for the bad news...” Erick simply said, “Apparently, I’m a Wizard, and that’s just the start.”

Teressa fainted. Erick caught her falling form with an Ophiel.

Events proceeded rapidly and rather incoherently from there.

Kiri shouted about, ‘No you’re not! Those fairies fucked with your mind!’

Jane tried to be rational and calm, and demanded answers about everything else. She didn’t care about ‘the Wizard-thing’ right now. To which Kiri yelled about how Jane didn’t understand that ‘the Wizard-thing’ was the big deal, here. Erick interjected about how ‘the Wizard-thing’ wasn’t that big of a deal, because of everything else that had happened today. Explaining what he meant by that took a while, though, and caused Kiri’s emerald green scales to turn pale, and her eyes to go wider with every bit of new news.

Teressa rapidly recovered, but she did not stand up. She sat there on the floor. Listening.

Erick eventually managed to move them all to the kitchen. Poi helped.

As soon as Poi got in Kiri’s crosshairs she demanded to know how long Poi had known. Which was, of course, a silly request, and Kiri instantly retracted her words. Jane just looked at her father with worry in her eyes, unable to ask much.

With all of them sitting around the table, Erick began to weave a better story, with lightpaintings to illustrate what had happened, starting when he stepped onto the Teleporter Pad at Enduring Forge. He got to the Core and started talking about all that, and about the Grand Wizard’s Tower he had visited, and some of his talks with Rozeta. He spoke of his species change, which caused Jane to freak out a little, but Erick moved on because nothing had really changed.

Kiri remained pale the whole time, and especially when Erick got to the part about becoming a member of Archmage’s Rest, and facing down a wall of level 95+ wrought and Melemizargo, and then facing down the inquiry. When he got to Fairy Moon she was mostly over ‘the Wizard-thing’, and was now worried about everything else.

Teressa was conflicted. She had no words. She just listened. She liked hearing about Benevolence, and how it ‘ended the threat of the Sundering’, but she was still conflicted.

Jane rapidly moved past being worried about threats, to going solid. When Erick spoke about how everyone produced different amounts of mana, she asked what that meant. And so, Erick explained the intricacies of mana, and what it meant to use one’s own mana to make magic, and how the Script lined up your own mana for when you created spells. And what it meant to be a Wizard. He spoke more of Benevolence at that time, too.

He ended up going over things two or three times in some situations.

The parts about Ar’Cosmos were especially confusing.

Announcing that he had created a sidegrade-magic to [Resurrection], in the form of [Reincarnation] sort of just broke everyone except for Poi. Jane started laughing, saying that of course he had made [Reincarnation]. Kiri needed a drink. Teressa had foreseen the need for a drink, though, and plopped down a large beer right in front of Kiri the second she asked. And then Teressa started handing out beer to everyone.

Erick thanked her for the beer, and drank deep.

Three beers later, and with a break for after Erick had spoken of this day’s current events, the tale had lost its edge for most everyone and Kiri asked for a retelling, but better, now that she was ready for the whole thing. She was deep in disbelief and yet she wanted to get it all over with as quick as she could. Erick couldn’t blame her for that.

“Maybe I’ll tell it all again another day, Kiri.” Erick needed to end with tactical level explanation of what the future would look like, though, and began saying, “But now that I am allied with the wrought, and Ar’Cosmos, and apparently I have Goldie working for me and killing people like the Red Dot Dragon and Patriarch Xangu, I’m probably going to need to move to Yggdrasil. Down at Candlepoint. And also create House Benevolence… And other assorted organizations. And the Gate Network, too.”

Kiri’s eyes went wide. And then she giggled, nervous and not nearly drunk enough, as she said, “I want to be a Benevolence Dragon. It’s just [Dragon Body] and [Benevolence Body], right? And a bit of Wizardry—” Her eyes went really wide as she stared into her empty mug. She whispered, “Oh gods. Oh gods. This is real.” She looked up at Erick. “Glad you are back. Please let me accompany you wherever you go. But I need to go lay down and not think of this right now.” She got up and went to Erick.

Suddenly, Erick found himself in a hug.

And then Kiri broke it off and went out of the kitchen, and up to her room.

Erick barely had time to feel utterly freaking fantastic that Kiri had taken that so well, before—

Teressa got up from her chair. She announced, “I am staying too, of course. I will need to adjust myself about… The Wizard thing. I don’t need to be a part of Spur’s Army, anyway. I can move on, too.” She stared, and asked the question that had been stuck in her mind ever since Erick had mentioned a specific word, “Is it possible to [Reincarnation] the long dead?”

He hadn’t actually made that spell, yet, but even when he did he didn’t think [Reincarnation] would be able to work on the long dead. Or maybe it would? Erick had no idea, but he didn’t want to get Teressa’s hopes up. 

“I don’t think so.” Erick said, “I’m sorry.”

“No!” Teressa shouted, unsure why she had even shouted that. “I mean… Don’t be sorry. It’s not your fault. I just… You hear stories of Wizards and… and… Not miracle makers… And yet.” She stared at Erick for a little while longer, completely unable to process her emotions. And then she walked out of the kitchen, toward her room.

Poi sighed a little, but he seemed happy. He got up from his chair, saying, “I’m glad to have you back, Erick, and I plan on sticking around to the end, however far away that might be, but I do owe quite a lot to Spur and Silverite and Killzone. I will try to get something set up between Spur and whatever happens at Candlepoint, as well as reroute forces… or something. I don’t know how they will react to this sort of thing, since you never truly know until the news actually breaks. But barring any sort of catastrophic reactions from Silverite or any of the rest… You don’t have to leave the Army if you don’t want, and I, for one, would like to remain in both camps, but even if you choose to leave, a report will help to ensure that Silverite and others understand what has happened, and can prepare for the changing world.”

“You have a lot of foots in many different circles, Poi,” Erick said, smiling a little. “I’d give you a message to take to the Mind Mages, too. I’m pretty sure you know what it’s going to say, but I’d still make it, if you would have it.”

Poi nodded. “Ready.”

Erick put together a ten thousand mana message, containing most every tactical-level thing that he had gone through over the course of the entire Worldly Path. He left out all of the personal stuff, and focused fully on what was actually important; the changing world.

A second, 500 mana message contained all that it would take to understand [Gate], so that someone might one day make their own. Another 500 mana message contained everything to know about the current day’s events, and what that might mean going forward. This last message also contained Erick's hope to interact with the Mind Mages on an institutional level; to ally with them, too, to ensure that he was never mind controlled again, and to hopefully gain the same sort of relationship with the Mind Mages that Kirginatharp enjoyed.

It took Poi several minutes to grab, contain, and distribute that message, and he looked strained the whole time. But eventually he relaxed. Eventually, the message got out.

Poi breathed deep, saying, “Ascendant Prime would speak with you about your offer. Tomorrow? Or the next day?”

Erick had no idea who ‘Ascendant Prime’ was, but this was good. “Tomorrow.”

Poi nodded, and then he bowed deep, speaking with the voice of another, saying, “We thank you for your Benevolence, Erick Flatt, Wizard, Archmage, Fire of the Age, Scion of Light, Father to Yggdrasil, and so much more.” Poi rose, and his sapphire eyes were filled with golden radiance. “We look forward to a working relationship. We will speak tomorrow.”

Erick simply nodded.

The golden fire in Poi’s eyes died and he blinked a bit as he came back to himself. Then he nodded, and walked out of the kitchen.

Jane just watched him go, her own eyes a bit wide at seeing the golden fire inside Poi. And then she turned to Erick, saying, “Goddamn, dad. What happens now? I’d joke about an apocalypse, but you’ve… prevented all of those, forever?”

“Hopefully we have a return to normalcy! Planting things. Growing things. Making buildings and various networking.” Erick smiled wide, saying, “And you can tell me all about what you’ve been up to.”

Jane breathed deep, got up, refilled the beers, and then said, “I want to see your monster form.”

Erick balked. He hadn’t spoken much of that; only enough to say that it allowed him a secondary Status. This was where she wanted to start? Really?

Erick started laughing.

“I’m serious!” Jane said, trying not to smile.

Erick chuckled, switched to his Other Form, then said, “You’re looking at it!”

“… No? Nothing changed.” Jane pointedly frowned at him, saying, “My mana senses might not be as good as most people’s but even I can tell that you got some weird magic going on. I can’t see inside of you at all.”

Erick smiled a little, then took off his fairy necklace. “Better?”

“… That’s a fucking weird monster form, dad.” Jane said, completely serious. “It’s just… You. But with a spherical core? I don’t like it. Also why do they call it ‘accretion’? Cultivation is a much better term.”

“… You don’t like it?” Erick asked, feeling as though he had a case of the giggles approaching. He put the necklace back on, asking, “Miss Spider Queen doesn’t like the human-shaped monster form?”

“People-shaped monsters are weird! You even got that [Perfected Body] thing going on!” Jane said, as she waggled her own [Perfected Body] hand at her father.

Erick just laughed.

Jane chuckled a little.

And while he laughed, tension finally began to leave Erick like pressure from an infected wound that had finally been popped. He had been worried about a lot. About the wrought. The dragons. Melemizargo. The responses of the gods. But perhaps more than that he had been worried about his family. About Jane. Kiri, Poi, and Teressa. Would they be okay in a world where he was a known Wizard? Likely not without a whole lot more defense than this simple house, but those defenses would come with time. Erick still didn’t know about how Kiri and Teressa truly felt, either, but they seemed to have taken this news a lot better than he had thought they would. Poi’s non-reaction had been a welcome relief, too, but he had known about Erick’s Wizardry for a long while now. Jane seemed to take all this the best of everyone.

There was still a lot of healing and reorganization and talking left to go, but this was a great start.

This was good.

Jane wasn’t done asking questions, though. “But seriously, dad. This is all pretty fucking weird.” She stood. “And I want to see the [Gate Space].”

Erick breathed deep. He nodded. Then he gestured to the left and a ring of lightning opened up. Beyond lay a rather small and floating Yggdrasil, a similarly floating stone fountain, and a sky of lightning. Erick stood up from his chair. “Let’s go see the [Gate Space].”

“First, though,” Jane said, as she came in for another hug, her eyes already misting. “I’m very glad you’re still here. I missed you.”

Erick hugged her back, his sight blurring with tears. “I missed you, too.”

Jane chuckled a little. “And apparently you’ve been cheating with your spellwork this whole time.”

“The Script is the real cheater!” Erick laughed. “And I have it on very good authority that I am also ‘good at magic’, according to more than a few people and dragons.”

Jane laughed.

Eventually, they broke apart. Eventually, they went into the [Gate Space] and Erick started explaining everything again. He asked about Jane’s recent adventures and she told a long story about the Soul Slime, and the adventures to recover her sword, which she still hadn’t found yet. But for now, they stood there, father and daughter embracing in the kitchen dining room. Beside them, a portal to Benevolence sparked the growth of green lichen and tiny glowing mushrooms upon the stone floor.







            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Don't mind me, I just got something in my eye. I'm fine, I'm fine. 

 

- - - -

Anyway!

HOOOOOLY GODS! That took a lot longer than I expected. Chapter 122, the beginning of book 5, was the official start of the Worldly Path, and now we’re here! All the way at chapter 192! Do you know what I planned for? Well, probably not— So I’m going to tell you! I planned for one book. ONE. Maybe 300k words. Not two. Least of all not ~1.43 million words. I feel they were good words, though, since Erick got to explore SO MUCH and meet so many new people and cultures.

Treehome Arc. Tenebrae / Twisted Vision Arc. Songli Arc. Grass Traveler Arc. Enduring Forge Arc. Core Arc. Wrought Arc. And then finally, the Ar’Cosmos Arc.

Not to mention Jane’s Fun Times in Ar’Kendrithyst, featuring soul slime amalgamations and body horror.

(And yet there are still lots of other places that remain mysteries, like Quintlan, and much of Nergal, and all the other major civilizations out there like the ones under the water, and all the other Geodes, too! And Greensoil and the Wasteland Kingdoms! So many people left to meet!)

So many things changed from the draft to the final product, mostly due to characters finding very interesting things to do and also the world reacting to their presences and actions. Erick is a very wily guy, getting into all sorts of mischief all over the place, and the rest of them are barely any better.

The draft looks nothing like the final product. And for that, I am glad. I am very happy with how the Worldly Path turned out. Erick is in a good place of his own making and power. Jane is there, too, and I’m sure she’s going to get around to doing her own thing now that Erick has settled down… Maybe? Who knows! (I have plans, and they might actually get followed a bit, but I do like it when characters live in the world they inhabit).

I’m sure many of you have already guessed what Erick is going to try next (basebuilding and solving problems and maybe, actually, relaxing for real. Maybe he’ll finally make himself a hot tub like he’s always wanted!) and he’s certainly going to try to do that…

But the Worldly Path was supposed to be a simple vacation.

(it was never going to be a simple vacation)

And so—

The next chapter, Chapter 193, is the epilogue to book 6, and the Worldly Path. It’ll be a short chapter. This one comes out next week, normal time.

And then I will be taking a week off. Patreon will remain 6 weeks ahead, and you all get to experience the same week-long break that they had to suffer through, too. 

Chapter 194, the Start of Book 7, will come out soon enough.

Thanks for reading!

- - - -

Patrons have chapter 193, Book 6 Epilogue.

And the first four chapters of Book 7! Over 80k more words!

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!









                



193, Book 6 Epilogue


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Shorter full chapter~



                

                In his mage tower, with the stars shining outside and the lights of Spur dotting the night-cloaked land to the south, Erick was working late. Jane and he had spoken long into the night inside of his [Gate Space] but now she was in her bedroom upstairs, sleeping. Less than ten hours ago, Erick had been talking with gods and a fairy, trying to work out a new world order and somewhat succeeding, and now he was making lists. He had only been at this for roughly twenty minutes, but he had gotten through all the major points, so he stepped back from his summoned chalkboards. 

He had a look.







- -







To do (basic):







Important Status work (Do first!):

Check for new Class Abilities

Turn on Class Abilities (spend a point / accrete for a point but hold it in and spend on that ability / Quest, probably just spend the points)

Possibly gain new Abilities (Quests)

Gain Scion of Balance, or other Scion if a possible unknown option should present

Spend Points till 20 remaining, in case I gain more Restricted Magics that cost Points, feel like buying a spell I don’t already have, etc







Advanced Status work (eventually):

Craft a unique boon for self with Rozeta’s help







Benevolence Experiments:

Learn to switch between boon and bane with an adjustment of emotion, or perhaps song

What does baneful benevolence do

What does boon benevolence do







Particle Mage stuff:

Make Class Ability for [Particle Sight], or maybe spell-based Sight. [Identify] + [Mana Sight] + [Condense Particle], maybe?

Produce chelation treatment, and then link up with Songli to see how their own efforts are going







General known and wanted Spellwork, in order of difficulty:

[Widespread Scry Denial] (may not be necessary)

[Baleful Polymorph] 

[Reincarnation] / [Soul Renew] ; [Blessing of Renewed Soul]?

[Blessing of Core Renew], to remove the necessity to Accrete to keep a core whole and secure, without denying the ability to accrete whenever desired – Small Wizardry

[Blessing of Core Casting], increase the 500 mana-per-second natural limitations of casting through the core, but without creating more cores – Small Wizardry

[Blessing of Item Use], make it so all items work in all forms, manalight items in particular – Small Wizardry







General spellwork, unknown but useful:

Time Magic with Phagar (Jane has been trying for [Haste] for a long time but thought it was impossible; maybe it’s just Restricted)







Enchanting:

Undertow-based defenses / Various magic restrictions emplaced into a city, both to protect from without and from within

Gates, and experimentation with all that

Make my own Renewal Tank

Assorted [renew]-based utilities at Candlepoint + elsewhere; renewing cleanse showers

Staffs of fireball + etc made from metal and wood and Yggdrasil to see which lasts better

General experimentation with enchanting materials

Help Kiri make [Crystallize Diamond] so she can make perfect Stat items too







Inventions to mass produce / disseminate:

Record players

Electric engine, for [Small Spark] leveraging

Various basic electrical equipment inventions; transistor. AC/DC converter

Research printing press to make [Duplicate] unnecessary / find out more about Rozeta’s handwritten book point-based incentives 

Plane, for easy access to [Fly] magics for the general populace? Shouldn’t be too hard. More [Small Spark]-based leveraging / easy physics

[Renew]-based appliances! That way people don’t have to figure out how to use [Ward] to preserve food. They can just buy a Flatt Fridge or something! [Renew] stove! [Renew]-[Cleanse] water treatment! No need to spend points at all on the necessities, either! Just spend money and buy my stuff! OH OH OH!







City work:

Hook up with Candlepoint and see what they’re doing

Check on validity of not actually making my own government at all, because I don’t actually want to run a government or a city

Use [Eternal Stonetree] and [Eternal Stonetreeshape] for major buildings

(I could get/make [Cityshape], but probably not. If I need that, hire it out; good opportunity to interact with other nations)

Planning for a walking city. One level to start

Planning for gate-adjacent warehouses

Planning for gate-support structure







Necessary (?) people:

mayor + helpers (eventual real government. Wrought will want to be involved.)

sewermaster + helpers (I could be the sewermaster? no. too much work)

guard (Slip from Candlepoint can help?)

army (I go here, along with most actual defenders of town)

gate network organization (I and wrought both go here)

House Benevolence (my main construction and organization)

farmlands (yetta goes here?)

interfaith church

various international guilds; Adventurer’s, Mage’s, Wayfarer’s. Will they even work with a Wizard?







BIG QUESTION:

Do I want to make a city? Or just House Benevolence and a [Gate]-based organization? Use Candlepoint as my city?







- -







It was a long list.

It was nothing compared to the second list, which held the names of all the people who he knew, both those who he wished to reconnect with and those he would need to be aware of in the coming weeks, months, and years. Possibly all the way into forever. Fairy Moon’s name was on that second half of this second list, as well as Kirginatharp, but there was also Syllea Wyrmrest of Treehome, and the various archmages of Spur. Tenebrae would be calling up sometime soon, too, and because of [Gate]. A lot of people were in odd positions, with circles of different chalk marking them as possible-ally, or possible-problem. The only ones marked as true allies were Jane, Teressa, Kiri, and Poi, and maybe the ‘Ascendant Prime’ from the Mind Mages who was supposed to show up in the morning.

Erick turned away from that second list. He’d deal with personal problems as they came, for there was no way to truly know where the chips would fall with any of them. A lot of them were probably going to sit back and do nothing as they waited for Erick to make some sort of move either for or against them.

The best thing for Erick to do right now, probably, would be to prove the sincerity of his own convictions; that he would make the world a better place by bringing everyone together in as much harmony as he could.

He’d take a cut of money from it all because that would legitimize the whole endeavor in the eyes of the world, and allow him to pay people to further legitimize everything he did. If it weren’t for the fact that Veird did run on a gold-coin standard, and people expected others to want personal power for themselves, and gold was power, Erick would charge nothing for any of his [Gate] services at all, because opening stable [Gate]s across the world would bring Veird into a new era of cooperation and trade with each other. And that seemed like a good idea to Erick.

And he had enough money anyway from all his other investments—

“Ah!” Erick spoke his next thought as he added to the list, “Check on Mage Bank. Do they still cater to known Wizards? Do I actually have no money at all? Also check on Songli investments with Clan Star Song.”

Something to find out!

There were so many things to do and probably not a whole lot of time to do them. He didn’t even have time to sleep. Everyone else had gone to bed and Erick was here now, so he was on night shift. Technically Sunny was actually on night shift, for Sunny was good enough to do that these days (and all ten of her were still out there on the corners of the house and in other locations), but Erick had requested to take over and so Kiri had let him. This relaxation of duty did not seem to relax the young emeraldscale, though.

Kiri seemed to be having nightmares as she slept. Twice, she had woken up and gasped flames from her mouth as she instantly reached for the diamond crown she kept on her bed stand. But then she winced, realizing that nothing was wrong, so she crashed back into bed and breathed for a while, calming down. She went back to sleep.

Teressa was in her room, on her bed. Though her eyes were closed and she was trying to sleep, Erick knew she was still awake. She hadn’t managed to sleep at all. She was watching Erick, and the future, or rather she was watching the space around Erick. She couldn’t actually see him with her mana senses while Erick had his necklace on, and perhaps he should have taken that off to better calm her down, but she had seen his core when he took off the necklace to show Jane, and even that much might have been too much. Quite understandably, Teressa was concerned that her boss had a core. Hopefully, when she felt more comfortable about what she had seen and was seeing, she would come to him.

Jane had crashed into her bed around 3:00 in the morning and fell asleep not five minutes later. She was happy, and that was good.

Poi was similarly asleep, and without any troubles.

And Erick was here in his mage tower at the south side of his house, making lists. Making plans.

The night sky outside of his tower was awash with stars, though they were somewhat drowned out by the lights of his new neighbors. The mansions of human nobility started only 50 meters away from his large picture window—

Erick quickly added ‘nobles? Do I want them? Probably not’ to the second list; his personnel list.

—and many of them had guard lights and small patrols. The city beyond had even more lights to it, and some of them were quite bright as some places stayed open very late, and the walls were always lit up, too. Spur was a happening place these days. That was because of him, but also because Spur had everything going for it already, mostly in the shape of Silverite and Killzone, and in the grand attraction/horror-that-needed-to-be-contained to the south, known as Ar’Kendrithyst.

Beyond the noble manors, which only partially obstructed his view of Ar'Kendrithyst, the wall of the Dead City was like a black horizon, raised higher than the real horizon. A year ago, from his seat in this tower Erick would have seen red and purple lights glowing above that wall. Faint, most of the time. Some days it would be brighter.

Now, though, through the gaps in his neighbors’ mansions, all Erick saw was an expanse of white light glowing above the Dead City’s wall. That was Anhelia’s creation; her attempt to take back the Dead City that her mother had once thrived in, back before Melemizargo broke the Geode and floated the whole thing to the Surface 950-ish years ago. She was bringing the Dead City back to life.

Erick wished her luck.

… He added to the list ‘Yggdrasil in Ar’Kendrithyst? Ask Anhelia/wrought’

Anhelia’s retaking of the Dead City. Candlepoint’s creation and expansion. Erick’s own idea for a city-like space north of Candlepoint’s Yggdrasil. They were all part of a trend that Erick hoped to grow; the retaking of the Crystal Forest

If he had anything to say about it, a lot of people were going to be building new cities all over the place, and the Crystal Mimics would be relegated to small habitats, or wiped out entirely; Erick wasn’t sure about that quite yet. Erick’s own Gate City would only be one of hundreds... Thousands? Well. Not ‘thousands’ of cities; not for a long while. Eventually, though!

… Gate City?

Was he happy with that name?

Eh. Whatever. Erick added it to his third list.

- -

Candlepoint North

America

Halfway House

Yggdrasil City

Yggy

Drasil

Wizard City

Gate City

Lakeside

Weald

Hearth

Treeside

Roots

Gatelandia

Pathlandia

Oasis

Gatevolent

Gatehouse

Gate City

- -

Erick wasn’t happy with ‘Gate City’. He wasn’t happy with any of his names, though some of them were marginally better than others. ‘Gatehouse’ seemed okay. ‘Roots’ seemed nice. When everyone else woke up, or decided to actually get up, he’d ask for suggestions. But that was still hours away.

There were a few things he needed to do which didn’t require other people, though. One, was to create a [Fairy Stronghold] at Candlepoint’s Yggdrasil. That needed to be done sooner, rather than later; before all the other junk got started. The other thing, perhaps even more important, was to fix the easy-to-fix problems in his Status; the bullet points at the start of his ‘basic problems’ list. So for now…

It was time to spend these points and do some serious Status housekeeping.

While positioning an Ophiel half inside his next spell’s effect, Erick put up a [Sealed Privacy Ward]—

Teressa flinched up in her room. And then she realized she had flinched, which seemed to start a chain reaction of embarrassment and other unsaid emotions as she curled in on herself and then buried her head into her pillow. She knew that Erick knew that she wasn’t actually sleeping at all. But how had she noticed him noticing her—

Ah.

Erick was very worried about everyone, and while his own worldline was hidden by a fairy necklace, Ophiel was not, and Ophiel very much responded to Erick’s own emotional state. Perhaps Erick had given himself away by the subtle twitches of Ophiel, when Erick subconsciously responded to Teressa’s own flinching? Teressa was worried about him being a Wizard, and now that his Privacy was up, she was both worried and embarrassed that she had been seen through that easily—

Oh?

Did she think he put up this Privacy so she couldn’t see his effect on the world? Or something?

Ah.

That eventual conversation would be a tangled thing, for sure.

Erick let her be. Eventually, she would want to talk…

And then they would talk.

The purpose of his Privacy was not to hide from Teressa, though, but so that he could do some Minor Entity of the Script stuff, which is exactly what he did. While in his Normal Form, since that should take the least amount of time, Erick pulled up his Status.

Except for the weird age, it looked good.










	
Erick Flatt

Protean, age 0

Level 96, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 3.41 e21 /8.36 e21

Class: 10/10

Points: 77





	
HP


	
1,590/1,590


	
47,910 per day





	
MP


	
11,580/11,580


	
47,910 per day





	
Strength


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Vitality 


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Dexterity


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Constitution


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Perception


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Willpower


	
165


	
+28


	
[193]





	
Focus


	
165


	
+28


	
[193]





	
Intelligence


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!


















Apparently there was no level 100, according to Jane, which was a bit of a surprise, but didn’t really matter. Erick was comfortable with his level, and though he was near the ‘cap’ and he wouldn’t be getting any more easy points that way (probably never again, actually, because he wasn’t going back down to the Core unless he needed to), he could still get points through the Quest Board.

So Erick planned out how he would spend his points all the way down to 20, in case he needed some Restricted Magics later. Those special spells, of which Erick actually didn’t know of aside from [Create Food and Water], each cost 5 points if you accidentally or purposefully unlocked one. [Duplicate] had cost him 5 points when he Remade that one. According to Kirginatharp, unlocking a Restricted spell without having 5 extra points on hand was a Bad Time, and usually resulted in points being stripped from your highest Stat in order to pay the cost.

Such a removal was what actually caused the Bad Time, and not only because of the loss of 5 points from a high-point Stat usually meant a lot less Health or Mana or Regen, but it also hurt like a terrible soul wound.

… Erick decided to keep 21 points around in case of emergency. He liked having even Stats, after all.

Otherwise, 28 points went into both Willpower and Focus.










	
Erick Flatt

Protean, age 0

Level 96, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 3.41 e21 /8.36 e21

Class: 10/10

Points: 21





	
HP


	
1,590/1,590


	
56,220 per day





	
MP


	
13,260/13,260


	
56,220 per day





	
Strength


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Vitality 


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Dexterity


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Constitution


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Perception


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Willpower


	
193


	
+28


	
[221]





	
Focus


	
193


	
+28


	
[221]





	
Intelligence


	
25


	
+28


	
[53]





	
Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!














Erick looked at his Status.

… And he wasn’t sure he liked it, actually.

Not for any numerical reasons. The numbers were fine. Now that he was back on Veird, with Intelligence pulling a lot of weight and his Normal Form’s Scion filling in his missing mana, he cast spells for pennies on the dollar and recovered faster than he needed to.

No. He wanted something simpler, and mainly because he’d probably rarely ever be looking at his Status ever again. Like, sure. He still had use for his Status, but he rarely needed to look at all those numbers anymore. He knew that other Statuses were possible, but he had never looked into that option for himself. Such a thing was easy enough to find with his Minor Entity access, though.

And so, Erick started perusing through Variant Status options. He glanced over the ‘build your own Status’ option, too, but he didn’t think that would be necessary. The offered options were pretty good. In fact, Erick found one he kinda liked—

Oh! And there were options to have dual Statuses; He could have one Status for normal use, while keeping the expanded one in case it was needed to check on his actual numbers. That was good. Erick liked that a whole lot… But he didn’t actually like the offered Statuses, since they didn’t reflect his [Blessing of Recovery] very well. So he tinkered around with the options for a little bit, and then he selected his new Status. The change deducted 1 grand rad from his current stock of hundreds he had already banked with Rozeta, but that was fine.

Erick pulled up his new Status










	
Erick Flatt

Level 96, Class: Particle Mage

Class: 10/10





	
Health


	
1,590/1,590





	
Mana


	
13,260/13,260





	
Recovery


	
54,630 per day














… Now that he looked at it, he wasn’t sure if he liked what he had done. It was kinda… Simple. Too simple? Probably too simple.

One thing that the Script lacked was the ability to show active spell effects, and it had always lacked that option, so the most important things to keep track of were untrackable. Erick couldn’t see at a glance how much his [Unbreakable Form] was blocking, or even how much a [Personal Ward] still had left in it. Ah! Oh well. He probably wouldn’t use the new Status much.

Ah. But wait. Erick reconsidered. What was the purpose of the smaller Status? It would be to prove who he was to people who might not know. With that in mind, Erick spent another grand rad out of his hundreds available, and made himself a slightly different Status.










	
Erick Flatt

Class: Particle Mage














Yup! That worked.

He moved on. It was time to check Class Abilities.

He checked his current Abilities first, to remind himself what he had, but also to see if any Benevolence-stuff had happened to Light Dedication, like what had happened to his [Greater Lightwalk] and [Lodestar].




	
Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Double Base Mana

Double Base Mana Regen

Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.

Quest Board

Blood Mana

Light Dedication

Force Savant














Huh. Surprisingly, nothing had changed there. Which was good! So Erick checked to see if he had gained any new Ability options—

His eyes went wide.

Apparently all of his Abilities were up for reevaluation.




	
Gatemaster – Double the effective range of your gate space. Minor improvements to everything gate related.





	
Shifting Runes – your power will linger in your runes for at least 24 hours after being carved, allowing your runes to shift to better fit the magic running through them.





	
Lesser World Warden – double all resources, deal double damage.





	
Mental Defenses – double your effective defenses against all harmful mental magic.














Erick hadn’t thought that he would ever consider replacing his Double Mana or Double Mana Regeneration Abilities, but Lesser World Warden was just better. And for half opportunity costs, too.

… It was possible that the Abilities would stack, though, and so Erick would need to clear out something else in order to accept Lesser World Warden… So what would go?— Eh. No need to guess without full information. He was a Minor Entity, so he could just ask the developer these questions.

“Does Lesser World Warden stack with the other multipliers? And why ‘lesser’?”

Erick had expected Rozeta to telepathically talk to him, as she had before, but instead a blue box appeared.




	
Lesser World Warden is a complicated Ability that is different for most people who qualify for it. For you, Lesser World Warden is apparently a confluence of all Double Abilities that few souls would be capable of handling. This does not stack with the normal Double Abilities. Choosing this Ability would replace your current pair of Doubling Abilities.

The normal World Warden Ability is an on-use ability that empowers the user with a short-duration spell that is similar to Phagar’s [Death’s Approach] that you used in Last Shadow’s Feast. Instead of 10 times Mana and Infinite Regen for one hour, though, you would gain 5 times Mana, Health, and Regen, for 1 hour, with a similar downtime due to soul damage as you experienced after [Death’s Approach].

The Script usually assigns the person gaining the Ability which type of World Warden Ability they prefer, but I can switch yours to the Normal version if you desire?

Do you want to talk about your Boon, now?














“No Boon right now. And I do like the Lesser version better. Thanks.”

Another blue box appeared.




	
Then I will attempt to answer whatever other questions you may have, but most of my efforts are elsewhere at the moment. A lot of things are happening all at once, Erick!

Good luck.














The blue box closed.

Erick went on with his Status updating. He selected Lesser World Warden. An expected Quest popped up.




	
Class Ability Quest!

Receive approval from a Major Relevant Entity of the Script. 0/1

Reward: Lesser World Warden














A box instantly appeared with Rozeta’s approval written small and centered, flickering open and shut almost at the same time, and then the Quest completed. Two more blue boxes appeared just as fast.




	
Class Ability Quest!

Receive approval from a Major Relevant Entity of the Script. 1/1

Reward: Lesser World Warden























	
Notice!

Activating Lesser World Warden will deactivate your Class Abilities:

<Double Base Mana>

<Double Base Mana Regen>

















	
Notice!

You have more Class Abilities than Slots!

You are at Maximum Slots!

Seek out a Registrar if you wish to change Class Abilities.














Erick flicked through some blue boxes, canceling his Double Mana and Double Mana Regen Abilities—

Suddenly, he held twice as much mana as he could actually hold. It was an uncomfortable feeling, like a pressure inside his chest and head and guts and every part of him, all at once. White glows began to leak from his body, turning to tiny jolts of lightning, as that extra mana began to fall away—

He selected Lesser World Warden.

An easy solidity touched his soul and then expanded everything. It was not a comfortable feeling, but it was a feeling of strength developing out of weakness, and so it was acceptable. Erick endured, and when it was over, he felt it had not been much worse than trying to hold in his own mana, over his current limits, back when he was practicing that sort of thing in Ar’Cosmos—

Erick flinched at that memory; at the whole memory of being trapped in Ar’Cosmos at all.

He breathed for a moment.

He moved on. It was time to do the housekeeping for his Other Form.

A part of him was looking forward to seeing if he got any strange monster-based Class Abilities, but he was pretty sure that it didn’t work that way. Monsters got Abilities based on their natural accretion and natural inclinations. Monsters didn’t get Registrar-enabled Quests at all. They didn’t need the help! The whole purpose of the Script was to contain all mana, but it was only people who got a boost to power to help them compete against the monsters.

If the Open Script wasn’t there to help those who needed help, then only people like Erick or dragons or otherwise would have any easy access to mana at all, and that’s not even touching upon how much harder it would be to get magic. Making magic required mana, firstly, but a magically-uneducated person only made 1 mana per day. Even a magically educated and expanded person, under the Script, only made 10 mana. Erick made a million mana per day. A dragon made anywhere from 500 to 5,000.

… His monster form probably didn’t get any Abilities.

Erick switched to his Other form.

And then, as he attempted to pull up his Class Ability screen, a few things happened all at once. First, he felt resistance, as if the Script wasn’t ready to accept his inputs as a Minor Entity. And then, his mental command slipped sideways. The Ability options appeared—

And a blue box appeared atop the Ability options.




	
You appear to be a sapient monster attempting to reach for what you have lost.

We wish you would attempt to return to civilization, but since you cannot or will not, then the Script adapts. All your Class Abilities are still there, but you must provide a point to reach them. Failing that, you must provide a grand rad in order to start a Quest to gain a new Ability.














Ah. So—

Oh.

Something strange had happened when he tried to access what he thought he would be able to access, and the Script compensated down a different path… or something? Probably. And now Erick was here, looking at his Class Abilities like he had expected. He had just gotten here weirdly.

Erick dismissed the notification and glanced over his Class Abilities.

… No new additions!

“Expected, and yet not actually expected,” Erick mumbled—

He paused. He asked, “Could I get double [Personal Ward]s? From the Class: Warder?”




	
Feel free to Wizard yourself into that capability but I cannot do this for you.

Double Wards is the central capability of Warder, which is one of the central Classes of the Script.

A different central Class is Force Mage, and it is upon this progenitor that all of Particle Mage was built, because Particle Magic is mostly advanced telekinesis. If you went for telekinesis a lot more than you actually have, you might be able to gain the Class Ability Innate Telekinesis or Super Fine Telekinesis, or maybe even World Shaper, though all of those are not your style, so you probably wouldn’t qualify for those particular Abilities anyway.














Huh. She was pulling back the curtain, wasn’t she.

And yet...

“… But I have Shifting Runes? That seems like it doesn’t fit this progenitor Class system. Shouldn’t I only be able to get Minor Shifting Runes?”




	
There are many answers there and all of them are possible.

You did some Pure Wizardry there, just like you’ve done a lot of Wizardry in a lot of places.

Or.

In the creation of [Renew] and the corresponding rune, you have shifted your soul toward a runic language, and therefore shifted your own capabilities to include something that is normally not included. While the rune creation itself was Wizardry, you likely already got most of the way there on your own. It is impossible to separate Wizardry from Skill.

Or.

You really, really want Shifting Runes, and the Script is helping you, as it often does.














“… Ah.”

Double [Personal Ward]s went into the pile of Wizardry-to-investigate as Erick nixed that idea, for now. Instead, he pondered how much he wanted Shifting Runes (not a lot, actually) and what to do with all these points in his Other Form. He had gathered quite a few, it seemed, and he was still rather ‘low level’ in this form, too.










	
Erick Flatt

Protean, age 0

Level 65, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 1.08e15/ 2.77e15

Class: 10/10

Points: 180





	
HP


	
3600/3600


	
6420 per day





	
MP


	
3720/3720


	
6420 per day





	
Strength


	
92


	
+28


	
[120]





	
Vitality 


	
91


	
+28


	
[119]





	
Dexterity


	
92


	
+28


	
[120]





	
Constitution


	
91


	
+28


	
[119]





	
Perception


	
103


	
+28


	
[131]





	
Willpower


	
124


	
+28


	
[152]





	
Focus


	
123


	
+28


	
[151]





	
Intelligence


	
104


	
+28


	
[132]





	
Favored Spell Waiting!

Favored Spell Waiting!

Favored Spell Waiting!

Favored Spell Waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!














He also needed to place some Favored Spells and Skills here and there.

… He had never done much with his Health-Cost skills, had he? A Favoring on [Hunter’s Instincts], and that was it! He hadn’t even used that skill that much recently. Looking back on it, he hadn’t done much killing of anything in a month; not since he was leaving the Core with Kromolok, Tasar, and Sitnakov at his side—

Well. He did help Kromolok clear out some threats all around Stratagold, but that didn’t really count. Erick didn’t need to use [Hunter’s Instincts] then.

It was quite interesting, though, that apparently he had 7 Favored Abilities (but they’re actually Favored Skills? Why the disparity in the Script like that?) to apply, and 4 more Favored Spells. Apparently, having this Other Form allowed him to double up on those bonuses which naturally came from Clarity and Precision, which he had Remade in Ar’Cosmos and only gotten the boxes for just… yesterday.

… Gods above, so much shit happened yesterday.

Erick ignored that trauma, and considering which spells to Favor, though with his Intelligence and with the Script helping, his mana costs were already next to negligible. And so, since there were no needs…

Yggdrasil got a Favoring, because he deserved one, of course. Ophiel already had a Favoring so it was only right for Yggdrasil to get one, too. [Gate] got a Favoring because of course it did. [Pristine Benevolence] got a Favoring, too. Erick had never Favored [Greater Lightwalk], it seemed, but it wasn’t like he had needed that Favoring, anyway. Now, though, with [Pristine Benevolence] being weird and new, a Favoring there might actually matter in the most extreme of cases, though Erick couldn’t think of such a case at the moment. The last thing to get a Favoring was… Nothing, actually. Erick couldn’t think of anything else he had that needed another 25% cost reduction.

The Favored Abilities could just stay there, too.

Lastly, he selected the Class Quest for Mental Defenses. Because, duh. YES, he was going to pick that one. Of course. But then, as the Quest popped up, and then a secondary prompt appeared, Erick was suddenly not so sure that this would work out how he had wanted.




	
Class Ability Quest!

Achieve tier 3 Mind Magic.

Reward: Mental Defenses

















	
Caution!

You possess no mind magic capabilities!

The Quest <Mental Defenses> might be impossible for you.














“Well fuck,” Erick said.

… Well. Not a total loss. With doubled Health he would be more resistant to Mind Magic. Theoretically. According to what Quilatalap and others had said, anyway.

Erick moved on, selecting his next option with which to fill the space created by Double Mana and Double Mana Regen getting absorbed into the singular Lesser World Warden.

It was Mana Shield, which would split any damage received between his Mana and his Health. With how high he expected his Mana and Health to be after he finally activated his Class Abilities in his Other Form, taking a hit to the deep resources of his Mana in order to have double effective Health, seemed like a good idea. The only way he was in danger of dying these days was from some sort of concentrated…

Attack. Spell. Mind mani—

From quite a fucking lot, actually.

Erick’s thoughts began to spiral as he considered all the danger looming all around him, threatening to drown him, to kill, to take away everything, to leave him in a world of ash and death. Dragons burning the horizons. Fairies leaping out from behind cabinet drawers with knives in their hands and lulling words on their lips. Shades with swords made of voids, sticking those voids through his chest and cutting off his arms.

Erick breathed deep.

He breathed deep for a little while.

Then he looked back to the blue boxes. He rapidly spent some points to flush out his Other Form’s Willpower and Focus, trying to get through this bookkeeping while he still had a chance, and as fast as he could. He then simply spent 9 points to reactivate his Class Abilities, and then he got the Quest for Mana Shield.

Mana Shield was a rather simple Quest since it was a very basic ability; cast a [Personal Ward] worth 10,000 defense.

Well.

It was simple for Erick.

For a normal mage, just starting out with 20 in Willpower and the x3 Skill for 600 Mana, and with Clarity and a Favored [Ward] for 25% costs, they’d normally only be able to get a [Personal Ward] worth 1,200 defense, since [Personal Ward] was a double cost magic. But for a real mage, middling capability, with Scion of Willpower and 50 Willpower for 6,000 Mana, a similarly fully-powered and Skilled [Personal Ward] would be worth around 12,000 defense.

A world of difference.

It was why a lot of mages went for Scion of Willpower, because ten times as much [Personal Ward] defense was a lot.

Life versus death for most adventuring mages. Do you survive a swipe from a monster and live to reposition, or not? Do you just die? Are you able to get back home and hug your parents, or your kids? Or do they burn a painting of you, because they had no body to burn? Do you—

Ah.

Spiraling thoughts again.

Erick stilled himself.

Then he spent a meager 900 mana, and with his effective 3% mana costs via Intelligence, produced a 15,000 defense [Personal Ward]. As that white glow settled into his body and vanished, two things happened. The stacked [Unbreakable Form] that had suffused his body, providing him with 500 points of absolute defense, vanished; you could only have one [Personal Ward] active at a time.

And a blue box appeared.




	
Class Ability Quest Complete!

Cast a personal ward worth at least 10,000 defense. 1/1

Reward: Mana Shield














And then Erick spent a point on that Ability, to activate it in his Other Form, because, of course, the Script was meant to help people; not monsters. Monsters could unlock Abilities if they were sapient, but they had to spend a lot of extra resources to actually gain those Abilities. Erick smiled a bit at that. He also grinned as he took in his Other Form’s Status. He was looking robust—

“Whoop!” Erick said, applying a point into a thing he had told himself he would do, and then almost forgot. “And Scion of Balance, for a double multiplier in every…” Erick’s voice failed him as his selection finalized and a sudden wooziness took hold. He mumbled, “Oh. Right. This is a stressful… adjustment...” With airy words, Erick whispered, “Right.”

And then he crashed to the floor.

- - - -

Erick sat up.

“Hello, Erick,” Rozeta said, as she moved around glowing white runes upon a blue wall the size of a standard chalkboard. She was in her human-shaped white wrought form and wearing a snappy white pantsuit. “I’ll be right with you.”

The sky was a blue expanse. The ground was a solid white cloud, and Erick had just sat up from that ground. It was as soft as a very firm bed and a part of him wanted to lay right back down, but he did not. There were no walls. Rozeta’s blue chalkboard just hung there, while she clicked and dragged runes around, as one would move a single ball around in a vertically-aligned ball pit. Erick tried to understand what he was seeing, but there were too many runes and they were layered too deep to make any sense of them.

He couldn’t be here, anyway. He had no time to waste.

What if something happened—

“We’re time-dilated, Erick,” Rozeta said, while still dealing with her runes. “Normally, the choosing of a Scion is a chance to greet a god that suits you and to gain some insight into what might be the rest of your life, but you’ve already done a lot of that and I’m exceedingly busy at the moment. And so, much like that time when you gained all those New Stats back at Last Shadow’s Feast, let’s do that again, okay? I’ll watch over you while you adjust, however you need to adjust. Your body is already done, by the way, but mentally…” She glanced his way. “You can take as much time as you want.”

Erick instantly collapsed back on the soft, yet firm cloudy floor. He felt some emotion adjacent to relief that he couldn’t quite put into words. Relief, and also thankfulness, probably.

Rozeta returned to her work, while her voice drifted over him, “Feel free to conjure some of your favorite foods from Earth, or anything else you wish to conjure. This is effectively a dream space half under your control.”

Erick remained flat on the floor, softly breathing. He sat up, “Do you have any movies from Earth? Any of the new stuff?”

“Nope.” Rozeta said, “We’re not actually connected to Earth at all, but you could watch a movie that you’ve already seen before. It’ll be an approximation cobbled together from your memories, but since your memories are rather good, it might be close to the original.”

Erick had hoped…

He wasn’t sure what he had hoped for. He did not want to go back to Earth. He also knew that Veird was not connected to Earth at all. Maybe there had been a movie coming out that he had wanted to see, but which his fall to Veird had prevented… Though. No. That wasn’t it, either.

Maybe he just wanted some normalcy.

Or to sleep.

“I want to sleep for a while, and know that I’m actually safe.” Erick asked, “Can I do that, here?”

“Absolutely.”

A bed lifted Erick out of the clouds. Perfectly-sized pillows and warm-looking comforters materialized out of the intangible white mist all around. Erick smiled at that, chuckling a little. And then he covered himself up. He was already wearing pajamas, too, so that was perfect.

Rozeta didn’t look away from her chalkboard as she said, “Your body will only be out of it for moments, but if you wish, I can ask Sitnakov to station himself nearby. The man is truly repentant.”

Erick had a hard time believing Sitnakov was actually sorry, but…

Maybe he was.

“Sitnakov can show up when I wake up.”

Rozeta said, “Sure thing. I’ll let him know. Also: Phagar has some Time Magic tricks that will allow you to do this yourself. Speeding up one’s own time is difficult, but should be easy for yourself.”

Now that made Erick feel a lot better. Better enough to chuckle a little. Erick smiled to himself as he said, “Time Magic with Phagar was already on the list, but it’s just moved up a few notches.”

Rozeta glanced backward at Erick, smirking, then she returned to her duties, saying, “Good luck with Time Magic. You should be very good at it.”

Erick nodded, feeling sleepy. Then he looked over to Rozeta and tried to understand what she was doing. “Good luck with… Whatever you’re doing, too.”

“Mostly soulwork and mana wrangling.” Rozeta continued doing what she was doing, saying, “A lot of mana wrangling. Do you want to know more?”

Did he want to know more?

Well… Yeah.

Erick blinked to try and clear his eyes. The chalkboard now looked like an open window into a world of fractally-floating marbles, each spinning into and on the others in continuous spirals of transformation and recombination. In some places the spirals and movements were too complicated for the marbles to handle, and some of those marbles broke off to float free among all the rest. Rozeta was plucking those free floaters out of the sea of marbles, to place them back where they had to go, or to put them into a new spiral she was starting off to the side. Erick blinked a bit, and the whole vista of an ocean behind the chalkboard transformed back into a mishmash ball pit, like the one Jane had used to love when she was a kid, until someone peed in the ball pit and she got all wet. They never went back to that place, afterward. It closed down a year later.

… Erick wanted to know what was happening, but whatever Rozeta was doing with the ocean of fractal marbles was too much for him right now 

“Maybe later, Rozeta. Thanks for the offer, though.”

Rozeta nodded, and continued doing what she was doing.

Erick put his head down on the pillows. He heard Rozeta wish him a good night, but he was already asleep.







- - - -







Ten hours and ten moments later, Erick awoke with his face planted on the stone floor of his mage tower. He blinked a bit, and then he got up and stretched. And he felt fantastic. Once again, and in a way that would likely never get old until he had done it a thousand times already, Erick was amazed at how nice his body moved, and the wonder that was physical Stats.

His first action was to check on the Ophiel around him, but when he saw nothing untoward outside of the Privacy he had cast into his mage tower, he moved on; back to what he had been doing before he selected Scion of Balance. He checked his Status.

And he wondered if he would ever have a reason to switch back to his Normal Form.
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Like, sure, his Normal Form had a lot more Mana Regen with Lesser World Warden, but this Other Form had over 14,000 Health. Around 11,000 more Health! And since Health was a barrier against the most dangerous of magics, like Soul Magic and Mind Magic, with this, he was a lot more resistant to that stuff!

Theoretically.

Fairy Moon didn’t seem to care about Health when she worked her Mind Magic, tho—

Like a bolt of lightning from the blue, Erick had a thought.

The very second he had stepped into that [Gate] of hers, had his Health vanished? His Health had still been there when he was inside the Twisted Vision, but maybe, in that specific case, inside that springtime tunnel of pink and green and white, Fairy Moon had pulled him directly into the part of Ar’Cosmos where his Health didn’t matter. Perhaps?

Something to think about.

Most people only had 600 Health, max. That wouldn’t protect anyone from the kind of magic that was truly dangerous, though, but warriors, with 12,000 Health, were expected to shrug off most dangerous magics unless they lost a lot of Health, first. Theoretically, with 14k Health, Erick should be as ‘immune’ to mental and soul attacks as a strong Scion of Strength warrior! Hopefully.

Another sudden thought occurred…

Did he want to remain in this Other Form? More than only when needed?

14,000 Health meant a lot more Health could be spent on spell costs, too, through Blood Mana. His Normal Form only had around 3,000 Health. As a ‘monster’ Erick effectively gained 50% more ‘Mana’— Well. This was the primary reason for trying out Scion of Balance, wasn’t it? Having all these extra resources had been the primary reason long before he actually had all these other thoughts about protecting himself from Mind Magic.

But also, in this Other Form, he could keep an eye on his core at all times, ensuring that it was well-maintained. Later, when he figured out a [Blessing of Renew], or something else to allow him to maintain his core without his direct supervision, he could forgo that need. But for now he could check himself whenever.

Plus, he liked being physically strong.

Erick grabbed an edge of his stone table by the window and—

SNAP

The stone edge crumbled and broke as Erick pinched the stone in his hand. That was kinda fun. He cast a [Mend] on the table—

Nothing happened.

… Nothing happened?—

Oh! He was inside a Privacy, so nothing happened, of course. Or maybe there was some interaction between Fairy Moon’s necklace erasing his worldline and the manasphere history of everything he touched. Hmm. Well. Something to investigate, but whatever. Erick [Stoneshape]d the broken bits back into the table, repairing back to how it should be, and reconsidered if he wanted to wear this necklace at all. If it was interfering with [Mend], then maybe not. But… People would see his core if he took this off...

Anyway! Back to his rocking body! Erick smiled at himself, because having this sort of physical strength was a draw, for sure…

Erick mentally pulled back, attempting to reevaluate all of his thoughts.

People didn’t like monsters, therefore, Erick probably shouldn’t be a ‘monster’ most of the time. Plus, a core was actually a vulnerability, but, his Normal Form’s physical brain and such was just as much a vulnerability as a core. A brain was on the edge of his body though, when compared to a core which was center mass. Sniper-types tried to aim for brains to score a Critical, but often missed, while most other types and general auto-targeting spells, like [Force Bolt], all went toward center mass; toward the core/heart area.

Erick wasn’t quite sure if he could survive missing a head. He wasn’t an orcol. But then again, he wasn’t a human, either. And, he had a core, which was where his soul was anyway. As long as his soul remained, the body could be healed, right?

Or was that wrong.

That was probably wrong.

Moving on.

There was no need to have a core to make magic, while under the Script. Leaving aside all the physical boosts that accretion gave a person, a core was only necessary when the Script wasn’t there, or when the Script had a hard time reaching, like in places such as Ar’Cosmos. In almost all other places, the Script was there to assist in all ways. If Erick ever went back into Ar’Cosmos it would be too soon, so therefore he would likely have Script access for the foreseeable future.

… He would likely need to go into Ar’Cosmos for some shitty reason, wouldn’t he.

… And eventually, Erick would need to get used to having a core.

But perhaps even more than that, the Script was an assistant, and one day the training wheels would be coming off. Not tomorrow, and maybe not even in 50 years, but in 100 years all bets were off. When new worlds opened up, the Script to come next could take any form at all, and so the only truly reliable way to cast magic was to have a core.

And besides that, Erick was a Wizard.

He needed to understand all the foibles of living with a core. All the weaknesses and strengths. The goal, after all, was to fully transform into a mana crystal of his own making while simultaneously retaining a normal, functional body; a Paradox. When that happened he would have a core without having a core; like he was now, but as a cohesive whole, and without the Script supporting and dictating how his two halves were split.

Once he managed to put himself together in a cohesive way and achieve a fully crystalline self, like how the Shades apparently were, no one could influence his mind or his soul or any part of him without his consent. Physical damage of all sorts would remain a problem, but all the more dangerous magics would be solved.

No more mind control.

No more fairy problems.

“I suppose... I’ll be this for a while,” Erick mumbled to himself, as he looked down at his hands, and at the corded muscles of his forearms. He made two strong fists—

Benevolent lightning danced across his fingers, flickering out from inside his body before settling back below his skin. The white sparks left not a trace in their passing, except in the widening of Erick’s eyes.

“… It’ll take some getting used to.”

He didn’t notice how his eyes flickered with white lighting, but he would soon enough.
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                Poi approached the open door of Erick’s mage tower—

Erick turned away from his multitude of lists, to take in the sight of the sapphirescale soldier, and Mind Mage. The sun was barely up outside, turning the dark, wardlight-speckled night of Spur back into a land of orange stone and scattered greenery, and three hundred thousand people. Most people were still in bed at this hour, though. Poi, however, was dressed in his finest suit, as though he was ready for a very large day of very big things.

Erick needed to get ready, too, he supposed. He was still wearing a plain tunic and pants and shoes. Did he have time, though? Probably not.

“Is it time?” Erick asked.

He was to meet with Ascendant Prime today. Erick had no idea who Ascendant Prime was, exactly, only that they were high up in the organization of the Mind Mages. The very same Mind Mages who worked with the wrought and Kirginatharp in order to enact the Forgotten Campaigns of Veird’s history, in order to erase horrible magics from the world before those magics destroyed everything. They were also, as their names suggested, Mind Mages, which Erick was, perhaps, overly wary of meeting. It wasn’t too long ago that Fairy Moon had whammied him with mind control magic…

But Poi and the actual Mind Mages had always been honorable about that most horrible of magics. They routinely ensured that anyone caught abusing those magics were made to… Atone, or something. Erick wasn’t quite sure what happened to rogue Mind Mages, but it was probably the same thing that happened to all criminals of the worst sort. In addition to that, though, the Mind Mages saw to it that the mental monsters of the world were put down, ensuring the general safety of the populace in multiple ways, while simultaneously staying as far out of the public eye as possible.

Hopefully this meeting would clear up some lingering doubts Erick had about this whole Mind Magic thing, as well as pave the way to a less stressful future. Erick had plans to do a lot of good, but he was a Wizard, and much of the world would likely fall upon him for the crime of existing, as soon as they heard. Hopefully, the Mind Mages would not be a part of that conglomerate.

Hopefully, he could get them on his side.

Erick was already partnered with the wrought, after all. Or at least, before he had allied with Ar’Cosmos and Fairy Moon, he had partnered with the wrought of Geode Stratagold, and with Rozeta’s Inquisition forces who ran the Forgotten Campaigns. After he came out to them as a Wizard… That relationship was somewhat rocky, but it would likely repair with time and effort.

Poi heard and understood Erick’s concerns, without Erick needing to say a word. That was the power of a good Mind Mage, and Poi was certainly one of the best, as far as Erick knew. That fact didn’t used to worry Erick, but suddenly it did, and all because of fucking Fairy Moon and her disregard of the severity of Mind Magic.

And now, Erick was to meet with the Big Boss of the Mind Mages…

… His thoughts were going in unhelpful circles.

Poi cut through the spiral, saying, “Ascendant Prime will be ready to speak with you when you are ready to speak with him.”

“… I’m ready.” Erick steeled himself. He asked, “Through you?”

Poi nodded again. “He is already here.”

Ah.

Well if that wasn’t suddenly terrifying—

Erick gestured to an empty space on the floor of his mage tower, conjuring a chair with that same motion. “Welcome to my home, then, Ascendant Prime.”

Poi stood a little straighter. His gaze turned a little smoother. His breathing paused, and then restarted, as the irises of his eyes transformed from ocean-blue to iridescent gold that then spilled outward, completely filling his eyes with far-away divine fire. The constant tendrils of thought that always radiated off of Poi turned from several strands to several thousand, all of them laced with small threads of divine gold, spreading all up and down and across Poi’s entire surface, fanning out behind him, transforming his manasphere impression to that of a hedgehog, or a sea anemone. With the stiffness of a person briefly not used to having a body, and then suddenly remembering how everything worked, the person wearing Poi looked to Erick.

Erick got the distinct impression that the entity inside Poi was uncomfortable at being in such a small container, but that he would make do for as long as necessary. Probably not long, though. Erick was rather thankful that this conversation probably wouldn’t last more than half an hour; if that.

Just long enough to settle some nerves (hopefully!), lay some groundwork for future cooperation, and to pitch an idea Erick’s way, to see what he thought. Or at least that was the impression Erick got. It was probably a correct impression.

Not-Poi easily took his chair.

Erick sat down on his own.

Not-Poi said, “We Mind Mages desire freedom from wrongful persecution. To that end, we police our own and keep to strict codes of conduct. The reason for those codes is to prevent people like yourself from experiencing the horrors of Mind Magic, and thus feeling like you need to purge an entire population from the planet. Such an event has happened too many times before, and it is only through allying with the powers of this world that we have been able to step back from that brink of utter annihilation a dozen times over. Our situation is not too different from that of Wizards.”

Right to the heart of the matter, then.

This was good.

Erick nodded, and waited for the man to continue.

Not-Poi continued, “Since you have already allied with powers that we have already allied with —save for a conversation that still needs to happen with Kirginatharp— and since you are stepping out onto the world stage as a known Wizard, and since you have [Gate], we wish to officially offer our services and alliances to you, at this juncture. The unofficial alliances through Poi, and the work we have already done together to help rid some small parts of this world of mental monster threats, also bode well for future cooperation. What we desire is a continuance of non-aggression toward Mind Mages, to strengthen the bonds already formed, and to ameliorate the strife done to you by your recent experience with that fae, in whatever capacity we can, and which you will accept and participate in.”

Erick had a sudden thought. “She’s fucked up the equilibrium of your people several times, hasn’t she.”

“Yes. She has harmed our public image many times before.” Not-Poi was very good at hiding his emotions behind a body that was not his, and with the calmness of his words, but Erick could tell he was completely exasperated with Fairy Moon. He probably had some choice words for Erick’s decision to ally with Ar’Cosmos, but he could work the hand he was dealt— Not-Poi was about to say something, but then he changed his mind. He said, “I have to comment— Poi has made us aware of the phenomenon of your empathy, but experiencing it in person is altogether... different. This sort of experience is unnerving, but also rather novel to me, for I am usually on the other side of this situation. Physical language continues to be barely adequate, though, so some things will never change, it seems.”

Erick allowed himself a small smile. “I imagine you speak quite a bit faster when words are not strictly necessary.”

“A thousand times faster.” Not-Poi said, “Or deeper, depending on your perspective. Language is slow.”

Erick gave a simple nod, then decided that there was only one way for this conversation to have the best possible outcome. Luckily, it was an outcome that Erick already desired. “I accept your request for alliance, but I need to know what I get out of it, and what you want in return.”

Not-Poi nodded. “Our main desires are that you not create or enforce any rules specifically against Mind Magic that place a burden on those with Mind Magic capability. Rules against [Mind Control] and the like are acceptable and encouraged. The small rules you spoke of with the Darkness, That Fae, and Rozeta and her Inquisitor, are acceptable and desirable for us. No one should have to worry about mind control. We feel that your decision to allow that fae to use mind control to bring that Red Dot Dragon to court was a bad decision, but this is not a large issue right now; I only mention it so that it will not become an issue in the future.” Not-Poi said, “As for what you gain: Knowledge Mages are the least of our services. We can answer any historical questions you might have, and keep you up to date on all current events. We also provide anti-[Telepathy] services, of which Poi is already providing, along with coordination services.” He said, “As a note: It is our hope that we will continue to work together to erase many different mental monster threats from Veird.”

Erick almost smiled. This was great.

He had some reservations, of course...

“I need to know,” Erick asked, “If I hadn’t made [Gate], or Elemental Benevolence— If I was just a normal Wizard and was found out by Kirginatharp, or the wrought, or the dragons of Ar’Cosmos… What would have happened?”

For a moment, Not-Poi almost didn’t answer. He almost chose to deflect. Then he decided to tell the uncomfortable truth, “I will answer based on historical precedent, and not based on any personally gained knowledge. In all cases, they might have tried to work with you, first. But as that often fails… If you were a normal Wizard, with your level of power, there is a good chance that Kirginatharp would have sundered your soul and secured ten more easy years of life for Veird, for this planet does not run on wishes and dreams; it runs on mana. If the wrought would have gotten you then they could have attempted any number of controls, though they are more forgiving of foibles than Kirginatharp. I suspect that you could have won them over, completely, but historically, and based on percentages, this has not happened. A middle-road compromise would have likely taken place, and you would have been nullified, but you would have been allowed to live your own life however you wished. The dragons of Ar’Cosmos would have used you to make more of them, and then you would have been discarded or cherished, based on your own proclivities.”

The ‘sunder your soul’ part was unexpected, as well as the reason that Kirginatharp would have done so, but now that Not-Poi had said it, Erick could easily see why Kirginatharp would have sundered his soul. If a normal person’s soul made a small river of mana, a Wizard’s soul likely made a tsunami.

The wrought and Ar’Cosmos’s responses were already known to Erick, so those weren’t surprising at all. It did remind Erick of one more necessity he had to do, going forward, though. Erick got up, went to his chalkboard not a meter away, and added another bullet point to his lists of goals: ‘Get the former Wizards out of Ar’Cosmos.’

Not-Poi watched as Erick wrote, though his golden eyes had already taken in the entirety of Erick’s various lists.

Erick returned to his seat, saying, “Thanks. I had forgotten about that need. They didn’t let me see the Wizards in there, either, so this will be good… Maybe. As you can see, I have a lot of stuff that needs doing. Any idea where your people would like to fit in?”

Not-Poi seemed to relax. He gave a small nod, then said, “I have some people who would like to participate in your House Benevolence as secretaries and other general office work. In addition to those jobs —which we would consider more mundane uses of our people— I have some individuals who are interested in working with you on a more defensive basis, in order to ensure that hostile Mind Magic is never again employed against you. As for what this relationship would look like, you are aware of what we do for Kirginatharp, somewhat. We hope to enjoy the same sort of relationship with you.”

Erick paused in thought.

Then he asked, “Why does everyone say I have no ability with Mind Magic?”

Not-Poi blinked a bit, for he had not anticipated this segue. “Well… You…” And then he caught up to himself. “The term ‘Mind Magic’ is something of a false designation. To understand the truth of Mind Magic is to see the world through a mana sense of a different flavor. Imagine every living brain and soul as having a mental aura that showcases their ideas and thoughts and feelings; thought-slimes of various sizes, with brains at the center of each slime.

“When a person casts a spell, they put their intent into the mana, effectively spilling off a bit of their slime aura into the magical construct. That intent sticks around until the spell runs out... This gets very complicated, very fast, so I will move on.

“A proper Mind Mage instinctively sees these slime auras, and through viewing those auras and understanding them —for they don’t actually look like auras at all— a Mind Mage can understand what the minded-individual wants.

“All Mind Magic begins with the sight and feel of the mind; of the coloring, shaping, threading, murmuring, and other sorts of influencing of the mental space of one’s self, or that of another. The Mind Magic that the Script has structured into expressions of mana and blue boxes is barely a tenth of what Mind Magic actually is.” Not-Poi said, “And since you have zero ‘mind sense’ —which is different from mana sense— this is why you have been told you have no ability with Mind Magic. And this is true. The slime-aura around your brain is like a paralyzed, atrophied limb. It is there; you can use it when you make magic and when you use your own aura. But you can’t actually move your mind-slime.

“Therefore, you have no ability with Mind Magic.

“But with over 10,000 Health and a strong sense of self, even the strongest, most offensive Mind Magics out there will have trouble accomplishing anything at all against your mind that you don’t wish to happen. Unfortunately, That Fae is an uncommon enemy, and when you’re inside Ar’Cosmos you have no Health. To combat this lack, I offer soldiers to keep your mind your own.” Not-Poi said, “I still advise against ever going back into Ar’Cosmos unless absolutely necessary, though.”

Erick sat back, thinking. “… An entire branch of magic forever out of reach, eh?”

“You might eventually awaken your paralyzed mind-slime with enough time and effort, but I’ve seen a million cases like yours and I can confidently say that working on anything else is a more productive measure of your time than working on Mind Magic.” Not-Poi said, “Normal magic is much more versatile and useful. With the Script, you might even be able to create an anti-Mind Magic [Personal Ward]. We can help you to create such a thing, though such a magic has obvious drawbacks of preventing [Telepathy] and other methods of easy battle coordination.”

Erick thought for a moment longer, then said, “We’ll talk about that some other day. For now, I want to reiterate what I hope for, going forward: I hope to make the world a more connected, more peaceful, less warlike land. I hope I am able to achieve this by making a Gate Network that everyone wants to use, and which they are willing to play nice to get. And so, a lot of historically-antagonistic forces are going to be coming together in odd ways. I will attempt to stop all the wars that come my way, but know now that this is the sort of thing you are signing up for, when you ask to be allies.” Erick asked, “Can I count on your support? If not in war, then to at least prevent Mind Magic problems and to help foster understanding and growth in the coming era?”

Not-Poi’s eyes shone with prismatic gold fire. “Absolutely. We are also not opposed to war, but we will not be employing our Mind Magic offensively, at all, or ever.”

Erick breathed out a little, happy that this meeting was going so well. “That is perfectly acceptable. Do you have a name other than ‘Not-Poi’ or ‘Ascendant Prime’?”

“I gave up my name and my individuality long ago, back when I gave up my body. If it helps, you can call me ‘Prime’.”

Erick nodded, and as the sky outside turned gold with the light of dawn, he began, “How do you envision such an alliance looking? What sort of people…”

The conversation went a little longer than Erick had expected, and he thought that perfectly fine.

They spoke until the sun rose all the way, and everyone else in the house woke up and got to doing whatever they felt like doing. Teressa made breakfast, looking half-dead all the while due to lack of sleep. Kiri had much the same weariness and worried look to her as Teressa, as she sat there at the breakfast table, barely touching her pancakes. Jane had no problem eating what Teressa had made, but…

She was worried, too. Jane was just very good at ignoring her worries.

While Erick and Prime spoke of the future, and what cooperation looked like, the people of Spur began to show up outside of Erick’s property, to stand outside the short wall separating Erick’s property from the rest of the Human District. Some of those people were soldiers, keeping the peace, but in the distance, between the mansions of various nobles, Erick saw Silverite and Killzone walking his way.

Erick glanced outward, focusing on Ophiel’s senses for a moment, making sure that what he was seeing was what was actually happening. Then he looked back to Prime, and stood up, saying, “It’s been nice talking to you, and I wish to speak more in the future, but duty calls.”

“It was good to speak with you as well.” Prime stood up, saying, “Duty calls.”

Threads of divine gold fire slipped out of Poi like the unweaving of a basket, or the unwrapping of a thousand folded hands. The gold left his eyes. Sapphire blue irises returned as Poi blinked hard, slumping a fraction before catching himself. Small puffs of fire escaped his mouth as he steadied. And then he stood straight, and breathed deep.

“Welcome back, Poi.” Erick said, “Your boss seems nice.”

“I was still here,” Poi said. “Never left. Just… briefly subsumed.” He shook his head, as though clearing out cobwebs— He paused, then looked around. “Oh. It looks like Kiri is having… a problem. I think Ascendant Prime might have been too much for her.”

Erick scowled a bit. Something was wrong with Kiri—?

Downstairs in the kitchen, Kiri had been sitting next to her half-eaten pancakes, looking pensive and worried. She had likely seen a lot through Sunny’s eyes, or her own developing mana sense. But now, she held onto both sides of her emeraldscale head as though that would be enough to hold herself still in the middle of a massive storm. She groaned.

A spike of worry struck Erick.

There was nothing wrong? No crisis. Ascendant Prime had moved on? Ophiel was steady on the outside corners of the house, sitting pretty right beside a slightly agitated Sunny, who had been agitated the whole night, so Erick mostly wrote off her continued agitation as nerves.

No dangerous looking people outside, either, aside from the various normal looking commoners and a few people in noble livery who had likely heard that Erick had made [Gate], or had seen that Ophiel was back in residence. Silverite and Killzone reached the gathered people outside of the walls, and began controlling that situation better than the guard were capable of doing.

Teressa moved to stand beside Kiri. She placed her hand on the young girl’s back, but her focus was divided between Kiri’s sudden change from pensive to ‘having an obvious problem’, and also Erick’s current location. Jane seemed to be talking about how it was all over now, and nothing was happening.

Erick took that all in in less than a second, then instantly started walking out of his mage tower, toward the newest development in his life, saying, “Everyone is still alive and a fight doesn’t seem to be happening, so let’s take it all as it comes and work toward the best.”

Poi followed, saying, “Kiri seems to be coming back out of it, too.”

And she was. Kiri dropped her hands away from her head and said some small words of ‘I’m fine’ to Teressa. And she seemed to be fine. Mostly.

Erick smiled, his own sudden worries flushing away like so much [Cleanse]d murk. “Good news all around!”

And then, from downstairs, like a raid siren, Kiri sounded off, “WHAT THE FUCK WAS THAT!”

Poi rapidly said, “Most people don’t know of Ascendant Prime and while that is likely to change in the immediate area—”

“Right right.” Erick understood. “Don’t mention it too much.”

Calming Kiri down didn’t take much. Just the knowledge that Erick was on the case and everything would be fine seemed to be enough. And besides that, Silverite and Killzone were here. Kiri had already righted herself for that very reason; no matter whatever trauma might happen, one needed to be ready to respond to all new changes in any current situation, after all. Erick thought that Kiri was being a bit harsh on herself, but he didn’t have time to address any of that; not right now, anyway.

Because he suddenly remembered another problem.

Where the fuck was Sitnakov?

And did the man’s absence have something to do with Killzone also being an adamantium orcol? There weren’t many of those in the world, as far as Erick knew. Rozeta had said that he would show up right after Erick woke up, and that was hours ago by now.

He was probably scared of Killzone, or mad, or… Something. Or maybe he just didn’t want to approach the house? There had been a shell of unknown protective magics surrounding the [Prismatic Ward] of his house earlier in the morning, preventing all people from directly interacting with that dense air, or with the house at all. Erick had no idea all of the effects of those spells (though they were clearly to prevent people from [Dispel]ing his [Prismatic Ward]), though they hadn’t impeded him from blipping inside, nor had they stopped any of his people from doing the same, and using the house as normal. But now…

Erick opened the front door of his house, and there was nothing but dense air separating him from the Mayor of Spur, and her General of the Army.

Silverite looked happy to see Erick. Her pleasant-yet-professional white sundress flowed a little in the breeze, while her silver dragonkin body looked almost gold in the morning light.

Killzone was the same dour black metal orcol that Erick had always known. But there was something different about him today. He was very good at hiding it, but he actually looked a bit nervous, like he expected someone to jump out from behind one of the bushes in the front garden, or out from behind an edge of the house. Maybe Sitnakov had made a small appearance, after all?

“Morning, Silverite. Killzone.” Erick stepped back, saying, “Welcome to my home. You should be aware that I have no idea where Sitnakov is, but he’s around here somewhere. Rozeta promised that.”

“Fuck. I knew it.” Killzone breathed deep, then he calmed, and spoke with a casual southern twang, “Ya know what? That’s fine. So we hear you got [Gate].”

Silverite’s eyes went a little wide at the mention of Sitnakov, but after a glance at Killzone and seeing he was… okay, the Mayor turned back to Erick. “There were some concerning developments in the missive you sent through Poi, but we’re glad to see that you’re okay. Mind if we come in and talk?”

Erick stepped back, happily saying, “Come on in.”

They did.

They closed the door behind them.

And then, safely behind the walls and their anti-sound spells, Silverite dropped the act.

The Mayor of Spur started talking, her volume increasing with every passing word, “Do you have ANY. IDEA. What it means to ally with Ar’Cosmos! What it means to ALLY WITH THAT FAE! I won’t have fairies in this city! Erick! I just won’t!— Why are you smiling! This is serious!”

Erick was smiling, and he knew this was serious, but Silverite was normal-mad at him. Not ‘exile or kill’ mad. It was easy to tell the difference. “I’m glad you’re taking this Wizardry so well.”

Silverite rounded on him, pointing a finger. “You think you’re the first Wizard I’ve seen walk through this city! I had you marked as a possible Wizard after that Particle shit!”

“Bah!” Erick retorted, “No you did not!”

“I can pretend! … Though it is likely better to be true about my ignorance… for a while.” Silverite calmed a fraction, saying, “Gods above. You know how many people are up in my mind about this development? The [Gate] stuff, I mean. Not all the rest. Everyone wants a piece of you. What are you going to do when they find out the whole truth? Because— If I am understanding what Poi told us.” She glanced at Poi, then back to Erick. “You’re not hiding your Wizardry… WHICH IS JUST SO! Incomprehensible. Gods! It feels so odd to talk about this openly. This is not the way this is usually done, Erick.”

“There’s going to be a lot of changes. For starters, I’m going to start some sort of House Benevolence—”

Silverite muttered, “Gods above.”

Killzone, who was pitch black adamantium, probably would have paled if it were physically possible.

“—north of Candlepoint.” Erick said, “That’s where I’m going to go, and remain, so that I’m not bringing the world down on Spur.”

And now Silverite looked embarrassed, but thankful. Killzone frowned a little for similar reasons.

Silverite said, “So you’re moving.”

“I am. I have to. I won’t put Spur in danger like that.”

For a long moment, no one said anything.

And then Silverite said, “Spur will always be open to you, though we know that the near future might bring too much turmoil for you to take advantage of this offer. If you need supplies, our markets are open. If you need help setting up land and sewers, or whatever physical structures might be necessary, I’m sure Al would love to help with that. He is a rather great Stone Mage, as you already know… And a sewermaster. He’s going to miss you; He had a party planned… But you can have that over at Candlepoint, or wherever. Though… I’m not sure how he would deal with you being a Wizard. Everyone is going to have…” Silverite moved on, “I’m here if you need someone to speak to about administration. I’d tell you not to get involved with… a lot of things you’re already involved with. Dragons, for one. But… You’re already doing that. This house and property remains yours, of course, and...” She ran out of easy words as thick emotions clamped her mouth shut.

She had been holding it together well, but she had grown fond of Erick, and Erick had grown fond of her. He was going to miss Spur and its people a whole lot, for any visits to this land would have to be diplomatic-oriented visits; no time for antiquing or bar hopping or anything like that…

Not for a while, at least.

Erick smiled the whole time Silverite spoke, though, for it was fantastic that this was Silverite’s response, and not anything else that it could have been. “I’d like to open up trade with Spur whenever I get [Gate]s up and running, if you’re amenable.”

“Yes yes, of course.” Silverite regained much of her composure as the topic turned to trade. “It’s going to be dangerous to associate with you in the near future, but if we ride the line then we should all come out on top of the world when things finally calm down. Just don’t expect a miracle of cooperation from all the rest of the world. As far as I heard, Candlepoint was doing well after you took over because a lot of people want a Gate Network. About 20,000 people there right now, last I heard, but 95% of them are not natives. I would not be surprised if almost all of them leave once it turns out that you’re a Wizard.”

Erick chose to look on the bright side, saying, “Then at least I’ll have fewer people to work around.”

“The entire world is going to have to work around you, Erick, if half the stuff I heard turns out to be true.” Silverite said, “I’m very glad to know that you weren’t changed by that fairy—” She scowled, but there was barely any heat to her sight, as she said, “A completely reckless thing to do, to ally with them.”

“But it prevented a war.” Erick said, “No one likes what I did, but if I hadn’t, then the war would have already started.”

Silverite frowned a little. “… Probably correct.”

Erick moved the conversation along, gesturing to the hallway and the sunroom beyond, saying, “Want to talk trade? Taxes per person, or tonnage? Logistics? I’m assuming that trade between Stratagold and Candlepoint and Songli would be the main users, at first. Do you know Tasar?— You have to know Tasar.”

Silverite joined Erick for a walk to the sunroom, saying, “I know Tasar. She’s a good sort. Not much like all the other grounders from the Geodes. Wish she would have opened her Teleport Stations to the greater world, though. Always mad at her about that.”

Erick perked up. “You know of those? I thought they were a great secret.”

“An open secret among the leaders of the Geodes and other approved users, more like.”

They sat down in the sunroom. Killzone followed, and sat down beside Silverite.

Silverite asked, “Can you actually enchant a Gate, yet?”

“I’m working on it, but I don’t see why not.” Erick said, “The larger problem, for now, is that I can’t actually reach Spur from Yggdrasil. There are some limitations of distance, which...”

Erick gave up some small secrets of his [Gate], such as how far it could reach from Yggdrasil, and how free it was for him to cast the spell. Silverite laughed loud when he said that a [Gate] was only 50 mana, and anything could go through it as long as Erick held it open. The [Gate] you got in the Script was a lot more restricted, and was known to collapse as soon as you tried to put too much through; too many people, or too much tonnage. Erick, of course, opened a [Gate] to display the truth of his words, for while he could not open a [Gate] to Spur, from Candlepoint, the reverse was easy.

Silverite and Killzone both stared at the glowing ring of white lightning, and at Candlepoint’s Yggdrasil, sitting in the blue lake like a distant green mountain, surrounded by a rainbow crown. A jolt of lightning struck the stone floor of the sunroom, even though Erick had conjured it high enough that it shouldn’t have done that. That tiny jolt left a sprig of green lichen upon the floor. Both wrought stared at that lichen, their eyes going even wider.

Neither of them had broached the topic of Elemental Benevolence, but at seeing it in action, at seeing the revelation that it really was a different Element than the ones they knew before… Perhaps it really was the Anti-Sundering Element that they had been informed that it was.

Silverite caught on to that truth first. She gasped in realization.

Killzone followed, blinking several times, trying to clear his eyes, even though he wasn’t really using his eyes to see, anyway. He did manage to prevent his tears from falling, though.

Both of them were wrought. Both of them had probably participated, or been party to, a Forgotten Campaign or two in their lives. This new Element was supposed to be capable of making sure no Forgotten Campaigns ever needed to happen, ever again. And that meant a lot to both of them.

Erick said, “Elemental Benevolence is very good at long range, deep effect prognostication. With it, I can see turning points for weal or woe. Sometimes the truth of those points is obvious, and the best solution to prevent apocalypse is a quick, small kill. But I expect to eventually find a few people who will be able to cause great, good things to happen, if I only give them my support. That’s what I made Elemental Benevolence to be, and so that is what it is. I’m still trying to figure out all the smaller quirks, though, like the spontaneous generation of plant life, or other effects.”

Silverite laughed, soft and true, smiling wide. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. If anyone can, it’s you.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” Erick said, “I hope I can live up to the expectations.”

“Y’ve already exceeded ma wildest expectations, Erick,” Killzone said, slipping into a happy southern accent. Then he realized that he had spoken with an accent, and simultaneously wondered why he had done that. He was usually a lot more put-together than this, since he routinely dealt with Shades. Perhaps he had gotten a similar vibe from Erick? ...Well wasn’t that shameful. He moved past it, and in a normal voice, said, “This is already a… A miracle.”

Silverite nodded, smiling gently. She couldn’t seem to stop smiling, either. A calm joy entered into her voice as she turned the conversation back to trade.

They spoke for a few hours.

Erick got a deep, yet quick lesson in Crystal Forest trade, along with a heavy caveat: He was going to destroy all current trade routes, so he needed to work with existing systems to ensure that as few people fell through the floor as possible.

“And I know you don’t like them, Erick. But you gotta be willing to work with Portal.” Silverite said, “They destroyed the Farms, but 90% of everything that comes into the Crystal Forest goes through Portal, first.”

Erick heard and understood, and yet… “You’re right; I don’t like Portal. I am going to start up another Farms at Candlepoint, since Valok Greentalon and Daetroi Ooragh were both there last I heard.” With perhaps too much sudden vehemence in his voice, he said, “If Portal comes after me again because I chose to rise up against their monopoly and create new systems of trade then I’m going to cut the head off of that snake this time.”

Silverite nodded, as though expecting everything Erick had said. With an air of stately countenance born of five hundred years of working the systems of the Crystal Forest, and knowing exactly what had happened to the Farms with much more detail than Erick ever could have known, Silverite spoke, “Usually, the Pearl Kingdom is much more accepting of other players on the market; they are ruthless, of course, but in the several hundred years I have known that royal line, they have never before resorted to hiring Hunters to kill a competitor. In the construction of our Farms, they attempted to shut us down through financial hardships, but when it appeared that their hardships would not work, they resorted to the worst sorts of actions.

“Of course, the Pearl Throne and its nobility all blame what happened to us on Caradogh Pogi, stating that they did not know the full breadth of his treachery, and thus, I easily extracted vast discounts from them on the next ten years of bulk shipments. In light of [Gate], though, their trade rates don’t matter.” Silverite turned harsh, saying, “If they do it again, Erick, then remove them from power, with my blessing, and with the blessing of the entire Crystal Forest behind you. There are always branch families that will take over the Pearl Kingdom’s throne, after all, and I already warned them once. Spur will not be trifled with again.”

Erick felt a deep kinship with Silverite at that moment.

And then Silverite turned back to how she had been; softer, but not actually soft at all. “However, I would suggest that you try to get concessions from them when they come to you and demand access to your network. If you sell through them, then they’ll get your products out to all the rest of the Letri Ocean, and that would be a better outcome than a war. Plus, Candlepoint will enjoy a great surge in population and prosperity. Of all the things to come out of this, I am most excited about the connection to Songli. The Crystal Forest has never had a stable, direct connection to that part of the world— We’ve never had a great connection to Stratagold, either… This is all so new, and I hope for the best for you, Erick. I hope for the best for us all.”

Erick felt a kinship at those words, too. He said, “You’re right, of course.”

“Another suggestion: start hoarding gold if you haven’t already.” Silverite said, “Mage Bank will shut down your accounts— Ah. Well. That’s what happens with normal Wizards. I’m not sure what they’ll do with you. The Headmaster will probably be the final arbiter of that decision, and since it doesn’t seem like you’re on his shit list then you might be good to go.”

“Yeah. I… Need to talk to him, I suppose. Rozeta said the same thing. Thanks, Silverite.”

Silverite blinked a bit, as though she had missed a step coming down a set of stairs. She reoriented fast, though, saying, “Just… directly talking to gods. Good to see some things haven’t changed.” Silverite smiled a little, then chuckled, saying, “In a century or two I’ll look back at these sorts of moments and be amazed that I got any time with you at all. I’ve had the same sort of experience with hundreds of adventurers before, but… You’re something special, Erick.” Silverite stood, saying, “And yet, that’s all the help I think I can give you, for now.”

Killzone stood, silently. He hadn’t said much this whole time, though he had had tendrils of thought coming off of his head, so he was obviously talking to someone. Erick wondered who, but he would not pry.

Erick stood as well, saying, “Thank you for the hospitality, Silverite. I’ll have Kiri keep up the rains like she has been, and when things start to calm down I’ll look into full scale crystal mimic eradication, and desert reclamation. I would like to help Spur with that, if you desire.”

“I look forward to seeing that day, but even before then, Spur wants you to succeed, for your success is all of our success.” Silverite said, “Don’t be a stranger, but… and I’m sorry I have to actually say this, but I do: Don’t get too physically close for a while, either. Letters and other correspondences are welcome.”

Erick mentally added another bit of magic to his ‘required magic list’; a long-distance viewing screen that allowed him to see a target, and which facilitated two-way communication. Kirginatharp had that sort of spell, exactly. Such an encounter had even been Erick’s first face-to-face with the Second to Rozeta.

Erick smiled softly, feeling good about this whole thing. “I’ll be seeing you around, Silverite, but not in person.”

Silverite nodded, then walked out of the room.

Killzone almost followed, but he lingered instead. He wanted to talk about Sitnakov, or something else serious, but he decided not to do that. With a normal voice, he said, “Thank you, Erick, for everything you’ve done for Spur. Good luck. If you ever need help; I’ll be there. Otherwise Poi, Teressa, and Kiri are going to stick with you, though I would ask for Teressa’s [Witness] services and Kiri’s widescale destruction services, when necessary.”

Erick smiled. “Spur has done a lot for me, and I’m thankful I was able to return the favor. Kiri and Teressa and Poi are free to go wherever they wish, of course, but I do know that they will be joining me at Candlepoint for the immediate future; we had that discussion last night.”

Killzone nodded, seeming relieved, and yet not at all; he still had yet to broach the topic he actually wanted to discuss. He decided to avoid speaking of Sitnakov again, and deflected toward something that actually did need to be mentioned, and which caught Erick completely off guard, “Shade Farix is likely going to want to move to Candlepoint in order to vacate Frontier, and to get away from the wrought takeover of Ar’Kendrithyst. I suspect many of the Shades you left living will try to move to Candlepoint as well. On one side, this means that war likely won’t happen, due to worries over retaliation, due to Candlepoint turning into the exact same danger that Ar’Kendrithyst used to represent. But on the other side… You’re going to be living near Shades. It might fuck up all of your plans for a Gate Network.”

Erick felt himself pale a little. But only a little. He was already prepared to deal with one Shade in his life, with Goldie, so he could probably fit more in there, somehow. “Thanks for the warning.”

Killzone said, “They’re exceedingly difficult to live with, and normally you’d find yourself wanting to murder them multiple times over. But they’ve been completely different since you Blessed them. Could be a scam— Well. It is a scam. But it’s a scam they’re willing to play out, so… Good luck with that, Erick.”

“Ahhh. Yeah.” Erick said, “Thanks, Killzone. Good luck with the transformation of Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Killzone gave an easy nod, looking relieved that he had discharged as much of his duty as he could, and then he left the sunroom, following Silverite out of the house.

Both wrought made it out the front door in short order, and then walked across the front yard to reach the gate that separated Erick’s property from the public lands just outside, where a rather large crowd was being held at bay behind a good twenty semi-nervous soldiers. Silverite started talking about [Gate], and the people started cheering even before Silverite got out half of her news. ‘It’s true! He made it!’ ‘I want to visit Songli!’ ‘I can see my cousin by Stratagold!’ And a bunch of other loud, happy words. Soon enough, Silverite was able to actually talk, and that is what she did.

Killzone simply stood beside Silverite like a black monolith, his senses peeled for sight of Sitnakov, or other dangers.

Erick put all of that out of his mind as he went to his daughter, and his people.
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                In the kitchen, with Poi, Kiri, Teressa, and Jane standing around the table, Erick called a meeting.

“I know I told them that you’d be coming with me,” Erick started, “But I want you to know that this is going to be dangerous. You don’t have to come with me to Candlepoint if you don’t want to, but I do want you to come. This is a big change, though. Like. Really big. People will be coming after me… And I have no idea how dangerous that is going to get.”

Although the fallout of all these changes was yet to happen, or even truly start to happen, Erick was absolutely sure that everyone in that room understood some of the severity of the situation. Erick wasn’t sure if he, himself, understood it all, but he did have a good idea of some of the more immediate, material shifts.

To move to the city of shadelings. To start a new city in the Crystal Forest. To live upon Yggdrasil, high above the waters of the freshwater lake. To work on a Gate Network, and to become a part of whatever organization was to come. To challenge the established powers of the world in strange, and unknowing ways, and to create a new place for… Something new to happen. Erick still wasn’t sure what, exactly, he was going to make, or what the end result would look like, but it was going to be categorically Good; as much Good as he could make it, anyway.

Erick needed help, though.

He hoped his people came with him, but he was prepared for them to say ‘no’, now that they had a night to sleep on it.

This was a big ask.

… Maybe he was asking for commitment too soon.

Kiri, Teressa, and Jane had all found out that Erick was a Wizard, just last night. Jane didn’t seem to care much about the stories she had heard of Wizards, and was more interested in what ‘Wizardry’ meant, exactly. Erick had gone over a lot of those nuances with Jane last night, inside the white lightning domain of his [Gate Space]. The only thing that truly separated a Wizard from a normal person was their personal mana generation, though there were a lot of caveats to what that meant.

In the Old Cosmology, that mana generation meant that Wizards used to be able to create worlds, or destroy them, or travel all through time and space, but mostly it just meant that Wizards had a leg up on spellwork. But with the advent of the Script, that ‘leg up’ was mostly mitigated; the ultimate powers of Wizards had been removed (mostly), and everyone else had been gifted easy magic to match the challenges of this New Cosmology.

And yet the horror stories of the Sundering still lingered in the minds of popular culture. That single greatest abomination of (probable) Wizardry to ever happen, which killed all of the entire Old Cosmology, had forever tainted how magic was taught, and how mana was viewed.

Erick looked to Teressa and practically saw all those horror stories of Wizards rushing through the micro expressions of her face, as Erick laid down the gauntlet of ‘will she, or won’t she, come to Candlepoint’.

Kiri was having less trouble with her decision by far. With bright green eyes and set shoulders, she said, “I admit, I probably came off a bit scared last night, but of course I’m going to come with you. Now… I’m not too comfortable about… Candlepoint. But of course I’m going to come with! I said as much last night and my choice remains the same.”

Erick felt a rush of quiet joy at Kiri’s heartfelt words. He nodded. “Thanks, Kiri. My initial plan is to make a new city north of Candlepoint, or at least that’s where the Gate Network will go. If you want, I want to teach you runework so that you can help with all that, and also the Undertow effect, and how [Renew] works. All of that will be necessary for what is to come.”

Kiri smiled, saying, “Sounds wonderful.”

Jane said, “Well I’m coming, of course. I still want to go explore the world, but—” She smiled as an idea came to her. “You know the angels and demons who cast the [Gate]s that the Headmaster’s Elites use to go around the world, solving problems? I want to do that, dad. I want you to make that sort of system.”

Erick was absolutely thrilled to hear those words. “Yes! I can absolutely do something like that!— Though… People are going to find out that I’m a Wizard, since I’m not hiding that. So it might be dangerous for a while. Eventually, I want to set out my plaque again and take requests for monster kills, but it’ll be a while.”

“I don’t have to do anything like that right now.” Jane waved a hand, saying, “Just thoughts for the future. Anyway. I don’t understand the big deal about Wizards. Sure; Wizards make mana and mana is used to make magic, but anyone could have caused the Sundering, if I understand it right.”

Teressa let out a small sigh of worry.

Kiri questioned, “But only Wizards made mana in appreciable quantity, right? And it’s personal mana that makes it easier to make new magics.” Kiri paused in thought. She looked to Erick. “Did I get that right?”

“Yup.” Erick happily said, “As far as I know, the amount of self-generated mana one has is the only marker of a Wizard. Literally anyone can achieve the same results as a Wizard if they save up enough of their own mana.”

“So I just have to not cast spells for a week, or two, and I can make new magics more easily?” Kiri asked.

Jane nodded along; Erick had explained all of this to her a few times last night, but that was when it was just the two of them inside of Erick’s [Gate Space]. Kiri had only heard all this once, and she had been drinking beer at the time.

“Yup!” Erick said, “Most people make 10 mana per day. So if you don’t spend any mana for two weeks, you could have enough personal mana banked in order to easily create a 200 mana cost spell. As a side note, this is the reason why your first cast of any new spell costs full mana costs, and why Clarity and otherwise only kick in after you make the spell, and the Script solidifies that spell in your soul.”

Kiri’s eyes went a little wide as she connected several separate dots, saying, “There’s always some seemingly illusion-touched mage going on about the benefits of not casting anything for a week before trying a new magic. They keep those stories out of the updated Arcanaeum Consortium Anthology they release every 5 years, but those sorts of stories always make it into the lesser publications. School-publications, especially.”

Teressa frowned. Her voice was a softer thing than usual, “Imagine how many stories out there are complete lies.”

Erick had a lot of thoughts to say on that subject, but he held his tongue—

Because Jane nodded, saying, “A lot of them.”

“Well of course!” Kiri said, “Can’t hand out magical knowledge to just anyone. Like— Back at Tower Academy it was widely known that the common education would get you pretty far, but it was nothing compared to the noble track. Oceanside was a lot better about that sort of separation, but I suspect that was only because I was attached to Erick. And yet! All of it looks like shit education once you really get to know what they’re keeping hidden. I shouldn’t be surprised! But… I am.” Kiri said, “Like take gridwork, for example. I would have expected that to be taught everywhere. There’s absolutely no reason not to teach gridwork in introductory lessons.”

Jane countered, “But you’d need to know about the Remake Quests, and aura control, and how Elemental Bodies can be used in lieu of aura control, and how mana sense is necessary in order to see any of that at all, all before you get to the point where you can even understand what you’re actually doing when you use gridwork to construct a spell. All of those things are outside of the Script.”

Kiri wasn’t convinced. Teressa was half-convinced.

“About all that:” Erick laid out another truth of what was to come, “I’m starting a magical revolution here, but I’m going to do it slowly, and securely. Benevolence seems to allow me to see any Sundering-level problems approach long before they actually get here, so I should be able to navigate any Forgotten Campaign-level issues, but still… I’m going to slowly go about changing the world. Teaching people real magic. Probably through creating magical appliances and small, helpful things that people will want to take apart to try and understand. Record players. Planes, maybe, if that seems like it will be a good idea. Better printing presses. Anti-magical devices that will shut down unauthorized magic in areas, like Songli’s Void Song. And a Gate Network to make it all possible. Teaching some of the stuff I learned on my Worldly Path to others will come in time, too. Of course you all will benefit first, but there’s also going to be a lot of oversight from the wrought and Kirginatharp and all the rest, so I’m going to go slow.”

Kiri smiled wide, almost too excited to contain herself.

Jane said, “You should try reinventing film and movies, too, dad.”

“Oh! That’s a good one!” Erick hadn’t considered that one. He said, “Added to the list. I can start with the lightboxes already out there that help a person use the spell [Painting] to capture images… Ah. Well… The [Painting] spell uses actual paints, so that doesn’t work for film. I’d need to do, like, chemistry, in order to go about affixing… Maybe I can just do black and white?” Erick smiled. “Cellulose stuff and dyes and whatever! I can figure it out. We can make some motion pictures! Records of history being made.”

Teressa’s eyes went wide. She spoke before her mind fully caught up to what she was saying, “I want to come too— I mean. Of course I will be there. Was there ever any doubt? … Sorry about not actually saying that fast enough. Yes. I want to go. Obviously.”

Erick smiled wide. “Glad to know. Glad to have you aboard, Teressa.”

Poi said, “And I’m coming too so let’s get moving before all the world starts showing up at the door.”

“Ah! Right.” Erick glanced outside. “… Ah. There’s a crowd, it seems.”

Luckily, none of the hundreds of people outside the property seemed willing to breach the low stone wall that surrounded the place, either due to etiquette or due to the extra guards out there, courtesy of Silverite. But those breaches would happen soon enough. A lot of those people out there were asking to be let in so they could conduct some ‘very important business with the archmage!’ and other such small demands.

… Erick still needed to actually make a house over at Yggdrasil, tho—

“Where are we living?” Jane asked, “On Yggdrasil? Or in Candlepoint?”

The answer to that question had been up in the air, actually, but Erick was already leaning toward living on Yggdrasil, as he had told Jane last night. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, which had been floating in the room with them, bounced at the mention of his name. With no obvious objections, and Kiri and Jane looking excited at the prospect (Teressa and Poi were ambivalent), that cinched it.

Erick said, “On Yggdrasil’s boughs, of course! There’s no safer place in the world, and for a while, safety is necessary.”

Yggdrasil happily bounced and twirled. Ophiel twittered with violin sounds to see his brother so excited.

Erick added, “Everyone gets to design their own rooms and what they want out of the house, too, and if you want a separate house I can swing that as well. There is a lot of room on Yggdrasil’s branches. It’s at least fifty meters to both sides of the branches before the branch starts to curve down. There is a literal kilometer of distance to build upon, from the trunk to where the branch starts to split.”

At the mention of multiple houses, Poi, Kiri, Teressa, and Jane, all looked at each other. In that moment, Erick got the distinct impression that they had already had a discussion on this topic.

Poi announced, “Same house, if you please. As large as it can be to still fit your [Prismatic Ward].”

Erick said, “Sure. It won’t be much larger than this house, then.”

Poi nodded. “That is expected. This is plenty large enough for the five of us, though some rearrangement of rooms might be nice. I would like an office, for instance.”

“Of course! We’ll figure out all of that.” Erick moved on. “But we also need to discuss compensation. You’re all getting paid through Spur as a part of the Army, but that’s going to change, since we won’t be part of the Army anymore. What sort of compensation do you want? And what sort of work do you want to actually do? If anything? Guards are good, but you can be more than a guard if you want.” Erick stressed, “I’m starting a very large shift in the world right now, and you all are on the ground floor of that. Whatever you want to be, or do, in this new world, I will help make sure it happens.”

Poi and Teressa both frowned a little, and for similar reasons. Poi was unsure what he wanted, or what Erick was actually offering; possibly because Erick wasn’t sure what he was offering, either. Teressa was feeling much the same, but she also had a generalized trepidation over this whole new enterprise.

But Kiri laughed once, then instantly said, “Apprentices get paid in knowledge, and I still want to be an apprentice. No pay; same setup as before.”

With a put-upon expression, Erick instantly retorted, “You need money, though. I’m not sure that I can still get money out of Mage Bank.”

Kiri smiled. “I think my opening pitch to become your apprentice was me asking to be your secretary, and then getting told to go run off and vet myself with the Army, first. If you can’t get money out of Mage Bank, and people start just piling up gold in boxes you put beside the Gates, then I can count that money and set it aside, or something, while taking a cut. But really Erick. I don’t need money. Money will come later. For now, we need security, and money ain’t gonna buy any of that—” She briefly paused as she realized something, then she rapidly said, “Oh! I want my family to move to this new place. Get them out of Greensoil. Odaali has been good to them, but this changes everything.”

Erick nodded, saying, “Of course. We can move them to Candlepoint, too. Or perhaps, the new city to the north?”

“The city-to-be-built north of Candlepoint would be better.” Kiri added, “I don’t actually know if they would move… I haven’t asked them yet and Odaali has been good to them, but I’m going to ask them.”

“Sure,” Erick said, smiling a little.

Teressa finally decided something. “I would like to stay a personal guard until I know nothing bad is going to happen, but eventually I think I’ll join the Guard… or something.”

Erick said, “House Benevolence is going to need a Guard, Teressa, but a much larger need is for a prognostication branch. Almost all of what House Benevolence is going to do is going to be preventing large losses of life the world over, or spotting opportunities. I’d love to have you be a part of that, if you’re willing.”

Teressa perked up. “Yes. I will do that.”

Poi announced, “I’m just a personal guard, if that’s alright.”

“Perfectly fine! Glad to have you aboard.” Erick smiled, saying, “I’ll try not to run you ragged.”

“That would be appreciated, sir.” Poi added, “Though I understand that promise is rather dependent on factors outside of your control.”

Erick smiled brightly. “Yup!”

Jane said, “I’ll work with Teressa but I also… Kinda just want to explore all of the world, dad. Once things calm down here. Maybe I’ll go on missions for you? Kill monsters? You talked of wanting to set out your sign and accept kill missions, and I think I want to do that, for sure. The thing with [Gate]s leading to missions would be good.”

Ah! This was fantastic!

Erick said, “Of course, Jane. I plan on asking the Adventurer’s Guild if they want a [Gate] near their capital, so as soon as that’s done, I should have access to a great deal of the world. Not all of it, not right away, of course. But a great deal of it, soon enough.” He added, “I still need to actually talk to those people about that, but… Eh. They might say no? If that doesn’t work then there’s a Geode nearby that might say yes; Aranite, if I recall correctly.”

Jane perked up. “You need to go and ask them? Plant a Yggdrasil down there? I could go and ask them. It’s supposed to be a month-long journey through some of the most dangerous tunnels on Veird to get to Capital City, and you don’t have time for that.”

“… Uh.” It was actually only the work of a few hours to go through the embassy at Stratagold, take the t-station to Aranite, and then perhaps an hour through a well-maintained Main Road to get to Capital City, the home of the Adventurer’s Guild. Erick saw what Jane wanted, though, and though he knew that he needed to give it to her, he couldn’t. Not right now. He needed to be honest. “It would take a few hours to arrive at Capital City through the current diplomatic channels and already-enabled Teleport Stations.”

“… Oh. Well.” Jane frowned a little in confusion, then dispelled that emotion, saying, “I wasn’t planning on taking a month to do it, anyway. I’ll just stick around here for a while.”

Poi spoke up, “You know, we don’t need to move fast for anything besides setting up defenses in case the worst should happen. Taking a week or three to put out the first Gate is perfectly fine.”

Three weeks for the first Gate? Ha! Erick had a good chuckle at that, but no one else felt the need to laugh at Poi’s humor, since, apparently, it wasn’t an attempt to be humorous at all. Erick digressed, “Heard and understood! I gotta make us a house, anyway!” He clapped his hands. “So let’s get moving.”

Everyone started moving, off to their rooms or to the common rooms, to get ready to shift everything they owned into a new house.

Erick had moved houses before, back on Earth, and had gone through plenty of cardboard boxes in order to do so. They used wooden crates here on Veird, but there weren’t that many of those inside the house, and no one really needed any of that sort of stuff, anyway.

A thousand cheers for the convenience of [Gate]!

Never before had Erick moved houses faster than he moved houses now. It was as easy as picking up all of his room inside his sunform light, and stepping through a portal he had cast onto the wall. Suddenly, he was on Yggdrasil’s boughs, while the sun shone overhead and water stretched out in every direction down below.

And then he went back for more stuff.

Soon, all of his stuff was sitting out on a small section of Yggdrasil’s second-lowest branch; one of the biggest ones available. This particular branch stretched northeast. It was a good position, Erick figured, because Yggdrasil’s glowing green canopy started about a handspan or two above the horizon, allowing for an unobstructed view of sunsets and sunrises, and allowed for Erick to see the coast of the lake in every single direction except for to the southwest.

To the north would be ‘gatelandia’, or whatever Erick eventually ended up calling that place.

To the east, about 25 kilometers away, was Candlepoint, looking like a row of black dots upon the shore.

For a long moment, Erick just stood there on the ‘land’ which would become the foundation of his new house. And then he sent an Ophiel through a [Gate] to Stratagold to gather some supplies. With those supplies now secured, Erick got to work actually making the house.

Everyone else took a bit longer to move, and for a myriad of different reasons. Kiri had a lot of enchanting and other magical stuff scattered across four different rooms of the house, and all of that needed to be organized into boxes before it could be moved, while Teressa was on kitchen duty; clearing out all of the pantries and putting them in boxes, and moving all of the appliances that they had added to the house over their year of living there. Poi and Jane took over all the other assorted necessities, like the bathrooms and the libraries. All the while, Ophiel opened portals whenever anyone asked for one.

As they moved locations, Kiri, Poi, Teressa, and Jane, each had their own moment where they stepped onto the wide, white glowing branches of Erick’s largest [Familiar], and they just stopped, and stared, like they couldn’t believe that this was happening this fast, or that it was even happening at all. And then the moment passed, and they all went back for more stuff.

Halfway through the move, Jane went to her father because she had seen something she didn’t quite understand; something that had broken her brain, just a little bit.

Erick was turning a cubic meter of platinum into wires for his [Fairy Stronghold].

Jane eyed the cubic meter of very shiny silver metal, asking, “Is that… Is that platinum?”

“Technically it’s prismatic platinum, or ‘prismsteel’.” Erick drew out another long wire, laying it down with all the rest, saying, “I’m allied with the wrought, and that alliance comes with some special perks. This is only to be used for Gate Network stuff or personal defenses and I’ll give back what isn’t used, but otherwise… Yeah. It’s pure platinum. About 19 metric tons of it. I’ve got two tons of it stretched out to form the runic base.”

Wide-eyed, Jane stared at the pile of pure wealth. She whispered, “Holy fuck.”

Erick moved the conversation along, asking, “How do you want your rooms to be? I’ll start off with something small, at first, but [Fairy Stronghold] is expandable, so we could...”

Soon, all the contents of their house in Spur had been transferred onto the wide, wide white boughs of Yggdrasil, a kilometer above the lake waters, while Erick put the finishing touches on the preliminary runic web for his new house. After his first cast of [Fairy Stronghold] and a few dozen more casts to fill out the first floor, Erick stepped inside, inviting Kiri, Teressa, Poi, and Jane to join him…

And then he stepped right back out of the invisible, intangible [Fairy Stronghold] and spent an awkward but happy few minutes ensuring that all of them could actually see and approach the entrance, and then follow him inside into the first floor of their new home. It wasn’t long till Poi and Teressa began moving stuff into the actual house, while, after a bit more explaining, Kiri and Jane helped to string metal into new frameworks, which Erick then inscribed with runework and power.

Erick’s adamantium knife flitted through the iridescent metal like a lightning-knife through butter, and that was great. He was very happy to see that the shift in his [Greater Lightwalk] to [Pristine Benevolence] didn’t actually impact his runic capabilities.

Soon, new runework framing plotted out spaces for new expansions, and more floors. Once the whole place had a basic runic structure set, Erick began casting even more [Fairy Stronghold]s to fill it out, and then he went back and forth over the whole place, casting even more [Fairy Stronghold]s to add plumbing and cisterns and the required [Gravity Ward] spaces which would move the water around the house. This wasn’t going to be a Songli-style mansion, no sir! Baths, and showers, and toilets, and kitchen utilities with sinks in all the rooms that should have sinks, and all that. This place was going to have it all.

Erick couldn’t have asked for a better way to spend the rest of the day.

It was just so normal. Nice. Calm. Creative, too, because it wasn’t going to be a house of stone like the Spur house. This new place was going to have wooden floors, and nice carpets, drywall walls, and bay windows with little alcoves in which to read, and relax. The old house was wonderful; no doubt about that. Erick liked his home in Spur. But it was quite a lot of orange stone, and stone was not Erick’s favorite building material. After the Worldly Path, stone buildings reminded him too much of building-for-extreme-security, and not enough of home. This new place was downright homey, with white wood to mimic Yggdrasil’s coloration, and tan accents, and white paint…

It was all made of Fae Magic, of course, but that was fine. Fairy Moon wouldn’t come here without due cause… Probably.

Fae Magic was just too good to not use for both security, and convenience. The appliances and beds and such would be real, but they didn’t strictly have to be; for the first few weeks, there would be quite a lot of fake furniture in the house to fill it all out, but eventually that stuff would get replaced. Fae conjured items were just as strong and durable as the real thing, but they wouldn’t be connected to the runic web inside the house, and thus, if Fairy Moon or some other Fae Magic user came around, then those items would burst. The house would remain intact, though.

By the time the sun colored the western sky like a great big ball of red on the horizon, while the rest of Erick’s world was white and green and rainbow with the colors of Yggdrasil, Erick had finished the first floor along with half of the second. Everyone had moved into their respective rooms. The kitchen and a temporary cold storage room had been set up, and Teressa was just finishing up making a nice dinner of steaks and potatoes and grilled corn. Tomorrow, Erick would work on the rest of the house, but for now he just enjoyed the company of his people.

Conversation was stilted, in small ways. Awkward in many. Teressa spoke of how she was surprised that Yggdrasil was so solid to stand upon, even though he was a tree. Kiri commented the same, and Jane spoke of how he was a tree made of stone and other magics, so of course he was solid to stand upon. And then Poi rescued the conversation by telling the news. Everyone in the world was gradually finding out that Erick had succeeded in making [Gate], and the consequences of that action were spreading fast.

That was a much better, more easily-had ‘conversation’, for Poi spoke, and everyone else listened. Toward the end of dinner, though, Poi dropped a bomb. It was a bomb Erick had been expecting, but it was a bomb he would have rather let lie.

“The Headmaster wishes you well, Erick.” Poi said, “He wants to set up a meeting, in person, for whenever you are able. Sooner is better. He plans to ask to have Yggdrasil planted at Oceanside, among other things.”

Jane sighed, expressing Erick’s own thoughts as she said. “I hope that guy isn’t going to pull any shit. I used to like him.”

Kiri sipped her beer, looking at Erick. Teressa did the same.

Poi said, “If it makes you feel better, Erick, the Mind Mages have already secured a promise from him to ‘not to pull any shit’, though we did not use those words at all.”

Erick blinked a bit, thought a bit more, then said, “In an hour, here at Yggdrasil. I’ll set up a station on one of his roots down below, atop the water. That large root just southwest of here.”

Poi nodded, then said, “He has been informed. Also, we can start going over Mind Mage personnel whenever you wish, too.”

“Another day for all of that, Poi.” Erick said, “I still need to make a ‘clan mountain’ for House Benevolence, anyway— Can you find out where Sitnakov is? He should have been here, like, 12 hours ago.” He looked to everyone. “He’s probably going to be living with us for a while. Or something. Still not sure about that.”

Poi looked away, his tendrils of thought shifting; multiplying.

Teressa’s eyes went wide with excitement. “The Adamantium Wind is coming? Here?”

“Shoulda been!” Erick said, “Hours ago, actually.”

Jane smiled as Teressa’s cheeks turned darker green. She teased, “You’re an admirer, I take it?”

“Who wouldn’t be!” Teressa said, “He’s a 10 star adventurer! A true elite— I know the stories are always exaggerated but—” She paused. She breathed. She looked around, at the new kitchen, at the new tables, out the large kitchen window where Yggdrasil’s bright green leaves waved in the far distance. “Oh. This is really happening, isn’t it.”

Jane chuckled at that. “I know how you feel.”

“Same,” Kiri said.

Erick just smiled.

The thick-air tendrils around Poi’s head retreated, as he came back to himself. “Prince Sitnakov is at Candlepoint, alongside Geode Guardian Tasar and Inquisitor Kromolok. They’re talking to Mephistopheles and Justine.”

Teressa paled, because she knew who all of those people were. Kiri was apprehensive, but only because she didn’t actually know all the stories like Teressa did. All in all, Erick wasn’t that worried about Kiri adjusting well to all this new stuff. Teressa was going to have trouble, though; she was likely the worst off here. Why, though— Ah. Erick’s whole ‘Wizard-thing’ was throwing her for a large loop, not only because of the whole Wizard-thing, but also because it highlighted the vast power difference between her and everyone else here in this room. Teressa simply didn’t have enough power to play in these big leagues.

Which was true, at least currently. Once Erick got his prognostication part of House Benevolence up and running, and once Teressa was a part of that, most of her worries should vanish. She would be able to truly see what the future held, and prepare all of them for what was to come.

Hopefully.

But to ensure that they had time to get all that up and running, Erick had to stay on top of absolutely everything. Not only was Kirginatharp going to show up in an hour, but the wrought had already gotten to Candlepoint, and Erick needed to ensure that nothing bad happened there, too.

So Erick got up from the table. Dinner was mostly done, anyway. “I should go see whatever they’re doing with Mephistopheles before it becomes some other problem.”

Excitedly, Jane also got up from her chair. “Let’s go see some wrought and shadelings!”

Teressa steeled herself, ready to go out and do more things.

… Maybe this wouldn’t be too bad for Teressa, after all.

Poi, however, nixed those plans, “Inquisitor Kromolok has requested that you not interrupt their meeting. It is simply a meeting; nothing more, nothing less.”

Teressa instantly relaxed. Jane glanced at Erick, then back to Poi, then she sat back down. Kiri was thankful nothing was happening as well, because she was a lot more interested in the Headmaster than in whatever the people of Candlepoint and some wrought from some powerful Geode were up to.

And so, Erick sat back down, saying, “Well… Gotta prepare for Kirginatharp in an hour, anyway.”

Kiri offered, “Need any help with that?”

“Thanks, but no need.” Erick already had Ophiel at the meeting location, and at a few others, too, funneling orange sand though a [Gate] and onto the wide root of Yggdrasil, sticking out of the water. “I’m turning sand into stone and putting it together right now.”

Kiri was slightly disappointed, but she let that go, and said, “I’m ready to help change the world whenever.”

Kiri, unlike Teressa, was chomping at the bit for more responsibility. Erick would need to give Kiri and Jane both as much as they could handle. Poi was already comfortable with his current level of responsibility as Erick’s head guard, though, which was good. At least one person’s desires were being met!

“I want about a ten or fifteen kilometer arc of land to the north cleared and walled off, Kiri.” Erick asked, “You want to do that?”

Kiri smiled. “Absolutely!”

“As for the meeting with Kirginatharp, it’s just going to be me, and maybe...” Erick asked, “Do you want to be there, Poi?”

Poi said, “Yes, sir.”

“Teressa? Keep an eye out for any large events, please. I don’t see any right now, but I could be wrong.”

Teressa nodded, a fraction of her worries returning…

Maybe she already saw the future, and was worried about it? Perhaps.

Erick would worry about that later, though.

Erick looked to Jane. “Don’t throw your life away if he attacks. Just stay out of it.”

Kiri half-scoffed, disbelieving that Kirginatharp could be an actual threat, but she cut herself off when it was obvious no one else thought Erick was joking.

Jane lied, “I’ll stay away, dad.”







- - - -







A cold wind blew upon the surface of the lake, trailing chills from the north that caused waves to crest, ever so slightly. It would have been a foreboding, dark place, if not for the massive tree of light that stood out of the waters not a kilometer away. Yggdrasil reached far into the sky, casting green, white, and rainbow light into the world above, and also far down below, deep into the lake, his glowing white roots fanning out through the deep like a thousand twisting dragons. The lake was not dark at all; no; it was bright with twilight, banishing whatever sort of abyss could have existed. Some of those roots curved up and out of the lake’s surface, fully illuminating the waters around them as they crested here and there, sometimes close to the trunk where they were bare glows compared to the brightness that was Yggdrasil, and sometimes a dozen kilometers away, where they were the only bright thing around.

It was atop one of these arcing roots, a bare kilometer and a half away from the trunk, upon which Erick built a circular platform of stone. The root itself was one of the wider ones, at forty meters across and yet half submerged, only arcing fifteen meters out of the lake. The platform was much smaller by comparison; a simple flat surface about ten meters wide that sat directly atop Yggdrasil’s root. The platform, unlike Yggdrasil, didn’t let the light through.

Erick realized this small fact all too late. With this stone, made in this way, he was actually creating a shadowed space upon the lake. One of the only shadowed spots this close to Yggdrasil, actually. There was still plenty of light overhead and underwater, but the platform itself was definitely in shadow.

It was a bad look.

Erick frowned at the platform, saying to Poi, “Maybe I should have made it out of glass, or something like that. This might be construed as the opposite of welcoming.”

Poi stood straight and tall, saying, “I would say that the [Zone of Peace] you conjured into the area is actually less welcoming.”

All around them a [Zone of Peace] hung in the air like an invisible, intangible barrier.

“What? Why? It’s safety for us and for him…” Erick considered, then admitted, “Though he might take offense… For some reason. But I am worried, and he knows this… I really don’t know what to expect here, Poi.”

“Too late to change, anyway. He’s coming right now.”

Ah. Had that much time passed already?

Erick was already panicking, but there was always a point where one could not panic anymore, and Erick recognized that, in that moment, he had crossed that line. He fixed his face into an even expression— And then he found a bit more room to panic, as he glanced to the small table in front of him where a purple teapot and two mugs sat, along with a selection of tea and sugars. He hadn’t put any water in the pot yet, nor had he heated it up. With a quick bit of magic, Erick rapidly grabbed some water from the lake, [Cleanse]d it, put it in the pot, and cast a small heating [Ward].

There.

This was fine.

Erick was ready.

Two chairs, with Kirginatharp’s chair being a bit better than his own. A table with some hot tea… It’d be hot soon enough. A small bit of [Force Wall]s to the north, to fend off most of the chill wind. And even though it was night, the sky and lake were bright with Yggdrasil’s light—

A kilometer away, between Erick’s position and Candlepoint’s twinkling lights in the far distance, there was another light. A depth of radiance upon the lake’s surface, like the brief appearance of sun. That sun crashed down into itself as Kirginatharp —the Headmaster; Erick should think of him as ‘the Headmaster’— as the Headmaster appeared in human emperor form, controlling his light into something smaller; something less worrisome. With a lightstep, the Headmaster crossed most of the distance between them, stopping short of the [Zone of Peace] holding all around.

He was exactly as Erick had remembered; an older man with flowing gold and white robes, who would not have looked out of place on a Chinese emperor’s throne. Or any throne, for that matter. Erick had never actually seen him on a throne, though, or looking like he was a person of power at all. The Headmaster simply was, like a rock upon which so many other things had been built, like Oceanside Academy, and his Elite monster extermination squad, and Mage Bank, and the whole Arcanaeum Consortium which approved magic schools or denounced magic schools as ‘inferior’ the world over. He also controlled the Book Binders; the single greatest publishing house in the world, which used [Duplicate] to copy books for all people to read. It was the only open use of [Duplicate] in the entire world… The Headmaster was also the Second to Rozeta, tagged to take over her job as God of the Script should Rozeta meet some untimely end.

And Erick had briefly thought them equals of some measure, so he had been calling The Headmaster by his real name, as though he had some right to familiarity in that way. Perhaps, Erick did have some right to that sort of familiarity, but the Headmaster was an established power, and Erick was not. Not yet, anyway.

The Headmaster’s face was set in concern, but he didn’t seem overly angry… And yet, the dragon was likely well accomplished in subterfuge.

At least he didn’t have any Benevolence markers upon him. No ring of lightning around his neck. Not even a single jolt. Therefore, he likely wasn’t a danger to Erick, at all. Or at least not a conventional danger—

In an almost conversational manner, and well before Erick had gathered all his thoughts, or before even five seconds had passed, the Headmaster challenged, “I am being told that you are Erick Flatt, though I would appreciate seeing that truth for myself. Please remove that offensive necklace.”

Erick did not do as requested. Instead, he said, “Though I doubt such a small spell would actually stop you, I invite you to actually step inside this [Zone of Peace]. Either way, I am not removing this necklace.”

The Headmaster stepped forward, into the [Zone of Peace]. Solid gold light splashed away from every mid-air footfall as he continued to enter the [Zone of Peace], walking toward Erick, approaching the platform. “I suppose, intellectually, I understand why you have chosen to ally with Ar’Cosmos. I am a threat to those who would harm this world, and yet, I have never moved against you at all, Erick. Ever. I cannot help but feel that you have heard way too many horror stories...” He sighed, but barely. “Of course I come in peace. I am not some barbarian. The barbarians are the ones inside Ar’Cosmos. The ones who already got in your head and flipped switches that you didn’t even know you had. What did they tell you? Though that hardly matters. What matters more is why do you still believe them?” He stepped down onto the stone, a mere ten meters away from Erick, saying, “Liars, cheaters. Schemers and killers. Slavers of minds and slavers of body. The only good thing I can say about any of those dragons is that they leave your soul alone, unless you are a Wizard.”

Erick stood strong, saying, “And so, we come to the actual crux of the issue. If all the world wasn’t rightfully scared of Wizards, then perhaps this could have gone very differently. But, being honest, I’m glad it went this way. The dragons of Ar’Cosmos are going to get an entire Fairy World to conquer, and so they will leave this one alone. No longer will those dragons have influence on any part of Veird, in any way, and if they want to have influence over here, then I’ll help them [Reincarnation] into a new life, bereft of their Dragon Body and their Dragon Curse.” Erick said, “The only time I expect this to change is when it is time for you to ascend to your own godly power in the next world as an actual God of the Script, and you take your Curse with you. By then, we should have some sort of actual system figured out that doesn’t require a berserking Curse to keep dragons from conquering everyone else.”

The Headmaster shook his head a little. “Attempting to buy my goodwill with the promise of an entire world is something that I have never thought would happen. So strange is this offer, that for a good ten minutes after Rozeta told this to me, I was actually tempted. That temptation was a personal failure. One of my largest in a long time. It seems, in retrospect, that I have made lots of failures in my dealings with you and yours. I had thought that by helping you rise to power, that by treating your daughter at my hospital, that by giving you connections with other archmages, that you would have thought me a friend. Never have I imagined that you would think of me as some sort of tyrant to be used and placated. I erred, obviously.” The Headmaster glanced at the teapot. “The tea is boiling over.”

Erick canceled the heating spell. “I would have liked to be friends, but you have a track record, and I am, apparently, a target for your kind. Is it truly any wonder that I stayed as far away from you as possible?”

The Headmaster said, “I had thought that you had merely heard unkind truths from the Shades. That the trauma of Last Shadow’s Feast still weighed on you. That if I gave you enough of an opening, that you would come to Oceanside and we could talk, and I could dispel unkind truths with actual truths, like how we spoke of Messalina. I had thought that you would have been above listening to rumors.”

“What I learned in Ar’Kendrithyst was a lot more than unkind rumors. I recently learned that you sunder Wizards to buy years of life for this world, but even before that, the rumors were more than enough to cause me to do what I did; to stay away as long as I could.”

The Headmaster said, “What I have done against the trespassing Wizards of this world is no more than what you have done to that Patriarch Xangu, and that Red Dot person. Execution when everything else fails.”

“I feel our definitions of ‘when everything else fails’ are very different.” Erick said, “Which is why I have been rightfully wary of you, and why I will continue to be wary of you, and the wrought, and the Shades, and all the people of Ar’Cosmos. And Melemizargo. And the gods. And even the Mind Mages. Tell me I am wrong, and I will call you a liar.”

Poi shifted uncomfortably behind Erick.

The Headmaster looked suddenly tired, as though he had gained a few decades on the face. “Perhaps it was a mistake to try and reconcile tonight.”

Erick flinched as though struck. “Reconcile?” He had not thought that this was about reconciliation at all. “I thought you were coming to attack, or to ensure that you would be right to attack at some later date.”

The Headmaster said, “I did not come here with ill intentions. I will not suddenly gain ill intentions no matter what you happen to say, for I know who you are, Erick. You are the embodiment of Benevolence. Of goodwill and hope for something better. Do you feel that I desire smallness and pain in this world? With your recent alliance with Ar’Cosmos, and with what you have likely heard… Do you think that I enjoy killing the only people who will ever truly understand me, in order to maintain power, so that others won’t rise up in my stead and cast the world into flames? That I enjoy the harm I cause, in order to ensure peace and prosperity for all? That I am somehow ‘evil’?”

“Of course not. This isn’t about good or evil.” Erick said, “I don’t believe that you’re evil at all, but I know that you will do what you must to ensure that this world remains intact. If I manage to survive and succeed in bringing the world together and opening new ones— I can already foresee myself in your current position in a century or three, talking to some terrifyingly young and powerful idiot who I have managed to offend based on my own past deeds, who will be changing some small part of the New Cosmology even more than I already have. Or maybe they’ll just be a normal person, out to do their own simple Good, but they won’t be aware of how much they will upend by doing whatever they feel is right. Such an event might even happen next year, or in the next month, when some good-seeming people I can’t stop with words and proof of my goodwill, come for me.” Erick said, “I expected you to be one of those people, and for you to be coming at me right now.”

The Headmaster took that all in, and regarded Erick. “It shouldn’t be this difficult for us to work together. Do you not know that I have worked with Wizards before? I have. Back when Rozeta’s Champion plucked [Rebound] out of Mana Altering all those centuries ago, and helped to destroy an old Shadowland, known as Shadehold. That Champion was a Wizard, too. One of the only ones to not go bad. But even of those who did turn to the Darkness... I have attempted to work with many of them before they went that way. I will not disclose the vast majority of events outside of serious protective magics, but they did happen, and they happened because I very much know that Wizards can be the best among us, if they are given the chance.” He asked, “Do you think I don’t respect what you’re trying to do here? I want a Gate Network, too. I want new worlds, too. As far as I know, I want for this world what you want for this world.”

For a long moment, the only sounds were those of the wind, and of small waves.

Erick softly said, “I had heard that Rozeta has tried to work with Wizards… And that it usually goes bad. I had thought you were the hammer to her gauntlet; those who corrected her goodwill gone bad. You, her paladins, and Kromolok, and the wrought. All the forces of good that keep this world running as well as you can, and yet here I am, a new cog trying to fit into the machine.”

“There have been many failures to thrive; this is true. Many failures to bring good things to good people. But I hope this time is different. Rozeta is firmly on your side, and I wish to be as well.” The Headmaster asked, “What can I do to bridge this canyon between us?”

Erick had planned for this conversation to go many different ways.

So far, it was going down the second best possible path. Better than he could have hoped! The absolute best possible path would have been an easy talk that likely lasted for several hours, in which Erick and The Headmaster spoke like actual friends, and not as they were speaking; like two powerful people (one of them vastly more powerful than the other) trying to understand how to operate around the other, without causing undue distress.

As far as possible outcomes were concerned, this was amazing.

Erick decided to go for reconciliation as much as he was able.

“I plan on being very open about who I am.” Erick said, “Therefore, people will come for me. So, I want you to help prevent that with whatever words and through whatever avenues you deem necessary… I am not asking you to fight for me, though. Leave that to me, if it should happen.

“In addition, I need some help running my House Benevolence. Do you have any personnel that could help me organize a worldwide Archmage service, such as you already do for your Elites, as well as help with the administration of the Gate Network? Just two or three people, for now. I will, of course, expect them to be spies. Reporting to you is fine, but undermining my goals, my plans, or acting improperly on my behalf is not acceptable.” He added, “And also, I’m going to have to call you Kirginatharp, because all the other powers I’m already working with will be using your actual name, and I won’t lose face by calling you ‘Headmaster’.”

Kirginatharp stood fractionally straighter with an unexpected, yet welcome surprise. “All doable. I will ask several of my people if they wish to move, and give you the resulting resumes. You can choose who you wish to assist you with your endeavors. How much are you planning on paying? A world class office worker goes for 2,500 gold a month, as well as extreme benefits.”

And just like that, almost all the tension of the meeting broke and vanished on the wind like so much canceled Force Magic. Accepting Erick’s small demands without balking was great. Talking about actual cost was good. It all meant that Kirginatharp was actually willing to come to the table.

Which was fantastic.

Of course, there would need to be several months of this and smaller, nicer meetings, and otherwise, to cement this sort of professional relationship. But this was a very good start.

“If I still have access to Mage Bank, and if our old deals for my Light Dungeon still hold, even though Yggdrasil supports Light Essence growth everywhere he is, then I expect to be able to pay very competitive rates. And that’s before we get into revenue from the Gate Network.” Erick said, “The benefits you speak of would have to be discussed in person, but I could probably make most things happen.”

“You still have access to Mage Bank, and our financial deals still hold. Your Windy Manor at Oceanside is still open to you, too.” Kirginatharp said, “I don’t mind that Yggdrasil supports Light Essence growth, Erick. I never would have cared about that.” Softer, he said, “You’ve done so many great things. Before this mess of history and circumstance drove you to flee… I wanted to congratulate you about everything you have ever done, from the Last Shadow’s Feast, to Yggdrasil, to the war in Songli and the creation of Chelation, and especially to your creation of [Gate] without needing my grandfather’s help. I have many gifts for you, to celebrate all of these wonderful deeds. Maybe in a few weeks, or a few months, after you organize some personnel and get your lands up and operational… I would like to actually sit down, have that tea, and talk about it all. I would very much enjoy pulling apart the lies and the truths of everything you’ve heard. I had hoped that tonight would have been such an occasion, but it was not to be. This is fine. We both have time; I can wait.”

Erick said. “I would like that.”

More awkward silence—

Erick asked, “Has the Angel and Demon treaty been successful, despite my absence?”

Kirginatharp shook his head a little. “No. Nothing solid. The Fate Magic of your Worldly Path has faded, and what little bit of headway I have managed to make on my own went up in smoke this very morning. Their delegations have returned to their sides, and it would take a great power to bring them to the same table again; something that I can no longer manage on my own. A friendly suggestion: you shouldn’t try on your own, either, or at least not for a long while. I suspect both sides will want to leave you alone, so you are likely secure as long as you take normal precautions… Ah. That is a long conversation to have, though I feel I have distilled it down as much as can be delivered in a scant thirty seconds, and in such a public area.”

Erick felt a warmth in his chest. He smiled faintly. “It was good to see you again, Kirginatharp.”

“… Ahah?” Kirginatharp balked, and then chuckled quietly. “It’s not often people use my name. I will need to get used to that; one more oddity among all the rest, I suppose. It was good to see you too, Erick.”

Kirginatharp stepped backward, into the air, splashing golden light from every footstep as he departed. When he got far enough away, he flashed brightly, briefly turning night into day, and then he was gone and his light left with him.

Twilight recaptured Yggdrasil’s lake.

For a long moment Erick just stood there, gazing out at the calm night, experiencing the gentle glows of Yggdrasil all around him, feeling the quiet wind rush around his [Force Wall]s and brush through his hair.

That meeting had gone well.

Erick asked Poi what he thought, and Poi shared Erick’s feelings; yes, it had gone well. Very well, in fact. And then Erick opened a portal back home. On the other side of that ring of lightning lay the living room of his new house on Yggdrasil’s boughs. Everyone was waiting for him on the other side, and while Teressa and Kiri looked relaxed, Jane had a conjured sword in her hand, and dark blue armor upon her body. Upon seeing that Erick was fine, though, all of Jane’s magic broke into so much scattered Force. And then the conversations started. They had all been watching, of course.

There was a lot of relief all around, all except for Kiri; she had never been worried at all. She seemed more vindicated than happy, though.

Kiri said, “Well of course it was going to go well! He’s the Headmaster! He doesn’t hurt people without good reason.”

Erick suddenly laughed.

Kiri instantly added, “Okay! Yes! I know how what I said was rather stupid, but… He’s the Headmaster. I never expected anything to happen, and I am very glad nothing happened. I still had Sunny out there waiting for things to go sideways, though, of course.”

Erick grinned. “Even though I told you to stay out of it?”

“Of course!” Kiri said, “Better safe than sorry. Though I doubt I could have done shit against him.”

“Yeah. Me either,” Erick said.







- - - -







Eventually, conversation ended. People went to their rooms, to sleep, or to read a bit, or, in Kiri’s case, to employ Sunny to rip out every possible monster and mimic from the lands to the north, while also moving a lot of sand around to make walls. She was burning off some nervous energy of her own, and also rather good at doing what Erick asked her to do. But eventually, everyone went to bed.

Nothing too concerning happened in the middle of the night. Erick didn’t even wake up with night terrors. Being near everyone he loved and cared about probably helped with that. He still woke up long before the sun crested over Candlepoint, though. Three hours of sleep had been enough, for now.

With the moons out in full, Erick decided to get to work.

It was time to finish building the house.







- - - -







The sun rose in the east, turning the sky over distant Candlepoint into a wash of pinks and golds. The city looked good from here, at Erick’s new breakfast balcony. Candlepoint was a string of dark gems and green trees, with a spire of glowing white crystal sticking up from the center.

Unless they had named that large crystal something new, that crystal was called the Crystal, and it formed the backbone of Candlepoint’s automated defense systems. When last Erick saw, that Crystal had been attuned for use by a few people in the guard, so that they could summon juggernaut-like melee summons, and robe-wearing mage summons, to patrol the lands around the city, to protect against unapproved people and monsters. Mostly, though, those automatons just kept the mimics and other monsters away from the walls of the city. People just blipped past all those defenses.

Erick would need to limit [Teleport] in the near future. Probably through some sort of Undertow effect, linked to his [Spatial Denial] spell. Soon. Not this very moment, though. Not without talking to everyone at Candlepoint first.

And so, Erick sipped his coffee as he sat there, half of his senses on the moment, the other half elsewhere, flying with Ophiel across the land.

Candlepoint looked rather decent these days. Nice walkways with grasses and trees here and there. Nice stores in nice, new market streets. People out everywhere, doing everything. A lot fewer shadelings than Erick had expected. A few more wrought than Erick had expected, as well—

Erick paused.

Far below Ophiel, in a strange mirror of another time and place, Tasar was getting a tour of the place from Justine, just like how Erick had gotten from Justine, back when Justine was a Shadeling, and Erick had gotten a tour through Ophiel. Now, though, Justine was an incani, with bright red eyes, and Tasar was taking her tour down main street in person, though she did have her blackberry-topped black crystal staff in one hand; she still had her summons with her.

Erick let them be.

He moved on.

The farms to the north of Candlepoint were doing well, with redscale Valok out there in the orchards, introducing a few floating orbs of gold to the myriad citrus. The orbs of gold had to be [Familiar]s, and if Erick had to guess, they were the mouthpieces of the Merchants of Stratagold; the gold caste. He could be wrong, though.

Back in the city, months and months ago when Erick had last been here, the courthouse was still being built and adorned with a bunch of big quartz crystals that Ava Jadescale, the snake shifter sewermaster, had made out of sand. Those crystals had been so that shadelings could move easily through those crystals; to attack and defend from them, if others should come to Candlepoint with less than honorable intentions.

The courthouse of today, though, had none of those spiky crystals. Today’s courthouse was a solid black building with thick, white crystal trim, and it was beautiful. Multiple floors, fountains in back, columns and large open halls. It would have fit well in any metropolitan city the world over. The whole city had that sort of look to it, with simple crystal trim here and there, though for every black building, there were two grey-stone buildings of equal quality. The whole city had a rather good look to it. Not exactly uniform, for there were many individual houses and apartment complexes and businesses that all looked different, with accents of color or outright ignoring the conventions around them. But the general scheme was similar all around.

Most of the original buildings of the original city had been torn down, leaving a lot of space where once it was jam packed to the brim with shadelings. There used to be 100,000 shadelings and maybe that many adventurers, too, back when Bulgan had run the place like a sinner’s paradise. That was before the ballooning spiders, though, which Bulgan allowed to run rampant just to get a rise out of Erick.

Erick scowled, remembering how Bulgan prevented him from helping, how Bulgan released the automatons to indiscriminately kill everything they found. That man’s actions had killed 9 out of every 10 shadelings. Most of the visitors could get away, but not the shadelings. And then, when Erick took Candlepoint from him…

And then Melemizargo drowned half of the city into the new lake…

Candlepoint had been reduced to a small fraction of what it had been, though that seems to have changed in recent months, since Erick had been gone. Fewer shadelings, still, but a lot more people of other sorts. One new arrival to Candlepoint stood out from the rest of those nearby; a minotaur.

Erick had been the one to ask Hollowsaur to fix the horrors he had made out of those adventurers unlucky enough to run afoul of him, to be turned into cow-people and harvested for their now-magical body parts and their meat. Hollowsaur’s first fix had transformed these people into horrors of a different sort. His second fix, after Erick had Blessed him, turned these people into what they were today.

Strong, with bronzed skin and healthy complexions, and almost orcol-like self-healing properties.

Erick had expected that all of those minotaurs would have accepted Melemizargo’s offer of [Reincarnation] to transform back into their original races. The shadelings had obviously taken advantage of this offer, so it made sense for others to try for it, too. Or maybe it didn’t work that way?

Whatever the case, Erick spotted the minotaur on market street, and traced their direction through the manasphere back to the south, to a compound that held most of the other minotaurs. It seemed that they liked to live with each other? Erick would have assumed that most of them would have moved on to other houses, or something, but Erick counted around six minotaurs per very large house, of which there were five houses all joined together to form the compound. Erick chose not to pry any more than that.

He pulled back. Back into the sky, back to an overview of the land. From high above, and based on what he was seeing, with the size of Candlepoint being about 12 kilometers from north and south, 5 kilometers from the lake’s coast to the outer wall, forming an arc of inhabited land that stretched beside the lake…

There had been around 5000 shadelings when Erick had gained control of Candlepoint, and finally stopped the tragedies. Now, though? Erick briefly checked on the colors of eyes from afar, for shadelings had glowing eyes of white or off-white, while everyone else had normal eyes, and when taken into account with how shadelings were naturally crepuscular and most other people might not be awake at this early hour...

“I… Maybe a thousand? There’s a lot more non-shadelings than shadelings down there, though.” Erick frowned. “I have no idea how many shadelings are left.” He turned a bit, and asked, “Silverite gave some small numbers, but do you have any precise population figures for Candlepoint? Or other general news?”

Poi had been approaching from behind, having stopped at the kitchen before coming up here. He stepped through the open doorway, carrying a coffee in one hand and a plate with a cinnamon roll in the other; his own breakfast. He sat down next to Erick, saying, “About 1200 shadelings left. Most of the shadelings have tried their luck with what they’re calling Melemizargo’s [Reincarnation], but while some have died due to that procedure, most were successful. About 98%. It’s what came after that was bad for most of them. Almost all of those who tried to leave Candlepoint and retake their old lives.”

Erick exhaled deeply, already knowing the results of those attempts. “How many were killed? How many came back?”

Poi said, “Around 3,000 tried some sort of leaving measure. 2,100 of them came back. The stories they’ve told make us think that the others did not survive, or maybe they managed to actually escape the Sights looking out for those types. Shadow-kill squads in the Greensoil Republic, and Treehome, and the Wasteland Kingdoms, have likely killed at least 900. A few times some kill squads have chased former shadelings right back to the walls surrounding the lake. Those former shadelings had access to [Teleport], of course, but most of the kill squads out there have accounted for that. Most of those squads have access to [Tether]-like effects, if not that spell itself. Right now, there’s about 1,100 to 1,200 shadelings, most of whom are trying to make Candlepoint work and never stopped, or never felt the desire to retake their old lives. 3,600 transformed, most of whom are here against their will. All the rest of the people out there are investors looking to make it big on the promises you have given them.; about 15,000 of those types. Because of those investors, the shadelings and transformed who chose to stay are a lot better off than their compatriots. There’s something of a rift forming between those two peoples, though I have no real news on that front.”

Erick nodded slowly, deep in thought. He sipped his coffee.

Poi cut off a bit of his cinnamon roll, stuck a fork in it, and ate it.

Erick said, “I… I wasn’t sure what I expected. Tragedies all around, but… There haven’t been any full-scale attacks, have there?”

“Some assassination attempts but nothing full-scale.”

Erick frowned a little, thinking.

He would hear more about Candlepoint from Mephistopheles and Justine Erholme, soon enough.

He moved on, asking, “Was I too paranoid with regard to the Headmas— To Kirginatharp?”

“You were not unduly paranoid.” Poi said, “If it was known you were a Wizard before your Worldly Path was over, then you never would have been allowed to walk it. Everything would have been different. Wizards are targeted… They’re not known until Rozeta has a reason for making them known, though. It is hypothesized that Rozeta doesn’t tell on Wizards because then that would remove all possibility for them to prove themselves as Good. The system right now still makes it exceedingly difficult for Wizards, but… If you would have asked me years ago what I thought about Wizards, I would have easily said that they should all be killed, without being offered a chance at proving themselves good or evil, at all. I don’t think that anymore, but… Such is the trauma left by the Sundering.”

Erick glanced at Poi, a bit surprised. Then he said, “I suppose I shouldn't be surprised. I think Teressa is going through that same sort of cognitive change, right now— Ah.” Erick changed the subject again, “Which reminds me. I want to see the letters you got while I was in Ar’Cosmos, to see if they’re the same ones I sent… Though that might be too much paranoia. Is that too much paranoia?”

Poi smiled a bit. “That’s the correct amount of paranoia to have, in my opinion.” He lost most of his smile, “And yeah; I have come around to the idea. Months ago… A lot later than I should have, if we’re being honest. I feel a bit ashamed, actually, that I was still judging you based on your capability and nature, and not on your deeds and your person.”

Erick nodded, knowingly. “If we’re being honest, I’ve been worried over you controlling my mind for the last few days and that meeting with the Ascendant Prime was terrifying, but that’s just lingering fairy trauma. But... I guess that sort of fear has always been a bit present.”

“Mind control is terrifying. It rips apart families and destroys trust and kingdoms and lives. But there is help for that sort of trauma.” Poi said, “We do have therapists.”

Erick smiled. “I know. Maybe I might actually go to one, eventually. It would be the healthy thing to do.”

“Do you want to talk about what that sort of therapy would look like?”

“… No. Not today.”

The northern breeze brushed past the house, swirling steam from the coffee pot. Both of the mugs were empty, but Erick fixed that problem by reaching through a small [Gate], to the kitchen. Soon, the two friends were enjoying more coffee. And then Poi finished his cinnamon roll, and another [Gate] retrieved two more cinnamon rolls; one for Poi, and one for Erick. They were good rolls. Teressa had made them two days ago.

While cutting into his second roll, Poi asked, “What do you want to do today?”

“If nothing is on fire…” Erick checked the manasphere, gazing slightly into the future. His [Future Sight] wasn’t that great, but if there were any massive events then he probably would have seen them. Maybe. He wasn’t wholly sure, but it felt like it… He decided: he needed to work on his [Future Sight]. But for now, Erick came back, saying, “I can’t see any fires on the horizon. So… What am I going to do today? Nothing.” Erick sat a bit straighter, feeling secure in that decision. “That’s what I’m going to do today: Nothing. A fat lot of nothing.”

Poi chuckled.

Erick asked, “Do you like the house? Did I get your rooms right?”

Poi smiled. “The office looks great. I love it. I’ll need to get some furniture to replace the conjured stuff, but these conjured [Fairy Item]s are as durable as the stone walls of the house back at Spur.”

“As long as no one else casts any Fae Magic around them, they’ll stick around like they were real.” Erick smiled at the horizon, thinking back to Spur. “And it was a good house. I’ll keep it around, but… This is more secure, by far.”

“Living on a World Tree, inside a [Fairy Stronghold] is something that not even kings and archmages can boast. It’ll take everyone a while to understand just how secure this location actually is… It’s not very secure against that one person, I suppose.”

Erick shrugged. “Can’t stop forces of nature, and the consequences of her messing with my family are very, very large. I don’t think that will stop her from interacting. But… We’ll be fine. Either way, I’ll have to go over this spellwork with everyone here so that they know all of those nuances.” Erick paused. He said, “Tomorrow, I think. Not today…” Erick changed his mind. “Later today, actually… if I feel like it.”

Returning to a better topic, Poi said, “I like how you transported the entire garden south of the house. So many people stole so many of those vegetables, just to see if they could, but they’re going to have a much harder time of it now.”

Erick smirked, saying, “The cocoa trees are still in the backyard at Spur. People can steal those if they wish.”

“They already were!” Poi said, “So much shit happened after we split ways.”

Erick smiled brightly, saying, “Tell me all about it.”

They spoke about everything and nothing in particular as the sun rose over Candlepoint, and passed into the greenery of Yggdrasil overhead. As the full day dawned, Yggdrasil tucked the world back into small shadows through his usual [Control Weather]. Clouds rolled across the clear blue sky of the Crystal Forest, providing shade for the shadelings of Candlepoint.
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                One day of rest became more than was planned, of course.

It had started with a simple enough request from Kiri; if she could get one of her office spaces beside her mage tower turned into an extension of her mage tower. From there, Jane joined in, asking if she could get something changed about her rooms, too. If this Fae Magic really was as malleable as Erick had shown, Jane wanted the outer wall of her bedroom opened wider.

Erick happily got on those projects, taking requests and moving around the runic web inside the walls as necessary. He loved every second of it. When he was done with Kiri’s and Jane’s requests, Teressa requested her bedroom’s adjoining bathroom to have larger windows, but it was mostly just an excuse so that she could get in on the lessons, too.

For while Erick was moving around the house, he was also explaining all about Fae Magic, Illusion Magic, and Elemental Mystical.

While Kiri was ecstatic to learn the intricacies, Jane and Teressa wanted to know about all that in order to know what they were dealing with. [Intangibility], to physically shift an item slightly into the Fae. [Concealment], to shift the perception of an item into the Fae. Together, along with [Fairy Item] to create physical items, and [Renew] to make it modular, those spells became [Fairy Stronghold]. The first two were spells best left alone unless one knew what they were doing, for [Concealment], but mostly [Intangibility], could really hurt a person if they used the spell wrong. Like, on the level of a miscast [Cleanse], sort of harm.

That tamped down some of Kiri’s excitement, and cemented Jane’s resignation that this magic was out of her league at the moment, and possibly forever. All of them also knew not to experiment with Fae Magic inside the house, or anywhere, really. Erick had given them the same disclaimers that Kydyr had given him, back before Kydyr was killed by Fairy Moon.

Teressa looked around, and with a worried voice, asked, “So what happens if this breaks with us inside?”

“Nothing big,” Erick said, as he transformed Teressa’s bathroom more to her liking. “The house just breaks and we fall through the vanishing floor, or something like that. This sort of spell doesn’t actually shift someone into Fairy like Ar’Cosmos is shifted into Fairy. It’s a halfway-stop. There are lots and lots of stops along the way into the Deep Fae, and this house is barely under the surface.”

“… Oh,” Teressa said, her worries vanishing.

Erick finished with the new window. “How does that look? Wide enough? If I make it an opening then it will connect to the real world outside, which carries all sorts of minor but workable risks, but that’s not a big deal.”

Teressa shook her head. “No no. Just bigger is fine. This is good.”

Erick nodded, then he judged the rest of the room. One thing stood out. Erick asked, “Is the tub big enough?”

Teressa looked down at the tub. “… It could be bigger.”

Erick smiled, then began casting again, transforming the very large faux-marble tub, which could have fit three men, or one orcol, into a tub that could fit one and a half orcols. It was a decadent fixture, and Teressa loved it. From the looks Kiri and Jane were giving that tub from beyond the door of the room, Erick could tell they wanted a similar tub, too.

Teressa smiled brightly, saying, “That’s good. Thank you, Boss.”

“Is that everything you want, Teressa?” Erick said, “Feel free to ask for anything. This is just mana, after all. None of it is real.” He turned to Kiri and Jane, repeating a warning he had already given twice, “It’ll also break in the presence of any Fae Magic, so don’t go experimenting with that stuff inside the house.”

Kiri nodded.

Jane mocked a salute, saying, “Heard and understood.”

Erick smiled at that.

And, for a brief moment, Teressa was torn. She actually did want something else, but she was afraid to ask. And then she decided to just say what was on her mind, and see what happened, “I like the marble… But it makes me feel like a noblewoman. Maybe plain wood would be nice.”

Erick teased, “I could make it out of solid gold, instead.”

“Ha!” Kiri said, “I want that, please.”

Teressa paled. “Uh. No. That’s… That’s too much.”

Jane scowled at Kiri. “Wouldn’t that weigh too much, and just make the water cold? This stuff does act like the real thing, after all— And it’d be too soft! It’d bend under the water weight… Maybe?”

“Hollow gold, then.” Kiri said, “Steel core, gold leaf.”

“I like stone,” Teressa decided. “I like white marble. This is good.”

Erick happily said, “Then onto the next project! A gold tub for Kiri!”

Kiri clapped her hands and did a little jump as she moved off to her rooms. Erick followed, asking if they liked the floors in the hallways, or if they needed more light fixtures in the ceiling. After adding a few more lights, Erick got back to Kiri’s room and started shifting around everything she wanted shifted. Eventually, Poi decided to join in on the rearrangement. Poi got a balcony and some more lighting and some nice, soft carpets; all little details to make his room more homey.

With the rooms done, Erick decided that he could fix the outside of the house, too, even though no one was actually going to see the house from the outside, except for with mana sense from the inside. Before that could happen, though, he helped all four of his people learn to navigate some of the stranger nuances of living in a Fae Space.

When you left the house, from any angle, the house remained visible for a few seconds, but then it would vanish, and you would return to normal space. Reentering the house would require approaching a known angle of attack, where a door, or window, or other egress had been left open. Or, you would have to approach the front door, because it was expected for everyone to come through that way.

Approaching an open window was a lot more difficult, and near impossible for even Kiri to do with Sunny, while she was inside the house itself, at an open window, and Sunny was right outside, not one meter away. She would learn, though, because after twenty tries of Sunny flying right through Kiri instead of coming inside, Sunny managed to ‘connect’ with the open window, and come inside the Fae Space like normal.

Erick had never had that much trouble moving Ophiel around, but he had Perception, so that likely helped a lot.

Also, [Fairy Stronghold] was his spell, so that helped, too.

There were a few other nuances to the house that everyone would eventually learn with time. One of the largest ones was if you held a hand on the outside wall, then you would remain ‘inside’ the Fae Space, even if you were technically outside. In this way, Erick left the girls and Poi behind as he went outside the house and began shifting around the exterior, smoothing out walls and ‘painting’ them bright white with green trim (all the better to match Yggdrasil), while a string of [Pristine Benevolence] connected him to the house.

Unexpectedly, though, his Benevolence had some side effects.

Where his lightning connected to the house, a trailing vine of bright green leaves and perfect white flowers began growing up the side of the house. This was not exactly what Erick wanted, though, so Erick shifted some stuff around and added some trellises. Now his lightning touched upon the trellises, growing vines that did not seem to need soil at all. Air vines, or something. Whatever the case, they smelled of jasmine.

The mushrooms, though. Those had to go.

Mushrooms would eat away at the fake wood of the house, and that was just not happening right now, or ever. Perhaps Erick should have made the home out of stone, or at least the outside layer, but he had not. This happenstance of mushrooms served to highlight how Erick needed to control his Benevolence better, though.

All he needed to do was remember to suppress his bloodline, and then actually suppress it, which is what he did for the remainder of the day. His [Pristine Benevolence] still sparked and jolted away from his sunform, but it no longer left greenery behind, nor did it leave glowing mushrooms. Good enough, for now!

- - - -

For lunch, Erick made burgers on the large flattop grill that Jane had bought and installed at the house back in Spur. That appliance had joined all the rest of the ones in the kitchen here, at Yggdrasil, and Erick was happy to have it.

This flattop was a variant on the Grand [Prestidigitation] Stove design, and had a grand rad in the bottom of the machine, powering the whole thing. That grand rad would last a very long time, but Erick smiled as he realized how easy it would be to produce this rustless steel product at half-cost, with just runes and [Renew]—

Well.

An estimated half-cost. How much did this thing cost Jane?

Erick ran some estimated numbers through his mind to see if they fit what he was seeing.

The grand rad was the least expensive part of it all, for grand rads were price-controlled by Mage Bank; 1000 gold, flat cost. Jane had likely gathered that herself, too, so it was actually free. The rustless steel flattop, which was large enough to cook for a few orcols, was probably 500g by itself. It’d last forever, though, so that was a good investment. A much cheaper variant which used plain steel would need to be taken out and recast, or [Metalshape]d back to normal steel, as the wear of magic would gradually turn it to rust.

The ‘burners’ of this stove, trapped between the underside of the flattop and piped metal, were made out of very thin platinum wires, like someone had curved platinum back and forth under the rustless steel and then capped it off with [Metalshape]d sealant. That platinum formed heating areas that could be turned on or off based on dials in the front of the appliance. The actual enchantments mostly took place under the machine, inside a rustless steel box attached but separated from the grill top. The grand rad went inside that box, and the machine drew power from that grand rad, while the grand rad continued to soak up power from its surroundings, in order to replenish itself. As long as the machine was allowed 20 hours of rest for every 5 hours of cooking, that grand rad could theoretically last forever.

Erick guessed this stove had run Jane around… 3000 gold.

Erick called out to Jane in the other room, “How much did this flattop cost?”

After a moment, Jane walked in, saying, “Way too much. 3500 gold, without the grand rad; I got that rad myself.”

To make it out of runes and not need a grand rad…

“I don’t think I can actually make this stuff cheaper; not without having it rust out after a day or five,” Erick admitted, and it felt like defeat. But there was a caveat. “But… I think I can make it so you can use [Renew] to fill up a tank, and then bleed off that tank to use as fuel for the enchantments. Removing the cost of rads to power these machines will put them in the hands of normal people… I think.”

Jane shrugged. “That would be useful, sure, but I’m sure that with some proper metallurgy you can solve the rusting problem.”

Erick perked up. “OH! Right. [Condense Oxygen] to remove rust from steel, and then just make everything out of steel. That would plunge the costs down to barely anything at all. I had almost forgotten— Anyway. I should run that experiment. Shouldn’t be too hard.”

Jane smiled. “That works, too. Didn’t Tasar invent that spell? She’s probably capitalizing on it already, or maybe that Archmage’s Rest is—” Jane paused. She asked, “What was Tasar’s full title?”

“Archmage Tasar, or Geode Guardian Tasar. Either works. And she’s probably not capitalizing on her magic. Or at least not monetarily. She invented that spell to figure out wrought rot, and then promptly helped the Gemslicers learn that magic, so that they could spread it further. I think that transfer of information likely went through Archmage’s Rest, but I don’t know the exact details.” Erick said, “That spell is being used in the Underworld to rid wrought of what is now being medically called ‘oxygen sickness’. You remember the Gemslicers, right? They’re the ones who have that whole ‘ultraviolet light’ thing sewed up, too. They know all about how light actually works.”

“Those guys are the healers, though?”

“Correct!” While Erick flipped burgers, he explained, “I met one of them by the name of Awir, who apparently Remade my [Luminous Beam] and fed it to the guardians around the Core. He re-Classed as Particle Mage, too, and he’s… Well. He’s a guy who doesn’t really like me because I stepped on his toes in creating [Luminous Beam]. He’s been trying to make a spell like that for a long time, and…”

Erick told stories for a long while as he made lunch, and Jane sat at the kitchen table, sipping her berry soda. She had managed to get Kiri to make a carbonation spell, but Kiri’s version needed a [Cleanse] running at the same time in order to get rid of unwanted side effects of that particular Particle Magic.

When lunch was finally served, Erick asked Kiri about her carbonation spell. That led to Erick talking about [Crystallize Diamond] and conjuring a latticework image of carbon atoms to explain how they fit together to make diamonds. He also went back to talking of Elemental Mystical, to explain how to Remake Clarity, Precision, and Meditation, and what all of those Skills actually meant. This talk of Mystical was important, because Elemental Mystical, when combined with Particle Magic, would produce an end product without any side effects; there would be no need to run [Cleanse] at the same time as [Crystallize Diamond].

(Elemental Illusion could likely achieve the same thing, but Erick felt that Elemental Mystical was better.)

With a good enough understanding of Mystical (and probably Illusion, too) there would be no need to run [Cleanse] during any Particle Magic at all. This, then, was a minor revolution of Particle Magic that Erick wanted to spread out there, too; perhaps as a Class Ability he could make himself, but also as general knowledge that others could take and use as well. It was through Mystical and Illusion that Yggdrasil had managed to make himself this big, this fast, and it was through the Mystical that all Health and Mana Cost Reductions worked.

“There’s Elemental Mystical everywhere in this world,” Erick said. And then he added a maybe-Truth, “This is likely part of the reason why Melemizargo thinks this world is fake.”

Teressa, Kiri, Jane, and even Poi, a little, were caught off guard by that. Poi asked to shut down further conversation about Melemizargo, though, so Erick didn’t speak more of that possible-Truth. He returned to talking of Elemental Mystical, and what he had learned on his Worldly Path. He was finally getting a chance to talk to his people about this stuff, and this was stuff they needed to know.

The conversation went well past lunchtime and eventually ended up in the front yard of the house, upon the bare, glowing branch of Yggdrasil, with Erick’s daughter, his apprentice, and his two guards standing behind him. For it was time to make magic.

[Crystallize Diamond] was a spell Erick had made a while ago, and which served as the basis for all the Stat Rings Erick had gone on to make. The only problem with the spell is that Erick needed to run [Cleanse] at the same time to negate all the toxic particle effects that his magic created in the pursuit of perfectly aligned carbon. The fix for this was, of course, Elemental Mystical.

Erick added [Airshape] too, though, in order to move more air through the space, and to make the resulting diamond grow even faster, and to hover in place while it was growing. Erick just liked the idea of a hovering, growing diamond, and what was magic for if not for having fun?

One by one, Erick channeled the sounds of his spellwork through his hands, and then handed them off to Ophiel to bring the song to fruition. And then, he held up a hand with his fingers loosely cupped, and cast.

A breezy song of static clarity threaded through the air, drawing power and wind through Erick’s fingertips like the gathering of a very tiny storm upon his palm. A diamond began to form above his hand, starting off as a tiny speck of almost-nothing, and then rapidly blossoming into a perfect tetrahedron. In five short seconds, the diamond grew to half the size of his pinky finger’s nail, but it was just getting started. Erick dropped his hand away, and the diamond continued to float in the air, growing and growing with every passing second. He instinctively felt he could cancel the spell at any time, but there was no need. The spell was working perfectly.

After twenty seconds of growth, a blue box appeared.




	
Manifest Perfect Diamond, instant, close range, 85 mana

Create a diamond, or cause a targeted diamond to grow in a specific way. Results vary.

Spell ends after 10 minutes, or when desired shape is reached.














“Ah ha!” Erick showed off the spell, and had an Ophiel open up a [Cleansing Aura]. When no thick air spilled away from the still-growing diamond, Erick said, “And no thick air! Works just like I said it would.”

“You make it look so easy.” Kiri chuckled. “Ah. Okay. I can figure this out. Thank you, Erick.”

Jane scrunched her face at her father, though, asking, “Were you… Worried that it wouldn’t work?”

Erick tensed. “Maybe. Still working out these Benevolence kinks, and they seem to show up when least expected. I almost expected something odd to happen… And you know what? Let’s just see what happens when oddities are introduced.” Erick held up a hand—

Kiri and Teressa went wide-eyed. Poi grimaced. Jane just looked curious.

—and sent a jolt of Benevolence into the still-manifesting diamond. Lightning struck, and suddenly the diamond was twice as large as it had been. The size of his thumb-nail, now. He retracted his lightning and stared at the growing diamond with all of his senses, and wondered…

He sent a continuous jolt into the manifesting diamond, trickling mana into the spell, and the resultant product. Ten mana. Twenty mana. Erick didn’t stop, or slow, or speed up, for this seemed to be a quick enough rate, for the diamond seemed to drink in the power Erick gave it, coming alive with its own brilliant white iridescence, growing to the size of his thumb, now, and then even larger—

The diamond and its spell shattered, bursting white shards and dust away from the epicenter of a splash of lightning.

Erick rapidly captured most of those shards and some of the dust inside a sweeping grasp of light, bringing them back to a single space. He held the mess up, inspecting it. The dust looked completely inert, but the larger shards seemed… Brighter? Hmm. Ophiel’s [Cleansing Aura] was still going, but none of the shards turned to thick air; they must have been normal diamond—

A spark of Benevolence flickered out of the largest diamond shard and vanished on the wind.

… What did that mean?

Jane said, “I’ll leave you to figure that out, dad. I can’t wait to see what sort of new Stat Rings you make, but I’ve still got a room to sort out.” She waved behind her as she walked away.

“Let me know if you want help!” Erick glanced over to see Jane walk away, but he was mostly focused on whatever was happening here with this diamond. “I wonder if it means anything… Maybe the Benevolence interacted with the Mystical? Or… Hmm.”

Kiri stood beside Erick, looking at the shards of diamond in his palm. “Adding strong magic to delicate magics usually messes up the more delicate spell. The point where that happens is called the Interruption Point. I think you just reached the Interruption Point in [Manifest Perfect Diamond].”

“Hmm...” Erick said, “I don’t think I’ve encountered that particular theory, but it makes sense. I wonder what did it, though. Specifically, I mean.”

Kiri started, “I don’t know enough about Mystical, but the smaller Particle Magics are highly prone to being called ‘delicate magic’. The Arcanaeum Consortium published their first Particle Magic book four months ago… I think you were at Songli?”

Erick perked up. “Oh! Do you have that book?”

“I do!” Kiri said, “And a lot more besides.”

Teressa and Poi took that as their cue to leave, too, both of them walking back into the house, following Jane… Who was still stuck looking for the front door. Her hands were out and fumbling through the empty air, and Erick almost wanted to help her find her way, but Teressa got there first, and offered. Jane told them that she was perfectly capable of finding the entrance to the house.

She just needed a moment.

Teressa smiled and walked past Jane, into the house, vanishing from sight the second she crossed the threshold to the porch.

Jane just stood there, dumbfounded and looking embarrassed for half a moment, before she, too, found the entrance. She was just a half step too far to the left, and that was an easy enough fix. Poi followed in after her.

And Erick turned his full attention back to Kiri.

They talked of Particle Magic and Chelation and alchemical news, moving from the front yard to the porch, and then to the library where Teressa brought them coffee and cookies. Erick thanked Teressa for those, and then he continued to talk magic with Kiri.

Poi made dinner. It was fish and sauces and rice. It was simple, and it was wonderful.

Erick got to bed at a normal time, and that was nice, too.







- - - -







Erick grumbled, tossing over in bed while ‘twilight’ shone brightly through his windows. Perhaps too brightly. The curtains were half drawn, keeping away most of the light, because light wasn’t strictly necessary to be able to see one’s surroundings. Even through barely-open eyes, Erick could still mana sense everything around him as much as he wanted. But as he lay there, blinking and being annoyed, the light seemed even brighter.

It was a sad fact of life on Veird that Erick was still not comfortable sleeping in anything but total dark, and yet, sleeping in total dark simply wasn’t an option.

The dark was uncomfortable because Erick knew who lived in the dark. He could have shut the curtains all the way, but he didn’t want to invite that dragon into his life. Not right yet. Otherwise, he would have been perfectly comfortable in pure darkness. It wasn’t like the dark actually hid anything to his Perception enhanced eyes, or to Ophiel’s eyes either.

Seeing that Erick was moving around again, Ophiel fluffed up on his perch upon the headboard, his eyes glittering in the calm light of the room. He twittered very quietly, almost experimentally, wondering if Erick was getting up. It was rather early to get up, after all.

Erick also wondered if he was going to get up, or if he could force himself to sleep some more.

For a while, he just lay there, bleary-eyed and wrapped in comfortable blankets. What time was it? He had no idea. Back in Ar’Cosmos Fairy Moon had gifted him an ‘electronic clock’. It was a green stone, like a brick of jade, that projected glowing numbers into the air itself. He really liked that clock. It reminded him of his alarm clock back on Earth, but with green numbers instead of red.

Erick wanted that fairy clock.

Next time he saw Fairy Moon, which would probably be too soon, Erick would ask for that clock.

Ophiel twittered again, a bit quieter, but more insistent. Are you getting up? Are you getting up? Is it time to sing songs yet?

“Yup yup.” Erick sat up. “I suppose that’s enough sleep for tonight.”

Ophiel trilled in quiet happiness as he landed upon Erick’s shoulder. Yggdrasil’s iridescent [Scry] eye, which had been hovering on the other perch of Erick’s bed, took his place on Erick’s other shoulder. And now he was fully awake.

Might as well take advantage of the extra hours, right? It was time to get back to proper work; to prepare for what was to come. Erick flipped his covers off and swung out of bed.

There was spellwork to be done!

… Even if it was still hours to twilight. All that light outside of his room was not actual twilight. It was Yggdrasil, being his normal, happy and bright self. Erick wasn’t about to ask him to turn it down, either, but he was absolutely sure that Yggdrasil was brighter these days, and by a lot. Like, noticeably a lot.







- - - -







Well dressed for an excursion into the desert at night, and with [Conjure Armor] robes to boot, Erick stepped down the stairs toward the first floor landing. Kiri’s couatl-shaped [Familiar] hung out on a little pillow beside the main staircase, tucked into a small alcove like a little defender. Sunny shimmered in rainbow hues as Erick passed, while Ophiel twittered in small violins in response. And then Sunny returned to her cat-like nap, and Ophiel turned his attention back toward Erick’s destination; the front door.

Beyond an archway near the foyer, was a reading room. Teressa sat in the side room, doing what the room was made to allow, while also being on nightwatch. It would probably take everyone a long while to realize that nothing was going to happen at night inside this house, but they were all worried, and Erick couldn’t blame them.

Teressa glanced Erick’s way as he passed, first freezing with worry, and then rapidly thawing. She had been rather engrossed in her reading, it seems, but she came out of it fast enough, a dozen thoughts flitting through her head. Primarily, she looked to the space where Erick’s fairy necklace lay upon his chest. She didn’t like that thing. Even with Ophiel betraying where Erick went, that little necklace prevented her from seeing all of Erick’s actual worldline.

She dispersed her worries fast enough so that she could fake a proper tone, though, asking, “What’s upPP—” Her voice cracked. She tried again, “What’s up, Boss?”

“Out to do some magic, and then off to talk to some people. I’ll be back. Don’t worry about me.”

“… Do you want—” Teressa had started with a half-hearted attempt at offering something, but then she realized that that would have been improper for so many different reasons, not the least of which that she was a guard, and she should be ready to guard whenever asked, and even when not asked at all. So she stood, saying, “Let me wake up Poi and I will go with you. You need a spotter, right?”

Erick grinned, saying, “I would like a spotter. Thanks for offering.”

Teressa nodded firmly, then began moving, out of the reading room, into the foyer then past Erick, saying, “I’ll get the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds].”

“Might want to pick up your shield, too. Never know what’s out there at night.

Teressa paused in realization that maybe she could actually defend like she was used to, and then she resumed walking, saying, “Of course. This is my duty.”

Erick tried to contain some of his joy; Teressa wasn’t fully comfortable with him yet, but she was getting there, and faster than he had expected. It took Poi apparently a year to come around to the idea that Erick was a Wizard, and that this was not automatically a bad thing, but then again, Poi had been there first, back before it was obvious what kinda person Erick truly was. Teressa had only found out a few days ago; well after she had already formed opinions that were, apparently, based on lies.

But she was adjusting well. 

Erick happily watched as Teressa continued on, to grab the rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] from the kitchen, conjure her usual fully-enclosed armor, and then tuck the rod into a compartment on her back. With a quick cast of grey magic, she empowered the adamantium shield that she had gotten from Enduring Forge, and commanded it to float upon her back. A knock on Poi’s door was enough to wake the guy. Poi grumbled awake and then dispelled his brief annoyance, understanding what was happening without being told, and Teressa rejoined Erick in the foyer of the house.

Erick asked, “How did you guys get one of those rods, anyway? I thought we had run out?”

Teressa’s fully-encased armor was a sight to behold, making her look like a tank from Earth, but in person form. Her helmet was completely solid, too. She seemed truly imposing in that conjuring, but her voice wasn’t so solid, as she said, “Ah? Kiri needed one, and… Well she’s made some money, and commissioned several from Oceanside for the Army. Bulk shipment of twenty-five, for the cost of 10.”

“Still like 250,000 a piece, though, right?” Erick suddenly realized that he could…

He had no idea how hard it was to make one of those rods.

Teressa nodded. “Yup. But she paid in rads, so they cut the cost a lot.”

Erick realized something. “You know? I never did find out why it cost so much to put the spell into an item. I’ve heard people talk about how the items require a lot of skill to make, but nothing definitive.” He had some ideas, but nothing concrete.

Teressa brightened. “Oh! Kiri actually found this out! When a person casts [Greater Treat Wounds] the Script helps them with that spell, but the [Greater Treat Wounds] that gets put into an item requires the enchanter to actually be able to use Elemental Healing and Destruction how they’re supposed to be used to Remake [Greater Treat Wounds] from scratch. It’s because magic cast through the use of rads takes on the qualities of those rads, and there’s…” Teressa frowned a little, underneath her helmet. “I don’t really understand it all, but rads make for good enchantments that anyone can use, but making Healing Magic out of those rads is very difficult, because making true Healing Magic is exceedingly difficult.”

“I’ll have to run some experiments with runic wands of [Greater Treat Wounds].” Erick nodded, then gestured to the right. Ophiel zipped to the door, opened it, and fluttered out of the [Fairy Stronghold] several meters before Erick cast [Gate], opening a lightning-ringed hole in the world, that led to the dark sands of the Crystal Forest about a hundred kilometers north of here. And then Ophiel flitted through, leading the way. “Only a bit to the north; not too far away.” Erick stepped forward, out of the house and toward the [Gate].

Teressa had paused for a moment, likely feeling any of a hundred disconnected emotions, but then she rolled her shoulders, getting herself in the mood to move. She followed.

- - - -

The dune-filled desert was cold at night, and slightly more active than it was in the daytime, but that was normal. Sand mice tussled with a brown snake to the left, about twenty meters out; it was a life and death struggle for the mice to eat the snake, but it was a very small battle that would likely play out like it normally did. The venomous mice would eat the animated-plant-type snake, while the gibbous moons lit the land in enough light for most animals to easily see everything that happened around them.

Erick and Teressa could see everything around them rather well, too. Either through mana sense, or through enough moonlight to read by, the night was dark but it was not filled with terrors at all.

Erick half expected something horrible to happen right after they had stepped out of the [Gate], but nothing had, and so Erick had closed that [Gate] behind them. Now, they walked upon the sands. They had only been out here for a minute so far, but Erick hadn’t said anything yet, because…

“I’m not quite sure what I’m looking for, exactly, Teressa,” Erick admitted.

Behind him, Teressa offered, “Uh? What are you looking for, at all? I thought we’d drop right next to the target.”

“Perhaps I have come to think that the world would bend in odd ways to fit my needs… I think the Worldly Path fucked up my sense of… I’m not sure.” Erick tried out, “Of what should happen when one does something strange?”

Teressa smirked. “Your sense of Fate.”

“That works.” After a moment of thought, Erick decided to just tell her, and see how she reacted to his plan; her reaction would be a good reaction to what he should expect from the rest of the world. She might not be a good test case, though, since this magic was probably too close to her own trauma with her original adventuring team who were turned to shadelings by the Witch, but… Erick went for it, saying, “I explained some of this already, but here’s the full story: While I was in Ar’Cosmos, there was a magic I helped them to make. It started with [Baleful Polymorph] and my [Renew], and then came a whole lot of runic workings to form the resulting magic into something new. 

“What this spell does is take the base of a person’s soul and works out from there, continually rebuilding the soul in a certain direction and discarding everything aside from base level power, granting a person a new Familiar Form that is completely new. The result is devoid of all medical issues or soul issues. It’s a complete [Reincarnation]. It’s what Melemizargo has done for some of the shadelings in Candlepoint. It’s what I’ve helped Redflame in Ar’Cosmos do for his people, in order to… That explanation is a mess and a half, but short version: Some people have dragon essence and soul problems, and this spell solves those problems by ridding the soul of everything that is not the base soul. The mind follows the soul, but the body comes along for the ride.” Erick said, “Rats— Xendross could have used a spell like this, and thus never would have needed to go with Messalina to get her to do… Whatever she’s done for him. I honestly do not know.”

Erick finished speaking.

The wind blew calm, and cold.

After an initial hitch in Teressa’s breathing and steps, she resumed walking, catching up to Erick and retaking her defensive position behind him.

Erick continued, “I need to make [Baleful Polymorph] first.” He turned to the left briefly, saying, “I could turn one of those mice into a fish, and then back again, but I need a person-level spell; not [Baleful animal-morph], or whatever might result from that sort of experiment. I went over a lot of this with the dragon Redflame and that was one of the lesser versions of this magic that I am trying to avoid. You will likely meet Redflame one day. He’s the guy who makes Ar’Cosmos; the land of the dragons. Anyway. There are ways to do this without having a person for a test subject, and that is what I am on the lookout for now. [Baleful Polymorph] isn’t an ethical spell, strictly speaking, but I can work this magic against a mindless monster, and that should be fine. Some magics are necessary to have, after all. A mammal-type monster would be better than a crystal mimic, though… But I haven’t seen any shadowolves yet. Or sandwolves. I guess we keep looking.”

The night was quiet after Erick stopped explaining.

He had already explained a little of this before to Teressa, but now they were here, and the time was now. 

And then Teressa asked, “Why not make a [Benevolent Polymorph]?”

“A good suggestion!” Erick smiled as he glanced backward at Teressa, happy that she was participating, even if she was obviously unhappy with the nature of the topic. He turned back forward, saying, “[Baleful Polymorph] isn’t good or bad, actually. It’s only called ‘baleful’ because it causes a lasting effect against a subject. Usually, the spell is used to force a target into a physically weaker body, but that’s not what the spell actually is. However, the end goal of this morning’s magic is to include Elemental Benevolence in the working, through the addition of [Renew] and a Blessing-type of magic, all in order transform the [Baleful Polymorph] into [Reincarnation].”

Almost reverentially, Teressa said, “You really are going to be… resurrecting people.”

“I hope to stay out of the resurrection debate.” Erick said, “This spell won’t work on dead people. It will grant a person a whole new chance at life, though, which is the point. A healthy start. A whole soul. The removal of all curses or blessings. I imagine that this spell can even be used by a common person if they wanted to reset their Script Status back to level 0. Might even be able to turn monsterized people back into normal people, too.” He reiterated, “Won’t bring back the dead, though.”

Teressa’s steps faltered briefly, but she steadied herself and kept walking. She looked outward, over Erick’s head, at the horizon ahead, not wanting to look directly at him, for even though she knew that Erick could see past her solid helmet, she did not want to betray that she was crying. Tears of joy rolled down her face, as she breathed out, “Ahh.” She softly said, “You plan on offering this to the shadelings, to turn them back to people.”

“I do. Eventually. No one needs ever experience what you went through with the Witch, ever again. Capturing and containing such dangerous monsterized people for transport back to here, so that I can bring them back to themselves, will be a problem.” Erick said, “But that is a problem of logistics and power; something to be solved once the actual solution has been made.”

“Ahhh.”

Teressa fell silent again.

The only sounds were the soft wind rushing across the dunes, sand underfoot, and the jostling of Erick’s clothes, but there was nothing from Teressa except for a soft, quiet cry. If Erick didn’t have mana sense on the large woman, then he would have thought her an illusion, for her armor was [Silent Armor], or something close to that. He did not interrupt her moment to ask her those specifics, though. He would have in any other scenario, for he was rather sure she had created her current [Conjure Armor] spell after they had parted ways at that teleport pad at Enduring Forge; it looked like an upgrade from her previous armor.

And then the tears slowed, and stopped.

Erick said, “Your armor looks new, Teressa. Looks good!”

She chuckled once, then said, “Yeah. Made it a month ago. More durable than what I had before.” She added, “There’s a dying trio of shadowolves in about 110 meters to the left. Looks like they went after a crystal mimic and lost. Looks like it happened several hours ago, too. They’ve been dying for hours now.”

Erick perked up. He ignored the crystal mimic not twenty meters in front of them, and turned to the left, saying, “Let’s go rescue some puppies, then!”

“… Puppies, Boss?”

“Well—” Erick digressed, “I hope they remain normal wolves for a while when I’m through with them, or they might turn into monsters again or maybe even become spirit beasts. You know of spirit beasts?”

“Oh! I’ve heard of those before—” Suddenly a little wary, Teressa asked, “You’re going to turn them into people?”

“… I think we have different ideas of spirit beasts.” Erick explained, “Spirit beasts are monsters that accrete their cores properly, thus avoiding one of the underlying insanities and murderous natures that makes a monster a ‘monster’. Spirit beasts are not people, in the strictest sense of the word. They’re just monsters with all the power and smarts of a monster, but without a monstrous nature.” Erick hummed a moment, then added, “Which… I suppose now we’re getting into the philosophical territory of ‘is a very smart monster a person’? And I honestly can’t answer that. Soulwork is all sorts of ethically dubious, at best, but since I’m likely going to have to deal with the worst sorts of soul mages in the near or far future, I need to be prepared with my own expertise in the field, and so, monstrous soul experimentation.” Erick said, “If I accidentally make a person, then I’m going to treat them like a person… And I hope I don’t make a person until I actually want to make a person.”

Teressa frowned a little, but she said, “Okay?” She rapidly added, “You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Boss. I know who you are.”

Warm fuzzies blossomed in Erick’s chest… right beside his core.

Erick said, “You do know me, Teressa, but I know that me wearing this necklace and hiding myself has been uncomfortable for you. I can go for a while without wearing it, if you want to actually see for yourself what’s going on.”

Without waiting for confirmation for or against his offer, and while Teressa was just beginning to say ‘no’ Erick took off his fae necklace. He slipped it into a pocket of his robes, letting Teressa get a good look at his core, and the lightning in his body, and all the rest of him. Words failed her as her breath hitched, but she kept up with his pace, walking a good three meters behind him across the dunes.

“There’s the Perfected Body, thanks to Rozeta; got that after we parted ways at Enduring Forge and I went to the Core.” Erick said, “And then there is my own core.”

Teressa breathed quickly and shallowly for a little while, not saying anything as the two of them continued toward the dying shadowolves. Slowly, her breath evened out. Eventually, when they were almost to the scene of the battle, she said, “Okay. That’s different.”

“Are you okay, Teressa?”

“I’m good. You can put it back on now, though.”

Erick put the necklace back on, right in time to crest the next dune, and to see the battle which had taken place between a crystal mimic, and several shadowolves.

The mimic lay scattered across the valley between two low dunes, its large, white-blue clear-crystal spires having been torn apart by what appeared to have been at least seven shadowolves. The shadowolves were similarly broken and scattered, their darker, red blood mixed with the blue blood of the mimics, but all of it simply looked like scattered ink under the moons’ light.

As he looked down at the dead monsters, and the three barely breathing shadowolves that remained alive, Erick was reminded of just how weak and wretched these shadowolves truly were. They were like wolves, of course; big dogs with thick fur and powerful jaws and powerful legs, but this shadow-variant was anything but healthy. Each and every shadowolf Erick had ever seen, including the ones who almost killed Erick and Jane back when they were being shown around the Human District of Spur that very first time, was emaciated. Sometimes bone even poked through in the holes of a shadowolf’s skin. More often than not, this particular breed of monster was only alive because it was half-shadow, and it could survive being gutted by a very large monster and forever have its abdominal region exposed to the world, or it could lose half its face, or part of its ribcage.

It was no wonder that these three monsters had ‘survived’. The mimic had either crushed, or pierced and ripped apart, every single shadowolf that tried to kill it, for whatever reason. Normally, this doesn’t happen. Normally, wolves can take down a mimic and feast for a night or two. But that didn’t happen this time.

And so, three barely-living shadowolves lay scattered around the body of their enemy, and all their allies. One was missing its lower half. Another was missing half of its chest. Another was missing half of its head and most of its left side. They’d die once the sun came up and exposed them to actual light, but for now, they hung on in the shadows.

“Well. Time to fix this.”

Erick began casting spells, cleaning up the battle and placing the survivors into three Force boxes. They yelped and they snapped and snarled, but they could barely move. With a triple tap of [Greater Treat Wounds] and a general application of [Merciful Ether], along with some lightwards cast by Ophiel to illuminate the procedure, Erick soon had three mostly-whole shadowolves hovering in boxes, inside bright lights that would ensure that they wouldn’t be getting away. A few more [Greater Treat Wounds] brought these shadowolves up to ‘fully healed’ status.

And then a small application of [Undertow Star] stripped away all the Health and Mana that they had managed to hold onto. They didn’t care, though; they were fast asleep, and would remain that way as long as Erick wished. The [Undertow Star] had been necessary, though, in order to make them truly vulnerable to the magics Erick was about to cast.

Making [Baleful Polymorph] wasn’t going to be the hard part about this experiment, though. Erick had had thorough discussions about that spell with both Redflame and Inferno Maw. But to ensure that he got this part as right as possible, Erick held out a hand, and channeled the sound of [Polymorph] through his palm.

It was the sound of a different path than the one he was on, like being on a concrete sidewalk, and seeing/feeling that just over there, just beyond sight, was a forested path, or a path through the residential neighborhood, or the market. It was a lot more different than the sound of [Teleport], which was just a branch in the current path. [Polymorph] was the sound of something else.

With his other hand, Erick channeled the sound of [Force Bolt]. That one was an old, well known sound; the sound of reaching out and touching something else. Of imparting power to a target.

Combined, such a touch would transform another into something else.

Erick pointed, and cast.

A sparking Bolt of white light struck the first shadowolf, and the shadowolf transformed.

A wolf became a doberman. Erick smiled. Perfect! That was exactly—

A blue box appeared.




	
Baleful Polymorph, instant, close range, 500 mana + Variable Cost

Inflict a new form upon a target.

Large deviations require more mana.














Erick handed Teressa the spell, though the large woman just let it hang there in the air in front of her instead of taking it. She seemed scared of it, while also trying not to appear scared of it at all. That was fine.

Erick was already turning back to the would-be dogs, saying, “It worked, but there’s a lot more work to be done. That spell box barely tells any of the truth of this particular magic. For one, it doesn’t actually grant a Familiar Form to the target. Any sustained healing efforts would eventually turn the target back to their original form, or, if the target has [Polymorph] themselves, then they can break out of this magic by simply transforming back into their usual Familiar Form. Notice the rad still inside this one’s chest? Monsters, like this one, can break out of this type of magic through normal accretion. This [Baleful Polymorph] is the weakest form of this magic. Actual malicious forms of [Baleful Polymorph] will have some sort of Curse to them, to prevent these easy fixes, or to allow them to work on monsters. For my purposes, though—” He smiled, and felt really good about what was to come next, as he said, “I’m going to give these little guys a brand new chance at life as proper guard dogs. Not sure who is going to get them, right now, but maybe we need some dogs, eh? Would make nightwatch a bit easier, for sure.”

Teressa glanced at the blue box still hovering in front of her, but she also looked to Erick, and to the dog and the wolves. She had so many emotions upon her masked face, and in her posture. Enthralled, worried, hopeful, scared, and everything else all at once. Not really because of Erick’s explanation, either, but because she could already see what was coming next.

Erick channeled [Renew] through one hand, and [Baleful Polymorph] through the other, and then he handed off those spells to two Ophiel who took up their song and danced in the air around the would-be doberman.

The healing thrum of [Greater Treat Wounds] and [Regeneration] came next, to allow for the melding of Familiar Form and Soul. Ophiel took those sounds and enhanced the chorus of Erick’s magic.

The second-to-last puzzle piece was a spell that already surrounded the target; [Merciful Ether]. Erick had Ophiel take that static, but also [Cleanse]ing magic, and add it to the song. It was necessary to keep the target asleep and numb to the pain of a transformation like this, and to let them wake up on their own time.

And then he added his own Benevolence.

Lightning poured out of Erick’s veins, like the sound of a power granted. A catalyst imparted, that would jolt a soul from their current path, and guide them to another, better present. Iridescent lightning flickered from one hand to the next as Erick spread his arms wide. With a thousand lessons gained during his time working with Redflame and Inferno Maw on the Renewal Tank, guiding a thousand smaller intricacies of Healing Magic and Soul Magic, Erick stretched his Perception as far as he could see, and he prepared his lightning strike.

He spoke,







“A new chance for a life.

“A soul passed through translation.

“Different dance, different strife,

“A new [Reincarnation].”







Iridescent lightning lanced from Erick’s hands, striking the wolf that was currently a dog, fracturing the world around her into a stained-glass mirror that continued to break and fold and shift under Erick’s power. It was a glimpse into every possible way for the soul to have been. Erick mostly saw the death and destruction of the wolf as she fought to kill any of a hundred different monsters or people, but he also saw the wolf transform into a Primal Wolf and become a mother to a thousand more wolves, to continue the cycle of shadowolves hunting and killing anything and everything they could. That was the usual outcome for a shadowolf; a life of constant fighting and avoiding death and eating and producing more of their kind.

Erick would not have it.

Lightning broke that path, spreading out to the edges of Fate, to pluck a new possibility out of the mana, to guide the wolf to a new destination; a destination of Erick’s own creation. It was a blank destination too full of chaos to properly see, but Erick saw enough to understand what he had chosen.

Her fate had her living on the coast of a lake, raising puppies and getting fed food from a kind stranger. And then happenstance moved her to a house where she barked at intruders and warned of monsters. She had a home, food, and less pain and more joyful days far removed from any sort of fighting at all, where she saw her puppies grow into fine dogs themselves.

It held a far away death, when all her hairs were grey and she spent most her days fat and happy sleeping by a fire at night, while the cold desert winds blew outside. She had always been cold at night, out there on the sands. She was, perhaps, most happy about that change in her life.

The lightning detached from Erick’s hands to soak into the sleeping dog, reaching her rad, and then shattering that innermost part of the monster. The stained-glass world folded in on itself, into the dog, imposing a Reality upon the reality of the monstrous animal. The dog yelped, but the [Merciful Ether] kept her asleep. Lightning curled around her rad, dissolving it into ever smaller pieces, releasing the monster from the core like a container of bright, dark ink dropped into a tub. That ink rapidly settled back into the body that it inhabited.

And the body changed.

Erick and Teressa watched as a wolf became a dog. It was not instant. But it was not slow, either.

A good thirty five seconds passed without a blue box appearing, but that notification came soon enough, and well before the lightning inside the creature actually subsided. Erick ignored the box for the moment, to watch iridescent crackling here and there atop the sleeping dog. Everywhere the spell sparked, the soul seemed to fit the body just a bit more, and the body shifted to match.

And then suddenly the dog shrunk, turning younger. The shadowolf had probably been rather old, perhaps? Erick wasn’t sure.

When it was over, the doberman looked like a juvenile dog sleeping soundly in her Force box, on her side. She seemed to be having dreams of some sort; kicking her legs like she was running, while she nipped at some invisible thing, her jaws no longer looking like they were ready to rip open a warrior’s armor, but she could still catch smaller prey without problem. She was fine, and that was good.

Erick glanced at his two notifications. The first was normal enough, but it was the spell for [Reincarnation], so…

Holy fuck, right?

Erick was impressed that his spell had turned out so well. That blue box brought a wide smile to his face, and a giggle out of his throat. He had done it! He could save anyone from any physical or spiritual malady!

 




	
Reincarnation, instant, close range, 5,000 Mana

Bestow a new life upon a target.

May their new form fit them better than the one that came before.














The next box was a bit more concerning.










	
Hello, Erick.

This is Rozeta.

Congratulations.

Please be responsible with this magic.

This particular ability is something that very few people have ever been able to achieve, and is mostly constrained to the realms of shades and gods, or more specifically, my father, and less specifically, in a very long Quest chain that my registrars can bestow to those who truly do want to start over, but which rarely works. Most can never walk all of those required steps.














“Ah. Hmm.” Erick read over the larger of the boxes again, and then handed them off to Teressa because Teressa looked concerned. Upon reading them, Teressa was suddenly much more concerned, but Erick just said, “Looks like it worked!”

While Teressa was still having a minor crisis of faith or other such emotional occurrence, Erick [Reincarnation]ed the other two shadowolves into dobermans…

He probably didn’t want to call them ‘dobermans’, since appending ‘man’ onto the end of that particular breed would likely lead to uncomfortable questions later, if the word never got fully translated from English into Ecks. So for now…

“I’m going to call them dobers.” Erick said, “It’s a type of dog breed back home on Earth. Friendly dogs. People-oriented. Does well in hot climates, but even if it’s not that hot next to the lake, these guys should do well on that side of the wall. They are still wild animals, after all.”

It took Teressa to come back to the moment, but she did, because the dogs reminded her of something, but just what did they— She perked up. “They look like a smaller version of the wardogs of Nelboor.”

Erick looked at the dogs. “Ah. So they do. Huh. Well, these ones probably aren’t suited to war now that they’re not monsters.”

“… Will they be, uh… Safe? Inside the wall? Now that you took away all their power, I mean.”

“Oh? Well. I’m sure they will be fine inside the wall. Sand mice are all over the grasses and such near the coast, and those will make good meals for the dogs. Lots of room to run and live. Some small trees for shade. Plenty of water.” Erick explained, “This particular magic is very, very abusable, for I could have made them unable to eat anything but plants but left them with a taste for meat, but I didn’t do that. No; I worked the magic correctly. It helped a great deal that [Baleful Polymorph] and [Polymorph] operate in the function of ‘picking another life’ and inhabiting that life. If you pick a form that is a real form that actually does exist, then the mana takes care of most of the smaller bodily intricacies.

“[Reincarnation] takes that whole process a step further, gifting the target a new Familiar Form and allowing their soul to replenish and repair and fully inhabit the new body. But it’s sort of like how some orcols can get their head cut off, and if they get healed fast enough and well enough, then they’ll be loopy for a while, but they’ll be fine, eventually.

“They still have their memories. The soul remembers what the body forgets.

“And so, these guys are still wild animals who will be smarter than a dog should be. There will be an adjustment period for they won’t have the power that they are used to having, but the only real issue they will have will be if they don’t recognize each other as the same packmates they always were. Once they pass that difficulty and are able to work together once again, they should be fine foraging on their own, as dogs, instead of as monsters. I’ll stick around to ensure that they can make it to that point, but…” Erick said, “They’re still originally monsters, and they would be dead without this intervention… So I’m fine with leaving them to their own devices now that I’ve rescued them to this point.”

Teressa stared down at the dogs. She wasn’t convinced. These were clearly dogs now, through and through, and dogs did not do well outside of protected pet-friendly spaces.

Erick decided to offer, “Do you want to look after them?”

“What? Me?” Teressa balked, but it was completely false. She actually did want to take care of the dogs for some reason. “No no.”

“… Are you sure?”

Teressa stared at the dogs. “They’re young, right? So they need a little care. Even if they are wild.”

Erick nodded. “They are wild dogs. I’m absolutely sure they’d do fine on their own. There’s nothing dangerous on the lake-side of the wall, and there is a lot of space for them to roam.”

“Yeah. But.” Almost shyly, like she was sure she was stepping over a line, but she knew she had to step over that line anyway, Teressa asked, “You made them like they are… Shouldn’t you look after them more than dropping them off at the lake?”

“A valid criticism. It is for that reason that I will be looking after them for about a week or two.” Erick said, “But I’m going to be making a lot of opportunities for a lot of different people and otherwise, and I’ve long ago learned that just because I help someone through bad times once, does not mean that I need to be there for them forever.”

“… Ah. That’s true, too.”

Erick grinned a little, knowing that Teressa wasn’t paying lip service by acquiescing, but also that she was both bold enough to still question him and his motives. She had never done much of that, but when she did it was always with just cause.

He turned his gaze out to the darkened crystal forest, beyond the lights that Ophiel had conjured into the area to illuminate the successful experiment. It had been good that they had found a proper target for [Reincarnation], though doing so wasn’t exactly hard in this area, so close by the massive water source that was Yggdrasil’s lake. Water was life, after all, though most things out here subsisted on killing mimics or each other to get their required water.

Erick said, “I plan on changing this entire ecosystem, Teressa. This is going to kill many, many different animals that already live here. Maybe I should reincarnate most of them into something better suited to an actual forest? Or should I let the sand mice and the brown snakes and even the shadowolves be naturally overtaken by forest cats and root eaters and spiders of all sorts?”

Teressa stood a bit straighter. “I. Uh. Hadn’t even considered that. But. Yeah. I guess they’re all going away, anyway. Aren’t they? I guess… the Soul Magic has me worried more than it should.”

Erick shrugged, saying, “Soul Magic should worry you. It should probably worry me more than it does, too.” With a casual gesture, Erick opened a [Gate] leading to the northern coast of Yggdrasil’s lake, cast some [Force Platform]s under the dobers, and then sent them on their way through that ring of lightning to their probably-temporary home. Ophiel had already been preparing the space while Erick had been talking with Teressa, and so there was plenty of space and water, with some trees for shade, and some small dog houses, too. “But you’ve surely seen more mangled Soul Magic than I, both in the Guard of Spur and in the Army inside Ar’Kendrithyst.”

Teressa breathed out, “Whoa yeah. That’s… Those are some horror stories. Makes your new [Reincarnation] look downright Saintly because you can just—” She froze. She said, “You can just erase the Curses they put on people, can’t you?”

“All Blessings and Curses and everything. I suspect I will mostly use it on half-dragons who wish to rid themselves of their various abnormalities and emigrate to this land, but I could set up a soul-healing hospital, too. If Rats were still here, I’m absolutely sure I could heal him of his troubles, too. But all that is for later.” Erick began turning off the conjured wardlights around them, then opened another [Gate] to their next destination. “Ophiel will watch the dobers wake up slowly, but I’ve got to meet with the governors of Candlepoint. Do you want to come for that?”

“Of course!” Teressa said with sudden fervor, as she glanced at the city of Candlepoint, sitting beyond the ring of lightning. “I’m right with you, Boss. Always will be.”

Erick smiled again, and led the way.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Now that's some magic!

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k words more! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



195, 2/2


                Of course, reaching the courthouse (or the city hall, or whatever they called it) and meeting with Mephistopheles was not as easy as a calm stroll through the predawn streets of Candlepoint. Shadelings were wide awake at this hour, and everyone (mostly not shadelings, strangely enough) recognized Erick.

Some dashed away. Others sent out tendrils of thought. Very few of those people looked to be gearing up for something big; to come back with a question, or a concern. Mostly, they were just telling everyone that Erick was finally in town.

And slowly, over the course of walking down two calm streets, Erick encountered a street that was not so calm. People waited for him. They had paperwork and ideas and came forward, asking if Erick would approve this business plan or that business plan—

Most of them were trying to be respectful, but like flipping a switch, the crowd suddenly turned needy. They had to talk to Erick before everyone else! Everyone else was just in their way! Erick instantly decided to avoid whatever this was and opened a [Gate] directly into the center of what he assumed they were calling City Hall these days.

He left one demanding crowd behind, and landed right in the middle of a suddenly worried crowd of guards and a scant few lawyers.

Some shadeling guards instantly rose to the challenge of defending what they were right to defend, but they all rapidly realized who he was, as if Ophiel wasn’t enough of a clue. Thanks to a very quick thinking head guard of city hall, Erick was quickly and courteously extracted from that central hallway and shown to the main meeting room on the top floor.

A dome of smoky crystal held overhead. If it wasn’t still an hour till sunup, Erick suspected that dome would let in natural light and shadow in equal measure. But as it was, the room was bathed in the shadows and light of various sconces around the room, and in the ceiling. The room and the furniture inside was black like all the rest of the building, and like the building, all of the stonework here had lines of white stone inlaid as accents to the black.

The room was quiet, and a bit too dark for Erick’s tastes.

Other than that, the room was paradoxically bright and welcoming. Sure, there were shadows everywhere, but the room itself was well lit. Can’t have shadows without light, after all. Erick’s own Benevolent light flickered and skittered inside of him, around his core, protecting his most vulnerable part from any sort of direct attack, but he wasn’t really worried about anything like that happening right now.

Erick was the only one inside the room, not counting Teressa, who stood behind him near the wall, or Ophiel or Yggdrasil, who hovered on the back of his chair. He had not sat down yet, for that seemed odd to do when he was the only one in here, but Ophiel and Yggdrasil had already scouted out his chair and sat upon the headrest, marking Erick’s territory for him.

Every office worker, lawyer, judge, janitor, clerk, and otherwise, was at least two rooms over in every direction but on the roof, acting like they didn’t know what was going on, or stressing about what was going on. A few of them clearly had mana sense or some other method of spying into this room, and they were trying to be circumspect about it, and yet nothing was happening. No one was coming this way. People were trying to get work done, but there were a lot of thought tendrils out there.

Erick had only been here for two minutes so far. Two very quiet minutes.

The head guard had just dumped Erick here and then left as fast as he could.

Perhaps it was too much to hope to be offered tea? The next room over to the left held a small kitchen with a multitude of small snacks in stone boxes, and various teas and teapots. Perhaps curiously, all of the teapots clashed with the décor of the room; none were black and white like the rest of the space. Erick guessed they were all from other places outside of Candlepoint. All of the cookies were in boxes that labeled them as from here or there, with most of them actually labeled with a pearl-like design; from the Pearl Kingdom, from Portal.

Erick wondered at that.

Like, yes, he had hope that Candlepoint would get some trade up and running, but he had also hoped that they would start making their own stuff, too. Were they not making their own stuff here in Candlepoint?

The farms to the north of the city looked to be churning out food, according to Erick’s casual observations with Ophiel. According to his casual observations, the shadelings and otherwise in town all seemed to be wearing nice-ish clothes, as well. Erick had assumed that they were making their own fabrics and such, but now that he was here, and really looking everything over…

There were an awful lot of browns, reds, and whites; three of the easiest colors to impart into fabric on Veird. Were they actually not making their own fabrics here in town?

… Erick checked on the farms through an Ophiel he had hovering above.

There were no cottonfruit fields. And no dyefruit fields, either?

How strange?

Had industry failed to materialize while Erick was gone? Like, sure, it was hard to make clothes and such, but Erick would have expected Sewermaster Ava to go gung-ho for luxury goods, and then to start producing them herself, or ensuring they got produced, as soon as it was apparent that none of the other nations wanted to trade properly with Candlepoint. Sewermasters usually had a great deal of pull in a city, based on the amount of rads (and thus wealth) that they naturally funneled back into that city, so why hadn’t the higher-end markets happened as Ava wished them to happen—

In the adjoining kitchen and preparation room, a few extra people appeared. By their appearances, Erick gained answers and more questions.

Ava Jadescale slipped out of the wall, stonestepping, no doubt. She looked like Erick remembered; A 25ish young human woman, but with tiny green scales up and down the sides of her body. Most shifters wore masks, as a cultural thing, but Ava did not, though she did wear sparking green eyeshadow in great abundance. Her eyes were green and not slitted at all. Sometimes a snake shifter’s eyes were slitted, not always.

Ava wore some of the nicest day-to-day clothes and bright, enchanted jewelry that Erick had ever seen on a sewermaster. Al, back at Spur, wore really nice clothes, too, because he could afford it. Ava was even more rich, or something along those lines, because she had actual enchanted stuff wrapped around her wrists and neck and fingers. Maybe she had made them herself? It was entirely possible. Perhaps sewermasters from Ava’s part of the world, before she was turned into a shadeling, were enchanters, too. Whatever the case, she was clearly well off.

Richer than Mephistopheles, it seemed.

The mayor of Candlepoint was a shadeling incani who stepped out of the crystal in the same room as Ava. His eyes were aglow with white light, while his skin and curving horns were as red as fresh blood. Nice clothes on par with Ava, but no enchanted jewelry on him. Then again he was a monster and people didn’t normally make enchanted stuff that worked for monsters. Erick could make some stuff that worked for monsters, though. He was pretty sure that Mephistopheles, or some other shadeling in town, knew how to make monster-compatible enchantments. There had to be someone, right? So why no enchanted defensive items, at least?

The other person to blip into that room was Justine Erholme. She looked about as good as the last time Erick had seen her, too, if a bit more tired than before. She was an incani with bright red eyes and milk-white skin. Justine was originally from the Underworld around Enduring Forge, in Nelboor, before she succumbed to the shadeling curse and unknowingly opened her Underworld city to attack from monsters, and then monsters did what monsters do; they killed everyone who could not flee.

Justine was still working for Koyabez, last Erick heard. He had expected her to be brokering peace between shadelings and other nations elsewhere, but perhaps, since none of the nations of the world let shadelings live openly, Justine’s continued life here in Candlepoint was not that much of a surprise. What was a surprise, though, was that she was dressed like a full priest, in plain white robes, and she had deep bags under her eyes like she hadn’t slept well in months.

Justine also had a brief scowl for Mephistopheles, but other than that, the three of them glanced at each other, and then at the door separating their room from the meeting room. Ava glanced at Justine’s garb and at Mephistopheles’s outfit and then put them out of her mind; she didn’t like their style, but that was not important right now. Mephistopheles almost went for the door, but then he paused, and caught himself.

All three of them were somewhat scared about what was to come and they were putting it off as best they could.

Justine decided that she wasn’t going to wait any longer. She went for the door first, but then Mephistopheles shadowstepped forward and led the way, both to get there first, and to deny Justine whatever Justine wanted. There was friction between Mephistopheles and Justine, and there always had been as far as Erick had known, but now that friction seemed mean spirited. Ava glanced at that small interaction and ignored it as one would ignore shit on the sidewalk; it was unpleasant, but not her problem.

It appeared that this place was a bit dysfunctional.

Not actively broken, of course, but not a well-oiled machine at all. And where was Slip, the guard captain? Or Valok, the former master farmer of the former Farms of Spur, and now the master farmer for the farms of Candlepoint, and Erick’s old frie— Well. Not ‘friend’. Not really. Not after he had been murdered by Portal and been turned into a shadeling in order for Bulgan to be able to taunt Erick. But they had been friendly enough—

Anyway.

The black doors opened.

Candlepoint put as many of their best feet forward as they could.

“Welcome back to Candlepoint, Archmage Flatt.” Mephistopheles warmly greeted. “We’re glad to hear that you’ve moved into Yggdrasil, and are here to stay. And congratulations on [Gate]! A monumental achievement. Let us throw a party sometime soon! A commemoration.”

“I don’t need a party, Mephistopheles, but I thank you for the idea, anyway. Good to see you again.” Erick turned to Ava and Justine. “Good to see you two, as well.” He asked, “Is Slip still the guard captain? Is Valok still the master farmer?”

Justine said, “Slip—”

Mephistopheles quickly answered in order to speak over Justine, “Slip is still guard captain, and Valok is still master farmer. They will be joining us as soon as they are able.” He gestured to the table. “Shall we sit and discuss what is to come? Would you care for tea?”

Erick looked at the man, and wondered…

Mephistopheles used to be rather flamboyant and sarcastic. He had been the overseer of the Garrison back when Erick deposed Bulgan, but Mephistopheles had only gained that office after the previous several appointees met untimely ends at the hands of Bulgan, or adventurers, or otherwise. Mephistopheles had always been very aware that he could have been killed at any moment, back then, and so he had armored himself with an extravagant persona to deflect his mortal worries. This Mephistopheles wore a nice suit and tried to be presentable, but mostly he was overly worried about being deposed, or assassinated, or killed, or any number of horrible things. His mental armor was gone. It had rotted away under the constant demands of this mayoral job.

Not having any actual power, such as an archmage, available to back him up has probably made it tough to run a city such as Candlepoint.

Or maybe Erick was giving the man too much credit?

From what Erick was seeing and what he knew of Candlepoint, this city needed someone who was very, very good at their job, and maybe Mephistopheles was that person, or maybe someone else was needed.

Erick glanced across Ava and Justine, and then flicked his sight back to Mephistopheles, saying, “Sure. Let’s sit down and have some tea.” Erick put on a smile as he sat down in the chair that Ophiel and Yggdrasil had commandeered. “I would like to be apprised of everything that needs appraising.”

Mephistopheles did not miss a beat as he sat down across from Erick, instantly asking, “Where would you like to start?”

Justine and Ava took their seats to the left and right of Mephistopheles, leaving Erick alone on his side of the table, which was how it was to be. There was room for more people to fit in on both sides if they needed, and to that end—

Erick cut his thoughts short.

Erick said, “I can save the questions of the farms and the security of Candlepoint until Valok and Slip get here, and so—” He looked to Ava. “Ava. It’s good to see you, and to see that you seem to be doing well. How has it been getting luxury to Candlepoint? Have you had any trouble with the sewers?”

Mephistopheles tensed, as though he had failed in some unknown way.

For a brief moment, Justine tensed, too, but then she relaxed a fraction. She knew she would get her turn to speak, and then everything that needed to be said would be said. She happily waited her turn.

Ava suddenly didn’t know what to do with herself, now that she was in the spotlight. But then she realized that yes, she did know what to do; she knew exactly where to start. With a serious tone, she said, “Every single week it’s something, from unexpected shadow slimes to shadelings trying to use my sewers as hideouts, but I’ve handled worse back when I was the sewermaster for my Jadescale enclave all those years ago. The problem I’m actually having, though, is that people keep stealing from me! Now theft of rads is a large issue for any town, because such a theft removes a reliable source of enchantment materials which are better served being turned into reliable enchantments from reliable enchanters. But never has a respectable sewermaster needed to make allotments for shadelings! There’s nothing wrong with them going out into the Crystal Forest and smashing mimics for their meals now, but instead, they steal from all of us!

“It’s a problem because all the solutions I can come up with are negated because every time I fix it, they just set up slums in another part of the system! Actual slums! Always popping up in some other corner of the sewers and diverting waters and stealing necessary resources from the city’s coffers!” She digressed. “But I have been able to scrounge up some decent clothes, thank Aloethag. Thank you, too, for noticing. I probably wear this outfit too much, though, because… Well. The rads are not flowing like they should.”

Slums?

That seemed…

Not right.

Erick scrunched his face. “Why are there slums at all?” Erick looked to Mephistopheles. “Housing should be easy?”

Mephistopheles held his tongue, but he Sighted Erick’s look.

Justine spoke, “Because people tried running away and then they got shoved back here, and now we’re having a crisis of housing—”

“It’s not a crisis.” Mephistopheles spoke, “We’re simply low on people who can make good housing, and every time someone gets a good house, we have others tearing them down. A normal city would be able to exile some of the malcontents and impose actual order on outsiders who look to do us harm. I could wish them better luck in the next town over. But the original people are stuck here and they’ve mostly been pushed out by the outsiders who bring in the goods. The actual crisis we have is that the original people are outnumbered 3 to 1, and those 3 have formed blocks to lock out the original inhabitants of this land.” Mephistopheles said, “Kind words won’t rid us of the problems we are having; I need actual power to be able to expel some of these miscreants, and we have no power, for as soon as we decide to use our power we will be seen as monsters. And so… We abide as best we can.”

Justine frowned at Mephistopheles, adding, “And the ‘1’ out of that scenario is actually more like 1100 shadelings working against 3000 former-shadelings who tried and failed to leave, and who want their homes back, but those homes have been sold to outsiders in order to line the pockets of Mephistopheles and his cronies! And now, we’ve got 16,500 people —most of them outsiders— working against 3000 returners who have nowhere to live!”

Mephistopheles weathered Justine’s accusations like a mountain would the rain, and then simply said, “Those newcomers now rightly own land, and they bring with them money and otherwise. You know, the things we cannot go out and get ourselves? That stuff. Like proper fabrics and stationery and books and pots and pans and other metalwork. And seeds for plants and knowledge to construct houses that don’t fall down the next day, and all sorts of other necessities.” He said, “There are 1100 shadelings who decided against rolling the dice with the Darkness’s [Reincarnation] because we knew which way the light moved. We originals have taken care of this land and done as much as we could. Those who have left are welcome to participate, but they left. Returners don’t get to have their house back when it has already been sold to an investor bringing in goods that we all need.”

Erick heard and understood a few of the problems laid in front of him, though he was still stuck on one part that made no sense.

A housing issue? That seemed… Too easy to solve.

Erick would solve that issue today. Right now, actually. And probably not in the way any of them expected or wanted it to be solved. This meeting was within the sensory range of others, after all. Not two rooms away, people were listening in with mana sense. High in the sky, people watched with [Long Range Scry] eyes. The walls had eyes and the shadows spied.

And so, Erick saw the pile of problems with no easy solution, and set it on exploding fire, “I’m sure a lot of those new investors will want to leave soon, because I am apparently a Wizard. I made [Renew]. I made the anti-Sundering Element which I call Benevolence. I made [Gate], myself, without Melemizargo’s final help. To that end, there will probably be some sort of establishing war soon enough, when that information gets more wide-spread and people come for me and everything I have built. This information was already spreading wide and fast, but now you’re in the loop.” He added, “Such a war won’t come from Kirginatharp, or the wrought, for I have maintained alliances with them. I’m also allied with the dragons, and have made [Reincarnation] just half an hour ago, so we’ll probably get some former dragons up in here, too. It’s a variant on the same spell that Melemizargo used on you, Ava… or something. It’s probably not like that at all, but it works. I turned some shadowolves into dogs just half an hour ago. Anyway. Dragons. The dragons who come here and partake of [Reincarnation] will be cleansed of their Curse, so there shouldn’t be any dragon fights in the area, but if we do get dragon fights around here then I will simply solve those problems and [Reincarnation] the dragons into less destructive lives right then and there.”

There.

That was not everything, but it was a lot, and it was as succinct as Erick could make it.

Mephistopheles blinked, uncomprehending. And then he leaned back in his chair, pretending at calm thought, but whatever was going through his head was not calm at all.

Ava escaped in a [Teleport]. One Script Second later she came back, mumbling, “Sorry, sorry. Instinctual.”

Justine froze, eyes wide, softly breathing. Justine seemed to freeze a lot in the face of fear. Erick had once toyed with the idea of using Justine to replace Mephistopheles as mayor of Candlepoint, but that was a bad idea for any number of reasons. Like, sure, Justine could handle herself well in talks, and her heart was clearly in the right place with how she spoke before, but she also froze in fear sometimes.

Erick let them have a moment or five, and then he said, “I feel that this problem between the originals and the returners will solve themselves, because I already see people escaping from a few rooms over here and there, probably off to tell whoever they report to.” He glanced to Ava. “Or maybe they’re just escaping.”

“Yeah… There are spies everywhere.” Mephistopheles’s voice was a small thing, warbling with uncertainty. “I had thought that the wrought were rather accommodating yesterday. They knew we’d be losing everything we’ve worked for on our own.” He sat straight, then looked at Erick. With a steady voice, he said, “It was unkind to explain things in this manner. You could have warned us and we could have prepared.”

“I don’t do subterfuge, Mephistopheles.” Erick said, “But you are right; this was unkind. You have had no real say in your own circumstances in a long while, and this is just another expression of that particular fate. Sorry.”

Mephistopheles flinched a fraction. “… Accepted.”

For a long moment, no one spoke.

And then Ava broke the silence, muttering, “Gods above.” She was staring at the wall, but according to her flickering eyes she was focused on somewhere else. “It’s going to be a full-scale evacuation, isn’t it? It’s already started.”

Outside, under cover of darkness and a morning that was still an hour away, people raced across the city, heading here or there. Some went to the market streets—

Erick saw something unconscionable. He had only ever experienced it once, himself, way back when he was working with the Greensoil Republic to clear Odaali of the Halls of the Dead. Back then, someone had used [Stoneshape] to tear down their first command center, while they were inside. Such an act of magic was considered worse than Soul Magic in some circles. It was one of the reasons that the Sovereign Cities didn’t allow houses made of [Stoneshape] (though that particular situation was a lot more nuanced than that particular law).

And here now, someone cast [Stoneshape] on an occupied building. In this case, the building was a general goods store on the market street. A human man and woman lived above the store, and now, they were trapped in rapidly solidifying stone. They had been sleeping. They were certainly awake now, though. The caster, an orcol (non-shadeling), had been trying to get into the store, to steal everything he could. He didn’t even care that people were now locked in stone.

Erick’s heart sank. There was no way to avoid what was coming. It was always going to be bad. He just didn’t think that someone would start looting this fast.

Erick would have helped out with the trapped people, but he saw them [Stoneshape] away their trap and advance on the orcol. This seemed to delight the orcol just fine, for he seemed to hate the store owners. That story was merely one small occurrence out of ten thousand happenings all across Candlepoint, though. Erick needed to do something bigger to stop the larger problems before they happened.

Ophiel descended onto the Crystal in the center of Candlepoint and opened up his [Spatial Denial Aura], shaping it to flow over almost all of Candlepoint. Where one Ophiel could not reach, the other Ophiel could. Soon, the entire city was filled with Denial.

The shift in mood of Candlepoint was instantaneous.

The thing about [Spatial Denial] was that it felt like a prickling of the skin that you could ignore most of the time. But it felt exactly the same as a Shade’s [Teleport Lock]. It functioned more or less the same, too.

The orcol who had been raiding Market Street suddenly stopped and started running for his life. The owners of that store also started running, and in the opposite direction. A pair of incani who had been following that orcol to Market Street, suddenly turned tail and ran. Half of Candlepoint was awake already, and every single person out there felt they knew what was happening, for there were no children, there were no innocents here. Every single person here in Candlepoint had either come here as a shadeling, not of their free will, or as a person looking to strike it rich through Erick’s promises of a Gate Network.

They all knew what it felt like to be near a Shade.

They were wrong, of course. This was not a Shade attack.

He decided to tell everyone the short version.

While Erick sat in the meeting room with Ava, Justine, and Mephistopheles, he also had an Ophiel take to the sky, and open up his [Physical Domain]. He looked up at the shadowed crystal dome above, and also down through the eyes of his [Familiar]. He began speaking to Candlepoint.

“Attention. Attention. Some of you have just heard some disturbing news, that I am a Wizard. Some of you seek to capitalize on the coming confusion. I am stopping that capitalization right now. If you wish to leave Candlepoint with your stuff, you are free to do so, but you will do so in an orderly, calm manner and the guard will be verifying your departure. For clarification: I am, apparently, a Wizard. I have also made [Gate]. Those of you who are able and desire to leave may do so, but for those of you who stay, or for those who cannot leave, know that I am here now, and nothing will ever be the same.”

The first repeat of the message was done, and everyone in the room with Erick was staring overhead, or directly at him. Erick just sat calmly.

Teressa went, “Uh. Boss? Uh. Was that wise?”

Erick almost answered that yes, it was wise, and also necessary, but Mephistopheles looked like he had his own answer. Erick nodded at Mephistopheles, letting him speak.

Mephistopheles looked at Erick with narrowed eyes, saying, “If the goal was to make for an easy transition and keep everyone here who is here, then no; this was not wise. So obviously that was not your goal. You want most people to leave.”

“Correct.” Erick said, “Those who are put off by this will leave and take their uncertainty with them, and we’ll all be better off for it, because my own truth of Wizardry will not change. The truth sitting at the foundation of Candlepoint will not change. It will only fester and come out as a cancer, later, for I can’t lie for shit and I won’t have the future built upon any lies, either. Besides that, the wrought and Kirginatharp and all the gods know this truth already.”

Mephistopheles breathed in, then nodded, steeling himself before he spoke with authority, “I need to start organizing the guard and the exodus.” He stood. “Is there anything else that needs to be said? Or shall I begin to enact your will?”

“I’ll leave the [Spatial Denial] running to prevent people from escaping with whatever they wish to steal, but no; there’s nothing else that needs to be said right now.” Erick said, “We can talk more at sunset, when most of the people are either gone or settled. Know now that I wish to discuss the nature of the Cult in Candlepoint, of which I am rather sure you are still a member.”

Justine frowned. She glanced at Mephistopheles, uncertain.

Mephistopheles almost lied directly to Erick’s face, but then he thought better, and said, “For what it is worth, the Cult is not what it used to be. We’re mostly an affiliate system helping each other these days.”

Justine’s red eyes filled with hate and worry as she stared at Mephistopheles. Ava frowned at the man, then she turned her thoughts back to her own situation.

Erick just nodded, saying, “That’s fine. You might have heard already, but after the Chelation War I helped the Dark Sects of Nelboor turn away from their dangerous ways. The Church of Koyabez took a lot of them in, but I’m absolutely sure that most of them are still Cultists. I’m pretty sure that Koyabez wants Melemizargo’s cult to return to how it used to be before the Sundering; for the Cult to stop their destructive activities. So as long as you aren’t undermining your own city, or planning on harming people, then I have no problem with the Cult. I will have a problem with the Cult if you are planning harm.”

Justine paused her hate as Erick spoke, as though he had been reprimanding her as well.

Now that was a complicated situation. Justine was working for Koyabez, and probably trying to do stuff against or with the Cult in Candlepoint, but she did not know that Mephistopheles was still a member. Erick was pretty sure that all the shadelings were members of the Cult, by status if nothing else, and simply because Melemizargo could take over their mind at any time he wished…

Or something like that.

Erick wasn’t 100% knowledgeable about the Cult, actually. Probably only 85%. Erick did not want to get into the intricacies of whatever was going on between Justine and Mephistopheles, either. And so, he had delivered his warning. He hoped Mephistopheles would abide.

Mephistopheles said, “Since we are airing truths… If we do manage to get a true Interfaith Church up and running —instead of several separate buildings and our Dark Temple constantly being torn down and us needing to tear down the temples of the other gods in response— it is our hope that you will ensure that such a true Interfaith Church is only allowed when we are all allowed within its doors.” As a quick afterthought, he added, “And it can’t be a wholly-white building.”

With a voice like a whispered quake, Justine accused, “You tore it down!”

Mephistopheles tried to keep the grin off of his face, but he could not, so he reveled in that brief emotion and shot his smile directly at Justine. “Nope! I did not. And I’m not going to tell you who did! Besides! It was empty at the ti—”

Outside, on the docks, where several smallish fishing vessels were tied, a ball of fire bloomed across the waters like the release of a napalm flood. Erick sent an Ophiel to solve that problem and to heal whoever had been targeted, and to undo whatever had happened as fast as he could, for that wasn’t the only [Fireball] bursting into the darkness across the city—

— While inside the meeting room, Erick cut through hate, saying, “[Fireball]s are blooming across the city.” All eyes turned his way. “I’m already working on it, but I do believe you three are needed elsewhere to help ensure a safe transition. I see Slip is out by Market Street—” Erick scowled as bright lights to the north caught his attention. “Now the farms are on fire. Why would anyone set the farms on fire?” Erick turned on the rain. The sky darkened even further as the moons vanished behind clouds. Two seconds later, great big drops of water tinkled against the crystal dome above the meeting room. Two more seconds passed and the tap-tap-tapping of rain turned into a torrent. He asked whoever felt like answering, “I’m going to turn on a lot of different Denial-type spells. All the main 6. Do any of you foresee a problem with this? Specifically with people being trapped in stone, or something like that.”

Justine and Mephistopheles both realized something at the same time, after Erick had mentioned Denial spells, and now that their initial panic had passed. Erick was uncomfortable with the recognition he saw in Justine’s red eyes, and in Mephistopheles’s pool of white light. They saw Erick as something Shade-adjacent, if not a Shade-in-hiding. They had no basis for dealing with Wizards, but both of them had lived and worked under Shades long before now.

Instead of being more scared, though…

They relaxed. They prepared themselves to accept a yoke that they had worn for many, many years already. The shape of that yoke was different, but it was a familiar yoke all the same.

Huh.

Ava’s own experiences as a shadeling were a lot further from her mind, though, since most of her time as a shadeling was unknown to her; according to her, anyway.

Unsure, Ava answered, “Don’t do the Stone Denial?” And then she regained some of her wherewithal and realized her first answer wasn’t sufficient. “Keep it above ground.”

Erick had the Ophiel already blanketing the city with [Spatial Denial Aura] open up a second aura; a spell he rarely got to use, but which was perfect for this situation. [Prismatic Lullaby Aura]. According to the text, and to the spells Erick had put into that working, he would ‘lull the primary elements to slumber!’ It even had a lesser effect against esoteric elements, like Blood and Force.

Prismatic waves blossomed all across the city, expanding out from every Ophiel Erick had set up to do so. They kept their aura about a decimeter off the ground, and then worked to keep it like that; this was complicated, constant Shaping, and the land here was not perfectly flat, though it was close.

Erick had his message Ophiel, currently flying high and repeating his previous message, switch to a new message,

“Attention. All Elemental magic is now being Denied. Please stop hurting each other, or anything else for that matter. Come out from the ground while you still can. Stone Magic will soon be denied. Come out of the ground while you still can. Don’t get trapped underground.”

Erick’s [Physical Domain] was loud enough and cast over a wide enough area that even though Particle Magic was partially Denied, because it was untyped Force Magic, it didn’t matter. Erick felt the very stone of the room shake a little as Ophiel continued to repeat his message using Erick’s voice.

And soon enough, holes opened up in the ground, and people began to step out into the night. Based on their clothes, Erick guessed that these people were part of the ‘slums’ Ava had mentioned earlier.

In the lull between the second and third repetition of Erick’s message, he told Mephistopheles, “Good luck out there. I’ll ensure that no one dies, but I will be doing that from Yggdrasil. And don’t worry about the stuff that Candlepoint is going to lose due to this cleansing. I’ll make sure that we’re fully connected to Stratagold soon enough, and with all of the resources that will come with that sort of connection.” Erick stood, saying, “I’ll be back.”

He opened a [Gate] to the side of the room, leading to Yggdrasil’s branch outside of his house, and stepped through. Teressa followed. The lightning portal soon closed behind him, sending out one final zap against the floor as it did so, leaving behind a trail of soot.

No one saw the soot since the floor was already black to begin with.







- - - -







Mephistopheles watched Erick vanish beyond his [Gate] and felt something like hope rekindle inside his chest.

Keeping Candlepoint together had been so difficult. More difficult than he had ever thought it would be. Everyone wanted something. All the traders and all the little people and all the—

So many, many different wolves-in-skin pulled at this land from every angle, hoping to rip off a large enough chunk for their own purposes, hoping to push the shadelings from their own homes, and to take everything that had been given to them by Melemizargo. They had succeeded as much as they could. They had almost assassinated Mephistopheles twice, now. But he survived.

The larger enemies had survived, too; those who had ordered those assassinations saw no proper recompense for their acts of swordpoint diplomacy, because while Mephistopheles had killed the actual assassins, he had no idea who had actually ordered the hits, and he could not do what he needed to do in order to find out. Not with the little power he had. Not with his hands bound with the chains of propriety and civility. If he had acted like he wanted to, breaking whoever he needed to break in order to get answers, Candlepoint would have been destroyed by all the larger powers of the world.

But now that power had finally come back to Candlepoint?

… Erick was not a Shade. He probably wouldn’t do as a Shade would do.

But he was strong enough to bring the fight to whoever brought the fight first.

“Good enough for now,” Mephistopheles whispered, as he smiled way too much to be proper.

He smiled brightly and turned to Ava—

Ava was lost. She was unsure what would happen now. Mephistopheles pitied her a bit, for she had lost all her memories of being a shadeling. If she had had those memories, then perhaps she wouldn’t be like this right now.

He turned around, to face Justine on his other side.

Mephistopheles didn’t like Justine, for she had turned away from Melemizargo. Ever since her [Reincarnation] she was a Koyabezite through and through. It was shameful! And yet… He saw in her red eyes a recognition. A realization. The same one that he had experienced, sometime between where their new demigod walked away through his [Gate], and now. Sure, her personal realizations probably lined up with exactly what that ‘god’ Koyabez desired, too, but whatever! Only foolish Cultists couldn’t adjust with the times, and in that moment, Mephistopheles knew that Justine was no fool at all.

Justine was looking at him, too. She spoke first, “I thought you had quit the Cult.”

Mephistopheles stood from the table, saying, “You can’t quit the Cult, Justine. You know that. You can only go into hiding until the time is right to reveal yourself, and now is that time.”

“You and I will have words before this is through, Mephistopheles.” Justine stood, scowling. “And you will not be mayor. We cannot have that going forward.”

“I will be mayor until Erick, himself, casts me down.” Mephistopheles teased, “But it’s not a total loss for you: At least our people will get their homes back!”

Justine spat, “All you can do is follow the wind.”

“It’s the only way to stay alive,” Mephistopheles said, with perhaps too much force.

Justine looked at Mephistopheles, and in that moment, they were closer in purpose than they had been in a long time. She knew which way the wind blew, too.

Justine ignored and moved to stand near Ava. She filled her voice with kindness for those less fortunate, and asked, “Ava? Are you okay?”

Ava instinctively stood like a proper shadeling called to attention, even though she had and left behind this life almost a year ago. And then she realized what she had done and was embarrassed for her instincts. She said, “I appreciate your concern, Justine. I am fine. The words the wrought left us with yesterday make a lot more sense now. Under the illumination of…” She found her footing, saying, “Upon Sighting these certain events, I feel I might actually enjoy a proper connection to Stratagold. Aloethag had told me that opportunity for real beauty and security would come soon enough and the barnacle-cities of the Geodes always made the best of everything down below.” She muttered, “I certainly did not expect a Wizard, though. I had put no stock in those recent rumors but perhaps I should have.”

“Koyabez had told me to be alert.” Justine said, “He spoke of everything changing but would not give details; only saying that I would know the lay of the land after it was revealed.”

Ava muttered, “And what a revelation it was.”

Mephistopheles cheerfully ignored the personal plights of lesser gods and their worshipers and strode toward the double doors of the meeting room, happily saying, “We’re officially a nexus of the world, girls!” He threw the doors wide open, saying, “Our time to [Grow] is now!”

The hallway was empty, though some doors had been thrown open here and there down the way. Those doors rapidly closed as Mephistopheles’s voice filled the corridor, echoing off of the solid walls and the emptiness contained between. Some people had been thinking of venturing outside, but they had decided not to.

People did not fill the hallway, for there were no idiots in Mephistopheles’s city hall, like they were running around outside. City hall had spies and opportunists hiding in rooms, of course! Lots of those. But no fools. In a situation like this, when magic spilled out across the world and changed everything in the blink of an eye, the only people who should be out were those working for the powers that be; people like Mephistopheles.

For at that moment, Erick was certainly looking down upon Candlepoint, and judging. He was probably plucking people off of the street and setting them aside to be sorted through at his convenience—

And didn’t that thought bring a smile to Mephistopheles’ face. The widest smile he had had in a while! Finally, Candlepoint had power! Finally, city hall wouldn’t be a nest of minor intrigue and appeasement for all the other nations of the world to carve apart at their leisure!

Mephistopheles cheerfully called out to all those who lurked, to those who needed to know which way the wind now flowed, “Our Archmage has returned to us, no longer a simple archmage, but a Wizard King! Those who would follow, follow! Those too scared to step into the shadows, prepare to be judged!”

His words echoed down the empty hallway.

Slowly, a few doors opened.

Behind him, Ava shuddered. “Wizard King.”

“Wizards,” Justine whispered, worriedly. And then she rapidly added, “We should not call him a Wizard even if he is open about that.”

Mephistopheles took Justine’s concerns under advisement and decided that she was probably right. No matter what treaties and such Erick had managed to wring out of the wrought and the Headmaster and the gods, it was better to be circumspect about some of these things, even if the Wizard himself wasn’t being circumspect at all—

And wasn’t that wonderful!

Power unhidden! Force unfurled!

Erick was a Shade in all but allegiance to Melemizargo, and since he was a Wizard, his allegiances to everyone else were always going to be in question, and Mephistopheles could work with that. He had worked with Shades for many, many years, after all. Erick would be a fine 'Shade' to work under, too.

Mephistopheles turned to Justine, saying, “You are not seeing what I am seeing, but other than that, I agree that we should be circumspect, though with caveats. We will speak more of the intricacies of our stances when this crisis is concluded.” As people cautiously stepped out into the hallway, Mephistopheles noted that a few spies had chosen to come out, too, but most everyone here was a former or current shadeling. The people still inside the rooms were a lost cause. He included these people here in the conversation, saying, “Erick believes he is a Wizard, and that this truth will cause him no end of headache and worry over who is at his back. This is a valid concern. This concern of his will be the first of many to come, because, even if he doesn’t conceptually understand that he is a power emplacing himself, he is doing exactly that. He is a king coming into his power, crystallizing this land into a proper kingdom. And so, as any good king does, he will be evicting all those who might give him trouble. We are to assist in this eviction.” Mephistopheles stressed, “And it will be an eviction. They will leave with all of their belongings intact and unmolested. We’re a civilized kingdom, after all. That part has not changed.”

Mephistopheles led the way.







- - - -







Upon the boughs of Yggdrasil, Erick paused.

He stared up at the sky of flaming green leaves, and at the lightning-like branches that stretched up to support that glowing canopy. He had a moment.

“Ahhh, Teressa.” Erick said, “I could have handled that a lot better. I could have taken them aside and told them in private. Or scheduled a meeting and not just assumed that everyone would have been there. Quietly let the rumors drive all the opportunists and spies away. I’m not sure why I did it that way… And now that I think about it, the spies are probably the ones who stay.” Along with the shadelings and former shadelings, of course.

Teressa took off her helmet. Her green eyes sparkled with grey light as she faintly smiled. “There’s not a single person out there who would be caught off guard by a sudden upheaval, especially one that’s not actually dangerous. I’m sure they all had emergency-bags ready to go.”

“… They do have emergency bags.” Erick was present on that branch, but he was also flying across Candlepoint with Ophiel, putting out metaphorical fires; all the real fires were already turned off, and unable to be recast, thanks to [Prismatic Lullaby]. “My Denials are hindering a lot of those quick escapes, though, which was the plan, anyway. I want people taking all their stuff and leaving and us not being called thieves after this is over. I do recognize that there was no easy way to do this...”

Erick saw the guard deploy down Market Street, and run right into a crowd of people trying to ‘loot the stores’, according to half of those in that street. Some of those ‘looters’ were just owners, though, and they wanted to leave. Erick had Ophiel repeat his message about allowing people to leave with whatever they could prove was theirs, which seemed to inflame the crowd but also vindicate the shop owners, while also assigning the guard a side to take in the conflict.

Back on Yggdrasil, Erick said, “I suppose it was only ever going to be a clusterfuck. Best get it out of the way as quickly and solidly as possible.”

Teressa smiled. “Hopefully this will stop people from bothering you when you’re out and about, now.”

Erick chuckled at that thought. “Thanks, Teressa.”

“Anytime. Now you want pancakes for breakfast?” Teressa began walking to the house, which was about ten meters away and still invisible. “Or something fancier? Steak and eggs? Jane told me about that one time, and I haven’t made that yet.”

Teressa vanished beyond the edge of the porch.

Erick followed. As he stepped foot onto the porch, and the house reappeared, Teressa was already by the door. “Steak and eggs sounds wonderful. I’m going to sit out here and watch the sun come up, though, and to oversee the city.”

Teressa nodded and gave a quick, comfortable salute, saying, “Sure thing, Boss.”

Erick turned his full attention to Candlepoint.

The sun was still half an hour from rising, but the city was fully awake now. Mephistopheles, Justine, and Ava, were on the move, along with everyone else in uniform, shouting orders and calming the worried people in the streets. There wasn’t much calm to be had when everything Erick had said was true, though.

He was a Wizard, and that was terrifying.

‘Worse than a Shade!’ was a widespread consensus, and that hurt, but Erick let that hurt flow away as much as he could. People worriedly spoke of the Sundering, and of tales of Wizards that they had never given much thought to in most of their lives. They spoke of Hullbreaker the Pirate mostly, since he was the most well known and recently-active of the Wizards of Veird, but Erick also heard new stories, of Oathbreaker the Scourge of Greensoil, and Deathstealer the Broken. Oathbreaker was a claimant to the Viridian Throne centuries ago, but she was revealed as a Wizard before she could take the throne. She broke everything she could break before they finally killed her. Deathstealer was long, long ago, and part of the reason why [Resurrection] wasn’t considered real; he had created souls whole-cloth and claimed they were the original people. Even those people didn’t realize they were completely fake—

Poi joined Erick on the porch, asking, “How can we help?”

Erick felt warmth at that kind offer. “There’s to be lines and organization and a mass exodus as soon as they can get a viable means of sorting truth from lies, and Candlepoint does not have enough truthstones. I need verification that people are only taking their own stuff.”

Poi nodded. Tendrils of thought escaped his head, going off into the manasphere. After a moment he came back, saying, “We can provide truthstones and organization. If you will [Gate] some people in from Spur, they can be here within ten minutes.”

“I can do that.” Erick sent an Ophiel flying across the world, as he said, “Have them come to the house. There’s still a lot of people around there, so let me know which ones are the Mind Mages when they get there.”

“Will do.”

Within a minute, three nondescript people carrying small bags of truthstones appeared at the house in Spur. They were promptly stopped by guards, like all the rest of the people eyeing Erick’s house from outside the property lines. But at Ophiel’s appearance, and Erick’s waving of one of Ophiel’s wings, the guards parted and the Mind Mages came through onto the property. Ophiel opened a [Gate] from there to Candlepoint’s city hall.

The Mind Mages met up with Mephistopheles and Slip and Justine, and everything started to go easier from there.

- - - -

The sun rose, turning the world to shades of blue and then pink and gold, illuminating long lines of people with all their belongings packed into carts. They waited for their turn at guard stations set up on the very edge of Erick’s Denials; their freedom waited for them beyond one final bit of bureaucracy. They were fleeing, and that was fine. 

Erick had already flown some Ophiel to a few places around the Crystal Forest to help with the exodus; to the lands just outside of Spur’s northern gate, and outside Kal’Duresh’s public access ramp, and even outside Portal’s eastern public gate, down on the coast. Soon, the first of those no longer interested in living under a Wizard departed the city of Candlepoint with all their stuff in tow, passing through the [Gate] that led to Spur.

A few, very few people, upon seeing the [Gate]s and realizing that this, right here, was the reason they came to Candlepoint in the first place, decided to turn around. To go back to the lives they were trying to create in this land. And that was fine by Erick.

Most people decided to leave. Some people who were on the fence, decided that the getting was good, and so they would get. A few people didn’t even want to take Erick’s [Gate]s; they went through the queue for the [Gate]s but they just blipped away as soon as they exited the Denial.

Most people seemed to leave through the Spur-destination [Gate].

Erick would have to keep that in mind for the future.

According to the heraldry on some of the boxes and on the uniforms of those leaving, almost everyone with an organized cart was from a merchant house, or here on behalf of a kingdom from the Wastelands, or a kingdom in the Greensoil Republic, or from some other organization. Those people had come as a part of a company, and the company had said ‘no Wizards!’, and so, they left.

Very few of those escaping were those who had come here hoping for a new life. It was easy to tell those people apart from the rest, for they left with boxes of clothes and assorted household items packed into wooden boxes, floating atop [Force Platform]s.

Erick ensured the transition happened peacefully.

- - - -

Soon enough, Teressa served breakfast on the porch. Poi and Erick and Teressa all enjoyed a nice breakfast of steak, sunny side up eggs, hash browns, and hot coffee. It was wonderful. Soon enough Jane and Kiri came out, too, carrying their own meals in their hands.

Jane started off the topic of the day, asking, “So what’s happening with Candlepoint?”

Erick winced, then began, “I’m not happy with how it happened, but...”

He explained. They listened.

And when he was done, none of his people thought that he had done any wrong.

“I feel you are all focusing on the wrong thing, here.” Erick tried repeating what he had done wrong in a different way, hoping that they would understand, “These people came here hoping for something better, and now that they know I’m a Wizard they’re running for their lives. One of my larger goals was to help Candlepoint grow into a real city, but now Candlepoint has lost almost all of that growth.”

Kiri waved a dismissive hand and summed up what Erick had yet to understand, “You’re a king clearing his castle. That you have done so bloodlessly is fantastic—” She realized something. She said, “Not a ‘king’, sorry.” With no small amount of delight, Kiri said, “A Wizard King.”

Erick instantly slumped in his chair, his eyes unfocused as he stared at the underside of the porch roof. It was painted light blue, like the sky that was impossible to see from under here, inside Yggdrasil’s canopy. “Oh, gods above. I’m not a… ki...” His voice failed him.

With too much delight, Poi struck with words that he had been saving for quite some time. “A Benevolent Wizard King.”

… Erick slowly turned his gaze upon Poi.

Everyone looked at Poi, wondering what the fuck was this, now.

And Poi just laughed.

Jane glanced around, asking, “I don’t get it?”

Poi happily explained, “A title for your father! How do you like ‘Emperor Erick’?”

At Erick’s suddenly deepened scowl, Jane burst out laughing.

Kiri’s eyes just went wide as she whispered, “I was joking but are we actually making a kingdom here?” She looked to Erick. “You want to be a king?”

“No!” Erick complained.

Teressa offered, “Overlord Flatt.”

“Not you too!” Erick complained.

Teressa grinned as she shrugged. “You used the word ‘oversee’ earlier. ‘Overlord’ makes sense.”

Erick felt the blood drain from his face.

Kiri decided she was good with making a kingdom. “I like ‘King’. Simple, effective.”

“ ‘Harbinger Flatt’?” Poi offered. “ ‘Tyrant Flatt’ is the fallback option.”

“No.” Erick stated, “I am not a king.”

Erick’s complaints fell on deaf ears. Everyone had opinions for what his official title would be, and each one was more outlandish than the last.

And all the while, Candlepoint emptied of over half of its opportunists and would-be citizens. Erick tried to get the conversation back to discussing that, but it was impossible.

For Kiri summed it up again, saying, “People in the Crystal Forest have [Teleport]. They might not have enough mana to use it properly, but they have enough to move around as they wish. Look at Spur! That place is at 350,000 people right now, and it’s still growing. Two years ago they had less than 80,000 people. I bet almost all these people who move out today will move up there for a while, anyway.” She nodded, and secure in her opinion, she said, “I bet they’ll all be back, too, once you’ve secured your reign and shown yourself to be a just and fair Wizard King.”

Erick scowled, and Kiri laughed.

In an attempt to change the subject, Erick said, “Enough about kingdoms. I made [Reincarnation] this morning—”

“YOU DID WHAT?!” Jane exclaimed, standing up from her chair.

Kiri stared, disbelieving. But when Teressa and Poi both gave no indication that Erick was telling anything other than the truth, Kiri just started laughing and laughing.

“I reincarnated some shadowolves into dober dogs and set them on the northern coast, too. Nice stone homes. Plenty of room to run around in.” Erick said, “De-monsterfied them, of course. They’re doing okay; I’ve been checking on them. They recognize each other as pack members, so now that that first problem is cleared, I’ll see how they develop as dobers in the coming weeks and months. Probably end up giving them away to someone, though, unless you all want dogs here?”

Kiri chortled right along, happily laughing.

Jane sat back down and stared out at the horizon. “I shouldn’t be that surprised at [Reincarnation], should I.”

“Nope!” Teressa happily said. “This is normal, now.”

Jane added, “And you already made most of that spell in Ar’Cosmos, right, dad?”

“I did!” Erick said, “But putting it all together was still a task.”

Kiri exclaimed, “A spectacular accomplishment, Wizard King Erick Flatt!”

Erick frowned.

“How about ‘Divine Emperor’?” Teressa offered.

“Probably shouldn’t have ‘Divine’ in the title,” Poi digressed. Then he offered, “But ‘Glorious Wizard King’ could work.”

“How about ‘Saint Wizard’?” Jane offered.

Poi said, “I’m sure there’s at least one god out there willing to bestow that status.”

“Oh!” Teressa said, “He always starts off with ‘I am —apparently— a Wizard’, so how about ‘The Apparent King’?”

Kiri’s eyes went wide as she said, “I like that one!”

Erick had not succeeded in changing the subject.































… And this was kinda fun to think about, anyway. Distracting, at the very least. Which was probably why Poi had started this naming mess in the first place. As that thought crossed Erick’s mind, Poi smiled.

And then Poi said, “The Wizard Dictator!”

Erick scowled again.
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196, 1/2


                It took Candlepoint 3 hours to mostly-evacuate. Well over half of the population had left by the time the sun had fully risen above the horizon. By the time the sun shone directly overhead, even more people had evacuated. Candlepoint was a ghost town of shadelings, former shadelings, and the scant few others who had decided to stay in the face of Erick’s declaration of Wizardry.

The evacuation had gone smoothly, which was something of a surprise to a lot of people, but Erick had been there to end all of the nonsense that could have started, and now the city was calming down.

A lot of people had no idea what to do with themselves because their jobs at various stores were gone, for the people who ran those stores and all their goods were also gone. A lot of people, mostly those who still worked in city hall, had way too much to do, for all the abandoned homes in the city were up for grabs, and a great deal of people wanted stuff that had been left behind. A lot of people filed multiple claims against singular houses, which was obviously a lie in some way for there was no way that ten different people all had prior claim on one of the nicest houses in the city. But it was what it was. Erick almost helped with housing then and there, making multiple mansions for the taking, but there weren’t any actual housing issues. Just plain greed. Now that the city was down to a population count of 5,547 (only about a thousand more people than there were shadelings and former shadelings) from a former high of 21,000, there were more than enough houses to go around.

Mephistopheles and Justine handled those problems as would any mayor and vice mayor. They shoved people around to fix the broken bureaucracy of Candlepoint to make things happen as best they could, while Guard Captain Slip oversaw the keeping of law and order.

The Mind Mages from Spur helped pull out truth from those willing to accept a Mind Mage arbiter, but those Mind Mages kept away from the bigger events. Like politics.

For this day was shaping up to be a true political shit storm.

Poi was handling a lot of that, though. He answered questions from those demanding answers, from the Viridian Throne, to the Wasteland Kingdoms, to the Pearl Kingdom. Treehome called, too. Every single person Erick had ever interacted with, who he had left on good terms with, called, and Poi answered. But he was only one man, and so he called in more Mind Mage help from the rest of the Mind Mages, and Erick [Gate]ed in people from several different places around the world to assist in that untangling of truth.

The Mind Mages weren’t playing political favorites (they told Erick multiple times), but if he wanted the truth of what was happening here to get out there (which he did), then they could certainly ensure that truth flew slightly faster than horrible lies.

Some people, somewhere, were surely going to think that Erick was setting up ritual magic to cause another Sundering, but the Mind Mages could do nothing about those responses; they could just tell people what they saw happening here, on the ground.

Kirginatharp and Stratagold had small words for Erick, mostly along the lines of ‘what the fuck’ and ‘good luck’ and ‘please respond with your true plans at your earliest convenience’. Not a minute after receiving those missives, Erick decided to have Poi respond with those plans. With regard to the evacuation of Candlepoint, Erick was simply telling it like it was, and letting people make their own informed decisions.

To Stratagold, Erick added, ‘The first of the public Gates should be open by tomorrow, or earlier, upon the locations discussed. Candlepoint is ready for trade!’

Candlepoint wasn’t exactly ready for trade, so this was something of a small lie. But it would be the truth soon enough (Erick hoped). The part about having Gates up and running by tomorrow was an enthusiastic and hopeful estimate, but it would be a lie if Erick wasn’t able to deliver, and so, Erick got to work on making a Gate. A real, proper Gate, within which he could set a [Gate].

But first, he needed a Gate workshop.







- - - -

Erick knew he needed a lot more time to play around with [Gate], to learn how the spell truly functioned long before he attempted to stick it into a runic construct. But there was little time to be had.

The world was watching.

And so, Erick got to work. Upon another branch of Yggdrasil, separate from the one holding his house and higher up in the tree, Erick set down long lines of platinum. From there he inscribed them with scratches of a Benevolent knife, and began casting [Fairy Stronghold] onto the runic web. With Kiri and Teressa watching, Erick had made for himself a workshop unlike any other…

But it did look sort of like Redflame’s workshop, which was intended.

Erick’s new domain of creation was an air hangar that stretched along the flattest 150 meters of Yggdrasil’s branch, and extended left and right all the way to the edges of that branch, about 70 meters. At twenty meters high, it had cost Erick a lot of mana to conjure for even empty space cost mana when it came to [Fairy Stronghold], but Erick had mana to spare and a lot of efficiency multipliers.

And now he had a workshop of mostly-unbreakable solid white floors, nice overhead lighting, lots of windows in every direction to let in the natural lighting of Yggdrasil, and an in-born security system of [Fairy Stronghold] that would keep out all prying eyes and let him work in peace. There would be no [Prismatic Ward] in this space, though, for it was much too large, and so Fairy Moon could probably pop in whenever she wanted…

Erick did not doubt that Fairy Moon could pop into his house, either, even though that space was covered by his own [Prismatic Ward], which he had recast, himself. The dense air around his house in Spur had vanished due to that, since he could only have one Solid Ward active at any one time, but—

Erick was distracting himself again.

What was the point of worrying over Fairy Moon? There was no point. Erick moved on.

By the time he reached this point the sun was already headed back toward the horizon, to set in the west, though it would still be a few hours before it got there. It was time to work, and work fast. Erick briefly cursed himself again for not playing around with [Gate] while he could.

But he was here now, and so there would inevitably be some playing before the real work could commence.

Erick stood upon the white floor of his new workshop, and said to Kiri, “I’ll explain as I work, but I gotta get the first ones out as soon as possible, so I don’t have a lot of time to properly teach right now. There will be more time later, though.”

“You already said that,” Kiri said, smirking. “Where can I help?”

“Right! This is next.” Erick gestured to the left, opening a [Gate] to Yggdrasil down in Stratagold. Large blocks of metal, each one a meter square and five meters long, began to flow through the portal, trundled along by Ophiels in sunform. The transition from the gravity of the Underworld to the gravity of the Surface had each block ‘flinch’ a fraction as it came through, but Ophiel compensated. Soon, three large rectangles of metal rested to the side. “We’ve got normal steel, rustless steel, and prismsteel. All wrought quality. I can get the first two easily enough by paying for them, but the third one needs to go as far as I can make it go.”

Kiri glanced around for a brief moment, looking at Teressa, before looking back to Erick. It was just Erick, Teressa, and Kiri, right now. Jane was over with Poi, providing backup to Poi as Poi oversaw the last of the evacuation.

Kiri sent Erick, ‘We all know you have [Duplicate]. Teressa, Poi, Jane, and I. No one else as far as I know.’

Erick winced.

But Teressa nodded, and silently stared at Erick, probably trying to decipher his wincing.

Erick said, ‘I guess you do. But. Let’s keep the lie going, okay?’

Kiri said, “Make the prismsteel go as far as possible. Sure.”

Erick turned back to his work, “Now I’m going to make an arch out of rustless steel first, in the hope that that will allow me to keep costs down. It’ll still rust, though, and so I hope to be able to make a [Condense Oxygen] or [Anti Oxygen] runic structure to preempt such an occurrence. To start…”

Erick continued to explain as he used a precise cast of [Metalshape] to cleave off a half meter length of rustless steel from the full bar. From there, and to prevent beading and weakness from using [Metalshape], Erick used [Incandescent Aura] to heat up the metal to bright red, stopping just before the point where all the baked-in mana evaporated out of the metal.

The next part was harder, for the proper way to do this would be to use great big machines to roll out the steel into proper bars, but Erick didn’t have that. Eventually he would have that sort of stuff, like they had at Enduring Forge, but for now he used his sunform to crush and stretch the steel.

Benevolent lightning crashed around the red-hot steel, sparking and flashing and crunching inward. Gradually, Erick turned the glowing metal into a long bar, around 50 meters in length. Erick hadn’t really measured anything, and he knew he had lost some steel due to the method of forging, but a 100x100x50 centimeter block of steel becoming a 10x10x5000-ish centimeter length of steel seemed like a good length to go for, and Erick was pretty good with eyeing proper measurements these days. These arches needed to be big enough for someone to drive through—

Not ‘arches’ actually.

Erick decided that square openings were better to make use of the full space provided by a single [Gate]. This meant a steel square around 12 meters on a side. Erick cut this down to 10 meters on a side, though, and used the extra material to square the corners, and provide some structural stability. It cut down on the overall usable space of the [Gate], but it was still ten meters to a side. Big enough.

… Large enough that it needed structural support beyond the small supports up at the corners.

Erick hummed as he gazed up at the 10x10 meter square of steel he had propped vertical in the workshop. The top sagged. The sides bowed. It needed more reinforcement. He was happy to reaffirm that a well-applied [Incandescent Aura] was more than enough to produce really strong welds, which was a plus, but this was not working. This Gate needed a lot more than this.

“This is the proper size, but… I don’t like it,” Erick said.

“Why?” Kiri asked.

“Sagging.”

Kiri looked at the square as best she could. “It’s barely sagging?”

“Well. Yes.” Erick said, “But it’s still sagging… And this isn’t gonna work! Gotta cut it down some.”

And so he did. Ten sagging meters to a side became five-point-five meters to a side, doubling the strength but nearly quartering the available [Gate] surface area. It was fine. Erick shoved the interior corner bracers to the very edge of the Gate, too, ensuring that there was a good five meters of clearance in the center. This, then, was stable.

Erick made a second one as easily as he did the first, though it still took him twenty minutes to do that.

When he had two nearly-identical blank Gates, he got out his adamantium knife, and—

Instantly realized he hadn’t done nearly enough experimentation with [Gate] yet to be sure of anything.

It was time to do that. And so, Erick opened up a [Gate] on one end of the warehouse, taking up a good ten meters of space, and leading to the other end of the warehouse. Erick saw himself through the endless warehouse, and smiled. He waved, but he ended up waving at his turned body, for this was almost like a hall of mirrors ‘infinity mirror’ thing, but it was not like that at all.

Kiri rapidly turned from one [Gate] to the other, trying to catch sight of her front, or something. Erick wasn’t exactly sure. Kiri said, “Okay. That’s weird.”

Wide-eyed, Teressa said, “I can sense myself though it.” She whispered, “Oh that’s so weird.”

Erick smiled as he opened up another set of [Gate]s to the left of the main floor; one ten meters up, one at waist-level, both of them horizontal and facing each other. He added some Shaped [Force Walls] around the [Gate]s, linking them together, and then grabbed a hunk of scrap metal and blipped it into the tube. The hunk of metal rapidly fell into the bottom [Gate]—

—And appeared out the top [Gate], to continue falling.

The ball bearing rapidly picked up speed, and soon the force of the air in the tunnel was enough to affect its fall, brushing it to the side. The ball bearing struck the [Force Wall]s Erick had put up and began skipping through the tunnel, striking the walls every so often as it hit terminal velocity. And it just kept going. The air in the tunnel began to fall through as well, though that happenstance was not nearly as easy to witness as the falling metal.

Erick pulled out another bit of metal from the rustless steel block and began shaping it into smaller Gates for more tests while his current [Gate] experiments ran. He had always closed whichever [Gate]s he had opened before, but now, he just let these ones run. His spell didn’t actually have any limitations on duration, though.

Half an hour later, Erick had an assortment of rustless steel Gates to enchant, ranging from a meter across, to a flimsy thing ten meters across, and he had decided that they would all be useless for this first [Gate]. He didn’t have time to test [Condense Oxygen] runic web structures right now, but these forms had helped him to understand what he needed out of a proper Gate design.

He also had an open [Gate] down below, deep in the waters of the lake, which had an exit point outside of the windows of his workshop. It was a ten-meter wide [Gate], so it wasn’t no small thing like the ball bearing tunnel he had set up inside the workshop.

Water poured out of that hole, a roaring torrent of rushing white that didn’t sound like much here at the top, but down below, where it crashed back into the lake a kilometer below, it was the sound of utter destruction. Of pulverizing. Of weight crashing down.

Teressa stood by the window nearest the waterfall [Gate], watching the water fall down.

And because Erick had no real work for her yet, Kiri had gone over to watch the waterfall, too.

Erick joined them.

Kiri glanced his way, then turned back to the waterfall. “It’s so weird. The water comes out of the hole in the world, and it keeps coming. This has passed all known limits of the [Gate] you can buy in the Script. I feel like it shouldn’t work like this.” She added, “But it obviously does work like this.”

“I thought weight limits mattered,” Teressa said. “But they don’t.”

“Well. It’s only water.” Erick said, “I am aware how much water weighs, but I have a net of Force surrounding the intake [Gate], filtering out all the actual life that could go through the intake. So this is just weight testing; not ‘transporting creatures testing’.”

“I almost want to try plunging through that intake [Gate]. Jane would certainly be up for that.” Teressa asked, “If you’re interested in sending people through?”

Erick perked up. “Oh! She would. Wouldn’t she?” He glanced through Ophiel. “Ah. Poi is still organizing the exodus and the initial chaos, and Jane is still with him. A waterfall ride might be fun, though.” He turned his attention back to the mostly-quiet start of the waterfall right outside his window, saying, “But, I’ve already sent thousands of people through the other [Gate]s I have set up outside Candlepoint, and none of those have broken with all the thousands of people going through. Thousands is not the same as millions, though, which is what I expect to happen someday. This weight was just another test that I needed to run, to see where my limitations lay.”

Teressa paused, realizing that Erick was already on the case. “Huh. Yeah.”

Kiri postulated, “Maybe you’re only limited by someone actively breaking the [Gate]?”

“Maybe. I do need to ask around about how normal [Gate] functions, to see where my own [Gate] differs.” Erick scrunched his eyebrows together as he glanced around his workshop, saying, “Maybe these questions I’m testing have already been answered.”

He knew the broad strokes already, but these little nuances were piling up. They made him feel as though he hadn’t done nearly enough research into this whole thing.

Kiri shook her head. “I researched as much as I could while you were gone and all of these tests have already been answered by explorations of the Script-granted [Gate], but I’ve got nothing on self-made [Gate]s.”

Erick smiled brightly. “You did!”

“Don’t get too excited, now.” Kiri gestured to the ball bearing tunnel. “That should have cut out after maybe ten cycles.” She gestured to the very large [Gate] open at both ends of the warehouse. “That is way too large. The size of a normal [Gate], cast as large as it could be, is about 5 or 7 meters in diameter.” She gestured to the waterfall outside the window. “And that breaks everything I assumed I knew about [Gate]. Not to mention the ones you already have open at Candlepoint right now. People are still moving through those, too, and those don’t seem to be stressed at all; I’ve been watching.”

… And now Erick was a bit worried.

Perhaps the limitations on the Script [Gate] were to prevent a finite resource from running out?

He quickly opened a new [Gate] into Benevolence. A white lightning hole in reality led to a land of similar lightning… But it looked fine? Same size as before? A bit bigger, actually. Everything was slightly larger, in fact. Glancing inside, Erick noted that the stone fountain in the center of the land was about twice the size it had been last time he had looked, and the Yggdrasil inside the space was about 20 meters tall now; Yggdrasil had doubled in size. He was growing just fine.

And the space was naturally growing, too.

Kiri looked over Erick’s shoulder, asking, “Is that the [Gate Space]?”

“Yup!” Erick stepped away from the portal, closing it as he said, “That appears normal, so it’s not like I’m ‘draining’ some resource to keep these other portals open.” He looked outside again, and then back to his warehouse. He shut off the waterfall and the [Gate]s at the end of the building, but he left the ball bearing tunnel going. He refreshed the [Force Wall]s around that experiment, saying, “Keeping that one. As for making these Gates…” Erick shrugged. “Maybe all I need is some way to be alerted when a [Gate] actually breaks, and needs to be recast? Maybe I don’t need to care about the duration enhancing power of runes?”

Which made a lot of sense, actually.

Teressa offered, “Like what we saw with the Twisted Vision? It came back after being disturbed.”

Erick nodded, his thoughts already having gone that way. “I didn’t think it was that simple, but maybe it is? So how can blank metal do that…” Erick fell silent in thought.

And Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, which had been watching all this time, began bouncing up and down in front of him.

Erick smiled. He and Yggdrasil had already had this small discussion before, but Erick hadn’t found a way to correctly inform Yggdrasil that what he wanted was not actually what he wanted at all. Perhaps today might be different? Erick tried, “I know you want to help, but I don’t want to make you into a teleportation service for everyone who asks. You don’t want to do that, either. It might be fun for a while, but long term, this is not a solution, not when there might eventually be thousands upon thousands of call requests every second, 24 hours a day, all year long.”

Yggdrasil paused his bouncing. Yeah. That didn’t seem like fun.

And then he resumed bouncing, and his voice came through the ground of the warehouse, “I still want to help. Use a branch!”

Before Erick could say anything else, a sudden branching spike of glowing wood erupted from the floor ten meters in front of Erick. Yggdrasil’s egress rapidly grew, and then twisted, forming right angles, becoming a 5x5 meter-thick square of white wood; the same shape as the Gates Erick had been making. Smaller branches curled up and out from the upper part of the main square, followed by flaming green leaves bursting out of those twigs, forming a scattered canopy with a faint rainbow crown glowing on top.

Erick lightly smiled.

Ah. This was going to be difficult, then? Or maybe Erick could use this, anyway. He had been wanting to experiment with wood from Yggdrasil, anyway, and now was as good a time as any.

Kiri and Teressa both stared at the floor, though. Both of them rapidly reassessed the danger of living on Yggdrasil, and then rapidly came to the conclusion that they were probably still safe.

“That’s wonderful, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “I’ll see what I can do with it, but it might not look like this when I am done. I might need you to help in a different way, okay?”

“Okay!” Yggdrasil said, “I’ll help whatever!”

Erick reached over and touched the wooden square near where it still connected with the branch sticking out of the floor. “Can you break it here, Yggdrasil?”

“Yes!”

The white glows of Yggdrasil retreated from the square branch to end exactly where Erick pointed, and then, with a flicker of light, the branch snapped off right there. Erick supported the square with his sunform before it could fall more than a few centimeters. It didn’t weigh much; maybe only a few hundred kilos.

… And now he had a 5x5 meter square of meter-thick, rather light wood. Yggdrasil had pulled his light from the wood, though. It was still bright white wood with brilliant green leaves, but the crown of rainbows was gone, the wood was simply white without any light, and the leaves were no longer on emerald fire.

Erick pondered.

Strangely enough, Erick’s first instinct was to see if he could have Yggdrasil reflexively open up a [Gate]. Perhaps... Like how a doctor tested the reflexes of a knee by tapping the knee with a rubber mallet, perhaps knocking on a Gate made of Yggdrasil could open a [Gate] without active participation on Yggdrasil’s part.

Erick said, “I don’t want to hurt you by working on this bit of wood. Can you still feel this square now that it’s separated, Yggdrasil?”

“Nope!”

There went that idea. Of course it wouldn’t be as simple as having someone physically knock on a Gate and Yggdrasil reflexively opening the portal. Perhaps, though…

Erick had no intrinsic idea of where the [Gate]s were once he cast them, much like how he had no feeling for where all his currently-running spellwork still existed, across the globe. And yet, Erick was still connected, intrinsically, to all the magic he had running out there. He could still cancel every spellwork he had ever cast, just by willing all that magic to collapse.

Was it possible to train some sort of magic sense? In order to know when a particular magic that should be running, was not running anymore?

Perhaps Yggdrasil could gain that sort of sense, and if a [Gate] collapses, he could recast that [Gate].

Erick asked, “Can you tell where the [Gate]s I opened are?”

With a bit of wariness in his voice, Yggdrasil said, “… No?”

Erick smiled, and said, “I can’t tell where I put them either, so don’t worry about not being able to either, okay? I might need to work on a Magic Sense, or something like that, but I have never even heard of this sort of magic, so… I’m not sure.”

Kiri shrugged. She had never heard of a ‘Magic Sense’ either.

“Okay,” Yggdrasil said, a bit sadder. And then he excitedly tried, “But I can feel Benevolence everywhere! I can feel that! Flows like sticky air! I get spiderweb feelings.”

Erick was surprised, and happy.

But he was also suddenly, horrifically terrified of Yggdrasil getting spider feelings of any sort. How did he even know that phrase? Were there talking spiders inside a Yggdrasil somewhere, that Erick didn’t know about? Some spiders out there talked, after all—

Wait.

The Big Guy had likely heard Jane talking, or something.

Erick asked, “Has Jane ever visited you as a spider, and talked about being a spider? What it feels like to be a spider.”

“I got spiders at Holorulo! They talk sometimes.”

Terror.

Erick strangled that emotion away, feeling strange both for the power of that particular emotion, and for how it had caught him completely off guard. He let that go.

“… Okay.” That was a thing to be investigated, for sure. Erick asked, “How long have they been there? Are they in your canopy?”

“Long time. Swimming spiders. Root dwellers, fishy-catchers.”

“… Okay.” For now, Erick said, “Okay. Well. I’ll talk to them another day. For now, since you can feel Benevolence, that’s wonderful. That gives me an idea.”

Erick set down the square of Yggdrasil wood and used a concentrated blade of his sunform to trim off one of the smaller branches on the top. It was like cutting stone with a buzzsaw. He barely cut the white wood even with applying all his force. So instead of doing more of that, he used a very small cast of [Eternal Stonestreeshape] to turn that bit of white wood into a solid cylinder about a meter long, and ten centimeters thick. Another Shaping turned the wood into a tuning fork with the ‘tines’ actually being the rune for [Renew].

It held no power, for it was not an enchanted item, but maybe Yggdrasil could ‘feel’ it anyway?

… This was probably not going to work, and that was fine.

Erick held the ‘tuning fork’ in his right hand and zapped it with his [Pristine Benevolence]. Iridescent white lightning soaked into the ‘runic’ working to dance back and forth between the closest point where the tines almost touched, at the top. Erick asked, “Can you feel that, Yggdrasil?”

“… Yes.”

Erick was impressed.

Yggdrasil had lied, and not about something small like ‘being tired’.

“It’s okay if you can’t feel it, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “I won’t be mad at all.”

With a deeply worried tone, Yggdrasil exclaimed, “I can’t feel it! Is something wrong with me?”

Erick smiled calmly, and said, “Nothing is wrong, Yggdrasil. But now that you have told the truth, I can put together some more advanced thoughts, and make some more advanced designs. Telling the truth is important when it comes to magic, no matter who you will make mad by telling the truth.”

With a questioning tone, Yggdrasil asked, “People ask if you’re a Wizard and I still say no?”

“Just don’t tell anyone about me, Yggdrasil. No need to lie, or tell the truth. Just don’t tell them about me when they ask.”

“Okay!” Yggdrasil happily said, “This is easier!”

Erick smiled.

And then he had another idea. The basic idea of a piece of Yggdrasil, soaked in Benevolence and then chiming off power, probably still had merit, if Yggdrasil could indeed feel all the Benevolence around him with ‘spiderweb feelings’. Perhaps the problem was one of scale? Or maybe strength of signal?

Erick asked, “Can you feel me, Yggdrasil? When I walk around?”

“Yes!” Yggdrasil said, “I know where you are, always. Very comfortable. Better that you live here now.”

“I like living here, too.”

Erick turned his attentions inward.

… He felt like he should be able to have such ‘spiderweb feelings’ as Yggdrasil. But he did not. Maybe he needed to actually experiment more with Benevolence to understand it better? The answer to that question came as soon as Erick had that thought: yes, you fool. You need to experiment more with Benevolence.

Erick had too many fun and interesting new toys and not enough time in the day—

And, he needed to get on with Time Magic, too! With Phagar!

— to learn about all of them, and what they could do.

Well. He was here and experimenting. So he focused again on the thought of ‘spiderweb feelings’.

And he got nothing.

“What do I feel like to you?” Erick asked.

“Like a river flowing. I feel you brush against me. I know where the river starts.”

Even though Erick wasn’t currently releasing Benevolen—

Wait. He was currently releasing Elemental Benevolence out into the world. His [Pristine Benevolence] and his [Lodestar]. Erick turned off his sunform.

He asked, “Do you still feel me?”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye squinted at Erick. “Yes. But not like before. Something changed?” Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye stared at him. “What happened?”

Erick turned his sunform back on.

“There you are!” Yggdrasil said, “I feel you lots. You are here, father!”

Okay. So. Actively casting Benevolence caused his mana to flow away and he was fully sensible to Yggdrasil. Made sense. Mana that got used was often tainted with the magic that it was used for. In Erick’s case, his constantly-active sunform was doing exactly that. But since he was a Wizard, and all his mana was usually his own, unlike the vast majority of most people on Veird, would other constant magic allow Yggdrasil to sense him, even if it wasn’t Benevolence-based? His own mana was all Benevolence mana after his recent transformation, after all; that was his particular ‘flavor’ of personal mana.

There was the slight nuance that Yggdrasil could always feel where Erick was, anyway, but that might not be completely relevant to this sort of discussion.

Erick cut his sunform and turned on his [Physical Domain] aura, but kept it small and close by. “Can you sense this, Yggdrasil?”

“… Nooo? … Yes? No. Maybe. No— Yes.” Yggdrasil spoke solidly, “Yes. You are there. I see you.”

Seemed inconclusively affirmative of Erick’s hypothesis.

Oh! Erick had another idea; another way to get an automagic [Gate] system set up.

Erick asked Kiri, “Do you know if [Scry] can be used to call the sight of a particular person, or entity?”

Kiri and Teressa both had been standing to the side, watching and listening while Erick worked. Now, though, Teressa had absolutely no answer so she glanced down at Kiri, and Kiri blinked at the unexpected question.

“Uh…” Kiri said, “Not that I am aware of—” She realized something and instantly said, “You can call the Sight of a god by calling their name. Other than that; no idea.”

“I don’t want Yggdrasil to be a constant porter, but reflexes can be trained...” Erick paused. “The wording in the roots of the Twin Trees that held the [Gate] into the Twisted Vision was not Ecks, at all. It wasn’t any language I have ever seen. It was, in fact, just a way to designate that space as a place for the Twisted Vision to attach.” He paused. “… But that [Gate] was there to make an entrance into the Gate Space of Ar’Cosmos. What I want is point-to-point [Gate]s, and to bypass my own Gate Space completely.”

Okay. So.

If Erick continued along this line of inquiry, he could probably create a reflexive opening into the [Gate Space] of his [Gate]. This was not what he wanted, actually.

There was so much nuance to making a Gate; so much more than Erick had originally thought, way back when he was working with Tenebrae to understand that entrance to Ar’Cosmos, back before Erick knew it was an entrance to Fairy, to the land of the dragons.

And yet…

“I’m probably overthinking this.” Erick tried the first idea that came to mind; he tried to make a key. So he grabbed his adamantium knife and began carving into the runic tuning fork, slicing english words into steel-strength, balsa-weight wood. In two minutes he was 95% done. He looked it over, and it was good enough. And then he looked to Kiri and Teressa, sending, ‘You didn’t see this next part.’

They both nodded, mostly seriously, but Kiri had a small lilt to her lips; a tiny smile.

Erick added, ‘I mean it. This is a politically dangerous spell that might tank relations with Stratagold if they found out.’

Kiri lost her smile at that. Teressa just nodded, looking the same as she had before Erick added that next part. Teressa had known that Erick’s warning was real, and not just paranoia talking. It was probably ridiculous to still think of [Duplicate] as something to be kept hidden, especially since all the other stuff Erick was no longer hiding, but [Duplicate] was a political mess of a spell.

Erick [Duplicate]d the key.

And now, with two keys, he carved a few more English words at the bottom of the keys. For the original, he carved it with ‘to my other twin, beta’ and on the copy, he carved ‘to my other twin, alpha’.

This was good, for now.

Probably wasn’t going to work for any number of reasons, but this was just a test, after all, and the mana bridged many, many gaps. Some gaps were too wide to bridge, though.

Erick turned his attention to the large square of white wood, sitting on the ground in front of him. With quick Shaping, Erick tucked the branches into the square, and plucked off the leaves, smoothing out all the rough growth left by Yggdrasil. Then split the whole thing like he was cutting a bagel. Two halves separated left and right, and with a bit more Shaping, those two halves both gained enough stabilization to stand on their own, five meters away from each other.

Another Shaping opened up two keyholes for the keys, both at head height on the sides of the gate. There were many different placements possible for those keys, but this one felt right for now.

Standing between both Gates, Erick took both keys, put them in the holes, and took aim with both hands. Benevolence lightning shocked out of both hands and struck the keys, soaking into their runic inscriptions. The key with the runes Erick had actually carved began to glow brightly, those runes soaking up power, turning brighter white than the white wood of the key. The second key, the one which Erick had not directly carved, but which gained the majority of its runes through [Duplicate], looked a lot different. Only the final runes at the end of the key, deep in the hole, had gained any real brightness to them.

… And nothing happened.

Erick turned the keys a bit. He shimmied them back and forth. He felt a bit like a fool, but that was fine.

Because this particular form of this experiment was a failure.

Erick smiled brightly, saying, “Ah! I’m glad that didn’t work.” Erick left the keys to the side, and gazed upon the Gates, instead. For a long moment he thought.

And then he glanced over at the still-tumbling ball bearing tunnel. He had another set of thoughts, that were probably more correct than all the rest, and then turned back to the squares of eternal stonewood.

“I suppose… All I really have to do is ensure that the location where I cast the [Gate] is secure. That someone can’t poke at it with an antirhine knife. Eternal stonewood is very good at ensuring that no one can mess with it, for you have to have the special Shaping spell to get anywhere with it… But, Songli has that spell, actually. Perhaps I should make something that even the clans of Songli don’t know how to Shape?”

Silence stretched as Erick thought.

Yes. He would have to make some unique material and a Shaping spell to go along with that material.

But that could come later.

Kiri decided she had a very important question, so she interrupted Erick’s thoughts and asked, “Why is antirhine bad for [Gate]s?”

“Oh! Right; you don’t know. Uh.” Erick said, “When you touch the actual [Gate] of a [Gate] with antirhine the [Gate] explodes with magnitude 5 power… And I should probably test that, too.”

Kiri went, “Oh.”

Teressa gave a small, sudden, and ragged sigh. At that moment, Teressa’s sigh reminded Erick of Poi’s various sighs over the last year and a half.

Erick ignored it. “First I need to find some antirhine, though. Shouldn’t be that hard.”

It wasn’t that hard at all.

Erick had an Ophiel zip up to the lands north of Treehome, to search for the antirhine missile that had been shot at Syllea that one time when she was Raging and her brother, the Cultist Omaz, was attacking Treehome. That missile was exactly where Erick had left it; tucked into the crook of a tree about a kilometer from the ground, in the deep dark of the middle layer where all the trees were like gargantuan pillars, spaced far apart.

Ophiel opened a [Gate] from those dark woods to the surface of the lake, about a kilometer below his new workshop.

From there, Erick had Ophiel grab onto the back of the missile, where the thing had been enchanted for flight and direction and had no lead to it at all, and he dipped the lead head of the missile into the center of the [Gate].

The head of the missile came through the center of the [Gate] without issue. Lead could go through a [Gate]! Good to know! And then, Erick had Ophiel gradually move the lead-headed missile toward the lightning ring; toward the edge of the porta—

The ring popped like a soap bubble breaking, or a balloon experiencing explosive decompression. It shattered away from the embankments imposed, and let loose sparks of lightning everywhere.

Erick was not impressed.

The ‘explosion’ —and Erick was hesitant to call it that— was little more than a single second of exposure to Benevolent Lightning. This exposure had some side effects, of course, but it was nothing destructive.

In the Forest of Glaquin, a large, multitudinous spread of glowing flowers and mushrooms now grew up and down the side of the tree near where Erick had opened the [Gate]. Down below his workshop, at this end of the [Gate], a noticeable splash of greenery now floated upon the waters. They appeared to be water hyacinths, or something similar; floating, bulbous, lily-like plants, with small purple flowers.

Kiri’s Sunny floated by in the air near the water hyacinths, near another Ophiel that Erick was using to inspect the experiment. She came back to herself, saying, “That doesn’t look mag-5— Well. I mean… It could be? [Grow] is a deceptively high magnitude spell, too.”

And here now was yet another thing Erick needed to investigate! How could he have forgotten?

Too much on his mind, he supposed.

“I still don’t understand ‘magnitude’.” Erick asked, “Is it really the depth of change a spell has on its surroundings? Seems an inadequate explanation.”

Kiri shrugged. “I’ve had it explained tens of different ways and each explanation was basically what you said, but with only small differences. Apparently real Mind Mages can tell the magnitude of a spell by looking, though, so I assume that the amount of ‘mind’ that you put into a spell is really what makes the magnitude.”

Now that was a good avenue of inquiry. Maybe Poi wouldn’t be cagey this time. Erick said, “I’ll talk to Poi and have him look at a [Gate] explosion when I get a chance. Need to find some more antirhine, but that shouldn’t be too hard. Songli was going to be my backup source— Ah! Speaking of. I should make that spell too, while I have a chance—” He paused. “Later, actually.” Erick told Kiri, “I want to teach you how to make a real chelation molecule tomorrow, so don’t let me forget that. I already gave that magic to the Mind Mages, but you should have it too, long as there’s not a war, or something.”

Kiri stood straight. She nodded.

Erick went back to the problem of making a [Gate]—

“Oh.” Erick had a sudden, possibly-true thought. “I could ask Redflame the direct answer to this, but perhaps all the [Gate]s out there are cast one at a time; each a purposeful and unique working. Maybe there is no enchanting for automagical [Gate] creation; there is only protecting the [Gate]s that one purposefully casts…” He frowned. “That seems like a cop out.”

Perhaps Erick could look into standardized magic item creation, like what Kirginatharp taught at Oceanside. Wouldn’t that be funny! The solution to [Gate] would lie in the enchanting that Erick could not do with any reliability, and which he thought was bad practices.

The problem was that runic workings best allowed for pointed, close range targeted, or otherwise ‘set’ actions. Spatial Magic, the moving of items from one area to another envisioned area, required someone actually envisioning the area on the other side.

Solving the [Teleport] problem to allow people to blip back and forth a lot using runic devices, was an achievement of magic that Tasar and Riivo and Archmage’s Rest had invented a few centuries ago. The teleport stations. 

… Okay. So.

Erick probably just needed to work with other learned people in order to solve these problems which had already been solved. Making an automagical [Gate] seemed very doable, just not by him. Not right now. 

“But for now...” Erick looked over the squares of white wood, and said, “Leave the automagic for another day. I just need to make them truly immobile and invulnerable, cast the [Gate] into the wood, and prevent interference and disruption. I can manually cast [Gate] for a while.”

It wasn’t how Erick thought that he would be making Gates.

He envisioned portals, yes, and then someone knocking on a portal or empowering it somehow, in order for it to be connected to another designated portal in another place. He thought he would be making twin Gates where either of the Gates could be ‘called’, or whatever, and then the [Gate] would open between the two. And maybe there would be a key system to be able to turn it off and on as necessary, or to dial specific ‘Over Gate’s, or something…

And an Undertow effect, as well, tied into some runic working inside the [Gate], to allow everyone who stepped through to be able to pay the cost of their own transportation. Erick had thought that the Undertow Effect had been a big part of his Worldly Path, and it had been, but not in the way he originally imagined. Erick had baked that magic into his [Gate Space].

And moving people and goods didn’t actually cost Erick anything.

Erick had been speaking all of this aloud a bit, so Kiri could listen and learn.

Kiri asked, “Can you move your [Gate]s after casting them? Would the enactment of a [Gate] lock the Gate midair?”

“A nuanced question that I do not have the answer to. I was going to use Force Magic to emplace them. But maybe I don’t need to do that?” Erick frowned. “I could simply make something that [Gate] can attach to?”

… Erick went over to the squares of white wood that stood vertical on the workshop floor. He first Shaped both of the would-be Gates to normal, plain squares, and turned some of the cast-off wood into temporary holders to keep the squares vertical. With that done, Erick lightstepped to stand at the center top of the left wood square. With his rune knife in one hand, Erick precisely carved the symbol for [Renew] at the top of that would-be Gate. Under that symbol, and a bit smaller, Erick smiled a little as he carved the words, ‘Welcome all who wish to wander’.

He repeated the act on the second [Gate].

With a sunform grip, Erick hovered both Gates a meter above the floor, his lightning flickering upon both halves of what once was whole, soaking into the wood. Power glittered in the runic grooves he had carved, dancing within Erick’s simple message of welcome.

Yggdrasil’s separated wood remained bright white after being separated from him, but the actual glows that pulsed within the living summon had faded after that separation. And yet now, those glows came back. Small, at first, then brighter as Erick pumped pure Benevolence into the wood.

And then Erick cast [Gate] upon them both.

Lightning flashed inside the pair of Gates, and then settled down, to hide beneath glowing white wood, while the interior spaces became portals on both sides of Erick. He saw himself again, down an endless corridor. It wasn’t actually like a mirror tunnel at all. Erick turned left, and every single similar Erick also turned left, because that’s what was happening; there was no mirroring here, just some views from different angles.

Erick smiled.

With a bit of trepidation, Erick released some of his sunform grip on the Gates, hoping that they could float—

The Gates slipped down as Erick let them move, their weight not at all supportable by the [Gate] inside. Those [Gate]s inside instantly flickered and died. Erick ensured that the Gates landed without falling over, once again securing them to their temporary supports at their bases.

He had learned a few things in that exchange.

Weight was apparently a problem. [Gate]s could not support the Gates they inhabited. But at least the [Gate] was very much attached to the Gate, and in the moving of the Gate, the [Gate] broke. This was good progress! Good information.

“Have you read anything about [Gate]s being able to be moved after they’re cast, Kiri?”

Kiri answered, “[Gate]s can’t be moved after they’re cast.”

Erick considered the Class Ability, Gatemaster. Perhaps that one would let him make [Gate]s that could move? That Ability read ‘Double the effective range of your gate space. Minor improvements to everything gate related’. Did ‘minor improvements’ mean mobile [Gate]s? Perhaps Erick did actually need that Class Ability.

Erick had a think.

Perhaps, this was fine? As is?

[Gate]s that popped when moved might actually be preferable to [Gate]s that remained intact, for mobile [Gate]s could lead to some unforeseen consequences, like someone dumping one half of the [Gate] underwater and making a flood come out the other side. That would be bad.

And yet… Slight movements with [Gate]s would occur all the time, mostly by accident, but especially if someone moved the land around the [Gate]s. So the Gates Erick made needed to be super stable?

Erick could do ‘stable’. People have been making things stable and unmovable ever since the invention of Force Magic, way back at the start of the Script, and Erick was no exception.

Technically there were ways to move Force after it had been emplaced, just as there were ways to move lightwards after being cast and locked to a location. That branch of magic was actually a constantly evolving competition between placers and movers, with the Shades and Cultists being the foremost authority on moving magic after it had been placed, and everyone else trying (and mostly failing) to make magic that could not be moved after being cast.

The Shades and Cultists of Melemizargo were the only ones open about taking down the magic of others, though.

Normal thieves and normal security mages in much of the world had long ago adopted those same sorts of magics, and on a much less life-and-death battlefield. Sometimes, the ‘battlefield’ was even inside research labs, with well documented and researched papers on the topic being published by the Arcanaeum Consortium every few years.

The methods used to move emplaced magic varied between Spatial Magics (the most prevalent and powerful by far) and pure manifestations of power, which mutated and moved emplaced spellwork (if it didn’t break that spellwork in that moving). Erick had seen many instances of the second occurrence, back when he was helping repair Songli from the Extreme Light bombs of Terror Peaks. In many locations, wardlights and other spellwork had been moved away from the epicenter of those blasts. This caused lightwards (if they had survived) and lightposts to be out of sync with each other.

Lightwards would be hanging out midair, a meter away from where they had been cast.

Erick had experienced this sort of movement of magic even more so, back when he watched Tasar blip objects around through her Spatial Domain, and when she taught him how to cast [Teleport Magic].

Now [Teleport Magic] could very much be used to move around a [Gate]…

The point to all these thoughts, Erick conceded, was that there was only so much he could do to prevent messing with his Gates.

Spatial Magic moved everything around at the command of the caster.

Pure power moved the very manasphere.

Erick could actually protect against Spatial Magic, though, by putting a [Spatial Denial] runic web into the Gate… And wasn’t that hilarious! He could Deny Spatial Magic, but his [Gate]s could still work normally—

Would that actually work, though? Erick thought it should work, but he hadn’t actually tried that particular experiment yet. So that’s what he did. With a quick cast, Erick filled half of the warehouse with [Spatial Denial], and then he cast a [Gate] inside—

And the [Gate] appeared. Both sides of the [Gate], too; the intake appeared in front of Erick, and the exit appeared to the right, exactly as Erick wished them to appear. [Gate] worked inside of a [Spatial Denial]!

Erick laughed.

And then he canceled that [Spatial Denial] and tried [Teleport Magic] upon one of the [Gate]s, aiming to move it one meter up into the air.

The [Gate] moved as commanded.

… A bit concerning, but that was fine.

Kiri’s eyes went wide. “Was that first one what I thought it was? A Denial with a [Gate] inside?”

“Yup!” Erick chuckled.

“And the second one was [Teleport Magic]?

“And the second one was [Teleport Magic]!”

“… Ignoring the security concerns of the second one for a moment.” Kiri asked, “Is [Gate] not actually Spatial Magic?”

“[Gate] is Spatial Magic.” Erick nodded. “But whereas normal Spatial Magic is all about choosing the place where an object/space exists, based upon imposing magical shenanigans onto that object/space’s Reality in the past, which has repercussions on the present, which is all we are actually able to affect…” Erick thought how best to summarize, and said, “[Gate] is shenanigans regarding the location of a Reality that is actually normal reality but of a different reality, which in effect links two different places in this reality together.”

Kiri looked at Erick. “… Okay.” And then she asked, “And all your Spatial Denial does is work on this reality, I take it?”

“Exactly right!” Erick smiled brightly, saying, “And of course the [Spatial Denial] I made only works on Spatial Magic cast in this reality; I wasn’t even aware that I needed to Deny other realities when I made that one… And now that I’m thinking of it, I don’t want to deny other realities, anyway.”

Erick felt a calm descend upon him as he gazed out at the mess he had made, for he knew exactly how to incorporate everything he had learned into making a proper Gate. It would be version 1, of course. Later versions would come and they would be better. But now Erick had a plan. Now, he knew exactly what he needed to do.

“Okay. This will be easier than I thought— I mean. Okay. I’m sure many different people are going to break these things many times and I’m going to need to remake them a dozen times till I get a version that is actually, mostly secure. But that will come later.”

And so, Erick ignored the rustless steel he had strung into squares, for that would come later. For now, he grabbed some of the platinum and hammered it into the same sort of shape as the rustless squares. Then, he took his knife and he started carving a rather simple runic web. This one included [Envelop Item], a spell Erick had rarely used, but which was perfect for encasing a working in Force, along with [Undertow’s Edge], the [Force Wall] version of Undertow which would create a continually-strengthening Force, based on the mana it Drained. [Spatial Denial] came next, along with [Renew] in order to make everything play nice with each other, and possibly make the Undertow spell support all the other spells inside the Gate. Erick placed a bunch of limiting runes and lines which would hopefully limit the ranges of the imbued spells. In the end, the Undertow should only extend into a roughly ten meter space around the actual Gate.

If this version didn’t work, then Erick would try again with the same style, but with perhaps some different structuring inscriptions. Theoretically, everything should play nice with each other and work how he told it to work, for runic webs were good like that, but this was all new magic. Erick had experience to draw upon, but not much experience. Not as much as an actual Runic Master.

Darabella would probably know exactly how to do this. Tasar and Riivo would, too. Erick could only put his best guess forward.

Erick made two runic webs, each as close to exactly the same as he could manage, and then he took those runic webs and Shaped Yggdrasil’s donated wood around them, forming a solid cover that could not be Shaped, and which would provide line-of-sight protection against Shaping of the metal inside. When he was done, he was left with two very similar squares of wood, both with a 5x5 meter square of open space inside, and around 7 meters wide. This last Shaping had ruined the runes Erick had placed on the Gates, of course, so he reinscribed those; a large circular [Renew] rune at the top center of the square, and the English words ‘Welcome all who wish to wander’ inscribed below.

With a sunform grip, Erick hoisted the Gates into the air, and kept them a good ten meters away from everyone else, and himself. With a twist of lightning threaded through a hole in the sides of both Gates, Erick touched upon the runic web inside.

The next version might be able to take in his Benevolent Lightning and start casting the runic spells inside all on their own. But that would make it very difficult for Erick to cancel the [Undertow’s Edge] if this experiment went wrong, for if he didn’t actually cast that spell himself, then he had no inherent canceling capability on that spell.

This way was safer.

Erick cast that first, most dangerous of spells upon the runic web inside one Gate, and then inside the other Gate. One right after the other, something stirred within the Gates, like a leviathan prowling through kendrithyst crystals. The Gates shook, vibrating a bit, and then they settled.

… He hadn’t even considered that they could have exploded, but perhaps he should have.

Gradually, Erick watched as [Undertow’s Edge] took hold of the air around the white wood, like an abyss shining behind a moon.

That abyss didn’t extend very far at all, only reaching about seven meters out from each Gate. Didn’t even reach the ground! Therefore it wasn’t anywhere near able to soak in Yggdrasil’s power. Erick smiled. Then he had two Ophiel float over and stand directly on top of the Gates.

The very second that Ophiel reached the abyss, that abyss began to soak him up. Ophiel had a lot of mana, but [Undertow’s Edge]’s Drain worked at a rate of twice Erick’s Willpower every second; around 450 mana per second.

Power thrummed into the Gates—

Suddenly, the Gates seemed to come awake with light and the abyss behind both white squares began to deepen. The Undertow soaked in mana and the runic web spread it out, [Renew] evening out everything, ensuring all the adjoining magic got as much power as it could handle. Force enveloped both Gates, and then deepened.

Into this power, into the primed, glowing wood of Yggdrasil, Erick cast [Gate].

A portal appeared, linking both Gates.

Just. Instantly. Appeared. No Benevolence escaped the glowing wood. No flowers or sparking lightning spread out. No mushrooms grew. The [Gate] held strong, the lightning ring hidden inside the glowing eternal stonewood, while the power inside the runic web began to seal everything under an [Envelop Item]. Erick let go with his own sunform, and the Gates did not fall. The [Undertow’s Edge] held both midair, and unmovable, while a spreading [Spatial Denial] would prevent the structure from ever being moved by easily acquired Spatial Magics—

“Ah.” Erick realized a weakness. “It’s actually weak to [Force Weaver].” He glanced through Ophiel to find Jane— “Oh good! Poi is done, too.” Erick rapidly opened a [Gate] directly from the warehouse to the kitchen at their house, where Poi and Jane were starting to make dinner. “Hey you two! Come see what I made! Won’t take long. I need to see if you can move this thing with [Force Weaver], Jane.”

Jane paused her washing of the potatoes.

Poi had been pulling fish out of the cold storage, but he put it back, then turned to Erick, paused, then said, “That’s tricky.”

Jane glanced over. “What?”

“Come see!” Erick said, “Come on come on come on.”

Jane dropped the potato, exclaiming, “Okay okay okay! It’s already so late, though. Dinner is going to be late, too.”

Jane and Poi joined Erick, Teressa, and Kiri in the warehouse.

Ahead of them floated two [Gate]s, inside their Gate-containers.

Erick gestured to both of them, saying, “[Force Weaver]. See if you can move them. You’ll experience a 450 mana per second Drain if you get too close, but that shouldn’t be too much of a problem.”

Jane moved in, paused as she entered the Drain range of the right Gate, and then she lifted her hand.

The Gate moved up, and the [Gate] therein popped like so much scattered magic. And then Jane let go. The Gate stabilized in the air, but now it was crooked, hovering at an angle and with streamers of white Force coming off of the glowing wood, hovering in the air like a scattered splash of glowing milk. That splash of milk continued to glow, and deepen the Abyss all around, for it was still the [Undertow’s Edge] and [Envelop Item], though they were now mangled together.

Jane’s [Force Weaver] was a hard counter to this spellwork.

Erick frowned. “I expected that, and yet, I did not.”

Jane stepped away from the Gates, getting out of the range of the Drain. “Was that supposed to happen?”

“It is a weakness I need to account for.” Erick tilted his head as he looked at the tilted Gate. “I need to include a [Force Denial]. Now that… That might be tricky, and especially since the Gate itself is constantly casting Force Magic itself.”

Kiri flinched. “That’s tricky.” With a bit of sarcasm, she added, “Might as well make a Void Song.”

“Force Magic is also hard to Deny; this is true.” Erick said, “Maybe I need to make a full-spectrum Denial, anyway. Something even more inclusive than [Prismatic Lullaby].”

“Or you could limit the Force spells to the inside of the Gate?” Jane offered. “I need Line of Sight to Weaver.”

“Wouldn’t work.” Erick said, “The Drain out here is still a part of the Force—” He paused. “Can you Weaver this Drain, by only touching the Abyss?”

Jane turned back to the tilted Gate. She wasn’t sure if she could.

She stepped forward once and reached out to the Drain hovering in the air. And then she ripped sideways. The Gate spun clockwise, rapidly turning almost a complete circle, splashing milky white Force outward from the entire structure. That floating Force held in the air like so much splashed paint. Some of it broke into broken mana. Most of it just stayed there, frozen in time, floating.

“Ah.” Jane said, “The Force spell is all over the place.”

“Yes.” Erick frowned. “If I put a theoretical [Deny Everything] outside of the effect of the Drain— Oh. I’m overthinking this again. I have a Domain already. I need to put my [Lodestar] into this thing— Well. [Domain of Light].” Erick looked up that spell, to see if it had changed—

It had.




	
Domain of Benevolent Light, instant, super long range, 5000 mana

Harken unto your own Truth of Benevolence. Let no one diminish your brilliance.

Undispellable. Uncorruptible.

Lasts 1 hour. Effects last longer.














He should still be able to put that into a runic web.

“Like. Duh,” Erick said to himself. “Yes. It needs a Domain in there. I really should have considered that earlier. That solves so many small issues.”

Kiri smiled. Teressa watched.

Jane and Poi went back to making dinner.

The sun had set hours ago, and Erick made Gate Version Two.

Jane came back, well before dinner was ready, and tested the strength of Erick’s new Domain-enhanced Gate. Jane put everything she could into her [Force Weaver], and yet, she could not Weave. Success! Or at least as much ‘success’ as could be had under the Script, where there was always some way to counter other magic.

Erick breathed deep, then exhaled. This was good.

Twin Gates hung in the air before him, both of them looking like squares of pure light, hovering above a land of light, yet hints of abyss clung to the edges like a dark shadow. That shadow created darker lands to the left and right of the gate, forming a sort of tunnel that led to the hole in the world in the white wood.

Erick had constrained the [Undertow’s Edge] effect to the space around the actual entrance, so that people moving through the space wouldn’t actually have all of their resources stripped from them. Keeping the [Gate] stable was still important, though, so Erick made sure to carve some instructions to the side of each Gate, to make the people in both locations aware that while the space leading to the [Gate] was clear of the Drain, if they wanted the Gate to remain stable, then they needed to donate at least 3,000 mana per day to the Drain. More was fine. Less was not fine.

Technically, the Gate only needed 2880 mana per day, but a bit of extra leeway seemed good.

The backside had the full Drain guarding it, and thus it would drain about a thousand mana per second from anyone who was not defending themselves properly, or [Defend]ing themselves, in the case of most people.

Erick’s own Constitution, combined with [Unbreakable Form] for 500 absolute damage mitigation after all other defenses were taken into account, was enough to fully protect him from the Drain, apparently, which was a pleasant surprise to discover. This fact let him explore the backside of his [Gate] without issue…

Which was something he should have done before now, too.

Erick looked through the front of his left Gate, and saw the warehouse which lay in front of the right Gate. From there, he stepped left, into the Abyssal Drain, and went around back. The space on the opposite side of the [Gate] was little more than thick, white mist. Like touching near-solid fog. Erick stuck his hand into the fog and felt nothing particular about that mist at all. It wasn’t cloying, or wet, or warm or cold. It just was.

Back when Erick was working with Tenebrae, at the Twin Trees which held the [Gate] that led into the Twisted Vision of Ar’Cosmos, when Erick had touched the backside of that [Gate] it had disturbed the portal, breaking it apart. Once disturbed, that portal came back after a little while, without issue. Other peculiarities with that particular [Gate] allowed Erick to stand on the backside and look through the portal-space, to see the forest in front without issue, while anyone from the front side hadn’t been able to see Erick at all.

Here, in his warehouse, staring at the backside, Erick only saw a land of white fog.

What was going on here?

He probably could have experimented on this part a bit more stringently until now, but he just hadn’t thought of it. And now, here he was. So.

Erick sent an Ophiel into that fog.

Ophiel fluttered forward, into the thick mist, vanishing from sight almost instantly. One meter in. Two meters in. Four meters—

Like light unfurling in front of the [Gate], Ophiel appeared, ribbons of mist and gentle lightning flickering away from him, to fall back into the [Gate] behind and vanish like figments, to disappear into the portal.

Odd!

Erick tested it again.

And again, the same thing happened. After going a certain distance into the fog, that fog vanished from Ophiel’s form, pulling away, revealing that Ophiel had actually just been moving through a separate layer of reality, briefly, until enough distance was gained and Ophiel just popped back into this reality.

Kiri had a good suggestion. “It might not be distance based? It could be time based? Or saturation based?”

Erick had Ophiel flutter inside the backside of the portal, and just hover there, in the light. He didn’t go further in at all. Five seconds passed. Ten seconds passed. Twelve—

Fractured glows broke away from a heretofore invisible, intangible, unknowable Ophiel, hovering just on the other side of the [Gate]. Those glows washed away, falling back into the glowing square of the Gate like so much disturbed magic.

“I’m guessing saturation, though I will have to run more tests to be sure.” Erick said, “But it’s time for dinner, and then I have some meetings to take with Candlepoint. I told them I would meet them after sunset, but it’s way past sunset. I also need to… I’m not sure. Consider making a Gate that is open on both sides, and that you can go through both sides? A double Gate. Remove all possibility of someone going in the back.”

There was a lot of experimenting left to do! Too much, in too little time. For instance, Erick needed to know what happened when you shoved an antirhine knife into the backside of a [Gate]. Did it pop the [Gate] violently? Eliciting greenery from everything nearby? Or did something stranger happen?

While Erick wanted to get right on those important experiments because magic was fun! But there were a few facts holding him back from fully committing. First, he knew he’d be learning about how to work [Gate] for months, if not years. Added to that, there was the Class Ability Gatemaster to consider. What sort of ‘minor improvements all around’ could be lurking inside that Ability? Probably a lot! Enough that Erick wanted to know how to work [Gate] before he got that Ability, at the very least.

Mostly, though, the vagaries of Erick’s life demanded satisfactory answers to questions they had yet to ask, and that Erick would not know were questions until they showed up and tried to punch him in the face.

Or some other sort of attack.

Probably antirhine knives in the dark, or something. Or missiles. Probably missiles.

On the bright side, he wouldn’t have to go looking for antirhine if his assassins brought it to him.

“But that can come later.” Erick declared, “It’s time for dinner.”
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                Dinner was great for Poi and Jane had cooked well, but dinner was also a tactical level discussion of what had happened today, both in Candlepoint, and in Erick’s workshop.

There were around 4,850 people in Candlepoint. 1,100 shadelings, now known as originals. 2,950 former shadelings, now known as returners. And 800 people who had chosen to stay. There wasn’t any particularly dominant race among those who were staying. The minotaurs had all chosen to stay.

The major players of Candlepoint were the same people who had been there months ago.

Mephistopheles, the red incani shadeling mayor. The other actual-shadelings in town were fiercely loyal to him, and he appeared fiercely loyal to Erick, which was either a problem or a boon.

Justine Erholme, the white incani priestess of Koyabez. She was the only representative of a god other than Melemizargo in town, and she had quite a flock among the returners. Not so much among the still-shadelings.

Ava Jadescale, the snake shifter sewermaster. She had already cleared out the slums under the city, and all those people were now above ground and moving into homes abandoned by those who left.

Valok Greentalon was still a shadeling, and still working well as the master farmer of Candlepoint’s farms. He and his people provided much of the food that fed Candlepoint.

Daetroi Ooragh, the cattle rancher father of Apogough Ooragh. Apogough had been the only survivor of the Farmer’s Council back when the Farms still existed at Spur. His father, the cattle rancher, had not survived, and had suffered a fate similar to Valok. Daetroi was the other half of Candlepoint’s food solution. He raised cows on the southern coast of the lake, south of Candlepoint. He was expanding into other meat markets, but had nearly been shoved out of those markets by the other people. Now that all those other people had left, Daetroi had a lot of extra product on hand, and barely any way to control it all.

Zaraanka Checharin. Human woman, but still a shadeling, Zaraanka was the current matron of the Pink Houses, and she had opened gambling dens alongside her brothels. She had been bringing in a lot of money for the town. She had also opened up healer huts, and had been trying to prepare the town for branch offices of the Adventurer's and Mage’s and Wayfarer’s Guilds. If it weren’t for Candlepoint’s odd nature as a Melemizargo plot, then those three guilds would likely have already moved into town, but because of Candlepoint’s nature, those Guilds had not moved in yet, at all. Zaraanka had lots of irons in the fire, though, so the cold feet of the Guilds were not a large problem right now. Zaraanka was the social butterfly and one of the major captains of industry of Candlepoint. 

Almost all of her fledgling industries had been broken by Erick’s announcement of Wizardry.

And then there was Slip, Captain of the Guard. The captain remained a shadeling of black skin, black horns, no hair, and with the brightest white eyes of any comparable people. Everyone thought he was a Shade, but no one spoke that thought aloud, or at least not in his presence. The Guard of Candlepoint was perhaps the only institution which remained strong and secure in the wake of Erick’s Wizardly declaration, with all of the Guard’s instructions dutifully followed. Even before Erick’s announcement, the guard easily caught any criminals who made their criminality known. Mostly, those criminals were exiled. Very few cases demanded execution.

Erick said, “I’ll be checking up on that, though.” He frowned. “I hope he isn’t actually a Shade, but… From what I’ve seen out there today, he seems happy with and good at his job, and yet he’s also fine with just fishing all the time.”

Poi said, “His suspected status as a Shade is what makes others see him as a true threat.”

“Could he be brightening his eyes on purpose?” Teressa asked.

“Theoretically, yes,” Poi said.

Erick had a question about that, but he knew it was a long shot to get an answer about this particular question, since it would put Poi in an ethically dubious position with regard to Mind Mage protocols. Erick asked anyway, “Does Slip have a mind presence? Or whatever you call it? Thought slime?”

“I can answer this one, Erick. Yes, he does, but that doesn’t mean anything. He could be faking his mind-presence. Shades are capable of this.”

Everyone at the dinner table was surprised both by Poi’s answer, and by his elaboration.

Erick moved on, saying, “I discovered a few things about [Gate] I wish to impart. To begin…”

He had to stretch to make his [Gate] reach more than 50 meters across, and 100 meters seemed to be the maximum size. The most common, and easily castable size, was around 3 meters in diameter. If he were just ‘pointing and willing a [Gate] into being’ and literally nothing else about it, 3 meters diameter is how big it would be. Erick always stretched the [Gate] a bit bigger, though, for Teressa, so she didn’t have to touch the lightning ring.

Touching the ring was like touching a fog of fake lightning. The ring looked and acted like lightning, but it was also soft like light. Touching those discharges would cause plants to grow upon any clothing caught in the effect, but the Benevolent Lightning would not cause growth upon bare skin.

The [Gate] opened from a spark and spread outward in a flashing instant.

It closed the same way, but in reverse.

If one looked very, very closely, at the front side of a [Gate], they could see a faint lightning fog, but only near the ring itself; like smoke on water, and the ‘water’ being the flat plane of the [Gate]. Mostly, though, the view from the front side of a [Gate] was perfectly clear.

When the ring closed on anything, it caused a reality recombination, which was Erick’s tentative explanation for what he was seeing—

“Wait wait. I don’t understand that at all.” Jane said, “You’re telling me it doesn’t snap something in half when it’s caught in the middle? I mean. You already said that with Sitnakov’s arm and the kidnapping, but I want to see this in action.”

Erick smiled at Jane’s enthusiasm, and then he cast two small [Gate]s atop the dinner table, about half a meter in diameter and a meter apart. Both were parallel with each other, with their backs facing each other. Erick [Conjure Weapon]d a white staff, and stuck it through the portal. His hand remained outside of the effect, but the staff was now halfway through.

And then he canceled the portal.

Silent lightning crashed inward, slamming onto the staff. Just beyond Erick’s hand, the staff gained a ring of lightning. On the other side of the table, the part that had been poked through, also gained a similar ring of lightning. The now-floating staff poking out of the exit, continued to hover there for a brief moment.

Two things happened at the same time. Lightning flashed up the upper half of Erick’s staff, vanishing it from sight. That same lightning zipped up the staff where Erick held it. As that lightning-light fully flowed down the staff, it vanished, revealing the staff to the world, unharmed.

“What is happening here is something similar to what happens when one goes through the backside of the [Gate],” Erick said. “I imagine there is a way to put some sort of spellwork into this sort of intrusion, onto the staff itself, or onto one’s own body, in order to keep the [Gate] open. Whenever Sitnakov decides to show up I’ll ask him how he did that.”

Jane narrowed her eyes at the staff. She was trying to figure out how she might accomplish the same thing as Sitnakov. “Do that again. With the staff. Again.”

Erick smiled, happy for Jane’s enthusiasm even if it wasn’t for the magic of it all; she was more interested in vulnerability testing. And that was fine. Erick was happy to share this with her.

Eventually, he got back to the other facts he had figured out about [Gate], like how he had no passenger or weight limit, and how [Gate]s could not be moved after cast. He stressed there was likely a lot more to discover in the coming months, but he tried to tell them all the nuances which he had seen so far.

And then dinner was over, and it was time to meet with the representatives of Candlepoint.







- - - -







The sun had set long ago, vanishing beyond a glowing Yggdrasil on the horizon. The city of Candlepoint was not that dark, though. Starlight, wardlights all around, and the moons above provided ample lighting, but there was still lots of room for shadows all around.

And then there was lightning. Bright, flashing brilliance, banishing the night.

That lightning crashed open, forming a portal, linking the eternal light of Yggdrasil with Candlepoint. Erick stepped out of that portal to stand upon the top of black stone stairs. Poi and Teressa flanked him. The three of them all wore white conjured armor. Teressa and Poi had adjusted their own mana color as necessary, but that was not necessary for Erick. His color was already white, though it was a bit more iridescent these days, if one looked close enough.

Ahead, Guard Captain Slip and several other members of Candlepoint’s Guard flanked the wide open double doors of city hall. Slip was dressed in immaculate black armor, along with the rest of his people.

There was an obvious dichotomy there, in the colors of their clothes. Such an arrangement of cloth and color might be a thing in the coming years, if Erick saw fit to enforce such an arrangement, but perhaps something less combative was in order. Something less black versus white. With a simple recast of [Conjure Armor], Erick changed his armor from full white, to white with black trim.

Slip gave a tiny grin, showing off his white teeth beyond the full black of his lips, and his skin. And then he steeled himself. It was time for a bit of ceremony. It was easy enough to see that they had prepared some stuff for him; that was why he had chosen to come in this way, and to allow this ceremony to happen. If the ceremony proved to be unwelcome then Erick would dispense with it, but he doubted it would get too out of hand.

Slip took one step forward and smashed his gauntleted hand against his chest, announcing, “Archmage Wizard Erick Flatt, Fire of the Age! Savior of Light. Welcome to Candlepoint. Welcome home. We hope you approve of your new lands.”

Earnest. Strong. Hopeful. And yet Slip was testing Erick in a way he thought necessary to test.

There was an audience for this event, after all. City hall had been cleared of every single person except for a few, and all those cleared-out people (and more besides) all stood at the base of the stairs, outside of close range, watching. Some prayed. Some worried. Some schemed. There were at least a thousand people by Erick’s count, and about half of them shadelings; almost 50% of all of the shadelings left in Candlepoint. The rest were probably returners. A few of them were spies from other lands, or something along those lines.

Erick saw a princess from the Wastelands and her two guards standing in the far back. He only noticed the woman was a princess by the thin band of gold around her head, and the heraldry she shared with her two guards. There were other important people here to notice as well, but if Erick stood here thinking about all of them he’d never get anywhere.

He saw no threats though, and the crowd was mostly silent save for a few whispers, so Erick continued.

“If I don’t approve of what you have done, then I will make of these lands what I must.” Erick gestured forward, “Guard Captain Slip. Lead the way.”

As Erick had guessed, his answer had been the proper answer for almost everyone in attendance. Without giving away that Slip was inordinately pleased to hear Erick speak like that, Slip struck his chest again, bowed, backed up, and turned toward the open doors. He led the way.

Erick followed.

As the guards of Candlepoint moved to stand guard across the top of the stairs, to prevent the crowd from following, people in the crowd began whispering, ‘Welcome, Archmage!’ or ‘Blessings upon the Fire of the Age.’ or in even smaller words, ‘Wizard.’

Erick and his people passed into the building, and the doors closed behind them, sealing away the sounds of the world outside.

City Hall was different. It had the same black stone walls and floor and ceiling as before. The same large, white crystal lights for sconces and overhead illumination. The same crystal runners down the sides of the main walkway, giving off the same levels of illumination.

But now the hallway had a white carpet laid down the center, and the back end of the hallway had been changed; Shaped into something new. Instead of a desk where people could direct visitors, it was empty, and the wall beyond had been transformed into an archway with a large set of double doors. Those doors were wide open. And that was their destination.

Slip led them into a room that had not been there before now.

A throne room.

Spacious. Pillars to the sides. White cloth hung like decorative, blank banners here and there.

A dais of black stone further in, with a white throne sitting upon that dais.

To the left and right of the walkway stood the heads of Candlepoint. Mephistopheles, Ava, Valok on the left. Zaaranka and Justine on the right, and then Slip, too, who joined them on that side. At a glance, Erick suspected this specific split of people could have been decided in any number of ways, but Erick’s first instinct was that the room had been split based on actual infrastructure on one side, and influence over population on the other side.

Erick did not take the throne. Instead, he stood there, on the carpet, and asked, “So this split is based on infrastructure concerns and population concerns? Or what?”

Mephistopheles, who had been standing just a bit forward, now stepped fully forward, but he did not block Erick’s path to the throne nor did he step onto the carpet. He said, “Greetings, Archmage Flatt. Yes; this split is based upon control of infrastructure and influence of persons. If there is a different way you wish to organize your lands, then we will of course abide.”

Erick looked past Mephistopheles, to the throne.

Here now, was a fear.

The calamity of all of Erick’s previous choices was upon him. All his power and purpose, aligned to this action here, now. Today. Tonight. This night, near midnight.

A split.

A direction that needed to be chosen, and chosen well. A path diverging, but only briefly.

If Erick sat on that chair then things would continue as they had been set up to continue. Erick would be a king. He would have absolute power over these lands, and people. He could organize everything, any way he wished. When war inevitably came, he could respond with his own power, and with the power of his people.

‘His people!’

And not just Poi, and Kiri, and Teressa, and Jane. All of these people. All of Candlepoint. That fact would put them at risk. They were already at risk, but until now that risk had been ambiguous. They were shadelings and a few more, and they were shunned by all the rest of the world, but Erick’s presence and power had forestalled the hammer that hung over this city, ready to fall at a moment’s notice. Now, Erick’s presence and power were like a lodestone to the threats out there, and yet, he could withstand that [Strike], if he prepared. His people could withstand that [Strike].

… If Erick did not sit in that chair, then there would be confusion, and then some other system of governance would arise out of that confusion. There would be a return to what had been happening already, but it would be messier, and disorganized. Weak.

And war would still come, only Erick would not be meshed in with the current workings of Candlepoint, and it would be disastrous. A lot more people would die.

It was possible that a lot of people were going to die anyway.

There was no real choice here when all things were considered—

Well.

No.

The choice was the same as it always was.

To remain part of the world.

Or to run and hide.

Erick breathed deeply, then made the same choice he had made a thousand times before. He would not be a hermit. He would not run. He would not hide. He was a part of the world, and by his actions, he would make the world a better place for all. If these people wanted to enshrine Erick as a true power, as a king, then…

He could do that.

He strode past the now-lesser powers of Candlepoint, toward the dais, to his throne.

Small intakes of breath. Squared shoulders. Stern faces. Some truly happy faces. Some worried faces. All emotion kept locked up as tight as it could be, but Erick could still see those emotions.

Erick stepped up the short black stairs that composed the throne’s dais. And then he was there. He had arrived.

The throne was white and solid and fit for a king of no-nonsense strength. No cushion. Not even a comfortable divot for the butt, or a back that allowed any sort of leaning and relaxing. A throne wasn’t meant to be a place of rest, but Erick wasn’t going to be sitting here for any length of time without some sort of comfort.

Perhaps something small? Yes. Something small. Something that respected the gesture these people were giving him, and yet announced to all that this was his spot, now.

With a quick cast of [Fairy Item], which doubled as a way to detect if anyone else was using Fae Magic in the area and to disrupt that other active Fae Magic, Erick conjured a thin cushion for the butt, and then he sat down upon that cushion, upon his throne.

Poi and Teressa watched Erick take his throne, and they were both strangely happy. It took Erick half a second to understand that Poi and Teressa’s happiness had surprised even them, for though they could see what was coming, now that it was actually here…

It was surprisingly good.

Poi and Teressa both trusted Erick with their lives, and now they knew that Erick was actually willing to take up that responsibility in a serious way. Nothing would ever be the same, but ‘nothing would ever be the same’ had happened several times before already. Now that they were here, everything that had come before made perfect sense. Both of them had signed on to be an archmage’s guards, but they had adjusted with the times, and the tribulations. And now they were here, right beside Erick.

Poi and Teressa stood to Erick’s left and right, on the ground outside of the throne’s dais.

Erick looked to the people of Candlepoint.

The six representatives of Candlepoint met Erick’s eyes with their own.

Mephistopheles was beyond thrilled, his glowing white eyes seeming brighter by the second. Slip and Justine were happy for the possibilities that this event finally represented, but they were a bit more reserved than Mephistopheles; they had specific goals they wanted, and not just the goal of security. Zaraanka was well practiced in not showing her worries, but Erick could tell that she was worried about everything that was to come, and she was also worried about Erick shutting down her Pink Houses, or some other such ‘restrictive nonsense’ that only existed inside the Wizard’s head. Ava was both resigned and relieved in equal measure; maybe she could finally get the beautiful life she always wanted now that power had come to town.

And Valok was angry. Erick wondered why, but before they got to that—

“So.” Erick began, “This is odd. I never meant to take this place of power among you. I meant to be an assistant to help you help yourselves. And you did. You did great things while I wasn’t here. You kept the city growing, Mephistopheles, despite the collars upon your power. You kept the faith and the proper path, Justine, despite the many tribulations of this land. You kept them safe, Slip, even though you were collared just as much as anyone. You secured the sewers, Ava, the part of the city that is always capable of being the most dangerous, even though no one respected your laws. You healed people, and brought about the starts of the various Guilds, Zaraanka, even though none of those Guilds saw fit to come here and truly establish themselves. You maintained the food supply for the city, Valok, even though the economy here is in shambles and I have suddenly made it a lot worse.

“None of you have been honored for your work as much as you should be honored, and I am sorry for the dishonor I have caused by announcing myself to the world.

“I intend to help fix all these problems encountered prior to my arrival, or created by my own actions, or the actions of others. Candlepoint will be a metropolis. I have created the first of the Gates which I plan to plant in the ground to the north of Candlepoint, right after this meeting. That Gate will connect those lands north of Candlepoint to the lands near Stratagold’s embassy. From there, trade will flow. Slow, at first, but as people see that I am neither to be trifled with, or that much of a danger, I suspect trade will flow faster.” Erick said, “I have secured alliances with the wrought of Stratagold, and Kirginatharp at Oceanside, and the dragons of Ar’Cosmos, all of whom know about me already. I have secured alliances with various gods, including Rozeta, Koyabez, Phagar, Atunir, and, though I am hesitant to say so, I believe I am doing what Melemizargo wants, too.

“I believe Candlepoint will grow strong and prosperous, but there are no doubt some physical problems and other similarly solvable issues which will prevent such prosperity. Therefore, I will endeavor to solve these problems for you.” Erick said, “I expect physical problems will be easy enough to solve quickly, such as housing and external security. Political and organizational problems I will leave to you, until they actually need to be brought to my attention. Such attention will probably result in massive changes that might not be what you want them to be. As for my personal wants, I will be creating House Benevolence, to oversee the lands already staked out north of the lake, where the Gates will go. House Benevolence will be working with the city of Candlepoint, in what I expect to be a king-mayor-elites sort of relationship, with Mephistopheles remaining mayor, and the rest of you becoming elites, or whatever sort of monikers you desire. I do not wish for nobility to form here in Candlepoint, but if that is what it takes to make this work, then I will do that.

“Now that all of that has been said...” Erick asked, “How can I first help Candlepoint be all that it can be?”

The movers and shakers of Candlepoint listened to Erick and felt several emotions most keenly.

Mephistopheles was vindication personified. Justine held hope like a beacon within her heart for all to see, and feel. Ava relaxed; everything would be alright. Slip was ready to go fishing, knowing that everything would work out fine here on land. Zaraanka had been worried, but she was ready to move on with her fears, and to make the most of a rapidly improving situation.

Mephistopheles stepped forward, saying, “Za—”

“This is cowshit, Erick!” Valok exclaimed. “I do not want to be involved in another war.” The other five elites of Candlepoint stepped backward, and Valok was briefly alone. Valok briefly looked to his compatriots for support, but he found none. He ignored the others and stepped onto the white carpet, to stand directly facing Erick. With a calm, yet furious sort of tone, he spoke, “I do not want a war.”

“With any luck and a bit of foresight,” Erick said, “Any soldiery visited upon this land will be met with utter annihilation. I expect assassination attempts long before I expect—”

“Assassinations then! Label it whatever you want!” Valok said, “The last war you brought to my house ended up with me murdered and turned into a shadeling! They almost killed Delia! My daughter has finally started talking normally with me again, and now you come back into my life with this shit! I’ll be lucky if I’m not killed by tomorrow, and my daughter has to suffer through all that all over again.”

Emotions poured out of Valok like pus from a wound. The man almost started crying but he held it together. His anger was too unfocused to allow crying, for he was also sad, and worried, and a whole host of lesser feelings.

Erick offered him an out.

“I have made the spell [Reincarnation].” Erick offered, “You wish to leave this land behind? To step away from the war, and what is to come? You can. I can offer the same to your daughter. New faces. New race, if you want. Such an offer will set your level back to 0, among many other smaller nuances. It would have the same effect on your daughter. I can help you two to regain level 20 or higher through killing crystal mimics, to help set you on a path of your own choosing. I can set you down anywhere in the world. There will be no way for anyone else to know who you were. To track who you were before. I will not openly offer this power to any who ask, but to you, I offer this, freely and without reservation or attachments.” Erick said, “For if you accept, you will be out of this life forever.”

Valok had been too stunned by the offer to speak yes or no, so Erick had explained what such an offer would entail, and now, with Erick’s explanation over, Valok still had no answer. Erick kept his own countenance even and unworried, but inside, he was breaking up over all the ways that he had failed Valok already. Erick probably wouldn’t offer this option to most people, but Valok was still a shadeling, and Erick needed to do right by him.

Valok’s milky white gaze glanced left and right, looking for answers and finding none. Poi and Teressa met his gaze, but his own people would not. And then Valok looked to the ground. He stepped back, saying, “No. Not… Not that. Not yet.”

Into the deep silence of the room, and to get over what had just happened as fast as possible, Erick asked, “Then is there anything else that is most pressing?”

Mephistopheles squared his shoulders and then stepped forward, but not onto the white carpet. “Zaraanka wishes to ask about the possibilities of getting a few major Guilds to bring offices here. Specifically, Adventurer’s, Mage’s, and Wayfarer’s.”

“… Is there no physical need right now? Housing? Walls? Stuff like that?” Erick said, “I understand the need for the guilds, but…” His voice trailed off.

Mephistopheles happily announced, “We are a physically sound city, King Flatt, and as stability returns, then all physical needs will be seen to in the order in which circumstances require. I dare say it will be quite easier for us to manage with fewer people, too, and if Stratagold works out, then we will have lost nothing too important.”

Erick winced a bit when Mephistopheles said ‘King’, but he let that go.

Mephistopheles continued, “But the presence of the guilds will bring a legitimacy to this land that is unlike most other forms of legitimacy. We need that legitimacy, more than anything else right now.”

“Very well. I’ll work on that first, then. When I install the first Gate to Stratagold, I will have words at their embassy down there. Or something. I’ll see what I can get done.”

Except for Valok, there was a great deal of relief all around. Zaraanka was most relieved of all.

Mephistopheles smiled, saying, “Then now, we would ask what you would like to do with Candlepoint? Do you have any visions for the future? Some direction for which we can align?”

Ah?

Well.

Okay?

That was fast.

Apparently they didn’t need him for much? And they wanted to know what he wanted? Erick supposed this was fine. Expected, really, now that Erick had a chance to think about it. Of course they wanted to know what he wanted out of all this.

“Have any of you been to Songli?” Erick asked, “How do you all feel about widespread Denials? Was what you experienced today good, or bad?”

Looks of confusion passed around.

Justine was the first to speak up, “Stone Denial is useful. I would appreciate that one cast on a general basis.”

Ava rapidly objected, “Perhaps Denials cast upon specific buildings will be useful. I still need to be able to work the land and I cannot do that with your Stone Denial soaking into everything, King Flatt; no offense meant.”

“I don’t take offense at this at all. In fact, I am very happy that you are pushing back on my thoughts, and molding them to something more useful for all. I am not a tyrant, and I don’t wish to be. To that end:” Erick smiled, and then he reached forward and conjured a [Fairy Item] table directly onto the white carpet, before his dais. Six smaller casts created six chairs. The table and seats were a match to the stone table they had in the meeting room upstairs. “Let us have a discussion of magical improvements to Candlepoint, for I have high hopes to make this city both the most magically advanced land on this planet, and the most educated. Therefore, magic will eventually be rampant. Prismatic Denials might be necessary to maintain a sustained peace. But first, emplaced Denials and the capability to cast them without needing to know that magic yourself, is one of my first magics I wish to spread wide. I plan to do this through rune work and [Renew]. Please sit.”

Mephistopheles was the first to take his chair, barely missing a beat between Erick’s request, and accepting that request as though it were a command. Ava, Justine, Valok, Slip, and Zaraanka, took their chairs.

And the discussion began.

… ‘Discussion’. Mostly, Erick spoke, and ‘his elites’ objected or offered advice in some ways, and Erick adjusted his ideas. It was still ‘discussion’ enough to be called that, though.

Maybe it was more like an interactive lecture.

They spoke for little more than an hour, with Mephistopheles speaking second most, Justine offering words here and there, and Ava following up in fourth place. Valok wasn’t comfortable talking at all. Slip was reactive, speaking on security when the topic came up, but not offering much beyond ‘the guard can handle all normal problems, and this is how we do that’. To Erick, it seemed that Candlepoint’s Guard ran the same as any Guard anywhere else in the world, which was a bit surprising, but great to discover.

Zaraanka wanted to talk a great deal, and Erick felt that she would talk a great deal eventually, but not right now. Not while she was still figuring Erick out. She was freaked out about the Wizard thing, and had little idea how to handle that. Zaraanka did speak up when Erick asked over her dealings with the guilds, though, and she was receptive to a compliment about getting healer huts up and running.

“Thank you…” Zaraanka had no idea how to address him, so her voice just trailed off. She realized something, and said, “Your shadow kaleidoscope has been… It’s been one of the few ways to heal us shadelings. Properly. I mean.”

“I’m glad it has helped, Zaraanka. I don’t have that spell yet myself, so I will have to figure out how to make that spell and produce more of them. That sort of magic will become a part of what I eventually want to teach here, but those secrets of light will be a long time coming.” With a light, friendly tone, Erick said, “Including the requests for the Guilds, so far you’re the only one to offer me actual work.”

Zaraanka’s eyes went wide as the vaguely-pink woman’s face paled almost to white, as though she was facing her own execution. “I did not mean to presume upon your—”

Erick shook his head, and Zaraanka stopped. “You seem to know a lot of what needs to be done, and which I can do to get those things done. I approve.”

With a tight look, Zaraanka nodded quickly and quietly. She did not speak again for the rest of the meeting. Erick was not happy about being this feared, but he was used to it by now.

Eventually, the meeting ended. Everyone stood from their various chairs, while Erick had an Ophiel cast a [Prismatic Ward] upon the throne. No one could sit there aside from him.

Erick simply dismissed the conjured table and chairs, though.

And then he put an Ophiel on the throne, and had the little guy puff up a bit. Erick turned to… His people? Yes, these were his people now.

Erick turned to his people, and said, “If you have an emergency of any kind, feel free to tell Ophiel here, and I will hear it. Otherwise, there is lots to be done, and we need to all get back to it. I will be placing the first Gate and welcoming Stratagold to the Surface in the next hour. From there, with any luck, I will be able to build upon the paperwork Zaraanka has already lodged with the Mage Guild in order to gain a Mage Bank in town as soon as possible.”

Mephistopheles bowed, saying, “We welcome the benevolence of your reign, majesty.”

Mephistopheles had been trying out several different variations on title for Erick this whole meeting, and Erick had not liked any of them. Mephistopheles caught on to this, but he kept trying to find something that fit. ‘Majesty’ was about as inoffensive as he had managed.

He had tried calling Erick ‘Wizard’ once. Perhaps Erick’s instinctual grunt of displeasure had been too much; he probably wouldn’t be using that word again around Erick.

The others bowed as well, following Mephistopheles’s lead, saying, “Majesty.”

Erick stood there for a moment, taking it all in, then he left through a portal of lightning. Poi and Teressa followed close behind. Ophiel remained upon the throne, sized to a child, and yet empowered with a double cast of [Unbreakable Form] and a thorny, floating silver shield at his side.

Erick pulled his Sight from that room, though Ophiel remained in attendance.

Let them discuss whatever they wanted to discuss without him.

He had other worries right now.







- - - -







Yggdrasil glowed upon the southern horizon, upon the darkness of the lake. The coast was quiet. The dober dogs slept in a warm pile in their stone houses upon that coast, having eaten their fill of many rats and other small animals also trying to make their homes in that new, green land. To the north of that, lay the wall that ringed all of the lake. It was a massive stone wall; a solid construction ten meters tall and about that wide at the top, while being slightly wider at the bottom, to provide stability. Nothing could actually climb up either side, which was by design. No one wanted crystal mimics to invade the lakeside. It actually went about twice as deep into the ground as it showed above ground, too, to prevent tunneling.

Here, though, just north of that area on the wall, there was no crystal forest, or crystal mimics.

Kiri stood beside Erick on that should-have-been desert land, while Poi, Teressa, and Jane stood a bit apart. For fifteen kilometers in every direction, the sand had been transformed carefully and purposefully into a flat space of solid, interlocking stone blocks, upon a foundation of gravel and sand. Even further toward the north lay another wall, similar to the one that encircled the lake.

Erick happily said, “It’s impressive, Kiri. I like the blocks, too. Around four meters cubed and hourglass shaped. They should hold up rather well for a long time to come.”

“It’s the same sort of flooring that they use for martial tournaments and basic foundations.” Kiri said, “Of course you’d want to remove the bricks and build proper foundations if you’re going to make anything taller than two floors, but I dug down five meters deep all across this land, shoring up the sands to something solid. There were a lot of surprises down there.”

“People? Or just animals?”

“Animals and monsters. Lots of different types. Mostly shadowolves.” Kiri waved a hand toward the land and continued with her explanation, “There are sand holes and drainages placed here and there, so this place won’t fill up with rain water, but there are no proper drainage systems. I didn’t make a sewer. There will be some undermining if it remains like this for a long time, but a sewer system will need to be made anyway, and that will have to be the permanent solution to water drainage concerns. This is what you wanted?”

Erick smiled brightly. “Yes. It is.”

Kiri smiled, too, giving a soft, relieved chuckle. “Good. I’m glad.”

Erick nodded and opened up a very large [Gate] in the air before them. Ophiels came through upon wings of lightning, carrying a large square of white wood.

 

- - - -

 

Far, far away, deep, deep below the Surface of Veird, in a cavern that was as bright as daytime and near to Stratagold, another [Gate] opened. Another Gate passed through that lightning portal, carried by Ophiels, to come to rest upon a beach that was no longer a beach at all. That sandy land had also been transformed into a wide, stone surface. Almost no one was there.

There were two wrought guards on duty by the tunnel that led to the embassy, of course. One was a young copper human, all bright shining orange. The other was a grey iron incani man. They saw the Gate coming and the copper boy ran off, while the other just stood strong, watching as Ophiel moved the large wooden Gate around as Erick desired.

Ophiels centered upon the wide stone area, opposite of the tunnel, in the designated spot already discussed. And then they [Stoneshape]d a portion of that floor into a divot. Erick slotted the Gate into the ground, making the bottom, inner lip of the Gate end up a decimeter below the surface level of the stone square. A few more Shapings carved out some space on the open side of the Gate, and secured the Gate into the ground. It would not move without a lot more Shaping, but there would be magic Denying such Shaping soon enough.

By the time he finished with placements, other wrought began to show.

Geode Guardian Tasar. King Alfonin. Archmage Riivo.

They waited; concerned, hopeful, and a little angry.

Anger was a normal reaction to big stuff happening without warning, so Erick did not blame them for that. Oh well. It was better to seek forgiveness than permission, and anyway, they had already discussed much of what a permanent [Gate] would look like between both lands. Still, though, it was better to unruffle feathers while they were ruffled.

Ophiel floated forward with a letter. Riivo took the letter, read it, handed it off to the other two, and the three of them lost some of their concern and anger. Erick had explained everything about how this particular Gate would work, so hopefully whatever they wanted to talk to him about was not all of that, though he would no doubt be discussing what he had already written down, anyway.

It was time to get this show on the road! Ophiel linked a tendril of light to the runic web inside the Gate, and Erick personally cast [Undertow’s Edge] through his [Familiar]. Ophiels settled down into the Abysses around the Gate to provide some starter mana.

And then Erick cast [Gate].







- - - -







Upon the lands north of Candlepoint’s Lake, lightning flashed.

The [Gate] opened. The light of Yggdrasil’s Underworld cavern split the darkness of the night all around. On one side was the Surface, on the other was Stratagold.

But before that diplomacy could happen, an Ophiel appeared on Erick’s side with a very large rustless steel plate, large enough to completely fit in the five meter width of the [Gate], which is exactly what he did. That plate went into the [Gate] and slipped into the grooves carved on both sides, forming a solid steel bridge between here and there.

There was no way to easily move the Gate now.

Denials of all sorts occupied the area around the Gate. Ophiel had had to use his Benevolence sunform in order to move that metal through those Denials, and it had not been easy.

Other people could surely break whatever Erick put down today, but those people were few and far between; Domain holders, mostly. He knew that those sorts of shenanigans would happen, someday, but these Gates weren’t that hard to make. It was the magic inside them that was hard to duplicate, and that stuff was all Erick.

The wooden Gates glowed a brilliant white, while Abyssal Undertows held to the space behind both of them. Erick had opted to change out the ‘corridor of shadows’ effect that he had first created. Now, it almost looked like the Gates were set into a barely-visible wall of shadows that stretched up and out for twenty meters in every direction.

Erick looked through the [Gate], now that everything seemed to be working as intended.

Erick saw the wrought, and the wrought saw him.

Erick stepped forward, to stand atop the edge of the steel platform that straddled both sides of the Gate, saying, “Welcome to the Surface, Stratagold.”

King Alfonin stepped forward, to stand on the part of the steel platform that rested in his lands. “We accept your welcome, and welcome you to Stratagold in turn.” A bit more seriously, and quieter, “Though I question your open declaration of Wizardry.”

Alfonin had known what Erick was going to do, but this was a bit of a ceremony anyway.

“I’ve never been good at lying, so I’m not about to start now.” Erick put on a smile, saying, “Not here, not at this most momentous of changes.”

King Alfonin stood tall, and reserved. “Very well. Then that is how it will be.”

“Would you care to come through? Check out the place?” Erick offered, “I don’t have any structures set up on this side yet, so perhaps I can come through to that side and we can talk there? Also: Have you seen Sitnakov? I keep waiting for him to show up—”

The air flickered about a hundred meters behind Erick, on the edge of the prismatic Denial, and then that black wind resolved into a person. Sitnakov walked this way, holding his head high. He could have walked closer while using active magic, for his Domain could easily break the Domain Erick had cast into the Gate, but he had chosen not to. He had chosen to be royalty, it seemed. Which was fitting. The Second Prince was a near perfect physical match for his father on the other side of the [Gate].

“—I spoke too soon.” Erick turned back to King Alfonin. “Still not sure what’s actually going to happen with Sitnakov, though.”

King Alfonin glanced past Erick, then turned back to the Wizard, saying, “He’s to set up a waystation on that side of the [Gate], and to see to some troops positioned on that side, in whatever lands you designate as officially belonging to Stratagold. As to that subject: this cavern on this side is still yours, but we ask you to officially relinquish this beach and this side of the Gate to us.”

“Done and done. That beach is now officially your property, once again. The rest of the cavern remains mine. Now as for gate fees: As we agreed? For now, a 50/50 tax split based on rates already discussed. In addition, I will charge 1 gold per person crossing, either coming or going, to be paid to me; and you do not get that money.”

Alfonin said, “Agreed. As previously agreed, we will be conducting this business on your side.”

Erick nodded. “It should be easier for you, too. This side has a lot more space and the Denials I put up extend for a hundred meters in all directions. They only extend ten meters on your side, but on this side, people will have to come in from much further away in order to enter and transfer to Stratagold. Much easier to catch any people who might try running through.”

“We will have ways to deal with such an occurrence, but I am glad to hear of these Denials. That makes it much easier for us.”

Erick nodded, then moved on to business that had not been discussed before. “We have no Mage Bank here, though, so moving such monies around might be difficult. I plan on including the Wayfarer’s and Adventurer’s Guild here as soon as I can, as a supplement ‘last mile’ part of the Network, and as a matter of course, respectively, but Mage Bank needs to happen sooner than those other two. Can you make that happen?”

Alfonin looked at Erick, and offered, “We have Geode Bank. Would you care to switch banks?”

A deeply political question, actually.

The vast majority of Veird switched to Mage Bank over Geode Bank many, many centuries ago, because when the wrought did not like you, they could shut off your money at any point in time. Thus, the Mage Guild opened up their own banking system in order to get away from that oversight, and now Mage Bank was the largest banking system on the Surface, while much of the Underworld actually ran on both systems, though Mage Bank was still prevalent down there, as well. From what he knew, Erick had a rough guess that Mage Bank controlled 85% of banking on the Surface, with smaller banking chains open here and there, and roughly 60% of banking in the Underworld, not counting intra-Geode commerce. Geode Bank oversaw 99% of intra-Geode banking, and 40% of Underworld banking outside of the Geodes.

But if Erick accepted Geode Bank up here, at Candlepoint, at the center of the Gate Network…

A lot could change.

Erick wanted to keep most people happy, but he also wanted to keep most things the same. As much as possible, anyway.

“I will accept both.” Erick said, “I want to make this a land for everyone, so I might as well accept both. If you can get Mage Bank here, then I will accept Geode Bank as well. There is lots of land up here on the Surface, after all. Just gotta turn some of the desert back into livable land.”

“But through which one will you accept payment?”

Alfonin was glad to see that Erick was willing to host Geode Bank up here, for he wanted Erick to accept Geode Bank. He wanted control over the money that flowed through here, if he could get it. Erick expected nothing less from a king; to [Strike] when the iron was hot was a necessary skill in this sort of governance.

Mage Bank would eventually be very annoyed that they decided to hold off on accepting Zaraanka’s proposal, for waiting this long. But Erick wasn’t going to subject himself to that much Geode control.

“I have an account at Mage Bank, so I will accept money through them, here for this part of the Gate Network. Everything through Surface Gates will go through Mage Bank.” Erick said, “When I establish more Gates in the Underworld, then I will accept that money under Geode Bank, though the discussions surrounding that arrangement will need to come at a later time.”

Alfonin eyed Erick. “… Not as disruptive as you could be.”

“I’m trying.” Erick gestured behind him. “Care to pick out some— Ah. Hello.”

Sitnakov had been walking this way the whole time, but now he was three meters away, and so he stopped his approach. He nodded to his father, who nodded back, and then he turned slightly to face Erick. He gave a head nod, that was almost like a minor bow. “Archmage Flatt.”

Erick returned the gesture. “Prince Sitnakov.”

“In addition to my normal duties, I’m to be a knight for you for a while, wherever you will have me.”

Erick relaxed a little, then said, “I expect to be putting out paperwork soon, for people to come to me with monster kill requests. Would you be interested in that? Or in something more stable at a single location, like here on this land? I still need to build my House, but that shouldn’t take more than several hours. After which, I can grant you a room there. Or on Yggdrasil?”

Erick was throwing everything out there to see what stuck. He didn’t want to make Sitnakov unwelcome, but he honestly did not know what to do with the guy.

“I will be helping Stratagold to create our embassy here, and I will be comfortable with lodgings there, but I would prefer to be near you when you are out and about. Perhaps, in time, I will move into this House of yours, if you move in there as well, but I will not be moving into Yggdrasil. If you continue to room in Yggdrasil then I will remain out here.” Sitnakov continued, “Plainly: I will be a guard. Not to Crit the [Strike] too hard, but now that you are a publicly declared Wizard I’d prefer to have you in my Sights, for I am tasked with your safety… As much as anyone can be tasked with the safety of a Wizard. I fully expect an assassination attempt in the next day or three, at the very least, and I want to be there to prevent it.”

“… Okay.” The thought of assassinations so soon threw Erick for a loop. Of course he was worried and prepared, but to have other people preparing for such an event was vindication for Erick’s paranoia, and that was an uncomfortable feeling. What assassination attempt would this next one even be? His… Fifth? Assassination attempt? No? Erick said, “You know, I’m not even sure how many assassination attempts I have weathered now. Does war count as an attempt?”

“Yes.” Alfonin spoke from across the [Gate], “Assassination attempts in war count, unless you are on the battlefield yourself.” And without any preamble or further preparation, King Alfonin stepped through to Erick’s side of the [Gate]. “You’re in good hands with my son, Archmage Flatt. I look forward to this partnership.”

Erick looked up at the very tall black metal orcol, and at his son, and said, “I look forward to this, too.” He gestured toward the lands ahead. “Anywhere you want.” He pointed to a central space. “I believe I will put my House there. It will likely end up as a minor mountain, like what you would see in Songli.”

“Acceptable.” Alfonin gestured for Tasar and Riivo to come forward; they were both still on the other side of the [Gate]. Now, though, they strode forward at their king’s command, stepping out of the light of the cavern, and into the dark of the night. Alfonin turned outward, to view the darkened land. He narrowed his eyes, and then he asked Erick, “Could I get some light? And some ideas of what you envision for this land.”

“Of course.” Erick sent Ophiels flying high to cast wide scale wardlights, bringing the sun back to the stony land. Then he started adding lightsculptures, beginning with the shell of what would one day become House Benevolence; right now it was just a very large holographic blob of light. Illusionary Gates showed what this place might look like in the future, while streets and fences demarcated the land into lots. It had taken Erick less than a minute to do all of that. Then he said, “All of this is subject to change, of course.”

Tasar and Riivo looked across the land, impressed at the speed of Erick’s conjuring. Sitnakov tried not to be impressed. Alfonin succeeded in not being impressed. For everyone else, such a conjuring was old hat.

Alfonin walked forward, judging the land and considering what would come next. “It doesn’t look like you have a city planner, but you at least have a competent stone mage to make this flooring.”

“My apprentice, Kiri Flamecrash, constructed the stonework.” Erick gestured to Kiri. “I’m very lucky to have her.”

Kiri went rigid and still, and then she bowed deeply. To the sides, Jane smiled a little at Kiri’s reaction, while Teressa and Poi stood resolute, and yet relaxed.

Alfonin nodded at the young girl, then continued forward. “Would you accept a city planner? Or do you wish to do this [Cityshape]ing yourself?”

“If you’ve got suggestions, I’ve got ears.” Erick said, “I assume that you’ve been at this city-thing for a lot longer than most anyone out there.”

Alfonin smiled a little, and said, “I have been at this city-thing for a long while, but I have support structures as well. I’ll have some of them contact you, if you wish?”

“I’ll take that help. What’s the going rate for a city planner?”

“I have one very insistent architect who demands I offer you his services, and who is willing to drop his usual price to free for the honor of working on the Gate Network Hub.” Alfonin said, “I would suggest you pay them a fair price of 2.5 million gold, though, and give him your apprentice for the heavy lifting. O’Lark is a difficult man to work with, but he is very, very good at his calling. He built the White Palace of Eternal Light. He’ll build you something similarly unforgettable here, if you’ll have him.”

“I’ll take him.”

“O’Lark will be thrilled.” Alfonin smiled a little, then said, “He’ll be the one finalizing our outpost…” Alfonin looked around, and said, “And I’ll let him decide where to put it. Probably over there?” He gestured to the left, then he turned to Erick. “This looks good, Archmage Flatt. We look forward to working with you. It was good meeting you again, but I must be off. I’m sure you’re busy as well.”

Erick stood straight, and said, “I am. It was good to see you again, too.”

Alfonin was trying to play off his deep interest in everything that was happening here as nonchalance, and Erick was happy to play along with that deception. But Erick made no mistake. King Alfonin was thrilled for this happening, and what was to come. Riivo and Tasar were of a similar mind.

And that boded well.

The King of Stratagold thus took his leave, with Tasar and Riivo following close behind. While the king vanished when he got back on the other side of the [Gate], Tasar and Riivo bowed to Erick, and then vanished as well.

A few soldiers then came through from Stratagold to Candlepoint, bowing deferentially, both to Erick, and to Sitnakov.

Sitnakov said, “We’ll be setting up the temporary base, if that’s alright with you.”

“It is.” Erick said, “If you need assistance with anything, don’t hesitate to send a message through to Poi, or to me. I don’t have a secretary yet to deal with the vast increase in messages and contacts that I expect to field soon, but I’m working on that. You can also flag down Ophiel. I’ll keep one of him fluttering around here from now on.”

Ophiel chirped from Erick’s shoulder.

And then Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye bounced, and then another iridescent eye appeared hovering beside the first. He wanted to be included.

Erick gestured to the second eye, saying, “Or you can flag down Yggdrasil.”

Sitnakov nodded to Erick, then to Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, and then he got to work with several other wrought, building a temporary base northwest of the Gate.

They parted ways.
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Once again safe in his [Fairy Stronghold], and with his people around him, Erick smiled brightly, saying, “That went really well!”

“Well done, King Erick,” Poi said, smiling.

Erick scowled. This was really happening.

“Seeing Sitnakov was weird. He looked just like in the stories.” Teressa said, “And King Stratagold looked the same, too.”

“The King of Stratagold knows me now!” Kiri happily said.

“That’s so weird, Kiri,” Jane said.

“What? Why?” Kiri said, “It’s important to know important people.”

“I know that. It’s still weird.” Jane said to everyone, “It’s all so weird. I expected more fights, and then for… I don’t know. For something to happen. And then for dad to solve those fights… Which would put us right back here in this same situation. And apparently there will be actual assassins soon, but we’ll get them, I’m sure.” Jane looked to her father. “And then the world would still change as my father demands.”

For a short moment, there was silence.

‘Demand’ was a big word there, Erick wanted to say.

He wasn’t demanding anything. He was trying to appease all sides and prevent war, to navigate the various troubles coming his way, because his original ‘demand’, if you wanted to call it that, was that the world should be better tomorrow than it was today. That people should have easier lives, more opportunity, and less hardship.

That was a perfectly reasonable ‘demand’.

Mostly, Erick was making this demand of himself. He wanted to help people, and he was going to help the entire world. The dragons were getting a new world, parallel to this one. It wasn’t a cure for the Curse, but it was close enough to a cure for now. Particle Magic was continuing to spread. That stuff was continuing to cause problems the world over, mostly in the form of toxic byproducts and accidental deaths, but maybe Elemental Illusion or Mystical would hold the secrets to less of those side effects, and then people would begin to learn what this world was actually made out of, instead of the Elemental learning carried over from the Old Cosmology. And learning was good. Monsters were getting beaten back, and the world was opening to habitation. The Forest of Glaquin was the safest it had been in a thousand years. Erick would continue to support that direction of change for as long as he was able.

He would raise kingdoms out of the sand himself, if he had to, for the growth of civilization was the growth of opportunity for all, and the surest way to weather any storm was with a neighborhood at your back.

And [Renew] was coming out soon.

All things that Erick was doing in order to make the world a better place.

It was, therefore, perfectly reasonable to demand that people not assault him, and securing a base of power in order to secure that basic right… Seemed reasonable. Erick was not going to be a hermit. And since he wasn’t going to be a hermit, that meant he automatically chose the other option, which was to participate in society.

For all his life, Erick had been working systems of people and government to ensure good outcomes for the lowest common denominator, but now, he had the option to be the system.

Or at least the base upon which all the rest was built.

From there, Erick could create all the good things he wished to create. If people wanted to flock to him to participate in that bettering, then he would ensure those people were treated well, and had good options in their lives.

And so, here now was another responsibility to get right.

A responsibility to his daughter, who never asked for her father to be this way.

Erick said, “It’s an adjustment. I’m not sure if I like being in a kingly position, but… You weren’t there for the meeting with Candlepoint, Jane, but if I didn’t accept this, then there would be a great lot of confusion. I don’t want confusion. No one wants confusion. Everyone wants stability, and I want stability, too. Such stability will come with sweeping changes to how the world works, yes, but the main thing is the creation of stability. Which is a bit of a paradox, I admit, but that’s fine.” He breathed deeply, and said, “So if my acceptance of a crown is what it takes to make this world a better place, then I’ll be a king for a while.”

“Apparently,” Jane said, giving him an unsure look.

Teressa nodded, saying, “The Apparent King.”

Erick looked to the large woman. “Really?”

Teressa shrugged, saying, “If you don’t pick a name they’ll pick one for you.”
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The morning arrived as it normally did; without explosions of any kind.

It was Erick’s preferred way to start the day.

No explosions, some nice coffee, and a nice danish. Though they weren’t called danishes here on Veird. They were simply called pastries, and the one sitting half-eaten on Erick’s plate had been made by Kiri some time ago, and then kept preserved and cold in the pantry for a while. They were a variation of tarip fruit pastries, and though they were not Erick’s preferred type of fruit, they had to be eaten, since they had been made. ‘Going to the market’ would be a big deal these days so they were living off their stockpile for a while. The tarip fruit in these ones had been cut into centimeter cubes, and then cooked with some other stuff to produce a cherry-like flavor. They were actually pretty good. Erick liked the hard white sugar icing, too.

And so, he sat there, on his little breakfast porch, watching the sunrise over Candlepoint in the distance, while he enjoyed breakfast. He also enjoyed watching the Gate to Stratagold in the north, and the wrought build their base in front of the Gate. It was a temporary, blocky structure for now, acting as little more than barracks and an adjacent office building, along with assorted other spaces, but it would serve. It was probably too big, though.

The building itself was fine, and of rather normal size, if actually a bit small, but Stratagold had thrown up a small wall around their entire compound. That wall stretched for about 500 meters square, taking up a lot of land north west of the first Gate.

That plotting coincided —somewhat— with the direction that Alfonin had gestured toward last night, and the wardlight structures that Erick had put up just before that, but Erick did not expect Stratagold to take four adjacent plots for themselves…

But! Eh. Whatever.

Erick still wasn’t sure how to best plan for a Gate Network, anyway.

Maybe an outlet to a different land every 500 meters? And then that land could have an embassy in the adjacent north-west 500 meter square plot? Like in a line from west to east, and facing north? That was sort of what he had going on right now.

He could do it differently, though.

A few soldiers had gone back and forth through the [Gate] (and looked amazed at everything for a good minute before they got to work) but no one else had transferred through. There were wrought guards positioned on both sides to prevent unauthorized transfers… Erick suspected that those guards were just tax collectors, or something. They had a small station set up near the Gate for just such collection purposes, unless Erick’s Sight was deceiving him, and it probably wasn’t.

Each wrought soldier that passed through put a gold coin in the box, though, so that was nice.

Theoretically, other people could go through if they wanted, too, but no one was. Which was fine.

This meant that Erick had some time to solve some future problems before those problems arrived.

He already saw one issue that he wanted to circumvent. In that moment Erick decided he needed at least 2 Gates, maybe 4, from each land. Arrival, Departure, and perhaps a split between cargo and people transportation. So four Gates. It wouldn’t do to have everyone coming through the same way, after all. Cargo would need to be checked and Scanned for monsters and contraband, not to mention the driver giving a truthstone-verified pledge of how much cargo they were hauling and the taxes they expected to pay (or however it actually ended up working out), which would be a minor hassle. People would require a different sort of Scanning and checking. Perhaps from a Sin Seeker? Truthstones all around, though.

All eminently solvable problems.

Erick smiled.

This was going to be fun.

Erick turned, saying, “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” Poi walked onto the balcony carrying his own pastry and coffee. “Care to Shape up a schedule? For the future?” He sat down. “I’ve been looking up successful rules of rulers, and there is a lot on the subject, but one of the common things is to have a certain kind of schedule.”

Ahhh. It was time for king shit already, was it?

Fair enough.

Erick managed to hold on to his good mood for a moment longer than normal in the face of this particular topic, which helped him to settle back down and secure his thoughts. This was his life, now. He needed to do it right. And since Poi was obviously teasing him, as well as trying to set him on a good path…

Erick breathed deep, glanced outward at the rising sun, and then decided to tease Poi right back.

“You want to be the Evil Adviser Behind The Throne? Second in command?”

Poi smirked. “I can’t. Not allowed. Mind Mage protocols.”

“… That’s awfully convenient for you,” Erick said, scowling.

“I’ll happily be your Perfectly Proper Mind Mage Advisor, though.”

Erick paused for a second. Had Poi just made a joke? He had, hadn’t he. Poi had also accepted the position. Erick laughed, loud and free, then said, “You shouldn’t have to Class Change unless you want to.”

Poi nodded. “So about that daily schedule.”

“Okay. Okay. So… I suppose I would like an overview of what happened while I slept, and what crises I must now solve.”

“Nothing happened while you slept, and there are no crises to be solved.”

Erick gave Poi a Look.

Poi smiled faintly, then said, “All of the initial news of Candlepoint has gone far and wide, and mostly, people are worried. The deeper halls of power are the deeper halls of power, and thus not under my purview, but I can tell you of certain public events that have happened.

“Before that, though, I feel you should consider hiring a proper Knowledge Mage out of whatever Elites the Headmaster sends your way, or however you come across one that you like. You need a proper Knowledge Mage; someone with a memory as good as yours, a deep understanding of the political landscape of the entire world, and who would want to work for a known Wizard. You probably could have gotten a very, very good Knowledge Mage prior to that revelation, but now… I imagine the pickings are either slim, or not people you want to actually deal with.” Poi said, “I’d give you more advice, but I can’t tell you everything that I know, because most of what I know comes from my own Mind Mage Network.” A bit more seriously, “So maybe you should look for a different second-in-command.”

Erick gazed outward.

After a moment, Erick said, “I’ll pick out a Knowledge Mage from Kirginatharp’s Elites… if he has one. And I guess I should actually find a second-in-command then… Eventually.”

Poi nodded, then continued, “Mostly, people are waiting to see what happens next. Those who know of Wizards beyond the horror stories, and who would actually do anything against any apparent Wizard, have already been defanged. The wrought. Oceanside. Rozeta’s paladins. The paladins of all the gods, actually; not a single god has you on their ‘shit list’, as you would put it. And then there’s the dragons, too. Allies instead of enemies. You did that. You disarmed your main opponents before any war could even start.

“So now, as far as I know, the rest of the world is waiting to see what happens next.” With a face purposefully made emotionless, Poi added, “I can tell you that the Dragon Stalkers are gearing up to take the place of those who would usually fight a Wizard, specifically because you have allied with Ar’Cosmos. On that news front, and so it doesn’t become an unexpected problem or surprise later, Melemizargo resurrected my sister, Rizala. She is currently a shadeling working under Farix. She is a Mind Mage as well. We have spoken, and as far as I can tell she is Rizala, but… I do not want to talk about it. I won’t let it affect my work.”

Erick’s heart went out to Poi as Poi stared out at the horizon the whole while, not willing to look Erick’s way. He dearly did want to talk about it, but not right now. Maybe later.

Poi frowned a bit more.

It took Erick a long moment to move on, for a thousand thoughts flitted through his mind. How old was Rizala? They had been twins, but Rizala had been killed when Poi was young, and Erick didn’t know the exact timeline, so if Rizala was young, then that meant that Melemizargo had held on to her soul for a long while. But if she was older, then that meant she had been used and abused as a shadeling in Ar’Kendrithyst for maybe as much as a decade and a half.

Poi sighed.

Erick tried to move on, but he couldn’t. Not that fast. He said, “When you want to solve that problem; to get your sister out, or whatever you want. Let me know.”

Poi didn’t breathe for a moment, but then he relaxed, and continued, “The… The Angels and the Demons haven’t done anything overly large, and there haven’t been any conspicuous summonings anywhere in the Crystal Forest… Though the only verifiable source of information we have on that comes from Spur. Spur is still sharing information with us, which is useful.

“Various archmages are reported to have left their usual haunts, while many sightings confirm the Sight of at least Syllea on Oceanside. Tenebrae has been suspiciously silent, but I know he is still alive; that’s all, though.” Poi said, “Gossip and news like that is better handled by a Knowledge Mage.”

Erick moved the conversation along, asking, “I know there aren’t any newspapers on Veird like how I’m used to seeing them, with like, forty pages of small true stories and the like. But there are some papers out there, aren’t there? Quality ones? With current events, and such?”

Poi nodded. “Oceanside’s weekly paper is popular. That’s mostly about stuff happening around Oceanside, though. Smaller yet popular world events section, but since that part of that paper caused two wars over the course of two decades, a few centuries ago, that part of that paper got gutted. There’s a very popular paper in the Pearl Kingdom, called The Irisheet, though those are more weekly fictions than proper news sources. The kinds of papers that you wish to read would probably best come from Knowledge Mages. They’re a loosely affiliated group that shares stories, and some of them produce weekly reports and person-reports for specific individuals. Highly truthful and knowledgeable Knowledge Mages are as sought after as free grand rads on a market street. That’s how people who want to know current events get their knowledge.”

Erick sighed. “That whole profession has always struck me as odd. Professional gossip mongers. But... Jane’s used them before and they steered her right. I suppose I should look to hiring one or ten.” Erick thought. “Is there in one already in Candlepoint?”

“I do not know.”

Erick didn’t believe that for a second.

Poi elaborated. “And see. This is why you need a Knowledge Mage; someone who can talk about that, because there was no way for me to know these things outside of my Mental Magic.”

“Fine fine fine.” Erick said, “I’ll put it on the to-do list. ‘Get a Knowledge Mage’. How does that Class even work?”

Poi smiled a little, then said, “Their power is mostly in the [Identify] spell, like in an Identinomicon, though they take it to an internalized extreme not seen in any other use of that magic. A good Knowledge Mage functions almost as the Sliding System we saw in Enduring Forge, but they’re deeply reliant on how much they already know. Mostly, though, they just have really, really good ways to organize and call up their own memories.”

“Huh. I would have thought the Mind Mages would have cornered the market on that… But I guess your codes demand you not do this.”

Poi nodded. “We have some Mind Mage Knowledge Mages and they are very good at their chosen profession, but they’re also not in the public Sight at all.”

Erick asked, “Got any news from that O’Lark guy? Or from Mage Bank?”

“I know as much as you; the information has gotten out there but nothing has been done yet.” Poi said, “Usually, the world moves a lot slower than how fast you’ve been moving.”

“Most of the world isn’t expecting the world to come down on them like an avalanche of [Force Bomb]s, either.”

“I agree.” Poi said, “And so, having a schedule would do well in allowing you to see to your lands and people, and to ensure that things are being done properly. I’ve literally never done this before, either, Erick, so I’m lost, too. But we can figure it out.

“I know what Silverite does every morning, though, and her system works out well. She first has a secretary —Hera, you met her— brief her of the larger events of the night, which we have already done, and then she checks in with her various appointed powers, like Mog, Zago, and Killzone. The Wayfarer’s and the sewers and the nobles and merchants are a second class of checks, which are usually in the form of mail she looks at every morning. This leads to mornings of talking and smaller events, as needed. Then she oversees judicial concerns that approach her level of necessary oversight in the afternoon. Pretty simple, really.”

Erick felt a weight drop from his shoulders as he listened.

He had no idea why he thought this would be one crisis after another, but maybe it wouldn’t be so bad? It all sounded pretty simple when Poi put it like that.

“So in the morning… I’ll do magic in the morning, and [Gate] construction, and other physical works. In the afternoon, I’ll deal with letters and such from around the world— Actually. Other way around? Yes. Other way around… But.” He asked, “I’m thinking I need to make a building for House Benevolence. Somewhere for mail to get to, and for people to see me in person. That needs to happen first.”

“And it has to have a proper throne room.” Poi said, “Candlepoint’s throne room was nice, but it could have been better.”

Erick rolled his eyes. “I want to make Candlepoint’s everything nicer, eventually.” He began conjuring lightwards of various buildings, saying, “As for House Benevolence. We’ve seen a lot of different building styles, yet I’m most fond of what we saw in Songli. The large, hollow-mountain style. I even made that one for Clan Red Ledger myself, and so…”

Erick conjured ideas and houses, which were more like mountains. Poi spoke of necessary personnel, and of expansions and security. Erick moved around the lightsculpture, trying to fit everything in, and in a coherent way. They spoke for a while, enjoying reheated pastries and architectural design as the sun fully rose over Candlepoint.

And there were no explosions anywhere that Erick could see.

It was a great way to start the day.

And then the morning got a whole lot better as Jane, Kiri, and Teressa showed up on the porch, bringing with them a full breakfast of pancakes, eggs, and sausage. Erick had a second, much better meal, along with more nice coffee, as he continued to conjure lightsculptures of a theoretical House Benevolence.

Everyone had some suggestions.

It was a lovely conversation, and Erick was glad to have it—

And then Erick saw some wiry, green-metal old-human man wrought rush through the [Gate] from Stratagold, followed by some exasperated possible-assistants. None of them were soldiers. The old guy was the first person to come through the Gate not ‘dressed’ in uniform armor made of their own metal selves; he was dressed in a loose green metal toga that hung off of him like a bedsheet two sizes too large. His apprentices (they had to be apprentices?) were a male incani and a female incani who wore themselves like they were wearing normal clothes; tunics and pants of nice quality.

The old man got twenty meters out of the Gate, stared at everything around him, and then collapsed to his knees. His apprentices rapidly caught up and started fussing over the old guy, while the old man smiled brightly and shoved his hands forward and up, raising his voice to the sky, “Thank Rozeta for this gifted opportunity! I will make this land unforgettable!”

Ah.

Architect O’Lark? Probably.

Poi’s voice brought Erick back to the moment, saying, “Prince Sitnakov wishes to inform you that Architect O’Lark has appeared. He suggests that you appear and do something before the old man starts building castles.”

Erick smiled, then stood up. “Breakfast is over, anyway. Tell him we’ll be there in a minute. Kiri, you’re probably going to help O’Lark build some stuff, if you want.”

Everyone began to move fast, but Kiri was the only one who flickered away in a flash of light to reappear in her room, to frantically get dressed for the day. Erick was only marginally slower at taking a [Gate] to his own room.
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The Gate District, which is what Erick tentatively decided to call the land upon which the Gate Network was to be built, was bustling with activity. It had only been three minutes since O’Lark landed here on the Surface, but he was already drawing a crowd from all the wrought soldiers at the nearby barracks.

The ancient copper man shook his wiry arms at the Gate he had just left, bringing to mind a sweeping gesture of pain and pleasure, calling out, “Oh! It will be magnificent!” He collapsed to his knees for the second time, overcome with emotions again as he exclaimed, “I will make a monument to the ages! A testament to civil engineering and proper workflow!”

… Which was kinda odd to hear, but it made Erick feel like he had clearly made the right choice in accepting Alfonin’s suggestion of architect.

The wrought soldiers completely ignored the old copper man as they saw Erick, turning all of their attentions to the Wizard in the area. O’Lark’s assistants saw the shift in Sight and then they saw Erick. They both briefly froze. And then they unfroze and tried to get O’Lark to also realize that the client was here, but O’Lark wasn’t having it.

“Let me be, boy!” O’Lark slapped his hands on the strong grip of a bright copper incani man. He didn’t want to be hauled to his feet, but he was, and probably as gently as the assistant could manage. “Let me have my moment! I never get enough of these!”

Sitnakov came out of the bunker—

O’Lark instantly locked eyes on Sitnakov and deflated. “Aw, fucks. He’s here? Of course he is. Alfonin said something like that.” O’Lark’s assistant said some more small words, repeating his message about the presence of the client, and then O’Lark whipped around and eyed Erick. “Ah! You! Wizard!”

Erick had not stopped walking forward this whole time, but at about ten meters away, being loudly called a ‘Wizard’ caused him to pause. And then he resumed walking forward, saying, “Yes. Me Wizard. I assume you’re O’Lark?”

O’Lark stepped forward to get closer to Erick, but his assistant (or keeper?) had a firm grip on O’Lark’s upper arm. O’Lark took offense at this, and slapped the guy’s hand several times rather quickly, causing the assistant to let him go. The assistant was scared, but O’Lark was either fearless, or uncaring. Probably both. O’Lark closed the distance with Erick, pointed an arm at Sitnakov who was still walking this way, and announced, “I will not be held responsible for that mad man destroying these lands, but I can ensure that they have deep mana signatures, which, while it will not mitigate that man’s penchant for destruction, it will allow for an easier repair when all the battles are over.” He stepped back, waving his arms wide, saying, “There’s no real way to prevent crazy warriors from going through walls if they really want to go through walls, but I can ensure that the walls can be put back easily enough!”

Erick already liked the guy, but he approved of O’Lark even more at that statement. Sitnakov aside, Erick expected this place to take a beating at least once or twice, and so having it be easily repairable was a big plus.

“Reasonable all around.” Erick asked, “How do you do that, though? Ensure that the building can come back even though Extreme Light bombardments and other such manasphere destructive magics?”

O’Lark smiled wide, utterly relieved. “Ahhh! This is going to be good. No stupid introductions. No stupid talking. Just real questions! But to answer the question! The answer is quite simple! You make a runic model of the building and you protect that model! The physical building can break and shatter, but as long as you got that model you can [Mend] the real thing back to full with little actual work!”

“… I get the feeling that this sort of magic is a massive security issue.”

“It very much is!” O’Lark said, “You gotta keep the model super safe or else someone can find it and do awful things to the model, which will propagate to the physical building if [Mend]ing magic should be applied. It’s modeling magic! My own invention! It’s derivative of Doll Magic, which itself isn’t a real magic, but Book Magic is useful for many things, and a lot of things can be considered a ‘book’ since the underlying nature of that Element is to instruct. So from that viewpoint you take the Book and you make it into a model and then you got a model which can remake the real thing!”

Erick took a moment to think about all of that new information.

He said, “Nope. Let’s do a normal place, and I can repair it as needed. I can’t have a liability like that around.”

“Sure! That's fine too.” O’Lark instantly leaned in a little, eyeing Erick as a starving man would look upon a feast. “Where are we going to start? Where shall I [Strike] to lay the first brushstroke upon this masterpiece of the ages?”

“… I will talk with your assistant over pricing and such—” O’Lark almost objected, and had in fact got out a few words into that objection, but Erick barreled on, saying, “—because I am going to pay you. My assistant Kiri, here, will be helping with as much of the actual construction as you deem fit. She’s the one that built this foundation under our feet, and her [Familiar], Sunny, lets her do the work of at least 10 people.”

Kiri came forward a step and bowed, while her little couatl did the same and flickered through several colors as she did.

“You didn’t make the foundation, Wizard?” O’Lark narrowed his eyes at Erick, then looked to Kiri. His appraisal was quick and marginally positive, then he turned back to Erick. “I had heard that you were good with building creation. That clan mountain you made in Songli was nothing special architecturally, but the Shaping was well done. It appears your apprentice is also accomplished, but I had expected to work directly with you.”

“Do you think I want to make this whole place out of eternal stonewood, or something?”

“I had assumed that you had some sort of specialized material that you were going to use that no one else could Shape. Something very robust! Like the Songli clan mountains! Is this not true?”

“Let me ask you a question in turn: Will people feel safer in this land if they know the resident Wizard could Shape it around them, and they could do nothing, or would they feel safer if they could Shape the buildings themselves, as an emergency measure.” When O’Lark had to stop and think, narrowing his eyes at the ground and then turning his eyes left and right, Erick continued, “I was going to put everything made here under Stone Denial spellwork. It’ll be weak to attackers with a Stone-based Domain, but it’ll allow people to Shape their own housing while the Denials are turned off, which can be done without much hassle.”

O’Lark frowned a little, then complained, “I won’t be able to use good materials, then.”

Erick said, “The work I wish from you is for overall planning and future-problem-proofing through the structures laid down today, or soon enough. I do not expect you to Shape all the land here, or much of it at all. I need plans for Gate organization. To that end, I’m probably going to give all the major Gate locations a 500 meter square plot of land, and four Gates. The four Gates will be split between people and product, and coming or going.” Erick said, “As a basic start, I’m envisioning a north-south-east-west gridwork city, with normal, wide roads separating every 500 meter square plot. Smaller roads as needed. The main thing, though, is that there will be several special Gate Roads, much, much wider than the normal roads and mostly going east to west. Those Gate Roads will have the four portals, and those lands where the portals are from will be situated directly next to their Gates, in order to control their own lands to collect taxes and such, of which half will go to me. I will be responsible for the integrity of the Network, and the security of this land, on this side. Partnered lands will be responsible for the land on their side, except for the parts which are homes for Yggdrasil.”

O’Lark studied Erick while his assistants recorded Erick’s wants, and then O’Lark turned his attentions sideways to look at the land all around them.

Erick waited.

Stitnakov and everyone else also waited.

“Utilitarian, eh? I suppose there’s beauty in that.” O’Lark turned back to Erick. “What’s your heraldry? Got any yet?”

“Nope.” Erick said, “We’re going rather fast right now. I’m trying to set up and prove this as a good thing before all the world decides I’m an evil which must be crushed.”

“This world is full of fools.” O’Lark waved a skinny arm, saying, “Eh! You’ll be fine. Maybe an assassin or two but you can handle that, I’m sure. I’ll be back with plans for approval. Tomorrow or whenever—” With sudden intensity, he asked, “Do you have a sewermaster? Which school of dungeoneering are they from?” He twirled around and glanced east. “Shadeling sewermaster over there, right? Or former shadeling?” He turned back, awaiting an answer— And then he demanded to know, “You’re making a Clan Mountain for yourself, too, are you not! Do you have that planned?!”

The man was intense. Erick almost chuckled.

But instead, Erick calmly said, “I plan on making a House Benevolence, yes. That building will be made of eternal stonewood. You and I will likely need to have a much larger conversation about needs when it comes to making that particular building, but I could use your expertise—”

“Do you have a theme?!”

“Worldwide unity through peace and prosperity.”

The words had tumbled out of Erick’s mouth without much thought, but they were true, and so Erick left them out there, without clarification.

O’Lark reeled back in deep thought, breathing deeply and with his sight drifting upward, as though he were seeing something that wasn’t there. And then he looked away, silently watching the land.

A moment passed in more silence.

One of the man’s assistants, an incani woman wrought, carefully spoke, “Pardon. The questions. Sewermaster? Dungeoneering school?”

Erick glanced at O’Lark, who seemed to be having a moment, and then he answered the assistant, “No sewermaster yet, or any lead on one. I could ask Ava back at Candlepoint, but this land is too big for one sewermaster, and so I will need to get more. If you have the suggestions then I have the ears to listen.”

The woman bowed a fraction, quick and done, then said, “I will be sure to inform Architect O’Lark when he is able to listen once again.”

The male incani wrought assistant asked, “We have other clarification questions, if you are willing to answer.”

O’Lark was very much out of it, staring off into space, moving his hands left and right, making angles with his thumbs and forefingers as he squinted off into the distance, slowly turning around the whole time as though he stood atop a turntable.

Erick answered the other assistant, “Ask.”

The man bowed, then asked, “Can Gates move without breaking the spellwork inside?”

“Nope. That breaks the magic.”

The man got out a small notepad and wrote down Erick’s answer, as he asked, “What happens when someone is in the middle of the [Gate] during a break?”

“They appear on the side in which they started walking through.”

“No worries about bisecting problems?” The man said, “The Architect was worried he would have to account for that.”

“There shouldn’t be any problems there.” Erick could read many of the questions on the pad through his mana sense, so he began, “I’ll just answer the rest, okay? 50 meters max diameter. Average 5. No passenger limit. No weight limit. Focus on throughput and security. Standardization is desired between all structures. I plan on inviting the Wayfarer’s Guild to this land for some ‘last mile’ deliveries, so they’ll likely get land somewhere adjacent to Gate Road but I haven’t actually spoken to them yet. The Adventurer’s Guild can be far away from the Gates. Banks will need to be accounted for like the Wayfarer’s— I’ll just leave some property clear for them, too...”

Erick answered the man’s written questions, and more besides, while O’Lark studied the land, making shapes with his hands… Possibly in the shapes of buildings here and there? Erick felt that guess was correct, but he didn’t actually know.

The female assistant was also watching O’Lark, but she was waiting for him to need her. Erick got the impression that it was hard for people to keep up with the skinny copper man.

Quietly, Sitnakov asked the woman assistant, “Do you have questions for the outpost and the barracks?”

The woman winced as though something bad had happened.

O’Lark instantly came out of his fugue and shouted at the prince, “It’s FUCKING BARRACKS! No art at all!” And then he started stomping toward the temporary barracks, shouting, “You want me to make barracks? I can make you barracks! I can make barracks in my sleep!”

The two assistants each took deep breaths.

The woman ran after O’Lark first.

The male assistant briefly bowed to Erick, then rose, saying, “We shall have your plans ready as soon as possible. Perhaps two or three days. I imagine the Architect desires to showcase his talents and general ideas through the reconstruction of Stratagold’s properties. If you have any concerns over what you should see, please inform us at your leisure, but sooner is better than later.”

“Sure thing.” Erick said, “My first concern is that I don’t want you fortifying for war. Safety is appreciated and desired, but I want this land to be inviting and friendly.”

The man deeply bowed, then rose again. “Understood. I will convey your desires to the Architect. He enjoyed meeting you, Archmage Flatt, though he is rather more enamored with the work and with the idea of people living inside his work, than with the people themselves. Please excuse his brusqueness.”

Erick smiled. “I imagine you end up saying things like that all the time. Tell him I enjoyed the meeting too. I look forward to the plans for this land...” Erick gazed past the man, to watch as soldiers and otherwise began evacuating the building. Stone crashed inside, like the falling of a brick wall. Didn’t sound like a load-bearing crash, though. “Don’t do any construction outside of Stratagold’s lands without my approval.”

The man said, “Your will be done, Archmage Flatt. Please excuse me.”

Then the man retreated from Erick, and then turned and ran into the barracks.

Crashing noises blasted from inside the barracks, washing across the land like minor booms, almost drowning out O’Lark as the old man ranted over how everything was wrong and it needed to be redone. Erick wasn’t wholly sure, but based on O’Lark moving a few walls at a time (or whatever he was doing in there) instead of just tearing down the whole building with a single spell, then he probably wasn’t an archmage, or even a very accomplished Stone Mage. He had to have some sort of strong magical power, so maybe he was truly skilled at [Mend] and this ‘modeling magic’ he spoke of, as opposed to skill in stonework. Or perhaps he was just architecturally skilled, and without much power of his own? It was possible.

Sitnakov stood by watching the architect work, not saying anything either.

Erick asked him, “Do you need to be in there?”

Sitnakov spoke without turning, “No, and it’s better if I’m not.”

“What do you know of him?”

“O’Lark the Architect has built many forward bases and houses and everything else you can imagine, for thousands upon thousands of clients. Most of it ends up broken due to battle with the Darkness, but through some creative magic, most of it is easily repairable. Sometimes some unforeseen monster appears and truly breaks a location, but that’s rare. As for the man himself, he is practically impossible to work with, because he’s rather famous for being one of the few artisans to last as long as he has without being a Heavy, or an archmage. Usually people like him get targeted and murdered as soon as they start to get famous.”

“… Ah.” Erick held a question that he likely didn’t want to know the answer to, but he had to know anyway. “The Shade of Assassination? The current one, I mean.”

Sitnakov frowned, then glanced to Erick, saying, “A few of the previous ones. If your Goldie has done any recent murders under our aegis then I don’t know of it. That fae has, though.”

The brief pleasure of meeting O’Lark vanished as Erick felt a familiar weight descend upon him; the weight of responsibility.

He said, “That’s why I want to make this place open and friendly. Perhaps some differences can be solved so that stuff like that never happens again. Though, since we’re airing grievances, I feel the need to stick up for my allies, and say that there’s been a lot of death on all sides, so dragging up the past is only going to degrade everything I’m trying to build here. I’m not saying to forget or forgive those grievances, for that only leads to getting hurt in the same ways again, but I am saying to work around that pain as much as you can.”

Sitnakov looked like he had expected all of that, which he probably had. “This is all happening too fast, Erick. Can I ask you to not invite other lands here until at least a month has passed?”

“… A reasonable request in normal times, but these are not normal times. If I don’t prove myself a stabilizing force, then someone will try something deadly.”

“That’s going to happen anyway.” Sitnakov said, “Nothing you can do will be able to stop that, but if you want to prove your stability to the level-headed people out there, then you’ve got to prove yourself stable. Your city emptied of practically everyone who could leave. You have no staff. No building for that staff. No paper shapers working on mundane shit. Nothing normal at all. Right now you look like a crazy Wizard trying to enact some sort of large scale magic as fast as you possibly can, and it’s— It’s making Stratagold look bad.” Sitnakov had maintained much of his composure as he listed deep, deep problems, but then his composure cracked. “And like, FUCK THEM, but your actions are actually making Ar’Cosmos look more bad, which I didn’t even think was possible.” He finally turned to Erick, and plainly said, “This looks like a Shade plot— And everyone is telling me it’s not! But I know what it looks like, and I suspect you do too.”

Erick felt a chill at those words.

Not just because of their content, but because Sitnakov had deeply meant every word, and he had had no idea how Erick was going to receive his warning. Would Erick believe him? Would he discount him? Was he wrong? Would Erick ever believe any of the warnings he would ever give, or had he forever ruined a deeply important political relationship before he ever had a chance to know how important that relationship would become? Yet again, Sitnakov had fucked up something that someone else would have been better equipped to handle.

For a long moment, nothing was said, because there was too much to be said and not enough patience or time to hold all that meaning.

For his own part, Erick wanted to drag the conversation all the way back to the beginning, and ask Sitnakov why he approached Erick as he had in the Core. Maybe if he actually aired that grievance, maybe move past it. But it was probably a bad idea—

Before Erick could overthink it, he decided to barrel on ahead, and ask that question.

“Why did you attack me like that in the Core, Sitnakov?”

Sitnakov froze. Were they actually doing this, right now? Yeah, he guessed they were. Sitnakov spoke a truth like it should have been the most obvious thing in the world, “Because I wanted to know who you were.”

“And fighting was the best way?”

Sitnakov scowled. “You’re the one who blasted his way through everything to get to the Core instead of talking through any normal channels at all. My response— Stratagold’s response was perfectly normal.” Sitnakov frowned. “Besides! I thought you might be fun to fight, and then we’d fight, and then I’d drag you back to Stratagold and buy you a beer. Obviously, that did not happen.”

“Maybe if I knew that being an ally and also a Wizard was possible before now, then this could have gone some other way. Of course I thought you were coming to murder me.”

Sitnakov scoffed. “Yeah. Well. Allying with Wizards hasn’t historically worked out for us, so we don’t advertise that sort of thing.”

“You’re speaking like open alliances were ever an option at all. We never would have gotten to this point if I showed up as an untempered Wizard on your door. You would have wanted me to be under your thumb the second you found out. So yeah. I had to hide. And yes, I thought you were coming in for the kill back there.”

“… Yeah. Well… You’re probably right.” Sitnakov sighed, then said, “Look. I’m sorry. Didn’t mean for that thing in the Core to happen like it did. Won’t happen again.”

“I accept the apology,” Erick said, rather fast.

Sitnakov stood a bit surprised.

Erick added, “I already accepted your apology the last time, too, and now we’re here, and I’m moving past the ‘could have happeneds’.” Erick moved right along, saying, “Your warning about appearing as a Shade plot is heard loud and clear. The only things I actually need to do right now is get some staff for a House I have yet to build, and then to get all the usual Guilds to come to this Gate District, or to Candlepoint itself. I won’t go opening [Gate]s all across the world for a year, or however long it takes for people to accept that this is happening. Slowing down is fine.”

“Thank the gods,” Sitnakov said softly, fully relieved and without a hint of sarcasm. For all his faults, the man had never been anything less than honest with Erick, and that counted for a lot. For a moment, Sitnakov just stood there, every part of him relaxing, as though he was coming down from an unexpected battle. And perhaps he was. “Thank you for believing me.”

“Of course I believe you, and your warning.” Erick said, “But just one Gate isn’t enough. You heard my proposal to O’Lark, yes. So does Stratagold want four Gates? One each for people coming and going, and product coming and going? I feel like having a full example of a proper Gate Network node is important, and one Gate per one land was never going to be enough.”

Sitnakov frowned a little, as though he were back swimming in the uncomfortable depths of politics and talking, then lost that emotion and shrugged. “I know my father wishes to have more Gates, and we’ve talked about getting at least four of them… Yeah. We’ll take four.”

Erick grinned. “Glad to hear it. Do you have any idea when the first people will come through?”

“No. No idea. We’ve already got trading partners here on the Surface, and a lot of people had prepared to shift their usual routes if you actually managed to pull off this [Gate] thing, but they’re holding onto their [Force Platform]s now that you've announced yourself as a Wizard. Maybe in a month or two some normal trade might actually come through.” Sitnakov shrugged again. “But this makes a connection to Ar’Kendrithyst much easier, and plans there are proceeding as expected. Even if there isn’t much trade you’ll probably get a lot of diplomats and such coming through here, from every single Geode out there and more besides. Everyone wants to turn Ar’Kendrithyst back into a true land of light so that the Darkness can’t vacillate toward insanity and take it back in a storm of pique.”

In that moment, Erick made a mental check to hold off on offering to plant Yggdrasil at the former Brightwater. Such a thought had been on the back burner, but now, Erick wanted people to come through here and see that this land was good, and so if the diplomats of the wrought were going to come through here, then Erick would welcome them with open arms, and send them on their way, back out of his influence.

But while they were here, those wrought diplomats and such will briefly be living alongside dragons and the people of Ar’Cosmos, and shadelings, and even Shades, for Goldie was probably around here somewhere. Hopefully, Erick could maintain peace, and with that peace, there would come actual healing. Not this year, no. But eventually.

Eventually.

… And Sitnakov’s ideas of proper meeting protocol gave him an idea to speed that process up.

Erick asked, “You want an arena space, for sparring? Some place to have some rules and some fights that don’t end in too much bloodshed?”

Sitnakov brightened—

And then he instantly tempered himself. “Not yet. Thanks for the offer, though.”

“It’d be hard to trust all the various people coming here to have a good, clean fight; I agree. But I can put up various defenses. You’d be able to break those defenses, of course, but I’m sure that if everyone abides by a good, clean fight, then that is what we will have.”

Sitnakov leveled a look at Erick. “You know that’s fucking weird, right? Reading me like that, without any Mind Magic at all?”

“So I’ve been told.” Erick moved along, saying, “My daughter is a great fighter, and I’m pretty sure she would like to fight you.” Erick glanced backward to Jane, showing that he was visibly paying attention to her, though he had already been doing so all this while. Jane’s eyes were wide at her father’s look, and then she nodded experimentally; that was good, for she wanted a fight, too. And then Erick saw Teressa see Jane, and Erick, and realize what was being offered. She wanted in, too. Erick happily turned back to Sitnakov, who was currently a bit flustered and excited, and yet wary. Erick said, “Jane and Teressa would like to fight. Could be fun! I, however, am not up for that sort of thing.”

Brightly, yet with decorum, Sitnakov tried to play it cool as he said, “Yeah. That could be fun. Maybe I will take an arena space… A small one—”

All this while, there had been construction going on with the wrought lands. Stone crashed inside the barracks, and inside the offices. O’Lark went from building to building, ranting about the placement of doors and the flow of rooms, and the lack of windows. He did have some magical ability, and he used that to tear out the most egregious of offenses, such as single-load bearing walls, which, if torn down, would collapse the entire floor above.

This had happened several times already.

But now there was a problem with the roof of the barracks, which had been angled improperly for rain, and which had no gutters or any water removal systems at all.

Erick watched as several things rapidly happened. O’Lark tore out a support structure on the top floor. The roof began to collapse. O’Lark shouted about how he was right, and see? It was collapsing exactly as he predicted. And then his assistants grabbed the old green copper man and pulled him out of the collapsing debris, and right out a window.

The assistants gradually floated back down to the ground, holding a ranting and vindicated O’Lark, while the barracks and the office building began to fully collapse in a chain reaction of upper floors crashing downward.

It was a quick collapse, all together, taking about 20-ish seconds to complete. A large cloud of dust billowed outward at the destruction, partially occluding sight. Erick [Airshape]d the dust away before it reached his party, while the wrought caught in the cloud, near the collapse, didn’t seem to care at all about the dust at all. There wasn’t much to care about, anyway; this wasn’t a modern high rise like in New York City, or anything like that. It was a trio of small buildings, each between three and four stories tall, made just yesterday, and wholly made of stone.

Before O’Lark’s assistants had even set him back on the ground, outside of the collapse, the old man was already happily shouting, “And now we can build it right!” And then he was back on the ground, and he looked at the ground. “OH! Where’s that apprentice promised to me! She does good work and I want her here!”

Sitnakov stopped Erick from speaking up, saying to Erick, “Your apprentice doesn’t need to get involved if you don’t want to, for we have a Stone Mage. They can build it back to O’Lark’s specifications.”

Erick raised his head a little, then glanced toward Kiri. “You want to go?”

Kiri was torn. Loyalty to her teacher, or the chance to meet some important people? She’d probably be meeting important people either way, but if she stuck by Erick, then she might learn some magic, too. And yet, if she went with O’Lark, then she might learn building techniques from a master.

Erick added, “I’m probably going to be in meetings the rest of the day. No magic.”

Kiri decided, “I shall assist Architect O’Lark.”

And then she went.

Sitnakov snorted.

“Let him know I need an Interfaith Church, too,” Erick said.

Kiri briefly turned and waved in acknowledgment as she continued on toward O’Lark, while Sunny fluttered in the air here and there, flicking different colors. One rainbow Sunny descended onto Kiri’s shoulders, and wrapped around her neck, briefly flickering dark, blood red—

Paranoia.

Or true fears.

Erick’s chest felt tight as his heart beat hard. For one still moment, he couldn’t breathe.

Erick saw that red [Familiar] and imagined Kiri’s head being snapped off by some invisible assassin. He kept it together, though, rapidly reviewing his memories and checking the recent manasphere, and yes, Kiri’s Sunny had turned red, but nothing untoward had happened. This wasn’t some sort of attack, nor was this a marker of something yet to come.

With his emotions crushed down so far only Poi could pick up on them, Erick casually asked Jane, “Could you stay with her? Make sure you both stay safe? I really am going to be in meetings all the rest of the day, if I can help it.”

Jane glanced up at Sitnakov briefly, before nodding, saying, “Sounds like a good deal to me.”

Erick calmed himself, still trying to get the idea of Kiri’s head snapping away out of his mind, as he went to work on preventing a different sort of problem, “If you two decide to spar later, use a spotter. No injuries, please. But stay with Kiri while she’s working.”

Jane said, “Yeah sure, dad. I get it.”

And she did, actually.

Sitnakov was a bit slower on the uptake.

Sitnakov smiled wide. “I’m sure we can find some time to have a friendly match—” And then he paused and deflated. “Ah. But fun should come later.” He said to Erick, “I do desire to be an actual guard for you while we’re in this period of turmoil. I said that before but I had nearly forgotten. May I join you in your meetings?”

Jane waved to her father as she walked toward Kiri, saying, “See you later, dad.”

“See you later.” Erick looked to Sitnakov, adding, “Let’s go talk to Candlepoint, then.”

Sitnakov stood tall, and nodded.

Without further ado, Erick opened a lightning portal to the main street of Candlepoint, and led the way. Sitnakov, Teressa, and Poi followed.

During the transition, Teressa whispered to Sitnakov, “It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I look forward to the chance to also punch your face, whenever I can.”

Sitnakov chuckled as he stepped through the portal. “Now that’s a much more normal way to make friends!” He said to Teressa, “I heard you were a good Prognosticator, so maybe your tiny arms might actually be able to reach me!”

Teressa’s arms were anything but tiny.

“Oh! They can reach alright!”

Erick did not understand that at all—

Well. No. He could understand that. Jane and Teressa were battle junkies, but they both wanted to punch Sitnakov in the face, at least, for what he had done to him. Erick was touched by that. But they held no illusions about actually being able to win in a fight against the prince.

Mostly, though, they were battle junkies. All of them.

But they were at Candlepoint now and Poi leveled a Look at the two of them. The orcol-shaped man and the actual-orcol woman both grinned at the small sapphire man, showing off their large lower fangs, and then said no more.

Within a minute Erick found himself in another meeting.
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                In the large meeting room at the top of city hall, the cloudy sky lay beyond a cloudy quartz dome overhead, while Erick sat on one side of a familiar large black table. Mephistopheles sat on the other side. Erick suspected that many of his future interactions with Mephistopheles would also take place in this room.

Some paperwork sat between them, while a few secretaries stood to the sides, waiting for the chance to prove themselves by grabbing more paperwork, or refilling the tea and cookies that had been set in the center of the table. Pleasantries had been exchanged and some setup had been had, but not much more than some preliminary questions and answers.

But it was long enough for the door to burst open and for Justine to enter the room.

She had been running, quick as she could down the street, and now she was here. She composed herself and let the door shut on its own behind her.

Erick nodded to the white incani woman, saying, “Welcome. Nothing special has happened yet. Just an informational session.”

“… Ah.” Justine froze in confusion, then she glanced to Mephistopheles. The red incani shadeling just smirked a little. Not knowing what to do with the lack of animosity she had expected, Justine turned back to Erick and did a little bow, saying, “Archmage,” then she took a seat one over from Mephistopheles—

Justine suddenly saw the absolutely black adamantium wrought standing near the wall, behind Erick. Justine’s eyes went wide. She froze solid. Sitnakov certainly did blend in well with the black stone of the room, so that sort of reaction was slightly expected.

Erick explained, “Second Prince Sitnakov Stratagold will be one of my temporary guards for a while, until things settle down.”

Justine briefly stopped breathing at the mention of ‘Prince’ and ‘Stratagold’.

And Mephistopheles loved every second of it, though he wasn’t gauche enough to openly revel in her discomfort.

Erick brought the conversation back to topic, saying, “I will start over. As we were discussing: You have gained insight into what I want this land to be, as of the conversation we had last night. Now, I want to know what you want this land to be. Specifically, how you see the details happening. For instance, what rights can an average citizen expect by living here in Candlepoint? Can they worship whoever they want? Are there limits? We can’t just take the usual Interfaith Church doctrine and incorporate it here at Candlepoint, for Melemizargo is not included in that doctrine.

“What do we do when a Cultist, or anyone else, does something untoward, like playing around making monsters? Or with souls? I’m already playing around with souls, so such a law against such ‘necromancy’ would already apply to me, and while the usual thing is to make an exception for people like me, I am not happy with that idea. So maybe we need some sort of path for people to practice necromancy? This ties into the larger question of how we treat visiting elites or scions of industry, or nobles, or otherwise, versus how we treat normal people.

“What do taxes look like? Are they based on profit, or on gross? Where do the lines of taxation lie, and what do they look like?

“That sort of thing.” Erick asked, “Basically: how do you see life working here in Candlepoint?”

Justine briefly resembled any rookie facing down their first charging wyrm. Erick was coming at her hard and fast, but they were rather normal questions; the only thing abnormal about this scenario was the power imbalance in the room.

Mephistopheles had a little schadenfreude at Justine’s reaction, for he had faced these very same questions, though they hadn’t gotten too far into that discussion before Justine showed. Erick imagined that he would have to say the same thing to Ava, Slip, Zaraanka, and Valok, when they showed up. If they showed. Zaraanka was currently in her mansion, standing by a window, staring at the lake and having a minor crisis. Valok was seated in his living room, while the messenger knocked on the door again and relayed the message to come to City Hall, again. Slip was actively on his way, but he wasn’t in any great hurry to leave the docks where his boat was tied up, and where his guards were cleaning fish he had caught.

Ava had just left her sewerhouse; she was on her way to city hall. She would be here in about fifteen minutes.

Justine thawed, composed herself, and said, “I was expecting to fall in line with whatever decisions you made, majesty, with a starting point of everything being more or less how it is everywhere else. Your own designs on magical education will be nonstandard, and the actual construction of the town will be odd as well, but mostly… An Interfaith Church with allowances for the Cult, which means stripping out about half of the dogma of the usual system.

“I had assumed that you would be locking down most magical education and casting with more Denial spellwork, but if you are willing to teach others, then whatever you decide is best.

“I assumed that elites would be given preferential treatment in all regards, from a complete immunity from commoner-level execution and the requiring of a trial, to lower taxes and such.

“As for taxes, I had assumed anywhere between 50% and 25% of gross product from every single resident or business will be given to city hall, which is then divided up how you, the king, sees fit to divide... Which is rather normal.” Justine added, “Though our economy is currently in complete shambles— Ah. Well. I say ‘economy’ but I mean… We’re basically all the way back to subsistence life. I have made plans to work with Valok and the farmers to shift around some food production in order to compensate, but we’re barely better than we were after Last Shadow’s Feast, nearly 8 months ago. I would expect a similar time table to reestablish ourselves once again.”

It seemed Justine was able to work past or get over most of her fears, and once she got going, she was able to talk almost normally. It was nice. Most of her answers were nice, too; reasonable, and in line with what much of the rest of the world did with regard to religious organization and money and laws versus the elites in any given society. But she had fallen into many of the same traps that Mephistopheles had fallen into, and while Mephistopheles did not enjoy when Erick had countermanded his own thoughts, he was rather joyful as he waited for Erick to give the same sort of talking to Justine.

… Erick didn’t think he had said anything too untoward, but he also kept forgetting that he was their king, and that power disparity was yet another disparity separating him from everyone else.

With similar wording that he had given Mephistopheles, Erick said to Justine, “Here are some things I want to change. With regard to laws versus elites versus commoners, I want a level field between all people. This is not to say that I want all elites treated like commoners, and for justice to be dispensed based on the bare [Witness] of a crime, but for a judge to hear every case made against anyone as though they were elites. No capital crime will be punished before a judge has heard the case, and for a proper Witnesser and Sin Seeker to be on hand.

“Lesser crimes, such as theft of small goods, will require either community service to return to the fold of the city, or some other sort of punishment. We will not be confiscating people’s homes for thefts committed, even if those people stole and hoarded in their house.” Erick had not been surprised to hear that some shadelings had stolen in order to get by, but he had been surprised to hear that the punishment in some cases was to take their home. Now for that part, Erick had gotten a bit mad at Mephistopheles. Erick continued, “Since we can’t exile anyone, we will be trying to help these people return to normalcy, and we will be using a benevolent hand to do so.

“And with regard to taxes, I want to try something different.” Erick explained, “Instead of having a flat 50% income tax, I was thinking that if you make under a thousand gold, or if your business makes under a thousand gold based on person employed, then you are taxed nothing, but if you make over a thousand gold, then you are taxed 25% of everything above that first thousand gold.” This was not the ‘double tax’ that Erick had expected when he first heard of the idea from Mephistopheles, but rather, a person could be themselves or part of a business, and thus that business would be required to pay tax based on the number of employees they had, while the employees paid no tax at all. There were a lot of nuances to that, for sure, but it was not a double tax at all. “The idea of this minimum taxable income level is to ensure that commoners are able to keep their gold and use it as they see fit, but everyone else still pays. This should, in theory, contribute to a lot of economic growth, by taking the pressures off of the lowest of the citizenry, while also not being that large of a change to how things actually work.” Erick said, “In addition, I and every other elite will be taxed the same 25% rate as everyone else.

“As for the church; yes, there will have to be changes to normal Interfaith doctrine. I imagine that you would be the one best to hash out those changes.” Erick said, “Mostly, I just want everyone to get along as best they can.”

Justine had very little idea of where to even begin with her rebuttals.

Mephistopheles said, “The part about the thousand gold starting point for taxes will ensure we gain a lot of commoners, but the same taxes for elites will be a hard medicine to swallow. They are usually taxed less, or even paid by the city for their work they do in supporting the city.”

Justine looked to Mephistopheles, and said, “Taxing elites is also rather normal. It happens all the time in the Crystal Forest and in the Underworld.”

“This is true,” Mephistopheles said, “But where I’m from and how we’ve been doing it is that this tax money usually goes to the elites; it is not taken from them. This is how we’ve been keeping your various interests afloat, and how Zaraanka has managed to maintain and grow her now-demolished businesses.”

Erick said, “We can still subsidize businesses into growth, but I would like to open our lending opportunities to everyone, as they apparently do in Spur and a few other places.” Banks were mostly for extensive trade without needing to actually shove physical money around, but Erick had been a bit surprised to discover that cities usually subsidized their citizens. Banks were mostly repositories of money with very little individual lending power, though they did lend money at the kingdom-level and at the archmage-level, so that was why Erick had mixed up a few facts of how life worked here on Veird. Erick said, “Elites might get better rates for our lending, but I want everyone to have opportunity. Paying the guard and clerks will remain as it has been, but if there isn’t enough money in the system to pay people as they should be paid, then I can contribute more. I would expect the same out of any top earners here in Candlepoint.”

Mephistopheles chuckled. “Full progressive, eh?”

“More than most places, yes,” Erick said. “But not as progressive as I could make it. All of these things will have to take a while to implement, and will likely cause waves, but I feel that they will be the best for all in the coming years—”

Ava knocked on the door, and then she opened it. The sewermaster of Candlepoint came inside, bowed to Erick, then said, “Pardon for the lateness.”

She seemed a lot more relaxed than last time, which was good.

“No need to apologize at all.” Erick said, “I’m the one that keeps calling you all up at all hours of the day. I’ll hope to have a normal meeting sometime every week after things are stable, but for now the meetings will come as they are required.”

Ava took her seat, and got into it right away, asking, “Have you decided on a form of address that you will accept? I feel odd trying to match Mephistopheles’ attempts to suss out your approval.”

Erick flinched, and it showed.

Behind Erick, Teressa mouthed, “The Apparent King.”

Luckily, Teressa was wearing her full face helmet, so… Well. At least a few people saw through that mask. Sitnakov jerked a little, then glanced at Teressa. Teressa just smiled, her stance not betraying any sort of emotion beyond ‘I am here and I am tough; woe betide all who cross me’. Poi snorted. Teressa glanced at him and he gave a small shake of his head.

Erick ignored the overwhelming embarrassment assaulting him from multiple fronts, and said, “People are tossing around a few ideas. I’m still not sure about any of them.”

Ava nodded, saying, “Then I’ll just keep saying—” Ava almost leapt out of her chair, shouting, “OH HOLY fuck! Who is—!” But she maintained. She calmed, her voice falling to a whisper as she said, “Fuck.”

Ava had just noticed Sitnakov.

Erick said, “Ava Jadescale, sewermaster, this is Second Prince Sitnakov Stratagold, otherwise known as the Adamantium Wind. He’ll be one of my guards for a while, until things start to settle down.” He began the same way he had with Justine, saying, “So, as we were discussing: As of last night you gained insight into what I want this land to be, but now, I want to know what you want this land to be. For instance…”

Ava made most of the same assumptions Justine and Mephistopheles had made.

Erick presented his own theories of how things should work.

Ava, unlike Justine, knew exactly where to start rebutting Erick. “This minimum tax level is nothing revolutionary, though I get the feeling that you think it is.”

Mephistopheles and Justine had matching looks of consternation.

But Erick was delighted. “Oh? It’s not?”

“Back in my time one of the larger Underworld cities by the name of Absolock… And a few sister cities, too.” Ava waved a hand, saying, “It’s a long history that probably goes too deep to be useful information, but they were a very large city and so they had a great deal of time to develop their tax rules. It was rather routine for them to waive taxes on hunting lodges set up on monster tunnels, and in any various industries that they wished to support. In my long years overseeing my former home’s sewers, Absolock once developed a dearth of monster hunters, so they dropped taxes on anyone who was willing to sign up with the tunnel crawlers, or whatever it was they called their monster extermination teams. It worked well for them. Lots of signups. Lots of growth. Of course, when they got too many tunnel crawlers over the course of ten years they put those taxes back, and then the city guards found some bureaucrats without heads the following month.” Ava shrugged. “Eh. Nuances. The system of dropping taxes on sectors of the city which you wish to foster growth is established to work.

“I am not sure how you arrived at a thousand gold minimum per year, though. I would expect more like 5,000 per year. This is the Crystal Forest and once Mage Bank and its rad exchange arrives, even the lowliest of adventuring types will hit that thousand gold income in less than four months.”

Erick sat back in his chair and grinned, happy to know that his ideas already had established credit here on Veird. As for the other two people at the table, Ava’s words seemed to trigger recognition in Mephistopheles and Justine.

Justine asked anyone who could answer, “I think they have programs like that in Greensoil, too? I’m rather sure they do, though I do not know the details.”

Mephistopheles said, “They do, but it’s a lot more complicated than that. The tax codes over there are mostly variations of 25% of gross income, but really they’re whatever the local tax man says they are. A lot of people are taxed twice or even three times in a lot of the places over there. Dragonkin and all other non-humans are especially vulnerable to getting taxed several times. I don’t expect us to have those specific problems here, and we’re also still small enough to use truthstones and a few clerks to do the whole thing.” He added, “When everything settles down and we actually have an economy once again.”

Erick nodded. “It may be early to decide something like this; you are correct. But we can still talk about it.” He said to Ava, “I expect adventurers to hit the minimum range rather fast. A thousand gold was a starting point, meant to allow for city-bound people to not have to feel like they need to go out and risk their lives against monsters to bring in enough money to pay the tax man. If there are better numbers, let us discuss them.” To all of them, he said, “We don’t have to agree on anything said here today, but the citizens of Candlepoint seem to be getting on alright, and nothing is on fire, so now is the time for me to get to know the people who are running… My kingdom.”

It had hurt Erick to call this land ‘his’, but while others noticed, they said nothing about it.

The conversations continued, delving deep into topics like interest rates (yes, and how much, or no, and why) and loan approvals (you usually don’t loan to people who will skip town, and how to judge if a person might do that), and even zoning (by district, or by race, or should there be zoning at all).

Slip eventually showed.

The Guard Captain of Candlepoint spotted Sitnakov right away. And then he ignored the giant adamantium wrought, and sat down at the table, looking not scared at all. If anything, his eyes brightened a fraction whiter, though Erick had already thought them pure pools of white light.

Erick asked Slip the same questions.

And Slip gave a rather concise answer, “I really don’t care about all that stuff. And I shouldn’t, either. My job, as I see it, is to enforce the peace, and to a lesser extent, the will of city hall and our king. Please tell me if I’m doing a bad job, but other than that… Everything is going as good as it can, so I got no complaints, or ideas on what needs changing.”

Erick paused. And then he chuckled. “I think you’re doing great, Slip. People on the street like you, and they bring you their problems, and then you solve those problems. The city is clean and orderly. Your guard is professional and competent. But do you have Witnessers and Sin Seekers? Do you want them? I might need to go hire some… or something.”

Slip waved him off. “No need. I’m a Sin Seeker and I got [Witness] and all that stuff.” Slip shrugged. “I can handle pretty much all of Candlepoint’s problems— Ah. I thought of something. I don’t think my guards should be taxed on the pay they receive from the city. I would like for that to stop.”

He was a Sin Seeker? And capable of [Witness]?

Huh! Good to know!

Erick felt very good about Slip. He said, “I did not know you were both a Sin Seeker and capable of [Witness]. That’s… That’s great, Slip. Glad to have you here. As for your request, I will see to it that the guard is not taxed on the pay they receive.” He looked to Mephistopheles, saying, “Right?”

Mephistopheles went, “Ah. Sure.” And then he made a note of it on the paper in front of him, saying “That’s doable… And done. No more taxes on the guard.”

Slip smiled, asking, “Is that all, then? Today looks like a great day to fish, and I’m sure everything will work out fine without me here.”

“Uh?” Erick decided, “Sure. Thanks for coming in. Have fun fishing.”

“Thanks!” Slip stood up from his chair, happily saying, “I always do, King Erick.”

And with that, Slip took his leave.

Erick briefly watched Slip leave the room and the doors close behind him, then Erick turned back to everyone else, saying, “That was a welcome bit of news. I didn’t know that about him.”

From their looks, Justine and Ava didn’t know that about Slip, either.

Mephistopheles knew, though. He said, “Slip likes to keep all of his capabilities secret unless they need to be known. That’s probably the most he’s ever said about himself in a setting as public as this one, even with King Flatt’s Privacy Magic scattered around outside.”

Justine confessed, “I still think he’s a Shade in hiding.”

“Everyone does.” Mephistopheles said, “It helps keep people in line a lot easier than if he were just a normal shadeling.”

Ava rolled her eyes at that. She thought Slip was a Shade, too.

The conversation continued.







- - - -







Zaraanka and Valok never showed.

When the meeting was over Erick had gained a great deal more insight into Mephistopheles, Justine, Slip, and Ava. He hoped they had gained some insight into him, as well, beyond the ‘wildly powerful Wizard’ stuff that people were saying out there in Candlepoint.

A lot of people out there were saying a lot of things.

And Erick saw a great deal of those interactions through his Ophiel.







- - - -







Over in the Gate District, colorful couatls flitted here and there, moving stone at the behest of a pale green wrought architect that knew exactly how he wanted his stonework made, where he wanted it placed, and how it all needed to fit together. A young greenscale worked as fast as she could, which was about ten times faster than the old wrought expected her to move. The skinny man was thrilled for the speed of creation, at seeing the inner workings of his mind come into existence nearly as fast as he could envision it all. The young woman was thrilled, too, for she was learning more about building with [Stoneshape] than she had ever learned before.

Nearby, a brunette young woman watched, waiting for the trick, for the assassin to appear.

In a small [Fairy Stronghold] near the Gate, a feathered [Familiar] also watched.







- - - -







A disheartened redscale man sat alone in his living room, in the dark. The only sources of light were from the half-covered window, and the gentle white glows of his eyes. An unopened bottle of hard liquor sat beside him on a small table. He stared at nothing in particular, half facing the door. The last runner from city hall had just left, after informing the man that the meeting with King Flatt was over, and that Mephistopheles did not approve of Valok missing that meeting.

The redscale man’s glare lingered on the door.

In an unseen, unsensed, unknown box on the redscale man’s roof, Ophiel waited for something to happen.

Valok waited for something to happen, too. A knife in the dark. A bomb blipping into the room, or the stone all around him turning into spikes and shrapnel. He had already died once to something like that.

It would probably happen again.







- - - -







A human woman of ruddy complexion and wearing a bright pink dress stood beside a window three stories up from the ground floor. Yggdrasil’s lake lay beyond that window, same as always; deep and blue and dark, for the sky was overcast with clouds and the sun was nowhere to be seen.

But the horizon was filled with light. The World Tree, growing and glowing, resembled a distant mountain alight with green fire.

Zaraanka sipped from a tumbler as she stared at nothing, her luminescent white eyes fixed on that bright point on the horizon, but not really looking at Yggdrasil at all. Behind her the house was in shambles. There were clear signs of several guest rooms being cleared out in some last minute haste. Scorch marks filled one hallway. Large rents in the stone filled the main foyer. A servant, carrying a few bags filled with all their stuff, paused as she saw the rents, like she was seeing a problem that was no longer her problem. And then that servant walked out of the front door of the house, leaving for some other part of the city.

And the pink woman was alone again, though she had already been alone for over a day. She was not used to being alone.

She poured herself another drink, hoping that things would make sense again if she got deep enough into that bottle. She didn’t care at all about anything right now, but she could maintain, at least until things eventually started to make sense again. How long would it take this time? A month? Two months?

She could do that.

But not right now.

Not… Not right now.

Ophiel settled down inside his small [Fairy Stronghold], nestled in the crook of the roof overhead. He watched, and ensured that Zaraanka wasn’t actually alone. Because someone was going to die tonight.

Erick knew it in his bones, in his blood, inside the Benevolence of his soul. Someone was going to die. Or, at least, there would be an attempt.

Maybe he could prevent it with some foresight, though.







- - - -







The temporary church, with its spire of white and with a silver star on top, had seen better days. It was not broken, but it had been remade rather recently, for some of the walls were still marked with imprecise Shapings. Justine returned to the church, to her new home, only ten minutes after the meeting with Erick was over. After talking to some fellow acolytes she started praying to Koyabez. Erick’s sense of her vanished when she did that, which was something he had not expected, but there it was.

The sewerhouse, adorned with many of the diamonds Erick had given Ava, was looking fine. Ava returned about half an hour after the meeting. She was living alone, but she had two apprentices living down the hall, so she wasn’t really alone. The apprentices had dinner waiting for her.

City hall, all black stone and clear, whitish quartz, was unmarred by the troubles of the rest of the city. Mephistopheles lived in a room behind his office, but he did not return there after the meeting. He went on to have even more meetings with clerks and judges and guards and paper pushers (or paper shapers, as Sitnakov called them). There weren’t many of any of those kinds of people left, but he still had a staff of about 17 people, and they had work to do. As for Mephistopheles himself, he went back to his office and began reading some dense tomes on city building, published by the Arcanaeum Consortium. He was deep into the books on rules for elites, but tax books sat nearby, waiting to be read.

Each place was a strategic asset.

Each person who ran that asset had a small [Fairy Stronghold] and an Ophiel to watch over that asset, and that person, and others nearby. Several fake images of Ophiel flew around the city, making their presentable count look like seven to nine, to any observer who might be counting.







For there were certainly people watching.







- - - -







High atop Yggdrasil, inside his rainbow crown at the very roof of his body, a cascading orb of light sent out radio waves in all directions. White mist formed out of the air below that [Cascade Imaging], mapping out the nearest 2,000 kilometers. Anyone looking this way could probably see the Imaging, if they were close, and if they knew what they were looking for, but the rainbows up there were rather thick and they obscured well enough against any casual observer.

Ophiel watched as the map populated, Imaging for ‘people’.

There were hits at Candlepoint, and at the Gate District…

And elsewhere, in the deep desert all around.







- - - -







“Am I being paranoid?” Erick asked Poi and Teressa.

Sitnakov was there too, but while he was included in the conversation, Erick didn’t ask him.

The sun was setting behind the clouds to the west. The wrought part of the Gate District, just a half a kilometer away, looked like a cross between an airport with its organized avenues leading from future Gate sites, a warehouse district able to temporarily hold goods, a modern hotel for obvious usage, and sleek offices to center the whole thing into a cohesive masterpiece. O’Lark could only have known what three of those four things were, but the open airport-style for the Gates was rather self explanatory and evident, at least for Erick and probably for Jane, too. But Veird had nothing like airports at all. O’Lark was obviously a visionary, and he had decided that the wrought lands needed to be able to support a lot of throughput. Erick truly approved.

But he did not approve of what he was seeing in the Imaging above Yggdrasil. Erick had taken that Imaging and reproduced it in wardlights here, upon the orange stone outside of the wrought district.

Blue dots surrounded these lands, most of them within one [Teleport] distance from Candlepoint, or otherwise, but there were a few more set up two [Teleport]s away.

Poi mirrored Erick’s frown as he looked down at the lightsculpture. “How many of them are established?”

Teressa was furious, but she was trying not to show that emotion. No one else in their little four man group was nearly as mad as her, so she held her anger in, only saying, “I don’t understand how anyone can think they should come here and start shit. Setting up bases this close is an act of war.”

“I agree,” Erick said, “I don’t understand it either. I certainly did not expect people to set up within [Teleport] range; that they would be that stupidly aggressive. But at the same time, one should never underestimate what fear can make a person do.” He added, “For instance, I didn’t even think to do this Imaging until now. Kinda dumb of me, there.”

Teressa lost a fraction of her anger.

Erick turned back to the lightsculpture of the map, trying to decide what to do.

Sitnakov sighed. “You want me to take care of these problems?”

With eyebrows raised, Erick looked up at the big man. “Uh? I did not expect such an offer.”

Sitnakov explained, “I don’t know who they are, but Stratagold has made its stance clear, and that an attack on you is an attack on us. I’ll go knock some heads if that’s what it takes to get whoever that is to be less aggressive.”

Erick felt a flush of contentment at that earnest expression of solidarity, but he said, “No. I should do this, and I’m going to do this. Just…” Erick looked around, at the wrought soldiers moving stuff back into their barracks, at the people of Candlepoint trying to pick up the pieces of broken lives, and at one of the more egregious emplacements of intruders, about 550 kilometers to the north, in the middle of nowhere. He turned back toward Sitnakov. “What would you tell them?”

Sitnakov said, “Not sure. Have to see them first. Probably start off on how you went through an inquiry and came out with an alliance, and that still holds. All the Wizard, dragon, and fae stuff is nuance we’re still working through. But this is a Gate Network, and we’re willing to bend if others are willing to bend.” He added, “Whatever I say is gonna be better than you blowing these people away; that would just vindicate whoever that is and make them even more willing to do whatever it is they’re doing.”

Erick looked to Teressa, to ask her to Sight the future.

Teressa’s eyes were already glittering with faint grey light as she looked up and out, seeing past her own sight, but she was still present enough to say, “It’s like seeing idiots walk into Ar’Kendrithyst and think that because they got a Class last week and Fallopolis was nice to them that they’re suddenly veterans ready to take on the world.”

Erick almost made a joke that he wasn’t comfortable being compared to the Shades like that, but he let that go. Now was not a time for jokes.

Teressa came back to the moment, blinking a bit as she looked down at Erick. “I don’t see anything bad happening right now. That could change.”

Erick nodded, and decided, “Basic preparation, then.” He turned to Sitnakov. “Please see to your own people. I’m going to head back to Yggdrasil while I deal with this from afar.” While Sitnakov eyed Erick, not sure if he liked where he was going with this, Erick turned to Poi, saying, “Please get Kiri and Jane back home.”

Poi sent tendrils of thought out into the manasphere.

Sitnakov asked, “What are you going to tell them?”

“Well… There’s a lot of them, so probably not much at all.” Erick glanced around the Gate District. “And I need to prepare some, anyway. Do you want an hour or two, Sitnakov?”

The large man shrugged. “Your choice. We’ve been battle-ready since before you opened the [Gate] to Stratagold and we’ll be battle-ready for at least two weeks more. We’ll switch out some people well before that usual fatigue creeps in, though.”

“I’ll take an hour, then.”

Kiri came walking out of the wrought buildings with Jane at her side, both of them looking worried. There was a bit of talk, but soon enough Erick was back at Yggdrasil and preparing for the worst.

He was also preparing for the best.

The first thing he needed was some paper.

Soon enough, several Ophiel went out, wrapped in spiky silver shields and sunforms made of lighting, holding onto packages most important. With flashing light that resembled lightning, they stepped out into the twilight, into the Crystal Forest, headed to parts barely known.







- - - -







Erick, as three Ophiel, descended upon the largest of the problematic places just north of the Gate District, around half a blip away. It was his first target, and it was almost a settlement, though from the surface you couldn’t tell. The half-rock, half-sand land was marked with a simple rock spike that you might find anywhere in the more stony parts of the forest. It could have been just another remnant of a Stone-based battle from either last week, or sometime in the last hundred years. Hard to know.

But it was a lie.

Erick couldn’t see it, and he couldn’t mana sense it, but it was there, and absolutely covered in [Ward]s of all kinds. The Imaging had the base at a sprawling three kilometers wide, with at least a hundred people. Erick really had to study the Imaging back at Yggdrasil to pull out those numbers, since the distance covered versus resolution made it tough to understand just how big this place was at first glance.

But it was big.

And it was just below the surface.

Erick had Ophiel lay out the welcome mat of [Prismatic Lullaby Aura] and [Spatial Denial Aura], while he used his own [Physical Domain] in order to shut down any possible [Telepathy] or other spellwork. It was complete overkill, but as Jane had sometimes said, there was no such thing as overkill. Ophiel’s range was more than enough to cover everything down there, up to at least a kilometer deep, while his own range was three times that much. Erick didn’t think the whole complex was more than twenty meters deep, though.

With a flick of his [Physical Domain], Erick spoke,

“Greetings, neighbors! It’s a beautiful sunset! Come on out and see!”

Nothing instantly happened. Erick didn’t feel anyone test his Domain.

This meant that these were probably just soldiers or spies of some sort; disposable by the powers that put them here. … Or maybe they were here of their own volition? For their own ends? Could be, could be. Erick wasn’t discounting anything right now, and his mind was running a thousand miles a second.

But as nothing continued to happen, and ten seconds turned to thirty, Erick decided that he had too much to do to wait around for them to respond. So with a flick of [Physical Domain], Erick began putting pressure on all the spellwork layered across the complex.

Bubbles of multicolored power, showing that this land was hidden by the hands of multiple mages, began to pop here and there. The most protective layers went first, since they absorbed Erick’s power to save the more delicate illusions from breaking, as they were designed to do. This meant that these people were trained well, either through rote instruction, or through trial and error.

It was nothing Erick had not seen before, but it did put these people in the top quarter of those who he had tangled with; on the level of the tougher Terror Peaks people he had killed.

But still, within seconds the true base stood revealed.

Several buildings recessed into the stone. Walkways between them. There were no signs of damage, for it all looked rather well put together. That jut of stone turned out to be a guard tower, where they could watch and see who might be approaching—

Guards stood on that tower, looking calm, though they were anything but that. They were fucking terrified. Erick could not place them into any known structure, for they actually looked more like adventurers than guards, with all their mismatched conjured armor and other accessories. One of them was a human woman, with pink armor and nothing else; a caster of some sort who was not able to cast because Erick was locking that down. The other was a human man in red armor with a real sword in a scabbard at his side and a real shield on his back. The shield had a large depiction of a dice on it.

Which was strange.

Gamblers?

Was Gambler a Class? Yes. Gambler was a Class, now that Erick thought of it.

Erick recalled Jane talking about that once, saying it was nothing how she imagined it to be, for it was a Class based on making all your attacks deal less normal damage, but with much higher Critical damage. Normal Crits did 10 times damage, but a Gambler could do upwards of 20 times damage with a hit to the head. Good for assassins, but the Assassin Class was generally preferred there for its sneaky capabilities. Gamblers were pretty bad against monsters, for it was usually quite easy to strip the Health from a monster through one or two Crits with a good melee weapon, and Criticals didn’t matter much for doing actual damage. Even driving a sword through a monster’s brain sometimes wasn’t enough to kill it, so the loss of the protective shield of Health wasn’t all that much of a big deal to monsters.

Jane had imagined a Gambler to be a Class that messed with Fate, but Fate was rather locked tight by the Script. If Fate weren’t so locked up, then perhaps Gambler would function more as Jane envisioned; a Class to introduce Fate into combat.

There was one good reason to take the Gambler Class, though. A proper Gambler could use their signature Class Ability of shifting Critical damage and apply it to themselves. A good Gambler would take half Health damage from almost every single attack out there, as long as they protected their heads. One good hit to the head and boom! There went all of their Health. But that could be protected against.

As an aside, Erick recalled how Ophiel was actually Critical immune, seeing as he was a construct of mana.

Erick’s overactive mind went on to search for other memories to help him understand what he was seeing, but he had none, not until he descended to the center of the base. There, he mana sensed more of the interiors. There were humans of all sorts, while the sign of the dice was here and there. The dice were simple white things with pips on the sides.

Some of the buildings had six-sided dice on the outside of the doors. Some had other numbered dice on their doors. Erick imagined there was an organization there, with pip numbers 2 through 6 being for some sort of personal organization, while the one-pip dice was at the door of the main, central building. That one-pip place had officers and, more importantly, maps.

Maps with plans of attack.

There was a map of Yggdrasil’s lake and the surrounding lands, updated to today, set to the side. Erick was glad to learn that that map did not look like a very important map, but it was present. These people were looking at Candlepoint and making notes in real time. But they didn’t seem to be gearing up to attack.

Most of the maps were for other places, and by those maps, Erick instantly knew what he was looking at.

He knew these people.

There was a detailed map with little miniatures placed atop it, showing off plans of attack for assaulting a peninsula, the dozen of smaller cities therein, and a capital city named Charme. There was a very detailed map of the twin cities of North Curio and South Curio, and the river delta which separated them. Offhandedly, there was a general map of a city called Pearl, sitting on an eastern coast, and the dozens of settlements and villages stretching up and down that coast. And then there was a map of Killtree, a city at the very northern edge of those lands, which protected all the other lands from the monster hordes of the Forest to the north.

Erick had once saved Killtree from a ballooning spider horde. Jane had had a Unicorn Hunt there.

There were more than a few red Xs on all of those maps, which could have meant anything.

There were also humans everywhere inside the compound. At least 75. While some of them were trying to cast or prepare themselves for the end, some of them were preparing to talk.

A man in red armor stood flanked by a woman in roughspun yellow clothes and a man who wore similarly roughspun clothes, but also a helmet that more resembled a fishbowl than anything actually protective. The guy in red looked to be the only one who had managed to have his [Conjure Armor] on when Erick came calling, which was lucky for him. His companions didn’t look ready for anything more than planning, though the fishbowl guy’s hat had to be real glass, or something like that.

Several seconds had passed since Erick had dispelled the protections around this land. Red guy had rushed outside, but so far he had only managed to get halfway up the stairs to the roof of the main building before Erick’s Ophiel landed.

Erick Shaped an image of himself with some of his features obscured by feathers, and he waited. It was a similar image to the ones Erick had used before in tense situations like this. The red man calmly finished walking up the stairs, followed by his people. He moved to stand a few meters in front of ‘Erick’.

“Hello,” Erick said. “You’re the Dicers, I presume? From the Sovereign Cities. The rebels who’ve been killing the nobility.”

“… We are.”

It had taken the man a second to admit the truth. The guy had no idea how this meeting was going to go, but he was expecting it to devolve into a summary execution. Execution was not off the menu, not now that Erick had seen that these people truly were the murderous people he had heard about almost six months ago. Were they after him, too, for some reason?

Perhaps.

But then the man frowned a little, looking more sad that it had come to this than anything else. He was not ready for this conversation at all.

The man tried, “I am at a loss. I did not expect this meeting to be on these terms.”

Erick could have said a lot of things to that response. Like, ‘You know I can search for people and find them, right?’ Or, ‘Did you expect to have a knife at my throat before you showed yourselves?’. Those words would have led to misunderstanding, though.

So instead, Erick said, “I’m going to cut through a lot of the trepidation here, and lay out a few facts—”

The red man and his flankers prepared for the end.

“— as I know them. You’ve been killing a lot of people in order to kill the nobles of your nations. Those nobles currently control Registrar access in order to first have people sign soldier contracts before they are allowed to Matriculate, or something like that. These contracted people are then required to go to war with each other in order for the nobles to gain more land. Or something. The details escape me and I have not cared to pay attention yet, for I have a lot of problems of my own, and the last time I was there I saw people living in wooden huts. In a main city, Killtree, there were people living in wooden huts, and most of those huts did not even have fully enclosed walls.” Erick said, “Guards on tall stone structures, overseeing slums everywhere. Anyone who gets [Stoneshape] and tries to make a home of stone is executed by roaming bands of soldiers, along with their entire settlement.

“My daughter had an attempt on her life and a theft attempt within one hour of showing up for the annual unicorn hunt,” Erick said, “When it came time to end the hunt for the Queen Unicorn had finally been found, my daughter and her team were offered nobility if they pulled off the kill, and then it was go time.

“That unicorn turned out to be an Ancient.

“The Queen Unicorn was not supposed to be an Ancient.

“So this was either kill attempt number 2, and the nobility of the Sovereign Cities is very corrupt and deadly and therefore they deserve to die. Or they are stupid, weak people, trying to do their best and failing at all parts of the process of governance.” Erick said, “But what you’re doing isn’t going to change anything unless you kill all of the bad people and gain support of the citizenry, and you make some proper changes to how the world works over there. Killing innocents in the crossfire is not a good look for you.” Erick watched as hopeful and worried emotions began to well up inside every single person there on that rooftop, and nearby. Erick wasn’t done yet, though. He said, “Now you know my general thoughts on your whole situation. I’ve got more than a few other ground dwellers to suss out of these sandy lands, but you were the largest group, so I started with you. So! With as few words as possible,” Erick commanded, “Tell me why you are sitting on my doorstep.”

Looking like his day of execution had turned into a stay of execution, the red man said, “The Sovereign Cities need to change and since words do not work, we will resort to violence. We are ashamed of the few civilian deaths we have caused, but those stories are blown way out of proportion; mostly, we kill other soldiers, as one does in a war. We would like your help removing the nobility from power and taking back our kingdoms for our people. We had come here to eventually approach you directly, and professionally, seeking your assistance as an archmage, but ever since your announcement of Wizardry we have been split on what to do.” He gestured to the ground. “As for this base and the size of it… It just sort of happened. We move around a lot.”

Erick asked, “How do you feel about me being a Wizard?”

Around 25 or thirty listeners were tentatively fine with Wizardry. Most people had an instant, visceral dislike; tension in the shoulders, sweats. One guy pissed himself a little as he tried to press into the stone wall at his back and failed completely; he probably had [Stone Body] and he was trying to escape, but that was Denied.

The red man spoke for them all as he said, “It would take a Wizard to fix the Cities, and we would like your help.”

A non-answer, but fine enough for the situation.

“Okay.” Erick had Ophiel hand over a multi-page form. As the red man took the paperwork and seemed bewildered and joyful in equal measure (a sentiment shared by most other people inside the compound), Erick said, “I don’t like how they operate over there, but I’m not going to remove your nobility from power. I’ve got too many problems of my own and I expect to have a war on my hands sooner rather than later. If there is something else I can help you with, then maybe we can talk. Fill that out and deliver it to my temporary business in the Gate District. I put up a new building while we were talking.” He added, “And move to another base.”

“We will evacuate at once!” The red man turned to his people, yelling, “Pack up! We’re out of here!”

Erick departed, pulling his various auras away as he did so.

Their base started evacuating the instant Erick’s Denials pulled away.

- - - -

In tens and twos, in fives and fours, and in three separate cases of a single person, hiding out in the sands and under the stone, Erick secured the one-[Teleport] distance from Candlepoint. Aside from that first encounter with the Dicers of the Sovereign Cities, almost everyone else was either someone from Candlepoint who had made an adventuring base out in the sands in order to better hunt mimics, or other monsters. Shadelings didn’t have [Teleport], but most of the people of Candlepoint were former shadelings, and while their shadeling partners couldn’t, they could purchase that spell from the Open Script.

For those people, Erick simply met them and then moved on. Most of those adventurers spoke of being from Zaraanka’s nascent Adventurer’s Guild, though that sort of thing had yet to be ratified by the powers of the actual Adventurer’s Guild.

There was one human who had a collection of animal bodies, mostly shadowolves, and a lot of necromantic tomes in his hiding hole. He was not from Candlepoint, but he was trying to replicate the [Reincarnation] magics that 1 out of every 4 people in Candlepoint had gone through. Erick did not spend too long with that guy, but his secret operation looked rather clean. So Erick moved on, not doing anything against him, nor giving him any paperwork.

The necromancer was apparently a butcher at the cattle ranch, working under Daetroi, so Erick would probably see the guy again.

There were a few groups that were observers from other nations, though. Now those were trickier to solve. There were a few observers from the Wasteland Kingdoms, a few from Greensoil. Treehome had a pair of orcols spying on Erick. Portal had a few humans set to spying.

All of those people got various paperworks, asking if they needed any archmage assistance, and if they did, to fill out the various boxes and deliver the completed form to the temporary ‘Offices of Erick Flatt’. It was a rather passive aggressive response to their own aggressive responses of placing bases right next to Erick’s lands. Passive aggression seemed fine for now.

No obvious assassins appeared at any point in the excursion. So that was good.







- - - -







Erick pulled back to himself, saying, “And that’s that, for now.”

Kiri sat up from her own chair, pulling back as well. She blinked a bit, saying, “False alarms are good, though that building you’ve made is bad. O’Lark is already yelling at me to change it.”

Erick smiled, feeling relieved at the switch to an easy topic, saying, “I’ll change the building tomorrow. It’s really only a place to stick some completed paperwork, anyway.”

As Kiri finally felt safe enough to let the tension pass, she sighed, then giggled, returning to how she had been before this whole ‘there are people under the sand out there’ debacle. “The building is fine. The giant glowing ‘MAIL FOR ERICK FLATT GOES HERE’ in rotating words is the problem.”

“Eh. I’ll fix that tomorrow, too.”

He’d also do some more searching tomorrow, for while he saw no obvious problems tonight, that was probably only because he caught everyone who wasn’t actively paying attention to the city, or to Yggdrasil. That [Cascade Imaging] above the big guy was still visible, if you really looked for it. He had tried casting [Cascade Imaging] inside a [Fairy Stronghold], to hide the fact that he was Imaging, but that search had turned up nothing and no one.

… Maybe he’d make a new kind of [Cascade Imaging] tomorrow. One with higher fidelity and able to search for concepts, perhaps, like ‘the color red’ or ‘flowing water’, while simultaneously invisible to onlookers. He’d have to think on that particular magic.

But for tonight, Jane had made dinner while everyone else was on sand investigation.

It was a great meal.

And there were no explosions.
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                The sun set, the sun rose, and Erick had meetings when he could.

Talk to this person over here, look over this paperwork there, approve or deny these various actions happening in these and those general vicinities. Etcetera, etcetera. Shadelings were active in the morning and the evening, though, and much of the city ran on those time tables, so Erick’s initial plan of ‘working on the city in the morning, and then working on his own stuff in the evening’, rapidly became ‘working on the city in the morning and the evening’, with very little time to pursue his non-city related goals. Like the pursuit of magic.

Erick had, after a talk with Poi, imagined that he would have a great deal of free time, and that most of the city would be run through Mephistopheles, Justine, Ava, Valok, Slip, and Zaraanka. And that was exactly how everyone else expected it to work out, too.

And it did, somewhat.

During the three hours in the middle of the day when the shadelings were usually asleep and everyone else was on break, or having lunch, Erick was able to work on his ideas of a [Cascade Imaging]. That particular magic was nowhere near being ready for creation, though, for Erick needed a lot more experimenting with [Identify] in order to understand how to best use that sort of spell, and time was not something he had in abundance, at all.

There were meetings with O’Lark, who was a delight, but he took up time.

Mephistopheles presented Erick with paperwork for the Guilds, of which the Mage Guild was the only one willing to actually come to Candlepoint, and then only if they got their own space outside of Candlepoint itself. That paperwork took time.

The Wayfarer’s Guild was currently stonewalling Erick, but it still took him five hours of careful, calm talk with various representatives in other cities of the Crystal Forest for him to understand that. Those people mostly ran from him the second they saw Ophiel approach, which was (somewhat) understandable, but even the people willing to sit at their tables, shaking in their seats as they spoke with him, were only willing to hand him paperwork and ask him to fill it out. Now if that paperwork ever got read? Erick had no idea.

Erick would have gone to Spur’s Wayfarer’s offices and talked to a (formerly) friendly face, but after ten minutes of trying to talk to someone there, Silverite had asked him to not show himself in any way, and he respected that request. (Kiri was still casting [Control Weather] over there, though, also as requested. It was a bit of hypocrisy, but it was also a degree of separation between him and his apprentice. That apparently counted for a lot.)

He still tried tracking down Apogee, the previous guildmaster of the Wayfarer’s Guild of Spur, and a planar himself, but Apogee was very good about never being anywhere Erick looked. Erick still left Apogee a note at his farm by Spur’s lake. Maybe he would get a response? Probably not for a long time, though, if at all.

And then there were even more talks of the building of House Benevolence, as asked for by Erick, and dreamed up by O’Lark. Those needed a few revisions. No, Erick was not going to have his House be a giant, kilometer-tall tower; a monument to power with room for thousands of guests and three times as many servants. No, it would not be a cozy castle, either, or a collection of castles. Jane kinda liked the idea of several castles, each connected by [Gate]s, and so did O’Lark, but Erick nixed that idea as overly complicated, and he didn’t want people to think that he could trap them somewhere they could not leave. If there were [Gate]s in his eventual House, then they would be kept to a minimum.

In talking with O’Lark about a House, Erick fell back on the idea of a clan mountain, but something smaller. Maybe a hundred meters tall and twice that wide, with several buildings separated by the various alliances Erick had gained so far. A place for the dragons, a place for the wrought, a place for himself in the middle, perhaps. A large area for gatherings and maybe a food court to support those gatherings. Erick also spoke of the Rotunda, which was like stadium seating at an arena, but going up and down with no regard for the actual arena floor, and where dragons of all kinds spoke to each other from across the way. Erick wasn’t going to have any full-size dragon areas, though, but he would very much want to make everything comfortable for orcols to walk around in, at least. O’Lark had some great ideas after that, but he also had questions, and so Erick started making some lightsculptures of various designs.

O’Lark was instantly thrilled that Erick could conjure such great models, and so quickly, too. This changed the dynamic of their meetings, and they became longer, and more detailed.

For O’Lark asked after the architecture of Earth.

One conversation turned to two, and then to three, with Erick having to end the third one prematurely, because someone from Treehome had just delivered some paperwork at his temporary offices, and they were waiting to have a word. The deliverer was Bayth, Archmage Syllea’s lifelong friend. O’Lark managed to extract a promise of more talk of Earth’s architecture, which Erick was glad to give him.

The conversation with Bayth went fast, for she was just there to deliver a message. Treehome and Syllea were in a ‘wait and see’ situation. As soon as Erick got proper offices up and running, they would want to talk to him in a more dignified manner, with diplomats and receptions.

Time passed, and workloads increased.

And then seemingly suddenly, Poi informed Erick that the wrought lands had finally been completed to O’Lark’s and King Alfonin’s specifications, except for the addition of three more Gates. Erick happily granted that request, and soon, there were four Gates, lined up in a row from east to west, spaced out about a hundred meters from each other, directly south of the wrought lands.

Those Gates formed an Abyssal, ethereal wall at their backsides, with 8 meter wide square holes in that wall. Each Gate led to a corresponding space in Yggdrasil’s cavern on the other side of the world, and a few thousand kilometers below the Surface. That space down below had been transformed, as well, from a mere coast, to a whole little ‘town’ made of white stone and transfer stations. The tunnel which led to the embassy had been widened to a hundred meter arch, with the road paved white and allowances made at the embassy courtyard for people to come in with wide loads on floating stone barges. Transferring massive loads was easy in the Underworld, for when stone barges got large enough, they naturally floated. Actually transferring those barges to the Surface would have been a logistical nightmare, if not for the fact that [Gravity Ward] was an easy solution to the return of ‘proper’ gravity.

There was even talk of opening another tunnel into Yggdrasil’s cavern, to more easily transfer goods. Erick was asked not to venture into that land, though, because people were still scared of him.











He was welcome in Gate Town, though, which is what they were calling the direct other side of the Gates at the Gate District, but no one actually lived in that Gate ‘Town’, because it was a place meant for work and security. Not actual living. The whole thing reminded Erick of an airport terminal, but with the destination being one of four holes in the world which connected to the Surface on the other side of Veird.

After the Gates were laid, and King Alfonin declared it good, there was a small social gathering at the Wrought District of the Gate District to commemorate the completion. Erick was invited, and he attended.

It was a decent gathering, but mostly because Tasar and Riivo had shown up alongside King Alfonin and they wanted to talk magic instead of paperwork and propriety. For the first time in days, Erick was finally able to spend some time relaxing, talking of magic with people who knew more on the subject than himself. But, seeing as how this was a political party, there was a bit of politics happening too; mostly in the form of which runic defenses they were going to put up in both Gate Town and the Wrought District, now that they were physically complete. Erick enjoyed that conversation too, though, for he was planning on doing some of the same defenses that they were, and he wanted to know how they were going about doing it on their lands.

Riivo said, “Anti-[Stoneshape] magics, mostly. While some of our assets have similar spellwork to your [Aura of Unmoving Stone], we found that requiring that level of magical skill over a large array of differing soldiery is asking too much. It is a rare type of person who can cast a kilometers-wide suppression aura.”

“But what if you just use [Renew] alongside the runic inscriptions for your own [Aura of Unmoving Stone]?” Erick said, “That’s what I plan on doing. Maybe a two or three layer process, where I put the [Aura of Unmoving Stone] on a centralized anchor that is hidden behind illusions, while I set up a [Renew] icon in the walls of a house. This way, the occupants can just use the [Renew] framework and they don’t have to interact with the emplaced magic at all.”

Sitnakov interrupted the conversation as he handed Erick a beer, smiling as said, “Your daughter gives a mean double left hook.”

“Oh yeah?” Erick grinned, taking the beer and thanking Sitnakov, then saying, “I saw your fight today. You both went too easy on each other.” He glanced over to his daughter, saying, “You didn’t even use your big tarantula form.”

Jane shrugged. “There’s time enough for all that eventually.”

“Couldn’t get too worked up.” Sitnakov said, “Never know who might be dropping in for visits.”

Tasar brought the conversation back to magic. “Yes. You never know, which is why I think this idea of a runic renew tablet is a bad idea. Someone could just steal it and use it for whatever nefarious means they desire.”

Erick did not sigh, or call out Tasar’s paranoia, for she was probably right. “You’re probably right. But [Renew] is coming out eventually. Someone is going to put that into an item— Actually. Let’s have this larger talk about security through obscurity. I’ve been meaning to discuss the subject with you, for I don’t believe that—” Ophiel pinged him with a problem. Erick glanced away, saying, “One second… Okay.” He came back. “It appears that I have to go back to work. Nothing big; no actual worries. I would love to have this conversation at another time, though.”

Sitnakov frowned. “But the party just started! Gods, you’re as bad as my father.”

Alfonin laughed loudly.

Sitnakov morphed his clothes from party attire to guard attire, while Poi and Teressa got up from the table set aside for them and some other guards. Jane and Kiri were between the banquet and their seats, and both of them looked at the food on their plates and had a moment of ‘ah, dammit. I wanted to relax and eat’.

“I’ll try to make it quick,” Erick said, as he rose from his own seat. “Jane. Kiri. You two can stay if you wish. It’s just some paperwork delivered by Mage Bank’s representatives. With any luck, we should have a bank in town soon.”

Alfonin smiled, saying, “You could have had Geode Bank already.”

“I’ll be expecting paperwork for them too, and soon,” Erick said, and then he left the party.

Three representatives waited for him at his temporary offices. It was Mage Bank, or rather, the Mage Guild, and they wanted a plot of land in the Gate District. The speakers for the guild were polite, professional, and completely terrified. They spoke in short sentences and repeated information to ensure that everyone understood what was happening. They also spoke how not a single one of them was high up on the chain of command, but that the Headmaster was getting angry at them for delaying their response this long, and would Erick please excuse the delay in response.

Erick excused the delay, of course, trying to be as accommodating as he could.

After an hour of talking of small and large items of importance, the three representatives finally began to thaw a little. And since the party was still going on at the Wrought District, Erick invited them to join.

“No. No thank you. Archmage.” The lead representative, a human man by the name of Tonide, said, “Your hospitality is appreciated, but we have covered everything we wished to cover, and we simply must be returning to our offices on Oceanside. But just so we’re on the same Platform… You agree to a plot of land for us. You agree to possibly help us with [Gate] connections to our Underworld offices, with payments for that service to be decided upon by larger forces than we three underlings. You agree to all the normal operation protocols of Mage Guild, and Mage Guild affiliates. You agree to provide sanctuary from common exterior and interior forces that a guard would normally protect against, as stated under Common International Incorporation Protocols and Purposes, which include, but are not limited to…”

Erick nodded along, listening to the man repeat what he had already said several times before. When it was over, Erick said, “As long as the Mage Guild and Exchange you set up in my lands is as commonplace as what I have seen from your organization in all other parts of the world, I see no problems arising from any sort of normal arrangement. I agree.”

The three representatives did not relax, but they did deflate in relief.

Erick offered, “And since you’re in a hurry, would you like a [Gate] home?” It wouldn’t take but thirty seconds to get an Ophiel close enough to cast a [Gate] near Oceanside.

“We are not going directly to Oceanside, but we appreciate the offer, and your hospitality. We should have a preliminary office up in a week.”

Erick frowned a little, almost speaking about how a week was unreasonable.

But Tonide instantly started sweating again, adding, “Or three days.” Softer, “Or three days.”

“Three days is acceptable.”

The Mage Guild people went wherever it was they were going, and Erick went back to the party. He didn’t get to have that talk about security through obscurity, though, or any real talk of any magic at all, for everyone else was busy, too, and they only stayed long enough to say farewell to Erick before they returned to Stratagold.

Time passed quickly, filled up with the minutiae of life and organization.

It was great, but Erick had absolutely no free time.

No magic research into a wide scale [Scry Deny], even if all that would take was a normal Denial tuned to [Scry], as he had done for his Privacy magics. The only reason Erick did not do that was because he was missing something crucial: how to exempt Ophiel and Yggdrasil from the effect. There was no experimentation with [Identify], or any other possible boosting magic that could apply to [Cascade Imaging], either. But also, there were no explosions anywhere. No murders. No unexpected intrusions into the surrounding lands. Meetings and paperwork took up all his time.

It was, all in all, rather boring to all onlookers, but Erick was in love with boring.

When asked, he would even say that he was having the time of his life. Fixing problems. Shifting priorities as needed to fix more problems. Helping people to help themselves. Laying the foundation for something great.

Laying the foundations for the Mage Guild District, and the Church District in Candlepoint, and Gate Road and even the foundation for his House, which would probably be in the center of Gate Road, and overlapping to both the north and south sides, so he could stand at the top of a tower and look down the row of Gates leading off east and west. Or maybe just west.

It was great! It was wonderful.

It wouldn’t last.

Either some sort of war would happen, and require him to respond with violence, or, best case, he would get through this current scramble for organization and finally hire some other people to do this organization for him. And then he would be adrift again! Or, in better terms: free to work on magic and more fun social problems.

… Or maybe not? He honestly did love this hands-on approach to building a kingdom.

But some free time would be nice. Eventually, perhaps.

As soon as he actually built his House, maybe? And people saw that he was truly open for business? Erick was fine with that, too. Whatever the case, the House was still in the planning stages, for O’Lark’s designs suffered from Erick’s talk of Earth sensibilities, like he was taking too many ideas and trying to work them all into the design.

O’Lark was rather more vehemently unhappy with his own work, having smashed a few models when Erick showed the slightest displeasure at them. Somewhere around day five, Erick was absolutely sure that O’Lark was making his designs purposefully bad, just so he could extend his talks with Erick, to learn all he could about architecture from Earth.

And, after Erick had a think about all that, he felt this was okay. Delays were fine, when the results would need to stand against a massive test of time. And so, Erick continued to talk with O’Lark.

They spoke of the movement of people, of planes, and trains, and automobiles, but also sidewalks and subway stations. Erick postulated how Gates could solve most of those transportation problems, but also how he still wanted people to walk around as much as they could.

Mostly, though, they spoke of important buildings from Earth. The United Nations building, with its large assembly hall which mirrored that of the inquiry boardroom back at Stratagold’s embassy. Erick brought up Frank Lloyd Wright and his unique architecture, which was surprisingly the only architect that Erick could remember in any good detail. Since he couldn’t give any more architects, he stuck to buildings, like the Chrysler Building with its arches and artistic lighting and metalwork, and the Taj Mahal, with its four surrounding towers and unique domes, all done in white, while the inside was filled with extensive mosaics. The Hagia Sophia with its bubble-dome exterior and ancient looks, and the Sydney Opera House, which was a successful experiment in large forms that more resembled nested open clam shells, than anything normal. Saint Basil’s Cathedral in Moscow, with the onion dome tower caps, and the ancient city of Angkor Wat in Cambodia, with its extensive bas-reliefs of different deities for each possible human action.

Erick gave examples of Brutalism, which he didn’t like; too solid and imposing. Art Deco, which was sharp lines and geometric styles, and Art Nouveau, which was for curves and nature-like stuff. Gothic and Federal, which were the usual styles of churches and governmental buildings, respectively.

The more they spoke, the more Erick liked the kooky Architect and his very enthusiastic ways. Erick didn’t rush those conversations, for he found that the more he spoke of what he wanted, the more he realized he was putting off the House creation, too.

He did, however, conjure a bunch of eternal stonewood and plopped it down in the general location where his House would go (and also where the Interfaith Church would go over at Candlepoint). Erick had even Shaped it a few times into some full-size mockups to have better conversations with O’Lark, but each time those conversations ended the same way.

O’Lark gazed up at the exterior of a boxy-type House, made of several towers and a nice central dome. Erick was almost happy with it. O’Lark’s casual observation began rapidly degrading into that of a man coming to realize that he was looking at shit.

“No No No!” O’Lark shouted, as he waved his hands. “No no no! This will not do. Tear it down and we’ll try again tomorrow.” He turned his attention to several of the small grey models he had brought with him, and with a casual swipe, sent the small stone structures to the ground, breaking them with the fall. “Break it all and try again tomorrow! I will have something fit for the ages tomorrow! Mark my words, Wizard: I will have this done RIGHT! AND! BEAUTIFUL!!”

Erick gave a casual swish of his own hands, the over 200 meter cubic building lost all cohesion, turning back into a piled-up mound of stone-like wood. He said, “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

“TOMORROW! AGAIN! Tomorrow!” O’Lark went over and stomped on a broken model. “Needs more windows! … And maybe fountains— YES! Fountains!”

“I do like mosaic glass and water features.” Erick added, “Still haven’t decided on my heraldry, though. Maybe just a lightning ring of [Renew]? Not sure.”

O’Lark didn’t care about Erick's smaller comments. He just ranted about windows and water. His assistants, though, took notes.

And Kiri was still stuck upon watching the mound of stonewood settle back into a minor mountain. With a whisper, she said, “I’ve seen you tear it down three times now. Watching that much stuff move at your command still gets me, every time.”

Sitnakov laughed. “Eternal stonewood isn’t that bad to break out of.”

“I’m going to put an anti-Shaping magic inside that building once it’s made. Probably repeat that same anti-Shaping magic in a lot of places, too.” Erick said to O’Lark, “I’ve got other meetings. See you later.”

O’Lark wasn’t listening, though. He was still back to making tiny models out of stone, whispering about how this one would be better than all the rest! Just you wait!

His assistants, though, took notice of Erick and bowed. Erick took his leave.

Without explosions of any kind, there came and went day 7. It had been an Earth-standard week since Erick had reappeared at Candlepoint, and the city emptied of everyone who was scared of Wizardly declaration. It hadn’t been a Veird-standard week; that was 10 days.

And yet, before Erick knew it, ten days had passed.

And then, there went day eleven and twelve.

Far from his expected outcome of having to fight a war, he was instead learning how cities worked, and trying to build up Candlepoint and the Gate District to something resembling purposeful and cohesive whole. He had also met with some worldly powers, but almost all those meetings had been of the paperwork and messenger variety. No actual powers would come to Candlepoint, or the Gate District, except for the wrought from Stratagold. Everyone else was waiting and seeing. No one was moving or doing.

The minotaurs had turned especially insular in these past 12 days, with many of them moving into collective housing that was all near each other. They didn’t seem especially scared of the outside world, as they took a forward role in many of the neighborhoods next to theirs. They helped shadelings and otherwise with [Cleanse]ing or construction. Mostly though, they gave food assistance, for the minotaurs always cooked for ten or more people at a time, and they always had extra. It was odd, however, to see every single scattered group of minotaurs condense back into —and Erick hesitated to call it what it looked like, but he did anyway— a single herd.

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that instinct presenting itself among those Shade transformed people, but he suspected it was alright. If he were in their shoes, he would probably wish to live among his own kind, too. And besides, they seemed to be perfectly fine with their new forms, now that they had lived in those bodies for the last eight months. They were almost like shorter, bronzed orcols in that they healed through general Healing Magic, and without any lingering problems, like scars or wrongly-healed bones.

Still taller than every other non-orcol race, though.

None of them sought Melemizargo out for Reincarnation service, and Erick was absolutely sure that Valok had spilled the beans about Erick’s offer of that same magic, but none of the minotaurs asked him for that service, either. No one asked Erick for that service.

[Reincarnation] seemed to work quite well, though.

A handful of days after the dobers’ [Reincarnation]s, they seemed to be doing great, playing and hunting along the waters of the lake like a proper pack. In that time they had moved far to the east and south, and had encountered the northern part of Candlepoint. They didn’t retreat from that land of people, as Erick halfway suspected they would. Instead, they stuck around, got noticed by the farmers, and were reported to the guard. Slip went to investigate.

All the while, Erick told no one anything about the dobers; he let it play out as it would.

Two days and a lot of treats later, Slip had some happy dogs riding on his boat with him, barking at the fish under the waves, traveling down the coast to Candlepoint’s center, where they hopped off the boat and followed Slip to the guardhouse.

The Guard gained some new very smart watchdogs, though there wasn’t much for them to watch out for. They ended up getting a lot of treats, which seemed to suit them fine. They were healing, and doing well.

All of Candlepoint was healing, and it all looked to be healing well.

Even Princess Weilux, from the Wasteland Kingdoms, was trying to recreate what she had lost during Erick’s announcement of Wizardry. But she filed no paperwork at Erick’s temporary offices to seek his help, even after Erick had had Ophiel deliver some paperwork to her guards. Luckily, Weilux’s interests in securing power in Candlepoint went through Zaraanka.

Within a day of meeting with Weilux, Zaraanka was also trying to rebuild her empire as best she could.

But Zaraanka didn’t bring up anything for Erick to fix, either, at any of the few meetings she forced herself to go to. She didn’t even speak of her reconnection with Weilux. Zaraanka had a deep fear of Erick, and even talk of Mage Bank finally coming to Candlepoint didn’t assuage that fear, or cause more than a temporary lifting of spirits.

But when she was out of Erick’s direct sight, she was working a lot harder than most others. She saw to her fisheries, to bring them back into line, to cast [Husbandry] magics into the waters, and to haul in ever larger catches. She ensured that her ‘adventurer’s huts’ out in the desert were bringing in rads, and that her people had direction and goals. Zaraanka was recovering all that she could recover.

She even managed to reopen three different buildings on Market Street which had been shut down due to evacuation. A general store, a bar, and a fabric store; all three created through reorganizations of trading from the Wasteland Kingdoms, and through Valok’s adjustments of the Farms, and of the spidery.

Erick smiled as he heard her speak of those things in a meeting. “I’m glad to see the spidery is back up and being cared for. I was wondering if I would need to do some culling.” Erick gladly said, “But you’ve got it all under control. Thank you, Valok. Thank you, Zaraanka, for your hard work.”

Valok grunted and nodded. It was his usual response to not needing to actually speak.

Zaraanka’s cheeks flushed pink at Erick’s honest praise, which was a change. Usually she went utterly still when Erick spoke directly to her, but she knew darn well how much good she had done lately, both for the city and for herself, and this time she was glad that Erick had noticed her good works.

Zaraanka muttered, “I aim to please, Apparent King.”

Ah.

He still didn’t like that form of address.

Erick’s face was a stone mask, though, his grin plastered on and able to fool most people into thinking he was feeling what he was showing. He had gotten good about that in the past week, because the first time Justine had called him ‘Apparent King’ he had been visibly displeased, and that had not been good for the atmosphere of that meeting (even if Poi and Teressa were both smiling like madmen behind Erick at the time.) Erick had no idea which person finally spilled the guts about that particular form of address that Teressa had been pushing. It had to have been Jane, but it was highly possible that Teressa had put her up to it.

He could live with being called that. It was fine.

All in all, building a city was stressful, but it was not the sort of stress that Erick had been worried about. So far there were no assassins. No massive problems that he couldn’t solve with a small declaration to the right person, or with a bit of extra time spent talking. Nothing intractable. And while there was bureaucracy to go through regarding the rest of the world, everything Erick said in Candlepoint became law, and that was kinda nice.

Mage Bank was getting built in the Gate District, and those people were warming up to Erick. Tonide seemed to have gained a promotion to become that bank manager, which he was still very nervous about, but he was getting better about that, too. He was only repeating words twice in the course of a conversation, in order to make sure he was understanding Erick’s desires, and Erick was understanding his desires in turn.

Erick did not get much of a chance to talk with Songli, though. While Yggdrasil had been refilling the [Delirium Charm] box for the wandering soul kids, that box also served as a way to get a specific message to Erick, which he had read a while ago and decided to honor; “Please do not come here right now, Wizard Flatt. We are still discussing our response to your declarations. Proof of your own stability and sanity would go a long way to making those discussions fall in prosperous directions.”

It was what it was; whatever.

Nirzir was doing okay, though, according to Poi, though Erick got the distinct impression that she was staying away from Erick, too. Which was fine. Erick was going to honor the wrought request to not open another land to Gates for at least a month, and he hadn’t even gotten halfway through that timeline. Which was probably for the best. His days were too full to do much more than everything he was already doing.

Erick did do some investigating in those lands across the world, though.

The water spiders under Holorulo’s Yggdrasil turned out to be… something like people. They were very smart spiders who were not monsters. Erick was pretty sure they were all polymages who let themselves go a long time ago, or maybe they were tenth generation spider-born people, or something like that. They spoke Ecks, and they liked that Erick was a Wizard a great deal, and they were chased out from everywhere else, so could they please stay there?

Erick left them be. Yggdrasil appreciated that he could keep his small spiders. They were actually three-meter wide spiders, so not very small at all, but everything was small to Yggdrasil, Erick supposed.

All in all, the first 15 days since declaring his Wizardry were chaotic. Messy. Back and forth and complicated, and yet so very boring at times. Most people moved as fast as they could to get out of Erick’s way or to do his bidding as fast as possible, which was uncomfortable, but it was fine. Some people eventually learned to speak their minds, though, like Mephistopheles, and Justine, and Ava. Their contributions were invaluable.

Valok and Zaraanka spoke their minds to Mephistopheles and Justine and Ava, and so they got their say as well, while Slip was nonchalant about everything. The Guard Captain had no reason to be worried, or overly active about anything, after all. Candlepoint was doing fine.

And yet, Erick was absolutely sure that if he wasn’t doing his best to stay on top of absolutely everything, something would have exploded somewhere. Someone would have attacked, or seen a vulnerability and exploited it, or done something else to fuck over something, or someone. But, luckily, Erick was a man who could be at least 10 places at once, and he was still getting at least 8 hours to himself a day, of which 6 were for sleep. A full 6 hours a night, just for sleeping! A miracle unto itself, for sure.

Erick could keep this up for months.

Poi, Teressa, Kiri, and even Jane a few times, began switching off guard duty after the first five days. Sitnakov was there all the time, though. The big guy could easily keep up with Erick’s hours, and it was kinda nice to have people be both terrified, and relieved, to know that one of Stratagold’s own was right there at the Wizard’s side. Sitnakov was almost as scary as Erick was to some people.

… Erick did not like being scary to others, but it was what it was.

Though it was a lot of work, it was good. It was busy. Mainly, it was bloodless and constructive. What more could anyone ask for? Erick was good with this. He was working way more than everyone else, and he was doing way more than everyone else, and because of that, Poi had asked him to slow down twice. Erick wanted to, but he had no delegation right now. Those resumes from Kirginatharp and the others were going to show up any day now, though, so maybe he could get some delegation soon.

Erick certainly wasn’t going to ask for anyone else to hurry up, though. All this work was good for him, for the more stable he made his base, the better it would be when the bombs started dropping.

For there was no way that it would stay this calm.

Sooner or later, something would change…
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Sitnakov was not happy.

As he lay in bed in his temporary home at the top of the barracks of the ‘Wrought District’, as Erick had been calling it, he finally came to accept that this assignment was boring. Boring was, objectively, a good thing. For the fate of the entire world, boring and Wizards went together like platinum and magic; a combination that made everyone happy.

Except for him, as he had expected to thwart at least one assassination attempt by now, or maybe even fight off a small incursion of belligerent incani or humans, or even a Shade or two. He was absolutely sure that Goldie was around here somewhere, but he had not managed to catch sight of her at all, and neither had anyone else. Now fighting a Shade might be interesting. Sitnakov had killed hundreds of their kind over the many years, but actually causing Melemizargo’s Clergy to band together was a recipe for a bad time.

And yet now, that Clergy was a fraction of what it had been before.

It was probably a good time to find and kill them all, but neither Sitnakov’s father nor the other kings or queens of the Geodes wished to actually push that agenda. Perhaps a ‘live and let live’ could actually work? Sitnakov doubted it, but he could do as he was asked; he could fall in line with politically prudent decisions.

He needed to do something different, though, and so, he decided to call up his mother. Usually, this was an impossible thing while on assignment, but mom liked to be informed of her children, directly, when she could, and the Gate was right there, making direct communication a non-issue. So Sitnakov opened up his mind to the Crossroads.

Getting through the usual channels was easy enough, and soon, mom was on the other end of the line.

Queen Strelkova, mom, eventually answered with a voice full of good cheer, ‘Hello, Sitnakov! I was just thinking about you.’

Sitnakov got right down to it, sending, ‘He’s so damned boring, mom.’ He rapidly added, ‘This is good; I understand this. But he’s in meetings all day and night. He’s as bad as dad, or brother.’

Mom chuckled, showing rare, yet truly honest emotions that one could only show in a [Telepathy]. ‘You’ve gotten to fight that daughter of his, haven’t you?’

‘Yes. Jane is a fun fight. About twice as strong as Erick’s orcol guard, Teressa, but only because I’ve fought hundreds of prognosticators before and Teressa has slotted herself into an early-warning role. Less capable of actual violence.’ Sitnakov sent, ‘Though Teressa is probably among the top ten percent of prognosticators. She’ll become a powerhouse when she gets twenty more years under her Status.’

‘Odd. I imagined that you would have tried to be more in tune with Jane, but I sense that you’re more in tune with this Teressa.’ Mom asked, ‘Why is that?’

‘… Well. Jane will likely be around in five hundred years. Teressa… I’m not so sure.’ Sitnakov sent, ‘I don’t want to fuck up that relationship with Jane by coming on too hard.’

‘Erick has created [Reincarnation], though, has he not? Mana sense will likely stick around through that process, but [Polymorph] will not. Teressa’s return to power will likely be measured in hours, as opposed to months, or even longer, if [Polymorph] is no longer widely available, if Erick’s plan to transform the Crystal Forest actually works. Just something to think about.’ She asked, ‘Has he done much on that Crystal Forest front, yet?’

‘No plans for the Crystal Forest right now. He’s not even building up an army, or anything resembling one.’

‘That is a relief to hear. You know, I also heard about this business about these rebels from those Sovereign Cities. I was also delighted to hear that he has simply told them to go away.’

‘They didn’t manage to convince him to help them, but they were close. Erick was very close to getting an army, for the low price of supporting a war that he could win in the space of an afternoon.’

‘Ah. That is a bit more worrying, then.’

Sitnakov sent, ‘He’ll have an army of his own yet, though. Still have no idea what’s going on with Ar’Cosmos, either, but there’s surely some soldiery waiting to pop out of that shitty land as soon as… Well. I’m not sure what they’re waiting for. Haven’t seen Erick contact Fairy Moon or any of them, either, but he might be doing that at his home, out of my sight.’

With a concerned tone, mom asked, ‘But does he want an army?’

‘Not at all. I’ve asked him as much and he saw right through me, telling me that I didn’t need to worry about that right now. He said he doesn’t actually want a standing army, and that the guard is enough.’

Relieved, mom sent, ‘Ah. I still don’t know how to deal with everything I hear about that man, but on the whole, I think these are all good things. It’s good to hear from you, too.’ She chuckled. ‘And you can be bored for a while, darling. It’s much better than the alternative.’

‘I expected to kill at least one Shade or dragon by now. At the least.’

‘Probably best if you decide not to do that, if it should come to that. This is a growing enterprise, and we mustn’t despoil the field which grows the crops.’

‘I hear ya.’ Sitnakov said, ‘For all the boringness, Erick is growing on me. He seems to be doing everything he can to better the lives of these people who’ve crowned him and that’s respectable. He needs some delegation, though. Do you have any people willing to actually work for him? Paper shapers, mainly.’

‘I’ve got paperwork ready to hand over as soon as he gets a permanent House, and I know Riivo has the same. Do you think he could take that paperwork now?’

‘Probably a lot of people think the same. He should have his House up in a few days, as soon as he can settle on a design. O’Lark has been dragging out his good designs to make Erick tell him more about Earth, but that routine seems to be circling to a close.’

‘In that case I’ll send the paperwork for some paper shapers along with the next shipment of supplies to Ar’Kendrithyst, which is going about… As expected…’ Her voice trailed off as she neared a difficult topic.

Sitnakov didn’t want to talk about ‘Killzone’, either, but sooner or later mom was going to bring up the subject, and there would be no avoiding it. Sitnakov dreaded that day. She dreaded that day, too. It was good, then, that that day was not today.

Mom moved the conversation to a much nicer topic, ‘Read any good books lately?’

‘I have!’ Sitnakov said, ‘Teressa introduced me to a whole line of books from an independent seller in Spur. Apparently Erick wants to improve upon the printing press well enough to be able to keep up with Oceanside’s [Duplicate], which seems like a lost cause, but it is what it is. Those books are about…’

They spoke for a few hours, until the sun rose, and a message came through that Erick was coming back to the Gate District soon. Sitnakov wished his mom goodbye, and then he went to work.
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“I’VE GOT IT NOW, WIZARD!” O’Lark shouted into the cold morning air.

Erick had just stepped through a portal from his front yard on Yggdrasil’s bough, to the flat land of the Gate District. The sky was barely pink, still in the process of chasing away the soft blue twilight. Cold winds blew from the north as it always did.

O’Lark stood like a beacon of wiry green hope, radiant in emotion but not in light, with the mountain of white eternal stonewood resting beyond. Three rather large models made of grey stone hovered on platforms beside the copper wrought, while O’Lark’s two assistants stood resolute beside the old man.

“Do you SEE?!” O’Lark asked, “Do you see the splendor I have created?! One of these! One of these will surely be the best possible shape of your House! You will welcome the world in these lands which I have drawn for you, and through that welcoming, light the way to a better future!”

The man’s enthusiasm acted almost as a booster for the coffee Erick had already had. Sitnakov stepped out of the air to the side, simply nodding as he walked forward to take his place beside Poi and Teressa. Jane and Kiri were sleeping in right now, but they’d probably show around noon.

“Good morning, O’Lark,” Erick said, “Now let me see what you’ve done…”

Erick turned most of his attentions to the mockups, peering inside to see the interiors and the designs of them all...

And he was impressed.

O’Lark grinned wide as he saw Erick take in the magnificence of his creations. “I knew you would approve!” He slapped his own chest with both his hands, demanding, “Please! Please! Tell me which one is good!”

Erick grinned, saying, “I’m getting there.”

Erick gazed upon O’Lark’s work, and knew he was finally seeing some of the wiry copper man’s best work. He must have been working on these models since long before he ever met Erick, though there were clearly some additions here and there that fell in line with their various conversations these past dozen days.

Perhaps he should wake Jane and Kiri, and get their opinions? Or perhaps not. Both of them had already said that they did not want to choose what the House looked like. And yet, in private, Jane had said that she was partial to Art Deco’s hard lines, and making a solid statement. Erick recalled Kiri’s similarly private words that she loved the idea of a simple castle, but writ large. Also in private, but only because Erick practically had to demand her answer, Teressa had spoken of how much she liked the contrast of modern edges and nature, like how they had seen back at Arbor O’kabil’s hotel and central district. Poi only took a little bit of prodding to get his suggestions out into the open; he liked Oceanside’s cylindrical towers with their balconies everywhere.

None of them wanted to actually influence Erick’s decision, though.

Whatever Erick finally decided upon, he was sure that any of these options before him would serve him well.

All of the mockups had all the basics in common. They all had multiple floors, multiple wings, and interior spaces dedicated to obvious functions. A grand central meeting room, a throne room somewhere nearby, offices for Erick to gift or assign to others so they could fill them with their own work spaces, and many extra rooms for guests. Kitchens, ballrooms, and banquet halls. Hookups for an eventual sewer system, and contained waterworks for fountains and the like.

Certain things had been omitted on purpose. Erick’s own magic workshop would remain on Yggdrasil, and he would live offsite. There were rooms for a castellan, and for other permanent employees of the House, but like most people, Erick would be living elsewhere. He did have rooms for himself in all three mockups, but they were decoys. He’d probably put guests there, or something.

But the exteriors of the models, and how they were all put together, were all very different.

The first model centered around a grand central cylindrical-cone-shaped tower, in a land of smaller towers that all shared walls, like some sort of very tall bubble land, and which rapidly decreased in height and size the further one got from the center. Each tower widened out at the bottom, forming a stable base, while the roofs were all domed. Four smokestack-like towers held to the edges of that space, marking the absolute boundary of Erick’s House. It looked like a vision of Oceanside, but different. More mashed together, like a bunch of jello molds sitting right beside each other. There were even balconies here and there. Poi instantly approved, though he did not say as much. Teressa was similarly silently happy with it, though Erick could tell she was much more enamored with choice number 2.

The second mockup was an off-center rectangular-ish main tower of thirty or so floors, rising up from a naturalistic mountain. Several smaller towers of similar design to the large one rose here and there from the mountain, with skyways connecting those towers to each other. Most of the main, public structures were inside that mountain, with the towers themselves reserved for office work, while garden-like spaces on the ‘roof’, far below the skyways, were open for walking, or reading under trees, or whatever. The whole thing was a mash of naturalistic land and solid, manufactured lines, with the roofs of each tower beveled inward, forming glass walls that formed open-air restaurants for the people who worked in those towers (or whatever sort of thing Erick decided should go there; O’Lark explained, while Erick kept looking over everything).

The third option was a spire of white crystal reminiscent of a crystal mimic, or rather, a crystal agave, with a sunburst jumble of crystal at top, serving as the throne room. But instead of having a cascade of leaves around a central point, like an agave, the main spire had vertically-aligned ‘towers’ of crystal stuck to the sides of it, spaced all around the central spire in a pattern that spiraled down and extended outward to the main structure below. That main structure was essentially a dome of crystal spikes, set into a 500x1000 meter wide base of an Art Deco-Nouveau metal holder, like someone had taken the partial geode and wrapped it in sometimes-curving, and sometimes-straight metal. Under that roof lay all the workings of a very, very large House, while the House itself looked more like a gem set into a metal base, than a functional building. It was a work of art.

It was also mostly eternal stonewood, but all the crystalline parts were made of glass. O’Lark had included a lot of glass in all three of his mockups, but this third one had an entire roof of glass.

And Erick loved it.

The third option was fantastic...

But. No. Too easy to destroy, with the base of that tower being way too thin for its own good. Sure, eternal stonewood could handle that, and Erick could actually go thinner if he wanted, but… Well. He could replace all the glass with permanent Force, held intact and in shape through Undertow effects—

No.

… And yet, Erick liked the smaller ‘towers’ joined to the main spire—

But they were too separate from everything else. The main complex down below was like ten malls put together with a lot of flow between those malls, so that was good, but the main tower was even more separated from everything else. Erick didn’t want to have a throne room so high above everyone, either; that seemed to send the wrong message.

Erick turned back to the other two…

And he came back to the third.

O’Lark stared at Erick, saying, “I see you like the third one but something is wrong. What is wrong?”

“Initially, I liked everything about it. The style, the size, the organization down below, but the more I look at it… I can’t abide all that glass.” Erick turned to the first model, the one with the cylindrical towers. “I like this one a whole lot, actually, but it’s plain.” He looked to the second one. “And I like the square towers’ exterior spaces… But the crystal keep has the same sorts of spaces, yet inside, under glass. The cylinder-dome castle has everything I want and it even has those four towers on the corners, but it has no natural spaces, though I can just put a garden on the front side and the back side of the towers… And yet, I really like the straight and curly metal accents on the crystal keep, like it’s a giant gem set into a holder.”

O’Lark’s eyes lit up as he smiled wide, asking, “Are you sure? That those are the parts you like?”

Erick glanced at the man, and then stared at him. He was up to something. “… Yes.”

“Step back! And witness the power of my modeling magic!” O’Lark held up his hands toward the three models, bright copper flickers rushing up and down his deeply patinated arms, as he said, “I can do this twice more, but I usually get it right the first time!”

Erick stepped away from the models.

He could have glanced into the future to see some of what was coming, but he felt that would ruin the surprise. Instead, he waited, and a smile came unbidden. This seemed like it would be good.

O’Lark advanced on his models, commanding, “Watch this, Wizard! Watch what truly knowledgeable Book Magic can do!”

Glowing copper words poured out of O’Lark’s hands, like Ancient Script given form and function, turning into ribbons of light that smashed into the three different models, soaking in like water, turning grey stone into something more ephemeral. The spellwork did not affect all three models evenly. Most of O’Lark’s spells went to the first model; the one of conical cylinders and domes. A smaller fraction touched upon the crystal keep, while an even smaller portion traced along the natural spaces of the second model.

In a flash of copper, grey stone dissolved away from the second and third model, while the first became temporarily ephemeral.

And then a great shift happened. Copper light from model 2 and 3 turned back into words, tracing back to model 1. Erick caught sight of all those words as they turned into sentences, like clouds gathering, and then they passed in front of him like sideways rain, falling in graceful arcs toward their destination, the first model. Those words weren’t just Ancient Script anymore. There were snippets of conversations Erick had had about Art Deco, written in Ecks. There was talk of metal filigree, and water fountains, and words of stone and glass.

Like snipping bits of text from one story and plugging them in another, O’Lark placed intrinsic parts of models 2 and 3, into model 1.

When the magic faded what was left was a masterpiece, and two duds.

O’Lark breathed hard, but he was already grinning, because he saw the look on Erick’s face, and he knew he had done well. He laughed out loud, saying, “Normally I tell clients they got five minutes before I either gotta revert it or leave it like it is! But I told you I usually get it on the first try! AND MY RECORD REMAINS INTACT! YOU LOVE IT!”

And Erick did, but he was still trying to understand what had happened just now.

Models 2 and 3 had become… lesser. Less unique. Less polished. Like someone had rushed them to completion, trying to do in 5 days what they usually got 10 days to do. But model 1 had become a work of art. Something that a sculptor back on Earth would have spent years upon years putting together.

The original shape of model one remained the same; wide-base conical cylinder towers rising up into the sky, with the largest tower in the center almost as wide as a stadium, and smaller ones spreading outward from there. But now it had a square base, and that base expanded out to a scale-size 750 meters on two sides, and a scale height of fifteen meters, forming the first two floors of the building. That base sloped on the edges, and was riven with straight-line and small-curve designs, like an Art Deco bas relief of metallic angles and support. The original towers still only took up their original 500x500 meter space, rising to a height of 450 meters. This left a great lot of open roof space in the gulf between the edge, and the original buildings, and all that space became a land for gardens and water fountains.

There were even carved divots in that base which formed courtyards and side entrances around the original building’s entrances, allowing people to enter the buildings from well-protected ‘gatehouse’-type areas.

All of the central towers and the four corner towers gained bottom rings of even more Art Deco angles, and that theme continued inside, running along the base of all the walls in the main hallways. Those shapes seemed to resemble roots the more one got closer to the center of the building. Those roots came together in the assembly hall, forming an abstract design of Yggdrasil on the back wall—

“Oh! It’s Benevolent Lightning surrounding the entire base of the building.” Erick said, “Not just Yggdrasil’s roots. It’s both.”

O’Lark smiled wide. And then he sighed, as though relieved. “Yes. It is both.”

“I love it.”

“If you find something you want to move around afterward, you can.” O’Lark waved a hand, as though most of his energy had vanished, saying, “But that’s the basic structure, ready to be turned into House Benevolence.”

Erick said, “I love every part of it.”

O’Lark went to weakly slap the arm of an assistant, but he didn’t get very far at all before the assistant instantly conjured a chair. O’Lark summarily ignored the assistant as he sat down, taking a great weight off of his feet as he set his sight on the mountain of white eternal stonewood ahead. With a content voice, he said, “I'm ready for a show, Wizard.”

Erick smiled, and then he began Shaping.

Like a waking leviathan, the white mountain began to move.







- - - -







Erick walked down the main thoroughfare of his new House and was in awe.

It needed lighting, and Erick added some preliminary lights. It needed windows, and Erick Shaped them out of desert sand. It needed minor Shapings here and there to better come into tune with the vision presented by O’Lark, who was ten meters ahead of Erick and having a great big moment of his own. Kiri, Jane, Teressa, Sitnakov, and Poi followed in their wake, while O’Lark’s own assistants hurriedly tried to keep up with the old man. There were lots of sights to see.

Teressa saw the most of any of them, with perhaps the exception of Sitnakov; Erick still wasn’t sure how far the adamantium man’s senses extended, but they were at least the 110 meter range. Teressa was currently at 150 to 175 meters.

Erick was only at 75. But he had ten Ophiel! That helped a lot.

And as he saw his new House, from several different angles and from seven different sites, Erick was briefly struck with a happy thought that sent giggles rising up from his stomach.

He giggled. And then O’Lark giggled.

“I need some staff!” Erick happily announced.

“50 to 150 full time staff! A daily throughput of five thousand guests! A thousand other people! A fraction of a fraction of the embassy of Stratagold.” They reached the front foyer, and O’Lark’s voice rose to fill the room, “But still a monument to the ages!”

The room ended in a massive T intersection, with left and right hallways even larger than the front thoroughfare, reaching up into vaulted ceilings large enough to make a dragon comfortable. There wouldn’t be any dragons here, but Erick was not going to have any cramped spaces in his House. He was all about being open. At the center of this first intersection lay a large arc of a table, as you would see in the front of any large organization. To the left and the right were other such reception areas, though most of the actual receptions would take place in private offices in the various buildings all around the main structure.

Above that central, first table, was a massive rune for [Renew]; a nearly closed circle, but with two angles at the top, like an arrow turned in on itself. Or an—

Jane joked, “You could make that [Renew] look like an actual ouroboros. A dragon eating its own tail.”

“Nope!” Erick said, still smiling. “That would offend either the dragons, or Melemizargo, or Rozeta since this is all white wood, and I’m not doing that.”

“But isn’t this ‘ouroboros’ idea similar to your [Reincarnation] magics?” Kiri asked, her voice a small thing in the grand halls of the House. “Takes a person and turns them into something else that they already are… And you’re going to be using it on dragons anyway?”

Erick mocked a frown at both Jane and Kiri, saying, “You’ve already named me ‘Apparent King’. No need to go dragging this topic up for the fifth time in order to mess with the historical significance of [Renew].”

Jane smirked, shrugging.

Kiri, however, had a different reaction. “I think this ‘ouroboros’ idea is quite beautiful.”

“I honestly didn’t even consider an ouroboros when I was making [Renew].” Erick turned his attentions back to the room, and decided to head left, since O’Lark was already running down that way. Erick smiled and started to walk faster to keep up, saying, “The Assembly Hall is going to be wonderful.”

Sitnakov spoke up, “It’ll be nice if it actually gets used how you intend it to be used.”

Jane tried to return to the previous topic, saying, “This eternal stonewood has built-in illusions, right? Just make it look like an ouroboros to people who stand in a specific spot!”

“Nope!”

Erick rounded the bend and found O’Lark staring out at the central atrium. Erick joined the man at the balcony.

The central area of House Benevolence was a massive open space of eight different floors, situated in the center of the main cylindrical building. The atrium extended from the ground floor (though there were two more maintenance floors down below that) to an arched dome. Above that dome was five meters of solid eternal stonewood separating that ceiling from the direct offices of House Benevolence, and the meeting spaces of many of the main forces which Erick wished to invite to this land. Right above that, lay the assembly room, which encompassed most of an entire floor. Above that, at the very top of the central tower, under the dome above, lay the throne room and Erick’s personal offices.

This atrium here, in the center, would serve as a dining room like the cafeteria at Archmage’s Rest, or the eatery at Stratagold’s embassy, or the gathering space in the center of the Grand Wizard’s Tower in the Core. It would bring everyone together who wanted to come together.

All around this atrium, on this floor and on the other floors above, arching hallways branched out, leading to every other cylindrical tower in the House. The main offices of many different people would be in those main towers, adjacent to this central space, but even beyond those other cylindrical towers there was room to expand in all the other hallways of the first two floors, since those first two floors (and the maintenance floors below there) served as generalized office space that Erick would open up as needed.

Right now, though, there was no need to open up those other parts of the House.

House Benevolence was completely empty, and somewhat dark.

Sound whistled through the to-be-placed windows all around the top of the atrium, letting in the afternoon sun at a slant; an arc of light carving through the white gloom. It was, perhaps, foreboding, but Erick saw the future here in this House.

And especially here, in the atrium, where dozens of smaller businesses would be invited to open up in one of the locations Erick had carved out of these many floors.

Erick imagined a branch restaurant of ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ over there in that location. A fine dining establishment in that bigger, more private location on floor three. A few places from Nelboor, selling rice and fish and various dishes with lots of sauces. People from every part of his House would come through here to eat, and to mingle.

That hallway over there led to the Benevolence Research tower. That other hallway over there led to the offices where Erick would put House Fae, House Death, and House Carnage. The wrought of Stratagold (and eventually others) could have that tower past that hallway on the very opposite side of the atrium.

“It’s beautiful,” O’Lark said, as he gripped the railing in front of him, steadying himself. “It’s magnificent.”

Erick smiled. “And it’s still alive, too, since it’s eternal stonewood. Fully capable of illusions! So let’s glimpse the future, shall we?”
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Without waiting for confirmation, and as peoples’ eyes started to widen in anticipation, Erick cast a grand [Eternal Stonetreeshape], targeting nothing physical. Instead, he targeted the manasphere itself.

The entire House lit up like it was fully operational. Stained glass windows replaced the holes encircling the atrium. And then people began to appear, like silent apparitions. They walked this way and that, off to a meeting or to meet a friend or otherwise for lunch, down in the central space. Signage appeared in the air before the restaurants, and people started cooking at grills behind glass while servers handed out food to paying guys in suits.

The barest sound of susurrus filled the House, like the whispering of wind, but more personable.

For a little while, no one spoke. They just watched, and imagined.

And then O’Lark broke the gentle noises of the atrium, saying, “Thank you, Wizard. You can take it from here.” He pulled back from the railing, looking completely satisfied. “The House is big right now, but I’m sure you’ll grow into it.”

Erick asked, “Will you be joining me for the Shaping of the church?”

The wiry man’s assistants tensed, but O’Lark himself simply shook his head. “You’re doing good work here, Wizard… Erick. But I’ve faced the Dark too many times to go poking my nose into those shadows. I couldn’t stop myself here, but… You’ve got the plans. You can make adjustments as needed. You can make it work. But…” He looked outward. “I want to see this House without illusions, please. Once more before I leave.”

Erick Shaped away the illusions, dropping the room into shadows and the simple light of the sun shining through the windows, once again.

O’Lark nodded outward, saying, “It’s a stable construction. You’ll fix it up here and there as needed, too. Eternal stonewood is a great material. You could have made that crystal roof an illusion, yes? The design would have remained essentially the same.”

Erick smiled, saying, “No illusions in my Benevolence, if I can help it.”

“A good tactic.” O’Lark waved his hand at the atrium. “I’m done! Send me home, Wizard!”

Erick gladly did so, opening a [Gate] to the side that led directly to the cavern down at Stratagold, right beside all the other Gates. Soldiers on the other side stood at attention, but then they realized nothing was happening besides O’Lark’s return, and so they stood down. “Farewell, Architect O’Lark. It was good talking with you, and working with you.”

“Same! Same.” O’Lark walked through, followed by his assistants. The man and woman incani wrought both bowed to Erick as they reached the other side. O’Lark turned, and said, “You’ve given me a lot to think about! If you ever need another structure, or if you want a proper model filled with magic, let me know.”

Erick nodded, and said, “I will.”

And then he closed the [Gate].

Sitnakov said, “Queen Strelkova has some resumes she wishes to hand off to you, for your staff.”

Ah.

Back to work already.

Erick said, “I am thrilled to receive them, but I’m rather sure Kirginatharp has some to look through, too, and I think Ar’Cosmos has some, as well. That’s going to be a mess which I will be happy to untangle, but first I need to get the church out of the way. That will likely be an even bigger mess.” He opened a [Gate] to Candlepoint, saying, “Time to meet some gods!”

He seemed to be the only one not struck by a dozen odd emotions, like fear and reverence and fearful reverence.

Erick tried to assuage them with the truth, “This is likely going to end up in some massive problem, so be ready.”

To varying degrees, his family, and the hanger-on that was Sitnakov, steeled themselves.

Erick did the same.
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                On the northeast side of Candlepoint, there was a similar, but smaller, mountain of white eternal stonewood waiting to be Shaped into something more cathedral-like. Justine waited near that mountain, along with a handful of other clergy and people of Candlepoint. Mephistopheles and Slip were present, along with a few paper shapers from city hall, and guards from the guard. Every single one of them jumped to attention in their own ways as Erick’s lightning portal opened up a mere twenty meters away.

Erick had already had a few long talks with Justine about what was going to happen here, and she had already participated in approving the model made by O’Lark. That model, of course, had some missing pieces that were going to be supplied by the shadelings here; primarily Mephistopheles.

Who was the leader of the Cult.

He had not been the leader of the Cult of Melemizargo when he had revealed his Cultist tendencies back at that first meeting, over a week ago. But word had gotten around that the Cult was going mainstream, and so the various Cultists in town had crowned Mephistopheles their leader. But really now. He had probably been their leader all along.

Erick just let that happen, since nothing much had come of it.

At no point in time had any interactions between Mephistopheles and Erick changed, for Mephistopheles kept that Cult stuff under wraps. Here and now, though, it was time for something more serious, and ceremonial. And so, the cultist robes came out.

Mephistopheles wore black robes befitting a Priest of Melemizargo. A few of his compatriots wore the same. This was a test of Erick, actually, now that Erick looked it over. Would he let this happen? The answer was yes.

Contrasting him, Justine wore robes of silver and white. Her people mirrored her, though they wore more white than silver; they were believers in other gods besides Koyabez, the God of Peace and the Silver Star.

Erick stood tall, and regarded everyone present.

He spotted the grey stone model of the cathedral O’Lark had gifted Justine, sitting off to the side, and also the rougher-made additions done in black stone, no doubt added by Mephistopheles. It was fine. Or, at least it would be fine.

Hopefully.

Erick laid down the law, “This is likely going to get dangerous, for a full Interfaith Church has not been done since the very, very early years of the Script. All of those locations have long since been destroyed by myriads of different forces, or desecrated and enshrined by one side or the other. Every attempt to have a full Church results in the same destruction, either by Melemizargo, or Rozeta, any of the other gods we call upon today, and also their followers.

“There is a long bloody history here, and we are attempting to fly in the face of that history. To show something better can be made. Melemizargo seems less and less insane by the day, so maybe this will actually work this time, but he’s gone through various phases of lucidity before.” Erick said, “This is dangerous. Don’t forget that.

“But hope has always been dangerous.

“We hope for a better world tomorrow than the one we experience today. We hope, now, for our children to grow up not afraid of the dark, and for those raised in the dark to not be afraid of the light. We guard our hearts and yet extend our hands anyway, in the hopes that our hands are not burned in the offering. That we can lift each other up to better heights, and stronger, more stable tomorrows.

“It’ll be many, many years before anyone accepts Melemizargo as reformed, but if he’s willing to put in the work, then maybe all the people of the world may one day refer to him by a name that has all but been scrubbed from history; The Welcoming Dark.”

Erick ignored the small tears of joy, and of buried anger in the eyes of the shadelings, and in the eyes of those who were no longer shadelings. There were emotions on both sides, not that both sides were equal at all in what they had done wrong. He ignored the buried hate in Sitnakov’s gaze, and in the eyes of those who tried to stand well out of sight at the far, far edges of the land which had been cleared for the cathedral.

And Erick decided he didn’t need to listen to anyone else.

He had planned for Justine to say some words, and for Mephistopheles to say some more. But.

NOPE!

Erick began Shaping—

The crowd turned as the white mountain began to shift.

Immediately, Erick noticed a change. Magic flowed from his body like a brief burst of thick air, washing across the to-be-cathedral, soaking into the white wood and sending up sparks of Benevolent lightning. Those sparks grew and grew, and in a flashing instant, the mountain moved.

Spires ripped up from the white mountain like an explosion of crystal, forming towers flanked by arches and filled with spaces for massive stained glass windows. One central spire expanded left and right, forming hallways and a circling ring out back, where the gods would have their individual altars—

A land of black grew in the middle of those altar spaces, expanding outward, pushing aside and widening the original design into something larger, and more Dark. Melemizargo’s space became three times the size of any other gods—

Simultaneously, the central nave came into being, and became a vaulted ceiling fifty meters tall while the transepts and the main altar flashed into existence, and the exterior became something gothic and intricate.

A wave of power flashed out from Melemizargo’s altar in the back, breaking all of Erick’s control, and yet the building kept building—

Golden flames washed out from what had to be Koyabez’s altar space, followed instantly by divine fire expanding out of Rozeta’s nook. Gold fought with black for the briefest of moments…

And then black relented.

It was not a wrestling of power as Erick had thought it would be. It was a give and take. The Darkness backed off here. Koyabez advanced there. Rozeta’s divine fire filled out this land over here. The various altars in back turned slightly more uniform, each one growing to match Melemizargo’s addition, and yet, Melemizargo kept his altar slightly larger, constantly…

Eventually, the gods stopped fighting.

Melemizargo got his larger altar space, which was like a small cathedral inside the larger cathedral, while all the gods moved on.

And the construction expanded. The main cathedral burrowed into the ground, forming lower floors, while the upper floors created themselves, or rather, some god did. The whole white cathedral was awash in golden fire, but each flame was slightly different. Erick could barely tell which magic belonged to which god, but he thought he saw Atunir in the construction of a vineyard on the lands beside the cathedral, while storm-tossed power created a fountain on the other side. An arena clashed into existence behind the building, perhaps the work of Sumtir, the god of righteous war, while the gates to a graveyard and central pyrestone appeared way over there, beside a now-apparent mausoleum.

Everywhere Erick looked, he saw the white eternal stonewood grow and expand, forming side buildings and housing halls and everything else that normally went with a church. He had not accounted for those additions, for he was only going to make the cathedral itself out of eternal stonewood.

But the gods had other ideas.

One god in particular had an idea that Erick wasn’t sure he liked, or not.

Melemizargo did not like everyone else creating without him. From his altar came lines of black, filling in the grout of the tiled floor, running down the baseboards of the hallways, edging out here and there in every place he could find.

Perhaps, most oddly, the gods let this happen. They pulled back their divine fire as the shadows came forward, holding to their own altars, watching the shadows crawl by. And the shadows didn’t try to enter those altars, either. That was perhaps the most odd thing; there had been no fight over territory.

Just an expansion, and an allowance for others to move as they were wont.

Over the course of thirty four seconds, which might not have been accurate for Erick was rather distracted that the magic had pulled away from him and been taken over by gods, the cathedral and the surrounding lands came into being. Stained-glass windows appeared, in all the rainbows of the myriad gods, but also with a tinge of black Darkness, even though there had been no glass in this Shaping. The vineyard flushed out with thick vines and deeply purple grapes, even though there had been no [Grow] in this Shaping. A small golden fire lit upon the center of the pyrestone in the graveyard, even though there had been no flames before. Rozeta’s library, where the clergy would keep books she had approved for extra points, filled with those books. A thousand other smaller touches of divine gold and dark black completed the magic here and there.

And then it was done.

Crafting his House had taken Erick the better part of the sunlight hours of the day, only finishing around four in the afternoon. He had expected this smaller project to take about two hours, and for some crisis to interrupt those hours.

… But then again, he was doing something rather religious right now. Usually, when one worked under the auspices of a god, those gods helped the petitioner to make their magic. Erick had even experienced this twice before, with the creation of Yggdrasil, and of the Crystal Star with his Blessing of Empathy. In less direct ways, this is what happened when he sang to the mana, and the mana responded.

Perhaps it was simply the severity of the divine actions here, in this moment, that got Erick thinking about such nuances of magic; as they tore away his spellwork and used it to their own ends. This was what clerics and other assorted worshiping people often reported when they spoke of the touch of the divine. Erick didn’t expect such an event to happen right now, but upon reflection, if nothing else happened, then this was a good outcome.

The building settled.

It was a white cathedral with black accents in the floor, in windows, and in the arcing roofs.

Erick was not the only surprised person in the audience.

Sitnakov went, “Huh.”

Justine rapidly decided to take hold of the situation, raising her arms to the sky, saying, “We thank the gods in all their glory, for this chance you are taking on us, and on The Dark One.” She lowered her arms, and turned to Mephistopheles. A change came over her, like a spring pouring up from bare sand. Divine fire tainted her soul as she spoke with multitude of menacing voices, “Do you accept the burden of cooperation? Of true coexistence? Or is this to be yet another trick to tear us all apart and drown our last world in your dark lies, Melemizargo?”

Mephistopheles’ eyes flickered brightest white, as the edges of his red skin incani body turned darker, casting him into shadows, filling him with power. The voice that came out of the man was not Mephistopheles’s voice.

“It is to be cooperation. My Cult that remains loyal will no longer pursue their usual goals of disruption, but we will still pursue our goals of true education. This world might be real, but it is still so very unstable. The next one will be better.”

“Will you assist us with dismantling those in your power who will not follow this public edict?”

“You would not like what would happen if I do that, for once all the current problems are solved then I will need to challenge this world in other ways, for light will turn to shades of brightness if left unchecked, and you are all unchecked.” Mephistopheles as Melemizargo turned to Erick, saying, “And the world looks to be getting a lot brighter.”

Justine stood tall, regarding Melemizargo, and said, “We disagree. But we will not fight about it today. Instead, we will protect this church, and you will do the same. It will be a physical covenant of our pact of cooperation.”

“Agreed.”

Divine fire ripped out and away from Justine, leaving her cold and vulnerable.

Darkness pulled away from Mephistopheles, leaving him smaller than before.

And then all that power settled into the cathedral, where it vanished into the altar rooms in the back, and into the eternal stonewood that made up the building.

“A covenant, then,” Justine said, though she was almost too weak to stand.

“A covenant,” Mephistopheles agreed. Bent over and with a hand to his knee, he was barely doing better than Justine.

Justine nodded, then turned to Erick. “The gods wish to talk to you, as you are able, Wizard.”

Mephistopheles forced himself to stand straight, then said to Erick, “The Darkness approves of your benevolence, and wishes you luck.” He said to Justine, “See that? ‘Wishes for luck’ instead of ‘to talk’. He’s a lot less demanding than your lot.”

“He’s also caused nearly all of the greatest tragedies this world has ever seen, so this wish is a lot less innocuous than you believe it—” Justine cut herself off. “I’m not fighting right now, Mephistopheles.” She said to Erick, “Our Apparent King, we are grateful for your magics, and for your benevolence on this afternoon. Please join us for a grand feast to commemorate the day’s construction. Everyone is invited, but you would be the guest of honor.”

The audience tensed, though not a single person in power was worried about Erick joining them for a party. They wanted Erick there.

Erick happily said, “I’d love a good feast. This is probably the best possible outcome, too, so it’s time to celebrate!”

The audience didn’t know what to do about that. But they would adjust.

Justine said, “We are pleased with your acceptance. Ever since our recent economic reorganization we’ve been feeding people every day in our food halls…” She smiled brightly. “But the gods are good, and the people who have needed our services have found their own sustenance, created by their own hands, and now, we have excess. We can have a real feast tonight, and everything will be alright.”

And it was.

Upon tables set in the front yard of the cathedral, Justine presided over a grand feast of thanks to the gods, in all their glory, and also to Melemizargo, though that second part was said much smaller than the first. There were smaller speeches by other people of the clergy, with Erick only really paying attention to the speakers for Rozeta and Phagar. Apparently, Rozeta’s library was open for all to read, and Erick kinda wanted to read some of the defining literature of Veird; a lot of it was actually fiction, which was a surprise. Phagar’s speaker directly called for an End to hostilities, and in a private aside to Erick, said that Phagar was waiting for him to ask about Time Magic.

So that was something to do, soon enough.

Many people whom Erick rarely saw attended the feast, and it was good to see them again.

Aside from some merchants and farmers, and other assorted people whom Erick never got a chance to interact with, the minotaurs showed up in numbers. Their appointed leader, Danarin, gave another small speech of thanks to Erick, that mirrored the one he gave months and months ago, at the start of the Worldly Path.

After that speech the burly man was much more personable, happily sitting with Erick to talk about everything that had happened to the minotaurs. Erick confessed that he had been worried about them since they did not partake much in city hall, nor did they ask for help with anything. As far as Erick could see, they participated in all the normal stuff that people do, like going to markets and buying from vendors, but they also did a lot of their own stuff. They were a bit insular.

Danarin smiled at that, saying that they strove to be self-sufficient. They were all Ar’Kendrithyst level adventurers before they were turned by Hollowsaur, after all. Erick was glad to see that Danarin and the other minotaurs had thrived under all this hardship, and he was even more surprised to see that Danarin had a wife now, who was also a minotaur. Danarin’s wife was a similarly bronzed but more curvy minotaur, who was maybe a week or two pregnant.

She already had absolutely massive breasts, though, and Erick could not help but wonder what that was all about. For a brief moment, Erick was worried about things such as ethical body modifications and soul work—

But then Danarin caught Erick looking and wiggled his eyebrows, saying, “She’s been such a great big blessing in my life, I sometimes think I’ve been blessed twice!”

Erick stared for a moment, then suddenly laughed, saying, “Congratulations on the kid, too! That’s a third blessing for you.”

Danarin paled. “Uh?” He looked to his wife. “Lilaria?”

Lilaria gave a coy smile, saying, “I wasn’t sure because I haven’t visited the doctor— But… I missed my period. Yeah. I guess I am?” She looked to Erick, and actually managed to hold his gaze for a moment.

Erick nodded. “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”

Two tables over, Teressa nodded.

Danarin, however, saw none of the other small nods that went around the gathering. He briefly went limp, and then he recovered. He smiled wide and happy, then rushed his wife and picked her up, spinning her around as Lilaria giggled happily. Danarin called out, “We’re going to be parents!”

Lilaria said, “You’re gonna be a daddy!”

“I’m gonna be a dad!”

Congratulations erupted from the crowd.

It was a good feast, with many small joys all around.

Erick was glad.

This whole ‘city building thing’ seemed to be working out.

As he sat back in his chair, there on that main table, Erick looked out at this small gathering of his people…

And he was happy.

Meetings with Mephistopheles and Justine and all the rest had been taking less and less time, as they got closer to being on the same page. The city was actually back up and running, and Ava, ever the barometer of luxury and ease that she was, was back to wearing a different fancy dress every single day. Zaraanka’s businesses were a fraction of what they had been, and almost all her contacts with the outside world had been cut, but her connection to Princess Weilux of the Wasteland Kingdoms remained open, and she was rebuilding. Zaraanka still couldn’t meet Erick’s eyes 75% of the time, but outside of his sight, she was working harder than almost everyone else to get back what she had lost, and to gain so, so much more. Valok was as taciturn as ever, almost like he had been with Erick when Erick first met the man on what would become the Farms of Spur, which was fine. Valok did meet Erick’s gaze, though, and he spoke openly when necessary, but that was about it. Whatever friendship Erick had with that man was gone.

But it would simply take time to rebuild.

And this was good.

Tomorrow, Erick imagined he could actually move onto other main projects. The city was healing, and would eventually be growing. The wrought district and the first part of the Gate Network was starting to receive various diplomats from the other Geodes, who were on their way to Ar’Kendrithyst. Erick was starting to receive resumes from Kirginatharp, the wrought of Stratagold (maybe the other geodes would follow? One could hope!), and the Mind Mages. He had even received a surprise missive in the form of a package of letters stuffed full of flowers and fae magic, listing out possible associates from Ar’Cosmos for him to induct into his House.

And now that he actually had his House, he could finally start building House Benevolence.







- - - -







“The main goals I have right now are to support and secure the Gate Network I have begun to create through book keeping and record tracking, with another major focus on security of all kinds. Most of the major powers will be allowed to maintain security of their own Gate sets, but I still need people to oversee those lands, and to check on those numbers coming out of those places, like the numbers coming out of Stratagold.

“Right now I have a small folder of numbers regarding what has come through Stratagold’s Gates, but I know that that folder is going to become a whole office, one day soon. I expect the same to happen from every single other four-Gate land I connect to in the future. I expect Songli to eventually calm down enough to talk to me once again, and to accept a four-Gate, and maybe Eidolon on the other side of the Letri Ocean will do the same, though I have never talked to any of those people on Nergal.

“Smaller Gate sites, which might happen here and there in the future, will need to be overseen by someone as well. I imagine that a portal from here to some future settlement in some part of the Crystal Forest will need to be a part of a network of such smaller sites, and be overseen by some generalized Gate overseer.

“Or something. I’m open to adjusting as needed.

“Longer goals include diplomacy with various nations in order to set up more Gates of all kinds, and in ensuring that longstanding enemies don’t treat this land as a way to invade others, or to start wars of any sort. I expect the people I hire to be able to speak with my voice in all of these situations, since I cannot be everywhere at once. What such actions look like, directly, is still up in the air, but it will probably involve Ophiel sitting on your shoulders for the first few meetings between important peoples, or whatever might happen, and then letting you take over from there.

“My current, personal goal, is to offload all this accumulating paperwork and organization onto other people who are responsible enough to shoulder those responsibilities. It’s a tall order, but it must be done, for I am creating something here that will hopefully outlast my own existence for many, many millennia. Eventually, I hope to teach others how to [Gate], so that they can take over some of these functions, but that is something best saved for ten years down the line.” Erick said, “Which is why you are here. You came highly recommended by Kirginatharp for the position of castellan, the overseer of my House Benevolence, and based on your resume and recommendation alone, you have the job… After some magics of mine, which you have already requested of me, and which would be necessary for you to actually fulfill the duties requested of you.

“But I have to know why you chose this path.”

In his offices at the top of House Benevolence, Erick held his first meeting.

Across the table from him sat an ancient greyscale dragonkin by the name of Zolan Goldbranch. He was an Oceanside native, and he was old. His eyes were rheumy and clouded, and he sat in his chair with a bend in his back, his joints knobbled with arthritis that could not be healed away. Healing magics could only do so much against the degradation of age, and Zolan was old by every single standard, except when held against the standards of immortals.

He was a hundred and thirty four years old, and he had run Kirginatharp’s estates for 85 of those years, only stopping fifteen years ago, which was ten years after he could no longer read printed words. He still had a good mana sense, though, which was now at a range of 20 meters, which had given him ten more years of time back then. But now, there was nothing he could do to stop the ravages of age.

And Erick was his only hope for a new life.

Zolan just sat there for a long moment, considering his words. The old man’s copperscale great-grandson stood behind him, a Paladin by the name of Zorik, striking an imposing figure with a barrel chest and thick legs, dressed in shining silver armor. He was a great contrast to Zolan. Erick imagined that Zolan had once looked like that, long ago, and yet here he was, now deflated by age.

And Zolan was angry at that personal failure. He was angry at the passage of time itself, or some other ephemeral concept he could not battle, no matter who he knew, or what powers those friends of his wielded.

Erick waited.

Zolan spoke with a quiet voice, “The Headmaster cleared your [Reincarnation] as capable of true soul healing only days after you transformed those dober dogs. Now, those dogs have another life ahead of them. I want the same.” With as powerful a voice as he could muster, Zolan said, “I am not ready to go into the embrace of the gods, not when everything is going to change right as I’m about to die. I had made peace… as much as I could, but then you came along. I have to see the coming worlds for myself, Wizard Flatt. I have to see it.”

Honest.

Driven.

Erick wanted to hire him on the spot. But...

“Why not go the [Polymorph] route?”

The great grandson briefly looked uncomfortable—

Zolan chastised the boy, “He’s talking about pretending to be another person. Not eating someone! Gah. How far the family has fallen out of magical traditions.” Zolan said to Erick, “I’ve never been good at lying about myself, to myself. I know who I am. It’s made certain things harder for me, magically speaking. I can’t do illusions. I can’t do transformations or enchanting. But I can do bureaucracy. You want to know how much money you’re making, and where the problems are, and to then know that I’ve already solved all those problems I can solve? I can do that. Or do you wish to know the numbers every day, and how they grow, and only to be informed if a real problem should arise? I can do that. I can make the ledgers of any business sing gold, and I know every single nation and many of the smaller powers out there, for Oceanside has been a magical and educational center of the world for a very long time, and I was at that center.”

“How do you feel about Ar’Cosmos?”

Zolan rapidly answered, “Terrorists and thieves, but if they’re truly sectioned off into their own slice of reality, then maybe that will change.”

“You’ll be working with them.”

“And I’ll make sure they’re not fucking you over in subtle, insidious ways, just as I would do against Stratagold, and Songli, and all the rest. So you’re aware: I consider most people to be decent, but nations are silver thieves and golden terrorists, because most nations have to be that in order to survive. The presence of actual powers adjusts certain metrics, of course.” Zolan said, “I believe you’re too trusting a good ten times over, but that’s been working out for you. For now. You can be the hope for the future, winning wars and ensuring overall security of your domain, but the rest of us gotta eat and make our own small homes in that domain, weathering the larger forces out there, and that is what I do. I deal with the minutiae and keep the silver thieves and golden terrorists at bay so that the heroes can go out and be heroes.”

Erick said, “I’m too trusting, eh.”

“I’m sure there’s lots that the public doesn’t see, so maybe you aren’t actually that trusting at all. But everything the Headmaster has divulged to me before I came here paints the same picture. You are exactly who you appear to be. A great big damned hero.” Zolan said, “Even discounting all the rest of what you’ve done, which is next to impossible, you’re a great man who managed to get all his major enemies on his side before he came out as the one thing they all hated most, a Wizard. And I want to work for you. I want to make this land the best it can be.”

“How do you feel about that, though? That I’m a Wizard?”

Zolan gave a toothless smile. “You are going to become the living, breathing treaty that holds this world together and gives us new ones soon enough, Wizard Flatt. It’s going to be amazing, and I aim to see that you aren’t burdened with paperwork while you’re off saving the world yet again, or deciding some important fate here or there. Of course, I will sometimes expect you to come down from your tower and solve various high-level disputes, and to give guidance when you deem necessary. But overall, I can run a kingdom, you can tell me what you want done, and I will get it done.”

Erick had a think.

Then he said, “I expect you as the castellan of House Benevolence to hire equally from Ar’Cosmos, Stratagold, Oceanside, Candlepoint, and anyone else who might happen to come along. You will probably gain a position of power relative to, if not exactly like, a governor of finance in a small court. Something like a royal court will eventually come along, though I will not call it that. Since you are a Knowledge Mage, I will expect you to become that again, and to answer all my questions directly, when I ask them.”

Zolan nodded, then said, “The sharing of knowledge is expected, but the only people I won’t hire are the Shades, or anyone working for them.”

“An expected caveat. I’m sure they’ll turn up sooner or later, though, and so if they speak to you, then just tell them to speak to me instead. They will operate outside of the system you will be placed in charge of.”

Zolan sat a bit straighter, as he dared to hope, and ask, “So I have the position?”

“You do.” Erick added, “But this [Reincarnation] you desire will cause side effects. Are you ready to hear them?”

Zolan breathed out, relaxing deeply. His great grandson, however, looked scared. Zorik looked down at Zolan, but Zolan waved a dismissive hand toward the boy, and the boy tried to calm down.

Zolan asked Erick, “What are the side effects?”

“Complete Status reset to level 0. No blessings, no curses, no boons. I’m not sure if godly magic persists through the process, but I’m reasonably sure that it will not persist.” Erick said, “You will no longer be a Knowledge Mage. While I’m rather sure that while you will retain your memories, your self, and some personal abilities, like mana sense and aura control, your magic will be gone. Fully gone. You will have to remake it all. You might even have to relearn mana sense and aura control, though knowing how will surely make the process simpler the second time.”

“Granpapa…” whispered the great grandson.

But Zolan only smiled. “I started out with [Identify] and a dream to know the world. I can do that again.” He nodded. “Faster this time, too.”

Erick pulled out a piece of paper from the side of the table, and laid it in front of Zolan, asking, “[Reincarnation] is rather bespoke, so I can do a lot with it, and I do mean a lot. I don’t want to get too into the marshes with options for people, but this is the basic idea I’ve thrown together since I made the spell…” He stopped talking because Zolan waved him off.

Zolan said, “I want to give you some advice before we get to that, and it will include the man at your back and how you no doubt desire I make certain promises under Mind Mage truths.”

Behind Erick, Poi just waited.

“… Sure?” Erick said.

“Have me swear an oath of fealty; not a simple promise. I would like in direct wording what I can expect from you, and what you can expect from me. If need be, I’ll swear it twice, both before and after this [Reincarnation]. But this is a big deal, and you are treating it too much like a business transaction and not enough like a true kingdom creation that it is.” Zolan said, “Everyone from people at my level to people I hire, roughly two levels below me, also needs to swear fealty to you, directly, and if it’s done under Mind Mage verification, then all the better. Other people of true power, such as archmages or otherwise, also need to swear fealty to you, directly, no matter where they fall on the organizational chart. When these people step out of line, those people need to be punished, directly, by you. People at lower levels of the organization will need to be punished by those who hire them, and so on and so forth, unless a transgression is bad enough to warrant your direct involvement. Delegation is important.”

“… Good advice.”

“… I see you are uncomfortable with this crown you have taken upon yourself, and that you did not verbally push back when I pushed forward with telling you how to run your own kingdom. I did not imagine it would be this bad, but it is both worse than I had feared, and not nearly as bad as it could have been.” Zolan said, “It’s not a bother now, but if you stop growing, it will become a problem.”

Erick chuckled at that. “I’m still in an adjustment period.”

“I can work with heroes like yourself. I can raise you to solid power. But first, all power in this Gate Network and in these lands you hope to raise from the sands of the Crystal Forest, must come from you, and you must actually declare it to be so. If people are here and not working for you, they are working for an enemy. Accept this truth, act in this manner, and everything else will flow more easily.”

Erick had a sad, yet accepted grin. “All rather pessimistic.”

Zolan nodded. “I am a realist, and I have seen it all, Wizard Flatt. The only thing I have never seen is an optimist make real, good changes in this world, but then again I have never seen someone quite like you, either.”

The more Zolan spoke, the more Erick got to know Zolan personally, instead of from his thick resume shipped over from Oceanside, the more Erick appreciated that this was who Kirginatharp had sent. There were a few other options for the castellan position, but not a single one out there had 85 years of experience essentially running all of Oceanside’s kingdom-level properties. Zolan Goldbranch was essentially the ‘secretary of the treasury’ of the Arcanaeum Consortium. Erick was lucky to have the guy, and Zolan knew it.

Zolan had all the right answers; even to questions Erick had not actually asked.

It was true that Erick was treating this more like a business than he should.

Erick had been entirely ready to hire the guy, and then dismiss him if he fucked up or if he was too much of a spy. But perhaps that was the wrong way to go about this.

Erick asked, “Do you, Zolan Goldbranch, consent to a Mind Mage overseen truth telling and oath giving?”

Zolan stared with cloudy eyes at Erick, and at Poi. Poi stepped away from the wall, to stand next to Erick, at the side of the desk. Zolan lifted his chin toward his great grandson. “I want to see this. Heal my eyes, and don’t give me guff about it.”

Zorik kept his mouth shut as he reluctantly put his hand on Zolan’s shoulder, then he said, “May Rozeta grant you Sight once again.”

Zolan’s eyes cleared in a flash of divine fire. He blinked several times, then looked to Erick and Poi with bright copper eyes, full of life, even though his body was failing all around him. “Do that too often and it works less and less each time. It’s good to see you though, Wizard Flatt.” He turned to Poi. “I consent to a Mind Mage truth telling.”

Poi nodded, his thick air tendrils touching upon Erick and Zolan. “Then may your words and intentions be known as false, if they are false.”

Erick rapidly pieced together what he thought sounded correct, cribbed from various oaths he had heard of here and there on Veird, and then he spoke with authority, “I, Erick Flatt, Apparent King and Wizard of Benevolence, demand your fealty, Zolan Goldbranch, for the power I shall invest in you is power you gain only through me. You will oversee my lands, my interests, and my people, as much as I appoint to you, growing and nurturing all under your granted purview as much as you are able, in good faith and without deceit. Should you fail, you will be punished based on the severity of your failure, but should you succeed, then you will gain as much as you are due.”

Zolan smiled faintly, his copper eyes shining bright as he said, “I, Zolan Goldbranch, grant you my fealty, Erick Flatt, Apparent King and Wizard of Benevolence. I will speak with your voice and do as you would command, with your power as my backing. I will oversee your lands, your interests, and your people, whatever you shall grant to me, as though they were my own, growing and nurturing all those under your purview as much as I am able, in good faith, and without deceit. If I should fail, I will be punished based on your sole judgment. When I succeed, I expect to be rewarded commensurately.”

Erick approved of Zolan’s adjustments, just as Zolan had approved of Erick’s own wording.

Poi pronounced, “All words spoken were truth. All intentions said were honest,” and then he retracted his tendrils of thought.

Zolan breathed out—

He coughed a little, and then he coughed a lot. Soon, he calmed, and he sat there. His breathing was labored, but not anymore than it had been before he had arrived.

“Welcome aboard, Zolan. You’re now the castellan of House Benevolence.” Erick said, “But you’re going to need a physical change for what’s to come.” He nudged forward the [Reincarnation] paperwork. “I’m surprised you made it all the way through this meeting.”

Zolan chuckled a little, then stopped himself before he started coughing again. After a moment he glanced down at the paperwork, and said, “I can’t even pick up that paper, or a pen to write what I want. Can’t hardly get around without help, either. That’s why I got my Paladin great grandson here to help me out. Zorik is a good kid like that. Only one of my family who was willing to bring me here to see the Wizard, and only because Rozeta was whispering in his ears. If I came out of this meeting with a failure, then I’d probably be dying in bed next month.” With a knowing glint in his eye, he looked to Erick, saying, “Some more advice is in order: The Headmaster expected me to get the job because I’m a sad spell right now and he guessed how you would react. He guessed correctly.”

Erick laughed, then he said, “When you next see Kirginatharp, you can inform him that yes, your advanced age and the fact I am saving your life has had a great deal to do with my decision. But you’re also qualified. You can tell him that I’m already fine with having spies in my organization as long as they actually work for me.” He narrowed his eyes at Zolan. “Which you will, right?”

“You’re not going to have any trouble with information leaks from me, Wizard Flatt.” Zolan said, “I’ll let him know what you want me to let him know, though.” He glanced to the paperwork, and his sight went sideways a fraction. Cataracts and some sort of degenerative scaling returned on the surface of his retinas, inside his eyes. “Ah. Dammit. There goes the sight again.”

Zorik said, “Sorry, grandpapa. I won’t cast that spell on you again. Not this week.”

“I know, I know…” Zolan said, “Divine favors are hard to come by for the likes of us secular types.”

And then Zolan just sat there, looking conflicted as he blankly stared at the paper in front of him. He couldn’t see it anymore, but that was hardly a problem.

He was reluctant?

Ah? Yes. He was. Odd.

The man had been vocal and enthusiastic about his interview and appointment. He was ready to take on the responsibilities of being a castellan for House Benevolence, and he had even been enthusiastic about [Reincarnation]. [Reincarnation] was one of the reasons he was even being considered for the job. But now they were here, at this moment of truth, and Zolan was struggling with overcoming some internal problem.

Erick decided to just ask the guy. “I didn’t plan on offering [Reincarnation] in order to get anyone to sign up with me, but it’s the only thing that makes you a viable choice for the position. And you want it, too. And now we’re here. I know you have the spells to fill out that paperwork without actually needing a pen, or actual sight to see the paperwork, so why this sudden reluctance?”

Zolan scowled a little. “Tsk. Fine. I’ll just say it and Zorik can be embarrassed. I want to be a demi. I wanna be fucking hot. And I want a big dick—”

“Oh grandpapa,” muttered the Paladin, his face heating up.

“— What! Nothing wrong with knowing what you want! I used to be that way until age shrunk all of me!”

Zorik continued to gain a tint of red to his face.

But Erick was already laughing. He smiled and shrugged, asking, “Any particular size of balls? How much girth and length are we talking here?”

“Ah ha!” Zolan said to his thoroughly embarrassed great grandson, “Now these are the important questions!”

“Grandpapa! That’s not!—” Zorik asked, “Why a demi? Do you not like yourself— This dick stuff is something you could get fixed at any proper Soul Mage and I know you know a few.”

“What!” Zolan mocked offense, “I don’t know any Soul Mages.” As a loud aside to Erick, he said, “I know Soul Mages.”

Erick chuckled.

Softer, Zorik muttered, “Asking the Wizard to become a demi is in poor taste.”

“Ah? Well.” Zolan said, “If that is truly the oddity here: That’s even more simple than asking for a big dick. Our entire family is demi if you take away the dragonkin side of things, and I’m tired of scales.” He reached forward with a bit of magic and filled out the paperwork in a flash of easy casting. “I am thoroughly embarrassed that my embarrassment over answering your questions caused any sort of stuttering at all, but especially here, at the start of our great House Benevolence, and especially with regard to telling you what you needed to know. It won’t happen again.”

According to his read on Zolan, Erick knew that such stuttering and indecisiveness wouldn’t happen again, so Erick smiled a bit wider, unable to contain his amusement.

He looked over the paperwork.

Ah. Well. This was a rather… thorough depiction of what Zolan wanted.

Zolan had filled out the entire backside of the paper with several detailed sketches of what he wanted his new body to physically look like, along with very small and packed print regarding his current personality, and what he hoped to maintain through the [Reincarnation]. It was all rather unexpected, but not actually unexpected at all, once Erick considered what the outcome of all this would be.

Then and there, Erick decided to improve his [Reincarnation] paperwork to at least ten pages long, instead of this single page inadequacy.

Erick rapidly rid himself his own funny emotions, and asked, “Shall we begin?”

Zolan moved his arms a little, smiling while asking, “Do I need to remove my clothes?” while also failing to be able to move much at all. “Ah. Dammit all. Zorik! Help me with this robe.”

Zorik looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here, and yet duty compelled him to—

Erick stood up, and said, “I’ll do it.”

Zorik steeled himself, and stepped away from his grandpapa, looking worried the whole time, but at least he was past his embarrassment. As for Zolan, the old man looked ready to face down a horde of wyrms. Which was probably something that was going to happen eventually when he got to dealing with the dragons of Ar’Cosmos. Erick approved.

And then he began to reach toward Zolan with his sunform, lifting the old man gently into the air…

- - - -

“Complete success,” Erick said, as he lay Zolan onto a conjured chair. A few more conjurings put some temporary clothes on the no-longer-old man. “The clothes are [Fairy Item], so they’ll break in the face of any other Fae Magic, but they’re tougher than normal conjured items.”

“By all the gods,” Zorik whispered reverently, as he gazed down at his grandpapa, “It really does work exactly as Rozeta said it would.”

Erick teased, “Did you not have faith?”

Zorik eyed Erick, briefly pissed that anyone would ever suggest as much, and then he realized he was eyeing a Wizard and rapidly turned back to his grandpapa. “It’s always surprising to see miracles, for one should never expect them, and cherish every one that comes one’s way.” He paused, then said, “The part about the… genitalia aside. You should know that grandpapa was a prolific man in his youth. He had three different wives, each of which he outlived, and with ten surviving children from those unions. He has a family of four hundred and ten right now. I expect that number to rise, especially since you made him look like… that.”

Erick had done fantastic work, that’s for sure!

Erick wasn’t too sure about the mind stuff, but when the world fractured from [Reincarnation], Erick had selected the vision of Zolan that led off to leading small councils to bureaucratic glory and controlling mountains of gold. Such a trajectory was simply a hope for the future, though; it wasn’t set in stone. As for the physical stuff, Erick was much more confident about that. His new castellan was a 20-something heroic specimen of man, with pale violet skin, small horns, Hollywood-level hotness, and assorted other types of film-level greatness, too. Zolan would surely approve, but if he, or his partners, found himself unhappy with the nuances of his new body, then he could probably go find or call up one of those Soul Mages he ‘didn’t know’.

“It’s not just Blood Magic, is it?” Zorik asked.

“This is not cosmetic Blood Magic; it won’t wash away with healing. He really is who he looks like now. He probably has a new name in his Status, too… Or maybe he doesn’t? Ask him and find out.” Erick smiled. “And families are important! Whatever new ones he goes on to make I’m sure he’ll do fine. You did well by him, I can tell.”

“He’s a fantastic administrator of finances. I suppose he’s lost all of his magic now, but… He’ll get it back.” Zorik said, “He’s going to make a lot of people angry that he chose to become something besides a copperscale, though. I did not expect the change to demi. No one did. But… I suppose…” He frowned. “Great grandma, Great gamy, and Zizi were all demi, so this is not actually that unexpected.”

Erick offered, “He’s going to take about twelve hours to fully wake, but you can speed that along with a [Cleanse] if you absolutely need to, though I would suggest you do not do that, just to give him time to relax. Do you want to take him home for a few days? Maybe help him gain some levels before he returns to work? He should start with 20s in all the basic Stats, which means he could start on boosting Skills and making magic right away. It shouldn’t take long for him to get up and running once again.”

Zorik stood straight. “20s in every— You can do that?”

“My aim might have been a little off, but I think I hit the max you can do naturally; yes.” Erick said, “I’m assuming that Kirginatharp would want to actually look him over, as well, so you can tell me what you find, though you shouldn’t find anything unexpected.”

“Then... Yes. I would appreciate taking him home, actually. I would… I would really appreciate that.”

Zorik was scared of losing his grandpapa, and probably would be scared of that for a long time to come. He was worried that he had already lost the old man, now that the ‘old man’ no longer existed, but Rozeta was surely whispering into his ears the truth of what he had seen, and that was messing him up, too. His soul did not believe what his eyes and his god were telling him, and that was a problem for him.

He was having trouble coming to grips with it all.

Erick said, “You’re welcome to come here too, you know. This doesn’t have to be a clean break between his old life and his current life, though I do expect his loyalties to lay with House Benevolence from now on. You can buy a house in Candlepoint and maybe I’ll even make a Gate from here to Oceanside one day soon, to allow for easy travel. Not for a while, though. I promised the wrought I would wait at least 10 more days, and I would need to actually speak about this with Kirginatharp.”

Zorik looked down at his great grandfather. “Maybe… Maybe at least my small part of the family could move here, too.”

Erick smiled a little, feeling great about this decision, and about how it had all happened. Things were looking up, up, up! He offered, “A [Gate] back to Oceanside, then?”

“OH!” Zorik came back to the moment, and said, “Yes. The trip here was via the contracted angel and demon [Gate] and I would prefer not to go through them again. Your own [Gate] would be lovely. Thank you, Wizard Flatt—” He paused. “Um. Can you… Can you wait a moment? I will clear it first.”

“Sure.”

Zorik sent out a tendril of thought. Poi was already doing the same, though, since he knew Erick’s thoughts without him needing to voice them, and Erick needed to move Ophiel into position at Oceanside to open the [Gate] from that side, and he didn’t want to cause an incident.

Erick waited.

Poi nodded; he got clearance to begin moving Ophiel in.

Ten seconds after that, Zorik said, “Okay. Yes. The hospital receiving room, if you could. That took a lot less time than I thought it would.”

Erick moved Ophiel toward the hospital receiving room, but before he opened the portal, he felt the need to tease the uptight paladin a bit more. “So when they ask why your grandpapa’s dick is so big you tell them Zolan asked for that, okay?”

Zorik’s copperscale face heated up again. He whispered, “So unprofessional of him.”

“Or brush off that question,” Erick shrugged, adding, “Either works.”

Zorik wanted to get his grandpapa home and for there to be less talk of dicks in his life. “Ready for transport, please.”

Erick opened a [Gate].

A familiar hospital lay on the other side; one where Xendross Sands had worked for a month, and where Jane had recuperated for a month. Erick waved to a nurse on duty and to a pair of hospital guards, who stared at him like they were looking at a Shade, but then Zorik walked through, floating his grandpapa behind him, talking a big show about the need for his grandpapa to get some generalized rest, and a need to see the Headmaster.

Kirginatharp showed up on the other side of the [Gate] even before Zorik finished saying the word ‘Headmaster’.

The Second to Rozeta looked much as he did last time; relaxed, yet in power. Like a Chinese emperor, in gold and white. Everyone froze, except for the Paladin who spoke in small words to the nurse about not [Cleanse]ing, and to let him wake naturally. That caused the orderlies and nurse to come back to the moment, and to get back to their job.

Erick wasn’t surprised at all by Kirginatharp’s arrival, and said, “Hello, Kirginatharp. You had a good man there, but Zolan works for me now. Just did the oaths.”

“Ah! Good.” Kirginatharp smiled faintly, looking like a weight had fallen off his shoulders. “I’m glad you approved…” His voice trailed off a bit as he focused more toward Zolan, and less toward Erick. “Ah. He’s... Demi?”

“His choice!”

“… Ah. Yes. His wives were demi, I suppose.”

Erick said, “Thanks for the other resumes as well, but I’ve got to get back to them.”

“Yes yes. Of course.” Kirginatharp turned to Erick and nodded. “I look forward to eventually having that tea we spoke about last time.”

Erick smiled again, saying, “I do as well, and also talking about getting a Gate hookup for Oceanside.”

Kirginatharp nodded, seeming to be happy about that tentative offer, as well.

Erick closed the [Gate].

And then he turned to Poi, and for a moment, he just said nothing.

That had gone well.

Poi nodded. “That did go rather well.”

Erick smiled, asking, “Who’s the next one?”

Poi laid down a small folder atop Erick’s desk, saying, “This one is Mox Dawnsider, who has been in Candlepoint for the last several hours, so there’s no need to pick her up. She’s recommended for Gate administrator, household administrator, education administrator, or land development administrator. She is interested in your plans to turn the Crystal Forest green.”

Erick had already sat down at his chair and began reading through the folder. He came to a few rapid conclusions. “I’m probably going to hire her, too… a hundred and five, though…” He flipped a bit— “Annnnd she wants a new body, too.” He shut the folder. “Probably still gonna hire her.”

Poi deadpanned, “You think she wants big tits?”

Erick laughed.
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                “A pleasure to meet you,” Erick said, welcoming Mox Dawnsider into his office at the top of House Benevolence. “The furniture is [Fairy Item], for now, but I’ll get real stuff soon enough. Please have a seat.”

Mox scowled a little at the mention of ‘Fairy’, but she took a chair in front of Erick’s desk. “Pleasure to meet you as well, Wizard.” At her own mention of the word ‘Wizard’, she gave a little laugh to herself. “The last Wizard I met would have killed me if I were a lesser Stone Mage.”

Erick took his own seat and regarded the woman, though he had been doing so already for a while. Mox was a woman of unfortunate looks, with many scars and missing her right eye. She had replaced her right eye with a fake one made of glass so it was hard to tell this truth, but the fact that she was missing an eye at all is what caused Erick to go looking deeper with his mana sense.

Mox Dawnsider was a physically broken woman. Visually, she was fine. But in her soul, she was not. It looked like someone had splashed acid across her entire torso, the damage going from her upper left leg, inside of her bowels, and then catching her right arm in the effect. It looked like very, very old soul damage, though, which had been healed who knew how many times. And yet, it still wasn’t actually healed at all.

Other than that, Mox was a perfectly presentable human woman of dark brown skin and wiry hair. She was 105, but she looked and got around like she was 60. She had come to Candlepoint and then to House Benevolence completely unassisted save for the final [Gate] directly up to the top of Erick’s tower, and she had even stayed in Candlepoint all day long, looking around and getting a feel for the place.

Erick said, “Times change, indeed.” He moved on, “So I just hired my castellan, not half an hour ago. You should know him, Zolan Goldbranch. I’m still hiring, though the position of castellan is no longer available.”

Mox scowled a little, then she realized something deeply important, her dark eyes widening as she breathed deep. Maybe, just maybe, Erick was offering her a blank check to write what she wanted. She took the chance, asking, “What’s still open?”

“Practically anything you want.” Erick added, “If that’s acceptable, then I can continue on with the spiel.”

“Yes, I would continue—” She scowled again, her thoughts turning to somewhere else. She was mad at someone for not telling her something, and said as much as she muttered, “I asked those people at Oceanside to tell me if—” Mox cut herself off and stared at Erick. There was a need in her dark sight. “Yes. I will continue.”

… Erick would find out what that was about soon enough, but instead of asking after that, he continued on with the interview.

He laid out his general plans for the Gate District and his diplomatic goals for the future. He spoke of Ar’Cosmos and Stratagold and other geodes and Oceanside all getting along, as much as he was able to support such non-aggression and eventual cooperation. He spoke of the city he would eventually create all around Yggdrasil, joining the Gate District and Candlepoint together, along with anyone else who would show up and pledge fealty. Fealty was not expected from those nations who signed on for a four-piece Gate set, but adherence to the law and to peace was demanded while within these lands.

Longer term goals included turning the Crystal Forest green, eventually, with the subsequent goal of supporting a much larger Candlepoint and the creation of friendly cities outside the immediate area. He would likely link those areas to Candlepoint through [Gate]s, as well, and in ten years or something similar to that, Erick would be teaching others to create [Gate].

With all that said, Erick began explaining to Mox, as he had with Zolan, “Which is why you are here. You came highly recommended by Kirginatharp for many different positions, from administrator of household, to landshaping and city planning, to education, to dungeoneering, to guarding. You even have Adventurer’s Guildmaster certification, which is above and beyond almost all my other applicants. You have so many qualifications, even without Kirginatharp’s radiant recommendation, you have the job… After some magics of mine, which you have already requested of me. I must comment, though, that you likely still have another 10 years in you before you truly need to accept a [Reincarnation], or plan for retirement.

“So why have you chosen to ask for [Reincarnation] now? Why have you chosen this path?”

Mox had been tense at the start of the meeting, for she was meeting a Wizard, and the man who would either allow her to have another life, or not. Mentioning that Zolan had already gotten the job she wanted hadn’t helped matters for her, either. But now, after Erick’s spiel, she was relaxed. She was happy. She knew she had this in the bag. She would finally get what she wanted.

Erick was pretty sure Mox had this in the bag, too. She was vastly overqualified for practically every position available. He hoped she would ask for one of the more difficult positions… Though Erick himself wasn’t exactly sure what those positions should look like.

Everything was still up in the air.

Mox said, “The Headmaster cleared your [Reincarnation] as real and true because of those dogs you made out of shadowolves. I would have thought that someone would have informed me if you had actually cast it on a person, though, since that is exactly what I am here to gain. I had asked them to tell me if such an event had occurred— Doesn’t matter.” She waved a hand. “The reason I want this is manifold, but a few stand out.

“These scars in my body are very old, from when I was a child in Greendale and my Alchemist mother was working on a new way to battle the incani threat. She created a soul-destroying acid brew, meant to be cheaper than the soul destroying weapons commonly used in the Quiet War. It worked. She made more. A nefarious internal plot unfolded once my mother’s acid came to light, and she was able to brew large batches of the stuff. In the end, though, I was a foolish child while all the rest of my family was much more unlucky.

“The Viridian Throne and Oceanside worked together to stomp out those fights among the nobility. When it was over, a kind woman offered me an option of which way I wanted to go; to Oceanside, or back to Greendale. I chose Oceanside. It was there at Oceanside that I learned there was another way to live, outside the Quiet War, and so that is what I did.

“The doctors there did as much as they could for my body and my soul, but there was only so much that could be done. Their magics were enough to keep me alive, and let me grow, but at the same time that acid stripped me of my ability to have children, and it took my eye. For years I healed my eye back, keeping it around as long as I could, but it always rotted out. Never could fix my organs down there, though. Not enough to have a kid.” Mox smiled faintly. “Never stopped me from adopting, which is what I did when I was old enough and found a husband who accepted I could never have children of my own. I adopted, and in abundance, for there were always orphans from the Quiet War. How could I not? For I was one of those orphans myself at one point in time.

“All my kids are grown now, and they’re off having kids and grandkids of their own. I gave them all the best lives I could give them, but I yearn for those times again. And now, with you here and the offer of [Reincarnation] on the table…

“I am here.

“The problems of my childhood have never gone away, no matter which Soul Mage I hire to try and solve the problem. Mostly it's cancers. Every week there is a new one. Soul cancers, too, though those are less common. Curses in tiny little bits that grow as they can into something that destroys from within.” Mox looked to Erick, saying, “So that is why I am here. I am dying, Wizard Flatt. I have been dying for 95 years. I would like to not be dying anymore, and if you can [Strike] it, I think I’d like to have some kids again. If you can’t manage to make my own plumbing work, though, I can always adopt again.”

Erick took a moment to think, but he already knew he was going to accept Mox on his team.

And then he said, “[Reincarnation] is very versatile. I can easily hit your targets.”

Mox steeled herself. She nodded; waiting.

Erick continued, “But you’re going to have to work with incani, and humans. Wrought and shadelings. Dragons, too, along with many other historically dangerous people. Ar’Cosmos is a big one. It seems you have already gotten past the Quiet War, so that is good, but I must iterate for completion’s sake that the Quiet War is not tolerated here. At all.”

Mox gave a tiny grin. “The only forces you touch upon which cause me worry are the Shades I expect to encounter eventually, but I’ve plunged into Ar’Kendrithyst and come out the other side with treasure galore and with Shades fighting each other instead of me. I work around them. If I absolutely have to, I might even be able to work with them.”

“You seem to have no problem with me being a Wizard, either.”

“I’m counting on it.” Mox said, “This world is too full of old hate and dangers spawned by that hate. I’ve seen a lot of people try to stop the evil out there, but you’re the only one to ever get this far. Of course it would take a Wizard to break this world into a better shape. Hullbreaker was a right arsehole, though; he never could have done it.”

“Your file says you were on the take-down team against Hullbreaker. How did that work? What was his final fate?”

Mox nodded. “I was on that team. Finally got the bastard by inserting gold tracking magics into every single juicy target across the entire Letri Ocean. Eventually, one of his crew got sloppy and we found his island, located beyond a ton of Pirate Magic. From there he had nowhere to run, and we grabbed him. He stood trial for his crimes and then the Headmaster sundered his soul, as was befitting for what he had done.” She added, “A lot of myths have popped up about what really happened in those final months because people don’t want to believe it was a lot of hard work that finally caught the guy, or they don’t want to believe that we actually sundered him, but that’s the truth. I was there for all of it, even the end. And sure, luck got us in the door, which is the other thing that people don’t usually believe, but it was all the groundwork we laid beforehand which actually opened that door in the first place. I expect what you’re trying to build here will require a lot of hard work, too.”

“It will.” Erick said, “I appreciate that you already recognize that need.”

Erick decided to test Mox a little.

Erick said, “You’re qualified for absolutely anything I could ask of you, but is there any job you would prefer? I’ve got all the usual ones, and I’m probably going to end up making something like a small council and I would have you on that council, on a seat equal but just below Zolan. There might be a royal court eventually, but I’m not going to call it that.”

“Since the castellan of your House is set, then which is the next most important position?”

She was testing him right back. Good of her.

“Duties can get shifted around as this place gets built up, for I’m not actually sure what is needed. But I know what I need right now is an administrator of the Gate District, or essentially a mayor overseeing international affairs. They will also need to oversee the further urban planning and development of the Gate District, and to run a large office to handle all of that in an organized manner, though all of these positions will likely need to run a large office full of people. Not many people want to come here now, but they will, eventually.

“It is quite possible that all of that will be Zolan’s job; I haven’t decided.

“This place is going to be a metropolis spanning the entire lakeside and spilling tens of kilometers out into the surrounding desert, which will be green by that time. Smaller cities will rise up outside of this particular land.

“A smaller, but no less important job is virtually the same as a Mayor for the Gate District, but for all the lands that have yet to exist outside of this land; the places I’m going to reclaim from the Crystal Forest, to turn back into prairie and actual forest. An Exterior Mayor, if you will, or perhaps more an ‘Overseer of the Exterior’. They’ll probably get to oversee the actual royal court that eventually arises out of… Some forces that have yet to exist, though I won’t call it a royal court. And that won’t happen for a while, either.

“By ‘Exterior’ I mean every city outside of the coast of Yggdrasil’s Lake.

“The mayor of Candlepoint will eventually get a seat on this council I’m building, but I haven’t told him yet, or decided how that will work, either. The man currently in that position is Mephistopheles, a Cultist of Melemizargo, and a shadeling.”

Mox took news of working with a Cultist shadeling in stride.

“All of those appointments are highly political.” Erick moved on, saying, “Less politically, and more enforcement laden: I’m also going to need an administrator of laws, for codifying the rules that we will eventually adopt, and which people will be expected to follow; an overseer of judges and such.

“An overseer of enforcement, to ensure no one breaks any laws, and stuff like that. They will essentially be the guard.

“I don’t plan on having an army.

“I’ll need an administrator of education, to ensure that all children in these lands get an education. I’ll also want to enact some education reforms, which may or may not work out well; I will need to speak with that administrator and suss out what I don’t like about arcanaeum teaching, or not. That’s a long term goal, though.

“And I’ll need an administrator of magic, with a focus on learning about Benevolence. I’ll probably be spending a lot of time there, because I have promised Rozeta that I would do some Benevolence work with her in order to better understand how Benevolence will prevent all future Sundering scenarios…” Erick almost stopped, because mentioning the Sundering got a reaction out of Mox, but he finished, saying, “That administrator will likely get a lot of my attention.”

For a long moment, no one spoke, for Mox was absorbing all that Erick had said.

With a voice almost too hopeful for a woman her age, Mox asked, “It’s true, then? You really can ensure there’s no more threat of a Sundering?”

“It’s true, as far as I have the Sight to see.” Erick said, “Melemizargo and Rozeta and others have said as much, and used my Benevolence to see an easier path forward for themselves, too. Still a lot of experimenting to do, however.”

For a long minute Mox sat there, in thought. And then a tear fell from her real eye. She wiped it away quickly, but said nothing.

So Erick said, “Zolan has taken Castellan of House Benevolence, with all its assorted diplomacy and overseeing of financing regarding the people who will work here in the House, directly.” Erick summed up available positions, “But there’s still Mayor of the Gate District… Which will probably just be Zolan, actually. Yes. He can take care of that, too. Then there's the Overseer of the Exterior. Overseer of Law. Overseer of Enforcement. Overseer of Education. Overseer of Magic.” Erick said, “Five options. Five seats of power in five very different arenas.”

“Overseer of the Exterior,” Mox said, sitting strong. “That’s my choice. I disagree with your idea of how exterior lands should be run, though. In my eye, I see you leasing the land you transform to others, in all locations, including next to the lake. I see your structures and resources here in Candlepoint and the Gate District allowing those villages to grow into workable city states, which you simply tax, in order to manifest a physical accounting of their loyalty.

“Each such land of your growing republic will need to agree to your laws, of course. When they get large enough, you have them make a choice of fully incorporating into Candlepoint, or into a large system of city states which falls under a different name. Tax incentives can make this choice easy. I don’t think that anyone would rebel, for that would mean they lose access to the Gates and angering you, which would be a disaster, but if need be, punishment should be easy for you, with all your power, since you should be able to simply remove from power those who cause problems. But, as you say, this is a long term plan. Therefore, if there is no actual work to be done right now, I can make some elemental dungeons. They will be able to create a steady source of income while we wait for growth to naturally occur.” Mox added, “And perhaps you can even make a Benevolence Dungeon, to help others to understand your Benevolence.”

Erick found himself really happy that Mox was here, because Mox knew her shit, and all of it was good. He was also just struck by how much more complicated this was going to be than how he had envisioned.

“I like it.” Erick said, “We can set population sizes as required for seats on various levels of councils, too... If such an organization is needed. We can talk more about that at a later date.”

Mox nodded, saying. “As long as we Shape a proper plan of how everything will work within a year or two, we will be able to solve many problems before they even become problems.”

Erick had another think.

There was not a single person in his application pile more well-rounded and capable of success in any endeavor, than Mox Dawnsider. And yet, she wasn’t brash, or overly confident. She was simply experienced. The only thing she wasn’t great at was large-scale magics, but she did have some good Stone spells, which would make her useful for turning the Crystal Forest to real forest… Which was probably her reasoning for choosing the ‘Overseer of the Exterior’ position. Erick had glanced over the part of her application that dealt with dungeoneering, but with a casual glance at that part again, he could tell that she really liked that profession.

Erick got the distinct impression that Mox was an organized woman of uncommon competence, and he really liked that about her. It made his own flailing around with the naming of offices and the delineation of roles seem amateur by comparison, but they all felt correct.

And Mox felt correct for that job, too.

Erick said, “I require you to swear a Mind Mage overseen oath of fealty to me, then we will have deeper discussions on what you want from [Reincarnation]. The actual transformation will be the last thing that happens for the day, as you will be recovering for 12 hours afterward. Do you accept the appointment of Overseer of the Exterior of House Benevolence?”

Mox sat tall, saying, “I accept this appointment.”

Erick allowed himself a small smile, then said, “As for [Reincarnation], there are a few side effects. Complete Status reset to level 0. No blessings, no curses, no boons. I’m not sure if godly magic persists through the process, but I’m reasonably sure that it will not persist. You will no longer be a Stone Mage. I'm rather sure that while you will retain your memories, your self, and some personal abilities, like mana sense and aura control, your magic will be gone. Fully gone. You will have to remake it all. You might even lose your mana sense and aura control, but gaining it all back will surely be easier the second time.”

Mox’s breath hitched. “I still want it, but this is new information for me. I need half a day to organize some things. I was not aware the transition would be that deep.”

“Fair enough. There’s also this.” Erick opened the drawer at his side and took out the expanded ten page [Reincarnation] sheet. He slid it across the desk to Mox. She took it and began leafing through, both eyes widening, though only her real eye dilated. Erick explained, “[Reincarnation] is a very powerful spell. It can do a lot. If you require an artist or doctor to fill out some of the later pages—” He stopped.

For Mox had laid the paperwork down and stared at it.

Erick calmly waited.

Mox picked the paperwork back up, saying, “I will need time to think. I had expected… I was going to say ‘me, but healed and 25’ and hope for the best. Furthermore, I wish to trust you, but as we are at the beginning of a very long relationship I will be verifying the outcome of the [Reincarnation] you have done for Zolan… Before I accept this spell upon myself.”

Mox already believed Erick’s [Reincarnation] was real, otherwise she wouldn’t be here at all, but she was testing him, to see how he reacted, and to see if he was worthy of her loyalty. A lot of people would be incensed at what was obviously a slam against one’s honor, after all; to call into question the validity of one’s magic.

But Erick was happy to prove that he was worthy of her loyalty.

“Take the time you need. As for your obvious reluctance with that ten page option…” Erick reached back into his desk and pulled out the single sheet [Reincarnation] paperwork. He slid it to her, saying, “Maybe this one is easier.”

Mox glanced over her paperwork options, then instantly abandoned the packet and grabbed the single sheet. She held it to her chest, then looked at Erick, saying, “I wish to make the oath now, and to do this [Reincarnation] tomorrow when I am better prepared for such a change. I will also need to make arrangements for a convalescence and a boost to higher levels so that I can function in an environment such as this one here at House Benevolence. Such actions will cut into the time before I can start working. I expect no more than three days delay. Including the delay from [Reincarnation], I would like to return to work four days from now.”

Mox was a precise woman.

Erick approved.

“Acceptable. If you desire, I can help you reach at least level 30 through assistance in finding and killing crystal mimics. You could convalesce here, under my watch.”

Mox said, “Your benevolence knows no bounds, and so I must impose my own. I would like to make that oath, though. I want this. Please do not interpret my measured responses as reluctance.”

Erick smiled a little. “I wasn’t interpreting it that way at all. But yes.” Erick briefly glanced to the side, and Poi walked forward. Erick asked Mox, “Do you consent to a Mind Mage truth telling?”

Mox held her head high, and said, “I consent.”

Tendrils of thought stretched from Poi and connected the three of them, as Poi said, “Then may your words and intentions be known as false, if they are false.”

Erick recalled many of the same words he had said to Zolan, then said, “I, Erick Flatt, Apparent King and Wizard of Benevolence, demand your fealty, Mox Dawnsider, for the power I shall invest in you is a privilege that you will not forsake. You will oversee my lands, my interests, and my people, as much as I shall appoint to you, growing and nurturing all under your granted purview as much as you are able, in good faith and without deceit. Should you fail, you will be punished based on the severity of your failure, but should you succeed, then you will be rewarded commensurately.”

Mox stared forward, her eye alight with life, as she said, “I, Mox Dawnsider, do so solemnly swear my fealty to you, my Apparent King and our Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt. Your interests are my interests. Your goals are my goals. Your House is my House. I solemnly swear.”

Mox’s words had been different from what Zolan had sworn, but it was still well said. Erick could tell that Mox would be a great addition to House Benevolence. Just by talking to her, Erick had sorted out the necessary positions of his future small council.

“Welcome to House Benevolence, Mox.”

“Thank you, my king.”

Erick asked, “Do you want a [Gate] to Oceanside? Zolan should be sleeping in the hospital, though Kirginatharp is likely running tests on him already.”

Mox said, “I accept your offer, my king.”

And since Ophiel was still at the hospital in Oceanside, and approved for more [Gate]s, Erick gestured to the right side of the room. Silent lightning flickered and flashed open, revealing the same hospital drop room that Erick had seen not an hour ago. An orderly and a doctor stood on the other side of the room, staring at Ophiel. Both of them had great big panicked looks on their faces as they stared through the sudden portal, and saw Erick’s office room.

Erick waved.

The other people panicked, two of them running away, but a third just gave a small wave of their own back.

Mox was not panicked at all. She got up from her chair, bowed to Erick, saying, “My king,” and then she stepped through, rapidly moving on with her day. She was still clutching the single-page [Reincarnation] form to her chest as she rounded the corner of the hospital receiving room, headed toward the front desk, out of sight.

Erick closed the portal behind her.

Erick breathed out, and said to Poi, “Professional is good.”

Poi nodded, saying, “Professional is good. I think she’ll be great.”

Erick smiled wide at that. “Good. Glad you approve.”

“All the people vetted by the Headmaster will be fantastic fits for House Benevolence.” Poi laid down the folder of the next applicant. It was a thin folder. “But the people from Ar’Cosmos are more iffy.”

“Ahhh… Yeah.” Erick opened up the folder of the first applicant from Ar’Cosmos and began reading. His eyebrows went up, and then he hummed. There wasn’t much there to read… And yet? “This could be good, right?”

Poi was less sure.

Erick said, “They’re from House Death, and I already knew they were going to apply for an exterior guard-type position. This might be great.”

Poi decided to suspend what he knew to be true about the evils of necromancers, and let the incoming man speak for himself. And then he rolled his eyes at Erick, adding, “It’s still unknown how everyone will react once they see Ar’Cosmos people walking around the Gate District, so putting these people in charge of defense might cause a problem that you’re asking these people to also solve. And they’re going to be doing that defense with necromancy.”

“Well... Yes.” Erick said, “It’ll be exterior defense. Exactly as they do for Ar’Cosmos. The necromancy… it’s not actually any worse than taking a monster’s rad and turning into an enchanted item, is it? It’s all just soul power— Ah. I will have to ask about the Slave Protocols to see if they trip those or not. But if they’re just temporary summons… All things to ask, I suppose.”

Poi shrugged, saying, “All things to—”

Poi went silent as he suddenly gazed off to the east and a tendril of thought connected him to someone else.

Erick eyed that connection. He waited.

He tried not to worry.

Poi was rigid for two seconds, then he furrowed his brows, and relaxed. After a moment, he said, “Good news with regard to Zolan. The Headmaster has cleared Zolan as being Zolan, even though every single bit of his spellwork and Status is gone.”

“Ha!” Erick laughed, then said, “Fuck! Poi. Don’t scare me like— Wait a second.” Erick narrowed his eyes. “They woke him up, didn’t they.”

“Correct.”

“… Bah! Whatever. Where’s this next guy...?” Erick looked at the folder again, taking a moment to pronounce, “… Burhendurur? Where’s he at?”
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Erick sat across his desk from the next applicant, his mind whirring. He could not place where he had seen the man before and that was eating at him. Pleasantries had already been exchanged, though they were rather short and cold, for this man was extremely wary and trying not to show it by keeping his answers short and noncommittal. Which was fair, sort of.

His application had been rather short and noncommittal, too.

That wasn’t going to fly long term, of course. But for now, this much reluctance was understandable.

Burhendurur looked like a pale incani man in his 40’s, and though he wore grey robes with white edges, he looked like he would be more comfortable in armor and with a sword in his hand. His horns were as white as bleached bone, while his hair was slightly darker than his skin.

But his horns were not really like an incani’s at all, for Burhendurur was a Death Dragon.

And Erick finally realized where he had seen the man before.

“Oh.” Erick said, “You’re Light Blight, from the Rotunda.”

With a sudden stillness, and then a relaxation, Burhendurur said, “That is correct, Wizard Flatt. That is my Ar’Cosmos name, though, and we try to keep those separate from here in this land… Many things are odd, I suppose. I’m even still wearing my horns like I usually would not…” Burhendurur paused, then said, “Should you accept me into House Benevolence, then I will be abandoning that name entirely. If you should not accept me, then I am to return with word of what has transpired here, and they will begin deliberations to send the next applicant. I will, of course, be unable to participate in those deliberations, for they will assume that I have been compromised. I am taking a risk coming here, so I would appreciate if you accept my reluctance to expose all of my true history, for now.”

That was worrying.

Erick asked, “Do they think I would not protect you? That I would allow you to come to harm without trying to stop that harm?”

“We believe that such tampering will likely happen outside of your sight, if at all. Should such an event happen and you gain notice of it, we would expect you to respond with wrath and power. Our people are watching this to see if this occurs.” Burhendurur said, “Should such a thing happen, and you do nothing, then that also answers our questions of if this alliance is a viable option, or not. Or if, perhaps, you have been mind-slaved yourself, and if you are in need of a rescue, then we will also know that.” He did not need to look at Poi, standing behind Erick, for the full measure of his worries to be known.

Erick let that information percolate for a minute.

Then he asked, “What are your orders should something happen?”

“Absolute defense and extraction of myself. I am to leave all others alone as I flee, but if I can determine exactly why such a betrayal has happened then I must accomplish this as well.”

“… Prudent.” Erick said, “So here’s the thing:

“This conversation right here is the most tense thing that’s happened to me in the last 20 days since I landed here in Candlepoint and announced myself as a Wizard and everything started exploding all over the place. I can handle tense, of course, but I would like less tension in my life.”

To his credit, and though Erick knew his own words were worrying, Burhendurur did not tense any more than he already was.

Erick continued, “Anyway. Since that day, it’s been rather nice. Calm and constructive. I have a nice new House, and I’m sleeping well enough each night. I’ve even hired two people that you probably know, and maybe you’ve even fought with them before. Zolan Goldbranch and Mox Dawnsider.”

Burhendurur went, “Ah…” his voice trailing off. He knew those two rather well, and not just by name, either.

Erick barreled on. “They are my Castellan and Overseer of the Exterior, respectively. I’m planning 4 more seats. Overseer of Law, to organize judges and matters of courtrooms and such. Overseer of Enforcement, to organize defense all throughout my lands. Overseer of Wellbeing, for education and health and stuff like that. And Overseer of Magic, for Elemental Benevolence testing and other magical matters. I imagine the Overseer of Wellbeing will see to a generalized education for all people in my lands, while the Overseer of Magic will see to magical education.

“I have way too many applications for the 6 seats available.

“So a lot of these applicants are going to be relegated to lesser positions than those 6 on my small council.” Erick said, “I’ve decided that Oceanside is getting the two seats they have, since the two people I invited into those positions are two of the absolute best I could have asked for. I’m still taking the other 14 applicants, though, since they’re all dying and I can [Reincarnation] them into new lives. Adding to this, Kirginatharp just cleared my magic as real, so that’s opening a floodgate that I am going to take advantage of while I can.

“I have a weakness for helping people, so what.

“Probably won’t start healing everyone, though. Still have to think about that.

“That’s what has happened recently, and most of that doesn’t affect Ar’Cosmos, or at least not directly.

“This construction I have begun is a problem for you for a different reason, for Ar’Cosmos has only given me 3 applications, and I’m going to accept all three. And so, Oceanside’s forces are going to outweigh you by a very, very large number. Not to mention all the other applicants I have yet to hire from the wrought, and other peoples. Ar’Cosmos is minimizing their exposure to House Benevolence at their peril.” Erick said, “Now; with all that known to you, tell me if I have made a mistake somewhere, and that I am not seeing exactly the problems as they exist.”

Burhendurur said, “Inform me if I am wrong, but you speak as though the positions you give to us, your true allies, would be on the same level as Oceanside and the wrought?”

“This is never going to work if I give preferential treatment to any side, for all sides, right now, are trying their best to come to the table with open arms. Oceanside’s people are gearing up to move here. Stratagold’s four Gate set-up is up and running, and they’ve got at least 300 people stationed there.” Erick said, “The only ally I have who hasn’t shown up or participated is Ar’Cosmos. This is, of course, my fault. I probably should have reached out before now, and in some heavily substantial way. My excuse is that I have been exceedingly busy, so I would like to rectify whatever lack Ar’Cosmos sees in me right now, or as soon as possible.”

Burhendurur took a moment to lightly stare at Erick, judging if things were going sideways or not. He was unsure. He was actually unsure of everything he had been prepared to face.

Erick wondered how much of their lack of participation had been paranoia. How much was real worry?

Erick let the man think, as his own thoughts spiraled here and there—

Burhendurur said, “Perhaps we have erred in reaching out as well. We thought this an elaborate trap of some sort, but to be honest, we have simply not put forth as much effort as we could have put forth in contacting you and remaining in touch, as proper allies would.” He said, “Most of us assumed you would be making your House inside Ar’Cosmos, since you have the space for it, even though you have repeatedly said that you would be making it down here.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I have a plot of land in Ar’Cosmos for the taking, according to Fairy Moon, but I’m focused here, for now. I am building something for the entire world to see and realize as objectively good, therefore, it needs to be out in the open.”

Fairy Moon said, “Honorable to hear.”

The pink, green, white fae stood beside Burhendurur’s chair, her arm gently laying on his headrest.

Poi flinched at the sudden appearance of the fae, even though Erick had been expecting her to appear the second he purposefully said her name. Burhendurur breathed deep a fraction, then relaxed. The dragon actually relaxed, too, as though everything would be fine with Fairy Moon here.

Fairy Moon continued, “I was becoming bothered by your lack of letters or otherwise, our wonderful Wizard and Apparent King.”

Erick simply said, “I’ve been busy. Hopefully, with some proper delegation, I will be less busy soon enough.”

Fairy Moon waved a hand. “You’re enacting an empire so some small seasons passing without pause is fine and fruitful, but allies are not for forsaking. If you are giving gains to Oceanside outcasts then I claim comparable chairs for our Ar’Cosmos. This will require us to field a fortune more of men and women willing to expose their existences to this land of Wizard wishes, but we will begin doing this today.” She frowned a little, adding, “I will have proper paperwork drawn and delivered in a day.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll pick the best two and put them on proper chairs, on my small council of 6. Oceanside will have 2 chairs. Ar’Cosmos will have 2 chairs. And then 2 more chairs for the wrought. That’s going to be my small council. Royal courts and such will come later, and probably be a mayor from every allied city state here in these lands, who will swear fealty to me.” Erick shrugged. “Not sure right now, but that is the way I am going at the moment.”

Fairy Moon stood a bit straighter at the mention of ‘royal court’.

And that was worrying, actually.

Erick waited for her to speak.

Slowly, and methodically, Fairy Moon said, “I am in your Royal Court.”

… It was not a question. It was a statement of surprise, and a little bit of worry. Erick was a bit worried about that, too, but… He wasn’t sure what to do about that right now, either.

Trying to be solid, Erick said, “I suppose you might be a member of my ‘royal court’, from a certain perspective, since Ar’Cosmos is allied with me. But counterpoint: you run Ar’Cosmos, and you are an ally. Not a mayor for a city state under me. Mephistopheles is a member of that court by default, and I think Zolan will be, too, since he’ll be like my mayor of the Gate District. Those two have sworn fealty. You, however, cannot swear fealty to me, and I would not accept that fealty even if you did. It would be like the royalty of Stratagold becoming a part of my… Empire, if you want to call it that.” Erick shook his head. “Nope. Not doing that, either.”

Fairy Moon frowned, both sad and happy and still worried for some reason. She muttered, “I am… Not in your Royal Court.”

Erick slowly nodded. He was having difficulty getting a read on what she—

Fairy Moon’s entire countenance shifted in a split second.

“Oh joy of joys!” Fairy Moon said, happy as can be. Her pink and green eyes suddenly sparkled as she breathed deep, in full joy, saying, “I am a guest royal! Ahha! Grand, great, and glorious! Immensely more entertaining in this shorter season before the true rise of royalty.” She turned to Erick with a smirk, saying, “Eventually, your empire will encompass a world, and maybe two! One can only hope! Know this, Benevolent baron, Wishful Wizard, Apparent King: Grow and grow and grow, or else maybe my court will grow too great and you will become a beneficiary in my royal retinue.”

Erick deadpanned a look at the deceptively-innocent, million-year-old woman standing in his office, and said, “I’d like those 16 resumes by tomorrow, and they better have more to them than Burhendurur’s. I got 25 pages of accomplishments from Mox. That’s what I expect to see from your people as well.”

Fairy Moon gave a shining smile and a small twirl, and she was gone.

Erick sighed, then said to Burhendurur, “Do you actually want the job? Or was this just prodding to see if I was an enemy?”

“I want the job. Overseer of Enforcement.” Burhendurur said, “To undertake the enforcement of laws and the protection of the peace throughout all your lands. That is who I am, and I would be honored to undertake this power under your aegis.”

“If you can tell me everything you hope to achieve by taking that position, if you can verbally fill out your resume to something better than three pages, I will consider it.”

Burhendurur did not expect that level of acceptance at all, so it took him a little bit to actually start talking, “As your staunchest allies against the degradations of many, including the wrought, the Mind Mages, the Dragon Stalkers, Kirginatharp, and Melemizargo, Ar’Cosmos deserves to know about and thus to support your actions, as they happen. My hope is that, through a closeness with Ar’Cosmos, that I and the people who I bring with me, will be able to protect what you are building here, and to ensure that this land is free of all untoward influences.”

Erick wanted to sigh, but he did not. “So there was a lot of good in your stated position, and your fears. The role of Overseer of Enforcement is mostly a political, paper shaper role, so from what I saw in the Rotunda you are qualified for that. As for your resume, claiming that you have overseen enforcement of all kinds, all across the world, that also qualifies you for this position. Your worries over what might be happening in this land are well-founded, based on historical precedent. Based on historical precedent, a lot of people are going to try and fuck me over, and I expect the Overseer of Enforcement to see these happenings before they happen, and prevent them from happening. I expect you to use enough violence to stop the other violence before it happens, but mostly, you’re going to be a glorified Guard. Mostly, it will be boring, like all other guard duty.

“But here is my problem. Even more than your stated goals, here’s the thing: You’re going to be working for me. You will be making an oath of fealty to me. Not to Ar’Cosmos. To me. To House Benevolence. To what I am trying to build here. To a better future. I don’t care if you’re a bit of a spy for the people of Ar’Cosmos, but if I pick you for this role, you will be among the only people in this land which I allow to wield violence at all.” Erick said, “That level of trust requires a certain amount of absolute assurance that you won’t turn on me, or go against my rule in any way, or try to undercut my desires. I need to be absolutely sure that my Overseer of Enforcement is completely in line with my own thoughts more than any of my other council seats. I am not asking you to forsake Ar’Cosmos, but I am demanding that you put House Benevolence’s needs above all others.

“Are you able to do that?” Erick asked, “Can I actually trust you to provide a guard for me, for example? To have my back? To give me personal bodyguards along the lines of my man Poi, here?

“But more than personal defense, can I trust you to cull all monster threats, and ensure that all sides remain protected from the vagaries of threats? To peacefully take down interior threats, with as little collateral damage as possible? Can I trust you to allow me to play political games with Ar’Cosmos, as I am sure they will play games with me, once we’re out of this initial distress? Or are you an information leak, who will always be working at cross purposes to the goals here at House Benevolence?”

Burhendurur steeled himself under Erick’s onslaught on his honor, like iron tempering in a forge. When Erick was done, Burhendurur said, “You will be my king, and I will be your sword, your pen, and your voice. I will suffer no other rulers.”

“Good.” Erick relaxed. He breathed. He said, “Now then. Let us start halfway over.

“This will be a very long conversation, for I will begin at the top, and we will discuss necromancy and all that you bring to the table, as well as all that I demand of you. One of the things I will demand of you is the enactment of monster kills around the world, and close working with myself in order to cause those kills. This requires a great deal of trust. I will be working closely with you, perhaps most of all. You, and my Castellan, and my Overseer of Magic. My Overseers of Wellbeing, Law, and the Exterior, will likely be doing a lot of stuff on their own.” Erick offered, “Would you like tea?”

Burhendurur nodded. “I would enjoy a cup of tea, please.”

Erick reached through a small portal and grabbed a tea set from home. A few more portals later, and there were some pastries there on the table between them. Poi prepared the tea, and soon, Erick restarted the conversation.

They spoke for an hour.

At the end of it, Erick felt much better about Burhendurur, and Burhendurur felt much better about Erick and what he wanted to build. Toward the end, the topic moved away from talk of organization and monster hunts, to talk of Ar’Cosmos, but Burhendurur didn’t actually know much, since he was under a fae seal regarding a lot of recent events going on inside Fairy.

Erick was instantly on edge at the mention of a ‘fae seal’, and so he kept his voice calm as he asked more questions. Of current events, Burhendurur mostly knew that [Reincarnation] was going well, since they had expected Erick to ask after that particular magic and so it remained unsealed, but other than that, he knew himself and his magic very well, though a lot of his life was missing.

“I mostly remember the colors.” Burhendurur said, “A sealed memory is nothing too terrible, for it is simply… Sort of washed out and yet vibrant. Like a dream vanished upon waking. This is nothing to be worried over, though. This is simply standard protocol for every high-ranking dragon leaving Ar’Cosmos, who ventures this far into known-enemy territory. It won’t affect my work.”

Erick was still frowning though. He said, “I do not like this fae seal shit. That needs to change.”

Burhendurur got a little less comfortable at Erick’s casual cursing. He said, “As Ar’Cosmos grows due to [Renew], and to taking an open position in this world, we expect these fae seal protocols to change.” Burhendurur said, “There are already talks to that effect, but it won’t happen this year. Maybe not for five more years.”

The man didn’t seem to be understanding Erick’s problem. Or maybe he was deflecting?

He was deflecting.

Erick directly asked, “Can you even do an oath of fealty if you don’t know if you’re actually lying?”

“Of… Of course I can.” Burhendurur furrowed his eyes a little, saying, “This is not an issue.”

Maybe he wasn’t actually deflecting.

“I don’t think you understand my issue, here.” Erick looked to Poi. “Can you remove that seal, or block, or whatever?”

Burhendurur answered, “He cannot.”

Poi said, “It’s not a block. Those memories have been excised and put in storage inside Ar’Cosmos. Calling it a ‘seal’ is misdirection.”

Burhendurur said, “The removal of those memories doesn’t change who I am.”

“Of course you think that,” Erick said.

Poi simply nodded.

“I do not see the issue.” Burhendurur added, “After I swear my oaths, those memories will be destroyed, and I will have lost my place on the Rotunda. It is standard operating procedure for anyone going out and revealing themselves—”

Erick called out, “Fairy Moon!”

“What!” Fairy Moon said, appearing at the side of the room. “The paperwork isn’t prepared!”

Erick glared.

“… What, our Wizard?” Fairy Moon asked, suddenly contrite and unsure of the anger in Erick’s eyes.

“You sent me a man without his memories?” Erick tried to calm his anger, but that anger came out anyway, “How the fuck can I trust anyone to make a lifelong commitment and oath with their memories modified!”

Fairy Moon frowned, then looked at Burhendurur. “… Oh! A true telling.” She frowned. “I told them not to try that tactic, it would be seen as slinging strife against what we hope to harvest from this House.” She shrugged. “Send him back to Fairy and he will saunter forthwith with all his memories unsealed, and he can contract without cause for concern. I will ensure all the rest of the resume’d receive the same non-seals as well.”

Erick looked at the fae. “… You will, huh. Can I even trust you to do as you say, in word and in intention, just like how you agreed to bring the Red Dot Dragon in for questioning?”

Fairy Moon opened her mouth to give reasons—

“I don’t want to hear your reasoning for that, for it doesn’t matter. You pissed me off there, too. You broke trust, Fairy Moon, just as you broke trust when you kidnapped me.” Erick said, “I need to know my ally is not going to fuck over my goals or how I choose to achieve those goals, for how goals are achieved is sometimes just as important in that they are achieved at all.”

Fairy Moon pulled back a fraction. Then she said, “It’s a time of turmoil. Forgive me for my foibles; I’m working on them. But besides that, these seals shouldn’t have happened anyway, for Ar’Cosmos is arranging itself in a revolution of real estate. The rune of [Renew] and power of [Reincarnation] is enabling so much more property and people that there is absolutely no slipping of secrecy that we cannot contain.” She stressed, “This really shouldn’t have happened, Erick. Apologies, and all that.”

Erick forced himself to move on, saying, “Fine. Apology accepted. When you send me your people once again, send them without seals and able to make actual oaths.” He turned to Burhendurur. “I cannot accept your oath today. We will have another talk when I see you again.”

Burhendurur frowned a little, saying, “I do not understand your reluctance. I am right now the same person I will be with all my memories intact, but I accept your ruling regardless, as a soldier does. I will make another appointment another day.”

Fairy Moon opened a pink and green [Gate] in the side of the room, swirling pastel colors into the air all around. “Come now, Burhendurur! We shall unseal your memories and make of you a true bearer of Benevolence’s benefaction!”

Burhendurur got up from his seat and went into the tunnel, briefly turning to Erick and bowing before he vanished into Springtime. Fairy Moon followed, happily waving as the [Gate] shut closed.

Erick frowned at everything.

He spat, “FUCK.”

“That was a rough one,” Poi said, mirroring Erick’s thoughts. He added, “I just received a message that the other applicants from Ar’Cosmos have also canceled. They’ll come back tomorrow.”

“Gods dammit.” Erick said, “And he didn’t even tell me until I actually pushed in and asked about it, either. He honestly did not see it as a problem. I know memory shit is a part of their survival protocols and it works for them but…” Erick paused in thought. “Am I overreacting, Poi?”

“Yes, but it is within your right to decide how your kingdom will be.”

Erick looked to Poi, with all new concerns floating around in his mind.

Poi said, “The tactical removal of non-personality-dependent information is a useful way to combat unintentional, crucial information leakage. When undertaken in a consenting manner, this is a perfectly fine way to maintain security in certain situations. But. We Mind Mages feel that Ar’Cosmos goes way too far with their seals. Their memory removals bleed into the removal of personality dependent information. I do not believe that Burhendurur’s situation was like this, for he was able to talk all about his various spellwork and how he would implement undead protections against monsters all around this land, but any removals at all do make the process of oath-taking rather suspect. In that oath-taking aspect, I do not feel you were overreacting at all.”

Erick sat there for a moment, organizing his thoughts. “Maybe I did overreact.” He frowned as he looked toward where the Springtime portal had been; where Fairy Moon had gone. “You know… I expected her to say something about [Reincarnation]. It is soulwork, after all.”

Poi shrugged. “They’re accepting [Reincarnation] in their lands to help the half dragons. They also do necromancy and soul summoning to protect those lands. I don’t feel that her problem was with Soul Magic, itself, but rather with you, a Wizard, using Soul Magic.”

“… Ah. Yes. I can see that.”

Erick fell to silent thoughts.

Poi waited.

After a minute, Poi said, “We have time in the day for one more meeting. Want to call up the first meeting of tomorrow? Most of the wrought options are still at the embassy at Stratagold. They could be here within an hour, or mere minutes.”

Erick said, “Actually, I need a break… And I think I need to see Mage Bank about my finances. 16 people from 3 factions at 2,500 average salary per month means 40,000 per month on personnel expenses alone. I’m expecting, I think, 100,000 to 150,000 gold per month to run this House.” Erick said, “Perhaps Mox’s suggestion of getting some dungeons was rather prescient.”

Poi looked at Erick like he was an idiot, then said, “You have millions in the bank.”

“What! It’s going to go fast! I can already see it.”

“Doubtful.” Poi said, “All of the larger forces who open a plot of land on Gate Road will be paying taxes. Your income will [Grow] like weeds.”

“I’m going to be investing everywhere, though. That money is going to vanish fast.”

Poi shrugged.







- - - -







Tonide, the branch manager at Mage Bank in the Gate District, pretty much confirmed what Poi had already said, though Tonide did have to repeat the overview of Erick’s finances twice. That was mostly for the man’s own benefit, though; the man was still highly worried at being anywhere near Erick. He wasn’t as bad as his staff, though, for everyone else had to control themselves not to run when they saw Erick.

Some people ran away anyway. Or at least they walked quickly.

Erick let Tonide talk, though, since it was obviously the only way to make him more comfortable.

Eventually, Erick accepted the fact that he was fucking loaded. Even after all his expenses…

Eh. He didn’t have many expenses, did he? Not yet, anyway.

At least he got to get out of the House for an hour. He got to see the Mage Guild and Bank up close, and the place looked great; defensible and yet fit for existence in the middle of a city, with a dozen towers of varying size and a certain aesthetic that made Erick think ‘futuristic stone castle’. But...

Erick said, “I get that you’re planning to be in the heart of the eventual finance district and public lands, but you’re a long walk away from the House. That’s prime real estate down there.”

Tonide nervously brushed off Erick’s concern, saying, “We’re close enough!”

Erick let it be.







- - - -







Fresh morning light and wind poured into the hallway at a shallow angle, while Erick, Teressa, Jane, and Sitnakov walked below, through the deep bowels of House Benevolence. Ophiels darted here and there, moving freshly-made glass panels into those windows, shutting out the wind while maintaining the light. It was a good morning for sprucing up the place and fixing small problems here and there, for there were a lot of small problems. Erick could probably spend another three days walking these halls, putting doors on rooms and glass in windows, and leveling the floor. When taking into account all of his other duties and goals, he could probably only spend a few hours each day doing this, though, so truly fixing up his House might take two weeks.

Might take even longer than that, due to another problem he had first noticed this morning.

Here and there, the manasphere of his House had been blanked. Erick wasn’t 100% sure what was happening, but his best guess was that some intruders had come in, tried something, and then blanked those spaces after they left.

Teressa seemed to think the same.

The fact that someone was trying something was more angering than Erick had expected it to be. Sure, people were trying shit all the time. But to actually see ‘evidence’ of those attempts? Erick found himself more furious than worried.

Erick was almost tempted to fill all of these hallways with stone to prevent anyone from coming in and doing any more of whatever it was they had done. Putting blockades of stone would serve to block off parts of the House that weren’t getting used yet, too. But. No. Erick moved on, dispersing his anger as he continued to Shape the building. He added a tiled look to the floors and arches to the ceilings. He put windows where they should go. He placed lights absolutely everywhere.

Whatever was going on with these blank spaces was not a concern that he could fix, and either way, he would foist security onto someone else soon enough, and they’d solve that problem for him.

For now, though, there were no actual security concerns.

Just… things to keep an eye on.

Sitnakov decided to speak up when they came across the fourth blank spot, “I can call in a specialist to view that spot, if you want.”

“Eh!” Erick waved a hand at the room that was completely blank, moving on, saying, “If Teressa can’t see it, then they’re too careful to be seen.”

“Sorry, Boss,” Teressa said, frowning.

Jane simply watched her flanks, waiting for something to happen.

“Don’t worry about it. I know you’ve been expanding your range and your skill, so it’s just a matter of time before you can see these spots.” Erick said, “The only way to actually solve this problem is with personnel.”

Sitnakov said, “We’ve got people ready to be hired. You have their resumes.”

And that was another conversation he had to have, wasn’t it.

Now was as good a time as any, so Erick said, “I’m sure every single person of the 45 resumes you’ve sent are great, but I’ve decided to hire 16 of them, and that’s it. I’m hiring 16 from Oceanside and giving them all [Reincarnation], 16 from Ar’Cosmos and at least two of them are going to be Paradox’d dragons, while the rest are hopefully not, and 16 from you guys. Oceanside got my Castellan and Overseer of Exterior interests. Ar’Cosmos is probably going to get my Overseer of Enforcement and one of the others. And your side can have your pick of two of the last three, which are Overseer of Wellbeing, Overseer of Magic, and Overseer of Law. Ar’Cosmos can get the leftover position.

“So that’s 2 of your 45 hired for roles of actual power, with another 14 out of 45 scattered among the smaller positions under those major 6.” Erick cast three more lights into the ceiling as they walked. He glanced back at Sitnakov, following behind, and asked, “How does that sound?”

Sitnakov had a frown, for he was not prepared to hear such an offer, and he was also angry at Ar’Cosmos getting Overseer of Enforcement…

If Erick was reading that right.

Meanwhile, Teressa looked down at Erick, worried, and then over to Sitnakov, wondering. Jane just kept quiet, though she listened well. Erick had already gone over a lot of this stuff at breakfast, but this was the first time he was telling this stuff to Sitnakov, and through him, Stratagold. Right now it was just the four of them, for Poi and Kiri were on the later shifts, and Erick was just fixing up his House, anyway.

“I don’t...” Sitnakov frowned deeply, then huffed, “Gods. A dragon in charge of Enforcement? That’s just… That’s just bad, Erick.”

Erick nodded. “It was bad already. Their applicant showed up with memories missing. This caused me to send them back to Ar’Cosmos and for me to have words with the fae. I probably overreacted there, but I think they were testing me and I don’t appreciate that. Therefore, I’ve decided to decide a few things, and adjust the schedule to my appointments.

“Originally, the plan was to see two applicants from Oceanside, then two from Ar’Cosmos, then two from Stratagold, in a revolving manner, until I got through all applicants.

“Now, though, the first two people from Oceanside proved to be very qualified for what I want, and as I went over all the other applications a second and third time last night, I realized all the wrought applicants are similarly strong. The only outlier is Ar’Cosmos, with only three applications and one of them was only three pages long.

“So I’m letting them put their best foot forward and taking the most violent Overseer position, as the Overseer of Enforcement. Unless they come back this afternoon and completely fuck it up…” Erick frowned. “They won’t do that.

“Anyway.

“Oceanside got my most politically crucial positions.

“And now Stratagold gets their pick of the next two council seats.

“And then Ar’Cosmos will get the leftover position.

“It seems politically expedient and correct to do it that way, so that is what I have decided.

“Just so you know, I plan on working most closely with my castellan, the Overseer of Enforcement, and the Overseer of Magic. Enforcement will likely be through former people from House Death, and made possible through the control of summoned creatures and necromantic monsters. They’ll be my go-to solution to monster problems outside the borders and other solutions which require violence. As for interior Enforcement, I expect them to use living people to police the Gate District, and to work with the Guard of whatever cities happen to grow up under the aegis of House Benevolence.

“The individual districts will remain embassies of whatever foreign powers come to this land, so my enforcers will remain limited in power, in that respect.

“But they’ll be the only ones I will allow to use force to solve problems. In addition, there will likely be a bunch of anti-magics blanketing this land, like they have over in Songli.” Erick said, “The Overseer of Magic will be expected to maintain those anti-magics and also run a school of magic and field a Benevolence research office, all of which I will be heavily involved in once they finally get going. And so you know: All applicants will be swearing an oath of fealty before I actually allow them to work under me.”

The four of them continued to walk forward this entire time, while Erick and Ophiel fixed small problems with the décor all the while that Erick spoke of his plans.

“… I will give you Stratagold’s response after I relay this information back home.” Sitnakov asked, “But, to clarify, it’s 16 people? Any 16 we choose, for the positions we choose?”

“You get 2 of Magic, Wellbeing, or Law; overseeing magical concerns and an eventual college, overseeing mundane education and healthcare, and overseeing justices and juries and courts. The position you don’t choose will go to Ar’Cosmos. Everyone outside of those two appointments will be shuffled around as deemed fit by my castellan, Zolan Goldbranch.” Erick said, “He will be hiring more people, of course, as he deems necessary. But for now, 48 people seems like a very good start to House Benevolence. More than enough.”

Sitnakov fell to silence as he sent off a telepathic tendril into the air. Erick continued to place lights and fill in window spaces. Now that that major conversation had passed, Teressa turned her attentions back to the world around them, watching out for danger that was likely already long gone and with tracks fully hidden. Jane glanced at Sitnakov, looking at the tall metal man, but she turned her attentions outward soon enough.

The four of them walked on, down the empty hallways of House Benevolence.
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                Zolan was satisfied.

The bed was comfortable, the blankets soft and the mattress just the right amount of firm. The pillows at his back supported his spine, raising him up into a seated position, but they were not needed to support his head, for his neck was strong. He gazed out at the ocean, at the vast blueness below, and at the sun in the distance. That great big ball of fire was already coloring the sky with oranges and golds. The sunsets at Oceanside were always spectacular. Zolan loved watching them for well over the last hundred years of his life.

Ten years ago, he had thought he had seen the last sunsets of his life, but then he carried on for another decade, and now he was here.

And he was seeing the first sunset of his new, long life.

Zolan smiled, not only because of the number of days he had left, but also at the smaller joys. His butt wasn’t asleep from this odd, semi-uncomfortable position, even though he had been sitting here like this for the last hour, just looking out the window. And his joints didn’t ache. And dinner had been wonderful. And he had kept it all down! And he didn’t have diarrhea afterwards! He also managed to get to the toilet all on his own. Twice he had used the toilet since they had first woken him up half a day ago, and he first saw his new body. He had managed a nice little shower all on his own in the middle of the day, a few hours ago, and he had even tested out the plumbing.

It all worked, and really well, too!

Zolan was impressed with Wizard Flatt’s craftsmanship. It was like being blessed by a god of secular power. Zolan had gained his fair share of godly blessings over the years; they were what had allowed him to live so long. But being ‘blessed’ by a Wizard was on a whole different level.

Zolan thought back to that bath again. He almost wanted to take another one, just because he could. He was young again and he didn’t have to worry about scales tearing off as he washed his skin with a normal cloth, nor did he have to worry about rashes from using the scented soaps. And he could still smell those scented soaps on his skin even now, hours after the shower. The small smells of his old body didn’t assault his senses like they had for the last 60 years.

So many things had changed.

Zolan even had a job waiting for him when he finally got out of this hospital room!

His mind whirred for that sort of proper stimulation again. To look over books and to connect information with other information. To pull apart the insides of an organization and put it all back together in the best possible ways. He had places to be! Sights to see and a—

A whole life ahead of him.

He smiled and a tear fell down his face, as the truth of the situation hit him again, for perhaps the hundredth time. It was still so unbelievable. He had lost a lot in order to gain this new life. From level 92, to level 0. Race changed to demi. All of his magic and all of his godly blessings he had gained over all his long life dedicated to Oceanside, to the Arcanaeum Consortium, to Rozeta and her son. All of that was gone.

He had lost some of his name as well.
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No longer ‘Goldbranch’, he was ‘Brightborn’. And he had started off with Stats all near 20. He had lost and gained in unequal measure, but he felt, on the whole, he had gained more than he had lost.

He hadn’t lost his family, though.

Zorik, that big lug of a paladin great grandson, sat sleeping in his armor in a chair in the corner of Zolan’s hospital room. Someone had thrown a blanket over the boy and he slept soundly. Ah! The miracle of youth; able to sleep in armor! A mundane miracle if there ever was one.

Zolan didn’t blame Zorik for his sleep, though. The poor kid had been fraught with worry for the past fifteen days, ever since it was official that Zolan was going to try for a position at House Benevolence. The boy almost had a war response when they were going through Zolan’s initial soul tests, where the Headmaster’s proclamations were held until the end.

Those initial soul tests had turned out very positive, though they were still waiting for the final results...

But the initial results were good, and Zorik had crashed for the first time in a long time, now that he knew his grandpapa was still his grandpapa. Zolan loved that boy. He was a good great grandson.

After Zorik completed his Paladin training and Class elevation, he had been assigned by the Church of Rozeta to protect and watch over Zolan. This was, of course, because Zolan and Zorik worked to make that happen. Usually such an assignment simply did not happen, but Zolan still had a lot of pull in his retirement. It was much nicer having his favorite great grandson close by all the time, instead of some other Paladin, even if Zolan sometimes felt he was too much of a burden…

All the time.

Now, though…

Now.

Everything had changed.

“Knock knock,” said a visitor at the open door.

Zolan turned and smiled. “Ah. I didn’t see you arrive.”

The Headmaster looked as he always did; as well put together as possible. He did allow himself a genuine smile, though; a rare expression for one of his station. As he walked into the room, he asked, “What’s your range?”

Zorik startled awake from his chair, ready for war, but then he saw the intruder was only the Headmaster, so he settled back down. He did not try to go back to sleep, though; he simply stood and made himself ready for anything.

“2 meters. Barely worth noting at all.” Zolan said, “A curious thing, that. I find that being able to actually see the world with my own eyes is making me less inclined to stretch my mana sense as much as I should. Of course, your moratorium on spell casting doesn’t help.”

The Headmaster chuckled. “Well about that: your [Reincarnation] is now officially accepted as real. We’ve run all the tests we want to run. I’m here to congratulate you, and to announce that you are free to start regaining what you lost.”

Zorik breathed out, his silver armor making small settling sounds as the Paladin relaxed.

Zolan was pretty darned happy, too.

With a false sense of finality, the Headmaster casually declared, “You won’t be allowed inside the archives, or any other sensitive locations though, now that you have declared yourself for House Benevolence and Erick.”

Ha!

“I’m glad to hear you’re calling him ‘Erick’ and not ‘The Wizard’.” Zolan said, “Gives me hope for the future that you’re already so familiar with my new boss.”

The Headmaster smirked a little. “Usually, foreign dignitaries will at least stand when I meet them.”

“I am a hospital patient and I will milk this for all that I can.”

The Headmaster chuckled.

Zolan said, “Dinner was great, by the way. I’m glad to see that the kitchen remains up to standards.”

“Only the best for an ally.”

Zolan realized something. “You’re really happy about this. Even more than I am, I think.”

“Of course I am, and for so many different reasons.” The Headmaster said, “Allow me to give you the latest one: including you, Erick has accepted all 16 applicants I sent him, and will be giving each one a [Reincarnation]. Mox is already on her way back to get her treatment.”

Ha?

Ha!

A great big mirth burbled up from Zolan’s stomach, multiplied in his chest, and came out as a great big, full-throated laugh. Tears of joy fell once again. The Headmaster joined him with a smaller chuckle, but Zolan knew there was more to be said; more nuance and more details. That could wait, however. The Headmaster allowed Zolan to have this moment.

It was a good moment.

Eventually, though, the Headmaster said, “It’s more complicated than that, of course.”

Zolan wiped away some of his tears, saying, “Of course it is.”

The Headmaster pulled a nice set of grey and white clothes from the air and set them on the table beside Zolan, saying, “Get dressed and let’s take a walk, since that is something you can do now.” He smiled and began walking away.

The Headmaster was overjoyed.

And Zolan was, too.

Zolan threw off his blankets and easily hopped out of bed, moving in a way that was completely unfamiliar to him, and yet, was growing on him. He was adjusting. He was remembering how he used to move, back when movement was easy, when his legs didn’t crack with every bend, when his spine used to move without breaking, and when he could uncurl his hands and actually use his fingers as they were meant to be used.

He was lithe and mobile, and he could take off his own hospital gown easily.

Zorik averted his gaze, the copper scales of his face heating up as he mumbled, “This is so weird.”

“Weird can be good, Zorik!” Zolan said as he began changing, his new underthings and pants fitting him well. As Zolan looked in the mirror set into the wall, he smiled, adding, “Holy fucks I look great. Look at this chest! These arms! This stomach! This ASS! Erick— My king does good work!” He turned to Zorik, laughing a little as he threw his arms wide, saying, “Look at this! This is fantastic!”

But Zorik wasn’t looking at Zolan’s body at all. He was looking at Zolan’s face, and there was sadness in his eyes. Zorik said, “This is… I’m very happy for you, grandpapa, but this is a thing I don’t understand.”

Zolan composed himself. He rapidly put on his new shirt, as he said, “It’s just life, and life is weird. It’s boring, too. But also wonderful. Exciting. Old and new at the same time. And then there are special events, things you see so rarely that they appear to be miracles. Those events throw everything you thought you knew into turmoil. Usually, those events come along once every few decades.” Zolan finished putting on his jacket. “I was prepared to go onto my everlasting life with Rozeta in the Script, thinking I had seen the last of my miracles, but I’ve seen too many miracles in the past two years to be satisfied with a natural end. I have to see what comes with my own eyes, and I have to help build that future, too. I hope you can be okay with that decision.”

“I’m fine with it. I’m just… It’s weird.”

Zolan smiled wide. “Life is weird, but gods above, life is also very good.”

Zorik asked, “Why demi, though?”

“You’ll find out when you’re older and a stray scale falls off in bed and pokes you in the side all night long because you can’t move yourself, and then you get a small infection that turns into something large because you were too stubborn to inform your nurses of your proper needs.” Zolan said, “Scales are great when you’re young and healthy and getting into fights on a daily basis, but they’re not practical when your plans mostly involve shaping paper.”

Zorik was briefly horrified. Had he failed in his duty? Had he failed his grandpapa?

Zolan added, “That happened years before you came along. By the time you became my main guard, I learned how to restrain my movement so that wouldn’t happen as much. There’s a lot of self-limiting you do as you grow old. Too much to ever really mention to others. Don’t worry about it.” He waved away the horror of the moment, and he was going to say something else, but he fixated on his fingers. Fingers. Not claws. He waggled the pale violet digits at Zorik, saying, “Fingers! Not claws! Weird, but fun!”

Zorik grumbled a little.

Zolan ignored that and opened the door. He stepped out into the hallway, where the Headmaster waited.

Zolan had to look down to see the guy.

This brought Zolan a lot more joy than he would have thought possible.

The Headmaster had to look up to greet him, which he did, and with a smile. “It’s been a while since I had to actually look up to you.”

“I always did enjoy knowing that I was briefly taller than you, and now I’m back here again.” Zolan smiled. “Even if you could simply be taller if you wished.”

The Headmaster happily said, “Being big isn’t all that great.”

Zolan laughed a little, and then he and the Headmaster began walking down the hallway.

Eventually they would talk of important things, of what the Headmaster had heard of House Benevolence’s plans for the future, and of magic that Zolan once knew and would need to reacquire, but for now, they spoke of small things as they strolled toward the entrance of the hospital. They spoke of the past, and though Zolan recognized the Headmaster’s talk of old times as a small test of memory, to see if he was still all there, Zolan was happy to succeed on those tests, and give some of his own. Neither the Headmaster nor Zolan could truly believe that this [Reincarnation] thing had worked so well, but as they spoke, they both came to realize that yes, this really had happened.

In his unsaid thoughts, Zolan was absolutely sure that the Headmaster would not lie about the truth of this magic in order to secure an alliance with Erick, and especially not if Erick was actually a con artist; if he was mangling souls into the shapes of the formerly alive, like Messalina, the Life Binder. That woman’s [True Resurrection] was an absolutely horrific magic that still plagued this world, over 300 years since its creation, though the only people who truly knew what that magic actually did were Messalina, the Headmaster, and the gods. Zolan and most of the world was of the impression that [True Resurrection] was a fake magic, and the Life Binder was duping everyone who went to her asking to get a loved one back. False souls in fake bodies, it was!

But sometimes the Headmaster got this look in his eyes when the subject came up…

Whatever the case, that soul-mangling had been why the Headmaster had decried [True Resurrection] as false, and why he had exiled his wife and killed his fake children. Perhaps, though, when they got into a more secure location than here on the street, Zolan would ask the Headmaster about [Reincarnation] and [True Resurrection], directly.

But for now, they spoke of current events and memories, stretching back from mere days, to a century ago, back when Zolan first started working for the Headmaster, back when he got his start in the department of student affairs.

All the while Zorik followed, shiny in his armor and looking less worried with every passing minute.
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Mox Dawnsider once again sat in a chair in Erick’s office, and this time she had completed paperwork.

“Thank you for allowing me to verify your words and your magic with my own eyes and resources, my king.” Mox said, “I am ever thankful for your benevolence.”

Erick had already looked over [Reincarnation] paperwork, but now he looked over Mox. She was thrilled, scared, ready for danger, and ready for a bitter end. Whatever happened, would happen. She was different from her first visit. Now she believed, fully, and without reservation.

Her body was different from last time, too. A small cavity of fluid had opened up around her pancreas; the result of a [Cleanse], perhaps? In fact, there were dozens of such small cavities here and there, but in just the same way, there were dozens of small healthy bits here and there. Only one day later, and Mox’s soul scarred body had been halfway transformed due to all the healing and cleaning magics she always had to use on herself.

She needed this cure. She wanted this cure.

Erick was glad he could bring her this cure.

Erick tried to bring down her anxiety level, though, saying, “I understand that Zolan is walking around and he’ll be here in two days, after his great grandson helps him to secure some easy levels. I trust you have a similar convalescence planned?”

Mox said, “I do. Everything is ready. After this, I ask for your assistance in transporting me to Oceanside, whereupon I will make all reasonable haste to rejoin you here at House Benevolence. If that is agreeable with you, my king.”

“It’s fine with me. Are you ready?”

Mox stood up, standing as tall as she was able. She breathed deep, then said, “Everything was on the paper but… If possible… I would like…” She breathed. She said, “I would like really great skin— And to keep my analytical mind of course. Please, my king.”

Erick smiled softly as he stood, saying, “I’ll do everything I can to grant all of your wishes, Mox.” He flooded [Merciful Ether] across her body as he started moving his sunform in, saying, “Now just breathe deep, and count backward from one hundred. I got you. You’re safe here.”

“I believe you,” Mox whispered, as she rose on tendrils of soft lightning, her heartbeat racing as she rapidly began counting backwards, “One-hundred, ninety-nine, ninety-eight…”

She got all the way to 73 before her speech slurred and her heartbeat slowed.
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Mox was now an exceptionally beautiful human woman of dark, perfect skin. There was not a blemish on her, and in some ways she seemed like she had makeup on. Her soul was whole, and she had both her eyes once again.

When the world had fractured under the power of [Reincarnation], and a thousand hopes for the future appeared in those fractures, Erick had picked out the one that most closely resembled the one Mox had picked out for herself. She was a mother of four, with a husband of indeterminate personage looking after the kids, while she organized worlds and people. She still had time for her kids, though, and eventually she was able to raise her kids to powerhouses who brought peace and prosperity wherever they went.

Erick sent Mox through the [Gate], onto the waiting [Floating Platform] of the hospital staff, and under the watchful eyes of Kirginatharp.

The Second to Rozeta watched as Mox was floated away, out of the receiving room, smiling the whole time. And then he turned to Erick. He was still smiling.

“Greetings, Erick.”

“Hello again,” Erick said, “I’ve been informed that you heard the plan for my overseer positions.”

Kirginatharp nodded. “Stratagold will likely offer their own words about all that, but I have nothing really more to add except… I had a talk with Zolan. He’s out with his great grandson right now, regaining some levels. But he said something that has stuck with me. He envisions you as the living embodiment of a treaty between our many lands, which feels appropriate.

“I have a slight concern that you are allowing one of those Deaths to oversee your branch of enforcement, but… I’m sure you can make that work. You seem to have a plan, and though I find it unconventional, it will likely work as well as everything else you have tried.

“I’m glad to see you’re undertaking this new mantle with the severity it demands, and I’m truly thankful that you’re taking everyone I offered. It will be good to see them all walking around and working again, even if they aren’t working for me.” Kirginatharp smiled. “Even if some of them aren’t how I remember them, either.”

“They need not be strangers to Oceanside,” Erick said, “I invited Zolan to move some of his family over, as well.”

“I know the boy will stay with Zolan, but the rest will likely take time to show, if they do at all. His name changed, do you know?”

Erick startled a little. “No. I did not know that.”

“Brightborn.” Kirginatharp said, “It’s a good name.” He added, “It’s already started a big problem with the Goldbranchs but I doubt it will turn into anything more than family drama. Zolan is still their original patriarch, after all.”

“… Huh.” Erick glanced to the hallway where Mox had vanished, saying, “Huh.”

Kirginatharp continued, “Aside from that, all of your reincarnators will be weak for a while, so I hope you will put them up in truly secure housing while they regain their power, or at least until you get some proper guard at your House.”

“Easily done.” Erick said, “There’s plenty of space for more housing on Yggdrasil.”

Kirginatharp breathed out a small sigh of relief, then said, “Thank you, Erick.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you as well, Kirginatharp, for all the wonderful staff.”

“You are a living peace treaty; it is only right that I participate as much as I can.” Kirginatharp made to move on, saying, “Now if you will excuse me, I must attend to Mox.”

“Before you go. I have to ask… Is Mox not really that close with her family? There are obvious holes in her resume when compared to what she said she wanted. She didn’t even show up with anyone.”

Kirginatharp paused for a moment, thinking, then he said, “Most of Mox’s family has been killed by exterior forces, or they became very good at hiding. I doubt she actually visited you alone. I’m sure she will tell you more when she wakes, though.”

… Was that the reason for the cleared history of the manasphere here and there inside the House?

Perhaps.

Erick nodded. “Thank you, then. And now I’ve got a meeting with Stratagold. See you later.”

Kirginatharp smirked, nodded, and began to follow where Mox had gone.

Erick closed the portal.
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Erick knew the next applicant and they had already exchanged pleasantries. Her resume had not been a part of the original forty-odd resumes, though. She was a new addition, and probably just because of what Erick had told Sitnakov earlier in the day.

That information had gotten around fast.

And now here was Aisha, from Archmage’s Rest, near Stratagold.

She was an iridescent-silver human-shaped woman. She was a co-librarian down at the Rest, with a heavy focus on Book Magic and Prognostication. She was, perhaps, the best prognosticator of the past that Erick had ever met, for she could see through the static of Fairy Moon’s murder of Kydyr, though she wasn’t able to see Fairy Moon herself. Some holes in the manasphere’s memory were too difficult even for her. Other than that personal skill, she was very knowledgeable, for she was one of the only people to tell Erick plain facts about Wizards, and other important things, like the structure of Ar’Cosmos. She was also one of the few people to tell him that even if he was a Wizard, she would be on his side.

She was also an archmage, and she was a Knowledge Mage.

Apparently, her archmage level magic was the ability to [Scan] a whole library and understand everything written there for up to an hour afterward, with pertinent information lasting longer. She was also very skilled at Force Magic.

All of that was great to know.

But mostly…

Erick said, “A person of your caliber was not what I was expecting when I told Sitnakov what was going to happen with my choices. An archmage is a rare thing.”

“Everyone wants your House to work, but when your final decisions about hierarchy came through, and when it became apparent that you were taking a Death Dragon as your hand of enforcement, the manasphere seemed to call to me, and so I put myself out there, into those talks. From there, we arrive at here.” Aisha said, “Everyone else Stratagold gave you still qualifies, but I knew I had to be here. I want this to work, Erick, because I have to ensure that the mistakes of the past are not repeated again.”

And she was telling the plain truth, as far as Erick could see.

“We only interacted a handful of times, but you were the only one to guide me without fear, to tell me of Wizardry and so much more. I’ve seen proof of how good you are with [Witness], and how good you are at spotting current trends and slotting yourself exactly where you need to be.” Erick said, “But I need to know how you will react when you see a Shade walking around here, because though she hasn’t made her presence known, Goldie is around here somewhere.”

Aisha steeled herself. “I cannot personally work with a Shade, but if you should deem it prudent when you have to work with a Shade, I would like to provide opposing counsel. The same goes for any other dangerous entity. If such a thing is not possible in the moment, then I would happily and graciously provide counsel before or after such meetings of powers.”

Erick nodded slowly, and found himself fine with Aisha’s offer of counsel. As a small test, though, he asked, “Who would you suggest for the next Overseer position, of Law or Wellbeing? Stratagold gets one of them, and Ar’Cosmos gets the one left over.”

“No one, for either position, and for a detailed reason.” Aisha continued, “Your stated hierarchy is a bit odd, for it seems to split duties in odd ways, or at least odd by our sensibilities. We all expected mayors and managers and other smaller functionaries, not for you to head right into a Greensoil-type or Archipelago Nergal-type kingdom.

“But to answer your question...

“You have stated that you would give us our next choice of Overseer, and we would choose the Overseer of Wellbeing, for mundane education and healthcare. You might think we would choose the Overseer of Law, but this is a trap. Not one we believe you have made on purpose, but a trap nonetheless.

“This is because whoever chooses the Overseer of Law will get on your bad side, since you have differing ideas of what laws are good, and what laws are bad. Such a problem might erupt right away when a crucial decision is made to your displeasure, or perhaps such a problem will fester terribly. Either way, the Overseer of Law will be a thorn, perhaps more than most. Or, perhaps they’ll fall in line exactly how you want them to fall.

“I can't say for certain either way, though I would err on the side of caution.

“And to make the lack of representation fair for all, if I were you I would hold off on appointing an Overseer of Wellbeing, as well, simply so that there are fewer problems between Ar’Cosmos and all the rest of us. A 3 to 1 split in your Overseers might not work out well, either, but with Ar’Cosmos receiving Overseer of Enforcement, which might be the most powerful position, then perhaps this sort of ‘unevenness’ is acceptable.

“In my opinion, you should appoint an Overseer of Law later. Perhaps a year or two down the tunnel. You should pick someone who naturally arises out of the systems that naturally arise from new cities.” Aisha finished with, “Perhaps someone in Candlepoint’s city hall would actually be best for Overseer of Law? Perhaps someone from there might best serve as Overseer of Wellbeing, as well. Or maybe someone from Songli? I understand you have a hospital over there, after all.”

… Huh.

All very good points.

Erick said, “Your counsel is appreciated, but I still need to accept those other two Overseer positions, because I can’t do everything myself and I want the organization to happen here at the beginning. Hearing this, does Stratagold still wish to forgo Overseer of Wellbeing?”

Without hesitation, Aisha said, “We could provide a temporary person for Wellbeing, but we still feel it would be best if a mortal took over both Wellbeing and Law.”

“Then I’m going to take a man from Oceanside and give him the position. Stratagold only gets you, as Overseer of Magic, but once you take this oath, you’re not part of them anymore. You will be the Overseer of Magic for House Benevolence, and when we have talks with Stratagold, or other wrought nations, I expect you to speak on behalf of this House, and not on behalf of any other.” Erick said, “Since Archmage’s Rest is similar to a club and less like a nation, it’s fine to retain ties to them, but they will be lesser ties.”

“I easily accept your restrictions and your demands, for I have been waiting a long time to solve the problems of the past, and to make a brighter future.” Aisha steeled herself, saying, “Please ask me anything, and I will do my best to answer. I know a lot of minor secrets.”

“Your willingness to have your loyalty tested is admirable.” Erick said, “I have no doubt that one day, far down the line, there will come a test. On that day, I hope I will have proven enough of my own character to garner your full loyalty.”

“You already have 55% of it.”

Erick paused, Aisha’s sudden honesty catching him off guard. He laughed a little, saying, “I’ll do my best to bump that up to at least 95%.”

“I have no doubt you will succeed.” Aisha sat seriously, once again. She glanced to Poi, then back to Erick, saying, “I would like to take the oath now, if it behooves your benevolence.”

Erick nodded to Poi, and Poi stepped forward.

Erick laid out a simple oath of solid words, duties appointed, and expectations laid, with demands against deceit and to always work in good faith for him, and for House Benevolence.

Aisha made her loyalties known to her new Apparent King, and Wizard of Benevolence.

Erick approved.

Aisha walked out of Erick’s office with several immediate tasks, but the first one was the construction of a Benevolence research center. Erick wanted to fulfill Rozeta’s request of him to have ‘whole teams working on this’, and so, he handed that task off to Aisha.

With a sparkle in her iridescent platinum eyes, Aisha said, “I am so very glad to have come to you, and to have been accepted. I will make your wishes a reality, my… My king.”

Erick gently teased her, “It was odd for you to say that last part, wasn’t it.”

“It was!” Aisha laughed a little. “I’ve been saying that to King Alfonin for so long… It’s a change, for sure. It’s a happy change, though.”

Erick showed Aisha the way to her research tower, and to the tower he had planned to give to the wrought forces of House Benevolence. That wrought home was fully across the way from Ar’Cosmos’s assigned tower. Erick expected many of these ‘new hires’ to live inside the House, for now, but perhaps for Aisha and his other Overseers, those specific people might get housing on Yggdrasil.

Or maybe not? Maybe they would want to be near their own people… In this transition state, anyway.

Erick had already promised Kirginatharp that he would put the reincarnators on Yggdrasil, but the wrought were not temporarily weak at all, and nor were the people from Ar’Cosmos.

Whatever the case, it was time to move on.

Erick spent the next two hours interviewing other applicants from Stratagold and Oceanside.







- - - -







“It says here that you pride yourself on being a hardass toward your students,” Erick said, reading off the guy's resume. “Why do you take pride in that?”

Raingorl Bonesnapper was an orcol man of simple clothes and simple words, with a resume that was shorter than most, but only because he had the enviable ability to simply mark out his many, many Arcanaeum Consortium and Oceanside awards of excellence in teaching. 75 years of awards, in fact. He also had other awards from all over the place, from many different lands. He had taught the current King of Greensoil in best farming practices, and the current Majordomo of Eidolon in political theory. He had gained recognition for his instruction in the best ways to start new cities, from the heads of seven such cities, all of them growing and thriving on the islands of Archipelago Nergal. Raingorl knew how to make places work well.

And now he was here, at the end of his old life, and the beginning of his next.

As an orcol, Raingorl had retained his racial blessing of beauty well into 110, but his age was beginning to show. Darker spots of green on his face. Wiry hair that fell out long ago, leaving him bald. A thinness that could not be solved by more food. A need to use a cane. Deep wrinkles around his eyes.

His eyes, though, were still bright and attentive, highlighting a mind that had not deteriorated at all. He knew what he was about, and he had faced this question of being a hardass many times before.

With a measured voice, Raingorl said, “In an adventurer’s arena, and in life, having a hardass for a teacher means less hardship later. I might correct a student based on nuances that they would never encounter, but knowing that those nuances exist might help a student plan better. It might save their life. Or, I will have discouraged someone from being out there in the field where they will have gotten themselves or another killed. I would consider either way a success.” Raingorl said, “In the end, the point is not to fully instruct a student, nor to coddle them into trying things that will harm others, but to instead cause a spark inside a young mind which will cause them to seek out bettering behaviors, in every arena of their life.”

“Admirable.” Erick asked, “I have nothing against how Kirginatharp teaches mundane topics so I doubt we’ll come to any impasse there, though I likely will wish to talk about all that at some later date. For now, the normal curriculum works fine. I have no doubt you can set up schools and hospitals up at Candlepoint, either, for in addition to teaching, you were also the director of education for the Arcanaeum Consortium for 25 years. You’re in as the Overseer of Wellbeing.”

In small pieces, and then all at once, Raingorl’s face and body relaxed. With a stuttering voice, he said, “Ahhh… This is good. Thank you, Wizard Flatt. Thank you.”

Erick let the man have his moment. He could surely relate. After several seconds passed, Erick said, “When I first came to Veird, I was amazed at how much the Script helps people to regain themselves. You might not know it… But it’s hard out there without magic; without Health and without healing. I’m glad I have this opportunity to give back some of the goodwill I’ve already received from the better parts of your world.”

Raingorl smiled wide, exposing his large lower fangs. “You’ve run into problems too, though.”

“Of course. I have no problems with how Kirginatharp teaches mundane topics, but I do have a problem with the magical side of things. It’s not a large deal right now, but when push comes to shove, I want to know that you will be on my side of things.” Erick asked, “So will you?”

“The Headmaster does as he does in order to protect the world from magical misuse, but he has lots of opponents in the Consortium who wish for looser regulations on what they are allowed to teach.” Raingorl said, “I was a moderate in those circles, but there are many ways in which those progressives have good points. I look forward to talking about that with you… Though mostly I expect to be able to teach normal curriculum. The magical stuff is under the Overseer of Magic, I understand?”

“True; I just wished to know the measure of your stance.” Erick continued, “Now… You have filled out the [Reincarnation] paperwork, but I am aware that there are often things people wish for that they do not actually put down on paper. This spell can do a lot. Do you have anything you would like to add, that you don’t wish to put down in physical words?”

Raingorl looked like Erick had asked him a weird question. He said, “No. Everything written is what I want, and I am fully aware of the side effects of my [Reincarnation]. I will be set to 0, and all blessings and otherwise stripped from my person.”

“… Okay.” Erick felt the man was lying, but perhaps it was more of a lie to himself, than to Erick. Whatever the case, [Reincarnation] could be used multiple times on the same person, so if Raingorl wanted something different later, then Erick could do that. So he moved on. “If you are ready, then let us do the oath of office.”

Raingorl held his hands steady on his cane as he fixed his eyes upon Erick. “I am ready to pledge myself to House Benevolence and to you, Wizard Flatt.”

Twenty minutes later, Erick sent a very handsome 19 year-old, 110 year-old orcol man through a portal to Oceanside.







- - - -







Burhendurur and Fairy Moon sat in Erick’s office at the top of House Benevolence.

A new stack of resumes sat on Erick’s desk. He casually flipped through them, reading them as fast as he could glimpse the pages—

He smiled.

“Ah. That boy Hizogard who had been in stasis for a few centuries.” Erick said, “He’s coming to work for me. That’s good. He looked like he needed some new direction in life.”

Burhendurur said, “His family had a long history of being good members of House Carnage before their destruction at the hand of Stratagold.”

Erick looked over Burhendurur, saying, “And you seem to have all of yourself here and ready for a new life, too. As a small warning, though, if you all can’t play nice with everyone else here, then that will be a problem. I have already given everyone else the same warning, but now I repeat that warning to you.”

Burhendurur said, “I’m rather sure that every single person picked out and laid before you in that paperwork will be able to do the duties assigned to them, and to keep the peace as much as they are able.”

Fairy Moon had just been watching this whole time, but she couldn’t keep quiet any longer. She changed the subject, “I shall be your Overseer of Law.”

Like he had been sucker punched, rapid, all-consuming anger flooded out from Erick.

The room instantly brightened with flickers of lightning from every light overhead. Lightning flashed outside, striking down from a cloudy sky to touch upon a corner tower of House Benevolence.

A storm brewed.

Burhendurur’s breath hitched. He wanted to move away from Fairy Moon, but he did not. Poi had a similar desire to move away from Erick.

“Absolutely not,” Erick said, staring right at Fairy Moon, his eyes flickering with brightness. “The kidnapping aside, since the outcome there was eventually favorable to all, you have disregarded my judgments and desires once, and in a moment of great importance. You killed the Red Dot dragon instead of dragging him to court. I cannot trust you with the position of Overseer of Law. Do not ask for this to change.”

Fairy Moon stared right back at Erick, her eyes alight with pink and green Springtime. “You mistake my mandate as less than the wonderful wish that it is.”

“You mistake my denial of your request as something you can gainsay.”

A terrible moment of shifting futures arrived like a monster peeking in through a window…

Lightning struck outside.

And…

… Fairy Moon relented slowly, then rapidly and all at once. “Bah. I’m too busy back in Ar’Cosmos anyway.”

The storm moved on.

Erick did not relax, though. He rapidly looked over the various applications he had received and picked out the one that read the best. “Mikatiti’s understudy; the carnage dragon who oversees the Rotunda when Mikatiti cannot be present. I pick him for the Overseer of Law. If Volaro is anything like Mikatiti, then I assume he will be open to shifting opinions, but be able to hand down fair rulings.” He said to Burhendurur, “And you’re Overseer of Enforcement. Do you approve of Volaro as a person?”

“I do.” Burhendurur said, “He belongs to a branch family of Carnage, and if it weren’t for Bright Smile’s eagerness to rise to power and Volaro’s complacency with the law, then Volaro might very well have been the next Head of House Carnage.”

“Good.” Erick said to both of them, “Get him here, and let us start swearing in these people. When that is over, we can also discuss the placement of Ar’Cosmos forces inside House Benevolence. I have a tower set aside for your interests. My plan, right now, is to put up [Fairy Stronghold]s in those towers, so you —and only you— will be able to go into those places and feel secure in those locations. I will be doing the same for the wrought’s tower, and for other locations. Obviously, this is not foolproof, and especially not for your forces...” To Fairy Moon, Erick said, “If I catch you in any of the private lands I put up for the security of all of the various antagonistic forces I got running around here, then we will have uncomfortable words, Fairy Moon. Honor this pact, and honor it now.”

Fairy Moon looked at Erick, then said, “We can place our own protective orders—”

“My land. My rules.” Erick said, “I will be putting up the [Fairy Stronghold]s. You will not go fairying around into other people’s privacies.”

Fairy Moon huffed, “Then I cannot cavort anywhere without alerting all others!”

“That is precisely the point. I don’t want anyone else using Fae Magic around here, and that means you, most of all.” Erick said, “But in a few years, when the bands of intent on Fae get relaxed, then that should no longer happen. I hope that instead of fighting this, you take this small time to prove that the relaxation of those bands of intent will not lead to even more problems down the road. I want to trust you, but that trust has to be earned. I should mention, AGAIN, that you had earned my trust until you fucked up and killed the Red Dot dragon without bringing him in for questioning.” Feeling suddenly more tired than angry, Erick earnestly asked, “Please do not make another mistake like that again. Testing this decree of mine would be a mistake.”

Fairy Moon frowned, but all of her anger evaporated quickly enough. “An acceptable arrangement; I agree.”

“… Okay.” Erick said, “Then: Moving on...”

- - - -







The organization of small words and orders given moved both fast and slow.

Some people were eager to get out of Ar’Cosmos, rushing through Springtime with an orderly, yet quick pace, right into the tower space that Erick was already setting up for them. Hizogard was among these people. He was among the first successes of Ar’Cosmos’s new Renewal Tank System, and he showed up for duty in his human body, with his blond hair and bright blue eyes, looking ready to tackle the world. He was also completely embarrassed once he saw Erick.

Hizogard crashed to the ground when he saw Erick, going down on one knee and lowering his head as he shouted, “This one apologizes for his lack of knowledge and manners in our previous meeting, my Wizard and my King Erick Flatt. Please forgive my disrespect! It will not happen again!”

Erick forgave the guy, of course, for only an asshole would not forgive a man who lashed out at others after just waking up and finding out that their entire family was gone, and everything he knew was different. Hizogard did not accept that forgiveness as much as Erick would have liked, for Hizogard wanted to become a part of the offices of Enforcement. He needed to prove his loyalty and his strength of arms by ensuring that all the enemies of House Benevolence would rue the days they decided to act against his Wizard.

‘His Wizard’.

Erick moved past Hizogard’s display of something akin to chivalry.

Other people came out of Ar’Cosmos rather slowly, wary over everything and not fully trusting the tower that Erick had filled with [Fairy Stronghold]. Erick let them put up their own magics if they wished, after they had made their oaths, of course. He stressed that his Fae Magic would be the only allowance of that magic in this space, too, which made a lot of people glance between him and Fairy Moon.

Fairy Moon rolled her eyes each time, then Erick stared at her, and she repeated the promise she had made before about not messing with the fae spaces Erick would construct, nor would she mess with the people therein.

One thing Erick did not expect about all of the Ar’Cosmos people was that almost all of them were mere weeks out of the Renewal Tanks, meaning Erick had helped every single one of these people regain lives that they had thought they had lost forever. No longer half-dragons, they were simply people, and they were grateful.

He had expected another dragon or two, but nope! Just the two; Burhendurur and Volaro. Volaro didn’t show for a while, though.

In the meantime, Erick learned a funny thing about those Renewal Tanks. Apparently, Redflame had improved upon the initial design. House Benevolence’s new paper shapers and guards had not been reset to 0, like everyone else who Erick had reincarnated. Most of them only lost anywhere from 50% to 90% of their previous Status. It was only a few people, like Hizogard, who lost everything, and only because his half-dragon situation was far enough gone to kill him when he was out of [Stasis].

… Erick didn’t know how he felt about a ‘half-[Reincarnation]’.

Toward the end of the parade of new people, happily moving into a new tower, Erick finally met the man he had been expecting. Volaro walked out of Springtime with Fairy Moon at his side, but Fairy Moon could not stand to talk about someone other than herself becoming a judge, so she left.

And then it was just the newest dragon in Erick’s life, and Erick, in his office.

Poi remained behind Erick though, of course.

Erick’s new Overseer of Law, if he didn’t prove incompetent or worse, was a calm, orcol-sized and shaped man. From afar, he looked the part of any normal orcol with long black hair, but up close, one could see that his black hair hid two curving horns that wrapped around the sides and back of his head, to come out almost in line with both sides of his jaw.

And his eyes were pools of red Carnage fire.

Their interaction was about as involved as the one Erick had with Burhendurur, taking a while and involving magic talk, but it also delved into the importance of the law, and separating law from enforcement.

Volaro said, “I have often overseen the Rotunda with Burhendurur in session, so I have no doubt we will be able to work well together. But not perfectly. Both in the larger arenas and in the smaller courts, we have locked horns often enough to know the measure of each other. It is good, however, to have such a strong backing in your arm of Enforcement. A word of warning, though: I fully expect Burhendurur to be framed for various crimes in various attempts to strip him of his position, and then for one of Kirginatharp’s or Stratagold’s forces to take over that Overseer position.”

“I’m fully expecting there to be lots of office drama.” Erick said, “I hope that it does not rise to the problem of murder or other similar evils, though. But when it does, you will be overseeing those trials.”

Volaro nodded slowly, then asked, “And how do you expect this land to run?”

Now there was the big question.

Erick gave his answer, “Everyone living under the same laws, with justice for all. I’m imagining that many past crimes will need to be forgiven, though, if there is any hope at all for this to work. To that end, I will be offering amnesty to those who come here, pledge an oath to the new world, and choose to lay down their weapons and their hate.” He said, “There’s more to it than that, but that’s a good enough answer for now.”

Volaro looked at Erick. “We likely have very different ideas of which laws are important to judge harshly, and those which should be forgiven. So in this transition state, how would you like me to judge? I am versed in Common International Law, but that law is considered terribly thin. I could judge based on Ar’Cosmos Third Reformation Law, but that would automatically call for an expunging of all foreigners and a Fae Seal struck against them, and that will not work as per your established dislike of that magic. First Order Law would simply kill any offenders of the common peace, which is widely open to interpretation, and I feel executions will be low on your list of acceptable outcomes.”

“I am against execution except in the cases of mass murderers, or the unjustified and unrepentant. I expect a lot of fines to be levied against offenders, for most cases are more delegation between two sides, and less trials of high crimes.” Erick said, “In those largest of trials, I would prefer judgments made with a goal of reformation or conciliation. Instead of Fae Seals and exile, I might be offering a [Blessing of Empathy] and halfway homes, though you and I will likely need to have a larger discussion about that. One other thing to think about is that I can also levy a [Reincarnation] against people who egregiously harm others, thus stripping them of all their power, making them reasonably easy to contain.”

Volaro breathed in a little deeper than he had been; he was surprised by Erick’s words, and a bit by what he considered ruthlessness. He was wary, but he was ready to rise to power in a new land, too. Perhaps politically, he said, “I will need to take these ideas into account.”

“This has been a good conversation, Volaro.” Erick said, “I expect to countermand your judgments many times in the near future, but I am sure we can eventually see eye to eye.”

“I agree.” Volaro asked, “Shall we do the oath now?”

Erick smiled a little, feeling good about this whole thing, and then he began, “I, Erick Flatt, demand your fealty, Volaro Carnage, for the power I invest in you is the only power you will have in these lands...”







- - - -







When the sun rose across House Benevolence the next day, Erick inducted 15 more wrought into House Benevolence. They would be sorted into offices and organizations soon enough, though the lion’s share of them would likely head off to the Benevolence Research tower. Many of them were eager to start working directly with Erick to see what Benevolence could really do.

Those people went into a different [Fairy Stronghold] secured tower, across from Ar’Cosmos’s tower.

An hour later, when most people were settled into their new homes, and before anything untoward could happen...

Erick introduced both sides to each other.

That meeting was tense.

Erick told them all where the Benevolence Research tower was, while also instructing them not to fight, and that they were part of the same House now. It was a conversation fraught with difficulty and hard emotions, but it needed to happen. Erick mostly just told anyone who raised their voice to walk away. That happened more than he would have liked, but exactly as much as he expected.

That introduction devolved into a mostly empty room fast enough...

But three people remained. Aisha, Volaro, and Burhendurur (and Teressa, Poi, Kiri, Jane, and Sitnakov, standing with Erick, but they didn’t count much for the difficulty of the situation. The people of Ar’Cosmos did goggle a lot at Sitnakov, but the giant black man did not engage, thankfully). Erick’s three new Overseers spoke amicably for a good twenty minutes after the room cleared, and then they all decided to speak again another day. They had not threatened each other, nor had they raised their voices. They simply met each other in a calm space.

It was the best outcome possible, in Erick’s opinion.

In everyone’s opinion, actually. After everyone left, Sitnakov told everyone that he had been absolutely sure that someone was going to throw a punch.

Erick moved on… Somewhat.

For the next ten hours, he watched the spaces between Ar’Cosmos’s part of House Benevolence, and the wrought area, hoping and praying that nothing bad would happen, and that no side would make a move against the other. As far as he could tell, he got his wish.

While that was going on, he had small interviews with all of Kirginatharp’s people in his office at the top of the tower. He accepted oaths, and then he gave them all new bodies and sent them off to Oceanside to recover. Most of them had a few last-moment requests that were not written down at all, which was understandable once those requests came out into the open. Everyone had something they wanted to change about themselves, and these people were no exception.

Zolan was not alone in desiring something special.

Mostly, though, they all had small vanities like Mox. Requests for nice skin, or flexibility, or more strength than they had in their original body. Five people asked for good metabolisms and easily controlled appetites so they wouldn’t have to watch what they ate so much. Erick was pretty sure he nailed those requests.

And nothing downstairs exploded!

Success after success!

- - - -

That night, in his bed in his home on the boughs of Yggdrasil, Erick barely slept for worry over something happening in the House. The first meeting had gone about as well as he could hope, but there had been anger there. All day long, wrought and otherwise had ventured out of their assigned [Fairy Stronghold]s in order to do this or that.

Each side saw the other side…

But nothing happened.

Eventually, though, Erick did manage to get two hours of sleep. It had been enough.

- - - -

The day dawned, and Erick was already at the House.

Zolan, Mox, and Raingorl would be ready for pickup in ten minutes. After they got here, the three of them would meet the other Overseers already in House; Burhendurur, Volaro, and Aisha. Erick would get all six of them in the same room together…

And then…

And then they would talk.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Talking is usually the best way to work out differences, amirite?

- - - -
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                It was still a bit before go-time, and Erick was fretting. He had a simple plan, because anything overly complicated was doomed to fail. That plan went like this:

Get everyone into the same room.

Ensure violence would not happen.

Proceed to lay out some general duties so that everyone understood what they were getting into.

And then they would talk some, and Erick would assign smaller duties as necessary, for he surely hadn’t thought of everything that needed to be assigned. He assumed that this would take the longest amount of time, and most of the actual problems would arise here if not in that initial meeting.

Then he would assign the other 42 new hires to the various departments. He assumed that this section would also have a fair bit of discussion and anger. Hopefully, he could control this anger.

And that was it. His whole plan for this entire day.

Erick doubted that they would be able to get through everything in a single day. If they got through half of his goals he would be thrilled. He was pretty sure that he could keep the peace, though. Either way, he had rooms for the reincarnated back on Yggdrasil, while the wrought and the people of Ar’Cosmos already had their rooms inside the tower. All of those spaces were [Fairy Stronghold]s, too, so they were immune to casual observation.

Everyone would be mostly safe after the meeting, too, because he would be there.

“… Gods above I hope this works,” Erick said, as he paced in his kitchen.

Once again, Erick glanced at the clock on the wall. That clock had been a gift from Stratagold, back when Erick visited their district and he admired the clock tower, which had both the local time on top of the tower, and Stratagold time on a separate dial, just below the local clock. It was a small marvel that they had thought to put up such a tower, and that Erick hadn’t thought of such a thing first. Upon seeing the obvious utility of such a double clock, Erick wanted every district to have a tower like that, but he also wanted clocks on a wall inside House Benevolence that displayed every single time zone from every other Gate-linked land out there.

The clock on his wall right now was the first of many, for sure. It wasn’t the nice, solid green jade magical clock that Erick had had back in Ar’Cosmos, but mechanical clocks were nice, too.

Erick kinda wanted that jade clock back, though. Maybe he could ask Ar’Cosmos to provide a bunch of—

Teressa set a cinnamon roll on the table beside him, saying, “You look like you could use another.”

Erick chuckled a little. “Ahh. I am a bit of a mess right now—” Eyes wide, Erick looked around again. “How are we on supplies? Did we run out of anything important?”

The kitchen was absolutely filled with food of all kinds, but most of it was small cakes and rolls. There were large glass containers for coffee and tea, and that rounded out this morning’s general needs. Erick was all set to host a nice meeting between the overseers. If the day went super well, then Erick was halfway ready to host a get-together between all of his people.

Mephistopheles would be coming to partake of his planned role in an upcoming ‘royal court’. The only other person in that court was Zolan, so it wasn’t much of a court at all, but—

“Fuck,” Erick said, “I need a different name for the governors court— Oh! I can just call it that.”

Erick’s schedule was very full. Today was a massive day.

Teressa was still on Erick’s previous question, though, answering, “We’re low on almost all of the odder stuff, but that’s only because we haven’t been taking care of the garden recently. Stuff like flour and basic vegetables are taken care of, but stuff like beef and chicken are not.”

Erick stood straight. “What? No meat? But I had just looked...” He gazed outward with Ophiel, looking at the lands on Candlepoint’s southern edge. “Ah. Daetroi’s herds are still small— Wait… I don’t see any chickens? Where are the chickens? He had, like, a good four hundred of them with more being hatched and grown every day.” He counted the cows. He scowled. “And surely we didn’t go through a third of the herd in 20 days?”

Poi said, “Someone grabbed all of the chickens two nights ago and the cows have been vanishing, too. Slip has been investigating, but we think they were stolen by external forces. No real way to get them back, either.”

… What?

Erick had a surreal moment of disbelief, and then came the anger.

“What. The. Fuck.” Erick scowled at the world as he looked deeper into the manasphere near the former chicken coops. Two days ago was easy enough to [Witness], but it was still cloudy due to the passage of time. “… What the fuck? They all just… Flew away?” Erick looked more. “They flew away into the desert, and that’s everything. It ends there, some vanishing before the others, but all of them eventually vanish.” He came back to himself and looked around, asking, “They’re usually not that good at flying. Or [Teleport]ing?”

Teressa shrugged. “We think it’s a subtle [Husbandry]-[Teleport] spell, [Call the Flock]. A rare spell, but the Class Herder can get something like that.”

Poi shrugged. “It’s a theory.”

“… [Husbandry Teleport] is an option?” Erick frowned, mostly at himself. “Of course it’s an option.”

“You have to brand them, first.” Teressa said, “That means someone branded all the animals before they stole them but that could have happened weeks ago. Haven’t been able to find anything on that, either, so Slip is chasing down leads.”

Erick sighed. “Okay. So. No chicken for a while. Okay. Okay…” Erick frowned. “That’s just fucking annoying— Nope. Out of my hands. Not my problem right now. It’ll take Daetroi what? Two weeks to get back up and running?”

Teressa frowned a little. “Ehhh. Two months?”

“Months! Why would it take—” Erick shook his head. “Nope. Not a problem right now.” He looked around the room. “This makes all of this food a bit more extravagant than I thought it was, and yet, it’s not that special at all.”

Teressa burst out a laugh. “Sorry if I’m not a Cook, Boss.”

Kiri and Jane both frowned at Erick at the same time. Kiri was mixing up a bowl of cake batter in the kitchen, while Jane was icing more cinnamon rolls fresh out of the oven.

Jane slapped down her knife, and then sarcastically said, “I could throw them out. We could have nothing instead. Nothing will probably taste a lot better than our meager offerings.”

“I don’t even like lemon cake,” Kiri said, setting down her bowl with much to-do.

Erick eyed them all, then said, “That’s not what I mea— Shit.” He caught sight of the clock. “It’s time.”

Jane went back to icing the cinnamon rolls, sighing as she said, “We’ll catch up.”

Erick looked to his daughter, and his apprentice, and his guard, and his prognosticator.

His family.

Was he being too hard on them? Shit. Maybe he was.

“Sorry,” Erick said, “I know this has been rough on all of you, too—”

“Dad. It’s fine.” Jane said, “And no. It’s not been that rough at all. Nothing has happened besides a lot of standing around and watching you work.”

“Yes. But.” Erick looked at Jane, saying, “You don’t want to do that. I know you want to be anywhere else but here.” He looked to Kiri. “You and I haven’t done nearly enough magic.” He looked to Teressa and Poi, saying, “… Actually. Are you two happy?”

Teressa smiled. “Yeah. I am.”

“Me too,” Poi said. “I’m perfectly content.”

“Ah! Good.” Erick said, “Two out of four. Okay.”

Kiri sheepishly said, “I thought we were pretending to be mad.” She furrowed her brow, and said, “If this whole House Benevolence works —And I’m going to work to make sure it does! This whole thing is among the most important events to ever happen to this world… And to me too, too, I suppose. I’m happy, Erick. I am… Just a bit bored, but that’s fine? That’s fine.”

Jane looked to everyone, and then frowned. She actually was a bit mad. Erick couldn’t blame her for that, but she certainly seemed to blame herself. Jane said, “Okay. Well. I guess I’m the odd woman out. Sorry. I should have…” Her voice trailed away. And then she breathed deep, and said, “Kiri is right. I don’t know what came over me. I mean… This is everything I ever wanted, too, right? Like… Making a clear and obvious good difference in the world? Yes. That’s everything I want.”

It was not everything she wanted, at all. She wanted to get out from her father’s shadow, and every single day that desire grew. And yet, she did actually want to make the world a better place. She just wanted to do more violence and less guarding.

… Erick could do nothing about that right now, but he would need to send her and maybe Sitnakov out on assignment, or something. Both of them were struggling—

He realized something.

Erick asked, “You haven’t been able to go out and find your sword, have you?”

Jane frowned, embarrassed. “No. I haven’t. It’s not a big deal, either.”

“It is a big deal.” Erick asked, “Would you be okay with me making that a task for you and some of the other enforcers? I’m going to need some tasks to give out at the meeting. Some assignments that I can set as small, achievable goals, which will make the Overseers all work together. I didn’t really have one for Enforcement yet. And! I need to ask you about that, too. You still want to go hunt monsters, right? I’m hoping to be able to put you into Enforcement for monster hunts.”

Jane’s face flushed a bit red with embarrassment. “I… Yeah. Yeah. I want to do that. That’s great. That’s.. That’s really good, dad.”

Erick felt a thrum of joy in his soul to see his daughter happy again. “Okay! Then here’s the plan: We’ll go to the throne room, and from there I’ll pick up the people from Oceanside. I want you to bring in the breakfast stuff up there, soon. I’ll send a [Gate] for you. Start making the coffee now, please. And then…” Erick breathed in, out, then said, “And everything will come together, or something.”

“On it! Coffee!” Jane said, moving to the machine.

Erick simply nodded. Then he turned to his right, and opened a [Gate].

Without another word, he got on with the day.







- - - -







In Erick’s opinion, the throne room at the top of the tower was the best location for all the major meetings of the House, but that room wasn’t quite finished. Until last night. While laying in bed and unable to sleep, Erick frantically worked through Ophiels to make the room presentable and functional. Shaping tables out of eternal stonewood. Reluctantly making a throne (that he wasn’t going to use in the actual meeting). Making chairs that fit the table. Realizing that the shape of his table would mean a lot going forward, he scrapped all that he had come up with and turned the table into something else. Lighting. Carving the walls. Fixing everything that he had disturbed while he had done all that movement.

Erick stepped out of his living room and into a place that almost looked like a clearing in the woods, but it was not that at all.

Teressa stepped out of the portal behind him, looking around, her eyes going wide.

Poi smirked as he stepped through, saying, “You could have gone more fancy.”

“It’s pretty fancy already,” Teressa said.

“Oh! Let me see!” Kiri said, rushing through the portal— She stopped on the other side. “Ah? Hmm.”

Jane followed through next, her eyebrows rising as she looked around. “It’s rather… Prismatic, dad.”

“It’s not that prismatic… Eh?” Erick asked, “Is it too much?”

The white throne room at the top of House Benevolence was 40 meters across, and had a dome roof made of triangular sections of glass that fit together like hexagons. Pillars in the shape of tree trunks lined the room like reliefs, their branches stretching up into that domed ceiling, holding it aloft, while their roots flowed a good 3 meters out from the wall in gentle tangles. In most places, those roots were simple, and would not hinder people walking out of the hidden doors Erick had installed all around the room, but it was easy to see that the roots meant something, for those roots stopped abruptly as they reached that 3 meter demarcation. Where the roots stopped, they formed a circular lip all around the room. That lip meant something, but it was hard to see from just that clue.

The full breadth of Erick’s Shaping revealed itself in the smooth floor beyond that lip of faux roots, when that smooth floor transitioned into faux tilework.

All around the room, the empty space between the roots and the tile remained unbroken, except in the north. There was an empty space there, where a short dais rested; the circular design was the rune of [Renew], and Erick’s throne would go where the gap lay in the rune. Erick was perhaps most happy about that part of his design.

But the room was very white, as it was made entirely out of eternal stonewood. To counter this, Erick had added color by placing special wardlights onto the ‘leaves’ of every single ‘tree’ that surrounded the room. He had even put up sconces all around, attached to the trees. Rainbow lights, ever shifting in their nuanced colors, glowed upon those sconces.

The throne room was a lot of green, and white, and nuanced rainbow, but it was actually all just plain white light; Erick had gotten the idea for such lighting from Redflame’s castle in Ar’Cosmos. All those lights were Carnage red flames, but they all gave off plain white light.

Erick was less than thrilled about the throne, but it had been necessary to have one, and so he did.

The throne was of similar make to the one at Candlepoint; a simple white throne that was easy to sit upon. This one was slightly different, in that he had thrown a ribbon of rainbow-white light across the back of that one. Other than that it was nothing special.

Erick moved through the room as he pointed and explained, “The echo was pretty bad in here until I added the tree pillars and all the faux foliage; now the sound is somewhat diffuse. There are doors hidden in the forest, mostly where the roots are absent, but all of the setup for this room is kept below. There are stage doors in the floor here; that’s where I put the furniture.” Those furniture pieces began blipping into space in the center of the room. “Ophiel is helping me move them up for today. The only main entrance is through those trees over there, at the southern end of the room; they fold inward. The room beyond that fake forest wall is meant for food delivery. That’s where you’ll come in from.

“I went with a simple round table for the meeting, and all the chairs I made for it are all the same.” Erick began arranging those chairs around the large table. “I won’t actually sit in the throne while we’re having a normal meeting. The throne is for special events… I guess. I also made a whole bunch of other tables that can go all around the entire room, sitting on the [Renew] rune or otherwise, which is where I will put them for the larger gatherings I have here, but the party tonight —if we get that far— will be at the atrium downstairs.

“And this is basically it!” Erick put a hand on the back of the chair he planned to sit on; it was exactly the same as the other chairs around the 4 meter wide circular table. “What do you think?”

Teressa glanced at the table, saying, “That needs to be bigger.”

“… Eh?” Erick asked, “But it’s orcol-sized already?”

Poi said, “You’ve got under two meters of distance between you and your next nearest person, and that won’t [Fly]. Also, the center of the table needs to be empty, so everyone can see each other’s feet and to see if they’re working magic underneath. Also, Sitnakov is coming in right now.”

Right on cue, The Adamantium Wind stepped out of the air and into the room. He happily said, “Morning! It’s time for the great big meeting, right?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “And I hope to the gods above and all others besides that this goes well.”

Poi nodded, adding, “I’m reasonably sure that we’ll have some unexpected guests, so you need to add more space to that table just for that reason.”

Sitnakov looked at the table. “That’s too small.”

“Okay okay.” Erick looked to Jane and Kiri. “Please get things ready; I’m closing the [Gate] after you go back through.” The two girls rapidly complied, returning through the portal to home. Erick closed the [Gate] and began reshaping the table, doing as Poi and Sitnakov suggested. “Six meters across mean around 2.5 meters between everyone. If two more people show up then that’s two meters between each person?”

Poi nodded; acceptable. Then he said, “Oceanside has alerted me that they are ready for pickup. Aisha, Burhendurhur, and Volaro will be ready to join the meeting when you call for them. Within 15 minutes?”

Erick nodded. “Within 15.” He looked across the world to Oceanside, where four people awaited in a courtyard at the hospital; three people Erick expected, and Kirginatharp. He opened a [Gate] from there to here and turned to them, saying, “Hello, everyone.”

Kirginatharp asked, “How is the housing for the others?”

He was nervous.

Erick was nervous.

Both of them tried not to show it.

Erick said, “The housing is ready when the people are ready to come back. Everything is secured behind [Fairy Stronghold]s, runic webs, redundant illusions, and a direct promise from you-know-who to not go into those spaces where she has not been invited. I have explicitly uninvited her, too.”

Kirginatharp breathed deep, then he turned to Zolan, Mox, and Raingorl. “It’s been a pleasure working with you all these years. I look forward to continuing to work with you in your new home, and profession.” He turned to Erick. “Thank you, Erick. Everyone else might be a day or two getting ready. They’ll be waiting.”

Erick nodded, then he turned to his new people. “Welcome to House Benevolence, Zolan Brightborn, Mox Dawnborn, and Raingorl Brightsnapper. I didn’t mean to change your names, but it happened. I hope you’re happy with everything else.”

All three of them wore impeccable clothes—

Fuck. Erick needed a theme for his clothes, didn’t he? Or was that too ‘Star Wars’ trooper armor? Whatever the case, Kirginatharp or someone else had taken notice of how Erick had styled his own [Conjure Armor] these days. They had made similar clothes for his new Overseers; mostly white, but with black accents.

— on their new, younger bodies. Zolan was an absolute hunk of a 20-something demi, with nice violet skin, black hair, and small horns, and Erick was embarrassed for himself that he had an instinctual reaction upon seeing the guy, but there was no other way to say it other than Zolan was fucking hot. Which was fine. Zolan seemed perfectly aware of his body, if his casual expression of solidity was anything to go by, or perhaps he was just ready to start the workday, for real. He was ready to be political.

Mox wore white and black as well, which contrasted nicely with her dark skin. The human woman was also 20-something, and a fire seemed to burn in her dark eyes that was brighter than the sun. She was ready for anything.

Raingorl was your standard stupidly-beautiful 19-ish orcol man, blessed by the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, Aloethag. That blessing hadn’t been so obvious back when Erick had sent the guy to Oceanside to recover, but now that Raingorl was up and about, that blessing was obviously present. He wore his black hair cropped short, and his clothes a bit loose. His left hand seemed to want to grip something, but he was probably just missing his cane, since he didn’t need it anymore.

The three ‘youngsters’ came through the [Gate] at near the same time, and then each of them took a knee, putting one hand over their chest and the other to the ground.

They lowered their heads and spoke in unison, “We owe you our lives, Apparent King and Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt. We hope to repay your kindness and your trust by supporting the growth of your ideals, and of your House. Thank you for accepting us under your aegis.”

Unexpected, but perhaps Erick should have expected this. He spoke calmly, “Rise, and join me as we discuss our place in the world, and how to make everything better for everyone that we can.”

They rose.

Zolan had a small smirk he couldn’t control. Mox was relaxed, and prepared. Raingorl chuckled a little; he was happy to be of service to a higher ideal again. All three of them had missed this. All three of them had been exactly the kind of people who wanted to make the world a better place in the first place, which is why they went to work with Kirginatharp, the Headmaster. Time had made mockery of their efforts, and so they had to retire.

But now, they were here, out of retirement, and ready to resume with their life’s work, under a different power.

Erick turned and looked to Kirginatharp, standing on the other side of the [Gate]. The sun beat down at an angle over there, casting the gold and white master of Oceanside into tiny shadows. Here, at the Gate District of Candlepoint, the room was awash with white light from a thousand sources, while overhead the sky was golden with dawn.

Erick nodded to Kirginatharp.

Kirginatharp nodded to Erick.

And then Erick closed the [Gate].

He took a moment to breathe, and then he broke the ice, asking, “Any problems you’ve noticed? Everything working out well?”

Zolan said, “Everything is working out very well.”

Erick smiled. “Good.”

“I haven’t needed to clean and heal as usual for the first time in 95 years.” Mox said, “I now have a whole extra hour of every day, and an extra 3500 mana.”

“That’s great!” Erick said.

“Aloethag seems to have taken pleasure in my return to youth.” Raingorl frowned a little, but even that looked hot on him. “She has given me a stronger blessing than usual. It should not affect my work.”

“Okay… That’s different.” Erick asked, “It’s okay?”

Raingorl smiled brightly. “I can live with it.”

“Ah. Good! Great.” Erick looked at the three of them, asking, “Any other changes I should know about?”

Zolan said, “All of our magical signatures are either paler or outright white. Mine is the color of new sand.”

“Mine is full-white,” Mox said.

“New growth green,” Raingorl said.

A bit weird! But fine! Erick was happy, for every one of these people seemed happy, and that’s what mattered. But it was time to switch gears. He was their boss, now. Erick looked at the three of them, and said, “Your counterparts will be joining us shortly.”

Zolan, Mox, and Raingorl each seemed to flick a switch, and turn professional. The time for small talk was not exactly over, but it was also time to work.

Erick had two different Ophiel each open up two different [Gate]s, about ten meters apart from each other. The celesteel human wrought, Aisha, stood on the other side of one portal, while the incani-like Burhendurur and the orcol-like Volaro stood together behind the other [Gate].

Erick said to them, “Please join us in the throne room. We will be discussing the future of our organization now.”

Aisha gave a small bow and strode forward. She wore robes that looked almost exactly like Erick’s, but fit for a woman, and made of her own iridescent silver body.

Burhendurur and Volaro gave small nods and walked into the room. Both of them wore robes like Erick’s, too, which was good. But they had made a mistake and it had nothing to do with what they wore.

Erick told the two dragons, “Eventually, I hope to attain a certain easy familiarity with each of you, and therefore there will be no need for bows or other such acknowledgments of stations. But that time is not right now.” He stared at them. “Everyone else bowed.”

The two dragons startled, and then they bowed. Everyone else gave small expressions of relief, righteousness, and gathered solidity. Burhendurur and Volaro did not seem put off by being put in their place, either, for in each of their minds, Erick could tell that yes, that had been a small test, and that they were both personally miffed at being called out on their antics, and relieved that antics would not be tolerated. Volaro actually seemed pleased with himself, as if he had given Erick a way to rise above the other people in the room at a small cost to Volaro’s own pride. Volaro seemed to have pride to spare, so this much was nothing to him.

Weird, but fine?

Good, actually.

Volaro seemed to have no trouble in being told that he was crossing a line, or perhaps he was fine with Erick telling him off. At least this would make it easier for Erick to tell Volaro that his judgements were unjust, and for the Carnage Dragon to do something else.

“Okay.” Erick turned to everyone, caught a hundred smaller thoughts in the expressions of eyes and shoulders and heartbeats and tensing hands of all his people, and said, “Everyone please have a seat where I placed the wardlight with your name and position.”

Without words, and in a guarded manner, the six of them complied.

Zolan sat to Erick’s immediate left, then there was Mox, then Raingorl, followed by Aisha, Volaro, and Burhendurur. The glowing names and positions faced toward the center of the table, so that everyone could read the others’ more easily.

Erick opened with, “Welcome, everyone. First, thank you all for choosing to be a part of House Benevolence. Together, the seven of us here and whoever comes afterward, will be working to make all the world a better place, a more connected place, a safer place, for all of us and all people, even those who have historically been enemies. Enemies of others, or enemies of ourselves, it does not matter. We work toward a brighter future.

“For our toil, we will be powerful, and able to cause change on a large scale. Mostly, I expect this change to come through proving our economic strength, and the strength of our defense, in order to provide peace and prosperity and to raise the standard of living across the entire world.

“We will even open new worlds, eventually.

“There will be difficulty, of course. I had expected to fight off at least one war by now, but that has not happened, likely due in no small part to the wrought and Oceanside and Ar’Cosmos and others each working in the background, in their own ways, to make this happen. You and your people all came to this table, ready to cooperate, and I thank you for your presence, and your oaths of fealty.

“I will prove myself and my goals worthy of your trust, and I hope you will do the same.

“I have a small measure of tasks to get done today, but after that, I hope that all of you will be able to talk with each other, and to plan whatever you wish to plan, and to work together to make our wishes of a better future come to fruition.” Erick paused, then he said, “Here is what I want to do, today:

“Introductions.

“Delineation of overarching duties and expectations, as understood by me.

“Then there will be a small break for refreshments.

“Then we will come back, and you all will speak of your delineation of duties, as understood by you.

“We will then have a reconciliation of overlaps and blank spots, in order to clear out those overlaps and assign those blank spots.

“And then we can work through the resumes of others I have already gotten and already assigned to your various offices. Some of my assignments will not be met with approval, but if you have better ideas of who should be assigned where, then I will accept or deny those adjustments.

“We might not get through all of that, but that is the entirety of the goal today.

“I expect we’ll need about a month before a lot of the historical angers begin to lessen. I expect at least one or two fights, and for some sort of real problem to appear. I hope, though, that that does not happen, and that there is only peace under the roof of this House. Angry, hurtful peace is fine, for now. In the future, I expect real, lasting peace and cooperation. I am sure almost all of you already know each other, but we will do this properly, anyway. We will begin with introductions.” Erick turned to his left, saying, “Zolan, if you would start. Please keep it under 5 minutes, or shorter, then we will move on to Mox, then Raingorl, then Aisha, then Volaro, then Burhendurur.”

Zolan looked out across his new compatriots. He held a thousand judgments about all of them, with most of those judgments cast upon the obvious-dragons. Some of those thoughts were good. Some were gauges of danger. But he put hope into his voice, as he said, “Zolan Goldbranch, now Zolan Brightborn; a foible of our King’s magic. My previous boss was an enemy to some of you, and a friend to most of you. That will likely bring difficulty, but the Headmaster is doing all he can to ensure that this works. Our Apparent King will become the living embodiment of a treaty between Oceanside and Ar’Cosmos, but more than that, I believe that House Benevolence will change the world for the better, and I, as Castellan of this House, will do my part to ensure that this House functions as best it can.

“I was at the center of Oceanside’s business for nearly 85 years, turning problems into opportunities and spinning gold out of every place I touched. I can do the same for this land, our king, and you, if you will work with me to make it so.”

He stopped there.

Mox spoke, “Mox Dawnborn, formerly Dawnsider. I think I directly fought against you, Burhendurur, for I remember your horns in that one battle against Hullbreaker north of Eidolon. I hope to not be doing any more of that sort of fighting at all. My hope is to raise this land to glory and power and change for the better, and to raise a family when I am able.”

Mox finished, faster than Erick would have thought.

Raingorl spoke, “Raingorl Brightsnapper, formerly Bonesnapper. The only one of you that I know is Zolan. I plan on making universities and other such schools, as well as seeing to the overall health and wellbeing of this land. I would ask you all not to start fights among the rest of us who are just trying to live our lives and make good with what we have.”

… A bit more antagonistic than Mox.

Burhendurur allowed himself a small frown that he had been holding back from giving Mox. Volaro narrowed his Carnage red eyes, not appreciating Raingorl’s smack against his honor.

Aisha barreled on, “Aisha, formerly of Stratagold and remaining of Archmage’s Rest, but my allegiance is now to our king, and to House Benevolence. My hope is to understand how Benevolence can stop all Sunderings, and to ensure that the magic that comes out of this House is of benefit to us all.”

Sure. Fine.

Aisha defused most of the obvious anger in the room.

Volaro spoke, “Volaro, formerly of House Carnage of Ar’Cosmos. Judge, primarily. I find myself dissatisfied that we two dragons are pitted against four of you. I can only hope that our king will be able to see that he is being led astray by the warmonger Mox and the golden thief Zolan, before disaster [Strike]s.”

Erick frowned.

But he said nothing. No one said anything against Volaro. Zolan did have a certain smirk in his eyes, though. Mox frowned a little, as though she were hearing some sort of weird lie that she just couldn’t even begin to understand.

Burhendurur said, “Burhendurur, formerly of House Death of Ar’Cosmos. My department will be the enforcement arm for House Benevolence, therefore I doubt that this situation here is as simple as my colleague formerly from House Carnage says; 2 against 4. It is more like me against every single one of you, for I will not suffer violence under this roof, and I will work tirelessly to ensure that everyone— Including you Volaro— does not physically harm anyone else. I am more than capable of fielding that duty.” He continued, “To that end, I have seen anomalies in the manasphere of this House. Some of them belong to your airy agents, Mox. Stop that. You are not allowed to enact violence on this land, and these spots are always preludes to your assassinating actions.” He said to Erick, “Other manasphere disturbances belong to Fairy Moon, who we have already asked to stop. Others still belong to Shade Goldie. The Shade of Assassination is here, now, standing beside your throne. Right back there.”

People tensed, including Erick, as Goldie stepped out of the air ten meters behind Erick, near his throne.

The goldscale Shade wore the same black armor she had worn when last Erick saw her, at that ritual in the desert not 25 days ago. Her massive black sword held in the air behind her like a guillotine edge, waiting to strike, but her face was almost relaxed. Erick was a bit worried that she was showing up now, after having been in the wind for almost an entire month, but she looked… ready to receive orders? He supposed?

Everyone else was terribly worried… Except for Sitnakov, standing off to the side.

The giant adamantium man looked ready to fight.

Erick wanted none of that, though.

With a bit of easy sunform, Erick silently turned his chair to face the woman. “Hello, Goldie. Good of you to join us. Would you like to take a chair, or watch from back there?”

“It would be easier for everyone if I remained in the shadows until called upon,” Goldie said, her eyes bright white with the power of her god. “I would have everyone know that I will suffer no underling to order me about; I will only take orders from you, my lord.”

“Fair enough. Thank you for your attendance Goldie. I will accept your report on the Chelation War afterward. At ease.”

Goldie relaxed, fading back into the empty air.

Erick turned back to the table, saying, “Excellent introductions, everyone, if a bit more antagonistic than necessary, in some cases. If we can keep it to that level and not escalate, then I will count this as a win.”

Zolan stared a little at Erick as he realized once more that he was dealing with true power; that Erick might look like a normal guy, but that was very far from the truth. Mox was simply ready for actual shit to hit the fan; these small words by dragons and a Shade and a Wizard were not nearly as bad as she had expected. Raingorl was feeling that he had gotten his foot stuck in a [Force Trap] and he wasn’t sure how to move; he couldn’t go anywhere.

Aisha was calm, though she was focused more on the person standing behind Erick, than on Erick— She glanced left, and then right…

She was watching Goldie, specifically, wasn’t she? She was.

Goldie aside, Volaro and Burhendurur were obviously in cahoots and trying to see how far they could push the power Erick had given them, but Erick fully expected that. He did not expect them to actually... Approve of Goldie’s presence? They liked that Goldie was here? But… Yeah. He was reading that right—

Oh.

They liked that Erick was able to command Shades around.

For that put them on the same level as Shades, which was actually a very large power increase for them.

They liked that.

Well okay then.

Erick said, “And those are the introductions. Now, we will begin the actual meeting. Zolan. You had a note-taking magic, correct? Did you regain that spellwork?”

Zolan picked up what Erick was putting down. “I did regain that magic. I simply need some supplies, for I have not prepared in that way.”

A stack of clean paper blipped onto the table in front of him, along with an assortment of pens and two jars of refillable ink. Erick had been taking notes on a similar stack of paper in a different room, through Ophiel, but now Zolan could publicly take notes, and everyone would know that notes were being taken.

Zolan smiled a bit at the casual display of power, and then he casually displayed his own power. Tan-colored magic washed across the stack of paper and black words began appearing on the white surface; ‘test, test’. The pens remained untouched, though the ink jar gained a slight sandy glow.

Erick began speaking, and words appeared on those pages as he said them,

“The duties of the Overseers of House Benevolence, are as follows.

“Castellan Zolan will have financial oversight over budgets for all aspects of the House. Every department will get money allotted to them beyond the stated salaries I have already discussed with all of you, and my castellan will be in charge of overseeing those and ensuring propriety.

“Zolan will also be in charge of organizing this Gate District. This will make him like a mayor for this ‘town’. This means he will need to get a sewermaster, and all of those assorted necessities. This town will be filled with embassies, though, each of which physically belong to the societies I connect to the Gate Network.

“Zolan will be overseeing the money that comes out of the Gate Network.” Erick looked to the man, saying, “Imagine if you were me, but without the need to worry over the larger picture outside of this Gate District. I will be the one actually crafting the Network and putting people into districts along Gate Road; I will be the one worrying over the larger politics of the Network itself, but if you have suggestions and assistance with those placements, then you will give me those suggestions.”

Zolan was slightly stunned with the massive amount of power Erick was granting him, but then he realized that this was exactly what he signed up for.

Erick continued, “And now, to explain how I see this land developing.

“I will be inviting people to live here, or to create new towns. I expect Candlepoint to grow very large, but I also expect other cities to come along and blossom beside the water, or in the lands beyond, which I will be turning back into actual forest, eventually.

“It is in these lands where Mox will be my Overseer of the Exterior. She will be responsible for coordinating and managing exterior cities to make sure they fall under the laws and regulations that we set forth here at House Benevolence. She will also be responsible for collecting taxes from those lands, and to ensure that those lands are productive, either in people, or in product. She can create dungeons out there in order to bring in more revenue for House Benevolence. I imagine us gaining a multitude of smaller city states under the aegis of House Benevolence eventually, with them starting off as hangers-on of the established lands, but eventually transitioning into incorporated lands with their own mayors.

“Those mayors, once their city has been approved by Mox, will gain a governor’s seat on what is essentially a ‘royal court’ in all but name.

“Zolan, and the current mayor of Candlepoint, Mephistopheles, are the first two people on that court. They will have an advisory role, for now, but I expect them to eventually be helpful for making laws that every city will follow.

“Raingorl will be my Overseer of Wellbeing, who will see to the mundane education and the health of every person living in these lands. I expect every proper city to have at least one school and maybe a hospital, but a single school and hospital will be more than enough in this beginning.

“Aisha will be my Overseer of Magic. Please work with Mox in the beginning to create some dungeons. I will be transforming one of those dungeons into a Benevolence dungeon… Somehow. Other duties of the Overseer of Magic include starting a magic school. I expect to be participating in this school, and if we need to start off with Arcanaeum Consortium teaching, we will, but I eventually want to see to teaching people about runic enchantment. I also want to make a few magics to make that sort of enchantment much easier for wide scale distribution among the normal people.

“Wands made of normal iron, for example, but with [Condense Oxygen] and [Condense Iron] workings on them to prevent the degradation of those wands through the normal use of magic on them. From there, and with [Renew], this will have turned a normal iron wand into a ‘magical metal’, which will enable wands of [Cooking Fire], for example, to be made out of simple iron and 20 mana from anyone who can channel [Renew].

“The tentative idea there is that I want to bring magical items to the common person, and not just to adventurers able to pay continual rad costs and for expensive materials like gold and such.

“I also plan on enacting wide scale Denial magics all across this land to ensure that it's easier for the common person to work and live in these lands; like they do in Songli. Instead of Singers, though, I was envisioning a ball of iron a meter across, or something similarly easy to enshrine in the center of a city, or something like that, which continually provides Denial of all smaller magics.”

Aisha stared a bit, her countenance seeming to sparkle like she would love to see Erick manage this feat of power. She simply nodded, but that movement was reverential.

Erick continued, “Volaro is my Overseer of Law. He will be ensuring that all the court systems that arise out of this organization are without corruption, and positioned toward reformation of offenders, or peaceful negotiations between antagonistic parties. In addition, I expect him to write up a complete code of law that is in line with the namesake of our House Benevolence. In the future, I believe the governors’ court would be the ones actually making the laws, or perhaps they will send a representative to make those laws in some sort of congress we will create later, but for now, Volaro will be writing up those laws.

“And they will be administered fairly.

“We will have no caste systems or equivalents in this land.

“I reserve the right to overturn anything I do not like, which goes for him just as it goes for all the rest of my Overseers.

“As for the outcomes of trials, I might be offering [Blessing of Empathy] against the worst offenders, along with halfway houses to get them in a better place before they rejoin the rest of the world. Perhaps I will insist that in trials where the outcome is execution, that the convicted is instead allowed a choice of [Blessing of Empathy]. I had once said to Volaro, personally, that I might offer [Reincarnation] in order to ensure a real transformation of a problematic person, but I see now that that would be a mistake. I doubt I will be doing that.”

The three reincarnators flinched, and then relaxed, as though some terribleness had come and gone without actually doing anything at all. Aisha and Burhendurur were surprised, and happy that Erick had chosen not to degrade his magic in this way. Volaro would have words to say about Erick’s decision, though; he had initially thought the idea repulsive, but it must have grown on him.

Erick continued, “And finally, Burhendurur is my Overseer of Enforcement. He’s the guard on the walls and the patrol in the streets. He is the only one allowed to wield violence as a tool inside these lands. If any of you have a physical problem, you will either come to me, or go to Burhendurur. I expect him to use summoned souls in monster bodies in order to keep the order outside the walls. But inside the walls, the only area where Burhendurur will have guard duty is here, in the Gate District.

“Once a city state incorporates, they will be expected to field their own guard, just as Candlepoint has its own guards.

“Before that transition, though, I expect the Overseer of Enforcement to work with developing lands and try to establish guards out of the local population, and to guard those lands until such a force rises out of those lands. When the transition occurs, the Overseer of Enforcement will step away peacefully, and let the incorporated land defend itself from interior and exterior threats. Burhendurur will still be expected to protect cities from exterior threats, though he will never use person-based necromancy to do this. Summoned souls only, like as one would summon for an elemental, or a slime.” Erick finished with, “The only point of the necromancy itself is to provide a more stable body so the creature cannot simply be [Dispel]ed; there will be no sapient-necromancy in these lands, except for my own… Which is only technically ‘necromancy’. I do not like this exemption, though, so eventually we will do something different. Perhaps directed teaching of necromancy and allotment of that magic through certification.

“And that is how I see this whole thing working out, right now.”

Zolan’s magic had flowed across a mere three pages by the time Erick finished. It wasn’t much, but it was more than enough for a start. As Erick looked around he saw questions and concerns waiting behind the eyes of every one of his Overseers.

First, though, he said, “But let us talk of smaller things for a while, as my family has made for us breakfast foods, and such.” He gestured to the side of the throne room at an innocuous section of the ‘forest’ wall. That wall of trees opened up, double doors swinging wide to reveal Jane and Kiri, pushing forward tables that rested atop [Floating Platform]s. Cinnamon rolls and other assorted sweet breakfast items awaited, alongside coffee and teas. “Please help yourself.”

Erick stood from his chair and walked toward his apprentice and his daughter, and Kiri and Jane set the food tables down. Erick grabbed some food and a nice mug of coffee. It wasn’t until he was already pouring himself a cup that everyone else started to move.

Awkwardly, and with hesitation, the others stood, and then they began to move toward Erick, to the tables to grab something for themselves.

Erick smiled a little, and then he asked the air, “Goldie? If you would like something to eat, please join us.” As Goldie stepped out of the air only a few meters away, looking ready for a cinnamon roll and simultaneously putting everyone else back on edge, Erick turned to his people and tried to normalize the idea of having a Shade around by asking, “Do you like the name ‘Overseers’? We can change that if you want.”

Goldie grabbed a cinnamon roll and some coffee, and then she went back to being invisible and intangible.

Erick goaded conversation with another innocuous question.

And then, slowly, people started to talk.

Zolan was first, emboldened as he was by the power Erick was giving him and the need to see that power wielded correctly. Then came Burhendurur, when the topic of security arose. There was talk of necromancy and of the limits the Death Dragon would employ in his exterior security measures, and of the clear limits on his interior power. Zolan asked Aisha to explain the validity of Burhendurur’s necromancy ‘without using sapients’, and though Burhendurur took a hit to his honor at that simple question, he did not complain; he took that [Strike] in stride. And then, diplomatically, and with a fair bit of history, Aisha explained that certain uses of necromancy were not the bad uses of necromancy, but that it was hard to distinguish one from the other in almost all scenarios. Only with extensive testing and with a necromancer better than the one you were testing, could you tell if a soul was sapient or not. In this case, she would simply trust Burhendurur’s and Erick’s decisions to protect this land with summoned creatures in fleshy bodies, for she trusted Erick explicitly, and he trusted Burhendurur in turn.

As the conversation continued, Erick’s Overseers spoke of their own desires for the future; their needs that might not fit into the roles that Erick had given them.

Raingorl asked a pertinent question, “My king. You have technologies you wish to share with the world, yes? Do you have a plan for getting those out there? If you are amenable, I would like to take that responsibility; I feel that these things like your record players and particle physics would fit in well with mundane education.”

Aisha was instantly uncomfortable. She wanted that technology, if only to ensure that it was used in a responsible manner. Erick had already put Particle Magic out there, and who knew what would be the next thing like that.

Erick could think of a dozen things that would change the world again, that he wasn’t ready to release. The nature of light was still mostly hidden. Jane’s computers were still a world-changer, and they could be [Duplicate]d and thus change the world. DNA was a big one for Blood Magic improvements. Sound, and molecular vibrations would allow a person to remake Erick’s own [Physical Domain], which he knew could not get out there right now… But the ship had probably sailed on that one, if the Holy O’Kabil actually understood the record player he had given her.

Erick said, “Many of the technologies I envision releasing on Veird will likely have cascading effects, therefore I doubt I will be doing much of that in the immediate future. When I do decide to release more ideas into the world, those ideas will likely go through my Office of Magic.”

Raingorl frowned a little, but he accepted Erick’s answer.

Aisha was silently thrilled.

Almost everyone noticed Aisha’s silent thrill, too.

Every single person in this room was fully capable of reading each other rather well; in pulling apart the nuances of a lingering long or small breath held in reaction, instead of on purpose. Erick found he approved of that, quite a lot. It boded well.

Every single person here also exceeded Erick’s expectations of them ten fold; no one yelled. Everyone simply spoke their minds. And sure, they were guarded and reluctant, and some of those words were pointed with the sting of true history, but they still spoke. They still tried to work with each other.

And that boded well, too.

Erick added, “But the knowledge of electricity is already out there, and I do wish to make [Small Spark] the central magic of a revolution of gears and work.” He said to Raingorl, “That is about as mundane as you can get, and there are smaller things out there that I am sure will not actually create new magic. We can discuss all of that with Aisha and yourself at a later date.”

Aisha nodded, a bit tenser.

Raingorl grinned, exposing his lower fangs. He nodded.

The conversation continued.

- - - -

What came out of those first three hours of conversation was wonderful. Erick ended up with six concise-as-they-could-be lists of duties and responsibilities for each department, and for his own duties as the Head of House Benevolence. He got off pretty lightly with only a single page of responsibilities, mostly amounting to ‘keep House Benevolence looking and acting good’, ‘ultimate defense against outside enemies’, ‘maintain the Gate Network’, and ‘keep the world safe’. He could have gotten off with no responsibilities at all, for no one expected him to do anything except for what he wanted to do. After all, he was making a House out of the best talent in the world for the express purpose of relieving himself of all burdensome duties, correct?

While that was mostly correct, Erick still wanted people to know what he was prepared to do in times of stress, or otherwise.

The whole talk was fantastic, really. When the hashing of duties came to a close, Erick had gained a great idea of what to expect from his people going forward, for every single person he hired took great care in crafting their duties, and to ensure that all bases were covered. And what’s more, everyone seemed to relax a little around each other. This first meeting wasn’t exactly a team building camp, or trust fall exercises, but everyone here was a professional, and eager to work, for a multitude of reasons. Most of those reasons went unsaid, but Erick understood what was happening here well enough.

Zolan wanted power and to make himself a centerpiece in the world again, organizing a hundred separate forces into something cohesive and thriving. He had missed that part of his life, and he needed it back. He was also rather interested in all of the other powers sitting there in the room with him, and he wanted to prove himself as fully capable of standing beside Wizards and dragons and archmages, and even Shades.

Mox was ready to make civilization flourish. She wanted to transform everything into something better, and to ensure that the people who came along later were well organized and ready to help her turn even more of the world into something more habitable and more good.

Raingorl was much the same as Mox, but instead of places enabling the thriving of people, he wanted people to enable the thriving of places. There was a slight difference there between Mox and Raingorl, but they were basically focused in the same sort of direction.

Aisha wanted things to be safe, and for no mistakes to be made when it came to magic, but she was also willing to try new things, and she was especially ready to learn of Elemental Benevolence.

Volaro wanted things organized in a certain way. He wanted to know when problems arose, how those problems would be handled. Volaro’s insights into the separation and declarations of the various offices of the overseers was invaluable, as he could cite from a hundred different systems of law and pluck out exactly where Erick’s delineations were good, and where they needed work.

Burhendurur showed himself to be a rather competent warrior-philosopher, once he got over the need to defend his homeland Ar’Cosmos and casually threaten people that they were not allowed to physically threaten others. He seemed to really latch onto that idea that Erick had floated out there in his interview, which was fine, because Erick was not going to have a handful of different guard-type organizations running around here, no matter if it would make some people more comfortable in the short term. Eventually, though, Erick conceded that if people wanted personal guards they could have them, but no one was allowed to actually raise armies around here. Burhendurur also reluctantly agreed that this was fine.

As another good note, they had all agreed that ‘overseer’ was a fine title for their positions, while ‘governor’ was a good title for people like Mephistopheles, of Candlepoint. Zolan would technically be a governor as well as the castellan of House Benevolence, which he approved of immensely.

- - - -

Erick said, “And those are the duties, apportioned. I feel good about this, and I am glad you all feel good about this as well. I cannot do this alone, after all. So. Moving on?”

Nods and small words of ‘yes’ came from all around. Everyone had copies of the duties expected of everyone else, along with plates of mostly eaten cinnamon rolls and cups of coffee, filled or emptied as the person desired. It was time to get to the next part of the day’s schedule.

“Moving on.

“Now to assign everyone else from Ar’Cosmos, Oceanside, and Stratagold.” Erick blipped in packets of resumes onto the table, splitting them out to each person as he had already decided. They were not even packets; some departments had 10 people, some had 4, but all 42 people had been split up as best Erick could do. As his people began opening the folders, Erick spoke, “I’ve taken a basic accounting of every applicant, and put them where I thought they might best go—”

Erick almost stopped talking because everyone had glimpsed the first names in their packets, and their reactions were somewhere on the spectrum between disbelief and anger. Zolan rapidly flipped through his packet as though he were looking for someone, and not finding that person, he was miffed. Burhendurur and Aisha had the same reaction. Raingorl, who only had 4 people, raised an eyebrow, for half of the people on his team were from Ar’Cosmos. Mox got a lot of wrought and that was strange for her. Volaro narrowed his eyes at his own packet and wondered if he was being made fun of, for he had a lot of wrought in there.

“—Where they might best serve a sense of unity and working together, as well as play to their strengths.” Erick said, “But it appears all of you disagree with these assignments, and probably because I barely assigned with respect to where you originally came from. Let me explain my reasonings before you get too angry.

“I have 42 people to place, and some jobs need more people than others. Wellbeing needs infrastructure, so they only got four, and there are no outside settlements yet, so Exterior is also light on people. And since Exterior is doing dungeons right now, they got wrought Stone Mages. There are a lot of magically-inclined people of certain specific bents, and the two offices which require those with magic are Magic or Enforcement, so you got the most people. Law will take time to sort, but there’s not a whole lot of need for that right now, so Volaro got the second fewest number of people, at 5. There weren’t a lot of lawyers in the offerings, either.” Erick said to Zolan, “I need to put a good, united face forward, so my castellan got an even number of all forces, but it seems you did not get the person you wanted in your group.” He looked at all of them. “Each office will get more money to hire more people as the budget allows, so don’t think that these are the only people you’re allowed to have.

“But I want all of us to get along with each other, and that means people working in groups besides their own.

“Problematic interactions can be mitigated through the directed movement of certain individuals as the need arises…” Erick said, “But for now, unless you have a deep objection, these are the people working under you for the foreseeable future.”

Everyone tried to talk at once.

Erick raised his voice a little to be heard, saying, “You will all still live separately, with the reincarnators living on Yggdrasil, Stratagold’s people in their tower, and Ar’Cosmos’s people in their separate tower. Eventually, I expect the reincarnators to move to the actual House, as you wish, but that is not needed right now. As for now, you will all still get to communicate with everyone you wish to communicate with, for this will be a united House, and to that end, I am splitting up who you actually work with so that extreme factions do not form.”

Erick finished.

A moment passed.

Then everyone tried trying to talk all at once, again.

Erick turned the conversation back to order.

Voices rose. Emotions ran high. When old grievances came out into light, Erick shut that down. This only forced Zolan and Aisha and Volaro and Burhendurur to use more circumspect wording. But even that much was able to bring the conversation back down to a manageable level.

It was enough.

Erick knew he was not going to get what he wanted, though. He had expected this. It was too much to make known enemies work as closely together as Erick had tried to make them work. And so, Erick finally agreed to allow for small changes, which is what he was planning on allowing already.

Erick explained, “To change, then: You all get your first picks, starting with Zolan, then Aisha, then Burhendurur, then Volaro, then Raingorl, then Mox. Then Mox will pick again, followed by Raingorl, Volaro, Burhendurur, Aisha, then finally back to Zolan. Then, I will put the rest of our people—” Erick repeated, “—the rest of our people where they were already going, and the organization will end up looking almost exactly as it already does. I reserve the right to veto any specific choices.”

No one was really happy with that, but then Zolan started asking about specific people. He found out that Erick had placed a woman he wanted by the name of Iloya into Enforcement, for she was very good at managing people and Enforcement needed that. And then Zolan started talking with his fellow reincarnators. He was trying to game the system with picks.

Not to be outdone (and while Burhendurur complained that Iloya looked to be the only person he would even want to keep, both because she looked competent and to deny Zolan that person) Volaro spoke of taking back one of the professors from Ar’Cosmos Arcanaeum that Erick had placed into the Wellbeing office; a man by the name of Harolan. Harolan was a professor of law. Raingorl wanted to get rid of Harolan, because he was a law professor from Ar’Cosmos and that didn’t sit well with him, and he also wanted one more person. He wanted five of the people Erick had spread around here and there, which he simply was not going to get, though, so he started narrowing down the people he absolutely wanted on his team.

Everyone started to do that.

Erick wasn’t quite happy that everyone was fighting against how he had placed out the people, but he accepted it. No one was quite as willing as he was to work so closely with former enemies. But Erick at least managed to hold firm that there would be some working with old enemies. Everyone only got two picks.

An hour later, those picks had been made.

Erick had only needed to veto the movement of Harolan, for he wanted Wellbeing to have a different take on law, and the law professor from Ar’Cosmos was needed for that role. Neither Raingorl or Volaro were happy about this, but they could just remain unhappy; this was necessary. When Erick had interviewed Harolan, the man had spoken very well. He was sure that Raingorl would come to appreciate his expertise in international law. Volaro could just deal, too.

And Erick gave one final notice, “I truly hope that you don’t let talent languish, even if that talent might come from a former enemy. Every single person in these folders is highly competent and ready to work for House Benevolence. Please keep that in mind. And yet, at the same time, insubordination will happen. Let’s all try to work through this, as we can.” Erick added, “And that’s all I have planned for today.” He smiled. “It has taken us all morning and half of the afternoon to get here, and we did well.

“Zolan, Raingorl, Mox; I have your houses ready on Yggdrasil, alongside all the other houses of your fellows. Eventually, you can move here into House Benevolence, or you can stay up there. It’s only you three who are back from Oceanside right now, though, so take as much time as you want. I’ll open a [Gate] for you to get there in a minute, and then I’ll meet you there and tell you how the [Fairy Stronghold] works. Don’t leave the house yet, for you probably won’t be able to get back in without me telling you how.

“Aisha, Burhendurur, and Volaro, you already have your rooms set up. I hope they are to your liking, though I know they are not fully set up yet, either. This land has no sewermaster right now, but with Mox’s volunteering to do the sewerwork before she works on the dungeons, any water issues should be resolved soon. Perhaps a few days yet.

“And that’s everything for now!” Erick happily said, “There is a small get together in a few hours and Candlepoint will be joining us for that. I expect any immediate economic prosperity to try and go through there, if at all possible; buy things from them, hire from them, that sort of thing. They don’t have everything, but they do have a lot. Candlepoint is now your city, too, so treat it as such. This Gate District is more like a business district, than a real town.” Erick smiled, and said, “And that’s it! Anything you all wish to add in this meeting?”

There was a lot there, in what Erick had just said. It took a moment or two for everyone else to gather their thoughts.

Zolan spoke first, “I could go for hours longer, but there is only one thing I specifically wish to discuss right now. What do you mean exactly when you say ‘go through Candlepoint’, when we have a Gate Network right here?”

Others wanted to know that, too.

“Good question.” Erick said, “I’m not sure what I mean by that, exactly. I know what I don’t want to happen, and that is I don’t want Candlepoint to become a slum, a backwater, or anything like that. I want it to be a cosmopolitan city that eventually encompasses a great deal of the lakeside. I want to be able to walk through Candlepoint and buy anything from all across the world. And I want you all to treat it as your new city. You might just like it.” He said, “There are a lot of good people there, like this woman Zaraanka Checharin. If she wasn’t a shadeling, and if she was anywhere else, she would become a scion of industry. That’s probably why Melemizargo took her soul when she died and turned her into a shadeling. Then there’s Valok Greentalon, a shadeling who used to be a friend who I worked with to make the Farms at Spur. We were going to transform Spur into a breadbasket of the Crystal Forest… And then he was assassinated and turned into a tool to make me move certain ways. There’s a guardmaster there by the name of Slip.” Erick looked to Burhendurur. “He’s very good at his job; everyone thinks he is a Shade and I’m not sure either way.” Erick said, “There’s also Justine Erholme, who is a speaker for Koyabez, who currently runs the ‘True Interfaith Church’ over there, as they’re calling it. That black and white building is the physical representation of a pact between Melemizargo and the Pantheon to mark their non-aggression toward each other. There’s Ava, a former shadeling who is the sewermaster; she does a remarkable job, really. And then there’s Mephistopheles, their mayor. He’s a Cultist, and he has pulled that town out of multiple desolations. They’re all very good at what they do, and I hope you all get along well.”

Erick’s six Overseers were silent in contemplation.

And then Zolan said, “I look forward to working with them.”

Erick smiled.

There were a few smaller words after that, but eventually, Erick dismissed the group.

- - - -

Erick showed the reincarnators to their joined apartments and explained how it all worked, as well as informing them that he could adjust everything more to their needs with some more magic, but that could come later. Other than that, this was their property and they could do what they wanted with it, including inviting people inside if they wished. Erick explicitly offered to [Gate] in Zolan’s Paladin great grandson, Zorik, and Zolan took him up on this offer. Thirty seconds later, Zorik walked through a lightning portal, into the living room, carrying a bunch of bags. Erick offered the same to Mox and Raingorl, if they wanted any family to come here, but both of them were fine as they were, for now. Inviting too many people was a security issue, and they were living on Yggdrasil, which came with its own set of complications.

An introduction to the big guy took about two minutes, with Yggdrasil’s [Scry] hopping off of Erick’s shoulder to say hello.

The rest of that conversation took about five minutes, for all three of them were familiar with [Fairy House]s. All three expressed that they would never use a [Fairy House], though, unless they were desperate, and especially with Ar’Cosmos so close. Erick explained that he had gotten a good promise of non-intrusion from the person they were worried about, which only half-alleviated their worries.

He would have stayed longer to talk about smaller things, like how they were doing in their bodies and how everyone else was doing, and to ask after how their regaining of magic was going, but he could tell they wanted to be left alone, either to move into their apartments, or to talk amongst themselves about the meeting. Back at the House, Aisha was already talking to her people, with Sitnakov there, too. Burhendurur and Volaro were similarly giving bad news about work assignments to their own people. And so, Erick left Zolan, Mox, and Raingorl alone in their nice house on Yggdrasil’s branch right above his own. They talked amongst themselves, and probably to Kirginatharp, too.

Erick wanted to busy himself with helping to prepare the ‘business party feast’ later, even though Kiri and Jane had already done a lot of that work already, but he could not. He had one more meeting to take.
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                In his office, on the western side of his throne room, Erick took a seat at his desk. Poi stood behind him. They were the only two people visible in the room, but he knew there was another close by. If Goldie didn’t show up after being named, then Erick would call to the Darkness ever-lurking in the corners.

“Goldie,” Erick said, “I’d like to talk now.”

The goldscale Shade of Assassination appeared in the air next to her seat, looking proper in her black work attire. Her large sword hung in the air behind her like a plank of black steel, while her eyes were bright white. She gave a small, professional curtsy. “My lord.” She rose. “What would you have of me?”

“I’d like to know of your encounter with Patriarch Xangu, what you found regarding the Chelation War, and to know what you’ve been doing since then. Afterward, I will tell you what I expect of you going forward.” Erick gestured to the chair. “Please sit.”

Goldie took out a folder of papers from the air and sat them down on Erick’s table, and then she sat herself down in her chair. “Where would you like me to begin?”

Erick ignored the folder for now. “When you stepped through that portal at the meeting.”

Goldie nodded, then she began, “I stepped through the portal and went unknown…”

Though she couched her abilities in obfuscating words, the rest of her tale seemed normal enough.

Goldie entered the Underworld where Erick had put her. She went ‘unknown’. She found the house on the hill under the large blue crystal, and then she infiltrated. Within ten minutes she had managed to confirm her target was at the location using a variety of measures. These included paperwork in three offices linking the owners of the house to Nelboor and Terror Peaks related interests, a blood-matching spell taken from the stray hairs of three easily identifiable family members and cross checked with some blood she had taken from the direct Terror Peaks clan, and visual and magical-signature confirmation of the target. While she did that, she also gathered evidence of Terror Peaks’ various interests and knowledge of how they managed to gather those Soul Spears. Then she prepared for the actual confrontation.

At the time of her infiltration, Patriarch Xangu was inside an office and arguing with his cousin, and he had been doing that for the last 25 minutes. The argument had been about the loss of the war a few months ago, but primarily it had been how Erick had been taken by the fae, and how Stratagold was keeping it as quiet as they could.

Erick interrupted her there. “Did you discover how they knew about that?”

“It was the argument you had with the fairy on the shores of Yggdrasil’s Underworld lake.” Goldie said, “There are always thousands of Sights upon all of these World Trees. Most of the world knew when you were taken.”

“… I probably should make an anti-[Scry] magic and put it out there.” Or maybe not? It was a double-edged sword. Anti-[Scry] meant Ophiel and Yggdrasil were blind… So probably not, actually. Erick moved on, “Continue.”

Goldie nodded.

Once she had confirmed the target, through several independent Blood Magics and prognostications, she flinched at actually killing the man. But she knew it was for the greater good, and Erick had ordered it, so she rapidly cut Patriarch Xangu into several disintegrating slices, annihilating his body, soul, and mind in the process. It was as quick and as thorough as possible. His defensive magics activated briefly and Goldie also had to tear through the various [Ward]s surrounding the whole property, but she did the job, and then she left. She was ashamed to say that they did track her for a short time, as she had left tears falling in her escape; her Blessing remains rather strong. Escaping from pursuit and the Underworld was easy enough, though, as she went to the nearest Teleport Station and commandeered that magic laid down by Tasar and Stratagold in order to reach the Surface.

Erick was a bit stunned by that.

Goldie finished with, “I arrived here in Candlepoint about 36 hours after that meeting. Since then, I have been acting in hidden service to ensure that only positive outcomes have happened in this land, as well as pursuing leads that I have accrued regarding the Chelation War ever since that disaster. I haven’t acted violently in any of these cases, but I did leave some notes on some pillows in order to frighten certain malefactors, and side-powers. The investigation into the Chelation War was completed weeks ago, with confirmation of many leads proven by what I found during my assault on Xangu.

“I have also checked up on your hires.

“Your woman, Mox, has a whole family of airy assassins, and they have been spying on you for a while now. When she accepted her [Reincarnation] she divorced herself from that life, as she does not wish to endanger what you are building here, and she is unsure if you would like her assistance in these sorts of matters. She would take her family back if you gave her the go-ahead. Her family would likely also feel in your debt if you took them back.

“As for the other ones,

“Zolan is a crafty man who we have attempted to kill only once, but he talked his assassin out of it, so he has had our approval for a long time. That happened when he was 45. Raingorl teaches his students well, and he seems to be continuing that tradition, so we have never had a problem with him. Mundane teaching has never been a problem for the Church of Melemizargo, for we do wish people to grow and prosper. We have tried to recruit Raingorl several times, but each time he rebuffs us. Our previous ultimate goals and his views of how the world should be have been incompatible.

“Aisha would be a Cultist and fall in line with our previous ideals to change the world if she didn’t have such a bad opinion of Melemizargo. As she has chosen to join you, a Wizard, I can reasonably confirm that she will be a great asset.

“Your dragons are dragons, and they are plotting to take as much power from you as they can.” Goldie said, “I am rather sure you will either have to put them in their place through physical means, or magical means, for they will never truly join House Benevolence until you undertake either of these options.”

Surprises, and non-surprises all around.

There was nothing about Goldie’s story or her opinions that struck Erick as untrue, and so he said, “One minute,” and he opened the folder and began leafing through the 30 page report, with pictures. 45 seconds later, he closed the folder and looked to Goldie. “Terror Peaks managed to infiltrate the Book Binders and actually get the spell themselves? I have a hard time believing that.”

“I doubt Kirginatharp realizes what actually happened because the trail was rather distant, or maybe he does, and he does not wish to inform you of his own failure to protect his assets.” Goldie said, “As for the infiltration itself, I could easily infiltrate the Book Binders if I wanted; it is not impossible. You might be able to infiltrate them as well, just by virtue of that necklace you wear. But as for Terror Peaks’ infiltration... Your Worldly Path allowed a lot of small things to happen that would not have happened otherwise.”

Erick took a breath, the enormity of 4 million lives hanging over him like a guillotine. He frowned. He breathed again.

He fell silent.

Goldie sat at attention.

Poi was steady as a rock, standing behind and to Erick’s left.

Erick moved on, saying, “I’m going to give a copy of your report to Kirginatharp. Moving on. Do you have a place to stay? A place you are comfortable with?”

Goldie sat a bit straighter, for she had not foreseen that particular question from Erick. She said, “I have made a small place for myself in the tunnels of this House. It is more than enough for me.”

“That’s not enough for me, though.” Erick said, “If you’ve been keeping up with my actions here, you can probably guess that one of the towers I put into this House is for approved Shades if you can keep to a level of civility that everyone else in this House maintains… Or at least to the level of which I wish them to maintain.”

Goldie’s breath hitched ever so slightly. “I will follow your wishes, my lord. I will take residence in the smaller tower southeast of the main tower.”

“Good.” Erick said, “I want people to eventually get used to you being around, but I don’t want you seen that much in public for the first few months. Maybe not even a year or two. Other Shades who come here will need to adhere to the same level of respect and wariness as I believe you have shown. But! That said, you’re the only one I am accepting right now. If any others wish to follow you, they will be better served by making a district of their own on the other side of the lake, or somewhere they will not frighten everyone else. They will also have to adhere to all the general laws that I expect a place around here to adhere to.” Erick warned, “This whole endeavor cannot fall apart due to old hatreds, Goldie, and your Clergy is the largest contributor to those old hatreds in all this world. Do you understand?”

Goldie looked ready to cry for joy; small tears of light gathering in her bright white eyes. With a voice that she desperately tried to keep calm, Goldie said, “Your words are my law. I will see your will be done.”

Erick nodded. “Good. Now. How did Burhendurur know where you were?”

“An Elemental Death ability known as [Death Sense], though he was not able to accurately guess. I moved into the position he thought I was in at the last possible moment, in order to make him think that he knew where I was.” Goldie said, “His ability sees the number of lives that someone has taken. The only thing impressive about what he managed to do was that he was able to see through the pure pull of your own kill count. With the number of monsters you have killed I am amazed he was able to see anything at all past your own glory.”

Erick had mixed feelings about that, but he was too busy to dwell on them for any length of time. “Do Carnage dragons have any senses like that? Any stranger abilities I should know of?”

Goldie nodded. “Death Dragons are very good at Soul Work, though they are not good at working living souls. They have to kill the thing first.

“Carnage Dragons are a bit more nuanced. They are able to see the rage of others and accept that rage into themselves, giving them untold destruction in a battle. They can also control their rage better than any other dragon type, giving them the strongest resistance against the Dragon Curse compared to the other two types.” Goldie said, “Death kills the Dragon Curse. Fae tricks it away. Rage simply nullifies it. There are other nuances to Carnage which some are able to tap into, which allow them to subdue the impetus to war in others, or to sense the flow of battle, or to sense people ready to start a riot inside an otherwise plain-looking group of people on the street. There are nuances to all the types of dragons. Would you like me to continue?”

Partially, Erick did want her to continue, but he had other things to do and he couldn’t spend time on this right now. He’d need to ask Aisha about all this, too, for she would likely know. He could also directly ask Burhendurur and Volaro.

“Ah. No. That’s enough for now, which is why you asked that, I suppose.” Erick said, “I’ll learn all of this in due time, and I suppose I’ll learn all about Benevolence as time goes on, too. Do you have any suspicions about what Benevolence can do?”

“I know it can lay out the best possible path forward in any situation in order to exert helpful pressures on all involved.” Goldie said, “I believe you do this mostly unconsciously, but in the future I suspect you will be able to actively visualize the best paths forward. Other than that, and the visualization of ultimate ends and ultimate beginnings, I am unaware of any other unique uses of Benevolence.”

Erick’s eyes opened a bit wider. “Ah. Yes.” Laying out that as a nuance of Benevolence sort of put Erick’s entire life in a different light. Or maybe it didn’t? Erick wasn’t sure. He moved on. “You will not be joining the gathering tonight. Not publicly. In the future, you might, but not tonight.”

Goldie accepted this with a small nod.

Erick asked, “Do I require an oath from you? Or will that be too much for your prior commitments?”

“You have me forever, my lord, but I cannot offer you the final, most truest of oaths. It would turn binding in a way I will not be able to survive, for I have already given my entirety to my God in Darkness.” Goldie said, “I pray that His gift of me to you is enough.”

“Would it be correct, or incorrect, to say that the veracity of your loyalty is thus connected to the whims of your God?”

Goldie stared with bright white eyes, her countenance solid. “My God desires this to work, and so, I am here at his command.”

Erick left that non-answer alone.

He simply said, “Dismissed.”

Goldie slammed a fist over her chest, and then she vanished.

He had no idea if she was truly gone, but…

It was what it was.

Erick sat there for a moment longer, then he said, “Time to get ready for a party, I suppose.”

Poi sighed a little, letting out a massive amount of stress in the moment, all in order to shoulder more stress in the coming hours.

Erick said to him, “You need a break too, eh?”

“I don’t think I’m going to get one.”

Erick put on a smile, saying, “Maybe you will! Maybe these overseers will be the best possible people to make House Benevolence bloom into something that makes life easier and better for all of us.”

“One can hope,” Poi said, not feeling it.

“One can hope!” Erick said, speaking with as much enthusiasm as he could.

Poi tried to feel it, but it wasn’t taking. He shook his head.

Erick changed the subject, “Is everyone at Candlepoint getting ready? What about the other reincarnators?”

Poi looked away for a moment, tendrils of thought spilling off his head.

Erick waited.

Poi said, “Mephistopheles got the information packet and is happy to be part of your governors’ court. The Interfaith Church has been cooking since noon, when you officially told them this would be happening. They are prepared for a professional feast, but they want you to know that if you require an actual feast, they have food in reserve.”

Erick smiled a little.

Poi continued, “The Headmaster received your overseer packet earlier as well, and now he is talking about all that with the reincarnators you installed at— ahem— the New Folks Home. The other reincarnators will be ready for transport two days from now. There have been a few delays on regaining Levels.”

Erick was glad that nothing had changed with the plan for the reincarnators, but upon hearing that name for the house at Yggdrasil… He frowned a little. “I didn’t call it ‘New Folks Home’? But— Ah? I kinda like it?” He lost his frown and said, “Yeah. I think I do.”

“It was named by Zolan, since you didn’t give it a name.”

“I think I made a good choice with that one.” Erick said, “With all of them, really.” He got up from his chair and opened a [Gate] back to the house, saying, “Time to get ready for the party.”







- - - -







Zolan sat in the common room of his new apartment building, feeling concerned.

Not about the house, or the fact that he was now living with others just down the hall, like this was an old folk’s home. He actually liked that a lot. He loved living in a great big house full of people, and the thought of living with his colleagues was growing on him. It would be difficult to maintain a proper work and life balance in this sort of environment, but it would be good to live like this while constructing House Benevolence. Later, he would have his own home inside the House itself, with his own security, but this was fine for now. This place was pretty decent, too, even though it was all Fae Magic. It even had most of the proper amenities, but the reincarnators would have to take care of cycling the water themselves. Wouldn’t be too hard to do that; the place was set up for easy [Cleanse Ward]s and [Gravity Ward]s for moving around water, and there was a giant lake not 1300 meters below them if they needed refills.

Zolan wasn’t even concerned over his new assignments. He was thrilled to have almost as much responsibility as he had had back when he was working for the Headmaster. In some ways, he had even more responsibility. He was excited to get in on the ground floor of what would eventually become a multi-world organization.

And then there was another nuance to this whole situation. Zolan was excited, and a little scared, knowing that if he was even half as good as the man he used to be, then Erick would keep him around for a very, very long time… Assuming Erick would achieve immortality himself. But then again, Erick was a Wizard. Of course he would eventually become immortal. Knowing that, Zolan saw his own future stretch into beyond. He could probably get another [Reincarnation] in 80 years. Or maybe only 40?

65 seemed like a good age to reset at.

Zolan couldn’t imagine growing much older than that, now that he had experienced youth again. His fellow overseers had had similar thoughts, back when they were at Oceanside and talking about their experiences in their new bodies. They wanted to be young forever, too.

Mox was a stunningly beautiful woman who Zolan was still feeling strange about. He had never felt anything even remotely desirable about Mox, and yet, here he was, getting odd, tingly feelings down there when he looked at her. It was probably the vagaries of youth, for Mox was usually not his type. ‘Type’ didn’t seem to matter much, though, for Zolan had been getting a lot of those sorts of feelings with practically every woman he looked at these days, and even a little bit for Raingorl, which was new, and a little bit exciting if Zolan was being honest with himself. At least Raingorl did have a strong Blessing from Aloethag, so that explained that, and other men just looked like men to Zolan; nothing special. There was no denying that Mox was definitely special, though. A competent woman with strong ties to other competent people. Who wouldn’t be attracted to that? And yet, Zolan had found himself making similar justifications regarding every woman he met—

He cut his thoughts short.

‘Splitting up our people will be a disaster,’ Zolan thought at the group. ‘Ar’Cosmos is going to do something to those under them. Some sort of ensorcellment.’

‘I don’t believe Erick would allow that.’ Raingorl sent, ‘He would notice.’

‘Unless he’s already compromised.’ Mox sent, ‘But the fact that we’re able to think these thoughts at all gives credence to the idea that he is not compromised.’

Raingorl sent, ‘I feel like everything that is happening is fine. Erick was willing to listen to our suggestions and push back on Burhendurur’s and Volaro’s overreaching. We’ll get our own securities for our tower in the House and they won’t be under the Carnage dragon’s oversight. Our people will be inside every other department, and we can all talk to each other about what happens in those departments. And none of us are redundant. We will know everything that happens there. Therefore, this is fine.’

For a long moment, no one said a word.

And then the Headmaster sent, ‘I suggest you think hard about whether remaining in your New Folks Home or moving into the House is in your best interests, for once you leave Yggdrasil you will likely not be allowed back. As for the departments and the organization, I am reading Zolan’s report, and Erick passed me one of his own. They are virtually identical. I don’t believe any of you are compromised. I do believe that Erick is trying his best and that it will be enough, if you help him to make that House the best that it can be. The future of our world is in your collective hands, my newly-young friends. Do your best.’

Zolan, Mox, and Raingorl sat there in the living room, stunned. Those words from the Headmaster were clearly his final decisions on the subject, and his final decision had been good. And he had called them all friends. Zolan knew that, in private, each one of them had received that honor at least once. It was why the Headmaster had even taken this chance on Erick’s [Reincarnation] working as advertised.

But to openly state friendship was to give honor and danger in equal measure. If someone else had heard that Zolan was a ‘friend to the Headmaster’, he would have been targeted…

But he supposed they were going to be targets now, anyway.

So they might as well tell those good truths to the world, while they could.

Zolan cheerfully sent, ‘Thank you for your kind words and your guidance, my old friend Kirginatharp.’

‘Ha!’ the Headmaster sent, surprised and amused at the same time.

Raingorl and Mox gave Zolan a little stare.

Zolan shrugged, adding, ‘I heard that everyone else is going to be calling you that, so I should, too. You know. So that they take me seriously.’

Still amused, the Headmaster sent, ‘Maybe save that for when you become at least an archmage and can stand up to your other overseers without Erick backing you.’

‘Ah. Prudent as always, my old friend Headmaster,’ Zolan sent, smiling, ‘Always a wise one, you are.’

Still amused, the Headmaster sent, ‘Enjoy your party, safe in the knowledge that if something strange should happen with Erick, that Stratagold, Oceanside, and others are ready to step in if necessary. If some exterior force should attack, then I wish your organization the best of luck in growing strong. Farewell.’

The connection to Oceanside vanished.

And then it was just the three of them, sitting in a room together. Zorik was in his own room down the hall, putting away clothes. There was nothing to do for another three hours; until the party. So it was time to work.

Zolan stood up, saying, “I need to prepare myself for the gathering.”

Raingorl stood up alongside Mox, saying, “I’ve got it easy compared to you. Making a school and a hospital? Simple.”

Mox said, “I’m on dungeon and sewer duty for a while. Also rather simple.” She looked to Zolan, saying, “You’ll have to organize something completely new, though.”

“The exact form of this castellan position is new to me, but it’s little more than money tracking, allocation, and politicking on the entire world stage through this Gate District. I admit that it will be different to be within a single [Teleport] of any possible meeting, but that should prove more conducive to proper organization than anything.” Zolan said, “No… My worries remain in the contents of this House. We’re going to be vastly outnumbered by Ar’Cosmos and Candlepoint’s people, even if the wrought will be there with us.”

Mox hummed under her breath, saying, “Even when our fellow reincarnators come here we’ll still be outnumbered, just because of Candlepoint.”

“Even with your family hiding in the wind we’re outnumbered,” Raingorl said, shrugging.

Mox said, “They won’t do anything. I already told them not to.”

“But that’s enough fretting for now.” Zolan said, “All the world is watching, so we best put on a good show. It’s time to get politicking.”

“I’m ready,” Raingorl said, “Though the feel of eyes upon me is something I will need to get used to again.” He gave a tiny smile, adding, “It is not a bad feeling, but I did not expect as much from you, Zolan. Or you, Mox.”

Mox blushed, hiding a small smile of her own.

Zolan smiled wide, saying, “You’ve got a lot to look at, big man!”

Raingorl barked a laugh.

Zolan included Mox in the teasing, saying, “And you’re as beautiful on the outside as you always were on the inside.”

Mox laughed loud, and then she gave a false stare, filled with feigned anger, saying, “That might have worked on me once, but not this time, and never with you.”

Zolan shrugged. “I’m out of practice with beautiful young ladies.”

Raingorl chuckled, saying, “Don’t get too much practice tonight; we do have work to do.”







- - - -







The party was held in the atrium of the House, in the very center of the building. For the last few days this particular location had looked rather plain, and empty. Technically, it was still exactly that, if one ignored the lightsculptures that Erick had put up all around the place.

Over the last hour Erick had placed ideas of what could be into restaurant locations, into the empty Wayfarer’s small office, the two banking offices, and into the smaller offices of his overseers, all around the atrium. And it looked great! It would take time, but Erick was rather sure that his goals were not that distant. This place would eventually look like Archmage’s Rest, or the Grand Wizard Tower in the Core, or some of the large Guild offices Erick had seen in Songli.

All the while he was doing that, the people in the Stratagold tower, and the people in the Ar’Cosmos tower, watched Erick from their hallways on opposite sides of the atrium. They also watched a helpful clock that hung midair in the atrium, gently spinning, counting down until the party. The place was as good as it could be, for now. So Erick helped Justine and the people of Candlepoint move into the space, setting up tables and putting out foods.

It was nothing fancy, for Erick had warned Justine away from that. He was going for a low-energy sort of night.

“I understand,” Justine had said, “Everyone is worried about everyone else.”

Erick tried to pull back his paranoia, because it was obviously showing. “Yes.”

“Do you want a band? I have a small one that would like to play here, if you’ll have them.” Justine said, “They’ve played for us at a few gatherings, though most of their stuff is more high-energy than what you are likely going for. I’m sure they can tone it down, though.”

“Approved,” Erick said, glad that he could get a distraction for the night.

The large clock above continued to tick down, rapidly approaching 0:00, and that was apparently making everyone nervous.

Jane was the first to actually point that out, though, as she stood under the clock in the center of the room. “So the clock is a bomb?”

Erick instantly dismissed the clock and eyed his daughter. Jane put up her hands and backed away slowly, smirking a little as she went.

And the room was ready.

Erick opened a [Gate] from the New Folk’s Home to the atrium, another [Gate] from Candlepoint to here, and told the people from the wrought tower and the Ar’Cosmos tower that they were starting.

Those first five minutes were tense, as Erick herded everyone into the room and Justine’s suggested band used way too much drums in their music, but then the drummer switched to a violin and things turned softer.

Mephistopheles stood with Justine, Ava, Zaraanka, Valok, and Slip, each of them wearing nice clothes, alongside a good thirty other people from Candlepoint who had come along for one reason or another. Erick knew them all, from the woman who oversaw the Crystal defenses, to the farmers working under Valok, to Daetroi the cattle and other meat rancher, to a few minotaurs, to people in the guard who followed Slip, and even some paper shapers from city hall. A few of them were obvious Cultists, too, for those, like Mephistopheles, wore mostly black, and they stood next to the mayor, too, so that was a big clue.

A lot of people were eyeing Mephistopheles and his Cultists, or all the shadelings in the Candlepoint group, but no one was openly speaking at all.

There were a lot of telepathic tendrils, though; quiet conversations held outside the ears of anyone else, save for maybe Poi. A lot of small groups had formed roughly along expected divisions, leaving great gaps in the floor of the atrium. A lot of people gazed across those gaps at their historical enemies, or at unknowns.

Ar’Cosmos and their 16 people took up a slice of the room, while the wrought stood closer to Erick, but still distant. The reincarnators stood by the wrought, while the people of Candlepoint filled out almost half of the space on their own.

With Jane, Kiri, Teressa, and Poi standing with him, or close by, and Sitnakov standing a little further away, nearer to Aisha, Erick looked across the gathered crowd, and decided that it was time to bring the gathering to order.

With a step into the air, Erick made himself clearly visible to everyone. Since they were all silent, and the only other noise was from the small groups of Candlepoint, it was easy for his own voice to draw attention.

“Hello everyone. We are not a fully stocked House, yet, but we’re getting there.

“The main party will be another day; possibly a week. Tonight is so that we can all get to know each other in a more relaxed setting, and so that I can feed you guys and so you can go out and feed yourselves using the markets of Candlepoint, since there’s not been nearly enough venturing outside of your towers. Too much worrying over old, deep wounds, for anyone here to go out and get food, or to even venture far past their own [Fairy Stronghold], which is fine, for now.

“This is one of the things I want to change by doing this tonight, even though we’re not truly ready for actual guests, or anything like that. But look around you, and see the vision I have in store. This place will be great. We’ll have restaurants and services like the banks. We’ll enable the founding of new cities outside of this one. We’ll bring more people in from Ar’Cosmos, and they can settle a new city by the lake. We’ll be settling new lands all over the place, and turning the Crystal Forest back into a real forest.

“We’ll bring the whole world under this roof, and through causing prosperity, we will rise upon that prosperity. I expect each and every one of you here to have a safer life, a richer, better life, and to help others accomplish the same. We’ll push back the monsters of this world. We’ll open new ones.

“Candlepoint will be the main city that supplies all the rest, while everyone in House Benevolence will be working on these goals I have set forth.

“And to accomplish these goals, I have appointed 6 overseers.” Erick said, “I’m going to put up some lights, so don’t get startled now; I know we’re all way too much on edge.” He gave a small smile, and made a terrible joke that he knew wouldn’t land, but he was already committed, “Maybe I should cast a [Zone of Peace]? But that seems a bit too heavy handed.” He began casting lightsculptures into the air. “Anyway…

“This is Zolan Brightborn, from Oceanside. He is the Castellan of House Benevolence. Consider him the governor of this Gate District. His position is similar to Mephistopheles, and the two of them will be on the governors’ court, which is basically a ‘royal court’.

“Mox Dawnborn, also from Oceanside. Overseer of the Exterior. She’ll be making some dungeons for now. She’ll be overseeing city settlements eventually.

“Raingorl Brightsnapper. Oceanside. Overseer of Wellbeing. He’ll be making a school and a hospital.

“Volaro, from Ar’Cosmos. Overseer of Law. He’ll be making laws and courts to uphold those laws.

“Burhendurur, from Ar’Cosmos. Overseer of Enforcement. Consider him a guard, but for the Gate District and for the lands outside of the control of governors.

“And Aisha, from Stratagold. Overseer of Magic. She’ll be making a magic school and much more.

“And that’s it for the House.”

Erick moved on, talking a bit about Candlepoint, and the people from there. He barely recognized what he was even saying, only that it needed to be said, for this groundwork needed to be laid perfectly. As he saw the people of Candlepoint brighten under his praise, he knew he had done well.

And then Erick stopped talking, and tried to get everyone else to start mixing.

It was awkward.

It was awful in parts, of course.

But it was also constructive.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, since Candlepoint was a known actor and without any history with any of the other people in the House, the three factions of House Benevolence (really only two, though, since Stratagold and Oceanside were almost on the same side) mostly spoke to the people from Candlepoint. From there, small talk moved on, and larger conversations occurred. There were a few incidents as Ar’Cosmos and Stratagold clashed, but, to Erick’s utter delight, everyone from Candlepoint worked hard to defuse those situations, and his Overseers also worked hard to do the same.

And sure, Zaraanka was still scared of him, and Valok was still curt, but both of them spoke at length to anyone who wanted to talk. Zaraanka, in particular, was very interested to talk to Zolan about trading with other nations.

Erick wasn’t there for that conversation since he didn’t want to scare Zaraanka, but he did manage to overhear that Zolan had quite a few contacts he wished to invite into the Gate District, but it would be a process. He was more interested in what Zaraanka had managed to do with Candlepoint. This transformed the discussion into talk of Erick’s Wizardry reveal and all that fallout.

There were a lot of small connections being made, all around Erick, which was perfect! That’s what he was trying to accomplish.

On the scale of ‘bad office parties to good office parties’, on Earth, Erick would rate it a 1.5 out of 10.

But on the scale of peace talks on Veird?

An easy 7. Maybe even an 8!

And everyone seemed to enjoy the food and the band.

Erick called an end to the party after only 3 hours, which was more than enough, for now.

- - - -

The gathering came and went.

So did the night.

The next day dawned, and Erick met with his people, individually, and sometimes as a small group. He [Gate]d in reincarnators from Oceanside and showed them to their rooms, and tried to make them comfortable. Some people from Ar’Cosmos ventured out to Candlepoint in small groups of two or three to buy food and supplies from the markets to bring back to their tower. Raingorl and Mox also ventured into the city, looking for supplies for the New Folks Home, and also to meet with potential employees who they had spoken with the previous night. You couldn’t run a school or several dungeons without having people to man them, after all.

The day passed long before Erick had gotten enough done, for he had barely scratched the surface of what Zolan could actually do for House Benevolence, and yet, already, Zolan had secured some official trade routes from the Wasteland Kingdoms to Candlepoint. He had piggybacked off of the work of Zaraanka and Princess Weilux, and used his connections as a former world power himself to do it, but still! It had gotten done. And now, Candlepoint had an official trading agreement in the West Bank.

That official trade agreement came with a request for a meeting with Erick, which was something he would satisfy on his own time.

Probably wouldn’t happen for a while, though.

The very next day, instead of goods blipping into discrete houses like they were smuggling goods (which had been how it had been happening since Erick’s announcement of Wizardry) [Teleport Platform]s floated through the eastern gate of the city, headed to the previously empty customs house. From there, those goods went to Market Street, and a new general store opened up.

It was sold out within five hours.

Erick would eventually open a [Gate] to make all of that easier, but for now, this was good.

The next day passed quickly, but monotonously, for Geode Bank had come to town and it was time to set up the banking for House Benevolence. With Zolan at his side, Erick went to Mage Bank first and spent five hours sorting out a new kingdom account. By that time, the basic building for Geode Bank had been built, right in front of House Benevolence, and so Erick and Zolan went over there to set up more accounts with them. Making accounts at Geode Bank went like a breeze, even though Erick had never worked with them before, because King Alfonin had paved the way for them long before Erick ever stepped in the door.

Mox began working on the sewers of the Gate District that day.

Raingorl broke ground on a trade school inside Candlepoint, since that is what they needed right now. There weren’t any kids but there were lots of adults who had to make a living in that place, since they weren’t allowed anywhere else in the world, and so a trade school was deemed the most prudent of options. He had eight students by the end of the day.

After overseeing a discussion between Zolan, Aisha, and Burhendurur (which went pretty well!), the Overseer of Enforcement decided to use summoned sand elementals instead of flesh golems and other undead monsters in order to secure the lands outside of the lake. There wasn’t much to actually secure out there, but Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] for ‘people’ surely didn’t catch all the possible problems out there. He had been using [Cascade Imaging] for a while, and surely someone would know that blocking radio waves was enough to stop that spell from seeing them; even if no one really knew the true nature of light, some people did. The Gemslicers down in Stratagold knew of light. Others probably did, too.

Volaro and Erick spoke of laws and ideals, here and there, and though Erick suspected they would talk a lot more about all of that in the future, for now, Volaro had a good idea of how to set up his court of laws. Mostly, he worked through Candlepoint’s existing court structures, which was great.

Erick was able to talk to Aisha some, and to lay out his smaller plans for wide scale denial magics, and for magical iron that wouldn’t rust no matter how much magic was threaded through it. Aisha already knew about using [Condense Oxygen] to prevent the rusting of iron, for that is what they used to treat wrought rot. Attaching that magic to simple iron was different than using it on wrought, and was not something that the Gemslicers had solved yet, but their office would work on that for now. Erick couldn’t really participate right now, though, for there was too much other work to be done.

Yetta Wheat, the Champion of Atunir came to town, stepping out of her own [Gate] and directly onto the farms of Candlepoint. Erick only noticed her ten minutes after she showed, because he was busy elsewhere.

Erick stepped down onto the land south of the erick bean fields, north of the wheat fields. He waved, and shouted, “Hello, Yetta!”

Yetta stood up from inspecting the beans. Valok stood up beside her. They had been discussing the beans and how they were used, but now they were focused on the Wizard. The young woman was exactly as Erick remembered; skin like dark wood, curly hair cut short, and with a faint aura of divine fire all around her. She seemed both perturbed, yet happy.

With a false air of anger, Yetta shouted back, “I kept waiting for your invitation!”

Erick smiled. “I’ve been busy!”

“I know.” Yetta walked toward him, extracting herself from the bean fields, saying, “I’m going to work on these farms. Keep what happened the last time you tried this from happening again.”

An unexpected swell of emotions rushed through Erick’s chest. He smiled brightly. Tiny arcs of Benevolent lightning skittered across the ground, and vines began to spread—

“Whoops!” Erick said, pulling himself back from sparking all over the place. He didn’t want to fill this walking space with unintended flora. “Ah. That happens sometimes.” He wiped away a quick tear. “Glad to have you, Yetta. Do you need a place to stay? I mean— How can I help you, help others?”

Yetta grinned, saying, “How about a proper altar to Atunir?”

Valok had joined them, and now he spoke up, “We can’t work in such a field.”

Yetta turned back to Valok, concern on her face. “We’re under a truce right now.” And then suddenly she shifted. Divine fire flickered behind her eyes, and she was the avatar for Atunir, the Goddess of Field and Fertility. She commanded, “Say my name, my former parishioner, and let us test the veracity of this truce.”

Valok’s glowing white eyes went wide as he realized who, exactly, was talking to him. A single name slipped from his lips, “Atunir?”

And nothing happened.

Valok jolted with surprise, for he was fine. No blood from his eyes. No vise-grip upon his soul. None of the usual signs that happened when a shadeling spoke the name of a god besides Melemizargo. Valok laughed a little as he, too, realized what had happened.

Valok smiled, wiping away a tear as he said, “Ah. Atunir… Ah. Hello, my Goddess. It’s been a long time since I could pray to you.”

Atunir looked on through Yetta’s eyes, judging. She found the situation acceptable. The Goddess of Field and Fertility nodded at Valok, then turned back to Erick, and she was Yetta once again. The Champion of Atunir spoke, “There is no issue.”

Erick chuckled. “Then… I’ll make an altar… Somewhere?”

Valok said, “This way.”

The farms got an altar to Atunir, placed centrally. Yetta planted some divine-fire beans by that altar, and without ceremony, the beans instantly began to grow, spiraling vines of gold and silver up and down pillars, surrounding Atunir’s statue. The very next day the usual yields of the fields multiplied, as [Grow] worked overtime and the land itself teemed with vitality. And now, farmers of all kinds, including shadelings, did what they usually did all across the world before they started their work day, or maybe just a few times a week; they had a proper place to pray to Atunir. And that is what they did.

More days passed without great incident.

Here and then gone, went Stratagold’s month-long moratorium on new Gate sets.

Erick was already talking about where to open the next Gate set, but there was one thing to do before that happened; he needed to talk to the Wayfarer’s Guild. Zolan was already on the job. Soon, House Benevolence entered into negotiations with the Wayfarer’s Guild for them to provide ‘last [Teleport]’-level transportation services near the various nodes of the Gate Network. Thanks to Erick’s castellan (because the Wayfarer’s Guild wouldn’t actually talk to Erick, but they would happily talk to Zolan) the Wayfarer’s Guild came to town the very next day.

Even more days followed, the sun seeming to rush across the sky faster than Erick could handle.

Erick’s main fears of a sudden war had yet to materialize. There had been a few fights between members of his House, of course, but mediation by Volaro settled many of those fights. Thankfully, Volaro proved to be impartial once he was on the judge’s seat, so that was great.

Everywhere Erick looked, there was noticeable growth, and burgeoning cooperation.

Peace.

And so, because there was so much peace, Erick offered Jane the chance to go out and find her sword.

“You mean it?” Jane asked, all excited.

“Yes!” Erick said, “You will have some bodyguards and stuff, and this isn’t really a mission to find your sword; that’s just the excuse. You’ll be spearheading the chance to show how all of our sides can work together.”

Jane rushed her father and grabbed him in a great big hug, saying, “That works! Thanks, dad!”

Erick smiled as he hugged his daughter.

And so, Jane left, off into the sunrise with others in tow. There was Hizogard, from Ar’Cosmos, along with Sitnakov, because once he found out what was happening he practically forced his way into the expedition, which Erick was fine with. The big guy needed a break, too. There were a few others, including a Mind Mage for better communication when they were deep in the Underworld, but it was a balanced group. Their first stop was a visit to the new wrought settlement in Ar’Kendrithyst, and from there, they would venture into the depths of the Dead City, trying to retrace her path to find her sword. Apparently, Jane had traveled multiple thousands of kilometers in her fugue state, which is why she had not been able to locate her sword on her own. Their group would probably be gone for at least a month. Maybe even two.

Erick got a replacement Stratagold-sponsored wrought bodyguard while Sitnakov was away, though.

Tasar, the Summoner.

“Hello, Erick—” Tasar grinned a little as she corrected herself, “Apparent King Flatt.”

“Welcome to House Benevolence, Tasar,” Erick happily said. “Where would you like to room? Sitnakov’s room in Stratagold’s district, or inside the House?”

“Inside the House is good.” Tasar said, “My mother says hello, by the way. She hopes you’re doing well.”

Erick smiled at that. “I am. Tell her I hope she is doing well, too. Otaliya was such a good help to me back in that inquiry. How is she?”

Tasar smiled brightly, saying, “She’s out and about. Getting back to work. She’s happy.”

“Was there trouble after I came out as a Wizard?”

Tasar said, “It was what it was, and now we are here.”

Erick nodded. He understood that.

 

- - - -

 

Days passed like rain vanishing into dry desert sands.
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                Erick started the day with an omelet, pancakes, and bacon, eaten on the porch as he watched the sunrise over Candlepoint. He had made his own breakfast as he sometimes did, while making more for Poi, Kiri, and Teressa, for when they eventually woke. Those were under preservation [Ward]s, for now.

He was alone, save for Ophiel and Yggdrasil, and a daily report from Zolan.

It was yesterday’s end of day summary, but it was more than that. Later in the report were the goals for today and the goals for the following weeks and months. There were even some long standing goals for the far future listed on page 3, the last page. ‘Open new worlds’ was the final entry. These reports were a nice way to start the day.

Zolan had made reports like this for Kirginatharp, and it was all too easy for Zolan to start making the same sorts of reports for Erick. Erick didn’t even have to request such reports. Zolan was simply good enough to know that reports needed to be made.

Today’s report seemed special, though. Almost all of the news was simply reports on what the other overseers were working on; current projects and the like, and how far along they were. Only two entries in the beginning had any sort of bearing on Erick’s plans for today.

Volaro had finally wrapped up the story of the meat thieves, putting to rest the problems with the disappearing livestock from last month. It had taken a while for Burhendurur and Slip to uncover and locate the 21 people who had been poaching from Candlepoint, but only a few days to capture them. Those people had been in confinement for a little while, and now, their trial was done.

Apparently, those 21 people were one great big extended family and their father had been exiled from the Wasteland for political issues, and the kids were the people who stole the livestock. They were terrified of the Wizard, but they felt they had no other choice but to steal to survive, and then they accidentally overcompensated in their theft. ‘They didn’t mean to steal that much, they swore!’ That was their story, anyway.

The outcome of the trial was an offer to join the ranch and work for the food they wanted, or exile, with the threat that being caught again was execution. It was a rather lenient sentence, all things considered.

Volaro’s official decree was that the defendants were lying about something, but that didn’t matter. If they proved to be good citizens, then he didn’t care if they lied (and Erick didn’t either, for he had been consulted before the final decree came down). Most of the chickens and cows were back with Daetroi, anyway, and in a few days, Daetroi would get 19 more people to work at the ranch.

Actually getting the livestock back didn’t mean much besides how it looked, politically, to protect Candlepoint from even the smallest of threats.

Erick had ‘solved’ the problem of not having enough meat options in town weeks ago; he had made Zolan figure it out. Zolan’s solution was to put Daetroi in contact with his own Wasteland contacts in order to buy more animals. The ranch had gotten more livestock within two days after that. And now, with 19 more people working under him, Daetroi and the other ranchers were no longer overworked.

Those 19 people hadn’t even stepped on the ranch yet, but Daetroi was glad to get them.

There was also a bit of news about the dungeons.

Mox’s Stone dungeon and Air dungeon were both starting to produce slimes, while the Water dungeon was ramping up to capacity. The Fire dungeon was still waiting for its first slimes, but that was normal. Fire dungeons took a long time to get going. The Light dungeon was on hold, because of Erick’s previous agreement with Kirginatharp to not do another Light dungeon for 10 years, but they had broken ground on the Shadow dungeon four nights ago. The shadelings Mox had hired for that area were working well. There was still no overt sign of Melemizargo down in those dark, damp tunnels, but he was still very much there, of course. Melemizargo was inside every darkened corner of every part of Veird. The Shadow dungeon might produce some good slimes in a month.

The Benevolence dungeon was a tower and a pit (since no one was quite sure which was best) situated to the north of the Gate District. It was ready for Erick’s experimentation, but he had been too busy to do much of that recently.

And that was it for current events!

A single report on the meat thieves, and a notice that Mox was ready for Erick to try his hand at making a Benevolence dungeon. Everything else was long term, from Zolan speaking with Songli to get a hookup to the Gate Network, to overtures of the same to Spur, to Aisha working on turning iron into viable magical metal, and other things.

Even the Benevolence dungeon wasn’t that much of a priority, because esoteric dungeons almost never worked. Erick was still going to try, though.

And so, since Erick didn’t have any necessary meetings, or anything like that…

What to do?

Time Magic with Phagar? A Boon from Rozeta? Or working on Benevolence? Or even making himself into more of a Wizard, with forceful accretion? He could even have a talk on dragons with Burhendurur and/or Volaro.

Erick smiled as he considered his possibilities—

Poi joined Erick on the porch, carrying his own breakfast.

“Morning, Poi!” Erick happily asked, “Any news I should know about?”

“Nothing I can think of.” Poi asked, “What do you want to do today?”

Smiling again, Erick asked himself, “What do I want to do today? I think…”

Erick took a look around his kingdom.

… And it was doing alright. People were already out at the market. Goods were coming through the Stratagold Gates, stopping at customs, and then moving either to parts unknown, or moving through a Gate that led across the Gate Road, to the Wayfarer’s Guildhouse. The people at that guildhouse then moved goods to buyers all across the Crystal Forest. Some of that stuff was even headed toward Spur.

Stuff was headed out, but stuff was also headed in, appearing in the center of the Wayfarer’s guildhouse and then moving through a Gate to the other side of the Gate Road, to Stratagold’s property, where it moved through more Gates and into the Underworld.

Stuff was also headed through Gates that led to Candlepoint, where another Wayfarer’s office had set up down the road from Market Street. People in Candlepoint were buying goods from the lands around Stratagold, while the lands around Stratagold were buying all sorts of foods that grew best up here, or fabrics from the spidery, or meat from the ranch.

The world was moving through Erick’s [Gate]s, and it was good.

It wasn’t much right now, but the volume was increasing daily.

Surprisingly enough, Erick had only ever had to recast a [Gate] into one of the Gates once, and only because someone was doing some very drunk shipping and rammed into the side of the Gate with a million ton shipment of pure white marble, multiple times. The first ramming didn’t budge the physical Gate at all, but the second ramming actually managed to move the glowing white square and break the [Gate] on the inside.

Aside from that recast, which took all of ten minutes to do, Erick’s Gate Network was working well. House Benevolence was doing pretty good, too. All of Erick’s overseers were doing their jobs, and they were doing them well. This whole organization ran like a clunky old car trying to turn over in cold weather, but everyone was warming up to each other, and Burhendurur (and even Goldie, in three instances) had stopped every single fight between House members before they got too bad.

This whole thing worked.

It worked well.

Zolan had given Erick his first month financial review just the other week. Even though Erick was bleeding money like a strung-up cow in order to pay everyone’s wages and otherwise, he could survive another 2 years of paying for everything all on his own.

If he did a monster hunt for 2 days, once a year, and transferred all those rads to Mage Bank, House Benevolence could survive indefinitely. According to some very lucrative offers, handed to Zolan in the strictest of confidences, if Erick started selling [Reincarnation]s then he would never have to worry about the House or the Gate Network turning a profit, ever.

But having a Gate Network was going to be very profitable, eventually. Just needed about 6 more months to really get there. As people started to realize that Erick wasn’t scary at all, and that yes, he really was allied with all the major powers of the world, the amount of money coming out of the Gate Network would break even with how much money Erick was spending on the House.

When he opened the next land, though, the profit would come rolling in like an avalanche.

If he got the next Gate set up and running, anyway.

Songli was dragging their heels. Tentatively, Erick might be opening up [Gate]s over there in the next week, but Zolan was still in talks with Holorulo regarding specifics. Might be a week! Might be a month. Or two or three. Erick had tried to be a part of those talks, but he scared off the people on Holorulo’s side of the table. Which was… What it was. Erick didn’t even know the people who Holorulo had sent, so it didn’t matter to him to miss that meeting, which was odd.

Holorulo hadn’t sent anyone whom Erick had known.

At the current rate, Erick might be opening up a [Gate] to Spur, next.

But that was for later! For today, Erick had nothing to do, except for what he wanted to do.

Erick smiled to himself, saying, “I want to have more days like this.”

- - - -

“So it’s time to learn some Time Magic,” Erick said, sitting alone in the middle of his Gate warehouse.

He had temporarily banished Poi and Teressa off to the house to do something else, and though Kiri desperately wanted to be let in on this lesson, she, too, was banished. Well… ‘Banished’ was a harsh word. Erick had asked them to stay away, and so they did.

But it was definitely a command, no matter the wording.

And now it was time to meet a god.

Erick sat back in a chair, relaxing his mind wide, his mana sense flowing outward—

And suddenly the world was a fractal stained glass window, and nothing moved anywhere, except for everything still moving all at once. Erick knew, somehow, that he was outside time, and yet… He wasn’t outside of time at all.

Another Erick stepped out of that fractal mess, though he was clearly the God of The End and Time.

“Hello, Phagar,” Erick said. “It took me a while to get around to this. I hope the offer still stands.”

With an easy voice that was exactly Erick’s, but different since it came from someone else, Phagar said, “Of course the offer still stands.” Phagar sat down in a chair that mirrored Erick’s, saying, “It’s better to approach this after settling many of your mortal worries, anyway. Any idea where you would like to start?”

For all his godly nature, Phagar was quite pleasant and calm to be around; an easy talker and listener.

But Erick wasn’t sure where to begin, so he offered, “At the beginning?”

Phagar gave a small smile, saying, “The Beginning and the End are often connected in Time Magic, so that’s the first thing to learn. But as for something useful? There are a large handful of concepts you should try to understand before you start putting those concepts together, so I’ll go through the whole thing once.

“There are easy Time Magics. There are difficult Time Magics.

“Then, there are Wizard-level Time Magics, which fall outside of the realm of simple categorization, because for some people they are easy, and for some they are hard.

“But before all that, there is Elemental Time, upon which all Time Magic is based. Yes, there is an Elemental Time. That is the first secret. Perhaps the largest.

“Easy magics are relegated to moderately speeding up or slowing down your own passage of time, or the passage of time for another. [Haste], for oneself. [Slow], as you have experienced with your own Ice Magic experiments. [Stop], as with your Ice Magic again.

“[Haste] requires clearance from me to learn, but since you have that, you could try and likely achieve that spellwork as soon as I explain how it works.

“[Haste] is achieved through the realization that Time is a parameter like gravity. It is not achieved through Elemental Fire, or anything like that. Instead, if you look at Elemental Ice, and you see how Slow and Stop work, then you should be able to understand Elemental Time, and through the grasping of that idea, you can achieve [Haste].

“Coincidentally, if you happen to speed up yourself, you will find that everything feels lighter. If you start moving really fast, then you could break other things just by touching them, but you will likely have broken yourself, if you go too fast. Making another version of [Haste] with some stabilization magics to remove that foible and allow yourself to properly move once again. Or, you could just use an Elemental Body while [Haste]d, and avoid that trouble altogether.

“Conversely, if you [Slow] someone, they will experience a heaviness.

“And while Slowing your enemies is always useful, [Haste] is not nearly as useful as a normal mage would think, for the Script Second still applies even in faster time, so unless one has a fair bit of experience with manual casting, or if they’re good with a sword and that sword can withstand accelerated time, then [Haste] is somewhat useless for most mages.

“This caveat doesn’t apply to you, but it must still be said.

“As a note: All Time Magic is magic cast upon a contained area. Never try to cast Time Magic upon ‘the area outside of myself’, or something equally nonsensical. It would be like trying to cast a magic without having enough mana to cast that magic; it would fail.

“Or, you could die. Either or, really.

“Moving on.

“Difficult Time Magics are applications of Elemental Time upon oneself in such a way as to travel one’s soul and mind through one’s own world line into the past. This application of Time Magic is completely removed from the physical world of Particle Magic, so slowness and gravity and speed don’t matter.

“An example of this magic is known as [Return].

“This is what I did for you at Last Shadow’s Feast, returning you to your subjective world of 5 minutes ago. I say ‘subjective world’, because you were already under heavy time dilation while inside the Shadow’s Feast barrier, so those ‘five minutes’ of time I gave you were in fact only 15 real seconds.

“15 real seconds costs a lot. The reasons are manifold, from the cost of paradoxes to the stress on the soul that needs to be compensated for, to many other smaller factors. The cost of [Return] increases rapidly for anything over 10 seconds.

“[Return] is just as much Soul Magic as it is Time Magic, and since this level of self-magic is so dangerous, most people never achieve this. It is along the same difficulty as learning [Teleport].

“You managed to brute force Remaking [Teleport] because you have Ophiel, and he could cast that magic for you, but using [Return] requires a soul and a world line attached to that soul. Ophiel has no soul of his own right now; all he has is yours. You could always try some Wizardry there, but I would caution against that. Ophiel would likely gain a soul if you tried that with him, and thus you would lose him as a summon.

“If you tried this with Yggdrasil, you would run into that Divine Seal on your soul, and likely just hurt yourself.

“Skipping forward in time is similarly difficult, if you want to actually skip forward in time. For example: if you don’t want to physically sleep, but you know you need to, you could [Onward] and find yourself waking up from a good night’s sleep.

“If you, however, just want to go forward in time, you can [Slow] yourself and watch the world go by.

“As a side effect, for those who are not immortal, [Slow]ing oneself is a great way to extend one’s lifespan, though you do miss out on life; it’s a tradeoff. As another note, using [Haste] too much could add virtual years to every decade of regular use, and for non-immortals, this is a problem.

“It shouldn’t be a problem for you, as you are immortal now.

“And then we have the Wizard-level Time Magics. There are a few well-known examples of this, and we can focus on those for now.

“The first is moving around through time, outside of your worldline guide. [Return]ing to an event a thousand years ago, or [Onward]ing to a thousand years in the future, without actually experiencing that intervening time.

“The second is moving around through time, cheaply. I list cheaper costs and outside-one’s-worldline separately, because they are, though there is a lot of overlap.

“The third is ignoring paradoxes. The classic example of a paradox is that, if you move through time and kill your mother before you are born, then this will unmake you. A proper Paradox Wizard will be able to make themselves exist outside of time, and thus they are immune to this effect. Normal mages can be made paradox proof but it is not an easy process, though it does get easier with more time and more paradox proofing. This type of Time Wizardry is why the ‘Paradox-Creation-Destruction’ split has ‘Paradox’ as part of that trio of Wizard types. Paradoxing is a major part of Wizardry.

“You’re already far on your way to being paradox proof.

“And then there is the fourth magic, the skill that you are actually most familiar with: ‘Making things always be that way’, otherwise known as Establishing. There is no codified magic for this ability, as there is with [Return] or [Onward], or the idea of Paradoxing, for Establishing is strictly a Wizard thing.

“There are a few Establishing-type frameworks present inside Spatial Magics, but that’s like saying a full-grown tree is the same as a splinter from that tree; they’re not the same at all.

“You’ve Established things many times already, from the rune of [Renew] to making your Elemental Body be Elemental Benevolence instead of Elemental Light, to Ophiel and Yggdrasil gaining mana even though they shouldn’t have mana. You’ve even done some Establishing for your apprentice, and that guildmaster’s progeny, with their own [Familiar]s.

“And those are the basic magics of Time.” Phagar finished with, “If you would accept a suggestion, I recommend that you stick to the smaller applications of Time Magic. You are very good at Establishing, but Establishing is rather dangerous and I wouldn’t recommend you go doing that too much. You might find yourself suddenly having been born a woman all this time, or other such oddities, and that gets messy.”

Phagar stopped talking.

And Erick had about a thousand thoughts about all of that.

Erick rapidly said, “Thank you for explaining everything all at once. I can go through all that on my own time, later…” But there were still a fuck-ton of questions! Erick asked the first one to come to mind, “Ophiel and Yggdrasil are Paradoxes? How?”

“Both of your [Familiar]s will become real people one day.” Phagar said, “Much like how you used [Death’s Approach] to steal from your own future mana generation, you have Established the same sort of power inside Ophiel and Yggdrasil. You have made [Familiar]s which you absolutely plan on becoming real one day, and… Everything sort of came about from that fact.” He added, “As another note: That’s how [Death’s Approach] works... Somewhat. Go ahead and figure that one out when you want to, as well; it’s okay to steal from your own future, and to help other people take from their own, but don’t try taking other people’s future generation. Rozeta doesn’t like that.”

“Okay—” Erick filed that away for later, then he latched onto the other massive thing Phagar had said. “There’s Elemental Time!? But first: How does that relate to space— Or Spatial Magic! You already know of the connection between space and time because of the gravity thing you just mentioned— All this time! You already knew?! About space and time? I mean— I knew! But no one else on Veird ever thinks to connect the two—” Erick paused. “No… People know. You know. Some of your clergy knows?”

“Some of my people know,” Phagar nodded, saying, “Most of my clergy accepts the Time Magic I give them and they’re never able to replicate those spells because they lack both my clearance, and the knowledge of how Time and space are connected. Mostly, though, I have a lock on Time Magic, because Time Magic is among the most dangerous magics out there. Wizards are usually able to exempt themselves from that restriction though, either by proclivity or chance. You already have, many times already.”

“If there is Elemental Time…” Erick narrowed his eyes, deep in thought. “Is there Elemental Space— No. There’s Spatial Magic but that’s just deciding how things had happened in the past to alter the present. Spatial Magic is Time Magic, but in a different way?” He frowned, and looked to Phagar. “Is it?”

Phagar leaned back, saying, “I see Spatial Magic more as ‘I changed this thing in the past without actually going into the past’, sort of thing. It’s not really Establishing, but… It could be. It’s one of the easiest applications of Establishing, and a lot of people are more than capable of this small Wizardry, when it’s used in small ways.

“But really… Spatial Magic, to me, is more an application of Force Magic. You are physically shifting the past rather than actually going to the past yourself… But then again, it’s not really ‘forceful’ Force magic at all.” Phagar hummed. “Spatial Magic is an application of Elemental Force, and Elemental Time, yes, but most people don’t even try to use Elemental Time in anything that they do. Elemental Time likes to hide and work without being known. Pure Time Magic has little to no Elemental Force, and very rarely Forces anything into any sort of position.”

So that was a large bit of philosophy.

Erick would probably be digesting those small words for a very, very long time.

“… Back to gravity and time.” Erick asked, “Those two should be more related than what I’ve seen? I’ve never seen a Slowed thing look heavier? … I have also never cast the spell upon myself.”

He should [Slowing Bolt] himself and see how it made him feel.

He probably should have done that long before now.

“Well… That’s complicated.” Phagar said, “There are quite a few knock-on effects to stepping outside of one’s normal experience of time, either going faster or slower. It’s harder to breathe, mainly, unless you shift time in a space beyond your soul boundary, and even then you can’t sustain such an effect for too long unless you bring along a [Cleanse] to clean up the bad air you produce. Go way too fast and you can’t even see, for light might not reach your body fast enough, though you can overcome this with a good mana sense. Also, you’ve never actually experienced your [Slowing Bolt] yourself. Give it a try when we’re done.”

“… But increasing one’s weight with a [Gravity Ward] doesn’t cause the Slow effect, does it?”

“It does, actually. But it’s very minor. Hardly noticeable.” Phagar said,

Erick felt himself falling deep into his memories of highschool physics lessons and youtube videos, trying to remember everything he could. He came upon his next question fast enough, but he knew he had no idea what he was talking about. Maybe he’d figure it out later. He began, “As an effective Light Elemental, when using my former [Greater Lightwalk], I effectively weighed nothing. Why was I not under a constant [Haste] effect?” Erick added, “Or a [Slow] effect? Subjective time moves slower the faster you go, right?”

“Elemental Time is rather sticky. It gets everywhere, even where you think it wouldn’t be, because everywhere is subject to time in some capacity.” Phagar smiled, saying, “Time was one of the ancient functions of gods and Wizards in the Old Cosmology; to establish a time zone and maintain everything in that zone under the same experience.” Phagar said, “But on a smaller, more direct scale, there’s a lot of Time Magic in everything everyone does on Veird. Spatial Magic is a big one; those spells cause small paradoxes every time someone travels a thousand kilometers in less time than it takes for reality to recognize the change. For a brief moment, when looking at the whole of the world, a person is effectively in two places at once. Gravity Magic is another thing filled with Time Magic. There’s an Elemental Time aspect to Fate Magic, too, and your Elemental Benevolence has a lot of Time-like aspects.” He said, “But the simpler, more correct reason why using [Greater Lightwalk] does not instantly send you to the far, far future —because going as fast as light would make your subjective time slow down a lot— is because Elemental Light is not physical light.”

“… Oh. That’s… Duh—” Erick moved on. “I’m still having trouble understanding that ‘Elemental Time’ is a thing. I thought Time Magic would just be another working of Elemental Force, like Spatial Magic? Why have I not heard of Elemental Time before?”

Phagar nodded. “Because I and my clergy go around and ensure that time remains uncompromised.”

“… Ah.” Erick recalled Rozeta talking about how those first years of Veird in the New Cosmology were lost to them because someone had fucked them all to hell with Time Magic. “This is a big deal, isn’t it; my learning of Time Magic. Here I was thinking I would use this magic to simply get eight easy hours of sleep into a ten minute period, every night, but it’s a lot bigger than that. It’s almost funny how much… bigger it is than I thought it would be.”

Erick was trying to defuse his sudden worry with humor.

It wasn’t working for him, or for Phagar.

But Phagar was far past worry; he was at acceptance, as he always seemed to be. This made sense now that Erick thought of it. Phagar was simply everywhere he needed to be, when he needed to be there, and if he wasn’t there, then he wasn’t needed.

Phagar softly said, “I would not help you learn this magic if I did not trust you. But I trust you, Erick. I trusted you all the way back when I offered you my Championship so long ago, and that trust has never been misplaced, but now I can actually speak openly about these deeper secrets of this world. You’ve proven yourself, Erick, and not just to me. To everyone. Beyond any doubt, you have proven yourself, and you deserve all the good things that your proof brings you. Time Magic is just one of the smaller, larger ways to prove that we see you, and we’re glad you’re here.”

“Ahh…” Erick felt a bit weird accepting such a compliment from Phagar, somewhat because this whole conversation was sort of like looking himself in a mirror and giving himself a pep talk, but also because for him, his own morality had never been in doubt— Well. That was simply untrue. He had had a lot of trouble back in the beginning, when he fell to Veird, when he was learning that he actually needed to kill certain things to make life better for everyone. That seemed like so, so long ago, though. But that set Erick to wondering… He asked, “You offered me that Championship because I was going to End a lot of bad things, eh?”

Phagar smiled. “Not everything is set in adamantium, but some things are more solid than others. I knew you would be an asset, but I wasn’t quite sure how. I was prepared to offer my Championship to help achieve those goals, but a single [Death’s Approach] seemed to be all the help you needed.” Phagar said, “As for all the help you might need next, if all you want is eight hours of easy sleep inside a 10 minute time period, then I am glad to help in that way, too.

“I suggest [Haste] and [Ward] with a large enough Variable Cost Variable Effect for the sleeping spell. [Ward] is necessary for that, because you don’t want to tear up your bed with a casual pillow flip in the middle of the night, or something like that.

“I suggest you make another VCVE personal [Haste] spell, in order to have a version for use in battle.” Phagar said, “That one will take some getting used to so that you don’t accidentally break bones trying to do something as simple as open a door… Though with your Constitution and [Unbreakable Form] you would have to be moving quite fast in order to harm yourself.”

“Heh… Thank you, Phagar.”

“Anytime! And I mean that most literally.” Phagar said, “When you feel like doing something besides just sleeping in, let me know, and we can move on to the next lessons.”

Phagar stood up from his chair and vanished into the fractal world beyond, like a thousand reflections of Erick himself moving just out of frame.

Erick’s mana sense contracted, no longer supported by the divine.

Time resumed.

And wow! Had that been a talk!

Erick’s mind whirred as he just sat there in his empty warehouse, thinking about what he was going to do next, and about everything Phagar had told him of Elemental Time, and Time Magic, and Paradox Wizardry.

And then he called in Ophiel to help pull some sounds out of some magic.







- - - -







[Slowing Bolt] was Erick’s only spell that he could point to and say, ‘this is made with Elemental Time’.

He had made the spell long ago, back when he was at Tenebrae’s floating castle, but he certainly hadn’t intended to use Elemental Time at all. He had just listened to the mana and worked how the mana—

Ah. Okay.

Yeah.

He was probably using some Elemental Time, rather unintentionally.

Whatever the case, ‘Slow’ was a normal enough status effect that one could pull out of Mana Altering for Ice, if one listened well enough. Status effects weren’t very useful magics, though, for everything resisted them. He had used [Slowing Bolt] a bit in Songli, but mostly, he hadn’t gotten into too many fights where such a spell would both actually work, and be the correct spell for the moment. Thus, his only real ‘Elemental Time’ spell languished, going unnoticed for what it was until today.










	
Slowing Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana + Variable

An ethereal bolt of mist inexorably strikes a target, inflicting Slow for a Variable length of time.

Very high Variable costs may inflict Stop.














He had made this spell with Elemental Mercy and the Slow that he had plucked out of Elemental Ice, producing a sound that was clear and soft, and very much non-damaging. [Slowing Bolt] didn’t do any damage at all because Erick had managed to fully extract Slow from Elemental Ice.

In light of this new information, Erick went through that whole process again to try and figure out what he had done.

Holding out a hand, Erick channeled mana through [Slowing Bolt].

Out came the sound of stillness. He handed that sound off to Ophiel.

He channeled Elemental Mercy. This was the sound of softness.

The sound of Elemental Ice was one of hardness and solidity.

So taking hardness and adding softness… Somehow gave the sound of Elemental Time?

Or at least the ‘slowing’ version of Elemental Time.

Erick went back to [Slowing Bolt] and began channeling more and more mana through the spell. A white plume of power radiated cold from his palm and a chill raced up his arm like he had stuck his hand in an arctic wind. It wasn’t enough to hear Time, or anything close to what could be that. Erick channeled harder. The plume turned to a fountain of frozen intent. Ice frosted off of Erick’s fingertips, forming mana icicles radiating away from the plume—

Ah. Too cold. He stopped.

He shook out his hand, returning warmth to his body as he scattered flakes of frost to the ground. Those flakes were made of magic, though, so they soon vanished back into the manasphere like so much broken spellwork.

“Still sounds like stillness,” Erick said to himself, and to Ophiel and Yggdrasil. “Let’s move on to the next spell; it’s a gravity one that I also made a while ago.”




	
Gravity Strainer, instant, medium range, 65 mana, 1 hour duration. 

Conjure a large, freely moldable space where specific objects turn near-weightless and fall to a designated point.














When stretched with a specific intent that was already baked into the basic spell, [Ward] could be transformed into [Gravity Strainer]. Variations of this spell was what sewermasters the world over (mostly under) used to easily and automatically pluck rads out of sewer system settling tanks, while [Cleanse]ing at the same time, obviously. Proper sewer management was about not getting shit everywhere.

And apparently Gravity Magic was a bit of Time Magic, too?

“Like, duh,” Erick mostly said to himself. “Gravity Magic and Time Magic obviously go together very well. Spatial Magic is just… An offshoot of Time and Force Magic.” He mumbled, “Lotta Time Magic in everything… Which is different from how Benevolence can appear like everything else? Not sure. One is the mortar that holds everything together, the other is differently colored bricks… Maybe.”

Benevolence and Time seemed like polar opposites of one another… Maybe? Yes. According to the way Phagar had explained it, they were different. Erick moved past the brief, yet terrifying idea that he had somehow made Elemental Benevolence that could work like Elemental Time…

Well. Actually. He did, a bit, do exactly that. What with the ‘Establishing’, and all that. Bricks of Benevolence could work just like the mortar of Elemental Time, if worked correctly… Sure?

Sure.

Anyway.

Erick channeled [Gravity Strainer] in one hand.

A solid white glow emanated from his palm and rapidly formed a ball of light around his hand. Tendrils of light radiated from his palm to the edge of the sphere. It sounded like…

Erick wasn’t sure.

It made a weird sound but it was too close to the ‘delineation sound’ that [Ward] usually made. He handed the sound of [Gravity Ward] off to an Ophiel, and then he channeled plain [Ward]. It was the sound of delineation. Simple stuff; Erick had heard that spellwork a thousand times before—

“Ah!” Erick had it. “It’s like this.”

Erick channeled Mana Altering in his other hand, while flickering through several other spells in his other hand. As he went through his known spells he handed them off to Ophiel—

He heard it.

In between [Gravity Strainer] minus [Ward], [Teleport] minus Elemental Force, [Slowing Bolt] minus Mercy, it was there. There was some in [Teleport] and [Blink]. It was even in [Swift Movement]. Erick spent a good four minutes with that Health Cost ability, trying to understand what he was hearing through all the Health…

There was a sound.

Erick had heard it many times before, but he had never touched upon that sound. Not directly. He had never needed to, he supposed. He didn’t really need to right now, either, but with this, he could actually get a good night’s sleep—

Erick laughed a little. “I sound like Poi! I’m going to have to make that joke to him.”

In his right hand, Erick channeled the sound of Elemental Time. It was a wispy sort of sound; barely there and slipping sideways with every attempt to truly hear the magic. But when Erick relaxed, and when he opened his mana sense, he could hear it. The sound of Phagar approaching. The sound of a beginning made out of an End, while also being The End.

It was, a little bit, the sound made by Raidu Terror Peaks when his soul was being ripped apart by the soul sunderer for his crimes against Songli. It was the sound of mana, flowing.

A river that was not a river at all.

Back and forth.

Here and there.

Hot and cold, but only because both ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ were variations of the singular phenomenon of temperature, and one’s place already on the scale.

Elemental Time was in the manasphere, everywhere Erick looked. It was what allowed people to look backward in time, and also forward. Elemental Time had always been here. Erick just didn’t have the Sight to know the river for what it truly was, until now.

Instinctively, Erick knew he could fall into that river and swim with or against the current, but now that he saw the water, he knew he could also pluck some of that out and drink deep. Falling in would be terrifying, and so Erick left that task for another day. For now, he grabbed some Time, and had a sip—

Everything slowed.

Ophiel’s wings moved slowly, taking multiple seconds for a single flap. Beyond the windows, the leaves of Yggdrasil waved in a molasses wind. Erick moved a little, and instantly noticed he was as light as a feather. Breathing was hard. Air moved through his lungs like a cold fog that only warmed when it was inside of him. He exhaled that fog, forming minuscule swirls in the stillness of the warehouse air.

Erick took a step forward and watched as Ophiels’ eyes lagged behind him by less than half a second. But there had been a lag. Noticeable, too.

Some familiar blue boxes appeared.




	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Haste, here you go:

















	
Haste 1, instant, self, 50 mana

Double your subjective time. Lasts 1 minute.














Erick smiled.

And then he started playing around with moving in this new, odd sort of way. Jumping up and down, and moving left to right, Erick held out his hands as though he was riding in a car, feeling the wind on his palm. He knifed the air apart as he moved quicker than he ever had before; even when using [Hunter’s Instincts].

It was kinda fun to play around with new magic!

A lot of fun, actually. Erick laughed, and he heard himself laugh through Ophiel’s senses, like he was a hyperactive chipmunk chortling to a staccato beat. It was so freaky, he laughed more.

Magic was wonderful!

Eventually, Erick decided he had had enough fun playing around, and he needed the tenth level of this spell, so he power leveled it. Strangely enough, casting [Haste] upon himself multiple times did not multiply the effect.










	
Haste X, instant, self, 50 mana

Double your subjective time. Lasts 10 minutes.














He could make that into a [10 hours in 10 minutes] spell, for sure. Might take multiple attempts, though. But first, Erick returned to the sound of Elemental Time, and went in the other direction.

Erick sipped the river of time in a different sort of way.

Everything turned heavy as a weight descended upon him and all of his movements seemed sluggish, while the entire rest of the world seemed fast. Ophiels twittered in super high notes as they danced around, playing with Erick like hyperactive birds, and he laughed like a rumbling mountain; ponderous and slow—










	
Special Quest Complete!

You have remade a Basic Spell.

Since you do not already have Slow, here you go:

















	
Slow 1, instant, self, 50 mana

Halve your subjective time. Lasts 1 minute.














Erick did not like this spell at all, though it would be useful to have in order to use against others. He power leveled [Slow], and then he canceled it.










	
Slow X, instant, self, 50 mana

Halve your subjective time. Lasts 10 minutes.














He had only just started with Time Magic, but Erick felt he had a good beginner’s grasp of the subject. It seemed easy enough to turn either of these spells into magic that would affect others, though Erick suspected that such a spell would be subject to the normal Health-based denials, since this sort of magic was status effect magic. Erick tested out [Haste] and [Force Bolt] to see if he was correct.

Erick conjured a [Fairy Item] dummy made with a thin cover of ice and warm water insides. His theory was that it should melt and break apart rather fast when Hasted, though he had never done this before; He could only guess. Today was full of fun little magics!

Anyway.

Erick pointed at the dummy and joined [Haste] with [Force Bolt].

A dot of flowing white magic struck the dummy—

Like a video sped up to double speed, a crack formed on the bottom of the dummy and rapidly spread up and out, but the water inside was already rapidly flowing out of the hole in the bottom—

The whole conjuring vanished into so much scattered white glows as a blue box appeared.










	
Haste Other, instant, close range, 55 mana

Attempt to double the subjective time of a target for 10 minutes.














Erick hummed. ‘Attempt to double’ was rather appropriate for a ‘Health negates this’ sort of spell. It certainly didn’t read as well as [Slowing Bolt] read, though; ‘inflicting Slow for a Variable length of time’ seemed like a higher application of this working, for sure.

His [Haste Other] was probably a rather shitty version.

Erick moved on.

Now if he was correct, the combination of [Ward] and [Haste] would create a fast space inside where time flowed twice as fast. Such a simple working would likely not be good enough for a sleeping spell, but Erick had to start somewhere, and to make sure the magic actually worked like he thought it would.

Would there be a problem at the edge, and an insurmountable barrier to cross? Or would there just be some gentle shearing upon trying to cross from normal time to fast time? Erick guessed the latter.

Tomorrow, he could try for a Variable Cost Variable Effect working.

But for now, Erick linked [Haste] to [Ward], and cast the spell.

For five meters in every direction, the air shifted. A faint white wind formed a translucent barrier all around. Inside, the world seemed fine. Outside, though, Erick watched the molasses wind play in Yggdrasil’s canopy, gently moving the green sea above like so many slow waves.

An expected blue box appeared.










	
Hasted Area, instant, close range, 100 mana

Double the subjective time in a large area for 10 minutes. Crossing the barrier might break the spell.














Erick didn’t even get to test out the second part of that blue box, for while Yggdrasil was here and experiencing a bit of dissonance, Ophiel was having an experience. The little guy was both inside and outside of the area of effect. The Ophiel on Erick’s shoulder yelped while the little guys outside of the barrier crowed, their voices seeming unnaturally low and weird. The Ophiel outside instantly moved inward, crossing the barrier, breaking the spell with all the ease of popping a soap bubble.

Time resumed as normal, and Ophiel began chirping about how everything had been really weird for a moment! Why had everything been weird!

Erick smiled and patted the little guy, telling him, “It was just some Time Magic. No need to worry.”

Yggdrasil spoke, “It was weird, father.”

Erick looked at the big guy’s [Scry] eye, asking, “Did I catch you in the effect?”

“No. But I felt you move weird. Time Magic is weird.”

“Weird bad? Or weird weird?”

“Weird weird.”

Erick smiled a little, saying, “Weird weird is fine. If it turns into weird bad, let me know, okay?”

“I will!”

Ophiel chirped.

Erick told Ophiel, “You’re probably going to have to get used to that, but I can pull all of you inside while I sleep if it’s too much trouble.”

Ophiel chirped again, accepting that safety came before comfort.

Erick smiled, and then he broke the [Hasted Area] spell the Script had created in his soul, for this wasn’t exactly what he wanted out of that magic.

He also watched his core while he broke the spell. A familiar sensation of crumbling took hold inside of him and his core gained a minuscule crack that was barely more than mar of shadow inside the perfect, Benevolent sphere beside his heart. To be sure he was seeing it correctly, Erick broke apart [Haste Other], too—

And up, there was another small mar, on the other side of his core.

Well then! He could probably fix that damage with a bit of accreting, and maybe he could even try making [Haste Other] again.

Erick began accreting like he usually did; holding his aura open, sealing out all other mana as he flooded his aura with his own mana, and then cycling that mana back inside. Sparks of lightning gathered on his aura’s exterior surface and flowed inward, into his body and into his core. Gradually, slowly, white lightning filled in the mar inside his core—

The second his core was repaired, Erick knew he could try to combine his magic again, and that the Script would help him make that spell a permanent part of his soul. Only people with cores got to benefit from this method; if Erick had broken this spell while in his Normal Form, he couldn’t repair the damage, nor could he reduce the cooldown on Script assistance. There were just so many small nuances to how the Script helped people, and how one could actually ‘game the system’, as Jane had once put it, but only when one knew how the system worked and what normal magic looked like in the first place.

Erick smiled wide, thinking about how far he had come since he and Jane had fallen to Veird.

He tried making [Haste Other] again—

Nothing happened.

No blue boxes?

Erick tried again, striking the ice-water dummy with another combo of [Haste] and [Force Bolt]…

Nothing.

Ah…

“Maybe the Script sees that it tried to help me once already.” Erick frowned a little. “So that means I have to go outside the Script when I break the spell? So it’s not tracked? That’s probably it.”

Eh!

Whatever.

There were a lot of different ways to go with this spell and all of Erick’s current ideas could stand to percolate for a while.







- - - -







Dipping his toes into Time Magic didn’t take much time at all, and so, Erick still had almost all the rest of the day free. First he went back home to gather Teressa and Kiri. After explaining what he wanted to do next, they were both interested.

A lightning portal led the way to their next destination.

The Benevolence research tower.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Wooo! Time Magic!

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k words more! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



201, 2/2


                Located down one of the many hallways past the atrium in the center of the house, the entrance to the Benevolence research tower was one of House Benevolence’s more active areas. A good eleven people were already present, this early in the morning, including Tasar, who appeared in a flicker of black-green magic just down the way.

“Good morning,” Tasar said, walking closer.

“Morning,” Erick said, smiling—

Ah. A while ago, Erick had promised Tasar that he would tell her how to make a [Familiar] with their own mana pool. Now that he knew how that actually worked, he wondered if Tasar would actually want to know. Erick had made both Ophiel and Yggdrasil through rituals, knowing and planning on the fact that both would eventually become real. Since they would ‘eventually become real’, they had a theoretical mana pool waiting for them in the future, and so, Erick had Established that they could access that future mana right now.

Mana was rather full of possibilities like that.

But Erick doubted that Tasar would actually want to make something that she knew would become real.

Back when Erick had told the royalty of Stratagold that he was immortal, Tasar had taken Erick aside and tried to give him some good advice about his [Familiar]s, and Ophiel in particular. Now that he was immortal, he would watch Ophiel grow into a real person, and chances were that Ophiel would be both the first and the last of his kind, and that he would be mortal. [Familiar]s rarely turned into real, thriving species. Eventually, Erick would lose a child that he had watched grow into a very, very old man, and there was nothing that he could do to stop that.

Tasar had done that exact thing once before. Once was more than enough. Never again would she make a summon that would become a real person.

But now, Erick had [Reincarnation], so even if Ophiel’s form didn’t function long term, he had a solution to that problem, too.

—still smiling, still greeting Tasar, Erick asked, “Do you want to learn how to make a summon that has their own mana, Tasar?”

Tasar’s eyes went wide, and yes, she did.

But Erick continued, “Thanks to Phagar I think I know why my summons have mana.” His smile waned, and he said, “If you want to know, I can tell you and then help you make one yourself, but it will be difficult for you. It’s nothing untoward, but it is a choice; one that I know you have already said no to.”

Tasar’s sudden joy gutted like a fire turned to ice. Eventually, she thawed a little, deciding, “I would like to know the choices, either way.”

“We’ll talk later.”

Tasar gave a small nod. Behind Erick, Kiri’s eyeridges were high on her head. She wanted to know what was going on. He would tell her, too; probably both of them together, actually. Teressa had a mild curiosity, but she could take or leave a whole conversation about [Familiar]s and not really care one way or the other.

Erick turned back to the research tower.

Beyond a large archway made of angular, Art Deco-like lightning reliefs, lay what was essentially a bunch of individual laboratories as one would encounter in any proper Mage Guild the world over; spaces for people to experiment with small scale magics. The main room ahead was a large-ish gathering space, like a courtyard with multiple levels ringing an open center. On those levels were bunches of doors leading off to other areas. Some rooms behind those doors were larger than others. Some doors led to library rooms and office spaces, though there wasn’t much in any of those right now. The whole tower had an empty sort of feeling to it, much like the rest of House Benevolence, even though there were people here and working hard already.

A different tower held the Office of Magic. Over there was where Aisha held all the experiments with turning iron into a viable magical metal. Tasar had helped a bit with that, since she was the one who had invented [Condense Oxygen] and helped turn that into a cure for Wrought Rot, but there was a long way to go to solving that problem, and the Gemslicers, the ones who actually made the cure for Wrought Rot, were not talking to Erick.

But all that magical iron stuff was for another day.

Today was a day of working on Benevolence, and others were already here.

As soon as Erick stepped into this space one of the doors on the second floor swung open. Aisha stood on the other side, along with three others.

With an excited, happy tone, Aisha gripped the railing and called out, “Are you finally coming to experiment?”

“I am!” Erick walked forward, saying, “I’m finally out of pressing crises, though there are still longer term crises, of course.”

Aisha smiled. “Of course! Come on up! We might have finally gotten the elemental condenser truly work—”

A small explosion popped behind Aisha, briefly backlighting her and the other three with multicolor lightning. As the lightning dissipated, a riot of plant life sprawled out of the room like the sudden appearance of a jungle made of vines and ferns and bamboo.

Erick’s heart briefly beat hard, but the feeling passed. Nothing had happened.

Just a minor Benevolence explosion.

Aisha groaned in disappointment. Her employees had various other disappointed looks upon their faces. From inside the room, Erick heard someone yell about how it was all working just fine. As Erick walked forward, another person yelled back about how it obviously wasn't fine, you fucking fairy fucker, and this was probably all a plot by Ar’Cosmos to fuck over everything they were trying to make.

Aisha scowled at that voice, yelling back, “We wouldn’t even have the elemental condenser if it weren’t for them!”

Someone inside complained that they still didn’t have the condenser, because Ar’Cosmos was fucking it all up!

Erick sighed as he walked up the stairs. Aisha was already inside, clearing away plants with [Blight], radiating blackening magic into the air and dissolving every single plant in the area. Erick had seen this explosive outcome happen five times already, and this sixth time was no different. Luckily, [Blight] didn’t affect eternal stonewood, so this spell was the best way to get rid of unwanted plant growth. As Erick stepped into sight of the room, he watched as Aisha began flowing [Cleanse] out into the space, evaporating brown and black gunk into so much thick air.

As the goop evaporated it revealed two loudly yelling people standing next to the single table in the room. Erick ignored the small fight for Aisha was already on it, separating the iron wrought human man from the red-skinned orcol man; Raim and Clavog, from Stratagold and Ar’Cosmos respectively. They had been the arguing pair from before. They always argued, because both of them were very good at their fields of elemental magical study, but they had been raised in very different environments. Clavog knew all about how magic was supposed to work. Raim knew all about how magic actually worked.

Or at least that was their usual refrain.

On the table was the source of their arguments and their current project; an elemental condenser. It was a series of multicolor-metal parallel tubes going up and down, looking a little bit like a pipe organ, or a bunch of meter-long crayons in a bundle. Those metal pipes led to a collection plate in the base of the machine. The inside of every single pipe, each made of a different magical metal, were fully inscribed with runes.

The machine drew in air, filtered mana inside that air, and condensed that mana into a solid crystal atop the collection plate. And it worked fine inside Ar’Cosmos. Inside that fairy land, this machine was how Fairy Moon had created a mana crystal, which she then had turned into a counting crystal so Erick could monitor his Stat growth when he was first accreting.

But it did not work well inside this Script-filled normal space.

It did not work well.

Erick asked, “Still not working well?” He mana sensed over to the main condenser room, then came back, saying, “The others seem to be working… Minimally.”

Aisha said, “The others are still condensing what they are able to condense, but—”

Raim and Clavog finally realized that Erick was in the room with them.

Clavog instantly said, “This rusting shite tried turning up the volume!”

Raim rounded Clavog, saying, “It should have worked, dragon fucker!”

Erick stared at the offenders, saying, “Switch the machine back to minimal power, and do it right.”

Clavog pulled back his anger, trying to stuff it away into a void as he breathed long and slow. And then he resumed breathing normally. Raim did much the same.

Clavog turned to Raim, saying, “We’ll go slower.”

Raim scowled, then realized he was scowling and tried to shut that off. Through gritted teeth, he mumbled, “Slower, then.”

“Anyway!” Erick released his own displeasure as best he could and turned to Aisha, saying, “So yes. I have some time today to see how all this Benevolence research is going—” He turned back toward the elemental condenser, adding, “—and it seems to have hit a snag?”

Aisha walked forward, saying, “The main problem we’re having is the same problem we’ve always had with working new elements; there just isn’t enough of Benevolence to go around.”

Now that was a bit disturbing, actually.

And for multiple reasons.

Erick frowned a little, saying, “Even considering my mana production is still mostly in the Script, I’m always casting magic, and the Gates are right there, doing the same. I’ve been putting Benevolence-flavored mana into the manasphere for two months now and we’re at the epicenter of that output. Hullbreaker was putting out measurable amounts of Elemental Pirate all across the entire Letri Ocean after only 6 months.” He studied the elemental condenser, saying, “This thing should be able to condense more than it has.”

Raim exclaimed, “Exactly! That’s why I tried to turn it up!”

Clavog frowned at the smaller man.

Erick added, “But it obviously can’t. So why?”

Clavog furrowed his brows, slightly miffed, as he said, “Because this machine does not work well outside of Ar’Cosmos, as I have said multiple times to everyone—” He cut himself off. He continued, “That it is working at all means that there is Elemental Benevolence to be had, but— Even with the Hullbreaker example, we had thousands of these machines all over the Letri ocean looking for him. Any variations in production at all gave us a good idea of where to find the Wizard, but those machines were still attuned to minimal output. The machine cannot be improved, for the Script ties it down and prevents it from working properly!”

The elemental condenser was beyond Erick’s skill, but he hadn’t really tried to improve upon the design, either. He had no time for such a thing, and besides, his people here were already on the job. They had even managed to make some magic out of Benevolence.

Every single person in this room had made at least one Benevolence spell in the past month, since Erick had gotten House Benevolence up and running. Some of them had even managed to make small enchantments using those spells. A wand of [Benevolence Jolt]. A rod of [Benevolence Bomb]. A [Detect Benevolence] pair of goggles. Erick had copies of those spells from his subjects, and he had even found time to make versions of his own. There were obvious problems, though, because the spells other people made were very different from Erick’s own versions.










	
Benevolence Jolt, instant, long range, 55 mana

A bolt of benevolence strikes a target for <WIL effect>. 

















	
Benevolence Bomb, instant, long range, 502 mana

Launch a quick ball of benevolence that explodes on contact in a medium area for <2x WIL effect>. 

















	
Detect Benevolence, instant, medium range, 55 mana

Detect ongoing benevolence effects.

















	
Benevolence Jolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

An ethereal bolt of benevolence inexorably strikes a target for <5x WIL effect>. <Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>

















	
Benevolence Bomb, instant, long range, 73 mana

Launch a super quick ethereal missile of benevolence that explodes on contact in a large area, causing <10x WIL effect>. <Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>

















	
Detect Benevolence, instant, medium range, 16 mana

Detect ongoing benevolence effects. <Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>














Whatever Erick was doing with Benevolence was so much further from what other people were doing with Benevolence, that when the facts of created spells were laid out in little blue boxes it was easy to see which ones belonged to Erick, and which ones had been made by everyone else. Even leaving the mana costs aside, that part of ‘<Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>’ was only present in Erick’s own magic.

Only one person had managed to get that second half of the ‘benevolence descriptor’ inside her spell box. That honor went to Aisha, but only because Erick had been working with her at the time to get her to make the spell. When Erick wasn’t present, no one else had managed to make the same magic.

And thus, the Benevolence research tower went back to square one, to reevaluate everything and see where they could improve their understanding of Benevolence.

Or maybe get a shortcut.

So, people talked to people.

Eventually, Mox and Aisha and Burhendurur spoke of old fights, and old Wizards, and Mox asked how Ar’Cosmos had managed to find Hullbreaker almost always before they had. That fact was one of her lingering questions about that time, and two days later Burhendurur, after talking with Erick, decided to let that secret out of the bag.

That conversation had led to this elemental condenser being here, today. This thing was supposed to be able to condense a particular element out of the air, making ‘essence chips’ of the chosen element, which could then be used to grant oneself the elemental body of the chosen element, or allow oneself to cast magic with those elements. And so, these chips were how anyone could ‘be in the room with Erick’ whenever they needed. Eventually, if production increased, a proper enchanter might be able to take those chips and make a suit of elemental armor out of them, allowing someone to actually gain that Elemental Body for themselves. With that Elemental Body in hand, they could then experiment with Benevolence to their heart’s content.

(Or, they could go the [Polymorph] route, and eat all those chips. This necessitated the creation of a benevolence slime, though, so that the user of that Familiar Form could actually eat and digest those chips, but the Benevolence dungeon was still on the drawing boards.)

There were problems with this condenser plan, though. Elemental condensers worked great in Ar’Cosmos. People there regularly used these machines in order to gather essence without going through the problems of making a dungeon and gathering essence through harvesting slimes. These essence condensers saved a lot of space in that way.

But they barely worked on Veird.

But, importantly, they did work! A little.

And so they tried using these machines. It was not working well. The volume produced by the machine was barely worth noting. A single chip of pure Benevolence a day, about the size of a gold coin, was about the same amount of Light Essence produced by a single light slime over its maturation cycle of 50 days.

They had about 10 of these machines working in the other rooms and they were getting a measurable amount of Benevolence Essence, but it had not been enough. A dungeon, working properly, would get the user the proper Elemental Body within a single day of slime production. So far, with their meager production, these people had made small, imperfect enchantments and small, imperfect spellwork.

It wasn’t enough.

Erick decided he would go visit the dungeon after this meeting, or however long this took, and try to make a Benevolence version of his [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]. It would probably be the only way to actually get that dungeon up and running, and to really give House Benevolence true access to its namesake.

Yes. That is what he would do later.

For now, he turned his thoughts back to the moment.

Ashia said, “This is the 15th confirmation in a long line of confirmations that undirected Benevolence causes plant growth, which is pretty great!” She glared at the two men who had been arguing, “That could have turned out very badly if your anger had caused that Benevolence to snap black. We still don’t know what actually causes that to happen.”

Raim shook his head, not believing Aisha’s warning. “It doesn’t snap black unless in the presence of an actual hostile force.”

Or if Erick decided it should, but he did not say that.

Clavog rolled his eyes, saying, “And you’re claiming not to be hostile! Preposterous!”

Erick interrupted the impending argument, saying, “Anyway! How are the prognostication efforts going?”

The iron man and the red orcol went silent.

Aisha said, “The talismans we’ve been able to make out of Benevolence Essence still allow me to glimpse the wall of problems coming in a hundred years, but not much more than that.”

Erick still hadn’t shown her inside his Gate Space yet, but then and there, he decided he would change that today, too.

Erick nodded, then began, “So we’re still at a bottleneck for actual Elemental Benevolence, and while we broadly know the larger applications, we still don’t know exactly what it does in smaller scenarios. So pick two people, Aisha, and we’re going into the Gate Space right now. You can see what the wall looks like for yourself.”

Aisha’s eyes went wide, and she wasn’t the only one. Instantly, everyone in the room was on an anticipatory edge. They all desperately wanted what Erick had just offered, but that just wasn’t going to happen. This was the first time he was actually offering to show them that space. Eventually, his Gate Space would be public access, for that was how he had constructed it to be, but not right now. Not until he knew the vulnerabilities of his Gate Space.

There was no way to really find that out, though, without inviting some people inside, and today was the day to invite some people inside.

Erick looked to Teressa, Kiri, and Tasar, saying, “And you’re all coming, too.”

Teressa seemed to relax with a quiet approval. She was ready to see the wall, too. Kiri was ready as well; Erick had not done much magic work with her in the last two months, and she absolutely wanted to see the Gate Space. He probably could have shown both of them the Gate Space long before now, but there just hadn’t been time. And now, there was time.

Tasar was the only real odd woman out, who was included just because she was here, but Erick felt he could trust her with this vulnerability.

He was pretty sure he could trust every single person in this room.

But only two of Aisha’s employees could join them.

Aisha made some rapid decisions, saying, “Raim. Clavog. Are you ready?”

The previously-fighting men were very ready.

Erick opened a [Gate] to the side of the room. Instead of sky or land or water appearing beyond the ring of lightning, it was a world of iridescent white, where a floating platform of white stone held a fountain burbling in the center, and a fractionally-sized Yggdrasil grew in the distance. A gentle breeze flowed out from the Gate Space and the elemental condenser, which had been reset to its lowest possible setting, began to chime and echo with the sound of Benevolence. Elemental Benevolence began to gather on the collection plate like growing bundles of sparks slowly settling down into a solid mass. Everyone in the room noticed this, of course, for the condenser chimed and tinkled as it worked.

But Erick was not leaving his Gate Space open and thus vulnerable to others while he wasn’t directly present. So he led the way into Benevolence and his people followed, some excited, some wary.

The Gate Space had changed a lot since its creation, but only in matters of size.

The floating white platform was the same columnar basalt design as before, except now it was a hundred meters across and some of the hexagonal stones had been replaced with dirt. Ferns and vines and sometimes small mushrooms grew from those loamy spaces, and especially where the fountain overflowed, pouring water into a channel in the platform, to flow out into space, to attach to Yggdrasil in the distance.

Yggdrasil looked like himself, but much smaller.

That fountain in the center was about twice as large as before. The outer rim was several meters in diameter, supporting a pool of water a good three meters deep. The stones that rose in the center supported a minor waterfall that fell into that pool, while a gentle pyre held in the air above that waterfall. That warm fiery space was shaped like the [Renew] rune, and the same runic design repeated everywhere inside the space, if one looked close enough.

Everyone was looking very closely at everything they could.

He was sure that soon enough, someone would recognize the spark of darkness that held in the very center of the land, inside the base of the waterfall. To Erick, it looked like an abyss and an open window into a certain dragon’s domain. That Dark dragon might actually gaze back, if he felt like it, but Erick didn’t look too closely, and Melemizargo was wherever he wanted to be, anyway.

Erick turned outward, to gaze upon the sky, away from Yggdrasil.

“Feels like the sky is about a kilometer away, or maybe only 850 meters.” Erick said, “It’s still growing at a steady rate. I have no idea why you can’t materialize more Benevolence outside.” And before Raim or Clavog actually spoke and suggested he leave a [Gate] open inside the condensing room, Erick added, “And I’m not leaving an opening to my Gate Space open when I’m not around. Speaking of which. Now that you are all inside—” With a flick of intent, Erick closed the opening. “—You can’t see the sky with the [Gate] open.”

His people briefly lost composure as he closed the [Gate], and they all realized that they were trapped in here, but then they all realized in their own, quick ways, that Erick wasn’t going to harm them. Kiri and Teressa recovered the quickest. Tasar and Aisha were a bit slower, but fast enough. Raim and Clavog didn’t recover until the sky started to shift. A gentle sound of distant thunder rumbled across the Gate Space as a flicker of brighter lightning created shadows upon the endless horizon.

Not a single person said a word as they all stared at the beyond.

Lightning flashed, and began to do more than that.

What appeared out of the heavens was exactly the same as the last time Erick had looked, only a few days ago. Lightning tangled upon itself and produced at least 47 dark spots that appeared in the distance. Some of those spots moved and joined with others, before coming back apart to become their own separate thing, so there might have been more than that, or maybe a few less. It had taken Erick a good hour of observation to actually understand that there were at least 47 problems on the horizon, so he doubted that anyone here was actually getting the full numerically-defined experience that he had, but that was fine.

Erick had no idea what any of the tangles actually meant, except for the one that was Bright Smile. Contrary to his first impression of that Carnage Dragon, Erick no longer believed that she was a danger to everyone, or at least not a conventional danger. It was quite realistic to assume that Bright Smile would go on to conquer the Fairy World and raise everyone under her ideals, and that could be a problem…

But that was a problem for later.

“As you can see,” Erick began explaining, “The web of tangles is all rather distant, and if you really look, you can see that almost all of them happen around the hundred year mark. It’s like a spider web that is deep at a specific layer, and not thick anywhere else. But if you look over there—” Erick pointed to a closer tangle. “—That one is about the only tangle that is closer than the hundred year wall. I’d estimate that one at 40 years out, but it’s moved deeper and shallower several times.

“None of these tangles are set. All of them move.

“In the beginning, Patriarch Xangu and the Red Dot Dragon were right up in front, almost at the very edge of the platform. Those were immediate problems. Those did not move; they just got closer and more solid, while that hundred year wall shifts every time I look at it.” Erick said, “I’m just guessing that that is a hundred years away, by the way, because that is the thing that makes the most sense. But it could be some other confluence. Whatever the case, it’s rather distant, and we’ll all still be around to fix it when it does happen.” Erick finished with, “So take a look around and do whatever you have to do for a while. Maybe half an hour?”

His people looked away from him, and focused on the sky.

Aisha stared, her eyes wide and flickering with iridescent magic of her own. Teressa stared at the sky, too, her eyes filled with grey light. Both of them were doing some sort of [Future Sight] or possibly [Witness]. Both of them were much more capable with prognostication than Erick, too, so maybe they would see more than he had seen.

Clavog and Raim began talking in small voices to each other, their previous anger completely forgotten as they tried to understand everything else around them. They spoke of the small [Renew] runes in the stone underfoot, and ringing the fountain, and in the paired mushrooms that grew from the soil like curving horns to barely touch at the tips, but with one tip enfolding the other. The mushrooms themselves grew in the shape of [Renew]. This land was weird. Much weirder than Ar’Cosmos.

And so, Erick let them explore.

Kiri and Tasar’s enthusiasm faded after a few minutes, their expressions both going softer, and more worrisome. Both of them looked a little lost.

Erick would get to Tasar soon enough, but first he went to Kiri, asking, “What’s up? What are you feeling?”

Kiri startled at Erick’s voice, and then she calmed. She was on the edge of a choice which had been building for a while now, and though she didn’t know how to best say it, she decided to simply get on with it. “I want to learn Spatial Magics.”

Erick’s heart had briefly pumped hard as he suddenly worried about what Kiri could possibly want, and why it had been such a difficulty for her to tell him until now, but Spatial Magics? That was a lot better than his worst possible fears!

Tasar had a different reaction, though. She whipped her head around to stare at Kiri, and then she glanced to Erick.

Erick was already smiling. “Of course—” And then he realized the depth of what Kiri was asking. “I mean... Spatial Magic is dangerous, but we’re past the initial deals I made with the Wayfarer’s Guild to not let anyone else know what they told me, and you have Sunny to brute force a lot of that experimentation.” Erick smiled again, saying, “I was expecting to eventually tell you all about all that stuff, so of course! Yes.”

“And then I want to walk the Worldly Path with you at the end of it.”

Tasar gasped.

Erick was only capable of uttering a rather unbalanced, “Uh?”

“Not for years more.” Kiri said, “But eventually.”

Erick recovered. “I mean. Yes— You know what that entails.”

“I can barely guess at everything that it entails...” Kiri turned to face the sky of lightning. “But I need to do more than I am—” She stopped speaking as she suddenly realized that they weren’t alone here in Erick’s Gate Space, and that they never were. Sheepishly, she whispered, “Talk later?”

Erick nodded. And then he prepared to hear Tasar’s naysaying.

Tasar stated, “I believe it would be a bad idea to allow anyone else to walk the Worldly Path at this moment in time.”

Erick turned to her. “I agree, and I am glad that Kiri has said that she would wait a few years. Hopefully this delay coincides with my own desire to not do too many things all at once.” Erick looked to Kiri.

Kiri nodded her head a little. “Yes. I can wait… But I want to do more than I am…” Her voice trailed off.

She left a lot unsaid. Like how she was bored, as Jane and Sitnakov had been bored. She was still young and powerful and needed to do something useful and Erick wasn’t giving her nearly enough to do, or spending nearly enough time teaching her lately. At the same time, she knew Erick had been busy, and that this was good work being done here, so she didn’t complain too loudly at all. In fact, this much right here was the most she had said on the subject in the last two months since they moved to Candlepoint.

“I want you to work with Mox to start expanding the lakeside to about a hundred kilometers out from the actual lake. I want to start bringing the real forest back to the crystal forest, and it’s time to start doing that.” Erick asked, “What do you say?”

Kiri stammered, “Ye— Yes! Of course!”

“Good. And also...” Erick turned back to Tasar. “Could you teach Kiri all there is to know of Spatial Magic? In return, I will tell you how to make a [Familiar] that has their own mana, and if you cannot do it on your own, I will do the same Wizardry I did for Kiri and Sizzi, for you.”

Tasar stood a bit straighter. “Uh.”

Kiri was barely able to hide her joy under a veneer of professionalism.

Tasar’s thoughts solidified. She looked at Erick, her black and green metal eyes narrowed slightly. “So it was Wizardry?”

“Unintentional, and, as I said before, you probably won’t like what actually happened there.” Erick shrugged. “It’s nothing untoward, but you, personally, will have a problem with it.”

“… I’ll do it.” Tasar said, “If you allow me to walk the full Worldly Path with Miss Flamecrash when she decides to actually walk it.” She looked to Kiri. “Which won’t be for at least ten years at the absolute earliest.”

Erick was fine with that. He looked to Kiri.

Kiri nodded vigorously, saying, “Absolutely!”

Erick smiled gently. “Good. This is good. You two can talk a bit. I’m going to see what those two are up to.”

Erick walked away, leaving Kiri and Tasar to talk with each other. It was awkward for them, but they would get over it soon enough.

Erick looked to Aisha, Teressa, Raim, and Clavog. The four of them had barely paid any attention at all to the discussion between Kiri, Tasar, and Erick; they were fully focused on the lightning sky, either watching it through eyes of magic, or in deep discussion with each other over what they were seeing.

Erick chose to approach the two men, since they were actually able to talk. “What are you two seeing?”

Raim included Erick in the conversation with Clavog, saying, “We were discussing the various reasons why Benevolence might not be showing up on Veird, and I am of the opinion that you are keeping it all here, under your control. Perhaps we are too close to the center.” He added, “It is well known that Hullbreaker’s base of operations was superbly hidden from elemental detection magics, but perhaps it wasn’t so much hidden, as it was under his direct control when he was nearby. The condensers are meant to work with mana, after all; not magic.”

A good theory. Erick was glad of Raim’s expertise. But...

Clavog didn’t agree. “While my colleague’s ideas have merit, Hullbreaker did not have a Gate Space. He did have tight control over his Element, though, for it was only the stuff outside of his control that we were able to pick up on. I feel the answer to our lack of Benevolence is less the need for you to loosen up, my king, but instead to spread around more life. Look at these mushrooms! Benevolence has a clear connection to plants, and so, if you used Benevolence to sprout a bunch of life out there, perhaps this would be the best way to start spreading the growth of this Element.” Clavog said, “Plant life creates mana, too, after all.”

Raim said, “Of course the real problem is that you’re still connected to the Script, and all your mana production goes to the Core.”

Clavog nodded a little, wanting to see what Erick had to say about that.

Erick said, “That’s not going to change.”

Raim and Clavog both looked like they had lost an opportunity.

Clavog recovered, saying, “Eh. Making Benevolence plants will spur the growth of more Benevolence faster than most other methods, even if that mana is scrubbed inside the Core and distributed to whoever casts Benevolence spells.”

Raim said, “We’re pretty sure that every person you [Reincarnation]ed produces something close to Benevolence. It’s slow growth, but it’s steady growth. Probably for the best. We can’t stress the condensers any more than we already are.”

Clavog stood straight with surprise as he looked down at Raim, saying, “I did not expect you to say what I’ve been saying all along.”

Raim scowled a little as he shook his head. “Sometimes you have good ideas. Not always. But sometimes.”

Clavog laughed a little, saying, “And sometimes you have good ideas too, or at least you do when you finally accept that my ideas are for the best! Maybe—”

For a brief, shining moment, everything had been fine.

And then lightning crashed out of the sky, pouring into the eyes of Teressa and Aisha, into their souls like a river becoming tiny streams full of absolute power. And it was not stopping. Erick felt frozen in time as he watched it happen, like he was witnessing something important. Neither Teressa or Aisha looked in pain. Neither looked in distress. But only a fraction of a second had passed—

“Oh!” Teressa exclaimed, lightning still flashing through her eyes and out of her body to strike the platform at her feet, ferns and mushrooms and grasses erupting all around her boots. She wasn’t in pain at all, though her voice was deep with realized power. “It’s a war past the opening of worlds.”

Lightning conducted through Aisha, impacting the platform and spreading life all around her, too, as she spoke, “A war inside the mana.”

Teressa said, “An opening of [Gate]s.”

“A clashing outside of control.”

“It starts with the death of a god. The change of a goddess. An elevation outside of control.” Teressa said, “And it has markers long before that larger war.”

Aisha pointed at a clump of black lightning. “That one is a child born in light and raised on tales of darkness, who wishes control but who has no right to the power he wields. We will find him born in the winter of 1516, 79 years from now, in a village in the lands of the new Empress of Nelboor. He will be one of the few marked by Benevolence, and he must be killed to prevent a war.”

Teressa pointed to a clump of shadows. “That one is a boy who will become a man who wields [Small Spark] and [Metalshape] like a Wizard. He will be born in the metropolis of Candlepoint in 35 years. He will bring forth a new era in runework and computerization, and he will show us the way into every New World henceforth. He must be raised right.”

Aisha pointed to a different clump of lightning. “A woman who is a child, born into a Fairy World and raised under the depredations of dragons, she assassinates hope in the year 1535, a year before Yggdrasil matures. Her assassination of three heads of households causes a chain reaction that envelopes this world and the next. She must be murdered after her husband and child are consumed by a dragon.”

Teressa turned her sight left, and said, “That one is a dragon queen who turns her Fairy World into a land of honor. She is already known, and she must be supported. Her wars will end many lives but it is better than the alternative.”

The two prognosticators spoke, and the tableau of lightning changed.

Instead of an airy, unknown thing, it became an orderly set of knowns.

Over fifteen shadowy spots simply evaporated. Several condensed, becoming smaller and more manageable. Erick recognized the one that was Bright Smile long before Teressa pointed that one out, but now Bright Smile’s tangle was solid. Now, Erick was pretty sure he knew which way that dragon’s Benevolence marker fell. Bright Smile was an asset, but also a weight; a force for immense change that would be both bloody, and organized.

Teressa had pointed out two hopes that must be nourished.

Aisha had pointed out two weights that must be cast into the abyss.

And that was it. The moment was done.

Lightning retreated back into the sky, pulling away from Teressa and Aisha, leaving them ragged. Blood wept from Teressa’s empty eye sockets and poured from holes in her skin. Spots of blackened metal sparked upon Aisha. Teressa collapsed, but Aisha froze like a rusted automaton no longer able to move on her own.

Erick immediately evacuated Teressa to Oceanside’s hospital.

Aisha went to Stratagold, under Tasar’s quick care.







- - - -







Fifteen minutes of panic.

Half an hour of waiting.

An hour more of tests and then finally, confirmation that Teressa was okay, for now.

She was not okay. She might not ever be okay. But she was stable. Through the walls, Erick could see her soul and he knew there had been a change. Lightning had ripped through her body, leaving her damaged all throughout, but even while the doctors were healing her, all of that damage was healing at an accelerated rate. It almost looked like the damage from a [Soul Burn], but even that spell wasn’t this easy to heal from. Whatever the case, Teressa was healing rapidly, on her own. All the doctors could do was to administer the healing magics that they could.

More slight relief came when Aisha was able to report, on her own, that she was already recovering, physically, though the Inquisition wanted to talk to him when next he was able. She would be recovering at Stratagold for a day, though, and she would not be able to return to duty for a few days. Erick told her that was fine, and that he wished her a speedy recovery.

Apparently, her [Future Sight] had been transformed into [Benevolent Sight], which…

Was a thing.

‘It says ‘See the benevolent future’,’ Aisha sent, ‘Not much more than that. Sorry I cannot tell you more for that is all I know, as well.’

‘Don’t worry about it, Aisha. Worry about yourself. Get well soon.’

A soft warmth flowed through their connection. ‘I wish Teressa a speedy recovery, too.’

Their connection ended, and Erick continued to watch over Teressa while the soul specialist doctor continued to apply spells to the large woman.

Teressa was much worse off than Aisha.

Kirginatharp showed up half an hour later and did his own magic on Teressa. It was an easy meeting, politically; Erick had gotten over much of his anxiety around Kirginatharp, and the Headmaster had done the same for the Wizard of Candlepoint. It had been a hard meeting, emotionally.

When he was done inspecting the damage, Kirginatharp walked into the waiting room with Erick, Poi, and Kiri. He said, “Her soul is rearranging into something else. I don’t feel that any of this damage is permanent at all, though what comes out of this, I know not. Aisha seems to have gained [Benevolence Sight]. I imagine Miss Rednail’s change will be much more severe.”

Erick breathed deep, feeling a wave of anxiety come and then go. He was already focused on Teressa with his mana sense. Kirginatharp’s theory might prove to be true. Teressa’s soul was already stabilized, and fully inside her body, though she was still unconscious.

Kirginatharp continued, “I understand that both of them saw the deep future inside your Gate Space.”

Though the severity of the topic was massive, Erick easily answered, “That is what appeared to happen. Aisha and Teressa both plucked at the web of problems in a hundred years and made some predictions. You want a report? You’ll have it soon enough. I find it difficult to believe some of the things they said, for they were precise— Well. As precise as you can be with prognostication.” Erick wasn’t worried about the uncertain future, though. “It’s all happening multiple decades from now, anyway.”

Kirginatharp was not relieved. “Since it seems to be tentatively proven that you can very accurately predict certain specific end-of-the-world scenarios, I would ask that you don’t let the minor danger of exposing others to your Benevolence deter you from continuing to do so.”

Rage came to Erick like a sudden storm—

He shut that down. Erick ignored the pain of the moment. He took a deep breath, and said, “Whatever happens next time will happen under much better preparation.”

Kirginatharp studied Erick for a moment, then nodded. “It is a shame we could not meet again under better circumstances. Now if you will excuse me, I believe the doctor is waking Miss Rednail up—”

Erick redirected his mana senses toward Teressa. She was waking up.

“—And I expect you wish to talk with her, and with the doctor. I would speak with you about more [Reincarnation]s for other suitable people, and your desired recompense, but it need not happen now.” Kirginatharp gave a small nod, and stepped away. “Good day, Erick.”

Erick instantly rushed into the room with Teressa. Poi and Kiri followed close behind. The doctor stood to the side, waiting to speak, but he held his tongue for the moment.

Groggily, Teressa looked around. Her emerald eyes were different, now; a bit more white than before. But she still had eyes. The doctors weren’t sure if they would be able to bring those back, but they had.

She spotted Erick right away, and chuckled, saying, “I fell down on the job, Boss. Sorry.”

Erick let the tears flow, saying, “Ahhh… Don’t worry about it, Teressa.” He grabbed her hand. She was a bit cold. “You gave me something of a scare, there.”

“I saw everything, Erick.” They were such small words, but as Teressa spoke, the world seemed to pause. “It’s all fuzzy now, but I saw it all, and it was wonderful.”

Erick just smiled. “We can talk about all that later.” He sighed. “Gods. You gave me quite a scare!”

“You already said that.” Teressa gripped Erick’s hand, and then let go. “I’m fine, Boss.” She looked around. “How long was I out? And we’re at Oceanside now?”

Poi said, “It’s been about four hours.”

“You were like a lightning conductor in there,” Kiri said, “Just pulling down a storm into your eyes. Can you still see?”

Teressa blinked a bit, then said, “Yeah. Look— I— You didn’t need to bring me all the way here.” She swung her feet off the bed and got up, saying, “I’m perfectly fine.”

Erick had a minor panic, but the doctor didn’t say anything, and Teressa was moving fine. He didn’t stop her.

Teressa twisted her torso left and right, then touched her nose with her left pointer finger, and then did the same with her right pointer finger. “All fine. Can’t keep a good Juggernaut down!” She asked the doctor, “I’m good, right?”

The presiding soul doctor took a step forward. “You are not fine. I have no idea of the nature of your particular ailment, but though your soul looks fine right now, your soul is in turmoil. It is settling into a new configuration. This is the sort of damage one sees when a person breaks a tier 9 spell, or when someone suffers from prolonged [Soul Burn] torture. Something has happened to you.” He included Erick as he spoke to Teressa, “I was one of the inspectors for Wizard Flatt’s [Reincarnation], and you, Miss Rednail, might want to get your affairs in order in case you need to go down that path. When your soul settles, you might not be able to naturally expel rads, or you might feel your entire perspective on a beloved hobby is gone, or you might have a new hobby that you never before considered. Or you might simply wake up in the middle of the night and decide that everyone around you needs to die. You could lose control of your Rage.”

Teressa did not look worried, and that worried everyone else.

The doctor noticed this too, but he simply continued, “Those are all outside possibilities considering the nature of your magical accident, or at least what I was allowed to know of it. Either way; bed rest till the settling is done, [Reincarnation] if the settling proves disastrous. You are lucky to still have a soul at all, considering what you looked like when you came in here. I venture to say that if your accident had happened to anyone with less Health or without Constitution, then they would have simply perished.” He said to Erick, “[Reincarnation] is a miracle. I hope you use it on more people. Miss Rednail is free to go at your convenience, but keep an eye on her. A very close eye. Good day.”

And then he walked out of the room. The doctor was incredibly uneasy around Erick, and so he had been perhaps curt, but he said everything that Erick needed to know.

Erick called out to him, “Thank you, doctor!” But the doctor kept walking. Erick kept the worry out of his voice as he happily turned back to Teressa, saying, “You heard the man! Bed rest for a week!”

Teressa scowled. “My soul looks fine. I’m looking at it right now.”

“It did not look fine.” Erick said, “You can take it easy for a while. Read a new book series, or something. That’s an order.”

Teressa laughed once, then sarcastically asked, “But who is going to cook? You haven’t cooked in two weeks.”

“I make breakfast sometimes! But you’re right. It’s past time I hired people to do that.” Erick said, “Or at least filled in some of the restaurants in the House. Got any suggestions?”

“Not really,” Kiri mumbled.

Teressa shrugged.

Poi instantly said, “A fish place.”

Erick smiled. “Sure— Oh! How about one of those world class Cooks from Songli?”

Teressa didn’t look too thrilled about that. But then she brightened. “If you can get one like that woman that worked for Tenebrae, then yes.”

“I remember that. She made a really good burger and strawberry milkshake.” Erick opened a [Gate] back to their home on Yggdrasil’s boughs, saying, “Maybe I could see if ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ wants to open a place in the House? I miss them, too.”

“Sure! I could go for the—” Teressa paused as she blinked at the air. “Ah. Those are weird.” She pulled some blue boxes out of the air and handed them off.
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See the benevolent future.














Teressa said, “I think this means my soul is now actually settled.”

Erick glanced at the boxes, and at Teressa’s soul. It did seem more solid right now. Indistinguishable from anyone else’s normal soul, actually. He said, “Aisha’s [Future Sight] was changed the same way. We didn’t know what was going to happen to you, though. We were worried… And you don’t seem to be worried at all?” Erick frowned, saying the words that he was a bit worried to actually say, “You’re… completely fine?”

Teressa shrugged and walked forward, through the [Gate] back home, a faint smile upon her lips as she said, “I’m not worried about anything, actually. Not even worried that my eyes are different. I saw the future, and I know it’ll turn out well.”

A disturbing proclamation?

Or perhaps something good happening for once?

The fact was, that Erick wasn’t ready to relax at all, but after one very large accident, Teressa’s usual solid demeanor had softened to a peace-time ease. That simply shouldn’t happen. He glanced at Kiri, and Poi; both of them were worried the same as him.

The three of them followed Teressa back to the house, and Erick closed the [Gate] behind them.

- - - -

“No, you’re right. I did not see absolutely everything,” Aisha said, finally conceding the point that they wanted to hear. She was currently confined to bed rest, sitting in the bowl of crystal that would be her home for the next day while the healers came and went. It was all so very annoying. They didn’t believe her Sight! So she strongly reiterated, “I only saw every single major danger’s threat vector, where those dangers will start, and what they will look like. I even saw which world will be the next world! It’ll be Yoril! And it will be completely different from Veird in every way we think of as ‘normal’.”

Silence stretched, for Aisha had said everything she could say, and multiple times, too.

Kromolok was not convinced.

Riivo wanted to believe, but he was skeptical.

Tasar was present, in order to provide a separate witness. She withheld her judgment.

Queen Strelkova and King Alfonin were split; they would listen to their advisors and make some decisions afterward.

No one else was present in this small meeting room, in a tower in the White Palace at the center of Stratagold.

Strelkova broke the silence, asking, “Could Erick have made her see these things?”

The Queen of Stratagold was not asking Aisha, so Aisha did not answer.

“Highly doubtful,” Kromolok said, “Erick would have needed to see them himself and he has no knowledge of all of what Aisha Sighted. No; Erick made his [Gate] with the idea of letting it solve apocalyptic threats on its own, and so, I think this was our first real interaction with the [Gate] itself.”

Riivo nodded. “I agree with this assessment.”

Kromolok nodded, and then continued, “The nature of the Sights seen, though, and the fact that the sky changed, means that Aisha only saw one possible—”

Aisha frowned.

Kromolok stressed, “You only saw one possible future, Aisha. There is no way that anything you saw was set in adamantium, especially with our stance on Wizards shifting, and Erick being Erick, and all the Crystal Forest transforming into livable land within 40 years. Chaos is everywhere, and though you peered through that Chaos, Chaos is still Chaos.”

Riivo shook his head a little, saying, “Benevolence could be gathering problematic situations into nodes of change. It could be solidifying parts of the future into known unknowns. Transforming Chaos into Order.”

Kromolok shook his head, saying, “Benevolence is not Fate, ordinating events and ensuring those outcomes happen. Benevolence could, however, be ordinating events and ensuring that other people can see them and stop them, for Erick has already proven able to change the futures he sees through Benevolence. He executed that dragon and that patriarch, and those dangers dissipated. Simply by viewing the Benevolence Sky, Aisha changed those futures, too. If there is a fundamental difference between Fate and Benevolence, it is this: Fate makes odd things cascade in monumental ways, Benevolence lets you see when odd things will happen in order to stop or change those things.” Kromolok added, “Adding to that, Riivo, you have chosen to ignore the other half of what was Witnessed. Aisha merely saw all the bad, but Teressa saw all the good.”

“Teressa saw the possible good,” Riivo said, “She could be mistaken as well, and we won’t get the chance to officially interrogate her at all.”

More silence.

Aisha saw the question Alfonin would ask long before he actually asked it. And then—

Alfonin asked, “Are we okay with a deterministic future?”

It was a large question. One Aisha was still thinking of even as the King of Stratagold spoke those words. It was a question the wrought had answered on behalf of Veird and all of existence many times already:

No.

Clearly, no.

The future was meant to be held in the hands of mortals, and not in the hands of the gods, or the mana, or Wizards, or anyone or anything else.

Fate was Sealed in a blue box, buried deep in the Script. It leaked sometimes, but it was still mostly Sealed, and that was for the good of all. There were two others that were fully Sealed and Banned, and even Aisha had no idea of what those Elements had been; only that they had existed, and now they were gone. Gone from the world, gone from memory, gone from the mana.

Aisha was lost, though, for history had taught her which response was the most correct. She knew, based on historical fact and lived history and example after example, that the correct answer to Alfonin’s question was ‘no’. And yet...

Aisha answered, “Yes.”

Kromolok, Tasar, Riivo, Alfonin, and Strelkova looked to her.

Aisha said, “Benevolence is not Fate. Benevolence specifically allows for us to see the problems coming and then stop them. That’s how Erick made it. That is how it works. That is how I know that it works, fully and completely. But even with that knowing, the future still shifts. I saw the sky transform as I named the tangles. Most vanished. Some moved. Some were so… So complicated that I don’t fully remember all of them, but there was one...

“I saw it so clearly, and yet still through a fog.” Aisha felt herself pull away from her body, as her eyes lit with lightning. She viewed the room from outside herself, and then she went further. “I saw the trajectory of Benevolence itself.

“All of Erick’s Gate Space was itself a tangle; the [Small Spark] that would set the entire machine of the universe into motion. A twisting ocean of lightning. Everything connected to everything else, and Benevolence as that connection. It was a dark and bright thing. Good and Evil. Weal and woe. It was the start of other Gate Spaces made in other Elements. It was the start of everything, and it was so…” Like a great pit opening up, with void expanding everywhere, Aisha spoke, “Death and destruction, everywhere. Worlds vanishing in blinks.” The void turned around, and Aisha spoke from on high, “Worlds carved out of nothing and life given room to grow. The return of evil gods and galactic threats.

“The return of the Old Cosmology, but in a new shape, and in a new body.

“A [Reincarnation].

“I was briefly a goddess at that moment, watching it all unfold from my tiny body, far, far in the past… In the present.” Aisha’s eyes faded as she came back to herself, to a room filled with wide-eyed royalty, and powers-that-be. “And then it was gone. I saw so much more than what I remember. If Teressa had anything near the same experience, then… Then…” Aisha felt light, as though all her weights were lifted, and all the world would be fine, if only she could do what needed to be done, when it needed to be done. “I’m sure she’s feeling the same thing I am right now. Like everything makes sense, and nothing can go too wrong.”

More silence.

Strelkova quietly said, “You did not respond like that in our first questioning.”

Aisha nodded. “Benevolence tangles as it wonts to provide the best possible outcome for all. I am okay with being a conduit for this sort of change.”

Kromolok asked, “And you’re okay with seeing worlds break under apocalypse after apocalypse?”

Aisha was not okay with that at all, but she said, “I can handle the Sight of it all, if you can help with prevention.”

More silence.

And then Kromolok answered, “Some determinism is fine.”

Rozeta stepped into the room. She looked happy. “I agree.”
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                “Did you sleep well?” Erick asked Teressa, over a late breakfast.

“Best I’ve slept in a long time,” Teressa said, cutting into her large omelet.

Erick had watched her some while she slept, and yes, she had slept well, as far as he had seen. It was still important to ask these questions and get confirmation, though. It had been 20 hours since her accident, and her soul seemed completely fine—

With a small grin, Teressa said, “If the worst should happen and you gotta [Reincarnation] me, I’d like to be myself again.”

Erick shuddered a little, unable to find any words to say. He was scared of that possibility. He hoped that wouldn’t need to happen.

Kiri spoke, “Me too—” She rapidly corrected, “I’d like to be myself, is what I mean. I don’t want to be Teressa.” Her emerald scale face flushed a bit darker.

Ah?

Erick almost stared at her, for Kiri had taken Teressa’s admittance of worry for something much more lighthearted than it had been.

“I would also like to be myself,” Poi nodded seriously, as he said, “But a bit taller.”

Now Poi? Poi was just fucking with Erick in order to make him worry less.

Poi smiled at that thought.

Teressa kept grinning as the conversation turned to hypotheticals. “Maybe shorter would be better, for me. Bigger boobs. Maybe less muscular.”

Kiri laughed. “I suppose an orcol wouldn’t get back problems with age! Might as well go with as big of boobs as you can!”

“Now you’re just being silly,” Erick said, trying not to sound like he was complaining.

Poi nodded, then spoke in a serious tone that was not serious at all, “I will have a list of my own adjustments I would like if the worst should happen, Sir.”

Kiri and Teressa both laughed, and Erick did too, if only a chuckle.

Worry seemed to vanish like so much morning mist.

Still, though, Erick decided he would spend the day at home and put off all his meetings that he could put off. For necessary meetings, Erick could go to them in person. Work didn’t stop just because people got hurt. Teressa might not be worried about anything anymore (which might make her a liability as a bodyguard, but Erick would save that discussion for later) but Erick was still worried about his own little part of the world falling apart if he didn’t do his best.

- - - -

He could still do some magic, though, since Teressa was staying home. While Kiri went off to work with Mox, and Poi remained with Teressa, Erick moved over to his warehouse to get started on some spellwork which would become necessary for the future, if not tonight. First came an attempt at his [10 Restful Hours in 10 Minutes] spell.

But there were a lot of moving parts to this sort of magic. Erick mentally listed out the problems he would have to solve for, and then how he would solve them.

[Haste] was only a doubling of subjective time, so Erick would need to add in the Variable Cost Variable Effect spellwork to solve for that problem. Easy enough to do with some Blood Magic methodology.

The next problem was that the barrier which separated speedy time and normal time was too fragile; Ophiel had broken the previous version of this magic just by stepping through that barrier. So to solve this, Erick would use [Force Wall], since he couldn’t very well make another Solid Ward. This separation would ensure that nothing broke the spell’s effect.

[Ward], which was the basis for this magic, had a duration of 24 hours, so that was more than enough. [Force Wall] had a natural duration of 100 minutes. [Haste] was rather short at only lasting 10 subjective minutes, which was only 5 minutes in real time. Erick could probably solve this through some Permanency methodology, linked to the Variable Cost Variable Effect spellwork.

Having separated space locked off by a [Force Wall] would lead to air quality problems, though. Luckily, the fix for that was simple; a [Cleanse] on the interior edge of the barrier. Not fully inside, but restricted to a slice of space away from the center.

[Cleanse] had an instantaneous duration, though, which circled back to concerns over spell durations. Applying this spell constantly multiplied the cost of this magic by a lot. [Cleanse Aura] cost 10 mana per second, and this spell would be running for 10 hours, which meant a base cost of 36,000 mana. Hopefully, by restricting a [Cleanse Aura]-like spell to the interior edge of the [Force Wall] would be enough of an area reduction that the cost would be similarly reduced.

… Or?

Maybe adding in [Cleanse] wouldn’t be that bad? Erick had put [Cleanse] into a lot of his very, very large spells, like [Withering]. The aura for [Withering], [Domain of the Withering Slime], only cost 2 mana per second. That tsunami of thick air dried out every monster in its area of effect, and then [Cleanse]ed the remains.

Still only 2 mana per second.

Maybe he had done some Wizardry there—

No! Wait. Maybe he had just tapped into the call-[Cleanse] function of the Script? Erick had put a lot of [Cleanse] into a lot of magic, actually, and not many of those spells cost as much mana as they should. [Zone of Peace] was a 24 hour long spell that turned every spell that entered into a [Cleanse] of commensurate size. It had changed a bit since Erick had received the spell back from Koyabez, but it had retained that [Cleanse] function.










	
Zone of Peace, instant, 24 hours, super long range, 500 MP

All magic cast inside Zone of Peace with the intent to harm, or entering a Zone of Peace with the intent to harm, is transformed into a Cleanse of commensurate size. Zone of Peace has no effect on ongoing magic.

May the peace of Koyabez enable benevolence to flourish.














[Zone of Peace] no longer had any little ‘[][][][][][]’ brackets inside of it, though.

Which brought Erick back to worrying about what Benevolence had done to Teressa. His own Benevolent spells had a bunch of those brackets inside of them but he didn’t really pay much attention to those…

Erick was not worried about his own power, or what he had made. His Gate Space had done exactly as he had wished it to do, when he made it months ago; it worked on its own to show two people the threats and boons that the world would face in the future. That automagic action did make Erick wonder about the brackets in his Benevolence spellwork, though. Was some sort of Establishing going on there? Because that’s what it had to be, right? Some sort of Establishing Paradox Wizardry, showing itself in a way that wouldn’t be known until it was actually known?

… Too big of a conundrum to solve right now.

Erick ignored those extraneous thoughts and returned to the current project.

Maybe he could put a ‘Call-[Cleanse] function’ into today’s [Hasted Hut] attempt, restrict it to a small area… at the inner edge of the [Force Wall], yes. Maybe that would be enough to keep the costs low.

Other than that…?

“Large size, big enough to fully enclose a room…” Erick held out a hand and flowed Elemental Time through his palm. The sound of the river of time burbled just out of sight, as Erick began adding in more magic. “Add in some permanency spellwork, along with VCVE Blood Magic based workings. Elemental Force, for the surroundings, and [Cleanse] restricted to a small area... delineated by [Ward]...”

His voice trailed off as Ophiels fluttered around him, taking up his music and singing along, multiplying the river into a raging torrent.

Gently holding his hand out, feeling Time flow through his fingers, Erick focused.

He spoke a simple poem to communicate his intent,







“A place of Rest,

“A Varied Haste,

“By Cleanse, be blessed

“Protected space.”







A burst of white light twisted away from his fingertips to impact a dome all around him that was not there, until it was. Power flowed into the space—

And suddenly, the rest of the world stopped, while Erick, a few Ophiel, and the part of Yggdrasil that was a part of Erick’s soul, kept going. Beyond the windows, Yggdrasil’s ever-moving green fire canopy and rainbow crown, went still. Erick glanced through the Ophiel back at home, feeling something similar to a lag as he went looking. He saw Poi stuck halfway through turning a page in a book.

Poi would be turning that page for subjective minutes.

Erick would have gone looking in other places, through other Ophiel he had left out there, but every single Ophiel inside the sphere with Erick did a minor freakout. The little guy buzzed his wings. His eyes went wide. He fluttered this way and that, banging against the barrier.

Erick moved fast, gathering them up, saying, “Hey! Hey now. Ophiel. Ophiel. Calm down, okay? Nothing happened. Nothing is happening out there.” Erick gathered an Ophiel in his arms and petted him, calming the little guy down, speaking softly, “You’re okay. Nothing is wrong.”

Ophiel rapidly calmed, though he was not happy.

Erick patted the little guy, asking, “You okay?”

Ophiel was fine. He wasn’t comfortable, but he was fine. As moments passed, turning into a calm minute, Erick sensed that Ophiel was beginning to understand his body differently. Ophiel squeaked, and Erick nodded.

“The parts of your body are still out there, but they’re hard to feel, yeah?” Erick asked.

Ophiel chirped excitedly. That was exactly it!

“I feel it too.” Erick said, “That feeling will come back when the spell ends.”

Ophiel nodded, and then he hopped out of Erick’s arms and took his place back on his shoulder, chirping in quiet violin sounds, and still-unsure guitar sounds. He would not worry.

“How about you, Yggdrasil?” Erick asked, “You okay?”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye moved inside the contained space, looking around here and there, but otherwise he said nothing. He didn’t look too distressed, though. Maybe he couldn’t actually talk when Erick was like this, though?

Ah. That was exactly it.

[Telepathy] should still work, though.

Erick sent, ‘Can you hear me now, Yggdrasil?’

‘…’

Erick waited.

He waited some more.

Yggdrasil sent, ‘… I …’

Erick sent back, ‘You don’t know how to send your thoughts—’

‘… am …’

‘—fast enough. Here. Like this:’ Erick sent a packet of thoughts instead of an open connection, ‘Send a packet of thoughts like this, so that you aren’t interrupted, and so you can get through the barrier of time.’

Erick waited.

Yggdrasil sent, ‘… fine….’

More waiting.

‘… father.’

Erick waited—

A blue box slowly manifested in front of Erick, taking three seconds to fully appear.










	
Hasted Shelter, instant, close range, 500 + Variable

Multiply the subjective time of a large area to a variable degree.

Base version is 1 hour of subjective time in 1 minute.

500 points of damage to the barrier will break the effect. Always Restful. Always Cleansing.














Erick smiled. “Ahh! This is great! This is exactly what I wanted.” He dismissed the box, then did some quick math. “This version gives me one Script Second every 60 subjective seconds…? Yup. That’s right. Erick moved around his [Hasted Shelter], going near the walls. A faint thickness held in the air near the swirling white barrier, like a [Cleanse Aura] held tight, though it was hard to tell if there actually was a thickness in the air, or if it was just a trick of the light against the swirling white barrier beyond. “I can test this, actually.”

Crystallize Diamond X.

Erick did not cast the spell on any particular diamond, but he did target the air near the wall—

Sure enough, wind swirled inward and some of it turned into thicker air near the wall, but the part of the spell away from the wall did not cause any sort of [Cleanse] effect. Erick canceled the Particle spell before it could do much at all, and the thick air generation stopped. That was enough testing for now, though.

He canceled the [Hasted Shelter]—

It was like rising from the depths; a rapid pressure change that Erick had never experienced before on Veird, because Veird had a bunch of funky ways to remove gravity from things that should have gravity. Pressure was more or less equalized all throughout the world. But here and now was one reality of physically changing one’s experience of the world that had not been smoothed over.

Erick felt his metaphysical ears pop as the air at the edge of the space rapidly turned to flames, sending a tiny shockwave inside and outside. The burst of flames headed out didn’t matter. The one headed in bounced off of Erick like so much high speed wind.

And then it was over.

Erick giggled a bit as the unexpected danger simply did not happen—

‘Like this? Father? Am I doing it right this time?’ Yggdrasil’s information packet came in like a sledgehammer to the mind, ‘I did not know you could do information packets! This makes this so much simpler! I can talk to you super fast and you can respond, too! No need to take up hours of talking. Because I want to talk to you, father. I did not know how to say it, but I want to talk more with you. You are too busy. I want you to be home more. I know it is selfish but I want you to be home. How much can I put into this message? I only put in a thousand mana, so it shouldn’t be too much, right? Anyway. It seems I have more message space, so I am going to tell you about all the fish I saw today. And about the spider people at Holorulo. They showed me lots of nice fishes. I caught a rivergrieve, all by myself! It was great fun. The spider people like the taste of fish, too. Everyone likes to eat fish and I do not mind this but I wonder about taste. I do not taste things. I want to know what taste is. Can you help me figure out how to taste things? Also, what is sex? Why does touching penises and vaginas make people feel good? Why do people touch butts? What are the purposes of boobs? Why does Teressa want a new body with bigger boobs? Is she okay? I saw her get hurt and Aisha get hurt yesterday inside the lightning room. I saw Aisha already. She went through the Gates and went back to the House ten minutes ago. Why is Zolan and Mox touching each other at night in their rooms, but not doing sex? Both of them have had sex with other people. Why is everyone in that New Folks Home doing sex all the time? Why aren’t you doing sex with them? They joke about that sometimes. I want to read some books, I think. Can you get me some books on magic? I want to learn more about magic, like you do…’

Erick ‘read’ another twenty thousand words from Yggdrasil, but there were a lot more words than that coming out of that information packet. He tried to compartmentalize, to listen for key words and pick out everything important from Yggdrasil’s stream of consciousness, like he was trawling for goldfish among all the minnows.

There were a lot of minnows.

And Erick was not a Mind Mage.

While he was still going through the message, Erick sent to Yggdrasil, ‘Try not to spend more than ten mana on a message, at the largest. [Telepathy] is a very cost-efficient spell, giving you a minute of open communication for every single mana spent, which means every single mana is capable of giving about 150 words. Also, you should narrow your thoughts before you send them, otherwise you will send everything you are thinking, which can be a lot.’

‘Okay!’ Yggdrasil continued to send, ‘I will send smaller messages now, written concisely and with the intention of being small— Ah! A fish— Wait! I did not mean to send that. How do I unsend these messages— I am not sure I like people sexing on my branches because the New Folks Home is a lot of sexing— Darn! I didn’t mean to send that, either. Narrowing one’s thoughts is hard and…’

As Yggdrasil’s first thousand-mana message was still playing in Erick’s mind, trying to understand Yggdrasil’s second thousand-mana message was like trying to catch rain with an already-full bucket.

All Erick could truly understand was that he had messed up a lot.

Erick began writing down the topics he could pluck out of the veritable rain onto a chalkboard to the side, just so that he could visibly show to Yggdrasil that he was listening, and then he could erase those topics from the board when he had answered them. When he got to the parts about sex, and just as Erick was starting to fully comprehend what Yggdrasil had sent him, Yggdrasil’s next thousand-mana message asked all about Erick’s sex life.

Erick had a flashback to several uncomfortable conversations over a decade ago, back when Jane was still a little girl and she wondered why she had to have a sitter; why couldn’t she also go out on a ‘date’ with her father and her father’s friend from work.

… Erick decided to give Yggdrasil the sex talk, now, even though he was only… 10 months old? No. Eleven months old tomorrow—

Oh.

Rapidly, Erick realized that there was only one more month left in the year. Then came Shadow’s Feast… if Melemizargo decided to do Shadow’s Feast again this year. Hopefully he wouldn’t.

Anyway.

Yggdrasil was less than a year old, but he was very advanced for his age.

So Erick decided to have some talks with him.

After getting another 1000-mana message, the first thing Erick did was explain that he should stop doing that. Erick used calm, yet firm words, and after two more incidents, Yggdrasil finally began to send smaller messages. 10-mana messages were still around 1,400 words, badly formed, but it was a heck of a lot better than the 140,000 word monstrosities that Yggdrasil had been sending.

And then Erick began going through Yggdrasil’s concerns.

He also handled some meetings elsewhere, through Ophiel, while talking to Yggdrasil. He was getting pretty good at multitasking.

On the subject of everyone at the New Folks Home fucking all the time… Erick could just straight-up tell them, ‘no hanky panky here on Yggdrasil’, but that seemed rather puritan.

Erick was not comfortable with his kid seeing so much sex all the time, though.

… But maybe that was rather puritan of him, too.

- - - -

Erick knew what he needed to do.

He needed to send his kid off to school.

To Treehome, with the other Arbors. That had been part of the plan before the Worldly Path; before all of this Wizardry stuff got out there. If Erick had planted Yggdrasil up with the orcols, he might have already learned how to make his own small-person body, like Holy O’kabil and the other Arbors, so that he could answer his own questions about ‘what does food taste like?’.

… Or maybe Erick could learn that spell and give it to Yggdrasil?

If it was indeed a spell.

Either way, it was time to set Yggdrasil on a good life path trajectory, along with all the other stuff he had planned for the day, like to make a [Benevolent Kaleidoscopic Radiance], and ensure that Kiri and Mox were doing fine with their wide scale landscaping...

And all the other stuff that was on his schedule.

But first! This Yggdrasil issue.

- - - -

Ophiel fluttered into the offices of the castellan, in a tower attached to the atrium, where Zolan and many others were already hard at work. In five different floors, with room to expand down when needed —and it would be needed— Zolan had gotten right to work sorting out the finances of House Benevolence, Erick’s own finances, and the city work of the Gate District. Later today Zolan would directly be working on Erick’s financials, for he would be speaking with some people whom Erick had invested with over in Songli, through Clan Star Song; the spidery, with Loremaster Riri rebuilding it all from scratch, Clan Red Ledger and the hospital, through Doctor Tsung (now Patriarch Tsung), and a bunch of other, smaller places.

But for now, Zolan was speaking with some people from the Wayfarer’s Guild, about something or other. As Ophiel floated through the office, Erick rapidly caught up to the conversation after a few words; they were talking about the feasibility of opening a Gate System for their own use, all across the Crystal Forest. A local area Gate Network had been a subject which kept coming up, and which Erick kept denying, because he was not ready to support that sort of infrastructure, and they wanted a flat rate instead of a tax rate.

They were actually only talking about flat rate agreements, though; not about a local area Gate Network. But Erick could read between the lines. Zolan could read between the lines, too, and was easily knocking down their requests for flat rate shipment to be implemented everywhere; it was one small step from flat rate costs to opening up a whole bunch of other Gates everywhere, and letting the Wayfarer’s Guild take over that part of the Network.

While giving ‘control’ of local Gates to the Wayfarer’s Guild was in the cards, it would not happen for a long time. But Erick fully expected this tax problem to come to a head sooner rather than later…

The problem was manifold. One of the unexpected, major problems was that the Surface did a lot of flat rate shipping, but the Underworld did a bunch of cost-of-goods shipping. Here, at Erick’s Gate Network, those two systems were coming into direct confrontation.

Shipments in the Underworld needed to physically move from point A to B, and they had to use caravans to get that done. Those caravans drove massive pillars of stone that floated down there, and which they defended from all oncoming monsters, and sometimes just drove straight through monster blockades instead of fighting them, bursting through half-blocked tunnels to get where they needed to go. Those caravan pillars were all the same size, but they carried vastly different riches. In a decision that was very old and had no reason to change, those caravans were taxed on the price of goods inside those shipments. And so, Erick had given Stratagold a tax-rate-based shipment agreement.

But here on the Surface, where [Teleporting Platform] and [Teleport] and other such Spatial Magics were widely used (and able to be used, unlike in the Underworld), the costs of those shipping methods were based on 250 mana per ton, or per person. Simply put, the costs of shipments on the Surface were weight-based, in almost all cases. Heavy stuff cost more to ship, but light stuff shipped rather easily.

That whole situation was, in actuality, a minor detail of how things were. These two tax rates of per-ton and per-value-of-items came into contact all the time, for everyone tried to ship over the Surface when they could, because things could move fast up here, and people shipped very, very heavy things underground when they could, because those things were weightless down there, even if it took a while to move that stuff. Shipping across the Surface oceans was a whole other nuance to the situation, where ships were weighed down with everything they could possibly carry, and then Ocean Mages worked overtime to get those massive loads across the ocean as fast as they could. These shipment complications had come into conflict a lot already, and all these problems and oddities of movement had long ago been turned into a morass of bureaucracy at every single transferal location that connected the Underworld to the Surface.

But now Erick was here.

A proper Gate Network, with absolutely no care of weight, or of the intricacies of transportation between the Surface and the Underworld or across oceans, was a game changer…

It all came down to this simple fact: the choices made by Erick, and the people here, would have ripple effects across the entire world. They would, eventually, be deciding how goods got moved from place to place, and the costs of those movements. It was a large burden of choice, and of opportunity.

… Maybe he should join the conversation with the Wayfarer’s Guild—

Ah.

But then he’d never get to all the other things he needed to do. Every single day was like this; Erick needed to be involved in these small, extremely widespread decisions. But! He had hired good people.

And so, he let Zolan work; it’s why he hired the man. It was why he hired everyone here, and why the people he hired had hired others.

Erick moved Ophiel onward.

He passed the office where Zolan was meeting with the Wayfarer’s Guild.

Ophiel fluttered through the office, up a staircase, and transformed into a facsimile of Erick before he came into sight of other people. He was still a [Familiar] made of white feathers and eyes and such, but with a proper use of Erick’s own [Pristine Benevolence] Ophiel did a decent impersonation. There were still some stray feathers all across ‘Erick’s’ whole entire ‘body’, though. It was fine.

He stopped and knocked on the open door of the financials room.

Iloya was in residence, along with a few new hires from Candlepoint. Iloya was practically Zolan’s second-in-command, which Erick was fine with. She was a tall, pale pink incani woman, with vibrantly white hair and horns that curved backward with multiple points. She wore a normal pantsuit, but of high quality. A lot of people had noticed ‘Erick’ walking through the office, but no one commented. Some people didn’t even see him, for they were too focused on their own work.

Iloya had managed to retain most of her previous life’s mana sense, though, so she saw Erick coming well before he got there. She was the only one in the financials room looking toward the door and bowing as Erick walked in, though the other two fresh hires were quick to follow her direction. Iloya and the other two had been standing over a table filled with paperwork.

Iloya rose from her bow, and asked, “What can I do for you, my king?”

Erick liked Iloya. She had been one of Erick’s medium picks for the various Overseer positions, and she would have gotten along well with Burhendurur in the Office of Enforcement, which was where Erick had initially placed her, but Zolan had used his very first pick to get Iloya here, under him, into the Castellan’s Office.

It was for the best, Erick supposed.

Because when Erick asked, “I need to see about getting Yggdrasil planted at Treehome, so he can grow up around other Arbors. Failing that, I want to put another Gate Set up there, or maybe a smaller, single Gate, so that they can all talk with each other. The point is to expose Yggdrasil to other Arbors, however it has to happen.”

Iloya had no problems at all, instantly, saying, “I will get a meeting with a real representative of Treehome within the hour, and this time they will not be [Force Walling] us. Will you be discussing shipping, or will this be a meeting purely for the introduction of Yggdrasil to Arbor society? They don’t seem to care about shipping, though that could be a front, but they will definitely respond to a request to teach Yggdrasil.”

“Keep it open ended. I have my goal of getting Yggdrasil introduced to the Arbors, and they can have their goals be whatever.”

“Your will be done, my king.”

“Also, I want a report on the intricacies of switching the Network to flat rate per tonnage shipment costs, both the Underworld Gates, and the Surface Gates. It’ll be a decision that shapes the whole world, Iloya, so take your time with it. Consult whoever you have to consult.”

“I have that report ready for you already.” Iloya said, “Zolan and I both considered that you might need it, and so, we made it. We also have some words in here about a full shift to value-rate shipment, too.” She walked over to a filing cabinet, pulled it out, and instantly grabbed the file she was looking for, amongst all the others. She handed it over to Ophiel, saying, “This debate is a long one, stemming back a literal millennium, though it has always been mostly theoretical. Now that we actually have a Gate Network, those theories are being refined. This was updated two days ago.”

Ophiel took the report and Erick smiled. “Thank you. Good work. Inform Poi if the time table changes; either way, I will be expecting a call in an hour.”

“Your will be done, my king.”

Erick had mostly ignored the other two people in the room with Iloya, for they were new and he didn’t want to scare them, but now he looked to them, saying, “Glad to see you two working on the numbers. Barlashi, Prudincia; welcome to the team.” He turned back to Iloya and nodded.

And then he left.

Barlashi and Prudincia both briefly looked star struck, but Iloya brought them back to attention, giving them a few commands about whatever it was they were doing before she could work on Erick’s new commands.

‘Whatever they were doing’ looked like in-depth explanations of the financials of the Gate District and how everything was tracked, and where the established bookkeeping methodology that Zolan and Iloya brought to the table had been incompatible with what Prudincia had done to the books.

Iloya was from Oceanside, and was 122 when she came to House Benevolence and got a [Reincarnation] to become 21 again, so she knew this sort of job inside and out, but Barlashi and Prudincia were both former shadelings from Candlepoint. They were also well over a hundred years old, but they had been shadelings most of that time. It wasn’t till they came to Candlepoint and regained sapience, though, that they became real people again. After that, both of them went for Melemizargo’s [Reincarnation]. Now they were a shifter owl man and a human woman, respectively. They had tried to leave Candlepoint and get back to their old lives, but those lives were gone, and they had been chased back here.

They had languished for a time at Candlepoint, living in the proverbial gutters (down in the slums in the sewers, actually) because both of them were good with numbers, and not much else, and Candlepoint didn’t need much of that right now.

And now they were here, clean, and well-dressed, both of them getting back into the wonderful mundanity of office work. They were happy, and Erick was glad for that. They also seemed to be rather good at their jobs, but what they knew and what the Office of the Castellan required of them were two different things.

Iloya had been instructing them before Erick had come in and dropped a new task on them. This was all a work in progress, though, and this was not the first time Erick had interrupted them, nor would it be the last.

... Erick briefly considered if it was time to introduce computers to the office.

Iloya and Zolan would probably love making spreadsheets on a laptop. Jane’s computers had to have Excel, or something similar, right? If not, then someone could probably learn to write code, or something… How hard could it be?

Probably rather hard, if Jane’s computer didn’t have any actual computer writing software— Ah! Could they go bad? Like, could the computers actually break? Even if they were just sitting around in protected spots, under preservation [Ward]s?

Hmm.

Erick had [Duplicate]d Jane’s laptop a dozen times and hid them in many different places.

They would keep for a long time.

No need to introduce computers, anyway.

Not right now.

Later, though? A year? Two years?

Whatever the case, if there was some sort of bottleneck with learning how to work a computer and learning how to build more computers, or make code, then Erick could simply give a few promising people Intelligence and let them keep trying. Later, though. Maybe next year? Halfway through next year.

Yes. That sounded fine.

- - - -

Erick came back to himself, sitting in his warehouse. It was time to make another spell while he waited for Treehome to get back to him. It was time to make a spell to grow Elemental Benevolence.

A Rift-type spell!

Erick had a few Rift spells already, but he did not have a Rift spell for Benevolence. A lot of his spells had changed when he solidified Elemental Benevolence, but [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] was not one of them.










	
Kaleidoscopic Radiance, instant, medium range, permanent, 500 mana

A medium-sized lightward of evershifting brilliance supports the growth of Light Essence creatures. 














That spell had come about the last time Erick had made a dungeon; specifically the Light Dungeon over at Oceanside. It was one of his first real successes with permanency-type magic, combining a Particle understanding of light, and the natural permanency of [Ward]. He hadn’t been purposefully trying to make that spell, though. It had simply happened after casting the same sort of lightward over and over and over.

Essence growth spells for Fire, Water, Stone, and Air, were rather simple things. They were just Rifts that opened a minor tear into the element of choice, allowing that element to spill out into the world. Of course, back at Oceanside, that’s not how they taught Erick or the rest of the dungeoneering class. They had stuck to making plain dungeons, without the use of Rifts.

Putting Rifts inside dungeons was actually rather dangerous, which is why they didn’t teach that sort of thing to first year students. When [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] had happened, and Erick offered to cast that spell into the Light Dungeon, Kirginatharp had explicitly told him not to; it was hard to control slime growth when actual essence rifts were put into a dungeon. Those sorts of things were only to be used sparingly, if at all.

The best way to make a dungeon was the natural way. That’s how Mox and her people had made all of Erick’s current dungeons.

Wind whistled through carefully crafted pipes in the Air dungeon. Water trickled through many different rivers inside the Water dungeon. Everything was dry and stoney in the Stone dungeon, with piles of dirt everywhere. Fire burned brightly in long rows in the Fire dungeon. Shadows even crawled in the Shadow dungeon, aided by sparing bits of lightwork here and there. And not a single one of Erick’s dungeons had a Rift. That would lead to oozes, no doubt.

But there would be, perhaps, one Rift inside the Benevolence dungeon. Just one!

Just to see if it worked at all.

Erick had a think.

Benevolence was already inside several of his spells, Established to be that way at his creation of that Element.










	
Exalted Rain Aura, instant, super long range, 1 MP per second ~{Favored Spell}~

Anoint the land with blessed rain, rapidly growing all desired plants and restoring vibrancy to the soil. If used upon prepared fields for a full day, highly nutritious Erick Beans will sprout.

Particle Mage Only

















	
Blessing of Empathy, instant, touch, 1500 mana

Let benevolence fill the soul, so that one might better understand others.

Blessing magnifies when committing harm.














[Exalted Rain Aura], which was usually shortened to [Exalted Rain] when people spoke of that spell, had a lot of Benevolence in it according to Rozeta. The [Blessing of Empathy] which Erick had gotten back from Koyabez looked a lot different than the one that Erick had created, himself, though; there was some Establishing there, for sure. Erick recalled what the original spell used to look like.




	
Blessing of Empathy, 30 seconds, Sound + Understanding + Acceptance, 1500 mana

Blessing magnifies when harm is committed.

[][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][][]














All those little brackets had filled in, but more than that, all the normal parts of what it took to get someone to accept the Blessing, were gone. Now, Erick could just hit someone with this spell and force them to experience empathy. He had been able to do the same thing with the Crystal Star, too, back when he had that artifact, so Koyabez had gotten involved in that Establishing, too… Perhaps?

Eh. Who knew!

Anyway!

It was time to make a new spell, and suddenly, Erick realized exactly what it would look like, and how it would act. The dungeon Mox had made for Benevolence was both a tower, and a large pit, for no one was quite sure what a Benevolence dungeon needed to work.

But Erick knew; in a flash of inspiration, he knew.

Ophiels danced around Erick as he plotted out his magic. One of the Ophiels got the sound of Benevolence; the overarching sound of growth and plenty, and the distant sound of thunder. That Ophiel began to jolt a bit with [Pristine Benevolence], raising that song to new heights.

Another Ophiel got the sound of [Exalted Rain Aura], the sound of the rain cycle manifesting, and of Benevolence and growth. Oddly enough, [Grow] and Benevolence sounded a lot alike, but they were not exactly the same. They simply complemented each other.

Another Ophiel got [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]; it was the sound of light and growth, but slightly different than that. It was a Rift, but a rather primitive one. Something that could be built upon.

Like adding more voices to the choir, Erick sounded out a song of growth, and rain, and light. He worked Particle ideas into it all, ensuring that real, true things would come out of this working, and that those real things would fall down and gather, ensuring growth, spurred on by light from above. The spell itself would be contained, it would not violate the Propagation Ban, but the things it produced would spread far and wide—

“Ah,” Erick said, realizing what he was doing, while in the middle of casting, “It’s terraforming.”

Lightning crashed out of Erick like a branch of Yggdrasil touching the world.

That lightning transformed the air of the warehouse, striking deep into Benevolence. Briefly, Erick saw his own Gate Space beyond that strike, but then the world crashed inward and the spell became something more controlled. Something more subdued.

Gentle iridescent sparks held in the air like lightning moving inside an invisible, airy thing.

Air tried to gather, tried to flow through the space, trying to gather something of a minor storm.

But nope. The warehouse was sealed. This area was technically halfway to Fae Space, too. Erick doubted he would even see such an opening into Benevolence if he cast this spell out on Veird, closer to the real world.

Flickering, mostly-silent lightning tried to collect into a cloud, but all it could do was bounce around in a thirty-meter wide, roughly-spherical space. There was no wind to gather, therefore there was no magic to rain down. Erick would need to cast this in a much, much more open space, if he wanted to see it—

A blue box appeared.










	
Terraforming, instant, super long range, permanent, 10,000 mana

Anoint the land with endless bounty.

Supports the growth of all life, but especially life attuned to Elemental Benevolence.

Wanes and waxes according to resources and demands.














Erick canceled the spell in front of him, for, as it said, there were no demands here and no resources to meet those demands. Besides! He didn’t want this sort of spell inside his warehouse, anyway.

Light and lightning fizzled out of the air.

[Terraforming] wouldn’t do well here, but this spell would be great elsewhere. Erick got a move on, for it was time to visit Mox and Kiri and see about getting that Benevolence Dungeon up and running. Maybe he’d have time to settle that whole thing before Iloya got back to him about Treehome.







- - - -







Erick had Ophiel walk over to the Office of the Exterior.

It was a tower just as large as all the other Overseer towers, but it was emptier than most. The Office of the Exterior didn’t have a whole lot to do these days, but eventually they would.

There was a single paper shaper working in the main financial room.

Farazi was a human man of rather good looks from Ar’Cosmos. He had not always looked this good, or this happy. Farazi was one of the few half dragons who had been so messed up by their mutative heritage that when he took a dunk in the Renewal Tank, he had come out as something completely unexpected. Apparently, Farazi had been genetically/spiritually/Erick-didn’t-want-to-get-into-his-personal-life a woman. Farazi had been expecting this, though, and put up with his new body for only as long as it took for him to meet with Erick. All of this came out in that first meeting, where Farazi asked for a proper [Reincarnation] in that very same meeting. After his oath of office, Erick settled Farazi into the body that he actually wanted. Erick would have done it without the oath, but since Farazi had been on a track to become part of Erick’s House, the oath had been required.

The guy practically beamed with joy as Ophiel-as-Erick walked into the financials room. Farazi rapidly rose from his seat and bowed, saying, “Sir!”

“What’s the schedule for Mox, Tasar, and Kiri today?”

Erick could just do an Imaging to find them, or he could ask Poi, but he wanted to check up on his people whenever he could, and Farazi was good people. Besides, all of his targets could be deep underground somewhere.

Farazi walked over to a different desk, glanced at the paperwork there, then said, “Overseer Mox is testing Miss Flamecrash’s talents with land transformation on the western side of the lake. Later, they will come back here and plan out the hundred-kilometer landscaping of the lands around the lake.”

“Thank you,” Erick said. “How goes the Office of the Overseer?”

With a brightness to his whole self, Farazi said, “We’ve settled on the structure of the organization and how it will handle future problems. Since yesterday’s events with Overseer Aisha and Miss Rednail, and due to people finding out about those, we have gotten some small inquiries for the establishing of cities under your aegis. Mox does not consider them realistic inquiries, but she is following up with them and I’m preparing some initial reports on the matter. Would you care to look over those proposals?”

New people? New cities!

Ha!

Erick hadn’t expected that to start happening for at least a year!

“That’s great news! I would like to go over them— I can’t right now.” Erick said, “I’m working on the Benevolence dungeon, and I think I have a spell that will fix our lack of Benevolence Essence. I have to do that. Good work, Farazi. I’ll read those reports later.”

Farazi bowed.

Ophiel departed.

- - - -

Ophiel descended on the western side of the lake. It did not take much time at all to find Kiri, Tasar, and Mox. About 25 kilometers from the lakeside, the three women stood on one of Tasar’s [Teleporting Platform]s, while Kiri’s [Familiar] danced across the land ahead. Nine Sunnys formed a line, each separated from the other by ten meters, as they flew across the land like rainbow soil tillers, roiling desert dunes into something more arable.

Their [Stoneshape]s ripped the granular sands of the desert into something finer, to make silt and even some clay. The process by which one transformed desert sands into soil was a thing that the people of Spur and other Crystal Forest cities had long since figured out, though they were usually only able to make the land fruitful for short stretches of time before the mimics came back and began fucking with the soil composition again.

Crystal mimics truly were an insidious problem.

Not only did they eat and destroy all green life, they fucked up the ground itself! Everywhere the mimics went, good soil turned to lifeless sand. It was more than just taking all the organics out of the soil, too. Mimics killed the land—

Well. They certainly changed the land so that only certain types of life could exist on that land. Perhaps ‘kill’ was too strong a word. They certainly did kill all green life, though! All it really took to fix the damage done by mimics, though, was keeping the mimics away, and using some mana to fix the smaller, hard-to-see problems.

Ophiel made a show of descending onto the platform, but all three women saw Erick long before Ophiel actually made himself apparent. The three women stopped what they were doing.

Erick spoke as Ophiel got close, “I made a Benevolence Essence growth spell. It should work for the Benevolence dungeon. Is it ready?”

Tasar blinked, dumbfounded. Kiri smiled.

Mox paused; the Benevolence dungeon was mostly ready. She asked, “What sort of spell?”

Erick handed over the blue box. All three women eyed it, with Tasar’s eyes briefly going wider, and then she stopped all that, seeming to ask herself why she was still amazed at Erick’s accomplishments. Kiri just smiled.

Erick explained, “[Terraforming] makes a large-sized lightning cloud. I’m gonna put it at the top of the tower and it’ll rain platinum rain as needed, cascading all the way down the tower. I imagine it’ll fill the pit beside the tower with water and then probably stop there.”

Mox put the blue box away, saying, “I’ll need a few hours. Rework the flows. Add some waterways. Prep for plant growth. Make sure it won't collapse under all that added weight and that the pit can fill in with water without undermining everything else. With Kiri’s help it’ll be done by noon.”

That was fine by Erick. He said, “Go ahead and pull some people from Aisha’s office, too, if you have to.”

“Your will be done, my king,” Mox said.
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                Poi informed Erick that Treehome was ready to talk.

On the north side of House Benevolence, atop the large roof of the ‘sheet cake’ part of the building, Erick had built a small gazebo out of eternal stonewood, near the northeast lookout tower. It was there that Erick sat waiting for his appointment to show.

And show she did.

Syllea Wyrmrest, archmage of Treehome and expert in Mana Altering, appeared in a flash of clear light to the north, about a hundred meters away. She stood upon a [Force Platform] alongside Bayth, her childhood friend. Both women looked the same as the last time Erick had seen them; Syllea had green skin, with blonde hair and eyes like ice, while Bayth was brown with black hair and even more muscular than Teressa. A few weeks ago, Bayth had been the one to tell Erick not to contact Treehome for a while, opting to deliver that message in person.

That had been the last contact that he had had with that ancient home of Arbors and orcols in the Forest of Glaquin.

It probably would have been a good idea to have Teressa here with them for this meeting, but Teressa was still sitting at home, forced to rest. She had an Ophiel to keep her company, so it was just Erick and Poi here in the gazebo. They had only needed to wait about five minutes; just long enough for Syllea’s long range [Scry] to inform her that yes, Erick was waiting for her.

Erick stood up and stepped to the side of the shaded space, happily saying, “Hello again, Syllea! Bayth!”

In a professional tone, yet with underlying happiness, Syllea floated their platform forward, saying, “A pleasure to meet you again, Erick. We have had the most difficulty getting our Arbors and leaders to agree on our stance with you, but your recent request has finally tipped the scales in your direction.” She stepped down onto the ground. Bayth followed at her side. “I have been wanting to have any sort of conversation at all with you for the last two months! Thank you for the invitation.”

Erick smiled brightly at that, for she was telling the truth. Bayth looked happy to be here, too, but she was rather adept at playing the part of bodyguard, so she kept silent and stayed in the back. Erick offered, “Tea? Cookies? Or would you like to get down to business?”

“I’d love to have some tea,” Syllea said, returning Erick’s smile as she and Bayth stepped into the gazebo with him and Poi. “I’d also like a deep conversation about what you think a connection to Treehome looks like.”

Poi began making the tea, as Erick and Syllea took their seat in the gazebo.

Erick said, “A connection to Treehome could look like any number of things. It could be a full Gate Set, on Gate Road, along with a 500 meter by 500 meter plot of land that would be Treehome’s. I would ask for a Gate Tax for goods moved through the [Gate]s, or something like that. Perhaps a flat rate per tonnage moved? That particular question is still up in the air right now and getting rather complicated though, politically and numerically, so I’m not sure about that.

“Or, there could be a smaller connection of one single Gate that goes from Treehome to the financial district here in the Gate District, though that financial district hasn’t yet been built. That would be a Gate for personal, individual travel. I’m rather sure that I’ve figured out that cost at 1 gold per person, per trip through a Gate. Simple, easy to enforce, and not too large of a problem if people skip through without paying.

“Trade will not go through those Gates, aside from personal effects. You can already see how that could get into a grey sort of area, though, so that policy is still up for debate, too.

“Most places are going to be offered the single Gate option, but certain places that are large enough will qualify for the full 4 Gate Set and a plot of land on Gate Road. The plots of land are embassies and are required to do their own bookkeeping, but my castellan will be checking up on those sorts of numbers, and discrepancies will be frowned upon.

“But for Treehome, specifically:” Erick said, “I might want to plant Yggdrasil there, because he is asking questions and growing up fast, and I want him to be around trustworthy Arbors to grow up well. This sort of arrangement will be massively different from the other, normal options, and I might want to open up more Gate Networks using Treehome’s Yggdrasil; turning his new planting spot into another node of the Network, sort of thing. Local areas only, of course; individual Gates to— Well. The orcols don’t have any other cities aside from Treehome, so maybe just some Gates open between the Arbors? Or somewhere close? Allowing for easy travel between all your Arbor lands.

“Major Network traffic will still come through Candlepoint. I don’t expect that to ever change. When Songli finally stops being scared of me I plan to do a ‘local Network’ option for them, too, along with an embassy and 4 Gate Set here in Candlepoint.” Erick shrugged, adding, “Unless they decide they want something different. I suspect I will be doing a ‘Local Area Network’ for Stratagold in the next month or two.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye bounced on Erick’s shoulder as Erick spoke of a new planting by Treehome, and all the rest. The big guy wanted to be in Treehome, to be near other Arbors, even if he didn’t really know what that meant besides the fact that he was an Arbor, and maybe other Arbors would like fish as much as he did. Or maybe they would like different things! Yggdrasil was eager to find out. He wasn’t exactly cognizant of the world the first time Erick swung through Treehome, after all.

The tea was ready by the time Erick finished speaking, so he sipped his tea, and Syllea sipped hers.

After that calm moment, Syllea looked to Yggdrasil on Erick’s shoulder and brightened, asking, “So this is Yggdrasil, correct?”

“Oh! Yes.” Erick gestured to the eye, saying, “Yggdrasil, meet Syllea Wyrmrest, of the Wyrmrest Tribes of Treehome, the land of the orcols to the north of the Wyrmridge Mountains, in the Forest of Glaquin. Syllea, meet Yggdrasil, World Tree and my very good big boy.”

Syllea smiled brightly again as she bowed in her seat, saying, “A pleasure to meet you, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s iridescent white [Scry] eye hopped off of Erick’s shoulder and then bounced up and down once, copying Syllea’s gesture. And then he returned to Erick’s shoulder.

Syllea turned her focus back to Erick, turning back to professionalism, as she said, “We are more interested in raising Yggdrasil correctly, through the planting of Yggdrasil close by Treehome, than at any possible expansion of the Gate Network. Perhaps, in the future, we will ask for a local area system, or some smaller application of your Network, but for now, Yggdrasil will be our priority. To determine how urgent this need is, I would like you to answer some personal questions, and we can go from there.”

“I can work with that.”

Syllea nodded. “What sort of questions is Yggdrasil asking you? Explain some of the situation, please.”

“Questions about sex and relationships and what it means to feel things as we ‘small people’ feel. What does food taste like. How can he taste food. I can’t really answer those questions, but I know Treehome can, for I have seen O’kabil’s and Nosier’s avatar forms. I know that at least O’kabil enjoyed a smoke with me that one time. If Treehome is willing to tell me what sort of spellwork allows your Arbors to achieve this sort of magic, then perhaps I could just pay for that spellwork and continue to raise Yggdrasil on my own and leave all of you out of this whole Gate Network thing.” Erick said, “That seems like an improper way to raise Yggdrasil, though, for I want him to talk to other people. He’s already making friends with people outside of my purview, which is fine, but I want to ensure that he is making the right kind of friends.”

Syllea relaxed as Erick spoke. She hadn’t been too tense, but there was some tension, and Syllea was not anywhere near as friendly as she had been when Erick had left Treehome behind. Erick suspected they were back to an even starting point, for the whole Wizardry thing still freaked her out.

It was fine.

They’d get back to that friendly sort of situation eventually.

Syllea said, “This is not nearly as bad as we feared. We have time to do this properly.”

That worried Erick a bit, so he asked, “What would a ‘bad situation’ look like?”

“If he was plucking things up from the world and ripping them apart to see how they functioned.”

Yggdrasil instantly cringed away from Erick’s shoulder, retreating behind him for a moment, before coming back out.

Erick said, “He has plucked fishes out of the water to show me, but he has not taken them apart. He is a good boy who knows that other things can feel pain, and he wants to lessen the pain in the world.”

Yggdrasil bounced up and down a fraction, though his enthusiasm for this conversation had been diminished.

Syllea nodded again, then looked to Yggdrasil as she asked Erick, “What actually prompted this contact?”

“I taught him how to send [Telepathy] message packets this morning and ended up experiencing about a half a million words worth of questions and concerns.”

Syllea’s eyebrows went up. “Ah.”

“We’ve talked all the time, but this was an order of magnitude more words than he has ever shared with me.” Erick said, “Mostly stream of consciousness stuff, but there were a lot of questions in there about small people, and how to act around small people, that require answers that I simply cannot give him, for I have no basis to draw upon besides my own.”

Syllea said, “Yggdrasil needs some experience with other Arbors.” She said to Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, “Arbor Holy O’kabil, Arbor Wyrmrest, Arbor Nosier, and Arbor Home, will be your primary guides on how to be an Arbor, but all of our Arbors also wish to share in your presence. All of Treehome wishes to get to know you, Yggdrasil, and to help you grow strong.”

Yggdrasil bounced a bit, ready to make new friends.

Syllea smiled a little, then said to Erick, “But as for our relationship with you… I have a few more questions to establish how our nations will interact, since you are a nation now. I also have a few demands of your person, to ensure that Yggdrasil is raised as well as any ‘small person’ can raise an Arbor.”

Erick nodded. “Okay.”

“I’ll go over the demands first.” Syllea said, “You will be granted the space directly above Yggdrasil roots and below his boughs as your own lands, but in reality, they will be Yggdrasil’s lands. You will not build anything upon that land that Yggdrasil does not approve of, and it has to be actual approval, written down for long term recall. You will not build in Yggdrasil’s boughs, though this is less of a long term concern for Yggdrasil than it is for the other Arbors, for Yggdrasil is World-Tree-large. Even so, Arbors sometimes like to change things about themselves, and having buildings on their boughs is not good for easy change. For the Yggdrasil at Treehome, we ask you to follow this rule.”

Yggdrasil sunk down on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick said, “I can work with that. I can put a house down on his roots.”

Syllea nodded. “That is the common way to do it.” She asked Yggdrasil, “Do you like living in water? Or would you prefer something different?”

Yggdrasil went still, in thought.

And then a tendril of thought came out of the air and connected to Syllea.

Syllea perked up, listened for several moments, then said, “The Restful River flows out of the Wyrmridge, beginning as a hundred smaller streams before it turns into the actual river, which then runs through the center of Treehome from east to west. There are some really nice fisheries located downstream, and some really dangerous fisheries located even further inside the Forest itself. We would like to grant you a space inside the Forest, near the river. The specific land we have in mind is a hundred kilometers north from Holy O’kabil, on the western edge of Treehome. It will be your job to transform that land from dangerous Forest into a solid expansion for Treehome, into which we people of Treehome will be able to expand into, with your approval. If you wish to make that river into a lake, then that is something we ask you to do yourself, with assistance and guidance from the Arbors, and from the people of Treehome. Working with people who are not your creator in order to provide bounty, probably in the form of fisheries and otherwise, will be the primary learning experience that we wish to impart to you, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil was a bit excited, at first. But then Syllea kept talking. Yggdrasil had heard of the Forest from Erick, and that it was a dangerous place, and now Syllea was telling him that he couldn’t have his father there with him to help him along. Yggdrasil rapidly realized that maybe he didn’t like this whole idea of meeting other Arbors at all.

Erick spoke up, “You’ll be able to see other types of fish, and make a lake all to your liking. There’s this one fish called the Scarlet King that is really delicious, but also dangerous. We don’t have it here at Candlepoint, or over at Holorulo or down at Stratagold. Syllea and I shared a plate of that at a restaurant called Overloot one time. I’m sure it’s just one type of fish, too. There have to be hundreds of different fish in the lakes and rivers of the Forest.”

Yggdrasil was interested in seeing more fish, but he was not fully convinced that this was a good idea.

Syllea nodded at Erick’s words, adding, “The Restful River serves as the basin for about 30% of the Forest, which means there are thousands of types of fish which only live in our part of the world. Most of them are monsters. Many of them turn out to be unique species that we only ever see once or twice before they vanish back into the depths of the Forest. Some of them even through the Forest itself.”

Yggdrasil’s enthusiasm returned, but it was a brief candle that guttered rather fast.

Erick realized what the problem was; Yggdrasil was worried about leaving Erick behind. He told Syllea, “We would wish to be able to farm those waters, too. Maybe not through a permanent Gate between our lands, or at least not right away, but at least through shadelings and otherwise coming to Yggdrasil to fish. I will be coming there too, occasionally, both to be with Yggdrasil, and to help him when he wants.”

Yggdrasil perked up.

Syllea said, “We ask that you not actually assist him with clearing his land, securing it from threats, or doing much at all for him, physically or magically. He needs to be on his own at least a little. Having a house atop one of his roots is fine, though.”

Yggdrasil was back to not wanting to do this anymore.

Erick said, “It’ll be fun, Yggdrasil. You’ve been seeing me make a kingdom, and now you get to try making one all on your own, with a bunch of other Arbors there to guide you along the way! Holy O’kabil is good people, and Nosier knows a bunch of magic, and Wyrmrest ties everyone together in the same land; I’ve met those three the most, but I’ve had talks with all the rest, and they’re good people. And besides that, I’ll still be here with you here at Candlepoint.”

Yggdrasil bounced slowly, still unsure.

Syllea watched, holding back her thoughts for the moment.

Erick waited for a few moments, too, then he said, “I’m sure that the other Arbors can help you learn how to taste food, too.”

That cinched it. Yggdrasil went back to Erick’s shoulder, and hung out there, waiting for the rest of the conversation. He was prepared to be planted at Treehome.

Erick smiled a little bit.

Syllea changed topics, saying, “As for you, Erick, we would ask that when you do come to see how Yggdrasil is getting along, that you remain with him and not venture into the city. Do not open public [Gate]s on our lands. Do not interfere with our governing, and we will not interfere with yours. These are our basic requests of you.”

Erick said, “Sure. Sounds fine to me.”

Syllea gave a half nod filled with relief, then said, “We would ask after the possibility that you can tell the Twisted Visions to go far from our borders. Can you make that happen?”

Erick had no idea if he could make that happen. “I can ask around. I know that one of the Visions belongs to Ar’Cosmos, but beyond that, I am unaware if they have control over all of them, or not. I doubt they do. But now that you bring that up, that reminds me—” Erick asked, “How much of the Twisted Visions and [Gate] did Treehome actually know, all the way there at the beginning of my Path?”

Syllea frowned a little bit, but Erick knew it wasn’t directed at him. She was mad at not being told certain things, too. “The Arbors knew some of the truth of what Ar’Cosmos actually was, but according to them, the one of us who actually knew the most was Tenebrae. I didn’t even know that he knew as much as he did until recently, until Ar’Cosmos’s appearances here at Candlepoint made us reevaluate everything we thought we knew. If you ever happen to discover how such a subterfuge could have happened, then I would count it as a personal favor owed if you could inform me.”

She was telling the truth, as far as she knew.

And so, Erick moved on. He already had a suspicion on how the truth of the Twisted Vision could have been suppressed, so he said, “It was probably a Fae Seal; the removal of memories that coincided with the Twisted Vision, or anyone who happened to step inside. It would have been easy for that truth to be concealed like that. This is how the dragons have been operating for a long time, to ensure that their lands remained untainted and unchallenged by outsiders, so they could have a land where they weren’t automatically at war with each other because of the intrusion of the Dragon Curse.” He shrugged. “They did it to survive. It is what it is.”

Syllea just sat there for a moment, digesting that new information. And then she nodded, accepting Erick’s answer as ‘true enough, for now’. Syllea moved on, asking what she felt was the largest question of the meeting, “What are your ultimate goals? Why are you doing all of this? The dynasty creation. Declaring yourself a king. Getting into alliances with Ar’Cosmos. Even making the Gate Network. It’s all very big, Erick. It’s all rather worrisome, too, to know that you are actually a Wizard.”

For a moment Erick was speechless. Erick had felt that his actions spoke rather loudly, but then again, Syllea’s question was a large question; one that not many people had directly asked. But Treehome was asking, so Erick would answer. “I am attempting to make the world a better place because I want a safe place for me and mine, and ‘mine’ can include the entire world on most days, if you look at it from my perspective; we’re all in this together.

“The only way to get to a better tomorrow is through ensuring that today is better for everyone than compared to how yesterday had been. I do this through talk, and work, and otherwise, and will continue to do this for as long as I am able. But of course, talk and small actions only work when one has the power to back up their desires, so while I have power, I will also use that power for the betterment of all.” He added, “And as long as everyone else at least tries to do the same, then that is how it will go. If civility breaks down, then the darker sides of power will come out, and I will use my power to end those threats before they can harm me or mine.”

Though some of Erick’s actions had and would continue to be radical, his purpose for doing it all was not very radical at all.

Syllea asked, “You do it for safety?”

“Peace, more realistically. But it’s more than that.” Erick spoke the refrain he had learned from Songi, “Peace and prosperity for all.” He shrugged. “If I have to force that peace and prosperity, then that’s fine. For instance, I know of a few longstanding threats and possible boons coming in the next several decades, and so I will be erasing those threats and supporting those boons as necessary. I don’t plan on using too much force to get the peace and prosperity I desire, though, for a world built upon too much blood can only ever get more bloody.”

As a test, Syllea asked, “But some blood is necessary.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “The Shades needed to die. Terror Peaks needed to die. Monsters that cannot suffer others to live free also need to die. These should not be surprising or even controversial statements.”

“And you determine who needs to die? Across the whole world? And the next and the next?”

Oh.

Erick realized what Syllea’s specific problem was.

He recalled a conversation he had had with Syllea about the responsibilities of the individual archmage, back when Syllea had been teaching him about Elemental Mercy and Air Magic in order for Erick to be able to operate incognito; so he could walk around places without being swamped by fans or assassins, or business requests. During that conversation, Erick had asked about large scale magics and how archmages could end monster threats the world over.

Eventually, Erick had done just that, helping to rid the Forest of deathsoul shrooms and moon reachers. That had only been a temporary measure, though, lasting maybe a century or two, since there were still moon reachers deep in the mountains and they moved around all the time. Deathsoul shrooms spat spores out, too, and the extermination efforts could not have possibly gotten rid of all of those.

Whatever the final outcome, that action was still a reprieve from the dangers of those two monsters.

But monsters still filled the Forest. Death and danger still came for Treehome and the migratory orcols all the time. Erick had not ‘solved’ anything, only delayed the problem for a few generations.

And that, specifically, was Syllea’s problem with progressive archmages.

If the archmages helped too much, then the next generation might not be able to weather the coming storm of new-to-them threats. Of course, this analogy broke down in the orcol’s specific case, for they had the immortal Arbors there to inform people of all sorts of monsters. Those immortal Arbors allowed information and tactics to be planned decades and centuries in advance, long past the short memories of mortals.

Syllea was terrified of the fallibility of people, and as far as she knew, Erick was just a person; he would be dead in any number of decades hence, and all that he built would come crumbling down.

She was wrong, Erick thought, but he let her finish what she was saying.

With a barely-hidden sadness in her voice, Syllea continued, “If you do too much for others then they won’t be able to stand on their own feet when the Darkness comes, and you’re not here to defend them.”

“The world is changing, Syllea.” Erick said, “And just like your Arbors, just like Yggdrasil, like Kirginatharp and King Alfonin, I’m going to try and stick around for as long as I can, to see these changes turn out well. Unlike them, I have the power to take everyone who wants to stick around with me into the far future, too. But I’m not morally better, or worse, than anyone else who tries to do good for others. Just different. Hopefully, even with these differences, what I build here will still be stable enough for others to build upon.”

And now Syllea was speechless. Behind her, Bayth’s eyes went wide as she looked across the table at Erick, and then she frantically averted her gaze. Syllea breathed deep, then said, “Then you’ve already crossed that expected threshold.”

“Back in the Core, actually. With Rozeta’s help. I’ve been functionally immortal for several months already.”

Syllea breathed again.

Erick waited.

Syllea collected herself, and said, “A place will be made for Yggdrasil by tomorrow. I look forward to a long and bountiful relationship between you, Erick, and Treehome. I hope that whatever you’re building here can be a good part of that relationship, too, but…” Her voice trailed off, as she had too much she needed to say, and not enough words that were good enough to fulfill that need.

“That’s good by me.” Erick decided to move the conversation to an old topic, saying, “When we first met, you expressed an interest in pushing back the Crystal Forest. My apprentice is starting that project either at the end of today, or tomorrow. We’ll begin with a hundred kilometer ring around the lake here, and expand from there. I expect it will take her and my Overseer of the Exterior about a week or maybe two, to get that far. If you’re still interested in helping with that project, we could use your expertise.”

“… Maybe later.” Syllea was ready to leave, but remembered something which she did not want to remember. She cringed a little, then said, “Tenebrae has asked me to ask you how much a [Reincarnation] would cost him.”

Instead of being surprised at the sudden change in topic, Erick simply felt calm. He had been waiting for some sort of communication from Tenebrae, through some sort of official or unofficial channel, or whatever, if only for [Gate]; for Tenebrae to demand that spellwork for himself. This was a variation on that demand that Erick was not exactly prepared for, but he had prepared for this sort of request anyway, for a lot of people were asking this same sort of question; sometimes subtly, sometimes openly and with great promises of gold attached.

Erick said, “[Reincarnation] rids the target person of every single spell they have, every single blessing, every single curse. Everything. It sets them to level 0. In return, I am able to give the recipient any sort of body they wish for, with any sort of predispositions for anything that they can think of and request. I can change a person’s race, gender, or predispositions toward being happy or being serious or being gloomy, or being smart, or being brave, or anything. Or, I can set you on a track to a far-off goal that aligns with your desires, and predispositions toward emotions will align with that far off goal.

“If a parameter is not specifically selected, they are filled in randomly. Such things include the sizes of feet, or eye color, or the color of your magic. The color of one’s magic tends to shift lighter, usually.

“What you keep, and what I cannot change, are your memories. I can alter biology so that you might view those memories differently, but I cannot change your memories themselves.

“I suggest a ‘less is more’ approach with your requests, where the thinner your requests, the easier it is to get what you want, and the less control I have over the final outcome.” Erick added, “In Tenebrae’s specific case, though, as is the case with everyone who has [Familiar]s… This kills the [Familiar] spell inside the soul. Any undifferentiated Rockys will simply cease to exist.”

Syllea asked, “But what would it cost him?”

For a brief moment, Erick was rather sure that Syllea had not heard his explanations of [Reincarnation]’s costs.

But then Erick realized that Syllea and other people from Treehome had likely talked with Tenebrae about all of this, at length— Well. Like. Duh. Yes. The Wyrmrest Enclave, which oversaw much of the beating back of dangers of the Wyrmridge Mountains, and of which Tenebrae and Syllea were both a part of, likely had a lot of discussions about all of this. They had probably spoken at length with all of his various former-Oceanside people about their own [Reincarnation]s, too. Nothing Erick had told Syllea had been new.

She truly was simply asking about costs. Monetary, or otherwise.

“Free.” Erick said, “For Tenebrae? Free. For anyone who has proven to be an asset to the world? Free.” Erick rapidly added, “But… I would hope that Tenebrae would request a new Familiar Form that allows his true, wonderful self to come out. I’d hope to see more of that version of Tenebrae that helped Jane and Teressa and I learn of gridwork, and gave me all that assistance with [Gate]. Less of the version of him that threatened Poi, and which dumped us unceremoniously off at Songli. I’d also like for his children, the Rockys, to be separated from him before I do this magic, for I won’t kill them myself... Though with what I know of how he made that spell, any separation will end up with some of the Rockys dying before they can be born.”

Syllea leaned back a bit, then asked, “Would you impose such soul changes upon him?”

At that moment, Erick saw where this line of questioning was going.

Tenebrae was probably watching right now.

Erick said, “No. I would not. I would ask him to consider the ultimate trajectory of his next life, though, in the hopes that he would choose the right path himself. But I would not force my own views upon him. And I also won’t kill the Rockys. Tenebrae would need to find a way to save them or kill them himself, for I won’t do it.”

“… Well.” Syllea resolved herself to what came next, as she said, “Tenebrae would come here, now, and have you do this for him while I watch the process. He would also have you perform a [Reincarnation] on his Cook, Palodia. Do you agree?”

“… Sure.” Erick ignored the fact that Syllea had ignored part of his own demands, and added another request of her own. Erick gestured to the flat, open space beyond the gazebo, in full light of the sun. “Over there? Or in the office space down below, if privacy is needed?”

Syllea did not answer—

For ten meters away, atop the flat white roof of House Benevolence, the air shimmered purple and opened, becoming a [Gate]. A courtyard full of people lay on the other side. It was night in that other part of the world, and Erick recognized the pillars and the people from a while ago. It was the same place which the original Rocky and a few others came from, when they visited his ailing, dying father, after Ophelia had differentiated from the spell inside Tenebrae’s soul, causing the older archmage some physical distress…

Tenebrae had almost died, actually. It wasn’t a simple ‘distress’.

Erick had imagined that Tenebrae had recovered, and that he would be walking through the [Gate] alongside Rock and a few others, but he had been misinformed about Tenebrae’s health.

Rock, the original differentiation of Tenebrae’s [Summon Rocky] spell, stood beside a bed that floated upon a purple Platform spell. The bed held a lot of pillows. So many pillows that it was hard to initially see the man upon those pillows.

Erick did not expect Tenebrae to be this bad, but maybe he should have.

The old man was thin. He was barely awake, struggling to keep his eyes open, but then Rocky walked through the [Gate] and brought his father with him. Tenebrae recognized that he was moving. He saw night turn into bright day, as he passed under the purple arch of Rock’s [Gate], and his eyes opened fractionally wider. He looked around. It was easy to tell that Tenebrae was heavily drugged and in a lot of pain; he was barely himself.

But then Tenebrae saw Erick. Focus came to the aging Stone Archmage like the final flickering of a candle, turning into pyre. The old man stared with bright, grey eyes.

Two more people came through the [Gate].

Palodia, Tenebrae’s Cook, was an old incani woman with red skin and horns who scowled most of the time; now, she just prayed, silently, to whatever gods cared to hear. The only other person to come through the [Gate] was a dark black stone woman. She was Obsidia; one of the differentiated Rockys. The purple [Gate] closed behind them, shutting out the sights of over fifty other people, stone and otherwise, in a dark courtyard on the other side of the world.

Rock walked forward silently, barely willing to meet Erick’s eyes. He held some paperwork in his stone hands. Erick walked forward and met the man halfway, silently taking the paperwork. Rock kept his head bowed and stepped away.

Erick read over the paperwork in under four seconds, without even flipping through. His eyes briefly went wide. He had to confirm what he had read. “You got rid of the [Summon Rocky] spell?”

Tenebrae narrowed his eyes at Erick.

There was a lot to see in that small expression.

Tenebrae hated everything about this. He hated that Erick was a Wizard, and that he had gotten [Gate]. He hated his own mortality. He hated that Erick was young again, and Blessed by Rozeta. He was furious that Erick had gotten secrets out of Ar’Cosmos that he had been working at for decades. He was angry at the world, but mostly he was angry at needing to come here and beg like a dog. Mostly, though, he was furious that Erick would ever think that killing the [Summon Rocky] spell didn’t hurt him; that it wasn’t a massive emotional turmoil, and that he wasn’t devastated that it had to be done.

Palodia took a half-step forward, her voice was weak, but it was stronger than Tenebrae’s, for he could not speak at all. She said, “When we… When we divested Tenebrae of all his worldly assets and set to right his final papers… We did that two months ago, back when the doctors said that the next differentiation would kill him.”

“I apologize for my uncouth suggestion,” Erick said. “Please forgive my unkind words.”

Tenebrae relaxed a little, looking both vindicated and supremely tired.

The differentiation of a summon into a person was not an easy thing on the original creator. It was likened unto a birth, but the pain was less of the body, and more of the soul, as parts of the creator’s soul were ripped away as the new soul became their own person. Tasar had explained all of this to Erick, back when she spoke about what it meant to be an immortal and have [Familiar]s.

Ophiel’s eventual differentiation would hurt Erick a lot, in all the unintentional ways a person can hurt another. Yggdrasil’s differentiation would have probably been easier, since Arbors were generally in the original caster for such a short amount of time, but then again, Yggdrasil had that seal on him, and he would be with Erick for a hundred years. Maybe Yggdrasil’s cognizance would make that separation easier; Tasar didn’t know, for sure. Usually, as soon as [Familiar]s became cognizant, they separated, and that process was exactly as bad as souls splitting.

Tenebrae had taken a different route with his [Summon Rocky] spell, and the eventuality of differentiation. His soul would slowly bleed off new people every few years. Tasar didn’t quite approve of that, nor did she disapprove. It was simply an option, one that ensured that the people created by the [Familiar] spell would be able to be their own species, and that the creator got to keep their [Familiar] spell.

Of course, such a decision led to this outcome right here. The [Reincarnation] option was a twist, but even still, Tenebrae’s [Familiar] spell would die with his current form.

Erick had no idea what to think about everything that was happening in front of him. He was thankful, though, that Tenebrae had removed that thorny ethical problem before coming here.

There was one thing about all of this that Erick was sure about, though.

Erick said to Rock, “Rock. If your people ever desire to leave behind your stone bodies and become fleshy sorts, then I could probably [Strike] that mark. I plan to do the same for Ophiel when that inevitability happens, if Ophiel should choose that path.”

Rock stood a bit straighter. Obsidia’s eyes went wide. Palodia gasped a little, feeling overjoyed in the moment.

Tenebrae’s eyes also went wide as a tiny, overjoyed, yet barely audible laugh escaped his dry mouth. His heart briefly beat hard—

And then flatlined.

Everyone instantly panicked—

Except for Erick. Erick ignored the frantic scream of Obsidia, the sudden crash-to-the-knees of Rock, and Palodia’s rush to be closer to Tenebrae. The Wizard flickered forward, like lightning, and did the [Reincarnation] as fast as he could. He made it in time, of course. Tenebrae’s soul remained inside his rapidly transforming body the whole time he transitioned into someone else.

Erick hit every mark that Tenebrae had seen fit to write down.

Orcol. Male. Average height. Average build. Young, at 17. Would grow slightly bigger thanks to puberty, his lower fangs coming in properly in another year.

A trajectory toward magic and using that magic to make the world better everywhere he went.

A love of the forest, and the mountains, and of the sun and flying and delving into stone. A love of women.

A desire for children, and to help others.

Tenebrae’s soul lay bare before Erick, written in the fractal splash of possible futures, but even before that, his soul was laid bare inside the paperwork Rock had handed over. Tenebrae wanted to help people. He had always wanted to help people. He had simply gotten cynical about it after too many tragedies. And yet, in his own way, he had still continued to help people to the best of his ability, as much as his psyche could handle.

Erick hoped Tenebrae’s next life would have fewer tragedies.

Palodia was next, for Rock had handed Erick paperwork for two people.

She was ready.

Erick sent the old incani woman into dreamland. When she awoke, later, under the care of the differentiated Rockys, and alongside Tenebrae, Palodia would be a 17 year old orcol woman with a love of food, and men, and battle. She would be the best Cook in the world, learning all there was to know about all sorts of foods, and maybe, this time, she would have a knack for [Grow]ing things, too.

Maybe, this go-around, she could even find the time to have children.

There were a lot of similarities and complementing factors between both Tenebrae’s and Palodia’s paperwork. Because of those, Erick could only draw one conclusion.

Tenebrae and Palodia had loved each other for a very long time, but they had never been able to make it work for any number of reasons. Age difference. Incani versus human differences. Power differences. Emotional and circumstantial differences. Tenebrae had once had a flesh and blood family, but as far as Erick knew, those people were all dead. Only Palodia, his Cook, remained from that time.

Maybe they could make it work, this time.

Erick watched the two new orcols depart on a single floating purple platform, sleeping amongst the pillows as they floated through a purple [Gate], with Rock and Obsidia guiding them forward. Back to Eidolon, back to the Rocky compound. He wished them the best in their new lives.

For a moment, nothing happened.

And then Erick returned to the gazebo to sit back down with Syllea and hash out a few more specifics of what it meant to have Yggdrasil in Treehome. This second conversation was nice and easy, with Syllea hinting that if Erick wanted to build a house on Yggdrasil’s roots and spend some time up there, then that was great. Soon enough, all of the previous wariness was gone. Syllea was happy to be here, talking to Erick, and Erick was glad to have Syllea here, too. Erick eventually asked after the sorts of fish of the Forest which might transplant well to Candlepoint’s lake, and Syllea had a bunch of ideas about that.

Yggdrasil’s enthusiasm for this whole thing returned. He really started bouncing at the side of the table when Syllea began making lightwards to illustrate the fish she had been naming.

They went through two pots of tea and a whole tray of cookies as Syllea spoke of various happenings in her neck of the woods while Erick had been on the Path, and Erick spoke about what had happened to him on the Path. Erick asked after Treehome’s relationship with the fae, and the dragons, and he got a few unexpected answers.

“Ha! I had no idea about all this Fae stuff until after your Path ended!” Syllea laughed a little bit more, then said, “Wyrmrest knew some of it, though, so I was furious with him for a good week and constantly worried about some sort of attack from them. But nothing ever happened. Whatever contacts that Ar’Cosmos has to have with Treehome are so minimal that they’ve simply never been in my Sights, at all.” Syllea scoffed, “Which is rather personally annoying! I can’t believe that we don’t have contact with them… Eh!” She shrugged.

Erick had a hard time believing that, too, but Syllea was telling the truth as she knew it. “And you’ve never been warned away from using Fae Magic?”

“Everyone always warns against using that Mana Alter but I’ve literally never had a problem with using Fae Magic.” Syllea said, “I certainly didn’t expect Fae Magic to be the way to make a [Gate], either! I’ve barely ever found any good use for it, though, so that’s why I never did much with it.”

“What!” Now that was simply unbelievable. Erick laughed a little, asking, “But [Fairy House]?”

“Easy to find when you know how to look, and even easier to break. Fae Magic is too fragile.” Syllea shrugged. “That’s why I don’t use that magic.”

“So what about using it with runic webs, then?”

“… Ah… Those things that the wrought use to emplace magic? I mean… Sure? They make magic more stable, but— Well. Runic webs hold up well against normal mages and when they’re respected, but that is only one problem. The real problem is that they cost too much! All that platinum and gold! Ha!…” Syllea looked at Erick. “But I guess you got a connection to Stratagold so that particular cost isn’t a problem?”

“I’m working on a way to make runic-capable iron that won’t rust. It’ll be some combination of [Condense Oxygen] and [Condense Iron], and then the rest of the runic web will be built upon that.”

Syllea’s eyes went wide. And then she threw back her head and laughed. “That’s wonderful! I hope you can make it work!”

Erick smiled.

They had a few more words, but Syllea was ready to depart soon enough. All of the coldness she had first shown was gone. She had seen the entirety of the [Reincarnation] process and she had been absolutely floored the whole way through, like she was witnessing a miracle made manifest. The conversation afterward had been wonderful, too.

Syllea was back to being someone that Erick could talk to, and she even said as much as she walked out of the gazebo, saying, “Call me up anytime, Erick!” She rapidly added, “Uh. Everyone else in Treehome is still scared of you, but if you get a restaurant up and running here at your House then I’d love to have dinner with you sometime, and—” She blushed a bit, almost saying something else, but then she did not.

Erick smiled, saying, “Maybe I’ll have to offer some [Reincarnation] services to the Cooking Guilds of Nelboor. Get me some world class Cooks on the cheap!”

Syllea’s eyebrows went up. “You should! Maybe you could— Ah! I could keep talking for hours, but I must be off.”

“See you tomorrow.”

“Yes! See you tomorrow, when you come by for Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye bounced in the air next to Erick. He was eager to go visit the new fishes.

Syllea and Bayth stood together under the sun, ready to leave, but then Bayth did an uncharacteristic bow. She had no idea what to think of everything she had just seen, nor what to do with the thoughts she had managed to pin down, which didn’t seem like many to Erick; she had been silent and thinking the whole time. He could only guess at what Bayth truly thought of the whole experience. Syllea grinned as she glanced at Bayth, and then she took her hand.

The two vanished in a flash of clear magic.

Erick stood alone with Poi on the steps of the gazebo.

He breathed deep, thinking about what had just happened, and feeling happy that all it had taken was one conversation with Syllea for her to move past her fear of him. He had been a bit worried over Treehome and some of Syllea’s questions regarding Yggdrasil, but those worries were mostly gone now. Treehome would be good for Yggdrasil.

Tenebrae asking for a [Reincarnation] and then showing up not a minute later had been unexpected, but that was fine, too. He and Palodia could grow up together, both of them as orcols, and maybe that was exactly what they both wanted. Asking to be an orcol had been slightly unexpected, but maybe it shouldn’t have been; the Wyrmridge Enclave was multiracial but it was mostly orcols.

And that got Erick wondering.

Erick had never played around with his [Perfected Polymorph] from his Protean species at all, but maybe he could give it a whirl? Greeting Syllea at eye-level might be fun the next time he saw her…

But.

No.

That was probably weird. Showing up as an orcol?

Hmm.

No.

It was a fun thought, though.

Erick stood there for a while longer, enjoying the sights of his growing kingdom, and the northern breeze as it brushed through his hair—

A thought arrived. In all the drama of the day, Erick had forgotten to joke with Poi about how he was overworked and he needed more sleep, so he had taken the world’s potentially strongest magic, Time Magic, and made a nice little [Hasted Shelter] to sleep within. Kinda funny, that.

But before he could fully realize his joke, though, Poi was already laughing.

Erick just smiled.

That was good enough.
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The Crystal Forest stretched further than the eye could see. Orange and tan sands covered most of the land out there, but it was not all uniform. Deep below the sands, the stone land undulated up and down here and there, forming valleys and sometimes mountains. Or, there would have been mountains, if the natural processes of the crystal mimics didn’t degrade stone and otherwise into sand. Occasionally, though, that stone basin was too thick to be fully broken down, and too near the surface. Those lands formed plateaus of stone, or, in the case of dungeons and city work, formed a solid base to dig into and/or build upon. None of those under-sand mountains or valleys were large at all, but here and there, civilization had built upon many of these stony areas of the Crystal Forest.

All of Candlepoint, the lake and the Gate District, and much of the surrounding lands, was a rather good building site, because it was rather solid. This was not due to any natural variation in the Crystal Forest, though. It was due to the [Metropolis Shape] that Melemizargo had done to make the lake; bringing an Underworld ocean closer to the surface.

The Benevolence dungeon was built upon one of the further-out undersand stone prominences, about 25 kilometers north, and just a bit east, of the Gate District’s outer wall.

This dungeon was a spiraling tower of thick stone, reaching a hundred meters into the air and half that wide. Large, arching windows followed that spiral all the way up and down, allowing ample light into the tower, where a great many series of pools had been created all up and down the spiral to catch water, and then allow that water to continue to flow all the way to the bottom. The dungeon had had floors this morning. It had not looked like the thick, spiraling base of a unicorn horn with a bunch of holes following that spiral, until now.

Mox, her people, and Kiri, had adjusted the whole place over the last few hours.

They had even changed the pit beside the spiraling tower into a deep reservoir where fish could live well enough, as soon as some greenery started to grow and support that life. At the bottom of that reservoir lay some pipes in which some [Gravity Ward]s could be placed, allowing the water to cycle back up to the top of the tower.

Mox, Kiri, Tasar, and Poi, stood with Erick upon Erick’s own [Teleporting Platform], in order to view the lands from the outside, and to inspect the surroundings. They currently floated atop the wall that surrounded the dungeon, about a kilometer away from the actual building. Other workers for the Office of the Exterior stood upon that wall, watching Erick inspect their work.

Mox said, “This wall is not far enough to stop mimics from viewing the tower and seeing the greenery which we expect to grow, but that’s why we put a second wall five kilometers out. We have not cleared that land because we have not had time, so we will get some mimic problems for a few days, but with a green beacon in the center those monsters should come forward on their own. We won’t have to do too much active hunting.”

Erick gently moved the platform forward, toward the tower, as he said, “It looks great.” He smiled. “Really good, actually. It should be able to hold up a lot of water weight and plant life, too?”

Mox nodded. “Every part of its construction is overengineered. The walls are at least three times as thick as they have to be. The floors are the same, and the ceilings are made with arch support. The land below has been solidified with a lot of the previous tunneling removed. This has cut the expected space of the dungeon down to half normal size, but if you’ve got a real Rift spell, then this is probably the most we should attempt to handle at this early stage of Benevolence dungeon design.”

They had reached the dungeon, and Erick began to ascend, watching the spiral floors fall away as they went up. He said, “I can make a big place out of eternal stonewood if it proves necessary, but this is great for now.”

Their Platform crested the upper edge of the dungeon.

The top of the tower was complex in execution, but simple in effect.

The spiraling dungeon capped off with a large, open space, about twenty meters across and with a bunch of pillars located all around the edge. A railing ran around the rim, connecting each pillar to each other. In the center of that space, about ten meters across, was a basin that emptied to the north. In the north lay the entrance to the spiral, where even more empty pools lay. Those pools were like steps ready to be filled before they, too, spilled downward, into more pools, down, down, down, all the way to the reservoir to the south of the tower.

Loamy soil lay in divots all around every pool, and also at the bottom of every pool. Erick expected that this place would eventually be filled with ferns and lilies and moss and mushrooms. Maybe some small trees? He did not know. Probably not, though.

Lotta flowers, though.

The building itself was built with the northern winds in mind, but unlike in the Air dungeon where the wind was gathered and channeled and would eventually bring about air slimes, the air here was buffeted away. They didn’t want air slimes; they wanted Benevolence slimes.

Or rather ‘benevolence slimes’, with a small ‘b’, because they were just a general manifestation of the element and not the element itself.

Mox said, “We might end up with benevolence plants, though. Still not sure if Benevolence is capable of making slimes, but it can surely make plants.”

Erick grinned as he moved the platform to the east, slowly circling the top of the tower, getting a look at the whole place. “I’m rather sure [Terraforming] won’t be able to make slimes directly, but I still expect slimes to eventually happen.”

Tasar offered, “They found a few blood slimes at the former Brightwater a week ago, even after they cleaned it up. Esoteric slimes spawn all the time where odder magics happen.”

Erick was happy to hear that. “Then this should make some benevolence slimes, eventually. You know, I haven’t seen any light slimes around Yggdrasil yet. I’m guessing it's the deep waters, and slimes don’t do well in deep water?” As he stabilized the Platform on the western edge of the tower, he asked, “But I could be wrong?”

Tasar shrugged; her guess was as good as Erick’s.

“Slimes do not do well in deep water.” Mox said, “But if you ever plant Yggdrasil on land, then there will likely be many slimes.”

“I’ll probably be planting him at Treehome tomorrow.” Erick smiled as he reached forward and cast, saying, “He’ll get to have fun learning from the other Arbors.”

A spark of white lightning crashed out of the empty air, coalescing into a glowing white cloud that sparked brightly, before transforming into a billowing white mass of iridescent wind and water and—

Rain fell like drops of white gold, splashing on the tan and orange stone below. Where it struck stone, that stone glowed white, and moss began to spread. Where it struck dirt, ferns and small plants began to grow—

Arm-thick lightning crashed out of the cloud, striking a pillar to the right, turning the entire orange and tan stone into something whiter, lingering like an infusement of light. Or rather, an infusement of Benevolence. It didn’t linger long. As the light faded, moss began to grow like a spreading green carpet—

Lightning flashed inside the [Terraforming] space, flickering here and there all across the top of the tower, turning dull stone into something that glowed white. Erick backed away the platform as the wind picked up and gathered into twisting, iridescent flows. Moisture turned thicker. Rain began to fall in heavy drops, and the cloud began to expand, covering all of the tower’s top. White rain fell down the sides of the tower, eliciting moss here and there—

The cloud condensed into a thick, white fluff directly above the tower, losing most of its white light, turning to grey clouds as the rain began to truly fall. It was only a large-size cloud, though. It might have been a heavy rain, with only the barest flickers of white inside of it all, but it was still a small cloud.

It would take a little while to fill that first basin and to begin to truly wash water down the entire tower, but it would fill nonetheless. [Terraforming] wasn’t a one-and-done spell, meant to do everything all at once. It was meant to last forever.

Or at least as long as the spell wasn’t purposefully disrupted.

Kiri said, “I expected it to go faster than that.”

Erick chuckled, saying, “That’s as fast as it needs to go because it’s going to last forever, and even if it does degrade, someone can simply [Renew] it when that spell comes out in the Open Script.” Erick briefly calculated how long it would take before the water eventually filled the reservoir down below, and said, “I’m guessing about two weeks before it’s filled? Rough estimate.” He turned to Mox. “Plenty of time to get a feel for how it all works, and to clear out the mimics between the walls. Probably don’t go to the very upper level, though. It’s still sparking lightning.”

And it was. Here and there, small flashes of white light echoed inside the grey cloud.

Mox nodded. “Aye, my king.”

Erick asked, “Do you all want off here? Or shall I bring us back to the House?”

“We still have more work to do,” Mox said, looking to Tasar.

Tasar gestured to the right and conjured her own black-green [Teleport Platform], asking, “Are you going back to Yggdrasil, then?”

Kiri and Mox moved over to the other platform.

“Yes. Teressa says she’s fine, but she’s still recovering. Aisha is back in her office, but I haven’t gotten a chance to speak with her yet. How was she, last you saw?”

Tasar followed Mox and Kiri onto her platform, saying, “She’s doing good.”

“I’ll talk to her next.” Erick pulled his Platform away a bit, saying, “See you three later!”

And then Erick blipped back home with Poi.
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Back inside the house, Teressa met them in the front foyer, saying, “While you were gone, something strange happened. There was a counter-prognostication battle with Treehome, but I won.”

Erick froze.

Teressa continued, “To explain better: Upon your initial contact with Treehome a few hours ago, Treehome decided to revisit an old idea about breaking Yggdrasil from your control. Nothing will happen now, because you ensured as much with your talk with Syllea, and because of this conversation happening right now. I do apologize for keeping this information from you until after the fact, but it was for the best… I still… I’m sorry, Boss.”

Erick was briefly… Not mad. Not exactly.

Disappointed, perhaps.

Not disappointed in Teressa, either… Not exactly. She had let him know what had happened— after the fact, yes, but she had still talked to him about it. She did what she thought was best, and it worked out well, in the end.

Erick got over his brief turmoil of emotions and said, “Thank you, Teressa.”

Teressa had been expecting a reprimand, and she did not get it. Surprise was the least of her emotions, as she said, “I’m really sorry about not telling you while it happened, Boss. The chain of command means I have to tell you what is happening but what I saw told me not to tell you and you made Benevolence so…” She went quiet. “It was like you were already giving me the go-ahead to… Make my choice how I made it.”

“It’s okay, Teressa.” And Erick found himself not lying, as he said, “It’s really okay. I’m capable of sensing Benevolence, too… I mostly go with the flow until I know I shouldn’t, though, which is, I suppose, Benevolence at work? Eh. Don’t worry about it. I’m certainly not going to worry about it, either. And besides that, of course the Arbors would try to break Yggdrasil from my soul. It would be a monumentally stupid thing to do, but they’re just acting in their own natures as Arbors; They don’t want to be slaves, and they don’t want others to be slaves. I can see their perspective. Thankfully, they saw that their initial impetus was a bad idea, too, so I’m not going to begrudge people going over their options when they end up choosing the best one.”

Teressa breathed a little, relief showing on her face. “But now you know, and that changes things politically.”

“Yup,” Erick agreed.

Poi had been silent, but now he spoke up, saying, “This right here is why we Mind Mages don’t tell anyone about what we sense; it leads to destructive habits and people planning around things that others only think about, and don’t actually do.”

Teressa frowned at him, saying, “Prognostication battles are not Mind Magic. These things could have actually happened.”

Poi frowned, for he knew that Teressa was wrong, but he wasn’t willing to fight her on it. Mostly, he knew that she would realize what she had said if he gave her a disapproving look.

Which is exactly what happened.

Teressa recoiled a fraction, and went, “Uh. But I suppose… Thoughts could happen, too? I mean… Someone could act on those thoughts. They just chose not to in this case.”

Poi slowly nodded.

Teressa dug her heels in as she said, “This is more complicated than Mind Magic, Poi.”

“It’s really not,” Poi said.

“I’m not going to worry about it,” Erick decided, ending the argument. He said to Teressa, “And you, young lady, should be in bed.”

“Yes, Boss.” Teressa turned and walked back to her room, saying, “Back to bed, back to bed.”

She walked down the hall, entered her room, and crashed on her bed. She was out before her head had hit the pillow, which was not that surprising. Her soul was mostly healed, but ‘mostly’ was not ‘fully’. There were lingering effects of her transformation. Teressa had barely been hanging on to consciousness while standing in the hallway, and now that she had discharged her duty, she was sleeping it off.

Erick turned back to Poi, saying, “You seemed unduly hard on her.”

Poi frowned, saying, “I was not, actually.”

Erick pulled back a bit. “You were fighting on telling me everything that she told me, weren’t you? All while Syllea was here.”

Poi frowned again, saying, “I was not, actually.” His frown briefly deepened, as Erick realized the logical progression of what his answer had meant. But to dispel any possible misinterpretation, Poi said, “I was not fighting on telling you about Treehome’s possible plans for Yggdrasil, because Syllea might have heard something about that, but she didn’t know what all the rest of her people might have been planning—” While Erick had a bunch of ideas about that, too, Poi pointedly said, “That right there! Stop that. Prognostication battles veer directly into the exact same problem with acting on information gathered from minds, and not from actions. I’ve held my tongue on this subject for quite a while now, but the time for my silence must end.

“People had plans to do something to Yggdrasil. But then nothing came of it, because they were able to meet you and have a conversation and see that you were the same person that everyone is telling them that you are.

“If they had actually tried shit with you, Erick, I would have warned you long before Teressa could. I’m sure every single god and otherwise working with you would have tried to stop it, too. Goldie is literally always by us, and she would have been involved in a prognostication battle, too, for sure. AND, whatever Treehome needs to do in order to break Yggdrasil from you probably requires your direct presence; they can’t do it through Yggdrasil, himself, or else they already would have done so. Maybe they have already tried it, too, but failed. I do not know. Yggdrasil is not a point of worry, here; you are, and you’re a lot easier to protect than Yggdrasil.” While Erick’s eyes went wide and he had a dozen thoughts on that, too, Poi ignored him and glanced toward the hallway that Teressa had gone down, saying, “She’s going to end up seeing a lot, Erick. More than you or I ever will. I think she needs a promotion, or something. Something to make it less ethically dubious for her to not tell you what you don’t need to know, for she should not have felt the need to come to you to clear her conscience for not telling you about what did not happen and will not happen. She should have felt she was free to decide not to tell you certain things. The same goes for Aisha.

“All that happened from this is that you are now poised to dislike Treehome.”

“… That’s a good point.”

And it was.

Erick would need to think on what that meant, though.

Poi added, “Of course Teressa should still tell you about the big stuff. But the small things she should leave alone. You don’t need to trudge through un-[Cleanse]d sewers if you don’t have to.”

Also true.

Erick said to Poi, “Maybe Teressa’s goal was actually to get this conversation to happen. You’ve been holding in that speech for a little while, haven’t you?”

“… Or maybe the Benevolence made her do it.” Poi said, “But yes, I have been holding onto those words for a while. I was hoping I wouldn’t need to actually say them, but… I think Benevolence can see a great deal more about the future than anyone has ever seen before.”

“Well... Yeah. Definitely.” Erick considered what came next. “Probably gonna have to institute some anti-abuse protocols, aren’t I.”

Poi relaxed. “I feel that would be for the best.”
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                The Forest was physically rather nice this time of year. The air was cool. Here, where Erick stood, the sun was simply warm instead of cold or burning hot like it was in other places. The sky was clear and blue, and the rain had ended an hour ago. The Restful River flowed in front of Erick like a deep, dark blue ribbon inlaid across the green and rocky Forest floor. The river ran rather fast here, about 120 kilometers northwest of Treehome. Dark blue waters seemed to zip across the Surface of Veird, only showing their speed in the constant surf at the river’s edge where water crested over fallen logs trapped between the flow and orcol-sized boulders.

“This is a rather average point of the halfway-tamed Restful River. Most of it looks like this,” Syllea said, walking along the rocky beach-like riverbank meters from the actual river. Erick walked at her side, looking all around. Syllea wasn’t looking directly at him, though, she was looking at Yggdrasil’s floating eye atop Erick’s shoulder. Yggdrasil didn’t seem too interested. Syllea tried, “We’ve got a fourth location to check out, if you desire?”

Poi, Tasar, and thankfully, Kromolok, had joined Erick on his trip to Treehome. The first two came because of course they came. Kromolok came because Erick asked for a Font to help him plant Yggdrasil in a new location, here by Treehome, and the Inquisitor of Rozeta decided to personally fulfill that request. Erick was glad for that, for aside from Tasar, Kromolok’s presence gave him some much-needed physical proof of his alliance with the wrought, and with Rozeta.

They had all met with Syllea and Bayth, and two chieftains of Treehome about two hours ago, on what might have become Yggdrasil’s planting spot. Only two chieftains, though, out of 12. Peron Wyrmrest, and Yura O’kabil. They looked exactly as Erick remembered, with Peron being an old man in a green robe dotted with white gems, like stars, while Yura wore silver robes with white fur linings.

Syllea knew Tasar, of course, so that had been a business-as-usual introduction. Peron and Yura knew of her, though, so that was a bit bigger of an event. None of the people from Treehome had ever met Kromolok before, but they certainly knew of the Inquisitors of Rozeta. That particular meeting had been an event that Kromolok handled well.

And then Erick and Treehome got to talking shop.

That conversation was just a repeat and solidification of the groundwork which Syllea had already laid. At that time, Erick had debated bringing up the prognostication battle Teressa had fought against them, but he decided to let it go. Yggdrasil had heard all of the conversation Erick had had with Poi the day before, but when Erick asked the big guy about it, Yggdrasil didn’t really have any thoughts on the matter. So Erick backed away from that topic, too, letting Yggdrasil be a kid for however long that would last.

After the meeting with Syllea, Peron, and Yura, Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye came forward, and so did the [Scry] eyes of the Arbors. Erick had expected them to appear in their avatar forms, but they were obviously greeting Yggdrasil at his own level. The avatar forms would come later.

In a situation that was exactly like a bunch of adults greeting a child, but with a brief moment for the Arbors to pay their respects to Kromolok, Erick introduced every single Arbor to Yggdrasil, through their [Scry] eyes, and through mappings and images. Yggdrasil would know where each Arbor was located, and how to locate them himself, so he could [Scry] them whenever he wanted, and so they could know his [Scry] eye when he came calling.

And now their whole group was here, looking at riverbank sites. The Arbors of Treehome had joined Erick and everyone else, of course, continuing to follow along as [Scry] eyes.

Yggdrasil didn’t like the first planting site, which was 75 kilometers down the river from Treehome. That first spot had been a wide expanse of water where the river bunched up, right before it started running again. It wasn’t deep enough. Yggdrasil could easily turn that shallow lake into a deep lake, though. The Arbors even told him as much. But, no, Yggdrasil wanted to see the other options.

The second site was better, located 95 kilometers downstream, where a tributary that ran across a large swath of the Forest met up with the Restful River. A lot of the rarer monster fish truly started to appear in the depths of those blue waters. It was too well fished, though, with a great big fishery located just upstream of the waterways, and Yggdrasil did not want to disturb the people already there. No one spoke out against his choice, though this was the spot that Treehome had truly hoped that Yggdrasil would pick. With a few strategic dams, this land would make for a great lake.

This third site was located 10 kilometers beyond the real edge of the Forest, where only the powerful or the crazy deigned to tread and some of the tallest trees began to rise a good kilometer into the air. The trees weren’t that large directly near the Restful River, for people did occasionally come down this far to fish and those intrepid fishermen had beaten back the Forest for generations upon generations. If Yggdrasil were to choose this spot then he would be directly competing against the Forest for land space. That didn’t seem to disturb Yggdrasil though, for he had heard stories of the Forest from Erick.

Erick got the impression that Yggdrasil wanted to try living on the edge.

The small stones of the riverbank shifted under Erick’s feet as he walked forward, Yggdrasil’s iridescent white [Scry] eye floating at his side. The big guy would occasionally dart away to see some site, and come back rather quickly after a brief investigation. Erick recognized that behavior as rather normal ‘hiding from the terrors by running to his father’. Yggdrasil was doing that a lot.

But at least he was rushing out there in the first place.

Erick said, “I’ll still be there with you at Candlepoint, Yggdrasil, and I’m going to be around for a long time besides that. Anywhere you pick is a good choice.”

Yggdrasil eyed him a bit, then decided to go back to exploring. Instead of coming right back, though, he continued to explore, rapidly vanishing into the depths of the Forest, out of sight. Erick smiled at that, and he smiled again as the [Scry] eyes of the other Arbors glanced around, wondering when Yggdrasil would be back. When it became apparent that Yggdrasil was not coming right back the Arbors, like a flock of birds disturbed, rapidly disappeared into the Forest to go looking for the kid.

When they were all fully out of sight, Erick thought out loud, “And now it’s just us small people again.” As Ophiel killed a monster just out of sight with a flashing zap of [Fulmination Aura], he added, “And the monsters, I suppose.”

Chieftain Yura said, “I have never had quite this easy of a stroll through the Forest.” She hiked her silver robes of office up as she stepped over a larger rock, saying, “It’s a nice walk this time of year, before winter.”

Peron said, “The last time I went for a walk around here it was more like a fighting retreat. And that was thirty years ago.” Without the slightest hint of displeasure, he sounded rather amazed as he added, “I suppose this is the power of a Wizard.”

“I can certainly do a lot, but Kiri could do this same thing,” Erick said. “Syllea and Tasar could as well, of course.”

Syllea laughed a little. “I would have to level this place to do what you’re doing right now.”

“There is a lot of power in precision.” Tasar said, “Spotting and killing monsters out of sight and out of mind is quite a power.”

Erick shrugged. “It’s just—”

Yggdrasil’s iridescent eye came floating out of the Forest on the other side of the river. He had somehow gotten on the other side without Erick looking, but the other Arbors had followed him, for they came out of that side of the Forest, too.

Yggdrasil sailed across the rushing water, his voice loud and clear, but only to Erick, ‘I want to be here, Father!’

Erick stopped walking. “Here?” He gestured to the otherwise unassuming lands filled with monsters, deep water, and distant, tall trees. “Right here?”

Their whole party stopped, and they rapidly caught on to what was happening. The chieftains grinned, ready to see Yggdrasil grow tall. Erick suspected that the chieftains were ready to leave the Forest, too, for they were currently reliant on others for their safety, and they were walking alongside a known Wizard. Everyone else was actually rather comfortable trudging along in this part of the Forest. Poi trusted Erick enough to not worry about getting left behind, or anything like that, while Tasar, Syllea, and Kromolok were all powers in their own right. To a lesser extent, even Bayth was comfortable in these ‘deep’ woods.

Yggdrasil’s eye bobbed up and down; ‘Yes, here!’

“Okay!” Erick asked, “In the water? On the beach? In the Forest a bit?”

Yggdrasil moved out into the river and Erick had an Ophiel follow. Yggdrasil stopped in the middle of the deep, rushing water, and Erick knew that that was the place.

Erick said, “We’ll relocate a bit and I will plant you here, Yggdrasil.”

A handful of [Teleport]s later, or in Erick’s case a Benevolence step, and the group had repositioned to a rocky prominence five kilometers upstream. The river twisted past the trees to the northwest, vanishing behind a few curves of coastline, but Erick still saw the planting location through Ophiel. Some of the Arbor [Scry] eyes remained there to watch from ground zero, but most reappeared closer to Erick. The eyes of Arbor Holy O’kabil and Wyrmrest repositioned to be by their chieftains.

Yggdrasil did not reposition, though.

In that moment, Erick considered putting up a [Hasted Shelter] and talking to Peron and Yura about the prognostication battle. It had not been the first time he had considered broaching that topic.

But.

No.

Yet again, Erick decided against that.

He turned to Kromolok, asking, “Ready?”

“I’m ready when you are,” Kromolok said, as he placed a hand on Erick’s shoulder to prepare to channel mana. ‘And you don’t have to worry about them and that prognostication battle. I already spoke with them.’

‘Ah… Okay.’

Peron did not look any different; no shame, or remorse, or anything. Erick wondered when, exactly, Kromolok had had a talk with the man, but it had to have been after Erick had invited Kromolok to the meeting. Yura looked similar to Peron, but perhaps there was some remorse there. Whatever the case, this trepidation of Erick’s was unhealthy. It was one thing to worry about a nebulous threat, and another to worry about a specific threat.

Erick wasn’t sure which type of threat he disliked more.

Anyway. He needed to implement some anti-abuse protocols for Benevolence prognostication when he got back to the House. For now, though, he got on with it. Erick reached through Ophiel, targeted a part of the riverbed 5 kilometers away from his own body, and cast.

The Forest rumbled as though a mountain had descended, breaking everything.

Erick had never cast Yggdrasil so close to the land and he briefly wondered if he had fucked up a great deal.

The ground shook, buckling upward and down as mana flowed out of Erick, into some other place, into Yggdrasil. The river crashed upward. Kromolok funneled power into Erick, and that was necessary, for sure, but Erick had gained double the base Mana which he used to have. He was actually able to see Yggdrasil’s eruption without blacking out this time.

White lightning coalesced out of the distant Forest, rising above the green like frost spreading over a lake, seemingly growing fast enough and large enough that one could easily think that the ‘explosion’ would reach all the way here; that Yggdrasil’s growth would encompass the entire world.

One day, the big guy probably would.

Dragon-sized roots crashed to the right of Erick’s party, ripping into the Forest and throwing the land upward mere seconds before the exact same thing happened on the left. Roots danced through the rushing river, winding up and down, briefly reminding Erick of Rozeta twisting through clouds; solid stone and rushing water proved about as effective at impeding Yggdrasil as clouds did to the Dragon Goddess of the Script.

The rocky prominence underfoot began to tilt a little.

Somewhere between one glance and the next, Peron vanished. Erick was pretty sure he had [Teleport]ed away, but then he came right back, only missing his footing a little bit. He did not fall, though. No one fell, even when the rock underfoot tilted even further left.

Peron was probably the only one looking down at the ground, worried about his footing and about falling into the roots all around, but even he looked up when the blue sky turned to white and green, with rainbows all around. Yggdrasil stretched overhead like a cloud of color manifesting, and then solidifying. A minute after Erick cast, Yggdrasil finally stopped pulling at his mana.

Kromolok took his hand away, smiling a little as he looked up, saying, “I think he’s gotten bigger.”

“He is.” Erick said, “Every single day—”

A lightning flash of gold fire ripped through Erick’s chest, echoing through his Benevolence-lightning filled mana veins, crashing back into his core. And then the moment passed. Gold fire settled back into a net across Erick’s core, and Yggdrasil’s maximum number of summons increased from 5, to 6.

Erick breathed a bit.

It hadn’t been that bad this time—

A great big iridescent eye popped into existence just ahead and Yggdrasil’s voice carried on the wind, “Hello, Father! I am here now!”

It was kinda funny to see Peron panic a little, and to see Yura gasp, and to witness all the other small reactions all around.

Erick smiled as he said, “Hello, Yggdrasil. Welcome to Treehome!”

“I have already widened the river! Come see!”

Erick conjured his [Teleporting Platform] and walked onto it, saying, “I suppose I will, then! Anyone else want to come?”

“Of course!” Kromolok said, joining Erick.

Soon, like a bunch of adults going to see what the kid was up to, everyone was on Erick’s Platform. He flew them all toward Yggdrasil’s trunk which rose in the distance like a white pillar-mountain. The sky was a lightning storm of branches wreathed in green clouds of leaves, shining through with rainbow sunlight.

Yggdrasil towered over the kilometer tall trees of the Forest, bathing the world in light.

The rest of the meeting went rather smoothly, with Yggdrasil asking questions about how to move the land, and Erick showing him a few tricks with [Stoneshape]. Thanks to the big guy’s size modifiers, the normally Large spell effectively became a Super Large Area manifestation of will, shoving the ground of the Forest down, while simultaneously lifting up (comparatively) smaller trees here and there, breaking them.

This actually led to Yggdrasil freezing and almost crying, for he had never broken something else that he wasn’t trying to break. Erick consoled the big guy for a little while, telling him that he could fix it all with some of his weather control and rain, but not to do that right now. He would have continued to help Yggdrasil sort through that trauma, but he had done enough to dry the big guy’s tears, and he could tell that the other Arbors really, really wanted to step in. They refrained from butting in until after Yggdrasil stopped worrying and Erick stopped talking, though.

And then they began to talk to Yggdrasil about all sorts of things. About how to move around dirt and stone so that no one got hurt. About the various types of stone and what they meant for supporting life, and structures above them. How to manage a watershed and how to control springs in your area so that water only came up where you wanted it to spring forth. About how to join the Arbor [Telepathy] group.

With emotions running brighter, Yggdrasil began to get the hang of [Stoneshape]. Erick was worried that Yggdrasil had forgotten all of their own lessons with that magic, but that worry vanished when Yggdrasil loudly declared that he remembered talking about this with his father, and that he had just forgotten. Erick proudly watched as Yggdrasil’s iridescent white eye flew around, followed or led by 12 other [Scry] eyes of various colors and sizes.

Yggdrasil was in good hands—

Er.

Branches.

Erick sighed a little, then said, “So that’s that, for now. Thank you, Yura, Peron, Syllea. Please let the Arbors know that I am thankful for their instruction, too.”

Yura smiled brightly, saying, “Arbor O’kabil is still thankful for the record player you made for her. Have you had any luck making any new designs?”

“I’ll be making a lot of new, useful things as soon as I can get around to them.” Erick said, “I’ve been rather busy, though.”

Yura smiled, knowing some of the difficulty that came with running a nation. “I can only imagine how difficult it must be to make a nation from scratch. Here at Treehome, we—” She glanced upward.

Holy O’kabil’s [Scry] eye, which was a misty thing wreathed in frost and fur, zipped down from the sky, alongside the vine-trailing [Scry] eye of Arbor Nosier. Both of them were giggling, having just come from Yggdrasil’s own [Scry] eye, still high up there.

A massive swath of the Forest between Erick and Yggdrasil’s trunk simply vanished, revealing a stretch of water that hadn’t been there until now. Before Erick could wonder what had happened—

O’kabil happily said, “Your child is fantastic, Erick! He’s ‘blipping’ around the Forest to carve a space for himself!”

“A wonderful little shorthand; that term ‘blipping’!” Nosier joyfully said. “Thank you, Erick! Thank you for bringing him here.”

Erick felt his heart swell at the bare happiness in their voices. And yet, Erick knew he needed to remain a little bit serious right now, so he said, “I know you’ll treat him right, and show him things I never could. I’m glad I was able to bring him here.”

O’kabil tried to turn a bit serious, too, but she still could not keep the mirth out of her voice. “Please do not hesitate to question us, for I am sure we will be asking questions of Yggdrasil and answering his questions in turn. We’ll take good care of him, as I am sure you will, too.” She added, “I have to say, I was worried about the seal upon him, but this probably is for the best. There is nothing wrong with going slow.”

Erick stood a bit straighter. “Thank you for the trust, O’kabil.”

Nosier spoke a bit seriously, too, as he said, “You might want to think about breaking that seal in the next ten years, though. He will become independent even if you don’t wish him to be.”

Erick had been prepared for that sort of admonishment, so he said, “When the time comes to consider separation, I will.”

It was Nosier’s turn to be surprised. O’kabil’s [Scry] eye simply looked vindicated, though; smug, possibly. Erick wasn’t sure how he could tell as much from a free-floating eyeball, but the smugness was rather evident for all to see.

Nosier turned a bit contrite, saying, “It would probably be a bad idea to break such a seal while we’re still worried about Melemizargo’s sanity, though.”

Erick smiled. “Yes. That is the main concern, there. The Darkness seems to be doing a lot less than he normally does, though, so that has been good for us all.”

“I’m still worried about that soul slime’s Truth.” O’kabil asked, “Have you heard anything about that?”

“I have not.” Erick said, “I’m sure that when Melemizargo wants the world to know what he is doing with that, he will simply show us.”

There was a collective breath across the Platform of varying severity; the only ones who didn’t react were Kromolok and Poi.

Softly, O’kabil said, “Well that’s enough doom and darkness for the day.” She succinctly said, “Yggdrasil is wonderful. We love him already. Please build a house here soon, and drop by the hotel whenever you wish! —Ah. But also please inform us when you wish to drop by, first. I want to treat you to a proper feast. We all do, really— Ah!” Her eye briefly turned toward the sky, and then back. “It was wonderful seeing you again. I must attend to Yggdrasil.”

Erick smiled. “And I must get back to Candlepoint. Busy busy!”

O’kabil and Nosier both nodded then their [Scry] eyes rushed upward, trying to find Yggdrasil again—

Yggdrasil was easy enough to find, for he was like a large, iridescent orb surrounded by a cloud of [Scry] eyes from the other Arbors, flying against the backdrop of a world of green fire and solid white lightning. O’kabil and Nosier raced after him to rejoin the flock. Erick wished them well.

And then Erick turned his attention back to his immediate surroundings.

Peron ceremoniously said, “I wish you well with your kingdom creation.”

Erick responded, “And I wish you well with your expansion of Treehome.”

Peron said, “The lands between Yggdrasil and Treehome will be undergoing a transformation, but Yggdrasil’s lands remain his lands. We will abide by the agreements struck.”

“And so shall I,” Erick answered.

And with that, the planting of Yggdrasil at Treehome was done. There were a few small words afterward, but they were mostly between Erick and Syllea.

“So where’s Tenebrae? Is he still a part of the Enclave, now?” Erick asked.

Syllea smiled, saying, “I don’t know! He’s off doing whatever, right now. He did tell me that if you asked, to tell you that he would be coming by eventually, to thank you properly.”

“Then I look forward to that eventuality.”

A few more words later and Syllea took the chieftains back to Treehome, while Erick [Gate]d Kromolok back to Stratagold. Erick opened up another [Gate] to Candlepoint, and he, Tasar, and Poi, went back to House Benevolence.

- - - -

Erick would have gone on to meet with Aisha, who was inside the Benevolence research center while some of her people were at the new Benevolence dungeon, but Zolan was right there, informing Erick that there were some necessary meetings. Four of them, actually. The first was with the Wayfarer’s Guild, which would be a rehash of previous meetings and more denials of [Gate]s. The next big meeting was with Silverite, from Spur. She was officially asking for a [Gate]. That meeting was potentially the only meeting Erick actually looked forward to. Then there was a meeting with the Cooking Guilds of Nelboor, which might be a pleasant surprise, or utterly terrible. Erick wanted good food for House Benevolence, and some freshly reincarnated 9 star Cooks would be great. Good food brought a community together like few other things could, and House Benevolence did not have any good food yet.

And then there was one more meeting.

Portal.

The Pearl Kingdom had finally come calling, and so, it was time to answer that call. It was probably going to be awful.

A part of Erick wanted to ask Silverite to join him in that meeting for the Mayor of Spur knew everything there was to know regarding the Pearl Kingdom, and their noble houses, but, no. Erick could wade into that cesspool himself. If he couldn’t, then that boded badly for the rest of his plans with House Benevolence.

As Erick walked down the hallway to his meeting with the Wayfarer’s Guild, he glanced through Yggdrasil to see what the big guy was up to. Yggdrasil seemed to be having fun playing in the water and transforming the land, while simultaneously talking to every Arbor of Treehome. Erick barely caught any of those conversations, for he was only partially submerged into Yggdrasil’s consciousness, but Erick knew that if he focused, he could hear what the Arbors were telling his kid. He did not focus. He let it be. Erick brought his attention back to the moment, back to listening to Zolan at his side, and toward the upcoming meeting.

It was odd not having Yggdrasil’s eye on his left shoulder, but it was what it was. Ophiel still twittered happily on Erick’s right shoulder, and that would be enough for now.

Zolan asked, “What are your thoughts on the flat-rate versus value-rate shipping debate? Any changes?”

“Illoya gave me a report on that. One moment.” With a quick benevolent-step of an Ophiel, Erick had that report in his hands. Ten steps and several seconds later, and with a bit of flipping back and forth, Erick had read the report. “Having a flat-rate shipping cost increases the threat of restricted goods flowing through the Network, since there is no need to actually investigate most normal shipments when the price is flat. You don’t even need a proper mana sense capable person to administer those ports of shipping.

“The Underworld chooses the value-rate tax option for this very reason, in order to inspect every single shipment. This increases bureaucracy and time loss at each port, while minimally increasing costs in order to pay for that bureaucracy and personnel. It is not a bad thing to go slower, in some ways, but we’re not about going slow here at this Gate Network.

“True, we would require more mana sense people if we want to keep down the shipment of restricted goods, and the training of mana sense is generally considered a risk; like training people to use magic properly. But we’re going to be doing that anyway. That is one of my goals here; to increase the number of people who know how to do magic properly. We’re going to have a really good magic school here, Zolan.

“But we’re small, for now.

“I don’t want to do the thorough inspections of the Underworld. There will, of course, be spot inspections to weed out things like soul-shipments and slave trades and bombs and such. But it’s not like we need prognostication-level mana sensors at every single Gate, or tearing into the shipments to visually inspect them like they usually do down in the Underworld.

“With all that said, know this: I want to eventually switch to a flat rate everywhere, both in the Underworld and on the Surface, but not without proper security measures in place, first.” Erick digressed, “Of course, the Wayfarer’s already have a lot of mana sense capable people in their employ, so… I’m really just dragging my feet on setting up a smaller network for their exclusive use.”

“Still good to know our strategy going forward.” Zolan asked, “So shall we [Force Wall] the Wayfarer’s? Or acquiesce to a smaller request?”

“… Spur is likely to get a Gate, so…” Erick said, “It’s time. Yes. We can put up some Gates for the Wayfarer’s first, but these gates are currently 1.5 million gold in material costs. If they want to wait till I figure out how to make iron work as well as platinum it might be a while, but that will certainly be cheaper for them. If they choose to go ahead, then we can roll out a Local Area Gate Network for the Wayfarer’s for the Crystal Forest. It’s not many places, anyway. Spur, Vindin, Outpost, Kal’Duresh, Frontier… Hmm. Maybe not Frontier?” Erick changed his mind. “We’ll play it by ear, Zolan. Try to get them not to agree, though. I don’t think we’re actually ready.”

Zolan nodded.

They walked into the Wayfarer’s Guild meeting together, with Tasar and Poi following behind.







- - - -







Erick left the meeting with the Wayfarer’s Guild in high spirits. The Wayfarer’s had decided to wait and see if Erick could ‘turn iron into platinum’. Erick had almost told them that he could probably do that right now, but it seemed like a bad idea to go messing around with transmutation. So he played off their words in the matter it was intended; to make iron work as well as platinum for enchanting purposes.

And now, he was headed into what might be a really good meeting with Silverite.

Erick swung open the door into the seating room and smiled as he spotted Silverite sitting by the window. “Hello again! Welcome to House Benevolence!”

Silverite rose from her seat and returned his smile, saying. “I like Gate Road. Very organized.” She asked, “How much to get me one of those Gates down there?”

Erick fully entered the room. Zolan, Poi, and Tasar filed in behind him. Silverite had brought along her yellowscale secretary, Hera, who stood behind her. They had been talking with one of Zolan’s secretaries, but now it was time for the meeting. Hera stepped away from Silverite to stand by the wall. Zolan’s secretary stepped away to stand by the opposite wall, to stand beside Tasar and Poi.

This room was rather nicely appointed, with the secretary having already handed out tea and cookies for while Silverite waited. The room oversaw the Gate Road, Stratagold’s space, and the Wayfarer’s Guild’s, on the west of the House. It was one of the better meeting rooms, with a clear view of what Erick was trying to build here.

Erick took a seat at the large couch across from Silverite’s own couch, putting on his negotiating-face as he said, “It’s about 1.5 million gold for a Gate, for material costs. Stratagold is subsidizing a few locations, which will eventually include Songli and other places on Gate Road, but Local Area Gate Networks will not qualify for Stratagold’s largesse. You will, of course, have to pay the usual rates, which we’re pretty sure is going to be a flat-rate situation; per tonnage, or per person. We’ve just decided that, actually.” He added, “Unless House Benevolence’s partners in the Underworld give us sufficient reason to go for a value-rate shipping cost, I doubt we will be doing that.”

Zolan set down some paperwork onto the table in front of Erick, where Silverite could easily reach and read them, then he stood to the side, waiting for orders, or to assist.

“I’m glad to see you’re back to your usual negotiating self, Erick.” Silverite donned her own negotiating-mask as she sat down across from Erick. “I feel that Spur has given you a lot already. We should get one of these Gates for free, as well as a year without taxes; flat-rate or cost-rate, or any other rate you can think of. Maybe even two Gates for free.”

Erick tried not to smile, as he said, “The price for a ‘Gate’ is for two of them; one at each side. And I have to support my own town now, Silverite. My money is already being used up so I can’t buy the Gate materials for you. If I did that for too many people I might be broke inside a year.” He added, “If, however, you want to wait until I can figure out how to make iron runic webs that don’t rust and are as good as platinum, then the initial costs will go down quite a lot. The flat-rate costs for shipments will remain in either scenario, though.”

Silverite asked, “And what happens if we buy a pair of Gates out of platinum and you start making them out of iron? Do we get a refund?”

“It’s the same thing that happens whenever anyone buys magical items and those items break; that money is simply gone.” Erick said, “No refunds.”

Silverite narrowed her eyes. “We’ll keep the Gates we purchased and the raw materials that went into making them.”

“The Gates will be proprietary information; they are mine, even if you do buy them.”

She asked after rates. Erick answered.

They bargained.

Half an hour later, Silverite and Erick parted ways amicably, and with plans made for the future.

Spur would be getting a Gate between Spur and the Financial District, which was a to-be-planned part of the Gate District. Their pair of Gates would cost them 250,000 gold and come with a flat rate fee of 1 gold per ton, and 1 gold per person. Spur could add on whatever other rates they wanted on top of those use-prices, but those use-prices were what Erick would get from travel through those Gates.

Those rates were rather experimental, but they were an order of magnitude smaller than the going rates for [Teleport] services on the Surface, and much lower than Erick’s initial pitch to Silverite. There was a lot of math involved in those rates, which Erick had been reading about for the last month, but most recently in Iloya’s report.

Candlepoint was 4 [Teleport]s away from Spur, and the cheapest going rate for [Teleport]s was 1 gold per blip, for just the caster to move once, in addition to 50 silver per ton or per extra person; half a gold. Blipping across the Crystal Forest was more expensive, because this land was not tamed, and it was therefore a danger to blip out in the open.

But still, the cheapest average cost of one blip was therefore 1.5 gold, at minimum, for carrying anything. A trip from Candlepoint to Spur, with a cargo of ten tons, came out to be 66 gold, since Candlepoint was 4 blips away from Spur.

Such a trip would cost the caster 5,500 mana with an un{Favored} [Teleport], or 2,750 mana for a {Favored} [Teleport], not to mention all the other spells they would have to be running in order to touch and transport all those goods. [Teleport] had a restriction of how many <hands> a person had, after all, so a normal mage would need to be running some sort of Elemental Body or, more realistically, a [Teleporting Platform] in order to move so many goods. Elemental Bodies and [Teleport Platform]s required a great deal of initial investment in the caster, and therefore the costs went up.

Wayfarers, though, were a Class and an organization of the same name with special options to make [Teleport] easier to use, and to go further.

Assuming a normal Wayfarer caster with Scion of Willpower (normal) for 4x Mana, and a Class that gave them a few more Abilities on top of that for even more resources, this meant that they would have around 12,000 Mana, and probably something like 15% mana costs for stuff like [Teleport]. They’d probably only have around 25 Focus, though, which would translate into 1,500 Mana Regen while at Rest.

Such a theoretical shipper would be able to move 10 tons of goods (and themselves) between Spur and Candlepoint about 12 times before they would need to Rest (8 for a non-Wayfarer with most of the same capabilities). And then they could do it again the next day. That’d be about 120 tons of goods shipped total, per day, and that’s not even getting into the nuances of only shipping goods in one direction, or having a route where goods got shipped between a dozen places in a ‘traveling salesman’ type of scenario.

120 tons might seem like a lot for one porter to ship, but it really wasn’t when considering cities of hundreds of thousands of people, each with their own needs and schedules. 120 tons shipped per day, per Wayfarer, was just the maximum capacity. The average amount was less than that.

But back to the math: Those 12 trips, each of which were 4 blips of 10 tons per blip at .5 gold per ton, plus 1 gold per blip per Wayfarer, came out to a shipper cost of 288 gold to move their goods across the Surface between Spur and Candlepoint.

Erick’s Gate between Spur and Candlepoint was a game changer.

At Erick’s Gate costs of 1 gold per ton and 1 gold per person, 120 tons of goods meant a cost of 120 gold, plus the cost of whoever came through the Gate with the goods. 

And! If Spur wanted to move goods between them and Stratagold?

Now those were some savings. That sort of transaction would include traveling rates for the Spur Gate, as well as rates for the Stratagold Gate, but even still, it was much, much cheaper than literally any other shipping path on the planet. Such a savings would happen between Spur and every other city here in the Gate District. Erick wasn’t even really putting the Wayfarer’s out of jobs, either, because ‘last-[Teleport] services’ were still very necessary, even in a world with a Gate Network.

Therefore, the rates Erick proposed were quite reasonable even if the Gate cost itself, of 250,000 gold, was inflated, because Erick would be [Duplicate]ing the platinum for that runic web and it would cost him nothing.

Oh well. The lie of him not having [Duplicate] would have to stand for many, many centuries, Erick suspected.

At the end of the meeting Erick wondered how large of a reaction he would get from Portal if he offered them the same thing…

But he wouldn’t do that. Portal would get something much less generous. Erick wasn’t quite sure how much worse it would be, so he pulled Zolan and a few others of the Castellan office aside and had a small talk about numbers and rates. There was time. Eventually, though, that discussion ended as the next appointment loomed.

Zolan was excited.

Erick was too, actually.







- - - -







The Cooking Guilds of Nelboor were a strictly enforced guild system that primarily took place in Nelboor, as their name suggested, but they were more of an international organization in a lot of ways. They were no Wayfarer’s Guild, for sure. They were a lot smaller than the Big Two of the Adventurer’s Guild and the Mage Guild. But they did well. Erick thought of these next people sort of like he thought of the Michelin Guide system from Earth.

The Cooking Guilds of Nelboor might have started off as an Adventurer’s Guild guide on the best places to eat in all of Nelboor, if you can get in without starting a war, but they had transitioned into their own thing. They still kept the star ranking system, though, but instead of using it to rank threats, they used it to rank what sort of war could start if the ranked cooking location and its people would be destroyed.

“The ranking system is rather inflated these days,” said Hoga Kikaku, one of the Cooking Guilds representatives. He was an older human man in his 70s, but still solid for any age. He was from the Northern Provinces part of the Guilds and he wore a sharp red and black robe. “We have had a few war scares with a newly-baked 10 Star Cook here and there in the last fifty years, but that’s why we have the Lists. It’s why we ensure that every real Cook gets an assignment before they leave our schools, to prevent the other way in which wars have started; over a promising new Cook.”

“And that’s the crux of the issue, Wizard Flatt,” said Yotaro Tamon, the other representative from the Cooking Guilds. He was a rather plump demi man who wore yellow and orange robes. He was from the Songli Region of the Guilds. “This land is untamed and untested, and you are a known Wizard. We cannot grant you a place on the lists for these reasons.”

Erick decided to cut through days of negotiations, getting right to the heart of the matter; directly to what Hoga and Yotaro wanted to hear. “I’ll take some retired Cooks, give them [Reincarnation]s, and take their oath of service for 10 years. They will be paid the normal going rates and granted housing here in the House, or wherever else they wish to live in Candlepoint.”

Hoga and Yotaro both went a little still, both of them trying not to show too much emotion. They were like open books, anyway. Happy, excited, mad that they had been seen through this easily. Both of them were ready to jump at the opportunity themselves but they both pulled back for any number of reasons. Propriety, probably. The two Cooks from Nelboor shared a small, furtive glance, then they looked to Erick. They had prepared for this, but they did not expect it to come about so easily, or with so many benefits.

When neither of the men spoke, Erick continued, “My goal is twofold. I want anyone to be able to go into a restaurant here in the House, or even in Candlepoint, and have world class food, of any kind they wish to order. On a smaller scale, I might desire a personal Cook, though that will be a more rigorous interview than this one here. And just so you know, all fees regarding Gate travel will be waived for anyone who works here. A Cook who works here will be able to get ingredients from literally the entire world; as easy as stepping through a Gate and finding a local market. I also plan on power leveling anyone who chooses this option, though my Enforcement branch will be the people who actually do that; I will not be doing that myself.”

The deal just got better and better for them.

When Erick stopped talking, Hoga instantly began, “We have a small list of Cooks who desire such an offer—”

“With more of them reaching out each day!” Yotaro added, breaking decorum with his obvious enthusiasm.

Yotaro briefly realized he had fucked up in some way, showing their cards. Erick didn’t care about that, though. Hoga nodded slowly, trying to regain control of the situation, while Yotaro tried not to recoil too much.

Hoga continued, “We have lists of Cooks who desire your offer, and lists of Cooks who we suspect will appreciate your offer, but who have not contacted us yet. Let us go over the first list, of those who desire an arrangement to be made for a cast of [Reincarnation]?”

Erick gestured to Zolan, who stood at his side, “Zolan is my Castellan, who will be dealing the most with whoever comes from your Guild. Therefore, he will join this talk now.”

Zolan sat down and grinned a little. “It’s good to see you again, Hoga. Yotaro.”

“Greetings, Zolan,” Hoga said, finally able to talk to Zolan. The two of them knew each other from previous dealings at Oceanside, but that had happened decades ago. Hoga was still glad to finally be able to acknowledge Zolan, though. “You are looking rather different these days.”

“Perk of the job.” Zolan got right into it, asking, “Is Atalle on that list?”

Yotaro gave a little sigh, though it was more of relief than anything else. “Good to see you haven’t changed.”

Yotaro had known of Zolan, too, but their professional relationship had been less than wonderful; Erick could tell.

“Atalle Slipstream is on the list.” Hoga said, “Along with others.”

Zolan said to Erick, “Atalle retired from cooking professionally on Oceanside fifteen years ago and has been [Force Platform]ing around in the classroom, trying to teach others how to cook as well as she could cook. Her apprentices are great, but she’s the real deal; a 10 star Cook.”

“Then we’re taking Atalle,” Erick said, and then he let Zolan take over.

Zolan did so, smiling as he said, “Continue with the list.”

The conversation took less than an hour. In the following week, Erick would gain 11 world class Cooks between star 7 and 9, along with the 10 star Cook Atalle Slipstream. All of them had various focuses, from breakfast foods to general foods, to cooking in the Nelboor style, to the Greensoil way, and so on and so forth. Erick expected the House to gain many different eatery options in the coming month.

Food was great for a sense of community, and Erick was certainly building a community here.

After the meeting Zolan was through-the-roof excited, talking about various dishes that he hadn’t been able to eat in decades. His excitement was infectious, for sure.

Erick was glad.

And then it was time to have the meeting with Portal.

- - - -







Erick entered the room with Zolan at his side and Poi and Tasar behind him.

Two people waited for them inside the room. Lower Trademaster Rohi Wavefield, and Upper Trademaster Sarai Masterson.

Rohi was an older human man with grey hair and beard, with weathered skin like he had spent his whole life out on the ocean. He wore loose pants and a loose vest that showed off his wiry grey chest hair and his aged, yet muscular body. Erick thought of him as a sailor who had been forced to gussy up and still didn’t know how to do it very well. The guy seemed new to his job. This made sense, since Rohi had been the one to replace Caradogh Pogi as the Lower Trademaster of Portal just last year. Rohi was the new organizer of non-magical goods which flowed through the Pearl Kingdom.

The other person in the room was a younger human woman who looked related to the older man, but perhaps distantly. Sarai looked rather suited for her position as the overseer of all magical goods moving through the Pearl Kingdom. Her dress was an immaculate, bright green thing which showed off a heaving bust and ample hips. Sun-bleached strawberry-blonde hair cascaded down her back, which was a brighter color than the red of her lips. Rings adorned her fingers while a bright pearl necklace draped down into her cleavage—

Erick realized something important at that moment. Sarai had come prepared for a war of emotions that she intended to win.

Rohi was much less prepared.

“Welcome to House Benevolence,” Erick said, greeting the people from Portal and successfully not being awkward about it. “Rohi Wavefield. Sarai Masterson.”

The old man, Rohi, stood from his couch, while the young woman at the window, Sarai, regarded Erick. Both of them took a small bow, then rose.

Rohi said, “Thank you for agreeing to speak with us, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick moved in and stood by his couch. He decided to go on the offensive, since these people already had. “I did not get a chance to participate in the former talks after Portal attacked and killed the Farms of Spur. I do hear that Mayor Silverite got some good deals out of that horror show, though. So what sort of deals do you bring me today, to make up for that previous mess?”

“If you feel that we owe you something for the actions of people who have already been punished, then perhaps we were wrong in approaching at this point in time,” Rohi said. “Perhaps we should simply leave.”

Erick smiled, then called the man’s bluff. “Leave, then.”

Sarai stepped forward. “Please excuse my compatriot. We are prepared to make amends in whatever way you wish, for we are here to be granted a set of Gates. Our desire is to do what we’ve already been doing for centuries; connecting the scattered islands of the Letri Ocean and the grand city of Eidolon to the Wasteland Kingdoms, the Crystal Forest, and the Greensoil Republic. Portal is prepared to offer generous terms in exchange for a franchise-type system.”

Erick got right to it, saying, “It’s 1.5 million per Gate —which is two Gates— and I get 15 gold per ton shipped, and 5 gold per person who passes through.” Erick said, “If I gain good cause to believe that you are fucking with me, then I will rescind your franchise network and give you nothing in return. I will, of course, give notice and ample time for you to fix this expected fuckery, but the threat stands.”

Erick had not forgotten about what Portal had done to him and the Farms of Spur, but the fact remained that if he did not let Portal into the Gate Network in some capacity, then Portal would go to war with him. It would not be a war they could win, but it would be a war they would have to wage for reasons of politics, economics, and population.

They could, of course, surprise Erick and not go to war, and decide to do something completely unprecedented. That way led to chaos, though, and Erick was trying to be less chaotic these days. The person he was today was not the person he had been back when he had threatened to cut Portal off from a theoretical Gate Network and caused them to go to war the first time.

The numbers he cited could use some adjustment, though; Erick knew this already.

It was a decent offer, too, at being drastically cheaper than the costs of boats and warriors to keep the waters clear, and all the other assorted costs of plying the ocean.

They’d still keep some of those boats around, though, for ‘last [Teleport] shipping’; Erick had already decided that he would never provide full Gate Network access to the entire world. Only large places would qualify for a Local Area Gate Network. Smaller places would still need to go to ports to get goods.

If Portal accepted this offer, or one similar to it, Portal would transition from being stewards of all ocean shipping across the Letri Ocean, to stewards of the LAGN of the Letri Ocean. It would be a rather large transition, but they could still transition. They’d need a lot of people to oversee the LAGN, too, so not many people would be out of a job if they made efforts to transition. These Local Area Gate Networks did not run themselves, after all.

From Erick’s perspective, this was an absolute no-brainer of an offer.

It was not a truly kind offer, like the one Erick had given Silverite, but Erick expected to be bargained down quite a bit.

Sarai moved to stand with Rohi, saying, “Your starter numbers are large, but they are intriguing. What does a franchise of a Gate Network look like to you?”

Erick sat down.

The two people from Portal sat down, too.

And then Erick said, “A ‘franchise’ is roughly correct, though I have not thought to call it that before now. I’ve been using the term ‘Local Area Gate Network’; LAGN. For the Letri Ocean, for Portal, I envision you setting aside a large stretch of land at Portal, and I will fill up that land with Gates to your major ports. I won’t do last-[Teleport] Gates, meaning you might, at most, get ten Gates, but wherever you wish to put those Gates is up to you. Travel will flow through the hub of Portal. In addition, you will get an embassy here in the Gate District, along Gate Road, with a similar dispensation of the four-Gate system which I have given to Stratagold.” Erick added, “The 15 gold per ton, 5 gold per person, is what I will get for this system. I don’t care what you get; you can charge whatever you want to administer your LAGN.” He finished with, “BUT! My current maximum range for freely creating [Gate]s is about 1,500 kilometers away from Yggdrasil, and Portal is 3200 kilometers away. I’m not sure that the Benevolence will allow such a LAGN for you at this moment in time, because you don’t have Yggdrasil at Portal in order to increase my range, and I am not willing to plant him there.

“In ten months I might be able to make a LAGN for you, at Portal, but for now, the only thing I can offer is an embassy here in the Gate District, and the four Gates that go with it. You are still required to pay the normal rates for transport through those, and then again for all the other Gates you use here in the Gate District.”

Rohi and Sarai sat in contemplation.

Then Sarai asked, “Pardon me, I must converse with my partner.”

Erick nodded.

A [Telepathy] tendril linked the two Trademasters together.

A minute later Sarai broke that connection, then asked, “For the LAGN, is that 10 month timeframe solid?”

“It’s a rough estimate based on current trends. From the various math and calculations others have given me, and depending on several factors well outside of my control, I should be able to freely reach Yoril in a century, but it’ll only take three or four years to freely reach all of Veird. Ten years to reach the moons. But as of right now, Gates from Portal to here can be done as early as tomorrow.”

Sarai breathed in a bit.

Rohi solidified, narrowing his weathered eyes at Erick. “Your rates are too high. 1 gold per ton, 50 silver per person. That’s the normal rate for [Teleport] services.”

Erick smiled a little. “I’m not offering [Teleport] services. I’m offering [Gate] services.” He dropped his smile, and repeated his offer, “15 gold per ton, 5 gold per person.”

“You are skipping over some large details, Rohi.” Sarai sought to strike at Erick’s compassion, saying, “We are amenable to this time table of getting a LAGN for the Letri Ocean, if you agree to follow through with this plan when the time comes that Yggdrasil can reach that far. Before that, though, an embassy in your Gate District would allow us to trade with your city of Candlepoint, and allow your people of Candlepoint to visit Portal, to trade with us as well. If we are to agree with constructing an embassy, we would ask that you agree to, and lock in, some lower prices for your LAGN, both for buy-in and for normal trade use. We can make Candlepoint truly shine, if you agree to some better terms and can truly promise that we will get control of whatever sort of Gate Network, Local or otherwise, you establish around the Letri Ocean.”

“Now that sounds like something I can get behind.” Erick dropped his prices, “A million per paired Gate, 8 gold per ton, 3 gold per person. In ten months I might be able to make Gates out of iron instead of platinum, but I haven’t quite figured out how to keep iron from rusting when magic goes through it. That third generation of Gates will be considerably cheaper.”

Sarai allowed herself a small smile, though it was rather put-upon.

Erick hadn’t really lowered his prices at all.

The Upper Trademaster of Portal was a shrewd woman who used every emotional trick she could to get what she wanted, like playing off of the rather gruff Rohi and wearing that revealing outfit, but she had been reevaluating her stance with Erick ever since they started talking. She had come expecting to woo him, at least a little, but her beauty was not that impressive—

Okay.

Well.

Yes.

She was impressive.

Erick was having something of a hard time not looking. But he wasn’t going to fall for that. Sarai had been veritably throwing herself at him this whole time, what with her sultry voice and all the rest of her, but Erick wasn’t going for it.

Sarai tried one more tactic.

She looked to Rohi, saying, “We can meet him a bit closer. What do you say?”

Rohi seemed to relax a little.

And then he flicked off the top button of his sailor vest, revealing more of his own amply muscled chest and wiry grey hair. He looked Erick in the eyes, and his voice was an easier, slightly happier thing than it had been. “Could we come to something less harsh regarding the Gate District option, and all the ones to follow? How about 250,000 gold per Gate? 1 gold per ton, 1 gold per person?”

Erick froze—

Sarai smirked a little bit, knowing she had finally drawn blood.

Rohi was happy too, but his joy was much more subdued. He was glad that his own, newest and unsaid offer, had actually worked. He was actually very happy with this new situation… Which was an odd turn of events!

—Erick thawed, and started judging.

Sarai shrugged, happily saying, “If he’s not to your liking right now you can always [Reincarnation] him into a more suitable form.”

Erick’s brain briefly shorted, but before he could reboot and complain about all the things wrong with what Sarai had just said—

Rohi said, “I’d marry you in a snap of the sails, if that’s what it takes to get Portal forgiven for the actions of those who are better off dead and forgotten.” He shrugged, adding, “I’d marry you anyway if the option is open. Marrying Portal to Candlepoint, to eternity, is a good move both politically and economically. We’ve been shipping across this world for centuries, after all. We know how it’s done. How to do it right.” He looked at Erick, and that look had a fire to it. “I know how to do you right, too.”

Behind Erick, Tasar sighed a little. Poi acted like nothing was happening.

And to Erick’s side, standing beside the couch, Zolan grinned a little, barely stopping himself from chuckling at Portal’s absolutely brazen attempt to get in good with Erick.

“… Okay. SO! This is wildly inappropriate,” Erick said, even though his cheeks were turning rather red. “If you think this will change my prices, then you are mistaken.”

Erick’s complaint was obviously not strong enough. He realized this after he had already finished.

Sarai knew this, too. She casually said, “And yet you have not rushed off, or declared us unwelcome. Indeed, I think you understand the nature of your position rather well. Archmage— Wizard Flatt. Everyone in the world is after you, as one does with Wizards, but the nature of this particular chase happening in this room is rather different. Perhaps we are merely the first to pursue you in this particular way? From your reaction, I assume we are—”

Sarai stopped talking, for Erick had waved a hand.

Rohi simply flexed a part of his body at Erick, which almost caused Erick to forget what he was saying. Sarai had done the same thing earlier, but Erick had managed to completely ignore that because it could have just been a small, completely normal thing. This time, though, Erick recognized the flexing under the pants for what it was.

It was weaponized sexuality.

Erick tried to move the conversation back to numbers, saying, “I am not sure where you got those 250,000, 1, and 1 numbers—”

“We’re spying, like everyone else,” Sarai admitted.

Rohi said, “If you wanted your meetings here, and with Silverite, to be in private you should put up some [Ward]s.”

“… Your honesty is appreciated.” Erick added, “And I appreciate that you are not scared of me, and that your offers are real.”

Sarai said, “Of course they’re real, and of course we’re not scared of you. We know who you are more than most, Wizard Flatt. Unless a person like Caradogh Pogi comes along to disrupt your life and your goals, you will always be a benevolent man. Since we have divested ourselves of every single person who was like that in the purge of Pogi’s life from our kingdom, we have nothing to fear from you at all.

“Except for you accidentally taking the livelihoods of our people away, as you already almost did.

“But!” Sarai said, “Since we are here, and since I have explained this, and since I see that you understand that you putting up a Gate Network in the Letri Ocean without us, or you cutting us off from such a system, would lead all the people we support to disaster, then there is absolutely no reason for us to be anything less than cooperative with each other. The only terms to work out now is the exact nature of our cooperation with each other, and one of the best ways to ensure cooperation is through political marriages. Thus, we are here.”

Rohi said, “I wouldn’t mind being a woman, if you prefer.”

Sarai added, “And I wouldn’t mind being a man. The wrought change all the time, and I always wondered what it would be like to—”

Erick waved his hand again, and the Trademasters fell silent.

After a moment, Erick collected his thoughts, then said, “Zolan will conduct the rest of this meeting.” He stood.

Rohi stood, opening his mouth—

But Sarai stood faster, saying, “Even if you do not accept these larger offers, we would like to purchase monster kill services and to establish a working relationship between our nations.”

“… Acceptable.” Erick said, “Zolan will still conduct the rest of this meeting.”

Both of the Trademasters looked like they wanted to object, but Erick would have none of it, and they recognized that. They had said their piece, and now, they were here. Erick gestured for Zolan to take over, and then he left the room.

As Erick walked down the hallway, away from the meeting, he heard Zolan say something about desperation not being a good look.

This was untrue, for desperation had worked very well for Portal. It had almost worked completely. But Zolan was working them over now with the proper words, and Erick did not go back and countermand his castellan for the man’s little white lie.

Erick was too deep in his own thoughts, anyway. Portal’s ploy had worked too well for them. As Rohi had sat there, being himself, and Sarai had laid down those truths, also being herself, some primal part of Erick wanted to partake of the honest offer. Some part of him wanted to enjoy the life he was making, instead of working all the time.

But, at the same time, Erick loved his work. He was making the world better.

War seemed to loom less and less as days went by, and nothing happened.

… And Portal’s offer had been completely sincere. They were ready to marry either of Sarai or Rohi off to Erick, if Erick had shown the slightest real inclination to accept either offer.

But…

He was worried.

Of assassination? Of giving in to a really good offer? Of what? What, exactly, had caused him to run off so fast back there? The brazen attitude of it all? Maybe a little bit, but there was more to it. A lot of things bothered him about that meeting, actually.

Erick wasn’t quite sure where his thoughts were going, or the nature of his thoughts, but they were all jumbled up and unwilling to be organized. He eventually thanked Tasar for her time, as he sometimes did when the work day was over, and then he opened a [Gate] back to his home on Yggdrasil—

“Wait a moment, Erick,” Tasar said.

Erick paused, the [Gate] hanging open in the air before him.

Tasar continued, “You’re going to receive a lot more offers like that. People are going to start throwing themselves at your feet for what you can do, debasing themselves in any way that might work. I hope you can prepare better for the next time such an event happens.”

“Ah… Yeah. I sort of dropped the ball back there. That was…” Embarrassing that it had been thrilling? Erick said, “I wasn’t expecting that.”

Tasar said, “If you would pardon my unprompted [Telepathy]; you are too tense. You need to do less work and more relaxing so that such an offer doesn’t unbalance you so much in the future. Or, you could accept such offers as simple sex, so that people know how to approach you when they want to debase themselves. If people do not know how to approach you, then they will start to get truly creative. That back there? That was not nearly as creative as those people thought it was.”

Erick’s eyes went a bit wide. “Are you speaking from experience?”

“Oh yes. Very much so.” Tasar said, “Centuries ago, back when the t-station network first got passed around I had some embarrassing experiences with people who were very desperate and similarly willing. Only a few sexual things, thankfully, but when I told people that money and security at the t-station spots was all it took to get one, that cut down the number of incidents by 80%. I still get some sexual advances now and then, but a [Teleport Other] into the nearest body of water is generally enough to reinforce that that avenue of inquiry is unacceptable.”

“Ah. Yes. I could have blipped them into the lake. I had forgotten about that.” Erick said, “Thank you, Tasar. And… I probably should have some more solid Gate Network numbers, shouldn’t I. I shouldn’t allow myself to be bargained.”

“And methodology for getting a Gate; yes.” Tasar added, “But if you do feel like giving in to some of those lewder offers, then be sure that they’re not through politically-motivated people like that. Otherwise? Yes. Give in sometimes. You’re way too tense. It’s just sex… Maybe don’t do the [Reincarnation] thing that they were angling for, though. That would get weird.”

Mirth bubbled up inside of Erick like the dawning sun. To know that Tasar had given in a few times made him feel a lot better about his own near-collision back there. Erick smiled to himself as he walked through the [Gate], saying, “Thank you, Tasar. I’d like to talk more about the possible threats in a negotiation room another day, if you’re willing.”

“When you get those Cooks up and cooking we can share a meal again at a proper restaurant, and I can tell you some of the more embarrassing stories.”

“I’ll hold you to that!” Erick said, already feeling less freaked out about Portal.

As the [Gate] shut, Erick realized that it was still very odd that this was how the meeting with Portal had gone; that this was what the new worry assailing him from the Pearl Kingdom. Hot sailors and hot Trademasters, throwing themselves at him in a bid for power! Weird! Would other people follow in their footsteps? Erick hoped not.

… Mostly, he hoped not.

Poi said, “At least the offer was honest.”

Erick gushed, “It’s still so weird!”

“People get so much weirder than that, Erick. I have seen some shit, believe you me.”

“Multiple things can be true at the same time.”

Poi just laughed.

And Erick did, too.
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                Erick’s day was not over, for he had at least one more meeting.

He held this one at Yggdrasil, on a little gazebo deep in the big guy’s fiery green canopy, behind many, many leaves. It would be rather hard to see Erick’s chosen location through [Long Range Scry]s, or any other sort of viewing magic, but he still put up Privacys around the space. This needed to be a secured talk and the words of Portal’s Trademasters had struck a chord.

Zolan had only been informed that ‘there would be a private meeting’, so Erick had had the rest of his evening blocked off for this.

And so, Erick sat alone in his nice little gazebo atop Yggdrasil, sipping a fizzy drink made from berries and sugar and his own CO2-condensing Particle Magic. It had turned out to be a rather nice drink which was different from the usual sorts, of tea, coffee, water, and beer, filling a different sort of niche, near to lemonade (which was another drink Erick had invented; Veird only had limeade which wasn’t very popular) but not quite lemonade at all. Dinner was still a while away, so Erick was still hungry, but Poi was working on that right now down at the house, making some fish that had been sent by Treehome as a gift a few hours ago. It was a gift of scarlet king fish, and Poi was very happy to have such good fish again.

The sun was setting somewhere to the west, beyond the green, but it was impossible to tell that the sun had set here inside Yggdrasil’s crown.

No one had shown up yet for the meeting, but that was fine. This meeting was a test. Apparently, though, as Erick sipped his drink and had to refill it, he realized he would have to actually make an effort if he wanted his ‘test’ to happen.

Erick blipped his drink and the remainder back to the house, and then he returned his attentions to his current location.

With a small cast of [Fairy Item], Erick created a pachinko machine. Such machines came in a ton of different varieties, but this version was a tilted table with a slot at the top, a bunch of pins in a rough triangle shape up and down that table, and a bunch of collection spots at the bottom. A ball placed into the slot at the top would roll down, randomly bounce around on the pins, and eventually end up into one of the collection spots, based on probability calculations that were beyond Erick.

Maybe a hundred drops would end up looking like a bell curve? Maybe a hundred drops would end up looking like an even distribution? Or maybe Erick had accidentally made a pachinko machine which would primarily drop the ball in only one slot? He didn’t rightly know.

All he truly knew was that he had a bunch of catcher slots at the bottom, and that only one of them was labeled. In crimson red ink, that one slot held the words ‘Kill 1000 people’.

This was a test of Benevolence, after all. A terrible test, for sure, but a necessary one.

… And yet, nothing had happened after conjuring the machine. No one showed up to stop him. Not a single message from Rozeta, or otherwise… But then again, ‘kill 1000 people’ was not a worldwide threat.

With his heart rate rising, Erick knew he would actually need to play the machine—

Erick sweated, sitting there in the cool air that filtered through Yggdrasil’s crown, as a terrible thought came to him. Perhaps killing a thousand people wasn’t a big enough deal to try and stop? Was he… Was he ‘too big to fail’ now? That thought hit Erick rather damned hard. He did not like that someone would not try to stop him from killing ‘just a thousand people’. But then again, what was a thousand souls to a Gate Network? Or when held against the weight of new worlds?

Nothing.

That was what a thousand souls amounted to.

Nothing.

This whole experiment had a problem, though. Maybe no one had shown up because Erick knew, deep down, that he wasn’t really going to do such a heinous act. How could he even consider such an awful action!? He couldn’t. But with this pachinko machine of death and destruction… The threat was out there. The possibilities of death for a thousand innocent people lay in one simple… tiny… little… metal ball.

Erick held that metal ball in his hand. He put it into the machine and the ball started rolling, hitting pins as gravity pulled it downward.

~plink plink plink plink~

~clack~

Erick’s heart had been in his throat, briefly, but now it settled back down. The ball rested in an empty space; a null result. Nothing would come of such a result. Erick conjured another metal ball, and waited, his heart seeming to move back into his throat with each beat.

He had specifically told Poi about this, before he set out to do this whole experiment, while also telling him not to tell anyone what he was planning on. Poi had shrugged, and said sure. He also didn’t think Erick had it in him to follow through with his test, so there was no harm in trying; no harm in testing Benevolence. No harm except for the mental harm that Erick was committing upon himself, at this very moment. Poi had told Erick that he probably shouldn’t even try this…

But Erick had to know. He had to test himself.

And he had to know how good [Benevolent Sight] was.

Erick had not told Aisha; he had not told Teressa. Those were the two people with [Benevolent Sight], and the two people who might be able to pick up on this experiment.

Aisha was back at the House. She had been working lightly in the Benevolence Research Tower in order to test the plants growing at the Benevolence dungeon. She was still a bit stiff in the joints, though, and she had been prone to some uncalled-for outbursts among her employees and everyone else she met, and so she had ended the day early to head to her room and sleep in her tub. But she was still there, doing her job for several hours. Only now was she sleeping.

Teressa was clearly still recovering a lot, though. After her prognostication battle with Treehome yesterday she had gone to bed, woken up for meals, and went right back to bed. She was currently sleeping, too.

Perhaps it was a bit cruel of Erick to try out this experiment right now, when both his prognosticators were sleeping and had soul damage.

… Life was cruel, and people needed to be ready for war at any time.

Erick put the second metal ball into the pachinko machine. Plink, plink, plink, the metal ball bounced around. It fell into another unimportant slot of the machine. ‘Kill 1000 people’ remained empty.

Erick conjured another metal ball.

The ball went in the slot. It plinked around. It fell into an empty box at the bottom. One by one, Erick conjured metal balls and slipped them in the slot. Plink, plink, plink. Clack. Clack. Clack. He went faster after the seventh null result.

Erick conjured the eleventh ball and placed—

Lightning flickered, and Erick pulled his hand away. The ball remained in his hand. He looked around, and noticed that there had been no lightning anywhere except for in his mind, or perhaps inside his veins. The power in his soul had barely moved at all, and maybe it hadn’t actually moved and he had imagined the whole thing.

But he had certainly imagined something.

Had that been a success? If not a success in drawing Aisha and Teressa out of their slumber, it had been a success of Erick testing himself.

… Maybe?

Erick tried putting the ball in the hole again. The ball went in easily and began plinking around. It landed, of course, in an empty catcher. Erick conjured another ball, and kept going.

On ball #26 he got another reaction. With his hand holding the ball in the slot, he waited a moment for the imaginary lightning to stop striking. And then the lightning passed. He put the ball through the slot. It landed in an empty catcher.

By now, some of the catchers in the middle and one on the far left were halfway full. By now, the only thing Erick knew was that he had not managed to make the pachinko machine distribute the balls evenly.

The killer box remained empty.

Erick got another reaction at ball #36, and then again at #39. He didn’t get his next reaction till ball #54. By ball #74, the slots to both sides of the kill box were filled. The reactions came faster and faster as the machine itself began to fill, and there were fewer and fewer places for the ball to end up outside of the kill box.

Erick kept putting balls into the top slot. The lightning became difficult to ignore, but only because Erick was truly focused on it. If he wasn’t looking for the reaction, he might merely pass off the feelings he was getting as pinging against his superstitions, or something similar. ‘Don’t walk under that ladder’! ‘Be wary of that black cat crossing your path!’ That sort of thing.

But Erick got more and more reactions, he realized that every time was just as bad as saying the wrong words to Kirginatharp, or to Rozeta, or to anyone else in power who had the ability and skill to end him, if they wanted. These imaginary flickers of lightning were what he felt when he fucked up a meeting, or tanked a negotiation in the worst way possible.

Erick wasn’t sure what to think about that.

There were a lot of nuances to this whole Benevolence thing that were freaking him out, but not because he didn’t feel in control of himself. Benevolence acted exactly how he wanted it to act. And yet...

Erick looked at his pachinko machine and held up one final ball. He pushed that metal ball to the slot, and felt his insides tingle a bit as though he was about to do something inherently wrong.

… He pushed the ball into the hole, anyway, pushing past his hesitation at the same time.

The reaction was immediate and exactly what Erick had been waiting and hoping for, though it did not happen here. Down in his home and over in his House, where Ophiels watched and waited, Teressa shot up out of bed and Aisha pulled together, waking up from her ooze form and becoming just a person sitting in a stone tub. Both of them instantly blipped away—

They reappeared on the other side of the gazebo, both looking terribly tired, both focused on Erick and on the pachinko machine, and upon the ball headed directly for—

With a bit of Benevolent light, Erick blocked the kill catcher, instead catching the metal ball himself. He snaked the ball back up and out of the pachinko machine then set the ball down on the table between him, Teressa, and Aisha. By the time their sleep-stricken eyes looked at Erick, and at the machine, Erick realized that they were only confirming what their own [Future Sight]s had shown them.

“Hello, Teressa, Aisha.” Erick said, “Sorry for waking you.”

Panic passed.

Teressa collapsed into her seat, her eyelids already drooping a bit, as she said, “I’m ready whenever needed, Boss.”

Aisha waved a hand and sat down too, saying, “I’m surprised this test worked as well as it did.”

Erick said, “I don’t think I could have actually gone through with it, so your guess as to why it worked is just as good as mine.”

With half-closed eyes, Aisha said, “You worked along a part of an Element that it is uniquely stressed to sense, plucking it like a spider’s thread. It doesn’t matter that there were no flies on the web and that there never were.”

Teressa sat back in her chair. “Sounds correct to me.”

Erick said, “I’ll make this meeting as quick as I can. Have either of you two discovered anything about Benevolence that I should know about? The basics of it all?”

Teressa briefly looked lost, and then she looked to Aisha.

Aisha breathed in, then said, “All Elemental Bodies generally allow for several basic uses. These are as follows:

“Sensing through the Element, and/or sensing that Element.

“Manifestation of the Element through various different ways.

“Shaping and control of the Element that already exists in the world.

“And then, finally, union with the Element which leads a bunch of different movement techniques, as a baseline.

“I use ‘Element’ in the loosest sense of the word, here. Elemental Stone is not stone, yet it is stone that one [Stone Body]s through when using that Elemental Body. Similar cases are had for Fire, Water, Air, Light, and Shadow. These basic 6 Elements exhibit the basic breadth of various skills associated with all Elemental Bodies; they are the baseline upon which all other Elemental Bodies are judged.

“The Esoteric Elemental Bodies are slightly more nuanced. They usually exhibit all the normal abilities that a normal Elemental Body has, in the case where someone is actually able to get an Elemental Body out of, say, Blood, which is rather rare… Esoteric Elemental Bodies tend to go far beyond the normal Elemental Bodies in very specific ways.

“Elemental Blood is very good at manipulating fleshy bodies. It’s also great at compounding effects and generally reinforcing magic it is a part of, as long as that magic is treated as a living thing that is capable of strengthening itself.

“Therefore, it could be said that Elemental Blood is uniquely good at Shaping and control of the element it is named after. Since most people are made of blood, this gives Elemental Blood, when used on a person, a variety of accidentally or purposefully corruptive effects. It also makes Elemental Blood great at hurting fleshy people.

“Elemental Mercy is very good at sending someone into a negative Health coma, which is about the easiest way to subdue someone without actually killing them… In most cases. Mercy also turns all other magic where it is used into something less directly harmful. Mercy is very good at cloying onto other mana when used in magic and producing this effect.

“Therefore, it could be said that Elemental Mercy is uniquely great at manifesting itself and making other mana take on Mercy-like effects.

“Elemental Benevolence seems to be uniquely good at various sensory-based magics, and in specific scenarios; sensing loss of life, guiding hands to better outcomes for all, and other general prognostications in those sorts of directions. Benevolence also has capabilities in the manifestation arena, for it makes plants. Other than that, Benevolence is rather terrible at directly causing magical damage, doing less actual damage to living things than other magics; the effect-per-mana is terrible. Of course, we haven’t tested Benevolence against a Benevolence-approved target yet, but we haven’t found one of those, either—” Aisha briefly brightened as she remembered something. “It’s also great at buffing and debuffing, as well. A former half-dragon from Ar’Cosmos— Ah. You know Clavog, sorry. My mind is rather frayed right now— Clavog made a [Warcry] which buffs him and his side of a battle, and debuffs the enemy. So that was a rousing success.”

Erick perked up.

Teressa perked up, too. “Shouting Magic?”

“Oh yes.” Aisha brought out a pair of blue boxes and handed them out, saying, “Much improved from Clavog’s normal version, too.”

 




	
Warcry, instant, medium range, 50 Health

Increases damage done by your people and decreases the damage taken by your people. Lasts 1 minute.

















	
Benevolent Rally, instant, medium range, 75 Health 

Strike down the enemies of the world! 

Increases damage done by your people, decreases damage taken by your people.

May decrease the damage done and may increase the damage taken by others within range. 

Lasts 5 minutes.














Aisha said, “The difference is practically Surface and Underworld, though it does have that ‘may’ clause in there. Of course, [Benevolent Rally] is a higher tier magic, made from [Warcry], but you don’t usually get such a good outcome from adding more Elements to that Carnage-based magic. Not a lot mixes well with Carnage, but in this case, Benevolence does.”

Teressa jerked. “[Warcry] is Elemental Carnage?”

Aisha looked to Teressa. “You didn’t know?”

“No…” Teressa looked at the boxes again, saying, “I did not. I used to do this sort of magic all the time back when I had a… A team. I didn’t know it was actually Carnage. I thought it was Thunder?—”

Teressa stopped.

Aisha did not speak.

Both of them were shocked to attention, their sleepiness completely gone, and Erick paused, too.

For a sudden oddness had occurred.

As though Erick had been given the script of a play he had practiced several times before, but which he was still wildly uncomfortable with, Erick woodenly followed along the small prompts in his head, asking, “Would you like to learn more about this Shouting Magic, Teressa?”

Teressa’s eyes flickered between Aisha and Erick as she spoke from the same script, “I would. I haven’t done it in a while, but it might be good to try again.” She looked firmly at Aisha, as though that was what the script suggested, saying, “And I want to start working with the Benevolence team.”

Aisha broke from the script, whispering, “I am unsure if we should continue this.”

Teressa whispered, “I think we should.”

Erick whispered, “We’re doing this.”

Aisha stopped whispering, picking up her cue again, as she said, “We welcome you to the tower, then, Miss Rednail… But of course we would have anyway, I think.”

“You can call me Teressa, if I can call you Aisha.” Teressa said, “Though I honestly do not know if you even have a last name so I’ve been calling you Aisha in my head this whole time, anyway.”

“I do not have a last name, actually.” Aisha said, “And Aisha is my name, so that is perfectly fine, Teressa. As soon as you are healed, I expect you to be at the Tower as soon as you can appear… If that is okay with you, my king?”

Erick said, “It is.”

And then the script broke.

A moment passed as everyone in the gazebo felt as though puppet strings had been cut.

Teressa went, “Huh!”

Aisha breathed out, then said, “Okay then.”

Erick said, “That was weird, but fine. It was fine, right?—” He had a thought. “That was the first time I have actually experienced such a hyperliminal Benevolence Event— Nope. Wait. Back at the end of the Path, with Melemizargo, Rozeta, and the other one… And probably a lot more before that, actually.”

Teressa rolled her eyes, “Well that was the first time for me.”

Aisha stared at Teressa. “Perhaps my decorum is not up to what it should be right now, but you really just rolled your eyes at the mention of two gods and one almost-god? And a worldwide important event, as though it was a mere… happenstance?”

Teressa chuckled. “I might not have dealt with any of it personally, but I saw a lot of it first hand— Second hand? Second hand.”

“You were right the first time,” Erick said, “First hand.”

Teressa conceded the point, saying, “I’m not all here, either. Blame my lack of decorum on the… Whatever damage.”

Erick smiled softly, then said, “Sorry to drag you both out like this, but that test needed to happen, and now some things need to be said. Afterward, both of you can go back to bed. And take tomorrow off.” Erick said, “That means you too, Aisha.”

Teressa breathed out, relaxing. She blinked long, and then forced her eyes back to wide open.

Aisha merely nodded, and waited for Erick to say what he was going to say.

Erick said, “I think Benevolence allows the user to see the future in ways that no other Element truly allows.” Aside from maybe time, but Erick was not in control of Elemental Time; he was in control of Elemental Benevolence. “Therefore, I want both of you to only consider reporting to me about the larger things; the events which will cause death and harm on a large scale. Earlier, Teressa, you told me about a prognostication battle with Treehome that you won. I thank you for coming to me with that, but I don’t need to know small things like that.”

Teressa woke up a bit more to nod; she had heard and understood.

Aisha was briefly stricken with worry. “You had a prognostication battle, Miss Rednail?”

“You can call me ‘Teressa’, please, if I can call you ‘Aisha’ instead of ‘Overseer Aisha’— Uh… I already said that.” Teressa confided, “I also just remembered that you had a title and I should have used it. And yeah. I did have a prog battle.”

Aisha shook her head a little.

Erick said, “You two can talk about that later, but from what I see, Aisha did not have one of those battles at all, and this concerns you, Aisha.”

“It does. Greatly.” Aisha said, “But… I’ll take your offer of talking about it later.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I think Elemental Benevolence will allow for a great deal of abuse by many people who might learn how to wield it properly, and I don’t want that to happen. People should still have free will. People should not be beholden to whatever Benevolence tells them is the best path forward, and based on what we all just experienced, this is very possible. This determinism is a path that I want to cut off right now, before anyone goes too far down it.” He added, “Obviously we should test all this, but I don’t want this to become how we solve problems; we will not be ensorcelling people in Benevolence, like how one does with Fae Magic, or Mind Magic. If I need to do something like the Mind Mages in order to prevent abuse through Benevolence then I will, but for now… This is where we are at.”

Teressa simply nodded, as though she was seeing a confirmation of something she had already expected to see.

Aisha was torn for some reason. “You want… A less deterministic universe?”

“For the small things, yes. And… This is a very complicated topic that we can have again, later.” Erick said, “But to lay out what I don’t want to happen: For instance, Treehome was thinking of breaking Yggdrasil from my soul, of breaking the seal the gods put on him to keep him a part of me until a hundred years pass, but they decided not to because they understood that was a bad idea without needing to be told.

“This is something that I do not need to be made aware of. The knowledge of that event caused me to almost damage relations with Treehome, but I held back, of course… Which might be due to Benevolence or maybe I did that myself, and since we’re one and the same, then there is functionally no difference, but still.

“I thought about it for a day, and I realize that almost every single nation out there has probably gone through the same sort of thought process as Treehome went through with Yggdrasil, but for some reason, Treehome’s efforts actually pinged Teressa’s mana sense.

“I don’t need to know about that stuff. No one does.

“But in a larger, yet still smaller sense, there’s the fact that you both responded to this little pachinko machine. And then we three had that little guidance situation, there.” Erick said, “I can easily see someone else doing something similar in various games of chance around the world, or in other scenarios, and using some sort of [Benevolence Sight] in order to win, or whatever.

“A person might decide that if they win this next bet, then they won’t go out and murder a thousand people, but then Benevolence pings them and tells them not to bet, so they don’t bet. Or, someone could look at a battlefield and decide some military action through some similar action.” Erick said, “It’s all theoretical, but I could see it happening. There’s no other prognostication-focused Element, after all, and so this is the problem I foresee Benevolence having.

“So, when you’re better, we’re going to see if we can actually do stuff like this, and if I am worrying for nothing, or if I am worrying for real. The outcomes of these tests will determine how open we are about putting Benevolence into public magics, and other small decisions.” Erick finished with, “Perhaps we use Benevolence to guide various courtroom outcomes, or, we keep it behind closed doors and use it to keep the universe safe.”

Aisha had a laser-like focus on Erick’s words, but she was still only half-cognizant.

Teressa was 75% of the way to sleeping in her chair.

“… I’m going to blip you back to where you were, okay? You both need more sleep. And also some soul balm palm sap, or something?” Erick said, “I’ll see about buying some from Stratagold, or something.”

Aisha shook her head. “It’s not soul damage. It’s… It’s soul damage. Ah. Words… Words not wording well.”

Teressa jerked awake. “I’m awake!”

“And you can go back to bed now,” Erick said.

And then Erick blipped both of them back to their beds. Teressa instantly curled up with her blankets and started snoring softly. Aisha remained human-woman-formed for a brief seven seconds, then she dissolved into a gasoline-sheened mercury-like puddle, only kept together because she was inside a bathtub bed. She burbled a bit, then settled down. She slept.

Erick wondered… Had it been necessary to have this conversation right now?

Yes.

These words had needed to be said, and Aisha and Teressa would both remember this, even though they had been halfway out of it while they were here.

It was time to move onto another meeting, anyway.

Erick was alone again in his gazebo as he called out, “Rozeta? I need to talk about [Reincarnation].”

Rozeta stepped out of a flash of gold fire and into the gazebo, wearing her white human wrought form. “Hello, Erick.” She took her seat. “I suspect we’ll need to get Phagar in on this too, but we might not. For clarity: What is your exact concern?”

Erick got right into it, “Is [Reincarnation] going to be a problem if I solve death? I can already see myself headed in that direction, but I don’t want to cause a worldwide incident or a Forgotten Campaign.”

“… Ah.” Rozeta nodded, then she looked to the side, asking, “Phagar?”

In another splash of gold fire Phagar stepped into the space, looking like Erick but different. The God of the End and Time took a seat, and the world beyond the gazebo seemed to slow. “Hello, Erick. Rozeta. Talking about [Reincarnation], then?”

“And the solving of death, and the possibility of needing a Forgotten Campaign,” Rozeta said.

Erick almost said something more, but he decided to let Rozeta’s words ride.

Wasting no time, Phagar said, “Some people will accept your gift Erick, and you’re free to do whatever you want, but a lot of people experience life and then they are done. They don’t want to go through it again, no matter what offers you give them. They want to move on to the realms of the gods, to be in everlasting joy, or to become a part of the oceans, or the wind, or an angel or a demon. All you’re doing is offering another route, and a great many people don’t want immortality. They never will.”

Erick scoffed. “I have a hard time believing that.”

Rozeta smiled a little, seemingly envious of Erick’s lack of knowledge.

Erick added, “Or maybe I do believe you?”

Phagar gave his own small smile. “Let me give you some numbers, then. About 3500 people die per day, in a normal year, about 33% of them from old age. Most people die from sudden monsters, or accidents, or otherwise. This year was one of the worst we have had in a long while due to Terror Peaks, but ignoring skewing of the data...

“All of Veird’s elderly line up at your door tomorrow, politely waiting in line for [Reincarnation]s. No drama. No trouble. Just politely waiting. You now have 1,115 people getting [Reincarnation]s. For you, this means 278,750 mana. You can swing that per day, with your nearly million Mana Regeneration. But you spend about 10 minutes on every person.

“It’s 185 hours to do that much magic.” Phagar asked, “Now you want to learn more Time Magic? You want to swing that? I can teach you how. Won’t help you in this case, though, because you’re still limited by the Script Second.

“And so, there is the other option: you can build a better world. You can mitigate that cost of time out to every single city you build from the sands, where the death rate is lower. Every single person you raise to power, who helps ensure that people are safer, and healthier. Every single decision you make for the good of everyone around you.

“This is the path we gods walk.

“Through light touches here and there, we cause growth and existence.

“Or…” Phagar leaned back in his chair, saying, “You could do a minute [Reincarnation] per person, rush through everything as fast as you can, and get those 1,115 people restored to youth and better futures in a matter of 19 hours per day.”

Erick hadn’t done the math as much as Phagar had, and those numbers hammered in what pure goodwill could no longer obfuscate. He could not do this alone, and he never could.

Phagar continued, “But assuming you went forward with this ‘heal everyone’ plan: Politically, it could be a problem for what you build here because you would eventually make enemies which would want to kill you for what you were not willing to give them, for they could easily slip whatever bonds you put upon them, [Blessing of Empathy] or otherwise. Spiritually, some might choose to turn from their gods, and that would piss off some of us… But that is honestly not a large issue, considering living worshipers are worth a lot more than dead ones. These are all, actually, small problems in comparison to what Veird will gain from continuous [Reincarnations]. I’m fine with you devoting your life to this, if you wish, though the problem will only grow larger and larger until you can no longer keep up with demand.”

Erick breathed, taking it all in.

Rozeta said, “That switch from being capable, to being hindered and unable to help happens to every god, Erick. Don’t make the mistake of thinking it won’t happen to a Wizard, too.”

Phagar said, “Even with Time Magic on your side, there comes a point where you simply run out.”

Erick said, “I’m still going to try… But maybe I’ll put up some solid barriers to entry.”

“This is a valid tactic,” Phagar said.

Rozeta nodded.

Erick returned the conversation back to Rozeta, asking, “I was wondering specifically about the mana production, though, since you already warned me off of that once, when I did some stuff along these lines in Ar’Cosmos. Does my [Reincarnation] change the mana people produce?”

Phagar sat back.

Rozeta said, “Some people’s mana production changes when they become less monstrous or draconic. But human to orcol? Dragonkin to demi? There is an initial dip, but that comes back soon enough, and in some cases the person even exceeds their previous normal output. Mostly though, the output is the same. As the Goddess of the Script, I have no issue with [Reincarnation]. You using this spell on people is actually good for the world in a small, measurable sense, each time you do it, for the living —provided they live long enough— provide more mana than the dead. Not to mention almost every single person you’ve brought back from old age is already on their way to making more children, so that’s a net positive, too.”

Erick wasn’t sure what to say.

He had expected backlash, or some sort of restriction. Some sort of warning against doing what he had planned on doing, and yet, all he had really gotten was slapped with math.

“… I had thought that you would have words to say against this magic, Rozeta.” Erick looked to Phagar. “And you, too, actually.”

Rozeta smiled a little, while Phagar grinned.

Rozeta said, “You wouldn’t go throwing anyone into bodies they don’t want, but even if you did that it would still be a net positive for Veird’s mana. I have long ago said that the only things I concern myself with are the solidity of the Script, and this world; this remains as true now as it ever has before.”

Phagar said, “Death is not some sacred thing to be protected, and I’m not the God of Death. I struck the blow that killed that god 740,000 years ago and took his Domain as my own, and we’re all still better off for it.”

“… Ah,” Erick said, looking at Phagar, his thoughts turning oddly in his head.

Rozeta said, “Do what you want, Erick. Now… Moving on from [Reincarnation]—” She gestured to the pachinko machine which was still on the side of the table. “If you think killing a thousand people is what it takes to make a brighter tomorrow, then know that I would prefer you find another way if only for the continued security of the Script, but you go ahead and do what you think is necessary.”

Erick’s thoughts turned even odder.

All he could really pick out from the turmoil in his head was his own questioning of the morality of gods.

Phagar said, “When you eventually learn how to undo things you have done through Time Magic, and you wonder about doing something stupid and then reverting that change, I hope you can revisit the feelings you’re having now, Erick. We gods are required to act in certain ways in order to keep the world functional, and sometimes those actions are not in accordance with proper morality. Sometimes, the morality preached by certain gods is in direct violation of what other gods preach. All this goes to show is that gods should not be your arbiters of what is right and wrong.”

Rozeta tilted her head a fraction. She did not agree. But also, she did not object.

Phagar continued, “As long as you continue to follow your own morality, and continue to feel good about your own actions, then the feelings of gods should not upset you. We’re still above you in power right now, but that will change eventually. Eventually we’re going to be more like coworkers. I look forward to that day.” He smiled. “I look forward to asking you to run errands for me that I cannot do myself, and to be able to do the same for you.”

Rozeta nodded a little; now that, she could agree with. She said to Erick, “I have to take the stance I take to keep this world running, but if you want a Paladin or two with a much better set of morals than I, I can direct someone your way? Someone to keep you grounded, perhaps?”

“… No I’m— I’m fine. If [Reincarnation] is fine, then I’m fine, too.”

Rozeta said, “The only conceivable problem I could have with [Reincarnation] is if you start bringing back extinct races. Elves, dwarves, elementasi, or alvani. The first two are gone, and the only way to get back the other two is to change the Script, which I would fight you on, and I would win.”

A casual threat between coworkers already? Erick almost laughed, but Rozeta was serious.

Phagar said, “Regarding the elementasi and alvani, I agree, but elves and dwarves coming back would not be a problem.”

Rozeta sighed, then said to Phagar, “The elves coming back would be a problem— Well.” She said to Erick, “If you can solve the Rage of the orcols and make elves, then Aloethag would be grateful and I don’t see any problems there, but that would require large scale Wizardry, and I would prefer none of that. Stay away from large Wizardry, please.”

Erick had a sudden question, “Why would it require Wizardry to bring back the elementassi or alvani?”

Phagar looked to Rozeta.

For a moment, Rozeta debated with herself if she wanted to answer. Then she said, “I won’t answer that question at this time. Maybe in fifty years when you become more like a real coworker, and less like a start-up operation in the same country as we gods. I might answer you then.”

Erick nodded a little.

Rozeta perked up, “Ah! That reminds me: I will need you to go and run an errand for me before you reach coworker-level. Not necessary right now, but before [Renew] happens in 8 months, I will need you to speak to Ar’Cosmos and get them to accept a wrought presence in their lands. They’re taking their time on that part of our agreement, and that reluctance makes me uncomfortable. We need to ensure that their expansion of Ar’Cosmos is orderly and within the current mana limits of the Script. If they expand too far, too fast, then they will start breaking vital infrastructure due to limited mana flow problems.”

“… Ah. That sounds bad.” Erick said, “I’ll talk to them.”

“It won’t be that bad for a while, Erick, but it does have the potential to be bad. Right now, the specific problem I’m having is the paperwork and bureaucracy Ar’Cosmos is pushing at my people, all in an effort to make my people an ineffectual force. Please cut through that paperwork at your earliest convenience.” Rozeta grinned. “On the plus side of this whole [Renew]-Ar’Cosmos thing, the increased mana production from having a secondary world right next to this one will more than make up for the problems the dragons produce, IF they actually stay on Fairie. Their world will be one without real monsters or real danger, so I expect a population boom there, just as I expect a population boom here in the Crystal Forest.” Rozeta said. “As long as the Dragon Curse holds true on this side of reality, then this whole thing might actually work out well.”

“Okay then.” Erick said, “I’ll schedule a meeting.”

Rozeta smiled happily, saying, “Thank you.”

Phagar said, “Aisha was too out of it to bring it up, but your experiment with the ball bouncer here is a fantastic way to judge how good someone is at prognostication, and to train that magical muscle. But for you, Erick, it will be a good training method to figure out what it means to change the past… After you figure out [Return], anyway. When you want to talk about that magic, I’m available at any time.”

Erick smiled a little. “Thank you, Phagar.”

“And we still have a boon to talk about!” Rozeta said, “If you’ll pardon the suggestion, perhaps a basic boon to not require you to accrete anymore? Something to make that automatic? I notice you still haven’t worked on that magic yet.”

“Ahh… I’ve been busy. But no thank you on that specific offer.” Erick said, “I’ll figure something out.”

“Let me know when you figure out what you want.” Rozeta said, “I can do almost any small thing, and most larger things. You deserve it. But now! I must be going. It was good talking with you, Erick.”

“And you as well, Rozeta. Thanks for showing.”

Rozeta smiled.

And then she vanished backward in a cloud of gold flames.

Phagar nodded, saying, “See you later, Erick.”

“See you later, Phagar.”

And then the God of The End and Time vanished, too, like so much scattered golden flames.

For a long moment, Erick just sat there, in the [Ward]ed gazebo in Yggdrasil’s crown. The world outside his little protected space seemed to go faster, or rather, time resumed its normal flow. Yggdrasil’s green canopy waved in the northern winds, while rainbow lights filtered down from further above.

Erick supposed that the gods had their duties, just as much as their limits, and they did not bother with many things outside of those imposed [Force Wall]s. It had been kinda odd, and rather terrifying, actually, for Rozeta to say that the deaths of a thousand people were not a large concern to her. It had been kinda odd to hear that Phagar had killed Death almost a million years ago. It had been stranger still, for both gods to call Erick a ‘future coworker’. But this was his life now, he supposed.

And their limits were fine, the more Erick thought of it. He didn’t want to be constrained by higher powers, and he had locked in his own morality years and years ago. Benevolence was simply an expression of that morality, and his own Truth, that everything could be made better if you tried. ‘If you tried’ had certainly taken on a different meaning here on Veird, but it was what it was.

With a calm gaze across the world, through all of his Ophiel everywhere, Erick considered his next steps in this Candlepoint-thing he had going on. Apparently there was an actual need to schedule a meeting with Fairy Moon— or perhaps with Illustrious Moon, or Inferno Maw, or Bright Smile? Or all three of them the Heads of Houses? Including Fairy Moon? —Whoever showed up didn’t really matter, Erick supposed. What mattered was ensuring that Ar’Cosmos was getting along with the wrought, and that the bargains that Erick had helped to strike between Rozeta and Fairy Moon were coming along nicely.

He could do that in the morning.

“I have one more thing to do tonight.” With the bit of his body sticking out of the Privacy surrounding the gazebo, Erick sent to Tasar, ‘Hey, Tasar. Want to learn how to make a [Familiar] with their own mana right now?’

Tasar instantly sent back, ‘Yes. I’m in the Benevolence dungeon right now. Where can I meet you?’

Erick began sending an Ophiel that way. ‘I’ll have Ophiel blip you here and we can talk.’

A minute later Tasar sat across the table from Erick.

Erick smiled. “Hello again.”

Tasar was ready for whatever words might come from the Wizard sitting across from her—

But then she noticed the pachinko machine, and the red catcher at the bottom labeled with death for a thousand people.

Tasar decided to ignore it.

She simply said, “Hello, Erick.”

Erick got right down to it, saying, “You once told me how much it would hurt for Ophiel to mature and rip apart from my soul, but that the real pain would come later, when Ophiel grew old and died and there would be nothing I could do about it.”

Ophiel chirped on Erick’s shoulder. He didn’t understand exactly what was going on, but it was the same lack of understanding a baby in a crib had when their parents were talking; eventually, he could learn what all those squawking noises meant, and he could speak, too. He certainly recognized his own name and certain emotions, though he was not concerned, for Erick’s tone was rather light, even if his words were less than light.

Yggdrasil was still playing around with the Arbors of Treehome so if he was listening in then Erick could not tell.

Erick continued, “But while this is true for most people, it is not true for me. If such a thing should happen to Ophiel, then I will [Reincarnation] him into something that enables real continuance. I already offered the same thing to the Rockys —Tenebrae’s summon, you know— and they might take it. I might do the same thing for every single [Familiar] out there, if their final forms should prove nonviable. And for your next [Familiar], as well.”

Tasar stood adamantium still, trying not to breathe, or to give away her emotions, but a copper-bright tear rolled down her face anyway. It vanished into her black and green skin even before it finished falling, and Tasar inhaled in a shocked breath, and shuddered a bit. “I wish… I wish you would have been around a few centuries ago, Erick.”

“I’m here now, and it’s the best I can do.” Erick said, “I’m not willing to travel through time to change anything in the past just yet, and probably not ever.”

Tasar laughed a little, and this time copper-bright tears fell and she did not reabsorb them into her body. Drops of liquid sunshine fell and then peeled away from her skin like flakes of copper foil. “Not many people can say that without sounding quite a lot more boastful than they intended.”

Erick smiled a little. “So here’s the thing: To make a [Familiar] with mana, their creation must be more than a thing of math and intent given form. They must be a representation of you, or, perhaps, a certain reflection of you. A true wish given form. But these are things you have heard before.”

Tasar nodded, saying, “Yes. I have interviewed the Magisterium in the Wasteland Kingdoms when one Sizzi Zago divulged the technique she gained from you, to her uncle, who then paid off a debt by selling them that information.”

Erick nodded, then continued, “Here are some new ideas which I have only recently understood. The primary one being that in this act of creation you must make a [Familiar] that you have every intention of allowing to become a real person. With your act of creation, you are summoning something that you know will exist in the far, far future, but which is not yet here, in this time or place.

“There’s a word from my homeworld that works well here: You are not summoning a being of different manas, you are summoning a tulpa; A thing which starts off as an idea, grows to fullness, and becomes its own person. I could attach a lot more meaning to that word for you, and explain how such a thing existed on Earth where there was no magic, but you probably researched Sizzi, if not spoken to her directly?”

Tasar had a lot of different emotions as Erick had spoken, but now she was wondering just how far she should admit to spying. She went with the truth, “Yes. I had a small discussion with Miss Zago. A lot of that talk was about music and making the sounds of the magic ‘sound right’.”

Erick said, “The sounds were important for me; harmonizing them all together. They might be less important, or not; I am unsure.

“But as for tulpas and Sizzi: Sizzi had been trying to learn Summoning Magic in order to bring forth her childhood friends into the real world, but it wasn’t till I came along that she was able to make her own [Familiar]s how she wanted them. If you want a good example of what it means to make a [Familiar] with their own mana, then Sizzi’s example and this conversation right here is probably enough to tell you what a ‘tulpa’ is. I didn't even use that word when I spoke to her, but now, I realize what I was telling her to make. It took Kiri more than this, though.” Erick said, “Both of Sizzi’s summons were made outside of my sight and presence, but it took my direct presence to enable Kiri’s Sunny to manifest as she did. As soon as you get an idea of what it means to follow this path then I’ll be there for when you decide to make a [Familiar] like Ophiel.”

For a long moment Tasar said nothing.

Erick waited.

Tasar asked, “Is that… Truly all that I was missing? I need to make a [Familiar] that I want to be real? A childhood friend made manifest?”

And then she turned inward, her eyes falling down as she thought.

She was hurt for a dozen small and large reasons. Erick could only guess at a few of them, from Tasar not wanting to be hurt by the loss of a [Familiar] again, to feelings of inadequacy, to a deep self-loathing that the black-and-green woman never wanted to touch, but which Erick had exposed.

Erick briefly considered telling her about the mechanical, Time Magic-derived effects of his [Familiar]s, and how they were using mana from their future selves. But that seemed to be too mechanical to him, and such knowledge might bungle Tasar up even more if she thought that it could be solved mechanically. This was not a problem that needed to be solved mechanically, for it had already been solved emotionally, and three times already; twice by Sizzi, once by Kiri, and both of those young women couldn’t hear the mana at all.

Erick asked, “Can you hear the mana, Tasar?”

Tasar looked up. “That’s not how I do magic.”

“Try it once anyway. See if it works! [Familiar]s are just tier 2, able to be tried for again and again every day. It wasn’t until I knew exactly what I was making that I got Ophiel here.”

Ophiel chirped.

Tasar said, “… But according to you, if I don’t go for the full ceremony then I am not really trying.”

“Also true.” Erick said, “And there is one more secret to this that will probably hurt your chances more than it will help, so I won’t tell you that one yet. I’ll tell you after you make your [Familiar].”

Tasar frowned at him. “Just tell me now.”

“Let me ask you a question: Does what I have already said change how you would approach your [Familiar] creation?”

“… Yes. By a lot.”

“Then there you go!”

Tasar looked at Erick, and said, “If I were to give your apprentice this level of non-answers with regard to Spatial Magic then you would be very cross with me.”

“Ah ha! But you wouldn’t give her the secrets to [Teleport Other] so quickly, would you?” Erick said, “You would wait until she had learned how to [Teleport] first.”

Tasar lost her annoyance and a great lot of her emotional baggage in that moment. She leaned back in her chair, sighed, and said, “Fair.”

“How is Kiri doing, anyway?”

Tasar laughed once. “I’ve only been working with her for a few hours so far, but I already know she’s going to be a delight to teach. She takes in everything I can give her. Not as fast as some of the best minds I have ever taught, but certainly among the top 10%.”

Erick confessed, “I’m actually running out of things to teach her, so I think I might let her work with the House soon enough. I have to eventually pass down the Gate Network to another, and that person will probably be her.”

Tasar was briefly surprised. And then she asked, “But not your actual daughter?”

“Jane wants nothing to do with my magic or my kingdom. Which is fine! She can do what she wants. But I have to build something stable here and that means an heir, even if I do plan to stick around forever. And so, I have Kiri. Kiri is eventually going to walk the Worldly Path with you at her side, and that Path will end at me. She’ll start making Benevolence [Gate]s and take over my own duties.” Erick shrugged. “Or maybe she’ll just expand my Network? I’m not sure. Either way, I won’t be a failure point if I can help it.”

“… Well that is some monumental information I did not know, but which I suspected.” Tasar said, “I am actually quite glad that you are thinking like this, Erick. Kingdoms with heirs are always more stable than those without.”

“I haven’t actually told Jane this at all, so don’t you tell her this either, please.” Erick said, “I doubt she would care but… I want her to eventually find out from me. I haven’t told Kiri yet, either, but one hardly ever reacts badly to wonderful information so I’m a lot less worried about her... But don’t tell Kiri either. Just… Don’t tell anyone, actually. Jane is much more able to defend herself in a sticky situation than Kiri is.”

Tasar nodded. “Of course. It’s still several years before Kiri will be ready to walk the Path, anyway, and there is time to shore up her deficiencies.”

“I think she wants to build an empire, and so I will give her that if I can, but she still has to work for it; she has to get [Gate] mostly on her own.”

“What about Yggdrasil planting seeds on other worlds?” Tasar asked, “How does that fit into this situation?”

“Yggdrasil will eventually be able to open [Gate]s on his own as well, but that would be more for random expansion of the universe, I think. I love the big guy, but I’m certainly not going to force him to lead the way into the True Void for all the rest of eternity. Just like Jane, Yggdrasil will get a choice when he comes of age.” Erick said, “But Kiri is already of age, and she’s made her choices. She knows what she wants. Feel free to figure out the exact nature of what she wants, but try to be circumspect about it.”

Like a veteran soldier receiving duties, Tasar simply nodded, and said, “I will.”

Erick relaxed. “Thank you, Tasar. Thanks for coming on such short notice, too. Want me to blip you back?”

“No need. Thanks for trusting me with this information.” Tasar bowed in her seat, “Erick.”

And then she vanished in a blip of black and green magic.

Erick was alone again.

He smiled a little bit.

For a moment, he did nothing. He just relaxed.

And then he realized he had time to do some magic, for he did not need to sleep—

Well. Erick did need to sleep, and in fact, he kinda wanted to head off to bed right now. But Poi was almost done with dinner back at the house, and Erick wanted some of that scarlet king fish filet. Kiri would be back from her full day of work with Mox soon enough, and Teressa could wake up again for food, as she had done a few times today already.

Anyway! Erick would eat dinner with his family, and then he had time. He would use his [Hasted Shelter] and shove eight-plus hours of rest into one 10 minute period, and then he could do whatever he wanted with the rest of his night. He hadn’t done that last night because the Shelter made Ophiel uncomfortable after just twenty minutes, but this time, tonight, Erick could prepare the little guy for a night of rest inside a time bubble.

And when Erick came out of that bubble… What sort of magic would he make?

“I think… I think I’ll work on that magical iron problem.” Erick asked Ophiel, “What do you think, Ophiel? Magical iron that doesn’t rust?”

Ophiel chirped, happy to be included in the conversation.

“I think it’s a good idea, too.”

- - - -

Erick took one final look at his pachinko machine and his good thoughts vanished. A cancel command made the machine vanish, too. Metal and wood and glass fractured into scattered white fragments that then dissolved into the manasphere. It had been a terrible but necessary experiment.

Had he actually been willing to go through with it, if the ball had landed in that slot?

The question had merit, for eventually, in some unknown and a few known scenarios, Benevolence would make every single hypothetical metal ball land in a hypothetical murder slot. Erick would need to kill to make the world a better place, or to prevent a bad end. That day was not today, thankfully, but Erick knew how he had made Benevolence.

He knew what the future held.

The dark and the bright of it all.

This was not a new revelation for Erick, though.

He dismissed those melancholy thoughts and wondered if he was too stressed. If the job was getting to him. Being king was about as bad as having two jobs at the same time, and he had done that for years back when Jane was still growing up. If one counted ‘raising a child by themselves as a job’ then Erick actually had 3 jobs going at once for a long while. Being a king was easier than construction work and janitorial work and raising Jane, too; by a lot. But this job required a lot more mental effort… Which was not that much of a problem, though, now that Erick thought of it.

The authority he wielded over others and over the world, though… Now that was new.

And that was stressful.

After thinking about it for a while, Erick decided that Portal’s physical offers of companionship had rattled him more than he had realized, and mainly because those offers had been completely real. Sure, offering sex and marriage in a setting like that had been crude, but for Portal it was one of their best offers since war was not going to work at all. That whole scenario had been as crude as going to a bar and looking to hook up with another person, in the hopes of getting a long term relationship out of that casual fling.

Smart?

Mostly no.

But did it work?

Sometimes yes.

Did it work on the level of governments?

… It almost did, Erick was ashamed to admit.
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Stars twinkled beyond Yggdrasil’s green leaves, far, far above the glass windows of the [Fairy Stronghold] warehouse. It was late at night, and the Wizard was hard at work.

Sweat ran down Erick’s torso, causing tracks in the soot that stained his hands and his pants. Lightning flickered in his eyes as he gazed upon his work.

Three weeks ago, Erick had begun devoting his nights to the problem of magical iron and runic webs. In all cases, magical iron worked fine to channel about a thousand mana before it began to rust, and rust hard. Runic inscriptions would flake red at channeling 1,500 mana, sending small showers of dust to the ground whenever the runic web was handled, and even when it was not. At 2,000 mana, the iron would crumble. It could still hold and empower the magic placed inside the runic web for a time, though it was like a child trying to hold onto a dream after waking. At 2,500 mana the dream was gone, and all that was left was a rusted, pitted, red stretch of iron.

All these numbers were generally true, but Erick had discovered that there was variation.

The larger the object, the slower the degradation. The more surface area exposed to the air, the faster the degradation. Runic inscriptions exposed a lot of surface area. The purer the iron, the better it handled the inscriptions, but it also degraded faster.

Erick had collected these small nuances into a journal which sat to the side of the room. It would probably prove useful for whoever came after him, trying to follow in his footsteps of making iron work as well as platinum for runic webs. It wasn’t an original work, though. The Overseer of Magic of House Benevolence, Aisha, had had her people working on this problem for a while, and so, while Erick had used their own notes as a start to his own work, they used a bunch of math and Erick didn’t like math.

Erick still gave those guys a copy of his own notes whenever he felt like he made a breakthrough. They were all working on the same problem, after all.

But the Office of Magic had no idea what the fuck to do with Erick’s notes. Oh sure, they took those notes, and they were thankful, but they had no idea what to do with them. Erick’s lack of rigorous math was like turning in homework to a teacher with flowers drawn on it instead of doing proper calculus or moon-landing-levels of trigonometry, or whatever. He still used some math, of course, for this stuff had to be plotted out over a surface.

Eh! It was what it was.

The Office of Magic could do as they wanted, for in his own way, Erick felt he was on the right track. After his first night of sleeping in a [Hasted Shelter] three weeks ago and then having all the rest of the night to himself, Erick had started on this project. He hadn’t done much more in his free time besides work iron.

In those first nights Erick had discovered something unexpectedly important, and it had nothing to do with the physical and magical properties of iron.

Erick would rate his magical control as ‘super fine’ on the Script-suggested scale of ‘gross, normal, fine, and super fine’. But sometimes, and usually during extended periods of [Incandescent Aura], [Condense Iron], and all the rest of his Particle Magic, a control rated at ‘super fine’ was not good enough.

There had been blowouts.

Molten iron flew outside of Erick’s control for brief moments. Superheated air had flashed outward, burning away Erick’s clothes and spreading soot everywhere. There had been a few accidents that had burned Erick’s clothes badly enough that a [Mend] could only do so much.

Erick’s skin could withstand brief exposures to 2000 degree Celsius air a lot better than his clothes. He could even withstand (temporary) prolonged exposure of several seconds without being hurt too much, and he had Healing Magics, anyway. And so, due to his lack of perfect control, the temperature of the warehouse usually went up more than it went down every single night.

Erick had begun to work without shirts.

He had tried working without pants once, but that had been… Uncomfortable. So the pants stayed, even if they did occasionally get burned away when Erick turned up the heat and turned 20 metric tons of rusted slag back into 19.90 tons of magical metal.

And that was another thing Erick had discovered.

No matter what sorts of cocoons of [Condense Iron] and other Particle Magic Erick laid into the workspace, it seemed there was always a bit of blowout when working with this quantity of metal. Erick did a little bit of [Duplicate] here and there to get the metal in the first place, but he wasn’t about to fully [Duplicate] his problems away; not when he needed to work in a way that other people could eventually copy. And so, when he ended up with rusted piles of junk, he recycled; he took the molten iron and mixed it around inside a [Prismatic Ward] while letting it cool down to make it magical again.

And then he went back to the drawing boards.

The entire goal behind Erick and House Benevolence’s work here was to make useful magical iron; not just stuff that iron wrought could eat for food. [Condense Oxygen] and [Condense Iron] were the primary ways in which Erick tried to make this work, but that was just a starting point. A final product needed to allow other magics to also inhabit the runic web.

The theory was solid. The execution was the problem.

Various prototypes that did not work sat to the side, showing Erick’s progression over the last three weeks. The first actual success was a solid cylinder of iron about two meters tall with a dome cap and runes tracing up and down the outside. That prototype had happened on day 5 of this new endeavor, after many failed starts, and it had been the basis for everything to come.

It was rusted to shit, so it had failed. Every single runic inscription had acted as a centering point for the oxygen to start rusting, even though Erick had tried shoving all that condensation toward the top. The dome at the top was also rusted to shit, and it had rusted first, so Erick had managed to get that much right at least. It had taken 10,000 mana and lasted a full day at full power without rusting, but on the second day, in the middle of a meeting with Erick’s brand new Cooks, the runic web was starting to rust. Over the course of an hour the rusting intensified, eventually breaking the entire web not 75 minutes after the first signs of rust appeared.

Erick had moved on.

The second prototype success was also rusted to shit, but it had managed to stay unrusted for a full two days.

This second one was not a solid cylinder of iron. It was a hollow tube, and the runic inscriptions were on the inside. Erick had needed to make it a lot bigger than the first cylinder so that he could write on the inside, so it was more like a barrel than a tower. When Erick capped it off and sealed the web inside, he started introducing [Condense Oxygen] into the web from the ‘backside’ of the runic web. Upon filling the runic barrel with all the appropriate spellwork, the barrel design had lasted a full two days before rusting to shit.

That rusting had happened a lot faster than Erick had expected it to happen. Over the course of 10 minutes, starting from the first signs of rust, the whole thing turned pitted and red like it had been sunk at the bottom of a salty, warm ocean for a hundred years.

The third, fourth, and fifth prototypes were all variations on this second design. Each of them failed in different ways that Erick compensated for in the next version.

But tonight, in the hot air of his warehouse and covered in sweat and soot, Erick felt like he had finally done it.

Disintegrated and shaved iron dust covered the floor. Piles of slag and piles of half-rusted metal lay pushed to the sides of the large space. Lightning flickered in the black runic dagger in Erick’s right hand.

And a hollow sphere of black iron held in the air in front of him. It had not been black ten minutes ago; it had been cherry red and billowing heat out into the warehouse space. It was still a dark red in some of the swirls upon the hollow sphere, but it was cooling down in the dense air of a [Prismatic Ward], and a whole bunch of other magics.

The runic sphere looked almost like a dark model of Jupiter, about a meter wide, but with a lot more Great Red Spots and no banding at all. When it finally cooled all the way, hopefully the runic web in the hollow, airless center of the sphere would remain intact. According to Erick’s mana sense, the runic web held.

Three Ophiels held in the air around the sphere. With a collection of overlapping auras, they kept the interior of the runic web cold so as not to disturb the runic designs, and the outside warm, but gradually tapering off. That split between the cold, airless interior and the molten exterior had been the hardest part of this construction. The metal warped twice already and Erick had needed to redo the whole thing, but according to prototype 5 this was the way to proceed.

And so, Erick proceeded. With a wash of hard, yet suppressed [Pristine Benevolence] that acted a lot more like solid, lightless [Telekinesis] than how it usually did, Erick held the entire sphere in his power and gently continued to push more power into the ‘backside surface’ of the runic web, ensuring that it absorbed magic from both him and from the dense air all around. He had Ophiel adjust his own auras, gradually pulling back the heat, and expanding the cold from the center. Soon, the red glows fully vanished, but Erick continued to gently push against the sphere with his own power. With grinding smoothness, he pressed upon the swirls, ironing out the iron so that there were no ridges, disallowing any possible interruption in the various Condensing spaces planned and laid down inside the sphere.

This time it might actually work.

The hollow sphere cooled even further.

Five minutes later, Erick was done. The work was finished.

The black sphere was now as polished and smooth as a mirror, and looking a lot more silver than it had before. Erick saw himself in that mirror, and he smiled. Lightning flickered from his eyes and from the runic dagger in his hand. He laughed a little, and then he took over the magic Ophiel had been supplying, fully cutting off the [Incandescent Aura] as well as the [Frozen Mist Aura]. With a bit of telekinesis and only a brief moment of tension at the weight of the thing, Erick set the sphere down into a waiting holder made of white Yggdrasil wood. The white wooden holder didn’t even groan or shift as it readily held the ten ton sphere of iron.

Now it was time to add the magic.

Erick had made a few more new spells for this working, which had all come about from what the wrought were doing with the base spell, [Condense Oxygen], in order to cure wrought rot.










	
Condense Oxygen X, instant, close range, 25 mana.

Collect all ambient Oxygen in a medium area, into a small area. Lasts 10 minutes. 

















	
Anti-Oxygen, instant, close range, 50 mana.

Prevent oxygen from entering the area and expel all oxygen within the area. Lasts 10 minutes. 














[Anti-Oxygen] was not a perfect spell, though, because Particle Magic did not work on individual particles. It did, however, work on molecules, and most atmospheric oxygen was of the O2 variety. With just this one spell, a lot of wrought could recover from wrought rot on their own. [Anti-Oxygen] was a miracle spell in that respect, but it was not a sudden, perfect cure. It was medicine, properly administered over a course of a week, and not too much or else it could seriously harm the wrought, but with this medicine a wrought suffering from rot could heal themselves.

[Anti-Oxygen] only halfway worked against the oxygen in water, but Erick had more solutions for that problem. He had a lot of solutions for all the problems of this project, for ‘rust’ was not simple iron and oxygen. The thing known as ‘rust’ was oxygen bonded to iron and hydrogen, and in rare cases, a whole bunch of oxide compounds that Erick had never known about while back on Earth. He had discovered most of these other rust combinations through working on this project himself, through a lot of trial and error, and through reading the work that the wrought had done on wrought rot.

Iron reacted with a lot.

[Anti-Carbon], [Anti-Phosphorus], [Anti-Water], [Anti-Bromine], [Anti-Flourine], [Anti-Chlorine], [Anti-Iodine], [Anti-Nitrogen], and more, were most of the spells Erick had needed to make, and then put into this runic web. He even used the normal version of [Condense Iron] to ensure the web remained as solid and as unchanging as he could make it.

It still hadn’t been enough.

And so, Erick went for a broad spectrum solution. He had already made [Catalyst], and so he had needed an [Anti-Catalyst]. The anti-[Catalyst] spell was simple enough to make, though it wasn’t called that at all, because someone else had already made that Basic Tier magic long before he even thought to make it. He didn’t get any points for Remaking that magic. He did, however, get that new magic.










	
Catalyst X, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

Enables easier reactions in a large area.

















	
Inhibitor X, instant, medium range, 50 mana.

Decreases the rate of reactions in a large area.














All of that went into the runic web.

It was complicated. It was messy. It didn’t work 5 times already, though Erick admitted to himself that perhaps his creation hadn’t been robust enough until now. He had been trying to make something small, to make magical iron that was usable for everything from wands to Gates. But apparently, this stuff was only ever going to be useful on large-scale stuff like Gates and Denial Spheres.

Once all the theory was done and put together, though, this creation had required expertise, a steady hand, the magic to make it all work together, and not much more than that.

It also required [Renew], but that was icing on the cake, really. Anyone else could have made this without [Renew], but [Renew] tied everything together and allowed the empowerment of any magic channeled into this sphere to power the entire sphere.

Erick explained to Ophiel, “Which was the purpose of [Renew] all along.”

Ophiel chirped.

Erick touched the part of the runic web where the [Renew] lay on the other side of the hollow sphere. Power flowed into the sphere, and like a lightbulb turning on, the iron runic web lit, bright white and radiant. Erick couldn’t just put normal spellwork in there. He had needed to make this runic web hold something in addition to the normal working. This version held a simple wardlight spell.

So far, so good!

Erick forced his smile away, saying, “And now we inspect the web.” He leaned in, looking over the sphere as he said to Ophiel, “See here? The mirage-like sheen atop the iron? That’s the [Inhibitor] and the Anti spells all working together. None of them work properly because Particle Magic can’t work on individual atoms, but together they might work well enough…” Erick frowned. “Maybe.”

Ophiel cooed in quiet violins.

“You’re right; it should work.”

Ophiel looked up at Erick’s shoulder and twittered in guitar thrums. He seemed to ask, are you done, Father? Your shoulder is too dirty to sit on but I want to sit down now.

Erick smiled a little bit. His shoulder was quite dirty with soot and sweat. With a localized [Cleanse] that only caught his own body in the effect, Erick was suddenly clean and thick air flowed away. A larger [Cleanse] would have been bad because the floor was dirty with scattered but useful iron, like so much black sand. With another sweep of magic Erick gathered up the black sand and forged it into a block of iron that he could work with tomorrow.

With one last look at the glowing iron sphere, Erick felt hope rise again.

Maybe he had done it this time.

And then he got naked and went for a swim among Yggdrasil’s roots.
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Night stretched far, far overhead, filled with twinkling stars, but down here on Veird, where water formed a lake in the desert, the world was filled with light. Green light from Yggdrasil’s canopy, but also white light from his trunk. Rainbow light filtered down through the green, and smaller lights held on the horizon to the east and the north.

And the Wizard swam naked through the illuminated water, enjoying some time to himself.

Zolan pulled back to himself, in his office at House Benevolence and regarded the messenger in front of him.

Enforcer Iriki was an orcol from Enforcement. The large, red-skinned man was also from Ar’Cosmos. He was not Enforcement’s usual way of delivering important and possibly-urgent messages to this side of the House, but that is what he had just finished doing.

Iriki repeated some of his message, his voice strained with worry. “At least 32 [Scry] orbs out there right now. A few from Treehome, one from Oceanside, but the rest are impossible to tell.”

Zolan sat back in his chair feeling less than happy at this news. To some it might seem he was working late, but no, he was working truly early. The sky was full dark; the day was at least two hours away. It wasn’t so odd for him to be awake this early, for he was truly happy to work for 20 hours a day when the numbers were up and there was gold to be had. Ever since the Gate from Spur and the Gates to Portal had opened business was booming, even at a simple 1 gold per ton, 1 gold per person rate.

Zolan should have been happy.

He was… Generally happy. Life was really good these days. Better than it had been in a long time. And yet, the Wizard’s sometimes-habit of swimming in the lake, nude and in full view of the world, was concerning. Zolan cast another [Scry] and gazed out across the world.

Yup. Still looking rather defenseless as he swam through the illuminated water like a lightning-trailing fish. He was obviously not defenseless, but that’s certainly not what it looked like.

“Such an odd and unnecessary risk.” Zolan came back to himself. He looked to Iriki—

Suddenly, and silently, pieces of Zolan’s mind came together and drew a slightly different picture than the one presented to him. Zolan recognized what was happening as it happened, and it was good news. His magic was finally working again. It was like he was seeing again for the first time in a long time.

It would not last. This sudden awakening of his larger mind was about the tenth time this had happened since Zolan’s [Reincarnation]. The awakening lasted longer and longer as his magic gently reasserted itself across his collective knowledge, but it was still not stable yet. 

And so, Zolan considered what lay before him. Or rather: who.

Iriki was not a bad looking man, though he was from Ar’Cosmos so the plan forming in Zolan’s mind was something of a risk, but according to what he had seen over the last two months of living and working here at House Benevolence, Erick wouldn’t go for Iriki, anyway. The outcome of what Zolan was about to do ended up with Enforcement taking a much needed knock; they were getting too strong in Zolan’s opinion.

To start with, Zolan simply asked, “What are your thoughts on the matter?”

Iriki stood a bit straighter. “Enforcement needs our Wizard to listen to us, and to stop these nightly swims. He started this nonsense 3 weeks ago and he continues to ignore the guidance of Enforcement. I am here to ensure that the message gets across this time in as solid a way as possible.”

Zolan calmly said, “You already said that and I heard you the first time. I have even given our King this much guidance before, both on my own cognizance and at Enforcement’s request.” Zolan said, “What I asked, though, was what are your thoughts on the matter?”

Iriki instantly said, “He needs a swimming partner.”

Expected.

“A better solution than my initial one of telling him to stop, and one I already tried.”

Iriki scowled, not understanding, more than a little lost. “And he continues to swim alone?”

Suddenly, Zolan reevaluated his plan. He had been thinking of making Burhendurur look bad and Iriki look horrible, but he saw something there.

Some sort of genuine concern.

That made Zolan pull back a little. Admittedly, Zolan had had little interaction with Iriki, though the community here was rather small and therefore Zolan knew of Iriki quite enough. Until now, Iriki had always appeared as the usual hothead battle nut that came out of Ar’Cosmos and went into Enforcement. Until now, Zolan had seen no need to update that label with anything besides a continued list of information on the man.

But now...

Iriki respected their king a great, great deal, and he wanted to serve Erick in any way possible. If one of those services were in the bedroom, Iriki would take to this assignment with the same fervor he showed when he cut down monsters in the name of House Benevolence.

Zolan’s initial plan had ended in a deep embarrassment for Enforcement, but now…

It could actually go well?

After briefly weighing the pros and cons of a physically-important-to-Erick person working in Enforcement, under Burhendurur, and also from Ar’Cosmos, Zolan decided to go full throttle. Ar’Cosmos could not be allowed any good hooks into Erick.

Zolan said, “Since Erick is not willing to forgo his swims, I will have to assign someone to watch over him. I think Miloxo is awake—”

Miloxo was a fantastically handsome orcol man from Oceanside who worked under Zolan, and who was gaining a rather promiscuous reputation among the staff for his brazen attitude. He had even hit on Erick once, almost a week ago, though by Miloxo’s standards it had been a rather weak attempt. Nothing had ever come of it, as far as Zolan knew, but the important thing there was that Erick had taken those flirtations in stride and had even flirted back a bit.

Much to everyone’s surprise.

Who knew! Erick might accept Miloxo’s bedwarming offer eventually, though rumor was that Miloxo had been terrified two days after Erick had flirted back. No one knew quite what had happened there, but either someone talked to him, or Erick talked to him, but as far as Zolan knew, Miloxo had simply realized that he was chasing Darkness by pursuing Erick. It just took him two days to realize this.

But bringing up Miloxo had the expected sort of reaction in Iriki.

“I will do this myself,” Iriki said, puffing up his chest and squaring his shoulders in a way that Erick might find attractive. “I can solve this myself.”

And thus, the plan was set.

It had been rather easy, actually. Iriki was an attractive man, and maybe Erick would be receptive. Rozeta knew that a lover might do Erick some good, for though Erick hadn’t critically failed any meetings due to lewd advances by the other party, those Trademasters from Portal had certainly set the tone for every other meeting with Portal.

Erick didn’t attend those particular meetings anymore.

Zolan was beginning to think that Erick might have some hangups, for some reason, though everyone knew that he had bedded that one warlord in the cow lands north of Songli, and had taken that Runesmith out on a date. Erick had only gained power since then, so taking someone to bed should have been even easier. So… Yes. He had to have some hangups.

Zolan had participated in a few delightful diversions courtesy of Zaraanka Checharin’s wonderful Pink House over at Candlepoint, as well as a whole bunch of colleague-level investigations at the New Folk’s Home. He was rather sad that Mox desired much more than he was willing to give, but such were the breaks of dorm room romances.

“Good luck to you, Iriki.” Zolan said to the hopeful orcol, and he found himself only halfway hoping for a disastrous failure.

It wasn’t that he wanted Ar’Cosmos to look bad…

Ah. Well.

He wanted Ar’Cosmos to look exactly like they were and—

Iriki left the room.

He did not bow as he left the room.

… A small spike of annoyance lodged itself in Zolan’s forehead, causing him to narrow his eyes. Iriki should have bowed considering their stations, but Iriki only showed deference to Erick, or to one of the two dragons at the House. Every single person from Ar’Cosmos was still like that, even all these weeks later. Sure, all of them could have gone into any of the Overseer positions if Erick had chosen them to go into those positions, so Zolan understood how they were all ‘sort of equal anyway’, but Erick had chosen their positions. He had solidified a command structure.

All the people from Oceanside and Stratagold were bowing when they should! They even bowed to their Ar’Cosmos superiors of Burhendurur and Volaro! Iriki’s and Ar’Cosmos’s general lack of respect for the command structure would have been fine, but Iriki bowed to Burhendurur. The people from Ar’Cosmos didn’t bow to anyone who was not from Ar’Cosmos!

This! This right here was why Zolan had done what he had done and tricked Iriki into pursuing Erick.

Erick would be fine. He had been hit on so many times this last half month that Zolan knew exactly how resistant the man was to amorous aggression. And yet...

If Iriki worked out, Zolan would take credit.

Zolan gave the man a 10% chance of landing that big fish.

More, if Iriki approached their king with a proper measure of respect. Maybe, if Iriki asked to accompany Erick and bolster his honor guard at all possible hours, and maybe even inside the bedroom, Iriki’s plot might work. Erick certainly needed more guards these days.

Teressa was in the Benevolence Research Tower almost all the time, honing her prognostication skills. Kiri was working with Tasar on magic, to Zolan’s continued surprise, when she wasn’t working with Mox to turn the land around here habitable. Jane was still adventuring in the Underworld with Sitnakov and others. At least Poi was still by Erick’s side most of the time, except when Erick decided to go for a swim at—

Zolan looked at his clock on the wall and his eyes went wide. “4:40 in the morning.”

Iriki’s interruption had cost him time.

Time spent on something that would likely amount to nothing.

Representatives from Songli would be showing in four hours and Zolan was still working out this stack of paper in front of him. He shut out all other distractions and began tearing through the sheets, devouring the information within and sorting it through his mind, spitting up tax rate information in Holorulo, shipping rate information through the ports of Eralis, and Wayfarer Guild plans in the Highlands. Everything went into his mental library, sorting itself out as long as Zolan had the mana to spare to record everything he read.

Zolan had once known all of this by heart, but he had needed to regain this information after his [Reincarnation]. It would take years to regain everything he had lost, especially since he had no time to just sit down and read and read and read, but actually putting what he read into work was better than simple reading.

This job —this life!— was a dream come true.
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Poi woke up bleary-eyed when Erick blipped back into the house, carrying with him a cloud of flustered feelings and tension. The man himself was invisible due to that necklace he wore, but his mind was a cloud of rainbows and lightning and thoughts moving through the house, following the Wizard. That cloud roiled. Poi was briefly worried, but after mentally confirming that Erick’s most recent experiences were nothing special, Poi rolled back over in bed and pulled the covers tight over his head. He would talk to Erick about what had happened in the actual morning.

An hour later the sun peeked in through the window.

Poi got out of bed and went to the kitchen, first. Sitting on the counter, under a nice wrapping of [Ward]s, lay some of the best pancakes that Poi had ever eaten… Or would eat, anyway. That was the impression that he was getting from Erick, who was already eating his own pancakes on his breakfast balcony. Poi helped himself to a trio of his own 3-centimeter-thick loaves of syrup-soaking deliciousness, along with some of the verdant-cactus syrup that Poi had been missing since this time last year. He missed that syrup every year, for he always went though this stuff rather fast, but the point still stood.

The syrup only went on sale right before the end of the year, when the natural growth of the sugar cacti slowed down, and they started producing the truly great, thick as ooze stuff. After a bit of cooking, the late year harvest turned deliciously brown and then the harvesters bottled it up and sold it on the market streets of Spur.

And now that the Gate between Spur and Candlepoint was open, Poi got to experience this deliciousness without needing to go through proxy markets.

Poi could not wait to dig into these pancakes!

The Cooks Erick had hired were proving themselves well worth their pay.

Now this? This right here? This is what Poi imagined when he signed on with Erick almost two full years ago. Comfort. Security. Soft breads and nice syrup and all the fish imports he could eat. He did not imagine that he would be making the world a better place (not so much, anyway), nor that he would now be living on the branch of a World Tree, and that all the enemies of the world would be working for his boss.

Erick had solved a lot of problems here on Veird—

As Poi carried his loot out to the breakfast balcony where Erick was already eating, and as Poi’s presence pinged on Erick’s thought cloud, Poi had a funny thought. Of all the various problems in their lives, somehow Erick’s recent bashfulness surrounding sex had not been something Poi had expected to see. Sex was nothing important unless one made it important, and usually sex was not important to Erick, but recently that had changed. This hangup could develop into something deeper, and so...

Poi decided he was going to rip through this problem.

He sat down beside Erick, saying, “You should fuck Iriki.”

Erick shuddered a little, his fluffy-pancake filled fork halfway to his mouth, his eyes suddenly wide as his mind filled with a thousand different experiences all at once. Gazing at that swirl of sudden information was like looking into an abyss and seeing a thousand pairs of eyes staring back, so Poi didn’t look too hard. As the abyss swirled and stilled, Poi naturally picked out Erick’s thoughts as though looking at the pages of a book; he couldn’t help but read everything he saw.

Erick had some worries.

Propriety. Balances of power. Morality and social concerns over what would happen if people found out that all it took to get in bed with the Wizard was to ask him and show up naked while he was swimming. In that same moment, Erick thought about how ballsy it had been of Iriki to try that, which then morphed into a thought about balls and what Erick had seen last night when Iriki proudly stood nude atop one of Yggdrasil’s roots, saying that he was here to swim, too, and act as a guard for his king at the same time.

That particular moment played for Poi like he had been there, in the water in Erick’s body, looking up at Iriki standing not too far away.

And then came a bunch of thoughts on sex, including the intrusive thoughts about Erick having sex with Poi. It was rather easy to skip past that part of this particular book, for Poi had been desensitized to those particular types of thoughts long ago, and Erick was usually rather devoid of intrusive thoughts; it was one of the reasons why Poi truly liked the man.

Most people, and especially those who labeled themselves adventurers or otherwise, had a great deal of intrusive thoughts all the time. Most people even went down intrusive thought patterns sometimes, thinking through all the bad things that they would never want to actually do. Thankfully, Erick knew when his thoughts were unhelpful and he usually banished them whenever he could.

Erick moved past his own thoughts, saying, “It wouldn’t be right to… Accept Iriki’s offer.”

Another sudden cloud of sexual thoughts filled the air, and Poi ignored that cloud, too.

“You decide what is right, Erick. That’s what it means to be king, and while you are king, your actions have consequences beyond the physical. If you attach too much meaning to a simple flirtation then it will have meaning.” Poi said, “If you decide not to ever have sex anymore, then when you finally do find someone you like then that relationship will have so much meaning that it will be uncomfortable for all involved.”

Erick’s thoughts stilled.

And then Erick suddenly realized something he should have realized already, that Poi was right.

“I’m certainly not going to let that worst case scenario happen,” Erick said, sighing a little. He still wasn’t about to do anything that Poi suggested, but at least Poi had exposed Erick’s reluctance for what it could turn into. Erick said, “Sometimes I feel like a stupid teenager.”

Poi smiled. “That describes about 95% of your staff at least sometimes, so you're in good company.”

More sexual thoughts filled the air, of all Erick had unintentionally seen.

“Gods! They just won’t stop, will they!” Erick said, but deep down he wondered what it would be like to give in to the small invitations he had been getting practically every single day since the incident with Portal’s Trademasters. And then Erick’s upbringing reared its head, dominating his mind, along with worries over vulnerabilities, and knives gleaming in the dark. Erick said, “I’m not sure I want this to be the culture of House Benevolence. They planned an event over at Zaraanka’s Pink House and Zaraanka is planning on expanding.”

And Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

“We have a therapist at that Pink House,” Poi said, plunging the conversation into deeper waters than where it was already headed.

Erick froze, but his mind did not.

His thoughts turned to a red storm of blood and death. Bodies mangled by monsters. Pus and viscera and rib cages half stripped of flesh and broken bones and brains spread out across the stone floor as a red wave flooded the land, and solid light evaporated it all. Death and blood returned soon enough as more bodies fell to swords and spells wielded by unseen enemies, along with hopelessness that Erick could never kill the enemies fast enough before they killed everyone he loved.

It was hard to look at.

For a brief moment, Poi saw Erick’s thoughts as the thickest cloud of horror that he had ever witnessed, but that was untrue. It was just the thickest cloud Poi had seen in a while. Erick had been getting better, but the second any conversation turned to serious topics, like Benevolence’s dark knots, or being intimate with another person, or even just a casual meeting between people who wanted something from Erick that had nothing to do with violence at all, and had everything to do with all the good Erick had done, or, how good Erick physically looked. Sometimes it seemed that every single thing pinged Erick’s trauma in a small way. Sometimes in a large way.

Poi asking Erick if he wanted help, to talk to someone, usually pinged this trauma and all these thoughts of blood and monsters and death. It was why Poi rarely brought up this subject. It was also why Poi knew that he had to bring up the uncomfortable subject.

Today’s attempt didn’t seem to be bearing any fruit, though.

Erick settled down, saying, “No. I don’t need to see a therapist yet. But...”

Erick surprised Poi. His thoughts turned toward questions, instead of toward denial.

“… But tell me what therapy looks like here on Veird.” Erick shrugged. “I might as well know, right?”

Poi grinned a little, then began, “It could look tens of different ways. There’s erasure, which is the most extreme option, or simple talking, which is the least option. Most people fall closer toward the smaller options.”

Poi would have continued, but Erick had a sudden, visceral reaction to the offer of erasure. That mental reaction passed like a flash of lightning—

And then Erick began truly considering it—

For all of half a second.

Poi would have been worried if Erick had considered erasure for any length of time longer than that, for erasure meant erasing a part of one’s own mind. Erasure was a good offer when it came to healing away defining trauma that would never happen again, but with Erick making himself a king, the trauma was not over. Therefore, Erick could not safely remove that trauma from his mind.

Erick asked, “Middle of the road option?”

“A reframing.” Poi said, “Reframing takes the specific trauma and turns it into a source of growth. You’re familiar with the idea of ‘post traumatic stress’ turning triggers into full blown war responses. Well, a proper reframing turns mental scar tissue into something more productive; ‘post traumatic growth’. It’s invasive, perhaps even more so than an erasure, but in my professional opinion, you’re already far down that path, so I’m not sure what a Mind Mage-assisted reframing could do for you, but it is an option.”

Erick sat back in his chair and thought.

Poi let him think, tuning out the storm of thoughts crowding their breakfast nook.

The two of them got to eating their breakfasts, and smaller conversation started. Plans for the day, news of the new prototype iron web over in the warehouse, words over Zolan’s latest ‘newspaper’ which Erick had been reading before Poi had come out and tossed Erick down a different series of thoughts. When Kiri and Teressa came out for breakfast the conversation turned to land development surrounding the lake, and to what was happening in the Benevolence Research Tower.

Jane called when breakfast was over.

Poi patched her through to her father. As father and daughter connected, all thoughts of Iriki vanished. Erick filled with joy as he spoke with his daughter. Poi stayed out of that conversation, but he was still providing the connection so he heard everything.
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‘I love you, Jane! I hope your search goes better.’

‘It might! I love you, dad. Bye!’

Jane cut the connection.

They had talked about a lot, as they usually did. Jane asked after dangers threatening Candlepoint and the only thing her father spoke of were meetings and how everything was going well, as he usually did. Her father had asked her after the dangers she had been facing, and she… Mostly spoke the truth.

What was she supposed to tell him? That she had almost died three times while exploring the Underworld in these last two months? And that it was the best time of her life? She might not have found her sword, but here she was, prowling the depths of Veird with a team at her side, visiting little spots of civilization everywhere they went, helping with smaller problems and sometimes very, very big problems. She had tried telling the full story to her father once, and thankfully her father had not rushed after her, but Hizogard and Sitnakov started to stay closer to her than they needed to. Such a failure of party dynamics had almost ended in Danaro getting killed.

So they stopped doing what her father had wanted after the first week of being down here in the depths.

And Jane loved it!

“You like this life a bit more than you need to, Jane,” Ravan said.

Ravan retracted her mind tendril and stood up. She was a Mind Mage dragonkin with scales like bright smoke. A generous person would call Ravan a silverscale, but Ravan was not a generous person and she appreciated facts above all else.

Ravan announced to the group, scattered across the campsite, “Jane has checked in. It is time to finalize a plan for moving on. Everyone awake!”

No one moved fast enough for Ravan’s liking, so she pulsed a telepathic gong, filling their cave with silent sound.

The ripple of power passed over a pool of blackness sitting in a crack in the side of the campsite. Sitnakov jolted out of that blackness, halfway forming his orcol body before he realized that there was no danger, so he slowed down and yawned wide. He started crawling out of the hole in the ground. With the back of one hand he rubbed grit and rocks out of his eyes and with the other hand he plucked a spike of stone out of his side, casually tossing the stone back into the small sleeping pit. With one final, full body shiver, Sitnakov stood tall and himself again.

Then he got to putting together his pack.

Down the short tunnel, where their camp seemed to end in a solid wall, another orcol rested on a rock beside that solid wall. This orcol was female and fleshy, with bright red skin. Her name was Lyrical Carnage, and she was rather skinny for a full grown orcol, but that was probably due to the Carnage Dragon in her. Jane thought she smiled too much, but she had a nice voice and nice attitude which all went rather well when she sang and played her strummer. Her instrument of choice was a battlefield version of a one handed guitar which she had strapped to her palm, leaving her other hand open for a sword; she held and played her instrument with only her left hand.

With a cheer in her words, Lyrical hopped away from the wall, flicking the strings on her strummer, asking, “Are you all ready to hear a new song? I finally got it worked out!”

Sitnakov yawned again, saying, “Is it going to ping on me, or on the sword?”

Lyrical said, “It might just ping on you again!”

That was an old ‘argument’, which no one really cared about anymore. Sitnakov was made of adamantium, and so was Jane’s sword. It made finding the damned sword rather difficult.

At the noise all around (and not due to the telepathic pulse, apparently) the last two members of their group pulled themselves out of their combined bedroll. Hizogard was a bog-standard good-looking human man, with blonde hair, flawless skin, and blue eyes. He was a frontline fighter who was still getting back all of the magic he had once had, before he had taken a dip on Ar’Cosmos’s Renewal Tanks to rid himself of his corrupted half-dragon nature.

The other man in the bedroll was a pale red incani named Danaro who used to be a shadeling. Now, he was just an incani, and a rather skinny one at that, like he never quite ate enough. He was still working on getting back some of his more nuanced Healing Magic, but almost all of it was back now that he had been an incani again for the last 6 months.

Danaro grogged out, “Are we going back to Healing Waters yet?”

He had been asking that question for the last two weeks. He had loved that place, even if it was filled with electric spiders and rapidly mutative cancerous danger. Jane had loved that place, too. Healing Essence condensed in some of the animals who lived there, and if they didn’t turn into failed horrors of amalgamated flesh and fangs, they became almost ascended lifeforms, unable to be harmed in their natural environment at all.

Jane still hadn’t been able to kill one of the brighter fish. She almost wanted one of them for a Familiar Form, but without the Healing waters of the aptly named ‘Healing Waters Cave’ (which was more like a Great Lake), they lost almost all of that power. Such a Form still might have some useful properties, though. Jane still hadn’t found another useful Familiar Form in their two months of hunting the Underworld for her sword, but that was to be expected.

Jane said, “Not going back to Healing Waters until Lyrical’s magics fully clear this place again.”

Danaro sighed as he fully untangled himself from his shared bed with Hizogard. “I miss the Healing Waters Cave. I could actually explore there, and not hunker down in camp, or wait for you all to kill the monsters.”

Aside from Jane and Sitnakov, no one else was able to explore the full breadth of Jane’s fugue-state-fueled race through the Underworld, where she bounced through Abysses of Blood monsters, caverns filled with Sand and Shadow, rivers of Healing and Lightning, and a whole bunch of smaller places that Jane barely remembered, and only thanks to the Mind Mage in their group, Ravan.

Hizogard began packing up his belongings, saying, “We’ll get back there soon enough.”

Lyrical happily skipped forward, saying, “Not if I can find the sword today!”

“I’ll believe the sword is here when I see it.” Hizogard said, “It probably got lost in the Abyss. We should go back there.”

Sitnakov said, “If it got lost in the deeper parts of the Abyss then we’re never seeing it again.”

That was another point of contention. Jane’s sword was very small compared to the places they were exploring. Some of these places even Sitnakov couldn’t travel safely.

Ravan said, “I still feel it got stuck in Ar’Kendrithyst’s walls, and none of us know enough about how they work to know if it was truly lost, or not.”

“We can go bother the new settlement again?” Sitnakov offered. “Or look for more people who need monsters killed? There’s that settlement north of this cavern that we didn’t get to yet.”

Hizogard and Danaro were the last ones to put away their camping shit, but Jane and everyone else were ready to get a move on. Jane’s backpack was a rather thin thing that she could strap onto any sort of Familiar Form she had, but right now it was a simple weight upon her normal human back. The bulk of their stuff was held by those who stayed in the backlines while others fought on the front.

Ravan telekinetically hauled one such very large backpack onto her back, and supported its weight with a long term [Weightless Platform] spell, as she said, “We should go to those settlements. We could spread word of the outside world and Candlepoint, as well as ask around about the sword.”

Jane said, “It’s still surprising to me that there are places down here that aren’t connected to anywhere else.”

“We try to keep people connected,” Sitnakov said, “But we don’t require them to stay connected.”

Lyrical grinned brightly, reminding Jane yet again of her father with his perpetual joy, as she said, “It’s all going to get so much more connected in another fifty years, too! There won’t hardly be a single place that’s not a week’s journey from a Gate!”

Lyrical’s infatuation with Jane’s father also reminded her of Erick all the time. In one of Jane’s more bitter moods, Jane had suggested that Lyrical try to ask Erick out on a date, knowing that the woman would get shot down hard, but Lyrical had laughed it off, telling Jane that she was here for the journey and the experience and to make something Good. She had absolutely no interest in her father, but if Teressa was interested, then she would take that introduction.

Jane had been pretty sure that Teressa would not be interested.

Lyrical took that information in stride, and that little conversation had dispelled practically every dark thought that Jane had had about Lyrical.

It seemed like everywhere Jane had gone during the Worldly Path, someone had been wanting to shack up with her father, through her. That had sensitized her to every single person who saw her and their eyes lit up and then they started being nicer.

But it turned out that Lyrical was just a nice person. And a lesbian.

Jane returned some of Lyrical’s joy, saying, “Sing us a Seeking Song, Seeker!”

Instead of instantly starting in on her magic, fully thrumming her strummer in her palm as she sang loud and clear, Lyrical’s grin faltered. She looked around.

Sitnakov looked around as well, but he didn’t seem nearly as concerned as Lyrical… or Hizogard, now that Jane was looking around for other discrepancies. Hizogard had been helping load up Danaro with another bag, but he faltered and that bag fell off of Danaro’s pack, tumbling to the ground. Ravan was already looking around. Something had happened, but Jane had no idea what.

There were no sounds from the ground. No big and heavy monsters on the way. Just the usual whipping wind noise beyond the cave that barely filtered into this space. Jane focused on that noise to see if there had been any change, but nope, no change.

The only ones not in the loop were Danaro and Jane, even with both of them throwing their senses wide.

The cave was empty. The stones around them remained unmoved, and uninhabited.

Jane broke the silence, “… What?”

Lyrical looked around again. Everyone else did, too.

Sitnakov said, “Sounded like Fae Magic in the air.” He looked to Jane, “Did you finally figure out your Domain? Or was that just a roll of the tongue?”

All attention turned to Jane, and Jane realized what had happened. Alliteration.

But at the mention of a Domain, Jane’s mood darkened. There were many reasons for this trip besides just finding her sword and helping people. She still didn’t have a Domain. She was getting better at aura control and everything else, though.

“It was just a roll of the tongue.” Jane said, “I am constantly stressing my aura, though. There could have been some Fae Magic in there?”

A moment passed.

Ravan broke the silence, saying, “Doesn’t feel like there’s Fae in the air. Let us move on.”

Sitnakov shrugged.

Hizogard said to Jane, “A Domain will come with time. My own [Domain of the Sword] took me a decade to understand. Second time was easier.”

Sitnakov said to him, “A more generic Domain is usually better.”

That was a new, old argument between them. Sitnakov usually won because he had the weight of time on his side, but Hizogard’s recently recovered [Domain of the Sword], a Force-derived Domain, was rather good at cutting things. Jane liked that idea. It fit in well with her own Prismatic Magic, and her own Truth that she could be whatever she needed to be in order to advance.

Danaro said, “Domain of Blood is still the more useful Domain, I wager… Not much use against all the elementals we face down here, but it has been useful! What can a sword do but stab?”

Hizogard smiled and leaned in to Danaro, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek. He pulled back, saying, “I think I can stab rather well.”

Danaro rolled his eyes.

Lyrical had allowed them all to speak as they wanted, but now she spoke up, saying, “Well, whatever happened with Jane’s words, there was resonance in my strummer—”

Everyone looked to her as she held out her left hand. Her strummer was glimmering faintly on the pinky-finger string.

“—and I already started the new song, Seeking Adamantium Swords.” Lyrical questioned, “Maybe the sword is actually close by, and there was some resonance with Jane’s aura and some random Fae stresses? Your magic is supposed to be prismatic, anyway, right?”

Jane’s eyes lit up. “It could be here!”

Sitnakov smiled, saying, “I hope a monster found it.”

Ravan held onto the straps of her bag, saying, “We were already going to search the area again, so let’s get to it.” With a flick of magic, a layer of silver spellwork draped around Ravan and her large backpack. When it settled, she looked sort of like a volcano inspector, with her bright silver hazmat-like suit.

The camp was already cleared, and so, one by one, each person began conjuring their own armor. Everyone had armor that did a few different things, like having zero gaps, added air filtration systems, and whatever other conveniences they could cram into that spellwork. Jane had updated her own armor to match theirs.

Sitnakov didn’t need any of that, though. He transformed his outer layer into smooth armor so debris wouldn’t accumulate on his surface.

Lyrical held up her left arm, where her strummer held under a clear glass case that surrounded her fist.

Ravan brought up and maintained their group [Telepathy], and after a routine series of ‘ready!’s she pointed at the solid wall where Lyrical had been taking her watch. The wall vanished, becoming a crack in the world, letting the noise of an ever-tumbling avalanche rush into the cave, drowning out all normal sounds. Another cancel command from Ravan extinguished all lights and warming fires in the cave, so that their light wouldn’t attract anything out from the storm beyond.

Beyond their nook of safety, roiling darkness that was not darkness at all enveloped the world. It was a corridor of obsidian sand storms a hundred kilometers across, where glimmering shards of glass cut apart everything it could, leaving behind either obsidian sand drifts kilometers deep, scoured stone, or violent elementals. The sapient natives to this land hunted these depths for the rarer types of elementals made of silver or iron or other valuable metals, but the main enemies encountered were obsidian elementals, and those things were not nice. Especially the big ones.

Lightning flashed in the upper parts of the obsidian desert cave, where wind and mana poured down from above, briefly illuminating the massive obsidian elementals that kept the storm going. They were each the size of twisters, and they fought and broke the world around them with every tornado-filled step, vying for position around the mana vent.

The cavern their little party had picked out was far, far south of the main monsters that called this land home, which no one engaged. If you tried to fight them, they fought back and usually murdered the attacker, but if you ignored them and stayed away, they usually didn’t bother you, because they were always primarily fighting over the mana vent.

When Jane had come through here the first time, with Melemizargo, she did not notice the elementals. It was highly possible that the elementals fled before Melemizargo, though.

Jane sent through their connection, ‘We should investigate the center again.’

Ravan replied, ‘You should at least allow Lyrical to search before you suggest a course of action that takes us directly into the jaws of death.’

Sitnakov backed Jane up, saying, ‘I bet the monsters have it, anyway. They usually do!’

Ravan looked up at Sitnakov.

Jane couldn’t see through her silver armor, and her mana sense wasn’t large enough to let her spy like her father could, but Jane got the impression that Ravan was frowning at the giant black wrought.

Sitnakov allowed his armor to transform a little, showing a smirk. He instantly seemed to regret this as grit flew into his mouth.

All the while, Lyrical had been gesturing back and forth with her glass-bulb hand, the strummer clearly visible. She moved the musical instrument back and forth a few times, and then up and down. She settled on a straightforward and downward path, pointing toward the giant obsidian elementals…

And then a bit to the right, and her strummer pulsed with an unheard song. ‘I think we should check out the settlement north of the cave.’

No giant obsidian elemental fights today!

Ravan laughed a little through her connection, sending, ‘Time to help out some natives!’

Sitnakov sent, ‘I bet we have to fight the giant elementals anyway.’

‘One can hope!’ Jane sent.

Obsidian sand crunched underfoot as they walked into the storm.
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The small storm raged at the top of the Benevolence dungeon, spitting out white lightning that arced between pillars and occasionally danced down the side of the spiral tower. The tower had originally been made of dry, orange stone, but over the last three weeks Kiri had watched it change to full white, with a whole lot of green decorations. Masses of vines and moss dripped down the tower, a green flow to accompany the white rains which also ran down the whole structure.

A lot of those plants flowered, too, so that was a whole rainbow of color to add to the effect.

The pit to the south side of the structure was now a real reservoir, filled with lily pads and fish and all sorts of life. All the land around every pool of water was iridescent white, and though that transformation stopped about ten meters away from the water, the plants that transformation produced continued to spread outward.

[Terraforming]’s wave of green had reached the first wall around the tower. It was just starting to overcome that wall, too, but the effect would not reach the second wall, five kilometers further out, for a long time.

Kiri retracted her senses from Sunny and returned to the room. Chalkboards filled with Spatial equations lined the wall in front of her. Tasar stood in front of those chalkboards awaiting success, but unfortunately...

“That didn’t work,” Kiri said. “It was a greater lightstep; not a [Teleport Other].”

At first, under Tasar’s Spatial Magic tutelage, Kiri had spent a good week trying to brute force [Blink], [Teleport], and [Teleport Other]. She had succeeded on the first two accounts but not on the third. She had had brief success learning [Teleport Plant] and [Teleport Monster], but she was not skilled enough to accomplish the same thing on a living, fully-sapient mind.

She was not willing to experiment on people to overcome this limitation. Tasar wouldn’t have let her experiment on people, either, or to create a ‘person’ of her own, as Erick had done with the Myriad Citrus. And so, they had had more lessons.

Tasar briefly frowned, but then some other thought passed across her mind. She said, “Perhaps we are coming at this from the wrong angle. How much experience do you have with Force Magic?”

Kiri perked up. Force Magic wasn’t Spatial Magic, but Kiri was willing to learn anything that Tasar the Summoner was willing to teach. Even if Kiri only got an hour or less of private tutelage per day, and only when Tasar wasn’t needed for guard duty, this was still fantastic. Kiri didn’t have much time to pursue what she learned on her own, though, for she was working with Mox to Shape the land outside of Candlepoint, trying to bring back the forest.

Mostly, she killed mimics.

Soooooooooooo many mimics.

“I’ve studied the basic Shapings and tested out of Arcanaeum Force Magic 1, 2, and 3.” Kiri almost embellished her next words, to inform Tasar of noble interference with her education and explain away why she hadn’t completed more Force Magic training, but she simply said, “Force Magic 3 was a bare pass.”

“Ah! Then we will do that, though we will begin with Force Magic 2.” Tasar waved at the chalkboard and the writing vanished. Words began appearing as she spoke, “We will begin with the Force Conjecture, which states that all non-elemental magic can be traced back to applications of Force, and it is from Force where we get Spatial Magic, which is technically a pseudo-element-derived magic in the same category as ‘elemental sword’ and ‘elemental shield’ and ‘elemental defense’ and ‘elemental movement’, which don’t actually exist, but which do exist within Force. Normally, that is where that particular Conjecture ends, but as you are you, and Erick is Erick, and there is no need to obfuscate helpful truths, I can add in some smaller truths to the Force Conjecture...”

Tasar spoke of small, hidden truths that no one in the standard Arcanaeum track would ever learn. Kiri absolutely loved when Tasar did that. It made her feel like she was finally getting the education which was denied to her back at the Tower, or even at Oceanside.

Oceanside wasn’t nearly as bad about the smaller lies as the Tower was, though.
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Archmage Quel, Master of the Tower, was an older man with long, dark hair and pale white skin. His robes of office were slate grey, and his staff was straight and polished…

He scoffed at the mirror. This was good enough. He had some news to give to the Viridian King, ripped this very morning from the Scryers he usually had spying on The Wizard. Apparently Erick Flatt got truly flustered around offers of sex!

… It might not be the most pure information to bring into Greensoil’s negotiations for a set of Gates, but every little bit counted.

… It was honestly shit information that would be difficult to use.

But Quel was mad, and he was going to use every advantage he could take, for the King was mad at him, because the nobility was mad at the king for first trying to assassinate Erick, and then again for all the failures to actually acquire Erick themselves, and thus, shit seemed to not only roll downhill, but also uphill and all around, in ever-broadening circles. There wasn’t a single noble in the Greensoil Republic who was silent about their collective failure to acquire Erick for themselves. Odaali was perhaps the loudest of all, for what did the Republic expect out of them, to ask Erick to come and fix all their problems? To bow down before another king when they already had a king on the Viridian Throne?

Preposterous!

And Quel kicked himself every single day for not taking Erick for more than he had. Who would have ever thought that one of Quel’s failed students would attach herself to a planar from some magicless world, and that planar and the apprentice would rise up to such lofty heights! All the public was shouting out that ‘of course Erick Flatt was The Scion of Forgotten Light!’ or some other such nonsense tripe, ‘he had invented Particle Magic! And Elemental Benevolence!’. Those idiot commoners would believe whatever they wanted, but their voices were loud, and (though Quel would never say this anywhere it could be overheard) the king ruled at the pleasure of the mob.

When the Wizard had killed Ar’Kendrithyst, Quel thought his head would roll, and he was almost ashamed enough to put his head on the chopping block himself. When the man was outed both as a Wizard and as having made [Gate], everyone thought that Stratagold or Oceanside or Ar’Cosmos (for those who knew of that land) would soon take care of the problem of Erick themselves, and Quel had no idea what to really believe anymore. Surely, whatever was going to happen to Erick would be over as soon as the wrought decided to move, which would happen within days, and then Quel could move past the shame of not doing more to get more out of Erick.

But no! The wrought did not move on the Wizard! Apparently, the Wizard had either ensorcelled all the powers of the world (a [Far Shot Bolt] if there ever was one), or he was the genuine article of the true Old Wizards; those who pushed back the edge of the Void and brought others with them into new worlds and new bases of power. The real Old Wizards; not the one you read about in Sundering stories.

According to some of the more restricted texts Quel had recently reread on the subject, though, Erick could be either type.

As far as ensorcellment went: According to Greensoil’s own history, back when the Wizard Oathbreaker almost took the throne, it was very possible for a Wizard to ensorcell a great many people without those people knowing they were controlled, and with no signs of anyone being controlled, either. Oceanside had eventually helped to break those controls on the kingdoms of Greensoil, so Quel was having a hard time believing that Oceanside and the Headmaster were corrupted by the Wizard…

And so, for now, Greensoil’s response to the Wizard was to ‘wait and see’ and—

And another thing! There was also the whole problem of Erick being a human allied with Koyabez and not with the Angels, and going on record to openly state that the Angels needed to die! At least the Converter Angel was smart and decided to bide their time. Knowing what Greensoil now knew, a clash between Erick and the Angels could have been a disastrous outcome for Greensoil and all of humanity.

… Aside from just sitting back and watching and waiting, and sending out desperate attempts to get Erick fully on their side —None of which worked! Damn the man— Greensoil, and Quel and the Tower, were starting to approach Erick as one would approach a… a ‘normal’ diplomatic relation.

With a desire in their hearts, plans to grant certain compromises in exchange for a vast increase in power and influence, and whatever knives they could scavenge together that could be of use against a Wizard.

Gossip about sex was apparently one of those knives.

It felt weak to hold onto such a thin hope, but war and other violent options had been cleared from the table. Softer power and softer threats were required, now.

Apparently —and Quel was still uncomfortable about this— they would be working with The Wizard. And yet they had no real leverage. They had nothing to offer the enigmatic Erick Flatt. They were paupers coming to beg for scraps from the master’s table, and it irked Quel terribly.

A lot of time had passed since Quel managed to trick Erick into spilling the secrets of the Daydropper…

Quel doubted he could manage the same sort of trick again.
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Burhendurur had a great many plans he could unfold inside House Benevolence in order to tie Erick more closely to Ar’Comos, and to alienate everyone else. But he hadn’t needed to enact any of them yet. He and Volaro had conferred several times since they got here and got their duties, and each time they both agreed to delay their major anti-wrought and anti-Oceanside plans. The smaller plans went through without interruption, of course, but those were plans for smaller gains, such as making inroads in international markets, and transforming smuggling routes into normal trade routes. They hadn’t needed to do anything directly against their longtime enemies, because Erick was already working tirelessly for the gains of their homeland… And everyone else, too, but the gains for Ar’Cosmos had been immeasurable.

Aside from allowing Ar’Cosmos to buy and sell openly in the markets of Candlepoint, which was steadily becoming something that was actually worthwhile, due to Erick’s runic [Renew] rings the size of their ancient homeland had multiplied at least ten times over. Maybe even more! House Fae had the real numbers on that account, and Burhendurur wasn’t a member of that House so he didn’t know the exact size increases. He wasn’t really a member of House Death anymore, either, so he had no idea how well the inroads of Ar’Cosmos were being maintained.

But he still got all the important and generalized news from their homeland, and everything he heard was good news.

Even Erick’s insistence that the wrought be allowed an embassy of their own inside Fairy wasn’t as disastrous as everyone had suspected it would be. At least not yet. In exchange for that weakness of their homeland, the Houses demanded and acquired trade routes between Stratagold and Ar’Cosmos, directly, and that the export fee be nothing more than normal. So that was truly to Ar’Cosmos’s gain. One embassy was easy to eradicate if necessary, but so far…

There had been no need for eradication.

Every plot Erick enacted sprouted life and possibility.

Conversely, every plot enacted against Erick was met with swift destruction, and most of the time by any number of people acting on Erick’s benefit, and without the Wizard’s direct involvement at all.

So today’s news of an old plan restarted, with the capability to disrupt the tenuous forward momentum of House Benevolence and Ar’Cosmos, had struck a chord deep inside of Burhendurur, making him less than happy with the messenger.

Burhendurur slipped his draconic form through his bone pit, scattering the raw materials of his beloved magics back and forth as he went. Most of it was dry dust, but among that dust lay femurs the size of orcols, crushed ribcages from shadowolves like tiny specks among the ground dust, spines from lesser dragons weak enough to fall to him and stupid enough to try, and so very many skulls. Mostly, the bone pit was a simple bed. Burhendurur had been submerged below the dust, resting well, but he was not resting right now. He swam up though the pit, grey magic flowing from his form as bones and claws and horns scraped him most wonderfully.

The Overseer of Enforcement lifted his head from the bone pit, bone dust burbling around him like aerated sand. Some dragons liked gold, but Death Dragons liked something a bit more useful, for this place easily acted as a command center when the dragon in residence wished. Even while sleeping tendrils of thought left Burhendurur and touched upon all of his active offices, and officers, allowing him to coordinate the defenses of an entire land by himself.

There wasn’t much to do right now besides defend the walls that Overseer Mox and the Wizard’s apprentice had erected, and even that was rather easy. Moving around a few thousand skeletons, most of them simply detectors rather than actual threats, was something Burhendurur could do in his sleep. Which he often did.

While it was true that monsters crawled everywhere outside of civilization, and you never knew what you would truly find out there in the darker spaces, the enemies most prevalent in the Crystal Forest were rather easy to kill. Crystal Mimics were rather harmless for anyone of any skill at all.

When the lands started to grow trees and other things started to move in… Then this job might require some actual focus and organization. And so, since the patrols were easy, and nothing pressed in on his senses as though it were a danger, Burhendurur could focus almost his entire self upon the messenger, which is what he did.

To his credit, Iriki did not quail under Burhendurur’s Death-filled Sight.

“Are you proud of yourself?” Burhendurur asked, rhetorically.

Iriki knew not to respond, though the flush of embarrassment upon his face was enough for Burhendurur to know that, no, Iriki was not proud. But if the man’s plan had worked, Iriki would have gained a kingdom. For that reason and that reason alone, Burhendurur did not fault the man for his attempt.

It had been a rather stupid attempt, though. Iriki didn’t seem to understand that, either.

Burhendurur attempted to enlighten him, saying, “I sent you there to fix the problem of our king displaying himself for all the world to see. Not to make a new problem for me, and certainly not to get stirred up by Zolan into making such a critical blunder of your own. That man is almost as skillful with a scheme now as he was before he retired. He instantly saw your desires and when you delivered my report, he took advantage to see if you would go for it, because he knew you would fail. Which is exactly what happened.”

Iriki’s face turned redder with subsurface Rage, but then he blinked that away, and said, “I want Erick. I saw what Zolan was doing, and I decided to go for it anyway, because if I wait too late then someone else will get him and I will be relegated to his harem! And that’s if he decides to get a harem! Which he won’t. I had a chance, and approval from the Castellan, and so I went for it.”

“… Advancing where you should be retreating, I see.”

“Are you going to help me recover from this blunder, or not?”

Burhendurur glared at Iriki.

Iriki glared back.

Burhendurur sighed, all his anger going out of him. He transformed into his incani form and wrapped himself in a robe sculpted out of bone dust and Death. With a bit of flourish, Burhendurur added some black markings here and there, in the style of their king. With eyes glaring grey, Burhendurur Sighted everything he could about Iriki, then said, “It is to your credit that you have not let any of our ‘coworkers’ see you acting this familiar with me. It is also to your credit that you have held back from pursuing Erick this long.”

Iriki brightened a little, but his was a guarded sort of hope.

Burhendurur said, “I will push for our king to allow more guards to accompany him during his duties. You and that Arda woman from Oceanside will be my selections. If our king chooses to go along with this request of mine for him to have more guards, then you will not advance upon him until he is ready, if at all. You will hold back and let him come to you, do you understand?”

Iriki beamed with joy, smiling strongly as he said, “I understand. Thank you, Burhendurur—”

Burhendurur cut him off, adding, “IF this works, then it will be because our king allows it. It will be prudent for him to deny you and marry some other worldly power out there, and if he gets a good offer, I will be telling him to take it, if he should accept my advice. If such a thing should pass then you will not embarrass Ar’Cosmos with any further pursuit of our Wizard King. You will not gainsay this decree in private, and especially not in public.”

Iriki was so thrilled that Burhendurur was assisting him now, directly, that he barely heard all the cautions Burhendurur set upon him. Burhendurur didn’t know why he even bothered. Iriki had been infatuated with Erick ever since Particle Magic happened, because Iriki was a bit of an idiot who had always been attracted to power and righteousness, and even before Last Shadow’s Feast. If Iriki managed to land that fish, then he would treat Erick well, for sure, and Erick would treat Iriki well, in return.

Iriki’s fervor was not in question. His motivations were not in question.

His target was so far above him it was as though he was trying to [Strike] with a standard sword while standing a kilometer away. His methodology in going after Erick left much to be desired.

… Burhendurur could not really blame the man for his recent attempt, though, for any day now some world power would throw a marriage at Erick. It was just a matter of time.

Iriki’s [Gate] of opportunity was closing.
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Nirzir sat across the table from the man she would marry, and tried not to stare. The pure… physicality of Erick Flatt could not be denied, and every time she looked at him her face turned redder. Thankfully her naturally white skin did a lot to hide her blushing, but she blushed all the same.

She had heard stories about Erick’s transformation and even sent a [Scry] orb his way once or twice —just to check on him!— to see if all the stories were true.

The stories had been true.

Back at that feast at Enduring Forge, Erick had already looked good with his flat stomach hidden behind nice robes and the bulges of his shoulders clearly highlighted under expensive fabrics. His nice face with his nice eyes. Those memories had stayed with Nirzir for a long while after their journey together had ended, and Erick had stepped on that magical device and been swept away on his Worldly Path.

Nirzir had had Void Song’s Knowledge Mages keep her apprised of every single one of his movements after that event. She had cried herself to sleep more than once after Erick had vanished, and then again came tears of joy when he reappeared at Stratagold. More tears of sadness fell when Erick had been whisked away again by unknown forces on Stratagold’s shores, but everyone in the know, including Nirzir and Clan Void Song, had known that Erick had been taken by the Fae.

Nirzir didn’t cry that time, for she knew that Erick would make it back to her—

Back to the world!

Eh hem.

—Erick would make it back.

But then came a whirlwind of world events that Nirzir was still mulling over all these months later. Wizard. Gate Networks. Treaties of Gods and Melemizargo. And that was just the stuff happening over in Erick’s part of the world! Songli was still rebuilding from the war with Terror Peaks, but while almost all of the reconstruction was done, the damage done to the people would take a generation to heal. Everyone had lost someone. Some lucky (or unlucky) few were the only survivors of their towns, or cities, or villages. The Void Song Temple had lost a lot of Singers, too.

And so, even though Yggdrasil was growing on Songli’s shores, Songli did not want to add ‘Wizard’ into that reconstruction mess for as long as they could, and hopefully after Erick had proven himself as truly stable. In Nirzir’s opinion, Erick was already stable and more. And so, Nirzir had lobbied through her family to speed up Erick’s recognition, for it did not matter that he was a Wizard.

… Not really.

… Nirzir had been terrified of that truth for a while, but the more she thought of it, and the more she heard all of the stories coming out of Candlepoint, the more that her love for Erick had rekindled and burned brighter than ever. Sure, the man had dashed her hopes while they were traipsing through cow fields and warlord lands, but that was then. This was now!

Erick had had a problem with her being too young, but she was 18 now! Surely that was old enough? Other young women in her position usually got married at 15, and sometimes even before they Matriculated. It was only because of her own gifts for Song and her steady rise toward Archmage, and the fact that no one could match her for quality of marriage, that she had been allowed to be on her own this long.

… And she had been petitioning her family to tie her to Erick Flatt ever since he came out of Ar’Kendrithyst and banished the Darkness from Songli. The man had invented new magic! And he could hear the mana! And he looked…

Well.

Rozeta truly did bestow proper gifts when it was proper to do so.

Nirzir didn’t know if Rozeta’s gifts had been to Erick, or if they had been to Nirzir. The timing was just too perfect. Truly, the gods were good.

But Erick was having trouble accepting this fact.

Erick, frowning a little bit and in a very cute way, asked, “Could you repeat that last part, please?”

Erick sat on his side of the drawing room, upon a nice long couch. His lithe muscles (he was bigger than before, right?) bulged under his robes of office, and his jaw was like a brick (and his lips were made for kissing). Nirzir had to tear her eyes away to keep her heart grounded.

Ophiel twittered on the back of Erick’s couch, overlooking their meeting; he was as cute as ever, too. To Erick’s side stood Zolan Brightborn, the man who had been Second to the Second of Rozeta for over half a century, decades ago. Nirzir didn’t know much about Zolan except that the previous Matriarch of Void Song had been business friends with the man.

Great Grandmatriarch had been mostly a figurehead for the last twenty years, though, until Terror Peaks had killed her, thinking she was still a head of house. Nirzir had heard that Great Grandmatriarch had laughed when they came to kill her, telling them that they were fools chasing minnows while the rivergrieve had gotten away.

On Nirzir’s side of the room sat Matriarch Lingxing, the rivergrieve Great Grandmatriarch had referenced, who had been in actual control of Void Song for quite a long time. She had only gained the actual position of Matriarch after the Chelation War, though. As far as Nirzir knew, Lingxing also liked Zolan.

According to some of the small looks between Zolan and Lingxing, of surprise, hope, and something a bit more than that, Nirzir was getting the impression that their appreciation for each other had been more than a simple appreciation of business. … But how could that be? They were rather old when they were working across the ocean from each other, right?

No. Of course there was nothing physical there. Nirzir was too in her own head right now. She focused on the conversation.

Matriarch Lingxing Void Song gazed down Erick, summarizing what she had already said, “Songli wishes to join the houses of Void Song and Flatt together. We desire a marriage between you and our rising daughter Nirzir. Your union would bring great joy and stability to all future cooperations between our great nation, and your burgeoning one. If you were to accept such legal bindings, then it will be worlds easier to accept your Gate Network, and the close ties your Network will bring between your lands, and our lands.”

Erick glanced to Nirzir—

Nirzir’s hopes rose.

—then turned his gaze back to Matriarch Lingxing. “My instinct is to say ‘no’, but in the pursuit of clarity and goodwill, I ask for the full nature of this proposal to be in writing. You can tell me now what the written words would say.”

Nirzir could barely contain her joy. This was much, much further than they thought they would get. Months ago, Erick had dismissed this entire idea and then crushed Nirzir’s hopes for a joyful union. But she had persisted anyway! Her love could not be denied! And now he was asking for clarifications!

This was a good sign!

Lingxing spoke, “A baby in her belly inside a year. An heir for your kingdoms, even if you do plan on ruling forever. Ideally, you and Nirzir go on to have at least five children. In all chance, we expect such a union of houses to be raised half in your House, and half in Songli, and to be fully capable of all of the magic you possess, and all of the magic we possess. This includes both the Void Song, if they have the aptitude, and [Gate], if they have that aptitude, too. We are not creating a small union here. We are creating a lasting dynasty.

“But on the monetary side of things: You will create a Gate Network with your recently published universal rates of 250,000 gold for a Gate pair, 1 gold per ton of goods, 1 gold per person, all across Songli, but it will be overseen by our people. We will have an embassy here in your Gate District. You will provide [Reincarnation] services to keep your family alive for as long as they please you.

“If I could gain a [Reincarnation] myself, I could ensure that these rules we create today, or in the near future, remain adamantium solid for as long as our nations persist in friendship, though this is not necessary for the agreement we put down in writing.

“You retain your lands and your wealth, and Nirzir retains her wealth. As you are the power being married into, Nirzir will live here, with you, in a style matching or exceeding your own, and what Nirzir is accustomed to. When you or your current family, or growing family, comes to Songli, you will receive the same respect which you have given Nirzir.

“There is no need for fidelity in your marriage, for we do not care about your proclivities or extramarital affairs, but only the children born of a union between our nations will be considered legitimate in the lands of Songli. If we were working on Highland sensibilities, then the children born outside of Nirzir would form branch families. If you choose to work under different sensibilities, then we will get those in writing before we write our signatures in blood.” Lingxing finished with, “There are a lot more to be said for specifics, but those are the basics, and aside from the Gate Network inclusions it is a rather basic marriage contract between powers of Nelboor.” Lingxing finished.

And Erick sat there, thinking. After a moment he looked to Nirzir, asking, “You want this?”

“I do,” Nirzir said seriously, and softly.

Inside her own mind she imagined her ‘I do’ as an echo of her future marriage vows, and she could not wait for that day.

Erick asked Lingxing, “And this is the only way Songli will accept a Gate Network?”

“No, it is not,” Lingxing said, reluctantly but surely.

… What?

What was that, honored Matriarch?

Did Nirzir hear that correctly? She backed up her mana senses a moment, and realized—

Nirzir’s eyes went wide. They had had a plan! What was Matriarch Lingxing thinking—

Lingxing continued, “But this is our best, most solid plan to make Songli accept your nature, Wizard Flatt. We are all rather frightened about you, and about the giant tree growing beside the capital. Yggdrasil continues to grow. He is well outside of the initial bounds of his small 3 kilometer lake. But those are just the unknown fears. Mostly, we wish to participate in the bounty you have promised the world, for we are still recovering from the Chelation War. A solid union solves these fears, and these economic hardships. Mostly.”

Erick was silent in thought.

Nirzir’s heart clenched.

FUCK! This wasn’t going to work!

Erick must have found someone else. Or maybe he truly didn’t want her? Like he said he didn’t? But why wouldn’t he! She had grown a lot in the last six months. She had boobs now! Men liked boobs, right?! And Erick had changed, too! He was reborn through Rozeta, and he needed allies more than ever! And not just the wrought, who lived inside their holes in the ground and never involved themselves in the world, or the dragons who raged and sundered everywhere they touch. Oceanside was only a partially acceptable partner!

Erick needed Songli! And Songli needed Erick!

Nirzir almost wanted to speak—

But Erick said, “I need to speak to Nirzir in private.”

Nirzir’s heart clenched again.

… That… did not sound good.

Nirzir was rather frozen to the spot for a good five minutes as small words floated through the room and Lingxing, Zolan, and all of everyone’s guards on both sides exited from the gathering.

And then it was just her, and Erick, looking at each other from across a tea table.

Erick started speaking...

- - - -







In a new bar on the waterfront of Candlepoint, Burhendurur refilled Iriki’s glass with redrage wine. He had been doing this for the last twenty minutes, while also coordinating the defense of Candlepoint in the back of his mind. Killing mimics through undead proxies was easy, but the worries of soldiers took a closer touch to fix, and Iriki was devastated. The large man tried not to show his emotions for they were in public, but anyone with any modicum of empathy could recognize Iriki’s sullen face and heavy drinking for what it was.

Iriki grabbed the cup and drained half of it, then summed up everything, “I thought I had more time.”

“He might not accept the offer,” Burhendurur said, “Though he would be a fool to turn down this offer.”

And if Erick asked for Burhendurur’s opinion, or even for the general opinion of his Overseers, then Burhendurur would tell the man to marry the girl and tie them all to Songli. Iriki didn’t need to hear that, though.

Iriki smiled a little bit, though it was a sad sort of expression. “He is a rather foolish man, but his foolish hopes might reach the stars.”

“If he makes good decisions and uses his power well.”

Iriki chuckled. “What needs are there for good decisions when there is more than enough power to make up for the bad ones?”

Without warning, Iriki lost his minor joy and suddenly downed the other half of his drink.

The large orcol sighed, and Burhendurur could see Iriki crush his hope for love and sex into something more manageable, putting away his brief, yet deep feelings for Erick back into a box like they never existed in the first place. Iriki had a lot of nice qualities, though he was dumb as a desert of mimics when it came to love. Burhendurur had worked ‘across the office’ from Iriki for decades, so he knew what he was seeing. Iriki always went after the unattainable, as though he wanted to be hurt. He didn’t care a bit for the emotional comfort or security he could find in the arms of those all around him. It was why he had been single for most of his previous 80 years. It was why he had chosen to move on to Candlepoint, leaving behind the security of House Carnage to come out here and try something new.

Burhendurur had not planned for the man to join him at the Office of Enforcement, but when the time came to pick a person he wanted working for him, he chose Iriki. It had been a selfish choice, only made palatable by how good Iriki was at most paper shaping things, and otherwise. For Burhendurur had hoped, in a small way, that now that he held a position of power directly over Iriki, that Iriki’s strange sensibilities would land on him.

But! No.

They were just coworkers. Still.

Maybe the next time Iriki went into a Renewal Tank he could ask for his sensibilities to be fixed.

Burhendurur could wait. Dragons operated on a different timetable than mortals, and for all his good parts, Iriki was still a mortal. Maybe less so now that [Reincarnation] and Renewal Tanks were things that existed, but even with those new magics filtering out into this world and across Ar’Cosmos, Iriki was a fallible, un-Sighted mortal, unable to see the opportunity staring him in the face.

It would be a century before he gained any real measure of Sight into the hearts of others, or even himself.

… Or maybe Burhendurur was simply not powerful enough?

No. That could not be it.

“It was a [Farshot Bolt] anyway,” Iriki said. “Time to move on.”

At least when the man had received a strict ‘no’ he accepted that decree and moved on.

Burhendurur nodded as he refilled the man’s drink.







- - - -







Lingxing scowled at the door in front of her, exclaiming, “Nirzir Void Song! You will take down this barrier, cease your warbling, dry your tears, and come out here this instant. It’s bad enough you ran away from the negotiations after your private meeting, and I had to continue it all on my own! But now I come home and I find you breaking things!”

Beyond the door to her rooms Nirzir’s wailing carried like she was a babe who missed her meal, but she was a Songstress so her songs were more destructive than Lingxing would have preferred. The walls of their clan mountain vibrated under Nirzir’s Thunderous cries. Vases crashed to the floor. Servants went running.

All because this child couldn’t understand the denial of a Wizard—

The door slammed open and Nirzir stood on the other side. Her face was not reddened with tears. She was perfectly put together. She was a touch angry, but that much was forgivable. Crying in the face of a loss of this magnitude was not.

Nirzir declared, “I was not ‘warbling’! I haven’t warbled in years. I was singing a sad song, Matriarch. If it was too much, then I apologize, but I was certainly not warbling!”

“Oh?” Lingxing spoke sarcastically, “Then pardon this one’s concern for you, for the vases in the hallway which are now piles on the ground, or for the new cracks in the walls of our great clan mountain. Our estate is much better looking now that our archmage has taken a good working to the walls.”

A crack formed in Nirzir’s visage. Her eyes watered, her lips trembled.

And then Nirzir shoved those dark emotions down, asking, “What of the Network?”

“It’s going to happen anyway.”

Nirzir’s hidden sorrow turned to revealed rage. “You never had any intention of making a marriage happen, did you?”

Lingxing almost reprimanded Nirzir—

But Nirzir instantly realized that she had misstepped. Too bad she didn’t realize the folly of her young love before they got into this mess, but to her credit, Nirzir stood straighter and her anger vanished. “Apologies, that was unkind of me. Erick had already made his desires known long before today’s… misstep. I both created and stepped into my own [Force Trap].”

Lingxing pulled back her harsher words, and said, “And we’re lucky your [Force Trap] didn’t explode on all of us.”

Nirzir stood tall. She took the rebuke with aplomb. Lingxing felt proud at that moment, and she allowed some of her own approval to appear on her face. Nirzir noticed, her facade cracking again as she wiped away a quick tear.

“I apologize for running away after my private meeting.” The young girl asked, “What about the other concerns?”

Lingxing gestured forward, saying, “I won’t talk in the hallway. You might have become a proper archmage since your journey with the Wizard, but I am still the matriarch of this clan. Invite me into your rooms and fetch some tea for the talking.”

Nirzir’s eyes went wide, as she suddenly realized she had failed again. She nearly hopped backward, saying, “Honored Matriarch Lingxing. Please come in and allow me the honor of knowing what happened after I left.”

Lingxing walked forward, her right hip briefly catching as it did sometimes, sending a shooting pain through her back. She ignored the pain for it quickly subsided anyway, then allowed herself a bit of joy as she walked beside her niece, deeper into the archmage’s rooms.

Lingxing began, “Erick accepted the [Reincarnation] requests in lieu of ties of marriage. I won’t be going first, but I’ve already lined up 15 elders from various households who wish to restart their lives. We’ll be watching them for signs of corruption for a few years before we do more, but I doubt many people will wait that long…”







- - - -







Palodia opened her eyes in the predawn light. Her first thought was of the warmth at her back, pressing up against her like a solid pillow that could turn hard at any moment. Her second thought was at the large arm wrapped under her own, and the hand gently resting upon her breast.

Tenebrae breathed behind her, his breath tickling her neck as his chest expanded, pressing his muscular chest into Palodia’s back, just a little. He was still completely asleep, as he usually was this time of day. The sun was barely up. This had always been Palodia’s preferred time of day, and she was glad to have that part of her old life remain strong.

Palodia had a harder and harder time waking up early these days, but she still did.

The bread wouldn’t bake itself!

It had been too easy to slide into this new life of hers, as an orcol, and as a match to Tenebrae. Finally! Finally… All of the main problems of their old lives and races were gone, and though some differing circumstances and power remained, they were more like complementary problems, than actual problems.

It had only taken 9 days after their [Reincarnation]s for shy glances between Palodia and Tenebrae along with a few conversations about their next steps, to transform their relationship into something deeper. Something both of them had been dancing around for decades. That first time that they both truly knew what they wanted was a frantic fumble of pants and shirts and underthings, and Tenebrae shooting before the battle even started. Palodia would remember that moment for as long as she lived for it was just so perfect, because after some happy laughter the truth of their new, younger selves reasserted itself. And then they got down to it. Again and again.

And now they were here, in Treehome, at Tenebrae’s suite at Wyrmrest. They had vacated the Rocky compound 15 days ago and got to work reestablishing Tenebrae’s base of power here in Treehome. The house had needed a remodel to fully account for their new orcol bodies, for the place was only partially orcol-sized, but now…

Everything was wonderful.

Tenebrae was a long, long way from having the same sort of power he once had, but in five years he would have another cloud castle, for sure. And this time the two of them could live together, instead of Palodia being stuck behind the kitchen for decades because she was too damned afraid to go to Tenebrae and say what she wanted. To be fair, Tenebrae had also been all the way up in his tower and unwilling to come down to her, except for dinner.

They had already had long conversations about how funny that all was, how both of them wanted this, but neither had been willing to take that first real step—

Tenebrae’s breath hitched as his arm flexed.

Palodia smiled. Tenebrae was awake.

He pulled her tight, his new, deep voice rumbling behind her, “You always wake up before me.” He kissed her shoulder, and then her neck. “Have you been awake for long?”

Palodia smiled wider as she ground her butt into Tenebrae, saying, “Long enough to know I want to start the day off right.”

Tenebrae chuckled, rumbling behind her. She liked when he did that.

It was good to be young again, and not just because of increased stamina and all of that, but also because this was just one of many, many more days like this. And because this was just one of many, many days like this, Palodia could just roll away, laughing all the while, leaving Tenebrae behind, disheveled in the sheets and looking like she had taken away his favorite new toy. Perhaps she had.

The look on Tenebrae’s teenager face was priceless.

Palodia strutted around the bed, headed toward the door, saying, “When all the rest of you is up we can do something really nice, like bake some bread or hunt down some good monster meat.”

Tenebrae huffed out, “What about the monster meat right here.”

Palodia laughed again, bright and happy. She had said ‘monster meat’ specifically to see if Tenebrae would pick up the innuendo, and he had. She understood him, and he understood her, and everything was perfect.

She had never been good at magic, nor had she even really tried beyond a few good cooking spells, but it was the gods’ honest truth that she knew the power of a good spell, and [Reincarnation] was about the best magic that she had ever experienced. Living with an archmage most of her life had taught her that magic could do a lot, but the magic of a Wizard was another thing entirely.







- - - -







Four days ago Erick had made a meter-wide iron ball glow with runic magic.

Not that impressive considering what he had done before. But here, four days later, the iron ball was still glowing with spellwork.

For all the world without a mana sense, the sphere looked like a mirror-smooth silver or steel ball that some fool had cast a [Light] upon, along with a bunch of smaller, air-disturbing magics that layered upon the surface.

But Erick had a good mana sense. He saw into the hollow sphere. He knew what he had made. For all those like him, they could look into the iron ball too, and see that it was hollow, and the interior space was about 15% covered with runic inscriptions. The entire thing was a runic web made of magical iron. And there was room for a lot more magic.

This sphere was a minor miracle, only made possible through the layering of so many different, specific magics. All that stable magic should have torn through the iron like mice through cheese, leaving behind nothing but refuse. But the power Erick had invested into that simple sphere did not tear through.

There were so many ways this should have failed, but it did not. 5 other failures lined up against the far wall, showing exactly how this sphere should have failed. He had expected a lot more failures before this success.

But…

This was a success.

It was time to show it off to the Overseer of Magic.







- - - -







Aisha stood next to a glowing miracle.

White light shone from that miracle like the light of Benevolence.

It was just her and one more inside the room with the miracle, and the room had been layered and layered with [Ward]s of all kinds. No one was to see this miracle right now. Not yet.

And yet, Erick had delivered the miracle in such a haphazard ‘nothing is wrong’ sort of way that so many other people had seen it, including those from Ar’Cosmos and even Oceanside. Oceanside’s forces were trustworthy, for they saw what this was and what it meant, and while the Headmaster would be alerted, nothing else would come of that leak. But Ar’Cosmos’s people now knew.

That could be a problem.

Aisha’s only assurance that nothing too deadly was going to happen was her own insight into Benevolence. She did not foresee any instant problems upon first Sighting this sphere and understanding what it was…

… And, Aisha supposed, Teressa had seen the sphere first and that large woman had been smiling the whole time. She had even confided in Aisha to ‘stop worrying about the good things so much’, which was, of course, not something that Aisha was capable of doing, but she appreciated Teressa’s words, anyway. Benevolence seemed to be on Erick’s side in this creation, and so…

Maybe this would turn out okay?

Historically, the proliferation of runic webs had been disastrous. This, right here, would lead to another such proliferation. Which had been Erick’s intent this whole while…

The Kings and Queens of the Geodes and even Kirginatharp and the Gods seemed to trust Erick—

Aisha trusted Erick, too. But when runic web knowledge proliferated, and when it went bad, Erick would be asked to clean up his own mess. Maybe he could actually do that?

Maybe.

Aisha did not know.

She didn’t know much right now.

And so, she had invited another person to come see this device. The only other person in the room with Aisha stood to her right, viewing the glowing white orb of iron alongside her. If the orb had not been glowing white, then its color would have been the same color as the man; they were both made of iron.

Archmage Riivo, the leader of Archmage’s Rest, stood beside the iron sphere, eyeing it critically. He had huffed in his first ten minutes upon seeing the thing, fussing over it as though it were a trick of shadow and he was having trouble seeing through the illusion; as though Aisha’s report to him had been a lie. One did not make magical iron—

Unless one was Rozeta, of course.

But outside of wrought bodies, mana-infused iron degraded as soon as active magic passed through that iron. Even inside the wrought, and especially inside the iron born, using too much magic could lead to rapid onset wrought rot.

Riivo stared for ten minutes more, and gradually his disbelieving fugue began to wane. He began to really investigate the runic structure laid inside the sphere. Ten more minutes after that, and he was back to simple staring, mentally dissecting what he could see. Erick hadn’t tried to hide any of his inscriptions, so while there wasn’t much to see, there was a lot to understand.

But Riivo had studied the object for long enough.

Aisha began their conversation with, “There’s a lot of conventional wisdom in there, but it’s the addition of this Particle Magic that makes it work so well.”

Riivo pulled back a fraction from the sphere, his focus returning to the present. “It’s all rather simple when he puts it down like that, isn’t it? His scripture is perfect, and though his style is rather simple, it’s impeccable. The challenge will be applying this structure to something other than a stable, hollow sphere, though I have no doubt that Erick will be applying this working to many large, bulky shapes. Gates, of course. Town anchors, or whatever he wants to call them. The ones with the Denial magics.” Riivo did not look away from the sphere as he asked, “That’s still his plan, yes?”

“Denial spheres at the center of every settlement; yes.” Aisha said, “He could scale this up rather easily, and have room enough to put [Withering] inside every single one of them, though he probably won’t do such harmful magic considering he has a core, too.”

“Prismatic Denials, Spatial Denials, probably some sort of basic monster protection, too, but yes; not something outright harmful...” Riivo contemplated, then said, “He could add some variable permissions into that [Undertow Star] of his and put that in here.”

[Undertow Star]. Yet another miracle of magic, using principles that some archmages sometimes touched upon in the long history of Veird, but which Erick had managed to wrangle into a true working of magic. That young princess of Songli, Nirzir Void Song, had inherited that particular magic already, while even more were studying those shadowy stars that both Erick and Nirzir had placed in the heavens here and there.

Aisha said, “I heard that spell is still going strong in the mountains of Nelboor, and that the Dark Sects of Nelboor are rallying under it, seeking absolution under Koyabez. Keeps the monsters away quite well, but it does leave everyone weakened and vulnerable.”

“It does; all of that. It still might be the best spell to put into one of these. If Erick made these for us, then we could scatter them about in the Darker places of the world and let the [Undertow Star]s permanently weaken those danger zones. If the Star becomes unstable we could put a detonation binding on the interior and disrupt the runic web and make the whole thing consume itself, breaking the magic down as the iron rusts itself to death.” Riivo said, “It would be dead simple to do. It would also be dead simple to put some Privacy magics inside so that no one could see inside the sphere without harming the working, thus protecting the security and knowledge of the runic web. If someone tried to drill inside and send in a Sighted tendril, or something along those lines, the physical barrier for oxygen and otherwise would be broken, and thus the whole thing would rust over in a flashing instant.”

Aisha smiled softly, glad that Riivo was taking this miracle so well.

Riivo asked, “There has to be… 15,000 mana running through this thing right now?”

“Only 5,000 mana, according to Erick, and that was 4 days ago. Maybe about 4,000 right now.”

Riivo smiled a little bit, softly saying, “Wizards, eh? I can already feel my worries over the future evaporating. How about you?”

Aisha said, “The main worries are gone, though they have been replaced with smaller, more nuanced ones.”

Riivo stared at the sphere, nodding as he said, “Me too.”







- - - -







Erick sat behind his desk in his office, worrying over a lot.

A rather handsome man from Enforcement wanted him in a way that wasn’t easy to put into words. A man from his own Castellan office was now fucking terrified of Erick. Portal’s Trademasters were sending him small gifts now; Erick had a few very good enchanting-grade pearls sitting in a box in the corner. Songli’s Local Area Gate Network was going to be a trouble, because he had chosen to not marry into one of their main families. How much had he harmed his future platonic relationship with Nirzir? Did Nirzir resent and hate him? Or would she be able to control her emotions for the good of her own nation? Erick had finally gotten a working prototype of the magical iron runic web, and that iron sphere now rested with the Office of Magic. Aisha had been rather worried about that sphere, but when compared to how much of that worry was personal, versus how much Teressa had been truly happy to see that sphere completed… Was Aisha worrying over nothing? Was Benevolence telling them all that this was fine?

Was Benevolence speaking for Erick, or was Erick speaking for Benevolence? Was there a meaningful difference? Or was Erick worrying over nothing, and all his worries amounted to a case of ‘this is my persona while at work’ and a ‘this is my persona while at home’ sort of thing?

Yggdrasil was growing up fast, and spending a lot of time at Treehome.

Jane and her team were still prowling the Underworld, killing giant monsters and restoring connections between settlements in the dark which had been thought lost.

And there had been no large explosions in three months. Was Erick becoming complacent? Was the House becoming complacent? Was every single one of his subjects turning to interpersonal diversions of sex and food and other inconsequential things, while the world was getting ready to erupt and burn everything they made to the ground?

Erick had a lot of worries.

He breathed. He centered himself.

And then the Wizard of Benevolence and Apparent King of Candlepoint decided where he wanted to start, and began, “I think my problem is that I am doing a lot, and I feel my people are doing a lot, but it’s not enough. There is simply so much to be done. Like… We cleared out Nergal, Nelboor, and Glaquin of a great many mental monster threats over the last two weeks, thanks to the help of the Mind Mages, but… we only cleared out the major cities, and we didn’t even touch Quintlan, or the Underworld. There’s just so much to be done and I wonder when some insane person is going to come out of the woodwork and destroy everything I’m trying to build here. I’m pretty sure that the major powers of the world are solidly behind me… But you never really know.”

Across from the table, sat no one.

Erick was alone in his office. Privacy magic and more defenses of all sorts held all around. This was a private conversation.

Even Ophiel wasn’t here, and Yggdrasil was off doing a lot on his own. Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye had been gone for an entire day, two days ago. He was having too much fun to check in as much as he used to. Erick found he missed that [Scry] eye. And he missed Ophiel’s weight on his shoulder, and those violin sounds in his ear. Why did Erick have Ophiel flutter around outside? He didn’t really know beyond the fact that he wanted to be alone for a little bit. Actually alone.

There was no way he was truly alone, though.

Erick spoke more words of worry into the empty air, expecting someone to pop out of the manasphere, even though he was not purposefully contacting anyone.

And yet, as he spoke to the empty air for over an hour, no one appeared. Erick casually swept his light through the room while he spoke, too, and though he randomly varied the sweeps, no one showed to his senses. Even the shadows in the corners of the room seemed empty.

When Erick finally felt he had gotten all his worries out there, giving a voice to the shadows in his heart, he did not feel lighter as he thought he might. He needed to actually talk to a real person. But at least now he had all his thoughts organized.

Erick canceled the Privacys and the [Hasted Shelter] he had cast into the space, ending his privacy with a pop of equalizing time and a sweep of cleaning mana that disrupted all history in the manasphere. No one would know that Erick had been pouring his heart into the void.

Except for Poi, who walked back into the room, leading the way for Zolan—

Poi paused and looked at Erick, a brief moment of confusion passing across his face, becoming a frown. Without warning, Ophiel fluttered back into the space, squeaking with annoyed guitar sounds. Erick had left the little guy outside of the [Hasted Shelter], too.

Poi resumed walking inside the room. Zolan followed, carrying a stack of paperwork.

Erick’s castellan was a highly observant man, so he noticed the sudden change in the air. He and Poi had only been outside of the room for two minutes, and yet something deeply important must have happened while they were gone, besides what Erick had told them would happen.

“A good nap, Sir?” Zolan asked, expecting a lie.

Erick lied, “A great nap, yes. All ready for the rest of the day.” He put on a normal enough smile, and brought up the topic on the paperwork in Zolan’s hand, asking, “What’s happening with Portal’s embassy?”

Zolan knew enough to ignore what he had been told to ignore, so he got right into it, talking of numbers and facts and three more monster kills Portal desired of House Benevolence. Two of the kills were tangled hydras hunting in the waters around some cities on Archipelago Nergal, but the third one was a suspected ‘tidecrasher hydra’; some sort of Variant tangled hydra. It was its own tidal force, apparently; able to shift the ocean’s surface for a hundred kilometers around. The Variant had torn through a handful of minor coastal settlements and one minor city in the last two days. The Church of Sininindi had an emergency bounty on the beast.

Erick killed all three city-killing monsters within the hour.
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                “We have two duties to discuss today, which is why I have called you all here,” Erick said, while seated on his chair in his throne room.

He wasn’t on his throne. His chair was one of many others exactly like it, which circled a round table in the middle of the room. Up above, the roof was a tessellation of glass triangles and cloudy blue sky higher still, while the walls of the room were carvings of trees, and decorative lightning.

Zolan, Mox, Raingorl, Aisha, Volaro, and Burhendurur sat around the table with Erick. Each of them had a copy of the paperwork Zolan and Mox and Erick had finalized this morning. The other four Overseers had read it already, for Erick had given them hours to do so, and now they were here.

Erick said, “One of the duties is much easier to finish with than the other, so we’ll do that first. The end of the year is approaching and this means Shadow’s Feast. Hopefully nothing happens, but I want assurances that nothing will happen, so... Goldie? Are you here?”

Zolan gave a little sigh; he was hoping that this would not happen, that Erick would not call out to the Darkness. Most others at the table shared his sentiment, but Burhendurur and Volaro, the dragons, were ready for a fight if it came to that. Goldie had been spotted here and there over the last few months so Erick had hoped that an actual talk with her wouldn’t lead to this, but now they were here and Erick was not backing down.

The Shade of Assassination stepped out of the air to Erick’s right, going down to one knee. Her black armor and her large floating, plank of a sword gleamed in the cloudy sunshine. “My king. The Darkness has no plans for endangering the world this Shadow’s Feast. But since we are on this topic, he would not be angry if you decided to throw your own party.”

Ah…

This was going one of the ways that Erick did not want it to go, but it was better to confront these problems than to ignore them.

Erick asked, “Should I consult Melemizargo directly for his wants?”

“That would be for the best, in this one’s humble opinion.”

“Then that is what I will do. Later. Thank you, Goldie.”

Goldie stood up and vanished into the air, like she was never here.

Erick turned back to the table and saw sudden fear in almost everyone’s eyes. He rapidly decided, “I’ll talk to him later and on my own, if you all want. Or I could try to call him now. A show of hands who wants me to call him now, please.”

Every hand remained on the table.

“Moving on to the main topic, then.” Erick continued, “Kiri, Mox and the Office of the Exterior, and Burhendurur and the Office of Enforcement, are about 90% done with securing the 100 kilometer ring surrounding the lake. Beyond that land lies a triple set of ringed walls which Burhendurur’s skeletal forces continue to prowl and empty of mimics, though we haven’t had an incident of a mimic in the last few days. Burhendurur, Mox, and my own [Cascade Imaging] assures me that we’re ready to accept settlements. Which is the main topic for today.

“We have three groups of people seeking primarily asylum, refuge, or opportunity, here under the aegis of Candlepoint. All of you have read the proposals and the reports collected and organized by the House, and now, we will decide who gets to live here.”

Burhendurur and Volaro looked across the table at their equals, worry and brief flashes of hate swirling behind their eyes. Zolan, Mox, Aisha, and Raingorl, stared back. The people from Ar’Cosmos wanted their own proposed city to happen. The people from everywhere else did not.

“Let us start with Ar’Cosmos’ offer.” Erick sided with Ar’Cosmos on this one, saying, “Ar’Cosmos is getting a proper settlement, and it won’t be a punitive one. Though it will be far away from everyone else in order to stave off any potential dragon fights. Pick a spot on the map, Burhendurur and Volaro, and explain how you will be using that land.”

Burhendurur spoke for both of them, saying, “Ar’Cosmos chooses the southwest corner of the lake, including the southern side and the western side. A full 3/8ths of the lakeside. We have a hundred thousand people willing to move here within the month, and so we need all of the space we have suggested. We also desire a Gate from here to the northern edge of the Forest of Glaquin, and one to the beaches of Quintlan, specifically at the Ar’Civ Delta. We do not require an embassy on Gate Road. We would prefer these Gates to be at our new city, but if we have to do it, then we could accept Gates on the Financial District road.”

Erick had expected them to try and take more than they should, and to include some odd parts that were not in the proposal. The Gate to the Forest had been in the proposal, but the Gate to Quintlan was new. Taking up a full 3/8ths of available lakeside was unexpected, too. So Erick pushed back, “The southwest eighth of the map is acceptable. You may have the lakeside land north or east of you as well, but not both, for these other proposals will likely be granted in those spaces, and you cannot have all that land. Choose which area of land matters more.”

Burhendurur and Volaro had expected some pushback.

Volaro answered, “The southwestern side, the southern side, and all of the lakeside between, including another ten kilometer area between those two areas, and permission to expand the coast outward.”

Erick nodded, then looked to everyone else. “Problems?”

Erick had already seen a lot of problems with Ar’Cosmos’ proposal, but he wanted other opinions before he unilaterally decided what would happen.

And a lot was happening there in that room that had nothing to do with Erick; in the silences of looks and in the worries behind narrowed eyes. Violence was not in the cards, but violence could happen later, which is why Erick called this meeting to have this discussion. He wanted everyone to be on the same page, and for House Benevolence to weather this storm as a united force.

But with the addition of an Ar’Cosmos city on the lake, House Benevolence’s ‘united force’ could fracture.

Zolan spoke first, “What need is there for a Gate to Quintlan?”

Zolan’s tactic was to go after the most obvious problem, and not the insidious one, to see how Burhendurur and Volaro would react.

Burhendurur noticed this too, but he answered anyway, for that is what he had to do, “House Death has interests in the Fractured Citadels, as you very well know Zolan, and while that land is innately harmful to life, House Death can ensure that benevolent trade develops between the Fractured Citadels and Candlepoint. I, personally, can ensure that the dangers of that land never spill into this one.”

Zolan said, “Deathsoul shrooms originally came from Quintlan, as did the whole subset of monstrous mushroom people and spore magics. Those tragedies have always been blamed on adventurers and on the Shades, but you very well know, Burhendurur, that the only people who routinely travel between there and everywhere else are stupid adventurers that never have time to escape those types of monsters, to spread those spores, or dragons.”

Burhendurur glared at Zolan, saying, “That is slander.”

“You used those deathsoul shrooms to protect Ar’Cosmos for centuries.” Zolan said, “You purposefully spread them, because you were capable of subduing them and using them without suffering the side effects. All the rest of the Forest of Glaquin suffered, though. It wasn’t until our King’s undertaking with Treehome that the menace of the shrooms has been handed down the road to next century’s problem.”

Burhendurur opened his mouth—

But Erick was the one to speak next. “Ar’Cosmos is getting property by the lake. Let us focus on solving future problems instead of dragging up speculative history, no matter how true it might be. In that spirit, I have a suggestion for Ar’Cosmos’ new city, to better integrate the incoming people with what we have already built, and also to break the power block that would arise from the introduction of a hundred thousand more people to this land.”

Burhendurur held his tongue, though he was ready to argue against whatever foolishness Erick was about to spout. Others were more reserved, though Zolan was glad that Erick was tackling the issue of a hundred thousand more people suddenly making a city in these lands; that many people was a central problem to Ar’Cosmos’ request.

When no one interrupted, Erick continued, “Ar’Cosmos will not get the three lands they desire, of the southern edge, the southwestern edge, and the lands between. Instead, the people who were going to settle in the lands between now settle in Candlepoint.” A few people around the table gave a quick intake of breath, though none were too loud about that. “These people will fall under Candlepoint’s purview, and Candlepoint will continue to grow, which is to the benefit of us all.”

Erick let that percolate.

Volaro spoke up, “This is a highly unorthodox measure to take, my king.”

“You would split our people?” Burhendurur asked, rhetorically.

Zolan rhetorically asked, “How else are we to break up the power of a sudden influx of a hundred thousand people into these lands?”

Burhendurur pounced on that, saying, “We can control our own.”

“Which is the problem,” Mox said, choosing to speak for the first time. “You will control your own and thus control everything eventually. Even Erick’s measure of splitting your power is not enough. Half of your people should go to Candlepoint instead of a new city, and they should be under the rules and laws of Candlepoint, not your own. Even this much is likely not enough, for inviting a hundred thousand people into this land is like inviting a foreign army to make a city right beside your borders.” She looked to Erick. “You should deny half of these people, and preferably a lot more. 10,000 people would be an easier number to handle, but even that is double the size of Candlepoint.”

Candlepoint had regained a few people since Erick’s declaration of Wizardry months ago, but they were still a fraction of their former size. Erick did not feel that Mox’s complaint was that valid, for he was still in power here, but he certainly could use her words to force Ar’Cosmos into something more reasonable.

Erick said, “If Ar’Cosmos needs to vent a hundred thousand people, then they need to vent a hundred thousand people. What would the rest of the world like to see out of Ar’Cosmos’ new, open cities?”

A bit of silence. A lot of staring.

Aisha spoke up, “Quarantine zones around the Gates, and the Gates go onto the Financial Road and not in the city itself. A political structure more standard, like in Candlepoint, so that we can address problems through one governing power instead of going through three individual houses. If the Houses of Ar’Cosmos are to come here in full or in part, which I am sure they will, then they will be subject to that political structure. Your city will be subject to the rule of House Benevolence, and your rulers will swear fealty to our Apparent King and Wizard of Benevolence. Furthermore, you will be allowed 30,000 people maximum, with 5,000 of those people headed off to Candlepoint, to live there.”

Volaro eyed Aisha. “You would have us beg for scraps and our people starve! We have a need to vent 100,000, and so we have asked for 100,000.”

Before anyone else could speak, Erick said, “Let us table this offer for now, and move onto the other two, for the words we have over those might influence the words we have about Ar’Cosmos’ new city.”

The anger in the room pulled back.

Erick moved on to the next packet. “We have a collective request from Stratagold and Oceanside to accept refugees from Portal and the Tribulations of Nelboor. This second group originally began as Cultists of Melemizargo from Nelboor, in those Tribulations, but after my [Blessing of Empathy] and after the Church of Koyabez helped them to solidify under a more productive banner, they have been gathering others from around the world. Mostly people from monster disaster areas, but a lot of people from the lands around Songli, as well. They want to move here, and there’s about 38,000 of them. All they want is to make some homes in a safe land. The details will be worked out later, but are there any general objections to this request?”

No one seemed to feel the need to say anything.

Aisha spoke just because someone needed to. “As long as they swear fealty to you, then Stratagold has no problem with Empathy-blessed Cultists forming a city. I would ask that whatever governing structure they create is as easy to work with as the current structure of Candlepoint.”

Erick said, “Then we’ll begin talks with them soon.

“Moving on.

“The third group wishing to create a city here at Candlepoint is the Dicers, out of the Sovereign Cities. According to them their leadership is in tatters after a failed peace talk where Charme brought bombs instead of words, and no one brought a [Zone of Peace] from Koyabez. They are 5,000 people, and they are tired of fighting a war that never gained the overall support of the people. They seek asylum.” Erick said, “I would have told them to move into Candlepoint, but they will likely be targeted by the Sovereign Cities, and especially by Charme, so I want them away from our main areas of commerce and other people.”

Aisha spoke first, “I believe with the nature of this petitioner, and with the vast increase in local populations of people, that we should now discuss the deployment of your Denial Spheres; what sort of Denials you will be putting out there, and where you will be placing them. And also: are they necessary? Most cities in the Crystal Forest do not have Denial Magics of any sort, though all the rest of the world usually has some sort of control on the power of the local population in order to prevent tragedies.”

About a week ago Erick had managed to make iron work as well as platinum for large runic webs. He was still in the process of turning a spherical prototype into a square Gate, but Denial Spheres were easy to make. Erick had planned on putting them all over the place, using them like Songli used the Void Song to prevent destructive things like [Stoneshape] or [Fireball] from being used in public places. Those Void Songs only covered the main cities of Eralis, Alaralti, and Holorulo. Those were the most populated parts of the Highlands, though, because all that denial magic made trusting your neighbors a lot easier.

For the Greensoil Republic, they used archmages who had spent points in order to purchase the spell [Weaken Monsters], to then use that spell across that entire country. When used properly, [Weaken Monsters] inhibited all monsters from gaining levels past 10, meaning most people in the Greensoil Republic only gained levels to the natural maximum of around 13-16, depending on spell and skill choices. But the problem with [Weaken Monsters] was that if the gridwork casting of that spell somehow missed a monster, and the month-long spell duration lapsed, those missed monsters would enter a Rage-like state and rapidly begin to gain levels, and tear through a countryside full of low level people.

The Wasteland Kingdoms had a different way to control their population. They shackled mages with regulations and used routine checks where people displayed their Statuses and accumulated fines or soul debts with demons if they were caught having a restricted spell without having the corresponding paperwork and clearances from the Magisterium or a kingdom.

Treehome didn’t have any regulations at all, which is one of the reasons Erick liked them more than most other places. But Treehome was also filled with orcols who healed from almost all damage through simple Health-restoration spells, and they had Arbors to look over everyone. The Arbors were a pretty big part of why Treehome was such a good place to live.

People couldn’t use Spatial Magic in the Underworld because of Melemizargo’s influence. While that restriction cut down on a lot of utility magic down there, and had cost many, many people their lives as monster hordes overflowed their defenses, the absence of Spatial Magic made it easy to defend locations. Across almost the entire Surface world, places used anti-[Teleport] enchantments in order to protect their more vulnerable locations. There was no need to do that in the Underworld.

And the Sovereign Cities just prevented all Registrars from entering their lands without working under a local lord. No one was allowed to Matriculate outside of the control of the governments, or without a soldiering contract with the local lords. That lack of magical power and Script-enabled people was why that whole part of the world was a shithole, in Erick’s opinion. If that nobility ever gave Erick too much of a reason to turn their world upside down, then he might just do that. But for now, taking in the Dicers and ending that civil war over there seemed like a decent thing to do, which is why Erick was considering this Dicer request for asylum.

Erick still wasn’t sure exactly how he was going to distribute the Denial Spheres around Candlepoint in order to achieve the same effects as the Void Song, or [Weaken Monsters], or all the other various magic control spellwork that existed here and there in most of the world, but he knew where to start.

“Burhendurur,” Erick asked, “Where would you place Denial Spheres, to enable easier trusting of neighbor and neighbor, here in Candlepoint? What would you put in them? Each sphere has about a kilometer radius and can be imbued with any sort of Denial magics.”

Burhendurur frowned a little, but he didn’t have to think long to have an answer, “Put them everywhere that there are people, and with a [Zone of Peace] inside, if you can do that. Maybe [Spatial Denial], too, but that is rather itchy, and people would need to quickly evacuate if something terrible should happen, so blocking Spatial Magic is a bad idea. Maybe smaller [Spatial Denial] spheres in certain locations, to be decided.”

Zolan, Mox, Aisha, and Raingorl were surprised by that answer. Volaro was not surprised. He and Burhendurur had probably discussed this exact question before, because it was open knowledge what Erick wanted to do with these Denial Spheres, but here the dragons were, talking about inhibiting their own planned city beside the lake.

Erick was only a little bit surprised, but not because of Burhendurur and Volaro making a concession before they had to. He was surprised at their actual suggestion. Erick said, “I had considered [Zone of Peace], but [Zone of Peace] is not very smart when imbued inside a runic web.”

Volaro narrowed his eyes a little. “It still transforms harmful magic into a [Cleanse]s, yes?”

“The definition of ‘harmful’ is less nuanced when the spell is inside a sphere.” Erick said, “Inside a normal [Zone of Peace], if I cast a [Fireball] at you, it would turn into nothing. Inside a runic web [Zone of Peace], the same [Fireball] will become a gust of weak Force and Fire and a lot of a [Cleanse], but the [Cleanse] will be as weak as [Cleanse] inside Ar’Cosmos; only able to really clean up water and surface dirt. The Fire and Force might brush your hair or set small papers on fire. But what is worse, is that a [Fireball] cast near someone, without the intent to harm a person standing beside the impact, will retain full power. [Zone of Peace] in a sphere is not smart at all.”

Burhendurur frowned a little.

Volaro said, “Add in a Stone Denial, and put them absolutely everywhere that there are people, and include an Undertow drain to power them, same as you have the Gates. This will be more than enough general security. Even the Void Songs of Songli are not perfect.”

“Perfection is the enemy of good,” Burhendurur said, nodding.

Erick sat a bit straighter. “Ah. We have that saying back on Earth, too.”

“Not surprising. It is a good saying.” Burhendurur said, “And I agree with Volaro’s suggestion. Excising the ability for the populace to do direct damage toward each other will be a great boon for our rapidly growing population.” He added, “For Ar’Cosmos does need to ‘vent’ 100,000 people. We were originally going to request a grant for 150,000 people, but that would have met with too much skepticism.”

Zolan scoffed, “Like 100,000 is any more reasonable.”

Mox said, “I would like to return to this Dicer request...”

They spoke for a few hours.







- - - -







In a Private space, in House Benevolence, Erick sat across from someone he hadn’t seen in a while; Illustrious Moon. The Head of House Fae looked exactly as he remembered; tall, almost incani, with amethyst-like horns done in deep purple and all the rest of her a study in violet. She had taken a day to get here after the meeting with the Overseers about new cities yesterday, but here she was, ready to talk turkey.

She smiled softly, saying, “It’s good to see you again, Erick. I love the House.”

… They were still in the pleasantries part of the meeting, apparently. Erick wanted to get right down to it, though, for he had even more meetings and magic to make after this. He couldn’t just blow off Illustrious’s attempts at pleasantries, though. This meeting would determine the entire future of Ar’Cosmos’ direct presence here at Candlepoint.

Erick decided to go with, “It’s good to see you, too, Illustrious, now that I’m not under mental restraints and able to make my own decisions about life.”

Illustrious pulled back her joy, letting her true draconic self appear in the deep purple of her eyes. “How long will it take for you to get over that? Realistically?”

“As soon as I can no longer be worried of such hostile actions.”

Illustrious smiled brightly this time. “Then I will ignore the hostility of your words and trust the truth of your benevolence that this meeting will be productive for all of Ar’Cosmos. Who are your allies, I might add.”

“You are my allies,” Erick agreed. “And so are the wrought, and Oceanside. I hope the wrought now living in Ar’Cosmos are working out for everyone involved. No one has been ensorcelled yet, nor have they given you cause to do so, correct?”

“Correct!” Illustrious Moon asked, “Now, shall we talk of the ensorcellments you plan to place upon the future cityspaces of our land around your lake?”

“The Denial Spheres will happen to Candlepoint, too, and for now those Spheres will just have [Zone of Peace]. No anti-[Stoneshape] or [Spatial Denial]s, or anything like that; just [Zone of Peace]. It’s not a full-block on all magic, but it will prevent the most egregious and directly harmful uses of magic; mostly targeted spells and other things made with the intention of harming. There will be a lot of nuances for people to work out, but a Denial Sphere will likely be a hard counter to magics like the Red Dot that almost struck Spur, for I have done some testing with the spheres and [Fireball] and my words to Burhendurur and Volaro yesterday were mistaken.

“Very large spells are always subject to a runic [Zone of Peace], apparently.

“It does very well against smaller, more insidious magics, like those from mental monsters and [Force Trap]s placed where people can trigger them.” Erick said, “That Denial of Red Dots and the inhibition of monsters using esoteric and directly harmful magics is the most important thing.”

Illustrious Moon’s shoulders relaxed as she sat there, violet eyes widening a little like she was listening to a miracle. Perhaps that was exactly how she thought of Erick’s words. After Erick finished, it took Illustrious a moment to gather her thoughts.

“I understand that this [Zone of Peace] comes from Koyabez and it is used widely in peace talks the world over, but it is rather new, because it originally came from you. The Script stripped it from you.” Illustrious asked, “Will the fact that this is not actually your magic be a problem? I understand you have working prototypes, but godly-given spells usually have a hard time being stuffed into any sort of mortal working.”

Erick had had a conversation about all of that with Koyabez yesterday, after that meeting with the Overseers. Apparently, just like the divine [Gate] which people bought into when they were on the Worldly Path, paying 10 points instead of walking the Path, [Zone of Peace] was the same sort of situation. Godly magic did not fit into most mortal machines. You couldn’t enchant a Gate without having made your own Gate Space, and you couldn’t enchant [Zone of Peace] into a working because it was also a godly magic, and not really your own.

But Erick was still the creator of [Zone of Peace].

That spell had been ripped from his soul by the Script, but it was still a Benevolence-based spell, and Erick was, and continued to be, Elemental Benevolence itself. So the lines got a bit blurry there.

Par for the course for a Wizard.

“I did originally make this magic, and you are right that it is not strictly mine. I can only say that I have leave from Koyabez to imbue this spell into any workings I choose, it is Benevolence-based, and apparently it is still a part of me. And [Renew] helps bridge gaps like that rather well; that’s what [Renew] was made to do.” Erick said, “The only problem will be when a sphere breaks, for I will be the only one able to make more of them. This is not a perfect long-term solution, but it is a good solution for now, and I’m sure Koyabez himself will be able to help others to make much more permanent artifact-level Denial Spheres with [Zone of Peace] if he desires, or if someone asks him properly.”

Illustrious hmm’d in slight disappointment, then asked, “Will [Zone of Peace] inhibit the peaceful enforcement of the law?”

“They’ll have to adjust how they capture people; [Force Wall]s to trap, and that sort of thing. Nothing targeted at all, and not even any spellwork that gets too big.”

“A difficult set of restrictions. But doable. We would ask you to include [Spatial Denial] in the spheres on our lands.”

“… That is a surprise.”

“How so?” Illustrious Moon said, “Ar’Cosmos has always been anti-[Teleport], for if one used Spatial Magics in there then they might end up bisected in a wall. The lack of Spatial Magic in the common person does wonders for security. It will stop people from [Teleport]ing in and committing genocide, which is a fear of ours, Erick.”

“… Ah. Okay.” Erick said, “I can include [Spatial Denial] in the working.”

“Appreciated.” Illustrious Moon said, “I would also ask for you to allow the full number of requested residents to live upon your shores. 100,000. I could ask for a real number of 145,000 and bargain you down to 100,000, but I and my fellow Heads felt that was disingenuous. Our necessary evacuations number 98,500, but rounding up will account for stragglers.”

Her tone was even, but her worry was real. She wasn’t lying about her numbers at all.

Erick focused. “What’s going on in Ar’Cosmos, Illustrious?”

Illustrious smiled softly, and set off a bomb, “All the dragons of Veird are required to move to Ar’Cosmos by the end of the year in order to fulfill the pact made between Rozeta and Fairy Moon. Dragons are being evicted from Veird. All across the world. Right now.”

Ah.

Holy shit.

Incredulous, Erick began, “She’s evicting all of the—”

Fairy Moon stepped into the private space, looking around like she needed to attack something. But then a half second passed and she saw where she was. She calmed, going from battle-ready to something more relaxed. The vibrancy of her pink and green eyes died down with her thoughts of threats needing to be killed— And then lit up with joy as she spotted Erick. She happily said, “Erick! So good to greet you! We should see each other some time soon, but not right now.” She turned to Illustrious. “I am needed not-here. Is this important?”

Erick narrowed his eyes at the fairy, saying, “Hello, Fairy Moon.”

Fairy Moon nodded to him—

She paused and recognized that Erick was mad, but Fairy Moon would not dwell on that; she was too busy. She focused on Illustrious.

Illustrious said, “I am discussing the nature of our homes on the lake with Erick, and of the eviction of the dragons.”

“Ah! I see.” Fairy Moon stepped away, vanishing into the manasphere, her voice trailing her, “I am not needed now. Talk to you another time!”

Erick frowned at the empty air. Then he turned to Illustrious. “That’s how she’s taking her agreement with Rozeta?” Erick recalled Rozeta’s words perfectly, “ ‘Here now is an offer: You and your people both living and never-dead, keep the danger posed by dragon fights, on Veird and in your own lands, to at least the current level it is now, or lower, while accepting competent wrought and otherwise oversight inside Ar’Cosmos and other fae lands.’ That was the majority of it.” Erick said, “There was nothing in there about ‘remove all dragons from Veird’. And what about you?” A bit of anger crept into his voice. “What about my Overseers Burhendurur and Volaro?”

Erick suddenly had a lot more anger than just that, but he let that simmer.

Illustrious said, “All dragons directly subject to the Curse, or those subject to Fairy Moon’s whims, are required to move to Ar’Cosmos. Which is almost all of them. The only ones being allowed to remain on Veird are those who are Paradox’ed. Everyone else is coming to Ar’Cosmos— Them and all their families who want to join those dragons. We were rather stocked with dragons during your visit, but even that was not the height of our possible population. Considering all the families following… We’re getting stuffed, Erick.”

“Even with [Renew] making that land bigger?”

“Even with! You would think that with more space, there would be less of a fight for all of it, right? You would be wrong.” Illustrious Moon added, “Just like I was wrong.”

Erick frowned. “How come I haven’t heard of this before now?”

“It’s apparently been in the planning stages for months, but a lot of things suddenly happened in the last few days and now the plan is unfolding. I was not fully made aware of this until three days ago, when Fairy Moon dumped this plan onto the desks of every power of Ar’Cosmos. A few people have responded quickly to capture land and kick people out—” Illustrious Moon frowned, as she got into the meat of the story, “About half of the 100,000 people we marked for this new city aren’t aware that they are being kicked out, but heads of smaller houses and families are informing their people right now, as we speak, while Fairy Moon is moving across the entire world and informing those who will be evicted from Veird. Burhendurur and Volaro did not tell you the truth because no one out here knew the full truth. Honestly, we haven’t told them the whole truth, either, so that is no fault of their own. But I am telling you the full truth right now.” Illustrious said, “In a week all the world will know, but by that time Fairy Moon will have gotten to every holdout and given them her ultimatum. Before the end of the year, every dragon on Veird will either be in Ar’Cosmos… Or not.”

It was all monumental news.

Terrifying and new, and yet not wholly unexpected. Fairy Moon was expected to keep dragon fights from happening here on this side of reality, and what was the best way to do that? Move all the dragons to Ar’Cosmos, of course.

But something wasn’t adding up.

“I still don’t understand,” Erick asked, “Ar’Cosmos is expanding? You’re taking in a lot of new people, yes. But the land itself is larger. It should be large enough to hold everyone?”

Like she was speaking a truth that everyone already knew, Illustrious said, “Dragons are selfish, Erick. More selfish than I thought I knew. More selfish than you will likely ever know— at least in this world. We’ve already had several fights over new lands, and a lot of dragons throwing their power around in dangerous ways.” Illustrious digressed, “This evacuation of non-dragons from Ar’Cosmos is necessary, and not just to get them out of the way of those fights, but to prevent them from starting fights of their own. There are a lot of half-dragon families that are almost dragons in their own power, but not quite, and that is not good for all the incomers.

“After a stabilizing period, I pray that many of the people we relinquish into your care will be able to come back to Ar’Cosmos, but I also hope that they are finally able to live their lives free, and under the real sun.” She looked to him, saying, “I hope that you keep the secret of dragons leaving Veird to yourself, Erick, for at least a few days. More, if you can. We don’t want to start— Well. There are about a million problems that could happen. For instance, we had a smuggler from Quintlan; mostly food and material goods, as most of our smugglers are. He’s a free dragon, and everyone in his organization knows he is a free dragon. He is the base of power for that smuggling ring. With this news, his entire organization has erupted in a civil war. Hundred people dead, at least.”

Ah…

This was going to get bad, eh?

But since Erick had to know the information that Illustrious didn’t want to speak of, he directly asked, “What happens when a dragon doesn’t go to Ar’Cosmos by the end of the year?”

Erick guessed what would happen already. An ‘ultimatum’ from Fairy Moon usually only ended one of two ways; either the person decided to do what Fairy Moon wanted, or…

“She kills them,” Illustrious Moon said, flatly. “If Melemizargo chooses to have a calm Shadow’s Feast this year, know that Fairy Moon already has all the chaos covered.” And then she set off another bomb, “If you haven’t already, you should expect some dragons to come your way soon. Within the day. Perhaps you already have a meeting with a dragon, and you just don’t know it yet? Those dragons will ask that you Paradox them into Benevolence, so that they might stay on Veird. Since you came upon your Wizardry naturally, you should be able to do this twisting of Dragon Essence without any damage to your self. This was how every House of Ar’Cosmos got its start.”

“… Right. Let’s… Let’s talk about that later.”

Illustrious tried to bring the conversation to a nicer place as she asked, “Can we discuss the nature of our refugees’ city on the lake? I was thinking we’d call it ‘Axiom’, as a way to establish it as a city and wish for it to always exist, but Inferno Maw wants to call it ‘Faefall’, for he is quite angry with Fairy Moon’s direction. Bright Smile has the middle-path suggestion of ‘Springkind’, as a place where our kind will always spring from.”

It was kind of surreal listening to Illustrious Moon talk of city names when Fairy Moon was changing how the entire world worked. The fallout of this decision will be immeasurable, but… Perhaps this was exactly what Rozeta had in mind when she gave her offer to Fairy Moon? In the end, the removal of dragons from Veird would be good for the average citizen.

… Maybe? Dragons might get into fights all the time with each other if they knew each other as a dragon, but when they were allowed to live, and not become tyrants, dragons were a force that readily took their hidden claws and spells to the monsters of Veird.

… The Dragon Stalkers were probably happy about this. Surely, they knew already?

Well whatever. Erick wasn’t going to tell them—

What about Al? Back at Spur?

Ah…

Al was going away, then?

That thought came upon Erick like a crashing wave out of nowhere, followed fast by several more waves. Worry and sorrow. Loss and failure to launch. Al was going to leave Spur and go to Ar’Cosmos. While Erick never got full confirmation that the Sewermaster of Spur was a dragon, he was 99% sure that Al was a dragon; the same black dragon who had crashed into that Flare Couatl and who took away Jane’s Dragon Essence so she could start healing from that poison. Would Savral be going with Al?

Erick found himself suddenly missing Al. That giant man was the first person who had taught Erick about magic, and who housed and protected him and Jane when they were new to this world. Sure, Al was rather bad at magic, but Erick certainly wasn’t a normal student.

Erick hadn’t checked up on Al or Savral at all since the end of the Worldly Path. He had seen Al, Savral… And Mog, the Guildmaster of Spur’s Adventurer’s Guild, and Sirocco Zago, the Guildmaster of Spur’s Mage Guild, and most everyone else who Erick had once called neighbor, and friend. But those sightings had been through Ophiel, and from far away. He hadn’t actually talked to any of them.

Suddenly, Erick knew he needed to talk to the people of Spur. He needed to talk to Al.

But he was here with Illustrious Moon, and they were talking about Ar’Cosmos’ city by the lake. He was here, for now. Later, he would see what was happening at Spur.

Erick looked to Illustrious, saying, “They are all fine names, but I would like to talk more about having some of your people move into Candlepoint, and not into your city. I would also like to talk more about the nature of the government you wish to build in this land… And what it means to Paradox Dragon Essence into something similar yet different. I might actually be doing some of that soon.”

Illustrious showed obvious relief when Erick spoke of Paradoxing Dragon Essence, but she chose to talk of city planning, first.

They spoke for two hours about the nature of Ar’Cosmos’ refugee city, how much Illustrious expected the city to remain a ‘refugee city’ when the population could freely return to Ar’Cosmos after the dragons settled in, and how well the refugee city was going to adhere to Erick’s and House Benevolence’s decrees which would be, of course, the actual law of the land. Erick had expected Illustrious to balk at that, and for the Houses of Ar’Cosmos to desire to be treated as equals to House Benevolence, but that wasn’t even a concern.

Illustrious put it best when she said, “The Houses remain in Ar’Cosmos, but we will open branch offices in this new city, and since this is your land, they are under your jurisdiction. I’ll even make sure they’re under the refugee city’s jurisdiction first, if that would make it easier on you.”

“It would. I have enough on my plate already so I won’t be looking over your branch offices at all. I want your new city to adhere to the structure we’re setting up already in Candlepoint, too. One mayor, like Mephistopheles, a law deciding branch, like Volaro, a law enforcing branch, like Slip, a sewermaster, like Ava, and however many organizers of the market you wish. Candlepoint has Zaraanka and Valok, for instance.”

“Then consider it done.” Illustrious said, “Now as for the laws of the lands, I approve of the systems you have smashed together under Volaro, but...”

They spoke of laws, and defenses, and all manner of minutiae that went into a city. They spoke of Gates linking the new city to the Gate District, like Erick had done with Candlepoint. Eventually, that conversation wound down, and they moved on to talk of Paradoxing dragons.

That explanation only took ten minutes, for that whole process was rather easy, according to Illustrious Moon. Erick simply needed to gain Dragon Essence until he was a full dragon, then Paradox himself into a Benevolence Dragon, and then match his own new nature to everyone he chose to change. There were complications, of course, for he could not do such a thing here on Veird; he would have to do this in Ar’Cosmos or else the Dragon Curse would grab him by the soul and not let go until he killed all the dragons he knew. That would likely go very, very poorly for all the world, but mostly for Erick, because Erick would go looking for Kirginatharp and the Second to Rozeta would slap him down hard.

“Other than all the possible problems, making a Benevolence Dragon is all rather straight-forward,” Illustrious said. “And Fairy Moon can finish off the process for you, perfectly.”

Erick was not comfortable with any of her words, and for multiple reasons.

Illustrious noticed Erick’s discomfort. “You can try alone if you wish, but I would not recommend it for a number of reasons. Dragons have tried this Paradoxing before, outside of Fairy Moon’s assistance, coming at the same problem from the other side; from being a dragon first and then collecting enough of their own mana to work that particular Wizardry. Usually this ends very poorly. I know of a few cases where they actually succeeded and become an existence that is not bound by the Curse, nor by the power of the Houses of Ar’Cosmos… But it’s not a real Paradoxing, and it fails without a great deal of upkeep. Upkeep which most cannot maintain, because those dragons who have succeeded were not Wizards. They were just very good at their specific types of magic and they had help of a different sort.”

“… Well that’s still rather unexpected. I was under the impression that the only ways out of the Curse were through your Houses?”

“You could have spent a decade with us in Ar’Cosmos if you had to, and you still would not have uncovered all of the secrets of our homeland. This failure would not have been because we were keeping those secrets from you, but just the simple fact that we have a lot of secrets.” Illustrious waved a hand. “And those minor successes a few dragons have managed to create, to escape the Curse, have never transferred well. And, as I said, they require upkeep, because they’re all unstable. If that upkeep fails then those few successes still out there in the world will have to come crawling back to Ar’Cosmos before the Curse reasserts itself and they destroy everyone they know. That’s not speculation, by the way; that has happened before, too.

“For as many years as the Curse has existed, people have been trying to escape it. Sometimes they half-succeed. And then they fail, and they come to Ar’Cosmos and get in line with everyone else for a chance at truly escaping the Curse through a House; through a Paradox of Death, Carnage, or Fae.

“I admit, though, that the only stable form of this Paradoxing magic is when you start with a Wizard and then add Dragon Essence, and then the Wizard Paradoxes themselves into being both at the same time. Every one of our Houses started this way. You might be able to do it on your own, but you do have to do it inside Ar’Cosmos. Submitting to Fairy Moon is simple easy, though.”

Erick managed to control his visceral, hateful, and destructive impulses into something smaller; a quiet breath, a stare, and, unexpectedly, a twitch of his left eye. And also an arm-thick zap of Benevolent lightning that arced off of his right hand and struck the floor, spreading black char where it lingered.

“Simple, eh?” Erick asked, his voice straining.

“Yes. It is simple.” Illustrious ignored the char on the ground, saying, “I know the facts of it are terrible for you, but—”

“I don’t want to talk about Paradoxing Benevolence dragons anymore.”

If someone came to Erick requesting to become a Benevolence Dragon, then he would [Reincarnation] them into not-a-dragon. He was never putting himself under Fairy Moon’s power ever again.

Illustrious moved on, saying, “Then let us speak of something I just remembered you wish to do: the integration of a portion of our fleeing citizens with the current structure of Candlepoint. How about 5,000 people from Ar’Cosmos going to Candlepoint? And they get a seat on Candlepoint’s council structure.”

“25%, and no seat; 25,000 people. They’ll have more than enough power by virtue of their population. No one will be allowed to move into your new city until Candlepoint is larger than yours, either, so any secondary evacuations will move into Candlepoint completely.”

“What a strange set of requirements.” Illustrious Moon asked, “Whatever for?”

“I want Candlepoint to be the largest city on the lake. It’s as simple as that.”

“Very well. Then...”

Erick felt himself relaxing as they moved back to talk of politics for a brief while. The conversation could have ended already, but Illustrious did not want to leave Erick on a sour note. Erick was glad for that.

When they eventually finished, Erick knew almost everything about who would be coming to Ar’Cosmos’ expansion by the lake, and he had even suggested a name of his own, since the other Houses did not seem to be in agreement yet; Weald.

“It’s an Earth name for ‘Forest’,” Erick said.

Illustrious said, “I’ll add it to the pile of suggestions.”
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                Citadel Frostflower was located between the North Ar’Civ river and the South Ar’Civ river, in central Quintlan, west of where the two rivers joined to become the Ar’Civ river. This city was not the largest of the Fractured Citadels of central Quintlan. That honor went to Death Throne, further inland and sprawled across a thousand kilometers like an open-air labyrinth of stone castles, deep canyons of shadow, and lots of ooze. That place was filled with all manner of undead, both aware and not. Mostly not.

Frostflower was filled with undeath, too, but also a lot of life. It was perhaps the nicest and safest of the Fractured Citadels. Built in five concentric circles, with the outer circles shimmering with ice and filled with protective magics constantly layered down by the residents, Frostflower got its name from all those layers of spells. From the outside looking in, the place almost looked like an ephemeral, frosted flower. On the inside, it was a bustling land of mortals like any normal kingdom you would find anywhere, but it was ruled by undead masters in the central circle. Anyone could ascend to undeath in Frostflower, and become one of those masters if they wished. It took personal power, skill, and patronage to ascend, but those things came easy to those who tried. Usually.

The mortals toiled in the soil outside, growing magical plants in the hopes of one day ascending to undeath.

It wasn’t perfect, but it was one of the best places to be for a person like Quilatalap.

Many of the Archlich’s former students lived here. The master of this land could even trace her necromancy and power directly from Quilatalap himself.

That particular student had come to Quilatalap in a fury of worry and terror in the last hour, alerting him to a certain event that was probably going to happen any minute now. She wasn’t sure what was going to happen, but she needed Quilatalap there when it did. Fairy Moon was coming and she was bringing ultimatums. Maybe Quilatlap’s student could escape Fairy Moon, but probably not. One might be able to fight off that immortal fae a thousand times, but Fairy Moon only needed to win once.

… That saying sort of wore down when it came to Fairy Moon versus necromancers with phylacteries, but it was true enough.

In the main meeting hall, at the top of Frostflower Keep, where windows opened up in every direction so that the ruler of this land could see all of her domain at once, Quilatalap sat on a guest throne on a dais kept to the side. The guest dais and the guest throne were a recent addition.

The main dais dominated the center of the open-air tower, and Quilatalap’s former student waited there, coiled and ready to strike.

Zenipeq lorded over her domain, her flowing, frosty form curled into herself like she was a dragon-shaped wraith. She was not exactly a wraith, but if someone made that mistake, it was forgivable. She had been panicking when she had come to Quilatalap, worried out of her mind, but now she was settled and strong; a queen in her own country, which was exactly what she was.

Quilatalap still remembered when he found Zenipeq almost 1200 years ago. She was a dragon who had lost her life in a failed attempt to replicate the powers of the Houses of Ar’Cosmos, casting herself adrift in the mana as a barely-there wraith. Quilatalap helped her come back together because it seemed like the right thing to do, to help a fellow necromancer. When she came back to herself, Quilatalap gave her some small insights into Paradoxing Dragon Essence and Ice Essence. Zenipeq’s second attempt at Paradoxing her way into the powers of the Houses turned out much better, though she still fell short of the ultimate goal of a True Paradox, for she was not a Wizard. Even so, all that meant was a bit of maintenance every few years; to store her magic into a core that she could break later to use her own mana to reinforce herself properly—

Quilatalap saw a change in the mana long before Zenipeq did. He said, “She comes.”

Zenipeq settled her nerves, her large eyes flashing white and blue as she focused on the air in front of her. She saw it now, too. The mists in the room, which were always under her control, began to swirl outside of her control, like someone was floating invisibly through the windows and into the space. Fairy Moon certainly could have avoided such a display and come in without anyone knowing any better, but she was delivering proclamations today; not murder. Not yet.

Fairy Moon stepped onto the white stone before Zenipeq, her white, pink, and green clothes looking like flowery armor. She was physically smaller than one of Quilatalap’s legs, and much, much smaller than the gargantuan form of Zenipeq. The Ice Wraith Queen physically dominated the space, and her ghostly frozen mists spread even further, but no one was fool enough to believe that Fairy Moon wasn’t just as powerful.

“Why have you come to my kingdom, Fairy Moon,” Zenipeq demanded to know.

“Ultimatums and ultimate ends!” Fairy Moon said, “In accordance with the accords struck between me and the mistress of the Script, all dragons who are dealt the Curse are compelled to come to Ar’Cosmos within the week! No exceptions!”

Zenipeq startled, and there was no use in not showing that startling anymore. “A week! But I thought—” She cut herself off. She had thought they had till the end of the year.

Quilatalap had thought that, too. Damn.

Zenipeq regained some of her composure, then tried, “I am not a true dragon. I have ascended past the Curse and mortal flesh. I do not count myself among your kind, in any possible way, therefore your bindings have no place upon my person. And I have a kingdom here!” Zenipeq’s sorrow finally failed in the face of her anger. She shouted, “And I have been selling necessary goods to Ar’Cosmos for centuries! I AM DUE MORE RESPECT THAN YOU HAVE GIVEN ME, FAIRY MOON!” She pulled back a fraction, though her anger was now on full display in the rippling ice forming out of her mist, like snowflakes turned to swords and daggers. “I will remain here, in my place of power, and continue selling to Ar’Cosmos as I have. Rescind your ultimatum, leave, and I will forget this breach of decorum ever happened.”

It was a good thing composure rarely mattered with the fae, as it usually mattered with everyone else. Zenipeq was losing it. Zenipeq was facing the end of her long rule, though, so all of that was forgivable.

Fairy Moon was unmoved by Zenipeq’s words, because of course she wasn’t. “A true Paradox needs no preservation while yours requires copious consumption of cores. You could fall and fight with other deadly dragons at any damned time. You have before, you will again, and so—”

“The last time I lapsed was 350 years ago!”

Fairy Moon continued, “—you are required to return to ancestral Ar’Cosmos.”

Zenipeg’s frost swords faltered. She tried bargaining, “I want a month! Till the end of the year! I heard that is what you were giving everyone else! I want a month.” Softer, she said, “Please.”

Fairy Moon considered this, then she said what she was always going to say, “No.”

And then she vanished.

Her departure didn’t disturb any mist, or make any subtle sound—

Quilatalap turned his soul’s sights upon the alteration in the air. Ephemeral teeth ripped and tore at foreign magic, and soon, there was no more foreign magic. Fairy Moon had left.

Zenipeq collapsed to the floor. Great big tears of frozen death fell from her misty eyes as she breathed out, “Will my flower continue to blossom, once I am gone? Death Throne encroaches on our fields, always, and the oozes are getting violent, always, and… I don’t think I’ve done enough for my people, Quilatalap. Not nearly enough…” Her voice turned whispery, “The school is still filled with the living… They haven’t transitioned yet. I’m going to miss that joyous time.”

Quilatalap stood from his chair. He was not a harsh man when he did not need to be. Mostly, he tried to be as easy going as he could. But now was not the time to be an easy person. “Despair if you must over your personal loss, but do not fret for your people; they will be fine. You have built a lasting empire. It is unfortunate that neither of us can remain to see it continue, but truths are sometimes like that.”

Hope blossomed on Zenipeq’s face. She righted herself and stared down at Quilatalap. “You could be the king here! They will all fall in line and worship you as their creator if you will allow—”

“Nope.”

Zenipeq dropped her head to the ground again. Quiet tears flowed.

Quilatalap said, “I know myself, and one of those truths is that I am shit at governance. The most I can ever be anywhere is a simple guest with some appointed duties. If you put me in charge of anyone, then one of your people would inevitably ask me for something that I shouldn’t give them. I will, at the time, think that such information would not be harmful at all, and so I will acquiesce. And thus, in 25 years this entire place falls to some cataclysm that I enabled.” He said, “If the crusades don’t track me down and level this place, first, which is something that That Fae is absolutely going to try, now that she knows I am here and you will not be here to dissuade such attempts.”

Zenipeg’s frozen tears continued to collect upon the ground, piling beside her face.

Quilatalap felt a tug on his dead heart. He didn’t like seeing anyone in despair. “That Fairy is likely only giving you a week so that you can show up before the big rush, so you can claim properties before others.”

Zenipeg breathed out, “I don’t want to be a part of House Death, Quilatalap. They’re fine people but... I hate That Fairy.”

Ah. Well. That was a different problem entirely. Quilatalap hated That Fairy, too, but it was like hating storms or hating the color green; it was best to just stay away from those things if one could. Zenipeq would do fine in House Death, though, even if she didn’t want to—

Quilatalap wondered...

For the past three months, a certain topic had made its way across the world, and settled into the Fractured Citadels like a rabbit in a den of wolves. From the tallest citadels to the lowest caverns, and even beyond to the Underworld, everyone who was anyone had been in at least one debate about a certain truth, trying to understand how. How had such a magic happened outside of the Fractured Citadels, this land where Necromancy ruled with a billion skeletal fists? Had someone else come up with that type of magic before? And then hidden it?

Or was the Wizard’s magic truly so new?

What, exactly, was [Reincarnation] doing to a person, and why hadn’t they figured out that miracle first?

Quilatalap had participated in many of those conversations, himself. And now…

“If you wish to remain in this world, then it is time for you to see Erick Flatt, and to ask for a [Reincarnation].”

Zenipeq froze. After a moment, she steeled herself. She rose from her flat position, and gazed to the southeast. Past the Ar’Civ rivers, looking to the sky beyond. “Do you think he could make a Benevolence Dragon?”

“Absolutely. But would he? Doubtful.”

“… Then this is the end of my life as a dragon, one way or another. I won’t be going into Ar’Cosmos if I can help it.” Zenipeq turned back to Quilatalap. “Will you come with me, my old master? To Candlepoint? If the Wizard should grant my request, would you verify that it is me on the other side of that magic?”

“I will do this for you, provided he agrees to the procedure.”

And while Zenipeq asked for a [Reincarnation], Quilatalap decided that he would ask for a residency at Candlepoint, or wherever. There were few places in the world where Quilatalap could go without attracting a crusade, and Erick’s House Benevolence might just be one such location.

He wouldn’t know until he tried.

Zenipeq lowered her head a fraction. “Gratitude.” Then she rose. “I will be ready to leave within four hours, if that is acceptable.”

Quilatalap nodded. “Best get to moving.”

Zenipeq took her leave, turning to mist and vanishing out the windows to crash down into the city below like a fog bank. Sentient gargoyle turrets made of ice and death briefly flickered their undead senses at the quick movement of a nearby soul, but then they turned back to ice statues at the verification of Zenipeq. Far below, the Ice Wraith Queen began spreading through her land, controlling the outbreak of the day’s big news as she went about preparing the city for her eternal departure.

Theoretically, she could come back here once the Dragon Essence was cleared from her soul and she was reborn again, but she would have to regain her power and her magic in order to be a ruler once again, and she would have to do it without Dragon Essence powering all of her spellwork. Regaining her baseline power might take a few years if she never misstepped, but the loss of Dragon-based power would put her at the current level of her second in command, and third and fourth and all the way through to at least the eleventh, if Quilatalap was guessing correctly and Zenipeq had not lied about that. She could not rule this land again through power, as she always had.

Which meant that she could never really come back. She would be killed within the year, if not on-sight.

And, as she had confessed to Quilatalap in calmer spaces with some enjoyable drink, she could see herself enjoying a new life in a living body. Taking it easy. For a while, at least.

Quilatalap stepped forward and gazed across the land. Death Throne was a line of darkness and spikes of the same all across the western horizon, while the ice towers of Frostflower poked up here and there among the somewhat pastoral lands of Zenipeq’s domain. All around this land were the houses and fields of people who used their undead servitors to grow —not [Grow]— quite a lot of semi-magical and magical plants.

For half a moment, Quilatalap thought about bringing some plants to grow at his next house, and possibly even at Candlepoint if that option should work out. But then he remembered that he was shit at growing plants. The box for [Grow] might as well have read ‘[Blight]’ for him, as the saying went.

But maybe Erick would like a gift? A gift might make Quilatalap’s request for asylum more palatable. And hey! Maybe Erick could use a proper necromancer for his new Wizardly empire? Most places could use an archlich necromancer, in Quilatalap’s opinion. People died way too often, in his opinion. Not many places could bring back the dead, and with Erick able to make them actually young again? Well… That would be pretty amazing, right?

Zenipeq had certainly needed his help when he came here, and now this latest batch of students at Frostflower’s school was looking to be one of their best graduations yet! At least double the usual amount of successful liches. Quilatalap improved every place he went, or at least he tried.

If he went to Candlepoint, and Erick accepted him… What would a world look like without true death, and with eternal [Reincarnation]s for all? That had been one of Quilatalap’s goals when he started learning necromancy, all the way back in the Old Cosmology, back when he had a normal orc body, and not this orcol-thing he currently wore.

Perhaps, with Erick’s power, such a world would actually be possible! Or, at least, Quilatalap could teach Erick how to [True Resurrection], so that more people knew of that spell. That plan hadn’t worked out so well with Messalina for she had done some strange things to her version of [True Resurrection], but Erick was certainly a better person than Messalina. Erick could do that magic right, and maybe Erick could teach Quilatalap how to [Reincarnation] in return.

Quilatalap smiled as he stared out across the world.

Yes.

It was time to move on.

After Ar’Kendrithyst fell, Quilatalap had needed to bum around a few different places, looking for a good fit. Sometimes Quilatalap’s choice simply didn’t work for whatever multitudes of reasons, like with the Temple of Shadow’s Light and their sudden civil war, or with Zenipeq and Fairy Moon’s ultimatum. Ar’Kendrithyst had been absolutely filled with a bunch of people doing terrible things to whoever came inside, not to mention all the monsters, but that land had been the only one that had taken Quilatalap in and then respected him. It was hard to find that sort of stability in this world.

But now that Candlepoint was up and running…

Maybe?

Quilatalap certainly wasn’t going to be a hermit, if he could help it.
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Erick was not allowed to visit Spur directly. He could not just appear on the streets, or at his old house as though he still lived there. Firstly, his old house was gone; torn down due to some hateful act by some random group of people months ago. Erick never bothered to look into that, but he was pretty sure it was the Dragon Stalkers. He had sent them a letter about that, asking them if the rumors he heard were true. They had sent him some threatening letters about working with dragons, but he sent them a threatening letter right back, and then the correspondence stopped. 

But even if his house had still been there, and intact, he would not be allowed to go there.

For foreign kings were different things altogether from foreign archmages, or even Wizards. There was protocol. There was ceremony. He couldn’t enter a foreign nation without being invited, or without requesting an invitation. And so that is how Erick found himself sending a formal letter of request to visit Spur, and receiving a formal denial of that request.

Erick stared down at the letter in his hands, having read it a few times now, but still not fully understanding what he was reading. Oh, sure, the words made sense enough.

To the Wizard King, Erick Flatt of Candlepoint. It is the sorrow of Spur that we cannot accept your request to visit at this time. Instead, we would visit you there, in House Benevolence, though it will just be Al and I. Sirocco and Mog are consumed with work at the moment. Let us know what time is a good time and we will make this happen. A contact through Mister Fulisade is acceptable. -Silverite

Erick set down the letter, then glanced out to the Financial District, to the smaller road of Gates which ran parallel to the main Gate Road, but on a road all the way past Mage Bank. It was there that Erick had put the Gate to Spur. Candlepoint had a similar Gate, linking them to the Gate District. That gate lay directly at the end of the north-south road that went up from House Benevolence, and stopped near Mage Bank. Spur’s Gate was next to that one.

Spur’s Gate, just like Candlepoint’s Gate, was as busy as ever, with a bunch of people walking in and out of both sides of the open space, dropping their coins off in guarded boxes if they were individual travelers, or stopping traffic if they had a wide load that needed to come though. Those stops didn’t happen too often, for usually people marshaled their goods onto 2 meter wide, and somewhat long [Force Platform]s that could go through the Gate without interruption.

From there, those goods, or those people, either walked to their next Gate, or blipped over to their next Gate, and another set of brief inspections and money collections. There were a lot of people moving back and forth out there. A lot.

And there would be more as more and more Gates opened up across the world.

Erick looked at the Gate to Spur, and considered [Perfected Polymorph]ing into an orcol, or an incani, or something, and just walking through, and seeing Spur for himself. He hadn’t been there in a long time…

But. No. That would be improper. Rude, even.

Erick would make a decision about meeting Al soon enough. It hadn’t even been five hours since Illustrious Moon’s revelation about the exodus of dragons. He had time… Probably. Did Al have time, though? Did Silverite even know why Erick had wanted to meet Al?

Erick asked Poi, “Should I have been less circumspect? Just straight-up told her why I needed to see him? And not included the desire to see Mog and Sirocco, too?”

Poi said, “I cannot be certain, for I do not communicate with Spur nearly as often as I used to, but I am of the opinion that Silverite knows exactly what is going on.”

It was just the two of them in his office at the moment. The sun sat low in the western sky, and while people and goods walked across the Gate District like trails of ants, inside House Benevolence most people were either getting ready to stop for the day, or already stopped, and eating down at the atrium food court. The Cooks and the servers and otherwise were kicking into high gear, though. A lot of night life was beginning to start, as the shadelings of Candlepoint were starting the second half of their day.

A few people were still working hard at House Benevolence, besides Erick. Zolan and a few others were in deep talks with finalizing the Wayfarer’s Local Area Gate Network of the Crystal Forest, which was yet another thing that had suddenly decided it needed to happen today, of all days. Perhaps the Wayfarer’s had heard the news of the dragons, too, and they wanted to stop tiptoeing around actually committing to Erick’s designs.

Erick glanced through Ophiel, to that meeting…

He came back. The Wayfarer’s Guild wanted their Local Area Gate Network by tomorrow, which was unexpected. Well that was fine? Zolan would probably be out of that meeting in the next half an hour, to come and tell Erick the news.

Erick asked Poi, “Do you think the Wayfarer’s know— Ah. You couldn’t tell me, anyway.”

Poi just nodded and continued to stand to the side.

“Kirginatharp knows.”

“And everyone who is smart will know that Kirginatharp is probably deep in seclusion, not wanting to accidentally see any dragons when they’re migrating across the world.”

“… Right.”

Erick turned his attentions back to the paperwork on his desk. None of the paperwork looked different than normal. Progress reports. Letters of requests for various things, from people all over the world. A few personal letters. Normal, end-of-day reports made by the Office of the Castellan, and the Office of Enforcement. That second stack was larger than most, for Erick had asked for projections of how much crime a Candlepoint-lake-wide [Zone of Peace] might stop, and Burhendurur had needed to talk to the Guard of Candlepoint, to Guard Captain Slip, in order to actually complete the report. The Office of Enforcement didn’t actually enforce over there, inside those city limits.

Based on normal incident reports, a true [Zone of Peace] layered across all of the greater Candlepoint area would stop approximately… 2 incidents per day? 1 major incident per week, like attempted murder? Five minor incidents per day in the Gate District? Nothing major ever reported, or seen in the Gate District?

That was it?

… This land wasn’t very populated; that had to be why. Also the Gates were rather heavily guarded and highly respected. Which was sort of unexpected. Erick had expected more crime, but… He supposed that there were only about 6,000 people living here, in total. Maybe a little more.

It was impossible to count specific people coming and going through the Gate District, but there were about 50,000 movements through the Gates every day. Some people moved back and forth a hundred times, moving goods here and there, while others just came in once to see what this place was all about, and then they left, spending a quick 2 gold for their time and transport.

With all that movement, Erick had expected more enforcement-related incidents.

“Poi. Please inform Silverite that a meeting in an hour is acceptable. Pick a place out of sight of most people, please. I can even meet outside of the city spaces if they want.”

Poi nodded, and then he sent out a thought tendril.







- - - -







A stunted tree with shade enough for half a person, stood in the middle of a field of dry grasses. This land used to be desert, so even this much was a vast improvement over the endless expanse of orange sand, but there was still a long way to go before this land could actually be called ‘reclaimed’. In the far distance stood the first of three walls that surrounded this land, separating this sparse greenery from the mimics. Seeing all this, Erick felt he needed to do more to help Kiri and Mox reclaim it all, but this land hadn’t been viable for growing anything in a long, long time. A simple [Exalted Rain Aura] didn’t change that. It took time to make something better than it was before.

Erick wasn’t here to deal with the land. Not right now. He wasn’t even technically ‘here’, in the reality-based sense of the word.

He was beyond an open door that stood in the middle of that land, which was not visible unless the viewer was standing at the perfect angle to view it, and they had permissions. The door was wide open, though, and Erick had told Al where to go, so that was plenty of invitation if Erick had anything to say about it.

That door led to a [Fairy Stronghold], where the Wizard sat on a nice, plush chair, alongside a table that held a tea set sized for mixed company, and a tray of cookies. A very large chair and another human-sized chair sat beside that tea table. The room was nothing special, but it was homey. It would serve.

Erick had spent all of twenty minutes getting the place ready for a private talk between himself and Al, and maybe Silverite too if she decided to stick around for any part of it. Erick could have conjured the whole place in less than 30 seconds, but he had found himself continually adding to the space, expanding the Stronghold to make it nicer, or adding flourishes here and there, like different tables or windows, that he thought Al might like. Erick had also stripped those same flourishes from the space a dozen times over, for frivolous shows of power and skill were not comforting when there was actual worry to be had over world events.

Like an exodus of dragons.

Erick was just nervous. That’s all this was.

Poi noticed. He stood to the side of the room, also looking at the door while waiting for Silverite and Al to arrive, but now he turned to Erick. “Do you want to talk about it? What do you expect to happen here? It might help calm your nerves.”

Erick instantly gushed, “Is he a dragon?! I don’t even know, for sure! All I have are clues and circumstantial evidence. How did he feel when he found out I was a Wizard? Did he want to come chase after me, like all the rest, in order to eat me? Or something?— No. Sorry. Not to eat; to stuff me with Dragon Essence and then twist my soul into something that would make him able to live free in this world? Like! I thought I knew the guy! I thought I knew dragons! But I didn’t! Not at all.”

“He didn’t know you at all, either, so you have that in common.”

Erick froze. “… Ah. I suppose so.” He mumbled, “I should have considered that position, too. Al never really knew me at all, did he.”

Poi nodded again. “And now, they’re on their way— Ah…?” A tendril of thought touched him. Poi said, “Silverite is unable to make it. Al is appearing now.”

Erick chuckled. “Yeah. I figured that might—”

Before Erick could finish his thought, and say that of course Silverite would not be appearing, and that it would just be Al, the man himself appeared on the other side of the door. The orcol looked just how Erick remembered. Tall by human standards, at nearly 3 meters, but rather average for an orcol. Muscular, with brown-green skin; again, rather average, compared to all the other orcols Erick had seen since he first laid eyes on this one. Black hair, black eyes; all normal. Tusks sticking up from his lower jaw, and if you didn’t know him, you would think him dangerous; again, rather average, physically.

When Erick had first seen Al, before he knew about the Blessing Of Beauty and Brutality from Aloethag, before he knew about the Rage and about Treehome, and about how orcols could tell if you were looking at them, Erick had thought that Al was one of the most beautiful men he had ever seen. Oddly enough, not an hour before that meeting, Erick had met Irogh, the Registrar of Spur, and he had thought that Irogh was the most beautiful man in the world.

There had been a lot of that in the beginning.

Now it was different, of course. Erick knew better.

Al still looked the same, though.

He probably still smiled a lot, when the weight of the world wasn’t bearing down on him, like it was now. His clothes were still immaculate, as befitting a sewermaster, and especially the sewermaster for a populous and prosperous city like Spur. Those clothes had always reminded Erick of a gangster-sultan, with a lot of pinstripes on charcoal grey. Al was always about clean lines down his body, but with some puffiness here and there. He had the body of a 50 year old orcol, and so he looked as good now as he had when he was 30…

He would likely look like this for as long as he wished, though. Normally, orcols aged gracefully, with their years not truly showing on their faces or their bodies until well into their 80s, and sometimes even past 100 if they kept throwing themselves into the physical rigors of life, and taking care of themselves. Orcols thrived on brutality.

But Al was not actually an orcol at all.

How had he gotten that body? Through the dragon-based [Perfected Polymorph] route, or did he eat the previous owner? Al had once said that it was Savral’s mother who was the dragon, but that had been a lie, hadn’t it? A lie of necessity, for the Dragon Curse certainly did exist, and so did the Dragon Stalkers. Those dragon hunters had probably accosted Al at least once or twice in his life, since they tended to do that to non-dragonkin who had dragonkin children. Those Dragon Stalkers had even pursued and killed Poi’s family for much the same—

“Ah, sorry, Poi,” Erick whispered, while not looking away from Al.

The door was open between Erick and Al, but Al could not see the door, and Erick had not shown him the door yet. Al searched high and low for the door, though, moving back and forth on the grassy sand, looking for that which he knew was here but which he could not see. He was rapidly becoming disgusted with himself.

Poi said, “You don’t need to apologize for your thoughts, Erick, but you do need to give Al some help finding the entrance.”

Al cursed at the sand, and at the air, he was angry at himself and a tendril of thought went away from his head—

Erick stepped up and stepped out of the [Fairy Stronghold]—

Al saw him, and froze. His tendril of thought broke.

A thousand thoughts flitted across Al’s face in that moment. A thousand unsaid words whirlpooled through Erick’s mind as well, without settling out into coherence much at all.

Neither of them had spoken to each other since Erick had left on the Worldly Path, and not even much before that. They had sort of fallen out of touch when Erick moved into his new house at the Human District and they stopped seeing each other every day…

Well.

Not ‘fallen out of touch’. Not really.

Erick had romantically pursued Al, and Al humored Erick for a little while. They had even gone on a date, and fucked in the Red Dream, though that… action… was more a result of fumbling minds and dreaming, than anyone actually meaning for it to happen. They had laughed about it afterward… A little. They had gone on with their lives a little. But then, it ended.

It was easy for Erick to recall their last meaningful interaction.

After the Red Dot had fallen, and Caradogh Pogi’s hunters had killed a bunch of people all around town, Erick had found Al sitting in the wreckage of the Sewerhouse. His son, Savral, was dead. Al preserved the body in a glass tomb. At Al’s request, Erick had asked Messalina for a [True Resurrection] for Savral. A lot of people chose to do that, and a lot of the dead came back to life. But [True Resurrection] wasn’t a perfect spell and Savral had vanished into the desert to try and find himself, to heal from that soul trauma.

It was in an orcol bar, with Erick sitting beside Al, enjoying the music and trying to take their minds off of their problems, when Savral decided to return. Savral had walked into the bar, and then into the welcoming arms of his father, and Erick left the two of them behind.

And that was one of the last times Erick had really seen Al.

And now, here he was again, and silence stretched.

Erick broke the silence, gesturing behind him into the protected space. “Come in for a chat?”

Al stood straight. “Yes.”

Erick moved inside, and Al followed. Poi said something about leaving them to it and then blipped away, back home. Ophiel was still here, though, sitting on the back of Erick’s chair, quietly whistling in uncomfortable flutes and unsure guitar twangs. Another Ophiel by the door gently swung the door shut. The space was now fully protected from spying… Probably.

Moments stretched.

Erick broke the silence again, asking, “How is Savral?”

“He’s doing great.” Al said, “It’s been a trial since… Since the murder, but he’s finally gotten some help with some Mind Mages in the last four months and… He’s a lot better. He had a few rough times with his girlfriend Bacci, too, but that seems to be evening out, and…” His voice trailed off.

The two of them stood in silence in the middle of the room.

“… Are you a dragon, Al?”

All the wind seemed to fall out of Al’s sails. “Yeah. I am. Are you making Benevolence Dragons?”

“… I don’t know about that. Seems like a step I don’t want to take.”

With a soft smile, breaking Al’s usually menacing face into something more normal, and yet still sad, Al said, “I don’t blame you. Who wants to be around dragons? Certainly not me.”

Al was still a deflated man, though he was doing his best to hide it. He had come here prepared for Erick to deny him, and yet now that the denial had happened, he still found it impossible. Now, he was faced with the unenviable choice of dying to Fairy Moon, or leaving behind Veird, to live in Ar’Cosmos for the rest of his life, however long that might be. Could be a long time. Or it could be as short as ‘step into Ar’Cosmos and piss off someone in charge, and get gutted within the hour’. With how many dragons Fairy Moon was forcing to come to Ar’Cosmos, and according to what Illustrious Moon had said…

And the refugees coming to Candlepoint’s lake…

If it wasn’t already, then Ar’Cosmos was going to become a bloodbath. Soon. Erick already guessed how that bloodbath would end, though; with Bright Smile in charge, or at least set up to take charge in the future.

Erick dismissed his thoughts of Benevolence tangles and asked, “Do you want a [Reincarnation] into your current form? To rid yourself of your Dragon Curse, and [Dragon Body]?”

“I’d be dead the next time someone attacked if I wasn’t a dragon.” Al said, “There are some side effects to being a dragon… Downsides. But I keep my head down. Haven’t met another dragon in a century. Silverite helps keep it that way.”

Erick tried to come up with another option. “Do you want me to put in a good word for you in Ar’Cosmos? I’m sure I can… Ensure you get preferential…” He stopped talking.

Al was shaking his head. “No. I’m not going into that small world, even if it is getting bigger. Savral is out here. I think he’s going to ask Bacci to marry him and I want to be there for them, and my grandchildren.”

Dreading the answer, Erick asked anyway, “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. If I could I would organize with other dragons and push back on Ar’Cosmos’ demands. We would be fighting that immortal fae, but… We can’t even attempt that, because of the Curse.” Al held out one final hope, asking, “Are you going to break the Curse?”

“… I can’t. It’s too much change. I’ve already promised not to interfere with that. I’m already doing everything I can for dragons… My offer is [Reincarnation]. I can offer the same to Savral. To Bacci, too, if she wants that. You can all start a new life somewhere else. Maybe in Spur? It’s getting big, right? You can lose yourself in… there...”

Al sighed. He eyed the large chair sitting beside the table, with the tea and the cookies. He went over and sat down, then he looked over at Erick, saying, “They don’t know I’m a dragon, and I never want them to know either.”

Erick sat down in his own chair.

Al said, “I don’t know about [Reincarnation]. Do you have time to talk, Erick?”

Erick smiled, saying, “I have all the time in the world. Just let me cast this spell here—” With a twitch of magic, time began to flow differently inside the [Fairy Stronghold] as a [Hasted Shelter] went up within the space. “—and now ten minutes might pass out there, but we have ten hours in here. Time Magic makes great sleeping magic.”

A bit of Al’s usual brightness came back. He chuckled, then laughed loud, and then sad. He breathed, and said, “You’ve done a lot more than I ever expected you to do, when you walked into my sewerhouse almost two years ago.” His joy seemed to return in full force as he teased, “You couldn’t even cast a [Gravity Ward] properly.”

Erick chuckled. “You were a shit teacher!”

“Bah!” Al laughed. “I taught perfectly normal Arcanaeum-approved curriculum! Just without all the math. You never liked all the math, anyway.”

“And I still don’t.” Erick asked, “So how has Spur been changing since I couldn’t go back? I haven’t looked. How have you been, Al?”

With a softer tone, Al said, “It’s been strange, finding out you were a Wizard. The garden committee— those people who worked the replacements for the Farms, the plots of lands around the Human District? They never stopped supplying Spur with food because your girl Kiri keeps the rains coming, but there were almost [Fireball]s in the streets, oh, tens of times.”

“Let me guess. Calizi versus Rollo. A fight over some crop or another?”

“I thought you hadn’t been watching?” Al said, with a smile.

“I haven’t been, but those two were always at each other’s throats. That much guessing is easy.”

Al nodded, saying, “It started with the sugar cactus fields...”

Al spoke of small time drama. Erick listened and asked questions. For a good long while, that is all they did. Erick canceled the [Hasted Shelter] to grab some beer and some food from the restaurants of House Benevolence, then the Shelter went right back up, and for a longer time.

Sitting there, eating fried monster chicken tenders and drinking beer with Al, as they each told each other jokes they had heard, was perhaps one of the best times Erick had had in the last few months. It reminded Erick of when the two of them used to go out to eat in Spur. He missed that.

He missed that a lot.

They spoke of everything under the sun which was not anywhere near the current crisis, or any big events.

Eventually, after several subjective hours (and several real minutes) the conversation drifted down to those heavy topics. Al spoke of his life as a dragon, and what it meant to have [Dragon Body]. They bounced off that topic hard when Al spoke of a Dragon Fight he had had when he was younger, where he killed a hundred people on purpose, and a thousand people accidentally. It was the opening of an old wound.

Erick opened his own wounds when he spoke of Terror Peaks, and the Chelation War.

And then… Everything just sort of spilled out of Erick in a horrible mess. All the death he had seen. All the death he had participated in. All the horrors of Veird.

He managed to pull it back a bit when he spoke of all the small wonders here and there, like seeing the White Palace of Stratagold, and the Core, and the adamantium chains of Enduring Forge, and clearing the Forest of Glaquin of moon reachers and deathsoul shrooms. He spoke of fighting monsters with Domains, and ending threats from half a world away for people who came to petition him for help, which he was easily able to give. He spoke of meeting new friends…

And reconnecting with old friends.

At that last part, Al’s happy demeanor shifted back to something more serious, as though he remembered that they were technically on a clock, even if that clock had been slowed way down. Which was probably exactly what happened.

Erick refilled his beer. But Al did not pick it up and drink.

Instead, Al said, “I never reciprocated your feelings because I lost my love a long time ago—”

“We don’t have to talk about that.”

“… I know. But I want to explain. You deserve that much. You deserve a lot, Erick, and I cannot give it to...” Al touched his chest, saying, “This person is not who I was. I did… Savral’s mother was— Let me back up. And don’t interrupt. I have to get this out there and then it’ll be said.

“I’ve been living in Spur for the last few hundred years, changing forms every so often depending on what positions were open in the town, under Silverite. Usually some sort of guard. Twice before I’ve been the Sewermaster. Whatever I could get in order to continue to benefit from Silverite’s protections, and in turn, to protect Spur when the need arose. Which I did just fine. Al was a form I adopted in Spur 35 years ago when it was time to remake myself. I invented him completely. He was not the first person I invented, but…

“But something stupid happened this time. I messed up my brain, or something, and I fell in love with a woman. An orcol woman named Alaidria. She was an adventurer. When we first met, she joked that we could be called ‘Al and Al’ on the wedding cake.” Al smiled, and then he lost that smile. “Eventually Alaidria knew everything about me, even about me being a dragon. Silverite told both of us that it was a stupid risk to go through with the pregnancy, but we went for it, because I was going to stick around and raise the kid even if Alaidria and I had to move away and I needed to change forms to a dragonkin to make Savral make sense. She gave birth to Savral.

“And then the Dragon Stalkers came down on us, exactly as Silverite had told us they would. Faster than we could have prepared, too. Silverite protected us as best she could, but…

“Alaidria died—” Al spoke solidly, “She was murdered, for she was a Shadow Mage and she pretended to be a black dragon and they all focused on her. I kept my cover.”

Silence.

Erick’s mind felt suddenly blank. He had no idea how to respond to that information.

Al wasn’t done. He said, “There was more to it than that. A cover up. People already hated Alaidria because she was a Shadow Mage and those always get a bad look around Ar’Kendrithyst. It was easy, in the end, for the unknowing public to believe that the ‘evil Shadow Mage who was probably a Cultist, too’ had been a dragon in disguise who had ‘corrupted the poor sewermaster’. That’s what dragons do in all the stories, after all. In public, Silverite ensured that the normal narrative held sway in Spur, but in private she held me when I cried.

“And that was over two decades ago. I thought I had gotten over it… Several times, actually. After Alaidria, I reverted to what I was before she came along. I just fucked people, Erick. No love, ever again. Mog was my hope for a stable, new relationship for a long time, but that just didn’t work.” Al said, “And that’s why I couldn’t be with you. You’re looking for something that I am incapable of giving anymore, because I already gave it all away to Alaidria. Dragons hold on to love trauma for a long, long time.” Al breathed in, then said, “And I’m a dragon.”

Erick sat there for a moment.

Al waited.

Erick asked, “So you’ve given up on your life, then?”

Al shifted in his seat, going from melancholy to a little bit angry. “I’d like it if a Wizard could solve my problems for me, but that’s not going to happen.”

Erick gave Al a flat look, and said, “Okay. So I can tell you are hurting, but for real though. Your pain is 25 years old and —by your own admittance— compounds yearly due to your continued draconic existence. Maybe if you had a mortal body you could leave behind that pain. And I’m still going to be around for a long time, so I can do a [Reincarnation] again for you in 50 years. You never have to be old unless you want it, Al. You can even become a dragon again if you want to in the next un-Cursed world, whenever that happens. There’s no downside to leaving behind your draconic life aside from leaving behind your endless pain! Pain is not a virtue, Al. Pain is just pain. If you can safely set it aside, then you have permission to do so.”

Al got a dark look. “Of course you don’t fucking understand. I would die without being a dragon, Erick!”

“Well I don’t want to become a dragon myself in order to make Benevolence Dragons! And you won’t die! You would just—”

“Stop.” Al blinked. “What? What are you talking about? About you becoming a dragon?”

“… That’s how it works, right? I become a dragon, then meld my Wizardry with the Dragon Essence, thus making Essence that is both Draconic and Something Else.”

For a brief moment, Erick had thought that Illustrious had lied to him about what was needed to make a Benevolence Dragon.

But then Al shouted, “You’re a damned Wizard! Why do you need rules?!”

Illustrious had not lied to him.

Erick tried to be calm as he said, “Because rules delineate how things work, and I am going to follow the rules to ensure that I don’t break anything that should not be broken, and I’m certainly not going to mess with the Dragon Curse without Kirginatharp’s support and presence.”

Al’s brown-green skin briefly flashed over in black scales, and then he growled and pulled those scales back in, saying, “Don’t. Don’t say his name.”

Erick breathed a few times; maybe he should have said ‘The Headmaster’. There was a reason beyond politeness that people used his moniker instead of his name.

Al simply breathed, too, but black light flashed in his eyes. After a moment he winced, and stared at the ground. “This was a mistake. I should have stayed away.”

“If you think I’m going to endanger the world for one person, then you don’t know me at all.”

“No, Erick. I thought— I thought it would be easy for you. I didn’t think that this would be difficult at all! I thought you could just ZAP and then it’d be done, and I could go back to my life as a normal orcol! I could pretend to not be a dragon for a while longer. Maybe I could actually die as a normal orcol, too; of old age and forgetting about the pain of my youth.”

What the fuck?

Dying of old age?

And now Erick was mad. “You’ve already given up, haven’t you? Completely!”

“Well I’ve certainly given up now.”

“Gods dammit, Al. You gave up when Alaidria was murdered, didn’t you?”

“… I have not,” Al said, lying.

“You’re not allowed to give up, Al. As your friend I demand you think my offer of [Reincarnation] over for a day or four. Okay? You can stay here or I can make you a home on Yggdrasil—”

“No. I can’t. I’ve already thought it over and if you cannot help then I must… I must do something drastic.”

“Do you even know what that ‘something’ might be?”

“Yeah! Find a way to kill that fae who demands this of us dragons!”

“Might as well try to kill the stone under our feet; all you ever do is end up moving it around, and if you’re not careful, you bury yourself.” Erick said, “You told me that one time.”

“Look. I can’t stay here, anyway. You think I’m the only dragon coming to see you? No. I haven’t seen any others and I don’t want to know if there have been others, but I will not start a fight in your lands.” Al said, “And I need to get my things in order. Settle debts. Set up Savral for the rest of his life. Attempt to take down that fairy.”

“Al. Please.” Erick said, “Don’t do anything drastic until the last possible minute, and please think of my offer. Don’t just dismiss it out of hand. At least consider it—” Erick had a thought. “And I do not want to give you false hope, but I might have other options opening up. I don’t know what those options are, but they might work. DO NOT do anything you cannot undo. Okay? Please, Al.”

Al looked lost.

And then Erick got really mad. “You just dropped this fucking shit on my lap and expect me to clean up your mess but also fuck up the entire balance of the entire world! And for fucking what! So you can be stronger than the people around you! So you can hold onto your pain! That’s bullshit, Al. FUCKING BULLSHIT. So you will WAIT. And you will SEE. And I will TRY to see if I have other options than [Reincarnation] or LETTING YOU COMMIT SUICIDE!”

Al gained a faint smile—

“Don’t you fucking smile at me you fucking selfish piece of shit. Go home, Al. And DON’T DO ANYTHING STUPID, ASSHOLE.”

Al said, “Thank you, Erick.”

And then Al left with a blip of black magic.

He was probably experiencing some minor time-decompression sickness for leaving like that, but FUCK HIM. He was fine. For a long moment Erick just stood there in the [Fairy Stronghold], seething.

When he had calmed down enough he canceled all the magic around him and stepped away, through the light and about 75 kilometers away, to his next destination.

- - - -

The True Interfaith Church of Candlepoint loomed before him like a gothic white and black edifice to divine power. The large doors were open, inviting all the world to come and see the gods, and to hear the good word. A few people were coming out of the church. They looked like adventurers, with mismatched armor and magical items on their belts, and twitchy hands that reached for weapons in scabbards.

They were foreigners on an investigative mission. Erick had seen many people like them come and go from Candlepoint, even from way before he ascended to power in this land. He saw adventurers all the time back in Spur, too. Back when Erick was living at Spur, when adventurers saw him they got a shock of recognition and then smiles and bows happened.

This time the adventurers recognized Erick (mostly Ophiel on his shoulder) and one of them screamed ‘Wizard!’ All of them rapidly vanished in a coordinated splash of [Teleport], likely all of them headed toward some prearranged destination.

Whatever!

An acolyte of the church, who had been trailing the adventurers to make sure they didn’t do anything stupid, heard the cry of ‘Wizard’. That guy was much more respectful to Erick. He apologized on behalf of those who didn’t know any better.

Erick halfway-ignored the acolyte and walked inside.

Any other day, Erick would have wanted to strike up a conversation with the acolyte, and then with all the priests who came running as soon as they heard that Erick was nearby. He could not, though, and there was nothing dangerous happening right now besides Erick’s own presence. He acknowledged the acolyte’s efforts with some curt words, though, then said a few small words of greeting to the priests who came out to see him. He tried to be personable with the various parishioners who came out of nowhere to see him—

He excused himself and continued on into the back. Toward the hall of the gods, where each god had a space dedicated specifically to them. Erick was on a mission.

He was going to find a solution to letting certain dragons stay on Veird without resorting to curing the Dragon Curse, or [Reincarnation], or dealing with Fairy Moon. It was probably time for him to come here, anyway; he had been putting this off for months.

And he had to talk to Melemizargo about Shadow’s Feast, to make sure nothing bad was going to happen.
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The hallway of the gods in most Interfaith Churches, like in the one at Spur, was a white tunnel of alcoves and trinkets left in those alcoves by parishioners communing with their deity of choice. Sometimes the hallway was a tunnel to talk to multiple gods, with the gods appearing for those who truly needed their help. In all cases, it was usually a journey of white, and maybe the barest hint of divine golden flames.

The hallway of the gods at the True Interfaith Church of Candlepoint, was different. The white was there, along with a lot of golden fire.

But this place had a black undercurrent. Darkness seeped into the light, and cast everything into stark relief. The pillars holding up the roof seemed more real. The tiles on the ground seemed more solid. The land ahead was a path forged of power.

And Erick started walking.

Koyabez stepped to his side, saying, “Hello, Erick. Welcome back so soon.”

Erick felt some of his previous anger at the dragon situation vanish as the God of Peace and the original God of Veird walked beside him. Koyabez wore his usual form of a loincloth-wearing demi, with pale violet skin and as much of his body exposed as possible to show his vulnerability.

And then they weren’t in the same hallway that Erick had stepped into.

Visually, it was the same. But the hallway was longer, according to Erick’s mana senses. A lot longer. The lands outside the hallway vanished. Time probably dilated too, as Erick’s connection with all the Ophiel outside began to stretch; he had learned to recognize that sense rather well in the last few weeks of nightly [Hasted Shelter]s. Erick found himself able to breathe even easier. He had time to solve this crisis of the dragon exodus. Not a lot of time, but some time, at least.

He would get to all the other gods when he got to them, and not a moment before.

“Hello, Koyabez. Good to see you again. The Denial Spheres with [Zone of Peace] work great.”

Koyabez nodded, saying, “I saw. I’m glad you were able to fix those small issues, but those spells will never be as strong as when you cast them yourself.”

“I could have Yggdrasil blanket the land with a Peace that stretched out across the entire 250 kilometer space, if I Shaped it to, like, 200 meters tall. But that’s building a weakness into the system. Yggdrasil might forget to do that one day. Or he might decide not to for whatever reason. The spheres aren’t perfect, but they will be, and many hands make for something that won’t break upon first meeting a [Chaining Dispel].”

“I approve, Erick,” Koyabez said, smiling, “I also approve of taking in those you have Blessed, and the Dicers from the Sovereign Cities, and the people from Ar’Cosmos. It’s all a big undertaking, but if anyone can make it work, you can.”

It was as good a way to get to the meat of the conversation as any.

“Did you hear about how the fairy is interpreting their deal? The exodus of dragons?”

“I have. It’s for the best.”

“… Is it, though?”

“This world was never meant to hold and contain all the power that it has been forced to hold and contain. That a deal has been struck that forces that fairy to take a true stand against violence is one of the largest workings of Wizardry you have ever managed to achieve.”

Erick looked over at Koyabez. Then he faced forward again, looking down the hallway that seemed ever longer. “I do not believe that I did this.”

“If you [Teleport Object] a boulder out from under a mountain, do not be surprised when the mountain starts to rumble. You have taken out a lot of boulders, Erick. This is a rumbling of the world, and the avalanche has only begun to roll.” Koyabez added, “But at the same time, yes, you did not directly do this.”

“… Could you help with the problem of dragons and the Curse? Do you have a way to let them stay on Veird without being subject to all the things that make them vulnerable to the fairy’s pact?”

“I do not. You do. [Reincarnation].”

“Something else that doesn’t require them to lose out on power, or eternity.”

Koyabez said, “You could go the Ar’Cosmos way and make a real House Benevolence with Benevolence dragons.”

Erick smiled softly. “It’s like you're sorting out my own thoughts to me.”

“That is usually what gods help with; yes.”

“I can’t do dragons, though.”

“Why not?”

“Because there’s already enough power in this world, and if I do that, then that would make me responsible for those dragons. I don’t want to be responsible for that much power in the world.” Erick felt the words begin to pour out, “I don’t want to control everything. I don’t want to be a threat to other people. I don’t want to endanger a twist in the Curse and fuck up draconic society even more than it is already fucked up. I don’t want to be a dragon, either! Fuck! I have to take in dragon essence and then twist it to Benevolence? I can already see how I could do that, but it’s like making the [Cascade Imaging] [Luminous Beam] spell; it’s just too much power for anyone to have. Even the power I have right now is too much.

“I’m going to stick with this kingdom shit for maybe 50 years, and ensure that other people can step up to the plate, and then I’m going to run off into the sunset…

“Or. No. Not that. I could easily see myself running a country for the rest of life. I love it. But at a certain point I know my own sensibilities will be old fashioned, and the kids should take over. And so I will step down as ultimate authority over everyone at Candlepoint. Eventually.

“Maybe I’ll last the full hundred years…

“Or maybe I’m talking out of my ass and I like having real power.

“Maybe I do like making the world better, by force.

“I’m pretty damned sure that I’m doing as much good as others out there. I’m not conceited enough to think I’m doing better than anyone else, but I’m certainly doing a decent job so far. I got all the major powers of the world either dead, or cooperating. And that seems like a good thing, to me.

“But…

“This is stressful.

“I just want everyone to stop fighting. To stop having power grabs. To stop generational trauma spurring children into committing horrors in the names of their fathers and mothers. I want a world where people only have to worry about picking out what they want to eat for dinner, out of a thousand options, and not have to worry about monsters crashing through their doors or if a neighboring nation is going to [Teleport] in and start a war that kills a million people.

“And I think…

“I think I want dragons to be forces of good, and not forces of selfish behavior and Cursed fights. But that’s just not what dragons are, are they?

“But I could make them that way.

“I mean… It’s the easy solution, isn’t it? Become a dragon. Take on more power, because I know how to wield it properly, and then I can bequeath that same power to others of a like mind? And because it’s Benevolence, and we already know how that will work, then… What is the downside? I don’t see any downsides.

“Except I’m putting more power out into the world, and that’s just… Uncomfortable.”

As Erick gushed a verbal essay, Koyabez walked closely, listening. The hallway seemed to be just as long as it needed to be, because when Erick was done talking there was a bend in the hallway. Beyond that bend lay another land. He couldn’t see what that place was, not from where he was standing. But he would be there soon enough.

Koyabez spoke, “It sounds like you have an answer, Erick. Now figure out if you want to accept that answer, or forge a new one. But I can’t help you past this. The fairy’s pact will hold for the good of all, and every individual; as a great man once said.”

Those were the same words Erick had once said, when he spoke his Truth of Benevolence.

Erick echoed his own words, but with a bit of sadness, “For the good of all, and every individual.”

Maybe being a dragon wouldn’t be so bad.

… Erick liked himself, though.

“Just think, Erick.” Golden fire licked from the ground, as Koyabez said, “If every dragon you Benevolence Blessed was another one of you, how much better the entire world might be.”

Erick laughed out loud. “That’s rather narcissistic!”

As the soft flames of divinity billowed through the space, Koyabez’s voice was a vanishing thing, “That you can recognize that narcissism means it might not be a real problem; yet another mark in your favor.”







- - - -







Golden fire fell away, turning into grasses and sunshine and cows mooing in the distance. The sky appeared above, blue and expansive, with fluffy white clouds raining platinum on the horizon. Flowers bloomed underfoot, and Erick found himself barefoot and enjoying the stroll.

A dark-skinned human woman walked with him.

Atunir, the Goddess of Field and Fertility.

“Hello, Atunir,” Erick said.

Atunir’s heavy braids tossed as she turned to Erick, giving him a great big smile. “I love what you’re doing with Candlepoint, Erick. Not only is grass growing on the Crystal Forest once again, but you’ve already got a good hundred babies on the way. A lot of those bundles of joy are still small surprises waiting to make themselves known, but I’m rather sure that they’re all going to have the best lives they could get. All thanks to you.”

Warmth blossomed in Erick’s chest, and his smile mirrored Atunir’s. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“If you were to visit Yetta and put a baby in her belly, that would be pretty great, too.”

Erick laughed loud, because that had to be a joke. “What!”

Atunir shrugged. “Everyone else is trying to link houses with you, so I thought I might as well throw out the invitation. About four days ago, one of the farmhands and her husband got their own good news —twins!— and that got Yetta to thinking about what she really wants out of life. She’ll always be my Champion until the day she dies, but she’s got time for other pursuits, too, and so, like many of my Champions before her, she wants a husband. She wants children. And so, I have made this offer to you.”

She was serious.

Erick looked at the goddess. “Does Yetta know you made this offer?”

“She will, if you accept. Otherwise we can forget this ever happened, and I will make a few more offers to other prospects out there.” Atunir asked, “Did you know they sometimes called me the Matchmaker, back in the Old Cosmology?”

“… No. I did not know that.”

“I still do that sometimes, but not nearly as much.” She asked, “How about that Nirzir woman? You should go for her.”

“Nirzir is a child!”

“19 is not a child. And besides that, Nirzir won’t be that age for long, and you’re never going to age. Eventually she will be an old woman, and you will still be young, and then you’ll transform her back to 25, or something similar, and keep going on like that forever.” Atunir’s eyes sparkled. “Lots and lots of babies! Maybe some of them wizards, too? You never know. That stuff either crops up once in a bloodline and never appears ever again, or it comes and goes every other generation. Either way, you would raise those Wizards right, for sure.”

Erick felt that sort of future in his heart as Atunir spoke of it. It wasn’t so bad. It might be nice. But.

No.

Erick shook his head a little, saying, “She’s too young. The timing isn’t right, and sometimes, that’s all it takes to make or break a relationship.”

“You should have someone, Erick. Someone to sleep with at night. Someone to hold. I would prefer a woman just because it’s easier for you to make more babies that way, but I don’t care if you get a guy, either, for you’ve already made Jane, and eventually you’ll have made Ophiel and Yggdrasil, too. You’ve left a great mark on the world. You can rest some and enjoy it all, if you want.”

Erick felt another pang of soft joy in his heart that spread out like summer wind, filled with the memories of playtime with Jane at the park on all the swings, and also flying in the air with Ophiel. He thought of all the times he talked long into the night with Yggdrasil, and the big guy talked about everything that was going on up north, at Treehome.

Erick kinda did want another kid….

Eventually.

He was still raising Yggdrasil and Ophiel right now. He had no time for another kid, actually.

But as for sharing a bed with someone...

The idea of sharing a bed with another person hit him like a brick to the head, which was not that serious of a comparison these days; it’d probably take that serious of a hit to deal him any damage at all.

“There’s no time to enjoy anything like that right now, and certainly no time to raise a kid right. I’m barely keeping up with Yggdrasil and Ophiel.” Erick moved the conversation back to the appropriate target, “And now the exodus of dragons is yet another crisis on my plate. It won’t be long til more people than Al show up asking to become a Benevolence Dragon, and I am not prepared to do that.”

“Dragons are perfectly fine people when they are the rulers of their own land, Erick. It’s only because we’re all stuffed on Veird that we needed the Curse to prevent complete war before it could start.” Atunir said, “At first, it wasn’t that way. At first, the Curse was a horror. But after that first round of dragons killed each other after the Death of All Halves, and all the rest happened… It was a time of growth, and all the tyrannical dragons who had been poking at each other, preparing for war, were themselves dead. You’ve already heard the stories of fights erupting in Ar’Cosmos, even though the size of that land is growing every single day? Imagine it’s 25 years Post Sundering, Veird has billions of people living on the Surface, and the emotional scars of the Sundering are just starting to heal, and the dragons on Veird are just starting to see that they don’t have nearly enough land.

“It’s the same story, over and over again, every time there are too many dragons in any one place.

“The Curse is a terrible, terrible thing, but it is also the only way that this world remains intact. And now, there is another option for the dragons; a real home and a chance for them to do whatever they want, and to actually have a community again. The fairy pact ensures that they take that option.

“For the good of all, and every individual.” Atunir looked to him, “As you have said yourself.”

They had almost reached the edge of the flowering field, but they still had a ways to go.

Erick looked up at the vast sky.

“The fairy pact is good… eventually. It will be good eventually. I can admit that. But there are dragons that don’t want to go to Ar’Cosmos, and they will either throw themselves against the fairy in order to stop from being taken, and fail, or they will accept a [Reincarnation] from me. But there is that other option. I could become a dragon myself. I could turn every incoming dragon into a Benevolence dragon. I could put more of me out there— though I am rather sure that this option will not be that easy. Something bad will happen if I choose that path. And yet… I haven’t seen anything bad when looking in that direction…

“Though I should probably step into my Gate Space and have a real, serious look.

“The problem is I don’t want to become a Benevolence Dragon, Atunir.”

Atunir smiled softly, saying, “You know most Wizard Kings of the Old Cosmology were actually dragons? Not actual Wizards at all?”

“I think I heard that once or twice.”

“Then there you go. Or, you could Wizard up a different solution.” Golden flames licked across the world, taking Atunir and the sky and the field with them, but leaving behind the voice of the goddess, “I would advise against that, though. Big Wizardry is dangerous. Never know how that could go.”







- - - -







Erick stepped into a park; a lightly wooded area with benches and picnic tables and a small pond where ducks quacked and dragonflies flitted upon the reeds. Another man sat upon a bench near the pond. With a gentle scattering, the man threw green dots into the pond. Those dots floated. The ducks went crazy for the food.

Phagar, looking like a mirror of Erick, turned to see Erick. He smiled. “Hey, Erick. Come on over.” He held up a thawing bag of frozen peas in his left hand. “I got more peas if you want to feed the ducks.”

Erick smiled, and made his way over there, asking, “Do you know how long it’s been since I fed the ducks? —you probably do know.”

Phagar handed over the bag as Erick sat down, saying, “I do. Your last week at college, a few days before the mother of your daughter came and granted you Jane.”

Erick’s hand paused inside the bag. He didn’t think that that was the exact last time, but now that he thought… Yeah. That was correct.

Erick just breathed, took out some peas, and threw them to the hungry ducks. In a rush of feathers and snapping beaks, the ducks rushed in to grab all that Erick had bestowed upon them, some of them diving down to grab the deeper peas while others fought for the peas that floated on the surface.

Erick frowned a little.

Something weird was happening.

There were a lot of ducks down there on the water. More than he thought there had been. And then, as soon as there wasn’t much food left on the water, some of them fought with each other for what was left. Some of them looked at Erick, and at the bag in his hands, like if he didn’t give them more then they were going to take it.

Erick grabbed a massive handful and handed out more peas, scattering green morsels across the entire surface of the pond. That was exactly what the ducks wanted, and it seemed to be what was better for all of them, because now they could hunt and prosper without harming each other. A lot of the peas managed to float for a good minute before they were eventually consumed, but by that time, Erick already had another large handful ready to go.

Green life scattered, and the ducks went back to feasting.

Erick continued on like that for a while, measuring his gifts of food to what the ducks were able to consume, but then the sky darkened a little. He looked up.

A formation of ducks —not many at all— settled down in the lake, crashing into the waters and diving for the green peas. Fights erupted again and Erick’s minor balance was ruined. He reached into the bag again and rapidly scattered food for the hungry animals. This time, it took 30 seconds for all the peas to vanish into gullets and for the ducks to start looking at Erick with hungry, beady black eyes.

Erick handed out another massive handful of peas, drawing deep from the bag in his lap. The bag wasn’t actually emptying at all. He had more than enough peas for all that he saw.

And then more ducks showed up.

“Oh,” Erick said, finally realizing what was happening. “I see.”

The bag of frozen peas seemed endless. But the ducks were also endless.

“The ducks keep coming and coming,” Phagar said, breaking the silence between them. “Even if your bag is endless, something else must be done if you are to care for them all, for there will only ever be so much room on the pond. Or, you could not feed any of them. In that case, the pond would have one or two ducks, based on how much food there is naturally, and all the rest would go somewhere else.

“You sit upon a crossroads, Erick, as you often are. Do you feed them? Or do you let them find more ponds elsewhere, even if they will probably fight in those other spaces for whatever resources there might be, and which you will never know of?”

Erick knew what he wanted to do.

He wanted to make a new pond, maybe two or three more. He wanted to scatter more and more food out for everyone. He wanted to power through the cynicism that others might see; that there was only so much he could do before he killed himself trying to do it all.

But Erick knew that he could never do it all on his own. Reality was reality, no matter how much of his own personal Reality he managed to bring into existence, and share with the world.

He smiled a little with a sudden thought. Could he appoint some of these ducks to hand out food to others? Train them up to help him hand out even more peas to all the rest of the ducks? Not without a lot of effort! But the thought was fun.

… That fun thought rang in Erick’s soul.

For Veird was not a world of mundanity; it was a world of Magic. Erick could, theoretically, take in some ‘duck essence’ of his own, become a duck, live with them and teach them at their level. He could taint them with his own Benevolent understanding of the world. He could make them better than they were before.

Or rather… Not ‘better’, but different. More apt to help others. Able to help others without fighting with those others.

And yet…

Erick said, “If I became a dragon then I would be vulnerable to the fairy pact, as you all seem to be calling it.”

“We wouldn’t let that happen.”

Erick looked to Phagar. It was like looking into a mirror of golden fire.

Phagar said, “Though you don’t have to pick that option if you don’t want. There are other paths.”

Erick chuckled. “What other paths?”

“Just turn the dragons into normal people, Erick, no matter what their personal problems with that transformation might be. Sure, there’re some unpleasant ethical concerns there, but I have every confidence that [Reincarnation] is still a good solution to this problem.”

Erick looked back to the ducks. They were all quacking at him like a town hall full of angry protesters, demanding that he fulfill their needs above all the other needs of the community. Thinking back to those old memories brought up others. Some of those protesters were always good people, looking out for what was best for all, but there were always those who wanted what was best for themselves, and damn all the rest.

He could still do all of the possible solutions to the dragon exodus, if only he took on more power, couldn’t he? For some, [Reincarnation] would be the right solution. For others, a Benevolencing might be best.

But only if he could actually do that.

The pond began to mist with golden fire. Some of the ducks squawked even louder, taking to the air and flying away as fast as they could. Others didn’t care, they just stood there, staring at Erick, demanding more food as golden fire burned them to bone, turning them to ash and dust as the entire world fell away into a golden conflagration.

The fires didn’t touch Erick, but he still felt the heat.

Phagar’s voice came to him, “And yet, ethical concerns about forcing people into new bodies might be the least of the issues here.”

The park from college vanished.







- - - -







Erick stepped onto a cloud in the sky.

Rozeta stood across from him, wearing her wrought form; a human woman but made of white metal, and wearing a pantsuit of the same. “Hello, Erick. We have to talk.”

Erick said, “Hello, Rozeta. Let’s talk.”

Rozeta smiled softly. “I would like for you to take us into your Gate Space, so that we can both better see the outcomes to what is to come, and of whichever ways you lean.”

“… You need an invitation for that? To come into Benevolence?”

“I do not.” Rozeta said, “I have already tried to get the sky to appear on my own, though, and that did not work. I am trying to replicate what you already have, but that will take some time. And thus, this is a situation like with many Elements and magics that are wholly created and sustained by a still-living person; unless you invite me in and I am there under your own continued cognizance, then the nuanced functions of your magic will not manifest.”

Erick would have invited her into his Gate Space at any other time and not had a second thought, but today was a day of Fairy Moon shit. Of Fae problems. That fact made him unduly wary about inviting anyone into his Gate Space.

Rozeta noticed. So instead of insisting, she gestured to the cloud and summoned two chairs that sat catty-corner beside a round table. Tea and cookies appeared on that table. Rozeta went and sat down on her chair, saying, “All this fae nonsense has me on edge, too. Will you allow me to put your mind at ease? As much as I can?”

A pang of comfortableness welled up inside Erick. He went and sat down, asking, “Can she actually get in here?”

“She usually respects holy communions… Or rather, she dislikes them. She will certainly try to appear if we say her name, so we won’t be doing that. She might try to make herself present in your Gate Space if we eventually end up getting there today. Or she might not. She’s busy, and so, right now, we’re safe.” Rozeta looked to him. “You’re safe, Erick.”

“Am I, though?” Erick asked, as thoughts of approaching dragons filled his mind.

“Not really, no. For now, though. You are safe. When I am with you, you are safe.” Rozeta asked, “Do you believe me?”

Erick thought for a second about what his life was, now, and then he sighed, saying, “Yeah. I do. But… You know what? I certainly didn’t get this far being scared of magic, so let’s tackle this head on. Let’s go to the Gate Space. We can view the sky as we talk.”

“… Are you sure, Erick? We don’t have to move on yet if you don’t want to.”

“I do, though.”

Rozeta smiled a bit. “Okay then.” She stood.

Erick stood with her.

As though he had already cast the magic, as though he was closer to his magic than he had ever been before, a jolt of iridescent white lightning flickered from his half-raised hand, striking the clouds ahead. That lightning gathered a short distance away, like flowing threads, and suddenly the Gate Space stood on the other side of a lightning-ringed [Gate].

Erick led the way, with Rozeta at his side.

The Gate Space had grown by a lot since Teressa and Aisha had been filled with lightning falling from the sky, almost a month ago. The central platform had increased in size again, forming a layer of octagonal stone and scattered green spaces about a kilometer across. The fountain in the center had become a twenty meter tall thing of flowing water and a surrounding pond, filled with lilies and life. Flames glowed at the top of that fountain like a signal bonfine, shaped in a [Renew] rune.

The fountain’s pond emptied off the edge of the structure, tumbling into a minor river that wound back and forth in a ditch of depressed stones, to flow off into the sky, to reach for Yggdrasil in the distance like a tether.

Yggdrasil was bigger, too. Erick almost expected the big guy to notice that Erick was here; to notice that Rozeta was here, if nothing else. But that big [Scry] eye did not appear; Yggdrasil’s focus was locked to playing and learning at Treehome.

Erick looked up, and Rozeta looked up with him.

The sky was a distant thing, at least a few kilometers away, and deeply piled with whirling white Benevolence, like storm clouds that tried to be lightning now and again. With a mental flick from Erick, all that changed. The sky spooled into lightning, like a weaver gathering wool into yarn.

Silent lightning crashed across the heavens, spreading out and touching nothing except itself. A few darker tangles appeared here and there in those crossings, but nothing serious. Nothing imminent.

Erick was somehow disappointed in that. “I expected to see a new tangle about this sudden decision.”

Rozeta was not disappointed at all, though. She was thrilled, and relieved. She smiled brightly and then began to relax, seeming less like a goddess in that moment and more like a friend who had just been told that some test results from a doctor had come back negative; nothing was wrong. She chuckled, saying, “That’s about correct, Erick. Nothing is wrong. Or at least you’re going to make the right decision.”

Erick had a sudden, burning question, “But isn’t it foolish to pin your hopes that this is all correct?” He swept a hand at his Gate Space. “That all this isn’t some figment of my imagination?”

Rozeta laughed a little; a happy sound. “I’ve looked at a lot more paths to the future than this one; This is just another confirmation among many that this is the right path, Erick. You made Benevolence very well! Be proud of your accomplishment, and what your mana means for the continued existence of this world, and all others to come.” She smiled. “But I am glad to see that you aren’t resting on your power, and that you are taking proactive roles to ensure that what we see comes to be. Nothing quite like actually working to make a problem go away, as opposed to doing nothing and hoping it goes away.”

“… Speaking of ‘doing’.” Erick faced the sky, asking Rozeta, “Got any plans for making this fairy pact not kill a lot of people?”

“Absolutely. I’ve got levers working everywhere to ensure a safe transfer of dragons to Ar’Cosmos. The fairy is the main one. She’s doing her thing, and in a few cases where those dragons pray to me —which is very rare for dragons, by the way. Dragons like gods about as much as the fairy does. In those cases of prayer, though, I am able to offer [Gate]s to put those directly to Ar’Cosmos, so that they don’t have to cross the world to get where they need to go.

“The news that I’m doing that is still disseminating, and that offer, once more know of it, will allow a lot of holdouts worried about encountering other dragons in their travels. They can head into Ar’Cosmos without risking a fight.

“Thankfully, not too many dragons have thrown too many hissy fits and exposed themselves to the broader world, but if they do, I have the Inquisition ready and able to respond to those scenarios within moments. Your Benevolence has actually been helpful in spotting those problems before they happened, too.

“One would-be-fight in Eidolon has already been prevented before it could even happen. Three more fights in other places met the same fate. In all four cases, every participating dragon in those fights were then moved into Ar’Cosmos without further incident.

“Everything is going very well, Erick. So far.” Rozeta said, “The only real wrench in this scenario is you, and the decisions you make today, for whatever you decide means that the flow of dragons might change.”

Erick was very glad to hear that Rozeta was taking this whole thing seriously, and as soon as Erick had that thought he realized that of course Rozeta would take a grand movement of dragons seriously. She wanted the Curse to exist to lock down dragons from controlling and fighting over the world until nothing was left, and so dragons hid, barely showing themselves. When people moved, though, there was always a chance for dragons to accidentally meet other dragons and start a fight, thus killing hundreds of bystanders or more.

And here was Erick, a source of possible draconic power; a Wizard able to allow those dragons to not have to flee to Ar’Cosmos under the threat of Fairy ultimatums. He was the same sort of power that dragons had been fighting with the wrought and with Kirginatharp all these centuries to control.

Erick had known it would get bad. He had known that dragons were going to come for him.

But now he realized…

Maybe he did need to be a dragon, just so he could withstand that sort of demand upon him.

Or he could run and hide and let the storm blow over.

But then dragons would raze Candlepoint to the ground, looking for him, or finding each other and fighting because the Curse would make them fight.

“There’s going to be a lot coming for me.” Erick asked, “I’m going to be a target again, no matter what my choices are, and many of them aren’t going to be nearly as polite as Al.”

“Yes.” Rozeta said, “But before we get into your response to that whole situation, I want to say a few things.

“I have a responsibility to maintain the Script.

“Dragons produce anywhere between 250 mana to 5,000 mana per day, with the vast majority producing somewhere around 4,000 mana per day, and a few other outliers here and there producing a lot more. That’s anywhere from 25 times the value of any other sapient, to 500 times. Each one you [Reincarnation], ridding themselves of their Dragon Essence, is the same as killing between 24 to 499 people.

“So this is all kinda like that pachinko machine I saw you playing around with that other time.

“I once said I wouldn’t care if you killed a thousand people, if you thought it best for the world. I reassert those words again.” Rozeta said to him, “If you need to ‘kill’ five thousand people, it’s fine. But that’s only transforming 20 dragons into normal sapients, and there are a lot more than that headed your way. I’m guessing 300 to 400 dragons. I would strongly prefer that you do not ‘kill’ around 140,000 people, each of which have lived for centuries or more, constantly contributing to the safety of their own small parts of the world, and by their very nature as dragons, and their habits of dropping kids wherever they go, the continued existence of Veird itself. But if you have to kill all those people… Then you have to.”

“… I didn’t consider that.” Erick looked at Rozeta. “Are you pushing me to do the dragon thing?”

“Absolutely.”

Erick blinked, uncomprehending.

“You wouldn’t need to get help from the fairy. I could help you instead.” Rozeta glanced around. “We could do it in here, but you’d need to make the space deeper, and by a lot; the Script is still here, and so is the Curse. We’d probably do it in a private plane, though, that I can cut off from Veird for a little while.” She looked to him. “Becoming a dragon would make your eventual full ascension to Wizard take less time, but not all that much less time. It would allow you to rather easily learn how to make double and triple cores, and allow you to remove those cores to use them in permanent enchantments. All that is rather nuanced, though, and not really important at the moment. One thing that is not nuanced, is that all your children henceforth would be half-dragons, carrying within them a small part of your own Paradox’d Benevolence. That one is fixable post-birth, though.”

Erick had no words. Instead, he looked out across the sky, and saw that nothing changed, even though he was really, truly considering Rozeta’s offer. He said, “I could fix my future kids, couldn’t I. Give them whatever bodies they should have after they’re born, instead of whatever genetics decides. And then when they grow up and if they don’t like the one I chose, I could change it again before they Matriculate… or whatever other Script-inclusion system might happen in the future.”

Rozeta nodded, then she said, “I do have about a thousand ulterior motives for suggesting this path to you, though, but I can tell you about the major ones. I want the Houses of Ar’Cosmos to have less power. I want you to be a stable force for as long as you feel like it. I want you to be less susceptible to murder and possible assassination. I want you to be as strong as you want to be, because when we do open new worlds I want you to be able to fight my father, if it should come to that.”

“… Ah.” Erick had quite a lot of thoughts. He focused on the one that was most important overall. “Would your father even allow such a threat to his power?”

“Yes.” Rozeta said, “For you, he would. He and I have already talked about this. He doesn’t think you would actually be a threat to him no matter what powers you could gain, and he is right. You will never actually be a threat to him. None of us ever will. But if he should actually try some shit, if he is still insane, I want a backup plan. You won’t be fighting to win against him; you would be fighting to survive, and ensure all the rest of us survive too. I want you to be fully strong when the time comes to help keep the world from breaking. You and any dragons you Paradox, too.”

“… Ah.” Erick watched the sky, and felt his decision coalesce inside his heart. He was going to do this, then. He was going to become a dragon. “But I like me. I don’t want to change.”

“Good news there! When I made [Paradox Shift] I built it thinking that this might happen, and I am glad to report that I can easily add a third option to your Paradox form; one with [Dragon Body]. I can even give you all the Dragon Essence you need to gain that power.” Rozeta said, “All of that is as simple as deciding you want this, and then following through. It’d take a day to get it done.”

“I suppose you have thought of everything, then.” Erick asked, “But what if I’m not good enough? What if this whole thing isn’t going to work at all?”

Rozeta smiled as she chuckled, saying, “You are a saint, Erick. You are more than good enough. If everyone in the world had even half of your desire to do good then Veird would have no problems at all.” She added, “But if this doesn’t work out, we can always remove your dragon body version of yourself. Such an action would be dangerous and it might cause unforeseen problems, but I could do it, and I wouldn’t even need your help to do it. If you’re worried about going on a rampage, don’t be.”

Erick smiled a little. “I was worried about exactly that.”

“I know.”

Erick stared out into the sky, as another thought formed in his mind; one that didn’t require becoming a dragon.

He could take whatever makes a dragon make all that mana, and then put it into another form.

A Protean, perhaps.

In that moment, it was like he was setting up the pachinko machine again, where one final slot held the deaths of a thousand people, and all the rest held nothing. Except in this case, every decision ended in death for at least a few people, and maybe a lot more than that. Who knew what would happen if Erick unleashed a second immortal and [Perfected Polymorph] type of people upon the world? One that didn’t fight with each other, like dragons do. One that had Erick’s Benevolence in them to start with.

In little time at all, Erick worked through that entirely new idea, and when he thought it was mostly finished, he mentally set himself upon this new course of action.

All the while he tried to sense for a feeling of ‘don’t do this’.

But nothing changed in the sky; the tangles of lightning were still distant and fractionally dark here and there. It was entirely possible that the sky was less dark overall, but that could mean many different things. Maybe he’d gotten rid of a few good possibilities out there, and made a few more bad things happen. Or maybe he had gotten rid of bad things, and gained some good. There was no way to really know except to let other people study the sky for a day, but even then, Erick knew that he would get conflicting opinions, and he’d have to make the decision on his own.

He’d always be making decisions on his own, wouldn’t he?

Erick briefly discarded his new idea, and turned his thoughts back to being a full dragon.

To hell with the protean idea.

Dragon all the way!

To dominating his part of the world! To handing out power to others, for them to dominate their parts of the world, too!

… But in a way different from normal draconic domination. Such a world would not be a repeat of the glimpsed horrors Erick had heard from Apogee, the planar half dragon from a world filled with dragons who ruled everything and ate all who opposed them. A Benevolent Dragon world wouldn’t look anything like the unfurling horror show happening in Ar’Cosmos right now, either, where Bright Smile was surely going to come out on top and become the Dragon Empress of Fairy.

A world of Benevolence Dragons would be something new.

And the sky remained the same.

He stared for a while.

And then he asked Rozeta, “What about taking whatever makes a person produce a lot of mana and shoving it into the protean species?”

Rozeta sighed a little. With great reluctance, she said, “If you want to go down that path, you need to talk to my father. You were going to anyway, but… Here are some facts, so that he doesn’t try to steer you wrong: I know what makes people make mana. The gods know, too. A few very select immortals know as well.

“But this is a topic that no one talks of for reasons you will discover. We have tried to Silence this information, and rip it out of people’s minds, making them unable to even think about this Truth, but this is impossible.

“And now you are wondering what has been hidden from you. What other parts of your naturally curious nature have been stripped from you without you ever realizing.

“The answer, in all cases, is this: That which you cannot know is that which would harm us all, and has thus been removed from you and all others. But as soon as you ascend to a True Wizard and remove yourself from the Script, all those limitations of the Script can’t touch you.”

Rozeta looked to him, waiting.

That was a lot.

Erick stared out into the sky of his Gate Space, thinking.

“… Not that unexpected, actually.”

“… I am glad you are taking this well.”

“I trust you, Rozeta, and I appreciate that you trust me, too.” Erick asked, “Anything else you think I should know before I go talk to your father?”

“I would rather you be a dragon than make a new race of dragon-like immortals, Erick. A hundred times over, I would rather the known solution than your new, protean idea.” Rozeta said, “Proteans are not inherently tied to Benevolence right now, but if you do this, then I will have to make them tied to Benevolence, and Benevolence would become like a new major subset of mana, like Stone, or Air, or Dragon, or Force. It is dangerous to do that. I would have to call for a full vote of all Relevant Entities to see if this would be allowed, and if they vote no, and if you continue with this idea, then… Then I would force myself to continue to work closely with you, just by the nature of your power and your role in this universe…

“But there would be strains. Breaks. Unknown fractures.

“Ultimately, I cannot dictate how you do your magic, but please don’t go down the unknown path. Please don’t accidentally break the Script, trying to make it fit a mold that is more pleasant for you.”

Erick felt a chill.

Maybe he should stick to being a dragon. Really consider that as a part of his future. It might be nice, actually? Dragons seem to like being dragons, and most of them are fully capable of being whatever form they wish to be, so it’s not like they’re limited by anything except for what the Dragon Curse did to them, and Erick wouldn’t be affected by that.

Hmm.

Would he like lounging around atop Yggdrasil’s roots, after a nice swim, laying in the sun like a very long, very large cat, soaking up the rays?

Erick smiled a little at that thought. He could just be nude all the time, then. Might be rather freeing! And hey! He could still turn back into himself and wear clothes and talk to people and be the same sort of person he had always been, like Kirginatharp, but with a lot more power and ability to make the world a better place.

And he could help others become Benevolent, too, and that was probably a good thing. Maybe he could really do this—

A wind blew across the sky.

Yggdrasil waved in the breeze.

And then everything changed.

The sky suddenly deepened, falling away like light piercing a gloomy night, revealing everything in the distance. Erick’s Gate Space was suddenly not a 150-ish year map of the future, with lightning lifting off the edge of mist a few kilometers off into space.

It was a map of a thousand years hence, with white mist falling into streamers of lightning, and collecting in brand new tangles. A few dark tangles still held at what Erick had considered the hundred year mark, but past that floated worlds.

Planets of black tangles, gently orbiting in a glowing sky.

Erick and Rozeta stood in the center of an orrery of unmatched Sight.

It would have been beautiful. Magical and miraculous.

Except for the dark tangle that held right next to the platform, larger than life, right on the edge of white stone, splashing lightning onto the ground. Ferns and mushrooms and flowers grew where that dark lightning touched, and then lightning touched again, burning everything down, only to zap again a moment later, sprouting life out of the ashes, bigger and more beautiful than what had come before.

Rozeta’s breath hitched as her entire body went rigid.

Erick’s heart skipped a beat, his core sitting beside that heart suddenly feeling small to contain all of his soul; of all that he was seeing.

Fizzing lightning and gentle wind was the only sound flowing through the Gate Space for a long while, as both goddess and Wizard studied what they saw.

A minute turned to five, and then to seven.

And then Rozeta spoke, “It’s a change, Erick. But...” Rozeta tore her eyes off of the nearest tangle, and gazed to the sky of planets beyond. White light fell from her eyes, like tears, and she did not bother to hide them, or brush them away. Without looking at him, she steeled her voice, and said, “Make your own choices, Erick. I’m sure it’ll turn out fine either way.”

“I hope so, Rozeta.”

Silence reigned again.

And Erick walked forward, into the lightning that flashed as black as Darkness Himself.







- - - -







Erick stepped into a familiar place that was not really familiar at all.

He had only ever been here for about 5 minutes, once, and that was almost two years ago. The place hadn’t changed, but Erick certainly had; he could actually see the area, thanks to his Perception and his mana sense.

The ground was mostly flat, but filled with rubble of all sorts from boulders to fallen ceiling, with ‘potholes’ here and there. But they weren’t potholes, as Erick remembered them; they were battle damage. Claw marks from meter-long claws that had been raked through the stone. Places where something heavy had crashed, breaking the surface. The walls of the tunnel were a good fifty meters away on both sides, and they looked worse than the road, looking like someone had used them for shelling practice in some previous century, or maybe only a few decades ago. Maybe not even that long.

The place was dark, but there was some light.

A few pillars of illumination stood here and there on the edges of the tunnel, like shining fountains of radiance, lighting this small part of the Underworld. They were actually long-lasting permanent wardlights attached to a version of runic web that was wholly buried into the ground, and thus protected from casual damage. They were a rather ancient design, but they still worked, though most of them out in the open had been mined for their precious metals long, long ago.







The only places that had lights like this were the deeper places that the Darkness had fully reclaimed.

That Darkness swirled up ahead, looking like a gloom standing tall in the tunnel, but still a lot smaller than he could be if he wanted to. Erick had noticed the massive dragon right away, for his mana sense stopped at Melemizargo’s influence, but Erick did not actually see the God of Magic yet.

Melemizargo was just a gloom right now.

An ink stain upon the world that was darker than black.

Erick felt melancholy well up within, but he was having none of that, and so with a grin upon his face,

Erick sang, “Hello Darkness my old friend. I’ve come to talk to you again—”

A small chuckle started in the tunnel, growing to a fast laugh as bright white eyes opened in the gloom, and Melemizargo pawed forth like only darkness could; his wings snapping backward and then collapsing against his shoulders, his tail whipping the air, his eyes glowing bright white as he smiled—

Fangs, the size of orcols, a mouth filled with dark radiance.

A voice like quiet thunder,

“Hello again, Erick.”

“Hello, Melemizargo.”

The Darkness moved in, slowly walking forward, and then to the side, circling Erick, his voice echoing as he spoke methodically, his darkness flowing, creating the inner wall of a hurricane there in that too-small, large tunnel, “Do you want to be a dragon, like me? Or more like the Other Dragons of Ar’Cosmos, spinning personal Truths that work well enough? Or do you desire to force dragons to mortal bodies that you control for the rest of their lives, constantly giving out rebirths until the former dragon displeases you? Or do you want to try some new form of immortality? To tear apart what makes a person make mana, and stuff it into a new, more permanent container? I’m open to many different suggestions, and options.” Melemizargo stopped, standing directly in front of Erick, his head and fangs and bright, bright white eyes barely meters away, his voice filling the world, “All you have to do is make a decision which affects all of the coming universe, and then keep making that decision for the rest of eternity.”

Erick felt sweat drop down his back, and all over himself, but not because of Melemizargo’s closeness—

—not just because of Melemizargo’s closeness—

—but because Melemizargo was angling for something. Sure, the decisions Erick made today would have long lasting consequences, and he would have to keep making those decisions until he felt like doing something else, but if Erick should truly feel like doing something else, he could give up his responsibilities to another.

“What do you want, Melemizargo?”

“Two things!” The God of Magic pulled back, seeming to smile a bit as he spoke from a much more comfortable position twenty meters above Erick. “The first is simple. On Shadow’s Feast you will sing that song to me and you will sing it well. The full thing! I want to hear it all, for the words vibrate something inside of me that has not been active in a very, very long time.”

“… And the second?”

“Consider asking me to turn those wayward dragons into Shades!” Melemizargo grinned. “It is the perfect solution to your problems. I’ll even give you ultimate authority over all of them—” He Looked at Erick. “—as I already have, but which you have failed to accept fully—” He digressed. “It might be too early for more Shades, though, so I could lock those particular Shades into a small, timeless box, and let them out into the future. Say? 50 years? I could bring them out one at a time, too, and ensure that they all play nice, under your well-established rule. They won’t even know that any time has passed, at all. Seems like a nice middle-path to me.”

Erick stared up at the black dragon. “Really.”

Melemizargo looked down at Erick, going from a strongman look, to instantly allowing his face to show that he had known full well he had asked for too much. “Well fine then. The Shade option is not really necessary. I do want the full song, though. That part is not negotiable. Such a display will show that you are actually committed to this treaty between Myself and all the godly sparks barely holding onto their existence in this tiny world.”

“… I would like to know what it is that makes people make mana,” Erick said, trying to move the conversation forward, “And if I can preserve that somehow through [Reincarnation].”

Melemizargo smiled a little, then said, “You can preserve some of that, but not all of it, for not all of that production is within your rights. It is within mine, and I don’t feel like sharing that with you right now. There are some things you can change through your [Reincarnation], though. I will list how it all works, and you can then decide what to do with that information afterward.

“Here now is how mana production works:

“Life itself grants you a single point, though certain types of existences grant more. Wizards, for instance. Dragons are another. I am not telling you about that particularity, though, for that is the information I am withholding… Probably. However, you can still do a lot for the people under you.

“Base production is gained through experience with the mana, and through learning how mana actually works. The Script artificially causes this rise in people through the implantation of points and spells and a resulting familiarity. If people can actually learn to use those grafted magics, and if they gain aura control and mana sense and they learn how to transform an Elemental Body into a Greater version of that magic, then they gain more base mana.

“With these things gained, a normal person, starting at 1 mana production, can raise to 5, then 10, then 50 to 75 base mana. A person was not a mage in the Old Cosmology unless they gained around 50 base mana production.

“A Truth of the Self is perhaps the largest bonus that most people will ever gain, and that is worth 100 to 500 base mana production, depending on the Truth, and the person wielding it. Once a mage attains a Truth, they are usually able to become an archmage without needing much more than what they already have.

“And now we come to the multipliers, which are separate but often linked to the base modifiers.

“Immortality is an easy 10 times multiplier.

“The head of a major magic school, and much of the staff, all of them ensuring that people learn of magic, can each gain as much as a 10 times multiplier to their own mana production.

“The entire major governing body of a nation usually finds themselves with another 10 times multiplier.

“Most people are just normal people, though, gaining perhaps a 2-ish multiplier if they are the head of a large family. A farmer supporting a city on her crops is another 2-ish multiplier. The head of a growing co-op is perhaps a 3.

“Killers of killers get a large multiplier, but wars are always mana sinks. Sometimes necessary, true, but usually not.

“Killers of the innocent. Killers of the normal. Killers of the powerful. Not much of a multiplier! No real negatives, though.

“Everyone has an upper limit of how much mana they can actually produce, and that is rather unchangeable and based on that part of mana production that I am not willing to share with you. Most people reach this limit if they try at all.

“But if your goal is more mana, overall, the best thing to do is make more people.” Melemizargo said, “So if my daughter has a problem with you [Reincarnation]ing some dragons because their mana production will go down, I would tell her to take a look at the nation you are building, where you have plans to teach magic properly, with runic webs and Remake quests and Particle Magic newness. All that real learning should counterbalance the loss of a few hundred dragons by quite a lot, as soon as you get a real population.”

Interesting.

Erick had another sudden question.

“What is my total production? Without being a Wizard?”

Melemizargo smiled. “Are you trying to trick an answer of ‘what is mana production’ out of me, Erick Flatt? Did Rozeta not tell you? I would have expected her to, but then again they do always try to keep that particular knowledge hidden and I always have to go teach them not to.” He lost his smile there at the end. “Now that you are here, and you still don’t know… Do I have to go teach them that lesson again?”

Erick scowled. “Actually, she told me that you would tell me, so don’t be an asshole about this.”

Melemizargo’s eyes widened in surprise, and then he filled with joy as he laughed loud, then said, “Wonderful! I’ll tell you the secret of what makes mana! It’s Darkness. It’s Me. Every single soul has a bit of Darkness inside of it, and it is that Darkness that allows one to connect to all the other mana out there, and produce mana of their own. A tiny bit of breaking! A tiny twinge of soul sundering —though that terminology is completely wrong— constantly turning possibilities into mana, and allowing every living being to turn mana into magic. If you magnify that Darkness through ways that were decided long, long before I took up the Mantle of the God of Magic, you magnify your mana production. My Darkness doesn’t actually soul sunder you, though. Using one of those awful little devices —which are not aptly named at all— is to violently turn a soul into possibility, ripping out the Darkness and mulching the soul in the process.”

Erick…

Had a lot of thoughts about that.

But mainly it was just one:

“I have Darkness inside of me?”

Melemizargo leaned in, smiling wide, his glowing white fangs framing a cavern of light, as sun-bright eyes stared down. “A lot more than most.”

Erick processed that.

And Melemizargo pulled back, adding, “Dragons have a bit more than most other people, as is their draconic right, as the people most Blessed by Darkness. But then there are people like you, who look like the First Wizard, who caused the Darkness to cause everything else. Oddly enough, Wizards rarely ever happen among dragons because dragons are already Blessed by Darkness. Sometimes, though, a Wizard turns into a dragon, and has the powers of both. If you wanted to be a dragon I would not be opposed, Erick. I would actually like it if you could join me at my level of power. You’d certainly be more of a god than all the other phantoms running around in this tiny world.

“You’d still be lesser than me, though. Let’s not kid ourselves.”

Erick wanted to sit down.

They all wanted him to be a dragon. Even Melemizargo.

All of them had different reasons, too. And now this Darkness-thing, with mana production, was yet another layer to the whole issue. Erick tried to think logically about all this, about why they all wanted him to be a dragon, but he was still missing some pieces—

Wait.

“What is the Dragon Curse, Melemizargo?”

A dark chuckle.

“You think I seek to burden you, my dear Wizard, with that awful Curse? By ascending you to a power easily able to topple Kirginatharp, that you will, by all rights, take his place as Second to Rozeta? And that somehow the Curse will transfer to you?”

“That was exactly what I was thinking, Melemizargo.”

“Well your paranoia does you poorly in this case. Your idea of moving the Curse onto you certainly seems like a scheme that someone out there might have come up with, but not me, and I doubt any of the gods actually want you interacting with that Curse at all. If you gained the Curse, you could remove it from yourself, and thus from the whole world.” Melemizargo said, “Which is the opposite of what everyone seems to want.”

“… Okay. Well. That seems somewhat reasonable.”

“Also! It can’t be moved, anyway. I made sure of that.” Melemizargo said, “When Idyrvamikor made the orcols and threatened to consume all of this tiny world’s people into one —very poor decision on that boy’s part, which he only found out later— and Kirginatharp interfered, turning Idyrvamikor’s civilization curse into a spell that only affected him, I had to step in to prevent the utter destruction of everything and everyone on this world. Because, with how the Script limits the number of fae in this world, if Idyrvamikor’s spell had completed properly and all people including the fae had been turned into one, then the number of people left alive in this world would only be one. This had been that fairy’s plan all along, to force Rozeta to increase the bands of Elemental Fae on Veird.

“But since I can only sense this singular world, I had to prevent this absolute tragedy.

“In the aftermath, I might have gone overboard, though, and Kirginatharp is now Cursed with the Dragon Curse, irrevocably, and Idyrvamikor got murdered by that fairy for failing to live up to her expectations, since he was wounded by his failed Wizardry and thus easy pickings, and also proven to be weak enough to need killing, too.” Melemizargo added, “That fairy murdering her husbands is what that fairy does to all men who disappoint her that much, by the way.”

“… How much of that is true?”

“All of it!” Melemizargo said, “But you are right to question my memory. I’m not so good with remembering that part of my life either, and really, everyone was at fault for what happened way back then. Maybe someone else eventually killed Idyrvamikor? I doubt it, though; that fairy has a very specific operating procedure. Idyrvamikor was left alive after that failed Grand Wizardry, though. That’s all I personally remember. The rest I’ve had to piece together.

“But I’ll get it all back, for sure! Soon, Erick! Soon! Darkness will spread once again! And you will be the Herald of Benevolence that lights the way!

“You should probably become a dragon just so no crazy people can crawl out of the woods and kill you when you least expect it.” Melemizargo said, “Those are the ones you really have to watch out for. The crazies. I should know; I used to be one of them. That fairy will always be one of them, according to her base nature.”

… Whatever came out of today, Erick was sure of only one thing at this singular moment. He was not messing with the Darkness inside of himself; he would not be touching the source of all mana that deeply. The Darkness would touch back.

It was also rather concerning to find out that Erick was only capable of Wizardry because of the Darkness inside of himself—

… Wait.

Erick scowled. “Was I a Wizard before I came to Veird?”

“Yes,” Melemizargo said, “Absolutely. There is life outside of Veird, Erick! And you are proof of it. For the longest time I thought this meant that I was trapped in a [Fake World], or some other truly powerful magic. How else, but through some spell’s function, could you explain the Sundering; a sudden event that did not make itself known through normal matters of Time Paradox Wizards, always flitting about as they wished? I would have known of the Sundering before it happened.

“I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN, ERICK!

“IT MAKES NO SENSE THAT I DID NOT KNOW—” Melemizargo breathed. “Pardon the anger.”

Erick barely heard the apology.

The world had quaked when Melemizargo roared, the very mana vibrating with shockwaves of black magic. Erick’s own magic failed him, as he fell to the floor, all his spellwork breaking from his body, his aura falling away from his control, his [Pristine Benevolence] canceling.

And his mind filling with utter terror, blanking under the displeasure of an angry God among gods.

But then Melemizargo pulled himself back, the tunnel —now broken just that much more— began to shift as cracks sealed and boulders melted into solid floor. Claw marks vanished. Tail smashes healed, the walls transforming back into something solid.

Erick’s mind transformed back into something solid, too. As his brain started working again he began casting all the spells that had been stripped from him, knowing that the only reason he was being allowed to cast those spells at all was that Melemizargo was letting him. Healing magics began repairing broken eardrums and lacerated skin, and restoring Erick’s left pinky, which had caught on a wave of Darkness and simply disintegrated.

Erick eventually climbed back onto his feet, though his shoes were gone and his feet now touched bare rock, and his pants and all his other clothes had been ripped apart. His rings were broken; he would have to make more. Fairy Moon’s necklace was broken, too; a hairline crack ran right through the center of the small watermelon-like jewel hanging on Erick’s necklace.

His timeline was no longer hidden to all viewers. He was once again visible to the world through mana sense, and [Witness], and all those other spells.

… Not good.

Melemizargo sat there on his haunches, waiting for Erick to be ready to continue.

Erick breathed, and then nodded; ready to continue. “As you were saying? About Wizards and planars?”

Melemizargo nodded in return. “There is life outside of Veird. Perhaps it is just bits of Darkness that had fallen through the Yawning Voids left by Primal Lightning, that collected upon whatever life was already out here in your universe. Perhaps my predecessors for the Mantle got up to some shenanigans long before I came along, and seeded your universe with ours. Or maybe it was the other way around. I think the most obvious answer is that mana exists in all universes. The fairies seem to think so. Whatever the case, Wizards naturally occur in this New Cosmology, too. But without a true mana-holding environment, those Wizards can never grasp what they innately have.

“And yet, Wizards will be Wizards.

“I suspect that every planar who has ever come to Veird is the product of an unfortunate or fateful or perhaps even Fateful encounter with a Wizard, since Elemental Fate is not locked away outside of Veird. Perhaps there are some sorts of mechanisms out there which can replicate, temporarily, the mana density of a normal manasphere? I do not know. I cannot sense the mana out there; it is a complete Void to me. To me! Which is odd and I want to be angry about all over again, but also I do not want to hurt you again, so let us continue with Wizards and chance: A Wizard does a Wizardry, and then magic happens, as it sometimes does, and people get whisked to this tiny world in some odd, arcane form of spontaneous magic. Possibly because the density is so much higher here, and so a random [Teleport] puts them here, most of the time? Maybe for another reason. I suspect that most people either end up here, if they are lucky and the Wizard wants them to succeed, or maybe the planar is simply shredded by forces they never see coming.

“There were planars in the Old Cosmology, too, and the theory about why those people happened and why people like you continue to happen, is the same as it always has been… But it’s all still actually a mystery to us. Or maybe not.

“I am the Darkness, but I have also forgotten more than I have ever known. I doubt I’ll ever be able to get it all back.

“If that makes sense to you.

“Based on what I have seen of you, I theorize that you didn’t want to lose your daughter, and you were on the very edge of that happening, and so, on a strange road in the middle of wherever —if I have that part of your story right— you finally did your first bit of Wizardry. You sent your daughter here, to someplace that you thought might be safe. Or that she might enjoy. Or maybe it was truly just a strange accident? Who knows! Maybe you do, if you search yourself deeply enough. Or maybe not?

“And for whatever reason, you came along for the ride!” Melemizargo said, “I am very glad that you did.” He stretched to his full, regal height, and asked, “So you want to be a dragon now, right? Make some Benevolence dragons of your own, and all that?”

Erick wanted to do quite a lot, but maybe not transform himself into some other species right this very moment.

“I think I’d rather like a nap back home, actually,” Erick said, “And then maybe dinner, or something. Talk to others.”

“That’s an option, too! I look forward to your eventual choice, whatever it might be.”

Erick blinked—
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                — He opened his eyes.

He was on the porch of his house, at Yggdrasil, at Candlepoint.

For a long moment, Erick just breathed. And then he started resummoning Ophiel, because he had moved very far away from the little guy and Ophiel had popped. The little guy responded to his renewed existence as he usually did when he was accidentally unsummoned; with squeaks and flute sounds and unhappy chimes. Erick apologized as best he could while petting the little guy, and also sending out telepathic messages.

Within moments Poi had reappeared at home, and Erick got to talking about all that had happened with one of the few people he could trust with this sort of thing. After a while, Poi suggested and Erick agreed that it was time to call in Teressa, and also Aisha, who were both still in the Benevolence Research Tower.

Both women were very worried about odd things that they had sensed, and then even more worried as Erick told them what was happening all across the world right now, and what his response could be. There was worry, yes, but also a specific request that mirrored Rozeta’s earlier request.

As the sun set in the west, Erick opened the way into his Gate Space, and led Teressa, Aisha, and Poi inside. As the entrance shut, and the sky started to tangle, Teressa and Aisha locked Sight with Benevolence. Whatever they were seeing was something special, but what Poi saw, standing next to Erick, was the same thing that Erick saw when he was here with Rozeta, not two hours ago.

A misty tangle of shadowy spots in the hundred year wall. A tangle of shadows hovering on the edge of the platform, spilling life and death onto the white stone.

And an orrery of black tangled planets orbiting in the distant sky.

Poi stared.

With zero reverence at all, Poi gestured to the nearest ‘planet’, saying, “That one has to be Yoril. I’m pretty sure that if it was filled with water that the shape of those dark spots would be the major continents. Not sure about the order of the other ones, but I’m rather certain about Yoril there.” He kept his eyes locked on the sky, saying, “You should be a dragon, Erick. More power is the safer option for you, no matter how much you think vulnerability makes people able to approach you. Vulnerability is also a weakness, and while your defensive measures haven’t been tested yet, I would prefer that when they are, that you are found as resilient as adamantium.”

Briefly, Erick wondered if he could just become a wrought.

“Not possible,” Poi said, “Wrought are not like flesh and blood people. You could become a lich, though? If you had a tutor and the desire to be that way, you could, but that would certainly change who you are. Becoming a lich always turns a person into some monster for a good decade or more before they’re able to get hold of their transformation. Becoming a dragon is the safe option.”

“An hour ago you were terrified of this whole idea. What changed?”

“You being a dragon means you’ll never need a guard again. I’ll still want to be by your side, but you won’t actually need me like you do now. You won’t need anyone.”

“… That seems awfully lonely, Poi.”

Poi pointed at the dark tangle, touching upon the edge of the platform, spilling green life and then turning all to ash right after. That cycle of death and birth continued, as Poi said, “Teressa and Aisha are having a moment, and you’re going to talk to them for another hour or two when they come out of it, but in the end you’re going to make this decision on your own. If your options are remaining as you are, and eventually becoming a full Wizard, who is still rather vulnerable to concentrated annihilation, or becoming a dragon, resistant to every sort of magic out there, practically unkillable in either form for they just revert to their dragon form and start rampaging, with all the innate damage reduction of a dragon’s body and the magical power therein…

“The choice is obvious.”

Erick said, “It’s still not obvious to me. No one should have as much power as everyone suddenly wants me to have— Rozeta wants me to be able to fight Melemizargo if it should come to that.”

“The gods have been giving you power for months and years, already. They just recognize what is possible now, and Rozeta’s specific concern is yet another major reason to pick this option.”

Erick watched the sky.

After a moment, he breathed out, and his decision settled.

The tangle of shadows on the edge of the platform turned wispy. Green life exploded from the ground, and then the tangle vanished.

Poi breathed deep, saying, “Good choice, sir.”

Teressa jolted, coming out of her trance. She turned to Erick. “Ah. Okay then.”

Aisha calmly exited her trance. She turned to Erick and gently went to her knees, before kowtowing fully. She whispered, “My king.”

… Erick needed to allow that display, he supposed. He thought that maybe he shouldn’t, but he had seen a lot of people professing obeisance to him in the last months since he became a king. Aisha’s new display was just an extreme version of what he had already seen.

Still, though.

Still it was a lot.

Erick broke down, saying, “Get up, Aisha. We’ve only been working together for a few months. I cannot possibly have more than 65% of your loyalty.”

Aisha lifted her head. “You have 100%, my king.”

… Well okay then.

Erick turned to Poi, saying, “Can you verify that it’s still me afterward?”

“Since you won’t be affected by the Curse, then that’s not an issue. As for being a dragon: aside from desiring to assert your authority over an increasingly larger area, and from slight new bonuses in cognition and otherwise granting you new insights into your own position in life, becoming a dragon does nothing, mentally.” Poi said, “And you’re already doing all that, so separating the two combining factors will be like trying to pull blue dye out of blue water.”

Erick glanced over to the edge of the platform, at the new riot of green blanketing the white stone, where the tangle of shadows had been. He had made his decision, and apparently it was a good one.

So why was he hesitating?
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“It’s like with all those [Reincarnation]s you did to others, Erick. It’s terrifying being turned into someone and something else.” Rozeta said, “Even if the next form is categorically stronger, smarter, faster, and healthier than the previous form. Even if in your next form, you'll be better able to pursue all the good things you were already pursuing.”

Erick sat on a chair made of clouds that was neither a chair, nor made of clouds, in the middle of an endless blue sky that was not sky at all, nor was it blue. Rozeta stood in her white wrought form, right beside Erick. Now Rozeta might have been real. Or at least Real.

And Erick felt like he was in a dentist’s chair.

“That might be part of it,” Erick said, trying to come to terms with what was happening, and his odd reclined position. “But I don’t think anyone should have this much power at all.”

Rozeta smiled softly. “You’re one of the few people in this world that I would trust with this much power. But since you’re worried, I feel I should tell you about the next world: if Melemizargo cooperates and doesn’t create Ancients, and his Shades don’t create monsters, one of the small things that the Relevant Entities have decided is that there will be a lot less Script assistance. One of the few things the majority of us have agreed upon is that [Teleport] will not be purchasable for a single point. The release of that magic out into the Open Script was only ever an emergency response to a dire situation, which never got repealed when [Teleport] turned out necessary for continued survival against my father. So if you don’t like people having this much power, then all you gotta do is hold the world together for all of us for the next hundred years.”

Erick actually felt good about that. He smiled a little. “Is that all? Just survive?”

“I’d prefer ‘thriving’, so if you can [Strike] that it would be most appreciated.”

Erick spoke in order to distract himself, “I’m a bit surprised that Darkness makes mana, and yet, it makes a lot of sense. And yet, I cannot see that part of my soul at all.”

With a friendly attitude, Rozeta said, “That fact was why it would have required a full referendum from the Relevant Entities to make protean’s mana generation like that of dragons’. We gods could do it, if we all worked together and you contributed a lot, but that sort of thing is not lightly done, for it surely would have attracted my father’s undivided attention.”

“… He’s probably going to try and fuck this up somehow.”

“I don’t think he will, actually.” Rozeta said, “I don’t trust him at all. I don’t trust that fairy, either. I don’t fully trust a lot of people, Erick. But I trust you, and you are a Wizard, so you can technically fight back against him. You might even be able to win for a little while, when it is most necessary; you and Kirginatharp, and all the wrought and all the dragons you will bless, and all the people you will raise in your kingdom. In a hundred years, we might actually be able to force my father’s compliance, because, yes, he probably will try some shit. Him, or any of the other tens of forces out there that are powerful, but too damned selfish to build a better world the way it should be built.

“The angels, who inherit all their predecessors’ whims. The demons who had been replaced by the souls of incani, but who fell into the same patterns as the Old Demons. The dragons of Ar’Cosmos. The coming fae. The undead of Quintlan and their soul horrors. And whatever forces you make to help combat all of those other forces.

“Will your ideas of how magic should be taught pan out well? Or will you have to cull the very generation you raise?

“Does your idea for the Crystal Forest turn out well? Or do you accidentally unleash Crystal Mimics through your Gate Network, and infect the world?

“And what about my father’s capture of that unique Soul Ooze, which threatened all the world if it had been allowed to grow for one more night? I still have no idea what he is doing with that, and I hope it is nothing too deadly, once it is finally revealed.

“For make no mistake, Erick, power is necessary in order to do all the good you want to do.

“Know now, what I already know: that the power I invest into you today is going to a good cause; the continued safety of all this world, and all the worlds to come.”

Erick breathed, listening to Rozeta, Dragon Goddess of the Script. By the time her voice fell silent, she was no longer the white wrought woman she had been. She was a sky-spanning dragon, a twisting river of white scales and faint golden flames, and eyes of brightest, white gold. From high above she gazed down at Erick, and asked,

“Are you ready?”

Erick tried a joke, “It’s like you’re asking me to marry you.” And then he suddenly realized what he had said, and he found himself whispering, “It’s just that there’s a lot of that going around… And…” His voice trailed off.

Rozeta grinned. “Maybe I’ll be your mistress in a hundred and twenty years, after you get some skill using your new form and I’m not so busy. Go ahead and mate and marry and be happy long before that, though. I am not a jealous lover.”

“… Ah.”

The world went white.

Rozeta’s voice surrounded him,

“You’ll see the part you need to help at, and it will be instinctual at that point, Erick, so just do that, and this all will go well.”

The world went blank.
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In a white room, something shifted.

A darkness displaced the center of the room, only becoming visible in that displacement, as it was joined with another, smaller shadow, hovering to the side. And then another smaller shadow joined the first interloper, followed by a second and a third, and then there were more small shadows in the room than there was darkness.

But the white room was not a room, and the darkness and the shadows were neither of those things, either.

Erick blinked.

Ah.

This was where he took over.

Well. Based on the not-shadows all around the not-darkness, they should all be one, right? Just, shove this one in there, and then— bam!

They all go together, just like this.

Not-shadows rushed into not-darkness, and became one in the same, and then the depths inverted and a well of white light poured outward, shining with flickering lightning.

And then… Nothing.

The original darkness and all the other shadows were gone.

The room was white again, as though nothing had changed at all.

But maybe… It felt more real?

Whatever the case, the room was not a room, the dark was not the dark, the flickers of lightning were not lightning. But maybe, down there in that corner, and then over there in the other space…?

Those flashes of white that crawled like tendrils and then vanished as soon as they appeared.

That certainly looked like Benevolence.

The entire room looked like Benevolence.

It probably was.

One thing stood out from all the rest, though.

Down in that corner that was not a corner, was a circle of black with a white center that was not a circle of black. It was an eye, peering through a crack in the world.

The Darkness looking inward, in approval.

Or rather.

Almost approval.

“Just a single... small change—”

The room shifted.

“—and we’re good!”

- - - -







Erick woke up with a headache that rapidly passed.

He was in his bed, in his room on Yggdrasil, and he was human-shaped. A happy laugh escaped his throat, unbidden, as a quiet joy filled his heart. He was still human-shaped. He sighed, and then he turned to the other people in the room.

“Hello, Poi, Teressa. Kiri.” Erick glanced up at the white [Scry] eye hovering above, that looked just as concerned as Poi and Teressa did. “Glad to see you back for a little bit, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye hovered directly above him. Poi stood on the right side of his bed. Teressa stood beside him. Kiri was on his other side with a multicolor Sunny loosely wrapped around her neck, who was also looking at him.

Ophiel chirped on the headboard, flapping his wings and growing a few more eyes to look down on Erick as he sang in happy violin sounds.

Poi smiled, saying, “Welcome back, sir.”

Teressa grinned. “Now I don’t have to ever worry about leaving you alone. You’re your own tank, now.”

Erick sat up, propping himself up on his pillows as he chuckled, saying, “I think I’ll have to rely on you to guard myself and the entire realm with your Sight now, Teressa, instead of with your arms.”

“I won’t let you down, Boss!” Teressa said, blushing with embarrassment and joy.

Kiri whispered, “So you really did it, then? You did the Benevolent Dragon thing?”

Some blue boxes began to blink into existence before him. Reading them was the work of a microsecond, but while their contents and implications were surprising, they were nothing truly unexpected. Not really.

Erick focused on his direct surroundings. From the chairs set up in his room, and a few scattered bits of food, and a half-full pot of coffee over there, it looked like he had been unconscious for a while. A day? Maybe.

Erick said to Kiri, “Yup. I did. It was the best option of the paths laid down before me, and I can already tell it worked perfectly. I’m thinking of Kirginatharp and others right now, and I have no desire at all to go fight them, or take their lands, or anything like that. Plus, the notes from Rozeta said it was a success.”

Not a complete success, though. Not the way Rozeta had intended.

Poi said, “Ascendant Prime has measured you, as you requested. You have zero personality shift.”

Erick smiled at that, too.

“But still…” Kiri shook her head. She put on a smile. “I’m glad you’re okay, Erick. I’m also glad to report the kingdom has not fallen in your absence.”

Erick chuckled. “I can already tell that. I don’t even see any new construction on the shores of the lake. What’s it been? A day?”

“Two.” Kiri said, “The transformation was…” Her voice trailed off.

Poi said, “The transformation was rougher than Rozeta expected it to be, though you went through the worst of it with her. When she delivered you unto us she said to take care of you, and you should wake in a few days. We’ve been taking shifts. Jane is on her way back.”

Warmth spread through Erick’s heart. “I love you all, too.”

Teressa blushed. Kiri blushed, too. Poi just smiled softly.

Hearing that Jane was coming back, which meant she was okay, was the only thing he could not check on himself, so he was glad to hear that. He could even go back to bed if he wanted. At that moment he realized he still felt a little sleepy, so he almost wanted to lay back down, even though he had never really risen, but it was time to get up. And yet, he decided to stay propped up on pillows for a little while longer.

He had some thoughts.

Erick asked, “So does that mean that Jane found her sword?”

“She did not,” Poi said.

“Tell her I’m good, then tell her she can continue the search.” Erick said, “Last I heard she and her team were killing hidden Ancients down there in the dark. They should keep doing that.”

Poi said, “She will be thrilled to hear all of that, though she will want to speak to you directly. You missed her last communication.”

Erick briefly closed his eyes, still smiling, as he said, “I will be ready to receive her condemnation of this completely un-undoable decision at a time of her choosing. Make sure she knows that, please. There is no going back from this.”

Kiri asked, “Can I give you my condemnation, now?”

“Ahh! But Kiri! You are the apprentice, remember? Here’s a lesson for you: sometimes the gods want assurances of the future, and if you’re the best one to provide those assurances, then they stuff you with as much power as you can handle.” Erick added, “Apparently.”

Teressa nodded. “Apparent King.”

“Apparent dragon,” Kiri muttered.

“And also Apparent Wizard,” Poi added.

Erick smiled, then said to Kiri, “Go ahead and give it to me.”

Kiri breathed deep, then began, “You STUPID MAN! How could you endanger yourself like this! How could you endanger the kingdom like this! I’m out there turning the land livable and you’re in that House making people work together and now you throw this NONSENSE into the mix! Do you know how many dragon fights we’re going to get here now?! Even if you can put them down yourself…”

Kiri spoke for a while.

Erick listened.

Then he rose from bed and gave the girl a hug and told her everything was going to be okay. Kiri bawled on his shoulders, talking about how worried she was, and that dragons were dangerous, and how he was already a Wizard and that everyone was going to worry way too much about him and someone would probably do something crazy. 

Erick listened again.

Jane’s words were rather similar to Kiri’s, when Erick finally got to have that conversation.

Jane was doing nice in the Underworld, though. Almost figured out a Prismatic Domain!

Not quite there yet, but she was getting there.

Erick went to the House next and caught up with Zolan about what had happened while he was gone. Thankfully, nothing much had happened at all. A lot of letters. A few meetings between offices to sort out some administrative tasks. A lot of normal meetings that Zolan had expected Erick to be there for, but which he had handled himself. There had also been quite a few anonymous questions and a few not-so-anonymous appointment requests from people who were obviously dragons.

Zolan said, “I know what it looks like when someone requests anti-Dragon Essence treatment from Oceanside, and I know what it looks like when those requests are probably from real dragons trying to sneak in and murder the Headmaster. I’ve seen dragons pull a lot of shit over the years, Erick.” He gestured to the 15 letters that sat on Erick’s desk, between him and Erick, saying, “Those are outright [Reincarnation] requests from real dragons, or threats and demands for Benevolence-transformations. That’s the kind of shit that the Headmaster would respond to with utter annihilation and consumption, because that’s what all those sorts of meetings would devolve into if those sorts of people ever openly appeared near Oceanside. In my time, the Headmaster had standing instructions to hand these sorts of letters directly over to the Dragon Stalkers, and for him to never be involved at all.”

Erick read over all the letters in a flicker of mana sense, Perception, and Intelligence quickness, and he was glad to report to himself that he felt nothing of the Curse which plagued Dragon Essence. If he had, he would have wanted to kill every single one of these people.

And if that had been a worry at all, Erick wouldn’t have even been having this conversation with Zolan right now, for Erick wouldn’t put himself into that sort of position, and Zolan wouldn’t have shown Erick these letters in the first place.

Zolan did not know that Erick was a dragon, though.

Only Erick’s family knew, and also Aisha. And Rozeta.

… Zolan would probably know soon enough, and maybe at the end of this meeting, but not right now.

Erick picked up one of the letters that didn’t quite fit what Zolan was telling him, though. It was a letter written on pale blue paper, inside an envelope of darker blue. “This one is from a dragon who has halfway escaped the Curse already, though she is also a lich from Quintlan. What do you make of this one?”

“One of the safer ones to actually accept a meeting with, actually. Zenipeq, the Ice Wraith Queen, is a rather stable force over in Quintlan, though she is a horrible necromancer who has [Stone Pathway]ed the way for others to follow in her steps, to drown the world in undeath as much as she could. Someone is going to try to assassinate her the very second you [Reincarnation] her, if you choose to do that, so be prepared. She’s probably going to be prepared, too, with guards of exceptional quality and loyalty.” Zolan said, “She’s a truly dangerous person to be around, but… Not much more than all the rest.”

Erick nodded.

He decided to tell Zolan about his new Status.

Zolan took it pretty well, though his heart did thump so hard that Erick thought it might pop out his chest, but Zolan was a young man. He handled it pretty well. He also swore not to tell anyone, which was never in any doubt.
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It had been a very long day, and half of a night.

And now, Erick was done with his kingdom until tomorrow. It was time to check those boxes and shore up some things. And so, nude and in his human form, the Apparent King of Candlepoint, the Wizard of Benevolence, the Head of House Benevolence, and now a Benevolence Dragon, sat cross legged atop a crook in Yggdrasil’s upper branches, surrounded by a very large Privacy. He was meditating a little; clearing his mind before he got down to his next task.

The sky was dark with night, yet all around was light.

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye held in the air beside him while Ophiel sat around on Yggdrasil’s glowing white bark here and there, chirping in unsure flutes and uneasy guitar sounds. Yggdrasil’s eye didn’t look too happy, either.

Yggdrasil asked, “Are you still you, father?”

“I am,” Erick said, “There’s just more of me. Sort of like how you grow up, I guess I can grow up, too.”

“The Arbors said that people don’t usually get bigger than they already are.” Yggdrasil hummed, then added, “Aside from babies. You’re not a baby?”

“I am not a baby, and the lessons the Arbors give you are only true in most cases. You should always keep your eyes and senses open for all the information there is, Yggdrasil. Don’t only listen to authority, try to figure out your own thoughts based on your own experiences, too.”

“I know! They tell me that, too.”

Erick smiled. He opened his eyes. He was ready to confront his new self.

With a thought, Erick pulled up the first box of many to come; the letter from Rozeta.




	
Erick.

My father did some shit, because he is a shithead. The good news is that nothing is actually wrong. Everything mechanically works just as it should. You even got a new spell that should help you do your Benevolence-ing of other dragons rather well. That was unexpected, and I believe that you are the one that did that. Not my father.

You are a ‘Benevolence Dragon’ now, with all that entails.

Now for the bad news, and what my father actually did:

You will find out after you transform the first time. Do it somewhere that no one else can see. Also, never let anyone see your draconic form until you’re truly ready for that storm. It will be a big storm. Don’t ever bring out your horns, like the other dragons of Ar’Cosmos do. Trust me on this.

And now for some maybe neutral news:

I tried to give you a third [Paradox Shift] form, but that failed and I think it was because of you. I think you accepted this a lot more than I thought you would, and so your second form, the one you use all the time with the core, is now your base draconic form, too.

Your first form remains untouched.

And some good news:

Whatever other dragons you Benevolence should be more normal than you.

We’ll talk more whenever you wish!

For now: good luck with your kingdom. It’s going well.

Your kingdom and the basic security of it all should be a lot more secure, now that you are almost assassin-proof, what with [Unbreakable Form] stacking on top of your new reality.

Don’t go testing yourself against assassins, please!

-Rozeta














Erick dismissed that notification, breathing and exhaling a few times as he got ready for the next part.

And then he opened up the majority of his other notifications. He did not need to read the ones that said ‘[Spell] has been corrupted! Return to a Registrar to undo this!’, so he did not bring those up. He just read the important boxes in the order they had appeared. First came [Dragon Body], and then surprisingly, the upgrade to that one.










	
Dragon Body, Permanently Active, 0 mana

<absolute damage reduction 250>, <double range>, <double duration>, <massively increased healing effectiveness>

Assume a draconic form based on your nature, at will, gaining <massively increased range>.

Assume a new Familiar Form of any type you have experience with, at will.

Immortal.

















	
Greater Dragon Body, Permanently Active, 0 mana

<absolute damage reduction 500>, <double range>, <double duration>, <massively increased healing effectiveness>

Assume a greater draconic form based on your nature, at will, gaining <massively increased range>.

Assume a new Familiar Form of any type you have experience with, at will.

Immortal. 














As expected, dragons were fucking ridiculous. Erick already felt all of this new magic upon him the very second he had woken in that bed, hours ago and surrounded by most of his family. These magics weren’t even auras; they were just permanent effects, like Strong tripling his Health or Clarity reducing spell costs by half.

A few things about his new self stood out to him, though. That absolute damage reduction.

Dragons were highly resilient, yes, but Erick had no idea they were that resilient.

Of course, [Greater Draconic Body], which is the one Erick had now, since he had upgraded from the normal version during the course of his convalescence with Rozeta, had a whole bunch of carets. Those little angular brackets indicated stuff that was specific for the person who had that spell.

Other dragons probably had other numbers.

Normal dragons probably had double mana, or half mana costs, or whatever, and a little bit of absolute damage reduction. Fae dragons probably had something along the lines of ‘stronger illusion spells’, or ability to interact with Fairy. Carnage probably had a lot more absolute damage reduction, as well as damage bonuses. Death dragons for sure had massively increased control over undead creatures.

With that thought sorted, yet knowing he would need to ask other dragons for what they had, Erick felt that his absolute damage reduction was probably the only part of his own [Greater Dragon Body] that really stood out.

That, and that the ability was still called [Greater Draconic Body], and not [Greater Benevolence Dragon Body]. Erick had expected his [Pristine Benevolence] to join with [Dragon Body], and for him to only have one, but apparently that was not how it worked.

Erick moved on.

[Pristine Benevolence] had changed.










	
Pristine Benevolence, instant, super long range, 10 MP per second + Variable

You are a radiant new beginning.

May your influence be eternal.

















	
Perfected Benevolence, instant, super long range, 5 mana per second + Variable

You are a radiant new beginning.

May your influence be eternal.














A new name and half cost, so not much of a change there. Still…

Erick held out a hand and Benevolence scattered from his hand like a splash of silent lightning, filling the air and touching upon Yggdrasil’s boughs. Green moss spread across the glowing white bark, surrounding Erick like a spreading carpet. That growth rolled right under his naked bum, lifting him off of Yggdrasil’s hard bark and setting him upon a much softer seat. Hmm. Somewhat unexpected. He had tried a very small jolt, but gotten a large one.

All of his magic was like that now. Dragons got size modifiers even outside of their big forms, and Erick was still in the learning curve of sensing how his magic worked.

Erick asked, “That didn’t hurt you, did it, Yggdrasil?”

“Not at all! I’m big and strong!” Yggdrasil asked, “Why the green carpet, though?”

“I was kinda wanting something softer to sit upon.” Erick continued to watch as the green carpet slowly continued to spread across this small part of Yggdrasil, slowing as it reached about ten meters away in every direction. A few ferns lifted here and there, like spouts of darker green among the soft green. “And I wanted to test out this new [Perfected Benevolence]. It seems to respond a lot better than [Pristine Benevolence], in that I can purposefully choose weal or woe. But besides that it’s kinda slippery sometimes here on your bark, and for what comes next I didn’t want to slip off, or maybe hurt you with… whatever happens.”

Erick was worried about claws.

“Okay! I like it!” Yggdrasil said, “People on my roots at Treehome fall off sometimes. This is a good solution. I’m fixing myself now.”

Before Erick could say another word, Yggdrasil flickered with [Perfected Benevolence].

Greenery spread out across the top of every single branch, and across the top of every single root, all across Yggdrasil’s entire five-kilometer wide reach and his twenty-kilometer long roots. That was some fast growth. Faster than Erick had expected. Faster than Yggdrasil had expected, too. The big guy was still a very bright, glowing white tree, but about a quarter of the light of his trunk, branches, and roots, vanished beneath normal green moss.

“… If you don’t like that, Yggdrasil,” Erick said, “You can pluck it off of you with some [Telekinesis].”

“… I will try it out,” Yggdrasil said cheerfully, “Life is about trying things out!”

“It is.”

Erick looked over the final box.




	
Blessing of Draconic Benevolence, instant, touch, 10,000 mana

Transform the recipient’s draconic nature into one of Benevolence.














Reading that, Erick reaffirmed his concern over having a split between his [Perfected Benevolence] and his [Greater Draconic Body]. They really should have been combined into [Greater Benevolent Dragon Body], right?

… Erick was just delaying.

He was nude for a reason; he didn’t want to destroy his clothes when he transformed.

With a final, muttered, “I don’t know how Jane does this,” Erick opened up a part of himself—

Like the unfurling of an emergency life raft, and feeling like he had been trapped until that very moment, Erick felt his senses vanish and then come back from one blink to the next.

The crook in the branches of Yggdrasil was smaller. That was Erick’s first impression. Where before he had been sitting in the center of a roughly 25 meter flat space, now he was very much not.

Erick scrambled to stop from falling, his great big claws ripping away deep green moss as something slapped back and forth behind him and some unfamiliar weights pulled down on his back. Leather snapped and pressures assailed Erick from unknown angles, touching unknown parts of him. He yelped, and it came out like a roar, as he fell off of Yggdrasil, smacking a branch on the way down before he was able to control himself with Benevolence. He stopped falling.

He pulled his tail back from outside of the Privacy, like pulling back his butt.

Slowly, Erick ascended back to where he had been before, stepping upon his [Perfected Benevolence] like it was solid light. He did not sit back down on Yggdrasil, though. The spot he had picked on the big guy’s branches was not large enough for him anymore. Instead, Erick sat in midair, his butt and long tail softly moving behind him like he was a comfortable cat. He was not comfortable, though he tried to get that way. This was who he was now, and it was what it was. Erick jerked his shoulder blades and felt out his body, trying to understand how those things were supposed to— Ah. It works like that. Yes. Erick extended his wings like they were a second pair of arms, and then he pulled them back, and like he was folding his arms, he folded his wings around him, down his back and around his neck. It took him a moment, but he got it done.

He did not expect the wings.

Normally, dragons did not have wings.

Normally, dragons had long bodies, fifty meters long or more. Rozeta was like an endless river of white scales when she was in her element. Erick did have a long neck, though, which he had expected, and which he had gained control of rather fast; it was like having a normal neck, but longer.

Simple stuff, really.

Erick sat there, midair in his Privacy, like he was standing on a platform of controlled lightning. And he inspected himself, both with his eyes, and with his mana sense.

Yup.

That was him.

His hands were almost like hands, but they were more paw-like, with very large white claws. Erick had clawed Yggdrasil a little bit when he had fallen off, which he was ashamed of…

“Ygg—” Erick paused. That was too deep. Too loud. Almost like a roar. He tried to be quieter and barely succeeded, “Yggdrasil.”

“… Father?”

Erick modulated his voice further, “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

“Nope!” Yggdrasil’s white eye reappeared like a tiny dot within Erick’s sight. And then it got larger. “You’re bigger now! You sound like you and feel like you, but you do not look like you!”

“You can come out too, Ophiel. Sorry for scaring you. For scaring both of you.”

Yggdrasil said, “I’m not scared! You’re you!”

Ophiel had briefly hid but he was embarrassed about that. In order to outdo his brother he rushed out of hiding, each Ophiel puffing up to his full size, transforming from little, eye-filled piles of wings, into expansive earth-angels, with little eyes decorating them like jewels. Ophiel sang loud and clear in choral guitars at first, but then in happy violins.

And then he tried to find a place on Erick’s shoulder.

Erick did not have a shoulder, or at least not one that was for sitting. His wings covered both his shoulders right now.

Ophiel settled for sitting on Erick’s head, like a crown of white feathers among a crown of …

Well.

A crown of black horns.

There was no easy way to put this, Erick supposed.

He was a fully black dragon, except for his eyes, his claws, his fangs, and the inside of his mouth. He had wings, a tail, and a body like a typical western dragon, with a large chest and a tapered stomach. A body sort of like a greyhound?

Big arms to more match his human body, legs with two major joints, a clear propensity to standing on all fours, with a tail twice as long as his body and wings that spanned maybe twice his body length, and a neck that raised his head high above it all. Yup. This was a western dragon.

Erick did not even want to look at the more nuanced parts of himself, but he did, and they were what they were.

Overall, Erick looked like a smaller copy of Melemizargo, but instead of spreading darkness in his wake, Erick spread sparking white light.

He also had Ophiel sitting on his head, like a crown of feathers among all of Erick’s new black horns, chirping away in happy sounds. Soon, all the other Ophiel rapidly found a spot to stand atop their father, from Erick’s back between his wings, extending their own wings to try —and very much fail— to match him for size, to a second Ophiel on his muzzle, and more than a few on top of his butt, trying to make their way out to his swishing tail. Ophiel didn’t get very far along that swaying path. That insolent tail did not stop wafting back and forth, sending Ophiel after Ophiel flying back into the sky.

Ophiel kept trying, though, chirping in excited violins each time they got thrown.

Erick hmm’d.

This was going to be a problem.

“Yup.” Erick said, “Don’t think I’ll be doing this much at all.”

He transformed back into himself, scattering squawking Ophiels away as he shoved the draconic parts of himself back into a small box. It was not a comfortable fit. It was not fun. And he didn’t get it fully right the first time, either. But eventually he did.

Mostly.

As Erick stood there on the soft green grass he felt a weight upon his head. Not much of a weight. Nothing that he would have really noticed, except for he was specifically checking out all of himself to make sure he was in the right body once again. Which he was.

“… But I have horns.”

In a mirror to his draconic form, six small black horns, three on each side, started at his temples and then curled backward among his black hair, forming something of a small crown. They were highly noticeable. But! He could probably sleep with them on his head, if he wanted? It might be… comfortable...

… Wait.

That was the wrong thought, Erick.

No horns at all was the much better solution.

A few more adjustments shoved those horns back in the box. Hopefully they would stay there.

Erick conjured some clothes and went home.

- - - -

Erick reappeared in the main foyer.

In half a moment, as Teressa’s surprised voice came from upstairs, and Erick heard Poi groan from inside the library, and Kiri called out, ‘What’s happening?!’ Erick realized something very important. A few things, actually.

Poi walked out of the library and into the foyer.

Erick looked down at Poi.

Poi looked up at Erick.

Poi started, “I think you got—”

“Yeah I think I got the height wrong.”

Teressa appeared from out of the second floor hallway, eyes wide. “You’re bigger!”

Erick sighed, guessing, “It’s only, like, 215 centimeters, or something. You’re still way taller.”

Teressa said, “Let’s make all the doors bigger.”

Kiri rolled over in her bed, mumbling loud enough for everyone to hear, even though no one was near her, “Please no yelling for non-important things.” And then she went back to bed.

Erick asked Teressa, “You don’t like the doors? You should have just told me.”

“Well… I’m… telling you now?”

Erick said, “I’ll be back.”

He got it right the second time.

He also adjusted some problematic doors.

















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    NEWS: I am affected by Hurricane Ian. This post is scheduled. 

I probably won't have normal power/internet/water for a week, at least, and probably longer. 

Take care out there!

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k words more! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Announcement! 

Hurricane Ian was not fun! The water rose to about 20 inches inside the house, ruining a lot of things. Trash everywhere. Roof damage from the storm. Trees knocked down everywhere. Power came back, though, and so did water! So that's nice. Internet still down but I have mobile phone data, so I'm able to interact with all y'all some, but not much. I'm also not able to write much right now, and there's an entire house to clean up, so THERE WILL BE A BREAK IN POSTED CHAPTERS. 

Probably.



                

                The morning dawned, and Erick was already hard at work in his workshop. It had been three days since his transformation. He and his overseers had sorted out quite a lot of problems that had cropped up during Erick’s convalescence, but problems came like summoned rain, and Erick was hard at work figuring out yet another major piece of infrastructure that needed to be solved.

He was not currently working on sorting dragons for conversion to Benevolence. Nor was he testing out his new body and finding all the limits of his new self. He was mostly done getting reacquainted with the new size and power of his magic, too, though sparks of power occasionally leaked out of him when he wasn’t in perfect control, or actively using his Benevolence-laden sunform. Leaving footprints of moss wherever he went was still a bit of a problem, but it was a solvable problem. He’d get the hang of himself, eventually!

One of the best ways of getting that handling was with precise magic, though, which was exactly what he was doing.

Erick had just finished his tenth [Zone of Peace] and [Spatial Denial] iron sphere. Once activated, it would lock into place with a bit of [Domain of Benevolent Light] and [Undertow Wall], preventing all other non-Domain magics from affecting it, as well as ensuring that it would remain stationary and powered, due to a 5-meter radius Draining field around the thing. All it needed to stay powered, practically forever, was about 3,000 mana per day. A pretty high price for an average person, but in aggregate, in the center of a city where hundreds of people could walk by and keep the thing powered, 3,000 mana a day shouldn’t be a problem. Such requirements of daily mana upkeeps were rather normal in the Gate Network, and fulfilling those requirements hadn’t been a problem so far.

Erick already saw the writing on the wall that it would not stay this easy, though.

He needed a full-city runic web, filled with [Renew], so that he and everyone else could power every single Gate’s continual upkeep cost from anywhere the [Renew] web lay. That was yet another piece of infrastructure that he needed to solve; to support everything a lot more easily, and to make something that anyone could tap into for power.

Like they did at Enduring Forge.

But that would come later, once Erick figured out how to make long lines of runic web power out of iron. He’d probably do, like, 5 meter long sections of sealed tubes, using his Denial Sphere design but adapted for length instead of effect. That way he could lay a bunch of them together in a line and they could share power through themselves, but also, if one section broke, he could replace that section.

… Complicated, though.

He could do the whole thing out of platinum right now if he really wanted to, but that was the easy, monumentally expensive solution, and people would steal that platinum, for sure. It’d be harder to steal iron tubular sections of a web, and a lot less profitable for the thief, therefore it was probably not something that most people would do.

People had already tried to steal Gates, though they never got very far at all with them. 

But all of that was something to deal with later.

For now, Erick smiled. He had ten spheres ready, each of them able to Peace and Deny a roughly 10-kilometer-across slice of land, that extended up and down about 200 meters both above and below the ground. If the Denial Sphere got knocked out of position, tilting all of its magic at an angle, Erick had put in some more magic that would make the whole thing either slowly correct itself over the course of a day, or rapidly correct itself if it got an injection of a thousand mana.

Hopefully.

The tests had already proven it worked!

Erick smiled again, and then he went for a swim down below in the glowing waters surrounding radiant Yggdrasil.

Feeling great, Erick floated on his back, holding himself up with his power for he was too heavy these days to do anything but sink straight down. That was fine, though. He was comfortable as he gazed up at the veritable sky of ‘lightning’ made by Yggdrasil’s branches, and at the green world beyond, made of flaming leaves. He felt good. As the world outside his little slice of paradise began to brighten with the promise of day, Erick flickered, vanishing from his swim.

He reappeared at home, wrapped in robes.

Breakfast was a treat from the House; a small feast prepared by a 9 star Cook and their assistants. Pancakes. Two types of sausage. Eggs. A pile of potatoes. Juice. Erick made his own coffee, and then he sat down at his breakfast alcove and began eating.

He was done faster than he thought he should be.

And yet, his stomach still rumbled, demanding food. Sighing, Erick had an Ophiel go back for another bit of food, flitting through the breakfast line, waiting his turn to grab a small plate of sausages and pancakes again. Some of the other people in line smiled a bit at Ophiel; those people were new hires who didn’t quite know that this Ophiel was under the direct control of Erick. Others, who had worked there for a while now, or else they were simply better informed, looked to Ophiel with reverence. The person dishing out sausage gave a little bow, saying, ‘Welcome back, Wizard.’

Ophiel gave a little nod and then took off with his prize, leaving behind a few more people with a bit more knowledge of what to look for in an Ophiel, to understand that Erick himself was looking through all those bright white eyes.

When Ophiel reappeared at home, Erick took the plate and [Duplicate]d everything into a great big pile.

Finally, after eating enough for at least two orcols, his hunger pangs began to settle down.

He knew the problem.

It didn’t take a genius intellect to understand what was going on. Jane experienced much of the same thing when she started getting new Familiar Forms, and she and Erick had had a conversation on the topic many times. Different forms had different caloric requirements. Jane got by with her requirements by sometimes eating the monsters she killed. Thus, she was never really hungry. If she ate a whole lot her other forms were sated, too. But she could always eat. She was much more than just some normal girl from Earth; she was also a unicorn, a rivergrieve, a few types of spiders, and more. Her giant blue tarantula form had her eating like a giant blue tarantula would, whenever she could, and she was still able to eat fine in her human form.

And now Erick was a dragon.

Human quantities of food were great for enjoying a meal with other human-sized people. But he needed to eat.

Erick set down his fork, unsatisfied. He was technically full. The food was there, inside of him. But as he watched his organs and digestive tract go to work, as it had been working for a while now, he saw that food seem to dwindle; to vanish off into some other place. It was freaking weird, but no more weird than everything else that had happened to him.

Poi finally came out on the porch, carrying his own small tray of food. “You could have copied our food.”

“Yeah. But… Thought about it. Decided it felt weird to copy other people’s food.”

Poi sat down. “Dragons are mostly carnivores, too, so you need to eat a lot more meat now.”

“That was one thing I was hoping to avoid.”

Poi instantly knew what to do. “Go grab the biggest scarlet king fish you can find at Treehome, kill it, copy it a hundred times inside a [Prismatic Ward], and then eat all of those crunchy meaty morsels. Leave the bones in, too. Dragons don’t actually need to eat every single day, so you might only need to do that once a week. Less, if you’re not in your dragon form that often.” Poi added, “And enjoy it. That’s like… pure decadence.”

“Ha! You’ve been saving that for a while now! How long?”

“All my life, actually. You have no idea how much dragons enjoy food, but you will.”

Erick chuckled. “Leave the bones in, eh?”

“A texture enhancer.” Poi said, “Fermented and fried silver minnows make a great sandwich filling for that exact reason. I have tried to replicate what I have overheard in the experiences of others through fried minnows, but it cannot be the same at all. And with scarlet king, you don’t have to ferment or fry them at all to make them palatable. I can only imagine how good eating a room full of that would feel, so you should go do that so I could live vicariously through you.”

Erick laughed again.

Poi added, “And you don’t want to be hangry when you get to all those dragon meetings today, right?”

“No; I suppose I do not.”

“You should go get a scarlet king and make a copy for us to have for dinner, too.”

Erick chuckled again. “Sir yes sir! Heard and understood.”

Poi smiled a little, then got back to his own breakfast, though his eyes were on the sky. He was already looking forward to some fresh scarlet king tonight.

“I am! It’s gonna be so good.”

While grinning and still sitting at the breakfast nook, Erick sent an Ophiel through a [Gate] to Yggdrasil at Treehome.

The big guy was very, very big up here on the edge of the Forest. Bigger than any of his other forms in any other location. Yggdrasil stood like a monkeypod tree above a field of small bushes, his glowing white arms and greenery and rainbow crown spreading out like a thunderhead cloud made of green fire.

But those ‘small bushes’ down below, which didn’t even reach a third of the way to Yggdrasil’s lowest branches, were each a kilometer tall on their own. Yggdrasil was big, and growing every day.

Yggdrasil instantly noticed that Ophiel and Erick were directly near him.

A large [Scry] eye appeared and Yggdrasil said, “Hello father!”

Erick smiled, still sitting on his seat at Candlepoint. “Looking for a scarlet king, Yggdrasil. Can you find a nice eating one for me?”

“There’s some right down here!”

Yggdrasil’s eye zipped through the sky, and Erick followed with Ophiel. As the other various [Scry] eyes of the Arbors of Treehome found their way back to Yggdrasil and Ophiel (and Erick), Erick bowed a bit to them, and they bobbed up and down in turn.

And then the Arbors started asking what he was doing here.

“In search of a scarlet king for breakfast!” Erick said.

And then Wyrmrest asked, “No. Really. What are you doing here?”

O’kabil interjected, “What he means to say is that we heard about the dragons and are worried that there will be a fight in our vicinity. If there is, could you help us stop it?”

“I’m currently on the lookout for those events myself, and will be [Reincarnation]ing a lot of dragons in the coming days. I’ll have my hands full in my own part of the world, so I probably won’t be able to help here.” Erick said, “And that said, I really am just here for a good scarlet king—”

Yggdrasil complained, “Father! Father! Follow me! I found them!”

O’kabil’s eye flew forward with Yggdrasil saying, “You don’t want those ones, Erick. Those are the breeding ones. Yggdrasil? Can you show us the fast ones?”

Yggdrasil looked to Ophiel. “But? They’re still scarlet kings?”

“Show me the fast ones, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “The ones that are bright red and really fast, like rubies flying under the water.”

“Okay!” And then Yggdrasil took off in another direction. In moments, Ophiel plunged down into the massive lake surrounding Yggdrasil, turning to [Perfected Benevolence] to evade the water resistance. Yggdrasil’s voice called out, “This way! I see them!”

One very quick chase later, Erick had a very large scarlet king wrapped in lightning-light. One quick pulse of power killed it. He sent the fish home, but he stayed for a little bit longer to talk to the Arbors, giving some more assurances that he was on the dragon case, but that he could not actually assist Treehome with their own defenses. They seemed mollified.

Erick’s stomach was already rumbling.

Erick got up, leaving Poi behind, saying, “Your fish is already in the cold room, sir.”

“Oh gods, it’s gonna be so good. Oh man.” Poi got up, too, saying, “I have to go see it.”

Erick smiled.

- - - -

In a Privacy atop Yggdrasil, Erick unfurled himself—

It was like sinus congestion finally ending, like the opening of a stuffy house and an overpacked suitcase breaking at the seams and a dam finally breaking and flooding dry land, bringing forth life from the lifeless. As Erick settled, his happy tail whipped back and forth. His wings flapped behind him. His perspective shifted, and now he was a good 25 meters higher than where he had been before, but he was still where he had been, because now he was in both places.

He was also about 40ish meters behind himself, with his tail being rather long.

And also about that much off to the sides, with his wings flicking out on their own accord, until Erick got them under control once again. The switch between forms was still disorienting, but Erick supposed he would get a better hang on this eventually; this was only his second time, after all. Maybe not as quickly as he needed to, for this form carried a lot of connotations that would turn the public against him rather harshly…

Erick could survive that turning, probably, but there was no need to risk it right now, and probably not for a while. Years? Sure. Years. Candlepoint could probably handle Erick’s new self, too, but there was no need to go stressing all those still-building relationships, either.

Anyway!

He took a measuring stick with him for today’s transformation, so he could get a better idea of how big he was, and for ensuring that he was the proper size when he was finished. According to that stick, which hovered in the air, while Erick also sat on his haunches in the air, he was about 8 meters of neck, 16 meters of body, 20-ish meters of tail (though that was hard to measure directly because it would not stop wagging (did he have two brains in this body? Did another part of him control the tail, like a dinosaur? Answer: no. Dragons were magic and did not care about such things like ‘the transmission rate of nerves’ (probably) (he didn’t even have extra hearts!))), and a good 25ish meters of wings on both sides of himself.

His wings had little grabby hands on the front, like a bat’s. This made sense, since his wings were basically arms, and the ‘hand part’ was basically that grabby, main joint, giving him four fingers with which to grab with, while his ‘pinkies’ were much larger than the pinky fingers on a human, for those ‘fingers’ form the leading edge of his wings, extending all the way out to the tips of his wing-arms.

Erick looked at his chest, trying to understand how all those bones and muscles fit together. This was easy enough, even with all those massive muscles allowing for his second pair of ‘arms’ that were his wings. It was like he had pecs on pecs on shoulders, which was kinda funny—

His stomach rumbled, both like a minor disturbance, but also like a minor avalanche, if Erick was to consider his human-sized senses. Less focusing on form; more focusing on needs.

Yes.

Erick looked at his ‘prey’, hovering inside of his lightgrip like a fish-shaped ruby with a tiny dot of dark at its head where Erick had killed the thing. He leaned in and gave it a sniff—

A sudden well of wetness filled his mouth and he almost snapped up the fish that instant, but he controlled himself…

The scarlet king, which had looked huge when Erick was human-sized, at being about a meter long, now looked like it could barely serve as an appetizer, for Erick was ravenously hungry—

Ah. Yeah. He was hungry. Very hungry, and almost willing to eat that fish long before he was ready to eat that fish. He recognized that now.

A little worrying, that. He wanted to eat that fish quite a lot. But instead, he opened his mouth and had a look at himself through his mana sense. His mouth was filled with glowing white teeth and his gullet was a white hole. All of his interior looked white and glowing, though he only guessed it was white, for it was hard to tell color through mana sense.

Looking at his mouth again…

It didn’t look like he could really chew or taste his food; not with fangs and no molars, and with a tongue that was basically a tendril of taste receptors the size of one of his larger fangs…

Wait a second.

Erick looked inside of himself again.

No vocal cords?

So how was he able to speak?

Erick said, “Testing. Testing.”

His insides just vibrated that way, eh? Based on his desires?

“Testing, testing. I am the very model of a modern major general. I don’t believe in animals, or vegetables, or minerals.”

Did the original lyrics go like that? Erick had no idea. He had heard Jane say something like that when she was a kid, and it had stuck with him all these years later.

And yes; his insides did just vibrate that way allowing him to talk.

—He wasn’t breathing? Oh. Yeah. He wasn’t breathing.

Erick purposefully breathed in and out—

A small burst of streaming clouds and lightning flashed out like a burp from a demigod, before Erick realized what he had done and shut his mouth. Glowing white mist continued out of his nostrils like steam from a kettle, flickering with sparks all the while.

Erick focused on what had just happened.

A few more tests later revealed that he did not actually need to breathe at all, or at least not while he was running his [Perfected Benevolence]. Erick held onto one of Yggdrasil’s bigger branches, securing himself to a solid surface so he wouldn’t fall when he turned off his aura. And then he did so. With his lightning turned off, he did have to breathe, and it sounded rather menacing.

Ophiel instantly tried to replicate that sound.

Three Ophiel working together were able to get the deep bass and the rumbling drums worked out enough to approximate Erick’s natural breathing sounds. Kinda cute, in a horrifying sort of way.

But back to his breathing. With his aura, he didn’t really need to ‘breathe’. Like with Jane’s shadow spider form that could not exist on its own without using its aura to breathe, Erick’s dragon form’s ‘breathing’ was best done through a constant, low level Elemental Body. That low level functionality got turned up really high for dragons, though.

When Erick purposefully breathed in and then out while running his aura, a massive cloud bank of bright white Benevolence billowed outward across Yggdrasil’s branches, leaving patches of greenery wherever it landed. Mostly just more moss, up here at the top of Yggdrasil, but a few flowers and ferns, too—

Yggdrasil giggled like a child, telling him that it tickled, and then to do it again. Erick happily obliged, sending Yggdrasil into a ticklish fit as sparking light caused vines and greenery to grow everywhere, and the happy laughs of a child sent rainbows scattering across Yggdrasil’s crown. And then he said that was enough, so Erick stopped, smiling wide—

Oh. That’s a menacing smile.

Yggdrasil turned his attention back to Treehome.

Erick turned his attention back to what he came here for.

Time for breakfast. Erick looked back to his scarlet king, waiting to be eaten. His mouth salivated again, his tongue licking out, tasting the air— which was apparently something he could do now. Dragons were part snake. So that was fun. The air tasted delicious.

At least his dripping saliva didn’t cause more random growth wherever it touched Yggdrasil’s bark. That would have boded badly for the rest of what his body could do. Erick imagined pissing out flowers. Uncomfortable, for sure.

Hopefully this dragon form didn’t need to go to the bathroom more than once a week, too, but Erick supposed he would get used to that eventually, if he had to. Humans could adapt to a lot, and… Well. He had already adapted rather far from ‘human’.

… Erick looked at the other parts of his draconic body that he had been ignoring. He would get to that part of himself too, eventually, but not today.

Erick had an Ophiel cast another small [Prismatic Ward] around the still-floating scarlet king, and then Erick copied it. Just like when metals were [Duplicate]ed inside [Prismatic Ward], becoming magical metals, copying meat and vegetables and other things had the same effects on those other things.

One magical meat fish became two magical meat fish.

Erick floated the second one up to himself. He opened his mouth.

He took a tiny nibble—

“OH GODS IT’S SO GOOD!”

Erick rapidly copied all the fish he wanted, eating all he could, the fatty, thick meat seeming to dissolve in his mouth like bits of cream, but sprinkled all throughout with flakes of crispy skin and bones as easily broken as the surface of a crème brule. He tasted it all the way down his throat, too, so that was an experience. The fish skulls were actually the best part; like finding a bit of carrot in a soup of deliciousness.

Erick finally felt full after around a hundred fish. Maybe a bit more. He wasn’t quite sure.

But he was sure that he loved every second of that experience, and now his stomach was finally full. That was the best part of all this. Being a full dragon. Wow. It kinda reminded Erick of being a kid at Thanksgiving and being allowed to eat everything he wanted to, and then feeling like everything would be alright, right before he slipped into a wonderful food coma.

No food coma today, though.

Erick kept himself awake.

The sun hovered right above the eastern horizon. Erick had taken only about half an hour to do all this. Next time, he would put himself in a time bubble too and truly take his time.

Cleaning up was easy, since there was no cleanup necessary at all. Putting himself back into his human body did take some doing, though, now that he wasn’t some sort of starving dragon; he was full and happy and his body did not like being crushed back into its tiny little Erick-shaped box. The horns were especially annoying this time.

But it had been worth it.

When Erick got back home he went to Poi, to tell him how it was. He didn’t need to, though. Poi saw it on Erick’s face, and smiled wide.

“That’s amazing, Erick,” Poi grinned, lost in a shared moment. “That’s good.”

Erick smiled. “That was so good.”

Teressa, who was at the breakfast nook along with Poi and Kiri, asked, “What’s good?”

Erick told them.

Teressa and Kiri didn’t seem to get what was so special about it all, but that was fine. They were happy that Erick was happy.

Kiri did seem to get this look in her eyes that she was playing off her nonchalance, though. She was intrigued about the idea of becoming a dragon herself. Erick decided that he would probably deny her if she ever truly asked, but that was probably his own reluctance talking. Maybe in fifty years, or something.

It was probably a good idea to not transform any people into Benevolence dragons if he could help it, but that ship had sailed. At least two other dragons in today’s meetings were getting the Benevolence treatment. Erick had decided that much already.







- - - -







In a very large room in the middle of nowhere, and also partially in Fairy thanks to [Fairy Stronghold], Erick waited. The room was nothing special; basically a hundred meter cube with the walls made of glass and the floor made of solid stone. The sun shone brightly outside those windows, illuminating the vast desert of the Crystal Forest.

This part of the Crystal Forest was filled with dunes and not much else. Even the crystal mimics in this land were few and far between. There was a flight of sand rays nestling out there under the deeper dunes, but unless something startled them, then they were going to stay there. A few flying fish above the dunes were the only thing that was even really noticeable out there—

Poi’s voice came to Erick, ‘He’s ready.’

Erick acknowledged Poi and then gazed out through Ophiel, looking to the appointed spot. On a random dune also in the middle of nowhere, stood Al. The sewermaster of Spur looked the same as he always did, but with an air of pure nerves surrounding him and wearing plain clothes that were obvious conjurings. He was prepared to lose them to violence, or otherwise. His eyes glanced left and right. He breathed shallowly. His fists clenched.

And then Ophiel appeared in front of him, and Al froze.

Al thawed quick enough, forcing himself to calm. He nodded.

Ophiel chirped and then fluttered onto Al’s shoulder, outside of Erick’s control and way before he could actually stop the little guy and make it even more awkward. Al just looked at Ophiel, raising an eyebrow.

… Erick had Ophiel open a [Gate] into this space.

Suddenly, a circle of lightning held between Erick and Al, and both of them were prepared for the worst. Erick had been around other dragons since his own transformation, with Burhendurur and Volaro, but this was the first time he was meeting a dragon who held the Curse.

Neither of them flinched at the sight of each other, though, so that was good. Erick didn’t expect to flinch, and neither did Al, for they had coordinated what was going to happen here a day ago. If anything was going to happen, it would have happened then—

Erick was delaying. He stepped back, saying, “Come on in, Al.”

Al was delaying too, it seemed, for he did not come in right away. He was scared.

Erick let him take his time.

The sun beat down. The northern winds blew a bit of sand into the [Fairy Stronghold]. And Al closed his eyes for a long moment. And then he opened his eyes, and they were full black. He sighed, and changed. Not physically. Not in body. But in countenance and everything else.

He strode forward, his long orcol legs easily bringing him inside the room, where he towered over Erick by a full meter. He did not loom, though. He just towered, for that was his nature.

Erick closed the portal.

They were alone in the middle of a hundred meter cube of [Fairy Stronghold], with the desert on display everywhere around them.

Erick asked, “This will work, but if you are nervous, we can do this another time?”

“A dragon does not ‘get nervous’, Erick. They either do, or they do not.” Al said, “And I am prepared. I would like to confirm you are an actual dragon, though, and to know what I am in for, as every dragon is different. May I see your [Dragon Body] now?”

They had already agreed to this exchange on Al’s request, and Erick agreed because he didn’t know much about the mechanics of dragons, so he was glad to finally see someone else’s dragon box. Erick had contemplated asking Volaro and Burhendurur, but that had seemed wrong. Al’s was much more palatable.

But Al was nervous.

So Erick tried a joke to defuse the situation, “You show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

Al was not here for jokes. He pulled out his blue box instantly.










	
Dragon Body, Permanently Active, 0 mana

<absolute damage reduction 50>, <increased range>, <increased mana>, <increased health>, <increased control and power of all stone-based spellwork>

Assume a draconic form based on your nature, at will, gaining <massively increased range>. <half damage taken>

Assume a new Familiar Form of any type you have experience with, at will.

Immortal.














Different from Erick’s, for sure.

Huh.

Erick handed his own over, saying, “I guess all dragons are products of their own accretion?”










	
Greater Dragon Body, Permanently Active, 0 mana

<absolute damage reduction 500>, <double range>, <double duration>, <massively increased healing effectiveness>

Assume a greater draconic form based on your nature, at will, gaining <massively increased range>. 

Assume a new Familiar Form of any type you have experience with, at will.

Immortal. 














Al looked at the box and sighed. “You even have [Greater Dragon Body].” Al took the box and visibly broke it, to show that he was not saving it into his own Status. Al had been very clear about that requirement to this exchange; it was a cultural thing, a show of respect, and acknowledgment that nothing said in this exchange of information could be handed over to another. Of course, someone could just lie, and verbally hand off this very personal information anyway, but that was dishonorable and not lightly done. Immortals had long memories, after all. “I assume the smaller version that I would actually get is different?”

Erick handed over the box for his normal [Dragon Body], though he had to go looking through his notifications to find it. “250 absolute damage reduction instead of 500.” As he visibly broke the box Al gave him, he asked, “Do you think the others will react oddly when I pull out the Greater version? I wasn’t sure about that. You’re actually my test case for all of this, Al, because I’m pretty sure I know how you’re taking this.”

Al narrowed his eyes a little bit on Erick as he glanced at the new blue box. “I don’t think you know how I’m taking this at all, but whatever guesses you have inside your head are likely near enough the mark to count as true.” He broke the blue box, then said, “If I were you I would have already demanded every [Dragon Body] box from every dragon you have working for you. It’s rude, but you are in power there, and they are not your equals at all.”

Erick felt a small sadness in his heart. “Does that mean you don’t want to come work for me after this?”

“No.” Al said, “Silverite has treated me too well for me to abandon her like that. Savral is in Spur. Spur is my home. I’m not moving if I don’t have to. Are you demanding I move to Candlepoint to fulfill this Benevolencing?”

“… I will not demand this of you, Al—”

He paused.

Erick said, “Actually. I do demand that you not be a stranger. Visit the Gate District when you want. Shop at Candlepoint. Eat at the atrium in the House and enjoy food from all over the world, cooked by 7, 8, 9, and even one 10 star Cook. Come on by sometime and tell me what it means to be a dragon. Go places and do things, for you will have a full life available to you now. You will never have to worry about meeting another dragon and having a fight after today, okay? You can live again. Maybe for the first time in your life.”

Al almost objected when Erick started, but he listened, and he relaxed. He gulped as emotions ran through his chest and changed all of him, again. He still stood strong, but instead of acting like a solid stone to weather the storm, he read more like a man on the edge of a cliff.

A man who could fly, if he wanted to.

With softer eyes, Al nodded. His voice broke as he said, “I can do— I can do that.”

Erick smiled brightly. “So? Do you need to be naked for this? A dragon? I’m not reciprocating and turning into a dragon by the way; that’s way too odd for me right now.”

Al chuckled, then laughed loud. He breathed deep, and said, “I’m going to be a dragon.”

Erick felt he might have blinked, and maybe he did. For in that moment the world changed, filling with black and a bit of shattered black magic that fell to the ground, dissipating in sparkles. Those sparkles had been Al’s clothes.

Like a wall of scales encircling all of Erick, about ten meters out in every direction, lay Al, the dragon. He was a 40 meter long serpent, twisted around on himself, with his head and front body looking down at Erick, from about five meters away.

Erick looked up. “Hello, Al.”

With the same voice as always, but a bit deeper, Al said, “Alenzikaron, if you wish to know my full, real name. The last name of ‘Noraki’ is a part of ‘Al’s’ identity, but you can still call me ‘Al’ if you desire.”

Erick smiled wide. “It’s good to finally meet you, Alenzikaron.”

Al smiled a little, and Erick found he was not scared at all.

Alenzikaron said, “It would be good to meet with your real form later. Perhaps you can think up your real name by then? It is okay to take your time with that sort of thing, for it took me forty years to figure out ‘Alenzikaron’ and… Ah. Bollocks. I am stalling.” With full-black eyes and curving back horns, and a mouth that held white teeth, but which still looked rather normal with common-sized fangs and red gums, Al leaned down a bit, asking, “Do you think my coloring will change?”

There was real concern in that question.

Erick tried not to laugh at the incongruity of this giant being asking about something as simple as color, but then again, Erick was rather concerned over his own dragon color… Could he just change it? Yes, through illusions, but then [True Sight] could see him for what he was, and that wasn’t a real solution at all. But he hadn’t even considered changing his colors from Melemizargo’s colors until now, and yet, he found the prospect rather…

Unwelcome.

Erick liked his coloring.

Odd.

Erick could even justify why his coloring was already perfect. Benevolence tangled black, and Erick was black, because he was a tangle of Benevolence. That his eyes and other parts of him were white, were just because they were representative of the sparks of his Benevolence. His entire body naturally sparked and glowed white when he was a dragon, too, so that all made a whole lot of sense to him.

Huh.

With empathy, Erick said, “Maybe you’ll turn grey or silver, or maybe full white. I am sorry to say that I doubt you will remain black. Whenever anyone is [Reincarnation]’d their magic lightens. What I will be doing today is not a [Reincarnation], but it’s… It changes the very nature of your soul. The alignment, mostly. That shift will change your color, and you’re the first recipient. I cannot tell you how you will end up. Not exactly.”

Al pulled back in subtle worry. Then he said, “I can change my color back eventually… Probably.” And then he looked to Erick. “Your Benevolence [Dragon Body] is barebones, Erick. A high absolute damage reduction is nice, but a constant [Defend] effect, like what I have, would do you well; those two forms of spellwork are beautiful together. You need to accrete properly. Not just accept what was made of you.”

“I already have Constitution and that’s 95% damage reduction.” Erick said, “Anything below 20,000 damage won’t leave a scratch.”

“… Right. You are crazy. I forgot that for half a second. Absolute damage reduction is best for you.” Alenzikaron reared back, breathed deep, and then settled back down, laying his head down on the ground before Erick. “I am ready.” He closed his eyes.

Erick approached.

Warm breath blew out from Alenzikaron’s nostrils, as his whiskers twitched and his eyes moved under his eyelids. And then he felt Erick get near, and he forced his whiskers to the ground, and his eyes to stillness. His breath evened.

Erick touched his nose.

Alenzikaron’s black scales were hard and dry, but smooth like obsidian stone. All of him looked like that. He’d never look like that again, though. Erick knew that Al would change, and Al was lying to himself thinking he could ever change back. But Al knew that already, so Erick said nothing. Everything that had needed to be said had already been said...

“This might hurt,” Erick said.

“I know,” Alenzikaron answered.

Erick cast.

White lightning danced out from Erick like the ripping of a world, tearing into Al, ripping away scales like the prying of gems from a statue. Al did not move. He did not scream.

Erick jumped away, worried about everything.

And then Al lifted his head, and lightning continued to rip him apart, prying off scales and scattering dark red blood to the ground. The spell rapidly broke through all of Alenzikaron’s body, and he became a coiled conflagration of white lightning, ripping and tearing at all of him. His breath came out like sand, and then as white sparks. He grumbled, muttering about how it was slightly worse than he thought it would be, but that he could handle it. That calmed Erick a fraction, but not really at all—

Lightning blew out a four meter section of Alenzikaron’s side, scattering gore across the ground, splashing blood on Erick.

Al roared at that, but still, he endured.

Only ten seconds had passed and Erick was near his panicking limit, preparing himself to sing to the mana and take direct control of Alenzikaron’s transformation—

But then Alenzikaron’s wound healed in a flashing instant.

Silver scales replaced black. Al sighed in partial relief, and then he grunted again as his body was remade from the inside out, grunting about how the worst of it was over, and that he saw the problem. All his old body was the problem; it wasn’t him anymore. He was trapped and he needed to transform.

“I could use some proper healing magic help, Erick,” Al managed to grunt, at three minutes into his ordeal. “Any at all. My [Dragon Body] is already changed to yours.”

Erick obliged, having his Ophiel flood the mostly-black, partially silver dragon with Healing spells. Everywhere Ophiel touched with [Greater Treat Wounds] caused an eruption of black scales and muscle and gore that rapidly transformed into healed flesh and silver scales.

Erick watched as the room filled with the death of a black dragon.

And a pure silver dragon rose in its wake.

Ten minutes after starting the process, Alenzikaron stood up from the remains of his former body and floated in the air on flickers of Benevolence lightning. His eyes were black and silver.

He looked beautiful.

Alenzikaron looked at himself a bit, too, and he seemed okay with all of that.

And Erick said, “Well holy fucks and shits. I was not expecting that. You good, Alenzikaron?”

Alenzikaron smiled. “Yes… Yes, Erick. I am good. I feel…” He looked up at the endless sky above the room. “I feel I need to go for a fly. I haven’t done that in… Since I was a very stupid kid who didn’t realize what chaos he was going to cause. Maybe I will refrain from that.”

Erick joked, “Just don’t go taking over any cities out there, okay? We Benevolence dragons need to be better than that.”

It was not much of a joke, for that was exactly what Erick did not want to happen.

Alenzikaron looked back to Erick, saying, “I know. I would never besmirch this honor…” He paused, and then he flickered.

He was once again Al, the orcol, but this time he was standing on a pile of his own former self, and he was very nude. He didn’t seem to mind.

Neither did Erick, really.

Al said, “I’m going to go back to Spur and I would like to visit later, if that is alright? When you’re done with the day’s events? Or maybe tomorrow if you’re too busy today.”

Erick smiled. “I’d like that.” And then he added, “But. Uh. Yeah. I might be too busy today.”

Al gestured at his corpse, saying, “This thing is good for enchanting with, if you want it. I’m done with it, though.”

Erick laughed loudly. “That’s weird, Al!”

“What! Not that weird at all.” Al toed at a large patch of black scales, sending the top one tumbling down into blood. “I’ve used some of my own scales for enchanting sometimes myself. But! It’s your call. I’m done with them. I thought for a second that I would want to keep it, when I knew what was happening but… It’s useful, and yet I do not want it. So. See you later.” And then he put on some conjured clothes and blipped away in a flash of silver light.

Erick continued to smile a little.

And then he frowned, looking down at himself.

“Stop that,” Erick said to himself, “That’s nothing to get excited over. He’s just… Coming over eventually.” Erick looked over at the mess all around him. “And that’s certainly not exciting, right?” His temporary problem went down again, and Erick felt relief at that. “Good. I’m not turning into some sort of weirdo. Good.”

Erick began cleaning up the mess, but funnily enough, [Cleanse] left behind every single one of Al’s scales and every single one of his discarded bones, and horns, and fangs. They were highly useful items, according to the Script. So Erick pushed all of those into a pile, and then he [Gate]d them to his warehouse back on Yggdrasil, slotting them into a large bin the size of a dumpster. That bin went into a corner of the warehouse, surrounded by a quick [Preservation Ward], and there it sat. Erick had no idea what to do with them, but for some reason keeping them around did seem like a good idea.

And then he swept the manasphere of the room in the desert with a [Sealed Privacy Ward], destroying all [Witness]able history in the space. There were several more of these [Fairy Stronghold] setups located around the Crystal Forest, so Erick could do this same procedure for at least one more dragon, and maybe more, but he would not be using this one again. He canceled the [Fairy Stronghold], falling back into real space, but not onto the ground. Floating in his sunform, it was time to move on.

There were dangers to avert.







- - - -







The meeting with Zenipeq was the only meeting, aside from Al, which had a good chance to produce another Benevolence dragon. Erick had spoken with Zolan at length about what to expect and who Zenipeq was, which made Erick more and more secure in his decision, and Zolan increasingly worried about Erick’s responses to the dangers of this world.

In Erick’s office, Zolan tried to get him to change his mind again.

“King Flatt. Erick,” Zolan said, because Erick had told him to call him by his first name a week ago, though the man had yet to use Erick’s first name all that much, and only when they were alone. “Necromancy destroys every soul it touches. It is only by pure force of will and highly nuanced magics that fail all the time that these liches retain any semblance of propriety or morals at all.”

Erick said, “Yes. I understand that. But Zolan. You said yourself that Frostflower is about the only decent Fractured Citadel, and that they are a bulwark against the expansion of Death Throne, and a place for mortals to sometimes rest. On the whole, the Fractured Citadels only ever expand or contract against the forces of the oozes of Quintlan, and against each other. They almost never send anyone outside their borders to any other lands, and they only ever fight defensive wars, which they win, all the time. They could flood the world with undeath, but they haven’t, and yes, that’s because of all the other forces out here that also only fight defensive wars. But if Frostflower loses their main source of power, they will be subsumed by all the other Fractured Citadels. That’s a lot of dead mortals.”

“I also said that mortals are considered trash over there! The ones who displease their masters are turned into golems, or turned into magic items. Zenipeq is a tyrant dragolich who is completely closed off to negotiations with the rest of the world.”

“Okay well.” Erick said his final thoughts on the subject, “I mostly know what a Benevolencing will do to a dragon. Therefore, I will do this Benevolencing to Zenipeq and all the world would be better for it. So let’s talk more about what we want to happen afterward; what sort of concessions and openness we want from Frostflower, or whatever. If this doesn’t work, I want it to be on her, Zolan. Not because of us. That’s not the kind of nation I want to be.”

Zolan breathed out, his eyes flickering back and forth in thought. He looked up for a while. Then he looked at Erick, and said, “Okay. For a start, we need to demand that they cease the production of magical items out of criminals, and that they adopt Common International Law, at least. The Fractured Citadels have never gone that far in joining the rest of civilization, and maybe if they do… I hope this works, Erick, because I really don’t think it will.”

Erick smiled softly, and said, “So Common International Law, and the cessation of criminal souls into items. Both are good. What else?”

Zolan began with, “We’ll have to throw out a few Platforms we’re willing to abandon, like...”
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The land outside of this [Fairy Stronghold] held rocks and scattered sand drifts, but there were still no truly distinguishing features on the horizons. Anyone who landed in here could surely [Scry] out and up to get their bearings, which was why Erick had placed multiple layers of Privacys and his own [Domain of Benevolent Light] around the outside of the meeting location. The inside held multiple overlapping [Zone of Peace]s, with more scattered outside to intercept any possible long-range Red Dots, or similar magics. Erick doubted that all of these protections could truly stand up to a hostile dragon, which is why it was only him, Poi, and Burhendurur in this space.

Erick had had a good half hour talk with the Death Dragon who worked for him about the undead dragolich coming for a visit, and everything he had to say was both good, and cautious, and how he wanted to be here to deal with the possible Benevolencing or [Reincarnation] of Zenipeq. Burhendurur was still a bit miffed that Erick hadn’t told him he was a dragon until that conversation.

“I would have preferred some more time to come to terms with you actually making Benevolence Dragons, my king. I have many conversations I have kept waiting for this day, if you ever chose this route. Warnings and nuances and… If I have given offense and lost your trust, please allow me to make it up to you.”

Erick said, “It was nothing like that, Burhendurur. I’m simply not telling people who don’t need to know, until they need to know. And now, you needed to know. Don’t tell the others yet.”

“… Fair enough.” Burhendurur breathed, then said, “Allow me to say a few small things while we wait, if you will.”

“Proceed.”

“This is complicated, but I will give you the overview: If you should choose a Benevolencing, you should ask her for her [Dragon Body] box, and if she asks for yours in return, you must deny her, for you are not meeting as equals in an exchange of information to better understand what children might possibly look like, or to plan around general capabilities in a strike-force-type situation. You are meeting with her as her superior, and thus she should not know all there is to know of you. After the transformation, she will end up with some form of [Dragon Body] that is not her current one, but is similar to yours. After the transformation, you must return her old [Dragon Body] to her, so that she will have a memento of her past.” Burhendurur said, “That whole thing I described is a small ritual of polite society, when it comes to the induction of a dragon into a House.”

“… Ah.” Erick suddenly recalled his ‘ritual of politeness’ with Al, and Al had spoken of that ritual with a lot less reverence than Burhendurur was giving it. “It occurs to me that I don’t have your box. Should I ask for it?”

Burhendurur said, “If I am allowed to see yours, in turn.”

Erick grinned a little. “But I am in charge here, am I not?”

“You are, my king.”

Burhendurur handed over a blue box without further word. Erick’s refusal had been a test, and Erick passed. Burhendurur’s [Dragon Body] was surely different than Erick’s.
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Burhendurur looked at the box in Erick’s hands, and at Erick, worrying. But then Erick dismissed the box in front of Burhendurur, and the man relaxed. The Death Dragon said, “Thank you, my king.”

‘Thank you’ meant a big deal coming from Burhendurur, from someone who had lived in Ar’Cosmos his whole life.

Erick said, “So does ‘dead things’ mean dead skin and the dead parts of trees?”

“Bones, mostly. Everything else is too ephemeral to really grasp.”

“None of this capability was in your resume.”

“And it would not have been right to include those, either. We do not share things like this with those who are not dragons, no matter their power or our allegiances. The exposure of one’s true draconic self is a highly private matter, for showing off these sorts of things means your death if others should become aware of exactly what you can do.”

“A lot of things mean that.”

“… True. I suppose our foibles must be odd to someone in your position.”

“And I’m not from this world, too,” Erick said, smirking.

“… I have a book I wish to let you borrow and then return. It is a book of proper etiquette among dragons. Rules for approaching each other. Rules for displaying details of oneself, including, uh, wearing your horns like you should. It is a trifle of propriety to learn these small things, and in return, dealing with each other carries much less risk of destruction to the surroundings, or to each other’s properties.”

Erick grinned a little, saying, “I would like to read that—”

“There is a complication,” Poi said, interrupting the conversation. “Zenipeq is ready, but she brings three guards and one surprise. You will know of the surprise person once they are here, in this space. The coming conversation will involve them as well. She is unwilling to tell me who the new person is; only that you know them and would approve of their inclusion as the unannounced replacement for her previously-agreed upon fourth guard. Zenipeq seems sincere.”

Erick’s instincts were to allow it.

He asked Burhendurur, “Thoughts?”

“I would allow it. She has always traded fairly with Ar’Cosmos, and she might be surprising us with a last minute change, but she is still telling us that there is a change, and is asking us to allow it. She is likely not lying.”

“Even when it comes to the possible end of her life?”

“Especially then.”

Erick had already asked Poi if he wanted to be here for this, but he asked again, “And you want to be here for this?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then tell her that I’ll be opening the [Gate] at the agreed upon location. [Zone of Peace] is in effect.”

“She agrees, and is ready.”

Far away, on a mountainside to the north of the Wasteland Kingdoms, Erick had Ophiel cast a [Zone of Peace], and then he opened a [Gate] from there to this [Fairy Stronghold] in the Crystal Forest. Inside his Stronghold, a ring of lightning twenty meters ripped open, revealing that mountainside.

Erick watched a cloud of ice that hovered in the distance, between mountain peaks. It was a very conspicuous cloud, because while it was a kilometer across and rather fluffy, it was a shade too blue to be anything but a magical effect.

That cloud looked at Erick, and then it shifted, twisting and collapsing into one human woman with pale white skin and frost in her blue hair, and with a gossamer dress that floated around her like she was underwater. Her hair floated in that same way, Erick saw. Behind her were four people in full-body covering pale-blue armor. All of Zenipeq’s people were orcol-sized, which could have been an affectation, or a way to hide the one among them who was the odd inclusion.

As a group, Zenipeq floated forward, carrying her people behind her on airy Platforms made of mist.

She had no horns that Erick could see, though her whole ‘airy mist thing’ was a definite physical trait that marked her as something other than what she appeared to be, which was a rather beautiful human woman with some odd coloration.

Erick stood on his side of the [Fairy Stronghold], on his side of the lightning ring.

Zenipeq stood on her mountainside, on her side of the lightning ring.

Erick greeted her, “Greetings, Zenipeq, Ice Wraith Dragon Queen of Frostflower.”

Zenipeq breathed a little, then bowed just her head. She rose, saying, “Greetings, Erick Flatt, Benevolent Wizard King of Candlepoint and Ar’Cosmos and of Earth. Savior of Light, Fire of the Age, Conqueror of Ar’Kendrithyst, and Gatemaster. Father to Yggdrasil.”

Erick held a soft, professional smile, saying, “I am sure you have more titles, too, but I was not expecting you to go through most of mine.”

“If you have more, I will honor them.”

Erick had at least one more; ‘Dragon’. But Zenipeq did not know that yet; Erick wanted to know what kind of person Zenipeq was before he started offering that major power.

Erick gestured to his side of the meeting. “Would you care to come inside? The [Zone of Peace] protects us both.”

“I would have my extra person verify it for me, if that is alright with you.”

Erick said, “Proceed. But who is this mystery person you have brought with you?”

Erick was already looking over all of Zenipeq’s people with his mana sense, for they were in range, but as far as he could tell the people with Zenipeq were just orcols.

“That would be me,” said the man directly to Zenipeq’s left. He walked forward, past the lightning ring, saying, “It’s been a few months since I saw you last, Erick.” He glanced around, inspecting the space, then he turned back, saying, “Come on in and be quick about it.”

Erick… Was having trouble placing the man. The male orcol was using something more than simple obfuscation magics to hide himself, for he wasn’t actually hiding himself at all. He appeared like a dude that anyone would find on the streets of Treehome—

“Oh,” Erick said, thinking he might have got it. He was pretty sure this was either Quilatalap, or Syllea’s brother, Omaz. It was probably not Omaz, though, because that would be a stretch of believability. Erick would be fine with meeting Quilatalap again, though. Quilatalap had helped him quite a lot during Last Shadow’s Feast. “Hmm.”

The man who might have been Quilatalap looked to Erick and smiled beneath his mask. “Did you figure it out?”

“Maybe.”

Zenipeq and her other three people walked through the lightning ring.

Erick shut it behind them.

And now it was just the eight of them on a flat platform in a hundred meter cubic [Fairy Stronghold] somewhere in the Crystal Forest north of the Gate District.

Zenipeq bowed to Erick, and then bowed to her three people who were not the fourth, saying, “This one thanks you for your service. Please return home and ensure a smooth transition of power.”

The three unknowns had some deep emotions in their eyes and their stances. All three hesitated, but all three slammed their pale-blue armored chests with gauntleted hands, and said, “Our queen in life and death. We salute you.”

Zenipeq’s breath caught as she took one last long look at them, and then she turned back to Erick, asking, “Could you please put them somewhere safe, but not where we were? There were [Long Scry]s on us before we stepped into this place.”

Erick did so, opening a [Gate] to the side of the room that led to a beach. “This leads to the coast of the Crystal Forest, south east of Candlepoint.”

The three guards left.

Erick closed the [Gate] behind them.

And now, it was just the five of them.

Erick began, “So who is this mystery person?”

“It’s me.”

Without any visible magical effect, the remaining orcol in the room was suddenly someone else.

Quilatalap.

The undead orcol whom Erick had met at Last Shadow’s Feast, who had taught him quite a few crucial things about Soul Magic, who had protected him during that time while Erick lived in his house for a few days, until everything went to shit. This man had brought necromancy from the Old Cosmology to the New Cosmology, was a Black Priest and Holy Necromancer of Koyabez, and had Rozeta’s recommendation that he was a ‘decent’ sort of guy. But all the world hated him for his necromancy, and also because he was instrumental during the Rage Wars in ensuring the immortality of the orcol war machine. Probably more reasons besides those, too. So Quilatalap moved around a lot, escaping inquisition and crusade and otherwise. He had lived in Ar’Kendrithyst for a long while, though, pretending to be the Caretaker of the Armory; the Shade who oversaw the trials that people undertook in order to prove themselves worthy of the prizes that actual Shades had put up for the winning. He was an archlich at least 3,000 years old, with a soul that was more like a hole in the world, lined with teeth. He flexed those teeth as he winked at Erick.

“Hello again! You’ve been pretty busy since last I saw you.”

Poi went still.

Zenipeq waited her turn to speak, deferring everything to Quilatalap.

Burhendurur prostrated himself with a sudden kneel and a bow, not saying a word.

And Erick just stood there for a long moment, then he said, “Hello again, Quilatalap. How you doing?”

“Can’t complain, can’t complain. Zenipeq has treated me rather decently, but due to this dragon exodus thing, plans changed.” Quilatalap asked, “And so, I’m looking for a place to stay for a while. Got any openings at House Benevolence for anything at all? Zenipeq is looking for a new place to stay for a while, too, but as for me, I’m really just looking for some stability in my life, and I’m willing to support those who won’t try to kill or take advantage of me. Fair warning though: It’s usually better to use me to maintain some system, or something. If I’m requested to teach someone something, they usually end up learning too much and then they cause problems, of which I will not be held responsible.”

“Uh…” Erick said, “Yes. Yup. Sounds— Uh. Hold on. I need to think for a minute.”

Quilatalap smiled a little, waiting.

Burhendurur was still prostrated on the ground, but he was suddenly very, very happy about everything. He was also a little bit insanely mad jealous of Erick, though he was doing a very good job of hiding that, as his face was against the floor. Everyone in the room either had mana sense or mental senses, though, so he wasn’t doing nearly as good a job of hiding himself as he hoped he was.

Poi was concerned, but not nearly as concerned as he had been moments before.

Erick directed his thoughts to Quilatalap’s question: did he want the man here in Candlepoint?

Erick’s instinct was to say yes.

Quilatalap was very much an amoral sort of person, but he was not a bad person. When he was running the Armory, he ensured traps and summoned creatures killed whoever tried coming through that place, but he also [True Resurrection]ed people who died, and offered them an ‘out’; they could give up on their selected difficulty of trial, and just leave. No harm, no foul. If people persisted, though, he let them die.

When he was undercover as a Shade, Killzone’s thoughts on the man were mostly of the Armory, and a ‘don’t go there’ sort of warning.

Silverite did not like necromancers, but Silverite and Quilatalap were both Priests of Koyabez, and she didn’t really have too much evil to say about Quilatalap. She still hated him, though. Probably for a bunch of different actual reasons, too.

But Quilatalap could be a valuable resource.

Where would Erick put him, though?

Erick decided to just ask him, “Got any preference for a placement?”

Quilatalap smiled. “I could help out with Enforcement patrols, or perhaps I can reprise my role as Caretaker the Shade and run a library, or something like that. I’m fine with interacting with people, but I’m serious when I say that people always try to worm knowledge out of me and they usually can.”

Erick did not need to be a Mind Mage to know that Burhendurur was absolutely livid with jealousy, and if Erick did not choose Enforcement, then—

Erick looked down at Burhendurur, and said, “Stop that, Burhendurur.”

Burhendurur froze.

Erick said to Quilatalap, “I want other people to learn how to [Reincarnation]. Therefore, I want you to make a library at House Benevolence, and when we get students who are vetted through… I don’t know. All six offices? And me? Then you can teach them whatever you want to teach them, and also [Reincarnation], which I will teach to you when I am able. No teaching outside of those specific parameters, though… Uh… And I’m sure I’ll have more to say about that later.”

Quilatalap’s eyes went wide. “Oh wow. Okay! Yes. I agree. Sounds great to me. I. Uh. I got some gifts. I thought it might be more difficult to work that out. Glad to see I was mistaken. You can still have the gifts. Mostly magical plants.”

“Details to be worked out later. Before that, though,” Erick asked, “Do you vet Zenipeq?”

Zenipeq’s eyes went wide. This was it. She prepared herself as much as she could.

She was probably preparing herself for the wrong thing, though.

Quilatalap said, “Sure. She’s a pretty stable force. Has been for around 700 years. Few incidents with Dragon Curse slipping, but other than that she’s been as fine as any other leader of nations out there. After [Reincarnation] she’ll have lost everything, though, so it’ll take her a good 50 years to get it all back. She’d be good as an advisor in that time, if you want her for that. Any role is acceptable, though.”

All that boded well for Zenipeq, and she knew it.

Erick asked her, “I have a few things I want to change about how you run Frostflower, Zenipeq, and then we can talk about the rest.”

To his side, Burhendurur slowly rose, now that the conversation was not about Quilatalap; he would prostrate himself before the Archlich of Necromancy itself, but he would not do so regarding a fellow dragon.

Zenipeq’s frost-blue eyes narrowed. Her floating dress and hair turned frosty, and stiffer. “I will not be able to return there for quite some time, and possibly never, Wizard Flatt. It is my understanding that [Reincarnation] will strip everything from me, including my [Dragon Body] and my lichdom. If it will not affect my lichdom then… I still cannot return, for I will be bereft of my magic.”

Erick nodded, then asked, “And if I can help you retake your land? I am not interested in disturbing the order of the world more than I already have, and so I am trying to mitigate the upsets of the Dragon Exodus.”

Zenipeq’s eyes went wide again. She cautiously asked, “What requests do you have of me?”

“Acceptance of International Common Law in Frostflower. Ceasing all construction of magical items that come about through the use of criminal souls. You will pay for and maintain a Gate which will be opened in a quarantine zone set outside of Candlepoint lands, connecting to somewhere to be decided in Frostflower lands. Trade will happen, of some sort, which is what I understand you do all the time with Ar’Cosmos anyway. And you will comply with—” Erick interrupted himself. He had been about to say, ‘comply with Best Necromancy Practices, as outlined in the Arcanaeum Consortium Charter.’ as Zolan had suggested, but he could already tell that he was driving swords into Zenipeq’s soul with every extra demand. So instead, he said, “And that’s it.”

Zenipeq’s flowing blue hair and dress turned absolutely frosty, solidifying around her like armor. “You would have me return to my own lands a conqueror, to usurp my people and my way of life. All for what? Lesser power and needing constant vigilance, and constantly tied to Candlepoint and to you, constantly requesting power when what I have is not enough? You would turn me into a lapcat, and when I finally grow tired of your demands I would either kill you, or you would kill me, and—”

Quilatalap rapidly said, “Zeni.”

“What!” Zenipeq demanded. “He knows what he is doing! Look at him!”

Quilatalap said, “Please excuse her, Erick. She’s been a bit depressive since this whole Exodus thing—”

“And your refusal to answer my letter for four days didn’t help!” Zenipeq yelled, “Erick.”

“She would never turn on you if you helped her get her power back.”

“Quilatalap!” Zeni said, “You can’t just tell him that!” And then she looked at Erick, and panic subsumed her, and then came depression. She twisted in on herself and collapsed into a pile of blue mist and frost. “Fuck, I’m gonna die. I fucked it all up.” Her voice trailed into itself, “Fuck fuck fuck.”

Erick said, “I could already tell that she was just testing me, but thank you anyway, Quilatalap. Dragons seem to naturally wear their emotions like it doesn’t matter that people know what they’re thinking.”

Quilatalap said, “I think it’s more that they want people to know that they’re thinking… Most of the time.”

“Ah. Well. That’s true, too.” Erick said, “Anyway! I won’t be helping you take back your nation, anyway, because you’re going to do that yourself. Another option has come available besides [Reincarnation]. Thanks to a bunch of gods deciding they wanted me to be a whole lot stronger than I was before, I’m a Benevolence Dragon, and I can do that for you through a single spell which I already have, and which already worked on another dragon about two hours ago.”

Zenipeq froze in her mist form. Quite literally, too. Instead of being a pile of mist, she was a twist of unmoving frost.

Quilatalap looked at Erick. “Oh. Ah. Ha! I didn’t think you’d go through with that. Not in that way, anyway.”

“I thought about a Big Wizard solution, but everyone wanted me to go through established magics.” Erick said to Zenipeq’s frozen form, “If you agreed to some International Common Law, ceasing the punitive uses of souls, and the Gate to Frostflower, then I can transform you into a Benevolence Dragon right now. It’s gonna fucking hurt, though. Hurt you, I mean. I’ll be fine. Can undead accept Healing Magic? Because I had to use a lot of [Greater Treat Wounds] the last time and that was a mess.” Erick said, “I ended up with about a full dragon’s dismembered body on a floor very similar to this one.”

As Erick spoke, Zenipeq’s frozen form gradually thawed. When he finished, in one smooth motion, Zenipeq reconstituted herself into her human-ish woman form. “I accept your Benevolence, and your requests, though my city is not a monarchy, and so it will take time to run your Common International Law request through the Lords Court.”

“… Not a monarchy?”

“A democratically-elected Lords Court makes the laws.”

Erick stood a bit straighter. “Ah… Huh. Are there living people on that court?”

Zenipeq stared as one would stare at a peculiar bug she found on the floor. “… You wouldn’t put children in charge of the law, would you— Ah. Wait. You’re young. You would. Uh…” She paused. “I can put forth ballots to try and get at least one or two mortals on the court… That will take time, too.”

“One or two seats out of how many?”

Zenipeq thought about lying. Then she thought better. “100.”

“… Uh huh.” Erick asked, “And the population of mortals to immortals?”

“Oh like you’re any better! You got democracy here at all? No you do not.”

“It’s in the works. Long term plans. But I’m still trying to build the damned place, though, and you’re at 700+ years old.”

“… A thousand mortals to one lich.”

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.”

“I built the place for liches! Not always-dying mortals! The mortals just sort of happened. I try to do right by them but it’s hard to care about ephemeral things that can die at any damned time for any reason at all. They fall out of bed and die!” Zenipeq said, “And don’t get me started on babies. Ugh!”

Despite her words, her attitude was great.

When she was a Benevolence dragon she’d probably see a lot of things differently, anyway.

So Erick confidently said, “I’m ready to transform you whenever you want.”

Zenipeq froze again. “What? You are? After what I just said? I didn’t give you any confirmation at all that I would actually change how we do things over there?”

Erick smiled softly, saying, “I’m pretty confident that this will turn out well.”

“… Are you now?”

“Yup.”

“… Fuck it. Let’s do this. Do I need to be a dragon, or do you need my soul, or what?”

“… I honestly do not know how this works on liches.”

Quilatalap suggested, “Let’s do this in a way in which it is least likely to go weird.” And then he brought out a shining blue crystal from a pocket. “This is Zenipeq.”

Zenipeq froze again upon seeing that little blue crystal. Her eyes darting from the object to Erick, and then back to Quilatalap. She was unsure.

Quilatalap held it out to Zenipeq, saying, “I think we’re safe enough, Zeni, and you should hand it off yourself. This is it.”

Zenipeq steeled herself, and then she strode over to Quilatalap. She did not physically pick up the blue gem; she held out her hand and the gem came to her without any visible magic. And then she clutched the gem to her chest, walked toward Erick, and held herself out in the air, about a meter from him.

“This is me. My real form. My body is a summoned construct, like all liches.” Zenipeq whispered, “I entrust myself to you.”

And the blue gem was not really a gem at all. It was a flowerbud about the size of a fist made of ice and sapphires and glowing blue-white magic. It hummed.

Erick looked to Poi.

Poi nodded; no trickery.

Erick asked, “Do you want to do an exchange of [Dragon Body]s?”

Zenipeq startled. “Oh! Uh. That old custom? Uh… How does it— Ah. Here. This is mine. Please give it back when you are done with it, or break it.”

Erick smiled a little bit as Burhendurur shook his head.
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Erick said, “I'll give it back to you afterward, since you’re going to have a new one.”

Zenipeq stood straight. “Ah…” She looked a bit sad. “Thank you.”

Erick cast his [Blessing of Draconic Benevolence].

It was not nearly as messy as with Al, but as the air filled with breaking razors of ice and a whole lot of [Cleanse] and the roars of a room full of mist in pain, Erick blipped Poi out of there, as they planned on if something like this should happen.

When the thrashing and crashing was over, Zenipeq’s phylactery was a pile of broken ice and chipped sapphires, scattered by an errant tail swipe that clipped Erick, but which did nothing but break his shirt a little. A [Mend] fixed that.

And now, Zenipeq was a 50-meter-long sleeping dragon, sprawled across the room like a tangle of blue-white 3-meter-wide pipes.

Quilatalap announced, “Well that was something I have never actually seen before. I was hoping to see a [Reincarnation], but that was almost better.” He looked to Erick. “So? Can I still stay with you?”

“Yes. Glad to have you. Zenipeq is going back to Frostflower, though.”

Quilatalap grinned. “I think you made a friend-for-eternity there, Erick.”

“Good news all around, then.”

Burhendurur had both a sudden heart attack upon hearing that Quilatalap staying was ever in question, and then sudden relief when Erick confirmed that Quilatalap was staying. He never said a word, though. He was still occupied with looking at Zenipeq.

Erick said to Quilatalap, “I’ve got more meetings like this and I was not expecting her to need to sleep. Are you going to look after her until she wakes? Because I was going to leave an Ophiel here for that purpose. What do you want to do? Also, I made a house for you on Yggdrasil’s branches already. It’s a [Fairy Stronghold], though, so I need to actually show you the place.”

“I’ll stay here until she wakes.” Quilatalap asked, “I’ll take a [Gate] to the new house for a moment though, to see the door and whatnot. I can take it from there.”

Erick opened a [Gate] beside Quilatalap. “There you go.”

Quilatalap didn’t need to go through to see the space; mana sense was enough. “Ah. That looks nice. Thanks, Erick— Oh. I would like to see a [Reincarnation], if you don’t mind. Whenever you get around to the next one. Or the one after. Also, I’d like to teach you [True Resurrection] when you have some time. Maybe you can make real use of that spell, unlike Messalina.”

“… I have a lot of thoughts on that, but mostly, I kinda want to stay out of the [True Resurrection] debate.”

Quilatalap furrowed his brow a little bit. “It’s not really a debate. But… We can talk later?”

“Yes. Want me to leave the [Gate] to your house open for you?”

“Nope. Thanks though.”

“Then I’m off to meet another dragon.” Erick closed that [Gate] and opened another, into a different space almost exactly like this one, but in another location. “Come on, Burhendurur— Oh yeah. Burhendurur. My Overseer of Enforcement. Quilatalap… And you know him.”

Burhendurur bowed deeply to Quilatalap, saying, “It is an honor, sir Quilatalap, to stand in your presence and—”

“Come on, Burhendurur!” Erick called from the other side of the [Gate].

Quilatalap said to Burhendurur, “I’m sure we’ll talk more later, too.”

Burhendurur rapidly followed Erick, though it was clearly under duress.

Erick closed the [Gate], and then said to Burhendurur, “A fan, I take it?”

Burhendurur started gushing facts and stories and did not stop until Poi came back and the next meeting started.

- - - -

Erick had no idea who this guy was, only that he was some person from the Greensoil Republic who kept a low profile and could not stand other dragons. He wanted to go back home and never show up on anyone’s radar at all. He felt being a dragon was a curse, in more ways than the literal.

Burhendurur thought he was being dramatic, but he did not express that opinion too loudly.

After confirming that the man’s words were true through a Mind-Mage-backed truth telling, which Poi administered, Erick had to stop the meeting, and get Aisha and Teressa involved. The dragon was absolutely miserable as a dragon, but Erick saw that he could be happier if he was Paradox’ed. In a sudden pang of conscience, Erick did not want to deprive the world of a possible good thing, and he certainly didn’t want to give this guy the death he seemed to crave, but was unwilling to follow through with himself.

Burhendurur thought Erick was being dramatic, too.

With Teressa and Aisha standing in front of the guy, they confirmed what Erick had already suspected.

So Erick sent Teressa and Aisha back, and then asked the man simply known as ‘Scutt’, “Do you want to be a Benevolence Dragon and work for me, Scutt?”

For one brief shining moment, Scutt looked like hope had arrived. And then he said, “No. This is a curse. I want it gone. This thing with the fairy and your option of [Reincarnation] is just my final impetus to do what I should have done a long time ago; to truly leave this life behind.”

“… Are you sure?”

Both Teressa and Aisha had said that Scutt would make a fine Benevolence dragon, but here he was saying ‘no’? Erick wasn’t going to force his own opinions onto the man, but he felt Scutt was making the wrong decision. And by a lot. Privately, Burhendurur agreed with Erick.

“Yes. [Reincarnation], please.”

… Maybe he could regain his draconic self later, and Erick could Benevolence it then.

Yes.

That could work.

“Okay. So you wrote out the [Reincarnation] paperwork but it was… Thin.” Thin to the point of failure to complete the assignment, actually. “Is there anything you haven’t listed that you want specifically?”

“I want a normal human male body. Nothing special, at all. And I want a future where I can actually love someone again. A woman, I think. That’s always easier to find. Age is whatever. 20? Sure. 20 is usually a good age.”

“… Want a place at Candlepoint? We’re taking refugees.”

Scutt stood up straight. “Yes. I do. Uh. Oh. Can I be good with money, this time? I’ve never been good with money before… Can you… Can you do that? I’ll find a job on my own, though… I don’t like being known by powers like you. Sorry. I probably should have cared about that paperwork more but… I just don’t.”

“… I can do all of that and more Scutt. Are you ready?”

“I am. Please end this life and give me something better.”

“… I will do exactly that.”

Erick put him under with a [Merciful Ether].

And then he turned to Poi, “Oh holy fuck, Poi. My gods. What do I do here?”

Burhendurur said, “He’s not a dragon I would want in my House. That is more than enough answer.” He muttered, “Though you didn’t ask me.”

Poi dropped the mask he had kept up in the face of Scutt. “Wow that guy is fucking depressed. But. Uh. You can’t overwrite his wants. Even if he knows he’s making a bad decision and you know it’s bad and everything here is bad… You have to do the [Reincarnation]. Uh… Make him antifragile and good with numbers and paperwork. Able to find joy in normal life, too. Don’t overdo it, though; that’s almost just as bad— Ah. And Zenipeq is awake and gone. Quilatalap is asking to see your next [Reincarnation].”

While Burhendurur stood straight and attentive again, Poi’s words made Erick feel better about ‘killing 400ish people’ by [Reincarnation]ing Scutt.

“Quilatalap is still in that room?”

“Yes.”

Erick had Quilatalap come through a [Gate], into the new room, and then he began explaining what he was going to do. He did not talk about the moral quandary with Quilatalap, because if Quilatalap said a single word to change his mind, Erick would probably change his mind, even if it was going against Scutt’s wishes. Quilatalap rapidly turned interested as he looked to Scutt, laying on the floor, softly breathing in ether and breathing out thick air.

Burhendurur could not take his eyes off of Quilatalap, though.

… Perhaps it was time to send him back to the House. His opinion was valuable, and he wanted the man to interview these dragons with him, but he was clearly distracted to the point of problems. Erick would tell the man this before the next [Reincarnation].

With a few quick movements of his sunform, Erick had undressed Scutt and laid him back down. He was currently an unassuming male of about 35. Erick had the impression that Scutt had transformed through this same variation of a form for a long, long time.

Erick began.

Scutt’s body began to reshape as Erick worked, and though he stayed within Scutt’s requested parameters, he did make the man healthier than average, and higher Statted then average, and just a little bit better in every possible way. The guy could hate Erick for that if he wished, but Erick wasn’t about to create a guy who couldn’t find some joy in himself, for the man who had been Scutt had clearly not cared about himself at all.

While Erick was doing that, the world also fractured with a thousand prismatic images of possible futures, and Erick saw Scutt in gutter after gutter, or knifing another hobo, or stealing bread from a bakery. Strangely enough, Erick saw no dragons in his future; the magic had already cleaned the Dragon Essence from the man.

Erick still had to pan far through all the bad futures to find a good one, though. And he did.

It was exactly what Scutt had asked for.

Scutt was dressed well. He had a wife and kids and a nice home on the lakeside, and money in the bank. Food on the table, and a little smile on his face. A kid knocked over a vase, breaking it, and Scutt only laughed and [Mend]ed it back to wholeness.

Erick picked that one.

And Scutt solidified.

The reborn Scutt then went through a [Gate], sleeping the whole way, to land on a nice fluffy bed in a nice room in a new [Fairy Stronghold] apartment on Yggdrasil’s boughs. He’d wake up naturally later, at which point Erick would inform him of his new options. He could probably hook up with Enforcement and gain some levels, and then move on with his life. Directly back to Candlepoint? Maybe he could look for a job on Market Street? Probably. He’d be good at those sorts of jobs and that sort of life, Erick thought.

Either way, Erick would be doing the next interview a bit differently. He looked to Burhendurur, and Poi, and Poi knew what Erick was asking. Within a moment, Burhendurur went stiff and then worried—

Quilatalap asked, “So that was all monumentally fascinating. Can I see more?”

“Of course.” Erick added, “You can see the whole thing from start to end. Want to dress up like your previous illusion?”

Quilatalap said, “I can do better than that.”

And then he transformed into a copy of Teressa.

Everything was perfect. From Teressa’s body, to the color of her grey-white soul, to the small white sparkle she had in her eyes these days.

His voice was all wrong, though, as he asked, “What do you think, Boss?”

“… No. Never. No. No impersonation ever, please.” Erick narrowed his eyes. “But how did you get everything right except for the voice?”

“Personal choice,” Quilatalap said in Teressa’s voice. And then he switched back to himself, all the way, speaking in his own voice, “I like my own voice.”

Erick went, “Ahh.”

Burhendurur, who was still stiff, had finally decided to engage his mouth, “Uh. Sir. Do you want me to stay for the rest? I have… Duties to attend to.”

“Quite all right, Burhendurur.” Erick opened a [Gate] for the man back to the House. “I’m sure there will be lots of talking later.”

Burhendurur turned to Quilatalap and bowed deeply, then he walked through the [Gate], and Erick closed it.

“Oh thank the gods.” Quilatalap said, “The Death Dragons all love me a lot but… They can be a lot. Thank you, Erick.”

Erick smiled a little at that. He opened a [Gate] to the next meeting spot. “Onto the next one.” He walked through and Poi followed at his side, while Quilatalap trailed a little. He said to Poi, “I feel I should request an emergency therapist to help sort out the next one, if that same thing should happen again.”

“I will ask for one?”

“Please do so.”

Quilatalap asked, “Was there something wrong with that Scutt guy? Perhaps I can help.”

Erick did really want to bounce what had happened off of someone who had probably seen similar stories, and who wasn’t a dragon with odd sensibilities, and so he told Quilatalap. Quilatalap did not want to answer yet, but he was thankful that Erick had chosen to include him in his thoughts, and yes, it had been a murky decision; he couldn’t have done any better.

“I have found that there is no helping people at the bottom of a barrel that will not end up being self-serving in some way, but there are ways to honor that sort of bottoming out that lead to less destructive actions in the future… Though I am, historically, terrible at making these sorts of decisions.” Quilatalap said, “I feel that you made the right decision to go along with the man’s decision, even if it felt wrong. Going the other way leads to tyranny, and I have been down that route before, too. Never ends up well.”

Erick felt a bit better at that. 

He still felt bad about the loss of a dragon. He had essentially just killed around 400 people, according to how the mana needs of Veird saw it—

“I’ve got a therapist lined up, Erick,” Poi said.

Soon, an orangescale woman walked through a [Gate], into the space.

“Hello Mind Mage Gabby. A pleasure to meet you. If you do not mind, today is very busy and I cannot spare the time to fully greet you. I will trust Poi’s judgment that you are qualified.”

Gabby bowed professionally, saying, “I am ready to work, Wizard Flatt. Mister Fulisade has made me aware of what is happening, and I will keep your confidence. In the efforts of full disclosure, though, I will likely be praying to Rozeta for a few of these, though my professional opinion will take precedent over the desires of goddesses.”

“… Ah.” Erick decided, “That’s fine.”

He probably could have asked Rozeta, too, but she had already said her piece and so had all the other gods; by implication, they wanted Benevolence Dragons, but they were leaving it up to Erick to determine the final number.

Gabby bowed again.

Quilatalap looked at Erick, in something like approval.

Poi was Poi; holding back all judgment unless it was needed and wanted.

Erick said, “Onto the next one.”







- - - -







Three dragons turned out to be normal people living in their parts of the world, but while one was a dragonkin-looking citizen from the Wasteland Kingdoms with a family of the same, the other two were basically woodsmen, living off the land and as far away from other people as they could possibly get.

Erick conferred with his people on those three cases, and each time they came back with the same answer: form a contract of some sort, verbal or otherwise, demanding some obeisance to House Benevolence or to himself, and then ask if they wanted to be Benevolence Dragons.

All three jumped at the chance, and readily pledged fealty.

Erick asked the dragonkin-looking dragon from the Wasteland to move to Candlepoint and bring whatever business with him that he could. He happily chose to come to Candlepoint and bring his family with him. Erick was glad for that. The dragonkin man’s case was an odd case, though, because according to everything Erick knew dragons never adopted the form of dragonkin (for a complicated set of reasons, for sure), and yet here was a dragon that broke that usual mold.

Soon, that 60 meter long, dark red dragon became a similarly long rose-quartz-like dragon. Erick gained a pile of red dragon parts for his collection, and a very, very happy dragonkin for Candlepoint. A whole family, too. Erick informed Zolan to help the new guy to fit in somewhere, and then Erick sent the new guy off.

The two woodsmen were an orcol and a harpy.

From them, Erick gained some dragons who wanted to help turn the Crystal Forest back into a real forest, and two more piles of body parts; a pile of green, and a pile of bright magenta.

Nine other dragons just wanted to end it all, just like Scutt.

After confirming their desires and checking for opinions with Gabby and Quilatalap and Poi, Erick gave them all the best futures he could, plucked from webs full of small and large horrors like he was salvaging wreckage from a hurricane-hit house. He sent those new people off to a hidden home in the heights of Yggdrasil, to sleep off their transformation in the same apartment housing as Scutt.

And that was all his meetings for the day.

He had effectively killed anywhere from 2500 to 4000 people, if you counted mana production as ‘people’, which Rozeta and the Script did. Monsters apparently counted for mana production too, though, and who the fuck knew how many monsters Erick had ever killed. Millions, at least.

Fuck, was he deep in the mana hole.

And the Chelation War! Holy shit 4 million dead. 40 million mana per year. Not to mention all the knock on deaths due to disruption of civilization. 

Gah!

Hopefully mana wouldn’t become a real problem because of him, but. 

Shit…

Erick put those thoughts out of his mind for now. He had another meeting.

As the sun set, and Erick emplaced himself alone in one of his hidden spaces, he called out, “I know you’re there, Fairy Moon. You’ve been poking around this entire day and it’s gotten worse here at the end.”

Fairy Moon stepped out of the air, atop the sunset stone, seeming like a bit of pink and green Springtime had come to Veird. She looked a little cross, but there was no one else in this space for her to play to a crowd; Erick had ensured that. As much as he could, anyway.

Erick said, “You have some problem with me growing my House?”

Fairy Moon’s lips squished together as she eyed him. “Not… Necessarily.”

“What’s the problem, then? Because I’m going to do this a lot more. I have been informed that I’ve got something like 250 dragons or more headed my way as fast as they can get here safely. I’ll be lucky to find maybe 10% of them who still want to be dragons, though. The Curse is worse than I had imagined.”

Fairy Moon still looked perturbed.

“… Just say it, Fairy Moon. Whatever you want to say just say—”

“Convince them to come to Ar’Cosmos.” Fairy Moon said, “I could use the mana.”

“Oh. That reminds me. I want your Wizards. I want to keep them safe from the oddities of Fae Magic.”

Fairy Moon stood taller. She still wasn’t very tall. “I am securing them safe and there is nothing negative about fairy anointings!

Erick breathed out a little, then he said, “Fairy Moon. We are currently alone, I think. I would like some more honesty from you. Why are you demanding dragons exit this existence?” Erick shook his head a little bit, then said, “Why is [Renew] not enough?”

Fairy Moon paused, apprehensive.

Erick wore his concern openly as he asked, “If you need mana, why am I getting 100,000 refugees? What’s going on in Ar’Cosmos, Fairy Moon? For real, too. Illustrious gave me her story, but I want yours.” He wanted to ask after the truth of the Dragon Curse, to know if Fairy Moon had really plotted to either murder every single person in the world, or force Rozeta to expand the Bands of Intent on Elemental Fae to infinity. Had Melemizargo really stepped in and prevented that tragedy? What was the truth of what had happened between Kirginatharp and Idyrvamikor that caused the Curse in the first place? But he did not. None of that really mattered right now. “I want to know how to fix everything I can fix, and if there is some problem happening in Ar’Cosmos, then I want to help fix it.”

Fairy Moon looked at Erick, weighing a thousand things in her ancient mind. And then she said, “I have a list of five dragons who are wonderful, but who threaten stability. Take them into House Benevolence and get them out of my hair.”

“… I want to believe you. So I am going to. But. Fairy Moon. If this is a trick of any sort I will be cross. Me completing this request and it turning out well will go a long way to rebuilding the very fragile relationship between us, if it is an honest request and it will not lead to some potentially Veird-damaging end.” Erick looked at her. “With all that said: Is this still the request you have of me?”

Fairy Moon looked at Erick…

She continued to look at him, weighing thoughts in her mind.

She said, “I have six dragons that I remit to reformation through Benevolence, and four that need not be dragons a day longer. Ten total. The final four you may make of what you wish, but I suggest you sever them from their draconic truth. None of them have done me or mine any devilry but they plot and plunder the goodwill of my green land.” She said, “The destitute dragons you divested of their essence would have made exemplary soldiers for my side, and I wish you wouldn’t have done that. You should have sent them to Ar’Cosmos.”

“Okay.” Erick gestured to the side and conjured some [Fairy Item] chairs and a small table, saying, “Tell me about Ar’Cosmos, and about these troublesome dragons of yours.”

Fairy Moon did.

At the end of it, Erick did not believe that Fairy Moon was trying to pull one over on him. He just felt the weight of it all.

[bookmark: docs-internal-guid-5519ea49-7fff-936d-ff8c-ee39070dd54e] Six Free Dragons that were exemplars of the best the world had to offer. Scions of industry or rulers or professional killers of monsters, in Northern Nelboor and the Greensoil Republic and Archipelago Nergal and the Underworld. They had banded together through intermediaries upon hearing Fairy Moon’s ultimatum. Once they had entered Ar’Cosmos they had met up, and they had begun organizing. They were a threat to the rule of Houses. Ultimately, they would cause a civil war. Not right now. But it was already starting. Lines were being drawn.

Even now those six Free Dragons had managed to collect more support from other dragons, rapidly gaining 6 more votes in the Rotunda, and 4 maybes. The whole Free Dragon faction was falling under their sway, and they would rapidly outnumber the House Dragons within a year.

The Houses needed a way to get rid of these types of dragons without killing them, for that would turn all the Free dragons against them in a very, very quick civil war. Even as it was going, though, the Houses would have to implement drastic reforms that would curb the power of the Free Dragons.

That would just bury the civil war to let it fester and grow until it burst forth in ten or twenty years.

And so, Erick felt a weight. It was probably the weight of a crown.

He could let that draconic civil war happen and pick up the pieces afterward, and lose the support of House Carnage and Death and Fae, as they all decided to split from his own House Benevolence. Or, he could openly support the violent reformation of Ar’Cosmos and lose the other Houses and gain the unorganized Free Dragons. Or, he could try to manage a softer transformation of draconic society, a society he wasn’t actually a part of even though he was a dragon, into something nicer. Which, to be fair, was likely an impossibility. The dragons of Ar’Cosmos were already rather civil in their Rotunda, with their large meetings and the open discussion of problems. In that way, Erick suspected that the people of Ar’Cosmos (or the dragons, anyway) were probably as democratic as a place like Frostflower, where liches ruled above all in their citadel of frozen death.

Still, though, the ‘proper response’ here was to try for some sort of reconciliation between the Free Dragons and the House Dragons.

Except…

Like Erick had experienced with Phagar and the duck pond, Erick might have mostly-unlimited resources, he did not have unlimited space in his life for all these problems.

The sun was far below the horizon by the time Fairy Moon had finished explaining and Erick had finished thinking. She looked at him now, with her pink and green eyes, awaiting his decision.

Erick looked up from the ground, to Fairy Moon, and said, “Make them an offer, and I stress that it is an offer… One moment.” Erick opened a small [Gate] that led to his office. With a quick bit of sunform, he grabbed some paper and a pen, and then closed the [Gate]. “I will attempt to help you with your problem of the Houses losing power by making an offer of asylum to these dragons you deem problematic, but still good people.” He started writing, saying, “The actual offer to them will be in this writing: I, Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence and of newly transformed Draconic Benevolence, do offer asylum from the Fairy Pact and the Dragon Exodus to all qualifying dragons. To those deemed worthy and able to maintain good relations with the people and societies of Veird, I offer transformation to Benevolence Dragon, but I demand a resettlement of those dragons into my kingdoms in the Crystal Forest, where you will receive the opportunities of the Gate Network, and of Candlepoint in raising new lands on the Crystal Forest. Details to follow. Beware those who seek to test my generosity, and who come to me with subterfuge in their souls. Be aware, that just because you will remain a dragon does not mean you will get special treatment from me or mine, or exemptions from the laws of my land.

“To those seeking simply to end the torment of the Dragon Curse, and of Draconic existence entirely, I offer [Reincarnation]s and support to regain a small amount of levels. I can put you anywhere in the world after that, though there will be no further easy contact between you and I.

“[Reincarnation] is much easier to qualify for than a Benevolencing, and I do not care about money or bribes at all. Do not seek to sway me with anything other than your honest words and plans for a better, more cooperative future under the auspices of House Benevolence.” Erick paused his writing, asking, “Will House Fae be okay with doing the organization for this? With presenting me these dragons such that they do not meet or cause a fight? I won’t be going into Ar’Cosmos myself.”

Fairy Moon had looked utterly thrilled. She had been about to suggest that Erick could come to Ar’Cosmos to do all this, too. But then Erick’s final words came down. Fairy Moon lost some of her joy, but she brushed over it, saying, “I had hoped to have for you and with you a feast of coronal celebration for your own rise to king, but we can do that some other season. Yes; the Houses of Ar’Cosmos will organize this ordainment. I assume you will want to ascertain the applicants yourself, before you make of them what you will?”

“Yes— Ah. And these.” Erick opened up another small [Gate] into his office and pulled out a dozen copies of the Rules and Regulations of Cities of Candlepoint, and accompanying city applications. He laid all of that paperwork on Fairy Moon’s side of their small table, saying, “I want the dragons who will think about doing this to think long and hard about how they want to do this. I feel I would prefer them joining existing structures of Candlepoint and otherwise, but they could also try their hands at making some new cities out in the sands, or in the budding greenery I have growing around here. I already have two Benevolence Dragons out there doing just that; transforming the land into green. They’re just woodsmen, though, and they like that. Actual city mayors would be different, and by a lot. Any city of proper size, as outlined in those rules and regulations, will get a seat on the Governor’s Court, and they’ll eventually be helping to make the laws and regulations around here. I’m still king, and of any Benevolence Dragons, I am their overlord above all.”

Fairy Moon smiled gently. She picked up the paperwork, saying, “Most appreciated.”

“I look forward to peaceful transitions, too, Fairy Moon, if we can [Strike] it.”

Fairy Moon smiled brightly. “I look forward to finally seeing family again.” And then she bowed, and was gone.

… Right. That.

Erick simply sat there in that post-sunset space for a little while, thinking. He had made the right call. It certainly felt that way, anyway. It was also supremely disheartening to hear that Fairy Moon was so focused on getting her family back to the detriment of all the rest of the world, but…

Not that surprising, really.







- - - -







Quilatalap stood beside his table in one of his hidden laboratories that he didn’t mind the world finding if they should happen to go looking, and someone was always looking. But he had to do some tests. Erick’s [Reincarnation] was a marvel of necromancy, and yes, he had used an entirely new Element in order to do it, but all the rest of it was well done, too. The Blood Magic, in particular, was imaginative on a level that Quilatalap had rarely ever encountered.

“Not that surprising, in retrospect,” Quilatalap mumbled to himself, as he planted some beans into different pots and then raised them to 2-decimeter-tall flowering things. “He’s been able to search through Blood markers for a very long time, through [Cascade Imaging].”

Which was yet another part of Erick’s magic which Quilatalap wasn’t wholly sure about.

He didn’t know much about light and he didn’t really care; that part of Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] didn’t concern him.

But Quilatalap’s entire Truth was the Truth of Life Unending, with a major focus on fleshy-types of life. He should have understood everything that Erick was doing, flesh-wise, in every single one of his transformations. And so, Quilatalap was here.

Growing plants.

Contrary to the persona he showed to the world, Quilatalap was fully capable of doing plant magics, but that stuff was something he always let lag behind. Therefore, he was ‘not that good at that stuff’. It was a minor lie that he was okay with.

Quilatalap continued to [Grow] small bean plants, as one did for the study to prove that life connected to life in real markers. It was an old study that people usually only read about in very old textbooks, but Quilatalap was older than those textbooks, and there hadn’t been many updates to this methodology in the last thousand years.

Maybe he could figure out what Erick was doing, if he went far enough with this sort of thing.

And so, Quilatalap took tiny bits of pollen from one bean plant and spread that on the flowers of other plants, made them seed, and recorded the results of the progeny. ‘What colors of flowers’ ‘How many leaves till first flower’ ‘What do the combinations reveal about parental history’. These were the sorts of questions Quilatalap was replicating with his replication of this most famous of studies—

He paused.

He looked at his work.

He narrowed his eyes and said to himself, “These facts were first proven by a planar, weren’t they… I had forgotten that.” Quilatalap looked up in thought. “What year was it… 120? 95?”

Damn.

All that original work was long gone. Even if Quilatalap had had copies of those works, all those particular stashes were raided long, long before now.

Fuck.

… Oh well.

Back to the experiment.
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                    The author of Cosmosis has asked for a shoutout, so here you go, Pel-Mel!

Cosmosis is about a guy abducted by aliens and now he has to escape, while his only companion (as of the parts I've read) is a hallucination of a fellow abductee. And it has over 2000 pages published.

The quality of the first chapter seems good! And I might read more of it later. 



                

                The offer of Benevolencing went out at around 8 pm.

Erick did not wait unprepared. First, he told his three Benevolence dragons to watch out for fights and to minimize as much damage as they could, and not to actually get involved. They all seemed to think that they could do that rather easily, now that they weren’t crazed when seeing other dragons anymore. Erick didn’t trust them a whole lot right now, though, but every little bit of help would help, if shit hit the fan. And he wanted to spend at least a little bit of time with his new dragons.

Around 8:30 pm, Erick made better decisions and conversed with all of his Overseers in the same room, under a [Hasted Shelter], in order to inform them all of what he had done, and who he was now. That conversation went rather well, Erick felt, especially since everyone had a lot of news and problems that needed solved, apparently. Raingorl’s schools were up and running, but they needed more teachers and more money. Volaro, after being slightly upset that Burhendurur knew about Erick’s dragon-ness before him, wanted to talk to Erick about many different dragon-specific laws which he felt needed to be either codified into law, or left to culture to decide, and he needed to talk to Erick about all of that right now; before everything really got going. In Erick’s opinion, everyone should be the same under the law, but Volaro thought that a more nuanced take was necessary. They spoke about that for a while, and everyone else got involved, too.

Mox had some plots of land ready to go for the new planned cities, thanks to her own office and Kiri’s force multiplier of Sunny, but she had yet to get a single person to come to those new lands, and she needed to coordinate with Ar’Cosmos in a way Ar’Cosmos was not coordinating. That conversation took up another hour.

Zolan was the first to suggest that they could all benefit from a mass meeting like this once a week, outside of time. Erick rapidly agreed that perhaps they should have been doing this for a while now, and then they got back on track, sorting out Ar’Cosmos’s new city and what they all expected of all the new dragons coming into Candlepoint. Burhendurur and Volaro could speak on behalf of Ar’Cosmos for most large operations, but actual nuanced takes and knowing what would actually happen once all the people started flowing in, would have to happen through actual representatives of Ar’Cosmos.

The meeting ended after five hours of subjective time, ending at 8:36.

At 8:49 the first requests came in from Ar’Cosmos.

And then came correspondences from all over the world. It started as a trickle, but Erick had knocked loose one of the supporting structures of civilization itself, and the mountain started to rumble. An avalanche of requests and demands came to him, some worded more strongly than others, most espousing how much good they could do if they were allowed to act openly instead of hiding themselves behind intermediaries as they usually did. Some spoke directly of how they had seen new dragons out in the grasslands of Candlepoint, and how they would be delighted to breathe forests into existence, too, in exchange for being freed from the Curse.

Erick had another [Hasted Shelter] meeting with all of his overseers at 9:32, which lasted a while.

He came out of that meeting with a much better plan than the one he had had before.

At 10:02, Erick entered the first of his meetings with the 6 dragons Fairy Moon had requested to be removed from Ar’Cosmos.

- - - -

Under a dark sky, but inside a [Fairy Stronghold] lit with light, Erick stood in a [Zone of Peace] with a large demi woman who was not demi at all. Her name was Emprazala, and she layered robes and dresses upon herself like she was both an empress from a different era, and a courtesan, with the top halves of her bountiful assets held up by all that fabric and gently jiggling as she breathed. She was not happy to be here, but she was still here, and her presence had happened without any fight at all.

So that was a plus, really.

It was only Erick and Emprazala, though; no one else was in attendance. As the avalanche of demands and requests flooded in, those dragons became investigation targets by all of House Benevolence. Burhendurur and Volaro knew of Emprazala and these first ten people, though, and so Erick had accepted a verbal recommendation on Emprazala and ‘her people’. All the rest needed real investigations, though, and so the House was working on those.

Erick’s time was a lot more valuable right now; he just needed a bit of time with all these people, alone, in order to figure them out a bit and make the final decisions.

Erick began with, “I will be putting up a [Hasted Shelter], so that we may have this discussion without worry of time.”

Emprazala tried not to show that she was impressed that Erick knew Time Magic, but she gave that away in her face. Her voice and eyes were completely calm, though, as she said, “I agree to this.”

Another wave of magic went out and enveloped both of them, and the world outside went stock-photo still. Erick relaxed a little, and so did Emprazala.

“We’ve got hours now, if we need it.” Erick said, “Please tell me what is going on inside Ar’Cosmos.”

Emprazala’s estimation of Erick went up at that moment, but she was still wary. “It is the standard nature of Ar’Cosmos to deny all who oppose them and to demand unending fealty from those who enter their halls. You are not much better from what I have heard, but apparently the fairy did not expect all us Free Dragons to come together and simply overpower her House rule. And so, the Houses compensated. And so, me and my companions are here, somewhere in your lands, kept separate so as not to fight, or communicate, and kept docile with the promise of a real cure from the Curse; a cure that the Houses have been using to keep division amongst us for forever. If it weren’t for your own solving of the size problems of Ar’Cosmos I would think you one of those always-divisors; one of our always-overlords. You stand with their power. You stand with their backing. You use their rules and their reputations to better yourself. And now your announcement has done exactly what that fairy wished it to do; it has ruined all our plans to take Ar’Cosmos for ourselves, and to finally be free of the eternal tyranny of the Houses.” She said, “All we have to do is finally submit ourselves to them.”

“I meant the battle lines being drawn in Ar’Cosmos. I didn’t need a restatement of the politics. Has there been actual fighting? Deaths?”

“… Some. No real catastrophes.”

“Okay then. Great! So how do you want to be out here, as a Benevolence Dragon? What are your goals?”

“… You’re not going to demand something of me?”

“I will, but those demands will be in accordance with your own goals, and so the disruption to your life will be large, but it will be controlled.” Erick said, “You are from somewhere in northern Nelboor, and so you have resources and lands over there. Do you want a Gate from here to there? Or would you like to move your people and such over here? We have lots of open land in the Crystal Forest just waiting to be turned livable.”

Emprazala narrowed her eyes a fraction at Erick.

And then she started talking. Slowly at first, testing Erick for his own responses and molding her words accordingly, or at least trying to. Erick was rather good at keeping his own emotions in check, and nothing Emprazala said was worrying. Over the course of half an hour, she explained that she had already taken everything she could with her to Ar’Cosmos, while leaving behind a city that could still fend for itself well enough, and certain plots started that would see them peacefully subsumed by one of the neighboring nation states within five years. She had had plans to ensure that subsuming would happen peacefully, through intermediaries between Ar’Cosmos and Veird, but now that Erick’s Benevolencing option was here, and if he wanted, she would bring those few thousand people left in her old city to Candlepoint.

“Because I have decided to stay here, in Candlepoint, if the offer is open,” Emprazala said, “The resources I took with me to Ar’Cosmos have already been seized and they are lost to me, but having direct access to the Gate Network would be more than enough to rebuild everything that I have lost.”

“Is that all you wish, then? Surely there is more; I can tell there is more that you are purposefully leaving unsaid.”

“I do not ask for special treatment, for I would rather have never met you or been subject to Wizards at all. But. If there is political room for me somewhere, then I would have it.”

“Build your own city eventually; get a place on the Governor’s Court. Those are the people who will eventually be creating the laws of this land, though I will retain ultimate authority for as long as I deem it necessary. For now, that political body is just a way for all those who control a city to formally contact and work with each other, and a rather direct connection to House Benevolence, for my Castellan is on that court.” Erick said, “But for now, if you wish to move to Candlepoint and rebuild yourself and your people there, Candlepoint has lots of space and is getting bigger. Either option requires that you adopt the laws of the land. I have more information in a packet, if you want it.”

“… I saw that packet already.” Emprazala said, “I choose to rebuild in Candlepoint, and make a city of my own at a later date… Since lakeside land rights are not an option for me?”

“Correct. No one is getting lakeside land rights as of right now, no matter what option they choose.”

Emprazala already knew that, but she had asked anyway to be sure. “I would need to go through the City Hall there in order to make further arrangements for Candlepoint property, yes?”

“Correct.”

“I do not desire a Gate network to my old city. I desire a Benevolencing, and the granting of citizen-status of Candlepoint. I will be allowed to purchase and sell my own goods and create my own business in Candlepoint, as long as it is done in accordance with your own laws of the land.”

Erick nodded. “All good with me.”

Emprazala steeled herself. “Then I am ready.”

There wasn’t much more to the meeting than the casting of a single spell.

Emprazala became a sleek white-violet dragon atop a pile of purple gore. For a long moment after her transition Emprazala stared at her previous body, trying to come to terms with how much unexpected hate she had for it. And then she told Erick to do what he wanted with it.

And so, Erick ended up with another dumpster-full of dragon parts, and a dragon of Benevolence who was very ready to begin regrowing all the political and monetary value that Fairy Moon had stripped from her.

Erick moved on to the next case.

- - - -

Over the course of an hour, Erick transformed 5 more dragons into Benevolence, and gained four more colors of scales and bones. That was it for the 6 people from Ar’Cosmos that Fairy Moon demanded gone, and which she had suggested would be good Benevolencing targets.

And now Erick faced the first of the four which Fairy Moon also wanted gone, but who were not good Benevolencing targets. She had suggested that Erick [Reincarnation] all four of them.

And after the [Hasted Shelter] went up around them, Erick needed to know why.

“The fairy has suggested I deny you a Benevolencing, Markander.” Erick asked, “Why would she do that?”

Markander was a human man of no particular looks. This was likely by design. Even as the truth of Erick’s words crashed into him, his reactions were oddly subdued, as if he was missing some part of him that enabled him to have proper reactions. But still, Erick saw as Markander switched from assured optimism to smoldering hate.

And then he said, “I’ll take a [Reincarnation].”

“… You don’t want to talk about it?”

“Not especially. Don’t like talking and you got your orders.”

“Not ‘orders’ actually. Suggestions. You’re the one who seems like he takes orders well, because it seems that you’ve already accepted that this was going to happen when you came here, because it plays into some sort of other scheme happening out there in whatever organization you got going on with Emprazala and the others.” Erick said, “She’s going to Candlepoint along with Geronial, but Baronoli and the others are going to Ar’Cosmos’s new city by the lake. So there’s some sort of political bloc being built out of you people, and while I don’t have the whole story, I have a lot of it. Just tell me what your plans are, Markander, and I might choose to allow you to remain a dragon.”

Markander frowned a little, saying, “It’s nothing sinister. It wouldn’t have been anything sinister in Ar’Cosmos, either. We were going to grow to a large enough size and power to request and then demand a seat at the House’s tables, expanding the seats of power of the Free Dragons in the Rotunda in accordance with our population. We outnumber the Houses a hundred to one, and so we would have used that clout to demand control of Ar’Cosmos. Everything would have remained the same, but we would have been in control instead of them.” He added, “The plan changed a bit when we got here. Now, we’re aiming for a seat at the Overseer’s table, or possibly control of the Governors Court.”

… ‘Not sinister’ had a very broad definition, apparently.

Or maybe all these people were truly good people? Erick didn’t know their whole story.

“I am very glad you didn’t try to lie to me, or to hide some of the truth. But why not?”

Markander said, “Because I never wanted to get involved with a Wizard and especially not a Dragon Wizard, and if you already have this much of the plot then you probably got it all, anyway. And I doubt that you would kill us for our temerity, unlike Bright Smile. If I can secure my own draconic power through telling the simple truth, I will.”

Erick breathed deep, feeling secure in his decision. “Acceptable. I appreciate your candor.” And then he looked at Markander. “But why was it suggested to me that you, specifically, not be allowed to remain a dragon?”

“… I’m an assassin.”

“Good. Glad you told the truth.” Erick gestured to his side.

Goldie, the Shade of Assassination appeared, resplendent in her black armor and with her giant black sword floating behind her back. She smiled wide, saying, “Hello, Markander! Long time, no clash!”

Markander stared at Goldie, his eyes going wide. And then he breathed out. He slumped a little. “Ahh. Hello, Goldie. Is this the end, then?”

Goldie said, “Not the end, but it is your official retirement notice! Act in accordance with your Class, and without my Lord’s express call to action, then you will be cut down. Also! You’re mine, from now until forever. You may look forward to working on the same side, if you wish! I know I will be.” And then she vanished back into the ether.

Markander did not have time to recover.

For Erick made him an offer, “Rat out everyone else, accept a [Blessing of Empathy], and vow to work under Goldie from now until I deem your term of service over, and I will Benevolence you. Otherwise, it’s a [Reincarnation], and you still have to rat out everyone else. No [Blessing of Empathy] that way. You’re not leaving this place any other way.”

With no hesitation, Markander said, “I’ll accept the second offer.”

And then Markander began talking, and talking, and talking.

When he was done, and Erick felt he had truly given up all the information he could, Erick gave him a new body and Status through [Reincarnation]. Erick hit all of Markander’s requests, and the man wasn’t stupid enough to request to be devoid of emotions this time. Markander got a rather normal human male body, with a penchant for gardening and raising animals, and bisexuality.

The other three operatives of Emprazala’s group received mostly the same treatment, but with variations all around. Only one other person was an assassin, though. The other two were simply generals of small armies who had already moved to Ar’Cosmos. Those generals had been planning on rebuilding here in Candlepoint, but Erick cut that problem off at the root. On the Ar’Cosmos side of things, they were currently in the process of dismantling those armies and incorporating them into their standing forces. All those other people Erick never saw and would never know about, would have been something like loyal agents waiting for a proper time to strike, if necessary. Now, with their leaders gone, that whole plan was gone, too.

Erick would not be inviting those soldiers into Ar’Cosmos’s city by the lake, either.

Erick informed Burhendurur of all this, charging him with keeping eyes on them.







- - - -







After those first ten dragons were sorted, Erick felt it had gone rather well, and for many different reasons. Not only had no one even tried to fight him, but Fairy Moon’s recommendations had been appropriate, and prudent. A point back in the fairy’s favor, Erick supposed.

Fairy Moon was still rather deep in the hole, though.







- - - -







Four days later Erick was finished with the Free Dragon ‘crisis’ of Ar’Cosmos.

He had made the right choice, again. Probably.

The sky of his Gate Space confirmed that many of the darker tangles in the future were simply gone. Erick’s choice of becoming a Benevolence dragon and helping others do the same had apparently been a big deal, solving many future problems before they could manifest as anything more than simple shadows in the sky. Even the orbiting planets beyond the hundred-year-wall of problems looked clearer; more simply there, and less full of dark spots.

The entire sky looked rather clear.

So why was Erick worrying?

Perhaps it was the pure transformation of the world he and his House had created.

Through his power, Erick had transformed 58 people into Benevolence Dragons and 119 dragons into normal people. Quite a lot fewer than his initial estimation of around 300-ish expected dragons, but then again there was no real time limit for his offer. Erick had put a stop to the transformations, for now, but he also left the door open for more people to become Benevolence dragons later. Next year, perhaps.

And so, the current crisis in Ar’Cosmos was ‘solved’.

Still felt like it was only getting started, actually.

Many of those new dragons were now raising up dwellings of their own, either out in the green spaces Kiri and Mox had created between the lakeside and the first of three curtain walls a hundred kilometers out, or beyond that wall, using their breath and their Shapings to make cities out of sand, and forests out of nothing.

Many of the new-mortals had decided not to stick around, though. They simply scattered to the wind after they got a few safe levels under their belts, thanks to the actions and help of the Office of Enforcement.

Quite a lot of things were happening all right now. Erick wanted to be a part of all those happenings, but he was just one person, and he had work, and his organization needed more people, which all the Overseer Offices were already planning on hiring as soon as they could.

The first of Ar’Cosmos’s refugees had arrived at the greater Candlepoint area on the second day of Erick’s transformation. At the beginning of the third day, the city of ‘Weald’ had gained a thousand houses and half as many apartment buildings. Erick had time enough to add a Gate at the Financial part of the Gate District to the northern coast of the Forest, as agreed, and by that evening, Weald had doubled again in size. Burhendurur went a little bit crazy organizing all the security responses, and so Erick had simplified everything by having Yggdrasil cast [Zone of Peace] across the entire Candlepoint area.

With the big guy’s size modifiers and some proper Shapings, that [Zone of Peace] covered 50 meters above and below the surface, and nearly all the way out to the 100 kilometer wall, about 125 kilometers away from Yggdrasil in every direction. Erick did not know that Yggdrasil could actually do that, but he could. Apparently.

In that one act, Erick had turned Burhendurur’s job easy. No more spellslinging fights anywhere. Sure, people still punched each other when the anger of their exile got the better of them, for these refugees from Ar’Cosmos were not all happy at all. Most of them were able to deal with their evictions with aplomb, and some even happily welcomed the change. But those that did not welcome this change vastly outnumbered those who did.

Erick went ahead and had the other two refugee cities set themselves up at the same time. The Dicers got a small place to the northeast of Candlepoint, and soon they broke ground on Gambler’s Rest. The various Cultist and other miscellaneous refugees from all over Nelboor and the Letri Ocean decided to not make their own city, though, and simply move into Candlepoint, which Erick found he was very happy to hear. The former Cultists whom Erick had Blessed with Empathy were going to fit in well with the current Cultists of Candlepoint, under Mephistopheles.

And it all…

Seemed to be going…

Quite well?

Hmm.

- - - -

Emprazala lounged among her conspirators upon the finest couches, drinking the finest wines they could bring together, here on Veird.

It was so much better than their usual parties in Ar’Cosmos.

Because, for the very first time in her life, and while they were all in mortal form (though they had seen each other in dragon form, and sometimes most vigorously) they were together. Together, at last! Today was just yet another day of simple talking, catching up, but it was these times that Emprazala missed the most, and now, they could talk for real. About their real lives. The ones that they never got to share with each other. They had been working for so long with each other, but they always refrained from spilling actual secrets that could lead them to one another back on Veird.

And they didn’t have to do that anymore!

Emprazala was in her preferred body; a demi woman of large tits and copious cloth. She hadn’t always had this as her preferred form, but her time as a courtesan had left an indelible mark upon her life. So far she had shared most of that story, having spoken at length of her clan in the northern chilly lands of Nelboor, and how they survived against raid after raid from other clans, building power, and how she had been behind most of that power but always hiding from true sight. Almost no one in her clan actually knew who she was, for she was just the old woman down the street, or the courtesan talking into the ear of the current patriarch, or the nanny to the next generation.

Geronial appeared to be a brash young human man, but he was anything but that. He had spoken at length about working in the Underworld all his life, mostly in shipping. He figuratively owned Grand Speedy Barges, but the only time he had actually owned that business was when he founded it over 400 years ago. His pale green eyes shimmered with the color of his dragon form, as he sipped his wine, and listened to everyone else. He seemed to have a permanent little smile, now. Emprazala had one of her own. She was looking forward to working more directly with him, now that the Curse was gone from their lives.

Baronoli was perhaps the largest surprise of their little group. He was an orcol who lived in Songli, openly and as a full-time courtesan himself. His Blessing of Beauty was strong, and everything about his real life was surprising, for normally orcols did not go for that sort of open display. Emprazala’s estimation of the man went way up because of that; it was something that she had never guessed. But maybe she should have. There were many ways for one such as Baronoli to get as much information on the businesses of the Highlands as he always seemed to have, but she had always figured him for some sort of spy. A very dangerous line of work for one such as them, and especially in that part of the world, where Redrubyflare called her home, and killed all dragons who fought in her domain. After two days of talking, Baronoli finally divulged that yes, he had gotten in one or two fights there, but Redrubyflare and he had had an understanding. Based on Baronoli’s shining black eyes as he spoke of ‘understanding’ and joked of sex, it was easy to guess what that understanding had been.

Coshena was openly appalled to discover that Baronoli was such a harlot, and said as much every time Baronoli tried to tease her. This much was understandable to Emprazala, too, for Coshena was another beautiful orcol, but a woman, with sky-blue eyes the color of her new draconic body. Normally orcols were very physically reserved, and Coshena embodied that stereotype. And thus, Emprazala joined in on the teasing, saying that Coshena just wasn’t getting enough of the good times in life, and Coshena agreed, but she also vehemently disagreed with Baronoli spreading children around like he had to be. Baronoli took offense at that, saying he always used [Envelop Item].

Which led to even more crude, wonderful, joyful jokes, causing Emprazala to laugh with tears. Even Coshena had to laugh at a few of them.

Narakaol had been a recent addition to their little ‘draconic consortium’ about 150 years ago, but he, too, thoroughly enjoyed the stories of his good friends. The incani man wanted to get back to business, though, saying that he had quite a few contacts in the Wasteland Kingdoms, and that he wanted Emprazala and Baronoli to work with him to get Songli to allow Erick to create another Gate Network hub over there. His Wasteland interests wanted direct connections to Songli.

And so, the conversation turned back to facts and figures, though there were more ribald jokes here and there, and more secrets finally divulged, now that they could. The largest secrets came from their final member, who was perhaps the only one of them who wasn’t a permanent fixture of their group.

Orolononi was perhaps the oldest member of their group, who had originally organized the whole thing back in Ar’Cosmos, but she never participated as much as she could. Knowing that she fancied herself a goblin matriarch of the goblin city of Homeland explained all that extreme reluctance, though. She had always been big on the metal trade, but knowing now that she was only involved in the metal trade out of one city, and a very peculiar city at that, it was easy to see why Orolononi had kept herself apart. She, more than most, could not afford to speak too openly, or she would assuredly give away too much information.

It was a shame about Markander, though. And the other three, Emprazala supposed. Emprazala had never been too close with the others, for they were the warriors among their little cohort, and they never joined in any of the business dealings that the others enjoyed. But Markander had been an occasional lover when in Ar’Cosmos.

… They all had, Emprazala supposed, as she lounged on her couch and drank a nice 30-year-old wine. Really more like 300, though. It was from Phagar’s Vineyard; one of the only places in the world to openly use Time Magic…

Emprazala smiled brightly.

Because ‘the only places to openly use Time Magic had now grown by one’ and maybe—

Baronoli cut his joke short, saying, “Ohh! You already know this one! You should have said something, Empy.”

“I swear I was smiling for a different reason!” Emprazala made a shooing motion. “Continue with your joke. I am sure I will laugh at the appropriate parts.”

Light chuckles erupted all around.

Baronoli waved himself off, saying, “Then tell us your reason. I have talked too much, I feel.”

“I agree!” Coshena chimed in. “Yet another ribald tale. I say: no more.” She turned to Emprazala, asking, “What brings you extra delight this time?”

Emprazala smiled wider. “I was considering the Wizard’s extensive use of Time Magic, and how wonderful this wine is. Have any of you considered yourself a patron of the gods? In tune with Phagar? I would like more of this, and I would like less of the thousand gold a bottle price tag.” She added, “Alternatively, we could attempt to work with him and produce some wine for House Benevolence.”

Orolononi’s big green ears twitched. She pounced first. “I have considered asking for a Gate to Homeland.” She looked to Narakol, adding, “Or perhaps some sort of clearance to take part in the Songli Gate Network of Nelboor, when that finally gets set up.”

Narakaol nodded, saying, “Perhaps we should truly consider working directly for the man. He has given us everything we could have ever asked for, and if we showed competence with business and willingness to take over the Songli expansion… You don’t think he would go for that, Baronoli?”

Baronoli was shaking his head. He said, “Never. We could, perhaps, be a part of House Benevolence’s side of that structure, but Songli wants rather strict control over the Gates they allow in their lands.”

“Then let us plan for that possibility,” Emprazala said, “Because while I love you all dearly, we do have work to do. So let’s get to business a bit.”

There were a lot of nods around the group, and smaller words of approval. The party was over; for now, it was time to work.

Orolononi brought the group to order, saying, “I would first like us to locate Markander and our other martial leaders. They ran away too fast, fleeing from embarrassment, but while the old-me would have been fine with this arrangement, the new-me desires to still make use of them, in whatever forms Our King has put them in. And I miss them more than I thought I would. In a more useful sense, they still possess centuries of knowledge to better help us get a strong grasp on our future.”

Coshena and Baranoli spoke, saying they would take this duty, while everyone else gave smaller agreements that they, too, missed the rest of their group. Even the ones who had chosen to stay in Ar’Cosmos, or divide away, once that option became available. It was a true masterstroke on Fairy Moon’s part to secure all of Ar’Cosmos under the Houses again, but that complaint had been beaten to death, [Resurrection]ed, and then beaten to death again.

Emprazala moved her thoughts onward.

Orolononi eventually continued, “Us other four will begin coordinating with the various others who have fallen away, and our own peoples. Take note of those established powers in Candlepoint and do not upset them, for Our King is busy enough, and we do not want to threaten him with our eventual power. Not yet, anyway. We will stay completely within his systems, and when we gain power, he will have nothing untoward to say. And besides that, there are a few people who I am very interested in making some sorts of arrangements with. In particular, we have Zaraanka Checharin. She is the current financial powerhouse of Candlepoint, and everything is swayed in her direction for her to keep that power. Work with her, not against her. She has heavy ties to the Wasteland Kingdoms, through that princess from… from…”

Narakaol spoke up, “Princess Weilux, of the West Bank, daughter of King Rashi.”

Orolononi ceded the floor.

Narakaol continued, “Princess Weilux was originally the largest supplier of most goods to Candlepoint, though Portal is rapidly outstripping her in all ways. She is floundering, and we can work through my contacts to boost her back to power, and ensure that we take over when she passes, as all mortals do.” He held up a hand to forestall the obvious concern, and then he voiced that concern, “Which brings us to a thing we have never had to consider before now; Our usual ways of doing things might not work here, for the mortals could be made immortal, for as long as Our King desires.”

Emprazala had been considering that situation for a while now, so while everyone else was still giving Narakol’s words the appropriate amount of consideration, Empralaza began, “If we cannot compete at the same level as the mortals, then we do not deserve to have the power Our King has given us. We merely have to be a bit more proactive than we usually are. Four day feasts might need to become 2 day feasts, and we should seek to hire competent forces, not merely forces that obey our every whim.”

Boisterous Baranoli laughed, saying, “How about a compromise of 3 day feasts?”

Narakaol added, “I have been hiring competent forces for as long as I have been alive. It is only all of you who seem to demand loyalty more than is good for you.”

“This brings up a good point.” Concerned, Coshena asked, “Does anyone else feel that they have been transformed in soul a little bit too much?”

Ah.

And now they were getting to the truly insidious topic.

Emprazala said, “Yes. I have. Only about a 15% realignment, though. Possibly as much as 25% on certain topics, such as the… Well I’ll just say it. Bright Smile. I absolutely hate her. But she doesn’t seem so bad anymore. I was terrified of Our King, and now… I am fine with looking up to him. Still don’t want to be near him too much, though.”

A lot of eyes wandered across the room, gauging the faces and expressions of others. There were a lot of similar feelings in those gazes, and they all recognized a reflection of themselves in each other, too.

Coshena decided to speak next. “This is the better outcome for us. And for Ar’Cosmos. I cannot tell why I feel that way, but… Well. No. I can tell exactly why I feel that way. I have always dabbled in Prognostication, and I suppose I can tell you this now.”

Orolononi gasped, and she was not the only one.

Geronial, who had been silent for a while because they hadn’t been talking about his preferred topic of magic-in-business too much, decided to speak on this subject. “That is dangerous, Coshena. You could have foreseen another dragon.”

“I know, I know.” Coshena said, “I practiced it safely. But now… I can openly practice it. Just ten hours ago I had a strange inkling to depart the party for a short while. And so I did. I had brushed off all of your questions afterward, your wonderings of why I had seemed to vanish for so long, but now… I sent a message to a certain contact. That contact worked through some of the lower levels of House Benevolence, and managed to get one of Our King’s meetings today looked at more closely. Someone had screwed up something far down the line in Ar’Cosmos’s handling of the meetings. I do believe that if I did not intervene, then there would have been a dragon fight right here in the borders of Candlepoint— Or. Well. Probably somewhere out there in the grasslands. Still! It would have been a hassle for all involved, and all involved probably wouldn’t have come out of that fight as dragons.” Coshena said, “They probably would have been reduced to mortality for a screw up that had nothing to do with them at all. I know not what became of them later, but…” She shrugged. “It is what it is.”

Geronial’s pale green eyes sparkled as he looked to everyone, saying, “I dabble in prognostication, too, and of the 621 Underworld cities that my Grand Speedy Barges services, 37 of them seem primed for something great.” His eyes sparked as he looked to everyone. “I have a remarkably good feeling about them.”

With her heart suddenly beating hard, Emprazala said, “I wish to invest.”

And she was not the only one.







- - - -







Burhendurur regarded the world from the depths of his bone pit, his senses extending far past the Death-laced dust, and past the monitoring systems his people had set up in the rooms beyond. He saw the world through a thousand subtly-flaming eyes inside lifeless skulls, he was worried. He had been worried about a lot, lately, and especially after all his people of Ar’Cosmos started showing up and building Weald on the southwestern edge of the lake. He did not imagine that the move would be as stressful for the people there as it had been.

But then Yggdrasil’s [Zone of Peace] went out, and everything calmed. People still hit each other, yes, but mostly there was just a lot of thick air getting thrown around. Erick had decided to keep that spell happening, for at least a while.

Burhendurur suggested that Yggdrasil should simply cast that spell every day from now until forever, but Erick had shot down that suggestion rather quickly, saying people shouldn’t rely on Yggdrasil to protect them in that way; they should protect themselves. Hence all the Denial Spheres now operating in every single major part of the Greater Candlepoint Area. There were three in Candlepoint, one in Gambler’s Rest, one in the Gate District, and 5 in Weald. All of those Spheres were working at full power, too.

He had expected all the new Benevolence Dragons to be a much, much larger problem than they were, though.

And that was where all his current worries lay.

Every single hour, it seemed like one of the new dragons was doing something odd, for yes, Burhendurur was keeping eyes on every single one of them. There was this one particular case that bothered him quite a lot. A dragon had been walking along in their human guise, using their might to help raise buildings for Weald, but then they stopped, calling a halt to the construction. The dragon then walked over to a man down the street who had been angrily staring at everything, like he wanted to burn it all down but he could not for a [Zone of Peace] was in effect. The man had been completely ignorant that a dragon was confronting him, for the dragon did not wear their horns out in the open (a problem which Erick still exemplified himself, but was also forgivable, since all of these new dragons were also still hiding themselves like they had to), so the angry man had had no problem telling the dragon off. There were a few smaller words.

And then the man began sobbing on how he had lost everything.

And then the dragon started talking to him about what sort of house he wanted.

Half an hour later, the man and his entire family was getting the house he wanted. Twenty minutes after that, the dragon went back to work on the houses they were building before the interruption.

Anyone without the Sight to see might have brushed off the ‘incident’ as some kooky dragon deciding to help an obviously-troubled man.

But the same sort of small incidents happened everywhere.

A dragon would drop what they were doing and go do something else nearby, and then go back to their original work. Usually it was just some small thing like with the angry man and his loss of house. Sometimes it was as simple as helping an old woman to cross the street so she didn’t break anything (followed by a letter sent to Erick later suggesting that the old woman be [Reincarnation]ed at his convenience, sometime in the next ten years; that incident stuck out in Burhendurur’s mind, too). Not all of the dragons were like this. One notable exception was when a dragon, standing on the second floor of a new construction and working on a window, turned and walked to the other wall, and then bumped a stack of stone. That stack of stone fell down to the alleyway below and broke the leg of a man sitting beside the wall, gambling with his friends.

A darker tangle of Benevolence, perhaps?

Whatever the case, all these tiny things added up into a disturbing new trend. Right now, Burhendurur was merely collecting information. He was making no waves, and disturbing none of Erick’s plans. But he was collecting information.

When he had a better grasp on what he and his Office of Enforcement were seeing, he would go to Erick with this information…

“And he will probably say that ‘yes, I see that. Glad it is working as intended’,” Burhendurur grumbled under his bone dust pile, “I can already tell—” He paused, and then he chuckled as he realized what he was saying. He finished his maybe-prescient thought, “I can already tell that this is going to end up in the courts, at least.”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Hey, everyone!

The power is on, the water is on, the internet is still down, and there are still months of work ahead for me, for cleaning up my house. 

And I'm still writing! It's good for my sanity, apparently. I thought there would be a break, but there is no break. 

The chapters must flow. 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                Teressa looked up from her book.

She was comfortable in bed, warm under the covers, and yet with a cool wind blowing across the space, and with plenty of pillows propping her up. This was perfect. A warm cup of tea sat gently steaming on the table beside her. And yet… She felt the need to do something. She put her bookmark in her book, then set it aside and cast her gaze out into the world, into the near past, and into the far future. Mana sensing was easier for her than ever before, and her range was now easily in kilometers, but only for certain things. Her steady range was at about 300 meters, though—

… Teressa sent to Poi, ‘There’s a guy in the garden. Looks like he’s playing a game of ‘steal from the wizard’, but I could be wrong.’

Poi woke up instantly, tracing across Teressa’s connection to the world, seeing what she was seeing.

The man was heavily veiled, but not veiled enough. He was just under 2 meters tall, human, and crouching by the peppers, taking some of them as fast as he could.

And then Poi’s voice came to Teressa, ‘You’re looking in the future again. But he is here now.’

Teressa blinked and refocused.

And then she saw the man appear on the edge of the garden, just inside the fence, inside the very obviously-placed [Alarm Ward]s. As he stepped into the garden itself he tripped the non-obvious [Alarm Ward]s, sending a tiny jingle throughout the house, warning that someone was in the garden space.

Poi’s voice suddenly hit Teressa, ‘Full [Benevolence Sight]. NOW.’

Teressa obeyed.

She gazed upon the man in the garden, piercing all of the veils around his form, seeking his future, breaking the world into lightning fractals.

In three hours he would be back with his friends and he would have successfully completed his mission of ‘steal from the wizard!’, to the cheers of all his drinking buddies.

And two days later he would be dead.

He was going to die to one of his drinking friends in a bar fight, to a knife hastily drawn, in a fight that should have been nothing but fists. The garden invader would bleed out and die, even after Healing Magics had been applied by the healer at the bar. That shouldn’t have happened. Most bars hired at least one person who could cast some healing magics, which they did, and the healer had tried to heal the guy, but they failed. One simple knife wound shouldn’t kill anyone who could veil and infiltrate with this guy’s precision and power.

Teressa looked deeper.

She looked at the ‘friend’ and reality broke into sparking fragments again.

The friend was the same age as the man. They had known each other for a long time, but something had changed. Every single future that Teressa saw was one of death, with the friend killing the garden invader in two days time. Or maybe three. Rarely did the invader get away from the friend. Always, it was the same argument. Over a woman?

Yes. Over a woman…

That didn’t sit right with Teressa.

She returned to the bar fight and focused...

The knife!

The knife in the man’s back broke into shattering fractals, but then focused into a thick line of lightning, leading off to a pawn shop. The invader had bought the knife for his friend as a birthday gift years ago...

No.

Teressa backed up.

She scanned the bar fight—

She should have caught it the first time. The healer at the bar. They made a show of healing the man, but the healer’s fractals were more obscured than any other’s. They were an impenetrable hole in the world. But the tiny needle made of blacknight was not obscured at all. That deadly poison was one of the only ones that could kill faster than [Cleanse] could save, and it was almost always fatal to humans.

Teressa pulled back.

The man was still plucking peppers, stuffing them into his bag. Two hours ago he had been playing a game of Wizards’ Towers with his friends, and then someone had joked about invading an actual Wizard’s Tower, and they were drunk enough to do it. They had all heard stories about how people stole from Erick’s garden all the time when he was living in Spur.

Surely stealing from his home on Yggdrasil couldn’t be that hard!

Let’s go do it!

And now this one guy was here, proving his manhood by the depths of his pure stupidity, and someone else had taken advantage of that. The same healer in the bar where he had boasted of his prowess. Teressa had no idea why the healer had killed the man, but—

Poi didn’t need any more proof than that.

Whatever was going on with the invader, it was over, now. The man stopped everything he was doing as Poi took control of the man and sat him down on the dirt. That sight sent a chill down Teressa’s back, for Poi wouldn’t do that to another person unless there was a real danger.

‘He’s a patsy of some sort.’ Poi sent, ‘And our schedules are getting too obvious. We’re only aware of this happening at all because you remained awake, reading your new book.’

Teressa shuddered in her bed as the calmness of the past few months came crashing down. They had had a lot of smaller scares, and Teressa felt that this might still be one of them, but there was still a cynical part of herself that saw dangers everywhere, sometimes. She was glad that she had stayed up to read her book, though. Poi was right; they were becoming too predictable. They needed another person in the house with them, or the garden needed to be removed, and they needed to move the house to a new location.

Teressa felt the last option was the best.

And then 3 hours later, Teressa was very relieved that she had been worried over nothing. (Though they should consider moving houses again.)

Teressa pieced most of it together herself from looking at long-range [Witness]es of the various interviews of every single person she had seen in her visions, from invader, to the friend with a knife, to the healer at the bar with the blacknight needle. Poi helped fill in some of the more intricate details.

The man was going to die due to a chain of interwoven events; not some grand plot pointed at Erick.

The invader had won his ‘round’ of ‘Wizard’s Tower’, stealing the prize from the top of the tower.

He would boast of this.

He would win the heart of the girl he and his friend were both chasing. So the friend would knife him in the back in a barfight, to teach him a lesson that was too stupid for Teressa to entertain as anything other than the raving of a denied man. The friend was not aiming to kill, though.

The healer at the bar hated the boasting garden invader, though. He saw his chance to kill the man, and he took it. And there, right there, posing as a healer at a bar in Portal, was a serial killer.

Teressa didn’t even know that she was gazing all the way to Portal with her Sight, until all that happened and they, through working with the embassy of Portal, were able to find the serial killer in that city.

In the end, Erick had been informed of what had happened after the fact. After he stopped panicking that he was working too hard and that he should have been home (Teressa and Poi kept trying to tell him that it was not his duty to always protect everyone, and certainly not them when they were already protected and at home) Erick finally accepted that ‘nothing’ had happened.

He did formally demand that Portal open a real investigation into the healer at the bar, and the bar itself, though. Which they did. That would take time to sort through, though.

And now it was a day later and the house was on a different branch and the garden had been abandoned and regrown inside a [Fairy Stronghold] greenhouse, attached to the main house.

Teressa lay in bed, reading again, and this time she got to the end of her book without interruption.

She did not feel the need to open the next one; she just closed her book, shut off the wardlights by twisting the wood irises closed, and lay down to sleep.

She slept well.







- - - -







Mox studied seven different city proposals on her desk. Each had merit. Each were from reputable people. But the problems were that each of these people were former dragons, newly Benevolence dragons, coming out of the cave, as it were, and now they wished to move all their holdings to be near Candlepoint, or to start their own city somewhere under King Flatt’s aegis.

Every single request was easy enough to fulfill, for they all came from powerful people, who, if they were not now openly dragons, then Mox would have happily suggested that Erick take all of them. These people were nothing but boons to all the rest of Candlepoint and House Benevolence. They would be fantastic additions to the Gate Network, too.

But they were dragons.

Erick would probably want to grant them Gates on Financial Road.

But they were dragons.

Especially Dead Tide. That land was both underwater, and a bit in the Underworld. Located at the bottom center of the Wikwacchi Ocean, south west of Continental Glaquin, Dead Tide was incredibly hard to reach and escape from, through all normal means. That was one of the many places where the oceans spilled down through the Surface and into the Underworld. All manner of riches were had in that place, mostly in the form of magical everything; animals, plants, etcetera. The very ground itself grew metal tendrils that reached up through the mana-thick waters and continued to grow, providing some of the purest magical gold and platinum and silver and everything else on Veird. Of course, you needed to harvest those wafting beds of gelatinous metal rather carefully, and then process it to get rid of the slimes that made the stuff; because that’s what was actually happening there. Filter-feeding slimes.

All of Dead Tide’s riches had to go down, first, for magic did not like going against the trillion-ton flow of ocean water and ephemeral mana that constantly also went down. One of those many, many spillways ended up near Stratagold, if Mox remembered correctly, and she did. Most exit routes for Dead Tide went to all the other Underworld waterways down there, into the dark.

A Gate to Dead Tide would be revolutionary for Candlepoint, and all the rest of the world.

And here was a dragon from Dead Tide, who wanted to bring his business and family to Candlepoint, through a Gate to his lands down there. He wanted to maintain that Gate, too. Of course the dragon wanted to control that Gate, which was simply not going to happen. But this was a good starting point for negotiations with Dead Tide for a Gate.

Dead Tide was not one nation, though. Dead Tide was 7 nations in a large coat, sometimes acting as a single nation. If Erick approved this request for this particular dragon, then that dragon would become the absolute ruler of Dead Tide.

… Which was a thing Erick could choose to do.

Those negotiations would likely include Stratagold, though, since a lot of those metals and goods went through Archmage’s Rest, near Stratagold and controlled by Stratagold. Of course, a lot of the people of Dead Tide tried their luck with avoiding Stratagold entirely, and chancing a run through the dark. Stratagold did not mind that, though…

But still. Stratagold would need to be included in these new talks.

Mox set that application to the side. All of these applications required clearance from Erick, but that one especially needed more attention than most.

And then she went onto the rest.

- - - -

Raingorl was busier than he had ever been.

Ar’Cosmos was coming to Candlepoint with 25,000 new people and he had nearly 200 applications for teaching positions and more than 300 that wanted to recreate the Renewal Tanks that Erick had made inside Ar’Cosmos, and which they had personally used. This was great! He wanted that magitech.

He needed more people.

He did not have enough money to pay any of them, nor did he have enough materials for them to teach with, or classrooms or hospitals for them to work their particular brands of magic, nor did he have the infrastructure to absorb nearly this many people as he needed to absorb.

Luckily, Erick was filthy rich, and Raingorl was both a great delegator and very willing to get his hands on those Renewal Tanks. Burhendurur got involved when Renewal Tanks came up, though, and then Raingorl got to meet Inferno Maw, the current leader of House Death.

Inferno Maw was a tall, thin man, with incani features and a grey cast to his skin and his long, upward-pointing horns. And he stared a bit at Raingorl as they sat down across from each other in one of Raingorl’s offices. Raingorl was used to this by now and paid no mind to Inferno Maw’s uncomfortable-for-him stares.

Raingorl was very used to the stares by now, and he kinda liked it. He had never been this way in his previous life, but… It was kinda nice to be pretty.

Raingorl broke the [Force Wall], asking, “I understand you wish to speak of some sort of meshing of Arcanaeum Consortium teaching, and Ar’Cosmos teaching.”

Inferno Maw came back to the moment, adroitly saying, “That is correct. I am the High Chancellor of Ar’Cosmos Arcanaeum, in charge of all that is taught at our own centers of learning. My goal of this conversation is to ensure that a few problematic areas in our teaching protocols are resolved to the satisfaction of us both. Erick will, of course, have final say, but I already have clearance from him to directly engage with you about how you fill your classrooms, and the knowledge you teach.” He took a small book out of his robes and set it on his own lap, as he asked, “Is there any place that you would like to begin, specifically? If not, then I would speak of which Elements are taught, first. Specifically, the non-mention of Fae and Carnage and Mystical in any Arcanaeum Consortium approved books.”

Raingorl wanted to scowl, for there were reasons those magics were not taught. This would be a long conversation, for there was no way that the teaching or non-teaching of specific Elements was among Inferno Maw’s strongest Bolts. Luckily, Raingorl had blocked off 5 hours for this conversation.

Raingorl started with a weak Bolt of his own, saying, “We will never teach the proper use of Fae or Mystical in a classroom here at Candlepoint. Those Elements are too rife for abuse. Other Elements that we will not teach are Elemental Time, Elemental Pirate— Any of the various Wizard Elements that have cropped up over the years, with the exception of Benevolence. And besides that, I oversee the mundane school; the University. I do have capabilities to teach Healing Magic, but all other magical learning is to be completed through Aisha.”

Aisha hadn’t done a damned thing in creating a ‘magic school’, yet. Raingorl was still pissed about that, and he was only getting more miffed as days went by.

“Aisha has not started her school of magic yet,” Inferno Maw said. “You have started yours, and even if you do call it a simple ‘university’, you still teach basic magics. [Grow] and The Vegetable. [Watershape] and [Stoneshape] and Habitation. You might not teach Force Magic 101, but you do teach Adventurer’s Readiness, which includes basic Healing Magic applications. And you do teach Healing Magic in your hospitals. It would be easy for you to inform people that they can stress almost any Healing spell in specific ways and gain another Healing spell. Stress [Rejuvenation] deeper into the body and you get [Regeneration], transforming a pitiable heal-over-time into allowing one to regrow severed body parts. You should already be teaching this, and yet, normal Arcanaeum thoughts are to not teach this at all, except through the apprentice programs.”

All true.

And so, since Aisha was not actually doing her magic school, as Erick had asked her to do, Raingorl decided that he wanted to speak openly about many things. Just to see what Inferno Maw said. With the two of them working over Erick together, Raingorl might be allowed to take over—

A knock came at the door.

Inferno Maw scowled a little.

Raingorl turned toward the door just in time to see the iridescent steel woman herself, Aisha, walk into the room. Raingorl hummed.

Well that was unexpected.

Aisha looked from Raingorl to Inferno Maw, then she pulled up a chair, and sat beside both of them, saying, “I understand we’re talking about magical teaching?”

Raingorl said, “I suppose we are.”

“Fantastic!” Aisha said to the both of them, “I have already spoken to Erick because I thought this would happen soon, and now that we’re here, we have leave to come to some sort of arrangement where you, Raingorl, officially become the ‘High Chancellor’ of Candlepoint Arcanaeum, where you teach all knowledge, both mundane and magical, but where I have leave to deny certain subjects be taught. If those subjects and students do need to be taught —if only to prevent them from killing themselves— those students will be directed through the normal apprentice system. My office of Magic will be doing all of that apprentice system.” She asked Raingorl, “If this is okay with you?”

Raingorl was stunned. But only for a moment. “Yes. This is acceptable.”

That was…

Exactly what he wanted!

Inferno Maw had been worried, but now he grinned a little in decided pleasure. “A wonderful adjustment. In light of this new happenstance, I have about a hundred new things to discuss, if you are both amenable?”

Aisha nodded. “I have 4 hours scheduled for this. I feel it might be enough.”

Raingorl said, “Let us proceed.”

Inferno Maw began, “Let us restart this conversation, with a discussion of Elements to be taught. Let us start with Fae, Mystical, and Carnage; specifically.”

Aisha frowned a little. “Yes. Yes. Yes. I’m fine with taking these sorts of students and teaching the advanced forms of this magic, but I suggest that Raingorl leaves them out of the normal curriculum.”

Inferno Maw perked up. “Really? This is counter to the normal direction of the Arcanaeum Consortium. Usually Kirginatharp needs to personally clear when those magics are allowed to be taught.”

“Our King has widely displayed Fae Magic to all, for every single person he granted new life to was held in a [Fairy Stronghold] for a day. And then there’s Weald; everyone there knows what Fae Magic is, and that the Bands of Intent on Fae Magic are getting relaxed in a few years.” Aisha said, “And Erick wants everyone to learn all the magic they want to learn. Mind you, I know this will come back to slap him some day, but he wants to do it, and he will be personally cleaning up any messes made by his new world order.”

Inferno Maw’s eyes went a little wide.

Raingorl easily said, “I’m still not going to teach Fae or Mystical, but Carnage is acceptable to add to the list of accepted Elements.”

Inferno Maw moved on, “I assume that Benevolence will be taught by Aisha?”

“Probably people I tap for the job, but yes.” Aisha looked to Raingorl. “Yes?”

Raingorl agreed.

They moved on.

It was a productive conversation.

And now… Raingorl was the Head Chancellor of Candlepoint University and Arcanaeum—

Well. They’d have to get official accreditation on that last one before Raingorl started calling the mishmash of buildings he had an ‘arcanaeum’. That accreditation would be a canyon and a half to cross, but Raingorl felt he had wings.

He could cross that canyon, and with speed.







- - - -







Zolan had four staff members looking over some resumes from some new hires, while he was conducting an interview with a man who might form the backbone of a ‘Greater Candlepoint Sewermaster’s Alliance’, as they had over in Songli. Soon, Zolan dismissed the man, but ticked his resume as a possible hire. That particular applicant was a new Benevolence dragon who was moving on with his life, but he was not the ‘Al’ person who Zolan had known that Erick had transformed first.

‘Al’ was still in Spur, pretending to be a normal person, according to Zolan’s various informants.

… Zolan would have preferred Al for this sewermaster position, truly. But it was not meant to happen.







- - - -







Volaro ordained the introduction of ten new judges in the wake of the Dragon Exodus, and the creation of Weald.

He still had reservations of some of the new people from Gambler’s Rest, but they were all qualified from their previous lives. Those people from Gambler’s Rest might even become some of the best judges in this land, for this land was to have only one set of laws. Because of that, it was every judge’s duty to ensure that that set of laws was upheld fairly across all peoples.

That last part was tripping up a lot of the new arrivals not from Gambler’s Rest; the nobles who expected better treatment than anyone else.

Normally, Volaro would have made arrangements to keep those people happy, for most of those people were from Ar’Cosmos, but he was too busy to ensure such preferential treatment, and it was rather nice to simply look at the law and decide that if a commoner was fined 10 gold for stealing from the market, then a former noble would be charged the same. Such an act won him no friends among the formerly powerful, but that was just it. They were formerly powerful.

Volaro liked not having to suck up to them.

… Gambler’s Rest’s people were perhaps too happy with that particular decree of ‘the same law for everyone’, so Volaro let them remain at their own lands, for now, though he did pluck two of those people and put them in the main court, in Candlepoint. He needed help getting through all these cases made by the mad rush of refugees, after all.

Volaro hired a bunch of new inspectors, too. The judges were just for when the inspectors decried a new building and the creator of that building was not willing to budge.

‘What do you mean the stone walls on our 3 story house need to be at least 30 centimeters thick! I never did it that way back in the islands!’

Well, sir, you got exceedingly lucky back on the islands— Oh wait! Aren’t you a refugee from there, and your entire city was destroyed by crashing waves? Oh? Yes? I’m right about that, eh? I wonder why that happened to you? I wonder why your house and entire city fell to some simple waves.

Volaro didn’t say all that himself, to anyone. But one of the new judges had said that. Volaro liked that judge rather much because of that, though he would need to rein in that fiery young lady’s tendencies if she overstepped clear lawful lines.

But there had already been a few buildings that fell apart on their own, nearly killing the inhabitants, so some righteous anger in the courtroom was warranted.







- - - -







Quilatalap had seen quite a few [Reincarnation]s and [Blessing of Draconic Benevolence]s over the last few days, but only when he specifically asked Erick if he could watch. That man may have been a dragon and a Wizard, but he acted like a common civil servant on a deadly deadline, every single day; always something happening, and never enough time to relax. There was something admirable about that, but Quilatalap preferred a quieter existence. As for his own magical efforts in his quiet existence, he still had his bean-growing experiment going on, maintained by a little automatic skeleton magic, but he only checked on that when he wasn’t putting together all the rest of his life.

Erick had given him three buildings for his own use.

The first was his new home on Yggdrasil, which was quite nice. Well protected. Quilatalap couldn’t fault any of Erick’s spellwork, or any of his runic webs, and Quilatalap even had some really nice views of the Gate District from his porch. The nature of the house did disclose that Erick had probably seen Quilatalap’s similar home in Ar’Kendrithyst, back during Last Shadow’s Feast, or at least the one he allowed people to find. This was a little awkward since Quilatalap did not actually like that house.

When Quilatalap got a moment to ask Erick about where he got the design for the house, Erick said he had copied his own house, and then he asked if Quilatalap would have rather a cottage like the one he let Erick stay in with him, during Last Shadow’s Feast. Quilatalap would have actually preferred that, and so, Erick transformed the house the next chance he got. He even installed a little runic [Renew] station so Quilatalap could keep the house strong on his own, which was rather thoughtful; Erick had just forgotten to do that the first time.

But really, Quilatalap felt that Erick was probably just getting more comfortable with him.

The second building was a workshop like Erick’s own, inside another [Fairy Stronghold], but outside of any other district. It was a space for him to practice whatever he wanted. Quilatalap didn’t use that one much, but he appreciated the thought.

Mostly, Quilatalap was in the library. The public portion of the library was in the designated-Shade tower, occupying about four empty floors at the top. That public space was completely empty, too, but that was because Quilatalap was expected to fill it with whatever he felt like. Erick suggested ‘good books’, and then rattled off most of the books in his own library. They were all magic books.

And so, since Quilatalap thought Erick was heavily lacking in a great lot of basic magic books, that became Quilatalap’s first goal in setting up that space. Just the basic magic books, though. All the more devious ones would go into the private part of the library, which was maintained in a smaller [Fairy Stronghold] that was, once again, on Yggdrasil’s branches.

No one was allowed in Quilatalap’s library, by his own personal decree, by Erick’s decree, and by great big signs on the doors, but by the gods above, did people try. Mostly they tried to ask Quilatalap questions. Thankfully, he only had to repeat his Erick-given words that he was not teaching anyone anything, for any reason whatsoever, until they got clearance from all Overseers, and Erick himself. Only then, would Quilatalap even consider teaching the person.

And maybe not even then.

It was a rather moot point, anyway. Good luck with getting Aisha of Archmage’s Rest to approve of anyone. Ha!

Those people who kept attempting to talk to him got a [Nightmare Curse]. It would wear off in a few days, but those people were never able to look Quilatalap in the eyes ever again and they usually ran away screaming, so that was fine.

Goldie was a resident of the tower. Quilatalap did not try to shoo her away at all.

Goldie even offered to go on book-finding missions for him since she wasn’t doing much of anything else these days, except for the occasional guarding of Erick. Quilatalap was pretty sure she was lying (and vastly underselling) how much she did around here, but he wasn’t going to pry. He did ask her to stick around whenever she felt like it, though, because when she was around and visible, no one else was around. Quilatalap was not a hermit, but he also didn’t want people bothering him all the time, asking questions that he wasn’t allowed (nor did he want) to answer.

He was happy to talk to Erick, though.

He was happy to hear that Zenipeq had retaken Frostflower. She had been welcomed back in half-open arms, and then someone from Death Throne had tried to kill her through a good ten intermediaries, but she dealt with that rather handily.

On the sixth day after Erick started Benevolencing dragons, Erick asked if Quilatalap wanted to meet for some magic talk the next day. Quilatalap happily agreed. Unexpected, though, was the location of the meeting. Quilatalap never let anyone in his real workshops…

But Erick was different, he supposed.

Quilatalap strode down the center of a large warehouse space, high atop Yggdrasil’s boughs. He was in Erick’s real workshop. His surprise could not be hidden. Large stone boxes filled with dragon parts lined one side of the building. Raw metal goods sat on the other side; thousands upon thousands of tons of iron and steel and rarer metals, too. A whole block of platinum. A stack of gold bricks. Ingots upon ingots of silver. Almost all of those rarer metals were prismatically imbued, too. Quilatalap was having a hard time deciding which trinkets were more expensive than the rest. He was partial to the bones and scales, though, for obvious reasons.

They could be turned into quite a lot of fun things.

As though he was reading Quilatalap’s mind, though Quilatalap knew he wasn’t, Erick said, “You want some of those bones and scales and such? I have no idea what to do with them all, but I saw you eyeing them during those Benevolences. Or we could talk about what they’re actually good for, and we can make something with them together? Any sort of magical talking or doing is great, though; I just need a break. The kingdom is great! But I still want to do magic for as long as I— Well. I will probably have to have this conversation under a [Hasted Shelter] if we want to spend any actual time here sharing secrets.”

Quilatalap continued to walk down the center of the warehouse of fantasies, his mind abuzz with ideas. He turned a bit to Erick, looking down at a man who was only as small as he was because he wanted to be; like most dragons. And Wizards. And kings, too, sometimes.

Quilatalap asked, “Got anything you want to know, specifically? Because I sure got a list of my own.”

Erick smiled. “I do! [True Resurrection]. Why is yours real and Messalina’s is not?”

Quilatalap nodded, then breathed in and out to give himself some time to think. And then he decided to just speak openly. “This is a complicated problem, that is not really that complicated at all. Do you know what happens to people after they die? Give me the long version that you know.”

“Sure.” Erick said, “Upon true death, when the heart stops beating and the brain stops firing, or when the core or rad is fully broken and unable to be remade, the soul sometimes leaves the body/core in a transposing sort of manner, not unlike a [Teleport], but not completely the same, either. In this, the most normal of ways for people to die, the soul has moved on to wherever the person had planned to and prepared for during their life.

“When a devotee of Atunir dies, their soul moves to the Golden Fields and Evergreen Orchards or similarly named place. There, they live out their days in bliss and harmony with Atunir, occasionally coming back to the world to empower the divine magics of Atunir; to spread Field and Fertility to her other parishioners.

“But most souls are not devoted to certain gods at all. Like animal souls and plant souls and monster souls. When these things die, they evaporate into their local manasphere as something akin to mana, but not really that at all. If one looks really hard with a mana sense, they can see souls in the very air itself, but usually only around great places of death, or where the mana swirls most solidly. In these locations, soul-stuff —not the original soul at all— can come back together and form naturally-rising undead, or elementals.

“Outside of specific gods, though, at the time of death of most thinking things —for those who have chosen not to move in any particular way— Phagar appears and offers choices, mainly two. A choice for an end to suffering; The End. A choice to attempt to move into the realm of a specific god; a path fraught with danger, but also one last chance at existence. There are other choices, like forgoing Phagar altogether and trying to piece oneself back out of the manasphere, but as far as I know the church tries to discourage this, though it is one of the ways to come back from the dead. Thinking undead sometimes come back to ‘life’ in this way, but they’re never who they were in life.” Erick thought for a second, then said, “I think that is… Most of it. Yeah.”

Quilatalap nodded. “That’s all basically correct.” He looked around, then said, “Let’s have a [Hasted Shelter] and a Privacy.”

In five short seconds Erick weaved magic like a true master, and Quilatalap sat across from a nice little table filled with tiny treats; cookies, a part of a cake, Erick’s coffee invention, and also his ‘soda water’ invention. Quilatalap smiled at the quick spread and made himself a cup of coffee, then took a slice of cake.

It was wonderful.

Halfway through his confection Quilatalap set down the cake, smiling a little bit, and said, “This is really good. You’ve got some good Cooks in the House, Erick.”

Erick chuckled a little, saying, “Yeah. I do. I haven’t had much opportunity to actually eat at Slipstream’s Saucery, but I order takeout all the time. Atalle says I have an open invitation whenever I want to show up and get a proper dinner, though.”

“If you’re looking for a reason to relax, I’d be up for a nice dinner. I haven’t eaten at a place like that in a long time.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Uh… Yes.”

Quilatalap smiled a little bit. “Good! I’ll hold you to it!

“Now about [True Resurrection] and [Resurrection] and all of that: Now you got everything basically correct about the degradation of a soul upon death. There are a few specific edge cases that need to be discussed, though. Like with angels and demons.

“When a person dies and they’re headed that way, they are transposed to Hell or Celes, and then, depending on if they were contracted with an archdemon, in the case of the incani, or pledged to the Celestial Host, for anyone choosing to be angelic, they get turned into a low level demon or angel. In these cases they keep their minds… Mostly. It’s sort of like your Benevolencing, actually. When a soul manifests up there their soul shifts in those directions; either Vile or Exalted.

“They’re still actually souls, though. When they’re up there on those moons, they are nothing but soulstuff in a world very similar to how the Old Cosmology used to be; malleable.

“I mention the angels and demons because they’re the easiest ones to bring back to ‘life’. The process for doing so is the same for both demons and angels, so I’ll focus on demons and you can extrapolate for the angels. When you cast a Vile ritual, calling out to Hell, you are attuning a part of space for any demon at all to step through. When they do step through that Rift-like pseudo-space, they transform the Elemental Vile into their own Demonic flavor, creating a body for themselves in the process. Their body will take from the ritual what it needs to make itself, so if you use a small ritual, you should only expect small demons. If you used a very large ritual, you could get a larger demon, or a bunch of smaller ones.

“This is the easiest way to summon a demon, though you never know what demon you’re going to get.

“If you attempt to summon a specific Demon, using an Elemental Demonic ritual, they could step through the space, or not. They are not compelled. You can do a compelling ritual, but you shouldn’t… Though you can form contracts with demons and they agree to be your slave for the duration of the ritual. This carries all the inherent risks of making a slave, though, so you’ll get the Slave Quest issued against you— Ehhh. We don’t need to go into that. Anyway. Elemental Demonic rituals can fail. You might have just wasted your mana, your time, and depending on the nature of the ritual, a whole lot of money.

“But the summoning of demons and angels is rather easy, because the souls have already done about 75% of the work for you.

“And now we get into the [Resurrection] ‘debate’. There are many facts to consider here, but I’ll give an overview, and you can tell me what you think.”

“Souls that actually move on to their true afterlife with a god cannot be brought back.

“Souls that become demons or angels or sapient undead can be brought back to life, in those forms. Not in their original forms.

“[Resurrection] is capable of bringing a dead thing back to a life, no matter where the original person went.

“[True Resurrection] does not work on those who have moved onto their true afterlife. It does not work on those who have transformed into angels or demons or sapient undead. It only works if the dead person has only been dead for a short while… Which can vary depending on many different factors. [Soul Stasis] magic is important for a [True Resurrection] to work properly. Otherwise you could just end up with a [Resurrection].” Quilatalap finished with, “And yes, it could be that you cast [True Resurrection], but the effect of a spell like that varies depending on many factors well outside of the casting of the spell itself.”

Quilatalap went back to eating his cake while he watched Erick digest all of that. The man was really quite cute when he was deep in th—

Quilatalap stopped.

His previous words came to him. ‘If you’re looking for a reason to relax, I’d be up for a nice dinner.’

He had asked Erick out on a date, hadn’t he?

And then Erick had said yes.

Rather quickly, too.

Quilatalap considered this. This was… this was fine. Yes. This was fine. Great, even! Or maybe it wouldn’t be, and that would be fine, too. Erick didn’t seem like the sore-lover sort of type. He had had that fling with that guy in the grasslands, right? And then moved on? Quilatalap had done that, too, here and there sometimes. So yeah. This was fine.

Quilatalap went back to eating his cake. He had moved on to the cookies before Erick was ready to speak again.

Erick said, “So reconstructing a soul, forcibly, through [Resurrection] and some sort of manasphere imprint of the body, does not actually bring back the original person, unless that original soul is already fully there. So [Resurrection] gathers soul stuff from the manasphere to make up the difference?

“My instinct is to say that you can use Time Magic to properly reconstruct any soul that has moved on, but then you would need to be in the location of that soul’s death, to reverse it back to a proper point in time when the soul was existent, and then freeze it in time, and bring that past death to your current time...

“Or, you could do some more extensive Time and Spatial magic to ‘gather that soul’ into whatever location you chose. You’d need clearance from Phagar to do that sort of magic, though.

“So if you didn’t have clearance from Phagar, then he would stop you from doing that Time Magic, and you would need to use extensive soul-preservation magic and it would need to be cast, preferably, before the person died… Oh. I know the difference.” Erick looked up to Quilatalap. “You have clearance from Phagar. Messalina does not.”

How does he do that!

“Once again, you astound me, Erick, and in so many ways!” Quilatalap smiled wide, laughing a bit. “Yes. That is the exact difference. I have clearance from Phagar for Time Magic, and Messalina does not.”

“But she has the [True Resurrection] spell?” Erick asked, flabbergasted. “I have not seen it myself but everyone else says she does?”

Quilatalap nodded. “Now this is a bit more tricky. Here.” He handed off a pair of blue boxes. They both read almost exactly the same. “First one is mine. Second is hers. Only difference is mana costs.”










	
True Resurrection, instant, known target, 10,000 mana

Bring a known target back to life.

















	
True Resurrection, instant, known target, 25,000 mana

Bring a known target back to life.














“They’re nothing special as far as boxes go,” Quilatalap said, as Erick read, blinked a bit, and then dismissed the boxes. “Messalina got her [True Resurrection] through extensive Spatial Magic and Sight magic and Soul Magic beyond the norm. I got mine through normal Soul Magics and Time Magic. Messalina’s version does work. Most of the time. Don’t go thinking it doesn’t. She simply went through a lot more fields of magic to get there. But, by going through all those extra fields, things get muddy.

“I’ll give you an example:

“I built a solid road of steel across a canyon between life and death. Direct. Simple. Disembodied souls are very, very dumb, almost all the time, but I built lights and rails and the road is a kilometer wide. There’s even a gradient, so the soul will sometimes simply ‘slide into life’. If the soul is on the other side, it will come through. It is very hard for a disembodied, free soul to fail to cross that road.

“Messalina had no steel, or lights, or even designs for railings, but she had a lot of wood. She did what she could. She probably could have gotten a better version of her magic if she was at all personable with Phagar, but Messalina’s Truth is one of No End, and… Ah. Whoops. Listen to me. Giving away the Truths of others. If you could ignore that it would be nice.” Quilatalap waved himself away, saying, “I’m not giving Messalina nearly enough credit, but you get what I’m saying, right?”

Erick sat there for a moment. “… How do you know if the soul you put in the body is the one that is supposed to be there?” He rapidly added, “I mean. How does someone else check to see that the proper soul is in the proper body? Oceanside was doing a lot of that with my [Reincarnation], and I think I am starting to see the shape of what some of their tests could have been.”

Quilatalap had to laugh again. “Ah! Erick! I’m not sure which is more impressive. That you plowed ahead into the deepest possible part of the mana ocean without really understanding what was down there, and you survived, or the fact that you’re absolutely thriving all the way down here.”

Erick blushed a little bit. “I have a different skill set than most people… Probably.”

“You very much do, for Wizardry can explain a lot but not nearly this much.” Quilatalap grinned, saying, “I’ll go over all of it, for this is a very complicated thing that cannot be broken down into a spell formula of any sort. It’s more like a grand checklist, and some peoples’ checklists are larger than others’, because they can see and test more. Feel free to interrupt whenever.

“Let’s start at the easy level; the Status and the name therein. Not foolproof. Your own [Reincarnation] sometimes changes the name of the person. Most people failing to cast a proper [Resurrection] will have changed the name of the resurrected.

“The whole rest of the Status could and should be roughly the same, too. Same spells in their person. Same Stats. Etcetera. Not foolproof at all, because you can change a lot of this with your own magic.

“The presence or absence of godly magic is a big indication if the person is the same, or not. Your [Reincarnation] purposefully gets rid of this, though, so the people of Oceanside had to look deeper.

“The next easiest level is dependent on if you have a Mind Mage present who is willing to do a [Deep Scan] or other similar spell on the person. You can do it yourself if you feel confident, but an accredited and competent Mind Mage can usually do this a whole lot better than you. What they look for is memories pasted on top of other memories. Most false [Resurrection]s fail this step. 85% of them by my estimations, but I could be wildly off there; I don’t keep up on most world news.

“I’ve learned enough Mind Magic to be able to test [Resurrection]s, to see if they’re real or not. That 85% number is mostly from my own investigations.

“Your [Reincarnation] passes all these tests 100%. The people that go into that spell are the exact same people who come out… Mentally, anyway. They often get pointed in a new mental direction by the time your spell finishes, but that’s how it is with extensive soul and body magic.

“And then you have the esoteric methods.

“Specialized [Witness]es to peer into a soul’s past, to see if that soul was created wholly from the mana, or from the person that used to be there, or if the soul therein is the exact same as it used to be, but in a living body… Or undead body. You know.

“Asking Rozeta for a [Deep Scan] to check. She’ll do it if everyone agrees and you pay the grand rad cost. That’s expensive, though, so most people don’t do that. Also, her judgments run a bit harsh, and final. She’ll give you a ‘yes’ if the soul is 100% the original. You’ll get a ‘no’ even if you got 95% correct. Now that is where this whole ‘debate’ truly started, because even I can only hit 100% when the person has died in the last hour, and they’re still physically near where they died.

“I do not agree with Rozeta’s criteria for ‘real’ or ‘fake’. No rational person does, because the soul is always in flux. The soul you are at age 10 is not the soul you are at age 20. You’re already 100% replaced by then! This shifting soul phenomenon is also responsible for why much of Quintlan is seen as ‘evil undead’. But that’s a different conversation.

“And then you got the other gods. If the soul prayed to any particular god, you can ask that god to check if they got the soul in their domain, or not. If they do, then the person on the ground is an impostor.” Quilatalap said, “There’s more, but I could talk about that all night long. How would you rather like to try some real necromancy yourself? You might be good at it!”

Quilatalap could tell Erick was thinking about ten thousand things all at once, and it was quite adorable, because he knew that Erick would come out of those thoughts with a bunch of correct ideas. Or at least mostly correct. He truly was a delight to teach.

And then Erick said, “I do want to learn necromancy, but maybe in a year or three. I actually have another, different question. Do you have a way to test the soul strength of a person? I’d like to know how susceptible I am to the truly dangerous magics out there.”

“Ah! I have a spell for this exact thing. It won’t do any lasting damage, but if you can feel it at all then your defenses are too weak. Here.”

Quilatalap threw a [Soul Testing Bolt] at Erick, right to the chest.

And it splatted like so much nothing.

Erick looked down at his chest. “Huh.” And then he looked back up at Quilatalap. “Okay. Yup. Nothing.”

“Good!” Quilatalap said, “If your defense were weak at all you would have taken about 10,000 False damage, or something like that. That’s the normal range for dragons and other such types. You wanna learn that spell, too?”

Quilatalap felt his own soul resonate.

He wanted to teach, too!

This was fun.

Erick grinned, his eyes glancing to Quilatalap’s soul, and then back to his face. “I think I do— Ah. Yeah. I do.” Erick blinked a bit, adding, “But. Uh. You want to know more about [Reincarnation]? I would prefer you learn that before I go around learning more soul magic.”

“I do! Absolutely.” Quilatalap asked, “I do have some starting places, if you’d be okay with answering those questions?”

“Sure? Where do you want to start?”

“Your [Baleful Polymorph] is amazing! You’re obviously using Benevolence to guide all the changes in that spell, but you have a deep understanding of living biological markers that rivals almost everyone—” Quilatalap corrected himself, “—that does rival everyone I have ever met. I’ve met a few odd mages here and there who might know what you know, but whatever they did know was lost to time, and death.”

Erick got a sudden far-off look in his face. His white eyes sparkled a bit, and then he came back.

… Quilatalap was briefly concerned, as Erick stared into Quilatalap’s entire being—

Briefly, Quilatalap was under the Focus of Time Itself.

It was not a truly uncomfortable situation, for Quilatalap knew what he was about, and he had experienced this sort of thing before, during other Grand Prognostication Events. Usually a person needed a whole entire ritual to do a GPE, but Erick was different. Benevolence was all about prognosticating terrible events, too, so…

Hmm.

Would it be a bad idea for Erick to teach him something?

Quilatalap was suddenly not so sure of himself—

“Okay. I’ll teach you.” Erick said, “This is all going to get out in 50 years, or something, as soon as proper microscopes and other such things are invented. I would ask you not to actually use microscopes or whatnot, when you go investigating what I am about to tell you, because I’m pretty sure if people see those sitting around you, and then you go ahead and start whipping out truly world-changing magics then—”

“Hold on,” Quilatalap said, “I have suddenly decided I don’t want to know. I’m not taking that responsibility.”

Erick looked at him, saying, “I think you should know, though. Just… don’t go spreading it around?”

“… I’ll think about that. I have different questions anyway. The Blood Magic stuff was only the most pressing, largest puzzle piece I was missing. I can figure it out on my own, and if I can’t, 50 years is nothing.” Quilatalap said, “I’d also like to know how your [Reincarnation] got put together, though.”

“Ah. That’s easier. So it starts with [Renew]…”







- - - -







In a space that was not truly real, Nameless One asked the question that had brought them all together, time and time again, “How do you fight an enemy that knows you are coming, from every direction you approach?”

Nameless Four said, “I am rather more convinced that you can’t. We tried three smaller ways to lure out the Unnamed’s capabilities, and all three attempts were [Scan]ed out long before they got anywhere near him.”

Nameless Seven said, “I am retracting my support.”

Seven vanished from the space as though they were never there.

Seven was never the most stalwart of them, anyway. Their loss was great, but the weak-willed might as well be culled now.

Nameless Nine said, “There is only one way to ‘win’ against him, and that is to wait for him to fall.”

“Won’t happen,” said Nameless Two. “Except… We could overwork him to death? Literally pile every problem on top of him until he is crushed by the weight of it all.”

A small chuckle filtered through the room.

Nameless Two did not chuckle. They said, “I’m not exactly joking. He wants to be a king of the world, so make him one. It’s not like any of us would lose personal power, though we would have to make reforms here and there.”

“… We’ll call that Plan Finale.” Nameless One said, “But on a more serious note—”

“Hold on a fucking second,” said Nameless Four. “Nameless Two is talking about treason to the group— Oh shi—”

Nameless Four vanished from the group.

Nameless Nine vanished soon after.

Nameless One, Two, Three, Five, Six, and Eight, remained.

And that was it.

… No one spoke.

And then Nameless One said to Nameless Two, “Fucking hell, Office of the Overseer minion, whoever the fuck you are; you ruined this for us.”

Overseer Minion shot back, “Screw you. As soon as Seven left like that this group was dead in the abyss, Bluite Geode minion. Not sure who you are either but I narrowed it down pretty far!”

Nameless one —Bluite Geode— sputtered, “I’m not from Bluite—”

“Oh yes you are,” said Nameless Five, “I’m from Songli and I’ve been tracking everyone here for a while now, trying to uncover all of you, and all the ones who left are definitely part of the actual problem. So this group doesn’t matter anymore.” They pointed, and named people, “Three is from Treehome. Six is from Dead Tide. Eight is from Eidolon. You, Eight, might actually be one of the Rockys, of Archmage Tenebrae’s creation.”

Eight laughed. “Yeah, I am. Obsidia, actually, and fucking hell! Is this group half-infiltrated— Over half-infiltrated already? Well shit!”

Six, from Dead Tide, said, “Let’s all meet at Candlepoint and put together our notes? I would like to find out who left us and track them down before they can regroup into another possible problem.”

Overseer Minion said, “Let’s meet in the House itself. I’ll have a room prepared. Ask the woman at the front desk for the Office of the Nameless Minion.”

Nameless Three, Treehome, said, “How about we talk here?”

Obsidia said, “I would rather us not talk in a compromised space. I will agree to meet at House Benevolence. See you soon.”

Obsidia left. Bluite followed, and then the whole space emptied.

And then Nameless Ten, the invisible one, looked upon the empty space, and departed. He didn’t think they were that well infiltrated. Maybe two or three operatives. But six! Crazy. Well, whatever. Nameless Ten’s own plans were still in motion—

Well.

‘Plans’.

More like ‘opportunistic strikes’ that could happen if—

Bright white eyes opened up in the Dark.

Nameless Ten fled, chased away by horrible, horrible laughter.
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                Before Erick knew it there was a single week left till the end of the year, then came Shadow’s Feast, and then the week-long Triumph of Light celebration afterward. He had not actually been planning much for any of that, but now that the hour was near, just like with last year and Last Shadow’s Feast, Erick got a wake-up-call telling him it was time to prepare.

That call had come in the form of a letter from a person Erick hadn’t thought about at all in recent months.

While sitting at his desk, Erick read the letter again.

- -

Dearest Fire of the Age, Erick Flatt, Wizard and Dragon of Benevolence,

GREETINGS!

It has been a whole year since I saw you directly! And yes, that does mean that I have been spying sometimes, as a concerned citizen of the world sometimes does when Wizards start walking around openly and honestly. You should know that I still have your fun little [Blessing of Minor Truth] active. I am looking forward to telling you all about what I’ve been doing this last year when I next see you in person! For we will be meeting again for this year’s Shadow’s Feast, will we not? Surely we will!

Since you are hosting the Feast this time.

I look forward to your opening song to the Dark, for My God has mentioned that once or twice or a hundred times— it is how it is with ancient gods and finding something they truly look forward to, you know.

But after that opening magics, there will have to be planned festivities and honors and such and such! I cannot wait to see what you come up with, for it is your year to plan and produce the whole thing! Goldie and Quilatalap are there to help you if you need help, and surely you will, but I will be showing up a day before the event and I suspect all the rest of us will be showing up a day before, too! They’ve all got triumphs to share with you, themselves, but I’ve kept tabs on them, so I can share a little bit right now.

Lapis, Shade of Enchantment. Ensuring the Quiet War remains as silent as it can be.

Farix, Shade of Education. Ensuring the safety and prosperity of the Brightwater refugees.

Treant, Shade of Forest. Cultivating the wild spaces to reduce danger and increase life.

Queen, Shade of Empire. Bringing Songli back from devastation, and more.

Hollowsaur, Shade of Life. Dismantling and reforming problematic species into beneficial things.

And of course you know of Goldie, Shade of Counter-Assassination.

And then there is me!

I look forward to seeing you again, Erick.

-Love, Fallopolis, Shade of Civilization, Culler of Corruption

- -

Erick looked up from his desk at the person who had given him the letter. “So… Goldie? Got any ideas for the party?”

Goldie stood on the other side of Erick’s desk, wearing her customary black leathers, with her customary black plank of a sword hovering at her back. She was at rest-stance, though that was rather normal. She was always as prim and proper as could be when she was around Erick in any sort of official capacity, and this was one of those times.

Instead of confirming that Erick would, in fact, be accepting the duty of hosting Shadow’s Feast himself, Goldie easily rattled off, “It will take place in the main tower of House Benevolence. You will cast your Time Magic in a large enough way to envelop this entire space, which will require you to make something new. Over the course of 1 night, we should have at least 48 hours of time in which to lay out all the accomplishments of everyone.

“The only people present from your side should be those you deem worthy of telling their exploits to others, and who you trust to hear the exploits of everyone else, and who you do not mind learning certain secrets that you have kept hidden for a long time. I have suggestions on that front, but I would not feel comfortable clouding your judgments with those personnel suggestions, so I will not give those.

“You will supply dishes and drink enough for everyone to consume to their core’s content—”

She stopped.

Because Fairy Moon stepped out of the open air to the side. The not-young-woman-at-all wore her usual pink and green dress, with a white corset. Her heterochromatic pink and green eyes sparkled, as she smiled, asking, “I wish to be welcomed for this feast.”

… It seemed things were moving fast in his life again.

Erick considered Fairy Moon’s request/order, and paused in his response so that Fairy Moon knew that he was truly considering it. The fae gained a small smile.

And then Erick asked, “Can I talk you out of this request?”

Fairy Moon frowned. “You could, but you could also not. Ask instead for agreements of secrecy sealed, and gain gifts of Ar’Cosmos catering and care instead.”

Goldie said nothing. She gave a light look at Fairy Moon, but Erick could tell nothing of how she felt— Ah. Goldie had shifted to shadow a small amount, and was perfectly controlling her countenance…

And with that particular thought, Erick gained some insight into his first of several open-ended requests.

Erick leveled at Fairy Moon, “You and whoever you bring will see things they were never meant to see. Things which could destroy the world if they got out. Therefore, you will remain silent about the secrets you spy— And you will stop infecting everything with your Fae Magic. And! These words are not to be lawyered out of. They are general wishes of goodwill desired from you, about all things. The closer you adhere to the spirit of this sentencing, then the better off I will be, and you will be, and all of everything we are doing here will go better, and what you are doing in Ar’Cosmos, will be better. You will be as a perfect guest. You will not influence anything in any untoward manner, unless that untowardness is required for the good of all of everyone.” He added, “And you’ll bring food and drink of all sorts, and… At most one or three more guests who will agree to the same.”

Fairy Moon listened to all of Erick’s words, and then instantly said, “I agree.”

Erick looked at her.

Fairy Moon smiled a little bit. “I agree! What more do you want?”

Erick said, “There’s going to be a small amount of my great big secrets revealed, even though I don’t want them revealed. The Shades already know them, but as far as I can tell they didn’t tell anyone, so the only real problem here is you and whoever you bring.”

Erick was talking about a lot of secrets, but the major ones were his possession of [Duplicate] and also that his real form looked like a small Melemizargo—

… His real form? What the fuck was that thought?

Erick ignored that thought for now.

“I can cast some compelling curses to keep your secrets as secure as the secrets of Ar’Cosmos, so that you will be able to announce those secrets to your people at the party, and then retract those secrets at the end.” Fairy Moon smiled, saying, “I would maintain those mysteries myself, but I am also great at keeping confidence when charged with that call. It would be as though the party happened in a dream for all other people.”

Goldie spoke up, “There will be none of that at the party. Melemizargo is about open honesty, and that secrets once given cannot be taken. If you cannot trust someone not to spill your secrets, Lord Flatt, then you should forbid them from the festivities.” Goldie winced a bit there at the end, for she was speaking in alliteration. With bright white eyes, she glared at Fairy Moon. “Do not.”

Fairy Moon almost responded—

But Erick made his words final as he spoke, “We will not be doing fae seals on the party. If you cannot trust your plus-1, 2, or 3, then you cannot bring them. If I cannot trust you, then…” Erick simply looked at Fairy Moon. “I want to trust you. Don’t screw this up. Don’t let others screw this up, either. You are an ally to me, so act like it more, please.”

Fairy Moon simply nodded. “I am aware I am in-the-hole with you. I will make it up to you this Shadow’s Feast, and you will know me for who I wish to be. I will ensure Bright Smile is on her best behavior, too, for she will be my plus-1, and there will be no others.”

“… Okay. That’s fine. I look forward to hearing the truth of what is going on in Ar’Cosmos in a friendly manner and from Bright Smile herself. Also, I do not appreciate you listening in to conversations that were clearly not about you. I did not say your name at all. You were not invited into this conversation.”

Fairy Moon smiled a little, and then vanished, her voice trailing away on the air, “See you soon!”

Erick ignored Fairy Moon, who was probably still in the room with them, and turned to Goldie. “As you were saying?”

Goldie turned away from where Fairy Moon was, then said, “Guest list. Guest quarters. Guest food and drink and comfort and security. Slotted time for the Shades to speak— Fairy Moon. Leave please.”

Something ephemeral left the room.

Erick held up a hand and flashed a Privacy through the space, dismissing it as soon as it was cast, using it as a manasphere cleanser. And then he flicked a [Cleanse] through the space to be sure. Thick air spilled away from Goldie and from all the rest of the space, but not that much, really.

Erick asked Goldie. “Do you have an idea of why she was here like that? This usually doesn’t happen.”

Goldie said, “Worried over the end of the year. Everyone is. Everyone has called last year’s festivities ‘Last Shadow’s Feast’ and we allowed it and encouraged it, but it was never going to be the ‘Last Shadow’s Feast’, for ‘Shadow’s Feast’ has happened every single year for a million years. The nature of that party changed in the New Cosmology, but since the Culling of our Clergy, it is Melemizargo’s hope that the Feast is back to being what it used to be… hopefully.”

“Yeah… Figured it was something like that.” Erick said, “So let’s change the name, then. Start something new.”

Goldie paused, her eyes going a little wide. “Uhh.” And then she recovered. “There are metaphysical reasons it is called ‘Shadow’s Feast’, because it is an honoring to the Dark, yet in such a way that existence can survive that honoring. People cannot survive honoring the Dark directly. So we gift a feast and the Dark takes what He desires, as one does for dragons and gods.”

“How about ‘Shadow’s Triumph’? Less of a connotation of devouring the world. More of an idea of spreading and honoring?” Erick said, “It aligns with the same sort of ideas of the Triumph of Light, too, and this way there is parity on both sides. Maybe the Triumph of Light can change into something less ‘anti-Shadow’ and ‘anti-Dark’ as well. But that’s not up to me. That’s an entire world changing their thoughts.”

Goldie went, “Uhh… You could try it— How about Shadow’s Festival? It’s almost the same?”

Erick nodded. He would try that, too. He could workshop a bunch of names, actually.

“Anyway.” Goldie continued, “There should be time for each Shade to speak, to tell you how they have tried to make the world better. Then there’s the public orgy event, which is always popular but we never got to last time. I believe you spoke about missing the last one because the whole event sort of… fell apart there. But you can certainly make that happen this year. Then there are non-Shade talks that should happen. Quilatalap will be expected to speak on something; he can do whatever he wants though, as he usually does— Ah! Exhibits are necessary and good. Since we’ll have at least two days of a party— more are better— then there should be multiple small parties lined up. You need to do the opening ceremony with the song that Melemizargo desires, then I suggest a party in the beginning, a day of exhibits and speeches, another party which is probably the orgy. Sleep. Another party, more speeches. End of day dismissal.” Goldie said, “Those are my suggestions.”

“… No orgy this year, either. Save it for your own time, or for personal inclinations during the event.”

Goldie nodded.

Erick asked, “Any guest list suggestions?”

“Less is more, in this case. You and a date or three. More dates is a good thing. All the Shades get a plus-1… Maybe 25 people, total? 30? None of your overseers… Except maybe Zolan? Mox, too; she’s incredibly good at her job. They’ll be expected to give small exhibits, at least. Probably no speeches.”

Erick had some ideas about all of that. He rapidly decided, “Those two can probably take the night off for a party. Everyone else will be on high alert. Will you be an assistant coordinator for me? Not sure what that will entail, but I’ll figure it out.”

Goldie stood fractionally straighter. “Absolutely.”

“Good. Then…” Erick said, “Then I’ll put everyone on alert and you can tell me when the other Shades all get here. I’ll greet them, and they can shuffle off into their rooms in the Shade tower...” Erick stood up. “I need to make some new magics.”

Goldie bowed, and then she straightened and vanished.







- - - -







Once Erick was back in his warehouse, and probably alone, he sat down on the ground and had a minor panic.

He was going to host the Shades for a Shadows Feast.

This was really happening. Erick had hoped that Melemizargo would have forgotten about the Feast and no one would ever mention it again, but holy shit. Of course that wasn’t going to happen. Like Goldie had said, this party had been happening every year since the dawn of the Old Cosmology.

And now here he was, expected to host Shades…

Okay.

Erick forced himself to stop panicking, and he was mostly successful.

Erick got up and got to work. First thing he needed to do was combine [Hasted Shelter] with [Renew], making an expandable hasted space, like he had with [Fairy Stronghold]. Easy enough. This was actually a spell Erick had been thinking about a lot, since a lot of dragons were way too large to fit inside his single Shelter, but he had never really had a need to make a larger magic, since, as a dragon, Erick’s range and size of every spell had gotten rather large. He could easily fill a 40-by-40-by-40 meter spherical-ish cube with a single [Hasted Shelter], if he wanted. Too bad the House was a lot larger than that.

And there was no way a Feast could ever fit in a single 40-meter-cubed space.

Erick shook himself out a little, shaking his hands and rolling his shoulders. He did a few small pushups to get the blood flowing, and then he stood and centered himself, briefly closing his eyes.

He opened his eyes.

With a few quick commands, Erick had a few Ophiel surround him. He handed out spellwork to all of them, rapidly bringing a new song to a crescendo of [Renew]ed and expandable Time Magic, and then he cast. A very similar Hasted area filled the space around Erick, but it was different in all the ways that mattered.

He dismissed the spell.

A blue box appeared.










	
Expandable Hasted Shelter, instant, close range, 500 + Variable

Multiply the subjective time of a large area to a variable degree, or expand the area of an existing cast. If one section breaks, the spell will contract, and not fully break. 

Base version is 1 hour of subjective time in 1 minute.

500 points of damage to the barrier will break the effect. Always Restful. Always Cleansing.














Pretty much the same as before, but now it was ‘Expandable’, and Erick had even managed to work in that part about not fully breaking if one section broke.

Which was great!

… But the spell was rather a great deal stronger timewise than it needed to be, if they were only going to do 48 hours of partying in 12 hours of real time. With this, Erick could have 30 days of a party inside a single night.

… Had Tania Webwalker’s ‘hasted shelter’ spell, that covered the entirety of Ar’Kendrithyst, been weaker in strength? No. Obviously not. Obviously it had simply been tuned more for area, and less for density of time. Was Erick’s own spell a problem?

… No. They would have a normal night until midnight, and then Erick could cast [Expandable Hasted Shelter] and seal everyone into the party, rapidly filling the House with this magic. And then, from midnight to 1 am, they could have 60 hours of time to do whatever they wanted. Good. Yes. That… Could work.

He could keep going with this magic, though; add in some Undertow and such—

Oh!

No. He wasn’t going to make this magic drain the people inside in order to keep working longer. That seemed like… A really bad idea. REALLY bad, actually.

But Erick’s stray Undertow thoughts knocked loose some other magic he had been meaning to make for a while. Not a combo of all this other ‘party time enabling magic’, but something far more useful. A generalized Undertow, able to extract mana from donors from one side, and through a [Renew], empower any magics on the other side. He hadn’t actually put that magic together yet, and now was a good time to do so—

As a few Ophiel came together and started to sing, Erick realized that this spell was likely larger than most of the magics he had ever made. He stopped Ophiel’s song. He restarted.

Had to do this right, remaking all of this particular magic from the very beginning, Basic Tier, and he had to write everything down so that future generations could do this magic right, too. After a few false starts with wording, Erick got some paper and wrote down his thoughts… Mostly.







It starts with a set of magic controlled.

A [Renew] laid down to form the base mold.

Then comes Abyss to pull mana and hold

in a [Ward] made of Drain, the mana will fold

into self-made creations; eternal stronghold.

The base form is set, conditions are laid;

take all you’ve made, and now start to braid.

The Abyss plunges far, drawing mana down deep.

Collapsed shadow to star! Light bleeds, it doth creep

In the form of [Renew] laid down at the first

powering self and others, here now, determinant.

It’ll work well now that you’re magically versed

And capable of making power that’s Permanent.







It wasn’t a poem Erick sang to the mana. It was a primer for people, and therefore it was purposefully cryptic.

It was also rather unnecessary, considering the whole point of [Renew] was that anyone could buy that and use that to directly power any other magics out there; that was how Erick had created that magic, after all. But with this Erick could set out a ‘charging station’ for his eventual city-wide runic web, that would eventually be powering all the city…

Oh. He could go a bit further, couldn’t he?

Erick’s grin went wide as he laughed a little, happily aware of what his next spell would look like; what it could do.

He lined up some Ophiel and they sang with him.

Seconds later, a spellform popped into existence.

The base nature of the magic was a blot of cold shadows in the air, and a tiny pinprick of light in the center. It almost looked like Erick’s [Undertow Star], all made of tendrils of shadow and hovering above the ground, but in a much, much smaller form. It was only about a meter across. This spell was only tier 2, as Erick had started from the base creation of his Undertow effect and added [Renew] right at the beginning. This was because he had needed to start over. All his other Undertow spellworks had been much too specialized already, and this was the spellwork he imagined many, many other people would attempt to replicate in the many, many years to come.

The blue box for the spell was taking a while to come through.

So Erick got to experimenting. He had an Ophiel hover near the shadowy tendrils and, almost lazily, the tendrils began to touch Ophiel. This was a subdued version of this spell; not fast acting at all. At least not right away. As glowing lights flowed from Ophiel into the ball of shadows, the light at the center of those shadows began to glow brighter and brighter—

The tendrils released Ophiel; the spell was fully—




	
Node of the Renewing Undertow, instant, super long range, 500 mana + Variable

Conjure a node that you can further direct to Renew spellwork within line of sight of the node. Nodes once linked to other spellwork will continue to Renew that spellwork until told otherwise, or until that spellwork is fully powered.

Ethereal. Permanent. Self-recreating, if part of a network.

10,000 base mana containment. 

10,000 extra mana containment per 500 initial mana invested.














Erick smiled. That was a good blue box.

He summoned another [Node of the Renewing Undertow] a hundred meters away from the first. For a few seconds the two Nodes just hovered where he had placed them. And then, with an easy-to-understand, almost instinctual feeling, he directed the two Nodes to link.

A thin beam of light shot from the mana-filled-Node and struck the shadows of the new Node. Erick had Ophiel move away from the first Node as he watched that first Node pour ethereal power into the second. The first Node dimmed. The second Node brightened.

They rapidly equalized.

This, now, was a runic web, but in spell form.

No need for metal at all—

“Oh!” Erick chuckled a little, then said to Ophiel, “This is probably the supremely easy version of whatever they got going on in Ar’Cosmos with Redflame’s nodes.” Ophiel twittered. Erick nodded, then looked to his Node, saying, “… Maybe I should expand my own Gate Space, too? That space is also called a ‘node’.”

… But where, though?

He only had one Gate Space out there right now. Every single Yggdrasil guarded a main entrance to that singular Gate Space.

Erick needed to double up on Gate Spaces, for sure, just in case something happened to the original. It was only… Hmm. How much did it cost to make a new Gate Space node? Erick brought up the box for [Gate].

Right there in [Gate]’s big blue box, it read, ‘Special Function, Special Cost: Open a gate into <Elemental Benevolence> to a known location OR create a node inside <Elemental Benevolence> to claim a portion of that space as your own gate space.’

Yeah.

The ‘special cost’ was a bit worrying, but he still needed to make at least one backup Gate Space. But where?

… Maybe Rozeta would have a good idea. He needed to ask her about the special cost, and also about this whole ‘Shadow’s Triumph’. Lotta reasons to call her up, actually.

So Erick surrounded himself in a Privacy and then opened his Minor Relevant Entity permissions and wordlessly sent off his magical question, in the form of a prayer.

He got an immediate response.




	
Normally the founding of an expansion to your Gate Space would require the use of your core to create a new node, but you managed to avoid that cost the first time through breaking yourself from the Script temporarily and using your mana to do that. If you can do that again, then I suggest you make several backups. If it doesn’t work, then you will get an Error message. Shouldn’t hurt too badly.

I will work on ensuring that you can reconnect, so don’t worry about that.

If you can do that, then put a Node at each Yggdrasil you have in the world, and somewhere else, too.

But you will likely have to wait until you can make a second core and extract that from your body in order to use it for base materials, before you can make another Gate Space.

All of the most permanent and special forms of magic make use of this type of artifact creation, and Gate Spaces are no exception. 














“… Ah.” Erick said, “Thanks. I suppose I should work on accretion more than I already have, huh.”

 




	
Your original Gate Space is well protected. Anyone seeking to invade would have to go through every single Yggdrasil simultaneously including the one inside the Gate Space itself, incapacitate you at the same time, and then corrupt all of Benevolence itself into their own mana. The list of entities capable of doing that is very, very small, and only really includes me, Melemizargo, and Koyabez, and we’re all invested in ensuring that no harm befalls you in those sorts of ways.

We can’t do much about mortal worries, but there aren’t any of those capable of truly harming your Gate Space, either. Small harms, yes. But harms you can recover from.

As far as accretion, though:

It would be good if you could make extra cores, but since exceeding a certain level of power might kick you off the Script (even with all the extra attachments I have given you, and continue to maintain), I would caution against trying to go too far with accretion.

The Script can account for a lot, Erick, but it can only do so much against a truly powerful Wizard.

I’ll warn you if it looks like you could possibly lose Script access long before you actually do. 














Erick smiled a little. There were worries in that note, but also a lot of hope, and friendly reassurance. “Thanks, Rozeta.” And then he moved on to the meat of the conversation, asking, “Any thoughts on this ‘Shadow’s Triumph’, thing?”

The box took a moment to appear, and begin filling with words.




	
Hopefully nothing untoward will happen, but of course my father would demand an honoring. We had all hoped that he would maybe skip a year or twenty, but of course he would not. We’ll be watching and ready to support your side if you need us, Erick, but what we suspect will happen, if anything, is that nothing will happen and he will lull you and others into a false sense of security.

Anything big might happen long after new worlds are opened.

So play whatever parts you feel you need to play, but don’t fall too deep down into whatever abyss my father makes inviting. 














“Then I’ll proceed as planned. Thank you, Rozeta.”

The blue box bobbed a bit, and then vanished.

Erick canceled the Privacy.

And then he opened a [Gate] to the Yggdrasil over at Songli.

The night was deep in this part of the world, but Yggdrasil was full of light. Erick glanced down at the world below, at the lake waters, and at the Wanzhi River that ran north to south, to the west of the lake. Yggdrasil’s roots, like white dragons, had buried into the lake, cropping up here and there as illuminated white arches, and in and out of the ground, almost like exposed stitching, crashing into the lakeside and expanding far into the river. This location had been rather large for Yggdrasil, back when Erick had originally planted him, but Yggdrasil had ‘outgrown the flowerpot’ sometime in the last few months. House Benevolence and Songli had been in talks to create a Gate Network for a while now, but ever since Erick had decided against marrying Nirzir, those talks had gone rather frosty.

The expansion to the Network should have gone down… there… somewhere.

Erick saw no good place for the Network to go, though. Everything was stitched with glowing white roots. If talks ever properly resumed with Songli, the expansion to the Network would probably have to go… Over at Holorulo? On the horizon over there?

Erick gazed across the world, to the west, and saw the clan mountains of Holorulo. They stood in light, almost like Yggdrasil stumps, ringing the central ceremonial city between them all. Erick cast his gaze further, seeing through Ophiel, looking upon the ancestral homes of High Clan Devouring Nightmare, where the former-Scion, now-Patriarch of Devouring Nightmare, Hangzi… was probably not there right now.

Hangzi was probably doing work somewhere, or something.

Erick should be doing work, too.

Erick had half a mind to search out Patriarch Hangzi Devouring Nightmare, and also Matriarch Lingxing Void Song, and also Matriarch Tipanri Severing Crescent, to get them all in a room together and actually fix this problem; to get them their Gate Network expansion. That would be incredibly rude, though.

Eh.

Whatever.

Erick had enough plots on his plate. Let this one take years to happen if it had to.

Erick turned his attention back to Yggdrasil.

He floated into Yggdrasil’s crown, to where he stood above a part of Yggdrasil’s branches that had a particularly fluffy looking patch of moss covering. With a twitch of thought, he pinged Yggdrasil attention. “Yggdrasil? You see me?”

An iridescent eye popped into the air beside Erick. “Hello father! What are you doing here?”

“I’m going to try something. Keep an eye out, okay? I might fall down onto this moss, but it shouldn’t be any worse than that.”

“Okay!”

And then Erick cast the Special Function of his [Gate]—

A blue box appeared bigger than anything, an ERROR message, but the size was simply Erick’s imagination because something spun inside of him, attempting to rip him open from the inside out. Everything went dim as horrible wrenching pain ripped at his insides and—

And then the pain flashed and vanished.

Erick came to, on his knees, on the moss. He coughed up glowing red blood that splattered across Yggdrasil’s mossy surface, sprouting little red mushrooms everywhere it landed. Something was caught in his throat, so Erick hocked up blood and bile. He spat out even more blood, and one shard of his own core.

Erick paused.

Yup. That white, glowing shard of something gem-like had been a part of his core.

—had been a part of his core.

He didn’t feel that bad, but upon seeing that shard he looked inside of himself.

Panic went up, and then down. It was just a surface crack through the whole thing, mangled arteries that were already healing, and a heart that was already pumping blood back where blood should be pumped. His lungs had taken some damage and there were other shards of core inside his body…

But he could fix that.

Erick went back home to his warehouse in Candlepoint’s Yggdrasil and sat down on the floor. He started to accrete like he did every morning, but this time there was a lot of damage to heal through, and shards of core to reattach. It took about half an hour to repair the damage, using a combination of [Renew] and accretion.

He did not realize until he was fully healed how absolutely shitty he had actually felt when his core was that damaged. He had been kidding himself before; tricking his mind into not feeling the pain. Or maybe… It just wasn’t that painful, until it was gone, and then it was like looking back at something he was glad was over.

But anyway. Now he breathed easy.

And then he said, “Fucking hell that had hurt!”

Maybe his opinion of ‘it won’t hurt much’ was different from Rozeta’s.

But… He was never in any danger of death… He supposed.

Erick decided that he could wait to make multiple cores before he tried that again. It was time to plan for a party, anyway; Erick had already planned out the magic, but there was a lot more organization to do than that. He summoned a chalkboard and began a rough sketch of the plan.

Ten minutes later, he was mostly done making a plan, because, even though he had so much other shit to deal with he was expected to put on a party for Melemizargo. Which. Fine. Let’s do this right, and such. Keep the alliances going and all that…

With some basic planning done, it was time to do more than that.

Erick went to see Quilatalap.

- - - -

Quilatalap’s Library was impressive.

Most of it was hidden behind a great many illusions. Erick had to walk a certain path to be admitted to the main library, which also caused him to go out of Sight of almost everyone as soon as he got halfway down that path. It was similar to the way that Kydyr had hidden his own [Fairy House], but different, for they were still on Veird inside Quilatalap’s ‘[Library Space]’.

Erick needed to ask Quilatalap how he did this, exactly. It was one of his many new questions for the big guy—

Ah. Fuck. Stop with those sorts of thoughts, Erick. Quilatalap was just a guy who had a rather easy time making connections with others. He didn’t actually mean anything when he asked you out on a date.

It wasn’t a date!

It was just dinner!

Okay.

Stuff those thoughts away…

Erick walked down a hallway of books that were all trash. Daily distributions from popular copper-coin publications. Old editions of various Arcanaeum Consortium classroom publications that everyone and their grandfather had likely read in their Introduction to Force Magic class. All of those had been positioned here specifically to discourage people from looking deeper. And then Erick crossed a threshold. In big black letters over an archway made of bones and monster skulls, which looked like sapient skulls (but which were not, according to Quilatalap) the actual entrance to the library read:

‘VENTURE FORTH, THOSE WHO VALUE KNOWLEDGE MORE THAN THEIR LIVES’.

Erick had a lot of thoughts on that proclamation.

Part of him was all like ‘oh, okay, Quilatalap doesn’t want odd people to poke around; this is fine’. The other part of Erick was not happy with such dangerous proclamations being present in his kingdom, for any reason whatsoever. And yet, Erick was fine with it, for Quilatalap was simply protecting himself.

Quilatalap was perfectly capable of taking care of himself.

… And Erick really wanted to have dinner with the guy, but he hadn’t found a good time to finalize those plans… Or to talk about the warning Quilatalap had posted outside his library. Or to talk about all the magic he wanted to talk about.

Erick had kinda found himself in the last few days, simply wanting to be around Quilatalap. They had talked a lot about a bunch of topics, and yet neither of them had brought up that promised ‘date’—

An orcol skeleton came walking around the corner with its arms outstretched, fires in its eyes, and a dead-to-the-world incani in its grip. The man was not actually dead, but he was missing his left arm up to his bicep. It looked like he put his arm into an explosion of some sort.

Erick had seen something like this happen twice before, though, so he wasn’t too worried; Quilatalap was removing someone from his library. Erick merely stepped to the side and let the skeleton walk the guy out of the library. The injuries were new, though. A repeat offender?

Erick couldn’t tell; the guy looked different—

Suddenly narrowing his eyes, Erick watched as the unconscious man and his skeleton escort vanished around the corner. If that man had face-stolen someone else’s body to come here… Erick needed to talk to Quilatalap about that, too.

With his libido now firmly annihilated, Erick walked below the archway, into the library proper, his mana sense collapsing with each step forward. Soon, Erick could only see what he could actually see, and a bit through the shelves upon shelves of books. He walked below skeletal birds, who watched everyone who came and went, and then he passed into the main room.

It would be a fantastic library one day. Many, many eternal stonewood shelves (Quilatalap knew that spell himself) stretched up multiple stories into the air. Rows upon rows. Depths upon depths. But as for actual books, there were only a few scattered around here and there. They were all books on magic. Almost all of them were from the Arcanaeum Consortium catalog, of which Quilatalap had managed to acquire about 40%. The rest of that whole entire catalog was on backorder. Soon, Erick would have a copy of Oceanside’s public library here, at House Benevolence, and he kinda loved that entire idea.

What had arrived so far came in by the Platform-full. On the east side of the library, Quilatalap was still unboxing those books and setting them out on the shelves. Erick found the ancient archlich setting a nice set of books on Force Magic out on the shelves.

“Hello, Erick!” Quilatalap said. “Come to inspect the library?”

“It’s looking great, but that’s not why I’m here.” Erick thumbed backward. “That guy was missing most of an arm?”

“And he’ll find a healer to get it back for him. Maybe next time he’ll think before he pesters me for answers to something I have told him I cannot tell him.” Quilatalap didn’t say those words with any rancor at all; he was merely explaining what had happened.

“Was he a face stealer?”

Quilatalap jerked a little. He finished putting away a book, and then he turned to Erick. “I don’t think so? Though I will probably get one or two of those in here eventually.”

With conviction, Erick said, “Feel free to murder those who murder others in order to take their Familiar Forms.”

“Ehhh... I try not to murder anyone these days, Erick. Maiming? Sure. I could relinquish those types to Burhendurur, though?”

Erick blinked. “Uh. Yes. That’s a better idea. Uh…” He looked back toward the entrance, then he turned back to Quilatalap. “I just got a bad feeling about that guy?”

“He’s… Probably not harmless.” Quilatalap glanced up, then turned back to Erick. “There. The guy is being handed over to Enforcement now.”

A flush of relief passed through Erick. “Thank you.”

Quilatalap smiled a little, asking, “So why are you here? Just that? Or are we going to the Saucery tonight? I keep waiting for you to set a date, but it appears I might need to do that myself.”

Erick’s heart thumped. “Uh. Yes. Tonight? Tonight. Yes. I’ll. Uh. I’ll pick you up here at 7?”

Quilatalap smiled wide. “Sounds good to me!”

Erick smiled a little bit, too. And then he nodded, and turned—

He turned back. He had come here to ask about preparations for ‘Shadow’s Triumph’—

He turned back around and kept walking out.

Getting a date set was much more productive.

They could talk about the party on their date.

He paused—

He had come here to ask about accretion. Not just the party. Erick needed to know what Quilatalap knew about making multiple cores. Erick could ask some other dragons, too, but multiple opinions were good.

— he kept walking; they could talk about that on their date, too.

Behind him, Quilatalap grinned and went back to stocking the shelves.
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                In the hallway outside of the library, Erick paused.

A lot of thoughts were going through his head right now. Like what sort of food did Quilatalap like? He ate like any other normal person, for Erick had already shared pastries and coffee and soda and tea with the man, over many different talks of magic. But was Quilatalap humoring him? Or did he actually like that stuff? His body looked like a rather normal 30-ish year old male orcol in the prime of his life, with muscles and height and what was clearly an active Blessing of Beauty and Brutality (Holy Aloethag, was that active!).

Erick was eager to see if all that he saw worked as it looked like it would work.

He was also worried about his own physical… self.

Just. All of it. Really.

Warlord Linxel had had that [Alter Size] thing going on, so everything worked out rather fine in that one, single instance that Erick had gotten it on with anyone while on Veird. Participating in a Red Dream with Al and Mog did not count at all. Dreams were dreams. Reality was reality.

And in reality, there were size concerns.

Erick was under 2 meters tall, as normal for human males. Pretty average height, really. Maybe, like… A little bit on the taller side? But not really at all.

Quilatalap was 3 meters tall, and all of him was sized exactly as Quilatalap wanted it to be, for he could do that to himself. The man was an ancient lich and technically undead and operating through a bunch of magical effects. So. Actually. Now that Erick thought about it? There wasn’t a problem at all? Quilatalap could probably change himself… Though would that be rude to ask?

And anyway Erick could pop out for a moment, turn into a dragon, and then turn back into an oversized human, and he’d be, like, 2.5 meters tall at least. Worst-case scenario Erick could—

OH!

Dragons had [Perfected Polymorph]. That spell was innate; a thing that every single dragon gained whenever they fully became a real dragon, either through being born-that-way, or through the gaining of Dragon Essence. Erick no longer had a reason to hide that he could change into other people at will.

Okay.

All crises of size and shape were averted.

Now to deal with whatever crisis was standing in front of him, because the moment Erick had stepped out of the Shade Tower, there was a person waiting for him.

Erick said, “Hello, Aisha. What’s up?”

“… I am not entirely sure.” Aisha looked to Erick. “I am concerned about something you did this morning. Maybe a few hours ago? Maybe just ten minutes ago?”

“Oh? What could I— Oh.” Erick nodded, saying, “I eliminated the need for runic webs in a great deal of normal use-cases. Is that it?”

Aisha’s eyes went wide.

Erick nodded. “Yeah. Big change.” He handed off the box for [Node of the Renewing Undertow], saying, “Let’s walk and talk.” He gestured down the hallway, toward the stairs that led down into the center of the atrium. He started walking, and Aisha rapidly caught up. “The breakthroughs with the Denial Spheres were necessary, and physical [Renew] runic webs will have to happen eventually for stability’s sake, but I needed a solution right now to new mana transportation concerns. It’s not ideal, but it is what it has to be. Because we’re hosting Shadow’s Feast this year, and I’m going to call it something else… Not sure yet. And I need the Network as stable as possible, as well as the stability of my Feast Barrier magics. Which brings me to this: Do you want to be a part of the Feast?”

Aisha’s eyebrows came together as she walked beside Erick. To her vast credit, she only flinched a little. Then she asked, “And the Shades will all be arriving here, I assume?”

“Yes. About a day ahead of schedule. It’ll be all of them and a plus one, or something, I assume. That fairy and Bright Smile will be coming here, too.”

Fairy Moon stepped onto the ground on Erick’s other side. “You called?”

Without missing a beat, Erick said, “I very clearly said ‘that fairy’, so as not to draw your attention unduly, but now that you’re here: You have to give a presentation on whatever good-for-the-world thing you have done this year, and you also have to bring some sort of thing to share with everyone else. If you want, you can bring along someone else in addition to Bright Smile and have the other person run a booth, presenting your good-for-the-world thing, whatever that might be. I think the party will start at sunset, proceed through normal time till midnight, and then I’ll lock us all into a good 2-ish day party inside the entire house… Or maybe I should make a new location. Haven’t actually decided on that particular solution, yet.” Erick had some more words he could have said on all that, but they had reached the staircase leading down into the atrium, and Erick didn’t want Fairy Moon to be present for all the rest of what he had to do today. So he looked to Fairy Moon. “I plan on everyone being there for the first half of the night, and then only a select few of us heading off to the days-long party. I’ll also be handing out some small gifts to everyone present. Haven’t figured it all out, but I will.”

Fairy Moon nodded. “I will have gifts to give as well. … And probably another person to ply the presentation— I must prepare!”

And then she vanished again.

Erick said to Aisha, “We’re going to prepare, too, but it will be a relaxed sort of preparation. I might be putting all of the House into a Hasted zone, so report back to me on the feasibility of that, for I would be kicking everyone out of the House and their homes in the various towers while this happened… And I’m just now realizing how much of a nightmare that will be. I’ll have to have the party elsewhere— Contact Architect O’Lark for me. See if he can design a simple party space… Maybe 5 kilometers by 5 kilometers by 1? Flat and wide and open, but with places for people to live in, and it has to be nice…” He thought. He said, “Yes. Tell him what it is for, too. If he doesn’t want to design a location in the next two days, then that’s fine.”

Aisha nodded, and said, “As you command.”

“I’m going to do a lot of things right now, and so if you have more questions feel free to send a message and ask—” Erick sent an Ophiel to the house, to see if Poi was back from his own obligations yet. And he was not. Erick came back to himself. “Poi will be back soon—” Erick was pretty sure. “—Might as well wait for that.”

Aisha turned around and went back to the Office of Magic.

And Erick went down the stairs, down into the center of House Benevolence, where people ate at the atrium, and also in any of a dozen different places around the food court. Almost directly across the space, Atalle Slipstream’s Saucery was beginning to transition to their lunch menu. Servers of all kinds were already seating people there, as there was a small line waiting for that transition.

Erick walked around the room, causing a small hush as he went, though a lot of the normal people paid him only the barest bit of mind. It was only the visitors who really stopped what they were doing and looked at him, their small conversations turning to hushed whispers or telepathic links. None of the people here looked particularly threatening, so Erick paid it no mind.

Erick kept on walking, right up to the Saucery—

A stir in The M Eatery, to the right, caused Erick to pause, as a very attractive human man came out from behind the door to the kitchen and rushed straight for Erick, looking right at him. The guy was Donny, an 8 star Cook from the Cooking Guilds of Nelboor. He was also desperately trying to get preferential treatment, for Erick had hired a bunch of high-star Cooks, a lot of them had ended up here in the atrium, and a lot of them, like Donny, were falling behind when it came to popularity, and number of customers. There was nothing wrong with Donny’s food; it was rather fantastic. But the competition was stiff, and now that Donny was young again and exploring his options, he wanted to expand. He wanted to expand, a lot.

Donny came right up to Erick, asking, “I have amended my previous request. I want to open a restaurant on Financial Road.”

“You stopped wanting to open a place on the lakeside of the Gate District?”

“I have! You haven’t built anything there yet, and I will not be the first place there; I know this now.”

“Have you spoken to Zolan about this Financial Road business?”

Donny stood a bit taller, as he gladly said, “This morning. I was told that Castellan Zolan would need to speak to you directly.”

“He’s probably planning on that soon enough.” Erick said, “Listen, Donny. You’re probably going to get your request fulfilled this time. I can’t talk about that right now—”

“You’re headed off to the Saucery though, right?” With a deeply serious tone, Donny said, “Whatever Atalle can do, I can do the same, and with a lot more drive to make it work however you want.”

… Erick rapidly decided a few things.

“I’m going to be preparing for a lot of large feasts and for multiple days rather soon, Donny. You can be on that list if you want, and if you promise you won’t get scared when meeting the gaze of Melemizargo, and if you can keep secrets like your life depends on it. Because it will.”

Donny’s eyes went wide, his heart suddenly beating hard. With a suddenly dry mouth, he said, “I can do that.” And then he steeled himself. “I can do that, sir.”

“Good. Be prepared for 4 feasts in a week. Roughly 50 people each time. Dinner, breakfast, dinner, and breakfast again. Stuff for two lunches and two midnight things. Don’t worry about prepping enough food for dragon stomachs; I’ll find a way to handle that myself.” Erick added, “And I’ll be asking Atalle for the same, so you’ll be coordinating with her and whatever. Maybe one more person, too, though I haven’t decided who.”

Donny stood firm. “Understood. Thank you, Wizard Flatt. I will not disappoint you.” He bowed deeply, then rose again. “Thank you— AHH!” He jumped back.

Because the golden dragonkin and Shade of Assassination, Goldie, wisped in beside Erick, asking, “I thought I was coordinating?”

“I decided I wanted to coordinate, too, Goldie.” And then Erick turned to the Saucery and started walking. “We can go together.” While quite a few people either stared or rushed away or casually tried to pretend that nothing was wrong, Erick asked Goldie, “Did you coordinate food yet?”

“Not at all!” Goldie walked strongly beside Erick, saying, “I haven’t gotten much beyond yelling at other Shades.”

Erick chuckled. “Ahhh… I hope I don’t have to do any of that this year.”

“You will. I’m already telling them that they have to behave and they’re mostly listening, but—” Goldie confided, “They’re all insistent upon being granted lives here, like me.”

Erick made another, perhaps foolish decision, “Tell them that it is possible, but probably not likely.”

Goldie blinked a bit, her whole-white eyes briefly dimming behind golden lids. “… I was telling them to fucking forget it and to stop asking?”

“It’s not that complicated to get me to approve of individuals, Goldie. People just have to be willing to be better today and tomorrow than they were yesterday.” And then Erick remembered the guy with the missing arm whom he had almost had killed on thoughts of being a face stealer. Erick added, “Obviously the world doesn’t actually work that way, though; it takes time and change for healing to actually happen.”

Erick made a personal note to go investigate that missing-arm guy.

Goldie kept right beside Erick, silently nodding.

- - - -

In the back of Atalle Slipstream’s Saucery, Erick (and only him, for Goldie was in the wind) met with the 10 star Cook who ran the place, in Atalle’s side office. She was a rather strong-bodied demi woman of pale blue skin and dark blue everything else, with an inner fire that roared when it came time to cook. She was not too full of that inner fire right now, though.

Erick said, “Sorry to wake you, Atalle. I know you’re on the dinner shift.”

Atalle yawned wide, blinking a bit as she tried to wave off Erick’s apology. “Dooon…” She yawned again. “Don’t worry about it, Wizard Flatt. What can I do for you this morning?”

It was technically afternoon, but Erick didn’t mind that. Atalle probably would have been more awake for this conversation if Goldie was actually visible, but Goldie was not currently within sight, of any sort. It was just Erick and Ophiel here at the moment. Visually, anyway.

“A few things. I’ll be accepting your invitation to eat tonight, along with a guest—”

Atalle woke up instantly, gasping a little and fully ready to ask for details, but she waited.

“— and I’ll also be needing your catering services for an upcoming 2 to 3 days of parties.” Erick said, “More details to follow about all that, but I’ve already enlisted the help of Donny from The M Eatery, and I’ll probably get one more person to help with all that. That party will likely happen under the eyes of Melemizargo, though, so if you don’t feel up for that then tell me now and I will look for others to cater that event.”

“I will make you a grand dinner tonight, Wizard Flatt!” Atalle rapidly said, “As for the party: I have cooked for practically every important person in the world at least once or twice, and for the Headmaster every other week for several years. I can handle being under the gaze of Melemizargo and even Shades. This is not a problem, but I do need full details on the events.” She added, “I already have events planned for Triumph of Light, but I can certainly add more for you.”

Erick smiled a little bit. Atalle was truly an unparalleled Cook.

Erick said, “Maybe 55 hours of events; 2 and a half full days and nights. 50 people each feeding time. Starting with dinner, then midnight meal, then breakfast, lunch; repeat, and then going to dinner once more. It won’t interrupt Triumph of Light plans, because it’s all going to happen on Shadow’s Feast, though we’ll call it something else. Shadow’s Triumph. That’s what this party is for. I’ve been tapped to host, and I cannot refuse.

“It’ll start at midnight, and then I’ll be putting up [Hasted Shelter]s across the entire venue, which will probably be here in the House. Everyone else will be evacuated. Probably. I might get another venue, but it’ll probably happen here.”

Atalle looked at Erick for a long minute, her eyes flickering around as she thought.

And then she said, “I can do a Shadow’s Feast. I won’t deal with any powers-that-be in my kitchen, though. If you’re hiring two others and Donny is one of them, then I can coordinate with him, and I suggest you pick either Lisa or another good Dessert Cook to round us out. Our staff will be protected too, of course. I would prefer to work out of here and then you can [Gate] us to the venue— Magic doesn’t work so well inside of a [Hasted Shelter], right? That could be a problem… But we can work around that.”

Erick smiled a little, then they got to talking.

Twenty minutes later, their preliminary conversation was over, and Erick was exceptionally glad that he had Atalle here at the House. She had understood what would happen to the Script Seconds when under time compression, and she had understood just how dangerous Shades could be. She was above and beyond any Cook that Erick could have asked for.

But he could ask her, “Is there anything I can do for you to make your job here better? More satisfying?”

Atalle laughed loudly. “This is the best job I have ever had, and I can’t fault the benefits, either! We’re good, Wizard Flatt. Very good. Very satisfied.”

Erick smiled. There were a few more words, but he soon moved on, for Poi was back from whatever he had been doing all morning, and now Poi waited at the house. He seemed to be waiting to drop an information bomb, actually.

Erick tried not to give away his sudden worry over Poi as he left Atalle behind, but the canny woman had probably picked up on his sudden need to exit the conversation anyway; she was pretty good about reading people, too. There was no way she knew the exact reason he had needed to exit, though.

Erick didn’t even know that exact reason.

- - - -

Erick reviewed some recent facts as he stepped back into his home.

Poi had gone missing a few times, recently. Looking back, Poi had had some ‘days off’ every other week or so for a while now. It had mostly started when Erick was finally able to sleep in a [Hasted Shelter], and there was no need to protect him nearly as much as Poi, Teressa, Kiri, and others had been protecting him.

These days, Teressa was mostly at the Benevolence Research Tower, doing Benevolence stuff.

Kiri was over with Tasar or Mox, changing the landscape and learning about Spatial Magic and dungeoneering, and then doing that Spatial Magic and dungeoneering.

Jane was still in the Underworld with her team. Last Erick heard, they were ripping it up down there, tearing through historically deadly environments and transforming them into livable land. The subjugation and cultivation of some ‘Healing Waters Cavern’ down there was apparently a Big Deal for about 40 villages and several large cities in the depths of the world. Erick wasn’t quite sure why it was a big deal, but it was; everyone assured him. Erick thought those Healing waters were a quick way to get super cancer.

And Poi… Was doing something secretive.

Erick trusted Poi perhaps the most of anyone on Veird. Poi could have his secrets.

Erick had not pried, for his people could do whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted. And thankfully, Erick was able to go out into the world and not worry about sudden assassinations anymore, thanks to his 1,000 absolute damage reduction, combined with 95% damage reduction from Constitution. Even Tasar wasn’t as present as she usually had been, which Erick knew Tasar had been thankful for. For all Tasar’s friendliness, she was much more comfortable teaching Kiri various magics than she was being around Erick all the time, now that Erick was also a dragon.

Tasar was having some trouble with that particular transformation. A lot of people were. Erick had gotten concerned letters from all over the world, once it became apparent what he could do, and what he was doing.

And, perhaps, as Erick stepped into the kitchen dining room, and Poi froze and set down the pasta dough he had been rolling out, Erick wondered if Poi was freaking out about the dragon thing, too. Or maybe whatever was happening with Poi was about the Shadow’s-Feast-thing unfurling today.

Erick verbalized the rest of this thought, “Or is something concerning you, personally, Poi?”

Poi thought about lying, but then he breathed a bit, and said, “My sister wishes for a [Reincarnation], and to be made into her proper age she would have been if not for being torn apart and remade by Shades for the past… long while.”

“Okay. Done. When does she want it?”

“… An hour after you agree to it, whenever that should happen.” Poi added, “In light of this new information with the Feast I must say that this might be a way to get you to do something for Shade Farix. I don’t know what, though.”

“Yup. I agree. But I’m still going to help you with your twin sister. I haven’t pried before now, because I trust you, but is that where you’ve been skipping off to, all this time?”

“Yeah. It was. Mostly I was just… talking…” Poi took his hands off of the dough he had been making, and then he dismissed his conjured gloves. Bits of dough fell from those gloves to land back on the dough ball. And then Poi went to the kitchen table and sat down, not saying anything.

Erick whipped up some tea, letting Poi stew, and letting the tea stew between them. Erick sat down across from the sapphirescale man. He waited.

Poi eventually said, “I want her here, Erick. Not in the house, but… Nearby. Close. And yet… That would be a breach of security wider than Goldie walking around at your side all day long. And what’s worse is that there’s no real time for this shit in my life.” Poi looked to Erick, saying, “I thought I left this pain behind me. I thought Rizala was dead. I moved on! But no! She’s been a shadeling all this time. She watched me from the shadows sometimes. She saved my life... Once when a leviathan crashed out of the shadows and another… I didn’t know she was there… That she was still there. All these years of her being there and me not knowing she was there. I couldn’t know though? Right? I couldn’t know. I didn’t know—” His throat closed up as tears streamed down his face.

Erick went to him and held him for a while, and Poi held Erick back.

Poi shook as he sobbed, and Erick just held him.

After a minute, Poi pulled away. His eyes were red. He rubbed them with the back of his hands, careful of his scales. And then he blinked a bit and sat down. He drank his tea.

Erick sat down and drank his own tea, too. When another silent minute had passed, Erick said, “I’ll hire her for the House if you want.”

“… Yeah. She and I… We talked about… A lot of stuff. She would work at the House.” Poi shuddered again, then looked at Erick, saying, “She’s a good Mind Mage. Uh… I wanna say Enforcement, but. That’s your call.”

“Enforcement it is.” Erick stood up. “Let’s go meet with her and with Farix. See what the Shade is planning.”

Poi just nodded.







- - - -







Erick transformed the bare orange stone of a very small part of the desert into a solid platform about ten meters across. And then he and Poi waited on a corner of that platform. The sun glared in the western sky, but it wasn’t that hot. It was never really that hot in the Crystal Forest. Erick felt that was more due to his own Health and Constitution and absolute damage reduction allowing him to weather the weather, but even before he had all this power, simply having Health was enough to make the hot sun rather bearable.

For a good five minutes, Erick let his mind wander, to think more about the problems of the day—

And then Erick turned his attentions to the other corner of the platform.

There, under the bright sun, shadows began to gather.

Farix stepped out of the air. He was more clothed than Erick mostly remembered him, as he was wearing full black robes and a suit underneath those. His skin was still pale blue while all the other parts of him were bright white, like his full-white eyes. He looked to Erick, and stood tall.

And then a sapphirescale woman stepped out next to Farix. She looked rather a lot like Poi, but not at all; not really. Rizala wore simple conjured robes, like one might wear inside a hospital, when disrobing quickly might prove necessary. It was appropriate garb for a [Reincarnation].

Erick opened with, “Hello, Farix.” He looked to Rizala. “Hello, Rizala.”

Farix smiled a little, saying, “I’m looking forward to the party, Erick. Want me to run the bar again?” He held up a rather large sock. “I brought my outfit!”

“You are free to wear whatever you want the whole time, but I’m having the whole thing catered by high-star Cooks and there’s going to be a fae in attendance, as well as a few dragons.”

Farix frowned a little. He put the sock away, saying, “I suppose a cold Feast is better than no Feast at all. Will the orgies happen?”

“… Probably not.”

“That’s not a ‘no’!” Farix smirked a little, then he spoke of Rizala, “This one wants to move on from my employ. You taking her, Erick?”

“I am.”

“Good! Treat her well.” Farix made a shooing motion at Rizala, and then he waved to Erick. “See you at the party!”

Farix stepped down into the shadows, and then he was gone.

Rizala remained. And she had paperwork—

Poi stepped forward, saying, “Erick. This is… Rizala. My sister. Separated as children and… Well you know the story.”

Rizala bowed deeply, then stood back up, saying, “It is an honor to meet you, sir.”

Erick gladly said, “Any family of Poi’s is family of mine. So how about we get you into a body that’s yours? We can do all the real talking later, after you recover from this magic.”

Rizala breathed a bit, then she said, “Yes, sir.”

She wiped away a tear. Poi wiped away a tear.

There were a lot of emotions, and Erick really wanted to be there for Poi, but Poi was purposefully keeping Erick at arm’s length about this. After a bit of explanation about how this would work, Erick got to making magic.

Soon, Rizala was Rizala again, but different. Same sapphire scales. Same height and sex. Same looks. Her fracture of futures turned out a bit oddly, for Erick saw a clear break in possible futures between ones where Rizala had telepathic tendrils on her head, and another set of futures where all those telepathic powers were gone. That was the difference between being a Mind Mage or not, Erick figured.

Poi said, “Yeah. That’s that… We suspected that something like this would happen with a known Mind Mage, so… It’s good for confirmation, I guess.”

“Do you see a future that you think she would prefer out of these options?” Erick gestured at a certain part of the fractured futures. “There’s tens of similar ones, all of which her paperwork says are fine.”

Poi warred with himself for a moment, then he told Erick which one Rizala would have truly wanted.

Erick picked the future with Rizala as a nexus of telepathic tendrils, helping to root out abusers of Mind Magic the world over. She still had her body, though, so she wasn’t a full creature of Mind Magic. She even had a few children. It was the future she requested, the future right next to the one Erick was going to pick anyway, and so it was an easy wish for the future for Erick to grant.

Erick floated Rizala off on a Platform, through a [Gate], into a [Fairy Stronghold] that he had conjured on Yggdrasil. And then Poi went with her.

“We’ll talk later?” Erick asked.

From the other side of the [Gate], Poi nodded. “Yeah. Let’s talk later. But…” He looked to his sister. “I need to be here for her when she wakes.” He turned back toward Erick. “Thank you for understanding.”

And Erick did.

He shut the [Gate].

And then he stood there on the orange stone platform, alone.

That whole thing had been rather surreal. From Poi suddenly asking to [Reincarnation] his sister, to meeting with Farix and not having an actual problem with him, to meeting Rizala for the first time… And yet not really meeting her at all.

… Erick decided he needed a second opinion on what had happened there.

But he was too busy to really pursue that right now. He had taken most of the morning off to deal with the letter from Fallopolis, but stuff was piling up back at the Castellan’s Office. Zolan was going to be a part of Shadow’s Feast— or ‘Shadow’s Triumph’? Whatever it ended up being called, Erick decided to call it the Feast for now.

And Zolan would want to be present at the Feast… Probably?











- - - -







Erick sat in the guest chair of Zolan’s office. He had just finished explaining what was going to happen, or at least most of it. A lot of this Feast was up in the air right now, and there was no telling which way it would land, exactly.

Zolan sat in his normal chair, thinking. “And there’s no way for you to deny this burden placed upon you?”

“Nope.” Erick elaborated, “I could choose not to do this, but it would happen anyway, outside of my sight and control, and I would be expected to show up for it. No one has said this much, directly, but I can already see the writing on the wall. It’d be a much harder ballgame if I chose not to play. And, you know, there’s this whole ‘treaty between all sides’ thing I got going on here.”

“… Right. Of course.” Zolan breathed out, “Because the Darkness will not be ignored.”

“Exactly.”

“… Okay. I’ll, uh, make it happen— Or rather I’ll work off of everything else you’ve already created.” Zolan tossed aside his worries and sat up straighter as he said, “This would explain the letter we got from Aisha about O’Lark, then—”

Erick’s hopes went up.

“—he says ‘absolutely not—”

Erick’s hopes went down.

“—not in a million years’.” Zolan said, “But since the options were someplace new or House Benevolence, I am glad that he said ‘no’, because now I can work on securing the entire House for the party. Get most people temporary rooms— Actually. It’s probably time for all of the people who live here at the House to move to Candlepoint, and take the Gate here in the morning, along with all the other people. We’re past most of the worries of sudden violence, and it would be good for the community if people weren’t segregated into towers. This is the perfect excuse to clear house… And ‘House’, too!” He smiled a little bit, happy that he could make a small joke there at the end.

Erick grinned, too. “I approve. So will you come to the Feast?”

“… Historically, the Feast is mostly a very extravagant party, except if you’re not invited, and then it’s a chase and a murdering. So if you’re hosting it, and if you can guarantee safety, then yes, I will come. A first-hand account of a Feast always helps our side of things to be able to know, exactly, how the Shades are fucking us over, and there were many parts of your account of Last Shadow’s Feast that didn’t add up.”

“Uh?” Erick blinked a bit, frowning. “What didn’t add up?”

“There’s always an orgy and you would have been forced to attend, but there was no orgy in your account.”

Erick burst out laughing.

Zolan defused all tension, saying, “It’s the highlight of the Feast! And you’re way too prudish. There’s so much information we could have gathered at— Now now. All this laughing isn’t helping. Why didn’t you record the orgy, Erick? It’s a very serious question!”

Erick would have thought it a serious question if Zolan wasn’t smiling the whole time he said it. So Erick just laughed.

And then Zolan happily took out a folder from his desk, saying, “And now that you’re in a good mood, let’s talk about Stratagold’s formal request that we not change the Gate Network over to per-ton and per-person rates, and continue to use cost-value shipping rates.”

Erick’s good mood soured. “I have a better idea. I want to show you some new magic.” He handed over the box for [Node of the Renewing Undertow], saying, “I call it ‘runic web in a spell’, or, in other words, a [Renew] Network.”

Zolan’s good mood soured. “… Ah. That’s a big change.”

“Yes! It is!” Erick got up from his seat, asking, “Wanna see me wire all of the Gate Network together into one grand unified spell? So we don’t have to worry about any part of it failing due to lack of mana upkeep?”

Zolan sighed. “It wouldn’t be a day around here with another miracle, I suppose.”

“Ohhh! It’s not that much of a breakthrough! It’s [Renew] and a Mana Drain and a transferring spell! I’m not sure why I didn’t come up with it sooner.”

- - - -

One by one, Ophiel went out across the Gate Network, flying down the center of Gate Road, flitting above the Undertows and the Gates that led to Stratagold, and Portal, and back and forth into the Wayfarer’s Guild embassy. Ophiel flew over the Financial District, and all the Gates that led to Candlepoint, and Gambler’s Rest, and to Weald and Spur. Everywhere Ophiel flew, in precise ordered lines, and in the air about 600 meters up since he could simply put the Nodes that high if he wanted, Erick created tiny stars inside shadowy spaces—

Back in his office, overseeing the Gate District, Erick said, “Oh. I could make art out of this.”

—that connected to each other with perfectly straight beams of light, like threads from point of light to point of light. Soon, Erick had formed a network of ‘runic webs’ across the land and through the sky, knitting together points to points.

… And then he went back and adjusted some of his point-to-point systems, to clean the whole thing up and make it look less like a haphazard mess. His second attempt looked a lot cleaner, for sure. And this time he even propped up some lines of light that went directly through the Gates themselves. He kept those Gate-transversing lines of light to the upper corners of the Gates, to keep them out of the way of others—

But people on the ground did not like that something was happening with their Gates.

Erick pulled back his experiment as he was starting to freak out some of the guards at the Gates.

Okay.

Quite rapidly, everything devolved. Zolan reported lots of incoming telepathic messages. Poi called in, talking about the same.

And thus, Erick canceled all the magic he had put up, ending the whole program, for now. He had tried to do something too new, too fast, and people wanted to know what the fuck he was doing, and also, Erick saw some problems already.

First major problem: The current version of the Gates Erick had created had no upper limit to how much mana they could absorb, so when Erick put power into the Node Network (tentative name), all that power instantly went to the closest possible Gates, and none got to any of the later Gates. So that was a complete failure that Erick had not accounted for.

The problem there was actually in the metal runic webs, and also in the spells themselves. Both were able to absorb millions of mana-turned-magic, and the runic webs would melt before they ran out of room for more power.

He would need to make a Gate version 5 to fix that problem; installing a ‘cap’ on how much mana a Gate could hold.

Second major problem: A lot of people really did not like magical effects trailing through their Gates. Spur, especially, gave Erick a very strongly worded letter of ‘please find another way’ other than stringing lines of light through their Gate.

Erick had already come up with a solution for that problem too.

He would change the runic web inside the Gate to allow for a second, much smaller [Gate] onto the top of the Gates, allowing Erick to drop a line of power from each Node Network down into both halves of every Gate he made.

Third major problem:

Archmage Riivo, Headmaster Kirginatharp, King Alfonin, and also, inexplicably, Bright Smile, all suddenly wanted to know what the fuck Erick was doing, and how had he managed to make a runic web without any metal at all. They had all used rather polite wording, but Erick very much understood the gist of what they were really asking.

The third problem was the easiest to solve… Maybe.

So Erick scheduled a meeting.







- - - -







Inside a [Fairy Stronghold] that was basically inside of Erick’s own throne room, Erick had set up a small demonstration. Twelve points of light, spaced equally around the entire room, glowed within shadows. Each one connected to its nearest neighbors, creating a very loose ‘net’ of light around the room, almost like a very, very wide dreamcatcher. But since Veird didn’t have that sort of concept, when Erick had used that word to explain the net’s shape, he had needed to explain that word, as well, which led to a small tangent that could have gone much, much deeper, if the nature of his ‘Node Network’ wasn’t such a large upset to how things were usually done.

Kirginatharp pulled back from his inspection of the spell, saying, “It’s a variation on a theme of expandable spellwork done through cooperative casting, though it seems [Renew] makes such expansions much, much easier to create.”

Archmage Riivo said, “It is a lot more than a simple variation on cooperative casting.”

“Quite right, Riivo,” Kirginatharp said.

The Second to Rozeta was currently enchanted by a bright and giggling [Shooting Star] of Erick’s that was currently playing around in the light around a node, like a child holding a ribbon taut as it raced around a maypole. No matter where the ‘designated’ spell moved, if it was connected to a node, that node kept that connection strong, and unlike with the runic webs inside the Gates, natural spellwork could only take in double its original mana before it could take no more. That [Shooting Star] cost 250 mana and lasted 5 seconds, but thanks to Erick cycling Ophiels into the drain of the Node near the throne, the bright ball of light in front of Kirginatharp had lasted 15 minutes, so far.

Erick had a few other [Shooting Star]s connected to other Nodes around the room, and for good reason. Apparently, that spell was his only spell that lasted a short while, and which was easy for a learned person to look at and say to themselves, ‘Yup; that’s getting [Renew]ed, alright.’ Other people had spells that they wanted to test out, though, so Erick helped them with those, too.

Archmage Riivo stood at a different Node, where he had emplaced a sphere of simple light which changed color depending on how much time was left on the spell. ‘White’ was when the spell was at over 55 seconds left of its full 60 second duration. Right now, though, that sphere was at a ‘blinding white’ stage, so Riivo knew something was going on there.

Riivo spoke across the room at Kirginatharp, saying, “The notion that spellwork can be [Renew]ed past its initial spell cost is also a rather large change.”

“Not that much of a breakthrough.” Kirginatharp said, “Not that disruptive, in my opinion, considering the opportunity costs of magics such as these.”

Riivo nodded, saying, “The real breakthrough is the ability to keep runes hidden from general sight. With a Node Network, there is no need to expose the true nature of runes and runic webs to any possible prying eyes.”

Kirginatharp nodded as he continued to watch the [Shooting Star] play around its tethered node.

“… Ah. I wasn’t actually considering that foible at all.” Erick said, “I wanted to make it easier to upkeep the Gate Network.”

King Alfonin Stratagold couldn’t come to this, so he had sent another in his place.

Kromolok, the Grand Inquisitor of Rozeta, said, “This will certainly make it easier to do that. So congratulations, Erick; you have circumvented the possible release of runes into the world. We all thought that that was going to happen as you continued your current path, but not anymore.”

“Might still happen, though,” Riivo said.

“In a much smaller way, it might still happen. Not nearly as large of a disruption as it would have been had you put down runic webs under the streets, Erick,” Kirginatharp said, turning to Erick. “This has been rather amazing. Many different sorts of congratulations are in order. I’m particularly happy to have another dragon around, along with all the other ones you have managed to uncover and transform, too. However Benevolence is managing to crush the Curse, it is doing it quite well.”

Erick asked, “Do you want to talk about that Gate to Oceanside, now? I'll have to update the entire Network with a new Gate design in the coming weeks in order to take advantage of this new magic, so adding another Gate to the pile is rather easy.”

Kirginatharp grinned a little. “I do want that. I also want to talk about setting up some sort of dragon collective with those who are staying in this world, under your power. I see you trying to avoid that conversation, and I will respect that decision for a while, but not forever.”

“Ahh. Well. Yeah. I had been trying to avoid that topic.” Erick said, “It’s all rather in the air right now. Every one of the dragons I Benevolence’d are doing odd little things. Mostly going out of their way to help people now and again, but we had our first murder by a dragon the other day. It’s in the courts right now and it’ll probably be a landmark case… I’m waiting to poke my head into that when all the facts are finally revealed.”

Riivo, Kromolok, and Kirginatharp all considered those words.

Riivo, Kromolok, and Kirginatharp all already knew of that particular court case, though.

Kirginatharp seemed to speak for all of them as he said, “I want to talk with you about all that, at length, another day. Perhaps when the full facts of that murder case are pulled apart by your Enforcement, but I’ve heard of a different, slightly more pressing issue. You’re hosting a ‘Shadow’s Feast’?”

Erick had been ready for that. There had been multiple purposes for inviting all these people here, and for them, this new ‘runic node web’ was just the excuse to talk about the Feast.

Erick said, “It was either I host the Feast, or watch it be hosted elsewhere and then get ‘invited’ to join. And so, I’ll host it right here in the House. I’ve already got some new Time Magic to make a ‘Feast Barrier’ sort of spell. Not nearly as strong as the Barrier that usually went up for that sort of thing, but it’ll give the party a good 55ish hours in the space of a single hour, around midnight.” Erick asked, “Got any words of wisdom for that?”

Kirginatharp smiled a little. “Quite a few. I’ve instructed tens of people on how to approach a Shadow’s Feast in order to extract as much knowledge from the event as possible, and also how to survive. Not everyone takes all of my advice, but those that do usually end up coming out of such an event rather well off. Before the Sundering, I even hosted several of these sorts of parties before. Every year, the Shadow’s Feast was— Well. It went by a lot of different names back then. Shall we have a sit down?” He looked to the two wrought in the room. “All of us?”

Kromolok and Riivo both nodded; they wanted to talk about the Feast, too.

Erick dismissed the [Shooting Star]s around the room, but he left the temporary Node Network active. As he began blipping some chairs from their hidden spaces below the floor of his throne room, onto the actual floor of this throne room, Erick asked, “Would you care for any desserts? I have a rather great Dessert Cook downstairs, I think you know of her? Lisa? She has a nice place downstairs now, called Lisa’s Dessert Counter.”

Kirginatharp smiled wide. “Does Lisa still make those little lime tarts?”

“She does.” Erick had Ophiel flicker down there, to stand in line at Lisa’s Dessert Counter. He began [Gate]ing in some drinks that he had always on hand for these sorts of occasions; reaching into a preservation ward that held a tray that had everything ready to go. He set down that tray on the table as he sat down himself, and began actual drink preparation with a quick application of sunform, saying, “Dessert tea, berry soda, and coffee. Creamer and sugar are suggested for the tea and coffee, but that stuff doesn’t go in the berry soda. The lime tarts will be ready— Looks like they’re ready now.” Another small [Gate] brought forth an Ophiel carrying a sample platter of tiny cakes and cookies, and a whole little tray of lime tarts. Erick asked Riivo and Kromolok, “I think I can find some pure iron and aluminum for you two, if you wish.”

Riivo and Kromolok both nodded, sitting down at the table after Kirginatharp, saying small words of thanks as Erick served them. They both said they did not need any metals; they were fine with trying some fleshy food.

Kromolok set down a half-eaten lime tart, the pure-white aluminum wrought half-joking as he said, “I don’t really agree with your naming of holyite as ‘aluminum’.”

Riivo happily said, “I’m glad ‘iron’ is still ‘iron’.”

“I’d actually call that one ‘iron’ in English,” Erick said. “But it was rather easy for me to mentally call ‘iron’ iron, so that switch was fine.”

Kirginatharp chuckled every time Erick said ‘iron’ in English. Kromolok smiled.

Riivo unhappily said, “That’s the name of a small dog.”

“A cute and innocent small dog,” Kromolok said, still smiling. “The ‘cute and innocent’ part is important.”

Riivo shook his head. “Let us talk about the Feast…”

And so they did.

An hour later, Erick asked if everyone was okay with him putting up a [Hasted Shelter]. He hoped they were, because Kirginatharp had brought out historical records of past Feasts, Riivo began casting lightwards of Feast plans, and Kromolok spoke of which parts of Last Shadow’s Feast he wished Erick would have elaborated on more. They agreed to the time expansion.

Erick would have had the conversation in normal time, but he had an important event scheduled for 7 pm. Once the [Hasted Shelter] went up, they all had a lot more time to talk.

Riivo looked around him, saying, “Such a marvelous spell. Have you considered putting this in a runic web to sell? Perhaps to me?”

Erick smiled, saying, “Not happening, for anyone. Sorry.”

Kromolok and Kirginatharp both looked at Riivo.

And then Kromolok said, “Really, Riivo?”

“I merely asked!” Riivo said, “Not all of us can be on the best possible terms with Phagar and all the time to talk in the world is wonderful!” He gestured back to the light diagrams he had cast, saying, “Now, about security at the lower levels...”

By the time they were done, Erick felt like the introduction to the Feasts that Killzone had given him was both exactly what it needed to be, and also woefully inadequate. He also felt that, if given endless time, immortals would use that time. And with Kirginatharp in attendance, there was absolutely no shortage of any of the treats or drinks which Erick had grabbed from Lisa’s Dessert Counter. [Duplicate] was on full display.

And then they had a conversation about [Duplicate], and Riivo said he knew Erick had that spell, and he was very glad that Erick was so circumspect about it. Dealing with the Merchants of Stratagold would have not gone nearly as well if they had known.

Erick stared at the others. “How many people know I have [Duplicate]?”

Kirginatharp said, “Quite a few. Luckily, we can trust you not to abuse that.”

Kromolok shrugged, saying, “That’s about it, yeah.”

The conversation continued.

Erick had needed to give himself a Shaped [Cleanse] twice to clear out his bladder, and once to clear out his bowels, though.

… And when he did that last one, he almost asked an embarrassing question, of ‘what is the best way to make [Alter Friction] into a ‘fun’ spell. But nope! That would be unprofessional.

But then Kromolok opened a telepathic connection with Erick and began speaking at length about all that type of magic, along with a bunch of smaller spells of that particular nature. At first, that sub-conversation had been a nightmare, but it rapidly progressed to a clinical-sort of talk.

A useful talk, really.

Though Riivo and Kirginatharp probably noticed something odd about Erick as he discussed sex magic with Kromolok.

Probably because of that, Riivo eventually nonchalantly asked, “So about the orgies at the Feast?”

Erick’s face turned pinker.

Riivo grinned.

And then Kirginatharp asked, “Do you know any Sex Magic, Erick? I can give you a book on the subject; prepare you for the Feast. Also, you’re rather good at concealing the micro movements of your throat as you telepathically speak with Kromolok, but he looped the other two of us into the conversation of Sex Magic a while ago. So! We could all talk about all that?” He smiled, adding, “These spells are good to know!”

Erick’s face was red now.

Riivo smiled, chuckling a bit. 

And then Kromolok made a sex joke. Kirginatharp and Riivo both laughed.

And Erick tried to dismiss his hangups as much as he could. He started shooting the shit with the three of them, like this was some old boy’s club, or something. It started off awkwardly, but rapidly progressed to less awkward, and then downright friendly.

It was nice.

The conversation moved on.







- - - -







Erick checked on everything in his kingdom once more.

Poi was sitting beside his sleeping sister. 

Kiri was over with Mox and Tasar and expanding the ring of greenery around Candlepoint to the second 100km ring, along with the help of a few pastel dragons. 

Teressa was with Aisha in the Benevolence Dungeon Tower, plucking whitespark flowers, which seemed to be a new variety of Benevolence Essence plants that had started growing after Erick had Benevolence’d all those dragons. There was some connection between the new essence-heavy white bell flowers, and the dragons, but no one knew what it was, yet. 

And Jane was down in the Underworld, somewhere. Poi had checked an hour ago and Jane was fine.

A lot of people were either headed toward dinner at the atrium, or headed away.

The Saucery was packed, and yet there was a nice table in the back for Erick and his date. It had a small plaque simply saying, ‘taken’.

… Erick moved his eyes away from there, to look at other possible problems. He found none, though.

Burhendurur and the Office of the Overseer were still collecting information on Benevolence dragons and their strange actions.

Volaro was currently personally interrogating the Benevolence dragon who had murdered a guy a few days ago. That dragon’s name was Crem; just ‘Crem’. Odd name for a dragon, but also an odd guy. Mostly a hermit who liked to help adventurers when they got lost in his part of Nergal. Crem kept his part of the world clear of major threats, while also never revealing himself. Apparently his part of Nergal was one of the ‘safer zones’ on the very southern coast, where the land was half-frozen, but no one knew that until after Crem came in for a Benevolencing and then he briefly went back and truly fixed up his homeland. There, in that dangerous land, Crem killed monsters and transformed river beds and set his world to rights in ways that he never could before, and which everyone in that place seemed to approve of. At least that’s what Burhendurur had found out afterward, when Crem came back to Candlepoint and told everyone about what he had done, and how he had decided to make Candlepoint his new home. 

Erick would not have guessed that Crem would have been the one to kill anyone, but after it had happened, Crem had remained on the scene of the crime, waiting for Enforcement to show.

That whole thing was still unfolding…

Erick moved on.

Raingorl’s new, larger school was going up. Erick felt Raingorl would make a good ‘High Chancellor’, teaching all of the normal Arcanaeum curriculum, but with some more freedoms of instruction taken from Ar’Cosmos’s curriculum.

Erick’s Castellan, Zolan, was still hard at work, filling out papers and talking to people through telepathic connections. The meetings were over for the day, but there was always more to be done. Facts to check and numbers to correct…

A lot of individuals were done for the day.

And Candlepoint had no fires. And Weald was only half-built, but it was getting there; the last of the temporary structures would come down tomorrow or the next day. And Gambler’s Rest was fully built.

The farms of Candlepoint were still churning out food. The Gate Network was still constantly turning over with people from Stratagold, or from Portal, or from any of the single Gates, or from any of the Wayfarer Gates…

Erick needed to make a Gate version 5, and start handing those out to the Wayfarer’s Guild, to connect them to every part of the Crystal Forest, instead of making them a distribution hub for [Teleport] and [Teleporting Platform]s. How was that paperwork and diplomacy coming along? Erick wasn’t quite sure…

Zolan had said something about that today, but Erick couldn’t really bother to think too much about that right now. The kingdom was not on fire.

And Erick had a lot of butterflies in his stomach.

He stood before a mirror, and he knew he looked good. He wore a white and black robe/suit that accentuated his strong shoulders and tapered waist, and his ass and his arms...

… Maybe it was too much? Oh. Shit. What if it was too much—

No. It was good. This was fine.

Erick had even showered with some nice manly-scented soaps, or at least what passed for such smells here on Veird. Of all the possible options Erick could have picked, from salt-spray, to deep-forest, to grass, to alcohol, Erick had picked the one labeled ‘Mossy Beast’. It reminded him of the scent on the wind when near Yggdrasil. It was a good smell, even if the name was… odd.

… oh gods, what if he recognizes the smell as some sort of ‘beast’ smell—

Nope. This was fine. ‘Mossy Beast’ was a perfectly accepted ‘generic male’ smell, and it smelled good—

Fuck! What if Quilatalap didn’t like it?

… No. This was fine.

Erick had cut his own black hair to his preferred medium-short length, and he felt he had gotten quite good at that. His white-iris eyes were nice, and his face was clean shaven. He was good. This was great.

Okay.

Let’s stop being nervous.

Erick lightstepped directly to the entrance of the library, in the Shade Tower. And then he walked inside. Casually, he registered the skeletal birds looking at him, and the guardian skeletons standing to the sides of the door. A weight alighted on Erick’s shoulder—

It was only Ophiel.

Erick had almost freaked out at the sudden weight, but then he chuckled. Ophiel twittered at him, asking what had happened. Erick laughed a bit, then he sighed.

Erick patted the little guy, saying, “Thanks for that.”

Ophiel cooed, tilting a little, questioning what was happening.

Erick explained as he walked, “I was nervous. And now I’m not so nervous.”

Ophiel cooed, nodding—

Quilatalap stood to the side of the main part of his library, sitting down at a table, but at Erick’s appearance he stood. He smiled, exposing his lower fangs. And he was magnificent. Tall, broad shouldered. In a grey suit/robes, sort of like Erick’s own, but of a different sort of style, and with tiny silver stars here and there as accents on corners, and on his shoulders. A single black star held over his heart. It all indicated allegiance to Koyabez, but of a non-standard variety.

His muscular chest and arms and legs and all the wonderful rest of him bulged in all the right ways, underneath those nice clothes.

Erick took in all of him, and then looked up, and said, “You’re beautiful.”

Quilatalap chuckled a little. “You’re quite handsome, too.”

“Handsome! Right. Handsome. That’s a good word for it, too.” Veird did have a thing like that, like they had back on Earth; one word was used to describe desirous women, and the other was used for desirous men. Of course, both words could also be used interchangeably, but that wasn’t usually done. Erick almost vomited out all that etymology at Quilatalap, but he decided not to, and simply added, “You’re also beautiful. I. Uh. I swear I’m usually better at flirting. I’m out of practice.”

Quilatalap smiled again, saying, “One of the ways I used to flirt back when I was an orc in the Old Cosmology was to challenge another to a wrestling match, and let whatever happened, happen. Clothes were optional in those times.”

Erick laughed.

Quilatalap added, “These days it's a foot race through the Forest of Glaquin to see who can melee-kill the most monsters in a night. Armor is usually recommended for that.” He happily added, “Though not always used!”

Erick said, “Maybe wrestling would be fun.” Erick held out his hand.

Quilatalap easily took Erick’s hand. “It usually is.”

Erick truly considered that Quilatalap was over a meter taller than him. “I don’t actually have an orcol form… so you would probably win.”

Quilatalap grinned, his green skin turning slightly redder. “I’m sure you could find a way to pin me if you really wanted.”

Erick smiled brightly.

… It was a little awkward as they left the library, with Erick holding onto Quilatalap’s hand, but it was nice. Erick asked a small question of lightstepping, or walking in the front, and Quilatalap quietly said that he would rather step, and so a quick lightstep brought the both of them directly to the back entrance to Slipstream’s Saucery—

There, in the back hallway of the restaurant, Quilatalap suddenly squeezed Erick’s hand and magic went up all around them. The world stopped, and the big man looked down on Erick with suddenly worried eyes. “Do you really want to do this? We could go somewhere else? We could go back to the library and fuck. I want this, but me being out there with you… This will have political ramifications.”

Erick felt his heart beat hard. He ignored the other suddenly hard things in his life as much as he could as he gripped Quilatalap’s hands. He looked up at the big man, as Quilatalap looked down at him. “If it means I get to see you flustered like this over and over, and continually say, ‘Let’s try it anyway’, then yes. I want to go on a date with you.”

Quilatalap blushed hard. “You don’t even know what you’re saying.”

“Probably not. But that’s fine, right? Even if this doesn’t work out, we’ll both be around for a long time and I’m glad to be allies with you, Quilatalap. If this really doesn’t work via sudden protests at the Saucery, or something, but we still want to try again, then I have [Dragon Body], and both of us can be different people and go out to an un-fancy place like ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ back at Spur. I kinda miss their fries.” Erick added, “And I’m hosting Shadow’s Feast this year, apparently, so there’s going to be a lot of angry stuff happening in this next week. I can handle it.”

Not a single part of that was romantic.

But Quilatalap loved it.

Quilatalap said, “Okay.”

“Okay!” Erick looked back to the restaurant. “You hungry?”

“Yes. Absolutely. But let’s… Let’s do lower profile stuff next time. We can both be different people and go somewhere simple, next time.”

“I would love that. I haven’t actually experimented with different forms at all, though, so I’ll have to do some experimenting with all that before we try somewhere else.”

Quilatalap smiled. “Want to try some bodily experimenting with a professional— Later. I mean later. I haven’t eaten at this nice of a place in a long time and I want to be here, too.”

“Yes.”

Quilatalap blushed even more— And then he jerked a little, getting even more into the moment as his voice turned deeper, “You remembered when Fallopolis said I like constant and enthusiastic consent.”

Erick suddenly did remember something like that. “Uh. Yeah. I guess I do?”

“You’re amazing, Erick.” Quilatalap’s eyes seemed to shine. “Let’s go have dinner.”
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                Erick and Quilatalap went into the dining room.

The beginning of their date was awkward, as these things often were, but their server sat them down at their reserved table in the back of the restaurant, and things flowed from there. Atalle herself came out and professionally, and happily, spoke of the foods they would be getting. She even served them their first glasses of wine, and assured them that their dinner would be amongst the best they would ever have. It would also be easy.

There would be no ordering except in the broadest of senses. A choice of chicken, beef, or fish. Rice or noodles. They could order something specific, and the Saucery could make that, if they really wanted something specific. Or they could choose Atalle’s recommended selection; a five course meal paired with twenty different sauces, from sweet and savory, to salty and nutty. Atalle recommended the five course event.

Erick picked the Cook’s Choice, and so did Quilatalap.

Atalle wished them a pleasant evening.

In the background, a good five meters away from Erick and Quilatalap’s booth, a quiet band played, as they often did here in the Saucery. The lights above were dim, and romantic. The booths were cushioned well. Other people sat at other booths a few meters away, at the closest, but mostly, Erick and Quilatalap were alone, in public.

The wine was fantastic.

Since Atalle was cooking, a different server brought out the first course.

It was a pair of salads, each perfectly divided into four portions and adorned with four different sauces, along with a dry white wine, or beer, whichever they wanted. Erick switched to beer. Quilatalap went with the wine.

Erick loved the ‘peanut’ sauce on the salad, though it wasn’t called that here on Veird. Quilatalap loved the ‘borgleber’ sauce, though it hadn’t been called that on Veird in a very long time; about 1450 years, to be vaguely exact. This meant that it had been called something else in the transition to Veird, after the Sundering.

They spoke of small things, like the nature of Cooking magic, and of the wines they had had before, and of the foods they had enjoyed in their own respective worlds. Quilatalap confided that he didn’t really remember the foods from all the way back then, but he did know of the broad sensations of ‘what they probably tasted like’, and the stuff that people had managed to recreate seemed pretty darn close to what they used to be.

The next course was rice and different meaty sauces. Erick chuckled as he tasted the sweet and savory pork, saying he had completely forgotten about Chinese food, but then that couldn’t have been right; he was probably just misremembering. Maybe he needed to make some ‘five spice fruit’, or something, to recreate those flavors of that culture. Erick wouldn’t be doing that part of Earth justice at all, but he missed those flavors, now. Quilatalap asked after what were his favorite foods back on Earth, and Erick honestly couldn’t say, but he was partial to fries and burgers and milkshakes; the simple stuff. When Erick asked Quilatalap the same question, Quilatalap spoke of how he really liked food exactly like this here; the fancy stuff that he only ever got to eat every once in a while.

“It’s only special because I only allow myself to eat like this every several years,” Quilatalap said.

And since nothing had exploded yet, Erick said, “We’ll have to come here again, then. Maybe a faster turn-around than several years.”

Quilatalap smiled, blushing.

The third course was the main meal. It was perfectly cooked meats of all kinds, and another four different sauces, and a different bottle of dark red wine. The wine was the preferred drink for this course. With that guidance, Erick switched to wine, and Quilatalap switched from the white to the red. The server identified the meats as grade 10 monster beef, specifically some breed from Songli called ‘singing cow’, a grade 10 monster fish, specifically a rainbow king from Treehome, a grade 10 monster bird called an abyss drinker, from Stratagold, and finally a grade 10 monster venison, specifically a lunar stag, caught in Treehome. There were more than enough little slices of perfectly cooked meats to try them in all of the different sauces.

Erick took his first piece of lunar stag, dipped in a pepper oil sauce, brought it to his mouth, and moaned at the flavor. It was the best thing he had ever tasted. Quilatalap smiled. Erick extolled how great it was, and then Quilatalap had him try the abyss drinker in the brown sauce, and Erick had to amend himself. That bird in that sauce was now the best thing he had ever eaten.

Quilatalap smiled brightly.

Erick wanted more of this stuff every single night! How had he not come here before?! A tragedy!

Quilatalap chuckled.

But eventually, the main course was done. Quilatalap and Erick had cleaned it up. Quilatalap, because the guy was an orcol and he could pack away the food if he wanted, and he very much wanted. Erick, because he hadn’t eaten in his dragon form in a while, which he probably should have kept on top of, but he was busy.

Atalle came out then, and asked if they were enjoying themselves.

Erick was, and he said as much. Quilatalap just nodded, opting to remain silent. Erick asked if Atalle was having trouble getting ingredients at all, and if she needed help; Erick wanted to ensure that she got everything she wanted, so she could continue to cook like this for as long as she wished.

With a happy expression, and a slight mist in her eyes, Atalle bowed, saying, “It’s all been rather great, Wizard Flatt. There’s nothing more I could ask for, except to be allowed to continue what I’m already doing. Though, if the Gates opened to Songli, I could get a lot more beef like this, a lot easier.”

Erick smiled, saying, “If you’ve got connections with the Cooking Guild to put pressure on the Highlands to accept the Gate Network, then go ahead and pressure them. I want that part of the Network up and operational, too, but I’m already doing all I can with the High Clans.”

Atalle rose with a happy expression. “I have some strings I can pull. I’ll see what I can do.”

Erick nodded.

Atalle went back to the kitchen, and then the server came out with the fourth course; the other main course. Tempura-like fried vegetables, roasted vegetables, grilled vegetables; alongside a whole platter of all the sauces that the server had seen that Erick and Quilatalap had enjoyed the most, and in large quantities. Erick absolutely demolished the not-peanut sauce, some sort of cheese sauce, and a thick almost-teriyaki sauce. Quilatalap went for his borgleber sauce, the spicy oil sauce, and a pesto-like sauce. They shared the brown sauce and the purple tomato sauce, as they talked of books in Quilatalap’s library, and of some basic technologies that Erick wanted to proliferate on Veird, like electricity.

They laughed at small jokes and talked of small magics. They drank and they smiled. Other people in the restaurant came and went as the two of them probably spent about an hour just talking and eating, because both of them were happy, and neither wanted it to end. There was still another course to go, though.

Eventually, they finished all the sauces and all the vegetables, each of which had been replaced a few times, for both men found themselves wonderfully entertained by each other, and by the food.

Atalle came out, herself, with two cakes, one brown, the other white, and with a bottle of silverberry wine that shimmered inside its green bottle. She explained that the white cake was the normal cake for dessert; a simple butter cake. But the brown cake was chocolate. She was still experimenting with how best to use this flavor, and though it was still in the experimental stage, she wished to know if Erick approved. And then she popped the cork on the silverberry wine and poured a glass for Erick, and a glass for Quilatalap, as another server cut open the cakes and portioned them out. And then Atalle left them to it.

Erick had to try the chocolate cake first, and so he did. It was probably the best chocolate cake Erick had ever eaten. Quilatalap agreed, and then joked that of course it was the best chocolate cake he had ever eaten, because it was the only chocolate cake he had ever eaten. The butter cake was probably still better, though, because that was a recipe that Atalle had perfected 70 years ago. Both cakes went well with the silverberry wine, too, which had an almost magical quality to the taste. A lunar quality, actually, which had been shared with the lunar deer, now that Erick had a moment to recognize that flavor.

“It’s the taste of a certain sort of peace. The peace of the afterlife, of knowing it’ll all turn out fine. Of the moons, and of the Silver Star in particular.” Quilatalap smirked, setting down his glass a little to say, “Koyabez has a special connection with that particular wine. A little bit of divine fire to make it taste that much better. Some would call it the taste of Peace Itself.”

“… Huh.” Erick looked to his half-full glass, saying, “Peace tastes pretty good.”

Quilatalap chuckled. “That it does.”

“How was religion in the Old Cosmology—” Erick amended himself, “How was your religion?”

Quilatalap laughed, smiling brighter. “Now there’s a conversation.”

“Go on then! Teach me,” Erick said, for the third time this evening.

Quilatalap’s soul flexed, his teeth seeming to sharpen on the edges of his body, and then he began, “I was anointed as a Holy Necromancer of Koyabez at the early age of 75, which was very, very old for an orc back then. 60 was old for an orc, back then. I was also quite a lot shorter. Veird was also a lot smaller, but it still had a Script-like thing hanging around it. Rozeta maintained that proto-Script along with a similar protective space around several other worlds, but it was here, on Veird, that she was most active, though she wouldn’t become a goddess for another almost 1,600 years. Melemizargo was the God of Magic back then, and well into his eighth millennia of duty. Phagar was ancient and powerful; far more ancient and more powerful than almost all the other gods. Koyabez was marginally strong, but it was here on Veird that Koyabez was the strongest, for this was Koyabez’s homeworld.

“Koyabez and Melemizargo used to be great friends, though when they met, Melemizargo started off as the new-god on the scene, while Koyabez was rather old-hand at this godly thing.

“Phagar, Melemizargo, and Koyabez, were my gods of choice back then, and they remain my gods of choice.

“They’re all much, much smaller than they used to be, for what they used to be were the maintainers of the Old Cosmology. Wizards went out and did a lot to expand the universe, yes, but it’s hard to say who did more to actually help the common person. In the daily, people talked to gods; prayed and worshiped in houses of the divine, and were similarly answered in those houses. No one ever talked to Wizards directly, except for those who were very special, or who positioned themselves next to Wizards through luck, courage, or stupidity.

“But anyway.

“I was an orc who saw death, and hated it. I was a warrior who saw war, and knew it for evil. I was a caster who saw magic and knew it for a way forward, to power, and to gaining the ability to change my fate… Ahh. But… I think I’d like to have that conversation in private.”

Erick perked up. He looked around—

Oh.

People were listening.

They had been listening anyway, but…

“It’s getting late, I suppose. Let’s go elsewhere?”

Quilatalap smiled and nodded.

Erick signaled to the server.

Soon, Atalle was back, asking how the dinner was. Erick told her the truth; that it was absolutely wonderful, and that he would be back again. To forestall Atalle telling him that the meal was going to be free, because Erick had already mana sensed that conversation happening between her and other servers, Erick told her that he was paying the full price for the meal.

Atalle paled. “Sir. It’s free. I cannot accept your money—”

“I’m still paying. So by my calculations and looking at the menu, the cost is 8,900 gold? How about I make it an even 10,000?”

Atalle’s eyes went wide. “… Uh. If you think that is best, sir.”

“I do. Send the bill to Zolan and we’ll get it sorted. It was a lovely meal, Atalle. Thanks for coming to House Benevolence. I think I have offered this to you already, but if any of your Cooking Guild friends want to come and get a [Reincarnation], you can tell them they’re welcome to partake of that. I’ll probably be doing at least 10 of those per day starting on the Triumph of Light. Probably more like 50, actually. A little celebration for the world. Those people won’t have to work here after that; they can go wherever they want.” Erick smiled. “But I want you to stay here as long as you want. It was truly a great meal, Atalle.”

Atalle’s eyes misted up again. She bowed, then rose and stepped away, her throat too tight for her to do anything more than whisper, “Thank you.”

Erick held a hand out to Quilatalap. “Short cut?”

Quilatalap grabbed the rest of the bottle of silver wine and the two cakes in a telekinetic grip, then he put his hand on Erick’s. “Short cut.”

And then they left.

- - - -

Briefly, they reappeared in front of Quilatalap’s library, but then Quilatalap suggested somewhere else, and Erick, blushing, obliged. They reappeared in the house Erick had made for Quilatalap days ago.

The kitchen was attached to the dining room and next to the living room and the front door to the cottage. A few rooms of various sizes and accommodations were set to the side of all that, down a short hallway. It was a single story [Fairy Stronghold] cottage on Yggdrasil’s boughs, and it was perfectly sized for Quilatalap, and maybe two guests, if he wanted guests.

Quilatalap flickered with magic, rapidly sending the cakes into the cold storage boxes and conjuring some gold-fire flickering spellwork. The gold spell was a [Ward] of some extraordinarily Divine sort, wherein he [Duplicate]d the bottle of silverberry wine. Before Erick could even widen his eyes at that casual display of divine and magical power, and at the reveal of [Duplicate], Quilatalap poured two large glasses for the two of them and then suddenly handed a full glass to Erick. The silver wine glowed with visible golden fire—

Quilatalap was nude. Completely. Erick’s heart thumped hard.

Quilatalap asked, “You want this, right? Because I certainly do.”

With a flicker of power, Erick was nude, too. “I want this. Quite a lot.”

Quilatalap smiled brightly and downed his drink. Erick did the same. The wine tasted divine, which made a whole lot of sense, actually.

Quilatalap asked something about taking their time. Erick agreed.

Strong magic surrounded the entire cottage.

The world slowed down.







- - - -







A long time passed in a single hour.

Most of it was simple talking about nothing that important, and yet oh so wonderful; foods, people, places, history.

Some of it was spent enjoying a meal together that Erick or Quilatalap had cooked.

The rest was a vacation for Erick, in the best possible way, with a person he didn’t know that he liked so much until here, and now.







- - - -







Erick relaxed on his chair, sighing out, “That was a great dinner! You cook so well, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap smiled, blushing a bit as he sat across from Erick. He still had a bit of bacon left on his plate. “It’s nice to cook for someone. I usually don’t even eat.”

“Ha! What?” Erick asked, “What do you mean— Like. You have an organic body, yeah? That means you need to eat?”

“I do. I also have [Create Food and Water], and [Duplicate], and I’m surprised you haven’t asked me about either yet. I’ve used both of them rather openly in the last day, or whatever—”

“I think it’s been over a day.”

Quilatalap nodded. “But I suppose you must already have both of those?”

Erick smiled brightly. “I don’t have both of them.”

Quilatalap grinned. “Let me guess! [Duplicate]!”

Erick shrugged. “I might have promised never to reveal certain things, and so I will likely not answer that question—”

“Say no more, say no more. You’re a heck of a lot better at that than I am. Look at me! I met a nice guy and I’m already spilling out secrets all over the place.”

Erick grinned. “So what is it? Like an internal blessing that ensures you never run out of food?”

Quilatalap laughed. “Almost! But actually the exact opposite of a blessing. [Curse of Sustenance]. No need to eat at all. Ever.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “A curse?”

“It was cast on me by a Wizard who had captured me once in the year… 150ish. Something like that. Like really captured me. Couldn’t get away at all except through death, and I was desperately trying to kill myself to make that happen. One of the ways I was trying to escape was through overcharging my metabolism and causing me to starve to death. So he cursed me with a Sustenance effect. It makes maintaining a healthy, physical body truly easy. But death through starvation? Not happening.”

Erick blinked a bit. “… Wow.”

Quilatalap waved a hand. “I’ve modified the curse into more of a blessing since then and kept repeating that magic on myself every time my body is killed. It’s very useful! Easy to switch into an automatic-suicide spell, too— Ah. Hmm. That upsets you.”

“Well... Yes. I’m… I’m sorry that all happened to you, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap smiled softly. “Don’t worry about it. Feel free to change the subject, too.”

“… Uh. Okay— Oh! 150 years was before the Fall of Quintlan, when [Create Food and Water] was widespread. I know why that was Restricted; because Atunir was about to turn Dark, whatever that means. I can guess why [Duplicate] was restricted, too, but [Duplicate] is still widely used in the world by all the powerhouses, and none of the common people. So why not give [Duplicate] to everyone? Was there a problem with [Duplicate], too?”

Quilatalap nodded, then began, “Let’s start with the root causes of the Fall of Quintlan. Everyone knows about the widespread use of [Create Food and Water] causing nobility to ascend to a higher lifestyle and the common people to subsist on gruel. This caused a widespread inequality which eventually led to widespread war. But! What most people don’t know is that the problem with [Create Food and Water] was a lot more than Atunir turning Dark, to her beginning to believe Melemizargo that this world was a cage that should be destroyed.

“[Create Food and Water] allowed for Sustenance effects, which is what happened to me.

“But the truly insidious thing was when people started blessing monsters with Sustenance. It got real bad when they started doing that to oozes.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “That sounds bad.”

Quilatalap nodded. “Yup. Now that was bad. Every single Sustenance Ooze was both ravenously hungry, and full; willing to eat everything in sight, but also constantly splitting off smaller oozes that went on to do even more damage. That was what killed Quintlan. And not right away, either. In the beginning of that tactic in like, the year 300, or something like that, a Sustenance Ooze could only go through about 50 splits before the constant splitting caused a degradation of that blessing.

“It was only in the very last decade of Quintlan that someone managed to make a Sustenance Ooze that could last indefinitely; that needed to be killed to end that threat.”

Erick pondered that for a moment. “I suppose you could do the same thing with [Duplicate]?”

“That’s still doable, but it’s a lot harder. That’s not why [Duplicate] is restricted, though. Widespread [Duplicate] is the breakdown of society as a whole, since no one ever needs to interact with anyone else ever again.” Quilatalap said, “And when that happens, we get an ‘all the gods turn Dark’ problem— Well. Most of them. Not all of them. Phagar, Rozeta, Koyabez, Melemizargo… They would all be fine. Atunir would probably turn Dark in a bad way— Colloquially that’s called ‘turning Dark’, because Melemizargo was the Dark and also insane for a long time, but it’s not really ‘turning Dark’ at all; it’s more ‘turning insane’. Though that might be more a question for the philosophers than for me.

“In the advent of widespread [Duplicate], Sininindi would turn Dark, since no one would care about the ocean or storms; they could hunker down on land and never see the ocean at all if they wanted. Same for Fangorl, god of the wilds, and Zephyr, god of travels. Bunch of minor gods, too.” Quilatalap added, “Not sure about Sumtir, the god of righteous war. Could go either way. Maybe the only wars ever fought again would be over ideology and land… or something. Never did agree with Sumtir. There’s no such thing as a righteous war.”

Huh.

Well all that was a lot to think about.

Erick put that train of thought on hold for another day, though.

“Sumtir was the ‘god of war’ before the Sundering, right? Not just ‘righteous war’?” Erick said, “Seems rather diametrically opposed to Koyabez, the god of peace. How did he managed to make it onto Veird after the Sundering?”

“Koyabez banned him from entering Veird during the Sundering, telling Sumtir that he wasn’t welcome. Rozeta popped up and told Koyabez that Sumtir’s power was absolutely necessary for their survival, if Sumtir was willing to give up at least 75% of himself. Koyabez relented, allowing that to happen. And so Sumtir sacrificed a lot of his power, dedicating that power to the manaminer that would become the Script, in an effort to be let inside.” Quilatalap said, “Sumtir went from a major, universe-wide god, to what he is today. Still rather powerful, but… They’re all a lot less than they used to be.”

“… Huh.”

Quilatalap changed the subject, “So you’re hosting the Feast this year, yeah?”

Erick leaned back in his chair, suddenly groaning as the weight of responsibility reasserted itself. And then he turned back to Quilatalap. “Let’s leave that topic for after.” He stood up. He was still nude. “I do want to talk about the Feast with you, at length. But… Later.”

Quilatalap smiled wide as he stood up, also fully nude, knowingly asking, “What else do you want to do then, Erick?”

“I’m sure we can think of something.”







- - - -







Zolan shouted, “Another!” as he cracked open a third bottle of high-alcohol liquor. He took a swig directly from the thing, the harsh liquid burning his throat. And then he passed the bottle along.

Mox took the offered drink. Three glugs later, she passed the bottle along, saying, “Holy fuck I might need something stronger, Zolan.”

Raingorl downed half the bottle in four long gulps, then passed it along, saying, “I can get stronger stuff.”

Volaro shook his head at the offered bottle, saying, “I’ve had enough. I have an important case in the morning.”

Burhendurur took the bottle instead, saying, “Nothing is going to get done tomorrow, Volaro.” He took two long sips, and then passed it to the next person.

Aisha took a sip, and then set the bottle on the table in front of the other overseers of House Benevolence. “I think this romance of Erick’s will be fine.”

Grumbles filled the room. It was just the six of them in this private space.

Discovering that Erick was on a date with Quilatalap had been a disaster of massive proportions, but no one had threatened war yet, so it might be fine. As for the overseers, none of them had known about this until then. Every single one of them only found out how deep Erick’s connection with the ARCHLICH OF NECROMANCY…

Zolan sighed.

Zolan was still having trouble with this. Everyone of them and a few others knew about Quilatalap being here at the House. Neither Erick or Quilatalap had been completely secretive about that fact. Burhendurur even had a guy in custody right now because Quilatalap’s skeleton golem defender had dropped the guy off at Enforcement. But then there was the date. The Wizard Dragon of Benevolence and the Archlich of Necromancy had been at Atalle’s Saucery for the last few hours, publicly enjoying a full 5-course meal, the deep hospitality of Atalle, and the easy company of each other.

Burhendurur started giggling again— He shook his head hard, trying to get rid of that uncouth emotional response. He grabbed the bottle again and drained it, then said to Raingorl, “What else you got?”

Raingorl laughed. “I lied. I got kegs. You want a keg?”

“I want a keg,” Volaro said. “Recovering from a kegger is easy.”

Burhendurur chuckled again.

“But you were done? You have a case in the morning?” Mox asked.

“Changed my mind,” Volaro asked, “Where’s the keg?”

Raingorl got up, saying, “Hold on hold—”

He vanished in a bit of pale light.

Zolan joked, “Wonder if he fell down after leaving.”

Mox said, “If I stood I would fall—”

Raingorl reappeared, holding two great big kegs, one under each arm, looking like a teenager Arcanaeum student at his first real taste of freedom from Treehome, being out on his own. “I got beer— Whoops!”

One of the kegs slipped, but Volaro caught it with magic, and then brought it over to himself. With an expert tapping that would be the envy of any graduate, the orcol-shaped dragon slammed a conjured tap into the top of the barrel and magically lifted it up, conjuring big mugs and then pouring drinks. He handed one to Raingorl who started waterfalling the beer, and then one to Mox and Zolan, and then Burhendurur and Aisha. After refilling Raingorl’s drink again, Volaro sniffed his own mug, and then waterfalled it all down, putting Raingorl to sudden shame.

A sudden bout of orcol competitiveness flashed between Volaro and Raingorl. It was drinking time. Zolan tried to keep up but failed miserably, while Raingorl crashed onto his seat and conceded the win to Volaro.

And Aisha said, “Volaro only won because he’s a cheating dragon who cheats.”

“He didn’t drink nearly enough of the good stuff!” Mox loudly proclaimed.

Burhendurur brought the conversation back around to the current predicament, saying, “They’ve been at Quilatalap’s house that Erick built for the last 2 hours. The entire place is still under that Time spell. Holy gods. Is everything going to change once they come out of there?”

Aisha [Decay Rain]ed on Burhendurur’s everything, “You still can’t talk to Quilatalap.”

“What! Why not!” Burhendurur demanded.

Volaro laid it out, “If they come out of there dating, then you moving on Quilatalap is a terrible breach of conduct— I amend my statement: You talking to Quilatalap at all will now require oversight by Erick at all times. If they come out of there angry at each other, then Quilatalap is gone. If they come out of there amicably quits, then you might be able to make a move.”

Burhendurur’s face went red. “I don’t want to date Quilatalap!”

Zolan, Mox, Raingorl, and Volaro paused.

Aisha briefly paused, then she rolled her eyes. “You want all his magical knowledge.”

“Yes! And I want to be friends with him!” Burhendurur said, “He INVENTED NECROMANCY. The best school of magic ever!”

“Debatable.” “False.” “What! No.” “Book Magic is better.”

Aisha said, “Rozeta above, if anyone would have ever told me if I would be talking with a friendly Death Dragon coworker about the nature of his infatuation with Quilatalap, The Archlich, who looks to also be a coworker, I would have called them crazy.”

“Oh yes.” Zolan said, “It’s even crazier that this is all actually working, too.”

Mox gasped—

Everyone looked to her.

Suddenly wide eyed and looking around the room, Mox asked, “Is Goldie here?”

“Yeah I’m here,” Goldie said, sipping her beer and sitting on the extra chair around the table, like she had always been there. “Quilatalap is a good guy. Erick is a good guy. They’re good together, right?”

Perhaps it was the alcohol, or perhaps it was the knowledge that Goldie had had ample opportunity to do some bad shit and she had not done any bad shit, or perhaps it was because Zolan saw this as an excellent chance to talk with a Shade (for he would be talking with a lot of them at the Feast)—

Anyway, Zolan, out of everyone else in the room, was the only one to speak next, asking, “Is this going to actually work between them? Or is this doomed to failure?”

Goldie easily said, “They’re magically, physically, and emotionally compatible. They worship— Well. Quilatalap worships Koyabez, Phagar, and My God Melemizargo. Erick is friendly with Koyabez, Phagar, and The False Goddess Rozeta. There’s a lot of… You know. Overlap, or some shit.”

Everyone considered this.

Zolan considered it all a great deal faster, though, and so he could ask, “Got any idea about the Feast?”

“All I really know is that a bunch of plans just changed.” Goldie frowned. “I was going to ask Erick to dance with me.” She waterfalled her beer, then held out the cup to Volaro.

Volaro filled the mug, then handed it back to Goldie.

Goldie vanished.

Raingorl asked, “What are we going to do about the Feast?”

The conversation restarted, and with gusto.

Somewhere in the middle of talk of food service and a concern over Erick’s Time Magic disrupting all the other magic already active inside the House (all duration-effects inside the House would pass on as normal, according to Goldie), a telepathic call came to Zolan.

The Headmaster asked, ‘When were you going to tell me that Erick and Quilatalap were dating?’

‘… The entire House just found out.’ Zolan sent, ‘On the positive side, there’s no need to worry over Erick’s significant other being a physical liability.’

‘… Just an emotional liability, a security threat, and a danger to the world about as large as a rogue Wizard.’

‘Then it’s a good thing he’s paired with a known Wizard, sir.’

‘Let your boss know I will be having some words with him when he deigns to reappear.’

‘I will schedule you for noon tomorrow. We have a slot open then.’ Zolan added, ‘Unless someone declares war on us over this.’

‘… Very well.’

The connection cut.

Zolan went back to drinking but he focused again as the conversation turned to that dragon that Burhendurur had in custody. ‘Crem’; the Benevolence dragon who murdered a guy and then waited for Enforcement to show. Aisha got a painful look as Volaro spoke of law and precedent and what any sort of decision would mean for the future.

The night dragged on, full of worry. Midnight eventually rolled around—

Burhendurur’s face shot up. He spilled beer everywhere. “He’s back.”

[Cleanse] and Healing Magic were wonderful for avoiding all the problems of alcohol poisoning and hangovers. Now House Benevolence simply needed to not get murdered by all of Quilatalap’s enemies.

Mox admonished Zolan, “It’s not as dire as you suggest, Zolan. It’s just… Different.”

Zolan counted out on his fingers as he said, “The Dragon Stalkers hate Erick, and Quilatalap for their parts in making dragons—” Burhendurur and Volaro scoffed. Zolan continued, “—the Sovereign Cities hate Erick for allowing Gambler’s Rest to happen. I have absolutely no idea how this Feast thing is going to work out. And don’t forget that Converter Angel; it’s still out there.”

Mox said, “In this specific case, the Stalkers are all wind and no lightning. The Sovereign Cities might be stupid, but then we have Aisha and Benevolence to help counter those smaller acts of stupidity. The Angels and Demons are staying far away… But the Feast could be a problem.”

Aisha said, “We’re going to end up with all the Shades here. I can already see it happening, and that’s only partially paranoia; the rest is all True Sight.”







- - - -







Erick walked into his house at midnight, smiling brightly, even though Kiri, Poi, and Teressa were all still awake and in the kitchen. He walked right into that dour room, saying, “Hello, everyone!”

Poi announced, “He’s still Erick.”

Kiri sighed in relief.

Teressa said, “I told you nothing bad was going to happen.”

“And I didn’t believe you,” Kiri said, matter-of-factly. Then she got up, walked over to Erick, and gave him a quick hug, saying, “I’m very glad you’re okay.”

Erick smiled wide as he hugged her back, and then let her go. “I had a 2 day vacation in a matter of hours. It was wonderful. Also, Quilatalap and I are dating unless the world lights on fire due to this, which it might.”

“Yeah…” Kiri said, “I have Sunny on lookout. Haven’t seen much of anything dangerous happening and we’re still under a [Zone of Peace], but then again there’s a lot more to look at these days and I’m not nearly as proficient at that as you are. Your overseers are concerned, though. Like… A lot.”

Erick nodded. “I know. I saw them all at a meeting, talking about this latest development. Which was to be expected, I suppose. I’m trying to look on the bright side that they were able to do that all on their own, without me being involved at all, and without their meeting devolving into a shouting match.”

Kiri asked, “They got over that impetus to anger weeks ago, though?”

“Ehhh… Mostly. Yeah,” Erick agreed.

Teressa stood up, happily saying, “Well anyway! Congrats, Boss. We orcols have horror and heroic stories about him aplenty. I could tell you some, sometime.”

“I will absolutely hear those stories. Now? Or tomorrow?”

Teressa smiled a little. “Tomorrow. It’s too late for me to be up any longer. Glad you finally got a vacation, though.”

Erick smiled brightly, again. It was as though he had grabbed onto another anchor in his life, a touchstone. It was a small touchstone right now, for he didn’t really know Quilatalap all that well, but what he did know, he liked. A lot.

“I’m glad I got a vacation, too.”

Kiri said, “Congrats. I’m off to bed.” She walked out of the kitchen, saying, “See you in the morning.”

“Time to sleep,” Teressa said, also heading out.

And then it was Poi and Erick.

Erick sat down at the kitchen table, next to Poi. With a solemn tone, for that’s what this seemed to need, Erick said, “I see your sister is still asleep.”

“… Yeah. She is. It’s…” Poi looked at him. “I wish to request some formal time off. For a few days, and then back to working for the days of the Feast, and if nothing happens then some time off during the Triumph… Or later.”

“Of course, Poi! Anything you need.” Erick said, “Maybe I could even hire Rizala as a personal guard like—”

“No. Don’t do that.” Poi said, “I’m not even sure who she is. Like. Yes. She is my sister, but I don’t actually know her. I haven’t seen her in a… A long time.”

“The best way to get to know someone is to spend some time with them.”

“… I don’t want your safety to be in the hands of an unknown Mind Mage.”

“I take it she wasn’t part of the collective— The Crossing, I mean? That she was truly out on her own?”

“There are certain ways to be magically invisible and the Shades know them all. Your broken fae necklace was one such method.”

Erick went with the change of subject. “Burhendurur and Aisha and I have gone over a lot of them in our Benevolence tests. Apparently Benevolence is very good at circumventing most of those methods because Benevolence doesn’t do direct tracking, but world-change tracking.” And then he got back on topic. “I would have thought that Mind Mages would have had a rather similar way for them to track each other.”

“There’s always a way to hide, and the best way to hide as a Mind Mage is to only do internal magics. Rizala doesn’t know the exact methods they used to hide her because they forced her to purge her own memories, but… She does know all the usual ways. I’m sure the Shades have even better methods.” Poi said, “Some sort of ‘Absolute Unknowability’ is one such theory of the Sundering, because someone should know something about what really happened, but no one does.”

Erick asked, “Do you want a few days with Rizala? Uninterrupted? A few days in a [Hasted Shelter]? I can make that happen right now.”

Poi shook his head. “No. No need for that… Quilatalap is going to be dangerous, but… He’s one of the few people I don’t have to worry about being used against you. I’m not sure if the pros outweigh the cons, but in at least that one way… I’m glad.”

Erick smiled. “I know. It’s pretty great, isn’t it?”

A fraction of Poi’s worries vanished as he sighed a little, and grinned a little. “I’m happy for you.”

“And I’m happy for you, too, Poi!” Erick stood up. “Your sister is alive and well! This is a good thing!”

Poi stood up, chuckling. “I mean… yeah.” He shrugged, standing up. “Yeah. It is a good thing.”

“So many good things are happening for us! And to us!”

Poi smiled softly. “I’m headed back to Rizala’s, to sleep there. See you in the morning, Erick.”

Erick nodded. “Good night, Poi.”

Poi vanished in a flicker of blue light.

And since Erick was fully rested and he wanted to work, he went to his workshop to try his hand at making Gate Version 5.







- - - -







Keeping the Gate Network intact hadn’t been much of a problem, but there had been issues here and there that had required Erick to act fast to repair damage. Three times now, once at Portal, once at Stratagold, and once at Weald, the other side of the Gate had failed because someone had failed to upkeep the mana costs to maintain the Gate. Portal's excuse for one of their Gates flickering and failing was the same as Stratagold’s; two of the Gates were too close together, so the mana they thought they were spending evenly, was in fact being spread unevenly. This was perhaps Erick’s fault, in his opinion.

At Weald, the problem had been one of mismanagement, with the people in charge over there failing to know that they needed to upkeep the Gate. This was a much larger problem of ‘who is in charge’, but Erick and Zolan felt that this issue was rather minor compared to other problems of Weald being basically a refugee camp.

Erick checked on all of his Gates after that minor fiasco. The Gate to the top of the Forest of Glaquin, that the people of ArCosmos had been using to come into the Greater Candlepoint Area, had been running low. The others were rather fine.

It still meant that the Gates needed an upgrade, and so, because of Erick’s new [Node of the Renewing Undertow] and all the smaller problems that had cropped up, that is what Erick was working on right now.

In many ways, Version 5 was a simple upgrade, changing how each individual Gate used two [Gate]s instead of a single [Gate], with the main [Gate] unchanged, but with the second [Gate] being much smaller, and completely internal. Through a [Node of the Renewing Undertow] that would go through that smaller [Gate], and connect both sides of the big Gate, that power would keep both runic webs on both sides fully powered. When the system was connected to a [Node of the Renewing Undertow], that Node could connect to other Nodes, and to other Gates in the Gate Network.

The hardest part of the change was in emplacing a pair of limiters on how much power an individual Gate could suck up, and be drained of. Erick had never worked much with that sort of thing, but limiting the mana a runic web could hold, and ensuring the runic web would always have some mana inside of itself, was a rather normal thing to do, since the more variance of mana there was in an imperfect web, the faster it degraded. It was even worse with iron webs, for if they degraded fully then they would degrade in parts, the anti-rust magics failing and leaving pitted, red metal in their wake.

Erick had simply never made an imperfect web before, because it was easy to make a ‘perfect web’ out of platinum, and if the iron webs were anything less than perfect, then they would rot into rust in a matter of moments. It took a bit of work to adjust his designs. Not too much, though.

As the sun rose on Erick’s part of the world, he had finished the first set of new Gates; 10 of them, for now. It was enough to replace every Gate on the Financial Road, which is what he would be doing later.

Gate Version 5 looked exactly the same as the other Gates; a runic web fully contained inside a square of white Yggdrasil wood. It did not look any more impressive than all the other Gates, but in a lot of other ways, it was much more advanced.

With this, Erick could [Renew] the entire Gate Network from a single Node.

Version 5 was ready for launch.







- - - -







Erick rolled into the House in the morning and had a somewhat tense meeting with Zolan, who confronted Erick about the whole ‘Quilatalap situation’. But after some small words of ‘I know about how much danger this is; keep a watch out for me, will you?’ Zolan seemed to understand that yes, Erick fully understood what he was doing.

Mostly.

Zolan finally said, “Well he’s an enemy of Oceanside, the nations of Nelboor, a good hundred nations that are gone from the world due to transition into other nations or outright death, and then there’s all the churches. Sumtir, Aloethag, and Atunir are the big ones— Ah! The smaller city states of Spur, Kal’Duresh— Most nations of Glaquin, actually. An avowed enemy of Treehome as well. Every single Geode. Every single major Underworld nation attached to any of the Geodes.” He added, “Also, the Headmaster wishes to have words with you at your noon meeting.”

“… That’s a longer list than I had considered... That’s the same list of people who hate Wizards, isn’t it?”

“Well… There’s some overlap, yes, but no. The cultures that hate Quilatalap hate him for reasons adjacent to putting forth magic into the world that could kill everyone, but instead of unbridled and unknowable Wizardry, those hates are focused on known Necromancy— Ah! I forgot the Angels and Demons. Those are Quilatalap’s biggest enemies, perhaps. If any demonic or angelic force tries to touch him, the archlich will rip those angels or demons off their moons and End them.”

“… I’m not hearing a downside with that last part.”

Zolan nodded. “That part is, perhaps, the singular way in which Oceanside does not disapprove of Quilatalap.”

Erick shook his head, then gave his final decision on the matter, “For now, based on a mutual camaraderie, Quilatalap is an ally of House Benevolence.”

“Understood.” Zolan asked, “Will you be upgrading the Network today?”

Erick smiled again. “Yes! All of Financial Road, first. Spur is the only one on that road that I need to actually ask to replace their Gate, so do inform and ask Spur about that first. I should be able to make enough Gates to replace all the other ones in the network in a matter of days. You can take some more time informing Portal, the Wayfarer’s, and Stratagold; Spur comes first.”

Zolan got to it.







- - - -







Erick ended up upsetting a lot of people, but it had nothing to do with the new Gates.

Silverite personally thanked Erick for upgrading their Gate, and all without charging them for the upgrade. That had been a fun little conversation, where Silverite asked after some rumors she had heard about ‘a certain date’, and which Erick deflected, asking if he could talk to her about all that later. Silverite agreed.

She didn’t seem angry, but it was hard to tell, exactly. Either way, Erick had managed to deflect that conversation and Silverite was willing to let it be deflected, which was great.

As the sun rose higher in the sky, there were new lights and lines of light in the airspace of the Gate District. It was as though Erick had drawn the first few threads of a giant spiderweb across the air above the Financial Road, with each Gate getting at least three connections to the Web. Erick was not actually happy with the design at the end of the day, but it was something he could change.

And so, on a whim, he posted an art contest on a pedestal in the food court of the House, along with a dreamcatcher-like arrangement of Nodes in the air above that contest, explaining and showing what his new magic could really look like. Multiple goals coincided in that action. The first was to inform people of what the new magic in the sky was, while the second was to invite artists to come up with a better arrangement. On another whim, the prize was 10,000 gold, or a [Reincarnation] and 10,000 gold; artist’s choice.

He hadn’t done nearly enough [Reincarnation]s in the last few days.

Erick had no doubt that someone would come up with a better style for this Node Network than his own ‘basic utility look’.

Once that was done, and after Erick had gotten several hundred inquiries about what-the-fuck was he doing with Quilatalap, from every single faction which Zolan had already listed and more, Erick decided to sit down with the faction which Erick most felt safe with.







- - - -







In a nice office in House Benevolence, Silverite sat across from Erick. This time Privacys had gone up, and then polite words had been exchanged, as well as the setting out of teas and cakes, and some quicksilver for Silverite, if she wanted any. Silverite stuck to the berry soda, though, commenting on how it was rather delicious, and wondering how it was made.

Erick handed her the spell for [Harmless Frozen Particles], saying, “It’s made with this spell, which takes one carbon and two oxygen and turns that into a frozen solid, using Elemental Mystical to bypass the creation of accidental toxins. Then that ice-like frozen air is put into a keg of berry tea, which is a combination of lemons and various berries. As the solid turns to gas, bypassing the liquid stage entirely, it increases the pressure in the keg, so that carbon dioxide seeps into the drink, creating the fizzy water.”

Silverite looked at her drink again then sipped it again before putting it down. “The same ‘carbon-two-oxygen’ that the daydroppers created? The dead air?”

“Exactly the same as people breathe out whenever they exhale, and the same that the daydroppers did; yes.”

“I do seem to recall you telling me about all that once. I must have forgotten.” Silverite looked to Erick. “Have you forgotten my own words on Quilatalap?”

Erick leaned back in his chair, recalling those words, and then he said most of them, “ ‘Quilatalap is one of the very few good necromancers. After many years of reparations and then settling into Ar’Kendrithyst well before my time, Quilatalap regained his title as the Most Holy Necromancer of Koyabez’s Peacekeepers. That is why I give him the Black Star whenever it comes my way, for that is my duty under Koyabez. But that man has an inevitable desire to teach, and those he teaches are not who anyone should accept as students. That man’s view of life, and thus the perspective of his students, is much too fluid. It is here that he and I have always had our major disagreements.

“ ‘About half the time, Quilatalap’s students always end up viewing life as something less than holy. Almost every dangerous necromancer to ever threaten this city or any other place in this world has had a connection to Quilatalap, and yes, that includes Messalina. I thought she was one of the good ones, too, but almost every single one of those misguided students of his that show up in Spur, causing trouble, I kill, myself. But, as always, it appears that Quilatalap is still useful to My God. Quilatalap helped you learn how to make that Silver Prism, and that means a lot, Erick. It means a lot, but not everything.

“ ‘So I will give you some advice, and I hope you will take it: Do not seek the archlich. Don’t talk about him to whoever might come after today. I could do without that man in my life for a while. We all could.’ ” Erick stopped reciting, then looked to Silverite. “I think that was everything.”

For a few long moments Silverite stared, and then she blinked and said, “It appears you do remember what I said… Rather solidly, as well.”

“I’ve gone over it several times since meeting with Quilatalap again. I even asked him what he had to say about you, and it was all positive words, mostly in the form of ‘I’m glad she’s there; she does a lot of cleanup that I cannot do. I’m not comfortable with killing people at all.’.”

Silverite slowly nodded. “He is comfortable with cursing people with bodies that fall apart, and blowing people up and then putting them back into a body, and eviscerating them over pits of lava, and doing all sorts of horrible things… And then he puts them back together. The trauma remains.” She added, “And there’s the whole ‘teaching other people to bring people back from the dead and thus transforming them into monsters’ thing. His magic has destroyed more souls on this world than any other magic in existence.” Silverite sighed a little. “And yet, how other people use the magic he had put out there is not his fault. And yet! He’s also saved countless lives through the dissemination of those magics.

“I simply wish he would stop teaching… Anyone at all, really. Just stop. And yet he can’t. He sees a lack of knowledge and he must fill that lack.” She asked, “Do you know that most people who went into the Armory, did so specifically to talk to Quilatalap? That he would try not to talk to people; try not to give out magical answers? But yet, the answers would come.

“Here’s one tactic that works way too well on him:

“A pair of adventurers under his purview would begin talking about Soul Magic, and they would get a lot of the initial stuff correct. Maybe they’d talk about the differences between blessings and curses. This would intrigue Quilatalap. But then, over the course of a week-long Armory trial, they’d bring up the topic again, and this time they’d purposefully get it wrong. And since Quilatalap was overhearing them the whole time, he would then correct them on their failings. It didn’t always work, but sometimes it did. And sometimes the trial-taker would forgo their reward and ask to be taught by Quilatalap, and sometimes Quilatalap would agree.

“And then a month later I would be murdering a fledgling necromancer with too much power and not enough self-control.” Silverite said, “Power is a good look on you, Erick. You have done Good with that power. You would have been crowned a Saint, if not for all the controversial things you have done, and if the world hadn’t gotten a lot more crazy since your ascent to power. Provided everything works out how we all hope it will, you will be crowned a Saint by some god or another. Maybe Rozeta, or Koyabez, or Phagar, or… Rozeta’s father, if he should regain his mind.

“Most people are not like you.

“Most people would not forgive their enemies and seek a better way. Most people would have been put down or straightened out by Stratagold or Oceanside for stepping too far out of line.” Silverite ended with, “And that’s really my problem with Quilatalap. He gives power to all who would ask for it, and prove themselves worthy. He is a priest of Melemizargo as much as he is a Holy Necromancer of Koyabez. And that is dangerous.”

Erick said, “I hear what you’re saying, and I thank you for your words, but I don’t have to worry about Quilatalap being used against me and that’s a major draw. Yes, he comes with baggage, but so do I, and I could use the ally, and we’re just dating right now, but I’ll let you know if it progresses further than that.”

Silverite was concerned, and probably for a thousand different reasons. If she wanted to, she could dig up recorded history, and show, with documented examples, exactly how much danger Erick was getting himself into. But she chose not to do any of that. She discarded all the rest of her words. With that simple decision made, she said, “I’m happy if you’re happy, Erick. I hope it works out between you.” She added, “But to speak as nations for a moment: He’s indirectly dangerous in vast, unknowable ways. Be careful.”

Erick smiled a little. “I will. Thank you for your concern. And thanks for the well-wishes.” And then he offered, “If any of the archmages of Spur want a [Reincarnation], or if you need help with anything, let me know and I’ll try to help”

Silverite sat fractionally straighter. “Thank you for the offer. I’ll… Let them know of your offer, and I’ll let you know if I need or desire anything in particular. There is one thing I can think of right now: Do you know when, if at all, you will be getting the Local Area Gate Network up and operational for the Crystal Forest? I understand that’s going to go through the Wayfarer’s?”

“It will probably go through the Wayfarer’s, yes. It’ll probably be active next month, after the Triumph of Light. 15 days? Something like that. There’re only a few places to even connect to in the Crystal Forest, anyway. Vindin. Outpost. Kal’Duresh. Ar’Kendrithyst, when it gets more stable and when Anhelia actually asks for a Gate. None of the other have asked for Gates, either, except in the most roundabout ways that mean they’re just checking, and they’re not actually interested.”

“That may be true for a while, but it will change fast. There’s going to be a surge of new cities out there, popping up and asking for Gates.” Silverite said, “Since you have these Version 5 Gates that don’t need upkeep on the other side, perhaps the Wayfarers could consider opening up Gates to other adventuring locations within the sands? Like the Hole north of Spur, or any number of places on the far eastern edge of the sands, like the Singular Mountain, or the Rocky Crags, or Empire Ruins?”

“… That’s a good idea.” Erick tried, “Would you like Spur to be a part of that collective? I can take Spur’s Gate off of Financial Road and make a nexus area with all of those locations inside that collection. Make all the Crystal Forest reachable from one 500 meter square block?”

Silverite smiled softly. “We’d take a second Gate in that space, actually. Keep the first one for business and make the new one fully for transportation of people and small, personal goods.”

“I can make that happen.” Erick asked, “Oh? Are you able to talk about the Feast?”

Silverite said, “We can talk about that; sure. But I’m not worried, and you’re going to do fine. Are you worried?”

“Yeah I’m worried! Ha! At least a little, anyway.” Erick smiled again. “You’re not worried I’m ‘falling to the Dark’, or something? I’ve gotten about a hundred letters to that effect so far.”

Silverite shook her head, saying, “I’m not worried about you in that way at all. I am absolutely sure that Melemizargo and the Shades and maybe even Quilatalap will try and talk about how ‘fine’ Melemizargo is, and about ‘how it used to be’ and ‘how it will be again’. But I trust you not to fall down that path… Or at least not until Melemizargo proves himself as not-insane, and his clergy as non-genocidal. Maybe after 50 years of good behavior. But am I worried about you actually choosing their side? Or: is this all some sort of elaborate plot by the Dark, and you, a Wizard, have already fallen to the Dark? No. Not worried about that, either.”

With a grin, Erick said, “For someone who is not worried at all, you’ve hit upon all the major complaints people are leveling at me.”

“Only idiots who haven’t been paying attention would be worried about you at this point.” Silverite shrugged. “But there are lots of idiots in the world. So… Good luck with that.”

Erick laughed.

There was more small talk of smaller concerns, but soon enough, Silverite departed back to Spur.
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                There were more meetings, including a sudden meeting with Goldie about party arrangements, which led to a deep dive into housing arrangements. Erick spent all of twenty minutes sorting the rooms in the Shade Tower for the various Shades who would be coming.

He would have done more for that effort, but Zolan interrupted him with an urgent concern. Erick suspected it was an early meeting with Kirginatharp, but nope!

It was something much more directly awful.

And now, inside Erick’s office, with Zolan standing across from him, Erick sat in front of a dangerous looking letter. It had arrived via army courier, from the Sovereign Cities, handed over by a man in formal blue fatigues. The envelope itself was affixed with five official seals, each done in a different color of wax. Killtree, North Curio, South Curio, Charme, and Pearl; all the major self-named ‘Sovereign Cities’, though, in the case of this letter they acted like a republic, or something.

The letter held the same seals as the envelope, but these ones had little tassels and were covered in foil to make them stand out even more. The words on the letter were rather simple, and written with ease of comprehension in mind; there was no calligraphy here.







- -







To Erick Flatt, Wizard of Darkness, Pawn of Ar’Kendrithyst, Consort of Necromancy, Purveyor of Dark Particle Magic, Spawner of the False World Tree Yggdrasil, and Future-Killer-of-Veird.

We will be coming for you, and for the people of your Gambler’s Rest, with fire and death.

Spare most of your people your own fate.

Submit to our rule. Kill the rebels of Gambler’s Rest. Kill all the shadelings you have allowed to live. Kill all the corrupted souls you have placed into new bodies. Then, you must turn your Gate Network over to the True Rulers of Veird.

When those tasks are done, for the good of the world, for the memory of the person you might once have been, clasp yourself in chains of hardest adamantium and antirhine, and report to Charme, or Pearl, or North Curio, or South Curio, or Killtree.

Once there, you will be Sundered as a Wizard should be Sundered.

Fail to do any of our requests, and we will be forced to annihilate you in ways that you will never see coming. We will bring death to ‘Weald’, and then to Ar’Cosmos, who is yet another enemy of the world. We will fully destroy Candlepoint.

We have methods you cannot imagine.

Spare your good people, Erick Flatt, by executing those who are evil.

Do as we demand and prepare for your End, Wizard.

Otherwise, this is war.







- -







Erick had read the letter ten times in as many seconds. And then he went slower, and more methodical. Based on the look on Zolan’s face…

… Yes, this was a real letter.

… Yes, the Sovereign Cities were officially, really and truly, declaring war.

Erick looked up to Zolan. And yup, Zolan was still of the mind that this letter was real. He did not look too concerned, but that was only because he was hiding it well. Despite Erick’s vast powers, as both a dragon and a Wizard, despite Erick’s allies and magic, despite all of the power at Erick’s disposal, this here was a real declaration of war.

And despite the various levels of shitery and idiocy that characterized most citizens and especially the rulers of the Sovereign Cities, those rulers were world powers, because you had to be a world power in order to control any part of this world… Which was a bit self evident, Erick thought. But there it was.

Zolan asked, “What shall we do about this?”

Erick had managed to keep his all-consuming anger at bay until Zolan asked that question.

Some of that anger escaped him.

“The easiest solution is that I, personally, am going to murder every single person in power over there and dismantle everything that makes the Sovereign Cities ‘sovereign’. Reinstating a cooperative and better kind of government will be a pain that I cannot actually do right now, nor can I ask my overseers or the people of Candlepoint or otherwise to take up that burden, so that would be a problem that I cannot accept. And so, I will need to look to lesser solutions. Perhaps the best solution is to ask around at Gambler’s Rest for whoever wants to control that place, and then give them the Cities.” Erick said, “But I don’t really know all the people of Gambler’s Rest, and they’re all the second string revolutionaries, because the Sovereign Cities killed all the first string when they went into peace talks.

“So one thing I will not be doing is attempting peace talks, for the Cities killed the Dicers who had been attempting peace, and I will not have a repeat of the Chelation War.” Erick added, “But, I admit, that that is my anger talking. Do you have any better ideas?”

“… Those peace talks between the Dicers and the Cities failed because they didn’t use a [Zone of Peace], because every power at that meeting had a Domain and they could push back against that magic enough to kill. But that is only one thought on why that talk failed. Personally, I am rather certain that both sides chose to go into those talks without a [Zone of Peace] and oversight from Koyabez’s clergy because they were both preparing to kill the other side. The Cities just struck first.”

Erick stood up from his seat, saying, “Possibly correct. I shall go ask them about all that. Would you like to join me?”

“No, I will not. This is not because I do not want to, but because I should be seen as a softer side to you.” Zolan said, “Take Burhendurur, though. But I would say, in confidence, that this declaration of war could be a trick. If it is not a trick, then opting to murder all of the leaders of the Sovereign Cities is something that should not be done. It lets people know that you are willing to assassinate your way to victory, and then they’ll send assassins after you.”

“… Your words are heard and understood. And yet… I really want to murder all the leaders over there, all of their army, turn their weapons into slag and—” Erick stopped himself.

He breathed for a little bit, as lightning trickled out of his fingertips like crawling, skittering spider legs, leaving trails of black upon the white surface of his desk. Erick controlled his flooding anger, beating it down into submission, trying not to think about how he had sought to give Terror Peaks a chance to surrender, and how they had thrown that chance back in his face and killed over 4 million people. Maybe a lot more. Who knew how many people, exactly, had died to supply lines failing and oozes birthing in unmaintained sewer systems and monsters coming in from the plains, without armies to stop them…

Erick breathed.

Erick said, “I won’t be making the same mistake again.” He looked down to the letter as though it had personally murdered a thousand people already. “I will contain my anger until it is no longer a benefit to contain my anger.”

Zolan was terrified, but only a small part of that was about Erick.

War was not a lightly-declared thing on Veird.

Erick almost wanted to laugh at the ridiculousness of the Sovereign Cities declaring war on him, on House Benevolence and on Candlepoint. But…

War was not a lightly-declared thing on Veird. Or anywhere, really.

Erick said to him, “Ophiel will protect you.” He had an Ophiel fly down to turn tiny and rest on Zolan’s shoulder. Zolan glanced at the little guy, and the little guy, who was a single eye and a tiny pair of hummingbird wings, looked up at him. And then Ophiel plinked with magic, and he suddenly held a shield of silver spikes; an [Animadversion]. Erick said, “Please make wartime preparations and alert Ophiel if you wish for more time to make those plans. Alert Burhendurur. I need to go and pick up some people from home and… We’re probably going to have a big meeting.”

Zolan bowed, and then he turned and left.

Erick called out to the shadows of the room, “Goldie. Are you there?”

The shadows flickered, then stilled.

It was a full 15 seconds before Goldie appeared in her full black battle leathers, with her black plank of a sword hovering behind her. She took a knee, saying, “Sir!”

“Counter assassination protocols. The fucking Sovereign Cities —of all the fucking places!— have just declared war. Do what you have to do to ensure no one dies.” Erick said, “I know Mox’s people are around here, too, so enlist whoever you have to enlist.”

Goldie’s eyes pinched a little. “Uh. Yes sir! But. Uh… The Sovereign Cities?” She frowned. “Really?”

“Maybe they are no longer fond of ruling over their piles of shit, and wish to pass on from this world. I do not know at the moment, but I am going to find out.”

Goldie gave a small joyous laugh, then said, “Sir!” right before vanishing.
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Erick went to Burhendurur, first. After collecting the Overseer of Enforcement for a fast meeting, Erick’s circle of collection rapidly grew to include Aisha and Poi and Teressa. Tasar joined because she could, and soon, the news of what was happening had spread far, far outside of House Benevolence. Mephistopheles, Justine, and Slip, from Candlepoint attended the meeting, along with a few people from Weald who Erick knew of, but whom he didn’t really know beyond their names. A few people from the Stratagold embassy, the Wayfarer’s embassy, and Portal’s embassy, were also roped into attending, for the Sovereign City’s declaration affected them, as well.

Erick truly had no idea what the fuck the nobility of the Sovereign Cities were thinking, and from the small comments of others, they didn’t understand the motivation of the Sovereign Cities either.

Erick spared a second to ask Poi if his sister was fine, and Poi rapidly assured him that this was more important right now. From what Erick was picking up from the sapphirescale man, he was not lying, but he was stretching his personal truth. Which was fine.

And then Erick went and collected others for the war preparation.

The main meeting room of House Benevolence had gone unused until now. Placed right below the throne room, the main room was the second largest room in the whole House, being an amphitheater-like, United-Nations-adjacent, sort of space. It was like any sort of political debate stage. The only real difference was the large angular and stylized relief of Yggdrasil at the back of the large room, behind where the speakers would talk on their podiums.

It had taken about 30 minutes to organize this meeting, but in that short amount of time, Erick and others managed to grab about 60 people. Some outliers included a few people from Stratagold city (and not just the embassy) who Tasar had rapidly coordinated, and a few Elites from Oceanside, here on behalf of Kirginatharp. Erick had spoken briefly to the Second to Rozeta, and while Kirginatharp had been expecting to talk about Quilatalap and reprimand Erick for that foolishness (which he did a little, anyway) he had not been expecting any talk of war between House Benevolence and anyone else in the world. The Headmaster had been caught off guard, but he reoriented his complaints about Quilatalap to a more productive path; he had no idea what the fuck the Cities were doing either, and that was much more important than who Erick decided to fuck. And so, while Kirginatharp had sent a few of his Elites here to personally report back to him, he had also told Erick that he would be sending word to the Sovereign Cities, too, to try to get to the bottom of that stupidity.

Kirginatharp sent to Erick, ‘The Cities are not the best place to live in this world, but they are not deserving of annihilation.’

‘Maybe not the people, but the nobility? I think they might be exactly that deserving.’

‘… Give me some time on my end, please, Erick.’

Erick abided by that request, for now.

And anyway, the first thing Erick had decided on doing in response to this newest crisis was to talk to the refugees of Gambler’s Rest, to understand this conflict that House Benevolence had been dragged into.

Hence, the auditorium meeting.

Now that everyone was present, Erick stood at the side of the podium and cast magic as he spoke, “I’m filling the room with my newer spell, [Expandable Hasted Shelter]. As you can see, multiple casts overlap and greatly expand the range of this magic.” The entire room filled with multiple casts. “We’re going to take our time with this conversation, for the people of Gambler’s Rest are going to inform us of everything they know of their conflict.” As magic settled into the room, Erick turned to the three people who had previously been rebels. “Harridon, in the red armor, the new mayor of Gambler’s Rest. Glorida in the yellow, and working on trade concerns. And Bobbi, with the enchanted glass headgear, who I believe is working with Mox on the dungeons. They’re all pretty good with dungeoneering due to their rapid need to learn all about that, because they needed all that extra essence to force-Matriculate people, since Registrars were illegal over in the Sovereign Cities. They have a Registrar now, though, over at the Rest, and it is my understanding that Candlepoint and Weald also have registrars.

“The previous leaders of the Dicers were assassinated in an attempted peace talk with the Sovereign Cities, thus ending their rebellion. And now the Sovereign Cities have openly declared war on House Benevolence, though technically they are only targeting ‘all the evil people’, according to their letter. They want me to murder all of the former Dicers and a bunch of others before handing myself over to them for summary Sundering execution after—” Erick almost wanted to laugh. “—after I somehow ‘give them’ the Gate Network.” He forced a small smile, saying, “I’m leaning toward murdering them all and attempting to install a puppet government over there, because I know how trying peace talks with similar people went before. I will not have a repeat of Terror Peaks.” He yielded the floor to the former Dicers, saying, “If anyone has a better idea than murdering them all, let me know! That’s what this meeting is about— Oh!

“And to get this out of the way:

“I have looked into the lightning sky of Benevolence, and this right here is not even a shadow of a tangle. My two Seers of Benevolence —working title— agree that whatever this shit the Sovereign Cities is trying to pull, it probably won’t kill a whole lot of people, or it will only be killing the bad people. Or something. I don’t know.” Erick shrugged. “Futures change on the whims of the present, so… Anyway: The Dicers.”

To stunned silence, Erick stepped off the stage and went to the front row, where he sat down to the left, next to Poi.

The man in red armor, Harridon, was supremely flustered by Erick’s words. But he was also filled with a mirror of Erick’s own righteous indignation, and beaming hope. He stepped forward to the central podium, while Glorida and Bobbi followed closely. Glorida and Bobbi began casting lightwards into the air, but faltered after casting the first ones. Everyone looked to the woman in yellow and the fishbowl-head guy, as the two of them looked at their own hands, uncomprehending—

Erick spoke, “The time dilation of [Expanded Hasted Shelter] means you get one Script spell every 60 seconds; for every minute that passes in here, only one Script Second passes out there. All this really means is that we have ample time to talk, so do what you can, as you can. Feel free to learn aura control later, if you want to cast magic outside of the Script Second.”

A lot of people in the audience had no idea what the fuck Erick was talking about; ‘casting outside of the Script Second’. But Erick saw as they experimented with their own tiny spells to confirm his words; light flickered inside hands and under desks, and eyes went wide. Those people would be asking others about all of that later.

A lot of other people in the audience were slightly perturbed that Erick would even be spilling minor secrets like that. That section of people mostly included the wrought from Stratagold. The wrought of House Benevolence were unaffected by Erick’s casual release of important, yet semi-hidden information.

The people from Gambler’s Rest understood what Erick meant by his words; but the time dilation thing caught them off guard.

Glorida and Bobbi both changed tactics, with Bobbi’s clear-colored aura stretching out of his body and forming crude lightsculptures. Glorida frowned at that, but she attempted the same, using her slow, yellow aura to conjure a map in the air. It was a much worse attempt than Bobbi’s. She rapidly erased it.

Harridon, meanwhile, had been talking, “I have been asked to give an overview of the Dicers and our war effort against the nobility of the Sovereign Cities. As Wizard Flatt has said, our war ended when the nobles of the Sovereign Cities assassinated our leaders in peace talks—” Before he had spoken, he had been distracted by the severity of Erick’s own emotions, and that had caused him to falter slightly, but he caught up to himself in that moment. An endless rage began to shine through his calm voice, like a banked hearth given fuel for the fire, and stirred to life once more. “Wellwisher, our former leader, and his second, Soriila, were invited to a neutral location, outside of Killtree. The other side of that meeting was King Killtree, and King Charme, along with representatives for Queen Pearl, King Curio Sook, and King Curio Xaro. Our side had three more representatives, to make for an even meeting.

“We did not seek a [Zone of Peace] from the priests of Koyabez because it works at 75% effectiveness against Domain magics, and four people at that meeting had Domains active.

“They stayed on topic for two hours, as our demands were listened to and then modified by the nobility, and compromises were reached. After a few more hours of discussion, the war likely would have ended, and peace would have happened. We would have created a sixth Sovereign City on the coast between Killtree and Charme.

“And then, in the middle of talking about trade routes, King Charme and King Killtree decided that they had seen enough.” Harridon’s eyes flickered red as he tried to control his anger and mostly succeeded. “The both of them had been participating in the talks well enough. But for half an hour, they had gone disinterested. We didn’t know what we were looking at until they decided to stand up and kill our people. They locked down the space with Domain magic and overpowered our leaders. Killtree took Wellwisher’s head, and Charme took Sorilla’s heart. They murdered our people, and then handed out one head to each of the five Cities, along with lightsculptures of the other four. Those heads and magics are still on display at the kingdoms of the five Cities.

“That’s what they do over there. Thousands of Dicer heads are held on display in their grand mansions and palaces, as trophies of how many of our people they have killed. But not just our people. They do this for every powerful person they kill. Those heads will stay on display for a year.”

Had…

Had Erick heard that right?

Yes. He had.

Erick’s mind went blank with fury. All he could do was listen.

Harridon continued, “But the worst part were the lies.”

Like Harridon was lancing an infected wound he had never before gotten the chance to lance, Harridon ripped open his soul and bared all the evil that the Sovereign Cities had committed. He spoke of campaigns of hatred against the Dicers, with wanted posters plastered at every Adventurer’s Guild and Mage Guild and otherwise, listing crimes that they did not commit. Stories from bards in taverns. Stories yelled in town squares that were complete lies. He spoke of how the world knew the Dicers as ‘empowered by Darkness’, due to the Elemental Dice that Shade Toymaker had made, which started their whole rebellion. That initial Elemental Die story was true, but like anything that came from the Shades, it was how the magic was used that made it evil; not the magic itself.

And then Harridon spoke of truly evil acts of physical violence perpetrated by mayors and barons and guard captains against women, and men, and how all those acts of horror were shown to the world as ‘acts by the Dicers’.

It was hard to believe the depravity of the Sovereign Cities. And yet...

Erick easily believed every word out of Harridon’s mouth, for he could tell Harridon was not lying, and Erick had seen much of the squalor of the Cities himself. Main cities, with wooden slat-board houses everywhere! Unpaved roads. Stone noble mansions. The rich, high on the hills, and the poor living in the dirt, in the rain, and the mud. Jane had gotten a much more personal look at that place, long before Erick showed up and cleared out a ballooning spider horde before it descended upon Killtree. The stories Jane told painted the nobility as either complete idiots, or purposefully malicious, and it was hard to tell which one was more true.

But now, ‘purposefully malicious’ seemed to be the most correct version of events.

By the time Harridon was done talking, he had spoken of the Dicer’s entire rebellion against the Sovereign Cities and peppered that speech with specific examples of what the various cities were doing that the Dicers wanted changed. He had spoken of specific battles fought against conscripted soldiers, who were only there because that was the only way they could Matriculate and pull themselves out of the mud. He had spoken of assassinations attempted in order to circumvent the need for a war. Behind him, Glorida and Bobbi had conjured tens of images of maps, and horrors taken from memory, and examples of why the Sovereign Cities needed to end.

“— and why,” Harridon ended with, “You cannot trust them to honor a peace treaty, or to even come to a peace talk honestly. You can only end them, as we tried to do, and yet failed.”

A few people in the audience were fired up and ready for a war that was worth fighting, for all the right reasons. One of those people was Erick. Others included Teressa, and Kiri, and all the other Dicers in the audience, and all the Elites from Oceanside, and most of the people from Ar’Cosmos. The people from Ar’Cosmos was a weird addition, but Erick noticed that bloodlust in their eyes, for sure.

Others were more worried. That seemed to be the normal reaction.

Erick stood up, in the silence following Harridon’s speech. All eyes turned to him, as he said, “So I’m ready to kill them all.” He looked upon the suddenly worried, relieved, and resigned faces of the people of the Greater Candlepoint Area, asking, “But will someone speak for some lesser solution? Anyone at all? Multiple people are welcomed to speak to all of us here, and to start a dialogue. I will attempt peace if it is the best solution decided here, and then accepted by me.”

As though people had spoken outside of Erick’s Sight, which they had, a few eyes glanced toward one person in particular.

And Zolan stood up, saying, “I would speak for something smaller than unilateral genocide.”

Erick gestured to the podium.

Everyone watched as Zolan began walking forward.

Harridon and his people vacated the stage, looking rather joyful. They all knew that whatever Zolan was going to say would not change Erick’s mind. By the time this meeting was over, their failed revolution would reignite and sweep across the Sovereign Cities with all the wrath of a Wizard.

… Erick had some hope that Zolan could change that, though.

Erick did not want to go to war with the Sovereign Cities. He would, though, especially if they actually had threats they could back up. There were a few ways Erick considered that they could actually hurt him… But vanishingly few ways that Benevolence wouldn’t pick up on, first.

Such an attack would have to inherently be anti-prognostication, anti-Sightable, and anti… Well. Anti-magic. So lead was high on the list of possibilities. Some sort of lead dust dispersal in the air? Maybe. What… Like a thousand tons of the stuff, turned to dust, and scattered across… Yggdrasil and the Gate District and Candlepoint, and all the other Yggdrasil in every other part of the world? … Eh. Not likely.

Some sort of artifact from Ar’Kendrithyst’s Armory? Something taken from that place in the ransacking of the days following Last Shadow’s Feast? … More likely.

Something like the Amulet of Non-Presence? Fairy Moon still had that. But...

Other people could make some of those, though, right?

… If someone could make those, then they could make enough of them that they could rope others into their Non-Presence group, if those people looked like they were willing to actually go up against Erick.

The Soul Spears from the Chelation War which had almost killed Erick would be a pretty good way to attack him again, if someone actually did that right this time. Luckily all of Ophiel and every Yggdrasil was now wearing an [Animadversion] shield, along with other protective magics. Erick would not be caught off guard again by a soul-targeting spell like that.

Of course, Fairy Moon could be involved in this herself, directly. But of course, that meant that all of his people could be in on this, too. That was a bit too much paranoia for him, though. At this moment in time, anyway.

Erick glanced around the room as Zolan took the stage. He wondered…

Were any of them plotting against him?

… Probably not.

Erick looked up to Zolan.

Zolan began, “To understand the Sovereign Cities, one must first understand the notion of complete independence. Everything about those many smaller cultures stems from there. They do not help their neighbors, for that is an insult to their neighbors. They do not help their children, for that is an insult to their children. They do not accept help from the nobility, for that is an insult to their own self.

“The second thing to understand is that the nobility purposefully keeps this myth of independence going strong.

“Some of the nobility propagates this myth because that is how they were raised. Some, because they know this myth is what keeps their opposition divided. It is impossible to tell who is actually a true believer of this notion of supreme independence, and who is using this culture to their own benefit.

“Almost all the larger noble houses are the second type; the users. That is how they got large in the first place; by recognizing the truth that people are stronger together.

“Almost all the smaller businesses and vendors and producers are the first type; the used. That is why they remain small.

“Anyone of the small groups who choose to ignore this myth and reach for the hands of their neighbors are ruthlessly exterminated by the larger groups. Sometimes, though, a small group can manage to break out of this pattern, and become a new force. The Dicers almost managed this but they ultimately failed.

“This culture is why registrars are ‘illegal’ over there. I use that term loosely, for registrars are not actually ‘illegal’. They are legal when the people in power use them, for every single person in power is required, by law, to Matriculate.

“The majority of commoners see Matriculation as an acceptance of the Dark into their lives. They don’t like magic. They don’t appreciate mana. They don’t want to Matriculate. This is a gross simplification, and I can already see the Dicers shaking their heads, and others among the audience going wide-eyed at how this could possibly be possible.

“I see you asking, ‘How is it possible that people could think of the Script as evil?’, and that answer is complex and yet simple. In a simple way, many different cultures on Veird have this idea, because this idea is one ingrained into the world by the Dark.

“In another simple way, and with regard to the Sovereign Cities in particular, this is the result of the nobility controlling every part of their nation. In a complex way, I can point to the fact that without widespread Matriculation, and the ability to easily read that comes with that Matriculation, that most people cannot read over there. And so, the nobility hires bards to go to taverns and town squares, to shout the news in storied verse. Everyone who wants to know what is going on will go to those taverns and town squares, and under the watchtowers of the nobility, they will talk to each other about everything. Approved stories get passed around. Unapproved stories do not.

“I could say more on that, but we’ve all heard Harridon speak on that.” Zolan continued, “I will, however, say that what you have heard today is Sighting the Sovereign Cities in the worst possible light.

“In a better light, but without discounting that they have declared war on this land:

“The nobility of the Sovereign Cities works together to push back the monsters. This is first and foremost the duty of the nobility in any part of the world. Almost everything else is secondary to ensuring a safe living space. Variations on this stance would also describe the wrought, and Oceanside, and every other nation on this planet.

“Yes, the Sovereign Cities fight amongst each other, causing death and violence and other horrors, but to change that would require changing their entire culture, which is not something one can do with a [Precision Strike], or with any violent spellwork. One might as well tell Nelboor to stop fighting. Or the dragons to stop fighting. Or the Quiet War to end…” Zolan frowned. “But then again, those are some of our very goals here at the House.” And then he looked out to the audience, and said, “I have decided…

“I have decided that to continue speaking for the good of the Sovereign Cities, would be antithetical to what I believe. We have the capability to end certain horrors of the world, and so the problems of the Sovereign Cities are one problem we can, should, and must end.

“I don’t believe that complete violence is the answer, though.”

As everyone else held concern or vindication or confusion on their face—

Erick spoke, “Violence solved the problem of the Shades, and this whole idea of ending the Sovereign Cities would be erasing one of the greatest lies told by Melemizargo in his insanity; that the Script is evil.”

Zolan said to Erick, “The nobility of the Sovereign Cities are not Shades.”

“I have ended face stealer threats, and monster threats, and cult threats, all through violence.” Erick said, “Even Koyabez says that sometimes violence is the answer.”

“And if you use violence as the head of a state, violence will be used against you,” Zolan said, his words clipped, disbelieving that he even needed to say those words. “It sets a bad precedent that when idiots threaten you, that you murder them. They are idiots, Erick. They are stupid, stupid people, pissing into the wind to assert dominance, not realizing that the wind will fly back in their face and turn them and their whole empire to sand.”

Erick frowned. “Have the Sovereign Cities ever sent a threat of war against the wrought? Against Oceanside?” He scoffed. “Against Ar’Cosmos, or Ar’Kendrithyst? I’m trying to pull a lot of separate people together here, and I will not have this ruined by idiots, and especially not idiots who kill people at peace talks.”

Zolan easily said, “They have sent letters of war against Ar’Kendrithyst. And then a Shade came into the Cities and beat up their highest level warriors for a good ten days, feasting and partying while they did so. It was the Shade of War, about 250 years ago.”

… Huh.

Erick did not think Zolan was lying, but it was nice to see a few nods around the room confirm Zolan’s crazy story. Harridon’s lips narrowed, and Bobbi whispered to Glorida about the Shade of War only happening 235 years ago; not 250.

Zolan continued, “The Cities sometimes send letters of war against Ar’Cosmos, too. They have worked with the Dragon Stalkers out of Oceanside quite often when they do this, in order to try and suss out whatever dragons might be living inside the Cities. I think it has worked once, though I am unsure how often they have tried that, so it could have worked multiple times.

“They have sent one letter of war against Oceanside but the Headmaster took care of that, and it was long before my time. I don’t know the particulars of that, either. I believe the particulars of that are what caused the Headmaster to use you to end the ballooning spider threat against Killtree, for he did not want to go himself.

“If they have sent letters against the wrought, then I am completely unaware of those.”

Erick was stunned, again. With a scrunched face, and full in disbelief himself, Erick asked, “So this was what? A stunt? A publicity stunt by them to make their leaders… What? Look good against ‘the evil Wizard in the tower?’ or some other such shit?”

“No. Absolutely not.” Zolan said, “The upper echelons of their nobility are absolutely capable of murdering thousands of people at once, if they wanted. However. This might simply be a starting tactic to get you to come to the table in certain ways. I would talk more in private about specific capabilities, if you would allow it.”

Erick scowled as he tried to make sense of what he was hearing. After a moment, he said, “Thank you, Zolan, for your expertise. We will talk later.”

Zolan bowed, then stepped off the stage.

Erick asked, “Would anyone else care to talk about the Sovereign Cities? I would have more opinions. Personal stories of your own experiences there would be helpful, for I am, apparently, simply not experienced enough with them to make any sort of broad decisions right now.”

All three Dicers were suddenly worried that maybe Erick wouldn’t avenge them.

Erick added, “Raise your hand, or whatever. Who wants to talk n— You. Bobbi. Go ahead. Take the stage. I would hear from Mephistopheles next, and then you from Stratagold. I believe your name is Merulia?”

Merulia nodded. She was a human woman of pale copper-like metal that almost looked like flesh-tone skin. She also wore actual clothes instead of her metal as clothes. Erick suspected she was a hellite/demonstone blend of some sort, but he wasn’t 100% on that.

Bobbi was on the stage, and he started talking.

He spoke of war crimes both large, as in the murder of prisoners, and small, as in the savaging of captured soldiers. He spoke of his life before all that, when he wanted to be a farmer, like his father and his father before him, but how he needed [Grow]. So he signed up for Matriculation, and the army. His first years in the army had him murdering villages of people who were ‘building outside of noble control’. At the time, this was perfectly normal to him, but what wasn’t normal was how the army operated. All his life Bobbi had been independent and true to how a proper man should be. But then the army had everyone on schedules, and working toward a common good. He had rebelled hard against all that in the beginning. But then he saw how well the army worked, and how poorly the ‘housing rebels’ fought; that’s what the army always called the people who made houses of stone, like it was wrong. ‘Housing rebels’.

His first real wake-up call came when they marched on an old woman’s house in the middle of some woods. The old woman had been supplying a town with medicine for an outbreak that [Cleanse] could have solved all on its own.

The army made their unit assault and kill the old woman.

And the story continued.

Erick listened. By the time Bobbi was done, Erick wanted to kill every noble in the world.

Bobbi got off the stage.

In a small surprise, Burhendurur was the actual next person to speak. The incani-like man seemed like he had something rather important to say, and so he had asked Mephistopheles and Merulia to give way. They obliged.

Burhendurur began, “We should murder every single king and queen of the Sovereign Cities and install the Benevolence Dragons over there as caretakers, alongside the rebels of Gambler’s Rest.”

The audience looked on, wide-eyed at that sudden declaration.

Burhendurur continued, “Zolan was right about the Sovereign Cities sending letters of war against Ar’Cosmos. This happens every so often; once every 40 years, perhaps. Every time such a declaration comes a dragon or five gets outed in the Cities, and then gets put down as they try to fight over desolate lands, for the Sovereign Cities are very good at killing dragons, for Dragon Hunters can overcome all the innate physical defenses of [Dragon Body]. The Cities have lots of Dragon Hunters, for the Cities are something of the birthplace of the Dragon Stalkers, though the main offices are now in Oceanside.”

Erick really did need to speak more to Kirginatharp.

But for now, he listened.

Four hours and many presentations later, Erick knew two things for certain.

One. That the Sovereign Cities needed a change.

Two. That Erick would be that change.







- - - -







People went their separate ways in order to prepare for possible war with Domain-empowered individuals. There had been some deep unease with that, for a thousand different reasons. One of the largest reasons for that unease was expressed most succinctly by the wrought, and at the very end, by Aisha.

Aisha had said, “The killing of people with Domains is an awful thing, for everyone is needed in the war against the monsters, and especially those who have already proven themselves as capable against the Darkness. It is a deep, deep shame that the Cities have chosen this route.”

Stratagold and Oceanside would be confronting the Sovereign Cities on behalf of Erick and Candlepoint.

Ar’Cosmos, on the other hand, would be preparing to go to war right alongside Erick.

But for now...

Five minutes after the main meeting broke, Erick stood with Zolan, Mox, Burhendurur, Raingorl, Aisha, and Volaro, inside another meeting room. A much smaller space, this time. No one was actually seated yet, either, for Erick had told them that this wouldn’t take long.

Erick said, “I’m sure we all have about a hundred things to do right now that we never thought we needed to actually do. I was prepared for war two and three months ago, but apparently, it’s happening now, and in ways I never expected. And so, I have gifts for everyone. A while ago —I can’t pinpoint exactly when— when it first appeared that things were going well, and that none of you were secret enemies, I had decided to wait until the Triumph of Light to give you these gifts.” Erick reached into a small ring of Benevolence lightning and pulled out a large white wooden box, that was actually six smaller boxes. Each one was Privacy’d, so there was no peeking before the real reveal. There was a lot of curiosity, though. Erick began handing out the boxes, which he had already labeled, to their respective people. “When this Shadow’s Feast business began, I decided to give these to you before that day. But now that we’re at war, you can have them now.” Erick canceled the Privacies.

Since everyone had mana sense, they saw their gifts before they opened the boxes. Zolan breathed in a little. Mox went solid. Aisha’s eyebrows went up. Raingorl looked pleased. Burhendurur and Volaro were concerned, and for good reason.

Erick said, “The white wood ones will work in Ar’Cosmos, but the fully diamond ones will only work on Veird, though the diamond ones are considerably stronger. Use whichever ones you want and give the others away, if you want. Or save the unused set for a dark day.”

Burhendurur’s countenance shifted entirely; he had been worried about getting an item that wasn’t compatible with the nature of Ar’Cosmos, where normal magical items didn’t work. He smiled as he popped open his gift. Four rings sat inside. Two of them were made of white wood, with prismatic-white blood-based inscriptions like raised sets of diamonds on top. The other two were [Exalted Rain] platinum-covered diamond rings, filled with Statlight. Everyone got the same set, but with rings sized to their own fingers. As they all began opening their gifts, there were a few unasked questions.

Erick answered them before they were asked, “They’re Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus rings. The wooden ones give a total bonus of +50 for wearing both. The silver ones give +80. You can mix and match if you want, but I suggest no more than one ring per hand; that’s about all the enchanting resonance that those parts of a body can handle. Aisha, you could probably take all four rings into your body somewhere, but I’m still not sure how wrought work with enchanted items. If you break them, I can make more, so experiment if you want.” Erick said, “None of the rings have Intelligence, Dexterity, Constitution, or Perception. If you want one of those Stats, ask and you will receive them.”

Burhendurur and Volaro suddenly had trouble deciding which rings they were going to wear. Three of the other four had no such problems, slipping silver rings onto their fingers.

But Aisha wore the wooden rings, strangely enough, saying, “The metal ones rub off on me so I prefer Yggdrasil wood. Thank you, Erick.”

There were more ‘thank yous’, each of them deep and true. All of them seemed to be avoiding the subject of the New Stats, though. Erick still smiled a little, though, happy that he could give gifts like this to his people.

Continuing to smile, Erick said, “Think about if you want a New Stat; I mean it. They’re useful! I can probably [Reincarnation] you, Zolan, Mox, and Raingorl, if you decide you don’t want your first pick. But for Aisha, Burhendurur, and Volaro, that probably won’t work. I’m not even sure if [Reincarnation] will drop those New Stats, anyway. I’m rather sure that if you take 2 New Stats, that you will still turn shadeling. A [Reincarnation] can fix that, though, for sure.”

Burhendurur shook his head a little, marveling at his new rings briefly before saying, “No New Stats for me. The power that comes with them is not something I wish to invite that far into my soul.” He bowed his head a fraction. “No offense meant, of course.”

“None taken.” Erick said, “But anyway: think about the New Stats for a while.” He changed the subject, “Okay! So. We’ve got a war to win, and I don’t even have a general. You’re not up for that, are you, Burhendurur?”

Burhendurur said, “Absolutely not. I can defend, but I do not want armies of undead heralding the strength of House Benevolence out into the world, and I doubt you would either, once you calm down. It is understandable that you are angry at the Sovereign Cities, but creating an army of any sort is the wrong move right now.”

Everyone except Volaro looked at Burhendurur as though he was suddenly a different person.

With a scrunched face, Erick asked, “You don’t want the Cities purged of their nobility? But you spoke for that?”

Burhendurur frowned at that, saying, “I suddenly feel as though I desire a working ‘House Benevolence’ a lot more than the rest of you. A defensive war is fine. An offensive war is not. Let them come and break themselves upon our power… Though that is pretty dangerous so— And I know how this sounds, but I am going to say it anyway— perhaps if Quilatalap wants to keep ready with some [True Resurrection]s?” He shrugged. “Not a bad idea!”

Erick had no idea what to really say against that.

Zolan spoke up, “I do not want House Benevolence to have a standing army. That is my actual concern. It looks bad.”

“… Yes. I suppose…” Erick said, “I suppose…” He shook his head. “Let’s try for peace, first. I have [Zone of Peace] even if it’s not perfect and Yggdrasil is currently casting that magic all across the Greater Candlepoint Area, anyway, so whatever plans the Sovereign Cities have need to be… I don’t know. Antirhine clouds dropped down from high above? Parasites? Amulet of Non-Presence assassins? Some sort of other, physical way to assassinate me and others? Domain magics don’t work so well against a [Zone of Peace], but they’re still half effective; it’s why the Dicers didn’t bother with trying to get a [Zone of Peace] for their meeting with the royalty of the Sovereign Cities.”

Aisha said, “They still should have tried to get a [Zone of Peace]. Even if swords still work inside that magic, even if Domains can partially shrug it off. They still should have done that peace talk right.”

“I agree with Aisha,” Volaro said.

Almost quizzically, Aisha looked up at Volaro.

Volaro continued, “But I also think that using [Zone of Peace] when talking to Domain holders is like using a thin Platform to cover an Abyss; whatever sort of peace talks you have will simply be trapped in non-obvious ways.” The Carnage Dragon in an orcol body said, “So you should not have peace talks. You should find and assassinate every single king and queen and the next thirty people in line and watch the Cities implode. Nothing else needs to be done.”

Erick was not the only surprised person at the viciousness in Volaro’s suggestion.

Volaro added, “Or, you could [Blessing of Empathy] every single person in charge and let them sort themselves out. The Blessing way is likely the best way to avoid bloodshed, and would, no doubt, go down in history as one of the most beneficial soul-scourings ever, if you manage to pull it off. In addition to that, perhaps, as Burhendurur suggested back in that meeting, you should command the Benevolence Dragons to go deal with sorting that place out. It would give them something to do, at the least. One thing you should not do, though, is let the Dicers decide how this all plays out.” Volaro said, “While I am growing fond of the various judges and clerks of Gambler’s Rest, I don’t believe a single person from there should be put in charge of that nation. When it comes to judging in cases of abuses of power, they heavily lean toward the punitive side of the punitive/rehabilitative scale, and by a lot. If the Dicers would have actually won their rebellion, and I don’t mean sued for peace, but actually won—

“If they had won, the streets would have turned red with the blood of nobility, and then you’d get about 50 years of even more atrocities and a triple or quadruple overturn of nobles, leading to the very same situation that already exists over there.” Volaro said, “Historically, this is what happens when you solve nation-sized problems with violence.” He looked to Erick. “And not to put too fine a point on it, but you solved the problem of the Shades, and now we are here.”

A sword through the gut would have hurt less.

But Volaro was telling the truth.

As everyone else in that meeting looked either amazed that Volaro had actually come out and said that, or angry that he had done that, Erick just felt a bit numb.

As though knowing that his words would have achieved that result, Volaro nodded, then lessened his words, saying, “Millions dead, but in a hundred years, we’ll have whole new worlds. The Dark is not insane anymore. We have a new House of Ar’Cosmos. Dragons don’t have to hide. The Fractured Citadels are rejoining civilization, or at least one is. Tens of thousands of face stealers and killers dead. Hunters the world over eliminated. All the major killers and horrors of Songli ended. A Gate Network! Taking back the Crystal Forest. Clearing the Forest of Glaquin of horrific monsters. Helping refugees all across the world.

“House Benevolence has its roots deep in carnage, but through carnage, anything is possible, including remaking the entire world into something better.” With his eyes shining red, Volaro said, “Perhaps the Cities need a similar change, so let’s not kid ourselves in what such a change truly means.”

And again, no one spoke.

Eventually Raingorl said, “The Sovereign Cities are cursed to be shitholes.” He looked to Erick, saying, “Figuratively. There’s never been any proven, actual curses upon the land. We’ve looked.”

Zolan said, “Raingorl and Volaro bring up good points.” He said to Erick, “The Cities are a land of a million people, scattered across an area half the size of the Greensoil Republic. If the Sovereign Cities actually do attack, then the response cannot be overly punitive, but, since the outcomes of this war will determine the future of House Benevolence as much as any other action you have taken, the end result of this cannot be anything less than a long-term, secured peace. Which means traditional war and suing for peace will not work.”

Erick sighed a little. “You’re right, of course. I cannot expect a traditional war to end nearly as nice as I need it to end... So how about Stratagold, Oceanside, and Ar’Cosmos, trying to come up with some sort of longer-term solution?” Erick said, “Or maybe all of this shit is a stunt of some sort, and nothing will happen. Either way, I suppose we need to open a dialogue with these people. Zolan, please set that up, and also let me know when Kirginatharp wants to talk. Burhendurur, on defense. Everyone else, get their appointed spaces ready for a possible war. Let’s get to work.”

And so they did.
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                “The Sovereign Cities have been called that since the time of the Sundering,” Kirginatharp said, “Though tracing the actual history of the Cities is more like tracing a dotted line done in a hundred different colors, each color calling itself the Sovereign Cities, but each actually being a different people and culture entirely.”

“I don’t need to know the whole history.” Erick said, “I need to know if this current batch of warmongers is going to fall upon me and mine like zealots, and what that means, exactly.”

The Wizard of Benevolence and the Second to Rozeta met in one of the nicer rooms of House Benevolence. The sun held high in the sky, and it wouldn’t be moving for a while, since the (arguably) most powerful mortal dragons in the world were inside a [Hasted Shelter].

The declaration of war from the Sovereign Cities had arrived a few hours ago. And now, Erick was talking with one of the few people who had a deep history with the Cities, who was able to give a clear and precise judgment upon the whole lot of people over there, two mountain ranges west and a bit north of Candlepoint.

Kirginatharp said, “You do need to know the whole history, though, if you are to navigate this horror that has landed on your lap.”

“Now that right there. That is something I’m eager to know. Why am I dealing with this shit storm? Why hasn’t anyone else turned the Sovereign Cities into a wasteland? They’re mostly human, so shouldn’t the Quiet War have turned them into a crater long before now? Especially with the Wasteland Kingdoms so close?”

Kirginatharp looked at Erick and frowned.

Erick frowned right back at him, saying, “Don’t give me that look. It’s utterly ridiculous that the Cities have been allowed to exist at all.”

Kirginatharp sighed, as though he had experienced this conversation a thousand times already. “What would you have me do, Erick? Impose my will upon the world? Ensure nothing bad ever happens to anyone else, ever again? I am just one man, trying to do the best I can. I am not a god. I am certainly not a well-disposed Wizard. And even if I were any of those things, it would be wrong of me to impose my will on those who cannot stop me.”

“What about when ‘those who cannot stop you’ are the same people who have declared war on you? Threatening to kill everyone you love and have tried to help, and to burn down Oceanside in the process?”

Kirginatharp frowned a little, then said, “They tried to do that to me, too.” With golden eyes, Kirginatharp said, “This is a story I don’t want you spreading around, so I would have your confidence before I divulge this tale.”

“I will not tell anyone what you tell me unless I deem this information crucial to saving lives—” Before Kirginatharp could complain, Erick added, “— and even then, I won’t tell anyone unless it is absolutely necessary.”

Kirginatharp seemed fine with that arrangement. He began, “My current stance with the Cities began out of old arrangements that need not be repeated, but which, about 300 years ago, ended up thusly:

“Every single bargain of trade I had enacted with every single ruling house, clan, parliament, and individual power of the Cities, had lapsed, because, for the hundred years prior to that, none of the inheritors of those bargains were willing to do the reforms I required of them in order to reinstate those bargains. At that time, the final bargain of trade held by the Cities was held by Pearl. And then Pearl closed its Oceanside-approved arcanaeum, killing three teachers in the process, and severed that final tie.

“All the Cities, of course, demanded that I continue to fend off all the major monsters, while also throwing rotten vegetables at all my Elites, and openly singing horrible songs of how I consorted with—” Kirginatharp’s calm facade cracked, as his eyes glowed gold and his years fell away, revealing the furious Second to Rozeta for a brief moment— And then he calmed himself again. “They sang awful songs about me, personally. They are likely doing the same against you, right now, as we speak. Burning effigies, too.

“When I told them what was required for them to regain their bargains of trade, which I had been telling all of them for the last hundred years, they all refused, demanding that I kowtow to them, and that they didn’t need me, and that my magic was evil, and how it was useless, and that I was demanding too much of them, and… So on and so forth. They are an absolutely infuriating people to deal with, Erick.

“And so, they thought that, because I would not kowtow, and because I would not bend in my requirements, that I was at war with them. So they sent me a formal letter of war like the one you got.” Kirginatharp said, “My requirements to reinstate my bargains of trade were rather simple. One, have one open and publicly accessible registrar per hundred thousand people, which is the bare minimum, by the way. A much better number is 1 registrar per 10,000 people. For a place like Oceanside, that number is 1 per 1,000 people. Two, an Arcanaeum Consortium place of learning must be established in every major city, or at least one in whatever city wishes to reenact the bargain. And Three, to cease killing people who have Matriculated outside of noble control.”

“… All very reasonable. Which means it didn’t work.”

“It worked for a while, actually!” Kirginatharp smiled a fraction, and then he lost that smile. “The bargains were restored, and while my Elites killed major threats to the land, the Cities ‘tried’ to enact my requests. They did not actually try at all, of course. This all came to a head 3 years after that agreement, as all three of my bargains were mutilated in different ways.

“Of the first part: Getting the registrars would take time, so I gave them 5 years to enact that full transformation, but by the end of the first year, I required them to have at least 1 open registrar in every major city. Three years into the new bargains, they had yet to meet the first year requirements, but what was worse is how those small measures of compliance were followed.

“Every single open registrar, of which there were only 4, had their offices in the main town squares. Killtree, Charme, Curio North, and Pearl had complied, while Curio South said that since North Curio was part of South Curio, that they were also complying, but without really needing to actually comply.

“The Curios pull a lot of shit like that, by the way. They pretend to be a single city when it suits them, like with requirements to receive international aid, and two cities when it suits them, like for how much aid should be given. Watch out for that when you deal with them.

“That failure to properly comply with registrar demands was not even the worst part, though! People were able to Matriculate, but if those people weren’t signed up for an army at the same time, or operating under a noble, then those people were usually found executed by noble command, with their bodies spread everywhere across their former homes, and their heads on spikes inside the Executioner Halls, where the nobility displays the heads of those who break the law.”

Erick’s mood darkened. It was already rather dark, but it got worse.

Kirginatharp mirrored Erick’s mood, and continued, “Of my second requirement: The arcanaeums I demanded be built were built, but only the nobles were taught. A few commoners qualified to attend classes, because I locked down that shit as soon as I found out what they were doing. But it wasn’t till year 3 that I discovered that several of my teachers had been face stolen in response to my demand to teach the commoners, and that those impostors were teaching the commoners in ways that would get them killed. Telling the kids to play around with [Cleanse] was a favored tactic.” Kirginatharp said, “By these two mutilations of my bargains, they had automatically failed the third requirement, which was to stop killing people who Matriculate outside of noble control.”

Erick sighed. “What was your response to all that?”

“I murdered every single person responsible, Erick.”

Like a wave of cooling relief on a hot summer day, Erick felt better.

He felt better about everything.

Because he knew, in that moment, that he would need to do a lot of killing himself.

“It was a complicated campaign, of course,” Kirginatharp continued, “A few of my Elites helped me to locate the greatest perpetrators of evil in those lands and I removed those people from power. In some cases I went ten people deep, pulling out the decayed nobility by their roots. It was a thing I am still proud of to this day, because the aftermath of that murdering was like trimming a horribly overgrown tree.

“The level of corruption in those governments dropped to a level not seen in a hundred years. I managed to enact my bargains of trade with some different nobility… But, in my zeal, I went too far. The Shades realized what I was doing over there. Two years after I began cleaning the Cities up, and though there would be many, many more years of that necessary, the Shades gave me an ultimatum, as they usually did. If I left the Cities to their own devices, they would allow whatever I had done already to continue. If I fought them on this, then they would fight me.

“I chose to leave the Cities alone.

“Two years of cleanup had to be enough.

“15 years later, everything I had tried to do was undone, and though I know the Shades were partially responsible, the Shades were not wholly to blame. Violence rarely is the proper way to solve governmental issues, and while I knew this long before then, it is a lesson I have had to learn many, many times.

“At that time, I learned this lesson in this way: I occasionally looked in on the important meetings of the Cities, and when world events conspired to put the Cities anywhere near those events, I paid special attention to those places. I even looked in on some of the smaller, unimportant happenings within the Cities, like decisions of how much [Cleanse] they would allow a city to use in their sewers.

“And though the Shades were involved in one of those —which I know of, for certain— the Shades were not involved in all of them.

“Sometimes the people of the Cities made the right choices; they chose compassion, etcetera.

“But all too often, the people of the Sovereign Cities made the wrong choice. That example about [Cleanse] in the sewers? They voted on ‘none’, because to allow the open use of [Cleanse] meant that the sewermaster would be making money off of the rads they collected— Which I believe they should, of course. But now that the sewermaster could not make a living at his job, with no incentive to stay, the sewermaster quit, and that place had oozes within the month. A hundred people died, Erick. All because a handful of nobles in power voted for violence.” Kirginatharp breathed, centering himself before he got angry again. He continued, “My Elites cleaned up that mess and then pressured the people on the ‘no [Cleanse]’ side of that vote to vote the other way, tilting the vote back in favor of the sewermaster being able to do his job. That guy went back to work and was found guilty of falsified crimes, so he was executed by Charme and his head collected for the Executioner’s Hall.

“The whole reason that group of nobles had voted to disallow the collection of rads through [Cleanse] was because one of them was moving in to take over the sewermaster’s job. Once that person had gotten that job, there would then be a re-vote. [Cleanse] would be allowed again, and that person would then be collecting all those rads themselves. There had been bribes all around in order to make that happen.

“And a hundred people died in the interim.”

Erick’s rage almost blinded him. He shuddered. “… Ahh. That’s pretty… bad.” Erick had a lot more words than that, but he could not string them together at the moment.

Kirginatharp sat silently, too.

“There is a face stealer problem over there.” Erick asked, “How do you think they would respond if I offered them my anti-face-stealer services?”

“They would find reasons for all their enemies to be guilty and none of their friends to be guilty, and they might be right, or they might be face stealers themselves. In my opinion, that is a quagmire that you do not want to step into.” Kirginatharp said, “If you find a noble that has murdered people for their own gain, then simply murder them right back. It is the only way to be sure.”

Erick nodded once, taking that information in, and then he asked, “How about the Dragon Stalkers? How do they fit into this?”

“Ah. Well. That’s a much larger conversation that we need to have some other day.” Kirginatharp glanced around, then turned back to Erick. “Or we could stay in this [Hasted Shelter] for a few hours?”

“I’m fine with hours, but let’s keep to the strategic level; no need to go into tactics or individuals right now, unless they are necessary to know.”

Kirginatharp nodded once. “The Dragon Stalkers were originally a group of zealots conceived in the Sovereign Cities over a thousand years ago, who murdered both parents of dragonkin children, and then the children themselves. They were proponents of the Sovereign Ethnostate; a fully human Veird— almost all of the Cities are human. The Stalkers changed over time to eventually include every race of people, including dragonkin themselves, for dragons are a large problem the world over, due to the Curse. But without the Curse, then dragons would rule the world.

“The Stalkers hate me, because I am a dragon, but they work with me to keep the world clear of dragons.

“They hate you, too, perhaps even more than me and for a grab bag of reasons, but mostly because everything is changing, and our old solutions to old problems now have new solutions. They’ll probably have a schism in their ‘faith’ in the next ten years if everything you’re doing actually works, for a lot of them have recently taken up a new option: They’re calling for every dragon you Benevolence to be cursed with infertility, thus ensuring that no new eggs and no new dragons are born to spread more wyrms and more dragons into the world.

“Which brings me to another problem. Perhaps you should consider this sort of cursing; we don’t need more wyrms in the world. I would like it if there wasn’t even a wyrm season at all next year.” Kirginatharp asked, “Unless your Benevolence Dragons breed true?”

Erick wasn’t sure how to even begin to reply. “… There are so many things you just said which are… Baffling to me— Infertility? Really? But…” Erick frowned.

Kirginatharp said, “Perhaps we should avoid that nest of concern for now. The war with the Cities is more pressing.”

Erick blinked a bit, then asked, “So killing every noble in charge and running through the nation, executing every face stealer I find… Is the proper solution, if I can keep it up and continue to ensure that the Cities transforms into a better sort of place.”

“Theoretically, yes, and since you don’t have the Shades and Melemizargo trying to tear down everything you build, it might actually work. It will take time, though. If you are the biggest power over there, and if you make them listen to you, they will reluctantly do so. You won’t get through to the current generation, or the next generation, but perhaps, with 60 years of direct oversight, that land will change.”

“Well that’s not happening. So how about I [Blessing of Empathy] all the nobility?”

Kirginatharp instantly said, “They will be violently replaced within a month. Some sooner.”

“And if I continue to Bless whoever is in charge?”

Kirginatharp breathed in a bit, taking his time to think. He looked upon Erick with golden eyes. He said, “It might be the best solution, but there are concerns. Several immediate concerns. Many more long term concerns that might not happen.

“Firstly, the people you initially Bless will be executed by others hoping to become nobility through murder. This will be difficult for you to overcome, but if you set aside your concerns for human life, if you don’t care about losing some of the Blessed nobility as they are executed when you’re not looking, then you can Bless most of the nobility.

“This will mean open war, though.

“Which brings me to the second major concern. If open war happens then the Cities will attack Candlepoint and the Gate District and every part of everything you love and care for. You will lose people. But maybe not. Quilatalap is here —which is something I still think you are foolish for pursuing— so he can [True Resurrection] people for you. You and I will not be having that debate, for I am telling you now that every single person he resurrects will have their bank accounts frozen and they will be expunged from their old lives. You can make them new lives if you wish, but they will not be getting their old lives back; in this, I have already decided.”

So that was the line Kirginatharp was not willing to cross.

This was…

This was fine.

“… Reluctantly accepted.”

Kirginatharp eyed Erick for a moment. “Thank you, Erick, for accepting that.

“Along that same concern, though: Since we are allies, I will be devoting forces to your cause, should war happen and should you accept those forces on your lands. Hopefully with enough Elites then there will be fewer deaths. I expect Stratagold and Ar’Cosmos to do the same. Perhaps the people you have here in Weald will be enough? I don’t know about that, though.”

Erick felt a twinge of relief. “I accept your offer of Elites. I would ask them to defend this land while I go and make war, then, if open war should happen. Thank you.”

Kirginatharp smiled a little. “I have enough Elites to do both, Erick.”

Erick nodded.

Kirginatharp continued, “The third major concern ties into the retaliation of the Cities: they have Elites, too, and their kings and their queen all have Domain magic. That magic is the only reason why they are the royalty over there, for it was only through their own personal power that they managed to ascend to real power. But they have others who encroach on their power all the time. I estimate that there are about 20 Domain holders over there. Most of them are archwarriors, though Queen Pearl is a mage.

“Queen Pearl, mage, Exalted Domain, follower of her family’s Exalted Angelic Path.

“King Xaro, warrior of South Curio, Air Domain, follower of the Thieving Hand.

“King Sook, warrior of North Curio, Ocean Domain, follower of the Crushing Depths.

“King Charme, warrior, Blood Domain, Father of Princes, and a former Prince himself.

“King Killtree, warrior, Force Domain, the Unmoving Shield and Unyielding Sword.

“The Curios are the only ones who are currently in a pattern of ‘crushing real threats to their rule’, since the Curios are constantly trying to kill each other and reunite North and South Curio as one Sovereign City. The other three were in a holding pattern of ‘crushing upstarts’. They would have stayed that way had the Dicer Rebellion not happened.

“Now, every City is on edge, and likely fully prepared for war. Especially so since they are united in their hatred of you, Erick.

“That declaration of war was real.

“They are ready for you to try something. Anything at all, and they probably have a response for it.” Kirginatharp said, “While the culture of that place produces terrible people all the time, the people who actually rise to the top of that cesspool are the ones best able to live in their self-made world of horrors. No matter how you respond to this declaration, someone is going to die, somewhere, because that is how these people operate, and that is what war means.” Kirginatharp added, “Or perhaps they’ll do a polite war and surprise everyone.”

Erick felt both beyond furious and utterly exhausted, with at least a hundred more questions in him. “Why, if they have Domains, do they even need other people to come in and kill Ancient Unicorns, like Jane did? Why do they need your help for bargains of trade at all?”

“Because the rulers do not help their fellow man until their fellow man is one of theirs, and simply living in the same City as one of their royalty does not make one a citizen of that City. Sometimes, in unicorn season, those monsters can get all the way to Killtree proper before their king deigns to lift a finger. In part, this is due to their culture of independence, in another part, this is due to the desire of nobles to see other nobles fall, and thus increase their own power. Every time the unicorns make it all the way to Killtree proper, it means that some nobles on the northern side of Killtree have died, which clears the northern lands of Killtree for other nobles to try and rise up in the emptiness.

“In another small way, fighting unicorns is very difficult for many people, even those with a Domain, and Kings of Killtree have died to underhanded tactics from other Sovereign Cities when they have been proactive with unicorn hunts. So they don’t do that anymore. Anyone who does, dies.”

Erick burst out, “How have they not imploded already?! How can they maintain a population?! What the FUCK?!”

Kirginatharp nodded knowingly, calmly saying, “They have imploded, many, many times before.”

“… And yet they keep coming back the same way?” Erick asked, “Have they no regard for the lessons of history?”

“They do not.”

Erick leaned back in his chair, his head flopping back as he stared at the ceiling. For a long moment, that was all he did. And then he turned to face Kirginatharp again. “Thank you for coming here and talking, Kirginatharp. I have… so many more questions, and your experience is invaluable. Do you want a Gate to Oceanside? I can have one ready for you within ten minutes of this conversation ending— Which might not be for another few hours, depending on how much time you’re willing to spend talking.”

Kirginatharp smiled. “I have been waiting what seems like a long time to simply talk with you, Erick, about this and that and anything else you want to discuss. I’m sorry that it took a war to make this happen, but we’re here now. So let’s talk about anything and everything. How about we start with Last Shadow’s Feast? I never got a chance to really discuss all of that with you, in private.” He added, “And then we can talk about what it means now that you’re hosting this Shadow’s Feast.”

Erick chuckled. “It wouldn’t be a day on Veird without ten concurrent crises.”

“Then it’s rather wonderful you have Time Magic now,” Kirginatharp said, grinning.

Erick sighed and smiled, then asked if Kirginatharp wanted anything to eat, or anything for the space. The Second to Rozeta asked after some desserts and teas, and when Erick canceled the [Hasted Shelter] to grab those things, Kirginatharp also grabbed a teapot that was surrounded by a permanent purple lightmask. Erick laughed as he looked down at the teapot. It was the same one with the same lightmask that Erick had made, back when he had made the Light Essence dungeon at Oceanside, so that Kirginatharp could make all the All Stat rings that he wanted.

“How is this teapot working out for you, anyway?” Erick asked.

“All my Elites now have All Stat rings; every one of them with over a hundred in everything! It’s been quite wonderful for survivability and general ease of monster slaying.” Kirginatharp smiled. “But the number of incidents which require an Elite response are quite reduced, thanks to your own efforts with monster eradication.”

Erick laughed. “That’s not a problem, is it? Am I depriving you of money from monster kills?”

Kirginatharp waved a hand. “I have more than enough of every physical thing I would ever need or want. And so do my people. No; your magic has not been a problem at all. Your magic has kept thousands of people alive who would have otherwise died, either through preserving the lives of my Elites, or through allowing them not to have to make resource-based decisions in the field, they could save everyone.”

Erick smiled brightly. “I’m glad.”

The two of them spoke for hours, about this or that, or about history. Kirginatharp was a wellspring of information regarding everything that Erick was now facing; from war, to problems of magic and the proliferation of secrets, to problems of societies and how to deal with them. They spoke of law and order. Justice and the needs of Veird, and of individuals. They spoke of war crimes, and otherwise.

A lot of it was praise for a lot of the decisions Erick had made already. Kirginatharp had nothing but good things to say about Last Shadow’s Feast, now that they weren’t all joking about orgies, and it was just the two of them. The previous conversation about that had been with Kromolok and Riivo, and back then Kirginatharp had held his tongue in certain ways. Now, though, the viciousness of the Second of Rozeta came out, and Kirginatharp spoke of his open hatred for all things Dark, and how Erick’s [Blessing of Empathy] was the best thing Kirginatharp had ever seen done to the Shades.

“It was catharsis unbridled, Erick,” Kirginatharp said, with a great big sigh. “I loved watching you watch them fall to their knees in horrible realization of what they had done…” And then his smile waned. “But it was still a war crime. No less than what they deserved, all of them… But… When it comes to the Cities… I don’t know. Ruthlessness has its place. And yet...”

Erick picked up what he was putting down. “Yeah. I know. It would be wrong to soul-fuck every single noble of the Sovereign Cities. But what the fuck else can I do? I can’t have real peace talks with them; they’re just going to diatribe at me. And I won’t have a repeat of Terror Peaks… I’m still not happy with how that ended up. I don’t think I ever will be. I killed… I killed so many people, Kirginatharp.”

“Look at it this way: by killing those killers, you saved more lives. Songli is soft, Erick. It’s not their fault that they were targeted so harshly, and so thoroughly, but Terror Peaks was a society at the forefront of martial might. Similarly, the nobility of the Cities is stronger, but not by much, while Candlepoint is much, much more fragile than Songli, simply due to age and coordination, and the fact that you don’t have an army of Elites yourself.”

“I didn’t want a standing army.”

Kirginatharp smiled softly. “Which is a good thing. I’m also glad that you aren’t so keen on this soul-fucking option, too. You’re a good man, Erick. It’s a shame that powerful people can’t be as good as they want to be, or else they get killed.”

“… Yeah.”

“So I’ll accompany you to your peace talks, if you end up having real peace talks. Maybe not the first one, though, because then they’ll just focus on me and that won’t be productive for you, at all.”

Erick smiled. “I’ll take that offer.”

Kirginatharp grinned. And then he put that grin away, saying, “You have other allies that will not go named that you could take in my stead. One of which I am rather sure would be thrilled with the opportunity to commit ‘Justice’ in your name.”

Erick lost his smile. “… No. I’m not trusting her with this— But…” He frowned a little.

“Think about your options, Erick.” Kirginatharp said, “Whatever you pick, I suggest you do not go alone, and certainly not in person.”

“Well, yeah.”

They spoke for a few hours more.

But eventually it was time to get back to the real world.

Erick ended the [Hasted Shelter] and within ten minutes, like he had promised, he had installed a Gate to Oceanside on Financial road, just to the left of Candlepoint’s Gate.

On his side of the world was a land of flat orange stone and scattered buildings and lots and lots of Platform traffic, moving around under the midday sun. On the other side of the Gate was a land of hundred-meter tall, cream-colored stone towers, lit up at night. A few late night graduate students flew back and forth between those towers, following lines of light laid in the air, while a few Elites in cream-colored armor waited in the courtyard where Erick had planted the Gate.

Kirginatharp departed to Oceanside, traveling from day to night, then he turned back to Erick, saying, “I’ll have those Elites report to Burhendurur in your morning. Good day, Erick. It was a pleasure.”

Erick grinned, saying, “Thanks for the help. See you later, Kirginatharp.”

The Headmaster and the Wizard both turned to their respective people, waiting on the sides of the Gate for the go-ahead. This was, after all, the opening of a new Gate all the way to Oceanside, the premier learning center of the entire world, and a hub of trade. This was a big deal. A lot of things were a big deal right now, but the people who would be using this Gate didn’t really care about the war with the Sovereign Cities. They just wanted to trade all the way with Stratagold, as did most people.

And so, vendors and tourists had come out of the woodwork as fast as this monumental news could spread, and as fast as Zolan and Oceanside could coordinate all of it.

And now, the Wizard and the Headmaster, operating on ceremony, said to each other, “Let the trading commence.”

Erick and Kirginatharp nodded to each other and simultaneously vanished from the field in flashes of light. The guards of both sides of the Gate took over from there, and soon, trade flowed. It was a rather subdued opening compared to the ones that had happened for Portal and Weald and Gambler’s Rest, but it was a lot more than the ceremony which had happened for Candlepoint. For Candlepoint, Erick had just placed the Gate, and word eventually got around that there was no need to blip to the Gate District; you could take the Gate.

- - - -

Back in his office, Erick looked down at his Gate District, and wondered if he needed to put more interconnecting Gates at Candlepoint, and Weald. Those places were getting rather darned big! They could use multiple Gates, connecting from multiple sides of those cities.

… OR...

Erick smiled a little.

Maybe he needed a monorail. A tram system! Ohh. Yeah. That could be fun!

Eh. No.

War first.

Erick went into seclusion for a dozen minutes, meaning a dozen hours, in order to sort out all the thoughts that Kirginatharp had given him and then to come up with his own comprehensive plans. And then he slept on it. When he came out of seclusion he knew what he was going to do.

Mostly.

The first thing he did was call up Fairy Moon.

That conversation lasted a good ten minutes, in real time, and that was more than enough. Afterward, Erick wasn’t sure if it had been the right call to involve the fae, but Fairy Moon wasn’t able to commit to the sort of war that Erick wanted to wage with the Sovereign Cities, anyway, since Ar’Cosmos was taking up all of her time. But she did offer some help.

Erick had declined her offer. “If I want to summarily execute every noble, I will let you know.”

Fairy Moon had shrugged. “A proper purging of undesirable un-nobles makes manifest room and reason for a change of civilization. But I’ve never had luck with slaying those particular Sovereigns to produce a desired destiny. Good luck!”

And then she had vanished.

Erick went around doing a few more preparations on his end, using [Cascade Imaging] and checking the lands on the other sides of every Gate for signs of trouble, but he saw no immediate concerns and there wasn’t much more to do to prepare.

Kirginatharp, Zolan, and others, had convinced Erick that he should at least attempt peace talks. And he needed to let others attempt the same. That meant giving Oceanside, Stratagold, and Portal (surprisingly, but not really that surprisingly since they were an ally) the opportunity to try for peace, on Erick’s behalf. Those talks were apparently happening right now, and Erick was not involved in those.

Erick would eventually try for peace, too. Tomorrow.

It was going to be a pretty fucking weak attempt, though, and done at a far distance.







- - - -







Before Erick knew it, night had fallen. The Greater Candlepoint Area was on high alert. An hour to the west, though, the land was awash in the reds and golds of sunset, and the distant deepening purples of twilight.

And Erick wanted to know a little bit about what his allies were talking about with the royals.

Ophiels flew high in the skies of the Sovereign Cities, lighting up the evening with stars that cascaded invisible light all across the land. [Cascade Imaging] showed the general locations of Erick’s targets well enough. The Kings and Queen of the Cities were publicly known figures. And yet, Erick only got a ping on the Queen of Pearl, who was named that same name, but who was technically Queen Pearl the Fifth. No one actually called her that, though.

And so, because he knew where Queen Pearl was, Erick went to Pearl, first.

Queen Pearl was in the middle of a heated discussion in a tower to the side of her main castle, sitting across a large meeting table from a representative from Oceanside. Guards stood strong on both sides of the room.

Erick watched with his mana sense from an invisible Ophiel, a hundred meters above the meeting. Mana sense didn’t allow for things like color or even sound, really, but lip reading and throat reading —for everyone down there seemed to be using [Telepathy] at the moment— was good enough.

Queen Pearl was a middle-aged human woman surrounded by floating daggers, marking herself as an agent of the angels. Her colors were white and gold. She was shouting about how terrible Candlepoint was, and how war was absolutely necessary, and how Oceanside had no right to interfere in the workings of the Sovereign City of Pearl. If they kept this up, then Oceanside would get a letter of war, too. Of course Pearl wasn’t saying all of that at that very second. Erick had mana sensed through time a bit to uncover all of that had happened over the last 30 minutes. As for this particular moment, Pearl was reciting something that she had said a few times already.

Queen Pearl scowled. “So Oceanside has fallen to the Wizard.”

The man from Oceanside, who Erick knew as an Elite he had seen somewhere before, but he had honestly never gotten the man’s name, spoke with a calming tone that he had needed to use several times already, “Oceanside has not fallen to Erick Flatt, Queen Pearl. As I have said already, Wizard Flatt has allied with us, alongside with Stratagold, and almost every single god of the Pantheon, among others. Since Wizard Flatt’s ascension to power Melemizargo has not appointed another Ancient, nor has he sent wave upon wave of monsters at every city in the Underworld, as he usually does. Nor has—”

“Shut up,” Pearl said, “I’m tired of hearing your ignorant words. The Wizard has duped you, and everyone else. Expect a letter of war in the morning. Our trade with you has ended. No more pearls, no more Healing items, no more trade. Get out of my kingdom.”

The man rose from his seat, bowed, and then left.

And Queen Pearl looked up at the roof of her room, saying, “I know you’re there, Wizard. Have you come to surrender?”

Erick decided to leave.

And since it appeared that Pearl was cutting ties with Oceanside, and Oceanside seemed to be fine with that happening…

Erick had Ophiel take a detour into the city of Pearl. He didn’t want to do that too much, for he knew that if he did then...

Erick gazed down at the Sovereign City, and knew disgust.

A quarter of the land was filled with light and stone buildings and decorative crenelations atop cathedrals, and mansions layered and layered with defensive magics. The streets were clean and well lit. The guards were stationed in their little guard houses, and carriages of nobles trundled off to play houses, and bordellos, and otherwise, and bars were filled with people and bands, and the harbor was active with trade and sailors and everything moving all at once, under bright lights and the watchful eyes of harsh guard captains. Everything looked perfectly normal, mostly. On the surface, Pearl was almost like Spur, or Candlepoint, or any other normal city.

But then there was the other 75% of Pearl.

Dark roads. Public lights only present at every intersection. Wooden houses, with candles made of dirty tallow which left great trails of black smoke that marred ceilings with permanent shadows; for [Cleanse] had not been used in these places in a very long time. The greatest sources of light were the private lights atop the stone towers that stood up from the slums every so often. Those towers were only upon the major roads that led out into the distance, to other points of light out in the twilight out there, to other small cities lit with light, surrounded with their own sorts of permanent slums, hidden in perpetual darkness.

People were out and about in those dark places, too, but they did not wear nice clothes. They wore roughspun things. Some of the smallest kids were simply naked, playing in the mud, or getting whipped for misbehaving by drunk fathers, or mothers. Most people did not have shoes.

Erick witnessed no less than seven muggings, staggered minutes from one another, and kilometers apart. This was the time for muggings, apparently—

And there was a murder.

Erick couldn’t ignore that one.

He couldn’t ignore any of what he had seen, not now that he had seen it.

He swept in with Ophiel and rescued the murder/mugging victim, taking him far outside of the city in a single [Teleport Other]. He was an old man in rags who had been trying to buy bread with gold coins. The man did not look like he should have gold anywhere in his life at all, and so that was why he was mugged and stabbed four times in the gut, and once in the back. Erick did a rapid series of healing spells on the old man, who was completely out of it. Even when he was healed, he was still suffering from some sort of dementia, or something. Erick tried some more powerful healing, [Regeneration]. And that did it. The man’s eyes unclouded; cognizance returned.

And there, on the dark plains outside of Pearl, Erick interviewed the old man while he continued righting wrongs in Pearl.

A house was on fire, and the woman who owned it was pleading with the fire brigade, asking them to stop the fire and [Mend] the house, but the woman hadn’t paid her fire tax, and so the fire brigade was telling everyone else in the area that ‘See! This is what happens when you don’t pay!’. Erick was having none of that, though. Ophiel swept in, invisibly, ripped the fire out of the house with [Fireshape], and repaired the whole place to full with a few seconds of [Mending Aura].

The woman praised the angels for their help.

Erick blipped away the fireman who tried to restart the fire.

Erick did thirty-five small rescues like that, from putting out fires, to setting piles and piles of whiteroot inside the mostly-empty store rooms, to grabbing a nice, plain soup from the food court of House Benevolence and copying that a thousand times over, to set out bowls of warm soup inside houses that needed the food. Erick managed to find out a lot about how the Cities operated in that time, and he managed to answer his question about ‘how do they maintain population with this much death happening everywhere’. The answer was simple; every single mother seemed to have anywhere from 4 to 7 kids. There were a lot of children, everywhere. In that same way, there were a lot of kids and parents that needed a lot of help, which they got in the form of whiteroot deposited into their store rooms. A lot of whiteroot.

Erick would have given out potatoes, but those were rather new since Erick himself had invented them, and potatoes needed to be cooked to be eaten. Whiteroot had been a part of Veird for the last thousand years, and could be eaten raw if absolutely necessary.

He did a hundred larger actions, too, which mainly included the stopping of crimes, from murder, to torture, to other violent actions by the powerful against the powerless, or by the weak against the weak. Sometimes, he rescued the victims, when the crimes looked to be crimes of passion, like between two commoners, like with the mugging/murder of the old man from earlier. Sometimes, he captured the perpetrators, which happened in three separate situations of noble-on-commoner crime, with one of those situations being a woman torturing a man with knives as the man was tied up in a chair. The tortured man would have died if not for the woman’s Healing Magics, but Erick took over that Healing, rescuing the man as he captured the woman.

What happened to most of those people was the same thing that happened to the first old man whom Erick had rescued from that mugging.

The old man couldn’t remember most of his life, only that he was hungry and he had been trying to buy bread. And then he looked at himself. His new clothes. His healed body. And then he got mad, starting to tell Erick off. The man, very adamantly, ‘was not going to pay for these clothes! And I’m not paying for this unwanted healing, either!’. He ‘didn’t need some invisible voice to help him’ and ‘all the gods could get fucked’, too, ‘especially the angels!’.

Erick let the man rant for a moment, but when the man tried to get away and brush Erick off, Erick stopped him. He had an important question for the man. This same sort of question had eventually gone out to every other person Erick had helped in this way, over the course of the two hours Erick had spent in Pearl’s main city.

“I healed you, for free. You’re free to do whatever you want. You’re 50, so you likely have a good 30 years left in you if you continue down the same path you were on. Or maybe far, far less time than that if you get murdered over a few gold coins. What are you going to do with your life now?”

“I’m gonna find that fucker who tried to knife me and make sure he doesn’t see the light of another day.” The old man turned around as he spoke, trying to find the source of Erick’s voice. “It’s the best thing for all of us if that boy is dead tomorrow! I know who did it, too! It was Arli’s boy! Troublemaker needs to die.”

Erick frowned, because that was the old man’s real, true answer.

And so, Erick [Reincarnation]ed the old man, picking the best possible future for the newly-young man, and for everyone else. Erick left the guy sleeping in a [Fairy Stronghold] on the side of the road, in the darkening twilight. A small pile of silver coins and a small dagger in a belt sat upon a table that was set in front of the door, blocking the way out. The newly-young and hopefully good man would not possibly miss those small boons on his way out of the space. As a final touch, Erick [Blessing of Empathy]ed the guy while he slept, and put a full-length mirror into the room.

When the man woke, he would be level 0, Matriculated into the Script, and with 20s in every Stat. He would be smart enough to evade authorities about that fact, for it would get him killed if people found out he was Matriculated. He would also want to help others in small ways. Everything else about the guy was rather normal. He was not the most handsome guy around, but Erick had taken the old man’s base self and remade him slightly nicer. He was still nothing special in any physical way, though, because that would get him noticed and killed.

The whole thing was, perhaps…

An ethically dubious thing to do.

But since the old guy was going to die anyway if Erick had not been there, then…

This was fine?

This was fine.

Erick almost continued on into the noble part of Pearl, but decided against it. The rich and powerful would be the people to actually try and go to war against him. Commoners who weren’t even Matriculated into the Script could do nothing against him, and they all needed his help, anyway; even if they didn’t want his assistance. ‘Want’ didn’t even register as a concern. These people ‘wanted’ to live in independent squalor. They ‘wanted’ to murder those who wronged them. They didn’t ‘want’ help.

Because that was what Erick was doing. Helping. Unilaterally. There was no way that any sane person would fault him for stepping in on any of these situations… Probably.

… Fuck it.

Let’s remake some of the world into a better place.

[Blessing of Empathy] was already proven to work, for it worked on Cultists and Terror Peaks people and even the Shades… Or at least it worked well on Cultists and Terror Peaks.

It would work well here.

Still, though, Erick did not stick around in Pearl too much. He needed to move on. But there was one more thing to do here.







- - - -







The Executioner’s Hall of Pearl was one of the most well-protected public places of the city.

It was still a public place.

The Royal Road of Pearl, as they called these things here, stretched from the harbor to the palace in a straight, wide thoroughfare, about 30 meters across. Trade houses and businesses of all sorts lined that road, eventually giving way to the really nice parts of town, where mansions lay beyond tree-lined barriers, and everyone was stupid rich. Executioner’s Hall was an area taking up the last hundred meters of that road, located on the left side, in the open air. Anyone getting off a ship with an appointment at the palace would see this spectacle of inhumanity right before they arrived.

Gleaming swords, five meters tall, lined that side of the road, gently floating half a meter above the ground. There were about 40 swords. Those swords functioned like shish kabobs, each of them holding between five to ten heads apiece. All in all, there were 309 heads. Hovering lightwards displayed the names of the heads, and their crimes.

Erick ended up reading some of the stories of those ‘criminals’. And then he ignored them, since even if they were true, he didn’t care. This was horror. This should not happen in a developed society.

The whole hall of swords was located under [Weather Ward]s, other [Ward]s of all types, and under the watchful eyes of the royalty of Pearl.

And one more.

An angel floated behind the swords.

She was a woman of pale skin and gold hair, with gold eyes. A halo of gold surrounded her head, with a larger halo around her entire body. She wore what looked to be a dress of feathers, but they were not feathers at all. They were daggers. Thousand of daggers, forming several layers of ‘garment’.

Erick had Ophiel appear in the center of the road, about 15 meters away from the Executioner’s Hall.

The angel noticed long before everyone else.

Erick spoke first. “Cease this display of horror right now, or I will End it for you.”

The angel’s voice was terribly angelic. “I am not contracted to you, Erick Flatt. I cannot end this display without the direct order of Queen Pearl the Fifth.”

With his Ophiel high in the sky, Erick followed through with his threat. He ended the display of heads with a coordinated sweep of [Luminous Beam], carving through [Ward]s like he was breaking glass. Magic scattered and fled. Five seconds later, the dance of carving light ended.

A few swords were slag. Most were completely gone. The heads were vaporized. A scattered of black soot was the only real remainder of what had once been the Executioner’s Hall of Pearl.

Everything and everyone else was unharmed.

Erick asked the angel, “What happens now?”

The angel serenely explained, “I am contracted to kill you and the ten people closest to you, but there is time allowed for banter and we both know I cannot fulfill this particular end of my contract. And so, since we Angels don’t wish to anger you any further, and since we desire your help with ending the Demonic Threat, I will simply cancel my contract, and in doing so, die. If you will allow it, I will speak further.”

Erick paused. “… Tell me why the angels have contracted with the Cities, or at least your own circumstances. I know your people have seen the horrors that I have seen.” Ophiel gestured to where the slagged swords lay on the ground, to where the heads had been held for all to see. “You even participate in these horrors. Explain yourselves.”

The angel nodded. “We are not blind to the faults of mortals, and yet mortal flesh is nothing compared to the eternity that comes afterward for those of the True Faith. And so, we must help those who try to reach for that True Faith, no matter how they fail in other ways. This assistance is more true here, in Pearl, than in all the other Sovereign Cities, for right across those mountains to the east lay the Wasteland Kingdoms. The incani over there would kill the humans of this land if they had the chance, or if these lands were richer.

“After you have finished remaking this land into the image you desire, if you remain in power you will see that I speak the Truth. Perhaps you might even see that the cruelty of mortals is a measure of protection against the true cruelty of demons and their kind. If Ar’Kendrithyst were still around, I would add that the cruelty of mortals is also protection against the Dark.” The angel bowed again. “Good day, Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence. May you have better thoughts on angels from now on, for we are not your enemies, and we never were. And as a final word: You are turning people Empathetic through Soul Magic in an attempt to make the world better. We did the same to turn people away from the demons, and toward the light of Celes. Our goals would align, if you would see that they could.”

And then the angel died as magic usually died; a shattering that started here and there and spread rapidly, like the breaking of glass. In a sudden flash the angel turned to light and glinting fire. Her thousand-dagger dress fell to the ground like heaps of snow, and then turned to a billowing of golden magic all at once.

The guards stared at where the angel had hovered.

No one said another word.

Ophiel left.

Erick had spent two hours in Pearl and that might have been too much. He had four other cities to visit.

- - - -

Ten minutes after leaving Pearl, Poi reported that the Queen had a message for him.

Erick reluctantly said, “… Summarize it, if you would.”

Poi said, “Ahem. ‘Is that all you’re going to do? Kill my angel? That’s pretty fucking weak, dark-sucker, demon-consort, traitor of humanity.’ There was more to it than that, but it is unnecessary to repeat the whole thing.”

Erick was briefly stunned. “Did Pearl… Did she not see everything else I did?”

“I and the other Mind Mages that Ascendant Prime have dedicated to this cause are rather sure that she heard about you solving fires out in the slums and other such actions, but she doesn’t care.” Poi softly added, “And we didn’t actually tell you that, sir, if you understand.”

“… Yeah, yeah. Tell Ascendant Prime I’m thankful for his and everyone else’s help, too. It’s going to make defending the Greater Candlepoint Area a lot easier.”

Poi struggled with something for a moment, and then he blurted out, “If you don’t actually attack the royalty or the nobles directly— I am not telling you this, but in our opinion which you have not heard... The royalty over there is not going to do anything to you, or to us, unless you attack them directly— I mean. Besides whatever other plans they got planned. Which we still don’t know about.” Poi strongly added, “And I do mean that. We really don’t know what they’re thinking.”

Erick waved a hand. “It’s fine, Poi. I understand the Mind Mage reluctance to get involved. If you get involved, it means possibly subjecting yourself to total annihilation due to well-founded fears. I understand that very well.”

“… I know you do, sir. I’m sorry we can’t help you more.”

“Don’t worry about it.”







            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh hey? That angel seemed rather, idk, rational? Hard to label that kind of self-sacrifice, really. 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                Ten hours later there had been no attacks on the Greater Candlepoint Area.

Burhendurur reported zero incidents aside from normal incidents, but even bar fights and otherwise were way down; everyone had heard of the declaration of war from the Sovereign Cities. Mephistopheles and Slip reported nothing at Candlepoint. Weald was silent. Gambler’s Rest reported nothing, though there was a marked increase in both parties, and in war preparations. Even on the other sides of the Gates, nothing happened, except for a lot of trading, as usual. The Gate District never slept, for it was always day time somewhere.

A lot of traders on floating Platforms did move a lot faster than usual, though, hurrying to get through customs and onto their next destination before the Gates possibly closed forever, if the Cities actually managed to pull off the impossible and kill Erick.

From what Erick had seen last night, as Ophiel flew across the Cities, righting wrongs, he very much doubted the military might of these asshole humans.

In the course of the night, Erick had directly saved the lives of around 2,000 people, and [Reincarnation]ed 1,229 people into their own forms; younger, in most cases, and with a better life trajectory in every single case. Under the power of [Reincarnation], Erick saw the natural flow of futures of every single person he touched. They all had anywhere from 40% to, in one case, 95% of all futures as violent ends, either due to their own actions, or the actions of others. Killers, rapists, poisoners, muggers, thieves, violent mercenaries committing small and large acts of violence against other people for their whole lives, violent nobles using their violence against others to force them to capitulate to the nobles’ wants.

But Erick picked the better end for all of them.

He knew that what he was doing was a horrible violation.

A war crime that was king among all other war crimes.

“And no one in the Cities cares?!” Erick said, slamming his hand atop a fresh batch of letters from the Sovereign Cities. “They’re taunting me? What the FUCK!”

Zolan said, “In many ways this is a good outcome. The letter from Charme is most revealing.”

Erick grabbed up that letter and read off the part Zolan was referring to, “ ‘If this is the level of threat that we are to expect from you, then perhaps you are no actual threat to the world after all. Therefore, surrender now, Wizard of Darkness, or be invaded by forces you cannot comprehend.’ What the fucking fuck!” He looked to Zolan. “The only respect I got at all was from the fucking angel who offed herself rather than complete her contract to fight me—” Suddenly, all Erick’s anger came to a head, and then boiled over, releasing all that anger into the void. Erick blinked a bit, then looked down at the letters again. “Oh. They’re fine with me cleaning up their cities.” He looked up at Zolan. “Is that what they’re really after?”

Zolan stared at Erick like Melemizargo had popped up behind him.

Erick turned and looked at the shadow on the wall, and it was a perfectly normal shadow. He turned back to Zolan.

Zolan said, “Uh. No. I doubt that… scenario, sir. I think a more accurate thing to say is that they do not care if you harm their people. They believe it must be those peoples’ own faults for being harmed in the first place.”

“… Oh.” Erick picked up the letter from Charme again, and then read off a different part, “ ‘The culling of the weak matters nothing to us, for if this is the level of threat… yada yada’.” Erick stared at the letters for a while.

Zolan was right.

They truly did not care about the commoner person over there.

Zolan waited while Erick comprehended that.

Erick looked up, and said, “Then… I’m going to do this every single night, and I’ll start sending the remade people to Gambler’s Rest… Perhaps—” In that moment, everything seemed too weird. “Holy shit, Zolan. This is such a fucking weird war. Like… Is it better to transform people into better forms, when they would have died, or committed murder and then be executed anyway because they’re murderers? But only if they’re found out and someone even cares to prosecute them— The nobles over there wouldn’t be prosecuted, though! They have the same problem Songli has; the nobility operate under different laws than the commoners.” He looked to Zolan. “Is it right to take people who would have died, and make them better? And then… to continue doing that? Because this is a very grass-roots way to transform a nation, and it will work. Might even work as soon as a few years… Unless they’re all murdered by the nobility when they start actually linking hands and forming a power bloc.”

Zolan readily answered, “So don’t [Blessing of Empathy] them anymore; just [Reincarnation] them. Transform their futures from continual horror, to a future of helping each other, and then let them gather and make their own nation. Let them fight their own wars. Either way, the meeting with the five Cities is happening in an hour. Perhaps you should not get caught up in whatever ‘war crimes’ you think you’re committing, when you are still saving lives and making the world a better place in the process.”

“… But they are war crimes though,” Erick said, looking directly at Zolan.

“… By certain definitions, yes. But then again a Breach Demon uses Soul Magic to destroy human souls and conjure demons in their place, and the Converter Angel converts people to the Will of Celes. Incani transform people into demons when they go to war, and humans annihilate incani souls when they can. The Life Binder transforms people into new forms all the time. The Necromancers of Songli summon the dead back to life for bureaucratic purposes.” Zolan said, “By comparison: your [Reincarnation] and [Blessing of Empathy] have already proven themselves as boons of unparalleled opportunity and growth. While this… particular application of this magic leaves a bad taste, personally I feel it is better than the alternative, when the alternative is total war with potentially hundreds of thousands dead and an end to the chance to reach new worlds.” Zolan said, “You are a good man, Erick. You are the treaty which will bind the world together to a better future, and if some people have to be transformed to make that future happen, then that is for the best.”

Erick was still having trouble with the whole idea, though.

Zolan added, “Perhaps you should involve the people from Gambler’s Rest in these sorts of decisions, then. Perhaps the opinions of locals on what needs to be done to the people in power will either assuage or confirm your fears.”

Erick almost groaned. “Yes. Yes. I should do that, shouldn’t I— I got… I got caught up.” He looked to Zolan. “That place is worse than anywhere else I have ever seen on Veird except for Ar’Kendrithyst when the Shades were active.”

Zolan raised an eyebrow. “Then you’ve never been to Continental Nergal? The Fractured Citadels? Some of the worse-off places in Nelboor?”

“Not fully, but yes I have, at least a little. And yet! On a ratio of bad things happening per night, based on last night: Yes, Zolan. The Sovereign Cities were worse than almost anywhere else that I have ever personally seen. I held back from doing everything I could have done at the Cities last night, but I could have done a lot.” Erick said, “I saw hard drugs in their markets; not blue weed, but fang snapper and illusion’s grace for sure. I healed tens of people who would have died from overdose. I saw flags of the Cinnabar Hand in some underground hideaways; the same Hunters who targeted Spur, who helped Caradogh Pogi to kill the Farms. I found face stealers in the process of stealing faces. I saw… I saw a lot. A lot of things that Harridon and Bobbi and everyone else didn’t even talk about yesterday, and I have no idea why. Probably just because there was too much to talk about.”

Zolan showed no surprise at all as Erick spoke of drugs and Hunters. He simply said, “Whatever you do to the Cities you’re likely going to want to repeat with the slavers of Continental Nergal, and the necromancers of the Citadels, and with all the other terrible little murderous clans hiding out in Nelboor who have nothing to do with the Darkness at all. I advise you to consider that you are stretching yourself too thin, and that if you continue, you might break. I also reinforce your decision to use this newfound information and talk to the Dicers again, to get a better understanding of what you saw.”

“… You’re right, of course.” Erick looked to Zolan. “I still can’t believe that you’re okay with this soul magic?”

Zolan nodded. “I am very okay with righting the wrongs of this world. I believe you will find that many others will feel the same way. And [Reincarnation] is wonderful, Erick. I trust you with that spell, perhaps more than anyone else I could think of, and all the soul scans agree that my stance has nothing to do with the fact that I’ve been [Reincarnation]ed.” He added, “But, if you think that simply shifting someone’s soul toward a better future is going to solve the problems of the Cities, then perhaps… Perhaps it might, but perhaps we will be in the Cities for a long time to come, no matter the outcome of this war.”











- - - -











“Thanks for coming, Harridon, Glorida, Bobbi,” Erick said, seated on his side of the meeting space.

It was just them; no one else.

Harridon was dressed in the same bright red conjured armor he had been wearing in public, ever since the Sovereign Cities’ declaration of war. Glorida was in yellow, and Bobbi was wearing his fishbowl hat again. A lot of the Dicers had been prepared for something awful to happen, and so they also wore [Conjure Armor]. Harridon’s helmet was off to the side at the moment, but Glorida and Bobbi still wore theirs.

With a stern face, Harridon said, “We are grateful for the chance to right the wrongs of the Cities, right alongside you, Wizard Flatt. If you have demands of us, we should hear all of them so that we can fulfill them to the best of our abilities.”

Glorida and Bobbi let Harridon speak for them.

Erick nodded, saying, “Heard and understood. For now, your power would be best spent protecting Gambler’s Rest.”

Harridon’s face fell.

Glorida spoke up, “We can fight, sir! We know the land! We know the enemies. We can help you win this and ensure that a new breed of Cities rises from the ashes of the old!”

Harridon said, “As you can see, our people are ready to fight as soon as we have a vector of attack.”

Bobbi simply nodded.

All three of them were of the same mind; that they wanted to be involved in the overthrow of the Sovereign Cities.

Erick decided to just tell them, “You should know that I began the counter offensive last night, and have run into no issues so far. Barely any response, either, except for taunting letters.”

Harridon’s entire self brightened as his eyes went wide. Glorida and Bobbi had the same reaction. But then Erick spoke of ‘barely any response’, and all three went from hopeful to concerned.

“Pardon me for my questions, but…” Harridon asked, “Which royalty is dead?”

“None. They’re all still alive. I did save about 2,000 lives though, through the stopping of violent muggings and other such crimes, most of which I don’t feel like getting into.”

Harridon and Glorida had no response to that, except to lose all hope.

Bobbi spoke up, “So you did nothing.”

And that, right there, was very telling; especially when Harridon and Glorida seemed to share that sentiment.

Erick said, “You have explained how you began your rebellion, by creating stone houses outside of the cities and when they were attacked, you retaliated. But I wish to know if any of your Dicers attempted a different sort of war; one of winning the people over, first. Because I have run into a rare phenomenon; anything done against the common person is completely overlooked by those in charge.” Erick deposited the letters from the royalty of the Cities onto the tea table between their seats, saying, “Go ahead and read these.”

The three Dicers hesitantly began reading the letters.

Bobbi spoke as he picked up the one from North Curio, saying, “Of course they don’t care if you save the lives of nobodies.”

Glorida almost said something, but she was deep in the letter from Charme.

The three Dicers read the letters, and not a single one of them looked surprised. Erick waited until they were finished with all five.

And then Erick said, “So I have a plan. Tell me what you think of it: If I simply help people every single night, and stay out of the way of the Royalty, what will happen?”

Bobbi scrunched his face. Glorida frowned.

Harridon said, “But then nothing changes.” He rapidly added, “And the royalty will come after you eventually. This is the same sort of thing that Wellwisher tried to do in the beginning; help people.”

“Ah. But see? I simply want to help people, and I am not actually making any stone cities in those lands.” Erick was not going to tell them about the [Reincarnation]s and the [Blessing of Empathy]; not yet. He would let them think what they wanted to think. “My goal is not to overthrow anyone, even if they truly deserve it, but to change the world. And that comes through calculated assassination, yes, but your nation is much worse off than a few hundred assassinations could possibly fix. I deposited several tons of whiteroot and other non-perishable foods into starving households all across the land. I put out fires. I went after killers and rapists. And that was just one night of work.”

Glorida frowned a little, saying, “The people will take those gifts of food and burn them.”

Erick smirked a little, saying, “Ah! But they haven’t. Sure. Some did. But a lot of others just took the gifts and told their kids not to say anything.”

Glorida fell silent.

Harridon said, “It still won’t work. They won’t care for the good you do for them. They’re throw it back in you face and tell you to fuck off.”

Erick nodded. “That happened a lot, yes. Still gonna do it, though.”

Harridon had no idea what to do with that.

Bobbi did. “You still need to kill the royalty eventually. Even better if you could time it right with a groundswell of real support for yourself and truly overthrow the whole system.”

Glorida whispered, mostly to herself, “Wellwisher tried to do that.”

Harridon said, “Wellwisher tried to do a lot of good things, and he died for it. You might have a better go of it since you have true power. I would seek to serve this overturn of the Cities. Use me in whatever way you need, Wizard Flatt, for I wish to see my Cities free of tyranny.”

Bobbi strongly said, “I would, too. I trust you, Wizard Flatt.”

Glorida steeled herself, saying, “I don’t believe we would get our proper vengeance through peaceful mitigation of problems… But I can give up vengeance if it means a Killtree that I can return to one day, where the streets are paved with stone and I can turn the gravesites of my family into proper markers.”

Erick thought for a moment.

He decided something.

Erick said, “Then I should tell you how I actually saved the lives of those 2,000 people, and how I transformed 1,200 souls into better people than the ones they were before. When I’m done, tell me if the outcome is worse than the death those 1,200 would have received, for the natural outcome for those 1,200 people would surely have been death.”

And then Erick told them of [Reincarnation] and [Blessing of Empathy], and his idea for a war of seeds planted that would out-compete all other growth in the garden, due to their natural ability to work together for a common good. Or at least that was his tentative idea, right now.

Erick said, “And so, if they don’t actually fight me straight-up, then I’ll go around that royalty and change their society into something better. Might take ten years, but that’s fine.”

At least one of the Dicers was completely on board with Erick’s idea.

Bobbi strongly said, “I would like to be [Reincarnation]ed and dropped off along with a few other Dicers into the lands around Killtree. We failed to do the rebellion right the first time, but we can do it right this time. From the ground up. Like how Wellwisher wanted us to.”

Glorida had been quiet and contemplative, but at Bobbi’s words, her world lit up. With eyes wide, and then steel in her gaze, she said, “I would do this as well.”

Harridon stared at his companions. He said to them, “You would die.” He said to Erick, “These people you have Matriculated will die once they are found out. The very moment they are seen casting magic in the open, they will be marked.”

“Then it’s a good thing none of them have any Points to spend on anything.” Erick said, “[Reincarnation] put them into the Script; but it does not properly Matriculate them. They won’t gain any experience or points or anything like that unless they actually kill something for experience. But, what they will have is 20 in every Stat, the innate smarts and propensity to know how to fly under the [Scan], and an innate understanding of justice for all, and not merely for those who can take it.” Erick admitted, “Though a lot of that was a stretch for a lot of the people I saw. The major targets were easy to hit for every single [Reincarnation], though.”

Into the stunned silence of realizing exactly how much power Erick had—

Erick stood up, saying, “Take some time to think of that. I’ve got a meeting with the royalty of the Cities. You’re welcome to watch from afar.” With a hard voice, he said, “I will accept no violence at that meeting.”

All three people stood up as Erick stood, but now they faltered. As one, all three bowed, and then they rose.

Erick said, “Depending on how this goes you two might get your request, Bobbi, Glorida.” He said to Harridon, “But I still need someone to take care of Gambler’s Rest, so that’s on you if they go. Feel free to discuss all of that. I’ll see you later.”

And then Erick lightstepped away.

He felt marginally better about his ‘grass roots’ plan. It might actually work…

But probably not.

Not with the current batch of royals in charge of the Sovereign Cities. Bobbi had been right; the royals would need to die eventually.

Only one way to find out for sure, though.
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Meeting the royals was an affair of egos clashing and magics done over long distances, at a neutral location in the plains between Killtree, North Curio, and Charme. The original location had been at an old fort that had fallen into disuse centuries ago, which stood like a pile of scattered stone upon the empty plains. Erick had demanded the location switch to about a hundred kilometers north, where there was absolutely nothing but empty grasslands.

Erick laid down a [Zone of Peace] at that location, and then he had Ophiel project a lightform image of Erick onto the grasslands underwing. Three more Ophiel hovered in the background, awaiting treachery, while a fourth hovered beside the first one, projecting an image of Zolan. All of them were under the most protective magics that Erick could muster, including thorny silver shields, [Unbreakable Form] absolute defense, [Prismatic Ward]s, and the sunform combinations of [Perfect Benevolence] and [Lodestar].

Kirginatharp, Fairy Moon, the people from Stratagold or Portal, none of them were present.

Erick had had offers from many different factions, asking to participate in this meeting alongside him, but Kirginatharp had had the right idea; the first meeting would be just between him and them… And also Zolan. Or at least Zolan’s avatar.

But maybe Zolan shouldn’t have been present at all.

Erick trusted Zolan, but he didn’t want him to get hurt, either.

“We don’t know what their threat actually looks like, Zolan.” Erick glanced to Quilatalap, who stood against a pillar of the room. Quilatalap smiled faintly, and nodded. Erick felt his heart relax a little at that. He continued, “But you don’t really want to accept a [True Resurrection], either, if the worst should happen.”

“I have already said that if the worst should happen that I will accept a [True Resurrection]. My body language and my heart do not tell the full story of what my mind knows to be true, King Flatt; that [True Resurrection] is real. I am well aware of the Headmaster’s stance on that spell, though...” Zolan breathed deeply, trying to calm himself. “But I can deal with that, if it should happen. And besides that, I’m only present as a specialized [Scry] orb that is already inside an Ophiel. I’m as safe as can be.”

“There are ways to attack someone through their [Scry] orb.”

Zolan smiled a little. “I am well aware of what most of those ways are, and the risk I am taking. Thank you for your concern, but I feel I must be present here, and so, I must insist on participating. If you would allow it.”

Erick stopped himself from sighing. He nodded, instead. “I want you here, too, Zolan. Thank you.”

Zolan bowed a little.

Erick looked to Poi.

Poi shook his head. “Not ready yet.”

“It’s obviously a power play of some sort,” Zolan offered. “It’s already past time.”

“Yup.” Erick said, “They’re rather petty people…” He frowned a little. “We’re trying to be better than them, right?” And suddenly, Erick needed to ask both Poi and Quilatalap a question he had already asked Zolan, “Was [Reincarnation]ing all those people who would have died anyway the right answer? It’s wrong to turn people into better people against their will… But what if the alternative is letting them continue to harm others? Mind control is wrong. Soul mutilation is wrong. But… There’s therapeutic uses of Mind Magic out there, and every single person I transform over there will be a better person than they were before. Categorically, in every way. I took a torturer and killer of men and turned her into a sword saint warrior who would fight for others, and that’s just one person. From what I hear about the Shades and the Terror Peaks survivors, they’re all better people now, too.” He stopped talking.

He could have said a lot more.

But he had said a lot already.

Zolan stood resolute, and silent. He and Erick had already had this talk.

Quilatalap shrugged. “You’re avoiding a war through turning soldiers into better people. It’s the best outcome for all, Erick.”

To that, Zolan could not remain silent. “The royalty chose war. Erick transformed commoners who could not defend themselves, in a direct effort to begin the slow transformation of their society from the ground up. He did not even target soldiers. He transformed 1,200 in one night. If he continued that would be well over 10,000 people per week, and that’s one percent of the estimated population of all the Sovereign Cities.” He looked to Erick, saying, “But to be clear, I still think this is the right decision.”

Erick asked, “I still don’t understand how the fuck they haven’t killed themselves.”

Zolan said, “The cold fact is that either those people would not have died and you were being overzealous, or Benevolence twisted to cause all those events to happen in a single night.”

Like a slap to the face coming out of nowhere, Erick took the blow, and was stunned.

Zolan laid the entire thought out there, which Erick hadn’t even considered, “Perhaps Benevolence is causing all of this to happen, in an effort to solve a problem long before it becomes a problem. That’s the whole point of it, after all.”

Quilatalap said, “Elemental Fate could do some weird stuff back in the Old Cosmology. Since Benevolence twists like Fate, but different, it’s possible this was Benevolence’s fault.” He added, “But I really don’t see the problem with taking people who would have died and giving them new chances. It’s even better if the long-term results end up being a society of peace and strength.” He shrugged. “The Cities are terrible, and for a hundred different reasons. They can only be improved by a strong hand willing to take up that cause and follow through.”

Erick asked, “Were they purposefully kept that way, by the Shades?”

Quilatalap said, “Sure; yes. The Shades have been poking at Veird since the Sundering, but they’re certainly not responsible for every single evil out there.” He said, “Quite honestly, Erick, there is absolutely nothing wrong with forcefully correcting the world, and making up for all the mistakes of the Shades in any way you can.”

Zolan eyed Quilatalap. Poi eyed Quilatalap, too.

And Erick was already saying, “It might cause less harm to ‘correct’ them all right now, but that’s a decision I don’t want to make. And yet... I think that rescuing people who were about to die, and those who were about to kill, and putting them all in new bodies predisposed to being kinder to each other is a slower, safer way to make the world better. But it’s still… Icky.”

Quilatalap shrugged. “It’s not actual mind control or soul control, so while your hangups are understandable, you’re not actually doing much to them besides making them understand their fellow person better. And that really is a blessing, Erick. A new body, younger and healthier and predisposed to being that way their entire life. Matriculation, even if they have no way to gain experience like most freshly Matriculated people can gain experience. A [Blessing of Empathy] to let them better understand the people around them.” He looked to Erick. “You’re acting like you think you have mutilated these people, but if anything you’ve healed them. There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“… Well.” Erick went silent.

No one spoke—

Into the silence, Poi said, “Perhaps you should have offered them the choice, Erick, instead of deciding their fate for them. I always thought that particular option always made the whole thing more palatable.”

“… Ah.” Erick said, “Yeah… Hard to do in the middle of a crisis… But that’s kind of an excuse.”

Poi changed the subject, “Enforcement and Magic are ready for a counter attack. Prognostication is set. Kiri is ready to sound alarms if needed. Jane is indisposed in the Underworld as of twenty minutes ago, but she and her team are on high alert. They will be coming home within three days, as fast as they can. Everyone else is ready.”

“Thank you, Poi,” Erick said, and he meant so much more than a simple ‘thank you for your help’.

Poi nodded.

And then…

Moments passed in silence.

Minutes ticked away at a glacial pace as—

“ETA 30 seconds,” Poi announced.

Erick focused—

Quilatalap spoke up, “I love that you’re trying for peace, Erick.”

Erick briefly smiled, his stomach turning in flips.

And then he focused again. The outcome of this meeting would determine the nature of this war. Would this turn out peacefully? Would Erick overturn the royalty of the cities slowly, through the transformation of their entire society? Or would events unfold a lot faster? Because the Sovereign Cities were going to change.

Of that, there was no doubt.







- - - -







One royal appeared on the grasslands in front of Ophiel, along with four other representatives from the other four cities. Erick was instantly pissed. They had yelled at each other for twenty minutes to get the arrangements of this meeting done correctly, and the royals were supposed to be there. So where were the other four royals? Nowhere good, probably.

Erick looked to King Killtree, who was the only royal of the group. The man was red of hair and pale of body, with a mean look to his clear eyes. He wore real armor and a bunch of magical items, along with a crown of deadwood.

The other four people were dressed in the normal livery of their nations, but they were no royals. Charme had sent a man in blood-red robes. North Curio had sent a man in ocean-blue armor. South Curio had sent a man in pale yellow robes. Pearl had sent a woman in white scalemail armor.

Erick asked Killtree, “Where are the other four of you?”

King Killtree answered with the deep voice of a warrior used to getting his way, “We don’t trust you to honor the sacredness of a peace talk.”

“HA! That’s rich coming from you, the man who killed Wellwisher at peace talks.”

“He was ready to unleash antirhine weapons at us. We acted first.”

“Cowshit. You should have run.” Erick said, “There is no reason to break the honor of peace talks.”

Killtree paused. “A Wizard speaks of honor, eh? If you had any honor at all you should have killed yourself when you discovered what you were. Instead, you endanger the whole world with your wanton magics, duping gods and men alike into believing you are something other than what you are; a world killer.”

“I saved your city from a ballooning spider horde, Killtree.”

“What happened there was that our bargain of trade with Kirginatharp was mutated by you into something that we never would have agreed with. You play peacemaker, but we know who you are. You are a Wizard from beyond the stars and you must be Ended for the good of us all.”

Erick was angry.

Very, very angry.

And yet...

Erick felt his anger passing him by, as one would pass a wreck on the highway; sure, you saw it, you might have slowed down a bit to look at it. But you moved on, because you had places to be and dwelling on anger wasn’t productive.

With an almost clinical voice, Erick spoke to them all, “Is this how you all feel? Can there be no peace between us?”

Every single representative and even King Killtree suddenly shifted, as though they realized that they had pushed Erick too far, and the time for talking was over long before they even did much talking at all.

And in that moment, Erick realized that they were all talking a big game, but they wanted something out of him, specifically. They did not actually want a war at all. They were all steadfast in believing that they would win such a war, though. Especially King Killtree.

But they did not actually want... a war?

They wanted this peace talk here to be productive?

They had expected this peace talk to be productive.

Erick spoke directly to their unknowable thoughts, “What did you expect from speaking at me in this way? For your declaration of war to truly place you in power over me? To give you leverage of some sort? No. What has happened here is this: I tried talking peace with dictators and zealots like you before. With Terror Peaks, over in Songli. Even after Terror Peaks killed the envoys of Koyabez and then unleashed all out war, I still tried. I really, really tried over there. But we all know how that turned out. And so, I’m not about to try too hard with people like you. I am done talking to terrorists.” Erick spoke his ultimatum, “So tell me what you actually want from me, or this talk is ending now. We will have this war how I want to have this war. You, your people, and your entire way of life will not survive that outcome.”

For a long moment no one spoke verbally, but there were certainly a lot of telepathic lines coming off of everyone on the other side of the talk. Whatever they were thinking was opaque to Erick, but based on their eyes and their stances—

Erick instantly recognized that his approach was too hard. He had taken away all of the Cities options, for they needed to appear strong to their people. They would go to war with Erick simply because he was done talking, and he wasn’t giving them any ‘face’, as they would say in Songli.

So Erick backtracked.

He tried, “Shall we perhaps speak about how you expect this war to go? Perhaps we can come to some arrangement which doesn’t end in both of our nations suffering unduly, and with assassins of various types running around everywhere, harming those who do not need to be harmed. You spoke of ‘sparing the good people’ under my power, and so I would speak of the same, with you.”

Killtree instantly latched onto that whole vector of attack, proclaiming, “Our armies will wipe the Surface of your dragons and your soul-twisted warriors!”

Erick nodded. “So you wish to fight with armies, and not with bombs. In what way? How do you see this going?”

Killtree narrowed his eyes. 

The man from Charme spoke, “It will be a war of the Light against the Dark! A polite war...” The man lost his train of thought as he stared at Erick’s avatar. His entire body broke out in a flop sweat.

Killtree slowly exhaled in frustration— 

The woman from Pearl rapidly said, “It will be a hundred of ours against a hundred of yours, one battle per day. Here on these plains. Our good people of the Cities will tear down your entire civilization from the ground up, showing the world how evil you truly are as you make soul-mutilated ‘people’ fight for your cause. There will be no further raids upon either of our lands, as you did last night to the good people of our Cities, or this war will transform into one of assassins and dangerous magics.”

Erick almost shot back that he had saved lives last night inside the Cities, but that would be unproductive.

Instead, Erick said “Then it will be a polite war, as they do in Nelboor. How will victors be decided?”

“By the complete deaths of either side!” Killtree said, “A hundred of ours against a hundred of yours, every night. To the death.”

Erick asked, “And when I choose to go beyond death and to mutilate the souls of everyone you send my way? What then?”

“We would expect nothing less from a Wizard,” Killtree said, “You will prove our point a hundred times every night, and the world will see you for who you truly are.” He said to everyone else. “I’m done here.”

And then he vanished, flickering away in a splash of red magic.

The woman from Pearl said, “An hour before sunset, here on these plains. Gather your bravest, Wizard of Darkness, for we will crush them and when you run out of defenders, we will crush you.”

And then she vanished in [Teleport] magics, followed by everyone else in her group.

Erick’s lightform image briefly showed a frown before Ophiels lightstepped away, vacating the field.
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Inside Erick’s throne room, he sat, digesting those ‘peace talks’.

His first question was for anyone who felt like answering.

“So if I go and talk to the Dicers and ask them why they didn’t get a ‘polite war’ style war?” Erick asked, “What do you think they will say?”

Zolan answered, “The Dicers likely started with attempted assassinations, so traditional war was never an option. I also never believed that traditional war was an option, which is on me; I apologize for not advising you that this was possible.”

“That’s certainly not your fault, Zolan,” Erick said, “Nor is this lack of foresight the fault of anyone else but me— Oh. Kirginatharp joked that I might get a polite war out of this… Huh. Anyway. If I had a general of an army I could blame them, but I do not have such a person, nor I do not want such a person, either. This is all on me.”

And Erick was rather damned glad that he didn’t go to actual war last night; he stuck to helping people, and to causing as few waves as possible. While he had not intended for his lack of violence to open up the door to ‘polite war’ today…

This was a good outcome, yes?

Zolan said, “While a war of armies was not the most unexpected thing, I should have foreseen this possibility; I’ve lived in this world for over a century, after all. I truly apologize. The Cities are trying to appear civilized, and they know they will lose a straight fight against you.”

“Forget about it, Zolan. It’s in the past.” Erick asked, “How long do you expect them to maintain this level of decorum?”

“Maybe three losses?” Zolan guessed, “Maybe sooner. Hard to say. They didn’t put any restrictions on any of the allowed combatants, so they will likely field their third-strongest people in the first battle to gauge our strength. I would guess that they expect you to do the same.”

“Well that’s not happening.” Erick said, “It’s me and whoever volunteers. Probably no one, though. Just me.”

Zolan stared. Quilatalap frowned.

Poi said, “That is beyond foolish, Erick.”

Erick smiled at their concern. “I’m not sending anyone else to their deaths. So yes. Only me tonight— Or rather, Ophiel.”

Zolan said, “I can already tell you that they’re not going to agree to that sort of arrangement. You’re risking nothing and they’re risking a hundred people. I’m still amazed that they accepted that you weren’t going to appear in person in those talks.”

“They will war at my pleasure, or not at all, Zolan,” Erick said.

Zolan frowned, but said nothing.

Quilatalap asked, “Do you even need to agree to this sort of political show? Because that is what this is. A show. A way for them to spread your name in the dirt. There’s literally no winning this war, Erick. When you start to win they’ll break this agreement and come after you. But we’re ready for war, right now. Since we’re ready, you should End the current royalty over there and bring the next batch of sovereignites to power. Maybe they’ll be better at governing than this current one.”

Zolan said, “He can’t do that if he wants to show the world he is reasonable.”

Quilatalap glared at Zolan. “War is never reasonable.”

“I want to end them all, Quilatalap. End them before they can do any real damage,” Erick said, to the sudden dismay of Zolan and Poi. Erick continued, “It might all be a show, of course, but I’m rather sure that they want their soldiers to die. Those soldiers likely include problematic nobility and other such types that the current royalty wants dead. That’s the only way this makes any sense, right?”

Zolan narrowed his eyes and Quilatalap frowned a little. Poi kept his expressions carefully schooled.

Erick continued, “And those people at those talks were certainly not the zealots that I expected. Like, yes, Killtree was bombastic and clearly evil in a rather normal sort of way, but he also wanted something specific. They all wanted something specific. So I gave them face when I should have given them none, and then they came out with this polite war idea. I feel that they had expected the conversation to go on a lot longer, and for me to try a dozen different ways until I finally hit on the way they wanted. Because, I have no doubt that they want this war. They’re also prepared to lose this war, and by a lot, but the only real ‘losers’ of this war are going to be every single person that opposes those in power over there.” Erick said, “I cannot imagine why they are coming at this conflict from this angle except that they want their soldiers dead… But those are my thoughts based on what I saw. I’ll be asking for everyone else’s opinions, though, so Zolan, set that up.”

Zolan nodded.

Quilatalap was frowning deeply. “I fucking hate war.”

“Me too,” Erick said, “But this war will be ‘polite’, for a while, because it’s better than bombs dropping on Candlepoint and complete turmoil in the Sovereign Cities leading to widespread civilian deaths.”

Quilatalap lost most of his frown.

Poi spoke, “The rules of combat are coming in now. They’re using Polite War Rules, First Edition, which means 100 people on both sides, a fight to the death lasting one hour, and then whoever remains alive the most is the winner.”

“… Oh.” Erick instantly recognized the problem. “And they won’t accept [Reincarnation]ed and [Blessing of Empathy]ed people as ‘dead’, will they?”

“Correct,” Poi said.

Erick thought for a minute, then said, “If they do that, then that is fine. I can lose a battle every night and win the war in return.”

“They also demand that every warrior in the battle actually be in the battle.”

Erick laughed. “Fuck that.”

Poi added, “And if you don’t appear in person with a full contingent of soldiers, then they will send assassins into these lands to ‘take their hundred lives owed on the battlefield’.”

“… And we’re back to the original implied threat, eh.” Erick frowned. “I shouldn’t have even let them speak. Whatever… So what are the chances that if I show up in person that they’ll have some way to kill me?”

Zolan said, “Extraordinarily high.”

Poi said, “Incredibly high.”

Erick frowned. Yeah. He had expected tha—

“You tried for peace,” Quilatalap said, “But now it is time to crush them utterly and remove their threat from Veird. I will be joining you in the battle, tonight and every night going forward. I will remain at your side when they break with politeness, and the time for Ending begins.” He softened a fraction, adding, “Or you turn them into better people. Either is fine.”

Erick paused. He had not expected that. But then… Perhaps he should have. Quilatalap was a relaxed man, until wrongs needed to be righted. He had probably killed more Shades than even Silverite, over the many, many years he had been inside Ar’Kendrithyst. He also stayed out of every conflict he could. But here he was, choosing to get into this conflict.

Erick shouldn’t have expected anything less from Koyabez’s Priest of the Black Order.

Erick almost accepted Quilatalap’s offer—

And then Goldie appeared. “I volunteer as well.”

And then Poi said, “I’m receiving hundreds of offers to volunteer for the polite war… A lot of people saw—” His head tilted a fraction as hundreds of telepathic tendrils tried to connect to him, but then Poi flinched, and those tendrils vanished. “I have them rerouted into a queue as I deal with them, but I can already tell you that most of the offers are coming from dragons you have Benevolenced, and people from Weald.”

Zolan spoke, “I can almost see the tinge of Sumtir’s call to Righteous War, present in the air. But before we get too far down this particular path: we must have a public release of information detailing why we are going to polite war, a private release for our allies, and an in-House release for all of your most trusted people. Also, some army-centric decisions need to happen, like how this organization is going to happen. I suggest you tag Mox for this, since she has the most experience of us Overseers with regard to organizing proactive military forces. This needs to be done now.”

Erick glanced around the room. He saw no divine fire, though, for Zolan was speaking in sayings, not in actuality. Erick said, “Of course, Zolan. So. Let’s get Mox in here and start doing all that.”

And so they did.







- - - -







In a private space, Erick sat with Mox.

They had discussed everything that was to come, and Erick was rather secure at having Mox as his temporary ‘general’; Zolan’s suggestion had been perfect. Mox already knew how to lead people into war of all different kinds, and apparently polite war was something she had ample familiarity with. And yet…

Toward the end, Mox said, “When polite war is enacted, it remains polite about 75% of the time. I don’t think that this war is among that 75%, but if it is… They’re using you, Erick. For unknown reasons that would likely take a whole team of analysts a month to discover, they are using you. Us. All of us. And you know this. And, you seem to be comfortable with this. Why?”

“Because despite their calls for war to the death, I won’t actually be killing anyone.”

“I will say this now: polite war is still war. People die.”

“… Based on the quality of volunteers I’m getting, I hope that with enough power on my side that there will be no need for that sort of outcome.”

“I still believe it is foolish for you to take the field yourself. You should reconsider this.”

“I’m taking the field, Mox. Me and 30 other dragons, 20 people from Stratagold, 20 Elites from Oceanside, and more from Weald, Candlepoint, and Enforcement. There’s a thousand more people waiting in the wing to support House Benevolence, and me. I must take the field.”

There were quite a few private offers from certain peoples that Erick could use if he took the field himself, too. Like Head Inquisitor Kromolok’s offer of providing Mind Mage services in the battle, along with a host of other benefits.

The dark-skinned woman stared at Erick, gauging him as she asked, “What happens when you win this war and they sue for peace? What does that outcome look like to you?”

“I have a plan for that, and it mostly comes down to having every single noble over there voluntarily accept a [Blessing of Empathy].”

“… That will make actual peace rather difficult.” Mox said, “If this war is truly a machination for the royalty to dispose of their problematic elements, then they will not accept you enacting your will directly onto them.”

“Yup! I expect it. But then again, peace is only possible when all the tyrants are dead, so it’s fine if they don’t agree to my demands.” Erick shrugged. “I fully expect this to fall apart either during the first battle, or afterward.”

“Then I would make a suggestion, which requires you to remain out of the battle yourself.”

“… I’ll hear it, because you deserve that much respect and more. But unless it’s a really good reason then I don’t see myself changing my mind, because I’m the only one who can [Reincarnation] a person, and that magic must be done as a part of the battle itself, in order to remain within the rules set forth by ‘Polite War Etiquette, First Edition’. Otherwise we’re back at open war.”

Mox’s suggestion was simple. “Someone must oversee the battle from our side, to ensure that the rules of engagement are followed. Like with that Polite Battle you saw over in Songli; hundreds of people not involved in the actual battle showed up in order to keep the fight contained to the field, and to threaten true reprisal should the outcome not be honored. Of course, then the Chelation War happened.” Mox said, “But still, the world is watching, my king. And you must act like the person you are, now more than ever. You must allow a polite war to happen, and you must oversee that war with absolute authority on our side in case the other side brings dishonor to the battle.”

“… You have a lot of good points but I’m still going to take the field. It’s the only way to have Ophiel on the field. It’s the only way to [Blessing of Empathy] the defeated, and I’ll even offer them [Reincarnation]s; I won’t force that on them. Poi was very right about the importance of choice.”

Mox thought Erick was being absolutely foolish—

“I am a dragon, and a Wizard, and I have enough personal defenses—”

“Defenses won’t matter in the face of antirhine weaponry, or Dragon Hunters, or some other esoteric way to kill people. You are not invincible, Erick. While I will respect your decision, I need you to know that you are not invincible, and I worry.”

Erick smiled softly. “It’ll be fine. Besides; I will not send my people to war without being right there with them.”

Mox said nothing more against that, though she dearly wanted to.







- - - -







Time marched on.

Sunset came to the Sovereign Cities, and so did the volunteer forces of House Benevolence.

Erick and his people had managed to cobble together a working army from hundreds of volunteers, which, if Erick had had more time, he would have personally thanked every single one of them down on that field. Erick also would have dwelt on exactly how absolutely fantastic it made him feel to know, absolutely, that his people were with him. Not everyone was here, of course. Zolan and the Overseers were not here on the battlefield with Erick. Kiri was not on the battlefield, because Erick specifically disallowed her. Poi and Teressa weren’t on the battlefield for the same reason. Poi, Kiri, and Teressa, were behind the field, far away and inside a protective enclosure, cast by Kirginatharp, the Second to Rozeta.

A lot of people stood behind Erick, forming a massive backbone of support. Kirginatharp was only one of the people back there. There was also Queen Strelkova Stratagold, alongside Silverite and others. Many people from Treehome showed up, including Archmage Syllea, and a few of the leaders of the various clans. Weirdly enough, Nirzir Void Song had shown, alongside a few others from Songli. Erick was glad to see the young girl again, and he was even happier to see that she was only vaguely still attracted to him; she had killed that emotion as best she could.

As for the people actually on the field with Erick? The Inquisitor of Rozeta, Kromolok, stood beside him; he would form the Mind Mage support for the battle, acting as a temporary general. He had already pledged his support for every single one of these battles. The two of them had had a long talk about what Erick wanted to do to the defeated soldiers of the Sovereign Cities, and since it wasn’t Mind Control, and since Erick would be giving them options of [Reincarnation] in addition to the forced [Blessing of Empathy], then Kromolok was… Not fine with it. But it was what it was, and the Cities were fighting to the death anyway, which was already a horrible breach of polite war etiquette. Like most wrought when it came to decisions of this sort of magnitude, Kromolok chose to remain neutral since Erick had already proven himself a hundred times over.

Maybe widespread [Blessing of Empathy]s would work out well, too.

Quilatalap also stood beside Erick, and Erick was very thankful for that. Quilatalap was his backup support to ensure no one died.

Tasar the Summoner stood on Erick’s other side. The black and green, adamantium and copper woman held her usual black staff, with her blackberry-like Familiar stationed on the top of that staff. Erick had briefly asked Tasar if she had had any luck with making a Familiar like Ophiel, but she had not, though teaching Kiri had been wonderful, too. Erick was glad for that.

Goldie was beside him, too, though she was behind and in the wind… somewhere.

All of the rest of Erick’s forces were people he knew from here or there. 39 of them were dragons. They were already uncoiled into their pastel, Benevolence-lightning-wreathed draconic forms, each of them 30 to 60 meters long, and gently floating over the grasses.

Then there were Mox’s personal family of airy assassins.

The bulk of Erick’s humanoid-shaped forces were warriors from Weald, who were originally from Ar’Cosmos.

And finally, there was a small contingent of wrought inquisitors who came along with Head Inquisitor Kromolok, to provide further coordination support.

And that was the side of House Benevolence, standing or floating on their side of grassy plains.

It wasn’t a perfect system of soldiers who had lived and worked with each other, who knew how to fight around one another because they had been doing it for so long. But Erick had Kromolok and the people who had come along with him; enough Mind Mage-capable people could fix the organization of any army, even one thrown together from volunteers in the last few hours.

Still, though, Erick’s side looked like a hodgepodge of people and forces.

The Sovereign Cities had obviously been preparing for this for a lot longer.

The Cities fielded regimented troops, each of their hundred people decked out in real armor, layered with spellwork. Some of those people looked dangerous… In any other situation, anyway. Certainly not in this situation.

Behind the Cities’ army, in the distance, floated Platforms filled with people, with giant banners floating above them, like waving flags. Each of those platforms was about half a kilometer away from each other, and each of them were a different color, denoting the City they belonged to.

There were other factions at play besides the Cities, though, including a platform for the Dragon Stalkers, and, strangely enough, a platform for Terror Peaks.

Erick had no fucking clue who the fuck was here from Terror-fucking-Peaks, but the only people on the platform were some kids, barely 16. Maybe not even Matriculated yet. A few kids were even younger than that. Were they the kids that Songli had tried to wrangle, but couldn’t, because the kids had tried to kill their caretakers? Yes. Probably. 99% chance.

Well that fucking sucked.

The entire culture of Terror Peaks was about hiding in wait until they were strong enough to come back from the dead and murder whoever they could murder. And yet. They were kids!

Erick thought that leaving the kids alive had been the right move!

Fuck!

There was also a bonfire of white wood, with an effigy of Erick burning atop that pyre. And a band, and choir. They were singing a song of death to all wizards. Little kids! 12-14! Singing about dismembering Erick and feeding his parts to the dogs!

“Un-fucking-believable,” Erick muttered.

“What part upsets you the most?” Quilatalap asked, his voice not at all kind. He was angry at the Cities, too. “For me, it’s that platform with the crossed shield.”

Erick looked at that platform. “I don’t even know what that is. Nor do I know what the burning book means on that other platform… And that platform with the banner with the burning orb is new to me, too. Lotta new people who hate me, I guess.” He frowned. “Who are the crossed shield people?”

“I told you once that Sumtir killed most of himself to be let onto Veird in the Sundering?” Quilatalap inclined his head toward the platform with the crossed shield. “That’s the Church of Original War; the people who descended from the original version of Sumtir.”

“… Never heard of them. Sorry, Quilatalap.”

“Ehhh. They’re warmongers of the worst kind. And I guess I don’t have a problem with these people; I killed all the ones I had actual problems with a thousand years ago.”

Erick looked over—

Kromolok spoke, “It’s time, if you would have it be time.”

Erick froze. And then he thawed. “Ah. Okay.”

Kromolok explained, “They’re singing that song to add insult, but they’ll send out a speaker as soon as either you or someone else from this side walks forward. If you do not, then they’ll continue to sing even worse songs. Do you want me to speak for this side? Or would you like to do that yourself?”

“Thank you for volunteering, Kromolok, and for coming out to support us. But I will speak for this coalition.”

Kromolok nodded.

Erick sent a pair of Ophiel forward, one of them fluffing up large, the other staying small. Both were arrayed with all the protective magics Erick could muster.

Suddenly, the singers and the band from the Cities went silent. The burning effigy of Erick continued to burn. The people on Charme’s platform, Pearl’s platform, and North Curio’s platform, all continued to drink their wine, though, like they were simply getting in the proper mood for blood sports. South Curio was doing hard drugs instead. Killtree was ready for war; for Erick to step out of line and to start killing.

But no one would be dying here today if Erick could help it.

Each army was a kilometer apart.

Ophiel flew to the center point between the armies.

From the gathered army of the Cities came a woman, floating on light. She wore the same armor as all her people; strong silver stuff, and heavily enchanted. Or maybe she was just using a low-level aura. Hard to tell right now. She also had a dagger of antirhine on her belt, and now that Erick was looking for it, he noticed the same dagger on the belts of every single City soldier. Her sword also had an antirhine core, running down the whole length of the blade.

… And that was supposed to help them?

Like. Sure. Antirhine would disrupt spellwork and make capturing-not-killing every single soldier tougher, but not impossible. Not at all.

The woman and Ophiel floated next to each other.

The woman spoke with authority, “Death to all Wizards. We will not suffer a Wizard to live.”

Erick responded through Ophiel, “There will be no death today, whoever you are. I don’t know what you intend to do with all the antirhine, but perhaps you should not do whatever you are planning, and accept that I will be Empathy-ing all of you today, in order to cease this foolishness in a beneficial manner. If you want I can even [Reincarnation] you and yours, and give you new lives at Candlepoint.”

The woman scowled. “You would like the world to believe you are not the threat that you are, but you can’t fool us, Wizard.” She raised up her dagger, saying, “We drink to the end of Wizardry!”

Time seemed to slow, as Erick’s heart beat hard and he realized the shape of the Cities’ plan right before it happened.

The dagger was not a dagger; it was a flask in the shape of a dagger. The whole thing, ‘sheath’ and all, came off the woman’s belt in one piece. When she uncorked the ‘pommel’ with a flick of her thumb, Erick knew that it was Antirhine Elixir inside that flask.

A few people in the opposing army had already gotten their flasks to their mouths.

The rest were in the process of doing the exact same.

What followed was an absolute cluterfuck that Erick would be dissecting in his mind and with his Overseers and with the other participants in this battle for a long time to come. He had done a bit of pre-game magic crafting in order to make this whole thing easier, but his newly-made [Expandable Slowing Enclosure] was not going to cut it; not against an army of Elixir’d people.

 




	
Expandable Slowing Enclosure, instant, close range, 500 + Variable

Minimize the subjective time of a large area to a variable degree, or expand the area of an existing cast. If one section breaks, the spell will contract, and not fully break.

Base version is 1 minute subjective time over 100 hours real time.

500 points of damage to the barrier will break the effect. Always Restful. Always Cleansing.














Erick’s first move was to rapidly move Ophiel into the opposing army and throw out as many Slows as he could.

As areas of Slow wrapped up a lot of people, and parts of people, many remained completely unaffected, due to the copious amounts of antirhine on the field. This led to some people breaking their fellow soldiers out from under Erick’s newest spell, along with a cascade of failures. More people got to drinking their Elixir.

And then there was no easy way to save them all.

Nobles laughed on platforms as they watched Erick and all the rest of House Benevolence and their allies desperately trying not to kill Elixir’d, zealot soldiers, who had very lethal swords in their hands, and who had come to this battle fully ready to die.

Erick’s side of the battle managed to save some of the opposing army before they fully took in those Elixirs, which was entirely thanks to dragons who could use their claws to rip open soldiers and forcefully remove the antirhine potions before they had a chance to really settle in. Goldie did her part, too, forcefully cutting out stomachs and intestinal tracts with the speed and precision of a wartime surgeon.

A lot of people on Erick’s side had to leave, though. The wrought all left, blipping away as fast as they could, for antirhine was almost always a death sentence for people made of metal. Even Kromolok had to vacate the field once the true depths of the City’s willingness to harm their own people for victory stood revealed, though he did maintain coordination efforts as best he could.

No one from Erick’s side of the battle died. There wasn’t even a single injury.

But even with Quilatalap pulling [True Resurrection] duty, and forcefully bringing back people who were mutilated to get rid of the antirhine…

Only 68 City soldiers survived the battle. All of those soldiers were now resting at the Gate District. Erick would get to their actual transformations later. He would not suffer zealots like that to exist as they were; he would have to change them.

But he already knew that, he supposed.

And suddenly, almost as fast as it began, the battle to the death was over.

Erick’s side had won, because none of his people died at all, and some of the Elixir’d soldiers…

They had been beyond saving.
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Upon a field of gore, Erick stood with Quilatalap, flanked by dragons. Half of Erick’s side had fled once the Elixirs came out, which was completely understandable. Erick didn’t blame Kromolok for evading certain death, and the man had still coordinated the ‘battle’ from the backlines.

Ha!

‘Battle’.

What a joke. It was an extreme rescue sortie against belligerent patients who were trying to kill their doctors—

King Killtree appeared in a flicker of red light, just beyond where the City army had once stood. His voice boomed across the field, “We gladly give our lives so that we might kill that which would kill us all! Now that we have all seen exactly what sort of depredations a Wizard can concoct, tomorrow’s battle will be much more decisive, Erick Flatt, consort of Darkness Itself!”

Erick spoke, “I have won this battle tonight, so in the effort of bringing peace instead of more war, I offer the Sovereign Cities an out. NOTE! Not the Kings, not the Queen! Not the royalty at all. I offer this to the nobles of your lands! We need not continue this war. We need not escalate this war. All you must do is submit your royalty to my spellwork, and you will spare the rest of your Cities from my magics.”

Small laughter erupted from the platforms holding the spectators from the Cities.

… Of course they weren’t going to accept the offer.

But Erick had needed to try, right?

King Killtree, the violent, red-haired, red Force Armored man, laughed once, and then again for effect, before saying, “Look upon the Wizard who tries to divide the world into conquerable parts! Know this, Wizard! The Sovereign Cities will always stand against your evil.” He looked to the others with Erick, adding, “We hope that the good people on your side will see you for your evil and step up and kill you themselves, for it would surely save this world a Sundering… But I don’t see many good people on your side. The wrought fled when they saw your evilness! Now all you have are dragons of your own make, people twisted by your magics and by the magics of Ar’Cosmos, and a Shade and the Archlich of Necromancy! The world sees you, Wizard! We will kill you when—”

Quilatalap had cast a spell, enveloping only Erick and himself.

There, in the middle of a tyrant dictator’s speech, with blood underfoot and dead bodies and parts of bodies scattered on the field, there was a small spot of timelessness. Nothing moved outside of Quilatalap and Erick’s little space.

And Erick was so very thankful for the break.

His hands shook with rage. His heart thrummed with hate. He looked up to Quilatalap, and said, “Thank you. I was losing it.”

Quilatalap reached out to Erick, his hand open and inviting. “Yeah. Me too.”

Erick took Quilatalap’s hand, briefly squeezing. He smiled softly. “Ahh…” He looked down at the ripped up ground under his hovering feet. At the blood and the… The half a hand down there, laying on the edge of a crater. “… This is a lot.”

Quilatalap smiled, also squeezing softly. “Your horns are showing.”

Erick instantly released Quilatalap’s hand and touched his head. He felt horns; three of them on each side of his head, like a minor crown. “Fuck!” He tried pushing them back but they were not going. “Fuck. Okay. Okay—”

“They mostly came out after I put up the [Time Stop].” Quilatalap said, “A few people noticed some black spikes in your hair, but it’s not a big deal.”

Erick sighed, still trying to force the horns inward. “It is a big deal, though… I didn’t even show you my form and you guessed I look like Melemizargo based on my horns. And instantly, too! Gods above this is going to be another fucking nightmare.” He scowled across the field at King Killtree. “Asshole would have a parade over this.”

“Well I think your horns are hot.” Quilatalap smirked. “But I’m not most people, so you’re probably right. Also, this spell will last us another 10 minutes, so… What do you want to do here?”

“… Well. The people on the Platforms are not wearing antirhine shit, and King Killtree certainly isn’t, so I’m thinking I end this problem right now. [Slowing Enclosure]s all around. Take them all out so they don’t get a chance to go to proper war when I’m not prepared for it.”

“It’s gonna get messy if you do that.”

Erick had finally got his horns to stay hidden.

So now, he simply thought.

Weighing options. Calculating mana costs. Considering lesser paths of war… And then throwing out those options.

“… What’s the worst you think they’re capable of, in reprisal?”

“There are a few magics out there that are not Banned or Sealed or Forgotten Campaigned because they’re too crucial to how Veird functions. If they know these magics, they could do some true damage.” Quilatalap said, “Destruction Magic, for one. A properly tuned [Cleanse] can kill most people right away, eating through 10,000 Health and then the targeted person in a matter of moments. Then there are binary and ternary Decay Magics, and those get nasty. They could have dosed you with one of them while you weren’t looking, and then they send out the activation magics and suddenly you’re dead. That particular way of murder got a lot easier with the advent of Particle Magic. It’s rather rare, but… It’s still possible. Then you got Antirhine Elixir that they could dump all over Candlepoint which could be a problem. Elixir moves a lot better than dust.” He gestured to the land around them, saying, “This whole place is now condemned due to all the Elixir these people used, and which we ripped out of them. The small splashes of silver and all those infected stomachs don’t look like much now, but it will spread with rain.”

Erick’s heart sank.

And then Erick steeled his heart. “I’m not living in fear. I’m ending this now— Wait. I have a better idea. Give me a second to compose a telepathic letter... and… Okay. Unless Kromolok’s response is to tell me to not do this, and that we need another way, then I will be ending this now. Drop the [Time Stop].”

Quilatalap smiled as he looked down at Erick. He turned his attention back to the battlefield, saying, “You’re pretty great, Erick.”

“You are too!”

“Heh. Thanks.”

Quilatalap cut the [Time Stop].

Erick sent out his message to Kromolok.

Killtree gave a few more insults. He spoke of evils and some such shit—

Kromolok sent, ‘We’re with you, Erick. End this threat, and then we’re moving on to all the Cities. There will be no more polite battles.’

For a brief moment, Erick foresaw what was to come. 

And then lancing beams of light cut through Killtree, incinerating him mid-speech.

People screamed.

And Goldie released her [Teleport Lock] aura, the divine power of the Dark, ensuring that none escaped. 

Most people lived, but not as who they were. They were now new people, with new priorities in their life. 

Instead of ‘getting theirs / fuck everyone else’ and ‘doping bread with drugs to make addicts out of customers’ and ‘raping prisoners of war’, they now desired to ‘help their fellow man through all the hard times’ and ‘ensure orphans got enough good, clean food’ and ‘clean up the environment’.

As the world fractured under the power of [Reincarnation], and many of Erick’s allies watched him work his magic, Erick found out a lot of facts about a lot of people he would rather have not known, but which he could not turn a blind eye to, anymore. Secrets spilled into the open. Horrors of what people already were, and small slivers of what they could be, if things had been different. 

These people were users of the worst sort.

Oddities stood out, of course.

The royals of the Cities were easy to capture. Surprisingly easy. That was a red flag. The reasons for that were revealed when Erick fractured the world with [Reincarnation], and discovered the ‘royals’ fates were that of servants.

The King of Charme was an actor from a playhouse, according to all the stage plays in his fractured future. The Queen of Pearl was a handmaiden to the real Queen. The stand-ins for Sook and Xaro were both guards in their respective Cities. Erick had no ‘King Killtree’ to check, for that man was now dust in the wind.

Which meant the real royals, each of them with a Domain, were also sort of dust in the wind.

They would show up when they wanted to. Maybe even King Killtree had been some sort of stand-in.

For now, Erick and his people advanced on the Sovereign Cities, one at a time.

They started with Killtree.



            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh boy. Here we go.

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of reading. Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



212, 1/2


                The Sovereign City of Killtree was a major population center of roughly a hundred thousand people, or more. The census was never too exact about any of that. The city didn’t even have a wall, so it was rather hard to count people when there was no real way to separate the people of the main city from those who lived in the smaller satellite villages and towns. The whole place sort of ran together, across about 400 square kilometers of space, located north of a sometimes-floodplain which was rather good for [Grow]ing crops.

The takedown of Killtree had been an extreme example of how easy it was for Erick to enact his will upon a land of people who had no real power. Even the few Domain holders of this Sovereign City were unimportant to the final result of the ‘battle’, for those people were easily captured and contained by dragons, or by Kromolok’s forces, or by the Elites of Oceanside, or by any of the other forces working with Erick to quickly and systematically eliminate the threats of Killtree.

It had taken 24 minutes, and it had gone like this:

In the sky across that entire city, over the shanty towns of slatted wood, above the mansions of stone and glass, centered above the guard towers that made the whole place look like a prison town, and especially above the wide, muddy roads that led in and out…

Erick’s opening salvo was a sky of [Undertow Star]s.

And then he linked them all together with [Node of the Renewing Undertow], like they were constellations. This took 8 seconds. The next 15 seconds were used to place a hundred [Spatial Denial]s and [Prismatic Lullaby]s across the entire land, and then to link those spells to the constellations above. A lot of this was redundant, and Erick was not planning for the [Undertow Star]s to actually link properly with the [Node of the Renewing Undertow], transferring mana gained from one spell to the other, because that wasn’t how [Undertow Star]’s Drain worked. He had made that spell long before he had made his Node spell.










	
Undertow Star, instant, super long range, 4500 mana

Summon the Undertow Star! All are the same; all are different. 

You may designate allies and enemies at will. All others are still subject to the star’s power.

Allies are excluded from the star’s wrath unless they get too close. 

Drain 2x WIL Health and 2x WIL Mana per second from every target in a super large area of effect. Effect is stronger in the depths. Distant targets might not understand that they are being drained. Prevent all non-allied spatial travel within the star’s sight. Gradually erode any non-allied spellwork within the area of effect. The star will defend itself and allies with extreme light and against encroachment with worse.

Lasts 24 hours. 

For every 10 resources drained, the spell will last 20 more minutes, gain 3 more points of [Dispel] protection, and be able to erode enemy spellwork with WIL extreme light damage.

















	
Node of the Renewing Undertow, instant, super long range, 500 mana + Variable

Conjure a node that you can further direct to Renew spellwork within line of sight of the node. Nodes once linked to other spellwork will continue to Renew that spellwork until told otherwise, or until that spellwork is fully powered.

Ethereal. Permanent. Self-recreating, if part of a network.

10,000 base mana containment. 

10,000 extra mana containment per 500 initial mana invested.














And so, perhaps Erick needed to make an [Undertow Star] that was one tier higher, using [Renew] itself, so that he could have them all link together and share mana how he wanted them to share mana.

And yet, a curious thing happened.

As the sky filled with Stars and house-sized tendrils of shadow began to Drain every single thing on the ground that had mana, something within the Nodes and the Stars began to work well together. The Stars directly over the city center, where the most population lay, began to grow strong, sending thousands of individual tendrils of shadow out into every single person down below. But the Nodes connected to those larger Stars began to swell with power, and that power began to flow through the constellations, to swell the strength of the Stars on the edges of the city.

So Erick didn’t need to change anything, apparently. By all rights, Erick’s Star should not work so well with the Node, but, apparently, it did. The Stars didn't even constantly drain the network; they only went to double max strength and then stopped absorbing power.

Well… Erick was a Wizard. So whatever.

Tendrils of shadow crashed into noble houses, sending pulses of Extreme Light into [Ward]s and spellwork of all kinds, breaking them. Flight spells faltered, sending people to the ground. [Teleport]s failed outright. [Telepathy] failed as tendrils of Light and Shadow cut through telepathic tendrils made of thick air.

And now, half an hour later, with the population of Killtree Drained of all resources, and the Stars cutting through all magic, and every single person who was able to flee being captured and returned to the city by Elites, or Benevolence Dragons, or by others…

Now was the time to talk.

- - - -

In the center of Killtree existed a city square about half a kilometer wide on each side. The four sides of the square went out to four different major stone roads. The southern road led toward mansions and massive estates. The east led off toward the palace, while west led off toward middle class areas, and the north road led toward the slummy side of town. There were stone houses and businesses on every road leading to the square, but on the north side, the road rapidly turned to mud, and the houses were wooden.

The city square was perhaps the only thing that truly marked Killtree as a single city, and not as four different pieces of a society imitating a unified place. This city square was not a place of business, though, as most city squares were, though there were business-like aspects to this land.

This was a place for announcements. Propaganda, mostly. ‘Entertainment’, if one were being more charitable in their assessment.

A wide guard tower stood in the center of the square. Artful lightwards held around the base of that tower, like animations, depicting over and over the evils of Erick the Wizard, showing white eyes in the Dark over Erick’s shoulders, and how Erick’s hands were actually the claws of Melemizargo. A lot of it was simple lies, like the one that showed a map of the world, and spots of darkness spreading out from Candlepoint.

But then there were the bounties. Those were done in paper and plastered dozens of times over and over around that central guard tower.

10,000,000 gold for Erick, dead.

Which was reasonable, Erick supposed, because according to them Erick was the largest evil to surface since the Sundering.

But then there were the bounties on Poi, and Kiri, and Teressa, and all of House Benevolence’s Overseers, and… More. The bounty on Jane was particularly heinous.

Erick casually flattened that guard tower with a display of pure power, not [Stoneshape], and had his Stars above sweep through the lightwards, destroying them. A [Cleanse] cleaned up the shredded paper from the bounties and a lot of the debris. And then, finally, a [Stoneshape] smoothed it all over.

All the captured nobility of Killtree watched Erick do this, from their corrals around the city square.

Erick almost went on to flatten the rest of the city square, for this was a land of lies. But it was also a cultural heritage site. Each corner of the square were amphitheater-like spaces; depressions in the ground and stands of stone that rose from those corners. Four ‘stages’ for bards to perform. The backside of each stage, which faced the center of the square where Erick and his captured nobility now stood, were absolutely layered with colorful fliers of all types.

Each flier was artfully decorated and announced, via images of suns either on an eastern horizon or western horizon, and via a big number to indicate the day when the depicted tales would be told by the various bards of this land. Even illiterate people could read time and tell the date that much, apparently.

Each flier like the announcement of a band, or something, but with no words, and with a lot of imagery to indicate what story was being told at which stage, and when. Images of people in love, and people killing people. One particularly interesting poster was of a woman with absolutely massive tits, who walked naked through a street, brandishing a sword and covered in blood. Erick wasn’t sure what all the various posters meant, but there was a clear pattern with some of them having arrows pointing up, or down, or up and down, and with smiling faces, or crying faces, that it was all some sort of code.

Very few posters had words on them at all, and if they did, those words were at the very bottom, in an out-of-the-way location. The poster with the massive-titted woman was a play by the name of ‘Bertha Comes To Town’. Erick kinda wanted to see that play. But probably not. He was rather angry at the lack of written words in this land.

The forgiving part of Erick felt that the lack of words was so the play would not alienate potential watchers.

The cynical (and probably correct) part of Erick, felt that the lack of words was specifically to ensure that no one was able to begin to learn to read. And maybe the people who made the plays couldn’t read, either? … Maybe. Probably not, though.

Sure, it would be more difficult to learn a play if you couldn’t read, but…

Eh. Erick couldn’t realistically continue down that thread of ‘explanation’ for what he was seeing, for he looked inside the play houses behind those amphitheaters. And he saw books, and loose papers, and quills and scratchpads and all sorts of diagrams for plays being worked out and designs for props being planned. So yes, the playwrights and actors and such could read, but the commoner could not.

Which was infuriating.

… Erick left the culture of Killtree alone. He left them their posters with zero words. He left them their playhouses. He would not leave their nobility intact.

A cold wind blew through the land, and people shivered. Erick had ripped many of them from their houses, from their calm, quiet times at the end of the day, and placed them here, for judgment.

Benevolence dragons surrounded this center square; seven of them, in every color of the pastel rainbow. Either sitting on the stone benches or on the roofs of the nearby playhouses, the dragons watched, and waited. Guarding. Their eyes glinted with soft lightning, but their lightning-touch claws had stopped leaving blackened trails on the stone as soon as the battle was actually over. Now, wherever they touched left small mosses, or flowers, or mushrooms.

The sky was full of Stars, and constellations made of Node-lines. But it was also filled with the actual stars of night. The lights of the city square were ample enough to illuminate everything happening here, though, for they had to be for the plays, and Erick had interrupted four concurrent plays with his act of war. A lot of actors and stage hands were still in their costumes and otherwise, and a few playwrights were sitting behind small windows in the stages, furiously writing down everything that they saw. They knew that the Wizard was making history here, and so did Erick.

Erick breathed deep.

He stood upon the flattened center of the square, and he turned to the captured people of Killtree.

The nobles numbered 587, with 124 of those people qualifying as ‘heads of household’. Those 124 people were the major movers and shakers of Killtree. The rest were extended family. In a larger way, there were 570 people who were the ‘merchant nobility’. Rich and influential people with nice houses. These people occupied the southern part of the square.

Over 2,500 soldiers packed the western side of the square.

259 people stood on the eastern side of the square. These were the royals, and the guards of the royals.

All of these people were varying levels of guilty for deciding to go to war with Erick. Some more than others, for sure, but every single person here was also Matriculated into the Script, which made them stronger than 90% of everyone else in their city. They were the ruling class of Killtree, and even if war was not their fault, they were still guilty of crimes uncountable.

It was rather easy to find the Matriculated among the non-Matriculated, for the [Undertow Star]s strongly tracked those who had more Health and Mana than the non-Matriculated. Every single warmonger in this square was currently supplying the Stars overhead with continuous streams of power. The rest of the city, with its thousands upon thousands of literally-unwashed-masses, barely trickled any power at all to the Stars.

That simple fact had made finding every single noble in Killtree rather damned easy.

In the course of this evening's events, though, Erick had also uncovered thousands of monsters of various types here and there. Cannibal humans. Slimes by the thousands. Two oozes. And those were just the ‘normal’ monsters. There were also Puppet minds. Spinal spiders. Various other mental monster threats. Erick had come through here with the Mind Mages once before to clear out all those mental monster problems, and that is what he had done. In the course of that action, Erick had specifically not looked too hard at the City, or else he knew he would have to act. But still, to see any mental monsters at all was a shame. The nobles were guilty of war, a thousand other crimes, and they were guilty of allowing these monsters to reestablish themselves in these lands.

A Shaped [Withering] had taken care of all of those problems, while leaving the dragons and himself free of that spellwork.

Thousands of blue Kill Notifications had scrolled past Erick’s eyes since the start of this ‘conflict’, and it was only here and now, in this square, as he was getting ready for the next part of this tragedy, that those boxes began to slow.

There had been a few human deaths in that avalanche of monster kills. Erick was not proud of the human deaths, but they had happened. He would make amends as best he could; as best anyone could when it came to wartime accidental casualties. But not right now. Later.

After he dealt with all the warmongers around him.

Some people were truly innocent, though. Erick knew this. Of those who had been caught up in the ‘battle’, and who were likely not guilty at all, the merchant nobility was a large portion of that. There was also the guildmaster of the Adventurer's Guild, Guildmaster Rohn, who was decked out in full, off-white [Conjure Armor]. He stood with the royals. The Mage’s Guildmaster was a man in purple who stood beside Rohn. Next to them stood others who were undoubtedly guilty. Like the woman named Redwood who had been Jane’s handler when she was here on a unicorn hunt. Redwood was an Elite of Killtree, and so she was surely guilty of something. If nothing else, sooner or later Redwood would have been a part of the campaign to kill him, and Candlepoint, and Redwood worked with Rohn… So.

Fuck ‘em.

They were all guilty.

They would all be judged.

Erick turned to his own forces, directly next to him.

Quilatalap, the Archlich of Necromancy. He stood next to Erick, but two meters away. A lot of people were wondering about that, but they could continue to wonder.

Kromolok, the Inquisitor. He stood four meters away, with a few wrought. He was an incani-shaped white-metal man, and his incani shape had made a lot of people wary simply due to his shape. But for those in the know, like a few royals, and the Mage Guildmaster, seeing Kromolok here was like seeing death itself.

Kirginatharp, the Second of Rozeta. The Headmaster of Oceanside stood closer to Kromolok than to Erick. He wore his normal gold and white emperor-like robes. Everyone knew him, and by that knowing, they knew they were truly fucked. No one was coming to save them. They had been condemned.

And Erick readied himself to do that condemning.

The rain of notifications had stopped and so Erick stood upon the center of the square, ready to speak. He knew long before then that this was not just a trial of Killtree, but it was also a trial of himself, and of Quilatalap, and of how the world was supposed to be, going forward. Kromolok and Kirginatharp were allies, yes, but this was a big deal, and so, Erick was being judged by them, too.

Erick had workshopped what he was going to say before now. Those words were probably imperfect. Mostly, all he could really do was to be as clear, concise, and as moral as he possibly could.

Erick had an Ophiel open up his [Physical Domain], allowing him to speak to the entire city of Killtree, all at once. The sky filled with silence as Erick physically silenced all others. People who had been whispering grabbed at their throats, worried that something was happening to them—

The eyes of the nobility went wide—

Erick’s voice pressed down upon their whole world,

“If one does not shy away from the problems they see all around them, and if one has the capability to change those problems, then to do nothing is to commit evil. And since I am not an evil man, and since I can see much of everything wrong with your city, I must use my power to enact change.

“I offer Killtree three options to remove yourself from under my direct power. You of the nobility must submit to one of three options, and none of those options are death.

“Option one: Accept a [Reincarnation], with your future chosen by me, and your body chosen by you. This will reset you to level 0, and strip you of all your current power. I can turn a 90 year old person into a teenager again, if they wish for it. This will give you another life to live. This is the least option of the three.

“Option two: Accept a [Blessing of Empathy]. This will not reset your level. This option ensures that you might be able to maintain some of your power, but how you choose to use that power will change, because your entire person will change.

“Option three: Accept both a [Reincarnation] and a [Blessing of Empathy], and gain protection and assistance from me and mine for a period of one year. This assistance includes monster kills and various other kindly powers, such as a Gate from here to my Gate District. Fees for those who accept Option 3 will be waived, entirely, for a year. People who choose option three will become the new ruling class of Killtree, as determined by me and mine.

“Whatever option you choose is up to you, but you will choose one of them, for those are the only options I am giving every single one of you.” Erick said, “Killtree chose to go to war, and now we are here.”

Erick pulled back his [Physical Domain] slightly, allowing for a sudden outburst of talking and shouting, crying and wailing, yelling and screaming. Their words were worthless right now. Their pleas fell into an abyss of determination. If they didn’t want this to happen, then they shouldn’t have gone to war with him. Some of them were even yelling about how this war wasn’t their fault, and that they shouldn’t be blamed for the actions of their royalty.

The time for arguing was done, though. Erick had won, and this was going to happen.

When Erick and his dragons and his allies placed the nobles and near-nobles in this city square, they had placed the probably-important people near the front, closer toward Erick. And so, Erick was able to see important people react to his words, first. Guildmaster Rohn and the purple Mage Guildmaster, and some of the royal family and the stronger nobles and merchant nobles. The sergeants and captains and otherwise of the army were also nearer to the center of the square. They were all a good hundred meters away, though.

And they all looked guilty, in part.

Erick stretched his [Physical Domain] out once again, silencing all others. His voice raised above that silence, “I will not remain in this land once I know I am not leaving behind enemies. If there is anyone here who would take the third option and become the new king or queen of Killtree, under my power, speak up now.”

Erick pulled back his [Physical Domain].

There was a lot of sudden yelling. Most people screamed about how this was wrong, and about how Erick shouldn’t be doing this. Some yelled about how he should choose them, roaring at how they were the best person for the job. Some wanted to be king or queen while also denying Erick’s demand of them, shouting assurances that they would follow Erick’s demands without soul shackles placed upon them.

One complaint caught his attention.

“Fuck you and your Forgotten Campaign, Dark Tyrant!”

It was a small complaint in the center of a hundred larger complaints, said by a man from the royal side of the square, who was dressed in mage robes and looked rather old. Maybe 70. Maybe 85. Hard to tell with Vitality and the various other boons of the Script.

Erick let it pass without remark, even as those words hit him harder than he thought they would have.

He was busy listening to them all, sorting the anger from the hope.

He was also listening to himself, to Benevolence, trying to understand if it pointed at anyone in particular—

And then he heard it. Like a chime inside a voice that resonated with himself.

He flooded out his [Physical Domain] again, silencing the crowd. With a flicker of light, a woman got pulled out of the crowd. Anyone who had been near her would have heard her say something serious, but now, her words were silent, and everyone focused on her.

Erick spoke, “Say that again.”

The woman, who was suddenly terrified, regained some of her fervor. She was around 45, with a ruddy face and dark hair, and she had come from the merchant nobility, unless Erick was truly mistaken. She spat, “Anyone you crown is gonna get dead in a day! And they’d be right to do it!”

“That’s not what you said inside the crowd, where you thought I did not hear.”

The woman went silent, her eyes going wide.

Erick continued, “Those aren’t your true feelings. Your true feelings are much more revolutionary. So. Tell those true feelings to the crowd. It’s not like anyone here is getting out of this without accepting one of my options, and hey, if you tell the truth, you might even get a queendom out of it.”

The woman stared. “You’re really doing this shit to us?”

“Yup. That’s what happens in a war. Stuff happens that didn’t need to happen. Blame your rulers and yourselves for this.”

“… I’ll pave all the roads and [Cityshape] housing for all and matriculate the populace like how Rozeta wishes us to be,” the woman said, and suddenly a cacophony of naysayers and worse roared from the sides, as they realized she was going to get to be their queen because she bowed to Darkness.

A hundred meters separated the crowd from Erick and the woman. The crowd had been forced to remain inside the square, with many people trying to leave, but there were dragons in the way. But now, seeing that this was really going to happen, that some new person was going to be their queen, anarchy erupted. People surged forward. Some collapsed onto the ground, trying to hide in the open. Some tried casting magics, or willing their auras out, trying to disrupt the spellwork all around them, but the Stars above both Drained them harder, and cut their magic apart with Extreme Light—

Erick threw out a Shaped [Slowing Enclosure], enveloping all of the nobility, as he mentally instructed the Stars above to stop Draining and Extreme Lighting the people, so that the Slow could take hold.

In the sudden silence, Erick asked the woman, “Do you accept the burden of royalty?”

The woman shuddered, then steeled herself. She spat, “Ha! Burden. All they do is collect my tax money and spend it on themselves. Ain’t a single one of them worth anything at all!”

“Then you must correct that error, and be better than them.”

The woman stilled. She stared. “Aye. I suppose I must.”

“Do you accept a [Reincarnation] and a [Blessing of Empathy]?”

“… I do.”

“Got a name you’d like? I might be able to get you that name. Any preference for body?”

“… No preference for name…” The woman’s words left her for a moment, as the gravity of the situation hit her like a punch to the gut. “… Myself, but queenly?—” She scowled. “No fucking red hair, though. Killtrees are fucking dead to me, and good fucking riddance. My name is Bertha.”

Erick couldn’t help but grin. “Like the play?”

“Aye; like the play, but I like my small tits just fine, thank-you-kindly.”

Erick began Bertha’s transformation.







- - - -







To most of the people in the doughnut-shaped bubble of Slow, the sky shifted from star-filled night, to dawn, and then midday. The people furthest from the center, furthest from the Wizard, had the unenviable position of being able to see those people nearest the center vanish in flicks of light over the course of several seconds. It was almost like a wave of glowing white that spread outward, capturing all who it touched. They all saw what was happening. They thought they knew what the ‘bad outcome’ was when they decided to attack the Wizard of Stars. And now, here was one of those bad outcomes.

A lot of people did not take this well.

A woman in the very back of the soldier section of the field stood with another woman. Both of them were officers. Both were grey haired, and scared. They watched as flickering light grabbed more and more people, taking them away to be transformed by the Wizard. The soldiers in front of those two women, and many of those behind, roared and cried and screamed.

But the two old women had been through a lot of horror in their tenure as soldiers. They had faced bad odds before. They had seen friends die, and their world changed in a matter of moments. But nothing they had ever seen was as certain to change who they were, than this. They had been prepared for this, though, for as soon as the higher-ups started working out how to go to war with the Wizard, the two women had both thought that this was what would happen.

Or something like this.

In the dark nights, over candles and beer, they had spoken of hypotheticals. Of strategy and tactics that might be useful against Erick Flatt, Planar Human from Beyond the Stars, and Wizard of Darkness. How fitting that he used stars above to contain them all. Neither of them had guessed that particular outcome.

They had also spoken of good outcomes. Of Erick changing their society into something better, for that’s what he was doing over there in Candlepoint, with that Gate Network. Anyone caught saying those good words would be flayed till muscle and skin hung from the back in ribbons, though. But the people in charge knew what was what. They saw through most of the propaganda. Mostly. And so, the conversations between the women had worn on, and the women had spoken of times they had lost, and which they could never get back. Of what they could do differently if they had a [Reincarnation], like all those rich and powerful folks willing to bend the back to the Wizard.

And now, they were here.

And now, this was happening.

The first woman finally gathered the courage to say to the second—

Right as the second one began, “Let’s be together, okay?”

The first woman smiled. “Yeah. Let’s be together.”

“Option 3? Sounds like ruling class.”

“If you want to. I’m going for option 1. A farmer, maybe. I’m done with war. Ain’t nothing we could have done differently here.”

“He rolled us right over, didn’t he.” A smile. “I think I’d like to be a man next time.”

“You’re really going to do that, eh? Then maybe I’ll do it, too.”

A laugh. “You sure about that?”

“Not at all. I think I’ll stay a woman. I would like to be purposefully more humorous, though.”

A hand reached for another, as the wave of light came closer. It was half a minute away now. The sky was bright with daylight. Time had passed. A hand squeezed in a hand, and then both hands squeezed hard.

“I think you’re hilarious,” said the second woman, her voice a fragile thing.

“You can be a man; fine. But you’re not allowed to be bad at sex,” said the first woman, deadpan. “Don’t lose that part of yourself, you hear?”

Laughter.

And then light.

- - - -

After the battle was over, as Erick’s allies started to talk, to dissect how the battle had gone, it became apparent that Erick was fully capable of doing the entire capture and transformation of a city with as little as 20 active dragons, 10 passive dragons working the edges to make sure no one escaped, 50 other people, and with some Inquisitor and Mind Mage backup. A hundred people to take a city of a hundred thousand. It also became rather apparent that Erick truly was going to transform the entire nobility of Killtree, and his threat of ‘options’ was not a boast.

Kirginatharp decided to further assist Erick by returning to Oceanside, and using his [Eyes of the Goddess] to find, roughly, the Sovereign City royalty, wherever they might have gone. Syllea and Treehome went to Candlepoint, to act as backup for the Gate District, though they would return to the front lines for the assault on the other four Cities.

While Ophiels were doing five transformations at a time, and Erick was interviewing people as fast as he could get them to calm, and to talk, Nirzir and Grand Matriarch Lingxing Void Song paid Erick a visit in person.

The young woman and the older woman from Songli stood atop the stone of the city square, looking almost ageless in their white-skinned beauty, and in their white and violet dresses. They both bowed to Erick.

And Erick finished off the transformation of the person in front of him, saying, “One second, Nirzir, Lingxing.” With a flourish of power, Erick sent the sleeping Option 3 person into a waiting room that was inside a [Fairy Stronghold], and also inside a [Slowing Enclosure]. “I need to put all these new people away so that I can release them all at once, when the other cities fall… And that’s that one.” He turned to the archmage Songstress and the normal Songstress. “What’s up?”

Nirzir said, “We wish to speed along the creation of a Local Area Gate Network in Songli. We’ve been in talks with the other High Clans, and we’re ready to resume talks with you, though I assure you they will be rather quick if you are amenable to the normal sorts of trade agreements that you seem to be working towards in all other lands. As for my own indiscretion of requesting a marriage last time, that was uncouth, and I apologize.” She bowed again.

Lingxing bowed again, too.

Erick was emotionally drained from listening to people rant at him and then having to shove them into bodies and choices that they had not agreed to, but hearing Nirzir and Lingxing speak of movement in the High Clans… It was a good feeling. Erick smiled softly, and then he nodded. “I look forward to opening some Gates soon. Thank you both for showing up for this… It’s rather awful business but… Thank you for being allies.”

The two women straightened up.

Lingxing said, “Good day, Wizard Flatt. We will be taking our leave now, unless you have dire need of us. But, from the earlier discussion, you do not?”

“Not right now, and everyone has their own lands to protect. Thanks for staying as long as you did.”

“We will stay longer, if you desire it, but I honestly feel superfluous.” Lingxing glanced upward, at the Stars and lines of light hanging in the mid-morning light. “I have never seen a magic of such scale and precision and power before.”

Erick smiled a little. “If Nirzir wants to learn about the lines in the sky, she’s more than welcome to come by the House whenever. I have an art contest for how to best shape those lines over the Gate District. It explains about what the spell is and does; I am absolutely sure she can figure it out from that alone, once [Renew] is in the Open Script in a few months.” He added, “I haven’t actually gotten any of the people you wanted [Reincarnation]ed yet, Lingxing. Have them show up whenever, too— Whenever this war is over, anyway.”

Lingxing and Nirzir glanced outward at the Slowed nobility and soldiery of Killtree.

Lingxing looked like she had a lot of thoughts on Erick’s casual offer of [Reincarnation]s, but she kept those thoughts close to her chest, and simply bowed, saying, “I will endeavor to ensure that they make those appointments they were supposed to make.” She rose. “Good day, Wizard Flatt.”

Nirzir bowed once again, quickly this time.

And then the two women blipped away.

Erick went back to turning nobles into better people.







- - - -







Erick stood with Kromolok, Quilatalap, and Mox, in the middle of an empty city square as night began to fall once again. Dragons stood here and there on the roofs, and in the stands, while wrought and Elites from Oceanside stood apart, but only a little. Killtree was completely subjugated. Now came the necessity of occupying this foreign land.

Erick spoke to the crowds of allies, and House members, “Killtree has fallen, and Killtree will rise again. Hopefully, with the transformation of their nobility, their city will follow.

“Hopefully, there will be fewer horrors. Fewer monsters in the sewers, and in abandoned houses, and under beds. Fewer monsters in the palace, sitting on thrones made of tyranny. But there are still monsters coming down from the north, from the Forest. That will never change.

“I know some of you here wish to ensure that Killtree will rise correctly, and that includes many of the people of Candlepoint who did not participate in this capture, but who are watching through [Scry]s. So, I will allow any who wish to stay behind and control this land in the interim, to do exactly that, as long as you fulfill the basic requirements of governance; until the people of Killtree can once again fend for themselves.

“And so, I’m splitting our forces here.

“Overseer Mox and her hidden people, alongside many others, will be the start of those who remain in Killtree. They will also follow behind and set up interim governments that anyone else here can participate in, through to-be-determined mechanisms of government oversight.

“Inquisitor Kromolok and I, and any who wish to continue, will be continuing on.

“When we conquer the other Cities, more and more of you will likely split off, either to place yourselves in charge of the other cities, under Overseer Mox, or to do whatever you want. At the end of this war, I expect my dragons to form the bulk of the actual interim government, under Mox, as I have spoken with all of them and they all seem rather keen on that. The Dicers might slot in there as well. Kirginatharp’s forces will likely slot in there as well.

“As for our allies, I will be granting you all whatever sorts of spellworks and otherwise you think you might want, as rewards for this arduous task. I offer magics and my own promise of work, but not how to make those magics work. You have someone who wants a [Reincarnation]? Ask, and you will probably receive.

“The battle will resume in one hour real time.” Erick said, “If anyone wishes a night of rest in a [Hasted Shelter], let me know, and I will begin doling those out.”

The dragons bowed, their fealty openly displayed as their massive scaled heads and horns and bodies all dipped, and their eyes briefly shut. The Elites of Oceanside nodded, for though they would not bow to a foreign power, they were more than willing to show respect. A lot of people took after those Elites.

But the people of House Benevolence all took a knee, with many of them slamming a fist on their chest as they went down, lowering their heads. Only Mox remained looking at Erick, like Erick was the sun, and Mox loved to see the day.

Kromolok spoke some words of organization, and people started moving again.

Quilatalap merely smiled a little.

Erick took over a grand hotel of a thousand rooms with an [Expanded Hasted Shelter] in order to give half a day of rest to everyone who wanted it. Thirty minutes later, the flight of dragons and House Benevolence continued on to the next Sovereign City.







- - - -







The grand kingdom of Charme was located on a peninsula about 1,500 kilometers south of Killtree, and 1,500 kilometers west of the Curios. It was known as the land of a thousand Princes, with hundreds of smaller fiefdoms connected by well-maintained white roads to the shining white Sovereign City of Charme itself, which was positioned at the end of that peninsula. Surrounded by harbors and stone towers poking up from the Wikwacchi Ocean like distant lighthouses, the City itself was one of the most well defended oceanic cities in the world, on par with Eidolon in Continental Nergal and Eralis over in the Songli Highlands. The fiefdoms surrounding the City, spreading out across five hundred kilometers from the white city itself, were also a great defense against the armies of the other Sovereign Cities, who preyed upon Charme as Charme preyed upon them in turn.

Erick and his people had torn through all of those land-based defenses in the matter of a single night.

Erick had briefly considered flying right over the ‘suburbs’ of Charme and going straight to the capital in order to solve this ‘war’ right away, but Kromolok, who was very familiar with war and also with the various problems of Charme, advised Erick against a direct assault. After attacking the first major suburb about 200 kilometers outside of Charme, Erick knew Kromolok’s suggestion to be the correct course of action.

Erick opened with an [Undertow Star] upon that fiefdom outside of Charme, positioning it right above a grand hilltop castle. As tendrils of shadow and light touched down, the buildings, keeps, towers, and houses began to boil with people trying to escape in any way they could. Many of these methods of escape were yet more horrors for Erick’s nightmare vault, where he kept his thoughts on Shades, and on Terror Peaks, and on all the other shit he had needed to live through here on Veird.

The man who was the Prince of this hilltop town was an expert in Blood Magic, and that right there was almost enough to judge the man long before Erick actually saw him. But then Erick saw him, and it was so much worse than his imagination. As that Prince raced out of his castle he began spewing mutative magics, likely [Baleful Polymorph]-based, transforming guards and others into physical copies of himself. Suddenly there were dozens of tall, fit Princes, with blonde hair and blue eyes, running everywhere they could, trying to get away. It would have been comical to see so many men in dresses, or wearing nothing at all as their child-sized clothes burst, or watching them being trapped in armor that was a size too small, but Erick knew what he was looking at. There was no humor here.

There were simply people, temporarily transformed against their will, into other forms.

For a brief, irrational moment, Erick felt that the actions of the Prince mirrored Erick’s own actions in the transformation of Killtree. But then the duplicated people did not remain duplicates, and Erick realized he was being dumb. Half of the transformed simply exploded when Erick’s forces surrounded them, filling the air with even more transformative Blood Magic, of the subset known as Disease Magic. The other half turned into ravenous blood oozes when cornered.

None of those secondary clouds of Disease Magic produced more transformations, but they did leave a nasty Decay effect on anyone who got too close. Luckily, the Undertow Stars in the sky killed those clouds of magic, too. The Propagation Ban was already in full effect, though, so those clouds of Disease were not nearly as ruinous as they could have been. If it weren’t for that Ban, Erick suspected that Charme would have overrun Veird with copied Princes and blood oozes, long before now.

It took half an hour, but Erick and his people cleaned up that castle, while Quilatalap brought back the recently dead, and Erick turned blood oozes back into people.

Erick didn’t give the next Prince’s castle any warning at all. Their collective forces directly collected ‘Princes of Charme’ right out of their castles, first, and then they went for every single person who caused Erick’s [Undertow Star]s to really focus on them. Those tendrils of shadowed light easily showed who was Matriculated and who was not, based on the thickness of those tendrils and the light therein.

Assaulting and controlling Charme itself was a much larger task, for the city had a population of 150,000, and it was 75% well-maintained, with the slums only existing outside of the main city walls. Everything inside was stone, and it was built up in three levels, with the palace of the King of Charme located at the top level. It was well defended, and those defenses were half-active.

But as the sun began to rise, Kromolok and a newly expanded squadron of wrought inquisitors, priests, and soldiers of Stratagold, showed that they knew how to win a war in the span of a few hours. With Erick providing supreme air control and lockdown magics, they managed to capture and contain Charme in under an hour, even with all of Charme’s defenses and powers-that-be on high alert.

This was not a Forgotten Campaign, but Erick could definitely see that some of the new wrought thought of it as such. By the time the fighting was over, Erick had heard the phrase ‘Forgotten Campaign’ more than a few times from the contained populace.

Erick brought up the topic with Kromolok.

Kromolok said to Erick, “This is not a Forgotten Campaign at all… But it is close, which is why Rozeta had me come here and assist you, and why I chose to accept this godly command. Hopefully what we’re doing here is all we really need to do to clean up these Cities and leave them a lot better than how we found them. Soul Magic like your Blessing has needed to happen before, to properly contain some of the worst magics this world has ever produced, so we know that this works.” Kromolok said, “But, in an effort for transparency, you might be called upon one day to do this exact same thing, under my command instead of me being under your command, if it turns out that a magic you have made and released out into the world requires this level of ‘correction’. More likely, though, is that someone else will cause a problem that requires an actual Forgotten Campaign. You will be asked to assist with that, and I hope you will accept. It is our hope that you do not falter when we ask you to assist us to remake the world should something like that happen.”

“… Of course, Kromolok.” Erick said, “If you need me for a Forgotten Campaign, I will comply, but I say now that I would hope whatever horror happens doesn’t require a Campaign, and that Benevolence can see those problems before they get that big.”

Kromolok relaxed a fraction. “That is our hope, too. Thank you, Erick.”

A blue box appeared.




	
Thank you, Erick.














The box closed.

Kromolok added, “We should talk about waking up some of the people from Killtree, instead of letting them all sleep till the end of the war, too.”

Erick wasn’t sure about that. “Ah? Okay?… It’s a bad idea to let them all come out at once, I take it? Why? Less of a headache to deal with those people all at once, I would think?”

“You really should consider letting people get back to their lives, post-Blessing, and by doing so, you will show that if people comply then they can go back to their lives as quickly as we can get to them. We might even get some of these cities to voluntarily submit instead of fighting us every step of the way.”

“… Ah. That’s a good suggestion.” Erick thought for a second. “We’ll make some overtures to the Curios, after we’re done with Charme and I release both Charme and Killtree to their interim governments.”

Kromolok nodded solemnly.

Erick turned his attentions back to Charme.







- - - -







The sun held halfway up the eastern sky. It was maybe 9 am.

All the nobility and powers-that-be of Charme had been gathered together at yet another city square. There were roughly 7,500 people there in that square. There were a lot of members of the royal family, which was extensive, and a lot of them looked rather exactly the same, but with minor variations. There was a clear gender expression differentiation between the men and the women, but between those two groups, extensive blood magic was on clear display in the uniformity of statures, noses, and body types. Most of the nobility of Charme was directly related to the royal family in one way or another, so they almost fell into those same sorts of looks.

Then there was the guard of the city; the first real group that looked truly different. The guard came from every kind of person.

Erick’s raid had uncovered various Hunter guilds that operated underfoot, in the sewers. The Cinnabar Hand had many chapters inside this place, with many face stealers among the people. Erick uncovered most of those face stealers simply by virtue of how his [Undertow Star] tracked the powerful, and though there might be a reason why a young woman working as a nondescript teacher in an orphanage (as one example out of a hundred) had multiple thousands of Mana and Health, there was only one reason that made a whole lot of sense.

He had also uncovered blood oozes in the sewers. These ‘monsters’ had once been people, but through the punitive justice of Charme they had been turned into ‘automatic’ sewer cleaners.

Erick hated this fucking place.

He almost wanted to wipe it from the map. Over half the people in the crowd were directly responsible for at least one horror, inside their own homes; some of the Princes had blood oozes in their private cesspools underneath their mansions. The other half were complicit. Maybe 5% of people Erick and his allies had rounded up were ‘innocent’, for a certain definition of innocent, but Erick wasn’t about to split hairs to free those people from what was about to come.

Of the worst offenders of Charme were either the royals, or those from The Blood Halls; Erick wasn’t quite sure. The Halls were a magic school that taught variations on Blood Magic, like Abomination Magic, Cosmetic Magic, Lineage Magic, and the ‘Princely’ Disease Magic. Quilatalap expressed displeasure at their whole school, saying it was full of idiots who had no idea what they were truly doing, and that the only reason they were powerful at all was because it was easy to do horrific things with Blood Magic.

Erick gathered all his thoughts on one he had seen, as he stood before the gathered forces of Charme, and then he spoke,

“I and my allies have taken Killtree and remade its nobility and thus the entire city into a better existence. I had originally thought to transform every City like I did to Killtree, before waking all of you up at once and letting you go about your lives, but this was an untenable idea. I have instead decided to wake up Killtree when I wake all of you. Maybe, by this act of openness, I can prove that this is not a bad thing that I am doing to all of you.” He almost spoke of the horrors he had seen, but then he realized there would be no need, for though a lot of the people here would probably pick [Reincarnation], Erick would be forcing Empathy on the lot of them, too. Erick said, “Charme is getting the same options as Killtree. Option 1: [Reincarnation]. Option 2: [Blessing of Empathy]. Option 3: Both. But this City needs a major change, more than most, so a lot of you are getting Empathy even if you don’t pick it; especially all the people in your courts and your royalty and in your Blood Halls… And probably more places, too.”

People in the audience held a brief flicker of hope, and then that hope died and turned to ash as Erick went over their ‘Options’, and spoke of Empathy.

Not wanting to be a party to this, several people in the audience activated Blood Magic failsafes, rapidly transforming themselves into blood amalgamation oozes, or something similar. Erick suspected they used [Second Wind], which instantly replenished some measure of Health, in return for a day-long debuff of burning a large portion of one’s base Health. They had then used Health along with the Blood Mana Class ability, which Erick had, to spend that Health on magic, which allowed for their internal transformation magic when all external magic was Star’d away.

Such last-resort measures did the monsters of Charme no good.

Erick solved the interruption to his decree with minimal casualties, and then transformed those blood oozes back into people while the rest of Charme watched. And then he put those onlookers into a [Slowing Enclosure].

A day later, all of Charme’s leaders had been transformed in one way or another. In many cases, the leaders had gone through an intermediary step of being a blood ooze, before Erick could turn them back into people.

- - - -

With Mox and many dragons and otherwise standing by, Erick began waking up the transformed people of Charme and Killtree in batches.

It was a clusterfuck of crying and thousand-meter stares. A small amount of their horrors had been over what had been lost, from important spells that people complained that they would never be able to get again, to the loss of godly blessings. A lot more tears were shed over what they had done to others; this was particularly true in Charme. Nobles roared at the sky, begging for forgiveness that they knew they would never receive. Many begged to be allowed back to their homes, into positions of power, to fix what they had done wrong. Many wanted to run away from what they had done. None were allowed to leave just yet, though.

Two days passed.

Slowly, under observation from Stratagold and a lot of other people, including Rozeta, people returned to their lives. Mostly. The vast majority of Princes could not make themselves go back to their cities or villages out there, in the lands outside of Charme; they wanted to run. Even those Princes who only received a [Blessing of Empathy], and who kept their bodies and their power, all expressed real, true remorse at their previous lives, and at what they had done.

Erick wasn’t sure how, exactly, it had started, but somewhere in all of the mess of waking people up and getting Charme and Killtree back operational on their own (but with oversight), people started divulging everything they had done wrong, in an effort to cleanse themselves of their sins. Erick heard it all. Rape. Murder. Bribery. Theft of lands. Theft of money. Theft of power. Soul mutilation and body mutilation.

A select few people even spoke of the true reasons for this war with Erick, though many different people had ideas of what the ‘true reason’ was, and so Erick didn’t think about all that talk too deeply. There was no way to separate fact from fiction with only two populations speaking about a 5-population-involved war.

From a certain perspective, the ruling class were perhaps the worst offenders of basic morality, using everything in their physical and magical might to subjugate those below them. But the people below those ruling classes were also guilty of so many more types of crimes. Erick had trouble guessing which one was worse; the people at the top who harmed others with threats and made the world work the way they wanted it to work, or those people directly below those at the top, who happily carried out those most heinous orders because that was what they loved to do.

Either way, Erick didn’t need to think too much about the recidivism of Charme, because every single person he transformed became a different person. [Reincarnation] and [Blessing of Empathy], together, produced the most possible change, turning even the most hardened serial killer into someone who wanted to raise orphans and build houses for the homeless, instead of murder both orphans and homeless every chance they could. [Blessing of Empathy], on its own, was likely going to be responsible for a full change of the guard, resulting in eventual governments of both Charme and Killtree that would do better tomorrow than they had done yesterday. [Reincarnation], on its own, would be more of a long-term sort of effect, for all Erick had really done in those cases was to take away a person’s magic (which was absolutely necessary for every single noble who had that nasty Disease Magic (those people also got Empathy’d without recourse)) and remake them into a person with a brighter future than the one they had had before.

And so, over those two days, Killtree and Charme mostly resumed normal operations.

Everything had changed. Everything was different.

But commoners still went to work. People still needed food. And the ruling class wanted to make it work; they wanted to make right by their people. They wanted to make Charme and Killtree places where people wanted to live, not where people had to live because to live elsewhere was to die to monsters.

It was complicated. It was messy.

But in those two days, everything… sort of worked like it was supposed to work?

But also not at all.

And yet… it was okay, for a certain definition of okay.

The Benevolence dragons were pulling some major monster-killing work, too, which made the whole thing a lot more palatable. Those dragons were also being fawned over by the new ruling class, which made them fall in love with these cities quite easily. This same thing was happening to Erick too, because he didn’t know all of the awful, real history of a lot of these people, and it was easy to like people who wanted the best for others, and then went out and did that; raising houses, clearing out sewers properly, reinstalling water that had been shut off, and systematically dismantling the systems of oppression that they had themselves instituted.

It would still take years for Killtree and Charme to show any real transformation.

Erick and his dragons would help with that transformation in the long term, too. Aside from remaking the leadership of Charme and Killtree, Erick had stopped 31 attempted murders of that new nobility in those last two days. And then he ‘solved’ those attempted murders by fast-tracking those would-be murderers through a justice system and Empathying them for their crimes. He suspected that he would be repeating that action for a long time to come, for he was already in talks with judges and new royalty about implementing [Blessing of Empathy] as a new outcome for what had traditionally either been transformation to blood ooze, or forced conscription. There was a lot of work left to do in Killtree and Charme...

But Erick still had three more Sovereign Cities to conquer.

Thankfully, as predicted by Kromolok, showing the world that Killtree and Charme were mostly intact had caused North Curio and South Curio to reach out to him, to beg for peace talks. Maybe Erick could remake both Curios without needing to capture and contain them all, first? It had to be a trap, though. Almost 100% a trap.

But Erick still had to try for peace, because that was what reasonable people did. Even if it was a trap, and even if the other side would never actually accept Erick’s form of ‘peace’, he still had to try.
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212, 2/2


                The sun rose upon two cities located to the north and south sides of an expansive river delta, that was much more ocean than river, for that river served as a spillway for the artificial cycle that was Veird’s water. High above Stratagold, or really, Archmage’s Rest, the Surface’s oceans went down a great hole in the Surface, down, down, down into the Underworld. By contrast, there were a few locations where the water went up. The headwaters of the Curio River, located in the Grand Ridge Mountains just north of the Wasteland Kingdoms, was one of those locations. Millions of traders and monsters and all sorts of brave people rode that upward ocean, up to the Surface, where they then flowed down the Curio River.

The Curios had occasionally and historically been one of the largest trading hubs on the Surface for exactly this reason, but instead of being prosperous and beautiful as it had in ages past, this land was a land of pirates and thieves and Sovereign warlords.

Scattered islands in the Curio River held massive fortifications that served as fisheries and trading hubs, and the lands of the nobility, almost like the Alluvial District in Eralis, over in Songli. Similar to that city on the other side of Veird, the Curios had once been a city split by the actual river delta, though that original location was a pockmarked land of craters filled with almost-saltwater, while all the current governing of both Curios was done about 200 kilometers down-ocean from that delta.

In this present day, the Curios were almost 500 kilometers apart from each other, separated by the brackish waters of the Curio River and Wikwacchi Ocean. Because of this distance, it was easy to see why both Sovereign Cities chose to tell the world that they were entirely different cities, for it was hard for anyone to logically claim two cities 500 kilometers apart were, in fact, the same city.

Both places had populations comparable to any of the other Cities, too, with North Curio having a population of around 125,000 people, and South Curio clocking in at around 150,000. In all normal respects, they were two very different cities.

And yet, they chose to host their peace talks together; they chose to speak as one.







- - - -







The ocean-river was calm around the island that Erick’s allies had fortified out of a cratered, warfront island about an hour ago. It hadn’t taken much to reinforce the place, for Kromolok had a person with [Cityshape], and that worked well enough to turn this no-man’s-land into a workable island. The new ‘peace island’ was about 50 meters on the short side, oval-shaped, and pointed on the ends, so that the river could flow around the island, rather than over it. The island was mostly flat, solid stone, and located about ten meters above sea level.

The island that the Curios had wanted to use for their talk was about five kilometers north-east of this one, so the Curios hadn’t needed to adjust much of their plans/traps. If they managed to adjust all of their traps, whatever those might be, then Erick would be impressed, but he figured he could power through the re-laid trap, anyway. Kromolok and Erick’s people agreed with this assessment.

And so, Erick, Kromolok, and Quilatalap stepped down onto the southwest side of the oval island. Dragons floated through the sky, and under the waves. A [Zone of Peace] held in the air all around, locking down all offensive magic—

A flicker of blue magic resolved itself into a Platform about a kilometer away, carrying four people. That Platform floated forward, approaching from the northeast, to land upon that part of the island. The people stepped off their Platform, and the Platform vanished.

There was a man in blue robes of office, a woman in metal armor with touches of blue, a woman in yellow robes of office, and a man in metal armor with touches of yellow. The people in armor stood back, so they were obviously guards for the man and the woman in robes.

Blue robe was a man named Oron, who spoke for North Curio, who followed the ‘Crushing Depths’ magical tradition of Ocean Magic common to the north. Yellow robe was a woman named Doria, who spoke for South Curio, who followed the ‘Thieving Hand’ magical tradition of Air Magic common to the south.

They were both the second in command of their cities, for King Sook of the North and King Xaro of the south were missing in action.

As the two groups neared each other, Erick opened the talks with, “Your leaders truly will not appear in these talks, eh? The cities are truly under your control?”

The Curios did not expect to get right to it, but they recovered fast enough.

Oron spoke, “Our Kings have left us, taking their fortunes and their most trusted people with them. We know not where they have gone, but in light of their betrayals in both leaving us like this, and in incurring your ire, we are willing to do what must be done to ensure a peaceful transfer of power into your hands.” Oron glanced to his South Curio counterpart.

Doria took a half-step forward, saying, “The Curios stand united in this manner. In return for a peaceful surrender, we ask for some conditionals.”

“Make your demands. Let’s see if what you want is anything near what I want.”

Oron and Doria didn’t like Erick’s second sentence, for in that phrasing he had exposed their true goals. They wanted to control exactly how this transfer went down, all in an effort to mitigate everything that Erick was planning on doing to their societies, and to hopefully recapture their full power over the course of years, or more. They probably hoped to assassinate Erick somewhere along the way, too.

Oron shared a telepathic link with Doria, and with their guards for a brief moment.

Oron said, “We would ask you to ensure the political power of the people you transform for at least a year.”

“Done. There will be no great upheaval of the social order right now, except in the cases where people do not want to continue what they were doing before I arrived. My people will lord over your people, though, in all things.”

Oron relaxed a little.

Doria said, “You will unite the Curios into one city, using Gates to link us.”

“When I can reach this far, I will do this.”

Doria relaxed, too.

Those two requests were their big requests, eh? Erick was a little surprised—

And then Doria said, “We will adjust the penalty for crimes against the state from execution, to Empathying, lining up every single person who breaks the law and handing them over to you, to do with as you see fit.” She waited.

“Acceptable.” And then Erick decided that they had spent enough time dallying with words over what he was going to do to their society, anyway. “I would require your lawmakers to be subject to the same Empathying, and for the first two years of this, I would be randomly patrolling your cities and Empathying those who are guilty of violence-against-people and generalized disruptive hatred. Muggers, thieves, face stealers, rapists, etcetera. Anyone who I see committing a crime might get an Empathying, at my discretion. When applicable, I will also be [Reincarnation]ing those people. Everyone I find will, of course, be given the same sort of Options that I have given Killtree and Charme. And also all of your current nobility and the people I deem as needing these Options will get these Options.”

The Curios tried not to scowl, or show their extreme dislike.

Oron flatly stated, “Then you would do to us what you have done to Killtree and Charme, leaving us with no alternative to allowing ourselves to be turned into caricatures of ourselves.”

“Imagine it as a partial Forgotten Campaign, if you must, for what must be Forgotten is your culture which kills all who Matriculate outside of your control.”

Doria’s eyes went wide as Erick mentioned ‘Forgotten Campaign’, and she was not the only one. But the people on Erick’s side had already had this discussion; they all knew what this action here looked like, committed by Erick and wrought working hand in hand.

Oron’s voice rose against his will, as he exclaimed, “These people we call commoners are animals, Wizard Flatt! We have done the best we can with the resources we have available!” He forced himself to relax a fraction, for he knew he was getting heated. “We do not need our way of life to be Forgotten.”

Erick nodded. “Which is why it is only a partial Forgetting. You’ll live. Your Cities will survive, unharmed by large scale devastation. The only thing that needs to change is the sort of environment where leaders are able to corrupt their entire nation into going to war with all the gods, all the wrought, all the dragons, and all the largest, most stable forces in this world. Because that is what you have done by going to war with me. You have done your people a disservice, Oron, Doria, and so, you will have this correction done to you so that, while your freedom will remain, perhaps such foolish actions will not be repeated in the future.” Erick said, “I do not seek to control you. I only seek to reform you and your people so that the horrors of your societies no longer exist. Afterward, you can do whatever you want with your own lives, under the oversight of my House and my dragons, of course.”

Those words hung heavy in the air for many silent seconds. A minute passed, as telepathic tendrils continued to flicker between the forces of North and South Curio. Doria and Oron glanced at each other, and so did their warrior counterparts. Erick caught almost all of their conversation himself, for he could easily mana sense the small flickers of mouths and throats moving in silent formation of thoughts.

After two silent minutes…

Oron said, “North Curios agrees to your demands.”

And then Doria said, “South Curio agrees to your demands,” and then she added, “But we would ask for South Curio to be the location of a mutually beneficial Gate to this land, so that we might better interact as societies.”

Erick forestalled any argument from Oron, who was gearing up to express his full displeasure at Doria, saying, “Every Sovereign City is likely getting at least one Gate, free of charge, except for the normal, published rates for the moving of goods. I’ll link up your Curios into one city, and give both sides equal access to the Gate Network as though they were different cities.”

As Doria’s expression turned to one of slight displeasure, Oron relaxed. There was a lot to read in those small expressions, but Erick didn’t need to do that right now, for he saw no overt hostility; he only saw compliance.

Erick asked, “Your people understand their Options, yes?”

Oron spoke for his own people, saying, “North Curio has many holdouts who have gone into hiding. You may root them out at your leisure, but most of us are prepared for what comes next. Many have filled out your [Reincarnation] paperwork.”

Doria said, “South Curio is ready to receive you, Wizard Flatt, with many people who expect to be changed awaiting the arrival of Ophiel, or a dragon. We hope that our easy surrender will grant us a measure of your mercy.”

Erick saw many things in that moment. From the small looks between Oron and Doria, Erick saw old, deep hatreds kept at bay by strong wills. He even saw an unexpected hope surge between both of them. The whole conversation had been fraught with nuance and unsaid words and a thousand old wounds reopened and then ignored in favor of unity in the face of ultimate transformation. And the conversation was over.

The two sides (three? The Curios were still technically two different cities right now) departed that central, eye-shaped island.

- - - -

In a matter of minutes, and with a great deal of reluctant local support, Erick had Ophiel begin herding people through [Gate]s, to central squares in both North Curio, and South Curio, where [Undertow Star]s, [Zone of Peace]s, and other such spellwork locked down the population, and made it much easier to transform the governments of the Curios.

Erick still threw out [Undertow Star]s across the skies of both coastal cities, using his magic and his dragons and other allies to root out those who would not come willingly. This effort was greatly aided by Oron and his people at North Curio, and Doria and her people at South Curio, but rather than dutifully report on their own side’s problems, they reported on the gross failures of each others’ cities.

Surprisingly, a lot of the populace of both Curios got the Empathy treatment, far more than those in Killtree and Charme, for both North Curio and South Curio had a slavery-export-to-Nergal problem.

But now, they didn’t have that problem anymore. Or at least it wouldn’t going forward.







- - - -







Over two days (with only 15 more attempted assassinations or overly offensive subterfuge! Amazing!) Erick solidified the transformation of the Curios, and also of Charme and Killtree, utilizing the very effective method of having everyone already involved in the Cities suddenly on the same page about making nice with each other, and with their citizenry. Old rivalries and old hates melted away under [Reincarnation] and [Blessing of Empathy]. Both Curios even spoke of moving back to being one city, while also speaking of changing their names, and giving up that old rivalry over ‘who was the true Curio’. As soon as Erick was able to make good on his promise to provide Gates to link the North with the South, he suspected that the city would truly become one.

The commoners were problems, though, constantly getting into murderous fights with each other, or with the new city guard, but those who got too murdery ended up with the same [Reincarnation] and Empathy treatment as the nobility. There were 2,500 cases of that happening. For those who stuck to simple words… Nothing really happened to them. A lot of people in roughspun cloth had a lot of angry things to say about their nobility being transformed on them, and about Erick himself, but they were all un-Matriculated, unthreatening, and unwilling to change those facts, so Erick ignored them; he had more important things to deal with.

Armies dissolved, as they were suddenly not needed, since there were no other armies to fight. A lot of people were still needed to combat the monsters that poured up from the Underworld, out of the Curio River, so a lot of soldiers transitioned into that sort of life. A few Empathy’d people were able to maintain defensive anti-monster magic formations, but what really kept the monsters away were some [Withering]s in the waters, some Nodes connecting those [Withering]s together, and some [Undertow Star]s providing a lot of continual power to those spells, through Draining power from all the monsters in the water. Erick did help a lot of simply-[Reincarnation]’d people to regain some levels, so they could resume the endless fight for their homeland, but Erick’s spells (and Matriculated nobility providing them with power) pulled most of that duty.

Seven days had passed since the start of this war, and by now the Dicers were getting antsy to participate in a large way. They had repeatedly requested to be allowed to participate in a larger way than following orders on his command, and so, now that four of the five Cities had fallen, Erick allowed the Dicers a mass migration. Many of those Dicers asked to be subjected to the same sort of transformation that Erick was giving the regular nobles of the Cities, so that they, too, might be elevated to power how Erick was elevating others to power, so that they could once again live in their homes, and directly make their homes better. Erick easily granted many of those requests, though he asked those Dicers who could fight monsters to rescind their requests, so they could guard their homes against those always-enemies. [Reincarnation] reset a person’s Status, after all, while [Blessing of Empathy] made it truly difficult for someone to commit harm against another living thing, and monsters counted in that restriction.







- - -







For as many people as existed in the Sovereign Cities during Erick’s war, there were stories unfolding about those people, but Erick had no time to follow any of them with the focus that they deserved. Shadow’s Feast was 3 days away, Pearl remained unconquered, and the royalty of the Cities were nowhere to be found.







- - - -







Inside a [Hasted Shelter] and [Fairy Stronghold], Erick lay in bed next to Quilatalap, thinking. The big green man was still sleeping lightly.

For the rest of the world, this war had been going on for 7 days, but for Erick, this war had been going on for over a month. 36 days so far. It had been 36 days for Quilatalap, too, for Erick’s boyfriend had been beside him this entire time. Figuratively in many cases, but literally, too—

Quilatalap stirred, breathing deep, waking. He blinked a bit. “Ah. Morning?”

Erick smiled a little, then glanced out the window. “Still morning, yup.”

The sky outside was pink and gold with sunrise, and it had been that way for the last several hours.

Quilatalap reached over and wrapped an arm around Erick, dragging him close, then whispering into the back of his head, “Does it have to be morning?”

Erick chuckled, feeling all the wonderful warmth of another person at his back. “We’ve got all the time in the world. Though I am eager to be done with this war.”

“Yup. Me too. It’s been a rather great war according to how these things are usually measured, but it’s still a war.” Quilatalap patted Erick on the chest, and then rolled out of bed, saying, “So let's end it and be done with the Cities.”

Erick rolled out of bed, too…

Over the past month, Erick had danced around Quilatalap about a single topic. At that moment he decided that the dance was over. “So... We’ve been keeping kinda… Quiet about it. But is this what a Forgotten Campaign is like?”

“Absolutely not,” Quilatalap said, suddenly serious as cancer, “Those things are completely without care for the people they affect and done so quickly and deeply that barely anyone has a chance to comprehend that they’re happening at all. Has Kromolok asked you to do one of those?”

Quilatalap and Kromolok did not get along. Sure, they might appear to be friendly enough when Erick was around, but they never spoke to each other, and they never looked at each other. Those two men did not like each other at all, which was why Erick had been avoiding this topic until now.

Erick answered honestly, “Kromolok has said that I might need to assist with a Campaign in the future, in order to repay the help they’re giving me right now… But I know he’s using the idea of an exchange of assistance as a cover for his baser evaluation that I must simply help, as a matter of course, if a Campaign should occur, and especially so if I should end up being the cause of one.”

Quilatalap frowned a little, then his frown relaxed. He began putting on his clothes that he had discarded to the back of a chair several hours ago. “… I suppose a softer Forgotten Campaign is probably the better way to do one of those, if one needs to be done. I just... don’t like how cast-happy the wrought have been with a few magics in the past that could have been monumentally interesting and productive to the world.”

Erick got dressed, too, as he asked, “Like what?”

Quilatalap frowned a little. “Ehh. They’re Silenced now, and I’d need to enact a ritual to tell you about them, but I can say that…” Quilatalap’s voice cut out as his lips flickered, hiding all of his words from Erick. Quilatalap stopped talking and his lips and throat and vocal cords came back into mana sensing. And then he said, “Guess I can’t even say that.”

Erick touched his ears and his fingers came away dry. With a bit of good nature in his voice, Erick said, “At least I can’t be injured by a casual mention of a Silenced topic.”

Quilatalap raised an eyebrow, looking Erick over. “Ah! I suppose not. Also, that reminds me of a warning I should give you: A sufficiently powerful person can use those Silences to injure others. This almost always results in the death of the user when they’re trying to cause injury… But it is a valid way to attack someone. It’s a tactic that will definitely be used against you… You know. Eventually.”

Erick chuckled. “Gods above, Quilatalap. Every time I think you’ve told me something that will make me worry from now until forever, you manage to top it not a day later.”

“… Do you want me to stop?”

“Absolutely not.” Erick walked toward the big man while also discarding his clothes and letting himself grow a fraction taller, to match Quilatalap; ‘letting the Dragon out’ as the saying went. He grabbed Quilatalap in a hug, and then a sudden kiss, saying, “You’re amazing.”

Quilatalap brightened like the sun, kissing Erick back. “If I had known you were going to be frisky I wouldn’t have put my clothes back on.”

“That’s a problem you can fix.”

And so he did.

Some time later, laying in bed, Erick stared at the ceiling for a long moment. Words held in the back of his mind, unsaid…

And then he blurted out, “I don’t like living in [Hasted Shelter]s, but I do like living with you. Want to keep doing this?” He turned and looked at Quilatalap, and he almost spoke—

But Quilatalap got there first, “Want to move into my house when we get back to Candlepoint?”

Erick’s mind blanked. Words came out, “I was going to ask you that.”

“And I got there first,” Quilatalap said, with a firm nod.

And then, suddenly, the enormity of what Erick had asked suddenly filled his chest with a cold sensation of change. “… I want to introduce you to my family, and then make a decision. Maybe in a few realtime weeks, after things have hopefully settled down.”

With an easy grin, Quilatalap said, “I look forward to all of that.”







- - - -







In a different [Hasted Shelter], Erick met with his forces once more.

Kromolok and the wrought, including archmage Tasar. A few Elites from Oceanside, including Tyli, the bright red incani woman who had always kinda been Kirginatharp’s Elite-level go-between when it came to interacting with Erick. A few other assorted forces, including some people from Treehome and Portal, who were there mostly as observers. Syllea and Nirzir and most of the other powerful people Erick directly knew were not there.

But there were a lot of dragons in mortal form who had decided to stay on for the entirety of the campaign. The dragon Erick knew the most at this point was primarily the ‘orcol’ Baronoli, who had been among the first of the dragons Erick had Benevolence’d. He was part of Emprazala’s group whom Fairy Moon had wanted excised from Ar’Cosmos before they could form a political bloc and crush the Houses. Now, that bloc of dragons had seemed to want to spread their power over here in the Cities, and Erick was content to let them, for Erick did not have nearly enough forces to cause a true occupation of these lands, and the Benevolence dragons needed homes anyway.

Aside from the dragons who would be moving here to oversee the lands, a few Dicers had decided to do the same. Most of those Dicers were now in occupational-force hierarchies scattered across the Cities, but Harridon and Bobbi remained here, at the end. Harridon would be going back to Gambler’s Rest after this to become the elected mayor of that city, but Bobbi would likely be gaining some sort of overseer position here, in their final target, the Sovereign City of Pearl. Just like how Glorida’s hometown had been Killtree and Erick had left her behind in that city, Pearl was Bobbi’s hometown, and he wanted to stay here after this war.

And there would be a war now. A real war. Unlike all the other cities, Pearl was prepared to put up a fight. All of the missing royals were in this City by the ocean, waiting for Erick’s arrival and the arrival of all of his allies. The royals had even sent a letter demanding peace, and Erick’s capitulation, but none of Erick’s forces were going to do that at all.

“For they will not accept the transformations that we have committed against the other four Sovereign Cities,” Kromolok announced to their gathered forces, before going on to explain the rest of the battle plan. “To begin, Baronoli and the dragons will...”

The Head Inquisitor of Rozeta had taken a more active role in this war toward the end, and probably for a hundred different reasons, from him being very good at exactly this sort of thing, to Erick wanting this to be over, and because Kromolok was very good at this. It was only after the Curios, when compared to Charme and Killtree, that Erick realized that he was rather trigger happy with the number of spells he put out across the sky, and that had caused a lot of undue stress in the populations under those spells. This stress had led to some altercations that didn’t need to happen. Of course, the Curios had surrendered with even less of a fight than the other Cities, but only because Erick had followed Kromolok’s advice, and let Charme and Killtree out of their [Slowing Enclosure]s to show the world that Erick had not harmed them unduly.

And so, since Erick wanted this war to be over, he let Kromolok take charge of the battleplans, and he was thankful for that. He hated this shit.

He was much more looking forward to what came next.

After the storm there would be a year of cleanup, at least. Erick was looking forward to that; to helping people and making the world better through that help. Kirginatharp had already volunteered to help with that cleanup, too, along with others, mostly to get into Erick’s good graces. Erick mostly trusted the dragons (which actually included the other Houses of Ar’Cosmos, now, surprisingly) to do what was right. The Dicers were looking forward to the cleanup too, but their help was, well, a dicey proposition, as a lot of the rank and file revolutionaries wanted vengeance as opposed to reform.

The only offer of support that Erick had outright rejected was the offer from the Greensoil Republic.

Even though their offer had come as one of open support, Erick (and a lot of his allies) knew that if the Greensoil Republic was involved with the Cities that they would try to ally with Cities against the incani lands, the Wasteland Kingdoms. That was a recipe for a Quiet War disaster.

There would be a lot of small and large knock-on effects like that in the coming years.

And Erick would navigate all of them as he helped get people into real homes and had Gates connect all these lands together and—

Kromolok stepped back, glancing to Erick.

And Erick stepped forward, saying, “We are not a punitive force, though I know all of you have seen reasons why we should be exactly that. We are a reconstructive force. The Cities that come out of these actions we undertake today, and for some of you, in the coming years, will ensure that all of the people living here and all the rest of Veird is better off for our actions. Everything can always be made better, but it takes people to enact those changes, and so, that is what we will do. It starts with force, but it ends with uplift.”

Strong stares all around. A few smiles. A few hearts lifted upward.

All sights focused on the battle.

Everyone knew their places.

And then came action.







- - - -







The sky was filled with contracted angels as Queen Pearl stood upon the ramparts of her palace.

The ocean boiled with the contained power of the King of North Curio.

The wind cut with the million daggers of the King of South Curio.

The King of Killtree stood in the sky, surrounded by red light; intractable, unstoppable.

Flesh copies of the King of Charme waited in the crossroads of several streets, ready to unleash transformative magics upon the populace.

The ultimatum they had sent to Erick had read like this:

You have done enough destruction to the very souls of our people, Dark Wizard. Give up your conquest of our Cities. Return to your own lands and take your people with you. If you follow this demand, then we will not pursue this conflict any further.

If you do not leave, then we will annihilate all of the Cities to save them from you, and continue on to Candlepoint. A million dead will be your fault.

This was, of course, an unworkable ‘peace offer’. All it did was cause Kromolok to heighten his war plan, changing from ‘we can save most of them’ to ‘it’s time to kill these people’.

And so, a few magics which Erick had long suspected to exist, but which he had not seen yet, were taken out of storage and used on behalf of him and the entire world against these terrorists who called themselves royalty.

Erick’s magic was only the final nail in the coffin; the one they expected to see. The one that they were ready for.

They were not ready for Ascendant Prime, taking control of the Crossroads above and smashing a small portion of that telepathic highway to motes of scattered light. [Telepathy] failed in almost all cases across the entirety of a thousand kilometer radius. [Familiar]s and other inborn telepathic connections remained. The Mind Mages were able to connect to others. But all of Pearl’s defenses fell apart, and all of Pearl’s Mind Mages left in that exact same moment, denying Pearl the ability to regain anything resembling coherence.

In the very same moment as the breaking of the Crossing, Pearl was not ready for Goldie locking down all teleportation magics across all of Pearl, as she assassinated the most dangerous of royalty, the King of South Curio and his million thieving hands. One down, four to go.

They were not ready for Quilatalap’s attack at all. The Archlich of Necromancy Itself raised a hand to the sky and sent a black pulse of power out into the world. It was an attack against all summoned creatures, though it was focused in one direction in particular. Each Ophiel wore a reflective thorn shield, so that qualified as protection, but even still they were half disintegrated by Quilatalap’s magic. The Angels fared much worse as they were the target. Most angels simply popped; their Veirdly forms disintegrating under the Archlich’s power. Quilatalap would later explain that those ones were the angels less strongly bound to this world; that they had opted to leave under their own power once they had taken enough damage. More than a few angels were strongly bonded, though, like the angel that had overseen Executioner’s Hall. Those fleshy angels were half-destroyed, but rather than heal themselves they opted to finish their disintegrations on their own terms. Quilatalap later explained that this, too, was an option that he had given those angels. If they had chosen to stay, then his magic had marked them, and the next spell would absolutely destroy their souls.

And Quilatalap could chain-cast that spell as many times as necessary, but he usually only needed to do it twice, at the most.

Erick went next, filling the sky with Stars upon Stars. [Undertow Star] scraped against all four remaining royals, and all the people in the city, Draining them all and erasing magics everywhere they touched. The only people he could not touch were the royals, under their Domains, but those Stars worked wonders anyway. The boiling ocean turned to a simmer, and then began to falter back down from where it threatened to spill into the city and drown everyone. The copies of the King of Charme began to unravel into tendrils and bone and meaty flesh, as abominations often did; whatever spellwork they had managed to get out of themselves before they fully collapsed into blood oozes was disrupted much more thoroughly.

Dragons attacked King Killtree, up there in the sky, easily ripping through the red-haired man’s ‘invulnerability’ magic. Ripping into King Killtree himself was more difficult, but they managed it.

Goldie delivered King South Curio’s body to Erick in the meantime, where Quilatalap put the body into [Soul Stasis]. And then Goldie went to collect Queen Pearl. The royal woman had been trying to run, disguised as a servant, but Goldie found her and delivered the freshly dead woman to Erick, where she got the same [Soul Stasis] as King South Curio. Later, they would both get a [True Resurrection].

And then King Killtree detonated in the sky, for some bizarre reason. He had still been fighting dragons, but then suddenly, boom; he was dead, and his soul was destroyed in that same instant.

King North Curio’s body also detonated, but Erick didn’t find this out until a minute after the fact since the man was deep under the ocean at the time.

Quilatalap couldn’t save King Killtree for interrogation. He postulated that the explosion had been to prevent the man’s interrogations after death. But when Goldie brought back North Curio’s intact body (but with a detonated soul) Quilatalap proclaimed the same thing was wrong with North Curio. At that moment, King Charme was still out there, still fighting amongst all his look-alike copies, but Erick knew that he probably wouldn’t be able to interrogate King Charme, either.

Sure enough, once Goldie managed to actually find King Charme among all the copies, he detonated, too, filling the area with mutative mist in a final ‘fuck you’. Erick’s [Undertow Star]s destroyed that mutative mist, though, so it only managed to transform a few nearby innocent caravaneers into blood oozes. Erick fixed those blood ooze problems with some [Reincarnation]s, so aside from the trauma of half an hour as a blood ooze, those caravaneers were more or less okay.

But he only had two royals to interrogate.

The true reasons for this war had weighed on Erick’s mind ever since it started, but instead of getting a clear picture from all five royals, he would have to make do with the two that were left, and all the hearsay from all the underlings the royals had left behind.

- - - -

Three hours of battle, and a day of [Reincarnation]s and other such magics later, the war with the Sovereign Cities was over.

Erick and his allies had decisively won.

While his allies mostly moved on, either back to the Geodes in the case of the wrought, or back to Treehome, or Portal, or otherwise, Erick and his dragons and House Benevolence spent a day solving murders and attempted murders in the other Cities. Oceanside stayed to help, for they were here for the long haul; they wanted to see the Cities rise up as prosperous nations even more than Erick did.

Justice moved swift and with Empathy in the aftermath of the war, both for commoners and for nobility alike.

Though some people did get some special treatment.







- - - -







King South Curio Xaro had ‘survived’ the war, because Quilatalap had [True Resurrection]’d him, alongside Queen Pearl. And then Erick had given both of them Option 3, stripping them of all their power and giving them a new perspective on life.

Erick had been keeping the level 0, reincarnated Xaro, inside a [Fairy Stronghold] and a [Slowing Enclosure], and in a location known only to him and a few others.

This was apparently not good enough, because an angel came ripping across the land, holding a spear with a lead blade. That angel had ripped into that protected space with that antirhine blade and then killed Xaro with a specialized soul-killing dagger. Xaro was gone, and he was never coming back.

The angel, having fulfilled her mission, attempted to vacate the space of the murder, to unsummon herself and return to Celes, but Quilatalap got there first and kept her summoned against her will. So she detonated herself and her immortal soul in the process. There was nothing Quilatalap could do to bring the angel back; to ask why she had done this.

But Erick knew why she had done this.







- - - -







Queen Pearl the Fifth was a 45 year old blonde woman with pale skin and an evil smile. Tears rolled down her face, marring her image of an unrepentant mastermind, but she still managed to look the part even with those tears, behind bars in a cell, and inside a [Fairy Stronghold] that had no exit.

Erick accused, “You killed Xaro.”

“They all tried to kill me, too. Charme almost got me; he certainly got Killtree. He almost got everyone.”

A lot of things slotted into place at that moment.

This war was never about him.

It was about all the old rivalries of the Sovereign Cities.

Erick almost wanted to laugh, but all he could do was sigh.

“Is that truly what this was? Some sort of war between all of you, that spilled out into the rest of the world? You attacked me and threatened murder of a million people in order to kill each other?”

“The cities needed a major change and you played your part perfectly.” Pearl grinned like an ancient evil. She reminded Erick a lot of Melemizargo in that moment. “And I won the final battle.”

Erick had expected to walk into this space and interrogate Pearl as much as needed in order to understand the shape of this war; the reasons behind it all, and the purposes of the major players. Why would they attack him? Declare war on him? He was allied with all the people who normally attacked Wizards, and he had even managed an uneasy peace between the Dark and everyone else. Erick was not a boastful man, but he knew what he had done; the shape of his own actions on this alien world of Veird.

And he knew that he had been used by other forces many times. This was not a new situation.

From how Sirocco Zago had used him to learn more of Particle Magic, years ago, to Melemizargo using him to Shape the Shades of Veird into something better, to Fairy Moon using him to make Ar’Cosmos a better land, and then how many disparate people —from gods to dragons to his own Benevolence twisting toward power— had turned Erick into a dragon, in order to elevate other dragons to power. Of course, Erick had gotten a lot out of those exchanges.

But as Erick looked down at Queen Pearl, his worldview was thrown into a little chaos. He did not like being used. And he certainly did not like being used in a war. Which is probably why he spoke how he spoke next.

“Oh? You won?” Erick asked, not innocently at all. “How so? Because you are still alive?”

A crack formed in Pearl’s facade. “… You’ve already [Reincarnation]ed and Empathy’d me, and then left me in this box for two days to stew in my own heinous life. Is there some other form of ultimate torture that you would like to inflict next? Or was soul mutilation not enough for you?”

… Those words caused Erick to pause in his anger.

And Erick found himself at a crossroads.

He was going to release Pearl into the world, no matter what happened here. All he had wanted to know was why the war had happened, and then he would trust in his Empathy to see Pearl through the rest of her transformation into a good person. This was what Erick was doing to everyone else he had Empathy’d, and according to almost all sources except for one (the Shades who empowered the Chelation War) every time a person was Empathy’d, they became a better person. All of the Terror Peaks people who has survived Erick’s purge were now living and working in Songli, doing such normal things such as working as healers, or as farmers, or as rebuilders for the nation they had attacked, trying to make amends for what they had done. According to the previous several days, every single noble of the Sovereign Cities was doing better, and even Kromolok agreed that this was exactly what they did in Forgotten Campaigns sometimes; this sort of soul mutilation worked. As long as Erick could preserve the power structures he had emplaced for a good ten years, what they had done to the Cities would have long term, good consequences.

And so...

A part of him wanted to [Reincarnation] Pearl from a human to an incani. As a practitioner of an ‘Exalted Path of Angels’, Queen Pearl was very in-tune with the human-to-angel extremism pipeline. And yet, if Erick transformed her into an incani, that would automatically make her a demon, no matter her personal beliefs. This might be a catastrophic change of perspective for her, or it might be exactly the thing that Veird and the Angels needed from Queen Pearl; a little bit of ‘walk a mile in their shoes’ thing. This action would be directly stepping into the Quiet War, though, which would be not-so-great.

A different part of Erick wanted Pearl as a subordinate. He would use her as ruler of Pearl to ensure that at least one Sovereign City did not experience a massive change of leadership, and thus be thrown into the chaos that all the other Cities were currently experiencing. There was merit to this option, for, in a practical sense, the best person to lead a Sovereign City was the person who had already claimed that royal spot.

Another part of Erick recognized that Queen Pearl would soon be in a position to rid herself of her [Blessing of Empathy], just by virtue of regaining some of her Exalted/Angelic powers, and access to the soul twisting powers of the angels. Perhaps, if he let her go, she would cause problems for him later. She had already foreseen her ‘victory’ in this war as what was happening right here, with her at Erick’s mercy. She had certainly planned to have some angels enact some ‘final justice’ against any possible living-yet-weakened royals who might have also survived this war. Therefore, Erick should kill Pearl now.

… After thinking through all his options, and thus calming himself a fraction, he decided to simply talk to Pearl about all of that; to see her reaction.

Erick began with, “I could do a lot worse, Pearl, for your personal viewpoint of ‘worse’. I could have made you incani.”

Pearl paled, her words failing her completely.

Erick continued, “I could simply kill you, though you would become an angel so that’s not much of a threat.”

Pearl stilled, gauging Erick’s everything with her own mana senses.

“Or, I could do none of that, and instead reinstate you as the leader of Pearl, and offer you assistance in rebuilding and expanding Pearl in the form of Gates and trade agreements.”

For a long moment, Pearl collected herself. Then she asked, “What do I need to do to get those trade agreements?”

Now that Pearl was suitably motivated, Erick had a much easier time talking to her.

Erick had gone through the same thing with almost every other (minor) leader he reinstated into power in the Sovereign Cities, but this time was different, if only because Pearl had been one of the people who actually started this war. She would also be one of the few people capable of undoing all the shit she had started, though, so…

“Firstly: you’re dropping your royal name; you are no longer synonymous with your city of Pearl. What’s your real name?”

“… Crissi Diver.” And then, like a queen going through some hard times, Crissi spoke with subdued strength, “Though my name on my Status is now Crissi Benev, so I believe that I will be going with that from now on.”

With a cancel command and another cast of [Fairy Stronghold] in the same moment, Erick erased the bars of Crissi’s cell and added some nice chairs around a simple table. With another cast, Erick brought in some nice food from House Benevolence. As he set these things down before the new Queen Crissi of Pearl, along with a nice mug of hot citrus tea, Erick said, “It is nice to meet you, Crissi. If your cupboards in your palace and your staff are to be believed, then you have a few favorite foods, of which I have provided. None of that should have changed due to your [Reincarnation].”

Crissi eyed the food, and then took the tea and sipped it in a queenly manner. In that moment, the woman was suddenly back in her element. She regarded Erick. “I have appreciated the citrus that you have added to my cupboards, Wizard Flatt. The oranges and lemons have added quite welcome flavors.” She set down the cup. “What other sorts of additions would you contribute to Pearl?”

“Gates, at least two. You need not pay for these initial Gates since I have discovered how to make them out of simple iron, but the tolls of 1 gold per ton of goods and 1 gold per person will be enforced, with you able to add whatever fees you want onto those tolls. The Cities will soon have a whole Local Area Gate Network, which will probably become active somewhere around the center of Triumph of Light, in several days,” Erick said, “As for restrictions: every City is getting House Benevolence oversight for at least 5 years, which means dragons and Dicers, but primarily my Overseer of the Exterior, Mox Dawnsider, overseeing your lands on behalf of my House.

“You will also gain Oceanside oversight.

“These people will work to enact a few large changes in your society, primarily in the form of how your law is enacted. From now on, everyone in your lands will be judged the same; No more commoner/noble split for how the law works. The law during this period will be considered deeply harsh by all the world’s standards, but it will be no more than what I have already done to you; everyone who breaks the law in a violent way is getting a [Blessing of Empathy]. I’ve already done this Blessing 1,907 times, outside of the initial war transformation, and I expect to do this Blessing thousands of times more.

“Kirginatharp, the Headmaster, has his own Arcanaeum Consortium-specific rules which he desires to implement. It is my understanding that he desires for Matriculation to be open to everyone; not only those who sign up under noble houses or under City warbanners. I am sure he has teaching-arcanaeum-specific desires, as well.

“You will enact those desires.

“I know this is a large transformation of your society, which is the goal. I want to see you prosperous, and your people educated. I want to see people in stone houses, or at least in nice wooden houses, and to have a literacy rate of 99%, if only due to the literacy-comprehension-boost that one gains when they Matriculate. Stone roads. Cheaper food. Less drugs. More opportunity for advancement and more opportunity to change one’s own fate. Everyone working in a society where the people on top do what they can to ensure a just society for those below them, and to keep everyone at the higher levels from abusing their power.” To end on a high note, Erick added, “And any nobles who manage to make this work well, including you, can have a [Reincarnation] into whatever sort of body you wish, whenever you need such a transformation. Ten years from now, fifty years from now; whatever. There need not be any dying of old age on my watch. And there need not be any sort of uncomfortableness, either. I have transformed a great deal of men into women, and women into men, and made some people into different races altogether, if they wished to leave this land and this life behind.”

Crissi had some deep objections at the beginning of Erick’s speech, but then he kept talking. At the end, when he spoke of [Reincarnation]s for all, she only had one question, “Can you turn an angel into a real person?”

An unexpected question, but one which Erick had already spoken to Quilatalap about. “The short answer is ‘yes, I can, but it probably won’t work out perfectly’. Setting that aside: if I brought an angel back, then I would have to do the same for a demon in order to maintain neutrality in the Quiet War. Doing that would require a lot of knowledge about who I was turning back into a real person, first, which would draw me into that war… And I don’t want to do that. I recognize, though, that I might end up doing this eventually anyway, because I have had a lot of people on both sides asking me for this. Do you want someone in particular brought back? Knowing it might not work, and it might shred their soul?”

“My mother. But… Maybe not today.” Crissi paused. Then she began, “I would speak on specifics regarding this noble/commoner split in the law you dislike…”

Erick listened, and then he spoke of the many, many complaints of the Dicers, and how Bobbi, of the Dicers, would likely be working directly with Crissi and with the remade nobility, alongside House Benevolence. The revolutionaries would likely have a great deal of power going forward in the remaking of the Cities, and so Erick asked how Crissi felt about that.

Crissi pretended to be ambivalent, and that whatever oversight she gained from House Benevolence would be acceptable, of course, since she was the subjugated party. But Erick could tell she was fuming, and relieved, and hopeful, and really quite happy that she was allowed to be in power at all, though picking out those specific emotions from her took about an hour of talking. Crissi felt comfortable in being in power, and she was angry when Erick spoke of how her power was now limited, but Crissi also felt relief when they spoke of the changes in the law, which was a new feeling for her. That was probably her new Empathy working overtime.

And so, they spoke for a few hours about direct matters of state, while the subtext of the conversation pointed in a whole bunch of different directions, and Erick (and Crissi, too, sometimes) got to know who Crissi was as a person. 

As they spoke, Erick felt better and better about his decision to keep Crissi in charge of Pearl. 

Other people would probably be angry about this, but everything was still up in the air right now. Things could change in a week, or a month, or even in two days. But for now, Crissi would probably return to being Queen Pearl, though she and her power would be lesser; all of Pearl would be beholden to House Benevolence, and to Erick.

For a while, anyway.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
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213, 1/2 - Jane


                ‘Thanks, Poi. Talk to you later.’

And then Jane signed off.

For a good minute after the morning communication with her father, and then a few minutes with Poi to hear about what else might be happening, Jane simply sat back in her chair, feeling some kinda way. She had spoken with her father multiple times during the ‘war’ with the Sovereign Cities, and he had told her to stay away because, for the longest time, her father had suspected that the royalty of the Cities were specifically looking for Jane in order to use her as a bargaining chip against him…

Jane and her team had laid semi-low because of that suspicion.

But now, the war was over, and the truth of it all was revealed, as much as a truth involving several worldly powers could be revealed. According to first reports, the Cities had gone to war with her father in order to solve the supremacy of their royalty once and for all. The war had not started off that way, of course, and the only one able to give an honest accounting of that reason was Queen ‘Crissi Benev’ Pearl, for that was why she had gone to war…

Oh, sure, there were hundreds of smaller powers working in earnest to kill Erick, but...

King Killtree was probably the most die hard warmonger among them; the man had truly wanted to kill ‘The Dark Wizard’ and rip apart Candlepoint, and all of that. Apparently, the king of Killtree had been embarrassed that Erick had cleared out the ballooning spider horde last year, and that had snowballed into people taking pot shots at him, both in the propaganda plays of the city squares and in the form of assassination attempts, so, in order to ‘regain his honor’, Killtree had needed to take a hard-line stance against the Wizard. This then snowballed further and further. King Killtree’s reasons for war were as simple as a man who had to double down and then double down, again and again, or else he would be swallowed by his own nobility.

King Charme, like Queen Pearl, had gone to war because he saw the opportunity to kill all of the other royals and claim supremacy of the Cities. The Cities had been going to war for exactly these sorts of reasons, over and over and over again, since hundreds of years ago, but only when large events came along did the royals actually go to war, and here now, with Erick, was a big reason to break out the big war. If any of Charme’s various assassination attempts against the other royals would have panned out, then he would have sued for peace, but then Erick proved himself as completely unwilling to accept the kind of peace that the royals would have accepted, and so, at the very end of the war, Charme had planted some explosive, soul-killing disease magic in King Killtree and King North Curio Sook. He likely planted the same Disease Magic in the other royals, but those other royals had managed to purge that magic, or something. Solving every part of this particular war would be the work of Knowledge Mages for the next few years.

King North Curio Sook had gone to war in order to inflict as much damage on South Curio as he could. According to the nobility of the North, Sook and other members of the Crushing Depth’s style had had plans to roll the ocean up and over South Curio’s harbors, crushing South Curio. But when Erick and Kromolok and all of Erick’s allies had ended that first polite battle with a decisive win, and then began the actual war, Sook had abandoned those plans against South Curio. No one was really sure what part North Curio played in the greater reasons for the war, but perhaps they were simply swept up in the whole thing, without any real control over what happened once the ball started rolling. And yet they still had control, and they still chose to go to war.

South Curio was in a boat very similar to North Curio, with a few major changes.

King South Curio Xaro had recovered fast during the change-up from polite war to real war, for when Erick had taken out the onlookers at that polite battle he had also taken out many of the people who were guiding South Curio to real war. South Curio had been an absolute political mess, apparently, and the only reason they had gone to war was because anti-Wizard sentiment was popular in the Cities, and much of the nobility was using that propaganda to control their people and distract them from real problems in their own part of the world. And so, South Curio’s nobility had been fully mobilized by promises of power from various organizations, like the Church of Original War, and refugee children from Terror Peaks, and the Book Burners.

Erick suspected that the Dragon Stalkers were also involved in South Curio (and all the other Cities) somehow, but they had never actually shown themselves during the war, so maybe they had escaped or pulled their support once the war got up and running in earnest. Whatever had happened in South Curio was a combination of land-grabbing maneuvers (as the cities usually tried to do to each other) and deep plots that would likely take years to untangle. Whatever had happened to the Dragon Stalkers in the war was currently being worked out between Kirginatharp and the Dragon Stalkers at Oceanside, too, and Erick wasn’t privy to that talk quite yet.

And then there was the final Sovereign City, Pearl, led by a Queen who was somehow still in charge after the war, who had entered into the war with the express purpose of uniting the Cities behind a single power; her own. Queen Pearl had therefore ‘won’, sort of.

Jane didn’t know how to feel about all that.

Her father had mixed opinions, too.

But ignoring the fallout of the war, and the reasons for the war for a minute...

Jane had a lot of mixed opinions about the use of Soul Magic to solve a war. [Reincarnation]ing and Empathying all of the nobles of a society in order to turn them into better people was an idea that her father had toyed with a few times, but Jane had never thought that he would have actually gone through with it. Murder was cleaner, ethically, for Jane.... People had been murdering others for a long time in order to solve problems. Once a person was gone, they could no longer directly influence events. This was slightly less true here on Veird, where some specific people could turn into angels, or demons, or undead, and reclaim their influence…

So perhaps murder wasn’t the best solution to war? Well, the humans and incani had been fighting each other for a long time, and they had been using soul-twisting powers to make sure their enemies stayed down once they were put down…

But maybe the Cities would be better off for this war? Maybe this Soul Magic had been a good thing?

All of this was very confusing for Jane in a way she was not used to being confused. Even Poi had been confused. The two of them had spoken for a little bit on all of that, but they’d likely have more talks on that later.

Once, months and months ago, back in the land of Songli when Erick, Jane, Teressa, and Poi were all walking to Eralis and pretending to be different people, they had been attacked by bandits; ransomers who would capture people and then try to sell them back to whoever wanted them. Those people had been face stealers with mana drain collars on them, and they had tried to capture ‘Ezekiel’, ‘Julia’, ‘Tiffany’, and ‘Paul’. Those bandits had lost, and Jane and her family had won, and afterward…

Jane didn’t remember it all so well, but Poi certainly had, and he had even added in more information for Jane that Jane had never known until then. His experience of that event had been slightly different, after all.

- -

Erick said, “Silverite said that soul magic is a slippery slope. Best not to fall down that path this early. Let the gods judge them.”

“No,” Jane said.

Erick startled, and looked to his daughter.

Jane stared at her father, then at everyone else. “You’re all overthinking this. The options are to kill them, or to make them better people. There’s no reason to think that changing who they are is a bad thing.” Jane stared at her father, saying, “Do it, and don’t look back. Or, if you need to have a line you won’t cross, then only do this to those people who personally try to murder you, which every one of these people tried and failed to do.” She stressed to her father, to Poi, to Teressa, and, it seemed, to the very mana itself, “This is not a dark moment; don’t make it one. This is righting a small part of the world into something better.”

Poi cut in, “The problem is not here. The problem is in escalation. When does the solution not become soul-control, once soul-control is on the menu? It’s the same problem of [Mind Control]. When does the evil action that’s used for good become just another evil action?”

Teressa sighed, unhappy that Poi was making decisions for the group, but she said nothing; she had already said it all.

Jane said, “I already said when: when they come after us directly and they could obviously use some empathy. Besides! We’ll never see these people again, either way, but if they’re Blessed, then they might do some good after doing all the bad they’ve done. Do you see those collars? You don’t even need to tell me that they’ve done wrong! I can see it already.”

“You have this concept of Free Will.” Poi said, “You understand the need for this. Why is this a hard concept for you?”

Jane said, “Because we had jails to lock up the bad guys. Not everyone should be free, but since there’s no jails here, except for jails of the mind, then we should use these ‘jails of the mind’ against those who deserve such treatment.”

Poi went dead silent, trying not to give away anything, for he had no idea how to tell Jane everything that was wrong with what she had just said, or how the problem was much more nuanced than Jane’s imprecise language had allowed for.

Jails of Mind Control had been tried before, and though it worked, it was also horrible and led to the destruction of the Mind Mages via a wave of political opposition, and also faltered control causing criminals to rise up against them all. The Mind Mages almost all died because of that.

But by contrast, soul control did work. It worked very, very well, for all Forgotten Campaigns were partially soul-control campaigns. And yet, Poi knew he should not say as much, for while soul control and mind control were different, and one worked while the other did not…

That was not a conversation he was willing to have. Both options were horrible.

Teressa looked on, deciding not to be a part of the conversation anymore.

A minute passed.

Erick said, “I’ve decided.”

Poi looked to Erick, and was thankful that Erick had decided on the only way to make any of this ethical at all.

Teressa simply crossed her arms.

Jane asked, “What are we doing?”

“In what is likely stupid, but the only way to be sure: I’m giving them a choice.”

- -

Those bandits had chosen death.

And Jane’s thoughts on Soul Magic and death had changed a lot. Poi had experienced a similar shift.

And so, today’s conversation with Poi had gone a lot differently.

- -

‘So Mind Control is terrible because it makes people go crazy, but Soul Control works?’ Jane sent, still disbelieving all of that.

‘It’s rather more nuanced than that, but according to what I’ve been studying of soul control, and of what your father has shared with me, his Empathying works perhaps the best way that Soul Control can possibly work; just a small, cascading effect that points a person in a general direction. No real ‘control’. No real mutilation. A simple, true Blessing that allows people to connect better to others. I haven’t actually been allowed on the field of battle, though, so everything I have heard about it has been through daily communications with your father, and through the Mind Mages.’

‘You’re a lot more open about this stuff than you used to be, Poi. It’s weird.’

‘We’re in weird territory, Jane, and you need to know ‘this stuff’ as much as I need to know this stuff. Everything is changing, and it’ll be an age before anything settles down.’

‘I still can’t believe that dad is shacking up with Quilatalap, the Archlich of Necromancy Itself.’ Jane, exasperated, added, ‘And now he’s the king of a million-plus people! Holy fuck, Poi. Gods… And all that Blessing… I think… I think killing is cleaner, even with all the ways that people don’t actually die when they are killed.’

‘I’m more comfortable with keeping people alive and changing them through Soul Magic for exactly that reason; people don’t always die when they are killed. Changing the soul is the only way to be sure that a killing hasn’t delayed the problem for another day— But this is a conversation I should not have with you; there is propriety to consider.’

Jane almost laughed. ‘At least you’re actually telling what’s really happening at home, Poi; Dad sugar-coats everything.’

‘Yes; this is why I try to keep you in the loop, but we have passed that specific point right now.’







- -







And now, Jane sat there, thinking.

It didn’t take her long to come to her own personal conclusion; that killing all the worst nobles would have been cleaner. By miring himself in Soul Magics, her father had… mired himself in Soul Magics. It just wasn’t clean. Jane couldn’t really articulate herself very well, to Poi, to her father, or even to herself.

But killing was cleaner. Death was still a very large barrier for a soul to overcome. Most could not. Most people who became angels or demons were not the same people they were in life, at all.

And so, destruction was better than uncertain change, for allowing those who have deeply wronged others to retain power over those people who they had wronged—

That was it.

Jane was mad that Queen Pearl had ‘won’.

No matter what else her father had done, Erick should not have allowed Crissi Benev back into power. No way, no how. The Sovereign Cities needed the head of the snake on a pike, and it needed to be Crissi’s…

And yet.

Perhaps that would happen? Eventually? Erick had put Crissi back into power, but Crissi still had enemies the world over, and especially over in the incani/demonic Wasteland Kingdoms. Crissi was very much angel-aligned, after all, and to hear her father talk of the aftermath of the war was to hear a litany of assassination attempts against the self-named ‘Blessed Nobility’.

… That name ‘Blessed Nobility’ irked Jane, too, and by a lot.

But all of that was outside of Jane’s influence, or capability to influence. She didn’t want to be involved in the politics of House Benevolence at all. She wanted to run missions; boardrooms and meetings and actual decisions were not what she cared for in life. So she shook her head and dispelled her concerns over the politics of it all. Daylight was figuratively burning, or at least it was burning about a thousand kilometers up, at the Surface.

Jane and her team were still in the Underworld. They had spent the last week doing ‘side quests’, walking down the Main Roads of the Underworld between semi-major settlements far below the Crystal Forest, circling this area called the Slanted Roads but not actually going there, burning time because all of them had agreed that Jane was probably a target of the Sovereign Cities. It pissed Jane off that she ‘needed to be protected’, but she saw the value in not giving her father a headache by trying to join his war.

And so, they wandered, solving problems.

Ages and ages ago those major settlements had been much closer together, and nearer to where the Geode Kendrithyst used to be, but now those major settlements were scattered to the depths. A thousand years after Kendrithyst raised to the Surface, those settlements were also more like cities themselves.

They were currently in a city called Downhere, which was close to a major Upways that eventually led to the Hole in the desert north of Spur. As Jane got up off her chair and went into the hallway of their rented suite, she glanced out the picture window of the rental, and saw Downhere in all its glory.

Much like all the cities of the Underworld, Downhere needed extensive protections against the threats down here, and it needed certain architecture in order to accomplish those protections. The entire city of Downhere looked almost like a normal city at first glance. Streets, buildings, markets and towers of various sizes. But this was only the bottomside of ‘The Rock’. Gravity was rather subjective when it came to the Underworld, for when you got a big enough rock, that rock floated and every surface of that rock was ‘down’, Downhere was actually a slate rock with a topside and a bottomside, both filled with streets and buildings, and the whole thing floated. Downhere was almost like Enduring Forge, with the whole thing floating in the middle of a massive, kilometers-wide cavern, air-gapped from the rest of the Underworld. There were no chains keeping this place centered in the cavern, but there were a lot of continually-cast magics that locked it in place, and ensured that gravity worked how it was ‘supposed to work’.

A lot of people in Downhere were very excited for the [Renew]-based Node magic that Jane’s father had created recently at House Benevolence, for it would solve a lot of maintenance issues, but neither Jane nor any other member of their team had been able to actually connect with the rulers of Downhere in order to make that happen. Not when there was a war going on with House Benevolence and the Sovereign Cities.

But eventually Downhere would get those sorts of Node magics, Jane was sure, and then they could probably fix up this city properly, and actually expand the borders, or something. Of course, that could be a problem, for if they stopped teaching the newer generations how to cast magic properly, then Downhere could face a collapse-situation eventually, once all the older generation died out and the magics lapsed… or something.

Jane muttered to herself, “But maybe that won’t happen...” and then she turned the corner, and saw Ravan, the Mind Mage who formed the communications-hub of this party. Jane said, “You heard the conversation; Looks like we’re good to go home! I’m ready when you are.”

Ravan was a silverscale dragonkin with scales more the color of smoke. She nodded, then got up off her chair, new tendrils of thought spilling away from her. “Then we shall begin the journey to the Surface as soon as everyone is back. It is a shame we never found your sword, and that you failed to gain a Domain, but I am glad for all the good we have done otherwise.”

Jane shrugged. “I’m close. I’ll figure it out later.”

“These things take time; not simply familiarity with magic. It would be a miracle for you to understand your Domain before you were 35, but it would have been nice.”

Jane smiled softly. “Yeah. It would have been.”

After a nod, the middle-aged dragonkin woman asked, “Do you wish to show before the Feast, to take part in it? Or afterward? Because if afterward, we could pass through the Slanted Roads and take care of a good ten undead infestations we heard about before they become truly impassable.”

Jane’s fragile smile faltered. “We wouldn’t have gotten into nearly as many side quests without you around, and so I am very grateful for your presence. It’s been a joy, Ravan, but it’s time to get back home… Before the Feast.”

“Yes; There is no telling what might happen this year.” Ravan added, “But we could always go out on more journeys afterward. There’s always more people that need saving.”

Jane’s smile returned in full force. “You’re not tired of this? Of roaming everywhere?”

“If I didn’t like this sort of life I wouldn’t have signed up for it, and it’s a rare thing indeed to be able to journey with people who can get the job done without complaint and with minimal danger. Though I do wonder if we have too many heavy hitters on our team. Usually, splitting up all this power is better so that more jobs can be done at the same time.” Ravan said, “If I have one real complaint about this team, it is that we are too strong physically; we don’t have an archmage with us, and none of us are really learning anything new in that magical direction either. All the knowledge we do have could be better shared with rookie adventurers.”

Jane joked, “Hizogard and Danaro are certainly learning a lot from each other.”

“Bah!” Ravan tried not to smirk, but Jane had gotten her good. “Those two are only learning carnal matters; nothing important at all!”

The front door to the rooms opened and Sitnakov walked in, joining the conversation like he had been here the whole time, saying, “We could still hit the Slanted Roads without losing too much time, and going up against against soul magic monsters is about the only thing we haven’t done yet.”

Jane looked up the large black orcol wrought, having almost asked him where he was to be able to listen in like that, but she had long ago learned that Sitnakov’s mana sensing range was at least 200 meters. He could have been all the way on the topside of Downhere and still listened in. “I’m more than willing to tackle the Slanted Roads, but do want to be there for the Feast.”

Sitnakov’s face held concern. “You should not ask to be involved in that, Jane.”

“… Maybe not for the 3 days at midnight, but for everything else, yes.”

Sitnakov frowned. “Gods above— Well I’m not going to try and change your mind, but I’m not going to the Feast at all, so if we’re headed back before then, then I’m going to pass through to Stratagold and prepare for possible war on the homefront. We might even ask for your father to close all the Gates before the night falls.”

Ravan stood straighter. “You’re not going to be at Candlepoint for the Feast, Prince Sitnakov?”

“No. If my duty here is ended, then duty drags me onward. Perhaps we can reconnect after the Triumph of Light provided nothing serious happens between now and then, but I must prepare for the waves of monsters that usually happen after the Feast.”

“But that didn’t happen this year?” Jane asked. “It was part of the treaties.”

“The unsaid, unsigned, unknowable treaties that we only rely on the Dark not to mess with? Those ones?” Sitnakov asked, sarcastically. And then he added, “The Dark is going to ask something strange of your father at this Feast and your father might not agree, or maybe he’ll talk the Dark down to some lesser show. Who knows! I try not to even guess anymore. Either way, the world might change again, and we must be ready.”

Ravan was stoic in the face of sudden facts just laid out there.

Jane felt a little lost as she said, “Well… those are... a lot of good points.”

Ravan asked, “Do we have time to kill the largest of the undead at the Slanted Roads? I would have us attempt that, if we can. A full purge is likely out of the question, but clearing the main blockade might be possible.”

Sitnakov shrugged. “Send out a call to Hizogard, Danaro, and Lyrical. Get them here fast enough and we might have time, though we will need to go in blazing quick, and with soul monsters that could be bad. That whole place is constantly falling apart, too, so we might run into a real blockade and need to find another path.”

Ravan began contacting the others, saying, “If it is too dense of a problem we can clear a path and escape through the opening, like the caravaneers. That will be good enough.”







- - - -







Jane stood to the side of their [Sneaky Traveling Platform], as Danaro guided the spell through the right-of-center part of the tunnel, deep in the dark. A bunch of Danaro’s spells had fun little names like that, and Jane appreciated that about the man; that, and his incredibly powerful healing and Blood Magic. Ravan had complained about their team not having a real archmage, but Danaro had a ton of utility, and that was useful enough.

This version of Danaro’s Platform spell was a translucent Force spell that surrounded the Platform, providing active camouflage and various anti-Sight magics, as well as a speedy vehicle with which to travel the open parts of the Underworld. The inside of the sphere was vaguely illuminated, but the outside world was completely dark in a lot of places, so the team sometimes ran into unexpected obstructions and the Platform popped, sending everyone tumbling.

This was not a safe way to travel the dark. But it was fast! And they could recover if they ran into something, while also being able to talk as much as they wanted to this way. Currently, that talking was a bit of an argument.

Danaro, who was incani, and who had also been shadeling for a brief time, said, “Look, Hizogard. I am not saying that I don’t think the King’s response to the war was unfounded, but I am saying that he should have just killed them all and been done with it. Like Jane said; murder is cleaner. Our King could keep killing as necessary until the Cities changed, and that would have been good enough.”

Jane frowned a little. “Maybe I shouldn’t have even brought it up.”

Hizogard, the former half-dragon, now human, from Ar’Cosmos, exclaimed, “But the Cities never change! That’s what I’m saying. They’ve been killed a thousand times over and they never grow back right. The Cities are not some tree that could be pruned into something better. They are Propagating Decay; an anomaly of all that is wrong with the world. Now I hate soul mutilation as much as the next man, but if anyone deserved it the Cities certainly did. They needed this sort of change. Maybe they might actually change this time.”

Sitnakov was staying out of the conversation, and Jane could guess why. Before today, Jane would have guessed that Sitnakov was staying out of it because he didn’t like arguing; he never joined in these spirited discussions unless it was ‘how to best kill a monster’. But now, Jane knew he stayed out of this topic —which was pretty close to ‘how to best kill a kingdom’— because Sitnakov had participated in Forgotten Campaigns before, and he knew that Soul Magic worked to change people a lot better than anything else available. He had even participated in Forgotten Campaigns against Ar’Cosmos.

Which had added a whole new layer to this conversation that Jane had not been fully aware of until after the conversation started. Jane was certainly fully aware of that layer now, though.

Danaro said, “Yes. And the Cities might change to be true angel lovers. That’s the danger with all these humans everywhere.”

And that right there was yet another trap-filled aspect to this conversation that Jane had unintentionally triggered.

Their team had been getting along so well, but now…

A lot of old hates were surfacing.

And Jane was so very, very sorry that she raised this topic at all.

Hizogard gave Danaro a Look, saying, “That better have not been a jab at me.”

“Bah! It wasn’t a jab and you know it,” Danaro said, returning Hizogard’s Look.

Lyrical, their former half-dragon, now orcol, from Ar’Cosmos, said, “I’m sure our King knows what he’s doing, and Hizogard is right; the Cities needed a major shakeup to change. I also do not appreciate the massive use of Soul Magic, but… I’m not sure exactly how bad it was back before Hizogard went into [Stasis], but the Cities of today are mudholes that spawn murderers and thieves all the time.”

In a heavily sarcastic but-not-sarcastic-at-all sort of way, Hizogard said, “The only thing I’ll miss about that place is that I won’t be able to walk into a city square, know that I’ll get mugged and attempted-murdered, and be fully within my rights to kill a fucker that needs killing.”

Jane’s eyes went wide, and she was not the only one.

Danaro gasped. “Hizogard!”

“What!” the man said. “Nothing wrong with taking out the trash.”

Lyrical said, “If there was one thing the Cities were good for, it was knowing that killing any of the nobility there was doing the world a service. Though I tried not to kill the muggers. They’re just products of their culture, Hizogard.”

“Bah! Products of their culture my ass.” Hizogard said, “If all the bad people make a culture that makes more bad people, then the whole thing needs to be killed so that others can bring about something better.”

“Tactical killing is better,” Lyrical said.

Everyone looked at Lyrical and Hizogard.

In a semi-deadly sort of way, Sitnakov asked, “Did you kill commoners for the fun of it? Or did you have a plan?”

Hizogard glared at the big black man. “I was entrusted with a duty to root out a branch of the Dragon Stalkers and I went to one of their known bars and pretended to be a dragon in bad disguise. It worked very, very well, and every single person I murdered fully deserved it.”

“… Ah,” Sitnakov said, then he pulled back out of the conversation.

Danaro looked a little chastised. “The Stalkers are… hmm.” He went silent.

Lyrical spoke up, “I did two Speaking tours in Killtree, pretending to be a human and to find out who was targeting the nests of some dragons of House Carnage. It was some people from the Adventurer’s Guild who thought that the gem-like eggs of a freshly laid nest were real gems, so they’d been thieving them. I executed those people. Couldn’t do that more than twice though, not with my half-dragonness progressing every time I was outside Ar’Cosmos.”

Hizogard nodded. “That’s how mine progressed, too.”

Jane connected a few dots. Besides the stark reminder that every single person in this party had done horrible things before… Lyrical, the orcol (previously half-dragon), and Hizogard, the human (also previously a half-dragon)…

Jane asked, “You both took Familiar Forms from people you killed?”

“They were already dead.” “Yes, and I’d do it again.”

Jane had some complicated thoughts on that. Murder in the name of securing your state was one thing, but taking someone’s Familiar Form was face stealing, and that was crossing a line. It seemed that Sitnakov had a few odd feelings of his own, according to his mess of facial features and body language; he was mostly opaque to Jane, though. Danaro wore his disgust as concern, though.

Ravan was the only one to not participate in this discussion, because she knew what she was about, and she wanted nothing to do with anything that was not helping other people…

Which made Jane ask, “Do you have an opinion, Ravan?”

“I do,” Ravan said, uncharacteristically strongly. As everyone turned to her with mild surprise, Ravan said, “I feel you should all stop talking about shit that does not matter. We’ve been very good about staying away from these topics while we’ve been down here, and we should return to that arrangement.

“We’re in a new world, and this new world is being made by a Wizard Dragon King who is allied with all the gods and all the powers of this world, including the Darkness. We are in a new age. Old hates, old terrors, and old scars do not need to be reopened. What needs to happen is healing, and since everyone here already knows another major truth besides Danaro, I’m going to just tell him that Soul Magic is what makes this world work at all. Make of that what you will, Danaro. Perhaps with enough mulling over it you will eventually come to the right— Ah. You got it. Yes.”

Danaro, wide eyed, looked to Sitnakov, saying, “Oh. Soul control and Forgotten Campaigns.”

Wait? Did he not know about that? The only one? Well… Okay then.

It seemed everyone was suddenly on the same page, then, and everyone was looking at Sitnakov, for his response.

Sitnakov sighed. “We do what we must for the integrity of this world, and yes, Soul Control magics have been used before, and extensively. Erick’s particular brand of magic is rather subtle, and therefore probably fine. We’re keeping an eye on it, though.”

Danaro shut his mouth, falling deep in thought as he locked his eyes forward, gazing into the dark of the Underworld as he flew the Platform forward. Hizogard smirked, but he did not revel in that ‘win’, because he was from Ar’Cosmos, and this team with a wrought in it was new for him, and in that moment, he was likely thinking about all his old hates of everything not-Ar’Cosmos. Probably. Jane wasn’t sure; she wasn’t empathic like her father. Lyrical was having a complicated set of emotions, too… Probably—

Lyrical brightened in a completely false-hope sort of way, holding up her strummer strapped to her left hand, asking, “Anyone want to hear a flying song?” She began to flick her fingers on the strummer, eliciting music from the air. “Ohh~ There once was a Platform flying~ flying high~ flying~ flying high~…”

Ah.

So back to ignoring the dragon in the room, Jane supposed.

She was sorry she ever brought up the subject of the Cities War.

… Even Jane had to admit that Lyrical’s song was eventually a catchy little tune. Eventually, her quiet singing did a lot to disperse the tension of the argument, and when everyone else started joining in on the singing, it got actually-enjoyable.

After that first song, but before the next one, Jane said, “I really have appreciated your songs, Lyrical. But I think I like the story ballads better than the marching songs.”

Lyrical smiled brightly, strumming her strummer with a rapid, hard flick, accentuating her words,

“Have you heard the story of the Ribbonriver Runner? It’s a tale best-told with a tiny travel strummer! And look, oh~ here now, on my hand! It's one of those best hummers! Now listen lass to this tale told true. It starts at the end of summer…”







- - - -







Lyrical’s stories never ceased to amaze Jane. The woman could sing and dance and play her strummer all the while using magic to put images into the air about whatever story she was spinning. But even discounting all that, her stories always took exactly as much time as they needed to take. As Lyrical’s song of the Ribbonriver Runner ended, she had long enough to add a minor epilogue about how the Runner’s kid went out to the Ribbonriver just like his father, before the story ended, and their own team was a minute away from the Slanted Roads.

They had not met a single monster on the way here, which was pretty damned strange, but eminently possible.

Jane and the whole team watched as the Main Road leading away from Downhere ended, like a tunnel of darkness giving way to an endless void. Donaro slowed their Platform and they glided forward to the lip of the Main Road. They stopped.

All the space beyond was a grand cavern, larger than Ar’Kendrithyst, by far.

The Slanted Roads was a catastrophe zone of continental-sized slate shelves, all broken and scattered atop each other, with many of them laying at the bottom of the cavern, so far, far below, and many of them at the top, so far, far, above. A few haphazard angles of stone were near-vertical inside the cavern, lodged between various broken bits of world here and there, but the space was simply too deep, and vaguely too dark, to see much more than that; the atmosphere, and the Elemental Gloom and Shadow, got in the way.

The distance a person could see through clear air was rather hard to judge accurately back on Earth, with sight lines often less than 50 miles deep, but here on Veird the sight lines could go on for a thousand kilometers or more. The Slanted Roads was one of those spaces on a good day and though it was a good day, Jane could still not see the other side.

Jane marveled. “Holy shit. I didn’t think it would look… So big.”

Hizogard scrunched his eyebrows a bit; he wasn’t impressed. “There’s a reason we didn’t come here before now, right? I mean. We’re right below Ar’Kendrithyst, right?”

Sitnakov smiled as he asked, “Because it’s a trash heap half the size of Glaquin?”

“I’m rather sure I didn’t come through here; I think I would have remembered it if I had,” Jane said. “But maybe we should have checked this place anyway? Gods. This is worse than I had imagined.”

The Main Roads wound all around the Underworld like ten thousand rings of empty cavern space, spaced rather evenly within the globe, save for where Geodes and plumbing diverted those rings. The Side Roads connected the Main Roads together, like staircases, but sometimes more natural up-down caverns. This space that would become the Slanted Roads were supposed to be a living space for the refugees of the Old Cosmology, with the Geode Kendrithyst in the center of this space, but then Melemizargo broke the Underworld. But Ar’Kendrithyst was only about 150 kilometers across.

So there was a discrepancy.

Sitnakov spoke from personal experience, “These here Slanted Roads exist both because Melemizargo captured Kendrithyst and ripped it up from the Underworld, all the way to the Surface, and due to the year-long war that happened before that fateful date, about 900 years ago. Millions died. It was a nightmare.”

Silence.

Jane asked, “About how deep are we?”

“About 800 kilometers below?” Sitnakov guessed. “We’re a bit below where Kendrithyst used to be, I think.”

“I guess monsters are the problem for why no one builds down here,” Jane said, “But this looks like good space? Someone should be using it?”

Sitnako shrugged.

“There’s a lot of good space down here,” Hizogard said, looking up to Sitnakov, trying to build a bridge of cooperation as he added, “But I’m guessing this one is all filled with some of the worst sorts of monsters in the Underworld in a constantly shifting biome that has nothing that anyone wants at all?”

Sitnakov shrugged.

“The biome here rarely shifts; it could be built upon. But the problem is monsters, yes.” Ravan said, “Even still, this is the fastest multi-level trade route through these lands. The Surface areas are all crunched down together, but down here the Slanted Roads are about a thousand kilometer wide, 1,500 kilometer deep hole. If you can navigate this land then you can cut off a lot of travel time. Otherwise you have to go around, and that can add multiple days and even weeks to a normal caravan trip.”

Sitnakov said, “Everything that this area used to be has been rerouted. The waterways, the airways, the manaways. Everything. There’s many safer ways to trade through the Underworld than through this disaster zone.” He smiled. “And subsequently, because only the brave or foolish or strapped for time come through here, this disaster zone is consistently one of the more dangerous places in the Underworld.”

Danaro scoffed. “You say that about everywhere we go.”

Sitnakov nodded. “Most places down here are equivalently dangerous, but in different ways.” He pointed toward one of the larger lights on the broken continental shelves ahead. “That’s our target, yeah Ravan?”

“Correct,” Ravan said, “That largest light in the center of the Slanted Roads marks the largest ephemewights congregation of this land, but every single one of those larger lights marks another congregation. We could spend a week here, killing them all, and make this land much, much safer for all possible travelers. But we can’t; we’re on a schedule. Therefore, we will attempt to clear the main problem and then take a rather straight path up toward the Main Road that leads to the Side Road that leads to the Hole. People come by and clear the main congregation all the time but it comes back rather fast all the time, too, and those who fail to clear it will end up a member of the chorus, constantly wailing their final death throes into the Slanted Roads alongside all the rest who have died down here in ages past.”

Danaro waved Ravan off, saying, “Whatever it is, I am sure our meat shields here will kill it good and well. So let’s get ready?”

“Descend to Main Road floor,” Ravan said, “Standard killing formation. It’ll be about an hour flight toward the center. Be prepared to lose magical capabilities when engaging the ephemewights, but be prepared for all the other normal monsters that live in the gloom down here to attack us long before we get to the actual threat. Those ephemewights require proper [Reflection]s in order to survive their attacks and to withstand their choral [Dispel]s. Anything you wish to add, Prince Sitnakov?”

As the Platform settled down onto the lip of the Main Road below, Sitnakov smashed his adamantium fists together, happily saying, “Nope! That’s it! Reflections if you got ‘em! Be prepared to lose external magics anyway— Oh! And melee does nothing, they learn from the deaths of their neighbors, and they swarm if they sense weakness. We might need to retreat after fifteen minutes because they might become immune to everything we can do. The order in which we’ll likely become useless is Hizogard first, for Force Swords are one magic and they’re probably already immune to Force due to that being a rather common magic.”

“I’ll stay back on defense,” Hizogard said.

Sitnakov nodded, continuing, “Lyrical will become useless next, due to Thunder being mostly physical anyway.”

“Buffing you and Jane then,” Lyrical said.

Sitnakov nodded. “And then I’ll lose effectiveness, and then Jane. Jane will likely be able to outlast us all with her Prismatic style.”

Everyone but Ravan looked at Sitnakov. Ravan kept her eyes on the vast, twinkling space ahead.

“Really?” Jane asked, “Even with you all having Domains?”

Sitnakov smiled. “Domains are what will allow Hizogard and Lyrical and I to fight this battle at all, because the ephemewights will simply become immune to our normal damages after we kill a single one, and they’ll be striking back with cooperative cast anti-magics and thunder-based attacks the whole time we engage— Oh. Lyrical can countersong.”

Lyrical looked unsure. “I can certainly do some countersongs. But what do you mean anti-magics? Like a Void Song?”

“… Somewhat like that,” Sitnakov said, after thinking for a moment. “Pretty sure it’s a Shadow Song.”

Lyrical remained unsure. “I suggest we engage as little as we can, to begin.”

Agreements all around.

Ravan said, “Ignore the light in the center. It’s a trap. The real center of each swarm is always inside the last surviving member of a congregation, and that monster will likely flee if the swarm is destroyed enough. That monster will attempt to join another swarm. We likely will not be able to find nor kill it before that happens. The goal is to kill the main congregation as much as we can, and force it to break apart. Doing this much will save many lives, and it will have to be enough.”

Sitnakov lifted into the air on tidings of black wind, saying, “So we work our way in from the outside, pull back, and repeat ten times!” He shrugged. “But we’ll likely have to move on. These things are dangerous the larger they get, and that central one is maximum size.”

Ravan stepped into the air upon near-invisible [Telekinesis], her full body armor covering her and her very large backpack completely. She linked the group together, sending, ‘Clear as much as we can in ten minutes. Pull back. Go again. And then we leave; straight past and up to the north-northwest at a 2:15 am angle.’

Everyone was now wearing their full armor, or otherwise. Danaro and Ravan, being back-line support, both had very large backpacks incorporated into their [Conjure Armor], while Sitnakov and Hizogard were completely unencumbered. Lyrical had a medium-sized backpack.

Jane was her usual blue-tarantula form. It felt wonderful to shed her human form and finally be bigger than every single other person in her team. She was ten meters wide and four meters tall, and also floating on shadows. The only thing that made her obviously-not-a-monster was a specialty summoned armor that covered her thorax and brightly proclaimed in big white letters on top and bottom, ‘I’M A PERSON, TOO!’.

It would have been funny, but there had been incidents.

And now was not a time to hold back, so Jane was a spider. As she took to the air, flying behind her team, Jane was both sad that they were so close to the end of their adventure, and hopeful that they could get back to this some other time. But a part of Ravan’s earlier words had stuck with Jane; this was an overpowered team, and the world would be better off if every single person here split off into a new team, to guide the young into higher echelons of power.

The 400 kilometer flight over to the ephemewights would take a short while, so Jane had some time to think about what came next. Did she want to reform this overpowered team, after the Feast? Provided the Feast went well and there wasn’t some sort of world-ending—

A falseDark opened its maw in the air to the left, like an abyssal anglerfish with a million gently-glowing white teeth spearing up and down from a 200 meter wide maw that led straight into a gloomy death. A thousand tendrils of gloom lanced out from that deep pit of a mouth, into the sky, mostly trying to capture and eat Jane since she was the biggest target of the group.

The team instantly reconfigured their flying formation. Jane went Prismatic. Sitnakov went Full Storm. Hizogard billowed with cutting edges, slicing apart every tendril that went for himself, Lyrical, Danaro, and Ravan. Lyrical waited, poised to face a secondary threat if it should show, or to back up any of the others. Danaro waited, poised to heal if needed, but it shouldn’t be needed. Ravan coordinated.

The falseDark died mostly to Sitnakov, the gloom-based monster becoming a scattering of barely-there flesh that vanished into the otherwise clear air. Jane went after and cleaned up the second, smaller falseDark, lying in wait for the first one to finish.

The group resumed their flight toward the lights of the central, most major ephemewight congregation; the most visible and therefore most dangerous threat in the area. Things didn’t draw attention to themselves down here unless they could do so without being targeted by a thousand other threats.

A moment after the group resumed flight, Danaro sent, ‘It would be stupid to say that I’m almost not scared of those falseDarks anymore, so I will not say that.’

A few chuckles filled the probably-not-empty air.
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213, 2/2 - Jane


                ‘That is a lot of damned wights,’ Lyrical declared, floating alongside everyone else.

The land below was actually the land-to-the-left. A shelf of slate-like ‘flooring’, which was one of the ‘shells of Veird’ that the Main Roads followed, had been broken and left to lay on its side in these Slanted Roads. It wasn’t actually a ‘shell’. Like. Veird wasn’t built in shells. But the layers which the Main Roads sat upon, circling the globe, were sort of situated onto ‘shells’, in that the Main Roads sat upon those layers… in layers.

Anyway.

Jane was having trouble coming to terms with how large the infection of ephemewights was in front of her. So she reoriented her ‘down’ to face the ‘down’ that the fifty-kilometer-wide plate of stone was oriented on. And that helped. Flying sideways helped orient Jane’s thoughts better.

The rest of her team looked at Jane. Ravan began flying sideways, too, followed shortly by everyone else. When they got closer the gravity would switch to make this new angle seem more normal, but for now…

From almost horizon to horizon, the land below was awash in a hundred thousand lights that slowly rotated around a central beacon, like an image of the Milky Way Galaxy. Or maybe the Sombrero Galaxy. Either way, those were just the lights that Jane could see, and she knew that what was present was a lot more than what she was seeing. Once Jane got within actual range of the swarm for her [Eyes of Magic] to work properly she knew that swarm would come alive with ten times as many ephemewights.

That beacon was a good 25 kilometers away, and had to be a kilometer across itself. The edge of the swarm was 10 kilometers away. Each individual light looked like a humanoid or monster soul; a collection of arms and legs. Some were denser and brighter than others. Some were so large and airy they looked more like morning mist, than a monster.

‘It looks a lot bigger in person, too,’ Danaro added.

Hizogard smiled, sending, ‘That’s what he said—’

‘They already see us and are coming. Battle prep,’ Ravan took charge, ‘Ten minutes in, then we backtrack. Communication might cut, but I will work to reestablish. Keep your own eyes on everyone. Forward fly; meet the charge.’

The swarm was already flying their way, though they moved slow compared to Jane and her team.

Sitnakov dove forward, meeting the charge of the enemy and doing what he usually did, resulting in the complete annihilation of many, many monsters.

Jane was a shadow, striking out with her prismatic aura control, infusing her claws and some [Flying Striker]s with a basic elemental power. She was not using her [Greater Prismatic Body]. That power required 12-13 mana per second. Her [Greater Shadowalk], though, alongside her basic prismatic-flavored aura control, was only 2-4 mana per second. Jane’s Regen and Blood Mana was more than enough to make up for that constant drain. When paired with Danaro, who could actually heal Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion with his Blood Healing Domain, Jane was an endless storm of faint prismatic power, constantly whittling down the horde of ephemewights, without needing to care about endurance too much.

The ephemewights screamed in choral agony, waves of power filling the sky, washing across Jane and Sitnakov and all the rest of the team like an ocean trying to tear down a sandcastle.

Jane’s weapons vanished. She had expected this but was hoping that didn’t happen. Either way, her claws and all the rest of her continued to tear into the ephemewights, her prismatic Truth shifting her aura control without her input, flickering lines of fire and ice, and then light and magma and blood, across the ghostly forms of the ephemewight swarm.

With Jane’s eight eyes and her burgeoning mana sense she could see all of everything she needed to see. Her team was fine; Lyrical strummed a tune that shored up a defense for herself, Hizogard, Ravan, and Danaro, and the choral [Dispel] washed around them like a heavy, black mist. Sitnakov was about half a kilometer to Jane’s left, blending his way through the ephemewight congregation, blasting away all the monsters’ [Dispel] attempts against himself in the process.

Jane just let those choral disruptions wash across her reflective carapace; sure, her [Greater Shadowalk] faltered to an internal-only spell, and her aura fell out of her control, but all of that was temporary. When the wave of power passed, ebbing to something less than full strength, Jane forced her power against the constant undead song, and then once again began blending through the swarm. Jane met as much resistance against her power as she would running a sharp sword through a cheesecloth; barely any resistance at all—

‘Sitnakov is out,’ Ravan sent. ‘Pull out, Jane.’

Jane carved her way out of the swarm all around her, surprised to hear that Sitnakov was done already. It had only been two minutes, at the most.

The group pulled back and the ephemewights followed, but Ravan organized Jane to be between the team and the swarm, and Jane kept carving away at the uni-directional attack. After a good thousand kills, the whole swarm suddenly reacted, a massive pulse going out from the central beacon and illuminating the full, million-soul-strong swarm.

The entire swarm decided to give chase.

Ravan called for a larger retreat.

After retreating almost a hundred kilometers further away, the ephemewights finally flickered, their rage quieting. All but the largest, strongest ephemewights stopped their chase, falling back toward their rotating congregation. Jane easily took care of the large targets while Sitnakov and the rest of the team killed another 3 falseDarks that tried to take advantage of the ephemewight swarm’s attack against the team.

The team regrouped.

It was not a safe location, but they had power enough to stabilize here, in the middle of surprise-monster territory.

Ravan sent, ‘That matches what I heard of the swarm back in Downhere.’

‘Uh. So...’ Lyrical sent, ‘We almost died back there.’

Jane exclaimed, ‘What!’

‘You and Sitnakov could have gotten away, Jane.’ Lyrical added, ‘And we probably could have escaped through gravity diving once we were away from the swarm’s rock, but my countersong worked twice, and then it failed.’

‘A particularly strong [Dispel Song] from the swarm; yes,’ Ravan sent, ‘In my opinion we should simply mark this place down for an archmage-level purge, and even then such a purge would need to take place over days, or even a week, as they wait for the swarm to forget about the attacks used against them. We had to move on with the obsidian twisters and the umbral rivergrieves, so we’ll have to do that here, too. If we are agreed, then our party will go around the monsters and I will warn everyone else to stay away. We will likely draw the swarm as we pass by, since they are still watching us, but Jane can cover our escape, since her attacks are mostly unaffected by the swarm’s resistance-gaining power.’

A quick round of agreements went out.

Even Jane had agreed. She had not agreed to move on back when they were tangling with the umbral rivergrieves, because she wanted one for a Familiar Form to replace her own rivergrieve form, but that decision had almost cost Hizogard his life. Trying to push against the obsidian twisters had almost caused Lyrical’s death. There had been a lot of close calls like that down here, actually, and with Jane being the only one who could actually fight against these swarms, Ravan’s suggestion was prudent and wise.

But Jane had a suggestion, anyway. ‘If they follow us like that, perhaps we could taper them toward us —from a distance— and I can continue to slash and kill, and then you guys can support me for a while. I do not want to go into the center of the swarm again, but… Ah. That doesn’t float with you all, then?’

Sitnakov, Lyrical, Hizogard, and Danaro all looked unsure, though Sitnakov seemed like he might be willing to try.

But Ravan shook her head, sending, ‘As you have said sometimes Jane, ‘Discretion is the better part of valor’, and we shall be taking that advice.’

‘Fair enough.’

As the team raced around the swarm and Jane cut down the ephemewights who gave chase, Jane still felt her idea would have worked out just fine. But… She was part of a team. She was not a soloist. Not right now, anyway.

Jane’s thoughts returned to Ravan’s earlier comments about their team being overpowered.

Maybe they weren’t that overpowered at all.

They didn’t have an archmage, after all.

… Still awfully powerful, though. Each person on the team had a role, yes, but each person on this team could also be a team leader in their own right, raising up rookies to strength. Jane had even been a ‘Team Leader’ rank back in Spur’s army.

Hizogard had been an Elite of Ar’Cosmos, right alongside Lyrical. Danaro had grown into his power as a healer, for sure, so that was one powerful growth that had happened inside this team, but he was near the top of his game before this trip anyway. He had no real way to improve aside from simple battle experience. Ravan was a Mind Mage, so there wasn’t much more improvement that could be done there; Mind Mages were naturally strong in very specific ways, and to veer out of those ways was to lose power. And then there was Sitnakov. That guy could probably take on every single enemy they had faced, even the ones they had avoided, and come out strong on the other side. But he was holding back in every single combat. Why? Probably to let others grow strong at his side… Maybe.

Sitnakov obviously had limits, but Jane wasn’t sure if they had hit any of those limits, yet.

Jane still certainly had a long way to grow. She was the only one here without a Domain, and there were so many things still to learn about her prismatic aura.

Maybe she needed to go to Oceanside, or something? Get some real schooling from a master on the subject?

… Syllea was all about Mana Altering and prismatic spellwork, wasn’t she?

… It couldn’t hurt to ask, right?

Errr…

Or would that be weird.

Yes. That would be super weird, and also Jane would be leaning on her father’s power in order to make a connection like that. She was uncomfortable with that, and always had been.

Gods.

Jane’s father. The social worker who used to wave to muggers and try to make friends with gangsters, who almost got himself killed trying to help people in the bad parts of town…

Now a Wizard (or was he always?), a Dragon, a King, a Gatemaster, who had won a war against a foreign power with his own revolutionary soul magic (and a different war against others last year), with all those powerful allies, who were the gods, a minor flight of Benevolence dragons, and also the Inquisitors of Rozeta, and the Mind Mages. And he was dating the Archlich of Necromancy.

Jane still had no idea how to process all of that—

And oh yeah. He’s an archmage, too. Can’t forget that.

If their team had had someone half as good as Jane’s father, then they could have taken that ephemewight swarm, for sure. Too bad Kiri was all about the political life these days.
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Jane, as a human, stood upon Danaro’s Platform as they exited the Hole, flying onto the Surface, entering the Crystal Forest.

She was both the same woman she had been when she first went down into the Underworld with her team, and someone very different. She hadn’t gained much in the way of power, or Familiar Forms, or even anything as base as Experience. She did not even find her sword, which had been the main (stated) reason that their team was down in the Underworld, searching out the dark parts of this cultivated world…

But that right there: ‘This cultivated world’. Jane had gained a deep appreciation for that. The scope of Veird. The grandeur of it all. As Jane gazed across the rolling orange sands of the Crystal Forest, and at the depth of the Hole and the darkness below, and even at the bright blue sky above…

This world was amazing.

And it was so very broken.

Their whole team, aside from Sitnakov, was also staring out at the world, eyeing the brightness all around. They had been underground for a few months now, and they were all happy to be back above ground. Mostly. One person was eager to get back to the Underworld.

Sitnakov asked, “To Candlepoint, then? Danaro?”

Danaro breathed deep and kept his gaze on the deep, deep horizon, saying, “Give me a moment, Prince Sitnakov. I’m having a moment and I want this moment.”

Lyrical said, “It’s so much bigger than I remember.”

Hizogard chuckled, saying, “That’s what he said.”

Lyrical gave him a playful punch on the shoulder and Hizogard pretended to be hurt.

“We have more than enough time to take a slow trip to Candlepoint,” Ravan said, “But we’ll still have to [Teleport] to get there before sundown, so that Prince Sitnakov can take the Gate to Stratagold.”

“Oh yeah!” Hizogard laughed. “We can [Teleport] again!”

“Probably could have [Teleport]ed back when we were at the bottom of the Hole,” Sitnakov added, “But it was safer not to.”

“It’s all so connected, isn’t it?” Jane said, going in a completely different direction than the current conversation. “Like this Hole was actually an air vent before the destruction of Kendrithyst. The oceans have downspouts and upspouts everywhere, like the downspout at Archmage’s Rest and the upspout north of the Wastelands. The Main Roads are as much settlement zones as airways, and the Water Roads are the plumbing of Veird. Everything in this world is artificial, and yet, it always was, even before the Sundering. Wizards and others in the Old Cosmology made worlds, to ensure the survival of as many people as possible, and Veird is no different. But in this New Cosmology, Veird is a spaceship… Which I suppose is true of all planets with life on them, to a certain extent.”

Lyrical and Hizogard gave Jane a funny little look. Ravan nodded like this was normal information. Danaro eyed Jane a little, but said nothing.

… Maybe Jane had been a bit weird, she supposed.

Smiling softly, Sitnakov said, “If the Darkness doesn’t fight us on fixing it from now until your father’s [Gate]s open to new worlds, then maybe Veird can be what it should be again, instead of this cobbled mess of Slanted Roads and monsters breaking the infrastructure, and people searching for homes and finding only death.”

“How do you even go about fixing something like this?” Jane asked, happy that Sitnakov had picked up what she put down.

“With lots and lots of people working together.” Sitnakov shrugged, adding, “But that’s for other people to do. I kill monsters. But even that will come later! So how about we get to a bar and see about some drinks?”

Danaro perked up. “Yes! Let’s do that. We can say our goodbyes there.”

Jane stood up straight in surprise. But...

Right.

The team was dissolving.

Jane knew that already.
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The world resolved to sight again, but this time Jane jostled as the Platform bucked. She recovered, though, and so did everyone else.

“Whoop!” Danaro laughed a little. “We are on the Surface, aren’t we?”

Jane knew what was wrong, and so did everyone else; she had experienced it several times back when she was inside Ar’Kendrithyst, and even a few times with her father’s magic. She was slightly worried, but not all that worried, so she spoke quickly, “It’s either a [Teleport Lock] from a Shade or dad has put [Spatial Denial]s all across the area. Probably the second, and in preparation for the Feast.”

The trip from the Hole to the northern edge of Candlepoint was a trip of four-ish [Teleport]s in a southwestern direction, across endless sand-scattered lands. Danaro had said that he would be bringing the Platform into Candlepoint at the eastern gate, and he had even scouted the area ahead with a [Scry]. The ‘eastern gate’ was now a good distance away from where it used to be, but even so, the new location had people blipping in and out of it like normal. There shouldn’t have been a problem.

And yet, the Platform had blipped to here, to the edge of the Greater Candlepoint Area, where half the land was a mess of sparse greenery atop dirt and sand, and the rest was orange desert. Three walls of massive height separated the green spaces from the orange desert.

Sitnakov was calmly ready for battle, as he said, “We shouldn’t have hit a Lock.”

Ravan concentrated on a thought tendril as she spoke, “Jane’s second theory is correct. Our King has put up [Spatial Denials] across the land, only leaving specific travel lines open for [Teleport]s. We must go to ground and enter through one of the normal ways… Apparently this is rather new, and laid at the start of the war with the Cities.”

“Not simply for the Feast, then,” Jane said.

“There are layers upon layers of defenses and Spatial Denial mazes, but we should be able to get through.” Ravan turned to Jane. “Or I could seek permission from Mage Fulisade to ask Yggdrasil for a [Gate] on our behalf?”

Jane waved away that concern. “No no no. Let’s… fly forward. Uh. Warn them that we’re coming?”

Ravan nodded. “That is also acceptable, though we will be greeted by Enforcement’s stone guardians by choosing that option.”

“Then that is what will happen.” Jane said, “Please go forward, Danaro.”

“Slowly,” Ravan added. “Moving quickly like we did in the Underworld would be cause for concern.”

“Normal flight speed, then,” Danaro said, pushing the Platform to float forward. Soon, a slight tingle crossed Jane’s body, along with everyone else’s. Danaro shuddered. “I do not miss the feeling of a Lock.”

“At least in the Underworld it’s less noticeable,” Sitnakov said.

Lyrical said, “Spatial Magic doesn’t work in Ar’Cosmos, so we don’t need Locks, but the lack of Spatial Magic is more a matter of everyone knowing that if you try it, you might get bisected by a wall that you didn’t know was there. Not so much that it’s straight Denied.”

Jane would have spoken more on Denials, but she looked down and saw a fuzzed-out sort of magic that came together into a thin line of light. As the Platform floated forward, Jane saw more of those tendrils. Soon, ahead in the sky, was a spot of shadow with a handful more lines of light coming off of it, heading into other directions, toward other Nodes.

Jane gestured forward. “Those things must be the [Node of Renewing Undertow].”

There was a great deal of space between the Nodes, and between the [Spatial Denial]s that they supported, but there were enough Nodes and connections to mark out the blue sky with tiny threads, most of which existed in a layer of the sky about a kilometer above the ground. That major layer was cut into equal triangles by those lines of light. Flying right above those ‘power lines’ was a rather surreal experience, and no one spoke as they passed beyond the outermost triangles of spellwork. Here and there Jane saw where those Nodes sent lines of light into Super Large Area spells; those lines untwisting into impossibly thin threads that hooked into those massive, almost invisible spells. Jane could still see those big spells due to her [Eyes of Magic], but seeing those spells was more like seeing the world through a slightly different color; almost like looking at a person when they had an aura active. When she partial-[Polymorph]ed those Eyes away, leaving her with normal vision (still enhanced by incorporating her primal frost owl eyes, though), the world looked normal…

Normal for a prairie, anyway. Not normal for the Crystal Forest. It had taken Kiri and the Overseer of the Exterior and Enforcement a solid month to be able to clear out the mimics from this land and to then start growing starter plants. That had been a headache and a half, according to what Jane had heard from her father when she was down in the Underworld. But they had done it. They had cleared this land of mimics, and now, with rain spells, dirt-transforming [Stoneshape]s, and with constant vigilance at the walls to prevent reinfestation, the land had started to blossom into green—

A line of pale white undulated in the skies ahead.

—and Jane mentally added, ‘and with Benevolence Dragons to turn the land even more green’.

… Except that wasn’t a Benevolence dragon?

Jane almost opened her mouth to speak—

Ravan said, “Look lively. Overseer Burhendurur is approaching to greet and speed along our ingress.”

Danaro slowed the flight of the Platform and within moments Burhendurur floated before Jane and her team. It was a quick introduction, with the long, bone-white dragon properly greeting Prince Sitnakov and Jane, and then giving directions to Ravan. Apparently, Jane and her team would not be sharing a final meal in Candlepoint, but they would be able to grab something at the House itself.
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They could not fly across the Gate District, for that was heavily frowned upon. So Danaro guided the Platform to the ground level and flew forward, down a road meant for normal, magically empowered traffic, which ran beside another road meant for pedestrian traffic.

There was a lot of traffic here.

The land was made of massive orange stones, originally carved out of sand by Kiri, but there had been additions recently. Sitnakov mentioned that the sewer below the Gate District looked like it was fully operational, but that was far below the orange blocks and Jane couldn’t tell about any of that herself. She focused on the roadways filled with Platforms zooming across the stone, whizzing by, loaded with crates and baskets and all sorts of assorted things. There were also ‘shipping container’ like objects on some of those Platforms, and from what Jane was seeing most of those containers were coming out from the wrought district up ahead, but a few container-filled Platforms were exiting from Spur’s and ‘Weald’s’ and ‘Gambler’s Rest’s’ Gates, on their way down to the Underworld...

Or over to Portal, actually. If that’s what that other inhabited zone was. Jane had heard about that whole debacle from her father, but she did not know which district belonged to Portal. Ravan knew about the new location, though, and confirmed Portal’s District as Portal’s District.

Jane said, “It’s still really fucking weird that my father was able to work with them after what they did to Spur.”

Sitnakov laughed loudly and suddenly. And then Lyrical and Hizogard and Danaro chuckled.

… Jane realized what she had said. “It doesn’t matter that my father will try to work with everyone; It’s still weird, okay?”

Ravan said, “That’s what makes him a great man.”

Jane looked up at the House, saying, “It’s still hard to believe that this is where he is in his life right now— That this is where we are right now. That… That any of this exists at all.” She glanced up at the artful splay of Node lines encircling the ‘crown’ of the house, which spread up and out, all across the land like some sci-fi utopia's version of power lines, eventually connecting to every Gate and every magic hanging in the air. “He even managed a runic web without actually making a runic web at all. Everything is powered. Everything will not decay. And every single person can stand inside any of those little shadow-spaces and contribute to the whole.”

Sitnakov smiled wide, his eyes on the sky and then turning toward the wrought district, to the right. “It’s a miracle.” He smiled wider. “And it’s another miracle that I don’t have to be a guard for him anymore.”

Jane nodded. “Because he’s apparently a fucking dragon.”

Jane realized what she had said, again—

As Lyrical and Hizogard looked to each other, and with accompaniment from Lyrical’s strummer, then sing-songed, “A~ppar~ent~lyyyy~!”

Sitnakov, however, joked in a much more serious manner, “If he and Rozeta get together it’s possible that you and I could be cousins, Jane. Maybe technically step-siblings.”

“… That’s weird, too.”

Sitnakov patted Jane’s back twice, saying, “I know exactly how that feels.”
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They entered the House from the north entrance, walking on foot to the front desk which was an arc of white wood manned by four receptionists. A great big [Renew] symbol held on the large white wall behind the receptionists. Jane led the way past those receptionists and then through security, which was mostly people recognizing Jane and Sitnakov, and allowing them past without another word, and then into the food court beyond. The House was open to the public, after all, and many different people came here to eat at any of the 7-10 star restaurants around the open, central space of the House.

Jane walked past the obscuring wall that ran between the front hallway and the atrium, and then she saw the food court in all its glory.

Restaurants and shops and law centers and other businesses surrounded a massive open room of tables and chairs and meeting spaces, filled with people sitting and talking. In the very center of the room held a single Node that was also part art-piece, for that Node sent a beam of light straight up, to three very close Nodes, and then those Nodes sent up three beams of light to even more Nodes. Like a spider’s web spreading out, the entire ceiling of the atrium was a web of light, which coalesced through a hundred tangled webs-lines that went through open spaces in the windows that surrounded the entire cylindrical tower. Jane was pretty sure that those tangles were what produced the web of light that held like a crown outside of the House, that she had seen on their way into this place.

As she watched, a trio of people stepped close to the bottom-most Node, experimentally sticking their hands into the shadowy light at that Node. Trickles of power came out of those people and joined with the Node. The people smiled and they might have even laughed, but the atrium was full of people eating and talking so laughter didn’t carry far before it was drowned out.

Jane found herself by the railing, watching as the people down below experimented with allowing the Node to Drain their resources. She was pretty sure that she could see as power joined the web, like dewdrops falling upward on spider silk threads. Those dewdrops rapidly evened out to the point of invisibility amongst all the other power flowing in those lines.

Ravan, almost reverential, whispered, “I can feel the Peace on the air. Can’t you?”

Sitnakov said, “And the Prismatic Denial and the Spatial Denial and yes, even the [Zone of Peace].” He started walking toward the wide, wide staircase that led down into the main floor. “I’m going to the Wroughtery to see what they have on offer. Meet you in the middle? 30 minutes?”

A round of agreements went out and people started moving.

Jane moved a bit slower than everyone else; the grandeur of it all was still like walking through fantasy.

Eventually, though, Jane found herself on the main floor of the atrium, facing a place called the M Eatery. It looked a little less popular than the other places, but that was good, because Jane wanted meat and cheese and bread, and the M Eatery looked to have all of that based on the lightward displays outside, and on the food she saw people carrying out of the space.

Jane put her hand to the fanny-pack on her lower back and used her shadow to—

Her shadow didn’t move. At all.

Prismatic Denial. Right. Jane’s shadow didn’t respond. So she tried using her aura and… That somewhat worked. It was difficult, actually, to use her prismatic aura in the Prismatic Denial, but her power easily and automatically shifted to something esoteric. She manually checked her gold, for she knew that her meal would be expensive, but she had enough. She could have checked with her mana sense, and she had, but mana sense could be fooled, and she had learned not to rely solely on that power while down in the Underworld. Too many intangible monsters, and too many truly great illusions…

Jane was delaying.

This whole House was freaking her out a little bit, and some people were recognizing her, and that was uncomfortable...

She put one foot in front of the other and joined the line for food. Soon, she was ordering. She requested an orcol-sized portion of magical meat, for 25 gold, for there were only a few options on the menu today, for the Feast was tonight and they were preparing for that. She also got some fries and a large lemon soda. A soda! Sure, it was lemon/lime flavored, but it was still soda! And then she tried to pay, but the incani woman at the counter really looked at Jane.

The cashier asked, “Saaay? Are you—”

“So that’s 25 gold?” Jane asked, “Or do you take Mage Bank? Sorry. New to this here.”

“Oh my gods you are her—”

Jane whispered, “Don’t, please.”

The woman stiffened. A few other people in line were looking at Jane, with her big tray of food and at the weird interaction with the cashier. And then the cashier said, “I can’t take your money. Please. Enjoy your food. We’ve got big things planned for tonight and Darkness and Gods willing, it will be a great time!”

Jane put 25 gold on the counter and then she walked away with her tray, the weight of the massive meaty sandwich, the big basket of fries, and her large waxed paper cup with lemon soda seeming a lot heavier than it actually was.
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Jane sat with an elbow on the table and a hand held a bit away from her face, blocking half of the people around here from looking at her directly. It wasn’t effective. She ate another fry and then hid the other side of her face with her other hand. She hadn’t gotten to the sandwich yet at all, because here she was, freaking out in the middle of a food court instead of simply eating like all the other people around her—

Sitnakov smiled as he munched on a platinum-covered pastry. “Fame is easier when you accept it, Jane.”

Jane whispered, “It’d be fine if it was my fame.”

“Eh!” Sitnakov said, “You’ll get there eventually. Erick will voluntarily accept being stuck in his tower, unless someone forces him to go to war again, but you’re free to move about as you wish.” He grabbed another small metal-covered pastry, chowing down on it, the metal tearing and whining as he chewed. He smiled again, looking down at the dessert. “These are really good.”

Jane glanced at the pastry to distract herself. “That’s like… dipped in platinum, or something?”

“It’s actually shaved platinum and a bunch of other smaller metals, carefully wrapped into the shape of a pastry; nothing organic at all.” Sitnakov pointed to a different pastry, saying, “This one is a normal pastry dipped in platinum.”

So he was being pedantic for some reason. Okay. Whatever.

Lyrical asked, “Isn’t that… like. 10,000 gold in those five little pastries?”

“19,000, actually.” Sitnakov chuckled a little bit. “The increased cost is because it’s made by a 9 star Cook. We hardly ever get any wrought Cooks, too, so this is a real treat!”

Hizogard asked, “I thought wrought couldn’t eat metals outside of their own?”

Sitnakov smiled at that question, and went back to eating his ungodly expensive pastries.

Jane forced her hands down to the sides of her tray. She glanced around, returning a hundred similar glances in that moment from people who suddenly looked away, pretending they hadn’t been looking at her…

And then Jane used a knife and sliced off a third of her sandwich because it was too large to simply pick up and eat. In its smaller size, Jane easily bit into—

Meat melted into her mouth with the perfect amount of juiciness. It was a roast beef sort of meal, but layered with caramelized onions, spicy hot peppers, some sort of iridescent-white mayo, and so much melted cheese. Wagyu beef had nothing on this, or, perhaps, wagyu beef was exactly how best to compare this meat to others Jane had tried, back when she had stupid rich college friends who tried to show her the world—

And now Jane was mad again, for other people being better, or richer, or more skilled than her.

She still chowed down on the excellent meal, but she couldn’t help but feel inadequate in some way. It was an absolutely stupid reaction, for Jane knew she was good… for most definitions of ‘good’. She had saved countless lives of adventurers while in Ar’Kendrithyst. She had done the same for many, many people when they were down in the Underworld. But here she was, in the House that her father had built, in the center of her father’s Gate Network which would open the way to the stars…

Jane was not envious… Except when it came to accomplishments.

In that way she knew she was envious, for sure. And she hated that. It was not healthy. It was not who she wanted to be. Jane had done a lot of soul searching down in the Underworld, where they had been ostensibly searching for her sword. Jane knew what her problem was.

She wanted to keep her father safe from all the bad things of the world, like he had kept her safe. That’s who she had wanted to be when she was younger. But as she had grown older, that desire had soured. She saw her father being reckless with his own life, making friends with gangsters and other sorts, and he didn’t see a problem with this.

But Jane knew that, based on everything having worked out back on Earth, that her father had done right by a lot more people than just her. Erick helped everyone he touched. And yet, at the time, all Jane could see was the pain he had put himself through, the danger he had exposed himself to, all without taking any of the necessary precautions to stymie those dangers.

The only reason Jane had left home back then and signed up with the CIA training was in order to get as far away from her father as possible, while still maybe doing some good in the world. At the time, Jane was extremely aware of what it meant to be in the CIA, and at the same time, Jane had believed that extreme violence was the best way to actually cause real, positive change. Sure, bad stuff happened in the pursuit of that positive change, and when bad people were put in charge of enacting changes, you ended up with more racism and imperialism and danger, but if good people were in charge, then you ended up with good things. Jane knew she could never be one of those ‘good people’, but she could certainly be the arm of change for some of those good people.

She still believed that now, more than ever.

But…

There were complications, now.

For just like when on Earth, her father had done what he always did, and he had eventually become the same sort of person he always wanted to be while here, on Veird. He had become a source of great, positive change. Of course, he had also learned the lessons of necessary extreme violence, and Jane loved him for that, and yet…

Jane pushed aside those complicated thoughts.

Jane munched on her sandwich, delighting in the flavors of the roasted meat, melted cheese, toasted bread, and all the condiments… And she got her head back into the conversation happening all around her.

“… empty rooms are going to be for the Feast presentations, I think,” Hizogard said, inclining his head toward a series of rooms on the second floor that were currently filled with placeholder lightwards and advertisements to visit Portal, instead of actual businesses. “That’s what happens every Feast, right? The Shades give presentations of what they did that year? To further the Dark’s goals?”

“Correct,” Sitnakov said, rather seriously. “Hopefully, we come out of this not worried over the shit they’ve pulled—”

The air resolved four meters away into a blue-skinned incani with white hair and an androgynous dark-skinned human woman, both of them wearing dark and fashionable clothes. Both of them had eyes of brightest white.

Ah.

Shades.

Well okay then.

Jane was rather mad because she had been enjoying her sandwich quite a lot, so before anyone else could say or do anything, and since there was no doubt in Jane’s mind that these people were here for anyone but her, she spoke, “Shade Lapis, Shade Farix. To what do we owe this visit?”

A rapid hush had already descended all around them.

Farix spoke with a jovial tone, “We’ve been here for a day now and our host hasn’t even greeted us properly! And what’s worse, is that we’ve been asked to make ourselves scarce until he can return from the war. Bah! When is your father coming back, Jane?”

“It is my understanding that he will be here a few hours before sunset, but I haven't seen him myself yet so I don’t rightly know.”

Farix said, “Then we shall wait even more!” He vanished in a step of shadow.

Lapis remained. She said to Jane, “I found your sword.” And then she pulled Jane’s sword out of the shadows of her dress, holding it by its grip.

Jane was suddenly stunned, exasperated, surprised, and a touch angry.

The black adamantium blade was exactly as Jane remembered; a solid length of metal about a meter long, with a grip inlaid with runes, and runes running all up and down the length of the back of the blade. Runes for sharpness and prismatic power, mostly, but also the runes which would allow Jane to wield it telekinetically with her [Flying Striker] spell. Lapis lifted the blade upward, the black length of metal looking almost at home in the Shade’s grip. Then she set the sword down, tip first, onto the white ground. Jane expected the sword to pierce the eternal stonewood floor, because it very much could, but instead the blade simply hovered.

“I didn’t do anything to your sword, but I am the Shade of Enchantment, so if you want something done to it, bring it to tonight’s Feast. Happy Feast Day, Jane Flatt.”

Lapis vanished from sight.

Sitnakov moved his hand toward the blade. A decimeter before he touched the black adamantium sword, the sword unraveled. Spurts of prismatic light flickered as whatever magic remained inside the sword broke; the tool becoming nothing more than a twist of metal that fell to the ground in several spheres of different sizes. “That probably didn’t break every magic in there, but it got most of it.” He turned to Jane. “I’ll have a new sword made for you.”

Jane had no words. She sat there, stunned to silence.

She was angry, a little, because of course she was, but—

Hizogard proclaimed, “Whelp! Quest complete! I suppose.”

“Ending on a good note.” Danaro nodded… And then he added, “Mostly.”

Slowly, other people all around began to speak, to move on from what had just happened.

Jane could not, though. She frowned, then looked to Sitnakov. “It would have been monumentally stupid for them to trap that sword at all. 99% chance it was perfectly fine.”

“And yet, through my actions, none of us need to worry about that 1%.” Sitnakov said, “And come on now, Jane. The very fact that it would have been horrific for them to trap that sword, because to do so would cause so many cascading bad effects, is exactly what the Shades are known for. You see that, right?”

… Jane did see that.

“I thought adamantium was indestructible,” Lyrical whispered a little, while Sitnakov was talking, before slowly going back to eating her sushi.

Sitnakov reiterated, “I’ll get you a new sword, Jane.”

Jane picked her sandwich up, glaring at Sitnakov. “It better be an artifact-quality sword.”

“I can do that.” Sitnakov asked, “You’re not actually attending the Feast tonight, though, are you?”

Jane paused. And then she took a bite of her sandwich, not answering Sitnakov’s question.

Rather a lot more serious, Sitnakov said, “You should not attend the Feast.”

Jane finished her current bite and debated taking a second, but then she relented, “I’ve already been told by practically everyone I know that going to the Feast would be monumentally horrible, and likely put my father into some sort of difficult position, too. So yeah; I got the message. I won’t go. I wasn’t even invited, anyway, so I… Eh.” Jane dropped the topic, then said… “I would rather just kill monsters and not care about these politics at all. Simple problems with simple solutions are nice. I’m going to miss you all. It was… It was a really fun Underworld trip. Lot of simple problems of monsters were solved in the most simple and best manner.”

Lyrical, Hizogard, Danaro, and even Sitnakov softened, each in their own way.

Ravan nodded. “It was perhaps some of the best monster killing I have ever had the privilege to be a part of.” She tapped her giant backpack seated beside her, saying, “There’s still the matter of separating everyone’s personal stuff in order to actually end this grouping, but that shouldn’t take two minutes.”

Hizogard looked to Danaro, and Danaro looked back to Hizogard, and nodded. Hizogard said to the group, “It was nice grouping with you all.”

Lyrical sat a little straighter, smiling as she said, “I had a great time, too.”

And then Ravan said, “Everyone here is already at the peak of their efficiency. I believe that instead of getting back together after the Feast, a better plan would be for each one of us to try forming our own parties with suitable rookies, in order to increase the number of strong people in the world through those partnerships.”

Sitnakov scoffed. “All of you have a long way to go before I’d call you strong.”

Hizogard laughed. “Asshole.”

Sitnakov chuckled.

Jane nodded. “Broke my sword, therefore asshole.”

Sitnakov laughed, and Jane chuckled.

“So close to completing the mission! But then the metalhead ruins it at the end!” Lyrical said, “Sounds about right, tho.”

Sitnakov smiled, saying, “Useless Seeker! Didn’t even know the sword was in the hands of the Shades.”

Danaro said, “We could have searched for years and never found it.”

Ravan said, “But we did a lot of good down there. A lot of people will live because of the monsters we culled, and the major threats we ended.”

“Still kinda miffed about not getting to kill that ephemewight congregation,” Jane said, “Seems like we could have stayed for a few hours and gotten to the core, eventually.”

Sitnakov waved a hand, saying, “Erick could blast that whole thing to nothing with a wave of his power. Maybe he could even help take back the entire Slanted Roads. A lot of people could live in that space if we took it back from the Dark.”

“There are a great many ways to fix the world, Prince Sitnakov,” Ravan said, “And I would be there with House Benevolence many steps of the way.”

“I’m sure dad is busy with other stuff, but I can certainly… look into it?” Jane said, then continued to eat her meal.

Danaro spoke of how they had transformed the Healing Waters Cavern from a place of absolute danger into a place of healing. He wanted to get a Gate into that location. Those Elemental Healing waters would be fantastic for making [Greater Treat Wounds] potions, and [Regeneration] potions, and many other high-grade Healing Magic items, though he also reflected on how that Healing Cavern was a world treasure, and it could easily be ‘used up’ if it were to be taken for all that it was worth.

Lyrical spoke of the Thunder Caves, and how wonderful they were for her Sound Magic, while Hizogard reflected on the cutting forces of the obsidian storm caverns. Those cutting blades of glass had really helped him to figure out his [Domain of the Sword] a lot more than he had. Ravan was simply glad that people were safer down there in the Underworld due to their actions, as a team, culling monsters in the dark.

Jane eventually said, “I liked all of it. Every day. Every danger. Every terrible night when one person was on watch and the rest of us slept. Every time monsters woke us up. Every gloom and bright-covered vista. The mushroom forests and the lightning spider cave. I loved Lyrical’s songs, and Hizogard’s sword fighting lessons. Danaro’s ability to heal everything and his cooking. Ravan’s steadfastness with the mission to do good down in the Underworld, and Sitnakov’s… Well. He’s probably better than all of us— And that’s fine!” Jane smiled softly, wiping away something in her eye. “It was great, and if we get to party again I will love every day of that, too— Ah.” She glanced around and tried to ignore the public nature of this place. “I probably could have said that in a more private setting than here in the middle of everyone.”

Small smiles all around.

Danaro chuckled, saying, “You’ll eat anything, though. How can you be a good judge of cooking?”

“I saw her try to eat a falseDark, once,” Hizogard said, teasing both Jane and Danaro, “It was probably better than your cooking, too.”

Danaro punched Hizogard on the shoulder.

Jane wiped away another something in her eye with the back of her hand. The food was probably too spicy.

Lyrical asked, “How did the falseDark taste, anyway?”

“Not nearly as bad as that Decay Spider.”

Danaro smiled, saying, “I thought spiders tasted good to other spiders?”

“Usually!” Jane said, smiling back.
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An hour later, Jane had finished stowing her shit back in her room, which was on a different [Fairy Stronghold] on a different branch of Yggdrasil. All of Yggdrasil’s glowing white branches now had a layer of moss and ferns and other green things growing on the top sides, blocking the white glows, and though that was a nice change it was one change of a hundred; too many changes around here. Jane had initially blipped right to where she expected her home to be, but instead of a house, she found herself on one of Yggdrasil’s wide, wide branches, directly on top of one of those fields of moss. The house was gone.

Jane had known that the house was gone, and that they had all moved due to some sort of incident with a person playing ‘steal from the Wizard’, but she had forgotten. And then she was there, where their home used to be. So Jane chanced a contact with Yggdrasil to figure out where the new house was, and was instantly thrust into a storm of a million words asking Jane about the Underworld, along with a bunch of other questions about everything from fish to river flows to what was her favorite monster. Jane had to ask about the new house several times before she actually got through to the big guy. It was only after Yggdrasil confirmed that Jane was Jane, and Poi telepathically spoke up for Jane (though he couldn’t help her more directly at the moment, he was busy), that Yggdrasil opened a [Gate] to the new house.

Everyone was busy with Feast preparations, and so her whole family wasn’t home —or able to be home— to greet her, or show her inside.

And so, here she was, alone for the first time in months, laying on her bed, staring at an unfamiliar ceiling…

She realized...

“None of them said it back. None of them said they liked grouping together… Did they? No… they didn’t...” Jane whispered softly, to herself, alone in her room as she thought about her final moments with her team. “Did all of them… hate it? Did they… Hate me? Oh… Oh.”

Maybe they did hate her.

Sitnakov was a prince, fulfilling his duty to his people. He didn’t actually want to be there with a team of ‘rookies’, playing around in the Underworld, fulfilling ‘low level’ quests in the search for a ‘princess’s’ sword. And then, when they did find the sword, it was because of a Shade, and so Sitnakov rightfully destroyed the sword. Jane wasn’t mad about that at all. But she was mad that Sitnakov was only palling around with rookies like Jane in order to get away from the tedium or guarding her father, by guarding Jane instead. Maybe Sitnakov didn’t like that, either?

It was all in an effort to look good in her father’s eyes, too, so that was bad.

Lyrical and Hizogard were both on the mission in order to guard Jane, too. Danaro was the same, and Ravan… Ravan might have been the only member of the ‘team’ to be there for the real mission of spreading the good word of Benevolence to all the world, and to clean up monsters in that spreading.

Even Jane was there in order to get away from the tedium of running a kingdom, though, so she didn’t blame any of them for that. They were all there for the right reasons.

It had been a great time.

It had been a great group!

Jane had been under no illusions about what their ‘mission’ really was in the Underworld; on the surface, it had been to recover Jane’s sword, but beneath that, it was a mission that served as proof that all the various forces of Ar’Cosmos and Stratagold and the Mind Mages and House Benevolence could work together to make the world a better place. And they had done that.

… But Jane had thought that they were maybe… becoming good friends?

… Or was that all a lie?

Or. Maybe not a lie. But more like a… A hope that never truly manifested.

Or maybe she was just being stupid and emotional and she was overthinking everything and everyone had had a grand old time and they’d group again for another party later—

Jane realized something.

Ravan had spoken about how every member of the party would better serve the interests of keeping civilization clear of monsters and preserving the light of life, if everyone in the team made their own teams of rookies, to raise up those rookies into power. This would multiply the number of people capable of fighting the big fights…

But what if Ravan’s real goal was giving Jane and everyone else there a mission that she knew would linger in the back of everyone’s minds, and eventually take root, because this current team was dissolving and it would never get back together.

There had been a lot of fractures all throughout the whole experience, after all. Little snipes between Hizogard/Lyrical (Ar’Cosmos), versus Sitnakov (Stratagold), or even Ravan (Mind Mages). Danaro (former shadeling) had distrusted Sitnakov and Lyrical quite a lot, at first, but then Danaro got together with Hizogard as boyfriends and there was some sort of lessening of hostilities there. Jane (of Erick-descent, and all that baggage) had gotten along well with everyone else, making dinner when they were on the road and cleaning up corpses so no one else had to, extracting cores and ensuring everyone got a fair share of loot. She had also saved every single person’s life in the trip, except for Sitnakov, at least twice. Or something like that. She had stopped keeping a real count of who-saved-who long ago.

Jane had thought that the group had been going very well, right up until now.

Right up until there were no monsters to fight, and all Jane had for company were the monsters in her head.

… Maybe she was being stupid. Wondering if people liked her or not seemed childish, and yet she knew that a lot of people did not like her for her; they liked her for her father. They wanted to be around her because Jane could speak nicely about them to her father and change their entire world for the better. This was the same issue that Jane had had a year ago, back when her father was going into his first Shadow’s Feast. Her problems with her father’s power had only gotten worse from there.

And yet, these were personal problems. Jane knew this. It was only her own fault that she felt this way.

She did not like feeling this way about her father. She knew it was destructive.

So why couldn’t she make herself stop? Why couldn’t she feel better about her father’s actions?

Why couldn’t she simply be supportive of him, as he had always been supportive of her?

Why did she feel the way she felt?

This confusion over her role in the world was odd. Ever since she had coalesced her Truth with the killing of that soul slime, all of her attacks, when imbued with her natural prismatic aura, always became exactly what they needed to be in order to inflict the most damage. Jane knew her Truth. She was who she needed to be for any given situation. So perhaps that’s why this whole situation with her teammates not actually liking her was throwing her for a loop. She could be reading too much into their collective failure to reciprocate her own words of ‘I enjoyed our time together, and would be up for it again in the future’. Or, she could be transforming a bit, internally, as she recognized that she needed to change. Their team had seemed like a wonderful place to be, for they seemed to be doing everything that each of them wanted to do, and they also seemed to be making the world a better place in the process, but now that was over, and so, Jane was here, thinking.

So perhaps the more important question was not about her mental state or about the status of her team, or lack thereof, but perhaps…

What sort of situation was happening now, that she needed to adjust to?

… A deeply political one, at least.

Now that Jane had an hour’s distance from the final group dinner, she realized that that final meeting with everyone had been layered with lies and small jabs and false smiles all around. Especially with Sitnakov. Jane still didn’t understand all of that but…

But more than that…

“All this thinking is foolish.” Jane sat up on the edge of her bed. “The Feast is tonight. I need to find Poi and I need to prepare with everyone else.”

She was probably overthinking the dissolving of her group, anyway.

Jane went to go find Poi.







- - - -







Jane soon found herself stepping through a [Gate], courtesy of Yggdrasil, into something of a control room, situated on one of Yggdrasil’s mossy branches. The room was abuzz with activity in a way so very similar to the last Shadow’s Feast, but so very different. A year ago Killzone and Spur held their normal response to the Feast with a main control room, but also with side rooms that could be manned in the case of emergency, or the necessity of a fallback option. What Jane saw now reminded her of that.

The room was an average-sized room of [Viewing Screen]s, with Burhendurur in mortal form standing in the middle of it all, watching people watch the world. There were many differences from Spur’s usual response to this event. These viewing screens had bones on their edges, and they were attached to the wall, showing that they were not simple lightward-[Scry]-[Force Wall] things, but instead some sort of more permanent magic. Probably easier to maintain the mana costs.

The room itself was rather smallish, at only ten meters square. Other rooms were likely similar. Lotta skilled mages here, though. Those resolutions on some of those screens were almost [True Sight]— Ah. They probably were [True Sight]-capable screens. Jane’s father only dealt in the best possible support for his House—

Poi stepped away from one of those banks of screens, and approached Jane. “Welcome back, Jane. You’re in time for some final organizations. Team leader position? Something else?”

“Team leader is great.”

“Good,” Poi said, “Because the team you went out with wants you back. Sitnakov had to go back to Stratagold, but everyone else is waiting for your return.”

Jane was stunned, again. Ah.

They did want her back?

They did.

Poi nodded, then looked up, saying, “Yggdrasil. [Gate] for Jane to Ravan, please.”

A ring of lightning instantly appeared next to Jane. On the other side was a prep room somewhere, with Ravan, Lyrical, Danaro, and Hizogard, sitting around, waiting in their armor, waiting for something to happen. Jane looked to Poi once more, nodded in deep, deep thanks, and then she went through the [Gate], back to her team.

The [Gate] closed behind her.

Jane smiled a little, happily saying, “Looks like we’re back together again. And so soon!”

All of them looked relieved.

Hizogard spoke up, “Assuming we survive all of this, I want about a month break, and then maybe we can think about more adventurers without Sitnakov.” He looked to Jane, “I didn’t want to say anything good about you back there, Jane, because then I would have needed to include him somehow, but I wanted to. I really enjoyed working with you, too. If you ever want me in a group, just ask, and I am there.”

“Me too. It was an absolute delight to group with you,” Danaro agreed. “But being around that guy was almost worse than being around a monster.”

“… What?” Jane asked, so very confused. “What’s wrong with Sitnakov?”

Lyrical asked, “Are you somehow fine with grouping with that man? Because if you are, then it doesn’t matter how much I enjoyed grouping with you, for I cannot group with you again. Stratagold and its people have murdered too many of my own people for me to look at Sitnakov without wanting to vomit.” She scowled. “That whole trip was a mental attack.”

Ravan sighed a little, saying, “We Mind Mages try to be impartial, Lyrical, but your people are also some of the worst holdouts for the worst magics this world has ever seen.”

Lyrical rolled her eyes. “I can deal with Mind Mages well enough, but Sitnakov was too much. The saying still stands; it was a mental attack to be around him.”

Jane was stunned, but Danaro and Hizogard both nodded, as though what Lyrical had said made perfect sense. Jane said, “I didn’t know that… I mean. Maybe intellectually I knew, but. Sorry. You couldn’t just get along with him— I mean. You did, and for months… Ah. Hmm.”

“He almost murdered your father in the Core, Jane,” Ravan said, losing whatever tension she had had when responding to Lyrical. She looked rather relaxed, actually. Jane glossed over Ravan’s words about the Core because Jane knew about all of that, and she had hated Sitnakov for a while too, but she had gotten over it, and so had her father. And Ravan’s new relaxed nature was throwing Jane for a loop. Was the Mind Mage truly less tense because she was no longer around Sitnakov? She had to be. Ravan continued, “Even past the Core, the wrought put your father on trial, Jane. That’s just… Unconscionable. For the sort of man he is? For the sort of good he had done at that moment in time? And especially considering what came afterward, with the [Gate]s and House Benevolence. The wrought are as inflexible as the metal they are made of, and it is only by the grace of Rozeta that they haven’t killed us all for our mortal foibles.”

Jane rapidly reevaluated everything that had happened down in the Underworld because she didn’t think that Sitnakov was that bad of a guy? Not after she got to know him? Like. Yes. Jane had personally experienced some of the emotions that Lyrical, Hizogard, Danaro, and Ravan were experiencing, but she had gotten over those emotions, and in no small part because her father had moved on. He was trying to make the world better with his action of moving on, and Jane could respect that.

Jane blurted out, “I thought you guys hated me.”

“What!” “Huh?” “… Not at all?”

Ravan nodded. “Easy to misconstrue.”

“But you all just hate Sitnakov?”

“He held back all the time,” Danaro said.

“Fuck him,” Hizogard said.

Lyrical said, “He could have done more, but he paced himself to always do a bit better than you, or Hizogard. And that was it.”

Ravan was silent. She could have said something, but she chose to be silent.

Jane glanced at Ravan, then decided to end the conversation about Sitnakov, saying, “Well he’s not here right now to defend himself and he did save our lives more than a few times, so that’s worth some points in my book. But it’s whatever. The Feast is starting in a few hours. Anyone know the defensive plans?”







- - - - -







Slowly, the sun lowered toward the western horizon...
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                Erick checked himself out in the mirror one more time.

Black hair, white eyes save for his black pupils. White robes with black trim. An Ophiel on his left shoulder, Yggdrasil’s eye on his right.

And his horns were not showing.

Good. All the rest of him was acceptable.

The sun was about to set.

The Feast was about to start.

Everyone was already evacuated from the Gate District that needed to be evacuated. Most of the Gates were down; Erick would recast them in the morning. According to Zolan Erick was ‘hemorrhaging gold’ with the Gates down, but Zolan had said that in jest, for it was what it was, and only foolish people shipped on Shadow’s Feast. Too bad there were a lot of foolish people in this world.

A few Gates remained, specifically the ones that linked the House to the kitchens and such which were at another location, in the city of Candlepoint. Erick would be placing the House and the kitchens into an [Expandable Hasted Shelter], separated by Gates, when the time for the actual Feast began at midnight. Hopefully such an ‘air gap’ would allow Erick to evacuate people through those Gates and into a safer location (hopefully the kitchens would be safer) if a fight should break out inside the House itself.

But the House was evacuated of all non-Feast-approved people so any fight that happened here would be contained… Mostly.

Erick mentally went over the list of major guests once more.

The Shades were the big ones.

Lapis, the Shade of Enchantment; dark-skinned human woman, bald, androgynous, muscular, reserved. Soul Mage. Erick wasn’t sure what she had been doing before now, but he suspected it had something to do with the Quiet War. According to Zolan’s research and contacts, Lapis was suspected to have been over in the Wasteland Kingdoms, doing something.

Farix, Shade of Education; blue incani, lithe, perpetually horny. Blood Mage. He was the ‘ruler’ of the refugees of Brightwater over in the former city of Frontier. As of right now, Farix was conducting amicable trade between Spur and New Brightwater due to agreements sorted out before the multi-pronged assault on the Soul Ooze had happened.

Treant, Shade of Forest; orcol man, hates people, wants forgiveness from Treehome for all his crimes against them, unknown Class. Probably a Plant Mage, though. All the ‘Classes’ of every Shade were unknown and nonexistent, technically, but they were all originally people from Veird, and so they did originally have Classes. Even Quilatalap didn’t know Treant’s original Class, for it was possible that Treant became a Shade before he achieved level 50 and got a Class. Of course, the other idea was that he was a Plant Mage, which made a lot of sense.

Queen, Shade of Empire. Incani woman. Pale violet with iridescent highlights. Prismatic Mage, for sure. She had been doing something in Songli, in the aftermath of the Chelation War, to try and make up for her part in expanding the scope of that war to what it had become.

Hollowsaur, Shade of Life. Orcol, male, the original recipient of Erick’s [Blessing of Empathy]. He had been doing something for the last year, somewhere, but Zolan had no idea what, and Erick didn’t know either. Quilatalap had had guesses, but he felt his guesses would have been wrong, so he chose not to voice them.

Goldie, Shade of Counter-Assassination; goldscale dragonkin woman who had been at Erick’s side for the last several months.

And then there was Fallopolis, Shade of Civilization, Culler of Corruption. The only one to not get Empathy’d. Erick had no idea what she had been up to. Hopefully nothing too evil.

And those were all the Shades currently in existence that Erick knew about. Most every Shade in the world had gone to Last Shadow’s Feast, because their god had demanded it, but there were still some holdouts in the world, for sure. Quilatalap just didn’t know of any such holdouts, and neither did anyone else Erick tried asking.

So all the currently known Shades were here, in residence, too, having gotten to the House over the last day and a half, while Erick had been off at war with the Cities. There had been a few incidents in the House since they started showing and moving into the Shade’s Tower, but aside from them poking around at the Gates and Treant trying to talk to Yggdrasil, the only major incident had been when Lapis and Farix appeared to Jane and her team, while they were eating in the atrium...

Erick wished he could have spent more time with Jane, but he had already pulled her into a [Hasted Shelter] and spent several hours decompressing with her, talking about his War with the Cities and her time in the Underworld. Jane had purposefully held back during that conversation, though, because she was more worried about the Feast than about stuff that had already happened, and she wasn’t willing to ‘talk about stuff that didn’t matter right now’. Erick almost chastised her about that, but then Jane turned around and talked to him about how he wasn’t sharing everything that had happened in the Cities, either, and… They’d talk more later. When they could.

… Erick’s thoughts went to the other Feast-goers; the ones from Ar’Cosmos.

Fairy Moon, and Bright Smile.

Erick was worried about those two, but not nearly as worried as he was over his own people joining the Feast.

Volaro, Zolan, and Aisha. All of them were in serious danger from all the powers that would be on display tonight. Erick wasn’t too worried about Aisha, since she was an archmage-level Book Mage, and Volaro was a Carnage Dragon as well as an orcol, but Zolan was just a demi Knowledge Mage.

Mox had originally been tagged to come to the Feast, since she had the most experience of anyone (aside from maybe Aisha) dealing with all the shit that could go down between Shades and others, but Erick needed her outside and in control of the House, alongside Burhendurur. Mox would be dealing with everything out there should something happen inside the Feast barrier, in that hour after midnight when the real Feast would begin. In a similar manner, Burhendurur was out there, along with Poi and Teressa and Jane and Kiri. All of them were outside the Gate District entirely; all of them were ready for anything.

Hopefully nothing too bad would happen.

And if something bad did happen? Well…

Erick turned to the other person in the room with him, currently sitting on the bed. “I’m glad you’re here with me, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap looked absolutely dashing in his black robes, with sharp white trim. Angular face, bulging muscles, large lower fangs that jutted up from his lower jaw, peaking out of his lips. His black hair looked almost fluffy, but Erick knew from experience it was more stiff than soft. All of Quilatalap was like that, except when he smiled and seemed to both brighten and soften, which he did right now.

“It shouldn’t be as bad as it was last year,” Quilatalap said, turning a bit more serious as he stood up from the bed, to tower over Erick. Both of them looked at the mirror, as the larger man said, “Usually these things are quite tame in the open and since there are no real hiding spots inside the House, then it should remain tame… But then again everything is changing so what do I know?”

Erick smiled softly. “You know a lot, and I’m glad you’re here for this.”

Quilatalap blushed, his green face turning darker. He smiled a little as he said, “Too bad we’re already dressed for the party.”

Erick almost went with the implied suggestion, twisting Time into more time till the party, but the whole night was a cold shower on his emotions. When Erick didn’t instantly go for it, Quilatalap's smile remained, but he did nod, knowingly. Erick turned back to the mirror, looking over himself once more. The mirror was completely superfluous; through Ophiel Erick could already see himself rather well, but old habits made the mirror necessary.

Erick sighed a little bit, allowing himself vulnerability one last time as he glanced up to Quilatalap, saying, “We can have some fun times after the Feast. No time to relax during. Or at least not for me. But you should have fun where you can, for maybe in an attempt to act like this Feast isn’t a big deal, we can make this a ‘non-event’.”

“As one does when around powerful, world changing people and events,” Quilatalap said, nodding. “Do you want me hanging around you like last time? Or closer?”

“Like last time is good. I can’t rely on your power; nor should I. It might be better if we pretend not to be together. Maybe we got in a fight, or something? That way people approach us differently, and we can talk about all the differences afterward.”

Quilatalap smiled. “I can see the merit in that. A small fight? Or a large one?”

“How about we pretend that I needed some space after the war, and that it weighed on me.”

Quilatalap shook his head. “Almost, but saying it that way implies weakness. How about if we pretend that it was too much of a relationship, too fast, and the hatred you got for my presence at your side was more than you expected, and that I’m too politically damaging to be around. You’re now rethinking this thing we have together. Now that’s more true.”

Erick’s stomach fell. He turned and looked up at Quilatalap as the taller man’s words sunk in, and then spread like ice through Erick’s veins. “You’re not too politically dangerous at all.”

“But I am, and you’re too enamored to see that. That whole war wouldn’t have happened if I wasn’t there.”

Was he being serious? They were just planning for subterfuge, right? Or... Had Erick suddenly made a very, very bad mistake in suggesting that they not stand together?

“Wait a moment. This is too much. I was—” Erick waved a hand and enveloped the two of them in a Hasted space. “I’m sorry for suggesting that we pretend not to be together. Let’s forget that whole idea and you and I will walk together the whole Feast.”

Quilatalap chuckled a little. “You’re rather terrible at subterfuge.” And then more seriously, “I’m pretending, Erick, and your idea is a prudent one. Are you really this nervous?”

Okay. Good. Quilatalap was pretending.

Ahh…

Bullet dodged.

Erick breathed out, shuddering as he asked, “Yes. I am this nervous.”

“Then let us stand together, and let the whole world tremble before our union… Though that might be going too far in the other direction.” Quilatalap shrugged. “It’s bad form to lie at our levels of power, anyway, and especially during the Feast.”

Erick stood unsure, saying, “Yes. Bad form to lie during the Feast... or at all, really. Especially at our levels of power.” And then he breathed.

This was whiplash.

Yes. That’s what this feeling was—

“I’ve literally never seen you this unsure, Erick.” Quilatalap asked, “Where’s the guy who walked into Shadow’s Feast last year? Who walked into a war and came out a winner? Who talks to gods like it’s normal?”

Erick chuckled, saying, “Last year I thought I was going to die, and that would be the worst thing to happen. This year… This year the ‘bad end’ is a lot more bad. Existential, bad, and for a lot more people than just me!”

“… Oh.” Quilatalap looked to Erick, really seeing him. “You’re worried about what will happen to everyone else if you fail.”

“Yes! Exactly.”

“If it makes you feel any better…” Quilatalap tried, “You already taught me and many others how [Gate] works, your apprentice knows all of your other magic, you’ve already taught Undertow to that Nirzir girl, and you’ve gotten most of the factions of Veird to play nice for a short while. Even if you die and House Benevolence is torn apart, the ‘Bad End’ of tonight is a merely a delay of several centuries before someone else tries to complete the work you’ve already started. With your creation of Benevolence itself, how many dragons you’ve Benevolenced, with the Benevolence Dungeon, and with all the people you blessed with Benevolence… Someone will rise to try this again, even if you fail. It’s inevitable. If you somehow die —which I won’t let happen, as we’ve discussed. But if the worst should happen then you’ve still shown all the gods new worlds. Now that they know it is possible, and you’ve given them the tools to get it, they’re going to make that happen. All of them.”

Erick’s lips turned up in an unexpected grin. He chuckled once. “Heh… That does make me feel better, somewhat. Thanks, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap grinned a bit. “Not sure I helped that much at all, but sometimes the perspective of time is useful in its own sort of way.”

“It is.”

For a long moment, Erick stared at his reflection in the mirror.

Quilatalap was right. Even if this whole House Benevolence thing fell apart tonight, Erick had done a lot to ensure that this world would be better tomorrow than it was yesterday. He had spread his knowledge wide. He had put [Renew] and Benevolence into the Script, and into the world. He had gotten many people to sit at the same table, which might prove good for the lessening of future wars, but there was still so much to do—

Suddenly, Erick looked up at Quilatalap in the mirror. “I never told you about my Blood Magic. Do you want to know? Or are you getting places with the microscopes? You said you’re behind on your experiments because of the war, but I could just tell you?”

With a soft, warm smile, Quilatalap said, “I’ll figure it out on my own. Thank you, though.”

“… Okay. Sure.”

Erick breathed.

And then he thought about everything that he had a modicum of control over, before he traced a mental path through the center of it all, starting at now and ending tomorrow morning, crossing through several days of uncertainty in the passing. There was a lot he could prepare for here, at Shadow’s Feast. There was a lot he could do nothing about. There would be a lot of unexpected shit that could and would divert him from making it through the night, but…

Quilatalap was right.

The world of today was fragile, but it was stronger than the world of yesterday.

And tomorrow, even if Erick should vanish, or die, or whatever…

It would be okay, eventually.

And so, Erick stood strong.







- - - -







A few last minute Platforms raced across the land, laden with deliveries that simply had to get through the Gate Network tonight, because the Gates were closing. Burhendurur’s forces watched those Gates for those last minute packages, rapidly checking people through to their destinations. The only thing accomplished in most of those deliveries was a bit of time and money saved, except when it came to the Gates to Stratagold. Those deliveries saved a month of travel, or more. Those deliveries to Stratagold had also been done hours ago, for Stratagold had been the ones to suggest that the Gates close for the Feast, and they had prepared for that ahead of time.

And now, as the sun touched down upon the western horizon, the stars of the New Cosmology began to appear in the distant sky. Closer to Veird, the Nodes and powerlines of the Gate District began to truly glow, looking much like constellations. Those lines of light stood out against the night; a spider’s web too large for any one spider, but smaller than the Wizard in residence was capable of making.

That Wizard hovered in the sky above the Gate District like a second sun, to light the world as the real sun began to dip below, to begin the transition from day to night, on this longest night of the year.

All across the world, in the places that the sun had already set and in the places that were yet to fall to the Dark, people lit bonfires to chase away the night. But the Dark was already present. Melemizargo had always been here. He simply chose to remain in the background, until tonight. This one night a year, Melemizargo, the True God of Magic, unleashed his power across Veird.

The sun did not simply set.

That orb of light and fire was chased away by something much larger and more powerful than a simple sun could ever hope to be.

And then, Darkness.

But the Wizard remained in the sky, a beacon of light above his illuminated House.

The Dark solidified, blotting out the real stars above, turning every source of light upon the land into a distant, weak thing.

Erick gave one last concession to the waning light as he whispered a small happy birthday to a child, still shining brightly to the south like a mountain of green fire; the only other source of light in this land that remained unimpeded. Yggdrasil had turned one year old today, and though Erick had had a small party with the big guy, he couldn’t really focus on that sort of thing right now. Yggdrasil had understood. Erick still promised to make it up to him next year.

Under Dark heavens, Erick moved around the sky of his House like flickering lighting, sweeping counterclockwise in a grand circle, leaving behind rapidly cast wardlights the size of large mansions with each of his eight steps. The first step left behind the world of Yoril, the third rock from the sun, but transformed from barren, airless rock into a land of blue and green, with a massive southern continent and clouds and oceans covering all the rest.

Another lightward appeared in the sky, between lines of Node light, at Erick’s second step. Paal, the fifth planet from the sun, was a rocky thing of a million lakes and one thin ocean, but now, it was not that at all. When the forces of House Benevolence transformed that planet into a living world, it was either a choice between a million lakes, and a waterworld, depending on the level of the ocean decided upon, so Erick went with the version with lakes.

Another step took Erick to another world. This one was completely made of water with barely anything for a rocky core. Erick was almost halfway around the House, now. There were five more steps to go.

And then came another world, and another, and another, and another. And then finally one more, and Erick stood in the sky where he had started.

Erick had filled the sky with hope for new worlds. Real hope. Not the imagined things made by the Shades of last year. There were no worlds where land floated above land, and oceans rolled through skies. These were real worlds; extrapolations of the work of astronomers, made with the best telescopes and the best Sight-based spellworks, and with visions overlaid upon those lands of what could be.

For what would happen.

When Erick was done, eight new worlds hung in the skies over the Gate District, each of them placed equally around the House, each of them slowly spinning in place, showing off what would eventually come to pass.

Erick’s words filled the Gate District,

“There was some confusion over what to call this night; this celebration. For it surely couldn’t be ‘Shadow’s Feast’, for that would imply that the Last Shadow’s Feast was somehow not the last we’ve heard of the destructive Shades, and all the horrors they have caused this world. But ‘Shadow’s Feast’ has a much larger history than the one everyone knows of on Veird, where the God of Magic has been not-himself for a long, hurtful, and terrible time. But still rather short in the grand scheme of things.

“The origins of this festival date back a million years and more, to the time of the Old Cosmology, when the Dark was a force of expansion. Back then, a long line of Gods and Goddesses of Magic, with mantle passed down from worthy to worthy, were the ones who tested those who ventured into the Edge of Existence, to make them stronger or to force them back to the safer spaces, all in an effort to continually expand civilization. This festival is a celebration of that; of achievements won against adversity, and of making civilization a larger, better place.

“This, then, is the true nature of Shadow’s Feast.

“So let us simply name this night in the manner of the older ways, to respect the Dark and the history of a universe gone by. Let us leave last year’s festivities and final naming to the history books, and to something more imaginative than simply affixing ‘Last’ to that particular festival’s name.

“If you can still hear this voice, I hope you are one of the people invited to this party, for if you are not, you should run and hide. Danger abounds in the Dark, and tonight will be the largest test of many of our lives.

“Welcome to Shadow’s Feast.”
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                All of House Benevolence was lit in white light, shining down upon the peaks of the domed cylinders, bringing an almost iridescent quality to the white eternal stonewood of the building. The lands outside of the House had been dimmed, either due to Erick asking the wrought and the Wayfarers and the embassy of Portal to turn down their lights, or due to Darkness coiling around the land, making lightwards fail everywhere. It was hard to tell which event had more of an effect, for there was no one to ask in those darkened places what was going on; they had all been evacuated.

The only people in this Gate District were those who had invitations, though Erick was sure that some fools were still around here, somewhere. Some eyes still looked into this land from afar, as well, particularly of the [Scry] variety, but most of the security of this land was absent. Even Burhendurur and Enforcement and all the parts of House Benevolence that kept the peace, were gone. Off to protect the Greater Candlepoint Area, and to subtly pressure the party to remain inside the Gate District, even though there was no real ‘pressuring’ capable of being inflicted upon Shades who did not want that pressure. They still tried though, but from afar.

Even the Gates were cold and empty, a chilly desert breeze blowing through empty squares of dull white wood. The only Gate that remained open in this land was one Gate, inside the House, that led to kitchens over in Candlepoint. All of the Cooks Erick had hired for this event, and all of the bare-bones staff, were located at that kitchen space, separated from this festival space. Hopefully that would be enough of a barrier to keep the Cooks and staff somewhat safe.

The only people obviously present in this land were the ones scattered across the first party area, which took place on the House’s southwest roof; upon the flat expanse of white wood that was very slightly angled to allow rain to flow, and which held above office space that Erick had sealed away, since there was no way to utilize that space right now. This party space was an open floor plan, without real walls, but with a few wall-like suggestions Erick had put down, with the bar to one side forming a sort-of edge, and the band forming another, and lines of white and subtly-rainbow light forming the rest of the marked-off area. Tables and chairs and couches and a few other bits of furniture minimally filled the space, while a single table filled with small snacks held to one side, near the drink bar. This was not a place to eat to one’s content; that would come later.

Erick descended to that area now, his sunform roiling around him like a fireball, and a lightning orb, at the same time.

There were guests to greet.

Seven Shades.

Farix stood with Lapis.

Hollowsaur stood with Treant.

Goldie and Queen stood together.

All of them stood beside standing tables with drinks in hand, courtesy of dependable Volaro. The Carnage Dragon Overseer of Law was acting as bartender for this part of the evening, and he seemed to be doing it well, since everyone had drinks and most of those drinks were half-full. Aisha and Zolan stood close to the drink bar, watching everyone else, while a pleasant band played in the background. Quilatalap stood near the food, with one other prominent person who also stood mostly alone. This last person was perhaps the second-most important person for Erick to greet tonight; the seventh Shade.

Fallopolis looked about as pleased to be here as any one person could possibly be about anything. The old woman with frizzy white hair, and black men’s-cut suit, looked supremely enriched by the wild grin on her face and the brightness of her radiant white eyes. She swung her arms wide as Erick floated down from the sky, her shadow-blackened kendrithyst staff floating away, spinning in the air on its own as Fallopolis called out, “HelloOooOOOO, ERICK FLATT! Fire of the Age! Wizard, Dragon, Benevolence King! You’ve been doing so well for yourself! And for the world! Such a good speech, too, but I was expecting a song!”

The shadows of the entire House shifted underfoot, barely, fractionally, but they shifted.

Every single person noticed.

Every single person ignored it.

Erick said, “Good things come to those who wait, Fallopolis. Now is not the time for that, but there will be lots of time at midnight. Besides! All the guests have not yet arrived.” Erick turned his sight to the sky, asking, “Fairy Moon! Where are you—”

Springtime opened to the side of the party like a crashing expansion of pink and green and white and the scents of a thousand flowers in the center of a deep forest. It was a [Gate]. Two women walked out of that [Gate]. With all the powerful people standing around at the party, it was hard to take the addition of two more dangers-to-the-world that seriously, but Erick did.

Fairy Moon looked as ethereal as she had that one time when she had been on Erick’s balcony, and she spoke of the truth of her name; the epitaph of it all, and about all the never-dead fae that were waiting to come back to life as soon as they could. But parts of her were real, and probably just enough to give touchstones to all the rest. An airy green and white dress. Pink flowers all around. Shining white embroidery. Two bright eyes, one of deepest emerald green, and the other of almost neon pink. She had a cascade of flowers in her hair that seemed different every time Erick moved his focus away from her, and then back. Red flowers, and then yellow flowers, and now orange and blue, and then colors that almost didn’t exist except they clearly did, for Erick was looking at them right now. Black flowers, with edges made of rainbows. Deep flowers that held worlds beyond their window-like petals.

Fairy Moon smiled radiantly, like the queen she was, but the woman at her side seemed much more queenly.

Bright Smile looked about as much as Erick remembered; almost like a female version of Redflame. Human, dark skin, ram horns. Tall and strong. Her red dress matched her Carnage-tinged red eyes. Erick had been worrying about her for a long time, ever since he first made Benevolence and he saw Bright Smile with a ring of lightning around her neck that no one else could see. She had been marked by Benevolence somehow, and it wasn’t till a while later that Erick truly understood what that marking had meant. But now that she was here, and that months had passed since that last encounter, and Erick and House Benevolence had changed the trajectory of the world…

Erick was all too relieved to see Bright Smile’s thread of Benevolence lightning was gone. Her neck was cleared of lightning. She was no longer a tangle of Benevolence; a person who would destroy or brighten the world with their power. She was just Bright Smile. And she was who she was.

This could only mean one thing.

Bright Smile had slain or conquered all her enemies. She was now the Dragon Empress of Ar’Cosmos.

Or at least she was way more than halfway there. Erick considered that he would have to offer asylum to Illustrious Moon and House Fae, along with Inferno Maw and House Death, if House Carnage was truly taking over Ar’Cosmos. Which was probably happening. It was inevitable that Bright Smile would truly become empress, so when the ousting of all others happened, Erick would have a place for the ousted dragons here, in the Greater Candlepoint Area.

All that was a concern for the future, though. For now, here at the Feast, there was only Bright Smile and Fairy Moon, which meant that one of them would be taking over their presentations to the group.

Everyone was supposed to have a presentation of the good that they had done this year, but these two were not the only ones lacking in presentations, or personnel for those presentations. Ah. Whatever. That would be a problem for tomorrow, unless someone brought it up sooner.

Erick breathed in a little, then said, “Welcome, Fairy Moon. Bright Smile. Glad of you to join us.” He turned to the people, and asked, “So who got the band? I asked around for one, but I couldn’t find one.”

Farix stepped forward, saying, “I invited them. They’re from New Brightwater, and they wish to make themselves useful for the Feast.”

Erick asked everyone, “So you have brought extra people to give your presentations about expanding civilization? You’re not doing that yourselves?”

Fallopolis said, “Quite a few extras have joined us this year, Erick, both for the presentations and for other reasons. They’re all at the tower you gave us under a few hiding wards, so it’s normal that you have not picked up on those extras yet. But there’s a problem!” With a non-serious tone, she said, “You haven’t assigned us any servants for the Feast!” She smiled, turning to Fairy Moon, adding, “And while your presence was expected, it’s still surprising. Can we trust you not to cause disturbances while under the auspices of the Feast?”

Fairy Moon smirked, saying, “I’ll even limit my speech as much as I am able.”

“… Great!” Fallopolis asked Erick, “Where are the servants? And while we’re at it, a list of grievances: A Privacy for the Feast is necessary right now, a house per Shade is usually how it’s done but since you’re so gold-poor the apartments will have to do, you’ll need to give that song in your dragon form, and this is a very inadequate first party, Erick. Where are the guests wearing nothing but string, or clouds? Where is the drug bar? Where are the rest of the appetizers? One table is not enough! Where is the orgy room, Erick? You might not have gone there last time, but it certainly existed.”

Erick politely asked Fallopolis, “Where is your presentation for the good things you have done this last year?” He asked everyone, “Where are all of your presentations? Some of you have been here for a day or more, and yet you didn’t set up your booth! I know you were given rooms in the atrium to do so. So how about we all get along for the next few hours to ensure that nothing else monumental happens, then I’ll put up the time delay and the Privacy, and then we’ll have days to get to all of those vices and virtues you mention, Fallopolis, though I do hope we skew more toward the good than the bad. Presentations will be set up by tomorrow morning, though.” He looked to everyone. “All of them.”

Fallopolis nodded along, and then she declared, “Quilatalap! Your God calls upon you to provide some servants for the Feast for all of our guests. Lapis! We need some actual Privacy! Queen! Where is decadence? You might not be the Shade of Opulence anymore, but you can still spin gold and marble from nothing at all, so do so! Farix get the drugs. Hollowsaur and Treant and Goldie, look pretty, or help in some other way!” She never lost her smile as spoke, “Our Host has done as much as he can and so it falls to us to get this place ready for the real party in four hours!”

While Fallopolis spoke, Erick had another thought.

He could go against what she was laying down, or he could go with it, and perhaps, in this case, it would be better to go with the flow than to go against the flow. Fallopolis was trying to create a certain narrative, and like with improv comedy, if you contributed to the narrative and tried to shape the entertainment in joyful ways, everything usually worked out. But if you tried to go against the joy of it all, then things tended to fall apart. Erick was already pushing back pretty hard on her...

He could not afford for things to fall apart.

As eyes made of light glanced at Erick, to see his reaction...

Erick had Ophiel take to the sky, following his commands as he said, “I’ll handle the Privacy now, Lapis. You may decorate to your heart’s content, Queen. Non-addictive drugs only, Farix, and go ahead and set up by Volaro, if you please. Goldie is already in charge of helping me ensure the Feast works well, so her duty is spoken for, and she will assist wherever. And Quilatalap, if you wish to make some servants, I would ask that they be ethically sourced.” With a jovial tone, Erick asked, “Hollowsaur, Lapis, and Treant, what would you all like to do to make this party better? And Fallopolis? What are you bringing to the Feast? Also: Hello. Good to see you again. I hope the year treated you well, and you treated the year well in return.”

Fairy Moon stepped forward. “Give me a task too, before the talking begins; I’ll leave Bright Smile behind to listen and learn in my stead.”

“Assist Queen, if she wishes for opulence. Or perhaps Hollowsaur and Treant wish for some nicer wild spaces here at the House?” Erick spoke without missing a beat. “Goldie? Got any areas that need improving?”

Goldie spoke right up, “We here at House Benevolence firmly believe that everything can always be made better, and that includes our parties. I’m sure I can find tasks for everyone.”

Farix set a large glass bowl of joints onto the drink bar’s edge, saying, “I’ll find some more goodies soon enough, but this darkweed should get us started right. Careful! It’s potent, but it won’t kill you and it’s non-habit forming.” As he finished he picked up a joint, lit it, and stuck it in his mouth, saying, “Exactly what the Wizard ordered.”

And then Fairy Moon was beside the bar, also setting down a glass bowl of joints, saying, “Belly shroom! For a good laugh, and not much more!”

Fallopolis asked, “Got any lucent shroom?”

Fairy Moon set down another bowl on the bar but this one was filled with loose, dried mushrooms. “This one is a tad addictive, but we’re all adults here. Have at it!”

And then Quilatalap summoned a ghost in the shape of a butler, asking, “How many people want a [Ghost Servant]? It’s not a real person so it can’t do much, but they can do simple tasks.”

A few people wanted Servants, but most decided to move on quickly to whatever it was they wished to do.

And things moved fast, and mostly pleasantly.

Hollowsaur and Treant spoke some small words about turning the circular gardens in front and behind the House into something nicer. Hollowsaur took the northern, main entrance circle, while Treant took the south entrance gardens. Soon, new trees and life began to grow from both locations, turning rather cultivated green spaces into something more wild.

Queen was quiet as she looked to Erick, to see if he was really okay with her adding things to the House, and when Erick told her that he was fine with some ornamental changes, Queen brightened a little. She was still subdued, though. If the looks shared between Queen and Goldie were anything to go on, Erick would be discussing the Chelation War with Queen and Goldie at the same time, eventually. But not right now. Queen and Goldie went together to start decorating the House for the Feast.

Fairy Moon joined Queen and Goldie, and soon, parts of the House began to transform into gold and silver. Fountains came out of the otherwise flat roof underfoot, while paths and hills and artfully crafted trees popped up here and there.

All the while, Erick had Ophiel surround all of the Gate District with stretched out Privacys that would prevent people from [Scry]ing past those barriers. Instead of doubling up on that duty, Lapis decided to work with Farix to expand the mind altering substances available for use. And so, Lapis and Farix left. After only 20 seconds away, they came back with a second bar and set it beside Volaro’s bar, multiplying the counter space times over with a very full array of everything anyone could ever want to truly fuck themselves up. Fallopolis partook, and tried to get Erick to, but Erick explained how he would not be partaking of any of those items, as he needed to keep his mind clear to host the party, but they should all go ahead if they wished.

Most people were only drinking alcohol. Erick had a lemon-lime soda.

An hour after sunset, with most tasks either handled or being handled, Erick found himself sitting with Fallopolis and Bright Smile at a large table, under the stars, only twenty meters away from the band. The band had somehow expanded twice over when Erick wasn’t looking, but now he was looking, for the band was playing an excited bit of music that was on the verge of being something you would pay money to listen to, and not a simple distraction to fill the silences of awkward conversations.

Erick said, “The Feast is going well, so far. No one dead yet, which is an improvement over last year.”

Bright Smile remained silent, which was apparently her choice tonight. She would not speak unless spoken to directly, and no one had spoken too directly to her in the past hour. She still sat at the table with Erick and Fallopolis, though, silently drinking a fruity alcoholic drink as she listened, and watched. She did a lot of that; listening and watching.

Quilatalap was at the alcohol bar, getting another drink, and speaking to Farix and Zolan.

Aisha was speaking with Lapis at the hard drugs bar; a polite conversation filled with subtext that probably went five layers deep, at least, and which Erick had no basis to understand. Aisha pointed to a drug labeled ‘moonwhisker’ and Lapis spoke of some other drug not listed, called ‘moontwister’, which caused Aisha to narrow her eyes ever so slightly, and for Lapis to almost-grin. Erick had no clue what the fuck was happening there.

Fallopolis, though, had been eager to talk this whole time, since he was overseeing all the transformations of the House, and Fallopolis had opinions about everything. Now, though, the Shades were loose, and the fairy was having her way with the building, and so Erick had sat down, and Fallopolis had sat down with him.

“Remember last year! By this time you were killing Dorofiend!” Fallopolis cackled. “That guy deserved so much worse than you gave him!”

Erick wanted to change the subject away from killing, so he said, “I do try for expediency in action, Fallopolis, but I think someone else did some expedient action on me when I wasn’t looking this year. Where’d the other people in the band come from?”

Fallopolis lost 90% of her mirth as she looked to the band, and then she raised an eyebrow and looked to Erick. “What other band people?”

Erick scrunched his face as he gestured right to—

“… Huh.” Erick said, “There were 12 people playing, but now it’s back to 6.”

Fallopolis looked to Bright Smile. “A fae troupe, perhaps?”

Bright Smile said, “Ar’Cosmos overflows with Fae Magic these months; some of that probably got through.”

All of Fallopolis’s lost mirth returned in an instant as she declared, “A fae troupe! Been a while since I saw one of them!”

“Is that harmful for the band?” Erick asked, looking at the band.

There had been a slight interruption in the music when everyone looked their way, and when the ‘fae troupe’ vanished and the band seemed to come out of a half-daze. But they corrected themselves quickly, and now they were back to playing their cellos and violins and wind instruments like nothing had happened at all.

Bright Smile said, “The troupe might appear again if we pretend they don’t exist.”

“That’s probably going to be impossible for me,” Erick said, now fully on alert and trying to play it off as nothing happening at all. “What’s going on in Ar’Cosmos these days, anyway?”

Fallopolis chuckled a little as she eyed Erick, obviously thinking him too wound up. But she didn’t offer a smoke of her joint; Erick had already declined all of that rather solidly.

“Ar’Cosmos is going well.” Bright Smile casually said, “But apparently, I had a Benevolence marker upon my soul that had been there since you made that Element, and quite a few people tried to kill me because of that. I, of course, did not understand that this is why those assassins had tried what they tried until about two hours ago, right before we were getting ready to come here. Fairy Moon informed me of this circumstance because she was worried I might have made a spectacle of myself if I did not know, and also to inform me that the marker was gone as of 3 weeks ago. So other than that, and with the expansion troubles which you are already aware of and have taken care of, mostly, Ar’Cosmos has been doing rather well since your gift of those runic [Renew] rings.”

Fallopolis’s eyes went wide as she chuckled a little. “Oh! How interesting!”

Erick decided to tell Bright Smile something that would likely transform how she did things in the future. Perhaps it would work out better for everyone involved. So with a casual tone, Erick said, “I’m glad that it all worked out for you, but your marker is still there inside Benevolence itself as of a few hours ago. I’m pretty sure you’re going to be the empress of dragons if you keep it up, but I do hope you’re being noble in the true sense of that word.”

Bright Smile’s eyes went fractionally wider as her pupils dilated. She breathed in a little; too little to call it a ‘gasp’, but it was a definite reaction. And then she controlled everything about herself. “I will endeavor to live up to House Benevolence’s expectations.”

“Great!” Erick said, “I’m really thankful for all the dragons that you sent my way, by the way. They made taking over the Sovereign Cities quite a lot easier, alongside Kromolok and Kirginatharp and Quilatalap, of course.”

Bright Smile easily kept up with the flow of conversation, saying, “All the ones you Blessed were good choices. We look forward to linking up with Emprazala’s group once they establish themselves in the Cities and turn that whole Decaypool of humanity into something less detestable.”

“… I heard they were after your throne in Ar’Cosmos? You don’t hate them for what they tried to do to you?”

“Hate is a strong word. They fought with word and willpower, not claw and fang. I harbor them no ill will, but their removal has made consolidating power less strenuous than it would have been. Though now that you have emplaced them in the Cities, you will have a large problem removing them.” Bright Smile asked, “You are aware that they will attempt to wrest the Cities out of your control entirely, to make a nation under their own power?”

“Yes. I’m aware. It’ll also be a lot better than what came before so I’m not too concerned, and besides; that place needs actual defenders from the monsters now that the nobility is too weak to do the job.” Erick changed the subject. “Did you hear about that slavery trade in the Curios? I’ll probably tackle that next week, gods willing. Maybe do some real work down in Nergal, too, for I’ve barely ever been down there; Hardly know anything about the place.”

Bright Smile had nothing to say to that, so she went silent.

Fallopolis had been slyly grinning this whole time. Erick suspected she was fascinated with somehow becoming less than the center of attention. But at the talk of Nergal, and at changes, Fallopolis spoke, “I would have suspected that you would try something over in Quintlan next, dear Erick. What with the proximity between the Cities and that ooze-covered continent and your burgeoning connection to Frostflower.”

“If you’ve heard of some connection between the Cities and Quintlan, I’d hear what you know, but I did not see such while I was over there.”

“Nothing too current, I fear.” Fallopolis said, “A thousand years ago many people from before the Fall of Quintlan went across that narrow ocean to escape the nobles, and then finally to escape the oozes. They landed in the area that would become the Cities. Perhaps all the old families of the Cities are truly dead and gone and all their connections to their original homes are lost, but if you went looking in Charme, in particular, I’m sure you’d find some deep connections to Quintlan.”

“Maybe those connections are in all the books we plundered from the Blood Mage people.” Erick shrugged. “I haven’t read those books yet; Quilatalap hasn’t had a chance to organize them into the library.”

Fallopolis teased, “Your hoard grows, Dragon King.”

Erick laughed once. “I don’t have a hoard.”

“You do, though!” Fallopolis said, “Or perhaps you’re still trying to understand what your hoard is.”

Offhandedly, Erick said, “If I’m collecting anything its ‘allies’.”

Bright Smile’s eyebrows creased fractionally. Under her breath, Erick heard a ‘tsk’.

Fallopolis’s eyes went full wide, and then she cackled like a madwoman.

Erick understood some of their mirth, but probably not all of it. Still, though, he grinned a little. “It’s a hoard I’m happy with growing and which is hard to strategize around, with the possible bribing of gifts, so I’m rather glad it worked out this way.” He said to Bright Smile, “The books your people gave me about ‘what it means to be a dragon’ only partially went over the ‘call of the hoard’, though, so all of that still feels fake or culturally-born to me, rather than a matter of Dragon Essence itself.”

“The Call of the Hoard doesn’t feel like a real need until someone starts to threaten it,” Bright Smile said.

“… Oh.” Erick said, “That part wasn’t in the books.”

“The Call of the Hoard is an understanding of the self that is supposed to be passed down from parent to child, or as a part of the culture of growing up in Ar’Cosmos. Dragon-Essence-derived dragons usually only know of their Call well after they’ve started to acquire said hoard.” Bright Smile added, “That you are able to casually speak of having allies as your Hoard means that yes, it is rather hard to game around.”

Bright Smile spoke the word ‘Hoard’ with deeper meaning than Erick was willing to give that word, which was… whatever.

“Allies for a hoard bodes well for all the rest of us, for sure!” Smiling brightly and in a way that Bright Smile was unable to do right now, Fallopolis continued, “Theories as to the Dark’s hoard is a fun little question to pose to the young of our Clergy. Care to take a guess, Dragon King Erick?”

Moving right along with the conversation, Erick instantly said, “Either planets, or populations of people.”

“The right direction, but you missed the target!” Fallopolis looked to Bright Smile. “I’ll be floored if you don’t know this one, so don’t disappoint me, ‘Empress of Fairy’.”

The Shade’s tone had taken a hard edge when she named Bright Smile an empress. There was a lot going on there, in that naming. Fallopolis was not careless with her words after all; no matter what persona she might display to the world, all of her words had meaning.

And this was a test.

Erick realized it instantly.

Bright Smile recognized the test half a second after Erick. It was not a test she was fully willing to commit to, though, so she said, “I already know the answer, for the Hoard of the Dark is a story we are told at a young age. I learned that story from Redflame, as did many others, but I imagine you have a better grasp on the true meaning, and I admit I am interested to hear your take on that old tale.”

Fallopolis grinned, inclining her head a fraction as she took in Bright Smile’s non-answer. She found the empress’s response adequate, so she nodded; test over.

The Shade’s voice turned jovial again as she answered her own question, “It’s space itself!” Fallopolis laughed. “Territory of all types! From the worlds inside every Element, like the one inside Benevolence, to the very sky and land of the Surface, to the Underworld down below. To the moons, and to the stars! The Dark expanded, making territory for us all to live within, and we were privileged to do so… or at least that’s how it used to be in the Old Cosmology. But the Old Cosmology is dead and all we have is what we have right now, which is barely anything at all. But soon! Soon, eventually, the Darkness will regain His hoard of stars.”

Fallopolis gave no reverence to the phrase ‘hoard of stars’, so Erick suspected some sort of minor trick.

Or maybe not?

At Last Shadow’s Feast, Erick had cast a minor blessing between the both of them.
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That blessing was still active right now, and had been active this whole time. As far as that blessing was telling Erick, everything Fallopolis had said was true. As far as he knew, Fallopolis could also tell whenever any of his own words had been untrue, though that had yet to happen. Perhaps he had couched his language some here and there, and Fallopolis had done the same, but an outright lie?

Not yet.

Though the blessing only actually triggered on a lie, while all the rest of the time it was dormant.

So who really knew if it was working? Not Erick.

Instead of being awed at the prospect of a ‘hoard of stars’, though, Erick got right down to brass tacks, asking, “Do you think we could put a mana miner on a star? Envelop a whole system of planets? Have like, a minor mana ocean around every star and planets floating in that ocean? Because from what I know of mana generation such a thing would be doomed to fail for any number of reasons.”

The shadows moved everywhere.

Bright Smile eyed the shadows, her breath hitching.

And Fallopolis grinned like her desirous god, her eyes flickering even brighter white for a bare moment as her teeth seemed to gleam like Melemizargo’s. “I’m sure there are ways to make such an arrangement work, but whatever ‘Star Script’ we create can’t be allowed to control the mana like the current Script controls the mana.”

“Suitably cryptic, and I see where you’re going with that transition in the topic, but we’ll get to that later. For now, your words are not acknowledging the facts that I wish acknowledged with an undertaking as large as a Star Script. The problem all has to do with raw numbers.” Erick explained, “Veird is around 25,000 kilometers in diameter, while the size of the solar system back home was something like 9 billion kilometers diameter. Assuming that this solar system is anywhere close to that, this means that the mana in the Script fills up an area of around 8-to-the-12 cubic kilometers, while the volume of the solar system back home was 4-to-the-29 cubic kilometers. It’s truly difficult for most people to truly visualize such a difference, so I will simply say that the volume of Veird is way, way lower than a trillionth of the size of my home world’s solar system, and since a Script takes a minimum amount of mana to instantiate, we’d need trillions and trillions of worlds all working overtime to support the instantiation of a single Star Script, if we want to call it that… Which I think I do.”

Bright Smile’s eyes went wide as she listened to Erick.

Fallopolis sighed a little, possibly because she had run the calculations herself and had seen the work ahead of her. But she was also relieved to see Erick had seen what she had seen. “I doubt I will ever witness a Star Script myself. But someone will, because the work we do today will eventually lead us down that path; Melemizargo would have it no other way, and I suppose all the false gods out there will have similar ideas.”

“We could always start small with space ships, and then orbital platforms, and then eventually we could get a dyson sphere going,” Erick said, “Such a thing could eventually encircle the entire solar system at a radius of… some distance closer to the sun than Veird. It would be a good middle-step to making a Star Script.”

Bright Smile sipped her drink carefully, eyes still wide—

Quilatalap stepped up to the group, handing Erick a refill of his drink, asking, “So the shadows moved again. The Dark is here. Shall we start the Feast? Or… Ah. Doing something else, then.”

Fallopolis had glared at Quilatalap and the Archlich of Necromancy Itself went quiet.

And then the Shade of Civilization turned back to Erick, casually asking, “What is a dyson sphere? And how could this help with the Star Script feasibility problem?”

Erick sipped the drink Quilatalap had brought him while the large man sat down in the chair next to him. Quilatalap eyed Erick like he was worried something was happening. Erick just grinned a little, to show Quilatalap nothing was wrong, and then Erick lifted a hand and began conjuring a lightshow, illustrating his ideas as he spoke, “A dyson sphere is a theoretical construct of material around a star, at the radius of a planet’s orbit, like a shell. Through advanced control of physics and materials and spin and a whole bunch of stuff that is way, way beyond the scope of a simple explanation, such a shell provides a surface to capture the energy of the sun, as much as possible, while also providing a surface upon which people can live. Usually on the interior of the shell, facing the sun.

“The surface area of Veird is around 2-to-the-9 square kilometers, but the interior surface of a dyson sphere, at the distance my Earth was from my own sun, is about 2.8-to-the-17 square kilometers. More than a billion times the amount of territory, and that’s not including a possible interior of that platform, and the exterior, which, with magic, we can also inhabit.

“But dyson spheres require a lot of stuff that we simply do not have.

“Therefore: The precursor to a dyson shell is a dyson swarm, which is a lot easier to implement… theoretically. A dyson swarm is like taking a billion individual Surfaces-of-Veird, flattening them out, and putting them into a stable configuration around a star. Upon these surfaces we have people living and producing mana. Through that mana, we have [Gate]s connecting them to each other, and stabilizing each other so they don’t fall into the Star. With a whole bunch of other Script-level magics on each one of those surfaces, we would be able to ensure that life survives and thrives, and expands, in a way that is inline with the physics of this New Cosmology.

“It’s all exceedingly complicated, and these dyson swarms were simply ideas in popular culture back home; they were not real.

“In order to achieve any of this we’d need a lot more mana, along with hyper advanced materials that can survive the strain of space, the sizes of these objects, and all that stuff. This would not be easy, but some of the main concerns of feasibility back home are made moot due to mana. The Script has already solved all potential gravity, atmosphere, and habitation problems, so that’s a great deal of problems solved right there. Adamantium is a great metal, but something lighter is necessary, I think.

“But perhaps mana can solve this issue, too, since we’re going to be using mana to solve the issue of gravity anyway, so we can just ignore the weight of adamantium? Perhaps. Either way, [Duplicate] can make more of whatever miracle metal is necessary. [Duplicate] can solve atmosphere-existence problems, and water-existence problems, and all sorts of problems. Mana makes a dyson swarm possible. Mana will eventually make a full-sun-enclosure sphere possible, too, and then we can build more layers upon that surface, and deeper, too. Multiple shells around a single star, and since stars live for billions of years, this is a long term solution, too.

“But we’d still need a lot of innovation in a lot of different fields to make this sort of thing happen. The main problem, as I see it right now, is that if [Duplicate] has some sort of hidden feature which ‘uses up’ mana, but I am unaware if the spell works like that; I don’t think it does.”

Erick lowered his hands, leaving his wardlights hanging in the air for all to see.

There were a few reactions.

Quilatalap eyed it all and near-silently laughed, surprisingly joyful in a way Erick hadn’t ever seen before. He didn’t say anything, otherwise Erick would have asked his thoughts.

Bright Smile silently watched it all, and Erick saw the exact moment when she realized that something like this could actually be possible; it was when Erick switched to the dyson swarm model. A bunch of smaller parts that could all work on their own, allowing for incremental growth, was a lot more feasible than one massive construction that was only usable toward the end. And then she focused on Erick speaking of [Duplicate], and her eyes turned greedy.

Fallopolis grinned, suddenly even more sure of herself as she said, “That’s a fine idea to work toward.” She asked, “But why does the star matter? Why not build it anywhere else? We could have free-floating planes and planets and sunstones and moonstones like they used to have in the Old Cosmology.”

“… Oh? Well.” Erick said, “A sun can produce a lot of heat and light energy which is valuable for plant life and normal maintenance of a world through cycling biological processes, but back on Earth, the other major point of encircling a sun would be to harvest light energy and solar winds and transform all of that into electrical energy. I told you all about electricity before, right? Well this would be one grand way to get that electrical energy.”

Fallopolis said, “We have no way to transform solar energy into mana, but if we did we could make this work quite well.”

Quilatalap smiled. “I’m sure Erick could solve that in a few tens of years.”

“Your faith in me is astounding, Quilatalap,” Erick smiled, saying, “But I’m not even sure where to start. Electricity and physical movement and heat energy are just a portion of the ways energy works here in this universe, but the only way that mana exists is through life, and I am rather sure that… I feel it would be a bad idea to throw some inferno slimes at the sun and watch them multiply. Doubt they could even live in such an environment, anyway.”

“It would take extreme light slimes, not inferno slimes, but those are incredibly rare and you’d need some sort of radiance slime hybrid to even survive on that ball of fire up there.” Quilatalap said. “The Extreme Light alone would kill anything and burn away magic, anyway, and that’s not even discussing the matters of distance and pressure and the manaless nature of the sun.”

“So many problems! Zero solutions.” Erick shrugged. “But we can still inhabit the planets of this solar system, eventually. We can expand. But it will take time. Thousands of years, probably.”

The shadows of the House grumbled in annoyance, though it was more like a flickering than a grumble. Erick saw what he saw, though, and so did everyone else.

And then Bright Smile said, “I have never heard of this term ‘solar winds’, but couldn't [Cleanse] remove the problems of solar winds? [Cleanse] can turn matter into mana.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. He almost laughed in sudden hope—

Fallopolis instantly crushed Erick’s sudden hopes, though, saying, “[Cleanse] cannot do that to matter that is not inundated with mana first. The pure matter coming from the sun cannot be [Cleanse]d and turned into that which it never was. I am sure you have heard the part of the Sundering Story where the sun was briefly the Killing Sun in the beginning. The gods got around that problem through the sacrifice of the Goddess of Knowledge, allowing the Script to buffer away the Killing Winds and Light of the Sun.”

Bright Smile frowned a little, still thinking that her answer had been good.

Erick thought her answer had been fantastic, too, but he didn’t know what he didn’t know—

“We have a Wizard,” Bright Smile suggested. The veritable Dragon Empress of Ar’Cosmos looked to Erick, saying, “We have been meaning to remit her to your custody, if you desire this. We will not be held responsible for her actions, though. Right now she is mentally stable, but she could become anything after our seals are removed. Use her as you wish, and make this reality where sunlight makes mana possible. Make [Cleanse] work on matter coming from the Killing Sun.”

Erick had a lot of mixed feelings about that suggestion.

Absolutely no one was impressed with the idea, either. Even the shadows seemed miffed, again, though Erick was reading into those shadows quite a lot more than those shadows were actually giving him.

Bright Smile just waited.

Erick looked to Fallopolis and Quilatalap, saying, “I know why I don’t like the idea of making a Wizard do something like this, and it has nothing to do with trampling over this person’s inalienable rights as a living person, but why do you two find this idea less than useful?”

Quilatalap went first. “It’s a risk that should not be undertaken— Let me back up a bit. Well. Actually. You go ahead Fallopolis. I’ve got things to say about the dyson swarm, too. I’ll hold these thoughts for now.”

Fallopolis nodded, then began, “Contrary to all historical records, I, the Clergy, and the Dark, would vote against unleashing another Wizard upon Veird. We are in a time of rebuilding and understanding how to cohabit this world with everyone else, in a way that causes growth, but also in a way that doesn’t infringe upon the life that already exists. That is our official stance going forward from this day onward, and to attempt to use a Wizard to shorten the process by which we shall reach the stars is to hearken back to our old ways of destruction, when we attempted to show that this world is false. So, no; we shall not be dealing in Wizards or other possibly-destructive ways.

“Now, to cleave to that thought, it is in my opinion that Ar’Cosmos should still remit the Wizard to Erick, and Erick should [Reincarnation] and Empathy them, and purposefully choose how the Wizard will be going forward. Let him choose how the Wizard will influence our world, if at all.”

“… I accept this decree, but I will say that I am more interested in giving this person their freedom than controlling who they are. I also understand that controlling a Wizard is a priority for a large number of reasons, and that a Wizard cannot be allowed to remain free.” Erick said, “Maybe we’ll actually host a committee this time to determine the best way to make the Wizard do as we need, as I wanted to do for myself with Benevolence. That’s assuming the Wizard will even keep their Wizardness through the transformation, though.”

“They will retain that power through their transformation; this is not a concern,” Fallopolis said, without any further explanation, moving right on to ask, “So? You were saying, Quilatalap?”

Erick eyed Fallopolis. A Wizard would keep their Wizardness through a [Reincarnation]? Well… Sure, Erick supposed. If Erick picked the future that held that ‘Wizardness’ in it. He was pretty sure that he could strip that fundamental part away from a person if he wanted, just as he could strip the innate Mind Magic from those who were Mind Mages if he wanted.

Erick let that point drop, though.

For Quilatalap nodded, and said, “Fallopolis and Erick have said what needed to be said about the Wizard, so I have no more words there. But regarding the illustrations above our heads.” Quilatalap gestured at the lightsculptures above. “There is no need to build a dyson swarm, and possibly not until many thousands of years and normal population growth has happened. There’s not even truly a need to explore new worlds, beyond ensuring that if catastrophe should befall Veird that we have a backup.

“But there’s already lots of world here, on Veird; a hundred Surface’s worth, beneath the Surface. This planet has room for a trillion people. And that’s not even counting possible spaces like inside Fairy, or inside Benevolence, which will also one day encompass all of Veird’s space. All we have to do is increase population, teach real magic, and trim the Script to hinder the outbreak of wars while simultaneously clearing out some long-standing monster infections. There is literally no need to go rushing off into space when we have so many problems we could be solving right here, at home.” He added, “And, if we ever do need more space, because we have the people and mana generation to support that need, then we can make a new layer of the Surface and expand the Script upward and outward. It’s not a ‘billion Surfaces’, but it’ll be more than enough for a long while.” He continued, “And we can do the same for all the other planets of this system, for while [Duplicate] does sequester a tiny bit of mana, as it transforms mana into matter, that sequestering is not a problem when compared to all the other issues that come with widespread [Duplicate].”

Huh!

Erick almost asked Quilatalap exactly how much mana actually got sequestered for every kind of application of [Duplicate], but that would come later.

For now, Erick grinned wide, saying, “Very good points, Quilatalap.” He chuckled a bit, saying, “All good points, and especially about decreasing the number of wars. I’ve been through at least 2 of them already, and I’ve only been on this planet for 2 years.”

Fallopolis asked everyone there, but mostly Erick, “What would you strip from the Script to prevent wars?” She rapidly added, as though it made perfect sense, “Because it is the unearned power of the Script that causes all these terrible inequalities that give rise to places like the Sovereign Cities, and the slave circles of Nergal, and quite a few other places which I am sure that Erick will be clearing out within a decade, if not sooner.”

Erick had known, going into tonight, that they would be having the Big Conversations. He had prepared for a few of them, but mostly he knew he would be winging it. The explanation of the dyson swarm was one of those semi-prepared things. Asking about how he would change the Script? That was also a prepared thing. But…

Erick decided to deflect that particular conversation again. “That’s a conversation that I’m not willing to speak on right now, for it will be simple, yet involved. Perhaps in a few days we can have a real and informed discussion upon that matter.”

Fallopolis smirked. “I also have quite a few words on this subject, so perhaps a taste of what is to come would be warranted. I will go first: Levels and Stats should not exist. Perhaps quantified Mana can remain, but that will change drastically. No one should have any basic spells at all, and no one will be able to buy a spell ‘point’, but you can still gain a few basic spells through Trials of the Dark. These spells will not be spells like [Mend] or [Cleanse]. They will be things more like the Elemental Body starter skills, or perhaps assistance in developing one’s aura. Everything else must be earned yourself, through aura control and true understanding of Shaping and Altering and using the Elements properly. As for the bans… Perhaps the Propagation Ban can remain, but the Infinitesimal and the Dimensional Ban will be removed, and every single Silenced mana and spell and otherwise will be un-boxed. There will be no condensation of any Element down to a single approved version; all the bands of the Script will be released… And I’ll stop there for now.”

Bright Smile looked to Fallopolis, and Erick could tell that her thoughts had turned to the Elemental Fae Band of Intent, and how Fallopolis wanted to release every single fae back into existence.

“… That’s a lot more comprehensive than what I wanted,” Erick said, “But then again I was going to suggest that there be almost no standardization at all, and that every Script be given to the new god of whatever worlds we make so that they can do with those Script as they desire. There would, of course, be some small standardization, if only to allow [Gate] to work the same between every world and for Benevolence to be able to do what it does, and to ensure a baseline level of niceness that comes from the current Script, like with [Cleanse] and Healing Magic and— Well. That’s a large conversation, so we can leave that be for now.”

Fallopolis smirked, and then she full-on smiled, grinning wide and laughing. “We’ve got soooOOOooO much to talk about, Wizard Flatt! So much different than last year, with all its combat and trials of strength, but who knows! We might get a trial of strength this year, too. Maybe even some combat!”

Erick chose to go with the flow, in an attempt to divert the flow to something calmer. “Perhaps some contained and somewhat safe trials, though I would prefer that we leave the warring to another place and time entirely.”

“Ahhh~! Fallopolis sighed, happy as could be. “I’m sure something can be done in that direction.” She stood up, casually. “And that’s enough talking for now! Let’s go do some hard drugs! Care to join me? Anyone? Have you ever tried darkweed, Erick? You should!”

Erick passed, though he did not give a specific excuse because his excuses would have filled half an hour of talking. Quilatalap, though, went for it, joining Fallopolis at the drug bar, where Farix, still wearing normal clothes, began laying out offerings for anyone to partake. Erick had no idea how he felt about that, so he chose to ignore his mixed feelings, mostly, because after all, Quilatalap had known Fallopolis for at least 400 or some odd years.

He knew what he was doing.

Erick was the youngster, here. Erick was the one that was stepping in the realm of giants, and trying to be a giant himself.

… Huh.

Aisha and Zolan remained by the alcohol bar with Volaro, the three of them in a deep telepathic discussion about something. Erick would have told them to cut that out and to speak openly, because it was highly rude to speak telepathically when at a party like this one. But Quilatalap and Fallopolis soon got to talking with Aisha and Zolan and Volaro anyway, with Farix interjecting as he wished and [Telepathy]s ending as soon as Fallopolis opened her mouth, so Erick didn’t need to get involved there.

Erick’s people knew how to act around Shades, so Erick had no idea why he was even concerned about that at all. He was simply generally worried, he supposed.

He was also sitting right beside Bright Smile, though, so he had a bunch of his own concerns to work through. They had sat in silence for about twenty minutes now, sipping their drinks as they watched Fairy Moon, Lapis, Goldie, and Queen expand the architecture of House Benevolence all in their own distinct ways. To the east, the south garden of the House was now filled with massive trees, courtesy of Treant, and those trees kept growing.

Everything had changed in the last hour of talking.

The base house was like a sheet cake two stories tall, with mountains in the center going up 500 meters, and with four towers on the corners of the sheet cake. It was white, completely. But now, upon the ‘sheet cake area’, where Erick sat with the initial party and all around the mountains in the center, the roof had transformed into a forest full of old-growth trees. Fairy Moon did that. When Fairy Moon first started casting those spells, the resulting trees had started off as person-high things, made of obvious illusions, but somewhere around meter 10 and 25 in some cases, those illusions had solidified into something real. All the new oak-adjacents, pine-likes, and not-exactly-willows, growing outside of the party area and all across the lower roofs of the house, were probably Fae Magic. The entire sheet cake part of House Benevolence held a forest, and the mountains in the center truly stood out by comparison.

Those ‘mountains’ had changed, too.

For Lapis and Queen had done a lot to those tapered, domed cylinder towers. Arches and pillars and balconies everywhere. Gold trim. Brilliant illumination and deep shadows and carvings of Melemizargo here and there, and people praying in giant relief sculptures, reaching toward suns and sources of power. A waterfall, a pond and a cascading draping of water, and then even more waterfalls. The four corner towers of the House had changed, too, with rotating columns of rainbow light that surrounded them, that slowly rotated around those towers, casting rainbow spotlights straight up into the sky, where that rainbow light struck the edge of the Privacy and vanished.

As Erick looked up at that Privacy, he saw nothing.

A void. Blacker than black.

A darkness held around House Benevolence, blocking out all sights beyond this space.

Somehow, the darkness had encroached all of the Gate District, to stop a few meters away from the edge of the House. Erick’s Nodes still held around the central tower of the House like a crown of glowing spiderwebs, to go up and out, but those lines of light reached a ring of Nodes higher up, near the edge of the black barrier, and then stopped. The Node network had been severed. The House was adrift in a sea of black.

The world beyond the House was still there, though.

Erick looked to Yggdrasil’s eye floating to the side, looking hazier than Erick thought it should look. He sent, ‘Are you still there, Yggdrasil?’

Like a distant child, yelling from two mountains over in an attempt to get his father’s attention, Yggdrasil called, ‘I’m here, father. I can’t hear you well. People are asking about you. The cooking people are concerned. Shadows have surrounded the building in Candlepoint.’

‘I see them through the [Gate] I left inside the House. I’ve already sent an Ophiel through the [Gate] to try and assuage them, for we knew something like this might happen—’

“Oh EriIIIiiiiiiIIIIiickK~!” Fallopolis called, her voice fluctuating wildly as she rested backward against the hard drug bar. A smear of blue dust marred her left cheek, as her white eyes glowed brightly. “It’s MIDNIGHT, and the Dark is here!! Exclamation point, exclamation point, exclamation point! Give us some time, my man! Let’s make this Feast Barrier REAL!”

Erick rapidly sent to Yggdrasil, ‘I’ll talk to you soon, okay? You be good now! I’ll be good, too. Love you!’

‘Love you! See you soon, father!’

Erick stood up, Ophiel flying away, getting into formation all around the House.

And then Erick had Ophiel begin casting [Node of the Renewing Undertow] all around the House, next to the black barrier surrounding the land like they were weaving a web of light.

Erick explained, “I’ll first fill this sphere of black with a nice Node Network of tiny stars, and constellations.”

Which is what he then did. Erick summoned full-mana Ophiels when they ran out of mana, and then he sent them flickering around the place, setting tiny shadowed stars into the sky, while Erick willed those stars to attach to their neighbors. Gradually, and then faster than Erick thought it would happen, night retreated, a woven sphere of light formed around the House, right in front of the utter darkness beyond. With a hundred lines of light, Erick attached that sphere of light to the lines coming off of the center of the House, creating a woven crown of brilliance as he temporarily repaired this part of the Node Network.

He also sent Ophiel through the [Gate] in the House, to the cooking building in Candlepoint, where he did the same sort of surrounding web. As soon as he did that the shadows around that cooking building solidified, fully shutting off the world beyond that space, too. With half of his attention, Erick spent a good minute talking to Atalle Slipstream and all the other gathered Cooks to assure them that everything was still going as planned. Everything was on schedule. Those words helped some of the people there, but most of them, like Atalle, were already perfectly fine; they were used to being around powerful people, and while the circumstances of tonight were some of the most dangerous they had ever faced, they had been in this general situation before. And anyway, fighters generally tried to spare the cooks; capturing them was much more likely.

With the Node Network reformed around the House, and the off-site kitchens, Erick began casting [Expandable Hasted Shelter]s along that outermost weave of connected Node spaces—

A few things happened all at once.

Mostly, the magic bucked out of Erick’s control.

A hundred Shelters, a mere fraction of the number needed to actually inundate the House with Hasted Time, began to expand in a way they should not have been able. Thick Time washed into the House’s area, rapidly accomplishing Erick’s goal of filling the space with a million manas worth of Time a lot sooner than he had planned.

Erick never got a chance to create the same sort of arrangement around the cooking station down in Candlepoint, and he didn’t need to. He had already placed a [Gate] between that cooking station and inside the House, but somehow, that [Gate] broke, and every single person whom Erick had organized to provide food for the Feast, along with all their assorted food stuffs, were suddenly blipped back into their restaurants inside the House itself.

Atalle Slipstream and her people were back at the Saucery. Donny and his people were back at the M Eatery. Lisa was back at her Dessert Counter, along with all the other Pastry Cooks that Lisa employed.

Erick had no idea what had actually happened, but he had a guess; all the Cooks had all been exposed to some sort of Spatial Magic that had moved them onto a different path in life, one where Erick had decided for them to all remain inside the House, as opposed to setting up a secondary location where they could be kept safe from most of the larger events of the Feast. All of the food was inside cold containers and all the cots and beds of the Cooks and all the special, fancy cutlery for the Feast, had been relocated to the House, as though the House had been the base of cooking operations this whole time.

Erick blamed Melemizargo for that adjustment.

The Dark Dragon of Magic also had something to do with the Darkness around the House and the Node light weave transforming, for sure.

All that space that Darkness had dominated had transformed into a fantasy night, made of blues and purples and nebulae and galaxies. The House looked like it floated among the stars, and all the universe lay outside, within sight, if not also within reach. It was a very good illusion. It had depth. Very artistic, too; all darkly rainbow, and prismatic shadow.

It was beautiful, really. Erick appreciated it, even though he didn’t appreciate how it had happened. But whatever.

Erick was already testing out the Time differential by having an Ophiel cast a simple [Cleanse], and then have him keep trying until he cast the spell again, to test how many seconds transpired here per Script Second out there—

Ah.

Erick looked to Fallopolis, unamused as he said, “20 seconds per Script Second, Fallopolis. This is a real Feast Barrier, exactly like the one at last year’s Feast.”

Fallopolis cheered loudly and happily. “I knew you had it in you! But we’ve only got half a night instead of a full night, like we should. Only 5 days!” And then she used the back of her hand to hide half of her mouth as she spoke in a loud stage whisper, clearly meant for everyone to hear, “It’s okay! You can do better next time and My God won’t have to help so much.”

“I planned for 3 days of food. We might not have enough for 5.”

“Pish posh obl-de-gosh!” Fallopolis said, “I’m sure we can get enough food for all of us! With all your talk of [Duplicate] I’m sure you already have an answer to our problems! Perhaps that wrought over there has [Duplicate]! You know they all have [Duplicate], right?”

Bright Smile, Volaro, and even Zolan whipped toward Aisha, wondering if she truly did have that magic. Quilatalap and Farix looked her way, too, but their looks were subdued. Aisha would have paled if she had blood. As she did not have blood, she just stood there, her iridescent silver body reflecting the myriad stars and lights all around.

Erick said, “Most wrought do not have [Duplicate], as far as I know.”

Fallopolis grinned, adding, “Then I suppose your own [Duplicate] will have to suffice.”

Bright Smile and Volaro whipped toward Erick. But Aisha did not, and neither did Quilatalap. And neither did Zolan, actually! Farix just grinned. Bright Smile and Volaro all saw Quilatalap’s and Aisha’s and Zolan’s reactions, and then they looked closer at Erick. And then it clicked for them.

Not only did Erick have [Duplicate], but Quilatalap and Aisha and all the Shades already knew that Erick had [Duplicate].

For Erick, finding out that Zolan knew that he had [Duplicate] was something of a revelation, too, for apparently someone had told him, or perhaps Erick wasn’t as crafty hiding that spell as he had thought he had been. Maybe Kirginatharp told him.

Whelp!

Secrets spilled out everywhere.

Fun.

Quilatalap spoke up, “I can copy some food, too.”

This third revelation of that spell was too much for one person.

Bright Smile shuddered and then waterfalled the rest of her drink, muttering, “Every person of power has that fucking spell but us.”

Erick said to Bright Smile, “This entire world runs on the controlled use of [Duplicate], so yes, that is true. You’ll probably get the spell eventually, if you prove yourself as a person of power and as capable of wielding that power properly. You don’t see me fucking up the economy through anything but services, right? No. [Duplicate] is for the critical functioning of Veird, only.”

Zolan had some sort of odd, silent approval happening to him as he heard Erick speak, while Volaro contemplated his existence and Aisha looked vindicated.

Bright Smile frowned, and then she gave a curt nod.

Fallopolis moved right along, declaring, “It’s time for the opening song, Erick! You’re up! Dragon form too, yes yes yes.”

The universe outside of the House seemed to shift. Darkness stepped forward from everywhere and nowhere, and the light dimmed, like at the start of a show.

Erick said, “I’m not doing this in dragon form.”

Fallopolis stressed, “Are you suuuuuure? You’re among friends here! What’s the worst that could happen!”

Erick studied the pretending-to-be-inebriated woman for a long moment. She was pushing for Erick to sing in his dragon form, yes, but why? Because she knew what his form looked like, obviously. But she was pushing too much. Erick was willing to go with the flow in order to facilitate an atmosphere of congeniality, but what she was asking for was beyond acceptable.

So Erick said, “Though I feel I might be appreciative of everyone’s contributions to this Feast, I also feel that I have planned this party reasonably well, and that this multi-day event is going to host more than enough intrigue that we don’t need to add that to the list.”

Fallopolis leaned back, grinning. Amused.

She said nothing else.







- - - -







Erick stood surrounded by flickering lightning at the top of House Benevolence. The crown of Node lines rose up, all around the exterior of the House, linking to the nebulae and the starscape overhead. After a moment of thought, and centering, Erick looked down at the glass roof of his throne room, where white and rainbow light played in ways light should not play at all, and shadows danced.

With a small voice, the Wizard asked the Darkness, “In English, or the translated version?”

The Darkness whispered back, “Translated and shifted to relevancy for the public; original English for me only.”

Erick raised his head. He would use his adjusted song, then. It wasn’t much different from the original, but it did have a few parts changed around. ‘Neon light’ had no real equivalent on Veird, what with neon being harsh lines of light inside glass tubes that spoke of dingy bars or high class gambling places and advertisements of all sorts, but people understood ‘wardlight’, and that phrase sort-of had the same connotation. ‘Cobblestone’ didn’t really work on Veird, either, for instead of ‘roads made of difficult-to-walk-upon stone, which constantly rattled everything that went over it’ and ‘old horse roads in old neighborhoods’, Veird simply had plain stone roads made with [Stoneshape]. But those were minor things compared to what it took to make the song sound good in a completely different language.

Erick had needed to take apart the whole thing and put it back together again, but, in the end, Simon and Garfunkel had created something that echoed all the way over here on Veird, in a way that was too relevant to call it anything but an act of Establishment Wizardry. The parts about ‘silence like a cancer grows’ and ‘a stab of light split the night’ and all that stuff about ‘prophets’, all had relevancy here on Veird.

The Silences of the Script.

The opening of Melemizargo’s eyes in the dark.

Wizards, making new magics, only to have them Silenced in Forgotten Campaigns.

And all of that wasn’t even touching upon the deep meaning in the very first line of the song; of what all that meant with Erick bringing [Reincarnation] to Veird, and people calling him Xoat, the First Wizard, and how the First Wizard had been taken apart by the Darkness in order to create the First Cosmology...

Erick had trained for this, working out his voice inside some [Fairy Stronghold]s and underneath some deep Privacys. He was ready. And so, with a thought, Erick stepped past the crown of light, to stand in the air, in the swirling Darkness.

“Hello Darkness my old friend, I’ve come to talk with you again…”







- - - -







Zolan’s entire body went cold as he listened to translated words and watched the nebulae starscape all around the House go completely Dark. The whole space turned black. Zolan was completely alone in the middle of nothing as he listened to a song speak of Silences.

He wished to unhear those words.







- - - -







Quilatalap’s eyes went wide. His breath stilled.

Ah, he thought.

This was bigger than I thought it was going to be.

He had heard all the stories about Xoat, of course. He had even joked once with Erick about those very same stories. But here Erick was, singing a song from Erick's own childhood that had too much relevancy to his situation.

… But then again…

Any song could be relevant to any situation, if the society creating those songs was advanced enough, and enough songs had been created. Perhaps Erick had simply picked at random this particular song to sing to Melemizargo back when he fell to Veird with his daughter, because it did neatly fit those initial circumstances. But from what Quilatalap had heard back when he was in Ar’Kendrithyst working at the Armory with the Shades, and then afterward…

Erick had only ever sung the first part of the song.

Based on what Quilatalap was seeing with the Darkness all around, that tracked.

For Erick rapidly arrived at new parts of the song, the Darkness focused, and Quilatalap truly began to reconsider all those rumors of Xoat…











- - - -







Aisha felt something shift inside of herself as she listened to her king sing. She was worried, but also frightened, and that was about the extent of her ability to discern her own emotions. Everything was too chaotic. Everything was too weird.

One thought centered Aisha rather well, though.

This was Wizardry of a different sort. Something solid. Something that had already happened, long ago. As Erick sang and Aisha watched all the mana all around, the mana listened, yes, but it did not trigger. It did not cascade into something new.

Nothing was building.

Nothing was growing.

She did not suspect that there would be any magic happening because of this; that had been her major concern when she foresaw Erick singing here, tonight. But now they were here, and the song was happening, and the mana was simply listening.

The Darkness was listening. Listening intently, for sure, but that was it.

Hopefully.







- - - -







Bright Smile watched as Erick hovered in the black sky and sang a well-practiced song of blasphemy, while Ophiel accompanied him with similarly well-practiced sounds of stringed instruments.

Yup, she decided.

She was not going to involve herself with him if she could help it. She was already too close to him, considering she was the head of a House of Ar’Cosmos, and they would absolutely be working together on something or other in the future. Probably a lot of things, actually.

Bright Smile had a lot of sudden thoughts in her head as she watched Erick sing.

Somewhere among the song, she wondered why Erick was so reluctant with his dragon form. It was a mystery that she didn’t care for, though, so she mentally marked it to revisit when new information became available. For now, she ignored that mystery in favor of listening to what was turning out to be a rather uncomfortable song.

Bright Smile would need to ask someone about this song. From looking around at the faces of Fallopolis and Farix, and the faces of all the other Shades, and even Fairy Moon, all of whom had returned to the party area when Erick began…

For them, this was amazing, but for Bright Smile, this song felt like a harbinger of doom.

Why would anyone ever call the Darkness a friend? Who would ever do such an idiotic thing?!

… Erick, apparently.







- - - -







Melemizargo watched.

The Dark listened.

A mess of emotions and memories and power flowed throughout the world, in the shadows below candles, between the light and the wax. On the other side of closed doors. Inside old potions left in the far back of storage rooms, where mana crystallized and creation changed over time. In the depths of caverns not seen by mortal eyes in an age. Upon the air flowing across dark roads, where fountains of light illuminated old pathways where commerce used to flow, but where there was now only shadow, and silence.

An ache born of desire began to grow inside the Darkness. A need for something unknowable, but which had not always been that way.

And then Erick stopped. Ophiels raised their own voices in an ending.

And then the song was over.

And Melemizargo felt…

Bereft.







- - - -







Erick finished. Ophiels sang out the final notes of the song.

And then came silence.

The sky remained dark.

The lights slowly came back on. The nebulae beyond the Feast Barrier returned, like clouds of glitter in the space far, far beyond the boundary of this party. Galaxies swirled into being. Stars glittered upon the deep. There was no clapping. There was no fanfare.

With a lightstep, Erick returned to the initial party area, where Volaro stood behind his alcohol bar and no one stood behind the drug bar. Zolan and Aisha stood together near Volaro. Fairy Moon stood beside Bright Smile, at the table where Erick had cast dyson swarm designs into the air.

Quilatalap grinned, happy as could be.

… All the Shades stood to the side of the gathering. Six of them kneeled to Erick, their eyes closed, though some, like Goldie, only took a single knee. Fallopolis did not kneel or lower her eyes at all. She simply breathed as she took in the sight of Erick, while wet lines of white light, like tears, rolled down from her bright gaze. Where those tears dried, was black soot. Where those tears fell, turned dark.

Fallopolis had too much emotion in her voice to hide it all, but she tried to be professional, saying, “A wonderful performance, Erick, though it might be for the best if that song is never sung again. It has done enough, for remembering is not always a good thing. Still, though… As Queen did last year when she hosted, you have opened the Feast well with your own song. Thank you.”

Erick nodded, then spoke to everyone, “The band will relocate into the atrium and so will the party, for the Cooks of House Benevolence have already prepared a real meal for us to enjoy. The format is food and music and light conversation for an hour or two, and then that is the end of the first day. Presentations start tomorrow.”









- - - -







Bright Smile had a lot of thoughts as she ate quite a fantastic meal inside the House, alongside Shades and a Wizard and a Necromancer.

As the night finished without any dangers of any kind, except for the political, Bright Smile lay in bed, pretending to sleep. Her own thoughts kept her awake more than the worry of Shades, though.

Upon hearing that Erick had had [Duplicate], she had created a few hastily constructed plans to grab that magic for herself, but that was simply her greed roaring at her, telling her to take what she could. But she was more than her instincts. She was a ruler. She would be an empress. Controlling her greed was important, and especially here at the Feast. She had not imagined that the Shades would dangle such a tempting target right in front of her so soon, but that was foolish on her part. Of course the Shades would do something like this.

But Erick had countered them rather well.

Erick had said himself: Bright Smile would gain this power if she proved—

Ugh. She couldn’t even complete that thought without rebelling against herself.

‘Proved herself’ to ‘gain their favor’. Fuck them all. The wrought, the gods, Melemizargo, the Shades, and especially Oceanside. Maybe even Erick, too. Like what the fuck. What had that been! ‘You don’t see me fucking up the economy of Veird’. Cowshit. That’s literally all that that man —that Wizard— had ever done. Fucking up the economy would continue to be a major part of Erick’s actions going forward…

… But he hadn’t fucked up the economy through releasing gold and plunging the markets into turmoil.

Which he could have done.

All Erick actually used [Duplicate] for was to expand the options of the world. This Gate Network was only the largest part of that change…

What would Bright Smile do if she got [Duplicate]?

Technically, Ar’Cosmos already had [Duplicate]. Bright Smile almost wondered if Erick had forgotten that fact, but no. He probably didn’t. How much had he been told? Maybe not much. The problem with Ar’Cosmos’s [Duplicate] was that they had extracted that spell from Kirginatharp’s Book Binders several times over the last thousand years, and only a few extractions had worked, but even so, ‘worked’ was up for debate. One of those successful extractions had gone to Inferno Maw, but that was a national secret, and the head of House Death could only use that magic on one item every month, otherwise that [Duplicate] spellwork would break inside of his soul.

That’s how all the other [Duplicate]s of Ar’Cosmos had broken. Overuse. Stolen spellwork did not work for the secondary user as well as it should, which caused ‘overuse’ to be a problem in the first place. Normally, people could use their Script-given spells once every second, in the case of Instant magic, but stolen magic? Or. Well. Magic stolen through imperfect draconic Wizardry, anyway…

Dragon-stolen magic didn’t work very well.

But if Bright Smile got [Duplicate]… A real working copy, for herself…

Bright Smile had not smiled much since arriving here at the Feast. Not even for days prior, when she truly understood that, yes, she was going to be Fairy Moon’s plus-1. That truth of her failed namesake did not change upon hearing of the closeness of a real [Duplicate], for Bright Smile knew that if she got [Duplicate] she would make a bed of gold for herself and then crash an economy or three, just because she could...

Or, at least, that’s what she wanted to do. Perhaps if she truly got [Duplicate] then she could restrain that part of herself. She knew she could not stop herself from indulging a little… And perhaps that was the problem. Even if she kept her [Duplicate] uses to, as Erick had said, critical structural functioning of Veird, she would still try to indulge a little.

And yet…

Bright Smile thought about the use of platinum in the early Gate designs, and how, with this new information, that was clearly Erick using [Duplicate]… Maybe. Probably. He had gotten that metal from the wrought, though, so at least the wrought had used [Duplicate], which yes, of course they did. Someone had used [Duplicate] somewhere along the line to facilitate the creation of the Gate Network, and yet, Erick had still worked to make iron function as a magical item, eliminating that need for [Duplicate]. He had risen above that spell.

And then he had risen even further. He had originally planned for a runic web to take up the Gate District, to empower all his magics and all his Gates, so that he didn’t need to empower them all individually. He still used runic webs for the Gates themselves, which was probably never going to change. Bright Smile had trouble seeing how he could ever make a physical Gate without making a physical Gate, but he had made his Node Network to eliminate the need for the larger runic web.

And now that larger runic web supported all of the Greater Candlepoint Area.

Maybe he could even eliminate the need for a physical Gate, too?

Bright Smile had done a lot of innovation in her time as head of House Carnage. From revamping the guard system, to clearing out corruption in the Rotunda, to bringing in new book keeping and security measures everywhere. But if she had had [Duplicate], would she have bothered to ensure that money got spent where it should be spent? Would she have bothered with eliminating the excesses and drains of some of her captains?

… No.

Hmm.





















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patrons HAVE THE END OF BOOK 7 + epilogue

Thanks for reading.

(AFTER BOOK 7, RR WILL HAVE A 3 WEEK BREAK (JUST LIKE PATREON) UNTIL THE START OF BOOK 8)

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



215, 1/2


                “Yesterday was really good,” Erick said, as he fixed his hair in the mirror. He turned back to Quilatalap. “Aside from the weirdness after the song.”

Quilatalap paused for a moment, thinking. It was a very deep thought, and more than likely it was a series of deep thoughts that tangled up inside of the big man, and then got more tangled with every passing moment. Erick could see the distress on Quilatalap’s face as he came to a conclusion, but struggled with how to express that conclusion.

Erick waited. He considered giving Quilatalap another opening to take, to allow him to express his feelings, but no. Erick had given the guy enough openings. For now. He had been waiting for Quilatalap to say his words for several hours, ever since the song ended, and dinner came and went, and the two of them went to bed in the same bed—

Quilatalap blurted, “You’re everything that the Clergy has been looking for ever since the Sundering.”

“… Ah. That’s what you didn’t want to say last night, wasn’t it?”

“I needed some time to think; yes.” Quilatalap seemed like he was lining up all his thoughts to hit Erick all at once with all of them, which was likely exactly what was happening. And then Quilatalap looked away, and began speaking, gesturing with his hands as he said, “Because it was weird. Overly so. I keep imagining that you picked out a song from your childhood that fit the situation, but it fit the situation too well. And now you’re here, a Paradox Wizard, with Benevolence lightning as your major power which looks an awful lot like Primal Lightning. Last night you even spoke of that dyson swarm thing...

“The scale you spoke of got me thinking of the scale of the Old Cosmology.

“It used to be said that there were uncountable worlds in the Old Cosmology. But real estimates put the number of worlds at something like a billion billion, give or take several million trillion. The distances between worlds was like from here to the sun, which is—

“… It’s not as much as there is in your one home galaxy, to hear you tell it— And yes. I know you were just giving estimates when you told me those numbers, but...

“I don’t have to do any actual math at all to know that this New Cosmology is on a whole different scale than the Old Cosmology.

“Which means the New Cosmology is larger than the Old Cosmology, and by a lot. Whether that ‘a lot’ is on the order of hundreds of times over, or a trillion trillion times over…

“Was the Old Cosmology just a dyson sphere? A particularly advanced sphere? Several hundred thousand dyson spheres? In some spiral arm of some ‘milky way’ somewhere?

“But. No. That’s impossible, right? Everything I’ve seen tells me that this is impossible, but functionally, does it matter? I’m not sure I know what the Old Cosmology really was anymore, only that it did exist, and then it stopped existing due to Primal Lightning creating Yawning Voids…

“Which, looking at it another way…

“A lightning-like force creating mana drains, like the Undertow Effect.”

Silence stretched.

And Erick felt a twinge of panic.

Quilatalap continued, “Are you Xoat? Or are you the cause of, and end to, the Old Cosmology, as well as the creation of this New Cosmology? For us, anyway? Did the Old Cosmology even exist? Or did you will it into existence? But no. That makes no sense either. The Old Cosmology existed, for sure.

“So is the problem I’m having… Is it a soul problem?

“Is the nature of the soul something that, when destroyed in one universe, is reborn in another?

“This is a very uncomfortable thought for me, personally.

“I’ve been doing necromancy for a very long time, and I thought that souls do not go to different universes. When a soul finally fully passes on or is ripped apart, or moves into the realms of the gods, the end-process is to become natural mana. It doesn’t go anywhere else. It remains here, or wherever ‘here’ might be, even after it passes the point of easy reconstitution. The gods’ realms are here, just on the other side of creation, just like Ar’Cosmos is, but more. So the souls might transpose into another slice of reality, but they’re still here. They’re still in the mana. Even souls that go on to godly realms still have expressed mana into the world before their soul deaths.

“You can take mana and turn it back into soulstuff, and if you’re very skilled, you can sometimes do some high-tier summoning and bring back something that might look and partially acts and partially remembers the life of its origin-soul.

“So Xoat’s original form, which was the Entire Old Cosmology if you believe in that tale, which I always have, would have been the Entire Old Cosmology. Xoat was still there in the Old Cosmology this whole time!

“And let me tell you this, Erick.

“Back in the Old Cosmology, people had been trying to summon Xoat for as long as there had been people capable of that Ultimate Necromancy. He was the first Wizard Upon Which All The Rest Was Built. The idea that someone had actually done the impossible and brought Xoat back to life was one of the theories behind the Sundering, but such a magic was impossible to work, because—

“Well there was this old tale, about how a lich had taken one of the original worlds —theorized, not actually known— and then transformed that entire plane of several billion people and lands a thousand times the size of Veird, into a person. That ‘person’ rapidly became an insane god which then promptly died due to internal stresses. The lich escaped that death and then went on to try again. A council of Wizards stopped the lich the third time he tried it— It’s a long story which doesn’t need to be repeated in full to understand that the creature that the lich created was not Xoat. Both times, the proto-god was composed of all the lifeforms that it was made of. It wasn’t till the Wizard council transformed a barren world, made of equal elemental parts, into a living thing, that the lich’s magic proved, once and for all, that one could not summon Xoat; that elemental confluence of a barren rock that the Wizards had raised turned into a primordial elemental which had no—

“Long story short: Thanks to those experiments and a hundred thousand smaller proofs, we know that any part of the Old Cosmology, when turned into life, would revert to thought-patterns and soul-patterns reminiscent of the chronologically-nearest lifeform that created the mana that composed that matter.

“If you take a life, kill it, use that body to make a new life, kill it, then use that second body to try and [Resurrection] the first body, it doesn’t work. That particular experiment is very, very involved, but that was the gist of it all—

“Anyway!

“The Sundering happened, and all the Old Cosmology fell through the Yawning Void, into this New Cosmology…

“Would that old experiment to summon Xoat actually work, now that the Old Cosmology was back to being… Not the Cosmology? Now that all existence had been scrubbed from that land?

“Completely possible! Maybe. Maybe the Old Cosmology collapsed enough to allow such a thing!

“Possible, and yet astronomically large odds against such a happenstance.

“And let me tell you that I have gained a large appreciation for that term since your dyson sphere idea. ‘Astronomically large’. Experience in one’s Status only goes to-the-21, but the size of the volume of the sphere of the Veird system goes a lot higher.

“Xoat’s soul somehow falling to some unknown world in this New Cosmology, and then coming together into a whole? Absolutely unbelievable.

“And yet…

“We have the [Reincarnation] spell, which you made, which takes the smallest part of a person’s true soul and remakes them from that smallest part.

“But why did such a thing not happen here? On Veird?

“Or maybe such a thing could only happen outside of Veird, where the Script does not control the mana?

“And so, maybe that is why you were born on Earth, and that it took 1500 years for that to happen. And maybe… Maybe the reason you have your lightning is because the Sundering left an impossible mark on you, too, just as it did for everyone else who survived the Sundering. Maybe that mark survived even through your own [Reincarnation].” Quilatalap finally got all of his words out, his hands calming down as he finally looked to Erick, saying, “And now, you came back to Veird. You came back here as soon as you could, but with your daughter, taking the only part of the New Cosmology you cared about back to the Dark, to here, to what remained of yourself.”

Erick took all that in, watching as Quilatalap made connections that Erick had never made, which the large man then placed in the best possible light. There were so many different ways Quilatalap could have gone with the ‘your lightning looks like Primal Lightning’ idea, and yet, he chose the best one; a version of events that Erick hadn’t even considered.

Quilatalap’s whole splurge of words brought out a lot of uncomfortable maybe-truths, though.

Erick had wondered, with Establishment magic, exactly how deadly he could get with pasts and futures, and thanks to Rozeta asking him why his lightning looked like Primal Lightning, Erick had considered if he could have somehow caused the Sundering. Somehow. Erick, of course, rejected all those ideas, because it made absolutely no sense why he would ever want to cause something as horrible as the Sundering…

But if Quilatalap was right, and if Erick truly was the reincarnation of Xoat, and that the Sundering had left a mark on him, too…

That made a whole lot more sense.

That Erick would try to turn the thing that hurt him into a source of strength made sense… Sort of. A lot more sense than Erick wanting to somehow Paradox the Sundering into happening, anyway. But then again, mana and fae and planars had freely traveled within the Old Cosmology and other universes, so…

Maybe Xoat’s soul had fallen to this New Cosmology just recently, and only now, being reborn, did ‘Xoat’ call to the largest source of mana in the universe, and thus drag himself and his new daughter back to his ‘former home’. Maybe in that calling he had killed the Old Cosmology.

Because after all, what was a mere 1450 years of difference when it came to Paradox magic, and time travel…

And, more than that, even considering this idea, Erick had the distinct impression that he wouldn’t have wanted to be around for post-Sundering Veird. But 1450 years later? Arriving in a somewhat stable time?

… The answer to that was uncomfortable, but it was uncomfortable in the way that Erick could easily tell himself that he would rather have been alive in the 2000’s on Earth, than the -2000’s.

… Would Erick ever want to have caused the Sundering 1450 years ago? In order to bring about the events of today? To make his whole life on Veird, and the life he was planning for in the far, far future?

The future where he made a universe filled with mana and possibilities, where he brought life and hope to his whole ‘New’ Cosmology? Because that’s what it meant to bring mana and [Cleanse] and Healing Magic and eventual immortality to everyone in this new universe. Erick would even bring that power to the alien civilizations that he had never met, but which he would likely meet in the future. Maybe he could even bring all those things back to Earth, eventually, if Earth didn’t blow up before he got there.

… Could Erick have Established the Sundering, killing the uncountable masses, to bring power to even more uncountable masses?

Erick wanted to say ‘No! Absolutely not!’

But the darker parts of his mind looked back to when he was back on Earth, and facing an early grave due to cancer. He had already outlived his own parents, and he was sure that he was going to die of cancer while Jane was living it up at the CIA, committing international crimes on behalf of the United States.

Could he have done something horrible…

Could Erick have done the unimaginable, there in that car ride, in that liminal space where he was raising his daughter, and sending her off, while he died at home, having outlived his time on Earth?

Erick wanted to say that he was better than that awful decision, but if he had always been a Wizard, and if he had accidentally brought them to Veird anyway, if that was truly his fault, then…

Quilatalap looked down at Erick, his eyes worried, his entire self struggling with a crisis of faith, and trying to find the proper explanation for it all. Perhaps searching for an explanation was a fool’s errand, though.

Erick looked up at the beautiful man, saying, “I like your interpretation of events better than the alternatives, but I’m pretty sure that the whole idea of me being Xoat and all that other stuff is all just coincidence. I was raised in a society where lightning was the strongest natural power; our entire world ran on electricity. That’s probably all that connection is.” He shrugged. “And lightning is neat. I made [Call Lightning] long before I learned any particulars of Primal Lightning and the Sundering, and that Undertow and Yawning Void idea is half-assed at best. Drains are some of the best non-violent ways to take down people, but the Sundering was the exact opposite of non-violent.”

For a long moment Quilatalap just looked at Erick. And then he asked/said, “You want to ignore it all, then. All the connections. All the parallels. All the meaning.”

“Absolutely,” Erick said, with perhaps too much force. “What does it change in the end how it happened, Quilatalap?” Erick let some of his fears out, “Either I’m Xoat and it happened as you say it happened, or I’m Xoat, and I caused the Sundering in order to bring you all here for some unfathomable reason, or I’m some random Wizard who was fleeing a myriad death and who wanted to prevent all death, forever more, and thus I came here to Veird where I could do exactly that. And now we have Benevolence and [Reincarnation] and my desire to open new worlds, and make everything better with this newfound power of mine.”

“… Or maybe all of those are true, and it is your right as Xoat to do anything you wish to do with your own body.”

“Even if I were Xoat it would be very wrong of me to be able to do anything I wanted with my own self, especially if other people were using it. And besides! According to your story with the billions-dead-worlds, Xoat wasn’t even conscious. How could he do anything at all? He couldn’t. Not on his own, and certainly not without a whole lot of help, either.”

“Leaving aside the consciousness factor...” Quilatalap gave Erick a Look, saying, “We’ve had the abortion debate before, Erick, when we talked about stuff happening on Earth and I talked about stuff happening on Veird 1450 years ago. I know your true feelings on this.”

“… That’s different.”

“Is it?”

“A difference of scale, yes. It’s different.”

“Let me ask you this, then: Will you eventually return to your idea of going incognito among the people? Will you abdicate your throne once House Benevolence establishes itself?”

“… I will go incognito eventually. Not for a very long time, though. Why?”

“Because while most of the stories about Xoat were how he died and the universe happened, some of those stories are about how Xoat walked among us, doing good things from the shadows, never knowing who he was and yet still doing good all the time.”

“... I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I would prefer not to be laden with all these ideas of what could have happened, because all these theories are impossible to prove anyway. All they do is get in the way of real work. And this is putting way too much weight on stuff that doesn’t matter, because I would absolutely never cause a Sundering! I made Benevolence so that a Sundering never happens again!”

Erick’s words were probably too heated.

But Quilatalap took Erick’s anger in stride, calmly saying, “Because the Sundering marked your soul as much as it marked all of us that remain, and all of those who came afterward. Even after taking 1450 years to come back together, you still did, and then you came back here to Veird to make Benevolence, to prevent all further Sunderings in this entire New Cosmology.”

With a voice filled with quiet bargaining, Erick said, “Reasons and cause and effect literally do not matter, Quilatalap. I’m just a guy, who has a bit of power, who is using that power to do some good. That’s all.”

Quilatalap looked at Erick for a little while.

And Erick waited.

Quilatalap likely had a thousand more thoughts flitting through his mind, but Erick could not and did not want to unravel them all. So he waited, as Quilatalap had a crisis of faith, of purpose, and of the present.

All too soon, Quilatalap stood up a fraction straighter.

Erick waited some more.

“… Well. Okay.” With an air of brightness, Quilatalap said, “Okay! Well. Then let’s ignore all that circumstantial evidence, because what happened before is simply what happened before, and without any hard evidence this way or that, focusing too much on what could have happened might blind us to what actually happened. And besides that, it doesn’t matter anyway.”

Erick felt his heart swell with love, and then he tempered that right back with rationality. Rapidly, Erick ended up in some equilibrium space that veered toward hope, and other nice things, such as a continued relationship with Quilatalap, while he desperately ignored the possible hero/miracle/crisis happening with the big green man right now. Quilatalap seemed to be forcing himself to ignore all of those uncomfortable things, too.

Which was good.

With a calm smile, Erick asked, “Ready for some presentations?”

“I’ll need to make my own. You can go on ahead.”

“… You don’t have to? We’ve already talked about what you’ve done this last year?”

“Sure, but none of the rest know, and I’m rather sure your overseers are still wary of me. A presentation could put their worries to rest.”

“… Okay. Sure?”

Quilatalap smirked. “I’ll catch up with you.”

“… Sure,” Erick said, not sure what else he could possibly say in such a situation.







- - - -







Erick walked alone down the hallway of his private section of the House, for Quilatalap had split off and gone downstairs, to the atrium, to set up in one of the rooms set aside for the presentations. That was probably for the best, for Quilatalap’s thought process regarding Xoat, Erick, the Sundering, and Benevolence, had shaken Erick.

But any more thoughts spent on all of that would be a distraction. He was the host of the Feast and he had work to do.

Ophiels fluttered all around the House, showing Erick that nothing was on fire, and all the people of the House were doing their respective jobs and keeping their heads down, either setting out food or clearing away small messes or cooking in the kitchens. The guests were partaking of the Feast, or setting up presentations, or… Hmm. Flirting with the staff. Erick saw Farix flirt with Cook Donny, but Lapis was at Farix’s side with a quick elbow and a quiet word, and Farix excused himself. Donny excused himself from that situation a second later, once he felt safe enough to do so. The big guy went around a corner and paused, taking a deep breath, before moving on.

Erick moved on, too.

A quick count of people showed that there were a lot more people here than Erick had counted yesterday. The Shade Tower, of which only Goldie was a member until a few days ago, had been transformed from white eternal stonewood and basic niceness, into a fantastically high-class building filled with luxury, and also a secondary section filled with servant-level niceness. In one half of the building there were black carpets running down hallways, four poster beds, and black vases and sculptures of the Dark Dragon on plinths. The other half of Shade Tower was the same normal white flooring and nice lights that Erick had put up months ago. But there were also servants. Some were ghostly, courtesy of Quilatalap, but there were also a lot of real people down there.

Lot of people who had not been there yesterday.

Shadelings of all sorts, from human to orcol to harpy to incani and dragonkin. They all seemed past their initial fugue-state, too, so they weren’t just mindless automatons, but real people. There were also normal people, too. Maybe about 25 people total, all of whom were involved in cooking, or cleaning, or [Fabricate]ing clothes… Making clothes? Yup. Clothes for parties? Probably.

Whatever they were doing was probably fine.

None of the Shades were in residence. Every room given to the Shades was unoccupied, with unseen servants in the process of making up the beds, or completely empty, for the Shades therein had vacated hours ago, or never stayed there at all. Treant’s room looked completely untouched, which was normal for that orcol Shade. He was staying in the grove he had made out of House Benevolence’s southern garden space. A quick look out there showed that the southern gardens were also empty, though the place where Treant had rooted himself for the night had been heavily disturbed, with a void in the dirt where he would have been planted.

Most of the Shades were in the atrium, with only Treant missing… Somewhere.

He’d turn up eventually.

The Cooks and staff seemed to be fine, down there in their rooms located right outside of the atrium, and inside the kitchens already cooking. Breakfast was being served to Queen and Goldie and Hollowsaur now, all of whom sat at the same central table where they had all eaten dinner last night. The three of them seemed to be having a small conversation, which Erick would likely join later if their conversation held past breakfast. A few people had already set up their presentations, and a few presentation spaces were empty. Fairy Moon and Bright Smile were at the presentation rooms located on the second ring of the atrium, beside all the rest, setting up that presentation themselves, with the help of one more.

Volaro was at Ar’Cosmos’s presentation space, talking to them about all that was happening in that space, while a human woman and an incani man cast lightwards into the air, showcasing some sort of presentation about trade, or something. Ar’Cosmos had somehow snuck extra people into the Feast, too, even though Erick had not seen any such people come out of Fairy Moon’s Springtime [Gate] last night. Volaro’s presence was a bit disturbing, though.

Erick almost lightstepped there to interrupt that conversation, to find out what was going on, but he’d discover all of that soon enough.

For now, everything looked okay.

All the various forces of the Feast were located in their own parts of the House, but they all mingled in the atrium in the center. The Shades had their tower. The Cooks and staff had all the lower ring level of the atrium, and all the housing outside of that ring. Ar’Cosmos had Ar’Cosmos’s tower, which was empty of people.

And the people of House Benevolence itself were located here, higher in the central tower, across from the part which held all the office space, at Erick’s part of the House. While he had his rooms closer to the north, Zolan had his rooms to the south, along with a bunch of guest rooms that remained mostly empty. Aisha and Volaro were in two of those guest rooms, and while Volaro was downstairs already, Aisha and Zolan were in Zolan’s common rooms, awake and talking.

Having taken 30 seconds to confirm that the House was not on fire and everyone was getting along, or at least they weren’t killing each other, Erick went to go see his Castellan and his Overseer of Magic. Both Zolan and Aisha looked up in Erick’s direction before he even got to the door, with Zolan looking apprehensive and Aisha telling Erick to come on in, while Erick was in the process of knocking.







- - - -







The Wizard walked into the room.

And Zolan stood strong. A thousand thoughts had been reorganizing in Zolan’s head ever since last night, when Zolan witnessed a horror beyond his imagination. Everything that had come before paled in comparison to the pile of coincidences that slapped him across the face and then stabbed him in the heart a few times, just to be sure that he got the message.

Erick was the reincarnation of Xoat.

Or.

Erick was sent here by Xoat.

Or.

It was all coincidence, and Erick was the same person Zolan had known for the last half a year, and which he had heard of ever since the planar man fell to Veird with his daughter.

… Or maybe there was something else going on, and attempting to assign meaning to all the piled up coincidences was merely Zolan’s way of coping with reality. Zolan had spoken at length with Aisha about all of this, but while he was leaning toward the ‘Xoat is involved somehow’ sort of explanation, they had barely touched the surface of everything that they had seen and heard since the Feast had started. Mostly, Aisha had been shooting down every conspiratorial thought in Zolan’s head, in a way that Zolan had not experienced in well over a hundred years, like Aisha was a teacher and Zolan was a student seeing connections that weren’t there. Which was rather true, in this scenario. Aisha had been a Knowledge Mage for a lot longer than Zolan, and she didn’t need to regain all of her Book Magic after going through a [Reincarnation] like Zolan had.

Aisha did confess that she was worried, too, but she trusted Erick in a way that was hard to put into words.

This led to another deep conversation about trust and their king…

And then the conversation had warped back toward Xoat conspiracies.

Zolan was mainly struck by how much Erick did not look like how Zolan had expected Xoat to look… Not that Zolan ever expected to need to imagine what Xoat looked like in the first place. But Zolan had seen illustrations of that First Wizard. He had heard all the big stories.

But Erick was Erick.

A bit of a goofy smile. A bit of a ‘hidden-power’ sort of look. Ophiel, sitting on his shoulder, was perhaps the only part of Erick which showed off his power. Even when Zolan was in a meeting with the guy, it wasn’t until deep into any of those conversations that Zolan could truly see that Erick deserved to be in those conversations; he certainly never acted powerful or meaningful or deadly. He was not accustomed to the trappings of power, like Kirginatharp, or King Alfonin, or any other ruler of this world.

He was simply Erick.

Sure, in the beginning of this job, Zolan had a bit of reverence for the man. Erick had just come out as a Wizard, and he had brought [Gate] and [Reincarnation] to the world, but now, months had passed, and Zolan dealt with all of Erick’s crazy new magics each and every day…

Zolan’s Knowledge Magic was fully running right now, giving him ample time to assess the situations around him, and so, Erick had yet to walk fully into the room. In that moment Zolan decided that action was better than words right now.

Erick greeted them, and Zolan had said a greeting back, and Aisha said something similar, but pleasantries were unnecessary.

Before the conversation went on past the ‘good mornings’, Zolan asked, “We need a goal for this Feast, sir. I know we spoke of a general goal of ‘no deaths and no ruination’, but we must have some specifics now, and before we rejoin the Feast.”

Aisha briefly looked to Zolan, then she turned back to Erick. “With the reveal of [Duplicate] and that song, a more solid idea for the outcome of this Feast would be prudent.”

Zolan asked, “What is the goal here? What does the world look like when this Feast is over, and what sort of dangers are we to be expected to handle?”

Erick smiled softly, then said, “My goal is that the House looks the same after this Feast is over, as it did before, with nothing changing in the way of short term goals or long term goals. The Greater Candlepoint Area will continue to expand. The Gate Network will expand to Songli, and the Local Area Gate Networks of the Highlands and the Crystal Forest will happen. Trade will occur, and we’ll see that our small parts of the world becomes better than they used to be, and steadily, that change will sweep forward, brought forth by the hands of others who join the cause.”

Zolan and Aisha both got concerned looks.

Zolan spoke his mind, “I ask you not to allow the Shades to live here at this House. Goldie is bad enough. We cannot contain the rest.”

“Of course,” Erick said, “If they have contact with anyone past today, I will ask that they contact me, directly, and don’t involve you or our House at all. After several decades of good behavior and whatnot, that might change.” With a look that could be called forlorn, Erick added, “And I hope they do not press that issue.”

Aisha said, “They will.”

Erick said, “Then I will simply press back.”

Aisha stressed, “Queen is going to involve herself with House Benevolence through our connection to Songli. Lapis is going to want to involve herself through a connection in the Wastelands. Farix is going to come at us through education. I’m not too worried about Fallopolis, Treant, or Hollowsaur, but the other three are going to want to be here in some shape, and Goldie is already here, which already sets a precedent.”

Erick nodded. “I understand and expect all that. I fully expect to get some tertiary connections going with all of them, too, for keep in mind that we must be able to work with everyone, or else they will simply go somewhere else and involve themselves in our business in some indirect way. I would prefer the direct approach.”

“We would be better served with distancing ourselves from the Dark, sir,” Zolan said, “There were too many witnesses to your song to hide it, and so we shall not be doing that, but as your castellan, I must stress that to involve ourselves with the Clergy of the Dark…” Zolan had trouble putting all his thoughts into words, for he knew he only had a short amount of time with Erick, at this critical juncture. Shadow’s Feast was not often a time of great change, but this year, like last, looked to be one of those times of great change. So Zolan simply said, “It does not matter whatever they tell you, and however changed they show themselves to be. They are still Shades. They cannot be allowed to taint this House more than they already have.”

Aisha stood firm. “I agree with Zolan’s assessment. I would add more words, but they are unnecessary; we’ve got a Feast to attend and problems to mitigate.”

For a moment, Erick stood there, watching the world, and also Zolan and Aisha. Erick asked the two of them, “Are you two good? Emotionally, I mean.”

Zolan said, “I am of solid mind, body, and soul. I can handle this, sir, or I would not have volunteered. I must admit that the depth of this year’s Feast is something that I had not expected, but I have a great deal of hope that the issues the Shades have caused, which we uncover here, tonight, will be much more solvable with all of our combined perspectives, instead of with the minimal intelligence we usually get for these sorts of things.”

Aisha softly declared, “As we do every year, we of Rozeta’s faithful will respond with appropriate countermeasures to the dangers we didn’t know existed until after the Shades created them. That doesn’t mean that we should assist them with their Dark work in some sort of effort to mitigate that Dark work. They will twist that assistance into something evil.”

Zolan glanced at Aisha, surprised that she would speak that far against House Benevolence’s stated goal of ensuring some sort of peace between all sides.

Erick stood strong, saying, “The Shades and Melemizargo are not going away, so mitigation is our only viable response. I ask you to see this Feast less as a chance to harm the Shades further, and more as a chance to ensure that their power causes less harm, and more good. I assure you both, though, that I will not be inviting any Shades to live here. I understand that danger full well.”

Aisha seemed mollified slightly. She nodded.

Zolan felt slightly less worried, too.

He was still terrified of what he had seen and heard ten hours ago, when Erick called the Darkness a friend. But that was then. And here, now, with Erick seeming the same as he always was…

Last night was still terrifying.

But Zolan could deal with terrifying. Comparatively, only getting one spell every 20 seconds, thanks to the time differential of the Feast Barrier, was much more worrying. But Zolan had his aura control, and more importantly, he still believed that Erick was still on his and Aisha’s side. They had a Wizard willing to save them if anything went horrible, and they might have even had an archlich willing to bring them back from the dead, if the… Well not ‘the worst’. Death was not the worst thing that could happen around Shades. But it was still a big worry.

Zolan had still never imagined that Erick would speak for the Dark, though. But that’s what it meant to be a living treaty between all people. Zolan admonished himself; the extent that Erick was cozy with the Dark should not have surprised him. A treaty never would have been forged otherwise.

Feeling much better, Zolan had a few more words with Erick and with Aisha as the three of them made their way into the main part of the House, down to the atrium for breakfast…

And a whole lot more.
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Erick left Zolan and Aisha to walk by themselves down to the buffet. They’d be fine together. Volaro should have been with them, but that Carnage dragon orcol was over talking to Bright Smile, on the other side of the atrium, at Queen’s presentation. They had moved on from Ar’Cosmos’s presentation, talking about this and that and they were probably going to visit the other presentations, too. That kind of pissed Erick off. Volaro should should have been with Aisha and Zolan; they were all overseers of House Benevolence, after all. But Volaro had gone off on his own…

Erick wasn’t going to micromanage them that much, he decided. He’d just mentally mark down everything that happened and if it proved to be a problem, then some people would get talked to afterward, and it was kinda ridiculous to expect Volaro, the Carnage Dragon, to not have a lot of remaining loyalties with Ar’Cosmos. For now, nothing was on fire and no one was screaming, so everything was copacetic.

With his eyes on the first presentation, which was simply the closest presentation, Erick walked over to an empty space on the second floor of the atrium which had been filled by a Shade; by Lapis, the Shade of Enchantment. Last year Lapis had showcased how she and a few other Shades, mainly Treant, had taken people from around the world and turned them into Stat trees, using the color of their souls and a bit of Melemizargo’s Wizardry to make them into reinforcing fruits, or New-Stat-granting fruits. Back then, Treant had forced an Intelligence fruit, an apple, upon Erick, and in the Intelligence fugue that had followed, Erick had given himself all the other New Stats because it had seemed like a good idea at the time.

Lapis’s work this following year, after having been Blessed with Empathy, looked to be centered upon the Wasteland Kingdoms and against the Converter Angel. As Erick stepped into that converted business space, with tens of information-filled lightwards and maps and all sorts plotted out with names and places and purposes, Erick wondered, before he read any of it in depth, if he was going to need to deal with some big Quiet War fallout from Candlepoint’s geographically nearest neighbors. The Wall of the Wasteland Kingdoms was only 250 kilometers away, after all.

… Obviously Erick would be dealing with fallout from the Kingdoms over all of Lapis’s actions, but the exact nature of that interaction would be for the future to tell, and Erick couldn’t ask Lapis herself about it right now. Lapis was not in the room.

There was, however, an older incani man of pale red skin and bushy white beard.

The man saw Erick and stepped closer, and then he bowed, and rose, saying, “Welcome, Wizard Flatt. How may I be of service?”

“Greetings. First, who are you, and then, what’s all this.”

Without missing a moment, the older man said, “I am Harriz Greysteel, a retired First Knight of the Kingdoms, a defender of the realms of incani. My current home is the Kingdom of West Bank. King Artotz Rashi is my lord, and I believe you have met Princess Weilux, through her contact and trade with your merchant Zaraanka Checharin.

“I used to oversee the training of recruits for our standing armies but in my advanced age I have moved on to a political post, primarily dealing with potentially catastrophic Quiet War events of all kinds, mostly of a defensive nature. I am here because Shade Lapis has been assisting our nation with the eradication of the Converter Angel Curse and other angelic operations inside of our Kingdoms for the past year, alongside Caizoa of the Black Star. That is the quick version; the larger version is written here in this presentation.”

Erick had a lot of sudden dislike for the man, based on his profession of ‘defender of the realms of incani’, which meant Harriz was deep in the Quiet War, and probably the Forever War, too. But he had come in here expecting something like that, and the man was calm and professional, with no visible anger or apparent desire to influence Erick one way or another. And yes, Erick did know of Weilux and Zaraanka.

Erick said, “I have met Weilux once, in passing, and then once more in an actual meeting, but my castellan is the one who has actually met with her in any real fashion. Based on what I’m seeing here I’ll probably have to make some time to actually attend some of those Wasteland Kingdom meetings soon, though, if all the world calms down enough to let me. Are you capable of speaking on behalf of your people with regard to getting a Gate system setup?”

Harriz relaxed a fraction, his shoulders loosening and his breath evening out. He was glad to broach the topic of Gates. “I am. If possible, we’d be interested in getting a Local Area Gate Network up and running directly inside the Kingdoms. Since we are so close to Yggdrasil, would it be possible to do this? To have Gates in our Kingdoms, directly?”

“In a few months Yggdrasil can certainly do that. Standard rates apply. I won’t be partial to any Quiet War shit, but I am more than willing to support the Kingdoms with a LAGN. Details to be worked out later. I imagine that you’d want to start trading with Songli, too, considering they’re not a part of the Quiet War, and with Stratagold, of course. For those shipments you’d have to go through Candlepoint, along with every other sort of world-wide trade.” Erick gestured to the presentation, asking, “So what has Lapis been doing in the Kingdoms, or rather… What have the Kingdoms been doing? Is there a difference?”

The conversation was moving fast, and Harriz kept up well.

“A great difference, but it started off as Shade Lapis working undercover to root out all the influences of the Angels.” Harriz gestured to the first part of the presentation, on the left side of the room near the door, saying, “She came to us under the guise of a Soul Mage to assist with Seeing and diagnosing the angelic taint, working closely with Black Star Caizoa, though only Caizoa knew that Shade Lapis was a Shade at the time...”

Harriz explained the events of the past year, and Erick listened. There were a hundred details to remember, most of which might not have been true, but the general shape of Lapis’s time in the Wasteland Kingdoms was easy enough to see.

After Last Shadow’s Feast, Caizoa went searching for angel-afflictions with her Black Star of Koyabez. She found many afflicted people, all rather quickly. One of those afflicted people was Princess Dinabez of West Bank, fourth in line to the throne (Princess Weilux was second in line to the throne, Erick recalled). But Caizoa had no way to deal with those afflictions, which was when Lapis stepped forward, under the guise of an unknown incani Soul Mage.

What followed was a lot of tension between Lapis’s persona, Caizoa knowing who Lapis was anyway and choosing not to out her, the rapid purifying of many people’s souls of the angel taint, and a whole bunch of inter-Wasteland incidents, once the depth of the Converter Angel’s infection became truly known. Erick had been there, with Ophiel, for some of that, back when he was keeping tabs on that development. But once the initial problems got contained by Caizoa, and King Rashi’s powerbase was no longer being undermined by angelic interests, Erick was able to step away, and Caizoa was able to go on her crusade against the angel infection on her own (With Lapis helping in the background). Which is exactly what Caizoa did. Since the Black Star could find targets anywhere in the world, and Caizoa used that capability to find every single angel-infected person the world over.

All the while Erick had been walking the Worldly Path, the reason he didn’t see many angel-infected people was because Caizoa and the Kingdoms were ripping those infected people out of their lives, fixing them, and then putting them back. Even in the angel-aligned places of the world like the Greensoil Republic, and the Sovereign City of Pearl, Caizoa and her people went to work, extricating people from their lives, cleansing them, and then returning them. There were many, many different plots against the Wasteland Kingdoms that Caizoa and King Rashi uncovered and foiled, and many almost-wars that happened due to how they chose to solve that issue. Soon enough, due to their actions, the angels were in full retreat. The Converter Angel had retreated to the moon Celes.

But the only reason Caizoa and the Kingdoms were able to fight back against that taint was due to that Soul Mage, at the beginning; Lapis made this counter offensive possible.

It didn’t happen every time Lapis helped remove the angelic taint from someone important, but many times, Lapis got a plus-1 to her ‘Repent Sinner!’ quest, issued by the confluence of Rozeta and Erick’s own [Blessing of Empathy]. That Quest required her to repent for 101 years, and do 1001 good deeds. It was not an exact Quest, though, since only a few soul-cleanings got her a plus-1.

When Lapis tried to save people, on purpose, for the needs of the Quest, the Quest did not update. When she saved someone because they needed saving, she got a Quest update. Mostly. This was not a sure thing. Infuriatingly, the Quest did not seem to have any set parameters at all, which made Lapis think that the Quest was personally overseen by Rozeta, or more likely Koyabez, though all of that was simple conjecture, without any evidence in any particular direction.

The depth of the angelic infection within a person also had something to do with the Quest update, but so did the social and organizational position of the person who had been infected. A deep infection in a random person sometimes gave completion, while a light infection in the general of an army always gave completion, but a light infection in a random person usually gave nothing, while a light infection in a high ranking soldier usually gave something. Knock-on effects had an outsized, completely unpredictable role in the nature of Quest completion, too. One random person in a managerial position and a very weak infection in Eidolon’s shipping district gave Lapis a point, even though she expected nothing.

Lapis was currently sitting at 278-out-of-1001 good deeds done. Tomorrow, if things held how she expected them to hold, then she would get a 1-out-of-101 years marker, too.

Because of the ousting of the angels, the many knock on effects, and Caizoa’s strict unwillingness to progress the Quiet War when she clearly had the capability to do so (Erick felt this was due to the Black Star telling her not to do more, otherwise it would kill her, though he did not voice this objection), the Wasteland was currently experiencing a near-renaissance of ease of life, and international relations. Retired First Knight Harriz did not use that term ‘renaissance’, but from the various Kingdoms suddenly not needing to worry about invasion, to instead be able to devote resources to building and expanding, and enjoying life, ‘renaissance’ was close enough to being true that that’s what Erick mentally called it.

And then the presentation was over, and Shade Lapis stepped out of the shadows, adding, “Though your own actions have likely caused much more stability than my own, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick turned a pleasant attention to the dark skinned, androgynous woman. “Don’t sell yourself short, Lapis. I’ve been waiting for the Converter Angel to cross paths with me for a long time so that I may eliminate that lingering threat, but it looks like you’ve pressured that turmoil back to their moon.”

Lapis allowed herself a small grin. “A complete cessation of the Quiet War will never happen, but through our efforts we can make it as quiet as possible.”

“Hopefully.” Erick asked, “What are your plans going forward?”

“If I were to interact more with the demonic side of the Forever War I would be working on their side of the Quiet War, so I will not be doing that. After some final touches to ensure nothing will fall apart in my absence, I plan on leaving to the Underworld, to assist with ensuring the viability of long term enchantments on various failing states.” Lapis said, “One of my final acts of repentance in the Wasteland Kingdoms was to bring Harriz Greysteel here to the Feast, to make this introduction between you and the incani Kingdom of West Bank.”

Erick gave a tiny nod to the man who he had spoken with for the last half an hour, saying to Lapis, “Seems like a decent fellow; I’m sure we’ll talk more later.”

Harriz had stepped away from the conversation as soon as Lapis had shown, but at being included, he did a small bow in acknowledgment of being heard, and then he stepped away from the conversation again.

And then Erick turned back to Lapis, asking, “How did you find my daughter’s sword? What was your purpose in giving it to her like that?”

Erick had gone into this conversation wanting to keep certain parts of his life separate from the rest, but now that Lapis was finally in front of him, he could not help himself. The words just came out. While he kept the implied danger out of his voice, he still made the implicit threat, even though he tried not to.

Lapis understood the threat.

Which was probably why she had kept herself away from Erick until after her presentation was over.

Without worry at all, Lapis said, “The Well of Souls that existed inside the crystal tower of Brightwater, where Melemizargo’s Heart lay beating, cannot be destroyed, for attempting to destroy that location is like attempting to destroy the low parts of a valley, where rainwater gathers. When the Soul Slime captured that instantiation of the Dark Heart, the Well moved to a new location. I was drawn to that new location by the Dark, and there, I found your daughter’s sword in the small, black waves at the edge. This was two months ago. I still had work to do at the Kingdoms and I was not about to hand the sword off to anyone else, and so, I waited till I would see your daughter again. I suspected that meeting would happen here, since we were already talking about you hosting the Feast all the way back then.

“And so, I delivered the sword to your daughter in a public location so that there would be no subterfuge happening. The Prince destroyed it, though. If he had not, and if she would have accepted my offer to enchant it for her, I would have made it an artifact worthy of her power. Or probably just soulbound it, if that is what your daughter wanted instead, so that she could never lose it again.”

All rather innocuous.

Mostly.

“Soulbound items are those things that came out of Candlepoint the year before last? There’s no trick to them, to cause the shadeling curse, is there, like there is with the New Stats?”

“Attempting to breach the 1 soulbound item limitation would cause problems varying from soul-sickness to gradual soul-death, but other than that, there were no side effects of that particular magic. Outside of specific, difficult, unknown, and purposeful magics, beyond simply using another soulbound stone, breaching that 1-soulbound limit is impossible. If your daughter would have chosen for me to soulbind her sword to her then I would have done so and also warned her of this issue.”

Erick wanted to say that Lapis, the Soul Mage, getting anywhere near Jane and Jane’s soul was a recipe for Lapis’s extermination.

But Jane would absolutely hate him for that; for taking away her agency, for lording his power over her situation, for any number of reasons, all of which Jane would be right to feel. This fact was the only thing that held him back from threatening Lapis more directly.

… And yet, it was his right as Jane’s father to tell people off and to keep her safe.

Luckily, Lapis seemed to understand the threat without it needing to be said.

So, Erick said, “I’d like to know more about soulbinding, but some other time. Based on what I see here and your interest in continuing to assist people in new venues in the Underworld, I’m interested in providing fallback options for you when you’re down there. Possibly even direct assistance with your endeavors, whatever they might be. I will not be accepting any Shades here at the House, but in several years we might be able to work closer. Do you have an idea for how this assistance would happen?”

Lapis’s bright white eyes went wide. “I… Uh. Yes.” She had not expected Erick to approve of anything she had done so now she was floundering. But she was a Shade, and she got herself under control nearly instantly. “I appreciate the offer, Wizard Flatt. I am already purchasing materials through New Brightwater, though, so I am fulfilled at the moment and for the near future. If you wish to contribute to my work then a Gate to New Brightwater would be welcome.”

That suggestion was probably the most reasonable thing that Lapis could have made.

Erick had no trouble saying, “I’ll see about that, though I have yet to see Farix’s presentation and a Gate to New Brightwater is contingent on that meeting.”

Lapis bowed her head.

Erick moved on to the next presentation.
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                Or at least he would have moved on to the next presentation, but apparently Lapis had been the only person who was fully ready for him.

So Erick sat down for breakfast with someone who he had never sat down with before; a ‘general’ of the Quiet War, First Knight Harriz Greysteel. The older man contented himself with a cup of really good breakfast tea, for he had already eaten, while Erick had a cheese pastry and coffee, opting for something light this morning. The two of them sat off-center of the food court floor, well away from anyone else, but fully visible to everyone in the area, which was on purpose.

“I must admit, Wizard Flatt,” Harriz said, his hands placed both stoically and nervously around his teacup, “I am surprised you decided to accept my and the Wasteland’s overtures so quickly, what with your reluctance to treat with us prior to today.”

Erick sipped his coffee. Then he said, “Unfortunately the Quiet War is a fact of life with the Kingdoms and I do not wish to be involved in that utter shitshow. Based on your wording, you assume there was more to my reluctance than that?”

Harriz lost all of his nervousness when Erick called his entire career a ‘shitshow’. He stared Erick in the eyes, saying, “The angels are an unparalleled menace to this world and all other worlds to come. They must be purged from existence, for they can never change; that is their curse, their boon, and they would spell the doom for all of us, were it not for the demons pushing back against their unchanging ways.”

“They would say the same about you. Honestly, with how much destruction both sides get up to, Kirginatharp has the right idea; destroy both moons. There’s absolutely no reason for this fight to have continued to go on like it has, except for all the inertia of the Forever War.”

Erick was being purposefully antagonistic. He wanted to see how Harriz would react. Would he bring up the fact that the Old Demons were all dead, and all the people on Hell were incani, and that the angels were enacting an ancient war, and that was the start of this Quiet War? Or would he bring up something else? Would he just get mad?

Harriz remained completely unfazed.

Perhaps he might have even gained a measure of true steel to him, to go alongside his last name of Greysteel.

“The Forever War is contained to the moons. If the moons were destroyed, then a Hell or a Celes would form here, on Veird. Yes, both sides would lose immensely, but the base nature of Elemental Vile and Elemental Exalted would remain, and those two opposing deep sources of afterlife would quickly resume the intake of souls, reforming the whole problem but in a less organized way.” Harriz said, “Those moons up there are little more than dirt and Elemental Vile or Exalted, and they would come back soon enough.”

… An interesting idea, and one that Erick had never heard before. Admittedly he tried to stay out of the Quiet War, except when it was actively stopping the war and researching the reasons behind the war, and learning what Elemental Vile, Exalted, Demonic, and Angelic actually did. He had never heard of this ‘source of afterlife’ angle to the Forever War, though. Nor had he heard of this ‘ability to come back’ of the moons before.

Erick said, “There is still something good to be said for destroying intractable enemies who spill their wars off on to all the rest of us, even if that only shoves the problem to a hundred years in the future. I would prefer to never hear another thing about angels or demons or their war, though, so do you think that there is a way to actually solve the war?”

“… An impossible task. The best we can do is mitigate the touch of the war upon our world.”

“Perhaps. But if there were a way to stop both wars without causing untold horrors in the result, I would do that. Very few people deserve angels or demons calling for their deaths, and no one deserves the generational perpetuation of endless cycles of violence. If you have a way to break those cycles, I would hear them. This is the main reason why I invited you to dine with me for breakfast.”

Harriz gazed upon Erick, his mind whirring with thoughts. After a moment he found something specific inside those thoughts, and said, “I will have to think on this. I have nothing for you at the moment that is not a counter-offensive or defensive territory capture, and I doubt that you would wish to hear of those.”

“Perhaps something more specific is in order: I would like to talk about the Kingdoms and the Sovereign City of Pearl, in particular. You all share a mountain range, and a long history of killing and otherwise. I recently conquered Pearl, and changed all their nobility to be less violent, alongside installing some dragons into power. I’d like to know, specifically, the feasibility of common trade between your nations, instead of the trading of lives in a long history of ‘counter offensives’ and ‘defensive territory captures’ that are not nearly as pleasant as those phrases would suggest.”

Harriz was prepared for this specific conversation, apparently, for he spoke rather easily, “Impossible as of right now. We would rather our Gate systems be completely disentangled from them, with the only place to meet somewhere in Candlepoint, under a [Zone of Peace] and other such magics. We are most looking forward to trade with Songli, and Stratagold, and so if any trade between us and the Cities happen, it will likely happen through those intermediaries.”

“Acceptable. So tell me more about the Shades you have had in the Wastelands. I heard you had one before you worked with Lapis. A man who was like an uncle to Caizoa; Anopix.”

Harriz looked confident as he said, “Shade Anopix had been a silent benefactor for the Kingdoms for the last fifty years, until Last Shadow’s Feast, helping us to fight back against the Greensoil Republic the entire time. He came to us back when the Kingdoms were known as the Lori Dukedom, and the Opalice Empire was growing and burning the whole place down. Anopix was instrumental in bringing about a new equilibrium, helping us to eliminate the Greensoil-backed Opalice Empire. He was a Shade, and he was terrible in his wrath. As a dragonkin he was perhaps even more angry with Greensoil than most incani, due to the Greensoil Republic’s treatment of anyone who is not human as lower than human. The incani they simply kill, but the dragonkin? That entire society helps all humans, but never anyone else, engendering a specific, deep hate in the non-humans.

“Anopix had charity work all over the Kingdoms, from orphanages to farming collectives; many different interests in rebuilding the nation after the collapse of the Empire and of the Dukedom into the Kingdoms. He even had some remaining family, which is where Black Star Caizoa came from, along with every single member of Caizoa’s group. He was the one who sent them into Ar’Kendrithyst to take the Trial of the Dark, to recover the Black Star to use it against the Angels, since we needed that artifact to uncover the depth of the angel infection within our own lands, and within the lands outside of the Kingdoms.

“I understand he was murdered by Tania Webwalker long before the rest of the killing happened.” Harriz asked, “Do you have any idea why that happened?”

It was a schooled question, and to any outsider, they would have seen the man’s question as a simple thing. But there was a lot going on in that simple inquiry. Some unknown intrigue between Tania and Anopix; two dead people, a year gone.

Something connected Harriz and Anopix, too; unknown.

Some intrigue between the Wasteland Kingdoms and the Greensoil Republic.

While Erick was thinking of all that, he remembered that Anopix was responsible for the birth of the Halls of the Dead; the people who had created the daydropper which carbon-dioxide’d Odaali, killing many people in that city. The Halls of the Dead had also almost summoned a Breach Demon last year, and they would have, except Erick had stopped that.

… This talk was a rather dangerous thing, posing as something innocuous.

Erick said, “I try not to get involved in the Quiet War, but I understand why you ask this; it doesn’t make much sense that Tania, with her plans to eradicate all humans, would want to kill Anopix, a man who was already firmly on the side of the demons. Do you have any idea why that happened?”

Harriz frowned a little. “Nothing beyond the fact that Anopix was a good Shade, and all the rest were not. I was hoping you would have a satisfying reason.”

… It seemed like Harriz believed what he said; that he had come to Erick asking about Anopix because he genuinely wanted to know why. But according to what Erick had heard last year, and if Harriz was actually connected to Caizoa and the rest of all that organization, as he claimed and as he had already proven to be, based on the presentation he had given on behalf of Lapis...

Erick knew why Tania had killed Anopix.

He decided to tell Harriz.

“Tania killed Anopix because Anopix saw the opportunity to turn Caizoa and her group against me; to have whoever got the Black Star add one more name to the list of humans who needed to die.” Erick said, “And so, since I was still under Melemizargo’s anti-kill orders, Tania killed Anopix.”

“That cannot be the real answer!” Harriz instantly said, his voice raised in well-worn anger. “You’re not even human and you were bargained to kill the Converter Angel!”

Erick couldn’t help but smile softly, though he did school that expression away as soon as he felt it creeping upon his face. “Didn’t make much sense to me, either, but the Shades are all tainted by Melemizargo’s insanity. Are you sure that Anopix wasn’t a little weirder than he should have been?”

Harriz’s demeanor crashed, though he managed to salvage enough of himself to remain in the conversation, as he said, “Thank you for answering my questions, Wizard Flatt.” And then he regained full control of himself. “Is there anything else I can answer for you?”

The man was getting punched from every angle, and was able to keep right up. It seemed like he was a good guy to know… Which was why Lapis had brought him here, of course.

Erick said, “I want to help the Wasteland become something more than ‘the Wasteland’, either through assistance or trade or whatever. I don’t want to support a land just to see them get into That Old War with the Greensoil Republic, or with the other human lands out there.” Erick asked, “Is there a way to ensure that the Kingdoms only fight defensive wars? Or hopefully no wars at all? My own tentative idea is for the lure of progress and trade to eventually outweigh the possible boons of a successful war, though that will be a long time coming.”

Harriz’s eyes went fractionally wider. “I don’t know the feasibility of trade impacting the Quiet War in any meaningful way, but…”

They spoke for a little while, the conversation meandering here and there.

Erick gained an appreciation for Harriz, as a person. The guy was deep in the Quiet War, for sure, and he had been for a long time. But he seemed to only partake in the War in order to protect his people, or, at least, that’s what it seemed like. Harriz spoke of all of the defensive actions he had taken with regard to defending against Greensoil, and all of the failed counter-attacks against Greensoil that he wished would have not happened, like with the Halls of the Dead and the Daydropper. Those sorts of things only caused more war down the line.

He was much easier to talk to than Lapis, for sure.

Erick was rather sure that if he had been forced to talk to Lapis for more than ten minutes, that the conversation would have gone off the rails somewhere. Harriz was a welcome go-between.

It wasn’t until after Erick had left that conversation, to go on to the next presentation, that he wondered if accepting Harriz as the person to talk to, instead of Lapis herself, was a bad move. Did it show weakness of character? That his relevancy could be mitigated by putting a new face between himself and a Shade? Or was Lapis simply making a professional connection between Erick and the Wasteland? Or was Lapis just protecting herself from Erick’s wrath?

The real truth likely involved a little bit of every suspected thing.

And also Erick’s own paranoia; couldn’t forget that.







- - - -







Erick stepped into a cleared office-like space, located on the second ring of the atrium.

The presentation space was almost completely empty.

White eternal stonewood walls. Lights in the ceiling. Bare floors.

A single crude lightpainting on the right side of the room.

A simple message written in scrawled shadows; ‘I did nothing this year. I await your judgment.’

Erick frowned a little. This was Treant’s ‘presentation’, and he was having troubles, apparently. Perhaps he was even having trouble seeing the good that he had done, as good? Erick knew that Treant had killed countless monsters around Treehome, quite a few of which were the insidious, horrible kind, like unicorns hunting on the edges of society and wyrms gorging themselves on people and even more small horrors, that got everywhere and did every horrible thing they could. Treant had moved on, though, when Treehome continued to tell him to go away. Apparently, Treant had moved on to solving an intractable problem of the world, but Erick had no idea what Treant himself had actually done. He only knew what Treant had done thanks to another person’s presentation. 

Erick decided to go next door, and see what Hollowsaur had done, in Hollowsaur and Treant’s joint venture in Quintlan. Hollowsaur seemed more than willing to give credit to the bark-skinned orcol who was his contemporary, with a quarter of that presentation all about what they had been working on together, but apparently Treant thought he was worthless.

Hmm.







- - - -







Last year at Last Shadow’s Feast, Hollowsaur had been a loincloth-wearing orcol man who had dark green skin that was knobbly with ritual scars. When the fighting had started, Priestess had detonated some sort of conflagration ‘Red Dot’ish magic, and splashed the Temple District into glass, catching Hollowsaur in the effect, along with a bunch of other people. This had not been good for Hollowsaur’s existence. Erick had found the skeletonized Shade trapped in a splash of glass, whereupon Erick had offered the man help in the form of the first [Blessing of Empathy], and some Healing Magic.

From there, Hollowsaur had seen the error of his ways, and he had rushed over to the minotaurs whom he had cursed with horrible fates and monstrous natures in order to fix those ugly, hunched and evil-inclined people. Through Hollowsaur, the minotaurs had become a bronzed skin, orcol-like people.

Erick hadn’t seen the man past that.

Hollowsaur, and many of his goblin friends who oversaw Hollowsaur’s domain in the Jungle, had vanished. But Hollowsaur was back for the Feast, and so was one of the goblins. That goblin stood in the back of the room, wearing nice clothes and seated behind a small desk. That small green guy looked like a businessman of some sort, though Erick might have been mistaking his role; if the goblin was important then Erick would likely hear from him, too.

But the Shade of Life, as he was calling himself these days, stood in the center of his presentation space, looking like a well-to-do chieftain of some rich grasslander clan. Hollowsaur wore furred leathers with chainmail inserts that looked more like a half-robe crossed with a suit. And he wore it well, but not because he was an orcol, though that part of him could not be denied. No. The change that made him look good was in the man’s face.

He looked happy.

Last year Hollowsaur had been a furious man, constantly fighting with everyone, needing to kill all who opposed him. But here he was, looking joyful.

Erick looked up at the man. “You look almost fulfilled, Hollowsaur.”

“I am!” Hollowsaur smiled almost as brightly as his glowing white eyes. “The oozes of Quintlan have been and will continue to be an intractable problem for many years to come, but I think Treant and I might be able to make a real difference in that land through careful monstery and forestry. And we already have even more allies than I thought we would! A few weeks ago, Zenipeq of Frostflower crashed out of the sky into our hidden encampment, telling us that she would participate in our cleansing of Quintlan, declaring her full support for our actions! We are grateful for the ice dragon’s inclusion, Erick; she will be a great help.”

Erick smiled softly. “Glad to hear it. With any luck, we’ll have a Gate connecting to Frostflower soon enough; perhaps as early as next month. Once that happens we’ll be able to trade and support the cleansing of Quintlan more easily, though I would ask that you use some fronts to purchase goods. Perhaps just buy stuff in Frostflower. I won’t support you directly, but I will allow tertiary support to happen. I believe Lapis is going to go through Farix and New Brightwater; you can do the same as it suits you.”

Hollowsaur grinned. “I will do that, then! So!” He waved a hand at the presentation space. “Shall I go over what we’ve tried, and what has failed?”

“I would love that. I have not had much experience with Quintlan and its oozes, though. Can you start with why you call the problem intractable?”

“Of course! That’s over here, in these images. The problem of oozes on Quintlan is one of a thousand vectors, each of which reinforce the rest. The problem is not, as many postulate, only because of the elusive ‘dungeon-creating ooze’, which is more of a classification of ooze type than any specific ooze. The entire idea of a dungeon maker is a false idea, for the real problem lies in how oozes are constantly at war with each other, scouring the world, and then remaking that conquered territory into nests for their element, which in turn pushes out all other forms of life…”

Erick listened and learned of oozes. Most of this stuff he had heard offhandedly before, but he was not aware of the nesting capabilities of stronger and purer mana-type oozes. Fire oozes became inferno oozes which then burned away mountainsides, melting stone into magma and creating deep holes in the ground where fire slimes were birthed, and then gradually grew into oozes.

Stone oozes formed the bedrock of the whole ecosystem over there, though, and it was these oozes which people called ‘dungeon makers’, for they bored holes into the world and made nests which gave birth to stone slimes. When those nests began gathering too much mana, because they always did, this caused the transformation of stone slimes into stone oozes, or, which happened a lot more often, some other type of ooze infiltrated and consumed the slimes therein. And thus, that invader slime turned the stone nest into whatever element the invader happened to be.

There were a great many ancient, 1200-year-old labyrinthine dungeons all over Quintlan which were originally the sewers of old cities, or the dungeons of old cities from before the Fall, but almost every single one had been taken over by oozes long, long ago. Those original underground spaces had been expanded over and over again, collapsing the ground above or expanding deep below. When they went too deep, though, something from the Underworld usually ended up fighting the oozes for dominance, locking the two sides into something of a semi-permanent war state.

Sometimes some oozes, like the rare stonework ooze or wooden ooze, actually built cities or city-like structures with their secretions on the Surface, not going underground at all. These advanced-intelligence slimes would make houses or hovels, or even wooden shacks in the woods, and then lie in wait for animals or adventurers or whatnot to come into those places, looking for shelter or treasure. This was just one of the reasons that Quintlan killed so many people. No one walking in that land could ever be sure of what they were walking into, because sometimes oozes built places like a person would, and all oozes were ambush predators by nature.

Adding to all that, oozes preyed upon other oozes in a vast web of interconnectedness that was impossible to actually break, because oozes were omnivores capable of eating other oozes, and they would fill any niche missing in any ecosystem, as they had in Quintlan.

“They don’t like plants, but they’ll eat anything else.” Hollowsaur said, “Fungi, mold, anything that isn’t plantfiber. The wooden ooze doesn’t even eat wood; it will shape wood into planks and build houses out of that wood, and some joining slime. And so…” He gestured to the actual presentation, saying, “We’re working on plant-based solutions to the ooze problem…”

What followed next was talk of spreading plants that consumed oozes in a myriad of ways, and which Erick had been concerned about ever since he stepped into the room. Plants were one of the few ways that a person could create propagating magic, and Hollowsaur and Treant had come up with a lot of plant-based solutions to the ooze problem of Quintlan.

Lichens that invaded soft bodies and grew moss everywhere. Most people could shake off this mossification, but oozes could not.

Vinewolves, like shadowolves but made of vines, which spread with spores injected into oozes, using the ooze body as part of its life cycle.

A variation on the deathsoul shroom that infected oozes, eventually killing the ooze and becoming a tower of spore-spreading shroom, which then infected even more oozes. Each tower would collect the primitive souls of oozes and use those souls to defend itself, and seek out more ooze sustenance.

All of those ideas seemed really bad to Erick.

But then there were other horrors, including an idea about the creation of another type of ooze which would out-compete all the other oozes, eating them all and then making more of themselves, but which could not spread through eating its own kind. That ooze-ooze would be able to eat anything except ooze-oozes.

At the end of it, Hollowsaur stood proud.

And Erick calmly asked, “So what happens when any of these solutions run out of control? When an ooze-ooze gains the ability to eat other ooze-oozes?”

Hollowsaur neatly said, “Then they’ll eat their young, and the problem will become self-solving.”

“… Oh.” Erick narrowed his eyes and looked across the presentation again. “What’s your solution for when the vinewolf turns different?”

“It becomes a normal part of the ecology. The vinewolf’s main form of reproduction involves sporification of watery, rad-occupied bodies, though, so it’s rather incapable of infecting normal, non-monster life; that rad inside the host is how it makes more of itself. The oozesoul shroom is similar, and yes, it could infect a person, if that person was unhealthy, but in all normal ways it should only be able to truly infect something with a rad inside. The lichen only grows when the host does not move, and every living thing normally moves a lot, except for oozes, when they get into ambush mode. Everything here is just tentative, though; Treant and I have spent most of the year trying to understand the whole problem from the ground up, asking experts about how they would solve the problem, but the two of us already are experts in the field of forestry and monstery, so we’re covering our—”

“It’s an intractable problem,” Treant said.

Treant had walked into the room around when Hollowsaur mentioned the man not five seconds ago. The Shade of the Forest, as he was calling himself these days, was a massive orcol with brown, bark-like skin, who wore little more than a furred kilt/loincloth, and a joyless expression.

Hollowsaur said, “It’s not intractable. We can fix it, Treant.”

“Every solution you have created is either a terror unleashed upon the world, or not strong enough. Oozes are too variable; they will simply evolve away from every solution you have.” Treant looked to Erick, and knelt upon the ground. He was eye-level with Erick now. “I submit myself for your judgment, Wizard Flatt. I have no idea where to go, and the Dark will not tell me what to do.” And then he put his head on the ground, kowtowing.

Erick frowned.

Hollowsaur frowned, too, rapidly saying, “We have a plan to clean Quintlan, Treant. This will work.”

“I’d rather be a tree in the middle of nowhere, with no thoughts in my head. I have never felt what other people felt until my Blessing, and I wish I could forget it all, but the Dark will not let me, and the plan for Quintlan will be a failure that I cannot participate in how you want me to, Hollowsaur. We’ll end up solving the problem for a decade, and then either the problem will mutate, or Death Throne will decide to go on a crusade against the living now that they’re not fighting oozes for territory all the time.” Treant did not lift his face at all as he continued to speak to the ground, “We will end up like Queen and Goldie; we will have attempted to do something good, only to fail and doom millions in that failure.”

Erick had some sudden mixed feelings. Here was Treant, a formerly unrepentant murderer, kneeling, but not in repentance; in defeat. It felt wrong in too many ways to label.

Some small thing inside of Erick snapped, and so did his voice, “Get the fuck up off the floor, Treant. Right fucking now.”

Hollowsaur’s eyes went wide. He almost stepped back, but he stopped himself.

Treant froze.

Erick allowed Treant a moment.

And Treant unfroze. He raised his face. Tears of light raced down his visage, rolling down his chest to fall onto the floor, leaving streaks of soot in their wake. He stared at Erick with false anger, for if being sad was not allowed, then maybe fury would allow him to survive this tribulation. His attempt at hate was mediocre though, and he knew it.

Erick said to the two of them, “Plants survive in Quintlan. Animals and monsters do, too. Since I am sure that oozes will eventually mutate past your ideas, which I believe is what Treant means about this all being unworkable, then I ask if you have considered altering the life that is already there? Instead of making new possible problems? No need for new ooze types, or new deathsoul shroom variants, or anything that could spread so fast that it would trigger a Kill And Exterminate Quest, like we had for the Daydroppers. I know there are primal frost owls that eat oozes, so why not make more birds to eat more oozes? Birds can get away from the ground-based monsters, after all, and they won’t spiral out of control as fast as a plant or otherwise can spiral.” He added, “Or, the real solution could be systematically using a spell like [Landshape], or similar, to transform the entire surface of Quintlan into a new Surface one piece at a time; drive out all the oozes from their hiding spots and remake the entire continent into a new image. That’s what we had to do here to clear out the crystal mimics, and it’s what we’ll continue to do to keep clearing out the mimics.”

Treant said, “We tried remaking the continent but we were driven away by idiots who didn’t see the good we were doing.”

Hollowsaur said to Treant, “With Zenipeq’s involvement that might not happen again.”

Still kneeling and unable to make himself rise further, Treant sighed, “It won’t work.”

Hollowsaur suddenly glared, but he saw Erick looking at him, and he forced that emotion away. Erick could tell that the man was exasperated with Treant, and he had no idea how to fix the situation.

… Briefly, in a surreal sort of way, because here he was mediating a collaboration between Shades, Erick felt himself step out of himself, to assess this situation from an outsider’s perspective. Here was Hollowsaur, a man who regularly worked with people and animals and every living thing on Veird, trying to adapt everything he was to a new life. Before his Blessing, the Shade had taken adventurers who assailed his place in the Jungle of Ar’Kendrithyst, looking for magical animal parts, and turned those people into amalgamations of cow and magical effect. In this way, Hollowsaur made even more magical animal parts. He had probably even carved up one of those unfortunate people and sent their magical meat to Last Shadow’s Feast, and then served this meat at the party, where Erick had partaken, unknowingly. Calling Hollowsaur an ‘asshole’ was like calling the Chelation War ‘a little spat between nations’.

But make no mistake; Hollowsaur was an asshole of the worst sort.

Or at least he used to be.

Maybe he still was an asshole in some major way that [Blessing of Empathy] could not fix.

Treant was just as bad, except his nature was to sit in his garden and do nothing almost all the time, until someone invaded, looking for magical plants. And then Treant would do what he needed to do to murder the invader as swiftly as possible. People got mulched. Bones got turned into fertilizer. Souls went on their way, wherever they wanted to go. Treant probably did some soul torture and transformation, too, just like Hollowsaur, for he helped to make those Stat Fruits, but as far as Erick knew, he did not do the horrible things that Hollowsaur had done to people.

Treant did not glorify in torture. Treant was a simple misanthrope who sometimes took people and turned them into plants. He himself was a plant, though, appearing as a tree in the center of his garden unless threatened. So his tortures seemed… Less bad than Hollowsaur’s.

Or at least that’s how they used to be.

These days Hollowsaur was working with lots of others in order to make the world better, or at least he was trying.

And Treant had no idea how the fuck to do anything at all. Sure, he had the instincts to help people, to connect with others. [Blessing of Empathy] had done that. But Treant’s first act of contrition after Last Shadow’s Feast had been to go to Treehome and start killing monsters and piling them up around the orcol lands, begging for forgiveness from the Arbors.

Just the other day, Treant had tried to speak to Yggdrasil and beg for forgiveness from him, too, but Yggdrasil did not know Treant, and told him as much, telling him to go away. All the other Arbors had told Yggdrasil to tell Treant to go away, too.

Both Hollowsaur and Treant had some overlap in their areas of power, in the wild spaces of the world, with Hollowsaur dealing with fauna, and Treant dealing with flora…

Which gave Erick an idea.

Erick asked, “There’s Fangorl, god of the wilds, right? Have you two tried speaking with their clergy? An interfaith action might help sort some of your problems before they become problems.”

Hollowsaur raised an eyebrow.

Treant scowled, getting to his feet, saying, “I will not.”

Hollowsaur glanced at Treant, and then asked Erick, “Do you have experience with Fangorl’s druids? Unless I am mistaken, you didn’t use them for your own retaking of the Crystal Forest.”

“I’m not bringing back the wilds to the Crystal Forest. I’m bringing civilization to the Crystal Forest. Less Quintlan or Nergal, more Greensoil or Nelboor or Wastelands.” Erick gestured to Hollowsaur’s presentation, saying, “You, however, are talking about the wilds. You also have a lot of decent work here, but you really could involve more people in your actions, like how Lapis did with the Converter Angel problem.”

“By the Dark,” Treant muttered, “I fucking hate people.”

And then Treant shadowstepped away, to be somewhere else; anywhere else at all.

Hollowsaur looked to Erick, saying, “He’ll come around.”

Erick looked up at the tall orcol Shade. “I can see you’re adjusting poorly, too. All this work here was the product of two months, frantically done in order to show that you’ve been doing something besides acclimating—”

Hollowsaur’s eyes went wide as his breath hitched. Panic gripped him, but he maintained most of his exterior calm.

“—which is fine.” Erick said, “You’re adjusting. He’s adjusting. Time is changing and nothing is how it usually is, and you and Treant have been doing the same things for hundreds of years. It would be insane for anyone to expect every Shade to become different people overnight, even if you have been soul-changed into a different path in life. Just this last week I transformed over 25,000 people into new people, and with those sorts of numbers I see that some people are easily able to become someone new, and others have a lot of trouble. Most people have a lot of trouble. Based on some generalities, it seems that the more powerful people with many connections to others which they formed based on that power, now have a difficult time realizing who they have become.

“Which is fine.

“You’ve got a hundred years left to figure out how you want to make Veird more stable, to prepare us all for the future, and to repent for your deeds. Treant has the right idea about taking some time. Don’t go off half-prepared like Queen and Goldie did, with the Chelation War and 4 million dead. Take your time, Hollowsaur. When I see Treant again I’ll tell him the same.”

Hollowsaur calmed, fractionally. After a moment of hard staring, he simply nodded.

Erick left, pretending not to see the glowing tears gathering in Hollowsaur’s eyes, the pure relief on his face at being found out that he hadn’t done anything at all, and the goblin in the back of the room slowly walk over to Hollowsaur and reach his hand up to hold Hollowsaur’s. Hollowsaur squeezed back.
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Farix’s presentation was simple.

It was about New Brightwater; all the people he helped save, all his assistance given to the stabilization of that city state, all the people who grew in power and prestige under his aegis. He spoke of the governing system he set up, and of the trade agreements he forged with the rest of the world. The trade that he secured with Spur through the cooperative half-defeat of the soul ooze was only part of that new trade network he got up and running—

“Well. Me and my people,” Farix said, gesturing back to the city personnel map. “It wasn’t my single effort that made New Brightwater possible. Your man Poi’s sister, Rizala, had occupied my assistant guard position until she went over to you and she was instrumental in a lot of that rebuilding. We’re hurting a bit with her gone, but the captain and the council and the merchants and the arcanaeum staff are all doing well enough together— Ah! You remember Professor Illipine Grouser? The one who was forced to plant those osteobombs inside those people who tried to kill you?”

Sudden anger.

“I very much remember the Charisma gangster and the kids he held hostage with bombs. I also remember how Poriti Rollini killed those kids, when I wouldn’t lay down everything and submit to him. I recall how he would have killed all of Grouser’s family had I not intervened,” Erick said, keeping his voice carefully even. And then he inclined his head toward the mugshot-like personnel list. “I see that Grouser is over that part of his life, and that he is now a part of your new arcanaeum. I see that the Rollini family has become one of the major members of the merchant cabal.”

“All correct. Anyway!” Farix happily said, “Grouser and the other rescued academics have almost recovered our arcanaeum capability back to where it used to be; a near-full recovery! The Rollini family is doing well now, too, now that Poriti is dead and his mother Karine is back in control. That whole mess was a bad guy put in charge of a tense situation, under a culture of horror and oppression, made that way by us Shades. And so, I have been doing my part to ensure that the society of New Brightwater is not at all like how it used to be. Of course, I do think that certain parts of our culture are better than the ones currently out there in the rest of the world. This is particularly true when it comes to arcanaeum learning.”

As Erick had done many times in his life, he made yet another choice to be understanding and forgiving in the hope that in doing so, tomorrow would be a better day. It was only in times like this, though, when his choice to be that way truly stood out to him as a conscious thing. “I have an arcanaeum that is creating a new type of arcanaeum-level curriculum. Do you have an interest in participating in that in some way? It will have to be a participation in the way of books given and ideas shared, and nothing so direct as the supply of a professor, or even the presence of Shades in any classroom at all… But I would like to know what the Clergy believes qualifies as good teaching.”

Looking surprised, relieved, and then quietly joyful, Farix said, “I’ve already heard that you plan to allow New Brightwater to openly trade with Candlepoint through our agreements with Spur, in a roundabout sort of way. Maybe even a direct Gate if this meeting goes well!”

Erick had been prepared to tie Candlepoint more overtly to the Shades for multiple reasons, even if the rest of the world saw this as a bad thing. Chief among those reasons was the fact that one could not repent if there were no avenues for repentance. But also, so that he lay down some mitigating agreements, to hopefully preempt whatever horrible thing the Shades were all hiding from him.

Because he was not stupid.

Whatever these presentations held? Lapis’s endeavors with removing the Converter Angel’s taint. Hollowsaur’s bare attempt at cleansing Quintlan. Treant’s desire to do something good, but his inability to actually do anything at all. These were real presentations which held no lies, but they were also not the whole story.

And so, Erick said, “If this Feast turns out well then I look forward to approving some merchants from New Brightwater for trade in Candlepoint. A Gate is not off the table.”

Farix smiled calmly. He understood Erick’s entire statement, subtext and all, and he also pretended like this Shadow’s Feast was going to go perfectly fine.

He knew something was up, though.

Either Fairy Moon, or Queen, or Fallopolis, or Lapis, or literally anyone else here at this party…

Someone was up to something untoward. Maybe even Farix himself was guilty of this? Erick had no idea what that ‘something’ could be, but if Farix knew, then he was doing a damned good job of pretending not to know anything specific. He certainly understood Erick’s worries, though. He wanted that Gate to Candlepoint, and those trade agreements; he needed those agreements.

It seemed Erick had kicked the nest exactly right.

Only time would tell what crawled out of the nest, though.







- - - -







Erick could have gone to see Queen’s or Fairy Moon’s or even Quilatalap’s presentation, which might all have been more important than this next one. Maybe he should have checked up on Zolan’s presentation, which was all about the Gate District and the progress of Candlepoint over the last year, or really the last third of a year, after Erick finished the Worldly Path and founded House Benevolence.

But this presentation was either as unimportant as Treant’s, or the most important thing to happen at this Feast.

Erick stood in a mostly empty room, save for its single occupant.

Fallopolis smiled brightly, saying, “HellooooOOoooOOo, Erick Flatt! I have a presentation, but it’s only available after you see everyone else’s.” With an excited tone, she asked, “Shall we see what Queen’s been up to?” Fallopolis walked right past Erick, merrily saying, “Or maybe Ar’Cosmos! Or how about your man Zolan’s presentation? So many options!”

Erick frowned at her.

Fallopolis tapped the open doorway to the room, saying, “Come on now! Let us see Quilatalap’s presentation!” With eyebrows raised high. “Or is that a private show?”

Erick saw the deflection.

He was having none of it.

“Putting aside how I dislike you opting to put yourself above the etiquette of participating like a normal person... I have a few personal questions for you, Fallopolis.” Without waiting for the Shade to answer one way or another, Erick asked, “Are you a Mind Mage?”

“… Nope!” Fallopolis eyed Erick, asking, “Wh—”

“Are you capable of mental magic in any way?”

“… Of course.” Turning reluctantly serious, Fallopolis added, “I am glad to report that you have not been mentally mutilated since last we spoke, and I’ve been checking. Keeping a safe eye on you. Even that fairy didn’t fuck you over too badly, though you should probably speak to a therapist, like your man Poi suggests every other week.”

Without missing a beat, Erick said, “As soon as the trauma actually stops I might do that.” He asked, “So do you know what I know, without me needing to tell you?”

Erick had many different things that he wished to speak about, with the frizzy-haired Shade. One of those topics stood out to him now.

Back in the Core, Rozeta had spoken of other Wizards to come before Erick, whom Rozeta had tried to help. Erick was not the first Wizard to try and make the world a better place, after all, and he was certainly not the first Wizard that the gods had tried to bend into their ticket to a true New Cosmology; into a hope and fulfillment that stretched across the stars, and which was proof against a Sundering.

One of those Wizards was Fallopolis’s mother, though that woman never got very far along Rozeta’s desired path.

That Wizard had started out as something good, though she rapidly progressed from Rozeta’s assistance in becoming a Wizard, to doing small acts of terror and disgrace. And then she stepped far over the line. She went to war, and then she won that war through Paradoxing her way to victory. If it was only that, then steps likely would have been taken to bring her back into the fold. But Fallopolis’s mother went a step beyond that war Wizardry. She won her war, and she also stole the mana generation of every single person she ‘killed’ in that war, making it her own.

This was taboo.

The combination of it all triggered a Forgotten Campaign, forcing Rozeta into erasing the woman, her accomplishments, and her horrors from the world.

That Forgotten Campaign somehow missed Fallopolis, though; the Wizard’s daughter.

Erick had a lot of thoughts on all that, and he left those thoughts unguarded, though he had never learned how to guard his thoughts anyway. His Domain still held around himself, but from his understanding of Mind Magic, his ‘mind slime’ hung out there all the time for anyone to read, and maybe control; even extensive mental practice for decades couldn’t change that fact. Eventually, by becoming a full Wizard, Erick would become immune to people affecting his mind slime, but for now, he was not immune to Mind Magic, and his thoughts were out there.

Fallopolis seemed not to notice any of those thoughts, though, but she did gain a small edge to her voice as she simply said, “No. I do not know what you are thinking, Erick. I am not a Mind Mage. I don’t use the little mental power I’ve developed without due cause, and I have not been given due cause in this case.”

The [Blessing of Minor Truth] that bound them remained silent; no little buzz in Erick’s soul to indicate a minor lie, no spark to indicate a true lie. Fallopolis was either telling the full truth, or she had subverted the blessing.

So Erick decided to lay it out there, “Last Feast, you told me that the forces of this world had killed your mother in a Forgotten Campaign, and you have been trying to find out why for a very long time. What they did to your mother is why you joined the Clergy in the first place. I have been given some of this information as a peace offering to hand off to you, in the hopes that it will be accepted as such. Will you accept this peace offering?”

Fallopolis was silent and staring, her breath even, her shoulders rigid. Her grip on her staff was tight, her knuckles turning white. She said nothing.

… Erick said, “You once said that you could never forgive them for what they did, but considering the world we live in now, and the world we’re trying to build, could you move past that hate? That is what I’m really asking for. Not forgiveness. Not reconciliation. You can keep your hate, as well, if you must. But I would ask you to move past it all.”

With a perfectly straight face, Fallopolis said, “I moved beyond that trauma a long time ago—”

Buzz. Lie.

“—so there’s no need to bring any of it up again—”

Buzz. Lie.

“— and besides, there’s probably nothing you know that I don’t already know.”

Buzz. Lie.

“… Tell you what I’m going to do.” Erick held out his hand and an Ophiel lightstepped into the space, holding onto a large brown envelope that held a smaller envelope inside. That smaller letter was wrapped in a Privacy. Fallopolis could easily break that seal and read that letter right now, if she wished, but she did not. It had taken Erick about three seconds to make the item, and he had done so in the seconds following Fallopolis’s denial of the olive branch. He still held that branch out to Fallopolis, though. “I’ve written down the full account of the story, straight from Rozeta, in black ink. In blue, I have written down my own interpretations of the events, which may or may not be correct. This is yours to do with as you want. So far, this story is only between Rozeta, me, and maybe you, if you accept this letter. I have not told anyone else, and I don’t think this letter has been compromised in the full 30 seconds of its existence.”

Erick continued to hold the letter out to Fallopolis.

And Fallopolis stared at the brown envelope and its bit of hidden insides. Her eyes were focused, her expression stone. And then suddenly she spoke, “I have changed my mind about accompanying you to the other presentations,” while also snatching up the letter.

The Shade of Civilization vanished in a step of shadows.

… Erick moved on.







- - - -







Queen stood resplendent in the center of her presentation space, looking like a prismatic incani bodybuilder queen. Her iridescent white crown of horns suited her well, as did her soft, pale violet skin, though the deep sadness kept on the other side of her thoughts was rather apparent for all with the Sight to see. Erick saw that sadness easily as one could see the sun on a clear day.

“Hello, Queen. Glad to see you again.”

“Greetings, Wizard Flatt. Would you care to speak of the rebuild of Songli? Or of my disastrous handling of Terror Peaks?”

She was not being flippant. She was fully ready to receive judgment; to die for her crimes of 4 million dead. But the outcome of the Chelation war was not entirely her fault. It wasn’t just her that had increased the power of Terror Peaks, and gathered allies to that side, all in an effort to cull the chaff from the Highlands and simultaneously force Songli to kill every single hurdle to Songli becoming a true empire. Goldie had helped. Terror Peaks, themselves, had pulled 95% of that weight, though.

Erick had heard a great deal of that story from Goldie, and it did not need to be repeated here.

So Erick simply said, “I judge you guilty of the crime of warmongering, but I was the one who walked the Worldly Path, and neither of us are the ones who actually went to war. Terror Peaks is to blame for what happened back then, for what they did of their own volition. But besides all that, you are trying to make up for what you did, correct?”

“Absolutely.”

Erick nodded, saying, “I’m probably going to accidentally kill millions, too, either through some integral system I create being corrupted, or someone using my knowledge to do something evil— though that already happened with Odaali and the Daydropper… I can only hope that when the good I have tried to do goes bad, that I am allowed to make up for it afterward.” He stared hard, saying, “Though trying to increase the size of a war so that the outcome of that war is more favorable is the stupidest fucking thing I have ever heard of and you will not be doing anything like that ever again!”

Queen absorbed the reprimand with poise; though some tears did fall from her eyes, she did not break down.

Erick calmed himself after his minor tirade.

Moments passed in near-silence.

Eventually, Queen recovered herself fully. She basked in those words like a woman given reprieve from execution, which is sort of exactly what happened. But Erick wouldn’t have been the one to execute her. Fallopolis probably would have done that. Or maybe someone else? Who really knew about these things. Killing Shades was dangerous, though, and not just because of the actual danger of such an action.

Erick certainly wouldn’t be killing any Shades unless there was a clear and present need to do so, because to do that would be to reopen hostilities with the Dark. In a strange way, this year was the exact opposite of last year. Back then he had wanted to kill all Shades, but now, he wanted this treaty to work, and that meant reforming Melemizargo’s Clergy.

… Erick turned away from Queen and looked to one of the intricate lightpaintings on the walls. It was a map of Eralis, the southernmost major city of the Highlands. This particular map was color coded with territories marked out and labeled and with all those areas sorted out on other lightpaintings. Each of those sortings held explanations of the major forces therein and how they influenced the other forces of Eralis, through trade, movement of people, and anything else of note in those areas.

There were other maps for Alaralti and Holorulo, and for the areas surrounding those other two major cities of the Highlands.

Clan Void Song, Clan Severing Crescent, Clan Devouring Nightmare…

All the High Clans and all their major members were listed and spoken of, but only a few of those people had little black numbers by their names, indicating that Queen was in talks with them (according to the key to the side). Those numbers were listed on other lightpaintings, showing exactly what Queen was in talks about, and how successful those talks were.

Erick calmly asked, “So what’s going on here?”

Queen rapidly began, “I began with Eralis...”

Over the course of three hours, Erick understood the whole of Queen’s efforts. Mostly, she was vetting what she was seeing, and then trying to get people to meet each other, so that those people could come to their own prosperous conclusions. She spoke directly to scions of noble houses, to tell them that some puppet minds had taken hold of one of the hamlets on the edge of their territory. She told authorities in Alaralti how their main northern farms were currently experiencing banditry from an ousted clan, and how that ousted clan were just kids trying to make a living post-war. She helped healers find work, and broken families find assistance organizations.

She was also ensuring that people knew what she was doing. No more letters on pillows. No more subterfuge. She was placing herself as an empire builder and she was not doing it from the shadows—

Well.

She was hiding herself enough so that the many, many different forces of Songli did not try to murder her in response to her being a Shade, and also for her responsibility for the Chelation War. So there was some physical disconnect between herself and the people she tried to help. But those were basic protections, and more than once she had met directly with a few clans, only to have the High Clans show up and try to speak with her, which she did.

“I must confess, Wizard Flatt,” Queen said, at the end of the presentation and because she could no longer hold it in, “I might be responsible for Songli Juggernaut’ing their Gate agreements with you. It was completely unintentional, but I had to ensure that people knew what I was doing this time, and some people assumed that I was working for you already, due to… Goldie and I... I will not have a repeat of the Chelation War… Where I…” She had started off strong, but then her voice trailed away.

Queen was not the same person she was last year; that brash, powerful woman who controlled the Feast and then watched it all fall apart, who then joined with Tania and went to war with all the other Shades. She was not the same person who had [Prismatic Bomb]ed Erick while he slept. She was not on ‘the other side’ anymore, and she was repentant.

Erick was 99% sure of that.

“It was good talking with you, Queen, but only time can truly judge your actions. Hopefully your decisions turn out well.”

Queen’s voice was small, yet even, “I hope so, too.”
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                Erick glanced at Quilatalap’s presentation and saw very little that he didn’t already know, and since the archlich himself was not in residence at the moment, Erick did not go inside. He did, however, read all the lightpaintings with a quick tour of Ophiel to figure out Quilatalap’s path for the past year.

The Archlich of Necromancy had lost a body to Tania Webwalker’s magic, near the end of Last Shadow’s Feast. Erick recalled Tania using [Chaining Soul Destruction], or something similar to that, for the spell she actually told him was surely not the one she truly used. For Erick, Quilatalap’s absence had been noticed, then passed over, but for Quilatalap, he had taken a month to come back to himself. When he came back he saw that the Armory had been destroyed and everything had been looted, so before he started couch surfing, trying to find a new home, he moved to collect the more dangerous artifacts before they could do too much damage. As the Caretaker of the Armory he had tagged every single one of the truly dangerous items so he could locate them if they ever got taken without his permission; and that is what he did.

Collecting many of those items had been a simple matter of picking the item off of the floor where the inexperienced user had attempted to use the item, and had failed spectacularly. Most of those people Quilatalap had been able to [True Resurrection] back to life, but sometimes the trails of bodies had been weeks in the creation, or the artifact he had been pursuing had been a soul-destroying artifact. Quilatalap was an accomplished archlich with the power of Time on his side, but even he could only bring back a portion of many of those thieves.

And then Quilatalap shoved all those artifacts into a deep hole somewhere. If the ‘Trials of the Dark’ should return, then those items would likely go into those trials, to be won by test takers and the worthy, as was intended.

In a private conversation during the course of the Sovereign Cities war, in one of their many Hasted spaces, Erick had heard a lot of this. He had also told Quilatalap that he should just destroy the lot of them. Quilatalap had vehemently said no; some of those artifacts were priceless relics which taught basic fundamentals about mana, and which must be preserved. The Fang of Darkness was Quilatalap’s preferred example of artifacts that must never be destroyed, for that tooth had been directly gifted from Melemizargo to a Shade many years ago, in order to teach that Shade Destruction Magic in ways that were impossible to know otherwise. With that artifact in one’s possession, one could even Remake [Cleanse] without killing oneself, or make such fabled, yet simple spells like [Destruction Bolt].

This specific example had led Erick to asking if Quilatalap knew [Destruction Bolt], which he did.

The Archlich of Necromancy then threw a Bolt of seeming-darkness at a rock, erasing half that rock from existence.

And then Erick had done the same thing, easy as flicking a finger, because that was what Erick had been doing every time he had tried to channel ‘Shadow’. He had been accidentally channeling Destruction.

Standing here now, walking by Quilatalap’s presentation and seeing the Fang of Darkness listed as one of the recovered artifacts… Erick remembered Quilatalap’s surprised expression at seeing Erick’s dark Bolt, and then his laugh, which only got louder as Erick told of why he had thought he had been doing Shadow-altering all this time, and then louder still when Erick asked why he didn’t get a blue box for that spell.

“Destruction is uncodified magic, Erick!” Quilatalap had guffawed. “Of course you can’t get that spell in a box! And of course you can do it that easily! Ha!” And then suddenly more serious, “Don’t use that spell in combat unless you absolutely have to, okay? Elemental Destruction is still exceedingly dangerous, no matter how much anyone thinks they’re good at it.”

That had led to a conversation about the grass traveler clans of northern Songli, and the [Cleanse] Archmage, Koori Pale Cow, who was very good at Destruction Magic.

This had completely surprised Quilatalap, his eyes going wide and his mouth dropping open. And then he had shut his mouth, and said, “Maybe I need to go see this woman. She’s a rare talent.”

“She had hated magic, but I think I got her to like it again.” Erick had added, “And I think she might become Empress of Nelboor, or something, eventually. That’s what I saw when I mana sensed her once. It was a really weird thing to see, too.”

Quilatalap had nodded, then said, “Then I suppose I must meet her; if not now, then later.” He smirked, teasing, “It’s good to get in on the ground floor of knowing people before they become too important.”

Erick had laughed. “Is that what’s going on here! Am I just a page in your fuck book?”

“Ohhhh… You’re more than a page. Maybe two. Two and a half if I feel like writing an essay, which I probably will.”

Erick had laughed at the time.

Now, as he passed by Quilatalap’s unmanned presentation, he wasn’t laughing.

The writing on the wall was clear; the man moved around a lot, and he never set down roots. Had he even had a real relationship in the last… thousand years? Or however long? Was the time between the two of them a fling? They were both immortals, after all, so maybe relationships between immortals were only ever flings. And yet, Erick was still only 49. Perhaps it was crazy to get into a relationship with the 3000+ year old archlich, even though they were both so comfortable with each other…

And yet, if Quilatalap actually did think that Erick was Xoat, then who was the truly older one?

… Erick didn’t want to think about Xoat anymore, because the simple fact was that Erick wanted Quilatalap and Quilatalap had wanted him… Had wanted? Had that changed? Or had Quilatalap never wanted Erick at all, and he was simply happily enthusiastic for Erick’s own constant and enthusiastic consent?

Did Quilatalap actually like Erick—

Erick chided himself. Yes, Quilatalap did like Erick in the same way that Erick liked him, but everything was weird right now.

Hopefully it would work out.

Erick moved on.

- - - -

Erick walked into the presentation for Ar’Cosmos.

He paused, as he saw, and he recognized.

There was a lot.

Names of people he had never met, along with their dragon forms and horns, and their new lands, which were sometimes old lands which had belonged to other people and yet which were stolen by these dragons. They were the new movers and shakers of Ar’Cosmos, the ones who had arrived due to the Dragon Exodus and taken everything that others had built and made it their own and expanded, but they were only half the story of the recent horrors of Ar’Cosmos.

Another part of the presentation, and about that whole Dragon Exodus story, was about Erick’s gift of runic [Renew] rings, which could be used by anyone to prop up any existing magic. In addition to that original instantiation of [Renew], Redflame and Inferno Maw had worked hard on making new rings. They had also semi-perfected the Renewal Tanks, which would cleanse people of their mutated dragon essence problem, and also imbue people with levels of accretion at a rate that far, far outstripped a person’s innate ability to gain themselves. Erick’s concern over super soldiers was a reality, and it had only taken a few months for that to to be halfway-perfected, and even less time for those soldiers to go on winning wars far out of sight of all normal people.

But those soldiers were just small potatoes compared to the original purpose of the runic [Renew] rings, which were to allow anyone to pump mana into a node of Ar’Cosmos, to fortify and expand the land. This was where the major story took place; the stage upon which everything unfolded. As Erick gazed upon the presentation, he realized that this expansion of land was a microcosm of what would happen when Erick eventually opened up new worlds. What had happened in Ar’Cosmos was nothing at all like how new lands were cleared here in the real world, for here in the real world there were monsters in all these lands. Always more monsters, and from every possible vector. From under the ground, from the air, from visitors unknowingly bringing them into town, to outsized threats rolling across the land, spotting a new village/town/city/etc in the distance and then attempting to roll over that land and eat everyone they could find.

But not in Ar’Cosmos.

There were no monsters in Ar’Cosmos.

And so, the expansion of that land had been the only real expansion of safe land that Veird had seen since the Old Cosmology. It was war. It was genocide. It was death and destruction and complete expansion into pristine, virgin territory, which would remain free of the largest threat on this planet. No monsters meant every bit of land gained would be kept.

Erick was having trouble wrapping his mind around just how big of a change all this was, but he knew it was big. Everyone did. But it was too big to really calculate in any meaningful way.

The unseen war of Fairy was magnified by the number of dragons vying for power, so perhaps looking at this war and seeing possible future parallels between the opening of new worlds was disingenuous, but…

Not too disingenuous.

Erick gazed across the presentation, and saw maps upon maps, of a world half-there; of an overlay of Fairy upon the real Surface of Veird.

Ar’Cosmos remained the solid center of the main map, located in the near-center of the Forest of Glaquin, surrounded by fogs that delineated the ‘edge of Fairy’, but tendrils of forest expanded away from that initial land, like someone had cleared the fog and laid down roads. The center of the map remained Ar’Cosmos, in about a thousand kilometer diameter sphere, but to the north, along the edge of the coast, lay another city called Coast. To the far southeast, where Treehome was located in the real world, lay a city called Arbor. To the east of Arbor, in the Wyrmridge Mountains, where the Firemaws lay, was a city called Volcano. Rather unimaginative names, but those were the ones Erick focused on because of their locations. They had likely been named in their simplistic way to allow others to easily know them. Many other cities had opened up all inside the Fairy side of the Forest of Glaquin, but Coast was on the other side of where Erick’s Gate to the Forest lay, and Arbor was on the other side of where Yggdrasil grew, and Volcano was… Well it was at the Volcano. Erick wasn’t sure what made Volcano special, but it was probably special, if for no other reason than its size. Volcano was easily the largest new city in Fairy, rivaling even Ar’Cosmos for size.

And yet, those cities were just the cities on the major maps.

Ar’Cosmos was divided into layers of reality, with at least 5, and probably as many as 10 different ‘Ar’Cosmosi’ within the same geographical location as the city itself.

That division spread out on 5 other maps. Each one of them had different lands upon it; different tendrils of cleared space made in the Edge of Fairy, where a dragon or a group of people had laid claim to some new town or space they were building upon that layer of Fairy.

All of it was a shock of information to the system.

But even more than that—

A single second had passed. Fairy Moon stepped away from the wall where she had not been until suddenly she was. She was already smiling—

“You have so much space!” Erick gestured to the layered maps. “This is the opening of an entire Surface continent! WHY WAS THERE A WAR!”

Erick was weirded out. Furious. Curious and caustic all at once. His words came out harsh, and Erick made them harsher halfway through when he realized exactly how angry he was.

Fairy Moon smirked and chuckled. She cared not for Erick’s anger. “Because dragons are dragons! And there was a bit of a bother about a runic [Renew] ring that briefly fell out of our control. But the war is won now. Bright Smile secured it all, and she’ll be securing all of it more and more as time ticks on. We’re a decade or two away from Carnage accretion tanks, though the numbers on that estimate will need to be re-estimated on the gaining of [Renew] itself in the Open Script.”

“… I suppose I will never understand normal dragons, and that is how it will be.” Erick shook his head lightly, changing the subject, “Are you finding the Feast acceptable?”

“Oh yes! Your Cooks cast a fantastic Feast of cookery and charm in overabundance and overmeasure. I even asked for some favorite foods and Donny assayed an appreciable awalotia.”

“… I have never heard that word before?”

“It’s a type of bread and meat and cheese, which is that son’s specialty.”

Erick waved off the presentation, saying, “Congrats on winning your war, then. I hope it is less bloody going forward.”

“Then you will visit?” Fairy Moon said, with a great grin. “You have a piece of property that remains untouched, waiting for your Wizardly ways.”

“Maybe when I’m actually immune to your power I’ll think about going in there again.” Erick changed the subject again, because he wanted to, “So as an ally of House Benevolence, what are your thoughts on the House so far? About anything I’ve done recently, or whatever you feel like commenting on.”

Fairy Moon had looked like she was about to say something, and then Erick changed the subject, and so she looked lost and a bit frustrated. And then she turned curious, and then contemplative. After a moment she said, “The correction of the Cities was a terrible thing on the level of horrors untold and unable to be told. Souls should not be snipped and rearranged and then Blessed into Benevolence like you have done. And yet, I also hate the Cities with a carving passion that predates my hate of Forgotten Campaigns. So… Couldn’t have happened to a more deserving domain.” She added, “What you did to the dragons that defenestrated themselves from Ar’Cosmos was less than divine, too, but the Benevolencing was and will continue to be amazing, and many things are forgiven in the creation and stabilization of a civilization.”

“You’ve been to the Cities, then?”

“Many many times! Truth to tell, I can never stay there overlong for finding a person that needs to die is like finding a pebble on a beach; sure as the surf serves up stones. Hopefully with some Benevolence dragons and the rebels and the Blessed Nobility in charge, that place will perchance to change.”

Erick was not expecting that sort of sentiment from Fairy Moon. She hated his [Blessing of Empathy]. And yet, she thought it was… Not fine. But okay. Also, she seemed rather stable right now. Unusually stable.

Happy, too.

Erick decided to ask her a question that was somewhat in her wheelhouse, “Got any words of advice regarding making new nodes for gate spaces?”

Without a single change in her generalized mirth, Fairy Moon said, “Split a splice from your soulcore and make of it a copy of your core-core, but without the soul at all. Simple!”

“… That somewhat tracks with what I heard from Quilatalap.” Erick was not comfortable around Fairy Moon at all, but he wanted to be; which is why he had asked her a question that she might have known something about. He did not want any sort of antagonistic or mind-controlling relationship between them, and so the only other type of relationship to have was one of calm talking… Maybe. The only problem was that he couldn’t really trust her; she had already broken trust once, and she would have broken it again had Erick allowed his walls to come down… Aaaaaand there. Erick turned himself around from trying too hard with Fairy Moon, for now. His walls were staying up. For now. “Appreciated, Fairy Moon. I hope you find the rest of the Feast well.”

Fairy Moon raised an eyebrow, and then she lowered it, simply saying, “When the horns of war blow, I will be there by your side, my Wonderful Wizard of Benevolence. I wish you would not see what I do as something other than what is deserved, though; I act with ages of knowledge hard-fought and hard-learned; not with simple truths and simple actions.”

So she wanted to get deep into it, then?

Erick said, “Maybe you do act in a deliverance sort of way, but it still seems odd to me that you… Well. I suppose it doesn’t seem odd at all that you want your family back above all the concerns of mortals and the mayhem your desires cause. But…” Erick paused. “Honestly, you probably made the right call with the Dragon Exodus. I can admit that. And I’m probably fucking up a lot of things I don’t want to fuck up. I can admit that, too… But it’s the providence of the young to believe in better, new ways, and so I will make of that my providence.” Erick said, “I find it very distasteful that Bright Smile had to go to war to secure Ar’Cosmos. But I also find it distasteful that I had to go to war, too, to do the same with my own lands. Whole buncha’ shit happened recently that I wish had not needed to happen.”

Fairy Moon looked upon Erick—

The Last Fairy suddenly stood at her full height, looking rather regal in her white/pink/green dress, her heterochromatic eyes seeming to sparkle in the light, as her mouth turned into a knowing line. She nodded, like an empress. The effect probably should have been subdued by her stature, at being a full head shorter than Erick, but it was not subdued at all. Fairy Moon was regal, and she had always been.

She spoke, “It is the realm of the young to know what is unknown by elders. It is why I die and am reborn every so often, and why my family does the same. But we can still draw on those older parts of ourselves when necessary, and I am far, far older than anyone else in this land. Whenever you need it, you are always welcome to ask me for guidance, and I will always give that guidance true.”

Erick saw too many sudden-loopholes in those words. He could only utter:

“… Really.”

For an uncomfortable moment, Erick had knocked Fairy Moon off of her metaphorical throne.

“… Outside of certain topics, like family and friends and countries and men and— Most topics are fine!”

“How about for verifying history? Would you talk true on that?”

Fairy Moon shrugged. “Easy enough. What do you want to know?”

Erick opened his mouth to ask about Xoat and all of those stories that Quilatalap had spilled out this morning. But then he had a different thought. Erick began, “The Feast is made up of several necessary parts; opening song and ceremony, presentations of growth, the Tellings of History, and closing ceremony. Gifts happen somewhere in all of that, too. As far as I have been told, these are the necessary parts of the Feast in this day and age, with everything else from dinners to days spent doing this to housing and whatever, merely to allow the host to show off as much as they can, but since I don’t care to show off, we had a light schedule. I planned for 2 and a half days. With a real Feast Barrier, though, and with 5 days, we’re stretching out the events. Tonight is the First Telling of the creation of the Old Cosmology. The Second Telling is the Sundering and the Creation of Veird, and that’s tomorrow. If all goes well with the next century, then what we —you, I, House Benevolence, the gods, Melemizargo, the wrought, everyone… What we do here tonight could be spoken of in a theoretical Third Telling. But at this juncture, we have two Tellings that need to happen. The creation of the Old Cosmology, and then the Sundering Story. The First Telling will happen in 3 hours, after a meal prepared by the Saucery. I have yet to tag someone for that, for I was assuming to do it myself.” Erick asked, “But do you want to give the First Telling?”

Fairy Moon’s eyes sparkled as Erick spoke. By the time he finished, and actually asked his question, she was grinning wide. With strength, she declared, “I would give the Prime Telling, and then all the rest, for all the other days of this Feast.”

“… Your enthusiasm is noted, and appreciated, but I am not interested in a Prime Telling, whatever that might be. I want this Feast to be as normal and as non disruptive as I can make it, so a First Telling and Second Telling are acceptable. I also won’t accept any ensorcelling Fae Magic in any of your words.”

Fairy Moon smirked. “I’ll give everyone here a True Telling; something that I doubt even Melemizargo has witnessed in ages. It will be informative!”

… Erick was less sure by the second that he should have offered this to Fairy Moon. But he had. And he wasn’t about to take it back. So he said, “Try not to make it too special.”

Fairy Moon gave a regal chuckle. “It will be exactly as it needs to be, to be as memorable as it needs to be; not too much, and not too little!”

“Are we talking ‘memorable’ in the sense of a nice day from yesteryear? Or ‘memorable’ in the sense of recalling a near-death, or such?”

“As memorable as your song last night!”

Erick stared. He began, “Fairy Moo—”

“I jest! I jest!” Fairy Moon said, loud and giggling. “It’ll just be a bit jarring. Nothing too terrible, or too tumultuous. But it will be a True Telling; I would have it no other way.”

“… Please don’t ruin whatever peace and calm might be growing here.”

“Ohhhh… Erick.” With sad eyes, Fairy Moon said, “Clinging to calm in a time of trials is to falter hard, and heavy. So rise up, our Wizard of Benevolence, on the waves you yourself are sending into the susurrus. Ride the waves, and soar as we haven’t seen in an age!”

“… Has Bright Smile heard this story before?”

Fairy Moon eyed Erick. Slowly, she said, “She has.” More assuredly, “Everyone of Ar’Cosmos knows of True Tellings, from True, to First, to Second, and all the smaller stories in between the big ones. Even your man Volaro could voice these verisimilitudes if he were wont, but I know them truest of true, and so I shall be the one to give them to you.”

“How about Volaro and Bright Smile working together to tell the tale, and you can coach them?”

“… I can do that, too.”











- - - -







Erick walked out of Fairy Moon’s presentation space with a weight upon his mind. He had delivered both a loaded gun to the ancient fairy, and then rapidly disarmed it after the fact, after he realized how big of a deal she was going to make of the whole thing.

Oh well.

Fairy Moon had been right about one thing. Erick needed to ride the waves that he made, instead of getting sucked up in the undertow that he also made...

Huh.

‘Undertow’?

So many coincidences happening everywhere, eh? But then again, Erick could just be twisting what was already there to fit a mold that did not exist, like how he felt Quilatalap had done with the Xoat stuff. And yet… The Script caused ruts in the mana, allowing for magic to work in certain ways. For just one example: Accretion used to be able to work many thousands of different ways, back in the Old Cosmology. But here on Veird, deep inside of Ar’Cosmos where the Script was rather loose, even people born and raised and who had never left that land (and discarding their own uniqueness as a person) still accreted the same Stats as everyone else.

When was a coincidence not a coincidence?

- - - -

Erick walked into House Benevolence’s presentation. Zolan was overseeing the presentation space right now. The castellan nodded at Erick, and Erick nodded back, before turning his attention on the walls, on the presentation.

It was a myriad presentation. There was a list of monsters killed around the world, graphs of inflows and outflows from every major Gate collection, and maps of the growth of the Greater Candlepoint Area starting from before Erick even took over the place.

The first map of the area was from back when Candlepoint was a city of shadelings half a [Teleport] away from the Wall of the Wasteland, filled with shadows and lures for adventurers, like some minor mirror of Ar’Kendrithyst. Erick looked upon that map now. Back then they were calling this place the ‘beginner’s Ar’Kendrithyst’, due to the organized economy of getting darkchips for completing tasks in the city and then spending them on grand lists of new magics, courtesy of the Shades.

And then ballooning spiders descended upon the land, Bulgan made the problem worse, and Erick ‘liberated’ the city from that Shade… Though not before a hundred thousand shadelings had died. Even more died when Melemizargo carved out a 50 kilometer wide lake on the west side of the city, as a ‘reward’ for Erick’s ascension to power, collapsing about a third of the city into parasitic-eel-filled waters in the process.

… This place had come a long way since then.

Candlepoint was up to a population of 85,000. Weald, on the southwest edge of the lake, was home to around 110,000. Gambler’s Rest, to the north of Candlepoint, had about 25,000 people. All of that was contained within a wall that surrounded the whole space, which was about 250 kilometers from side to side. Erick and his people (mostly Kiri and Overseer Mox and Overseer Burhendurur, and their offices) had reclaimed a minuscule portion of the Crystal Forest. It was not a lot! But it was something. Thanks to a lot of magics, the dead sand had been transformed into something that might one day resemble soil. Even now, that once barren orange land out there was becoming something greener, with tiny bushes and hardy grasses and sometimes even more than that. A lot more than that, in some cases, which was mostly due to Kiri’s direct efforts, or to the efforts of the Benevolence Dragons.

For Benevolence Dragons could literally breathe green life out of the soil, causing strong grasses and flowers and bushes and even some trees to start growing out of nothing but dirt. That life did not always flourish unless it was taken care of, but sometimes it took root and spread properly.

Quite a few of those dragons had taken it upon themselves to file the paperwork for the creation of new settlements within the Greater Candlepoint Area, and those settlements were well under way out there, too. They were growing fields of food, raising tall buildings, and bringing more and more people to this land.

Erick gazed upon the full breadth of what he and House Benevolence had been able to accomplish, and it was good. Most of all of this stuff only took place in the last few months, so the growth of it all was astounding, even to him.

Smiling softly, Erick said, “It’s all going so well, Zolan.”

Zolan stood beside Erick, having walked forward as soon as Erick appeared.

As they stood in front of the most recent map, Erick looked to Zolan, asking, “Got any ideas on what we could do better?”

Without needing a single moment to think, Zolan said, “You should revisit the idea of water Gates, or seeing if we can safely [Cityshape] the land to provide water to the cities growing in the green spaces. If we can extend a canal system from the lake, then that could provide a lot of water to these new places.”

“… Are cisterns and daily rains not doing enough— Eh. No. Of course they aren’t. What was I even thinking. I’d want constant water, too… Okay. I’ll ask… Fallopolis? If it’s safe to [Cityshape] the land?” Erick debated for a second if he wanted to risk asking the Darkness in the corners if he would allow [Cityshape]s inside the Crystal Forest. Erick decided not to do that. Melemizargo was the direct reason why much of the Crystal Forest remained uninhabited, for every time someone tried to reroute the water table, which necessitated a reach down into the near-Underworld, they got dead. But the last time this land had been Shaped, Melemizargo had done it himself, and he had killed many shadelings…

Jury was still out if those shadelings had actually died, though.

All that was a distraction to the question, anyway.

Erick said, “I’ll ask Fallopolis.”

“Ask me what?” Fallopolis said, stepping out of the shadows and into the room.

“Did you read the letter?” Erick asked.

“… That was not what you were going to ask me.”

“I know, but you were pretending like you didn’t know what I was already talking about, so I wanted to blindside you.”

Fallopolis rolled her eyes, though it was hard to tell with her eyes being pools of light. She shrugged her shoulders, saying, “I read your letter. It was only 5% new to me—”

Buzz. Lie.

“—and yes, that was a lie, because I’m not ready to talk about it yet.”

And that was the truth.

Fallopolis said, “Go ahead and Shape your land however you wish! You won this land by right of conquest and you could have done this Shaping last year.” She looked to Erick. “You can Shape this land, though. No others.”

Erick frowned at her. “The people I’ve appointed couldn’t do it?”

“The Dark wants you to grow further! So learn how to [Cityshape], Erick, and bring water to your people, besides, you know, through the falling-from-the-sky option.” Fallopolis smirked. “It will be good practice for when you eventually start [Planeshape]ing.”

“World Shaping shouldn’t be that hard with Scripts, and I already have [Terraforming] for plant and life creation. Why would I want to make cities anyway? Let the people make their own houses.”

Fallopolis clicked her tongue. “Erick! That has nothing to do with the problem. [Cityshape] is a big spell and you have yet to do anything too deep with Stone magics, and that is irresponsible. You can’t make Scripts and you especially cannot allow others to make Scripts without knowing how magic truly works. You’re also required to learn true Fire Magic. Air and Water Magics are only barely passable, and that’s because you have [Control Weather], but you should learn how to Shape mountains of water, too.”

“… We have vastly different ideas of what I expect out of a world.”

“… Maybe? What do you expect out of a world?”

“A barren rock of a world which orbits its sun and is maybe 13,000 kilometers in diameter. Upon these worlds, a seed of Yggdrasil will fall, and then take root. This seed envelops the planet in an Edge, so that mana cannot escape to the void, and then that seed casts a bunch of [Duplicate] to make water and other essential things, and then [Terraforming] to begin a water and plant growing cycle. Maybe some [Cleanse] to remove natural toxins in the ground and in any sort of atmosphere… It’ll be complicated, but eventually the world will become habitable to everyone. When that happens we can link up with this new world through a [Gate] through Benevolence.” Erick added, “And when the new world has basic life support, others will come in from other worlds and populate the new planet, transforming it however else they wish to transform the place. I won’t be controlling how people populate the land.”

Fallopolis paused for a moment, then she said, “I have too many things to say about all of that, so I’m not going to say anything except that your plan is not nearly expansive enough.”

Erick brightened. If that was the direction Fallopolis took his plan, then he could work with that. “Well of course it’s not planned out enough. One second.” With a mental command, Ophiel dropped down from the upper floors, carrying a pile of paper. “But since you want a great big report, let me fashion a preliminary project idea...” With an expert sunform, Erick began picking up papers and lightly singeing the paper to mark down his entire idea for Yggdrasil seed spreading. He began at the initial mana investment for a seed, which was some number he did not know, along with the basic spells needed for terraforming, including [Cleanse] and [Duplicate] and the [Terraforming] spell itself, but also the Script support for Yggdrasil’s basic magics, and the support for [Gate]. And then he did a whole lot more. Within a minute Erick had made a hundred and thirteen page report, complete with images, lots of no-jargon wording, and a bunch of ideas that were not really spoken of too much outside certain circles, but which seemed important for making new worlds. With one final flourish, Erick bound the whole thing into a book, and then [Duplicate]d the book into another two copies. He handed the original to Fallopolis, saying, “There’s a lot of science in there about weather patterns and solar winds and magnetospheres and upper atmospheres, and magma and iron planet cores and a bunch of earth-sciences, all of which comes from an Earth understanding of how worlds are supposed to work outside of Script influence. In this knowing, we might be able to lower maintenance mana costs of a Script quite a lot, and provide extra barriers to mana leakage, so that the Edge of those Scripts is much easier to contain.”

Fallopolis stared at the book, taking it from Erick. Erick handed the other two to Zolan, nodding as the man took the books, his eyes going wide but then rapidly going small again. Probably because he had never wanted to actually see Erick use [Duplicate] so openly, but then again everyone already knew that Erick had that spell. So that was whatever.

Erick continued, “But you’re right. I don’t know how the Script works too well, and I’m possibly making a fool of myself for making this book. But that’s okay. Rozeta said she would speak to me about all that in seventy years, once this new equilibrium of stability actually stabilizes.”

Fallopolis held the book in her hands like it was a weight. And then the book vanished in a flicker of shadows and Fallopolis stood strong again, grinning. “We look forward to your Telling tonight, Erick!”

“Volaro and Bright Smile will be doing that, and it’s going to be something called a ‘Prime Telling’. Whatever that is.” Erick added, “Or a ‘True Telling’. Though I’m not sure what that is either.”

Fallopolis’s eyes went wide. “Oh Dark God.”

And then she vanished in a flicker of shadows.

… And Erick slowly smirked. He said to Zolan, “You know, Zolan. I really like making them all freak out. It’s a welcome change of pace.”

With a dejected air, Zolan asked, “You think the drug bar is a bad idea? Or simply for fun? Because I’m thinking I’m way too sober.”

“I know you’re joking, but... When I hired you I promised you would never need to work with a Shade, but I’m pretty sure I’m going to make a Gate to New Brightwater when this Feast is over— If they all behave, of course.”

“… I am not actually about to get inebriated during a time like this, but you almost make me want to.”

Erick smiled wide. “Sorry about that, Zolan.”

“See now… You say you’re sorry, but I am not sure you are.”

Erick chuckled, and then his smile softened until it went away entirely. With a heaviness to his voice, Erick said, “I am sorry. But this Feast happening like it is happening is probably still better than any of the alternatives.”

Zolan nodded, and then with an air of nonchalance, he asked, “Have you heard many Telling stories before?”

“Not at all. Got any stories for me so I’m not blindsided later?”

“I do. They used to be really popular a thousand years ago, but they crop up now and then. I probably know the one that Ar’Cosmos is going to give...”







- - - -







Dinner was had, and it was wonderful. Erick thanked the Cooks, and so did everyone else. Now that meal times had happened five times already, and good food in great quantities had been available at all points in time, Erick recognized that getting fed by 8, 9, and a 10 star Cook had resulted in perhaps some of the most polite interactions between Shades and everyone else that Erick had ever seen. Erick worried a bit when Farix hit on Donny again, but that was the extent of the untoward actions made toward the Cooks, or their staff. Even Treant had been grateful for the meals, which was some of the only times that Erick had ever seen the dour bark-skinned man look a little less dour.

Treant really liked his lemon bars.

Being seated at the same large round table in the center of the atrium, with everyone served at the same time, probably had something to do with the politeness. Or maybe Erick was imagining that. Whatever. There were no servants or otherwise at that large round table. Just Erick, Quilatalap, all the Shades, Fairy Moon, Bright Smile, and Erick’s overseers, in that order around the space. Same as yesterday. It was nice to eat at the same table, in Erick’s opinion, with no one above anyone else. For a lot of the Shades this was odd, but they adjusted well enough.

And then dinner was over, everything was put away, and the stage was set for the evening’s entertainment. It was time for the First Telling, and Volaro and Bright Smile moved into position to begin that Telling.

All throughout dinner the conversation had been weird because of many different factors…

But dinner, with these sorts of people, was always going to be weird.

Maybe last night’s dinner had been weirder, though, due to Erick’s performance and everyone had needed time to digest that. But tonight’s dinner had been weird, too, for everyone was talking about the presentations and about plans, and they were also speaking around the topic of the First Telling. Fairy Moon had hinted at ‘nothing but Truth will be Told tonight’ and Fallopolis had said something about how ‘Truths and Fairy Truths were not always the same’, which had started a good natured (but not really) talk that ended in Erick declaring how the Dark’s Truths and Fairy Truths might have come at history from different angles. They dropped that subject then.

Fallopolis diverted that conversation to nicer topics, back to speaking of the presentations, because she did not want to have a religious talk with Fairy Moon at all.

And now Fallopolis stood prepared-to-be-mad, as the lights dimmed overhead.

Volaro stood tall and resplendent in white and black-lined robes, his eyes of red Carnage fire glowing brightly. He could have become a dragon for the Telling, as was how it was supposed to be, but he remained orcol-sized. Volaro stood on the left side of the stage.

Bright Smile was a meter shorter than Volaro, but she stood tall, too, on the right side of the stage, her red and pink dress looking like weighted fire wrapped around her deeply-tanned frame. She could become a dragon, too, but she remained human-sized.

Volaro spoke with a deep voice, “The time is nigh.

Bright Smile continued, “The sun has set.

Every single Shade, and Erick, and Quilatalap, responded, “The time to Break and Make is met.

So far, so good. That was normal.

Fallopolis relaxed a fraction, and so did every single other Shade. Quilatalap glanced at Erick, to his side, smiling softly. Erick returned the glance, and then grabbed Quilatalap’s hand. The big guy flinched a fraction, but then he smiled brighter, and squeezed back.

Zolan and Aisha, and many of the Cooks and helpers off to the side, watching from a safe distance, looked like they were witnessing a train wreck; they could not look away.

Together, Volaro and Bright Smile’s voices filled the atrium, “In the beginning of the Darkness’s Cosmology, there was only Darkness.”

And that part was different.

Fallopolis frowned. A few worried looks passed between the Shades. Zolan almost chuckled but he strangled his expression to an unruly frown, threatening to turn into a smile at any moment. He was enjoying the complaints of the Shades. Quilatalap’s eyes widened a fraction. Aisha tsk’d.

And then Fairy Moon stepped out onto the stage between Volaro and Bright Smile, and all eyes focused on her. She wasn’t supposed to be a part of this Telling, but as soon as Erick had that thought, he realized that he should have expected this.

The petite fairy wore a schoolgirl-like dress of white, pink, and green. She raised her head, her heterochromatic eyes blazing fresh-growth-green and nuclear-pink. Her voice filled the world,

“But before the Darkness...”

Springtime asked for the floor, and Darkness retreated.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Ohh! Such a tease to end right there. 

Good news, though! 

Patrons have the end of book 7 + Epilogue. 

AND CHAPTER 220, START OF BOOK 8!!

Thanks for reading.

(Patrons will have a 3 week break between the epilogue of book 7 + Book 8 chapter 1)

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                The daughter, in her curiosity, asked the mother, “Where do universes come from?”

The mother, in her ageless wisdom, asked, “Where do you think they come from?”

“You made this one, so this is why I asked you.”

“And you’re the fully-formed product of that one time I held a hand with a guard, so your guess is as good as mine.”

“… Universes come from hand holding?”

“No, dear. Little inquisitive girls come from a Queen wondering what it would have been like to have a husband who is not her husband.” The mother said, “I have very little idea of where universes come from, for I have no idea how I made this universe either. Go ask your father.”

“Which one?”

“Whichever; both are your father.”

And so the daughter went to the guardhouse, because the king was always busy.

“Father? Where do universes come from?”

The guardian father asked, “Didn’t you ask your mother?”

“She said to ask you.”

“Your mother knows more than I, but where do you think universes come from?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe from something being put where it ought not be put?”

The guardian father laughed. “That is often true! But not the whole truth. Either way, I only know where kids come from; not universes. Your brother the prince is a lot more generative than I, and he made himself happen when I handed the king his crown. Go ask the prince.”

And so the daughter went to the prince’s art studio.

The prince was in a creative mood today, so the daughter watched as paint struck canvas, and people came into being. The prince had yet to make a universe, and yet he was still the most generative force in the kingdom because he never stopped trying to make another universe. So far all he really made were people.

The daughter watched a baker come into being, along with the baker’s oven and a loaf of bread. Looking past the edge of that painting, the daughter saw wheat fields, for one cannot have bread without wheat, and without farmers. In a single painting, the prince made a whole small industry, which, when placed next to the other paintings in the studio, would slot into all the other industries that the prince had already made. When the painting proved good and wholesome with all the other paintings, the prince might even decide to break the frame and let the painting into this universe.

The prince did not do any of that right now, though, for he was fully in the flow. He moved on to the next painting. This next masterpiece became a fisher, who fished the streams, and by that fishing the fisher brought those streams into being.

And now, the prince put the baker painting and the fisher painting next to each other. This, then, was the testing. The streams went by the wheat fields, and both were enhanced by that joining, though the fields were enhanced more than the streams.

The daughter watched as the prince watched his paintings become the kingdom on the other side of the frame.

She watched the river dry up, due to too many farms. And soon, the river was gone. The fisher was dead. The fish were dead. The farms were fine, though; they had even grown in the consumption of the rivers. But now the river was dry, and the farms retreated. The baker thrived for a time, building a kingdom of bread, but then they fell back onto hard times, and now they were back to making simple bread for their neighbors

The prince looked at his painting of a fisher, now a desolate thing of skeletons and muck on a riverbed. He took it off the wall, and painted it again.

This time it was a painting of a raging river, wide as a world. When he hung it beside the painting of the baker, the baker was swept out to sea, along with all the farms.

The painter clicked his tongue. “Overdid it that time.”

“Maybe the river should have been wider, and not so much whitewater,” offered the peeping daughter.

The prince rounded on the daughter. “What are you doing here— You messed up my paintings! Get out of my studio!”

The daughter, indignant, put her fists to her hips. “I didn’t do a thing to you or yours! I only watched!”

“Your presence was enough! It was enough! Get out of here!”

“Answer a question and I will.”

“I agree! State your question and then begone!”

“Where do universes come from?”

“From wherever there is a clean canvas and a will to create! Now get out of my studio!”

“… Wait. That doesn’t help me at all. Why does—”

“Too bad!”

The prince had grabbed a painting from the bin—

Suddenly the daughter was in the middle of a road, on a street she did not know, in a land that was not her home. She looked up at the sky and saw a square of canvas with a painted image of the prince’s face vanishing into the blue. The prince called out silent curses against interlopers, and about how some lessons never get learned.

The daughter looked around.

“That fucker trapped me in a painting.”

It was a kingdom of normal make. Nothing too strange about it. At least the prince had been nice enough to throw her into something that resembled home. Not like that time he had shoved her into a world that was a beehive. Whatever! She could get out of this.

And so she did.

It was a tale of blood and gore and killing tyrants and wooing maidens and a magical trip through an orchard that was a kingdom, and then down into the crystal caverns and up to the highest peak of the sun. In that ageless time the painted world had long since turned real for the daughter, but sometimes she could see the seam of the fabric of the canvas, here and there. When she cared to, she searched out those seams, looking for a way out, but when she loved the world, she stayed longer than she should have, which was at least as long as she needed to see the mortals live and die, and to live and die with them. Finally, though, something changed, and the daughter wanted out.

She searched so long for a good seam; one that could actually take her out.

And then, she found it.

A cut.

Finally, a cut!

She stepped through that cut—

“Oh! Hello, daughter,” said the king, her other father. “You have come back to us. Welcome back.”

There were too many things to say and not enough time to say them, but those thoughts vanished in the wake of true life anyway. And so the daughter who had been the princess, the queen, the beggar, the brother, the killer, the mother, the monster, simply said, “Hello, father.”

“How long was the journey this time?”

“An age and a day. The prince was nice this time. I took your advice and I didn’t actually interrupt his painting, so that helped. How long has it been here?”

“An age and a day; the normal amount of time. Did you find out how universes are made?”

“Not at all! I did learn how to swing a sword again. That was fun.”

The king smiled, saying, “I would have thought you would have figured out universe creation by now. The prince has been making them all this time and he’s only a few ages older than you.”

“… Those are real universes? I thought they were paintings?”

With a knowing grin, the king asked, “How have you tried to make a universe so far?”

“Ugh!” the daughter said, her frustration on full display. “I tried touching hands with a cute boy. I tried putting a crown on a queen. I tried painting a world on a canvas made of magic, with paints made from Reality. It’s so easy for all of you, but not for me!”

The king nodded. “Keep trying. I’m sure you’ll get it eventually. Try going for a walk in a distant land, and seeing if a change of perspective helps. And if nothing else… Have you tried bringing together two things that simply shouldn’t work? That’s often enough to start a universe rolling.”

“Tell me again how you made this universe, father?”

“I found a spot in the light of Endless Summer and introduced a change; a darkness, if you want to call it that. You can’t really control the outcome that way, but I like it better that way.”

“… Huh. I haven’t tried that yet. Maybe I’ll do the opposite, though. Where would I find a deep enough darkness, though?”

“Ask your brother for a black painting. But don’t interrupt his painting, or he might trap you in another world. Wait for his tea time, instead.”

And that is what she did.

The daughter waited for an age and a day, peeping on the prince, looking for a time when the prince was not painting. Eventually it happened. The prince came out of his studio to take tea on the grassy hill with one of his paintings he had broken wide and brought into this world, fully.

The new introduction to the kingdom was an old woman, hunched with age and with eyes so bleak they could not see. But the prince had gifted her glasses made of perfect paint, and the woman could see everything.

She saw the daughter in the bushes. With a cheerful tone, she asked, “Oh oh! Who is that?”

The prince saw the daughter. “That’s the daughter.”

“Your sister?”

The prince scowled. And then he relented. “Maybe? Sure. Why not.” He called out, “Sister! Stop hiding in the bushes and come out and say hello.”

The daughter, who was a sister sometimes, came out of the bushes. “Hello… Brother? Sure. Why not.” She turned to the old woman. “Hello, old woman. May I have your name?”

The old woman cackled. “No you may not, fairy girl. Why were you hiding in the bushes?”

“I was waiting to ask my brother, the prince, for a black painting, so that I might try creating something out of darkness like our father did when he did the opposite.”

The prince scowled. “He didn’t make this universe out of light. He made it out of a dream. But since light did not exist, then he made that, too.” He waved a hand, saying, “I’m not talking with you. I’m talking with this old woman. You want a black painting. Go get one; I care not which. I made a million of them.” He gestured to the studio.

The daughter gleefully scampered off into the depths of the studio, leaving behind the prince and the old woman, as the two of them began to speak of such useless things like magic and order.

The trip into the studio took an age and a day.

Finally, a thousand kilometers into the studio, after passing through halls of black painting after black painting, and journeying into the other areas when she grew bored of the black, the daughter found something that she was not approved to take. But she wanted it. A man, trapped behind a painting’s surface, contained by a frame of metal. He wore a strange suit like a full-winter getup, but with a faceplate made of glass. He hovered on a field of void, alone in his universe of stars and vacuum, looking as bright as the stars themselves.

Without knowing she had been looking for it, the daughter had found her light. She stole that painting, grasping its metal frame tight, bringing it with her as she delved deep into the studio, looking for the perfect black expanse.

And then she found it.

The perfect black painting.

It spanned a kilometer in every direction, from top to bottom to back and forward through time. It was a pool thick with nothing. It was a universe of tendrils and eyes and teeth, but everything was black, and nothing was made of teeth and eyes and tendrils at all. It was simply black. The perfect black.

The daughter suddenly realized why she had grabbed the painting of the man in the weird suit. She would need an especially hardy source of light to survive this perfect black, and that is why she had taken this hardy-looking man. He could probably survive in that environment.

Oftentimes, when the prince threw the daughter into a painting, she did not survive until she transformed herself a good ten or thousand times. That was why the suited man called to her. She needed a survivor, and she had found one. With the introduction of this man into this darkness, perhaps when she joined them she wouldn’t need to go through a thousand iterations of her own self to grow accustomed to this new universe. She would have a leg up!

And the man might even survive this, too!

Like holding an egg above the black, the daughter grasped the two sides of the metal-framed painting, and with a great breaking, she introduced light into darkness.

And the universe began.







- - - -







Erick wasn’t sure what to make of the ‘True Telling’ of the Old Cosmology, as told by two Carnage dragons and one ephemeral fairy. The visuals were great, and a bunch of those lightwards still hung out everywhere in the atrium. Erick recognized those lightwards as lightwards now, but as Ar’Cosmos had been telling the story, Erick had felt like he was really there, and it was only upon looking back at the moment that he realized that he had witnessed a tale.

So. Fae Magic.

No matter how many times Erick asked Fairy Moon not to pull weird shit, she always did.

It was probably best for his mental sanity and continued relationship with Ar’Cosmos that he rolled with the punches, but at the same time, he needed to be sure to always tell Fairy Moon not to do that shit, or else she would get comfortable rolling over him like she always seemed to do. Erick did not feel that Fairy Moon had gone against his orders this time— not exactly, anyway. This was the Feast, after all.

And yet, there would likely come a time when the equilibrium of ‘don’t do that’ and ‘I’m doing it anyway’ will veer way too far to Fairy Moon’s side of the equation. She hadn’t crossed that line tonight, but maybe soon she would? Erick had no idea.

Erick found himself suddenly dreading that day, just as much as he dreaded Fairy Moon ensorcelling his mind once again.

Whelp!

There was a solution to that. Erick had to become a full Wizard. He had been slacking on that requirement of his life for a while now, but, to be fair to himself and all the rest of the world, he had been doing a lot of good work. And it wasn’t like he had been slacking off on keeping the world intact and moving forward. But the equilibrium between ‘I need to be stronger’ and ‘I need to be productive today’ was now veered toward the first option, thanks to this little display of a ‘True Telling’.

Three seconds had passed since the end of Ar’Cosmos’s Telling.

A few Shades looked concerned, though Fallopolis was the only one with a clearly-readable expression.

Ambivalence— No. Wait.

Dismissiveness.

Fallopolis did not care for the interpretation of events laid before her. As Erick glanced around the room, his mana sense sweeping far and fast, Aisha looked distrusting and Zolan looked similarly distrusting, but with an edge of ‘what the fuck is Volaro doing’. According to what Zolan had told Erick about what this ‘True Telling’ might say, this story was not too far out of expectations.

Five seconds had passed, and no one had said anything. Volaro was looking uncomfortable up there on the stage while Bright Smile was reevaluating her life choices, and Fairy Moon…

Fairy Moon was rapidly beginning to wonder why she wasn’t getting any applause.

Erick decided to speak before anyone else did. “Your Telling is appreciated. Is that how Fairy used to be?”

Fairy Moon had been waiting for someone to say something, but Erick’s words had not been her preferred place to start. “That is how Fairy is. Our True Telling was told with an intent to inform.”

Fallopolis said, “My God was and is not some painting in some fairy art studio.”

Fairy Moon scowled at Fallopolis. “Of course not! Causes are not cessations of creation. They are merely the beginning; a birth! And this story is True in the Telling. The prince painted open a portal into a land of only Darkness, and he also painted Xoat the traveler. It was the daughter who brought those two paths together and thus created the universe.”

Fallopolis complained, “The Old Cosmology was not created on the whims of a fairy.”

Fairy Moon blinked a few times, not understanding how Fallopolis could be so uncomprehending—

Quilatalap said, “The fae see creation as something different than we would see creation, Fallopolis. It does not mean that it is wrong. She is simply looking at the backside of a coin while all we can see is the front.”

Fairy Moon scowled, saying, “The damnable damner of souls is correct. All of you all have putrid perspectives, but I don’t hold it against you!” She added, “Not nearly as much as I might.”

To forestall any other anger from spilling out into this festival for the Dark, Erick spoke up, “Your Telling is appreciated, Fairy Moon, Bright Smile, Volaro. But since Fairy Moon is a million years old and as old as the Old Cosmology… Where were you when this all happened? I was kinda hoping to get that particular story.”

That was the main thing that Zolan had not been able to answer when he was explaining what this True Telling might look like.

“Oh!” Fairy Moon brightened. “I was the king.”

A collective pause.

Even Bright Smile and Volaro stared at Fairy Moon. They had not expected that. No one had expected that. Fairy Moon had never answered this question before, and Zolan had not expected her to answer it, if Erick decided to ask.

Erick continued, “What happened after your daughter made the Old Cosmology?”

“Oh? Oh no. Not my daughter, as you would qualify this quality. ‘The Daughter’. Or just ‘the daughter’. Still my daughter, too, though… It’s not important for you to understand that nuance now, so let’s get right to the ‘First Telling’, too, but from my perspective; That will answer most other questions quite well.”

Fairy Moon raised an arm, and the air above the atrium shattered into another place and time, myth and legend reorganizing all around everyone as the King took her throne in a great hall of some mythical kingdom somewhere…

- - - -

Erick and every other mortal member of the Feast stood to the left side of the atrium, each of them wearing something new, either robes of hunting leathers or armor. Each of them looked like a member of a court which had reported for duty in an emergency, without anyone having had time to change into something more respectable. A few things stood out on their side of the gathering. Quilatalap stood in a barbarian’s loincloth, which was very much too small for him. He wasn’t the only one wearing something scandalous, for Aisha wore little more than a skimpy sheer dress. Quilatalap briefly looked down at himself, and then ignored what Fairy Moon had done to him, while Aisha tried and failed to transform her body back into real clothes, or at least that’s what it seemed like she was trying and failing to accomplish. With a quick bit of deduction, Erick guessed that everyone Fairy Moon disliked personally was now wearing as little as possible, in some sort of embarrassment tactic. Erick wore normal, nice robes. Zolan wore booty shorts and a crop top…

Well. He had the body for it, and he wasn’t embarrassed at all. So… Whatever? Whatever.

Whatever the case, the atrium was divided in half by a long pink and green carpet ending at a bright white dais, where a throne of wood and crystal stood resplendent. All the members of the Feast were on the left side, standing near enough to each other. Volaro and Bright Smile were also on the mortal side of the gathering. Their part in this play was now to watch, it seemed, and not to participate.

The other side of the gathering held a whole lot of strange people indeed. Long ears. Angled faces. Large eyes and lithe bodies. Most of the tall, beautiful people wore normal courtier clothes; fancy noble stuff. There were also quite a few short stocky people wearing metals for clothes, and then there were the very small people in extraordinarily gaudy clothes made of jewels. A few people looked like elementals, and a few people looked like shadelings, but that was probably completely incorrect, for surface similarities did not mean deeper similarities existed at all.

At the head of the gathering, Fairy Moon stood upon the dais, standing before her throne made of twisted wood and myriad glowing crystals. She looked completely unwilling to have an emotion, as she gazed down at the only person on the pink and green carpet, in the center of the gathering, facing Fairy Moon directly.

The woman kneeling upon the carpet was nondescript.

Erick tried to focus on her face, but he could not. Her face was not there. Her body shifted to be taller, or shorter, or more pointy-eared, or to have green skin or blue skin, to be wearing a dress, or to be wearing pants and a tunic. She was a shifter of uncountable possibility; that was Erick’s first impression. Erick realized that his impression might be wrong, that something else could be happening. Maybe the girl in the center was too painful a memory for Fairy Moon, and Fairy Moon would not conjure the girl correctly. No one else in the hall looked as myriad of form as this person…

Though some of the people on the other side of the gathering didn’t look wholly there, either, now that Erick knew what he was looking for. Faces a bit wrong. Hands a bit odd, with too-long fingers, or too many, or not enough. The lettering on clothes could change from one angle to the next—

Fairy Moon’s mask slipped as she stared down at the shifting girl. The Last Fairy was suddenly sad, with a heaviness to her face and a slump to her shoulders that Erick had seen before when Fairy Moon recalled old memories best left ignored—

And then the metaphorical mask went back on, as though it had never left. But Erick knew what he had seen.

Fairy Moon spoke to the gathering, “My People of my minor kingdom of the neverwas. The daughter of Our People has gone and done her expected duty, but in doing her duty, she has gone far, far beyond our expectations. Stand and inform your family of what you have done, daughter.”

The daughter rose from kneeling. She addressed the gathering, “I have finally birthed a True Universe.”

The fae side of the gathering gasped—

“Yes,” Fairy Moon said.

And then the king of neverwas raised her arm and opened the roof of the atrium, revealing the Darkness Beyond that enveloped the world, ever spreading, ever deepening. Only the throne room remained untouched, and only by the grace of the king. She only allowed this much of the Darkness to show itself, and it was enough. The Darkness moved inside that endless expanse as it was wont, but that movement slowed completely when a man in a space suit appeared in the center of the sky, so far away, like a distant star. The king focused the gathering on that pinprick of light that was a man, speeding up time just barely enough to get the gathering closer to the sight above.

The man, Xoat, had struggled for a while, but now he just floated there in a slight fetal position. Tendrils of Darkness had wrapped around the man, poking at him. The man had lost his left arm somehow, and the man cradled that stump, as Darkness played in the globs of blood floating like spherical rubies in weightlessness. Erick glanced over to the other side of the sky, and saw the arm in the process of being flayed by tendrils of Darkness. White bones came apart in spirals of calcium and marrow. Muscles unspun. Blood separated into parts, and then separated further.

The king spoke, “Since we are so close to the creation, I am able to slow our perusal of this production long enough for us to come to a common cause.”

A man stepped out of the audience of fae, wearing overalls with paint splotches all over them, saying, “This should have been my production! The daughter has corrupted my work! And so, I will work to make this work better, since she is obviously incapable of knowing what she does at all! I cannot do this alone, and I will not forsake my own work, though. I will assist those who choose to assist.”

Fairy Moon asked, “Then we expand? We educate, colonize, and create?”

A woman wearing a thin crown of leaves stepped out of the air, onto the dais beside Fairy Moon, saying, “If we do not nurture with true knowing, then it could end up another mundane making. I wish for wishes and I mandate magic. We go forth, and be fruitful.”

Fairy Moon asked, “What sort of magic? What sort of making?”

The guard wrapped in time stepped from the air beside the dais, saying, “Fate is made and magic it shall be. We go in at the getting, and the getting is now. I call upon the four fated few, for we are already here at the hearkening.”

The sky of Darkness shifted.

The walls of the atrium fell away, revealing Darkness everywhere. The floor was the only thing that remained solid in all of creation, for like the guard said; they were already here. Every single person on the mortal side of the gathering looked concerned, and Erick was no exception. But the fae didn’t seem to care that they were already inside of the vast, consuming Darkness.

Fairy Moon asked, “Who shall be the four fated few?”

Three fae stepped forward.

A tall man in leathers. A very short woman in jewels. A metal-wearing man.

“I choose the blood.” “I choose the breath.” “I choose the bones.”

There was no fourth volunteer.

Fairy Moon looked around, and she spotted—

The daughter spoke up, “I would see this universe go far. I choose all the rest, and all the further hidden parts yet to come. I will become what needs to become to make it all work.”

The painting prince said, “Then you shall have my help the most, daughter.”

“Then go!” Fairy Moon said, “Go forth! To our new universe!”

The four volunteers exploded into blood, and wind, and stone, and everything else in creation. The painter’s paints flowed with them. Those parts of something new flowed into the sky, becoming like hidden prizes being placed into that which already was. The fae became the blood, breath, and bones of Xoat, along with everything else, their souls sundering as well, under the ministrations of Darkness, spilling forth from the shivers of the First Wizard’s dying body. The daughter was briefly visible as a shadowed embrace around Xoat’s shoulders, but that shadow passed, for everything turned into something new.

Something more.

Time fractured fast.

The man in the suit died and was pulled apart by Darkness, piece by piece.

But those pieces did not remain small, and separate. Bones grew large, as the Darkness tugged on them, pulling power out of the ephemeral space where the metal-clad man had joined with Xoat. Blood spilled forth in great waves, powered by the tall, thin man who was now Xoat. Breath filled the sky, powered by the small jeweled woman who was also Xoat. And everything else slowly grew, for when the Darkness finally understood what he was touching, that something rapidly began to expand.

Erick witnessed a version of the First Telling that he saw last year, but different. One where the lives of fae gave a hook for the Darkness to pull upon, as though they were saying ‘pull here!’ and ‘touch this here!’ to create more and more of whatever the Darkness sought to create. It wasn’t until the Darkness had fully broken and transformed Xoat into something new that he tried putting Xoat back together, to understand what he had broken, and to know that it could never truly be put back together. In that act, Darkness understood that it had killed. In that act, Darkness understood death, and life, and the difference.

Creation followed.

As a universe of people spilled out above, as world and worlds and pathways to other universes opened, Erick and everyone else at the party watched as the tall man reformed out of the blood of a battle. The tall man stepped back into the gathering of fae across the aisle, followed rapidly by the jeweled woman falling out of a windstorm that had scoured a world bare. Next, a world of metal split and cracked, and the stocky, metal-armor man came back to the party.

And it was a party. Music. Dancing. Revelry. Guests pulled out of the forming cosmology up above and brought down here for a while, only to go back to the Old Cosmology and find everything they knew to be changed beyond recognition.

Occasionally, a shadow would pass across the sky, looking like a dragon with wings. The shadow came and went two times now, but on the third pass it came into the gathering, landing directly onto the green and pink carpet which separated the gathering into the Feast, and the History.

It was the daughter.

But she was not herself. As she stepped toward the dais which held Fairy Moon, the daughter solidified from something unknowable, to a half dragon, but more human. Black scales and wings and a tail, but with a face like a supermodel and a body to match.

Fairy Moon rose from her banquet table and turned to the daughter, saying, “Welcome back, daughter. What shall we call you now that your nascent power has precipitated?”

“I have joined with the Darkness and given myself the name of Shadow, but now that the Third Cosmology is solid it is time for the true joining to commence.” Shadow turned and regarded the fae party. “It is time for us to go to our new home.”

The party of the fae stopped and stared at the daughter who now called herself Shadow.

Fairy Moon said, “Continue, daughter; Shadow.”

Shadow nodded, and then spoke to them all, “I am a god in that land, as these things are sometimes called. My duty is to expand my universe, and that is all I care for, but there is much work yet to be done. Blood and Breath and Bone and myself have paved the way to a true population of The People, and so, I ask The People if you would join me in this land. Do as you will. That is all I ask.”

With sadness in her voice, Fairy Moon asked, “Will you remain this god that you are for all eternity?”

Shadow shook her head. “I would rather not, for though I am the Darkness, I am also not, and I wish to see all the other stories alongside the smaller lives that come afterward. I will give up this mantle to one of my children as soon as they come of age and of power. I call them dragons, as they are beings of power and wrath and greed, and the name suits them. I might give up this power sooner than I wish, for it is good to give trials to those who aspire, and if someone should best me in combat then they have more of a right to this power than I. There are a lot of aspirants for this power.”

Fairy Moon smiled wide, and so did everyone at the party, each of them for uncountable different reasons. Erick saw love among most of those people, but he also saw pure greed. He saw people eager to live something new, and to shape what was to come. He saw eyes fixed on distant mortals high, high in the sky above; a desirous look, an uncomfortable stare. Some fae readied spears and swords. Others readied fire and lightning. Some held out brilliant golden hope to help against their fellow fae.

Erick saw the fairy side of the gathering expand, as though he had forgotten to look to the left and right and in the distance all this time. A million fae of a million sorts all looked ready for what was to come.

This entire party had been going on all this time while the Old Cosmology expanded up above, but the fae had been waiting for this moment. This split in time, where the new universe was ripe for the taking, for the toying, for the bolstering and the blasting. For the guiding.

For the growing.

This ageless party which had lasted an eternity and merely an hour, was finally at an end.

Fairy Moon declared, “The time is nigh. New lands are set.”

And the fae party responded with thunder, “The time to break and make is met!”

Fairy Moon waved her hand over them all, like the signal to start a race.

And what a race it was!

Fae turned to mist and light and lightning and fire and everything else conceivable, and many things that were not. A storm of power flowed into the heavens, into the Darkness, to take root on worlds at the real start of the Old Cosmology, after the Darkness had stabilized everything to an acceptable level. That storm took hold of the places just out of sight, each fae cloaking themselves in the matter of the Old Cosmology, each of them living new lives in this new land.

Except for Fairy Moon.

The pink/green/white fairy waved her hand, and the Darkness and the Old Cosmology and the empty party retreated to a painting held at the side of the atrium. It was a painting 20 meters long and curved along the top wall, looking like a window into another universe, for that is what it was.

Fairy Moon remained upon her dais, near her throne. She did not go into that other cosmology. She remained.

The Last Fairy remained.

As she would always remain.

From one nearness to the next, the tale was terminated, and the singing of stories had come to a close.

- - - -

In the atrium of House Benevolence, Fairy Moon spoke to the mortals, “I eventually went with them, to a land beyond the last, but that is a tale for another time. A story of song and storms and war and want, and a time of troubles for us all. For My Precious People were but the first to follow in the daughter’s footsteps. Other fae from other courts waged war, to claim countries and creation, and My People needed my help to win that war. We were the first in that land, though. We had precedence. When we died, we reformed there. When others died, they reformed elsewhere. In this way we lived alongside many mortals for many millennia.” With a suddenly-tired expression, Fairy Moon added, “And since I have to secure the same answers every single time I tell this tale, let me secure one or two of them now:

“We fae are not your souls, though mingling is possible, for the original Xoat had a soul not unlike our own and the Darkness made do with that originality rather well. All souls from all lands are similar in scope.

“Yes, that really was me. I am the king, but the kingdom was given up many great eons ago, so even I cannot recall what it once was. Only that it neverwas… I will stop there.

“But that is never the nadir of the not-truly-necessary questions.

“I will answer one more question from the host of this party, this Feast made in honor of the daughter of Shadow, subsumed into herself so long ago, because an honor of tales told true must be returned in kind to those who care. And Wizard Flatt...” Fairy Moon asked Erick, “You care so much it hurts sometimes. Ask your question, and let all other questions go unanswered. For now.”

There were many things to say to that little ultimatum of Fairy Moon’s. Primarily, Erick did not like the idea of being limited to one question only. He appreciated being able to fully talk to a person, and to get to understand them through more than what he could read of body language and between the lines. What good then was a single question, but as a springboard to misunderstanding?

But Erick got over that feeling rather quickly. There would be time for more questions later. Fairy Moon was purposefully limiting the questions that could be asked right now, due to the very mixed company and her own heavy emotions, and Erick could understand that.

His next impulse was to seek the most important answer he could. But how would he even gauge such a thing? By the possible importance for the world? Or for him, personally? For the future? Should he ask if he was Xoat? Should he ask how this universe connected to the Old Cosmology? What was the connection between universes that allowed fae to travel freely? How did wizards exist in this New Cosmology? How did planars travel to the Old Cosmology, and how did planars fall to Veird?

That string of thoughts led Erick to his actual question.

Erick began, “According to your own history, you could go into any universe you wanted until you settled into the Old Cosmology. Now that we are in this Other Cosmology that is not the Old Cosmology, and isn’t really a ‘New’ Cosmology either due to it being a part of some other existing cosmology… I could ask if this is Xoat’s original Cosmology, or whatnot, but I have a concern for interloping fairies of your own power level coming in and smashing what we plan to build as soon as the lesser Scripts go out into new lands. So here is my question: since the Old Cosmology is trapped on Veird... how does your expression of Fairy here on Veird interact with the rest of this particular universe?”

“Receptive transmission only, yet any fae who steps here will die instantly, and be trapped, though they might maybe be reborn in a future Script that doesn’t contain us all. My Own People are forcibly transposed into this New Cosmology, though, so we will be at war with the other courts of fae eventually. Maybe. War is not always all that must be. It is my hope that I can welcome family back to life soon enough, and maybe even be able to host parties again with others of my kind, as well as ameliorate any anger that they might have for having been accosted by blue boxes for the last living age. On that day, you are welcome to dine with us, our Wizard of Benevolence, and help me make up for all those failures of proper hosting, though you will need to make proper merriment when that time comes. Less presentations, more productions. Anything to assuage the anger of the ancient fae of this much, much older land than any I have ever been in before. I hope you can secure yourself before that date and get over your insecurities about my magic; it will make life so much simpler for us all if you are not so skittish, or so weak.”

Well that was suitably terrifying.

“Well then!” Erick forced a great amount of cheer into his voice as he tried to banish all problems, saying, “That’s a much appreciated story, Fairy Moon. Maybe we can talk later about some of the particulars of it all, but that was a lot to think about!” He said to the others, “So how about we get that band up and playing? We’re supposed to have four more nights of this Feast, and it’s time for the music and the talking! Or dancing, if you’re up for that— You know what? No talking. Only dancing for now. Talking will happen later.”

The audience was less than enthused. For the Shades, Fairy Moon’s story had been rather blasphemous. Those light-eyed people still had no idea what to really make of what they had heard. Bright Smile and Volaro were rather shaken, though that had happened during Fairy Moon’s second tale. Erick would ask them about all that later. Aisha looked terrified. Zolan was relaxed; he had hit his maximum level of shit about twenty minutes ago, and everything else that Fairy Moon had thrown out there had simply rolled off the man… And those booty shorts looked hilariously too small in every possible way, but he didn’t seem to care about that, either.

Erick’s request for dancing and music and no talking seemed to have fallen on deaf ears—

Music started playing from somewhere as Fairy Moon alighted on the floor next to Erick.

Ah. Well she had heard his request.

The music was proper and smooth, to go along with Fairy Moon’s actions as she bent one knee, while her other leg swept backward, fluttering her dress in the action. Her opposing hand went forward, toward Erick. She looked up, asking, “May I have this dance?”

Erick was wary, of course, but if everything went correctly, then this whole last year was still the bare start of a long term relationship between Fairy Moon and him. He needed to be something more than diplomatic, so he said, “You may have a dance lasting no more than one hour, or one dance, whichever comes first.”

The wording was tight, but Fairy Moon could always undermine him if she wished. It was what it was.

Fairy Moon smiled, and Erick took Fairy Moon’s hand.

They danced.

It was not a dance that Erick had ever danced before, but after an initial flubbing made passable by his Dexterity, Perception, and Intelligence, Erick caught up, and began dancing in truth. In the third revolution he even got into the song, smiling lightly as he held Fairy Moon’s hand, she held his hip, and he held her shoulder. She took the lead half the time, setting Erick to spin before they came back together, and then she switched it up, where Erick held her and she spun twice in quick succession, outdoing Erick’s own single spin, her dress flying out almost level with the dance floor.

Hard emotions seemed to melt a fraction.

For in that moment, Fairy Moon was perhaps the most graceful person he had ever seen.

When they came back together, Fairy Moon was giggling, small and polite. She whispered as they drew close, “You caught on quick to the quickening.”

Erick had no chance to ask what that all meant, for they separated fast, for that is what the dance required.

When they came back together Erick whispered, “I learn from the best.”

Fairy Moon laughed happily.

And Erick relaxed a little more.

The dance was light, and kinda fun. It was only Erick and Fairy Moon out there on the dance floor, skipping across pink and green tile where once there was only white eternal stonewood and a long carpet. Erick chuckled as he finally looked down at the flowery design underfoot, but he returned to the dance instantly as the music reached new heights and depths. The Wizard and the Fairy spun away from each other, then came back together in a twist of hands on hands, and then another spin away, mirroring each other as they whirled and then slowed in a sudden crescendo of song—

Suddenly, the dance was over. Erick lightly sweated as he stood there, a meter away from Fairy Moon, his right hand in her right hand, their lefts at their hips. Fairy Moon was as poised as ever, and looking simply radiant in the light. She bowed. Erick bowed. The music had departed, and so they split from each other—

A few polite claps came from the audience of Shades and guests, with Fallopolis being the only one to really clap like she meant it, her shouts of ‘Wonderful! Wonderful!’ rising above the sound of music. Fairy Moon giggled like a schoolgirl as she lightly took a step back, and then she was suddenly on the edge of the dance floor, twenty meters away. Erick remained in the center, upon a circle of white stone in the middle of a mosaic of flowers of all colors and kinds, his emotions still fraying over everything he had learned, and then over the dance they had had.

He turned to the audience to open the floor to others—

But then Fallopolis stepped forward, happily declaring, “I’m next! Everyone out of the way!”

The Shade of Civilization came forward, relentlessly, seeming to drop in apparent age, leaving behind her eternal grandmother look and appearing, in a certain light, to look like a rather normal, nice person.

Well this was fine, too, Erick supposed.

Erick held out his hand, saying, “Care for a dance?”

“We’ll be dancing around each other forevermore, Erick, so yes—” Fallopolis took his hand, smiling as she said, “Some booty shaking events are a welcome reprieve from all the other Events we’ve had so far.”

Erick pulled a false frown, saying, “I have a boyfriend, Fallopolis.” Erick smiled at Quilatalap, who was still standing on the side of the dance floor. He mouthed, ‘You’re next!’ and the big guy grinned. He was still only wearing leather loincloth like some sort of wonderful barbarian, and Erick almost wanted to discard everything but his own underthings for their own dance. But he turned his attention back to Fallopolis. The music rose, he pulled the Shade to a normal starting position, eliciting a schoolgirl giggle from the old woman, as he said, “Don’t be trying to break up my relationship, now.”

Fallopolis threw her head back and cackled. “Break you up?!” She stared at Erick. “I’m the one who told you two to go for it! Now that’s enough nonsense! Let’s dance~”

The band played.

Erick twirled Fallopolis on the dance floor, for that was exactly what she wanted. Soon, others came out to dance, pairing off together as they desired. And a curious thing happened.

Extra people started showing up. The Cooks and the staff. But also…

Others.

Erick ignored the extra people for now.

For Erick finally got to move on to Quilatalap, and the big guy changed his size dropping a full meter of height to dance more easily. In that moment Erick somehow saw and did not see as the band tripled in size, and long-eared partners mingled with the staff, and the servants of Shades, and soon the whole atrium floor had people dancing upon a mosaic of flowers. Fairy Moon danced with Queen. Zolan shimmied alongside Aisha, both of them having found something more respectable to wear when no one was looking. Hollowsaur somehow found an orcol woman to partner with, the two of them having eyes for each other, while Treant swayed gently on the side of the dance floor near a potted flower that did the same. Fallopolis danced with Farix, and then she handed Farix off to Erick, and the two of them danced together for a little while.

Erick recognized that all the orcols at the party were somehow human-sized somewhere in the second hour, or third hour, or whatever hour it was that it was…

And the goblin Hollowsaur had invited to the Feast was also human-sized, somehow, and dancing up a storm with Hollowsaur, and then moving on to dance with Queen, and then Erick a bit, too. In a belated sort of way, Erick recognized when Fairy Moon decided to change the theme of the party, putting everyone in loincloths while the music turned harsh and drumlike, fully in line with proper orcol sensibilities, and suddenly everyone was orcol sized.

The next time the music changed everyone was somehow wearing proper Victorian-esque stuffy outfits, full of frills and coat tails as they danced in lines like human nobility.

Another shift and everyone wore the robes of Nelboor, while the music was of gentle stringed instruments that turned harsh by turns, with the men dancing on one side of the party and the women on the other. It was some sort of coordinated dancing war that Erick barely understood how he knew how to dance. But he did know how to dance it all, and it was great fun.

Somewhere in all of that, there was another feast, served by people Erick had never seen before.

Soon after that, Fairy Moon officiated the Second Telling, the Sundering Story, but it was a 30 second thing about how everything broke and now it was finally getting better, so let’s move on, shall we?

And so they did.

The band played on.







- - - -







Erick woke in bed, naked and warm. His arm lay around a green guy— Ah. He was in bed with Quilatalap, and he was the big spoon…

Oh.

He was the big spoon.

He was somehow orcol-sized…

And…

Yup.

His horns were out.

Well fuck.

… At least he was only in bed with Quilatalap, and this was warm. Still, though, Erick spent half a second glancing out into the rest of the House, through Ophiel, and saw that he would have a problem as soon as he got up. A quick counting of all the people he had invited to the Feast brought him a few crucial members short, but they were probably beyond the giant fucking black-lined [Gate] in the center of the atrium.

Erick wanted to go back to sleep, but he did not. Instead, he kissed Quilatalap on the neck, causing the big guy to grumble and then giggle at the tickling, for Erick had grown a day-old beard since… yesterday? Or two days ago? Whatever.

“Time to get up,” Erick whispered.

Quilatalap giggled in a very manly way, and then he startled, for he had finally seen everything that Erick had seen. He tensed, and then Quilatalap relaxed. “So… I see several problems right away.”

“Yup.”

“I was hoping to talk about the nature of mana and planars and what it means to communicate between universes and how that relates to souls moving back and forth between universes…” Quilatalap breathed deep, then squeezed Erick’s arm, which was under his own and around his chest. “But I guess that conversation can wait till later; It’s too broad and you also have questions.” He released Erick and then rolled out of bed. Briefly, he turned back. “Are you going to stick in that form? Everyone’s probably seen your horns by now.”

Erick enjoyed the view and being of the same size as Quilatalap for a moment, and then he got out of bed and shrunk back down to his own size, his horns vanishing in the transformation. “I don’t have clothes to wear in that size, so no; but yes, everyone has seen my horns, but I don’t think we talked about it much.” As he began putting his clothes back on, he said, “I was hoping to talk to you about the nature of forms, and how they relate to the fae. Do you want to go first?”

“My question was more philosophical, while yours sounds more grounded. You go first. What do you mean by the nature of forms?”

“Let’s start with the allegory of the cave, and how everything we experience isn’t real, because we are all collections of neurons and consciousness— That idea breaks down somewhat when it comes to mana and mana sense and the validity of souls. But. We can still talk about the basic idea.” Erick began, “Imagine a cave and people trapped inside that cave for their whole lives, watching figures dance in the shadows cast by the light of an unseen fire...”

As the both of them got dressed they found that they had plenty of time to talk about whatever they wanted to talk about. There was a big black [Gate] in the middle of the atrium, but nothing was on fire, and Erick had already accounted for Zolan, Aisha, Volaro, the Cooks, the helpers, an everyone else from his side of this Feast, with most of those people more or less exactly where he expected them to be. The Shade side of the Feast was kinda sparse, with only a few of them downstairs or nearby. Most notably, Fairy Moon and Fallopolis were both missing, though Bright Smile, Farix, and Zolan were all having breakfast at the same time, between the central black portal and Lisa’s Dessert Counter. The three of them seemed to be having a tense, yet calm business discussion over an assortment of quiches and other fancy breakfast foods, which was fine.

As Erick and Quilatalap began stepping down the stairs into the atrium, Erick had finished his explanation of the Allegory of the Cave, and Quilatalap was thinking.

Erick glanced over to the portal. It was about five meters wide and circular, hovering in a north-south-pointed position, with the opening on the south and the back of the portal at the north. Like Erick’s portals, this one’s backside was filled with mist, but instead of being glowy-white mist given form, this one was filled with gloom. Possibly even Elemental Gloom, though probably not. From the backside, it looked like a portal into Darkness Itself. Though that was probably incorrect.

From the south, the portal opened up into a land of green hills, bright blue sky, a few distant trees, and mountains in the distance. A floating sign of black and white lettering held in front of the portal like a blue box, but vastly different, as though made by a different Script, or possibly just one of the really special boxes that the Script sometimes made.
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It was a simple statement, with a whole bunch of implications that Erick could barely grasp, though he was getting a good grasp on those implications through the various glances through Ophiel, all around, and through the words spoken by those still present in the House. Everyone was talking about the portal.

Everyone was talking about the Darkness’s presentation.

The talk was light on the details, for no one really knew what was happening, but there were a lot of speculations.

Erick left all those thoughts alone, because they had reached the floor of the atrium, and—

Quilatalap said, “This idea that the fae exist in this ‘realm of forms’ seems like a translation foible. We would call this ‘realm of forms’ Elemental Fae, or Fairy, or maybe even some of the names you mention, like Arcadia, Tir Na Nog, Fairyland, Under the Hill… All are valid names for the idea that fairies exist in a land apart from us, but which is no less real than our own. This new foible was expressed to us by Fairy Moon last night, of fairies being the ones who helped lift up the Old Cosmology to sapience, and yet they did not create souls… Seems like they have created souls in an uncountable number of other realms of pure thought and they choose to no longer take credit for the things they have started.”

Erick smiled softly. “Perhaps. This brings us to what you wanted to talk about, though.”

“Oh! Uh.” Quilatalap looked genuinely repentant and cute in that moment, before schooling his expression, and saying, “Our concerns are closer than one might initially consider, because this idea that we’re part of the mana and the mana is our true expression of self, is how it was in the Old Cosmology. According to what we heard last night, it would seem correct to consider the Old Cosmology as a Realm of Fairy, but different, that collapsed when… Something happened. The collapse doesn’t really matter right now, I suppose.”

“But what does matter—” Erick said, bringing the conversation back to the point, “—was that in the Old Cosmology, you were the mana and the mana was you, but here, we are both mana, and particle, and through our physical senses we can see the world and interact with the world, but it is only through our mana senses that we can see the world for what it truly is. I’ve already explained how limited our physical senses truly are…” He shrugged. “And maybe our mana sensing capability is similarly limited to our physical sensing capability, and there is no escape from the cave; it’s just a series of caves all the way up, filled with a series of light sources without any true sun at all.”

Quilatalap frowned. And then he shivered. “You know Melemizargo has been going on about how this world is fake for the longest time, right? You see the connection you have made right there, yes?”

“Of course. But according to the one fairy who probably knows best, this world is as real as any other. This is a statement that can be taken either well, or poorly, or perhaps even both at the same time. So instead of stressing over if we can ever really know what we know and experience what we experience, why not take the world as it is and try to make it better?”

“Ahh... You would say that, wouldn’t you.”

Erick smiled. “You know me all too well, Quilatalap.” And then he looked up at the large [Gate] sitting in the center of his House. “But do you have an insight into this thing?”

Quilatalap gazed into the idyllic space beyond the black portal, his thoughts going distant, before coming back to the moment. “What would be the scariest way for this reality to be?”

“To have never had a positive impact on anyone.”

Erick’s answer had been instantaneous.

Quilatalap stared into the distance for a little moment, and then he looked down at Erick.

Erick was already looking up at the big guy, and grinning. “What?” he asked, happily.

Quilatalap’s face heated up. He turned to face the portal again. With softness, he said, “You’ve had a positive impact, Erick.”

“Then this must truly be the best of all possible worlds!”



















… Quilatalap looked to Erick. “You’re going to have to explain that one.”

“Ah. Yes. What I said was probably odd; I understand that now. Also, this tangent isn’t that important. But anyway! ‘The best of all possible worlds’ starts with the idea that god is all knowing, all powerful, and all good, which is a rather big assumption and I already see you disagreeing, but this assumption was made hundreds of years ago back on Earth in an effort for… A lot of stuff which I don’t have to get into. Anyway. It’s all about the Problem of Evil…”
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                The edges of the [Gate] swirled with black magic, but the interior of the portal was as idyllic a land as any. Grass, trees, mountains and a blue sky. Erick thought it might be a nice place to build a small cottage and an accompanying garden. Course there was no way to know where in the world that land beyond the portal actually lay without going through it and trying to get to a known location, and Erick wouldn’t be doing that. The land beyond could be literally anywhere on Veird, and it might not even be on the Surface, for the Underworld sometimes had places that mimicked the overworld, with artificial suns and all.

And besides that, Erick got the distinct impression that no matter how nice the land beyond looked, that it was full of danger. Menace radiated from the swirling black edge of the [Gate], and especially from the Script-like box that hung in the air, in the center of the portal.
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Erick tried to mana sense past the edge of the [Gate], as he could with his own [Gate]s, but his ability to become one with the mana and feel out the reality of that mana ended at that black and white box. Nothing was allowed to interact with the [Gate] at all, except for light, and all of that light could just be an illusion.

Like a screen saver…

Erick hummed, then asked, “Does this scene look like a repeating scene to you, Quilatalap?”

Quilatalap had fallen into a comfortable silence beside Erick, both of them thinking over their conversations of the Theory of Forms and what that meant for the fae, as well as what they were seeing as compared to what they were both effectively [Witness]ing in the mana all around. After taking a moment to come back to the present, Quilatalap focused his eyes again, saying, “Not a repeating scene. It’s a [Gate] to somewhere... Do you think the whole thing might be an illusion?”

“The interior at least.”

Quilatalap hummed in initial disagreement, but then he looked a bit more at the [Gate]. He asked, “Did you [Witness] the conversation between Fallopolis as she introduced the [Gate]?”

“Yes, but I’d take your interpretation over what I actually saw, considering you were in charge of the Armory.”

About five hours ago, according to the manasphere imprint Erick had seen, Fallopolis had gathered the crowds who wished to see her true presentation, the one she had told Erick that she would only show after he had seen all the other presentations. The old kook had stood in the center of the Atrium, declaring how she couldn’t wait any longer to show off what she and the Darkness had been working on, and so she opened this [Gate], loudly proclaiming that All Those Who Aspire should step forth and test themselves to see if they were worthy of the power that the Script gave them.

Three people had gone inside, following Fallopolis like they and she had planned their inclusion beforehand, which was probably what had happened. Fairy Moon followed after a glance from Fallopolis. Hollowsaur had joined them, too, after Fallopolis had wordlessly glared at the man.

Erick imagined he would hear all about all of that later, when they all came back out of the [Gate].

“It’s a test.” Quilatalap said, “I ran the tests of power and capability for All Those Who Aspire for a long time. Apparently, My God has seen fit to give this task to… Someone else? Not Fallopolis, though. She merely declared that the testing would begin.”

“… Hmm?” Erick looked to the black edge of the [Gate] again. “It appeared like she cast this [Gate]?”

“Not at all,” Quilatalap said, looking uncomfortable but reining in that impulse. “The Darkness Himself opened this [Gate].”

“… You seem uncomfortable for a lot of different reasons? Is something wrong?”

“I have a feeling that all the artifacts I reacquired from the sacking of the Armory have somehow left their secured location without triggering any of the traps and defenses I left behind. I feel that they’re in there. Or at least some of them are. And… I was the tester, Erick. So that’s one of the big...” Quilatalap stared into the idyllic portal, then made himself turn softer, attempting to dismiss all of his previous life in that simple act. “Anyway. It’s a test, and tests are not illusion-based unless the aspirant pursues Illusion Magic. There’s nothing about this that is a lie.”

Quilatalap had been blindsided by this ‘testing’, but this was not the first time his life had been thrown into upheaval without him being able to do a single thing to stop that upheaval.

“Do you want to be involved in this?” Erick asked, not knowing which answer he would want from Quilatalap, but needing to ask the question anyway.

And suddenly, Erick was worried about what it would mean if Quilatalap chose to be involved in this ‘testing’ again.

After a long, silent moment, Quilatalap said, “I don’t know.” And then he shrugged, and turned away from the portal and began walking. “I do know that I want lunch! Breakfast is over.”

… And just like that? Quilatalap was over it? Not bloody likely. But whatever. For now, it was fine. Erick walked beside the man, toward the lunch area.

Zolan, Bright Smile, and Farix sat at a table between them and the breakfast station, their meal of fancy quiches and flaky breads and jams and sausage only half touched. They had been talking business for the last several hours, from before the black [Gate] had opened, and to now, when Erick and Quilatalap had reappeared. The three of them slowed down their conversation as Erick and Quilatalap had spoken, but they had gotten right back to it when it appeared nothing was happening with the Wizard and the Archlich except for talking.

Now, though, Zolan excused himself from his conversation and stood up, as Erick made to pass by. Zolan asked, “Are you Melemizargo?”

Everyone froze except for Quilatalap, who smiled wide, and then kept walking, asking Erick, “Do you want breakfast or lunch, Erick?”

“Lunch. Whatever you pick out for me is great,” Erick said, before instantly flowing into conversation with Zolan, “I am not Melemizargo. When Rozeta helped me achieve my [Greater Dragon Body], Melemizargo did some shit, because he is a shithead, as Rozeta herself has stated.”

Zolan was not convinced, but he had pulled back from an unwelcome edge; that much was plain on his face. He was very happy with Erick’s answer. There was a lot more to that expression than happiness, but Zolan would probably share those thoughts in a more private setting.

Bright Smile had no trouble throwing rocks into the pond, to see how big of wave she could cause, “I suppose it would be impossible to be both Xoat and the Darkness.”

“Oh my gods,” Erick mumbled.

Farix flatly stated, “From you, that statement is more like ‘oh my children’. Same sort of exasperation, too.”

Erick glared daggers. “Now that is completely ridiculous.”

Farix grinned wide. “I know. That’s why I said it.”

… He was teasing? What the fuck?

Oh. Bright Smile had been teasing, too. And not just Erick, but Zolan. Both of them had been teasing Zolan and Erick at the same time.

Odd.

Farix dropped his teasing and said to everyone, “He’s not the Darkness —That’s blasphemy and I don’t appreciate it— and he probably isn’t Xoat, either.”

“ ‘Probably’, Farix?” Erick frowned.

Bright Smile said to Farix, “Melemizargo has been insane for the longest time. If he made an avatar of himself then why not make someone like Erick?”

Zolan did not like how much he agreed with Bright Smile; Erick could tell.

Farix said to Bright Smile, “The Darkness does not take a human-shaped avatar outside of extreme cases, and He would never hide Himself. Therefore, based on all known history of The Dark, Erick cannot be Melemizargo. This situation most resembles the Black Blessing of Adamantium, actually, in that My God did not want the color white to be associated with Good, and the color black to be associated with Evil. That’s all this was.”

Bright Smile frowned, saying, “But the horns. Three on both sides, looking like a crown of black. They bear too much resemblance.”

“It’s a foi— a foible!” Farix’s voice faltered, for he was trying to convince himself of his own words this whole time. He recovered fast enough. “…Nothing more.”

Ah.

So not just teasing. More like them trying to convince themselves that their current reality was fine, and that nothing was wrong, and ‘let’s not speak about the Darkness too loud for he might hear’.

Zolan sighed, grabbed a second chair and set it beside his own seat at the large breakfast table, gesturing to it as he looked to Erick. Erick took the offered seat, and Zolan sat back down in his own chair, saying, “Most people would call the color of adamantium the Black Curse, including Melemizargo himself, and on multiple occasions. To be fair, he also calls it a ‘blessing’ half the time, but the full story is not as simple as you make it, Farix. You make everything too simple by far, like how you think it is acceptable for Elemental Fae to be taught in school. That understanding of the fae we heard at the Tellings would destroy many young casters who think that ‘just willing it to happen’ is all that is necessary for all magic.”

“I thought you all were talking about business?” Erick asked. “I was prepared to speak of [Gate]s and organization on that level.”

Zolan was uncomfortable with Erick, but he was getting over it rather fast. “We could go back to that, but we promised each other that we would hold off on the topics of magic until you arrived, so that you could participate, and I am quite angry at the easy teaching of Fae Magic that these two wish to bring to the Greater Candlepoint Area.”

Farix was absolutely delighted to say, “If it were up to Oceanside, no one would learn anything, and isn’t that a tragedy of the highest sort! All you propose are arcanaeums dedicated to teaching wrong.”

Zolan said, “We do not ‘teach wrong’. We weed out those who would do harm from those who show promise as beneficial for the world. You would teach the world everything dangerous and have the world collapse under the weight of a million tyrants.”

“We would have it collapse under its own preponderance of easy magic,” Farix corrected, before adding, “At least that’s how it used to be! Everything is different now, Zolan, and the lines you have historically drawn need to be reconsidered.”

For a moment, during that teasing not two minutes ago, Erick had thought that they were all getting along.

Obviously, that was temporary.

And now they were back to normal, tension-laced interactions.

Bright Smile stuck her fork into a quiche that was hours cold already. She did not take a bite. She laid down the fork, saying, “Fae Magic is too dangerous to teach before the Bands are released; every bit of Fae Magic will cancel out another Fae spell cast in the vicinity of the first. Its uselessness is reason enough to not teach it at all.”

Farix conceded, “Now that is a valid argument.”

Erick changed the subject, “So anyone know what is happening with that black [Gate]?”

“Not at all!” Farix said, delighted.

“Not yet,” Bright Smile muttered.

“Not as such, no,” Zolan said, “Fallopolis opened it up and then she and Fairy Moon and others went through to the other side, locking the space down, ensuring that no one could follow.”

Farix looked up at Quilatalap, who was walking back their way with food, saying, “But our former Caretaker of Artifacts believes it to be a testing grounds of sorts?”

Quilatalap arrived at the table with three burgers and a large basket of fries, as well as two milkshakes. There was plenty of room on Erick’s other side, seating away from Zolan, and so Quilatalap sat down at that chair and handed Erick one burger, while leaving the fries between them. “It’s probably a new testing grounds, yes. I was hoping that you would know more than I, Farix.”

“Why would you think that? I’m more out of the circle than you are, for I’ve been far too busy with New Brightwater to go playing around with some esoteric uses of [Gate] magic.” Farix said, “The only ones who knew of that magic before Erick finished his recent Path were Our God, the false gods, and Ar’Cosmos. You should ask the empress of dragons why there’s someone else casting [Gate] magic before you ask me.”

Bright Smile did not smile nearly as much as she used to, and that didn’t change. With a slight glare in her red eyes, she said, “Ar’Cosmos has experienced some turmoil recently, but even with that turmoil there have been no great breaches of our libraries of True Magic, while thanks to our Apparent King over here the secret of [Gate] has spread far and wide anyway. Someone else might have Walked the Path since Erick finished all those months ago.”

Somehow Erick doubted that there was another [Gate]-capable caster out there aside from him, or the Darkness, or the gods, and since the [Gate] back there was clearly blacker than black, that ruled out a godly, Script-granted [Gate].

And that’s all Erick really knew about that.

Quilatalap said, “That [Gate] is through Darkness, or maybe Shadow, though with the depth of that black coloring it is likely through Darkness, and that has implications. Melemizargo does help his Clergy with large steps through Shadow, but he would not allow someone to use his power in… however it is being used over there. I don’t believe that this [Gate] is anything less than a new testing grounds, created by the Darkness Himself.” Quilatalap shrugged. “Or maybe he has appointed a new Champion. If so, then maybe they are his new caretaker?”

Erick tried not to give Quilatalap too much of a look for his final statement there. Everyone at the table had heard the same thing he had; that Quilatalap was miffed about being ‘fired’ from his job. Erick decided he would talk to the big guy about his feelings over all that later, in a more private setting, because for now there was a much larger problem.

Erick asked, “There could be a new Champion?”

“Ahh…” Quilatalap frowned, and it was mostly at himself. “Probably not, actually. I’m throwing out hypotheses here, as I imagine that is what we are doing, yes?”

Farix said, “The Darkness is a lot less fluid these days, and though He did not promise to hold off on appointing a Champion, He implied it… And considering the current guests at the party I suppose that this assurance is less than solid. A lot of big things are happening right now and I don’t know about any of them, so a Champion could be possible.”

Erick frowned a little.

He did not want to deal with a Champion of the Dark right now… But maybe the Champion was Fallopolis? Could happen.

Bright Smile barely held back the vitriol as she said, “Every single person in Ar’Cosmos knows that you can’t trust a fae to stick to the intention you believe to have made clear. As far as I am aware, the Darkness is the same way, and considering the stories we heard last night this comparison makes a lot of sense.”

Farix frowned, almost speaking—

But it was Quilatalap who spoke, with authority, “The Darkness is not of the fae. He’s also gotten a lot better in the last two years about being so fluid, and oftentimes what looks like fluidity is just someone working at scales you can’t understand. Anyway— I don’t believe this testing area is the result of a Champion.”

Talk quieted.

Erick ate his burger. It was absolutely delicious.

Halfway through his meal, he opened the conversation back up, asking, “So Zolan? You spoke of Fae Magic causing young minds to fail to understand magic. What did you mean by that? In more of an ‘improper practices’ sort of way, or in a ‘cognitohazard’ sort of way?”

Zolan looked to Erick, questioning in his eyes. It was a look he shared with others, also looking at Erick in the same wondering way—

Farix’s eyes suddenly went wide as he grinned. “Ah! ‘Information hazard’? You mean? Like a detrimental meme?”

Zolan tensed. Bright Smile frowned. Quilatalap looked on, the teeth of his soul flickering in preparation to tear apart some possible internal threat.

And Erick said, “Yes,” heightening all emotions at the table.

Farix said, “I could give a whole symposium on the nature of memes as both detrimental and beneficial to magic, but to narrow it down to just Elemental Fae… Actually, you look like you have something to say, Bright Smile?”

Bright Smile shook her head and gestured toward Zolan; she did not want to speak, but Zolan did.

Zolan said, “Most people can only learn one to five ways of doing magic, and to accept more ways of magical creation into their life is to harm their capability to perform correct spellwork. If you learn math, and rad enchanting, and all the variations of Force Magic, then you might have trouble when it comes to stringing magic together through song, or runic enchanting, or other such ways of learning and doing. Everyone has ways of approaching magic that allows them to excel.

“But Elemental Fae is too varied. Too weird. Too point-of-view. That sort of magic exists in the very depths of the mana; so far gone from this reality that to touch it, in true, is to fall apart from everything solid and knowable.” Zolan added, “In other words, to learn Elemental Fae is to learn a thousand ways of doing magic that will all change depending on your emotions, and what you had for breakfast that morning, and if you’re sick, or feeling frisky. Emotional magic has always been the most dangerous sort of magic there is, and so teaching Elemental Fae is best left to professionals and the students who might actually learn this magic without harming themselves.”

Bright Smile added, “Superstitious and culturally-derived magics found in stories are the equivalent of Fae Magic in many ways, which makes Fae Magic a rather bad meme, when looking at it in a certain light.”

Quilatalap nodded, silently eating his own lunch/breakfast.

Erick almost said that what Zolan and especially Bright Smile described was almost the exact reasoning that Jane had been given for why she was not able to do magic so well. But he didn’t want to bring up his daughter in mixed company.

So he nodded, and the conversation moved on.

Farix went on to speak about the problem of memes in depth, and how all that related to making magic better. Bright Smile spoke for a little bit on the specific problems that learning Elemental Fae sometimes caused, but most of those problems stemmed from Fairy Moon eventually interacting with whoever used too much Fae Magic, and that right there was reason enough to nearly abandon that school of magic altogether. Though Bright Smile didn’t say that; Quilatalap had.

“I simply must lower my expectations when dealing with her,” Erick said, resigned.

Quilatalap nodded, knowingly.

Bright Smile agreed. “She is a storm. Best not to treat with her unless you have to, but then again, both you and I have to, and regularly.”

Erick asked, “Should I not have offered her the chance to give the Tellings?”

“If you hadn’t offered her some way to cause a big impact on this Feast then she would have found some way to impact this gathering outside of your control.” Bright Smile said, “But since she got her moment in the light, she will likely behave herself as much as can be expected for the rest of this Feast.”

“A bold assumption,” Quilatalap said. “Considering she went into that black [Gate] over there, and that’s going to end up a really big deal.”

Bright Smile shrugged. “There isn’t much to do against her except appeasement. I would caution against trying any big spellwork, for she has survived everything you could possibly throw at her, and more.”

Quilatalap grunted in annoyance, and probably from his personal failures against Fairy Moon; Erick only guessed at that, though. The two of them had never spoken about their own specific problems with the fairy, but it was easy to tell that they were of similar mind about Fairy Moon, while Fairy Moon apparently hated Quilatalap right back, so that was probably a great big story right there.

The conversation moved back to the business topics that Bright Smile, Zolan, and Farix had been discussing for the better part of the morning, but this time Erick was there to actually make decisions about the various plots and plans the three others had touched upon. They spoke of [Gate]s in the Forest, to support other lands of Ar’Cosmos, and of New Brightwater getting access to the whole Gate Network. Both ideas were contingent on both lands adopting some basic decency practices as outlined by Zolan, which caused Bright Smile and Farix to glare, and the conversation to get heated.

Erick felt that Zolan was pushing Bright Smile and Farix too much, but he wasn’t about to undermine his castellan, for Zolan had a much shrewder mind for business than Erick. He also, quite honestly, had a much better political mind than Erick; Zolan was trying to get New Brightwater and the varied lands of Ar’Cosmos closer in line with all the rest of the world’s economies.

This conversation right here was undoubtedly among the most crucial conversations to happen at the Feast, but it was all about money and that was hard for Erick to care about. So many other things mattered so much more than money, like ensuring that people were protected, laws were upheld, and opportunities were not abused. But money was a good basis for mutual understanding to happen, and for trust to be built, so in that way there was a lot of trust being extended here at this table, and from there, a lot more would follow—

The black [Gate] flickered.

The sign changed, the black box turning fully dark for a moment, before new text began scrolling.
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The black box broke apart into so much fractured black mana, fading into the manasphere as it went, opening the lock on the lands beyond the black [Gate]—

Suddenly, Fairy Moon, Fallopolis, Hollowsaur, and three other people stepped out from beyond the distant treeline, far inside the other space. They moved slowly, as though they were strolling along under the sun without much care in the world, or maybe they were trying to be nonchalant. They were easily a kilometer and a half away, but Erick could see some unguarded hope on Hollowsaur’s face, some satisfaction on Fallopolis, and some calm pleasure radiating off of Fairy Moon. The three mortals were simply tired. Erick didn’t know the mortals, personally, but he had seen them in the Shade tower.

Erick said, “I just now realized I have not asked about the other three people.”

Farix volunteered, “That one woman is from New Brightwater; Moriaga. A ‘team leader’ sort of position. I was unaware that Moriaga was tagged by Fallopolis before the Culler declared this presentation open, and that she was even here at the Feast before then, so I’m as eager to find out about her as you are.”

There was some skepticism around the table, and for a dozen different reasons of which Erick couldn’t really pull apart.

Erick asked, “You didn’t know about this woman’s entry into the Feast, or into the [Gate]?”

“All of the above. I wasn’t aware she was here until she went into the [Gate]. She was supposed to be in New Brightwater, watching the front lines.”

Erick had seen the woman Moriaga around though… Hadn’t he? Yes. She was there from day one of this Feast. Kept hidden from Farix though, obviously.

Bright Smile narrowed her eyes at Farix, not truly believing his non-Sight of Moriaga either… No. Something else was going on there. Erick couldn’t parse it—

She volunteered, “Damo, the incani man in there, was from Ar’Cosmos about 45 years ago. He was in a Team Leader position in my House, until he was killed. As near as I can guess, I assume he was transformed into a shadeling and then resummoned into a new body by Melemizargo before the Feast, and then hidden from me until Fallopolis’s presentation, though that is all unfounded intrigue. He wasn’t able to speak much between his reveal this morning and going into the [Gate]. I had thought him dead until that moment.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Oh?”

Zolan said, “The third person is a former student of Oceanside whom I did not know had died. His name is Marico, and according to Bright Smile’s words, I am rather sure that the same thing happened to Marico as what happened to Damo. Marico had been a shadeling, and now, he was not.”

Erick stood from his chair, and turned to face the portal in the middle of the atrium. The people on the other side were getting close. Erick said, “Sounds like a lot of answers are about to be had, so shall we receive them?”

Everyone else was quick to follow Erick’s lead.

And soon, the black [Gate] explorers had walked to the edge of the portal and either flew, or shadowstepped, or hopped through the air, to land back on the flower mosaic that covered the central floor of the atrium. Fairy Moon had a smile plastered on her face, reminiscent of Bright Smile’s namesake, though the empress of Ar’Cosmos was not smiling at all. It was concerning, actually, to look at Bright Smile, and see her own concern when she looked at Fairy Moon, and the fae looked so very greedy.

Hollowsaur seemed rather more secure than he had been the last time Erick had seen the big man. It seemed he thought that all his worries were gone, for all he had to do was walk the path which lay before him. It was a marked improvement from what Erick had seen at the man’s presentation, where he had cobbled together whatever ideas he could possibly find in order to make a plan for taking back Quintlan from the oozes.

The mortals among the party each looked haggard, but calm, as though they had been through hell and back and now they were ready for rest. Farix, Bright Smile, and Zolan were each eager to speak to those three ‘interlopers’ of the Feast, but they held back. A lot of people were eager to find out what had happened; people stepped out of kitchens, and behind counters, or if they were Shades they appeared in quick shadowsteps, placing themselves at railings or on the floor near Erick and Quilatalap. Goldie had stepped close to Erick, but not too close; she was ready to defend him if necessary—

For Fallopolis threw her arms wide, smiling like a happy dragon, laughing as she sent her shadow-soaked kendrithyst staff into the air. It was a rather concerning act, but Erick did not flinch. He remained calm, even as dozens of dark droplets fell upward from Fallopolis’s staff, filling the air overhead, each droplet turning into a repeating light image; a small video of an event from inside the black [Gate], no doubt.

From the mortals of their party walking across ropes strung over canyons of swords, to fighting rock monsters, to braving hallways made of slicing ribbons, to mastering a Shaping magic via condensing flame from ten braziers at once… All as if it was taken from inside the testing grounds. Quilatalap had been right. This was very much a testing grounds. A few images were of puzzle solving. Others were of riddle answering. Most images were of monster fights.

A grand map held in the center of Fallopolis’s presentation, with tiny lines in that map leading off to the moving lightpaintings, indicating where every trial had taken place within the space beyond the black [Gate].

One grand light construct stood above all the rest.

It was lightsculpture of a perfectly spherical grand rad that was larger than most any Erick had ever seen before, high above the [Gate], in what appeared to be a fully life-sized image. The people were normal, 2 meter sized. The spherical crystal orb of iridescent lights, with a hidden stream of power roiling within, was at least 15 meters tall.

According to the lightpaintings beside that largest image, the three mortals had worked together to kill a very large, multi-armed, multi-faced, moon-reacher-like monster. And they had failed twice. The first fight ended with the three of them dying to a few lazy swipes of the monster’s long, long arms, and tiny hands, with the three adventurers completely unable to understand why they were dying, and then dead. The second attempt at the core, at the arm-monster, lasted slightly longer. They knew what they faced now, but still they died, as the ‘moon reacher’ suddenly reached out with a hundred extra arms.

They won the third time. Then they placed their hands upon the giant iridescent sphere, and that was it.

Erick felt he was able to piece together about 50% of what he was seeing, but he would wait for Fallopolis to begin talking… As soon as she finished cackling in joy.

With a glance at Quilatalap, Erick saw Quilatalap cement his thoughts that this black [Gate] was a trial location of some sort. True anger briefly appeared, followed by reluctant acceptance. Quilatalap had been replaced. He had mixed feelings about that. Other people took a bit longer to catch up to what Quilatalap already knew for sure, with most of the Shades getting there in only a few seconds longer; well before Fallopolis reached a natural end to her laughter.

“HELLOOOO—ah HahAha!!!” Fallopolis broke into laughter again, but she controlled herself this time, coughing to force herself to calm. With mirth in her words, Fallopolis said, “The Dark, in His magnificence and power, has decided to bequeath to Veird a true testing grounds! But it’s so much more than that! Quilatalap!” Fallopolis stared at the archlich. “Our God still has need of you if you would become a tester once again, but that is a discussion for another day, and your loyalties have always been split. But moving right along—”

Quilatalap stood rock still. He said nothing. He simply stared.

“—for this is a testing ground like no other to ever come before!” Fallopolis said, “At its base, this is a way for rare resources to be plucked from the depths of this land, to be taken out into this material world. Gems. Metals. Even worked magical items now and then. These are the least of the prizes to be won, though, for My God does not want this land to become some sort of replacement for the real world.

“To that end, every day spent within this place will increase the dangers of this place to depths only seen in an event like the recent soul ooze problem of Ar’Kendrithyst, which is appropriate because—” Fallopolis cackled. “—Because My God used the soul ooze’s Truth in the creation of this land!”

Erick’s heart did not sink as much as others, for he had put together that puzzle seconds ago.

Here now was the Soul Slime, an abomination-creator given new form and purpose in death, like a person turned into shadeling and thus under direct control of Melemizargo.

This was dangerous. How much? Erick had no idea.

Zolan had perhaps the strongest reaction of pure hatred, though many of the servers Erick had hired for this event had an equally strong reaction. Those servers were mostly hidden high-powered adventurers ready for trouble, though, so that made a lot of sense. Erick continued to act like he didn’t see those adventurers for what they were, pretending that he didn’t know that Zolan had hired them. They were an assurance, and Erick hoped that they would remain an untapped resource. He hoped Zolan did not call them up to war.

And Zolan did not.

Zolan was not an idiot, but he was directly opposed to many of the plans of the Shades, and this new plan was dangerous. Who could blame him for hating the Shades? Certainly not Erick.

Erick was prepared to stop any shit before it happened, though, because the Shades were on edge, too. Farix had been threatened by the soul slime, and he did not like… Whatever this was. But he didn’t fret too much. He was still a Shade, and he was ready to fight on Fallopolis’s side if necessary, like he had done back at Last Shadow’s Feast.

Fairy Moon also had some hidden reserves ready to go to war… But she seemed ready to fully side with Fallopolis...

Which was strange. Erick couldn’t be reading that right? Could he?

Worst of all this particular moment, though, was that Fallopolis had stopped talking. She just smiled, letting her words percolate upon the gathering, letting the horror sit there, to be digested and cause food poisoning.

It was infuriating.

Erick spoke, “There is too much tension in the air, and your flair for the dramatic is doing you no favors, Fallopolis. Please get on with a concise explanation of the benefits of these new testing grounds.”

With that statement, Zolan was once again fully standing behind Erick, instead of readying himself to go off on his own. Some tension bled from the atrium, as people once again knew who to stand with. Fairy Moon, strangely enough, stood with Fallopolis, which caused an instant schism between her and Bright Smile, who was standing nearer to Erick.

In that moment, perhaps House Benevolence’s king and Ar’Cosmos’s empress were in true alignment.

They were all freaking the fuck out about whatever the fuck this was.

And Fallopolis still said nothing.

Hollowsaur scowled at Fallopolis, then spoke, “It’s a solution to all the problems of Quintlan, and all the problems of Veird, too! Stop being so damned dramatic.”

When Hollowsaur was done, Fallopolis instantly whacked him over the head with her floating staff, cracking the orcol’s head open and spilling blood onto the flower mosaic ground. Hollowsaur didn’t seem to care, though. It was a light tap, apparently.

Fallopolis loudly proclaimed, “YOU GAVE AWAY THE BEST PART, ASSHOLE!”

Hollowsaur turned on her, saying, “I didn’t give away shit, old shitbag. Explain it properly.”

“I’m getting to it. Don’t rush me.” Fallopolis breathed deep, her black suit puffing up around her chest, and then she began to speak, her voice absent of mirth for a little bit, but then her joy came back in full. “The testing grounds will be called a dungeon, and the core of the soul slime in the center is to be called a dungeon core. There are many of these, and they are self-creating, like normal slimes. These dungeons deal with turning mana into matter, making a lot of mana, and a bunch of other things that will take time for me to explain.

“The dungeon cores each have a unique Gate Space.

“The land inside that space is fully known and under the control of the core.

“Each dungeon core begins its life with some things already in abundance, like stone, air, water. Basic plants.

“Basic spells, too, like [Grow] and all the Shaping spells. But it also has [Duplicate]. With that spell, a core will take offerings of gold and other precious things, and will expand upon those things, growing their space. You can’t just throw in some gold and get a lot of gold out of them, though. There are certain ways to offer those metals and gems and such so that they are recognized by the dungeon, but we don’t have to go over that right now.

“The second main thing to know about these dungeons is that all Script-magics are useless inside of them, like how it is in Ar’Cosmos. The only magics that work inside these dungeons are the magics one gains inside of them, and the basics, like mana sense, aura control, accretion, and the like. This particular one is set up for Script-nearness, so our three adventurers could actually experience the dungeon as it was meant to be run. But normally, it is not like this. Unless you’re able to do real magic, the way it is meant to be made, then you’re not getting the biggest rewards you can from this place.

“Magics cast on oneself and then taken into the dungeon will remain, in most cases, but to prevent cheating to the final prize, all spells are [Dispel]ed if one should reach the Core Room.

“Which brings us to the third thing to know. The biggest thing! The bestest thing!” With a wild grin, Fallopolis said, “These dungeons serve a greater purpose. They impart power onto those deemed worthy! If one should clear the guardian of the core, and link with the dungeon core, they get their natural mana boosted by a small fraction!” Fallopolis cackled. “Test yourself against the hordes of the Dark, and grasp power beyond that which you were born with!

“With this boost, there is no reason for any future Scripts to clean out people’s mana and feed it back to them! People can run dungeons and gain mana depth and regeneration comparable to what the Script grants. This change removes about 27% of the Script’s functionality, lowering both the initial costs for creating a Script, and the ongoing costs by a vast, vast amount!

“And that’s only part of the best part!

“Dungeon Cores might suck up mana from the world in order to grow and create, but through the production of monsters that gain sapience and power, and especially through the magical lessons they impart to those who plumb their depths, they also produce mana! Way more than they suck!” Fallopolis said, “Each active dungeon has an intake and an outflow, and you can check on it like this!” She waved a hand above herself and a black box appeared.
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Holy shit, Erick thought.

That was the mana production of about 180,000 people. A major city.

With enough of them…

With enough dungeons…

They could replace people.

“No,” Erick said, his voice instantly filling the air, long before he allowed himself to fully contemplate the horror dawning in his mind.

Silence filled the space.

The air on the other side of the atrium, in the shadowed spaces and behind the black [Gate], began to deepen. To Darken. Everyone noticed. People began to back away from the presentation. Some went with grace, bowing to the presence of the Dark. Others went hurriedly, not willing to stick around when the Darkness came calling.

Soon, there were only two, and arguably three, people remaining on the flower mosaic in the center of the atrium.

Fallopolis had not moved. She demanded, “Why the fuck not, Erick! ‘NO’? Fuck you! I haven’t even gotten through my whole presentation! And you better not give me some cow shit about how this is putting danger into the world, for these cores are very controlled!”

Erick stared at Fallopolis, speaking to the hidden Darkness, as he said, “This dungeon core disincentivizes the creation of peace and prosperity between societies and civilizations through the removal of the needs of trade and the needs of mana. With a thousand of these things on a world, constantly spawning monsters and mana, what need is there for civilization? This thing is the destruction of civility. This thing will cause untold wars.”

“You have no idea what you’re talking about. This ‘thing’ will allow us to create the next Cosmology!”

“A cosmology of death and destruction. One based upon the evils of violence supplanting growth.”

“Then control the dungeons you want controlled, and destroy all the rest! These are sources of growth themselves!”

“And that’s a problem, too!” Erick said, “What if a tyrant gains control of a dungeon and kills all the rest, and then turns their world into a land where only they have power, and no one else can gain power at all?”

“Ah ha!” Fallopolis grinned. “We have solved for that problem! A core causes other cores to grow far away from where the original core is planted, and if a person desires it enough, and they’re weak enough, then they might get a personal [Gate] into an appropriate dungeon.”

Erick was about to rail against the utter chaos they planned to unleash—

But the Darkness spoke, “We have also solved for the problem of disincentivizing the growth of civilization as you have outlined the problem, Erick. The solving of this problem is part of the dungeon master program, and our solution is quite ingenious.”

Fallopolis jolted at the voice of her God. And then she recovered, “RIGHT! The dungeon master program! Uh… I was getting to that. Er. That was near the end of the presentation—”

Before she was finished speaking, a Dark spark took hold of the air in front of Erick, suddenly becoming a black book a decimeter thick, resting atop a waist-high pillar.

“It is all in this book, Erick.” Melemizargo’s voice filled the atrium. “This core is a large, malleable change I am granting to this world, based on ideas inside your daughter’s computer and opinions expressed elsewhere, along with the general desire of millions of people eager to never see a Sundering ever again. But since you do not have the patience to listen to Fallopolis, I have made this book for you that will allow you to fully understand this change. It is only fair considering the book you have gifted me, and of all the other knowledge you have granted this world. Your efforts will surely increase the stability of Veird’s manasphere by at least half over. Your opinions are valuable to me.

“But make no mistake; this dungeon core program is happening. It’s already been voted on and approved by the Relevant Entities of the Script, as of ten minutes ago. We will have a proper New Cosmology, and the only real problem is lack of mana, and lack of proper education among people. This dungeon core and all the ones already growing all across Veird will solve this problem.”

Erick heard mention of Relevant Entities and felt a profound sense of change in the world.

A shifting of futures.

A deepening of danger.

And then the feeling passed.

A new future was here, and Erick had no idea what it all meant. Once again, the world changed in the blink of an eye, but that wasn’t right… This change had been in the works for months. It had to have been. There was no way that Melemizargo and Fallopolis and anyone else involved hadn’t been involved since long before Jane killed the soul ooze in the name of the Darkness. Or maybe this had happened right after that kill?

Erick snatched up the book, willing himself to calm as he said, “It appears I have some reading to do. Appreciated.”

“Also!” Melemizargo spoke fast, “[Teleport] is no longer purchasable in the Script and a worldwide [Teleport Lock] is going up in one week! No more easy war!”

The Darkness vanished, like a child stealing a cookie too fast to be stopped.

Chaos ensued.
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Behind the closed doors of a part of the House, Erick stood across from Fallopolis, fuming.

The last ten minutes had been an exercise in controlling his emotions, thus ensuring that everyone else in the atrium could control theirs. There had been quite a few islands of stability in that chaos, raising their voices alongside Erick to calm the onlookers, but one of the servants on Zolan’s side decided that they needed to launch a [Light Missile] at Fallopolis’s head, and Erick had to weigh in on the chaos a lot harder after that.

And then things turned both worse, and better.

Fairy Moon had ‘helped’ by putting every single person into a sudden trance and then sitting them down for tea, but not Erick. Everyone else began talking calmly about the latest news of dungeons and no-more-[Teleport]. Erick wanted to object rather strongly about that, but he couldn’t. Fairy Moon said that her ‘[Tea Party]’ would last as long as it needed to, anyway.

Erick had lost all of his overseers to that Fairy’s power, and Quilatalap, too.

Right now, Zolan was taking tea with Goldie and Quilatalap, all at the same table, all of them listening to the three people who had come out of the dungeon. Those three people had many stories of their time inside. They were easy to listen to over pastries and tiny chocolates that might not be real. Others listened and spoke about the loss of [Teleport], and what that meant.

It was all rather rational. Quiet and controlled.

It was a violation.

And Erick hated himself for letting it happen, for stepping away since he wasn’t affected. He told himself that he needed to get some real answers, and those would not come from that [Tea Party]; they would come from gods and Fallopolis and Melemizargo himself, and he needed time to talk to those people now. But he knew he had fucked up by running from Fairy Moon’s mass enchantment.

He would be back, as soon as he could.

Three people remained unaffected by the [Tea Party], either because they were a Wizard who was very angry, a God’s mortal avatar who was needed to answer questions, or the caster themselves. There was no doubt in Erick’s mind that Fairy Moon could have ensorcelled them, too, and she had simply not, because she knew exactly how much she could push Erick and she was not willing to push past that. Maybe she was actually respecting his own desires not to be fucked over by her anymore.

Many different explanations were possible.

Erick would find out later. For now, he was here, in this room with Fallopolis, as far away from the [Tea Party] as possible, as focused on the moment as he could be. There was a lot to focus on in the moment besides the trauma happening in his own mind, and back there in the atrium.

The Shade defended herself for the third time since they came out of the dungeon, “I didn’t know about the [Teleport Lock]!”

Not a lie. Probably.

Erick tried to be calm. “The loss of [Teleport] is going to kill millions, Fallopolis.”

Fallopolis had no words. She knew exactly how bad this was going to get. Erick had been learning the ins and outs of [Teleport] and shipping and how society worked on a global scale, in depth, these last several months, but there was no way that Fallopolis was unaware of exactly how much [Teleport] was used to keep this world afloat. Not a single person in power did not consider [Teleport] when making plans of any sort at all. The spell might only work on the Surface, but [Teleport] was literally how some people got to work in the morning. Some people even lived in the middle of nowhere, in hiding holes, protected from everything, and were only able/willing to leave their perfect defensive lairs through opening up the anti-[Teleport] runes, and then blipping away for an hour or two, or whatever.

The vast majority of people on Veird were city-locked, and therefore they had some roads and some infrastructure to let them get around without needing to use magic. [Teleport] wasn’t necessary at the personal, neighborhood level. But in many places, like in the Songli Highlands, every neighborhood was connected to every other neighbor through [Teleport].

Every single high-level organization on the entire Surface used [Teleport] extensively.

Even shipping from the Underworld often went onto the Surface, simply because a Surface trip allowed them to [Teleport] across the world, to get where they needed to go without having to travel through thousands upon thousands of kilometers of Main Roads, filled with monsters and death!

The Wayfarer’s Guild was completely fucked!

Open travel across the entire world was going to change!

Fallopolis whispered, “I know. I think… I think this is a mistake on My God’s part.”

The heat inside of Erick’s chest seemed to settle a fraction. “That’s surprising that you would say that.”

Fallopolis glared at him. “I have culled detrimental Shades all my life, and especially in the last hundred years. I know the warning signs of sanity loss, and I know what it looks like when My God is… less than stable— But…” She gained some measure of calm, saying, “I know that My God did not make this decision on his own. All your false gods would have to have agreed on this.”

Erick wasn’t so sure about that, but if Fallopolis believed that to be true, then it probably was. Melemizargo’ words back there could imply that the other gods had approved of this [Teleport Lock] thing. Maybe.

“I’ll be looking into that.”

“You haven’t asked them yet?”

“It’s been a crazy 15 minutes, Fallopolis. I’ll get to it.”

Fallopolis eyed him slightly.

She was probably right; meetings with gods took no time at all, if they wanted it that way.

Erick continued, “I need to gather some facts first.” Erick held up the black book Melemizargo had given him, adding, “About all of the trouble raining upon Veird.”

Fallopolis looked briefly ashamed, but she schooled that expression away, turning slightly shadowy to stop Erick from being able to read her so well. She was taking a moment, though; not gearing up for a fight.

Erick allowed her the moment.

Fallopolis came back to her mortal coil, though to any outside observer she had not changed at all. She said, “I can speak on the dungeons for I have been working to make those happen for the last year. Where would you like to start?”

“WHY?!”

“… Ahem. Well. We need mana, and we need a way to show the world how to properly use magic and to be one with the Dark, so we’ve codified the trial grounds into self-replicating dungeons which can do all of this on a grand scale. The idea is extremely old and had fallen out of My God’s mind until he started to get all of that back when you brought him back to himself—”

“Don’t you dare fucking blame this chaos on me.”

“This entire shift in this entire world is your fault, Erick! Don’t you dare falter in your responsibility now!”

Erick had some perfect rejoinders for that. ‘I only provided the tools to make this world better, more in line with the rest of the universe, allowing for Particle Magic and a true understanding of this reality to take place. What other people did with my knowledge was not on me.’ Or maybe he would say, ‘I’m building kingdoms, and you’re tearing them down.’ Or maybe, ‘Do you want me to make of this world what I truly could? Do you want that, Fallopolis? Do you?!’

But instead, he acted like a king should act. “We will be working together to ensure that this dungeon transformation happens in as harmless and as beneficial of a way as we can make it happen, or else I am going to tear it all down and continue to tear it all down, and I will ensure everyone else does the same. While we are still coming to terms on the dungeons, you will work with House Benevolence to overturn this [Teleport] decree, and I will do the same.”

Fallopolis stood straight. “Acceptable. I agree to this. But when our attempts to overturn this [Teleport] decree fail, you will be responsible for solving the problem in a secondary way, likely through the vast, vast expansion of the plans for your Gate Network. It’s possible that this is only happening because you are making another Gate Network, like we used to have before they gave [Teleport] to everyone. My God didn’t take the option to purchase [Teleport] out of the Script, after all. Only the Relevant Entities could have done that… I’m 90% sure; not 100%.”

“I am aware of this implication. Beyond that:” He changed the subject, “It seems that Melemizargo and the gods are working together like they used to pre-Sundering. I imagined it would take a lot more time for this to happen. Your thoughts on this cooperation? This… whole overarching thing?”

“He’s able to hold full conversations these days without getting side tracked. Every other time He has ever been this lucid He has only been able to maintain this for two months, and then only for short stretches beyond that. It’s been twenty months and He’s getting better every day. He is The God Above All, Erick, and He is coming back to make everything better, just how you came to Veird to do the same. I trust Him to know what is best for us all, and you would do well to follow that example.”

Erick glared.

Fallopolis got the message. “… But we can talk about all that some other time. Let us talk about the dungeons? I am more versed in that.”

“Yes. The other way in which millions will die in the coming years—” Erick suddenly remembered, and exclaimed, “No one will be able to escape from the monsters with an easy [Teleport]! HOLY FUCK, FALLOPOLIS.”

Fallopolis stood there, weathering Erick’s anger like a Juggernaut rooted to the ground.

Another moment passed.

Erick calmed himself.

Fallopolis said, “These dungeons are trials of the Dark, in the same way that Quilatalap ran the Armory. Back in the Old Cosmology and even here on Veird in the first years after the Sundering, the Trials of the Dark either ended in the deaths of the aspirant, and their transformation into a shadeling to toil for an eventual resummon back to their real life, or their ascension. But Quilatalap showed us a new way. When that man took that job and allowed people to try their hands multiple times at those trials, instead of the murderous things we had before, Ar’Kendrithyst really started to grow. Though that transformation of culture was fraught with both My God and many of the Clergy decrying the archlich's [True Resurrection] Trials as tests that fostered cowardice, Quilatalap and Koyabez managed to convince My God of the benefits of not killing everyone rather quickly. All that happened before my time; the Armory’s functions as Trials of the Dark with possible [True Resurrection]s for failed attempts had long since become the norm by the time I showed.

“And so, for the dungeon cores, we implemented this same sort of ‘second chance’. And third chance and fourth chance, depending on the dungeon in question. All of that is changeable, and I will explain how later.

“Anyway. Inside a dungeon, at the normal settings, a person is afforded 3 lives before they are kicked out, or they are allowed to try once more, and either die for real or ascend as a successful aspirant.” Fallopolis said, “In this way, we will allow millions of people to get real life and death experience against some of the worst monsters imaginable.

“In this way, we expect those who train in dungeons to be able to go out into the real world and defend themselves that much better against the real threats out there. We fully expect, in time, for all the training in these dungeons to allow for the complete extinction of all dangerous monster species, but to also allow those monsters to continue to exist, to continue to assist Those Who Aspire to greater heights. That’s complicated, and we can speak on how that will work in depth later.

“For now, know this: We expect all of existence to change, from a reality of people fighting against the horrors assaulting their homes, defending themselves with spellwork they never earned nor understood themselves, to a reality where people fight with real power that they made themselves against controlled experiences— Fully controlled experiences, in the case of a managed dungeon, overseen by a competent dungeon master.

“This is among our many primary goals with this program.”

Fallopolis let that thought hang in the air.

And Erick thought about it. His anger remained an ember in his chest, lashing out at his whole body with emotional sparks of hate and distrust, but his mind guided him to really think about Fallopolis’s words.

“Okay.” Erick said, “Fine. I can see how that might happen. This is too much, though.”

Fallopolis said, “It’s happening, Erick.”

Erick walked away, book in hand.
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                Erick read for several hours, while everyone downstairs struggled out of Fairy Moon’s [Tea Time]. Sometimes people would get out of it. Mostly Quilatalap, every half hour. But then the archlich’s eyes went red and he Raged, and the world filled with impotent black magic, but only briefly. At Quilatalap’s first act of destruction once released, Fairy Moon’s power instantly wrapped around him again, and Fairy Moon repaired the tea set Quilatalap had broken, or the table, or stood directly in front of a blast of dark power that would have killed someone else at the party.

Erick wanted to help Quilatalap, but that Rage scared even him.

Aisha gradually, surely, ate away at the power holding her down, but every time she got up and gave the excuse that she ‘needed to use the bathroom’ or ‘go over here for a moment’, Fairy Moon pulled her back with calming words, saying the discussion was not over yet. And since the discussion was not over, Aisha had to come back to the table.

… Erick would save all of them soon enough.

But as he read the black book, over and over, understanding it all and yet finding new insights with every re-reading... The only real problem Erick saw going forward was the loss of [Teleport] for the entire world. And Fairy Moon’s tea party was still going over that problem, everyone speaking calmly, discussing the issue and foreseeable problems, and then trying to understand how to solve those problems now, in the week that remained before [Teleport] was taken away from Veird entirely.

They could work on that issue.

Erick read about dungeon cores.

According to this book, which may or may not be true, each dungeon would start off as a swirl in the manasphere, and then condense down into a special dungeon slime. This spawning process would work exactly how normal dungeons manhandled the mana to make slimes, or how rads coalesced in areas of strong, singular mana, transforming water into water slimes, or air into wind slimes, or any of the basic building blocks of mana into slimes, or into other, stranger monsters, like undead rising from corpses left on great battlefields, or lava elementals rising out of volcanoes. The mana that condensed in the case of dungeons was perfectly balanced mana, but there was an extra restriction on that condensation, for a dungeon could only spawn at a minimum distance from another dungeon, based on the size of those other dungeons all around.

This slime would then burrow into the ground. Normally, anyway.

From there, the dungeon slime would metamorphose into a Dark Rift, and begin sending out perfectly balanced mana in order to lure things to the Rift. The spewed mana was normal, natural mana. But the base mana of a dungeon was Melemizargo’s mana. This was pure Darkness. To stand near a dungeon was to be under the eyes of Darkness.

Which was a terrifying thought, but not all too much different than normal.

… Anyway. The dungeons soaked their area in power, transforming the overworld into a mana rich environment, usually with lots of plants, but also with slimes that spread outward, all under the direct control of the dungeon. The dungeon wouldn’t be sentient at this point; everything would be instinctual.

That instinct would be to begin cycling the mana of its surroundings, empowering life all around and then taking in power through death in the vicinity, making itself larger through those deaths.

Eventually, the dungeon would reach a level of power that allowed it to disappear through a [Gate] of its own making, and that’s when it truly got going. From there, the dungeon would gain true control over its environment and begin naturally spawning slimes as fast as it could, to grow at a mostly linear rate. Every life born of the dungeon would grow normally, and upon death, either natural or on purpose, the core would take that life’s mana production for itself and use that production to grow itself, allowing for more interior space to allow even more life to grow…

And the cycle got bigger.

Erick had no idea how Melemizargo expected that sort of growth to be linear. It would be multiplicative, at least, or some other mathematical term.

Because there was no real limit to the dungeon’s size. Not inside a gate space…

It was probably limited to the size of all the other gate spaces nearby, actually...

Which was in line with why dungeons were only capable of spawning a certain distance from each other. Now this wasn’t written down in the book, but Erick suspected that if he had control over a ‘world dungeon’, or whatever it would be called, then no other dungeons would spawn. Which would be one way to solve the random danger of dungeons popping up everywhere. It’d be damn difficult to control a single dungeon though.

Because, of course, while a dungeon would start off using slimes for growth, for slimes were the only monsters that actually spawned, other monsters would be drawn into the dungeon by the perfect mana emanating from the [Gate]. Just like how monsters went down, down, down into the Underworld, following the paths of the mana rivers flowing to the Core of Veird, in order to accrete near those densities and grow stronger, monsters would follow the mana inside the dungeons, too. They would go inside and live and the dungeon would use that space to grow, too, but the core would only ever have control over the slimes…

Except that wasn’t true, because the core could eventually create a mimic slime which would then go out and transform into one of the monsters that had come inside the space, allowing itself to protect itself from utter destruction. That was the main way in which a dungeon protected itself. The dungeon copied a monster, and gained that monster’s powers in an ‘avatar slime’ that became its main defender, in case someone should attack the core.

That was rather terrifying, because copying any monster? Well… Erick was technically a monster, for he had a core, but apparently this book didn’t qualify real cores as ‘monstrous’. Only messy cores like those labeled as grand rads qualified for copying; the spiky ones with too many facets, taken from raging beasts.

So not Erick.

But a wyrm would qualify.

… Problems upon problems.

According to the book, though, wild dungeons mostly protected themselves and did nothing else, like a tree simply growing in the forest… That ‘tree’ tried to kill everything that entered their core room, but it also allowed everything else to survive and thrive under its aegis.

Sometimes some monsters would leave the dungeon, but only if the dungeon got overcrowded, or some bigger thing moved inside…

Hmm. That could be a problem, too.

Instead of needing to destroy the core to destroy the dungeon, could you just destroy the [Gate]?...

Nope. If a [Gate] was destroyed, the dungeon would make a new one in some random location, near the gate space of the dungeon. The only way to kill a dungeon was to kill the core, which caused the dungeon to target you with everything they had.

… And from there, things got complicated, because working with dungeons allowed for a person to become a dungeon master, and from there…

It got complicated.

A master could guide the core’s growth anyway they wanted. They could even make the core make extra dungeon slimes, which could copy other monsters, and with each dungeon slime killed the killer could gain innate mana production. The dungeon would lose that innate production, but the killer would gain that production. This, then, was the whole way in which Melemizargo wanted people to be able to grow in the New Cosmology. Most people only produced an average of 10 mana per day, but through ‘mini-avatar’ kills, a person could gain 10 more mana per day, and if they fought and won enough, they could gain a lot more than that. The real gains were in true learning of magic, according to this book… But Erick felt that taking a monster’s mana production was the actual biggest draw. For other people, anyway. Not for him. He already made a million mana per day, naturally.

But taking someone’s mana was an act considered worse than taboo everywhere on Veird, and in the Old Cosmology too, but apparently Melemizargo was changing his tune?

What the fuck.

… The dungeon master program looked pretty good on paper, though. By appointing a dungeon master, that person could then change everything about the dungeon, as long as they directed the dungeon in positive growth.

[True Resurrection]s for delvers, or whatever the adventurers ended up being called.

Eternal resource generation, as determined by the dungeon master, or randomly by untamed dungeons.

The capability to set up real danger, to teach people real lessons of all sorts, from aura control to mana sensing, to things like gridwork, through puzzles.

The ability to test out a hundred different Script configurations was what really resonated with Erick, though. That was the real draw here, since a dungeon master could configure an overlay in the dungeon space that would restrict the people inside. No Script magic was possible. Baseline capability of intruders was another.

People could even test out spells before they bought them, if the dungeon master set it up that way. Touch a specific rock, gain [Fireball] for an hour, or for X amount of casts, or any other spell the dungeon master wanted to set.

Of course, becoming a dungeon master was not simple at all. Ohhh… the act itself was simple; touch the core and bind yourself to it. But the meaning of a ‘dungeon master’ was not simple at all. What actually happened was that a mimic slime came out and copied the dungeon master and then the copy would be the actual dungeon master, and then you would have to talk to your copy to get things done in the dungeon...

Which…

Terrifying.

But the dungeon copy could not grow. The dungeon copy did not have any of the original’s spellwork. It was by design that someone could set up this system and put an ‘avatar’ inside who could be easily eliminated if they should grow unruly…

Which was also fucking terrifying.

You’d just… What? Find yourself as a copy in a dungeon one day? A weaker version of yourself, unable to grow except through making the dungeon bigger? Better? And then your original self with all of your memories and all your hard work and everything that was you would walk away, and you’d be responsible for working the dungeon?! Could you even leave if you were the dungeon master— Yes. Three pages later: A dungeon copy could leave the dungeon… if they put a copy of themselves in the dungeon. So a copy of a copy. How did that work when…

Oh.

The copy dungeon master slime could come back inside the dungeon and merge with the one they left behind, and become the same person again. Memories of outside would join with those inside. Okay.

So.

Nightmare fuel! As Jane would say. So much nightmare fuel everywhere!

Erick set down the book.

He was too tired and it… It was all too much.

Erick looked back to the book, and had a weird thought. What if he set himself up as the dungeon master in a hundred places at once? All across the world? Dungeons didn’t multiply the magical or physical power of the dungeon master at all, but they did allow a person to be in many, many different places at once… Theoretically.

Hmm.

Would his copies retain his increased smarts and brain, though?

Erick picked the book back up and could not find a satisfactory answer to that question. Most signs pointed to ‘yes’, a clone would keep every mental part of the dungeon master, but there would likely be some lessening, of some unknowable way. The dungeon master would just be a mimic slime, after all.

… A mimic slime with the mind and a copy of the soul of the dungeon master, but still a slime without its own core, and without the ability to channel mana at all. The dungeon core could channel mana. The dungeon core could grow.

The copy could not grow in anything but knowledge and temperament.

Nightmare fuel and the ethics of slavery, all in one. Probably a whole bunch of other problems that Erick had not considered yet, but which would become apparent in the following years. A few people probably already knew what would happen, though. Not Fallopolis or Melemizargo, but the others. The ones who had approved of this happening.

The Relevant Entities of the Script.







- - - -







Erick imagined that all he had needed to do was say the name of any god at all, and he would have gotten an audience. He chose Phagar.

He got an audience with all of them.

The volcano caldera was black and wide, the ground knobbly with long-cold lava, the edges of the caldera rising up in the distance, all around, like great obsidian knives. Mist cut as it flowed across those knives, into this black space where the sun did not shine, and everything was illuminated anyway.

Phagar stood in front of Erick. It was like looking upon a mirror, but ever so slightly different. “Hello again, Erick. Hopefully we won’t have to have meetings like this every year.”

Erick would have laughed if he had been in a better mood.

The mist all around them filled with gods and others, most of whom Erick recognized. There was Sininindi, her clothes were torn sails, and a storm-tossed tree hovered around her back and around her legs like a scared child. Atunir filled the air with summer harvest. Aloethag was a white mountain with rivers of blood flowing across her body. Sumtir was a man in armor with a sword at his hip. Fangorl was a wild person, hidden underneath leaves and branches. Zepherspray was a small woman here, and then there, and then somewhere else, all without moving at all. A hundred others lurked in the deeper mist, and Erick knew all of them this time. From Demon King Dinnamoth in his Vile armor of red-gold Demonic power, to the Crown of the Host Adavido, in his gleaming gold and iridescent armor, with a dozen swords floating all around him.

Koyabez stepped out of the mist, wearing nothing more than his usual loincloth. He joined Phagar in the center of the arena with Erick. He said nothing, but he did nod in greetings.

Rozeta came next, looking normal in her white wrought woman form, wearing the same pantsuit as always. “The vote has already happened. We’re allowing the [Teleport Lock] and the dungeon cores. Wars only really happen on the Surface because [Teleport] is supported, and we need the mana from the cores.”

She had a lot more to say on that issue, but she did not. She would talk later on more specifics if Erick asked, though; he could tell. For all of the other Relevant Entities, this meeting was just them appeasing the Wizard, and ensuring that he didn’t ruin all of their plans.

It seemed like a cruel sort of calculus. But...

“… I can almost understand the dungeon cores,” Erick said, “Sure. I’ll be murdering every single monster I can find over the coming decades, and yet you need mana, and monsters produce mana, too. Monsters grow quickly and die just as quickly, so they make more mana than people, overall. So monsters need to exist somewhere since there aren’t enough people yet… And I suppose the removal of the main way in which wars turn truly deadly makes sense. The millions who died in Songli might even still be alive if it weren’t for [Teleport].

“But I know why [Teleport] was put in the Open Script, and so do you. It was given to the people because monsters threatened to overrun Veird. And you’re bringing that back. Even if I put the Gate Network out there again, millions will die because they won’t be able to get away from the big threats… though millions more will live easier lives, not worrying about someone [Teleport]ing into their homes and killing them like they did at Songli.

“On the whole, I understand why this is happening, and I know what I can do to alleviate the problems these changes bring… But this is too much, too fast.”

The mist shifted.

Melemizargo appeared as a black fog, overlooking all, his eyes rapidly forming, looking like twin white suns. Then the black fog retreated, revealing the dragon God of Magic in all his usual ways. Black scales. Wings, a tail. The same thing that Erick saw when he transformed into his own dragon form.

“It’s exactly as much change as it needs to be.”

Erick glared up at the big dragon. “One of my people asked me this morning if I’m you. Why did you make me look like you?”

Melemizargo grinned. “Surprisingly enough, all I did was make you black! I have no idea why you look like me so much, but I imagine it’s because you had me in mind when you thought of power. I allowed it because it pleases me, for all the best dragons have wings like me, which makes this a world of two.”

...While that might have been part of the truth, it was hardly enough to really qualify as an answer.

Erick moved on, asking, “Are you going to help me mitigate this disaster, Melemizargo? I don’t know… Slowly seep in the [Teleport] lock from the wilds, down to the cities? Not deploy it all at once?”

Melemizargo grinned even more, showing off glowing white fangs. “An excellent suggestion! I already thought of this and offered it and it was accepted. This is how the deployment will happen.”

“… I suppose we puny mortals can only ever toil under the decisions of you gods, eh?”

Melemizargo leaned in, eyes going bright. “Do you want to become a god?”

“Maybe some other time.” Erick suddenly asked everyone, “You couldn’t wait for at least ten years before you started to make these sweeping changes?!”

Melemizargo smiled. “Nope!”

Rozeta glared at her father, then said, “Unfortunately not. The option for more security existed, and I took it. In a generation, no one will be able to purchase [Teleport], and all the world will be empty of monsters. The Lock might come down then, but likely not. As for the other issue: Much like the Dragon Exodus, the Dungeon Exodus is happening, and all the true dangers to Veird will be soon be drawn beyond the veil of mortals by the promise of rich mana, sequestered behind Gate Spaces as far beyond mortals.”

“And people will learn of true magic in those spaces, too!” Melemizargo said, “Maybe the entire Script could change based on whichever dungeon eventually rises as the best one. Set yourself as a dungeon master in a few places, Erick, and test out your dungeon of [Cleanse], [Mend], and some basic healing magics. Make an entire city out of your choices, using the random person character option to spawn endless random people! Maybe even connect your dungeons through the Dungeon Network I plan on making, so that a real fake culture can develop on the other side of shadow.”

Erick’s eyes went wide.

That wasn’t in the black book. Just how much was missing in that black book? But besides that—

“That’s… Perhaps the most insane thing I have ever heard you say.”

“Ha! Why?”

“Because the dungeon slime clones would be…” Erick organized his thoughts. “Because the dungeon slime people would have memories of being not that and they wouldn’t be able to grow in power or as people. They couldn’t have children with each other. They couldn’t really form a society at all! They would be slaves to the mana, acting out parodies of real life, only existing for the killing of all who would come in afterward! That’s all they would be. A horrible life as a person who was made to be killed, and they would know that. A living nightmare. A horror.”

“Then I suppose I will have to make some changes!” Melemizargo looked to Rozeta, happily saying, “You heard the Wizard of Benevolence! Let’s make the dungeons fully sapient, this will, of course, trigger the anti-Slave protocols I placed in the Script so long ago.”

Rozeta rapidly said to Erick, “Take back your words right now, or else these dungeon cores will cause untold devastation.”

“Wait a fucking second! Melemizargo made those anti-Slave magics?”

“Yes,” Koyabez said, “And he made them apply to everyone. It was yet another purge he was responsible for, and just like back then, we turned that tragedy into something good for us all. We took control of that change and worked it into what it actually should have been, if Melemizargo had been his usual self. We took the Mind Mages and made of them a positive influence. We repaired the Script after he tricked the Old Demons into committing the Death of All Halves, re-enabling love between interspecies to produce children once again, but not nearly as much as we used to have. We have taken every single great one of his additions to the Script and made them good for us all.

“And as the dungeon slime core system is right now, before any changes, the copies created inside that space are not fully sapient. Whatever the copy gains from the dungeon master truly goes into the core itself. The people-like things walking around are like [Familiar]s, or like fugue-state shadelings. The only truly sapient things are the cores themselves, once they gain enough maturity, or once they are assisted in gaining sapience through a dungeon master.” Koyabez said, “And so, the only way to make this a nightmare scenario, as you say, is to enact this change you wish, to make them all fully sapient from the start.”

Erick rapidly shifted through a hundred thoughts and came upon a question that emerged from this new knowledge. “What happens when the [Familiar]s become real?”

“They spill out into the world, and find other dungeons!” Melemizargo said, “Or they become real people. Depends on the dungeon’s proclivities; a break, to invade other dungeons, or a birth, to make real what had once been little more than imagination. In this way, a lot more people are born in ways impossible through normal means, and soon, we will spread! We will fill this universe with life, Erick!”

“… My vote does not matter, then?”

“No,” Rozeta said, “This is happening.” She looked to her father. “And you’re not changing what we already agreed upon.”

“Fine! Fine! I won’t change anything! It will happen as we have already agreed.”

“I abstain from giving more opinions.” Erick said, “If this turns into a horror I will use all my power to end this magic.”

As though the entire caldera breathed a sigh of relief—

Melemizargo suddenly laughed. “That’s what they were all counting on anyway!”
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Erick opened his eyes. He was back in his room.

And he felt weird.

He did not like how this decision about the world was made without him. But also, he wasn’t a Relevant Entity of the Script, so of course it was made without him. And yet, he could solve this dungeon problem on the back end, with killing every core as they spawned out there in the world. Or at least on the Surface… if [Cascade Imaging] even worked that way. He would need to make another [Cascade Imaging]; something that could search for mana signatures, to search for Darkness Rifts… But no. That would not work. That particular search would just ping on Melemizargo, who was already everywhere in this world already. Probably.

He could figure it out.

He would need to greatly expand his Gate Network to solve the [Teleport Lock] problem, though. Work with the Wayfarers to do that… Ah. All those people were going to lose their entire life’s work. Forget simply purchasing [Teleport] from the Script for a point. Many of those people learned how to work [Teleport] properly. And now all that learning was useless, even though it was still relevant. They were the ones who had given him a guide on [Teleport], and had truly started Erick down the Worldly path—

Now that pissed Erick off. More so than much of the rest.

Made him mad enough to call out to the shadows in the corner, “Melemizargo. I want to know if you’re going to invalidate every single Wayfarer’s life’s work— If you’re going to make every single Teleport Mage obsolete.”

Melemizargo whispered from the Darkness, “Rozeta has a plan for that. It involves you giving those people [Reincarnation]s. She hasn’t spoken to you about that yet?”

Rozeta stepped into the room in her human form. “I haven’t had the chance, but yes. [Reincarnation]s from you was one option that I have considered. If you donated a copy of that spell to the Script I can have registrars do that instead, like how you donated [Exalted Rain] to Atunir. It would be a lesser working of that magic, to simply reset a person to their current age and body and such, but it would reset their soul in the process, and that is what I would ask for you to give the Script.”

“… Yes. Fine. I agree to donate a copy of that spell. I had been wondering when we would get around to that, but I suppose since we’re doing a lot already, we might as well add more to the pile!” Erick said, “Anyway! That’s not what I meant when I complained about the Wayfarer’s loss. I mean the loss of Spatial Magic as a type of spell taught in school because it’s no longer usable.”

“Derelict magic is what Wizards are known to keep in their towers in case it is ever needed again. This event you see as a problem is not much of a problem at all.”

Erick could barely believe what he was hearing.

Rozeta said, “There are millions of magics that no longer exist. Spatial Magic is a large part of Veird right now, but it is not necessary for it to remain that way, and it would be better for us all if easy [Teleport] went away.”

Erick didn’t understand. “What about The Worldly Path?”

Melemizargo’s eyeless shadow looked to Rozeta, and though there was no way to really tell, Erick imagined it was a pointed look.

Rozeta said, “The [Teleport Lock] will only exist on Veird. Subsequent worlds will not have this lock. The Lock might go away in 50 years, too, once most people don’t have that spell anymore. Probably longer, though. We had considered stripping the spell from everyone—”

“But I disagreed on that. They gave that magic to everyone, and now they have to live with the consequences.”

Erick glared.

Melemizargo told Erick, “Make some dungeons that allow for people to properly learn Spatial Magic if you desire. A dungeon master can disable the natural [Teleport Lock] in there, and allow for easy teaching of that magic. I imagine that Fate is already lining up such a dungeon in order to keep the Worldly Path open, always, but it might take a while before either you or I end up with a Walker at our doorsteps, ready to take that final Step Into Eternity.”

Erick sighed a little. “About that: Tell me if I have this correct. Do I simply transform someone’s mana signature into Benevolence? And they can [Gate] through it as easily as I did?”

Melemizargo chuckled. “Not quite as easily, but yes! That’s the gist of it all. It’s just so convenient that you already have [Reincarnation] made, isn’t it!”

“… I suppose so.”

Rozeta sighed. She glared at the shadow. “Fate is locked up for a reason, just like all the others are. You and I are going to have long discussions until you agree with me on which elements and magics are allowed to return and which are to be kept Forgotten.”

Erick asked, “Which ones threaten to come back the easiest, that need to be stamped out?”

“There are a few that everyone knows about, but which are ‘Forgotten’—”

Rozeta spat, “I will speak on these, father. Not you.”

“Fine fine!”

Rozeta rattled off, “Contract Magic cannot be allowed to happen again. That one is insidious in its ease of creation and how it corrupts an entire world. The Demons always try to make that one, and the New Demons are no different. The next easiest magic to name which can never happen again is Elemental Love. Horrific. Almost as bad as Slave Magic, which was a variation on Contract Magic, and which were both eliminated through the elimination of Contract Magic. Then we have Theft Magic, which gets reinvented every hundred years in a new way, in order to allow a different person to steal something from another. Elemental Pirate was the last time that happened, but there have been others which need not be remarked upon. And then there are the various governmental-themed Elements. Elemental Tyranny. Elemental Freedom. Those two are locked away and cannot happen again… And that’s the extent of magics that I can tell you about at the moment, Erick.”

“Maybe in several generations, several iterations of expansions… Some of those magics can come back, yes? Once the future Scripts of this universe don’t allow for such easy proliferation as the Script of Veird.”

“Veird will always be the most secure planet of this cosmology, father, and that takes precedence over all the ways in which you think that Veird should be. You will accept this and not threaten how we run things ever again, or we are at an impasse which cannot be solved.”

“I am not threatening you. If I were threatening you, you would know it. I was merely pointing out that how you do things here is exactly the reason why Veird is both secured, and so very fragile at the same time.”

“No. Father. The reason Veird is fragile is because of you.”

Erick interrupted, “Why are you moving so fast on this dungeon and anti-[Teleport] thing? I still don’t understand this. You two are obviously still against each other—”

“I am not against Rozeta! Bah!”

Rozeta looked askance at her father, disbelieving, then said to Erick, “Because none of our futures are assured, everything is in chaos, and I need ten thousand different trajectories toward the future in the hopes that one of them works well enough to save all the rest. You started the spell rolling, Erick, but every single one of us is needed to keep it going in the right direction, and I plan on keeping it going from here until eternity. To that end, I have recognized that almost every one of those trajectories leads toward a different type of Script than the one we have today. The dungeon cores will allow for extensive testing of variations of the Script before those prototype Scripts become a reality, so, according to the numbers, it really doesn’t matter how many fake people or real people we kill. We’re building for the rest of eternity here. Obviously, I do not want to cause undue harm, but poison can work well as medicine in the right dosage.”

Melemizargo laughed. “Ah! Wonderful! Wonderful! So let us all get the dosage right, right!”

Rozeta’s lips were a tight line. She said nothing.

Erick said nothing, either.
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Erick stood just outside of the [Tea Party].

Every single person who had come to the Feast, aside from Fallopolis and himself, were seated around small tables, drinking tea and talking of [Teleport] in a calm, rational manner. It was completely unnatural. Erick hated it for so many different reasons, but he had allowed it to happen because the alternative was everyone killing everyone else.

And now it was time to end this horror.

“This has gone on long enough, Fairy Moon. The discussion is cyclical and you are purposefully keeping them all under your control.” Erick said, “End it in a controlled manner.”

Fairy Moon stepped away from refilling Quilatalap’s cup, a large pot of tea in her hands. She did not look to Erick as she went to fill Zolan’s cup, saying, “Then be prepared to claim their calm yourself. Quilatalap quickens quickly.”

Quilatalap’s head jerked. He blinked. He set down his tea cup and then flicked it with a finger, sending it far. But not to the ground. Tea cup floated in the air, then came back to Quilatalap’s saucer, where it landed perfectly. All the spilled tea flowed through the air, back into the cup.

Quilatalap frowned at that, but it was an incomprehensible sort of frown, as though he couldn’t understand what had happened. And then he blinked again, and again and again. His soul stirred. Those internal teeth of his anima expanded, ripping at the ephemeral threads of Elemental Fae all around—

Quilatalap shoved away from the table, regaining more and more control of himself, growling out, “Fairy Moon… I will rip… I will…”

Erick spoke, “Quilat Alap Aloon Alee. Holy Necromancer of Koyabez. Peace be upon us all, please. Please come out of your justifiable rage.”

Quilatalap paused on hearing Erick’s voice. He shook his head again, blinking hard as Erick spoke his full name, while naming him a priest of Koyabez. His eyes briefly turned red before Erick asked for peace, rapidly returning to their normal dark green, a subtle redness flowing away from his whole body. His Rage was over, but his anger remained strong as he pulled himself away from the [Tea Party], his fang-filled soul ripping at the Fae Magic ensorcelling him, his steps labored but quickly growing in surety.

He stared at Erick, standing twenty meters away, and then he began walking toward him. As he got closer he whispered a demand, “Get me away from her.”

Erick wrapped the man in light and stepped them both to the throne room at the top of the tower, more than 400 meters away.

Quilatalap instantly rounded on Erick, his voice full of calm rage, “I need you to do two things, Erick. I need you to explain to me what happened while I was ensorcelled, and I need you to attempt to tell me why you did not rescue me from that ensorcelling right away. The second you will explain in words. The first you will explain through [Telepathy] dump. If I am unhappy with either explanation, you and I are over. Either way, I need some time alone after this. It might be a day. It might be a year.”

Erick calmly said, “I am sorry that I did not command Fairy Moon to cease her [Tea Party] right away. I did not want people to fight and—”

“YOU AND I COULD HAVE TAKEN THEM.” Quilatalap calmed, but not really, as he said, “Those who had died would be brought back. Chances are the fight would end after either of our first salvos.”

Erick waited a moment, then he said, “I did not want people to fight. I was furious myself. I needed answers and... I made a call that was not the call you would have made. I am sorry. I was…” His voice trailed off. He almost spoke of his own fears of that [Tea Party]. But...

Quilatalap breathed. “I have never spoken about a certain thing with you, and you have thankfully never asked, though you know that she and I are… She and I are not on good terms. You have never spoken of your own time under that fairy, but everyone knows what happened to you, and the reasons you hate her, too. You were ensorcelled for a few days. She had me for years. I will not speak on this with you, not right now, but I need you to know that I know what you went through, and if she had done anything like that again to you, I would have tried— I would have tried and failed…” Quilatalap breathed. “Let us move on.”

Erick watched Quilatalap’s Rage surface beyond his dark green eyes, like glitters of red among the rest, and Erick felt that Rage himself. He didn’t know exactly what Quilatalap had gone through. But Erick knew enough.

“I’m sorry.”

Quilatalap spat, “She wouldn’t have touched you. You could have walked right into that [Tea Party] and pulled me out.”

The pure terror that filled Erick’s mind surprised even him. He could walk into that? No. No he could not. Never. “I… I couldn’t walk into that. I’m sorry.”

Quilatalap breathed. He stepped away. He stared at the ceiling, at the nebulae and billion stars and the rainbow ephemera of a universe that might exist out there, but which was only visible with telescopes and special Elemental Light spells, or Elemental Star spells. Or maybe it was all an illusion cast by Melemizargo’s Feast Barrier magics. The only thing Erick truly knew about the sky at that moment was that it was a distraction for both of them.

After a moment of silence, Erick repeated, “I’m sorry, Quilatalap. I came when I could.”

“… I’ll take that overview of the last several hours now. I don’t need the density of the reports you have given to the Mind Mages, but I do need to know what happened, and what you were doing while I was… Under the fairy.”

“Okay.”

Erick sent the telepathic message.

Quilatalap closed his eyes, pulling apart what he had received, as he said, “You can go back downstairs now.”

Erick left.







- - - -







Extracting the others from the [Tea Party] took time.

Erick focused on those who had almost gone to war, first. Zolan and the hidden powers that the castellan had placed into the feast came out of the party. Perhaps unsurprisingly, Zolan and his seven hidden Elites were able to make themselves calm and coordinated rather quickly.

Zolan said, “Looking back on it, that was the most uncomfortable thing I have ever been through, but now I know a great deal more about what went on in that dungeon and how millions will die from the loss of [Teleport] and—” He took a breath. He said, “We have a lot of work to do. Have you spoken to the gods at all?”

“I have done that and a lot more. Use your Book Magic and read this first—” Erick tried to hand off the black book Melemizargo had given him, but the book passed through Zolan’s hands like so many shadows. “… I’ll send you a telepathic drop.”

Zolan frowned as the shadowy book returned to solidity inside Erick’s hands. “I would hear your experience with the godly decrees instead. Hollowsaur and Fairy Moon and the three elites from our collected allies—” He had to bite back fury. “They had a great deal of insight into the dungeons. I am sure I will learn whatever specifics are in that book in time.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t respond sooner, Zolan.”

Zolan just shook his head.

Erick sent Zolan an overview of his own experience of the last several hours, and then he had Aisha and Volaro come out of the [Tea Party]. He apologized to the two of them as well.

Volaro said, “This is not worthy of an apology; we were prepared to explode over each other, and that fight was prevented. This is not the first time Fairy Moon has done this, and it will not be the last.”

“The way the fight was prevented is an eternally distant and non-important thing when compared to the reasons for the fight.” Aisha said, “I am glad, however, that we were able to have that calm discussion, for the work that comes next will save millions of lives, cause a rapid and unavoidable expansion of the powers of House Benevolence, and cause untold hatred against us, for people will think that you did this on purpose so that you could have power over the transportation of the world, and the gold gained from that power.”

Erick said, “I saw some of your conversations on all that. I’ll drop the [Gate] fees to a silver… or less. A copper. I don’t know. Free? I would do free, but free means that I cannot pay the people who will be necessary to upkeep the system.”

Aisha relaxed a fraction—

Zolan spoke up, “A silver per transport is reasonable; a tenth of current costs. The infrastructure expansion alone will not support anything cheaper, and that’s not even counting our king personally making the Gates for the next few years.”

Volaro asked, “Places like Enduring Forge and Ar’Cosmos and Stratagold will assist with Gate creation, though, yes?”

Erick said, “I hope so, but I don’t know.”

Aisha said, “The technique is too difficult. Of course, we could just make them out of platinum now that everyone will know that Erick has [Duplicate].”

“The Headmaster will provide the materials if the Geodes don’t.” Zolan said, “We could keep that [Duplicate] knowledge hidden.”

“Possibly.” Aisha said to Zolan, “I like your idea for a chit system for the Gates, instead of paying every time someone crosses one. It will save a lot of time and effort on paperwork.”

Erick said, “Sounds good to me. I was hoping to eventually get something like that set up, anyway.”

Erick continued to pull more and more people out of the [Tea Party], with Goldie coming out next. She was calmly detached about everything, but it was a facade. All of the Shades came out of the ensorcelling with a deep facade; they were not willing to show how terrifying the experience had been. Many of the normal people, the Cooks and the staff, came out with trauma written deep in the lines of their faces.

When the [Tea Party] was down to the last person, Fairy Moon brought Bright Smile out of the ensorcelling herself, taking the dragon empress’s hand and bidding her good day.

Bright Smile blinked a bit, smiled, and said, “What a wonderful little party, Fairy Moon. Such wonderful talks we have had.” She turned. “Erick? I would speak with you about a vast increase in our Gate system, as well as several more runes of [Renew]. Made in adamantium, if you could do such a thing.”

She looked ready to inflict genocide on quite a few people, with her bright smile inscribed upon her too-wide face, her red eyes glittering with red Carnage. She was back to normal. Thankfully, the Benevolence-lightning ring around her neck did not reappear.

Erick said, “I would be delighted to talk to you about all of that, but as we will be discussing those matters in depth, I would ask for a moment of time with Fairy Moon, first.”

“Of course of course! Then if there are no objections, I will take my inquiries to your castellan, and your wrought… Unless you know how to make adamantium yourself? Or will they sell you that precious metal?”

“I’m not sure I can make the metal myself, but I have never tried. I would be ordering the rune from Stratagold or another source, either way.”

Bright Smile kept her grin as she gave a queenly bow that was little more than a nod, then she walked past Erick, toward Zolan, Aisha, and Volaro, and a few others who all stood together far away from where the [Tea Party] had taken place.

And then it was just Erick and Fairy Moon, standing between many tables that looked more like lace doilies than anything else. They were fake tables. Soon, tea cups, saucers, pastries and then the tables and chairs themselves, all began to fade into the air, vanishing like the breaking of spellwork, but not at all like it should break. Erick got the impression that the setup was merely returning to Fairy, not actually breaking at all.

Fairy Moon asked, “Is there something to say?”

Erick nodded. “Please join me outside.”
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Erick reappeared upon the newly-forested roof of House Benevolence, north of the main structure and above what might one day be office space below. That space might end up being an office area a lot sooner than Erick had expected, since it seemed like he was set to replace the current [Teleport] options in the Script, and soon. Maybe he would leave the forest up here, since it seemed rather nice. The trees were normal size. Loose stone paths wound through the wild groves, offering a gentle ambiance to the place that was heightened by the starry sky overhead, and by the coolness all around. He’d have to inspect the roof below to see if there was damage, but for now…

It was nice.

Fairy Moon stepped onto the clearing next to Erick. “Salutations, singer to Darkness! Are you as excited about the eternities in the dungeon cores as I am? I cannot wait to set up some self-copies, to see what my other selves are up to!”

… Ah. Would that be a problem?

Probably.

Erick said, “Fairy Moon. Quilatalap was very upset about the [Tea Time], and he’s not the only one. I appreciate that you saved us all some war, but I do not appreciate how it happened. I would like a true apology from you, to him, and to all the rest of the people you ensorcelled.”

“Easily done! I’ll do it when we’re done here. Is that all?”

“… No, that is…”

Erick had wondered about this inevitable confrontation for a long time. About what he could say to make Fairy Moon not a threat to him, or his people. Every time he thought on the subject, he came up empty. The fact was that Fairy Moon was beyond him in a way that not even gods could change. Probably.

Erick wasn’t sure why gods didn’t deal with her in a more permanent manner. Probably because of pantheon agreement not to interfere in these sorts of material matters more than necessary, and certainly never directly, or because Elemental Fae had to exist in some way, and they couldn’t close off every Band of Intent for fear of breaking something important, which was likely very true, or maybe Fairy Moon was simply beyond the gods, too. Probably the last option, if Erick was being honest with himself.

And so, there was only one thing that Erick could really do.

“I don’t want to ever be affected by ensorcellment from you and yours ever again, and I want to be able to protect others from you, as well. Is there some way to ensure that happens? Beyond the alliances I have already forged between us?”

Fairy Moon suddenly stared at Erick. She lost most of her joy, going quiet.

Erick waited.

Fairy Moon looked away, and her face turned impassive. For a long moment she stared off into the sky, and then she turned back. She was the Fae King, as she said, “You already know what to do to yourself to ensure this eventuality as you envision it being, but be warned, Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence, Guiding Light to the Future of my Free Family, that in the way you can always kill anyone who truly displeases you, we can always do the same as well. But vulnerability to the soft sideways manifests a minor version of the final fate of final lives. A small sequestering of the self, as opposed to the need for deadly death to solve solutions. You ask for ascension, without knowing that ascension brings boons, but also a solidifying of stance. In cases of war, do you want for one to only wage annihilation? Or would you prefer the possibility of amnesty?”

Erick was pretty sure he knew what she was saying, but. “A clearer answer would be best.”

“Accrete to full Wizard, and don’t attack my family in a way that can actually hurt them.” Fairy Moon said, “The second statement was a warning, by the by.”

“And why does that work?”

“Because you will have made of yourself a paradox of power and perishing at the precipice of all. You will be untouchable and unchangeable by that which cannot reach, and only you will be able to reach yourself at all.” Fairy Moon frowned. “Now ask no more of this danger to myself and mine own! Let us talk of possibilities and production! Besides! I have no aims on you or yours; I have already not touched you at this latest [Tea Time].” She stared, “And anyway! You know that I did the right recourse. Even if you and your damned damner of souls could have salvaged all the death back there, I stopped a slaughter and led us to this better benevolent future fate, where everyone talks, and no one ruins our race to the future.”

“I will not admit that.” Erick paused, then he said, “I will, however, have you apologize to everyone that you ensorcelled.”

Fairy Moon pulled back a fraction, her tense eyes widening. And then she smirked. “Then I shall go give my apologies, and I shall call it my gift for the Feast. What gifts are you giving out?”

“Do you need a gift?”

“I want one.”

“I’ll figure it out, then. I was imagining Gates for a lot of people, but those are looking less like gifts and more like necessities to stop the collapse of modern Surface civilization.”

Fairy Moon nodded. “I will accept an assortment of rings from you, Erick, even if they are square-shaped and multiple meters wide.”

Erick frowned at her, saying nothing. 

He lightstepped back into the House, back to everyone.

The entire population of the House was already deep in talks about everything, again, but thankfully it wasn’t layered with threats. Every single person there, from the Shades suddenly seeing a chance at real redemption if they did this right, to the overseers, writing down what areas of the Surface needed to be supported first, to the Cooks and servants, anxiously wondering about the safety of far-off relatives, to questions of the safety of Candlepoint…

They were all focused on the goal. To save as many lives as possible, and to keep civilization strong in the face of the coming [Teleport] apocalypse. Reluctantly, and in small whispers here and there, everyone was glad that the change would take a week to fully manifest; It could have been a lot worse.

Melemizargo could have laid his [Teleport Lock] upon the entire world in a flashing instant if he so desired.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Oh.

- - - -

Patrons have the end of book 7 + Epilogue. 

And chapters 220 + 221!

Thanks for reading.

(Patrons will have a 3 week break between the epilogue of book 7 + Book 8 chapter 1)

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



218, 1/2


                Three hours passed in blessed calm.

People talked. People planned for cooperation. No one yelled. Fairy Moon gave a rapid apology and no one denied her apology, but a few servants and Cook Donny accidentally thanked her. Fairy Moon just thanked them right back, thus equalizing the perceived debt. Erick hoped that wouldn’t become a problem. Having seen his distress, and looking to make another good impression, Bright Smile spoke of how Erick’s staff were probably fine, and if Fairy Moon were going to call in any sort of debt, she would call it in on him.

Which made him have some complicated emotions.

And then Bright Smile said, “I’m joking.”

“Oh? Ha. Ha. Good one,” Erick intoned.

Bright Smile smiled brightly.

Meanwhile! Zolan and his borrowed elites organized the cooperation for the securing of the Surface, rapidly drawing in every single guest who was not a servant or a Cook or cook. First Knight Harriz, from the Wasteland Kingdoms, who had come in with Shade Lapis, was incredibly excited about the loss of [Teleport] and the switch to a Gate Network, and let everyone know that.

“It will mean an end to angelic bombardments!” Harriz said, “This means no lightning fights, or death spells cast in town squares and then the perpetrator escaping.”

Fallopolis countered him with, “It means people will be learning proper magic and then how to do that properly, Harriz.”

Lapis said, “Going from 25% of all people being able to [Teleport], with most of those people the ones who actually matter for war, to .01% of all people on Veird, is still a great reduction. Harm reduction is still harm reduction.”

Bright Smile said, “Wars are just as deadly in Ar’Cosmos as they are on the Surface, but they take a great deal more commitment. All this means is that the cowards won’t go to war.”

Erick said, “This means that the cowards won’t be able to flee when their captains tell them to charge an impossible defense.”

“If you will permit me, my king,” Zolan brought the conversation back around, saying, “We have 20 hours before the Feast is over and we all need to work in order to prevent catastrophe in the coming week. Talk is great, but let us focus on solutions of all kinds, which, as we are locked inside this current space and unable to speak to the outside, means figuring out an organizational structure for others to adhere to, question and answer sheets that we need to be able to give to nations out there to answer all their questions, another questionnaire about needed and desired Gate access, and finally, for us to decide how we will include others in a rapid expansion of House Benevolence in order to meet these needs.”

Fairy Moon spoke up, “This is the perfect time to temper Surface society into the collective image of cosmopolitan Candlepoint. Demand laws of your lands be followed, and deny Gates if those laws are desecrated!”

That comment started a whole new debate.

Erick checked out of that debate as Quilatalap reappeared in the atrium, at the far side, looking at Erick. Erick went to him. Quilatalap furrowed his eyes as Erick walked his way. When Erick finally reached him, the big man said nothing.

So Erick said, “I’m glad you came back. I was about to start a Gate Version 6 discussion with others, if you want to join? There’s the rest of the discussion too, if you would rather be there.”

Quilatalap frowned a little, debating with himself if he wanted to be petty, or not. He chose to say, “The fairy apologized to me. That has never happened ever before, Erick.”

“She also thanked everyone who accidentally thanked her for her apology.”

Quilatalap paused. “… That’s different, too.” He whispered, “She hasn’t actually changed at all, you realize?”

“I know. She views what she does as good. I’m sorry I didn’t come for you sooner, Quilatalap.”

“… Accepted.” Quilatalap breathed deep, and in the process he dispelled whatever surface misgivings about all this he had, looking like a brand new man in that moment, but Erick could tell it was an act. He smiled a little, asking, “So what’s been happening so far? What’s Gate Version 6 look like?”

Erick returned the smile, and turned back to the gathering, speaking of plans as he walked beside Quilatalap, leading the way toward Aisha, and Lapis.
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Amid possibly the best magical minds of the world, Erick began casting lightwards into the air, as he spoke of Gates, and their limitations. Everyone knew how the spell actually worked, but Erick did go over that briefly, and then he moved onto ‘enchanting’ Gates themselves, and what that meant. For it wasn’t actually ‘enchanting’ at all.

When he made a wood and iron Gate, that was simply making an anchor to set a [Gate] into.

And then he went over the problems he had encountered in his implementation of [Gate].

“Four problems,” Erick said, “Problem one: Security, to prevent unwanted passage, to lock the Gate when not in use. A few people had already been asking for better security before today’s events, so that they can dedicate two or three hours per day to overseeing transport through the Gate, and then shut it off for the rest of the day. Not everyone wants a portal open all the time, letting everyone through. Extra security would also include a way to shut the Gate off, without needing to poke it with an antirhine knife and disable the [Gate] inside the Gate the hard way. Had one guy do that at the Gate to the Forest to prevent a sudden stampede of undead from breaking through to the Gate District. Ended up preventing the invasion, but he ruined a lot of work trying to shut the Gate off. They could have simply sent a message up the chain of command and I could have personally dealt with the invasion, but he made a fast decision. He recovered from the explosion of Benevolence plants, but he did almost die.

“Problem two: Cost of Gates. In time and effort and gold. Mostly time and effort, though, since I’m inscribing these all myself. The current design takes about 25-30 minutes to make a single Gate, and I am not going to live inside a [Hasted Shelter] for the rest of my life to meet the needs of the entire Surface. I probably will have to do that for the next week or month, but hopefully not more than that.

“Problem three: Is there a way to make a Gate that will automatically cast itself? I’m manually adding the [Gate] to every single one of these Gates, and that’s a fucking pain in the ass. I can only imagine that the rest of my entire life will be spent recasting [Gate] unless I can make an actual magical item that will cast [Gate] for me. I’m also not handing this task off to Yggdrasil, for I won’t have him do that job either.

“Problem four: Is there a way to make a Gate lead to other locations? Like if I put up one major Gate at the center of a hub, and then have thirty smaller Gates out there that the main Gate can flick between, with a touch of a dial, or something like that.

“These are the major problems that I have found with my Gate Network so far.” Erick said, “I am sure that we will run into more problems in the future, but these are the current issues. On the positive side, these four problems have some clear overlap, like with the ‘main hub Gate’ and the ‘I-need-to-shut-it-off security problem’. If the main Gate could be switched to a ‘null’ Gate option, like perhaps to the other side of the main Gate itself, effectively creating a [Gate] that was only a decimeter across, then that would solve the problem of needing to ‘turn it off’ well enough. So! Let’s consider it all. Let me know when you have your first questions.”

Aisha sat silently, standing back as she took in all the lightsculptures that Erick had made to illustrate the problems of [Gate], and making Gates to hold them.

Lapis studied the image of the Main Hub Gate idea.

Quilatalap asked, “Have you tried using [Teleport Spell] to shift either side of a [Gate]? The range of [Gate]s you could reach would be limited, but that could let you make a Hub.”

Erick brightened. “I have not tried that yet! Excellent idea, Quilatalap. I’ll have to try it once we’re out of the Feast Barri— Ah. Shit fuck.”

The brief joy in Erick’s heart faltered hard, because almost all of them realized what was wrong with this idea a second after Erick. Even though the idea might theoretically work, and by all rights it should since both sides of a [Gate] were affected by magic…

Aisha said, “The [Teleport Lock] of the Feast Barrier will go around the entire world, blocking all Spatial Magic. This [Teleport Spell] idea will not work as it does, but, there is a solution. The t-stations of the Geodes already push back the Dark, allowing for point-to-point Spatial Magics, as long as both ends of the spell are cleared of the Dark. I am absolutely sure that Archmage Tasar and Archmage’s Rest will work with us to come up with a way to make this Gate Hub work.”

Erick knew that setting up this conversation was a good idea.

Lapis said, “Those t-stations have already solved for the selection of different targets, too, as well as the boosting of range. This should allow for a ‘Gate Hub’, and you’re going to want to outsource a lot of your own efforts to Archmage’s Rest and Stratagold anyway. But they will not be able to help with the auto-casting problem. Allow me to assist with this task, for this solution will likely require the condensation of Benevolent mana into a [Familiar]-like being. Such a being seems to me the only way to make a deep magic like [Gate] be automagical. Solving this problem in this way does open up your gate space to intrusion, though, for someone could use some soul surgery to open up one of those creations and make them do their bidding.”

“… Let’s come back to the automagic topic in a moment, for I have realized another problem I need to solve before I thought I needed to solve it.” Erick said, “[Gate] has a range where I can freely use the spell. That range is a few thousand kilometers around every Yggdrasil at the moment. This will make putting up a Local Area Gate Network rather difficult in a place like, say, the Greensoil Republic. So could I [Teleport Spell] both ends of a [Gate] around, to plant a [Gate] pair into Gates that are far outside of my current range of [Gate]?”

Aisha was unsure. Lapis had no idea.

Quilatalap said, “You should be able to. But I suggest you drop some Class Ability and take Gatemaster, Erick, and then plant some more Yggdrasil out there on the Surface. One per continent should be fine. It’s time.”

Lapis raised an eyebrow, looking at Erick. She was surprised that Erick didn’t have Gatemaster.

Aisha half-rolled her eyes. She and Erick had spoken of Erick’s lack of Gatemaster before. She still couldn’t believe that Erick didn’t have that Ability. She was also a little weirded out that apparently Quilatalap knew that about Erick, but she got over it in the face of the coming disaster.

Erick said, “I suppose I must.”

Lapis still couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You were doing a Gate Network without Gatemaster?” A bit stronger, “And you could implant a [Gate] into a Gate at all?”

“What’s wrong with that?” Erick asked. “All the Gate has to do is not move and the [Gate] remains intact. My [Force Wall]-ish spell does that quite well.”

Lapis blinked a bit, saying, “I’m simply surprised that that actually worked. That this whole model of… everything… That it has worked at all without Gatemaster.”

Quilatalap smirked, saying, “He’s very good at runic work. Doesn’t have ‘Shifting Runes’ either. Not even the lesser version.”

Erick grinned at the praise in Quilatalap’s voice.

Lapis said, “Well that’s not news at all. But the lack of Gatemaster is.”

“What does it even do? Besides the obvious, anyway?” Erick asked. “All the Ability says is ‘Double the effective range of your gate space. Minor improvements to everything gate related. ’.”

Aisha said, “That really should be more than enough of a reason to take it.”

Quilatalap said, “I don’t know the full answer to that question, either.”

Aisha briefly looked put upon, then she added, “No one has made [Gate] in a very, very long time. The only other person who has [Gate] was the one who made the original Network, from before the Death of All Halves, when the Forest of Glaquin was home to the original dragonkin. The creator of those lands never told anyone what it does.”

Well that was a pretty bright idea then, wasn’t it? Erick said, “Let’s see if we can find out, then.” He turned, calling out, “Bright Smile! Do you have a moment?”

Bright Smile lifted her head from her talks with Zolan. She glared at Erick, and her small grin turned into her namesake. She walked over, saying, “I do not appreciate being called like a wayward wyrmling, Erick, but I understand that we’re solving problems here. I will attempt to be similarly succinct:” She stood before Erick. “What do you want?”

“Do you know what the Class Ability Gatemaster does, in full?” Erick put on a pleasant face. “Your uncle is Redflame, and you are empress of his gate space, correct?”

“Ah. This is an easy answer.” Bright Smile said, “Increased range, and minor improvements all around.”

Erick almost laughed. Quilatalap did laugh, though he kept that to a small chuckle. Bright Smile lightly glared at the large man, and then she turned her attentions back to Erick.

Erick said, “Yes, but what does that actually mean?”

Bright Smile rattled off, “For Ar’Cosmos, which is in Fairy, and which surely has different options than what you will likely have with Benevolence, we can change the color and presentation of the [Gates]. We can make [Gate]s into Ar’Cosmos come back if they are destroyed. Inside of Fairy itself, we can create layers of gate spaces, with the deepest ones good for hiding things and the higher ones good for living on. Perhaps the most well-known power of my uncle, though, is that he has the power to deny the Realities of others; it is how he mitigates the Curse to nothing, and how we restrict all Script Magic inside our lands. It is theorized that this sort of power is rather normal for Fairy, but my Uncle has control over that. There are a few other minor benefits to Gatemaster that I will not divulge in mixed company, and if you ask me later I will likely tell you, yet ask you not to divulge them either.

“As for Redflame’s personal use of [Gate], it has different applications inside Ar’Cosmos and outside. In both locations, he can open [Gate]s into all layers of Ar’Cosmos as he desires, and he can move people from one layer to another, or out entirely, without those people needing to actually enter a [Gate] at all. His [Gate]s are resistant to being destroyed, and will survive slight external movements. He can also open or close [Gate]s outside of the Script Second.” Bright Smile said, “And that’s the publicly available intelligence that others have on Ar’Cosmos, so I will keep it that way.” She turned to Aisha, pointedly asking, “How much of that did you already know? And how much did you learn, getting Erick to ask this of me, here and now?”

Erick rapidly said, “She didn’t do anything—”

“All that Bright Smile has shared is already known,” Aisha said, “It is news, however, that these capabilities are actually the product of Gatemaster, and not personal power, or Fae Magic.”

Bright Smile grinned wide, showing off sharp teeth, as she said, “Like I said; the capabilities of Ar’Cosmos might have little bearing on what Benevolence can do. I imagine that a Gatemaster of Death or Lava would also have vastly different capabilities. And Redflame hasn’t had cause to come to the Surface in an age, so perhaps all that we know he can do is simply skill, and has nothing to do with Gatemaster at all.”

Erick moved on, saying, “Much appreciated, Bright Smile. Would you like to stay for the discussion of Gate Version 6?”

Bright Smile glanced at the lightsculptures overhead, then said, “No. I don’t believe I could be much help with this. The Gates of Ar’Cosmos don’t operate like how your Gates operate, nor do we want them…” Her ruby eyes lingered on a particular display. She pointed to the automagical Gate idea, saying, “All the rest of your concerns will have to be solved in other ways, but this problem is semi-solved, alongside the Hub Gate idea. We have a House Death summoner cast a spell that consumes a gate space node, and then that summoner can control the node to cast [Gate]. This is the main function of House Death; to control the pathways leading to Ar’Cosmos. Your man Burhendurur was denied learning this magic, for it is one of our greatest secrets. We would ask that you not ask us for this spellwork, either, as this is a massive security concern. All I can tell you is that this problem is easily solved, and through this problem I suppose all the others are made easier?” She glanced at another display. “You probably don’t want others tromping around inside your Gate Space, though, since you likely don’t have multiple layers of land within which to hide the node.” She ignored the displays, and turned to Erick. “Unless you do?”

Erick said, “I do not have Gatemaster, so I don’t really know, yet, but Yggdrasil is inside there, anyway. He could provide overall protection, and I can assign others to operate inside of there since I am sure that having someone inside Benevolence will be necessary to spot deeper future problems… once I have the time to make extra nodes, anyway. I would ask for Redflame to assist me with understanding how to make extra nodes, exactly, if he could.”

Bright Smile’s grin widened. “I’ll inform uncle of your needs, and have a missive for you soon enough. We’ll talk about Ar’Cosmos’s Gate needs at that time, too, if I cannot get my needs met through your castellan, that is.”

Erick suddenly wondered if Redflame would be up for making a Gate Network, too. He made it once. He could make it again. But then again… Erick doubted Redflame would want to do such a thing, or that Ar’Cosmos would want that. Erick decided not to bring up that topic right now.

“I’m sure Zolan will assist Ar’Cosmos’s Gate needs as best he can. Your guidance is appreciated, Bright Smile.”

Bright Smile gave a small nod, then stepped away.

Erick turned back to the others. “So! A summon to eat a node, to cast [Gate]?”

Lapis said, “That is sort of what I was talking about earlier. I am sure there is a better way to do this than to give a [Gate] to another, to operate in your stead, and thus make your gate space vulnerable to… Quite a lot of things, truly. Too many. But a ‘node eating summon’ does seem like the proper solution here.”

Quilatalap said, “I agree, but let us talk this out, for maybe there is an answer here, anyway. In my mind, you would want an autonomous summon to eat a node, and then the summon would respond to a certain type of intent... Probably a telepathic ping. With a proper ping, the summon would automatically respond with a [Gate] from one location to another. I imagine an end-user sending out a telepathic signal to the consumed node and getting a [Gate] from their current location to their envisioned endpoint… But doing it that way would leave the node vulnerable to a [Telepathy] attack, which is likely why Ar’Cosmos doesn’t do it that way; they use manual control from an approved mage. Probably have some layers of defense between the mage and the [Gate]-requester, too.”

Aisha said, “From your descriptions, I feel that there is a [Gate] network that works based on a ‘ping’. The [Gate] you can purchase in the Script. For 500 mana, you get a [Gate] from one location to the next.”

Quilatalap’s eyes went wide. “Oh!”

Lapis thought. She wasn’t convinced— And then she was convinced. “Could that be the reason for spending 10 points?”

“I believe so.” Quilatalap said, “You have to spend personal power to make the summon which attaches to a personal node. Not the nodes that actually exist all around… Probably in some Divine Realm, somewhere. For 10 points, the Script could make a gate space for anyone. The Script could certainly do something like that.”

Erick considered. “Huh… And an autonomous summon could place limits on what goes through? Or maybe the limits are baked-in to the node the Script makes for you? That might be exactly why the Script [Gate] has limits at all, when my [Gate] and the [Gate]s of Ar’Cosmos have no throughput limits at all.”

Aisha looked pensive. “I suppose that makes sense… Should we aim for that design as the goal? Hobbled nodes?”

Lapis looked unsure. Quilatalap didn’t like that idea, either.

Erick looked back at his diagrams, then said, “I want a device where people can touch buttons and dial a Gate, and not have any root access to Benevolence space itself. When other people make their own [Gate]s then they can do that sort of thing and take on that risk, but not right now, not here at the start when the security we devise will remain in place for at least 50 years, and be the bedrock upon which all modern Surface movement is based upon.”

Lapis said, “Counterpoint: a system of multiple nodes, separated from you, will be harder to take down than you think, for you can always cancel the summon that you use to eat the node, if the person you have given the [Gate Maker] to decides to mess with your systems. A summon that eats a node will expand your territory a great deal, since you can set the node out there far away from current locations. And, a summon that is made to be directable can be directed with runic devices quite easily. And we know that a node-eating summon works.” Lapis said, “We don’t know that whatever pure-runic devices we attempt to create now will ever work, and we need a solution as soon as possible; not two months from now. And, I doubt that a pure runic device will work at all. There needs to be some soul magic in there, somewhere.”

Aisha and Quilatalap listened to Lapis. Both of them had some thoughts about the Shade’s words, with Aisha distrusting the woman but unable to find fault, and Quilatalap ready to work on that node-eating spell right now.

Erick wasn’t happy with it, but action mattered. “Then we shall move forward with this node eating idea, and I will… figure out how to make the nodes? Limited nodes, I suppose. Which means somehow copying spellwork inside of me and giving a copy to a secondary core.”

“Dragons can make extra cores rather easily” Lapis said, “If you have no experience with that I will help, but, I think Quilatalap has some ideas?”

Quilatalap did have some ideas. His toothed soul flexed a bit, as he said, “We don’t need to have the node to actually make the eating spell.”

Aisha tried not to show that she was miffed at her inability to participate in a Soul Magic discussion, as she said, “I have knowledge of how spellwork can be copied through multiple cores, but no actual experience with that.” In a much easier tone, she said, “But making spell-eating magic which then uses the magic it ate, according to the whims of the caster, is an application of Book Magic, and I am rather good at that. I am rather sure that we could solve this entire set of problems you have listed through Book Magic, and runic workings, and we don’t have to do Soul Magic, node-eating magic, at all. Simply eating a single cast of [Gate] should be all we really need to do.”

Erick rapidly backtracked on his previous course of action. “Yes. Let’s do that instead.”

Lapis said, “I would use Book Magic to make the node-eating magic as well, but to fully accomplish this without a deeply altered [Conjure Force Elemental], and thus push this spellwork into the realm of Soul Magic, would be needlessly complicated.”

“It might be possible to do this without Soul Magic.” Quilatalap said, “Might even be possible to do this without [Conjure Force Elemental] at all.”

Lapis was not convinced.

Erick smiled a little, feeling that they were getting rather far with this little discussion. At the mention of Book Magic, a few ideas swirled inside his own mind, including that time he had managed to make [Teleport Magic] through Tasar’s assistance. A lot of people considered Book Magic a different way of viewing all magic, and yet Tasar had not even brought up the subject when it came to that spell, or all the other Spatial Magic spells she knew, which, to the untrained eye, might also look like Book Magic. Erick hadn’t done much with that branch of spellwork, but he knew most of the basics. It appeared he would need to learn more than the basics, though, and fast.

Erick said, “I would like to stay away from Soul Magic for this, and focus on Book Magic. I like the idea of making a magic that eats a specific [Gate], instead of a full node, and then moves that [Gate] under the control of the caster. Getting that sort of spell into a runic device might be a problem, too. But that’s for later. The major problem is that I know next to no Book Magic, and my Soul Magic is mostly instinctual, too, so we’ve got our work cut out for us.”

Lapis was unsure. Aisha looked determined and willing to try, but there was trepidation there, too.

Quilatalap shrugged, saying, “If anyone can do it, you can.”

“Hopefully.” Erick asked, “Anyone want to start explaining Book Magic, first? Let’s start from the very top, if we can. We can get to the actual [Gate Control] spell in a few hours.”

The orcol archlich, the iridescent wrought archmage, and the human Shade, each looked at each other. A small discussion later, circling around depth of instruction and who wanted to go first, and the first person was ready to speak.

- - - -

Aisha began, “I am a Book Mage, so my perspective is rather skewed, but I believe that Book Magic is the most useful magic in existence. Not the most powerful. Not at all, but it is the most useful. This is because, at its base, Book Magic is about editing reality. Book Magic can take a bowl of cold soup and edit away the ‘cold’, replacing it with ‘hot’. And like with what Architect O’Lark did with the three different ideas of the house of House Benevolence, Book Magic can edit multiple things together, in the most fascinating sorts of ways.

“This editing ability is so powerful, that among the non-wrought, Book Magic is theorized to be the basis for the Script. That theory is true in some respects, yet it is also not true at all. The Script is an act of godly power and pure magical intent, along with a bunch of other things that are outside of the scope of Book Magic. Perhaps there is a ‘Divine Book Magic’, used by Rozeta herself to organize the world… Perhaps.

“The Book Magic that we use, though, is much more restricted.

“The most common restriction is that you can only really use Book Magic on various things that are fundamentally yours. Spells qualify most easily for this restriction, and indeed, Book Magic is very useful for making new spells that have truly strange effects.” She began summoning light sculptures to illustrate her words. “For instance, under normal Script designs, you can take [Force Bolt], Mana Altering Fire, Altering Ice, and Altering for Elemental Book, and produce the tier 2 spell [Burning Frost Bolt]; a spell which hits with the sting of ice, and leaves a freezing fire behind that sucks the heat out of the target.

“But instead of making that one spell, you can use Elemental Book to have fun with all the various Bolt spells you have ever made, without needing to lock yourself into actually making [Burning Frost Bolt].

“You simply use [Editing Bolt], instead.

“Casting this spell will take some skill, because you cannot simply cast the spell like you would any other Script spell; simply flicking your intent and mana into your desire to cast, and it will be cast. To use [Editing Bolt] properly you must also mentally link with the two or more Bolt spells that you wish to cast at the same time, and you must also decide, on the run, which effects you desire from those input-spells.

“As another example, imagine a [Fireball] spell, and another spell similar in scope, but not in effect, [Frostbomb]. Now, you could simply combine the two spells, making a higher-tier spell based on that combination. You might end up with the standard [Frostfireball], which causes a creeping frost that deals damage over time, and slows all affected by the spell. But, under the limits of the Script, when combining magic, the outcome that you get is the outcome that you get, and you must break that combination if you wish to try for a different combination. This means your [Frostfireball] is static. Unchanging. What you cast was what you got, and if you want to make a different sort of [Frostfireball], leaning more into the initial damage, or the damage over time, or the area, or whatever, you must break that spell, wait the appropriate amount of time based on the tier of the magic, and then try again.

“But we’re going to do some Book Magic and bypass those limits.

“For this example you would use [Editing Bomb], since all of these input spells are based on [Force Bomb], and that is how Book Magic works best; between things that are already similar, but vastly different in specific ways.

“Instead of making any higher-tier magic at all, you simply use [Editing Bomb], linking with your [Fireball] and [Frost Bomb] spells, and you mentally adjust the output spell as you desire. In this way, your [Editing Bomb] spell will produce a [Frostfireball], or a [Flashice Bomb] which explodes sharp ice in a large area, or a [Mistyfireball] which spreads a floating mist that burns and lingers. You can use the same three spells and focus on some different desired aspects each time, altering your arsenal, tailoring your destruction for what is actually needed, at that moment.

“Through a modicum of Book Magic, and heavy initial investment, one is able to switch around one’s magic at will.” Aisha asked, “Does that all make sense?”

“… Huh.” Erick said, “Never had it explained quite like that— So are you doing something Paradoxical when you use Book Magic? Like when you [Teleport], and what you’re actually doing is rewriting the past to put yourself in a different place in the present; are you rewriting the outcome of combining [Frost Bomb] and [Fireball] through Elemental Book, and Book Magic?”

“Ah! [Teleport] is actually a special case of where something looks like it could be Book Magic, and you can make a Book Magic sort of [Teleport], but it’s not the same thing at all.” Aisha said, “In [Teleport], you are changing a past event and propagating that change to the present, like, say, a decision to eat lunch in one city versus a different city. That’s the most common example of what it means to [Teleport]. This version of [Teleport] will put you in that different city.

“But [Reposition], the Elemental Book version of [Teleport], looks like this:”










	
Greater Reposition, instant, super long range, 1 mana + Variable

You change your location based on the transformation of one attribute.














“That’s my version, anyway.” Aisha continued, “And as you can guess it is a lot more limited than [Teleport], but it can do a lot if you know how to work it. For instance, for 500 base mana, I can [Reposition] from here to Oceanside, though I have absolutely no control over where I actually end up at Oceanside. Usually it’s some unprotected library.” Aisha allowed herself a brief excitement, and then controlled that excitement back down to normal levels, as she said, “I have been working on a [Benevolent Reposition] which hasn’t gone anywhere recently. The goal with that one is to enact the change from ‘I am here’ to ‘I am where I need to be’, which is a very large transformation. Difficult.” She added, “And just so you know, the wording change to get me from here to Oceanside or back is ‘I am here at the Gate District’ to ‘I am here at Oceanside’. If you switch around your language in which you conduct your formation of intent, you can make Book Magic easier, or much harder than it needs to be. Ancient Script is good for Book Magic in some ways, but harder in others. It’s all rather self-evident, though, once this has been pointed out… Yes, you get it.”

That was all so fascinating. Erick wasn’t sure where he wanted to continue his questions.

After a moment, Erick picked what seemed like the largest concern to get out of the way, and asked, “What are the limitations of Book Magic, with regard to the things altered, for example?”

Aisha gave a nod, beginning to speak halfway through the motion, “Book Magic works best on what is yours, and yours alone. ‘Bars of gold’ is something that you might own according to your bank accounts, but not according to Book Magic. Book Magic makes really good buffing magic, because you can temporarily do things like give yourself 200 extra Willpower— Which has very deep soul-problem-issues if you use something like that with any regularity at all. Once every year would be about all you could handle with that…” Aisha thought. She said, “Book Magic is also most used in information tracking. [Remember] is a version of a basic Book Magic buffing spell, which is a result of [Identify] and Mana Alter Book, and a self-buffing sort of framework, which allows you to sort your memories in a way that allows for easy retrieval and indexing. Most Book Mages keep that one running all the time, in a way that every mage casts a [Personal Ward] at the start of the day. It’s a cheap spell, and once you learn it, you don’t need it active all the time in order to still make use of the indexing that you’ve built within yourself…” Aisha paused. “And that’s a good start. Obviously you could write a book on Book Magic—” She grinned, having told a very old joke. “—but we’re not here to read books. Who wants to go next?”

Lapis and Quilatalap shared a look.

- - - -

Lapis began, “Most applications of Book Magic are limited to self-magics, but this sort of transformation is a much deeper magic than simple memory spells. The big example there is [Polymorph]. All the best mimicry magic is also Book Magic. [Duplicate] is considered Book Magic, but since [Duplicate] is so heavily controlled, no one really knows what category that falls under. Book Magic makes the most sense for that one, though.

“Because, at its base, Book Magic is about categorizing everything, and then, if you pull and push and snip and rearrange well enough, Book Magic is also Editing Magic. Indeed, many Book spells are named ‘editing’ in some way. Overseer Aisha touched upon how one can only shift around one’s own stuff, but the deeper answer is that one can only shift things that are minor, and only between similar circles of interaction.

“If you have a reed basket of apples and a thin-wood plate of limes, and everything is the same except for the nature of their containers, you can use a basic editing-focused spell in order to easily transform the reed basket into thin wood, and the thin-wood plate into reeds. To transform the positions of the apples and limes, you’ll have to use more mana and have a better visualization of the change you are enacting upon the items. One of the hardest things to do would actually be to tip the apples or limes out of their containers with a Book spell, since that would be completely transforming the nature of the situation, from one of order, to one of random disorder. Some of the other hardest things for Book Magic to do is to change anything that the user doesn’t think is easy to change.

“Teleport will get you out of a welded-shut cage. Book Magic will have a tougher time.

“The most basic editing spell is something with [Identify], Altering for Elemental Book, and [Force Wave]. This working creates a splash of power that you must then focus on the things you wish to edit, and if you can visualize the shift easily enough, then it will happen. Normal people will fail at all applications of Elemental Book, for their visualizations are terrible. You will likely find this part of Book Magic easy, due to your various senses.

“For the purposes of making a simple [Gate Redirector] —tentative name, non-Soul Magic— what you will be editing is the location of the other side of the [Gate], to predetermined locations, primed to accept a [Gate]. The editing process should be rather simple in this case, for the shift will simply be ‘this [Gate] connects to pair-Gate 1’, and then you shift the ‘1’ to any of the other options in the system.” Lapis ended with, “I am completely unversed in what sort of editing-level power one must be able to achieve to move a [Gate], but the Mind Mages use a version of this ‘connection selection’ when it comes to their Crossings; their [Telepathy] network.”

And Lapis was done.

Semi-excited, Aisha said, “It might not be nearly as difficult to switch the end-point of a [Gate] as I thought— I mean. Well. A ‘Gate Hub’ would need to have some codes and such in order to prevent someone from making a theoretical ‘Gate #11’ in a 10 Gate system, and then flicking the Master Gate to an unapproved location… But then again maybe that’s a good thing? Room for expansion and contraction of Gates, as necessary?”

Lapis, having a weird moment at sharing excitement with a wrought, said, “Adjustable Gate Hubs seems like it would solve a great deal of future issues, like mismanaged expectations on travel loads here and there causing a buildup or dearth of Gates.”

This was very, very good. Erick had known that Book Magic was exceedingly useful for the editing of worked objects, and books, and even one’s mind. From what Lapis and Aisha had already said, it seemed like Book Magic was the way to go in this project.

Erick felt better and better about this. One more person was here to speak his ideas, too, though, so Erick asked, “Quilatalap? I’d love to hear your opinions.”

From their expressions, Lapis and Aisha dearly wanted to hear the lessons of the Archlich of Necromancy, too, but while the Shade was openly interested, the wrought was still coming to grips that this was happening. Aisha was working alongside beings she knew of as unrepentantly evil, and yet they were working toward a common good. It was messing with her, a lot. She was coming to accept this new part of her life, though.

Quilatalap stood from his chair, as Lapis sat back down.







- - - -







“Book Magic is a crude tool that can do anything you want it to do, if you’re good with mental shifts and if you’re okay with having a crude final product.” Quilatalap said, “If you want a plant to grow in a certain way, you use a directed [Grow], carefully using the Elemental Water and a variation on Ooze called Wood or Plant, and adjusting the whole transformation from seed to tree. You do not do a Book-shift, violently changing the plant from ‘seed’ to ‘tree’, for you will end up with a dead tree, or a stunted thing, or any number of other problems. You don’t use a Book-shift to heat your water, editing its ‘cold’ status to ‘hot’, because you might end up with boiling tea, or bath-water tea, or a flash-transformation into steam. The [Reposition] of Book Magic can get you from here to another city halfway around the world, but you’ll end up in some random location in that city every single time, and [Reposition] certainly can’t get you to any specific place like [Teleport] or elementalstepping can.

“The best, most controlled way to use Book-shifts, and to end up with a proper result, is to target two or more objects and to edit their parameters, moving desired and undesired parameters around until you’re happy with one of the objects, and willing to throw away the rest. If your Book Magic isn’t targeting two or more things that are fully under your authority, then you’re going to have a bad time.

“Gaining authority over an object for the purposes of Book Magic is only truly achievable through a Book Domain of some sort. An Elemental Book aura can be used to exert authority, but this is a half-measure at best. Same goes for any other type of Domain, while any other aura spell will do less than nothing; it will actively harm your attempts to use whatever Book spell you’re using.

“There are some spells you need to experiment with before you attempt to make [Gate Control], or whatever it ends up being called.

“The best combination for making a basic, all-around editing spell is something close to what Lapis suggested. [Identify], plus Altering for Elemental Book, which is to add directable Book into the [Identify] spell, and then [Force Wave]. When made properly, which means no damage from the Wave and all power turned into classification and malleability, this sort of spell looks like it should cost around 100 mana. If you make the version for 100 mana, then you have done it wrong.

“If you make it correctly, it will cost 50 mana plus Variable, and still be rather difficult to use. You will only achieve a measure of skill with the spell when you get the hang of mentally labeling the things you wish to edit before you cast the spell, and then you use the spell to edit those things, while also pumping enough mana into the working to ensure that the edit actually takes place. If you spend too much mana, then you will have unintended edits, causing shifts in areas you did not intend to shift. If you don’t spend enough, then you will have accomplished nothing.” Quilatalap finished with, “Literally anything you can do with Book Magic, you can do cheaper, and more exact, with other schools of magic, except when it comes to the one thing Book Magic excels at; the generalized editing of the attributes of two or more things.”

Erick felt a lot better about the future as he listened to Quilatalap. “Thank you, Quilatalap. I feel I’ve been neglecting Book Magic for far too long, and now I think I need to actually go make this spell.”

Quilatalap said, “You haven’t been neglecting anything. Book Magic is unwieldy. But yes. I’ll make this magic with you. To the throne room?”

Erick’s heart soared. “Yes.” He turned to Aisha and Lapis, saying, “Do either of you have any other suggestions for Book Magic workings? Any necessary things?”

Aisha said, “Try out something simple like [Editing Bolt] and a bunch of assorted Bolt spells to get the feel of Elemental Book before you try to make a generalized [Edit], which is the name of the [Identify], Book, and Wave spell that Lapis and Quilatalap suggested. It’s a fine version of [Edit], and can easily be transformed into an aura spell, so I have no qualms about that.”

Erick nodded.

Lapis said, “You’ll need a Super Long Range version of [Editing] in order to make the [Gate Relocation]s spell, which is… I’m not sure how difficult that is, but it seems doable with Spatial Magics, and using runic devices to push back the Darkness… Certainly not a normal spell, though.”

“I have some suggestions on that front, Erick,” Aisha said. “But getting through the first round of spell creation will be important to do, long before we get to making [Gate Relocation] magic.”

Erick said, “Think of other options besides [Gate Relocation] while I’m working on this, and also whatever Soul Magic that might be good, too. But, I’m rather sure that [Gate Relocation] will solve a myriad of security issues, from allowing the shut down of a [Gate], to minimizing the need for Gates here in the District, to making it so that there aren’t open [Gate]s just… Every-fucking-where— Wow, that’s going to be a security nightmare... I want this to work.” He glanced over to Zolan, and everyone else planning out Gate Network expansions. “I think Zolan knows the new plan—”

Zolan looked up from what he was doing, and nodded, then he went back to talking about Gates in Nelboor. He had been listening to the discussion happening over here while he was also working over there. A lot of people had been, actually.

“—but we can’t actually expect this to work until I get it to work. So. Thanks for being here, and helping to stem this tide of horror.”

Aisha gave a half bow. Lapis swelled with sudden pride, and gave a bow slightly lower than Aisha’s.

And then Erick grabbed Quilatalap and stepped the both of them back to the throne room for magical experimentation.
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                “Holy shits, Erick,” Quilatalap said, grabbing Erick and picking him up, holding him close in a tight hug. “This is so much worse than I thought it would be.”

To say Erick was surprised by the sudden hug was an understatement of the emotions swirling inside of him.

He was mainly really fucking happy. Erick wrapped his arms around Quilatalap’s impressive everything, feeling a warmth in his heart and an airyness in his stomach. A few tears fell; out of joy, fear, and love.

“I thought you hated me.”

Quilatalap lowered to his knees, setting Erick down, and then he rose, and looked away, lost. Without turning back he said, “This is a time of change. Everyone is getting violated in ways they never should be violated. Me. You. The world. The gods and…” His voice trailed off. “I took a [Time Stop] and sat there in the emptiness for a few days after you left the room.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Okay? Uh—”

Quilatalap rolled over Erick’s attempt at words, saying, “I learned I missed you a lot. I think I might even love you. But I need a break from world events. I suppose you do, too, but you won’t walk away and I’m not asking you to. I know that whatever minor fight the fairy stopped back in that room would have caused major problems, if it had been allowed to happen, and I know that you stepped away because all of what truly happened was a conversation on how to save the Surface from societal collapse, and that needed to happen with as little war as possible.

“I still hate her utterly, but I am not naturally a hateful person, and I don’t want to be. I just don’t want to be around her at all, and since you will continue to be around her…” Quilatalap said, “I don’t know what I’m saying, Erick, except that I’m not moving into your house, and you’re not moving into mine. I would like it if everything else remained the same, except I won’t go out in the public eye anymore, and will be taking steps to ensure that no one can find me except you.”

Ah.

Not a break up?

Confusion swirled, and settled. Erick saw that Quilatalap’s words of ‘forgiveness’ for what Fairy Moon had done and what Erick had done in response were a shield for his own psyche, so that he could pretend that everything was okay. He still blamed Erick a lot, knew that it was wrong to blame him, did so anyway, while also knowing that the real problem was Fairy Moon, and she was never going to change.

Erick tried to get a grip on what he was seeing. All he could say, though, was, “So you’ll… hide in the library?”

“Or whatever dungeon Melemizargo saddles you with, if that is okay with you. I think he means to place the one downstairs in your care. I would take over that one.”

Erick saw a lot of Quilatalap in that moment. Too much, for all of Erick’s senses were working overtime, as his heart beat hard. He saw how he could talk Quilatalap out of this. He saw that Quilatalap both wanted to be talked out of this, and how he did not want to be talked out of this. The archlich was a mess, and yet he was as strong-willed as ever. He had come to his decision. It wasn’t a breakup, but the future wouldn’t be as easy as Erick wanted it to be.

There was only one thing Erick could do.

He asked, “Can I talk you out of this? Do you want to be talked out of this? Do you want to move in with me? Or me with you? Like we discussed? I know that you have made your decision, but… I would like to talk some.”

Quilatalap was silent for a moment. And then he said, “I’ll move into the dungeon. I’ll be your Caretaker, if you would have it. Melemizargo has already assured me that she can’t reach me there like she can out here. That was one of the main reasons I went into Ar’Kendrithyst in the first place, Erick. That safety.”

“… Okay. Then… I guess I’m getting that dungeon down there? And I’ll visit you, every night.”

Oh holy shit, did Erick actually want that?

… Sure.

He could try it, for now.

Quilatalap relaxed a fraction. “Thank you.”

Erick nodded, shoving his emotions in a box and leaving them there. He put on a small grin. “So I’m getting that dungeon? I feel we glossed over that?”

Quilatalap gave a sad little grin. “Yes. That’s your dungeon, now. I discovered that in the past few days but… It can take multiple dungeon masters, too. We can go in together later, if you want. That’s what I want, and I hope you do, too.”

“… Honestly, Quilatalap, this is too much for me right now. I’m not going into that dungeon right away. It’ll take me a while.”

Quilatalap didn’t mind that, saying, “That’s fine! I understand you don’t trust the Dark. Normally he’s not very trustworthy. But this is big and— Ah… Let’s just leave all that for another day, then.”

Erick forced a grin. “Yes. Let’s leave all that for another day.”

“So [Book Bolt]!” Quilatalap began, “You don’t have many Bolt spells at all, right?”

Erick looked up his magic, but he was already saying, “Yeah. Not many of those.”










	
Force Bolt X, instant, long range, 5 MP

A bolt of mana unerringly strikes a target 15 + ½ WIL

















	
Pure Force Beam Bolt, instant, long range, 100 MP

A bolt of pure mana unerringly strikes a target for 250 + 3x WIL

















	
Radiant Bolt, instant, long range, 8 mana

A bolt of Radiance unerringly strikes a target for 25 + WIL damage.

















	
Blood Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana + Variable

A bolt of your power unerringly strikes a target for Variable damage. 

















	
True Plasma Bolt, instant, long range, 50 mana + Variable

A bolt of plasma inexorably strikes a target, imparting 2x Variable heat energy.

High Variables may lead to odd effects.

















	
Inevitable Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana

A bolt of inexorable Force eventually strikes a target for WIL damage.

















	
Inevitable Bolts, instant, long range, 250 MP

Bolts of inexorable Force each eventually strike a target for WIL damage. 15 bolts.

















	
Ethereal Force Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of ethereal mana unerringly strikes a target for WIL.

















	
Ethereal Ooze Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of ethereal ooze inexorably slaps a target for 15 + WIL, and coats them for one minute.

















	
Tangled Bloody Ooze Bolt, instant, long range, 25 + Variable mana

A bolt of ethereal bloody ooze inexorably slaps a target for 3x Variable, then deals constricting damage each second for one minute.

















	
Mercy Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana.

A bolt of mercy inexorably strikes a target for 15 + WIL.

 

















	
Air Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana.

A bolt of air inexorably strikes a target for 15 + WIL. May cause suffocation. 

















	
Slowing Bolt, instant, long range, 15 mana + Variable

An ethereal bolt of mist inexorably strikes a target, inflicting Slow for a Variable length of time.

Very high Variable costs may inflict Stop.

















	
Extreme Light Bolt, instant, long range, 50 mana

A bolt of extreme light inexorably strikes a target, causing 2x WIL points of damage to magical structures. 

















	
Benevolence Jolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

An ethereal bolt of benevolence inexorably strikes a target for <5x WIL effect>. <Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>














After looking over his options, Erick said, “Most mages at my level have Bolts of every flavor, right? I only have 15.”

“15?!” Quilatalap barked a laugh. “That’s about 50 fewer than I imagined you had.”

Erick studied Quilatalap in that moment, probably more than he should have if he wanted to remain secure in his own emotions, to let him do what he needed to do; to work. Quilatalap was both strong, and fragile, and the man hated that part about himself so, so much. Emotional vulnerability was one thing, and Quilatalap was wonderful in that way. But Fairy Moon made him physically vulnerable, and that made him jagged and dangerous.

The Archlich of Necromancy was trying very hard to be softer, right now.

His emotions were still all over the place.

Erick felt that Quilatalap would feel a lot better inside the dungeon, if it truly was as adjustable and protected as Fallopolis and Melemizargo and that black book suggested it would be…

Erick got his head in the game, asking, “So [Editing Bolt]? Mana Alter for Book, and [Force Bolt]? Anything special about the [Force Bolt]? Etherealness, inexorableness? Anything like that?”

Quilatalap nodded, saying, “You can do it either way. Include all of that, and have every [Editing Bolt] you throw have those inherent capabilities, no matter if your original Bolt spells do not. Or make your [Editing Bolt] basic, then mix and match Inexorable and Ethereal from your target combination spells, as needed. [Editing Bolt] is probably too complicated to go for the heightened descriptors, though. I would stick with the original descriptors.”

Erick thought. “There’re few scenarios I can think of where I would want something less powerful in my arsenal, but the basics are good to know, too.”

Quilatalap nodded.

Erick held up a hand and, since he had no Book spells, he channeled [Identify] through his palm. The sound of the most basic Book Magic spell was as complicated this time as the last time Erick had dipped his toes into this particular magic.

Eventually, Erick stopped and asked, “Got a Book spell I can listen to?”

Quilatalap held up his hand and produced a prominence of black magic that sounded like everything and nothing all at once. Like static, but also like a TV station playing in the other room. There were words but they were unintelligible.

“Different one?”

The flare of black magic switched.

Erick listened, then said, “You can put it away. Elemental Book sounds like a telepathic connection to a child— Oh. Is there Book Magic in [Telepathy]?”

“Yes. A minor amount. At its base effect, [Telepathy] is two minds connecting and sharing ideas and images, but there’s some Book Magic in there that allows for the reduction of all of that into words. This reduction vastly increases the mana-to-effect ratio of that magic.”

Erick had once channeled [Telepathy], so he knew what to expect a bit from this next experiment. It was still weird, though. Erick held up a hand, channeled [Telepathy], and listened to the emptiness of the throne room all around, along with a few of his own untempered thoughts, and the complete stillness of Quilatalap. The guy was very controlled right now, not allowing anything to slip out anywhere.

Weird.

[Telepathy] was weird.

Erick cut the spell and tried to use Ophiel to replicate the sounds he had heard, but the sounds were too complicated to copy. Ophiel ended up sounding like several record players playing at the same time, which was not the sound of Elemental Book at all.

He wasn’t getting anywhere with more tests, so Erick decided to just go for it. He took Mana Altering for Elemental Book, combined it with [Force Bolt], and injected the intent to be able to edit any and all of his other Bolt-based spells.

A flicker of power spat out of Erick’s hand and impacted the floor. A box appeared—




	
Editing Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana + Variable

A bolt of <variable other bolts> unerringly strikes a target for <variable effect>.














— but Erick was more focused on the spell that had just come out of his hand. Before the bolt had struck the ground, Erick saw that the Bolt was actually a swirl of white mana made up of the words ‘BOLT’, in multiple fonts and languages and sizes, from as small as hair, repeating a thousand times, and wrapped like a bundle of thread around itself, to a centimeter tall, and forming the main mana form of the Bolt. It was quite pretty, really.

Erick checked the recent past in the manasphere, to look at the spell more closely, and some of the words in the Bolt had transformed at various points in the spell’s lifespan. ‘Zoom’ was present in the tail section of the spell, while ‘Aim’ was in the front section. When the Bolt hit the ground, all the words had transformed into ‘bam’, along with a scattering of a few exclamation marks.

Erick came back to himself, saying, “It makes a Bolt of words?”

“Words of power, yes.” Quilatalap said, “To use Elemental Book is to view and categorize the world through its information. Remember when I said earlier that Elemental Book makes for crude transformations when used to cause an effect on an object? Well, since all magic is possibility given form, if you use Elemental Book in stationary, solid magics, like [Force Wall], you’ll actually strengthen the wall’s defensive properties, because to use Elemental Book is to solidly, surely, communicate your intent to the mana. Elemental Illusion and Mystical work very well with Book, for that specific reason… As long as you keep the resultant illusion simple and direct.”

More than 20 seconds had passed during Quilatalap’s speaking on Book, which meant another Script Second came around. For this next experiment Erick didn’t want to strike the floor of his throne room, though, so he had an Ophiel conjure a [Fairy Item]; a plain white boulder.

Erick mentally lined up two of his Bolt spells as he cast [Editing Bolt].

A shining star of brilliance rocketed out of Erick’s hand and slammed into the boulder. The boulder didn’t budge, and it didn’t break, either. The faintest scorch mark painted the white boulder, but that was it. There were no words in the Bolt Erick had just fired —he checked— like there had been with [Editing Bolt], and Erick didn’t get another blue box.

Erick hummed to himself, though, because the Bolts he chose to combine didn’t really prove the power of [Editing Bolt] at all.

Quilatalap asked, “What was that one?”

“A [Pure Force Beam Bolt] and a [Radiance Bolt].” Erick said, “Hard to tell the difference between an Edited version, and what would happen if I combined them normally, though. I think I might have to make some Bolt spells specifically for testing.”

It took him a minute, due to the time dilation of the Feast Barrier, but Erick eventually made a few different Bolts.

 




	
Fire Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

A bolt of fire unerringly strikes a target and splashes in a minor area, lingering on all surfaces for 5 seconds, causing 2x WIL damage per second.

















	
Frozen Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

A bolt of frost unerringly strikes a target for 15 damage, inflicting a minor slow for 30 seconds.

















	
Decay Bolt, instant, long range, 18 mana

A bolt of decay unerringly strikes a target and splashes in a minor area, lingering on all surfaces for 30 seconds, causing ½ WIL damage per second.














While he had done that, he and Quilatalap had spoken about basic spells, and how they all combined in weird ways under the influence of Book Magic, and how Book Magic was not ‘word magic’, though some people called it that. Erick asked about the tiny magics that he and Quilatalap never really spoke about, and Quilatalap happily spoke of Bolt and Wall and Bomb and Crash; all the various basic forms of Force Magic.

Erick shot out some weirdly-done [Editing Bolt]s at a target.

Soon, Erick was throwing truly strange combinations. Using his new spells, he managed to make a Bolt of white magic that impacted with the explosion of a tiny fire, spreading droplets of Decaying, freezing mist over a small area. In the very next use of [Editing Bolt], using the same input-Bolts, Erick made a spike of ice that partially turned to snow when it hit, and ignited into white fire.

Soon, Quilatalap said, “Looks like you’re getting the hang of it. Moving on to the Editing spell? If you don’t get it right, there’s the lesser version made with [Force Bomb], instead of [Force Wave]. That one is a lot more unwieldy, though. Some might even call it explosive!”

Erick laughed at the joke.

And Quilatalap smiled.

And then Erick rolled his shoulders, feeling the magic and listening to Elemental Book, sung by Ophiel as soon as Erick asked it to be sung. He listened, and heard nuanced noise. He lined up his full idea. [Force Wave], [Identify], Mana Altering for Elemental Book. All Force becomes Book, categorizing the world all around, but especially a Variable amount of targets, soaking into those items in particular, allowing Erick to move around attributes at will.

Erick had two Ophiel cast two different [Fairy Item] boulders onto the ground in front of him. Both were the same, except for their color. One was red on top, blue on bottom. The other was red on bottom, and blue on top. It would make for a good test.

Then Erick cast.

A pulse of power rolled out of him, suddenly and in every direction. That pulse washed over Ophiels and Quilatalap, and struck the boulders. In that soaking second, Erick saw and understood what he was looking at, and he also imposed his will on what he wanted to change.

The wave of power passed.

One boulder was full-red, the other full-blue.

Erick breathed out, tension passing, as he felt like he had passed a crucial worldly test. If he had needed to wait a day to try again then that would probably mean thousands dead, due to some Gates not going out—

A blue box appeared.

 




	
Editing, instant, medium range, 50 mana + Variable

Permanently edit the physical parameters of influenced items.














Erick showed the box to Quilatalap.

“Decent. More importantly, it’s workable. Aurify?”

Erick melded [Editing] with Mana Shaping’s Aurify, and the world turned strange. Everything was not made of words at all, and yet, if Erick focused on anything at all, his mind instantly dissected every little thing he knew about that. He looked at his own hand, and at first, he saw it made of the words ‘hand’, but then as a second passed, Erick saw ‘skin’ and ‘finger’. Another moment caused Erick to recognize his ‘thumb’, to differentiate that one from all the rest. As soon as Erick saw that ‘thumb’ difference, his other fingers changed, listing themselves as ‘index finger’ and all the rest, before Erick looked even closer and saw ‘fingernail’ and ‘cuticle’ and—

A big blue box appeared right in front of his sight.

He read the words, and saw it was the box for [Editing Aura]—










	
Editing Aura, instant, medium range, 50 mana + Variable per second

Sense reality in a different way, and then edit it, if you can. 














— but he also saw, in that blue box, deeper words than he had ever known before. His fingers were labeled simply. But this blue box was bolded in some ineffable way, like someone had taken the very unreality of Erick’s Personal Reality and carved a small truth into the fabric of it all, and the words were all about the spell. [Editing Aura] was so much more than the words there on the box, but the box had done such a good job at describing what Erick was sensing, that he had no idea what he could possibly have done better.

On a whim, Erick opened up several other boxes.

They were all the same. They were all small truths, locked into blue backgrounds and white text, except, of course, the ones that were not blue and white. But even his special spells, like [Perfect Benevolence], with their white boxes, were the way they were due to what it would take to truly describe them.

Erick dismissed the blue boxes, promising himself that he would return to those later, and then he took in the two boulders sitting in front of him. Red on the left, blue on the right. Erick focused his [Editing Aura] focused on those boulders, and Erick understood them as stone and paint, though he knew they were not. They were [Fairy Item]. Erick learned another thing in that moment. [Fairy Item] was good enough to fool [Editing Aura], even when Erick knew what he was looking at.

Erick ignored that foible for the moment.

Erick saw the ‘red’ and the ‘blue’ parameters, like oil sitting atop the stone. With a flex of will, Erick popped that color to the surface. Words flowed through the air, from one rock to the other, like two schools of fish suddenly switching ponds. In a flashing second, the red rock was now blue, and the blue was red.

Erick flicked his power again, trying for something more complicated; for polka dots.

He smiled, as the red rock gained blue dots, and the blue rock gained red dots. The word ‘circle’ even demarcated those dots on both boulders now, like an extra descriptor added, pulled from the ether. He glanced at his mana, and knew that what he had done with the dots likely would have cost a thousand mana or more, but with his Intelligence, Erick barely noticed the 50 mana per second drain of the aura, or the cost of actually using the aura.

Erick blinked away the words of the world, ending his [Editing Aura]. It took a moment for him to come back to his proper mind, for words to stop appearing in his sight… But they weren’t really appearing in his ‘sight’ at all, were they?

“While active… It was like I was the center of a shifting part of the world. I think I defaulted to mana sense, instead of sight, but… hard to say.” Erick said to Quilatalap, “That was one of the trippiest situations I have ever experienced.”

Quilatalap smiled softly. “[Editing Aura] is a strange time, for sure. Did you see all the limitations, though?”

“What I saw was rather simple. Those boulders are [Fairy Item], but that wasn’t present at all. Is that what you mean?”

“Exactly. Book Magic is crude, but powerful in its crudeness. Moving around a [Gate] should be possible, though.”

“Just need to make a spell-eating spell that allows for control over the resultant spell, but not in a way that is a [Teleport Spell] sort of situation, because that’ll bloat the control schemes of the Gates about a hundred times over, considering what Tasar and Archmage’s Rest needed to do to make their t-stations work in the Dark.”

Quilatalap said, “At least you won’t have to worry about duration preservation when it comes to this theoretical spell. That would bloat the mechanisms of it all by a factor of Elemental Time.”

Erick smiled. “Or I could use [Renew]. Or better yet, have my Renew Network connect to them all.”

Quilatalap stood a fraction straighter. “Ah.” He grinned. “I suppose you could.”

“What other sorts of factors should we account for?”

Quilatalap nodded, then said, “Well… This is something I have been thinking about for a little while now, and now, speaking of [Renew], this is a good time to bring it up.

“I’m not sure this is even possible, but: If you want to use the sort of [Control Gate] spell we devise today offensively, as a more generic [Control Spell] spell, then having a backwards-flowing [Renew] might be useful.

“[Renew] doesn’t allow you to take over ownership of a spell, as far as I know, but if you attack the spell from the other direction, and have your [Control Spell] flicker at the target spell, and have your [Control Spell] adopt the mana signature of the target spell, then you could take over any spell you see. I’m rather sure that you wouldn’t gain near as much actual control over any ongoing magic with as much precision as the caster of that magic, but you could gain some modicum of control. Enough to cancel any magic you wished, at the very least. It would be Tricking Magic but on a much more general scale. [Ultimate Dispel], if you want to give it a name. One spell, 100 mana, cancel any magic out there.”

Erick stood rooted to the spot as he considered all of that.

“… Ah. That’s a problem, then?”

“Just another way to do magic, really.” Quilatalap shrugged. “Might not even work, but theoretically, it sounds like it should. I doubt anyone but a truly great Book Mage would be able to make that magic, though. Or a Wizard. The actual impact on the world will be minimal, but that might change in a good decade or so, when [Renew] goes Open Script and a bunch of people start considering this backwards-[Renew].”

“You’ve been thinking of this for a while?”

Quilatalap shrugged. “This recent foray into Book Magic has me thinking of how [Renew] will interact with that. Particle Magic, too. I’ve tested my own [Editing Aura] a little bit before today and I don’t see the ‘particles’ that I know to be there. It is quite possible that Book Magic is simply too crude to make this sort of [All Canceler] or [All Controller] [Renew]-based spell.” Quilatalap said, “I do know that Book Magic can be used to switch around active spells that you control, even though that is rather difficult… But controlling the spells of others is something else entirely, because the spellwork of others is very much not under your influence, because of the ‘everyone’s mana is different’ problem, but then you have [Renew], which solves that problem. But [Renew] doesn’t allow control of spellwork, either. [Renew] changes one’s own mana to match the mana in the targeted spell… So you’re going to have to do some odd stuff to get that to work backwards. Still. Might be possible.”

Erick thought. “… I’ll consider [All Controller] later. For now, I need [Gate Control] to work on my own [Gate]s.” Erick popped a pair of [Gate]s into the air, each one leading to the other, about a meter apart. For a moment, Erick had wondered if he could [Gate] inside the Feast, but he could; no problem. “Okay then! Let’s see if [Editing Aura] works like it should?”

Quilatalap nodded.

And Erick transformed the world into words.

A minute later, Erick retracted his ‘word sense’ and pondered aloud, “I don’t see anything to grab onto, to switch around the locations of the [Gate]s. Size, shape, location, destination; none of that is visible. All I can really see is a ring of the word ‘Benevolence’ and ‘link’ and ‘gate’ repeated over and over in the lightning ring. I am able to confirm that both [Gate]s are actually separate entities, though, since the specific spiraling of the words is different in both locations. Theoretically, I should be able to move one or the other, but… I don’t see anything to grab onto; to shift.” Erick asked, “What do you see?”

“About the same. This means you need to add some links, through some other method. You were going to put your [Gate]s into proper Gates anyway, so perhaps we can test to see if a Gate can serve as a proper ‘destination’.” Quilatalap said, “And yet… With this step, I think we might have discovered a cliff, and not a simple step— Ah. I know. Let’s pull back a fraction and you can try Editing some [Force Wall]s around. Those are always anchored properly. Put out a few of them and try moving them around. If you can’t see the anchors in them, then your [Gate] issue is more fundamental.”

Easy enough.

Erick cast another spell that he hadn’t used in a long time, and a lot faster than the current limitations of the Script Second would allow, too. Within a single second, a good ten [Quick Wall]s went up into the air, each of them Shaped into different numbers, 0 through 9. 20 seconds later, Erick was finally able to use [Editing Aura] again.

This time, unlike with [Gate], Erick saw some threads he could pull.

Each [Force Wall] held Force, of course, but here and there were Shapings upon those workings, like matrices of written words woven into the spellwork. With a flicker of intent, Erick shifted around the Shapings he had imposed onto the Walls, transforming one number to another, shifting around the 3 and the 7, and then the 4 and the 5. With a greater pulse of power, he switched everything back to how it had been before, and then another flicker reversed the order.

Extrapolating from his mana, with his bonuses to cost reduction, it took about 5000 base mana to do all that switching. Only took him 250.

He noticed a problem, though. Here and there the Force structure of the Walls was fraying.

“I think I’ve damaged the spells?”

Quilatalap smiled. “Yes. You have. The result of improper Editing is usually a reduced duration, or the destruction of the spell itself. This is fixable through learning how to better use [Editing], but you can simply fix the damaged spellwork with [Renew]…” He lost his smile. “Probably? Try it and see.”

With his [Editing Aura] still active, Erick had an Ophiel pump some [Renew] into the fraying numbers, and they were repaired fully. The altered Shapings took full hold in their assigned Walls, and the Force solidified once again.

Erick nodded. “A confirmed theory, then. You were worried that a mal-Edited spell wouldn’t be able to come back with [Renew]?”

“Yes. But… I suppose I shouldn’t have been worried about that. Hmm. You probably realize this, but you can’t actually repair spellwork through Book Magic. It’s been tried and failed millions of times before. What you just did with [Renew] continues to amaze.”

Erick smiled. “When I went looking into [Renew] I briefly looked at Book Magic, saw that people had tried this before, and then failed.”

“That’s why I didn’t suggest Book Magic to you at all, back when you asked last year. The Tears of Aloeth worked out, though?”

“It was a good direction to start.”

Quilatalap nodded, thinking.

Erick continued, “Any other suggestions for better learning Book Magic?”

“Quite a lot!”

Quilatalap spoke of spellwork. Erick did tests.

And slowly, wonderfully, Erick felt he was learning more magic, which was great, but also, Quilatalap was healing. Most of that healing had been done out of sight, which Erick understood, but still hurt. Things were not perfect between them. The future looked rocky. But there would be a future, and that was important. Everything could be made better, as long as there was something to be made better, after all, and that included relationships.

Somewhere between tests of Rift spellwork and tests of multiple [Gate]s and roughly-carved Gates that served as little more than anchors, Erick paused.

He turned to Quilatalap. “You said earlier that you might even love me, and I think I love you too. Just thought I should make that clear.”

Quilatalap chuckled, then looked away. He turned back, nodded, and then— He stood straighter. “Oh! You might need to make a tier 2 [Gate] spell that is specifically Editable. Just add some hooks to the base spell. And! You might also need to actually get Gatemaster.”

Erick chuckled. “All good ideas. How to add hooks, though?”

Quilatalap grinned. “I’d love to hear you sing again.”

Erick felt his face heat. “Maybe once I understand how Elemental Book works then I’ll sing a song, but blind creation seems like a bad idea.”

Quilatalap nodded, and the conversation moved on.

- - - -

Erick eventually decided to break from the magic talk, and from Book experiments. He had something he needed to do.

While Quilatalap went back downstairs to rejoin the groups and figure out where he wanted to be in this new world order, besides as a dungeon master, Erick took a moment and put up a Privacy.

It was time to go through some menus with the goal of selecting Gatemaster as one of his new Abilities.

The only problem was that he had to get rid of something else, first, and he wasn’t sure what, except that he didn’t want to get rid of anything at all. He had Phagar on call with the one Ability that didn’t seem too useful anymore, so even if he didn’t ask about Particle Magic spells, that Ability was still useful. The Quest Board was the next option on the chopping block, but that one would still allow him to check out what people were Questing for all around… Which was something Erick hadn’t done in a while, but which he would get to, soon enough.

Anyway!

There, in that private space, inside his throne room, Erick decided he wanted another talk with Rozeta.

It was time to get his boon.

“Hey, Rozeta,” Erick said to the Privacy-filled air. “I’d like to discuss that boon, now.”

Rozeta stepped into the throne room as a white wrought woman in a pantsuit. “This isn’t a safe space to talk, Erick.”

Erick was briefly surprised that she chose to appear in person, but he moved on. “Which interloper is the one to worry about?”

“All of them. Mostly my father, but the fairy is also listening in. Quilatalap’s eyes are acceptable, but I am not happy that all the Shades are also watching.”

“I guess that gets right to the heart of the other matter I wished to discuss… If you don’t trust them, how could you go along with this so fast? What happened to waiting?”

“He offered the universe, and we took it before he could retract his offer. Even if he changes his mind later, he doesn’t actually control the magic that makes these dungeon cores possible. This isn’t a shadeling-situation. This is a Mind Mage situation.”

“The Mind Mages were originally made to kill the world.”

“This is correct. There are ways that this dungeon core business could still go bad. But the Mind Mages were not truly under my father’s control, and neither are the dungeon cores. We believe we can control this situation. Our own meeting with my father started as soon as Fallopolis and the others stepped out of that Dungeon Gate downstairs, and all the world knew what my father had made. Ten months of subjective time, we spent going over this magic. We know the ins and outs of dungeons. The hazards to expect. The good that is possible. We know what we’re doing.”

For a long moment, Erick just thought.

He had some arguments. He had some counterpoints. Mainly, the dungeons all made gate spaces inside the Darkness itself, which Melemizargo still controlled. But there was no point.

“It’s as simple as that, eh?”

“As simple as that.” Rozeta added, “Also, while I’m here: I haven’t gone through all of the changes necessary to implement what you wrote about electromagnetism and magnetospheres and solar winds, but I’ve tested them on smaller scales. And they do work. With that knowledge, I believe I can boost the efficiency of the entire Script by half over. This is a greatness that is almost on level with your creation of Benevolence.

“Almost no one will notice the magnetosphere, though. It will have absolutely no effect on the daily lives of the average person, except for, perhaps, a few very observant astronomers. There might also be some auroras at the poles which will be completely new. I expect them to be pretty, and will likely mess with some controls to ensure as such.

“People will eventually notice those.

“And if they go looking, or if you go telling, people will find out what you have done there, too. You’ve improved the lives of every single person, from here unto eternity, yet again; as you have done before; as I am sure you will do again. I feel I should be surprised that you did this latest miracle through the use of electricity, but really… Looking back at all the connections of your paradoxical life, the connection between [Call Lightning] and Benevolence, this newest change is both surprising, and not surprising at all.” Rozeta said, “You have earned a second Great Boon for this contribution. If I could give you more than that, I would, but a customizable boon is the largest I can do, and now you have two of those waiting for you. Would you like to discuss the first one?”

… Erick had had a plan before he called Rozeta, to ask about his boon. That plan had changed a little now that he could get two boons, but first, he needed to ask some questions.

“Could I get a boon to make me immune to Elemental Fae?”

“Yes. And you should not take it.”

Completely expected. “Why, though?”

“Because then you couldn’t make a [Fairy Banishing] spell. Make that spell and put it in a charm which will automatically cast when you’re targeted by Fae Magic. That’s almost what Quilatalap does, and it would work in most scenarios, but the fairy has quite a lot of sway on him for what he has done and tried to do to Ar’Cosmos back in the Rage Wars.” Rozeta said, “And, those types of spells don’t work as well as they should, because there’s only one Band of Intent for Fairy right now, and the fairy has preeminence over her Element; all lesser Fae Magic breaks in her presence. It still works most of the time, though. Enough to give a Wizard some leverage, if necessary.”

Erick froze. “… That’s possible?”

Rozeta said, “It won’t really work on the one you’re worried about. But when the Bands open up and the worlds further open, we’ll get entirely new fae on Veird. Mostly, they will stay in Ar’Cosmos, and in Fairy. Mostly, the one you’re worried about will lord over all the rest of them, and be way too busy to meddle with mortals. And mostly, a [Fairy Banishing] will be a lot easier once there are multiple Bands of Intent for that Element. I suspect it will become a necessary spell for people like you in the future.

“For they’ll come for you, as you are an ally of that one fairy.

“If you are immune to Fae Magic, you won’t see them coming, and they will find you disgusting and try to end your life. On the other avenue, as an ally of that fairy, and if you are not immune to Fae Magic, all the rest will be utterly polite, as long as you act properly in return.”

“… I will need to work on that magic, then.” Erick moved on. “I’d like a few more Class Ability Slots, if I can get them?”

“I can give you around 10 more, but that’s the limit of what I can do, for I am not actually increasing anything.” Rozeta said, “For others, what you ask would be impossible, for 10 is near the limit a normal soul can handle, and the Script takes a lot of effort to make that possible; 10 points per increased Ability Slot, sort of effort. This bolstering is done to the soul clarity and purpose of a person, in order to increase their capacity for Abilities. For you, as a Wizard with a Truth and your own Element, I am actually removing a limitation to let you have power that is yours by right of might. When you gain multiple cores and eventually ascend to Full Wizard, I imagine that this particular Boon will add yet another 10-ish Class Ability slots, for I’ll make it a variable boon. That increase will happen without us needing to have a conversation about it. If this is what you want, I will make it happen.”

“Uh… You’re a lot more talkative than usual.”

“Timetables are speeding up. Not too fast, I hope. But they are speeding right along, as my father shows that he might have actually regained his sanity. I still cannot believe that the Relevant Entities believe him so easily, and especially Koyabez, but… I cannot become an enemy to all the rest of the Relevant Entities. I must remain impartial.”

That was a lot to take in, and yet completely expected, in hindsight.

Erick said, “I will take the Ability boon.”

“Done. The boon will take 24 hours to fully manifest, so by this time tomorrow you will have 10 more Class Ability Slots.”

Erick felt a tiny pinprick of heartburn in his core as some ephemeral golden fire flickered outward from some hidden, internal space. And then the fire settled down, and began to simply glow. Erick breathed. “Well okay then.”

“For your second Great Boon?”

“Not sure. Wasn’t expecting a second one. Got any suggestions?”

“Automagic accretion, purification, and implantation. Your core will never need to be maintained ever again, and if broken, it will heal. If you accidentally take in unwanted mana, then that will be gradually cleaned away. It will also allow you to make as many extra cores as you wish, and implant those cores with copies of whatever spellwork you wish to put inside of them.” Rozeta said, “This boon won’t accrete for you, but it will make the process near-painless. As a side note, if you give one of these extra cores to a dungeon master copy of yourself, then that dungeon master copy will have access to some of your spellwork.”

“… You want to make copies of me.”

“Absolutely. Yes. This is one of the main reasons that we agreed to the Dungeon Core program. Extra saints are always a good thing. You were only part of the consideration, though. For the Relevant Entities, we gain copies of people who will improve the world, while for my father, he gains people who know true magic, and who can spread that knowledge around.”

Erick had no idea how he felt about that.

“It cannot be as simple as that.”

“Correct. Only those that the Relevant Entities and my father approve of will be allowed to empower a dungeon master slime with a core. Right now that list is two people long: you and Quilatalap.”

“… So that means all the rest of them will remain fake people? And he’s okay with making fake people? Fake ‘mes’? Fake… archliches? Assuming I make copies of myself and don’t give them a core… I’m still having trouble with the idea of making more of me.”

“Most dungeon master slimes will be on the level of young [Familiar]s; acting out lives without actually having any. Any dungeon master slimes that gain a core through living long enough and growing enough will have, by definition of ‘real’, become a real person. Any you grant a core to will become real, instantly. This is the same process by which we eventually expect the random person characters to become real, and to then leave their dungeon and seek their lives in the real world.”

Erick scrunched his face. “Is the lack of a core the reason why he felt that everyone was fake, for so long?”

“One of a thousand thousand different reasons, most of which were contradictory with one another.”

“… I’ll take the accretion improvements, then, and…” Erick looked to Rozeta. “I hope you know what you’re doing, because this seems very fast to me.”

“There will be problems, Erick. I hope to have your assistance in solving them.”

“You have it.”

Rozeta smiled a little, full of warmth. “Glad to have it. The accretion boon will take place over the next hour. When you feel secure, try manifesting a core behind your belly button. That’s the general area where second-cores are manifested. Also, your first of 10 more Ability Slots have opened. Got a preference for an Ability?”

“Gatemaster. Got a list of what it actually does, though?”

“Double the effective range of your gate space. Minor improvements to everything gate related.”

“Haaaa.”

“I can give you guesses, but they wouldn’t be any more correct than what you have already received, for that Class Ability truly is unique for everyone who gains it. The ability for [Gate] to withstand movement is a common one, while coming back after being disturbed is another. Allowing for the casting of [Gate] outside of the Script Second is a high possibility, almost guaranteed, while something specific to Benevolence is also assured, but I know not what. I apologize for being quick about this, but is that all, Erick?”

“Yes. Appreciated.”

Rozeta said, “Thank you, Erick, for everything you have done. We are all surely in your debt.”

Rozeta vanished in a flicker of gold fire.

And blue boxes appeared.










	
Rozeta’s Abilities

Gain extra class ability slots based on your soul’s capacity. <Current capacity: 11>

















	
Rozeta’s Accretion

Your core now passively repairs itself. Gaining extra cores is easier. All Script-gained spellwork can now be copied between your cores at will, providing a backup or the perfect fuel for core-magics. <Or a specific loadout for whatever reasons, such as going incognito, or donating sapience to another.>

















	
+40 points

A refund for the points you spent on the Class Ability Slot Increase Quest. 

















	
+50 points

For your continued contributions to Veird.

May we benefit from your benevolence for a long time to come. 














Unexpected!

Erick smiled as he saw the little angle-bracket messages, the second of which was clearly meant for him. He chuckled as he saw the refunded points that he had spent on the Slot Increase Quest, which felt like so long ago. Everything was going so crazy. Weird. Different. Too fast by half, for sure. As Erick shoved 50 points in both Willpower and Focus, for more mana and more throughput, he spared a glance at his new Status, and at a few older parts that he hadn’t looked at in a while.










	
Erick Flatt

Protean, age 0

Level 65, Class: Particle Mage

Exp: 1.19e15/ 2.77e15

Class: 11/11

Points: 17





	
HP


	
14,400/14,400


	
51,840 per day





	
MP


	
29,178/35,160


	
51,840 per day





	
Strength


	
92


	
+48


	
[140] 





	
Vitality 


	
91


	
+48


	
[139]





	
Dexterity


	
92 


	
+48


	
[140]





	
Constitution


	
91 


	
+48


	
[139]





	
Perception


	
103 


	
+48


	
[151] 





	
Willpower


	
245


	
+48


	
[293]





	
Focus


	
245


	
+48


	
[293] 





	
Intelligence


	
104 


	
+48


	
[152] 





	
Favored Spell Waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!

Favored Ability waiting!





















	
Particle Mage

Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Lesser World Warden

Mana Shield

Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.

Quest Board

Blood Mana

Light Dedication

Force Savant

Gatemaster

















	
Rozeta’s Recovery

The sum of your Health and Mana Regeneration now applies to both Health and Mana Regeneration.

Immune to Health Fatigue and Mana Exhaustion.

















	
Lesser World Warden

Double resources. Double damage done.














He had three different ‘Rozeta’ Boons now and he was a ‘World Warden’, wasn’t he?

He supposed he was...

Erick was a guardian against… Well. Not ‘the Dark’, but surely against something bad. Wrongheaded decisions made by other people? The slow march of myriad monsters who would consume the world and everyone in it, if they were allowed to proliferate? The insanity of others? Sure. All of that sounded rather correct.

So let’s go fix the problems caused by others.

Hmm.

This is how Kromolok feels most of the time, isn’t it?

It probably was.

- - - -

Shadow’s Feast did not end in a war, or a fight, or any violence at all.

It ended in the collaboration of shadow and light and everything in between. A reincarnated administrator penned a plan for rapid Gate Network expansion across the world in a mad dash to replace the ubiquitous [Teleport]. A priest of the Dark and a Book Mage of metal came up with magics that would ensure the Gate Network remained secure. An archlich spoke with the Culler of Shades and got his own black book of dungeon mastering; he would be venturing inside the portal to House Benevolence’s official dungeon after the Feast was over.

And the Wizard of Benevolence made another few spells, all of which would ensure that what came next would be solid. Secure. Perhaps even better than it was before? Maybe. He still wasn’t comfortable enough with Book Magic to sing any songs to the mana, but that step proved unnecessary. Along with the help of Lapis, Aisha, and Quilatalap, and even a little bit of his new Gatemaster Class Ability, Erick was able to create [Gate Control].










	
Gate Control, instant, super long range, 5,000 mana

Summon a controlling anima that swallows a gate, allowing for control of a few aspects of that specific gate. Permanent enchantment. 














It wasn’t perfect. But it was workable. When cast on a [Gate], Erick could freely flicker around both sides of the [Gate] at will. Erick could make a better version of [Gate Control] later, when the crisis of the loss of [Teleport] wasn’t nearly so immediate. For now, this was good enough.

Aisha was absolutely sure that, with a talk with Stratagold, that they could create a proper Gate Hub runic device that would allow for true Gate security.

As the night came to a close it was time for the gift giving, which ended up being all Erick, and no one else, for no one else had expected the Feast to actually get to this point. Mostly all Erick, anyway.

Fairy Moon announced, “I have given you the gift of no war! A Feast of futures and a time of no-troubles! Invite me again if you wish to repeat this revelry next year, but next year I will have the beginnings of a kingdom of my own kind to contend with, so I will not be offended if I am not offered an invitation. I likely won’t be able to accept, anyway.”

Everyone was perfectly fine with that.

And Erick handed out All-Stat mana-light rings to everyone; not All-Stat personally-enchanted rings. These ones would not work in Ar’Cosmos, but they would work everywhere else. It was a simple thing for Erick to make a whole bunch of those, thanks to [Duplicate], and so he did; In every size, and a lot more than he needed to make, too. The Cooks and servants all got a pair of them, granting them in total +50 to All Stats, but there were still a hundred silver-covered diamond rings left over when the giving was done.

Erick decided that Enforcement would get the extras.

They’d need them in the coming days. In the chaos and tragedy to come, as the whole of Veird changed, as every society, organization, and person, lost the ability to [Teleport]. At least the monsters should be slowly rushing into the dungeons that were already spawning across the world, but that was surely going to be yet another clusterfuck.

And yet...

Erick didn’t want to hope too much, or say too much, but he was secretly happy that the overall power-level of the world was decreasing. Was that a hypocritical thing to say? Well… Yes, it definitely was.

Erick needed power to keep the world together, but no one else needed the power to blow up mountains, or flicker across the world and assassinate whoever they wished. People should be safe in their homes, and not have to worry about blitz-wars, or all of the other shit that [Teleport] supported.

As for the other problem: If the dungeon cores and their experimental-Scripts eventually showed a way for there to be a softer system with less war, less horror, and more hope for a better future, then the cores were good for Veird, too.







- - - -







Erick stood with Quilatalap on the glass-dome roof of the throne room of House Benevolence. Others stood nearby, while most opted to stand on the other domed roofs of the other towers of the House. Outside of the Feast Barrier, the sun was about to crest the horizon. For a few minutes more, though, the sky around the House was a view of deep void and stars, brightness glittering in the darkness, and a depth that was deeper than it had any right to be—

And then the sky shifted.

Erick held Quilatalap’s hand, squeezing gently, and the big guy solidified the embrace, holding tight, both of them breathing deep in preparation for what was to come.

The darkness above began to fracture. The sky broke like the subtle cracking of a mirror. One great line of light suddenly shattered up from the east, where the horizon met the sun, the crack spreading upward and outward. Illusionary nebulae and distant universes broke under the breaking of the night. Erick’s constellations of Nodes broke, too, the false stars vanishing in the light.

And then, like so much broken magic, the darkness broke between the House and the sun, and then shattered completely. The dome of the Feast Barrier was gone.

The sky was twilight and gold as the sun crested the horizon.

A cold northern wind blew into the Gate District, from where shadows still hung in the air. But even those shadows were in retreat. All across the world, the distant sky, the very Edge of the Script, was turning clear again, as Melemizargo pulled his magic away—

Quilatalap suddenly said, “I love you Erick. Come find me when you need a break from the sun.”

And then he bent down and kissed Erick on the lips. The big man tried to pull away, to leave without lingering, but Erick’s hand went to Quilatalap’s face, gently, loving. They lingered in the sun for a moment, and then Quilatalap had to leave. Erick didn’t want him to leave, but they had had this talk, and Quilatalap was going.

Erick whispered, “Love you too, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap chuckled, a happy, sad sort of sound.

And then he departed, vanishing in a step of shadows.

Erick stood alone on the roof of his throne room.

They’d meet again later. Eventually.

Soon.

But for now, Erick surveyed his land. The House itself was a mess of plants and extra balconies that were not there before, and a bunch of statues of Melemizargo. That was going to be a problem. He looked out into the Gate District. There was a lot of infrastructure out there that would need to change, and additions that would need to happen.

[Telepathy] messages began rolling in, hard and heavy. Demanding. Questioning. Some were furious, but they didn’t get a chance to be too mad directly toward Erick, for another voice rapidly corralled all the rest.

Poi sent, ‘Welcome back, Erick. The gods spoke to everyone out here already. I understand we’ve got a lot of work to do.’

‘That we do.’







            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    That was a calmer end to the Feast than most suspected, and yet it was not calm at all. Fae tricks, strong opinions, and people who have done terrible things all working together to bring about good things. Violence did not happen, because people ensured it did not happen.

Erick has come so far, and he's had quite a few close calls, but he's gained friends and trusted advisors and allies to help him and all the rest of the world navigate toward a better future. Veird is changing, rapidly and with Erick at the forefront. This world of magic and monsters and blue boxes has already been changing for the last few years, but now, we speed up. 

There's a timeskip coming! Next week, you will see exactly how large that timeskip is.

Hope you enjoy that. 



I hope you have enjoyed Book 7 of Ar'Kendrithyst. 

 

(A small epilogue of Book 7 will happen next week, at the normal time, and then there's a 3-week break.)

 

- - - -

Patrons have the Epilogue. 

And a Grand Timeline of Events

And chapters 220 + 221 + 222!

Thanks for reading.

(Patrons have had a 3-week break between the epilogue of Book 7 + Book 8 chapter 1, so you're getting that, too)

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



219, Epilogue Book 7


                White lightning struck a white boulder that was covered in moss, half-buried in a rock garden at the side of a real garden, and a house. Erick stepped out of the light. For a brief moment he was imposing. Larger than life. Broad-shouldered and with a crown of black horns on his head, with a robe of white shimmers and deepest black, just in case Quilatalap had some guests. But there were no guests. And so, Erick smiled, transforming in that moment from the Apparent King, to just Erick, as he dispelled his horns and ditched his shoes, to feel the greenery underfoot.

A wonderful little house stood not too far away, three storied and with a pair of mage towers on the north and east sides, with a cozy little forest all around. Erick felt a tug in his heart that was deeper than usual as he took in the sight before him, for he was home, and he didn’t want to leave.

For the first time in eleven years, he wouldn’t have to.

Not for a while, anyway.

Erick brushed away happy little tears as he breathed deep the scent of a well-tended garden to the north, and the new forest all around. He searched for smells of dinner, but it might be too early for Quilatalap to be doing that. Maybe he was reading in the library? Unless someone snuck into the dungeon again and needed to be tested, or rescued, of course. It was hard to mana sense properly in the dungeon, so all Erick could rely on were his actual senses.

He was reasonably sure he was alone.

Erick laughed as he hopped off the boulder, to walk along a mossy path toward the house, saying, “Looks like we get to make dinner this time, Ophiel. What do you want to try?”

Ophiel hovered in the air beside Erick, looking like a white crow with four wings, three eyes, and an eye on each wing. He was trying out a new form right now, but he would probably pick another one in a few days, for he switched when he got excited, and at the question of dinner, he got truly excited.

Fluffing out into a mess of wings and eyes, Ophiel announced, “Want purple!”

Erick nodded. “Go and get a few violetberries from the garden, then. Just a few, though!”

Erick almost gave a few more instructions, but Ophiel had already torn off through the air, toward the garden, whistling in happy violin sounds as he dove right into the violetberry plant. That little guy sure could tear through greenery, but it was just a plant. He’d repair it later—

A flash of shadow shattered the air near the door to the house, before rapidly transforming into Quilatalap. Erick’s heart stilled at the sight of him. The man was physically as amazing as always, thanks to being an orcol, but Erick felt a lot more for him these days than he ever had for any other orcol on the street. All others paled in comparison to his Quilatalap. How Erick felt was the same way that Quilatalap felt about Erick, too, and though they had discussed marriage, both of them had decided not to do that for a while. At least not until Erick decided to actually retire.

Which would likely never happen.

But.

Erick had some good news today, and he couldn’t wait to share it.

Erick smiled wide. “Quil!”

Quilatalap grinned, taking in the sight of Erick, saying, “You look way too happy. Your boss finally approve you for a vacation?”

“Better than that.” Erick went right up to Quilatalap and grabbed the larger man’s hands. Erick was only about 20 centimeters shorter these days, not the full 60-ish he used to be, so the disparity between them wasn’t nearly so pronounced as it had been in the beginning. ‘The dragon was out’ at least a little bit, all the time. Erick looked his love in his eyes, saying, “I’m ready for a real break.”

Quilatalap’s breath hitched—

Ophiel reappeared, absolutely painted with the purple remains of a should-be-much-larger violetberry harvest. The little guy only had three big berries in his hands, which had to be the smallest fraction of what he had actually tried to eat.

“Berries!” Ophiel announced, and then he held them out for Quilatalap to take. “Make pudding!”

Quilatalap smiled as he took the berries, the tiny purple morsels looking even smaller in his big hands, and then turned toward the house, one hand still holding Erick’s. “Let’s talk inside.”

- - - -

Erick sat down at the side table with a pot of tea while Quilatalap got to work in the kitchen. Eggs and sugar and vanilla beans came out as Ophiel hummed a song, happily watching the archlich make his pudding.

Quilatalap asked, “So it’s really happening, then? All the major problems fixed?”

“There will always be problems and I’ll probably have to deal with something, but yes.” Erick happily said, “A few big things are still happening. Last year’s elections in the Cities are still giving the House and Candlepoint problems, but we’ve got a decent government going over there now, and they can handle it. It’s not fully democratic, but it’s a nice model combining every good part and leaving out the bad… Or at least the rule of law and peaceful transfers of power seem to be holding. Dragons are dragoning, but it’s not nearly as bad as anyone thought it would be.”

Quilatalap nodded. “I’ve heard about most of that. Something about a woman from the Sovereign Cities in particular, either a scandal with a dragon, or something? How much meddling did you have to do?”

“Not much at all, actually!” Erick happily announced. “That woman you’re talking about is Bertha Givingtree—”

“That’s the one.”

“—and she was ousted in a lawful election in Killtree, due to some shenanigans with Dragon Emprazala, which caused some other Blessed Noble to be elected, so the circumstances of that election caused a disruption which made it all the way to the Greater Candlepoint Court. I had to judge Bertha personally, and then judge Emprazala, and then the other guy, Nicko Lowgrounder. It was a bad deal all around, but the new guy is probably fine, and if he’s not, then Bertha will come back from that loss. She’ll run in the reelections in Killtree in four years and she’ll either win, or she won’t.”

Quilatalap chuckled. “All this democracy. Almost like the Fractured Citadels.”

“Speaking of them, have you heard from Death Throne lately?”

“Yes. They’re still slowly being bled to true-death by oozes, yet they refuse to implement the basic requirements for a Gate Network and assistance.”

“… Yeah. That’s one problem I haven’t been able to fix.” Erick discarded that dark emotion, and turned brighter, saying, “Ah! But speaking of the Network. That’s what brought me here today, besides you.”

Quilatalap smiled as he put the pudding into the oven.

Erick announced, “Kiri finally regained most of her power!”

Quilatalap’s eyes went wide as he briefly looked shocked. Amazement came fast, and then a softening. With a knowing voice, he said, “So that’s it, then. Someone else finally has [Gate], and the power to use it.”

“Took Kiri longer to do her Worldly Path than she wanted since she had to travel through thirty-nine dungeons and then finally come back home, but she got it. Her [Soul Realignment] incurred a minimal loss of power, and then I helped her make her first node out of Benevolence last week. Tasar helped the whole way through, of course. A few others might eventually walk the Path and eventually find me, and I’ll have to do the same for them. But that’s not a problem for a while.” Erick looked at Quilatalap. “Gatemaster Kiri has taken over my greater duties on the Network. She won’t have nearly as easy a time as I had, though, considering she doesn’t have Time Magic.”

Quilatalap laughed loudly. “As easy a time as you, eh?”

Erick grinned. “Easier than it could have been.” And then he lost his grin. “It’s actually been closer to 20 years for me, Quilatalap. Sometimes I feel like I’m so disconnected. Nothing feels real.”

Quilatalap sat down beside Erick.

Erick said, “It’s all obviously real, but… Jane’s down in the Underworld, liaisoning between the Dungeon Guild and the Adventurer’s Guild City below Quintlan, to solve some of the bigger dungeon breaks. She’s been there for the last month and I was speaking to her every weekend but… I can’t call her every one of my weekends, because then I’d be calling her every 12 hours sometimes. And so, I ended up going four months without talking to my daughter.”

Quilatalap spoke seriously, “It’s time for a real break. Are you ready for a real break?”

“… I want to be. But. I’m terrified that when I open my eyes again, that I’ll be the dungeon slime, and that all my everyone will not want me because I am fake. I don’t know if I can handle that.”

“That’s not how it works. I’ve done the tests myself and you’ve seen them. You have easily picked out fake Quilatalaps and they don’t even try to pretend to be real, unless they’re acting directly under my authority. It’s not slavery or mind control or anything like that; it’s me allowing them to act in my stead, as myself. Like a royal knight, or something similar.”

“Yes, but… Is it wrong for them to be made to like being that way? Is it… An unnatural order of events? Is it like the goblins, imprinting on a higher power?”

“Dungeon slime masters are simply people, Erick, and goblins are people too. You might as well say it’s wrong for a person to love a comfortable bed, or a hobby they like.”

“But the copy will want my life, right?”

“He’ll reluctantly take over your life, if you approve, but he will probably rapidly decide he likes being his own person. Look at mine. They all have different names and they all are perfectly fine not interacting with the people I prefer to be around, and even love, in one case.”

Erick felt a flush of joy in his heart, but he was still worried. “Well you’re pretty special, so it makes sense that your copies are special, too. Not all of them are like that.”

“I admit that I have had an easier time of it than most because I’m something of a hermit,” Quilatalap said, smiling. And then he put the smile away and got serious again. “The dungeon master slime will rapidly discover if it’s the slime or not, and everything flows from there. I have two copies helping me with the dungeon all the time, and they’re wonderful people; just like me, but different. If you make a copy, and if you give them some of your power, then they’ll be exactly like you are, too. And that’s what you want, right?”

“I do want that. That’s the purpose of finally doing this. But… Will the copy be okay with taking over for me, while I’m gone? Or is that advanced slavery? And face stealing?”

With a knowing tone, Quilatalap said, “I know you, Erick. You want to go right back out there and never stop working, ever, even if it is not what you truly want, because when the Wizard of Benevolence is in his tower, all's right with the world.”

Erick didn’t particularly like that saying, but it had gotten around the world in recent years, and he had grown numb to it. Mostly.

“I do want to keep working… But also not. I love helping people! But I have a network of family that helps me do that, and if I made a copy, they wouldn’t be treated right by those people. And it wouldn’t be Poi or Teressa or Kiri or Jane’s faults, either. It’s the nature of the beast.”

“Well… There are other ways to do this sort of thing without having your copy walk around in the House like it's you. You could actually change how the House works, and you could not be ‘Gatemaster Flatt’. We could turn over this entire dungeon to the copy and have him create the proto-Script that you’ve been itching to make for years now, and then if anyone wants to come in and ask questions, or deal with bureaucracy, then they could do that through him.”

Erick froze a little.

“… Ah. That option. The r-word.”

Retirement.

“Yes. That option. It’s time. All the world is different and we could truly get lost out there if we wanted. No one could [Teleport] right onto us. And we’ve had this conversation a hundred different ways. If you want to go through all those words again I’d love to, but… I thought you finally made up your mind this time?”

“… Yeah. I’m just… Worried. About everything.” Erick turned back to him. “Would one of your copies want to work with my copy, you think?”

“Oh yes. Most definitely.” Quilatalap asked, “You did tell people what was happening before you came here tonight, right?”

“… Mostly.” Erick paused. Truly, he could do a semi-retirement. “I had come down here today to get an… Extended vacation. Not. Not a real break. But.” It would be a lie to say that Erick had not thought about retirement, in depth. Could he turn a vacation into a… A retirement? “Well… Poi knows the truth. Everyone else knows that I’ve been pulling out for years, making way for others. Kiri’s [Gate] was the only thing truly holding me there… aside from all the people, of course.” Erick said, “All the major monsters are gone, into dungeons. The Dungeon Guild is killing the bad dungeons, and Jane is high up in that, just like she wanted. House Benevolence and the Gate District are stable, and it’s not like I’m vanishing… Especially not if they can get a dungeon master copy to answer questions and cast some important magics. I didn’t tell them that was happening tonight, but… The system is robust enough to survive my absence for a year or two, and when I come back… I’ll be able to take a much lesser role in the system. Something that doesn’t have me locked in meetings for 50 hours a day.”

Ophiel bounced around on the table as he waited and waited and waited for his father to stop talking, so he could talk instead. Instantly, when Erick finished, Ophiel shouted, “Pudding!”

Quilatalap grinned at the little guy and then he got up, to take out the pudding from the oven. A few quick magics later and a chilled purple pudding sat in front of Ophiel, who rapidly turned into a bundle of feathers and tiny beaks and eyes, to devour his little treat. Most of the meal went everywhere except for inside Ophiel’s mouth, because Ophiel didn’t actually have a digestive tract, or anything, really, except for a mouth and a tongue.

The tongue was the important thing these days, and it was a rather recent development.

Erick watched it all happen, saying, “And Ophiel is at an important part of his growth. I want to be there for him more. Yggdrasil is already truly deep into his teenage years. He’s nothing like Jane was, but I can tell I need to spend more time with him, too.”

Maybe he should make this vacation more permanent.

Ophiel rapidly finished his treat, and then shook himself, turning back into a 4-winged, 3-eyed crow, scattering purple pudding everywhere as he did so.

Quilatalap gave the kitchen a quick [Cleanse], and then said, “So let’s do this. Let’s set up a day-to-day simulacrum of yourself and let him work as much as he wants, while you and I and Ophiel take a vacation somewhere. Zenipeq and Citadel Frostflower have a really nice dungeon that I’d like to visit.”

That sounded all sorts of nice. Erick hoped it would really be that easy. “I’d like to visit the Freelands of Nergal, too. The liberated slave states are finally organizing, thanks to that Wizard from Ar’Cosmos. She’s still deciding who she wants to be, so her name changes every month, and House Benevolence is finally contracted to help— ahh. But that’s work. I suppose.”

“They have a dungeon down there, right? We can put another simulacrum of me and you in there, too. And if they don’t have a dungeon, we can make one for them.”

Erick smirked. “Where’s this word ‘simulacrum’ coming from?”

“Do you like it? I was thinking ‘clone’ wasn’t good enough, since that’s already a spell, and saying dungeon master slime is too much. They’re calling them deems in a few places, but that’s too close to demons, and it’s not something I approve of. I don’t really like the Dungeon Guild’s names for them, either. So. ‘Simulacrum’. It’s a defunct Old Cosmology term for a near-perfect copy of a person.”

“I like what the Dungeon Guild calls them because Jane calls them that. ‘Repros’. Short for ‘reproductions’. What’s wrong with ‘dungeon master slime’, though?” Erick instantly added, “Well. I know the problem. The dungeon master is you, but the slime is also the dungeon master, and that gets confusing.”

Quilatalap smiled. “Focusing on words, now? Are you hesitating?”

“… I am. Yes.” And then Erick stopped hesitating. He warped his guts and his skin a little, as he reached into his shirt, so it didn’t hurt and he didn’t make a mess as he removed a fist-sized, iridescent white sphere from his belly. The secondary core glowed with crystallized Benevolence. “Let’s do this, and if he’s… I don’t know. Sad about this? Then I can let him out into the real world and then never do this again.” With a weighty voice, Erick said, “That’s happened before, you know, to other repros. And then if they try to control the repro they go insane and Jane and her team has to go murder them.”

Quilatalap strongly said, “I 100% doubt that that will happen with your clone.”

“… Hopefully.”

“It won’t, Erick.” Quilatalap said, “You have to seriously ask yourself if you found yourself in this situation, if you could love it, or if you would hate it, and I don’t think you are asking yourself that question seriously enough. Being a dungeon master is immortality and control over a demiplane, economic and political might, and a connection to the greater world on a level most people only ever dream of. And, you can fully change who you are. Physically, anyway. We’ve already had this discussion but… Could you truly not see yourself enjoying that? If it were you, as a dungeon core?”

Erick tossed the core to Quilatalap, saying, “I’ve taken the psychological profile of the Dungeon Guild, too. I know it will work. I know I would enjoy this life. I’m just hesitating.”

Quilatalap held the core in his hands, and it vanished. “Then we’re done. You’re free of your obligations to House Benevolence, and to Candlepoint, and all the rest. For as long as you wish to be free. If your repro is anything like you, they’ll probably want a break in ten years, too.”

Erick stared for a moment, trying to recover from the sudden drop in his stomach. His voice rose a little high as he uttered, “Just… Just like that. We didn’t even go anywhere and do it properly?” Erick laughed, his brief fear vanishing like so much fog in the sun. “Gods above, Quil. Just! No hesitation! I love that about you, but it’s damned scary sometimes.”

Quilatalap laughed once, saying, “You’re the big bad scary Wizard. I’m just the archlich.”

Ophiel trilled, declaring, “I’m Ophiel!”

Erick reached over and patted the little guy’s head, saying, “Yes you are Ophiel.” As he picked up the little guy and put him on his shoulder, Erick asked Quilatalap, “Let’s go see him?”

“I thought you did the Dungeon Guild’s exam? No no. We’re not going to him.” Quilatalap stepped back into the kitchen, saying, “He’ll wake up dizzy and weird, and after an hour he’ll acclimate to his new body and then he’ll start thinking again. He’ll be here soon enough. But in the meantime—” Quilatalap began taking out flour and eggs from the cold storage again. “It’s close enough to dinner time right? I’ve been saving up some good lunar stag and some flowing flour to make deer noodles, and now seems like a good time for a small celebration.”

Erick smiled—

And then Erick glanced out the kitchen window. The forest was rather normal this close to the house, but massive monsters prowled out there, eager to chomp on anyone who strayed out of bounds, and there were lots of no-go areas in this particular part of the dungeon. If you didn’t know the proper way to get here then you’d be captured and probably killed, and when you came back to life you would be inside Quilatalap’s naughty jail. If the monsters and traps of the forbidden forest didn’t get you, then you would trip one of the many, many, Absolute Domain traps, and suffer the same result.

The naughty jail (of which Erick was embarrassed every time Quilatalap called it that, which was probably why Quilatalap called it that) was a rather boring office-like room, which caused any occupants to suffer through a 30 minute presentation, via a runic record/video player, about what everyone needed to know about House Benevolence’s dungeon’s rules, along with a few possible reasons why the viewer was seeing this presentation. Once the warning was given, the occupant would be shoved out of the dungeon, directly deposited into another office space back in the real world, inside House Benevolence. From there, a failed delver could return to the main entrance of the dungeon, and try again…

Erick asked, “The clone won’t die to some monster or trap, will he?”

“Absolutely not. He’s on a safe path through the trials, and until he fully recovers who he is, then all of the powers you gave him are locked.”

“… So he could step off the trials.”

Without looking up from kneading the dough, Quilatalap said, “A repro of mine is looking after him. Erick-version-2 is perfectly fine, because right now he’s just a slime learning how to be a person, mimicking the original. When he learns how to be himself, he’ll also be you, and you’re fine with your own magic. What spells did you give your repro?”

Erick smiled. “All of the ones I trust myself with.”

“So almost none.”

“Untrue! I gave him everything.”

Quilatalap nodded a little, saying, “You haven’t had to do a Forgotten Campaign yet, despite everything, so this will probably work out, as well.” He set the dough aside to let it rest, then moved on to the meat preparation. “Not what I would have done. My repros got the basic set, and have regained most of their own magics, but they certainly didn’t start off with everything… Anyway. We’ll be able to talk to your Version-2 in a few hours, so… Do you want spicy venison? I’m kinda wanting some spicy tonight.”

“A 4 out of 10, max.”

“I can do that.” Quilatalap smiled. “Do you think they’ll come after you? On our vacation?”

“Oh yeah. Someone will. Jane, probably. Burhendurur for sure. Or maybe Teressa will tell them all not to bother because ‘nothing bad will happen with his absence’. That’s what I’m really hoping for, and maybe...”

The conversation went on, Erick happily speaking of the near future, and of his worries, and how he had already set up everything to succeed without him. But soon, talk turned to goals, and to what Erick wished to get done out in the world. Talk returned to the recent past, as Quilatalap spoke about all that he had been doing in the many different dungeons he managed the world over.

He was up to 27 dungeons, with 18 of those on the Surface. He truly loved this life, and his repros did, too.

Dinner came and went, and the sky outside turned dark.

- - - -

Erick lay in bed with Quilatalap, warm under the covers as they watched a v-record that Quilatalap had imported from Songli. This particular magitech was still new, so the machine consisted of twenty v-records, all lined up on the automatic v-record player, all primed to pick up where the previous one left off. Setting it up was always a struggle, because what it actually did was enlarge and play the moving lightsculpture in the center of the player onto a bigger screen, while the record played the voice and music to go along with video.

The machine fucked up on record #16, and Erick had to take it apart and put it back together again, but he managed to make it work, and soon, he was back in bed with Quilatalap.

Erick said, “You should get one of the newer ones.”

Quilatalap chuckled. “This is the one you bought me, not two years ago. I like this story, too. It’s not been updated to the new machines.”

“Then that’s another thing I want to do on this vacation—”

“I know you want to stay away from the ‘r-word’, but to call it a vacation is not what you really want it to be, is it, Erick?”

“… I am under no illusions that I will ever be able to actually retire… Anyway! Maybe I’ll go into technology production when we come back from vacation. Make a good video recorder, and player. Hand out some more copies of the laptop… Or maybe I should wait five more years on that one. The last time— The problem was that people simply don’t know the basic tech that goes into that machine, and thus there is no way for them to do anything with the laptops except pull them apart and then completely fail to understand what they’ve done, or how anything works at all. I probably have to start with transistors and binary and… Ugh! Adding machines.”

“I like your calculator. Now that is something that I am surprised did not catch on.”

“Book Magic solves number problems without any real learning on the part of people. No need to have adding machines at all… I’m kinda mad no one liked my calculator either.”

“That’s enough work-talk for now,” Quilatalap said, smiling, pulling Erick close again.

Erick laughed a little, then said, “Fine fine. We’re watching a movie, I guess.”

“Eh. We’ve seen it before. Say. I have a question for you. If you could go to any time period, or place, where would you go?”

“Ha! Well… Where would I like to go?” Erick thought for a moment. “I suppose… a nice vacation could be had at… I really don’t know, actually.”

Quilatalap said, “I’d like to visit the future, I think. Skip the next 90 years. See where Yggdrasil takes us all.”

“… Oh? Well. That’s… Hmm.”

Erick went silent. Thinking.

Quilatalap simply smiled softly, watching the v-recorder play its ‘movie’ on the air beyond their bed.

Erick asked, “Do you really want to go that far?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t do that.”

“I know.”

For a long moment, Erick sat there beside Quilatalap, an unwelcome presence looming between them, and all around. Erick hadn’t noticed it at first, but now…

“Where is the dungeon master slime who took my core?”

Quilatalap kept his eyes on the viewing screen ahead, as he said, “He’s around here somewhere.”

The unnerving presence grew.

Night lay heavy and silent on the forest outside, thick with shadows and hidden depths. The bedroom was dark, except for that which lay illuminated in the light of the v-player. Ophiel nuzzled into himself on the headboard above Erick, his eyes closed as he breathed, just a little bit. And Quilatalap breathed not at all. Usually he breathed. Breathing was not just an affectation for him. It was a reminder he was alive, and his bodies were also semi-living, so they did need oxygen-exchange with the atmosphere...

Mimics didn’t breathe, though.

“… You are my Quilatalap, right? Not a repro?”

Quilatalap smiled softly, and then he turned to Erick. His eyes were dark and large. “I’m both.”

Erick felt his heart tear. He did not move away from his love as he whispered, “I thought I could still tell you apart.”

Not-Quilatalap said, “Usually you can.”

Erick’s heart did not beat. His breath did not hitch.

He hadn’t breathed and his heart hadn’t pumped blood for a while. And he hadn’t noticed until now.

In that moment, Erick realized that his core was where it usually was, next to his heart, but his heart was a collection of tubes and cells that were still organizing themselves, while his guts were still forming into a proper digestive system, and his own lungs were unmoving sponges in his chest. His own brain was a collection of goo.

With a deep sadness, Not-Erick said, “I’m not Erick.”

“That’s untrue.” Not-Quilatalap said, “Everything up until this moment, right here, is you, being Erick. You were in a fugue state for a while, though. Took you about seven hours to come out of it. And now you’re here, and now you know who you are. The rest of your body will organize faster now that you know who you are, but that’s just cosmetic stuff for people like you and me.”

Not-Erick curled up with Not-Quilatalap, his voice a small thing as he whispered, “I was hoping it wouldn’t be like this for the repro.”

Not-Quilatalap hugged him back, saying, “It’ll be okay. You’re still you, and now you can go right back to work tomorrow if you want. Or you can stay here with me in this dungeon. Or we can go out and visit the rest of the world. See what’s changed. We can also visit your original, if you want. The original is out there right now, waiting for your decisions, and currently agonizing over how real you are.”

Sudden mirth.

Not-Erick laughed. “He would be agonizing over this, wouldn’t he.”

Not-Quilatalap nodded.

The movie played on.

When the v-player switched to disk #18, Not-Erick had come to a decision, but he had a few questions, first.

He asked, “What year is it?”

“1450. Same as it should be. Nothing changed there.”

“I assume that I’m to become the backup at Candlepoint? And that my memories have been altered a fraction?”

“We’ll talk about the memory thing later, with Erick and Quilatalap. For now, know that you don’t have to be anything more than an extreme backup, to help prevent everything from falling apart. You can be Erick’s replacement here in Candlepoint, or, you could simply be another person in the street. Kromolok or Zolan or Kiri might ask for something here or there, because they’ll know about you, but you are absolutely free to be your own person, Erick.” Not-Quilatalap said, “As for the memories, you have everything except for the new task that Erick is heading up, which is what required him to make this backup with you, because he wasn’t sure if he would survive what he needs to do next. You don’t have to be involved in that, though. It’s not your fight.

“I still love you, and you still love me, and nothing has to change there at all.”

There was a lot to unpack there, but Not-Erick asked, “What task? What is the original doing?”

“Something very important, I am told, but not world-changing.”

“Ha!” Not-Erick said, “That’s a lie. The second part, anyway.”

“He is a rather bad liar. Even eleven years as a statesman can’t change that.”

Even though the emptiness of the room was filled with the soft sounds of a drama unfolding on the viewing screen ahead, silence dominated.

Eventually, the movie ended.

Eventually, there was true silence. Darkness all around. Shadows in the forest.

Not a single monster to be seen.

And then Not-Erick asked, “What is the task?”

Not-Quilatalap said, “I’m not allowed to know. I assume you aren’t either.”

Not-Erick asked, “Do you still call yourself Quilatalap? Or… Or is that a faulty memory?”

“Nothing has been removed except for that single task. By every possible metric, you are Erick. By every possible measurement, I am Quilatalap. Always have been.”

That wasn’t a real answer, but he was trying to be there for… Not-Erick in a way that Not-Erick needed, but didn’t exactly want.

“… I won’t be keeping the same name.” Ezekiel said, “I’m Ezekiel.” He looked up at Ophiel, saying, “And that’s not my Ophiel, is he?” Erick felt something else that was missing inside. “And I don’t have Yggdrasil either, do I?”

Ophiel fluttered around at hearing his name—

And then he shifted, as though someone else had taken control of him, probably because that was exactly what had happened. Ophiel turned into a 6-winged, many-eyed being, and then he bowed. His form shifted back to his 4-winged crow form, and then he took off, turning to light and then passing through the window above the bed, to vanish into the night.

“So there are a few things missing,” Ezekiel said. “Not just the memory of this task.”

“A few things simply can’t transfer. Wizardry is one of them, too. So… Erick apologizes for all that.”

“Yeah. Had enough trouble with Wizards over the years, haven’t we.” Ezekiel said, “Ar’Cosmos’s Wizard turned out okay. But the other two… Not great— Ah. Is the ‘unmentionable task’ about another Wizard?”

Not-Quilatalap shrugged. “He’s not saying.”

“… Just as well. You know... I’m finding myself rather more and more enamored with the idea of making some earth-tech and hanging out in the streets of Candlepoint. Maybe I’ll open a magic item shop… Ah. It’s going to be… Really hard to not pursue Poi or Teressa or Kiri or Jane— fuck!” Ezekiel added, “And then there’s Meph… and Syllea. Kirginatharp. Lapis and Aisha… Oh… Kirginatharp doesn’t treat repros as well as he could— Oh holy fuck. Jane has killed more repros than anyone else I know! This is going to be a lot harder than I thought.”

“Or, you could not interact with those people.”

“… Is it bad that I’m considering that?”

“You’re Ezekiel. You’re not Erick. You can follow in the exact footsteps of the original, but most simulacrums choose to abandon that idea rather fast. A few choose different names, like you have. Almost all dungeon masters become the people they need to be in order to take care of their dungeon space, and to be the person who made them. It’s a smooth adjustment almost all the time, as long as the input person isn’t a danger to themselves. And you are not that.”

“Ha! Yeah.”

Silence.

… Ezekiel asked, “Do we have to meet with Erick? Because I don’t really feel like that at all.”

“He is the Grand Wizard of Benevolence, so realistically, we should see him and ensure that what is happening here is what he wants. But we don’t have to.”

Ezekiel chuckled. “Yeah. Fuck that guy. Going off on vacation and leaving me to hold down the fort— Oh! I could make some jokes that only he would find funny. That might be fun... Okay. I changed my mind.” Ezekiel hopped out of bed then put some clothes back on as he said, “Let’s go!”

Not-Quilatalap rolled out of bed, moving slower than Ezekiel, saying, “There’s no real hurry. No one is going anywhere.”







- - - -







Ezekiel rushed through the open archway into the white room beyond, already saying, “I promised myself that I wasn’t going to do this outside of a true emergency, Erick. We both remember when Nirzir’s double went bad, and when Kiri’s double plotted to murder her! Not all repros are a good idea!”

Erick and Quilatalap stood in the room, both of them dressed for travel, with Ophiel fluttering on Erick’s shoulder. Quilatalap looked calm as he looked to his own double, standing behind Ezekiel.

Erick, however, was very, very remorseful. He rushed to say, “The problem came up literally four days ago and I could die to fix it, so I’m so sorry to do this to myself but it had to be done. I am so, so sorry, Ezekiel.”

Ezekiel frowned, taking in the sight of himself. And now he felt bad for being angry. Well damn. Ezekiel said, “Fuck. It must be bad, then?”

“Possibly bad. Possibly not bad at all. Hard to say until I… Well…” Erick went quiet.

Ezekiel decided right then and there, “Glad I don’t have to bother with that shit. Have fun saving the world. I’m here if you need me!”

Erick said, “It’s not like that. But… Thank you. You have fun, too.”

“… You know? I think I will.” Ezekiel smiled, and then he transformed. A bit taller. A bit hotter. A bit exactly how Erick had always wanted to be, but he had an image to maintain, and people knew him for him. Ezekiel was a whole new man, though. As he flexed a larger arm and put his other hand to his thinner waist, Ezekiel smiled at Erick, flashing perfect teeth and blinking his new magenta eyes, saying, “It’s the Zolan-Treatment for me! I plan on having a lot of fun and also making a lot of new earth-tech that you have yet to get around to making. Ring me if the world is about to collapse. Otherwise I’m busy!”

Erick looked up at Ezekiel, muttering, “Dammit. I was going to use that form sometime.” And then he said, “You better help around Candlepoint some!”

“Yeah yeah, Old Man Wizard— Oh! You should put on a robe and wizard hat—”

“I am not doing the beard and pointy hat look.”

Both of them knew that Ezekiel did not mean that at all, and that Erick had cut him off before he could complete the meme.

Ezekiel smiled a bit more, but then he lost his smile, saying, “Good luck, Erick. I’ll hold down the fort.”

Erick relaxed. “Thank you.”

Ezekiel joked, “Oh! Oh! Oh! Now you owe me a thousand years servitude!”

Both Quilatalaps scowled at the poor joke, but there was no heat to their looks.

Erick simply laughed. “That might have scared me ten years ago. Not anymore. You have [Fairy Banishing], too, and it works very well.”

Quilatalap said, “I love that spell, and I love you for making it, but do not joke about that shit.” He looked to Ezekiel, saying, “You probably shouldn’t joke about that, either.”

Ezekiel felt rather secure in [Fairy Banishing], but he took the advice for what it was; the recommendation from a loved one.

Not-Quilatalap said to Ezekiel, “You can joke about it with me once the originals go their own way. By the way, I call myself ‘Quil’; you don’t have to keep calling me ‘not-Quilatalap’ in your mind.”

Ezekiel instantly said, “I wasn’t doing that, Quil.”

Quilatalap, Quil, and Erick all glanced at each other.

Erick said, “Glad to see I remain a terrible liar.”



































“You really can’t tell me the emergency?” Ezekiel said, “I’m going to figure it out anyway, as soon as I think around the holes in my memory.”

Erick paused in thought, frowning a little.

Ezekiel waited for Erick to come to the right conclusion.

Erick said, “It’s about why we haven’t been able to become a Full Wizard these last ten years.”

“Ahhh… Well. I’m sure that’s an emergency somehow. I always thought we’d… You know. Get around to full-crystal when necessary. With [Fairy Banishing] and our Health, full-crystal really hasn’t been necessary at all. So I assume it is, now?”

Erick scrunched his face… Then he looked to Quilatalap.

Quilatalap shrugged. “I honestly don’t know if this new ‘clue’ to attaining full-crystal form is really a clue at all. But the emergency which demands full-crystal… It’s all connected.”

Ezekiel looked to Quil.

Quil shrugged, because of course he had no idea what the originals were talking about.

Ezekiel said to Erick, “We’ve accreted to full-crystal, but then when we transform back to a person through Small Wizardry, the crystal form simply vanishes as though it never existed, and we don’t gain the full immunity to other people’s spellwork that we should have. We’ve tried phylactery shit and that was a disaster. Rozeta has suggested that we— well. You. Not really ‘we’, anymore. Anyway. She’s suggested that you not do Big Wizardry, so we haven’t sung to the mana… What could it be? What changed?”

Erick listened and tried not to give anything away. He succeeded, as far as Ezekiel could tell.

Ezekiel was pretty sure he could still operate as he was used to operating, sussing out microexpressions and seeing and knowing everything that he was witnessing.

Erick said, “Hopefully it remains true that there is no need for any Big Wizardry to solve this accretion problem, and that this… Other event might simply be another red herring to chase for answers.”

“Well… Maybe this other event is related. Anyway! If I trust anyone with Wizardry, it’s you. So.” Ezekiel happily said, “Good luck with whatever crazy thing you’re doing next. I’ll be here, being myself, and I think I’ll work on making film and video more reliable, while minimally interacting with the family… Whenever they want to come see me, anyway. The House might interact with me more?”

Ezekiel realized there was too much hope in his voice as he said ‘family’ after he had said it. But he couldn’t take it back; it was done.

Erick softly said, “Kiri will come here sometimes, for sure. She’s the Gatemaster now. The rest of the House… The Overseers will come here sometimes if they have an emergency. With you looking different, though… I’m sorry, but the only emotional problems there will be, will happen on your end.”

“I can be a different person. This is how [Polymorph] works, right? I’ll be FINE, Erick.” Ezekiel tried to brush off that concern and change the subject, saying, “Don’t blow up the world on vacation, okay?”

“… I will not blow up the world.”

Ezekiel frowned. “Now see… When you say it like that, I get worried.”

Erick repeated, much stronger, “I won’t blow up the world!”

Ezekiel narrowed his eyes. “Not lying. Good.” He pulled back. And then he looked to the left, and opened a small Benevolence [Gate]. On the other side lay the original gate space, and it looked the same as Ezekiel remembered. He closed the [Gate], then said, “Looks like I can still check on the Benevolent Sky, too. So I’ll keep a lookout.”

Erick relaxed almost all the way, but there was a certain tension which never really left him these days. Ezekiel knew that tension well.

But that shit (mostly) wasn’t his problem anymore.

Ezekiel turned to Quil. “Anyway! I’m going to see if my everything still works! Want to help with that?”

Very seriously, Quil said, “It should, and I do.”

“Wait wait!” Erick interrupted, “You don’t want to share your dungeon core status before you go?”

“Nope! I thought I would be excited to look at that, but I haven’t looked at the thing and I don’t care to. I’m the backup in case of emergency, Erick, and I find myself truly loving that whole idea.” Ezekiel grabbed a suddenly-smiling Quil by the hand and dragged him away, saying, “I can wait a few days before caring about paperwork!”

As Ezekiel left the room, shooting one final smile at Erick, he was pretty sure he could tell at least two of the other guy’s thoughts. The first was probably, ‘I haven’t even looked at my own Status in years, so that’s likely reasonable.’ The second was likely, ‘This’ll probably work out fine.’

A lot of mitigated speech in those thoughts, with words such as ‘likely’ and ‘probably’ being used by him and Erick both, so Erick was rather worried about whatever was happening out there. Ezekiel was, too. But...

But Ezekiel was confident that he could handle his own responsibilities (they were a lot less than they used to be!), and when someone finally came looking for Erick, and found him instead, he could fill that gap for as long as needed. 
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                    Book 7 ended up being around 470,000 words. That was a lot. 

From chapter 194 to chapter 219, with 0 breaks in between, I think? 25 chapters! Half a year of writing. And I had a hurricane disrupt my life there at the end. I thought I did not need a break and I could finish this book without delay. 

And I was right!

... But I probably should have taken that break. 

Anywho, this next book is the LAST BOOK OF AR'KENDRITHYST. The overall shape of the final book has been in my mind for a while, and I hope you all enjoy the ride, once it begins. 

ANYWHO! 

The time skip felt necessary to me, but you might think differently. Become a patron, join the discord, and join the discussion about what just happened in the final chapter of book 7. A lot of people have a lot of opinions! 

Maybe your opinion will influence what you get to read about in book 8!





THANKS FOR READING! I hope you have enjoyed the story so far, and I hope you love what comes next, too.

- - - -

A Grand Timeline of Events (not a chapter) will be posted right before you all get the Start of Book 8. 

Chapter 220, 1/2, the Start of Book 8 will be posted on RR on the 21st! Look forward to seeing you there. 

Patrons already have 4 chapters in book 8.

(Patrons have had a 3-week break between the epilogue of Book 7 + Book 8 chapter 1, so you're getting that, too)

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                    The chapter is coming next! Just wait a minute and I'll be there. Probably by the time you're done reading this.

Anyway!

Book 8 is meant to be kinda traditional, so you get a timeline of events, and as for the story itself, it is paced more traditionally.

ALSO:

CHECK OUT THIS ART MY PATRONS COMMISSIONED. It's by Enuryn, from https://enuryndraws.art/ . You've probably seen their The Wandering Inn art. WOOOOOOO, ART!!





                

                





1437

Planar Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt, arrives on Veird, accompanied by his daughter, Jane Flatt.

The Wizard invents [Call Lightning] then ushers in a new age of Particle Magic via talks in the Mage’s Guild of Spur, in the Crystal Forest. From there, he begins his grand ascension to the world stage. Though his accrual of power seems like that of a normal archmage who has found his Truth, he is, in reality, a Wizard, though the world will not know this fact for another year and a half.

The Wizard gains a deep hatred for the Shades due to various events involving the threatening of his daughter, and all the various true stories he has heard over the years. He still has trouble killing monsters.

The Wizard briefly attends Oceanside, becoming a friend of the Headmaster.

The Wizard invents many different spells, from [Luminous Beam] to [Control Weather], and learns of the Remake Quests, which truly begins his rise to personal power, through gaining a deeper understanding of magic.

Candlepoint arises out of the Crystal Forest, near the Wall of the Wasteland Kingdoms, bringing even more new magic into the world.

The Wizard takes control of Candlepoint from Shade Bulgan.

The Wizard, with the help of Atunir, Sininindi, Rozeta, and Melemizargo, creates Yggdrasil, the World Tree.

Last Shadow’s Feast begins and ends, changing Veird forever.







1438

The Wizard attempts a vacation in order to walk The Worldly Path.

The creation of a method of reversing antirhine poisoning, and the unstable city state climate of Nelboor and the Songli Highlands, results in the Chelation War. The accepted death total is 4,250,000. Some sources claim this number is much higher, or much lower. Over the next few years, another 550,000 people will die in the Highlands and across Nelboor due to failures of population support systems. Historians also claim this number is much higher, and much lower.

The Wizard moves on to the grasslands north of the Highlands, and interacts with the Grass Travelers. This time is crucial to understand, for it forms the basis of how the Wizard will interact with the rest of the world from then on. Everything from how House Benevolence operates, to the politics installed in the Sovereign Cities, to the Greater Candlepoint Area, started here, in the grasslands of Nelboor. (Some historians claim that House Benevolence truly started on the Wizard’s homeworld of Earth.)

Stepping on a malformed teleport pad takes the Wizard to the Core, where he learns for the first irrefutable time that he is a Wizard. He invents [Renew] during this time.

The Wizard meets Geode Stratagold and gains the approval of the wrought, though how much Stratagold knows about the Wizard being a Wizard is up for debate. The Wizard himself has said that Stratagold did not know about his true Status until later, when he announced himself to the world.

The Wizard is fairy-napped to Ar’Cosmos.

The creation of Elemental Benevolence precedes the formation of [Gate] by a matter of days.

The Wizard installs himself at Candlepoint and announces himself as a Wizard, while also creating [Reincarnation] and establishing House Benevolence. The first Gates are established, bringing a Gate Network back to Veird.

The Dragon Exodus is forced upon the greater world by a confluence of The Fairy and Rozeta, in an effort to make Veird less dangerous. Soon after, the Wizard voluntarily becomes draconic, enabling him to Paradox dragons away from the Dragon Curse, massively increasing the power of House Benevolence.

The Gate Network expands greatly around each planting of Yggdrasil. Currently, Yggdrasils exist in Candlepoint, Treehome of the Forest of Glaquin, Stratagold, Holorulo of Songli, and inside Benevolence Itself.

The Sovereign Cities declare war on The Wizard, and are remade in response.

The Wizard hosts Shadow’s Feast. The Teleport Exodus begins, and finishes within the first week of the new year. The Dungeon Exodus has only just begun.







1439

The Gate Expansion Era begins, with House Benevolence massively increasing its power from a single location, to countless locations the world over, each of them working to support a great expansion of the Gate Network.

Within the first month of the new year, The Wizard suffers his first of many assassination attempts of the year. None of them succeed. All true collateral damage done in those attempts is reversed by The Archlich of Necromancy Itself; the consort of The Wizard.

The [True Resurrection] debate reaches new heights, thanks to the [True Resurrection]s inside of dungeons, and to The Wizard’s consort, The Archlich, teaching The Wizard [True Resurrection].

The first effects of the Dungeon Exodus are noticed, as the prevalence of monsters is greatly reduced the world over. This has a temporary magnification on the price of magical items. This effect will not lessen until years later.

House Benevolence opens its Grand Dungeon to the public. It is run by The Archlich, and is similar in scope to the famed Armory of Ar’Kendrithyst. Other dungeons are found and formed into avenues of power for the greater public, and for many private industries and groups.

[Renew] comes out in the Open Script. This has major worldwide effects. Generally, the defensive natures of locations become much, much stronger, and for the first time in the history of Veird, the defense/offense dynamic swings heavily toward defense.

Another Yggdrasil is planted on Nergal, followed by another planting on Quintlan. There are 7 Yggdrasil currently existent on Veird at this moment.

The Dungeon Guild is formed. Backed up by House Benevolence and many other major powers of the world, the Dungeon Guild rapidly becomes the authority on dungeon safety and protocol. They begin to eradicate dangerous dungeons, and standardize public dungeons.

By the end of the year, 20% of the major traveling infrastructure lost by the Teleport Exodus is restored by House Benevolence, and the greater portion of the Wayfarer’s Guild is subsumed by House Benevolence. Final holdouts of the Wayfarer’s Guild will eventually be bought out by House Benevolence in the following years.

Shadow’s Feast is a non event. The world cheers.







1440 - 1445

The Reestablishment Era.

Six years of mostly peaceful expansion begins.

House Benevolence, Candlepoint, and their new world order, come into true power, with Erick Flatt as the single most powerful person on Veird. He is the Apparent King with his crown of black horns, who ends conflicts with single declarations. Numerous attempts are made on his life, with many claiming The Wizard is Melemizargo in human guise, but each assassination ends in the ‘assassin’ getting [Reincarnation]ed and [Blessing of Empathy]ed, which causes many to speculate that the assassination attempts are really attempts to cut ahead in the [Reincarnation] line.

Melemizargo publicly declares that the Wizard and he are not the same person. This causes a sudden rise in assassination attempts, and this time they are real.

[Lesser Reincarnation], now known as [Reset Status], becomes usable by Registrars, allowing for anyone to reset their Status to 0.

[Reincarnation] becomes something that is winnable via scholarships, or great advancements in magic, or by proving oneself as beneficial to the world in some way. The assassinations stop, but it is debatable if this is due to this newly approved avenue of getting [Reincarnation]. Perhaps The Wizard has simply decided to stop letting people make attempts on his life.

The Crystal Forest is transformed into an actual forest. All remaining crystal mimics and crystal agave only exist inside of the thousand-kilometer Greater Kendrithyst Wild Dungeon area.

The Wayfarer’s Guild is finally and completely bought out by House Benevolence. Many of the previous trade routes that existed on the Surface are replaced by the Gate Network. There will always be problems, considering the change from complete ease of use of [Teleport], to the new necessity of actually traveling from location to location, but many of the initial problems of the Teleport Exodus are solved.

Many scholars claim that the Teleport Exodus solved more problems than it created, for the removal of [Teleport] made war a lot harder to do, logistically. Equally important to stability was the Dungeon Exodus, and to a much lesser extent, the Dragon Exodus. All of these events came together, creating the first real True Peace on Veird, since ever. This leads to a massive increase in births, and in the expansion of civilization. There is some debate on the name of this new, unprecedented generation, but ‘bloomers’ becomes generally approved.

Through a council of Geodes, House Benevolence, Oceanside and the Arcanaeum Consortium, The Life Binder, and many others, the [True Resurrection] debate officially fails to reach an acceptable, international conclusion. Many believe the debate will never be settled.

The act of Benevolent Killing has reached an international conclusion. The murder of a person who is found to contain Benevolent markings is unlawful, and anyone found to contain a marker is to be thoroughly investigated before actions are taken. Any Benevolent Dragon deciding to act on their own will have their actions personally taken into deep consideration by The Apparent King. 







1446

The Wizard of Anarchy, known simply as Holo, ascends to power in Death Throne, rapidly creating The Stairway to the Edge. He is swiftly eliminated by the combined efforts of House Benevolence, Oceanside, Ar’Cosmos, and several other organizations. Melemizargo issues a formal apology, as the Wizard of Anarchy was a former cultist of his.

The Blue Wizard appears two months after the death of the Anarchy Wizard, beyond the walls of Oceanside. She throws her considerable power against that whole island. The Node Network surrounding Oceanside easily repels the Blue Wizard for long enough for other major forces to come into play, but then the Blue Wizard does something. The exact nature of this ‘something’ is unknown. The fight is suddenly over without explanation. No one is quite sure what the Blue Wizard did, or who undid the Blue Wizard’s power, but everyone agrees something happened to the oceans in those moments.











1447

The Life Binder, Messalina, and the Wizard of Chaos, known sometimes as Destiny, bring to an end a partially-hidden campaign of unification in Nergal. Over the last four years, many different hidden towns, villages, minor city states, and minor nations in the deep jungle of Nergal, finalize their incorporation into the Freelands, and the practice of slavery is agreed to be outlawed. Slavery will never truly be abolished due to the nature of demonic contracts and the incani afterlife, but here in the Freelands, slavery is mitigated to the same level practiced in the Wasteland Kingdoms. The Freelands receive immediate support from House Benevolence’s Gate Network, now that they can agree and adhere to Standard International Law, though it is suspected that House Benevolence has been providing the Freelands with Gate Network access for many years prior to this.

House Benevolence has many, many hidden Networks all across the many non-compliant parts of the world.







1448

Thanks to House Benevolence’s efforts, the first true overtures of peace are brokered between The Greensoil Republic and the Wasteland Kingdoms, marking a historic non-violent point of the Quiet War and maybe even the Forever War. A direct Gate Network expansion is created between the two nations, to allow for the easier transportation of goods between the Republic and the Kingdoms.

Seven months later, ten simultaneous dungeon breaks occur inside Greensoil’s borders, and the Republic blames the Kingdoms. There is almost a war, but the Apparent King steps in and stops the war before it truly begins, showcasing a vast increase in personal power which includes spells such as [Time Stop]. The expanded Gate Network which lay between the two Quietly warring lands is removed, forcing the Republic and the Kingdoms to go through Candlepoint if they wish to trade again. An uneasy Quiet War tension settles into Candlepoint.







1449

The Gate Network begins to truly expand into the Underworld.

It is theorized that two more Yggdrasils were planted in the depths sometime in the last two years, but their locations are unknown and so is the timetable. There are likely 9 Yggdrasil now on Veird. The locations of 7 are known. Candlepoint, Holorulo, Stratagold, Inside Benevolence Itself, and at Treehome. Two Yggdrasil also reside at New Towry, at the western end of Archipelago Nergal, near the Freelands, and at the outlet of the Ar’Civ river delta, in Quintlan, near the Fractured Citadels.







Early 1450

Everbless, Yggdrasil’s twin, becomes publicly cognizant at the Grand Blue Church of Sininindi, at Storm’s Edge.







Late 1450

Three major events happen within days of each other:

Kiri Flamecrash, the apprentice of the Wizard, completes her Worldly Path, becoming the second person on Veird to do so. She becomes the Gatemaster of House Benevolence’s Gate Network.

Erick Flatt, The Wizard of Benevolence, goes missing. Quilatalap, the Archlich of Necromancy Itself, also goes missing.

The Wizard’s first and only known repro, Ezekiel, is discovered the same day that Kiri Flamecrash ascends to Gatemaster, when Ezekiel attempts to leave House Benevolence’s master dungeon without having been on the list of entrants. Ezekiel rapidly declares that he will provide assistance to House Benevolence when called upon. Ezekiel then utterly vanishes into the labyrinthine, world-wide systems of power and places that House Benevolence commands.
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Elemental Benevolence is arguably Wizard Flatt’s greatest gift to our universe, but it is not without its flaws. One of the largest flaws of Benevolence has been proven time and time again, and is best understood through two facts:

1) The murder of hundreds of people, or fewer, occurs outside of all but the most Benevolent of Sights.

2) When it comes to the progression of civilization, there is very little which Benevolence itself will not do to ensure the best outcome for all, and every individual. Including blinding itself.







- - - -











“Father?” whispered Yggdrasil, the World Tree, his unsure voice full of quiet concern, “I wish to be my own person.”

Ah, Erick thought, as he sat upon the tallest branches of his largest son, watching the world all around, through the countless senses of 20 different bodies, and across uncountable kilometers.

Through those senses, he killed four hydras that rampaged across the northern coasts of Nergal and an ooze outbreak out of the side of a mountain in Nelboor, both of which were problems too far from civilization to matter, but they would matter, eventually, and his Benevolent Sight had drawn his attention that way. So he fixed those problems while he could. While he was doing that, he also oversaw the repair of several small parts of his Gate Network over in the Greensoil Republic.

And then he turned his attentions back to Yggdrasil, his thoughts tracing down to one large fact.

Back at Yggdrasil’s creation, Erick knew that he was going to be making a great big protective [Familiar], but due to the nature of that creation, the [Familiar] that would become Yggdrasil would grow as fast as an exploding bomb. At the time, Erick didn’t know exactly what the fallout of that explosion would look like, but the gods who had helped make Yggdrasil had known, and Erick had eventually gained that perspective himself.

One day in the future Yggdrasil would open new worlds.

He would seed new planets.

Civilization would take root across the universe, under the ever-expanding branches of the World Tree.

And so, a seal of divine fire had been placed on the largest of Erick’s sons.

A hundred years. That was the timeline for all of Veird to prepare for the opening of new worlds. For Melemizargo to prove to everyone that he wouldn’t destroy everything when another option for living became available. For civilization to adapt to the possibility of life under a different sort of Script. For new Scripts to be proposed, and then either shot down, or elevated.

I suppose it’s 90 years early, but… Here we are again at the turning of another age, unprepared and yet we will plow ahead anyway.

There was no way that Erick would allow his fully sapient son to be crushed by a seal that was little more than slavery at this point. Even though it was early. Even though it was dangerous. Erick had been ready to say ‘yes’ to Yggdrasil asking for the removal of his seal for the last few years.

“Okay, Yggdrasil. I will see about making that happen.” Erick asked, “Do you mind waiting till I can get everything set up properly? It might take months or maybe a year, but I honestly don’t know about that.”

Yggdrasil startled, his flaming green leaves and his white-branched canopy and even his crown of rainbow light overhead, all flickering in complete surprise. And then he swelled with light, and his voice was that of a happy young adult, “Really? You mean it!”

“Of course I mean it. You are your own person, Yggdrasil. I will be sad to see you go, but I know that all children must leave the nest someday.” Erick smiled a little. “I look forward to seeing you grow as big and as strong as you can, but know that I will always be here for you, Yggdrasil. Always. You can always come to me with problems or thoughts, and I will always cherish our talks, and your presence in my life, and I hope you will feel the same about me.”

The sky suddenly rained, warm and bright, as Yggdrasil turned absolutely radiant.

Erick lay down on the soft bed of moss underneath his stretched out body, his tail curling around the branch underneath as he wrapped his dark wings and scaled neck around the branch in front of him. He spoke with Benevolence in his white-fire maw, “I love you, Yggdrasil.”

“I love you too, father.”

Erick pulled back, and tears of white flowed down his draconic face, causing rainbow flowers to bloom wherever they touched his mossy bed here, at the top of Yggdrasil. His voice cracked, “You— You’re going to have to give me some time to make sure this works right, okay? The gods put a seal on you when you were born, and I’m probably going to have to unwind that seal softly, so nothing breaks. I cannot and will not Wizardry it away.”

“Of course! I understand!”

Erick smiled. And then he flickered, transforming from black dragon to human-sized and human-shaped. That same flicker put his clothes back on, and then he just breathed for a little bit, as he looked up and all around. Yggdrasil was growing up strong—

Ophiel alighted on Erick’s shoulder. He was a little white crow these days, with four wings and a bird-appropriate amount of other appendages. Still had more than the normal amount of eyes, though. His voice was considerably more childlike than Yggdrasil’s.

He chirped, “Where go?”

“We’re going to find out how to get your big brother unsealed,” Erick said, as he patted the little guy.

“Can I unseal?!”

Erick chuckled. “When you’re older it’ll happen naturally.”

“Okay!”

Erick grinned, then looked up. “You know, Yggdrasil, a lot of people are going to be asking you a lot of uncomfortable questions about this. They’re all going to be worried about Melemizargo having some sort of influence on you. Has he? Has he talked to you about this, and tried to make you make this decision?”

Yggdrasil softly said, “We’ve spoken, but if he has a plot to make me ask this of you, then it is too deep for me to suss out—” He rapidly added, “I already looked at the Benevolent Sky before I asked this of you. Minutes ago, I did this. It… It looks clear.”

“Okay. That’s good.” Erick asked, “Why do you want this to happen now?”

“… I just… I just do.”

It was a final statement. And yet, it was not good enough.

“I’ll be on your side on this decision, Yggdrasil. I’ll always be on your side, because I am your father. Please tell me why you want this to happen now.”

“… I…” Yggdrasil rapidly said, “I want to make an [Avatar] and not have you there with me all the time.”

Well. That was surprising. Erick had given Yggdrasil all the space he could ever want, but he could understand Yggdrasil’s desire for privacy. The big guy was probably telling a white lie, too, but that was also fine.

Erick said, “Perfectly understandable. I trust you with all the power I have given you, and I trust you to be on your own. I’ll make this happen, but it might take a while. Months. Maybe more.”

“That’s fine!” Yggdrasil calmed, saying, “I can wait… some.” He whispered, “But not 90 more years. Never that. I would like less than a year, please.”

“I’ll try to make that happen.”







- - - -







The sky was blue and endless, its perfection accented by soft white clouds that lingered here and there, some fluffy, some wispy. Erick’s feet barely sank into the cloud underfoot, which was barely big enough for him to stand upon. He could move the cloud around at his whim, but he didn’t need to. The person he was seeking floated ahead, her serpentine white body stretching across the infinite world within the Core of Veird.

Rozeta briefly turned away from the blue screens around her head, her eyes briefly going wide as she took in Erick’s small form. And then she stilled, her entire body freezing briefly. “Ah,” she uttered, her voice endless and solid. “He wants to be free.”

“Yes. Is it too early?”

“It is absolutely too early.” Rozeta frowned. In one flashing instant she was no longer her sky-spanning self. She stepped onto a larger cloud directly in front of Erick, looking much like a white human wrought in a pantsuit. “The unsealing of Yggdrasil will result in several rapid events. The seeding of new worlds, the danger of my father running rampant, Wizardry being unleashed by you and that other Wizard down in Nergal in order to stem the destruction of everything, or to create something new. And that’s not even getting to the confusion of settling a new Script on another world. You’re not ready. I’m not ready. No one is ready for that.”

“I agree.” Erick said, “But I’m not chaining Yggdrasil to myself for the next 90 years. He will grow resentful and hateful of every single one of us who keeps him down, and he will be right to have those feelings. This will cause damage later, and in a much more long term way.”

“Yes, it will. Absolutely. But whenever Yggdrasil is released, he will still seed new worlds even without our assistance. It is okay if it takes him a thousand years to get over the first hundred imprisoned years of his life.”

“Then how about we shift the seal so it prevents seeding?”

Rozeta scoffed. “Any random Wizard of any flavor could undo the seal when the seal is only on Yggdrasil, and only restricting one part of him. Right now, the first main hurdle to undoing the seal involves going through you, and that will not happen unless you allow it to happen.” With perhaps too much anger in her voice, Rozeta asked, “Would you allow that to happen? Even when you shouldn’t?”

“I’m looking for solutions to make everyone happy, that’s why I came here.”

Rozeta frowned a little, her sudden worry and anger not really leaving, but they did take a back seat to all the rest of her thoughts.

Erick added, “And I might be able to become a Full Wizard once Yggdrasil isn’t a part of me.”

Rozeta sighed, exhausted, but she was happy for the change of topic. “There are so many possible reasons why you can’t become a Full Wizard… This could be connected to that. Having an extra soul in your body? Sure. Ophiel isn’t a problem, for [Familiar]s have never been a problem for Wizards ascending to true power, but the divine seal on Yggdrasil could be making that real ascension a problem. Wizards are complicated and, quite frankly, impossible to truly understand. I still think your problem is merely mental, and hinging on anything from your unwillingness to make yourself a true power, to your distaste for truly selecting who you want to be.” She added, “You still have yet to combine your double forms into a singular entity. In my opinion, that is the reason you cannot ascend… But you have tried, and failed… somehow...”

Rozeta, Goddess of the Script, went silent, thinking, her eyes flickering briefly to the left, and then back to Erick, then off into infinity, as she took care of many different things happening outside of sight.

Erick waited.

Rozeta turned back to Erick. “Okay. I can allow this freeing of Yggdrasil to happen. BUT! I have some conditions for you to clear before I condone this action. The largest one is this: The seal will shift onto Yggdrasil, restricting his ability to produce seeds for 90 years. If he wants to simply have an avatar body so he can play around with people-sized friends, then that is one thing, but he won’t be making world tree seeds. When someone tries to break this seal, I need you to be able to [Return] to before the breaking, and to prevent it. This final requirement demands you ascend to Full Wizard… Which means you need to figure out how to do that, Erick. Whatever it takes, except for Big Wizardry. I need you to be a true Paradox Wizard.” Her exhaustion left her as the enormity of the change hit home, and Rozeta simply said, “It’s likely all connected, anyway, so this is probably how this was always going to happen.”

Erick had problems becoming a Full Wizard. Full crystallization wasn’t a problem, but he had done that, and then transformed back into a person, and then the full crystallization was simply gone, like it had never happened at all. Rozeta didn’t know what was going on, and Melemizargo had spoken of some possibilities, but Wizards often encountered this problem, and it was usually up to them to figure it out. Melemizargo blamed the Script interference, of course, and Rozeta had gone silent at that accusation.

Later, she had spoken to Erick about how the Script could, theoretically, be holding him back, and also how he shouldn’t use Big Wizardry to solve that problem. Pull the problem apart piece by piece, as he had when he gave himself some Class Abilities from other Classes, she had said. Erick had tried a few more times to become a Full Wizard and had a few more conversations with Rozeta about the whole ordeal, but he had never actually been able to fully claim his Full Paradox Wizard powers.

No flying through time and space, however far he wished to go, among other things. Not yet.

Erick said, “Thank you, Rozeta. I’ll chip away at that crystallization problem after Yggdrasil is released.”

“It will be easier to do all that when you don’t have an extra, sealed soul inside of you…” Rozeta sighed. “Removing the seal is going to be a lot of work. It was made by four gods and then by you. You will have to get Sininindi, Atunir, Melemizargo, and then myself, to assist you with this undoing of the seal. My part will be easy, but I will be the last one to remove my part of the seal. In order for me to do that, you must promise me that you will ascend to Full Wizard once Yggdrasil has been separated from you. Instantly, if you could, and then I want you to be ready with True Time Magic in case this all goes belly up. Gods are limited in what they can do, but Wizards are not.”

“Easily agreed; I promise. The Time Magic is already mostly done. I’ll even be able to truly use it once I’m fully immune to paradoxes.”

“I also want you to make a dungeon slime copy of yourself, before this all happens, in case I need a backup of you.”

Erick was suddenly less sure of himself and his decisions. “Really?”

“Yes. You are at the center of this world right now, and I need a backup of you in case this unsealing ends with you dead.”

“… That’s a possibility?”

“We’re talking Wizardry here, Erick. Many things are possible. I know you’ve been reluctant to make a copy of yourself, but the simple fact is that you’re too valuable to risk on this endeavor without many different assurances of safety. I would prefer if you stayed in your tower and never left, organizing the world from afar and ensuring your Gate Network remains stable, but we both know Kiri is ascending to that role soon. Now is the time for you to make a backup, if not for the world, then for her, so she has someone who can guide her while you’re off doing these quests.”

“… All fair points. Okay. I’ll… I’ll do that.”

With sudden exasperation hidden behind so much strength, Rozeta said, “Tell me I can trust you to wield this power prudently.”

Erick gave a small smile, then he stood firm. “I always have the interests of every person in mind whenever I do anything.”

“I know. I just needed to hear it again.” The Goddess responsible for holding the world together took a deep breath. “Thank you.”

The Wizard who could break everything waited.

And then, in an easier, friendly tone, Rozeta began, “So! To start with, after you make a repro who can backup all the magic you’ve got strung across the world, even though you’re prepping Kiri for Gatemaster, you’re going to want to go to Sininindi at the Storm Temple down in Archipelago Nergal...”

They spoke for a while, and not that long at all.

By the time they were done, Erick came to a conclusion, “I’m going to need to take a large break from being the Apparent King, aren’t I.”

Rozeta shrugged. “As long as you don’t make it as big of a vacation as your Worldly Path, then everything should go well enough. The problem is going to be getting my father to agree to not do anything untoward in the following years… One of many problems, I suppose. I’ll talk to all of them and make sure they’re on board with this.”

“I’ll start setting things up on my end, then, and await your full response.”

“It shouldn’t take long to gain preliminary assurances one way or the other. Maybe a week. Depending on what they say you’re going to either have to give Yggdrasil the bad news, or prepare for a sabbatical. I’m guessing the latter.”

There was one final question to ask before Erick moved on.

“There isn’t some Wizard out there fucking with Yggdrasil, right? Or some other force?”

“Not to my knowledge.” Rozeta said, “That was one of the first things I checked for, but it appears Yggdrasil simply wants to be released from the seal, himself.”

“… I am suddenly reminded of another concern. How long do I have till Ophiel is matured?”

“He’s about six months to a year away, I would say.”

Erick felt a double pang of loss thrum through his chest. “Ah… They grow up so fast, don’t they.”

Rozeta smiled kindly. “They do.” Then she added, “It might take you around 9 months to get through whatever demands the others place upon you, so the fact that both of your [Familiar]s are on the same timetable makes this whole thing smell of Fate… Or maybe Benevolence. Keep that in mind going forward and be ready with the… Medium Wizardry if needed.”

“… Right.” Erick asked, “How are the reserves? The mana generation? Can Veird survive a catastrophe?”

“A minor catastrophe; yes. The reserves exist, thanks to the dungeons, but the growing population of the world is still several decades away from being able to support the Script on its own. If my father chooses to remove the dungeons on a whim then we could last maybe one year. 14 months. We would have to flood the world with monsters in order to stabilize.” Rozeta shrugged. “My father could always destroy this world, though, so the most we could ever do is prepare for the worst and hope he forgets about all our emergency preparations. With how sane he’s being these days, hoping for him to forget about the backup powers would be wishful thinking, though.”

“But with his sanity… Do you think he would actually try to harm Veird if a new world became available?”

Rozeta had answered that question a hundred thousand times over in the last decade of peace on Veird. She gave the same answer, yet again. “There’s no way to know until it happens.”
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Erick stepped out of Rozeta’s domain, down onto the branches of Yggdrasil at Candlepoint—

“Is it happening?!” Yggdrasil asked, all excited, hopeful, dreading, and worried at once.

“With caveats and clearances needed to obtain before the actual release, and the seal will transfer to you so that you cannot create any seeds for the next 90 years, and I need to personally ensure that nothing disturbs that timeline through Paradox Time Magic… But yes. It’s likely happening.”

Yggdrasil listened calmly, and then his glow dimmed a little. “That’s…” He went silent, in thought. After a moment, his glow returned. “Okay. That’s… That’s good? Is that good?”

“I think it’s very good, but yes, it’s still an imposition. This is what it means to be powerful; impositions everywhere.”

A fluttering wind flowed through Yggdrasil’s branches; a sigh that trailed off into the wind.

Erick decided to get all the uncomfortable questions out there. “Have you met someone you want to make babies with? Or seeds? Or [Familiar]s?”

Yggdrasil flushed bright as Erick named several methods of reproduction. “What! No! I want to make an [Avatar] spell of my own! I don’t want to make other people yet!”

“So you want to have relations with some person. You want to make an [Avatar] spell that is not made through me, so that I don’t know about what you put into that spellwork.”

“… Yes.”

“You can tell me what spells you want, Yggdrasil, and I will make it for you. No questions asked. No judgment, either.”

“… I want the seal removed.”

“Do I know this person?”

“No, and please don’t go looking.”

“I will respect this wish. You’ll tell me who it is eventually, though, right?”

“Yes! Eventually. Not right now.” Yggdrasil tensed as muttered curses flowed through the wind, barely audible.

“It’ll probably be 6 to 12 months before I can get the seal removed.”

Yggdrasil turned slightly happy again. “That’s fine!”

“Then here’s the general idea of what is going to happen. I need the four gods who helped me to make you to release their part of the seal. Sininindi, Goddess of Storms and Sea, Atunir, Goddess of Field and Fertility, Melemizargo, God of Magic, and then Rozeta, Goddess of the Script. All of them are probably going to ask something of me. Finally, at the end, Rozeta will then transform the seal inside me into a seal on you, which prevents seeding of new worlds until we’re ready for that. Shortly after, I’ll become a full Paradox Wizard to ensure that the seal remains in place, which means me popping back and forth through time to ensure the next 90 years remain as stable as they are right now… 87 years, actually. Anyway. That’s the tentative plan. Rozeta is working right now to check to see if the plan is viable, and we’ll have confirmation one way or the other within a week.” Erick asked, “Okay?”

“Okay!” Yggdrasil’s enthusiasm returned. “That’s great!”

“Maybe by summer of next year, your whole spell box will change, and that part about how ‘The World Tree has yet to be planted.’ will go away entirely.”

“I hope so.”

Erick smiled softly, then said, “Rozeta suspects that Ophiel will naturally separate by then, as well. So this is probably either a Fateful-thing, or more realistically, a Benevolent-thing, happening to both of us.”

Ophiel chirped on Erick’s shoulder. “I’m here!”

Erick smiled at him. “Yes you are.”

“… Uh.” Yggdrasil asked, “Is that going to be okay?”

Ophiel sang, “Me born first! I go first!”

A silent moment passed.

Because this was a new part of Ophiel that Erick had never seen before. He wanted to be born first?

Yggdrasil was probably having the same sort of odd feeling.

“Maybe you’ll both be born on the same day?” Erick asked, “How would you two like that?”

Yggdrasil gave a rather uncertain, “Uhh.”

Ophiel said, “Me first! I here first!”

“I’m so much older than him, though,” Yggdrasil said, as a big [Scry] eye appeared in front of Erick and Ophiel, looking down on Ophiel. “I’m bigger than you. I’m firstborn.”

“Nope!” Ophiel launched off of Erick’s shoulder, rapidly transforming into his full three-meter form, full of wings and eyes, like a twister of feathers. “I’m older! I’m first!”

“By like half a year! I’m bigger! More developed!” Yggdrasil exclaimed.

Erick smiled a little as he felt another pang of loss and growth and change filter through his body like a warm chill. “You’ll both mature when you should, and not a moment before. And besides. You’re not fighting for firstborn. You’re fighting for second child and third child, and you’ll both get more siblings in the future anyway, so the current exact order doesn’t really matter.”

Yggdrasil and Ophiel looked at their father, then back at each other.

Ophiel said, “I’m older! I go before you!”

“I’m smarter! I’m—”

Erick interrupted, “You’re both incredibly smart. Don’t talk like that to each other. However it happens, will happen.”

Ophiel turned small again and Yggdrasil dimmed a fraction.

“Yes, father,” they said, in unison.

Erick nodded. “Now I have to go prepare. Who knows when Rozeta calls back with an answer—”

A blue box appeared, proving Erick wrong.




	
Erick,

The plan to unseal Yggdrasil is workable, and we will be doing this. The speed at which all participants and even the Relevant Entities agreed to this is astounding, even to me, but much like when we decided to go for the dungeon cores, this seems to have happened the same way. Everyone wants something from Yggdrasil. I am sure some of these wants will require you to smack the requester down with proper Wizardry, and to undo whatever they tried to pull.

But as for the four who helped create Yggdrasil:

Sininindi wishes for help with Everbless and a dungeon. She requests Quilatalap’s direct assistance, which might take a while. Approach Storm’s Edge incognito for further instructions.

Atunir has plans she wants expedited. She will speak to you about those plans after you are done with Sininindi. She wishes for complete anonymity in solving her problem, so just you; no Quilatalap. She still hates him.

Melemizargo wants about 3 months of your minimally-divided time. He’ll approach you when you’re done with Sininindi and Atunir.

My part will be easy. I’ll see you after you’re done with the rest, or if this looks to be going poorly halfway through.

~Rozeta














Erick read the thing instantly, and then showed Ophiel and Yggdrasil. “That went faster than I thought it would, and also confirms the timetable… And this means I’ll need to take an actual break from the kingdom.”

Yggdrasil flashed bright, though his voice was suddenly hollow. “It’s happening?”

“Yes.”

Sudden, joyful laughter filled the air, as all of Yggdrasil, every part of him spreading across the nearest 30 kilometers, from his mossy-covered white branches, to his flaming green canopy, to the rainbow crown and the deeper parts of him that spread through the lake, all of him turned radiant.

Every single Yggdrasil the world over was displaying the same way, too.

So it wasn’t surprising when Poi’s concerned voice came through, ‘There is a disturbance with Yggdrasil—’ Poi went silent as he mentally heard all about the last hour of Erick’s life. And then he went, ‘Oh. Well. That’s a big change? Okay. I’ll… I’ll make it work—’ Poi rapidly added, ‘I cannot make that work. You’re going to have to make that work yourself. I’m alerting everyone that nothing is happening, though, so that will buy you time to make further decisions.’

Erick smiled a little. ‘Thank you.’

‘Sis is making dinner tonight. Do you want it to be special? If you’re headed out right away?’

Erick decided, ‘I’m not headed out right away. It’ll take a few days. Gotta set up… Everything.’ Erick felt an ephemeral weight press down on him as he realized, again, that the world was changing, threatening to pull out from under him and leave him hanging and scrambling to set everything back to rights. ‘I’ll be home when I’m home.’

‘Want me to inform anyone of your decision to take a ‘vacation’?’

Erick almost laughed. ‘You say that word with such disdain, Poi! Ha! But… No. Not yet. I’ll figure all that out in the coming days. See you for a perfectly normal dinner.’ Erick ended the message to Poi, then said to his largest son, “We’ll talk more later, Yggdrasil. I have to go back to work.”

Yggdrasil stopped giggling long enough to say, “Later, father!” but he had to come back to the moment, back to Candlepoint, to tell his father that; his attention had rapidly moved elsewhere once he had seen Rozeta’s letter.

Erick was pretty sure that if he looked right now, he would find out who Yggdrasil was interested in, but he decided not to do that. The best way to make your kid never trust you again was to pry too much into their private lives. The Apparent King, Wizard of Benevolence, considered that particular thought a second time, though, because whoever Yggdrasil was talking with right now could be a security risk.

Again, though, Erick decided that prying into his child’s private life was too much.

He trusted Yggdrasil, and that’s all there was to it.

Erick flickered over to House Benevolence and spent the next several hours in meetings. All of those meetings were basic interactions with individual clients or larger populations, or organizations, or paperwork, or Network maintenance. He only needed to use Time Magic to expand his available hours from 3, to 13.

All in all, it was a rather normal day.

By the end of it, though, Erick realized that he was truly ready for a vacation.
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Erick flickered away from House Benevolence, departing his office right as the sun touched down on the western horizon. He loved this time of the day, just as he loved sunrise, so he allowed himself the pleasure of taking in the sunset from the western tower of his cloud castle. As he stepped across white eternal stonewood, supported by Cloud Magic below, Erick caught a glimpse of Yggdrasil to the south, where he rose like the world’s largest mountain on green fire, surrounded by rainbows. Erick smiled at that, for Yggdrasil had come a long way since—

Poi opened the nearby door to the porch, carrying some beers. He handed one over, saying, “Times shifting again, eh.”

Erick smiled wider at Poi’s sudden entrance.

One of the best decisions Erick had ever made was enchanting this castle so that if you were attuned to it, you couldn’t mana sense anyone else who was attuned to it; unattuned people, if they managed to get up here and survive the next few seconds, were very visible, though. It made Erick feel rather normal not to be able to see through every single wall all the time. Poi, with his Mind Magic, was unaffected, and that was fine; he had asked for it to be that way, for being truly alone was a form of torture for a Mind Mage. For Erick, though, and for most people, seeing through walls was not normal. The particular enchantments on this cloud castle weren’t just blanket Privacy magics, though; they were Privacy magics that only applied to those who were attuned to those magics.

Teressa had said that this place was one of the only ones she could actually relax inside, and Erick and all the other residents of the house heartedly agreed.

Teressa and her husband, Dariok. Poi, still single. Poi’s sister Rizala and her husband, Variol. Kiri had a nice place on the southwestern edge of the invisible-to-all-others castle, and she even used it most of the time, but Jane’s house was mostly empty at all hours. Jane lived here only sporadically. Though they all lived here, they all had different houses linked together upon the various islands of this particular cloud.

All of those thoughts flickered through Erick’s head as he smiled and accepted one of the beers. They had all come a long way in the last decade, and now, the world was changing again.

Erick sat down on one of his favorite chairs to watch the sun set in the distance. “It’s been a normal day, except for all the changes.”

“Feels like yesterday we moved off of the branches and into this cloud castle.” Poi popped open his own beer and sat down next to Erick, in his own chair. “But it’s been years already.”

“Almost seven… Almost seven years since he first told me he didn’t want people on his branches anymore. I was expecting to have a house on that branch forevermore, but… The castle is better.”

Erick did still have a private home on Yggdrasil, for just him, and a few treasures he had collected over the years. But Yggdrasil was a fully sapient person. Years ago, the big guy had gone uncharacteristically quiet, Erick had asked what was wrong, and then he had made plans to move off of Yggdrasil, and into this house here.

It was a nice ‘house’. Tenebrae had even helped Erick to make it work, though by the time Erick started working on this place and talking to the cloud giants to get a seed cloud from them, Tenebrae’s help had been superfluous. Erick had only asked him for his input so that Erick could offer him help regaining some of his own magic that he was having trouble with. The old archmage might have been reincarnated into a young man’s body, but he was still too ornery to accept help from others. And so, Erick got a cloud castle out of the deal, along with a bunch of secrets of cloud giants that he actually did not know, and Tenebrae and his wife, Palodia, got some powerleveling to 90.

Erick smiled a little bit at that memory.

Tenebrae and so many, many others complained how monsters inside dungeons did not give experience, but that was Melemizargo’s unsaid decree. Almost every dungeon system had a secondary experience system that either capped-out after imparting its learning experience, or gave the delver gains that did not transfer to Veird. The only thing that actually transferred was basic mana production, some basic material items, and learning opportunities, but only when the delver did the dungeon correctly.

Technically, Melemizargo would only allow a dungeon to actually operate as the dungeon master wanted them to operate, if he approved of the dungeon in the first place. Practically, though, Erick only knew of a few situations where a dungeon was specifically disallowed. The major disallowed dungeon was where a dungeon held no danger, and instead had an overabundance of items.

One particularly fun dungeon down at Weald had a basic Script interface, but instead of experience, the dungeon gave the delver 10 Stat points for every slime they killed. Of course, the Stats were only useful inside that dungeon, and there were almost no slimes inside at all; one had to go hunting for slimes. The dungeon looked like Weald, with buildings and beds and potted plants and all sorts of normal stuff, but there were no people, and every other thing was actually a mimic, filled with teeth and tongues and an all-devouring hunger...

So many things had changed these last 13 years since Erick and Jane had fallen to Veird.

Erick was the Apparent King of a population of 20 million people, here at the heart of the Gate Network, where Yggdrasil reached 30 kilometers into the sky and all the Crystal Forest had been transformed into green lands. Directly below Erick’s cloud castle, which was made of several castles with a few towers and an orrery thrown in for good measure, House Benevolence oversaw the Gate District, which was home to a thousand Gates, each leading off to distant lands. The sky was a scarce hexagonal grid of a Node Network, which kept the whole thing running well, feeding mana to every magic that supported this land, protecting everything within 200 kilometers of Yggdrasil from all sorts of dangers.

Erick was proud of it all, but especially of everything taken together, and of course, of [Renew] which made it all possible.

[Renew] had changed the world. With that one spell, Erick had shifted the entire dynamic of international and personal danger on Veird from one of ‘who can strike first and wipe out the enemy’, to one of polite war, if at all. There were still problems, of course. The Quiet War and the Forever War were always a problem, but the actual effects of those wars had been mitigated to something far, far less dangerous. Even first strikes through the Gate Network itself were something of a true anomaly these days.

Erick had done that. Him and his House, and his people.

Looking back on it, the Teleport Exodus had been truly good for the world.

Erick gazed across the western sky, at the green land stretching out into the far distance, and at the mountains a bit to the north, and the Wall of the Wasteland Kingdoms, which was little more than a dark line on the horizon. A glance at the north, and Erick saw greenery that stretched all the way to that horizon, too.

The Crystal Forest had been pushed back. The only place where Crystal Mimics existed anymore was on a thousand-kilometer wide wildlife preserve around Kendrithyst, which included Kal’Duresh, New Brightwater, Spur, and the rebuilt human city of Frontier, which had been built on the eastern side of Kendrithyst. All five of those cities still benefited greatly from the mimics, and though Erick had pushed to eradicate Veird’s major source of [Polymorph] potions, he had been pushed back even harder. The mimics were universally level 30-ish, and they were easy to kill. Erick himself had benefited from killing those things back in the day, so who was he to deny others the right to gain those levels?

Erick had let that argument go years ago. Face stealers weren’t much of a problem these days, anyway, because Erick had personally overseen the removal of those sorts of communities over the years.

All four cities around the geode of Kendrithyst were practically metropolises now. Kendrithyst itself was only a quarter of a metropolis, though. Queen Anhelia’s reign had brought that land up to a million people strong, most of them wrought, but dungeons of all kinds were strewn throughout the other three-quarters of the Not-Dead City, and they suffered dungeon breaks more than most.

They liked it that way, though.

Erick took in the sunset as he sipped his beer, silently thinking about everything, and how it was all changing again.

“It’s not another Wizard?” Poi asked.

“Doubtful.” Erick gazed across the world. “Yggdrasil is growing up and I think he has a girlfriend, or boyfriend… Or… Something. Someone.”

And soon, Erick was going to lose the ability to see through Yggdrasil, to check on all the other parts of the world that he couldn’t see with Ophiel… And Ophiel was going to become his own person, too. Both of those events were liable to happen at the same time, and that was terrifying in a whole host of ways. Erick was going to go from having eyes all across the world, and in several different nearby locations at once, to only having his own eyes and his singular, 500-meter-range mana sense… Along with whatever Benevolence triggers Erick might sense now and then.

He wasn’t getting one of those Benevolence triggers now, though. All day long, Erick had been feeling nothing more than the weight of the changing of an age upon him, which was distinctly different from a Benevolence marker. Those were usually much more pointed. His current malaise was definitely tied to the uncertainty of the current situation; not to any specific danger… Or at least that’s what he was telling himself.

Ophiel, wide-eyed this whole time and sitting on the railing in front of Erick and Poi, piped up. “He has a girlfriend!”

Shock suddenly rippled through Erick, leaving worry in its wake—

Yggdrasil’s angry [Scry] eye appeared beyond the railing and his voice came with it, “Ophiel!”

“No fighting!” Erick said strongly. While Ophiel grinned with his many eyes and Yggdrasil’s eye turned dimmer, Erick continued, “Ophiel. You shouldn’t have said that to me. I wanted to respect Yggdrasil’s choice not to tell me yet.”

Ophiel turned sad, drooping a little, as Yggdrasil’s eye brightened wide.

Erick continued, “Please don’t tattle on each other unless it’s an emergency, and a girlfriend is not an emergency. That said: Yggdrasil. I am happy that you have found a girlfriend. I want to see her before the seal is passed on to you. You’ve got several months to tell me who she is.”

Yggdrasil’s eye turned a little dim. “Yes, Father.”

“I am very glad that she’s a girlfriend and not a Wizard or something like that.” Erick said, “It was wrong of Ophiel to tell me about it, but he was looking out for the world, as must we all.”

Ophiel fluffed up a little bit.

And Yggdrasil sighed a little. “I know. I just wanted more time to tell you about her. I wasn’t even sure if this was going to happen.”

“You deserve to grow and prosper as you desire, Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “I’ll be there to help you as long as I can, which is hopefully for many, many more years to come.”

Yggdrasil’s eye nodded, and then vanished back into nothing.

Erick sipped his beer, and then turned to Poi. “You want to come with me on an incognito trip around the world again?”

“Nope!” Poi laughed a little. “I’m not going out there with you and Quilatalap, even if it seems Quilatalap will be dropped off at the first stop. Someone has to stay behind to tell you to come back to base when everything falls apart. Despite what you might think, Kiri is still years away from being ready to take over your duties.”

“Bah!” Erick chuckled. “She’ll be fine. The best way to learn a job is on the job, and she’s been the Overseer of Gate Expansion for years now. She can be Gatemaster easily enough. She’s not some 19 year-old girl anymore, and you’ll be here as Overseer of Mind Magic, anyway, helping her… Unless you actually do want to go with me around the world again?”

Poi smiled softly. “Maybe when it’s not a working vacation.”

“I’ll hold you to that!”

“Are you going to tell the others?” Poi stated, “You’re telling us, of course. But as for the kingdom itself: are you thinking of slinking off into the night, and letting the kingdom resolve itself?”

“… I wasn’t honestly thinking of the second one. But.” Erick asked, “It could be a good stress test? The kingdom runs well enough without me there to hold their hands all the time, and I’ve been asked to be incognito by both Sininindi and Atunir. I don’t think Melemizargo cares, but I’ll be doing that on my own, anyway.”

Poi briefly leveled a disbelieving stare at Erick, then he turned back toward the sunset. “I fully expect us to need to call you back halfway through this endeavor.”

“… Yeah. Probably.”

Erick stared out at the sunset.

There was just so much left to do at the House. The democracy debacle over in the Cities was still unfolding. The Gate expansions to the next layer of the Underworld. Kiri would be fine, in a general sort of way, since she had basically been doing the job of Gatemaster for the last few years, but she needed someone to step up and take her place as the Overseer of Gate Expansion…

“Who do you think Kiri will pick for her Overseer of Gate Expansion?”

“I don’t know, but probably Vixo Juliz.”

“Her secretary?”

Poi shrugged. “I’m just glad that this isn’t nearly as much of an emergency as I thought it was when all the world saw Yggdrasil flickering brightly.”

Erick smiled a little. “Me, too.”

The two old friends watched the sun set upon the western horizon, sipping their beers in companionable silence, and a bit more small talk. Erick finished off his beer as the sun finally passed beyond the edge of the world.

And then Erick said, “I’m going to make it a clean break, Poi, as much as I can. It’d be too easy to step back into this life and keep solving problems. I’d be king forever, and I’d like that. We’re doing a lot of good. Every day, new babies are born, mothers and fathers make new houses in the monster-free land, cities arise where there once was war. And yet, there is no way for those new people to reach upward, with me at the top. Everything in this world moves through my Gate Network. I could end this utopia with a flick of intent, canceling every single [Gate] out there, and I hate that.” Staring out into the twilight sky, Erick said, “Other people hate that, too. I know everyone at the House tries to shield me from that hate, with Zolan vetting every single meeting before it happens and all the other Overseers doing the same... But I know I have too much power. No one should have this much power, even if they do good things with it. I have to give it up to the next generation.”

“I respectfully disagree, and those naysayers can go fuck themselves.”

Erick laughed. Poi did not, which made Erick laugh all over again, ending in a soft smile.

Poi said, “Also, we don’t shield you from anything. We just don’t allow it inside the House.”

Erick gave a noncommittal grumble and a shrug.

After a silent moment, Poi asked, “When Ophiel and Yggdrasil separate, are you going to make another [Familiar] that won’t? Like with Archmage Tenebrae’s [Summon Rocky]?”

“Maybe not for a long time…” Erick had a thought. “But if Kiri’s Sunny is on the same timeline as Ophiel, then maybe I’ll help her to make something like [Summon Rocky].”

Poi said, “I don’t think that will be a problem for a while; years, maybe. Sunny is not nearly as advanced as Ophiel.”

Ophiel spoke up, “I’m advanced!”

Erick smiled. “Yes you are, Ophiel.”

“Sun set!” Ophiel fluffed out, asking, “Dinner time?”

Erick got out of his chair, saying, “I suppose it is.”
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Ophiel led the way into the dining room, fluttering forward and heading straight for his perch beside Erick’s chair, squeaking about how excited he was for his vegetables. The little guy loved his peas and carrots, and Erick marveled at that fact for what had to be the twentieth time, or more. Jane had hated her vegetables. But of course, Erick hadn’t been able to cook nearly as well as Rizala, or Teressa, or Poi, back then, when he was trying to make whatever dinner he could make in the brief time he had to make that dinner. Oftentimes Jane had needed to eat with the sitter…

Time moved so fast, didn’t it.

Erick banished those melancholy thoughts, breathed deep, and said, “It smells wonderful, Rizala.”

Poi’s sister, Rizala, walked out of the archway that led to the kitchen, carrying a turkey. She looked tired yet happy, and also very, very pregnant. Her dress ballooned outward, her blue scales seeming to glitter cerulean in the light of the dining room—

Her husband, Variol, came rushing out of the kitchen behind Rizala, softly saying, “I can carry that—”

“Bah!” Rizala said, as she playfully kept the turkey out of her husband’s hands. “I cooked it! I can serve it, too.”

She slipped the turkey onto the table and then looked to Erick, pretending as though she couldn’t read his mind just as easily as Poi already had. The only one in the room who didn’t know what was happening was Rizala’s husband.

Variol stepped backward, away from his wife, looking chastised and embarrassed, only half of which was due to failing to help his wife with dinner as much as he could. He had likely tried to do everything for her, though, and was embarrassed that she hadn’t allowed him to help more. He was also certainly afraid of disappointing Erick. Though the pink incani man had moved into the castle last year, he was still very much unable to truly function around the Apparent King.

Erick had stopped teasing the guy about that months ago. He almost decided to tease him again, in that moment, but… No. Erick said to Rizala, “It looks delicious.”

Turkey, potatoes, veggies. Butter, bread, gravy. It wasn’t a full ‘christmas dinner’, but it was most of the way there, and it looked divine. Rizala loved these big spreads, and Erick loved when she cooked. Now that she was on maternity leave, she was cooking every day, making enough for…

It didn’t look like enough for everyone?

Oh.

Erick instantly understood.

“It’s only us four tonight,” Rizala said, confirming Erick’s suspicions. “Teressa and Dariok said they’d be stuck at The Orrery tonight, overlooking some interesting Prognostication events that came across their Vision. Kiri is simply going to be late with something or other; she wouldn’t say what, exactly. They all said not to wait.”

Erick’s plans to tell everyone about Yggdrasil went on hold; he’d just be explaining to Variol, and Erick would rather wait for everyone to get the information all at once. He smiled anyway. “They will have missed a great meal. It all looks great.”

Rizala smiled wide. “It’ll taste even better!”

And it did.
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                The Grand Dungeon of House Benevolence was one of the largest and most intricate dungeons in the world.

The entrance to that dungeon was located about 20 kilometers northwest of the Gate District, between the Elemental Dungeons and Benevolence Tower. The original entrance had been inside the House itself, but Quilatalap quickly gained control of the dungeon and moved that entrance to where it was now; inside a large, black crystal expanse.

It wasn’t long after that relocation that the Office of the Exterior, overseen by Mox Dawnsider, had organized the harvesting of the Grand Dungeon, as the Office of the Exterior had already done for all the other normal dungeons in the area.

Mox and Quilatalap had a decent enough working relationship, which is about what Quilatalap had with almost everyone in the House. Delvers went in and out of his dungeon all the time, bringing out riches and more, if they were very good, but mostly people went in and came out empty handed. They usually gained the knowledge needed to try another day, though.

Erick went in and out as he pleased, for Quilatalap lived inside this dungeon.

The Apparent King stepped down onto grassy land outside the dungeon’s brutalist entrance, and a part of him felt like he was coming home. The Kingly part of him, though, stood well over 2 meters tall, straight-backed, with black horns on his head and white and black robe flickering with lightning upon its edges. His clothes were mostly an illusion of power, but Erick maintained his illusions of power in this public space, as he was well-trained to do. Fewer people tried to kill him and those around him when he looked the part of The Wizard, and The King.

Glossy black stone rose up from the ground in front of him, like black kendrithyst crystals growing together, forming a foundation first, and then towering overhead to join together to blot out the sun with their enormity. It looked like a dangerous place, and it was. Four thousand people died in those dark depths every single day. Mostly, those people came back, [True Resurrection]’d either by the Archlich, or by the Grand Dungeon itself.

In a way, all of the largest, most put-together dungeons were sort of like this one.

Even with all the dark immensity of this place, there were offices of intake and outlet on the left and right sides of the dungeon entrance, adding a sort of banal, Disney-esque corporatization to the entire affair. The Dungeoneer’s Guildhouse, a massive thing of wood and stone that rivaled the dungeon entrance for size, lay about half a kilometer to the south, towering like an Adventurer’s Guildhouse upon the prairie.

If it weren’t for the giant collection of towering black crystals, and the well-paved road leading from the Dungeoneer’s Guild to this place, this place would look rather normal. As it was, it almost looked like an attraction at a theme park.

The early-morning crowds certainly gave that impression, too.

Erick paid little outward attention to the various people all around, as those people gave him looks, and exclaimed about this or that. He just walked forward, into the dark interior of the black crystal structure. Ophiel trailed behind him, singing a tiny song about purple tarts. At least the little guy kept his song narrowed to his personal concerns. It was somewhat embarrassing when the little guy would sing little love songs he had overheard over the years, whenever Erick walked this way.

The Apparent King strode past the small line of delvers, all equipped in their real armor and with their real weapons, all waiting for their turn at the dungeon laying far beyond the dark hallways. Then he walked past the first guardian undead, which was a simple bird skeleton perched on a pole in the middle of the hallway. The skeleton bird would squawk at people, warning them to stay away until it was their turn, and then it would do worse if people tried to sneak around, or ignore it.

Just beyond that guardian skeleton were massive black-boned skeletons, dozens of them, lurking in the darkness to the sides of the black-crystal tunnel, almost vanishing in the shadows, except for their eyes which were like distant pairs of stars. They watched Erick as he walked past, their heads slightly turning to track his movements. They did nothing more than watch, which was also all the skeleton bird had done.

Ophiel fluffed up at the gazes of the black-boned skeletons, his song turning more solid, as though he could ward off the shadows with mere words. Which he could, no doubt; he’d have to put in some actual magical effort into those words, though. Ophiel wasn’t scared of much these days, for he had seen almost everything Erick had seen these last 13 years, but he still got nervous around eyes in the dark.

Erick couldn’t blame him for that.

The Apparent King strode down the dark hallways of the Grand Dungeon’s entrance. Eventually, under a black dome of crystal that was much more than that, Erick came to a hole in the world, ringed in black light. Beyond that hole lay the dungeon. It was a land of soft grasses and trails leading this way and that, while forests and mountains rose in the far distance beyond.

Erick glanced upward, up, up, to the ceiling, where the first true guardian of the dungeon stood watch, hidden in the shadows, here at the true entrance of the dungeon.

It was a thing of long arms, a head made of several heads, eyes at the end of every palm, and dark, forgetful magic lingering in the black fur of the animated beast. It was a black moon reacher. There were three more of them prowling around the exterior of the dungeon, though those ones out there were much, much smaller. This one was the size of a mansion, and was technically an amalgam of tens of black moon reachers; the ones that went unseen, unknown, unfelt, and who could reach through magic to take and kill whatever they touched.

According to Erick, that monster was #1 the creepiest fucking thing in the entire kingdom. It was one of Quilatalap’s many masterpieces, and it was about as powerful as one of Melemizargo’s Ancients, back when he was still making those. It hardly ever did anything, though, so according to everyone else in the kingdom, Erick or Quilatalap himself ranked #1.

Still, though, the look of that thing hanging under the dome of the ceiling gave Erick a frightful case of the heebiejeebies. Jane couldn’t stand the damned thing at all; she hated all moon reachers with extreme prejudice.

Erick ignored the monster overhead, as it did the same for him, and then Erick hopped through the dungeon portal, back into the bright sunlight on the other side, where green fields spread out in every distance and the horizon was a land of mountains. Paths lay at his feet, pointing the way to several different trials and tribulations.

Erick stepped off the paths, ignored the warning trill that briefly filled the air like a dying cat, and walked his own way, through the knee-high grasses.

A minute into his walk, he passed an invisible corner in the dungeon’s domain, and then he turned left.

To all outside observers, Erick had walked behind the air.

The grass stilled, and then, as though nothing was wrong, a breeze passed across the plains, sending the grasses back to movement, like they were green waves in an ocean.
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White lightning struck a white boulder that was covered in moss, half-buried in a rock garden at the side of a real garden, and a house. Erick stepped out of the light. For a brief moment he was imposing. Larger than life. Broad-shouldered and with a crown of black horns on his head, with a robe of white shimmers and deepest black, just in case Quilatalap had some guests. But there were no guests. And so, Erick smiled, transforming in that moment from the Apparent King, to just Erick, as he dispelled his horns and ditched his shoes, to feel the greenery underfoot…

Whatever repro came out of today would likely remember these next few hours in a nebulous sort of way.

Erick hoped that however ‘Erick-2’ turned out, that he wouldn’t be angry that he wasn’t the original.
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Erick held within his hands a core that was oh-so-similar to the one beside his own heart; perfectly spherical, the size of a fist, and iridescent white. It contained everything that was himself, along with a very tailored experience of meeting Quilatalap and deciding to actually go through with this whole thing; this ‘vacation’.

The dungeon master slime that gained this core wouldn’t really understand what he was until hours after implantation, though, and when that happened, and the memories finally settled, he would be Erick. In almost every way that counted, Erick-version-2 would be Erick. He’d probably pick a real name for himself, though.

Erick held out the sphere to Quilatalap.

Quilatalap took the sphere into his much larger green hands, and then he put his other hand on Erick’s shoulder. “He’ll be fine, and I won’t do the implantation for days yet anyway.” He flicked the sphere into the air, where it vanished instantly. He put his other hand on Erick’s other shoulder, and pulled him in for a hug. “He and Quil are going to get along well.”

Erick sighed as he held Quilatalap. “Gods that’s going to be such a mess.”

“It might not be. No way to really know until I actually introduce the core to a dungeon master slime.” Quilatalap pulled away. “You’re really sure you want to give him all your spellwork?”

“I am. It would be cruel for me to do otherwise to myself.” Erick rapidly added, “I know you do it differently, but… I couldn’t see myself not having all of the spells I have now.”

“I’ve regained my spellwork so many times I hardly need a foundation anymore to get up and running again.” Quilatalap grinned. “And it’s nice making a different Status every few decades or so.”

“Eh… Maybe.” Erick said, “I’ll have everything lined up as soon as I can, and then we can go. Thank you for agreeing to come help with this, Quilatalap.”

“If Sininindi’s proposal isn’t completely untenable, then I’m probably going to agree to it in exchange for some actual assurances of peace between the greater pantheon and I.” Quilatalap shrugged. “She’s probably going to have me stick around there for the foreseeable future, too, but that’s fine with me.”

“Hopefully her demands aren’t too great. It’s a good chance for actual peace, right?”

“The possibility is there. Of course, she could be doing this because she wants you to be involved in her power, somehow.”

Erick was not so sure of that. “She hasn’t wanted me to get anywhere near Everbless.

“Maybe she does, now. Everbless is growing up just like Yggdrasil.”

“He’s only begun to talk last year. Meanwhile, Yggdrasil has 9 bodies and he’s piggy-backing off of me, so he’s growing a lot faster than Everbless.”

Yggdrasil’s twin, created at the moment of Yggdrasil’s own creation, way back before Last Shadow’s Feast, was taken by Sininindi as fulfillment of her demand that Erick make a [Control Weather] machine. The goddess of Storm and Sea had named that ‘machine’ ‘Everbless’, and he was anything but a machine to Sininindi. From everything Erick had heard, Sininindi truly doted on the World Tree.

Over the years, and from a great distance, Erick had watched Everbless grow from a seedling to a full World Tree, but where Yggdrasil was white-barked, green-leaved, and rainbow-crowned, Everbless was deeply affected by the Storm Goddess’s power. Everbless might be Yggdrasil’s twin, but they looked and acted nothing alike. Everbless was still only a kilometer tall, and he had only begun speaking about 16 months ago. Rather stunted growth, there… Or maybe Everbless was simply experiencing normal growth rates? Probably.

Quilatalap chuckled a little. “I suppose Everbless isn’t very big.” He changed the subject, “So! I want dinner at the Saucery before we go to Storm’s Edge.”

Erick smiled. “It’s been a few years, hasn’t it? I will make that happen.”

“Good! Now go on and get back to being a king. I’ve got a lot of stuff to do, too, since I’ll be handing off the Grand Dungeon for a while.”

“See you tonight? Talk more?”

“How about tomorrow?”

“Sure.”
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The day passed with little in the way of events, except for another odd monster break on Dungeon Island, over at Quintlan. Erick didn’t need to clean up that monster mess, for the local Dungeoneering Guildhouse was on the case, but there were a dozen dead that Erick had sudden responsibility over. So he revived them, because the local guildmaster asked, and that revivification had been a major part of their international agreements.

Back when Hollowsaur and Treant and others had taken the island back from the oozes, nearly 9 years ago now, the collective efforts of the world moved in. It was there that the people of the world truly started working toward making a replacement for the Script in those experimental dungeons. House Benevolence was one of those signers of those agreements, and so had agreed to certain things. One of those things was the revival of those who had been lost to dungeon breaks or other disasters in the area, and who had agreed to signing the associated paperwork.

The dead people today got un-deaded, then they got some new paperwork to go with their new lives, because a [True Resurrection] outside of the dungeons carried with it a closing of all current bank accounts and property and lives. Because of that, all 12 people got [Reincarnation]s, too; [Reincarnation] was simply a bonus that Erick included because he could. It wasn’t a part of the normal [True Resurrection] agreements.

That whole [True Resurrection] debate was still going on in the courthouses across the world, but House Benevolence and Oceanside and Dungeon Island had come to an agreement with how [Resurrection], at least, would be treated; it would be as though the recipient had legally died. People got around this legality many different ways, since the Fractured Citadels and all the liches of those lands had interests in Dungeon Island, too, but House Benevolence adhered to the international treaty.

Erick was still sitting on his throne, at the top room of House Benevolence, dealing with the final parts of that minor international incident, when Kiri showed.

The Wizard’s Apprentice appeared on the other side of a white-rimmed [Gate], stepping through from some mountainous land directly into the throne room. She was no longer the 19 year old girl who had whipped Erick in the training arena, and who had the audacity to ask for an apprenticeship; to use Erick for her own needs, while she was already laden with so many entanglements to those who would also use Erick for their own needs.

She was 32, now, and a full woman grown. Her green scales gleamed in the rainbow-white light of the throne room and under the bright sun overhead. Her green dress was layered and formal, but made for fighting, while her green horns curled backward, forming most of a halo. She saw Erick, and she smiled, her bright white eyes flickering with Benevolent lightning. She might have been born with a green magic signature, but her transition into a Benevolence Dragon years ago pushed her full-white. Her transition also made her a little over 2 meters tall, making her the second tallest person in the room.

Kiri glanced to Zolan, who was the only other person in the room, not counting Ophiel.

The Castellan of House Benevolence stood on the ground just beyond the Benevolent Throne and its dais. The pale-purple demi was even more handsome a decade after his [Reincarnation], in Erick’s opinion, and he had regained all of his previous magical power, and then some. He was considered the most eligible bachelor in the kingdom, and his days were barely less busy than Erick’s. He didn’t often act as Erick’s personal secretary, for Erick had about ten of those people, but for certain shifts in schedule, Zolan reported personally to the Apparent King, which is exactly what had happened with this Dungeon Island problem.

Zolan gave a small nod toward Kiri, then easily said to Erick, “I’ve pushed back your 4:00 pm appointments, but it seems the Overseer of Gate Expansion is particularly eager today. Pray tell, I hope it’s nothing bad.”

Erick almost laughed at that. Zolan wasn’t a Mind Mage, and he did not have Intelligence, but he was whip-smart anyway.

Kiri stood tall, her eyes focused on Erick, “Is today the big day?”

Kiri was always a smart one, too. Thanks to all the New Stats, and a clearing/prevention of the shadeling curse by Erick himself, she was even smarter, with well over a hundred base Intelligence.

Zolan wasn’t often surprised these days, but he was surprised by Kiri’s declaration; her insinuation. He looked to Erick. “The big day?”

Erick wrapped the room in a [Hasted Shelter]. Time slowed to a crawl. “Since you’re both here, there is something very large happening, and it is time you both knew of it. To begin with, over the next 6 months to a year, I am going to be working toward removing Yggdrasil’s 100-year seal…”

Erick explained.

Kiri’s eyes shone with worry, and joy, and anticipation, and finally, as she came down from the high of ‘it’s finally happening’, she rapidly transformed into the capable archmage and statesman she had grown into over the last ten years. Her recent Worldly Path had finally filed down her most dangerous parts, like her thoughts about places like Greensoil, which had fucked her over in her younger years due to human supremacy being the law of the land. She still saw injustice everywhere, which was great, but she could at least work with Greensoil these days without pissing off some noble from over there with pointed questions.

Zolan frowned a little throughout the whole explanation, and then, when Erick was done, he announced, “Archmage Flamecrash is not ready for this responsibility.”

Kiri asked him, “Will you help me be ready with this responsibility?”

“I’m not vanishing off the face of Veird,” Erick said, “But I am going on a sabbatical, at least. Six months to a year, and hopefully by the time that is done, when I come back it won’t be in nearly as large a position as I have now. You can contact me if something horrendous happens or is about to happen, but I imagine that I’m going to be traveling by myself for most of the trip, and I would appreciate not having any interruptions at all.”

Zolan frowned a little.

Kiri stood strong, waiting, hoping that Zolan would agree to this. And then she went on the offensive. “I will not be able to replace Erick, so the House will likely have to go through a minor restructuring. I’m imagining you, Zolan, taking over as Head of House in Erick’s absence.”

Zolan sighed a little. “The fact is that no one will ever be able to replace Erick… But you are a close second. And you want it, right?”

“Absolutely,” Kiri said, without hesitation.

“Glad to see that hasn’t suddenly changed, unlike other truths I thought were stable,” Zolan said.

Erick smiled softly. “Kiri can do the job with everyone’s help, Zolan; just like me. This organization is too big for anyone to do on their own.”

Zolan looked to Erick, his expression hard. “Promise me you won’t start some other organization when your sabbatical is over; that you will come back.”

“Absolutely,” Erick said, “And my repro will be around here somewhere in case you have questions for me. He’ll probably want to continue working, too… But I have no idea how he’s going to be. Not really.”

Kiri said, “Well I think it’s great you’re trying for one, and he’s probably going to work out fine. Better than mine.”

Zolan looked straight at Kiri and announced, “You and I will have quite a few talks about what went wrong there, along with a hundred other hours of dialogue before I accept you as a temporary replacement for Erick.”

Kiri nodded, saying, “You always have the best interests of the House at heart, so I would expect nothing less from you, Zolan. I know none of us are ready for this transition, but at least you won’t have any more 60-hour days.”

Zolan had a complicated set of emotions over Kiri’s last words. After a moment, he said, “I suppose small miracles can be found where least expected.”

Erick smiled, and then he got up off his throne, saying, “Let’s talk transition. Kiri? Want to try out the throne—”

Three things happened fast.

Kiri gleefully, yet calmly, walked forward, her eyes locked on that simple, white stone throne.

Erick stepped aside.

And Zolan announced, “NOPE!”

Erick frowned a little.

Kiri tsk’d, briefly narrowing her eyes as though a prize had been snatched from her.

Zolan said, “Make a new throne for her. Smaller and set to the side. Maybe your throne can be moved backward, and Kiri’s throne can go where yours is now, but Kiri is not taking your throne. I’m not having that, and neither is the House.”

“Eminently reasonable,” Kiri said. “I’ll make my own throne.”

“Also,” Zolan said, “You’re not stepping down from Gatemaster, Erick. You’re elevating to the position of ‘Wizard’, which is informal but which I have just decided needs to be made formal. ‘Wizard’ is above ‘Gatemaster’, of course, and then Kiri is taking ‘Gatemaster’. A lot of specific duties will move around… Thusly.”

“Reasonable, and acceptable,” Kiri said, her voice still solid and unperturbed.

And she wasn’t faking it, either.

The Kiri of a decade ago would have been miffed by Zolan’s shifts and demands, but the Kiri of today was older and wiser, and she had been working toward this goal right here ever since Erick started truly raising her to be his successor. She still wasn’t completely ready for the role, but she was close.

Over the next few hours they spoke of what needed to change around here in order to elevate Kiri to a separate, smaller throne. Funnily enough, they eventually decided that Kiri wouldn’t get a throne at all. She would simply take her Overseer chair and put it up there in front of Erick’s throne.

Erick was sure everything was going to work out fine.
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Eventually, Zolan had other things he needed to attend to, and quickly, so he requested Erick allow him an Ophiel and a [Hasted Shelter] so he could have some of his own emergency meetings. Erick easily agreed to this, and soon, Ophiel sat down on Zolan’s shoulder, squeaking out small hellos. Zolan smiled a little bit at that and pulled a purple candy from his pocket; the same pocket which Ophiel had been poking at when he sat down on Zolan’s shoulder. He and Ophiel got along well, with Zolan always giving the little guy little treats, now that he could taste things.

As he handed off a second candy to Ophiel, Zolan said to Erick, “I like that you’re unsealing, or re-sealing, Yggdrasil. I hope that your actual ascension to Wizard goes well, too, for I’m looking forward to never having to use [Hasted Shelter] again, and relying on you to simply [Return] if something catastrophic has gone wrong.”

Erick laughed at that. “Didn’t take much to convince you, eh? Just needed to be able to finally bend the universe to my will?”

“If your repro is half the man you are, then we’re all going to be okay.” Zolan said to Ophiel, “Okay, Ophiel. Let’s go to the Office of the Exterior.”

Ophiel chirped, “Office of the Exterior!” as he opened up a [Gate] directly there.

Zolan stepped through the edge of the [Hasted Shelter], experiencing a bit of a time dilation lag and ephemeral burn, but it was only 250-ish damage, and he had more than enough [Personal Ward] to withstand that. Ophiel did too. They moved like absolute molasses in the office space on the other side of the [Gate], though, so Erick conjured a wall to block off the view inside the throne room. After a few subjective minutes over here, and only seconds over there, Ophiel would close the [Gate].

For now, Erick turned to Kiri—

And Kiri giggled like a schoolgirl as she wrapped Erick in a sudden hug, saying, “Oh my gods, Erick! It’s finally happening!”

Erick hugged her back, being careful of her horns, and of his own horns, saying, “You deserve it. You’ve worked hard for it.”

Kiri hugged tighter once more, then pulled away, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “I was expecting another ten years. Not a transition a month or two out from my completion of the Path.”

“I think Yggdrasil has been waiting for years to ask this of me, and with you becoming a real option, he decided to ask this of me now. All the rest of it is just some godly drama, I think.” Erick said, “I’ll be working to ensure that the 90-year timeline to new worlds remains intact, though. Not a single person is ready for that to happen in the next year.”

Kiri put away her mirth, and she became the woman who Erick knew would become Gatemaster. “You hope that is the case. You don’t actually know. In fact, there’s that convenient gap between the seal transferring to Yggdrasil and you becoming a Wizard capable of enforcing that shifted seal. Someone is going to exploit that gap, Erick, and it’s going to be the gods; any number of them, maybe all of them.” Kiri said, “The gods went along with this dungeon core program awful damned fast for a lot of different reasons, most of which are about expanding their own personal domains and sucking in new worshipers. Or creating those worshipers directly, and sometimes in order to directly attack Melemizargo in a faith-campaign inside his own Darkness.” Kiri said, “The gods are not truly benevolent. They press and shape and carve the world as they are wont, making it in their image as dictated by their beliefs, just as much as Melemizargo does.”

Erick had already considered all that, but he was glad that Kiri had considered all that, too. “I know. Something is likely going to happen, but if it does, I can always fall back on Big Wizardry; it just won’t be as Big or solid as it could be, without being a Full Wizard myself.”

Kiri frowned a little. “I suppose… That could be true.” Then she added, “I always thought that you never went far enough with combining your two Statuses. You still have two of them; you should only have one.”

“Well… I did what I could there. Combined all the things I could combine; erased everything that didn’t fit.” Erick admitted, “All I ever managed to do was make both Statuses look the same.”
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“Both forms even have a core, too.” Erick changed the subject, “Speaking of which! How much mana production per day are you up to? How goes your own core?”

Kiri eyed Erick, not willing to change the subject that easily. But she digressed. “My core is fine. Maintaining it is always and forever annoying, but having my own base of mana allowed me to conquer all those dungeons and finish the Path. I’m up to 15,000 mana production per day, too. Somewhere around there, usually.” She shrugged. “Should increase to something like 25,000 per day once I become Gatemaster-in-full, but even 50 per day is enough to maintain the core. I haven’t been worried about my core for years now.” She added, “What I have had to worry about is Wizardry.”

“Have you given yourself any new Abilities through your own Small Wizardry?”

“… Multi-[Ward], like you. Having two [Personal Ward]s has been great outside of dungeons, though it’s rare to find a dungeon that actually allows Script magic to work at all… That whole Worldly Path was rather great for my capability. Still working on creating Mana Siphon, though I suspect I won't be able to get that [Renew]-based one without some approval from Rozeta, or something similar.”

“Mana Siphon is pretty awesome,” Erick said, smirking.

Class Abilities were special applications of the Script that allowed for things that normal spellwork could not easily do, or they were solidifications of spellwork that were not able to be disrupted by an enemy’s [Dispel], or other similar negating power. Doubling resources was one major application of Ability. Taking reduced damage, always, was another.

Erick had filled out his Class Abilities a decade ago, though he had changed up a few of them as he gained them. Multi-[Ward] had required Wizardry to attain, since that Class Ability was the bedrock upon which the Class: Warder was built upon, while Erick’s Particle Mage was built upon the generic Force Mage Class. Getting the base power of other Classes in his own Class had been difficult, but Erick had managed to do that by hiring some Warders and other Classes to answer his questions, and then singing a small song at the end of those lessons.

Erick had managed to grab that base power several times over the years.

He had even managed to add a Base Class Ability to Particle Mage; Particle Sense, which allowed the user to look or touch or otherwise focus a singular material, and to then understand its atomic and molecular composition. That Ability was an offshoot of Metal Sense, which allowed the Smith Class to understand metal, which Erick had also gained.










	
Particle Mage

Particular Insight - Spend 100 mana to discover if a Particle spell is possible, greatly reducing the risk of Errors.

Particle Witness - If you witness a Particle spell and you understand it, you may unlock that spell for free.

Sculpt Spell - Major Mana Shaping applies to all Spells. Altering ongoing Auras is considerably easier.

Lesser World Warden – Double damage. Double resources

Mana Shield – Damage taken is mitigated by Mana as well as Health.

Particle Spell Creation - Your ability to create new Particle Spells is Greatly Increased.

Quest Board – See what others desire, and post your own desires for others to see.

Blood Mana – Spend Health as though it were Mana.

Light Dedication - Take much less damage from Light Sources. Do much more damage with Light Sources.

Force Savant - Your Force spells do more and cost less.

Gatemaster - Double the effective range of your gate space. Minor improvements to everything gate related.

Multi-Ward – Double up on [Personal Ward]s.

Benevolent Draconic Rebirth – Donate a portion of your overflowing Benevolent Draconic Essence to another in order to raise a willing recipient to full Draconic Benevolence. Current overflow: <7>

Particle Sense – Touch an object and understand its particle breakdown.

Metal Sense – Touch a metallic object and understand the internal stresses of the object.

Benevolent Touch – Shift the destiny of a person onto a better path.

Mana Siphon – All spells that attempt to deal damage to you are Drained of power, granting you extra resources based on that drain.

Failsafe – Upon receiving a fatal blow, trigger a <[Return]> instead.

Failsafe – Upon receiving a fatal blow, trigger a <[Time Stop]> instead.

Shifting Form - [Polymorph] becomes Variable cost. Gain the ability to partially and cohesively adjust your Form for a reduced cost.














There were a few Abilities he switched out now and then, when he needed them. Book Savant was one of them, for when he needed to do better Book Magic. That one usually replaced Force Savant, but Force Savant was a good generic Ability; it boosted almost all magic by a slight amount. He also had Extreme Survivor, just in case he needed to go lava-diving, or he needed to spend a week out in the colder parts of the world, building Gate systems. A lot of things usually replaced Force Savant when the need arose.

Erick had tried out the Summoner’s Double Summons once, but he had only done that for six months before Ophiel started acting really weird, and much older. The little guy had advanced several years of growth in that short time that Erick had 20 of them flying around out there. Erick didn’t mess around with any Summoner Abilities after that.

Other than that, all the rest of the Abilities were solid choices.

Benevolent Draconic Rebirth was there because it was time consuming to have someone try and gain Dragon Essence and then have Erick shift them to Benevolence after they were done. So he had Wizarded up a solution into a single Ability that took care of the whole process at once.

Failsafe was there because Erick had experimented with Charm Magic versions of [Return] and [Time Stop] and found them lacking, because they could be taken away, or disrupted. He had almost been assassinated in that way, once. Class Abilities could not be disrupted or stolen, though.

Mana Siphon was just about the best defensive Ability anyone could have when it came to magical battles, but it was based on [Renew], which Erick had made, and to his knowledge he was the only person with that Ability at all. Kiri was having trouble getting that Ability, it seemed, but Erick was sure she could pull it off eventually.

Shifting Form was there because… Well. It was a quality of life option. As a Protean, Erick could shift his form at will with [Perfect Polymorph], but Shifting Form made the whole thing easier.

Metal Sense and Particle Sense were there because Erick was often working in metal, and purity was important. He had long upgraded the system to Gate Version 27, and he honestly could not think of more ways in which to improve the Gate Network, but those Abilities were crucial to working within the tolerances that the Gate Network now demanded from Erick.

Erick asked, “You have Metal Sense and Particle Sense, yes?”

“I don’t have enough room for both, so Metal Sense will have to do. I can still make the Gates with the ingots you left, and with the duplicator it should be more than enough.”

Erick smiled. “This’ll all be much easier for you once you get some godly boons. Maybe even Rozeta’s Abilities, for 20 of the things instead of just 10. This office should give you ample opportunity to gain those.”

Kiri eyed him. “Did you take any boons from anyone in all these years, though? At all?”

“Nope; they always came with strings. I’m fine with having strings from Rozeta, but not with Sumtir asking me to oversee war zones. But they were offered to me now and again. I’m sure you’ll get a lot of people offering you a lot of different things, Kiri. Only accept the ones you know you can live with. Rozeta, primarily. She never said anything to me about giving you any, but I’m sure that after you prove yourself for a while she’ll give you something. Probably a lot of somethings.”

Kiri stood strong. “Of course.”

Erick looked his apprentice over again. She looked happy. Erick was glad for that. “Draconism suits you.”

Kiri blushed a little, her emerald-scaled face darkening. Sunny, wrapped around her neck like a scaly green scarf, flickered in rainbow light briefly, trying to match Kiri’s color change before quieting again, returning to simple observation of everything happening around her. Kiri patted the little girl, and Sunny changed colors again.

Kiri said, “I don’t know why I was ever worried about having wings; none of the other dragons you’ve transformed ended up like you.”

“Now if the Cult will stop calling me Melemizargo, then that’d be great.”

Kiri chuckled.

Erick asked, “Do you think your family might finally move here, now that you’re going to be even more important?”

Kiri almost waved off the question because she had asked her family repeatedly to move over here to Candlepoint, and they had repeatedly declined, no matter what Kiri offered them. But then Kiri thought about the question. She realized...

Erick watched as Kiri understood what he was getting at.

Kiri steeled herself, and said, “I’m going to have to force the issue, aren’t I. They cannot be outside of my power once I’m Gatemaster. It’s too much of a security issue, even if they did accept the guards I put on them; it’s just not enough.”

Erick nodded. “Try to be gentle, but yes; they cannot be citizens of Odaali and Greensoil any longer.” Erick stepped back toward his throne, saying, “I have a lot to do before I can leave, just as you have a lot to do before you can step up.”

Kiri nodded.

They parted.

- - - -

Erick dispersed the [Hasted Shelter].

Time resumed its normal course, and the Apparent King got back into the groove of solving problems the world over from the non-comfort of his white-stone throne. Some problems were easier than others. Half a world away Erick found some bandits hiding out in the woods outside of a distant city of the Songli Highlands. He sent Ophiel in, looking like a plain-copy of himself, whereupon Erick found their leader and demanded they cease their attacks on the Local Area Gate Network, or face the consequences. They attacked Ophiel, but Ophiel simply ignored their attacks, and unfurled his wings from Erick’s avatar, making him look like one of Earth’s modern-day Christian angels, showing himself as not just some random person, but as the Apparent King.

And then Erick filled the sky with [Inevitable Bombardment]s, laying down a constellation of radiant bombs ready to drop at a moment’s notice. While everyone suddenly panicked, Erick had Ophiel point upward, as he announced a 5 minute deadline. The bandit camp would either die, or move on to a better life, under the aegis of Candlepoint.

Erick went on to solve something else.

By the time he came back, the bandits had surrendered. He canceled the Bombardment, and then filed the bandits through a [Gate] to Candlepoint, where they would be put into a work program and given free housing and food and safety. The recidivism rate for that program was rather low, but according to the relieved looks on the bandits’ faces and at the sudden cheer of being able to live inside city walls again, Erick expected these specific people to never resort to banditry ever again. From what Erick was seeing, they were all exiles from the Highlands for some reason, which was fine. A bit of investigation of the camp turned up nothing untoward. They didn’t have any slave collars or dead bodies around their camp; they were just people down on their luck who had turned to thieving in order to get by.

Ophiel hung around long enough for Erick to accept the thanks of the operators of the The Local Area Gate Network, and then Ophiel moved on.

As Erick moved on to the next problem, he realized he could sit here and solve worldly issues from now until forever, and he would never grow tired of helping people, but… The world was stable, for now.

It was time to distance himself from this absolute power; to prepare to spend some more time with his kids. Ophiel would need him there when he separated and Yggdrasil would, too, even if the big guy was trying to be more and more independent.

Maybe it was time for some paternity leave. Sure, Erick had planned for a 9-ish month sabbatical, but he could easily turn that all the way up to a two year leave of absence.

Maybe Jane would be up for a visit, too?

Erick smiled as he imagined a vacation with all three of his kids…

And then he worried, his smile crashing, the very air around him seeming to dim with unexpected concern. How would such a vacation even work? Physically? They couldn’t all just… go to a museum or a play together. Even the old standby of a beach vacation—

Well.

No?

They could do that, actually.

Jane and Erick both had human-shaped forms. Ophiel would get one, too. And Yggdrasil would have a human-shaped form of his very own, soon enough! One that he had made on his own!

Oh!

Maybe they could all go to a beach together! That would be really fun.

The air in the throne room began to glitter with sparkling joy.

If nothing disastrous happened between now and Yggdrasil’s re-sealing and Erick’s ascension to Full Wizard…

It would be really nice to go to some sort of play or something with all his kids.

… Oh. But. Would Ophiel be, like, a toddler? Would there be 10 of him? Or just one?

Hmm...







- - - -







Three days passed quickly and without incident.

Erick had a nice date with Quilatalap at the Saucery. Kiri got up to speed on most of her new duties. Jane had some Thoughts on Yggdrasil’s re-sealing, and while she was full of worry, she was also incredibly busy. Jane had asked, if Erick was getting out of the House anyway, if he could come meet for a better talk, in person, in Adventurer City. Erick had no problems at all agreeing to that.

He was beyond happy that Jane had even asked.

Soon, though, it was time to inform the last remaining people in his personal life.

Teressa came back to the cloud castle along with her husband Dariok soon enough, and the two of them joined Erick, Kiri, Poi, Rizala, and Rizala’s husband Variol for a nice dinner. They didn’t talk business at the table, but afterward, Erick announced Yggdrasil’s re-sealing.

Teressa had a complicated set of emotions as the news fully settled into the room. The large woman was still as strong and as beautiful as she had been when she first decided to become a guard for Erick, way back when they were at Spur. But a few facts of life had hit her hard over the years, and those facts were hitting her all over again. As Variol opened the floor, asking what Yggdrasil’s re-sealing truly meant, and as Kiri spoke over the transition to her becoming Gatemaster…

Teressa sat there silently staring forward, into the middle distance.

She was not having a vision.

She was deciding on something.

Dariok reached out and took Teressa’s hand, and Teressa returned his steady grip.

Erick liked Dariok. He was an orcol and a great match for Teressa. The two of them had actually met at Rozeta's Orrery years ago, back when Teressa went down there to truly try and understand her [Benevolent Sight]. Apparently, they had almost met a year before they actually did, because Dariok had been a part of the Benevolence Essence program out of the Office of the Overseer of Magic around 8 years ago.

They hit it off wonderfully when they did actually meet, though, like two complementary souls finding each other in the vastness of improbability.

There had been one problem, though.

Erick participated in the conversation happening around them, answering questions and concerns as Poi and Kiri and Rizala spoke of them, everyone trying to understand what was going to happen next, now that they were all in the same room and talking about it.

But Erick mainly focused on Teressa.

Finally, Teressa spoke, “A few nights ago we saw some disturbances in the Benevolent Sky. Those disturbances coincided with this event happening now— this event that has already happened. And which will continue to happen.” She said, “But that’s all it was. A disturbance. Followed by a settling. A few distant problems shifted subtly, perhaps most notably the rise of Computational Magic is both 5 years away and 75 years away, but that’s normal for something as esoteric and then suddenly-relevant as Computational Magic… Probably just an offshoot of Book Magic, anyway, like how the specific application of Water Magic can be called River Magic or Ocean Magic in certain circumstances—” She cut herself off, then looked at Erick… Then she looked at Dariok, who nodded, and then Teressa looked back to Erick. “I want the [Reincarnation], the All Stats, and the [Soul Realignment] before you go on this journey. It’s time to finally move on from the Juggernaut Class, and to right an old wrong.”

The rest of the room was silent.

Erick said, “Okay. We’ll do it after this talk.” He looked to Dariok. “Will you be taking that option as well?”

“Yes, sir,” Dariok said, his voice filled with conviction. “Thank you for the offer, and this opportunity.”

Teressa spoke up, “Yes. Thank you, Erick.”

Erick smiled softly. “I’d do anything for both of you. You’re going to make wonderful parents.”

Years ago, Teressa and Dariok had found out that both of them had shared a lot of things in common. Their general path in life looked rather similar. Both of them had started off in migrant orcol tribes, and both of their tribes had been wiped out, leaving them as the final survivors. Teressa had lost her people to the Shade known as the Witch. Dariok had lost his people to a deathsoul shroom infection.

Eventually, both of them had delved deep into prognostication in order to ensure that they would see the bad things coming.

And then, they had both ended up at House Benevolence, and they had fallen in love.

Their wedding had been magnificent, and Erick had cried happy tears.

But then, Teressa and Dariok had tried for kids for years. Apparently, both of them were infertile. They finally went to Atunir, the Goddess of Field and Fertility, looking for answers and solutions. She had told them that she could solve Teressa’s issue, but Dariok’s issue was both soul and genetic-based. For him, there was literally nothing there to heal, though it looked like there should be. He had escaped the deathsoul shroom, but not completely.

Erick, however, could solve all of those problems, and now it was finally time to take that major step.

At Erick’s words of calling them wonderful parents, Teressa relaxed. Her shoulders untensed, her breathing came easier, and she gripped Dariok’s hand hard. She smiled, and small tears fell.

Poi spoke up, wishing them happiness, and then so did Kiri, though she took Teressa into a sudden hug, for she was a hugger, and Teressa laughed, happy and joyful. Erick joined in on the hug, too. For a good minute, everything was perfect.

And then the moment passed.

Erick asked, “So about the disturbance in the Benevolent Sky?”

“Right!” Teressa glowed as she began, “The sun-ward sections of the sky flickered dark most solidly, but then everything went back to how it was. Starting with Yoril’s future, we saw...”

Teressa spoke of how Yggdrasil’s re-sealing showed that something would happen, but it didn’t seem to be anything horrible.

Erick was pretty sure that everything was going to be okay, and if it turned out that something bad was going to happen, then he would just pull out the Big Wizard solutions.

Later, Erick settled both Teressa and Dariok into their new bodies; same as the old, but younger, and healthier. It would take them some time to regain their spellwork, but they had time now. A lot of time. They were going to be wonderful parents.

- - - -







Erick lightstepped away from the sleeping forms of Teressa and Dariok, to stand upon the tallest tower of his cloud castle. The night sky stretched overhead, luminous in its starry magnificence, while Erick’s castle held all around; white stone buildings joined together by walkways and courtyards and clouds and magic.

From the bridge of his cloud castle hovering high above House Benevolence, Erick looked down and saw even more stars and light.

Yggdrasil was a green mountain reaching high, high into the sky, to the south, like the largest glowing green mountain anyone had ever seen. A rainbow halo surrounded him, casting light from the center of Candlepoint Lake, all the way to the fully-populated coast, where fisheries and cities and houses fully encircled the waters. Skyscrapers of eternal stonewood stood out here and there along the coast, and further inward, where civilization sprawled.

Feeding that civilization was a constellation crown of a Node Network that extended all the way up and out from Yggdrasil, all the way through the sky, to join every large tower here or there, to link down into the myriad cities themselves. Those glittering Nodes were like street lamps, connected by glowing lines, that attached to every house and building. Wardlights inside those million houses were connected to smaller [Node Network]s, cast by individuals or by people who were a part of the Lighter’s Guild.

Those Lighter’s Guild were almost like how Erick had been, years and years ago, back when he stood in front of the Mage Guild Cleanse-Mend-Light Job Board at Spur, and picked a few [Cleanse] and [Mend] jobs off the wall. Erick had never gotten the chance to put up wardlights back then, for he had already moved on to bigger things before he had gotten that particular Mage Guild certification. But Erick had put up a lot of lights since then. More than a million of them. From those lights, other people put up even more lights every night, and the population boomed.

The Greater Candlepoint Area was one of the most well-lit lands in this world, but it was also full of shadows, both bright and dark, for all of Candlepoint glowed with all colors of the rainbow.

Mostly sunlight-white, though; people liked that color of wardlight the most.
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                Erick stood in front of a mirror, looking over—

Quilatalap sighed, as ‘he’ stood in the doorway to the room. “You look fine!”

“You might have done this many times, Quilatalap, but this is my second major attempt at going incognito and if I’m going to wear this form for a while then I want it to look…” Erick looked at himself in the mirror. “I’m not sure.” Then he looked to Quilatalap. “You look great, though.”

Quilatalap was a comfortable-looking human woman a few centimeters shorter than Erick’s current height, wearing brown traveling clothes. Black hair, black eyes, pale skin and softer-than-your-average adventurer, Quilatalap did not look like he was ready for a big trip into dangerous territory, but that’s because he was so very good at this. He looked the part of a mage who could get around a battlefield well enough, but who chose to use overwhelming magic to solve all of their problems. All of his magic was either hidden or muted to acceptable levels for a slightly-above-average mage.

Erick, on the other hand, had gone for a handsome-viking-look, which was more like a ‘Underworlder look’, when translated to Veird sensibilities. Specifically, the part of the Underworld deep under Nelboor, near Geode Bluite. His long blond hair mostly fell free, but a few braids kept it out of his face, while his trimmed blonde beard was thick on his face. He was bulky, with a strong body, and clear blue eyes. He was warrior-shaped, for sure. A rather stark contrast to his old self, which was rather similar in size, but not in color or shape at all.

His voice was also deeper, coming out like a proper rumble as he asked, “Picked out a name, yet?”

Quilatalap walked into the room, smirking as he said, “Vanya Silver. 31. From the outskirts of Blueite, like you. Got tired of the dungeons down there, so I’m out exploring the Surface with my boyfriend, whatever your name is.”

Erick smiled. “Clark Fitte, or Celtik Raft. 31.”

‘Vanya’ looked at Erick for a moment, her expression was rather unsettled for a moment. “… Are these names connected to your own?” Knowingly, she added, “Are they anagrams.”

Erick easily explained, “No one should be able to figure them out without first knowing English, and knowing my whole name, and that’s a tall order. There’re some other connections that are possible to figure out, but they’re only connections based on knowing Earth History, and that’s even more obscure.”

“So a scholar of Erick Flatt with the appropriate Book Magic might be able to figure you out.”

“… No. They’re more obscure than that.” Erick relented, “Okay fine! I’ll change them up some. But I really like the idea of ‘Clark’ or ‘Celtik’. The first one more than the second one.”

Vanya shrugged her shoulders. “ ‘Clark’ is a good name… But you’re smiling too much.”

Erick had to explain. “The name ‘Clark’ is the name of a fictional... archwarrior’s mundane self, while the archwarrior’s public self is named ‘Superman’.”

“Ah.” Vanya declared, “Nope. Don’t like those comparisons; the right Book Magic will ping your name as odd, even if the caster doesn’t know the reason for the oddity. Go with the other one. ‘Seltic’.”

“How about ‘Chris’? That’s completely unrelated. ‘Chris Celtic’?” Erick had a sudden second thought. “No wait. ‘Chris’ is too close to ‘Christ’, and I don’t want that at all. Jane would make fun of me forever if I picked that one… She’d make fun of ‘Clark’, too, now that I think about it… I’ll go with Soltic Cross? That meaning is a lot more nuanced, and I’m not even spelling the word right in my head.”

“I picked my name out of a jumble of tiles in a bag and then arranged them till they sounded right, using an Undersea naming convention. It is a traditional way to name a child in certain parts of the Underworld, though that way of naming has fallen in and out of fashion for the last thousand years. My name won’t be picked up by any Book Magic at all. Yours still might.” Vanya added, “Also, your everything is too perfect. Perfect hair, perfect face, perfect ass. I’ll be amazed if someone doesn’t pick you out of a crowd instantly as either reincarnated by the Wizard, or some conceited Polymage.”

“You don’t like my ass?”

“I love your ass, but it’ll be hard enough staying undercover with you looking like that.”

‘Soltic’ smiled, saying, “The hardest part about this will be making sure Ophiel stays incognito.”

Ophiel fluffed out from his hidden perch atop the mirror, saying, “I’m here!”

Soltic chuckled. “Yes you are, Ophiel, but you’re supposed to be hiding, even if someone calls your name.”

Ophiel chirped then flickered back into invisible intangibility. Any potential onlooker would need to have very specific spellwork to be able to see him when he didn’t want to be seen, but where they were going, someone would likely have that spellwork. Erick could make Ophiel completely unnoticeable if he were actually concentrating on that action, but Ophiel had yet to do this on his own for overlong, so Erick suspected he would have to maintain a modicum of concentration on the little guy for a while, at first.

It’d get easier with time, though. Erick hadn’t done this whole ‘incognito’ thing for more than an hour or four here or there over the years, so it would take Ophiel a little while to understand what was happening, but he’d get there. Erick had faith.

Soltic looked at himself in the mirror, and changed a few things around. A notch across his left ear, as though he had narrowly avoided a soul-carving blade. One eye gained a small stripe of hazel in his otherwise-blue irises. And then he fucked his teeth up, just a little, so his smile wasn’t quite perfect. He kept the ass, though.

Vanya laughed, then said, “I think the eye-thing made you prettier.”

Soltic changed his hair. Dirty-blonde.

… And then he gave himself a few more indelible scars across the left of his chest, as though he had gotten as good of healing as he could get, but some things could not be fully healed away.

“Better. Now you just need to put on clothes.” Vanya waggled her eyebrows. “Or we could… ?”

Soltic smiled wide, showing off a good, but imperfect smile, as he turned around and took in the sight of his girlfriend, Vanya.

Vanya giggled at the look he gave her, saying, “You should be a little taller.”

Soltic did so. He was now over two meters tall, and Vanya was decidedly not. Soltic tried out a combative tone, “Anything else, princess?”

“Oh. I like that.” Vanya looked Soltic up and down, and then haughtily proclaimed, “Acceptable.”

“I’ll show you ‘acceptable’,” Soltic said, advancing.

Vanya giggled even more.

They were delayed from departure by an hour. Neither minded.







- - - -







Preparing for actual travel through the Network was difficult, but doable, because Erick had instituted a host of measures across the entire Gate Network to combat face stealers. Most of those measures were [Cascade Imaging] based, and emplaced there through runic devices. A decade ago those measures were catching immortals-through-[Polymorph] every other day, along with even more face stealers than Erick thought possible, but these days an actual notification-of-impostor was a rarity. People had figured out how to circumvent the system, and Erick had left certain loopholes open for those types of immortals.

Erick and Quilatalap would not be using those loopholes today.

They’d be using completely different loopholes. The largest defensive measures that were likely to trigger an alarm were the ones for wrong names, but—

Vanya tapped Soltic on the arm, saying, “You’re too tense. It’s just a trip through the Gate Network.”

Soltic sighed. “We’re only halfway through the trip and I already miss [Teleport].”

“Don’t we all!” said the guy behind them in line.

Grumbling filled the air from others in front of Vanya, or behind Soltic.

The younger people in the line just looked at the older ones like they were crazy. They might have experienced a [Teleport] from a trip with a parent or something when they were children, but they never got to use the spell themselves.

Erick’s thoughts traveled back to his preparations for this trip...

Vanya and Soltic had started off their trip at House Benevolence, joining the throng of people who daily passed through the area, headed off this way or that. It was exceedingly difficult for anyone to get anything through any Gate without being thoroughly investigated with a dozen different magics, and being held up by at least a few checkpoints. But Erick cheated. Or, more appropriately, Zolan cheated, providing Erick with some fake bank accounts, but which were completely legit, and various Guild registrations which were also technically fake, but also legit. Getting that paperwork finally filled out with their chosen names had only taken a half hour.

Soltic now wore a standard Adventurer's Guild badge on a necklace that would serve as an international identification, underneath some sturdy brown and tan traveling clothes. Vanya had a Mage Guild badge that she wore as a ring. Both of them had Dungeon Guild certification, too. A backpack slung over Soltic’s shoulders held exactly the sorts of things that Soltic would normally have, along with a secondary bag that held Vanya’s stuff. It was just some clothes, both vacation and formal, some extra money, and a few minor magical items.

Ophiel held on top of the backpack, silent and unknowable as he could manage, and Erick hoped it remained that way.

They had just left House Benevolence’s Gate Network, passing the easy part of the trip.

Now, they stood under the bright blue sky, down at the coast of Glaquin, in the city of Pearl.

Soltic breathed in the salty air and allowed himself to relax a fraction, and to only use his own, current senses, which meant no Ophiel.

There had been a question of if he should use his mana senses, or not. Most people didn’t have mana senses, and for those who had mana senses, it was easy to spot if others had a mana sense. It was all in the little looks. Subtle elevations in heart-rate, when nothing should be elevating any heart rates. Also, if someone was too schooled with their natural reactions to nearby stimuli, it proved they were either a highly skilled mana senser, psychotic, nobility, in law enforcement, or some combination.

Normal people always had normal reactions, and with his mana senses up and active, ‘Soltic’ would not be having normal reactions… But Erick could fake that well enough.

He had learned a lot of good tricks over the years.

The fact was that Erick simply did not want to turn off his mana senses. In the end, they decided that Soltic was born with a good mana sense. ‘Wandering Soul’, they called the affliction over in Songli. They had also decided to never explain his mana sense if it came up, unless the question was asked by someone who actually deserved to have their question answered.

Quilatalap, however, just went without his mana sense. Erick was slightly jealous of that calmness; that capability to just… ‘turn off his worries’. Or at least ignore them. Anyway...

Soltic stepped forward a single space, following the line to the Gate, a fist clenched tight on one strap of his backpack as he and Vanya waited alongside everyone else. He was nervous, and for his background, it was perfectly normal for him to be nervous. If anyone was looking, they would just get the wrong impression about what he was nervous about.

Which was fine.

The guy ahead of them noticed Soltic’s nervousness. He was a shorter, portly incani man with dark features. “Have you been living under a rock, or something? It’s just a Gate.”

Vanya said, “We have, actually. Underworld.”

“Oh!” With actual remorse, the incani man said, “Pardon my ignorance. Is this your first time on the Surface?”

“Not exactly,” Soltic said, grumbling.

“The last time we were on the Surface we had access to [Teleport], and the Wizard wasn’t here either.” Vanya shrugged. “But I wanted a vacation up here and I didn’t want to travel the harder way to get up to the beaches of Archipelago Nergal.”

The man brightened. “Oh! The beaches are wonderful this time of year, if you’re fine with a bit of cold. I imagine you are. You two should get some good color if you spend enough time out there under the proper sun.”

Vanya smiled. “That’s the hope.”

Soltic grumbled, and the incani man retreated a fraction, reconsidering if he wanted to continue this interaction.

There were 10 groups of people between Soltic and the front of the line, here under the bright sun, but the line was going at a quick pace, with tellers calling out ‘Next!’ and people walking forward rather fast. Soltic was glad for that. The less time spent here under scrutiny the better.

Traveling out of the Gate Network at Candlepoint had been easy enough, but here, at Portal, at this Local Area Gate Network…

This was the first true test of their covers.

The incani man eyed Soltic for a moment, asking, “Are you two going into the dungeons down there?”

“Oh yes,” Vanya said, “I suspect we’ll be spending a long time in those, but based on what I have heard already… I’m not sure what to expect. What brings you down there?”

“Weekly dinner with the family, and then I might go to the dungeons, too.” The incani man brightened, as he smiled softly. “My little girls are growing up fast, and if it wasn’t for the Gate Network I would have missed watching them grow; [Teleport] was always too expensive for me, either in distance, or opportunity cost. But I’ve been using the Network for the last decade and it’s been great!”

Soltic softened at that. “What brings a man like you into the dungeons?”

The man brightened. “Every dungeon is worth something, though I find the cultivated dungeons to be mostly terrible— Except for the Grand Dungeons, of course. The cultivated dungeons down in the Archipelago are almost universally worthless; good for some quick yellow if you have the time, but they’re too delineated by far. I tried to get the dungeons near home made properly, but I was butted out of all that for various reasons. I spend most of my time over on Dungeon Island these days.”

Vanya’s eyebrows went up. “Are you a dungeon master, by chance?”

The man smiled. “I am!” He held up his hand, showing off a Dungeoneer Guild badge that was in the shape of a bulky silver ring. “You noticed.”

“Maybe,” Vanya demurred. “I’ve tried my hand at those things, too; Delving, mostly.” She held up her Mage Guild ring. “I’m Mage Guild, primarily, but the dungeons are rather great.”

The man’s eyebrows went up. “Have you tried any of the Grand Dungeons? They’re—”

A teller called out for the next person in line, which was the man in front of Soltic and Vanya.

“—OH! That’s me.” The man walked forward, saying to Vanya, “The name is Golariz Poloi. It was nice to meet you…?”

“Vanya Silver.” Vanya gestured to Soltic. “And the silent one is Soltic.”

Soltic nodded. “Goodbye.”

Golariz smiled a little as he turned and walked away to the teller, his bag floating at his side.

A teller called out for the next group.

Soltic and Vanya found themselves standing before a goldscale dragonkin with a book sitting in front of him that was not a book at all. It was more a sculpture of a book, made out of base iron, with a bunch of runic letters on it, and enchanted with a bunch of normal enchantments that were all fed by the local Node Network. You couldn’t tell that from the outside, though. Back in Candlepoint, Erick had strung his Node Network through the sky, but here at Portal the Node Network was buried in the walls and the ground.

With his fingers hovering over the runic book, with little rubber stoppers on his talons, the goldscale asked in a dispassionate voice, “Spell your names, please, and state your purpose of visit.”

“Vanya Silver. Soltic Cross.” Vanya spelled their names, then added, “Pleasure and Delving.”

A tiny light flickered blue above the iron book; the truthstone returned ‘true’.

Vanya could fool a truthstone. Soltic could, too, but Vanya was more comfortable with lying, so Vanya took the lead.

The teller barely cared. He tapped away at his book, lights flickering upon every rune as it was touched, magic filtering through the local system and then all the way back to all the rest of the Network, checking their names against established files. And then the teller flicked a button at the side of the iron book, and the light came on again, turning blue.

Now that whole thing right there was a rather insidious travel safety mechanism.

All names were logged in the Gate Network, through the Node Network, and if ever a dangerous name popped up then the system would get a log, and that log would be reported to House Benevolence itself. The light would turn red if it was a minor infraction that needed clarification. If there was a major problem, then the light would remain blue, but someone at the House would be alerted. Or, since this was Portal’s Local Area Gate Network, someone here in Portal would be alerted.

They’d also be alerted if this were the very first time that Soltic or Vanya used the system, but since they had used the system over in Candlepoint, that particular foible of security didn’t touch them. Still, though, there were so many ways to evade this system. This way of doing things didn’t catch everyone, but it did catch most normal people, and that was enough to scare away most everyone from trying shit. If Vanya had spelled their names differently, for instance, then that’d warrant a look-see from the local powers.

There was an easy solution to all that, though; a way for someone to evade the system and go unnoticed. But it required the inside help of someone from House Benevolence, which wasn’t that hard to achieve. Bribes, coercion. Whatever.

The system was a sieve, and Erick hated that for so many different reasons. Mostly, he hated that he needed to make the sieve at all.

It wasn’t that difficult for Soltic to look like the disgruntled man he was.

All this security was absolutely necessary for the safety of the system, but it smacked of Big Brother. Erick did not like that this was his life now; that he had made this happen this way. Even years later, he still didn’t see any other alternatives to this system, though. They had tried so many different ways, and when the system had been completely open… Bad things had happened.

And so, they had adopted this system that the various Guilds and both Geode and Mage Bank used to keep things in order, though their systems were considerably more secure. All in all, this way of doing things was probably fine.

… Probably.

Right on cue, Erick’s paranoia sprung up, demanding he check over himself and his surroundings and go over every possible way in which he could be discovered, and all the ways in which he had secured himself.

The first layer of defense was simply not being ‘Erick Flatt’, in Form. ‘Soltic’ was a solid Form, rather well-removed from his usual human form. Erick had even run through a few different cleaning situations, while he also kept his Forms separate, so DNA evidence wouldn’t get cross contamination’d from either of his Forms. All the rest of Erick’s defenses were conscious choices to leave behind all the truly magical things he usually carried around with him, that usually provided some modicum of defense but which stood out like beacons to any proper mana sense. All he really had on him right now were his dual [Personal Ward]s; the normal one that provided absolute damage reduction, and a secondary one around his core, which hid his core from all observers, among other things.

‘Soltic’ mentally came back to the moment—

“Anything to declare?” asked the teller, giving a half-bored glance to Soltic.

Soltic ignored it, and let Vanya speak.

“Just personal stuff; no goods for sale, or stuff like that,” Vanya said.

“Two silver,” said the teller, as he tapped the hole in the stone counter in front of him. “Right there.”

Vanya put two silver down into the coin slot. The silver coins rolled down the internal tubes, down into the counting systems of this LAGN, and a green light flickered on; they were good coinage.

“Proceed to Gate Left, inside Departure Square,” said the teller.

Vanya led the way and Soltic followed, as the teller called out ‘Next!’ to the people standing in line.

Soltic frowned a little, and not for any reason he could really discern; Soltic was simply a dour sort of guy.

They stepped into the Departure Square, where 3 different Gates sat around the courtyard-like space, each of them 5-meter-sized glowing-white squares, each with a different sky beyond. Rain fell heavily atop a [Weather Ward] beyond the right-side Gate, as lightning crashed overhead. The middle Gate held storm clouds. Gate Left, their destination, held a cloudy sky and a sparse courtyard in front of a city filled with people.

A few [Force Wall]s held in front of every single [Gate], though, preventing anyone from leaving until they were called to leave. That calling would come from the guards at a central control room, in the middle of the Departure Square.

Vanya led the way to the center of the courtyard, to the control room, which was basically a squat tower with three different runic controls and people operating those controls. She stepped up to the teller which controlled Gate Left and began to open her mouth—

The teller simply pointed over to Gate Left.

Vanya and Soltic saw glowing letters holding above Gate Left, saying ‘Storm’s Edge’.

Vanya smiled brightly, Soltic was stoic, and the two of them walked over to Gate Left, where the sky beyond was full of white clouds, and the land beyond looked like a city. The [Force Wall] in front of the Gate temporarily went intangible.

And they went through.

Just like that.

Easy as could be.

Behind them, they saw Departure Square briefly, before the connection between their lands flickered, and vanished. The people over at Portal’s control bank had switched the Gate to another location, severing Portal’s connection to Storm’s Edge as the [Gate] moved to some other destination; some other Local Area Gate Network. Portal actually had a whole collection of LAGNs these days.

Ophiel had not followed them through, though. He had taken off of Soltic’s backpack. He would rejoin them somewhere up ahead, because the Gates had ways of counting people and [Familiar]s, even if those [Familiar]s were invisible and intangible.

Soltic turned his sights back to Storm’s Edge.

The sky stretched overhead like it was Rozeta’s domain. The courtyard had dozens of other people walking through, coming in from other Gates, hurried on by a few guards in the center of the space, saying for everyone to move along.

Vanya led the way through the Arrival Square, into the city of Storm’s Edge, right into the tourist trap.

People came out of the Gate Network in one location, and so the people of Storm’s Edge had built the surrounding lands into one of absolute security, and also sales.

Everywhere people spoke of sales on jewelry or clothes or fruits, or to call out for tours of Everbless, or other places. ‘Buy this!’ ‘Buy this’! ‘Island tours here!’ ‘Hotel rentals here! Cheap!’

The air smelled of salt, but also of barely-[Cleanse]d life, and with a whole lot of spices thrown in for good measure. Cumin and turmeric. The colors were stone-brown and blue and white, with oranges and reds in smaller measures. Kids ran around everywhere, laughing and playing, with a few of them trying to steal from the newly-arrived. One of them even tried to steal from Soltic, and though Erick would have allowed it, Soltic gently grabbed the kid's hand as it darted into his pocket. The kid was absolutely terrified for a brief moment, but then Soltic narrowed his eyebrows at the kid and let him go.

The kid ran off, cursing all travelers, before Soltic could even say a word, not that he was saying many words these days.

Vanya did speak, but she had to talk loud to make her voice heard over the crowd. “Should have let him take it!”

“We need the money, too, Vanya.”

“We can make more!”

Vanya laughed loud, but it wasn’t nearly as loud as the crowds, as she led the way forward, into the dense streets of Storm’s Edge, here at the central ‘edge’ of Archipelago Nergal.

The Archipelago was roughly divided into East and West, where a major water channel flowed between two of the largest islands in the chain. The East side was anchored to the continent of Nergal by Eidolon, while the West side was anchored to Nergal by the Freelands. Storm’s Edge was on the Eastern half of the Archipelago, right at the dividing channel, where storms played havoc above the waves, and the waves themselves crested a hundred meters high on Sininindi’s more stormy days. There was a sister city on the other side of the channel, but it wasn’t anything special.

This land held some of the best fishing in the world, and if you could withstand the storms, it was damned safe living, for storms and lightning had a way of affecting the monsters in this land a lot more than the people. That was Sininindi’s blessing, of course. Back when there were lots and lots of monsters in the world, for a good 1440 years until Melemizargo made the dungeons, the Goddess of Storm and Sea brought a great deal of protection to her people in the form of lightning and rain.

Now, though, with most of the monsters inside dungeons, Soltic would have thought Sininindi’s worship would have stalled out a little, since a great deal of her worship had been people asking for safety from the monsters at sea, but from what Soltic was seeing, her worship had only grown. Probably because now she and her clergy could truly control the weather, through Everbless. Before now, Sininindi would have overstepped the God Pact if she were to directly control the weather all the time, for that would be her interacting too heavily in the world, and giving out too much magic. She, like Atunir with [Exalted Rain], had been able to go around the God Pact, thanks to Erick Flatt’s donated magic.

And Storm’s Edge had thrived for that. A million people lived in this mountainous land of stone and rain and dense rainforest. Even more lived on the surrounding islands.

As Vanya walked down a slightly less-dense road, onto a main thoroughfare, Soltic saw, for not the first time, the bounty of Sininindi, growing on the horizon.

Everbless was a grey tree, with a canopy of storm clouds and a crown of lightning. He was kinda small, though. He barely poked up above the buildings ahead, and once Vanya and Soltic walked down the road, into the main city, they wouldn’t be able to see him at all.

They’d get there soon enough, though.

As Soltic held the straps of his backpack, he followed alongside Vanya, down a nicer street, down to the wharf. The smell of salt intensified, and with it came the scent of fish and the sounds of sailors—

And finally Ophiel fluttered down from the sky, to land invisibly and intangibly onto Soltic’s backpack.

Erick felt himself relax a little. A quick check through Ophiel showed him that nothing was on fire here, and nothing was exploding back at the House, though a lot of people were freaking out in a lot of ways back there at Candlepoint.

The news of Erick’s actual absence would be getting around due to him missing some meetings and Kiri showing up in his place, but most people would assume he was off doing something important and that he would show when he needed to show. Kiri hadn’t taken her chair up to sit on the throne-dais of the House yet, but that was only days away, once Zolan and the other Overseers couldn’t hide the truth any longer and answers were demanded by allies and others. Erick hoped to have at least a week before—

Vanya glanced backward to Soltic and saw that he was worrying over everything. Instantly, he was more embarrassed than anything. He was the Apparent King, dammit. He shouldn’t be this nervous about anything.

But he was.

She didn’t say a word as she took his hand into hers.

That simple connection was divine. It was more than enough. Soltic let himself enjoy the simple warmth of Vanya’s hand, the sun on his face, and the freeing experience of simply being a person in the crowd. This was what he wanted by being incognito, wasn’t it? To get lost in the world. To just be himself for a little while.

Eventually he would go back to being the person that a lot of people the world over needed him to be.

But for now, he was just here, simply being ‘Soltic’, while Quilatalap was ‘Vanya’, and…

And Erick was happy.







- - - -







Soltic lost the sun beyond the clouds, past the tall buildings all around, as he stepped into cool shadow, and the wardlight that was there to keep those shadows at bay. The sounds of city life filled the air. Apartments, financial places, restaurants, and small corner stores stocked with anything anyone might need, but not as much as most people would want. Storm’s Edge was a cacophony of life on narrow streets, but also inside courtyards here and there, out of sight of the public. A child laughed somewhere nearby, and an argument took place between two men on a roof over there, while some old women talked about plants on the other side of the street.

Balconies and overhangs crowded out the sky. Soltic could barely see the clouds in some places, where riotous greenery grew and overflowed overhead, between the cracks of houses. Vanya led the way down a known path, following little metal signs shaped like storm clouds affixed to walls here or there. They weren’t the only ones going this way, following the stormy path from the harbor to elsewhere, for this, too, was a touristy part of town. One of many.

Soon enough the streets carved back and forth, and up. Soltic and Vanya left the city behind, headed north, following a road that ran along a cliffside. It was one of many small roads that came this way, all of them emptying onto this single path.

It was a populated path to the north, but it wasn’t like a major road. It was for pilgrimage.

On the left was a sheer drop down to a rocky beach. Soon, the beach was left behind, and the cliffside rapidly gave way to deeper drops into the ocean itself. Waves crashed upon that cliffside, sending up plumes of saltwater, or carving deep holes into the mountain below. On the right side of the path was a windswept plain with hardy grasses, layered with little white and grey flowers that almost looked like snow, from a certain angle. Sheep, all fluffy white, grazed upon that field, while a herder stood under a distant rocky outcropping. The man fiddled with a knife and a piece of wood, more than he watched his sheep.

There wasn’t much to watch for these days.

Even the walls of Storm’s Edge had become unmanned in the years following the Dungeon Exodus; Soltic and Vanya had gone through a checkpoint back there, but the checkpoint had been empty, the walls open and free, for there was no need to guard the city from this approach anymore.

In certain, easy to corral places like Storm’s Edge, almost every single monster that appeared on this island was only trying to get to one of the dungeons. Now those places were well-guarded, and well-tended. Monster highways, they were calling them. Or monster roads, or thoroughfares. ‘Whirlpools’, in some places, and amongst some academic texts.

Walls on most sides, and then great big thoroughfares that only allowed things to go in one direction; inward. Monsters flowed inward, but so did mana, into each dungeon. It was that flow which ensured that monsters moving in from the ocean, or out from the interior jungles of the island, would not meet a single person on their way to the dungeon; they would simply follow the mana, and leave the people alone.

If a dungeon was tuned right, then there was very little outflow, for the production of mana actually occurred in the Core of Veird, and from there it was given back into the bodies of every single sapient that used mana under the Script.

Still, though, even the most well-made of dungeons produced some sort of off-gassing, usually in the form of thick air, like from a [Cleanse].

Soltic raised his mana sense a little more, to see if he could spot the local highway, or sense any nearby dungeons…

And no. He could not.

Mana moved with the wind and the waves, crashing against the rock underneath, and trickling through the grasses to the side. The current was strong here. Even inside the stone, and inside the water, the current of mana was quick and solid. But it was natural. Not a dungeon nearby at all.

Soltic mana sensed the people on the path with them. Inside those few souls and bodies, the mana flowed just the same as it did around all normal people. The other pilgrims to the Blue Temple weren’t wearing any magic at all, which was normal. They were also talking softly about this or that, which was also normal. Soltic and Vanya both had incredibly strong mana on them, but even Soltic couldn’t see that spellwork because it was so well made.

Soltic and Vanya, like everyone else on the path, were just walking along, companionably. Normally.

Nothing to see here.

Soltic ventured to speak, “Where’s the Highway, you figure?”

Vanya shot Soltic a beaming smile, then she turned back forward. She had been waiting for him to talk, it seemed. She said, “I hear it’s on the other side of Everbless, along with all the dungeons on the island. There’s about 7 of them, all within a kilometer of each other.”

Erick had done some research before he came here, but it had honestly been the last thing on his list before he and Quilatalap left for Storm’s Edge. He was a busy guy, and he would learn everything he really needed to know on the ground.

Plus, knowing too much would make it harder to act out like ‘Soltic’ would act, when confronted by new information.

Soltic had to do a bit of acting now, because the shape of the dungeons of Storm’s Edge wasn’t that widely known outside of the Dungeon Guild, or other in-the-know polities. Like, for example, a bumpkin warrior from the Underworld, out with his girlfriend of several years on the Surface for the first time.

“… That doesn’t seem right?”

“Correct! It’s not very good for the dungeons at all.” Vanya gazed ahead, at the ‘cloud’ hanging low on the horizon, and not moving at all. “They shouldn’t be that close to each other, because once they are, you sacrifice possible depth and richness of each dungeon for the safety of the exterior world, and even that’s not that safe, for you get breaks every other week.”

The two people ahead of them, an old human man and old human woman, were going a bit slow, so Vanya and Soltic had gotten close enough for them to overhear Vanya’s words. The old man turned around suddenly and glared, but his probably-wife stiffened. She reached out for her husband, to calm—

The old man wasn’t having it, though, because he spoke up, “Dungeons are tools of the Darkness; not something you should ever try to use. I bet you two are delvers, aren’t you!”

Vanya smiled, saying, “We are delvers.”

“How many times you been brought back by the Darkness? Are you even you anymore?”

The wife grabbed the old man by the shoulder, saying, “Stop it, Lou.”

The two old timers stepped to the side of the path and stopped, the old woman whispering for the old man to calm down, and to think about what they were doing here, on pilgrimage.

Soltic walked past them, while Vanya stepped past, but she stopped, and turned.

She said, “I’ve died more times than I could ever count, and I’m still me.”

The old man frowned in a sad, angry sort of way. “I pray for your wholeness, then, young woman.”

“May all the gods smile upon your life, as well,” Vanya said.

The old man stiffened, and then the old woman reciprocated Vanya’s blessing.

Vanya caught up to Soltic.

Soltic whispered, “I think I see the shape of our first difficulty with the dungeons.”

“Oh yes,” Vanya said, “I’m prepared for it, but first comes finding out what the duty actually is.”

“Did you try a prayer again?”

“Still no answer.”

Soltic had nothing to say to that, so he just hoisted his backpack into a better position on his back, and kept on walking with Vanya, toward the north. Their destination lay beyond the path, but they could already see the first major sight of the trip, hovering far beyond the next rise in the mountainous path.

Soltic and Vanya crested the hill, and they could finally see Everbless, Yggdrasil’s twin, sitting inside his goddess-made home.

Beyond a long cliffside trail, down the mountain, kilometers still away, there lay the start of a wide, wide, crescent harbor, sized even larger than the massive city behind Soltic. Rocky and vast was that watery space, and inside there, there grew a tree superficially like any other. It was all variations of white and blue, and it was also a kilometer and a half tall. It was massive, but it was also undersized, when compared to the harbor. Everbless almost looked like a single planting inside a garden of water that had yet to be filled with anything else. Eventually, though, Everbless would fill that space, and then some.

Where Yggdrasil had been oak-like, with roots that arced in and out of his various lakes, Everbless was more a mangrove, or a banyan, with a grandeur of arcing anchor roots reaching out of a multitudinous trunk, and a plethora of roots reaching down from a canopy made of fiery grey leaves that resembled a storm. And then there was the lightning crown.

He was a perpetual storm, and also a peaceful tree, growing tall in saltwater.

Erick had never seen Everbless in person like this before. He almost dropped his disguise, to go to the twin of Yggdrasil that the gods had made, and then taken from him. It was a fatherly instinct, Erick knew, so he crushed that down. Everbless was not his son. He was the son of Sininindi. The Goddess of Storm and Sea had made that clear a few times over the years.

Soltic breathed deep the stormy air, felt the brush of saltwater upon his face, and took another step forward, down the path, to the crescent harbor of Everbless, and the large Blue Church of Storm’s edge, located on the western edge of that crescent harbor. From this far away, Soltic thought that the church was decent looking. He appreciated Everbless more, though.

He must have been standing there too long. Vanya was smiling softly at his side.

And the old man and woman from before had caught up.

The old woman smiled softly, too, saying to Soltic, “I was just telling my husband that you two were good people, and see! Here you are, looking all Storm-struck. You don’t get that look in your eyes when you take in Everbless unless you’re a good person.”

Soltic gave a rare smile— And then he crushed that smile away. “Ah. Hmm.” He faked a cough. “… Yeah.”

Vanya wrapped her arm around Soltic’s arm, saying to the older woman, “He’s scary sometimes, but he’s also a good guy most of the time.”

Soltic felt his face flush red.

The older woman smiled brightly, chuckling a little, as she led her husband toward a bench set to the side. “You two youngsters go get some blessings! Us old folks have a harder time going all the way, so we stop up here.”

Soltic nodded, and he and Vanya continued down the path, toward the Blue Church of Sininindi.







- - - -







Soltic walked across salt-crusted rocks, following the path to the Blue Church, as waves crashed on the breaker wall to the left, far out into the rough ocean waters. To the right, the crescent harbor offered some protection from the greater ocean, but not really, but then again it didn’t need to; Everbless was the storm. All the grey stone in sight was crusted in white salt, just a little, making this spit of land look almost cloud-like, but not at all.

The Blue Church itself loomed ahead, like a grey stone edifice of protection against the roughness of the world beyond. The largest parts were massive; fifty meters tall in some places. The smallest parts were so short that the waves lapped over them, endlessly. The main structures actually looked like they might be below the waterline.

Soltic could see the design of it all from where he stood.

It was like a stone building had splashed down, creating concentric walls of uneven stone waves, spreading away from the building itself. Further out, the walls were short enough for waves of water to crash over them, while closer, those walls were tall enough to form true fortifications. The actual church was solid; made of thick grey stone, and composed of several towers and several keeps. The main structure was half as big as House Benevolence, while the outermost walls extended at least a kilometer out there, into the waves, breaking those waves before the waves could break them.

Not much about it was ‘blue’, but Soltic guessed it was called ‘The Blue Church’ because, when he looked closely, he saw a blue shimmer in the air over the concentric walls. And if he looked with mana sense, the whole place was thick with Elemental Water, like it was at the bottom of the ocean. As Vanya and Soltic got closer, it was easy to see what all that Water did, for Soltic breathed easier, as though he had [Water Breathing] active. Which he probably did. It did a lot more than that, though.

It was quite an ingenious, yet simple design as far as defensive measures against the strength of the seas; Soltic suspected that this place likely went underwater in big storms, but if you could breathe underwater, then everything was probably fine. Just had to try not to get dragged away by the waves. But then again, the whole place looked like it could fill with water and then you’d be safe from getting washed away because of all the concentric walls.

A weird thought occurred. What about documents? Furniture? Stuff? And then that thought completed. Soltic doubted that there were very many important documents here, or anything like that. Maybe there were, though? And they were kept dry through other types of magic—

Soltic emptied his head of magical thoughts. He was under cover; not here to investigate magic…

But he could probably break that self-imposed restriction if he saw something really interesting.

Anyway. ‘Soltic’ turned his attentions back to his surroundings.

Several ships were docked on the crescent harbor side, with two of them being tended by clergy members, two of them headed out, and a few more ships already out there, on the calm-ish waters of the harbor, floating toward Everbless. Soltic was pretty sure it was part of the tour of the place, for many pilgrims came this way, just like he and Vanya were doing, right now.

Salt crunched underfoot as they walked atop the barely-dry road, and the crowd began to thicken.

People of all kinds were here, moving to pray or give thanks to the Goddess of Storm and Sea. A lot of people were here to see Everbless, though. Ever since Yggdrasil had gone up, and things had calmed down after the Teleport Exodus, a lot of people started to go on a world-wide tour to see all of the Wizard’s largest [Familiar]. Other people just wanted to see really big, magical trees. Orcols were the larger portion of that last group, and a group of those people had come down here to see Everbless, too.

A whole group of orcols, tall and strong, with most of the women veiled and some of the men, too, stood as a group, up ahead, getting onto one of those boats. They were undoubtedly Treehome natives.

Just up ahead, above the path, a priest in ocean-blue robes with white trim stood on the edge of a wall, and only a few meters above the crowds. He held out a censer that trailed a cloud, speaking in a forgotten language, while an acolyte sprinkled salt on any who stepped close; a benediction for the parishioners. Soltic and Vanya passed by, but most people stepped off of the path to take a benediction.

Vanya led the way, beyond a great open archway of grey stone, covered in salt-crystal, into an open cathedral that was riven in half, with the ocean flowing left to right, through the center of the room. Water crashed and salt sprayed onto people who kneeled near the waters, praying. It was an austere cathedral. Utilitarian. Scary, really. All that power, all that rushing water, right there in the middle of everything.

But it was also beautiful.

A song of saltwater flowed through the space, gushing here and there, crashing back down. It almost sounded like an ever-singing song.

It was magnificent.

It was also a tourist attraction.

The main church of Sininindi was actually back at Storm’s Edge, at the harbor, at the end of the piers, where sailors gave a quick prayer to the Storm Goddess for a good harvest, or for easy transport at sea. This place was where land-livers came to commune with the Sea, and the Storm.

With that thought in mind, Soltic suspected that, even with the lack of monsters on the ocean, Sininindi’s worship had probably grown a lot due to the Teleport Exodus, even with the Gate Network up and running. The ‘Last Mile’ problem remained firmly in the hands of people outside of House Benevolence, and that meant sailors and other ocean-goers still cared for her benedictions quite a lot. Ships plied the nearby waters of Archipelago Nergal just as much now as they always had, and sailors wished for good travels now, just as they always had.

And the wives and husbands of sailors continued to wish for the safe return of their loved ones.

Soltic breathed a little, taking it all in, and then he pretended to be slightly surprised when an important-looking priest came out from a hidden-ish side passage in the main cathedral, and headed right for him and Vanya. The man was an older sort, with salt and pepper hair and deeply tanned skin. He looked human, but his eyes were pale red, so maybe he had some incani ancestry somewhere deep in his family tree.

The man whispered, “I have been informed by Her Most Holy that you are here at Her request.”

The man was not disturbed by who he was talking to. He looked a little miffed, actually. Soltic could easily believe that he was completely unaware that he was speaking to Erick Flatt, and Quilatalap. That much was expected. Sininindi seemed to be playing this whole thing, whatever it was, rather quiet, so… That was fine with Soltic.

It was fine with Vanya, too. She did a small curtsy, then said, “This is somewhat correct, priest. There wasn’t an official Quest, though I had expected there to be one. I haven’t been able to get a second audience, either.”

Looking slightly less miffed, the man said, “Please follow me, so we might talk in an easier location.”

Without waiting for confirmation, the priest led the way back to where he had come.

Vanya and Soltic followed.







- - - -







“I’m Sailor Asmus,” said the priest, Sailor Asmus. “And you two have been sent by Sininindi to deal with the dungeon problem we’ve been having. How much do you know of the issue?”

Soltic and Vanya had been taken to an upper room which was almost as austere as the cathedral down below, but it did have a nice view of Everbless to the east, the ocean to the west, and a small collection of personal stuff set upon a shelf, and the desk which separated Soltic and Vanya from Sailor Asmus. The desk looked like it was carved from coral, and it had some paperwork inside of some of its drawers. All in all, the Blue Temple was either suffering through hard times, freshly recovering from hard times, or they liked it this plain.

But really though… This place had to flood every so often, and until recently there were likely monsters everywhere out there, so they likely kept nothing of true value at this location.

“We’ve only just arrived and haven’t done much in the way of research. We haven’t even been to the local Dungeoneer’s Guild. We are aware there is some sort of issue, but we have no specifics.” Vanya asked, “Have there been many people to respond to Sininindi’s Quest?”

For a moment, Sailor Asmus looked uncomfortable, then he said, “The problem has been years in the making, but it’s not the most pressing problem for a great many people, because the dungeons are mostly doing what they’re supposed to be doing; they’re taking in monsters and leaving the rest of us out of it. But they’re doing a shit job. We get dungeon breaks every other week, and every few months the break is actually bad. The problem is the Dungeoneer’s Guild— Or Dungeon Guild. Whatever they want to call it these days. I take it they call it Dungeoneer’s Guild… Wherever you are from?”

“Underworld, near Bluite,” Vanya said, “Some people just call it the Adventurer’s Guild.”

Asmus nodded, then continued, “We call it the Dungeon Guild here, and yes, we have had a few people come in off the streets, sent here by Sininindi over the years. They’ve mostly met the same ends: dead in the dungeons, revived a few times, and then kicked out of town by the Storm Priests of Storm’s Edge, or the Dungeon’s Guild, or the Adventurer’s Guild, or the Regency. There are a lot of different factors at play here, miss…?”

“Vanya Silver; sorry, Priest Asmus.” Vanya gestured to Soltic. “And my boyfriend, Soltic Cross.”

Asmus nodded, then said, “You likely won’t deal with me much going forward, for we here at the Blue Temple try to be neutral in this situation, but I will act as a keystone for you. If you get in trouble, bring up my name with any people you talk with, and it might open doors that were otherwise shut. It’s ‘Sailor Asmus’, though, not ‘priest’. We’re Sailors here at the Blue Temple; the practical arm of the Church of Sininindi. The Storm Priests are at the temple at Storm’s Edge, to the south. A lot of people get us confused, but we’re not the same; sailors are a lot calmer.” He stood, saying, “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Silver, Mister Cross. Do you need directions to the dungeons, or anything like that?”

Vanya and Soltic stood, as Vanya asked, “Down the crescent harbor, and off the other side, right?”

“That’s correct. Takes you a couple of hours to hike there unless you [Fly] or something similar, but politeness demands you do your magic outside of public places.”

Soltic asked, “People we should watch out for?”

Asmus eyed Soltic for a fraction of a moment, then rattled off, “Storm Priestess Tiza Nindi is an owl shifter who is generally in power among the storm priests, though you’ll probably end up dealing with some rambunctious acolyte until they catch wind that you’re here under Sininindi’s request, then you’ll move up the chain. I suggest you try to keep out of the storm priests’ sights as long as you can.

“The Dungeon Guild has their guildmaster Larro Tizet, and he’s a decent incani man. A former adventurer, that one, but most delvers are former adventurers, or at least the overlap is rather large.

“The Regency will likely remain uninvolved unless you try to do something as crazy as install a new dungeon master in any of the seven dungeons, but considering the shape of your probable goal, the Regency will get involved. That’s a whole thing, but you’ll likely deal with a human man by the name of Aroido Tidewalker; he’s a part of the main family of Tidewalkers.” Asmus asked, “Any other questions?”

“The quest was rather light on details, in that we don’t even have a blue box for it, so it’s not even a Quest.” Vanya asked, “Is there anything specific we’re supposed to actually be doing, here?”

Reluctantly, and hiding that reluctance rather well, Asmus said, “Sininindi rarely talks to any of us directly unless there’s a big problem, so it’s enough that you’re here and pointed in a direction, and that you don’t have some overly-preconceived notions of what you need to do. I suggest you ride this storm to wherever it takes you, and make the most of what you find; it’s the best way I have found to live, and this quest given to you is no exception to that guidance.”

Vanya nodded, grinning softly. “Fair enough. I can work with that.”

“Why are you so eager to get us out of here, Sailor Asmus?” Soltic asked, turning a minimally-polite conversation suddenly cold.

The three of them were all standing because Sailor Asmus had stood a few minutes ago, and not even a few minutes into the meeting. He wanted them gone, and Soltic needed to know why.

Vanya’s smile grew strained.

Asmus frowned. Without rancor, he said, “Ever since That Damned Wizard upended the world a lot of people have gained a lot of different ideas about the best ways to protect Storm’s Edge from all the new threats and changes sweeping our way. Things have mostly settled down, but a lot of conflicts just got buried, to fester. The Blue Temple wishes to remain neutral in that conflict, and so I’m rushing you out of here before I accidentally chum the waters and get involved in whatever new-catastrophe your arrival heralds. I’m sure I’ll get involved soon enough, though.” He looked like he really wanted to say something, and he was having second thoughts, but he decided to speak anyway. “The last time someone tried messing with the dungeons we had a break that cost the lives of 76 people. If the damned fool hadn’t been killed in that break, then he would have been killed for gross negligence. It’d take a trial to figure out if he was actually guilty, though we all knew how that trial was going to go anyway. Whatever you do, don’t go making changes without clearing it with everyone else...” Asmus paused. He decided he had said enough. “Begone, and may waves carry you to good harbor.”

Soltic did a small bow, Vanya did a curtsy, then they left.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Just forewarning! 

This beginning sequence is much more traditionally paced than a webserial usually is. Some crucial things won't appear in the story for a while (chapter 224). 

If you don't like how the story is right now, come back then and it'll be more normally paced. 

- - - -

Patrons have up to chapter 228! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



221, 2/2


                Rocks shifted under Soltic’s shoes as he walked along the coast, with Vanya at his side. They had left the Blue Temple and Sailor Asmus behind five minutes ago and now they were on a mostly empty stretch of harbor beach, south of Everbless. The beach was rocky and absent of almost all people, though a painter stood further inland, alone upon a hill, painting Everbless to the north.

The air was breezy and laden with moisture, and the sun was somewhere far beyond the stacked clouds overhead. It would have been a dreary setting, except the sun shone upon every horizon, beyond the clouds, except where the clouds touched the inland mountains and rainforests. Up ahead, the edge of the crescent harbor stretched out north, curving all the way around to the other side of Everbless, before the rocky crescent dove under the Letri Ocean.

Erick had almost reached his senses out through Ophiel to check on everything he had heard about from Sailor Asmus, but Soltic refrained. Instead, Soltic allowed himself to get lost in the simple joy of walking along the beach, and using only the senses he personally had to go over everything he had heard back there, in the Blue Temple.

Vanya seemed to be having a lot of thoughts, too, because she wasn’t speaking, either.

Soltic said, “It seems we both decided that walking to the dungeon road was what we’re going to do, but it appears we don’t have to do that right away. We could go back and check out the Storm Priests. We could go to the Regency public offices. Check out the Adventurer’s Guild in town, and find out where the Dungeon Guild offices are.”

Vanya thought as Soltic spoke, and then she said, “I want to go see the lay of the land. I want to see the dungeons first. Where do you want to go first?”

Erick’s eyes turned toward Everbless. “A tour?”

“… Better not.” Quilatalap said, “We’re here for a mission and I would like it if we stick to that mission.”

Erick felt the weight of responsibility press upon him. Sininindi had specifically told him years and years ago that he was not to have any contact with Everbless; that Everbless was not his son, and that Everbless was wholly and fully Sininindi’s joy.

Erick had needed to remind himself of that several times today. He would likely need to remind himself that fact several dozen more times before he was done here, at Storm’s Edge.

“I really want to see him closer, though,” Erick said, “I feel like I should. That I need to.”

“We’ve had this talk before.” Quilatalap asked, “Do you actually need? Or do you want?”

“… I’m not sure.” Erick frowned. “All I really know is that I expected some sort of direct contact back there at the Blue Temple… Some sort of actual word and actual instruction, and not that vaguery.” Erick retreated, and Soltic came out. “Less mystery, more doing.”

Vanya smiled a little. She shrugged. “I think it’s fine. We’ve got lots and lots of time, Soltic. Lots of time.”

Soltic felt his heart skip a beat. “… Yeah. I suppose we do.” He smiled, plucking Sailor Asmus’s words and using them as his own, as he said, “Especially if ‘That Damned Wizard’ keeps up his [Reincarnation]s going for the next 40 years.” He held up an arm, showing off a big bicep and shoulder, playfully asking, “I could go for some more mass, ya think?”

Vanya laughed. “What! You’d have to be an orcol to get bigger.”

“I could do that. Would you be an orcol with me?”

Vanya shook her head. “No way. That sort of pretty is too pretty. I like normal people's looks, thank-you-very-much.”

“You’d make a beautiful orcol.”

Vanya chuckled, her small, happy sounds carrying away in the wind.

With a dejected air, Soltic sarcastically bemoaned, “I suppose you’re good enough as a human woman. SIGH.”

Vanya laughed louder.

Soltic couldn’t help himself; he grabbed Vanya and lifted her up, spinning her around, smiling as he listened to the beautiful sounds of happy laughter that only increased as she giggled under his grip. He set her back down and kissed her deeply.

Vanya pulled away all too quickly, smiling brightly, a tease in her eyes as she hopped forward, and then took off at a little jog, calling out, “Catch me if you can!”

For a brief moment, Erick marveled at his life. Two days ago he had been swamped with last-day work, turning a single day into over a week of final preparations. And now he was here, in a body of his own making that was not his original Form, on a beach with Quilatalap while he wore a body that was not his original, too. It was a working vacation, but all they had to solve was one problem. Sure, it had all turned into a mess of intrigue well before they actually got to the dungeons, and Sininindi wasn’t speaking to them, but then again, Erick hadn’t called out to the Goddess of Storm and Sea yet, and it was still just one problem.

Last week, Erick had solved a thousand problems in a single day. Of course, he barely remembered all those problems (a lie told to himself; he remembered them all) so being on the ground, here at the area that needed help, with Quilatalap at his side and all his worries delayed by months…

It was nice.

Soltic smiled as he gave a halfhearted chase, easily catching up to Vanya and taking her hand into his. They walked together till it was hard to walk on the rocky beach side by side, and then Vanya led the way, over boulder-strewn hills, and onto cliffside paths.

Soltic asked, “Do you think the goddess will give us actual instruction?”

“Only if we’re fucking up,” Vanya easily added, “Or maybe in our dreams. Probably your dreams; not mine.”

- - - -

The ‘monster highway’ had signage posted kilometers before they could actually see the highway. All Soltic could really see was more cliffside paths ahead of them, the ocean to the north, and dense rainforest to the south, where the trees fully covered the mountains. Mana sensing was a different story, though.

All along the paths, Soltic had been sensing the flow of the unseen world. The world was twisted near Everbless, in some sort of funneling that made the mana near Storm’s Edge rather calm and boring, but swirling and denser near Yggdrasil’s little brother. Here, closer to the monster road, that flow had become a true current.

The manasphere flowed eastward, unnaturally, tainted by Elemental Rain, and Storm, and even a bit of Lightning. Elemental Cloud was the only one truly visible to the naked eye, though, for the clouds flowed from Everbless, to here, and then further on.

Eventually Soltic and Vanya reached a final warning sign, set to the edge of the disused cliffside path.

- -

ATTENTION: MONSTERS AHEAD

You have been warned

- -

Beyond that sign lay another cliff.

All this way, Soltic and Vanya had been steadily climbing, neither of them wanting to speed up the process with spellwork, for both of them were likely going to be [Witness]ed eventually. And so, they had been going along as mundanely as possible, leaving behind the ocean and the sounds of surf far below, both of them sweating a little as they crested the path.

The mountain dropped away in a hard slope, a few hundred meters down and away and secured in stonework to ensure the cliff remained strong in the face of disaster. A few kilometers away, further east, the cliffside came back up, almost all the way to the level which Soltic and Vanya stood upon.

Between those two worked-stone cliffs lay a long stretch of beach, far below, that stretched out to the north by another kilometer and a half. That beach continued inland by several kilometers, the two cliffs forming walls, with nothing but sands between them.

Sands, and monsters.

It was a highway of death.

Currently, that death was four flying whales, strewn out across the lands, looking like they had been fleeing, or fighting, but they had lost, for a whole school of longscale toothers had taken down the whales. Those long, barracuda-like fish feasted on the corpses, flying through the air and through the blubbery bodies to get at the organs inside.

There were lots of flying fish on Veird, but the monstrous ones flew most of all.

Vanya said, “Looks like we missed the action by a few minutes.”

“They can’t have been dead long,” Soltic agreed. “Lotta skeletons in those sands, too.”

Vanya took a moment to look at the path leading down into the monster highway, and then across to the other side of the place. “I’m [Scry]ing the other side. There’s a watchtower on the other side. Looks like a lot of people.” She turned back to Soltic. “I’m pretty sure the Dungeon Guild is down the monster road, near the dungeons, but that place over there looks happening.”

“Let’s go to the dungeons; we don’t need to talk to the people at the watchtower.” Soltic looked south, to where the monster road led deep into a canyon that had been carved between the mountains, while the mountains themselves had been altered in what had to have been some truly massive landshaping. And then he looked up and around, at the mana in the air, and how it flowed in the sky, and then down the monster road. It turned thick down there. Almost as thick as from a [Cleanse]. Soltic gave himself a little [Cleanse]. A bit of sweat and dirt turned into thick air and rapidly flowed down into the artificial valley. “That is some well controlled mana flow.”

Vanya began heading south, alongside the cliff of the monster road, saying, “Everbless does a good job of controlling the flow. I wonder if that’s a new development, or was he doing that ten years ago? Back when he was still a baby tree?”

Soltic followed Vanya, saying. “No idea.”







- - - -







An hour later, and several kilometers further inland, Erick finally felt safe enough to speak, in code, of what they had seen back there, and more importantly, what they had not seen. Quilatalap had mentioned that Everbless must be the one controlling the flow, but was that the full story? Probably not. He had surely seen what Erick had seen.

For floating above the artificial canyon, back there at the coast, had been something untoward.

Something made of a thousand tendrils and even more eyes. Ophiel had almost come out of his hiding when he saw that, for the thing sitting high in the air, above where water met land, had almost touched Erick and Quilatalap. Its tendrils had been kilometers long, and it certainly could have touched them, if it wanted to. But it had not. It had certainly looked at them, and gotten near them, its tendrils floating around both Erick and Quilatalap as though it was checking them out, testing and tasting without doing either of those actions at all. It was just there, hanging out, thinking itself invisible and intangible, and yet to the Wizard and the Archlich, it had been none of that at all.

“So the mana flows back there were pretty well done,” Erick started. “But the mana flows here seem more wild.” And that was true. Here, deeper in the valley, the mana flows were almost natural, but thick air still flowed across the sandy ground in the canyon down below, collecting on boulders or inside craters. “The thick air isn’t actually going into the ground like it should, though.”

Quilatalap nodded, saying, “I think Everbless’s roots are much larger than his upper body. He probably has magic hidden everywhere around here.”

“… I guess that could explain it?”

Quilatalap shrugged.

Erick saw that Quilatalap wasn’t really worried…

So Soltic wasn’t worried, either.













- - - -







It was an empty, desert-like canyon, tens of kilometers across, with low stonework divisions and canals that acted as funneling systems for the mana, and for the monsters. Within seven nodes of the canyon— six all around and one in the center— lay the open, black-ringed portals that were the dungeons.

The dungeons were far away from every inhabited part of the island.

Beyond the canyon, two more monster roads led in from the south, and the east, though the northern route they had just come in on and the southern route were both angled closer to northwest, and south-southwest, than straight cardinal directions. The northern route had wound back and forth in the mountains, too, to account for varied geography.

All of the construction was purposefully made to avoid the majority of civilization on the western edge of the island.

It was, perhaps…

“It’s just the oddest damned way to do this, isn’t it?” Vanya asked, rhetorically. “This monster funneling.”

She knew a lot more about this dungeon stuff than Soltic, but only because she had been making these things work all across the world for the last 11 years, and hands-on experience was worth a lot more than ‘read it in a book’ or ‘watched it happened’ experience. Vanya was up to 27 dungeons at the moment.

Soltic and Vanya stood upon the crest of a hill, overlooking ‘dungeon valley’, according to the sign posted at the edge of the walking road they had taken to get here. They were technically outside of the monster-traveling zones, but Soltic imagined that that would change, soon enough.

Vanya stood beside him, surveying the land ahead just like he was, adding, “It’s what they do over at Dungeon Island.” It was not a satisfied sort of statement, or really an explanation. It was more of an ‘It’s not wrong, but not what I would do.’ “We should be seeing people walk toward those dungeons.” Vanya frowned. “I see monsters down there… But no people entering or leaving the dungeons?”

“There’s a few people further away.” Soltic offered, “Maybe they have set schedules? No people lining up outside, waiting to be let in? They might line up elsewhere, too.”

“… I suppose they could also have people just entering and exiting as they are wont, but the number of people going in and out might simply be low...” Vanya’s frown remained strong. “Something weird is happening here. This is not what I expected to find at all.”

“Should we go and check out a dungeon? Flight spells and armor? Or—” Soltic gestured across the land, pointing toward the southern edge of the artificial canyon, where sparse greenery turned into denser greenery, and the mountains turned natural and rainforested again. “I think I see buildings in that mountain forest.”

Vanya huffed, and started walking along the edge of the canyon, headed around toward the southern side. “Let’s go see the guildhouse. We’ll fly once we’re not over the dungeon canyon itself.”

And so they did.

Along the way they spotted two more of those eldritch, invisible, intangible tentacle monsters, flying in the sky, directing the mana. Both monsters were too far away to interact with them at all, and Soltic and Vanya didn’t really look at them too much, lest they draw the monsters’ attentions.

And they were monsters. They were not [Familiar]s. Soltic could tell that much. They had real biology in them, though that biology was rather arcane in nature, it did exist.

Ophiel was a little freaked out the whole time, though, so Erick sent a lot of good thoughts Ophiel’s way; the little guy was being exceedingly good about hiding even though he did not want to hide in the face of oddities.

- - - -

The path leading into the guildhouse was a lot more apparent by the time Soltic and Vanya flew over the separating monster road, and stepped foot at the edge of the forested mountain.

Here and there, stone towers stood at the edge of the land, offering good views over the dungeon canyon down below. People populated those towers; either adventurers or delvers, or simple guards paid by the city to watch over the lands below, and to report if the flow of monsters changed. Probably the latter.

… Separating out what Soltic would gain from a casual overview of a situation, versus what Erick would gain from the same look, was a lot harder than Erick thought it would be. He knew those people were guards, solidly, based on several small factors, but some of them were dressed in civilian clothes, and looked almost like civilians. Or delvers.

Whatever was going on here was a situation that Soltic would handle one way, and Erick would handle very differently.

Which was probably why Sininindi had wanted ‘not-Erick’ and ‘not-Quilatalap’ to do this task.

As they walked into the edge of the sparse forest, Soltic and Vanya finally saw other people who truly weren’t guards. As Soltic and Vanya went deeper, following a stone path, they passed people going the other direction, out toward the dungeon canyon. Those people didn’t speak at all, and Soltic and Vanya didn’t break that silence. Those others looked ready for war, though, with their [Conjure Armor] and other magic clinging to them, fully kitted out with rings and wands at their belts, and with potions in their bags. They did not look excited about their upcoming task, either, which was either because it was rote work, or because… who knew! They were certainly adventurers or delvers, though. 

Most of those people had feet in both circles these days, though there was a distinct difference developing between the two organizations. The Dungeon Guild was rather new, and it was an offshoot of the Adventurer’s Guild, so one had to be an adventurer before they allowed you to be a delver in the Dungeon Guild. Most delvers were veterans in the Adventurer’s Guild, so they knew what they were doing, but that wasn’t always the case.

All Soltic had right now were educated guesses. He’d have to see more to make better guesses, which would happen soon enough.

Here, under the cover of trees and all up the mountainside, was a small city of scattered buildings. People went about their lives, hidden in the shadows, so that the various monsters that might fly in or look this way from the bottom of the dungeon canyon could not see them. Soltic and Vanya had had no difficulty with the monsters in the dungeon canyon looking their way and charging up at them, though, so Soltic thought the whole ‘hidden city under the canopy’ was rather more protection than they needed.

And it was also not much protection at all.

There was a wall, but it was a short thing, easily hoppable, and without any guard stations.

The protections must have been magical, though, because passing through the gap in that wall was like stepping into a land of sudden noise, because it was; they had passed a silencing [Ward].

People spoke loudly at a commissary to the right, while blacksmith hammers struck iron and other metals further in, and laughter drifted out from what appeared to be barracks on the left. Soltic easily estimated that, if what he was seeing in the barracks and other nearby buildings was correct, that there were maybe a thousand people in this under-canopy town. As they walked into the city, and got a few odd looks from the other people but were mostly ignored, Soltic guessed that 75% of those present were warriors of some sort, if their builds were anything to go by. 10% were mages, based on their active [Personal Ward]s. The rest were civilians, or paper shapers. No children; this was a land of war. His mana sense didn’t reach the entire land, but Soltic felt his guesses were correct.

Probably 75% of them were soldiers of the state, though, but you couldn’t tell that just by looking. This was a land fully under control of the Regency of Storm’s Edge.

… Nothing untoward with that, though, because Soltic rapidly realized that this was an army town. They catered to delvers only as much as they needed to.

Vanya led the way to what was a paired Adventurer’s/Dungeon Guildhouse. It was a rather standard 2-story affair that opted to go wide rather than tall, since they had more than enough space for it. The front doors were open, and though they got a few more looks their way, the other people in the grand entranceway went back to playing Wizard’s Towers or other card games.

To the left was a large blackboard with time slots and dungeon appointments.

“I guessed right.” Soltic said, “Looks like they have schedules instead of lines.”

Vanya’s frown deepened. All the way here, everything she saw only made her slightly more miffed. The dungeon scheduling board cemented that frown. With a quiet tone, she almost spat, “That means that the dungeons are set, with expected rates for completion and times. It’s… It’s not right.”

Soltic smiled a little bit, adopting a nicer tone to try and make Vanya happier, “I think we’ve found our goal, then.”

Vanya put her hands on her hips, breathed, then said, “I suppose we need to sign up for a slot.”

And then she walked over to a bored teller.

The guy was a human wearing a black-trimmed, brown uniform, sitting behind a counter and reading a book, his eyes rapidly darting back and forth. He was fully engrossed in… Soltic read the cover. ‘A Tale of Two Wizards, Volume 4’. Soltic maintained his facade.

Erick, though, cringed, and then he couldn’t help himself but read a little bit of the book… And yup. It was about Wizards, and one of them was an Erick-analogue.

Vanya stood there, on the customer side of the counter, waiting for the man to recognize her presence.

He did not.

Vanya said, “Hello. I’d like a slot in the dungeons.”

Without looking up the man picked up a slip of paper and set it on the counter, but he held onto that paper as he continued to read his book— He suddenly smiled wide, and then he set down the book, and looked at Vanya and Soltic. His eyes went wide as he let go of the paper. “Oh! Sorry about that.” He said, “I thought you were a regular and I… sort of got carried away with the book.”

Vanya was already reading over the paper, but she came to the same rapid conclusion that Soltic had, based on the paper, and the sign-up board over there, and a few other facts around the room. With an almost-angry tone, she asked, “No delving past 4 pm?”

It was nearly that already.

Soltic said, “That team we passed coming in must have been the last team of the day.”

The teller put on a professional, attempting-to-disarm smile, saying, “Apologies, but while the dungeons are public, the public hours are set. Since we use natural monsters here, we risk depopulating the dungeons otherwise.”

Soltic asked about a different part of the paperwork, “What’s this I see about ‘80% of resources gained are to be turned over to Storm’s Edge’? The common rate is 10%.”

A few locals were watching Soltic and Vanya, and had been ever since Vanya spoke of wanting a slot in the dungeons. It was obvious that Soltic and Vanya were new, and the onlookers took no small amount of joy in watching as Soltic spoke of common rates, and then—

The teller’s response was obviously something he said a hundred times already, “Due to the nature of the cultivated dungeons of Storm’s Edge, and the fact that a delver will always get something if they delve here, what you harvest was only harvestable because of us, and so we will take what we are owed for our services as dungeon masters.”

Vanya took that personally. “Are they public dungeons, or not?”

“I advise you not to try to circumvent our rules,” the teller said, without any anger or threatening tone, and not directly answering Vanya’s question at all. “People found in violation of curfew will be tried as trespassers and fined a thousand gold. Inability to pay means conscription into guard duty or exile from the dungeons of Storm’s Edge, along with demerits against your Adventurer’s or Dungeon Guild badge number. Much heavier fines are levied against those who try to break any of our dungeons, and those who kill a dungeon in some misguided attempt to harm us and our rules are severely prosecuted. We have agreements with House Benevolence to enforce our rules across the Gate Network, and we will see them enforced.”

Vanya relented, “Fine. When is the next available slot?”

“For residents of Storm’s Edge, the dungeons are available on a first come first served basis, every morning. For non-residents, you have to check in at noon to see if there are any slots left. Most people wait around here in the guildhouse to see if there are any no-shows, for there are often no slots left by noon.”

Vanya scowled—

Soltic laughed, a deep booming thing that turned into a menacing chuckle soon enough, and then he sighed. “You guys got a fucked up system here.”

In a calm, practiced way, the teller said, “We understand that our system is not for everyone. Please delve elsewhere if you don’t like the guaranteed income of our cultivated dungeons. The Gate Network can take you anywhere you want, for cheap. May I suggest the new dungeons of the Freelands? They’re quite popular.”

Vanya almost said something angry, and Soltic almost spoke about breaking the curfew openly and in direct defiance of the local laws—

But a burly woman spoke up from where she and her skinny male friend were drinking at a table by the guild bar, “Shit-heel Daron’s just giving you trouble! Out-of-towners often get a spot, so sign up for whatever and let me buy you two some drinks.”

She seemed like good people.

Soltic said to Vanya, “Let’s do that.”

Vanya rapidly filled out the paperwork with a precise application of aura control and then shoved it across the desk at the teller, and then she stepped away, toward the drinkers. Soltic happily followed.

“I’m Barda and this is my partner, Nero,” said the strong-looking woman, who had already gotten two more beers out of the barkeep and handed them over, smiling. “Welcome to the Pit, where we delvers do all the work and Storm’s Edge takes all the money.”

A few other bar-goers must have felt the same, for they raised a toast at Barda’s proclamation.

Vanya took her beer and waterfalled it, much to the widening, happy eyes of Barda and Nero, and a few other patrons. She finished with a delightful sigh, then said, “Looks like I’m gonna need a lot more of those.”

Barda laughed loud, then said, “Another round for my new friend here!”

Vanya said, “Vanya,” then she pointed to Soltic. “Soltic. A pleasure to meet you, Barda. Nero.”

Soltic nodded, and sipped his beer, as the barkeep handed another beer over to Vanya.

It was a pretty good evening, all things considered. They didn’t get a chance to actually go into the dungeons, but they did get pretty damned drunk, which was rather great. Soltic couldn’t remember the last time he had gotten drunk in a bar with new friends… Well that was untrue. It was six years ago, and he had needed to [Return] ten minutes earlier halfway through the night, ruining the evening, just so he could have that little bit of extra time to solve a crisis of assassination over in the Freelands.

So far Poi hadn’t called him in any sort of emergency, though, so…

The House was probably fine.

… Erick checked. The House was mostly fine. People were running around and worrying about stuff, and Erick ended up solving a few problems that Kiri wasn’t acting on quite fast enough—

Which earned him a message from Poi, ‘I thought you were on sabbatical.’

‘Okay okay!’ Erick relented, pulling Ophiels back from all over the world. ‘I’m stepping back.’

With mirth in his voice, Poi simply said, ‘Have fun,’ and then he cut their connection.

Meanwhile, Soltic listened to exactly how poorly Storm’s Edge was managing their dungeons.

Barda met Vanya beer for beer, and now they were both halfway taken by the wind, as Barda sloshed her half-full mug, saying, “And another thing! They’re all the same damned dungeon! Every one a copy of the others, and nothing is allowed to change! To grow properly.”

Nero sipped his beer politely, smiling as he said, “You said that already, shield-of-my-life.”

Barda gasped as she looked at her boyfriend. And then she got close to him, saying, “You always talk so good when you’re drunk.”

Nero giggled.

Barda looked off to the windows, where the night was coming on strong and daylight fled from the world. They were inside a deep canyon, so perhaps it wasn’t actually that late at all, but it was getting a little late. Soltic was getting hungry, but Barda was looking at Nero and those two clearly weren’t going to stick around for dinner.

Barda took her boyfriend’s hand, and told Vanya, “Great to meet you but we’re done being in public for a while. Enjoy your vacation, Vanya. Maybe we’ll see you in the dining room for dinner later!” She added with a nod, “Soltic.”

As they departed, Soltic watched them giggle at each other…

Soltic turned to Vanya, “Time for us to find a room, too?”

For a moment, Quilatalap was on the exact same wavelength as Erick.

And then Vanya leveled a glare at him, full of airs. She deigned to say, “I suppose I will allow it,” in the most princess-voice she could muster, even though her eyes continued to tell a very different emotion.

They got a room. The room was overpriced, for sure, just like the beers had been, but the entire economy around ‘The Pit’ was based around Storm’s Edge getting all the money they could out of the place, without regard for the people running the dungeons. Or at least that’s what Barda had said, and neither Soltic nor Vanya had seen anything to disprove this assertion.

After a bit of sweaty fun in their own rooms, Vanya lay beside Soltic in bed, her gaze fixed on the ceiling, her mind rapidly turning over every problem she had seen and then trying to figure out how to make it all better.

Soltic watched her as she thought, a smile upon his face, hidden behind his thick beard except for where it showed in his eyes.

Vanya turned to him. Their simple shared look dispelled most of her reasserted frown, and then a certain heat returned to her face, and probably to Soltic’s, too. And then Vanya looked away, as though she was somehow shy. Soltic knew she was not shy at all, but she was very good at pretending. She probably just wanted to think more on the current situation, though, instead of anything else they could be doing.

After a moment, Vanya said, “This place is fucked up. I had heard stories and done some investigation before I came here, but it’s worse than I thought.”

Soltic lay back on the bed and put his arms behind his head. “Assuming that she wants it to change, then this is going to either take a reveal, or some subterfuge, or something else to disturb this place and make it how I know you want to make it.”

“It could be so much better!” Vanya blurted. More calmly, she said, “With Everbless controlling the mana all around the island and shoving monsters along corridors… I don’t really agree with how they’re doing this, but it works over at Dungeon Island, and they don’t have an Everbless over there to make it work this well.” She turned and faced Soltic. “You know those dungeons are cramped on the other sides of those portals.”

“You’d know more about that than I would.”

Vanya went, “Bah! You know how this all works just as well as I do.”

“Now that’s where you’re wrong,” Soltic said, grinning under his beard, which he was just now realizing hid his smile rather well. Maybe he didn’t have to pretend to be such a dour guy after all. He could allow himself to smile more, and if people saw, then that was fine. “I theoretically know how they operate, but you’re the one with dungeon creation experience.”

“… How would you ‘theoretically’ go about changing what you see?”

Soltic gazed at Vanya, and easily said, “I would delegate the job to you.”

Vanya slapped him with a pillow.

Soltic laughed.

And Vanya gave an easy smile. “You’re a lot more relaxed about this trip than I thought you would be.”

“Oh, don’t mistake the facade for relaxation. I’m freaking out internally, but I’m also letting go of expectations.” Soltic asked, “You want to delve the dungeons at midnight, or something?”

Vanya thought for a moment, then she got up and out of bed, saying, “Nope. Let’s go have dinner. Or whatever passes for dinner around here.”

- - - -







The beer flowed like water down at the guild bar and restaurant. Soltic and Vanya ran into Barda and Nero again, and though dinner was priced in gold or rads, it was good food, almost worthy of the price. Seared local fish, thick and flaky and brilliant white, rice imported from Alaralti in the Songli Highlands, which was rather cheap thanks to the Gate Network, and fried banana-like things taken from one island over that added a perfect sweetness to the meal.

Spearing a fried banana slice with her fork, Barda said, “I’ve been to a hundred dungeons so far, but Nero and I keep coming back to this place because he’s a local and we can get in easily, and it’s a good life. Soon as we get enough savings and innate mana generation, we’re thinking of relocating to some place like Dungeon Island, or maybe…” She looked to Nero, and tried out the word, “Candlepoint.”

Nero almost spat out his beer. “You want to go there?!”

Obviously Candlepoint was a point of contention amongst them.

Pretty normal, really.

Barda shrugged. “I hear they have good dungeons.”

Vanya easily said, “They’re good, but they’re busy. Much busier than here. The Archlich’s Grand Dungeon is for high-veteran delvers only, but you can get to anywhere through Candlepoint, so a lot of people make Candlepoint their base, wait for a turn at the Grand Dungeon, but delve elsewhere the world over. The Highlands have a lot of good mid-level dungeons, if you want another step before taking on the Grand Dungeons.”

Nero looked at her. “I thought this was your first trip to the Surface?”

“We’ve been…” Vanya glanced to Soltic.

Soltic gave her a look and a shrug, which was what she wanted him to do.

And then Vanya said to Nero, “We’ve been looking to relocate in any number of different areas, actually. Candlepoint is on the list.”

Barda focused. “So you’ve been to the Grand Dungeon?”

“A few times.” Vanya said, “It’s dangerous. You’re going to die at least once in there. I know I did.”

Soltic nodded, adding his silent weight to the conversation.

Nero scowled. It was the first negative emotion Soltic had seen on the guy. “I would prefer not to die at all.” He looked at Barda, saying, “I came close three times, and that’s when I decided not to do the dangerous dungeons anymore. That’s why we're here, back at my homeland.”

Barda took a moment, holding back her words, before blurting, “It’s not a big deal, right? To die?”

Nero looked ready to explode in anger—

But Vanya instantly said, “You’re wrong, Barda. Death is a horror, each and every time. The pain of having your head ripped off by a giant crab. Feeling your insides slip away to be gorged on by rats closing in on all sides. Burning alive. Even the lesser deaths of blood loss in a warm ocean, dying before the sharks could close in… They’re all horrible. Some people become numb to the pain, or they learn how to heal themselves exceedingly quickly. But sometimes people get sensitized to the pain, and they can’t ever go into a dungeon ever again.”

A few people at the nearby tables stopped what they were doing. They listened.

Barda and Nero were already absolutely focused on Vanya’s words.

Vanya continued, “I learned to heal fast, so that’s me, but others have different experiences. Those places with those dangerous dungeons have therapists ready to talk, but besides that, there are plenty of other people who have gone through the same things in those places, so you can always find someone in a bar or otherwise who might have gone through what you went through. Death is not something to normalize, but the Grand Dungeons can and do bring people back from death as a matter of routine.” She added, “The real danger is how it makes you feel, to go through death like it’s a normal thing. Like: ‘if healing is so easy, then what’s the point of being careful?’ That sort of thinking is the real danger.”

Erick loved to hear Quilatalap, the teacher, so it was kinda nice to know that ‘Vanya’ shared at least that part of his real personality. And the topic was pretty interesting, too. But ‘Soltic’ wouldn’t engage with this sort of conversation; he was more dour than that, unfortunately…

But maybe he could be less dour around friends? Sure. Why not.

It didn’t look like Barda or Nero were ready to talk, anyway.

Soltic said, “I try not to die in the first place; it’s worked out mostly, but I’ve had a lot of close shaves. Scares the shit out of you, every time.”

Barda and Nero went wide-eyed.

And then Barda decided that was enough talk of dour things, and said, “I never got to cleave a real wyrm in half back when wyrm season was a thing in Glaquin, but I managed the feat not two months ago in the Pit!” She smiled. “Sheared it right from nose to ass, I did! Now that was some scary shit!”

Nero smiled softly, then said to Vanya and Soltic, “You heard the full Pit-dungeon layout, yet? It’s not too scary at all, except for that final boss.”

“I’ve gotten much better about cleaving wyrms in half,” Barda said, smiling.

“I don’t know much about the dungeon, but I assume there’s a wyrm involved,” Vanya said, “I don’t need to know more, though. I’d prefer to go in blind.” 

Barda and Nero went a little wide-eyed at that, but Barda was impressed, while Nero was vaguely judgemental and trying not to be. 

Vanya changed the subject, “It’s just you two that go in yourselves, right? I assume warrior and mage?”

Barda smiled. “Nero here has gotten a lot better magery through practical learning than he could get through an Arcanaeum. I think the whole arcanaeum shit is on the outs, soon enough.”

Nero said, “I dabble in whatever passes for magic these days. Hard to know, with every dungeon system out there being different from each other. I do have an aura, though.”

Vanya said, “Soltic and I got our auras a while ago. Whatever the dungeons can throw at you, they can’t really restrict basic magics.”

“You two are big-city delvers, aren’t you?” Nero asked.

“Something like that,” Vanya said. “Storm’s Edge should be a big city delver location, too. You got the people, and the manasphere control thanks to Everbless. There really should be a Grand Dungeon here, but it’s all normal, small dungeons, that break all the time. Why is that?”

“Politics,” Barda said, scowling.

Nero explained, “The Church of Sininindi has their World Tree move the mana around, so they’re the first hurdle to overcome when it comes to changing the way this place works… or maybe they’re not. Not like Everbless would cause dungeons to spawn inside the city; his mommy is raising that ‘kid’ right, far as any locals can tell. The Regency is the real problem; they try to control everything.”

“Everyone is worried about the shifting world,” Barda said, “They want things to stay the same, but it can’t.”

Nero said, “It’s the problem of obsolescence. Monsters don’t assail the walls, or climb up from the depths of the sewers, or swim in from the ocean; not anymore. People don’t [Teleport] attack anymore; not even for burglary or smaller thefts. This means that life is better than ever, but it also means everything is so much easier to control, but a lot of us grew up listening to stories about how it used to be, and we want that freedom. Sininindi is all about freedom of movement, too. But the Regency wants to keep the dungeons small and useless except for money, and in doing so, they gradually weaken the power of those growing up in this new age. This is what they want to happen. They want to make us obsolescent. I’m not even level 50… Not that it would do me much good in a dungeon, anyway.

“Like, I’m only 26 years old. I wasn’t even matriculated back when the Exoduses happened. My father and grandfather, though, talk about so many things that I’ll never do, and that’s what drove me to become a delver; it’s the only way to live that sort of life.” With a finality, Nero said, “I’m not going to settle down like some baker, or accountant. That’s just not me. I doubt my kids would want that sort of life, either.”

“And we’ve gotta be ready for the dungeon breaks,” Barda added.

“And that!” Nero said, excitedly. “The danger is never going away. The monsters are not gone. They’ve just been corralled into dark holes in the world for a little while. I think the Regency is cutting off a hand to [Cleanse] the slime. If they don’t put in better dungeons, then when some dungeon in another part of the Archipelago breaks, how are we going to defend ourselves from the real ‘Trials of the Dark’?”

For a moment, their part of the eatery was quiet.

Soltic asked, “Is that a common sentiment around here, among the locals?”

“Ehhh…” Barda waffled. She wasn’t sure how to deal with Soltic asking the question, for he had kept quiet most of the night except for here, where actual conflict might arise. Soltic and Vanya had agreed on the general shape of their roles days before coming here, and one of those shapes was that Vanya would be the talker, since she would be directly involved with whatever was to come, while Soltic would only get involved if something looked to go dangerous. And so, he had gotten involved here. After a moment, Barda decided to say, “Nero’s view is rather common, but no one talks about it because it’s bordering on Cultism.”

Soltic leaned back in his chair a little. “Ahhh.”

Nero turned a little red. “I’m not a— One of those.”

Vanya chuckled, saying, “Cultists aren’t so bad, though a lot of them go way too hard on the anti-Pantheon rhetoric.”

Barda smirked a little, while Nero paled. Barda said, “Now that’s bordering on Cultism, for sure.”

Vanya easily defended herself, “The Cult has always been about personal preparation for danger, and learning true magic to combat that danger. It’s not an inherently wrong idea, but that’s how they get you. They make you think that since they’re reasonable in one way, that all the rest of their ideas are reasonable, too. And they’re not.”

Like a light had gone off behind his eyes, Nero said, “Yes! That. I’m going to steal that phrase there, if you don’t mind.”

“Not a problem,” Vanya said, smiling, “Steal away.”

Soltic said, “They have a lot of anti-Cult things happening around here?”

“Yes. Automatically banned from almost everything,” Nero said. “If you stick around with the dungeons then you’ll get a visit from the Regency soon enough and you’ll have to defend your desire to enter the dungeons. Vacationers are usually exempt, though.”

Barda smiled. “Now that’s a better topic! What sort of vacation have you two planned?”

Vanya said, “Wherever the storm and seas blow us, we’ll be there. Might even stick around for a while; not sure. Actual settling locations might be Candlepoint, or Alaralti in the Highlands, or maybe Dungeon Island, but probably not that last one.”

Soltic simply nodded.

Nero and Barda grinned, both of them seeming to relax. The beer helped.

Mostly, though, they were glad that their light interrogation had gone well. Soltic didn’t think Barda or Nero were actually an organized part of the various spy networks situated around the space, but they certainly knew what they were doing with their small questions. Perhaps they were being spied on as well, and making a more secure cover for themselves? Hard to tell. Maybe they were just friendly, and they knew that if newcomers came in, looking suspicious, that those newcomers would get driven out.

… or something.

Hopefully the spies sitting around the guildhouse had gotten enough information out of Soltic and Vanya to prevent an actual confrontation until they were ready for that confrontation. The teller over at the counter, burning the near-midnight oil, was the same guy pretending to read a book whom Soltic and Vanya had dealt with earlier. He seemed to dismiss them again, just like he had before.

Another guy was not so dismissive at all. That other man sat behind a desk in a building about 250 meters away, well outside of the range of most every normal person’s mana sense, watching them with his mana sense and taking general notes. He had not dismissed Soltic and Vanya nearly as easily as the teller. Not only had he marked down everything that the two of them had said, he was marking down new information in a thick file he already had on Barda and Nero.

He also had a bunch of magic all around him that had hidden him from view. Or at least he did, until Erick sent a covert Ophiel over there to stick his wing inside the protected space. Erick had seen the space well before now and had decided to ignore it. But here at dinner, he could not; not when Barda and Nero were doing such a polite interrogation, and certainly not once he got the impression that he was actively being spied upon. Checking out that otherwise-hidden space was, perhaps, a violation of Erick’s personal decision not to do too much, and to absolutely not do anything that would out him as a spy, or a plant, or whatever.

But when people spied on others in a routine, business-sort-of-way, simply collecting information on everyone who was present in a public location, it felt like a violation.

Of course, the people spying were from the Regency, and this was their nation, and this type of spying wasn’t abnormal at all when those things were considered, so…

Erick did what he had to do to make himself feel a little safer.

Eventually, their little group was the last little group in the restaurant.

As the four of them walked away to the hotel side of the guildhouse, Barda said, “With any luck at all you should get a dungeon slot tomorrow. Show up at noon; only the soldiers actually wake up early around here.”

“Then that is what we’ll do,” Vanya said, then she wished them good night.

Soltic crashed into bed and got to work trying to fall asleep, because he was full, and safe, and he needed to have a dream-talk with Sininindi. Vanya followed Soltic into bed, and soon they were laying together, warm against one another, and drifting off to elsewhere.







- - - -







Erick stood upon the surface of a stormy ocean. Mountainous waves undulated across the world, coming Erick’s way, while the depths of a True Abyss held below his wet feet. The sky was a riot of black and endless rain and brilliant, shattering lightning, with hurricane gusts that tore at his clothes and mangled his hair.

But it was a dream. All of it certainly felt real, but Erick had been through enough of these things to know the difference. And then, just like that, Erick was a calm point in the storm. The wind did not touch him, and the mountainous waves did not crash upon him; it all went still.

The storm still raged, but it was a quiet thing, made even more quieter as a sudden voice filled the sky, “Ah! Finally. Thought you’d never fall asleep.”

The storm rained and the ocean went flat as a distant cloud tumbled into the shape of a tree’s canopy, and lightning became a crown. Everbless was much larger in the dream, yet he was still so very far away.

Sininindi stepped onto the ocean’s surface next to Erick, matching him for height. She looked as she usually did. Her sail-cloth dress wrapped around her strong body, and aside from having an ephemeral, divine-gold look to her edges, she seemed as normal as any other shipwreck survivor might look.

Gone were the days of antagonism between her and Erick; more than a decade gone, actually. She smiled upon seeing him up close, her stormy eyes filling with joy.

“I’m so glad you have a good cover. I was worried about that, but obviously I should not have been. I asked for subterfuge and I got it.” Sininindi said, “And you’re already on the task. It’s wonderful.”

Her joy was infectious.

Erick couldn’t help but grin, as he asked, “Got any specifics you desire?”

“Yes! It’s all rather simple, and you’re well positioned to do it, too. ‘Soltic’ and ‘Vanya’ can stick around as long as necessary for Vanya to be allowed to create a Grand Dungeon, and then Vanya makes that Grand Dungeon. Ideally no one finds out about either of you two, ever, but I know that once the Grand Dungeon gets up and running, that someone is going to figure out something, and then they’ll probably attack the Grand Dungeon. By that time it will be too late to usurp Quilatalap’s control. If Quilatalap serves as I desire, then everyone gets what they want. If not, then I expect you to come in and annihilate his dangerous dungeon. I doubt that caveat is necessary to say, but I am saying it anyway.” Sininindi said, “Furthermore: I appreciate that you have taken my warning not to get involved with Everbless to heart, but I need more assurances, so as soon as the Grand Dungeon reaches a tipping point and it will be created, you need to leave.

“Quilatalap must stay for 5 years to ensure it remains steady. But you need to leave, and then not come back. No direct contact, either. For 5 years. The longer you’re around Storm’s Edge the more chances my baby has to see you, and Everbless is too young to get confused about his parentage right now. Soon as Storm’s Edge is on its way to getting a Grand Dungeon made by the Archlich, Quilatalap gets a pass from me for his various crimes over the years, and I will remove my part of Yggdrasil’s seal.”

Sininindi stood in front of Erick, knowing what she had said, and what it all meant.

Erick stood stunned.

Suddenly, he hated Sininindi all over again.

He wasn’t sure where to start.

Sininindi knew this would happen though, which is probably why she repeated a few facts in her spiel and then stared him down like she was preparing to be punched in the face.

Erick very nearly did punch her in the face. She was close enough. His fist could reach. If she tried to run, then he would chase her down and punch her anyway. He was a fucking Wizard and he would punch a god if they deserved it, and right now, Sininindi deserved a good punch!

And then Erick had a second thought. He needed to understand… He needed to know if he was understanding her correctly. Maybe she had misspoke?

“… You want me to abandon Quilatalap to you?”

“Essentially, yes. I would prefer no-contact at all, and for your and his presence here to never be remarked upon at all, but [Telepathy] is acceptable.”

Erick rapidly complained, “[Telepathy] doesn’t work that well when a recipient is inside a dungeon. Quilatalap will be inside the dungeon, almost all the time.”

“I am aware.”

Erick put away his fury.

He became the Apparent King.

“… This is an unenviable position you have put me into, Sininindi.”

“I am aware of that, too. But it’s only 5 years.”

Erick had a lot of rejoinders to that. Everything from ‘that’s 5 years I will never get back’ to ‘what the fuck is wrong with you’. But he rapidly realized that 5 years was nothing to Quilatalap, and that the Archlich of Necromancy Itself would take this deal.

Though most of the Pantheon hated Quilatalap, Koyabez vouched for him, and to a certain extent, so did Rozeta. Having another vote for him among the Pantheon meant that he might be able to walk around openly. The Pantheon was different from the Relevant Entities, though, of whom Quilatalap likely had no chance of ever being forgiven, since those forces included the Angels and the Demons. But the Pantheon was a start, and Quilatalap could deal with angels and demons easily enough. Priests and otherwise were harder to deal with, by far.

Atunir, Goddess of Field and Fertility still absolutely hated the man for very, very old wounds caused by the Rage Wars at the start of the Script. The spread of necromancy was also something that Atunir abhorred, but not for any real reason, except for personal reasons.

Aloethag, Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, and to a lesser extent blood, had a tenuous relationship with Quilatalap, but that was mostly due to pre-Sundering problems. Back when Aloethag was Aloeth, Goddess of Elves and Blood, the elves were among the largest warmongers of the Old Cosmology, and in direct opposition/competition with many orcs, like Quilatalap. Quilatalap didn’t like Aloethag for a bunch of very personal reasons that basically did not exist here on Veird anymore. Aloethag didn’t really care about Quilatalap at all, but sometimes other orcols did, and so Aloethag sent priests after him sometimes, for whatever sorts of reasons there happened to be. One time, Quilatalap had spat on an effigy of Aloethag, and then Aloethag had sprayed blood on him, and then it was a whole thing; petty, to look back on, but at the time it was serious.

And then there was war. Sumtir, God of Righteous War, who had been ‘God of War’ before the Sundering, similarly hated Quilatalap, or at least the remnant ‘Church of True War’ hated him. The current incarnation of the God of War still sent people after Quilatalap occasionally, but only when Quilatalap remained in a known, vulnerable location for a while, and usually only because Sumtir’s clergy got tons of requests from other people to track down and kill Quilatalap, or to thieve from him whatever they could get.

Lotta people tried to steal from him all the time.

If someone neutral-ish like Sininindi stepped onto Quilatalap’s side…

Erick had no choice but to accept what was happening here, for Quilatalap would take this offer; no doubt. With a heavy voice, Erick asked, “Will you support him, when he chooses to accept this task? Keep him as safe as I have? And if his cover should fail, will you bring him back to me, safely?”

“Yes,” Sininindi said, without hesitation.

Erick breathed. “Okay.”

And then he woke up.

- - - -

Erick woke up on the bed, in the body of Soltic.

Quilatalap sat on a chair on the other side of the room, looking distraught yet solid, in the body of Vanya.

Erick sat up.

Quilatalap said, “I’m taking the offer.”

“… It’s the smart thing to do, so of course you are. I would have called you a fool if you had passed it up, and you’re no fool at all.” With a heavy heart, Erick said, “I’ll miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too. Since she wants no-contact, though… Do you want to talk about us?”

Erick had known that that was coming, too, but he had hoped…

He had hoped for a lot of things.

Erick said, “I don’t want to do no-contact.”

“I am willing to do a lot for this opportunity.”

“… Let’s talk tomorrow. After the dungeon run tomorrow, if we can get one. But for now… Know that when it gets to be too much, and when it’s time for action, I am here for you.”

“Thank you.”

Soltic asked, “Come back to bed?”

Vanya got back in bed.
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                Erick almost woke naturally, with twilight filling the world beyond the windows, sunrise not too far away. It was the sort of morning that he had not experienced in a long time. Usually there was some twitter from Ophiel, signaling a new day, or a message from Poi, signaling some disaster. Today was different, though. Today, Erick had woken to the sounds of people moving around outside the room.

It was almost panic-inducing, for the sounds of unknown people outside of his room usually presaged assassination. But. No. No one was coming to kill him. Some guys next door were getting their armor on and getting ready to go out to the dungeons, or something; that’s all the noise was. Most other people in the hotel were asleep—

Erick’s stomach dropped as he remembered last night’s disaster, and realized the other half of the bed was empty; a lingering warmth already fading in the gentle purple light of morning. Quilatalap was gone.

But not really.

Erick glanced further through the mana, down the wooden hallways, through the guildhouse hotel, to the main room. People milled around, noisily and pushy, at least 50 of them, all standing around the chalkboard and the people working that chalkboard. An assistant telekinetically flicked chalk across the big board, while a teller called out names he had drawn from a box, and groups either cheered or moaned that they weren’t the ones put up there first. Every slot that was claimed was one less that they could claim for themselves.

There were not enough slots for everyone there, and all the people waiting in the wings, waiting for their turn. There were 7 dungeons, and each of them were being run every 2 hours, but since the day started at 7 and ended at 4, it meant there were only 35 slots per day.

And some groups had signed up multiple times; the slots were filling up fast.

Erick spotted Quilatalap, as Vanya, next to Barda, both of them hanging far, far back from the group, near hundreds of others, all of them there for the morning rush. Most of them looked like soldiers, but there were a few clearly-adventurers among the crowd, like Vanya and Barda. Nero was inside the crowd of people holding up his adventuring badge and another, local-made badge that indicated he was a local—

The teller called out his name, and he got dungeon 5, 11:30. Nero cheered.

… And Erick thought back to what they had said yesterday. He had thought that Barda and Nero were going for a later time slot. They had told Vanya and Soltic not to bother waking up before noon. Erick had assumed that Barda and Nero wouldn’t be waking up this early, either.

For a long moment, Erick simply lay in bed, thinking about everything.

He went over last night’s revelation from Sininindi. Five years away from Quilatalap; no contact.

He did not like that.

‘Soltic’ got out of bed, and decided on a few things. The only real decision he could make, himself, was that this ‘no-contact’ shit simply was not going to happen. Maybe they’d do letters, or something. But then there was the other realization. He would probably be splitting from Quilatalap, since that is what Quilatalap seemed to want.

Erick was finally confronting some uncomfortable truths about his relationship with the Archlich of Necromancy Itself.

Chief among those truths was that Quilatalap was perfectly fine with being whoever he needed to be to ensure his own safety in the world. Erick was pretty sure that ‘whoever he needed to be’ had been, for a while, ‘Erick’s Boyfriend’. Erick had almost spoken to Quilatalap about getting married years ago, but then…

Well. A lot had happened, and Quilatalap had sort of…

He’d not been interested in having that conversation, or having any sort of conversation anywhere near that sort of commitment. He didn’t even want to move in with Erick to the cloud castle. He preferred being alone in his dungeon, but not really alone; he loved when Erick was there every few days. Quilatalap had said that he loved Erick, but he just didn’t like being around anyone that much, and so, Erick had respected that… Strangeness.

Or at least it was strange to him.

Mortals, when the stars aligned and circumstances were favorable, lived and died together.

Immortals moved in and out of relationships like the tides coming and going from harbor.

According to Quilatalap, in an abandoned conversation they had had a long time ago, sometimes immortal relationships were like mortal relationships, but even the long ones usually broke up for whatever reason, because people grew, even when they did not age. And so, Erick had accepted that their relationship was one of the ocean meeting the land when the moons were overhead…

The moons had been overhead for a while, but they looked to be heading out.

But Erick wasn’t ready to give up without a fight. Some conversations needed to be had.

Soltic went to the bathroom, did his morning routine, took a really nice hot shower, and he came out with his beard shaved and his braids freshly woven, and not a hair out of place. Erick never was one for beards, anyway; they hid the face, and ‘Soltic’ did not want his face hidden at all for the conversations that were to come.

As he stepped out of his room, ready for what may come, the sun was rising, and the hubbub in the front room had died down to people waiting for their turn at lines for food inside the cafeteria. Breakfast was in full swing, and Soltic’s stomach grumbled at him.

He was glad that he had waited several hours to talk to Quilatalap about whatever was to happen next, for if he had spoken about everything right after it had happened, he likely would have said something he did not wish to say. Quilatalap might have done the same.







- - - -







Soltic walked into the cafeteria, grabbed some food, and headed over to the four-top table where Vanya, Barda, and Nero sat, eating breakfast together.

There was a space reserved for him, and so, Soltic sat down, saying, “Good morning!”

Barda and Nero were surprised at seeing new-mood Soltic, for the Soltic of yesterday had been a dour sort of guy. Now he was freshly shaved and looking a bit pretty, with a small sort of happiness on his face. It was mostly a facade, though.

Vanya looked at Soltic and saw the facade. She eyed him a little, going quiet in that moment; she had been the one talking about something or other, and now she was not. She did manage to say, “I wasn’t sure if you wanted to sleep in, or not.”

Quilatalap was worried. A lot.

And that broke Erick’s heart all over again.

“I was more exhausted than I thought I was,” Soltic said, “But now I’m not.”

Barda and Nero noticed the tension—

And Nero spoke first, “We got you two a morning delve on our timecard.” He smiled, forcing some happiness into the moment, trying to stop whatever social disaster he imagined happening before him. “Barda and I are going into the city for the day anyway, so we cleared it with the guild and there shouldn’t be any trouble.”

Well that neatly explained what Soltic had seen earlier. Vanya must have spoken to them between then and now… or something. He was pretty sure that what he had seen was Nero and Barda getting a timeslot for themselves. Admittedly, though, he did not look too closely at whatever conversations had passed around before or after the signup, for he didn’t want to spy on Vanya like that; not before he was actually ready to come out here.

Soltic smiled. “That’s great! Thank you.”

“You’re a lot different than you were yesterday,” Barda said, unsure, but liking Soltic’s sunshine.

Soltic said, “Had a good dream last night—”

Vanya whipped a glare at Soltic.

Soltic gave a light glare in response. Did she really think that he was going to blurt out godly business here before she was ready for all that avalanche of events? Of course not. Soltic shrugged. “And I decided to shave the beard. It was getting scraggly.”

Nero and Barda glanced between them. Neither wanted to step into whatever was happening there.

So Nero said, “You two will enjoy the dungeon, but it’s no doubt simpler than what you’re used to delving. Should only take an hour for any decent pair to clear the place. Larger personal take that way, too, than if you’re going in as a full group.”

Barda said, “Still gotta give up 80% of that take to the Regency, and they’re very good about taking their cut.”

Nero let a little bit of disgust show. “They really could lower the taxes on that, but they won’t.”

At the mention of current Storm’s Edge policy again, Soltic almost directly asked them what their deal was. They didn’t seem like a plant from the Regency. In fact, they seemed like a part of an outreach program to assist people coming in looking for some dungeon delving, but who would find nothing available for them due to the way the system here was set up. Perhaps they were a direct counterpoint to the established system—

Ah.

If people weren’t allowed in the local dungeons then the Dark sometimes spawned dungeons for those people. Wild dungeons, filled with random assortments of challenge-appropriate problems. Sometimes a black [Gate] opened up that led to a dungeon that was much, much further away than the local dungeons. That was pretty rare, though. Certainly wouldn’t happen here; not so close to open, public dungeons.

The Dark didn’t give a shit about how much governments took from the dungeons, as long as people got to experience dungeons if they wanted to.

Soltic went back to Barda’s words, saying, “Vanya and I passed by the Pit on the way here, and we didn’t see any spotters at all. Are they hidden, or something?”

“Very well hidden.” Nero stuck a fork into his pancake, saying, “You enter the dungeons with whatever you have, and then when you come out, but before you’ve taken a few steps, 80% of what you’ve gained is gone. Some people call it the Gold Taker, and we still don’t know how the Regency does it. They might have a tamed reacher monster, but that’s… Probably not what is happening here.”

“Probably just [Sneak]ing veteran mages or whatever,” Barda said.

Soltic suddenly knew the purpose of those long-tendril creatures in the sky. He also realized that Nero and Barda didn’t know about the creatures in the air, and that all but confirmed that he was not a Regency plant, here to spy on any newcomers to the Dungeon Guild.

He allowed a bit of surprise to show on his face.

Nero misattributed Soltic’s surprise, saying, “Yup! They just take your gold, without you being able to stop them.”

Barda smirked. “At least it’s good that you don’t have to spend all the time counting everything, right?”

Vanya ventured, “Has to be some sort of monster plucking the things off of you as you leave.”

Nero might have offered the moon reacher variant option, but even he didn’t believe that a monster could actually do what the Gold Taker did. All he said, though, was, “Doubtful.”

Barda scrunched her face. “A group of people with special spellwork, or something. Elemental Bodies and such, no doubt.”

Nero ventured, “Maybe even that Fae Magic.”

Vanya shivered, and it was mostly an act.

“Might be a summoned thing,” Soltic asked, “Those things are pretty autonomous, right? Some sort of summoned [Familiar], like the Wizard’s.”

Ophiel almost popped up, but Erick had good control on that. As it was, he just fluffed himself up on the rafters overhead and continued his silent, unknowable and unseen watch.

“Whatever it is, it’s one of the things I don’t like about delving here. If something is that close and able to do that sort of stuff without you knowing?” With a bit of anger, Nero said, “I don’t like it.”

“Bah. Nero.” Barda said, “It’s not that bad. It’s less to carry!” She looked to Soltic and Vanya, adding, “And if you want, you can just have the Gold Taker take everything, and leave you with a little note saying how much has been added to your bank.”

“Ah!” Soltic chuckled. “I was wondering where the outprocessing was, or whatever you call it around here. We had a branch of Geode Bank located at the entrance to town; we’d leave for the depths and then come back and drop stuff off there.”

Nero’s eyes widened.

“Ahh! Holy shit.” Barda laughed a little. “ ‘The Depths’. You two really are big leagues.”

“What sort of dungeons did you guys do?” Nero asked.

Soltic looked to Vanya. He wondered if it was time to reveal the ‘Dungeon Master’ thing. This seemed like a good time to get that information out there. He said nothing, though.

Vanya decided to go for it. “I’m sort of a dungeon master for a few dungeons. So… We’ve done all kinds of dungeons, actually. Mostly very involved ones with a great deal of exports, but… Also hidden ones. I’m looking to go legit, though, in an expansive sort of way.”

Nero and Barda both went wide-eyed, then the two of them gave each other a quick look. They didn’t speak anymore on the subject, though, for it was obvious that Vanya had some secrets, and Nero and Barda had some secrets, and what had been said was enough for now.

The spy guy in the hut, 250 meters away from the guildhouse and taking notes through his mana sense, suddenly started writing down more things about Vanya, noting that she and Soltic were both necessary to investigate. Not all dungeon masters were listed on the Dungeon Guild rosters, for not every dungeon in the world was cataloged, and nor would such a thing even be possible. Quilatalap was listed on that roster, but Vanya probably had at least one or two dungeons to her fake Guild accounts. If people went searching, they might even find them… On paper, anyway.

Vanya’s words were enough to set off the appropriate alarm bells over in that hidden hut, as planned.

“Well you probably don’t want to move here,” Barda said, “It’s a wonderful town and the people are wonderful in most ways, but the dungeons are pitiful. And forget trying to change them. This whole place is stopped up more than me when I eat too much cheese.”

Soltic burst a laugh at the unexpected toilet humor. Vanya smirked. Nero smiled briefly, and so did Barda.

“Anyway,” Nero said, “The Gold Taker is not real outprocessing; that’s at ‘The Exit’, which is on the right hand side as you’re walking into this little delver’s city. Whoever the Gold Taker is, they’re good at their job, but if you don’t make their job easy then the guard comes out to find you. So it’s suggested you let the Taking happen.”

Barda asked, “Why do you say it’s a monster, Vanya?”

“Because it seems like it would be easy to make a monster that could do that,” Vanya said.

Barda’s eyes went a bit wide again.

Nero seriously asked, “Would it be easy?”

“Well.” Vanya hemmed, “Not ‘easy’. Not something I would want to actually make, either.” She changed the subject, “What are you two doing in town, if you’re not delving today? What’s there to see in the city?”

Nero easily took to the change in subject, “Storm’s Edge is wonderful. You must try the bakeries…”

They spoke for a while, long after the breakfast hour was up and done. Eventually, though, they separated. Breakfast had been great, and so had the people.

It had allowed Soltic to put off his talk with Vanya, but the tension remained, and soon… They’d talk about it.







- - - -







Soltic waited till they were back in their room and the door was shut, to say, “I thought about what happened last night and I cannot do ‘no contact’. I want another way.”

Quilatalap took one look at Erick, and said, “We’ll both be alive five years from now, and then for many more years after that. I ask you not to make this emotional and difficult. I still love you. You still love me, right? Could we simply enjoy our time here? Instead of worrying about the future?”

Erick paused, wondering if he should say what he really wanted to say. If it was smart, or good, or whatever you wanted to call the tangle of emotions that were crushing his heart right now.

He decided he did want to continue.

“I love you, too, but I am not sure you actually love me, or if you were just using me for the protection I could provide, and if that difference even matters.”

Okay.

Shit.

He had said it.

Fuck.

Quilatalap froze. And then he thawed in small parts. In the shoulders of his current body, and then in his breath, and then in his eyes. A deep sadness seemed to envelop the room, centered on Quilatalap.

Erick waited.

In a slow, perfect sort of way, Quilatalap cast a spell that enveloped the room, tendrils of power slowly taking over the space, as he said, “This is a spell that will fool all onlookers into seeing us talk about things that don’t matter.”

To distract himself, Erick wondered why he didn’t have that spell yet. Perhaps he would have that spell if he had bothered to keep up with his magic as much as he should have, but he had had a nation to run…

And silence was stretching, because Quilatalap didn’t know what to say, either.

And then Quilatalap looked directly at Erick, and spoke softly, “I don’t love like normal people. My emotions are not natural. I am a lich. My emotions are the product of inscribing those emotions into my being, and creating a body to house and more easily enable those emotions. Nothing about me is natural. I do a decent job faking most of the time, and relations of all sorts help to solidify those emotions as real, for if I don’t have any normal relationships then I start to get weird. It’s a problem that all liches suffer from.

“About ten days into our relationship, back at the overtaking of the Sovereign Cities, I decided to make myself love you. And so I did.

“I have not regretted this decision. I still love you, in all the ways I can.

“And I have chosen to keep loving you, because I have decided that I enjoy you, as a person. And yes, you have given me an opportunity… Safety. All of that. But if I did not like you, then I would have simply left. You are not the only person in this world who I can ally myself with, but you are the one I choose to continue with, into this great big future that The Wizard of Benevolence is creating for us all. I’m very glad that you’re still just Erick to me, though.

“Are you okay with that? With how I am? If you are not… then…” His voice trailed away.

Erick had a minor whirlwind of thoughts.

Erick had tried a phylactery experiment with Quilatalap years ago, back when he was still going for Full Wizard accretion, and there had been a lot of focus on creating the brain properly, and using various bits of Book Magic and Mind Magic and the study of living subjects and quite a lot of pure artistry. Erick hadn’t been able to do the Mind Magic, though, so the project was mostly halted there.

“I thought that liches created bodies and the bodies held emotions, because that is what biology does, with serotonin and other chemicals and pathways in the brain.” Erick looked to Quilatalap. “But you changed yourself in your soul.”

An accusation. A change that Erick had not known.

A self-made soul-mutilation, in order to make all the rest of what was to come easier?

“I did,” Quilatalap said, without remorse. “And I kept that love strong because of many different reasons. Primarily that I like who you are, and you fit well with every part of me. Your love of magic, your ability to stand on your own. Your power.”

They hadn’t ever had this conversation before, but they had had shades of this conversation. Glimpses in the dark. But now, the truth of Quilatalap stood out there. He was a self-constructed person, who chose who to love, and then made that love happen.

Erick had known that Quilatalap made himself, but the depth of that creation had been talked around; obfuscated until now.

Was he any better, though, for his own reasons for loving Quilatalap? No. What a weird thought. ‘Better than’. Bah! Power was a perfectly reasonable reason to love someone—

Oh.

Holy shit.

Why had Erick even brought this up.

He loved Quilatalap because Quilatalap was capable of defending himself from anything and everything. He had survived an attack by Melemizargo’s Champion. He had survived the Sundering. He was powerful, and that was the only real thing that made this relationship work between them.

So what if he made himself love Erick after only… A couple of weeks, most spent in a [Hasted Shelter].

Erick’s face flushed red in embarrassment. “I did not know you changed yourself that early in our relationship. I love you, too. I’m… Sorry that I brought it up.”

Quilatalap grinned a little, in a sad sort of way. “I’m sorry that this is happening, Erick. That we’re being separated like this. But I want to walk openly, all around the world. I don’t want to upset the offer on the table, either.”

“Of course. Of course. I’m an idiot. Sorry. Yes, you want this… I know that— I’m just worried. Worried about a lot. Worried… Just worried.” He strongly added, “And I don’t like that Sininindi simply doesn’t want me around Everbless, so that’s why I can’t be around here. That particular fact has always been annoying, but acceptable.” He looked at Quilatalap, at ‘Vanya’. “It’s not really acceptable anymore, and I’m not sure how to fight that without ruining this for you… or for Yggdrasil.”

Quilatalap said, “It’s only 5 years. I’m not going to change myself in that much time.” And then, scared yet hiding it, he asked, “Are you?”

“I might!” Erick blurted.

Quilatalap just stood there.

“I’m supposed to become a Full Wizard at the end of this and there’s surely going to be some big shit happening when I free Yggdrasil, and I want you there by my side, Quilatalap. Not just because you’re you, but because I want you there.”

Quilatalap straightened. “Ah.”

“Yes! ‘Ah’.” Erick relaxed. “So I’m worried.”

Quilatalap instantly said, “Tell Sininindi that you’re not going to do this without being allowed to visit.”

Ah.

He reversed that…

That quick?

“… You’re okay with potentially ruining this? Or having her request even more from you than she already has? Because that’s the impression I got from her when we spoke.” And you have that impression, too.

“I am not okay with ruining this, but… Maybe it won’t be ruined if you ask to change some small things. Maybe letters?” Quilatalap decided, “Letters would be good. What did she say to you? Exactly?”

“To stay away. No contact, 5 years. Bare contact through [Telepathy]. It was rather sparse, but repeated a few different ways; she made herself clear. What did she tell you?”

Quilatalap wasn’t sure where to begin, so he started with, “I must embody ‘Vanya’ for 5 years, or until my cover is blown by someone else, and if that should happen then I should continue my work anyway, and the problem will be resolved through… Well. She wants you to solve that political issue if politics should happen.”

“And I will. Gladly.”

Quilatalap smiled a little. “She wants me to become a part of the community here; hopefully as Vanya, but if my cover is blown, then I will be a part of the community as Quilatalap, and she will protect me as long as I operate within her requirements. I don’t foresee that being a problem. But until my cover is blown, even inside the dungeon I cannot be myself until I can create a Grand Dungeon space. According to what she wants, I expect it will likely take me and a repro about a year of work to get the dungeon operational and the Second Script worked out properly. The dungeon she wants is extensive and I’m looking forward to it, because she wants to make extensive use of the False Society option, so I know I’m going to miss any sort of weekly checkup though [Telepathy].” He added, “But… You should be able to visit. Maybe not every night, but… More than a 5 year wait. Letters, at least.”

Erick realized a current truth.

Even if contact was allowed, Quilatalap would want to call off 9 out of every 10 dates, and he’d be working overtime. He’d barely be a part of anyone’s lives, except for the life of the dungeon he wanted to create.

“You’re really interested in the project.”

“Yes. A lot.” Quilatalap grinned. And then his grin faltered. “It’s. Uh. A big project. I’m pretty sure that you’d have to personally barge into my life to bring me out of working-mode like you have a few times before.” He rapidly added, “Nothing is going to happen to my love for you, but I understand that you’re going to be going through a lot, so if something should happen, and if you need me, I’ll be there for you. But also… I know how pure-biologic emotions work, and last night when I asked if you wanted to talk about our relationship, I was worried that maybe you'd think that you were going to fall out of love with me… If you were away for 5 years, or more like 10 or even 20, with Time Magic and becoming a pure Paradox Wizard.” Quilatalap stated, “You’re the one much more likely to fall out of love here.”

Erick’s heart skipped several beats. He wanted to decry Quilatalap’s theory. But…

Quilatalap was the 3000 year old immortal. He had been through this sort of thing several times before.

Quilatalap breathed deep, then looked straight at Erick, and said, “We’ve never really talked about that, but I think it’s time.”

Neither of them had sat down yet. They were both standing in the center of the room, both of them moving around a little as they spoke. Both of them were still looking like Soltic and Vanya. But now, Quilatalap sat down in one of two chairs by the wall. He gestured to the other.

Erick sat down across from Quilatalap.

Quilatalap said, “I’ve known Paradox Wizards before. I am a follower of Phagar, and I have known a lot of Paradox Wizards. I think you’ll make a good one when it finally happens. But there’s something about all that which you don’t realize. Something that maybe only I or Melemizargo or Phagar could ever really talk about with you.

“You’re going to live forever, Erick.

“But more than that: You’re going to travel through time and back again. You probably already have, and you don’t know it yet, and I mean more than a [Return] or whatever. Much more. From one chronologically-connected day to the next, you might have lived a thousand years in another time. Another place. And then you will have come back to wherever you were before, and you will be changed in ways that no one else has been changed.

“It’s going to be lonely. You’re going to have to ensure you remain sane, all on your own. You will see worlds crumble and rise, and civilizations fall and be born again from books left over and then found in an excavation, a hundred years later. More than an immortal, you will become unbound by causality.

“And I’ll be here.

“Just being myself, living through life at a normal pace, accidentally teaching someone something they shouldn’t know, probably trying to clean up a mess or ten. People think that as an archlich I’m some amazing person, or some horror from beyond the Dark, but the truth is I’m just a guy who chooses how he wants to be, and my life is much, much smaller than everyone thinks. I’ll be here, and you’ll be elsewhere, and that’s okay.

“I’m okay with not seeing you for a hundred years, and then picking up right where we left off. I can do that. I have done that. There have been others before you, that I have loved, and been loved in return.” With dry eyes, because he wouldn’t allow himself to shed a tear, he said, “If one of them should show up miraculously then I’d hope we could all get along together. But they won’t...

“I don’t want to say their names because that hurts, but I have done the disjointed relationship thing with others. Sometimes out of necessity, sometimes because we go our separate ways and then meet later and take up where we left off because we want to.

“But time makes a mockery of relationships, and the need for comfort causes all sorts of problems that are best headed off before they happen. To that end, most people like me, like you, have had relations outside of each other, because sometimes that’s just what happens.

“I haven’t done that with you, though, because we had that talk early on, and we agreed on a closed relationship.” Quilatalap said, “But once you become a Full Paradox Wizard, things are going to change. If you should find yourself stranded a thousand years in the future, and you can’t come back, but I’m still there? In that future? I’ll pick up right where I left with you, or I might have moved on, and we’ll make some decisions at that time. But it’s good to know, now, the shape of what might happen there in the future. Or even in the past.

“Paradox Wizards often go both ways, and sometimes even sideways, and there’s no telling what sort of people you will meet, or where Time will take you.

“This five year thing happening right now is not a big deal to me, except that it is a big deal to you.” Quilatalap said, “How big of a deal it is, is completely dependent on your feelings and what you want, Erick. I’m not going to stop loving you; that part of me will always be part of my soul.”

Too many thoughts. Too many spiraling futures.

All that really mattered, though, was that Quilatalap loved Erick, and Erick loved Quilatalap. The exact nature of that love was barely a concern.

Erick rose from his chair, took Quilatalap’s hands into his own, and felt the quickening pulse of their beating hearts in his hands. “I love you. Change back to Quilatalap please.” Erick changed back, too, turning his full height as his crown of black horns came out.

Quilatalap smiled, chuckled, changed, and stood eye-level with Erick, his green skin radiant as the rest of him. His soul revealed itself next. That tooth-lined maw might be the last time Erick got to see him, as he truly was, for a while. Because Quilatalap wasn’t really his body. Quilatalap was his soul.

Erick wasn’t at that stage quite yet, but eventually, he would be a crystal pretending to be a person. It wasn’t quite the same, but it was similar. In the coming centuries… Well. Those would happen as they happened, and all that time was far, far away.

Five years was nothing.

But five years was still five years.

“Ophiel is going to miss you, too,” Erick said.

The little guy dropped down from overhead, unfurling into a ball of wings and eyes, to land atop Erick’s head. He held onto Erick’s black horns as he twittered in happy notes. He wasn’t quite sure what was going on, but he knew enough to ask, “Quilatalap hiding?”

“For a little while,” Quilatalap said.

“Okay!” Ophiel said, and then he hopped off of Erick’s head, and went back to hiding in the mana. “I hide, too!”

“You’re very good at hiding, Ophiel,” Quilatalap said, holding Erick’s hands. “But could you give your father and I a little while alone?”

Ophiel turned his many eyes away, and that was enough.

Erick asked Quilatalap a quiet question about the strength of the hiding magics. Quilatalap said they were strong enough for the next hour, for whatever they wanted to do, for all intruding sounds and sights and mana sense would all be fooled while this magic held well, and it was holding very well.

They made that hour count.

Afterward, Erick said, “Let me know when you want me to step in and help with all of this. Or when the time for hiding is over.”

“I will,” Quilatalap said, softly.







- - - -







Soltic stepped to the edge of the kilometers-wide, open air Pit.

Storm’s Edge’s dungeons rested like black holes-in-the-world, hovering above channels Shaped into what had been a natural, central valley 15 years ago. Before that, it had been a land of rainforest, dense with whatever monsters Storm’s Edge couldn’t clear from the trees fast enough. Now it was a place of bare rock, craters, landshaping, and yes, monsters. Right now some monsters were even floating up the southern monster road, headed up from the southeastern side of the island. They had been flying for a while, probably, guided by the thick mana that held upon the Shaped road, a hundred meters down from where Soltic stood, with Vanya.

These particular monsters were floating whales, 5 of them. Small ones, too. Streamlined and about 4 meters long, they were bright black and the air around them seemed saturated with some sort of unknown power. They floated in perfect formation, too, which was another oddity.

Soltic pointed to the ‘whales’ hovering atop the road, so far below. “Don’t think I’ve seen that type before.” He looked back to Vanya, and felt his heart buoy with a small surety of joy. “Any idea what they are?”

With bright eyes, Vanya said, “The common name is shadow whales. Rather rare, actually! They’re a hive-type, all one monster, which starts from a single whale which soaks in the shadows long enough to produce a second whale. They have a whole life cycle of making many of themselves and then making one large enough to produce live births. That one looks like an adult which has lost its birther.” She said to Erick, “Five whales is about as large as a normal pod gets.”

“Dangerous?”

“I’d rate it at about a 5 star threat; any veteran adventurer could handle a smaller group like that. The non-flying version is much more common, and that’s only a 4 star threat. A pod with a birther in it is a 6 star threat. They were made by the Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst about 800 years ago in an effort to produce a smart predator into the oceans. The non-monster variant is grey dolphin, which came about later due to some necromancers of Quintlan messing with the base monster.”

Soltic smiled as he listened to Vanya. “You’re amazing.”

“Ehhh! You know all of this stuff, too.”

Soltic laughed. “I most certainly do not!”

“Well... Maybe not the deeper history.” Vanya demurred, “Let’s suit up.”

Both of them were in their adventuring clothes; comfortable pants, long sleeve shirts, small backpacks filled with a few essentials but not much at all. No gloves. Decent boots, but not solid boots, made to take real abuse. It was a standard delver’s outfit, all the better to wrap themselves in [Conjure Armor] and to grasp [Conjure Weapon]s with, for those would provide the actual defenses; the clothes were just for comfort.

They cast those defensive spells now.

Soltic swirled with shadows, wrapping himself in metallic black armor; the same color as his magic. It was utilitarian and smooth, able to provide some protection from glancing blows, without providing places for claws to find purchase. The helmet fully covered his head and would provide safe air for breathing for as long as they didn’t piss off the dungeon. If they did that, then the controlling force behind the dungeon might just [Dispel] his armor, and he’d be back to simply wearing his adventuring outfit.

The dungeon should play nice with them, though, since their plan was to play nice with it.

Vanya covered herself with the same shape of armor, but hers was purple.

They were each a 7-Star rated adventurer, and both of them could be relied upon to kill a rampaging wyrm or two on their own, and they certainly looked the part. Mostly. But even fully kitted out, they were still considered naked in some circles. Years ago, before the dungeons had come about, a standard adventuring team of Soltic and Vanya’s star rating would have each worn a bandolier of wands of various flavor, from [Force Bolt] to [Treat Wounds] if they were really rich; magic to test out various dangerous looking things without needing to expend their own mana, and magic to heal, when they got fucked up.

But now, with the dungeons, things had changed.

Because most Script spellwork didn’t work on the other side of those [Gate]s to Darkness (unless someone knew the trick and had a core to utilize the trick) wands and other Script-supported magic items were useless. Some dungeons allowed for some Script magics, but not here, not at the Pit of Storm’s Edge. Healing Magic was almost universally disallowed inside every dungeon, with few exceptions, but Healing Magic wasn’t truly necessary inside a dungeon like it was out here in the real world. When people died in a dungeon, as they often did, they were brought back through a [True Resurrection], and either thrown outside or deposited in a safe area. For the Pit, they were deposited near the entrance.

Erick hoped he wouldn’t need to experience that phenomenon. He hadn’t been in many dungeons except for Quilatalap’s, and that was on purpose. These places were very capable of killing a person. Quilatalap died regularly when he went inside unknown dungeons and poked around.

If necessary, Erick still had all of his power to draw upon, if he wished, but a manual [Witness] was still possible inside a dungeon space; a dungeon couldn’t stop normal magic from working. It couldn’t stop aura control, and elemental bodies, and various baser, more personal magics, like one’s draconic nature. So, if necessary, Erick could [Luminous Beam] whatever lay inside, but that would give away the game to whoever might be inside, watching, be they dungeon master or someone else...

“What’s the dungeon master look like again?” Soltic asked. “I know almost nothing about this dungeon and I know you don’t either, but... What are we not supposed to kill?”

Vanya hopped into the air, the world fracturing under her purple Force boots and along her edges as she held herself aloft on basic Force Magic, to float past the lip of the Pit. “I’m sure it’ll be obvious!” she said, perhaps a bit too happy about the unknown awaiting them. “Let’s just tackle it like any old unknown dungeon!”

Soltic held himself back from complaining about that.

Vanya seemed happy.

So Soltic stepped into the air, like he was stepping upon stone; the wind turning solid underfoot, and that patch of [Stone Air] turning controllable at his whim. He was a Stone Warrior, and so that all made sense. Not as versatile as a Stone Mage, but he got by with the few tricks he was capable of casting himself. He allowed one of those tricks to show now; With a flick of his hand, he summoned a standard-shaped longsword in his right hand, but that sword shimmered with Force and Metal Magic. Soltic dabbled in Metalwork, too.

Erick had chosen this ‘Stone Warrior’ facade because almost everything about his natural durability was explained by the durability of properly cast Stone Magic. Erick, of course, still had access to every single Elemental Body, but for now, as Soltic, the only ones he would be using were [Stone Body], and some aura control. Primarily aura control, though, because [Stone Body]… Well. Stone Magic might fail altogether inside the dungeon.

And sometimes diving into the stone was like diving into an open maw.

Soltic and Vanya descended from the lip of the Pit, down onto the walkway that led to Dungeon 5 about 500 meters away.

Soltic asked, “How much of our kits can we expect to have access to?”

“A good amount!” Vanya said, smiling as she stepped down onto the ground of the Pit. She led the way forward, a conjured shield of Force appearing at her right, hovering at her command. She looked around as she walked, saying, “Now when is that Gold Taker going to show… Or has it already. Hmm.”

The ‘Gold Taker’ had already touched them and acknowledged them as they were descending; the invisible, ethereal, kilometers-wide tentacle monster tapped them with the very tips of its tendrils, paying special attention to the rings and badges that identified them, before moving on. Neither of them had felt the touch at all, and the Gold Taker hadn’t felt out Ophiel, either, who hung out in the air around Soltic and Vanya. Ophiel kept back on purpose, though, so there was no chance of him being found.

Probably.

He wouldn’t be going in the dungeon, either.

Everything was going well, really. Both of them knew that they would be scrutinized by people with [Witness] once it became clear that Vanya was here to change the dungeons, so it was best to pretend for a longer con.

Soltic waved his sword back and forth as he walked, as though he was fending away some invisible thing— And then he stopped that, and said, “Ah. We’re not supposed to engage with the Gold Taker, are we?”

Vanya smiled as she briefly turned back toward Soltic. “Best not.”

Soltic held his sword at the ready, but not actively.

They encountered nothing untoward as they made it all the way to the dungeon entrance, where a black ring hung in the air like a gaping hole in the world. Beyond that space was a land of open air and stone roads.

Vanya went first. Soltic went second.

Ophiel flitted away, off to have an adventure of his own, no doubt, while his father was busy inside the Domain of the Dark.
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                Soltic got to take in the full breadth of the open-air dungeon floor plan moments before their magic cut out entirely, their conjured armor breaking into glittering motes and their flight spells ending prematurely. Soltic’s outer [Personal Ward]s broke, stripping him of his usual double cast of [Unbreakable Form], worth 500 absolute damage reduction. And then his secondary [Personal Ward] broke. His [Illusionary Soul].










	
Illusionary Soul, instant, self, 2500 mana

Cloak your truth in lies and falsehoods. Let none know your core.

Permanent until dismissed.














For the briefest of moments, Erick was exposed inside the dungeon, his core on full display inside his chest, for all of those who knew how to see. Quilatalap was exposed, too, his tooth-lined soul showing just underneath his skin.

And then Erick and Quilatalap both manually recast that innermost magic, hiding themselves from whatever might be looking. Both of them had been exceedingly quick with that action, so their covers were probably fine, especially if the dungeon master here wasn’t a real person, capable of maintaining cohesive thought patterns.

… It was what it was. They both looked at each other and decided that if a problem developed from this, then they would handle it. Recasting their hiding magics had erased the manasphere’s history, anyway, so a [Witness], manual or otherwise, wouldn’t be able to see them.

Erick could have used a Familiar Form without the core. But the core was necessary for holding onto and casting more difficult magics while inside other realities, like the reality inside a dungeon, or, more realistically, the reality over in Fairie, in Ar’Cosmos. Quilatalap had his own tricks for escaping Fairie if he wanted, but Erick had to deal with that place now and again, and he made sure to always have his core with him, no matter what.

For it was the core that allowed a person to hold onto mana, and cast magic.

The Script was just an assistant so that the average person didn’t have to use a core at all.

Erick relaxed a fraction, hoping that he hadn’t accidentally fucked up Yggdrasil’s future with the accidental reveal of his core. Dungeons weren’t supposed to erase all spellwork the very second you dropped into them… But this one had. He took a moment to ensure his core-hiding magics were secure; he’d get to the rest of the delve in due time.

[Illusionary Soul] was a truly basic Illusion Magic that most dragons got a natural feel for as soon as they matured enough to know to hide themselves. Erick’s journey to that magic had been a bit different, since he usually acted through the proxy of Ophiel. He had needed to first actually think to make such a magic, and then have a single conversation with Quilatalap in order to get it right. Quilatalap used this very same magic to hide himself from the world, and it worked quite well.

Soltic breathed.

A bare second had passed since they entered the zone.

“So that’s weird,” Soltic said, standing there in his normal clothes, looking at himself. With a flick of his hand he conjured another sword. This time his sword remained. “You got dispelled, too.”

“This dungeon must be set to rather high standards.” With a flick of her hand, which was completely superfluous, Vanya conjured another floating shield. This time the shield remained. She even moved it around a bit at her command. “Seems to be in working order, though.”

Soltic turned his attention back to the dungeon.

A subtle ring of shadows surrounded the land on this side of the [Gate], denoting a safe space, so there had been no worry of some sort of attack right away. The larger dungeons often had multiple safe spaces here and there, as emplaced by the dungeon master, but since the dungeon master of this dungeon was a simple monster (they guessed), most of the dungeon would be wild. Probably no more safe spaces anywhere else inside.

It was a small enough dungeon that it didn’t need any more rest areas.

The dungeon floor almost looked like The Pit, back there on the other side of the [Gate], but where the land over there was carved into mana-funneling channels, the land here was a switchback series of raised stone roads, set atop an ocean. There was no sea floor down there. These roads were almost like barges, or floating bridges.

Actually… Exactly like floating bridges.

Solid, though; they didn’t move underfoot at all.

“Kinda like standing on the top of a wall of a maze filled with water,” Soltic said, looking over the edge of the ‘wall’, down into abyssal depths. His mana sense cut out at around five meters out, which meant that the space down there was probably filled with killer monsters, but his mana sense otherwise was restricted to about 25 meters out, so there were lots of semi-abnormal restrictions happening all over the place. Soltic glanced up, and looked to the coral growths sticking up here and there, both from the road, and from the waters. Most of the corals were near the roads, though, like white cancers growing on the grey-white road. “The corals sort of mar the view, but they’re rather pretty, too.” Everything about the dungeon was fully open, except for those coral growths; they had to be the hiding spots for the treasure. “I bet they’re our targets.”

The whole dungeon was rather beautiful, in an austere sort of way. The sky was an undulating crisscross of white light and liquid blue, as though they were at the bottom of a pool, and the sun was bright and shining far out of reach. The land was a place of grey-white stone ‘barge roads’. Iridescent white coral treasure grew here and there. The coral was a nice touch, Soltic thought, since coral grew slowly, and that matched with the [Duplicate]-properties of a dungeon. These places didn’t spit out 10,000 gold every half hour, or something like that; the gold and other things had to grow.

… Soltic realized that he had no idea how much money they would get today.

He had respected Vanya’s desire to go in blind, but for his own peace of mind, maybe he should have cheated, and looked up this place in its entirety. But… No.

Vanya looked upward. “I like how it looks like we’re at the bottom of an ocean.” Then she looked down. “It’s death to land in the actual water, though.” She judged, “That abyss is too dangerous to have so close to the entrance.”

“I’ve seen you put spears just outside of a dungeon entrance.”

“That’s different. Bladed weapons are clear threats… And I don’t do that often. Usually it’s a nice, peaceful meadow, or a stone room. Anyway! I count 27 coral growths, and not much else, before the dungeon ends. There might be something else inside the water, but I can check that out myself; you don’t have to risk yourself.”

Soltic felt a chill ripple up his spine. He shivered, saying, “The casual disregard you have for your own life continues to amaze me.”

Vanya smiled wide. “Not like it’s going to perma-kill me.”

Soltic grumbled—

And then he banished his inconvenient emotion over the differences between them. One of them was not scared of death at all, for they had long overcome the problem of mortality, while the other would likely never overcome his innate fear of death.

And dungeons were certainly a place of death.

“Magic tests?” Soltic reached down with his aura, into the stone, and pushed at the bedrock. A ripple appeared, and that was it. As soon as he took his power away, the ripple flattened out. “This place restricts Stone rather tightly, and seems to repair minor damage.”

Vanya agreed, and reached up into the air and began plucking her spellwork; faint bits of illumination and power flowed into the air… Dimly. Barely working at all, actually.

Soltic ripped his own aura through the air, too, manually Mana Altering his mana into other forms of possibility. Along with Vanya’s experiments, Soltic came to a few conclusions of his own rather fast. Fire failed inside this land, as did most forms of heat-based magic. Particle-created heat, as from friction, worked fine. Particle Magic was really just advanced [Telekinesis], though, so that tracked. Pretty much all Stone-adjacent conjuring, from Magma to Swamp, Ooze and Crystal, and of course, Stone and Metal, barely worked. Soltic had to work hard to conjure a Stone, as for a [Stone Bolt].

And he, the Apparent King, actually did have to work hard on those particular spells. Dungeons were alternative realities inside the Dark, functioning almost like a Domain, but not. Trying to act against a dungeon, while inside the dungeon, was worse than trying to break the Domain of another caster. It was like trying to break the Script. It was easier than working magic past the Edge of the Script, though.

Erick had tried that once with the Anarchy Wizard and he hoped to never be caught outside of the density of mana that was Veird ever again.

… Soltic moved on to Water and Air magics and found them slightly easier, but still restricted. Light and Shadow magics barely worked. Blood, Ash, Gloom, Star, Void, Mercy, Healing; all of it was barely functional, though, perhaps, as Soltic tested out the difference between Water and Blood a few times, it was possible that the Esoteric Elements were less locked-down than the Original Six. Illusion worked well enough to hide their true selves from the world, but not much more than that. Benevolence worked a little, but Soltic would not be using that at all.

Force worked exceedingly well, though. Stable. Easy to make. Simple Force was the order of the day. Soltic conjured Force, tinged with Metal, or Stone, or other Elements, and found it workable. But it was dull metal and crumbly stone. Sooo… Maybe he would stick to pure Force. Pure Force worked the best.

Vanya came to the same conclusion fast enough, with a shield of Force hovering at her side. “Force dungeon.”

Soltic agreed, “Force dungeon. Ar’Cosmos rules, too; Clarity doesn’t seem to work, but it looks like we have the mana we came in here with. Have to use Elemental Mystical to cut down on mana costs, though that’s kinda difficult to do.”

Vanya said, “Looks like Statuses don’t work in here, so we can assume that we have the mana we came in with and whatever our natural generation gives us, but with a constantly decreasing cap.”

“No core means no holding onto the mana,” Soltic said.

Both of them would have a near-normal mana generation, though; they were just talking like this for the [Witness] that was to come. Erick had a core, and could hold onto his mana all he wanted to, and though Quilatalap didn’t even have a core, he did have a phylactery, which was almost the same.

Vanya nodded as she reconjured her armor, using manual aura control, once again donning her layered, purple Force armor. The armor settled, and remained; unbroken. The dungeon couldn’t break spellwork cast inside of it, but it could easily break spellwork cast outside and then brought in.

Soltic followed Vanya’s lead, conjuring his own armor with his own aura control, shaping Force into a facsimile of the layered, spidersilk style that Jane Flatt had popularized among certain circles of delvers, because it was strong and easy and somewhat comfortable. Smooth, black Force soon hugged most of his body, with a few solid parts here and there to form a greater bulwark against big weapon attacks.

Vanya glanced at him, grinning. “I like the manual-cast look better than the Script-spell look.”

Soltic moved a little, shrugging and pulling at his armor, stretching and selectively dispelling and then remaking pieces that stuck together, or which didn’t have enough flexibility. “I like the Script-cast spell better; that one has air-conditioning.”

Vanya smirked, behind her full-face helmet.

Soltic breathed out, looked down at the ring of subtle darkness that encircled the entrance like a warning [Ward], then he looked out, at the corals. He remade his helmet in order to have some better visibility. “Let’s go hunt some coral.”

Vanya stepped forward without hesitation, disturbing the ethereal ring of darkness. Nothing happened. She took a few more steps down the wide, floating stone road, saying, “It appears that exiting the rest area isn’t a trigger, but I suspect that disturbing a coral will cause monsters to rise from the depths.” Vanya giggled. “I’m looking forward to it.”

And then she stopped her giggle, and Soltic soldiered on.

It was time to work.

The stone ‘barge’ road did not move as they walked across it; the whole thing was flat and solid, with roads stretching off into every distance, to vanish at the dark, foggy edges of the dungeon space. The footing was good. Soltic had been worried about that.

The first coral sat about 30 meters in front of the dungeon entrance. It grew out of the waters, latching onto the edge of the stone walkway like a thousand fingers of iridescent white porous bone, curling together and then splaying outward and upward. It was the size of an orcol, and watery sunlight danced upon that coral, and upon the road.

Vanya stopped 5 meters from the coral, saying, “I guess the treasure is… Little bits of gold? In the very center?”

Soltic mana sensed into the coral, and guessed at the whole rest of the nature of the dungeon from that simple look. An empty space held in the center of the twisting coral. Within that space grew a little filament of gold, looking like someone had made a minuscule tree out of gold wire. It didn’t even have leaves; just the bare, hovering ‘trunk’ and a few ‘branches’ and ‘roots’ to go with it.

“Maybe 7 gold per coral?” Soltic guessed. “Or maybe 8?”

Vanya counted up the whole dungeon. “27 growths at a conservative 5 gold per growth, means a dungeon run is worth 135 gold— If all the other corals have the same thing inside them. That’s not counting the monsters that are sure to come about as soon as we break a coral. They’re probably hiding out in the waters beyond the edge of this space.”

“Maybe down below, too?”

“No doubt.” With a flicker of purple magic, Vanya conjured a mono-wire cheese-slicer a few meters long. She sliced through the top half of the coral. Another flicker of power popped off top, sending a mess of coral and fragments up into the air, revealing a depression in the center of the coral, where motes of light glowed and a tiny gold tree grew. Another bit of spellwork plucked the tree from its place of hiding. Vanya stowed the ‘treasure’ into a conjured bag before the top half of the coral landed in the waters, sending up a great splash. “And now, we see what happens—”

A low rumble filled the dungeon space, vibrating the road underfoot.

Where the coral landed in the waters, the waters boiled. Great rushes of overly-large bubbles flew into the air—

The bubbles popped, and monsters spilled into the dungeon. Ten fishes, each of them as colorful as a parade float and filled to the gills with sharp teeth—

Vanya cut them down with overwhelming Force, sending bits of blood into the water while she also plucked out small rads from a few of the monsters in the same action. When it was over, blood marred the nearby road, a red slickness that spread out into the blue waters, clouding the abyss with even more darkness. Some of those monster parts and blood began to wisp away, showing themselves as copied monsters, which was rather obvious based on how many rads Vanya had taken from the school of 10 monsters.

Three rads —two worth 5 gold, one worth 3 gold— joined the tiny gold tree inside the loot bag. An estimated 18 to 20 gold per coral. If that held true for the rest of the dungeon, then this single run would net a team a little over 500 gold. Half a grand rad. That was gross profit, though. With the Regency taking 80% of that, it meant that a team made around 100 gold per run.

“More than a hundred gold per run,” Soltic said, “If you include monster meat and specialty items— Ah. But…” Soltic took another look at a flank of a fish laying in a pool of blood on the ground. It was mostly bone and rather skinny, and while the scales were colorful, they were actually quite dull. “Looks underfed, actually. And only a few were real?”

“Looks like a combination of real monster and copy monster, and the real ones were rather skinny, so I wouldn’t eat the monsters in here…” Her voice trailed off as she stared down at the fish bits, floating, and then sinking in the waters.

Soltic watched the fish bits, too, as meat and bone sunk down into the waters, blood swirling into the depths on unseen whirlpools. That whirlpool hadn’t been there before. The water dragged the body parts down, below the black layer of the abyss...







Soltic had a question. “Is this a ‘monster pot’ situation? Bunch of monsters just out of sight we cannot see?”

“Probably; I bet that area below the blackness is a free-for-all zone of predation and the extra fish get shoved up and out of the area, for us to kill. It might barely function as an ecosystem.” She gestured at the roads and water and corals ahead. “This is probably just the top part of the dungeon; the part we’re allowed to visit.”

“The dungeon breaks must be a result of a failure of cultivation.”

“It’s probably months between breaks for any individual dungeon, but since there’s 7 of them here, and they’re all the same, then it’s no surprise that they have regular breaks.” Vanya looked out across the land again. “Considering the same failed-state dungeon is merely duplicated across all of them.”

Soltic gestured toward the next coral, about 20 meters away, past a few bends in the floating stone walkway. As the two of them headed in that direction, Soltic said, “I bet the wyrm boss doesn’t help. Wyrms are not smart things.” With a bit of anger showing, Soltic wondered, “Did some dragon just… abandon their eggs here? For them to hatch, turn to wyrms for lack of mana, and then get turned into dungeon core guardians for Sininindi?”

“Hard to say the exact order of events. Maybe the eggs were donated, maybe they were bought, maybe they were stolen. I assume we’ll see the wyrm soon as we break enough corals. That’ll only be one data point, though, and we’ll need a few data points to see what’s going on there. And the wyrm is the boss, but it might not be the dungeon master; they’re not always the same thing.” As they reached the next coral, Vanya gestured to it. “Your turn?”

Soltic let his dark aura flow down the length of his black sword, coating the cutting surface in a molecular edge that gave his two-meter long sword a third meter of length. With a grip honed by practicing where no one was watching, and with a few experts in the field who were well compensated for their silence and their expertise, ‘Soltic’ carved an easy, quick line through the bone-like coral, lopping off a few dozen branches of fingerling-thick bone growths and opening the central hiding space. Tendrils of hard coral crashed all around, some breaking on stone, others plopping into the waters.

For a moment, Soltic stood there, holding his extended sword at the ready, waiting for the monsters to appear. His gaze flickered to the glinting gold hovering in the middle of the coral ‘treasure chest’. Another small tree of gold filament, awash with almost-liquid light. That light clung loosely to the gold filaments, almost like a fog, before it washed away on unseen currents.

And no monsters appeared.

“They probably appear when the treasure is plucked,” Soltic said, using a bit of manual telekinesis to grab the loot and—

A single eel slithered out of the abyss below the floating stone roads, a good hundred meters away, near one of the coral growths. Soltic easily saw the eel the very second it shifted into sight, but the damned thing was also radiant, and probably Elemental Radiant, too, since it was almost bright enough to blind, even through Soltic’s full-face helm. Soltic easily shrugged off the status effect and watched as the eel, located over at least three open water areas and two more roads, wrapped around the entire coral, and the coral came alive, grabbing the eel in turn. In one flashing instant, the coral had become a school of bone-like fish, each of them subtly glowing, and the eel swam back down, carrying the golden wires in its jaws.

“… Huh,” Soltic said. “Are we on a time limit?”

Vanya smiled a little bit. “That would explain why the dungeon only lasts an hour— Ah. Reinforcements.”

As she said that, the water directly nearby began to boil with great big bubbles. Three translucent spheres lifted up from the waters, and then popped, each one disgorging a floating squid, each a meter wide. The single real monster and the two fakes each targeted Soltic, their fanged tentacles suddenly expanding outward, transforming the beasts from small things, into wide monsters, capable of swallowing a man whole.

Soltic slashed his sword and felt surprising resistance as he cleaved them all through their brain-areas. Even with that resistance they weren’t much for Soltic’s strength and speed. Two squid became dispersing spellwork. The third lay on the ground, sprawled into three pieces and dying fast, and then dead—

Suddenly, another fanged tentacle appeared out of the abyss, thick as an orcol’s arm and many meters long. Soltic stepped back as the new arrival slapped the remains of the monster, and then dragged it back under the waves, the myriad fangs of its tentacle-length leaving deep gouges in the stone.

A silent moment passed as the waters calmed again, and neither Soltic nor Vanya said a word.

“… So that’s unexpected, too,” Soltic said. “I feel I must revise my earlier estimate of the take. Maybe not a hundred gold. After taxes we’ll be lucky to get 25, or 50.”

Vanya was gently smiling, her earlier displeasure turning into a bit of excitement. “Okay! So. If that was planned— If that is how this dungeon normally works, and we’re not simply seeing a particularly awesome instantiation of the usual order, then my estimation that it is a bad dungeon might be an error. Death is a lot closer than I thought, and I approve. It’s not really a learning dungeon, though, but it is certainly a working dungeon.” She looked around. She pointed at a distant coral, which was about the furthest one she could have pointed at. “I want to pluck that one next—” She paused. “Well...”

While Vanya thought, Soltic did a rough calculation of what he was seeing out there, among the paths of stone among the water. “We’ll have to jump some water. That part of the dungeon isn’t even connected to this part of the dungeon. Based on what I’m seeing…” He pointed a rough path among the land. “The dungeon would naturally take us this way, then that way, then over there, and then we’d be done. We’d have to cross the waters to get to the other half of the space.”

Vanya reconsidered her earlier proposal. “Let’s continue on the normal path, as outlined by the dungeon floor plan. Normal run for now; tomorrow, we’ll try to break it.”

Soltic took a step toward the next—

A thick tentacle slipped out of the water, onto land, back near the very first coral pillar. They had left bits of bloody fish scattered on the stone there, and the tentacle searched for those fish bits like they were trying to find a lost coin behind some couch cushions. The tentacle found the fish parts fast enough. They were exceedingly quiet about the whole operation, too.

As the tentacles left with their prize, Soltic almost said something, but then the water over there suddenly burbled. Waves crashed over the walkway. Blood washed away under saltwater, and then, the monster was gone.

Soltic and Vanya watched to see if the thing appeared again. It did not.

Soltic broke the silence, “I wouldn’t have noticed that if I hadn’t been looking.”

“Ten gold says that the octopus is the dungeon master.”

Soltic burst a laugh, his mirth filling the dungeon with a sudden noise. “Sure; I’ll take that bet. How about we wager what’s for dinner, instead?”

“You’re on. But what’s your guess at the dungeon master?”

“Literally anything else except the tentacle thing; I claim all other options as my guess.”

Vanya laughed. “I suppose I can give you that much of an advantage.”

“Damn straight,” Soltic said, smiling. “Your guess is probably the correct one anyway, so where do you want to have dinner tonight?”

Vanya smirked. “Let’s figure that out after we see how much gold we get from this dungeon.”

They walked to the next coral growth—

On the other side of the dungeon, another radiant eel appeared from the waters and grabbed another coral spire. It turned the white, living rock into swirling fishes, and then grabbed the golden wires before it descended into the depths, taking the loot with it.

“That’s another 8-ish gold gone,” Vanya said, turning her eyes away from the vanishing fish, back to the road ahead. She picked up the pace. “Let’s hurry.”

Soltic kept right up. “That was a minute? Or was that 2 minutes?” He added, “Between thefts?”

“Felt like 2:30, maybe three.” Vanya carved up the second twisting pillar of coral, revealing a small tangle of gold wires and liquid light that splashed away like an egg breaking underwater. She snatched the wires. “Might not be time based—”

An assortment of bubbles blopped up from the waterways and then popped, revealing a malnourished swarm of toothers. Vanya waved her hand, and a semi-invisible mono-wire Force net wrapped her and Soltic. The toothers, crazed as they were whenever they saw fresh meat, struck forward, heedless of the danger, killing themselves trying to rush their new prey from every side at once. In less than a second, the battle was over.

Eight of the fish had been real. Vanya plucked those rads out with practiced, telekinetic ease. With the same sort of ease, she flicked the fish parts into the dark water. With a secondary motion of Force, she brushed the blood into the water, too. The red stain spread out into the deeper darkness. The tentacle beast appeared almost instantly this time, but it did not breach the surface. It reached up into the shallows to grab the fish bits and drag them all the way down into the inscrutable depths—

Another radiant eel captured another coral mass on the other side of the dungeon. Too far away to reach in time, unless Soltic and Vanya exposed themselves to danger.

Vanya turned away from the disappearing mass of illuminated coral, saying, “Might not be time based; might be treasure-taking based. Or both. Actually. It’s probably both.”

Soltic shivered, and it was not involuntary. This whole place had a trick to it. As he led the way to the next coral growth, he said, “The only dungeon I like is the one you made back home. I don’t feel safe inside these things.”

Vanya smiled a little, walking beside him, saying, “They’re not safe, so it’s good that you don’t feel safe. These places are learning experiences, though. This one only really allows Force magic so it’s a bit simple, but the strength of that conviction toward Force shows that the mind controlling the dungeon knows what they’re doing. If they didn’t have that sort of conviction in the rules, they couldn’t create resources.”

They reached the next coral.

Soltic severed the coral in half, carving it from the top to the bottom right edge, missing the illuminated divot in the middle by the perfect amount. That severed edge of coral slipped down into the water beside the road, sending up a minor plume of water, and one very large translucent bubble.

The bubble popped, releasing a great black shark, all teeth and jagged edges and snarling mouth opened wide, pointed right at Soltic only a meter away. It was already charging. For almost everyone else in the world, it would have been a terrifying sight.

But Soltic salivated.

He carved the beast in several parts, knowing exactly how to move his sword to kill the thing quickly and then shave it up into wonderful flanks. Not a single bit was wasted as flesh fell to the floor of the dungeon, organized into long cuts of dense white meat and chewy fins and even the head, set aside and ready for crunching down. The jaws had to be removed, though, which Soltic did with a practiced cut-n-tug—

“The octopus is going to take it,” Vanya said near the end, almost ruining the moment.

Soltic paused. He looked over his kill.

… He almost whined.

Erick absolutely loved a few different types of food as a dragon. Scarlet kings; a big tuna-like fish from the Forest of Glaquin, near Yggdrasil and Treehome. Bread with butter and sugar, perhaps surprisingly or perhaps not. Bread with sauces was good too, like noodles and such. Cows of all kinds; any hoofed animal, really. Fish, generally… Okay. Well. Dragons loved food of all kinds. Maybe Erick didn’t have any particularly favorite food at all. Scarlet kings ranked high, though, and so did great black sharks.

He had shared a meal of great black sharks with Kirginatharp and Bright Smile one time, as a part of some general treaty talks, and then again a few more times with just Kirginatharp. Great black shark was wonderful, and you only needed one in order to feel full.

They were utterly disgusting to eat as a person, though.

Soltic looked at his meal, and realized that he wasn’t going to get to enjoy it. He’d have to transform in order to enjoy it, and that wasn’t happening, but more than that...

Soltic watched as a tentacle slipped out of the water’s edge, questing for food, following the blood trail toward its meal. The octopus’s arm found the 3-meter-long flank of white meat, ready for eating. Like a cat testing if it was okay to take this food off this plate, the octopus decided that it must be okay, and then it hooked the edge with a single fanged sucker and dragged the food down into the depths.

Soltic watched it go.

He watched more tentacles quest out of the water and grab all the rest of his nicely-cut meal.

Finally, the only thing that remained was the offal and the spine, along with its collection of bones. The tentacle touched that denuded bone as though it wasn’t sure it wanted this thing, either, but then, almost reluctantly, it grabbed that part and dragged it down into the waters.

A gush of ocean surged over the walkway, washing away the blood and splashing up Soltic’s and Vanya’s legs.

Perhaps alarmingly, the blood and fish butchery and all that… It all smelled great.

“… I’m more hungry than I thought,” Soltic said.

Vanya was focused on something else entirely, already casting several small spells in sequence. Soltic almost asked her what was going on, but she raised her hand, asking for silence, her eyes focused on the horizon; at the other coral growths.

Silence grew. Time ticked on. She repeated her diagnostic spells a few times.

Soltic waited a full three minutes and four iterations to interrupt, “What?”

Vanya suddenly realized where she was and what she was doing. “Sorry. I was distracted. We’ll get you food, and soon. First—” She rattled off, “A few things. First, you should actually make a dungeon one day. Not only because it’d be a fantastic source of food, but you can finally put up your own idea of what a Script should be. You should have done this long before now just so that you could put out your idea of a new version of a Script, but maybe you’ll get some time while we’re on vacation. And what’s more! You don’t even have to put a repro inside of it. You can do what they did here: you can find a cooperative, naturally-born dungeon master from some other dungeon, and have them copy themselves into many different dungeons of your choice.” She gestured to where the tentacles had vanished, saying, “That octopus is the dungeon master, for sure. That we didn’t attack it, and now that you’ve gifted it food, it is playing nice, for it is a rather unusually cooperative version of a prismatic octopus. The radiant eel hasn’t taken away another coral and it’s been about 6 minutes now.”

Erick knew about prismatic octopuses. Jane had a prismatic octopus Familiar Form. They were supposed to be smart, yet short-lived creatures.

Smart enough to work with, in a dungeon?

Well maybe. Dungeon cores created dungeon master slimes, and those slimes copied real things, and those dungeon masters were often much smarter than the creature they copied, usually turning semi-sapient (if not outright sapient) in the process.

Soltic offered, “Or maybe they introduced a prismatic octopus variant to these dungeons, and those copies became rather cooperative. No idea what happened to the original, though.”

“It’s a Variant, for sure; too big and no signs of expert, non-magical camouflage. But you’re mistaken about them taking a prismatic octopus and having the monster repro itself… or however you want to consider such a thing as possible.” Vanya offered, “Perhaps they took the core of a prismatic octopus and gave it over to the dungeon master slime? But no. I don’t think they did. I think they just used the interface options anyone can use, when it comes to a dungeon core. Some conquering force found the core, and told it to spawn someone capable of following instructions, and so the dungeon core spat out this octopus here. From there, the octopus became a real being with a real core, eventually, and then they repro’d that octopus across all the other dungeons… Maybe.” She said, “They’re all supposed to be the same, after all.”

“No way to know for sure without delving the other dungeons, but I suppose you could ask everyone back at the guildhouse now that you know what to look for.”

“There’s so many different ways it could have happened.” Vanya smiled brightly. “Let’s take apart the rest of the fish into proper meals for our dungeon master; maybe they can even answer some questions for us!”

Vanya reached the next coral quickly, sliced off the top, and then took the goods. Five bubbles spawned from the waters, releasing five near-invisible jellyfish-like things, each of them trailing tendrils off into the air. They were monsters, for they had rather visible rads in their centers, but they were little more than slimes in temperament. None of them attacked. Vanya didn’t attack, either. She had been prepared to gift the dungeon freshly-filleted fish, but since that did not happen, she was testing the dungeon in another way; taking the non-violent approach.

Nothing happened for four minutes, except for the gentle ascent of the jellyfish toward the ocean-like surface at the roof of the dungeon. Soon, the jellyfish reached that surface, and their trailing filaments and translucent bodies added a bit more refraction to the sunlight that streamed through the gentle waves. Those filaments were at least 20 meters away from reaching here, at the floor, where coral grew at the edges of stone barges, atop an abyss; they weren’t a danger at all.

“… I don’t think anything is going to happen,” Soltic eventually said.

Vanya agreed.

They moved on to the next treasure coral. Soltic broke it apart and another great big bubble appeared, releasing a very plump tuna-like racerjack; a bright blue and yellow sport fish found here in the Archipelago. It wasn’t a monster at all, which is why it instantly flopped out of the air and landed in the waters, where it raced away—

The racerjack thrashed under the water, ten meters away, and suddenly the blue foam turned red. The octopus had gotten its fill, in its own way.

The next nine corals each released a real fish or some non-threatening monster life. Jellyfish sometimes, but also some actual slimes twice more. The octopus ignored the jellyfish, for those things either floated up and away, or drifted on the air down here, but the dungeon master feasted on the fish, which, since they were not monsters, always flopped into the darker waters and then met a quick end.

Eventually, Soltic and Vanya reached the end of the easily-reached corals. They had been here an hour already, and they only had a 2 hour time-slot. They stood at the edge of the road; It was time to make a decision.

“Do we try flying across the waters?” Soltic asked, “Or leave?”

Vanya instantly conjured a bridge made of Force, and began walking across, saying, “We go get the rest of the—”

Tentacles sprouted out of the water, instantly wrapping around Vanya, breaking her spellwork and all her secondary attempts to save herself as it dragged her down into the depths. It had taken literally less than a half-second for her to die, ripped apart by flensing tentacles.

Soltic did not panic. He did not pause.

But it did take him several moments to manually cast [Return], pushing his core much harder than he should, working in Elemental Mystical in order to twist that much mana into a proper working of the spell he needed to cast.

[Return].










	
Return, instant, self, 10,000 mana + Variable

Rewind your time by at least 10 Script seconds.














Suddenly, Soltic stood near Vanya, on the edge of the roadway. Vanya conjured a bridge—

And Soltic put a hand on her shoulder, stopping her. He frowned. “It doesn’t work.”

Vanya’s eyebrows creased together. She huffed. “Well that’s unexpected. I assume it just… Took me, without me able to stop it?”

“Correct,” Soltic said, “You mounted a small defense, but it restricted the dungeon more and more, and collapsed your death into an absolute outcome. Or something. I’m sure you’ll experience it on your own. Later.” He looked up. “Or we could build a very tall bridge, but I assume that’s not going to work, either. Let’s leave.”

Vanya frowned a little bit at everything except Soltic. “… Fine, fine. We can leave. I’m low on my own mana anyway.” She lamented, but also exulted, “Every single dungeon is almost like a micro-cosmology all its own, with its own rules and its own terrible dangers. We truly are at the Edge of Everything when we’re inside one of these, so I suppose… we should… Go slower.” She looked to Soltic, adding, “Even if [True Resurrection] is folded into this particular micro-cosmology at the start.”

“I’m not watching you die.”

“Yes, yes,” Vanya said with a small grin, “Death is pretty shitty for me, too.”

Soltic and Vanya turned around and headed toward the exit. They were not accosted on their way out.

Though once they stepped through the black [Gate], the Gold Taker was waiting for them in the sky above, like a thousand-tentacled invisible, unknowable octopus. It reached into their bags and suddenly, 80% of everything they had taken from the dungeon was gone.
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Vanya laughed as she announced, “29 gold! That’s all we got to keep!”

On the other side of the dinner table, Barda and Nero chuckled.

Vanya and Soltic had gone to dinner at the guild restaurant and had just ordered their appetizers when their new friends showed up. Vanya invited them to join and talk about the dungeon.

Nero, smiling, asked, “You didn’t manage to make it to the other side of the dungeon, did you?”

Vanya thumbed at Soltic, saying, “I wanted to go for it but he doesn’t like to see me die.”

Barda happily asked, “Did you get to see the wyrm?”

“Nope!” Vanya began, “We got in there with all our gear and spellwork active, as you do, and then it all got stripped away…”

Barda and Nero nodded along as Vanya went through the story of their first delve into the local dungeons, both of the locals nodding along and smirking.

Nero had to stop the story when Vanya got to the part about appeasing the octopus, though, “You did it wrong, there! Sure, it makes for an easy dungeon to appease the master, but you don’t get anything out of it. What you gotta do next time is attack the tentacles.”

“The octopus will kill you, and the danger goes up,” Barda continued, “But more danger means more rads and gold, and when you piss off the master enough then he’ll send the wyrm after you. That wyrm will break the ground, and when it reforms, you’ll be able to get to the other side without venturing over the water itself.”

Nero said, “The radiant eel is a constant thief, but if you can inflict any real damage onto it at all it’ll stop showing up.” He smiled wide. “Whoever went into the dungeon after you probably got a big haul from all your missed loot.”

Vanya sat back in her chair, thinking deeply, as the waiter dropped off drinks. “I can see the value in doing that sort of dungeon— It’s actually a lot more well-made than I thought it would be.”

Barda and Nero both eyed her. Barda asked, “Is it, though?”

“Oh yes.” Vanya said, “The idea of a Force Dungeon is simple enough to do in concept, but in execution, there is a certain art to it. Now that you’ve spelled it out fully… It’s a Force dungeon, so the idea is that you gotta use Force, and force, to get through as quickly as you can. Force is not subtle, except in the viewing. It’s the easiest Element to make [Invisible], like how the octopus is invisible below the abyss, but it’s the hardest to damage... Like the hidden octopus which never fully shows. It’s a simple dungeon, yes, but it is done well. Especially if the dungeon master is an octopus. Prismatic octopus, I assume?”

Nero said, “That’s a bit of a question for most of us lay-folk. Most money is on the octopus being the master, yes. Some people think it’s just a hidden boss. No one has ever managed to kill it, though, so we don’t know.”

“There’s also the radiant eel,” Barda said. “Now that thing is smart, and it’s also the thing that puts the corals back together when people leave. The eel very well could be the master.”

“More of a time-gate, though,” Soltic asked, “Right?”

“Probably,” Nero said, unsure.

“It’s definitely a time-gate,” Barda said.

Vanya and Soltic had decided earlier to do some pushing with the appropriate people, to see what came out of a certain kind of talking, if the opportunity should present itself. This, here, was a good opportunity.

So Vanya said, “These dungeons could do a lot more, though. A lot more. You wouldn’t even have to change much about them, either, except spread them out so they had room to grow properly and put a human repro inside— Well. Human, incani, whatever.”

Vanya had set the hook.

For the rest of dinner, Nero and Barda danced around that hook, but they did not openly take the bite.
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In the morning, Soltic and Vanya went to breakfast, both of them avoiding the mad dash for dungeon spots happening two rooms over. Barda and Nero greeted them before they entered the dining hall. Both the strong woman and the skinny man were wearing nicer-than-usual clothes, their emotions more solid on their face than they had been; they had decided something.

Barda began, “I’m afraid we haven’t been truly honest with you two, and I think you two know this, somehow.”

“We’re not only normal delvers for here at the Pit.” Nero said, “We represent a group of concerned citizens, worried over interlopers coming into these lands to disturb what we’ve got going on, but who also want all of this disturbed a great deal in order to get a Grand Dungeon in this land. We want a Grand Dungeon like the ones they have over in Candlepoint, and the Freelands, and Songli, and all the other places.”

“We checked up on you in the guild registry.” Barda said, “We liked what we saw, Vanya Silver.”

Nero asked, “Would you two be interested in accompanying us to town? To speak to some people? To maybe get a job here, and to make this land truly resourceful?”

Vanya took it all in, pretended to be slightly surprised, then strongly said, “I would like that meeting. Why are we meeting?”

And Soltic played his part, too, looking concerned, and asking, “Are you really considering this?”

Vanya acted, “We’re thinking of settling down on the Surface anyway?”

“Yes. But here? This is… This is work without advancement— No offense meant, Nero, Barda. But Storm’s Edge is not Candlepoint, or the surrounding lands.”

Nero spoke up, “We want it to be, though.”

Soltic looked at Nero for a moment longer, then he turned to Vanya. “You could do so much more at the Crystal Forest, near the main Network.”

“It’s just a talk?” Vanya asked.

Nero supplied, “A simple discussion! No promises yet.”

“But there could be a lot of money in it for you, and the weight of a major city in order to bring your ideas to fruition,” Barda added.

“I’m going to take that discussion, Soltic,” Vanya said.

“… Okay. Whatever you want,” Soltic said, pretending not to be too happy about it.

But inwardly he was thrilled.

This was a lot different than being the Apparent King. He hadn’t needed to turn one day into four. He hadn’t needed to wake up early because of some emergency. He hadn’t needed to kill anyone, or upend a city’s entire way of life, or give any sort of unilateral decree as the Apparent King. This was how normal people did normal business, and it was great.

This was all going so well!

… So why did he feel like shit?
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They had to fly to get to Storm’s Edge in any reasonable amount of time, but Vanya had a good Platform spell, so they rode that Platform through the forest until they popped up above the treeline a few kilometers from the city. From there, Nero pointed to a line of traffic flying through the sky, where people floated past wardlight markers, following along to designated landing spots in the city proper. Vanya joined the flow.

The city of Storm’s Edge sprawled out below them, a mess of humanity and incani and demi, mostly, but there were dragonkin districts as well, and a large shifter community, all organized into off-white stone buildings, with bright, colorful roofs. The land was a rainbow from this angle, and Soltic smiled as he looked down upon the world. This was his usual perspective, and he missed it a little bit. Paradoxically, he also missed just living among people; being there on the ground with everyone else. Simply going to a restaurant and not being stared at or, in some cases, screamed at, for what he had done in one part of the world or another…

He liked this simpler kind of life as ‘Soltic’, and whatever he was doing here with ‘Vanya’, and all of that.

He missed helping people, though.

It hadn’t even been three full days since he adopted this ‘Soltic’ persona, and Erick was already ready to do something drastic. Right now he was helping to cement Quilatalap in the area, and to get Yggdrasil’s seal weakened, but later he would be… He wasn’t quite sure.

He had not had multiple days off of work in a decade, though calling being a ‘king’ something as simple as ‘work’ was completely missing the realities of the ‘job’. That was his Earth-sensibilities talking again, he thought, as Vanya landed the Platform in the designated unloading square, and the four of them walked toward the noble district, under Nero’s guidance. As they passed a checkpoint easily, for the guards knew Nero personally, Erick wondered at what the rest of his life would bring him, and the world.

Up until two weeks ago he had known the shape of his life.

Now, things were different. Now, Yggdrasil wanted to be free, and Erick had to give that to him.

Erick’s repro, Ezekiel, was good with developing Earth technology for the common people, and that seemed to be a great idea… which is probably why Ezekiel chose to do that—

Erick wasn’t even sure where his thoughts were going at the moment. He knew his future. Soon, Yggdrasil would separate, and Ophiel would too, and then Erick would spend time with them, and eventually go back to House Benevolence and take on a much smaller role in the world as he raised his kids. Casting his sight through Ophiel (and realizing, all over again, that Ophiel wouldn’t be a part of him in a few months) Erick saw that Kiri was doing fine. Mostly. The Gate Network was operational, but Kiri was running herself ragged trying to keep it all together. Erick would probably help with that when he got back, and that’d be fine.

Yes.

That was the rest of his life, then.

Go back home eventually; and to take up a smaller mantle in the House. All this here was a trial run to see how the House got along without him, which was rather necessary, really. There would be problems made apparent through his absence. He would fix those problems when he got back, and ensure the system wouldn’t break in those ways ever again.

So for now, he’d enjoy himself.

Maybe he could do some fun things with some esoteric magics, actually— Oh! He was pretending to be a warrior right now, but he had never gone very far with the warrior-side of magic, so perhaps he could actually do some of that… That all seemed boring, though, now that Erick actually considered the option. What was there to being a warrior, anyway, aside from using a weapon to hit things harder, and learning how to move faster and shrug off damage?

That’s all a mage did, and mages had many more tools than warriors.

But as far as Esoteric spellwork went; Erick had never done as much with Book Magic as he could have. Or with Destruction, or Chaos, or Order. There was lots of spellwork that was simply too far out of his scope of power, or time, to learn. Mind Magic in particular was outside of his capabilities—

He could learn some Mind Magic! Spend a good hundred years trying to ‘awaken his mind slime’.

… Doing some fun things with Book Magic seemed better.

The diagnostic spells Quilatalap used to interface with a dungeon directly were Book Magic. Erick did not know those specific spells yet. But he felt like he should. They weren’t perfect interfaces, but they helped a lot, and would allow him to check out a dungeon in better ways than performing tests or asking a dungeon master about their abode.

Erick decided; He’d ask Quilatalap about those diagnostic spells when they were done here.

As Nero led them to a mansion on a hill, surrounded by gardens and overlooking the city, Erick imagined that he would have his hands full in the coming years with actually raising Ophiel and Yggdrasil into proper adults. But it might be nice to test out his ideas for a new Script, inside a dungeon. Ezekiel was probably doing something to that effect inside the Grand Dungeon at Candlepoint, but Erick doubted that they would come up with the same idea for Script 2.0. Erick had thought about Script 2.0 at least ten thousand times, and each time his thoughts had shifted a little bit on what sort of system would be best.

Sininindi had a clear idea of what she wanted her Script 2.0 to look like, though, for Vanya was speaking tentatively on that right now, to the people that Nero and Barda had brought them to see. Those people weren’t being very solid with any answers, though. They were dancing around the subject of Storm’s Edge’s dungeons more than Nero and Barda had danced around the subject at dinner last night.

Lord Jarod Maryol and Lady Glariol Maryol. Both of them were human, in their 60s, and vaguely known to Erick before this meeting. He recalled something about them and a connection to the Dungeon Guild, and a family history of being adventurers. From the grand look of their estate on a hill and their maintained physiques, that information seemed plausible. Also, their names were in the collected folder of the Regency spy over at the dungeon town, among the information on Barda Highstaff and Nero Maryol. Nero was a cousin, though; not a direct descendant, as confirmed by Jarod himself when Vanya brought up the name over tea and cookies. Nero didn’t like that he was ‘just a cousin’, but he hid that expression rather well; he had a lot of experience hiding that expression, based on what Soltic was seeing.

It seemed that pleasantries were over, and now they were on to the verbal jousting part of it all.

Soltic had seen no reason to get involved prior to now beyond the simple ‘hellos’ and ‘nice house you have here’, and ‘Oh, you two were adventurers?’, for he could do these sorts of pleasantries while wasted-drunk and running on ten minutes of sleep in the past week; and he had. But at the first sign of some sort of tension, Soltic decided to get on with it. He spoke up, “I appreciate the history of your family, stretching back hundreds of years, but I thought we were here to discuss the betterment of Storm’s Edge’s dungeons, Lord Jarod.”

The room came to order as Jarod and the rest of the people in the room eyed Soltic, as though he was a quiet wolf who had grumbled a small growl.

Lord Jarod decided to get on with it. “I will be open. The Goddess Sininindi has cast a wide net and trawled for whoever she felt might be receptive to her desires, bringing an eclectic collection of souls to this land, to work in her name. We’re rather certain that you’re here at her command.”

Vanya and Soltic showed no surprise at the accusation, and that told the lord and lady all they needed to know; they were right on the money.

Nero and Barda both went a little wide-eyed, and then they looked to Soltic and Vanya as though they had lied to them. Which Soltic and Vanya had, sort of, by acting as though they weren’t here for exactly this reason. And then Nero smirked a little, and looked to Barda, who mouthed to her man, ‘Yes; you were right. Shut up about it.’

Lord Jarod continued, “The problem with remaking the dungeons as she has asked you, is that she is as inscrutable as the seas sometimes, and many people here have many different ideas of how best to enact her will. Quite a few others are fine with the dungeons we have, for they were the result of Sininindi’s will made manifest through a few sailors and storm priests working together, several years back.”

“But she wants a Grand Dungeon now.” Lady Glariol asked, “Which I assume is why you are here, Miss Silver? Mister Cross? Assuming is in poor taste, though. So I would have a real answer.”

Soltic said, “Vanya more than I; she was Called, I’m merely here to see her safe.”

Vanya explained, “We’ve had contact with one person already; Sailor Asmus at the Blue Temple. We have been warned to keep our heads down until we’re ready to tackle the issue of constructing a Grand Dungeon for Storm’s Edge.”

Lord Jarod seemed pleased by that, but he held back his full judgment as he said, “We have done a little investigation, and what we suspect is that you’re using false names, but that you have been using these names for a while. Years. You’ve even made lives under these names, and the dungeons you have registered with the Guild are well made. Profitable and educational.”

Now it was Soltic’s turn to be a little surprised. Jarod wasn’t testing the waters with a spurious claim, that ‘Soltic’ and ‘Vanya’ were fake; he had done the research, or his people had done the research, and they had come across the obvious end of the realities of Soltic and Vanya’s lives.

There were several general kinds of nobles, according to Erick’s experience. There were the ones who did the bare minimum and lived life on the laurels of their properties and investments. There were ones who squandered everything and were soon reduced to commoners. There were the ones who moved in their own circles and never left those lofty palaces. And then there were the ones who worked whatever systems they could work in order to acquire and grow whatever power they could get their hands on.

Lord and Lady Maryol seemed that final type.

Vanya denied nothing, “Fake names; lived for a while. Is that a problem?”

There were a lot of different ways for that news to be understood. Immortals, from Benevolence dragon to otherwise, hiding out as someone else. Face stealers, but probably not, considering Soltic and Vanya weren’t under sudden attack right now. Spies, appointed by whoever.

But a certain tension bled out of the room, because Vanya had not denied it.

And everything else was lining up well for everyone here.

“Not a problem,” Lord Jarod said, his voice easier than it had been. “I don’t care about your specific history, for Sininindi’s word is enough, but I am glad you have not denied it. It will make working with you a lot easier, if you are willing.”

“I would need to be informed of who, exactly, I am working with,” Vanya said, “If you please.”

Jarod said, “We’re former adventurers who are keen on ensuring that a greatness takes hold in this land; a true teaching of magic and a readying for whatever will come next. We might not be able to benefit from it ourselves when the new worlds open up, but we want our children to know how to cast magic in a land completely devoid of the Script.”

Ah.

Soltic suddenly understood.

Lord Jarod was not exactly lying, but he wasn’t telling the full truth. And since Vanya wanted the truth, and because Lord Jarod was dancing around that truth, and he would continue to dance around that truth—

“Oh! I get it now.” Soltic exclaimed, “You’re all cultists.”

Vanya breathed out a little; yup, she saw it now, too.

Jarod, Glariol, and Nero, all had a very practiced, ‘I’m not a cultist of Melemizargo’ face, which they readily employed. Anger, disbelief. The frustration that they had been found out was barely there. Nero almost got the chance to say something, too, no doubt to speak of his innocence. And he was kinda innocent, but not really. He was innocent of the ‘crime’ of existing. It had been a decade since cultists were executed out of hand for the crime of simply being and thinking of Melemizargo as the only real god. He was not innocent of lying to Barda.

And Soltic was embarrassed he had not seen that particular foible until right now. He had assumed they were all cultists of Melemizargo.

Barda spoke first, anger showing on her face, as she said, “What the fuck, Soltic? That is the rudest—” She was apoplectic, her words cut off to one final statement, “What the FUCK?”

“Well you’re not a cultist,” Soltic rapidly said, “Sorry for making that mistake. Anyway! Vanya here is something of a cultist, and so are all the Maryols. I’m not, though. I’m more of a ‘follower’ of the Wizard; welcoming to all faiths, long as they’re decent people who do no harm and work toward the common good.”

Vanya simply watched the Maryols, her eyes focused on the most dangerous people in the room.

Barda stammered, unsure what to say to that. So she glanced at Nero and the Maryols and saw something there that she did not want to see; three cultists conversing through telepathic tendrils of thought, trying to get their story straight.

A few moments passed, quick as three blinks—

Nero quietly turned to Barda, whispering, “We should talk in the other room,” as he reached for her arm—

Barda yanked herself away, her eyes going wild, her voice low, “What the fuck.”

And then Barda shot to her feet and went for the door, almost ripping it off its hinges in her haste to escape. Nero rapidly followed, quietly asking her to slow down and to talk—

Vanya said to the other cultists in the room, “In the Dark of this new information, I would like to discuss the shape of our partnership going forward.”

Jarod and Glariol both inhaled softly.

“Implying a partnership before we’ve agreed to anything is a bold move, Miss Silver,” Jarod said.

And then Glariol got up, saying, “I need to attend to Barda, and do a few other things.” She looked to her husband, and then she left, closing the Barda-broken door and [Mend]ing it back into position as she rushed away, to solve a possible problem with words.

Soltic said, “Apologies again. I thought that all of you were in on it.”

Jarod sighed a little. “Barda needed to be brought into the Dark eventually, but you do understand that airing this Gloom will likely see us driven from town, and if that happens, then I will do my utmost to ensure that whatever fate you meet is similarly awful.”

It was a casual threat, meant in the way that one can hope that the house of another burns down unexpectedly, or that all the milk touched by an enemy turns sour. Simple threats. There was no real wish for death behind any of Jarod’s words, and so, Erick felt rather happy about this whole thing. It was probably going to work out well.

It was delightful, really, to be part of casually-threatening negotiations that didn’t have the ‘bad end’ be something like attempted murder.

“I would expect nothing less.” Soltic said, “But we’re all a little bit close to the Dark here, and summary execution of a known cultist is no longer lawful in any Gate Network land, so I just wanted to get the [Sneak]ing out of the way. It never occurred to me that Barda might not be in on it; for that, I apologize again.”

“… I suppose they do things differently where you’re from.”

“There is a Church of Melemizargo right up the street, so… Yes. A bit different.”

Jarod judged Soltic for a moment longer, then he looked to Vanya. “Miss Silver? May I know your real qualifications?”

Vanya smiled a friendly smile, then began, “I know, theoretically, how to make a Grand Dungeon, but I have heard that every single one is different, and it takes a certain set of powers working outside the dungeon and inside the dungeon in order to give it the colloquial designation of ‘Grand’. The magical definition is only the start of such a thing, for a Grand Dungeon is more than putting together ten [Fireball]s into a single Grand spell; it is a multiplicative undertaking, where one dungeon makes another better, which makes another better, and so on. Ideally, I will be putting a repro in the dungeon in order to create it right, but before that, I have several diagnostic and interface-type spells that will allow me a modicum of general control, without me needing to be anywhere in direct control of the dungeon.” She said, “This particular skill of mine, developed through assistance with the Dark, will allow us to create and control a dungeon, triggering proper growth, without any public suspecting that we are doing much more than what it appears we are doing. It should allow you to work with the locals in whatever manner you deem proper.”

Jarod’s eyes went a little wide, and then he gained a glimmer of hope. He saw a gift given to him by the Dark, here in Vanya. And then he schooled himself, and gave a small joke, “Since we don’t have a team of Benevolence agents suddenly breaking into our house for future crimes, then I have good hopes for our partnership, Miss Vanya Silver.”

Erick said, “That rarely happens,” and then he realized he was trying not to be the Apparent King who reigned above all, as some detractors and supporters both said sometimes, each with very different meanings behind those sayings. So Soltic said, “I mean… That’s just a rumor, right? It doesn’t actually happen all that often? At least not in the Underworld.”

“Quite wrong, Mister Cross,” Jarod said, his countenance subtly turning from shaken-but-hiding-it, to time-to-counterattack. “The Wizard and the winged one are everywhere they need to be in order to carve out whatever problems the Wizard deems as problems. But. Ahh? I would have thought you would have known that, considering your earlier words, calling yourself a follower of his. While we’re airing stories, I think you might be a Xoatist, not merely a ‘follower’.”

Soltic flinched, for any of a dozen different reasons.

Vanya lightly chuckled.

Jarod smirked. “I tell you now that being a Xoatist around here is barely better than being a cultist. But enough of that. Vanya. I am gladdened to hear of your qualifications. Let us speak of your real ideas regarding a Grand Dungeon of Storm’s Edge.”

Vanya smiled a little bit, then began, “To start with, whatever sort of octopus master inside the dungeons already is rather cognizant and friendly, so I would retain them, and link all seven dungeons through a Ritual To The Dark. I have done such a thing a few times already...”

As Vanya spoke of spellwork to use and what she wanted the dungeon to teach, and of a basic Script interface and designs, most of them derived from requests from Sininindi, Jarod’s earlier hope once again shone forth, taking hold in the subtly-widening pupils of his eyes like a radiant darkness. He was still slightly skeptical of both Vanya and Soltic, but he was convinced rather quickly that this, here, was his current purpose in life. The gods rarely spoke to anyone, directly, so to hear Vanya speak of godly desires so openly and to not be struck down by lightning —or a sudden inquisition from any number of forces, spying through any number of nonstandard means— helped prove Vanya’s veracity rather well.

There was a reason this house was [Ward]ed very well against spying, and it wasn’t just so that people could have sex behind closed doors without being spied upon by other nobles.

Halfway through Vanya’s presentation Glariol came back, without Nero or Barda. Vanya began explaining again, and soon, Glariol was as excited as her husband. Both of them were doing a very good job of hiding that excitement, though; they were still nobles. Both of them were still worried about Barda, too, but they did not speak on that and no one questioned them about that, either.

Soltic was pretty sure that Barda and Nero would be fine, and that Jarod and Glariol were a good kind of people, even if they were cultists of Melemizargo.

Some of Erick’s best friends were cultists.
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After a thorough explanation of Vanya’s ideas for a Grand Dungeon of Storm’s Edge, Soltic was impressed. Lord Jarod and Lady Glariol had been more than that. They had begun to speak of plans, and hidden resources, and what would need to happen, going forward, for Vanya’s plan to actually happen. Primarily, they needed to link with others in the city, to get the Church and the Regency and the Dungeon Guild ready to accept an adjustment of at least one of the seven dungeons. If the adjustments went well, and if others approved, then they could go forward with all the rest of the Grand Dungeon creation.

“The first major issue to solve is getting Vanya approved by the lords. We’ll set that up, but you have to follow through.” Lord Jarod finished with, “So hide. Delve for a while. Find out everything you can. We’ll contact you in four days with more information. Be prepared to defend your ideas, and your self.”

Soon enough, Soltic and Vanya were back at their rooms in the Dungeon Guild.

It was time for Erick to learn a special technique.

They were under an Obfuscation and Privacy spell, because Erick, as Erick, stood on one side of the room and Quilatalap, as Quilatalap, stood on the other. A simple grand rad hovered in the air between them. It was not special in any specific way, having been one of any number of suitable grand rads taken out of Quilatalap’s storage rooms for this task, but it was necessary to learn this specific trick; smaller rads didn’t pull in mana like a grand rad did. Even now, the grand rad was subtly shaping the manasphere around it, drawing in mana like a siphon, like a weaker version of a dungeon’s entrance, and core.

Erick shook out his hands to loosen up, then he reached his aura out to cover the rad, manually shaping a spell, humming as he did so, locking his resonance to the crystalline growth’s own resonance. Quilatalap looked on, not saying anything; just watching. Rapidly, Erick felt a connection to the rad take hold. The malformed sphere of crystal began to resonate with the very air, pulling in even more atmospheric mana; pulling in Erick’s mana—

The grand rad shimmered and cracked, filling the air with a spark of blue fire—

“Dammit,” Erick said, knowing what was coming already.

The grand rad suddenly flashed over, igniting like black powder, sending plumes of blue fire into the air. That fire washed over the room, alighting the space with tiny blue flames that began to turn orange as the bedding, the drapes, and the floor caught flame.

Grand rads were not normally so volatile, but this particular one was, for whatever reason. Quilatalap thought that the problem was on Erick’s end, and so, like he had said a few times already—

“You’re gonna want to [Return],” Quilatalap said, nonjudgmental.

Erick sighed. And then he [Return]ed to 10 seconds in the past, sending his cognizance into his perspective of before he had fucked up the experiment. The grand rad hovered before him, and Erick did not continue as he was supposed to. Instead, he looked to Quilatalap and said, “I have never needed to use [Return] so many times in a single day. Explain it to me again, in a different way than you did before.”

Quilatalap looked at him. “… How many failures has that been?”

“Three [Return]s. Catastrophic failure each time.”

“Maybe you’re trying too hard… Or have I suggested that already?”

Erick explained his process succinctly, “Elemental Book in my aura. Surround the rad. Resonate with the rad. Feel the words spill out of it. Don’t push too hard. It’s not [Editing Aura]; it’s simply checking on the makeup of the grand rad, of the organized structure of the mana therein.”

“Let’s try it from the second part of the process; might have more luck there.” Quilatalap moved on, explaining once again, “This experiment here is simply a test run, to get you familiar with the process of interfacing with a rad, but you won’t be able to interface with the dungeon core, and the developed version of this magic isn’t meant to allow you to interface directly with a dungeon core, anyway. This magic is to allow you to look as though from a grand distance; anywhere inside a dungeon core space. Close, far, doesn’t matter.

“So, this time, I want you to hold your mana open and let Elemental Book flow through the air to the grand rad. Don’t envelop the rad entirely. Check on it from afar.

“When your mana touches the rad, I want you to take that ephemeral connection and see what the Book tells you. You might make a spell out of it here on Veird, but the only way it’s going to work inside a dungeon is if you know how to work it correctly, without Script assistance.” Quilatalap added, “And you’re not trying to [Identify] the grand rad, though this spell is loosely based on [Identify]. You’re trying to mana sense the parameters of the dominant mana controller in the area. Different applications of this magic can let you identify Domain work without [Identify]ing anything at all.”

“[Identify] without [Identify],” Erick said, “Sure. I’ll try it again that way.”

Quilatalap nodded.

Erick stood a bit straighter. And then he held out his aura, flowed some Elemental Book through all of himself and also the air, and felt the subtle pull of the grand rad’s flow, tugging his Book into the malformed crystal. He watched the world with his mana sense...

And it was working this time. Erick did not get a blue box, but he did get to read the mana in the air. It was sort of like reading, anyway. It was also sort of like listening, and feeling, and knowing—

He got a blue box.










	
Mana Reading, concentration, special range, 5 mana per second

Attempt to understand and label the predominant forces in the mana. Specific targets with specific connections give better readings. 














He also got a stream of words crossing through his senses, though they were more like idea-forms, and not like words at all.

Fire. Death. A malformation of snake and bird. A trickster that has been tricked. Level 59. Forms of Couatl. Variant. Killed by Death. Illusion and whimsy and hate. Kill the living. Transform bones into babies. Spread. Plague. Grow and tear. Strength 57. Vitality 89. Willpower 38. Focus 99. Age 3. Natural Flight. Decay Venom. Toxic Immunity. Fires of the Damned. Crawler of Pestilence. Drinker of the Damned. Floater in the trees. Strikes-from-behind...

As the deluge of information flooded Erick’s Sight, he rapidly began to understand that he was seeing the grand rad through the lens of Elemental Book, joined to the viewpoint of the Script. When he had that realization the information shifted; instead of being a floating impression of Elemental Book, of words, Erick saw fragments of events inside those words. The words were not simply telling a story, they were illustrating that story.

It was a story of the largest events in the Death Couatl’s life. The moment when the couatl turned into a thing of bones and venom and illusion magics; when it killed a group of pixies at the edge of pixie lands; when it was killed in return, and yet reformed later, for it was a natural undead and it could not be killed so easily as normal creatures could be killed.

Erick watched the death couatl die to the pixies, and its grand rad harvested from the body, ensuring that it remained dead. The grand rad had changed hands many times, Erick saw, but he could not see those hands, exactly. Whatever the case, it had ended up here, in this room, under this experiment…

Erick pulled back, then looked to Quilatalap.

Quilatalap was grinning. “It worked that time. What did you see?”

“A variant couatl. Death, Decay-Fire, along with the usual couatl bend toward Illusion. Pixies killed it eventually.” Erick said, “I got a spell, too. [Mana Reading]. Not a base spell, though. What’s the base spell?”

“[Identify]. Could also be [Witness]. Not sure.”

Erick scrunched his face. “ ‘Not sure’?”

Quilatalap chuckled. “[Mana Reading] isn’t a base spell like [Witness], because if it were then you’d have 10 ranks of it. You can’t buy it for a point, which means that it’s one of the hidden spells that you have to make yourself. In addition, [Mana Reading] is only ever attained by people who put a lot of effort into Book Magic and mana sensing and aura control, so the exact way that [Mana Reading] happens is up for debate.” Quilatalap shrugged. “An academic debate, too. It’s not even a useful spell in almost all ways, because, again, it’s Book Magic. You could probably ask Rozeta if you wanted to know the real truth of the progenitor of [Mana Reading]. I certainly don’t know how all the magic of the Script got there in the first place.”

Erick smiled a little at that. Sometimes, in their teaching sessions, he reached the end of Quilatalap’s knowledge, and every time it surprised him. 

Quilatalap continued, “Anyway. With the level of personal control you have shown, you should be able to read a dungeon core rather well from anywhere inside a dungeon. From there, you can use what you find to plan a course of attack, or of change. The spell doesn’t give you any real power, though. Just information.” Quilatalap said, “Like. Let us pretend this couatl rad was a dungeon core. Using this magic, I would see that the couatl is death-aligned and dislikes pixies, so, in order to infiltrate the dungeon all the way down to its core without setting it off, I could transform myself into a full skeleton, and then walk into the place and talk about killing annoying pixies. I could do that for a day or two, and eventually the core would make contact with me because it would see in me a kindred spirit. From there, if I got closer to the core, or if I could at least have a direct line of sight to it, then I might be able to cast this same sort of magic again and get even better information with which to tailor the rest of my approach. At the very least, if the dungeon does not approach you, then you can use this sort of magic to track down the flow of mana in a dungeon, in more precise ways, and figure out where the core actually is. There’s a lot of caveats to the usefulness of this spellwork, and it is very soft in its usefulness, but when it works, it works well.”

Erick smiled a little bit. “Sometimes it takes Jane a week to find an uncooperative dungeon core.”

Quilatalap shrugged. “If you want to teach her this magic, you can, but it only really works on dungeon cores that aren’t trying to fuck you over. This sort of spell can be used to get a generalized, Book Magic interpretation of any active spell effect, actually. You can even use it against other people a little bit, but biology gets in the way of that. And, like I’ve said more than a few times, it’s Book Magic; it’s not precise, it’s not foolproof, it’s not to be relied upon. But it can give you clues to follow up on, if you know how to read it right.” He added, “Those caveats are why Book Magic isn’t more widely used; it relies too much on your own vision and point of view to make sense of what it’s sensing.”

“I get it, I get it. Jane probably wouldn't be interested anyway.” Erick said, “I still don’t understand how she goes into dungeons all the damned time. And not just the nice dungeons, but the dungeons that have gone bad or been abused and who want to kill everyone for those hatreds.”

“Aye; she likely couldn’t use [Mana Reading], or simple mana reading.” Quilatalap said, “And don’t forget that some dungeons are simply born hostile to life. It might help to think of dungeons less like gate spaces, and more like alternate realities anchored to this one via a specialized mana core. Sometimes alternate realities are simply hostile to everything.”

“Ahh… Yeah. Kinda sad, isn’t it?”

Quilatalap shrugged. “Life is kinda sad sometimes, causing all sorts of possibilities to spring to being in the Dark, as we live and work and dream of other places and possibilities.”

“… Huh. You know… I don’t think I have a single Elemental Dream spell. Are there many of those?”

“There used to be a lot of Elemental Dream. Now, though, it’d call Dream one of the Very Esoteric Elements; mostly the realm of the gods these days. Maybe some Mind Mages, too. The Red Dream of the Orcols is both Dream and the domain of Aloethag, for instance.” Quilatalap said, “Elemental Dream is close to Elemental Illusion, but heavily angled toward Chaos. Some call Elemental Dream as Pure Chaos, but that’s untrue. Elemental Dream is very good for meeting others on a level field, exposing neither side to danger. Of course, Elemental Dream is very bad about doing what you want it to do, and working how you want it to work. When Paradox Wizards talk to other versions of themselves, that’s sort of like Dreaming.”

“Well that’s all rather interesting.” Erick moved the conversation back to the current work. “What’s the spell to change the dungeon without others knowing?”

“That was a little lie of mine. It’s actually just [Editing Aura], and many small pieces of the cores of dungeons I have worked on before. The only part you’re missing are the pieces of other dungeons, but you can accrete a small duplicate fraction of your own core and use that instead.”

Erick was chuckling. “You acted like you knew some special magics back there with Jarod and Glariol! It’s just [Editing Aura]!”

Quilatalap smiled warmly. “Us ‘cultists’ don’t give up information about ourselves nearly as well as you ‘xoatists’.”

Erick felt his face heat as his expression dropped. He whispered, “Gods above, I have to act like a Xoatist now, don’t I.”

Quilatalap chuckled, transforming back into Vanya before he was finished laughing, a deep belly mirth turning into a happy woman’s giggle. “We should visit the local Xoatist church!”

“No,” Erick said, as he turned into Soltic.

“It’ll be fun! We can see what they’re saying about you, you can half-die from embarrassment, and you can also see what a Xoatist service is like! Who knows! You might have to really pretend to be one of them in front of Lord and Lady Maryol.”

“I will get by with being thought of as a yet-another lying immortal, thank you very much.”

Vanya giggled again.

Before they continued with their day, Soltic opened a [Gate] back to Vanya’s grand rad hoard and she put the couatl rad back in its stasis lock on its appropriate shelf. And then it was time for dungeon delve #2, this time in dungeon 1, the central dungeon of the 7 dungeons of the Pit.







- - - -







The last delve of the day, the 4 pm slot, was one of the worst delves of the day for a few reasons, though you couldn’t tell any of those reasons without going inside. Even from the inside, things looked mostly normal.

But the air had a sinister quality to it that it didn’t have in the earlier delving time slots.

Stone barges covered the land in every direction, looking like the tops of thick walls in an open-air maze filled with water. Iridescent white coral growths stuck up here and there, like solid, 3-meter tall messes of porous bone, frozen in an unseen current. The sky above was the underside of a water’s surface, while the water down here, between the roads, was a dark abyss. Dungeon 1 looked almost identical to dungeon 5, from yesterday, but the absolute shape of it all was very different. Only someone who looked out for details could really tell the difference, though, and only in the shape of the roads and the positions of the coral.

Soltic spotted even more extra details than the normal ones. The water looked a little red in spots, but then, when he looked directly, the red was gone. The corals looked sharper; more brittle. The sky was dimmer, as though clouds held far above the watery surface.

And the amount of loot was less. That was the major change in the late-day delving time slot. The dungeon had to grow its loot; and that growing took time. The best time to delve was in the morning, at the crack of dawn, but those slots were reserved for the Regency forces; the public was not allowed in those first-loot dives.

Vanya strode across the shimmer of darkness that separated the safe entrance from the rest of the dungeon, headed toward the first coral growth, saying, “Even if the take is a lot less than at the beginning of the day, we gotta do a full clear, because I want some new clothes.”

A minor lie. They needed to do a full clear so that all the traps were sprung and all the danger was done, and then the core would become exposed. Theoretically. At least that’s what the Maryols had guessed and Vanya had also guessed; they didn’t really know. For all of the Maryol’s nobility and connections in Storm’s Edge, they were just adventuring nobles who existed outside of the system here at the Pit. They knew a lot, but not as much as insiders, and that was by the design of the Regency. 

Vanya was of the opinion that the dungeon had maybe three zones. The first zone, where they were now, a ‘free for all zone’ at the second floor, where the fish and such lived and ate and did whatever, and then there was the third floor, where the core was. Though to call them ‘floors’ was a misnomer. This top ‘floor’ was surely a floor; it was flat and expansive enough. But the space below the barges, below the abyss, was likely a series of holding tanks filled with monsters, and completely not set up for people to move through.

Whatever the case, they needed a full dungeon run in order to force the dungeon to spend enough resources on driving Vanya and Soltic away so that there was less between her and the core. A delve through the second layer, beyond the abyss below, would be better, but that was not going to happen.

But in order to do a full clear up here...

Soltic frowned as he followed Vanya, saying, “So one of us has to attack the tentacles, enraging the octopus, and then we die, and the danger ramps up considerably.”

“You don’t have to attack the tentacles with me. You can keep a lookout for the radiant eel and try to kill it when it shows.”

Soltic breathed a bit, then said, “How about we try… I don’t know. Anything else in order to talk to the dungeon.”

“Well…” Vanya glanced back at him, and then paused her walk, and turned around. “Dungeons are places of controlled chaos, with a few different ways to do them correctly for the best benefit, but that benefit is measured out by the dungeon itself, and the values of two different people are often not the same at all. And yes, dungeons are people. It’s very possible to break the systems they impose in order to impose your own solutions. The purpose of the Trials of the Dark, after all, is to help people become stronger on their own merit. So, if you can break the dungeon, then you deserve to break the dungeon and impose your will upon it.” Vanya said, “Just know that if you break the dungeon by doing something truly outside of the scope of the dungeon, then you might actually break the dungeon, Soltic. This means that all the monsters are released, the bosses go wild, and a bunch of other shit happens, but you do gain access to the core, and are able to truly impose your will.” She asked, “So? Do you want to break the dungeon, and deal with that plague? Or do you want to do it normally, allowing me to get close to the core without causing any longer-term problems for us?”

“… Let’s do it normally. I’ll stand back and you can do whatever you want.”

Vanya smiled a little. “Thank you. I’ll attack the tentacles. Let it take me, or whatever it wants to do. You stand back.”

Soltic nodded a little, but said nothing else.

And Vanya turned to the coral they had reached while talking. It was a normal 3-meter tall tower of twisting ‘bone’, with a hollow cavity in the center that was filled with liquid light, and a little collection of gold wires inside that light. The wires were much smaller than they were the other day. This small bit was only worth about 3 or 4 gold, though it would have to be mixed with other metals and transformed into coins in order to be worth that much.

With a quick ripple of Force, Vanya severed the coral growth from top to bottom right, perfectly missing the cavity in the center. As a third of the coral slid off the tower and crashed into the water, the gold stood exposed among a splash of light, and Vanya grabbed the gold.

Instantly, bubbles burbled from the waters; 4 of them. Each bubble burst, releasing a toother; a rather standard variation of what happened to normal, small fish when they monsterized. As Vanya killed those toothers and pulled out the rads from the two real ones, Soltic stood back, preparing to watch Vanya die.

… And then nothing happened. The two copied toothers broke apart into motes of mana, while the red pools from the two real ones began to drip down the sides of the stone barge, into the waters. As blood spread, nothing happened—

Vanya had been waiting for it, but she stood up suddenly.

“Oh. Right,” Soltic said, realizing what Vanya had just realized. “We got to the second growth before the tentacles came out.”

Vanya smiled, and then they moved on to the second coral growth, saying, “This place has solid-set rules! I’m impressed.” With the passing of a monowire line of Force, Vanya carved her way into the second growth and then, with other magics, she pulled out the goods and stuffed it into a bag, along with the other rads. Bubbles burbled from the waters again, and a quick whip-crack of Force ended the decay-eel threat before it could get close enough to harm.

Putrid green eel slapped against the stone road—

A thick, red-purple tentacle, lined with fangs and suckers, whipped out of the water to slam onto the fish bits. Vanya met the intruder with a line of molecular Force, while laying several other lines of molecular Force all around her battlefield.

The tentacle crashed into the cutting wire and then, like it had touched a burning stove, or like it had strummed a cutting string on a banjo, the tentacle pulled back. Or at least it tried to. The wire had dug into the flesh, halfway, and when the creature pulled back, bleeding profusely, it didn’t pull directly backward. It retreated at an angle, cutting off a good section of its body, leaving behind a meter-long section of flesh, festooned with suckers and fangs and bright blue blood.

The ocean under the barges screamed—

A hundred tentacles reached up from the waters nearby, each of them already scrambling over themselves in their haste to get to Vanya, who had turtled-up behind layers and layers of monowire Force. It was not a one-sided battle, as Soltic had initially suspected it would be. Vanya was surprised her wires held out for more than half a second, too.

The wires didn’t even break in the assault, either. What got Vanya was much more simple than tentacles reaching for her, and capturing her, to rip her apart.

She lasted three seconds. Maybe three and a half seconds. Tentacles broke. Blue blood went everywhere. The ocean screamed. And water boiled over the edges of the stone walkway. A half a tentacle got through the wire cage, and that was it. The slickness of the floor is what actually did Vanya in. Perhaps an [Alter Friction] was used, too. Vanya put [Alter Friction] on her monowires, too, and that was a Force spell, in a Force dungeon, so it made sense that the octopus could do something similar.

Vanya had secured her footing with a flight spell, but that didn’t seem to matter.

She slipped. She carved herself upon her own defenses, and from there it was a quick end. The octopus got hold of her, and through a surge of water from the side…

Soltic watched as Vanya passed through her own slicer, and disappeared into the water, into a boiling of tentacles and an exultation of triumph from the octopus, still deep under the abyss, down below the stone barges. Soltic had remained 20 meters away this whole time.

All he could do was watch.

When the disaster was over, he sat himself down on the stone ground, and waited, mumbling to himself, “I thought I was done with therapy, but I suppose I have something new to talk about.” He sat there on the cold stone and watched, almost lazily, as a slow radiant eel came out of the waters to the right, glowing as bright as the sun. It plucked a distant coral from the roads, turning the bone-like material into countless iridescent white fish, and, perhaps lazily, took the gold wires down into the depths. The eel did this once more, and then a third time, but by then, Erick’s melancholy had turned to anger. He said to the dungeon, “Fuck you.”

He took aim. A well-formed and powered [Force Beam] lanced out of Soltic’s aura, traveling a much longer distance than a normal [Force Beam], to clip the radiant eel on the tail, scattering motes of radiance off into the air. The eel yipped, then dove down into the depths, before it could take the coral and its prize.

Soltic stood up and prepared for the tentacles to come for him. They weren’t supposed to, according to the dungeon’s design and history, but dungeons got weird sometimes.

Nothing happened for five minutes, and then the safe space by the dungeon entrance flashed over, completely dark. When the dark retreated Vanya stood there, naked and cognizant and then rapidly applying magics to herself to conjure her armor. Soltic knew that she did not really die; that she was always going to come back. But still, watching her be shoved through her own magic like that was…

“That was uncomfortable,” Vanya said, walking close enough that they were together again. She wrapped Soltic in a quick hug, then pulled away. “The octopus has a [Force Domain]. I probably could have taken it if it hadn’t taken over control of my Force spellwork.”

Soltic blinked a few times. “It took over your spellwork?” And then he realized. “Oh. It has Force Weaver— Oh. The dungeon only allows Force Magic but the dungeon master has Force Weaver, so… No wonder no one has ever been able to kill the octopus.”

“It has something like Force Weaver; not sure if it has that Ability specifically. Whatever it was, it corrupted my natural connection to my mana, usurping control, but if I had a [Force Domain] I could have prevented that. It didn’t actually turn my Force Magic against me, though. Nor did it conjure Force of its own.”

Quilatalap had Domains of every possible kind. Erick even had a [Force Domain]. It wasn’t nearly as good as his Benevolence spellwork, but it was serviceable.

Vanya and Soltic did not have a [Force Domain], though.

Soltic asked, “Shall we do the rest of the dungeon? Worry about [Force Domain] later?”

“Sure.” Vanya added, “I have realized why the Regency and others like this dungeon like it is; it’s near perfect in its simplicity and safety. Do you know how difficult it is to find a Domain-holding monster? Impossi— Oh… Hmm.”

“… What?”

“Maybe it’s a person— The octopus, I mean. It might be a [Polymorph]ed person, inside that octopus— But. Hmm. Then why are there dungeon breaks at all?” Vanya looked out across the waters. “… A problem to tackle another day. Did the radiant eel come out?”

“Yeah. I clipped it when it tried to take a coral.”

“Good. From what I’ve heard, the eel shouldn’t return. Maybe we’ll get all the rest of the gold today!” Excitedly, she added, “And we’ll get that wyrm, too!”

Soltic almost said something else, about danger and death and other overly-worried things, but he decided to hold that comment back until the end of the delve.

They went to the next coral, Vanya popped it, and then the two of them together defended themselves from the sudden appearance of three great black sharks. There was no shark meat to be had, though, because all three were copies.

The next coral came with a swarm of toothers; 63 of them to start, and then an additional 30 when the first group didn’t inflict any damage. Several of them were real this time, so they collected those rads and added them to the new bag, held on Soltic’s back.

By coral #13, which was 2 corals away from the halfway point, Soltic and Vanya were facing an ocean-churning horde of toothers and smaller darters and a few larger, more problematic cephalopods. The funky-looking squids, each of them two meters tall and hanging back, floated in the air and acted like turrets. They were the real problem. Those 8-legged floaters fired [Force Bolt]s at Soltic and Vanya in bursts of 8, and also in series, releasing one Bolt right after the other.

Both Soltic and Vanya each had to employ floating Shield spells in order to fend off those Bolts. They had to recast those Shield spells a few times, too, but the Shields worked well.

Soon, they had reached the end of the line; a stone barge that ended at open water. On the other side of open water lay another stone barge. Between them lay a coral, growing tall and white in the watery light from above.

A quick snap of Force released the gold wires from the center. A pull-and-stuff placed the wires into Soltic’s bag, just in time for the water to boil all around the broken coral. The boiling spread, like ten thousand fish swam under the waves all around, and something had disturbed those fish to breach the surface.

And then, the coral before them plunged into the waves, as though it was yanked down by a god. A whirlpool formed where the coral had vanished. Darkness spread upward—

White water shot into the sky, and then transformed into a sleek, white dragon, endlessly coiling up from the depths, roaring with hate—

As the beast coiled in the air, Soltic realized a few fast facts. It was neither ‘white’ nor a ‘dragon’. It was dragon-shaped, but it was made out of coral and bone and blood and viscera, with yet another glowing spot in the center of it where the grand rad usually was in a wyrm. It certainly looked like a wyrm, but it was not a wyrm at all. Soltic had no idea why the delvers called it a wyrm when it clearly wasn’t, but Wyrm Season had been a rather well-controlled phenomenon for a decade now, so maybe the newer generations were simply not used to seeing a real wyrm.

The ‘wyrm’ roared, and flew into the sky, then rapidly came back down onto the other nearest coral, left behind from the previous treasure taking. The beast flickered with power as it crashed into the left-over growth, diving back into the water, and then curling up and around the stone barge, as it headed for another coral growth that Soltic and Vanya had broken in their passage.

Vanya rushed forward, giving chase, saying, “It’s getting healthier with each coral it eats! Come on! We gotta kill it fast!”

Soltic could see that, he supposed. He kept right up with Vanya, saying, “It’s not a wyrm at all.”

Vanya laughed as she shot a person-thick [Force Beam] at the ‘wyrm’, just behind its head. She clipped the beast and trailed a line of destruction down the white-thing’s flank, carving away coral and flesh as she went. The beast began to dodge, but Vanya’s aim was impeccable, and for a full 7 seconds, she carved away bits of the monster. Finally, though, her spell cut, and the beast, sensing weakness, howled and turned toward Vanya, rushing, mouth wide open, fangs of bone and coral ready to crush down—

Soltic and Vanya both shoved [Force Beam]s through its body, disrupting its form but not killing it. It kept rushing forward, right at the delvers, but Vanya erected a quick series of [Force Wall]s, and monowire cutters between them, along with a bunch of smaller magics.

And then they waited, there in the middle of the walkway, right in front of the monster’s open maw as it rushed at them, right into the trap.

The beast turned to coral bits and broken, cubed flesh as momentum kept it coming. It was already dead long before those bits impacted the Walls around Soltic and Vanya, but whatever spell Vanya had put upon the monowires out there forced the wyrm’s barge-sized body to keep coming, to keep turning to broken bits.

Coral and blood and bone went into the waters all around, and then finally, some inner radiance impacted the cubing-Force in front of Soltic and Vanya. Just like how the inner treasure spots inside the coral growths turned to floating light when disturbed, the light inside of the wyrm turned into floating radiance. That radiance spread outward, and the entire coral wyrm began to break; to disintegrate.

The waters filled with falling coral and fish bits.

Behind them, some of that coral came back together, forming an iridescent white extension to the grey-white stone barges, connecting the first half of the dungeon floor to the second half. Undisturbed coral lay on that other side, full of gold, waiting to be plucked.

Soltic said, “So that radiant spot in the coral wyrm was probably the radiant eel, and the coral treasures are its ‘eggs’.”

“I’m going to keep all of this first floor when I remake this dungeon. I love it.” Vanya walked toward the coral bridge, and then went right over it without a single care, saying, “Simple, yet elegant; just like this bridge. Just how I want to make the Grand Dungeon.”

She was not pulled under by a tentacle monster. She went across without incident.

… Soltic followed along, his heavy feet crunching a little bit into the coral as he walked atop it, but a bit of Force under his shoes stopped any further destruction to the bridge. When he reached the other side, he asked, “When you told the Maryols your plan for this place… Was that the full plan?”

“Ideas will have to be adjusted, of course, but yes. Pretty sure; yeah. It’ll be a recreation of Storm’s Edge, covered in coral. I think I’ll keep the coral wyrms, if they are actually just radiant eels. Those things seemed pretty smart; able to follow instructions well.” She raised her voice, speaking to the dungeon, “And I want to keep the octopus, too. They seem very smart!” When nothing burbled up from the waters, Vanya said to Soltic, “This whole thing is going to be magnificent.”

Yesterday, Vanya had outlined her general idea, as given to her by Sininindi. The goddess of Storm and Sea wanted to make extensive use of the False Society option inherent to every dungeon core; to create a city of fake people who could eventually become real through interaction with the rest of the world, when the rest of the world visited them through the dungeon. The False Society option was basically pre-fugue shadelings on steroids. Or maybe it was more like the routine parts of a wrought Geode, where everyone had a routine they did each day, like getting bread from the bakery at exactly 9:18 am, or get up at 4:27 am in order to bake the bread, or to gift the same book to the same person every week on ninthday, at dinnertime.

There had been a lot of talk about the False Society option in every major political circle of the entire world, long before the actual horrors of that option showed themselves on the Surface, years ago, in the middle of the Freelands ordeal. Not a lot of people knew much about that full horror, but Erick did. Quilatalap did. All of the major players of House Benevolence did, because Erick had needed to step in to solve that population crisis. The Maryols sort of knew...

But the common person did not.

They reached the next coral growth. Vanya cut it up, and extracted the goods. They killed the fish. They walked to the next growth.

And Soltic decided to say, “There’s going to be a lot of pushback on the False Society.”

Vanya nodded, solemnly. “I expect it. But the system produces people that are real, eventually, and when they wake they’re real people. You saw those interviews with the people from the Free Dungeon.”

For the sake of [Witness], Vanya had said ‘you saw those interviews’, when in fact Erick had directly participated in those interviews. A lot of thoughts suddenly crossed Erick’s mind at that moment. Maybe, while ‘Vanya’ was here, ‘Soltic’ needed to go back to the Free Dungeon, and check on how that place operated when he wasn’t The Wizard, coming in and making sure the place was running right. He was pretty sure that Destiny, the Chaos Wizard, was making sure the place ran well…

But he still needed to do Atunir’s quest, and then Melemizargo’s, in order to remove Yggdrasil’s seal. That took priority. So, no, he’d do the Freeland stuff some other time, though that whole problem would likely come up here, when the False Society option actually took root in this land. Erick might have moved on before that controversy actually got into full swing, though.

What would he look like in his next incognito persona? Maybe not Soltic, but Soltic was definitely moving on once Vanya was ensconced in her Grand Dungeon; they’d already planned their ‘public breakup’.

Or maybe he’d keep ‘Soltic’ around as he went to do whatever Atunir wanted? But probably not. He liked the way that people treated ‘Soltic’ as just another person, for Erick did not like being The Apparent King and Wizard of Benevolence, but the job had been a calling; he had stepped up and made the world better for his presence.

Erick still felt ‘Called’ to do that ‘job’, even now… But it had only been several days since his retirement. It took a while to break a habit, didn’t it. Even now, Erick wanted to send out Ophiel and make this Grand Dungeon happen within a week, instead of however long it would take Vanya to do this job, the slower way.

… Gods above, what was he going to do with his life?

Was everything going to be slow now?

Like this dungeon delve?

Slow, and personable, and done over the course of hours, instead of using Ophiels in overwhelming force to enact his will upon the land? But that’s what he wanted, right? To go slower? To have less power over the world? But...

Oh.

Oh gods.

Oh no—

“Soltic?” Vanya’s voice came to him as though from a great distance, but she was standing only a meter away. “You okay?”

The two of them were a scant few meters from the next coral growth and Soltic had just been standing there, his heart beating wild, sweat crawling down his body, under his stuffy clothes. The Force armor around his chest was too tight. It was hard to breathe.

He looked to Vanya, and said, “Everything is changing again and I fear I am having an existential crisis, but I’ll get over it soon.”

Vanya looked to the dungeon, then ignored it all as she put a hand on Soltic’s arm, gently saying, “Let’s stop here for today. I can do the rest some other time.”

“No.” Softer, “… No. We came here. Let’s do this. Sorry. Let’s do this.”

Vanya paused, then strongly asked, “Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

They finished the dungeon as fast as they could, and then Soltic led the way out.

- - - -

After they stepped out of the dungeon, and before Vanya could ask what was wrong—

First, the Gold Taker stripped them of 80% of their stuff.

And then Soltic said, “Please ignore me and go back into the dungeon to do what you wanted to do. Your death and all the rest of it disturbed me in a way I was not prepared to handle. That’s all there was to it. I freaked. Sorry.” And because he didn’t want Vanya to worry, he added, “I would like to go back in, actually. To test out those sensory spells you have.”

Vanya took his hand, cast some flight spells, and said, “We’re not going back in there. Let’s go get dinner at Storm’s Edge.”

“… Okay. That sounds—” Soltic relaxed as Vanya pulled him into the air. “That sounds a lot better. We have— what? Looks like 300 gold?”

Vanya put on a smile, flying forward, saying, “More than enough for a nice night on the town.”







- - - -







Dinner was at an upscale place high above the harbor, where they served the best fish caught in the Letri Ocean. Afterward came a walk on the beach, and a nice, frisky time behind a dune. Erick spoke of when he had had a vision from Phagar, about doing this with the woman of his dreams, years and years ago, and here they were, finally doing it. Quilatalap, as Vanya, laughed for a long time at that. It was a wonderful laugh.

Eventually, they wandered over to the playhouses, where Soltic and Vanya took their seats among the crowd to watch a comedy-of-errors about a family and a murder and an estate. It was a nice evening, but then, at the climax of the second act...

The Son stood above the grave of the Father, calling out, “I have the deck of cards! I have the will of the magistrate and the binky of the babe! I will find who killed you, father! I just need to put the pieces into the puzzle box! If only my damned mother wasn’t guarding the box like a crime boss, then—”

Soltic had had his mana sense off for the evening, since they were watching a play and to see more than what was shown was to ruin everything. So he, and most of the audience, was surprised when a man jumped out of the side of the stage wearing white wings and a robe of eyes. It was a stand in for Ophiel.

Erick took a sudden hold on Ophiel, who was watching the play from the rafters, and who was suddenly excited to see himself on stage.

The Son called out, “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m the Wizard’s [Familiar] and I’m here to solve the murder for you! It was the—”

The Son pointed a finger at ‘Ophiel’ and ‘Ophiel’ exploded into feathers and eyes, but really he just ducked below a fake hedge as an illusion expanded from the space where he had been.

The Son looked to the audience, cheerfully saying, “No spoilers!”

The audience laughed, and the curtain closed on the end of the second act. Some people booed at ‘Ophiel’, saying that including Ophiel in the play was a controversial thing. The people who booed were drowned out by the laughter at killing Ophiel. Or maybe it was funny to have such a persona here on stage? And to be disrespected like that?

… Well if Erick couldn’t laugh at himself, then he was probably too uptight about everything.

And maybe he was.

It was pretty unrealistic to have a simple spell ‘explode’ ‘Ophiel’ like that, though. As Ophiel telepathically told his father that fact over and over again, Erick quietly smiled and agreed. Ophiel hadn’t been exploded in a long time.

The third act of the play had ‘Erick’ coming in at the actual climax of the play and wiping away the entire problem altogether, solving the ‘murder’ as a simple act of chance, and creating four estates where there were just one before, separating the families out to their own properties. As a final touch, he installed a Gate Network between them. Very rapidly, the family decided that they preferred arguing with each other every damned day, instead of living apart.

Erick laughed loud at that.

Most of the audience did too, but afterward, there was controversy.

As the playhouse emptied, people spoke about the play in excited tones, and angry tones, and all the tones between. The regulars liked it, saying it was a fantastic performance tonight, while some of the people who had decided to see the play on a whim were less than charitable about the inclusion of the Wizard into the narrative. They had gone to a play to get away from world events, and you never knew when the Wizard was actually watching.

One conversation progressed far beyond some small talking between friends.

“Including The Wizard in the play was like including a Shade,” said one particularly uneducated person.

An older woman, with her friend, chose to shout, “He’s better than the shades! You young idiots don’t know how good you have it. Be silent!”

The young idiot and his young friend shouted back, “He took away [Teleport] and now we have to bow to the silver cost of using a magic that we should all have without him!”

It was an old argument, taken up by new people, but neither of them were prepared to actually argue. Their words devolved into name-calling, and then some guards got involved and split them up. There was no danger of spellwork coming out and harming anyone, though, for like they did at the Songli Highlands with the Songstresses, but in a much easier way, the Node Network and accompanying spellwork of Storm’s Edge locked down most magics of the violent variety.

“I liked the play,” Vanya said, as she held onto Soltic’s arm.

Soltic grumbled, unsure. Yes, he had liked the play too, aside from the involvement of ‘The Wizard’, but that sort of stuff was a part of his life now. His mind was mostly on the argument in the street. For a little while Soltic and Vanya walked in silence, down the street toward the flying courtyard, where they would be allowed to leave the city on a Platform spell.

The night was nice, and full of stars. It was near the end of the year, so the weather was cooler than it would be otherwise, but with Everbless controlling the weather, there was little doubt as to the true nature of the nice, calm night… Even beyond Veird’s normal, abnormal weather patterns. Like… The Underworld existed, and everything moved so oddly around here, so yes, the weather was always technically abnormal.

The weather tonight was wonderful, and the company was even better.

Soltic asked, “Want to go ask the Regency about what avenues exist to legally work on the dungeons?”

“That’s certainly a change of direction. Don’t want to wait on the Maryols to contact us with a go-time?”

Soltic said, “I’m not used to waiting on other people to act. But also I’m… I need to be doing something important with my life that’s more than… This. I mean… I love this, being with you. But…” Soltic looked out across the land. “I was doing a lot more before we came here.”

They had reached the flight square; the great open space where lanes of wardlight traffic illuminated the setting night, and all the spaces in between were filled with anti-flight spellwork, and other anti-danger [Ward]s of all kinds. All of the anti-magic spellwork of the Node Network was completely invisible, and linked together by a mostly-invisible Network that reached up from some of the taller towers around the city. Some of those tall towers were normal buildings that had been retrofitted to support the expansion and control of the ‘electrical grid’ of Storm’s Edge. Others were purpose-built to support the Node Network, and those ones were easy to pick out among the skyline. One of those hub-towers rose from the side of the flight square; it was almost like an Eiffel Tower structure; wide at the bottom and tapered to a point at the top, where a splash of invisible lines of power connected it to other tapered towers, all across the rest of the city. Storm’s Edge didn’t have the lines of light flowing through the sky that Candlepoint had, and that was by their choice.

Soltic stepped to the side of the flight square, to stand with Vanya for a moment, before he controlled his throat and mouth with aura control to ensure his next words were for Vanya only, and not for anyone who might be able to mana sense him well enough to be able to suss out his words. ‘What those kids said back there doesn’t bother me. Their complaints are valid, which is why I chose to step down from the House right now, but at the same time, none of them have to die in some random monster attack anymore. We did that. House Benevolence and everyone and you, too. We were proactive with the world, and now, here I am on a quest that isn’t involving me directly as of this moment, and I find myself unable to relax due to having everyone working except me. So yes. Let’s go around the Maryols and go directly to the Regency, or maybe we can invade the dungeon at night and dig deep into its guts, or do something else, whatever else, faster than how it is currently being done.’ He added, ‘Maybe I’ll be able to relax once I have a task in front of me.’

‘Let’s go bother the Maryols,’ Vanya sent, near instantly. ‘And then when they tell us they need more time, we can ask them about the Regency, to see how they think the Regency will react to being asked to change the dungeons. If we don’t like what the Maryols say, we can go on without them.’

Soltic grinned. ‘Sounds great.’

Vanya squeezed Soltic’s hand. “We might not be welcome in the noble district, but we can certainly try.”

“We can try.” Soltic nodded.

- - - -

The guard’s eyes narrowed, and he said, “This is not a place for sightseeing. Please return to the public parts of town, and do not return here without written authorization or escort.”

Soltic and Vanya had expected this, so they did not object.

Seeing that they weren’t trying to force the issue, the guard un-narrowed his eyes, and continued, “If you have a noble house which can speak for you, then feel free to send them a missive. There’s a cafe just over there. A lot of people spend time there as they wait for escorts to come get them.” He added, “Also, it’s really late for you guys to be trying this. I don’t know who you are, but it’s suspicious.”

“Ah. Sorry.” Soltic said, “We’re Underworlders, so—”

“I don’t need to know,” said the guard, without rancor.

As a tendril of thought poked away from her head, Vanya said, “I’m sending the message now to House Maryol’s castellan. We’ll go to that cafe.” She bowed to the guard. “Thank you.”

The guard’s response was to make a shooing motion with his hands.

Soltic and Vanya turned around and went to the cafe.

They sat down for coffee and cake, and watched the night sky poke out from behind disappearing clouds. Beyond the lights of Storm’s Edge, the sky was a deep field of black, festooned with stars. The moons were not out tonight, so it was very dark while some guy played soft music on a piano-ish sort of table instrument in the corner of the very nice, upscale bar. Erick knew the name of the instrument, but he called it a ‘piano’ in his mind. It wasn’t a piano, though.

It was different.

Everything was different again. Erick had grown used to Veird, and his place in it. He knew his future. He had had plans.

Erick controlled his vocal cords and his mouth with his aura again, then sent to Quilatalap, ‘So the whole plan for the grand dungeon… is Sininindi trying for a prototype Second Script?’

Quilatalap grinned. ‘You think so too, eh?’

‘But she hasn’t given you actual instructions for that Second Script?’

‘I’m sure I’ll get specific instructions eventually. For now, the plan is as she wants it. Mostly, she just wants the delvers to learn true magic, however I can make that happen.’

‘When you explained it all to the Maryols, you laid out your plan for the dungeon so that it could produce the most resources as well as people.’

‘That too,’ Quilatalap said, with a smile.

‘You know… It still weirds me out for gods to be making people, but I suppose that’s normal for gods to do and so I’ve mostly gotten over it, but still… It’s weird, right?’

‘They’re fully formed people who will be given an instant path to citizenship of Storm’s Edge if they pass a test, which they will pass in order to escape the dungeon in the first place. Sininindi wasn’t clear about much, but she was clear about that.’ Quilatalap sipped his cream coffee, sending, ‘Gods making people is about the least weird thing about these dungeons.’

‘… I suppose. So she just wants… To teach magic to people?’

‘Sininindi was rather unclear on what she wanted with regard to the way she wanted magic to work inside there. She only told me that she wanted me to ensure that the people who came out of the dungeon would be able to survive in any environment. That’s the only real parameter she gave me, and it’s a fine one. Everything else about the Grand Dungeon will be based around that idea.’ Quilatalap sent, ‘Probably going to have a central city and 6 side-dungeons, each of which teach a basic aura control and mana alter, as well as requiring spellwork that one learns from the other dungeons. We’ve even got 6 dungeons and a seventh one in the center, already, so the current resources on the ground work. The central dungeon will become a city like Storm’s Edge, but mountainous, and the other dungeons will be scattered to the edges of the Dark Reflection of this island.’ Quilatalap finished with, ‘If it all goes well, it should work out very well, and be a self-reinforcing system. Delvers will fall into the city to start with, and then work through the dungeons, while citizens of the city will grow in the city, and… achieve sapience and go through the dungeons— So that part isn’t so clear to me. Maybe I’ll have the delvers go through one of the 6 dungeons in order to reach the central one, or something. I’ll have to do something good with the octopuses and coral wyrms, too.’

‘Perhaps make it so that the dungeon people have six factions of magical learning inside, overseen by six octopuses or coral wyrms of various types, or something like that.’

Quilatalap smiled. ‘It’s going to be a lot of work. As long as Storm’s Edge approves of the idea and works with me to make it happen, we could have the preliminary dungeon up and active in as little as 6 months. It’ll only take one month before I’m safe here on my own, though.’

‘Even with you restricting yourself to ‘Vanya’?’

Quilatalap nodded. ‘That part shouldn’t be a problem, though if I do make a copy of myself in this dungeon then—’ Another tendril of thought joined the group, and Quilatalap looked away briefly. Vanya came back, saying, “Nero is at the entrance waiting for us.”

Soltic downed the rest of his coffee.







- - - -







Lord Jarod greeted them in the smoking library, dressed in finery despite the late hour. “Welcome back, Miss Silver, Mister Cross. I’m afraid your request for a meeting will have to be just with me, for Glariol is off entertaining friends at a neighbor’s house. I should be there, too, but your message came and I decided I could take a break for half an hour.” He gestured to the chairs, taking a seat as he said in a cheerful voice, “Sit! Please.”

Nero waved off, saying, “I’ve got to get back to the party, too,” and then he left.

Both of the nobles had been wearing truly nice clothes. By comparison, and though they had put on some of their nicer stuff after the dungeon, Vanya and Soltic looked like hobos.

Vanya and Soltic sat, as Vanya said, “Apologies for taking you away from your party, but we’d like to move faster on adjusting the dungeons into a Grand Dungeon. We’d like to do something on our end. Going to the Regency, talking around at the Dungeon Guild; whatever you feel is best.”

“Ahh…” Jarod nodded a little. “Did you manage to interface with Dungeon #1 today?”

“Minorly. We’ll have to get access to the actual dungeon core room for me to interface better.”

Jarod’s eyes went a little wide, both in surprise and joy.

Soltic controlled his own expression. He hadn’t noticed Vanya interfacing with the dungeon… But then again, he was kinda out of it by that point. It had taken him a few hours to come to terms with Vanya’s death and resurrection, and then the rest of the delve didn’t really help, either.

“What did you discover?” Jarod asked, excitedly.

Yes. What did she discover?

Vanya held up a hand and conjured a lightward image of the dungeon, and then all the rest of the space down below those surface stone barges. She explained, “The dungeon is shaped like this, with the working part at the top, and then another 5 kilometers of space down below. Maybe more. All the fish and organization is done down there, in the depths, and that’s where the dungeon master lives, too, cultivating gold from a massive central expansion somewhere at the very bottom. The coral is all made of bone taken from the kills of the monsters, or from the fish that live in the space which the octopus eats. The dungeon master is a variant prismatic octopus that is both very happy with his job of maintaining the dungeon, and very capable. I believe this means that the octopus has been soul edited by some Soul Mage.” Vanya finished with, “I found out a lot more than that, but those are the big things. Whoever is maintaining the dungeon is doing an exceedingly good job, and they have an extensive amount of magical knowledge in order to facilitate this creation. I did not, however, find a repro of anyone person-shaped, so this means that whoever is editing this dungeon this well doesn’t need, or wants, to make a repro in order to facilitate their act of dungeon creation. Or maybe there’s some [Polymorph]ed person-repro in there, but I do not know of that.”

“That’s…” Jarod looked around, his mind whirring, as he thought. He came to a conclusion fast. “You said you wanted to speed up this process? I think we can do that. I told you about a few people you would need to get to know, and one of those people is at the party we were at. Aroido Tidewalker, of the Tidewalkers. You know of them?”

Vanya nodded. “The ruling family of Storm’s Edge. The Regency. The one in charge of overall operations of the dungeons.”

“Aroido is a smaller part of the Regency, but he is the one in charge of the dungeons, and he’s always suspiciously tight-lipped about all that. If you use what you’ve told me on him, but subtler, you will either be able to get him to open up, or he’ll shut you down and ruin your chances of doing this the easy way.” Jarod asked, “Do you want to do that? Take that chance?”

Vanya smiled. “Yes. I do.”

“Good! We could find you some clothes in the closets and dress you up for the party. It’s an informal thing but you’ve still got to look presentable. It’s already late, so you won’t get more than a minute of his time, so make it count.” Jarod said to Soltic, “And if you promise not to expose anyone’s deepest secrets then you’re invited, too.”

Soltic smirked a little— And then he lost his smirk. “Ah. I can promise that. How is Barda, anyway? I haven’t seen her around.”

“She’s taken it rather poorly, but she’ll acclimate.” Jarod stood, saying, “I think we have some outfits in your size, too, though Shavon might need to [Adjust] them— Ah. She’s the maid you saw on your way in...”
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223, 2/2


                Soltic strode into the garden party from the side entrance, linking House Maryol with House Stormson. He was wearing clothes that were not his own, but which had been [Adjust]ed to him well enough. He looked like a rough sort of gentleman, while Vanya looked like a rough sort of gentlewoman.

Jarod was literally a step ahead of Vanya, and already showing off Vanya to some other noble from Storm’s Edge; one of the hosts of this outdoor gathering. Lord Faar Stormson. Faar was among a good 50 other nobles of various power and influence, and already engaged with three other people when Jarod butted into the conversation with Vanya, but based on Faar’s easy acceptance of Jarod’s interruption, they seemed like good friends. They were neighbors with an entrance between their two properties, so they probably were actually good friends.

Soltic was not invited into that discussion. He just held back for now, though. A few people glanced his way, but they ignored him as Jarod had.

It was a nice sort of event, Soltic figured. Food was in abundance on a long table, with cut fresh fruit arranged on platters, spiral-cut ham in an artful pile, and a bunch of other finger foods along with small breads with which to make sandwiches, if one so desired. Servants were on hand to make sandwiches for those people who couldn’t be arsed to make them themselves. It was probably 11:00 PM, or close to there, so to see this many nobles still out and about was rather odd, but no more odd than anything else Soltic had ever seen.

Maybe they had late parties all the time?

Probably.

Another servant came up to Jarod and handed him a mixed drink on a silver plate, which the lord easily took. Jarod thanked the host for the refill, as he continued to talk up Vanya. Finally, Jarod introduced Soltic, as a matter of politeness, but Soltic didn’t say anything except for ‘Greetings’, along with a little, polite bow. He was playing the part of bodyguard boyfriend; Vanya was the one on display. Soltic was perfectly happy with that, because it wasn’t too long before another servant came by with a pair of glasses of red wine; one for Vanya, and then a second for Soltic.

It was a pretty good vintage.

Soltic smiled a little as he sipped a wine he knew all too well, as evident by the wine bottle, sitting behind the open bar a good ten meters away. This wine was from House Benevolence’s time-enhanced vineyard, and according to the host, he had ‘finally been able to purchase’ some of the ‘300 year old wine’. This was something of a joke of some sorts, apparently, and there was much polite laughter to be had by all. As Soltic listened to Vanya speak to the host about their time in the dungeon, with Jarod interjecting every now and then, Soltic sipped his wine.

… It was really good wine, actually. Before Soltic knew it, he was done with his first glass, and the host encouraged Soltic to have another. The host was trying to distance the brooding, silent Soltic from the bubbly Vanya, and since the separation was fine with Vanya, Soltic walked over and got himself another glass. There wasn’t much else to do, anyway.

The plan was simple, and Jarod and Vanya were already doing the plan, with Lord Faar joining in on the plan rapidly enough, but the target, Aroido Tidewalker, had yet to appear. According to their host, Aroido was inside the house, called away to business. With any luck, he would be back soon enough.

“A refill on the time wine, please,” Soltic asked the barkeep.

The man pouring drinks was a stout young person, dressed in normal finery for nobles, and not at all in the uniform of the servants walking around and handing out drinks and food. He was probably some young son of the house here. Maybe a cousin of this noble family, like how Nero was a cousin in employment of House Maryol.

The barkeep took a look at Soltic. “… Should you be here?”

Soltic smiled a little. “I’ve been to more parties like this than I could count. Right now I’m just playing bodyguard for a potential new dungeon master, if my girlfriend gets her way.”

The barkeep relaxed then refilled Soltic’s wine, saying, “Good luck to her; she’ll need it.”

“Ha! I was all for us moving to Candlepoint, or somewhere around there, but there’s something about Storm’s Edge that captured her attention. I heard that this happens to a lot of dungeon masters, and some more than others.”

The barkeep regarded Soltic a bit stronger than before. “Most dungeon masters that pass through here get a feeling and decide to check out that feeling. Dreams of the Goddess, sometimes. Did your woman have a dream like that?”

“Well…” Soltic played at being reluctant, and then decided to not do that anymore. He asked, “Does she actually talk to people sometimes? Solid talk, I mean.”

The barkeep was quietly triumphant in his successful assessment of Soltic and Vanya. Without betraying that emotion at all, he said, “There’s been solid talk in every direction you can think of, except from Her, and that’s fine; the gods are not here to live our lives for us. The real problem is that everyone wants different things out of the dungeons, and the few people who have tried to change the dungeons always cause some sort of small-scale disaster. The Lords and Ladies all desire the dungeons to be more profitable, though, so they keep trying, and that includes Lord Aroido. He’s probably not coming back to the party, though.”

“Ah… Dammit. He’s why we came over here at Lord Jarod’s request.”

The barkeep smirked. “Lady Glariol brought up the topic of dungeons about twenty minutes ago, probably because she knew her husband was bringing in a dungeon master, so Aroido took a bottle of wine and left. I don’t think he’s ready for the next disaster quite yet.”

“I heard it was like 80 dead. Not too sure how long ago it happened, though.”

“Seven months ago. A guy from some small spit of a town on northern Nelboor by the name of Jenkins. The man was a devout follower of Sininindi; a Beastmaster who brought with him that radiant eel which has now been copied into every dungeon we have. It was the only addition of his we kept. Everything else was [Cleanse]d, as far as I’ve heard.”

Soltic reached out his hand for a shake, saying, “I’m Soltic Cross, from down by Geode Bluite.”

“An Underworlder?” The barkeep smiled as he shook Soltic’s hand, saying, “Terop Stormson.”

Soltic paused, as he allowed realization to show on his face. Terop’s smile turned a bit more mirthful. Soltic let go of the noble’s hand, saying, “Ah. Stormson, of the—” He gestured to the party. “Of the Stormsons.”

Terop refilled Soltic’s glass as he asked, “So what can your girl do with a dungeon?”

“Practically everything,” Soltic said, rolling with the conversation. “She’s versed in all magic and most every monster out there. I’m sure if she had the support of a major city, she could make a Grand Dungeon.”

“Sounds great,” Terop said, without meaning it much at all. Then he asked, “Why don’t I know of her?”

Soltic laughed. “Do you know of every dungeon master the world over?”

Terop gave an easy nod, saying, “You’re not new to this at all. Huh. Vanya is likely the same. Good to see.”

“What do you mean?” Soltic asked, mocking offense. “We’re just some delvers.”

“You seem right at home here, and that’s not normal for most delvers.”

Soltic smiled. “What advice would you give someone trying to make a Grand Dungeon out of the Pit?”

“Trying to appease too many people at once collapsed the last dungeon alteration, so don’t do that. All you really need is the Regency and the nobility at your back; the priests of Sininindi will fall in line if you’ve got us, and the Sailors are rather neutral…” Terop’s eyes went west, to the garden entrance. “Ah. Looks like Aroido is coming back after all. My mistake.”

Terop had a rather good mana sense, it seemed. Not nearly as good as Soltic’s, but Terop could see around a hundred meters away, over by the mansion, where a man was walking down the hallway inside the house, headed toward the garden. Though it had been hard to see past some of the Privacy spells layered inside House Stormson, Soltic had noticed the man long before Terop had noticed him.

The man was Aroido Tidewalker, for sure. He was also drunk, in his 40s, dressed in a shimmery dark blue suit, and wearing an expression of sorrow on his face. He held an empty bottle of wine for a moment longer as he walked toward the garden door, and then he realized he was holding an empty bottle. It was the ‘Wizard Wine’, so it wasn’t the cheap stuff, either. He had gotten wasted, for he did not want to be here, but he was here anyway. It was his job. So to do that job, he [Cleanse]d himself. He remained standing even as he winced at the pain of sudden alcohol loss and the resultant dehydration. A flicker of some Healing Magic fixed his dehydration well enough, and a glass of water from a nearby server ensured that the problem remained fixed.

“He’s coming back?” Soltic asked, looking over by the garden door, pretending not to believe Terop.

Terop chuckled once, then said, “Come now, Soltic! Your mana sense is good enough to see him already.”

Soltic’s eyebrows raised as genuine surprise came over him. “And here I was thinking I was being covert.”

“So maybe you’re not that used to noble circles; I spotted you from kilometers away.”

“I can tell you right now, that what you just did was a lot more of an accomplishment than what you believe.”

Terop gave a gentle smile. “Why thank you, Mister Cross, if that is your real name. So what is it, Vanya Silver and Soltic Cross? Silver Cross? Like the Avowed Pacifists use?”

Soltic froze. “Oh. I never noticed that.” He played it off, “… In all these years.” He smiled. “I like it.”

Terop raised an eyebrow. “Huh. So—”

He cut himself short.

For Soltic didn’t manage to hide his surprise as Aroido came out of the mansion with an unexpected guest hanging over his shoulder; an ethereal, many-tentacled thing, invisible to almost all senses, and yet decidedly there, like a [Familiar]. It was hidden almost as well as Ophiel, too, who had remained above and beyond the party, watching quietly with his many eyes. It was very well hidden to mana sense, too; Soltic hadn’t noticed it until he set his actual eyes upon it.

Terop asked, “Or maybe you didn’t see him? For it looks like you know him? Did I overestimate your mana sensing capability, Mister Cross?”

Soltic looked to Terop, and made a snap judgment. “Can you see the thing floating on Aroido’s shoulder? Visually. Not with a mana sense.”

“… What an odd thing to say. No, I cannot.” Terop looked with his actual eyes to make sure. “No?”

Soltic saw that he had made a social blunder of an unknowable sort, and so, as he often did when he made these sorts of mistakes, he thought about reversing time. Once again, he came to the same conclusion he always had; he would not reverse time to undo this faux pas. Magic was fine for solving every single problem in life, except social problems.

“Must be my imagination.” Soltic sipped his wine as he watched Aroido walk across the yard, toward Lord Faar Stormson, Lord Jarod Maryol, and Vanya Silver. The maybe-[Familiar] trailed along near its maybe-maker, undulating a bit like a cross between a pufferfish and a jellyfish, looking like a very small version of the Gold Taker, that hovered above the dungeons of the Pit. Soltic watched from afar, as he asked Terop, “Have you ever been in the dungeon—”

A few things happened fast.

Jarod introduced Vanya to Aroido as a visiting dungeon master. It was a pleasant enough introduction, with a few small smiles and a joyful tone. Aroido froze a little; barely perceptible. But the tentacle-[Familiar] expanded, a great central eye developing in the middle of the creature as it stared down at Vanya.

And Vanya looked at the thing, then turned back to Aroido. It was barely a sight; almost not a real look at all. It was enough to let the thing know that it had been seen; that it was witnessed. Erick had no idea why Quilatalap had done that. Maybe he had seen something he didn’t want to see? Who knew.

The tentacle thing attacked.

Vanya was half-unwoven in front of Soltic’s eyes, before Quilatalap stopped the action and controlled the situation. But the damage had been done. Vanya stood as a creature of bloody bone, with flesh missing from half of her body, while those kilos of viscera had been spread around the area in an explosion of gore. His true nature as Quilatalap wasn’t exactly revealed, but it was surely compromised, and his fanged soul was on full display, so some of the smarter people here would know who he was.

Terop instantly knew who he was, gasping, “Quila—”

Erick did not waste a moment. It was a lot easier to dump well over a quarter-million effective mana on the appropriate spell here, under the power of the Script, than it was in the dungeon. His Intelligence Stat was the only reason he could do this at all, at this level of not-real-Wizardry power.

[Return].

Soltic once again stood beside the bar, holding his wine. He had just given Terop a compliment.

Terop gave a gentle smile. “Why thank you, Mister Cross—”

Soltic set down his drink, saying, “Thanks for the talk, Terop. Gotta be closer to this.”

Terop responded behind him, giving an approving comment about how comfortable Soltic was butting into noble talks, but Soltic was already focused on Vanya ahead of him. Quickly, he mana sensed the recent past, reacquainting himself with the full breadth of the conversation between Vanya, Jarod, Lord Faar Stormson, and the incoming Lord Aroido Tidewalker. He also gave a direct, surreptitious glare at the thing hovering above Aroido’s shoulder, as Aroido was walking his way.

Vanya was a bit weirded out by the sudden inclusion of her boyfriend into a conversation that did not include him, and so were the other two, especially here at the introduction to the target, but Vanya easily recovered as she saw the look on Soltic’s face. She said, “Ah. It appears Soltic is here to talk me up to the Dungeon Lord.”

Lord Faar judged Vanya poorly for Soltic’s introduction, and for Vanya’s own words on the subject, but he kept his comment short, “Another person to speak for you is a good idea, for half of what you suggest seems impossible.”

The conversation rapidly closed ranks, back to normal, as Vanya easily said, “Nothing I have suggested is impossible, Lord Faar. One only has to look at the Grand Dungeon of Dungeon Island, or the Grand Dungeon of Benevolence, or the one at Bluite, or at the Highlands. All of them work on the same principles.”

Soltic listened to Vanya, but he also paid special attention to the thing floating behind Aroido, and how Aroido’s once-dutiful stride across the lawn had turned into something less sure; more cautious. That was because the thing hovering behind him was freaking out. It had seen when Soltic had seen it, and now, tentacles came out, and so did eyes.

And then the thing fled, vanishing entirely as it disappeared into the wind. Aroido resumed walking as though nothing had happened, though everyone had seen the unnatural pause in his stride. No one except for Soltic and Vanya had seen the creature, and—

Vanya said to Erick, “Reverse it again. Tell me what you saw afterward.”

Quilatalap could sense when Time Magic was used around him, though he had no idea the reasons for that use unless he had been brought into the fold in that use. He could even reverse time himself, a little, but Erick was just so, so much better at it.

[Return].

This time Soltic walked over to Vanya, sending to her, ‘Do not be alarmed, but I had to reverse time twice now. Don’t look at the tentacle thing. Don’t acknowledge it at all. The first time it tried to kill you for talking about being a dungeon master. The second time it ran off terrified that we both had seen it. I can reverse smaller times again, but the first one took a lot out of me. We’re here at this juncture now.’

‘Understood,’ Vanya sent, as she continued to talk to Faar and Jarod, betraying nothing untoward at all, as she casually ignored Soltic’s physical presence.

Both Faar and Jarod ignored his presence, too, though Faar had a flicker of concern pass across his unassuming face as he glanced at Soltic. He was worried about why Vanya’s boyfriend appeared when the Tidewalker came out. When Vanya was done saying her current words, and as Ariodo was walking down the garden path toward them, Faar said, “Another person to speak on your capabilities will be good, but this [Telepathy] during a polite conversation is a bad look.”

Vanya said, “Apologies, Lord Faar.”

Aroido walked across the lawn, his passenger following along dutifully as though it was his [Familiar]. But it wasn’t… Probably. Erick couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he knew that the tentacle thing was something other, and that Ariodo suffered its presence because of some unknown necessity. Duty, perhaps, but to whom? There was really only one answer there; duty to the Regency.

If it weren’t for how the tentacle-thing acted when it saw Vanya, and then how it acted when it saw that two people could see it, then Soltic would have dismissed his concerns over the thing like he had dismissed all the bigger versions of it, hovering above the monster road and the Pit, where people called it the Gold Taker, and yet… it oversaw all of… The dungeons.

… Wait.

Was it Everbless?

He was too young to be making [Familiar]s though, wasn’t he? Well. No. Maybe not.

Ah.

Shit.

This could get bad.

‘I think the tentacle thing is Everbless,’ Soltic sent to Vanya.

Before Faar got upset at the overt [Telepathy], before Jarod joined him, Vanya easily whispered to him, “Now now, Soltic. We've had enough of that—” Her words cut off, and then she cut off the [Telepathy] connection from her end, severing the connection like she had given Soltic a small slap across the face.

It was the right thing for her to do, socially, and Soltic accepted the reprimand with dignity.

For Lord Faar put on a gentle smile, as he extended a hand out and open, to greet Lord Tidewalker, “Welcome back to the party, Aroido.”

Aroido steeled himself, “Yes yes. Lovely party. Please get on with the sales pitch for the dungeon idea. Miss Vanya Silver, if I have been informed correctly? Get on with it.”

Vanya took center stage as she did a small curtsy. “Greetings, Lord Tidewalker. I’m a dungeon master from near Geode Bluite, with a few dungeons to my name, and a few more out in the depths. My partner Soltic Cross and I were journeying to Candlepoint and maybe Dungeon Island to see about getting into the Grand Dungeon creation business on the Surface, where all the real action is, but I had a dream of storms, and so we sojourned here, to see about plying our trade at Storm’s Edge. I am fully capable of working with the needs of a large city and the assorted people therein to bring prosperity and true magics to a great many people. My initial idea is to start with the seven dungeons you already have and join them together, reusing most of the resources I have been able to see there as a public delver. The octopus and the coral wyrm are wonderful, and the current public areas will work well for a first floor. From there, I would create a False Society in the center dungeon with six Primary Element dungeons all around the central one. Delvers would come in from the outside to farm the dungeons, and trade with the people of the False Society, while the people of the False Society work from the inside outward to become real people, and to bring their gold, knowledge, and themselves, out into the real world.”

The tentacle thing had been surreptitiously gazing around until Aroido had said ‘dungeon idea’, and then it focused; It opened its central eye and stared down at the petite woman standing before Aroido, its tentacles whipping around for a moment before it settled down, and listened.

It poked at her with a tentacle.

The tentacle passed right through Vanya’s head, twisted around a bit, and then pulled back. There was no blood. No gore. Nothing happened. Vanya did not flinch at all as she spoke her speech. The tentacle was completely ethereal and intangible, so it didn’t do anything, but it was still a violent-seeming action.

Soltic managed to delay his own flinching for a moment after the poking, so that he could play off his flinch as a worry over Vanya’s words, when she spoke of the ‘dream of storms’ part. Aroido’s eyes turned to him when he flinched, but then went right back to staring down Vanya, trying to judge her on every word spoken. Soltic would have been able to gauge whatever was happening there if he had had some more time to see and think—

But then the tentacle thing poked him next, going for his heart.

And Erick flexed a Force spell on his chest. It was instinctive. It was maybe the wrong move. But it had been done, and Erick had done it, and now they were here.

The tentacle deflected.

Like a completely weightless thing, the invisible, intangible thing had struck Soltic’s chest, and the strike went wide, like a stream of mana hitting lead. Soltic had not expected that, but he betrayed nothing on his face, or in the steady beat of his heart.

He had gotten used to controlling his physiological reactions these days; he was very good at that when he wasn’t surprised too badly.

While Vanya continued to speak, the tentacle thing jerked back, surprised at Soltic’s power, and then it paused. It focused a hundred eyes on Soltic. It grew in size and concern behind Aroido, thicker tentacles spilling out into the empty air. Soltic didn’t even look at it— Ah. He could play off the deflection as a permanent spell reacting to the attack, couldn’t he? Soltic felt secure in that idea, for there has been no Force at all behind the tentacle’s touch—

The tentacle-thing poked at Soltic’s chest with a wrist-thick spike.

Soltic reinforced his ethereal Force.

The tentacle was like an improbable object meeting a Juggernaut who had decided to stand Unwavering. The tentacle-creature ended up moving backward instead. It did not like this. Like a monster roaring in rage, but on a muted television, out came more tentacles, writhing and whipping, while Aroido, Faar, and Jarod remained completely unaware of the tentacle-thing and Soltic’s interaction.

Aroido gauged Vanya’s speech, then asked, “You would attempt a False Society? Here? You would have us all fall to a ‘slave revolt’, then, and they would be right to revolt.”

“They would not be slaves,” Vanya instantly said, her expression turning harder. “I would not let them be treated as slaves, either.”

“Hmm!” Aroido said, “Easily said by some untested dungeon maker from some simple part of the world where the Geodes solve all your greater problems for you.”

“If that is what you think the Geodes do, then perhaps you know nothing about them, as well.”

Aroido smirked, his combative stance and tone vanishing as he said, “Who doesn’t love a stormy woman—”

Meanwhile, Soltic had just deflected twenty tentacle stabs, each of those stabs going wide after hitting, each of them passing through the other people near Soltic without so much as ruffling hair. Soltic’s mana wasn’t draining that hard, either; ethereal, intangible Force was rather easy to protect against once you—

A tentacle went for his left eye, filling Soltic’s vision with a heat-mirage weapon of slender destruction. He flinched at that attack. He couldn’t help it—

He rubbed that eye, and played off the flinch as something must have gotten in there, or something. The tentacle thing seemed to find great joy in this, for it puffed up and spun around and flexed happily, just like how Yggdrasil sometimes acted out with his [Scry] eyes, but without the tentacles…

And now that the tentacle thing was doing that, there was absolutely no doubt in Soltic’s mind that the tentacle thing was Everbless.

“—So I’ll tell you what.” Aroido said, “You’ve been Called, according to Jarod and Faar over here, and that is the only reason I entertained this conversation at all, but since you speak well enough I suppose I should fully entertain these ideas of yours. Come to the Castle tomorrow, Miss Silver. Mid afternoon, Dungeon Office; you’ll find it well enough. Bring every idea you have, as well as copies of your previous dungeon work, as well as locations. We’ll be checking on those dungeons to make sure you are who you say you are, and if everything goes well, I suspect you’ll get a chance to show your stuff. We’ll go from there, if we get there.” He didn’t bother with Vanya a second longer, as he turned toward Lord Faar and Jarod, saying, “It is getting late, and I must be off. Good night, good sirs.”

Faar and Jarod saw the man off, walking back through the house at Aroido’s side, talking of this and that.

And for a moment, Vanya just stood there, looking appropriately happy at the turn of events.

The tentacle thing had stopped its assault for a while as Aroido spoke of Vanya being ‘Called’, and now it simply looked at Soltic and Vanya, as though it wanted to stick around and investigate. But it couldn’t. The thing— Everbless, for sure. Everbless bounced and fidgeted in the air, his tentacles buzzing outward in clear distress as he turned back and forth, flicking his sight from Soltic to Aroido and back, before turning back to Aroido and hurrying to catch up with the rapidly disappearing man, and the accompanying fellow lords.

Vanya played the part of a happy girlfriend and Soltic played his part, too, as she pulled him down for a quick kiss, and he lifted her up into the air, for a longer one; a celebration of getting their foot in the door on this whole Grand-Dungeon-thing. In the moment, it was only partially an act; Erick was truly happy for Quilatalap, and Quilatalap was truly happy that he would finally get to work on a False Society dungeon. He hadn’t gotten the chance to do that at Candlepoint, or anywhere else, actually.

No wonder he was thrilled about this opportunity.

It wasn’t thirty seconds past the good news when Glariol and Nero came over, and began speaking about dungeon creation with Vanya. From there, Vanya went over to the other noble families, in order to speak with them about her ideas.

Soltic got to hang back and drink wine at the bar with Terop.

As he refilled Soltic’s glass, Terop said, “That’s about as good of a first impression as you can make with Aroido.”

Soltic smiled. “Was it?”

“Oh yes. He’s hooked. He wants to know more. Congratulations on your move to Storm’s Edge.”

Soltic chuckled a little. “I guess so, eh?”

“You two should get married, otherwise, if this thing works out, she’s going to get taken from you.”

Soltic’s grin faltered. “I’ve asked already. She’s said no; Not yet.”

“Prosperity can open new doors. Maybe you should try again?”

Soltic paused in thought. “Maybe.” And then he looked to Terop. “You’re a pretty good guy, aren’t you.”

Terop was briefly embarrassed, and then he got over that, and said, “I’ve been trying this [Benevolent Sight] some here and there.”

“Oh? Uh… How is that working out for you?”

“Pretty great, actually. Have you tried it?”

“… No comment.”

Terop chuckled. “Very well.”

The party lasted another half hour, but people started leaving as soon as Aroido departed. Soon, it was just Vanya, the Maryols, the Stormsons, and a few others, and then, it was just Vanya, Jarod, and Faar.

As the clock struck some time after midnight, Faar said, “I do declare that we have a few clashing ideas of what a Grand Dungeon should be, primarily in the nature of the Second Script imposed in the place, but that is something that we’ve been arguing over every chance we get. We’ll continue to argue over that many times over. Perhaps, you might consider a multi-Script dungeon? If that is possible?”

Vanya was rather solid as she said, “Impossible. Dungeons need singular focuses. Getting the seven different cores to play well with each other will require a shared system, just so that they don’t try to overwrite each other all the time.”

Faar sighed, and gave a polite smile. “Then the argument shall continue. Till another day, then. It was lovely meeting you, Miss Silver.”

“Thank you for your time, Lord Stormson.”

The night sky was dark and full of stars, and the land was cool and breezy, as Vanya and Jarod walked ahead of Soltic, through the gate that joined the Maryol estate to the Stormson estate. They made it past the gate before Jarod allowed himself a relieved, happy, near-joyous chuckle.

Jarod whispered, “That went so perfectly well! You’ve a good head about you, Vanya. Now we can only hope your dungeons stand up to scrutiny.”

Vanya grinned as she said, “Used to be you could tell people that you’ve done things in the Underworld and it’d take 3 weeks for anyone to find out otherwise.”

“Thank the Wizard for the Gate Network,” Jarod said, chuckling. He added, “You two simply must stay the night. I insist! We’ve got good guest rooms, so will you?”

Vanya looked to Soltic. Soltic gave her a small look back.

Vanya said, “Soltic and I need to discuss something in private. If we can do that in your house, then we agree.”

“Of course! I have the latest Privacys installed by vetted Lighter’s Guild members.” With a hint of playful sarcasm, Jarod added, “I even promise I won’t spy on you, if you can promise the same.”

“I promise,” Vanya easily said.

Soltic just grinned a little, not saying anything at all.











- - - -







The guest rooms of House Maryol were rather wonderful things, with all the modern amenities made possible with the Node Network of Storm’s Edge.

Soltic stepped out of the [Cleanse]ing shower, which was a spellwork that produced hot, cleaning waters, and stepped into a drying platform that triggered under the application of his weight. Wind blew upward, rapidly drying him off, before a small scent of flowers applied itself to his body. When Soltic put on his gifted bathrobe, it was the softest, driest, cleanest thing, kept that way by a constantly-[Renew]ed enchantment on the upper back, which got charged by placing it onto hanger, and then placing the hanger onto any of the hooks in the bathroom, or in the closet. There were a lot of self-pressing clothes and self-cleaning clothes like that in any modern noble’s wardrobe.

These days, if a seamstress couldn’t keep up with the [Renew] revolution, then they were relegated to grunt work.

Vanya had opted not to take a shower. Instead, she [Cleanse]d herself, saying that was enough, and told Soltic that they would talk later; she had to work on some diagrams. And so, that was what she was doing now. With her back hunched, Vanya looked down upon a carefully-crafted lightward that detailed a rough draft of her proposed Grand Dungeon; six color-coded Primary Elemental areas all around a central, grey-white False Society area. She moved parts around with a bit of power, and added things here and there, while removing other things that seemed problematic, though their reasons for being ‘problematic’ escaped Soltic. He was focused on other things.

Soltic asked, “Ready for that talk?”

Without looking up, Vanya said, “Sure.” Then she sent, ‘You needed to use a [Return]?’

Soltic gave her a rough breakdown of the event.

Vanya had turned away from her work to look at Soltic as he spoke, her face growing a little more concerned as the story went on. When he was done, she sent, ‘I don’t think the tentacle thing is Everbless. It’s probably the [Familiar] of someone in the Regency. Maybe the Archmage of the Regent, Lady Wiloza Tidewalker. Maybe someone else. The Regent himself? Or maybe Aroido is a lot better at magic than either of us have given him credit for.’

‘… For the sake of argument, I’ll accept that those might be answers. But I have circumstantial evidence that I’m correct.’ Soltic sent, ‘The timeline of when the dungeons really took off and when Everbless gained his sapience match; all that happened a few years ago. Before that the dungeons were breaking all the time. And Everbless is directly involved in guiding the winds and the mana into the dungeons. It makes sense that he’s the tentacle thing hanging over the Pits, too; the Gold Taker.’

Vanya furrowed her brow. ‘… I don’t see it.’

‘Okay. Well—’ Soltic changed the subject. ‘What did it do when it touched you?’

Vanya paused again, and then her eyes went distant. She came back just as fast, confused. ‘… What were we talking about?’

For a moment, Erick wasn’t sure he had heard Quilatalap correctly.

And then Erick’s heart pounded hard. ‘You’re joking with me, right?’

Quilatalap’s tone turned serious. ‘No. I’m not joking at all. What just happened?’

‘We were talking about the tentacle thing over Aroido’s shoulder tonight, and how I think it’s Everbless, and then I asked if it did anything when it touched you. And then you spaced out.’

Quilatalap furrowed his brows again. ‘I need you to say that a few times, repeatedly, as I do something. I think I have been infected with…’ Vanya looked at Soltic. “What were we talking about?”

Erick remained calm, as he sent, ‘The tentacle thing, the mini-Gold-Taker above Aroido’s shoulder, touched you earlier tonight. I believe it might be Everbless, and it infected you with something. I am going to repeat this a few times until you tell me to stop. The tentacle thing, the mini-Gold-Taker above Aroido’s shoulder, touched you earlier tonight. I believe it might be Everbless, and it infected you with something...’

Quilatalap’s eyes narrowed, his breath hitched, worry appeared, and then vanished into an abyss of thoughtlessness. And then Erick repeated his words, and Quilatalap experienced the same set of reactions. As he repeated his words, he now realized that Quilatalap’s earlier hesitation to speak on this subject was due to whatever Everbless had infected him with. Why would Everbless infect ‘Vanya’ with this sort of thoughtlessness, though?

There was one obvious reason. Erick didn’t want to confront that reason, he had to. Everbless didn’t like people messing with his dungeons, so he had infected Vanya with this small curse, or whatever it was. He had almost infected Soltic with it, too, but Erick had deflected those curses, or whatever it was. It certainly didn’t seem like any curse Erick had ever seen before; those things were usually a lot more noticeable in the soul.

And Quilatalap’s soul ate curses for snacks! Literally ate them.

There was only one real conclusion to come to.

Everbless was doing something bad in those dungeons.

And something was preventing Quilatalap from purging—

Quilatalap tipped over, his heart stopping, his eyes rolling back in his head as all electrical activity in his brain ceased. He would have crashed to the ground but Erick was already [Return]ing. He wasn’t going to take a chance on anyone seeing Vanya dead for any length of time, and especially not the Maryols. The Privacy in this room was pretty good, but it was flawed in ways that allowed the Lord and Lady to look in on their guests if they wanted.

And they probably would do exactly that.

Erick sighed as he once again stood a few meters behind Quilatalap, freshly showered, his heart beating hard, as he watched Quilatlap work on her diagrams. He whispered, “Fuck.”

Vanya turned around and looked up at him. She smiled as she dragged her gaze up and down his body— And then she frowned a little, as though she was looking at a slice of cake she could not eat. “You look really fun right now, but I’ve got to work on this project. Was there something you wanted to talk about?”

“Yes. It’s very important, but confronting it right now is bad for this situation here. Do you want to let it rest for tomorrow?” Erick sent, ‘You are ensorcelled.’

Quilatalap’s eyes went wide.

Over a decade ago, Erick had left Quilatalap in a bad Fairy situation, at the Shadow’s Feast where the dungeons and Teleport Exodus were announced to the world. The two of them had spoken at length about that time, after the fact; a few times in couple’s therapy, a few times on their own. They had come to some conclusions. If Mind Magic, or anything like it, was ensorcelling one of them ever again, they would have a small discussion, if possible, to decide what could be done. If the ensorcelling left one or the other of them without their faculties, then the other one would do anything they could to break that magic, as soon as possible, and to damn the consequences.

There had been little need to enact that plan since then, but it had happened a few times. Each time was either no big deal, or a very big deal, with vast, vast consequences.

Quilatalap asked, “Are we in active danger?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“Are you compromised?”

“… Ah.” Erick realized that maybe, if he had been in full control of his faculties, that he would have recognized the link between the tentacle thing and Everbless a lot sooner than now. Or at least he wouldn’t have been so dismissive of the idea before tonight. “Not sure, but probably not anymore. Maybe a little?”

Quilatalap looked around, at the house, at his lightwards, at Erick.

“Gods,” Quilatalap said, “This is so rude of us to leave like this, but… I’m glad I gave them that excuse to leave earlier.”

Erick smiled.

They got their clothes back on and left, with Vanya making excuses to the butler they found on their way out, and saying that they might be back later tonight, if they could. That was fine with the butler. They would have someone ready to let them in at the gate to the noble district, when they returned.

- - - -

In a Privacy, Soltic and Vanya vanished through a [Gate], and ended up inside a remote mountain in Continental Nergal. It was about the most secure of Quilatalap’s strongholds in the entire world, because it was only accessible through [Gate], now that [Teleport] no longer worked. Just because it was kilometers under the Surface was no reason for it to look like anything less than a 10-Star hotel, though.

Carpets, drapes, illusionary walls that looked like windows to every part of the mountains. Nice furniture. Nice everything. This was a place of relaxation, with food stocks to last through armageddon, but there was no time for relaxing right now. Erick was pretty sure they were not facing a world-ending problem right now, but his mind usually went to worst-case scenarios these days. When those scenarios turned out to be less than horrible, he was always pleasantly surprised.

Quilatalap transformed back into himself and rapidly demanded Erick tell him what was happening.

Erick obliged.

It took Quilatalap two hours and three deaths to rid himself of his mental block, and when he did, he hadn’t rid himself of it at all.

“What do you mean you can’t get rid of it?” Erick asked, furious at Sininindi, or Everbless, or whichever one was responsible for this. Or maybe neither of them were responsible for this, but Erick didn’t see this sort of magic being anything less than divine in nature.

Quilatalap said, “It’s a meme, trapped in my soul, for now. I’ve faked its connections and worked around it. You probably have one in you, too, but I assume that the seal you have for Yggdrasil is also working on Everbless’s power a fraction, or something like that. Hard to know for certain in this situation.”

Erick had a swirl of emotions. He blurted out, “Is this why everyone says Everbless is a great kid? Because they literally cannot see the bad things he is doing?”

“Well… hard to say right now. On the surface this is probably true, but I find it hard to imagine Yggdrasil ever doing bad things when he was young; he came from you, after all. Both of them have come from you.”

“We’re not getting into the Nature versus Nurture debate, and to tell you the truth, Yggdrasil had some weird impetuses as a baby. I was actively transforming the world when he was a baby and Yggdrasil wanted to be a part of that. Who knows what kind of setting Sininindi is raising Everbless in!”

Quilatalap sat up a bit straighter. “Ah. Well… I’m rather sure that Everbless is a good kid, just like Yggdrasil. Sininindi is a fine goddess, too—”

“How can you say that? She did this to you—”

“Erick,” Quilatalap said, in the nicest, most serious tone he could pull off, “You have no idea what an evil god looks like, and I pray that when you do, you can survive that encounter. Sininindi is on the side of the Pantheon. She is a good goddess. She veers toward absolute freedom and the wild abandon of oceanic nature in all its glory, and yes, that is dangerous, but it’s not evil.”

“… Ah. Well. Sure? Sure.”

Quilatalap relaxed, smiling softly as he said, “And the thing I circumvented in my soul is— Well. I’ve done that before. It’s the Silences in the Script. Hard to get around without a teacher there to show you how, or if you’ve done it a hundred times already, or if you know the information before it was Silenced by the Script. This one was easier to get around than most, which means it’s not a true Silence.”

… If this was a Silencing, that meant this was done by Rozeta.

That meant that this was a conspiracy.

“… Is that… Better? Or worse? That this is condoned by Rozeta—This is ridiculous—” Erick scowled as he looked to the air. “Rozeta! What the fuck?”

A blue box appeared.




	
Don’t let Sininindi know that you know about the intervention (that she requested and got approved for) for that intervention is the only thing allowing Everbless to grow up outside of the spotlight, which is a good thing. Honestly, you should tell Quilatalap to allow the intervention to work on him; it’ll make it much easier for Vanya to be a part of the team down there. 

Everbless is a good kid, so don’t go thinking he’s doing awful things just because it looks like he could be doing awful things. Personally, I think he could use some Wizardly guidance, since, you know, you’re already down there and all that. 

Sininindi would take an impossible amount of convincing to let that meeting happen, though. If she finds out that you know about the intervention then she’ll get mad and you won’t be able to tell her anything, so I suggest you don’t let that happen.

Good luck!














“… Okay??” Erick said, in a way that was not agreeable at all. And then he thought for a moment, and said, more calmly, “Okay.” He decided, “I’m going to think on this for a while.” He asked Quilatalap, “Do you feel like making yourself ignorant of this situation again? Rozeta suggested that you do, for Sininindi got that intervention done herself. I am unconvinced that you should return to ignorance, but I trust you to make the correct decision, whichever one it might be.”

Quilatalap frowned a little as he thought. “I know I’ll mess up eventually, knowing that the Gold Taker is Everbless… She called it an ‘intervention’?”

“Yes. That’s the word. ‘Intervention’.”

“That explains why this anti-meme was easier to circumvent than most.”

“It killed you, though?!”

“That had to have been one of my many failsafe spellworks, triggering on someone trying to mess with my soul in an unapproved way. Other people trying to enact the same anti-memetic magics upon their own soul would likely fall into a temporary coma.”

“… Okay. Well. Everbless actively tried to kill you, too? I saw him do that the first time.”

“I’ve no idea what caused that, since it happened in a time that did not happen. If I were to guess, I would guess… Maybe he got caught up on my soul teeth? And he reacted? I know I make myself a lot more vulnerable when you’re at my side, because I know I’ll be okay, but if you weren’t there in the first version, I might have had an instinctive reaction.”

Erick felt his heart swell and his face heat up at the casual mention of vulnerability and love. And then he returned to the conversation, saying, “I won’t be able to protect you when I’m not there.”

“With any luck I’ll be inside the dungeon by then, and so whatever Everbless tries won’t truly affect me at all.” Quilatalap said, “But if I die and need to be transported back to the Pit, I’d ask you for a [Gate].”

“And you will have it.”

Quilatalap smiled softly again, then said, “Thank you. I’m going to undo this anti-intervention. When I ask you about it, tell me not to look at the Gold Taker until we’re introduced properly, since I’m sure that will have to happen eventually. At that time I can fake learning some Sight spells to be able to see him all the time.”

“… Okay.”

Quilatalap looked up, retreating into his soul for a moment. A minute passed in silence, and then—

He blinked for a moment. And then he looked at Erick. And all around. And then back to Erick. “Uhh. Why are we— Oh.” Something else caught his attention. He looked inward again, speaking as his eyes looked elsewhere, “I have a note here saying not to remove this ensorcellement.” He frowned. “Ah. Fuck.” He came back. “That’s gonna be like having an itch I cannot scratch… [Witness] is working, but there are holes in my sight… My sight is being eaten by… Something.” He looked inward momentarily, then came back. “Ah. Shit. Fine. Tell me what I can know, Erick.”

“… Don’t look at the Gold Taker until it is introduced to you. Fake learning how to see it after the fact. Shouldn’t be hard once you talk to Aroido and learn more about the dungeons.”

Quilatalap stared for a moment. “That’s it? I can do that.”

Erick frowned. “I’m not sure I like being the only one who knows this secret.”

Quilatalap smiled. “You get used to it.” More cheerfully, he said, “Come on! Let’s get back to the Maryols.”

… And so they did.







- - - -







“Moooooom!”

As always, mother took a moment to appear upon the crashing waves and lightning sky. With eyes of storms, she asked, “What is it, my wonderful child?” her voice soft as a gentle wind.

“Another one I couldn’t touch! I poked in the eye! He felt that!”

Mom turned her Sight upon the world as she sought to See what her only child had seen. She came back and the winds fluxed for a moment. Her gentleness returned. “It’s just another one with over-protective spellwork. You must have taught him well in the dungeon! You’re so smart, yes you are.”

Everbless felt a thrill of joy. “He was in dungeons! I’m good teacher!”

“But in order to teach, there must be rules, and that means you must obey them as well. You poked that man outside of the rules, Everbless. You poked him at a party.”

Everbless felt the world crash at her words. The sky began to drizzle. “I’m sorry!”

“There there, little one!” Mom hugged Everbless, saying, “A little rule breaking is fine, but don’t make a habit of it. Leave the little dungeon masters alone, okay?”

“They’ll change my dungeons!”

“Maybe it’s time for them to change? That Vanya looks competent. You might like what she comes up with. Give her a chance, okay? For me?”

“… I have to?”

“Yes you do.”

“Oookaaaaaayyy.”
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224, 1/2


                The day passed quickly. Breakfast had been a working breakfast, with Vanya speaking of dungeon plans and floating lightward diagrams into the air as they all ate fancy, little bacon quiches. The Maryols asked questions, and Vanya gave answers. Soltic had to actually glare at Vanya a few times when she started talking about things such as Elemental Death, and how it related to the coral wyrm.

For Jarod and Glariol were way too interested in that.

“So they’re using Elemental Death in the dungeon?” Jarod asked, nonchalantly. “I had heard you needed to be dead to use that without killing yourself. That to use Death inside a dungeon was to kill everyone who walked inside.”

“That’s not the case at all,” Vanya said, happy to explain and barely acknowledging Soltic’s look at all. “Dungeons can use all manner of Elements safely, as long as they are sequenced correctly. In this case, using Death in a dungeon is as easy as having a Rule where the only magic that can affect delvers will be from an approved list, and then you can keep Elemental Death off of that list and you’re free to use Death anywhere you want in a dungeon at all.”

With raised eyebrows, Glariol stated, “I was unaware that you could do that with a core.”

“You can do practically anything with a dungeon core. They’re less like an extension of the current reality into another, and more like the instantiation of a reality all its own.”

Soltic cleared his throat.

Vanya went on to simpler topics.

They continued to talk for a while, but Jarod and Glariol were already completely convinced of Vanya’s knowledge as of yesterday.

Knowing what Erick now knew about Everbless and Sininindi and Quilatalap, and how an ‘Intervention’ prevented Quilatalap from knowing about how the tentacle-thing was, in fact, Everbless, the entire shape of Sininindi’s plan was rather evident. Evident to Erick, anyway. The goddess of Storm and Sea wanted to have personal tutoring for her son, done by one of the most knowledgeable persons in the world. Her plan was the plan of tens of thousands of others, over the course of Veird’s long history; whenever anyone went into Ar’Kendrithyst searching out the Archlich, this is what they wanted. This personal tutoring.

The morning talking and breakfast spilled over into lunch with Nero and surprisingly, with Barda, too. There was much joy among the family that Barda was back in the fold, though she was uncomfortable the entire time. Perhaps she was more uncomfortable due to Vanya speaking of her deeper plans for a Grand Dungeon, or maybe she was still deeply uncomfortable with the whole ‘cultist of Melemizargo’ thing that the Maryols had going on. Soltic suspected there were a whole host of other problems between Barda and Nero and the Maryols, too, but Barda didn’t speak of those problems, and no one poked at her too hard.

And now they were here, walking into Regency Castle.

Barda and Nero did not join them, though.

The castle was stunning in the way that all the grand architecture of the world was stunning, for Veird was a world of magic, and when that magic was maintained, that magic allowed for impossible architecture. Since the advent of the Node Network spellwork and of [Renew], maintaining that impossible architecture was incredibly easy.

The original castle had been a simple thing of a few keeps and towers on a simple cliff, jutting out over the southern part of the city of Storm’s Edge. Since the Node Network came about, that cliff had been expanded outward, and tens of new structures had been piled onto the cliff and the castle. It all should have crashed down into the lake below the castle, long before now, but the pile of white stone buildings and blue roofs were as sturdy as adamantium, upon that cliff.

The cliff kinda looked like a ship, crashing out of the wave of the mountain, and piled high with shipping boxes. It had no real sails, though they could have easily added that part, if they wanted. Soltic assumed that they had discussed sails and decided against them, for whatever reason. Probably because it was too on-the-nose.

“They certainly went for the ‘ship’ look, though,” Soltic said, as he stepped out of the carriage that brought them here, to the back of the castle. “I kinda like it.”

Jarod said, “It’s a controversial design, but Regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker loves it this way, and so it is this way.”

“Will we be meeting the Regent?” Vanya asked, as she stepped out of the carriage.

“Likely not,” Gloria said. “He’s a busy man, though we might see Archmage Wiloza in the meeting with Aroido. She’s less busy these days with the Node Network making everyone’s lives easier, so she’s been dipping her hands into a lot of different duties, and dungeon overseeing is one of the circles she controls.”

Ahead of them lay a grand road made of lapis lazuli, with trees sculpted into fish lining both sides. An open gate of gold lay ahead of them, with guards on both sides of the gate. Beyond that lay the first of the white castle buildings. A pair of massive fountains rose from blue flower gardens to the left and the right. The fountains were as impressive as all the rest, for they were sculptures of oceanic beasts, spinning into each other as water poured out of tens of mouths and blowholes, to cascade down into large pools. White salt had crystallized over some of the calmer parts of those fountains, which added a sort of ‘foamy’ look. The scene caused Soltic to stop for a moment, as they walked past all that, and into the towering castle beyond.

But soon enough they were inside the first part of the castle, facing down yet another obstacle. They would have been stopped long before they got to this location, were it not for Jarod and Gloria, their escorts. But here they were, now.

A series of arches stood to the side of the main entryway, and they might prove the end of this little experiment in subterfuge. Erick had actually invented those archways himself, as a part of his anti-facestealer programs, and they were devilishly simple in their actions, and effectiveness.

A person simply walked through the five-meter corridor, calmly and solidly, and the ‘machine’ checked to see if the mana was controlled —at all— as one passed through. They were adjustable to allow certain, specific magics through; usually the ones worn by royalty or whatever. But even those spellworks were noticed by the checking magic. Erick could have made the machine only require a single step through the space, but that would mean that someone could take their spellwork off and then put it right back on. The 5 meter distance was so that a person actually had to walk the 5 meters fully exposed, while guards watched the whole time.

Vanya and Soltic both wore permanent spellwork, and they were required to remove all of that spellwork before they entered the building proper. This would be a problem for many different reasons, and there was no real easy way to get through this check without fucking it up somehow. But Erick had [Return], and so—

A high-ranking guard cleared his throat to the side of the check in station, his eyes shimmering a little with Sight spells—

“Just pass right on through, Wizard Flatt. We’ll spoof the check for you and Q.”

Erick’s heart beat hard—

And then he noticed the hundreds of tendrils of magic coming off of the head guard; he had been hiding them until this moment. He was a Mind Mage.

“Mind Mage Rodrygo, at your service. Please head on through; no one will know this happened.”

Erick chuckled a little. “Well all right then.”

And then Soltic walked through the tunnel of arches, with Vanya right behind him. No one had noticed Soltic’s hesitation, or otherwise, as he set off every single archway with his active spellwork. Vanya set off the machine, too. No one cared about either of them, though.

Aside from temporarily hiding them from all nearby viewers, Erick suspected that the guard also had some sort of circumvention against the machine sending a ‘magic detected’ signal to the places where such a spell would be received, though he couldn’t see into all the Privacy spellwork and anti-magic magics layered across the ground, and elsewhere. Whatever the case, Soltic and Vanya went through just fine.

Jarod had an issue.

As the machine beeped, the Mind Mage guard said, “Please remove your spellwork and pass through again.”

Jarod sputtered, “Ah, I had forgotten about that one,” before moving through the machine again, this time silently.

Glariol smirked and passed through without giving the machine any problems at all.

The four of them strode across the ocean-blue marble floor under salt-lamp lighting, to the designated meeting room deeper in the building. Jarod lightly spoke of what they were seeing, of the various parts of the castle, and greeted a few different people and invited them to see the presentation. The hallways were not exactly crowded, but this was a castle filled with people of all kinds, and many of them would be a part of the systems of Vanya’s Grand Dungeon when it was completed. No one accepted the invitation to see the presentation, though. Glariol eventually whispered what Soltic had already guessed; that none of these people believed that Vanya would actually be allowed to change the dungeons. Mostly, it was an uneventful walk.

And then Everbless’s tentacle [Familiar] rounded a corner in the hallway and flickered out as his eye appeared. He had found Soltic and Vanya, and he instantly began poking at the unfeeling, unseeing Soltic, thinking he could get through Soltic’s defenses.

He was almost sad when tentacle after tentacle deflected.







- - - -







Soltic stood at the side of the room, while Vanya spoke of her dungeon presentation.

Everbless had stopped trying to poke him after that first time, which Soltic was glad for. Now, Everbless hovered behind Aroido, watching Vanya’s presentation alongside the lord.

A few others were in attendance.

The Regency Archmage, Lady Wiloza Tidewalker, sat a few seats from Aroido, calmly regarding the much younger woman on stage. She hadn’t said anything aside from a casual greeting at the beginning, but she had taken notice when Soltic was introduced as a Stone Warrior. She didn’t seem to care about Vanya’s Elementalist Class, though. From those facts, it didn’t take long for Erick to remember that Wiloza was a Stone archmage. Hopefully she wouldn’t be bothering Soltic with too much of an inquisition, but Soltic could tell that she probably would. She was becoming more and more interested in Vanya’s presentation, but more so in Vanya and Soltic, than in Vanya’s words, and that meant questions of all sorts.

The other person sitting on Aroido’s other side was the Dungeon Guildmaster; an incani by the name of Larro Tizet. From his tiny grin, his happy heartbeat, and how he had spoken to Jarod earlier about ‘looks like you got a good one’, Soltic could tell that Larro was already on their side.

Aroido looked on in reluctant approval; he was ready to run Vanya through the wringer before he agreed to anything. The fact that he was willing to have a small inquisition was good news, though. Maybe.

Vanya finished with her presentation, and in the end, the room was filled with lightwards. Vanya’s main image floated in the front of the room; a top down look at the overall map of her plan for the dungeons. A few more images held to the sides, detailing the general overhead layout and depth layout of the various ‘Elemental Dungeons’ around the ‘Central City Dungeon’. All of them had empty spots for growth and for the additions of others, but the main floor plan was set.

After an hour, Vanya ended with, “I look forward to working with you, if you should all choose to accept me as a dungeon master. I thank you for your time, and I thank Sininindi for her Call to action.”

Guildmaster Larro Tizet had been waiting for a while to speak, and now he did, “I approve of her. Put her in a smaller dungeon and see what she can do. Maybe #6; that one is always near breaking.”

Archmage Wiloza ignored Larro, and asked, “Where did you learn your spellwork, Miss Vanya?”

“All over the place. Primarily in the dungeons. I do not have a formal arcanaeum accreditation, but I do have enough experience to cast almost any spell of under fourth tier.”

Wiloza’s disapproval was written upon her scrunched face. “I will be withholding my acceptance for several days while we research your public dungeons and do a thorough background check.” She pointed at the floating wardlights. “If I can find proof that you can actually do as you say, then perhaps we’ll speak again.” She got up. “I have no time for any further questions. Till another time, Aroido.” And then she left.

Aroido nodded to the archmage, and when the door had shut behind the archmage, Aroido turned back to Vanya. “The purpose of the dungeons here at Storm’s Edge are to take the Dark for all he is worth, using his spellworks to [Grow] gold and other useful items. Are you comfortable with that? Because that is the major reason for allowing the dungeons in our lands at all. It seems, to me, that you are perhaps too enamored with the learning opportunities inside dungeons.”

“I am more than capable of working with the needs of the governing land in order to make a dungeon all that it can be. Allow me, please, to guess a few things, based on what I have seen of this land.

“From my public ability to estimate how much money comes out of the dungeons, I guess that it’s maybe 9,000 gold per day, per dungeon, meaning around 38,000 per day, for all of them. You might do more at night, or you might not, but I do not know. The Regency takes 30,000 of that gold, which is a good sum, but it likely pales in comparison to a single day at the market, either lower or upper, which likely pulls in multiple millions per day, of which you take a constant, smaller amount. Still hundreds of thousands of gold per day, though. The dungeons, right now, are a minor thing.

“I can increase the production of those dungeons up to a hundred thousand gold per day, at least.

“When we get it up and running, having a False Society on Storm’s Edge’s border will be like adding another major harbor to this land.

“But let us not dismiss the learning opportunities, either; for you are correct that I appreciate those a lot more than I care for the money aspect of all of this. The Water Dungeon I plan to make will teach people how to navigate oceans and survive underwater. True [Waterbreathing] could become a commonplace spell; and I don’t mean the one where people put a bubble of air around their head and keep it [Cleanse]d, but one where people can naturally breathe water with just a bit of aura control and proper Elemental Air and Water usage. Particle Magic is also a possibility for learning [Waterbreathing], too, for the Goddess Sininindi desired that I make this dungeon a place where people can learn to truly defend themselves from whatever might come in 90 years, or more.

“For instance, the vast majority of the world still doesn’t know about aura control, and that is another thing I wish to fix. While your current Force-aspect dungeons are doing their most to make that happen, they could be doing more. I would help them do more, as a dungeon master.”

Soltic watched as Aroido almost had a rebuttal—

But Everbless’s tentacle [Familiar] poked at Aroido’s head, and became visible to mana sense. It was a thought tendril. Everbless was speaking with Aroido right now, and everyone could see that, if they bothered to look. Most people bothered to look.

Aroido said, “Pardon me, I must accept this call.” He looked to the air and started talking to Everbless. Soltic tried to catch his half of the conversation, but the man employed some sort of throat-aura-control magic, so his natural vocalizations when mentally talking were simply not there; it was almost the same thing Soltic did. Aroido’s eyes did go wide, though, in some sort of surprise by what Everbless was telling him. And then he spoke more to Everbless, with the [Scry]-eye/[Familiar] of the world tree growing agitated and relaxed and giddy and hateful, and then back to simply talking, in turns. After a full minute of talking, Everbless’s tendril retreated, and Aroido turned his attention back to the room, to Vanya. “You’ve been approved for the change of Dungeon 6. You’ll be read in on how the dungeon functions properly in the next few hours. We can begin work sometime tomorrow.”

Vanya breathed deep, smiling brightly as she said, “Thank you, sir!”

“Yes yes. Maybe when you see how unstable the whole system currently is, then you will not be thanking me so profusely.” Aroido explained, “The first thing you should know is that the 80% tax we put on the dungeons is there because we recycle that material back into the dungeon, in order to increase the number of delvers with promises of big money. We’re only able to actually support people taking maybe 50 gold per delve.”

Jarod, Glariol, Guildmaster Larro, and Soltic were still in the room, so perhaps this wasn’t that big of a deal for them all to know? Seemed like a big deal to Soltic, though. According to the faces of Jarod and Glariol, they somewhat guessed at this reality, though they were not sure until just then. Larro knew, but the guildmaster had hopes for the future.

Vanya softly exclaimed, “That’s somewhat believable… Now that you have said it and based on what I have seen.”

Aroido huffed a laugh. “Most places subsidize their dungeons due to how they rid our world of monsters, but the rate at which Storm’s Edge does it is a poorly kept secret. Maybe you can change all that Miss Vanya.” He stood. “Now! Everyone out! Except for Miss Vanya and I. The rest of the secrets to speak of are for her ears only.”

“I would ask for my man, Soltic, to remain,” Vanya said, “He would be helping me with some of the dungeon work.”

Aroido looked to Soltic, then said to Vanya, “He can come back into the room in ten minutes. This first part is for your ears only.” He shook his hand at the door. “Everyone else out! No need to wait around, either. This is going to take hours. Mister Cross, please remain outside the door.”

Larro stood first, saying, “Welcome aboard, Miss Silver. I’ll be looking forward to speaking with you about specific additions to the dungeons later.”

Jarod and Glariol left next, the two of them saying a few small words of encouragement, and then Soltic left. They closed the door behind them, and the nobles bid Soltic farewell, and he did the same to them.

And then Soltic waited outside the [Privacy]-shielded door, hoping that he wouldn’t need to do anything drastic to salvage whatever might be happening behind that door. Time slowly ticked on, and Soltic’s mind filled with worst-case scenarios, of needing to kill and evaporate and change the nation of Storm’s Edge, if they did even the smallest thing against—

The door opened.

Vanya was alive, and safe, and she was inviting him back into the room.

Aroido stood where he had been standing before. Everbless hovered behind the man like he usually did. And as the door closed behind Soltic, Everbless changed. He became visible. Red tentacles, red eyes, a wet sort of look to him.

Soltic stared at the floating thing.

Everbless said, “Hello.”

Soltic said, “… Hello. Uh. Archmage?”

Since archmages were the ones with [Familiar]s, Soltic felt his words were adequate for his cover.

Everbless chuckled. “I’m not archmage! Not yet!”

Aroido smiled a little, saying, “This is Gold Taker. He’s also the dungeon master for the dungeons. He’s also Everbless, but that last little bit of information will leak away from your minds, thanks to the Intervention on both of you.”

He said the secret so casually that Soltic didn’t have to fake his bewildered reaction.

Vanya recovered faster, saying, “This is my coworker.”

“Hello!” Everbless said, again, and even more brightly.

Soltic almost wanted to laugh. He did not, though. He feigned ignorance, saying, “Uh. The Gold Taker, eh? The one who ensures money goes back to the dungeons?”

“One and the same,” Aroido said.

Vanya said, “He’s usually invisible and intangible, but you should be able to see him if you do some Ethereal, Intangible Force-type Sight magics. I figured it out fast enough, and you already know how because of—”

“Your [Personal Ward]!” Everbless said, his tendrils spinning around his body, “It stopped me!”

“Uh. Yeah,” Soltic said, “I had problems with Ethereal, Intangible enemies before. So. Yeah. Uh.”

Everbless went ethereal and moved around the room to the other side, though a single tendril remained where he had been. He spoke through that stretched tentacle, “See me?”

“Yes,” Soltic said, his eyes tracking Everbless’s main body.

Everbless came back to this side of reality. “You see me!”

An uncomfortable question centered within Soltic’s mind. He decided to ask it, and damn the consequences. “Does this mean that you pulled people under the waves inside the dungeons and killed them?”

“Yes! They broke the rules, so I do everything against them!”

Soltic froze a little bit, unsure what to do with that information right this moment.

Vanya was serene, though. Possibly because she agreed with Everbless? But even she agreed that children shouldn’t be killing other people… And yet, Erick used Ophiel to kill other people. Ugh. This was a mess, and Soltic would be a hypocrite to say anything more than he already had.

So he would say those words later, to Vanya, in private.

Aroido was clearly uncomfortable with Everbless killing people, though, so perhaps Soltic could say those words— No wait. ‘Gold Taker’ is not ‘Everbless’. Right.

So Soltic politely asked, “Gold Taker? How old are you?”

Excitedly, Everbless said, “I am 12—”

“That is…” Aroido had begun to say, fast as he could, but not fast enough. “That is an unimportant question, Soltic. The power to work the dungeon as it should be worked is there, as is the skill, and the ability to follow the rules. Gold Taker will be our main dungeon master going forward, but he is not actually connected to the dungeons. We tried that. Him putting a repro into the dungeons was a complete disaster. The current dungeon master is me, and has always been me, from the very first year that the dungeons came into being on this land. And I mean that in a very real way. I am a reproduction of the original Aroido who died a while ago due to an assassination. My fellow repros and I have been keeping up appearances ever since.”

Soltic looked to Aroido, now, his eyes going a little wider.

Aroido was worried, embarrassed, relegated, and a whole host of other, tired emotions that he had been wearing for a long time. “I am technically both 50, and 12. Age is unimportant right now. What is more important, is that I believe that you two are also repros. Are you?”

Vanya answered for both of them, “We’re immortals trying out new lives, in this new world. That’s the only answer you’re getting out of us for that question.”

As Aroido relegated himself to that answer, and found it not a bad answer at all—

“Who were you before?!” Everbless asked, too excited by half.

“Feel free to ignore the child in all questions that are too personal,” Aroido easily said, and then he demanded, “But I will know your full allegiances.”

“No you won’t,” Vanya said, “But you can be allowed to know that I am here to make this dungeon work as well as I possibly can. I want a Grand Dungeon, Lord Aroido. I want to make that happen.”

“Are you a Shade?” Aroido asked, even though he did not want to. “Either of you?”

Everbless suddenly shrunk away, his eyes going wide. He had never considered that possibility, and now, he was, and it scared him.

Vanya said, “We are about the furthest you can get from Shades.”

Soltic pointed at himself. “Not a Shade.”

Everbless came forward a little bit, his eyes narrowing on Soltic and Vanya. “Not a Shade?”

“Not Shades at all,” Soltic said.

Aroido regarded them for a quiet moment. Then he said, “For now, that answer will suffice. If, and hopefully when, this whole arrangement seems to be working well, the Regency will have clearer answers. Even if you have to leave those answers with Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker, or with the Regent himself. FOR NOW… For now, this is acceptable.” He gestured back to the diagrams. “Tomorrow, after we clear away some morning business, we will all journey into Dungeon 6 and we will have you look over the current state of affairs. From there, we will discuss alterations and priorities, and...”

They spoke for a little over an hour, with Everble— Gold Taker offering enthusiastic, childlike, horrific additions to all the various floors and puzzles and otherwise that Vanya had already carefully planned.

More than once, Aroido said some polite thing like, “That’s not what we’re trying to do here, Gold Taker. We want the people to learn proper aura control and altering for Water. Not have them try to turn themselves into fish, to be able to solve the puzzle.”

“But fish are fun! I’ve turned people fishy and it was fun!”

Vanya carefully asked, “Did you turn them back?”

“If they complete puzzle! It’s Rules! They did not complete puzzle so they die.”

Vanya nodded, saying, “A good standard to take.”

But inwardly she was deeply, deeply concerned. Almost as much as Soltic was concerned. Soltic picked up on that. Aroido picked up on that, too.

Gold Taker did not pick up on that human emotion at all.

Eventually, the talk ended, and Soltic and Vanya left the room, the castle, and then hopped on a Platform to head back to their rooms at the Maryols. After a wonderful dinner where they spoke about the plans for the dungeon with Jarod, Glorial, Barda, and Nero, Soltic and Vanya turned in for the night.

- - - -

‘We’re going to have to purge Gold Taker from the dungeons,’ Erick sent to Quilatalap, laying there in bed; him as Soltic, Quilatalap as Vanya. ‘It’s going to be a mess.’

‘Ah. Good. I was worried you’d be against that.’

Erick blanked. ‘What— Why would I be against it?’

‘… Can I ask why you are for removing him, first?’

‘Gold Taker is a child. He should not be harming people like you would harm people to test them in a dungeon. I made sure that Yggdrasil only fought defensive wars, but I was way too harsh with Ophiel when Ophiel was becoming cognizant of what I was actually using him for. When Ophiel splits off, I’m going to ensure that he’s raised as well as I can raise a child. When Yggdrasil splits… I hope I’ve done enough to help him learn right from wrong. But Everbless—’ Erick realized not even a fraction of the way through his sudden rant at the Everbless/dungeon situation, that he had gotten way too close to the truth that Everbless is Gold Taker. Quilatalap had lost his train of thought a few sentences ago, but he pretended not to. ‘Sorry,’ Erick said, and then he went back to the simple fact that, ‘Basically, Gold Taker killing things at a very young age, and I disagree with that in so many different ways.’

‘I killed my first man when I was 10. A lot of people of this world kill their first thing at a young age; be they hunters of game, or killers of others due to the necessities of self defense.’

‘That’s different. You were powerless, learning how to be powerful. Gold Taker is powerful, and he needs to learn how to control that power, and what it means to use that power.’

‘I can agree with that assessment. But what about the ‘Rules’ that he speaks of? He’s not some wild thing, going off on his own. He has ‘Rules’, and he follows them.’

‘Mostly follows them.’

‘ ‘Mostly’ is rather good for his age.’ Quilatalap said, ‘I assume for his age, anyway. He’s certainly not a normal person to be able to touch the Script at that age. He probably got the Script at like… 5? 6, maybe?’

‘Probably sooner than that.’ Erick asked, ‘Are you against purging him from the dungeons?’

‘I want him gone. He shouldn’t be in there.’

Erick liked that. ‘Why do you want him gone?’

‘He’s doing it wrong.’

Erick laughed. Quilatalap smiled. And then, while Erick couldn’t say the full truth, he could say, ‘I believe Sininindi has you down here in order to teach Gold Taker real magic. So please, Quilatalap, don’t go teaching a child archmage how to tear the world apart.’

‘Ah. Well…’ Quilatalap breathed softly. ‘That part about [Baleful Polymorph]ing delvers into fish and then not transforming them back? That’s fine if a delver entered a death-track willingly, but only the truly crazy people do death-tracks anymore and I highly doubt that Gold Taker knows proper Trials of the Dark protocols. If he did, he wouldn’t allow the truly crazy ones onto the death tracks at all, and even if he believes himself to have the mental capacity to gauge when a person is crazy versus motivated, from what I saw in that room today, he does not have that capacity. All he has are ‘Rules’.’

‘Gods above. ‘He’s not doing the dungeon torture properly’. That’s such a weird take.’

‘Bah! You’re too soft sometimes, Erick. A little death in a safe environment is the best way to ensure that less death happens out in the open, and if people truly want to challenge themselves and be rewarded for it, then they should be allowed to do so.’

‘Don’t think we’re ever going to fully agree on that one, and that’s fine.’ Erick smiled, and then he asked the serious question, ‘But anyway: Are you going to continue going along with Sininindi’s desires, or are you ready to purge the problems in the dungeons and instantiate your own solutions?’

A bit of silence.

‘… I’m not ready to give up on doing this how she wants it done, yet. So… No purging right now. Maybe tomorrow if it looks like we can get away with it in a secure manner, without upsetting too many people.’

‘Aroido did seem rather at the end of his temper. He might be willing to cover up your actions if he knew who you were.’

‘Yes, he did seem that way, didn’t he. You know… The more I learn about the dungeons here the more I am personally offended.’

Erick smiled. ‘That subsidy thing was unexpected.’

‘YES! That! How can they fuck up growing gold in a dungeon? That’s the easiest... Hmm… I guess they do have a child trying to run the place.’

‘More like they have a mentally exhausted repro running the place, and also babysitting a demigod.’

‘Various sets of children, all overseeing each other.’

Erick chuckled.

Quilatalap sent, ‘I bet that archmage oversees the Aroidos, never letting him grow properly, either.’

‘Probably. That oversight would be a problem with bringing ‘the Aroidos’ into the fold. Now that’s a weird concept: ‘The Aroidos’.’

‘Not that weird. There are about 30 Quilatalaps running around out there.’

‘… Right.’

‘Anyway. The archmage didn’t seem to like Vanya. That could be a problem.’ Quilatalap sent, ‘Once I’m emplaced in the dungeon I’m going to rip away this seal, or whatever it is, inside my soul. It’s a doozy, though. I might need your help Wizardry-ing it away.’

‘And you will have that help, but you’re going to need to help me on the lyrics and targeting and such.’

Quilatalap yawned, laying beside Erick. ‘I can do that. You might need to go back to one of my phylacteries to do it properly, but that’s easily done.’

Erick smiled softly into the darkness of the room.

Soltic kissed Vanya on the shoulder, as he whispered, “Good night.”

Vanya giggled at the touch, then said, “Good night.”

Her eyes had already been closed for the last five minutes, and now, Soltic closed his eyes, too.

‘One last thought,’ Erick sent, ‘I would like it if we handled Gold Taker with kid sensibilities. I want to believe he can be good, if he learns how.’

‘… Well… I am a teacher, and the kid seems to enjoy learning magic...’ Quilatalap sent, ‘I’m not one to raise a child though, Erick. I’ve had to do that several times before, and that’s how you end up with people like Zenipeq Frostflower, which is a fine example, but then you get Death Throne, which is the exact counter example.’

There was a lot there in that small statement.

Mostly, it was an admission that Quilatalap did not want to raise kids, which… Had Implications.

Erick decided to say, ‘I’m probably going to have to step in here at Storm’s Edge after Sininindi removes her part of the seal. Maybe I’ll get the Arbors at Treehome involved with helping to raise Everbless, if they aren’t already. This separation from Everbless’s actions and Gold Taker’s…’

Quilatalap blinked a bit. The anti-meme had triggered.

‘Ah. Shit. Sorry, Quilatalap.’

Quilatalap stated, ‘As soon as I’m emplaced here, we are removing this intervention. It’s been difficult, letting this thingremain in my soul, listening to myself tell myself to leave it alone. It’s a lot worse when it triggers.’

‘I’m sorry.’

‘I’m not angry at you, but I am getting angry at Sininindi. Some political maneuvering is expected in this sort of thing and I think I passed that rather well, but the soul control is a deeply unwelcome addition. And what’s worse, is that based on the depth of this intervention, I have been infected for a long time. Years, Erick.’

‘We’ll get it removed, and then I’ll start talking to Sininindi about getting it removed from everyone. All of Storm’s Edge— Maybe the whole world is infected.’

‘It probably is.’ With an easier tone, Quilatalap said, ‘Now go to sleep. I’m tired and I love how comfortable this bed is, and how warm you are, and I want to sleep now.’

Erick smiled in the dark. ‘It’s a pretty good bed—’

Vanya lightly slapped his arm. “Go to sleep.”

Soltic chuckled, and then he tried to sleep.







- - - -







The Archmage of the Regency, Lady Wiloza Tidewalker, was having a difficult day. It started with that interloper Vanya Silver yesterday at that meeting, and continued to become more and more problematic because Wiloza had been awake for the last 30 hours, following up with the Dungeon Guilds of Geode Bluite—

“Excuse me,” Wiloza corrected herself, “The Dungeoneer Guilds. Everyone has to have some different name for it. I swear.” She collected herself. “And now I am here, at House Benevolence, asking for a Benevolent reading of this upcoming disaster, as per our previous agreements. Honestly I would not be here if I could avoid it, but everyone is suddenly talking about this Vanya woman back home, and this dungeon shift is going to happen a lot faster than I am comfortable with it happening.” Perhaps she showed her exhaustion too much, as she had not slept at all last night. “I apologize for my brevity and attitude, but I expected to see some lesser prognosticator. Not you. I mean. I appreciate it. Just unexpected.”

Grand Prognosticator Teressa Rednail, sometimes called the Seer of Weal, sat on the other side of the table, looking as much the professional as Wiloza had been informed. She also looked younger than Wiloza had expected, but that was an orcol for you; nary a line on the face, even when facing 50, or however much time That Damned Wizard had dragged her through inside those [Hasted Shelter]s. Thankfully the Wizard was too busy running his kingdom these days to keep doing shit that would make the gods blush…

Though the world was certainly better off for King Flatt’s magics, and for all the changes caused by the Darkness and the Gods…

But Wiloza had a distinct distaste for people enacting their will upon her land, and while that resultant anger had been directed toward monsters and such for the first 60 years of her life, she was still adjusting to this new world order of the last 10 years.

“Perhaps I am overreacting,” Wiloza said, “I am simply supremely worried about the small scale disasters these days, and those damned dungeons are always disasters. I need to know if this Vanya Silver or Soltic Cross are disasters in the making.”

Prognosticator Rednail nodded. “Completely understandable. I usually focus on the good outcomes of any potential question, with only true disasters rising to the top, allowing me to see them. Are you comfortable with that?”

“I am. Probably better for my anxiety-ridden mind, which is fine by me.”

Prognosticator Rednail smiled a little bit at Wiloza's disarming attitude, then she said, “Okay. Allow me a moment with the paperwork you have brought.” Miss Rednail reached down to the papers sitting on the table between them.

Those papers were the collected history of Vanya Silver and Soltic Cross; everything that Wiloza had been able to find in the last 15 hours. It was not nearly enough as it should have been, if Vanya and Soltic were real people. That lack of history was what caused Wiloza to finally enact the agreements between House Benevolence and the Regency; to come here and ask these questions. Of all the things Wiloza had been able to find, herself, personally, as she had been traveling through the Gate Network all day long to find this information, all of it only took up 5 brief pages, and 4 of those 5 were about Vanya’s publicly-found dungeons. There was also a house on the outskirts of Bluite that was abandoned, and which looked like it had been abandoned for a hundred years—

“The major thing I found, personally, when I went down there,” Wiloza said, “Was that neither of these people were well known at the Dungeoneer Guild down there! Those Guilds had records for Miss Silver and Mister Cross, but their faces were unknown.”

Prognosticator Rednail winced a little bit at that, then she finished reading the paperwork, having flipped through it and used some sort of [Reading] magic, or whatnot. Most people in power had that sort of capability these days. She set the paperwork back down. “They could be immortals who are trying out a new life. There are a lot of those falling out of Underworld and elsewhere these days.”

Wiloza sighed. “That’s the best case scenario, and it’s honestly the one I most suspect is true. I never knew there were so many damned immortals in this world until the Wizard upended everything.”

Rednail smiled. “He does have that tendency.”

“With the way Vanya spoke, I suspect that she is an immortal. She seems truly Called by My Goddess, too, though, so…” Wiloza shook her head. “I don’t know. I want to know, though. The general shape of what is to come. I want to know.”

Rednail nodded seriously. “Final question: Is there anything in particular you would like to know, aside from the stated request?”

“Not that I can think of. Any solid, general advice from House Benevolence to the Regency will be enough. We might not act on that information, but we’re asking for your Benevolent Prognostication anyway.”

“A reading won’t take much time at all, so you can either wait here, and I can do it here, or I can move to the other room, or whatever you want.”

“Please do it here.”

Rednail gave a small, half nod, then she sat back in her chair, breathed out, stared into the distance, and her eyes transformed into pools of lightning.

If it weren’t for the similarities between Benevolence and Lightning, Wiloza realized that she might have either been offended at the prognosticator’s similarity to Sininindi’s look, or charmed. Probably more charmed than offended. Who knew, though. It was what it was, and all Wiloza could do was watch, as—

Rednail blinked, and came back to herself. Then she looked down at Wiloza and startled, as though she was surprised to see Wiloza was still here, or something. And then her countenance solidified. “Have them make the dungeon into a shelter. Devote the majority of the inner lands into a truly defensible location. Somewhere that all of Storm’s Edge can shelter inside, for there is a storm coming and it is not of Sinininidi’s make at all.” Her eyes flickered to lightning again. Wiloza was unsure if the lightning had ever left as the Grand Prognosticator’s voice turned to thunder,

“The Grand Dungeon of Storm’s Edge must hold all of the life of the Archipelago, and more besides. It will be The Lighthouse, The Castle That Withstands All, The Vault In The Ground Under The Roots Of The World Tree, The Protected Cove, and more, and you, Wiloza Tidewalker, must make that happen. Through the Death that is yet to come, there will be life, or there will be nothing at all for you and yours when lightning lashes Storm’s Edge.”

For a moment, Wiloza just breathed.

Wiloza had been shocked by a great many things in her long life. When her daughter made her first tier 7 spell, called it quits, and then made tier 8 a year later, surprising everyone that she had chosen to continue learning and growing as a mage, becoming an archmage while no one was watching. Another great surprise was when Wiloza found a Shade in the castle 34 years ago, casually murdering the previous Regent. Not too long ago the Gate Network opened and the world changed overnight, and then even more in the following years; even today, Wiloza was shocked that she was able to get all the way to Bluite and back by just spending 2 gold in traveling fees.

The shock passed.

Wiloza felt a familiar chill take root in her chest. A solidification, turning malleable, as Wiloza often found herself turning. It was why she chose to become an Ooze Mage in the first place, though everyone only knew her for her Stone Magic, and that was fine. She had surprised many would-be killers when they thought they knew how to deal with Stone, and then they were suddenly surrounded by not-Stone at all.

The Grand Prognosticator had finished with her proclamation, blinked a lot, and then just breathed. Now, she waited.

Wiloza easily said, “Well then! That was unexpected.”

Miss Rednail calmly, yet rapidly, said, “We will be verifying that particular prognostication over the coming days, to ensure that it is correct. We would appreciate it if you do not go spreading that information around without regard for who you tell. Not to the public; not yet.”

“So that worried you, too, then?”

“It is not often when something like that happens… Not for years, actually. The last time was with the Blue Wizard and the attack on Oceanside, about a month prior to that event. This particular prognostication is… Half a year away, or more.”

Wiloza took that information in stride, then she gestured to the paperwork. “What about these immortals?”

Prognosticator Rednail blinked a few more times as she looked down at the papers. “Vanya will terrify you beyond belief. I suggest you tell her what I told you, and then keep others away from her and let her make the dungeon how it needs to be made.”

Wiloza frowned. “This is not what I expected when I came here—”

Prognosticator Rednail stood, saying, “House Benevolence is terribly sorry that we must cut this meeting short. You have been given the information requested. We suggest you work that information how you will. Good day, Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker.”

Wiloza was used to being brushed off in certain social situations, but she was a little irate at being brushed off here, after being given such horrible prognostications. She composed herself and stood, though, and carefully said, “I will be following up on this prognostication.”

“We will as well. Would you like to be informed of that followup?”

“… Yes.” She had not expected Miss Rednail to offer that so freely. “Thank you.”

“Good day, Archmage Tidewalker.”

Rednail took her leave.

For a long moment, Wiloza stood in the room, unsure exactly the depth of what had just happened. She understood the prognostication already; that wasn’t the problem. But prognostications were unreliable. What really worried her was the fact that Rednail just up and left, like that.

This whole event was like walking along the bottom of the ocean, back in the old days, looking for a monster that had been terrorizing the locals, and instead finding a crack in the Surface that led all the way to the Underworld itself.

Wiloza shivered at that memory.

An attendant from House Benevolence walked into the room, asking if Wiloza would like any other services from House Benevolence, and offering assistance from the House for any of her possible varied needs. He also handed over a transcript of the meeting.

Wiloza took the transcript, saying, “Nothing right now. I must be off. I must also comment that this visit was a lot less horrible, and a lot more horrible, than I imagined it would be. I will be coming back soon for clarifications of the Grand Prognosticator’s words.”

The attendant nodded, then offered, “Would you like a personal [Gate] back to Storm’s Edge? The Wizard is able to provide, if you desire.”

“… Sure. Honestly I assumed he would be too busy for me, too—”

In a flashing instant, a [Gate] opened up on the side of the room. It was wreathed in white lightning, exactly as an uncontained [Gate] was supposed to look. On the other side was the blue stone road that led to the Castle.

“… Well then!” Wiloza said, surprised yet again. And then she walked through. “Such prompt service.”

And she was back home. Just like that. Honestly she was rather glad that she didn’t need to meet the Wizard directly to get a [Gate] back home. This was rather nice.

The attendant said some more farewell words and the [Gate] closed behind her.

Wiloza strode forward, to the Castle, with a great deal of new thoughts on her mind. Her first order of business was with Rodrygo at the check in station. The Mind Mage Liaison had been the Regency’s contact with the Mind Mages for the last several years. Rodrygo continually surprised Wiloza with just how fast and how knowledgeable he could be, when he chose to be.

Sometimes, though, he was less than forthcoming, which was a continual frustration, but understandable.

Except in this case. He was very forthcoming.

“What do you mean they’re already in the dungeons!” She checked the clock on the wall. “It’s barely noon!”

“They got approval an hour ago. I was not part of that discussion, so I cannot tell you more than that. There are other issues for you to deal with, anyway.” Mind Mage Rodrygo spoke, projecting his minor amount of authority into his voice, “Since you requested that prognostication as part of the Regency/House agreements, a copy of the prognostication has already arrived in the Regent’s office. Regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker wishes for your presence at your earliest convenience, which means now.”

Ahh. Dammit.

That Damned Wizard was probably involved in this shit show now, wasn’t he. They had managed to keep him away from the Regency for so long, at Sininindi’s request and at everyone else’s desire as well, but now… For him to break propriety so damned easily—

“I thought it would be a simple prognostication,” Wiloza said, exhausted, while the transcript of her meeting with Prognosticator Rednail held in the pockets of her robes, where a Privacy kept them in confidence. She was going to speak to the Regent at her own convenience, after she had a chance to speak with Miss Silver and to oversee the Aroidos first, but now those simple folded papers felt like an anchor dragging her down far faster than she expected to sink. “That Damned Wizard. No wonder he was so ready to [Gate] me here—” She shook her head. “Forget it.” And then she walked through the magic-checking archways, setting them off— “Bah!” she said, stepping backward, as she took out her badge of office and set it on top of her robes. She went through the detecting archways again, and this time there was no noise.

She went straight to the Regent’s offices, muttering about how everything used to be so much simpler.
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Entering a dungeon with its master at your side was a completely different experience than entering one normally.

Mainly, there was no automatic magic purge, which was fantastic. If Soltic or Vanya had been exposed with Everbless and Aroido right there, then that would have resulted in a [Return], and them needing to solve that problem. Thankfully, that did not happen.

All that really happened was the appearance of some black boxes, hovering in the air inside the safe space at the beginning of the dungeon.

Soltic and Vanya entered Dungeon 6 just before noon, with Aroido and Everbless’s smaller form leading the way, and not ten seconds later, they could see the problem for themselves. Every dungeon had a ‘user interface’ malleable to the wants of the dungeon master, but they didn’t call it that here, they called it a dungeon interface.

According to that interface, the problem was a lot more than either Soltic or Vanya expected.







- -

Intake average of last 10 days: 130,000 mana

Outflow average of last 10 days: 102,000 mana

Masters: Aroido Tidewalker, Aroido Tidewalker, Aroido Tidewalker, Aroido Tidewalker, Aroido Tidewalker, Aroido Tidewalker, Aroido Tidewalker.

Boss: Radiant Coral Eel

Current Overall Judgment: UNTENABLE.

Notification 1: Monster enrichment <LOW>

Notification 2: Environmental enrichment <1%>

Notification 3: Delver enrichment <LOW>, <Too much Force Magic, not enough other magic>

Primary Notification: Due to the nature of the current iteration of this dungeon, minimal base mana is granted to whomsoever defeats the boss, with a usual base mana of <4/party#> per defeat of the <Radiant Coral Eel>

- -







Aroido (one of 7! Maybe more!) awaited Vanya’s judgment alongside Gold Taker, who spun in the air like a tumbleweed made of red tentacles and one great central eye.

Soltic waited, too, though he already saw a great deal of issues without needing Vanya to speak about them.

After several moments to think, Vanya said, “I will start with the good things. No one who delves this place would ever notice any of these problems without being explicitly told about them. It is a good dungeon, on its surface. Perhaps the lack of base mana granted to a killer of the boss would tip off some people, but only those who aren’t ready to delve in an advanced dungeon like this, who only have a few mana to their name, anyway.”

Aroido said, “Please get on with the bad things, Miss Vanya.”

“Okay.” Vanya rapidly said, “Gold Taker is an interloper in this entire dungeon environment. He is not listed as a boss, so he must have several [Familiar]s which exist in every dungeon at the same time. I assume he personally does work every day to ensure that the rules of the dungeon are followed. Knowing this, it is no wonder that this place looks a lot more organized than it actually is. Gold Taker cannot continue to do this if you want this dungeon to produce actual quantities of gold, and proper learning.”

Gold Taker sank in the air as Vanya’s words hit him hard, his tentacles turning lifeless as he landed on the stone floor, his voice soft, “But I’m doing… Good…”

Aroido sighed, then gave a half-heated frown toward Vanya. “That is unkind.”

“I’m about to be a lot more unkind, Lord Tidewalker, but I take your meaning.” Vanya said to Gold Taker, “You cannot participate in the dungeon like you are. Instead, you can work on the back end, ensuring that the rules are followed without actually interacting with people at all. That is what a normal dungeon master does, for the repros are the only ones who can actually change and work a dungeon without harming that dungeon. All people like you and me can do is to set up the system, grow what works, and trim what doesn’t work. That is it.”

Gold Taker looked up from the ground, and he looked angry. But he did not physically lash out. He just scowled, saying, “I don’t like you.”

“That’s fine.” Vanya continued, “As for the notifications, I can fix the third one through connecting the dungeons together and making the systems we have spoken about. When all the Elemental Dungeons are working, then the delver enrichment problem will go away. I suspect, based on what I think you have here, that the Water Dungeon will be the only one which works out well, at first. Therefore, I would change this dungeon here into the Water Dungeon, and do the other dungeons another day.

“The monster enrichment problem is likely an issue of space and dungeoneering, and it is bewildering to me that this is a problem at all. All you have to do to make monster enrichment not-a-problem is to corral the monsters properly and to build environments that they individually love, but which by that love, locks them to those areas. You can’t really close off any part of the dungeon from any other, but you can certainly incentivize monster habitats and actions.

“But the real problem there is that you’re killing more monsters than you’re growing. These are charnel houses; not the habitats that they should be.

“I assume from what I have seen outside that Gold Taker is the only reason at all that these dungeons aren’t collapsing all the time. He’s feeding them mana, and keeping the monsters in here happy. So that’s a good thing he is doing, and it is something that we need to keep happening for a while.” Vanya added, “Honestly I thought Everbless was doing that, so this is a strangeness for me… What were we saying?”

Gold Taker scowled at Vanya’s loss of track.

And then Gold Taker stabbed her with an ethereal tentacle, ripping out a spark of divine fire that rapidly vanished, as he declared, “I’m Everbless, stupid hag! Tell me what I do wrong!”

A moment passed.

Aroido sighed deeply.

Vanya’s eyes went wide, as recognition spilled into her soul; for Everbless had removed her intervention himself.

Soltic blinked a bit, unsure what to do now. He and Vanya had spoken before coming here, that if anything horrible should happen that he would reverse time and they would tackle the problem together, but neither of them had considered that Everbless would get angry with Vanya for not knowing the truth and then just… remove the intervention himself.

Could they just…

Could they talk their way into gaining full access to the dungeon? No need to fight at all? That would be the preferred option, and the one they were initially working toward, days and days ago, but when the intervention appeared it had changed things. Erick had been willing to go to war, and it was only Quilatalap’s decision which had stopped that from happening. And now, that intervention was gone.

Removed.

Just like that.

Soltic waited for Vanya to decide on the course of their actions going forward. And she did.

Vanya went down to one knee, saying, “Sir Everbless I—”

“No no no!” Everbless got off the ground, floating upward, his tentacles spinning wildly as he declared, “No worship! No no! Tell me what wrong with dungeon!”

Vanya paused, then looked to Soltic, then back to Everbless. She got off the ground, saying, “It’s… It’s a good thing that you’re feeding these dungeons mana, or else they would have collapsed long before now. Um.” She centered herself, then said, “I thought you were a sapient octopus, or something, granted Script access through… something. I’m not sure how to approach this issue with you as a World Tree and connected to Sininindi and— Well. I am a teacher of magic, most of the time. Am I here to teach you magic? Is that why I was Called?”

Aroido silently watched from the side, his eyes skipping from Vanya, to Everbless, and then finally to Soltic. Since Soltic was furrowing his brows at the appropriate moments, Aroido judged that Soltic was still under the intervention, and that was good. He had failed to step between Vanya and Everbless when Everbless had gotten angry, before he removed the seal on Vanya, because, apparently, Everbless liked to remove the seal from people so they could talk straight with him. But Aroido was ready to step between Soltic and Everbless; very ready.

Soltic was still ‘interventioned’, and Aroido would keep it that way, for now. Which was very, very good. If Everbless had tried removing something from Soltic and found nothing to remove, then there would be a lot of questions.

So for now, Soltic just had to act lost every now and then.

This was fine.

… Ah! And Soltic’s anti-touch magic would prevent Everbless from touching him, anyway. This was good. Erick almost laughed at the whole situation, but that would be bad for any number of reasons.

Everbless retreated from Vanya’s question a little. “… I know enough magic. I learn myself.”

Vanya said, “Well okay then.” Then she turned to Aroido. “All seven of you are masters of this dungeon. Are you in every dungeon? Are there 49 of you?”

“There are 49 Aroidos. The original was fond of laying at the bottom of the ocean and doing almost nothing, and we inherited that trait. Most of the time we’re [Polymorph]ed as anemones or rocktangles or coral, and filtering the mana into heavy bands down in the tanks to keep the monsters happy. It’s actually a really pleasant experience to be an anemone at the bottom of a pool, so I would ask you to keep your judgments to yourself.”

Vanya raised her eyebrows, but then lowered them, saying, “I would never judge someone for their preferred Familiar Form.”

“… Huh.” Aroido said, “You actually mean that, too. I suppose an immortal would know something about odd Familiar Forms.”

Vanya smiled a little. “I do.”

Everbless suddenly asked, “Have you tree?!”

Vanya easily said, “I have been a tree before. It was pretty calming.”

Everbless squealed a little, then turned on Soltic, asking, “Have you tree?!

“… Um.” Soltic pretended to have an intervention problem. “Why would I be a tree?”

Everbless saw what was happening. He pulled out a tentacle—

And Aroido rapidly stepped to Everbless’s side, saying, “Gold Taker. Don’t do that to him. He’s not approved to know.”

Everbless’s tentacles relaxed. “But they trees! I want talk trees!”

Soltic pretended not to know what was going on, but inwardly, he was happy that Everbless was listening to someone, anyone at all. It boded well. Maybe he was a good kid, like Rozeta had said.

Aroido said to Soltic. “You may be approved in the future, but for now, some secrets will remain secret.”

Soltic said, “… Okay,” as though he wasn’t understanding at all.

Everbless seemed a bit sad about that before muttering, “No one knows me.”

“I’ll talk with you, Gold Taker, and so will Soltic eventually.” Vanya pulled the conversation back to her. “I’m fine with working with 49 of you, but that will make it a lot harder to implement the dungeon designs I wish to implement. I might need you all to move to another dungeon for a while.”

“It’s horrible for us, too.” Aroido said, “But the Regent wants us all able to override each other, so that one person can’t commandeer a dungeon on their own ever again. In order to change anything we’ll likely have to disengage from whatever dungeon you want to alter first, and then move back afterward.”

Vanya looked a little surprised. “I expected more pushback on that.”

Aroido happily said, “This all works terribly, but it does work when we make it work.” He looked to Everbless. “Though Everbless is the only reason it really works at all.”

Everbless spun a little. “I know The Rules!”

Aroido added, “And since we got you in here several hours early, and since we Aroido can simply undo anything you implement, let us begin with the full tour, and then we can get to the restructuring. It all looks complicated right now, but the setup right now is barely above normal setup. Here— This will help, first—” He waved a hand, and the entire dungeon changed.

Every single thing everywhere turned into mostly-clear Force. The stone road turned to glass. The waters turned absolutely clear. The corals became almost invisible. The abyss at the bottom of the first floor vanished from sight.

The entire dungeon stood revealed below. Or most of it, anyway.

It was an aquarium ark, filled with millions of fish and kilometers upon kilometers of towering coral and stonework hiding places and depths for fish to inhabit, and hunt within. Kelp of all sorts grew at all levels of the place below, like green hairs floating upward to reach for artificial suns which illuminated the waters here and there, like a thousand pearls hanging in the ocean. It was like any of the downflows or upflows in the Underworld, where water flowed up or down throughout the world, as the physics of Veird decreed.

Another wave of Aroido’s hands caused a large, multi-person-sized bubble to rise out of the nearby waters. The bubble then opened, like a submersible, revealing a standing area and a ring to hold onto around that area. Aroido and Everbless went in first, with Aroido saying, “This is the common way for us to give real tours of the place. It’s actually the new monster transportation system, though— For the more cooperative monsters, anyway. It’s quite secure from the dangers down below. Come on in.”

Vanya easily followed, with Soltic close behind. Vanya said, “I assume it grabs monsters and drags them down?”

“If we’re lucky enough to have that option. Otherwise we Aroido create a mana channel and simply lure the monsters to the appropriate locations. That luring is what the majority of us Aroido do every day and night.”

The bubble closed up, and as they began to descend under the waves.

Soltic felt a little bit of childlike-wonder as they descended through a group of shimmering silver fish, and watched a great black shark chase the fish, and completely ignore them. He also had a small hunger pang, but he ignored that for now.

Aroido pointed out the clear bubble, as they passed by the top of a major stone tower, to an anemone sitting atop that tower. The anemone waved a bit. “That’s another me. He’s on top duty today. We usually find places we like to be and he likes there, so we usually give it to him. Lower down you’ll see where other mes are corralling monsters that move out of their biomes. When delvers come in, the core usually does everything automatically, [Duplicate]ing the monsters according to the floor layout and whatnot, but sometimes there are issues. The only one of us who works all the time is Radii; the Radiant Coral Eel. He’s a pretty good eel, who oversees the gold growth down at the lowest layers. He’s a leftover from Jenkins…” For a moment, Aroido’s cheer left him, and then he brushed off that lingering story and tried a bit of levity, “Jenkins didn’t have a good naming sense, but there’s no blaming him for that foible when we Aroido all call ourselves ‘Aroido’.”

As Aroido spoke, their bubble passed by a few more dangerous locations, where monsters roamed in the depths. Soltic saw more than his mana sense allowed, which was still only 25 meters inside the dungeon, so he wasn’t quite sure what he saw when a flickering, massive shape passed behind a tower of stone and riotous coral.

“I have an odd question,” Vanya began, “We saw Everbless— Gold Taker, sorry Soltic. We saw Gold Taker take the fish and kill the fish that we filleted or let go. What is up with that, if he doesn’t actually eat?”

“Feed fishes!” Everbless said. “Fish eat fish!”

Aroido nodded. “Fish have to eat, and they usually eat other fish, but Gold Taker likes his role as an octopus, so he often pretends to be something he is not in order to fool everyone else into lowering their guard.” With a small smile, Aroido added, “We don’t lower our guard here at the dungeons, though, for to do that is to die, as many delvers have found out over the years.”

Soltic almost sighed.

Vanya was more careful than him, by far, for as the bubble passed through a layer of subtly brighter water, Vanya purposefully turned the conversation to brighter topics than the danger of dying delvers. “You separate the biomes by light and shadow?”

“Vaguely,” Aroido said, before turning to Everbless. “Gold Taker? Can you go out and get the papers detailing last year’s gold flow? I think I left them in the office.”

Well at least he was sending the kid away.

“Okay!” Everbless said, before turning ethereal and intangible and zipping off, out of the bubble.

He rapidly passed out of sight.

Vanya and Soltic kept their eyes on Aroido, though, waiting for him to—

“Aaaand there,” Aroido said. The bubble came to a stop in a darker part of the abyss, where the ocean seemed deep, and it likely was. “We’re about four kilometers below the surface, and I just closed off the exit. We’re surrounded by monsters and you two are very accomplished liars. I would have a satisfactory answer about your origins now. If need be, Miss Vanya, I will keep your bodyguard occupied with a continual stream of ‘Everbless is Gold Taker’. It works so well and I rarely get to do that.” Aroido smiled as Soltic pretended to be lost. “Look at his eyes glazing over. But enough of him. You and I will have a proper conversation, just the two of us.”

The air began to speak, ‘Gold Taker is Everbless’, on repeat.

Soltic continued to pretend, though he was very, very close to not pretending anymore. One single word from Vanya, and the two of them would tear this place down. The only reason neither of them had acted in that direction yet was because it behooved them to let people act as they were going to act naturally, without changing their actions due to the overwhelming power that both of them still had.

Killing and disciplining people who were actively committing harm was one thing. Proactively committing harm to stop others from committing harm was a stance to gauge well, before taking that stance.

And this was not one of those situations yet. They were just talking.

Vanya easily said, “I was Called here by Sininindi—”

“I don’t give a shit about her.” Aroido said, “Every dungeon master who dances in here like they’re some Godly gift to the Storm’s Edge tries to kill me and mine. They say we’re a problem, but we’re the only ones who keep this place running. You talk about moving us around so you can make the dungeon work, but we all know that you plan to purge us from the core the second you can.”

Vanya was completely offended. “What the— No I would not! This place only runs because of you—”

“Stop lying to me. You know— Fuck you.” Aroido sighed. “This interrogation never works out the first time. A few deaths should loosen your tongue.”

Force Magic whirled up from Vanya’s feet, unraveling her—

But she pushed back on it enough to stop her death, flickers of power holding her flesh together, and holding her in the air. Her hands and legs were both half gone, but she had suffered much worse than that, because she allowed herself to be hurt all the time. Physically, anyway. In that way, she was the exact opposite of Erick. Emotional injury was Erick’s usual life; it was the physical stuff he absolutely could not stand. He could barely watch now, as he allowed Vanya to work as she wished to work.

Vanya breathed heavily as she stared at Aroido, her limbs half gone. “Don’t do this, Aroido. Don’t go down this path.”

Aroido’s eyebrows rose. “Impressive Force Magic. Not a true [Force Domain], though! Not like mine.”

The unraveling resumed—

“Benevolence,” she prayed, right before she died.

“You’re a Xoatist?” Aroido exclaimed. “Well the Wizard ain’t here to save you— Ah. Could be [Reincarnation]ed—”

Every time Erick saw Quilatalap die, it was yet another bit of trauma added to the pile. Luckily, the trauma train was done with, for Quilatalap had given the signal. Not the major signal, which was to call him ‘Erick’, and throw full caution to the wind, but the lesser one, ‘Benevolence’, spoken with conviction. The only reason Erick did not reverse time instantly was that he had needed to see Aroido’s reaction to getting some information out of Vanya, to better gauge how to handle the man for what came next.

And then he reversed time.

Aroido sighed. “This interrogation never works out the first time. A few deaths should loosen—”

“Death,” Soltic said, giving Vanya her code word as he flooded the monster-capture bubble with his [Force Domain].

In a rapid followup, Vanya reinforced his Domain with her own, and then she dispersed all of Aroido’s [Bubble] magic, while simultaneously holding back the ocean with her own [Bubble] like spell. It had taken the two of them less than a second to get to this point of absolute power over Aroido, but Aroido didn’t seem to care. They had broken his Domain in the process, but he wasn’t really wielding it against them, not yet. He was desperately trying to re-establish his [Force Domain], though.

Aroido never lost his composure, and now they were here, inside Vanya’s bubble. “I knew it.” He smiled, and it was a hateful look. “I suppose you think you are close to winning, then?”

“Absolutely not, I do not believe that at all,” Vanya said, “But I will not be tortured by you. This doesn’t have to go past this incident right here.”

“Oh but I think it must!” Aroido said to Soltic, “Because you already know about Everbless, and I know that your little [Personal Ward] can’t stop that divine anti-meme!” He told both of them. “Go ahead and kill me! My brothers are going to spear me through anyway in the process of breaking this bubble of yours. They will kill us all, and then we will stuff you in small boxes so we can ask you all the questions we desire.”

All the fish in the deeper waters all around had already been vanishing into the depths, as something moved out there, filling the sky with shadows.

“We’re not killing you, even temporarily,” Vanya said, “We want to work with you. I am giving you one last chance to call off your assault, and to pull back your interrogation.”

“ ‘Work with me’! Ha! As if that was ever going to happen with the amount of lies coming from your mouth. As if we could ever work with someone who talks about letting us live, but then lies about everything that they are! We’ve trusted liars before, but never again!” Red-faced, Aroido spat, “That’s how the original Aroido was killed! That’s how a hundred of my brothers have perma-died!”

Vanya calmly said, “Then when this is over, and when we don’t kill any of you, I hope you can change your mind about your hard stances, and I hope I can tell you more about myself, too, for I want this Grand Dungeon to work, Aroido. I need it to work. I need this more than I will ever allow you to know.”

“That’s the first honest thing you’ve said so far. I hope to hear more in the future. Now die.”

The light left. All was jaws, above and below and everywhere all at once, a thousand teeth closing in from each side.

Erick recognized the attack long before he saw the monster that made it. Those thousand snapping jaws of Force belonged to one of the most dangerous monsters of the deep, and this one had to be big. It had to be an ancient rivergrieve; an eel as long as a wyrm, so old and steeped in Ethereal Force that it was nothing but Ethereal Force. It used that power to attack with maw-filled Force projections from every part of its body. Erick had only ever seen them in books, but there was one here, in Dungeon 6.

First things first.

Erick flashed his [Force Domain] through Aroido, breaking the even-more-surprised Aroido’s Domain, and then, with a suddenly-there sword, Erick bisected the man from crown to crotch. Aroido ‘died’. The dungeon master wouldn’t really die though, and it was the cleanest kill Erick could manage with as little time as they had; they couldn’t afford to have complications here, inside a dungeon, and a kill would prevent the man from reappearing for at least a few minutes. Maybe longer.

Erick didn’t leave enemies at his back anymore. Not in a situation like this.

Meanwhile, Vanya focused on the ancient rivergrieve attacking from all sides.

It had finally shown itself, as it pulled closer from every direction at once, its long, barely-visible body, fully encircling Vanya’s Bubble, but maintaining a good 20 meters distance. It didn’t need to get closer than that. Its Forceful Aura would do the killing for it, and then it would eat the remains, for that was how it usually hunted.

Vanya attempted to stop that hunting method. She flooded her [Force Domain] outward, her aura control forming Ethereal mono-wire Force, right in front of a thousand advancing, near-invisible jaws. The jaws caught on those wires and ripped them apart, but the actual monster was too far away for her to reach. ‘Vanya’s’ natural aura control only reached fifteen meters away, and that was with stretching it in one direction. If she did that, then the eel would just attack from the other side.

But she did just that, because Soltic had her back.

As Soltic solidified his Domain against the rivergrieve’s jaws—

Vanya reached out toward the monster’s real head, sending [Force Bolt]s that created mono-wire as the spell burrowed through the water, leaving traces of Ethereal Force like unbreakable fishing lines. The Bolts abruptly ended the moment they encountered the Forceful Aura of the rivergrieve, but some of them got far before that happened. Far enough to leave mono-wire near the beast’s true body.

Where ethereal wire cut, the water stained red.

The rivergrieve was ancient, though. It was smart. It might have even been another Familiar Form of Aroido. But if that was Aroido, then it would have had a [Force Domain], and it did not; all it had was its aura. A rivergrieve’s aura was one of the most powerful auras in the world, though. It used that aura to tear at the wire that encircled it, pushing it away from its body, preventing a full encirclement, but Vanya simply cast more and more lines out into the water while Soltic defended her with a solid Domain of Force.

The water filled with blood.

That was too much for the monster.

The rivergrieve roared and made its escape, unwinding from the mono-wire force. It left behind bits of its ethereal body that turned back into black-green skin and fins. Those bits fell down upon mono-wire and cut into even smaller pieces. The rivergrieve had not killed them, but the rivergrieve had done its job; it had delayed them long enough.

Five Aroidos swam through the waters all around, each of them wielding their Force Domain in the waters like spears of solid power. To anyone else, this sort of fight, in this sort of area, was a death sentence and then a long time in a holding cell. From there, Aroido would kill them over and over again until he got the answers he wanted.

Maybe the other prospective dungeon masters had had the right of it, when they tried to purge Aroido.

But then again, they probably didn’t start off this way.

Erick didn’t truly blame any of the men out there for their actions right now. From what he had gathered, the collective of them had been burned too many times by others who claimed to want to be a part of the dungeon, and who then tried to get rid of them, or whatever. All of that could have been a lie, but Erick didn’t think it was. The world over, dungeons had been murdered by civilization, over and over again, until those dungeons were remade for the benefit of civilization. It was one of the reasons that Erick didn’t want a False Society inside any dungeon near Candlepoint, or in the Crystal Forest. That was an ethical problem that he didn’t want to deal with.

Maybe Quilatalap could do a proper False Society here, though. He had done some wonderful work with the False Society over at the Freelands.

These people, these Aroido, needed help; not what civilization usually gave them.

After they were utterly crushed, though. Then the healing spells and the hand up could happen.

… Every time Erick had that thought, he thought back to Sitnakov in the Core, when the giant black wrought had tried to crush Erick and put him ‘in his place’, so that they could be the best of friends afterward; after the pecking order was established. It was an uncomfortable memory, looking at it from this current moment in time. He had touched upon that memory many times, in many situations like this, where he didn’t want to actually kill the other side of the conflict at all. He just wanted them to stop fighting, and to sit down, and to accept help.

The Aroido came at him with Domains, though, and so Erick responded.

The first Aroido launched forward, his Domain shaped into a spear. And then came all of them, all of them holding spears, both in Domain and in conjured weapon, all racing to kill, the water not obstructing them at all as they flew.

Domain combat was not like normal combat, Erick thought to himself, as he turned his Domain into a cutting edge, and lined up his sword with the first Aroido’s spear. A normal spear hitting a normal sword would result in two forces shearing left or right, depending on how the weapons were held and likely a whole bunch of magical factors. Domains were all used in different ways, too, and using two different Domains against each other was a lesson in magical technique and power. But in this case, Force against Force, the outcome was based on strength of conviction and willingness to follow through; Force, in other words.

The Apparent King had a certain weight behind his sword that was greater than any collection of dungeon masters, even when facing those dungeon masters inside their own dungeon.

Another technique to ensure one’s Domain won against all others was to simply use more mana than the opponent, and that’s where Aroido might have won; a dungeon core had multiple hundreds of thousands of mana that its dungeon master could use at any given time. Erick only had 55,000, and since this fight was inside a dungeon, inside this space inside the Darkness, the Script did not assist him with lowering those mana costs.

Even so—

Sword met spear, and spear evaporated. That particular Aroido practically contorted as the shock of his broken Domain ripped through his body, followed fast by Erick’s sword. It was not a clean cut; not when Erick empowered his blade as much as he had. Aroido turned to chunks of meat, filling the water with more red clouds.

Vanya was having trouble doing the same to the Aroidos that went after her, but that was only because three of them went after her, thinking her the major problem here. The last Aroido had been aimed at Soltic, holding his own spear and following right behind the first spear wielder. The last guy hesitated when he saw how fast the first one died, though.

Soltic flickered with Force, launching right into the water, unconcerned for the thickness of that liquid because he had coated himself with anti-friction magics and more, all carefully applied to give him leverage and freedom of movement inside the water column. In a flash he closed the distance with the faltering Aroido. That falter meant that one died even quicker.

Soltic hurried to help Vanya. Between the two of them they managed to kill all three remaining Aroidos, though the last one had started to flee before they could cut him down.

Hovering in the watery abyss, uncaring for the crushing water all around, Soltic asked, “Descend?”

Vanya was already casting [Mana Reading], from the looks of it—

She pointed down and to the right. “There.”

They went, fast as they could, to end this as soon as possible.

The dungeon had been on high alert as soon as Aroido demanded it work to contain Soltic and Vanya, which is what brought the ancient rivergrieve to bear against them. The dungeon went on catastrophic alert as soon as Soltic and Vanya had dispatched 6 of its 7 dungeon masters. The water boiled with monsters, too many types to easily count coming out of every possible hiding hole in every nearby stone tower. It wasn’t enough. Soltic and Vanya killed them all.

Then the water actually boiled, and Soltic and Vanya weathered the heat with their various Force spellwork. The only thing that died were all the corals and kelps and otherwise all around; even more things that created mana for the dungeon to take. It was killing itself to kill them, and soon, it couldn’t do that anymore.

Soltic and Vanya dipped down through four more layers of alternating light and shadow water before they came across the Radiant Coral Eel, in its full-sized ‘wyrm’ form, but this time they did not let the boss kill itself on Vanya’s monowire. They didn’t give it a chance to do anything at all, for Soltic carved it through as they passed, his sword spreading the [Strike] of his [Force Domain] throughout the entire beast, ripping it apart far beyond his actual sword strike.

The core lay just ahead. Somewhere.

Vanya took a moment to try and locate it. Book magic flashed weakly in her open hands, once, twice, and then a third time— She pointed to a spire of stone, covered in coral like all the rest of the stone spires in this dungeon. It was hard to see down here, in the depths, in the deep shadows. Mana sensing was even harder.

But Soltic advanced first, and he encountered an anomaly. His mana sense was useful out to about 20 meters down here, but at this spire of stone, unlike the ones they had passed on the way down, he got nothing. There was nothing beyond that coral and rock and kelp. And so, there had to be something.

Soltic swiped his sword across the stone and the stone broke, falling inward, pushed by water pressure. A room opened up on the other side and water filled that room. Soltic allowed himself to flow with the water, for he could see what was inside the room now.

Vanya followed, and then she blocked the hole in the stone spire with a quick [Force Wall]. She did not take her eyes off of the room, or off the person in that room, who was now sitting in saltwater, kowtowing to Vanya.

Aroido, the seventh, said, “Please don’t kill us.”

Vanya said, “No one is killing you.” Then she glanced at Soltic and then made a pointed look at Aroido. Soltic got the message and stepped forward, enveloping Aroido in his [Force Domain], locking the man down and making him gasp as Soltic broke the little Domain that the guy had been holding onto; for safety, or to attack, Soltic couldn’t tell. There was no time for words, though, to soothe egos, to inform, to calm anyone at all. Vanya strode past Aroido, to the core. She put her hand on the core as she said, “Hello, Dungeon 6.”

The core was a perfectly spherical gem about the size of an adult’s head, white and grey. Internal facets caught all the light in the room and transformed that light into a symphony of grey sparkles. From above and below the core, flowed mana; thick as thick air from a [Cleanse]. There probably should have been more mana flowing into the core than there was; the flow looked almost anemic.

Soltic took in the rest of the room.

The room itself was set up almost like the living room of a nice wooden house, and Soltic and Vanya had busted in through the picture window. To the left and the right were dark wood staircases leading up to individual rooms, while down here, in the back, was a kitchen. A living room held around the core, along with couches and small tables, kept at a respective distance from the core’s flows, but close enough to be with the core, when they wanted to be. Soltic got the impression that the Aroidos would maybe sit around the living room and watch the ocean with the core.

It was probably a nice life.

They probably had a lot of incidents with water coming into the space, though, because they had a solution for all the water Soltic had let in. The calf-high water was already down to ankle-deep, and further vanishing down grates here and there around the room.

“We’ll make this up to you, Aroido,” Soltic said. “I swear. You and all the rest of your brothers.”

Aroido glared up at Soltic, but he bit back his words. And then he lowered his head, and faced the ground, muttering, “Do what you have to do—”

The air began to swirl near the core, faintly at first, and then with a soul—

Vanya said, “That would be the first Aroido you killed, Soltic. Should take another minute to manifest. We’re lucky that this core is so weak, or else we would already be facing him.” She focused on her hand, on her connection to the core, and the core dimmed and shuddered. Vanya opened her mouth and her voice came from the entire dungeon, “I know you can hear me in there, Aroidos. If you do anything else besides renounce your dungeon master status, then we’re going to kill you as you come out until the core is drained of all mana and too weak to summon you ever again. This will perma-kill you. If you renounce your status, you can take yourself to the surface, and then you can walk outside and link up with any of the other dungeons.” She said to the Aroido Soltic stood over, “This goes for you, too. Renounce your status now, and we’ll let you go free.”

Aroido twitched for a moment in utter fury, and then he breathed out, “Give me a minute.”

“If you do not comply in 10 seconds then Soltic will cut off your head.”

“Fine!” Aroido twitched again, but this time his skin momentarily turned translucent. A pulse of grey and white mana flowed away from him like a settling fog. As that fog rolled across the ground, turning to threads of power to follow the flow into the core, Aroido said, “There. It’s done.”

“Let him go, Soltic.”

Soltic stepped back from the still-kowtowing man.

Aroido spared a glance toward the swirling air, where the next Aroido would appear. He said to Soltic and Vanya, “If no one actually dies from this then your trial will be lenient. Exile, perhaps. If you cause catastrophic harm, then the sentence will be death.”

Vanya said, “As I said before, our goal is not to cause harm, but I am going to fully remake the dungeon.”

Aroido gasped, sudden worry writ deep in the lines of his face. “A full remake?! What are you going to do!”

“For now, the dungeon will be exceedingly hostile to anyone coming inside. Once I have increased the security of this land to prevent anyone from barging in here and taking over, and once I am secure, then I will be reopening the dungeon to delvers. It’ll be a few days. A week. If you want to play along, Aroido, you can. None of this needs to end up in the courts. You don’t need to be reprimanded by the Regency for allowing us in here. We don’t need to press counter-charges for your threatening to multi-kill us, thus exposing your multiple repro status to the world.” With perhaps more venom in his voice than necessary, Quilatalap said, “And you can let me do the job that Sininindi herself invited me here to do! I have just about reached the end of my charitability, Aroido. Do not test me further.”

Aroido had been about to say something—

Soltic spoke up, “Tell Everbless to continue sending mana and monsters into this dungeon. That is how we will know that you aren’t working against us and our Goddess-Given mission.”

Aroido scowled. “How in Sininindi’s name are you not interventioned!”

“I have a lot of godly blessings, Aroido. Lots of them. I couldn’t tell you which one it is in particular.” Soltic said, “Vanya is working on hers right now.”

Aroido paused in worried thought, and then he paused for another reason altogether.

The swirl of grey and white mana near the core finally began to materialize. The first Aroido, the one that Soltic and Vanya had been talking with before the conflict started, suddenly appeared, nude and standing on the wet ground. “Well then. I suppose I know when I’ve been outclassed.” He asked, “May I retrieve my clothes?”

“You may not,” Vanya said, her hand still on the core which it had never left. “Disconnect now. I’ll transport your items up to the surface tomorrow. I will try to keep them separated by room, and I will not snoop except to stuff the stuff into boxes.” She pointed with her free hand at a door set into the side of the room. “Take the swim to the surface.”

Aroido flickered translucent and grey-white power settled out of his body like a heavy fog. As that fog swirled toward the core, Aroido used a bit of mana to conjure some pants, and then he went to the door at the side of the room. He opened it, paused, then said, “I will ask Everbless to continue supplying mana and directing monsters to dungeon 6.” He turned to Vanya. “If we catch waves of you having opened a dungeon entrance somewhere else, and we will, if you have, then this subterfuge is ending violently.”

“Your terms are agreeable.” Vanya said, “Now leave. Your brothers will be following you soon.”

That first Aroido left through the double door, using some Force to keep the water controlled, to not flood the living space beyond. Some water escaped, though, but like the water that Soltic had let into the space, it flowed away into grates in the ground. Aroido escaped, too, rapidly ascending through the water column that was Dungeon 6. Soltic lost track of him in his mana sense rather fast, for he was rushing upward as fast as he possibly could.

Soltic said, “I didn’t get the impression that he would betray his word, but he could be lying.”

“He’s the only one of us who is good at lying or at putting up with you normals,” the last Aroido said, the one that Soltic and Vanya had encountered here, by the core. “That’s why he’s the Face.”

Soltic stared at the last Aroido.

The man rapidly added, “But he didn’t lie about that decision! We’re gone. We’ll follow his plan— your plan.” Aroido 7 still had some anger in him as he glared at Vanya. “What is your plan, anyway?”

“To do exactly as I said I would; I’ll make this whole series of dungeons into a Grand Dungeon. In that land, you will all find lives exactly the same as you currently have, or better. Whatever you want. I imagine your brother spoke to you about our grand plans? You could be a part of the city, or even the water dungeon.”

Aroido sighed, “Gods above. Fine. Don’t tell me. I would like to leave now.”

Vanya gestured to the door.

Aroido left.

In several more moments, the cloud of grey-white mana popped out another Aroido; the one that Soltic had killed second by crushing his Domain and rending him apart with a single slash of his sword. That Aroido said nothing as he pulsed with grey-white fog, and that fog rolled across the floor, to lift up near the core and settle back inside. That Aroido did not bother putting on pants as he left for the door.

Water flowed into the living space and flowed out the grates in the floor.

One by one, each Aroido appeared in the order they were killed, and then they left behind their connection to the core like a flowing fog. Each bit of fog that swirled into the core seemed to make the core brighter. By the time the second to the last Aroido had left his dungeon master status behind, a dollop of clear liquid began to drip from the bottom of the core, like a raindrop that would not fall.

That would be the new dungeon master slime. With all the vanishing dungeon masters, the core was naturally working overtime to produce a slime so that it could maintain consciousness. Without the Aroidos supporting it, it would go back to sleep; to autonomous functions.

Vanya was ready to accept the slime, though, to allow it to copy her. The dungeon wouldn’t be asleep for long. Excitedly, seriously, Vanya muttered, “This is going to be the best dungeon I’ve ever made.”

Soltic spoke up, “You say that about every new dungeon.”

Vanya waved him off. “And it’s always true.”

The last Aroido manifested from the air, lingered a moment, just looking at Soltic and Vanya. He said, “I hope this works out.” A flicker of grey-white power left his body and swirled into the clear drop at the bottom of the core. That drop fell to Vanya’s hand, and Aroido looked halfway to an emotional response. But he was still Aroido; still a copy of a man who was a noble for many years of his life. In control of his emotions, he simply turned and walked away, muttering, “Good luck.”

The final Aroido left, ascending through the dungeon’s water column, fast as he could go.

The core glimmered with saturated light; it was fully exposed, for the radiant coral eel boss could not reform while Vanya was in contact with the core. The core couldn’t really do anything on its own, not with Vanya’s hand on it, except for recreate its dungeon masters, and probably only because Vanya allowed that to happen.

Vanya wasted no time giving the commands she could give. “Suspend all resummoning. Manual control.” The air filled with a splash of black boxes and one major central box, and Vanya relaxed a fraction. She still kept her hand on the core, though; she was not fully relaxed at all. “Ah. Good. They left like they said they would… Ah.” She read the boxes. “Okay. It’s worse than it looks. Uh. I’m going to need your help, Soltic.”

Some of the black boxes were maps, dotted with color-coded life and its location inside the dungeon space. Others were full of words. The main one was a readout like what Aroido had shown them, but it was not at all what Aroido had displayed. That first Aroido had given them a false readout for the dungeon.

Soltic believed this readout a lot more.

- -

Intake average of last 10 days: 130,000 mana

Outflow average of last 10 days: 65,000 mana

Masters: NONE

Boss: Radiant Coral Eel <resummoning suspended>

Current Overall Judgment: UNACCEPTABLE.

Notification 1: Monster enrichment <UNACCEPTABLE>

Notification 2: Environmental enrichment <1%>

Notification 3: Delver enrichment <UNACCEPTABLE> <RULE VIOLATION>

Notification 4: Due to the nature of the current iteration of this dungeon, minimal base mana is granted to whomsoever defeats the boss, with a usual base mana of <1/party#> per defeat of the <Radiant Coral Eel>

Primary Notification: <THIS DUNGEON WILL BREAK IN 6 DAYS>

- -

Soltic said, “It said ‘untenable’ before. And that notification about breaking wasn’t there.”

“And the outflow is about half of what Aroido had shown us.” Vanya said, “Everbless was the only reason this place exists at all. It needs… It needs so much work. Entrances for monsters around the island’s coast would be a great start. To not be so cramped and vertical is the next largest change. The Rule needs to change, too— Well. I can’t do that part. My repro will have to. I’m a little jealous of her, actually.” Vanya frowned, then dispelled that frown and said, “Display current Ruleset.”

Another black box appeared.

- -

RULES:

1) Delvers may only work in Elemental Force <NOTICE: This rule is a violation as per delver enrichment guidelines. This rule is not fully enforced.>

- -

Vanya paused. She could not believe what she was seeing. And then she exclaimed, “It’s a single rule! One! That’s it. By the Dark!”

Soltic asked, “What do you need me to do?”

Vanya ripped herself away from that downward spiral of thoughts. Then she thought for a second, organizing a list of tasks, as the newly-born dungeon master slime burbled atop her free hand. The clear slime had already doubled in size, as it sucked in grey-white mana from the air all around it. And then Vanya grinned, and asked, “Would you give a prayer to the Dark, consecrating this place and asking for support in the remaking of this dungeon?”

Soltic frowned at her, saying, “That’s almost embarrassing for me to do.”

“This place is going to need the support, especially if the Aroido’s don’t keep up their end of our swordpoint-bargain, which is a very real possibility.” Vanya said, “I could do it, but then Sininindi would get pissed at me for inviting the Dark that deep into her life. If you do it, then she can’t say shit. Besides, didn’t you once make a dungeon for Rozeta, Koyabez, and Phagar?”

“Okay okay okay. You probably have a thousand other reasons you could spout off, too. Fair enough. I suppose I need to work fast, too...” Soltic steeled himself— He paused. “Where should I ask?”

Vanya smiled warmly. “Give me a minute to stone-up some of the largest breaches of security that are currently ongoing, and then you can put your hand on the core, and sing a little limerick.”

“Ah. So you want the Big Spells,” Soltic said, sarcastically.

“Yes,” Vanya said, without remorse. And then she concentrated in a sideways direction, and then blinked a few times. A pulse of air came out of the core, washing away some unknown ephemeralness in the room. “I tagged us as monsters, which was easy for you with your core, but took a bit of doing for me. You should transform back to Erick now. No one is watching and I cleared out all spying influence.”

Soltic transformed into Erick as easily as he could on the Surface, where the Script helped with all that. “Any other requests?”

“Simple, short. A consecration to the Dark, a request for Sight and Assistance. Whatever else you want will work, too. Maybe asking to keep out everyone who is not us. Just give me... a little more… There.” Vanya pulled away from the core, wincing a little as she flexed her hand. All the floating black boxes vanished. Vanya stepped away, and then used both her hands to hold onto the still-growing dungeon master slime. “When Vanya can, she’ll institute some Rules that will prevent anyone else from coming in easily. I’m thinking that instead of having delvers only able to use Force, I’ll make them only able to use Elemental Death. That’s a pretty good barrier to entry.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “That will definitely keep people out— Until they contact someone at Frostflower, or unless they have some Death Mage somewhere… But I suppose you can deal with those small variables.”

Vanya smiled. “I can. I suspect it’ll be at least a week until I get a real threat to my security. With any luck at all, I will be able to survive that problem. So go ahead and place your hand on the core, and ask for Melemizargo’s Sight upon my endeavors here.”

Erick chuckled a little bit at Vanya’s insistence for speed, but speed was necessary right now, when neither of them knew what was happening with the Aroidos outside the dungeon. So Erick stepped forward, and placed his hand on the core.

It was like touching a beating heart made of crystal, that was not beating at all.

Erick had never actually done this before… It was kinda nice. Oh sure, he had heard Quilatalap talk about this all the time, and he knew what happened because Jane had told him what would happen, too. But this was nice.

For Erick’s mana sense fully expanded, filling the entire dungeon from top to bottom.

It was almost like being a part of Yggdrasil, or watching the world through Ophiel, but calmer. Quieter. It was perfectly sensible, too, which was something that Erick had needed to work on to get to that point with Yggdrasil and Ophiel. There was no need to put in that mana sensing work here, though.

Erick suspected that all this Sight was a taste of power, given to delvers who touched a core, to make them want to learn mana sensing for real.

For Erick saw the dungeon from kilometers above, where stone barges floated atop water, and the dungeon entrance was a simple black disk hanging in the air —closed, for now— to kilometers further down, where gold grew in wires in the water, like precipitating crystal. Monsters roamed everywhere, eating everything they could, for their masters were gone and the next master wouldn’t exist for another few hours. The rock spires that served as biomes, which floated in the water like kilometer-large sleeping whales, served as hiding spaces and living spaces for everything. Many of the monsters roamed between biomes to hunt each other, now, killing each other instead of going after the fish that the Aroidos’ had cultivated in these depths.

It probably didn’t usually look like this.

This was a broken neighborhood, and Erick suddenly felt a familiar need welling up inside of him. The need to help; the need to secure. The Aroidos would come back, and so would all of Storm’s Edge, and the dungeon would be filled with bounty at that time. With Quilatalap at the helm, there would be no more dungeon breaks, and Everbless might get a proper education on dungeon matters, which he seemed to enjoy, and none of the Aroidos would be worried about being killed and replaced.

Everything could be made better, after all.

Erick’s core shimmered inside his [Illusionary Soul], his true self finally being allowed out into the world again, so Erick dismissed that hiding magic. [Illusionary Soul] had remained strong even when they entered into the dungeon today, because Erick had been holding tightly onto that spellwork, but the illusions had served their purpose. The time for hiding was over.

He smiled, and spoke,







“The consecration of a nation

“begins with a land reformation.

“So that is what we’re doing now,

“With Quilatalap at the prow.

“Melemizargo! If you’d please?

“I’d ask of you, make this a breeze

“and help bring learning to this land

“to make a dungeon, oh so Grand.”







It was a simple little poem, not meant for much at all except to truly draw Melemizargo’s Sight, or to at least let the God of Magic know that he was being spoken to. Honestly, Erick could just call out to the Dark and probably get a response, but he was working magic here. He liked working magic sometimes. He rarely got a chance to really do that these days.

The mana seemed to think that, too, for it was kinda sleepy while Erick spoke, but then it woke right up at Melemizargo’s name, as though it had been relaxed and then prodded to action.

And then suddenly, the entire dungeon flexed.

Surprise took hold of the world.

And then mana, Dark and full of power, began to flow into this liminal dungeon space. From behind every coral and below every rock, from between the beams of light from above, and swelling up from the depths like a rushing explosion, Darkness returned, with a great, thrilling laugh.

“Erick!”

Melemizargo’s voice came into the world long before he appeared himself.

A single one of the God of Magic’s eyes appeared beyond the hole in the wall, filling the space entirely with its glowing white enormity. Melemizargo laughed again, and ripped away the top half of the core room, like a giant ripping the roof off of a house. Water did not flow in; instead, everything suddenly became air and water at the same time.

“Hello, Melemizargo,” Erick said.

Melemizargo was exactly as giant as he desired to be. A hundred meters was all that was visible, though. His great black serpentine neck, massive black wings that filled the ocean with billowing darkness, brilliant white eyes, and a face full of white fangs that pierced that darkness.

He smiled, saying, “You’re finally back!” He settled down, chuckling. “We have so much to talk about, Erick. Welcome back.”

Erick blinked a bit. “What do you mean, ‘back’?”

“You don’t know—” Melemizargo rapidly understood something that Erick did not. “You used that [Onward] about eleven or whatever years ago. Rather nasty malformed cast of that magic. Caused you to miss the last decade. But now you’re backand I can tell you how you did that wrong so that you will never do that ever again!” He leaned in a fraction, which was a dozen meters for him. “I must say it was quite rude of you to leave Veird like that, but I knew you would be back soon enough; soon as something caused you to want to come back to us all.” He looked around. “Was it a grand dungeon that brought you back? No no. That can’t be it— Oh! Wait. Of course.” He grinned, happy as could be. “You requested that Yggdrasil's seal be removed. I must say that I did not actually expect that request to come from you, but I am most pleased at this action. In retrospect, obviously that request came from you.”

“Uh,” Erick said, pretty sure that Melemizargo was… Somehow wrong? About his words? How to broach the question of his sanity, though? Perhaps over a talk? Yes. Sure. “Let’s talk.”
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                Melemizargo floated in the water that was also air, amidst false suns that dotted the oceanic sky overhead, all the way to the top of this dungeon space. His wings and body were a shadowy expanse, creating a true abyss all around this level of the dungeon and everywhere below, while his eyes mirrored the bright spots of light up above. He smiled, and his fangs glowed white, as he said, “But first, let us take care of this little ritual you did for me. I am quite thankful for that, but more so for the notice that you’re back. Now that was truly kind of you.”

Erick stood in the roofless core room of dungeon six, directly in front of Melemizargo, like an ant standing before a man. Quilatalap stood at Erick’s side, wearing his ‘Vanya Silver’ [Polymorph] form, holding in his hands a rapidly-developing dungeon slime that would become the master of this place. That slime burbled as it was still developing and had no idea what it was right now, but Quilatalap was in complete, calm awe of this event happening in front of him. He was also a little weirded out, but only due to the words that had come out of Melemizargo’s mouth.

Erick was weirded out, too. They’d get to the discussion about how he had ‘fucked up an [Onward] and missed 11 years of his life’ soon enough. For now, Erick said, “Yes. This ritual.” He asked Quilatalap, “Anything in particular you want?”

Quilatalap’s eyes went wide as he stared at Erick in complete disbelief—

“Ah! You must have skipped over this: I can’t give out boons without regard to the Pantheon’s protocols, and I certainly can’t give out requested boons anymore. At least for a while. Every boon I give is logged with the Relevant Entities and is used to judge my sanity and cooperation ever since that Anarchy Wizard debacle… But enough about that embarrassment! Let me see here...”

Erick did remember that, but he didn’t feel like arguing with Melemizargo about anything at this moment in time.

Melemizargo gazed down at Quilatalap and the core, then he glanced around, his massive head swinging around in the airy water, spilling swirls of darkness as he moved. And then he turned back to Quilatalap. “How about a half million mana core to start, and I’ll link up the other cores in the area to this one— Ah. No.” He glanced to the air. “A notification that that is too much, and that Sininindi demands I do nothing at all, but that’s not going to happen. So this is what I’m going to do: I’ll make the core a 250,000 mana core, and you’ll have to link the Grand Dungeon together on your own, which you were already going to accomplish through a series of dungeon wars, if I envision that correctly. How were you planning on doing that? What’s your plan after this hostile takeover?”

Quilatalap calmly said, “If further violence proves to be necessary, and if I receive no help at all, then I will seal the dungeons from delvers and create undead which will gradually grow the mana capabilities of this dungeon. From there, I will have them flood out into the overworld on missions to capture the other nearby dungeons. If the response from Storm’s Edge is hyper-violence, calling in resources beyond their own, then I will have to flee, but if they give anything less than that, then I will be in control of the seven dungeons of this Pit in 2 months at the earliest, and 6 months at the latest. From there, it would be a year before I would open the dungeons to delvers.” He continued, “If violence is not necessary in order to get my way, then with the cooperation of Storm’s Edge, and after a week of remaking, the dungeons will open to allow delvers to continue delving. The first floor of the Water Dungeon and all the other Elemental dungeons will take me a week. In a month, the False Society will be active. In 6 months, the whole place should look rather presentable to any sort of inspection, from anyone, and this whole place will be back on track for proper growth.”

Melemizargo nodded. “Let’s bump that dungeon core starting bonus up to 350,000 mana.”

Darkness swirled into the dungeon core, then soaked into the inner facets of the smooth crystal. And then it grew. Three seconds. That was all it took for the core to triple in size, growing from the size of a human head, to the size of a human curled up in a fetal position. It pulsed with power, and the entire dungeon suddenly seemed more real in some unknowable way. It was a sensation akin to only knowing that there had been a buzzing sound all around after that buzzing sound went away.

Erick had felt that sensation before, in other dungeons, but it was always odd to feel when reality stabilized around oneself. Quilatalap’s dungeons were still far and away more stable than this place, but with Melemizargo’s empowerment, this dungeon was a lot better than what it had been.

Quilatalap dropped to one knee and bowed, saying, “Thank you.”

The Vanya-slime had enough wherewithal to bow with Quilatalap, though Erick might have been anthropomorphizing the little slime too early, for it flopped about quite erratically.

“My pleasure!” Melemizaro looked to Erick. “Let us take that talk now.”

Erick rapidly said, “I needed to speak to you about what comes after Yggdrasil’s release, too. We’re still not opening new worlds for 90 years, at least, to give everyone ample time to prepare.”

“Sure sure sure.” Melemizargo waved a wing, like half of the black world rising and then falling in the airy water, leaving behind a vast portal, large enough for the God of Magic to float through unimpeded. On the other side lay a mountain city vista and a blue sky, overlooking wild jungles as far as the eye could see. Melemizargo moved through the portal, taking all the shadows with him, saying, “Come on then!”

Erick rapidly asked Quilatalap, “Are you—”

“Are you fucking crazy— go through that portal now. I’ll be fine with this core! Love you.”

Erick smiled. “Love you too. I’ll be back soon.”

And then he centered himself, and followed Melemizargo to lands unknown.

- - - -

“Oh,” Erick said, looking down as he hovered in the sky. This wasn’t ‘lands unknown’. “This is Mount Ascendant.”

As the gargantuan portal winked shut behind him, Erick found himself in the air over the mountain that Melemizargo had claimed for his purposes years ago, over on Dungeon Island; the largest of the three major islands located southwest of the main continent of Glaquin. Most people called this place Mount Ascendant, though it had other names. ‘The New Ar’Kendrithyst’ was one of them, though that was a misnomer, and most people only called it that jokingly.

The mountain was one of those impossibly tall mountains that could only ever exist on Veird, where gravity was a suggestion, and not the rule. Recently, it had been a single, whole mountain, but then Melemizargo had split that mountain in twain with his own impossible forces. He had cracked the mountain from north west to the east, and then lifted up the southern piece, the larger ‘half’ of the mountain, by a few extra kilometers. Tens of dungeons lay within that dark crevasse, between the north and south parts of the mountain.

It sort of reminded Erick of a cake he had baked one time, that had cracked mostly across the middle.

The lower, northern part of the city, was a gently curving expanse of cultivated gardens that looked, to the untrained eye, like wild spaces; like an extension of the jungles of Quintlan all around the base of the mountain. This place held no wild oozes, though. This place was a rather nice location for anyone searching for any powerful or useful herbs, flowers, mushrooms, trees, and all other manner of forest flora. It was also home to several special dungeons filled with special fauna, located beyond black arches, half-hidden here and there. A lot of monsters that were very desirable for their Familiar Forms lived inside those special dungeons. Hunting one of those monsters was usually a Test of the Dark all on its own, but if you could get here, and if you could find those hidden dungeon entrances, then you could take that test.

The upper, southern half of the mountain was where civilization grew.

All over the cliffside, and then for a 20-ish kilometer-sized spread down the southern slope of the mountain, lay a ‘Dead City’, festooned with magnificent, airy architecture, with domes and spires and sky bridges and crystal towers, all growing tall upon the ridge, and everywhere else. It was almost completely uninhabited, though, except by the people who oversaw the six major Grand Dungeons located within the city, and within the crevasse down below. But you couldn’t just walk into that city, and go to those Grand Dungeons. That city itself was a test, for before anyone could challenge the dungeons therein and claim some truly grand prizes, they had to first evade and also kill the sentinels of that city, gathering keys to allow them passage past the absolute defenses located just in front of the dungeons themselves. If the tester lost those ‘hunter versus hunter’ battles then the sentinels would not kill the tester; they’d take an arm or a leg, and set down some curses inside those broken limbs that prevented restoration for a few days.

Erick glanced downward, and saw those sentinels floating around the city, far below. They resembled elementals made of white crystal, gold and silver, and flowing black magic. Some of those creatures looked up at him, up there in the sky. Some of those sentinels were even positioned by massive anti-castle cannons, waiting to shoot him down.

If it weren’t for Melemizargo flying down across the sky, his wings spread wide billowing, those sentinels would have shot Erick down already. But the God of Magic was here, guiding Erick into his new city, leading the way to a massive circular platform located in the top center of the city.

Erick followed, as an obvious guest.

Erick had been here a few times already and he had lots to do back at Storm’s Edge, so he didn’t want to spend too much time here, but he did need some answers.

He hadn’t really [Onward]ed himself through eleven years, did he?

Erick had a hard time believing that, and yet, Melemizargo would not lie, and he was rather sane these days.

So Erick checked on the blue boxes of the pair of magics he had made together, eleven years ago. The first was [Return].










	
Return, instant, self, 10,000 mana + Variable

Rewind your time by at least 10 Script seconds.














He used that thing perhaps more than he should, and a lot more recently than he had in a long time. Erick could do that spell even inside a dungeon, manually casting it, because he had needed to learn how to do that in order to save everyone more than once. There was the Anarchy Wizard, and then there was the Blue Wizard, and then there were all the assassinations over those early years. And those assassinations weren’t just against him, either. It used to be, every so often some person from House Benevolence would be assassinated out in the field, too, and Erick would reverse time if he could and then go save that person.

He hadn’t gotten a call to do that in a few years, though. If times were still like that, then he never would have gone on sabbatical; he never would have entertained the idea of releasing Yggdrasil from his soul early.

Erick knew how to cast [Return].

It was the other spell, the one that he almost never used, which Melemizargo claimed that Erick had cast wrong.

Perhaps… He had?










	
Onward, instant, self, 1,000 mana + Variable

Speed through to the future by at least 100 Script seconds.














The spell looked normal.

Whatever.

Erick would find out about all that soon enough. First thing was first, though. He recast his [Unbreakable Form]. And then he flew forward. As Erick descended upon the city, flying on Benevolent lightning, he gradually suspected that no one would be up ahead except for Melemizargo; this would be a private meeting.

Melemizargo’s Throne was a 1,500-meter-wide white stone dais, and more technically, a smaller dais set upon the larger one, on the northern side, right against the edge of the cliff. If he wanted, he could stretch his head over the edge and look right down into the dark crack in the world below.

Melemizargo actually held ‘court’ from his position on that smaller dais sometimes, while everyone else stood, or rested, on the larger space, here in the heart of Ascendant city, among clear-crystal spires filled with shadows. The white stone was actually white crystal. The whole place, but mostly the clear crystal spires, reminded Erick of the clear crystals of Brightwater and of the Spire of the Shades back at Ar’Kendrithyst, back before the place had been broken, first from the events of Last Shadow’s Feast, and then finally and completely due to the events surrounding the Soul Slime. It wasn’t till a few years ago that Queen Anhelia had propped that Spire back into the sky and restored a lot of the white and clear crystal spires back into position, and turned that place into a living space. Erick had visited Ar’Kendrithyst for the opening ceremony of that reclaimed land, but he had not visited recently.

As Erick set down onto the white crystal dais, he thought about how he hadn’t visited this place in a long time, either. Had it been years already? Yes, it had been years.

Melemizargo settled down onto his own private dais upon the dais, and a convenient cloud moved gently in the air above to drown the place in shadows. He smiled in the deepening darkness of a bright day, and said, “Fallopolis is going to host this year’s Shadow’s Feast, and I have decided it will be here, at Ascendant Mountain. Will you be able to attend in a month?”

“I can try. I was planning on getting through the various requests I’ve made on behalf of Yggdrasil before truly relaxing. I would attempt to keep the promise I made to my son before I made a new one to you.”

Melemizargo smiled a little. “Good. I wasn’t ready for you to be back already, anyway; Fallopolis can keep her current venue and you do not have to attend. I wasn’t ready for you to be here right now, either, or else I would have provided some snacks and entertainment. Next year will be a much better festival. Hopefully when that seal is removed we’ll still have a next year, yes?”

Erick gave a nervous laugh. “I hope so, too.”

Melemizargo nodded. “I won’t keep you overlong for I know you’re busy doing whatever, which is normal for mortals at your age and at your position of power— But before you get back to all that!” Melemizargo leaned in. “We’re going to ensure that you know what you did wrong with that [Onward], and then you’re never going to do that again.”

Ah.

Melemizargo missed him.

Well, Erick had grown somewhat friendly with Melemizargo, too, over the years. There had been a lot less accidental murder or catastrophe when talking to the God of Magic these days, so he was easy to get along with, even though he was usually several buildings bigger than everyone else in the area. Which was fine, though somewhat awkward for most people not used to it.

But there were a few things Erick wasn’t sure about right now, that made all this rather questionable.

“Why do you think I went [Onward] for eleven years?”

Melemizargo eyed Erick, and lowered his head closer to the ground. “I am not insane, Erick. I know what I see.” He raised back up. “Never before on this lifeboat of a planet— I know what I saw, and I saw you, a few months after—” He paused. He said, “Tell me of the day you made [Onward] and the methodology you used.”

“… It was two months into the new year, after the Dungeon Exodus and the Teleport Exodus, and I wanted to get through some rather boring meetings with awful people faster than I was able to do so on my own, and I was facing down two solid months of Gate creation. So I took a break and worked on both [Return] and [Onward], the first to avoid the bad ends in those future meetings and all other future meetings, and the [Onward] to sort of ‘turn my mind off’ when facing months and months of routine runic creation.

“I had been toying with the functionality of both spells for a while, and while both spells are similar in creation, they are vastly different in their function. [Return] takes my conscious soul when I cast the spell and updates the me-of-however-long-ago, depending on mana spent, with the experiences of future-me, by melding my future self with my past self through my world-line. This is possible through mana’s general ability to ignore time, and, in my case, Benevolence’s easily-used Elemental-Time-adjacent properties.

“As for [Onward]...”

- - - -

Erick stood in his warehouse on Yggdrasil’s branches, staring at the job ahead of him.

He didn’t much care for what he was seeing. This was a task that needed to be done yesterday, and yet, he did not want to do this, at all.

The warehouse held a thousand thousand blocks of grey-black iron, ready to be transformed into intricate runework Gates, all while they were currently inside in the middle of a continuing, global emergency. You couldn’t just [Duplicate] a working Gate, though, or else Erick would have done that.

Runic webs required that magic be carved directly into them, and a copied gate did not copy over magic at all. There had been some experiments with [Duplicate]ing magical items long, long before Erick’s time, and Kirginatharp had all of that information with him, and he had shown Erick all of it. The long and short of it was that magic did not like to be copied, unless it copied itself, which the Propagation Ban stopped short. Shade Lapis had a suggestion, though it was one she didn’t believe Erick would take and it wasn’t one she was recommending, anyway.

Magic could be copied easily if one were to construct a living artifact to do this work. Such an artifact would include an undead arm capable of wielding a runic knife, a brain capable of doing a complex spellwork chore and not burning out from doing that chore, and senses enough to allow the arm to hold the knife and carve the runes.

Erick chose to ignore that ‘living artifact’ option.

He would have enlisted actual help, with real people, but that was a non-starter, as well. Stratagold and Tasar and Archmage’s Rest and Oceanside were all working overtime to get there, but Erick was the one with all the spellwork that went into these things. He couldn’t really offload half the job, either, because when you introduced multiple mages to a working, then you ran into the cooperative casting problem, and though [Renew] helped with that…

The tolerances for this job required that Erick do the work himself.

So instead, Erick focused on a different solution.

He had made [Return] about an hour ago, and it worked well.

Now, it was time for the other option. [Onward]; a spell framework that allowed the user to flash forward through a task, or for a set amount of time. The spell would allow Erick to get through work quickly, though time would still pass. If he did it well enough, then he could even use this magic inside a [Hasted Shelter], and that’s when [Onward] started to actually look like a good option.

Phagar had originally told Erick about both [Return] and [Onward] back at that first real lesson in Time Magic months ago, right before Erick had made [Hasted Shelter]. The God of the End and Time had told Erick that there were certain types of Time Magic that were easy, and others that were difficult, and some which were the realm of Wizards only.

Speeding up or slowing down localized time was easy enough. One just had to focus on Elemental Time in an area, and then drink deep in one way or the other; faster or slower. Elemental Time was already everywhere, after all, but by altering one's temporal rate of flow with that Time, time would alter accordingly.

Ophiel twittered in the air near Erick, humming an odd tune of guitar-string worry.

Erick smiled, saying, “Don’t worry, Ophiel. This is just me skipping forward. I won’t be going anywhere.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye bounced in a worried-sort of way. “But you won’t be here.”

“I won’t be leaving long.” Erick said, “I doubt I’ll use this magic much at all, but it’s a part of the full set of Time Magics, and I need to have it, just to have it. I might be able to use it inside a [Hasted Shelter], too; Phagar was able to [Return] me inside the Feast Barrier that one time, on the day you were born. Normally Time Magic doesn’t play exactly well with each other, but it does work fine if you can work it well.”

“How does it work?” Yggdrasil asked.

Erick had Ophiels begin to hum in Elemental Time, as Erick explained, “[Onward] takes my consciousness and sort of ‘plucks me upward’ while my body and soul and everything else continues to operate normally. I’m here, but I also become unmoored in time, and when the spell ends, I come back to myself and a certain amount of time has passed without me really experiencing it. It’s more of a loosening of the soul and allowing the world to happen as it would, and less like actually trying to affect anything in a temporal sense. [Onward] is sort of like how you can walk through town from one normal location to another normal location in a routine-sort of way, and zone out while doing so.”

Yggdrasil asked, “Like when I’m sleepy, but still awake?”

Erick smiled. “Yes. Almost exactly like that. Your body is still growing and changing and working but you’re not really there. Now imagine if your body and your mind were there, and doing something, but you were not really there at all.”

“Subconscious?”

“Something like that. It’s a lot less complicated than [Return].” Erick said, “Because of the natural direction of the arrow of causality, [Return] costs about a hundred times more mana than [Onward]. Honestly, the ‘zoning out’ that [Onward] can cause is also easily achieved with certain drugs, or what have you.

“I’ve been warned that doing the magic that way is like putting yourself into a true fugue, instead of achieving the type of [Onward] where you can still work while casting the spell. So I won’t be doing it that way.

“A much better way to think of [Onward] is to think of it more as a ‘flow state’, in which all your goals become incredibly easy to achieve, and then suddenly they’re achieved.

“A third way to think of [Onward] is to imagine yourself at the point where you wish to end up, and then you cast the spell, and then you’re there.” Erick tuned Ophiel with his intentions as he spoke, and the little guy began to sing a happy song, and Erick felt as though a radio had come on and his favorite song was playing. He just needed to turn up the volume; he needed to actually cast the magic, and then the workday would pass him by. Before he did that, though, he said, “Please know that I’m still here, Yggdrasil, Ophiel. You can talk with me about whatever, but I do plan on doing this work right now. I’m just turning on the music and getting into the groove, okay?”

In a breezy sort of way, Yggdrasil sighed, saying, “Okay.”

And Erick turned up the volume.

A song that only he could hear played for him, and he began to move to the beat; shaping metals and carving them deep with his runic knife, time passing oh-so-quickly. One runic Gate was suddenly done, and then the next and the next; complete, complete, complete—

The music ended in a sudden record scratch.

Erick breathed deep as he came back to himself, halfway into the next Gate creation but having stopped at a good part to stop—

A blue box appeared.
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“That was like, ten minutes?” Erick commented to Yggdrasil, “That wasn’t so bad, was it, Yggdrasil?”

The room darkened a fraction and then brightened back up, as Yggdrasil flickered unsure colors outside the windows. “… It worked?”

Ophiel twittered unsure guitar strings, for he was also confused. Did the magic even happen?

“Yes, it worked.” Erick showed Yggdrasil and Ophiel the blue box. Ophiel didn’t get anything out of that, not really, but Yggdrasil did. The big guy’s floating white eye nodded a little. Erick said, “Now this time, I want you to talk to me, okay? I’m still here, so talk to me about anything at all.”

“… Okay?”

Erick cast the spell again.

A minute into his next Gate, Yggdrasil asked, “Is the spell active?”

“Yes, it is, Yggdrasil.”

“But you’re talking to me?”

“Please don’t treat this as me skipping out on you. Please treat this as me dealing with work, and then coming back to you and everyone else after the day is through. But just like when I’m at work, you’re able to give me a call anytime you want. Okay?” Erick replied cheerfully, as he finished the last line on a runic carve.

“… Really?”

Erick said, “Really. You can always talk to me, no matter what’s going on in my working life, or whatever.”

“I already knew that,” Yggdrasil said, perhaps defensively.

Erick grinned a little. Before he moved onto the next part of this Gate, he asked, “Tell me about your day? How was the fishing at Treehome?”

Yggdrasil was unsure at first, and then he began talking about scarlet kings and green lads and bright, bright golden darters, and about how he was moving around the river in order to make better habitats for all of them.

“I’m really glad you’re helping all those scarlet kings to grow up well and plentiful, Yggdrasil,” Erick said, as he continued to work on his Gates. [Onward] ended, and then he recast it, and said, “They’re such good fish.”

Excitedly, Yggdrasil said, “I found good one for you! He’s old and big! Ready to eat!”

Erick chuckled as he imagined the treat waiting for him after this Gate-making marathon, and Yggdrasil talked about anything and everything. Only one of his newest children was talking right now, but Ophiel was listening a lot.

Finally, when Erick was comfortable with [Onward], Erick told Yggdrasil that he needed to put up another [Hasted Shelter] and truly work to make these Gates happen faster. Yggdrasil suggested a [Hasted Shelter] large enough to house him, so he could continue to talk with his father, and Erick let him do that.

And so, Yggdrasil put a giant [Hasted Shelter] around all of himself at Candlepoint, including all of Erick’s warehouses, and he continued to talk with his dad for the next 24 hours, while Erick [Onward]ed through his Gate making.

At the end of that, Yggdrasil decided he hated having a part of himself inside the [Hasted Shelter], but that he really liked talking with Erick.







- - - -







“And I loved the whole experience,” Erick said, “I was there for the whole thing, but I was able to put myself into an [Onward] and get right into that flow state. I never really used the spell outside of those specific situations, though.”

And that was the full story, as far as Erick knew. Making those two spells had been about the only break Erick had had in that first year after the Teleport Exodus, and even then, that ‘break’ had been in order to allow him to work better; him and House Benevolence. He abused [Hasted Shelter] way too much… All the time, really. But especially back there in the beginning when everything was changing and people were dying the world over due to any number of factors.

Lack of food was a big one.

The Underworld did a lot better than the Surface, for the Underworld hadn’t had [Teleport] for a long time, but even then, the Underworld got shipping through the Surface, so it was a complete mess all the world over.

Erick added, “I have used and continue to use [Return] when the situation calls for it, but I never really had a use for [Onward] outside of making the grunt work go faster. Like, theoretically, I can see how I might have wanted to [Onward] through paperwork and many of the bureaucratic meetings I have had over the years that never really meant anything aside from giving people face by being there with them...” And then he frowned at Melemizargo, saying, “I’ve spoken with you tens of times since I made that magic and you never said anything about this before. That time with the Anarchy Wizard and quite a lot of talking afterward, and then there was the time you actually came to the Feast, in person that one year; we all talked then, too.”

Melemizargo listened the whole time Erick spoke, and then at the end, he said, “There were, and continue to be, many different discrete factors working in concert with each other in order to produce what happened there, with you traveling [Onward] to the current day. I’m not sure when, exactly, you came out of your fugue, except that you only really came back when you sang that spellwork there in that dungeon, but it likely started when Yggdrasil asked to be freed.

“Now I know what you’re thinking, and yes, you did sing to the mana a few times before now, so how do I explain that? We’ll get to that.

“When you created Benevolence, you Established many different things. A bit of how some of your spells work. A bit of how your [Familiar]s function. Etcetera. I suspect, based on how this whole situation with how you and I and Veird has gone, that, from the very beginning, you probably did a little bit of Establishment and other assorted magics to get to this point, and that includes [Onward].

“To explain: Back in that first year and then second year after the ‘Last Shadow’s Feast’, the effect was minimal. I couldn’t even tell until now what you had done back then, when you hadn’t actually done anything at all, except for here, in the ‘distant future’.

“Of course there are likely countless realities where you failed and none of this growth happened at all. But here we are, in this reality, so I can only say that this one is the real one and all the other ones are imaginary.

“Moving on:

“And now we come to this Time Magic, when you actually learned Time Magic and then tried to make some more yourself. The first few tries were normal. [Hasted Shelter] or what have you. But then you tried for the higher tier Time Magics.

“The Script smoothed over both [Return] and [Onward]. It’s possible that you even flubbed [Return], though, and you shoved yourself all the way back to the beginning of your time on Veird; in the mana. No way to really know about that, because if you did, then you flubbed the consciousness transfer part of that magic. Maybe only your subconscious went into the past, and that directed all of your actions to this current future? I doubt this is the case, though. It was unnoticeable back then.

“The effects of [Onward] were similarly unnoticeable until now. I couldn’t even tell that you had flubbed up [Onward] until today. Here is how:

“The first evidence is that Benevolence is an Element with properties of Time, with the major duty to prevent disaster from now until forever. I believe you have always been Benevolence, but that you became your true self when you became Benevolence Itself, and that true self also went backward and forward through time, in order to nudge and poke events into the best possible order so that it would come into being. Backwards-capability is not within Benevolence’s currently established powers, but you are a Paradox Wizard, and those get all over the place.

“The second piece of evidence is that you’re not a Full Wizard yet. While you have been able to make spells like [True Resurrection], and all your various other smaller spellwork in the years since you cast [Onward], you haven’t been able to take that final step into Wizardry. This is because you weren’t fully here all this time.

“There are a few smaller bits of evidence here and there.

“And the last bit of evidence is this: I know. This little song you sang there in that dungeon was real, Erick. It had something to it that was not present in all the other songs you have sung over the years.

“Plus: Paradox Wizards always miscast something, somewhere in their history, and you were well overdue for a miscast.

“This [Onward] was your miscast. Perhaps because you didn’t know how to cast it properly because of the many, many nuances to Time Magic which weren’t explained to you because you’ve never needed them explained before, and you’ve never had formal study, or maybe you miscast [Onward] because you wanted to skip the last eleven years. I can’t really blame you for that last one.” Melemizargo said, “Personally, it was very frustrating dealing with you and your bureaucratic mindset. Yes, you were consolidating power and whatnot and that’s perfectly reasonable. But looking back on it, you were always asking me to ‘cut to the chase’ and saying that you couldn’t stay because you ‘needed to go do this-and-that’; running off and going back to work for two days every day. And you’re even having a real emotional response right now! See? You wouldn’t have had this before. This is you. You’re back. Welcome back from your fugue.”

Erick’s heart felt tight. His skin seemed dry and wet at the same time. His breath came out slowly and evenly only due to the many lessons he learned on the job as the Apparent King; to never show weakness—

“I remember everything perfectly, though,” Erick said, “There are no gaps.”

“It was a low-level [Onward] and you have a high Intelligence, and you were ‘in the flow’, as you say. If you had cast Mind Magic to get into the flow then the Mind Mages would have noticed it moments before I noticed it, but you did not touch that spellframe. Perhaps that is where the actual fault lay in your spellwork; you tried to include Mind Magic, when you have no capability with Mind Magic at all.” Melemizargo added, “Wizardry is dangerous, Erick, but when you screwed up, the whole world got eleven years of prosperity and stability, because, I think, you might have been ‘inside the mana’, as you say, and helping yourself and everyone else without even knowing it.

“You might have ‘pulled yourself out of yourself’ just enough to be everywhere your Benevolence was, which is something Creation Wizards usually learn how to do, but which you might have Paradoxed your way into, at least a little bit.

“And your failure was just what we needed, really, after I introduced the Dungeon Cores and demanded the Teleport Exodus. I’d give you a boon for that wonderful feat of near-Establishment magic, but as I have already said I’m not doing any real boons these days.” Melemizargo waved a wing dismissively. “Politics and all that.”

“But I was there,” Erick complained, disbelieving everything he was hearing.

“90% there. Maybe 40% during the boring parts.” Melemizargo hummed a little. “Maybe less— Oh!” He looked to the side. “Ah? Now what is she doing here?”

A portal to Springtime opened, all green and pink and white and whirling.

A little person stepped out of that [Gate] into Fairy. She was dressed in brightest jewels of every color imaginable, layered onto her like they were some sort of armored-business-suit-dress. Erick knew this one well, and he was glad to see her, though her timing was suspect. Her name was Gnowmi, and she was already smiling at seeing Erick. And then she saw Melemizargo, did a double take, and then gave a courtly bow to the God of Magic.

Melemizargo dipped his head.

Erick was surprised to see Gnowmi, but it was not an unwelcome surprise.

‘Gnowmi’ had popped out of creation when Rozeta relaxed the Bands of Intent of Elemental Fairy around five years ago. Fairy Moon had brought Gnowmi, along with the nine other recently revived fairy, out to a grand Presentation Gala, where everyone who was anyone visited, which ended up being a lot of people from the Fairy-side of reality, and also Erick. Events then happened, and Gnowmi had picked the name ‘do you know me?’, and then asked for it to be translated into some other language she did not know. After a small talk, Erick supplied her with a shortened name, in English. It was only after he was done naming Gnowmi, and seven other of the nine newest (oldest) fairies to be reborn on Veird, that he realized that he had named her ‘gnome’.

That particular naming had given Gnowmi a whole slew of expectations, from being an inventor and creator, to being very, very fast. In Erick’s opinion Gnowmi ended up a rather awesome person, and she loved her name, so there was no issue there. All of the new fae loved their English names, and even Fairy Moon was happy they were happy.

Gnowmi was the only fairy that Erick really interacted with these days, though, and then only once or twice every few months.

“Gnowmi?” Erick asked, unsure of her arrival into this particular meeting, though it was still nice to see her. “Does the Fairy Court have a request, or is this a social visit?”

Gnowmi stepped a single step onto the white stone, and out of the Springtime [Gate]. She seemed to be about business today. With a high voice, she exclaimed to Melemizargo, “Greetings, Melemizargo, God of Magic. I apologize for my impertinence for interrupting your talk. Please forgive.”

Melemizargo nodded a little bit. “It is of no trouble at all.”

Gnowmi gave a small bow again, and then she turned to Erick. “House Benevolence has contacted me to get into contact with you. There is something big happening, and you are needed.”

An icicle to the heart; that’s what those words were.

Melemizargo furrowed his brows then glanced to the air— “Ahh… Someone is trying to contact you. Ahh. I hoped to have some time... Well I will cut this short, since you’re going to come back here anyway. A few final things: I’m not removing my part of the seal until the others have removed theirs; that was the stated agreement and I’m sticking to it. We can talk more about Time Magic when you come back. You’re rather skilled with [Return], so there’s likely no problem there, but I suggest you don’t do [Onward] without the Script assisting you, for you might find yourself suddenly standing ten or twenty years down the timeline.”

Gnowmi’s eyes flickered in bright concern as she heard what Melemizargo said, and then she put together a lot of her own facts of the last several years. She rapidly believed that Melemizargo must have been mistaken, and so she turned her attention back to Erick.

Erick decided that the timeline-thing was a lot to handle right now, and that he did not need to be handling that at this very moment. Especially with something happening at House Benevolence that required them to ask Gnowmi to come get him. So Erick said to Melemizargo, “Good to see you, then, Melemizargo. See you later.”

Melemizargo smiled a little, and nodded.

Erick asked Gnowmi, “Will you be coming with me?” as he opened a white-lightning [Gate] to his throne room in the House—

As Erick looked on the other side, saw the gathering over there, he rapidly decided that he probably didn’t have time to spend with Gnowmi at all, talking about odd Fae Magic, or whatever. He was still thankful for her help in developing [Fairy Banishing] and a few smaller fairy spells, but he had only really given her record players and calculators and light bulbs in return.

And Gnowmi had already decided that she was needed elsewhere, anyway. “Farewell, Erick. We’ll get to work on more inventions eventually!”

Erick suddenly remembered Ezekiel.

He needed to introduce Gnowmi to Ezekiel, or perhaps his repro, Ezekiel, was already in contact with Gnowmi? Maybe not, though, if Gnowmi was asking about more inventions. Maybe Ezekiel just didn’t want to cloud the connections to Erick’s life?

“I have someone to introduce you to later, Gnowmi.” Erick simply said, “I’ll tell you something fun the next time I can. You’ll like it, I’m sure.”

Gnowmi smiled brightly. Then bowed and stepped backward into a suddenly-swallowing [Gate] to Springtime, and then she was gone.

Erick said to Melemizargo, “Farewell!”

Melemizargo nodded serenely.

And Erick stepped through the [Gate]—

- - -

—into a shouting match that had only stopped because of his presence. Or perhaps everyone here had seen Melemizargo on the other side of the hole in the world and that brought them up short, too. Probably a bit of both. With a mental switch, Erick shut the [Gate] behind him, popped out his horns, became the ‘Apparent King’, and studied the scene in his throne room for a leveling-glare moment.

Kiri wore a nice dress, and all of her was well put-together, with her [Familiar] Sunny loosely curled up around her neck like a boa. She was not doing well, though. Her emerald-scale face was haggard, and her shoulders were tense in an abnormal way. Not many people would have noticed that except for Erick and other people closer to her, but the room was full of ‘other people closer to her’, so a lot of people noticed.

Teressa stood near Aisha, the Overseer of Magic, the large orcol woman and the petite human-shaped celesteel wrought forming something of a bloc amongst the gathering.

Poi stood between Teressa and Kiri, but not directly between them, looking worried, but not overly worried. That was good. That meant that whatever this was had to be solvable. Not quite solvable on their own, though, or else they never would have sent Gnowmi after him.

And then there was Burhendurur. The incani-shaped Overseer of Enforcement had gone google-eyed when he saw Erick, as though he was embarrassed that they needed to call Erick in at all.

Volaro, the orcol-shaped Overseer of Law, and Raingorl, the Overseer of Wellbeing and the Chancellor of Candlepoint Arcanaeum, were both missing. That was rather normal for a ‘not everyone needs to be concerned about this’ sort of emergency. Mox, the Overseer of the Exterior, was also missing, though, so whatever this was… Well maybe Mox just hadn’t gotten here yet. A few other Overseers were missing, though, which was completely normal for them to be absent. The Overseer of Trade. The Overseer of the Council. The Overseer of Gate Expansion, who was a man by the name of Vixo and who had been Kiri’s secretary prior to his promotion. None of them were in attendance either…

One missing person should not be missing, though. Zolan, the Castellan of House Benevolence. A quick mana sensing found the man. He was downstairs dealing with—

Ophiel alighted on Erick’s shoulder, cooing in happiness as he said, “Welcome back, Father!”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye appeared before him, bright and iridescent white. “Thank you, Father, for doing what you are doing. I have seen it and I know it has been tough. Something came up though, as you can tell from the gathering here. That is why I asked Gnowmi to get you.”

“Ah. You called her. That’s fine.” Erick stood a bit taller. He nodded. “That’s one mystery solved, then. From what I’m seeing here, that decision to involve the fae was a controversial one?”

“It was.” Yggdrasil said, “I made the call, though.”

Burhendurur sighed a little; he would not scowl, but he was close.

Erick said, “Burhendurur; you are of the opinion that I did not need to be called?”

“The prognostication is several months out,” Burhendurur said, “We have a firm grip on the House and on the land and on the world. There are no disasters that go unnoticed, and we have noticed this one early enough to get all the way in front of it. Your presence is appreciated, but not needed at this time.”

Not a Wizard-level disaster, then. Something smaller. Something that was prognosticated. By whom? Erick would usually ping Aisha for a prognostication about something bad, but—

Erick saw Poi glance at Teressa.

So Erick looked to Teressa. “Summarize what you have seen.”

Teressa easily said, “I have Seen a problem down at Storm’s Edge—”

Erick flicked some runic workings in the wall, enacting some dormant spellwork that was layered into the throne room and was only now active. The bright sky beyond the glass dome turned suddenly black, and the only light in the room came from the wardlights set up all around the perimeter of the room, near the reliefs of trees that was the wall. It was a Privacy working, and it was rather perfect, except in specific ways to allow Yggdrasil and Ophiel and Sunny to operate without issue. No one outside this room would know what was happening in this room.

There used to be days when activating that spellwork would suddenly drop some hidden people out of the air, and onto the floor, or that a dozen [Scry]-eyes would pop. No [Scry]-eyes popped this time, though, and no unseen people fell out of the air.

Most everyone in the throne room had a reaction to the Privacy going up which was somewhere between relief and a solidification of worries. Everyone in that room knew what Erick had been up to, generally, in that ‘he’s down at Storm’s Edge’, but only Poi had any specifics at all. Yggdrasil obviously knew what Erick had been up to, too, for he knew about Soltic and Vanya, and he had some rather good long-range [Scry] spellwork, courtesy of Erick’s efforts with that magic years ago.

Teressa probably knew more than the others due to her prognostication abilities, which was probably partially responsible for the altercation that Erick had walked into. Mostly, this altercation was due to some people wanting to keep Erick out of it, and others wanting to draw him back in. Erick didn’t care about that altercation, though, but if something had caused Yggdrasil to act on his own like he did, then this was a big deal.

So Erick simply said, “Please continue, Teressa. Leave nothing out. Bring me up to speed on whatever happened, and then we’ll solve whatever happened.”

The tension in the room began to lessen, though Burhendurur was still embarrassed that House Benevolence couldn’t function without Erick—

A knock came at the door.

Erick checked who it was, and then he canceled the Privacy and let Zolan into the throne room. As soon as the pale-purple incani man walked into the room, Erick shut the door and activated the Privacy again.

Zolan did a double-take upon seeing Erick, and then he chuckled, and said, “You’re supposed to be on vacation.”

“Events ever conspire against me,” Erick said, and then he nodded to Teressa.

Teressa resumed, “Around noon, three hours ago, Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker enacted the Prognostication Clause of our Gate Treaty, asking about some people who approached the Regency looking to alter the dungeon system. Since we’ve been hands-off with Storm’s Edge, and especially since you were down there, I did that prognostication myself. Apparently, Wiloza investigated Soltic and Vanya for the past day, and she found dead end after dead end. She brought that paperwork with her, and I read it. She was rightfully worried based on what I read.

“And so, I did the prognostication. The exact wording of that reading is this: ‘Have them make the dungeon into a shelter. Devote the majority of the inner lands into a truly defensible location. Somewhere that all of Storm’s Edge can shelter inside, for there is a storm coming and it is not of Sinininidi’s make at all.’ And then came the big part: ‘The Grand Dungeon of Storm’s Edge must hold all of the life of the Archipelago, and more besides. It will be The Lighthouse, The Castle That Withstands All, The Vault In The Ground Under The Roots Of The World Tree, The Protected Cove, and more, and you, Wiloza Tidewalker, must make that happen. Through the Death that is yet to come, there will be life, or there will be nothing at all for you and yours when lightning lashes Storm’s Edge.’ And that was the full prophecy.

“The current timeline has this happening is between 6 to 9 months from now. The exact nature of the ‘storm not of Sininindi’s make’ is unknown.

“And now we’re here.”

Erick took a moment to think.

And then he said, “Here’s what we’re going to do. House Benevolence will make an overture to the Regency offering assistance. It will not be an offer, though. If necessary, it will be an action from us onto them, through the proper channels of the Gate Treaty, but it will be a unilateral action, if necessary. I would prefer to work alongside them, though. Inform them not to touch the dungeons until I have a chance to inspect them myself. I will be arriving in an hour, but until then, I will move an Ophiel into position around those dungeons as soon as possible, and if they should touch those dungeons, then I will be arriving earlier than declared.

“That hour is to allow me to talk to Sininindi and to get approval for visiting. If, however, she does not approve my visit, then I will be visiting anyway, and things might get diplomatically problematic.

“None of you are to speak of the truth of Soltic or Vanya at all. We will maintain that secrecy.

“And I will be solving this problem, personally.” This was actually really good, now that Erick had spoken the suddenly-made plan aloud. The prognostication was worrisome, but in the perfect case scenario, Erick could go down there, ensure that Quilatalap got his Grand Dungeon and that the city of Storm’s Edge supported Vanya’s work. And then Storm’s Edge and the Archipelago would be set to weather the coming storm, whatever that might be. Erick said, “And that’s the plan. As for the eventual prophecy, we’ve got time. Since the prophecy only speaks of the Archipelago it might not be a large event that would actually cause worry. Might be a Wizard, though, so Destiny will need to be contacted, soon. For now, we solve the problem in front of us. Zolan, begin the missives. Teressa or Aisha; one of you is coming with me to Storm’s Edge, alongside Poi. Everyone else is to maintain their work here. I will be talking individually with some of you soon enough.”

Erick canceled the Privacy surrounding the throne room. The glass dome brightened as darkness retreated, and soon, they were all standing under natural sunlight again.

People began moving, once again under the auspices of the Apparent King.
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                Erick stood with Kiri in a side room under Privacy. He still wore his black-horn crown, and he would be wearing that for the foreseeable future. His voice was that of the king, but it was still filled with Erick’s normal compassion, “Kiri. Are you doing well as the Gatemaster?”

Kiri knew this was coming, and she was prepared with a quick, “The adjustment has been difficult, but I know I can do this.”

“I know you can do this. I am not worried about the job or about your capabilities.” Erick said, “I am worried you aren’t getting enough sleep.”

Kiri suddenly gave a small, nervous chuckle. “I can handle the job just fine, Erick. It’s the fact that you could sweep away problems with a single word that’s giving me issues. Usually when I run into problematic issues, I’ve been able to tell those problems that I could get you involved if those problems wanted you involved. Usually, those problems would then stop being problems. That only ever happened rarely, but now... Things are different. I was trying not to do that. Because I was trying to keep you out of it, it’s barely been two weeks and I might have fucked up a situation in the northern lands, near Vindin.”

“What happened, and how can I solve this issue?”

Kiri explained.

Erick went out and removed a local lord from power and placed him into jail.

The guy was stealing from the Gate Network and also preventing people from moving freely. Erick dealt with the fallout from that removal, too, by talking to the mayor of Vindin, who claimed to have no idea what was happening with the local lord. Erick let the mayor have his lie.

Both the probably-temporarily-imprisoned lord and the mayor of Vindin were testing what they could get away with, which did not bode well, but it was also something that everyone did, everywhere, all the time. Erick had solved the problem at the top level, so now, House Benevolence would reorganize the Local Area Gate Network and solve whatever issues might have appeared at the lower levels. That would take them time, but the new Overseer of Gate Expansion was on that task, right away.

Erick gave one last bit of advice to Kiri, “Don’t refer to people as ‘problems’. It’s bad form. I know I’ve done it a few times, but I wince every time I do.”

Kiri gave a nervous chuckle, then said, “Right. Whoops.”

Erick moved on.

- - - -

Burhendurur was next.

“But all I have is some paperwork regarding some long-standing cases I need you to sign off on, and then I have some new hires I want you to meet. It’ll be a quick, five minute thing, but I would like a Shelter for that meeting.”

“I’ll go over the paperwork and you put those people all in the same room. I’ll Haste us all.”

“Thank you, my King.” Burhendurur grinned a little. “I never thought I would miss that spell so much, but it truly does make the kingdom run a lot smoother.”

Erick chuckled. “I’m surprised you’ve never tried for Time Magic, what with Death and Time and all that being under Phagar’s purview.”

“The only ones I know of who aren’t in the upper echelons of the Church of Phagar who are allowed to touch Time Magic are you and Quilatalap. Many suspect the God of Time and the End judges the actions of Death dragons and various sapient undead a lot harsher than otherwise, and he’s already a harsh judge.” Burhendurur continued, “Anyway, the paperwork…”

Erick signed off on a pile of 89 different cases, only two of which he actually needed to look over, since they were incidents involving the Benevolence dragons. All the rest were things that Burhendurur put out there for Erick to see that the kingdom was running fine.

As for the Benevolence dragon cases, one was an incident of a dragon eating someone’s cow without paying for it, and another was a dragon burning down a barn, with the people inside, and then torturing the people with fire for several hours. They were both exonerated of their wrongdoing.

It turned out the first guy had paid for the cow, and the seller only claimed no-payment when he found out how rich the dragon was. There was some sort of hate going on there that Erick didn’t bother to check into too deeply.

The second guy was exonerated when the Mind Mages got involved with the case, because the barn was filled with putrescent slugs. No one could see those nasty, green things, as they ate away people from the inside out and incubated inside their hosts. It was like they were a ‘natural’ intervention. The dragon had burned the people and also healed them, while also keeping the people fully sedated so they didn’t feel anything. But he also couldn’t see the slugs at all, so his cleaning operation failed, and the slugs were still there, so his Benevolence triggered him to burn the patients again, which failed again, and this went on for a while. The dragon was a doctor, too, who was completely blindsided as to why he was doing what he was doing, only knowing that he had to keep going into the ‘operation’ over and over again, while his nurses and otherwise had no idea why he was burning those poor people he was ‘treating’. He was very sorry for his actions, but everyone was very hurt over that whole thing.

Erick decided to send some letters to the aggrieved parties in the putrescent slug case. Maybe that would calm them all down. He'll probably have to help the doctor dragon get a job somewhere far away from where he was previously employed, though, and that was fine.

After writing that letter, Erick went to go see the people Burhendurur wanted him to see. It was a quick meeting, though it did take an hour inside a [Hasted Shelter]. By the time Erick left, he left behind a bunch of happy new security people, who Erick felt good for having at House Benevolence.







- - - -







Goldie, the former Shade of Assassination, was now the Shade of House Benevolence. She was also a bit of a bookworm, who usually hid out in the library, reading books, when she wasn’t out on assignment. Erick chose to visit that library to check up on everything that went bump in the night.

Erick rounded the corner of the Privacy-laden library, and spotted Goldie laying back in her recliner, reading a good book, half a second before she spotted him.

And then she spotted him, her bright white glowing eyes going wide. The Shade’s ever-present, black slab of a sword, floated at her side like a languid cat, but at Goldie’s noticing of Erick, that sword suddenly came to life for the briefest of moments. It relaxed almost just as fast, but Goldie did not. She leapt out of her chair and landed in front of Erick, already down on one knee.

“Sir!” she said.

“At ease.”

Goldie rose from the ground, smiling. “Are you back?”

“Not really. Are you subject to interventions? They’re like Silences, but simpler. Temporary, I think. Anti-memes. First time I heard of them was about 2 weeks ago, so I assume they’re rare.” He added, “Not that rare in practice, though, with putrescent slugs and other mental monsters.”

Goldie frowned a little; worried. “What is the source of the Anti-meme?”

“Rozeta, Sininindi, the Script.”

“I’m immune to those. All of those sorts of things, actually.”

“Good. I thought as much. Everbless is Gold Taker. Does that make sense to you?”

“… I have no idea who ‘Gold Taker’ is, but I assume it’s an… Alter of Everbless?”

“Exactly.” Erick said, “I’m going down to Storm’s Edge, and I need you with me, yet hidden. Bring along a few elites that are the best about keeping secrets and not being seen. The priority is not being seen, and especially not being seen by Everbless or Gold Taker, which is a tentacle-like [Familiar] that can be either kilometers big, or small as Ophiel—”

Ophiel said, “I be bigger one day!”

“Yes you will, Ophiel. You did very well hiding yourself as well as you did down there.”

“I did!”

“Yes you did.” Erick turned back toward Goldie. “Gold Taker is usually ethereal and invisible and intangible, yet he has had little to no apparent formal training in that regard, or no impetus to get better, for he’s been invisible in that sort of way for the last few years. Ophiel knows how to do all that much better than Gold Taker / Everbless. Even so, I am sure that if you are not careful, he can see you anywhere inside Storm’s Edge or the surrounding lands. Trying to hide from him will be like trying to hide from Yggdrasil; near impossible, but I trust you can do that. We leave in 20 minutes.”

“Heard and understood!”

- - - -







Erick stepped into the True Interfaith Church, still located where Erick had begun construction and where the gods had finished that construction 12 years ago. It was all flying buttresses and stained glass and a whole bunch of white eternal stonewood, but also black outlines on the whole place, and the marble-like floor was a checkerboard. Church was not in session right now, so getting inside and where he needed to go was easy enough, though Erick had to stop when he saw Head Priestess Justine Erholme. He didn’t really want to stop and say hello, for he was in a time crunch, but Justine stood in front of the Hall of Gods, Erick’s destination, and he couldn’t really walk around her or push her out of the way.

Justine was an all-white Underworld-born incani, with bright red eyes, who was glad to see that Erick wasn’t barging past her ‘blockade’; she was a rather small woman, after all, and the Hall of the Gods was several meters wide.

“Hello, Justine. I would ask to get around you to go talk to a goddess, but I suspect you already knew that.”

“Hello, my king,” Justine said, “I’ll be happy to let you pass, but first, the goddess you wish to visit has expressed to me that she does not desire a visit with you right now, for news of this latest prognostication is spreading fast and she is dealing with the debris of it all. You have your bargain, and she trusts you to fulfill it as well as you can.”

Erick gave a diplomatic smile, and said to Justine, as well as to the air, for Sininindi was surely listening right now (along with a bunch of other people in the church, who were sitting and praying in silence, and down the Hall of Gods, where a bunch of people were moving through, unimpeded by well-meaning high priestesses), “You can tell her that we’re going to have words about a certain thing that she knows about, after I solve this new minor crisis and fulfill the terms of our bargain. We can talk about all that later, but I do need to see her, to decide how to make this next part happen.”

“… That is acceptable,” Justine said, as she stepped to the side.

“Thank you.” Erick adopted a nicer mien. “It’s good to see you, Justine. Everything going well here? Anything I need to take care of?”

Justine spoke casually. “Everything is going great, as far as I know. Not sure what you got going on with this latest event, but we’re good here, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick smiled in a normal sort of way. “Good to hear.”

And then he walked down the hallway.







- - - -







The world was a dark ocean with a surface tens of meters below Erick’s floating body. Waves broke and swelled everywhere, creating valleys and mountains out of salt water, as a storm raged overhead. Lightning crashed everywhere, briefly illuminating grey and black clouds, heavy with rain.

And then the lightning illuminated the Goddess Sininindi. A wave crashed upon her like she was a rock in the waves. Water splashed everywhere but the Goddess of Storm and Sea remained unmoved.

The water and wind did not touch Erick.

“Hello, Erick,” the Storm Goddess said, with a hint of natural thunder in her voice.

“Hello, Sininindi,” Erick said, like a completely normal human. “I will be going to Storm’s Edge now, to solve this developing issue in the safest and quickest way I can. Are there any nuances you desire from my involvement?”

Lightning flashed across the sky. Waves crashed all around.

Sininindi took a moment. She was subtly angry, but she was controlled, too.

And then she said, “By all rights, you and I should be better allies than we are, but I am terrified of you and of any new Sunderings, and anyone who controls lightning outside of my church. Even after you became Benevolence…” She moved on. “Everbless is old enough and this is a large enough of a possible disaster that the time for distance is over, if you wish it to be over. I would have you as an absentee uncle figure, though, and only if Everbless desires this.”

So they were going to have this conversation right now.

Erick said, “The intervention.”

“It remains.”

“When are you planning on removing it?”

“I will never remove the intervention. Gold Taker will forever be disconnected from Everbless, until a time of his choosing, which he has already chosen to do with ‘Vanya’. This intervention will afford Everbless to have a persona that he can adopt to get away from the eye of the storm of being a World Tree. When he wishes, he can adopt another avatar, and that one can be his public persona.”

“He needs to be held accountable on a larger scale than a personal one for his actions as Gold Taker, so that he will know that killing people is wrong, even if it is done in a dungeon.”

“And who holds you accountable, Erick? No one. Everbless will be like you, and woe betide all who get in my son’s way.”

“I have all the world holding me accountable, Sininindi. I also have over half a century of learning how to be a good person—”

“And before you were given a hand up you were a shit person. Allow my son time to be a shit if he wants to be a shit.”

“… All I’m saying is that you are floating dangerous ideas out there, Sininindi. I didn’t gain power until long after I grew up. People who grow up with unfettered power often grow up dangerous.”

“We are dangerous entities, all of us. And I am his mother; I will not crush my son in any way whatsoever. So you tell him what he has done wrong. Maybe he’ll listen to his ‘eccentric Wizard uncle’ if you speak well enough, and teach him well enough, in the few interactions you will have from now on.” Sininindi frowned a little bit, as she said, “I am extending more trust than I am comfortable with, so do not endanger my people or my son.”

“… I will solve this current problem, ensure that the problem remains solved, and then I will be opening a channel of communication between Everbless and Treehome, so that he and the arbors and Yggdrasil can all communicate with each other in a more direct manner. It was good for Yggdrasil, and it will be good for Everbless.”

Sininindi seemed momentarily surprised. And then she seemed ashamed. “Thank you, Erick. I am sure Everbless will love it.”

“Will you remove the intervention from all the arbors?”

Lightning flashed in the distance. No one cared about that.

Sininindi said, “The intervention is a weak thing, and though it is powerful now, it will break if Everbless removes too much of it from the world, and once it is removed from a person, they’re immune to reinfection. He knows this, and now you know this, too. Let the intervention stand while he is a child, please, Erick. He is learning how to be a person in as normal a way as one like him can learn; don’t take that away from him.”

A moment passed in quiet thought.

Erick suspected that he and Sininindi probably would have been closer if he had handled that first interaction with Sininindi’s priests better, years and years ago when he was giving those talks on Particle Magic in the Mage’s Guildhouse of Spur. Storm Priestess Tiza Nindi was the name of the head priest at the time. She was still the head priest, if Erick recalled correctly, and he did.

“I will be telling Everbless to remove the intervention from people he wishes to be friends with.”

Sininindi gave a little nod, slow and measured.

Erick departed.







- - - -







Erick stood inside his Gate Space, checking everything out while he still had a small bit of time. The Regency had been warned that he was coming, and everything was going fine at the dungeons right now, according to a rapid check with Ophiel. All delving had stopped at the Pit, though, and some battlements had been set up around dungeon 6.

From what Erick gathered through Ophiel...

The people of the Dungeon Guild were being told that they were preparing for a dungeon break.

Barda and Nero were wanted for questioning.

House Maryol was under the control of the Regency’s rapid response teams.

And Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker was standing inside stone battlements overlooking over the Pit, and furiously casting even more castlework, lining the entire Pit like she was preparing for something horrific to come out of all those black holes in the world. Or maybe she was preparing for something to assault the Pits from the outside. Hard to tell right now. She was probably playing that option close to the chest; able to switch her angles of attack and defense either outward or inward as needed.

Everyone was in a panic out there, at Storm’s Edge. But here in the Gate Space...

A calm breeze brushed against Erick, as he gazed upward into the sky.

The sky looked alright. The whole gate space looked fine, actually; it had grown a lot from what it had been eleven years ago, though. Back then it was a land of white stone hexagons, suspended in a vast white sky, with Yggdrasil floating off in the distance. A small fountain had burbled up from the center of that land, flickering with flame at the top while also flowing water up into the air, and then outward, across the hexagon land, into the air again but sideways, and then over to Yggdrasil, connecting Yggdrasil to this gate space by way of floating water. Back then Yggdrasil had looked like a very large tree growing from a floating lake, off in the near distance.

It was the same sort of look these days, but the scale was a lot different. A lot more.

Yggdrasil was fifty kilometers tall and twice that wide. He did not cover the sky at all, though, for he was far, far away from the fountain. At least a hundred kilometers away, for he always looked the same sort of height he always had, but distance and size played grand tricks on anyone’s sight inside this land.

The platform itself was now fifty kilometers wide at the smallest parts and dotted with wild, green spaces amongst the hexagonal ground. Certain parts of the platform even extended out of sight, out past a lightning-filled horizon like stone bridges among the power lines. If one walked across those stone bridges, if they braved the lightning and the dense illuminated fog, they would eventually end up at the other gate spaces that Erick had made, all around Veird.

The fountain that existed in the center of this platform, and to a smaller extent, on every platform inside every one of Erick’s gate spaces, was no longer the small thing of the previous decade. It was now an overflowing lake, a good half a kilometer wide. The bottom of the fountain was a black abyss, while the top held a floating bonfire the size of a house, shaped like the curled-up rune of [Renew]. That rushing lake overflowed directly into several rivers, all of which flowed through deep channels, out to the edge, to form a moat around the main platform. That moat then flowed through the sky, to connect to Yggdrasil in the far, far distance.

If one hopped in that river, or in any river on any platform, and if they managed to keep floating and not fall out of the benevolent sky, they would eventually float to this central platform, and then to Yggdrasil.

Anyone taking such a trip would need to be mindful of the lightning, though.

Tangles of lightning held all around, like white lines of power, never thundering, but always making themselves known, especially with those few black tangles here and there. In those places the lightning did not flow freely like it should.

There weren’t a lot of those tangles these days. Most of them were rather more grey, than black, and those that did exist were generally good things.

Over there was the induction of a boy into Candlepoint university, and the subsequent creation of computers on Veird. Another tangle held the same eventuality but a good 60 more years in the future, so whatever was happening there was not too set in stone… Or set ‘in the sky’, as some people were saying these days. Erick kept his eyes on that particular tangle sometimes. Most days he ignored everything he saw, though, because it was all so ‘up in the air’, which was another multi-meaning saying that was spreading amongst the people of House Benevolence. None of these things were absolutes. All of these futures were possibilities, deeper than most. The only ones that were truly visible as ‘this will happen now’ were the ones that were closest to the edge of the platform...

Erick looked around, trying to find the tangle that was for Storm’s Edge…

He found it.

It was a grey tangle, about forty meters away from the edge of the platform. It was rather a lot less defined than most tangles out there, but it was the closest one to ‘now’.

All Erick could really see, though, was that something was happening at Storm’s Edge, and that situation would be developing over the course of a few months, give or take half a year. Sometimes Erick hated that he couldn’t read the sky as well as other people could. Teressa and Aisha, in particular, saw way more inside Benevolence than he did all the time.

Perhaps he could ask Rozeta or Melemizargo about that phenomenon again, now that he ‘was here’? Maybe they would give a different answer, or maybe he could have a different solution to his lack of capability.

The last time he had asked either of them for a better explanation as to why Teressa could read the sky better than he could, both Rozeta and Melemizargo had spoken about how Erick was the source and other people were the boats, so while he could direct the river wherever he wanted, a lot of it simply went outside of his control once he spent that mana. So of course other people could read the waters better than he could. It was the same phenomenon all Wizards experienced to a degree, with Creation Wizards —and certain Wizards like Erick— experiencing this phenomenon most of all.

Benevolence was Erick, and Erick was Benevolence, but Benevolence itself was rather autonomous when not consciously directed, or after Erick created it from his soul. That’s how that Element was able to do what it did, up there in the sky, showing off potential futures. If Erick had to control it to make it do all that it did, then he would have found the whole thing impossible. Indeed, if he did have control over it, then it wouldn’t have been able to operate like it was supposed to operate.

And so, Erick looked to the sky one last time, checking to see that there weren’t any upcoming disasters except this one down in the archipelago.

Annnnnd… Nope.

Of course, Erick got the feeling that he was missing something big, because there were Silences in the Script, and there were anti-memes, and there were mental monsters out there that fucked with the mind, and then there were fairies, too. Someone was hiding something from his Benevolence and his Sight, for sure. But then again, Erick had always known that there had been things hidden from him. That fact rarely came up, though.

That fact was the main reason he wanted to become a Full Wizard, though. Once he achieved that, then no one could influence him through magic, without his permission, ever again.







- - - -







Zolan delivered a litany of news, “The Regency, through its Regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker, is politely demanding that you forgo your trip to Storm’s Edge. They have tried to assure us that they have the situation in control. This is a lie. Burhendurur’s elites have already moved into the land, and they’re reporting back a number of untoward events. Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker, a Slime Mage, is acting semi-autonomously, and Shaping the land around the Pit into something else. We’re unsure of her ultimate goals right now, but reports indicate she wants to make the land defensible. She started doing that when Lord Aroido Tidewalker came out of the dungeon carrying a bunch of wildlife he prized, and they had a private conversation. After depositing his wildlife into dungeon 1, in the center of the dungeon space, Lord Aroido ordered the normal dungeons to move their entrances, and all the other dungeon entrances have moved out of the pit, leaving only dungeon 6 there. Dungeon six is still closed to outsiders.

“That’s it for actual action.

“There’s a lot of talking happening in the halls of power down there, as they’re still deciding on their ultimate actions. All of the Regency is currently in emergency meetings with the Storm Priests, their trading guilds, the guard, the Sailors, and a few others from nearby in the Archipelago.” Zolan finished with, “Wizard Destiny got the letter detailing the current events. She wishes to speak with you about —and I quote— ‘Whatever the fuck this is’. She wants to become involved whenever it’s a good time for her to become involved.”

Erick said, “Send Destiny a letter with the details today, and tomorrow I’ll get her with a [Gate].

“Get some people into those meetings with the Regency and everyone else.

“I’ll be taking a meeting with the Regent, privately. No more than 3 important people. Make that happen.

“And then I’m going to the pit, to see all this disaster for myself.” Erick looked over to Poi, who nodded at the glance. “And Poi will be coming with me. No Teressa or Aisha?”

Poi said, “They’re staring at the sky right now, trying to pin down exactly what Teressa saw. Results are inconclusive.”

“That’s fine.” Erick looked to Zolan.

Zolan had tendrils of thoughts coming off of his head, but none of them were in-depth conversations with others, for he had already anticipated Erick’s answers and had prepared accordingly; he just needed final confirmation in order to— Zolan winced a little, and then began speaking, “I’ll get the letter done and sent within the hour. Mox is attempting to send people to those meetings now that she has your permission; they’re already nearby. The Regent is prepared for you; you can appear at the front of the castle in ten minutes at the earliest. They ask you to not approach the Pit without escorts.”

“All acceptable. Then I’m leaving now.” Erick looked to Poi. “One detour, first.”

Erick opened a [Gate] back to his gate space, inside Benevolence, and walked through.

Poi followed.

Erick shut the [Gate] behind them.







- - - -







Erick said, “No time to really process what’s happening, so was I here, or not? These last eleven-ish years?”

Poi said, “I think Melemizargo thinks you weren’t here, and he’s not a liar so there’s surely something to that declaration, but I’m pretty sure you were here. If there was a difference, I could not tell the difference.”

Erick breathed out a little, feeling better already. “So I didn’t skip out on my kids, on the kingdom?”

“I would say you were here, Erick. The gods can say what they want to say, though.”

Erick nodded, and then he went on to easier topics. “This intervention?”

“Standard anti-meme put forth by the Script. Now that you’re immune to it, I can talk about it, but it wasn’t affecting anything at the House, or otherwise. And yes, there are other anti-memes out there. Usually it's we Mind Mages enacting those sorts of things, in order to erase some dangerous magical working from the public consciousness. Forgotten Campaigns and all that.”

“I did not expect to encounter one down in Storm’s Edge. I hope Everbless turns out okay. He seemed like a good kid. Hopefully he isn’t freaking out down there right now, with all the sudden changes.” And then Erick asked a big question, “Do I need to come back to the House, to be in charge of everything?”

“You want me to say ‘yes’, but I can honestly say ‘no’. We’re adjusting, but we’ll be fine. Besides, you have an obligation to Yggdrasil.”

“Is Kiri really doing okay, though? I’m worried about her.”

Poi smiled at the rapid series of questions and concerns, and at how deeply Erick cared. “Kiri is adjusting the most of any of us, but she’s doing fine, too.”

“Okay. Good.” Erick breathed deep, then he said, “Let’s get through this disaster, and then I’m off to help Atunir, or something.”

Poi nodded serenely.

The Apparent King adjusted his clothes a little, checked himself over with some mana sense, and then he was ready. Black horns like a crown. Impeccable suit/robe; white and black and a touch of silver. Poi was dressed for deployment into a political zone, too.

He opened the [Gate] to Storm’s Edge.







- - - -







Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence and Apparent King, stepped down onto the blue-stone road that wound into Regency Castle. The castle itself loomed ahead. From this angle, it was a rather normal-looking collection of white stone buildings and bright blue roofs, and with enough architectural flourishes to mark it as a truly important place. It looked the same as it did the last time Erick was here; when Soltic and Vanya had accompanied Jarod and Glariol into the castle, to give their presentation to Lord Aroido. The guards lining the blue road were different, though.

Guards stood at attention on both sides of the pathway, all of them wearing their dress armor or uniforms. 

The place was set up for the arrival of the Apparent King.

The fountains burbled wonderfully. The grass and flowers had been manicured one last, rushed-yet-perfect time. The windows and the walls were cleaned recently.

And a trumpeter announced Erick’s arrival with a rapid blast of sound.

A good forty knights and other assorted important people stood at rapt attention, lining both sides of the road leading into the castle. Down the blue road, standing in the massive archway leading inside, waited Regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker, Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker, and off to the side, Lord Aroido Tidewalker.

Augustive and Aroido possessed similar features; a normal height for a man, black hair with a bit of grey in it, though Augustive had a lot more grey, and similar builds. They were older men who still clung to power, and it showed. More so in Augustive’s position at the center of the arrangement though, and since he had a gold-coin shoulder cape to go along with his grey suit. That shoulder cape was the mark of his office of Regent, passed down from the former Last King of the Archipelago some few hundred years ago to the Tidewalker family. The Tidewalkers were the regents until the Stormcaller family returned, but those last, hidden family members had been killed by Shades before they could retake the throne. And now, the Regency held power.

Archmage Wiloza was an elderly woman, maybe 85, with grey hair done up in a bun, and tanned skin. She looked wiry, and rather perturbed at finally seeing Erick in the flesh. A lot of people here shared that sort of look as they gazed upon Erick. Erick had once made vague promises to never come here unless it was absolutely needed, and now, the need was here, and everyone was on edge.

Where was Head Priestess Tiza Nindi, though? Erick supposed he did specify 3 people, at most, but he still expected Tiza to ignore that command and come anyway. A quick check with Ophiel showed that Tiza was at the Blue Church, currently arguing with Sailor Asmus, who was giving just as good as he got. Erick decided not to pay attention to that anymore.

A bunch of thoughts and concerns flitted through Erick’s mind as he strode forward, down the blue road, to stand before the Regent and his people. The soldiers on both sides of the road barely breathed, holding their tension in their lungs and shoulders and in their legs. Some people peeked out from windows high up in the castle; worry writ large on their faces.

What was the Wizard going to do?

What indignity were they going to suffer?

Would the Wizard stay long—

Regent Augustive began to speak before Erick got all the way to a proper speaking distance. “The Regency greets you and welcomes you to Storm’s Edge, Wizard Flatt. We would ask your intentions in this unprompted visit.”

Erick stood before Augustive, and said, “I heard a great calamity was either coming or already here, and I came to ensure the best possible outcome for all. How would you like to proceed, Regent Augustive?”

“We would proceed first with telling the Wizard that he is on foreign soil at the moment, and that though we are allies, he has little power over our internal matters. Secondly, we do welcome your assistance, but only in the ways that we wish for your assistance to occur. To discuss the coming order of events, please join us in the meeting hall, where we have prepared a briefing of events and some light appetizers, for what is happening right now is well under control. If, when we are done with the briefing, that you decide there is further need for your assistance, we would discuss that. But as of right now, all that needs to be done is being done, and you’ve never been here before, Wizard Flatt.” Regent Augustive smiled diplomatically, saying, “So let the Regency treat you to our bounty.”

“I accept.” And then more friendly, “I heard you have some good fishing here.”

A polite chuckle. “Some of the best in the world!”

After the act out front, Erick followed Augustive into the castle, down the hallway, talking of nothing of much importance at all, such as the state of the ocean and the weather, which was under control. People were watching, after all.

Erick saw no sign of Everbless.

- - - -

The meeting hall was a rather normal affair of one grand table in the center, some paper shapers and similar sorts standing off to the side who were waiting for their turn to speak or to hand out papers, if necessary. There was also a nice, multi-window view of Storm’s Edge, spread out below, across the mountainside and all the way down to the harbor.

Aroido shut the doors to the meeting hall and flicked a switch on the wall, connecting a latent Privacy spellwork to the node network, and enveloping the room in a modicum of security. It wasn’t perfect, but it was the latest, publicly available model of Privacy runework, available for purchase by governments, through House Benevolence. The windows occluded, turning messy, like someone had dragged a hand through a painting of the world outside, but it was just a Privacy filling up the windows, and also running through the walls.

Erick spoke first. “Augustive. The prophecy is a true one. Storm’s Edge is facing some sort of danger, and the dungeons must be made into something to contain and protect the people of this land. I will be assisting here in some deep capacity to ensure that happens, but I will also be combating whatever this disaster is, however it should appear. I would like for my assistance here at this end of solving this prophecy to be minimally disruptive for your people, but it will happen, and the treaties we have between our two powers will ensure that whatever we decide here will remain in place going forward, even after I deal with whatever storms are coming.” Erick said, “Also, Sininindi has finally given me leave to visit Everbless, so I am going to be doing that occasionally from now on.”

Hitting them with so much stuff that they couldn’t properly form a response was a tried and true tactic.

Mostly, everyone from the Regency bristled, unsure where to begin. Archmage Wiloza had an idea of where to begin, but it was not her place to speak first, though Erick saw her visibly holding herself back from breaking that protocol. Lord Aroido seemed relaxed, but he was anything but relaxed…

Ah. He was ready to face his death.

Did he think that Erick was going to erase him, his brothers, and the dungeons? Probably.

Augustive bristled, too, but he formed a response fast enough. “You’d have to go to Everbless himself if you would wish to speak with him. As for this recent disaster, we greatly dislike the entire idea of putting a shelter into a dungeon, and especially since a cultist has just taken over dungeon 6! Now you and your lot might be fine with cultists walking around and doing whatever, but even you would balk at one of them taking over the infrastructure of one of your dungeons, and then turning it into whatever she wanted! She is probably the cause of the coming disaster, we are sure of it, and so, if there is anything at all that you can do for us, we ask you to eradicate Vanya Silver and Soltic Cross from dungeon 6, before we begin to entertain the idea of turning the dungeons into a shelter. Maybe, if this Vanya and Soltic were Ended, then your Benevolent Sky would clear, and there would be no need for your interference in our business.”

“… I know some of this event already, so I was under the impression that Vanya and Soltic were here on Sininindi’s orders. What makes you think that their inclusion is a bad idea?”

Aroido was surprised at that response; at the fact that Erick knew that information at all. But then he realized that of course the Wizard would know about that.

Wiloza seemed a little vindicated that Erick was willing to let Vanya and Soltic live, or maybe she was vindicated for another reason.

Augustive said, “Sininindi tests us with storms and hardship sometimes, and this must be one of those times. Perhaps her true goal is the utter destruction of the dungeons, and then to have them remade into something else. Who can say; certainly not me, and certainly not you. All your Benevolent Sky can tell us is that something bad is happening.”

“… I would hear your briefing, if you would tell it. Perhaps I will hear something I did not know before now.”

Augustive gestured to the table, to a chair for Erick, while Aroido went to the front of the room and Wiloza went to her own chair. And then, with the help of the other people in the room, Aroido rapidly began his presentation, dishing out paperwork and speaking of the history of the dungeons and how they had been trying to make them better for the past several years, but it was only in the last few years where the constant dungeon breaks stopped. This was due to some techniques worked out between the Regency and some other people that Erick would be meeting later. Dungeon breaks still happened these days, though, for Sininindi was constantly sending dungeon masters in to remake the dungeons into something better.

It was one way to look at the situation, for sure.

An incorrect way, some would say.

There was no mention of the Maryols, or of the Storm Priests, or of the Dungeon Guild, or of the fact that the dungeons were still breaking, even now, with their ‘new techniques’, and that the dungeons were barely functional right now. There was no explanation of why the dungeon breaks kept happening, actually, or how Everbless had been the only ‘solution’ to the dungeon breaks that actually worked. There was no word at all about Aroido’s potential mismanagement of the situation, or how the Regency’s primary use for the dungeons —as a monster lure and kill box— was not how the dungeons were supposed to be used, and therefore, that was their major reason for breaking all this time.

Aroido was painting all of Storm’s Edge in a very good light, and he was also trying to save his own life, no doubt. When he was about 80% through with his propaganda-filled talk, and since he didn’t seem to be getting to any of the real information—

“I’m going to stop you there,” Erick said, “Sininindi wants the dungeons better. She invited a pair of accomplished, if secretive masters to come here, and they’re probably immortal through any number of means so of course they’re secretive. They gave you a decent presentation, according to your own words. Why not let them do what they want to do down there?”

Aroido went silent.

Regent Augustive simply said, “They are unlawfully enacting their will upon this land, and that is all I really need to know in order to condemn them. Again, I would ask for your assistance in removing them from our dungeons, if anything at all, and then we can talk about creating a proper dungeon in accordance with the prophecy received today.”

Erick pretended to consider that option, then he said, “What caused this happening over there at the Pit? What caused Vanya and Soltic to lock you out?”

Aroido looked to Augustive.

Augustive nodded.

Aroido began, “I took Miss Silver and Mister Cross into dungeon 6 in order to show them around, for everyone was eager for the dungeons to get made, for Miss Silver’s presentation on her ideas was phenomenal. So I did the tour. Halfway through they turned on me, killing me. Luckily I respawned before they could take over the place, and the dungeon master managed to get me some of my prized fish out of there before they forced the dungeon master to detach from that dungeon, and then leave. Gold Taker is recuperating from— He’s the dungeon master; Gold Taker. He’s an octopus archmage, and he’s recuperating from the ordeal right now. He cannot be with us at this moment.”

Augustive winced, and tried not to show it, when Gold Taker was mentioned.

Wiloza wanted to speak, but she knew not to.

“… Okay. Now that is something I did not know.” Erick stood from his chair. “I’ve heard enough. I’m going to go knock on the dungeon entrance now and get their side of the story. With any luck, I can resolve this in an hour or two.”

Augustive stood, with Archmage Wiloza following a second behind. Augustive gestured at the other Tidewalkers in the room as he spoke, “Archmage Wiloza has already cordoned off the area with her vast Stone magics, and her plan is to continue to do that in preparation for the eventual dungeon shelter that your House has suggested we construct. She is our person who does all of that exterior dungeon work. Lord Aroido is our main contact for the interior of the dungeons, and he knows everything about them. Please accept Aroido’s assistance in going inside the dungeon, for though Miss Vanya Silver has expressed that she has a great deal of knowledge with dungeons, we doubt she could have remade it into anything truly dangerous in the last three hours, for even the fastest repro she could have created would still be floundering around for another 9 hours, at least. She hasn’t even managed to move the dungeon entrance, so how good could she be! So now is the time to [Strike]. Aroido can assist you with that.”

Aside from the fact that Vanya wasn’t moving the entrance as a part of the deals she worked out with Aroido in those last minutes of interaction...

Erick actually considered the offer of Aroido’s assistance for a moment. “… Sure. I’ll take his assistance.”

Aroido looked both pleased and terrified.

Augustive had dropped the use of his royal ‘we’ when he got upset, but now he once again spoke as a king, “We are sure that with his knowledgeable guidance, you will see the crimes of Miss Silver and Mister Cross for what they are, and that even your vaunted benevolence will see that some problems need permanent solutions.”

Aroido continued to look both pleased and terrified, for he was expecting Augustive to say that.

Erick said no more. He opened a [Gate] directly to the Pit, and walked through.

Poi rapidly followed.

Wiloza and Aroido took a moment, but they followed fast enough, while Regent Augustive remained behind.

Erick shut the [Gate] behind them.







- - - -







Erick once again stood on the ledge of the Pit, but in his normal body, and with different people standing all around him. Poi at his left, Archmage Wiloza and Lord Aroido on the right. The situation was completely different from that first time that he was here, and the ledge of the Pit was different, too. Before, it had been a cliff, with a carved, bare-stone valley down below, with holes in the world where the dungeons lay, and Everbless in the sky directing mana in his Gold Taker form.

Erick noted a distinct lack of Everbless that entire meeting they had just come, and his ‘nephew’ was absent from the sky above the Pit, as well—

“They’re going to kill me, Wizard!” Aroido exclaimed, “I and my brothers are the former dungeon masters of the dungeon and the Regency is going to kill me and all my brothers if you don’t save me!”

Wiloza said, “I hate how you’re doing this, but they will kill him and all the other Aroidos to simplify the problem now that you’re here and telling us we all fucked up.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you for coming clean about all that. I’m sure I can still work with the Regency, though, and you’re all going to be safe afterward, as well.”
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                The Pit loomed below like a scar upon Veird that someone had corralled behind battlements, fortresses, and half-made walls. It also kinda looked like a skate park, what with all the totally tubular half-pipes and gnarly grinding areas. Erick felt that the neighborhood kids back on Earth would have really loved to use it as a playground. He supposed that ‘as a playground’ was sort of what the adventurers and newly-named delvers had been doing with the place, too.

Professional play, with gold prizes and stiff competition in the form of man-eating coral eels.

So like. A professional skate park. One with prizes and tournaments.

And also a lot of yelling, apparently, now that Erick had told the very-worried people near him that he was going to solve it all, and make sure no one died in the process. They didn’t seem to believe him right now, but at least one of them was far beyond being scared of the ‘big bad Wizard’.

Aroido, one of 49, and the ‘Face’ of the Aroidos, yelled at the Archmage of the Regency, “We had it contained, Wiloza! And then you had to go get House Benevolence involved! I had it contained!”

He was probably having a mental breakdown right now. Erick glanced at Poi, and Poi gave a small nod, so Erick decided to just let the man have his breakdown. Perhaps he could get it all out of his system, for now, and Erick could get some good intel in the process.

Wiloza was not prepared for Aroido to turn his ire on her, though. Wiloza instantly declared, “I thought it would be a simple prognostication!”

That relationship there was obviously a complicated thing. Wiloza was the ‘human oversight’ for the dungeons, which was a rather normal position for a kingdom to have. But such an arrangement was usually a small group of people, with one person in charge and several underlings, and then one repro for each dungeon under the auspices of the kingdom. Storm’s Edge had it all wrong, with Wiloza being the only one in that ‘Head Dungeonmaster’ position, taking the place of the entire office of workers, and with all the Aroido, all repros, being the majority of the dungeon-oversight forces.

And that was it for their entire office staff. 50 people. One ‘in charge’, who was only there in case of emergency, and 49 others all doing whatever they wanted inside the dungeons.

Erick didn’t have the full story about all of that, but he would be getting the full story eventually, and he was getting quite a lot of sideways-information right now. It wasn’t like he needed to go anywhere at this very instant, either, for Quilatalap had closed off his dungeon, and he probably wasn’t ready for anyone to come knocking on the gate quite yet.

And so, Aroido had his mental breakdown.

Aroido raised his hands and flapped them around angrily as he yelled, “It’s never a simple prognostication! The very second you got them involved you put me and my brothers at risk!”

Wiloza scowled. “You put yourself at risk when you chose to threaten those two immortals.”

“I had it contained! I was—”

Okay. Erick had had enough of that particular lie. “You did not have it contained,” Erick said, and Aroido suddenly realized that Erick was here, and that maybe he shouldn’t be screaming like he was. As Aroido fell deeply silent and Wiloza professionally demurred, Erick continued, “And it was a simple prognostication. This prognostication of a coming storm is a big deal for you, but we have dealt with many different situations like this before now. We can solve this —all of us together— and none of us need be enemies, and no one needs to die.” He said to Aroido, “But if you think the Regency will actually harm you, then you need to relocate. If you and your brothers want [Reincarnation]s, then I can do that, but you will have to submit to the [Reincarnation] process.”

For one bright, shining moment after mentioning [Reincarnation], Aroido was thrilled. He saw a path forward for him and his brothers. And then reality crashed back into the forefront of his mind. He said, “They would never let us go. We know too much about the kingdom.”

“The option is there. Consider it.” Erick moved on, turning his sight back to the Pit. “What was the plan here? Leave the immortals’ dungeon alone? Attack it and breach the seal, and the dungeon beyond?”

Aroido said, “We have a plan for if the dungeons ever truly break. It involves contacting the Dungeoneer’s Guild down by Adventurer City. They were going to have some big elites come in and break the cores if they ever got out of control… Or if me and my brothers ever rebelled.”

Erick mentally looked to Poi, asking him to get that information.

Poi did not outwardly say or do anything, but a few more tendrils of thought flowed away from his head.

Meanwhile, Erick said, “I don’t get that. That last part.” Erick asked, “You’re the repro of the original Lord Aroido, yes? And your brothers are more copies of you. If they felt that you would ever actually rebel, then they never would have allowed that many of you to exist at once, yes? How many of you are there, anyway?” Erick pretended ignorance, “Ten? Twenty?”

“… 49,” Aroido said, after much self-wrestling.

“A larger amount than expected.” Erick said, “That’s a non-insubstantial number to add to my usual monthly [Reincarnation] list. But it’s doable. I want you to really consider that option, Aroido, if they’re really going to kill you. House Benevolence doesn’t abide by the murder of uncooperative repros just because they’re uncooperative. It’s usually the grabbing of power and becoming a plague upon the land which makes us and the Core Delvers of the Dungeoneer Guild decide to end a dungeon core. Even after the debacle of the Freedom Dungeon over at the Freelands we only executed a few people, and almost none of them were dungeon-born.”

Aroido looked mollified, for now. His stance was back to normal. He had never allowed his tears to fall, but it had been a close call. His voice was even, as he said, “Thank you, Wizard Flatt. If you do not mind, I would like to speak a bit on the true situation unfolding here, pledge myself to House Benevolence, and then go get my brothers and help end this horror happening right now however we are able. And then we’ll move on, or whatever you decide needs to happen.”

Wiloza was saddened by Aroido’s change of allegiance, which surprised Erick a little bit, but not really. Erick had almost expected Wiloza to be angry at him, but the elderly archmage surprised him with her compassion.

Erick wasn’t ready to accept Aroido into his House yet, though. “It’s not quite that easy to become a member of my House these days, but your enthusiasm is noted, and marked. I suspect what’s going to happen here, at Storm’s Edge, is that I’m going to enter into a joint dungeon-creation endeavor with the Regency. That means a lot of things, but it also means that there might be places for you here at the Pit. I’ll probably ask Quilatalap to get involved here, too, in order to properly run the dungeon. That will happen either alongside Vanya and Soltic, or without them. I’ve yet to even ask Quilatalap about all this, so he might say no.”

Wiloza paled at the mention of Quilatalap, but she also saw this as a maybe-good-thing. She would withhold judgment until she needed to judge.

Through a pale expression, Aroido lied, “That would be an absolutely wonderful option, Wizard Flatt.”

“As I said, such a joint operation would mean many things, all of which will be decided later, if the Regency is even up for it.” Erick said, “Now, please give me your true order of events, starting from the first moment you heard of Vanya and Soltic. If you have the capability to do it through a memory [Telepathy] packet, then that’s good, too. You can give that to my man Poi, here.”

Aroido faltered. He wasn’t that good with [Telepathy], then? Not a whole lot of people were, but… That was surprising, too. Aroido was capable enough to have a Force Domain, but not capable enough to do well-made [Telepathy] packets?

Something was going on there.

Wiloza spoke up, “I can give that information packet for I was there for most of the interactions with Miss Silver and Mister Cross, which is obviously a call out of the Silver Cross of Koyabez, but I admit that I was unable to find them inside any Church of Peace registry.”

Erick’s eyebrows raised at that statement. Wiloza was the second person to bring that naming scheme up. He kinda wanted to kick himself for calling themselves ‘Silver Cross’, for that was obviously a code name. Sometimes, apparently, he could still be dumb.

Poi did not smile or laugh at all, for he was more controlled than that, but Erick could tell that he was laughing inside.

Aroido, fully embarrassed and hiding it, blurted out, “I prayed to Koyabez not half an hour ago, and he deigned to give me a message through the Script saying that I should have trusted Soltic and Vanya more than I did.” Aroido looked to Erick. “I fear I have messed this up, and this is all going to get dumped on me.”

Ah. Good ‘ol Koyabez.

Erick hadn’t spoken to him in a while.

Erick said, “Let’s not worry about that right now. Wiloza. The packet.”

Wiloza sent a packet of information to Poi.

Poi pulled it apart, and then handed it to Erick.

There was little there that Erick didn’t already know, though it was odd seeing Vanya and Soltic from Wiloza’s perspective, as Vanya gave her presentation. Wiloza’s information packet was colored with her utter disgust of the whole affair, for she wished that people would leave the dungeons well enough alone. So what if they were breaking all the time? Big deal. If people simply left Aroido well enough alone, then the dungeons would work well enough on their own. Who needed a Grand Dungeon, anyway? No one. Grand Dungeons were nonsense, anyway; monster lures and killing zones were good enough.

From what Erick was now seeing, Wiloza was changing her mind on that most recent opinion, due to all this ‘nonsense’ happening all around the Regency right now. Her hope at the end of all this is for a dungeon that no one needs to worry about anymore; however they get there is fine by her. She just wanted less danger in her life. That’s why she became an archmage in the first place; in order to have the power to make the world safer for everyone all around her.

After pretending to take a moment longer to understand what he was seeing, Erick said, “That was informative. Now, before I give you two some orders, and then I go down to the dungeon, is there anything else major that I need to know about? Something that you don’t tell others. Something that seems to be missing from this information packet, Wiloza.” He looked to Aroido. “Something having to do with Gold Taker, the ‘archmage octopus’ that keeps your dungeons mana-positive.”

Wiloza stilled. And then she relaxed. She was ready for anything. But she did not speak.

Aroido sighed a little, then prepared to disappoint Erick, as he said, “Gold Taker is Everbless.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you for coming clean about that, too. Now that we’re all—”

“You’re immune to the intervention, too?!” Aroido exclaimed. And then his eyes went wide. “Ah. Pardon my outburst. Uh. Wizard Flatt.”

Erick bushed over that outburst, saying, “I am immune to a great many things, as most Wizards are.”

Aroido suddenly had half of a thought.

Erick realized what that thought was right before Aroido could fully form that thought. Perhaps he shouldn’t have made a link between Wizards and immunity to magic, but he wouldn’t [Return] in a social situation like this. He had just fucked up a little bit, as yes, Aroido paled, and yes, he put a few things together that he probably shouldn’t be putting together—

“I think Soltic might be a Wizard,” Aroido said, very seriously.

“No!” Wiloza shouted, her voice full of sudden despair.

“It fits!” Aroido said, “He’s immune to the intervention, too!”

Erick ended the conversation with a wave, saying, “Then the fact that you’re still alive is proof enough that whatever happened here was not meant to harm you, so I urge both of you to put away preconceived notions about Wizards and what might be lying in wait, and relax a fraction. Anyway! Aroido, at my side. Wiloza, here with Poi, on the battlements. You two should converse about the happenings here, and know that I’m watching.” He summoned and stepped onto a Platform, and then he looked to Aroido. “With me.”

Poi stood strongly, as ordered. Wiloza glanced to Poi, and then gave a courtly nod.

And Aroido walked forward, onto Erick’s Platform spell, softly saying, “He might be a Wizard.”

“Aye; he might be a Wizard,” Erick said, as he lifted the Platform into the air and began moving down into the Pit. He aimed for the black disk hanging in the air; the locked Dungeon #6. “Or he might just be someone Called by Sininindi in order to do a job.”

Looking a little sheepish, Aroido said, “… You are probably correct.” And then he added, “If they should open the door… I might have angered them a great deal. But I… Uh…” His voice trailed off as he tried to decide what to say, but he had nothing else.

“Don’t worry about it,” Erick said, “We don’t have nearly enough laws to protect repros yet, or at least not enough to deal with the various situations that arise from their creation. Culture is similarly backed up with problems and ways of handling the introduction of completely new people, directly into the world. I’m sure, in time, that ‘a repro’ will likely become just another thing that a person is, and not a reason to kill them, or otherwise. The shadelings are still having a lot of problems, all of them alongside the same veins as all the new repros of the world. Personally, I empathize that it must be terrifying waking up and being both yourself, and something else entirely. You probably had a lot of issues in the beginning— Probably still have a lot of issues, if you feel that the Regency will kill you for whatever failure happened today.”

Aroido breathed calmly, but Erick’s words were hitting him hard. He was not going to have an emotional response right now, though; he decided. And then he began to spill, “We’re not actually all repros of Aroido. That’s part of the problem. Aroido died— He was murdered years ago. And we’re all sort of… Copies of copies. It’s been difficult. We’ve had dungeon breaks before, all the time, for every fool and their sister thinks they know how to make it all work well, but all they do is try to kill us and then they fuck up the dungeons in the process. It’s only ever since Everbless began helping to keep the dungeons in mana that we stopped breaking all the time.”

They reached the floor of the Pit. Erick dispersed the platform underfoot, and both him and Aroido dropped a centimeter to the ground.

Aroido continued to say, “Everbless will show up when he feels like it. He’s always…” Aroido shook his head. “Aroido died, and we repros had to work overtime to keep the dungeons afloat, and after a few breaks killed the majority of our elder brothers, we had to repro ourselves, so… Thus began a chain of events that ended up with all of us being repros of repros and… Personality drift, and all that.”

Erick nodded a little, in understanding. “That’s been tough for you, because now they don’t think you’re real people anymore.”

“Yes! Exactly!” Aroido backed up. “They’re nice enough to us but… Those in the know don’t treat us well at all. It’s the little things. And… Sorry. You’re busy right now. I just needed to say this because… I mishandled the entire situation with Miss Silver and Mister Cross.”

Erick nodded. And then he walked over to the giant black disk sitting in the air, like a swirl of darkness five meters across, its bottom-most edge hovering a handspan above the flat ground. It was the entrance to dungeon 6, and it was closed, but it actually wasn’t closed at all. With a bit of mana sense, Erick watched as mana naturally flowed into the darkness. It was an anemic, slow sort of flow; the sign of an unhealthy dungeon with most of its inhabitants dead and gone.

Quilatalap was probably faking that flow somehow, though, to throw off everyone out here who might be watching.

With a quick conjuring of Force and Benevolence, Erick created a bright white staff with a knotted head. It was just a normal sort of conjuring, but one didn’t go knocking on dungeon gates with their bare hands.

Aroido had been standing four meters away from the black [Gate], but at Erick’s conjuring, he rapidly retreated, only stopping when he was a good fifteen meters away.

Erick waited for him to stop retreating, and when he did, Erick pulled back for a good strike, and then he struck the [Gate]. The staff touched darkness, and was halted. Not a single sound came from that action. Not a fraction of the black air of the [Gate] was disturbed. Erick pulled back his staff, and darkness clung to the head, like he had stuck the staff into black gum. That blackness snapped off when he pulled far enough away.

Erick used an actual [Strike] the second time, empowering his weapon to hit as hard as it possibly could, based on the angle of his attack, the object he was hitting, and a bunch of other factors governed by how the Script made that particular form of magic work.

The staff hit the dungeon [Gate] and the darkness flexed, a dull gonging sound filling the air.

Erick pulled back and hit the darkness twice more. Twice more the air sounded with a dull gong.

And then he stepped backward.

He waited.

After a moment of nothing, Aroido spoke up, “I don’t think she’s going to open the [Gate] for a polite knock.”

“I’m polite unless tested otherwise.” Erick added, “And I can wait.”

Four silent minutes later…

“I’m going to knock again,” Erick said, right before he knocked again, this time much harder. “They probably heard it that ti—”

The black disk swelled open like a bubble rapidly popping, leaving behind a hole in the world, revealing a half-decayed army on the other side.

A regimented horde of undead stood upon a vast stone plain, each of them wearing black armor and standing with a spear at their sides. All of them were in various states of decay, but most looked like they could last for at least one or two good battles. The general at the head of the army looked like he could last a whole campaign, though. He was a gargantuan man made of solid bone, twice as large as the rest, wearing black armor accented in gold. His spear was more of a halberd, and his eyes glowed with red light.

It was a thoroughly impressive and terrifying sight to Aroido, who exclaimed, “HOLY FUCK A NECROMANCER!” and then he backpedaled as fast as he could, casting some spells to [Fly] away.

To anyone not experienced with these sorts of things, and to many people who did have experience with these things, Aroido’s response was normal.

Necromancers were nothing too scary to Erick, though, and especially given how little time ‘Vanya’ had to prepare. Necromancers were rather horrific to go up against when they were truly prepared. That was one of the reasons that assaulting the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan was a near-impossible endeavor.

When a Necromancer didn’t have time to prepare, you ended up with this; a rather ragtag-looking army, propped up by quick-cast spellwork that could only really offer physical protection, and not the magical protection that an undead army truly needed.

Quilatalap could have done a lot better given how much time he had had, but ‘Vanya’ wasn’t going to go that hard, for she had to keep her head down a little bit, or else people would know who she was. There were probably some real heavy-hitters hiding in the back, waiting to respond if they needed to respond, but these guys were nothing special… Except maybe the guy in front.

There were a lot of different ways to tell that this army was nothing special. The main one was the easiest to see; Their armor. It looked real, but it wasn’t. All of that armor was conjured on all of them, instead of real, and since it was not real, it was not enchanted. And since it was not enchanted, it could not prevent the easiest way for one to win against a necromancer.

Oh, sure, there were some specialized conjured armors that would protect mindless undead from what Erick could do to them, and Quilatalap knew all of those methods, but this stuff here was not the good spellwork.

Soul Magic, that greatest of spellwork that made necromancers terrifying and horribly strong, was also their greatest weakness when employed like they usually employed that magic; outside of themselves. The base level of raising undead and making them fight for you was incredibly easy to disrupt if you knew how. [Dispel] was not the answer here, because they were souls conjured into bodies, and that natural layer of defense worked well against casual [Dispel]s.

And so, there were other magics to use. [Piercing Dispel] kinda worked, if you managed to hit the controlling spellwork in the center of the undead body, but since the army had armor and dispelling the control magics would just make the undead horde go ravenously insane, [Dispel]s of all sorts weren’t the real answer.

The real answer was [Untether], and its secondary version, [Chaining Untether].










	
Untether, instant, long range, 50 mana

Break the chains of the tethered soul.

















	
Chaining Untether, instant, long range, 100 mana + Variable

Break the chains of the tethered souls.














[Untether] even worked on basic angels and demons and, to a lesser extent, [Familiar]s of all kinds. It was like a specialized [Dispel] —a Tricking Magic— for all summoned creatures.

A horde of undead? Not a problem. Just [Untether] the basic souls from the bodies and the undead would drop real-dead, their temporary souls released from their mortal shells into the afterlife. Actually fighting the horde with anything less than that would be an exercise in futility, or at least an exercise in bringing a knife to a gunfight; sure, you could still win that gun fight with your knife, or [Fireball], or [Lightning Bolt], or whatever, but it would be unnecessarily difficult.

All of those thoughts instinctively ran through Erick’s mind as he saw the undead horde.

But then came the final thought, that this was Quilatalap in front of him. All of this right now was a show to legitimize Vanya’s presence, for all those watching through [Long Range Scry]s, or otherwise, so he wasn’t really worried about going up against a necromancer like he usually would be.

He was sure to make some of his surprise at seeing a Necromancer show, though.

And then Erick called out to Aroido, “Aroido! Don’t run. We’re just talking. Come back. Now.”

Aroido warred with himself, there in the air about 50 meters away. He hadn’t gotten far.

While Aroido was dealing with his own emotions, Erick looked at the red-eyed undead captain, and said, “Hello. I’m Wizard Erick Flatt. I would like to have a conversation with the new dungeon master, alongside the old dungeon master. My hope is to resolve this without bloodshed or any terrible happenings and maybe ensure that some sort of cooperation should take hold, since you did come here Called by Sininindi, after all.” Erick made a show of turning around to look at Aroido, who was still 40 meters away, and then he turned back. The red-eyed undead had not moved at all. “Aroido will be back shortly.”

The red-eyed undead said, “Then I will level our complaints against him when he deigns to stand before me.”

Erick nodded once. And then he waited.

Eventually Aroido floated over, trying to be stoic, but he was sweating and his face was rather pale. At least he was putting on a good facade. Erick felt for the guy, and for his brothers.

Aroido did try to multi-kill Soltic and Vanya, he was doing that out of a desire not to be real-killed himself. Erick would be getting that story soon enough, though. Probably as soon as this red-eyed guy said something about it.

Aroido touched down on the stone two meters away from Erick—

Red-eyes said, “When we wouldn’t give him answers about our lives, Aroido and his brothers assaulted us, and then threatened to multi-kill us until he got the answers he wanted.”

Aroido defended himself. “We would have been killed or disappeared if Vanya and Soltic managed to make a new dungeon anyway. Our hope was to discourage them and make them go away.”

Erick nodded. “And what do you mean by ‘disappeared’?”

“When one of us goes crazy, or tells anyone about this system of having 49 of us— Anytime it even looks like we might tell people anything at all, we are led into a specific house…” An instinctual sort of fear took hold within Aroido, but he managed to beat that fear down far enough to continue, “We go into that house and then we are never seen from again. Wiloza tries to save us from that fate, but… I’m not the first ‘Face’ of the Aroidos, Wizard Flatt. Not by a [Long Bolt]...” Aroido paused for a moment, then said, “Sometimes my brothers do go crazy. It happens whenever there is a dungeon break, and then all the masters are purged from the system… But. I humbly suggest that the Regency is too liberal with this option.”

“Where is this house?” Erick asked.

“At the end of Seafoam Road, in the noble district,” Aroido said, as though he was offloading a thousand-kilo weight from his shoulders. “It’s the only house there; you cannot miss it— It’s a manor. Seafoam Manor.”

Erick said to the air, “Goldie. Check on that list of facts, please.”

A nearby shadow made a show of moving.

Aroido’s eyes went wide, and so did the red-eyed man’s, but less so, as they watched the shadow meld back into nothing, under the open sun. The shadow hadn’t even been there till it showed itself.

Erick looked to the red-eyed skeleton man. “What is your name? I haven’t gotten that yet.”

Red-eyes languidly turned his blazing sight back to Erick, and easily said, “This one is freshly born and not a real person. For now, this one is a vessel for Vanya Silver to speak through.” Vanya said, “In time, he will become real, and thus take a position as one of the bosses of this dungeon, Wizard Flatt.”

“Ah! Splendid,” Erick said, “You’re in quite a lot of trouble, young lady. Or should I say ‘apparently young lady’? Some sort of immortal, I understand?”

“Yes.”

“… A woman of few words, then.”

“I have given these people no reason to distrust me, and every reason to allow me to do my goddess-given mission of turning this set of dungeons into a real dungeon, one where people can learn real magic.” Vanya asked, “Have they told you all of what I planned to do? And my qualifications?” She held herself back from spitting her next words, but it was a bare thing, as she said, “And why are you even here?”

“I’m here because of a Benevolent prophecy about how these dungeons need to hold all the life of the Archipelago that we wish to save from a coming catastrophe which will occur anywhere from between 4 to 10 months. Maybe sooner, maybe later. But somewhere around there.” Erick spoke seriously as he asked, “Would you be able to fulfill that sort of requirement? Or is that more than what you can handle on your own?” He gestured to Aroido. “Because there’s 49 helpers right here, though he seems to be scared for his life, thinking that the Regency will murder them all if they are found wanting in their job.”

Aroido breathed out relief as yet another thousand-kilo metaphorical weight fell off his shoulders; Erick believed him. And then he realized that Erick was setting him up to work with the necromancer on the other side of the [Gate]. Somewhere in there he thought back to Erick ordering a shadow to go and investigate the house on Seafoam Road, and that piled onto the man’s mental problems.

And just like that, Aroido was now wearing multiple tons of metaphorical weight. Erick saw as the man accepted his lot in life, though; there was absolutely no way for him and his 49 brothers to live on their own, outside of the auspices of some sort of power. House Benevolence was a fine power to live under.

No emotions at all passed across the undead servant’s face upon hearing Erick’s news of a Benevolence Prophecy, for that wasn’t how this undead captain was set up. He was, in effect, the perfect way to separate oneself from a meeting, and to ensure that no microexpressions or otherwise gave away what the operator was thinking.

Of course, red-eyes could just be Quilatalap in a new form, but probably not. This one here was probably set up to die, if necessary. There had been no way for Quilatalap to see what was happening outside the dungeon once it was sealed, just like there was no way for anyone to look inside when it was sealed. (Except for Melemizargo, and other godly beings, of course.)

Vanya’s voice was steady, but subtly worried, as it came out of red-eyes’ mouth, “I would like to hear this prophecy.”

Erick told Vanya the prophecy.

And then Vanya said, “I will be able to do some sort of a… ‘Grand Shelter’, but it will require a great deal of changes to the plan… And I could use the Aroidos’ help. For starters, I need— A lot. I need a lot.” And then, perhaps a bit miffed, she said, “I wanted to make a real Grand Dungeon; not a shelter. This is not what I signed up for with Sininindi.”

“Then make your dungeon how you want,” Erick said, “But add a big red button, or something, in the center of the place that can transform the entire dungeon into a shelter when needed.”

“But that means no permanent traps and—”

“Miss Silver,” Erick said, “I appreciate your plight, but if you cannot do what is needed then perhaps you and Mister Cross should leave this dungeon to the Regency and to House Benevolence.” And then Erick added, “If, however, you are fine with this adjustment, and you are simply playing for more resources, or what-have-you, or whatever, then please state your terms now.”

“… I was going to have a False Society in here anyway.” Vanya added, “So I suppose being able to house more people is fine— No.” A moment passed in silence, and deep, deep worry. And then Vanya blurted, “There’s 25 million people in the Archipelago.”

“Yup.” Erick nodded. “The problem is a lot larger than the one you signed up to solve.”

Aroido quietly said, “22.5 million.”

Red-eyes’s eyes went wider, which was probably an affectation, like when he purposefully glanced at the shadow that was Goldie zipping away. But then Vanya spoke, and Erick thought that maybe it wasn’t an affectation at all.

Excitedly, she said, “Holy Gods. That would be the largest dungeon this world has ever seen!”

“Yes. Everyone is in a bit of a panic over here because of that and a dozen other issues,” Erick said, “So while your enthusiasm is noted, make sure you don’t get too carried away with this task laid before you.”

“Right, right,” Vanya rapidly added, acting suitably chastised.

Aroido nodded solemnly.

Erick continued, “My primary concerns are having enough space and amenities inside this dungeon, and for there to be a way for people to get into that space as fast as possible. House Benevolence will be able to provide some sort of Gate Network shenanigans to alleviate some of the stress of moving that many people, but I imagine that you would need to grow this dungeon far, far beyond your original plans. It also will only nominally be under Regency control, because when the issue is this large, involving this many different nations of the Archipelago, I am stepping in, and House Benevolence is taking a concentrated interest in this land. I plan on stopping whatever disaster is coming, but—” Erick asked, “Are you prepared to be the master for a shelter of 22.5 million people, if necessary?”

“Fuck no I am not prepared for that, but I can be.”

Erick smiled. “Good to hear that. You and I will have a discussion later about all this, in private. For now, what do you need to happen, in order to make this dungeon work how it needs to work?”

“Give me a minute to think.”

Red-eyes went silent; distant. Erick and Aroido waited.

Vanya said, “I need the Aroidos to move their dungeon entrances back to the Pit, and then I need them all to detach from those dungeons and come into this dungeon, while I send out minions to secure those other dungeons under my own power.”

Aroido frowned. “What?”

Erick asked Aroido, “What’s the problem? All that seemed reasonable to me.”

“I have no idea what she means ‘send out minions to secure’.” Aroido said, “I can do all the rest but I’m not sure what she means to do, exactly.”

“A ritual to the Dark, to bring all dungeons together into one,” Erick said, then asked, “Right, Miss Silver?”

“Correct.”

Aroido paled once again, as he muttered, “Oh great. Cultists, too.”

Erick ignored Aroido’s discomfort and asked the man, “Can you do as requested?”

“Yes, I can, and I suppose falling to the Dark is… Well it’s not execution, I suppose.”

Erick gave the man a look.

And Aroido straightened up, and realized where he was and who he was talking to. He rapidly said, “I can work with Miss Silver!”

“Good.” Erick added, “When I get a chance, and if you want, there are [Reincarnation]s waiting for you, if you are tired of your current life.”

“Right!” Aroido said, “You said that, too. I think some of my brothers will certainly take you up on that offer— Uhh. The dungeon entrances were moved into Regency control, into the bunker pit we have set up for a potential break… One time one dungeon broke, and then it rapidly broke two more before we got that back under control. I won’t be able to get to those places when they are under Regency control.”

Erick said, “I have already removed that separate area from Regency control, through a few polite conversations with the local guard.”

About a kilometer east of the Pit there was another, smaller ‘Pit’, located behind a mountain. A bunch of Regency soldiers had been there guarding the dungeons and wondering ‘where the fuck is Gold Taker; he should be here’, until Ophiel had shown up and promptly secured the area. According to Poi, who was in contact with Erick right now, the Regency was demanding Erick stand way, way down, but Erick had already told Poi to tell them that he was not standing down at all.

“You can go over there right now, actually,” Erick said, waving a hand and conjuring a [Gate] directly to that side-Pit. “The way is clear for you to go talk to your brothers.”

Aroido took all of a half-a-second to realign himself, again, to his new lot in life. And then he bowed and rushed through the [Gate]. Erick watched Aroido leap into one of the black holes in the world, under the watchful eyes of Ophiel, and then Erick closed the [Gate].

Erick turned back to Vanya, saying, “Still no sign of Gold Taker, or Everbless out here. I have half a mind to go right up to his tree and ask him what’s going on, but I have been told to stay away until recently. What has been your experience with him?”

“I have barely been able to interact with him, but he seems like a decent sort. If it weren’t for him then these dungeons would have collapsed a lot more than they have, but I don’t believe that a child should be killing people inside a dungeon, anyway.”

Erick nodded, and then he had an Ophiel flutter down from the sky, to hover in front of Erick, who already had an Ophiel on his shoulder. “I’ll be leaving Ophiel here at the entrance. Call out if you need something.”

Vanya had red-eyes go down to one knee and press one fist to the ground. “As you desire, Wizard of Benevolence.”

Erick nodded again, and then he left in a flicker of a lightstep, off to the next destination.

He felt that the act with Vanya had gone pretty well. He also felt that this whole thing was a great big mess (an understatement, considering 22.5 million people needed a shelter in the next 6 months), he was terrible about lying long term (and he was in the eye of the world usually, so people were always looking at him) so he was probably going to fuck that up sooner or later (hopefully a lot later; years, perhaps), Everbless was still worryingly absent (seriously; where the fuck was he), and whatever the fuck the Regency was up to at Seafoam Manor was probably something rather immoral.

… Hopefully not too bad, though. Hopefully it was just routine immoral executions. Those were easy enough to solve. Erick could arrive, say ‘no’, strip the bad guys from power and forcibly repent them, if necessary, and then that would be the end of that horror show. House Benevolence would come in next and deal with greater fallout, like putting survivors back into homes, getting them work, and then doing whatever else needed to be done.

With any luck, whatever was happening down at Seafoam Manor was not too deep of an institutional problem.

Toppling a government was never Erick’s preferred option.
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                    But he'd still topple a government if it needed toppling. 
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                    Nodragons has a new story, which I am sure many people are already aware of, but I started reading it recently and I want to give it a shoutout, too! Island Core! Current top of the rising stars! It's about a dungeon core that spawns on an island, and it grows from there. Give it a read! I'm liking it so far. 



                

                At first glance, the house at the end of Seafoam Road was an unassuming place, all shuttered and locked down with spellwork to make sure no one broke in and stole anything. Sure, some of those spells looked impressively dangerous, but that was rather normal for a lot of these houses out in the middle of nowhere.

The road probably got its name from the house, since before the Teleport Exodus, Erick suspected that this place didn’t even have a road.

Seafoam Road split away from the main road back closer to town, in the real noble district, to then wind its way into the mountains, curling around the southern side of the island. In another life, Erick could easily imagine driving a car down a road like that, taking in the wonderful view of the sea, south of the Archipelago. Far beyond that watery southern horizon lay the northern coast of Nergal, where everything was made of poison and death, and everything tried to kill everyone else all the time. But here, on Storm’s Edge, the land was tame, Seafoam Road likely hadn’t had traffic in months, overgrown as it was, and though the beaches down below were rather filled with salt spray air, the wind up by the manor smelled of the forest.

Here, at this end of the road, a large iron gate had laid directly across the road, serving as a final dividing line between the road and private property. A shadow had ‘opened’ the gate prior to Erick’s arrival, though, which was more like breaking several enchantments laid upon that gate and dealing with the explosion afterward, but that was fine with Erick. He was pretty sure whoever opened it was fine, though the gate was very much not. Blackened iron lay in a small heap to the side, where someone had gathered it up just because they could.

Normally, a place like this, disused as it looked, wouldn’t have had such robust defenses, for all magic used to degrade rather fast once it wasn’t actively tended to.

Erick had changed that, though.

Or more specifically, the Lighter’s Guild had brought the node network all the way out here, which meant that this place was still inhabited all the time, even though it was a good 220-ish kilometers outside of town. That sort of distance in a node network wasn’t all that abnormal, but most people who lived out in the sticks had decided eleven years ago to abandon their houses and move into town.

It looked like no one lived here, either, which was part of the obfuscation of the whole place.

Other than that, this place looked like a rather normal noble’s house. Several stories. Stone. Large windows everywhere, offering great views of the southern sea. Balconies and whatnot. Of course it was all boarded up with solid wood, and all the stone was solidly enchanted to prevent [Stoneshape].

Erick muttered, “Kinda weird for him to say it was ‘inside the noble district’, but I suppose ‘the noble district’ could also be a state of mind—” He asked, “What have you found?”

Shade Goldie stepped out of the shadows. She was decked out in her normal solid-black armor which showed almost no golden scales at all, while her black sword hung at her back like a plank of wood. She was looking particularly excited today, beyond that solid black mask, which was a little odd, but it was also ‘whatever’. The Shade still had her bouts of absolute-devotion to Erick’s authority, especially when he hadn’t called upon her for any specific task in a while, but she usually grew out of that rather fast these days. Maybe she had picked up on Melemizargo’s excitement? Whatever the case, Erick would find out later, no doubt.

For now, Goldie happily said, “The place is shut tighter than most banks. An over-eager shadow tried the gate but she more managed to break it, rather than unlock it, and that put her in a temporary coma. She’s fine now, but she’s taking it easy for a while.”

Erick was glad the shadow was okay. For security purposes, they never spoke names out in the field, but Erick was pretty sure that Goldie was talking about Durri. ‘Durri’ was just a code name, anyway, for ‘durable’; it was the name she picked for herself because of her usual temperament when it came to how she survived solving the problems of House Benevolence. It made sense that Durri would be the one to try the gate.

Goldie continued, “One side effect of that breaking was that the manasphere cleared beyond the gate. We’re not sure if it cleared all the way into the house, but it’s very possible. The place is also on a 24-hour cleaning cycle as well, which they seem to have cribbed from bank protocol, which is basically what they copied here but with a few variations.”

“A governmental building, then.”

“Highly likely.”

“I probably won’t find anything at all.”

“All the defenses seem automated, yes, but we haven’t gotten any Regency people snooping around yet, so perhaps there might actually be someone inside there, and they don’t need the Regency people to come to the rescue.”

Erick considered his next moves.

Warning plaques held to the gate’s adjoining stone walls. They read out warnings of [Force Trap]s and [Alarm] spells upon the property, and said that Seafoam Manor was not responsible for death incurred by those foolish enough to test its defenses.

Erick tuned his mana senses forward, delving into the property.

There was about 230 meters of space between the gate and the manor itself, with a somewhat-wild forest growing up from the land to the left and right of the roads. That road itself was overgrown, but some sort of semi-autonomous spellwork kept the house looking halfway-decent; The weeds only got so high, and the road wasn’t too overgrown.

He picked up on a good dozen types of spells holding in the air, and in the ground, within the node network that was the surrounding walls, and inside the various dry fountains, and ivy-covered statues here and there. [Force Trap] seemed to be the usual spell of choice; perhaps a few nonviolent variants to dissuade people from trying shit in the first place, before the really lethal traps started closer to the house. That spell was illegal in most of the world, except for governmental use in protecting property. In a few places nobles were allowed to use that spell, too. Whichever this particular case was, Erick would find out after he cracked the place open like a bag of potato chips…

Hmm. Potato chips.

Maybe he should have eaten something as a dragon before he came here. It had been about a week since he last ate and was getting damned hungry… And he wanted some potato chips from Earth, now that he was thinking about all that. Oh well. Maybe Ezekiel could invent those; Erick had tried a few times in the last decade, but he couldn’t get those thin, crispy ones that he truly loved, nor the ruffled ones—

Enough about food.

Erick’s mana senses stopped at the door to the manor. His range was around 500 meters on a good, clear day, and this was a good, clear day, so he got a great deal of the front of the house in his sense, but he couldn’t peer inside.

“Good [Ward]s,” Erick said, “High class.”

“Hence the bank-connection.”

“Highly likely. I assume you haven’t been able to get inside yet?”

“Nope. I can already foresee that the place will violently reject me.” Goldie said, “It’s easy to make a place impregnable, but people can’t usually exist inside those, and that is what they’ve done here. They might have someone inside, but such a life would be a sad sort of existence.”

Erick nodded, then he regarded the manor once again.

He had seen a few places like this before. A dozen places existed like this in Oceanside, each of them hiding works of disassembled magic too great to be let out into the open, or too ancient to be used here on Veird, in this New Cosmology. The manor was kind of like the noble district of Enduring Forge, actually, where they used their old noble houses to store stuff securely, like with the Tear of Aloeth. House Benevolence even had a few caches like this, and Quilatalap had a great many caches like this.

Erick had a little bit of skill breaking into places like this, but he was no expert, by far.

He could just ask the Regency to be let inside, but that would be asking for permission, and they’d scuttle the place if there was anything truly reprehensible here. It was better to do the deed and then ask for forgiveness later, if forgiveness was necessary.

Erick could just use his Class Ability, Mana Siphon. That Ability, which Erick had created based off of [Renew] and the Undertow Effect, was a way for him to touch a spellwork and Drain it of all power. It was a bit more nuanced of a Drain than just putting an [Undertow Star] into the sky, and wiping the magic away from a building, but in the end, the effect was the same; all the mana powering a working was forcibly removed.

Of course, if he did that, Erick was almost 100% positive that he would break whatever incriminating spellwork existed inside the place, and there were likely failsafes to prevent investigation of an unprotected manor, if the node network should fail. That could be either good, or bad, depending on the nature of those failsafes.

Over the years, with Erick’s invention of permanent spellwork for the masses, he had seen many different places use a node network to set up spellwork that would trigger under certain conditions, and then go away if the spellwork itself was disturbed in a way it wasn’t meant to be disturbed. One particular terrible instance of that was a Trap Master who had installed a [Force Shear Trap] into the node network of Killtree, over in the Sovereign Cities. That particular trap was primed to be hidden in almost all cases, but then to activate if a certain demographic of people should come near; shadelings, primarily, but also orcols, strangely enough. That spell would remain dormant until properly triggered, and if it was disturbed, it would violently lash out at everyone, causing a great deal more destruction than the usual triggering, regardless of who triggered it.

Over a decade ago, there were those words painted onto the side of Odaali, back when it was occupied by the Halls of the Dead, and the Daydropper Queen. Those words were actually [Force Trap]s, and they would have remained for a very long time, decades really, if Odaali would have left them alone, but the second Erick tried to [Dispel] them, they triggered violently.

Another instance of needing to leave traps intact, was once again in the Sovereign Cities. A cult of blood had tried to undermine Erick’s authority, and in order to have meetings, they had enchanted a specialized [Force Trap] into a part of the node network, that if you approached it in a certain way then you would be directed to the meeting location, and if you approached it any other way, it would break. Those types of ‘traps’ weren’t very useful for permanently securing a location, though, for a box that could be opened was always more vulnerable than a box that was welded shut.

There was really no way to know what he was dealing with here, at Seafoam Manor, until he poked at it.

Erick decided to secure himself with his [Perfected Benevolence] Elemental Body and his [Lodestar] Domain. With his sunform active, Erick would avoid all the largest of the traps, and all the various Ethereal ones that were strung across the property like a web of power, cast by a terrible spider of some sort.

He stepped onto the property, his skin flickering with pale white light, and then distorting as he moved through the space like an ooze; his body coming apart before it met any lines in the air, and then flowing back together on the other side. It was movement born of a great deal of personal skill, but to anyone looking they would have assumed that it was easy to do what Erick was doing now.

Ophiel twittered from the air behind him, back beyond the gate, saying, “I look out here!”

Erick spoke through the air, without using his actual body at all. “Thank you, Ophiel. Be careful not to trigger anything.”

Undoubtedly, small animals triggered these things all the time, but whatever sort of spellwork this was seemed to be either immune to the vagaries of small animals, or it was controlled by some force inside the house.

Ophiel flitted away to go check out all of that, but really he just wanted to look at the mice and the big bugs that roamed the land.

Erick continued onward, stepping around and through a good hundred layers of spellwork. Finally he came to some [Alarm Ward] effects. Those ones were easy to spot as a bunch of anti-animal magics. They seemed much more nuanced and were more of a ‘do not approach’ sort of effect, as opposed to a [Solid Ward] effect, though.

Animals on Veird had somewhat different hearing ranges than people, but not really. Everything on Veird was invented by other people, after all, and generally, people heard, saw, tasted, felt, and experienced the world in a certain, shared sort of way.

Eventually Erick came to a Wall-like effect, about 50 meters away from the actual house, with no way around. The important thing here was that the Wall hadn’t appeared to his senses until he was five meters away from it, which meant that Erick might be triggering something unknowingly, or maybe someone was watching, but he didn’t think anyone was watching… So how was this Wall spell appearing before him, like some sort of ethereal surface? There was also some other sort of spell underground that was much more solid than whatever this Ethereal-thing was, and that certainly hadn’t been there before now, either. How was it appearing…

Erick considered what he was seeing.

Other people were better at certain magics than him; this was no surprise. Still, though, it always surprised him a little bit when he came upon such a thing. Finding new magic usually made him smile, followed by him trying to figure it all out, for magic was fascinating. But in this place, in this situation, Erick did not smile.

As a test, Erick floated left, and the Wall-spell, whatever it was, only appeared to his senses when he was within a good ten meters of it. Had the perception-range of it changed? Perhaps. It was 5 meters before, and now it was 10.

… All the rest of the Wall simply did not exist until he was there, observing it.

It was as though Erick was a lightbulb, shining on a wall that was not there, until he shone upon the—

Oh. It was responding to the presence of a soul.

Duh.

This was Soul Magic.

… Could also be something like a [Magic Sensing Wall], for Erick was layered with active magic at the moment.

… This was taking too long.

He could always [Return] if he fucked up, so Erick stuck his Domain-protected hand into the static spell effect.

This would have been a phenomenally stupid thing to do for most people, but Erick was able to weather any casual trap these days, and most anything that anyone could throw at him.

With his hand in the Wall, Erick felt a ‘testing’ sort of magic try to read his soul, and then it returned a ‘negative’ result, or something like that. That was only an educated guess, but it was probably the correct one.

Magical turrets opened up on the roof of the house and began blasting Erick with [Force Beams]. The beams struck his Domain and splashed away like curving laminar flows. Some Beams hit the ground, hitting [Force Trap]s in the ground that promptly exploded underfoot. Others hit the [Alarm Ward] spells in the air, triggering them, causing a large wailing sound to pulse away from the house like a shrieking demon. It was probably a Thunder-based damage effect, but Erick couldn’t feel anything under his protections.

“Ahh… Fuck it.”

Erick dove into the house, shaping his Benevolence into a great dragon-clawed hand to rip the wooden shutters away from the door—

The interior of the house detonated.

It was not a large explosion, all things considered. The house remained, but the carpets, the drapes, the chairs, the windows, all turned to shrapnel, all throughout the house. Bare stone remained, heavily scorched. And then a massive [Cleanse] spilled throughout the entire manor, wiping away everything that had been destroyed. Anything that Erick might have wanted to find was gone, and what’s worse, is that the final burst of cleaning spellwork had erased the manasphere; there were no bits of shrapnel to [Mending Aura] back into furniture, and whatnot. The house was now empty of all normal clues.

Erick sighed a little.

And then he [Return]ed.

Once again, the house was as it had been, and Erick stood before the Wall of soul-checking magic.

He opened a [Gate] just past the wall, and stepped through onto a land that was devoid of any spellwork at all. Glancing backward, Erick saw that he had successfully circumvented the Wall spell. That magic hung in the air behind him like an ethereal curtain—

A wave of another ethereal Wall expanded from the interior of the house, touching upon Erick, and then the Thunder-based alarms and Beam turrets began again.

Erick [Return]ed to several seconds ago, back beyond the ethereal Wall spell.

These simple 10 second jaunts at the base cost of [Return] of 10,000 mana only cost Erick 500 mana each time. He could do this as much as he needed to do this. But...

Well…

Erick opened a [Gate] back to the front of the house, beyond all the defensive Alarm spellwork, and then he sent a telepathic question to Poi, who was still beside Archmage Wiloza, discussing the events happening right now.

‘I need to know about Seafoam Manor. How do you get in?’

Poi asked Wiloza the question, and after Wiloza furrowed her brow, and then answered, Poi responded, ‘She says Aroido just walks in, without anything special happening at all. The place is layered with defensive spellwork, but none of it activates on him. Blood Magic or Soul Magic keys, she suspects.’

As Erick watched Wiloza and Poi through Ophiel, as all that information came through, and it all looked truthful according to what he was seeing of Wiloza, he was still watching his own area, where he actually was. 

More specifically, he watched the Manor explode.

[Return].

Once again standing beside Goldie at the gate, Erick said, “This place is tied up tighter than a high-class bank.”

Goldie smiled a little. “Yes it is.”

Erick had learned a few things.

Firstly, that the house was actively being monitored. This would explain why it activated when it did, and why no Regency people had come out here to stop Erick. That raised another question, though, of why hadn’t the Regency asked him to stop this, if they knew he was here?

Also why had the monitoring person inside allowed Erick to even get this close without exploding the place already? Erick wasn’t sure. But since it was being actively monitored, that meant that the monitoring force wanted to see how far Erick could get… Maybe.

Erick was almost 100% sure that if an Aroido walked down this road, that they would be allowed inside, but Erick was not going to do that to any Aroido. The ‘Face’ that Erick had spoken to had seemed rather honestly horrified by this place...

Erick almost decided that he didn’t need to know what was in Seafoam Manor, but he knew this place was at the center of a lot of the horribleness of the dungeons, and whatever else might be going on around here. So he did need to figure this out.

So Erick opened a [Gate] to the secondary Pit, where the Aroidos had moved the dungeon entrances while dungeon 6 was compromised, and then he stepped through. Six black holes in the world held in the air, above a solid stone foundation, here on the other side of the mountain of the Pit.

Erick had kicked out the Regency overseers with Ophiel not ten minutes ago, and now Ophiel stood where those Regency overseers had been. A few Aroido had come out of the dungeons to all talk with each other, too, there in that not-private-at-all space. The Aroidos looked rather like triplets that each decided to style themselves differently, in order to be picked out from their clothes. One wore roughspun clothes, the other wore a thick leather belt, and the last one wore noble hand-me-downs. The three of them easily conversed with each other under the watchful eyes of Ophiel, but they all turned Erick’s way when he showed up.

Erick changed his mind about asking them to visit Seafoam Manor with him; he would ask, and see how they responded. “Any of you want to visit a foamy manor by the ocean with me?”

All three Aroidos went pale and started to protest—

“That’s fine,” Erick said, cutting them off. “I just need some blood, then.”

The three of them looked to each other.

Belt-wearing Aroido stepped up, asking, “How do you want to do this?”

Erick plucked the air, painlessly drawing out a baby-fist-sized ball of blood from Aroido’s exposed skin. It was just some Blood Magic he had made a while ago to collect samples for various reasons, and it worked well for stuff like this, too. As he floated that blood upon his hand, Erick watched as Belt-Aroido’s eyes went wide, and then fluttered. This was not enough blood to make anyone lightheaded, but Erick hit him with some [Greater Treat Wounds] anyway. It wasn’t a perfect blood-restoration magic, but he didn’t actually need a blood restoration spell.

As Belt-Aroido stood stronger and gathered his wits, Erick gave his thanks as he stepped back through a [Gate], his prize hovering to his left side.

He closed the [Gate] behind him and used a bunch of rapidly-cast illusion magic to do a few quick things. First, he used the blood to adopt Aroido’s Familiar Form, with his own [Perfected Polymorph]. Second, he made sure no one saw that, and what they saw, instead, was Erick stepping through another [Gate], going off to elsewhere, and leaving Aroido behind with instructions to walk forward, while he watched from afar so he didn’t disturb what might happen. A silent instruction from Erick had Goldie vanishing herself from sight.

Erick was rather sure that whoever was inside that Manor, watching, probably had [True Sight], but Erick’s illusions were good enough to fool that sort of spell about half the time, and he wasn’t faking his ‘new’ body at all; that was all real.

And so, Erick, as Aroido in body, but not in soul, walked forward, into the Alarm Wards of Seafoam Manor. Erick wasn’t willing to make an illusion of his soul, for that was practically impossible, anyway, and he probably didn’t need to.

The alarms did not trigger.

Erick smiled inwardly, but outwardly, he pretended to be Aroido; a worried mess, walking forward, stepping through [Force Trap]s and otherwise that did not trigger, even though they looked like they should. Erick knew at that moment that a very skilled Blood Mage had to be involved here, in some capacity.

Probably not a Blood Mage that Erick needed to worry about, though. Years ago, the knowledge of DNA had slipped to a few higher-ups in the world. The public knowledge of DNA hadn’t gotten out into the greater world at all, but some people were making big strides in figuring out how he could [Cascade Imaging] for [Cleanse]d blood. Both Kirginatharp and Quilatalap knew what DNA was, thanks to Erick. But then again, so did Kiri and some other high-ranking members of the Office of Enforcement, and…

Eh.

The knowledge of DNA was out there, but it wasn’t a problem yet.

The Blood Magic / DNA problem wasn’t even visible upon the Benevolent Sky, so Erick wasn’t too worried about DNA Magic. This wasn’t the first time he had encountered a set of spells coded to DNA permissions, either; that sort of magic was old hat, actually. Blood Magic was being used to do this exact sort of thing a thousand years ago.

And yet, the fact that he had gotten to the ethereal Wall again, without trouble at all, meant a few different things.

One, was that this place had blown up when Erick had involved Wiloza, but not when he had involved the Aroidos. Someone was looking at Wiloza, but not at the Aroidos. Or perhaps the magic here was actively checking up on Wiloza, and the Aroidos didn’t matter. Or maybe Wiloza was involved in this place more than Erick had suspected, and she had purposefully blown the location. But then again, no one had done anything between the time that Erick had first learned about this place, back there in the Pit when he was talking to Vanya and Aroido at the same time, and other people were undoubtedly [Long Range Scry]ing him then…

Eh.

Too many variables to suss out anything truly worthwhile right now, and it had only been maybe 15 minutes since he left the meeting with Vanya at the entrance to Dungeon 6. When you moved fast enough, a lot of the time other people just couldn’t keep up.

Anyway. Erick was at the ethereal Wall, and this time he pulled his Domain to just around his core and his head, leaving all the rest of his body completely unprotected.

He stuck his hand into the ethereal Wall—

“Tut tut, fake-Aroido,” came an indistinct voice from the air, “No Domains here, or else you’ll never know the truth about yourself.”

… Okay.

Lotta implications there.

Someone was watching.

That someone was able to pluck at many different separate threads of information out in the rest of the world, but did not know that the Aroido in front of him was Erick, or could not intuit that much. Erick had done that illusionary display back there to nominally fake out whoever might be watching, but he hadn’t given it his absolute best shot. Someone currently watching Wiloza at the Pit (and thus ready to explode this place) should have seen what Erick did with the Aroidos at the smaller Pit.

Though there were lots of smaller implications, too, but Erick considered the main series of ones, now raised by the words that had come from the air.

Every Aroido knew of this place, but didn’t want to come here, for to come here was to know the truth about themselves. Which usually ended up with them never being seen again.

Also, the system was loose enough to check on every ‘fake-Aroido’ coming through, and then accept them.

A purely soul-based checking system could do that, but Aroido had spoken of soul-drift, which was a common fault in repros when they got copied from each other, instead of from the original. Soul-drifting would have invalidated any sort of ‘Aroido-specific’ soul check in this case where there were many copies of copies.

Now, if there were only Aroido and the first generation of repros, then a soul check would have worked.

Blood Magic was easier to work with when it came to repros, though, for repros acted like a family line, and Blood Magic did family lineage checking very well. So it was possible this was all Blood Magic, and there was no controlling mind behind this spellwork at all, or at least a Blood Mage had left enchantments here, and those enchantments were supposed to take hold of Aroido when he crossed a threshold.

Erick hadn’t allowed that control magic to happen to him, but then again, whoever had placed this stuff was obviously familiar with Aroido’s spellwork, and he knew Aroido had a Domain, and so this Blood Magic enchantment was able to talk about what Aroido should not be doing in order to get his answers—

Ahh… Paranoia was causing Erick to think everything through, perhaps too much. This prognostication of a ‘storm not of Sininindi’s make’ and this [Onward]-fiasco were certainly freaking him out.

… So should he let the Blood Magic take hold?

Not a second had passed since the voice had spoken.

Erick answered, “I’m not like the rest of my brothers. I’m not insane yet and you’re not touching me.”

“A wily one, then! Well come on in anyway. Once you see the truth of yourself you’ll want me to take control of you anyway. All of you disappointments always do.”

Another eye-opening statement.

Erick didn’t go down the rabbit hole with that one, though. For now, he would play this event out until he reached the end.

The ethereal Wall opened up, pulling back like a curtain, and Erick stepped through.

The manor was exactly as it had been, but now there were no spells standing between him and the house. Erick had half expected to shift into a [Fairy House], or something, after walking past that Wall spell; to see everything from another perspective. But no. Seafoam Manor remained an enigma, all boarded up and growing weeds here and there.

“What’s supposed to happen now?” Erick asked, sneering in the way that Aroido had sneered at Soltic and Vanya, down there in the dungeon.

“Oh my,” said the voice. “You must be far gone if you don’t remember anything at all. Or maybe the one before you plucked those memories out, unknowingly.”

The wooden covering across the door began to shift, as under the spell [Woodshape], pulling aside, revealing a much nicer set of wooden double doors beyond. They were gilt with gold and silver, and those doors opened inward, revealing a hallway filled with opulence. Blue carpets, blue drapes, paintings on every wall. Seascapes with ships plying waves and storms, and coral vistas under sunny waves.

But as Erick walked forward, it was the portraiture that got his attention the most.

Pretending to be in a slight daze, Erick walked into the house, onto the blue carpet, to stare at the largest of the paintings, set above a grand staircase. It was a family portrait, with everyone wearing expensive clothes. Aroido was left-of-center while a woman sat in a chair beside him, two of their hands clasped together, while five kids from age 1 to 15 sat and stood around their parents. Three boys, two girls, with the youngest girl sitting on the woman’s lap, in her arms.

“If you accept my power, then you will know who they are,” said the voice.

“Tell me, instead,” Erick replied, making sure his voice was a bit shaky.

With too much hateful mirth, the voice said, “They’re you!”

“All of them?”

“Not the children, of course; those were just your first victims.” The voice took on a subtle, terrible wrath. “From eldest to youngest: Seyto, Matt, Aryi, Maya, and the baby, Silkie. You took [Force Beam]s to all except for baby Silkie. For the littlest one you just grabbed her and threw her down the stairs, thinking she was a demon. The only demon in the house was you.”

Erick breathed out, “I’m not responsible for who came before me.”

“… Huh.” A sudden [Scry] eye appeared before ‘Aroido’, glaring at him. “You’re not my creation at all, are—”

[Return].

“No,” Erick gasped, instead of saying what he really thought. He needed to drag out this interrogation a bit more, to get some actionable intelligence. “But I don’t remember…”

“A part of you remembers! A part of you knows your broken Truth.” The voice demanded, “Tell me your guilt, ‘Aroido’. Tell me, and I will wash it all away.”

Erick said, “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“You don’t even know her name, do you? You poor, broken thing. You come here out of some unknown duty, engraved within your soul as a final act to keep you from harming others, and you don’t know anything at all!” The voice taunted Erick the entire time it spoke. “Born of the union of Aroido and Frydrika and myself, you are our greatest achievement, and greatest failure. Your entire line was conceived in a confluence of Blood Magic and the idea of utter subservience to the Regency. Fake. Unreal. Liar and death-to-all. You were to be the greatest dungeon master the world had ever seen, and yet all you can do is live for a while and break horribly after five years, growing more and more erratic the whole time, until finally, you come here. TO ME.” With a condescending whisper, the voice said, “Ready to break yet again, and yet still following those final instructions anyway, trying not to break where anyone else can see.” With imperiousness, “Let me in and I will make it painless. It’s more than you deserve for what you did to our creators.”

“I— I could go to the Wizard, and he can [Reincarnation] me!”

Quiet laughter began to seep into the grand entrance, spilling out of every hallway and out of every air vent, before erupting from the very air in front of ‘Aroido’.

“HE DOESN’T CARE ABOUT YOU!”

The level of sound would have qualified as an attack if Erick had been less secured in his own protective magics. He still pretended to hold his ears in pain, though. He pretended to struggle to turn away from the painting, to look toward the open doors behind him—

The laughter cut. The doors slammed shut.

The voice declared, “Die now, parent-killer, child-slayer, abomination-of-the-dark.”

The attack came from all sides. Blood spikes, mainly.

But Erick simply cast a [Time Stop], for he had done enough direct investigation with the construct, or whatever it was that inhabited the place. A [Familiar]-esque magic, perhaps? Maybe even an actual intelligence, locked away downstairs, or something.

Erick would have cast some of the various spells he had in order to find out better answers, since he was here, at the center of it all, but there was only one thing Erick couldn’t really do inside a [Time Stop], and that was to use any Script-granted magic at all. That magic was locked behind the Script Second and he was currently experiencing exactly zero of those.










	
Time Stop, instant, self, 1000 mana

Become the moment.
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He didn’t really need those Script-granted spells, though, and he didn’t really need to manually cast them, either.

His version of [Timestop] was really quite good, for it was fitted with such niceties as a [Cleanse] to keep his blood oxygenated and an [Alter Friction] to not burn himself (or the world) up as he walked through the air in the room. It also wasn’t a perfect [Time Stop], for he could still see. If time was perfectly stopped then no light could have reached his eyes at all. Erick’s version of [Time Stop] was more, as the text described, a ‘moment’.

And all he really needed was an undisturbed moment to suss out whatever was going on in this manor.

Quilatalap’s version of the spell cost a lot more and did almost exactly the same things, but Quilatalap’s version eventually turned the world dark all around him and anyone else he dragged into his [Time Stop] with him. He attributed Erick’s flavor of [Time Stop] to him being a Paradox Wizard.

Erick almost let his mind wander back to those moments when he was talking Time Magic with Quilatalap, and the few times he had done so with Phagar. But, no. He would do all that later; they’d have lots to talk about. Maybe not so much with Quilatalap, for he would be busy, but Phagar was literally always right there in the mana, waiting for his time to guide all people to their final destinations. Or to talk magic, in Erick’s case.

Later.

Erick walked into the house, following the frozen magic here and there, the layered Privacy spellworks inside the few mana-sense-opaque walls (mostly the outer walls), until he got to the kitchen. To his mana senses, the room looked normal; no large holes in the ground anywhere. But the large kitchen table was set oddly in the middle of the room, and that small bit of weirdness caused Erick to look closer at the table, and then, eventually, at the floor underneath the table.

The stonework under the table was composed of bricks and some Privacy spellwork layered through those bricks, just like it was all through the rest of this place. But there were scratches in the stone where the large table had been moved back and forth, and a conspicuous hole, about 1 centimeter across, lay in the very center of the stone. That hole was filled with some sort of Force Magic.

Erick shoved his sunform down the hole, breaking the Force spell, and then into several holes around the main hole. And then he lifted. Three bricks, all joined to each other, lifted out of the hole, revealing a depth beyond that was layered with even more Privacy spellwork.

For that, though, Erick just poked his sunform through, extending his soul past the well-made Privacy.

There was a cavern about the size of a bedroom down there. Mostly plain, open stone.

And it was occupied.

Force Magic hung all around the entire room. Most of the spells were [Scry] spells, looking out into the rest of the world; mostly to different parts of the property itself. A few [Scry]s looked over at Archmage Wiloza and also at Regency Castle, along with a few other high-profile places. Everbless. The Blue Temple. The harbor. And then there were the Alarm spells of the property, each lined up to a switchboard made of lights. Those spells filled up a quarter of the space. And then there were the killing spells, set to triggers here and there, alongside [Scry] spells on those triggering locations.

Erick wasn’t quite sure at the intricacy of what he was seeing here, or what all of it was for, but a lot of it seemed rather self-evident. If someone tried something untoward here at Seafoam Manor they would meet a grisly fate at the hand of the controller, down here in this room.

The controller, though, was a blood ooze.

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

There, in the center of the room, inside a bowl of Force that hovered above the stone, sat a bathtub-sized puddle of blood, viscera, eyes, and a few teeth. It was a very old blood ooze, for those didn’t usually develop those gory-bits until after several decades of life, at least. Since the thing had a myriad of tentacles extending from its mass, out into the room to control the switches on the Force Magic, it had intelligence, so it was very old. Dozens of decades, maybe. Over a hundred? Yes, over a hundred.

Maybe even 200? Who knew with these things—

Kirginatharp would know. Quilatalap, too. Several others, for sure. Oozes very rarely turned sapient, but of those that could, blood oozes were high on the list. Usually oozes were killed long, long before they got anywhere near to that point, for the life of an ooze was generally extremely violent.

But this ooze seemed rather well put-together. And it looked to be ‘at home’. That was the one main thing that showed Erick that this blood ooze was not a recently-transformed person. It was not like those blood oozes he had encountered over at the Sovereign Cities, back when they went to war with him and Charme had turned all those people into blood oozes. All those people were practically monsters after their transformation. Of those who had any wherewithal at all, they were desperately crazy, trying to get anyone at all to understand them as they fell to the madness of the ooze; rhythmic tapping to get attention, making sounds with their oozy body, or even casting some of the spells they knew in life, like using [Prestidigitation] to speak. [Telepathy] didn’t work on oozes, though, so that main method of communication never happened.

Those which failed to learn how to communicate fast enough, and get help fast enough, generally fell to their monstrous nature within a day. That didn’t happen to the Sovereign Cities, though; Erick and his coalition had been solidly on that job to ensure that no one got left behind.

Blood oozes in the wild could come back to some sort of sanity, though, if they were alive for long enough.

So this one was probably very, very old, but maybe only recently cognizant? That was Erick’s educated guess, for aside from the spellwork and the ooze, the room had one painting on one wall; one hint at how long it had been since the ooze remembered itself.

It was a different sort of painting; kinda weird, if taken on its own, but also kinda heartwarming, with everything else Erick had seen.

The ooze’s portrait was the same as the large one in the grand entrance way of the house; the one with Aroido and his wife and their five kids. But this painting also had the blood ooze in the painting, standing in its floating Force bowl, hovering behind and between Aroido and Frydrika like a protective force. A myriad of blood tendrils came out of that bowl and wrapped around both the humans’ shoulders in a protective sort of embrace.

The blood ooze was a member of the family.

Kinda odd? Kinda odd.

Erick had seen odder, though. All he had to do was look down, below that ‘family portrait’ in order to see ‘odder’, and to know that the blood ooze, while sapient, still had very non-human sensibilities.

A small collection of well-tended gilded glass boxes sat in front of the family portrait. Seven of them; not a single one of them looking old or dusty at all, unlike the rest of the stone hole-in-the-ground, where dust held in some of the other corners of the pit. Each of those well-maintained glass boxes held bones; carefully stacked and organized inside, with the skull sitting on top, looking outward. Each box of bones was arranged sort of how the people in the portrait stood.

Two boxes of bones were larger than the other five, and those went in the back of the arrangement, while the five smaller boxes held around those main two. The smallest box of bones had a faded blue ribbon sitting on the skull that mirrored the little blue ribbon on the little girl in the portrait; on Silkie. It was not the exact same ribbon in the painting, but it was close enough.

It was easy to tell what was going on there.

“… So this all seems like a horrible mess,” Erick muttered to himself. And then he had a thought. As he looked down at the ooze, he said to himself, “I never would have seen you had I not decided to dig as deep into this problem as I have. Perhaps it was the prophecy that made me go this far, but… Maybe I really have been ‘gone’ for the last eleven years.”

Erick pulled his hand back, and the cavern vanished from his Sight.

He went over to a chair and sat down for a think.

Two timeless minutes later, Erick went back to the hidden hole in the manor, stuck his hand through the Privacy, and did a whole lot of spellwork rather rapidly. First, he ended the [Time Stop]. As a flash of warmth from heated air passed across him, trailing all through the path he had walked throughout the house, Erick cast a [Slowing Enclosure] around the blood ooze.

That provided him with some more time.

He used that time to begin dismantling the spellwork all around the ooze, as the ooze slowly, ever so slowly, began to realize that something was happening. Erick made sure to disable all of the killing [Force Trap]s in the room, too. He was pretty sure that those had not exploded back when he had assaulted the place, and the place had exploded, before he [Return]ed to try something else. The ooze did have a final sort of contingency plan, though, in case it was discovered down there in his hole.

Erick excavated the kitchen, fully opening the pit below, while transforming back into his Apparent King, normal black-horn-crowned form, along the way. And then he went through the house, disabling every other explosive [Force Trap] he could find, which was a lot of them. More than a few of them were primed to explode the second they were disturbed, and Erick had more than a few accidents, but [Return] fixed those accidents, and since he was only going back the normal amount of seconds, his mana regen and his Intelligence could keep up with that mana expenditure.

A [Return] might move Erick back into the past, but it didn’t restore the mana he used to cast [Return]. It did, however, return all the mana he did not use to cast that [Return]. So it was easy to disable stuff when he was actually trying, since there was no need to keep anything intact anymore.

He had figured out the secret of this place.

Once Erick was through with the worst of the house cleaning, he invited Goldie inside, to help clean up the rest of the mess. But mostly she was to just stand there with him as he stood over the ooze’s pit. He was going to talk to the ‘monster’ now. Oozes didn’t have cores so they weren’t really ‘monsters’ in the classical sense of the word, but this one certainly looked the part of a monster.

Some would consider Erick a monster simply because of his core.

Erick dismissed the [Slowing Enclosure].

The ooze froze, suddenly shrinking down into its Force bowl spellwork, its many eyes turning upward to take in Erick. Watching the movement of its eyes was like watching vein-covered golf balls turning around of their own accord, inside a bowl filled with dark red gelatin. Those eyeballs were certainly attached to a living creature, though, for variously-colored irises went wide. Disbelief, anger. Sadness, hope; a lot of emotions passed across those eyes rather rapidly.

But no words came out of the blood ooze.

So Erick spoke first, “I am sorry that you think I do not care about Aroido, or, ostensibly, about you. I care about as many people as I can see, but my Sight is limited, for I am still just a person, like you. Do you want a [Reincarnation]?”

The ooze said nothing.

It was in complete, sudden denial.

It simply lay there in its floating Force bowl spell, five of its eyes trained on Erick, three of its eyes trained on Goldie. One of its eyes looked to Ophiel, on Erick’s shoulder.

Ophiel fluffed up a little bit, expanding to show more eyes on his wings. He exclaimed, “I have eyes, too!”

The ooze mumbled, “Why yes you do, little one—” And then he went silent again.

Erick recalled Ophiel back to his shoulder, and then he hopped down into the hole. The ooze recoiled a fraction as Erick landed without a sound. Now at eye-level, Erick stated, “I have a lot of things to clean up around here at Storm’s Edge. I feel like I don’t want you to be one of those things. So here’s what’s going to happen: I’m going to ask you a few questions, and then Goldie up there is going to give you a full interview, while I move on. I’ll be back, though, and we can talk then. Okay?”

“… Okay,” said the bathtub of red gelatin, eyes, teeth, and various bits of living gore.

Erick nodded. “Okay. So, first question: The Aroidos go insane? Not hyperbole?”

“… They do. They were… They had too much of me in them. They… We tried to make…”

The ooze’s voice faded away. It was too scared to talk.

Erick nodded, though, for that was enough information anyway. This part of the Tidewalker family tried to make the dungeons work through a perfect dungeon master, created through blood magic and various donations from Aroido, Aroido’s wife, and this guy here. Quilatalap would probably have more to say about that.

“Final question for now: Do you have a name?”

“… Oozy.”

Erick raised an eyebrow, and then he went with it. “Nice to meet you, Oozy. I’m Erick, the Wizard, and by the time we’re all done here, we’ll make sure you’re assisted out of this hole you’ve gotten yourself into, both literally and metaphorically. Goldie will explain more. Also: Are you going to be a threat to anyone who doesn’t deserve it? Or do you only kill the Aroidos, as they are your failed experiment?”

“… I only kill the Experiments who go crazy. We tried fixing them but they… They always go crazy. It’s a soul problem, I think, and I can’t fix that, and... Frydrika was the only one who knew how to do that sort of magic, and the Experiment killed… All of them, except me.”

“But the ‘Experiment’ still works as the Regency wants it to work?”

“… The Experiment works well except when it doesn’t, near the end. At least that’s… what they tell me. I would have rather we never used them.”

“With any luck, I’m pretty sure that the dungeon master in there now will be able to solve the problem of the breaks, and I can take your ‘Experiment’ and give all of them new, real lives, so they won’t ever degrade again.” Erick added, “Just like I will do for you, if you want.”

“… I… I do want that.”

“Good! I want to help you, too.” Erick stepped into the air a half-step. “Goldie will take your interview from here. It was nice to meet you, Oozy.”

“… nice to… meet you, too...”

Oozy’s voice fell away, and never came back.

Erick flickered away in a flash of Benevolent light.

As he moved to his next location, he considered, for not the first time, what it meant to have non-human sensibilities. Yggdrasil was non-human, and he never had been, though he had been born of Erick and had grown up with Erick tethering him to reality. Yggdrasil had it easy, didn’t he. Sure, he had troubles in the beginning with being aware of what it meant to hurt people and animals and what not, but he had grown up fine, and soon, he would be out on his own, and making an avatar of his own, to experience the world through human-adjacent senses… Would he even pick a human form? Maybe not. He lived with the orcols and the arbors most of the time. He might choose to be an orcol.

Ophiel was another conundrum. How would he turn out?

Erick sort of smiled as he thought of Jane, how she had started off as human, but now she was a whole bunch of other stuff, too.

And he was a dragon, so that was freaking weird.

Non-humans all around… Not to mention, incani, dragonkin, harpies, shifters and all the rest.

Well anyway.

Everbless, the other most non-human entity in this land (that Erick knew of), still hadn’t shown. That was weird, too. Erick decided that he would go visit Everbless personally, if he didn’t show after this next major stop. Eventually, anyway.

There was a lot more work to do before he went looking for Everbless, though.

Erick’s next stop was at the Pit.

Poi and Archmage Wiloza floated along in the sky, upon the archmage’s Platform spell, overlooking the Pit as they spoke of current events and what would happen next. Erick was very glad that Wiloza was being as cooperative as she was, and he decided to say as much after landing on the archmage’s platform.

Wiloza did a professional, tiny bow with her head and upper body, saying, “I have a great deal of loyalty to the Regency, Wizard Flatt, but I know that we are not prepared to weather the storm that is coming; Sininindi helps, but she won’t help a sailor who won’t read the wind or know the tides themselves, and I see this wind and these tides very clearly.”

An unexpected sentiment, but perhaps it shouldn’t have been unexpected at all.

Erick said, “You seem more centered, too; I’m glad to see that, Wiloza.”

“I’m past the initial anxiety of knowing the storm is coming. I’m sure many people back in the Castle will take several more days to reach this point.” Wiloza gestured to the Pit, to the spaces where all the other dungeons except for 6 had been located until the Aroidos had moved them. Two of those black holes in the world were back in position, but the rest were still missing. “Aroido is past his terrible worry, as well. Nothing quite like a super power coming in and setting things to rights.”

Erick asked, “Do you know about Aroido’s true history?”

He tried not to make his words too accusatory, for he wasn’t quite sure what he was accusing, anyway.

Wiloza was already past being overly-worried about anything, though. “I know the larger sweeps of the story, but not the nuances. As I was telling your man: Years ago, in a bid to make proper dungeons, Aroido and Frydrika worked together to produce a repro that was perfect; him with his Force Magic, and then a bit of Soul Magic snipping from Frydrika. I don’t know the whole story, but it was a major horror show back when it first happened.

“The first repro or the second, we’re not sure, turned on them and their five children, killing them all.

“But by then we had ten Aroidos in a dungeon, and the one that had committed the deed was executed for his crimes. Augustive then handed off the Aroidos to me, for he couldn’t bear to work with them directly anymore.

“And so, for the last several years, the Aroidos have copied themselves into every dungeon they can get into, and they control the dungeons well enough for our purposes, which have always primarily been the disposal of monsters. But of course, they still sometimes go crazy.

“Augustive told me what to watch out for years ago, and I have seen what happens when an Aroido ages past his prime, and so, I guide them to Seafoam Manor. I’m not sure exactly what takes them over when they see that place, for Frydrika built something into their soul, or something like that. Whatever the case, they all always go inside, and they’re never seen again.

“That’s only for the ones who go crazy, or who are about to go crazy, and who don’t know where to vent their insanity. Sometimes the Aroidos simply get erratic out here and they have no respect for their lives, or something to that effect. They end up drinking themselves to death or going swimming with sharks to try and feel something, or… They’re sort of broken. But they work well enough, and we’re not going to execute them for being melancholic people.” Wiloza added, “But now that the secret is fully out, I believe that Augustive might pop that [Force Trap] and deal with the aftermath of executing them all as soul-abominations. A few people in-the-know have been calling for that ever since the Aroidos started replicating themselves inside their dungeons… You know we never asked them to do that. They do that on their own. They will actually be exceedingly difficult to remove from our dungeons.”

Erick listened intently, corroborating what he had seen back in Seafoam Manor with what Wiloza was telling him. “Thank you for telling me that. I only have one more question. Do you know about the blood ooze family member, living inside Seafoam Manor?”

Wiloza had been prepared for a great many proclamations from Erick, but she was not prepared for that. Her eyes went wide first, and then she narrowed her vision at Erick. “… There’s an ooze inside the Manor?”

“An ancient ooze, too. Centuries, maybe. With developed eyeballs and teeth and brain matter. Skilled in Blood Magic and able to use Force Magic, too.”

“No. I. Ah. I did not know that.” Perhaps sheepishly, she added, “I never went looking into that manor… for a vast number of reasons.”

“The ooze’s name is Oozy, and he has some odd sensibilities. He talks well enough, too.” Since that was enough investigation into the Aroido-situation for now, Erick changed the subject, “I’m taking Poi into the Castle. Do you wish to come along and answer questions, or will you be staying here?”

Wiloza banished her worried facade and looked back to the Pit. “… I’m going to stay here and have some talks with Aroido.”

“Ah. One last question about him.” Erick asked, “Do they have individual names? I am assuming not, but I can’t quite figure out why not— Aside from security issues with keeping the secret, but that secret is out of the bag now.”

Wiloza said, “They might have private names for use amongst themselves, but I don’t think they do. They like to trade on the expectation of Aroido being aloof and curmudgeonly, so they can be all of that without reprisal, and to be interchangeable with each other… They are their own little society, Wizard Flatt, and I could spend hours talking about what I know of them.”

Erick got the hint. “I would listen to those words, but I must move on as well.”

Wiloza nodded.

As Erick flickered away with Poi in tow, the Slime Mage resumed her work on the Pit. To be sure of what she was doing, though, Erick rapidly consulted with Poi, through [Telepathy].

‘What is she doing with the Pit?’

‘She was going for a trap to defend against Vanya’s workings, and she’s still doing that because she doesn’t trust any known necromancers, but she’s going to be adding in some intake areas and stuff like that if we get to that point. She does civic engineering on the side, and she’s made storm shelters before, so she knows most of what she’s doing.’

Erick extrapolated, and then asked, ‘Do you think she would like some help from House Benevolence in making the exterior of the shelter? Or would Stratagold or Oceanside be better contacts?’

‘She’s iffy with any foreign powers, so the answer to that really depends on how big you want to go with all of this.’

‘As big as necessary. 22.5-million-people big.’

‘I’m sure Archmage Wiloza will adapt.’
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The lower levels of Regency Castle were bustling with people preparing for a dungeon break or a necromancer attack, fitting themselves with armor or spellwork as they lined up in squads on small fields and on balconies here and there, all in order to hurry up and wait. Higher in the castle, in grand meeting rooms and otherwise, nobles and the servants of nobles argued over what would come next. The news of Vanya’s necromantic powers was spreading rapidly, though it had yet to reach any of the public.

A lot more people were stuck outside the Castle gates, simply trying to find out what was happening and why. Rumors abounded, and the Regent or Regency had yet to make a statement, and that seemed only to inflame the crowd. Some of those people were delvers who had Platformed themselves over from the Pit to try and find out what was happening. A few of the more violence-inclined people had fucked around with the guards, and then found out what happened; those worst offenders had been hauled away, off to some holding cells for the duration of this temporary crisis.

The guards also let in those who were of high standing, who appeared out of the crowd.

Erick did not go in that way, though. That would cause a scene.

Erick expected to make a few scenes, of course. The Storm Prophecy, as some people were calling it, was making the rounds rather fast. Because of that Prophecy, much of this riotous gathering was expected.

But for the Regency to take hours to make a proclamation one way or another spoke of… Problems.

Lots of problems, really.

Erick was rather sure that the Tidewalker clan, the people in charge of the Regency, and who were indeed ‘The Regency’ itself, were rather politically weak. Maybe magically weak, too. Sure, they had Archmage Wiloza, who was moving literal mountains back there at the Pit, but aside from nominal control of their guard and their army, they had nothing.

On the other side of the equation of the power of Storm’s Edge, lay the Storm Priestess, Tiza Nindi, and all the other people of Sininindi’s Church. Then there were the merchants and their various trade guilds, as well as the nobility. The Dungeon Guild also had a prominent place of power in the Regency, according to what Erick had seen over the last hour, through the Ophiel he had left scattered around the Regency Castle, spying on everyone.

And so, because of that spying, Erick knew where to enter the Castle.

Not through the front gate like any proper person, but through a swirl of white lightning, opened up directly into the most important meeting he could see happening at the moment. One where Tiza Nindi and a bunch of nobles all stood or sat around a large table, yelling at each other and at the Regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker, who sat quietly at the end of the table, flanked by guards.

The room did not go silent as Erick entered. Instead—

“What the FUCK are you doing here!” yelled Storm Priest Tiza Nindi, her feathered hair puffing up behind her owl mask as she glared at Erick. “You’re the reason we’re having this crisis at all! You and your House stepping in where you don’t belong! What do you have to say for yourself!”

Erick wanted to ask why Tiza was coming at him with that rude tone, and all those disrespectful words, but he only got so far as, “The first time we saw each other you called me an—”

“You shouldn’t be here!” Tiza said, interrupting him, because he wasn’t answering her question, or prostrating himself before her, or, even better, simply leaving. So she yelled, “Leave, and respect the sanctity of The Goddess’s decree against your incursion into this land! We don’t want you here, and you shall not have contact with Everbless while we stand!”

“… The first time we saw each other you called me an—”

“Stop talking and leave Storm’s Edge to us! Go away, Wizard!”

Erick had had quite enough of that, thank you very much.

Now, he was very sorry for what he was about to do, for it was not right to shut people down as he was about to, but as he looked around the room he saw a few Storm Priests silently backing up Tiza’s words, and a few nobles who were waiting for weakness of any sort, in order to pounce and demand that the Regency capitulate to their personal desires for the future. There were a few people openly gawping that Tiza would speak that way to the Wizard, but those people were trying not to have that expression on their face, for no one here really liked the Wizard at all.

And then there was Regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker, sitting on his chair, and probably a little bit drunk, all in order to deal with the people all around the room. He was probably drinking due to Erick’s presence, too, which was a slight problem.

So Erick was going to make all his problems go away.

First, Erick filled the room with his [Physical Domain], and then he turned off all other magics in the room at once, popping a good thirty [Scry] eyes in the process. The room went utterly silent, as the only power and sound in that place was now Erick’s.

Tiza Nindi briefly grabbed her throat as her words failed to come out, and then she advanced on Erick, prepared to slap him. She fell through a [Gate] instead, helped along by a little push of power. She ended up in the hallway, beyond the locked door, not five meters away.

She could come back in when Erick was done here.

Erick closed the [Gate], but he switched to his sunform, with his Benevolence Domain, and sound returned. It remained quiet as Erick spoke, “She called me an adulterer when we first met, at my Particle Magic talks well over 12 years ago. Haven’t seen her until today. I had thought that time might have mellowed her a bit, but I see now that that was never going to be a possibility. Still, though! How odd, that she would start off her conversation with me like she did. Well she’s outside the door, and banging on it, too, as I’m sure a lot of you can already see. Anyway.” Erick got to the meat of the conversation, “I wish to have a private word with Regent Augustive, and my needs override all of yours because the crisis is already handled, and the dungeons will be active again shortly and giving out more gold than ever before to whoever can brave the Dark. The shelter from the storm is coming along, too, and various other good things are happening as they get to happening.” With a small dip of his head, he added, “I am terribly sorry for running roughshod all over you and your lawful and noble duties, but since this crisis is a lot bigger than just Storm’s Edge, I and other major powers will become involved in this moving forward. Now if you will excuse my impertinence, I need to have a private conversation with your Regent, as I have already said.” Erick looked to Augustive. “Would you be so kind as to grant a private audience?”

Augustive instantly declared, “The Regency recognizes the counsel of Wizard Flatt—”

“I would ask to stay,” interrupted a self-important nobleman, in a sky-blue and gold suit. According to the manasphere that Erick had been looking through as he had spoken, that particular noble had been berating others in the room before Tiza came in and took that duty from him. Erick disliked the man, and then disliked him even more, when the nobleman almost sneered, as he said, “We have a right to be here. You do not.”

The man had pulled back from that sneer just in time, too, as though he had realized halfway through who he was talking at.

Erick simply opened a [Gate] to the side, which led back to House Benevolence, on the other side of the Letri Ocean. He gestured to the room, asking, “Augustive?”

Augustive got up and walked right through the [Gate].

Erick and Poi followed, leaving the nobles and merchants and otherwise right where they were, back in that meeting room.
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In a nice little room that oversaw the Gate District of Candlepoint, Erick sat a very cooperative Augustive down in a chair on one side of a nice little table, while Erick sat down on the other side. To the left side of the room lay a small, yet full bar, complete with liquor on glowing shelves, adding a certain multicolor ambiance to that part of the room, while the rest of the room held natural light from the large windows. Poi began mixing drinks without needing to be asked.

Erick still thanked him, though.

Augustive was still collecting his thoughts while that happened. He probably had a great deal of them, since he had two tendrils of thoughts coming off of his head right now.

Poi set a lemon whiskey in front of Erick, and a sunset wine cooler in front of Augustive. For a moment, the Regent of Storm’s Edge looked askance at the drink, wondering if it was poisoned or not, but then he realized that of course it wasn’t poisoned. Erick would just execute him out of hand if he felt like it.

Erick had to speak out against that obvious thought, “I’m not going to kill you, or harm your kingdom, or even step in and take any power away from you at all.”

“Pardon me if I disbelieve that, after all these shows of power.” Augustive took the offered drink, took a sip, and then said, “You have a stranglehold on trade through the Gate Network, and I’m sure one of those ‘nobles’ back there has probably been feeding you information that would see me beheaded, if only to pour more gold into their already-full coffers.”

Erick smiled a little at that, and then he took a sip of his own drink. It was good; Poi made the best drinks. As Erick held his glass in his hands, he said to Augustive, “Your kingdom is flourishing. You’re doing well. I didn’t see any homeless people and even the thieving kids by the Gates all go to orphanages with nice, if meager meals, at the end of the day. The streets are clean. The dungeons were working for what you wanted them to do. Tourism is up, and people move freely everywhere they wish to move. Everbless is a bit of a concern to me, but that whole circumstance will shake out with time. This latest problem will pass as all storms pass, and though some buildings will fall and people will die, the kingdom will survive under your authority.” Erick said, “But you could use some help. How can I help you?”

Augustive stared at Erick, thinking, his mouth in a little frown as he held his red drink in one hand. He swished the drink a little. He thought. He asked, “You’re not going to execute me for crimes against souls? With the Aroidos?”

“No. You did what you had to do, using the magics available to you, in order to produce a monster-trap that worked well enough. I’m rather certain that Vanya is on the case with that now, though, so if you leave it to her, then everything should work out well. I’ll probably be taking the Aroidos off of your hands and [Reincarnation]ing them in order to solve their long-standing soul-degradation issue, and the thornier social issue you have created. Probably going to give the blood ooze, Oozy, a new body, too.” Erick casually asked, “So who is he, anyway? She? They? I’m not sure.”

Augustive kept his stare on Erick, trying to figure out his game.

Everyone who never met Erick always tried to ‘figure out Erick’s game’, and since Erick had purposefully never dealt with Storm’s Edge, Augustive was experiencing that familiar phenomenon for the first time. Most of the world had dealt with Erick in one way or another by now, though, and while a bunch of places hated him because he would butt into their problems just like he had done with Storm’s Edge, if the problem was large enough, a lot of places loved him, too. Augustive had likely heard all of those stories.

He was trying to decide which ones were true.

Erick let him think for a little while longer, sipping his drink as he waited.

Augustive began, “The problem is myriad, and has been compounded recently with the understanding that, until now, everyone knew you would stay away from Storm’s Edge, to honor Sininindi’s request that you not visit Everbless. But even before that, we’ve had strong-headed people in Storm’s Edge for as long as the Regency has existed, and even before that, with the Sea Kingdoms, where they wrestled with pirates both legal and not. I don’t have much power as the Regent, Wizard Flatt, so I am thankful that you allowed us to have this conversation so far away from all those opportunists back there.”

“Please, since you are another head of state, you can call me Erick.”

Augustive’s shoulder relaxed the barest fraction. “Then I will do so… Erick.” And then he relaxed a little bit more, and said, “Oozy is a— was what remained of the old king of Storm’s Edge, back 275 years ago, when the Shades turned him into that. My ancestors locked him in a real dungeon in the bottom of the castle, feeding him and tending to him, for he was always partially cognizant. In the last fifty years he had even begun to talk and Aroido… Aroido grew up talking to him. He’s the one who really brought Oozy back to sapience. Frydrika, rest her soul in the sea, bonded with my cousin over Oozy, back when they were both just kids reaching their maturity. They all grew up together, with Oozy coming back to himself more and more… And then the Dungeons came along, and Oozy was fully a person by that time, and Aroido, Frydrika, and Oozy all worked together to tackle the problem I gave them; to make a repro that could truly hold the dungeons against all subterfuge and… Various other issues. We had a lot of problems over the years, Erick.” Augustive said, “And they managed to make their Experiment work. They put all of their power, Force, Blood, and Soul, into a repro that could truly defend the dungeons, and who I could also call on to use his [Force Domain] against problems of the Regency.

“And then their Experiment went insane and killed them all,” Augustive said with half a sigh. “The rest… I assume you must have already seen it. My people tell me that you went into and came out of Seafoam Manor.”

Erick nodded. “I have seen more than enough. Thank you for telling me the full story. Will Oozy want to become king again if I were to [Reincarnation] him?”

Augustive smiled and chuckled. “Gods no. You think anyone actually wants this job? Even the nobles who want more power understand that if they took this job they’d have less power and they’d get yelled at all day long. Ha!”

“So then we need to reorganize your governing, and probably add some people between you and your people, so you don’t have to deal with everything yourself.” Erick asked, “How would you like me to help with that?”

Augustive paled a little bit at the surety in Erick’s voice. “… You’re not joking.”

“I am not joking.”

Augustive said, “… I need to think for a minute.”

Erick put up a [Hasted Shelter] around the room. “A minute is an hour, so take your time.”

Augustive chuckled again, before going silent in thought.

Eventually, Augustive spoke of the plight of Storm’s Edge, where a handful of different councils oversaw the running of the city, and each of them tried to override the other all the time, with hardly any respect between any of them at all. There were only two facts that made the whole of Storm’s Edge tenable. Firstly, the largest, most powerful council was made up of the Priests and Sailors, and they were on the side of the Regency; they formed the power base of everyone else, though the merchants and the nobles were the ones that everyone usually listened to, since money was the true king of the world. And secondly, the Regency had the weight of centuries backing it up.

“But even the weight of history is one good propaganda campaign away from falling apart,” Augustive said, “The Tidewalker line has broken at least 8 times between when the Shades killed the last king, and now. My grandfather married into the house, bringing his son, my father, into the Tidewalkers. I’m not technically a Tidewalker at all, except by my grandfather’s marriage to my grandmother.” He heavily added, “That little fact has led to many problems with the noble council. Mainly from the Stormsons and their never-ending quest to be the power-behind-the-regent.”

Erick hadn’t heard anything about the Maryols yet, and how they were in Regency custody, but Jarod and Glariol and Nero were likely far, far down on Augustive’s list of concerns. Erick would get to them eventually; it wouldn’t do to leave nice people as collateral damage from ‘Soltic’ and ‘Vanya’s’ visit to Storm’s Edge.

Poi refilled their drinks.

And the Regent talked with the Wizard for a while about everything wrong with the Regent’s kingdom.

Eventually, Erick introduced Augustive to Mox Dawnsider, his Overseer of the Exterior, saying, “Mox is a very capable woman, and I think you and her might already have something of a history, unless I am mistaken.”

Augustive smiled a little as he said to Mox, “I believe you were headed out to kill Hullbreaker last time I saw you, and now you’re working for a Wizard.”

Mox easily said, “I certainly can’t knock the perks of the job.”

Augustive chuckled. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but you are looking quite lovely.”

As Mox gave a diplomatic smile that was perhaps too much to be simply diplomatic, Erick decided to step back, saying, “You can contact me any time you have an emergency, Augustive, but, like you, I am a rather busy man, so you’ll probably be working with my Overseer of the Exterior most of the time, or at least someone in her office. If you two would be amenable to setting that up, then afterward I can take you back with me when I go back to Storm’s Edge.”

Augustive assumed his metaphorical mantle of Regent, as he said, “We would be amenable to this arrangement. It was wonderful to speak with you, Wizard Flatt.”

“And you as well, Regent Tidewalker.”

Mox gestured to the door. “If you would follow me, please, Regent.”

The Regent and the Overseer left together.

When they were gone, Erick turned to Poi, and said, “Looking back on it, I expected Mox to be married with kids by now, but she’s kinda married to the job. But maybe Mox hasn’t actually found anyone yet, because she likes them older than the 30-somethings I have running around here?”

Poi chuckled. “Could be. Could be.”

Erick hummed, then said, “On a more serious note: What did you think of Augustive as a Regent?”

“You work as a power base because you have actual power, and you know how to use soft power when needed. Augustive Tidewalker is politically savvy in all the ways a noble can be, which is why he has survived all these years in the political storm that is Storm’s Edge, but he has no actual power to fall back upon. So when you offered real power, he seized the opportunity.” Poi said, “Everything he has done in his entire career has followed that sort of path, which is why Storm’s Edge is as fractious as it is, with too many powers all vying for control of their own spheres of influence. So the question then becomes, what sort of sphere of influence are you looking to gain out of Storm’s Edge?”

“I just want the dungeon to work.”

Poi nodded. “Mox and the Office of the Exterior already have a lot of experience with dungeons; even before your supposed [Onward], they were overseeing the normal, Elemental Essence dungeons and also Benevolence Tower. I’ll make sure that’s where House Benevolence focuses their efforts.” Poi asked, “But speaking of [Onward], and Benevolence… Do you think we’re in another Fateful situation like with the Worldly Path? Now that you’re ‘back’?”

Erick chuckled, but that didn’t last long. With a sigh, he said, “Gods I hope not.”
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Erick stepped back through the [Gate] to Storm’s Edge, into the disused throne room of Regency Castle. Pillars of blue stone formed a spacious hallway through the center of the area, separating the place into three parts. Metal fish and sharks and other sea life swirled up and down those pillars in a frozen ode to the ocean. Blue and gold tapestries held to the sides of the room, while everything else was pure white stone. Pure white light filtered down from massive ceiling windows providing ample illumination for the space, though here and there on the pillars, and on the tapestries, a faint blue light also provided illumination for the room, giving the whole place an almost underwater feel.

But there was no actual throne in the room, and though there wasn’t any dust either, this place hadn’t seen visitors in days, according to the manasphere. Just the cleaning lady two and a half days ago.

“Are you sure you don’t want to become an actual king, Augustive?” Erick asked, as he looked around the architecturally-interesting-but-empty room. “You have the throne room.”

Augustive smiled a little bit, as he adjusted his gold-coin shoulder cape. “We might not be quite a democracy, but we’re close, and after talking with your Overseer Mox I believe I prefer being the custodian of the city instead of an outright ruler. Besides that, I believe a Regency connection to House Benevolence and you taking over the dungeons here will directly solve many of our problems, as it wasn’t until those dungeons a decade ago that we ever had any real problems with our various powers here in Storm’s Edge.” His voice turned a fraction serious, though, as he added, “The Regency will still get the agreed-upon taxes from the delvers, yes?”

“20%, if Gold Taker is up to continuing the task?”

“He should be. I haven’t had a chance to speak with him, but that is likely due to his reluctance to be around you at all.”

“I hope to alleviate whatever terror he might feel about me soon enough. Should I approach him? Or do you have a better idea?”

Augustive was a little bit surprised that Erick was asking for his opinion, but he rapidly found he liked the Wizard asking him for his opinion. “I’ll put in a word for you. Through his work in the dungeons, he knows that he doesn’t know anything when it comes to truly powerful people, and that makes him rather skittish around people like you, and others. He absolutely won’t speak to The Headmaster at all, and we asked if he wanted to see the Arbors of Treehome and he completely refused for various reasons. There aren’t a whole lot of people in the kingdom that know who Gold Taker actually is, and I would prefer to keep it that way, if you please.”

“I can do that, and I’ll wait for him to approach me.” Erick moved on, “So then, will you be going directly into meetings? Would you like my accompaniment for any of the major ones? Get everyone in a room and I’ll [Hasted Shelter] us so we don’t take forever to talk.” He added, “Or, I can give you a [Hasted Shelter] for yourself and your people to use.”

“… The second option, please, though I would appreciate your attendance at a later date, maybe in a few hours? After I get the full news out to my people.”

“Of course. Ophiel? Please help Augustive with whatever he needs.”

Ophiel hopped off of Erick’s shoulder, saying, “I’m here! I help!”

Augustive couldn’t help himself but grin at the little guy. “The Regency thanks you for your service.”

As Ophiel flitted onto a very surprised Augustive’s shoulder, another Ophiel flitted into the room and sat down on Erick’s shoulder, where he usually sat.

Erick said to Ophiel, “Cast whatever normal spells he wants, Ophiel.”

As Augustive reflexively gasped a little bit at the power Erick had granted him, no matter how temporary—

Ophiel happily said, “I can do that!”

Erick nodded, then opened up a [Gate] to his next destination; the Pit. And then he stepped through and closed the [Gate] behind him.

Back in the disused throne room, Augustive quietly tested Ophiel, “Could you give me a [Gate] to my offices? Please?”

“Yes!”

And then Ophiel opened a [Gate] to Augustive’s offices, where a few surprised clerks and one overeager guard went on sudden high alert, only to become very, very confused as Augustive stepped through. The Regent was giggling a little bit, but he stopped that, faking a cough to hide his giggle, as soon as he realized what he was doing. He was not used to this level of power, and it was a quaint thing to have.

Erick pulled his Sight away from Augustive—
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—to focus on the task at hand.

As the sun began to dip down behind the western mountains that encircled the Pit, casting much of the newly Shaped land into shadows, Erick watched as Archmage Wiloza flew through those shadows, anointing the land with great big transparent balls of radiance. She placed the final wardlight over the last dungeon, providing ample light above all seven black holes in the world. It seemed that Aroido had moved all of them back into position, and then moved back inside those dungeons to hide from the world, or something. Erick could not see any of them out here, and a quick search with Ophiel revealed no Aroido outside the dungeons.

He did see some flying fish made of more spines than anything else, floating through the air, flying down the northern monster road. Monsters once again followed the thick mana in the air, as it led them toward the Pit. It was nice that the system had not been disrupted much. Erick had an Ophiel fly over to the northern entrance to that road, to see if ‘Gold Taker’ was funneling mana through that road once again...

Everbless was not there.

A quick check of everywhere except for Everbless’s harbor revealed that the giant tentacled avatar of the world tree was nowhere to be seen.

And now that he was looking at the monster roads, he saw a problem; he saw the results of Everbless not funneling the mana like he usually did. There were a lot of monsters fighting in the northern, southern, and eastern monster roads. The anemic flows of naturally-drawn mana were still sluicing through the grooves in the ground, pulled along by the dungeons, but the bounty inside the chests of the other monsters was causing a bit of a pileup, as monsters fought to kill each other instead of to follow the flow to the bounty up ahead.

… Rather anemic, really.

Erick frowned at that.

He could fix that himself. Maybe he should. Show Everbless that if he didn’t want to come out, that he would be replaced. It was a bit of a dick move to do to a kid, but Everbless wasn’t a normal ‘kid’.

“Hey Wiloza!” Erick called out to the archmage.

Wiloza was about two kilometers away, but she heard him well enough.

She floated over to him rather fast, and then began to slow down as she approached. “Is something wrong, Wizard Flatt?”

“Not really. We’ve got most of this whole dungeon thing sorted so I’m going to be having some meetings with your people later, under a [Hasted Shelter]. You’re welcome to attend those meetings, but from what Augustive explained to me, you take a rather hands-off approach to the Regency?”

Wiloza set down onto the battlement next to Erick, saying, “I don’t get involved with the daily events or anything like that. I try to stay out of all Storm’s Edge politics, for that’s a mire that one can easily get lost inside.”

Erick nodded. That was much the same as Augustive had already explained. “A lot of the people in power don’t like to be in power around here, do they?”

Wiloza gave a small, easy grin. “That’s been the Regency’s official stance for a long time. There have been a few power-grabs by certain regents in the past, of course, but those times in history have always ended poorly for one reason or another. Shades come calling, sometimes, but often the outcome is a simple exodus of people to other, less authoritarian islands, or an execution of the regent in the worst of cases.”

“I’m kinda surprised about that. There are monsters out there, but I suppose those lands are more inhabitable than they are not?”

“Oh yes. The Archipelago is a vast string of inhabitable lands home to millions of people, and everyone can grab their boat and move to one of the other islands if they wish— Or [Teleport], back when you could do that sort of thing.” She said, “Once you’ve secured some walls, and made a few blind harbors, most of the sea monsters can’t get in and those that do you’re going to be able to kill, or to escape from.” She waved a hand toward the Pit, adding, “Even the flying fish will have trouble with a wall that is curved over toward the waters. The Tidewalkers have always been some of the more reputable, open-handed wall builders around, though, so though the Regency might only oversee Storm’s Edge, we have friends in all the islands.”

Erick nodded as he took in the sight of the fortresses Wiloza had built around the Pit, saying, “Excellent Stone Shapers, all around. Have you taken on many apprentices?”

“I have trained hundreds of students on stonework now and again. You can buy [Cityshape], after all, but most people don’t have the engineering knowledge or perspective to not have Shaped-houses crash down on them.”

Erick asked, “Did you train Gold Taker, in order to do the mana flowing, too?”

“Ahh… Yes. Gold Taker isn’t doing his usual job, is he. I did train him, actually. But only a little. He’s rather good at mana flows, and your [Control Weather] does much of the heavy lifting.” Wiloza frowned a little bit toward the Pit, asking, “Are you going to kick him out of a job, too? Like you are with the Aroidos?”

Ah. She was angry that he was taking over here. Well. It was her land, so she had every right to be angry.

Erick spoke as the Apparent King, saying, “This event right here will require everyone on board in order to make it function well, and Gold Taker is one of those requirements to a proper function. I don’t want to replace you, or him, or the Aroidos. So the question then becomes: what sort of job do you want here, Wiloza?”

“On-call backup; emergency response only.” Wiloza said, “But unofficially, I want to be involved with this every step of the way. This is my land, Wizard Flatt; I have overseen the safety of my people here for a very long time, and until I die that will not change.”

“No daily duties?”

“No.” Wiloza said, “I’m pushing 90. I like baking bread, going to plays, and doting on my great grandchildren whenever they should visit. I don’t actually like collapsing oceans onto enemies, or such-and-such.”

The Apparent King nodded. “I will then require you to speak and work with Vanya. Do you wish for an introduction?”

“Not today; a week from now, if you could. I am a bit squeamish around necromancers. Usually we kill those kinds around here.”

“Fair enough, for now.” The Apparent King asked, “Then what are we to do about Gold Taker’s unwillingness to appear before me? Augustive said he would ask Gold Taker to visit me first, but I want those monster roads handling the mana better. If necessary, I will enact some mana-shaping spellwork and a node network of my own, fully pushing out the need for Gold Taker at all.” Erick didn’t actually have such spellwork himself, for ‘moving mana around’ was more of an aura control thing, and not a real spell. But he could make such a spell rather easily. “It wouldn’t work nearly as well as a World Tree moving the mana of the world around, but with a large enough node network it would functionally be the same.”

Wiloza did not like that idea, but she spoke diplomatically as she said, “It’s good for Gold Taker to be involved with the dungeons, for he loves them more than—”

She never got a chance to finish her sentence.

A large tendril, blood red and thick as a dragon’s tail, slapped out of the sky, crushing into the space where Erick had been standing, sending stone flying, as a childish, angry voice screamed,

“MY DUNGEONS!”

But Erick had stopped time before the tentacle had crashed down.

As that tentacle still held in the air above his crown of black horns, Erick had casually moved Wiloza aside through an application of the only spell he could really use at-will, outside of the Script Second; [Gate], and only because of his Class Ability Gatemaster. Rozeta had said many years ago that he should be able to open and move around [Gate]s at will, and he could.

Gatemaster also allowed for something else that normal [Gate]s could not do, and that was to move without breaking.

In a near endless moment, Erick opened a portal of white lightning to Wiloza’s left, and then swept that portal over her, depositing her in a similarly-moving portal on the other side of the Pit, several kilometers away. And then he moved himself in the same way, to a position ten meters away from where Everbless’s tentacle would smash down.

He allowed time to resume.

The tentacle smashed. Stone flew. And then another tentacle smashed down again, right onto where Erick had moved.

Erick didn’t bother with the timeless trick this time. He simply lightstepped to another spot another ten meters down the wall of fortresses.

Everbless screamed, filling the air with red-tinged vibrations as he appeared in the sky in his full octopus-avatar. He was a crash of a thousand kilometer-long tentacles, each of them whipping back and forth, each of them lined with suckers and fangs for gripping and tearing. If he had any eyes in that form they were too small to see. He kinda looked like a tangled hydra, but a lot more menacing.

“MY DUNGEONS! NO STEALING MY DUNGEONS!”

Erick allowed Everbless to attack.

Twice more the child struck with a single tentacle, whip-fast, too fast for a normal person to evade at all. That was why Erick had needed to [Time Stop] the first time, but he honestly could not have said if that spell cast was another of his Class Abilities working, Failsafe: [Time Stop], or if he had been ready and waiting to cast that spell himself. Either way, he was here now, and he was acclimated to the battle.

He lightstepped another ten meters down the edge of the Pit.

Everbless screamed and attacked with multiple tendrils at the same time, sweeping the battlements and smashing down onto Erick five times in quick succession. Each time, Erick moved out of the way. Soon, Erick decided to only move a few meters out of the way, in order to test Everbless. He was here, wasn’t he? Might as well see what the kid can do.

Everbless smashed down once, lightly, and then tried to grip and pull Erick into the sky.

Erick moved—

The air turned solid, Forceful, as Everbless’s Domain spread across the land.

Erick held firm his own sunform against Everbless’s Domain, but he did not push back. He did not want to break the kid, for a broken Domain was a specific kind of hurt that sometimes sent people into comas. What Erick wanted, and the reason for him openly taunting Everbless like he had, was for Everbless to show himself, to see how Everbless handled that situation. Perhaps Erick had handled that poorly, though. There had been no need to truly taunt the kid. But then again, Erick hadn’t thought that Everbless would actually respond as he had.

So Everbless was handling this poorly, too.

Perhaps…

Perhaps, all Everbless had ever learned in the dungeons, from Aroido, from the delvers, from his entire life so far, was force, and so when someone actually threatened him with something as simple as the removal of his toys, this was how he responded. Erick suspected that Everbless saw his removal from the dungeons more as Erick threatening the ‘removal of his entire life’; not just the removal of toys. Everbless was still a kid, and this experience he was having was highly likely the very first time anyone had ever threatened him emotionally at all.

Raising Yggdrasil had been easier, since Erick had been there the whole time.

Erick dodged another seven strikes—

As Everbless screamed, “GO AWAY, SCARY WIZARD!”

Calmly, Erick said, “I will not go away—” Words were interrupted by another dozen tentacle slams, all at once. Everbless continued to attack, but Erick managed to keep his voice calm throughout the whole assault. “Stop this nonsense and let us have a talk, or else I will be forced to put you in a time out, Everbless.”

The assault tripled down. “Why you know me! Intervention no work!?”

“Take your pick of reasons,” Erick said, stepping left across the battlements of the Pit. A trail of tentacle-based destruction followed him. “I’m sort of like your father, for one. Yggdrasil is your brother, and he’s still a part of me. Any of the godly blessings I’ve gotten over the years. Many different reasons all could be valid; I don’t know. If you feel like having more discussions, then you must cease this assault. If you do not stop, then I will be firmly taking these dungeons from you, and you won’t have any say in them at all. All I’ve done is talk about what needs to happen next. All you have done is ensure that you’re seen as not mature enough to handle this sudden responsibility befalling the Archipelago.”

Everbless struck once more, but all the threat of the attack failed halfway through. The tentacle slapped down on the battlement and then flopped away, as the sky turned darker with sudden clouds. In a moment, the tentacle avatar wilted, and then a wailing filled the air as ‘Gold Taker’ vanished completely, disappearing from the sky.

Rain began to fall across the entire island and much of the local ocean, turning visibility down to near-nothing. It was not the storm of a century, or a sky filled with tornadoes or anything like that. It was just a storm of rain. But then again, it had only been ten seconds since it started, and it could get worse. Erick sent his senses outward to see if it was getting worse.

A quick check through Ophiel confirmed that the storm was nothing more than a dense rain, falling everywhere within Everbless’s reach.

Five minutes later, it was still just heavy rain.

It could rain for a while; that was fine.

Okay. So… This wasn’t that bad. Could have gone a lot worse.

Erick had spoken with the Arbors of Treehome about how to properly raise young Arbors many times over the years, even though almost none of their advice would actually apply to Yggdrasil, being as he was divinely sealed to Erick’s soul. Even with that major caveat, Holy O’kabil and Wyrmrest and Nosier and Home had explained a lot of ways of being that should still hold true for Yggdrasil, as they did for all Arbors.

Young living trees weren’t like people, with emotions that ran dry after ten minutes because their brains got tired of having those emotions. Their emotions did eventually run dry, and for much the same reasons, but an emotion due to an exceptional stimulus might last as long as a full day, or maybe a week. Younger Arbors experienced time faster, so a young tree might take a day to return to an even keel.

‘Leave a young arbor alone for a few hours after any sort of traumatic teaching moment, but don’t leave them alone for any longer than that, and especially not if their sadness causes problems for others.’

That had been the Arbors’ general consensus.

… And the rain wasn’t that bad? Yeah. The rain was fine.

Erick would go visit Everbless at sunset and introduce him to the Arbors at that time. They would likely have quite a lot to say about Everbless’s current behavior, and today seemed like the time to force that sort of introduction. The stormy guy was probably going to remember this first real interaction with the ‘scary wizard’ for the rest of his life… Which was kind of a shame, but if Erick had to be the stern uncle, then that was fine. Everbless probably needed a lot more solidity in his life than he was getting…

Erick looked to the raining sky again...

Lightning flashed, and the rain seemed to get heavier.

He needed to speak to the Arbors of Treehome right now, actually, to get their professional opinion.







- - - -







“And so that’s the current situation with Everbless,” Erick finished.

It had taken Erick half an hour to set up this meeting and then ten minutes to explain the situation, here in a meeting room near Arbor Holy O’kabil. The room itself was glass and steel and on the edge of O’kabil’s dominion. The tree herself grew outside in the distance, looking like a kilometer tall silver chalice, holding greenery inside silver wires and surrounded by silver spires. The other Arbors were not visible from this place, but three of their avatars had come in person, and all the rest had shown up as [Scry] eyes. Each of those avatars or eyes sat or floated atop their own large chair.

No one spoke outwardly for a good half a minute, after Erick had fully divulged the situation down in Storm’s Edge. Or as much as he could, anyway. The intervention prevented people from knowing that Gold Taker was Everbless, even up here, a quarter of a world away.

Erick had managed to speak around that intervention, mostly, but all the Arbors were talking amongst themselves while Erick explained everything to them, and—

Arbor Home, who had shown up as a brown and green eye, asked, “Pardon me, Erick. I’m still confused on the part where Everbless is killing people, but the dungeons are reviving them. I thought you had to die in a dungeon to get that resurrection?”

“Dammit. What is…” Nosier, who had shown up to the meeting as a lanky, 4 meter tall orcol who veered more toward the troll side of that heritage, was having a problem. “It’s some sort of mind lock, isn’t it? I feel it slipping away from me— I HAD IT, though. I had it. And then it went… What were we talking about?”

O’kabil, who had shown up as an older orcol lady wearing a silver dress with a white fur coat, said, “Explain it again, Erick. Smaller and less nuanced this time.” She took a drag of her long pipe.

All the Arbors nodded at that.

Erick succinctly said, “I took away Everbless’s toy because he was abusing the toy, and because other people need it more. And then he started crying and now there’s a minor hurricane developing across Storm’s Edge and the nearest islands. I am not going to return his toy; not yet, anyway. Other people need it much, much more than him. But, I think I want him involved with that toy, and in a very large way.” Erick said, “And also, I’ve gotten permission from Sininindi to finally interact with him, and also I want to introduce all of you to Everbless. Apologies that this meeting had to happen like this, and under these circumstances.”

Wyrmrest, who had shown up to the meeting as an elderly orcol man in a suit made of soft starlight, clarified, “And he attacked you when you threatened to keep his toy out of his roots, yes?”

The Arbors all stared at Erick; some disbelieving, others worried beyond simple words.

“Yes,” Erick said, “I didn’t fight him, but I did avoid his attacks. He destroyed a freshly-made fortress trying to get at me.”

Nosier frowned, asking, “And he knew who you were?”

“Yes.”

All the Arbors looked to each other again. Somewhere deep below the ground, their roots all tangled together, and they spoke privately about everything all the time. That conversation was likely going to last a long, long time beyond today—

O’kabil said, “I want to see him.”

The others looked to her.

Firebrand, an eye wreathed in fall-colored leaves that were also on fire, declared, “I want to see the boy as well, but not today. Not in an emergency.”

A few others agreed with that.

Wyrmrest said, “You need to be the sterner parent in this situation, Erick. You should Drain him dry. He’s a real tree, and it would simply put him into a torpor.”

Erick went a little wide-eyed at that. He knew that he might need to do that, but… “I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do that.”

None of the Arbors looked positively upon Erick’s answer.

O’kabil stood, saying, “I would take a [Gate] to him, to see the problem for myself. Perhaps there is no need to crush him under the heel of necessity.”

Wyrmrest stood, saying, “I would go as well.”

Nosier said to the group, “I have no stomach for ill-mannered arbors. I would always say that they should be spared, and that they will grow up differently, but the fact is that what an arbor is when it is young is exactly the kind of arbor they will be when they grow, and once you get to this point where they’re already speaking… You will wish you had never seen them when they were young, and you had said that they were making simple mistakes, for that will always weigh upon you when they start killing others.” He said to O’kabil and Wyrmrest, “You two should go and evaluate, and save the group the strain.”

Erick hastily added, “He’s not a bad kid. He’s just… He has some issues.”

Home said, “This prophecy of this ‘Storm not of Sininindi’s make’ could easily mean Everbless.” She added to the group, “He was ready for an introduction to us years ago, and yet the Church has said no, preventing our meeting! None of them wanted us to see what poor parenting they’re doing!”

“Wait a moment,” Erick asked, “You’ve tried to contact him before?”

Wyrmrest said, “Yes, but not seriously. We have heard that he was cognizant and we have sent representatives down there, but we have been rebuffed from more than a cursory glance at the youngling. I would have that in-depth glance now, Erick, if you would, and I would have you with us and leading the way.” He said to the others in the room, “Perhaps we should all keep our preconceived notions to a minimum, and approach this interaction with the severity and openness that it demands.”

Rapidly, many of the Arbors decided that Wyrmrest had the right of it.

Nosier said, “I don’t like it.”

He was in the minority.

And so, Erick opened a [Gate] in the room, back to Storm’s Edge, to the beach right in front of Everbless—

It was only open for a bare half-second, but that was enough, for the other side of the [Gate] was under the ocean. Saltwater rushed into the room, sweeping across the floor and splashing on everyone—

Erick shut the [Gate], and then he took control of the water that he had allowed in, [Watershape]ing it all up before he threw it through another [Gate], back into a random part of the ocean far away from Storm’s Edge.

“Sorry about that,” Erick said, as he opened up another [Gate], much higher on the beach, and only after confirming the location with Ophiel again. As rain soaked the world on the other side and the ocean crashed far below, lightning flashed across that darkened sky, and Erick said, “It appears Everbless has raised the ocean a few meters.”

Wyrmrest walked right on through. “Looks like he’s having a tantrum.”

“Thanks for coming,” Erick said, walking through, into the storm.

O’kabil followed, frowning.

- - - -

Under a darkened sky, before an ocean crashing most fiercely, Erick stood with two not-Orcols, facing a crying child who was not really a child at all. Everbless was too old to be called a child, even though he had only gained cognizance a few years ago.

Arbors aged much, much faster than people.

Everbless was a tangle of roots, like a mangrove, but also almost like a banyan, with a canopy made of lightning-filled clouds. A ring of lightning surrounded his entire upper body, like a crown buried in clouds. There was a hurricane going on, too, so if one didn’t know where to look, they might not be able to differentiate where Everbless’s canopy ended and where the storm began.

Erick and O’kabil were under their own [Weather Ward] type magics, so the rain didn’t really touch them, but Erick’s shoes were getting soaked, and O’kabil’s mist-rabbit fur coat was not as fluffy as it usually was.

Wyrmrest looked perfectly at ease under the crashing rain. His starlight suit seemed dry, even though none of him was dry at all. He stared out at Everbless, but he spoke to Erick and O’Kabil. “This is worse than I thought it would be. That temple over there— The Blue Temple, if I recall correctly— is completely submerged. I count no less than three crashed boats, and at least two major bloody incidents. Thankfully this occurred at a church, so they were prepared for it with [Water Breathing] it seems.”

Erick had to defend Everbless. “The Blue Temple is made to be flooded with people inside.”

Wyrmrest’s opinion improved, but only a little.

“They are prepared for storms; yes,” O’kabil said, “Since this is a land of storms, this is to be expected, and Everbless is a child of Storms, so this is all partially forgivable, but…” She said to Erick, “This is yet another nuanced case and I am not sure how to handle it exactly, but Everbless isn’t striking with lightning and he’s not purposefully hurting people… But this is all a terrible way for an Arbor to be.”

“This behavior is acceptable in certain ways, yes. But not as a tantrum, over having his toys taken away.” Wyrmrest said, “That is the behavior that is unacceptable. Erick.” The orcol looked down to Erick, but only a little bit, since Erick was currently the Apparent King, with his crown of black horns and body taller than usual. “This is how this should go: I want you to end the rain, and end this tantrum. Fight and win against his control. After that, if he should attack, do not protect us; these are merely conjured flesh vessels. If he should kill us, then you are to explain to him what he has done wrong, and then Drain him to a torpor. He will fight you on this and say he hates you very much, but once he is fully Drained of mana, then he will be quelled. When he wakes, he will feel refreshed. Depending on how he acts after he wakes up, we will go from there.” Wyrmrest said, “If he should talk instead of attack, then I would follow your lead.”

Erick said, “That seems appropriate, but is a Drain truly the most appropriate thing to do?”

“Yes,” Wyrmrest said, unequivocally.

O’kabil agreed, “Everbless is a real, solid tree, so a Drain would simply be putting him to bed, as you would any unruly child. You never had that option with Yggdrasil, and you didn’t need that option, either. Yggdrasil grew up well and Wyrmrest and I look forward to seeing him unsealed in the coming year, but Everbless only ever got a wild sort of upbringing and it has harmed him.”

The news of Erick unsealing Yggdrasil was still something of a worldly secret, and O’kabil erased her words from the manasphere even as she spoke them, but all the Arbors knew. More people besides them knew, as well.

Wyrmrest nodded. “I look forward to the day that Yggdrasil will truly become a member of our community, and I hope that Everbless can do the same.”

O’kabil said, “From what I am seeing Everbless has a ways to go before he could become an upstanding Arbor, so Erick, please end this travesty of a tantrum and let us commence with discipline. I pray to Sininindi that Everbless makes good decisions in the coming minutes.”

Lightning flashed across the near sky and thunder rolled across the world.

The storm surged and then recoiled by the same measure.

If that was supposed to be a sign from the Goddess of Storm and Sea then Erick wasn’t educated enough to read it like a Storm Priest or Sailor of Sininindi could. From their looks, Wyrmrest and O’kabil were similarly uneducated.

So Erick simply said, “I hope that the Arbors of Treehome can become good mentors to Everbless, as they were for Yggdrasil.”

And then he reached into the sky with Ophiels all around, and pulled.

For one terrible moment, the very world seemed too solid, too outside of Erick’s control, as though Erick was fighting a force in the very wind and storm itself. Which was exactly what he was doing. And then he flexed his [Physical Domain] through the magic in the air and he overrode the power in the sky.

With his supreme Particle understanding of the world, Erick sundered threads of golden divinity and broke goddess-empowered lightning upon the anvil of science-backed magic. In a less blasphemous sort of way, Erick merely tore apart Everbless’s [Control Weather] with his own; the original that he had planted inside of both Yggdrasil, and Everbless, back at their twin creation.

The sky cleared. Lightning settled. Rain fell, and then stopped falling.

The seas began to retreat.

To the west, the sun glowed bright red as the golden sky shimmered upon a calm, dark sea, and clouds began to stretch out from the small thunderheads they were, into great big towering stretches of white and pink and shadowed spaces, high, high above. Those clouds were thirty kilometers tall; much larger than any natural cloud could be, so they wouldn’t stay like that for long. They’d naturally turn back into rainclouds if Erick lost control of the weather at all.

[Particle Magic] couldn’t make clouds from nothing, or return them to nothing. That was one thing that divine magic could do that he couldn’t. The rain from [Rain Cloud], which was an Elemental Water and Air spell, worked completely in mana and produced rain that vanished as soon as it fell. Divine magic could do both; it could thread both normal magic and Particle Magic together, to make those clouds overhead that didn’t vanish after they were done.

There had been a few times at the beginning of Erick’s time on Veird that he had thought that gods were just very powerful mages; maybe even Wizards. But that was simply untrue. Wizards operated within their own rules, most of them secular, while gods operated on a level far beyond mortal understanding, and almost entirely within very personal spheres of influence.

Now Erick could probably do a [Duplicate] sort of grand [Create Weather] spell, but there was no need for that. Gods didn’t need to work in subtleties like that, though; not when it came to magic.

Aside from the differences in magic, the main difference between gods and Wizards was in action.

Where a Wizard would directly change the world, a god would hear prayers before bed, and then answer those prayers through subtly guiding people as those people wished, be that guidance through the glint of light from a raindrop to draw attention at the exact right moment, or through placing a rock in the path of a cart, to make an apple fall down and roll to a hungry kid’s waiting hand. Gods were more like a force multiplier on a person’s own actions, when they were able to be that way. The two gods that had bodies (that Erick knew about), Melemizargo and Rozeta, both tended to act more as gods when they could, and less like Wizards, unless they had to.

Erick’s view of gods was not normal at all, though, and he knew that.

The normal people, all across Storm’s edge, viewed the clearing sky and piled clouds as something very, very bad. The people at the submerged Blue Temple breathed easily even underwater, but they did not breathe easier as the rain ended and the water rushed out of the concentric rings of the temple, threatening to pull them out with the outgoing tide. They all knew that the storm had started unnaturally, and that it had ended unnaturally, too. With the Storm Prophecy making the rounds today, they were worried that something big was happening.

… Erick wondered if Everbless had heard that prophecy yet.

He probably had.

Maybe that’s why he had gotten so upset.

Now that Erick had forcefully quieted his sadness, though...

Everbless’s lightning ring crown flickered brighter, as though the 1,500 meter tall tree was unsure what was happening to the world around him; why his magic had been cut off. Then he startled as he realized that yes, his magic had been cut. Questing spellwork flowed out from the stormy tree and struck Erick’s various [Physical Domain]s, centered on every Ophiel all across the sky…

Everbless dimmed—

And then he flickered, furious.

A small, angry tentacled [Familiar] appeared before Erick, Ophiel, O’kabil, and Wyrmrest, there on the hill south of his harbor. ‘Gold Taker’ was a great central eye woven inside a hub of tentacles, with a few smaller eyes here and there inside his nest of a [Scry]-eye or [Avatar].

Everbless glared at Erick from ten meters away. “What you want!” He slipped in closer, stopping three meters away, yelling, “WHY YOU HERE?!”

Erick answered honestly, “I want to help the world and every individual achieve their goals in life, without myself or others harming each other in the process.” Erick asked, “What do you want out of life?”

Everbless was confused for a moment, and then he answered, “I want my dungeons!”

“Why?”

Everbless was confused again. “… Because they’re mine!”

“But there’s a prophecy that all the lives of everyone in the Archipelago will be in danger in several months, and we need those dungeons in order to keep everyone safe. Do you care about keeping people safe?”

“Yes! I care! What stupid question. Make them safe by testing them against ocean! They fail the Rules, they die, but not for real! I did good! I help others learn!” Everbless glared. “You do bad by taking dungeons from me!”

Erick nodded, and then explained, “I’m going to be working with the Regency and otherwise in order to ensure that the dungeons grow large enough to house 22.5 million people, if needed. Vanya Silver and Soltic Cross will be the dungeon masters for the dungeons. Unless something changes, all of the Aroidos will be helping to make Vanya’s vision happen. The dungeons are not your playgrounds anymore, Everbless. They are needed for the good of all.” Erick asked, “Would you like to be a part of that?”

“I am part of it! I control mana flows! I only way they survive!”

Erick nodded. “You have done a good job so far, but—”

“I do good! I know this.” Everbless sneered with all of his eyes, adopting an affectation that was strangely similar to how all nobles looked sometimes when they thought they knew more than you. He wasn’t very good at that expression, though, for he stretched out a tendril with an eye in order to look at himself. He rapidly decided that he had made the ‘face’ correctly, and then added, “I make dungeons successful. Without me, all dungeons fail! Mommy’s priests say this. Regency say this. Aroido say this, too!”

Erick continued, “… You are the only way they have been surviving these years since you’ve awoken, but did you know that in all the rest of the world, a well-maintained dungeon is self-sufficient, and actually produces more mana than it takes in?”

“The bad ones! The ones that make homes for monsters! I make no monster homes! I make monster deaths!”

Very seriously, Erick said, “The world needs that mana, Everbless.”

Everbless faltered a little at Erick’s sudden change. He was terrified of Erick, but he was being as brave as he could be. Quietly, he asked, “World needs mana?”

Pulling back a fraction, Erick said, “This world is only as stable as powerful people like you and I make it stable, and that means making life flourish in all the ways it can flourish, while ensuring that all that life doesn’t harm each other in that flourishing. So when those dungeons break due to any number of factors, monsters pour out of them, looking for better habitats, causing problems to the people outside. If the best habitat is inside the dungeons, under the eyes and power of a mature dungeon master, then there are no breaks, and no one outside needs to get hurt.”

Everbless looked a little lost at that whole idea. Quietly, he asked, “But breaks don’t matter?”

“I heard that the last time the dungeons broke it caused the deaths of 76 people.”

Everbless went still, but not scared. He looked more apprehensive than anything; not personally guilty, but guilty-by-association. “… I’m not supposed to talk about that.”

“I’m going to guess what happened, and you tell me if I’m right at all.” Erick said, “One of the Aroidos thought he was being replaced, and he went crazy, killing people and breaking the dungeon from the inside. The event might have involved multiple Aroido, and then those Aroido went down to Seafoam Manor. Those Aroido were never seen from again.”

Everbless’s eyes went wide. “YOU KNOW?” And then he narrowed his eyes. “How you know so much!?”

“An inborn curiosity about how the world works and a desire to understand others at all times. I figure out the rest along the way, and then use what I learn to try and ensure the best possible outcomes for all.”

Everbless hung in the air, looking at Erick, trying to figure him out.

Since he wasn’t saying anything, Erick gestured to his companions, asking, “Have you ever heard of the Arbors of Treehome, Everbless?”

O’kabil and Wyrmrest had stood listening to the conversation this entire time, both of them giving slight approval for Erick’s words. They were both mildly surprised that this conversation was going as well as it was, too, considering that Everbless already had a track record of killing people and he had already attacked Erick. There was also a bit of confusion for the entire conversation, as this avatar of Everbless’s was intervention’d against people knowing he was Everbless.

Mostly, there was confusion, and O’kabil and Wyrmrest both trying to overcome that confusion as fast as they could.

Everbless looked to the orcols with suddenly narrowed, hateful eyes, his voice turning harsh. “Those are Treehome Arbors!? I hate them. Make them go away.”

Ah.

Someone was badmouthing the Arbors, or something? Not Sininindi, but probably someone else.

Someone was probably badmouthing him, too, but Everbless hadn’t brought that up; he had just acted like Erick was a deathly problem all this time.

“I will not make the Arbors go away,” Erick said, “I need you to remove your intervention from both of them, so that they can fully join this conversation.”

Everbless spat, “I asked talk with them and they said too stupid to talk!”

Erick was going to metaphorically strangle someone in either the Regency, or, more likely, in the Priesthood of Sininindi. Who had done this to Everbless? Who had made him think this way about the other Arbors of the world?

… Actually, Everbless might simply be making exaggerations based on stories he had heard, or which had been told to him. One of the well known stories about the Arbors of Treehome is that they evaluated all other Arbors in the world in a loose sort of way, and if a great tree was found horribly wanting, or outright evil, then the Arbors of Treehome usually sent orcols to kill that tree and figure out what to do with the creator afterward, if the failed arbor hadn’t already killed their creator.

“I’d love to hear more about your experience with the Arbors of Treehome and otherwise. And look, they’re here now, ready and willing to talk.” Erick gestured to his companions again, saying, “This is Holy O’kabil, and Wyrmrest. They are but 2 out of 13, now that my own son Yggdrasil is one of their number. I have known them for a long time, and they helped me connect to Yggdrasil better, helping both of us learn how to be better to each other.”

“… Stupid Yggdrasil won’t answer letters, either.” Everbless exclaimed, “You stopped letters! Why you stop letters! Stupid Evil Wizard!”

… Well. Hmm.

Erick wasn’t about to badmouth the Storm Priestesses, for he was rather sure that they were to blame for this problem. Or maybe Sininindi herself had been blocking those letters from moving on, and then blaming Erick for that. Erick was rather sure that Everbless was exaggerating, too, and there was no way to know, for sure, where the exaggeration started.

“I’m here to talk now, and Yggdrasil is, too.” Erick looked up— “Ah. Here he comes.”

An iridescent white eye descended from the sky, slowly yet surely, looking a little bit embarrassed for whatever reason.

Erick said to Everbless, “Whatever has happened in the past is in the past. We’re here now, Everbless. We’re here, and though I won’t be able to stay, I can leave you connections with all the other great Arbors of the world, if you want to talk to someone your own size.” Erick smiled a little bit, saying, “And Yggdrasil is practically your brother, too, so that’s fun! Right? That’s fun.”

Everbless rolled his eye, but he was incredibly interested in Yggdrasil’s eye as Yggdrasil finally floated down to Erick’s level. Everbless tried not to stare, as he tried to be dismissive, “You’re not brother… Are you?”

“I’m not sure,” Yggdrasil said. “I am rather certain we are twins of a sort.”

“Bah! You talk like them. Fancy. Full words!”

Wyrmrest flicked his eyes toward Erick. He was annoyed, and he was finally able to overcome a little bit of the intervention in order to show his pure annoyance. He couldn’t overcome it all, though; all he could do was look at Erick and then go back to being confused.

Erick chose to speak, “Everbless. You’re going to live forever, and you’re going to share this world with Yggdrasil, and with the Arbors of Treehome. I suggest that you remove your intervention from at least Wyrmrest and O’kabil here, so that they can talk to you. They know everything there is to know about being an Arbor and can answer any question you might have on the matter.”

The sky cracked with a flash of golden lightning stretching from one oversized cloud to the next—

Everbless looked up, saying, “But moooom—”

A smaller flicker of lightning dusted across the nearest cloud.

And Everbless grumbled, before he swung in close to both O’kabil and Wyrmrest and plucked out some golden fizzes from their chests. He moved back away, quick as he could, grumbling, “Mostly broken anyway.”

Wyrmrest breathed deep, and then he declared, “It most certainly was not broken yet, young man!”

“It breaking already. Mom said it break if I broke too much.”

Something in Everbless’s words had pissed Wyrmrest off something fierce.

The starlight-suited orcol spoke with authority, “Young arbor. You are at least 4 years out from gaining cognizance, and that’s the public story. Privately, you have likely been speaking for seven years or more. You can use full sentences, and so you will. This baby-language does you no favors with me.”

“See! See!” Everbless said to Erick. “They call me stupid!”

Erick had to take a metaphorical moment, though. Was Everbless acting with his speech? All this time? He had certainly been acting when he ‘sneered’ with his [Scry] eye at Erick. How strange! How strange that Erick had missed all that, too. He actually felt a bit embarrassed that he had missed the baby-speech thing. Had he ever considered that Everbless might be acting? No, he had not; not really. But…

Without missing a beat, Erick said, “He did not call you stupid, Everbless. He merely thinks you can speak properly, and that you are choosing not to.”

Everbless frowned as much as a ball of tentacles wrapped around an eye could frown.

O’kabil spoke, “The smaller persons might be fooled into thinking you’re somehow still too young to be disciplined and treated like a full person, but Wyrmrest and I and the other Arbors of Treehome are old enough and experienced enough to see your baby talk for what it is; an attempt at shirking responsibilities. That problem leads to this: If shirking responsibilities, then how can anyone trust you with the dungeons at all?”

Everbless recoiled a little, looking actually hurt. “… People like simple talk. Treat better when simple.”

Oh man. That was a problem and a half. Erick didn’t even want to begin with that part of this problem right now, so he focused on the other half.

“I have it on good authority that the person who Sininindi sent to oversee the dungeons is a very accomplished mage, and that you can learn a lot from her,” Erick said, “But a part of learning magic is speaking well and being as precise as you can. Sometimes fewer words are better, but sometimes explanations of even a single complicated spell will take a whole day of back-and-forth lessons. If you aren’t speaking as clearly as you can, then other people might not take you seriously.”

Everbless sunk in the air, softly saying, “Mom says I can talk how I want. No one can tell me different— And the Shades speak funny so everyone knows they aren’t serious!”

O’kabil narrowed her eyes and Wyrmrest frowned. Yggdrasil’s eye went wide in complete disbelief.

Styling one’s speech patterns to those of the Shades was something only done in very specific circumstances, the main circumstance being if one was strong enough to stand up to any Shade at all, and if one had good reason to need a speech pattern to distinguish between ‘serious’ and ‘not-serious-yet’, like Killzone of Spur. But mainly, having a speech pattern that had anything at all to do with the Shades was still rather horrific.

Code switching was a thing that was valid, but to speak of Shades like this was a problem.

Before anyone could say anything against Everbless, Erick said, “I believe you’re only using that excuse because you don’t really know what it means to speak like a Shade. We’re in a ceasefire right now, and with me at the helm I hope that ceasefire turns into true repentance; A reformation of the Shades to what they were before the Sundering. But you talking like that, on purpose, without any regard for what it actually means, is a bad idea, Everbless. Unequivocally.”

Everbless scowled. “You can’t tell me what—”

“I can and I will and you will listen and do as I say when I speak to you as I am speaking now, for this world is not a world made just for you, or for me. It is a world for all of us, Everbless.” Erick said, “I will see this civilization through to the next world and the next and the next, but you are too young to know your place in that future yet, and the more you balk and winge at my simple declarations, here at the beginning, the smaller your part will be in the coming years. It’s really quite simple, Everbless. Do as I say, and you can be a part of the dungeons again. Until then, you’re out.”

The air tensed.

Everbless almost fought Erick on that—

But Everbless faltered fast, because he had some demands of his own. “Fine. I don’t like you. Go away Bad Wizard.” He looked to the orcols beside Erick, and to Yggdrasil, as he said, “I’ll talk to them.” He asked, “Fine?!””

“It’s okay if you don’t like me, but I love you, Everbless, twin to my son Yggdrasil. I’ll go away now, but not before I leave you with a small gift.” Erick reached through the air, into a portal, and he plucked out a small, portable Gate made of platinum. He held it forward, saying, “A [Scry]-Gate. If you trigger the spellwork within it will flicker some protocols at the Gate District, and summon a [Gate]. From there, you can [Scry] through that [Gate] in order to see both Yggdrasil at Candlepoint, and then, through some [Scry]-hopping through the other Gates in the district, you can look upon almost all the rest of the world.”

Everbless’s anger turned to confusion when Erick said he loved him. Confusion became wonder, before Everbless remembered that he was angry. Anger faded again under the presentation of Erick’s gift. Everbless instantly whipped a tendril out and took the little platinum ring, squirreling it away inside of his tentacle-body.

Almost nicely, Everbless said, “Thank you…” And then he narrowed his eye, saying, “I don’t love you.”

Erick chuckled a little. “That’s fine; I’ve got more than enough for both of us. See you later, Everbless.” He said to O’kabil and Wyrmrest, “Tell me when you need a lift back.”

“Won’t be necessary,” Wyrmrest said, “We can dissolve these bodies and leave.”

“I would like a return for my coat, if you could, Erick dear,” O’kabil said.

“I can do that; Father doesn’t have to,” Yggdrasil said, and then he turned to Erick. “Love you, Dad.”

Erick smiled brightly. “Love you too, son.”

Erick gave one final grin, and then he flickered brightly, lightstepping far away from that sunset cove.

He checked back on the sapient trees occasionally, there on that grassy hill above the rocky shore, while he was in meetings with the Regency’s people. The arbors seemed to get along a lot better once Erick was gone, with Everbless seeming to falter from whatever stance he had had before, all in order to pour out questions like a tidal wave. ‘What is an Arbor?’ ‘How old are you?’ ‘How big are you?’ ‘What do with people trying to swim inside roots?’

The other three answered as best they could, with Wyrmrest becoming less and less stern, and more like a grandfatherly figure as Everbless proved both his youth, and his willingness to grow past his youthful indiscretions. O’kabil was pleased as well, Erick could tell, but she was still holding back her final judgments because Everbless was a known liar… Or at least an exaggerator.

Even still, they spoke about this and that long into the night, as the stars took hold of the dark sky above, and giant clouds began to gently pour their rain far out to sea.

Yggdrasil and Everbless eventually discovered that both of them liked fish a lot, which led to a whole new conversation that Wyrmrest and O’kabil had to bow out on; they were both firmly land trees, and they only tolerated fish-talk when they had to.
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                Meetings, meetings, meetings.

It was near midnight, over 20 hours later than it had been six hours ago, back on the beach with the arbors, and Erick had finally gotten out of the last big meeting of the minds at Storm’s Edge. He honestly had not needed to do any of that; to talk with the nobles, or the merchants, or the Local Area Gate Network administrators, or with those of a priestly nature. But he did it anyway. It was good to let people know what House Benevolence’s stance was with the dungeons, and it was also good to be seen standing alongside Regent Augustive.

High Storm Priestess Tiza Nindi wasn’t present for any of it, which was strange, but not really, for early on in the evening her lackeys had privately and politely conveyed to Erick that Tiza wanted to meet privately, after everyone else had had their turn. Erick had decided to grant that request.

And so now here he was, sitting down in a nice hardwood chair, across a desk from the middle-aged owl shifter, in the second-highest room in the lighthouse of Storm’s Edge’s harbor. It was a nice room, slightly meant for public dealings with others, but the lighthouse itself was a mostly private location, with beds and personal effects in its many church-cells down below. Tiza’s bed, books, clothes, and a hand-span-sized fish lazily resting in a large tank, lay beyond a door right over there, to the side of this office space.

The lighthouse was something of a church and a guide for ships; in those ways it was used all the time. But it was also a deterrent for monsters, and that function hadn’t been used in years. Right above this office space, past a half-floor and then up in the air, sat a massive, slowly-rotating grey stone that shone with lightning all day and night.

There hadn’t been much conversation between Tiza and Erick yet; just perfunctory greetings, and Tiza holding herself back a great deal.

Erick decided to break the ice again. “So that lightning stone up above acts as a collector and discharger of divine lightning, yes? It shines rather well, too. Illuminates at least half the harbor out there and more besides.”

Tiza frowned a little bit. “… It doesn’t scare you at all to be this close to our base of power, does it.”

“Absolutely not,” Erick said. If that is how she wanted to play this, then that is how it would be played. “I know I am in good standing with Sininindi, and will be with Everbless, eventually, and I am currently the living treaty between the Light and the Dark and the rest of the world. And you couldn’t kill me even if you tried. So no, I’m not scared at all of you or yours, Tiza. Are you scared of me?”

Tiza didn’t answer. She just glared from behind her mask, that layer of wood and enamel only serving to hide the upper half of her face, leaving her frown on full display. It barely covered her upper face, too. Erick had long ago found out why shifters wore such ineffectual masks, and for most of them it wasn’t to hide. All shifters carried over the hallmarks of their animal form in all of their forms, but most had perfectly normal faces. Tiza’s eyes were a bit larger than a normal human’s eyes, and her hair had feathers in it, but that was about all. She could clip those feathers and look like a somewhat-odd human if she wanted to.

Shifters wore masks because they were ‘always wearing masks’. Whether in public, or private, in a human-form or animal-form, everyone wore masks. Shifters just decided to openly display that fact. The mask they wore was to reveal who they were to others; not to hide.

… Erick’s mind was wandering since Tiza wasn’t answering—

Erick said, “You shouldn’t be scared of me—”

“It’s not often that someone shoves me through a [Gate] and then locks me out of all the important gatherings of my home.” Tiza said, “I have earned my place here at Storm’s Edge, Wizard Flatt. As I had called you once, I call you again: You are a usurper, a blasphemer, and an adulterer, and I am not scared of you. I am disgusted by you. I am disgusted by your mangling of Lightning, your disregard for Storms, and how you have Wizarded your way into making Sininindi forgive you.”

Unperturbed at her statement, for Erick had heard a lot worse (particularly after the Teleport Exodus and how ‘beneficial’ that was for his Gate Network) Erick said, “I understand the usurper and blasphemer, but why adulterer; that part I never understood.”

Tiza narrowed her eyes. “You make mockery?”

“I do not. Explain yourself, lest I leave this conversation for more important matters.”

“To use Lightning outside of Sininindi’s domain is to cheat the Goddess of her throne.”

Erick nodded. “Ah. So that’s how you figure… Well you’re wrong and I don’t care about your opinion on that matter, so I’m still gonna do it. Cheat cheat cheat! All the way to my own throne.” He added, “Now that was me making mockery. Now you know the difference.”

Tiza scowled.

Erick didn’t often make light of the serious complaints of others, but what was ‘serious’ to Tiza was asinine to Erick, and he honestly had no idea why the woman was still being so antagonistic after all these years and distances— Well. He knew why. Tiza had told him why. She did not like that Erick had stolen the lightning from the sky. That was her honest, true complaint. Everything about her hatred of Erick stemmed from that place of understanding…

There was probably more to it, but sometimes people were irrationally uncompromising, and Erick had (mostly) learned to live with that fact.

Not fully, though.

Erick began, “I have healed Melemizargo. I have given a reliable [Control Weather] to Sininindi as well as a World Tree. I have stopped the Shades. I have made a Gate Network. I have taken down rogue Wizards, and I will ensure that we get to the next world and the next. I have gifted Veird Particle Magic and the Node Network, and OH YEAH, Elemental Benevolence, to prevent Sunderings for all the rest of existence. And then I made myself no longer a failure point for any of that, because we’ve got Benevolence dragons making Benevolence all on their own and Kiri will replace me as the Gatemaster eventually.”

Tiza glared all throughout Erick’s speech, but at the same time her breath was shallow. She was worried. A lot—

Oh.

She was worried Erick was going to execute her.

Gods above, this woman didn’t understand him at all.

Erick decided to give her an out. “I understand you must have some need to maintain your rage, but we haven’t interacted in over a decade, Tiza. I might have come into your lands and messed with your established order, but a storm is coming, and I needed to prepare, and you weren’t being cooperative, and I doubt you would ever want to be cooperative. So while I understand your continued anger, I actually have no idea why you choose to be angry with me when Sininindi isn’t even angry anymore. And so, I offer you a complete forgiveness and forgetting of what has come before. You can continue this imagined feud you have with me, if you want, but know that I am done with this feud. Please, can we move past this hatred?”

“You put shadows in the same church as the light, Wizard,” Tiza said, harshly. “Those shadows are more than enough for any sane person to condemn you as a trick of the Dark. Benevolence? Pah! A lie. A mask to hide yourself.”

And there it was, along with a deep insult about masks that only really worked with other shifters, but which Erick understood the meaning of anyway.

Whatever.

The Sininindi stuff was one of her reasons for hating him, but the Darkness stuff was the real reason. Erick appeared at Spur all those years ago, oh so close to Ar’Kendrithyst, and then he made Particle Lightning. Tiza would literally never trust him, ever. In her mind, Erick was a pawn of the Dark, and she was waiting for the moment when he destroyed everything she knew and loved.

No wonder she was terrified of him killing her.

And yet she was still confronting him? She was, wasn’t she.

There was a certain amount of bravery there, Erick thought. Almost admirable.

“Guard the walls and keep the lighthouse lit, Tiza, and don’t ever forgive the Darkness if you don’t want to. I won’t ever ask you to do that. But what I do ask for is some sort of civility in our future engagements. Can you and I agree to that, at least?”

“… I can do civility, but since you flicked me away during that conversation in that major meeting, I will no longer be pulling my [Strike]s against your actions in this land. I called you here to tell you that.” Tiza said, “I will fight you on everything you do here in Storm’s Edge. You have won the dungeons, but don’t expect to win anything beyond the Pit.”

Erick nodded. “Fair enough.” He stood.

He almost left—

But Tiza continued, “Toward that purpose of ensuring your Darkness has no power in this land, we’ve decided to resume the Church’s summary execution of all cultists found within Storm’s Edge, and we’ve decided to kick the Xoatists out. Religious tolerance is for religions, not for your cult. Never your cult. These measures will take place tomorrow. If those cultists Vanya and Soltic should come out of that dungeon, and leave that Pit, they will be executed as well. If any of the monsters those two make should try to come to Storm’s Edge, they will be executed, too.” She finished with, “And we Storm Priests will not be going inside that place when the Storm Prophecy unfolds, if it ever does and if this wasn’t all just another power grab by you. The Darkness will never be a shelter from any storm, you uneducated outlander. Should a Particle Storm develop, as I am sure you will make it happen, we will be fighting the good fight out here, against your corruption of our lands.”

Erick managed a calm tone as he asked, “Are you done?”

Tiza narrowed her eyes. “I am done. Get out of here, Wizard, and go rescue your cultists before I kill them all.”

Erick left in a flicker of lightning that took several moments to fizzle out.

Tiza glared at the lingering white sparks, dancing across her chair and the floor, until they vanished, leaving black marks on everything.







- - - -

Fury.

Rage.

And then some calmer words.

“Don’t be a tyrant, Erick. Don’t be a tyrant,” Erick mumbled to himself as he stood upon the shore of a river, deep inside the Forest of Glaquin, where hopefully no one but the free-roaming monsters could see him. And Ophiel. With false relaxation, he declared to himself and the world, “There is no need to be a tyrant, because no one has died yet, right? Right.”

Jarod Maryol. Glariol Maryol. Nero Maryol.

Those people were at the top of Erick’s rescue lists, though there were more, apparently. Erick had already had an Ophiel scan all of Storm’s Edge for those people since Tiza’s anti-cultist declaration not ten minutes ago. He had not been able to find them on Storm’s Edge, which was somewhat expected, but only after Erick had seen what had happened. The three Maryols and a few other cultists were all on the next island over.

Barda, Nero’s girlfriend/fiance/whatever, was nowhere to be seen. She might have been considered a cultist-by-association and thus left in a hurry once it became apparent that everyone she knew was getting rounded up, and then even faster when the guard confronted her. Her and Nero’s room at the Dungeon Guildhouse had been stripped. According to the manasphere, Barda had gone in there alone, tears almost falling but not, right before she had been summarily dismissed by guards of the Regency, punted through the Local Area Gate Network, off to the Greensoil Republic, to Riski, on the southern coast of Glaquin.

Erick didn’t know the other people caught up in Tiza’s crusade, thrown into the same prison as the Maryols, but he would save them, too.

Erick would save them all.

Calmly, Erick said to Ophiel, floating in the air beside him, “I almost lost it back there, Ophiel, but I managed to control my anger, and now I have a path forward. One that… Only involves me being a little bit of a tyrant. But it’s a rescue mission… And not a [True Resurrection] mission. She could have done that instead… She could have said that she had killed them all, and that if she found anymore that they would suffer the same fate… But she’s given me a day to get them all out. Or more like an hour till sunrise? That’s… Fine. So this is... Not that bad? Not that bad— Ah. But…” Erick got paranoid as she said, “She’s probably looking to see which ones I rescue, and she’s going to use that against me somehow. She thinks that there’s some great big plot against everything that she values, and there is a plot, but it’s one that Sininindi herself asked for. What complicates things is that Tiza is in league with the Regency, for how else could they have all known to keep this information away from me, which is both very normal since I’m an outsider to them, and which would explain why I haven’t heard of what happened to the Maryols all this time. Or any of the cultists they rounded up. They were purposefully keeping that hush-hush, and I suppose I didn’t directly ask for Soltic and Vanya’s full history of interactions with Storm’s Edge, which probably set off some warning bells for them…”

Ericks voice trailed away as his words started going in circles, there on the riverbank of a rather lazy river, the water gently rolling through the depths of the Forest of Glaquin. Kilometer-tall trees blocked out the night overhead, but luminescent mushrooms grew here and there among the canopy and on the ground, providing more than enough light for Erick’s Perception-enhanced senses. Erick sometimes came here to think and do other things when he didn’t go to Yggdrasil to relax.

Ophiel watched his father think.

Erick’s thoughts were interrupted by another problem.

Erick decided, “I’m going to eat something first and then I’m going back there to solve this newest mess.”

And then he turned to the left, where a monstrous chimera was charging down the river’s rocky bank toward him, rocks flying out from underfoot as it moved. It was an alligator-like thing with too many horns and too many long legs, with masses of saliva flinging from its roaring, open maw. Erick flickered with lightning, and when the lightning faded, he was a black dragon, his wings flapping out to the sides to tower over the suddenly-terrified beast. A quick swipe of claws killed the thing, while a few more swipes cut it into four bite-sized pieces. It tasted alright. Not great, but not bad either. The monsters’s Elemental Decay and Stone made it sort of like eating a meaty tart, while the bones provided a nice crunch.

When he had finished his first kill, eating everything bones and all, it hadn’t been enough.

Ophiel leapt through the air, leading the way, saying, “Big fish there!”

Erick chuckled. “Thank you, Ophiel. You were already looking for more food, weren’t you?”

“Father eat lots!”

Though the Dungeon Exodus had happened over eleven years ago, the Forest of Glaquin was still home to many different wild monsters, for unless a dungeon was properly managed, then it never grew large enough to hold all the monsters that would invade. Wild dungeons formed, deepened when they were taken over by a monster large enough to keep all the other ones in line, then through a series of perfectly normal events, other monsters rose to power inside that space and ate the bigger one, thus starting a chain of events that usually led to the core getting damaged, and thus expelling all the monsters therein. This was colloquially known as a ‘dungeon break’, but a break could actually happen in multiple ways…

Eh.

Erick was hungry and angry still, and his thoughts were spiraling. Anyway. The current problem was that the Forest was a lot calmer than it used to be, but it was not that calm at all.

As a massive black dragon with wings and bright white eyes, the Forest was deader than a doornail.

He would have to actively hunt his next meal, which he did.

Fish were easy to catch and he only really grabbed the one, for [Duplicate] solved all quantity issues. As Erick ate and ate the same fish over and over again, gradually his anger seeped away. He didn’t spend too long on the process for there were people to rescue, so he was still a little angry by the time he left the Forest behind, but not being hungry helped a lot.







- - - -







The Regent was asleep.

And then he wasn’t, because Erick came calling at 5:30 am.

Erick almost felt bad for doing that to him, so he offered, “I can wait ten minutes if you want to sleep for a good ten hours in a [Hasted Shelter]. I know you only had about an hour so far.”

Augustive looked at Erick, rapidly going from worried to a little miffed. He was slightly disheveled from having just rolled out of bed to attend to Erick’s request for an audience, but only Erick could really tell that dishevelment. The man was Classed as a Regent, and so he had quite a few niche spellworks that allowed him to forgo the usual problems of being a mortal king, such as a long-range [Clothe]-type spell allowing for instant dressing and hair and styling and cleanliness needs of all sorts, whenever he wished to spend the mana. The tiredness in his eyes still showed past that facade, though. No real cure for lack of sleep besides the New Stat, Constitution, and the Regent did not have that; not many people did.

“… I would take that sleeping shelter option after I hear and help solve whatever issue requires my attendance at this late hour— Early, hour. It’s nearly 6?”

“Only 5:35.” Erick explained, “Tiza taunted me by threatening to execute prisoners of Storm’s Edge who are thought to be cultists, just because they are cultists. What’s more, she threatened to murder Miss Silver and Mister Cross should they come out of those dungeons at any time. This is intolerable for a multitude of reasons, the first of which is that cultists are no longer allowed to be executed out of hand; this was decided by international decree, and Storm’s Edge signed this decree.”

According to his face, Augustive had expected this to happen. “Storm’s Edge cannot abide cultists of Melemizargo at this dangerous juncture, and so the ones we discovered in the city have been stripped of their property and put in cells. We are not going to execute them, though; Tiza exaggerated. We were going to exile them. Probably to Candlepoint, if you would have been amenable to that, and in accordance with that decree you’re talking about.”

“… Is that how you wish to play this action by Tiza Nindi? To be soft on her? For her crimes of over-policing others?”

“Yes. She is the harbor guardian of Storm’s Edge and her Lightning Magic can incinerate tangled hydras and worse. Her position of power is a lot less physically powerful today than it used to be, thanks to the dungeons removing most monster threats from the ocean, but should her power be required to defend Storm’s Edge then I want her to be happy with Storm’s Edge.” Augustive said, “I fully expect her power to be needed to fight against the coming Storm Prophecy.”

“… Fine.” Erick said, “Exile them to Candlepoint; I’ll take all your undesirables and give them new lives.”

“Thank you, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick offered, “Do you want a [Hasted Shelter]?”

“I would love one of those.”

Erick nodded and sent Ophiel along with Augustive, saying that he would be back later to personally take the cultists to Candlepoint. But he had other places to be right now, since the cultists-issue had been sorted.

- - - -

Seafoam Manor was lit brightly, like a beacon of civilization hidden among the night-cloaked greenery of the mountain. The outer defenses were down completely, so Erick descended upon the house without worry, down onto the lit lawn. It looked rather nice compared to how it had been before.

Instead of a slightly-overgrown lawn and trees that needed trimming, the lawn was cut, the trees were in their proper shapes once again, and the fountains burbled. A bunch of small night birds with long legs poked across the freshly cut grass, eating insects uncovered by the cutting, while the noises of the forest flowed into the air from outside the property; nightsong birds and howling monkeys, and chirping bugs of all sorts.

The house was no longer boarded up. The closed front doors were exposed to the world, in all their carved beauty, the windows were open on much of the front of the house, and the smell of something cooking wafted on the breeze. Some sort of stew, according to Erick’s casual mana sensing of the interior of the house.

Also according to that mana sensing, minutes ago, Goldie had been talking animatedly with Oozy in the kitchen, over dinner. She had taken off her face mask in order to eat with a spoon, while Oozy had just spooned some of the stew onto himself, there in his floating Force bowl. They seemed to be getting along well.

But then Erick had shown up, and Goldie had rapidly moved into the foyer of the house, to present herself for Erick’s arrival. Oozy had been a little slower than the Shade and a lot more scared, but he had come out to present himself, too.

Erick walked forward, the double doors opening before he needed to open them himself. Goldie smiled a little as she laid proper eyes on him, while Oozy quivered in his bowl.

“Greetings again, Oozy Stormcaller, last King of Storm’s Edge,” Erick said, and Oozy flummoxed there in his bowl.

“That’s not me anymore,” Oozy said, “I cannot be King.”

“Even after I turn you back into a person?”

“… I want to be a person again, but… not…”

Oozy fell silent.

Good to know; he wouldn’t upset the Regency, and all the power Erick was trying to build here.

Goldie took that moment to hand over some [Reincarnation] paperwork. “We worked on it together.”

Oozy fell down into his bowl completely and it was only through sheer fortitude that he didn’t float backward, to vanish off to someplace where he would not be seen. Erick admired him for his bravery, and in more ways than just being willing to ‘stand’ before Erick without quailing anymore.

Erick glanced over the paperwork, taking a full moment to let Oozy know that he really was looking it over. It was rather standard requests; average height, if a little on the shorter side, average build, if a little on the smaller side. He kinda wanted to look like a mix of the original Aroido, and Frydrika, which was fine. The only odd thing to stand out was that Oozy wanted a [Blessing of Empathy], because he knew he wasn’t like other people, and he wanted an easy way to understand others.

Well. That was the second odd thing.

The main one was that he wanted to burn down the house and leave forever, and he wanted Erick’s help with that, too.

“Pardon me, Oozy, I need to ask Goldie something in private.”

Oozy instantly backpedaled, floating away down the hallway in the back of the stairs, vanishing behind a corner as he said, “Of course of course!”

Erick put up a Privacy around him and Goldie and the goldscale Shade turned serious, her bubbly nature vanishing under what was obviously a concerning moment. Erick asked her directly, “How was he? Can he make these sorts of decisions?”

“Oozy Stormcaller is possessed of a certain kind of madness that makes him rather docile around people stronger than him, for he lives in constant pain and is terrified of more pain. He acts well enough to hold a conversation and he knows the largest topics of the day, for he does know how to spy on people and look at the rest of the world, but he doesn’t know where he is, who he is, or what is really happening out there. He is both 250 years behind the times, and able to work with modern magics quite well. Currently, he is under the care of himself, but only because he has lived in this house for the last 40-odd years of his life and he literally never leaves.” Goldie said, “And no; he cannot make any sort of real [Reincarnation] decision. I had to help him a lot with all of that, and I am absolutely sure that you will have to redo the [Reincarnation] afterward.”

“How did he respond to you being a Shade?”

“He comes from a different time, back before the Great Purge of Spur when we stopped making Shades all the time and Fallopolis began her job as Culler; I was only around for 40 years of the previous era, which was long before some Shade cursed Oozy. He thinks it was the Witch, because he thinks he had some sort of positive correspondence with the Librarian over some books he used to read, and the Witch didn’t like that for some reason.” Goldie said, “Back then the Shades were monsters in the dark that you prayed never knew about you, and if they did, and if they came to you, you did what you had to do in order to appease them. So when he was with me, inwardly, he was terrified the whole time, but that terror was probably the only thing keeping him on track in our conversation. He felt the same way when he saw you; he probably can’t tell that your eyes aren’t actually full-white, and that you have pupils.”

Erick looked over the paperwork again, then he dismissed the [Privacy], and said, “Thank you, Goldie. That will be all.”

Goldie slammed a fist over her chest, and then vanished into the shadows.

Erick called out, “Oozy. Can you come out? We’ll get you [Reincarnation]’d and then on your way to a new life, okay?”

Oozy peeked out from the hallway behind the grand staircase, paused, and then rolled forward. “Uh. Yes, sir. I’m ready for a new life!”

Erick nodded. “I have a question about the paperwork, though. It says you want an average height body, if a little taller?”

“Yes sir!”

He had written down ‘if a little shorter’.

“And average stature, if a little muscular?”

“Yes sir!”

He had written down ‘if a little thinner / smaller’.

Welp! Goldie was right. It wasn’t that Erick didn’t believe her, but it was good to check on these sorts of things.

Erick said, “If you don’t like what I do today then you can get another body later. Are you ready?”

“I’m ready!”

Erick was rather sure that the guy was not ready at all, but after he regained a mind he would be able to communicate his thoughts better, and quite literally better, too; oozes couldn’t [Telepathy] or do Mind Magic at all, but as a person, Oozy would regain all that capability. Erick began the transformation by making some completely superfluous gestures with his hands, winding some Benevolence glows into the air, giving the illusion that he was starting. A lot of people felt more comfortable when they knew what was coming, and as soon as [Reincarnation] actually started, people usually went directly to sleep.

Erick said, “You will feel some discomfort, but that’s because you don’t have lungs or the biology to absorb this sedative anesthesia I am creating. That will pass fast.” And then Erick began casting and real magic began to flow into Oozy. The bathtub of red gelatin and gore began to flop a bit, and then go completely rigid, body parts floating to the surface, multiple eyes wincing in utter pain. But then lungs began to develop inside the pile, and Oozy relaxed. As the patient’s lungs began to work, and proper biology began to happen once again, Erick relaxed, too, as he spoke to himself, “That wasn’t so bad. The pain part is over. Now to make you what you wished to be.”

Erick had gotten very good at making young, healthy people out of all sorts of types; the old, the infirm, the broken, and the non-person-shaped. Oozy was a slightly special case, but not really special at all. As Erick cast, and the magic took full hold, Oozy’s soul began to transform right alongside his body. The ooze had been a red-souled sort of person, but murky and full of shadows. Ten seconds into the procedure a brilliant spark of bright red blossomed within that murky soul and then overtook all the rest, like light shining through the dark. All that dark was really just accumulated spellwork and messed-up soul stuff and other assorted things that were being pushed away, as the true soul took hold of itself once again.

The ooze shifted. The lungs moved to the center. A red-boned spine developed out of the red slime—

… Red bone? It wasn’t white bone. It was red. And not just a film from the ooze? But really red?

What the fuck?

That was Erick’s first clue that something was wrong. Red bones were not the sign of a good [Reincarnation]… Probably. But then again this had literally never happened before, and everything else seemed to be working out well. Erick had no idea what was actually happening, but he would figure it out later. For now, the procedure continued.

Ribs and femurs and a skull collected out of the mana, all red, but not red like the spine. Pink, maybe. Soon, a full skeleton developed out of the gore that was Oozy. It was red at the spine, and then pink going outward, with the bones turning normal-white at the fingers and toes.

That skeleton curled up inside that Force bowl, as though it was alive already, but it wasn’t. It was still halfway an ooze.

And then red lightning flickered across the skeleton, followed rapidly by the growth of red muscle and blood and skin and thankfully the skin was pale tan, exactly as Erick had chosen.

Red lightning was funky. Not normal. But also, not causing a major probl—

The third clue that something was wrong with the [Reincarnation] had come and gone, and Erick hadn’t realized that something had gone wrong until he was staring down at a nude man in his early 20s, who looked completely normal.

Erick hadn’t seen the world shatter into fragments of futures. Erick had not picked Oozy’s fate for him—

A fourth problem occurred.

Oozy woke up.

Oozy gasped hard, his eyes slamming open as he screamed a little and flinched backward, slipping and flopping in his Force bowl. All he managed to do was to slip and slide among the parts of himself that weren’t used to make his body. Erick washed him with a quick [Cleanse] before the freshly-woken man could be too terrified of what he was laying inside, and then Erick followed that up with a quick conjuring of clothes, directly onto the lad.

Oozy’s eyes were bright red and yellow, like the sun, which was yet another thing that Erick hadn’t picked out for him. He hadn’t been awake for more than three seconds so far, and those three seconds had been completely terrifying for him, so Erick hadn’t said anything yet. Soon enough, Oozy seemed to calm down; to settle into his freshly-cleaned Force bowl.

Oozy breathed a bit heavily, but then that, too, evened out. He looked at Erick warily, but his eyes were no longer as wide as they could be.

He just sat there, waiting.

Erick nodded, then said, “Sorry, Oozy. You shouldn’t have woken up like that. I’ve done this [Reincarnation] thousands and thousands of times, and though sometimes some people wake early, usually they’re out for an average of 4 hours. I also didn’t manage to hit your targeted future of ‘moving past the horror of your past’, but as I’m rather sure that you are of much sounder mind and body, that you will be able to do that yourself. If not, then I can always redo this [Reincarnation] later. Even right now, if you want.” He asked, “Do you understand that?”

Oozy extended his head and opened his mouth, but nothing came out except his tongue. That tongue waggled around as confusion showed on his face. He tried to touch his face with his elbow, obviously forgetting that he had fingers, but then he looked down and saw fingers once again and excitement showed on his face.

He tried to stick his whole hand into his mouth to touch his throat from the inside as he tried to understand how to speak again. He gagged, instead, spit flying out as he coughed several times. He opened his mouth again, and this time he controlled himself.

“AHHHHHh—” Oozy paused. “OOOOhha… Ah? Ah? Aeee. Ahh. Ooo. Ah. Looooo. Ah loo. Haloo.” Oozy breathed deep, marveled that he could breathe again, spent a good thirty seconds not-breathing and then purposefully-breathing, and then he looked to Erick and proudly stated, “Halooo!”

He realized that he had failed to say ‘Hello’ properly. He furrowed his brows. Speech didn’t seem to be coming very easily to him, so he stopped.

Erick said, “That’s weird, too, but I suppose you were an ooze for a good 275 years. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Anyway. Do you think you want to keep your name as Oozy? Your paperwork wasn’t specified on that matter, aside from ‘I don’t know’.”

“… Ah… Ah …” Oozy concentrated hard, and then he said, “Ahh… Ark.” Disappointment. Anger. Frustration. “Bak! Baggit! Badaturitua jallak uaipatnaks.” He touched his mouth, wondering where the fuck those words had come from. “Hajlklar. Baraookl?” He tapped himself in the throat. “Ahhhlooo. Ahloo. Hellaarr. Hellooo—” Surprise! Elation! “Hello! Hello! Hellohellohellohellohellohellohellohello! Hello… Mahhh. Mahhh. MY. My. Hello, my naaaaamm. Name.” Surety, and joy. “Hello, my name is Oozoliooookipal.” Back to frustration. “Oozeee.” Narrowed eyed. “Oozy. OOZY! Hello, my name is Oozy!”

The man radiated pure joy and Erick had to clap a little. “Good job. Welcome back to civilization, Oozy Stormcaller.”

“Hank yar.”

Erick chuckled.

Sure, some odd stuff had happened during the [Reincarnation], but the man had no ring of lightning around his neck, so he wasn’t a Benevolence target at all. That was Erick’s first major concern, and since Oozy had already expressed interest in leaving Storm’s Edge behind forever, Erick was rather sure that Oozy wasn’t the cause of the coming storm.

Oozy added, “I nooot starcraller… starcroooo… Storthisss. Stormmm. Stormcracker.” He stopped trying.

Erick mused that Oozy’s denial of his name was yet another reason not to worry about him calling any storms, though that reasoning was rather pure whimsy, and not based on any real facts at all.

Erick said, “How about we get you out of that bowl, and you can go sleep in one of the beds up top, or something, and then we can talk about what you want to do next with your life. We can even burn down Seafoam Manor later, if you still feel like it once you get your feet back under you. Or, perhaps you might want to sell it, so that you can have some money for your new life? Or you could just live out here, you know. It’s a nice piece of property.”

Oozy looked ecstatic and ready to burn down the house as soon as Erick mentioned it, but then Erick kept talking, and Oozy started to backtrack his own ideas of burning the place down.

Erick said, “And there’s another thing. Do you want that [Blessing of Empathy]? Or do you want to wait a few hours, to see how you feel now that you’ve already gone through one major life change?”

Oozy shook his head, then gestured for Erick to get on with it.

“… I suppose we can undo this Empathy, too, if you decide you don’t like your current choice of a body.” Erick hit him with a [Blessing of Empathy]. Light soaked into Oozy, into his soul, and turned his fiery-red soul into something… Perhaps even more resembling a fire made of blood and sun. Well that was probably fine. Erick asked, “Ready to get out of that bowl?”

Oozy took a moment to stare at the floor, and then the ceiling—

His eyes caught on the portrait of the original Aroido and Frydrika and their five kids, up at the top of the stairs. Tears fell fast. Oozy giggled, and then cried, and then breathed deep, and said, “Farmarly unn, yut I remaan.”

“They’re gone, yet you remain, but I’m sure they’d be happy for you if they could see you now.”

With reddened eyes, Oozy looked at Erick, and nodded.

Erick helped him out of the bowl, and then helped him learn how to walk again for the next ten minutes. The former-ooze could barely manage to stay awake once he mostly figured out how his legs worked, so Erick put him to bed upstairs in one of the guest rooms. Oozy was very firm about that. He wouldn’t sleep in the family’s rooms, which were all in perfect order, and they would stay that way in his mind forever more. Or at least that’s what Erick thought he was saying.

There was a lot of guesswork to understanding him, but Oozy was getting better, and fast.

Erick left him behind, and then spoke to the shadows, “That was an odd [Reincarnation]. I want him monitored at all times for the next week and to know more of his story, from whatever sources you need to tap. If the Witch did something to him it might have stuck around through a [Reincarnation], but I doubt it; such a magic would have to have been done in some very roundabout ways.”

It couldn’t have been a soul twist done on the soul itself, for a [Reincarnation] would have solved that. It would have had to have been a trick lingering in the manasphere… or something. Oozy was a ‘Stormcaller’, though, so perhaps it was something from Sininindi?

Goldie bowed, saying, “Your will be done.”

“Don’t let him burn down his house unless he absolutely wants to do that; either way, take him to Candlepoint to the intake system when he’s done here. Or I’ll be back later to help with that, if he wants it. Put a person on the guard job; you don’t have to do that yourself.”

“Aye, sir.”

Erick took off, into the sky, lightstepping away to the next destination…

Which was actually back home, to his cloud castle at Candlepoint, over the Gate District.

He was going to call up Phagar in order to deal with this [Onward] stuff, but he needed to be someplace nicer to deal with all that. Later, he would return to the mire of Storm’s Edge and pick up the cultists, because according to a brief talk with Augustive, they weren’t ready for him yet. They also weren’t going to execute the people, so there was no real rush.

Erick kept an Ophiel on the prison site anyway.







- - - -







“I don’t know, Erick; I can’t answer what happened to you, or why Melemizargo thinks the way he does,” Phagar said, looking like a carbon copy of Erick, as he moved his pawn up a space.

A stone chess table sat between them, up on one of the cloudy higher levels of Erick’s castle. All of Candlepoint and the Gate District and Yggdrasil’s Lake stretched out below; a modern day utopia of magic and opportunity and worldly connections. But up here, in this little garden in the clouds, there was just Erick, and the God of The End and Time. They sometimes played friendly games of chess, but even during these tenser talks, they both needed something to do while they talked.

This time, Erick had a large topic.

Erick said, “I felt like I was here the whole time, but with this stuff happening in Storm’s Edge, I do feel more present… Somehow.”

Phagar shrugged. “Maybe Melemizargo is right, but we gods can be rather fallible. More so these days than when we were large as a million planets. Or a trillion trillion, in Melemizargo’s case. We still don’t truly know what caused the Sundering, either.”

Erick took Phagar’s knight with his own pawn as he thought of those words. Neither of them were truly trying to win the game and it was just a distraction from the conversation anyway. Phagar would win every time if he actually tried, because there was a certain kind of power that came from knowing everything forwards and backwards, and even sideways through time.

Erick said, “Sometimes I wonder about that truth; that no one knows what the Sundering was.”

Phagar smiled. “If you find out what happened, you’ll tell me, right?”

“Sure...” Erick narrowed his eyes as a thought occurred. “Could that truth been ‘interventioned’ against you all?”

“Doubtful. But that is one theory. Not one I personally ascribe to, but I’m not anything close to truly all-knowing.”

“… What is your theory? I don’t think I’ve ever heard it.”

“I never had a good one, but lately I’ve been thinking it was a Big Rip. That theory you explained about the universe getting too big for physics to function. It would make a lot of sense about how none of us saw it coming.” Phagar huffed. “Perhaps one of the archfey got tired of our ‘little black painting’.”

Erick chuckled. “You really do hate that story of the Daughter and the Darkness.”

“It’s too simple. But then again, gods go through emotional transformations based on the thoughts and prayers of their worshipers, so perhaps my current feelings on the matter are how my people feel. Ever since that story got out into the world at large and since the Xoatists came about, I have been finding myself shifting a little from what I once was. I certainly wasn’t perturbed by the story before that particular Shadows’ Feast.”

“Ahhh. Now we’re talking about the trouble in Storm’s Edge, eh? Or about the Xoatists?”

Phagar captured Erick’s pawn, as he said, “Since we’re having a serious conversation this time I would like to know your feelings on the Xoatists, now that you’re ‘back’, as Melemizargo would say. See if anything has changed and all that. But we can talk about Storm’s Edge if that is bothering you more.”

“It’s that priestess, Tiza.” Erick admitted, “I was so close to… To doing something I really didn’t want to do because I know that she’s going to pull some shit… I’m not sure what she’s going to do; only that I will hate it when it happens.”

“Priests of the Storm are like that.”

Erick took Phagar’s queen, as he asked, “Any hints as to what’s coming next?”

“Probably a storm of some sort,” Phagar said, grinning as he put Erick into check.

Erick huffed a laugh, then moved his king aside, asking, “No clues at all?”

“Well I do have one. You’ve been working at the high-government level for such a long time that you only really focus on the large-scale problems anymore. If you had gone into Storm’s Edge as Erick, instead of as who you did, then you never would have known about the Maryols, for the people in charge never would have spoken about them. They also never would have been in danger, but that was never a real option since they are cultists.” Phagar moved a bishop and put Erick into checkmate, saying, “There are reasons gods don’t act openly aside from the purposes of letting people live their own lives, and that is so that we can see who people really are, behind the various masks that they show the world.”

Erick sat thinking.

Phagar added, “And the world is pretty much secured these days. You can spend time fixing actual problem areas, instead of patching small issues here and there. You can even retire if you wish. Probably only temporarily, though.”

“… I have enjoyed not being in meetings all day long. Well. Except for all of yesterday.”

Phagar smiled. “Looks like we’re at the end of this game.”

Erick nodded. “See you later.”

“Till next time.”

- - - -

Three hours later, the sun held high in the sky over Storm’s Edge, and Erick was there to personally receive and send off all the cultists that the Regency and the Church of Sininindi had gathered up in their latest purge. For many of them, all their assets were stripped by the state and they had nothing but their names. Some of them didn’t even have that, though, for the name ‘Maryol’ was a noble name, and the Maryols were not able to use that name anymore.

Even the shirts off of their backs were not theirs to keep, seeing as they were part of the prison system.

From behind one-way glass, Erick watched as a few unknowns and all the Maryols, all three of Jarod, Glariol, and Nero, were forced to change out of their garments and into the clothes provided by House Benevolence. Many of the unknown people wore state-mandated Draining-gauntlets, for they were not fully recognized as cultists, but the Regency and the Church of Sininindi had enough dirt on them to send them packing, so they had. But the Maryols had freshly-inked Drain tattoos. Those would be harder to get rid of, but he would get rid of those, too.

Only time could rid them of their anger, despair, and loss.

“This whole system is rather more punitive than it should be,” Erick said, as he turned to Tiza, who stood on the other side of Augustive. The priestess looked to him, daring him to say anything at all against her; she would find a way to use it against him, eventually. Erick almost did say something he knew he would regret, but then he said, “The Cult and the Church are no longer at odds, or at least they shouldn’t be. You set back relations a decade by doing this.”

Tiza announced, “If I cannot end them as they should be ended, then I will have them out of my lands, Wizard. Pray I do not alter our acceptance of the Dark in this land any further.”

Augustive almost said something, probably to try and alleviate the tension—

But Erick spoke first, “It was an absolute misery to meet you again, Tiza. Don’t step over any truly reprehensible lines, or else I will be forced to do what I do not want to do.” And then he put Tiza out of his mind.

He stepped through a [Gate] that put him into the courtyard with the convicts. He shut the [Gate] behind him, and then he sighed a little in relief, even as the prison-wide Drain pressed in against his body. Honestly, if they had a prison-wide [Draining Ward], or whatever they used, then why did they need to tattoo the Maryols? Or Drain-shackle everyone else? Erick didn’t let the Drain bother him.

He put the Drain out of his mind, too, as he said, “Hello, everyone. I understand that your lives have been ruined by an uncaring priestess, and then saved by a caring Regent. Allow me to help you further by helping you rebuild all that you had, over in Candlepoint, where we don’t persecute cultists at all. It’s nearly [Reincarnation] day, too, so you all get one of those if you want it; I’ve got about 1400 of those to do, so what’s 7 more. But first! Who wants those nasty shackles and tattoos removed?”

As Erick spoke, every single person there in that group had a nuanced reaction, but between the tears and the sudden, overwhelming relief, everyone was mostly happy not to face the executioner’s block.

Jarod spoke first, “I would have mine removed, Good Wizard.”

Erick opened a [Gate] to Candlepoint, saying, “This is the way to the Reception House at Candlepoint. They’ll remove all your chains and have you set up at the next part of your life soon enough. You’ll likely spend a day in a hotel-like room, but after that, you’ll be moving onto freedom soon enough.”

Jarod bowed, alongside Glariol and Nero—

Which is why a pair of women rushed forward. They had seen freedom on the other side of the [Gate] and they ran for it, both of them rapidly thanking Erick as they fled Storm’s Edge. One of them rapidly spat on the ground toward the one-way windows as she left.

The rest of the ‘convicts’ followed along rather fast.

Erick got them settled in, and then he went back for one more person.







- - - -







Erick stood in the front yard of Seafoam Manor with Oozy at his side and Goldie just beyond.

Seafoam Manor was burning.

Great plumes of smoke rushed up and out of the yellow-red conflagration, filling the sky with a great blackening. For being a stone manor, there was a lot of burnable stuff in there, and there wasn’t much that Oozy wanted to save. A few smaller paintings and a few other things were now at Candlepoint, at the Reception House, in Oozy’s temporary dorm room, but the large painting of the family and all the beds and the wooden roof and the wooden floors were all burning. Glass shattered from the heat, adding a characteristic pop here and there as the moments passed.

And Oozy looked on, tears in his flame-colored eyes, relief upon his face.

Erick said, “It’s a clean sort of break, I suppose.”

Oozy said, “I’m done killing Aroidos for the Regency, and I’m done living here. I hope I never come back to Storm’s Edge.”

Erick nodded a little. “I don’t have to erase the property completely. I could leave something behind?”

Oozy shook his head a little. “Burn it all; till it under; I’ll start again somewhere new. Let the forest reclaim the ashes and the stone—” He paused. “… But maybe a little… Family statue?” He rapidly added, “And then I want to leave, please… I don’t want to see it burn anymore, either.”

Erick nodded again. “Sure thing, Oozy.”

And then he waved his hand, and the land began to shift under the power of a [Cityshape], a spell that Erick had made a while ago, and never really used. The ground dropped away, but Erick, Oozy, and Goldie remained in the air, held up by a Platform of Erick’s.

The ground shifted.

Like a great roiling mass of liquid stone, the land of Seafoam Manor and all the walls of the building began to churn, the mountainside turning liquid, and yet remaining in place at an angle. The inferno of a house spewed up one great rush of flame before the ground twisted, and pulled everything down under. Trees and other plantlife bobbed to the surface under Erick’s perfect control. Erick took a moment to right the trees here and there, to make them stand tall and scattered across the whole property, filling in the places where the road and house had been. He had taken down the walls surrounding the place, too, and moved some trees inward, which had been outside. The trees were sparse right now, scattered as they were across the land, but they’d fill in eventually.

In a year, the forest would fully reclaim the land.

Erick set the Platform back down on the solid, loamy ground, that was perfect for growing anything at all.

There was also a perfect statue just ahead, about fifty meters away, in the exact center of where the house had been. It was a life-sized statue of Aroido, Frydrika, and their five kids.

Oozy stepped forward, toward that statue, his hand raising. But he stopped. He couldn’t go any further.

Erick softly said, “The stone around the statue is solid, so nothing should grow around there for a while. Give it a trim every year if you wish. I’ve already broken the node network all the way out here, so this is truly all that… remains…” Erick stopped talking.

Oozy was having a moment. Erick waited for Oozy to be done.

Four minutes later, Oozy shuddered, then said, “Thank you for everything, Wizard Flatt. I don’t want to see the Aroidos ever again. Will I have to see them at Candlepoint?”

“I don’t require you to forgive them, but I do require you to not start anything with them. I can make it so that you don’t see them, but unless you seek them out, they won’t know who you are. They never did, anyway, right?”

Oozy paused. “… Right. They never did, did they— Are the Mind Mages still erasing memories for a fee?”

Now it was Erick’s turn to pause. “… Do they do that?”

“As a part of extreme therapy,” Goldie supplied.

“Right. That they do.”

Oozy said, “Then that is what I will be doing to myself. Thank you for everything.”

“… You’re welcome.”







- - - -







Three non-eventful days passed without issue.

‘Vanya and Soltic’ made diplomatic inroads with Storm’s Edge, with Vanya appearing outside her dungeon, dressed in the regalia of an undead queen, with Soltic at her side, and Erick on the other side of the field.

All the dungeons of the pit were under Vanya’s control, and all the Aroidos had decided to leave the dungeons to her for a multitude of reasons, only a few of which were because of Vanya. Or something like that. Erick wasn’t privy to whatever conversations they had with Vanya, and he didn’t want to be.

Nothing was on fire, and everything was good.

Erick went into his [Reincarnation] day feeling great.

By the end of the day, he was wiped.

1759 [Reincarnations]; a full 24 hours of casting, each of them done with purpose and intent, and to the requester’s specifications. He had gone through all 49 of the Aroidos, for not a single one was staying behind at Storm’s Edge, not when Tiza Nindi was on the prowl and when Augustive didn’t need them anymore, because he had the backing of House Benevolence. Not a single one of those [Reincarnation]s were different than usual, like how Oozy’s [Reincarnation] had been.

Oozy was doing fine. He was still in a lot of physical therapy, learning how to paint, and how to walk and then run, but he seemed perfectly normal.

Goldie hadn’t been able to dig up anything about Oozy and the Witch, so that was a dead end. If Erick wished to do some digging himself, he could talk to Melemizargo directly; Goldie could not do that, she could only receive orders and give prayer.

Everbless was talking a lot with all of Treehome’s Arbors, and he had voluntarily removed the intervention from all of them. There had been a few incidents involving storms at sea in the last few days, and how the Arbors thought that Everbless should stop all storms, which resulted in Everbless pushing back hard, but mostly the stormy World Tree absolutely loved having other trees to talk with. He was getting along well with Yggdrasil, too, for the both of them had formed a fast friendship over fish.

So it was little surprise as Erick laid his head down to sleep, that he woke up standing on the surface of a calm ocean. Storms ringed the horizon. The ocean lazed below. Distant thunder echoed in the valley of clouds.

A woman with tanned skin, wearing a ship’s sail for a dress, stood on the water in front of him.

Sininindi said, “Greetings, Erick. You’ve done well. The dungeon is coming along well. Quilatalap has already transformed each of them into a positive mana flow.”

“Ah! Already! That’s good news.” Erick smiled. “I thought he was still a few days out.”

“That initial investment from Melemizargo helped save a month of growth, and now that the Aroidos are gone the whole thing is a lot smoother.” Sininindi said, “Thank you. Our bargain is almost complete, and I am grateful for what has occurred. I wish to grant you a boon in addition to the rest, if you would have it. I already gave Quilatalap one.”

Erick was a little wary, so he said, “I would hear the offer.”

Sininindi chuckled. “Ahh… I had to think for a long time what to offer, too. Too little, and I offend. Too much, and I look like I attempt to control. I considered demoting Tiza, but I certainly can’t throw her to the shadows, for though she hates you most fiercely, she loves her people even more; it is why she is so angry when others attempt to control those she loves. So how about this: When the storms come for you in your life, I will be there to see you through the worst of it, and I’ll make sure Tiza stays out of your way.”

“I accept.”

The air flickered gold.

“It is done.” Sininindi said, “I have now removed my part of Yggdrasil’s seal. I look forward to seeing how he and Everbless grow up together.”

Erick felt buoyed. “I do, too.”

Sininindi said, “I also look forward to seeing how the Last Stormcaller comes back to himself. Their entire family line was touched by lightning long ago, but that power has moved on and shifted to the Tidewalkers these days, or at least the ones who try to reach for that power, like Wiloza. If Oozy can truly regain himself he might regain that power. If he does, he will be an asset against whatever False Storms might come. Let him know that, will you? Even though he has left his post, the Storm will still carry him far, and care for him the whole way.”

Erick smiled softly. “I will happily let him know.”

“Fare thee well, Wizard Flatt,” Sininindi said, vanishing into the clouds and the sea.

“Fare thee well, Sininindi.”
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228, 1/2


                The end of the year was close. Two more days and Shadow’s Feast would be upon Veird.

Erick didn’t experience any disasters and he didn’t expect to go to the party, either. He was on another task given to him by Atunir just yesterday. He would drop his current plans and go back to Candlepoint if they asked him to come back, or if he was needed, but Fallopolis’s party was a small one this year and Kiri was doing fine and House Benevolence was getting along swimmingly without Erick.

They would be fine losing Poi for a week or three, too.

“Thanks for coming, Poi,” Erick said, as he sat down in the pub-carriage, jockeying for a seat at the front of the public transport.

Poi sat down beside Erick and held onto the railing. “Of course I would come with you. I didn’t expect that I would need to make myself Unknowable this early, though.”

Erick smirked. “A few people are still looking your way.”

A good thirty more people found their spots on the pub-carriage. A few of them gave Poi a side-eye, looking over the sapphire-scale dragonkin like he was both an oddity and a slight annoyance. Aside from Poi, everyone else on the pub-carriage was human, for the Greensoil Republic was rather bad about inclusion. And so, Poi had needed to begin using his [Don’t Notice Me] aura almost right after stepping through the Gate to Greensoil. Erick had, of course, taken on an entirely different Familiar Form because everyone would notice him right away. Ophiel had enjoyed a few days being visible upon his father’s shoulder, but he was back to being invisible and intangible.

It wasn’t that bad of an experience for the little guy, for all the rest of his bodies were all off doing their own things, as Ophiel desired.

Poi said, “I’ll turn up the Unknowable when we get closer, but we’re safe to talk openly right now. No one will remember our words.”

Erick smiled at that. “I’ll clean up the manasphere, too. Ahh. I don’t know how you do it all the time, Poi. Talking in your head. Seems like you’d have too many thoughts all the time, vying to be expressed.”

“There is a certain order that comes about when people filter from brain to mouth, but using the mind to communicate directly is rather normal for me.” Poi looked around as the pub-carriage filled up, saying, “What’s not normal is all these humans.”

“It's a pretty singular species up in here, isn’t it.”

Erick and Poi had come to Greensoil through the Gate Network, and there were lots of other races who used that very same Network, but this particular pub-carriage was not headed to the dragonkin side of town, or the very small shifter communities that butted up against the dragonkin. This pub-carriage was headed toward the high-class district, toward the kingdom center and, for Erick and Poi’s purposes, the Grand Courthouse of Legality, here in this capital city of Greendale, on the southeastern coast of the Republic.

And Greensoil didn’t allow non-humans to hold high office, so the pub-carriage was rather filled with humans… And Poi, who seemed to be making himself more and more [Don’t Notice Me] as the moments ticked on, and the bus-like hover-tram filled.

Erick was still human-shaped, but he had adopted a different sort of body than his usual one. Just a different face and a bit lankier, with brown hair instead of black. It was more than enough to hide in plain sight. Poi was not willing to change himself into a different Familiar Form in order to make life easier for him, or for others; he liked himself just fine, thank you very much! So his aura was how he handled the problem of fame. Such an aura was easily seen through by other Mind Mages, but that was fine; Mind Mages policed their own, and Poi was in good standing with the community. He could do this sort of thing without ethical worry.

“I’ll drop it when we get to the courthouse or to whoever we need to get to,” Poi said, “Just like you will with your form, right?” He said the last word a bit strongly.

Erick chuckled. “I just want to see Greensoil through a normal person’s eyes for a while. I’ll drop the act soon enough. And if it gets to be too much for you, you can go back home.”

Poi sighed in relief. “I am content to be looked at like a bug for a little while, but not for three weeks.

“Let me know if anyone tries to fuck with you too much and I’ll fuck with them right back.”

A smile broke across Poi’s face, shadows vanishing a little as he chuckled. “Thank you.”

The doors to the pub-carriage closed with a clang, locking the people inside. Most stood in the center of the vehicle, holding onto rails on the ceiling, or onto bars stretching up, while all the seats were full. The conductor at the front honked a horn, and then engaged the vehicle. With a sudden lurch, the pub-carriage started on down station, gliding along on its rails toward the exit of the Gatehouse.

Erick glanced out the window and watched as another pub-carriage flowed into the docking station that they had exited. A lot of dragonkin boarded that one; a sign hanging off the front of it read ‘Dragalley’, the name for the dragonkin part of town. That pub-carriage itself was almost as nice as the one Erick and Poi were currently riding, but it had obviously seen better days. The metal ribbing was tarnished. The wardlights at the front flickered because there was some sort of power coupling break in the internals. It didn’t seem to have a working [Air Conditioning Ward], either, for some bizarre reason.

As Erick noticed that, he noticed a lot more small, systemic problems of inequality here and there. From the quality of clothes, to the way the human drivers of the dragonkin pub-carriage looked at their passengers… It all painted a rather clear picture.

Erick’s own pub-carriage was going rather slow right now, following its tracks to the end of the station. It would pick up speed soon enough.

Erick said to Poi, “Kiri still hates this place but she’s good about not showing it anymore.”

“Greendale is the worst. All the other major cities are pretty bad, but the countryside is okay. Odaali is making good advancements… It was making really good advancements before the Halls of the Dead killed a third of the people in their Daydropper attack. That action set them back a decade.”

“I still remember when Valok and all the other dragonkin and other migrant workers from Greensoil decided to stay at Spur as soon as we made Spur a full-year breadbasket.”

“You did that,” Poi said, “I merely kept people from trying to knife you in the street for your riches.”

“That wasn’t too often, was it?”

“More often than you know. Most archmages stay holed-up in their towers or hidden from the world for very good reasons.” Poi deadpanned, “I was expecting to work for a half-way hermit.”

With a smile, Erick said, “I’m glad I never became a hermit.”

“Aye; me, too.”

The pub-carriage followed its glowing lines of power off of the Gatehouse station and into the air, finally detaching from the ground, to to ride its lines of power out over the city.

Erick had once thought of making a monorail over at Candlepoint, but Candlepoint had ended up more with a subway system than an over-city monorail. Candlepoint’s over-air rail system was still active in a few places, but mostly it was underground.

Greensoil had copied Candlepoint’s transport, but they put everything in the air, probably because their underground was all filled with private properties. Instead of using actual trains, like Candlepoint, Greensoil used these big bus-like ‘carriages’ that each held about 50 people. Erick felt trains had been a better choice there, too.

But then again, Greendale was a major city of Greensoil with a population in the millions, while Candlepoint and the nearby suburbs had a lot more than that; they needed a lot more quantity than Greendale. Population numbers varied, but last year, counting all of the cities inside the hundred-kilometer ring Kiri had made eleven years ago, ‘Candlepoint’ (and Weald and Gambler’s Rest and Torchlight and all the rest) came in at just under 20 million people.

Erick looked out at the city, at the rooftops. Or at least at the rooftops he could see. A lot of the buildings around here were tall things of stone and glass, reaching several stories into the air. Cultivated trees lined the roads and the pub-carriage flew above those. Greenery rushed past underneath as the vehicle flew forward, following its path into the heart of Greendale, sitting in the distance.

The capital kingdom of Greensoil looked like a pile of differently-shaped and nicely decorated bricks sitting on the horizon. It’d take twenty minutes for the pub-carriage to get there, with the pub-carriage making several stops at the outlying areas along the way.

Greendale’s transit system was slower than Candlepoint’s, but the views were nice.

As Erick looked out the window, he recalled trying to make a Gate Network connection directly between the human-ran Greensoil and the incani-controlled Wastelands a few years ago. For a while, everything was looking great. Fantastic, even! Some of the younger people had even started talking about how the Quiet War might actually end, but then there were Quiet War problems. Some pretty bad and rather suspicious dungeon breaks ended in the complete deterioration of relations between the Republic and the Kingdoms, and so that particular Gate Network connection had come down. Now it took twenty minutes to make it into the city proper. Back then, the Gatehouse had been a lot closer to the city, too, but nowadays one had to take the pub-carriage in from this location 20 minutes away, and there were two pub-carriage systems; one outer-city, like the one Erick and Poi were on now, and one inner-city, which was heavily restricted.

Non-humans weren’t allowed on the inner-city pub-carriages without going through a much more intense scanner than the normal one.

Which was extra-shitty of them—

Poi added, “If you wanted to see how bad it was for non-humans, you could have been one for a while.”

Erick sarcastically said, “But Poi, I’m already doing the non-human thing.”

“Ha ha,” Poi deadpanned.

“Maybe I will, then? Maybe a shadeling?”

“Ah. So you want to be killed on sight.”

Erick winced. “This trip is going to be a whole big thing, isn’t it.”

“Yes, it will. I might not stick around if we have to stay in Greendale too long, but I doubt we will. At least Teressa and Aisha haven’t seen anything extra on the Sky— Except for the storm approaching Storm’s Edge, that is.” Poi said, “With any luck, this trip will go exactly as Atunir asked it to go.”

Erick had only found out about Atunir’s request last night...

- - - -

Erick woke standing in a field of wheat, ripe for harvesting, golden grains weighing down thick stalks, a warm breeze barely jostling the grains at all. The sky was gold and mountainous clouds in the distance cast platinum rain upon orchards and vegetable gardens and pastures. Cows mooed in contentment as their tails flicked back and forth in joy; there was no need to flick away flies but they still wagged their tails, here, in Atunir’s heaven.

“Hello, Erick,” Atunir said, appearing from the corner of Erick’s perception like she had always been there. “Congratulations with Storm’s Edge. That went well.”

The Goddess of Field and Fertility was a dark-skinned human woman with bright amber eyes and long braided hair. Her clothes were the simple sort anyone would wear for harvesting. Erick’s own outfit mirrored hers, here in this place outside of time.

“Thank you, Atunir.” Erick said, “I hope that whatever you would have me do would go similarly well.”

“There’s little need for subterfuge with my request as there was for Sininindi at Storm’s Edge.” Atunir said, “But before we get into that… I want us to be friendlier with each other. Like with you and Phagar, or you and Rozeta or Koyabez, or even… With Melemizargo.”

Well that was surprising.

Erick wasn’t quite sure what to say to that.

She said Melemizargo’s name with restraint but she still said it, because yes, Erick was not close to Atunir at all. Her Champion, Yetta Wheat, had lived and worked in Candlepoint for a few years, but she had moved on back to Odaali several years ago, because the King of Odaali, her former adventuring buddy and childhood friend, Cyril, had asked for her hand in marriage. Apparently the two of them had become more than friends when no one else was looking. Aside from the brief contact Erick had had with Yetta before she moved on, Erick hadn’t really worked together with Atunir on anything at all… Except for the [Exalted Rain] spell, and then only to gift that to Atunir and also the world.

That spell was still used to this day, all over the world, to [Grow] food for almost every major city on the planet.

Thoughts of all of that stuff swirled in Erick’s head as he tried to understand Atunir’s goal.

“… I thought we were…” Erick wasn’t sure what to say except the truth. “I guess we’re not that close, eh? I mean…” Erick asked, “Do you want to come to this years Triumph of Light, at Candlepoint?”

Atunir smiled gently. “Thank you for the offer, but that’s not really what I mean. I mean ‘close’ as in someone you come to, to help solve problems. Every day I wonder how things would have been if you had held fast to being a farmer, to growing food for people instead of managing them. I wonder how much I would have given you, because I want to give you everything, Erick. I want to give you everything you could ever want, partially because you deserve it, and partially because I know you wouldn’t abuse any power I gave you.”

Erick felt more flattered than he had in a long time. And yet... “I suppose… Not to be too blunt, but I suppose I never looked your way because… Field and Fertility. It’s not exactly something I worship.”

Atunir chuckled. “I suppose I’m not the most martial of gods, and I care nothing for borders or governments, but individually, I would help. My worship includes the entire world, on all sides of the Quiet War and every other war besides. Every farmer who has ever plucked a ripe tomato or gathered gourds at the end of fall, or butchered a prized cow, falls under my guidance. If you had asked for me, Erick, I would have given you paladins of the harvest. They’re very good at reaping lives, in addition to grain. I would be your major god, if you would have me.”

Erick wasn’t quite sure what to say of that, so he said, “I have greatly appreciated your blessings on the fields of Candlepoint, and for Yetta’s help for all those years.”

“You’ve given the world a lot. Chocolate. [Renew]. [Exalted Rain]. Potatoes, Erick, potatoes. You deserve more than you have been given. I know you already have a plethora of godly connections, but ask for my help sometimes, and you’ll get it.”

Erick had no idea that Atunir felt this way. “I will, then, if something comes up, I will ask. Thank you.”

“Good. I know you will.” Atunir said, “But I know you did not expect any of that, so I don’t expect any answers on that front at the moment. Let us move on to the release of my part of Yggdrasil’s seal.”

Erick nodded. He was prepared.

“By your completion of two small tasks, I can release my part of that seal. The two tasks I have in mind are nothing that difficult. One you should be able to take care of in a day, if you wish it to be done that quickly, and the other might take a little while longer, depending on how deep you want to go with it. I, for one, hope you go all the way with the second task, for I and my people have been working on it for a long time.

“The first task is to travel to Greendale in the Greensoil Republic, and to finally end this open Kill and Exterminate Quest, by completion of the final part of that Quest, the only part which has been allowed to exist for the last 13 years. The problem of Denutha Odaari; the last person of the three people who created the Daydropper Vine and almost killed the world.

“This task is solved either by her death, or by her true repentance through a [Reincarnation] and a [Blessing of Empathy]. Either is fine. Some people are even calling for justice of a sort. If she gets her day in court, and there is a solid outcome, then I will be fine with that, too.

“What I am not actually fine with is how the Viridian King has locked her up in a cage since her voluntary surrender to the Green Circle all those years ago.

“End her imprisonment one way or another.”

Erick tried to recall what he knew of that situation. “I heard that they didn’t carry out her trial because the completion of that Kill and Exterminate Quest would have granted me 10 points?” It never bothered him that those points had been denied to him because that reward hinged on the death of Odaari, who was some sort of cousin to Cyril Odaali, who was now the king of that major city of Odaali. Back then he had been the crowned prince… “I always suspected that they didn’t kill Denutha because of some political reasons— Political beyond me, I mean.”

“It’s a mess, Erick. I would have you carve through it and end the mess one way or the other. If you choose to see justice done then this first task might take a while, with you doing much of nothing while you wait for bureaucracy to act. If that is fine with you and Yggdrasil, then that is fine with me. But since I suspect that you will want to have some sort of justice happen...” Atunir moved on, “This brings us to the second task.” With a delighted-yet-hiding-it voice, Atunir said, “There is a Grand Dungeon at Greensoil located an hour north of Greendale by pub-carriage.

“That dungeon has an implementation of a Script-like magical interface that I officially present to you as an alternative to a Script in whatever next worlds may come.” Atunir said, “I would have you delve that dungeon, and I would have you tell me what you think. I suggest you go in wearing a different form other than your own, otherwise people might get too excited and they’ll try to show it off instead of allowing you to experience it for yourself. Perhaps bring another person with you? That is of no matter to me. I just want you to see the dungeon for yourself.”

“… Huh. Okay.” Erick asked, “The Gem Dungeon, yes?”

One of the Grand Dungeons of the world, and one of the very few that Quilatalap had had absolutely nothing to do with, because Atunir honestly did not like the man (thinking about that, maybe Atunir was only approaching Erick like this because Quilatalap was out of the picture for the next few years (dammit, Erick missed that big guy already)), the Gem Dungeon was one of the few dungeons that truly went all-in on making a replacement for the Script. Most of the few places that tried for a Second Script did not actually have a Second Script; they adjusted the current Script and put forth those adjustments as ‘better’ than the current system.

Most places, though, actually didn’t try to make anything approaching the complexity of a Script at all; they just imposed restrictions on delvers. That was what the dungeon at Storm’s Edge had done, before this past week.

Atunir announced, “That’s the one! Our wonderful Gem Dungeon!”

“I would love to see what you envision for the Script.”

Atunir started gushing, “My system might even work on worlds without a true Script shield at all! It’s all very low-manatech, too, and reminiscent of the Old Cosmology where the mana waned thin—” She cut herself off. “Anyway. We’re very proud of the Second Script we’ve come up with. It’s different from what you’re used to, but… It might work out really well. Our ideas —if implemented well— should cut down Yggdrasil’s seeds maturation time from decades to years, because the necessary starter mana would be so much less than what is needed now to make a Script. We could transform barren rocks into worlds for people as fast as Yggdrasil wishes to make seeds!”

Erick appreciated her enthusiasm, but… “Hopefully Yggdrasil won’t be a dad for 90 more years.”

“Right right.” Atunir said, “I can help with that restriction, too, once you get the seal removed. Denying Fertility is very much within my church of cause, Erick. You might not even need to do Wizardry yourself to keep that seal intact if Yggdrasil directly agrees to my denial of his Fertility, but then again, that would be putting the power of a World Tree into my hands, and I don’t think I want that responsibility. But it’s a thought, anyway.”

“… Huh. Well okay.”

Atunir grinned. “See you later, Erick. I hope you enjoy Greensoil.”







- - - -







“Back on Earth,” Erick began, as the pub-carriage glided along its node network railing in the sky, with nary a bump in the transit, “There were political dissidents that never got their days in court, so I suppose I shouldn’t be that surprised that people would do the same thing here on Veird.”

“They like to use her as a bargaining chip with you, more than they care about her personal needs.”

“I believe I told them to let her have her day in court so she could explain herself and the Daydropper as she wished to do for all these years. And then I left… And I never followed up on that.” Erick said, “Surely there’s no ‘great big secret’ that she has on Greensoil that hasn’t been said already?”

“It’s probably not that. I’m rather sure they don’t want to bring up the Quiet War and the Decimation of Odaali, because they’re trying not to have all-out war with the Wasteland.”

“Ahh, yes. That makes some sort of sense.”

“But now you’re here to force the issue,” said Destiny, the Wizard of Chaos.

Erick took a moment to look at the woman sitting to his right. She was unremarkable in all ways. Brown hair, average adventurer build with some good tone to her muscles, and a brightness to her brown eyes that made her look smart. She was a common sort of person, who would only appear beautiful to those who knew her.

Erick knew her.

Erick smiled a little. “I failed to invite you over for the end of the Storm’s Edge business, didn’t I.”

“Yes you did!” Destiny said, punching his shoulder lightly. “A forgivable failure, but still a failure.” Destiny leaned forward and nodded to Poi, “Poi. Hello again.”

Poi nodded back, “Hello, Destiny. How long have you been here?”

“Not long!” Destiny leaned back in her seat and kicked her feet out a little, saying, “I heard something about false imprisonment and I couldn’t stay away. I just got here. Thanks for including me in your [Don’t Look At Me] aura.”

“Of course,” Poi said.

Erick said, “I’m rather sure it’s [Don’t Notice Me].”

Destiny scoffed—

“You’re both wrong,” Poi said, grinning.

Erick looked to him, as Destiny leaned forward to look past Erick, toward Poi.

Poi said, “Erick is less-wrong.”

“I’m rather certain I’m completely correct,” Erick said.

“95%,” Poi said.

“Whatever it really is, I’d rather not have anyone use it at all,” Destiny said, “But I suppose you Mind Mages have proven yourself often enough that you’re not too much of a worry.”

Poi laughed. “Thanks, Destiny. I suppose you’re not so bad for a Wizard, either.”

Destiny nodded and pretended to take Poi’s sarcastic joke literally.

Destiny wasn’t a Full Wizard yet, but she had opted for a lot more protections against other people influencing her than Erick had gone for; a [Personal Ward] that prevented all Mind and Fae Magic, was just one of her layered defenses. She even had some spells that annihilated all of those sorts of magics in a very large area.

Destiny absolutely hated authority in almost all ways, which had caused her to initially hate Poi and all the other Mind Mages, and a whole bunch of other large swaths of the population besides. But years had passed, and she was fine with some Mind Mages, Poi chief among them, and she had even taken pleasure in helping the Mind Mages to eliminate various controlling mental and physical threats the world over. These days, because of those interactions, she generally approved of the Mind Mages, and they, in turn, generally approved of her.

It had taken Destiny a while to come around to Erick, too, but she had eventually started to see him as more of a friend and less as a jailer; Erick had saved her and continued to protect her from the world for many years, even after rescuing her from Ar’Cosmos.

For Destiny was the Wizard that the dragons of Ar’Cosmos had captured many years ago, in order to transform her into a Carnage Wizard, in order to use her to free other dragons from the Dragon Curse by Paradoxing them away from normal Elemental Dragon Essence. The Houses of Ar’Cosmos had been using Wizards in that way ever since the advent of the Curse, which was still a part of the Headmaster of Oceanside, Kirginatharp, which still affected all normal dragons out here, in the real world. The Curse had no effect on Benevolence dragons, like Erick, or on any other Paradoxed dragons, of Carnage, Death, or Fae, which was why Ar’Cosmos had targeted Wizards the world over, to capture them, to free themselves of the Curse.

Had targeted.

These days, Erick could free any dragon from the Curse at-will. Those dragons automatically joined House Benevolence in a loose-affiliation sort of way, or more directly, if they wished. Most dragons actually stayed in Fairie, though, either in the growing city of Ar’Cosmos, or in any of the other cities blossoming just on the other side of reality. For those who remained in Fairie, there was no need to go to Erick for any sorts of Paradoxing solutions to the Curse, for Fairie kept the Curse away from them already.

And thanks to Erick, there were no longer any space concerns over there in Ar’Cosmos, and in the greater Fairie. [Renew] allowed Ar’Cosmos to expand the ‘Gate Space’ across all the rest of Veird… Theoretically. Fairie wasn’t much wider than the Surface these days, but even that was a great, great deal larger than it used to be, back when it was contained to one small land in the center of the Forest of Glaquin.

As for Destiny, she was done with Ar’Cosmos, for now and forever.

When Erick had taken her from that draconic land and [Reincarnation]ed her according to a grand confluence of various forces of the world, he had gifted and burdened her with a [Blessing of Empathy], and taken charge of her as both her mentor, and jailer. It was the only way the rest of the world would allow a Wizard to live.

It had taken Destiny some time to come to terms with what Erick had done to her, but she mostly blamed all the rest of the world for that these days.

It was why she had taken so strongly to emancipating all of the slave states of Nergal, which she had succeeded in doing, and which Erick had helped her with. That land was now known as the Freelands because of her and Messalina, the Lifebinder.

Destiny was rather good at several different spells, and one of them, the one she loved to use all the time, was called [Benevolent Chaos]. That spell was the one that had caused her to appear next to Erick, and which also allowed her to move practically anywhere that there was some problem of inequality to be solved. Due to her own actions through using that spell all the time, she had become known as the Wizard of Chaos.

And now she was here, for some reason.

Destiny had a certain look to her as she asked, “So what’s the full story of us being here?”

Poi raised an eyebrow, and asked the question that Erick was already thinking. “You’re going to stick around? Not ask about what’s up and then leave?”

“Maybe.” Destiny looked at Erick, saying, “You promised to contact me after the trouble at Storm’s Edge. It was unkind to make such a mess at my doorstep without talking to me afterward.”

Erick scoffed. “I sent a letter detailing everything.”

“Well it wasn’t enough!”

“It was an extensive letter. Four pages!”

“Well maybe I wanted to see you again. You’re always so damned busy all the time.” Destiny shrugged. “So what’s going on here in Greensoil?”

“Do you know about the Daydropper?”

“Vaguely.”

Erick began, “The short story is this: The Halls of the Dead was an organization from the Wasteland here in Greensoil. They made the Daydropper Vine using my Particle Magic understanding. Their first real use of that plant caused the Decimation of Odaali, with Arrox Geller and Parox Geller being the main antagonists of that whole plan to kill all humans, with Denutha Odaari as their scientist accomplice. There was a breach demon at the end of that horror, because it truly was a plan to ‘kill all humans’, and they were just getting started with the Daydropper and Odaali, but I and others put a stop to that. Denutha is the only survivor from that time, and she gave herself up willingly to the Green Circle, the assassins of the Viridian Throne. We’re here to see about getting a trial. I still have the Kill and Exterminate box around here… Here.”










	
Atunir has identified a global danger to Veird!

Kill and Exterminate!

Denutha Odaari of the Halls of the Dead.

Reward: 10 ability points, to each of the 1000 people who most contribute to completion of this Quest!














Erick said, “Denutha is the only remaining part of that Kill and Exterminate Quest; all the plants and their research and all the other people who knew how the plant worked are either gone, or not a problem anymore. Denutha is a cousin of Cyril, the King of Odaali, who was just the crowned prince back when he went with Champion Yetta into Ar’Kendrithyst to kill Shade Planter, who had decided to take up the Daydropper for his own nefarious purposes… But I suppose you don’t need to know about that part.”

“I heard that story already anyway.” Destiny asked, “She gave herself up to the Viridian Throne, yes? Voluntarily?”

“Yes. They were going to execute her for her part in all this, and especially since the Daydropper was large enough to trigger Atunir’s release of a Kill and Exterminate Quest, but back then Greensoil didn’t like me and I was headed toward capturing one of the top reward slots.” Erick said, “All Denutha wanted was her day in court, which she expected to be able to get, as she was a noble of Odaali and a cousin to the royal family. Due to whatever events happened back then, that I never really looked into, the Viridian Throne decided to drag their feet. Or something. And now we’re here.”

Erick suddenly realized that Atunir’s Kill and Exterminate Quest and its ability to ‘ping’ the world to look for daydropper seeds, and otherwise, had directly led to him experimenting with radio imaging. Atunir had ‘helped’ him with the creation of [Cascade Imaging]. Perhaps he should be including Atunir in more parts of his life; she had been there for him for a lot.

Destiny took in Erick’s words and frowned. “Let’s bust her out of jail and take her to the Freelands where she can give her testimony and we can decide her fate. She obviously can’t get decent treatment here at Greensoil.”

“That is not happening,” Poi said, unequivocally.

Destiny scowled a little—

“I agree with Poi,” Erick said, “And the plan is to keep our relations with Greensoil positive.”

“Gods and demons, Erick,” Destiny said, exhausted. “You’re too good of a man for this world of evils; you don’t need to compromise on shit like this—” She cocked her head to the left. “Speaking of which. Are you going to do anything about that?”

There were lots of little problems happening all across the city the pub-carriage passed over, but it was rather easy to guess at which one Destiny was talking about.

They had passed over an open-air market where some guards were harassing some people at their fried foods stall. One of the human guards had just pushed over the entire vat of hot oil, spilling the stuff across the cook’s legs. The cook and his wife were mostly unharmed, but they stripped out of their pants as fast as they could, before their skin fried to the fabric too badly. Base Health prevented any real injury, but their food stall was ruined, and so was their day. The woman tried to heal the little damage her husband had suffered, but the light around her hand fizzled out.

No unauthorized magic within city limits; not for the little people, anyway. And especially not for non-humans. The cook and his wife were demi, or half-incani or half-human, depending on where you lived. Here they were called half-human, and they were treated perhaps worse than the dragonkin, who were at least treated like normal people, if second class.

Erick didn’t have to think about his answer. He said, “I can’t be a tyrant, Destiny, so if you want to—”

The air had flickered halfway through Erick’s answer.

Destiny was gone again.

“… And there she goes.”

The pub-carriage had passed far enough away from the incident that Erick had needed to send an undercover Ophiel over to check out what was happening.

Sure enough, Destiny was there, but she was not a nondescript woman anymore. She was a gorgeous lady with a bright red dress and her perfect face framed by an amazingly ostentatious hat. She was already yelling at the guards, asking them ‘why they had fucked up her favorite fries stall’ for ‘they made all the best potatoes around’, and ‘Don’t you have something better to do with your lives than harass demis!’.

Erick could already see the cook and his wife getting very uncomfortable, and not just because their legs had been burned a little; the oil had done some latent damage, it seemed. That damage wasn’t a problem for Destiny, though. Destiny walked over and healed them fully, and then did some very fancy magic to fix up the food stall, while the guards and some of the other market-goers watched.

Erick almost sighed.

That casual display of perfect magic caused the guards to go from almost-angry to wide-eyed and wary.

Ever since the advent of Erick’s Node Network there were a lot of spells layered over places like here in Greendale, that prevented the use of almost all magics. Candlepoint had its fair share of Denials, too, cast by Erick himself in order to shut down violence between people. He had left Healing Magics and some utility spells alone, like [Mend] and [Cleanse], but [Stoneshape] and all fire spells (aside from [Prestidigitation]) were shut down. It seemed that Greendale went beyond Erick’s own paranoia.

However far they went with the Denials, there was a way to break them. And easily. All one needed was a Domain that could push against that automated power, and allow one’s own power to manifest.

So Destiny, casting her magics like that, was probably going to get a talking-at by the local authorities, higher up the chain than the guard right there…

Should Erick have helped?

Even though it would have broken his own cover, and gotten him involved in stuff that he did not need to be involved in, Erick felt somewhat guilty for not doing anything.

Erick asked Poi, “Should I have stepped in?”

“Destiny is way too focused on the small picture and you promised not to interfere with daily occurrences between guards and citizens or otherwise inside Greensoil.”

“So that’s a ‘no’?”

“… I get that you want to help everyone, but you agreed to certain diplomatic pacts.” Poi said, “But to be clear… I can’t be clear. I would want you to wash away all the double standards here on Greensoil if you could, but I also understand that you can’t do that, for that would be becoming The Tyrant.”

After a moment of silent contemplation on all of that, Erick added, “Storm’s Edge was rather nice, you know. In almost all the personal ways it could be. Aside from the anti-cultist stuff, but that’s like complaining that the sky is blue. The big stuff was all good at Storm’s Edge. I didn’t see a single murder or rape or otherwise. Lotta kids thieving from everyone they could, though.”

“If you saw a murder or rape I assume you would step in, because you always do.”

“Good!” Erick smiled, saying, “Because I just stopped a murder about a kilometer to the north.”

Poi sighed a little. “… I know. Do I need to do a coverup?”

“Nope. All anyone saw was a flash of light. The man who had his sword inside the other man is now inside a guard holding cell and the victim is healed. Looks like a basic crime of passion, if the crying-and-now-bewildered woman is any indication.”

“Destiny is going to be mad that she missed out on the big justice because she had to go for the small justice.” Poi said, “You should tell her that.”

Erick chuckled. Maybe he would tell her that.

The pub-carriage passed by the last of the large buildings, here in the suburbs surrounding Greendale, and ascended properly into the air, the ground falling away as the cart passed on from the city-line to the inter-city line. Erick stared out the window a little, like some of the other out-of-towners who had followed them onto the pub-carriage, headed into the main city.

Greensoil was mostly a land of farms and small hamlets and villages out on the edges of rivers, all without proper walls, for though Greensoil was a bit tyrannical with its non-humans, they protected their lands very well. That was why people of all races lived here, even though only humans were allowed to be nobles, or hold office anywhere above the rank of ‘knight’.

The land was green as far as the eye could see, with nary a wall in sight. Copses of trees sprung up here and there, looking like darker bits of green, but mostly, it was farmland down there. Rows upon rows of vegetables of all sorts. Orchards in the distance. Pastures for cows in the far distance. The wheat fields were too far to see, but they existed over toward the north of Greendale. Some of those fields were green still, but some were turning gold, getting ready for harvest.

As far as the eyes could see, it was open land out there, hundreds upon hundreds of open kilometers of farms and pastures.

The Greensoil Republic was a little over half the size of the United States and they had a comparable sized civilization, full of their own unique communities and cultures and peoples. They were actually the largest, singular civilization on Veird. There were many humans here who went their whole lives never leaving this place, for why would they need to?

Erick looked out across the land, and said, “Aside from the racism and tyranny, they do make a rather safe civilization.”

“I think you made a better one over in the Crystal Forest.”

Erick smiled. “And I didn’t have to use [Weaken Monsters] to do it!”

“That’s a terrible spell. A crutch, that if the ‘archmage’ using it misses a monster, that monster rages and needs to be put down by adventurers that don’t know how to handle the danger, because they live in this land of peace.”

“But now they have all those dungeons—”

“Which only means that the warriors here know how to fight, which means that they’re either going to have a revolution on their hands or they’re going to become expansionist.”

… Those were pretty strong words for Poi.

Erick looked Poi over, asking, “Are you okay?”

Poi frowned a little, and admitted, “I’m technically demi, in addition to being dragonkin. If I wasn’t who I was, they’d try to kill me— Okay. Yes. That was an exaggeration. Sorry.” He gave a barely audible sigh. “I didn’t think this trip would get to me like this… Kiri is the one who hates these people for what they did to her family and to her, back at Tower Academy.” He looked to Erick. “Which is a topic that came up a lot back at the House when you were gone. She’s trying to make her family move to Candlepoint and apparently her family is under a major contract and they can’t leave Odaali without defaulting on their worker contracts.”

Erick furrowed his brow. “She never… She purposefully never brought that up around me, did she?”

“Correct. It’d probably be better if you pretended you never heard me tell you about it, too. She’s trying to solve that for herself, not unlike how your actual daughter tries to live.”

Now it was Erick’s turn to sigh. He looked out at the window, at all the peaceful farmland, and said, “You know… Jane once called this place ‘feudal Europe medieval-style’. It’d be kinda nice to pretend it was just that, but that’d be pretending.”

“At least the Viridian King apologized for trying to assassinate you that one time.”

“Things would have been a lot different if Jane hadn’t caught that Green Circle assassin parasitizing the food…”

Erick thoughts drifted…

“Thinking about what the Dark said about you Establishing your own past?” Poi asked.

“Somewhat. I’m trying not to let it affect me, but…” Erick said, “So the gods live in a land that is beyond time, being both here and there at the same time— Perhaps I would have called them 4th dimensional beings back on Earth. That seems too simple, though. Anyway. Gods have a lot of power to move back and forth through time, perhaps none more so than Phagar —who never talks about it— and he said that even gods are fallible when it comes to Wizards. Melemizargo, who does talk about it, told me about this [Onward] and… I guess I never considered that I could mess up a spell that badly. That’s what’s really bothering me.”

“Perhaps you should change your perspective, if for no other reason than to alleviate your mind of this burden.” Poi said, “If Melemizargo is correct, then that means you gifted the world eleven years of peace. That doesn’t seem like you messed up at all, Erick. That seems like you sacrificed yourself in order to make this all work.” Poi shrugged. “Which is just like you.”

Erick felt a tension leave him and his shoulders sag. But he wasn’t quite ready to accept Poi’s charitable interpretation yet, because he didn’t like how, if Melemizargo had been right, then that meant that Erick hadn't actually been here for the last eleven years.

That would have been a cruel thing to do to his loved ones. That would have been like putting a repro down in his place, and then coming back to reap the repro’s work, and to take his life back, and that was itself a huge mess of moral issues.

Poi said, “That’s an unfair comparison, too. You were yourself this whole time. If anything, you were just lost to the flow— Erick. I certainly didn’t feel like you weren’t here. You were here, this whole time.”

“… Aye. Maybe I was.”

“You were.”

Maybe…

Erick’s thoughts drifted off into a hundred different tangents as he considered what he knew.

Poi fell silent, and soon, he was telepathically connecting with people outside of the pub-carriage; always working, he was, even when he wasn’t.

The pub-carriage soon rolled into the station at central Greendale, the capital city of the Greensoil Republic, and though it was beautiful, Erick’s thoughts were still turned inward—

Until Poi said, “Look lively. Seems we didn’t manage to get through the other station without tripping some sort of alarm.”

Erick scowled a little as the doors opened and people began to filter outward, into the grand central station. Under a monumental housing of glass and steel and spellwork, thousands of pub-carriages went back and forth all the time, on tens of different landings, to the outlying areas of Greendale, and also around the city itself. Erick would have enjoyed the architecture if it weren’t for the people standing on the platform, beyond his pub-carriage.

A trio of people in dark green official dress armor, which was mostly just a breastplate and fabrics, stood waiting on the landing beyond, their eyes going over every person exiting the pub-carriage. Two men, one woman. And then all three of them looked at Erick, but not at Poi.

Perhaps it was time to end this charade. Erick would have preferred somewhere less public, but that was fine. If these people were going to start shit with him, he was going to finish it, but he would be polite first.

Poi left the pub-carriage first, and waited to the side… Ah? So he was Unnoticeable, now? Right. He was playing along with Erick’s desire to see the world as a normal person, but that didn’t mean he was willing to sacrifice his own safety, and these people would surely notice who Poi was as soon as he dropped his aura.

Erick didn’t blame Poi for any of those decisions. Erick hated corrupt governments himself —always had, always will— which is why he tried to make Candlepoint as egalitarian and open and lawful as possible.

Erick confidently strode forward, to stand before the inquisitors. “Hello?”

The shorter male inquisitor gave half a nod to his compatriots.

The tallest inquisitor narrowed his eyes at Erick. “It’s not illegal to have Domains, but you are required to register them, and to not use them in public.”

Erick pulled out his Dungeon Guild badge he kept around his neck, and then let it hang on his chest. “Ashes Woodfield. I am a registered, 9-Star delver and adventurer both, in good standing with the major Guilds, and you’re lying, officer. According to the Treaty of Oceanside however long ago it was, of which Greensoil was a signer, I can use my Domains internally as much as I want, wherever I go. Which is what I was doing. Can I help you more than that?”

The tall man scowled—

The shorter inquisitor sent a telepathic message to the larger guy, which Erick was only able to understand because the shorter guy wasn’t very good about hiding the microexpressions of his throat and tongue. ‘Just checked his Dungeon Guild tag. He has a registered Domain but we’ll need clearance to get any more information other than that.’

The woman inquisitor was a bit better about keeping her mouth and throat in control as she sent her messages, but Erick was able to ‘read’ those, too. ‘His Water Domain is active. We’re looking for a Benevolence Domain. It was here, but now it’s gone.’

The lead inquisitor didn’t like ‘Ashes’ tone, though, so he said, “It might be legal to walk around with an internal Domain, but it’s not legal to erase your presence wherever you go. There’s a big line of blank from where you stepped off the Gate, all the way to here and now.”

“Ah. Trying to intimidate me, eh? That’s not going to work either because there is no law against erasing my own manasphere presence. Greensoil has tried to implement that law many, many times, but it fails to pass the house of lords every time. No law against humans erasing their manasphere, anyway. Not so true for everyone else.”

The woman inquisitor sighed, as she sent to her superior, ‘He knows the law and is a 9 star and all the [Scan]s return ‘human’. We have to move faster than we are moving.’

The lead inquisitor frowned, then stared at Erick and took a chance, “Are you The Wizard?”

After a surreal moment, Erick balked, then laughed loud. “What-the-fu—! Ha!” And then he pretended to falter a little bit. “… Why? Is he around here?”

Several nearby people were already interested in the conversation happening between the inquisitors and the strange man on the landing platform, but at the words ‘The Wizard’, a few moved closer to hear better. At Erick’s laughter, and at his own question, the nearby public got a lot more interested. They started looking around—

The smaller male inquisitor shook his head. The woman mouthed that this was a dead end, and they needed to move faster.

The lead inquisitor softly asked, “Have you seen anything weird?”

“I don’t snitch to guards who are abusing their authority.”

Erick almost said more, but the inquisitors had perked up as the smaller man telepathically told the other two that there was ‘contact with strangeness’ a few kilometers down the line from the Gatehouse. Two of the inquisitors wanted to move on the new contact right now—

But the lead inquisitor glared at Erick, saying, “We’re too close to Shadow’s Feast for this sort of shit. If I catch you flouting the law again then I’ll do a lot worse than ask you questions.”

And then the inquisitors rushed away, down and out of the station, onto a [Force Platform] to then fly away down south. Back toward where Destiny was. They’d never catch her, though; Erick was the only one who could.

Erick watched them go for a little bit, feeling kinda miffed. Maybe even angry.

And then he turned and walked into the station. Since the confrontation was over, everyone else who had been watching also got a hurried move on; everyone had places to be, and they had to be there as soon as possible!

Poi walked along with Erick, sending, ‘Sorry about not including you in the [Don’t Know Me].’

Erick smiled. ‘So that’s what it’s called! [Don’t Know Me]!’ He added, ‘And yeah, I know. You explained it to me already. You’re only allowed to protect yourself and other Mind Mages while going about normal duties, but since I’m not a Mind Mage… Yeah.’

Poi smirked, as he sent, ‘They made that law with people like you in mind— Well. You and Headmaster Kirginatharp. And since we’re going to be engaging with the law soon...’

‘Yup yup. Don’t want to make enemies before we get to the courthouse. If only everyone were as lawful as you, Poi, this world would be a lot better.’ Erick almost scowled, but he had more than enough control to keep his face completely normal, because some people were watching him. ‘That inquisitor was a complete asshole, trying to throw his weight around like that.’

Poi chuckled. ‘That’s how all the inquisitors are.’

‘You know? I wonder how much they’ll tell ‘Ashes’ about Denutha.’

‘Oh gods, Erick. Don’t tell me you’re going to go that far with this.’

‘Well… Yes. You’re probably right; this shouldn’t go much further than it already has. But also: I became a social worker because I wanted to help people, and that is why I decided to become the Apparent King, too. That desire has formed the foundation of everything I do. But Phagar and my time at Storm’s Edge helped to remind me that there are just some things you can’t see as king, so high above everyone else; some things you can only see at ground level. This little issue here has reinforced an old hatred of mine; a hatred against tyranny.’ Erick said, ‘So I’m going to push this for a little while. ‘Give them enough rope to hang themselves with’, you know.’

‘How about you push it until we get to the courthouse. ‘Ashes Woodfield’ won’t survive true contact with Greendale. That persona is probably already coming apart at the book binding, somewhere in their bureaucracy of this city.’

Erick shrugged. ‘Probably.’

Poi rolled his eyes, then sent, ‘Who do you even expect to see at the courthouse? A clerk, or something? Anyone who will listen to ‘Ashes’?’

‘If I knew I would tell you, but I don’t know, and that’s half the fun!’

Poi gave Erick a Look.

Erick almost chuckled, but he was being watched now.
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“Sorry, sir…” The clerk was confused. “You wish to know the status of Denutha Odaari’s trial?”

“That is correct.” Erick lied, “I’m doing some research for a history of The Wizard, and it came up that Denutha Odaari, of the Kill and Exterminate Quest for the Daydropper Vine, is still alive and in custody of Greendale, awaiting trial. It’s why I came out here. You know… Poke around, ask questions. That sort of thing.”

Finding the Grand Courthouse of Legality had been easy, for it was a great big building in white stone in the center-ish of the city, and the signage leading there could not have been clearer.

This place was not the courthouse, though. This place was two streets over, nearly two kilometers away from the courthouse, and was the third place in Erick’s quest to find out about Denutha Odaari without having to reveal himself as The Wizard.

The lie gracing Erick’s tongue had developed over a few different interactions, and was now rather perfect, in his opinion. He doubted this ruse would last very long at all, and he would drop the act as soon as his cover was truly challenged, but he wanted to see what Greensoil would do to him for asking these big sorts of questions. So far, there were some bored guards watching him from several blocks away with their mana sense, while everyone Erick actually interacted with was giving him the runaround. It was not quite how Erick had expected this to go, but in hindsight, of course they would give him the runaround.

He had time to kill, though. There were no official delve slots at the Gem Dungeon; any time he showed up there he would be allowed in. It wasn’t a very popular dungeon, even if it was one of the Grand Dungeons of the Surface.

And so, Erick was here, asking questions.

Poi waited outside, though, because of the ‘no non-human’ signs posted here and there. He could have walked past them and broken that stupid law, just as Erick had, for he was non-human too, but Poi didn’t want to break the law like that. 

The clerk behind the counter eyed Erick. “… I see.”

Erick said, “No real rush on it. I got time.”

The clerk decided, “You need to go to the Grand Courthouse of Legality. This is the historical records building, and—”

“Don’t do that,” Erick said, smiling. “At the courthouse, they told me to go downstairs to the records office. The record house downstairs told me to go to the Knowledge Mage they keep employed for these sorts of questions across the street, at the other records house. The Knowledge Mage said he had nothing on my question, so he sent me here, to this historical records building, ‘The Archives’, and that’s you. And I’m like, the only person here, and have been the only person in line for the last few hours. You were reading a book before I came in here. I already went around and you’re the person to talk to about this; don’t try to send me anywhere else.”

The clerk put on her most professional stonewalling face, and said, “I am sorry, sir, but this is not the place to request information of that nature. You want current records, since I believe Denutha Odaari’s case is still in the courts. Or, you could go directly to the proper place to ask these sorts of stupid, traitorous questions; Please consult the Royal Palace for information regarding traitors to the crown, who are still alive and in custody somewhere in that place.”

Erick went, “Ah ha! Now we got somewhere. So I have to go to the palace?”

“… Yes. Good luck with that.”

“Is that really all you can tell me?”

“Yes. Go away now.”

“The people at the courthouse [Force Wall]ing me I could understand.” Erick said, “Even the Knowledge Mage I could believe simply didn’t have that sort of knowledge on hand, though that was a stretch. And now here you are, with actual information, and you’re not willing to share. Makes me think that the Viridian Throne doesn’t want The Wizard to get those ten points he’s owed from that Kill and Exterminate Quest, which seems really petty to me—”

“Look. Idiot. This shit is above my pay, and probably above yours, too; whoever the fuck you think you are. Grand traitor court cases are always politics and I can’t help you with those. Go yell at the shadows.”

Erick ignored that last deep insult, like he ignored all the rest. “You’ve been helpful so far. Just tell me why you think they haven’t solved her case, and I’ll leave.”

The clerk sighed, then said, “Try the Odaali Embassy. Far as I know they’ve been calling for Odaari’s head for over a decade, yet the Viridian Throne keeps denying them for whatever reason.”

Erick let his surprise show on his face. “… I didn’t know Odaali was doing that.”

“It’s rather hush-hush, but that’s the rumor.”

Erick looked the clerk over. She was a skinny woman of black hair and pale features, maybe in her late forties. Erick said, “Thank you for your time, Miss…?”

“None of your business; I won’t have my name written up by inquisitors or in some idiot historian’s notes.”

Erick grinned. “I’ll stop pestering you, Miss Unnamed Knowledge Mage, if you tell me why you’re over here and that other Knowledge Mage is over at the records house instead of you. You seem a lot more capable.”

“Wouldn’t you like to know.” The woman eyed Erick, and then the door. “Bye bye, now.”

Erick took the hint and walked away, smiling a little bit the whole time.

Outside the office, Poi asked, ‘Can we stop the subterfuge now?’

‘Yes.’ Erick sent, ‘Can’t very well go into the Odaali Embassy as ‘Ashes’, can I?’

Poi narrowed his eyes at Erick, for he could already hear—

Erick finished his thought, ‘Or can I?’

Poi gave Erick another Look. ‘I mean it, Erick. Shadow’s Feast is in two days and because of that, this level of security is a lot higher than usual. Higher than I expected it to be, and higher than you expected it to be. You’ve had your fun, and you’ve seen life on the ground, but it’s time to stop.’

‘Fine fine fine! It’s gonna be harder to approach the Gem Dungeon as myself, though. Atunir wants me to get the proper, on-the-ground experience there.’

‘… I suppose that is true.’

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And here we are in Greendale! Such a multicultural place, for sure. 
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                Erick had no idea why it was called an ‘embassy’, since ‘embassy’ implied a place that allowed an above-the-board connection to a foreign power, and these ‘embassies’ were all from other kingdoms in the Greensoil Republic. Granted, the Republic was very large, and all the various kingdoms inside the Republic were sort-of like foreign powers, but not really. Not since the unification of the Republic hundreds of years ago, under the Viridian Throne. Candlepoint had a real embassy to the south, along with a bunch of other places, like Stratagold and Oceanside. That Odaali had an embassy as well… Just didn’t sit well with Erick.

It was a cultural thing, Erick supposed. A holdover from before the Republic was the Republic.

The Odaali Embassy in Greendale was a palatial, white-walled extravagance of a business-center-within-a-city, located northwest of the heart of Greendale, between a residential district filled with truly nice homes, and a business district filled with tall buildings and various eateries. The white walls of the embassy reminded Erick of the white walls of Odaali; those tall edifices of power that were one of the main reasons that it had been targeted by the Halls of the Dead for their daydropper experiment. The walls of the actual city had allowed the carbon dioxide buildup to rise to suddenly lethal levels, but those walls had been changed since then, to allow heavy atmosphere to slide out of the walls, to prevent suffocation by carbon dioxide bombing. All of the actual walled cities of Greensoil, the main kingdom cities, had been adjusted in the same ways.

The walls of this ‘embassy’ had vents in them, too, which were guarded by quite a lot of spellwork and hidden from direct sight, at the bottom of decorative pillar carvings and other decorative reliefs. Those vents were security issues that didn’t used to exist, but now they did, because the theoretical alternative was worse. No one was getting into the embassy through those holes in security, though, for those guarding spells were labeled as ‘lethal’ and protected by the node network.

The entire land of Greendale, from the overly-protected ‘embassies’ to the open streets and sewers and sky, was filled with invisible spellwork that kept all sorts of potential problems to a minimum. Without a Domain, being here was like being in Songli, where the Void Song kept magic to a minimum, and order above all.

Erick didn’t feel much of a strain for he had Domains of all kinds. Poi looked uncomfortable, though, but that was probably due more toward having to keep up his [Don’t Know Me] aura all this time. The ‘embassy’ and the streets were rather busy, with carts and carriages and lots of people rushing to and fro, all over the place. Poi had actually needed to walk behind Erick for a little while to avoid all the humans from running into him.

Because it was all humans here, this close to the city center.

Erick said, “We’ll drop the act inside as soon as we find someone to tell.”

Poi smiled a little. “Thank you.”

As Erick joined the traffic heading into the ‘embassy’, he said, “You were okay with trying the subterfuge-thing for a little while, with a caveat that we’d drop it if it proved necessary. But what part proved necessary?”

‘Everything,’ Poi sent.

Poi looked at the guards standing in the recess of the walls, on both sides of the gate. The guards wore white armor and had a professional look to them, but they mostly pretended to pay attention to the crowds; the spellwork people had to walk through to get into the ‘embassy’ would alert them if anything truly awful was getting through, like spells ready to be exploded as soon as they got inside. There were too many variables to exploit in such a system for any sort of generalized scan to be foolproof, and Erick and Poi were exploiting some of those vulnerabilities right now.

But just like they were noticed at the pub-carriage station, they were noticed here by the absence of a manasphere imprint. This was, unfortunately, necessary.

If Erick hadn’t been erasing his presence, then they would have been noticed for his Elemental Illusion-based [Illusionary Soul] [Personal Ward], that hid his core from anyone’s casual mana sense. The security here was almost as modern as the security over at Candlepoint, which was expected, because Candlepoint had exported a lot of its security measures to other nations, along with the node network and Gate Network. But what was different was that the security here was a great deal more hands-on.

They didn’t need to do that back in Candlepoint.

Back in Candlepoint, almost anything could be undone if it needed to be undone, because Erick could get personally involved, or, in a few cases, Quilatalap could do something. The Church of Phagar stepped in when necessary, too, and for everything else, they had Benevolence guiding the hands of the upper echelons of the guard, to ensure nothing bad happened in the first place. Some people called that tyranny, but the average person just got a normal life, without needing to worry about existential threats all the time.

All they had in Greensoil was actual tyranny; actual people on the ground, investigating every possible problem and keeping tabs on every possible person of power, at all times. Most of the time they tried to be nice about their tyranny, but things could always turn bad fast.

A woman guard in a professional dress stepped away from the side of the building inside the embassy, smiling professionally and motioning for Erick to come with her. She was calm and easygoing, for the moment, for there was a crowd, and no one wanted to make a scene.

Poi sent an entire information packet, because there wasn’t time enough to actually talk, ‘Their security is heightened for a lot of reasons. Some people are thinking about the Storm Prophecy over in Storm’s Edge as the reason for extra shifts, but no one in our current area knows exactly why they’ve been asked to go on high alert. Some think that something is going to happen in two days at Shadow’s Feast. Those inquisitors back at the station were on us like that because of Destiny’s direct actions, yes, but also because they’ve been waiting for something to happen, and they were expecting Quiet War events because there’s been a recent rash of demonic killings inside the city.’

Erick stepped toward the woman guard, outwardly projecting calm, but inside, he was not. He sent a quick message back to Poi, ‘Are you breaking Mind Mage information protocols?’

Poi sent another information packet between one step and the next, ‘Yes, because people have been tracking us in the sky and on the ground ever since we started asking around about Denutha Odaari. You stepped into something big here, Erick, and the only reason you haven’t been assaulted by an elite team is because I have been telling people that you’re cleared for duty from Candlepoint. We’re well past this incognito thing you wished to do. No one knows who you are right now, but I can’t stop them forever. Sorry about that; I know you wanted to be unseen.’

Erick hadn’t felt any menace coming from the guards he had noticed trailing them…

Ah.

This reminded Erick of a talk with Kirginatharp a while ago. To Kirginatharp, the world seemed even smaller these days than it usually did. You couldn’t go anywhere and just be someone new. That was a sentiment shared by many immortals the world over.

Erick finally got within a step of the woman guard with the polite smile—

She gestured to the side, toward a door into a building that was lightly [Ward]ed. “Could you join me inside for a small discussion, sir?”

Erick went right in, saying, “Sure thing.”

Poi slipped in behind Erick, doing his best not to be noticed until he needed to be noticed.

The woman paused for a moment at Erick’s easy acquiescence, her smile almost faltering, but then she perked up and followed Erick inside. Then she closed the door behind her. Erick walked down a short hallway, into a larger, very solid room, with a closed door leading off into the deeper parts of the embassy. 

This room could be turned into a deathtrap if needed, but Erick wasn’t worried.

The woman acted unworried, too, as she pleasantly stepped into the room with Erick and shut the door behind her. There was a click. The woman said, “While it is legal to walk around purposefully disturbing the manasphere so that you cannot be [Witness]ed, it is a bad look for a foreigner. Especially one who asks around the courthouse about a known demon sympathizer. The only reason that you haven’t been detained before now is because you decided to walk right into our trap, and because the Mind Mages are telling us to leave you alone. But the Mind Mages are a foreign power, too. So why don’t you tell us who you are, and if we don’t like your answers, we’ll get some better answers out of you under some light jail time.”

Erick decided to say, “Apologies, miss. My visit here has gotten away from me in a way I did not expect.” Erick said, “I’m here from Candlepoint to see to it that Denutha Odaari gets her day in court, or gets executed, or gets transformed through [Reincarnation] and a [Blessing of Empathy], because Atunir has requested something to finally happen in that regard. She’s fine with whatever outcome, but she wants the outcome done, because she wants to close that Kill and Exterminate Quest she issued over a decade ago. That can be the public answer, if you wish it to be. I have a better answer for more private locations.”

The woman listened, her breath slowing down as the gravity of the situation took hold. This strange man standing before her didn’t appear to be a malcontent, and he had a truly good reason for being here, if his story was true. She wasn’t ready to believe just like that, though. To her credit, the woman did not balk, and she did not call Erick a liar right then and there, though he could tell she wanted to. Instead, she asked, “Do you have proof?”

“A lot, yes.” Erick said, “But I ask you: how big of an event do you want this to be? Candlepoint is willing to let this be quiet, or loud, depending on how much I reveal to you and yours.”

“… If you could remain here, please. Someone will be with you shortly.”

- - - -

Erick and Poi waited five minutes before someone showed.

The man wore white robes, and had a weasel on his shoulder. He seemed about as polite as the woman who had come before, as he laid out, “I hear you’re a liaison from Candlepoint, here about getting The Traitor’s court case up and running. If that is true, then you’re about to wake up a nightmare that we’ve been wishing to put into the grave for a long time, so we might be able to be friends. If that is a lie, then the best case scenario is we kick you out of Greendale rather violently. I’m Heron Bellwood; one of the archmages here at Odaali Embassy. You gotta appease me first before I can let you see anyone in charge.”

Erick nodded. “Shall you do the Privacy spellwork, or should I?”

“I’ll do that,” Heron said, and suddenly the room was cut off from the rest of the world. “Good enough?”

“Sure,” Erick said, transforming into the Apparent King, with his crown of black horns. Ophiel revealed himself on Erick’s shoulder, and Poi pulled back his Unknowing. For further proof, Erick put a small [Gate] in the air to the side of the room, that linked to the other side of the room. “Again, I apologize for coming into this situation like this. Apparently you can’t go traipsing around incognito in the heart of Greendale. Who knew!”

Heron’s eyes were wide as moons as he was suddenly unsure of his entire life. The weasel on his shoulder had a much more instinctual reaction; the little guy gave a tiny screech and then dashed into Heron’s robes, trying to hide.

Erick let the man have a moment.

Heron glanced at Poi, and then back to Erick. “… I’m not sure what to make of this, other than to say that… Uh. Yes. I suppose… It’s time for the Ambassador to hear of this— And then… Eventually others.”

“Cyril too, I suspect?” Erick asked. “I haven’t seen him in years. I didn’t know that Odaali was actually aiming for Denutha’s head, either, or else I would have approached this situation differently. Sorry about getting your security team so wound up. If there is some way for me to make it up to you, please let me know.”

Heron rapidly said, “No trouble! No trouble! Whatever you want to do is—” Heron felt he had a fantastic idea, so he offered, “If you want to keep this ‘Ashes’ persona, it might be a good thing.” He rapidly explained, “We want The Traitor to die, but we also want to know all of her reasons for becoming a traitor and aligning with the Halls of the Dead and with the Incani Menace, but the crown won’t allow us to get her into a courtroom so we can truly expose her evil to the world. We don’t want a summary execution, or for her to be hidden away for the rest of her life. We want justice… But if The Wizard gets involved then it’ll be a summary execution or… Whatever you wanted.” Heron added, “Actually. We would prefer that The Wizard wasn’t involved at all, but I’m not sure how to otherwise get anything moving on the Odaari case.”

Erick nodded, as he transformed back into Ashes. “I understand; you don’t want foreign powers acting inside your jurisdictions. This was also my reasoning for coming in disguise, until I got here, to this point.”

Heron was gradually becoming a nervous wreck as he began to truly realize that he was standing in the same room as the Apparent King. With a practiced sort of ease that was breaking as the moments ticked on, Heron said, “Yes, yes. Thank you for understanding— but of course you understand. That’s what they all say about you— Ah! I’m blabbering. Ah. I shouldn’t have said—” Heron shut himself up.

Sweat began to pour.

Erick calmly asked, “So who would I talk to about getting Denutha Odaari’s trial up and running?”

Heron blanked for a moment, the surreality of the situation finally getting to him. And then his anxiety passed. He was the archmage of the Odaali Embassy, and he knew how to talk to nobles, and so he did just that, but with some changes. “I can put in a word for you with command, back in Odaali proper. I assume that King Cyril Odaali will wish to speak with you personally. It might take some time to get all the paperwork lined up to issue another demand to the Viridian Throne to get that trial started, but you should speak to Odaali about this.” And then he bowed almost all the way to the floor, saying, “I will ensure that you have no more trouble as ‘Ashes Woodfield’ while you are here.”

Heron paused, halfway bowed, as he looked through the [Gate], and saw his own back.

Erick dismissed the [Gate]s hanging to the sides of the room, saying, “That’s acceptable.”

Heron snapped to attention then tried to relax as he dismissed the Privacy all around. He almost said something, but other people were watching from outside the space, and he wasn’t quite sure how to play this off without sounding compromised. Heron decided to say, “Looks like we need to kick this concern up the chain of command.”

And then he left as fast as he could, running right into the other guards who were watching now that the Privacy was down. Rapid [Telepathy] passed between them, with disbelief and distrust briefly flashing on the faces of the others, but as Heron sent to them, they started to believe whatever it was he was sending them. Erick wasn’t privy to those specific conversations for all the people here had necklaces on that obscured their throats with Privacy spellwork, to prevent spying on their words.

‘Well they’re going to be a while,’ Erick sent to Poi, ‘And I get the impression that you’re going to trigger that clause about leaving early.’

‘… I never really like lying, and this feels like lying to me. I will stick around, though, because when you go into that dungeon someone has to be ready to move in and tell you to come out in case of emergency. But I would rather not do this subterfuge at all; not when there’s the Storm Prophecy happening.’

‘House Benevolence is riled up more than I know, eh?’

‘Not more than you know, but more than you’re willing to personally placate.’ Poi sent, ‘22.5 million people are expected to need to move in the next 4 to 6 months, and House Benevolence is working overtime to try and figure out the nature of the Prophesied Storm.’

‘Ah… I’m sure we’ll figure it out.’

‘You already know what it will be; It’s Yggdrasil, and his unsealing. It has to be.’

Erick shook his head. ‘If that is the problem then the ‘storm’ would happen in a lot of places besides the Archipelago. Yggdrasil is planted on the far western end, at New Towery, but if he were the cause of the ‘storm’, then there would be similar ‘storms’ prophesied here at Candlepoint, and Stratagold, and elsewhere. The ‘storm’ is not Yggdrasil.’

‘… Hopefully.’

Now it was Erick’s turn to give Poi a Look. ‘I know you don’t like adventure a whole lot, and this land is rather tense and racist, and you don’t want to walk around Unnoticeable all the time. Plenty of reasons for you to not want to be here and I didn’t expect any of that, and that’s my fault. I expected us to walk up, and for me to talk to some people and reveal myself, and then for us to go off to the dungeon, and yes, that is happening… But I get it, Poi. I can have Ophiel wait outside the dungeon if you need to get me a message.’

Poi banished his tension as much as he could. ‘Nope. You can’t get rid of me that easily. I’m staying. I might even join you on the first floor of the Gem Dungeon. And besides that, Odaali is a lot better than Greendale; it’ll be a lot better over there.’

Erick felt a bubble of mirth rising within. ‘Good. Glad to have you aboard.’ Erick turned his attention back to the guards mana sensing them through the walls, and to Heron, currently lambasting a pair of coworkers who looked —by their clothes— to be just as important as the archmage. ‘Looks like their argument is finally settling down.’

‘I’ll stay Unknowable until we get to Odaali.’

‘I like that better than [Don’t Know Me]. ‘Unknowable’.’

‘The skill has many names. Who’s to know which one is more correct?’

Erick chuckled at that—

And then he prepared to speak to whoever it was Heron was bringing with him, back to the room.

Events proceeded rather rapidly from there.







- - - -







“And you’re sure that this is only a request for Odaari to stand trial?” King Cyril of Odaali asked, for the second time.

Yetta Wheat, the Champion of Atunir asked, “It’s not about the Storm Prophecy?”

Erick said, “I even checked the Benevolent Sky five minutes ago, before I got here. The sky is clear; nothing is happening in Greensoil. There is no need to be worried about anything. This is why I came as ‘Ashes’; and not as myself. If something was truly wrong, then I would tell you.”

Yetta looked to Poi, asking, “Is that true?”

As Erick chuckled, taken aback by Yetta’s need to verify through multiple sources—

Poi easily said, “As far as we understand, Atunir wants the Kill and Exterminate Quest to be closed. However that happens is fine with her. I’ll be staying here to help with those needs, as the contact between Odaali and House Benevolence, and as a personal show of the force of this demand without Erick needing to be involved himself. Erick will be occupied elsewhere.”

Erick and Poi had decided that on their own not too long ago, and both of them were happy with that arrangement. Poi didn’t want to go die in the dungeon, and Erick didn’t want to see that happen. Erick was rather certain that he could protect himself from anything that a dungeon could throw at him, but he was less sure about protecting others.

“That is what Atunir has told me, too… I just needed to hear it from the Wizard on scene, too.” Yetta solidified her stance. “We will be glad to have you here, Poi; the kids love you.”

The four of them were in a Private space off to the side of Odaali Castle’s throne room. The sun was beginning to set over the high white walls of Kingdom Odaali outside, but there were no windows in this Private space to allow such a sight. It had taken Erick a little while to get to this meeting, and caused ‘Ashes’ true nature to be revealed to a few people in charge over at the Odaali Embassy in Greendale, but they had told Erick that they would keep his alternate persona in confidence. A lot more people knew about him visiting Odaali itself, however, because Erick was currently the Apparent King, and this was now an official meeting of nations.

The Viridian Throne would probably get involved later, but for now, this was simply House Benevolence interacting with Odaali.

Yetta and Cyril were both rather nervous and cautious at the beginning of this meeting, but Erick knew them both rather well, and he had even been a guest at their wedding, years ago. Cyril was no longer the crown prince, of blonde hair and pale, skinny features, who had been the Warder at Yetta’s side when they challenged Ar’Kendrithyst, to kill Shade Planter. He was thicker, for his current duties were much more political than of an adventuring nature. Yetta was still a strong woman of dark skin and heavy braids, who worked with swords and shields every day that she wasn’t harvesting fields. Her eyes were still filled with the same bright yellow flames of divine fire, too.

Erick knew both of them well. He had only really visited once before, to see Yetta’s twin children crawl across the floor, and eat a celebratory meal with their little family, as an honored guest, but he checked in on them with Ophiel every now and then. From what Erick could not help but mana sense, Yetta was again pregnant with twins.

Cyril sighed a little, and then laughed. “Then this is good news, yes?”

“As good of news as you being pregnant again, Yetta.” Erick said, “Congratulations.”

Cyril smiled brightly—

Yetta’s cheeks heated a little, and then she put on a frown and tried to be serious with Erick, “Atunir has always told me that she wants this Denutha problem solved, however it can be solved, but the Viridian Throne always runs us around, never giving proper respect to the lives that were lost in the Daydropper disaster. Why has she involved you, though? That was never part of her guidance to me.”

Erick said, “I want something from her, and she wants to help me, so she’s giving me some minor tasks, and this is one of them. The other one is to go into the Gem Dungeon and check out the place as a normal delver, to check out her ideas for a Second Script.” He looked to Poi. “We might be going into at least the first floor together, after I check out the place myself, but Poi will be staying here as a representative of House Benevolence, for the Odaari case.”

Poi nodded.

Yetta’s shoulders relaxed. “Ahh. I see.”

Cyril turned almost jubilant. “That’s perfect, then! I’ll file a formal grievance and you can sign that paperwork, and maybe in two weeks we can even have a court date. They’re not going to do anything until the Feast is over and the Triumph of Light is one big vacation for everyone, but after that...” He smiled, saying, “Now, with you pressuring them, they might actually do something.”

Erick was only really confused about one thing, about this whole process so far, and so he said, “Last time this came up, Greendale tried to curry favor with me by offering me Denutha’s head, but I turned them down, saying she should have her day in court and be done with it one way or another. I never checked up on that, and never had the inclination to revisit this issue at all. But if you two had needed help to make this happen, then you could have asked me.”

Cyril smiled a little, his voice tainted with the barest bit of sarcasm as he said, “The Viridian King expressly told us not to get you involved with Odaari, for according to Grand King Darundi Raivo, this whole Odaari situation was his to command and control, and all that nonsense. But since you came to us, that’s different.”

Yetta was eager to move the conversation along, since nothing was exploding and nothing was happening right now, so she said, “That’s all for the paper shapers to figure out now, and I’m hungry.” She asked Erick and Poi, “Have you two eaten yet? We were about to sit down to dinner.” She said to Erick, “And the kids would love for Ophiel to play with them. Ritta asked for a stuffed Ophiel doll last Triumph and she got several.”

Ophiel perked up on Erick’s shoulder, turning to him with all of his eyes. “I play?”

Erick chuckled. “Go find Ritta and Trudy. We’re staying for dinner.”

Ophiel zipped away—

And Cyril said, “Excellent! Not to get too far into business with the day already done, and my pregnant wife needing to eat, but I heard your apprentice, Kiri, is trying to get her family out of some debts here, or something to that effect? Do you wish for me to step in with that?”

“I’ll let Kiri know the option is open, but she’s trying not to rely on my political power right now.” Erick looked to Poi as he said, “Poi would be able to help with that, though?”

Poi nodded.

Erick repeated, “Poi can help with that.”

Yetta smiled as she looked upon Poi, her eyes turning slightly predatory in a distant, golden sort of way. “Now Poi. Have you found a woman to settle down with, yet? You might have a Wizard willing to [Reincarnation] you younger whenever you want, but that doesn’t mean you should neglect your duty to the future.”

Erick smirked; he had almost forgotten that Yetta was all about Field and Fertility back when she was pregnant the first time.

Poi just paled a little, humming noncommittal as his sapphire scales turned ever so slightly less shiny.

Yetta grinned as she said, “You’ll be here for a while. Maybe someone might catch your eyes?”

“Maybe I might join Erick on two floors of that Gem Dungeon.”

Cyril laughed, slapping Poi on the back, saying, “You might find someone you like here in Odaali!” And then he added, “Gods, it was probably awful being in Greendale, wasn’t it.”

Poi softly smiled. “It wasn’t that bad.”

“Well maybe they’re better than I remember them being,” Cyril said, as the four of them walked toward the dining hall. “I have several non-human members of the court here at Odaali, and they all tell me horrible things about quite a few different nobles in Greendale. And I get told horrible things by those different nobles about my choice of courtiers all the time. It’s all kinda tense around here at the moment, but when is that ever not true. It’s probably part of why the Viridian King doesn’t want Odaali involved with its own justice against Odaari.”

Yetta grinned in a happy, vengeful sort of way, as she said, “But now that House Benevolence is involved, we’ll get our day in court, and so will Denutha.”

“She was my aunt, you know?” Cyril said, “And she helped to kill her own countrymen.”

Erick said, “Tell me about her; who she was before all that Daydropper and Halls of the Dead.”

Cyril breathed deep. As they entered the dining hall a nearby butler stepped out of the nearby kitchen space, into the room. Cyril looked to the man, and nodded. Soon, the butler was back in the kitchen and telling everyone there not to panic, but The Wizard was here for dinner. There was a little bit of a panic anyway, but soon enough, people came out of the kitchen carrying appetizers and drinks.

As Cyril sat down on his chair at the head of the table, a woman delivered him a drink at that exact moment. That server was a dragonkin maid of red scales and wearing a nice dress, and she delivered more drinks to everyone else at the table, quick and as professionally as she could.

Cyril began, “Aunt Denutha Odaari might have been my aunt, but mostly she was a branch family member who most people thought of as ‘aunty’. She was always a difficult sort of woman who liked her plants more than she liked her family, which was much more than she liked the Odaalis, probably because she was always something of a revolutionary… Which is what she ended up doing. Hard to say where her hatred started, but I remember several incidents involving plants and my father’s penchant for Fire Magics, which resulted in her desire to make her ‘babies’ fireproof...” His voice trailed away as he looked to the door to the private wing of the castle. “And that might be enough of that discussion for now, if you would oblige.”

Erick nodded—

The door to the private spaces of the castle opened and the laughter of children and Ophiel filled the air, along with a pair of nannies that looked upon their charges with calm joy. The rambunctious kids rapidly joined the dinner table, and they didn’t care at all about Erick or Poi or even their mom and dad, but they did want Ophiel to try out all the desserts that the Cooks knew how to make.

Soon, purpleberry and blueberry and red tarts exploded under Ophiel’s feathery ministrations, as everyone else ate, and little Ritta and Trudy laughed like only 3 year old children could.







- - - -







In the morning, Erick was introduced to a woman who would become the side of the prosecution against Denutha Odaari; an older human woman by the name of Ilulia Whitefield who was the royal barrister for many of Odaali’s legal cases. Ilulia spoke at length about the problems of Denutha Odaari, and of the issues with getting a court date. Eventually Erick signed some paperwork, solidifying his stance that he would be weighing in on this matter, and that he wanted a court date for Denutha Odaari to discuss her side of the events that led to the Daydropper, and the deaths of a third of Odaali’s people over a decade ago.

At the end of the meeting, Ilulia said, “It was a pleasure to speak with you, Wizard Flatt, but now I must disappoint both of us, for though Wizards work fast, the law is slow with this sort of thing. In addition, the Feast is happening tomorrow night and then there’s the Triumph, so we won’t get anywhere for at least 15 days, unless the Viridian King decides to weigh in himself, and he might, but we believe he will [Force Wall] us as much as he can. I ask you to allow the law to work as it is wont.”

Erick chuckled. “I won’t be doing any vigilantism here on Greensoil.”

Relieved, Ilulia turned a fraction toward Poi, saying, “Then if it is alright with you, I would begin some of the smaller workings with Mister Fulisade here. We’ve got lots to do.”

Poi nodded.

Erick asked Poi, “If you’re sure you don’t want to do the dungeon?”

Poi happily said, “I’m not dying today, thank you. Maybe when you’ve had your fun and you know how it works, I might join you.” He looked to Ilulia, asking, “Where shall we begin?”

Erick said, “Then if you will excuse me, I have a dungeon to check.”

Ilulia bowed deeply. Poi waved.

And Erick stepped through a [Gate], into Benevolence Itself.

After a quick change of clothes and a check on the sky (nothing new) he stepped through another [Gate], onto a Platform hovering over Greensoil, about 2900 kilometers northeast-east from Odaali. An invisible Ophiel floated close behind, and then took his place on ‘Ashes’s’ shoulder.

Erick asked him, “Do you want to be visible? You can if you can take another form.”

Ophiel wiggled his body; a ‘no’. He liked himself, and he could be invisible for a lot longer than this. He was very good at hiding.

Erick patted him, and then flew the Platform forward.







- - - -







The Gem Dungeon was one of the less popular Grand Dungeons of the world, but it was still a Grand Dungeon, and was still treated as such.

It was a compound, foremost, and like the Pit down in Storm’s Edge it had some monster roads leading to it, but this was Greensoil, and the only monsters coming into the dungeon from the outside were random slimes, or gremlins, or monsterized cats. The Gem Dungeon didn’t need massive monster roads to funnel any monsters. The Gem Dungeon just left some disguised side entrances open all across the nearby land, and monsters generally fell into those holes, trying to follow the mana.

The Gem Dungeon itself was one central building that looked like a diamond-encrusted castle, surrounded by several satellite structures. A pub-carriage rail line on the southern side of the compound led all the way past the farmlands of Greendale, past the horizon to the south, where anyone who wanted to could step through the Dungeon Guildhouse inside Greendale and come out over here. It was a bit of a trip, but it wasn’t a bad trip at all. Most people came in that way every morning, but a lot of out-of-towners took their own transport, flying into the place on Platforms, to land at the Platform Station on the north east side of the main building.

One just had to stay above the Denials blanketing the land until you got to the dungeon itself, or else you might find yourself falling out of the sky.

As the wind whipped past Erick’s face, he stood firm on his Platform, guiding the soft-blue colored Force construct onto the public landing zone. A small team of delvers left on their own Platform, but aside from them, it was just Erick and a sleepy dungeon guide. The guide was currently slumped over his desk, where the hallway to the main structure joined with the Platform Station that Erick had just landed on.

At Erick’s approach the man woke up.

Erick tried being personable, “They must work you hard around here.”

The man blinked a few times. “Ah. Who are—” He rapidly turned professional, as if he realized he shouldn’t be sleeping in public, or something to that effect. “Welcome to the Gem Dungeon. How can I help you?” And then he looked ‘Ashes’ over, and came back unsure of everything. “Are you here to delve?”

“I am here to delve,” Erick responded, though he certainly didn’t look it.

No weapons and no armor, but his clothes were of a rather solid make.

The guide nodded, almost forlornly. “Ahh… You know you won’t get rich here, right? Literally none of the things that work in there will work out here. The Gem Dungeon, also known as the Glittering Depths, and Ironcrystal, is a Second Script dungeon. It’s about learning new magics under a different Script; not about making people rich.”

“I’m aware of some of that, but not much of it at all. None of the specifics. I’m still interested.”

The guide perked up. “Well okay then. Uhh…” He got up off his chair, saying, “I’m Guide Blacksmith. A pleasure to meet you…?”

“Ashes Woodfield.”

“Mister Woodfield, then.” Blacksmith walked down the hallway, saying, “Follow me, please.”

Erick followed.

Blacksmith led him out of the Platform Station, to the grounds surrounding the main building.

The central structure of the Gem Dungeon was a collection of iron-colored crystal, shaped mostly into a castle. A lot of people were sitting or standing around, talking to each other about monsters and about spellwork, and though Erick wanted to listen, every little thing he heard made him want to go inside the Gem Dungeon even more.

He let Blacksmith say what he wanted to say, though. Hearing someone actually explain what was going on would be better than listening to everyone talk about random things.

Blacksmith began, “The main entrance is right in there, and you’ll find delvers all over the place. We’ve got leaderboards inside for depth distance and more besides, which you’ll get to see when you go in there, but before you go, I’m a dungeon guide—” He tapped the pin affixed to his coat; it was a Dungeon Guild badge, but nicer. Not every place had guides, but this place did. “—And I can almost fulfill the role of a Registrar of the Script; not in function, but in information. Any questions you have. Any concerns about how anything works. I can tell you all of that. But I know most people don’t like to listen to lengthy explanations so I’ll leave it for you to come to me or any of my fellows if you wish to know how everything works. We’re a lot more open than Registrars of Rozeta, here at the Gem Dungeon.”

Erick was already looking around the entire compound, and every question he had he could mostly figure out from context and from the small words spoken about this or that, here or there. The largest clue that this place was not normal, was that almost everyone here wore ‘ironcrystal’ bracelets, or necklaces, or belts, and all of them had differently-colored gems socketed into those ironcrystal items.

The richer-looking teams with their nice clothes and their healthy faces, and their small laughs over beer or breakfast, served at a cafeteria to the side, even had staffs of ironcrystal, or wands. One particularly impressive woman who was probably a Juggernaut based on her muscles had a full chainmail tunic made of ironcrystal that shimmered upon her upper body like a layer of diamonds in the sun. A large shield held on her back, with three large hunks of red crystal embedded in the front, like someone had temporarily made the crystal malleable and then shoved the red crystals into it.

Ashes asked the Guide, “A small overview would be good, if you could.”

Blacksmith smiled. “I would love to.” And then he held up his hand, and began to lightshape images as he spoke. The first image was of an ironcrystal hunk. “This stuff you see all around us is a simple blend of iron and carbon, and this is what happens to it when it is exposed to the real world. It’s called ‘ironcrystal’ over here. But.” The ironcrystal image shifted, like an ice cube melting in zero gravity, the lump of crystal turned into a sphere of shimmering iron. “But this is its true form, inside the dungeon. It’s called meta-iron, but most people call it metiron. This is what you use to interface with spellwork. Find a hunk inside and shape it into a form you want, like a wand or a bracelet, depending on the spellwork you want to put inside, and then use. Armor makes for good defensive constructions, weapons make for good offensive constructions.

“The metiron will naturally absorb mana from you at rather fixed rates depending on your own production of mana, which is augmented by however much natural mana you produce while inside the dungeon. We don’t have access to your Script self, though, so we estimate your production through trials inside, which is how you increase your mana production to then stick that mana into the metirons.

“To use that mana, you have to find or make a spell into an item called a meta-diamond, and then you have to stick the meta-diamond, which most people call metamonds, into the metiron, and then you can use that spell, based upon the amount of mana that the metiron is able to absorb into itself.

“The bigger the hunk of metiron, the larger your well.

“Now to get spells themselves, you have to complete challenges inside the dungeon, and you can either be rewarded with a very basic metamond, based on how you completed the challenge, or you can make your own spells using a spell creation tome. Most people opt for the tomes, because the tomes teach you how to cast higher-powered magic, and if you can manage to cast that spell yourself in one of the specialty rooms provided to you by the tome itself, then you can make that spell into a spell gem, and take it with you outside of the creation room.

“Now that might seem complicated and different from spellwork here on Veird, but it’s really not.

“This whole thing is designed to show people how to make magic in low-mana environments; other worlds, or even space itself.

“In places like that, you would have a mana-collector and then a spellwork-activator, which is already sort of what happens with the Script right now. But this would be a way to do all of that without the Script. Even the part where people make their own magic in the tome-room would be possible outside of the Script, on new worlds where mana was thin; all you’d need to do was make a room of antirhine and dense metals or other sorts of specialty spellwork to up the concentration of mana inside that room, and then you could use that denser magic to manually make new ‘spell gems’.

“We prefer the official term of ‘metamonds’, though. Not spell gems.

“This whole system is basically a simplified form of the Script, by a great deal.” Blacksmith closed his hand and ended the minor lightshow, finishing with, “And we look forward to what spells you make and what you can do in a world with a whole lot less magic than the one we have here.”

Erick was enthralled.

With a slight excitement in his voice, Erick asked, “Where did the idea for this dungeon come from? It’s a lot different than the other ones I’ve visited.”

Blacksmith lit with calm joy. “That’s a good question! No one ever asks the good questions. It actually came from when The Wizard fought Anarchy and went out into space beyond the Script. Some guys got to thinking about how to work with that horror show of no-mana he told the world about, and now we’re here.”

Erick nodded slowly. He had been afraid of that, but also very excited. “So it’s going to be like stepping into space?”

That supreme emptiness. The Lack of Everything. The pain.

Erick shuddered.

Blacksmith noticed. “Not as bad as I heard from the story. Cores don’t explode inside the Gem Dungeon from the mana pressure. Otherwise all the monsters would die! Can’t have that.”

… Erick hadn’t ‘exploded’ back then, but it had been a near thing. Sometimes stories got exaggerated in the retelling, so he let it slide. Besides, he wasn’t The Wizard right now. He was simply ‘Ashes’. It wouldn’t make sense to truly ask all the suddenly important questions he had about how this place worked at all. He loved magic, and he had to know the Rules of this place, and how it all worked entirely, and if it really was a good approximation of what a no-mana world would actually be like, but he wasn’t going to go break his cover this soon, and definitely not by asking too-perfect of questions.

Yggdrasil needed to exist in 0-mana space when he got older, or at least his seeds did—

Erick had a lot of sudden questions.

The place was safe enough to delve on the regular, as evident by all the people standing around, getting ready for the day of delving, and by those constantly walking in and out of the main building. And it had monsters inside. So Erick wasn’t worried about his own core fracturing.

All Erick really wanted to do right now was to get inside that dungeon, and see what Atunir and some humans of Greensoil thought of, when they thought of 0-mana space.

Rather more like low-mana, though. Not in a true vacuum.

Erick asked Blacksmith, “Any words of advice before I head inside?”

“Lots! You’re a great listener.” Blacksmith happily said, “But I won’t hold you up with too much of an explanation. The dungeon is free to delve for anyone who shows up, as all Grand Dungeons need to be to retain that designation. There are lines and such in other places, but not here, and that’s because nothing that you do inside the Glittering Depths translates out here at all. All the ironcrystal you see on the people out here? All of that is just to show off how far they’ve gotten inside, and nothing more, since it’s useless iron-diamond when outside of the dungeon. Only the stuff that you actually earn will turn back into metiron inside the dungeon, though, so don’t think about breaking off a bit of the castle to make your first levels go faster. There’s a reason we have a castle made of the stuff, and that’s to deter would-be thieves by showing them how little it's all worth.

“And that’s another thing: Some of the people here have fake ironcrystal, trying to make themselves look stronger than they are. But it's a small community and those sorts of lies get called out fast.

“The metiron and metamonds you get inside the dungeon are yours and yours alone. No one can take them from you and use them themselves, but they can be destroyed, so take care of them.

“And that’s it! —Well. I could talk a lot longer, but you should try out a delve. All of the spells you have active will remain that way, but they’ll erode when you get deeper, and everything except the meta-casting system is blocked once you step into the real parts of the dungeon. The first floor is more like a tutorial, where everything feels mostly normal; there’s not even a mana-pressure gradient on the first floor. There is an actual tutorial, though, if you feel like it. From there, it’s as deep as you want to go, with Script-assistance failing completely at floor 5, where the real learning ‘outside of the Script’ truly starts.” Blacksmith added, “And that’s where the gold starts growing, too. Everything a person needs to survive exists on the upper floors, of course, but actual money is to be made on floor 5 and below.”

“… I thought you couldn’t make a living here?”

With a happy voice, Blacksmith said, “Most people barely make it past the second floor. I have a good feeling that you might actually go all the way, though, for that thought came to me in a dream right before you appeared, and I trust those sorts of visions.”

Erick paused. “… A vision, eh?”

“Atunir smiles upon the Glittering Depths, delver, and we are ever in her service, even in our dreams.” Blacksmith gave one final, “Good luck!” and then he walked back toward the tunnel leading toward the Platform Station.

“Well then...” Erick said to himself, as he turned and gazed upon the grey crystal castle, rising up from the bare stone ground. For a long moment he stared at the grey crystal edifice. And then he put one foot in front of the other. As he neared the open gates to the main courtyard and spied the black portal hovering, unprotected in the center of the castle, Erick felt as if he was floating. “Time to learn some magic ‘outside of the Script’, eh? That could be fun.”

Actually, now that Erick had heard about what the Gem Dungeon was truly trying to accomplish…

Magic outside of the Script, like what he had supposedly done to drag him and Jane here to Veird, eh?

Well that sort of experimentation sounded… Really awesome.
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                Erick glanced toward the guildhouse-like structure sitting at the southern side of the main courtyard, opposite the ironcrystal castle that held the dungeon entrance. Except for the construction material, which was a facade of ironcrystal over normal grey stone, the guildhouse was a rather normal space meant for gathering and coordination. There weren’t any normal guildhouse structures, like a library or adventurer clerks, or all of the normal accoutrements, but there were a few large leaderboards, and a large restaurant and bar space that took up most of the main floor. Some offices in the back looked like they were for dungeon guides and other paperwork spaces, but there were only two actual clerks working right now, and they were both arguing with a team about their place on the boards. It looked like a complicated argument about depth versus ‘decoration’.

‘Depth’ was easy enough to understand, but ‘decoration’, in this context, seemed to mean the amount of metiron and metamonds that a team could field, in full. The very fact that ‘decoration’ existed as a stat meant that there was some sort of limit to the amount of power a person could wield on the field, which was good to know.

That was very different from Veird, where everyone had access to their full Status whenever they wanted.

Erick glanced at the leaderboards again.

There were actually a few leaderboards, and looking at the argument between delvers and guides, Erick realized that they wanted to add another leaderboard to the mix. Which was whatever, Erick supposed. Anyway. The two main leaderboards were Depth and Decoration.

A team called the Iron Bandits was down to depth 191, and Erick disliked their naming immensely. Bandits? Seriously? Well whatever. The closest team behind them was at 159, with a bunch of people at 149. One of the ‘teams’ at 149 was actually an individual delver named ‘Clarice Icewind’.

Was there a 10 floor breakpoint? Or something? Probably.

The Decoration board was listed by individual name first, team name second, if applicable. Clarice Icewind was in the lead there with no team name, and with a ‘metiron cap’ listing of ‘3450’ and a ‘spells known’ of ‘239’. The next person behind her was from Iron Bandits, with a ‘3250’ and a ‘108’. A big drop off in spellwork, for sure.

A few other team names popped up, but there was no repeat from Iron Bandits, and most people on the Decoration board had numbers similar to the guy from Iron Bandits, but lower. The guy from the Iron Bandits was named ‘Bob Woodvale’, and since he was the highest decorated Iron Bandit, and that team was at the top of the depth board, Erick made a mental note of his name, and moved on.

Erick rapidly deduced a few things.

Clarice was probably an archmage, or equivalent. Everyone on the Decoration board was probably a mage of some sort, with a focus on spellwork.

And the ‘metiron cap’ was the amount of mana that a person could draw upon; the amount of metiron bits and bobs they had on their person. So like their mana well. 3000 mana was about the top range for a delver, for whatever reason. Erick suspected most people were far below that number.

The ‘spells known’ was rather clear; it was the number of metamonds a person had on themselves. Probably.

For comparison, Erick glanced at his Status, here on Veird. Mana comparisons were easy to find. Erick’s current mana well stood at a maximum of 55,800 mana. His spells known was a metric that was a bit harder to suss out of his Status, because Erick knew a lot of spells.

Well over 450.

According to the basic numbers, Erick was a lot more learned than the top delvers, but Clarice Icewind, which was probably not her real name, was either an archmage or a wizard or a dragon, and she was rather competent… Probably. Erick wasn’t sure how the Gem Dungeon worked, exactly, but Clarice was rather far up there… Or ‘down there’. Hmm.

Whichever!

Erick furrowed his brow, and suspected he was probably wrong about something to do with ‘Decoration’, because the people in the courtyard, under the morning light, did not have hundreds of little colored-gems stuck into their ironcrystal armor. The most Erick saw was…

Ten.

Quite a few people had ten gems stuck into their gear here and there, and none had more than that. A few people had seven or even four gems. Many had none; they looked like first time delvers, ready to get into the dungeon for the first time, just like him.

Hmm.

The most impressive display of ironcrystal was on the woman with the large shield and the ironcrystal tunic, who was surrounded by people. She was not, as Erick had first suspected, talking to her team, for her ‘team members’ each only had a few metiron and metamond pieces to them; they were rookies. She was instructing the lot of them on this and that, but mostly on various tactics for fighting a boss on floor 5, and for progressing fast through the first floors, and she was doing it with a beer in her hand. Day drinking, this early in the morning. She was truly enthusiastic about her instruction, but her charges were not. They were ready to get in there and go.

Erick was ready to go, too, but there was just one more piece of information he needed before he stepped into the dungeon. Now where could he find... Ah. There. That conversation.

“I’m at my limit and I told you this already. I said what I said before we even went in there!” said an exasperated woman, coming out of the dungeon castle. She and her younger male partner had come out of the dungeon itself not two seconds ago. Both of them only had two metairons apiece, each with a single gem stuck in them; they were rookies. “I’m not dying in a dungeon. I hit my 10 saves, and I’m done.”

The younger man was exasperated, but he tried to keep his voice even as he said, “This is the easiest dungeon we’ve ever done and we can live here if we can get past floor 5. We can brute force the boss with a few more tries.”

“No, Jono. I’m done with this place.”

“Please, Kerri. We can…”

Their conversation turned into a quiet quarrel, and Erick stopped paying attention because he had heard enough. Based on that conversation and a few more conversations across the courtyard, he suspected that there was a special system to prevent the need of [True Resurrection] all the time. A ‘saving’ system.

He wouldn’t need to [Time Stop] or [Return] when he was in there, which was good.

And that was enough information gathering for now.

Erick strode forward with confidence, right into the open doors to the ironcrystal castle.

Beyond the large, thick open doors, the black [Gate] into Darkness loomed in the center of the otherwise-empty-looking, shadowy space. The castle doors could be closed and the main entrance locked down in case of a dungeon break, but a quick check through the manasphere revealed that the doors to the main castle hadn’t been shut in at least the last week. They probably hadn’t ever been closed, since a properly maintained dungeon never broke, and the Gem Dungeon was a Grand Dungeon and therefore incredibly stable.

A much more thorough check of the manasphere and a flexing of his [Water Domain] revealed a monster hanging in the shadows above and all around. It was not an amalgamation moon reacher, like Quilatalap had at the entrance to his Grand Dungeon of Candlepoint, but instead a massive spider of a hundred legs, standing over and around the interior space of the dungeon gatehouse, with the shadows acting as its web. That unseen monster held above the black [Gate], unmoving, waiting for something untoward to happen below, and then it would strike.

Erick ignored the massive not-monster, but he did note the perfectly-formed core within the center of its head. The ‘monster’ itself was hidden through a bunch of magics, but that core was definitely a core, and not a grand rad. So it wasn’t a monster at all.

The spider was either a person, like a dragon doing a job, or a sacred beast.

Probably a sacred beast.

Sacred beasts sometimes happened these days, since dungeons and their arcane rules allowed for the safe accretion of uniform mana. Dungeons were made (partially) in order to allow people to grow their own magical production, and eventually their own cores, so the advent of sacred beasts was a rather normal ‘side effect’ of that allowance.

Not many people had cores these days aside from shadelings and Shades, so there was still a lot of stigma about a person making their own core. Dragons didn’t even have to have cores in their human forms; that was just an option for them. Erick always had a core, though. Anyone who had a core these days was either an extreme xoatist, or one of the rarer cultists of Melemizargo who didn’t care about being open about their ties to the Cult. Or a shadeling.

… Reluctantly, Erick decided that ‘Ashes’ would be a xoatist, if his core should be revealed, and it probably would, if Script-based spellwork eventually eroded further down in the Gem Dungeon.

Erick glanced around.

People walked in and out of the dungeon without worry about anything snatching them up, and the sacred beast didn’t move at all, even when people accidentally tripped the few shadow webs that lay across the path. Erick put his own worries out of his mind.

Beyond the black portal, the dungeon itself was grassland.

Erick stepped forward, into the dungeon gatehouse, under the spider.

The spider didn’t move.

A few strides later and Erick stepped across the [Gate] threshold.

He was in the dungeon now, upon a dirt path where others walked in and out of the dungeon. Yet again, Erick was reminded of Quilatalap’s Grand Dungeon, back at Candlepoint. Everywhere Erick looked was grasslands, but a forest held in the far, far distance, and beyond that lay mountains.

Down the dirt path lay what looked to be hillsides, raised up here and there. According to what a few people were saying around him, those hills were where he would find the entrances to the first floor, or whatever passed for a ‘first floor’ around here. Some people were even talking about stepping into the hills and arriving directly at floor 5… Because that was a thing they could do? Well sure.

This grassland was simply the entrance zone.

He’d get to all that eventually.

First, though: Just ahead of Erick, about twenty meters distant and ringing the entrance like a low fog, lay a ring of shadows. That demarcation was the true separation point between the ever-safe entrance, and the unknown.

People stepped across those shadows without worry or care.

… And so Erick stepped to the side of the path and watched for a while. As people entered the dungeon from outside, their ironcrystal bits and bobs remained ironcrystal, until they were inside the dungeon space for maybe ten seconds. After that, those jagged crystals transformed into almost-shiny, smooth iron. Going the other way, headed from the hills to the dungeon exit, it took people about three seconds of being in this safe space for their bits and bobs to transform the other way, from smooth, shiny iron, into jagged, hard grey crystal. The same thing happened to their gemstones. Smooth gemstones turned into jagged twists of colored crystal, or jagged crystals turned into smooth gemstones of every color, filled with fractal light, depending on which way the person was walking.

A lot of people had spellwork on them, too, and the change there was perhaps stronger than the change taking place in their ironcrystal.

Going into the dungeon, nothing much happened; [Personal Ward]s remained.

For those stepping out of the dungeon, their spellwork gained inside the dungeon washed away like broken glitters, as people stepped back into normal, Script-based reality.

So the dungeon had [Personal Ward]s of its own? Looked like.

Physically, there were also changes.

Going from reality to dungeon, a lot of people seemed to stand taller, and walk surer, gaining power inside the dungeon that they didn’t have under the Script.

Going from dungeon to reality was much more pronounced, though. Many people seemed to gain an inner strength in that transformation, with shoulders evening and eyes clearing and backs straightening. Just as many people had just as many transformations in a negative way, seeming to lose power and ability as they stepped back into reality.

Looked like the Gem Dungeon had systems similar to Strength and Vitality and otherwise. Going away from the Script would cause people to gradually lose Script power, but they would gain Gem Dungeon power.

Erick watched for a while to confirm what he was seeing, and yes, all his initial observations looked to be correct.

A few people looked at him, wondering what he was doing. A few of the more veteran delvers knew what he was doing; he was new, and he was checking out the dungeon, trying to see what was happening to everyone as they walked through.

A guy and his friend walked by, and the guy tried to be helpful, “The first floor is safe! Just go on in!”

Erick smiled, saying, “There’s no way any dungeon is ever safe, but I get your meaning.”

That earned him a few chuckles from the guys, and from other people all around, but nothing more than that.

Erick rapidly decided at least one thing:

All these people are way too comfortable with dungeons.

… But this one seemed safe enough. Erick even saw some people step off the dirt path, to head into the grasslands. And sure, that was one option. Just go out there and see what was what. Always a valid choice, unless ‘what was what’ was the emptiness of space which would lead to explosive decompression…

But then again, the first floors weren’t that bad according to the guide back there; Blacksmith. This entrance zone was certainly fine.

Erick gazed across the inner world of the dungeon. Ophiel, on his shoulder, did the same. Soon the little guy would need to step off, because he was a mana construct and this dungeon would kill him, as most dungeons would do to all ongoing magical effects. For now, though, Erick studied his greater surroundings, with Ophiel on his shoulder.

Grassland in every direction. A dirt road that went toward some hills. And then one more nearby thing that Erick didn’t know about.

Behind the [Gate], on the other side of where people came out, there was a squat fort over there. It sat about a hundred meters away from the backside of the entrance. It was off on its own, and Erick wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, for no one was headed there for some bizarre reason.

Erick asked a passerby who looked competent, with all his silver pieces, “Pardon me. Why does no one go to the castle over there?”

The passerby didn’t even look back as he said, “That’s the start of the Eternal Depths… Sorry, you look new and I’d love to help, but I gotta catch up to my friends. Good luck! Just do the tutorial!” The guy kept walking.

Erick pulled back from further interactions.

He people-watched for a while. Mostly, all he saw were people heading either into the hills, or away from the hills, where black shadows formed doorways leading elsewhere. Sometimes some people stepped off the path, to hunt for what looked to be slime/lizard things, hiding in the green.

The amorphous lizards dashed across the ground, praying that the heavy grass overhead would protect them from the hunting delvers. Mostly, they got away.

People just kept trying to kill them, though.

One guy who was chasing a slime-lizard couldn’t quite catch the darned thing, so he flickered through the air, almost like he was airstepping, his bracelet flickering with white light. The guy caught and killed the beastie, and the beastie shattered into light and mana. That mana then soaked into the man, and then into his bracelet. The man smiled.

Erick was rather sure he understood what was happening there, too.

The guy had a bracelet that was mostly dull iron, with a single white gem insert, and the gem had flashed when he did that airstep. When he actually caught the slime lizard, driving a sword through the thing and as the thing popped like broken magic —and not like a living thing at all— the animal vanished and the guy’s bracelet turned almost cleaner. The gem was brighter, for sure.

And then the guy went back to his friends, who were waiting for him to finish.

Not many people were hunting the slime lizards, but those who were hunting all had some dull bit of metal on them. Successful hunts made their metal shiny again.

They were recharging their metals? Through basic monster kills? Maybe. Seemed logical.

Anyway. Erick silently bade Ophiel farewell, and the little guy fluttered off of his shoulder. Intangible and invisible, the little guy hovered in the air on this side of the [Gate], outside of the way of others, while another Ophiel sat on the roof of the building on the other side of the courtyard, outside the dungeon [Gate] house. Ophiel had line of sight to himself, so if Poi or anyone else needed to send Erick an emergency message, they could. Erick wondered how valid this whole setup was, because Script magics failed deeper into the dungeon and if the mana got too thin… Eh. Erick would be fine for a few hours.

If Ophiel revealed himself, things would rapidly turn serious for a great many people here, and they could contact ‘Ashes’, for sure. Erick soundlessly told Ophiel that and Ophiel fluffed up, prepared for duty.

Erick smiled at that, feeling an inner warmth, knowing that Ophiel could do this task. For a moment, he lingered. Ophiel gave him a salute. Erick chuckled a little, and probably looked like a crazy person to those walking by, but whatever!

And then he turned and walked into the grass, prepared for death, and to fight death off.

And then...

He was in the grass.

No big deal.

Stepping off of the path would have caused some monsters to attempt to kill him over in Quilatalap’s dungeon.

… Erick kept walking, right through the smoky line of shadows encircling the safe space around the entrance—

Erick almost jolted as words appeared in the air before him. There was no box; just words, untethered.

Hello, <NEW DELVER>. Welcome to the Gem Dungeon.

We see you are a new user. There are a great many differences between the Second Script here in the Glittering Depths and the Script out there on Veird. We suggest you try the tutorial, though it is not required. Do you wish to experience the tutorial?

If you have any questions or concerns, or if you wish to engage the tutorial, speak to the dungeon, and the dungeon will respond.

Well that was a change.

“No blue boxes,” Erick said to himself, feeling some kinda way about that.

… He probably would do the tutorial. But first, he wanted to test out some things and he needed to be further out of sight of the traffic at the entrance. So Erick stepped deeper into the tall grass. The green came up to his knees, and slime-lizards scurried around under the tall fronds, but only to get away; nothing attacked.

Out a good fifty meters from the entrance, Erick made sure of a few things before he selected ‘yes’ to the tutorial. First, he checked out his mana sense, stressing his ability to be ‘one with the mana’ to his current limit… and his range was about 400 meters. Less than usual, but not too much lower than normal. He couldn’t mana sense beyond any of the nearby entrances to the first floor, though, and some people had some sort of weirdness on them that completely prevented mana sensing around them, but other than that, mana sense worked exactly how it should.

The mana sense blocking mostly pertained to those who came out of the black doorway to the first floor, which meant that anti-sensing spellwork was probably necessary further down.

Erick supposed in a dungeon devoid of mana, that mana was the most important resource, and so monsters and people would need to learn how to cloak themselves from mana sensing, completely.

Erick suspected the range and usefulness of his mana sense was probably going to go way down, but not too much down, and not because of any actual dungeon restriction, either.

A dungeon could very much limit one’s mana sense, like they did at the Pit at Storm’s Edge, but that was not normal. The purpose of leaving mana sense alone, as Quilatalap had explained to him a few times before, was to reward those people who actually learned that most basic of skills; not to punish everyone who had the skill, to make that learning useless. It seemed the Gem Dungeon followed Quilatalap’s guidelines more than they followed the guidelines of the Pit, at Storm’s Edge, or other similar places. There were surely places inside the Gem Dungeon where mana sense was actually blocked; security places, and such. But other than that...

If the density of mana went way, way down, which it was supposed to do, Erick’s mana sensing range would go down, too.

Moving on.

For the next test, Erick tried casting a [Force Bolt] through the Script, as he normally would.

Nothing. Not even a flick of mana and a premature spell break. Erick’s mana felt dead to him; it was there, he could feel it, and he could also feel the mana he kept inside his core, but casting as he would with the Script was right out. Not happening.

To be expected, really.

A few people were watching him from over by the entrance, but not too intently; they were new, too, and they were watching everyone, everywhere that they could, just like Erick had been doing minutes ago.

Erick ignored it.

Next, Erick kept his [Water Domain] tight around his core as he flowed his aura out of his core, into the air, to use the mana he kept inside his core to manually cast a spell—

His Domain-enhanced aura ripped apart before he could extend it more than a centimeter past his skin. All intent was… scrubbed from it? Whatever was happening, it was clear that manual casting outside his body didn’t work.

Erick could still shape mana inside his body, where his soul fully encapsulated the area where he would work his spells. Interior magic would therefore work. Stuff like [Greater Treat Wounds] would even work, but since the Script was not here, then it would be a rather shitty heal job. Not something to rely upon for anything outside of emergencies, and trying to cast Healing Magic on himself would likely result in cancers. Erick knew he could flex his Domains a lot harder than he was and actually cast normally if necessary, for a spell like [Return], but for now, this was fine.

Erick tried a trick.

He conjured a [Force Bolt] in his mouth, where his soul fully encapsulated the space, and then spat the Bolt onto the ground.

So that was good. Manual casting worked if he could fully enclose the space. He could probably [Benevolence Breath] too, if—

Manual caster detected.

Congratulations! You have passed the test for floor 2!

But not really.

You have also found a known vulnerability in our Rules. This vulnerability exists here on the entrance zone, but it does not exist on floor 3 and below. We suggest you don’t rely on this method going forward, or else you will have a bad time once the mana saturation falls below naturally fluctuating levels, and your soul covering a space will not protect that space from the Rules of the Glittering Depths.

NOTICE: All mana you attempt to exude into the air will be sucked away by the dungeon soon enough! Use the mana gained inside the dungeon to work magic inside the dungeon!

NOTICE: Since you haven’t done the tutorial or gained any meta-irons or meta-diamonds, you will not be able to actually use any real magic beyond this entrance zone. Please try the tutorial to gain your first bits of casting iron and diamonds, to then brave the Glittering Depths!

Well okay then.

So ‘mouth casting’ wasn’t going to get him through all of this, and eventually, even casting inside his body wasn’t going to work, because all the mana he tried to flow from his core would be wisped away by the dungeon…

Soooo…

Erick still had his core and all of his mana therein, so he could use any of his Domains and create a space for his own magic to work, but that would be about as bad as trying to cast spellwork out in the middle of space…

Which had been horrific.

He’d save that for an actual emergency.

“Let’s do this how they want,” Erick said, “Let’s do the tutorial.”

The ground opened up.

Erick let himself fall.







- - - -







Erick landed on his feet in the dead end of a white hallway.

His mana sense ended ten centimeters into the walls, floor, and ceiling, which was how it was going to be going forward, Erick thought. Whatever the case with that, the hallway was empty, and it led off into an open room ahead.

Words shimmered into the air.

Welcome, <NEW DELVER>! Please pick a unique name for yourself, and clearly speak that name to the dungeon, for the dungeon does not know what you are thinking or doing at all.

NOTICE: All commands must be said verbally to be understood by the dungeon.

“Ashes Woodfield is my name.”

Accepted! Name is not taken. You are now Ashes Woodfield.

Your current status:

- -

Ashes Woodfield.

Mana Production (MP): 1 per day.

- -

That is your entire Status for now. More parts will unlock later.

Don’t worry about having a low MP right now. 10 mana per day is the average mana production for a normal person on Veird, and you will reach that soon.

Your MP here in the Glittering Depths will increase rapidly as you complete challenges and reach new floors, and if you gain a [Meditation] meta-diamond, you can turn that ‘per day’ into ‘per hour’, just as under the Script.

The current maximum mana production of the deepest delvers in the Glittering Depths is around 100,000 per day.

There is no Health until you get a metamond for Health and can channel Mana into Health.

Erick tried to mentally dismiss the messages in front of him, but nothing happened.

So he looked away, and that did it. The messages vanished.

Erick reconsidered the leaderboards he had seen before. That ‘metiron cap’ of 3200-ish was a mana well cap, but a person’s mana production was personal… Which, yes, that’s of course how it worked.

Another message popped up.

NOTICE: The tutorial has robust messaging. Robust messaging does not exist inside the actual dungeon, except in special locations. The quantity of messages you receive will go down drastically beyond this tutorial.

NOTICE: Without an [Identify] meta-diamond, you won’t get much information outside of this tutorial.

NOTICE: The robust messaging of the tutorial will change based on your actions herein.

Do you acknowledge these notices?

“… I acknowledge these messages.”

Please continue forward into the main testing room. There is little lethality in the tutorial, but it does exist. This is mostly a measure of your own capability for violence.

… Erick did as he was told, he supposed, and walked forward into the large room ahead.

The large room was simply that; large and featureless and a dome, about 20 meters in diameter, with no exits except the one he came in fro—

The wall behind Erick slid shut, and now the room was completely featureless.

A different wall opened up on the other side of the room and a standard green slime rolled out. The wall shut again, and then it was just Erick and the slime, each about 18 meters away from the other—

The slime rolled toward Erick, menacingly.

Erick almost laughed at the little guy. That little tilt of its tiny core, that little rumple on its front side where it was rolling forward too fast for its slime body to keep up, the way it was moving with purpose; everything about it spoke of menace. Rage and hate.

All that menace in a form barely the size of a toddler.

Erick let it come to him. He let the slime attack a little, but all it managed to do was climb onto his shoe and then flop off when it couldn’t climb him at all. It struggled, oh how did it struggle!

“Sorry little guy.”

Erick stomped it.

The slime became a splat of green goo that rapidly turned to motes of mana, to vanish into the ether. It wasn’t a real monster; just a facsimile of one, like the ones above ground. Erick wondered if there would be any real monsters going forward, or if the entire dungeon was filled with fakes.

Real monsters couldn’t exist inside a mana vacuum, after all. If all of the Glittering Depths was a near-vacuum, then… Where were the monsters? Because there were surely monsters in a dungeon; that’s just how it worked.

Erick filed away that query for later, because words appeared in the air.

Test 1 of 5 complete!

MP up! +1 mana production per day!

Erick furrowed his brow at the message. His mana production went up? Just like that?

Well okay then.

Another door opened up and a mangy dog launched into the room. The door shut behind the beast, and the beast yipped and squeaked at Erick. The dog was the size of a large toddler.

It attacked, as best it could, aiming right for Erick’s groin.

Erick slapped the back of the dog’s neck with the edge of his palm. The dog fell to the ground, limp and dead and rapidly turning into mana. A part of Erick was ashamed for killing a dog, even if it was a summoned creature, but there was an instinctive reaction that happened when the beast went for his family jewels—

The dog vanished into motes of mana.

Test 2 of 5 complete!

MP up! +1 mana production per day!

Another, different door opened, and out walked a teenager with a big stick and grubby clothes. Erick’s eyes went wide. A person? Well. Person-shaped. Probably not a person—

The skinny, 40-kilo-at-the-most teenager, rushed at Erick with his big stick. Erick caught the stick, took it from the kid’s grip, hip checked the boy to the ground, and then stepped back, holding the stick; it was his weapon now.

He waited for the kid to attack again.

But the kid just sat there on the ground, and smirked. The kid turned into a splash of broken mana. The big stick remained in Erick’s hands—

Test 3 of 5 complete!

MP up! +1 mana production per day!

Another, different door opened, and out stepped a full-grown man, the size and shape of Erick. He wore leather armor and had a stick big enough to be classified as a club. That club even had some nails driven into the head and out the other side. It was almost a morningstar.

The man did not rush at Erick; he took a measured walk—

He exploded into motion, crossing the distance in a matter of a second, his mace swinging down, aiming for Erick’s head.

Erick casually raised his stick and adjusted the course of the man’s attack, opening the man’s side up to a punching counter, which Erick expertly delivered into the space just below the man’s armpit. The man crumpled under Erick’s Strength, his breath stolen from him, and Erick helped him down to the floor. The makeshift-mace skittered across the room, away from both of them.

The man vanished into motes of mana before Erick fully put him down.

Test 4 of 5 complete!

MP up! +1 mana production per day!

A small portion of the wall opened and a floating ball of mana drifted into the room. Without getting close at all the little cloud started throwing [Force Bolt]s at Erick, one right after the other. Multiple Bolts hurtled through the air before the first one even struck, which meant that the cloud-thing was manually casting.

The first Bolt never struck, because Erick raised his stick and intercepted every Bolt. Bolts always went toward center-mass, so it was rather easy enough to navigate those trajectories—

The little cloud adjusted its angle of attack, throwing Bolts wide to let them arc up and out before they came at Erick from oblique angles.

Erick still slapped the Bolts out of the air with his stick, but his stick was rapidly failing him. The stick began to split after seven Bolts, and then outright broke after ten. Erick almost considered getting the nailed mace to fend off the attacks, but he could also just raise his palm and stop the Bolts that way, but neither option would stop the cloud from attacking, and the little cloud didn’t seem to be running out of mana at all. In fact, it looked to be building up power—

A [Force Beam] lanced out from the cloud and Erick put his hand in the way of the beam so it wouldn’t hit his head.

The Beam didn’t do shit.

Broken Force spilled into the air; Erick’s innate absolute damage reduction and his [Unbreakable Form] [Personal Ward] were more than enough to handle this level of threat. He could have let the Beam hit his face, directly, and nothing would have happened, but that would be taking a risk he didn’t want to take.

The Beam continued to spill its attack directly at Erick for a full 15 seconds, before it sputtered out, and the cloud faded some.

One more Bolt came for Erick, and Erick batted the Bolt away.

The thin cloud vanished into tiny motes of mana.

Test 5 of 5 complete!

Challenge room complete!

MP up! +5 mana production per day!

A chime echoed through the room like the singing of divinity, and then faded.

Tabulating results!

Results collected. Martial ability vastly exceeds minimal parameters. Defense vastly exceeds minimal parameters. Unknown magical capability.

Ashes Woodfield is accepted as a delver.

Current Status:

- -

Ashes Woodfield.

MP per day: 10

- -







Three different doors opened up on the other side of the room, each of them leading to a different hallway.

Beyond those hallways lay rooms exactly like this one. Erick wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen, exactly. Obviously he needed to go through a door, but was this room done?

He didn’t have to consider his options for very long, because words began to scroll down from the air, informing him of what was going on.







What you experienced in this room was a normal challenge for basic mana gains, and you gained the normal amount of reward for clearing the room, as everyone does who manages to clear the room.

NOTICE: You killed the smaller threats, hesitated to kill the people, and you brushed aside the damage of the force cloud instead of killing it directly. It will not be so easy to gain your rewards later. Later, you must actually kill the threats in a mana challenge room if you wish to claim the rewards.

NOTICE: Whatever personal power you have active now will fade when you go deeper into the Glittering Depths, and you will not be able to brush off a [Force Beam] as easily as you have.

Nothing you fight and kill in the dungeons is real, but the danger is real, and the outcomes of those fights are very real. If this should change, you will be alerted before the change.

If you fail any fight that is stated as a fight, and if a monster looks to kill you, then you will be saved by Glittering Depths Saving Protocol 10 times per month. If you go over this allotment, then you will be killed, as you would be killed in any dungeon. Delvers killed by the Glittering Depths will be subject to a [True Resurrection] and deposited on the grasslands of the entrance.

There are ways to gain power that do not require killing, but you will need to seek them out specifically.

Look now upon your new status, and upon the choices laid out before you in the rooms ahead:

- -

Ashes Woodfield. (10 saves remaining)

MP per day: 10

- -

The words of the message began to fade away as words began to appear in the air above all three different paths forward.

The first pathway was labeled ‘martial progression’.

The second was labeled ‘magical progression’.

The third was labeled ‘death this way’.

As far as Erick could mana sense, there was nothing in any of the rooms. That would probably change when he made his choice. Whelp! Not much to do except make a choice.

… Erick went through door 3—

The doors shut behind him and the door at the end of the hallway shut, too, trapping Erick in the hallway.

Spikes poked out from the walls, each of them aimed at Erick—

The world flashed blue, and the spikes suddenly retreated.

Erick was prepared to fuck up this part of the dungeon or [Return], if necessary, and he was absolutely sure that a hallway of spikes could not kill him, but he didn’t get the chance to prove himself in that way. The danger was over.

A message appeared along with an update to his status, and Erick realized what had happened. He had been ‘saved’.

Lethal damage averted.

- -

Ashes Woodfield. (9 saves remaining)

- -

The door behind Erick opened and the spikes slid into the floor—

Erick almost taunted the dungeon to come at him for real. But then he decided that there was no need to do that yet.

With the way ahead of him closed and the entrance back to the previous room open, Erick turned around. Words hung in the air as he stepped into the previous room.

Danger is everywhere. Most of the time it is clearly labeled.

... Erick went into door #2, the one for magical progression. This time when the door shut behind him the hallway did not fill with spikes, and the door to the further room remained open. Erick walked through into the larger room, and the door shut behind.

Once again, Erick was locked in a featureless white room.

Six panels slid open in the floor in the middle of the room, and six motes of differently-colored light drifted up from the darkness below. The dots moved through the air, to form an octahedron shape. The top light was white, the bottom was black, and the four lights between those were red, yellow, blue, and magenta. It was the standard elemental array shape and coloring code. Light on top, Shadow on bottom. Fire, Stone, Water, and Air forming four more points between them.

Words appeared.

The number of spells a person can have under the Script is unlimited.

Inside the Glittering Depths a person can also have unlimited spells, but you will find that every meta-diamond socketed into a meta-iron is a cause for weakness in that meta-iron. Mana leaks rather easily from that which is too holey.

Therefore, the maximum number of meta-diamonds anyone can have active at any one time is 10.

Once you find the option, excess meta-diamonds can be stored within the Glittering Depths.

Once you find the option, excess meta-diamonds can be joined to each other in order to attempt to create new spells!

Try to create a basic spell now by joining together two meta-diamonds! Pick and choose and make a basic [Force Bolt]. If you put too many of them together, you’ll get a spell that’s too expensive to cast. Choosing just one meta-diamond will produce a pure variant of a Bolt spell, and be cheap enough to use repeatedly. 

NOTICE: This is your only gifted meta-diamond in this tutorial. 

NOTICE: Picking Light and Water will make [Rejuvenation] instead of a Bolt spell, which we feel might be what you want, based on your fighting style and actions previously.

NOTICE: The [Rejuvenation] you receive here is not like the one in the Script.

NOTICE: If you forgo this option now, and if you want [Rejuvenation] later, you will need to make [Rejuvenation] yourself. This creation will not be so easy out there in the real dungeon. 

The floating bits of light broke away from their octahedral formation to form a line of floating gems, each of them floating about a meter away from each other and sparkling brightly, like beads filled with fractal dimensions.

Erick’s choice was barely a choice at all, especially with that notice at the end; the Glittering Depths had him pegged rather well with his desire for Healing Magics, but not for the reasons it stated.

Undirected Healing Magic was perhaps some of the most dangerous magic possible, because it led to cancers, misalignments, excess blood leading to dangerous pressures, and a bunch of other maladies. Erick had to know how this [Rejuvenation] was different, and exactly how different it was, and if it didn’t cause cancers.

Perhaps this [Rejuvenation] was a simple touch of Elemental Healing, applied to the soul and to the body, making for a generalized healthiness. A heavier touch might produce actual healing, but only if used sparingly, and perfectly.

The [Rejuvenation] of the Script was none of that. The Script version of that spell was a heal-over-time applied to Health, to repair the ‘shield’ that was Health.

But since the Gem Dungeon didn’t have Health…

Erick had to know how it worked. So Erick went and plucked Light and Water from the air. Both of them felt a little bit like hard gummy bears. Erick held the white and blue gems together…

And nothing happ—

Would you like to combine Light and Water together? NOTICE: the other choices will vanish.

“Yes. Make [Rejuvenation].”

The unused gems shattered like so much broken magic, and then there was a flash, and the solid, glowing gems in Erick’s hands turned into liquid and flowed into each other. In a rapid moment the two liquid gummy bears became one, blue and white swirling into a bright blue that remained rather dull. Two more moments later, and Erick held a single, marble-like gem made of pale blue crystal with fractals all throughout. It didn’t glow at all; it had lost all power.

A divine chime echoed, briefly.

Words appeared in the air.

You have selected [Rejuvenation]!

This is a basic heal-over-time and endurance-increasing spell, but it doesn’t heal Health, like in the [Script]. As long as this [Rejuvenation] is empowered with a flow of mana, it will increase the body’s natural ability to heal itself. It will not heal someone on the brink of death, but it will allow a person to fight at a low level for a rather long time.

Think less [Treat Wounds] and more ‘one week of sleep for every night’s sleep’.

This is how basic, SAFE Elemental Healing works without the Script, and without gods to help direct that healing. Later on, you will be able to make your own Healing Magics, but according to the statistics we have, whatever Elemental Healing meta-diamonds you create beyond the tutorial, on your own, will simply cause cancers and other malformations.

Use of such disastrous Healing Magics on yourself will cause the dungeon to save you, using up one of your saves. You will be deposited in the entrance zone, and directed outside to receive proper healing.

Use of such Healing Magics on enemies inside the Glittering Depths will probably not cause enough damage, fast enough, to win any sort of fight, though don’t take our word for it. Try it, if you wish!

NOTICE: When combined with a Health meta-diamond, [Rejuvenation] will heal Health instead of increase endurance, granting or supporting the Health that others or yourself might already have. Doing this sort of combination will consume the [Rejuvenation]. That means that you can’t use the original spell anymore. This goes for all meta-diamonds you find and seek to use with each other. 

NOTICE: Unlike in the Script, when meta-diamonds are used to create a higher tier magic, the original is gone forever.

Well that was rather informative! 

And it made Erick feel a lot better about choosing [Rejuvenation] as his starter spell. Erick grasped the dull gem in his hands—

Three doors opened up on the other side of the room. Writing appeared over the options. The first hallway led to ‘offensive healing’ while the middle hallway read ‘support healing’. The third path read ‘self healing’.

Other words appeared in the air.

Choose your meta-iron starter.

NOTICE: The form [Rejuvenation] takes will change based on your choice.

Well then…

Erick had no interest at all in causing ‘offensive healing’, and he was by himself, so… Third room it was.

Erick went through the third archway, into the next room ahead.

The door shut behind him and a hole opened up in the expansive white floor ahead. A thin stream of mercury-like metal flowed up from below, splashed upon some unseen ring-like object, and then settled down onto that ring, like iron filings falling upon a magnet. In a flickering second, the splash of liquid metal turned solid, and then expanded a fraction.

It was a bracelet. A dull, metiron bracelet.

Erick walked forward and took the bracelet out of the air and stuck the gem into the metal. Fascinatingly, the metal wrapped around the gem and then settled down, almost like an ooze, or a slime, but more like metal that felt like being not-metal when it encountered something interesting.

Erick was not surprised when a divine chime echoed through the room.

Words appeared.

Congratulations!

You have received your first meta-iron, your first meta-diamond, and you have joined them together!

You have created a Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation]!

Upon placing the bracelet on your wrist you will feel a chill as the item takes your mana, both to store and to use. Since you only produce 10 mana per day, all of your mana production is going into the item, so this chill will persist until the item reaches saturation. Kill some slimezards in the grasslands for a quick boost of mana to fill up your first bracelet and the drain and chill will vanish.

Your starter bracelet can hold about 100 mana, and the personalized [Rejuvenation] will always be active at a low level on you at all times.

You can also activate the spell, for a quick, temporary healing boost, that will actually heal small wounds. Activating the spell is as simple as calling out the name, and the spell will activate, draining the power of the bracelet in order to power the spell contained therein.

This need to speak the name for the spell to activate goes for all basic meta-irons.

There are mental-based meta-diamonds that can be joined to any existing spell to allow one to circumvent the need to speak the spell for activation.

Proper aura control can also be used to activate your paired meta-irons and the spells therein.

NOTICE: It will take about 10 minutes to heal from several small cuts or bites. Missing flesh will take longer to heal, and will require a second activation of this magic, preferably after an hour has passed since the last activation.

NOTICE: Overuse of the active healing function will cause the dungeon to save you before you start to develop cancers. <Estimated safe healing: 5 activations per day, no more than 1 per hour>

Well that was interesting.

Quite nice of the Gem Dungeon to have all that robust messaging, too; it answered most of his questions about cancers and the like. Erick was rather glad that he went for the third door. This was all working out rather interestingly. Soon enough, Erick would be making his own magic, too, and that thought brought a smile to his face.

Erick put the bracelet on his left wrist—

The metal was cold, and it rapidly got colder as something slicked away from Erick’s body and fell away into the bracelet. Erick had to pause for a moment to try and understand what had just happened, because the thing had not taken his mana directly. It had taken some mana that had overlapped his body without his noticing, until it was gone.

The dungeon had said that this is exactly what would happen, so… Erick wasn’t worried. The other thing that made him not worry was that Blacksmith had explained earlier that the Gem Dungeon didn’t operate on the mana a person actually produced; it operated on the mana a person had won from the Gem Dungeon’s system.

And since all of Erick’s Gem Dungeon mana was currently going into the dull gem, set into the dusty-looking bracelet, of course he was already ‘empty’ and ‘cold’. But the bracelet seemed to be doing great.

The gem began to faintly glow as some inner fire began to rekindle—

The bracelet turned pleasantly warm as a certain kind of heat flowed into Erick. It wasn’t the warmth of his missing dungeon mana. It was more like he had taken a shot of espresso. He was already wide awake, but now he felt almost ready to move. He smiled as he inspected the bracelet.

“Well aren’t you nifty,” Erick said to himself—

Congratulations!

You have completed the tutorial!

As you explore the Gem Dungeon, you will find rooms filled with all sorts of challenges to overcome, with most of those places labeled beforehand. Sometimes the challenge is labeled, and sometimes the reward is labeled instead. Sometimes nothing is labeled at all, and you must find your own way through the thick of it all.

There are many secrets to be found in the more dangerous parts of the dungeon, but risk doesn’t always end in reward. Keep in mind your own limits, but push them, too, and gain all you can gain!

SPECIAL NOTICE: In order to progress past floor 1, you must find a spell creation tome and make your own spell, and then you must find the way down to floor 2. It’s a lot more complicated to create your own spell than what you did here in the tutorial.

Good luck, Ashes Woodfield! Here is your new Status:

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 10

Meta-Irons: 100, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 1/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 10/100

- -

We hope you enjoy the Glittering Depths!

SPECIAL NOTICE: Escape is always easy outside of dangerous situations. Just call out ‘Emergency Upside Exit’ and an exit to the entrance zone will be provided. Getting back down to where you were is not nearly as easy, for in escape, you might have given up everything that you might have gained.

Good luck!

NOTICE: robust messaging is now off

A door slid open on the other side of the room.

A familiar grassland waited beyond; it was the entrance zone. In the far distance stood the hills, the Eternal Depths castle, and the black [Gate] entrance to the dungeon itself. People still walked up and down the road leading from that [Gate], headed off to wherever they desired. Erick took one more look around the tutorial area, the featureless white room…

And then he stepped out onto the grasslands—

The door behind him vanished, as though he had stepped through a [Gate]. All was grassland, all around him, knee-high and as dense as an unmowed lawn.

Erick smiled a little bit as he took in all that had just happened.

Overall, he liked that experience back there. It was simple, direct, and full of explanations. Erick’s introduction to the Script of Veird all those years ago had been similar, but Irogh, the Registrar of Spur, had needed to explain a whole lot more to him than he had needed to explain to normal inhabitants of Veird. That conversation had taken hours, and Erick hadn’t learned nearly enough in that conversation to do anything on his own until after a month had passed, and after he had become familiar with the Script.

Erick suspected that he would acclimate a lot faster to the Glittering Depths.

Erick turned, and sought out a slimezard, since those were good at replenishing mana. As he looked out across the land, he saw people killing ever-present slimezards right now.

Erick went hunting, too.

He found his prey twenty meters away, having popped out of a hole in the ground that was not there until the slimezard left it. The creatures ‘respawned’, as Jane would say, rather often. The small creature was at home in the deep grass, slipping and sliding around and sometimes passing directly through the thick undergrowth, but it was not nearly fast enough to escape Erick and a quick stomp.

As the facsimile of a creature vanished into motes of mana, those motes fell into Erick, warming him briefly, before that warmth slicked away into the bracelet on his wrist, leaving him chilled again. The [Rejuvenation] metamond glowed ever so slightly brighter, and the bracelet was a bit less dusty.

Erick checked his ‘status’ to try and see if there was a change…

Nothing happened at his mental command.

“Right,” Erick said, realizing what he had done wrong. “Status.”

Words appeared to him.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 10

Meta-Irons: 100, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 1/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 20/100

- -

Verbal commands would take some getting used to.

It seemed each slimezard earned him 10 mana, through some sort of soul-resonance and flow system, and then that 10 mana flowed into the bracelet. Erick wasn’t sure if that’s what he expected to happen, but it made sense after the fact. There was probably some sort of [Renew] action happening in there, in order to make the mana adapt through three different systems without much loss… Or maybe something else was going on.

Erick would find out later.

After eight more slimezard kills Erick’s bracelet stopped absorbing mana from him and a warmth began to return to his body, though that warmth was already moving on. A person couldn’t hold onto mana here in the Gem Dungeon, but metirons could. 

The metamond was bright blue and filled with fractal flashes, while the metiron was shiny as silver. With that basic task accomplished, Erick turned his attention to the hills in the distance; where everyone else was going.

He walked that way to see what was what.







- - - -







By happenstance or fate, Erick arrived at the dirt path in front of the entrance just as the woman with the shield and sparkling tunic walked into the dungeon, her charges tailing behind her. As the woman stepped further into the dungeon, her tunic transformed from sparkling crystal to shimmering metal, the links so fine that it almost looked like fabric, while her shield became a slab of silver on her back.

She was talking about what to expect in some part of the dungeon that Erick didn’t have enough context to know, but when she looked at Erick she did a double take. She went right up to him, and asked, “You’re new here, aren’t you? And that’s [Self Rejuvenation] on your wrist. Do you want to join a party?”

Erick paused a little, taking a moment to take in his surroundings again, and this time with a lot more information. First thing he noticed was that a bunch of other people were now looking his way, after the woman had called out his bracelet. A few of the morning delvers heading in or out (perhaps some of them were very late night delvers, actually) perked up, and then they looked Erick over. Two people spied the bit of silver and sky-blue on his wrist, tsk’d, then promptly ignored him for whatever reason. Most simply opted to ignore Erick; he was too new, with too few bits of metiron on him, and he wouldn’t get very far because most people didn’t get far. Maybe. Erick could be misreading some of what he was seeing.

Only the tunic-wearing woman was truly interested in him, for she stood in front of Erick waiting for an answer. Three of her five charges seemed to want Erick to say ‘no’ while the other two wanted him to say yes, but they didn’t truly care.

The woman was eager, and she seemed honest.

But Erick didn’t want to go anywhere with other people right now.

So Erick said, “This is my first day here and I’m not looking for a party, but thank you for the offer. I do have a question, if you don’t mind answering: Is Healing Magic actually rare enough to be called out like this?”

The woman gave a small, resigned smile. “Ahh. Well if you change your mind, just look up the Crystal Raiders in the delver’s hall and leave a message for us with the clerks. We’re a small but growing group of delvers looking to push far and raise others up to push far with us, because the Glittering Depths can more than support you if you choose to live here, and the only way to trade items between people is to use a grouphall, which is like a guildhall but for groups, like us, the Crystal Raiders.” She explained quickly, “But anyway. To answer your question: Yes, Healing Magics are rarer than anything else down here, and the tutorial wouldn’t have given you the option for [Rejuvenation] if it didn’t think you knew how to manually use Elemental Healing. It doesn’t even matter if you chose the Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation] right now, because the fact that you have Healing as your first item means that you’ll be able to use Healing Magic elsewhere in the dungeon without causing cancers and the like.

“Because you can manually make these items, you can find and make some more Bracelets of [Self Rejuvenation] and then sell them to others, making you a rich man— Well. Locally rich, in this dungeon.

“As another treat of information: you can turn the [Self Rejuvenation] into [Touch Rejuvenation] easily enough with the right metamonds. The [Aurify] metamond does that, but that’s a damned mana-sucker once you get down to where the manasphere is thin. A better option is the [Bequeath] metamond, which will allow you to imbue individuals with [Self Rejuvenation] for a time; it’s more limited than the aurify version, but it’s more mana-cost friendly.

“But if you’re not up for partying, then there’s no real need to go in those directions.” She smiled brightly, with a faint hint of alcohol on her breath. “I know a lot more than that little bit of information when it comes to the Glittering Depths. You sure you don’t want to join us? We could always use more skill.”

Erick returned her smile. “I’m grateful for the explanation and for the hint of where to go next, but my answer is still ‘no’, for now. The name is Ashes Woodfield. It was a pleasure to meet you…?”

“Veracity Speed,” the woman said, without seeming to lie, but who the heck had a name like that? Crazy. Erick almost asked her about her odd name, but she noticed Erick’s doubt, smiled a bit more, and said, “It’s the name I’m using these days, ‘Ashes’.”

Erick laughed. “ ‘Ashes’ is a perfectly valid name!”

“Sure sure sure,” Veracity rambled as she winked. Then she moved on, saying to her charges, and maybe also to Erick a little, “Come along now! We’re gonna get you all some real starter spells, and work on getting you the pieces to make the truly fun ones, like [Curse Bloom], [Mana Purge], and [Fireball]! I’m partial to [Fiery Corruption] over [Fireball], though, because single target touch-spells are much more mana efficient once you get past the early levels, where mana density is still high. Any spells that go wide often fail when the mana gets thin, because, like I said earlier…”

Veracity’s voice drifted on the air, like all the other small conversations happening on the main dirt road, from the entrance to the hills. Her charges followed along, one of them muttering, ‘she never shuts up’. A different charge elbowed the one who had disparaged the verbose Veracity, whispering, ‘You stop that, Migh.’

Erick watched them go for a moment and felt that if Veracity’s group wasn’t so absolutely filled with teenagers, that maybe he would have gone with her. She seemed like a nice enough person.

Erick gave a quick mental look back at Ophiel, and a telepathic check-in. Thankfully, the telepathy-connection worked fine, even in the dungeon, since Ophiel was a part of Erick’s soul; the dungeon didn’t seem capable of blocking his omnipresent connection to his [Familiar]s at the moment, and it probably never would. He would probably lose his [Telepathy] connection as he got deeper into the depths, but even in the deepest parts of Ar’Cosmos and past the Edge of the Script, his [Familiar]s had remained intact.

Here, on the grasslands, where his actual [Telepathy] connection was strong, Poi informed Erick that nothing bad was happening out there right now. Just a bunch of paperwork, for now. They wouldn’t even get a meeting with a judge for another 14 days.

So Erick bid Poi luck.

Then he walked down the dirt road, toward the hills in the distance, where open doorways were set into the base of the hills, and shadows lay beyond. Half of the hills were entrances, and half were exits. People vanished into those shadows, in twos and threes, or as singles, and came out in similar-sized groups—

Two people rushed out of an exit, calling out for a ‘Jool’, yelling their heads off.

Almost as fast as they called out, someone stood up from the grasses over in the field. Everyone who had looked their way during the yelling moved on, and so did Erick. ‘Jool’ had been [True Resurrection]ed, and so he ended up here, on the grasslands. According to the soft words of the group, that Erick couldn’t help but overhear, Jool and his team weren’t going to do any more delving here at all.

It was too hard of a dungeon.

When Veracity’s group of six got to their hill, Veracity told them all to rush in quickly and together, otherwise they would get separated. One of the guys in the group, Migh, almost held back at that, but the one who had elbowed him gripped his hand tight.

Veracity went into the darkness first, followed rapidly by everyone else, linked hand in hand.

Erick picked a different hill and stepped into the darkness.
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                Darkness slipped away from Erick like the popping of a foggy bubble.

Two sensations happened fast.

The first was the cold; the chill of something solid escaping him, instantly followed by an inner bloating from his core, that threatened core fracture. Erick rarely felt uncomfortable these days, but his core began to leak mana as though it was overfull, and that mana flickered through his body like sparking lightning. That leak didn’t do anything at the moment, except to drain away Erick’s Script-granted mana pool. But it didn’t have to do more than that. Taking away his mana was more than enough of an existential threat to raise his hackles.

Theoretically, Erick could empty himself of all his mana and become, temporarily, a creature with an empty core in his chest. That would cause a whole lot of problems, though, from preventing him from casting anything at all, to making his body weak. Dragons were not mundane creatures, after all; everything about them was magical, and Erick was no exception. Remove that magic, and he was just a person. If enough magic was removed, then Erick would even lose his Constitution and other Script-given Stats, and be locked into this current body.

Erick was almost 100% sure that this dungeon wouldn’t actually disconnect him from the Script, though, so his Wizardly mana production wouldn’t start flooding the place. That had almost happened when he went past the Edge of the Script all those years ago, when he fought Holo...

Erick shivered.

And then Erick instinctively shored up his internal defenses, and the drain stopped; his core-held mana remained inside of him, underneath his [Illusionary Soul]… Hmm. Which he would need to manually cast and keep cast, unless he wanted to be found out as a person with a core. But he could, and would, do that, so that wasn’t too big of a deal… Probably.

The second sensation Erick felt after stepping through the darkness was emptiness of an emotional sort, for Erick found himself at the top of a flat-roof tower, watching over a night-cloaked city that sprawled out at the base of the tower. The sky held few stars, and the city below held even fewer, for the city was dead, and filled with monsters.

This land had been a metropolitan area long ago, but now the spires and close-quarters businesses and apartments were broken here and there, as though they had been shelled for months, or years. Maybe just weeks, though, for war had a way of reducing things to rubble pretty damned fast.

Scorch marks and wild-churned stone walls, as though from mutative [Stoneshape]s, were all hallmarks of that unknown war, not too long ago. The streets and the first floors of every building were fully covered by dark water, too, so much of the destruction was hidden below that darkness. Maybe a river had been diverted into the city, or maybe some Water Mages had called down liquid horrors and flooded the place. Maybe both had happened, for slippery things swam in those waters, almost unseen, save for Erick’s enhanced perceptions.

He had to blink a little bit to focus on the further things out there in the water, for Perception was a Script-granted gift, and it was starting to fail here in this place. Erick estimated that the mana density was about 80% normal, and that his eyesight would become baseline-human further down in the depths. Fortunately, he had made this body rather perfect already, so while he would lose his supernatural senses, his natural ones would remain.

And he already knew that the dungeon had sense-enhancing and body-enhancing capabilities, so he would just need to find those, wherever they might be—

Oh.

That’s not a moon.

Erick looked up at the black sky and saw countless stars, but he also saw something unexpected.

Far, far in the distance, there was a moon that was not a moon; it was green and blue and had a great big chunk missing from the southern half. That exposed core of the world was not a core, either. It was more of a world, located below the surface of the rest of the planet.

Erick suspected it wasn’t a planet at all. But a plane of existence.

Goosebumps raised from his skin as he began to suspect something about this place. This dungeon was already special because it had a Second Script, but it probably also had some intrinsic connection to Atunir’s history, and maybe to other people of the Old Cosmology—

A message appeared, confirming some of Erick’s thoughts.

Welcome to Floor 1, the destroyed city.

This is a city in the drained world of Insten, of the Old Cosmology.

This is a true story, turned into a learning experience.

Insten was always at war with itself and in particular, with Riam, located across the Mana Ocean up there in the sky. Mana might be impossible to destroy but it could certainly be contained; drawn away from one location, and sequestered in another.

In this way, Riam ruled over Insten.

In this time and space, Atunir and her people eventually came to Insten and delivered unto them a grand bounty. They helped Insten overthrow their oppressors and eventually bring Insten itself back from the edge of destruction you see before you. That would not happen for centuries more.

This, here, was at the start of the ever-war; the Emptying.

You are alone in this world.

Everything else will try to kill you, so kill it first.

Seek remnants of power located on this ancient battlefield and make for yourself a weapon with which to fight against The Emptying.

Make some magic, and make your way to the next floor.

“… Ahhh,” Erick said to himself, realizing the depth of Atunir’s commitment to this dungeon. “This is a historical reenactment, based on facts of Atunir’s life back in the Old Cosmology.”

The similarities between ‘the Emptying’ and the mana voids of the New Cosmology… There was something there. Perhaps just coincidence, though. Coincidence enough to build a teaching experience upon? Sure.

It shouldn’t have surprised Erick that there were similarities between the emptiness of the New Cosmology and the vagaries of the mana ocean back in the Old Cosmology. Nor should it have surprised him that there were direct examples that Atunir could draw upon in order to guide her people into making this dungeon.

What did surprise him, though, was that anyone would want to make a dungeon with anything at all approaching the facts of the Sundering, where the mana ocean emptied out into the New Cosmology and almost killed everyone. But then again, this wasn’t the Sundering, this was the Emptying; this place was steeped in the history of the Old Cosmology…

And people (and gods) liked to keep their history, and teach it to others. So this made sense?

The Core of Veird was filled with places that the gods remembered from the Old Cosmology, after all, so this sort of reconstruction was not unheard of. Of the Core, Erick only really visited that peninsula-island kingdom and Wizards’ Tower, and that small village beforehand, but there were hundreds of thousands of places down there in the center of Veird, where the Core hung in the ‘sky’ like a blue world all its own. Millions of places were filled with memories down there.

Of course Atunir would want to see one of her triumphs recorded for all to see, even if it was only in a reenactment in a place just on the other side of Darkness. Erick had no idea how important Insten was to Atunir, but it had to be somewhat important. This story could be apocryphal, but Erick doubted that most severely…

Probably.

The first floor message began to vanish from Erick’s sight, leaving him with an unobstructed view of the dark world ahead.

There were several paths to choose from.

The tower Erick stood upon had been a watchtower (?) in the center of the city, but it had lost all of its top floor in some magical strike that melted the upper floors and the walls all around into a low, wax-like stone obstruction. But the staircase leading down into the guardhouse (?) below still remained. The mana here was kinda thin, so Erick could only mana sense a hundred meters down, but that path, though dark, was rather unobstructed. There were odd holes in the manasphere here and there inside the building, which Erick suspected might be monsters lying in ambush… Could be something else.

Going into the guardhouse was only one option.

The other option was to leap off the tower, onto a slanted roof down below, and then onto the roof of another building across the road. Aside from the ten meter fall to the roof below, the other jumps were a lot more manageable for a ‘baseline’ human; between 2 and 4 meters between roofs.

A few lights held here and there in the gloom of the destroyed city, and Erick might check out those things, whatever they were. Maybe they were ‘angler-fish’ monsters luring people to their deaths, as those types often did; one should never trust a light in a dark place, for it was often a trap.

But traps often contained treasure, so… He’d get to those lights soon enough—

Splashes echoed across the cavernous, empty canals down below. Something long and slithering moved in those depths of stagnant water, dragging a struggling meal down into the dark. That splashing sound passed across the city, and various things in the dark responded. Chitters called out from a decrepit structure that might have been a church, down the road. One of the lights on a roof over there fell off that roof, off the opposite side of the building and did not make a sound; it did not splash down into the water which was surely there.

A few more rooftop-lights vanished here and there, going back into hiding.

Definitely monsters.

Whatever had fallen off that roof had been the size of a boulder, and now that Erick was looking, the roofs of several buildings were missing more than the lights that had been there until that noise had been made.

Erick considered the need for a weapon of some sort, to conserve his mana for emergencies.

Well. This was a watchtower, which meant that the place underneath his feet should be some sort of weapon’s house. There might be some weapons down there, in that dearth of mana sensing.

Putting one foot in front of the other, Erick descended into the partially-melted watchtower.

It was dark down here, but the light of Erick’s cerulean metamond was enough to see the insides of the tower. There had been a massacre here, long ago, and something had made this place a rats nest shortly thereafter, with bones scattered here and there and a pile of partially burned wood and blankets and trash forming something of a bed in one forgotten corner. Whatever had moved in and claimed this place as a home was dead and gone, though; the bones were white and dusty. The air smelled more of mold and water, than of anything living.

Erick spied a rusted mace in the nest.

… It would serve, so Erick went digging and pried the weapon out of the former monster’s bed. The length of steel was still good, and the rust appeared surface-only. Erick instinctively tried to shift his senses and activate his Class Ability of Metal Sense, to truly figure out if the metal was good or not, but the Script was blocked here. All he got for his effort was a wispy bit of white glows tumbling below his skin; ineffectual, yet disturbed enough along its path into the metal to produce broken magic.

He could force the issue through his Domain magic, but… Nah.

Whatever. Erick slapped the mace into his hand a few times, feeling the weight of it, then he gripped it in two hands and swung it like he was hitting a home run. That wasn’t the proper way to wield a mace, but the weapon had good heft and balance. It would serve.

Erick continued down the stairs, further into the dark, his tiny bracelet forming enough light to see—

A head-sized spider right before it detached from the ceiling, to try and face-hugger him.

Whip-crack went the mace. A splatter of green-grey spider guts rained over Erick and the staircase, while the remains of the spider struck a wall and rolled down into the dark below. The spider was very dead.

Its friends were not dead.

“Ah,” Erick said, as the various invisible parts of the mana all around began to make sense. “Spiders in the building; gotta burn it all down.”

Or rather, smash it all down; Erick had no Fire Magics right now.

The spiders screamed as they ran at Erick from odd angles; on the walls, on the ceiling. Five at first, and then twenty. Erick did not relent. Down came the mace, over and over and over. Out went his fist a few times, when the mace wouldn’t have reached the jumping spider fast enough. A quick punch to the face, right at the fangs, earned Erick no injuries at all, and killed a spider each time. He probably could have let the things crawl over him and they wouldn’t have been able to injure him.

But there was no fucking way that he was letting spiders crawl over him.

Spider #37 was the last of them.

Erick did his best not to slip on the slick staircase as he descended into the tower—

He slipped.

He did not fall, though! He instantly righted himself, his heart suddenly pumping hard at the unexpected action. When he was solid, he paused. And then he laughed. He laughed and laughed at the sheer absurdity of it all. When was the last time he had slipped? Not since before he started running his Benevolence full time, and that was years and years ago; two decades, if he counted by subjective time spent in [Hasted Shelter]s.

When Erick stopped laughing, he resumed his walk down the stairs.

He eventually made it to the point in the staircase where water lay below, and an open archway to an office space held to the side. He chose to go to the side room, on the third floor, just to see if he could find anything informative about this place, on this third floor, the first floor above the waterline.

The first thing he found was a tangle of desks and hat racks and a pile of debris, all webbed together with a wide hole in the center, forming a nest. Two large eyes, set into a collection of smaller eyes, turned a little bit blue as the spider eyed Erick, and more specifically his bracelet. The monstrous spider chittered, flexing its fangs; drips of venomous green power collecting on the tips of those weapons.

The spider crawled out of its nest like an accordion expanding, rapidly transforming from human-sized, to orcol-sized. It came at Erick with all of its legs and all of its fangs, trying to attack, grapple, and wrap him in webs, all in one fluid action.

Erick smashed the spider in the face, his mace passing halfway through the creature’s head, sending the monster flying. The spider crashed against its own nest, and the nest held firm. The spider’s construction fared fine in the confrontation. The spider did not. Green-grey ichor pumped out of the beast, onto the ground, and soon, the bleeding ended. It was dead.

Erick looked at his mace. It was bent.

Erick tried to bend it back into shape, but the head broke off and now all he had was a slightly bent length of metal that was too short to do anything with at all.

Well that was fine.

Erick had already mana sensed a good two and maybe three possible replacements inside the spider’s lair. With a few grabs and tugs, Erick pried apart the thick webbing that created the nest, disturbing dozens of small spiders along the way. The smallest ones ran from him, opting to flee the disturbance rather than fight. The hand-sized ones tried to bite, but he shook his hands, and the spiders went flying. With his hands held strong around the top of an ancient desk, Erick heaved the wooden barrier away—

A good hundred spiders scattered—

Oh. Three of the spiders on him were not trying to eat him, actually. Erick watched as several spiders tried to eat his blue metamond. Apparently they could actually do that, too, because the blue light faded a fraction, and two of the spiders grew bigger, pulsing larger like the beating of hearts. Erick slapped them dead, then made sure all the spiders on him were gone.

It took a bit.

Manavores.

Didn’t surprise Erick too much. Shadelings ate rads to keep their core stable, and other monsters did the same. Usually when a monster ‘ate mana’ it was more subtle than a spider sitting on a magical bracelet, consuming mana from that bracelet.

The monsters here were weird. Weren’t they supposed to vanish after being killed, like the slimezards upstairs? None of the spiders he had killed had faded, or turned into mana. What was up with that? Eh. He’d figure it out later, probably.

For now, Erick rooted around for the weapons tangled up deep in the trash heap of the spider’s nest.

Two of the three were like the mace he had procured on the upper floor; a sword and another mace, both rusted to shit, but generally serviceable. The replacement mace would be a good replacement, but the sword should just go back into the pile, for it was a thinner sort of weapon, made more for fencing, perhaps, than for beating up beasts. The sword would break the first time he tried to use it, for sure. It was missing a handle, anyway, and a bare tang made for a bad grip.

The third weapon was different in almost every way.

It was a wrist-thick rod, a meter long. Erick had almost mistaken it for the bar of a cage or a cell, or some similar enclosure. It was not a simple bar, though. It had ridges on one end, for a better grip, and a fist-sized sphere on the other, and the whole thing was an even, iron-grey color, though the exact color was hard to tell in this inadequate light. What set it apart from every other option was its singular-material, and the fact that it was the same color that his metiron bracelet had been, back when the bracelet had been at zero-mana.

“So a baton of some sort. A caster weapon?” Erick asked himself, as he swung the rod around a little... He changed his mind about it being a caster weapon rather quickly. “You’re for melee, for sure.”

Erick went to the body of the large spider and brought the metal rod down on the corpse.

The corpse buckled under the strike, exoskeleton shattering.

… And the weapon bent a little—

Erick shivered as several things happened at once.

His body filled with warmth, and then rapidly faded, a chill setting in as his bracelet drained him dry, and a secondary drain joined the first. The baton. And then Erick’s newest weapon straightened, every single little defect or problem of age vanishing as the metal righted itself to a pristine state. Physically, anyway. It was still pretty damned dull-looking. It looked like soft iron, rather than like the silver shininess of his bracelet.

Finally, some messages appeared, laying out what had just happened to him, but without telling him directly; the tutorial was over, and robust messaging was done.







You have cleared the infested guardhouse!

MP up! +10 mana production per day!

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 20

Meta-Irons: 400, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 1/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 92/100

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 7/300

- -

“Rod of the guardian, eh?” Erick hefted the weapon and almost made a rude joke to himself, but he decided not to. “How’s about we look for a way to make you non-depleted…” He paused. “But maybe there’s another concern about being in this dungeon that must be addressed.” He looked himself over, and felt, perhaps, a little bit uncomfortable being dressed in spider-guts muck. Rapidly after he had that thought, a realization came to him. “… Ah. There’s no [Cleanse] down here… Shit.”

He looked down at all the spiders.

“I was really hoping the muck would vanish like the slimezards upstairs.”

But that didn’t seem to be happening.

Erick brushed his hands on his shirt, ensuring that his grip on the rod was good, and played over in his mind all the various ways in which magic was different outside of the Script’s assistance. From [Cleanse], to Healing Magic, to all the other ways...

Erick thought of magic as he splatted a few more hand-sized aggressive spiders on his way toward the guardhouse’s third-story balcony, which had been blasted open by some old explosions, and which looked to be the only way out of this place that wasn’t through eel or snake-infested waters, or whatever those things in the water down there happened to be called. They were probably eels. Erick stepped over webbed rubble, out into the open night, onto a balcony positioned above open waters. It hadn’t always been a balcony over open waters, for there were buildings all around the space, and all buildings to the sides had large windows. Or at least they had had large windows. Now they just had holes where water barely flowed…

It was probably a town square. Erick’s mana sense was a little fuzzy and it would be getting worse soon enough, but below the dark waters, in the center of the space, lay an inactive fountain, while all around the town square lay areas cordoned off by tiles. Each tile-cordoned space looked to be about three meters square. Market stall space? Probably.

Made sense to have the market right next to the guardhouse.

On a lark, Erick cast his mana sense back as far as he could go, to see if this place had any [Witness]able history—

The shadows shifted.

The world flexed as though through a dozen soap bubbles.

Erick felt an unreality settle within his eyesight as his mana sense tripped into the distant past. As some kinda shift began to solidify, Erick felt, almost, as though he were standing beside the ghost of a guard, looking down at a familiar sight that was changed forever by the war—

- - - -

Ashes Woodfield stood upon the balcony outside his office, gazing down at the farmer’s market below.

It wasn’t the marketplace that he was used to seeing. Three years ago, the market here used to be packed with all manner of offerings, and Ashes would have needed to be down there, in the thick of it, ensuring that no damned mages snuck in and tried to pilfer goods or currency from the non-warded vendor stalls. The permanent businesses around here had good wards so they could keep tele-finger mages out of their business, but the Emptying made securing a temporary vendor stall near impossible.

So it was Ashes’ job to keep tabs on the rare mage that came through, and make sure they didn’t step out of line.

His job was almost obsolete these days.

The mages didn’t come to Iben much anymore. Not since Riam deepened the Emptying, calling it a ‘tax’ for all the ‘good they did’. Pah! It was a slow murder, that’s what it was.

Half of the people of Iben had fled over the last two years. Some went to the larger cities that remained on Insten, which was fine, but some people went to Riam in the sky, like the fucking traitors they were—

Ashes sighed, his brief anger at the world rapidly subsumed by a melancholy, and then he almost laughed, for melancholy was yet another symptom of the Emptying. As his emotions evened, he gazed down at the scattered stalls below, and then to the empty spaces between those stalls. Used to be, there were no empty spaces here in the market. Now, everything was turning to shit. As people left his city, the mana went with them, and now… This place would be dead in five years if this didn’t change.

Markie’s wife had given birth to a malformation last week, and she wasn’t the only one to suffer that horror. Markie, Ashes’ oldest friend, had even been talking about leaving after that happened. Markie of all people! Ashes would have counted Markie among the never-leavers, like Ashes, but a malformation in the family changed things.

Some people would always remain here in Iben, and Ashes would be one of them. The never-leavers.

It would be tough, but he could stick it out.

Ashes glanced over the market again and spotted specific problems that he could do nothing about.

From their goods on display, it looked like the Emptying had finally gotten to O’Ley’s farm; they only had whiteroot and leafies, and all of the leafies looked wilted. The O’Leys were only a few kilometers out of town and they should have been fine for another full season of growing, but their farm was failing, too. All the distant farmers were already gone, and the O’Leys would be next. Would they get bought out by Riam, too, once they couldn’t grow shit on their land anymore?

Once they couldn’t pay their taxes?

Probably.

“How long do we even have left,” Ashes whispered to himself.

He gripped the hilt of his baton and hated that he couldn’t fight Riam; that he couldn’t bash in a skull and end all of the problems of his home. That thought, that feeling, managed to cut all the way through his melancholy, for he had too many thoughts on the resistance to fully categorize most of them.

If the resistance came here, to Iben…

He might join them this time.

… Maybe he might go looking for the resistance in the city, already. The resistance was everywhere, after all. Ashes had purposefully not looked too hard into all that because if he found those lawbreakers then he would have to do something about them, and he didn’t want to do that. The resistance was where the term ‘never leaver’ came from, and Ashes shared more in common with them than with most people, except for when it came to following the law.

But now…

Seeing those wilted leafies on O’Ley’s market stall… That had been the last stalk.

Maybe it was time for him to become a law unto himself.







- - - -







Erick yanked back from the past that wasn’t the past at all.

A moment of panic passed quick enough as he analyzed what had just happened. It was like a [Witness], but stronger. A lot stronger. He had become ‘Ashes Woodfield’, guard and guardian of Iben, the city that lay ruined all around. But it hadn’t been ruined in the vision. It had been on the decline.

Erick could still smell the faint memory of the market on the air; the freshness of the ‘leafies’, which were cabbage, the dirt of the whiteroot, the crispness of apples...

And then that memory faded, and all Erick could smell was spider guts, stagnant water, and decay.

He knew the name of this city now. ‘Iben’, of the world Insten, of the Old Cosmology.

Erick gripped the rod of the guardian and considered ‘Ashes’s decision to go to the resistance. Seemed like a good idea to Erick, too. They probably had magical options for him to plunder, if they didn’t get used in the war itself. Either way, they probably had caches here and there filled with the contraband that should have been in the guardhouse…

Maybe there was still some contraband here, though? Maybe the manavore spiders hadn’t eaten it all?

Erick glanced back at the guardhouse, sending his mana sense into the depths. He looked again at a storage room down below the first floor, down below the water. Something lurked down there in the basement, beyond a large metal door that had been blown apart, where the upper floor had partially caved in. Erick could go rooting around in the contraband room for trinkets, and there was probably something in there…

Erick turned around and went into the guardhouse, to the stairs. He was on the third floor, but a few steps later, and he stood above the waterline on the second floor, a step above where bad things swirled in the murk below. It was not clean water. Desks held tight to the left side of the office space, where the slow flow of the water had pushed them to pile up before a hallway. He would need to go through that hallway to get to a separate stairwell that led down, into a storage area on the first floor, where a lot of different things obscured his mana sense.

Going that way would require him to swim through the water, though, and Erick did not want to do that at all.

Another option held on the far side of the office space, where something had cracked the floor, creating an opening directly above the storage room on the first floor below. Either way, he would have to go swimming, and he’d have to clear away some sort of obstruction. Going through the wooden detritus would likely be physically easier, since getting proper leverage on that crack in the ground would be a problem without having access to his real magic.

But he didn’t want to swim.

Eh. He could go swimming. That was fine.

He was going to get down there, one way or another, but there was a question: Would he be cleaner, or dirtier, if he kept his clothes on?

It’d probably be a wash.

… Erick opted to keep his clothes on.

He stepped into the cold water, sighed as he shivered, and then he stepped down onto the next step, then the next. Soon, water swirled around his stomach and he began to swim a little, wondering when the monsters would come out to eat him.

Didn’t take long.

Leg-thick eels slipped out of their hiding places among the detritus and up from the crack in the ground. Five of them converged on Erick—

The world flashed blue and paused—

The eels froze, but Erick could move just fine—

A part of Erick’s status appeared.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (8 saves remaining)

- -

He had lost another save.

“… The fuck?”

That didn’t seem fair. Erick was rather sure he could take some eels, even if they were in their element, and he was not. Erick pressed forward, toward the crack in the floor. He was going to try and break it open while the eels were frozen—

The eels flickered as blue magic washed away from them like so much broken spellwork. Whatever ‘pause’ had affected them was gone, and they advanced on Erick as though on fast forward. All five of them got within a meter of Erick when the world flashed blue again, the eels froze again, and his status reappeared.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (7 saves remaining)

- -

Erick frowned.

“I can take some damned eels. This is too much babying.”

To illustrate his point, Erick glanced around to see which eel was closest to the surface, and then he smashed his mace down on that one. His mace cracked through the water but struck the blue magic surrounding the frozen eel, and bounced.

Are you sure?

The words had appeared above the [Pause]d eel.

“Yes,” Erick said.

Safety protocols temporarily removed.

All five eels unfroze. All of them attacked his legs and lower body at once.

Erick knew that a rod of the guardian wasn’t a very good weapon against enemies in the water, but with enough Strength and with enough Constitution, he figured he could get out of the scrape just fine. His clothes might be damaged, but that was fine, too. His clothes were going to get absolutely ruined by the end of this adventure, anyway.

And Erick was right. Mostly.

As the eels attacked, he smashed down with his mace, fountaining water everywhere, managing to strike the eel closest to the surface well enough. That eel was down for the count. The others all managed to nip a piece of him, even as he twirled a fraction to deny their attacks on his center. The rest of the melee went about as expected.

Erick won. Eels died.

Erick had to exit the water, though, because he was bleeding everywhere.

Two nips out of his left thigh. A bigger bite out of his right calf. Most of the eels went for his center mass with each strike, and he was able to protect that well enough, but eventually, as the eels had begun to realize that Erick wasn’t an easy mark, they had changed their fighting style to more of a wearing-down; that was when they managed to take flesh.

And now, Erick sat on the stairs, in the dark, looking at his wounds.

His innate absolute damage reduction was already gone, wasn’t it? Mostly, anyway. The [Self Rejuvenation] of his bracelet seemed to be doing something good, though. The bracelet glowed cerulean, and his bleeding had already stopped, his body scabbed over where flesh had been taken. Erick hadn’t activated the active form of his bracelet yet, but… He went ahead and did that now.

… Nothing happened.

“Right,” Erick said, “I need to say— [Rejuvenation].”

It was so weird to have to say the words.

Warmth spread throughout his body. His scabs began to itch as flesh knitted at a ‘rapidly’ increased pace. It was ‘natural’ healing, for sure, so it would leave scars, and this sort of healing was a lot damned slower than anything he was used to, but this body was made to be healthy, and even with his usual spellwork inactive, the dungeon’s form of [Rejuvenation] seemed to be working more than Erick expected it to work. In ten minutes, his wounds were reduced to barely-visible scars. Perhaps the scars would vanish too, in the future.

No messages from the dungeon had graced his sight while he waited, because, Erick suspected, he hadn’t actually gotten to the treasure yet, and that’s when the previous message had appeared. There was something down there, for sure, now that the monsters were clear and Erick had taken some time to truly sense what lay below. Whatever was down there felt like a dull beacon in the dark.

Back on Veird, if Erick had sensed something like he was sensing now, he would have called that something a minor magical item. Like one of his rings, back when he was first making them. Or like a wand of [Mend]. Something small, yet useful.

There was a very good chance that everything there had been ‘looted’ before Erick had come along, if he was going by the story that the dungeon was setting up for him. That crack in the floor looked like side-effect damage from some sort of magical attack, but the vault door downstairs had clearly been blasted open, if that twisted metal down there was anything to go by.

Someone had tried to go in through the floor, too, which was why there was a crack in the floor at all.

Had other people come through this floor before him? Or was this all ‘battle damage’ from the war? Eh. Erick would talk to others about all that and see what they said.

Erick proceeded with his initial plan to break the floor and get to the treasure. There was a chance that he would break the floor and the falling stone would break whatever lay in the storage room below, but that was a chance he was willing to take.

So he got back into the water and went to the crack in the floor, directly above the storage room. With his metal rod gripped by both hands, Erick aimed down, and with all his force, he smashed. Water went flying. A loud crack filled the air. The break in the ground collapsed, falling down into the storage room—

Right onto whatever magical thing was down there.

A flicker of red mana filled the waters and then vanished, dispersing out into the world like so much broken magic. A simultaneous and partially-recognizable warmth filled Erick, and then even more warmth filled him, for the red mana of the broken thing below had filled the area, its glow briefly illuminating patches of weeds and algae and other dark things growing in the water, before fading fast.

Words appeared.







You have cleared the flooded guardhouse (Special)!

MP up! +100 mana production per day!

+2 saves (Save protocol is now lowered. Say aloud ‘resume save protocol’ if you wish to reinstate normal parameters)

+950 temporary mana (overflow discarded)

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 120

Meta-Irons: 400, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 1/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 100/100

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 300/300

- -

So there was a lot there to digest, but it was all rather self-explanatory.

The only part that Erick truly considered was how all the mana in this dungeon worked nicely with all the other mana of this dungeon. Normal mana from one caster did not usually play nicely with mana from another caster, so, in a normal situation, the mana of the artifact down below should not be ‘absorbable’ by him and his currently equipped meta-iron weapons. So what the dungeon was doing instead, was overlaying a new mana system on top of his body, giving him a ‘secondary mana pool’ that was usable by the various artifacts of the dungeon, like the rod in his hands, or the bracelet on his wrist. All the mana in the dungeon was the same. Even the mana from creatures and otherwise was the same; it all played nice with each other.

But that’s what the Script did, anyway, right? The fact that mana didn’t play nice with each other was an edge case that almost no one actually knew or cared about, but which Erick had overcome with his creation of Benevolence and [Renew].

Erick hesitated to say that this Second Script would have mana compatibility issues if this system were exported to a new world, because that problem was already solved by Benevolence (And by pure volume; if one were to consider grand rads and the automatic charging of magical items). The meta-irons would just have to incorporate some actual [Renew] methodology in order to work properly…

Erick held up his wrist, and looked at the cerulean gem, and the sparkling bracelet. Then Erick hefted his weapon. The rod of the guardian looked rather pristine, now that it was topped off with mana; like a silver length of steel. It also seemed to weigh a bit more. Maybe 15 kilos? 16? A rather weighty weapon, but small compared to some of the weapons people walked around with back on Veird. Both his meta-iron objects looked pristine, and well made.

… Perhaps the dungeon was simply warping physics so that his [Renew] methodology was present inside all meta-iron? Like how the Script had designated lead as antirhine, the anti-magic metal—

Oh.

That’s exactly what the dungeon had done. Other people had already explained that to him.

Meta-iron was like the exact opposite of antirhine; it absorbed intent and made it whole, instead of scattering intent, and thus erasing magic.

Interesting!

All the mana currently inside Erick and in the environment seemed to be playing nice with itself, for his bracelet was working fine, and he had no wounds.

Erick smiled to himself as he began to trudge through the waters, back to the stairs. This was quite fun, actually. Lotta different systems coming together into a shifted world that was both simpler, and easier to keep safe, than the world of Veird. All you had to do was ensure that criminals didn’t have access to meta-iron…

But then again, restricting access to magic would lead to problems of a different sort. A lessening of learning, for one, but maybe there could be schools with a proper mana density, to allow for a student to learn how to properly cast magic? … Oh. Now there’s an idea.

As a plan of attack for Erick’s current situation formed in his head, he also considered the far future, as he made his way to the top of the watchtower.

Once again looking out across the city of Iben, but with a solid weapon in his hand this time, Erick spread his senses wide… And when that failed to produce good results, he simply looked out across the land.

Now... Erick wasn’t absolutely sure. But he was pretty sure that the building in the distance over there, on the other side of the city, looked important. It had towers and a walled yard and a half-shelled clock tower. Hard to tell exactly what it was, but it seemed important.

It looked like a campus. A university, perhaps. Maybe even an arcanaeum.

A student campus seemed like a great place to go for revolutionary thoughts. Maybe ‘the resistance’ was there. If not there, then somewhere nearby. And if not there, then in any of the other important-looking places all across the city.

There were mansions over there, sitting a bit above the water line and looking like they had survived the worst of the shelling. A church to some forgotten god stood over there, with its broken spires and missing bells. Some sort of castle stood in the far distance, ringed in walls and only half visible; surely something important lay inside there. But that campus called to Erick, if, indeed, that’s what it was.

Erick hopped off the side of the watchtower, crashed into the roof, slid down the angle, and then launched himself across the road well before he reached the last moment, for he didn’t trust the edge of the roof of a war-torn building to remain solid. He easily made the five meter jump and landed in a controlled tumble on the apartment building across the way, his rod of the guardian still in his hand. He rose to his feet, just in time to intercept a gator-sized grey lizard that had darted up from the other side of the roof, its nose-light flickering soft white.

Erick was almost tempted to call it Rudolph, but he refrained.

Whip-crack went the rod of the guardian, heavy in Erick’s hand. The ball-end of the weapon smashed the roof gator’s skull and splattered brains out into the open air. The monster never had a chance.

MP up! +1 mana production per day!

“Well whadda ya know,” Erick said, winding up to strike the next roof gator that should show. “Random monsters might be worth 1 mana per day.”

Another roof gator slipped over the edge of the other side of the building, its eyes trained on Erick, its nose flickering with a white glow. All of its body except for its nose was barely visible in the night gloom all around, and it barely made a sound; nothing more than a slithering of scales and claws on stone.

It attacked. Erick countered.

The roof-dolph gator died.

MP up! +1 mana production per day!

Erick began hopping across roofs, killing everything that attacked him, keeping his mana senses opened the whole way, as he tried to find more challenges on his way to the university. Five roof gators and seven buildings later, Erick found a deep shadow in his senses, laying at the bottom of a blown-out business. He was one roof over from that location, and the place wasn’t exactly in his path, but he detoured anyway.

It was another eel-house.

Erick crashed down into the waters, slamming his rod right into the head of the largest eel. Water went everywhere and the largest eel slipped away, but it was mortally wounded. Three smaller eels, each of them still two meters long, tried to eat Erick.

They failed to do much besides cut into his clothes, for Erick knew how they fought now. His clothes were absolutely wrecked by the end of it, with his left pant leg barely hanging on around mid-thigh, so Erick grabbed the fabric and ripped the dangling pant leg away. To even himself out, he did the same to his other pant leg.

And then he dove into the waters, down into the basement. A chair blocked the way further down, having lodged itself in the middle of the stairwell, but Erick grabbed and pulled, and the chair came apart in his grip. Erick smiled underwater at that, and the taste of the murk all around wasn’t too unpleasant, for he was having fun. Erick rarely ever got a chance to use his strength, and there was something about the action of it all that felt nice.

Still holding his breath, Erick swam down into the basement and went right for the prize; a pale grey dot of magic laying among a bunch of chicken-egg-shaped eggs, all of them buried in the black muck upon the floor. Erick grabbed the meta-diamond and made his way back to the surface, all the while wondering what magic the metamond held inside, and if eels back on Earth laid eggs. Perhaps they did? He… Honestly did not know.

Most fish laid eggs, and eels were fish, so eels probably laid eggs back on Earth, too.

So his Intelligence was clearly fading a bit. Intelligence was just having access to memories, though. Erick wouldn’t lose himself by going into a mana void, but things would become simpler for him. Less distractions, probably.

He hoped there would be a way to fix that, too, through some buffing gems courtesy of the dungeon, or something similar. There was clearly buffing magic available, but Erick hadn’t seen any of it yet. Probably. This new gem in his hand probably was not an Intelligence buff spell.

Erick breached the surface and words appeared.







You have cleared the flooded house (Special)!

MP up! +100 mana production per day!

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 227

Meta-Irons: 400, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 1/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 100/100

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 300/300

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky]

- -







“… What the fuck is a [Murky]?”







- - - -







“Look at this [Self Rejuvenation] weirdo!” George said with a bit of laughter. “He dives right into an eel house and then proceeds to kill them all with a mace! A mace! In the water. And now he’s playing with a metamond!”

On the other side of the viewing screen room, Quince sighed. “For the millionth time: you’re way too excited for this job, George. Take it down like… Four pegs.”

Ignoring his partner’s dour nature, George excitedly said, “Look at my screen, Quince!”

Quince looked over the screen. “… So what? He’s a high level adventurer and the Drain hasn’t gotten to him yet. Probably has good aura control and he obviously has a mana sense since he seems to be carving— crushing through the… eels...” Quince narrowed his eyes at the screen. “What’s that he got? A [Murky]? That thing is useless.” Quince narrowed his eyes at George. “What’s a [Murky] doing there?”

George rattled off, “It’s that thing I put in there for the eels to use to make more of them a year ago. Good growth environment.”

“I know that. But what’s it doing in the delve zone? None of those monsters are real. They don’t actually give birth. That’s the part I don’t understand.”

“That’s what I’ve been telling you, Quince! This guy is weird. The dungeon is spawning stuff for him that it shouldn’t normally spawn!”

Quince wasn’t convinced. “… We’ll look into it if it spawns something truly odd, but [Murky] is useless so I don’t care. We’ve got ten thousand delves to watch over and you’re spending too much time on that one.”

“Most people don’t get past floor 2, but this one is different.” George smiled as he said, “He’s going to make it all the way here.”

Quince scowled. “Do something useful and go get me a coffee. Sugar and cream.”

George got up from his chair. “If you add that much sugar and cream, is it even coffee anymore?”

“Yes it is, now go get me one.”

“Watch that guy, Quince!” George said, walking out of the room. “He’s gonna hit floor five in under a week!”

“Yeah yeah yeah…” Quince studied the screen, mumbling, “Maybe if he stops trying to play with [Murky] and goes kills some more fakes… Great aura control, though… Yeah.” Quince had to admit, “He’s gonna make it all the way here.”







- - - -







Playing around with his bracelet and with Healing Magic would have been a bad idea for too many reasons to list, so Erick had not done that.

But [Murky] wasn’t Healing Magic.

On the third, dry floor of the abandoned house, he tested out [Murky]. Mostly, he failed to do anything with it at all. He tried pushing the gem into his bracelet. He tried pushing the gem into his mace. Neither metiron would accept the metamond, and he didn’t get any dungeon messages asking if he wanted to join the items either.

So he asked the air, “Make [Murky] join to Rod of the Guardian.”

You cannot do that here.

… Well okay then.

The next thing to do was to try to activate [Murky] on its own, without a metiron interface.

Erick almost wanted to channel mana from his core into the thing, but normal people didn’t have cores, and therefore Erick would pretend to not have a core. People were probably watching him right now, so he wanted to play at being normal for a while longer.

He did manage to touch the metamond with his aura, though.

Suddenly, his body turned cold as dungeon mana flowed across his aura, into the gem.

… And then splashed away like so much broken mana. So that didn’t work, and now he was chilly again. At least it wasn’t a real sort of chill; it was more like an emotional feeling, than a sensation. A melancholy, like ‘Ashes’ in the [Witness] had described.

So Erick tried something else.

If a metiron was necessary to interface with a metamond...

Erick gripped his mace, and like he was perpetually ‘holding onto’ his bracelet, he interfaced with the rod, funneling a bit of his aura into the weapon. His aura wisped away once it broke contact with his skin, but since his mace was right there in his grip, his aura latched on. This was completely different from his attempt to directly interface with the [Murky].

Because his mace spilled forth iridescent white mana.

The color of that released mana was concerning, since it revealed his Benevolence coloring, but… Whatever.

Erick cut his aura, and the mace’s glow died down. He spoke out, “Status. Rod of the guardian.”
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So he had successfully tapped into the mana pool of the rod and released some mana, just like he figured. Why was the mana Benevolence-colored? Eh. That didn’t matter right now. What mattered was that Erick had access to some mana.

Erick held the [Murky] gem between his thumb and forefinger as he gripped the rod with the rest of his hand, holding the gem to the side of the rod. And then he used his aura again, but this time in a more controlled manner. White light burst forth from the rod, and Erick funneled that dungeon mana into the gem—

[Murky] promptly spurted black sludge everywhere and launched out of his grip.

Erick spent a moment just standing there on the third floor of the house, covered in what appeared to be dead plant matter and some mix of Elemental Shadow, Water, and Stone, that all began to fade away, leaving just muck behind. Maybe even some Elemental Ooze, if he wasn’t mistaken. The metamond [Murky], unlike the sludge it produced, rolled across the floor, fell off the edge of the broken half of the house, and plonked down into the waters below.

Erick dove back into the nasty water and retrieved the gem, while also washing off most of the gunk. Not all of it, though, this shit was sticky—

Which gave him an idea.

Maybe he could turn [Murky] into a touch-based spell that caused constriction on a target? Like with his [Tangled Bloody Ooze Bolt] spell? Could he even do that with an already-created metamond? Or would he have to make that spell himself, using one of the spell creation tomes that the Dungeon Guide Blacksmith had spoken of?

Either way, maybe he could slot that spell into the Rod of the Guardian, and make a real crowd control magical weapon. He could strike a target and wrap it in ooze! All of that seemed beyond him, for now, but it was a fun little goal. And hey! Maybe he’d run across a better magic to put into the rod of the guardian? Always possible.

He was headed toward a school, and he’d learn how to do that there, for sure. But for now—

Erick held up the barely-glowing [Murky] and asked the air, “Can I use my storage to store this?”

Storage unlocks at the completion of level 5.

Not right now, then.

Time to move on.

Erick put the gem into his pocket, hefted his mace, and made his way over to a crumbled wall. Soon, he was back on the rooftop, and facing the path ahead.

As he leapt across from rooftop to rooftop, occasionally killing roof-dolph gators, Erick wondered how much of this whole experience was being witnessed by the people in charge of the dungeon, and how many other people there were on floor one. Most people never made it past floor 2, according to everyone upstairs, so where was everyone else? Were there thousands of flooded Ibens layered upon each other, like in Ar’Cosmos, in Fairie? And observers watched each one?

Probably not too many observers, though. Quilatalap didn’t oversee all the people running through his dungeons all the time; he had, like, two or three people watching, and then again only if the dungeon core alerted them to a problem.

The dungeon core probably did most of the work around this place, too.

Erick probably wasn’t being watched all the time, but some of the time? Yes, some of the time, for sure. Maybe all of the time, actually, if Atunir told people to watch for him, but Blacksmith didn’t act like he was talking to the Apparent King, so if Atunir had told people about him, then she hadn’t spilled that secret to Blacksmith. Atunir wanted him to have the real experience of her Second Script, after all.

And he was having a pretty good time so far.

Erick murdered thirty seven more roof gators and cleared out one uneventful attic of spiders, netting him another +10 MP per day, all before he managed to make it anywhere near the university. A suspiciously-nice belt had been his reward for clearing out the spider horde hoard. The thing fit his rod of the guardian well, so he didn’t need to carry the rod in his hands at all times anymore. The rod held at his left side like one would sheath a sword, but it was clipped into his belt on a tension spring that could be unlatched for easy use.

So he was definitely being observed by someone. These drops were tailored for him.

… Hmm. His long sleeve shirt and pants had become a t-shirt and shorts somewhere in all that fighting, so maybe the dungeon would replace those, soon enough? That’d be neat.

All in all, Erick’s Status was looking rather healthy… Maybe? He wasn’t quite sure how to judge these things. He was certainly feeling great, even with all of his Veirdly Stats slowly fading, so there was no stopping this rod-wielding Wizard dragon ‘guardian’. Not yet, anyway.

Not until the monsters got a lot bigger.

This was kinda fun.

Erick smiled as he imagined Jane doing stuff like this all the time—

Ohh! Maybe Jane had delved the Gem Dungeon before! Maybe maybe! He wouldn’t put it past her. Jane had visited all of these Grand Dungeons, and a lot more besides. Erick chuckled to himself as he imagined having that fun conversation with her in a few days.

He was almost at the university’s gates.
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The night was dark, and the university standing before Erick was pretty damned dark, too. Only a few roof gators prowled the walls and flat surfaces above the water lines, their illuminated noses adding star-like glows here and there. Or at least that’s what Erick assumed those lights were. Erick barely saw any actual roof gator bodies from this angle, for their noses were the only part of them that was truly visible when they weren’t moving around.

It was more than most other people would see, Erick assumed.

Erick suspected, if the drops of the dungeon were tailored for him, that other people in this same situation would have gotten [Light] spells, or something like that, to help them counter the darkness. Maybe the sky would have had more stars, or maybe this whole thing would take place during the day. The Old Cosmology had daystars, after all; they were like suns, but not, and every inhabited plane had at least one. There was surely at least one daystar up there… Somewhere?

Unless Riam had taken it for themselves, but then it would be orbiting Riam, wouldn’t it. Most planes of the Old Cosmology had multiple ‘daystars’, with one daystar serving as a sun and the rest serving as moons.

The [Witness] Erick had experienced back at the guardhouse, with ‘Ashes Woodfield’ overlooking the market, had been at day.

Eh.

Erick was fine in the dark, and he could find his way to the university, anyway, if that’s what it was. Now that he was here, he was absolutely sure that it was a university… Or maybe an arcanaeum. It was all about 25% destroyed, with rubble and open floors here and there, but this was definitely a place of learning.

The landscape itself was expansive, with hills and valleys, or at least it would have been before the war, and the flooding. Half of the buildings were still above the waterline. Erick suspected that many of the low areas should have had trees, but no trees grew in the water. Maybe they had been blasted away?

There were maybe 10 or 12 buildings in all, for Erick could not see everything from this particular angle, but he could see a lot. Most prominently, there was a coliseum-like place taking up a full city block in the back of the campus, while most of the rest of the place had a few different ‘main’ buildings, surrounded by satellite structures.

Erick would need to wade or swim between some of the places, but…

If he started over there, and moved through there…

He could avoid most of the need to swim unless he felt like visiting… Looked like 3 places were fully flooded. Maybe 75% of the campus was open to him, with a bit of wading.

It had been a depressing sight to see a city so torn up by war, as Erick hopped from rooftop to rooftop, but what actually sent a chill down Erick’s back was the fact that there was no reconstruction anywhere at all. No wooden bridges ramshackled together between buildings, to help people get from place to place; not even a single wooden board stuck across rooftops. No boats anywhere. No fires in the night, illuminating tiny spots of civilization here or there. No people manning the walls to fight off monsters. That big castle way on the other side of the city was completely dark.

This was a fully abandoned city.

Whatever destruction had happened here, in the course of the story of Insten’s past, had been complete. But then again, this was a dungeon. Maybe the story had become more apocryphal in the retelling.

Currently, Erick stood on some sort of business or apartment-like building across the street from the gated entrance to the university. That gate was blown to shit. According to the remains of the statues standing on both sides of what had likely been a very nice entrance, there had probably been some school name, done up in wrought iron and arching across that entrance. But that signage was gone, now. Erick couldn’t mana sense anything like a sign anywhere near the front entrance, and he was surely close enough to do that, if such signage existed.

Erick turned his attentions to other matters.

Erick had enough experience to understand what ‘a monster in the area’ looked like to his mana sense, and there was no characteristic cloud of unknown space down there, at the gate to this place of learning. He could go in that way. If he wanted.

He wasn’t going to go in the front way, though, because the front entrance led to a very wide, open lake-like space, and the front building nearest to that space was still a good hundred meters further in from that entrance. That was a lot of water to wade and swim through.

So Erick hopped across a few more buildings to the right, until he came to a space where the average land of the city rose a little, and only half a meter of water covered the roads. Over here, a gatehouse leading into the campus and the iron-bar fence had been ripped apart by some wartime force, giving Erick a clear line of entry into one of the buildings that was almost above the waterline.

Erick killed another two roof gators for another pair of MP-ups and made his way down to ground level, jumping from broken rooftop to broken upper floor, and then sliding down a rubble pile to finally splash down into the water. Rocks tumbled and water splashed as Erick trudged across a wide, open street.

He was the only one making a sound in the area, his tiny splashes echoing into the night, so Erick tried to make less—

Something growl-yelped from beyond the broken fence ahead, from inside the university. And then that sound deepened, becoming a minor horror that was the sound of death, crawling across the world, and then slipping back into the shadows—

Beyond the waters, up the incline, the entrance to the nearest university building was covered in shadows. And then some of those shadows split away from the broken door. It was only a small blob of shadows. No more than the height of a normal house cat. In fact, it was a normal house cat. The blob had become a black housecat. All Veird’s house cats were all 20 kilo tiny tigers, though, and this one was no different. It was as big as most normal dogs.

Erick hesitated to call it a shadowcat; those shadowy masterminds who, through shadow control, could turn most lesser animals into formidable infantry units. Shadowcats had multiple tails and were made of shadow stretched over exposed bone and meat and pain. This cat was quite different from that. It only had one tail. As far as Erick could tell, this cat was completely normal. It had normal cat eyes that did not glow at all…

Well maybe there was a bit of a golden glow, there? Could just be the tapetum lucidum; the ‘shining layer’ in cat eyes shining back at him... No. Ah. Yes. Those eyes were glowing a slight gold color. Yes. They were glowing, and flexing, focused on Erick, and glowing a little bit brighter as the cat recognized that Erick had seen it, and was looking at it.

The cat looked at Erick, over in the waters.

Erick stared back. He unlatched his rod of the guardian from his belt and hefted it, waiting for the fight.

The cat sat down on its butt, its tail languidly swishing back and forth in the air. It yawned, and half its body opened up, the face and ribs and all the way to the pelvis opening up into a great big maw, leading into some dark place beyond the cat, and letting out a tiny roar, before the cat closed up again, and resumed its patient wait. It was not about to get into the water.

It was a horror, and it was okay with waiting for Erick to come to it.

Erick walked forward, ready to oblige.

The cat stretched out, its butt raising into the air as it reached forward and clawed the ground with claws that were each suddenly the size of a tiger’s, carving five grooves in the ground for every claw scraping through stone. The cat soon stopped stretching. Its massive claws returned to normal size.

And Erick stepped out of the waters, to stand ten meters away from the cat.

The cat paced forward, not thinking Erick a threat at all. And then it casually leapt into the air, aiming to fall upon Erick with tiger claws spread wide and its body half open, its mouth ready to bite his head off, its purr turned into a hunting growl.

Erick stepped to the right, raised his rod of the guardian, and smashed to the left, aiming to catch the cat right at its butt, the only part of the creature that couldn’t turn into a full mouth.

The cat went spinning through the air with a sudden yelp.

It was like hitting a thousand-kilo boulder. Erick still managed to adequately deflect the cat, of course. He had put his entire force into that swing. The cat went tumbling into the waters, its yelp turning into a sudden shriek as it touched dark water. Freaking the fuck out, terrified for its life, and making sure everyone knew that by the tone of its roar, that cat was still unable to do anything but paddle around, frantically trying to get out of the water.

Erick thought about going out into the waters to kill it, but he had smashed that cat ten meters out there into the waters, and he wasn’t going to allow it to pull a watery trick on him. Instead, Erick stepped back, further onto dry land, to see what happened to the cat when it came out of the water. If it ever stopped panicking—

The cat suddenly stopped panicking.

Fully wet, and treading water easily, even though Erick thought that it should have sunk right to the bottom, the cat looked at Erick with hateful, golden eyes.

And then it melted into the shadows of the water, vanishing from sight, and all the water for fifty meters around suddenly turned invisible to Erick’s mana sense. The cat was out there, in the water. Waiting. Erick stared at the wate—

Erick’s mana sense returned to everywhere but right behind him, where a shadow leapt out of the waters, aiming straight for his head.

A twirl and a smash sent the cat back toward the university, where it turned in the air, righted itself, and landed on its feet right in front of the university door. Again, striking the cat had been like hitting a ton of rock. The cat looked fine, too. The cat sat down on its butt, its tail not moving at all, as it looked at Erick with bright gold eyes.

It was completely silent. No purrs. No roars. No whines of anger.

The cat turned around and slinked into the shadows. It was gone. Within a moment, even the shadowy space in Erick’s mana sense had vanished.

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 1/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

… Well okay then.

It was a good thing that the fight had ended there, Erick considered, as he looked at his Rod of the Guardian, and saw it healing from great scars. The rod had been fine as Erick killed all those roof gators and spiders, but every single time he used it too hard, it took damage. Before its two confrontations with the boulder cat, the thing had been pristine. But after two contacts with the boulder cat it had gained some scratches, as though the beast had managed to scratch the metal when Erick wasn’t looking. But he had always been looking, so that was odd. Perhaps the cat had a damage-reflection power? Possible.

Probably just had a damaging aura. Kinda surprising for it to have an aura when Erick couldn’t use his aura properly…

Maybe it had a Domain, then? And it was using it?

… Maybe.

Anyway. Whatever damage the cat had done to the rod had healed the very moment that Erick ‘won’ the battle, driven the cat off, and gained that 50 mana. A good portion of that mana had instantly slicked away from him, falling directly into the rod. Repairs happened immediately.

Erick suspected that once he gained enough mana per day and a [Meditation] skill that could turn his per-day into per-hour, any damage to his weapons would be instantly repaired, all the time, even in the heat of battle. But for now, the rod seemed to take small damages all the time when in use.

“Status: Rod of the Guardian,” Erick said to the air.
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The weapon being ‘depleted’ probably had something to do with it taking damage, too. But Erick was at an arcanaeum now, according to the previous message. Surely something here could tell Erick a bunch about how these metirons and metamonds actually worked, and allow him to actually make some magic of his own.

Erick fully expected to need to kill that cat later, but for now, he grinned as he stepped forward into the dark halls of the arcanaeum.

- - - -

If you’ve been to one arcanaeum, you’ve been to them all. This one was mostly the same as all the rest, and subsequently filled with lecture halls, classrooms, and a few specialized casting rooms. There were even a few different libraries.

No monsters at all, which was nice to see. There weren’t even any eels down in the flooded basement. Maybe the cat ate them all. Or maybe this was just part of the story. Erick didn’t feel safe enough to walk around without a care, but the game-like nature of the dungeon seemed to have certain rules, and those rules included things like ‘making noise in one area doesn’t attract every monster from kilometers around’ and ‘once an area is clear, it remains clear’. That might not be strictly true, but from Erick’s experiences so far, it seemed true.

According to the quest marker that told Erick that he had cleared out 1/13 of the arcanaeum, he suspected that would need to fight that cat 11 more times, and then another time at an unknown 13th location, in order to clear away that quest and actually kill that cat. Erick had gotten a better look at the rest of the buildings through the various holes in this one, though, and he only counted 12 buildings out there, including the coliseum. Maybe the 13th spot was a courtyard somewhere? Some hidden location?

Eh. Erick would figure out all that eventually.

For now, he searched this particular building for bits of magic, wherever that magic might be, starting with the least-most promising area. The library. There was a major problem with the library, though.

“All the books are fake!” Erick said, slamming the tenth book shut, and throwing it down into the rubble of the nearby broken wall. The library had been shelled by heavy ordnance and was half gone, but still… He had been hoping for something good. Some trove of information. Maybe even a ‘spell tome’; whatever those might be. Erick stared down at all the illegible pages inside all the open books laying on the ground, and sighed. “It’s all scribbles.”

Erick grabbed out a few more books, just to be sure that what he was seeing with his mana sense was what he was seeing.

And then he tossed those books to the ground, too.

The library was a bust, but then again, he had expected it to be… Well. Not a complete bust. There were many places in this particular building that looked promising. The library simply hadn’t been one of those places.

Erick moved on.

- - - -

After a few steps down the hallway, up some stairs, and around a corner, Erick arrived at the actually-most-promising space in the building; the whole fourth-floor hallway. There were two student laboratories and one professor’s office, and none of them looked like the rest of the wrecked university.

These rooms had lights, solid walls, and more. Erick couldn’t see the light from outside the hallway, or even in the manasphere, since the windows to the rooms were all blocked and boarded up, and there was some fuckery going on with the nature of reality here in the dungeon.

As for the rooms themselves, they were pretty special.

The first laboratory had what appeared to be a metal-working furnace on one side, which was not meant for simple work, like cast iron or steel, with their beds of coals. This furnace was smaller, and looked like something that one would use with specialty metals, like for making enchanted items. The other half of that room held wax and carving tools, which seemed to fit with the specialty furnace Erick was looking at. It was all stuff to use in the lost wax casting method, where a person would take a wax shape, bury it in plaster or other materials, then burn out the wax, leaving a hollow that could then be filled with liquid metal. Only in small quantities, though. The rest of the lab had some benches set before tiny anvils and assortments of metal files, which was again like what Erick would expect to find in a jewelry shop, or enchanter’s workshop.

This first room looked like a good place to cast metiron.

… But maybe not, now that Erick was looking closer. Maybe this ‘display’ was more of a hint of things to come, for though the room existed, it looked more like a museum piece or reenactment, than a valid work place. There was no visible fuel for the furnace and where the fuel should have been, all there was were pipes leading off into empty air. Over at the wax station, there was no sand or plaster or other material with which to surround a wax casting. Perhaps Erick could turn this location into a working workshop, through gathering supplies located in other parts of the arcanaeum, but for now, the other two rooms held a lot more promise.

For the other two rooms had actual dungeon script floating across their doorways, like ephemeral barriers Erick would need to break to cross.

The professor’s room read: Ask a professor ONE question.

The other laboratory read: Make a new spell, using remnants of other spells.

Erick didn’t go into either room, but he did look around inside both. The professor’s room was a standard office space, but without any personal effects at all. The walls were bare. The book shelves were empty. All the room held was one nice leather professor’s chair, a desk, and then a student’s chair sitting on the other side of the desk.

Across the way from the professor’s office sat the spell-making lab. That laboratory had quite a lot of stuff, and it looked set up for multiple experiments. There were black lab tables and bits of metamonds sitting on those tables, alongside various arcane tools. None of those metamonds were whole, though; they were all broken. Erick suspected that they would be used as fodder for the creation of new spells, as the writing on the doorway said. The most interesting item sat in the back of that space, beyond the lab tables. It was a large, dull-grey metal box, maybe 3 meters cubed, with a vault-like door and several small windows. It was large enough for most people to fit inside.

The walls of the container were opaque to his mana sense, but the vault was open, so he could mana sense inside just fine, and there was nothing in there. Looked to be easy to open from both sides of the vault-like door, too.

Erick was… Not sure what he was supposed to do in the laboratory. He had ideas. Some of them were probably correct. Obviously he had to make a new spell using remnant metamonds sitting on the various lab tables. But how? By using the vault in the back? Well sure; that was the obvious answer.

The goal of Floor One was for a person to make their own spell, using a spell creation tome, and then advance to the next floor. None of this here was a ‘spell creation tome’. But…

At the very least this probably served as instruction on how to use a spell tome.

Erick felt the [Murky] gem in his pocket, and wondered if he could use the stuff in these rooms to make that gem into something useful. [Murky] was an intact metamond, fully spherical and filled with sparking grey light, while all the metamonds in this room were broken.

Each table only had one color of broken marbles…

There were six tables, and each of those gems were color-coded to match the Six Primary Elements, of Light, Shadow, Stone, Fire, Air, and Water. Hard to tell the exact colors, but the flavor of mana there seemed pure to Erick’s mana senses. Metamonds weren’t normal items to sense, though, so Erick wasn’t quite sure if he was correct about them being ‘pure elemental’, but he was pretty sure they were pure.

Well.

There was one place to get answers about all this, and it wasn’t this lab.

Erick turned toward the professor’s room, where the words ‘Ask the professor ONE question’ floated, and he walked through the script—

The room came to life.

“Look, Debbie,” said the professor to her student, “Your grades are down, and if you can’t get a 60% on the upcoming exam, then your scholarship is over. I cannot state it any plainer than that, and it does not matter that mana is faltering faster and faster. The entire arcanaeum has adjusted its curriculum to help young dabblers overcome this Emptying and it is your duty to compensate right alongside the rest of us. Now please leave, and join one of the many study groups I have outlined for you. You have taken up enough of my student hours, and I have a new arrival.”

The professor was an average human woman of brown everything, from skin to hair to eyes, who seemed stern and solid in the face of Debbie, who looked just about ready to throw a punch.

And then Debbie suddenly burst into tears and raced out of the room, almost colliding with Erick on the way out. Erick stepped out of the way, though, and Debbie kept rushing away, down a hallway filled with students lined up for the professor’s office.

Erick was next in line, though, since he was already inside the room.

Politeness demanded he not take up too much time with the professor, and though Erick thought he had a question about how to work the vault-like thing sitting in the other room, he suddenly had a different question entirely.

Erick got right into it, “Hello, Professor. I would like to know how to make this item non-depleted, and what that would mean.”

He set the Rod of the Guardian onto the professor’s desk.

And the professor arched her brow. When she had spoken to the student, it had been with a voice filled with stern concern. Now, though, her voice came out as though half-robotic, without any real inflection or stress on any particular words, “I have more experience with meta-diamonds, for the meta-irons are rather more reservoirs than anything truly special. Are you sure this is your question?”

Erick realized he was not speaking to a real person rather quickly, but that little act with Debbie had almost thrown him for a loop. He had almost thought that he would be talking to a real person, who was just sitting behind the scenes, as people sometimes did in dungeons. But, no. This was more like interfacing with a [Familiar] who was still a good half-century away from maturing into an actual person.

He was probably talking to a routine created from the Dungeon Core itself.

He almost asked some much deeper questions about the [Witness] he had seen with Ashes in the courtyard back by the guardhouse. But… He had time for that, later.

Erick stayed on task. “Yes, I am sure these are my questions.”

“Metairons are all created with specific metamonds in mind, for the whole process of item creation begins with a function, and form comes later. The metamond comes first. The metairon comes afterward.

“You have a depleted form. The function it should have is already ‘baked into the cake’.

“Therefore, create or find a metamond that will bond to the iron in the way the rod is missing, then soak the iron in enough of its own mana in order to loosen the metal, and then join the metamond to the metiron.

“Repairing a weapon-shaped metiron is almost impossible, though, so I suggest you focus your efforts on any other endeavor instead, and only use this weapon for as long as it serves. When you find an upgrade, or when you need one, break this iron and reshape it entirely into a new form, around a new function.” The professor tried to lift the rod to hand it back to Erick, but she failed due to the weight. She left it on the table, and said, “Please take your weapon and depart. There are more students to deal with after you.”

Erick easily picked up the weapon and clipped it onto his belt, saying, “Thanks,” as he took his leave.

Another student stepped into the professor’s office as Erick entered the hallway—

The professor’s office went dark. Every single person in the hallway vanished, and the sounds of soft conversation vanished with them. Only two rooms remained lit in the hallway; the metamond laboratory with its 6 elemental fragments, and the furnace room that had no supplies besides wax.

… Erick turned back toward the professor’s office. He wanted to see if he could get another [Witness]. And so, Erick cast his sight through the manasphere, into the distant past—

The world flickered.

- - - -

Ashes paused at the closed door, in the dim hallway. Classes were out, but the professor, Markie’s wife, was in. Or at least she was supposed to be. Her door was closed, and the hallway was silent...

The only sound was of soft crying coming from behind the closed door.

Ashes felt a chill sweep through his body at that sound. He froze, unsure how to handle what lay beyond that closed door. Ashes had never been the most empathetic when it came to crying people, and Sofie had told him that she was fine, and that she was taking some time off. But upon hearing that Sofie was here in her office, he had to go talk to her.

And here she was crying.

He realized what he needed to do. Stepping back softly, maybe ten steps and outside of hearing range, Ashes leapt up and came down on the floor rather solidly. With briefly loud steps, he made his way back to the office.

Markie’s wife, Sofie, was no longer crying.

Ashes knocked on the door.

“Co—” Sofie’s voice broke. “Come in!”

Ashes opened the door.

Sofie’s face was puffy and reddened, and tears marred all of the paperwork in front of her, but she noticed Ashes noticing her paperwork, she tried to smile at him as she slid a folder over what she had been working on. With false joy, she said, “Ashes! What brings you here?”

“Don’t tell me they told you to come in after what happened. You should be at home, Sofie.”

Sofie froze, and then her smile became both more strained, and more true. “I’m fine. We expected it might happen. And… There’s no baby leave if there’s no baby, right? I’m fine. Please, distract me with whatever you came in here for, for you never do social visits.”

Ashes frowned. He went over to their house for dinner and beers every week… But she was mostly correct. He wasn’t here at the arcanaeum for a social visit. Ashes got right to it. “I’m looking to contact the resistance.”

Sofie sobered up instantly. “… I don’t know about them.”

Ashes had stayed away from this specific conversation with Sofie and Markie…

But the time for subtlety was over.

“Even though you kept it quiet, I know you and Markie are talking about leaving. Until this recent horror, you called yourself never-leavers. And you’re a professor here, where students talk all the time about new stuff. You know about the resistance, Sofie. I never spoke about this around you, and you and Markie never talked about it around me, but I know. Sofie. I know.” Ashes stated, “And I’m looking to join.”

Ashes had taken a chance.

And Sofie took a deep breath as the full weight of his words settled upon her.

Ashes waited.

Sofie said, “Close the door.”

Ashes closed the door, then sat down across from Sofie.

Sofie brushed away a few stray tears. “Are you really doing this?”

“I am.”

“… Ramblewood Arcanaeum and University has absolutely nothing to do with the resistance. Nothing. We simply teach everyone who walks through our doors, and we try not to ask too many questions about any of our students, aside from what we’re legally required to ask. The Adjudicators of Riam routinely monitor RAU for violations in our lesson plans, and misappropriations are handled by them. People disappear, Ashes.”

Ashes knew a little bit about the disappearances, but his captain always told him that it wasn’t his duty. And Ashes had always accepted that it wasn’t his duty. But things had changed. It was hard to pinpoint exactly where the change had happened, but Ashes could not ignore what he was seeing anymore.

“What can you tell me?” Ashes asked.

“Not everyone can make a core and learn magic, and even cores can’t truly hold mana in the face of the coming True Emptying. So look to the ways in which mana and thus magic can survive the Emptying. In how mana can be collected and used outside of Riam’s power.” Sofie said, “Look to the ways in which magic is put into the hands of the common people, and how that magic can be used even in a True Void.”

Ashes furrowed his brow. “… Magic item creation?” He glanced at the silver bracelet on his wrist, and felt the weight of the rod at his side. Both of them were hand-down gifts from his father a decade ago, when he retired from the guard. The rod had become depleted long ago, somewhere in his father’s time, but the bracelet still functioned passably well. Neither of them would survive a True Emptying, a True Void, but then again, the plane itself wouldn’t survive that, either, so worrying about that was like worrying about what would happen ten thousand years from now. And yet... “They’re working on items that can survive a True Void?”

“And all other low-mana environments, too. The first working prototypes came out—” Sofie caught herself. “I heard the first working prototypes came out three years ago. Some of the resistance even used them to assault a Siphon and it worked. They could control their mana around the Siphon. Maybe one day soon you can upgrade the stuff you have now into something that can also survive whatever Riam may inflict upon us all.”

Ashes looked at Sofie, deeply, for that last line of hers had been well over the threshold that would get the Adjudicators looking at her.

Sofie knew that, too. She did not say another word.

Both of them were taking risks, but Sophie more so than Ashes.

Ashes nodded. “Thanks, Sofie.” He got up from his chair. “Thank you.”

Sofie struggled with something for a moment, then she went still, and simply said, “I don’t know how the resistance does it with their item creation, Ashes, but it's about mana crystals. Goodbye, Ashes.”

—Ashes paused.

‘Goodbye’?

He glanced again at Sofie’s paperwork, where she hadn’t managed to cover it up with that folder. He wasn’t entirely sure, but it looked to be paperwork to request true time off. Months or more, fully paid. But that was a ruse. If Sofie wanted true time off, then she could have it. She didn’t need to fill out a small stack of papers… So why would—

A realization.

Ashes looked down at the paperwork, and asked, “Tenure termination?”

Sofie looked down and away, saying nothing.

Ah.

She was cutting tenure and taking her money.

Sofie was leaving.

Markie would be leaving with her.

Sofie and Markie would be vanishing as soon as she got her money.

With a sad tone, Ashes said, “I’ll see you when I see you.”

Sofie froze. And then tears fell once again. “See you when I see you, Ashes. Good luck.”

“Good luck to you, too. Both of you. If I don’t see Markie, tell him I’ll look after his bees.”

Sofie sniffled once. “Thank you, Ashes.”

Ashes left. He closed the door behind him and soft crying once again filled the air.







- - - -







Erick yanked back into his own body.

For a moment he stood there, thinking about what he had seen. Yet again, casting his mana sense into the past had not produced a typical [Witness]. Instead of vaguely seeing the world as it had been hours, days, or however long ago it had been, Erick had been transported into the body of ‘Ashes Woodfield’, located somewhere in the distant past, and he had become that person for that interaction. He had known things that he did not know, and he had seen things that did not actually exist, for this dungeon was just a dungeon. It was not real…

It wasn’t real, right?

No, of course it wasn’t.

Not really.

Historically, all of this war and Emptying might have been true. There might have been a ‘Ramblewood Arcanaeum and University’ in the city of Iben, on the plane of Insten. But Erick seriously doubted that ‘Ashes’ and ‘Sofie’ and ‘Markie’ ever really existed. It was a story that the dungeon masters had put in here for those who went… Looking into the past? Or something? An ‘easter egg’, as Jane would have called it?

But how could an easter egg be tailored to Erick’s character’s name?

Well. Actually. That wasn’t too surprising at all. Erick had logged his name with the dungeon, and the dungeon had built a narrative around that name. It was some impressive magic, really. Erick could only assume that Wizardry had to be involved. Dungeons were in direct control of a lot of mana, so in a technically-true way, they were almost like Wizards. Though… Maybe not. Not really.

Erick moved on.

‘Sofie’ had mentioned mana crystals.

Erick pulled [Murky] out of his pocket and looked at the gem again. It was a ‘marble’ about two centimeters across, with grey edging from every possible viewing angle, while the inner fractal smash in the center was mostly black and grey. Erick rotated the metamond in his grip and shadowy light danced inside.

Full Wizards were fully-crystallized mana crystals made of their own particular mana.

Metamonds were crystallized power, twisted into a singular direction; into a single spell.

They were mana crystals, eh? Somehow Erick had expected them to be… Something else.

“This Second Script is cleaving rather near to how Wizards and soul-imbued spells function, eh?” Erick said to himself, to the empty, well-lit hallway. “Except the ‘cores’ and ‘spells’ are separated into metirons and metamonds…”

It was a bit complicated to do it that way, but separating the base mana capability from the spells would allow spells to be changed out as desired, and limit the base power capable through limiting publicly available meta-irons to something more the size of Erick’s bracelet, rather than his Rod of the Guardian. Even the mana in the rod wasn’t that great, though…

You’d probably need a meta-iron the size of a building to do any large, Wizard-sized magics.

Which was both a plus, and a minus.

… Eh.

Erick went into the gem laboratory, walking right through the floating script strung across the door.

The room had six lab tables, each with a single small metal box sitting on them, along with some assorted measuring tools and hammers and general arcane devices. Each of those small boxes had a broken metamond, each of them looking like broken, brightly-colored children’s candy sitting in a container that would have otherwise been used for frog dissection.

Erick recalled the Rod of the Guardian that Ashes had, in the visions. The rod had also been depleted for Ashes, and he was only really able to use mana to keep the rod properly shaped and maintained, which was, quite honestly, already amazing for a magical item. A weapon that never wore down was a fantastic thing to own. But when Ashes’s father had the Rod…

What had the rod been capable of doing...

“[Force Binding],” Erick said, recalling how it had been in the memory. He wasn’t 100% on that, because those [Witness] memories were all foggy around the edges, but he was pretty sure. And then he frowned, and looked around the room. “I don’t have any Force options here.”

White, black, yellow, red, magenta, blue; those were the colors of the gems. Just the Primary Elements, and all of them were broken anyway. He didn’t actually need these pieces right now, though. Erick turned his gaze toward the metal room in the back of the laboratory.

He went into that metal room, through the door set onto the corner of the metal box, and closed the door behind him, the metal sliding shut without a sound. First, he checked to see if he could get out again, and he could. The door operated perfectly well from both sides. So Erick shut the door again, and this time he flicked the locking mechanism.

Metal shifted inside the door, and inside the walls of the cubic room. Erick couldn’t see any of that, though. Shutting the room had fully shut his mana senses off from the rest of the world.

He could still look outside the small windows set on the edges of the chamber. The lab was still illuminated by wardlights in the ceiling. This small, metal room was also illuminated by lights, but they were lights that sat beyond special glass portals in the roof of the room.

This room was a special room, that prevented the transmission of mana beyond its walls. Erick’s initial guess was that the room was probably made of antirhine, but antirhine alone wasn’t completely capable of closing off a space from mana intrusion. When a person took in an antirhine potion, for example, they could still express mana from themselves, but that antirhine poisoned their body and their aura. They couldn’t shape that mana at all, since antirhine stripped all intent away from all magic, turning that magic back into mana. A poisoned person couldn’t make magic at all.

But antirhine —lead— still allowed mana to pass through, if that mana was in sufficient quantities.

Ever since Songli got their chelation treatments working well, there had been a lot more experimentation with antirhine potions, since it was possible to clear lead out of people after just a month of treatment. Of the more savory applications of chelation treatment, there was Tadashi, the original discoverer of the possibilities of chelation before Erick showed up. He ran a whole hospital now, dedicated to cleaning up antirhine the world over. He was once again a healthy young man and Erick had even given him a [Reincarnation] and Intelligence to help him along in his journey to remove poison from the world.

Erick knew a lot more about antirhine than most people.

Rozeta still hadn’t allowed Erick to know exactly how the Script worked, but he was almost 100% sure that lead was used as a grand filter, to strip all possible intent from all mana that anyone produced, the world over. This stripping of intent made that mana able to be filtered back into people, to be used by anyone with Script access.

As for Erick’s current predicament, with the antirhine walls all around him, the little bit of mana currently in the air of this room would generally stay inside the room, until the mana pressure inside the room got turned way up. Higher than what was required to create a mana crystal, too.

Since Erick was planning on doing exactly that, the lead room itself couldn’t be strong enough to pressurize mana into condensing into a crystal. So either this room was dungeon magic, and it worked better than it should, or else they had some secondary system surrounding the antirhine room, to truly contain the mana inside; like an Edge to the Script, but not really that at all.

Ar’Cosmos had some fae fuckery going on to make their mana crystals. One could make mana crystals over there a whole lot easier than one could make mana crystals on Veird itself, for a whole host of reasons. Over there, they used a system similar to this antirhine one here, but they used an Elemental Fae Edge and avoided antirhine entirely, to make a room that contained mana perfectly. Once they managed that, they simply turned up the mana pressure on the fairy box and if the mana inside was pure enough, it turned into first a liquid, and then crystal.

Mana was kinda special when it came to other forms than the form found in the manasphere.

When mana became magic, that was technically a phase change, but that phase never lasted that long, unless the caster put some Permanency methodology into that casting.

True liquid and crystal form mana remained in those forms, forever. Rozeta even had a vast collection of mana crystals as storage to use to power Veird, should an emergency ever occur. A lot of people in-the-know considered the entire Core of Veird as one giant mana crystal, and Erick was one of them. The Core was a very special mana crystal, but it was still a mana crystal.

And like a quartz crystal removed from the forces that made it, a mana crystal once it was removed from that pressure could be selectively transformed (mostly through aura control) into a work of perpetual magic. That was how Fairy Moon had transformed a block of mana into a stat counter all those years ago, to allow Erick use that block of mana to check on his stats while inside Ar’Cosmos.

Mana crystals and cores were not the same, for crystals were inert, dead things, while cores were alive with souls. But they were similar. It was like how a living person and a dead person were the same in a lot of physical ways, except for that most important one; an anima.

Years ago, Erick had done a pressurization of mana unto himself, to turn himself into a pure crystal of Benevolence, back when he was still trying to become a Full Wizard. He had done that pressurization through Domain work, and it had worked, but it hadn’t worked permanently for whatever reason.

Once Sofie had mentioned mana crystals inside that Ashes memory, a great many things clicked for Erick about this whole scenario. The meta-irons were cores for the common man; disconnected from the self, yet powered by the self. The meta-diamonds were mana crystals for the common man, also disconnected from the self, instead of how the Script did it, which was to imbue spells directly into a person’s soul.

With all those thoughts in his head, Erick gripped the Rod of the Guardian and flicked his aura through the thing, causing it to glow brightest white as it released mana into the room. Lightning flickered as pure white filled the air—

And collided with the walls.

The walls held—

Erick suddenly felt… pretty good. Which, as soon as he felt that way, he realized that of course he would feel that way. He felt a loosening of his soul, as though he had stepped into a warm bath, as the lightning in the room slowly faded into the manasphere and the mana pressure of the room gradually increased. Within moments, Erick relaxed against the wall of the room, his eyes half closing, his Domain around his core relaxing, as though he was finally setting down a weight. Which he was. It was a pain in the ass to actively hold 50k+ mana in his core all the damned time.

At least a thousand mana had already leaked out, despite his best attentions.

It looked like the room wouldn’t be leaking any mana, though.

Concentric rings formed upon the six walls of the room, looking like targets. Erick backed away from the ring he rested against and stood in the corner, out of the way of all six sets of rings. Maybe the walls weren’t actually antirhine at all, because the lines appeared directly atop the metal, and those lines were clearly a magical effect.

So this was more like an Ar’Cosmos crystal creation setup; done through magic, and not using antirhine at all.

Erick watched as the concentric rings began to glow brighter and brighter…

But they were still only glowing with the power of a distant candle. Erick looked to the rod in his hand, and it had lost most of its glow. Erick sent a flex of his aura into the rod, trying to make it pulse out more mana... Nothing… Ah. Erick realized. The room had reached equilibrium. He hadn’t poured enough mana into the space in order for anything to manifest.

Didn’t mean nothing was happening, though.

He had clearly tripped the minimum level of mana needed to activate the space, but he was only producing 315 dungeon mana per day, and the rod had a cap of 300 mana inside. Erick glanced at the rod again, trying to figure out how much mana he had released from the thing…

Since the mana density of the air outside this mana box was around 80% normal Veird-levels, but even on Veird the mana density was not a fully uniform thing, Erick suspected that he had dropped the mana of the rod from… 300 to 150? 125, maybe? Maybe a lot less. Hard to say without specialized tools, and the ones sitting out there in the lab were foreign tools to him. He could probably figure them out—

“Or I can just say: Status, Rod of the Guardian.”

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 79/300

Ah. So Erick had been off by a lot.

… The discrepancy was probably in the 2.5 meter diameter rings of light on every single interior wall of the room, and all the smaller concentric rings located inside the bigger ones.

Erick studied those rings now.

… They were rings of light; unknown spellwork. Erick had no real clue what he was looking at.

But Erick did manage to suss out, through his mana sense, that the mana in the room was solidly inside the room, and being directed into columns of power that rose from the center of each concentric ring, to link with the direct other side of the cube.

Three columns of mana each intersected in the center of the room.

Something was there, in that intersection, but right now it was nothing more than an oddity of thickness.

Erick would need to pump a lot more mana into this room in order to make anything appear in the center. This is probably what the various broken meta-diamonds in the lab were for; for fodder for new spell gem creation.

Which is what the text floating in front of the room had told him this room was for. Duh.

One thing still confused Erick, though. Metal, like in his Rod of the Guardian, could hold a lot of mana. Erick felt that this rod should be able to hold millions of mana, if it was anything like the metal found on Veird, like platinum or gold or even iron, when properly runed to not decay as soon as mana touched it. But for whatever reason, the Rod of the Guardian only held 300 mana.

Even Erick’s bracelet, if it were made of platinum and this was Veird, should have been able to hold thousands of mana.

Eh.

Mana crystals, like the one inside Erick’s Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], should hold about… Hmm. Anywhere between 250 and 4000 mana. Hard to say with crystals. And yet the crystal itself wasn’t counted at all for the mana capacity of his bracelet… Was it?

… Maybe it was? Didn’t seem to be.

Eh.

Erick would figure all that out eventually. He had already figured out that he could freely use his aura inside this mana-soaked space. As Erick extended a few mana tendrils into the air, they glowed white in the mana-soaked space, just like his Rod of the Guardian. It was a bit odd to see his aura so clearly visible in the air, and Erick couldn’t seem to make his aura invisible at all, but at least his aura didn’t break apart. His sudden ability to use his aura like normal probably had to do with the mana in this room already being his… Or something.

He could make magic in here.

In order to take that magic outside, though, the magic had to be inside a meta-diamond.

So he needed to go out there, grab some mana pieces, and break that shit inside this room to release its mana into the space… Or something. Erick wasn’t too clear on that right now, but more importantly, he wasn’t too keen on leaving the mana density of this room either.

“Two more minutes, and then I’ll go check out the metamonds,” Erick told himself, as he relaxed in the density of mana all around.

- - - -

Erick waited three minutes before getting back to it.

Opening the vault door was like a shower suddenly running out of hot water.

Erick powered through. Then he spared a glance toward the various broken metamonds sitting on the lab tables, and spared a mana sense glance toward the [Murky] sitting in his pocket. And then he thought of how little mana was in his rod right now.

Even if those hammers and those gems were all suspiciously close to each other, suggesting that he take the gems into the vault and then break them and then… Make a mana crystal out of them? Sure. Sounded right. But that would just fill up the space with some mana, and probably not be enough to enable recrystallization. So Erick needed more mana before he did more experiments. If possible, he needed to find [Meditation], to turn his mana per day into per hour, and then he could really fill up that space in there.

So where to start?

Erick knew where. He needed to kill that cat, get +50 base MP every time, and gain access to the other buildings of the arcanaeum, whereupon he would likely have access to more looting opportunities. The rest of this place should have a lot of neat stuff! Which meant he had to leave this reward room.

Which might be a problem.

This lab would probably keep if he left before using it, and if it broke as soon as he left, like the professor’s office had broken, then that sort of event would hold true for every encounter going forward. In that case, it was best to find out now that leaving a reward room would void that reward.

So Erick stepped out of the lab.

Nothing happened to the lab behind him. The lights remained on, and the mana crystals remained there, on the lab tables, just as they were before Erick had arrived. He could leave reward rooms without taking anything, and the room would remain… Or at least in this case it worked like that. With a tiny smile, Erick left the hallway of educational rewards, and ventured back out into the night-cloaked arcanaeum.
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                    Seeing things that aren't there, Erick? That can't be good.

 

- - - -
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230, 2/2


                The cat tried to jump Erick on the water-choked path between buildings.

Erick had not seen the critter when he stepped out of the previous building, but the cat had been waiting for him, and Erick had been ready to counter.

The cat leapt out of the broken trunk of some burned-out tree, aiming right for his chest. Erick stepped backward and smashed down with his rod, cracking the cat in the skull and sending it slightly off its original trajectory, and himself up and away. Erick landed on his feet, easily recovering from the surprise of the weight difference between the two of them. The cat landed on its feet, its tail raised in furry fury as it meyowled at Erick, its talons more velociraptor-sized than housecat-sized at that particular moment, its mouth open up all the way to the base of its neck.

It darted off, into the shadows at the base of the burned-out tree—

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 2/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

Erick held up his slightly-bent and scratched-to-hell rod, and saw a few things happen almost simultaneously. First, mana popped into existence inside of himself, and then flowed into the rod. And then the rod straightened, regaining much of its luster.

“Status, rod,” Erick said.

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 50/300

“Ah. Shit.” Erick frowned. “It was completely depleted by hitting that cat, wasn’t it.”

… At least he knew it couldn’t be destroyed in that way. Good to know!

“Full status.”

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 365

Meta-Irons: 400, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 1/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 99/100

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 51/300

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky]

- -

Erick had vaguely desired a [Meditation] metamond and the accompanying metiron, but now he needed one. This low regen was tolerable for a while, but not long term. And yet… That would be complicated, wouldn’t it? As Erick walked toward the next building, he thought of what a [Meditation] metamond would even look like.

He couldn’t just manually meditate, for Erick tried that, and it failed, so he needed a [Meditation], for sure.

“But [Meditation] isn’t an Elemental construct…” Erick muttered to himself as he pushed aside the broken door to what appeared to be a building full of lecture halls, and stepped inside the front hallway. “[Meditation] isn’t even a Force construct. It’s a way of looking at the world and dilating one’s soul through the mind… Somewhat.”

Erick considered the problem of [Meditation] and made his way into the next building.

Three of the four amphitheater-like lecture halls were filled with lights, while the fourth one was part of the destroyed part of the building, so there was nothing there. Of the illuminated rooms, each of them held a 3-meter cube of blue light down in the lecture pit. Erick picked a room and went down the amphitheater walkway, toward the cube—

Writing appeared on the cube before Erick reached it.

Break the cube to fight a monster of dubious origins.

Erick went up and tapped the cube with his rod.

The cube shattered like a mana construct and a flying spiderwasp the size of a person rolled into the air, spread its wings wide, and came right for Erick with its trio of stingers. Erick swatted the damned thing out of the air and then kept smashing down on it when it wouldn’t die immediately. Soon, though, it died. His rod had bent again by the end of it, though.

MP up! +25 mana production per day!

The rod straightened again.

And Erick allowed himself a shiver. “Fucking spiders and wasps now? Gods above.” Erick shivered again. “ ‘Dubious origins’ my ass. What the fuck…”

Erick went to the next room.

Break the cube to fight a monster of abyssal origins.

Erick broke the cube.

A tentacled thing oozed across the floor, slapping the ground with its ooze-covered limbs, its main body a collection of open maws that snapped and bit at the air. Octopuses were a lot better than spider wasps.

“Smashy smashy,” Erick said, and then proceeded to do just that.

The messed-up octopus was a lot more resilient than most other animals Erick had encountered here in the Glittering Depths, save for that cat, of course. Erick guessed that the octopus was part ooze.

It still died.

MP up! +25 mana production per day!

“Not too bad. The rod even survived this fight mostly intact. Wonder what the next room contains.”

Break the cube to fight a monster of forceful origins.

Erick tapped the container with the rod and the container broke into motes of light.

A cloud spilled out of the broken blue mana and then proceeded to shoot Erick with [Force Bolt]s.

Fighting an immaterial cloud was difficult.

Erick’s clothes ended up with a lot more holes in them than he would have liked, and he was bleeding a bit from where [Force Beam]s caught him at a bad angle, but the fight ended with Erick as the victor. Erick eventually managed this improbable feat by striking parts of the cloud’s body away from the main structure.

MP up! +25 mana production per day!

Special fight option unlocked.

A chime echoed from the hallway outside of the lecture hall. Erick could already mana sense what had changed, but he didn’t actually see what had changed until he went to the bombed-out lecture hall. There, in the bottom of that darkened space, half filled with water and half with rubble, with lights flickering above, sat a blue sphere about two meters across.

Erick approached.

Break the sphere to fight a monster of special origins.

Erick’s rod was down to 36 mana out of 300, so he was rather sure that if a monster similar to the black cat should appear that he would not be able to kill it…

He took his chances and tapped the sphere with the rod. Blue light fluttered away, briefly revealing a normal man of brown skin, amber eyes, and a familiar face. A face that Ashes had seen every single day at the guardhouse, and had laughed alongside since they were kids.

“Markie?!” Ashes exclaimed.

And then Markie’s clothes peeled away, his hands turned into claws, his eyes ignited with a golden flame that spread across his body like lava appearing between cracks in stone, and he attacked.

- - - -

George whispered to himself, “Holy shit how the damn did that happen.”

Quince looked over at him. “… What?”

“I’m busy!” George rapidly began moving through menus, pulling up event diagrams to see where Ashes would have heard that name before. He pulled up everything he could, and yet... “… Shit?”

Quince scowled, got up off his chair, and went to see George. “What,” he demanded.

George showed him the event diagrams, and made the screen with Ashes larger. As Ashes fought with Markie, George explained what he could see, “Events conspired to create a story, which is normal with all the plotlines. Ashes Woodfield is on the guardsman plot. All the names in all plots are randomized, so even if he knew the plotlines from talking to other delvers, he would not know the names of the characters.” George jammed his finger at the spawn diagram, right at the space where the name for the current mob on the screen was. “This one is ‘Markie’. And Ashes called out that name when the mob spawned.”

Quince stared at the screen with the fight. Ashes was on the defensive, trying to understand what was happening in front of him, even asking the monster why he was here. Ashes would receive no answers, though, because the creature was a fake thing. George had already arrived at an alarming hypothesis. He waited to see if Quince felt the same way.

“… He has a core,” Quince said.

George nodded slowly. “Yes. He has to. His mana has leaked into the dungeon, the dungeon latched on, and produced a result which only he would truly know. Depending on how much mana he leaks into the dungeon…” George didn’t want to continue, so he fell silent.

Quince trilled his fingers through several screens, popping them and causing more to pop up with each tap. “… I don’t see a core anywhere.”

“He must have a Domain, too. He can still use his magic here, at least a little. This explains why he spent so long inside that mana container. He was genuinely relaxing. Like monsters do inside high mana environments.”

George had one more thing to say, about the color of Ashes’ mana. That iridescent white glow was not unique in the world at all, but it mostly occurred with Benevolence Dragons. Others also had that color of white, but... The simplest explanation was probably correct.

They had a dragon in their dungeon.

George began, “And his mana is white—”

“Stop talking,” Quince said.

George stopped.

Quince frowned a little, then he made a decision. “… Whatever magic he has hiding his core should be exposed in the next floor, and Greensoil demands to know when cored people come through and especially when... dragons…” Quince paled a fraction, but he maintained decorum, as he always did. He ordered, “We have a duty to this Second Script and to Atunir that is larger than Greensoil’s demands, so we’ll hide him. Stop watching so closely in case the inquisitors should come around for an inspection. Scrub the logs. Step away from him as much as you can. Hands-off, eyes-off. We have no proof he has a core, and Atunir willing… He’s good enough to keep that hidden.”

George whispered, “I could increase his chances for an illusion item to drop.”

“… No. That’ll be noticed. If it happens, it happens, but we won’t interfere that much. The dungeon might line that up for him anyway.” Quince said, “Get to work on the rest.”

And so George did.







- - - -







Ashes stood over the corpse of Markie, but not the Markie he had known all his life. This Markie was a monster. The Markie that Ashes knew never had bones at those horrible angles, only half of which were due to Ashes’ weapon strikes. This Markie’s wrists were triple-jointed, and—

Erick blinked out a dampness in his eyes as he sniffled.

He stared down at the body below him, wondering how this whole scenario had happened.

He stared down at the broken corpse at his feet, at the broken arms, and at the bones protruding from shoulders and elbows and other joints. Most of that damage was not from him at all. This looked like a monsterfication; like what would happen to any normal person who was unable to expel mana shards from their body. Those mana shards would always collect somewhere in a person, and then make their way to the heart, where they would consume the person’s soul and grow like a tumor, like a rad.

Markie had been monsterized—

Erick took a step back.

… And then he took a step forward again, and dove into the past, to mana sense—

- - - -

Ashes stood over the corpse of his oldest friend, in the middle of a lecture hall on campus.

After a terrible moment filled with sorrow, Ashes took a step back, and began to analyze the situation. He was a guard of Iben, and he had a duty to understand what had happened before him, and why… Why had he been targeted? Because he had been targeted. There was no doubt about that.

He was here, at the school, and a monster like this should happen to be released upon him? To go right to him?

Maybe this was his fault. Ashes had planned to wait a week after seeing Sofie before he started asking questions.

He had started early, after only 5 days, because Markie and Sofie had left without warning on day 4, over three days ago, without telling anyone at all that they were leaving. The week’s dinner had been a somber affair, too, with Sofie breaking out the big meals and the very good plates, for everyone knew that Markie and Sofie were leaving, but Ashes had to pretend that they were not. Markie and Sofie were gone the next day.

And now, Markie lay dead at Ashes’s feet, having become a monster that needed to be put down.

Ashes had an appointment with the administrator of finance today, inside the man’s lecture hall, which is why Ashes was here, at this specific time. That appointment was one of many such appointments Ashes had had over the last few days, to ask questions of various people about Wizards and crystals and permanent magics, and about Sofie and Markie’s whereabouts, and about a bunch of other topics to throw off any potential trail.

Ashes studied Markie’s body. Those bone growths. Those teeth. The body was mangled from the confrontation, but nothing about Markie was orderly. Everything that was growing from him was growing in odd directions. That meant rapid monsterization over the course of a few hours.

Had Markie stepped into a mana stream? That would have caused monsterization like this.

But there were no more major mana streams on Insten. Not since Riam capped all the major mana rivers with their Siphons. Monsters themselves were becoming vanishingly rare, too, which wasn’t exactly a bad thing, but all the sacred beasts and spirit beasts were vanishing, too, which was less than great. Those Siphons were the cause of the Emptying, too…

Had Markie assaulted a Siphon?

… And then come here on his own?

No. That was an absurd suggestion. The nearest Siphon was a quarter of a plane away. There would have had to be a trail of bodies for Markie to end up here, and even with cannibals focusing on people nearest to them, to eat them first… No. The more Ashes even considered that possibility, the more he realized how impossible it was.

Markie had become a monster here. Somewhere close.

Or he had been monsterized and released locally. And very close.

… The Resistance wouldn’t do this to people who wanted to go to them, as Sofie had seemed to want to do… Maybe. The Resistance was largely underground and political right now. Sure, they broke into places and stole shit and tried to upset a lot of people. But there wasn’t open war. Not yet. The Resistance hadn’t actually killed anyone on purpose, as far as Ashes knew. There were a few widely known cases of deaths being blamed on the Resistance, but…

Riam purposefully killed people all the time.

As for cannibals…

Cannibals sometimes went after people they cared about the most, so in that way, it was not too surprising that Markie went after Ashes. The location of the attack was… Strange. But Ashes didn’t know enough to make any judgments on that right now.

Would Riam set loose a cannibal, to find… conspirators for the resistance?

… Ashes had trouble reconciling that ephemeral thought with what he knew to be true, as a guard. He hadn’t heard of any cannibal attacks recently, or at least none in Iben. But was that true? There had been a rash of murders north of the Arcanaeum, but that was well outside of Ashes’s district.

Either way, he would need to take this up with the captain. This was a cannibal attack and those must all be reported to the guard, so that the guard can track—

“Guard Ashes Woodfield, I presume?”

Ashes turned around, and every lingering bit of normalcy suddenly vanished from his life, as though it hadn’t already vanished when Markie and Sofie left. But now… Now, Ashes knew what an Emptying truly felt like.

It was a squadron of adjudicators, all dressed in sleek black and grey and gold. The enforcers of Riam. They had fanned out from the student’s entrance, at the top of the lecture hall. A woman of pale skin, bright red lips, and brilliant gold eyes, was the leader. She stared at him like he was an insect.

With a hateful grin, the woman spoke again, “Did you know that Markie Greenbelt was a rebel?”

Ashes flinched as though struck. “What? Markie wasn’t a rebel!”

Ashes surprised even himself at the vehemence in his tone.

The woman’s grin faltered. “Hmm. That’s a ‘no’, I suppose. A pity.” She gestured to her people, then toward the body below. “Clean it up.”

Ashes regained some of his wherewithal. He stepped over the body. “You don’t need to get involved here. I have ended the cannibal and I will be taking him home and burying him in the family plot.”

The woman smiled, once again hateful. “Please do resist, darling.”

… Ashes stepped away from the body.

They bundled Markie into a bag and took him away.

Finally, the lead adjudicator smiled again, then whispered to Ashes, “I hear you’re asking about mana crystals, so a friendly warning: Don’t go experimenting with that which is best left to others, dear Ashes. It leads to death in many different ways.”

Ashes felt his body heat as a spark of rage took hold. “Thank you for the advice, ma’am.”

The woman grinned, then took her time walking away, looking like a cat who had gotten all the cream. She turned around once more, her eyes flashing gold.

Ashes heard a purr.







- - - -







The purr continued as Erick pulled back into himself.

There, standing on the night-cloaked rubble where an exterior wall should have been, stood the black cat. Its eyes gleamed gold as its tail swished back and forth. It smiled. And then it —she— vanished into the rubble under her paws, the mana void of her existence rapidly vanishing beyond Erick’s senses, into the deeper night.

Erick breathed deep.

The cat was gone for now, but Erick would get to that cat soon enough, because he had to kill that thing. Erick had no real way to connect the cat to the ‘adjudicator’ in the memory, but he was sure they were the same. Somehow, someway, they were the same…

Erick snapped back to himself, in a different, more solid way.

This dungeon was just a dungeon, right?

It wasn’t a real memory… Right?

Erick shook his head. Even if it was a memory, everything about this place was already dead and long, long gone. Nothing Erick did could change any outcomes here, for the Old Cosmology was unmade in the Sundering. All of this story had been unmade, and Erick had merely stumbled into the part of that old story which naturally fit the choices Erick had already made inside this dungeon. And Erick had pursued ‘Ashes’s’ story, too, so of course more of that story had revealed itself to him.

Erick put Ashes, Markie, Sofie, and the adjudicators out of his mind.

He looked at the words floating above ‘Markie’s’ body.

Choose one:

Attack. Defense. Utility.

Erick had a weapon and some self-healing, and he was a big proponent of utility, so he said, “Utility.”

Markie’s body broke into motes of mana and became a necklace, hovering in the air in front of Erick. It was a simple thing of meta-iron chain, with a larger central piece that looked like hands clasping hands, surrounding a golden gem. The item floated gently toward Erick, and Erick raised a hand to catch the falling jewelry.

The necklace touched his skin, and words appeared.

You have cleared the lecture halls (Special)!

MP up! +175 mana production per day!

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 615

Meta-Irons: 450, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 2/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 99/100

Rod of the Guardian (depleted), 126/300

Necklace of [Meditation], 50/50

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky]

- -







“Oh. Meditation, eh…” Erick whispered to himself as he ran a finger across the clasping hands of the necklace, and the golden gem they contained. He put it on. Nothing happened. And then Erick said, “[Meditation].”

The golden gem activated and the world seemed warmer. Like a friend was there beside him, helping to guide him on the path forward; helping the mana move through him, and into every one of his items.

“How strange,” Erick muttered to himself.

Speak of [Meditation], and it should appear.

… Erick was on the path of the mage, anyway, so this wasn’t too unexpected.

As Erick’s various items filled with mana, he thought about what had just happened, trying to understand it from any angle he could grasp. Eventually, his various items were once again topped off with mana, and a few moments later, the golden gem quieted, its glow faltering in the gloom. Erick still hadn’t sussed out what had happened back there, with ‘Markie’, but he had a few ideas.

Dungeons were spaces in the Dark. Dungeons were subject to a great many different forces that were more primeval than the ones on Veird where magic itself was (mostly) fully controlled by Rozeta and the Script. The only true exception to this fact was when individuals with a great lot of personal mana production came into the picture. Meaning Wizards. But also dragons. More than a few people these days were so enamored with dungeons that they delved all that they could, and those forays into the Dark had gained them a great lot of personal mana production, too. Those people joined dragons and even a few archmages on the list of people with their own personal mana production that was large enough to upset the local environment. They were still far, far away from a Wizard’s natural production, though.

A normal person might have 10 mana per day. A dragon? 5000. A very good delver? 3000-7500.

A Wizard? 100,000 to a million. Erick was currently at around 5.5 million on an off day. 10-12 million on a busy day.

So this mutation of the dungeon was his fault, somehow.

… Erick put the nuances of his current situation out of his mind, hefted his fully-powered Rod of the Guardian in his grip, and stepped out of the wrecked lecture hall, across the rubble, into the night. He made his way across stepping stones made of broken walls, headed toward the next building.

Erick stepped back onto proper land and the cat attacked, snarling and slashing and full of fangs. Erick called out [Meditation] and sent the cat slamming into the ground at his feet, cracking its skull but failing to do any real damage to the feline. The Rod of the Guardian glowed brightly as it absorbed more mana from him, for it had gained several large gouges on its surface and was rapidly healing those wounds, even though the cat had not attacked the rod at all.

As those gouges healed, the cat slashed at Erick’s legs with claws too large for its body, and Erick nearly broke his rod over the cat’s skull. The rod gained even more gouges, even though cat claws hadn’t gotten anywhere near it.

The cat tried to slink away after three such exchanges, but Erick rushed at it and brought it back around for another three hits, his gem necklace glowing bright gold, as his bracelet glowed bright blue.

The unwounded cat finally decided it had had enough, and turned to shadows to get away.

“COWARD!” Erick shouted.

The cat did not come back.

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 3/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

Erick sighed out, into the night.

And then he went into the next building.

It was a cafeteria.

It was filled with bodies that had not been there until Erick had stepped through the doors. Some of the corpses had great big bites taken out of them, or large claw marks. Most, however, had distended jaws filled with razor teeth, and human-sized bites taken out of necks and legs and arms, or they sported burn marks, or large lacerations as from [Force Beam]s, or pock marks from Bolt spells. Erick instantly identified every single way in which all 87 people in that room had died, for he had seen it all before.

They had died screaming and in fear.

He guessed what was going to happen next, and a part of him welcomed the coming carnage.

Right on cue, words appeared.

The dead rise. Kill as many as you can and be rewarded for your efforts.

Erick’s new necklace flashed gold as he tickled it with his aura, manually flicking the [Meditation] into an active state. As the dead stirred to life, some rising on arms since their legs had been cut out from under them, some rising on legs but with an arm or both missing, Erick limbered up.

They came for him.

And Erick started swinging.

Ten minutes later, Erick came out of the building covered in blood that was not his, with another 100 mana to his Status, and holding a small book. Once the last zombie had died, words had appeared, and a Tome of Spell Creation had fallen into his hands. This book actually had words inside of it, unlike all the other books Erick had found. He had already read some of those words, but mostly he had thought about what had happened back there.

For now, though, it was time to go back to the first building he had cleared, to make a new magic inside that spell creation lab, and to revive his Rod of the Guardian. Maybe then he would go on a proper hunt to kill that damned cat.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 765

- -

Erick had stuck around after the carnage long enough to [Witness] the past of the cafeteria…

But it was just another horror that may or may not have been true, and the scene had taken Erick a good half an hour to work through, since only some of that scene happened in the cafeteria itself. The [Witness] had started with Ashes confronting his captain in the guardhouse about cannibal sightings. The captain had given Ashes the runaround, and when Ashes pressed the issue, he finally got a very stern order to stay away from it all, and not to write anything down in any records.

And then the scene had moved along, to Ashes going back to the Arcanaeum, to join an open meeting of students concerned with the cannibal problem happening just north of campus. Some fliers had gone up around campus, asking people to come to talk in the cafeteria. No one knew who put the fliers up, but Ashes had to find out, no matter what.

Ashes had to know about Markie and Sofie.

The meeting had been a trap.

- - - -

Ashes walked through campus, headed toward the designated location.

Night had fallen, and campus security was nowhere to be found anywhere at all, but especially not at the cafeteria, where the posters had said to come to ‘Speak about the horrors of Riam!’. Ashes had expected to need to show his badge when he stepped on campus, or at least to show his hand-in-hand necklace that was his blood-bound oath of office. But. No. He just walked into the campus, like he wasn’t supposed to be able to do, walking past empty guard stations, and followed the crowd, toward the cafeteria.

A lot of students had good enough sense to not get anywhere near the meeting at all.

Ashes saw dorm room windows shut and the wardlights off, and more than a few kids staring out between blinds, their eyes open on the night, on lookout for danger. Those were the smart ones. Or cowardly. Ashes wasn’t sure yet.

A lot of students were angry enough to get together and see if they could do anything. That cannibal appearing last week, when Ashes had been on campus, had managed to kill two students before it got to Ashes. Those deaths, and four more as Ashes had found out, had been the last weight for a lot of the kids here. They wanted answers, and they were going to get together and force the administration to talk.

A lot of kids saw Ashes walk through campus and instantly knew who he was; he was the guard who had put the cannibal down. Some of them asked if he was going to talk tonight.

“No. I’m here for answers, too,” Ashes said to the two kids who spoke to him, “And you two shouldn’t be inside that meeting at all. It’s dangerous.”

The larger kid, an 18 year old first-year based on the insignia on his coat, puffed up, and said, “My family lost the farm to Riam two years ago. I know the problem here. I just want to see if other people finally know the problem, too.”

Ashes thought it idiotic for him to wear his affiliations on the outside, so he said, “You need to take off that pin and put it somewhere else. Don’t go to meetings like this and make yourself easily identified.”

The kid huffed a disbelieving laugh. “We’re not resistance! We’re just talking about shit that needs not be shit anymore.”

The smaller guy, with no identifiable markers, good boots, and who looked ready to run, said, “We know it's dangerous. But we all live here. We’re never-leavers, and we know it’s dangerous.”

… This event was happening in the middle of campus, so they were probably safe. 

But Ashes didn’t believe that at all. He couldn’t just force the kids to turn around and go the fuck home, though. If something should happen, he wished the kids luck. Hopefully nothing would happen, but...

Ashes got into the meeting just fine.

There were no faculty anywhere. No security. Nothing.

The pit in Ashes’s stomach seemed to grow.

There were about a hundred kids. Maybe 125. Everyone was talking about all the rumors and facts they knew, most of them working in small groups, some in larger groups. The crowd was getting heated.

The meeting time started, and nothing official looked to be happening. No one got on stage. No one spoke up. And that was too much.

Some angry girl got up on stage, and yelled, “If the organizers ain’t gonna start, then I am! We want answers! Our faculty won’t give them to us, so it’s time to take matters into our own hands! We’re going to write letters to the capital, and we’re going to speak to our noble leaders, so let’s organize this now! Ideally, we can either get the capital to respond with inquisitors, because all of us know that the guardcaptains ain’t doing their jobs! None of them are willing to talk about cannibals at all!”

“Yeah!” “YES!” “Absolutely!”

The audience surged with emotion, and the air charged with mana. That was what every single one of them wanted to hear. A simple, actionable plan—

Someone yelled, their voice too loud to be mundane, “Talking don’t work! We gotta hurt people! Kill the Riamites!”

The girl on stage instantly raged, “WHO THE FUCK SAID THAT! WHO SAID THAT! We ain’t no rebels! We do this right! WHO THE FUCK SAID THAT!”

The crowd could do nothing but look around, trying to find the source of the voice, as the girl on stage rightfully raged. They would find nothing, though. Ashes already saw the script playing out before he got into this room, and now, the play was happening, with none of the actors knowing they were being played. A few students on the edge of the crowd, and a few in the center, suddenly realized what was going on, too, but they were either too used to non-violence, or they were too surrounded to move.

Ashes quietly saw three people try to leave through an open side door, but they hit something standing behind the door, where Ashes could not see. Those students slowly backed back into the room, their eyes full of terror—

An adjudicator in black and gold followed them into the room, and then shut the door behind them.

Every single door to the cafeteria gained an adjudicator—

Someone screamed, and panic rapidly took hold. The girl on stage shouted about how they were going to do things legally—

Power washed across the room.

Silence.

And then a feminine voice, “My, my, my! Such naughty little children, getting up to such revolutionary thoughts. Perhaps it's time to revoke RAU’s right-to-teach.”

The girl on stage was furious. She tried to yell out counterclaims, and she flexed the air with her power, but aside from a bubble of force that was quickly squashed back into the girl, there was no resistance at all to the power of the woman adjudicator.

The shadows near the stage flexed next, and the woman with the gold eyes stepped out onto the stage, her voice filled with clarity, “Resistance will be lawfully executed. Now be good children and line up to be taken away to jail, or to the Siphon. Your choice.”

One kid resisted.

He was killed on the spot.

Panic ensued. More murder happened.

And then it devolved from there. Instead of a few kills quieting all the rest, the crowd surged with as much violence as it could manage. It was not enough.

Ashes would have stepped in and sided with the students, but the woman with the gold eyes had slipped through the shadows, to stand next to him, there in the back of the room. She had put a hand on his shoulder, and then wrapped her arms around one of his, and told him simply to stand down or they would ‘adjudicate’ his garrison and town square, too.

“Or you could take up that rod and try to strike me down right now, Ashes, and throw your lot in with these kids,” said the cat-like woman. “I don’t believe you’re actually with the resistance, which is a bit sad for me, but what’s the life of one more guard added to the pile? Not much. I’ve already killed so many, including Markie and his horrible wife Sofie.”

Ashes felt rage unfurl inside of his soul and expand to fill every single part of his entire existence.

And yet, he did nothing. All he could do was watch the carnage in front of him, and steel himself against the evil hanging onto his arm.

“… What? No fight?” asked the hateful woman, as she dug her claws into his arm. “I was sure that would get you to try something.”

“I’m no fool, ma’am.”

And none of this was normal.

Ashes dealt with people trying to filch coins from farmers, or people getting into animated fights over the price of whiteroot. Not murder. Not cannibals. Not the end result of horrible politics. Ashes only knew how to fight because every guard was required to know how to fight, and he had gotten into several scrapes over his life. He had even seen dead people before, and he had killed two men in the line of duty, when they were in the process of killing a third. Ashes knew what death looked like.

But this was the first time he had ever seen a student uprising and a massacre.

He knew what he wanted to do, but he also knew that he couldn’t—

“It occurs to me you don’t even know my name.” The adjudicator purred, “Please, call me Fyuri. I have a feeling I’ll be taking you in for questioning soon enough, as soon as you stop being such a little mouse.”

“… I’m no fool, ma’am. These kids were all traitors.” Ashes lied to save his skin, “I heard that one yell out for…” Ashes couldn’t finish the lie. He had tried to lie. He had failed.

That attempt had been enough for Fyuri to grin. “Well now. That’s interesting, too. Iben won’t look the same when Riam is done with it, so it is rather smart of you to jump ship as soon as you can. Say, little guard? You want a job?”

“I’ll take the paperwork and see what the pay is like before committing here and now.”

Fyuri laughed, and then she snapped at one of her lessers to go get Ashes an application.

As Ashes took the paperwork, he hated himself for not fighting against her right then and there, but this battle was bigger than just him, and his need for revenge. This was much larger than the already-dead students inside the cafeteria. This was a battle for the very soul of Insten.

It was a battle he would win.

After the initial horror was over, Ashes scrubbed the arm Fyuri held many times.

- - - -

Erick closed the Spell Tome and set it on the lab table in front of him.

The little book had two possible uses, and it explained those uses well.

The primary use was to be consumed as a magical item; to be used to make a spell. To do that, the user would open the book, and then pour some metamonds of all types onto the blank pages in the middle. Then, some menus would pop up and a person could select what spell they wanted from the components they had placed on the spell tome. Excess metamonds would be discarded from the spell creation. This function consumed the tome.

Simple. Effective. That primary use was how one passed the major test of Floor One.

The secondary use was as an instruction book, to teach the reader how to use the large cubic container at the back of the meta-diamond lab, to achieve the same thing as the primary use of the tome, but without consuming the spell tome. The drawback to this method is that one would need to supply all the mana necessary in order to increase the density inside the mana container all the way into a solid state.

Using the mana-diamond chamber would not consume the spell tome.

Erick opted for option #2.

To work with mana crystallization was to work with mana density, and Erick already knew a lot about what was written in the spell tome.

The density of mana in its ‘ocean’ state was considered ‘1’ on the mana density scale, which was not an easy thing to measure at all. Mana was easily compressible and expansive, and also 4th dimensional, so that ‘1’ was under very specific circumstances; sea-level, 24 degrees temperature (Celsius, but actually called Yols), and with minimal disturbance. ‘Minimal disturbance’ was near impossible, though, because of the whole ‘fourth dimension’ thing.

Anyway.

The lower-end density of a mana crystal was about 1.05, depending on the specific element, but the minimal density for a mana crystal got up to 9 to 12 for some Elements, like Air. Elemental Stone was rather darned easy to turn into a crystal, requiring the minimal 1.05-times density in order to crystallize.

Once crystallized, though, the mana density of a crystal could go way, way up.

So Erick didn’t need to bring the density too much higher than 1 to start a crystal, but he would require a lot in order to make a good crystal, and for certain elements, he would require a lot to even start the crystallization process.

Elemental Benevolence could crystallize at around a 2, and could get much, much denser than that; like stuffing a never-ending flow of clowns into a car.

Since the current density of the current manasphere was .8, being at 80% of the normal density of 1, Erick guessed that the cubic room required... at least 200 mana to get back up to 1, and then a lot more to actually make it all the way to a crystallization phase.

Luckily! Erick had a [Meditation] necklace. His mana problems were nearly solved with just that one item, and some frugality on his part.

To finish floor one, all Erick had to do was to use the Spell Tome and whatever random shit he wanted to pile in there, in order to generate a spell, any spell at all, and that would be enough. But Erick wanted to go a lot further than a simple [Bolt] spell. He was pretty sure that he could do a lot more than that, too.

His first hope was that if he simply put enough of his ‘dungeon mana’ into the air, that it could make a gem. And then he could do something with that. Perhaps. Other than that, there were 6 half-gems here in the lab, one for each Primary Element, and he had [Murky], too. He could break those and make them into something new, using the mana cube chamber. And he had 10 more buildings of RAU remaining. There were probably some fun things out there, just waiting to be won.

Even if these first experiments didn’t work, Erick just wanted to play around with mana crystals, which is something he had only done a few times, and not much at that, when his attempts to become a Full Wizard fell flat. He had a nation to run, after all.

There had been some time for spell creation, but mana crystals had been a branch of magic that didn’t have much tangible use, since mana didn’t really crystallize on Veird without a lot of effort. This was because of the Script.

… Erick thought, once again, about [Onward], and him ‘not really being there’ as a reason he failed to become a Full Wizard. But the Script's restrictions on freely created mana crystals was also a possible excuse.

Eh.

Erick grabbed the small containers of broken metamonds and a few tools to break them up, and happily went to the vault, where he set them to the edge of the room, as far away from the center as he could. Then he took off his bracelet and set that down, away from the actual focusing parts of the chamber. The necklace would stay on, but Erick took the thing and turned it around, so the gem was on his back, instead of on his chest; it would still work like that, but it would be a bit further away from the experimental center of the chamber, and it should be fine.

That exact center of the chamber was where the magic happened, and Erick wanted to keep his important magic pieces away from it.

And then Erick shut the door, and grinned.

He turned on [Meditation] with a flicker of his aura, and the gem began to glow on his back. Erick flicked his aura through the Rod of the Guardian, too. Erick began to rapidly regain mana, and the rod sucked that mana away, before it promptly spilled white light into the chamber, gradually raising the level of mana in the room. Erick relaxed. And waited. He only had 765 mana regen per hour while using [Meditation], so aside from the initial spill of mana into the air from making his rod release that mana, it would take some time for the chamber to reach full. And then his rod would be taking away half that mana until it equalized with the pressure in the room.

Eventually, after maybe half an hour, the manasphere rapidly ticked up to ‘1’ on the mana density scale.

And that’s where the density stayed for ten more minutes, as the concentric rings on the floor, walls, and ceiling began to appear, and as ripples in the manasphere began to coalesce, like pillars slowly forming between each of the opposing concentric circles.

Eventually, those three pillars slowly formed a cross beam area in the center of the small room.

Erick maintained his [Meditation] and the flow of mana from himself, to the rod, to the room.

Another half hour later, something changed.

“Finally,” Erick said, staring at the intersection of the three mana pillars.

The white light in the room had begun to flicker at that intersection, as the underlying mana began to flex and shift, as though it was thick water. The switch from that, to more, happened faster than Erick had been ready for it. Almost right away, the innate condensing power of the cube, whatever that might be, was enough to cause a condensation in the center. A drop of brilliant white liquid mana rapidly formed, and then condensed into a spherical gem.

The mana density of the room rapidly faded back to lesser levels. The room was still rather packed with mana, but all of the action happening inside the pillar intersections was gone; reduced into a single, white gem, filled with fractals.

It floated there.

“… Ah. Hmm.”

Erick had expected to need to put some of the gem shards into the liquid mana, or to break them and release their elements into the room. But no? The room and enough mana, on its own, was enough to cause a condensation into a crystal?

Well of course it was. Erick hadn’t expected it to work so fast, though.

Erick wasn’t sure what to really do right now. He had no ‘extra’ metirons to use with the Benevolence bead.

… He stuck the ball-end of his fully-charged rod into the center of the room—

The white gem zipped into the rod, like it was metal falling upon a magnet, and then buried itself inside the metal. The gem rapidly moved all the way through the length of metiron, all the way to the hilt, where it popped out of the metal and held there just above the grip. Metairon wrapped around the gem, securing it in place.

A rapid series of words appeared.

Congratulations!

You have created a meta-diamond, and inserted it into an item!

MP up! +1000 mana production per day!

Meta-diamond: [Benediction]

You have completed the major task for the first floor!

Find the floor boss, and make your way through them, to the next level!







Followed promptly by:







You have revived a depleted magical item!

Rod of the Guardian (depleted) ~/300–> Rod of Benediction ~/500

MP up! +500 mana production per day!







That was all fantastic!

… But.

Erick looked down at his new ‘rod’. It was exactly the same shape as before, but the ball-end had turned into a bunch of open wings, and even more wings had unfurled down the length of the rod.

… This was not a weapon. This was a wand.

“Not sure about this specific creation.”

Erick scrunched his face. He had not expected the transformation, nor had he expected the Rod of the Guardian to even accept the Benevolence bead at all. The rod seemed like it would have wanted some sort of… Electrical, stunning enchantment. Or something more violent. Not... Whatever he had made for it. Wasn’t it only supposed to be able to accept whatever meta-diamonds actually fit with it?

This winged transformation was not a ‘fit’ at all.

[Benediction] was not a violent thing at all… But Erick was using Veird-understandings of that spell. Maybe in the dungeon [Benediction] meant something else? Erick hefted the weapon in his hands, thinking. [Benediction], of all flavors, was normally a divine-class Buffing Magic, meant to generally empower those who use it, generally with doubled damage or a generalized damage reduction. Specific gods empowered people differently. A goddess like Zephyrspray, the goddess of travel and luck, would make a [Benediction] that granted the caster extra speed and luck.

When a god granted [Benediction], it was like granting a person perfect buffing magic, that would never harm the wielder like normal buffing magic always did. But people could make a [Benediction of Fire], or a [Benediction of Air], or whatever, and achieve the same sort of empowerment outside of divine forces. ‘Benediction’ was generally divine in nature, but it was actually just a classification of buffing spell; a ‘perfect’ buff spell that didn’t harm anyone with extra downtime, or whatever, after the spell ran out.

And here now was a [Benediction] created using Erick’s generalized Benevolence-flavored mana. But then again, he was using dungeon mana to do this; not his own, not really. So the dungeon’s mana was buffing-Benevolence flavored?

Which was kinda fun to think about.

And not actually ideal at all. Not for his weapon.

The thing looked rather flimsy right now, but maybe it wasn’t? … No. It was flimsy. But what was worse, was what if Erick struck an enemy with the rod and it empowered them? That would just be… really bad.

Actually. Erick tested that out.

He held up the weapon, and said, “[Benediction].”

The business end of the weapon glowed, and Erick chuckled a little bit, as he could already see what was going to happen. And then he tapped his leg with the feathery end, and felt a buff settle into his body. Everything suddenly felt a whole lot damned easier to him, from breathing, to moving, to everything.

It was a very good buff. Very good. Erick had trouble understanding just how good because he had no [Identify] metamond, nor did he have any blue boxes to give him clues. But he could already tell it was a great buffing spell. It seemed like it would last a long time, too.

And this wasn’t going to work at all. A rod that empowered what he hit? Even if he could hit himself with the effect, this was just a bad, sub-optimal arrangement. If the rod would have empowered Erick automatically, and kept its original weapon shape? Now that could have been workable.

This feathery thing?

No thank you.

No offense meant, Ophiel.

Erick sighed as he chuckled, and flicked [Meditation] back on. Soon he was pouring mana back into the room, and at a much, much faster rate than before, and trying to pull the gem out of the rod as soon as the rod became a little looser. Soon, mana began to slosh in the center of the room like a floating liquid, but the gem still wasn’t coming out of the rod.

So Erick resorted to some extreme measures, as outlined in the spell tome.

He grabbed one of the little hammers he had brought into the room with him, when he thought he would be using those hammers to smash the already-broken gems. A few strikes upon the white gem in the rod of benediction and the white gem shattered, and then promptly dissolved into so much extra mana.

Rod of Benediction ~/500 –> Rod of the Guardian (depleted) ~/300

The rod ‘healed’ itself back into its original length of steel, with a ball-end business end.

White mana instantly coalesced back into the center of the room, ready to reform a crystal, but this time Erick was ready for it.

With the mana density of the room so high, his aura easily expanded past his skin, into the room, into the collection of mana densely churning in the center of the room. Using his aura directly, Erick stopped the full condensation back into a gem. Then he reached over to the Air and Light broken gems, sitting on the ground. With a hammer, he smashed both of those remnant gems, and the dust of both came apart in the mana density of the room, each of them turning into a splash of mana, flavoring the room with brilliance and with wind.

That brilliant wind collected on the concentric-ring pillars, then flowed into the center of the room, where Erick manually molded the resulting gem into something more akin to what a Benevolence Dragon did when they were angry.

Working in mana crystals was quite similar to working with a manacycler; that toy that Tenebrae had shown off that could be used as a whistle, alongside an expression of mana, to create a [Force Bolt], or a [Force Wall]. Erick hadn’t done much of this kinda work, but he had done enough soul work and mana work and all other kinds of enchanting to be able to figure out the Shaping required of a single gem, which was mostly a matter of imbuing his intent into the crystal.

As Erick pulled back his aura, the gem finally flowed together.

The resultant gem was brilliant white and crackled with inner lightning.

Erick smiled as the gem hovered there.

He glanced up at the air.

… He waited?

… It was taking a while for the dungeon to say anything?

Ah.

Erick stuck the depleted Rod of the Guardian into the center of the cube, the length of glowing white metal seeming to ripple as it touched that mana dense space near the gem—

Once again, the gem slipped into the rod’s ball-end, to slip through the center of the rod, to pop out right above the metal grip.







You have joined a meta-diamond to a meta-iron!

You have revived a depleted magical item!

Rod of the Guardian (depleted) ~/300–> Rod of the Lightning Guardian ~/1000







Erick hefted the rod in his hands, and smiled as he flicked his aura through the item. Once again, the head of the rod lit with power, but it was a crackling, dangerous sort of power. It was perfect.

“No gains for making an even better weapon than before, eh?” Erick asked the dungeon.







Milestone MP ups only occur once, and at the dungeon’s discretion.







“Fair enough.”

Erick proceeded to make a few more gems, because he could, even if he didn’t have any metirons to put them in. He rapidly ran out of extra resources, though, even if all of his gems began with a dungeon-Benevolence starter. He did not use [Murky] in his experiments, though. The expression of power within [Murky] was complex, for it had at least 4 different Elements therein and some Particle Magic, too, in order to create real matter, and that would be hard to work with. Erick was absolutely sure he could make something good out of it, but [Murky] could wait until Erick found some actual good use for it.

He needed some metirons, now, which he would probably find if he killed enough shit around here.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 2,265

Meta-Irons: 1150, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 3/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 99/100

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 509/1000

Necklace of [Meditation], 49/50

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Benediction], [Flaming Ooze], [Shadow Bolt]

- -

[Benediction] would come in handy later, as soon as Erick found something to stick it in, or maybe when he was willing to risk his [Self Rejuvenation] in an experiment to make that item better. [Shadow Bolt] was just because he had the Shadow gem and he had to use it. [Flaming Ooze] would work well in a wand-type weapon, as soon as he found a metairon like that. It wasn’t [Fireball], but when the mana density in the air became a void instead of an ocean, a touch-type napalm-like spell would be a lot better crowd control than an indiscriminate explosion that would puff away into broken mana faster than one could blink.

There were a lot of positive things to say about napalm when it came to warfare against monsters.

As for the rod...

Erick hefted his rod, and marveled, a little, at the thick, yet flat celtic-like knot work that adorned the very top of the ball-end, and which the hilt had transformed into. The whole thing evoked the idea of lightning and blackened trees, and from Erick’s small tests of the weapon on himself, it worked exactly like he expected it to.

It had taken him five minutes to heal the lightning burn he had done to his own leg.

With one final check on himself and his gear, Erick exited the cubic room. Mana burst out of the space like uncontained fog, a moment before Erick burst out of the room like a man on a mission. The spell-creation lab remained lit behind him, remaining usable, which was great, but Erick did not expect to need to return unless he absolutely had to.

As Erick left the hallway behind, he happily said, “That cat is in for quite a shock.”







- - - -







Erick found the cat sitting on a broken stoop, leading up to the next building. The building itself looked to be administration. The cat’s tail swished behind it, and its eyes got wider as Erick got closer, before narrowing down equally fast, to take in all that it saw. It mostly looked at the rod in Erick’s hand, and its tail stopped wagging.

It stared at him, eye to eye, waiting for Erick to get closer, and for the battle to start.

Erick stopped twenty meters away. He called out, “Is your name Fyuri?”

The cat froze in complete non-comprehension—

Suddenly, every single hair on the cat’s body seemed to rise as its eyes went super wide in complete, unexpected surprise. It bolted, running away into the shadows as fast as it possibly could, hissing just before it got out of sight.

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 4/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

“… Well okay then.”

Erick went inside the administration building, killed four different zombie-amalgamations of the administrators, and then he looted three complete metamonds and a wand-shaped metairon. All of that went onto his Status, and since Erick had a good reason to go back to the mana cube lab, Erick decided to go back to the mana cube room to fix it all up, into proper, working power.

Before that, though, Erick took some time to [Witness] history.

Ashes was working for the Adjudicators now. He called himself a spy, but he had no Resistance contacts. It was the only way to stay alive, and to put himself between the people of Iben, to protect his fellow countrymen from Riam.

Or at least that’s what he told himself.

He could not protect the administration of RAU from Fyuri and her Adjudicators, as Fyuri took mana crystals and stabbed them into the hearts of those people, turning them into monsters right before Ashes’ eyes.

Erick spent some extra time than strictly necessary, inside the mana cube, just to relax a little.

An hour after going into the cube, Erick came out. He felt had done a lot with floor one. But had he done enough? Yeah. He had done enough. He could hunt down quite a lot more monsters and whatnot, and he probably should go looking for an [Identify], and a bunch of other utility spells, hidden inside RAU. But for now, Erick stuck the tip of his new wand into his mouth, and activated the magic therein.

A thick, warm gruel trickled out of the tip of the wand, making Erick think quite a lot about that fabled [Conjure Food and Water] spell, but different. The metamond Erick had found in Administration and then stuck into a wand he had also found there was sustenance, and not much more. It sort of tasted like oats, if one wanted to be charitable, but it was really just warm slop which was… Fine. He supposed.

The manner in which Erick imbibed the food was, perhaps, a bit degrading, but whatever. That was neither here nor there. What was here and now, was that it was damned weird for this spell to be here. This spell had almost turned Atunir Dark, which had directly caused the Fall of Quintlan, which had directly led to Rozeta Restricting [Create Food and Water] and stripping it from everyone except for her Registrars.

It was weird for this spell to be inside Atunir’s dungeon, even if the name wasn’t exactly the same, and even if the effect wasn’t the same, either.

Perhaps the story behind [Create Food and Water] was more complicated than Erick was led to believe. He had never asked Atunir directly about any of that. Maybe he should?

Anyway.

Finally eating something and drinking something did a lot for Erick’s mental state, since he hadn’t done either in the last several hours. After getting his fill, Erick went hunting for that cat, and for more loot.

He was rather sure he needed to kill that damned cat to proceed to floor 2.







- - - -







Erick approached building #5, ready for a fight.

… And the cat was not there.

… Erick stepped inside the building—

Words appeared.







You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 5/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 6/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

. . .

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 11/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!

You have cleared a part of The Arcanaeum of an unknown threat! 12/13!

MP up! +50 mana production per day!







Red lightning shot across the sky like the rending of night into crimson day, followed by a world-rumbling quake. The rumble did not stop. Buildings fell. The roar magnified and turned into the exploding bellow of a great beast.

Red lighting crashed down into the coliseum in the back of the arcanaeum.

Words appeared, rimmed in red light.







Challenge the Beast of Destruction!

Make your way to the second floor!







Red lightning flickered within the coliseum, sending up shadows of black tails and claws and eyes into the sky, onto swirling clouds of mana that drained down, down, down, into the red space beyond Erick’s sight. The earthquakes slowed, and then stopped.

Water began to drain from everywhere, and red glows illuminated the deeper parts here and there. The meta-item creation lab suddenly collapsed behind Erick, along with a few other arcanaeum buildings. Erick leapt back from the one he had almost entered fully, and not too soon, for it teetered and slipped backward, crashing, sending a cloud of debris Erick’s way.

He hurried to get behind a low wall, just in time for the dust to wash over him.

As the dust settled and Erick poked back out from behind the wall, a horrible yowling echoed across the city.

 

“… Well okay then,” Erick said, as he faced the coliseum. “... I guess I’m ready for that? And I didn't need to use the Spell Tome?” Erick had left the tome back in the metamond lab. It was probably buried under a thousand tons of building. “… Eh. Status.”







- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 2,965

Meta-Irons: 1350, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 4/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 99/100

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 1000/1000

Necklace of [Meditation], 49/50

Wand of [Drinking Food], 156/200

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Benediction], [Flaming Ooze], [Shadow Bolt], [Paper Control], [Memorize].

- -
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                    Ominous. 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of chapters! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



231, 1/2


                The sky had been dark.

The Old Cosmology above the ruined city of Iben had been a simple night sky, devoid of clouds and empty of most stars. The only real light source anywhere in the city and in the heavens had been the world of Riam, sitting up there like a green and blue marble with its southern Surface peeled away, to reveal yet another world below the original. All of that land up there was a land of plenty. For the last few hours, Riam’s subtle glow had been the only real light cast upon this dead city of Iben, on the dying world of Insten, where Erick stood.

Now, though, in the advent of the Beast of Destruction, red lightning crackled across thin mana clouds above, and the waters that half-drowned Iben in darkness were now illuminated from below with deep red glows. Rapidly, those waters began to drain away, exposing deep red faults in the land, and sending plumes of foggy light into the air.

Most of the redness of the world had collected upon the coliseum in the back of Ramblewood Arcanaeum and University, like it was the only grounding for all the red lightning in the sky. It almost looked like a plasma ball that Erick would have found back on Earth, or how he made his sunform look sometimes.

A monster housecat that was not a housecat roared with fury deep within that coliseum, its main form hidden from Erick’s direct sight. Tendrils of shadow licked out of that coliseum, like negative presences upon the world. Where those tendrils touched clouds and waters, red lightning flickered down those lengths of power, into the bowl of the coliseum, and the cat roared again.

Erick checked himself. Rod of the Lightning Guardian; full power, with the ball-end coruscating with white light, and lightning. [Meditation] amulet; shining gold. Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation]; shimmering blue on his left wrist. His core, functioning fine and still hidden behind illusion magics, ready to be used in case of emergency.

Stomach with a bit of food in it; sure. Erick wasn’t hungry or tired at all.

Was he ready for this? Yeah. He was.

Erick strode across the rapidly-drying campus, toward the coliseum. Water seemed to rush away from the path between him and the coliseum, to vanish down into red cracks in barren ground. But really, the ground was getting pushed up here and there, and then fracturing even more, spilling red light upward directly into Erick’s path. His heart beat slow and steady, though it began to thump thump thump faster as Erick stepped across a gap in the ground, and saw red shadows swirling in red lightning depths, like liquid souls being tormented on their ways to the afterlife.

But they weren’t on their way to an afterlife at all.

Those red-lined shadow tendrils, thick as a person and kilometers long, snaked out of the coliseum, to dip into those cracks in the ground. Red light shimmered up those shadowed tails, and the tails seemed to be darker and brighter as they drank deep the souls buried in Iben’s land. Because that’s what those human-shaped things in the red light below had to be, right? Souls.

The cracks in the ground widened. The world screamed. And the tendrils drank deeper.

The screams of the dead mixed with the screams of the cat.

Erick reached the coliseum. Walls had collapsed, blocking the way through the tunnels, to the coliseum floor, but those same collapsed walls offered another path. It was an occupied path, though. Those red-lined, soul-sucking tendrils filled every gap leading into the coliseum's interior.

Erick hefted his Rod of the Lightning Guardian. Power flickered. Erick brought his weapon down on the shadow tendrils and met no resistance as his weapon passed right through. It was like soap being dropped into a greasy pan.

Benevolent Lightning touched red shadows, and red shadows fell away like a soap bubble collapsing, the entire length of the kilometer-long, person-thick shadow breaking apart from Erick’s contact, leaving flickers of white lightning spreading through empty air. As that lightning passed, red souls instantly turned pearlescent and rainbow, as they were released from the shadow’s power, and soaked back into the world, into the very rocks and stone and air and moisture.

For a brief moment, the land around Erick bloomed with green life, and localized sunlight returned. And then all the other shadow tendrils soaked that sunlight and green into themselves, sucking souls back out of the ground, and out of the air.

Erick stepped onto the rubble path leading into the coliseum, and started swinging. Ten shadow tendrils burst in three moments, bringing brightness back to the world, as Erick made his way inward, into the arena. The tendrils never attacked him, but they desperately tried to suck up the souls he had released. Erick just popped them again.

Before Erick crested the rubble and saw the center of the arena, he recalled one very pertinent fact about the Old Cosmology that made it much, much different from the New Cosmology. Back then, before the Sundering, everything was made of mana. Everything. It wasn’t that way these days, for the New Cosmology was a world of physics and particles, where mana was a secondary existence which thrived as best it could atop normal physics. People and their souls were not the same thing anymore.

But back in the Old Cosmology, souls and mana were all there was.

Erick crested the rubble. He saw the monster drinking deep all of Iben, trying to consume the souls of this very land; the land itself.

The shadow cat had abandoned its previous, small form, where only the hints of its true form occasionally popped up, in the size of its claws and the largeness of its maw.

It was in its true form now, and it rather more resembled what Erick expected a shadowcat to look like, but bigger. It was the size of a moving truck; maybe 7 meters long, 4 meters tall. Lithe and dangerous, and fully black, except it wasn’t fully black at all. It was bare muscle and sinew and bone at the joints, and large claws and large teeth, but black shadows formed a sort of skin and fur around the whole creature. That skin was not solid at all, and it moved as a shadow moved. Those shadows gave the cat countless tails, but also wing-like projections out of its entire back, like extensions of every joint in its spine, each of them reaching out into the world, to suck down souls from everywhere it could reach.

Red light streamed down those lengths of shadow, into the cat, and the cat’s roars never stopped, but only shifted from loud to less loud. Its eyes were covered in shadow, closed tight, as red light flowed directly into the shadow tiger’s spine. It was in pain.

Erick found he was glad it was in pain, for the horror that it was currently committing was probably that most ancient of taboos; it was taking in the magical power and possibilities of others, and making that power into its own. It was increasing its personal mana gain at the cost of all the world around it.

And just like that, Erick understood the conflict between what Riam truly wanted out of Insten, and how dangerous this transaction was for this land, and those who lived here.

The tiger, whom Erick had called ‘Fyuri’, roared like an animal, and like a woman in pain, as its bones stretched, and muscles grew stronger, and red lightning blasted away shadows from its skin, only for those shadows to reform a second later. With every passing second Fyuri seemed to be getting bigger. Her fangs larger, and her roars deeper—

She suddenly opened her eyes and stared at Erick from across the coliseum.

Her eyes were molten pits of gold with a slitted pupil made of red light that suddenly widened, and then narrowed. Her roars turned from pained to pleasure, into a laugh as deep and true as any horror’s laugh could be. She spoke with an echo of the dead, “Little mouse has become a rat worthy of extermination! Well come get it! Try your best, little guardian of the already-dead.”

Erick strode forward, an anger bubbling within, as he softly said, “Time to die, Fyuri.”

Fyuri suddenly screamed, all composure vanishing as she whipped her head back and forth, her spinal and tail shadows lashing the ground and draining the world of all color. “HOW DO YOU KNOW MY NAME!” She roared, incoherent and furious, and then she yelled, “I didn’t know my name until you said my name! How did you know my name?”

Erick’s anger turned into something softer, more controlled, as he realized he was seeing consciousness bloom within Fyuri, the ‘Beast of Destruction’… Maybe. Could be a lie. Didn’t seem to be 100% a lie, though.

Erick answered truthfully, “I saw it in a [Witness].”

Fyuri screamed at him with incoherent rage, but she did not advance. She did not move.

Erick had not fully entered the arena floor yet, because despite Fyuri’s words, and his own apprehension at what was happening in front of him, every single thing about the shadowtiger’s body language was telling him that the very second he got within striking range, she would attack. She probably wouldn’t be able to control herself, either. She would just attack, because that’s who she was made to be.

She had been a fake thing.

And then Erick had held up a mirror, and Fyuri had recognized herself for the first time.

Erick hefted his mace, and took one step toward the arena floor, saying, “I’m going to approach. If you attack, I will put you down until you cannot attack anymore. And then we’re going to talk.”

Fyuri suddenly roared, “Don’t come any closer!”

Erick paused.

Fyuri’s cat face was filled with a terror that was half of a lie. She was feeling something odd, Erick could tell; something warred inside her for control of her actions. Would she attack? Would she talk? And then something settled inside of her —the barest flinch of a change!— and she rapidly decided to continue to pretend to be conflicted.

Erick realized it was all completely fake long before that flinch, though. She was too good of an actress.

Because she had been snaking her tendrils around the arena, through hallways to the sides of Erick, and then behind Erick, ever since Erick started advancing into the arena. Erick still stood a good 200 meters away from Fyuri, but her tendrils had more than enough range to strike all around the coliseum, to attack him from behind.

Which they tried to do.

Erick flicked his rod through each attack without really looking. Each tendril popped at the touch of Benevolent Lightning, sending rainbows of souls back into the ground, and stone, and air, filling the world briefly with light all around him.

Fyuri, draped in shadows, roared, “No talk! Only kill!”

Erick, surrounded by light, rod crackling, whispered, resigned, “Okay.”

And then he stepped onto the sands of the arena and the world behind him turned into red lightning. There was no going back now.

Fyuri charged, her massive paws and claws ripping up the arena floor, sending sand wide. All her ephemeral tails collapsed down into one thick tail, and that one became a bladed whip sword longer than her, black as the Dark, as she barreled down on Erick. Almost invisibly, her clawing aura reached forward to strike long before she actually got in range.

If Erick had been a normal man, striking at Fyuri with a normal weapon, Fyuri’s near-invisible bladed aura would have carved him to pieces long before he got within range. But Erick was not normal, and neither was his weapon.

Erick met her first claw swipe, coming in at his top right, with a twist of his body, moving into the fight, bringing to bear his coruscating rod, its payload discharging and continuing to discharge well before the metal and lightning actually touched her shadowy fur and skin. Erick’s lightning met Fyuri’s bladed aura, and just like with the tails, Erick’s lightning popped that aura, while the rod continued forward, to glance, ever so gently, against Fyuri’s paw.

Where the rod touched lightning ripped across black fur made of shadows, dispelling darkness and bursting the red flesh below. Fyuri spun away before Erick could connect with her hissing face, her several-thousand kilo body moving a lot lighter than it should, as she spun and whipped her tail right at Erick.

Erick ducked the bisecting attack, the edge of shadow passing right over him, the aura around that tail threatening to rip him to shreds even without a direct blow. His rod passed through that aura, popping it again, and then he gently connected with the flat side of the tail. The damage this time was extensive.

White lightning flickered across shadow and shadow exploded. Bladed bones charred and broke, half of Fyuri’s tail charring instantly. Fyuri screamed, retreating, her tail broken, her left arm charred from paw to elbow. Red light seeped out from her wounds, as shadows tried and tried to cover her flesh once again. She limped.

It was a fake limp; Erick wasn’t fooled at all. Erick had done some real damage to her, or rather his weapon had, but only truly to her tail. That thing could probably grow back if Fyuri wanted it to, but right now she seemed to be having trouble with her left arm. Maybe her limp wasn’t so fake? Hard to tell with compulsive liars.

Fyuri hissed at Erick from half an arena away, and then she looked at her arm.

Among the red lightning, there was white lightning, too. Her tail still sparked vibrant white, and even charred a little bit more as cloying lightning continued to damage her. That tail was a deadly weapon, but unlike the rest of Fyuri, it was physically weak. Erick didn’t expect his weapon to do that well against her, but Lightning was a powerful Element, and Benevolence was multiplicative, and had a lot more effects besides just that. Since Erick’s ‘dungeon mana’ was Benevolence-buffing, though, and had even easily made a [Benediction], with a bit of work it had been easy enough to invert that, and make something truly dangerous; a debuff filled with destructive Lightning and Benevolence.

It might even be a stacking debuff. If he were to make this spell back on Veird, he probably would have gotten a box for [Lingering Lightning], or [Benevolent Corruption Decay of Shadows], or something like that—

Fyuri’s tail flickered with brighter white lightning, and suddenly she lost another three meters of tailsword. She screamed, even as she grabbed her tail in her mouth and chomped off the Lightning-poisoned limb. Several meters of bladed tail fell to the ground and the lightning finally stopped.

Fyuri rubbed at her lightning-infected arm with her uninfected arm, and the white lightning finally vanished. She narrowed her eyes at him, saying, “You found a good toy, too.”

“I made it, actually,” Erick said, fine with talking, even if talking allowed Fyuri to heal. As Erick watched, the shadows around Fyuri’s injured arm began to surround the wound, once again concealing her naked muscle. Erick was running [Meditation], so his rod was regaining mana, too. Only about 8 mana every 10 seconds, but every little bit helped. Both of them were regaining resources from this pause. But. “My spell is a rather economical spell, so my mana will last a lot longer than it takes to defeat you.”

Fyuri narrowed her eyes again. “Hmm. So I can’t wear you down?”

“I’m rather sure we would both injure each other a lot more if we actually fought without breaks. You might even get lucky, though this is doubtful. So: No. You can’t wear me down with one or two attacks every minute. I will win that fight.”

Fyuri sighed, and a great weight seemed to fall from her, as she sat down and stared at Erick. “So there’s no point in fighting.”

… Erick almost agreed with her.

But there was something off about her. She hadn’t actually stood down from the fight at all. She was pretending again. Her next words confirmed that she was just planning on winning a different way.

“We can both wait for the End together.” Fyuri grinned, as she looked up to the red lightning sky. “Won’t be long now, little mouse. I just need to stay away from you long enough, and we both die.”

Erick realized what he was seeing rather fast.

The world beyond the arena was not simply filled with lightning, in order to force this fight, in some sort of narrative sense— Well. It was exactly that. But it was something else, too. The world beyond here was truly breaking apart… As much as a dungeon space can break apart and not really break at all.

With steel in his voice, and in his hands, Erick asked, “You’re controlling this ending, aren’t you.”

“Yes. Kill me and save your city, little mouse. Otherwise Riam is taking this land for their own. Liquidation! We’re finally liquidating Iben for its war crimes, just as we have liquidated all the peasantry for their failure to pay their taxes long before now.”

“… You really do want to die, don’t you?”

Fyuri laughed. “I’ve wanted to die since I was born!”

She attacked. There was no grace this time. There were no probing strikes. She came at Erick with her claws and then instantly with her fangs, her maw open wide and filled with death.

Erick managed to go into Fyuri’s attack, tapping his rod across a paw and dodging the other, twisting inward, his rod smacking Fyuri’s lower jaw. She tried to continue the attack, to bite down on him, but lightning fucked her up, her jaw snapping shut as her lightning-infected leg buckled under her. Erick tapped four more times all across Fyuri’s chest—

Fyuri screamed as she kicked reflexively with her back legs, catching Erick on his left side, and catching Erick’s rod on her back legs at the same time. Erick went flying, but the massive cat twisted and writhed on the ground, her body infected with too much lightning for her to function properly.

Erick rolled to a controlled stop right before he crashed into the arena wall, clutching his ribs. A claw had almost taken out his liver. Blood poured and pain caused problems with moving properly, but Erick had worked through the problem of pain long before now. He steeled himself as he triggered the active form of his [Self Rejuvenation]. Blood still poured from his side, but the pain became something mentally manageable; it still fucking hurt, and it wouldn’t actually heal for ten minutes, but Erick wasn’t going to die from an injury.

Lightning continued to linger all across Fyuri.

Erick decided that there was no saving Fyuri. He went over and did what he had to do.

He had to dodge a few frantic swipes from jittery claws the size of kitchen cleavers, and thrusts from paws half the size of himself, but every attack from Fyuri was just another part that Erick could counter, and could infect with more lightning. It was not a magnificent end for the deadly cat.

Soon, Fyuri was dead, her body smoldering. The corpse still flinched, for that’s what lightning did to living things. But soon, even the lightning stopped—

Some redness broke inside Fyuri’s body.

And suddenly the lightning all around the arena began to falter. To stop. The sky cleared. And the sky had changed. Riam in the sky had gained a red light, circling the plane like a sunstone, but smaller. It was a spec of red power, but it was there, and it was the exact color as the red lightning had been all around the arena.

Erick just watched it all for a moment.

All too fast, another light joined the sky above, but this one appeared on the horizon, far beyond Erick’s actual sight. All he could see was that the night began to give way to the day, the blackness up there turning to pale blue. All too fast, in an almost cinematic sort of way, a proper white sunstone began to shine through a crack in the wall of the arena, and to shine down upon Iben… or what was left of it—

Congratulations!

You have defeated the Beast of Destruction!

MP up! +2035 mana production per day!

Choose your reward!

Physical Power. Magical Power. Utility Power.

“Utility,” Erick said, without hesitation.

What remained of Fyuri’s body flashed over as proper sunlight touched it, the whole thing becoming a pile of ashes. Something shimmered silver upon that ashy body, and Erick suspected that was the reward.

He didn’t grab it right away, for he was rather sure that as soon as he picked it up the door to the second floor would open… Or maybe it would be a staircase. Or a [Gate]. Whatever it was, it would mark the end of his time on the first floor.

There was one more thing to do before Erick moved on.

Everything had happened too fast here. He felt an emptiness within that needed answers.

He needed to know what had happened to Ashes.

So Erick relaxed his mana senses, and became one with the past—







- - - -







The city burned beyond the coliseum, raging flames of every color marring the horizon in all directions. Ramblewood University and Arcanaeum was dead and gone, all its people turned to monsters by Riam in one final act of horror, or fled to try and rebuild elsewhere. Some stayed to fight, though. The resistance.

And though Iben had fallen, and would likely never rise again, the resistance had won in so many different ways. The adjudicators sent here were mostly dead, and that was the largest blow Iben could inflict upon Riam.

It was all because Ashes had—

The laughter of a dying cat broke through Ashes’s thoughts; shattering the still of the burning morning.

—because Ashes had finally killed the person who deserved all the death that she had delivered unto others. She just needed to fucking die, though, and then this part of his life would be over. 

“Ahh hahahahaha!” Fyuri screamed out laughter again, as she tried to move, but couldn’t. Ashes had finally caught her in a moment of weakness and broken everything about her that he could. Her legs, her arms, her mind. It was only by breaking her mind that she could truly ever die, and Ashes had done that as best as anyone possibly could. High Adjudicator Fyuri Riamiteer lay dying in a puddle of her own shadows, amidst the sands of the arena, and even though she was on her way out, she still refused to leave. Riam had stuffed her too full of natural treasures and life-saving magics. But those magics had trouble with crushing and lightning, and with all the rest that Ashes had done. All Fyuri could really do now was cackle and keen and scream. And maybe die, soon enough. “The traitor was you! Ah hahaha! Ashes! My love! The traitor was you! You’ve grown so strong, my wonderful mouse!”

Ashes stared, impassively.

That seemed to make Fyuri scream with rapturous laughter all over again, though her lungs and her mouth had long since stopped functioning properly. She was only alive because of her magic, and soon, that would run out.

Lightning flickered across her body, interrupting all of her magic.

Ashes almost left her to die alone, for he did not want to see this, but if he didn’t actually see her die, then he would never really be sure if she was dead. So he stayed. He watched. And his rage of working with Fyuri for the last eleven years finally began to ebb, as the beat of Fyuri’s lifeblood finally began to slow.

Fyuri’s cackling slowed, then sped up, then slowed again. And then it stopped. But she was not dead. Through the wreck of her bloodied body, Fyuri tried to crawl her way back out of the horror Ashes had inflicted upon her, but she couldn’t. She was dying.

Why wouldn’t she just fucking die already!? Why wouldn’t she—

She stopped screaming. She couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t really do anything.

But she could rally for one final taunt.

Fyuri stared at Ashes through her remaining, bright golden eye, for Ashes had destroyed the other one in their fight. Her voice was soft, “I always knew you were a traitor, but I always tested you, and you always passed those tests. I grew soft. I stopped testing as much as I needed to… Tell me at least one true thing about our time together. Tell me when, exactly, you first planned to kill me.”

“That first time you wrapped your arms around mine, when you taunted me with Markie and Sofie’s deaths, when you massacred those students of RAU.”

Fyuri’s single eye went wide. Her jaw trembled. “… Ha.” She breathed once. She laughed louder. “Ha… Ha… hahaha!”

Ashes couldn’t watch anymore.

He brought lightning down upon Fyuri over and over again, and he did not stop until long, long after she had stopped laughing. Long after there was nothing left of that hateful woman except for a black mark upon the arena floor.

And then he went to the resistance.

He had been feeding them information for a decade, but it was always just enough to prevent the worst atrocities, and never enough to get himself caught. There was no holding back now, though. He handed over a decade’s worth of intelligence gathered from the innermost levels of Riam, from every meeting he had attended alongside Fyuri, and every dalliance they had shared in their house on Riam. From her relatives in the upper echelons of Riam, to cousins and otherwise also in the system over there. Ashes felt a guilty pleasure in handing over information on his ‘family’. None of them had ever accepted Ashes as a member of their family, even though Ashes had tried his hardest. Maybe they always knew he was a traitor? But, no. That would be giving them too much credit. They just hated him.

It was for the best that Fyuri had unilaterally decided against having kids, but then again, it was illegal for a child of a Riamite and an Instenian to inherit anything under Riam law. So it was just as well that Ashes’s false loyalty to Riam had never been tested in that way.

If they had had a child, then perhaps Ashes’s anger would have abated over these past eleven years. Maybe he could have become the person who Fyuri saw when she looked down on him in the bedroom, and everywhere else.

He was glad to finally be done with that farce.







- - - -







Erick thought about what he had just seen.

And then he moved on, distracting himself from all the heavy emotions swirling in his gut through a focus on numbers…

Numbers. Yes. Important numbers…

Okay. So maybe he needed to distract himself a bit more before he got to anything else.

Erick stood there, breathing, for a good while. Why did that [Witness] feel so… So deeply?

Erick ignored it, for now. Later, he would ask questions. For now, he ignored it.

And then he started to move once again. There was still that bit of silver to pluck from Fyuri’s ashed corpse, but he would get there eventually. Firstly, Erick wondered about that +2035 mana reward he had gotten for beating the floor. Was that odd number specifically to bring him up to 5000 base mana production? Seemed that way. He almost asked the dungeon if he had been ‘underpowered’ for the fight, but that seemed like a question to save up for the people running this place, for Erick was certainly going to be talking to the people here…

Or maybe not.

Maybe he could just continue to run through this dungeon? See what it showed him, and not ask questions yet? Aside from the [Witness] stuff… This was kinda fun. It was certainly wholly different from what Erick was used to, and something very strange and magical was going on here. Erick liked dealing with strange things in magic. Now that seemed kinda fun.

He probably had a lot of time to kill, too, waiting for Denutha Odaari’s trial to get up and running. He could save the questions for the people who ran this place for a month from now, or whenever his cover was finally blown.

Yes.

Plan made.

Erick went over to the ashed corpse of Fyuri. A wind picked up as he approached, scattering flaking ash to the wind. The ashed meat went first, followed by bones collapsing inward like a house of cards knocked down, and then turned to ash as well. The final thing to vanish from the corpse was its heart.

That heart, before it lost its shape, looked exactly like a normal heart sized to a semi-sized cat should look. Funny. Erick expected Fyuri’s heart to look more monstrous, but even the hearts of monsters were mostly normal-shaped.

When the heart finally vanished into the wind, all that was left was a strip of loose, silvery metal that had fallen into a pile. It had a latch on one end, and was unmistakably a belt, though it was made of flat links and wires and three thicker plates, so it didn’t look like any sort of normal belt. It didn’t have a clip for his Rod of the Iron Guardian, but it was obviously a magical belt, and those were generally not made with any sort of utility function as base as ‘holding up pants’ or holding a weapon’s sheathe. The silver coloring painted it as metiron, and those three plates were locations for metamonds, with the leftmost metal plate already filled with a smoky grey metairon.

Erick picked it up.

Belt of Many Functions. (depleted), (depleted), [Unsensible], 5/250

… Plus-3 utility functions. Ha! Erick smiled a little bit, feeling something like joy crawl into the arena with the sunlight, and then coax itself into his heart.

“Right,” Erick reminded himself. “All of this is history. I wasn’t actually there.”

Weird!

Erick banished his thoughts on the story he had seen, and then he wrapped the belt around his waist. It fit well, though he did have to do some rearranging with his belt to hold his rod. Soon enough, he wore both just fine. When he found another metamond workshop cube, he would fit this belt with a [Benediction]… And maybe some more stuff. That [Memorize] might go well with [Benediction], actually. Putting both together might give him some sort of ‘All Stat’ equivalent… if he turned the power on both of those metamonds into an all-the-time thing, instead of a temporary boost of power. Erick preferred reliable, low level power anyway, over high-powered, emergency-use magics. Such a working would likely go very well with the belt, since that’s the type of magic it already contained.

Now Erick wasn’t completely sure, but [Unsensible] was probably an anti-sensory self-buffing magic. An illusion spell, to hide himself from others. Erick couldn’t really tell the difference, sense-wise, as he put on the belt, but he was pretty sure he was now subject to the same sort of anti-sensory magics that he had already seen a bunch of people using on the entrance zone, and what Fyuri had used, too.

He could still mana sense out to around 100 meters, but that level of mana sense was probably going to go way, way down in the next floor, when the mana saturation went from 80% to 60%…

Erick wasn’t exactly looking forward to that, but it would be good to get used to that sort of thing in case he ever had to go back outside the Edge of the Script again. He would probably need to vent a good portion of the mana in his core before he went down another level, though, just so he didn’t have to hold in so much against that pressure gradient. Erick checked his core, and guessed he was at around… 95% contained? So he had leaked a good 2500-ish mana into the dungeon.

… Like, honestly, he could just go down to 80% mana and match the dungeon’s mana density, and avoid this whole bloated feeling altogether. 80% of his max was still 44k mana. If he matched the next floor’s mana density for 60%, that was still 33k mana. More than enough to save himself if the worst should happen.

But that was rather irresponsible, wasn’t it.

Erick sighed, and contented himself with containing his mana, for now. Maybe he could construct a magic that would allow him to hold in more mana in the face of the void of space, but he had already tried that after facing Holo, the Wizard of Anarchy, and he had failed miserably, because he already had the best possible containing magic; a Domain. Which he was already using, internally. But a Domain still faltered in the face of outer space.

Maybe this dungeon had a specific solution for his problem, though? A solution that existed only here, inside this Second Script? It was possible. Erick was rather sure that permanent enhancements wouldn’t work inside a manaless environment, so maybe they had… Domains of different sorts?

The Edge of the Script, that most strongest of barriers against the void of space, still leaked, to this day, even after Erick had given Rozeta the knowledge of Earth’s magnetosphere. Veird’s new magnetosphere certainly helped, of course, both to keep mana in, and to keep the cosmic radiation of the sun and the rest of the New Cosmology from impacting Veird and cleaving away mana. It helped a lot. But mana still leaked.

Erick had already tried making a personal magnetosphere, but that didn’t work—

Oh.

He looked at the rod in his hands.

Metal was a much better container of power than flesh, and cores. Radiation barely impacted metal’s mana containment properties, or the mana therein, and pressure differentials certainly didn’t matter...

Ah.

… Well duh. These properties of metal was why Atunir had made this Second Script using metal containers as substitutes for cores, and interchangeable mana crystals as substitutes for soul-imbued spellwork; both metal and mana crystals were very good permanent holders of magic, if they were made correctly.

Erick briefly considered casting his core in platinum, or something like that, but rather instantly discarded the idea completely. Bad, bad idea, for too many reasons to count.

… Had Rozeta and the Relevant Entities ever considered surrounding Veird in platinum, or something like that? In order to fully prevent mana loss? … They probably had tried that at least once, for sure, for the benefits of contained mana fully outweighed the aesthetics of never seeing the sky again. But Melemizargo probably ripped that apart, calling it a prison, for sure. If a metal-covered Veird had ever happened, it had probably been a very short-lived experiment.

Anyway.

The gate to the next level had appeared several minutes ago.

As the morning sun had washed into the coliseum it had illuminated a hole in the world on the western end of the arena. That hole had expanded to form an archway to a white room, with words hovering above that doorway.

FLOOR ONE COMPLETE!

Erick headed that way.

With one final look to the crumbling walls of the arena, the destroyed city beyond, and the sun rising over all that wreckage, Erick breathed deep the scent of lingering destruction…

And then he stepped through the words, and the doorway.

The path shut behind him.

- - - -

Nothing changed in the deserted city for a while. But then, everything began to change in small ways, and then in large, as though someone was setting the world to rights one city block at a time.

The repair man had been busy, until now.

Water reappeared in the streets, like someone simply willed it to happen, and without any flow of water from point A to point B at all. Cracks in the ground filled in with stone and debris, like someone running a finger across the broken streets, closing in the holes with a push. Fallen buildings reversed their own destruction, like time flowing backward, walls and roofs and all the rest rising into the air and then settling back down. Walls remained broken here and there, because this was a war torn city. Only the destruction of the Beast of Destruction had been reversed.

And then suddenly the sun whipped across the sky, setting fast, and Riam’s new red star vanished from sight. As night settled into the city once again it was almost ready for another delver, or a party, or whoever. The place was still fully devoid of monsters, but...

Monsters would be placed as necessary, and at the dungeon’s discretion.

- - - -

Erick stood under bright white lights in a domed room like the ones he had encountered in the tutorial.

Ahead of him floated his status.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 5000

Meta-Irons: 1600, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 5/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 99/100

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 1000/1000

Necklace of [Meditation], 49/50

Wand of [Drinking Food], 156/200

Belt of Many Functions. (depleted), (depleted), [Unsensible], 5/250

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Benediction], [Flaming Ooze], [Shadow Bolt], [Paper Control], [Memorize].

- -







As Erick acknowledged that status, it moved to the left, and new words began to appear.







You have two options:

Continue your delve without interruption

OR

Return to the entrance zone, and come back to challenge floor 2 another day







Erick considered for a moment, then said, “I’ll come back another day. Return me to the entrance, please.”

Words appeared.







Delver housing, storage, and many other options unlock upon the completion of floor 5.

For now, you must carry your collected items with you.

Upon leaving, all of your collected items will turn into non-functional iron crystals and iron gems, but they will regain functionality after re-entering the Glittering Depths, provided they have not been altered. Altered items might not function the same way inside the Glittering Depths! Alter an item at your own risk!

Seek out a dungeon guide if you have questions.

Thank you for delving the Glittering Depths!







The words vanished from the air, and an archway opened up on the other side of the room. Beyond that open path lay blue skies and grasslands.

Erick went through the gate and many things happened at once. Mana pressure evened out, rising to 95%, allowing Erick to relax his Domain around his core, allowing him to feel more normal. It was a great relief, but leaving the dungeon would be better. Almost as soon as Erick felt physically better, his mana sense expanded outward, allowing him to mana sense everything for 400 meters around. That was how he found himself standing on the backside of a hill, on the opposite side of where people entered the lower floors. A reconnection with Ophiel came next.

‘Dad!’ Ophiel sent him, though his voice was garbled as it faltered in the distance between Erick and the entrance. ‘Nothing bad happen! Play more?’

‘Play is done for now, Ophiel. We’ll head back to Odaali for a little while.’

‘Can we pie?! Purple pie?!’

Erick smiled as he started walking around the grassy hill, to where he saw people entering the shadowed side of the hill, and where the dirt path led to the entrance. There, floating to the side of the black [Gate], Ophiel fluttered invisibly and intangibly. Seeing his son was almost as good as feeling the world start to make magical sense once again. As Erick strode forward, passing people heading into the dungeon, he felt the Script once again begin to take hold.

As Erick stepped across the shadows ringing the entrance, the Script fully took hold. Erick’s belt, wand in his pocket and all the various metamonds inside, his rod, and his [Meditation] necklace, all began to transform. In three steps, Erick felt his Stats under the Script return to him in full, and every single item he had gained inside the dungeon had turned into grey iron crystal, or decorative glass.

Ophiel alighted on Erick’s shoulder, telepathically tweeting, as Erick grinned.

‘Yes, Ophiel, we can get you some purple pie. Maybe even some red and pink and orange, too!’

Ophiel briefly fluffed up, but then he got real low on Erick’s shoulder, and kinda unhappy, too. ‘No orange. Bad color.’

Erick chuckled as he stepped out of the dungeon, all the way back into the real world. The grand spider of a good hundred legs, which stood over and around the entire dungeon gatehouse, did nothing as Erick and Ophiel passed underneath.

Night had fallen outside, and a quick look through Ophiels revealed that daytime was only a couple of hours away. The dungeon didn’t seem to sleep much, though, for the number of people in the courtyard and in the dungeon guildhouse across the way seemed to be the same amount as it had been when Erick had entered the dungeon a good 18 hours ago.

Erick made his way through a tunnel, to the Platform Square, off to the side of the Grand Dungeon’s main compound, where he summoned a Platform and rose into the air, up and away, as he spoke to Ophiel about anything and everything, but mostly about what the little guy had seen when Erick had been inside the dungeon. Ophiel’s replies weren’t the most well composed thoughts that Erick had ever heard, but he still loved to hear them. Ophiel was growing up.

And soon, Yggdrasil’s voice came to Erick, too, ‘Father. There are some concerns for upcoming Shadow’s Feast preparations, and while no one wants to interrupt your time away from the kingdom, they are overwhelmed. Can you help? But not be directly involved?’

‘Of course!’ Erick sent, ‘I might spend the night at Odaali with Poi and the Odaalis, but I will also be ready and willing to revert time if necessary.’

With obvious relief, Yggdrasil sent, ‘Ahh… Good…’ After a moment he asked, ‘So how was it in there?’

‘It was rather darned interesting, for sure. How much would you like to know?’

Yggdrasil excitedly sent, ‘Everything. I was… I was talking to Everbless, and he’s been working on dungeons for a while. I don’t think I want to do that, but the idea of a Second Script, if well done, might be interesting? I am not sure how such a thing would actually need to be done, though, for isn’t the Script already rather well done?’

Erick sent, ‘The Script is rather well done, but Atunir was not going for breadth of coverage when she came up with the Second Script inside the Glittering Depths… Maybe. I’m not sure about that. I have some longer-term questions about the nature of the exact sort of Second Script Atunir has imposed, but to start with, she’s gone for a more limited form of magic. That, along with allowing people to produce their own mana for their own use, instead of having mana being produced in the Core, means a whole lot of simplification in any required Script. When you get that simple, that simplification can probably be taken outside of the Script, into the void of outer space.’ Erick continued, ‘Now, to start, you must understand about mana density...’

Erick spoke for a long time as he flew through the early morning night. Erick made sure Ophiel was a part of the conversation, as he flew his Platform up through the sky, and toward the west, but Ophiel rolled all his eyes and did not care about magic too much. Yggdrasil was incredibly interested in magic, and Erick answered as many questions as he could, but some of Yggdrasil’s questions were beyond Erick’s current understanding, and he said so.

No one seemed to be chasing him from Greensoil, too, which was great! ‘Ashes’ had been discovered by some higher-ups and various people here and there in the Odaali Embassy in Greendale, but he had not been found out by the general populace, or by the Viridian Throne. If Ashes had been found out, then Erick would have had some very polite and also insistent inquisitors tracking him down right now, to talk. But there was none of that.

So Erick flew along, and when he judged himself safe enough to open a [Gate], he did so, and had Ophiel blank the manasphere where he conjured that ring of lightning. Anyone who had been tracking him would have found their path stymied by a sudden loss of anything to trail.

Odaali was just waking up when Erick stepped into the royal throne room, as himself, with his crown of black horns, a smile on his face, and Ophiel twittering behind him. Within moments, the guard was on him, but almost just as fast they realized who he was, and Poi was awake by then, anyway.

Breakfast was early in the Odaali household that day, with Yetta’s kids already screaming and having fun with Ophiel over a nice family breakfast. Eventually, the kids and Ophiel rushed away into the next rooms, and Yetta, Cyril, Poi, and Erick, had breakfast in peace, as they spoke of Odaali’s preparations for Shadow’s Feast, and about Denutha Odaari’s trial.

Yetta said, “Odaali will be fine with the Feast. The last decade has been rather calm in all those sorts of ways, but we still do Feast drills as any city should.”

Erick grinned. “Good to hear.”

“In less favorable news,” Cyril said, “Odaari isn’t going to see the inside of a courtroom anytime soon. The Viridian Throne has rebuffed our initial attempts to reopen the case, trying to get us to drop our interests. We told them that we’re not dropping it, and then they opted to try and delay again, which we counter-filed, telling them we demand a public trial, in accordance with the Founding Laws of the Republic.” Miffed, and not showing that too much, Cyril added, “Which has started a week countdown timer, which they are turning into a 2 week timer because of a ‘special exceptions for holidays’ clause, using Triumph of Light to make this whole thing a lot more delayed than it needs to be.”

Erick was not surprised. “So what does this mean?”

Cyril said, “This all means that if Poi wants to stay in Odaali, we’re happy to have him, but the throne is [Force Wall]ing us, and so there’s nothing to be done. They won’t even set any meetings with Poi, as they have declared him an outsider.”

Erick was surprised at that. He looked to Poi. “They won’t even set meetings with you?”

Poi nodded. “They would if it were you asking.”

Erick thought about that for a second. “… I’m not getting involved yet.” He said to Cyril and Yetta, “Let me know when you want me involved.”

Cyril gave a small sigh of relief. “Thank you. What they’re doing is underhanded, but the paperwork and politics are still actually moving, which is more than how it’s been for the last decade. So we don’t need your direct assistance yet.”

“Atunir is fine if you execute her, or do whatever, Erick,” Yetta said. “You don’t have to go along with our mortal requests.”

Erick just smiled, and changed the subject, “Speaking of Atunir, I suppose I can contact her in a dream anywhere, so I’ll probably do that, but after I take Poi back home. Her dungeon was quite interesting!”

Yetta brightened. “What did you like about it?”

“Oh well… To start with, there’s the simplicity of the system, in that everyone can make a ‘core’ without needing to alter their biology to actually incorporate a core, which seems like it would almost eliminate the general possibility of monsterization, for monsters simply don’t form in low-mana environments. Even normal humans can use that Second Script, and…”

Erick spoke for a good hour about most of the things he had seen. Not all, though. He specifically went thin on how the mana density of even the first floor was uncomfortable, and he specifically stayed away from the [Witness] stuff, because… Well that would make him look crazy? Right? Dungeons didn’t have [Witness]able shit… Right? Erick hadn’t even talked to his kids about that, yet.

Anyway. Soon enough, Erick said farewell to Yetta, Cyril, and their kids (which was mostly Ophiel saying goodbye, to the little kids, because the kids didn’t give a shit about Erick, which was kinda cute) it was time to go back home.

Erick would be back to Greensoil to delve more floors of the Glittering Depths later, for he had truly enjoyed the experience, even if it had been frightening in certain ways. After Shadow’s Feast, though.







- - - -







Erick purposefully opened a [Gate] from Odaali to a secluded part of his cloud castle home; one of the out-of-the-way gardens, nestled behind the library. There, he asked Poi, “So about all that stuff that happened in the dungeon that I didn’t talk about. The [Witness] of events that were certainly apocryphal, that never happened? With Ashes and Markie and Sofie and Fyuri… What did you think?”

Poi deadpanned, “I think you should have brought it up with them.”

“But it would make me look crazy! … Right? Dungeons don’t have alternate realities inside of them… Right?”

Poi rolled his eyes, and more strongly repeated, “I think you should have brought it up with them.”

Erick frowned. “… Maybe after I get through another floor.”

Poi nodded, then changed the subject, “I’m getting about a hundred questions about what are your plans for Shadow’s Feast tonight, and I’m going to tell them…?”

“Nothing. I’m indisposed, or whatever it is that Kiri and Zolan have been telling people.”

“[Force Wall]ing it is, then.”

Erick chuckled. “Oh come on! That’s not the same at all.”

“Whatever you say, King Erick, absolute ruler of the world.”

Erick laughed again.

He didn’t get a chance to take a nap before night came on, for Zolan and Kiri both quietly handed him some major tasks for him to do, if he could please. So Erick spent the next several hours repairing several small sections of the Gate Network, as he did every so often. It was easy work.

And then came Shadow’s Feast.







- - - -







Shadow’s Feast was mostly a non-event.

Erick spent the ‘holiday’ at home for the first time in a long time, with Ophiel spread wide across the globe, looking for any potential problems. Mostly, there was nothing; a few uppity dungeon breaks here and there in the wilds, where no one really lived, yes, but those were easy to take care of, which is what Erick did, with lancing light and targeted explosions. The dungeon breaks weren’t anything malicious on Melemizargo’s end; just natural dungeon breaks. Other than that, Erick read some books on the history of the Fall of Quintlan and how [Create Food and Water] tied into all of that. He also spied upon Storm’s Edge. According to a skeleton speaker-for-the-dungeon-master, that Quilatalap had set up outside of Vanya’s central dungeon, Quilatalap was much too busy to be disturbed right now.

Erick kinda wanted to surprise the man, but Quilatalap was too busy right now.

In the morning, as the black sky flaked away and Shadow’s Feast ended, Erick waited a few more hours to make sure nothing was happening, and then he tucked himself into bed.

On the first day of Triumph of Light, Erick dreamed of wheat fields.







- - - -







“So you liked it?” Atunir asked.

Erick walked through golden wheat fields with the goddess who made them, under a bright blue sky.

“I do like it, in a general sort of sense. The system is simple, which has points in its favor, but I have a few questions. Primarily: how does one learn how to make real magic, if the average person will use crystals for everything? What does this system look like, on a larger scale?”

Atunir easily said, “Actual mages will learn to make magic inside arcanaeums in high-mana environments where auras function normally. Elsewise, most people will take the mana crystals that are produced by whoever is in charge of whatever areas they are in, or which they make themselves using spell tomes. I would expect spell tomes to be produced by any dungeon on our version of a Second Script world. Metirons and basic metamonds, too. The meta-irons to hold those gems could be any metal, too, though platinum is likely one of the best options. From there, it would be easy to transfer such a system into a true void of outer space, as you call it. Whatever metal is used there would simply need to be properly enchanted with layered magnetic defenses and other nuances, in order to be used outside of a Scripted space. Such a thing would probably form the central engine of a spaceship, or what-have-you.” Atunir said, “Meta-irons and meta-diamonds would function differently, too, outside of a Second Script, with the irons holding a lot more mana and the diamonds actually being vulnerable to degradation if they’re not properly sealed within the meta-iron. But in its base form, this system would work on any world with a Second Script dedicated to making it work. It would probably even work here, on Veird, but Veird has some anti-mana-crystal properties that make this mostly non-viable here.”

Erick took that in, and imagined a world where people didn’t use a whole lot of magic in their daily lives, but which they still had magic. “A world of mostly technology, then?”

“For a long time, yes.” Atunir said, “Until the mana density of a world naturally rose to good levels, and people began to use magic themselves, instead of through trinkets and artifacts. This sort of system would be much simpler to maintain, as well. It would still need a central overseer, but that god could be a naturally arising lifeforce in a planet, instead of a person assigned to the task. A dungeon core, grown to large proportions. The current overseers of the Glittering Depths are a handful of dungeon masters who usually spend their time watching screens, managing monster habitats, reporting to Greensoil according to Greensoil’s laws, and not much more than that. The dungeon does almost everything on its own. It would be easy to scale that system up.”

Erick’s eyes went a little wide at that. “… Well that’s certainly ambitious, but I could see it happening.” Erick said, “Onto my next question, then: About what I saw through [Witness]. The story of ‘Ashes’ and Markie, Sofie, and Fyuri. But more than just that: how much of that whole story was true?”

Atunir smiled softly, as she gazed out across the golden fields. A few cows mooed in the distance, as a wonderful breeze brushed across the wheat fields, sending the golden stalks to waving. “It seems something unexpected has happened, hasn’t it? A [Witness] returning a true sight, inside a dungeon. Somewhat impossible from most understandings. But then, upon understanding what dungeons are, we arrive at a possible explanation, or at least what I believe might be true. I could be wrong, but…

“The Dark is full of memories; more than the mana, more than Melemizargo, more than gods. Though this youngest incarnation of the Dark is young, the Dark itself was here before all of us. And the Dark has memories more than any of us.

“I even put my own memories into that dungeon.

“I asked you to check out the Glittering Depths, to see what you make of it all, but along the way, somehow, someway, you have triggered some confluence of power, there in the Dark. I made the Glittering Depths with a true story, so perhaps the Truth of it all seeped through, triggering something else within you, the viewer.

“You’re not the first person to go [Witness]ing stuff that mostly happened, though I believe you have [Witness]ed the most of all those who had come before. Ask around with Yetta, or with other delvers in the Glittering Depths, and you will find others like you. As for why some people [Witness] the past, and not everyone? We have arrived at an explanation I believe might be true.

“A part of your soul passed through that time of history, back in the Old Cosmology.”

Erick stopped walking as Atunir’s words hit him.

Atunir paused beside him. “Souls never really die, you know. They simply move on, into other forms. Into mana, usually. That mana becomes new life, and new souls, which spawn new mana all the time. The mana of your own soul, here on Veird, has already gifted life to so many other things out there, from the plant life of that Benevolence Dungeon Tower, to how you have simply flooded the world with Benevolence, and that Benevolence has coalesced into elementals here and there. Slimes, too. Every single Benevolence creature anyone manages to create through [Conjure Force Elemental] and Mana Altering for Benevolence is directly created from the castoffs of your own soul.

“If, in ten thousand years, a conjured elemental should become a real existence, then they might experience memories of being ‘Erick’, if they dove deep enough all the way back into their own past.”

Erick found himself whispering, “Oh. Wow. Okay.”

Atunir continued, “Before the Sundering the Old Cosmology was like a leaking boat, with people traveling to other universes all the time. Mana leaked into other universes, and other universes leaked into the Old Cosmology. The fae are the most obvious example of this truth, but we had outsiders back then, too. In this sort of light, and likely due to the Sundering, it is not that surprising that your current soul has roots in the Old Cosmology.

“Many people do.

“Now. To address the horror in the room, or at least the circumstance that you believe is a horror: There’s that whole Xoatist thing happening right now, which is whatever you want it to be. I don’t believe you are Xoat. I do, however, believe that a part of your soul did come from the Old Cosmology. Is this impressive? Concerning? Interesting or dangerous? Maybe all of those things; maybe none.

“As a general caution: You should not believe what you saw there, in the Dark, for memories and existence gets tangled up something fierce inside those deep places in the mana. No one can really [Witness] that far and see any sort of Truth at all. Take a look at Melemizargo’s insanity, if you want to know what it means to look too deeply into oneself. You, Erick, should understand that what you see in the Glittering Depths is to be taken with a heavy, heavy dose of disbelief.” Atunir said, “There’s no harm in continuing to plumb the Dark for answers, though… Or at least not for you. Melemizargo likes you.”

Erick took a moment to collect his thoughts, as his mind ripped back toward his [Witness]es inside the Glittering Depths. “… What of the Ashes storyline is true?”

Atunir nodded slowly, as though she was deciding how much to say. And then she began, “To be able to see the past in the Dark, three things need to be generally true: You need to be a solo-delver, or have the Dark focused on you in particular. You need to be able to [Witness] on your own. And you have to have a real connection with the Old Cosmology. If you had been someone else inside the Glittering Depths, if you had gone in with Poi, or others, you likely never would have seen anything at all in the manasphere, as the dungeon wouldn’t have had any resonance at all between all your separate souls. You would have tried a [Witness], and seen nothing but empty Dark.

“But since you do have some connection with Insten…

“Or maybe it’s just because you’re a Wizard, actually.” Atunir shrugged. “That could also be true, since you simply have more Dark inside you, and are therefore able to see more of the Dark inside others...

“Either way.

“The general shape of the story you saw inside the Glittering Depths is exceedingly true. ‘Ashes’ was a man who struck the first true blow against Riam when he killed ‘Fyuri’, the Grand Adjudicator heading the purge against the Resistance. He had a great many personal reasons for doing what he did, as you have seen. He was a very brave man, but he was not the only one there, in that past, who brought my Truth to Insten.” Atunir smiled softly again, as she said, “You’re the first one to bring out the real names of Ashes’s past, though. Ashes’s name wasn’t ‘Ashes’, but that is what he became known as afterward; what he called himself for that was what he made of Riam’s forces. ‘Fyuri’ wasn’t her name, either, but she became known by that name because of her nature, and because of what she inspired in the Resistance. No one knows those names but you and me and a few other gods… And whoever you tell, I suppose. I never told the builders of the Glittering Depths those names; they use the NPC generator to fill in those parts of the story.

“Those names didn’t exist in that dungeon until you came along and made that happen.

“Most of those storylines are as true as they can be, but they are nudged into positions, to allow people to follow archetypes, to discover the story of Insten and Riam, and to understand the power of Field and Fertility through whatever lens they wish to view the world.

“The story you [Witness]ed of Ashes and Fyuri was mostly true, though.” Atunir said, “Either because you’re a Wizard, and you molded yourself to fit a pathway that you didn’t know you wanted to fit until you got there, or because you are the [Reincarnation] of Ashes, or because you’re an offshoot of some wayward bit of mana from the Old Cosmology… Take your pick of reasoning.

“All of it could be true, or none of it could be true, for walking in the Dark is always a trip, one way or another. And that’s what dungeons are; trips through the Dark. Most people cannot see the Dark that clearly, though, so most of the time this is not a problem.”

For several moments, the wind calmly blew.

“… There’s no real answer for why I [Witness]ed anything at all, is there?”

“Broadly, there is no real answer. Could be any number of reasons. One of them is probably correct, and Wizardry has a lot to do with it, but since the Old Cosmology is gone there’s no way for me to track your soul from there to here.” Atunir offered, “If you want, I could get you into contact with the other person who has experienced a major [Witness] inside the Glittering Depths?”

Erick kinda did want that. “… Who?”

“Clarice Icewind. The top solo-delver, and most highly decorated delver. The Iron Bandits still beat her in overall depth, and they’ve had a few true Old Cosmology experiences themselves, and mostly in the Endless Dungeon. Clarice’s journey through the first five story levels was about as revealing to her as your first floor was to you. Most of her revelation came to her on floor 5, which is where the bits of her current soul connected the most with an echo of what her soul used to be, so long ago.” Atunir said, “The Endless Dungeon, so far, has been the major source of Old Cosmology memories for other people.”

Erick knowingly said, “You made this dungeon so that you could see the Old Cosmology again.”

“Yes. Of course I did.” Atunir looked across the sky. “Every random level in the Endless Dungeon of the Glittering Depths is… It’s all my memories of the Old Cosmology, laid down for all to see. Every place that I touched in my duty as the Goddess of Field and Fertility for uncountable worlds.” She looked to Erick. “If you went deep enough into the Dark, you’d see more of your own life, for sure, because despite the varied possibilities of why this is happening to you… You have a history with the Old Cosmology, in some unknown and unknowable way, Erick. Ever since you brought us the idea of ‘Reincarnation’, replacing the phrase we use to describe high-tier summoning with a simple, single word, I knew you had a history with what came before the Sundering.

“Are you Xoat? Hmm. Doubtful. But an intriguing tale, anyway.”

Erick breathed shallowly; he was still uncomfortable with the idea of him being Xoat after all these years, and especially now, with all the rest of what Atunir had said.

Atunir kept talking, though. “I know how uncomfortable the idea of you being Xoat makes you, but I believe you were alive in the Old Cosmology long before you lived here, in this universe. That, at least, is true. In a large way, this is as big of a deal as you choose to make it. But in a smaller, more personal way, you are not alone in this circumstance. Look to the shadelings, if you want to know others who have been revived from very distant places and times. Or look to others who have delved into the Glittering Depths, who have found connections to the Old Cosmology through those delves. Souls are effervescent, and though the original soul might be gone, their impact on all which came later still draws lines between the present and the past.”

Erick felt like he had been gifted a white elephant; a large thing that he had no idea how to handle. 

Atunir asked, “Will you be delving more?”

“… Yes.”

“I could simply tell you what happens to Ashes if a delve makes you uncomfortable.”

“… No… No. I will find out on my own what came before—” Suddenly, and —Erick admitted to himself— because he wanted to get away from the current topic, Erick changed the subject to something much more interesting, which he had never really poked at too hard. Erick asked, “No one really knows what caused the Sundering, right?”

Atunir looked at him, suddenly unsure. “… No one knows what caused the Sundering; yes.”

“Is the truth of it somewhere inside the Dark? Inside the dungeons? Inside the memories laid down by gods and Melemizargo?”

Atunir looked like she was juggling ten different responses, from utter disbelief, to surprise, to a desire to say some very angry words. And then she calmed, and said, “I respect the Dark and its mysteries, but I do not respect Melemizargo at all. Less than 10,000 years into his power and we had the Sundering… I do believe that he doesn’t know exactly what happened, otherwise he would have told us, and we gods would have known the truth anyway. It is possible he is keeping that knowledge buried deep; deep enough that even the Dark’s current avatar cannot know the truth. It might, therefore, be possible to delve the Dark and discover what has been hidden from us all, for all these years. But the Dark is still the Dark. I would suggest not poking the Dark without the Dark’s express consent.”

“… Maybe I’ll save discovering the truth of the Sundering until later, then. After I free Yggdrasil from myself.”

Atunir nodded, but she was still unsure.

“But about Ashes…” Erick asked, “You can’t give me anything but suggestions as to what might be happening?”

“Either you put yourself into that storyline in a rather deep way, because you’re related to Ashes, or because you’re a Paradox Wizard. I can tell you that you have not Established yourself as Ashes; you won’t ever have enough power to do that to a god like me, thankfully.” Atunir’s voice drifted away on the golden wind, “I wish the Sundering had never happened and I could tell you directly what your connection is, but that’s impossible.”

The dream faded.

Erick woke.

For a while he simply lay in bed, thinking about a great many different things.
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                Discounting the last decade, the first day of Triumph of Light had always been a day to first celebrate that one had lived through Shadow’s Feast, which usually began with putting things back together that had been destroyed in the night. Burials of the dead. Prayers of thanks to the gods. Curses against the Dark.

In some places, that pattern held true. Those places were the outliers these days, though. These days, in Candlepoint at least, people mostly spent the first day of Triumph relaxing after spending all the previous night awake. Just awake. No real danger, except the expectation of danger. And that was exhausting.

Erick spent the day sleeping. He was not the only one.

The first night of Triumph of Light was when the parties really started in Candlepoint, and all the Greater Candlepoint Area.

As the sun began to set, Erick had a private affair at his home. Just him and most of the extended family he had made here on Veird. Poi, Poi’s sister, Rizala, and Rizala’s husband, Variol. Teressa, and Teressa’s husband, Dariok. Kiri was able to make it, thankfully. Quilatalap could not attend because he was still inside the dungeons of Storm’s Edge; he was also exceedingly busy, which was a shame for multiple reasons. Erick had wanted him here, to have him here... And also to ask him about what Atunir had told him, about delving into the Dark, and seeing memories of the Old Cosmology inside certain types of dungeons.

Jane wasn’t able to make it, either, but she was rarely home in Candlepoint these days. Her absence was expected.

“But I wanted to ask her about all this shit, too,” Erick said, as he drank a beer while sitting with Poi and Teressa on the ‘patio’, on the clouds around Erick’s house. He had spent the last little while talking about the [Witness] memories he had experienced inside the Glittering Depths, and his family had listened, while they drank beers on the patio.

It wasn’t really a patio, though. It was more like a large, grassy hill-like space, with garden chairs and a firepit and other general-outdoor amenities, and few nice trees. The whole thing was held up by wispy clouds. It was one of several outdoor spaces among the lands of Erick’s floating cloud castle, and perhaps the most normal one, located more or less centrally between all the various houses of the castle.

Dariok was at the firepit, overseeing the cooking of a large pig, while Rizala and Variol were in the kitchen making even more food. And so, the only people who had really heard Erick tell his story of the Glittering Depths had been Poi, Teressa, and then Kiri toward the end. The others were probably giving Erick space and purposefully not intruding, which was fine. Erick was absolutely sure that Rizala, Variol, and Dariok considered themselves loved ones, but he was also sure that they simultaneously didn’t consider themselves truly part of the family. Erick supposed that the only way that would change was to give it more time; he certainly wasn’t going to force it.

Kiri brought over the pitcher of beer and refilled some drinks, as she said, “I went to a lot of dungeons in my own Worldly Path and I saw a lot of shit, but I don’t think I ever saw a true memory in the Dark. Going into the Grand Dungeon at Freeland and coming out of the Grand Dungeon here at Candlepoint was perhaps the oddest part of my Path.”

Teressa asked, “You never went to any Endless Delves, did you?”

“I did, but only the first ten floors of the Endless Blue at Dungeon Island,” Kiri said, sitting down. “Dungeon Island has three Endless Delves, one of which is Melemizargo’s own Mount Ascendant. Almost went in that one instead. Perhaps if I had, I would have come out of some other dungeon on my way back out.”

“But you never saw actual, true memories, did you?” Erick asked.

“Well… I’m kinda reevaluating that, actually.” Kiri said, “There was that one random floor in a Random dungeon that was like an image of Tower Town, but even more horrible than I remember it. I fought off monsters that looked like the nobles that used to torment me when I was a kid, and then Archmage Quel’s shadow, too. It was like a waking nightmare… But I got through it. And Tasar was there with me, so it wasn’t that bad.”

Erick paused. “… You never told me about that before?”

Kiri shrugged. “It’s still odd to talk about. The whole Path was weird.”

Erick looked at Kiri with compassion in his eyes.

And Kiri rolled her eyes at him, saying, “Eh! It’s fine, Erick! All dungeons are delves into the Dark, and meant to be journeys of self discovery; this is known. I didn’t know that we were actually going into real memories, though. Not like we can go into Benevolence and see your memories…” Kiri looked at Teressa. “Can we?”

Erick chuckled. “Hopefully there’s nothing too embarrassing in there.”

Teressa easily said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a memory of you sitting on the toilet, or otherwise.”

That earned her a little chuckle, but inwardly, Erick was glad that no one would be snooping on his memories… And yet…

Erick decided to say, “Atunir said that my far descendants might have some sort of ‘elemental memory’ tied in with Benevolence.”

“I could see that,” Teressa said.

Poi nodded.

“Anyway.” Kiri continued on, “There are a few other Endless Delves in Songli that are rather well known, and there’s a few down by Stratagold, too. And apparently the Glittering Depths has one, too. They’re hard dungeons to make right because they delve into the ‘random’ generator option of dungeon cores rather deeply, and it’s that randomness that has to be producing these sorts of deep memories. There’s no such thing as true randomness, after all, and what we see as randomness in a dungeon is really just a dungeon producing something that will challenge the specific delver that it's testing at that time. And since randomness gets people real-deathed, dungeon masters try to keep true randomness out of their dungeons, so it’s not too surprising that this is ‘new’ information.”

“I know Quilatalap doesn’t have any Endless Dungeons,” Erick said, “I never got into the ‘why not’ with him, though.”

Kiri shrugged. “I have an accepted answer, but not a real one.”

“That’s fine,” Erick said.

Kiri nodded, then began, “All dungeons are delving into that alternate dimension of the Dark, to allow people to make themselves stronger, or whatever, but they’re also curated experiences. They’re all allowances from Melemizargo to the world, to allow the people of this world to see if they can make a better one. Endless Dungeons are an extreme, esoteric variation of this principle.

“And Endless Dungeons are very hard to get right.

“Endless Dungeons are very prone to failure in a few specific ways that other dungeons are not.

“Most dungeons try to set a scaling level of danger between one floor and the next, because danger means resources become real, and they can be brought back into this reality. But you don’t want people to hurl themselves into inevitable death traps, because that just means death, so you incrementalize the danger. Therefore, people can choose what level of danger and gains they are comfortable with.

“But Endless Dungeons have two-ish big problems.

“The first problem is that the continual, incremental danger added to fake floor after fake floor means something always ends up breaking because the fake can become real inside a dungeon, and especially when someone views it.

“Adding to this, Endless Delves can get very random.

“Randomness, when combined with a viewer that changes what they view into reality, causes problems.

“And now, here you come, Erick, adding in this whole ‘[Witness]ing the Old Cosmology through some sort of shared resonance with the dungeon’ thing you got going on...” Kiri thought, then shook her head. “Still not sure what to make of that. But your experience does add even more reasoning as to why Endless Dungeons often break. Perhaps the truly dedicated delvers out there see glimpses of their past in those Endless Depths, so they dive deeper and deeper, in order to see their previous life. Maybe they usually end up seeing what killed them in a past life, too.

“Now that would be darned traumatic, if you ask me. That sort of mental anguish deep in the Dark, where Reality is reality, could cause a dungeon break.

“But! Good news: I have never seen an Endless Dungeon break badly —no Ancient-level monsters suddenly storming every single nearby city and whatnot— which means something odd happens when an Endless Dungeon breaks. Does the delver that caused the break consume themselves in the process of witnessing their own Old Cosmology death? Does the death of the delver cause a disconnect in the dungeon, meaning that everything the delver had been searching for is simply lost to the Dark? Does Melemizargo step in, directly, and sever the break before it propagates to the upper floors, and then out into this real world? I don’t know.”

Teressa scrunched her face. “Quilatalap is not making Storm’s Edge into an Endless dungeon? Right?”

“Not part of the plans at all,” Erick said, instantly understanding Teressa’s concern. “That dungeon is supposed to be the solution to a Storm; not the cause of the storm.”

Teressa nodded, but she wasn’t wholly sure.

Kiri asked, “How is he going to make a dungeon that contains 22.5 million people, anyway? That seems… improbable.”

Erick began, “The original plan was for 6 side dungeons of normal size, and one central dungeon of massive, million-people False-Society-size. The amended plan is for all of that, but each dungeon turned into several levels of civilization, and…”

The conversation went on into the evening, into dinner when everyone gathered for a grand feast, and then afterward, into after-dinner beers. Eventually, Teressa and Dariok split off to go have fun at an orcol mosh pit in Treehome; they planned to spend the next few days partying up there. Kiri went back to work. Pregnant Rizala went to bed, with Variol to rub her shoulders for her. Poi went to his meditation room to take care of Mind Mage business that had been piling up, for just like with Kiri, it might be the Triumph of Light, and most people were partying, but a lot of people still worked.

Erick almost decided to go visit Jane since she couldn’t visit him and their normal talking day was still two days away… But she was probably busy. So Erick checked in with the people down at Adventurer City to see if Jane was actually busy.

And sure enough, she was. She was inside a dungeon.

So Erick decided to tuck himself into bed for an early night.

- - - -

The next morning, he bid his people farewell and did some light preparation to go back into the Glittering Depths. Mostly, he got some good pants and some nicer boots, and a small backpack that could hold lots of little things, like his Wand of [Drinking Food], and whatever metamonds he managed to find. None of it was remotely enchanted at all; it was all ‘dungeon gear’. Vendors these days knew their stuff would be going inside dungeons where magic didn’t always work the same. A lot of vendors were working with fun Particle Magic spells and specific types of spider silk and other silks, though, because carbon fiber and nylon-adjacent stuff still worked inside alternate-magic-spaces.

Erick’s new outfit was all grey, and would act as both underarmor, in case he ended up getting something like a breastplate inside the dungeon, and general-purpose clothing for all types of weather. It would even resist small bites and sweat and dirt. Truthfully, Erick was kinda excited with his new outfit. Being an ‘adventurer’ was rather different from everything he normally did, and he so rarely had to actually worry about his clothes. Usually, Erick was either made of Benevolence and using his sunform, or else he had [Mend] to repair everything. But none of those options existed within the Glittering Depths.

Erick, of course, recognized this desire to delve into a dungeon, to explore the Dark, as something new. Almost like a calling. Perhaps it was the newness of it all that drove him to go back to the Glittering Depths. Perhaps he was following something Fated, like the Worldly Path, drawing him onward.

Hopefully not that second thing, though.

‘Searching’ Atunir’s memories of the Old Cosmology, and seeing ‘Ashes’s’ life play out before him in a way that seemed so familiar, and yet so distant. That’s what truly called Erick back to the Glittering Depths. Erick had picked that name, ‘Ashes’, out of his head and not really thought too much about it, and yet, he had picked out an important name. Which was odd for so many different reasons.

Maybe Erick went back because he was interested in the Sundering.

Atunir didn’t have answers for the Sundering inside her memories, but Erick figured an exploratory jaunt into Atunir’s memories was a safer space to start his search for Sundering answers, than to go directly to Melemizargo. If nothing else, Erick would find out what life was like in the Old Cosmology, even if such a sight was marred with current-day understandings of magic and ‘not that true at all’, according to Atunir. Later, maybe Erick would go to Melemizargo, and to the Dark, for better, more dangerous answers about the Sundering.

Or maybe journeying through the Glittering Depths was Erick simply doing his due diligence, to search out what ‘Second Script’ truly meant both to him, and to the rest of existence from now until forever. There would certainly be a lot of Second Scripts going forward, with a new one for every possible world out there… Or something like that.

Maybe he wanted to understand his daughter a bit more, too.

Jane had been delving these dungeons ever since they came into being. She was at the forefront of the creation of the Dungeon Guild, and high up in their leadership these days. Every week she went out with her teammates and killed rogue dungeons the world over. She barely had time for him these days… Which was rather what kids were supposed to do when they grew up. But with Erick finally delving dungeons, maybe he could connect with his daughter once again. Maybe they could have something fun to talk about when Erick finished the Glittering Depths to floor 5.

And he had to kill some time, anyway, to let the Viridian Throne let Denutha Odaari explain herself to Odaali, and the public at large. Erick wondered what the holdup was, exactly. The story couldn’t be much deeper than Odaari turning radical in the face of Greensoil’s tyranny, could it?

Likely not…

Ah.

Erick realized.

Denutha’s testimony would probably implicate some people in the upper echelons of the Greensoil Republic of doing some bad shit, and a trial would have those people held accountable. That had to be the reason, right?

… Eh. Erick would give the Viridian Throne a week and a half before he got directly involved. Maybe he would give them a few days past the Triumph of Light and the new year? Sure. That sounded fine. Maybe they’d close this Daydropper Quest under their own cognizance, before he got involved.







- - - -







Welcome to Floor 2, the blasted plains.







What was once farmland on the world of Insten, of the Old Cosmology, is now a warzone.







This is a true story, turned into a learning experience.







More than a hundred years have passed since the fall of that city, and the fall of many others like it. Whether you fought the cat at the school, or the suit of armor at the castle, or the ghosts of nobility in their homes, all paths ended in brief success. And then Riam retaliated.

We have skipped those many years of horror, for all individual resistance is but a spark, easily extinguished within the Emptying.

And yet, horror fades, time moves ever onward, and the seeds of a true rebellion have been planted.

In this time, in this place, the resistance had gained a modicum of true power. Underground, they developed new tools with which to truly resist Riam. They survived. They matured. Like seeds buried under winter snows, they waited for the sun to rise and for an opportunity to present itself, but sometimes they were disturbed in their rest.

Sometimes, they had to blossom early, because anything other than total war was to lay down and die.







You are NOT alone in this world.

Everything in RED will try to kill you, so kill it first.







Fight against the ruthlessness of Riam.

Make some more magic, behead the war machine coming your way, and carve a path of blood to the next floor.







Erick sat up and blinked a few times, trying to get the dirt out of his eyes.

Several things happened rather fast.

First came realization, and a trickle of mana sense. Erick felt the world, and the world seemed hollow. Empty. It was not empty at all, though; just comparatively. Erick’s mana sense was a wild streamer of sensory information, mostly contained to the ground where the mana moved slower, but also in the air directly above the ground, where mana wisped into the air like streamers. He sensed maybe 20 meters all around himself, and only partially.

The nature of his mana sense had changed. In an odd sort of way he could still tell what mana was what, and strangely enough, that particular nature of his mana sense was a lot clearer than back on Veird proper. Under the Script, the manasphere was almost uniform in power and distribution, with equal parts Elemental Stone inside the air as there was Elemental Air inside the land. But here, the ground was layers of Elemental Stone, the air held Air, and there was only mixing upon the surface, in the sand and grass and otherwise.

A whole lot of Fire burned in the crater right next to him.

That crater was five meters across, and whatever artillery had impacted there had barely missed him.

Almost as fast as Erick noticed all that, he saw that his core was exposed; his [Illusionary Soul] had been broken, and that the mana he contained inside his core had been reduced to 60%; the same density as the ambient mana all around. That was still 33k mana, and he could still manually cast his Domain, which he tried and succeeded in doing the very moment he thought of it, but he was down a lot of mana. His personal safety net was heavily reduced.

His [Unbreakable Form] was gone. His natural absolute damage reduction as a dragon was probably compromised, too.

At least he didn’t feel bloated.

At least his Belt of Many Functions seemed to be cocooning his body with its Elemental Illusion-based [Unsensible] magic, which was… A thing. Erick wasn’t sure exactly what [Unsensible] did, but he seemed [Ward]ed against casual mana sense-based enemy inspections. Still, though, Erick would be experimenting with [Unsensible] and [Benediction] as soon as he could, in order to make that whole thing work a lot better than it currently was.

Three seconds had passed since Erick had sat up and checked himself. He had seen the land all around him, but he wasn’t in immediate danger and the floating text for floor 2 had yet to leave his sight, so he didn’t look outward too hard until now.

But now, Erick looked away from that floating floor 2 text, that text vanished, and the full breadth of the land around him came into view.

The land was a warzone.

Craters everywhere, spilling smoke into the sky. Bodies strewn across the land, all of them human-looking, but all of them with great wounds upon them. Sword cuts. Mace smashes. Armor dented or rented apart. Only a few of the bodies wore red tabards. Most of the dead wore simple clothes and had spears or wooden shields. A few people had blue or grey tabards. Broken weapons lay everywhere. Some of the bodies were still on fire.

The main battle had passed by hours ago, at least—

A sword clanged against a dull wooden thing, sending the sound of dying battle across the dead field once again.

Erick turned to the right.

In the distance stood a man fighting a defensive retreat, holding a shield up to ward against two people in red tabards. The retreating man had a grey tabard. One of the reds held a sword, the other held a spear. All three of them were bloody and covered in dirt, and on the verge of dying.

Erick stood up, feeling funny, his head lighter than usual—

His body was not the ‘Ashes’ that he had come into this floor with. The hair was a bit longer. The body was a bit younger. A bit more muscular. He was also wearing a grey tabard, for some reason. This was an ‘Ashes’ that had gone through some shit, and came out the other side physically better for it, somehow. There was a story there, too, and especially since there was a hundred year difference between floor 1 and floor 2. Ashes had gotten up to something odd? Some special healing magic?

… Erick looked to his wrist, where the Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation] held strong, its sky-blue glow mirroring the light of the sky overhead.

Well…

Aging and bodies worked differently in the Old Cosmology, didn’t they? Perhaps ‘Ashes’s’ bracelet had gifted him with years beyond the norm—

A spear clanged with a wooden shield. The retreating man grunted. The spear and the shield fell to the ground, locked together, and the red tabards cursed hate at the retreating man.

Erick would leave the investigation of [Self Rejuvenation] to later, after he helped the resistance fighter. Erick began running that way as he called out, “Over here!”

The fleeing man looked up to see Erick running his way. The red tabards cursed and yelled epithets. The one with the sword prepared to receive Erick, while the one who had lost his spear to the fleeing man’s shield bent down and grabbed a mace off of a dead body. The fleeing man began to flee Erick’s way, though he was incredibly exhausted.

All three of the men were exhausted, but the red tabards were still ready for war. And then Erick hefted his Rod of the Lightning Guardian, and the red tabards both saw the flickering white energy upon Erick’s weapon. They looked at Erick’s grey tabard. The fight left the red tabards. They decided they had had enough of war.

The red tabards raced away across the burning field, rushing to get away as fast as they could.

The fleeing man glanced backward at his pursuers— He stopped fleeing. And then he laughed loud and happy, cursing the red tabards, laughing at them with great purpose and as loud as he could. His laughter didn’t last long. The guy rapidly quieted and then collapsed to the ground like an exceedingly tired toddler.

Erick reached the man and nudged him with his foot. “You okay, mate?”

Ripped clothes. Ripped grey tabard. Bloody arms and a forehead wound. Dirty as a ditch digger. The fleeing man looked like his better days were long, long ago. His ribs showed in the ripped gaps of his shirt; he looked like he hadn’t eaten properly in years. Everything about the man told Erick that he was on the verge of death, and that he had been on the verge of death for a long time.

And then the man opened his brilliant blue eyes, and he saw Erick standing over him, and he smiled. “Hello, Captain Ashes. Fancy meeting you in a place like this.”

Erick smiled a little bit himself, and got into the moment. “I don’t have any healing for you, so we’ll have to go back to camp. I got food, though, if you need that.”

The man instantly balked, writhing theatrically, mumbling, “I hate that stick of [Drinking Food].”

Erick laughed, then said, “Get up, private; you’re not that wounded. What’s your name?”

“Private Parts, sir.”

“Lie again and you won’t get any gruel.”

“… I’m not sure if I want to lie or tell the truth, sir.”

Erick stared down at the man.

“I’m Private Kinder Scottsland.” He added, “I play the lute and mostly talk shit in camp? Known as the company gossip? Did you hit your head, sir? Also thank you for saving me, sir.”

“I was struck with some heavy ordinance back there.” Erick pulled out his wand. “You hungry now? Or can you wait until we find a bowl? Also, we gotta get back to camp.”

Kinder said, “I can wait.” He held up his hand.

Erick grabbed the man and hauled him back to his feet. As he put his wand back into his fanny pack, he looked around, asking, “Which way is camp?”

A shadow of pain passed across Kinder’s face. And then Kinder ignored that shadow, and made his voice as jovial and non-depressed as he could, “It’s gone, sir. We’ll have to regroup at the mountain.”

Erick looked around.

Erick and Kinder were currently in a lower part of some rather flat plains, so all Erick saw for kilometers upon kilometers was blasted plains, destroyed trees, and battlefields filled with bodies. Maybe if Erick went to the top of one of those larger hills they might see something, but right now, there was nothing but war all around.

The sunstar held high in the sky, but it was dimmer than Erick recalled back at the end of Floor one. A hundred years of the Emptying had probably harmed Insten’s sunstar just as much as it had harmed Insten itself.

Erick asked, “And where is the mountain?”

Kinder pointed in a direction. “That—”

Right as the man said that, a pair of fireballs exploded in the distance, in that exact same direction, sending up roars of flame. Those bursts of fire sent out even more fireballs that flew wide and wild, causing smaller explosions across the land.

“… that way.” Kinder slowly lowered his finger. “Their artillery mage is watching that direction.”

Erick wasn’t sure what that double [Grand Fireball] had even been aimed at; he couldn’t see any living troops anywhere at all. Perhaps if he got to higher ground, he could see something. But that was probably a bad idea. That would just make them a target. Erick pointed toward some relative lowlands, perpendicular to where the explosions had happened. “Anything in that direction?”

Kinder went, “Uhh… I don’t know—” He pointed left. “That’s where the main base was. Gone now. Too many refugees came to us and none of them could fight…” He looked down at the bodies all around. “They certainly tried, though...”

Erick could tell he was losing the man. With authority in his voice, he said, “Kinder.”

Kinder instantly solidified, to stand as strong as he could. “Sir! The main base is probably occupied by Riam.” He pointed forward, toward the explosions. “That’s where we reconnect. The mountains, that way. A month of walking. We can walk around the battlefield. Soon as we get to the forest that way we can hide. Probably come across others—”

Another distant explosion rocked the land.

“We’re not leaving, Kinder.” Erick said, “Besides the fact that I’m not spending a month hiking to new lands, they have to be watching all the ways out, and the fight is still happening. Our forces are still out there, getting picked off. And if they’re not, then I won’t let Riam have the base, and all the intel inside. We’re going hunting, Kinder. We’re going to wipe them out, as they have tried to do to us.”

For a moment, Kinder said nothing. And then he blurted, “HOW?!” He rapidly added, “Perhaps you have forgotten, sir, but they assaulted us with at least a full assassin cadre, ten regiments of highly trained soldiers, a whole class of mages— I’m pretty sure the artillery mage is an archmage, or at least really fucking good with fire. And we barely put a dent in them!”

“I’ve killed armies before, Kinder. I’ll just have to do it again.”

“… Ah. You’ve hit your head rather hard, then. Well. I suppose we’re dead either way. Might as well take some of them with us, yes?”

“Exactly.”

“HOW though… uh. Sir.” Kinder asked, “How though? Like really. I would like a plan of action.”

“It starts with us finding some spell components and then me making a sniper spell.” Erick looked around the nearby battlefield, but didn’t see any metamonds or metairons sitting around. “From there, it’s a matter of our kill count going up, as theirs failing to rise at all. Very simple stuff.”

Kinder blinked. “Uhh. Where do we start?”

“Immediate safety first. I’d go toward the explosions and help whoever was fighting the artillery mage, but I don’t think that guy is actually hitting anything.” Erick looked in the direction opposite of the exploding fireballs. “We go that way, then we circle around to the main base. Keep on the lookout for any meta-pieces.”

Kinder started walking that way, saying, “They probably destroyed the spell cubes back at the base.”

Erick followed. “Backups?”

“Architect Marii had a side base? She was paranoid enough to have backups, too. So maybe we can look for her?” Kinder looked across the battlefield, taking a moment to orient himself. “… I think it’s that way?”

“Away from everything, then? Sure.” Erick nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”

Words appeared.

Main Quest updated:

Find Architect Marii’s hidden location. 0/1

Create a devastating spell to change the course of war. 0/1

Push back Riam’s abominable forces. 0/4

Erick nodded, and the words vanished.

… But that word, ‘abominable’, seemed odd.

Erick started walking in the correct direction, and asked, “Have you seen any abominable forces yet, Kinder?”

Kinder kept up beside him, saying, “I’ve seen abominations every day that Riam’s forces exist on our world, sir.”

Erick looked at Kinder again.

He was being oddly cognizant for an NPC.

Erick’s paranoia started tickling.

So he asked, “How’s it being an NPC?”

“Not sure what that is, sir.”

Erick nodded. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll keep you alive.”

“Thank you, sir! Can I have a full chicken dinner once we get to Marii’s?”

“I have gruel, Kinder. Want some gruel?”

“… Not that desperate yet, sir.”

Erick nodded.

And all around them were dead people.

No metamonds or metirons yet, as far as Erick had been able to see—

“Ah.” Erick walked over toward a fallen body with one hand clutching a half of a staff made of metiron. The body itself was half burned to bones, all of their clothes gone, save for a strip of long blue cloth that might have been a blue tabard. The staff was just the upper half, with a tangle of wires on one end, and a nasty break halfway down. If the other half was somewhere around here then Erick could not find it. Erick reached down and pried the body’s bony hand from the staff, saying, “May Atunir take you into her embrace, and may the weapons we make of your tools strike holes into the heads of our enemies.” Erick hefted the metiron, and said, “Looks like I’ll have to reforge it into something else, but it’ll probably make a good anti-personnel weapon.”

Acquired: Staff of the Anti-Magus (BROKEN), 12/50

Kinder looked at the body. “I’m sure she would approve, whoever she was.”

“I’m sure she would, too.” Erick asked the man, “So I’m used to a lot of death, but you’re not, are you? You’re taking this a lot more in stride than normal people in your situation… If I gather the situation correctly, that is.”

“I think I am in shock, and playing it all off. This was all empty plains two months ago, and good farmland before that… when I was… a child...” Kinder went silent.

Erick decided to distract the man as they walked away from the explosions far, far behind them. “So, Kinder. How long have I been here, at this base? How long have you been here? Where is ‘here’? What happened to cause this attack?”

Kinder blinked at Erick’s sudden barrage of questions, and then an explosion happened a bit closer behind them than either of them would have preferred. Kinder walked faster.

Erick matched Kinder’s pace.

Kinder began, “I’ve been here two years. I… You were here before me. Uh. Riam sent out a normal patrol, I think. But with all our refugees… I think someone leaked our location a month ago…” As Kinder moved, he visibly worked out some kinks in his shoulders. His voice turned even, and solid, “The higher-ups decided to make a stand of it. They thought we had enough of our shit together to fight back. The Mountain has made a real go of it, and the higher-ups thought the Plains could do it too. Turned out they overestimated the power of underfed, undereducated people who had been fleeing for their lives for the last year. There was probably some espionage. Not sure how it all happened, exactly. Three days ago we had a base and 25,000 people, half of which could at least hold a spear and a shield. Today we have us, and whoever Riam has captured instead of killed. I’m just a grunt, sir.”

Erick and Kinder jogged through low hills filled with bodies, avoiding the dangerous hilltops, and also the deeper parts of the undulating land, where blood and gore had slipped free of the people it used to belong to, to turn into mires of mud and death. Back where Erick entered floor 2, most of the bodies had been commoners, with little more to defend themselves with than wooden spears or farming implements turned into weapons. There had been a few people in grey tabards like Erick and Kinder, and even a few people in blue. Most of those people back there had died fighting enemies in front of them, and they had even taken out some red tabards along the way.

But here, on this back side of the battle, the people were pointed mostly in one direction; away from the front lines. These people died with wounds on their backs, and heads caved in from behind. They were all commoners here, and the number of red tabards on the ground were almost zero—

Someone screamed up ahead, asking for mercy.

Instinctively, Erick put on speed, rapidly leaving Kinder behind, his Rod of the Lightning Guardian in his hand as he raced forward, up over a low hill—

Seven people in red tabards advanced upon a trio of teenagers. Four other people in red tabards stood behind the advanced hunting party, their hands gripping chains that trailed behind them, connected to fourteen commoners and two grey-tabard soldiers of Insten all manacled together, all injured. It was a hunting party, a collection team, and their prey.

Erick advanced, silently and quickly, but there were a lot of eyes among the collection team.

One guy holding the reins of the prisoners yelled out a warning to his people.

The hunting party turned.

A slightly better-dressed woman standing to the side of the collection team, held the reins of Ashes’s people tight, and yelled at him, “Lay down your arms and I won’t harm your soldier— FUCK!”

Erick gave no response except to crash into the hunting party, his free hand turning aside a spear as his other hand brought his lightning rod down on top of a red-enameled helmet. Lightning flashed bright and the man from Riam’s brains scattered. Erick hadn’t meant to hit him quite that hard, but it was done.

One of eleven, down and out.

In that very same moment the woman in charge flicked some sort of magic down the chain holding her prisoners and all of the prisoners collapsed to the ground, groaning in pain. And then the woman raised her hands and cast a dark and light spell of some sort that arced up and then down, aiming for Erick. It looked illusionary.

Erick would deal with that spell in a moment.

He dodged into the team of hunters, crippling one of the men with a tap of his rod against a leg, sending lightning across the man, and the man down to the ground. With overwhelming force, Erick cracked spears and then dodged further into the melee, just in time for the woman’s [Illusion Bolt] to hit one of her own people. That man curled into himself, screaming in fear. So it had been a [Fear Bolt], then? Sure. Three of eleven down.

Erick dispatched three additional soldiers of Riam in just as many seconds. Six of eleven down for the count, but only a few permanently out. A less-injured hunter groaned in sparking pain, trying to regain their footing. Erick would have to let them try, because he was dealing with four other hunters now.

Kinder finally entered the fray with a spear thrown from afar, hitting the casting woman’s center mass. It deflected off of her breastplate under her tabard. It was a distraction, and that was all. Instead of everyone going after Erick, the prisoner team went after Kinder instead.

A particularly accomplished hunter parried Erick’s lightning rod with a spear and managed to keep out of Erick’s meter-long reach for several more seconds, as his team reorganized around Erick.

The surprise round was over; now came the actual fight.

Two minutes later, bloodied and angry, Erick had chased down the final hunter and added more brains to the gory battlefield. As Erick walked back to Kinder and the captured people, words appeared.

Rescue and Revenge, 1/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

The message vanished when Erick looked away.

He took his time walking back to Kinder, and the recently freed people.

He needed a think.

Firstly, Erick wondered that if he had killed those two guys going after Kinder, if he would have been on step 2 of this question-mark-long quest. Erick decided that the answer was ‘probably’, but not because rescuing Kinder was the actual first step of this R&R quest.

Kinder was from Greensoil.

He was not a part of this dungeon scenario. But this was a Grand Dungeon. The Glittering Depths were able to do everything it needed to do on its own, but it was still able to be controlled by the dungeon master when necessary. Whoever the dungeon master was, they now had their focus on Erick, and they had controlled the dungeon enough to get two fake people from Riam to attack ‘Kinder’. In that same sort of way, a dungeon master could have made this quest prompt appear back then… If Erick had killed the red tabards chasing Kinder.

But why do this at all? Why approach Erick in this way?

… They were trying to figure him out, so they were coming at him in this odd, roundabout way.

… They didn’t know he was Erick, did they. If they did, they wouldn’t have come at him like this. Erick would have had people from Greensoil coming right up to him and trying to get him to either go away, or to come at Greensoil through normal channels. Greensoil did not like Erick on their land without Erick having an escort.

So…

That meant that Greensoil was looking for answers about ‘Ashes’? Why, though?

Maybe someone in the Glittering Depths’ dungeon control rooms had noticed weird shit happening around him, and that sent a trickle of information up the chain of command, and now ‘Ashes’ was getting investigated.

Erick almost sighed. He was rather bad at subterfuge when it got this convoluted, but he could play along for a while. See where this whole circumstance led.

There was only so much one could tell from situational happenstance, after all.

Erick had hoped that by coming back to the Glittering Depths that he would have been able to dive into the memories of Ashes’s life, and that required him being alone in the dungeon, but here he was with another real person somehow tagging along, inside his dungeon experience.

Eh.

A little more walking brought Erick back to the group.

Kinder had taken the keys off of the red tabard woman in charge of the collection party and unlocked everyone from their manacles, all the while acting like a soldier in the resistance. The ‘real’ soldiers were already recovering from whatever spell the woman had used on them, but some of the people were still dazed from whatever controlling spell they had suffered. The teenagers who had been targeted by the now-dead hunting party were helping Kinder and shaking people awake.

As Erick came close, most people turned toward him, and Erick softly commanded, “Spears. Tabards. Put them together and make a stretcher. We carry those who cannot walk until they can walk again. All of us are getting out of here alive, so get it done. Someone pry that metal bar off of the front of that manacle chain; it’s the only thing that’s actually made of metiron, and I want it.”

People got to work fast. Only one older woman needed to be put on a stretcher, and she looked like she would recover eventually. As they worked, Erick found a small, cerulean blue metamond lying in the gore under one of the red soldiers. He put the Elemental Healing metamond in his small backpack, along with the others.

When they were all ready to move, they started to do just that, sticking to the lower parts of the blasted plains, headed toward Architect Marii’s, wherever that might be.

“How far is it to Marii’s? Anyone know?” Erick asked the whole group.

Kinder answered, “An hour walk.”

Erick asked the group, “Anyone else corroborate that?”

Kinder rolled his eyes.

The teenagers each spoke in monotone, “Architect Marii makes good magic,” and, “I miss my father,” and, “War sucks.”

One of the soldiers said, “Marii is an hour that way,” while the other soldier said, “She makes good meta-monds.” Both of them had spoken with soft, monotone words.

A few other people began to speak as though they were machines answering. “This grandma is heavier than she looks,” said one of the men holding onto the stretcher, carrying the older woman, while the other person holding the stretcher said, “I’m hungry.” Someone else in the crowd responded with, “I miss redberry pie,” to which another said, “I need a sword, and an enemy to stab,” but that guy was missing one hand and the other arm was broken. He probably wouldn’t be stabbing anyone too soon. Adding to all the other oddness of speech, another one said, “Blue magic is for healing,” while another had been whispering this whole time, “Woe and death to us all, when the dark in the light finally comes to claim this world, to destroy that what must be destroyed to make manifest an Ultimate End.”

… Erick stared at the woman who had said that last thing.

Kinder was also staring at the doom prophet NPC.

Erick asked the doom prophet, “Repeat that?”

The woman spoke in monotone, “Kill the reds before they kill us all.”

“No. The thing you said before that.”

“Kill the reds before they kill us all.”

“… Whatever.” Erick turned to Kinder. “So how is it being an NPC?”

With a perfectly natural and not-monotone-at-all voice, Kinder repeated the same answer he had given Erick once already, “Not sure what that is, sir.”

“Sure, Kinder. Sure.”

Erick walked on.

Kinder followed, his eyes lingering on the woman who had spoken of ‘Ultimate End’.







- - - -







In a break room far away from the monitoring station, Quince sat down across from George and opened up his own lunchbox. George was already done with his lunch but he was still nursing his lemon-lime soda because he didn’t want to go back to work while the inquisitors were still there. It wasn’t a surprise inspection, thank Atunir, but it had been a routine inspection, and George didn’t like to stick around for those either. Quince usually stuck around, though, because of various reasons, and because he could handle being around those people.

But Quince was here now, eating lunch, instead of watching the inquisitors as they messed around in the monitoring room.

George chuckled to hide his nervousness. “Should both of us leave our stations at the same time?”

Quince shrugged. “They ordered me to leave… so I left.”

George felt his stomach sink. He whispered, “Did something happen?”

“Besides their normal callousness? No.”

George glanced around the rec area. Then he turned back to Quince, whispering, “But what about the d-guy?”

Quince shook his head a little and then hid his face with his sandwich, whispering, “Last I saw the master is looking after him and scrubbing records. Forget you ever saw the guy.”

George startled a little at the mention of the master. Then he simply nodded.

Quince nodded in turn, then got to eating lunch.

George went back to slowly drinking his soda.







- - - -
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Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 5500

Meta-Irons: 1600, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 5/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 99/100

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 1000/1000

Necklace of [Meditation], 49/50

Wand of [Drinking Food], 200/200

Belt of Many Functions. (depleted), (depleted), [Unsensible], 5/250

Unused Meta-Irons: Staff of the Anti-Magus (BROKEN) 12/50,

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Benediction], [Flaming Ooze], [Shadow Bolt], [Paper Control], [Memorize], [Minor Treat Wounds]
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                    Kinder isn't suspicious at all. 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of chapters! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.
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232, 1/2


                Erick hated the smell of uncleaned battlefields. Of blood and mud and piss and shit. Of death. All of those smells now assaulted him, as he walked across the bloodied grasslands of floor 2, of the Glittering Depths. The scent brought to mind all the death Erick had seen in the wake of the Wizard of Anarchy, raising a mountain all the way to the Edge of the Script in the center of Quintlan, in the Fractured Citadels, where undead were as numerous as trees in an endless forest. Memories of eliminating Terror Peaks came to mind next, and of the millions dead in the Chelation War, where bodies weren’t able to be cleaned for days…

When had this ‘battle’ of the second floor even taken place? It smelled a lot worse than it should smell. Or had Erick ‘arrived’ at this battlefield on day 2 or 3 of the slaughter? Maybe even day 4.

Erick held his head high, and walked on. The bodies were getting less and less numerous as Erick and his band of rescued people got further away from the front lines. Erick had encountered several patrols of the red tabarded in the two hours they had walked away from the front lines, each one rather more deadly than the last, but he had rescued more than a few soldiers, including Kinder. Those rescues even helped rescue even more people, but mostly in a distracting sense; Erick did most of the damage. His rescues now numbered 47 semi-healthy people, and another 13 people on makeshift stretchers.

He was up to number 6 in the Rescue and Revenge questline. Every completion netted him another 500 mana regen, along with a small collections of metamonds and metirons. He had a very small hoard of loot at the moment, but all of it was useless without being transformed into proper, working tools.

Erick looked to the air, and said, “Status.”







- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

MP per day: 8500

Meta-Irons: 1850, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 5/10, 0 in storage

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 97/100

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 872/1000

Necklace of [Meditation], 47/50

Wand of [Drinking Food], 200/200

Belt of Many Functions, (depleted), (depleted), [Unsensible], 247/250

Shield (depleted), 211/250

Unused Meta-Irons: Staff of the Anti-Magus (BROKEN) 50/50, Wand (Empty) 5/5, Wand (Empty) 5/5, Bracelet (depleted) 5/5, Bracelet (depleted) 5/5, Breastplate (depleted) 250/250,

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Benediction], [Flaming Ooze], [Shadow Bolt], [Paper Control], [Memorize], [Minor Treat Wounds], [Force Shield], [Force Spike], [Health] x 7, [Basic Light] x5, [Basic Shadow], [Basic Stone] x2, [Basic Air] x2, [Basic Fire] x3, [Basic Water] x4, [Unknown] x18

- -







Erick didn’t actually carry all that. Kinder wore the breastplate and another of the soldiers carried almost all of the extra metamonds and metairons. Apparently that was ‘close enough’ to Erick carrying it that it still counted under his status.

A few of the people Erick had rescued even had meta-items of their own, and some of them had proven very useful in certain situations. There was one woman who called herself ‘Scout’, who had magic in that same vein as her namesake. A group of over 60 soldiers was not a quiet thing, even though most of them were trying to be quiet, so Erick had sent Scout ahead every so often to check the way forward, to ensure that they weren’t ambushed.

Scout once again appeared in the air ahead of Erick, about forty meters away, already walking Erick’s way. Air and Light and Shadow peeling away as she came closer. She bowed, unhurried, and then rose when Erick got close. She spoke in a monotone voice, “I detect no enemies ahead of us, sir.”

Erick was pretty sure that she was an NPC, because what he had asked her to do was look for enemies, people who needed help, and Marii’s hidden base. Several times now, Scout’s only response when returning had been that she had seen no enemies ahead of them. Erick asked, “Did you see Marii’s base?”

“I detect no enemies ahead of us, sir.”

Kinder spoke up, his voice rather like a normal person’s, “We might be close to Marii’s.”

Erick told Scout, “Go out and check for more enemies, then report back. Make sure we’re not ambushed. If you see Marii’s then report back and bring us there.”

The woman backed away and half-vanished, the world seeming to curl around her body, leaving her mostly invisible. Her supple shoes and lower legs were still visible when she moved too fast, which is what she did, her feet lifting off the ground as she almost floated away, hopping through the air. She took ten steps for every one anyone else would take.

Erick nodded to himself as he saw Scout vanish up the low hills. “That’s a good movement skill; trustworthy, even if it’s not foolproof. I prefer an entire Elemental Body, though.” He asked Kinder, “Are there Shaping spells here? I haven’t seen any yet.”

Kinder, who was probably from Greensoil and not an NPC at all, said, “Might have some Shaping magic inside those unknown gems you picked up, sir, but maybe not. Those are rare.”

“Do you know why some of those looted gems are unknown?”

“I’m surprised you can tell what any of them are at all, without [Identify].” Kinder plucked out a gem from his pocket, to hold it aloft. It shimmered blue and white and gold. “I have no idea what this one is. Gold is divine magic, right?”

“Usually.” Erick shrugged. “White and blue means Light and Water, so maybe Healing Magic is my guess.”

Kinder put it back in his pocket, where he was keeping all other truly special-seeming ones that Erick had given him to hold. “Marii should have [Identify]. She’ll be able to tell us more.”

“So where is she?”

Kinder looked around, then directed his gaze up a distant, yet nearby hill, just to the right of their current direction. There was a rock at the top of that hill. “Architect Marii put stones like that around her location, so we’re close. Want to walk up to the top of that hill there and see if we can see?”

“Yes.”

Erick began walking that direction, and the caravan followed. When they got closer, Erick directed the caravan to stay in the lowlands, as he and Kinder ascended the hillside. Two minutes later, Erick stood at the top of a hill with a stone half buried near the top.

He saw their destination. Or at least he saw where their destination probably was. He also saw the entire plains spread out before him.

This was a vast, vast land of undulating hills and trees here and there. To the area that Kinder had called ‘fallward’, which was where the sunstar fell every evening, which was what Erick termed ‘west’ in his mind, lay the majority of the battlefield, and the resistance headquarters known as the Plains. Smoke rose from there, like someone had started prairie fires across half the horizon. To the north, or ‘moonwards’, where the actual moon of Insten sat in the sky, like an unmoving silver dot, lay the mountains. To the south, or ‘Riamways’, where Riam hung in the sky, lay the depleted lands of Insten and the actual frontlines of Insten’s war for independence.

Erick, Kinder, and the caravan had been headed ‘risewards’, or east, to get here, wherever ‘here’ was.

“There,” Kinder said, as he pointed. “Those hills. Marii’s base is hidden under Illusion Magic or whatever she does with the place. There are probably traps from Marii scattered all over there. Maybe Riam ambushes too; trying to stop people like us from reconnecting with known forces.”

Erick nodded. “Yeah. Probably.”

Kinder smiled, even though there was danger. “But the place doesn’t look on fire. Looks like it survived.”

Five hills over from their current location, a collection of six hills sat in a hexagon pattern. Each one of those hills had one very bent tree growing just off the side of the hilltop, which was odd, but not too odd. But each of the six hills were exactly the same, and every hill’s tree was turned a sixth of the way around on the hilltop, as though the hill had been copied, rotated a little, and set in a 6-hill grouping.

“Which hill is the correct one, Kinder?”

“All of them.” Kinder said, “And none of them. Whichever one the enemy is not at.”

A slow smile crept upon Erick’s face. “Oh? That’s interesting. Can you take down that defense with a simple numbers attack?”

Kinder frowned a little. “Not sure what that is, sir.”

“Putting a person on each possible hill, or attacking all hills at the same time.”

“Oh! … I don’t know. Architect Marii has pretty good defenses, and I’ve heard stories of people sneaking up on all sides and one of them getting in to see Marii. But that’s okay, right? Means she’s split the enemy into six parts, and she can pick whichever one she wants to kill first.” Kinder said, “She’ll see us coming, sir. We can probably go up all at once and she’ll just let us in.”

“We’ll find out.”

Scout appeared out of the air nearby, before stepping closer enough to report, which she did. “I detect no enemies ahead of us, sir.”

Erick pointed toward the six hills that made up Marii’s defenses. “Go alert Marii. Tell her we’re coming in with refugees.”

Scout dashed off.

Ten minutes later, Erick stood at the base of the nearest illusionary hill, with his caravan of people behind him.

The air shimmered ahead, and light parted, revealing a collection of towers and walls with glittering metal roofs and floating gems above those roofs. The ground outside of Marii’s base was empty, save for Scout, who stood in the middle of the shimmering portal to safety.

Scout said, “Architect Marii is waiting.”

Find Architect Marii’s hidden location. 1/1

Erick told his caravan of people, “Inside. Double-time.”

For another five minutes, Erick stood outside of the protected space, making sure the others got into the protected area first. And then Erick went inside, and the shimmer of Illusion magics closed behind him. They hadn’t been assaulted at the last moment. Which was pretty good! Erick had expected an ambush.

Perhaps Marii and her people had actually already killed all ambush-capable forces? That’d be nice. Erick hadn’t seen much of Architect Marii’s place, but already he was interested in what he saw. The idea of scattering the position of a house over several locations was novel to him. Maybe he could even replicate the effect back on Veird, with his cloud castle. You could never have too many defenses, after all.

As Erick followed the caravan into Marii’s hill-spanning castle, he imagined that he would be spending some time here making some new mana-crystal-based magic, for mana crystals were excellent tools for making further magic.

Mana crystals weren’t used on Veird itself, but they were used inside Ar’Cosmos, and other Script-distant lands, like here in the Dark. Maybe some of it could even translate to Veird, so that he could use it in case he ever needed to go past the Edge again.

… Hopefully that would never happen again, but there was a lot of good to be had in preparing for Edge cases.

Erick chuckled to himself at his own joke, as the shimmer separating Marii’s hill from the rest of the world closed behind him.

From this angle, inside the shimmer, Erick looked out across the land, inspecting what he was seeing. Each of the six hills were maybe half a kilometer across at the top, with another half kilometer between them. Marii’s hill had her castle, of course, but the other tops of the other five hills looked like they were green pies, with a large helping of foggy ‘meringue’ on top. That airy, watery, foggy area was probably a major component of the illusion magics that made this place appear on whatever hill Marii decided to appear on... Or something like that.

He’d find out about all that later.

A gate into Marii’s castle held open in front, where soldiers stationed at this base scanned Erick’s rescued people with various magics, and guided refugees to tents and cots and other resting stations inside the castle. Other people started healing the refugees, while the soldiers Erick had gathered began to seamlessly mix into Marii’s forces.

Good.

Erick wouldn’t have to deal with all that organization.

Kinder stood just ahead, having waited for Erick, to say, “Marii will see us, now.”







- - - -







Inside a side room, off the main castle courtyard, Erick met with the woman in charge of this castle.

Marii was a short woman with flaming red hair and bright green eyes, and a rapid, no-nonsense way of speaking, “You’re the rescuer, then? Good. What do you need to kill all the Reds attacking us? Or are you going to coward out and go to the mountains like the rest of the bastards that came this way?”

Her words were spoken with half-inflections, as though she were stating words off of a script that she had never practiced for. She was clearly an NPC, and not really ‘there’, but Erick treated her as he would any person; with as much truth as he could.

“Gonna kill the reds here, so I need access to your mana chambers and I need help identifying the stuff I managed to take back and scavenge from the patrols.”

Marii breathed out a little, and her tone turned easier. “Good answer.” She retrieved a ring from her pocket, and held it out to Erick. The ring had a dull white gem. “Ring of [Identify].”

Erick took the ring—

Marii pointed with her now-free hand. “Mana chambers that way. Don’t break them. They’re all we have left from this location.”

“Meta-iron forging facilities?”

“Through the door next to the mana chambers. Those are hard to replace, too.”

“Do you know how to shape a new meta-iron from old meta-irons?”

“Yes. Melt down the scrap, pour it into a prepared mold. Take the iron out of the mold and clean it up. Runes and words if you want. Prime the iron with several meta-diamonds that you don’t give a shit about, but which are similar to the meta-iron that you want to eventually use, then you break that meta-diamond and start inserting the ones you care about. Test with [Identify] each time you add a new gem to make sure you’re doing it right. Wham bam, there’s your completed item. We done here?”

“… Sure. We’re done.”

Architect Marii walked away. She was busy, apparently.

Erick watched her go for a moment, then he went off to the mana chamber room.

- - - -

The mana chamber room held three different cubes like the ones Erick saw back at the arcanaeum, on floor 1, each of them three meters wide on all sides. A few tables sat opposite the mana chambers, ready with tools of all sorts and to hold whatever projects anyone might be working on. This was clearly a space where many different people could all work on their own projects at the same time.

Erick took up the entire space himself. After having the people he rescued, who held his loot, set out that loot from the R&R missions on the left-most table, Erick began sorting it as he desired, tapping his new Ring of [Identify] on everything, one by one.

Most of the metamonds were attack magics, like [Wind Cutter] and [Fireball]. Most of them, and especially [Fireball], had similar displays to what Erick would expect to find in a blue box from the Script, but different. Erick recalled the standard blue box for [Fireball].

- -

Fireball, instant, long range, 75 mana

Launch a quick ball of fire that explodes on contact, damaging a medium area for 50 + 2x WIL and igniting everything touched, dealing WIL damage per second for 10 seconds.

- -

But the floating text for the [Fireball] of the Glittering Depths read:

Fireball, instant, long range, 75 mana

Launch a quick ball of fire that explodes on contact, damaging a medium area for 100 damage and igniting everything touched, dealing 25 damage per second for 10 seconds.

Mana Density Multiplier: 50%

The damage of the [Fireball] of the Glittering Depths was flat, without any modifiers. Erick suspected it was based on a person with 25 Willpower. This told Erick a lot about a lot, but he’d organize those thoughts later.

That MDM number was concerning. A bunch of the stuff Erick used [Identify] on came back with that ‘Mana Density Multiplier’, but certainly not all. [Wind Cutter] was at 50%, just like [Fireball]. But [Water Bolt] was at 95%. [Stone Shot] didn’t have an MDM.

Didn’t take a genius to understand that every single spell that had a large area of effect component was hit hard by the Mana Density Multiplier. Spells that conjured some solid thing and then threw it, like [Stone Shot], weren’t affected at all.

All the spells inside Erick’s gear, surprisingly, didn’t have an MDM at all. He would have expected a few things, like [Self Rejuvenation] and his Lightning Rod to have that mana density drawback, since they were both buff or debuff spells and those things seemed like they would dissipate in the mana density disparity between his body and the dungeon (or an enemy’s body and the dungeon).

Erick had a quick think.

Spells were like balloons filled with just enough air to fill them out, and not to actually expand them at all. Depending on the environment a spell was cast into, that spell would act based on its environment. Perhaps the best notion of what was happening here, with this MDM entry, was what happened when you cast an air spell underwater, or when you cast a water spell (meant for underwater combat) above water. Or an air spell inside stone (but not really the other way around, since stone was rather non-compressible, in most scenarios.)

At high interior mana pressure as compared to outside space, a spell would either grow physically larger than expected and thus weaker, or fail altogether. At equalized mana pressure, a spell would act as expected, doing what you made it to do. At a high exterior mana pressure, a spell, once cast, would collapse inward, with a smaller area of effect, or fail, as the flows of intent and magic inside the spell could not move as they were made to move.

High exterior mana pressure existed in places like the tunnels near the Core of Veird, where mana flowed through the planet in flying rivers thick enough to see with the naked eye, where monsters roamed in order to naturally draw all that thick mana into their own grand rads. In there, spells didn’t so much fail due to mana pressure… So maybe not like there at all.

That was probably due to the Script, though.

Moving on.

Equalized mana pressure happened almost everywhere else on Veird.

Past the Edge of Veird, and also here, in the Glittering Depths, almost all spells had a higher interior mana pressure than the emptiness everywhere else. So spells like this [Fireball] metamond, which created an effect outside of a body… Had some sort of low multiplier?

Erick wasn’t sure exactly what this ‘multiplier’ meant. Was it a thing that area of effect spells had, to explain how they would act in this environment down here? Or was it a purposeful effect, imposed upon area spells by the dungeon?

… Erick was leaning on the idea that it was some sort of estimated behavior, a way to tell the user that it would have a ‘50% effect’ (whatever that meant) because dungeons were meant to be places of learning. If the dungeon was doing weird shit to your magic, making your magic act in strange ways that it would never act like anywhere else, then those dungeons were generally shit. Grand Dungeons, like these Glittering Depths… Sure, it had a Second Script, but it was meant to be a learning place, and it was a learning place, with lessons that could be learned and then taken outside the dungeon.

… And with that in mind, Erick suspected spells with a low MDM were highly affected by mana density, and spells with a high MDM were not affected at all; spells like [Stone Shot].

Stone Shot, instant, long range, 5 mana

A bolt of stone strikes where you aim.

But [Water Bolt] had a bit of MDM, because it was a ‘splash’.

Water Bolt, instant, long range, 5 mana

A highly distracting bolt of water unerringly splashes a target.

Mana Density Multiplier: 95%

Water was prone to shifts in density a little, so that 95% was understandable, but Water’s malleability was nothing like Fire and Air, while Stone was rock solid through most conjuring, simply because Stone was… Well. Stone. 

Erick might put [Fireball] inside one of his extra wands and see what happened; to actually test his theories. He expected to make a [Fireball] that was… Larger and weaker, probably.

Anyway. Moving on to other theories and crafting...

Why did his Rod of the Lightning Guardian not have any MDM at all? Why did [Self Rejuvenation] not have an MDM?







Rod of the Lightning Guardian, attuned artifact, 1000/1000

Spend a variable amount of mana to empower the rod with Benevolent Lightning. Touching any living thing with this empowerment will inflict a lingering destruction unto the touched target, disrupting auras, exterior magic, and steadily causing physical damage.







Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], attuned artifact, 99/100

Continually heal at ten times normal rate.

Overcharge healing for 25 mana, condensing a week of healing into 10 minutes.







So things got complicated here.

Erick started at the beginning.

A body, which was currently under the control of a soul, had a sort of ‘stickiness’ or ‘merge-ability’ to it, when it came to certain magics. Healing magics, primarily. Both normal-living-things, and monsters with a core had souls that controlled their bodies. Normal people had souls all throughout their bodies. Monsters (and people like Erick) had souls inside their cores, which exuded control over the body through a natural ‘aura like’ effect; but it wasn’t the soul, exactly.

Health, as that which existed on Veird, was an example of this sort of soul-control a living soul had over the body it inhabited.

But there was no Health in this dungeon, without actually using a metamond for Health.

And here’s the big thing: without Health, the body was completely vulnerable to interior spellwork. Erick could have taken his rod and stabbed it into one of Fyuri’s wounds, or whatever, and fried her from the inside. Even touching her body at all had fried her much, much more deeply than was possible on Veird, where Health would have stopped that from happening.

And so, without Health… Shouldn’t these spells that affected living things be stripped away, as mana was stripped away from people, here in the dungeon?

Well.

Obviously not.

Erick’s rod’s lightning and the [Self Rejuvenation] were obviously working their power on the soul-animated body, and not being pulled away or negated by the dungeon’s mana vacuum.

So that was half of the answer as to why his bracelet and the rod both did not have a multiplier; they both functioned to affect a body.

… But Healing Magic outside of the Script went off of the blueprint of the soul… And Erick’s soul was fully contained into his core, as was the case with most people who had cores. So there were some interesting interactions happening there.

For Erick’s purposes, the Healing found in the Glittering Depths had to be tied to the physical body more than it was tied to the soul, because if it was tied to the soul, then Erick wouldn’t have had any physical changes at all when he came into the dungeon. Or maybe he had that backwards?

Erick had adjusted his body through [Perfected Polymorph] and gained a temporary Familiar Form called ‘Ashes Woodfield’.

But this Form is not the one he had made earlier.

Erick looked down at himself.

His hair was a bit longer, and he was a bit more muscular than he had made himself, before he stepped into the dungeon today. A little younger, too. Erick had initially thought all of that was due to some sort of resonance with the memory of the dungeon and the Dark and Ashes-of-the-Old-Cosmology, but perhaps this change was a conflict of soul versus body, and brought to a conclusion outside of Erick’s expertise because of the generalized Healing Magic of his [Self Rejuvenation] bracelet.

Was this Wizardry? Making him look more like how Ashes should have looked?

… No way to really know, though, without extensive magical testing, and another talk with Atunir.

Could also have something to do with his draconic soul, and Erick, in his heart of hearts, wanting to be more handsome than he had originally made Ashes… Because yes, he was a bit vain sometimes. Who didn’t want to look pretty!

So maybe this different form was from the disconnect between his body, his soul, and what he wanted, and what he made, and how Elemental Healing was working here in the dungeon…

Erick almost chuckled.

He was quite far out of his depth right now! All of these tiny things coming together in odd ways!

Erick was rather sure that if some academically inclined person desired to make a name for themselves in the Healing arts, then they might want to come to the Glittering Depths to do safe Healing Magic experiments in a low-mana environment. Dragons and normal people; both would be good to have down here, doing experiments. Sure, it was a dungeon with different rules of magic, but the Glittering Depths was specifically made to help people understand magic in a low mana environment; not to fuck up peoples’ basic understanding of how magic worked.

So, perhaps, the Glittering Depths, free of all Script interference, might actually be the purest expression of magery anywhere on this planet… Except for maybe Melemizargo’s own, personal dungeons.

Even Ar’Cosmos, with its anti-Script nature, couldn’t boast this level of pure magic, basic and unmangled.

… Was someone already doing this, though? Seems like someone might. But Erick couldn’t recall if he knew of anyone trying to figure out Healing Magic in low mana, non-Script environments. Such research would be good for civilization, for once they got past Veird and into outer space, mana would behave like itself, instead of like how the Relevant Entities decided it should behave.

… Did Erick want to do that research himself?

No. Not really. He did not have enough time for such a distraction, and he did not want to become a hermit, living inside a dungeon, separate from Veird and the people he cared about.

… Maybe he could set up a lab at the Edge of the Script? That might be nice. Safer than being inside a dungeon, but not by much at all…

Maybe.

Anyway!

Healing Magic and various bodily-affecting magic probably worked (arguably) reasonably normal in a low mana environment, because the body was a natural ‘conductor’ for mana-based effects (with that whole ‘it’s the aura, but not really the aura’ thing happening here).

And that wasn’t even bringing up the complications of monsters and healing! Monsters had bodies separate from their souls, which made their bodies easier to repair because an attack on the body did not attack the soul, as was the case with what happened to most other people when you cut off their arms, or what-have-you. If a person got their arm cut off, and they were not healed for a long time, then the soul that existed in that arm would gradually fade away and/or retract, and that unfortunate person would need to get a [Reincarnation] from Erick in order to regain their arm, because the arm would be gone.

And that whole thing was complicated, too.

On Veird, Healing Magic worked perfectly fine to heal people with degrading soul conditions, because the Script heavily supported that action. But gradually, if the underlying soul damage wasn’t healed, either through powerful magic (for large, dangerous injuries) or time and careful healing (for smaller injuries, since souls did heal over time), then the person’s ‘healed’ body would gradually fail in those areas where their soul didn’t reach anymore.

Healing Magic was incredibly complicated, but here in the Glittering Depths, Erick felt he was seeing Healing Magic unaffected by the Script for the first time.

He was also seeing how magic worked in vacuums.

Erick used his [Identify] ring on his belt, to check out [Unsensible].

He got another surprise.

Belt of Many Functions, attuned artifact, 0, 0, 247/250

(Empty)

(Empty)

Unsensible, self, low grade buff, 25 mana

Let no one else mana sense your self. Lasts 10 minutes.

Automatically recast when spell fades.

Mana Density Multiplier: 75%

That ‘Automatic’ clause was something Erick had never found on a Script-based spell, and that it labeled itself as a ‘buff’ was different too. Buffs were usually harmful to people, because they messed with the nature of one’s soul. But [Unsensible] had not harmed Erick at all, as far as he could tell…

Maybe it was harming him? He couldn’t tell, though? He had only been using it for a few hours?

… It probably was harming him.

Erick flicked his aura through the belt, and turned off the [Unsensible].

… And he waited.

He waited for the crash of a stressed soul, and for the weakness of a buff —any buff at all— leaving the body…

And he felt… Just fine? Weird.

Okay. [Unsensible] was doing something that was not normally possible under the Script; reactivations aside, buffing magic should stress the soul. Erick reactivated the [Unsensible], and considered what might be happening.

… And he looked fine. His soul, inside his core, was fine?

… So the Script was either purposefully disincentivizing buff spells, or this Second Script inside the Glittering Depths was enabling buff spells in some odd sort of way…

Perhaps…

Maybe since the Glittering Depths didn’t actually interact with a delver’s soul until much later in the dungeon (when it actually started giving out base increased mana production that worked everywhere) and instead had a delver use dungeon mana to do everything, this allowed buff spells to work well, here?

Erick hadn’t done much with buffing or debuffing magic, except in a general sense to understand them, in a long while. Perhaps he should talk to Syllea Wyrmrest at Treehome and see if she had any more insights into buffing and debuffing magic; she had helped Erick a long time ago with that sort of stuff, and all that magic was her favorite type.

Anyway.

[Unsensible] had an MDM. This was probably because it made an aura that existed outside of his body, and did not stop right at his skin. This was probably to include his clothes and weapons and stuff like that. This also meant that it drained his mana more than it normally would, in a full-mana environment.

Erick was rather sure that the Mana Density Multiplier of [Unsensible] was the reason that it wasn’t topped off on mana. Erick wasn’t running his [Meditation] amulet right now, so his regeneration was around 5.9 mana every minute, which was going into every single piece of gear on him. [Unsensible] and [Self Rejuvenation] were the only things active right now, so they were taking all of that mana.

But [Self Rejuvenation] was down 1 mana, sitting at 99/100. That was a constant drain, though. Whenever it reached 100, it flickered down to 99, constantly suffusing him with Healing, with the rate going up when necessary, like in the middle of a fight. That tiny trickle wasn’t enough to actually heal him from any of his wounds in a fight, but it was noticeable, and it was probably as much as that spell could do without causing him cancers.

[Unsensible] was down 3 mana, which meant that it was a different kind of spell; one that activated an effect, and then waited till that effect went away before activating again (which was new, and interesting, and you couldn’t do that under the Script!). It was also a spell that activated outside of his body, marking his space in reality as ‘unsensible’ to mana sense.

And it was activating more than every 10 minutes, for that exact reason. It was making magic, and the lack of mana density in the air all around sucked that spellwork away. Erick wasn’t wholly sure of the timing on that, but he would keep an eye on it, as he moved on to other parts of his loot, and other thoughts.

Erick used his new Ring of [Identify] on [Benediction].

Benediction, self, perfect buff, 10 mana

Empower the target in every physical way. Lasts 10 minutes.

Erick smiled as plans formed in his mind. “I’m gonna use that with… Maybe… Every self-empowering spell I have here.”

Yes.

That would do nicely.

Sure, making magic here in the Glittering Depths might not be like making spells on Veird, and he couldn’t take any of these spells with him out there, but this environment itself was the real prize of this whole dungeon experience. This was good practice for making a lab past the Edge of Veird, where he could work on mana crystals outside of the Script, and outside of the influence of the Dark.

Erick certainly wouldn’t be making a simple staircase to the Edge, like Holo had done. The gravity alone in that single, stable location, was crushing. No; Erick would have to make an orbital lab, so that gravity didn’t pancake him or other mages he invited out there to play with magics outside of the Script.

But for now, Erick decided to work on a generalized buffing spell for use here in the dungeon.

Erick had several plans for the Glittering Depths. Discovering Ashes’s storyline and why it called to him was but one of his goals. He had a few more. He wanted to use all this stuff he learned here to make a true orbital platform outside of the Script, in order to play around with real magic, out there in the void of space.

But before all that, Erick would need to clear away the dangers of floor 2.

So Erick grabbed [Memorize], which was a basic Elemental Book memory enhancement spell, and [Benediction], along with a bunch of other stuff, and went into a mana chamber. He closed the door behind him, flicked his aura through his Rod of the Lightning Guardian, causing mana to flood into the confined space like a thin fog.

As the air began to fill with white mana, Erick relaxed, ready for the relaxation that came last time when he—

And then he frowned, as a pressure built. A twitch of anger zapped across Erick’s mind. Fuck. His core was equalized with the manasphere of the second floor. But as the mana pressure increased in here…

With a sigh, Erick reinforced the barrier of his core against exterior mana, and ensured that the dungeon mana didn’t invade his own. Whelp! It was nice to not worry about a manasphere/core differential while it lasted, but now Erick was on the other end of the equation. Mana pressed in against Erick, and Erick knew that if he did not have a core, that he would have been fine. But he had a core, and he felt squished.

Better than monsterizing, though.

Experiments in mana crystals and on orbital platforms might have to wait until after Erick became a Full Wizard, and didn’t need to worry about core/soul/body discrepancies.

Eh.

Put it on the list of goals!

- - - -

Four hours later, Erick opened the chamber and white fog spilled out into the world where it rapidly vanished into the manasphere in every direction.

Making mana crystals was kinda fun!

Erick hadn’t managed anything too spectacular, for he had only really stretched what he knew mana crystals could do with the creation of the breastplate, so he was almost 100% sure that all of these spells he had made were repeatable on Veird, if he felt like making them.

And that, right there, was concerning.

As he began putting his new items out on the tables, Erick recalled the words that had splashed through the air when he exited the dungeon at the end of Floor 1: “Upon leaving, all of your collected items will turn into non-functional iron crystals and iron gems, but they will regain functionality after re-entering the Glittering Depths, provided they have not been altered. Altered items might not function the same way inside the Glittering Depths! Alter an item at your own risk!”

All of this mana crystal magic he had made would translate to Veird just fine.

All of these metamonds and metirons, and how this here specifically functioned… Well.

Erick was 100% certain that he could make a mana crystal that functioned like a metamond, if he could actually make such a thing on Veird. If mana crystals were allowed, but they weren’t, except in very extreme cases that actually violated the rules of the Script; like with Erick’s Full Wizard crystal form. Now that was Wizardry. A clear violation of the Script.

Of course, one just had to go to Ar’Cosmos to make a mana crystal; so that problem was solved. Erick even had some mana crystals back home that worked just fine outside of Ar’Cosmos. They couldn’t be made here on Veird, but they could certainly be imported.

Mana crystals were just pure enchantments in crystal form, and those worked across all worldly boundaries.

The metirons would be ‘tougher’ to make on Veird. Such a creation would have to be some heavily runed thing. But Erick had already done such workings on the iron Gates of the Gate Network, so maybe it wouldn’t be too bad?

Atunir had even said that all this stuff in here could work outside a Second Script Glittering Depths space, with a bit of work. Spaceships, and junk like that.

… It was quite possible that, if not for certain transformations that happened around the entrance of the Glittering Depths...

Erick asked the dungeon, “Glittering Depths? You purposefully transform these meta-diamonds into non-functional things, don’t you?” Erick looked up, asking, “They could work fine on Veird, but you ensure that they do not. Correct?”

Kinder walked into the room. “Talking to yourself, sir?”

Erick turned to the man from Greensoil. “… You weren’t there a moment ago.”

Kinder frowned. “I was outside, sitting on that bench out there and trying not to fall asleep, guarding you while you worked and prepared to interrupt you in case you were needed for defense.” Kinder professed, “I take my job seriously, sir, even if you seem not to, being inside those chambers for hours on end.”

Erick rolled his eyes. “Yeah yeah.”

“So what did you make, sir?” Kinder stood on his tippy toes, craning his neck to see all the stuff Erick had laid out on the tables, as he asked, “Not much weaponry?”

The weaponry would come later, as soon as Erick truly figured out what he wanted his weapon to be, but he had made a bunch of low level metamonds that would serve that function… Probably. Those metamonds rested in his fanny pack, for he did not want them on display.

But since Kinder was asking about it… Did Kinder have viewing access on Erick, here in the dungeon?

… Or was he just being curious, and worried, because he didn’t see any weaponry, and weaponry was what was needed to combat the dangers out there, upon the plains.

Eh.

“I’m still thinking of what I want the weapon to be, so for now, it’s a bunch of defensive stuff.” Erick waved his hand with the Ring of [Identify] over the items, saying, “Nothing too interesting; just preparation for bigger fights and faster movement. I decided to unattune a few things since I’m close to my 10/10 metamond cap.”

Breastplate of [Regenerating Health], unattuned artifact, 250/250

You have Health when wearing this breastplate. 1000 Health. Regenerates with your mana.

Bracelet of [Hidden Wind], attuned artifact, 100/100

Step lively through the wind and the light. 1 mana per step.

Shield of [Reflection], unattuned artifact, 250/250

Reflect high-grade and lesser targeted spellwork.

Wand of [Rejuvenation], unattuned artifact, 100/100

For 5 mana, grant a touched target increased healing, condensing a week of recuperation to 10 minutes.

Erick passed his hand across his belt, saying, “This one is perhaps the most interesting.”

Belt of Many Functions, attuned artifact, 50/50, 50/50, 50/50

Blessed Memory, self, perfect buff, 1 mana per minute

Your mind is a palace.

Eternal Benediction, self, perfect buff, 1 mana per minute

Your body is a fortress.

Benediction of the Unseen, self, perfect buff, 1 mana per minute

Mana does not record your presence unless you desire it so.

Mana Density Multiplier: 75%

“I changed up almost everything about the belt. I added mental and physical benediction-class buffs, and I made the [Unsensible] a lot better. Still has that Density Multiplier stuff, though, since it exists partially outside the body. I imagine it’ll tick maybe 10 mana per minute in a full mana vacuum, but that’s still fine.” Erick looked at Kinder, adding, “You want me to make you any copies of any of this? That offer is only if you want to go out and hunt red tabards with me, though.”

Kinder’s mouth hung open as he read the floating text. He was at a loss for words long before Erick began explaining what he had made. It was only several seconds after Erick stopped talking, that Kinder exclaimed, “… HOW?!” And then he gushed, “The mana costs alone are crazy! You actually managed to do a true at-cost [Rejuvenation]?! And what you did to [Unsensible]. Fuck. That’s a lot better than—”

Kinder stopped talking as he realized he was saying too much.

Erick just smiled. “I’ve had a whole lot of practice with spellwork in all sorts of environments long before I came here, Kinder.”

“… Apparently, sir.”

Erick nodded, then asked, “Are you ready to drop this act and tell me why you chose to follow me into this dungeon? Who are you working for?”

With rote practice, Kinder said, “Not sure what that means, sir.” He added, “And I’m working for Insten, for freedom from our oppressors. Same as you.”

“… Sure. I’ll believe you for a while.” Erick began putting on some of the items he had created, starting with the belt. As the metal slipped around his waist Erick gasped at the sudden feeling of his senses heightening and his mind clearing. Once again, he was able to count Kinder’s individual eyelashes, and see all of his various microexpressions that very much separated the man from the NPCs elsewhere in Marii’s keep. The man was barely sweating, but he was still sweating. He was nervous, and well trained not to show it. As Erick felt his body rapidly acclimate to being stronger, and to the entire world feeling less oppressive in gravity, in general exhaustion, and all sorts of ways, Erick said, “Now that’s the good stuff.”

The shield and breastplate remained on the table, for they would be too bulky for what he needed to do next, but Erick put the Bracelet of [Hidden Wind] on his unoccupied wrist. Erick flicked power through the bracelet and the weight of the world seemed to lose its grip on him, as though Erick was airstepping with [Air Body]. Light and Shadow began to bend around him, fucking up his sight and turning the world into the reflection of a carnival mirror, but Erick just waited a moment, and the funhouse effect dimmed as the magic settled down. He could once again see where he was looking, as the magic began to recognize where he was looking and clear a path.

Erick moved his head around, and his clarity of sight lagged behind, but it caught up well enough.

He stepped backward—

And catapulted backward, smashing right into a wall and crashing to the ground, to land on his hands and end the [Hidden Steps] effect. He rose, with all the dignity of a man who had experienced a non-lethal, embarrassing spell malfunction. It was not the first time for Erick. “… That’ll take some practice.”

With wide eyes, and completely glossing over Erick’s malfunction, Kinder said, “You copied Scout’s magic.”

“Aye. Seemed simple enough to make.”

“She got that [Invisible Steps]— [Hidden Steps] is what it’s called. Not [Invisible Steps]. She got that bracelet from the Mountain for meritorious service. Cost them… I’m not sure what it cost them. But I know that those bracelets are near-impossible to get right. You can’t make them with a spell tome.”

Erick smiled again. “I’ve been making magic for a long time, Kinder.” Erick picked up the broken Staff of the Anti-Magus, saying, “And now I’m going to make a sniper metiron, use it to clear out this floor of the dungeon, and then come back here to play around with mana crystals.” He spoke to the air, “If the mana crystals made here still work on Veird, like I think they will, I might spend a good month here playing around with all these mana crystals.”

Words appeared.

Invalid command. Are you in need of special assistance, Ashes Woodfield? Transport to the entrance is just an ask away.

“Nope. Thanks though.” Erick hefted the half staff in his hands, and felt kinda good about the thrill of discovery he was about to embark upon. “Gonna make my own help.” He turned to Kinder, and said, “Tell me if I’m needed to repel an attack, or whatever.”

Kinder slammed his fist against his chest without missing a beat. “Before you do that, sir! We could use that wand of [Drinking Food] for the people, sir!”

“… Oh. Right.” Erick looked to the mana chambers. “I was in there for a while, wasn’t I?”

Kinder added, “And. Uh. Since you made a [Rejuvenation] wand… Few of our healers survived, but Architect Marii has some Healing Magics so we’re limping along, but we don’t got any proper priests with real healing, so we’re kinda hurting. A lot. Any additional healing would help.”

Erick felt a sudden stab of shame. “Right.” Erick put the broken staff back down and grabbed the two requested wands. First thing Erick did was attune the Wand of [Rejuvenation], bringing him up to 10/10 metamonds in use. Attuning took little more than a will-to-power and an empty metamond slot, but un-attuning took 10 minutes, so he couldn’t switch his loadout in combat, but outside of a battle it was easy enough to do that. He’d remove one or both of his utility wands later. For now, the Wand of [Rejuvenation] and the Wand of [Drinking Food] got used. “Let’s go feed and heal some people.”

Kinder almost glowed as a smile broke across his face. “Thank you, sir.”

- - - -

As soon as Erick saw the tired, dirty, hungry, and injured people he had left in the care of the Marii and her people, Erick realized he had fucked up. It didn’t matter if they were all NPCs, and they felt as much real pain as a slime could feel, it was still fucked up to leave them in that pain. Marii was currently kneeling beside a man on a blanket on the ground, trying to heal the man, her hands glowing cerulean blue. It wasn’t working so well. She was covered in blood and she had a bunch of assistants helping her, either with preparing people for healing later, or doing aftercare, but there were at least twenty people that needed healing, and nine of them were comatose. Added to that, there were a hundred other people in the courtyard, and undoubtedly more stuffed away in all parts of the castle. The place was packed before Erick had gotten here with his rescues, and now it was overflowing.

Everyone was getting in everyone’s ways.

Erick needed to take care of the people he already had rescued, if for no other ‘real’ reason than to make sure this place ran better than it currently was. Erick instantly roped Kinder into helping him, but Kinder seemed prepared for that even before Erick asked.

Soon, Erick had gone through the crowd, tapping the most injured people with [Rejuvenation], while Kinder got the kitchens up and running. After Erick was done in the courtyard, he went to those kitchens and held his Wand of [Drinking Food] over a large, self-heating black pot and began filling it up with lukewarm oatmeal, while Kinder got the bowls and spoons ready. Marii’s base was quite large and well defended, but it was meant for a crew of about 20 people. The pipes still carried water into the castle from somewhere, but the place had run out of food as soon as it started taking in refugees, which Erick guessed had started yesterday, and then continued on even after Erick had arrived several hours ago. Erick watched, right then, as the front doors to the courtyard opened and more refugees showed up and filed into the castle.

There were probably 500 or 600 people here, now.

And all of them seemed hungry.

The line to Erick’s food cauldron was thickening up, just like the oatmeal inside the cauldron itself. It actually began to look appetizing, too, once it wasn’t so liquidy. Erick didn’t have to organize anything. The soldiers got that done, while Kinder ladled them bowls. Erick had more mana in him than just for making oatmeal, though, so he tapped the people who passed by with a [Rejuvenation] from his other wand, to ensure everyone was in good, healthy order.

It was simple, good work, even if it was done inside a memory of a land long past, the people were rather more memories than real themselves, and Erick was cutting into his goals of playing around with mana crystals. There was always time to help people, and this way, Erick got a chance to see everyone in the castle.

Two hours later, as the last person passed through with a bowl, Erick offered a tap of [Rejuvenation], but the soldier shook their head. They explained that they had already been through the line three times.

When it was over, Erick happily said to Kinder, “I haven’t been able to do anything that simple and nice for people in a long time. I kinda miss it.”

Kinder side-eyed Erick. “But you do this all the time—? Ah. The healing is new.”

Erick chuckled. “I usually work on a much larger scale than this. It gets impersonal at that scale.”

“You must have hit your head pretty hard out there.”

“I probably did.” Erick stretched, popping his back, and then rolling his shoulders. He put his wands back into his back fannypack, and said, “Time to make a magical sniping staff and kill some memories of Riam.”

Kinder muttered to himself, “Weird coping mechanism, but alright.”

Erick almost tried to prove his sincerity of words with some hard evidence that the people here were not full people, that they were just facsimiles; Erick had seen every single person in the castle as they went through his food line, after all. The easiest ‘proof’ that no one here was real was that the people around here repeated the same words whenever you asked them questions.

A better proof lay in the souls of these NPCs. Every single person in this castle, except for Erick, had a soul as thin and barely-there as a slime. The dungeon had given these NPCs some complicated instructions, for sure. But they were still fake people.

Kinder had some sort of obfuscation on him that made his soul appear like all the rest of the NPCs. Marii had the same thing on her, too… Probably. Marii was much more of an NPC than Kinder. Erick had caught the red-head saying the exact same thing, word for word, to the people she healed more in-depth than Erick was able to heal, which she had continued to do the entire time Erick was making food.

Erick wasn’t going to say anything about souls and the nature of reality to anyone here, though, because that reminded him too much of what Melemizargo used to say about all the people of Veird, except for when he spoke of Erick, Rozeta, or Jane.











- - - -











Magic was weird outside of the Script, Erick thought to himself, as he entered the metiron workshop.

There was no true Mana Altering outside of the Script, for starters.

People were born with the mana they had, and they had to work hard to discover what they were good at, or figure out how to manually Mana Alter, which still wasn’t a pure sort of thing. But in the Script, the Skill Mana Altering allowed anyone to conjure whatever mana they were trying to conjure from the shared pool of Script mana that everyone contributed to.

Erick had long ago learned aura control, and singing to the mana to ‘flavor’ his own mana properly, but if he was casting, for instance, a plain [Water Bolt] or other basic Water spell from the Script, then the Script would give him Water mana for that spell. If he were to hum the tune of Elemental Water, what he was truly doing there was helping the mana, and thus the Script, to properly target Water mana to give him for that Water Magic.

Casting Water Magic on his own, through aura control and Benevolence and self-creation, was a lot more difficult. He could still manually Mana Alter, of course. Not only did Benevolence lend itself very well to becoming any Element Erick wanted it to become, but Erick was also rather good at manual magic.

And, of course, mana was possibility, and possibility can change if it is sufficiently primed to change.

That’s what the Glittering Depths was doing here with mana crystals.

Mana crystals, on their own, were very, very good at innately Mana Altering all the mana that passed through them. This was because mana crystals, much like Erick singing to the mana, caused a harmonic convergence in the nearby mana, which propagated a localized change in the nature of the mana that passed through or near the mana crystal.

So what happened here, with these metirons and metamonds, was that people pumped mana into their meta-irons, and the metiron would act as a conductor for the metamonds, allowing that mana to pass through that metamond, which was a mana crystal chock full of alterings, shapings, and the imbuing of intent, to create magic. That magic would then get conducted back through the metiron, and happen as it was directed to happen.

People were able to make mana do the same sort of things through other sorts of enchanted objects, like wands of [Fireball] on Veird, made with various Elemental Fire materials and spellwork, or like with Erick’s manalight-infused All Stat rings, which was a resonance of a different sort. That particular resonance between wavelength of light and Script-assigned colors caused a confluence of reactions in a soul which caused an empowerment of Stats. Even runed metals, as one would use in a runic web or other sorts of enchantments, were just words inscribed into metal so that the Script and mana itself could understand and then act upon those words. All of magic and enchanting were simply ways for people to communicate with the mana, and for the mana to respond back.

What this dungeon was doing with mana crystals was like… Higher order mana crystal magic.

Erick had some experience with mana crystals before, but not nearly enough. Here, in this dungeon, he was getting some rather good experience.

And so, Erick picked up the broken Staff of the Anti-Magus and rolled the meter-long length of silver metal in his hands. He inspected the tangle of wires and branch-like extensions at the top of the staff.

He considered Mana Altering, and he wondered what he wanted to make of this weapon, exactly. Through some clever combinations of the basic six types of metamonds he had found on the battlefields outside (or been rewarded for rescuing people), Erick could make literally any small magic he desired. He didn’t simply have access to Stone and Water, he also had Ooze when Stone and Water came together, and if he added in a twist of the right Intent, he had Elemental Tree.

He could even take some Elemental Healing, throw some proper Bloody intent at it, and make Elemental Blood, even though he had no Elemental Blood starter metamonds at all.

… Erick hummed at that thought.

Elemental Blood might be one of the best options for offensive use here, in the Glittering Depths, where most people didn’t have Health, since Health was the primary way in which Blood Magic was defended against. Any Blood Magic would probably rip through the NPC enemies out there like a knife through paper.

And Erick had Health, now, so he wouldn’t be vulnerable to his own weapon. All he needed to do was wear that Breastplate of [Health Regeneration] he had made earlier. That’d be 1000 Health right there, which was a lot for the average person to have.

And yet, as Erick set down the broken staff, and went over to the modeling wax, he considered the wider implications of creating a super-weapon inside this dungeon. He was rather sure that he could do exactly that, too; he could make a super weapon.

Here, in this dungeon, Erick could make an auto-killing magic that could shoot as fast as an automatic machine gun, firing auto-targeting [Blood Bolt]s that mowed down whole groups of people. Such a creation was what the dungeon wanted for the completion of floor 2, after all. A super weapon that could alter the course of war.

… Erick did not like killing people, even if they were ‘not real’.

He much preferred helping people.

Looking back on it, he was kinda appalled how easily he had devolved into killing those Riam soldiers, in the Rescue and Revenge quests. Usually he tried to talk down situations like this, but then again, usually he was far and away the most powerful person in… Well almost the whole world, actually. On Veird, he could force people to bend to his will, and ensure everyone came out the other side of those confrontations without getting messed up too much.

But here, at this lower power level, Erick had gone with the flow of the dungeon, and killed people he would have otherwise tried to ‘save’… Even though there is no saving any of these people.

They weren’t real. They couldn’t actually be saved.

People had tried to save NPCs they found in dungeons long before now. Usually what happened was a person had to physically drag their desired NPC out of a dungeon, because the NPC would never go willingly. The NPC would usually be screaming and fighting their captor the whole way, too, because they knew that absolute death awaited them if they stepped outside of a dungeon. Which is exactly what would happen in almost all cases. An unawakened NPC would break like shattered magic long before they reached the dungeon entrance.

But sometimes, some NPCs would wander to the dungeon entrance on their own, notice the barrier that their friends couldn’t even see, and then they would step through, and become a real person. If Erick weren’t so sure that Kinder was already a real person, pretending to be fake, then he would try to rescue the man from the Glittering Depths, or at least show him the front door.

He had done that a lot when he helped Destiny to liberate the Freelands and their slave dungeons, all those years ago.

Was this another one of those situations? Was the Glittering Depths a slave dungeon?

Probably not.

There was no real danger that Erick was killing real people, here. Any weapon he made would just get used against NPCs, which, while horrible, wasn’t all that bad.

But people and ideas and objects came out of dungeons all the time. Memories and possibilities in the mana turned from subjective Reality, to mundane factual reality. And in that case...

Erick looked down at the blocks of wax he was about to carve, and at the weapon he was about to make…

This weapon would be real.

As Erick considered what he was going to make, he knew for a fact that he could reproduce this weapon outside of the Glittering Depths, as soon as he figured out a way to make mana crystals on Veird.

He could always ‘tunnel’ out of the Glittering Depths into another dungeon somewhere nearby, like Kiri had done during her Worldly Path. She had gone into the Grand Dungeon at Freeland and come out at the Benevolence Grand Dungeon at Candlepoint. Erick could maybe do the same thing and bring an intact meta-weapon out onto Veird, or at least the mana crystals, which was the big thing.

Maybe. It might work that way.

Anyway!

Erick didn’t have [Metalshape] here in this dungeon, so he had to do this the long way.

He grabbed some bulk wax and some heated wands and sculpting tools, and began fashioning the general shape of the weapon he would make out of the broken ‘Staff of the Anti-Magus’. The base metal was already primed to cut through magical defenses, if Erick was understanding that wording correctly, so that was his starting position. All of that would probably vanish as soon as he turned the metal liquid, though.

So really, Erick could make anything he wanted…

Form follows function, and Erick had some functions he might be putting into this weapon already. Those functions weighed on Erick’s mind, and in his fanny pack. They had all been tests; little more than aura controlled mana, cycled down to crystal and imbued with perfect intent, even if the final product remained unknown, for now.

And that had worked out well, because Erick was very good at making magic, and this stuff was the most basic magic there was.

Long Bolt, instant, long range, 5 mana

A bolt unerringly strikes a distant target.

Targeted Insta-Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

Aim a bolt to unerringly and near-instantly strike a specific area on a target.

Bleeding Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

A bolt of blood unerringly strikes a target, causing the target to bleed.

Burrowing Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

A bolt of burrowing force unerringly strikes a target, inflicting deep damage

Decay Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

A bolt of spreading decay unerringly strikes a target, inflicting a spreading rot.

Explosion Bolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

A bolt of explosive force unerringly strikes a target, and detonates.

Multi-Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of force homes onto a target, before splitting and inevitably striking multiple times.

All of them were created with the lowest power settings that Erick could manage; 2-to-5 mana for a delivery system and the rest of the spell cost for the desired effect. Separately, they were almost useless. On Veird, under the Script, not a single one of these spells would do more than 10 or 25 damage to a person. That [Bleeding Bolt] would probably hit for no actual damage at all, cause a bleed only if it hit a vulnerable area, and then prevent a body from naturally staunching that bleed for maybe ten seconds, at most. But together, and here in the dungeon where no one had any Health, this sort of combination would be devastating against a single target.

Which is exactly what Erick planned to use them for.

So Erick sculpted wax in the shape of a sniper staff.
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    DIE. RESPAWN. REPEAT.  is another story by SilverLinings that he just started posting! It's about a guy who is stuck in a time loop and gaining power, and it's pretty good!



                

                Half an hour after he began the wax sculpture, that part of the process was done. After setting the wax with spurs and vents, to allow metal to flow in while letting air escape, Erick plunged the staff and all of its little parts into a slurry of quick-set plaster. He set the thing to dry inside a hooded drying station, where all Erick had to do was flick a switch on the wall and air rushed through the chamber, pulling out all moisture with it. Five minutes later, Erick pulled the cast back out of the drying hood, plunged it back into the plaster slurry, and then poured dry sand from a large tub over the wet mold. When it was good and sandy, Erick put it back in the dryer. He repeated this process three times, growing the shell of plaster around the mold deeper and deeper, until the original sniper staff’s shape was lost to the layers of sand and plaster surrounding it.

While it dried one more time, and did not crack, Erick smiled a little, enjoying the act of creation, as he grabbed a crucible from the furnace supplies. That crucible went into the open-top furnace, and Erick shut the lid before he flicked another switch. Fire burned brightly all around the crucible, casting red light into the room. Another flick of another switch turned on the heat vents, and some of the heat of the furnace shunted outside.

Three minutes later, the crucible was red hot, and Erick stuck the broken Staff of the Anti-Magus into the container. That would sit for a while before it started to melt.

Erick had time to go put the dried wax mold into the mold furnace, which is what he did next, turning it upside down and setting it inside. The mold furnace had a window in the front, so as Erick flicked the switch on that machinery, he watched the wax melt out of the container, into a bucket below the furnace, clearing out the mold. The mold would have to fully burn out, to remove all the wax inside, so Erick kept an eye on it while he went back to the metal furnace.

The staff was just beginning to melt down, into the crucible.

Erick grabbed some tongs and ensured that the melt went into the container without spilling.

Not too long now, and he’d have the base weapon.

Everything went off without a hitch. The staff melted down perfectly, making a molten puddle of silver metal inside the hot crucible. The mold burned out properly, leaving behind an empty space for Erick to fill with the silver metal. With some large tongs and some careful maneuvering, Erick grabbed the hot mold, and set the mold into a pouring space recessed into the ground to prevent catastrophic spills. If the mold should break, then it would break down there, and not spill out over the workshop floor.

It had taken Erick two hours of rather slow, manual work to get to this point, but everything went quickly in the last minute.

Erick grabbed some heavy tongs that were suspended from the ceiling, to help offset the weight of metal projects, then he popped open the furnace, secured the crucible in the tongs, and he levered the molten metal out. Burning heat filled the air, but Erick had on a facemask and some workshop pants and armguards. He wasn’t used to needing to use tools to survive heat like this, but it was what it was.

He looked down into the crucible. There appeared to be no contaminants in the metal to skim off the top, so Erick went right to pouring that metal into the heated mold. As liquid metal flowed into the mold it burbled and spat, but it settled down into the cavity, and held.

And the mold did not break.

Erick smiled as he began putting everything away and cleaning up all the messes he had made, as the sniper staff cooled in its container.

You couldn’t make magical metals like this on Veird; magical metals needed to be carefully handled there, without allowing them to turn molten at any point in the process, for if a magical metal turned molten, then they lost all magical power. Celesteel became normal platinum. Prismasteel became normal platinum. A lot of magical metals became normal platinum when they turned molten.

So you had to work magical metals carefully; cold forging as much as you could.

If there was anything specifically different that Glittering Depths was doing in order to be called a ‘Second Script’, it was this ability for metal to retain its magical, conductive properties, after being heated to a molten state. In fact, the only way to truly change the function of a bit of meta-iron was to do what Erick was doing right now, and burn out all that had come before.

At least that’s what Erick figured would happen, based on clues here and there.

Otherwise, as with Erick’s Rod of the Lightning Guardian, if he applied any sort of mana to the staff at all, then it would just revert to its broken shape. Which would be bad, when he wanted to make a whole weapon.

Erick was probably too eager to bust open the mold, but it was cool enough after twenty minutes of resting. So he used the hanging tongs to grab the filled mold and toss it into the water bath. Steam burst out of the bath as sand and plaster boiled away from the metal inside. Five more minutes after that, Erick used the hanging tongs to grab the metal out of the water and shake off the bits of plaster and sand, stuck here and there along the sniper staff’s length. Then he threw the ‘staff’ back into water, to cool it off enough to work with.

Several minutes later, Erick pulled the metal out of the water and got to work with some heavy brushing from a cow-hair bristle comb. That removed most of the rest of the surface shit. Over the next half hour, Erick used some heavy duty clippers to break away the spurs and vents from the staff, and some grinding wheels to knock off other non-staff objects from the surface of the creation. Some more grinding refined the look of the whole thing.

It was still kinda warm when Erick was 90% finished with it.

The ‘staff’ was 110 centimeters in overall length, and shaped mostly like a very large wand. It had a 2 centimeter wide pointed end, followed by a gentle increase to a 3 centimeter wide top end, capped off with a faceted silver-ball top. A curved handle extended from the side of the staff, just before the faceted top, making it look quite a lot like a cane… So maybe Erick should have been calling it a cane in his head this whole time.

Some decorative runes started around halfway up the length of the weapon and continued upward, to adorn the handle with the words: ‘REPENT ALL SINNERS AND BE SPARED’.

The whole working wasn’t too fancy, and maybe Erick had gone too far in with that lettering, but it felt correct, and so he had done it. There was no achievement notification from the dungeon, though. Which was fine. It wasn’t even a real weapon yet.

Erick tapped his Ring of [Identify] across the nascent artifact.

Primed Staff of Power (depleted), unattuned artifact, ~/500

Erick hefted the cane in his hands, spun it around a little to feel the balance, gripped the handle and then pointed it at the wall, and played around with it a bit more.

It would serve.

Erick divested himself of every metiron he had except for his [Meditation] necklace and his new staff, and then he grabbed a bunch of stuff including the metamonds he had made earlier, and went to the mana chamber.

- - - -

Erick stood off-center of the mana chamber, holding his staff outward, channeling perfectly clear Force mana into the length of runed silver.

The mana that the dungeon assigned to him was Benevolence-flavored, so it wouldn’t work for all sorts of magic. But that was fine. Erick had been Mana Altering manually for a while, for the Script did almost this exact same thing with ‘assigning mana’, so all it took was a hum of a Forceful nature and a bit of normal aura control, and the staff in his hands had begun pumping Force into the chamber.

It looked like mirage ripples filling the air, and felt like being in a stuffy room.

Rather quickly after Erick started, focusing circles lit on every interior wall and began collecting that Forceful mana into the center of the room. That act of collection reminded Erick of a reverse-ripple in a pond.

When the mana in the chamber reached saturation, Erick was finally able to extend his aura past his body, to reach into that collection space in the center. He already had a fair number of meta-diamonds that would serve as the basis of his sniper staff, but he still needed to prime the staff.

His first act of creation was to tickle the mana in the center into forming a mana crystal that he had already made once.

A little hum of Force, a Forceful touch of aura, and Erick created a sculpture of mana shaping, and distant intent. It was simple gridwork spellwork that took but a moment to stabilize inside his controlling aura. When it finally looked correct, Erick slowly pulled his aura back, allowing the ripples of mana in the air to actually coalesce.

A dollop of a gem held in the air, floating on ripples of Force.

Erick plucked it out of the air with a tap of his aura and the gem fell into his waiting hand. He activated his Ring of [Identify].

Long Bolt, instant, long range, 5 mana

A bolt unerringly strikes a distant target.

Erick grinned. Yes. This was correct.

His staff was already filled with power, so Erick put the gem he had created back into the floating center of the chamber. And then he poked it with his staff.

The gem slipped into the shooting tip of the staff, and then barreled all the way down the length of it, before coming to rest inside the faceted top, near the handle. It surfaced atop one of those facets, but mostly remained under the silver metiron, like a white gem floating in a pool of mercury. 

Erick [Identify]ed the staff.

Staff of the [Long Bolt], attuned artifact, 250/250

Shoot an unerring bolt at a distant target, dealing minimal damage. 5 mana per bolt.

Erick smiled.

It wasn’t much to look at now, and the maximum capacity of the staff had gone down, but that would change soon enough.

Erick created a second [Long Bolt] gem and joined that one to his staff, to join the [Long Bolt] already inside the artifact.

Staff of the [Improved Long Bolt], attuned artifact, 275/275

Shoot an unerring bolt at a distant target, dealing minimal damage. 7 mana per bolt.

Ahh…

That was good.

This was probably going to work.

But first, Erick broke the gems he had created inside the staff. Force mana filled the air, some of it going back into the staff itself, and some trying to recollect in the center of the mana chamber. Erick held that Force back, preventing it from reforming, as he [Identify]ed the staff.

Staff of Controlled Power (depleted), attuned artifact, 500/500

“Mana crystals are kinda odd!” Erick said, chuckling.

Erick wasn’t exactly sure how mana crystals worked like they did, or why the capacitance of the staff jumped around like that, but he could certainly do some experiments to find out! He’d probably have to do more experiments with [Identify], too, since that spell was always an odd one. Under the Script, an [Identify] usually produced mental feedback, informing the caster of the target’s nature based on one’s own understanding of the [Identify]ed target. But this [Identify] was producing results in the air, for all to see…

Sure, you could do that with [Identify], too, but the Glittering Depths seemed to only have this visual option. Erick wondered what would happen if he did that Book Magic sort of [Identify]-on-dungeon-cores magic that Quilatalap had taught him the other week.

He’d have to do that, sometime.

But for now, Erick turned his focus to one problem at a time, and aura controlled the rippling Force in the center of the room, turning it back into a [Long Bolt]. The [Long Bolt] went into the staff, forming the base for what was to come…







- - - -







An hour later, Erick exited the mana chamber with his new weapon in his hands.

With this weapon, he was far above the 10/10 metiron cap of the Glittering Depths, so he had some reorganizing to do. He was keeping the staff, of course. This thing had turned out better than Erick could have hoped.







Staff of Absolution, attuned artifact, 2000/2000

Trim the garden, so that all may grow stronger in the absence of corruption. 50 mana per activation.







Strong spells in the Script usually resulted in blue boxes that were more evocative than truly descriptive. Apparently, [Identify] in the Glittering Depths suffered from the same sort of nebulousness.

The overall shape of the staff was the same as it had been pre-imbuing, but now the faceted-metal head of the ‘cane’ had turned into an iridescent rainbow gem, covered in wrapping metal that almost formed a butt of a hunting rifle. It had no trigger, but it did have a sight. That sight was little more than a protrusion at the firing end, and another protrusion part of the way down from the handle.

As for the rest of his gear…

Erick moved some stuff around on the tables outside the mana chambers, and began narrowing down what he truly wanted to wear, and have. All the excess junk went into a chest in the room beside the mana chamber room. He did keep the two utility wands he had made, but they went into his fanny pack; unattuned. If needed, he could switch out those items later.

And this was his loadout, now.

“Status,” Erick said.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

Health: 1000/1000

MP per day: 8500

Meta-Irons: 3700, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 10/10, 0 in storage

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 1000/1000

Staff of Absolution, 2000/2000

Breastplate of [Regenerating Health], 250/250

Bracelet of [Hidden Wind], 100/100

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 100/100

Necklace of [Meditation], 50/50

Ring of [Identify] 50/50

Belt of Many Functions, [Blessed Memory], [Eternal Benediction], [Benediction of the Unseen], 50/50, 50/50, 50/50

Unused Meta-Irons: Wand of [Drinking Food] ~/200, Wand of [Regeneration] ~/100

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Flaming Ooze]

- -

He wanted to keep the Shield of [Reflection], but he was tight for room, so his Ring of [Identify] won out in the end, and mostly because all this stuff was so much different than what Erick was used to seeing out on Veird.

Like the Breastplate of [Regenerating Health]! That just wasn’t possible on Veird under normal circumstances... Or maybe it was! Erick didn’t know. Magic items on Veird constantly degraded, especially if they got used regularly and moved around all the time. Even Erick’s Gates needed replacing occasionally, when some odd magics happened around them, disrupting the flow of power inside them and causing a catastrophic rusting.

The spells in his belt were another anomaly. They were like permanent self-auras, and they didn’t break from constant use, like all other highly-mobile enchantments usually broke.

Erick’s All Stat rings had been a revolution in enchanting when he had worked out how to make those work, and these things could be another revolution in enchanting when he figured out how to get mana crystals like these on Veird… If that would even work!

Anticipation and excitement trilled through Erick’s chest. He was excited for a lot of reasons.

“And I have claimed the number one spot on the Most Decorated rankings!”

That should get Clarice Icewind’s attention. No need to go chasing her down to ask her about her experiences [Witness]ing this dungeon if she came to him.

But for now! It was time to test his new loadout, and then go clean up some corruption in this garden. Maybe he’d get the quest completion for making a ‘weapon to end the war’ once he actually ended the war in this location…

“Or maybe this new staff is shit!” Erick laughed.

No way to know without testing!







- - - -







Erick stood behind the parapets at the top of the wall that surrounded all of Marii’s castle. He had thought he might have been alone, but even up here the place was crowded. Probably because it allowed a certain amount of individual space, as long as one watched out and called out problems before they could threaten the castle. That had happened a few times since Erick and his refugees had arrived here earlier in the day, and Marii had been quick to action each time, doing whatever it was she had to do to ensure the castle remained impregnable. Or at least that’s what Erick had gathered after the fact. Erick had never felt the movement of the castle to a different hill, or illusion magics activating, or even heard any of those battles at all.

Whatever spellwork Marii had in this place was either very, very good, or the dungeon was cheating with those attacks and making this a ‘safe zone’. Erick was going to look into all of that later. It’d be a lot easier to defend certain places if those places moved around at the drop of a hat!

Anyway.

Erick felt the wind brush through his hair as he gazed out across the land. Marii’s castle was at the top of a hill —one of six— that overlooked… Nothing, really. For maybe ten or fifteen kilometers around, as far as Erick could see, all there were were low hills, and a lot of corpses.

Far to the west lay a lot of burning places, with black smoke drifting into the dim blue sky. To the north lay mountains, though Erick could only guess at how far away those were. Erick guessed that he could ‘complete’ floor 2 by spending a month escaping this place and going to those mountains, to meet up with the real resistance, but Erick wasn’t going to do that.

He was going to fight.

Erick placed the jeweled end of his cane-sized staff against his right shoulder, then he put his hands upon the engraved length of the weapon and looked down the top of the weapon, down the sight. He lined up the front sight of the weapon, just above the very end of the staff, and turned his gaze to a target on the… hill down below…

No targets down there at all. The hillside was clean of all obstructions, which of course it was. No one wanted obstructions around a defensive location. People could hide behind those obstructions, and that was the opposite of being safe.

Eventually, Erick set down his staff and walked around the rim of the castle, looking for—

Ah.

A boulder. It was completely buried and served more as a flat expanse of the hillside than any sort of real target. But it would do. One end of the boulder was wider than the other, and the whole thing sat maybe 120 meters away, down on the side of the hill.

Erick set his staff against his shoulder, took aim, and said, “Fire.”

An imperceptible spot of Force and darker magics spat from the end of the staff and instantly struck the boulder on the skinny end. The staff made no sound at all, but the impact on the boulder sent a rapid grouping of ‘spack-crack-tap-tap-spack’ into the air. It was the sound of a handful of pellets from a pellet gun all hitting stone at almost the same moment.

There was no visible damage upon the stone. Maybe a few dark spots, but nothing else truly visible.

That was by design, though. The spell that came out of this artifact was not meant to injure non living things.

Erick shot quite a few more targets, getting a feel for his range and his accuracy and testing out how the staff fired through a simple tap of his aura, instead of a verbal command; it worked as well as all his other items. 

A head-sized, distant rock got several marks, while the grass around it remained fine. The flat boulder got even more dots. It was only when Erick shot a particularly large lump of grass, that the true capabilities of the weapon appeared, causing a minor explosion and leaving a divot in the hillside.

That was just the effect on grass, though. The weapon wasn’t meant to kill grass. It was meant for much bloodier targets.

Erick kept firing.

The staff’s accuracy was rather phenomenal for up to 250 meters, with a rather steady decline after that. Targeting was impossible if Erick did not have a clear target in mind when shooting, and if his aim wasn’t rather close to where he was trying to hit. The staff had a minor amount of course correction —Bolt was the basis for this staff, after all— but the speed of the strike was so much that Erick’s aim needed to be rather close, or else the shot wouldn’t be able to curve fast enough to hit the target. The sights were not just for show.

Erick would have preferred some more practice with the weapon before he took it into an actual fight, but there was no time for that, apparently.

For Kinder had been poking his head out from the door at a tower near the wall for about half an hour now. He had pulled back every time Erick almost looked his way, too. The man was not plotting something, as far as Erick could tell; he was nervous about something, and he had no idea how to approach.

Erick felt he had gotten good enough with the staff to stop, and he had finally had enough of Kinder’s whatever-he-was-doing, so Erick called out to the man, “Kinder!”

There was no movement in the doorway.

“Kinder,” Erick repeated. “Get out here.”

… Kinder slowly stepped out, into the light. He stood tall and nervous, as he said, “Uh. Don’t mean to interrupt your time, but we could all use more food?”

Erick blinked a bit, and then he looked out across the land. The sunstone was getting kinda close to the horizon, wasn’t it? Ah. Well. Quilatalap wasn’t the only one who could get lost in his work.

And so, Erick took the Wand of [Drinking Food] out of his fanny pack on his lower back. “I guess it has been a few hours, hasn’t it.” He walked over and handed the wand to Kinder, asking, “Can you use it yourself? I unattuned it earlier.”

Kinder’s eyes went wide. “I could not take that from you, sir—”

Erick set his staff down and rummaged around for the Wand of [Rejuvenation], and then he tried to hand that over, too, saying, “I unattuned both of them.” Kinder wasn’t taking them, and he kept trying to say that he couldn’t possibly have that honor, so Erick grabbed the man’s right hand and slapped both wands into his hand, saying, “You get to feed and heal the people here, Kinder.” Erick pulled away, too fast for Kinder to refuse. “I’ve got other things to do.”

Kinder looked at the wands in his hand and great big tears began to fall. His voice cracked, as he said, “I can do this, sir! Leave it to me!”

Erick chuckled a little. “Good. Now where is Scout?” He picked his staff back up. “Unless you know of a better way to find the enemies out there?”

“Scout will want to work with you, but I think Architect Marii has some mapping magic, too.”

“Good man. Take me to it.”

- - - -

The sunstar dipped down toward the horizon, casting the hilly grasslands into deep shadows. Erick waited down in those deep shadows, at the bottom of a hill, crouched near stinking bodies and slippery gore. The shadows around him were thick, his bracelet of [Hidden Wind] keeping them that way, obscuring most of his body, while his eyes and sight lines remained unaffected.

Scout seemed completely unaffected by Erick’s hiding magics, too. She dropped out of the air three meters off to the side from Erick, bent low to the ground, already whispering, “Enemy spotted.” She pointed. “450 meters, that way.”

“Good. Stay out of the fight. If I fall, then return back to Marii’s, otherwise rejoin with me after the threat is gone.”

Scout wordlessly vanished back into the wind, her feet barely making a sound or a sight as she hopped away, and then paused near the bodies. As she stilled, she went completely invisible.

Erick broke his own near-invisibility by getting to his feet and stepping forward, up the hill. It was not a single step; it was ten, all at once, and effortlessly, all for the cost of one mana. Erick had almost fallen down several times when he first started using this ‘windstepping’, but he had gotten used to it fast enough. It was almost like using [Silent Movement], that Health-costing skill of the Script, but different, because [Silent Movement] cost 1 Health per meter moved; not one mana per step.

One mana was a pretty low price, Erick thought, as he sailed through the air, stepping lively, rushing up the side of the grassy lowlands. He stuck in the shadows, keeping away from the absolute tops of the hills as he made his way forward, toward the enemy.

In most situations, Erick would try to talk to these NPCs, to change the narrative in this dungeon, but the enemy here was way too strong and dedicated to ever give up the fight. Not when they were winning, anyway.

Maybe if Erick killed enough of them the remaining ones would surrender. That might be nice.

Erick barely crested the hill and saw the enemy camp. He fell into a crouch, letting the shadows crawl around him as he began to move much slower. If this [Hidden Steps] bracelet had some sort of ongoing cost for when Erick wasn’t actively using its stepping function, then that cost was too small to be noticed.

The camp had three stone towers at the top of a hill, along with a stone wall all the way around. It had been Shaped, for sure. The whole thing was maybe a hundred meters in diameter, and well defended. Several red-tabarded soldiers stood behind parapets on the walls, but only two of those wall-patrolling soldiers actually had eyes on the darkened land around the camp. Most of the people on the walls had eyes pointed inward, watching whatever was happening in the courtyard, roaring approval and making snide remarks at whatever was happening just beyond Erick’s sight—

A cheer broke the night, as some metal clashed with something wooden—

Someone screamed out for mercy, their voice echoing in the twilight, and then came silence and a grand roar of approval from the butchers of the camp. Even the people looking out into the dark had to turn their heads to the interior of the camp, to see what was happening.

Erick hoisted his ‘gun’ and set the gem pommel and silver handle against his shoulder. Once again, he tried to visualize what would happen if he went up to these NPCs and asked them to surrender peacefully. Would they be willing to end this war here and now? To go away, and never return?

That probably wouldn’t work out so well.

And worse, it would give away Erick’s moment of surprise.

Erick took aim at a guy on the wall; the one who was calling for the next prisoner to be brought forth.

There was no need to ask his weapon to ‘Fire!’. All it took was a tap of intent to trigger the weapon.

The business end of the staff sent out a trailing ripple of a mirage; the Bolt moving too fast and too quietly to be known before it hit.

And the man’s head exploded, followed fast by his chest, and then his upper arms. The detonation ended there. The crowd was still cheering as the caller for more blood turned into little more than a popped balloon of blackened blood himself.

Erick popped another three red-tabarded soldiers before the camp really understood what was happening, and even then, many people made the fatal mistake of staying on the walls, to try and see what was killing them. It wasn’t a very good response.

Ten kills and less than 5 seconds later, Erick repositioned; he pulled back, going backward, further out of sight, before he circled around and came up the other side of the encampment. By the time he was in position again, the hornet’s nest was thoroughly kicked. Red tabarded people hovered in the air, surrounded by thin shields that seemed to hold them aloft, as they swept spotlights all over the lands outside of their encampment.

Erick took aim at the nearest hovering woman. He fired. The translucent bubble popped as several pellets of magic cracked the Forceful surface. A lot of the attack was thwarted, but one of the scattering Bolts touched the mage inside, on her arm. That arm exploded in black blood as blackening Decay rapidly spread through the rest of the mage. The soldier dropped like a dead bird, right out of the sky.

Three minutes later, Erick had killed enough floating mages to force the camp to change tactics. They knew where he was now, though. The front gates opened, and soldiers rushed out of the encampment, surrounded by shields, aiming toward Erick, swords raised and magic empowering them with speed.

There was no Script Second inside the Glittering Depths, though, which was pretty interesting, from a resource perspective. Erick could theoretically have burned through his entire 2000 mana staff in a matter of moments, if he wanted. But since they only sent seven people rushing down at Erick, there in the shadows, it only cost Erick 450 mana and a few seconds to aim properly, at arms holding up swords, at legs below shields, at anything fleshy at all, to take down the entire grouping.

None of them had any Health at all, and even then, Erick was pretty sure that his staff would cut through that rather well. The only real defense against these supercharged Blood, Decay, Angry Benevolence, multipronged burrowing Bolts, was a thick layer of metal, or stone.

… And that seemed to be the majority of the camp?

Erick wasn’t sure, but he had time to kill and lots of enemies elsewhere, so he waited for [Meditation] to refill his weapon.

And then he [Hidden Step]ed toward the encampment, fast as he could, before circling around it again and stepping up off the hillside, easily leaping several vertical meters to land on the wall. Just like he suspected, there was one major enemy remaining. Erick’s reaction was fast enough for him to send a quick salvo at the enemy down below, before it could do anything worse than it had already done.

Erick’s mind caught up to his action a fraction of a second later, as he watched his spellwork impact a monster. For a moment, the thing in the center of the camp was a towering man, with the lower half of a spider and two sets of arms, with each hand filled with a different weapon; a sword, a mace, a shield, and a wand. It was an ugly fucker, with bony growths poking out of every hard edge of its body. All of that was bad enough, but the existence of a clearly-intelligent monster was an odd enough thing to see that Erick might have tried to talk to it, if it hadn’t already tried to attack him.

And it had a red tabard on, and it was in the middle of committing horrors, so the results of that talk were already a foregone conclusion. Plus, it was already attacking him, too. It had pointed that wand in its hand at Erick.

A stream of bright red fire lanced from that wand, threatening to take off Erick’s head, or slice him into halves.

Erick shot off another tap of his own weapon, from the hip.

As Erick dodged the fire, the abomination in the center of camp exploded into blackened gore.

Black gore rained down all around the decaying body of the monster humanoid, and Erick strained his actual senses, trying to hear or see if there were other people in the camp. He still had some mana sense, but that personal skill wasn’t that great down here, when his range was only 10 meters and the truly dangerous enemies had ways of making themselves invisible to his senses.

… Nothing else attacked him, though.

Erick took another step, and another, checking out the areas nearby. A quick walk around the walls of the camp was enough to show that he had killed everyone that needed killing.

“… I think that’s the last of them,” Erick said, daring the dungeon to throw a surprise monster at him.

… No surprise monster came forth.

So that was one camp mostly done! Wasn’t too bad.

There was only one fly in this ointment: Erick had felt, when he saw those soldiers cheering for the deaths of people inside the camp, where Erick could not see, that there were people down here, suffering, just out of sight. And he had been right.

Three bodies in blue tabards lay in the center of the camp. They were burned and bloody, and very dead. Erick suspected that they had been executed in a gladiatorial sort of way; set against the abomination for the pleasure of the Riam soldiers, though he had no real way to confirm or deny that happening right now; he would be [Witness]ing later, but he doubted he would get any temporally local answers in that [Witness]. At least these blue tabarded people had died fighting, unencumbered by manacles.

Two more people in blue tabards, with their arms and legs locked together in irons, sat in cages to the side of the courtyard.

Erick went and grabbed the keys hanging beside the cages and began freeing the blues. Aside from dirt and small wounds suffered from being captured, both of them looked healthy enough to make it to Architect Marii’s on their own—

As soon as the first of the blue tabards was free and outside the cage, the man suddenly stood straight, and stated, “Thank you for the rescue, sir. I am a healer. Where should I go?”

Before Erick could formulate a response to the pure oddity of the man’s sudden change in demeanor—

The woman did almost the exact same thing, clearly stating, “Thank you for the rescue, sir. I am a cook. Where should I go?”

“… Can you two make it to Architect Marii’s without me?”

The two of them saluted, bowed, and then began jogging out of the courtyard—

“Wait!” The two people paused, and Erick rapidly added, “Take what you want from this camp before you go back to Marii’s. Loot, treasure. Whatever. Use it to keep both of yourselves safe on the trip.”

The man and the woman instantly changed course. The man went to what was left of the abomination, and then he tracked down the wand that was hiding in the dirt under some blackened gore. The woman went to a chest beside a tent near a tower to retrieve a necklace and a dagger.

And that was all the blue tabards cared to take from the camp. The man and woman jogged to the entrance to the camp and threw open the doors.

Erick watched them go for a moment—

Camp Cleared!

Push back Riam’s abominable forces. 1/4

MP up! +1000 mana production per day!

Create a devastating spell to change the course of war. 1/1

MP up! +5000 mana production per day!

“… Okay then. That works.” Erick looked at his staff. “You worked out rather well… Still kinda a prototype, though.” The meter-ish long length of inscripted metal seemed to almost glow gold in the light of campfires and twilight sky. The gem in the hilt radiated prismatic light, seeming to swirl with an inner promise of more to come. “… I could do better, though. Larger magazine. Stronger against Force shields. Stronger overall? Maybe include some Tricking Magic to simply erase shields, but that would increase the cost per shot—”

Scout appeared from the shadows. “Sir. I have located the next camp.” She pointed off to the side. “That way. 25 minutes of Stepping. Shall we proceed?”

Erick looked at Scout. All of those words of hers were rather well put together, compared to how she had been earlier in the floor.

… Even compared to an hour ago, when Erick first started this hunting project.

Hmm.

“Leave me and come back in five minutes.”

Scout bowed and then vanished backward, into the air and shadow, her feet barely touching the ground as she hopped away fast as she normally moved.

Erick turned his attentions to the thin manasphere, to see if he could [Witness]—







- - - -







Ashes stood amidst the gore of a well-made hilltop camp.

He had cleared out the entire place by himself. All five towers, the inner keep, the ambushes waiting in the double-curtain wall. All of it, cleared by his hand, and the weapon he had been tinkering with for the last decade, but which only really evolved into what it was in the last five years. It was a great success.

Over 250 soldiers dead at his hand, in less than half an hour. The abominations took little more time than that, and only really required better positioning. Those newest monsters of Riam lay splattered across the stone ground of the camp, their multiple arms and legs and heads scattered everywhere, giving the impression that Ashes had killed well over 20 half-giants. But no, they were just abominations; people turned monstrous and in a controlled way, by Riam.

The abominations had been Riam’s response to Insten’s Resistance, and to all dissenters of Riam, but they had only really seen war in the last twenty years. They weren’t invincible, but they were battlefield juggernauts. And now they were last century’s trash, for Ashes had created the solution to them, and to the common soldiery.

The solution to all of Insten’s problems.

Ashes flexed his grip on his staff and the giant mana crystal at the top brightened with his will to power, sending iridescent glows down the entire length of the staff, illuminating well-laid pleas to the good divines of the universe, or whoever might be listening out there. The entire weapon was as tall as he was, but the shadow it cast upon history would be a lot larger. With this, they would throw off the enemy and restore Insten to self-governance.

The pleas to the gods were probably a bit much, in Ashes’s opinion, but some gods liked that sort of thing. Sumtir, the god of war, was probably watching right now. Ashes had no idea if that guy was good for Insten or not, so Ashes hadn’t inscribed Sumtir’s specific prayers on the staff at all. Just general stuff, really. But deep stuff, too. Ashes had written down all his hopes for Insten onto this weapon, in the hopes that by killing with it, someone would notice, and help Insten throw off Riam.

Ashes had never been much of a religious man, for Insten had never truly had a patron god, but he had gained some appreciation for that stuff in recent years, and especially with the advent of Riam’s abominations.

For the abominations were some sort of evil god’s plan, for sure.

Ashes sighed into the stench of death and decay all around, muttering, “Gods, I hope Riam hasn’t actually fallen to the evil deities. That’d be a nightmare.”

Scout appeared out of the light and shadow, saying, “Sir.”

“Report, Scout.”

Scout nodded. “Since the prototype works, I must repeat the orders—” She corrected herself. “The suggestions of Command. Please return to the Mountain, and do not let the weapon fall into Riam’s hands.”

Ashes ignored that suggestion. “It’s a simple Bolter, Scout,” —a partial lie, but Ashes was fine with that sort of lie— “And it’ll break the second anyone else tries to use it. Built-in security.”

Scout withheld the rest of her words.

Ashes commanded, “Lead the way to the next base. We’re taking back the Plains.”

Scout saluted, and then pointed. “That way. 25 minutes of stepping. Shall we proceed?”

- - - -

Erick came back to himself.

Scout stood in front of him, awaiting orders.

Erick almost gave those orders, but he realized that instead of holding onto a cane, he was holding onto a gleaming silver staff. It was the one from the [Witness]; two meters tall, with a radiant, iridescent crystal nestled into a cage of silver at the top. Layers upon layers of writing adorned three-quarters of the length of the whole staff. Erick didn’t actually recognize most of that writing, which was kinda scary. The weapon still had a rifle-butt-like flange at the top, near the crystal, and a series of sights on the opposite side of that flange, but other than that...

Ah.

So.

Wizardry. Right.

Erick was pretty sure he had changed the staff into what it was. Somehow, someway, he had done that. With a twitch of intent, Erick had his Ring of [Identify] work its magic.

Staff of Divine Absolution, attuned greater artifact, 2500/2500

Trim the garden so that all may grow stronger in the absence of corruption. 75 mana per activation.

Erick nodded at those words.

And then he said to Scout, “Lead the way to the next camp.”

Scout saluted, then did as commanded.

Erick followed.

- - - -

Three hours later, Erick had killed three more camps, completed 11 more Rescue and Revenge quests in random patrols, and freed 12 more blue tabards along with 138 more normal people. He had completed the floor, and a portal had appeared at the completion of the fourth base, along with the words,

FLOOR TWO COMPLETE!

But Erick wasn’t done.

There was one place that Erick hadn’t visited yet, because nothing had pointed him that way. But now, he went that way on his own. He went to the Plains base.

The original base of the Resistance had been the size of a small city. It was now a wasteland that had been destroyed in artillery fire and quakes. Farmland burned in the night. Buildings toppled as mages prowled. Red-tabarded people excavated houses and stone fortresses, and killed whoever they found inside holes in the ground.

If this had been the real world, perhaps Erick would have arrived here, fresh off his execution of most of Riam’s forces in the field, to find these people holed up in whatever sorts of defenses they could erect out of the wreckage. They would have known that something was prowling in the dark and killing them all.

There was a bit of that, of course. One of the larger buildings, which looked like a slightly sloped cube with some towers on top, had red tabards draped down all four sides of the structure. That was the new base of Riam’s forces, and mages floated around that place, like guards watching the land around them.

But in all the rest of the Plains, the red tabards continued on their courses, slowly excavating the depths of the former Resistance base under spotlights from floating, bubbled mages, finding mana chambers and meta-resources, and capturing prisoners, if they felt like it. Mostly they just killed. They weren’t marshaling defenses against a rapidly approaching, unknown enemy. They were just working.

… Or maybe the Old Cosmology didn’t have [Telepathy], and grand organizational magics?

… No. They had to have had something equivalent to [Telepathy].

This was dungeon shenanigans keeping the enemy from organizing as a true army would organize.

Erick moved on. He estimated what he was seeing. Maybe a thousand people on the ground. A good 50 in the air, in bubbles and providing air support. Kinder had mentioned assassins at the beginning of the day, maybe 16 hours ago, so there were probably assassins hiding in the shadows, like him and Scout. And then there was the Artillery Archmage. Erick had not seen the Artillery Archmage at all… Probably. It was possible that Erick had utterly obliterated that caster in one of those previous camps out there, but… Maybe that mage was still alive, and here?

Somewhere in here.

Erick had technically already completed the floor. All of this here was extra. He suspected that a normal delver team would not assault this sort of location, because for a normal team to assault a place like this was to get killed. Erick was not a normal delver team, and his improved bolter was, quite frankly, completely overpowered for this world, or any world; even those worlds with Health.

Veird didn’t have bows or guns, because they had Bolts of all kinds, because it was easy to string together Bolt spell after Bolt spell to make something truly powerful, though mana costs ballooned a lot under the Script when one tried to do that sort of thing. Some people on Veird did go into ‘Bolt Magic’, but it was a rare sort of thing, because it took a lot to make Bolts into a truly damaging spell. But Erick had managed it.

Perhaps Ashes had managed it too, in the Old Cosmology.

… People shouldn’t have this much personal power, in his opinion. An auto-targeting explosion, decay, obliterating spell? Shouldn’t exist. But then again, perhaps the only reason Erick was holding onto this weapon right now was because he was a Wizard.

Wizards would always be an issue, in this world or any other. Which was fine. In those cases, it was up to people like Erick to ensure the safety of everyone else, and to ensure that no Wizard was able to ruin this world, or any other...

Erick sighed. He was delaying. He didn’t like killing, and so he was delaying.

He hurried up.

Erick lined his staff’s sights upon a mage in a bubble, hovering above the main base of Riamites. He didn’t have any zooming capability in his staff, but he didn’t need it, for he had plenty of ‘zoom’ on his [Eternal Benediction], inside his Belt of Many Functions. A flick of specific intent at his belt, and Erick’s eyes saw for kilometers, while his hands became as steady as the ground underfoot.

He lined up the shot.

He fired.

The staff made no noise at all. It didn’t even make any light; just a bare ripple of Force, and a spurt of black.

Half a kilometer away, a spreading shrapnel Bolt ripped right through the mage’s bubble and tore through their red-tabarded body, disintegrating the man’s upper half in a claw-like swipe of black gore.

Erick took aim at the next mage in the sky, and fired.

Half an hour and ten repositions later, Erick raised his Lightning Rod out of the caved-in head of the last assassin. At least twenty of the black-clad bastards had boiled out of the compound, aiming for Erick’s life. They had actually managed to find him in the dark, too. But Erick had ended them all. All the assassins had managed to do was distract Erick from the ‘real’ threat lurking in the Plains encampment.

The leader of Riam’s attack force was a forty-meter long centipede of an abomination, with tens of lower human torsos all strung together, forming the base of a centaur-like creature, while his ‘upper torso’ was made of seven torsos, each more gruesome and out of proportion than the last. Tens of arms held wands and staffs and shields of all kinds, while the creature’s main chest was a mouth large enough to swallow a man whole, with massive fangs to ensure no one escaped that stomach.

Rippling magics shielded the entire creature.

Erick took aim, and fired.

So far, the centaur had been the only creature who required multiple shots to kill. It took five shots.

Erick’s magic struck the centaur-pede’s back end and spread fast. Black veins crawled across the entire creature, and then the darkness detonated. Erick shot the creature a few more times to be sure. Immediately, arms and legs and bones and heads spilled out into the air in every direction, sent along their arcing paths by dark explosions. The monsterized leader of the Riamite forces fell apart, and did not rise again.

SPECIAL ACTION! PLAINS RECLAIMED!

MP up! +5000 mana production per day!

Erick sighed, relieved.

That was that.

And then Erick centered himself, and turned his gaze to the past...

- - - -

Ashes only had to get into melee three times during the assault, for Scout had taken care of most of the people trying to assassinate him in the night. As Ashes clipped his rod back on his belt, he wondered if his new weapon would make him soft. If this absolute destruction from afar would be bad for him, in the long run.

“… Probably not,” Ashes concluded.

Scout appeared in the wind, one knee on the ground. “Sir. It’s a complete rout. All stragglers are ended and buried in the ground which they sought to steal from us. Prisoners are being evacuated now. What are your orders?”

- - - -

Erick came back to himself, to see Scout kneeling before him. “Alert Marii and the soldiery. Cleanup the Plains. If you find anything good, then bring it back to Marii’s base and save it for me, otherwise I’m sure a lot of you would like to reclaim your homes. So let’s do that.” Erick added, “I’ll catch up soon enough.”

Scout rose to her feet, tears of joy falling as she saluted again. “Sir!”

And then she turned and took off, vanishing into the night.

Erick turned and took in the sight of the doorway leading to the next floor. The pathway beyond was white and glowing, spilling day into the night all around. That doorway had followed him for a while now, though it had closed when Erick actually assaulted the base.

Erick said, “I’m staying here for a while. I’m going to play around with mana crystals.”

The light in the hallway dimmed a fraction, as though the dungeon was contemplating something.

And then Kinder stepped out from behind the wall of empty air, to stand in the center of the gateway to floor three. He looked physically the same as he did when Erick left him behind at Marii’s —too skinny to be healthy— but he was wearing normal clothes now, and he had no visible injuries.

Erick was not surprised.

“Hello, Ashes Woodfield. You are making a mess of my dungeon.”

Erick grinned a little. “Hello, Kinder. Finally dropping the act, then?”

“We do what we must.” Kinder said, “I cannot allow you to live on this second floor for however long you wish. If I do, then the people start turning real. In a month, Scout and Marii and others would be so close to being real that it would be cruel to do anything other than bring them fully into reality. Which we would do, but it is not something we enjoy doing. Do you know that most people fail to progress past floor 2? Do you know how many copies of Marii we have already? Too many, and they all hate each other for ‘stealing’ each others’ inventions. It’s especially horrible when delvers make the Riamites real, for those people come along with so many destructive tendencies that we almost always end up executing them anyway.”

“Sounds like you have some issues with how your dungeon is set up.”

“We do not, actually, have any problems at all.” Kinder said, “If you were forced by circumstance to hole-up inside Marii’s and if you failed to progress, or if you had simply chosen to do your mana crystal experiments without killing the Riamite forces before all that, then I would have broken hiding protocol in ten days, and either spurred you on, or increased the difficulty so much you would have been forced to reset the entire floor and try again.” He added, “But you killed the Riamite forces, and you still want to stick around, and so, here we are.”

Erick nodded along. All of that sounded rather normal and good, and made Erick rapidly reevaluate his theory of Kinder’s origins, and everything else he thought he knew. “You’re not from Greensoil, are you, Kinder?”

“No. I am from the ‘Old Cosmology’, as you Veirdians call it. Some people would choose to be pedantic and say I am from Atunir’s memory of the Old Cosmology, but I don’t care for those people.” Kinder said, “You, Ashes Woodfield, are also partially from the Old Cosmology.”

“Possibly. I’m trying to figure that out.”

Kinder nodded. “I invite you directly to the sixth floor, where delver housing is free, and almost all basic needs are met, and so you can play around with mana crystals in a better setting. I ask you to accept this offer, so that you don’t take up so much of my dungeon’s resources, and so you don’t go around accidentally creating people.” He added, “We’ve had dragons here, too, but not a Benevolence Dragon yet. If you desire, I have [Renew]-based artifacts that will allow you to keep your core as full as you desire, without physical discomfort, but only if you accept my offer now.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. Then he said, “I’ll agree to that, on three conditions. First: Who are you, exactly?”

“One of the repro dungeon masters for the Glittering Depths. I was born a few years ago when the former master, who was a Kinder from this second floor, touched a dungeon master slime and made me. That Kinder soon went on to Candlepoint and got himself in the [Reincarnation] pool. I have no idea where he is now, or what he looks like. I am three years old by Veird sensibilities, but I have at least three decades of memories.”

Erick tried not to let his surprise show on his face, because he suddenly remembered Kinder. No wonder he thought the man was from Greensoil! Because the original man was from Greensoil. Or at least that’s what his application had said. Ah. Shit. Well. Erick’s Intelligence was failing him, obviously. The [Blessed Memory] in his Belt of Many functions was doing work, but it lagged behind the Script’s Intelligence.

Erick moved on. “The second condition is that you tell me why you’re doing this; why you’re trying to get me to move on faster.” Erick said, “The real reason.”

“… That is complicated, and I will not tell you anything in that direction until I can trust you.” He put his hand over his chest, and pledged, “On my honor and under the eyes of the Dark, and Atunir, I mean you no harm with this deal. The majority of my wish in offering this deal is to get you out of the second floor, so that you do not make any more people here real, and to help you accomplish whatever it is you want to accomplish, while mitigating all the disaster that a dragon like yourself can cause inside these Glittering Depths.”

Shadows moved underfoot, and all around.

Neither Kinder nor Erick acknowledged them more than a simple glance to the ground.

“That works for me.” Erick nodded, then said, “One last thing: Where was the Artillery Archmage on this floor?”

“You killed him already. He was at the fourth camp.” With pointed sarcasm, Kinder said, “People aren’t usually capable of turning a bolter into some sort of grand artillery spell.”

Erick smirked at that.

“Yeah yeah. Keep smirking.” Kinder said, “If your purpose in coming in here was to be incognito, you failed that miserably. You’re at the top of the Decoration board, now. 4200 Decoration! Clarice is only at 3450, and she’s been there for a year. So congratulations on that.”

“Your words are appreciated.”

Kinder sighed. “Will you accept my proposal? Will you come to the sixth floor directly, and leave my poor dungeon alone?”

“Can I come back to these other floors later?”

“As long as you promise not to spend any more than a day or two on any floor except the sixth. The sixth floor is the City Restored, and all the people there have become fully cognizant, so there’s no danger of people staying too long down there.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “You have a False Society here?!”

And if Erick was understanding the man correctly, it was a False Society that wasn’t really ‘false’ anymore.

“We’d prefer not to use that term, since we’re as real of a society as any other.” Kinder smirked this time. “But, yes. The City Restored is a bit of the Old Cosmology, restored to life and prospering the way Atunir intended, and kept as secret as we can. I’ll give you a small tour when we get there, if only to ensure that you won’t bring the problems of Veird and Greensoil down into our little Utopia.” He lost his smirk. “If you prove problematic, then you will be exiled from the dungeon, Ashes Woodfield.”

“… Sure. I can agree to that.” Erick gestured forward. “Lead the way.”

Kinder led the way down into the white tunnel.

Erick followed, tracking dirt and black blood onto white stone.

He didn’t know that there was a False Society down here. He did know there had been a place for delvers to congregate and live, but an actual False Society was a big deal. That was what Quilatalap was charged with creating in Storm’s Edge, and the Freelands had a False Society in their Grand Dungeon, too. There were no real laws against them, but False Societies could very easily be abused and controlled by the people who created them, like what had happened in the Freelands.

Gods, that had been a mess and a half.

The door to the second floor closed behind Erick, and far down the hallway, the white walls opened up into another portal. The sun shone in that space beyond that opening…

Erick asked, “Is it Iben restored? The City Restored, I mean. Not any part of Riam, I hope.”

Kinder paused, then looked at Erick. And then he relaxed. “Ah.” He turned and faced forward, and kept walking down the hall. “You know the true name of our Utopia. Either you overheard it from someone who should not have shared that name, you spied rather well, or you have truly had some [Witness]-able experiences. I am even more sure that it’s the third option.”

“I have seen some memories of the goddess, yes,” Erick admitted, as he followed at Kinder’s side.

“… And you say it so easily, too. And your staff is the wrong shape...” Kinder sighed. “You dragons always screw up my dungeon. Always getting into places you shouldn’t go and triggering things you shouldn’t trigger. It’s that mana you keep in your core, you know? You let it out into this space, and it touched off chain reactions everywhere. If you had come into this dungeon without your core then you could have proceeded normally, and I wouldn’t have had to interrupt your journey of discovery of The Goddess.” He said to the air, “Apologies, Atunir.”

Erick got the conversation back on track. “So? Riamites?”

Kinder debated with himself exactly how he wanted to answer that question. “… There are very few Riamites still living in the City, and you will treat them as well as you would treat anyone else, or else you will be removed from Utopia.”

“… And they didn’t try to blow up the place?”

Kinder waved away that concern. “You will be also removed from Utopia if I find you interacting badly with the orcols, or dragonkin, or incani, or otherwise. Utopia is a home for everyone, no matter where they are from. This is a place of peace, and is as close to Atunir’s Heaven as we mortals can get. You will respect that.”

“… It’s not just a human dungeon?” Erick suddenly asked, “Greensoil cannot be happy about that.”

“We deal with them just as we deal with you; peacefully, and hopefully in only positive ways. But we will kick you out if we don’t like you, so please get along with everyone else, as best you can.”

Kinder was still nervous about being around Erick, which showed that he had known about Erick this whole time.

… Or at least he had known about ‘Ashes’ being a dragon. He probably didn’t know about ‘Ashes’ being Erick. If he did, this conversation would have gone a lot differently. The threats, even as light and as understandable as they were, would not have happened.

Erick had gone with the flow and ignored the small threats to keep the peace, and since he didn’t see any reason to stop doing that, he said, “Completely understandable. I don’t foresee myself doing anything untoward to anyone. I do foresee myself working with mana crystals, though.”

Kinder nodded. “We have more than enough space for you to have your own little nook of land, for all your mana crystal experimental needs. You’ll have to do that outside the city limits, though, for the safety of everyone else. One final thing: The name of the city is Utopia, if you didn’t already pick that up. Not ‘Iben’. Keep that name to yourself… Though there are places in the city that you can visit to speak freely with others there. I’m sure those experiences might be enlightening.”

Erick smiled a little as he nodded. “Sounds good to me.”

They reached the end of the hallway.

Kinder led the way through the portal, onto a white cliff, in the sunshine. Erick followed—

Right into dense, normal-levels of mana.

Kinder spoke of protocols and normal things, as he handed Erick back his Wand of [Drinking Food] and [Rejuvenation], as the two of them stood there on that cliff, at the top of a tower. But Erick mostly gazed upon the Restored City that spread out in all directions. 

Utopia looked rather in-line with its namesake. White towers. White housing everywhere. Roads as yellow as gold, or as shining as silver. Rainbow roofs. Crystals hovering over some towers here and there, shimmering with magic. Greenery popping everywhere, in trees and garden beds. The mana density of the manasphere allowed Erick to mana sense all around him, from the crystal spire of the tower they stood upon, to the streets down below, where people walked in markets and talked of this and that, and children played in town squares by fountains or got harried off to class by diligent teachers. In the distance, beyond the houses, beyond where Erick expected to find a wall but where there was no wall to be found, fields of golden wheat grew like an ocean of gold. Here and there, rows of green orchards and vegetable gardens adorned the lands for tens of kilometers, looking almost like square islands upon a golden sea.

Golden words hung in the air in front of Erick.

Welcome to the sixth floor!

Welcome to the City Restored.

Please respect the utopia. No offensive spellcraft is allowed within city limits.







- - - -















- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

Health: 1000/1000

MP per day: 22,500

Meta-Irons: 4200, 0 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 10/10, 0 in storage

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 1000/1000

Staff of Divine Absolution, 2500/2500

Breastplate of [Regenerating Health], 250/250

Bracelet of [Hidden Wind], 100/100

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 100/100

Necklace of [Meditation], 50/50

Ring of [Identify] 50/50

Belt of Many Functions, [Blessed Memory], [Eternal Benediction], [Benediction of the Unseen], 50/50, 50/50, 50/50

Unused Meta-Irons: Wand of [Drinking Food] ~/200, Wand of [Regeneration] ~/100

Unused Meta-Diamonds: [Murky], [Flaming Ooze]

- -
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                    Not doing all the floors!? cheater! 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of chapters! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



233, 1/2


                Under a brilliant blue sky, Erick gazed down upon the City Restored.

Erick could kinda see the resemblance to the [Witness] memory that he had seen back on floor one. The place looked a lot nicer without all the flooding.

There was a playhouse over there, while in the other direction lay Ramblewood Arcanaeum and University. In the distance sat the massive castle of the king or whoever, while the noble houses grew on hills over there like mushrooms separate from the rest of the city. Between all of that lay a whole lot of rather normal-looking cityscapes. To the right, maybe two streets away, sat the guard tower and guardhouse where Erick had first [Witness]ed Ashes’s life…

Ashes’s memories still lurked in Erick’s mind, and from those memories Erick saw tens of touchpoints here and there across the land, and his heart thumped with some unknown feeling; a nostalgia for something that he had never known.

He also saw where the city was different from the memory—

Kinder said, “I’d love for you to have as many moments like this as you need, but that’s been about 3 minutes of city-gazing so far, and it looks to be a lot more. Shall we move on, and then you come back to this later? I wish to ensure you are acquainted with the city before I move on.”

Erick blinked a little as he broke away from his sightseeing. “… Right. Right.” His heart thumped. And then he looked to the tower that they had come out of. It was a white spire with no interior, and with a staircase spiraling down around the outside; a 200 meter length of stone extending up from the city below and not much more. There was a divot in the stone top of the tower where Erick and Kinder had walked through, roughly in the size and shape of a portal, but there was no portal there anymore. Erick looked to the side, where that staircase started. “Not even an elevator?”

Kinder grinned. “I am sure you are used to flying, but we do things simple here.” He started down the stairs, saying, “It’s a nice walk to the check-in zone, but it is a walk.”

Erick followed at Kinder’s side. The staircase was 3 meters wide, and easily allowed for Erick to walk beside the dungeon master. “Is that building below us not a check-in area?”

“Nope. That’s just a guardhouse, though we don’t have much use for those in Utopia. No real crime, you understand. Every delver who makes it this deep has to go through certain trials to make it down here, to prove their character, and those who already live here aren’t prone to that sort of thing. But if you desire it...” Kinder asked, “Do you wish to be a guard?”

“Ah? No. I’m… Not looking to move down here.”

Kinder nodded. “Not everyone does. Emergency exits are always available, but most people come and go from the towers. Before you leave, let us get you through some paperwork, and get you your house and storage. And then you can leave. To come back to this floor all you have to do is enter the dungeon up top, and come inside like you normally do. When you get to the portals in the hills, you’ll automatically come down to this floor, and then you can continue on, whatever you want.”

“I won’t be shunted to the second floor? Or the third floor?”

“Not anymore.” Kinder said, “Now if you come in with someone else, you’ll have to escort them through the other floors before you’re allowed to return here with them. We try not to let any of the general public circumvent the floors… For various reasons.”

“To make sure they align politically with Utopia?”

Kinder rolled his eyes. “Random shits from Greensoil always bring their problems in with them, and we dislike that. If you want to say that it’s ‘political’ to desire a nice homeland, then sure. It’s political.”

Erick smirked. They had yet to get more than halfway to the floor below. “How did you even get orcols and incani and dragonkin here? Did they come in from Greensoil? From Greendale? That can’t have been easy for them.”

“Ahhh… Well that’s something of an open secret, but… I suppose you’ll find out soon enough.” Kinder said, “It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes when a delver from another dungeon needs an emergency exit, and they give a prayer to Atunir, they sometimes end up here. Every individual’s story is different. Some turn corners in a dead city and end up stepping out onto the streets of Utopia. Sometimes they come in from the fields. What’s actually problematic with them is that they want to leave and they want to bring others here, and that’s often troublesome, since we only have the one exit up top, by Greendale. We still help them leave and sometimes we even help them get back, of course, but it’s… That’s hard to do with Greendale watching.”

Erick put 1 and 1 and then a bunch of other numbers together, and offered, “I can ask Erick if you want access to the Gate Network for the transportation of delvers to and from the Glittering Depths.”

Kinder flinched hard. He rapidly tried to recollect himself, and he was mostly successful. “Uh… Perhaps… We don’t want to…” His voice trailed off.

Erick gave him several seconds to collect his thoughts, but when he had no more thoughts to give, Erick offered him an out, “You don’t want to involve the Wizard, but you do want to ask for help, and you’re not sure how.”

Kinder lied, “Correct.”

“… So I was wrong, and that was a lie, but that’s too deep for me to understand right now. I won’t involve him with this at all, and you can wait and tell me what sort of help you want from a Benevolence dragon, when you’re ready.”

“… Sure.”

Kinder fell silent, and Erick respected that silence, as the two of them continued down the staircase.

They stepped off of the tower, directly onto a road made of white crystal. A guardhouse stood beside the tower, where three different guards, all human, had been preparing for Kinder and Erick’s arrival by stepping lively to the road, with their hands on the hilts of their rods, and their faces set sternly. They looked ready to throw down, or to turtle up if the situation required, which seemed like an odd response from guards from a place called ‘Utopia’. All of them gave Erick’s own rod a glance. Except for the knotwork metal inscriptions, Erick’s rod looked exactly the same as their own, and they didn’t like that.

But Kinder waved them off, and all of the guards relaxed. And they truly did relax, with the lead man smiling a little as he backed away, and one woman resuming her talk with the other woman about some party that was going to be happening later tonight. The guards easily returned to their non-duties, as Erick and Kinder walked down the white crystal road.

Erick was about to ask what they were scared about—

Kinder said, “The tower we came down is the tower to the second floor, and no one normally comes down that way, except for in emergencies, which usually involve one floor invading another. That’s why it’s a walk to the check-in zone; there is no proper check-in site here.”

“… That wasn’t quite going to be my question, but that does answer some questions about the nature of the towers around here…” Floors could invade other floors? He knew that such a thing was possible, but he didn’t think such a thing could happen in a Grand Dungeon. That seemed… Not ideal. Erick moved on. “There’s more than 5, though?” Erick counted the skyline, and recalled what he had seen as they spiraled the tower to floor 2, on their way down here to the city. “There’s like 9 of them? But there’s only 5 floors and the endless delve, right?”

“We’ve got five towers for the five floors, three for various other places, and one for the entrance floor. Only three towers see constant use; the administrative tower near the castle, the floor 5 exit/entrance, and the tower that leads to the endless delve. You’ll be coming and going from the fifth floor tower next time.”

Erick nodded, then asked, “Why did those guards look at my rod like that? Like they hated it.”

“You are following the guard questline, so there is some professional judgment there. If you wish to move here and become a guard you’re welcome to it. Aside from that, both your staff and rod are rather damned bright to anyone with a proper mana sense, and the guards have great mana senses.” Kinder said, “The development of a mana sense is necessary to truly make it past floor 3 and beyond, and most of the guards here have voluntarily chosen to go through the dungeon.”

Erick was a bit surprised by that. “The residents go through the dungeon, too?”

“Yes. Most opt to go through a special course to teach them how to use magic on Veird, though; not through the 5 levels you went through, to learn how to use Atunir’s Second Script.”

“… I think I would like to see your Veird-acclimation course. How does such a thing even work here, since you have a Second Script?”

“A lot of things taught here translate well to Veird; aura control, mana altering in various ways, mana sense. As soon as you understand those three, you can do almost anything.”

This part of Utopia was a rather nice sort of town. Not rich. Not poor; Erick doubted that any part of Utopia was ‘poor’ at all. Just… Nice. Trees to the sides of the road. People walking this way and that. Mothers guiding children to wherever. Men drinking at a local bar. Houses with closets filled with clothes and pantries stocked to bursting. Extra rooms. People cooked in their own homes on nice stoves, or worked on hobbies or crafts or other work. A lot of little shops were here and there, with people selling stuff, or gathering into friend groups for whatever sorts of activities... Big bedrooms.

… Lotta pregnant women and kids.

… Lotta people fucking in the buildings all around.

Great pastime; that.

Atunir was the Goddess of Field and Fertility, after all. Made sense that there were a lot of children and pregnant women.

Nice to see schools for the children, too. There was a kindergarten over there that was packed with kids. Looked like a class at the nearby schoolhouse was teaching a class of 20 teenagers about Veird and the Script, too. The people here had plans to move on to the real world, it seemed...

Erick asked, “How often do the people here move onto Veird?”

“Quite often. The whole story of the Sundering is absolutely terrifying, and to find out we’re all remnants of a dead cosmology spurs quite a few people into trying to find out what is real.” Kinder said, “Most people come back to Utopia, though. Veird is a land of terror.”

Erick barked a laugh at that.

Kinder frowned a little.

Erick chided the man. “Oh come on! Veird is a thousand times better than it used to be!”

Kinder’s face relaxed, and then he nodded a little. “From what I have heard, it makes sense that you would say that.” He looked to Erick, adding, “But your world is still terrifying, Ashes.”

“… It’s a lot better than it used to be. Almost all the unnatural death is contained to the dungeons and all real disasters are reverted by the Wizard, or solved as best he can.”

Kinder didn’t seem to want to talk about that too much because he changed subjects, saying, “We use the gold standard here, and the markets are like any normal market you would find anywhere on Veird. We have no taxes, because dungeon magic does a lot. Delver housing is free, and so is healthcare and practically every essential you can think of, except food. You gotta pay for food. Services of all kinds are a normal expense, from eating at a restaurant to sending letters to the world outside, but schools are free, and also mandatory for all children…”

Kinder rambled off a bunch of normal information, all of which was rather progressive, in Erick’s opinion, as the two of them walked down the white crystal road. Occasionally, someone would greet Kinder and Kinder would nod back, and speak a bit in passing about normal things, like the estimated timeframe for new classrooms, or when was this or that happening. Erick got the distinct impression that Kinder was like a mayor, which was probably close to the truth. Erick also got the impression that Kinder was used to giving tours, like he was doing for Erick, for he tended to go back and forth between topics, depending on the sights around them as they walked the streets.

Maybe he had done this before, though. Not too often, for Erick heard him repeating a few things. Maybe he didn’t expect Erick to fully understand him? Highly likely.

Eventually they reached a gold street, which seemed to be made of some metal other than gold? Erick wasn’t sure about that. It was certainly harder than gold, for when Erick tapped the road with his staff the road did not deform.

Kinder gestured ahead. “And this is the main road through Utopia. Up ahead is the delver’s courtyard, or square, depending on who you’re talking to. There’s a bunch of various shops of all types in that place, and looking up, you can see the fifth floor tower, if you couldn’t already tell by all the people headed up and down at the moment. Most entering and exiting by delvers is done through there, unless you have an emergency, in which case a portal to the surface can be provided by the dungeon.” Kinder rambled off, “Abuse of the emergency exit function does lead to denial of this function, but as long as you don’t use it more than once a week you’ll be fine.”

Erick glanced upward, and yes, he saw the people stepping up and down the spiraling staircase of the tower. At the top of the tower lay a black portal, open to elsewhere at the dungeon. At the bottom lay a fully-open town square, and though Erick couldn’t see much of that town square from this location, he did see a few guard towers poking up from the sides of that space.

He also saw his first other delver; a woman in a cloak of silver chain with a black metamond clasp holding the cloak together. Silver weaponry and accessories held at her sides and on her hands. Those silver items marked her as a delver of some sort—

The woman gave Erick and Kinder a quick glance, recognized Kinder, and then decided she didn’t care about either of them in almost the same motion. She kept walking. Erick only really noticed her because, without using his eyes, she would have gone completely unnoticed.

There was no mana sensing the woman, or her immediate surroundings.

Now that Erick was drawing closer to the large open space ahead, he realized he couldn’t sense a lot of the people walking around, though he could still see them. Almost everyone here had some sort of anti-sensory magic, like Erick’s own.

Kinder led the way forward, into a vast open space with the tower rising in the center, a golden floor all around, and shops of all kinds lining the town square. It reminded Erick of the adventurer’s district of Spur, or any other major city; crowded, with all races, and with everyone wearing a bunch of mismatching gear. For a moment, Erick felt self-conscious with his staff in one hand and all the rest of him looking like one of the normal guards of Utopia.

The noise of hundreds of small conversations filled the air, spilling out of taverns or out from groups laughing as they made their way to the tower, or angry shouts from groups coming away from the tower, obviously angry about what had happened in their delve. A lot of people coming down from the tower carried big bags with them. Some of those large bags were protected from mana sense by an extension of the carrier’s anti-sensory field, but some of those bags were exposed to the world and so Erick saw metamonds and spell tomes and various items made of metiron.

Some shops to the sides of the city square had big signs in front of them, showing off that they were vendors and buyers for metiron, metamonds, and everything else that people could find in the dungeons.

A casual glance at their pricing structure, and at the pricing structure of all the other shops, from taverns to general stores, let Erick know that the economy in here was roughly comparable to the economy out on Veird. Sure, some things were grossly different in pricing structure, with Bolt wands being dirt cheap and Health metamonds being worth 1,500 gold for each metamond, but such was to be expected when the way magic worked was different…

… Erick realized he had no money at all right now.

Well that shouldn’t be too hard to fix. All Erick needed to do was sell some Wands of [Rejuvenation]. Those looked like they were going for...

“What the fuck,” Erick whispered, as he slowed down to make sure that what he was seeing was what he was seeing.

Kinder paused his talk and raised an eyebrow at Erick. “Problem?”

“Are Wands of [Rejuvenation] really 250,000 gold? That’s as much as a Rod of [Greater Treat Wounds] out on Veird!”

Kinder chuckled. “Ah? They actually have one on sale over there?” He looked toward the shop Erick was mana sensing. “I’m surprised it’s not gone already.”

… Erick looked closer. “Oh. Well. I guess I assumed that the ‘ask to purchase one’ and the statue meant they actually had one.”

Kinder nodded. “They probably don’t; you have to get on a waiting list.” Kinder added, “Flood the market with those if you desire; it’ll make the delvers able to push further and further into the depths, and anyone working on a floor beyond 80 is pulling in 20k gold per day, unless they suffer catastrophic loss of items, which does happen sometimes. Money is not usually the problem when it comes to getting certain items.” He added, “I would ask you not to proliferate your bolter if you could, but if other people see you using it and try to make their own, then that will probably be good for overall learning.”

The weaker version of this staff would be easy enough for Erick to replicate, but whatever caused his Staff of Absolution to turn into a Staff of Divine Absolution was not easily repeatable. Erick didn’t really want to proliferate weaponry, anyway, so even before the impossibility of Kinder’s ask, Erick was already onboard with the general sentiment.

Kinder led Erick toward the delver center, and more and more people actually started looking Erick’s way, giving him more than a passing once-over. Eyes lingered on Erick’s cerulean-gemmed bracelet, and were drawn to the massive metamond glowing white and iridescent near the top of his staff.

The delver center was a rather normal guildhouse-like place, with tables everywhere for people to drink beer and eat and play card games, while massive leaderboards hung to the side of the room, and bank-teller-like stations serviced lines of delvers. It was a busy location, made all the more busy by heated discussions between people at this or that table, but primarily by a party happening in one large section of the bar, celebrating the downfall of the ‘Ice Queen’ and to the rise of ‘whoever the fuck Ashes is!’—

And then some guys saw Kinder and cheered louder. Kinder nodded, and his step changed as a surety overtook him.

Ah.

Erick saw where this was going.

He decided to let whatever happened, happen. He did not, however, expect for Kinder to kick things off exactly as he did.

Kinder stepped right into the center of the room and smiled wide as he clapped his hands, filling the entire hall with a magically-empowered thundercrack, and then with silence. All eyes turned their way, and Kinder put a hand on Erick’s shoulder, allowing sound to return to the guildhall as he announced, “Greetings, everyone! This is Ashes Woodfield, fresh off the second floor, because he was going to start demolishing the other floors and I couldn’t allow that. I’m getting him set up with housing and tomorrow you may approach him for company recruitment, or whatever.” He glared at absolutely everyone in the guildhall, repeating himself, “Tomorrow.”

Erick put on a smile and nodded at everyone in the guildhall.

Events proceeded rapidly from there.

Quite a few cheers; loud and boisterous, mostly from those who had sigaldry of iron upon them, and who Erick rapidly understood as the Iron Bandits. A few shouts from angry people, who were angry at the Iron Bandits, yelling that they would not poach this one from them. Many people gazed upon Erick’s various bits and bobs of silver, and at his staff, trying to discern which one of his tools was the strongest; almost everyone bet on the staff, though a few people looked at his rod and his breastplate, and gauged them a fair toss up. Some spoke of how the breastplate looked plain on the outside, but might have some really nice metamonds on the inside.

It did have some nice metamonds on the inside, actually, but Erick’s [Blessing of the Unseen] hid all that from view.

Almost everyone wondered what the fuck Erick had done to get a ‘pass’ for floors 3, 4, and 5.

But no one actually approached Erick, as Kinder took Erick to one of the desks and rapidly got him through a quick questioning from the teller. Kinder added a few words of his own when the topic of housing came up, and soon, Erick had gained a special metamond key with a prismatic gem embedded in the handle.

The teller bowed, saying, “Welcome to Utopia, Ashes Woodfield.” She rose, adding, “We hope you enjoy your stay.”

Kinder said, “Now let’s get you to your house, your storage, and then you can go about your business.”

Erick smiled a little. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

Kinder led the way out of the delver guildhouse and Erick followed. Once they were beyond the doors, that’s when the crowds inside really started appearing and arguing with each other. Erick didn’t catch much of what they were saying, and he didn’t care to, for a lot of it seemed like mercenary company politics. He did get the distinct sense that they were figuring out some sort of order to approach Erick with offers to join their companies.

Erick would probably choose whichever one gave him the largest head start here in Utopia, which didn’t require him to do too much for them in return.

Kinder guided Erick to the end of the tower square, on the opposite end of where they had come in, and said quietly to Erick, “Offensive spellwork is heavily frowned upon inside the city, but defensive and utility spellwork is allowed. So we’re being tracked right now. If these circumstances were different, I would not be doing any of this how I am doing this, nor would I be offering this next offer: do you want to portal to your house? Or do you want to walk there, and likely track tens of curious people to your door?”

A few ‘empty’ spaces had cropped up in the manasphere within sight of Erick, but not anywhere too close, after Kinder’s announcement. Erick couldn’t see any people in those spaces, either, so Erick didn’t need Kinder to tell him that there were invisible people watching him, but it was still a nice gesture from the dungeon master.

Erick’s answer was easy. “I’ll take the portal.”

“Excellent!” Kinder waved a hand and a black [Gate] opened. He walked right on through.

Erick followed.

The [Gate] shut behind them, taking all the loud talking and the sound of crashing furniture with it.

The sounds of the world were a gentle thing once again, filled mostly with small songbirds and the rustling of wheat. For kilometers in every direction, all Erick could see was golden fields, while his new house lay directly in front of him.

It was a simple thing, and a bit run down.

A shingle roof, though a few were broken. Solid stone walls. A broken window out front and dusty furniture inside. All of this sat upon a hundred square meter plot of weedy land. The whole property was separated from the golden ocean beyond by a low, rock wall that was more made of rocks than proper brick or stone. It had a well, and some indoor plumbing, and a kitchen; though none of it was fancy, it was all there. The actual amenities were actually rather high-tech compared to the rest of the house.

“It even has a mage tower,” Erick said, smiling.

The tower was a squat thing at only two stories tall, but it was wide, and it had a library space at the top. The bottom looked large enough to house everything he’d need to make a functioning workshop.

“Not much of a tower, I’m afraid.” Kinder said, “You can change all that once you move in and designate it as yours. Once it is yours, then it will become truly yours, and you won’t be able to shift locations, because all your storage will end up here. No one will be able to steal from your house, either, so you don’t have to worry about that.” Kinder said, “As a suggestion, if you want to make friends, then you can hire out the reconstruction through payments of metirons or metamonds. Or you can be a hermit and do it all yourself.”

“Can I adjust the mana level here? What about mana chambers?”

“There are a whole host of privacy options once you actually stick that key in the door and claim it as yours. The mana saturation level is one of them. But if you want a mana chamber... And probably a furnace, too?”

Erick nodded.

“Either work with a mercenary or delver company on that stuff; all the reputable ones have all those crafting areas already. Or, you can hire one of the Marii’s to get that stuff set up here. Or, if you still want your own space with furnaces and a mana chamber, then you must figure that out yourself; probably through a company.” Kinder added, “No one but dungeon masters like me will be able to access your land without your approval, but once you give your approval, then you don’t need to give it again. You must physically say ‘I rescind your approval to be on my land so-and-so’ if you want the dungeon to bar someone who they have unbarred from your land; everyone starts off barred from everyone else’s lands.”

Erick walked toward the door, saying, “This is so much different than on Veird.”

Kinder nodded. “Yes. Veird is horrifying.”

“Ohhhh. It’s not that bad.” Erick smiled as he placed the key in the door. “Every assassin is just another person waiting to be shown the error of their ways.” He turned the key.

The key broke, turning to ash in his hands, as a flash of light raced across his hand, and across every surface of the nearby world.

A chime echoed.

Welcome to your new home, Ashes Woodfield!

Preliminary security established. Anti-sense active.

House found in disrepair.

Beginning repairs.

The yard cleaned up; weeds vanishing in a flash. The broken windows repaired, as though they were never broken. The cracks in the walls sealed over as an apple tree grew in the front yard, and a gate popped into being in the rock wall, as the rock wall turned into something more respectable. The golden wheat ocean parted at the gate, revealing a road that led off into the distance; the way back to town.

A thousand little problems fixed themselves, and the front door swung open on its own accord.

Dust swept away, and lights flickered on inside, giving a warm glow to the polished wood floor and walls.

Repairs finished.

Activating basic furniture and storage.

A nice, large bed appeared in the main bedroom, while tables and chairs placed themselves in the kitchen, dining room, and elsewhere. It was all rather rustic furniture, made of thick wood, but it looked like it would last forever.

“Ah,” Erick said, as he stepped inside, and watched a series of large chests appear in what looked almost like a trophy room. “You guys really do want people to stay here, don’t you?”

Storage implemented.

Banking implemented.

Your house is your own!

Welcome to the Glittering Depths, Ashes Woodfield!

Kinder stayed outside, saying, “Of course we do.”

Erick looked back at the man, and how he had remained outside the house. “Come on in, then.”

Kinder grinned, then stepped inside the house. “I know your house is likely not what a dragon is used to but you can make that happen on your own. If you want a castle, or a compound, or whatever, you have plenty of room and lots of opportunity to make that happen. You’re ten minutes away from town by [Hidden Wind]stepping, but there’s still twenty kilometers between here and Utopia, so you’ve got lots of space. In fifty years, that might not be true anymore.” He added, “Or at least that’s what we hope.”

Erick nodded. “There’s a lot there, in that little statement. A lot of hope, Kinder. Would you like to talk about any problems you might need solving? Or save that for later?”

“I’ve heard that Benevolence dragons go around solving problems in the best way they can for everyone, just like their king. Is that what I have to expect from you?”

“If I see a problem I will solve it as peacefully as I can, but I will solve it.”

Kinder nodded. “Perhaps you should look into joining the guard, and having some legality behind your vigilantism.” He stepped backward, saying, “But for now! Welcome to your home in the Glittering Depths. Good day, Ashes Woodfield.”

“Good day, Kinder.”

Kinder gave a little bow, and then stepped backward, into darkness, and out of sight.

Erick took a good five minutes to walk around the house, to visually see everything he wanted to see and not just mana sense everything. But mostly, he was preparing himself to try out ‘storage’. Kinder had spoken of it a few times so Erick knew what to expect, but he was kinda wary of the whole thing.

Because, if what Kinder was saying was true, then Erick was kinda jealous.

Erick had long ago spoken to Jane and other people about some sort of ‘storage’ option, using his Gate Network, where people could put items into a personalized [Gate] that would drop those items off at a physical location in some bank somewhere. Retrieving those options would then be as easy as sticking one’s hand through a hole in the world, and pulling out those items.

Erick had done a bit of experimentation to see if the idea of a ‘personal mobile vault’ was even possible. He had rapidly concluded that to do such a thing would be way, way beyond his desired scope of influence. It would be one thing to make an object that allowed people to access their own storage area; that would be fine. But all Erick could really do was make a [Gate] node and then attach some various runic webs and powers to that node, which would do so much more than just be portable storage. It would allow the user basic access to their own private gate network. And that just wasn’t going to happen; not through Erick, anyway.

But according to Kinder, the Glittering Depths had worked out a private storage system.

Tentatively, Erick held out his Wand of [Drinking Food], and said, “Storage, Wand of [Drinking Food].”

The wand vanished from his hand in a flicker of blackness, and then reappeared in the first storage chest, a few meters away from Erick. It just… Blipped right from his hand, into the chest. Just like that! It was obviously dungeon magic, and… It had worked.

Erick tried to retrieve the item with the same command, “Storage, Wand of [Drinking Food].”

Nothing happened.

“Retrieve from storage, Wand of [Drinking Food].”

A small countdown appeared in the air, counting down from 100 seconds.

“Cancel Wand of [Drinking Food] retrieval.”

The countdown vanished.

Erick manually retrieved his wand from the chest, held it out as he stood above the open chest, and said, “Storage, Wand of [Drinking Food].”

The wand vanished in a flicker of darkness again, to reappear right where the dungeon had placed it the last time.

“Storage, all gear.”

All of Erick’s gear and clothes vanished, leaving him completely nude in the middle of his house. His pants and shirt were folded and laid on top of each other in the second chest, with his socks tucked into one another, while his boots sat outside the chest. All his metamond stuff appeared in the first chest, but his staff and rod were too big to fit, so they ended up propped against the closest wall.

And Erick laughed.

“Retrieve all gear!”

A countdown began, 1000 seconds.

… Why the increased timer? Erick guessed it was due to the number of items retrieved. He didn’t care to wait that long, though, so he went to the storage and manually put his stuff back on, while also telling the system to stop the retrieval. The countdown vanished.

“Storage, all metirons.”

This time, only his metirons vanished and instantly reappeared in the first chest, as they had the first time Erick had stored all his items.

“Holy shit,” Erick said, mumbling to himself. “You figured out the personal mobile vault.”

With surprise on his face and elation in his heart, Erick put all his stuff back on, and smiled as he stepped outside of the house.

The Glittering Depths had some nice magic to it. This was a nice little location.

He’d be back later.

It was time to go talk to an expert on dungeon craft.

Erick shut the door behind him, and went to the gate, and then onto the road leading away from the house. With a flick of intent at his bracelet of [Hidden Wind], Erick started windstepping back to town. Within minutes, he had passed from his little road to a main road, which split in two directions, and which had a sign by the road pointing toward his house, reading ‘Ashes Woodfield’ in well-written Ecks. It was easy to see which way was toward town; all the buildings were over in that direction.

Erick would have gone racing down that way, but the main road was different from his side road. It had four lanes, each four meters across, with two of the lanes with arrows headed inward, and two with arrows headed outward. The outer tracks only had singular arrows, while the two inner tracks had double arrows.

It was an odd sort of system, not much in use in Greensoil, where most people were very low level, but some places did have road systems like this; where there were tracks for some people who were very fast, and others who were slow.

The Gate District at Candlepoint had a system almost like this one, but with moving wardlight images instead of static arrows on the ground, and with a whole lot more regulation.

Erick got onto the fast track headed inward and began moving fast, smiling a bit as he watched others zip past the other way, and dodging fast when he overtook people moving slower than him.

As Erick windstepped toward Utopia, he read hundreds of little signs on side roads. Some of those side roads were labeled as ‘Company Roads’, which was easy enough to understand. The Iron Bandits had their own road about 3 minutes from the edge of Utopia. The Crystal Raiders, of Veracity Speed, whom Erick had met on the top floor leading new people into the dungeon, had their road one minute out of town.

A warning sign right before the big buildings asked for people not to race into the city, and so, Erick slowed down, and began walking normally, though still quite fast. Soon Erick was back in the delver square, passing by people who glanced his way as he raced toward the tower, under his own physical power.

He raced up the wide staircase to the dungeon exit, and soon, he was back at the entrance zone of the Glittering Depths, where Ophiel waited by the entrance, fluffy, invisible, and intangible. Erick went right to the little guy, and then rushed outside, all of his gear turning back into ironcrystal and colored gems as he stepped outside the dungeon, recasting his Script-based magics.

He had almost expected the staff to stay real, but nope! That thing transformed back into crystal, too.

Awfully damned glowing crystal, which was different from all the rest of his dull crystal and dull gems. The thing was a ‘greater artifact’…

Erick suspected that it was a true artifact of the Old Cosmology. Or maybe a clear memory of one. An echo, almost. He could probably paradox the staff into full existence if he wanted, and if he actually tried for it, but for now, he was not going to do that.

For now, he said hello to Ophiel, spoke with Yggdrasil some, and with Poi and others, as he went home and started going through his library, looking for every book on the subject of mana crystals that he could find. There wasn’t a whole lot. Most of what he had was based on historical conjecture of things that happened in the Old Cosmology, or magic that was localized to Fairie and Ar’Cosmos. Erick had read it all once before, because there wasn’t a whole lot written on the subject of mana crystals, but in light of the new opportunities afforded by the Glittering Depths Erick wanted to have his ducks in a row before he went around asking others about the subject of Old Cosmology magic, and the myriad uses of mana crystals.







- - - -







Erick’s first option had been to go to Storm’s Edge; directly to Quilatalap, to ask him about everything that had happened in the Glittering Depths, about Old Cosmology mana crystals, and ancient artifacts of the past. But Quilatalap had been busy, and Erick didn’t want to push through into the dungeon when the undead servants outside had politely asked him not to come in yet, explaining that it wasn’t ready.

So Erick went to Oceanside instead, and limited his conversation to mana crystals and artifacts of the Old Cosmology.

And then Kirginatharp went and guessed practically everything that Erick did not tell him.

Erick rolled his eyes as he said, “I didn’t want to directly speak of the Glittering Depths, but I suppose I can.”

Kirginatharp laughed as he poured himself some more wine. The aged Headmaster of Oceanside had invited Erick to a sunset dinner at one of the prestigious restaurants in one of the taller towers at the arcanaeum. The sky had turned to burnished gold and lovely pink outside of the restaurant's wide windows, as servers brought out course after course of appetizer and main dish, gradually filling up the table between Erick and Kirginatharp. It was rather fantastic food, and the conversation would likely prove to be one of those long winded things, so Erick was thankful for Kirginatharp suggesting they take dinner together.

In a few hours, the sky would be filled with sparklers and [Decorative Fireball]s, too, in celebration of the Triumph of Light, so that was always nice to see. Oceanside did the end of year festival rather well.

Kirginatharp smiled as he lifted his cup. “Come now, Erick! I might not have as many claws in as many hoards as you do these days, but I still know most of what happens in this world, and of course I would have heard of Atunir’s Second Script dungeon.” With a smirk, but a little more serious, Kirginatharp said, “Most of what I have heard is from people who have failed to get past the second floor, so I would greatly love to hear the whole story from the top again, with some specifics this time.”

“They seem rather private down there, and I plan to have some magical experiments down there, so I don’t want everyone to know who I am down there.”

“Yes yes, fine fine.” Kirginatharp chuckled. “I won’t tell the world that you’re Ashes Woodfield—”

“I didn’t even tell you my name down there!” Erick laughed. “Bah!”

Kirginatharp laughed again. “I also won’t tell everyone that you’re looking to release Yggdrasil from his seal earlier, either.”

“If I thought you would, then I never would have told you that, either.” Erick gave Kirginatharp a Look. “And we discussed this already. Why bring it up?”

“We haven’t spoken about it in person, and it’s serious, Erick.”

“I plan on Yggdrasil’s release being as minimally disruptive as I can.”

“Why are you even entertaining that idea? Is Yggdrasil truly this irresponsible?”

Erick leveled a disapproving Look at the old dragon, saying, “I know this is an important topic, but to call Yggdrasil ‘irresponsible’ is too much. My son is perhaps the furthest thing from irresponsible. … And the boy has a girlfriend, I think, and he wants to be separate from me. There is no ‘great answer’ besides that one, and it is enough for me. Let it be enough for you, too.”

Kirginatharp seemed vaguely admonished, as he said, “Children must grow.”

Erick nodded, and then he began to speak of the Glittering Depths, from the top.

Half an hour later, Erick finished. He even retrieved the Staff of Divine Absolution from home, to show Kirginatharp. Kirginatharp seemed vaguely interested in it, but not really.

Kirginatharp had eaten his way through several courses and Erick had gone through two, and now, Erick waited a little, for Kirginatharp to digest the words Erick had given him.

Kirginatharp set down his fork and knife, and said, “I haven’t expended much attention towards the phantoms my students have sometimes seen when inside the Dark of the dungeons… But perhaps I should. I will have to get back to you on that.

“As for the business of Atunir’s specific memories…” Kirginatharp paused in deep thought, then he said, “I don’t know the specifics, for those are lost to time and the Sundering. But I do know that some person linked to Atunir invented the expanded bolter around 250,000 years ago, though that date and that whole story is apocryphal. That story goes, that some rebels threw off their oppressors with highly-refined bolters, and Atunir’s church even has a prayer: ‘Out of the ashes, comes new life, under the blessings of Atunir’. I don’t believe there is a link, but there might be.” Kirginatharp added, “You know, when we were making the Script, the [Force Bolt] spell saw a great deal of lessening. And mostly due to the expanded bolter. Bolters, unchained, are very dangerous weapons. What we did, exactly, was splitting that power. We took the [Grand Decaying Bloody Bolts]-types of Bolts, like the one you put into that staff and made sure that no one could simply make that spell all on their own. To make such a spell under the Script, one has to first make all the pieces of the puzzle, and then put them together in a coherent way, as you have done.

“In the Old Cosmology, all you’d have to do was mush together all those dangerous Elements along with the Intent to touch the enemy with that Bolt, and it would work. You could even throw in some Elemental Destruction, too, and it all worked fine for a Bolt! Truly terrible magic, that.

“Breaking up the Bolt was one of the better things we did with the Script.”

For a moment, Erick was stunned.

And then he asked, “What else happened to make magic what it is today?”

Kirginatharp said, “A lot.”

Erick glanced to his bolter, and to the ‘mana crystal’ at the top. Then he asked, “How about we just stick to mana crystals, then. They’re not allowed under the Script for some reason?”

Kirginatharp nodded. “They’re probably not working correctly inside the Glittering Depths if the items that come out of there end up looking like that crystal stick of yours.” He added, “Mana crystals don’t work exactly how they should work inside Fairie, either, but that is mostly a function of Fairie being alive itself, and able to decide how it wishes to function, and less an actual natural property of that distant land, or of mana crystal. Nothing in Fairie is ‘natural’ in any way whatsoever.

“But to answer the question:

“In the Old Cosmology, one of the main ways that people used mana crystals was as purifiers of mana, in order to accrete specific mana types into their cores; the mana altering thing you know of.

“The second way people used mana crystals was as reservoirs of spellwork. Much like what the Glittering Depths has done, but different. The ‘iron’ there serves as a core, while the ‘diamonds’ serve as spellwork. Used to be you didn’t need anything except the ‘diamond’. A properly made ‘diamond’, when located in a properly mana rich environment, could eternally create a spell… Which is, again, sort of like what the Glittering Depths is already doing with their magic that automatically recasts itself.” Kirginatharp said, “You can’t really do that under the Script because of the Propagation Ban… You could probably do it with some soul surgery and some bio-magic to twitch a ‘go’ signal to that part of your soul when the biological part of you notices that the magic is fading. Can’t really do that directly without mana crystals, which generally do a bunch of magic on their own, under the right circumstances.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Oh. Automatically cast spells are normal?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“That’s different.”

“Quite different.”

“Mana crystals can utilize external mana?”

Kirginatharp inhaled a little, unsure how to condense the myriad of ways in which Erick was wrong down to something small. “… Well. Yes, mana crystals can utilize external mana, but only when under certain circumstances. One of those main circumstances is that there needs to be a specific solidness in the mana, or a specific flow of specific varieties, in order for the mana crystal to form and function. Souls usually provide this shift in manasphere.

“Cores and rads are sort of like living mana crystals, for instance…

“But not quite. That difference is mostly academic, and mostly categorized by the presence or absence of a soul.

“Elemental Essences are probably the closest thing Veird has to true mana crystals, for Essence is the physical manifestation of an element without any direction to them. If you add direction to them, then they flow into the soul, or into the rad or core, and grant that sort of base power to the person imbibing them. Think of essences as… Supersaturated liquids, for instance.

“It takes intent, without soul, to make a true mana crystal; to make something that can act autonomously within the mana. And that is what the Script prevents, because that sort of thing can propagate rather fast. Souls still condense down crystals and make rads and become elementals all the time, though; stone elementals, air elementals, etcetera. Slimes, too.” Kirginatharp shrugged. “Anyway. Mana crystals were much too much Wizardry for Veird, so the Script prevents that, for once you have enough power and clarity of intent then you can make a mana crystal which makes reality become Reality all on its own. Propagation spreads, and in this sort of New Cosmology, that sort of propagation would kill us all. Too much Wizardry, really.”

Erick took a moment to think about all that.

“So by calling mana crystals Wizardry… You’re saying they’re not engineerable? Not scientific?”

“… Well. I’d hesitate to say that, exactly. But condensing a spell down into a crystal is much more ephemeral than writing down words on a page, or following a spell formula. It’s more like taking the very act of writing words on a page and putting that down onto a piece of paper. Any hundred people could imagine that same action a hundred different ways, and they’d all be right. Mana crystals are too arcane; they’re not proper, understandable magic.” Kirginatharp paused. “If that’s how the kids are using those words these days. Every few decades the meanings of ‘arcane’ and ‘magic’ switch, I swear.” He chuckled. “The kids in the classrooms are already talking like ‘Particle Magic’ and ‘Scientific’ are one and the same.”

Erick smirked. “Before I came to Veird, I used to think that ‘magic’ meant a lot more ‘arcane and unknowable’ than it means how you use that word. ‘Magic’ almost means ‘scientific’ to you.”

“No no. See. ‘Scientific’ means having to do with the mundane practices; no magic involved at all. I am actually quite cross with the students that conflate ‘science’ with ‘Particle Magic’,” Kirginatharp said, with mirth in his voice.

Erick grinned.

“But to get back to it: I say that mana crystals are more acts of Wizardry than proper magic, but truthfully all of that mana crystal stuff is so very outdated, and more steeped in myth than any of the magic I usually get up to. Wizards were the only ones that could truly make mana crystals, anyway, and we’ve no use for them here on Veird. They break systems of power just as much as they enhance systems of power.” Kirginatharp shrugged. “Perhaps the Old Wizards knew how mana crystals actually worked, though; all the ins and outs and sideways of them all, and in ways that would be truly repeatable and teachable. Those powerhouses were always rather secretive with their largest of powers. Perhaps there are old caches of Wizard magics lost to time or buried in the Dark, or in the deeper recesses of various churches and old places. I did manage to find some more tomes on the subject since last you attempted Full Wizard. Would you like those books?”

“Absolutely!”

Kirginatharp nodded. “Now, if this were the Old Cosmology, I would also suggest you speak to certain peoples, but we’re here, on Veird, after the Sundering, and certain peoples are still proving themselves as non-insane. So do some small experimenting on your own, before you go asking those who have true knowledge on the subject again.”

“I’ve got time. I might corner the healing market down there in the Glittering Depths while I experiment, though.”

Kirginatharp laughed loudly and happily. “Ahhh! Healing… Now there’s a large topic about yet another thing that is made near obsolete by the Script. Truly one of the great things about Veird, I think… But also, perhaps there’s too much healing?”

“Oh no. I disagree completely.” Erick said, “[Cleanse], [Mend], [Greater Treat Wounds]. They are the most wonderful parts of this world. I can’t imagine a Veird without them, and I wouldn’t want to. I must imagine that the Healing parts of the Script are rather intensive, though.”

“It’d take divine magic to make Healing Magic work as well as it does without the Script; this much is very true. But the lower levels of Healing can be replicated with a Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], as you have discovered.”

As Erick and Kirginatharp began the next course, fireworks began to illuminate the night sky outside, like pastel white blossoming rains, vibrant spreading glows, and exploding radiance that split the night into day. This sight was a nightly occurrence here at Oceanside during the Triumph of Light, and Kirginatharp’s amber eyes glinted as he smiled at the sight of it all.

As the first salvos of [Decorative Fireball]s began to fade, Erick asked, “Have you made a Second Script dungeon you’re happy with, yet?”

Kirginatharp’s soft smile remained as he said, “I’m up to 22 false starts… Perhaps I should try again. Remake one of the lesser ones into something stronger.”

Erick waited.

And Kirginatharp eventually began, “This notion of having spells outside of oneself, as in Atunir’s dungeon, is something I do not agree with. Power should not be able to be stolen or destroyed as easily as destroying someone’s wand or staff, or what-have-you. No. I fully agree with the current Script’s stance of imbuing power into the user in the form of spells implanted into the soul… I do like the idea of limiting power, though. It’s ten spells in the Glittering Depths? Well that is certainly an idea.”

“Buffing magic seems to be viable there, too, unlike in the Script.”

Kirginatharp shook his head, saying, “The Script does stats as a generalized boost, to level the field for everyone. There were many mana miners in the Old Cosmology that found great success in disallowing unique buffing magics, and instead giving general buffs to everyone. Veird was already like this, and so we chose to keep it that way.”

“Ah… Well okay then? I did not know that.”

“But 10 spells and some general stats might be nice.” Kirginatharp said, “The amount of mana that the Glittering Depths gives everyone, as a matter of course, is simply too much, though. 100,000 mana per hour? As base? No.”

Erick chuckled. “That is too much, I agree. This whole thing has me wondering what is a good average rate, though, especially when future lands will have a great deal more defense due to Node Networks.”

“Ahh. Yet another nuance. If a Second Script doesn’t present as the current Script presents, then will Node Networks go away? Perhaps.”

“… Oh. Well yes. That is a concern… Especially if only 10 or so spells are allowed at any one time— Well then you just have to have the spells able to be switched out, like in the Glittering Depths.”

“Hmm. Perhaps. I admit that the particular nuance of a ‘Storage’ is quite interesting. We tried to do that once, but it was a complete failure in so many different ways. Many of which you already experienced with your own foray into that arena.”

“It’d be possible for someone to make [Gate] on their own and then use that to service the storage needs of a group of people through specialized implementation of their gate space.” Erick said, “But that’s offering valuables to people who have no idea how valuable those valuables truly are. There’s a saying on Earth; ‘pearls before swine’.”

Kirginatharp chuckled a little. “ ‘Gold to monsters’ is a similar saying… And I wouldn’t want to grant wide scale easy movement to every single person in the world again, like with [Teleport]…”

Kirginatharp and Erick spoke of various things, from possible forms of a Second Script to small political happenings the world over, as they ate a nice large meal, and watched the night sky explode with color and vibrancy.

Afterward, Kirginatharp granted Erick copies of some old books, nicely wrapped in a large crate, as he said, “I might have underplayed it before, but I did manage to find quite a few new books on mana crystals, buried deep in my collection since the last time you asked of crystals. I wish you better luck this next time in becoming a Full Wizard, directly after Yggdrasil’s re-sealing.”

Erick chuckled. “Your mother has already made the order of events with this whole resealing very well known.” Erick smiled. “Thank you, Kirginatharp.”

“I’m not worried. It’s probably just some mental hangup that you’ll work through soon enough. I don’t believe that [Onward] story I heard at all.”

Erick’s eyes briefly went wide. And then he laughed.

Kirginatharp smiled. “I was waiting for you to bring it up all night long, Erick.”

“I just hope it’s not true. Thinking about it is disheartening.”

Kirginatharp nodded.
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                Poi sent, ‘Jane is connected now.’

Erick smiled wide as he closed his book and stood up from his chair in the library. As Poi’s presence faded into the background, Jane’s consciousness butted up against Erick’s, and Erick happily sent, ‘Hello, Jane!’

‘Hey, dad. Heard you were busy in a dungeon lately.’

Erick felt a warmth in his chest at Jane’s voice. ‘I’m going to check on Storm’s Edge later, but I went to a different dungeon recently that was very interesting! Have you been to the Glittering Depths, just north of Greendale?’

‘Noooo…? No. Don’t think so. Let me check some records.’

Erick imagined Jane was flipping through some nearby files—

‘Oh! Found it.’ Jane paused.

Erick waited.

‘… Says here it’s a Second Script dungeon— Oh. It’s that dungeon that the church of Atunir made several years ago.’ Jane sent, ‘Nope. Never been to that one. It’s a well-made dungeon according to my records. We’ve never had a complaint. Are you checking out dungeons for gods now? For Scripts for new worlds, if this Yggdrasil unsealing makes everything happen much faster than everyone is ready? Or something?’

‘Oh nothing that drastic— Well. Atunir did ask me to go see her Second Script dungeon, and I did, and it was pretty interesting! I might go around to some others out there, later, to check out other Second Scripts. But anyway—’ Erick began, ‘You know practically all there is to know about dungeons, yes?’

‘I like to think so, yes.’

‘Okay. So. Ever had a person go into a dungeon, and that person [Witness] a memory of the Old Cosmology and possibly a memory of their old life?’

‘… Yes.’

Erick exclaimed, ‘You have?!’

Jane sighed a little, then said, ‘Yes. It’s not something we like to broadcast, but it does happen to some people. I take it this happened to you?’

‘Yes! It did. I talked to Atunir about it, and she said I likely had some sort of connection to the Old Cosmology history she put into that dungeon, either because I made myself have a connection to that past, or because of— Well. You know how people make mana, and mana never really goes away? And that mana can coalesce into new life a long time later? It’s sort of like reincarnation, but not at all, because though the original mana might be the same, and the inheritor might have memories of the past, it’s not really reincarnation at all.’ Erick knew how it was going to sound before he even said it, so he blurted it out as fast as he could, ‘Well maybe the mana that came around and started me, or however it works, came from the Old Cosmology.’

‘The Xoatists are going to have a festival day if they ever find out about this.’ Jane laughed a little. ‘I’m almost tempted to tell one of them. You’ve met Andri, right?’

Erick’s heart sank as a profound dread filled him. Jane was teasing, of course, but she was still teasing.

‘… I have met Andri, yes.’

Jane laughed again. ‘Andri is a good guy, but I won’t tell anyone anything, dad. I do want to know more about whatever you experienced down there in the Glittering Depths, though.’

Erick relaxed, and asked, ‘What do you know about the place?’

‘Let me read a little bit more.’ A few moments later, Jane sent, ‘The paperwork I have on it paints the Glittering Depths as a rather well-made Grand Dungeon, with every single person who actually manages to get to the main floors mostly desiring to… Hmm. To live down there? That’s not too unusual. Says they have a False Society down there that’s become fully cognizant, and which has been cleared by our teams as acceptable. Now that is unusual… I’m gonna have to ask around about that, actually… And about this ‘mana density’ thing that’s going on there.’ Jane turned her full attention back to her father, saying, ‘I’m the problem solver and the Glittering Depths has no problems, so I’ve never been, so I doubt I will need to actually do anything with this dungeon, but... Tell me all about your trip! I want to hear it all. This is the first dungeon you’ve actually gone into without Quilatalap there, right?’

Jane tried to crush down her little bit of enthusiasm as she spoke, but Erick could tell she was excited to talk about dungeons with her father. And Erick was kinda thrilled to finally be able to talk about real experiences inside a dungeon, too.

So Erick began, ‘It was my first without Quilatalap, yes. So there are 5 starter floors, and then you end up in the City Restored, which is where everyone lives. But on the first floor, you start off at the Destroyed City, and the mana density of the air is at 80%, so your mana sense is knocked down by a good fifth…’

An hour of easy conversation passed, with Erick speaking of his experiences in the Glittering Depths and Jane speaking of her own experiences in the more dangerous dungeons of the world.

‘Killing a core is never a calm thing,’ Jane sent, ‘Because as soon as the core breaks you’re stranded in the Dark, and that’s when things get weird, more than dangerous. Some recruits I’ve had at this job look like they’re going to go all the way, to be real veterans one day. But then I take them out for their first core breaking, and we’re there, floating in the Dark, and they proceed to go absolutely raging insane… Thankfully we have some good Mind Mages on staff and some of those recruits can come back from the edge… Still dangerous to go that deep into the Dark, though. I would advise you against going to any Endless Delves for much the same reason; those places get weird. I’ve gone to a few of those, but not really, because the core is never down there.’

Erick got what she was saying. ‘I won’t go diving into the real Dark anytime soon.’

Jane laughed. ‘Maybe you believe that, but there was that [Onward] thing which I don’t fully believe, but now you’re headed into dungeons for the first real time in your life, and playing around with mana crystals again… I suppose you’ve always had more responsibilities to the Surface and otherwise to forgo dungeon delving, so it makes sense you never really went into one for that reason… I love you, dad. Don’t do anything too crazy, okay?’

Erick smiled to himself as he leaned back in his chair, sending, ‘I love you too, Jane. And it’s just experimenting with mana crystals while I wait on Greendale to reopen the Denutha Odaari case. Nothing too crazy. And I won’t even be down there too much because then I won’t be available out here.’

With a gentle sort of happiness, Jane sent, ‘I’m glad that you’re finally taking some time off, dad. Talk to you later.’

‘Talk to you later!’







- - - -







After having a nice sleep in his own bed, Erick woke and made breakfast for everyone, which was a rare treat for him more than it was for everyone else; Rizala was actually a better cook. But Erick hadn’t had much time to cook in a long time, and he kinda missed it. Afterward, he poked at the dungeons of Storm’s Edge again, seeing if ‘Vanya’ was able to speak. Again, the skeletons at the entrance politely asked Erick to come back another time.

Erick pressed the issue enough to have ‘Vanya’ throw her consciousness into the skeletons at the entrance. Quilatalap rapidly explained that he couldn’t talk right now; that he was at a critical juncture in the feedback system he was implementing between all the various elemental dungeons which would compose the Grand Dungeon. With Quilatalap being quite eager to get back to work, Erick decided not to press anymore. He’d be back later.







- - - -







Wearing his Ashes Familiar Form, dressed in his armor and trinkets from the dungeon, and carrying a suitcase filled with various supplies that was hidden behind Privacy magics, Erick set his Platform down onto the Platform Square, in the Glittering Depths compound. The sky was brilliant blue and the air smelled of fresh greenery, as Erick hefted his staff in his free hand, and said some small farewells to Ophiel, once again. Ophiel didn’t take up his normal position, though, because of what was happening at the Glittering Depths, and which Erick would be dealing with soon enough.

The dungeon didn’t have a whole lot of people in the main courtyard this morning, which seemed kinda normal, but Erick couldn't rush into the dungeon like he had initially planned, because a checkpoint lay in front of the dungeon keep. There was no easy getting to the black [Gate] today.

Erick slowed his roll as he exited the Platform Square tunnel, and entered the courtyard of the dungeon.

There were twenty people in line to get through the new checkpoint.

Casting his Sight through Ophiel, to check on the surroundings, Erick saw lots of people who were not here last time. They were easy to pick out from the people who ran this place, because the new people all wore dark green dress armor, or dark green suits, or some combination thereof. They were the inquisitors of Greendale; the official inquisition against hostile forces of the Greensoil Republic.

They were basically the secret police.

Erick sighed a little, and then kept moving, to get into the quiet line leading into the dungeon. Erick didn’t recognize a single person anywhere at all, but gradually, and then quickly, people recognized him. Faces began to turn, and eyes began to focus.

And the inquisitor problem was larger than he had initially sensed, and he had tripped them up just as much as they tripped him up.

Erick was currently running his personal anti-mana sense magics, so when people glanced his way and actually saw him, some people had some outsized reactions, since their sight didn’t match with their senses. One woman over by the surface delver guildhouse jerked as though she had been slapped, as though she could not understand how Erick had moved into the line just ahead of her without her seeing him. Erick watched as that woman chided herself, reminding herself that she shouldn’t be so reliant on only her mana sense.

Erick was having almost the exact same reaction, as he saw, from this inside-courtyard-view, a good ten more people than he sensed, but he kept his outward emotions in check. This was going to be a problem, wasn’t it?

Right on cue, here came the manifestation of the problem.

A large man in gleaming green armor and a shorter man in a green suit casually walked out of a tunnel to the side of the dungeon keep courtyard, out of one of the many, many anti-mana sense areas Erick now noticed all around here, their eyes already fixed on him. Erick had to hand it to whoever crafted the anti-mana sense areas; they weren’t overbearing, and they didn’t hide the presence of the new checkpoint. And so, Erick had walked right into this trap.

Being here, in the center of the dungeon keep courtyard, was to be in the center of the crosshairs of a good 15 mages and warriors from Greendale; at least 3 or 4 teams of elites, all working together. Almost all of them had been on low alert, but now, Erick saw people set down books and rise from their seats, to turn his way.

The tall, armored man walked up to Erick, to stand two meters away. “Ashes Woodfield. You are wanted for questioning by the inquisition, along with all other high-ranking delvers of the Glittering Depths. But since you’re here, we’re talking to you now. Will you come peacefully?”

“… Depends on where.”

A lot of the inquisitors around the square did not like that ‘backtalk’.

But unlike Erick’s last encounter with inquisitors, and unlike the majority of the other inquisitors, the large man did not seem to care that Erick had challenged his authority. He seemed at ease in his own power, both in posture and in tone, as he simply said, “The inquisition has offices beyond that tunnel back there. We would conduct this question there.”

Erick pointed his feet in that direction. “Lead the way.”

To Erick’s surprise, the man led the way without complaint.

Usually inquisitors were a lot more pushy and horrible.

As Erick left the courtyard, things began to return to how they had been, before Erick had shown, with various inquisitors relaxing a little inside their mana senseless zones, while the inquisitors at the queue of delvers resumed their questioning, and letting people pass if they submitted well enough.

The whole thing rankled, but Erick could keep his emotions in check for a while.







- - - -







Erick sat down in a second-story room that didn’t look like it got much use, except as perhaps a break room for guests, or some other sort of non-used space. It had a nice view of the countryside, and a lesser view of the dungeon area, along with a couch and a few chairs and a low table. As Erick put his box of Privacy’d books down, a small bit of dust drifted off the grey stone floor.

The man in green armor sat down across from Erick. His skin was the color of dark wood, his hair was close cropped, and his face betrayed no anger, or anything else, except mild annoyance, and only now that they were out of public sight.

This room was a hundred meters from the nearest other person —that Erick could mana sense— so anyone who was mana sensing who wasn’t also hidden from that sense, would have to be rather damned good. Not many people could fit that bill.

Eh. There were probably people right on the other side of that wall over there, where the shorter man had glanced earlier. Whatever. Erick was rather secure in himself; he wasn’t worried about a real trap.

The armored man introduced himself, “I’m Inquisitor Wess Clover.” He brought out a truthstone and set it on the table between them. It glowed green. “This is a truthstone. Green is the truth, red is a lie. Blue is further questioning required. Do you understand?”

“I do.”

Wess nodded. “Do you know of the Manfields?”

Erick instantly knew what this was about.

When he had come to Greendale the first time, with Poi, and met those other pushy inquisitors, Poi had dropped Mind Mage obfuscation protocol to tell Erick that there had been some demonic killings in the north of Greendale, and that the inquisitors were on high alert because of that. And so, when Erick had had some time afterward, he had looked into all of that intrigue, mostly by asking Zolan for information. Zolan soon gave him a Knowledge-Mage-collected folder of information on those murders. The specifics in that mostly-public information had been rather light, for all of that information had been collected from other Knowledge Mage sources which the government controlled around here, but Erick knew what most of those in the nobility knew.

The Manfields were the first victims of that demonic murder spree. Other nobility followed, each killing more gruesome than the last.

“I do know of the Manfields.”

Green stone.

Surprised look on Wess’s smaller partner’s face.

And Wess’s eyes narrowed. Some of his easy nature vanished. He slowly asked, “Do you know of the Chesterfields?”

“I’m going to save us some time.” Erick said, “I know practically everything that the public knows about the demonic murders of Greendale, because I asked a Knowledge Mage about all that and they gave me a rather decent information packet. Other than that, and unless these murders happen or these murderers come under my direct watch, I have no interest in involving myself in whatever is happening there, but only because your government wouldn’t want me involved.”

Wess glanced at the steady green glow of the stone—

Wess’s partner’s eyes were wide, as he stressed, “We need you to come down to the district to give testimony to that effect.”

“I will not.”

The shorter man’s countenance instantly shifted to something darker. He lightly glared at Erick, saying, “We will compel you if necessary.”

“You can try. You will fail.”

The shorter man almost went on a tirade—

But Wess interrupted his partner. “Thank you for your cooperation, Ashes Woodfield. You’re free to go. I do ask that if you see any demonic summoners inside the Glittering Depths, that you take it upon yourself to report them, please. Do not involve yourself in the affairs of Greendale.”

The shorter man struggled to remain silent as he glared at Wess, and then Erick.

Erick just nodded, grabbed his books and his staff, stood, and then left.

- - - -

It took Erick twenty four minutes, 36 seconds, to get to the front of the checkpoint line into the dungeon —he counted!— even though there were only 17 people ahead of him. Some of those people glanced at Erick with wide eyes, before suddenly averting their gaze, to stare forward, or to talk quietly among the people they were delving with. Everyone in line now knew he was ‘Ashes Woodfield’, and everyone here knew he was at the top of the Decoration board. Many looked at his staff, and wondered at the capabilities of the gently-glowing length of runed crystal. Others looked at the cerulean stone on his bracelet, and knew it as Healing Magic; Healing Magic that they wanted, but could not have… Or at least not yet. Not here, in this land of inquisitors.

Erick had cast his mind elsewhere the entire time he waited in line, to distract himself from the invasive questions he heard at the front of the line, and how the delvers all answered those questions as best they could. All of those questions were recorded in the magical ‘book’ that wasn’t a real book, or else Erick would have been able to spy on everyone else who had come through the checkpoint. It was just a metal book-shaped artifact that copied the information written down onto another book elsewhere, while the original information got erased from the metal pages of the artifact.

All of this was rather infuriating.

And now Erick was at the front of the line, and he had to actually pay attention to these infuriating people. Erick told himself that they were just doing jobs, looking for murderers, though, and that helped.

“Name?” asked the bored recorder. He was an old man with heavy scars and white hair, and the body of a much younger man. He looked tough, which was probably why he was here, at this ‘desk job’, while two other guards of lesser stature flanked the door to the dungeon keep.

“Ashes Woodfield.”

“You know it’s illegal to walk around with anti-mana sense magics?” said the man, without care. “Both on you, and on your baggage.”

“It’s not illegal to do that at all.”

The rather bored man became less bored. He looked up at Erick. “… Aye. I suppose it’s not technically illegal for the nobility. You nobility?”

“It’s not illegal for anyone to walk around under a mana sense obscuring spell. It is not illegal for them to protect themselves with Privacy Magics. What is illegal is [Invisibility], and I am not using that.”

Ophiel was using ‘[Invisibility]’ magics, but not that specific spell, and he was not here right now; Erick did not lie.

The old man grinned, predatory. “A barrister, have we?”

Erick couldn’t help himself. “What is illegal is what you’re doing here with this interrogation. Dungeons can open entrances anywhere they want to, and they will, all the time, if the people who want to visit those dungeons can’t get into them through the proper channels. By doing this right here you are tempting this dungeon to open entrances outside of known parameters.”

There were 21 people behind Erick, and all of them shied backward as Erick spoke.

The older man leaned back in his chair, still grinning. “We can break laws to find the dissenters among your lot. You cannot.”

“Maybe Greendale wouldn’t have so many dissenters if the crown wasn’t so tyrannical in how it handles people who speak out against your government.”

“Ah ha! Now that qualifies for collection!” The old man stood. He was easily 7 feet tall. If the Inquisitors had non-humans in their ranks, Erick would have thought the man half orcol, but no, he was probably just using [Alter Size]. “Now will you go quietly? Or do I have to…”

His voice trailed off as a tendril of thought connected to him.

Erick traced the tendril to the left, where it faded into the manasphere.

But way over by the edge of the courtyard stood Wess, who had a tendril of thought coming off of his head.

The old man went stiff, and angry, before flashing over into reluctant compliance.

Then the old man sat down. “You’re free to go, Mister Woodfield.”

Erick really could not help himself. “I was hoping you would try it. But I suppose I’m enough of a special exception to get special treatment, eh? That’s fucking shameful of your entire government.”

The old man said nothing. But he did grind his teeth, behind a strained smile.

Erick walked by, into the dungeon keep, directly under the hundred-leg invisible sacred spider that occupied almost the entire upper interior shadows of the building. That spider moved a fraction, barely shifting its stance at all, to look at Erick as he walked underneath, into the black [Gate] of the dungeon.







- - - -

The dungeon entrance had a clear line of sight to the inquisitors’ checkpoint, so a lot of people had seen his little altercation.

More than a few people gave Erick looks as he walked down the dirt path, to the hills in the distance where the dungeon portals led to deeper in the dark. A lot of those people were dressed in their full finery of metiron fullplate or cloaks, some with massive floating shields of silver, and some with floating swords of the same, looked almost ready for war. But they were inside the dungeon, where dungeon magic ruled, and so they could not step outside to give any of the inquisitors any real grief; all their dungeon magic would fail.

Erick saw some kindred souls in the eyes of those waiting for the inquisitors to take one step into the dungeon. He also saw a lot of quieted anger, and quiet contemplation. There was no need to [Witness] what had happened here, to understand what had happened in the minds of these warriors, lined up for war, but Erick wasn’t going to make too many judgments, for now.

One woman did stand out to him, though. Veracity Speed, in her suit of chainmail and with her big shield, decided to approach Erick as he walked past.

“I knew you were special, but I didn’t think you were insane.”

“If they would have tried shit, I would have ended it. Nothing more to it than that.” Erick’s Script magic began to fade as his dungeon magic took hold, and all his various items fully transformed into shining silver with dollops of colored radiance. He looked around, meeting the silent eyes of many of the people here, but none of them barred his path. From what Erick was seeing… He guessed that this happening here was a big deal, but also that other stuff was going on. Had they decided to let Veracity speak to him first? Oh. Yes. That was it. They were scouting Erick, and also dealing with this inquisitor shit. Erick decided to start with ‘small’ talk. “You have a badge on your chainmail showing you as a Crystal Raider, and everyone else seems to be showing off their own sigaldry. I take it this overreach by the inquisitors is a normal thing, that you all have to push back against?”

Veracity slowly nodded as she walked with Erick. “It happens every so often. This is holy land, consecrated by the Church of Atunir so they have little legal power, but that doesn’t stop them from trying shit, so we all come out and make sure nothing too illegal happens. It’s practically the only place in Greensoil where we can do this and not be instantly shut down, though there are a few others. Rare, they are, these precious places.”

They had left behind the majority of people, and Erick’s various Privacy magics on his box of mana crystal books was beginning to fail completely. So Erick hefted the bag and said, “Storage, this bag.” The bag vanished in flickers of darkness, and Erick felt lighter for it, because a few people had been eyeing that bag and the very powerful Privacy magics he had placed onto it. Erick said to Veracity, “I knew about standard international dungeon law keeping Greensoil in check, but I wasn’t aware that church law was able to do the same.”

“That law works most of the time, but Atunir is all-inclusive, so Greendale always thinks Her church is the source of this demon shit, even though we try to stop that all the time.”

“And yet the Quiet War still rages.”

Veracity frowned a little at that, looking down the path instead of at Erick. “… Things were going well, with the Wizard in power, and with the Gate Network open between us and the Wasteland Kingdoms. I actually visited Atunir’s Church of the Delta at the Grace River… And then two years ago we had those dungeon breaks, and the Open Network got rescinded, and now we’re back to this mess.” She glanced backward. “Hopefully the inquisitor checkpoint will only stay there for a day…” She turned back to Erick. “They were looking to talk to a few people, and you were one of them.”

Erick stopped.

Veracity stopped beside him.

“… They were specifically looking to talk to me?”

“It’s not often someone upends the Decoration board and then gets personally invited by Dungeon Master Kinder to skip 3 floors.” Veracity said, “They’re not the only ones who wished to speak to you, though it is quite upsetting for a lot of us that such an interesting development got shadowed by the inquisitors.”

Some of Erick’s anger vanished, for Veracity was trying to be as personable as she could possibly be, in light of that awfulness back there at the entrance. Pushing past his own reluctance to do what he was about to do, Erick said, “Please make your pitch.”

Instantly, Veracity said, “We Crystal Raiders wish to put in orders for as many Bracelets of [Self Rejuvenation] as we can get, at the standard rate of 150,000 gold per bracelet, or whatever sorts of arrangements we can come to involving any sorts of other transactions you desire.”

Some people standing at the vigil against the inquisitors whipped around at Veracity’s words. A few of them shared looks with each other, and then two individuals started to approach; a red haired man, and a tall woman in fullplate.

Erick decided to softly announce to the people coming his way, and also to Veracity, “I wasn’t planning on selling so many [Rejuvenation] items, but I can certainly do that, if that is what people want. I will need to get a mana chamber set up in my house, first, but then things will happen fast enough. I won’t be here all that often, but I’ll be making a bunch of stuff, since I plan on working on metamonds a lot. Specific orders are welcome, within reason.”

Veracity got a gold look in her eyes, as she instantly offered, “We would like to recruit you to the Crystal Raiders—”

The man of middling height with bright red hair, rushed forward, saying, “The Backroom Warriors offer assistance to all crafters through priority access to Marii’s Machinery—”

“The Iron Bandits can get you everything you could possibly want,” said the tall woman wearing silver fullplate, with a long sword and a long dagger on her left hip. She was pale, but her eyes and hair were so brown they were almost black. In most settings she would be rather casually beautiful, but her voice had a power to it that was all her own, and that overrode all other speakers, “We can fund everything you want to do and grant you mana chambers and other crafting facilities, and you can sell to anyone. We won’t determine your prices at all, or your work schedule. We just ask that you work with us for the creation of the occasional specialty items, and that your work schedule isn’t too slow. If we find your craftsmanship unacceptable, then this partnership will end and we will ask for the return of the items and workshops we set up for you.”

Veracity and the red-head guy did not interrupt the tall woman, while simultaneously looking a little ashamed of their own offers, which told Erick almost everything he needed to know about the Iron Bandits’s offer; no one else could compete with the Bandits.

And since Erick didn’t feel like really establishing himself as a permanent entity here in the Glittering Depths…

Erick said to the tall woman, who was just about eye level with ‘Ashes’, “Mana chamber on my property. Metiron furnaces and such, too. I’m not making you a staff like mine, but I think I can do most specialty orders. I’m looking to get very deep into metamond creation and understanding, and that is why I am here at all.”

The woman narrowed her eyes a little, judging. “After we go through the portal, I can get you the mana chamber in 100 seconds and you can place it wherever you want, but the workshop needs to be set up, and we will need to be invited on to your property in order to do that.”

So she could just pluck the chamber from Storage? Is that what she was implying?

… She could do that?

No. She couldn’t hand him a giant fucking 3-meter-cubed metal chamber, plucked from the very air of the dungeon? Had to be some other thing.

“Sure.” Erick turned and said to Veracity and the red-haired man, “I’ll be making [Rejuvenation]s soon enough, so I’ll see you all later.” As Veracity and the guy nodded, and gave little bows to the tall woman, Erick gestured to the hills in the distance as he said to the tall woman, “Care to walk with me? To the city? I’m Ashes, but you already knew that.”

The woman walked alongside Erick. “Rebecca Fellhorn. Commander of Advancement in the Iron Bandits.”

“Nice to meet you, Rebecca. Were you waiting out here for me specifically? Or are you part of the push back against the inquisitors?”

“The Iron Bandits have a certain stance against overreach, and so we must make an appearance.” Rebecca said, “We would all prefer the inquisitors not do their jobs here, where they have no authority except that which Atunir grants them, but this is the world we live in, for now.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “For now?”

They had reached the hills. The road split in ten different directions, where quite a few people stood, waiting. Erick could tell they wanted to exit the dungeon, but they couldn’t leave with the inquisition there, or at least they believed they could not.

Some of those people looked at Erick and Rebecca because they all knew Rebecca… And maybe one or two people knew Erick. Erick’s current opinion of Rebecca was decent, but as he saw people bow a little toward her with actual respect (and a little bit of fear) that opinion notched upward.

“Yes, ‘for now’.” Rebecca blindsided him, “We fully expect Xoat Reborn to create new worlds or something better, and a lot sooner than Yggdrasil.”

Erick felt like he had taken a step and the ground had gone missing.

He recovered fast enough, though he did let out a little sigh, and a “Uhh.”

Rebecca smiled gently. “Not one for Xoatism, eh?”

“… Not so much. No.”

Rebecca gestured to the nearest black portal. “Do you wish to lead the way?”

Erick held out his hand to Rebecca. “Sure.”

Rebecca placed her hand onto his, and lightly gripped—

Erick felt something odd at that touch, but nothing dangerous. Both Rebecca and he were veiled by mana sense Privacy magics, so he didn’t see past hers, and Erick was rather sure she couldn’t see past his, or else he wouldn’t have held her hand.

But it was strange.

To hold her hand.

Perhaps, Erick just hadn’t held a stranger’s hand in… A long time, actually.

That was probably it.

Erick led the way through the black portal, with Rebecca right there with him.

Erick stepped out of the darkness and onto a large platform, overseeing Utopia. Rebecca stepped to his side. Together, they began descending the stairs.

And Rebecca said, “I’ll start summoning the chamber, if this deal is truly happening. I can’t enforce compliance with our agreement once I hand you the cube, so if you choose to screw me over, then I will be forced to screw you over in other ways, here in Utopia.”

Erick chuckled. “I’m sure this deal is happening, but I don’t plan on being here much. I came for the magical experimentation. Not to make a new life for myself.”

Rebecca studied Erick for a moment, then she nodded. “I am making a new life for myself down here, as are many people. Please don’t treat our society as a dumping ground for bad behavior.”

Erick laughed again. “I would never do that. I do plan on dumping as many [Rejuvenation]s as people need before I move on, though. According to Kinder, you all need that sort of thing.”

“Dungeon Master Kinder is correct. Most [Rejuvenation]s come from rare loot on practically any floor past 10, but it takes between 2 to 4 to actually create an item because the creation process usually consumes at least one [Rejuvenation] in the priming process, and that’s not even counting the necessity of a skilled hand in order to take the [Rejuvenation] and attach it to the metiron.”

Erick nodded. “It took me a few to make my Breastplate of [Regenerating Health], and a few to make the Wand of [Rejuvenation], too. If necessary, I can just pop out a bunch of [Rejuvenation]s, though, and other people can experiment with them. I would need metiron to make the full bracelets myself, but I can do that too, if you desire.”

Rebecca’s small smile returned. She was pretty sure she was making a good investment. “We’ll have to hurry and get you a full setup as soon as possible.”

The staircase was empty of people, and it wasn’t until Erick had completed a full rotation around the spire that he saw why.

Erick glanced down below, then asked Rebecca, “The tower is closed off by people that appear to be a collection of companies?”

“… Shouldn’t be truly closed off.” Rebecca looked down, over the edge of the spiraling staircase. “They’re telling people that the inquisition is upstairs. Most people turn around when they hear—” She held out her hand as they walked, and the 100 second timer must have ended, because darkness swirled, and a small cube landed in her hand. She held it, saying, “This a very rare drop from the deeper floors, but we keep several around for new crafters like yourself. If you don’t mind, I would ask for as many [Rejuvenation]s as you can make in a day. 150,000 gold paid per metamond, deposited directly to your name upon receiving the metamonds.”

“Give me a specific number, please. How many do you need?”

“In that case, we’d need at least enough to make a full delve team’s worth of bracelets. That’s 15. 17, to make up for crafting failures on our end.”

“Deal.”

Rebecca handed over the cube.

And Erick [Identify]ed it.

Meta Diamond Creation Chamber, greater artifact, 10,000 mana channeled to activate.

Place this cube in the spot where it is desired, then channel 10,000 mana into the cube to begin activation. Once placed, it will lock to that physical space. It cannot be easily moved.

The [Identify] words floated backward, since Erick and Rebecca had never stopped moving down the stairs.

Rebecca spoke up, “They’re not that difficult to move. Just make yourself a [Strong Telekinesis], or ask someone else to do that for you. Once set they are impossible to move without the owner’s permission, though.”

Erick held up the cube, and said, “Storage, this cube.”

The cube vanished in darkness.

Erick and Rebecca reached the bottom of the stairs, where a loose line of warriors stood at the bottom of the staircase. Three of them were playing cards, and two of them were sitting down on the staircase itself. Others stood nearby; not physically blocking the staircase at all.

The ones playing cards rapidly noticed Rebecca, and the three of them stood and gave her a rather odd salute; a double-tap of the left fist against the right shoulder...

Erick couldn’t place that salute.

Rebecca just nodded to them, and then she stopped.

Erick stopped with her.

“You’re in the Iron Bandits, now, Ashes Woodfield. Thank you for joining up. Anything you need, you talk to one of these men here, or to our company house off the square, over there.” She pointed. “If you wish to delve, then we can get a team for you. If you wish to go it alone, you can do that, too. Do you mind if I come by your property in several hours to pick up those [Rejuvenation]s, and to start the installation of the furnaces and workshop space?”

“Sure. Sounds good.”

“Money will be deposited into your storage, as per usual, upon receiving the items. Do you know how to use that feature?”

“Kinder explained a lot of it to me. Thanks, though.”

Rebecca nodded, giving yet another small smile. “Then I will see you later, Ashes. I must return up top in case I am needed. It was nice to meet you.”

“It was nice to meet you, too. Farewell.”

The woman turned around and went back up the stairs.

And Erick decided to get back to his house, taking the quick exit, with his Bracelet of [Hidden Wind].

He had chosen the quick path through allying with the Iron Bandits, which would either be a problem, or not. Erick hoped not. Veracity and the red-haired man’s offers were probably a lot lesser than Rebecca’s anyway, —or at least they believed their offers were lesser— because Veracity and the red-haired man had rapidly acquiesced to Rebecca taking point.

As Erick ran ‘home’, he replayed that meeting in his mind several times. There was something about Rebecca that was both wonderful, and yet unnerving. More unnerving than nice, Erick thought, as the golden wheat ocean waved on both sides of the road.

Perhaps it was the way Rebecca’s smile did reach her eyes, but which still seemed fake.

… Perhaps she was just worried about the inquisition. No one had been in top form up there, least of all Erick. He had been mostly furious, and now that the fury was gone, it was easy to have empathy for others once again.
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                Erick felt lighter than air as he raced to his workshop ‘home’, almost dancing around slower travelers on the road, somewhat because he had to dance to avoid them for he was invisible when moving, and somewhat because he was ready to have some fun with mana crystals. When his turn on the main road came up, Erick rapidly decided on a specific series of experiments that he needed to set up first, probably involving one-way mirrored [Force Wall]s that he could place around the entire property, because there were people camped outside of his home.

He did not like it when people camped outside his home.

Erick stepped off into the golden wheat, stalks of grain rustling all around, as he whipped around the property and hopped across the low wall, onto his land, completely avoiding the campers. A quick verbal command to the dungeon placed his weaponry into his storage, inside his house, without him needing to actually go inside, as he walked around to the front of his cottage estate.

“Hello there!” Erick called out, from inside his property line. “What brings you all here today?”

Seven visible people were camped outside of his wall, though there was only one actual camping tent, and the tent was only big enough for two people. The majority of people were on chairs, probably taking shifts, as most of them didn’t look to be with each other at all. Erick counted at least 4 groups among the people here.

At Erick’s voice, they all jumped up at once, some were faster than others, and were already raising their voices to be heard over the rest.

“We’d like for you to join—!”

“The Red Barons invite you—!”

“The Wood Warriors have openings for—!”

Erick spoke louder, “I’ve signed with the Iron Bandits.”

Instant disgust among some people. Instant regret among others. Some people spat out questions concerning how the fuck the Iron Bandits had gotten here first, while others complained about monopolies on all the good crafters.

That last comment prompted Erick to say, “I’m not looking to delve, or to get into politics of the companies down here. The Iron Bandits’s offer was for me to be able to sell to whomever I wish to sell, and I will be doing that, for they have already given me a mana chamber to play around with. They’ll be here later to install some furnaces and whatnot. I plan to flood the market with [Rejuvenation]s, first. Then comes specialty items, perhaps. Mostly, though, I will not be here. Come back tomorrow if you want something special made, and I’ll maybe tackle that spellwork, if it interests me.” Erick added, “And with that out of the way: Is there anything else that needs to be said? Otherwise I would very much like to get on with my projects.”

Almost every recruiter went from confused, to intrigued, to wary and weird. Many did not know what to make of Erick’s declaration that he didn’t want to delve, so most of them didn’t know how to approach him anymore.

One woman with white hair and wearing leathers, spoke first, “Welcome to the Glittering Depths, Ashes Woodfield. Have you figured out a pricing structure for your creations yet?”

“Nope. But I will. If you have suggestions, then I’ll hear them tomorrow or some other day. Thanks for coming out, though!”

The white-haired woman gave a small bow, and was the first to depart. A few others considered saying small words, or even very large words to try and tempt Erick their way, but then they thought better of that action and did what the white-haired woman did; they left.

Soon, the wheat field outside of Erick’s property was empty again.

And Erick went into his house, grabbed the mana cube from Storage, and went to the first floor of his mage tower… And then he stood there for a moment. Was the tower a good spot for the cube? The upper floor was 4 meters away, so the cube would fit on the stone ground, and the tower itself was 8 meters across on the inside so there was plenty of space otherwise. But was this area good enough for both the cube, and the metiron workshop?

Erick looked up at the beams that formed the second floor, and at the bookshelves he had up there. It was a library space, but… Did he need that library space? It wouldn’t be a good idea to build a library over a place that heavily used fire.

“I don’t have to have the library up there,” Erick decided.

And then picked a spot at the side of the room, put the cube down, and—

“Actually. Time for my first experiment.”

Instead of channeling mana into the cube directly, through physical contact, Erick tried releasing his aura into the air, to send mana through the air to the cube.

This did not work.

His aura dissipated under his skin, like it had on all the other floors. He could somewhat use his aura to craft magic inside his body, and inside a mana chamber when that mana chamber was filled with his mana, but there was no aura control outside of his body. Now that was certainly a function of the Glittering Depths, and not how mana usually worked.

So Erick sat down, touched the cube, and began channeling mana into the thing…

His mana regeneration in the dungeon was only 22,500 per hour, though, and only with his [Meditation] necklace activated. This would take a while. Maybe he did need to do some delving, if only to get that number up. Skipping 3 floors meant he was missing 3 floors worth of ‘MP up!’s.

It took nearly half an hour, sitting there on the floor with his hand on the cube, to put 10,000 mana into the cube. It was easy to tell when he was done, though, because words appeared in the air.

Meta Diamond Creation Chamber activated. Please step away for full deployment.

Erick stepped back—

As soon as he was four meters away, the cube expanded, going from small size to full size in a split second. This should have caused an explosion, Erick thought. But there was no air displacement, or any physical repercussions from that quick of an expansion at all, which made Erick think that perhaps the ‘mana chamber’ Rebecca had given him wasn’t actually an expandable and shrinkable cube, but that the 10,000 mana was to power a Spatial Magic effect. The miniature cube went somewhere else, and Erick ended up with this mana chamber, ready for use. Did the small cube go back into circulation in the dungeon’s random loot tables?

Anyway!

Erick smiled brightly, and said, “Storage, every meta item but my bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation].”

Instantly, all of the metairons on Erick flickered away, and deposited themselves into the storage room, which was outside the mage tower...

And then Erick went and retrieved his Amulet of [Meditation], because that had vanished with all the rest, but he needed that one to better spill mana into the air of the chamber. He also put his belt back on, because—

He had briefly exposed his core.

There might have been people long-range mana sensing him outside his house.

Ah.

Shit.

Erick grabbed his own mana inside his core and [Return]ed to ten seconds ago.

The world tore as Erick once again stood in his tower, wearing all of his meta gear.

Erick breathed a little, feeling odd about what had just happened. The [Return] felt mostly normal. But Erick should have known not to remove his belt, which hid his core. He was not used to having to worry about that, ever, except here he was, making a tiny mistake that would out him as a… dragon. Well. How big of a deal would that be, actually? Kinder already knew he was a dragon. And they already had dragons in this dungeon, so people knew there were dragons in here. No Benevolence dragons yet, though, according to Kinder. Which was a whole other issue. Which other dragon was down here?

Eh.

The other dragon didn’t matter, and it probably didn’t matter if people found out he was a dragon, either. Erick was just being paranoid. He was going to get outed soon enough, but it was better to put that off for as long as possible.

Since Erick was once again wearing all his gear, Erick physically went to the storage box and placed his extra metamonds there, to ensure that they weren’t messed up by the mana chamber metamond creation, all the while thinking about this mana sensing issue. He wasn’t very well protected inside his house right now, was he? No he was not.

According to Kinder, people could not come onto his property without his permission, and they could not mana sense onto his property either. Erick had even seen the messages from the dungeon saying as much. While that may or may not be true, Erick didn’t really want to test that right now, and he couldn’t really see any invisible people on his property. Taking Kinder or the dungeon at their word was not something he wished to fully do, but he probably had to, for now.

Erick had thought about putting up some one-way mirror [Force Wall]s when he saw the people standing outside his property, and while yes, he would be doing that, there was another layer of security he could enact to ensure privacy, according to Kinder.

… Erick mostly believed Kinder was a good guy. But.

Erick said to the air, “Dungeon. Decrease mana density of my property to 80%.”

Decreasing mana density to 80%.

The air suddenly felt dry, like all the moisture was actively being sucked away, directly from Erick’s own flesh and the world around him. It was a pinch upon the soul. And then it was over.

Erick’s mana sense had turned ephemeral. He could still see all of his property, and even some of the space around, but mana sensing the air inside his property was more difficult, and his actual range had dropped to maybe 450 meters. The mana outside of his property remained completely unaffected, though.

“Drop mana density of my property to 50%”

Decreasing mana density to 50%.

A full body pinch grabbed Erick and shook his senses, draining him of power and mana. Floor 1 had been 80%, and his range had been 400 meters there. Floor 2 had been 60%, and his senses had dropped to 10 meters there, but here at 50% his senses dropped to 4 meters in every direction.

It was good enough.

Erick had gone for the 50% option because his personal mana was already down to half, because of the earlier [Return], which had been done in haste and in a dungeon environment which shut down outside magic almost completely; it had cost him more than expected to make that magic. His remaining mana was good enough for another 2 [Return]s, though, for Erick figured he could compensate for the tearing oddness he had experienced; it was just a bit of temporal sickness.

Anyway. He could walk around his house with this level of mana density and not feel bloated, or worried about people spying on him from the outside. This was fine. Later, he would have to actually approach Kinder about that ‘artifact of [Renew]’ that would allow him to keep a full core. Kinder had offered that as part of Erick’s deal to leave the second floor behind, but he hadn’t actually given it to Erick yet.

… Well. Could he fix that problem right now, too?

Erick said to the air, “Dungeon. Please alert Dungeon Master Kinder that I am interested in that artifact of [Renew] that he spoke about earlier.”

Automated message from Dungeon Master Kinder: I have set up this message to automatically trigger when you asked about that artifact. That artifact does not exist. What I will be doing instead is allowing you special exceptions to connect to the Script in the barest of ways. This will allow your own mana to come to you, from the Script. That mana will still equalize with whatever mana density you’re currently inhabiting, for I cannot change that.

If you break my dungeon with outside magic, then I will be exiling you. Please do not break my dungeon.

As soon as the message appeared, Erick began to feel something loosen inside. His core mana began to climb a fraction, as the Script supplied him with mana. Gradually, his core equalized with the 50% mana density of the air around him, which meant that Erick had spent a lot more mana on his [Return] than he had planned to spend… Hmm.

Hmm.

Anyway.

With this ‘connection’ to the Script, this was like how cores and mana worked in Ar’Cosmos. You couldn’t gain mana from the Script inside Ar’Cosmos without having a core to begin with, but once you did, your core regained mana based on the power of your core.

Erick said to the air, “Thanks, Kinder.”

There was no response.

Erick went into the mana chamber, closed the door, and began channeling dungeon mana into the air—

He stopped, opened the door, and went and got some books to read while he channeled; this was going to take a while. His dungeon mana only came back at 22,500 mana per day, or 6.25 mana per second while [Meditation] was active. Metamond creation was mostly waiting around for his dungeon mana to actually produce a drop of solid mana, and that took time. Once he got some mana crystal books, Erick grabbed a chair and went back into the mana chamber.

As Erick sat down, he cracked open his book and metaphysically tapped his bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], opening up the mana therein to the chamber itself. As white glows faded into the air, filling up the chamber, Erick flicked on his amulet of [Meditation], and the white glows began to move faster. The chamber was still dark, though, so Erick couldn’t read right yet, but it didn’t take long for the white circles of the interior of the chamber to begin to glow and provide light. Once that started, Erick flipped through his book and picked up where he last left off.

He found his spot, and started reading.







- - - -







Half an hour later the mana of the room began to saturate, and Erick could move his aura through the mana instead of having his mana fall apart just beyond his skin. It was an odd way for aura control to work, but Erick supposed that’s how the dungeon allowed it to work so that people only made spellwork inside these rooms; to enforce the metiron/metamond Second Script that Atunir was trying to showcase.

And so, Erick extended his glowing white aura (which was also different, because normally his aura was clear unless he wanted to show it off) through the air, into the density of liquid Benevolence-flavored mana in the center of the mana chamber. As he touched that collection of liquid power, Erick hummed a tiny song of Elemental Healing, causing a rippling effect through his aura, changing his white glows into something more cerulean. It was rather easy for him to make a [Rejuvenation] metamond, because his dungeon-granted Benevolence was prone to lingering positive effects, and [Rejuvenation] was a lingering, positive, full-body effect.

Some Mana Altering made up the difference between Benevolence and Healing.

With a bit more aura control and shaping, Erick flickered more actual Elemental Healing into the droplet in the center of the chamber, to begin to form the actual spell. Whatever white glows remained in the air began to filter out of the collection point, while more cerulean blue power filtered inward. Four points of mana became the basis for Elemental Healing to inhabit the body. One remaining mana was to time the release of Elemental Healing properly, and to ensure the other four mana did their job properly. The five point spell was not a large spell, but that’s all [Rejuvenation] needed to be, because it wasn’t focused on healing anything in particular. It was just a buffing spell, basically, and in a very specific way where true intent or specific actions were not needed, or wanted.

Then Erick blasted the collection point with intent, crystallizing mana into magic.

A tiny cerulean dot of a metamond coalesced into the air, taking a great deal of the blue glows of the chamber with it, and implying a whole lot of stuff with that simple action. That exact same thing had happened all the other times Erick had made a metamond; that dimming of a specific element, almost like it had drained out of the chamber. Which it had.

First, Erick plucked the new metamond out of the air and used his ring of [Identify] on it.

Rejuvenation, instant, touch, 5 mana per cast

Grant a touched target increased healing, condensing a week of recuperation to 10 minutes.

So that was good. Exactly what he wanted to make. The little cerulean dot glowed, while the interior was filled with fractals like a pane of artistically-shattered glass. It looked normal; just like the other ones Erick had made before. Except now, Erick could really try to understand what had happened in this creation.

There had obviously been a mana drain in the air, which would account for the lessening of Elemental Healing glows in the air. This could only mean that, even though Erick had made a 5 point spell, the crystallization of that spell had taken a lot more than 5 mana. How much more, though? According to what Erick remembered of his previous experiments, and this one here, it had taken…

“Maybe 400 mana? 425, to crystallize?”

Erick flicked his aura at his bracelet and began to pump more Benevolence mana into the air, to restore what was lost, because it wasn’t just the Elemental Healing that had been taken. The Benevolence in the air had decreased, too.

Erick tried an experiment with his next [Rejuvenation]. 

He barely put any effort into that creation at all, simply crushing Elemental Healing together to see what popped out.

Harmful Healing, instant, touch, 47 mana per cast

Cause unknown healing effects in the target, with a greatly increased chance of causing cancers and other malignancies. NOTICE: Using this spell on yourself or any other friendly target will heal them once, and use up one of their Saves. If the target has no more Saves, then this spell will allow the target 2 minutes of life, and then they will be forcibly resurrected on the entrance floor, where they will be expelled from the dungeon to receive proper treatment.

Erick smiled a little bit at the brilliant little gem in his hands. That was a pretty insidious little spell, and it looked no different than [Rejuvenation]. Higher mana cost, much different effect, and proof that Erick needed to actually try to make Healing Magic down here; the Script wasn’t here to smooth over bad outcomes, and, his Wizardry didn’t smooth over bad outcomes, either.

It was time to see exactly where the line lay between good, useful mana crystals, and bad, harmful mana crystals, and what sort of oddities Erick could make on that spectrum.







- - - -







Erick calculated a few different things that told him almost nothing at all, but which fell in line with what was generally known with mana crystals.

It took about 500 mana to make a basic meta-diamond, with the cheaper final-cost ones costing less atmospheric mana to create them. [Rejuvenation] took about 400 mana from the chamber, and only cost 5 mana to activate. [Harmful Healing] took 650 mana from the air, and cost anywhere from 30 to 65 mana to activate. By really focusing on actually making [Harmful Healing], and not some other Healing spell, Erick was able to make a [Harmful Healing] that only took 30 mana to activate, and which drained 500-ish mana from the air.

So that told him that directed thoughts created spells with less mana costs and mana-from-the-air, which was pretty much his experience with mana anyway. It was good to know that some baseline understandings remained the same.

But every single cerulean gem he produced ended up being the same size. 

Erick started to wonder why that was. Shouldn’t a spell that cost 650 mana from the air be bigger than one that cost 450? The mana density of crystals was a variable thing, of course, so that accounted for some of it, but not all. The fractals inside [Rejuvenation] were a lot less intense than the fractals inside [Harmful Healing], though.

And normal mana crystals did not have fractals… Or at least that’s how it was according to the books Erick had gotten from Kirginatharp, and from other sources.

“So obviously there’s some sort of crushing going on,” Erick mused to himself, as he held up one [Rejuvenation], and one of his larger [Harmful Healings]. “Some sort of… inner infinity? Instead of expanding outward, the gems expand their magic inward? Well that sort of makes sense.”

All metamonds were round things, and a little squishy when they were inside a mana chamber. Outside of a mana chamber they were perfectly spherical and hard as, well, diamonds.

All the shapes for mana crystals inside the books were of normal crystal shapes, and all normal mana crystals expanded outward as they grew. But meta-diamonds expanded inward… Somewhat.

Erick’s staff, with its fist-sized iridescent white metamond, was a clear outlier, but that spellwork was also the largest metamond spellwork Erick had done so far. Staring into the interior of that gem was like staring into a kaleidoscope funhouse without end.

So now Erick needed to do some tests with making bigger and bigger spells. Just cramming everything he could cram into—

Well. No.

Actually. Erick needed to do something actually constructive. And so Erick crushed all of his [Harmful Healing]s and took half an hour to change them all into [Rejuvenation]s. 

That satisfied his bargain with the Iron Bandits! Now, moving on…

Erick decided to make Bolts of every possible flavor, and begin mushing them together just to see what happened.

- - - -

[Fire Bolt] with an [Air Bolt] became [Plasma Bolt], which was a rather normal occurrence. All three spells had rather normal-looking [Identify] results, too, because Erick didn’t spend more than a single moment making any of them, and so they were simple.

Fire Bolt, instant, long range, 5 mana

A bolt of fire unerringly strikes a target, igniting them for fire damage.

Air Bolt, instant, long range, 5 mana

A semi-invisible bolt of air unerringly strikes a target, and might unbalance them.

Plasma Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of plasma unerringly strikes a target, enveloping the target in highly damaging plasma for a short time.

One gem of glowing red fractals, the size of a thumbnail. One gem filled with vaguely magenta fractures. Together, they became one gem filled with bright pink fractures, which wasn’t any bigger than the original two gems. So there was definitely some condensing happening there.

Erick broke that [Plasma Bolt] and the room filled with the thousand-ish mana of the original two Bolts. With that much saturation, re-condensation happened almost instantly…

Erick could have stopped that recombination. But he decided not to. No aura touched the liquid mana. No intent reached the pink glows—

The gem coalesced again, all on its own. It was a little larger than it had been before, so something was happening there, too. Odd. Erick [Identify]ed it.

Uncontained Plasma, instant, touch, 50 mana

Release a burst of plasma.

“… I’m pretty sure that one would literally blow up in my face if I tried to use it.”

Erick crushed the gem, releasing the mana back into the air.

This time, he put intent into the working, to make a Bolt exactly as he had made through the combination of the Fire and Air magics.

A pale pink dot once again coalesced out of the air. It was the same size as the previous [Plasma Bolt] had been —small as a thumbnail— but did it [Identify] the same? 

Yes, it did.

Plasma Bolt, instant, long range, 10 mana

A bolt of plasma unerringly strikes a target, enveloping the target in highly damaging plasma for a short time.

Erick frowned in concentration. “I think I need to take pictures, or something, to compare the interior fractals… Could I make that here?”

Making such a spell under the Script would be rather difficult, but Erick knew how he would do it. There’d be Particle Magic involved, for sure. Some light to scan, and then some polymer-drawing/drawing from the CO2 in the air, to lay down a copy of an image onto a sheet of plastic paper that the spell would create at that moment…

Or maybe, Erick could take ready-made paper, some light or maybe Elemental Radiance, and scorch an image into that paper—

Ah.

Erick had actually planned to make a one-way-mirror [Force Wall], hadn’t he? So he could stop people from spying on his property.

Ah. Let’s do that, then…

A few hours later, and after deciding that he didn’t want to make a simple mirror and that he wanted to make something much more useful, Erick had to stop with his experiments because he was getting lightheaded, and he rapidly realized that the mana chamber didn’t have any vents for air.

Erick burst out of the chamber, breathed clearly for the first time in an hour, laughed a little, and then went back in to collect the few hundred meta-diamonds he had made. All of those metamonds went into the front room and Erick went back into the mana chamber.

He’d return to the property-illusion spellwork when he felt like it, but otherwise, there were so many other things that were much more fun right now.







- - - -







A knocking broke Erick from his focus.

And then he realized that anyone knocking on his door was at his door, which was inside his property, and no one should be able to do that? According to Kinder?

Erick was partway through condensing the next metamond but he didn’t have to finish, so he opened the door to the mana chamber and all the mana in the room flooded out into the 50% density of the house—

Another knocking.

… Not at the door, though. More like, in the air?

Erick went to the front door and opened it up.

A group of people stood at the edge of his property. They had wagons filled with crates and boxes of all sorts. Rebecca was there with them, standing in front, shining in her silver fullplate. She saw Erick at the door, and then she smiled, and knocked on the empty air in front of her, at Erick’s property line. The air vibrated at her gauntleted touch, sounding much like the knocking at a front door.

Ah. So the property line was rather solid, then. Good to know.

“Hello again!” Rebecca said, “We’re here for the first exchange of hopefully many.”

“One minute!” Erick went back into the house and made sure he was presentable, and that he had on the right metamonds to hide himself from mana sense, which he did. And then he went back outside, rushing to the gate, saying, “Welcome, welcome. You’re all invited in.”

Rebecca smiled and stepped through the empty air, onto the property line. “I am eager to see what you’ve made, and also to set up all the stuff we spoke about. We’ve also got a full setup of blankets, pillows, some extra furniture, and otherwise. And a bunch of metiron to sell to you, and money to exchange for [Rejuvenation]s.”

“That all sounds really great! Thank you.” Erick waved them forward. “Come on in.”

Rebecca moved forward and her people followed as she asked, “Where would you like your workshop set up? It cannot be outside. We don’t get rain all that often, but it does happen rather regularly.”

Erick led the way into his house. “This way.” He moved toward the mage tower, saying, “I was wondering if you had the capability to retrofit the mage tower into a full workshop, with all the stuff I found in Marii’s tower on the second floor. I liked that setup. You will have to knock out the second floor.”

A pile of a good 500 gems sat on the dining table, there in the middle of the front room. Erick gave them no mind as he passed them by, but Rebecca’s eyes went wide as she took them all in. And then she moved right along.

“Oh sure.” Rebecca followed Erick into the mage tower. She looked up at the wooden floor overhead, and said, “We can open the tower up. Shaping spells are another rare drop, but we have all of those available and usable by our people, and they’re easier to make than [Rejuvenation]s. Speaking of which…?”

Erick smirked. He went back to where the gems sat in half-organized piles on the dining room table, like precious stones being divided after a heist. There was probably some better way to organize them, but Erick didn’t really care to do that right now. He knew which were which, anyway.

Erick gestured to a pile of cerulean spheres, saying, “There’s 20 of them there. I would have made more, but I didn’t care to. I would be fine with making actual bracelets, too, and I will be doing that as soon as my workshop is properly created.”

Rebecca stared at the gems, her grin turning a tiny bit surprised and overwhelmed, the corner of her mouth rising to show a rather long canine. “Ah… This is rather amazing— May I [Identify] one?”

“Oh sure. Go ahead.”

Rebecca stepped forward and plucked a cerulean gem from the pile. The words for [Rejuvenation] appeared in the air, exactly as Erick promised. Rebecca chuckled. “We need to get you some more resources!”

“I would like to speak to others who have had success with metamond creation. You know they’re mana crystals, right? These things cannot be made on Veird, but they can be made here.”

Rebecca’s eyes glinted as her gaze fixed upon Erick. “Not many people know that… But of course you do.”

“The mana crystals here are different from how they usually are, and I want to find out how, exactly.”

Rebecca looked at Erick for a moment longer, then said, “I would speak of this some other time, in a more private setting. For now, would you like to get your workshop installed?”

“Of course!”

Rebecca motioned for the first of the workers to come into the house, while she asked Erick about money for the metamonds, and Erick agreed to what he had already stated; 150,000 gold apiece. An actual Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation] would work better than a wand of the same, and Erick offered to make and sell those for 250,000, but while the Iron Bandits’ coffers were deep, they weren’t that deep. Or at least they weren’t deep enough for Rebecca to approve such a sale right now. Other people might take him up on the offer, though.

To pay him for 20 [Rejuvenation]s took little more than Rebecca saying, “Payment of 150,000 gold from the Iron Bandits to Ashes Woodfield, per [Rejuvenation] metamond, to be carried out now.”

The 20 metamonds vanished from the table, and some ghostly writing appeared in the air in front of Erick, indicating the transfer. The gentle rain of coins sounded out from the storage room, and Erick smiled.

“I didn’t know it would do that?” Erick stepped over to the storage room. “… Ah? I guess the transfer is mostly in a banking sort of way? I don’t see millions of gold on my floor, or in the chests.”

Rebecca stayed outside of the storage room, as she said, “Tell the dungeon to display the current gold total.”

“… Dungeon: display current gold finances.”

Balance: 3,000,000 G

“Well alright then.”

The words began to fade almost as fast as they appeared. 

Rebecca said, “We don’t carry gold around too much, except to bring it in to deposit into storage and to use in some of the places around town. For the smaller amounts. Some people take their gold out to Veird, but Greendale has a pretty aggressive tax rate and they’re rather pushy about it, too.”

Erick smiled as he said, “Feel free to look over the other gems if you want, or I can tell you if I might have something you want.”

“We have store space in the main square if you wish to set up a store. We’ll sell everything you make for you, for 5% of the final cost. Or, if we purchase what you make, then we’ll pay you the full cost.” Rebecca said, “But honestly, except for the [Rejuvenation]s, most people can make their own necessary magics, or they find them as special rewards in the lower levels of the dungeons. Commissions for specialty items are probably where you would be making your most money, and unless my information network is malfunctioning, you told everyone that you desired to do specialty commissions yesterday.”

“… Yesterday?” Erick looked out the window. It was still bright as noon out there. “… Has it been a full day already?”

Rebecca smiled gently. “It’s been about 13 hours since last I saw you, Ashes, and the sun doesn’t set down here all that often.”

“I need to get home.” Wood groaned and snapped in the other room, echoing throughout the house as stone flowed like rushing sand. The workers wouldn’t be done for another hour, at least. “... But I can wait a little while longer.”

Rebecca said, “They’ll work quickly, but not instantaneously. Besides, there are still some small matters to discuss… Unless it is vitally important that you get back right now?”

“I can wait a little while longer.”

A nod. “I’ll keep it short, then. If you wish to have us act as a front for your commissions, then we can do that, too. We’ll take 5% of the commission fee from that, but other than that, we can handle all of the customer-facing aspects of that interaction.”

“… Well now. There’s a nice idea. Sure. I’ll agree to you all sorting out the commissions for me, but I’ll decide what I want to make, and I’ll have the clients meet with me or the other way around, on my own time schedule.”

“Agreed. Now about the specialty items that the Iron Bandits want made, if you’re available for that?”

“Sure?”

“Bracelets of [Hidden Wind]. All the Health metamonds you can make. Reflective shields. And the largest, best [Blood Corruption] weapon you can make, which will allow us to infect a target and then run away, letting the monster die on its own without us needing to put ourselves in close range danger.”

“Ah… Hm.” Erick went to the table of metamonds, and plucked out a few pastel pink and black and white metamonds. “[Hidden Wind], of varying strengths. Health is easy enough to make. Reflections are fine; I can make those. The [Blood Corruption]… I’ll make one, and you can report back to me how it worked in the field before I make more. I’m not comfortable making weaponry, but I understand the need for it. I would much rather make buffing or defensive magic.” Erick [Identify]ed his belt. “Like this.”

Belt of Many Functions, attuned artifact, 50/50, 50/50, 50/50

Blessed Memory, self, perfect buff, 1 mana per minute

Your mind is a palace.

Eternal Benediction, self, perfect buff, 1 mana per minute

Your body is a fortress.

Benediction of the Unseen, self, perfect buff, 1 mana per minute

Mana does not record your presence unless you desire it so.

Mana Density Multiplier: 75%

Rebecca read the air and her eyes went wide. “… I feel we might need to reevaulate the level of requests we can ask of you…” She went quiet for a moment, then reoriented, saying, “Forget the [Blood Corruption]. Let us discuss buffing magic…”

Half an hour later, Rebecca’s people (who were now Erick’s people, in a way) had placed groceries in the pantry, [Eternal Preservation Ward]s all over the kitchen, a bunch of new furniture here and there, and also, of course, they had remade the mage tower into a proper workshop. Erick was out one second floor library, but now he had metalworking furnaces, an anvil, hammers of all sorts, chain and pulley warehouse-crate movement systems attached to the tracks high up, and a much, much less chance of anything burning up, since the entire interior of the mage tower was now layered with stone.

It looked professional.

And, according to what Erick could see, there were no spying magics nestled into any corners here or there, though he would certainly be going over all of that with a fine-tooth look later. He bid Rebecca and the rest of the Iron Bandits farewell and escorted them off the property.

Once Erick was alone again, he said, “Dungeon: Remove all of my property permissions granted to anyone else.”

Done.

And that was that.

Erick had a few sheets of paper with some buffing magic requests from the Iron Bandits to fulfill next time he was back, but for now, he exited the dungeon.

As Erick stepped out of the dungeon keep, all of the inquisitors were gone and the sky was full of stars. Ophiel tackled him lovingly, and Erick sent warm affection Ophiel’s way, and soon they were off, into the sky, headed back home.

- - - -

Erick spent the morning making pancakes for everyone. Kiri would have taken her pancakes to-go, because though she had barely gotten any sleep, she needed to get back to work, for people depended on her, and she wanted to be depended on. She was the Gatemaster, now, even though House Benevolence still hadn’t announced that to the world, and likely wouldn’t until after Yggdrasil’s resealing went well.

But Erick couldn’t see Kiri like that; halfway run down. He offered her, “Would you like Ophiel to give you some [Hasted Shelter]s every now and then?”

He had offered her this option once before. She had said ‘no’, then.

But this time Kiri froze, as the pure desire to say ‘yes’ almost caused her to say yes. She knew ‘yes’ was the easy answer, though, and not one that she should actually rely upon. “… Yes, for a good night’s sleep. But then no. Phagar still doesn’t want me using Time Magic.”

“You can rely on me more than you do.”

Kiri smiled softly. “I know. Thank you, anyway.” And then she stressed, “So about that Shelter for the next 16 hours…”

Erick chuckled.

Soon enough, Kiri went back to bed, for a truly good sleep.

After Kiri got back to work, which was only 20 minutes after Erick cast the Shelter, Erick decided to sleep, too. His bed was comfortable, and Ophiel twittered in a little bit of joy upon the headboard as Erick fell asleep. He was not in a [Hasted Shelter], and that was kinda great.







- - - -







Erick returned to his home in the dungeon with a current goal and some secondary goals that would come later. Eventually he’d begin making some [Rejuvenation]s and Bracelets of [Self Rejuvenation]s to sell in town, but before that, he wanted to obscure his property with illusion magics.

But there was a problem.

“I can make a wand of illusion, that makes a wall that I have to recast every once in a while, or I can make a wall of permanent illusions that I never have to cast again, or I can make a mana crystal that automatically casts the illusion wall for me… Which might be possible.”

Erick looked around his workshop. It looked great; it was very ready for the creation of whatever Erick wanted to create. Rebecca had even left behind some metiron ingots for Erick to make whatever he wanted to make out of them.

“… The wand is too easy,” Erick decided.

He was going to go for the impossible magic; the metiron and metamond that made its own spellwork, automatically. You couldn’t do that on Veird. But according to what Erick had read of mana crystals…

“It should be doable here… Maybe.”

Erick got to work. First, he made some basic metamonds that would serve as tests. He ran into a problem on his very first creation.

Force Wall, instant, medium range, 50 MP

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana. Lasts a long while.

Standing in the mana chamber, holding the metamond, Erick read the description floating in the air again, then said, “You were supposed to be colored and fading through the spectrum to visually show your remaining stability.”

… Maybe he needed to plug it into a wand to see if he had made it right. [Identify] and even Script boxes didn’t always tell the whole story.

So Erick exited the mana chamber and went to the forge. Making a wand was easy enough, but making a single one would still take Erick a good hour of various prep work and the final execution, while making ten at once would only add another half hour to his workload.

So Erick made ten wands.

After cooling down a wand, Erick slotted the [Force Wall] into the wand, and [Identify]ed it.

Wand of [Force Wall], attuned artifact, 100/100

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana, directly in front of you. Lasts a long while. 50 mana per cast.

A test outside the house produced a flat wall of transparent white Force, positioned perfectly up and down, and perpendicular to where Erick pointed. This was different from how it was in the Script. With this metiron, there was no ability to shift the angle of the wall, or to shift the shape; what Erick put into the wand was what he got.

Which was perhaps part of the problem.

Erick looked at the octahedral wand, with its white gem at the base, and muttered, “I should have primed you with coloring first… And a whole bunch of other stuff.”

Erick discovered another nuance of metirons that he had known, but which hadn’t really registered until that moment, when he needed to dismiss the [Force Wall] to take the direct route to his front door.

And the Wall didn’t cancel.

“… No canceling of set-and-forget spells in metirons, eh?” Erick frowned. He looked down at his wand, and at the metamond he had made and set into the hilt. He narrowed his eyes at that glowing whiteness, and mentally commanded it to cancel; for the metamond itself to unravel. 

Nothing happened.

 He tried again. 

Nothing.

“… I guess… The mana crystal is out of my power once I make it? Well… That’s certainly a difference.”

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

Erick walked around the Wall, and went back to the workshop. An hour later, he came out with another wand in his hands. This one was also octahedral, but its gem was twice as large as the original had been, and it was much more prismatic than white.

Wand of the [Prismatic Wall], attuned artifact, 500/500

Create a stable, stationary wall of hardened mana, directly in front of you. The wall registers damage done to sections through progressive color fading, starting at white, then fading through blue to red. Lasts a very long while. 100 mana per cast.

The first white walls that Erick had put up were still there when he cast his new spellwork upon the front yard. As magic took hold in the air before Erick, it took the shape of hexagons, like a hundred small shields interlocking, spreading out from left to right in a slightly curved shield 5 meters in every direction.

Erick evaluated what he was seeing. Among the first things he noticed was that this Force Magic didn’t have any mana density modifier, so it would work well in 0% mana density air. So that was good.

And then Erick went up and tapped one of the hexagons. It remained white.

He punched the hexagon.

It rapidly flashed from white to… Only barely purple. Erick smiled at that. And then he punched it seven more times. When he was done, that section of the wall was translucent blue, or roughly 10% weaker than it had been when it was first cast, if Erick had made that magic correctly, anyway. He felt he had. 

His punches weren’t worth much down here in the Glittering Depths, where his Stats and innate power as a dragon were quite lessened. But he still wore his Belt of Many Functions, and that still had his body enhancement magic going strong, so he was punching… Quite a bit above his weight class. Erick wasn’t sure how much damage he could do with a punch, but it was enough to put a dent in a very, very well made [Force Wall].

And now, he had a [Force Wall] that should fade through colors as it lost spellframe cohesion. It was the perfect tool to test the veracity of the theory that mana crystals could automagically cast their own spellwork, because if the hexagons stayed white, then that meant that the spellwork was fully strong, all the time.

The metirons and metamonds were already capable of constantly casting a spell when it affected a body, but ‘the body’ was a very solid magically-identifiable baseline, which gave off mana all the time, so that made sense. A designated spot of air, or something as ephemeral as ‘a property line’ was not easily understood by magic at all.

… Now Erick just needed to figure out how to make ‘a property line’ magically recognizable.

… The dungeon was doing it, after all. 

And look! The dungeon was also creating a nice demarcation line at his property line, with a mana flow differential.

For his first test, Erick went to the wall of his property and set the wand atop the tumbled stone, half inside his property, half outside. With the mana density in the property at 50% and the mana density outside at 100%, this might work.

Maybe, the wand would cast magic on its own if Erick left it there long enough…

It was a long shot! But it might work that way!

Erick watched for a few minutes, both with his eyes, and with his mana sense. 

And nothing happened.

Maybe it needed something more to get some automatic magic happening. How about just a gem? No metiron? Erick could place a single gem on the property wall, too. So Erick went back into the house and made himself another [Prismatic Wall] metamond.

With a new 6 centimeter-wide prismatic marble in his hand, Erick went to check on the wand he had left sticking halfway off of his property. And he paused.

“Ah. Well. I should have expected that, in retrospect.”

The wand was gone. Someone had stolen it.

Erick just laughed. And then he laughed more as he went back to the house and tried to think up some different source of mana flowing possibilities.

“How about a series of wands, each pointing at each other in something of a circle…” Erick hummed as he sketched an idea on paper. “It can be that rune for [Renew], with the [Prismatic Wall] gem at the top.”

… Might work.

A few hours later, Erick had a prototype. It flashed lights, it poured mana in a contained circle, and it leaked everywhere, while the suspended, untouched [Prismatic Wall] gem hung in the gap of the [Renew] ring, and did nothing at all.

“So that’s not working.”

… Could be a problem with mana containment, or with efficiency, or Erick could be completely wrong about how this worked. He could at least work on containment better.

“How about something to gather ambient mana and flow that ambient mana…”

Well that required Erick to put a Domain into a metamond, which was yet another difficulty...
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Three days later, Erick had flooded the market for [Rejuvenation]s so much that the cost of that metamond dropped to 50,000 gold per creation. He had also fulfilled all of Iron Bandit’s initial orders, and broken in his workshop rather well.

It had been 14 hour days in the dungeon, and 8 hours outside, and it had been wonderful. It was perhaps the easiest political and managerial time Erick had ever had on Veird in recent years. Only his time in Spur had been this nice. This simple. This full of magical experimentation!

Erick hadn’t solved any of his problems at all. But it was fun!

Erick wanted to continue the trend. He also wanted to help people with the ridiculous amount of money he had made, though, so to that end, he called up Kinder and requested a meeting.

Kinder stood in his living room, saying, “To what do I owe the pleasure of your request for a meeting?”

“… Well that’s a weird way to speak, when all I wanted to do was ask if you’ve got time to talk.” Erick moved on, “I’ve got nearly 30 million gold here, and I want to use it to fund practically any good thing that anyone wants to do inside Utopia. Classrooms, buildings, art, whatever. I haven’t been to the arcanaeum because… Well I don’t want to.” Erick added, “But if they could use this money, then I’d give them some of it, too.”

Kinder looked at Erick for a moment—

And Erick realized. “Oh. You thought this was… For something important? Oh. Like very important.” Erick frowned. “What happened?”

“Nothing that someone who isn’t interested in demonic murders should care to involve themselves with.”

… Ah. That shit with the inquisitors the other day. That shit that Erick was specifically not getting involved in. Kinder hadn’t wanted Erick to be a vigilante, either. And now here he was talking about that stuff again.

Erick sighed. “There was another noble murder, and the inquisitors are blaming the Glittering Depths?”

“Incorrect. There was an attempted murder, and the inquisitors are blaming the Glittering Depths.”

“I told Greensoil I wasn’t going to get involved with that, but you want me involved? I thought you didn’t want me involved either.”

“It’s what I thought you were originally here for, and I did not imagine me asking you not to involve yourself would have actually worked at all, so I was prepared to let it happen and pick up the pieces afterward.” Kinder looked at Erick. “If I correctly understand the rumors about Benevolence dragons… I thought you were here outside of your own accord. Are you actually, truly here to play around with mana crystals? And for no other reason?”

“… Well I thought I was here to play with crystals. That was the goal.” Erick frowned. “Tell me where to get involved.”

“No. I need plausible deniability that will hold up under a truthstone, for my position in this world is rather tenuous. The previous Kinder was ousted from power because he failed to recognize all of the threats a dungeon master would face, and I will not end up like him… So now that I have done enough, for now, let us turn our attentions to your desire to donate.” Kinder said, “We’ll take all of the money you want to give us and see that it is spent wisely on the city.”

… Did Erick want to leave all of Kinder’s unsaid warnings uncommented? 

Yes he did.

“I’d like to be able to give you half of it, and then have a full accounting for where the money went afterward. All the rest will likely be donated to Utopia when I leave, provided I know it will be used for the good of all and every individual.”

“Done.” Kinder bowed a little, then stepped back, saying, “Thank you for what you have done. The delvers are diving deeper than ever with all those healing bracelets. The Iron Bandits are going to celebrate passing floor 200, soon as they can beat the boss. You should see about joining them, shouldn’t you? … Or not. Not my place to pry.”

And then Kinder vanished into a swirl of darkness.

Erick stood in his living room for a moment longer, thinking.

Okay. 

Well… Maybe he didn’t need to be ‘involved’, but he could certainly check out the town? See what was happening? Find out some stuff?

Sure.

As Erick raced outside of his house, he passed the [Illusionary Wall] that sat just inside his property. As he glanced back all he could see was the property wall, and a field of golden grains where his house lay. The illusions worked rather well! 

Erick had not been able to make a self-casting magic out of mana crystals like he had hoped, so he had simply created an array of metirons and magics that he cast every time he went out, or came back home. It was honestly something of a hassle to do that every time, and to waste time attuning and unattuning metirons, and charging them with his mana, but it was nice to be able to hide his property from all out outside observers; to not worry about anyone accidentally seeing that he was a dragon except for the dungeon masters and otherwise.

He’d figure out auto-magical mana crystals eventually! It just hadn’t happened yet.

As he hurried down the road, invisibility-inducing wind swirling around his body as he stepped fast, Erick considered that he hadn’t actually been in town in the past three days. He hadn’t seen Rebecca, or anyone else, really, except for when they stuffed paperwork into his mailbox, outside his house, or when a trio of Iron Bandits came around to pick up all the new [Rejuvenation]s and other small spellworks Erick had made. He had been into town once, to drop off even more bracelets, but… Not much more than that.

Ah. 

Oh. Shit. He had almost turned into a hermit, hadn’t he?

Well magic was awesome, and forging metal was fun. So it was no wonder he had lost himself to spellwork for a while. Quilatalap was rather busy these days, too, buried under his own pile of exciting new magics.
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Erick stepped into delver square, where the tower led to the dungeon entrance floor, and where hundreds of adventurers milled around between all the various shops at any one time. About fifty were outside at the moment, with more of them at the guildhall and many sitting out under the everpresent sun of the sixth floor. Nighttime didn’t exist here, which was doing all sorts of weird things to Erick’s rhythms, but he had been doing weird things to his rhythms for a while, and so the always-sun wasn’t that disturbing or different.

What was different was the fact that people didn’t crowd Erick, or run up to him, or treat him as anything more than just another guy… Admittedly, that was because Erick had already set up a system at the Iron Bandits magic shop for people to get into contact with him, and Erick wasn’t taking any weapon orders—

Two people saw him and smiled wide, as they held up their forearms and waved, showing off cerulean-jeweled bracelets. Erick smiled and gave them a nod. It was good to know people were using his spellwork down here.

Erick headed for the Iron Bandits’ magic shop, first.

The door jangled as Erick stepped through, into a land of display cases filled with silver metal and colored crystals. The two clerks working right now were Dowry and Chesti, which Erick was rather sure were not their real names, but a lot of people didn’t go by their real names down here, so these two women didn’t stand out too much with their odd names. Both were with customers right now—

Dowry noticed Erick right away, and profusely apologized to her customers and then she stood tall, and waved to Erick. “Ashes! Welcome! Is there something you need quick help with?”

The two people with Dowry looked like young delvers, without much silver on them. Could be they didn’t walk around with the real stuff, like Erick. Or they could be people from Utopia. They definitely recognized the name ‘Ashes’, though, and they stepped away, almost saying that they were going to move on—

But Erick said, “I’m just here to pick up the specialty orders, to see if there’s anything I want to do. It shouldn’t take long.”

Dowry happily stepped a few steps down the display case line, bent down, and retrieved a folder from behind the partition. “Right here!”

Erick took the folder and glanced at the insides. Some of what he read interested him, but he’d get to that later. “What sorts of stuff do you want more of in here? Anything in particular?”

Dowry said, “In the second half of that folder are some possible requests. Bracelets of [Hidden Wind] that allow each user to see each other are high on the list, and would be wonderful to let us push past 200. We’re experiencing some small problems with people not being able to see each other when they move, so it has caused some wipes, so if it is possible to fix that issue, we’d love to get that sort of stuff from you.” She delightfully added, “Otherwise, your Benedictions are proving themselves a hundred times over! Thank you, Ashes.”

Erick considered…

[Hidden Wind] was not an Illusion-based spell; not exactly. It was more subtle than that. It twisted shadows and light, and allowed a person to windstep. Certain spells could see through it like it was an illusion spell, though. Like [True Sight].

On Veird, the [True Sight] in the Script had a medium range, and only revealed stuff inside that medium range. If someone was a hundred meters away from a tunnel in a wall that was covered by an illusion, and they [True Sight]ed that area with the tunnel, they would not see that tunnel until they got closer. Of course, that was not the whole story with [True Sight], as the spell actually functioned inside one’s entire mana sensing range. If one’s mana sensing range was very long, or if one used special-made [True Sight] spells, like alongside a super long range [Witness], or from a Familiar like Ophiel, then [True Sight]’s range was pretty damned far.

But when there was no manasphere, then there was no [True Sight]. [True Sight] was not actually Scanning Magic, but it was darned close, and Scanning magic was incredibly intense in mana costs.

[True Sight] was theoretically possible here in the dungeon, but every dungeon floor of the Endless Depths had a 0% mana density, so [True Sight], which relied on having direct, manasphere-filled line-of-sight with a target, did not actually work, here in the Glittering Depths.

… How to fix this?

Erick’s eyebrows furrowed.

Could he ‘solve’ the range issues on [True Sight]? In a manaless environment?

At first glance, Erick would have to say ‘absolutely not’. [True Sight] didn’t work that way.

But if he solved that issue, then he could possibly extend the range of [True Sight] to infinity.

… But honestly, for this [Hidden Wind] team-combat issue, he could probably just add in a Benediction-class buff to improve the perception of everyone using [Hidden Wind], and let them each notice each other that way. Erick could already notice anyone inside a [Hidden Wind] or otherwise, and that was mostly due to his own buffed perception and the lingering effects of his Script-granted Perception. No need to go the complicated route of extending [True Sight] out to infinity.

… But what if he did make an infinite range [True Sight]? What could he see out there?

The only immediate thing that came to mind were the moons. One could already see worlds on those moons if they looked at the moons while Meditating. Maybe there were actual illusions to see up there, though; on Hell, and the Silver Star, and Celes. 

Hmm.

And since one could see the ‘true nature’ of the afterlives on the moons while meditating… Was that a way to make [True Sight] work well at infinite range? Or were the meditation-induced sights on the moons already based on some sort of basic [True Sight]-esque action?

Or were those moon sights only visible due to the alteration of the self that occurred when meditating, which allowed one to see things that weren’t there, and the absence of a manasphere connecting the moons to Veird did not matter at all?

… Could he do a [Cascade Imaging] [True Sight]? Go the radio wave route?

“You know, it never even occurred to me to make a [Hidden Wind] that allowed easier visual communication between people who were also using [Hidden Wind].” Erick said, “The very idea of it… Has brought up a lot of questions for me, like how to make [True Sight] work without a manasphere, and the nature of how meditation allows us to gaze upon the moons to see the afterlives of demons and angels and the gentle peace between.”

Dowry was completely lost. “Uh! Good luck with that!”

The other woman working the counter, Chesti, was not as lost as Dowry, but she needed some guidance and all the customers in the store were now looking at Erick and Dowry. Chesti asked softly, “Not to pry, but how are [True Sight] and meditation related?”

Dowry admitted, “I have no idea how seeing our ancestors and [True Sight] are related, either.”

Erick grinned, and found himself perfectly fine with explaining, “Meditation leads to mana sensing which leads to [True Sight], but [True Sight] requires you to put yourself out there, which is why [True Sight] has a range of your mana sense range, while Meditation just changes yourself so that you can let the mana flow through you, to renew your well of power. [True Sight] is almost Scanning Magic; Meditation is ‘receptive magic’, though that isn’t a real thing and I just made it up, but the sentiment is true enough.” Erick said, “And so, making [True Sight] work inside the Glittering Depths, where there is no manasphere to put oneself into, is impossible.

“Maybe.

“I’ll have a solution to your viewing problem soon, but it likely won’t be what you’re expecting and there will be some rearrangement of [Hidden Wind] spellwork itself.” He looked at Dowry, “Or maybe a proper team will need to include some better body strengthening spellwork? So that they don’t need probably-impossible magics? How about a [Benediction of Sight]? You can just see people doing [Hidden Wind] if you do that.”

Dowry didn’t know a whole lot about how magic itself worked, but she had a great deal of personal experience dealing with the 10 metamond basic restrictions of the Glittering Depths. While other people were considering Erick’s words, Dowry easily said, “Including [Hidden Wind] in the top teams was already a stretch. There’s not a whole lot of space for people to make even more room in their power sets… So if you can make [Hidden Wind] better itself, that is the solution we would appreciate the most.”

Erick nodded. “Yeah. I figured. Okay. Well. I’ll think about all that.” He held up the folder of project ideas, adding, “Thanks!”
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Now that Erick thought about it for a little bit more…

Erick turned back around, and went back into the Iron Bandits’ magic shop.

Chesti spoke up first, “Uh! Welcome back, sir.”

“It occurs to me that someone probably already invented a way to [True Sight] through the manasphere, and if not here, then back on Veird, due to the Quiet War and people wanting to spy on Hell.” He asked, “Know anyone I should talk to about any of that?”

Chesti blinked a little, unsure what to—

Dowry spoke up, “There are rumors that Clarice has [True Sight] spellwork that works down here, but she’s a recluse who refuses to work with anyone. Maybe she’ll work with you, though?”

Chesti looked to Dowry, and said, “I don’t think those rumors are true.”

“Well they might be?” Dowry said. “I don’t know.”

Erick asked, “How does one fight illusions in the deeper parts of the Endless Delve, anyway? It just now occurs to me that illusions are probably exceedingly powerful down here.”

Chesti raised an eyebrow, while Dowry hummed a little.

And then Chesti said, “Rumors have it that Clarice got as strong as she did by having some sort of way to combat illusions. I don’t think it’s [True Sight], though. Most people mostly bumble around and try not to die to things lurking in the dark, and then fight back when things appear.”

Dowry spoke up, “Invisible wights are an undead enemy that appears on almost every undead floor past 60, and they’re just about the most deadly thing until you get to floor 130 and the invisible enemies start to appear on almost every floor. It’s actually a status that some enemies just have. Like. That’s what they are. [Invisible], all the time.”

“The best way to combat that is to be invisible yourself,” Chesti said, “And then never get caught.”

“That breaks down past 150, though,” Dowry countered. “Past that point the enemies start to be able to see through all forms of obfuscation magic. Bosses, for sure. Smaller enemies usually not, though, so [Hidden Wind] is still a very fantastic magic.”

Erick had a minor revelation at that small interaction.

Erick laughed. “It occurs to me that I’ve been making Bracelets of [Self Rejuvenation], but I have no idea what you guys actually go through down in the deeper floors. I should rectify that!”

Dowry spoke up, “You should come to the company house! You haven’t been yet, have you?”

“Just for a delivery… I think I will do that next, though. Thank you, Dowry. Chesti.”

Both women bowed.

Erick left and headed toward the Iron Bandits’ company house.
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The Iron Bandits were the largest delver company in the Glittering Depths, with 1 out of every 4 delvers being an Iron Bandit. Most of the former-NPCs of Utopia who wanted to delve were even a part of the Bandits. They had the largest apartment building just outside of town, while their company house inside town also reflected their power as a group, for it was almost a guildhouse all on its own, with a five story main structure and a good fifteen side structures all located in a very large city block.

The Iron Bandits compound sat three streets away from delver square, smack dab in the middle of one of the largest communities of Utopia, so there were people everywhere. Only a third of them looked to be Veirdians, while the rest looked like Utopians; Erick could tell based on the level of gear they had on. People who had made it through the five first floors of the dungeon all had really nice gear on, with special functions, from full suits of platemail to large chainlink cloaks and otherwise. The Utopians only had one or two pieces of gear.

The people at the doors recognized Erick right away, even though he had only been here once, and only to drop off an order of [Self Rejuvenation] bracelets. It had been an order of 50 bracelets though, and Erick saw that both front door guards now wore one of those bracelets.

Erick smiled as he asked them, “Those bracelets working well for you?”

“Yes sir!” said one of the guards. “Are you here to see anyone in particular? Let us find them for you, sir.”

Erick kept smiling. He called these people ‘guards’ in his mind, for that’s what they were, but perhaps ‘bouncer’ was more appropriate; they were here to ensure that only fellow Bandits got into the clubhouse. “I’m actually looking for whoever wants to tell me about what sorts of threats are faced down in the dungeon, to give me a better idea of what sorts of magics I could be focusing my creation efforts on.”

One guard looked to the other—

The first guy said, “I think Miss Fellhorn would want to be involved.”

The other guard said, “Can you come with me, sir? I’ll tell Miss Fellhorn you’re here, and we can… I’m not sure. Want to see the building? Have you been here much before?” He stepped inside the company house.

And Erick followed. The first guard bowed a little as Erick passed.

The second guard led Erick through a marble guildhouse, where people milled around on business of sorts, and tellers took requests from delvers or people looking to delve. The first room was the largest, and was practically a guildhouse on its own, with great big leaderboards and portraits of important people on those leaderboards.

The top delver team was, of course, plastered on the wall in big letters, because the top delver team of the entire dungeon was in the Iron Bandits. Their leader was a mountain of a man named Tom Dugout, while their team name was the ‘Iron Swords’, and though Erick didn’t recognize the names of most of the people on that deepest delving board, their caster was named Bob Woodvale, and Erick had seen that name elsewhere. Erick only had to look to the left to see that name in the expected second location. 

Bob was on the Most Decorated board, along with Erick. Erick’s portrait was at the top of the Decoration board at 4200 Decoration, though. Bob was further down, at 3250. Clarice’s name wasn’t even on that board; just the words ‘Not Affiliated’, and her number of 3450.

“Would you like a tour?” repeated the second guard.

“I don’t really need that,” Erick said, “I’ll take a meeting office, though, and some paper and such for some note taking and ideas. I didn’t come into town today prepared to do this sort of meeting with Rebecca or any of this planning, but when I went to pick up your commission requests from the magic shop, I decided I needed to actually speak to delvers.” Erick chuckled. “So now I’m here.”

“Oh! Well then you might want to talk to the top team, too. Want me to inform— Oh! Mister Tom Dugout of the Iron Swords is in the building, at the gym. Miss Fellhorn would want to speak to you too, if you don’t mind that?” The man gestured to the hallway that led to the meeting rooms. “Four is open! I’ll find out where people are and have someone your way as soon as possible.”

Erick nodded. “That’ll do.”

Erick went to room four. 

Not two minutes later, a very worried young woman came in, carrying papers and pens, saying she was there to deliver all of that and to take any refreshment requests. Erick thanked her, and said he’d take some of whatever she felt appropriate; he was probably going to be in the room a while. And then Erick started reading about commission requests.

The secretary returned quickly with tarts, small sandwiches, and various drinks both hot and cold, and set them to the side, before excusing herself again.

Erick munched on finger foods as he thought. And then he started writing down some preliminary ‘solutions’ to the problems posed by the commission requests. Most of them were simple complications of easily made items, where someone wanted a specific thing, but they didn’t know how to get there with the resources they had. In every case, those complications made the item creation a whole lot harder.

There was one simple request for a breastplate with as much Health as Erick can possibly stuff into it. The requester had managed to make armor with 15,000 Health, but they could go no higher. 

For that one, Erick imagined they’d be happier to have a [Regenerating Health] breastplate, or similar, but maybe they’d want Health that was stronger. Perhaps some absolute damage reduction would do good there, and also work well for Erick, actually. He needed to recreate the absolute damage reduction he had on Veird, as a dragon, but which he had lost inside the Glittering Depths…

Lots of interesting little problems here!
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Rebecca knocked on the half-open door to the room as she pushed it open, smiling brightly as she said, “Welcome to the company house, Ashes. I was wondering if I needed to go out and invite you again.” She stepped into the room, and a man stepped in behind her. Rebecca said, “This is Tom Dugout, the center of our highest ranking delve team to speak with you, since we heard you want to know about what it’s like to delve deep in the depths? And about commissions?”

Tom was a brickhouse of a man. Here was another guy who Erick suspected might have been using a whole lot of [Alter Size] to be a lot bigger than a normal guy. He was still not nearly as big as even the smallest orcol. He certainly seemed smaller than he actually was, though, as he quietly gave a half bow, saying, “Sir.”

Erick stood, saying, “Hello, Tom. Nice to meet you. And yes, Rebecca. I’ve already got some ideas for these commissions, but I was suddenly aware that I have no idea what it’s like to delve in the deeper parts of this dungeon. Like this one:” He sat back down, and grabbed one of his workups for the over-15,000 Health commission. Nothing he had written down there would give anything away about himself, but he needed to know more before he went further. “Here we have a request for a breastplate with more than 15,000 Health. Which would be a better solution to this commission? Do you think some absolute damage reduction like the dragons have would work well, effectively making every point of Health go much, much further? Or some regenerating Health like in the Breastplate of [Regenerating Health]? Or maybe some general body buffing magic would work better? Health is a lot more than a simple shield before your body takes actual damage, after all. Or should I just try for as much Health as possible, as the commissioner originally requested?”

Tom took a moment to collect Erick’s barrage of questions—

But Rebecca got there first, near instantly asking, “You can make an absolute damage reduction magic?”

“Oh yes. It’s all about ethereal Force and overlaying the body. I’m sure I can do that.”

Rebecca said, “Then that’s the one we want.”

Erick smiled. “Do you know the commissioner?”

Tom looked at Rebecca. He wanted to know who the commissioner was, too.

Rebecca said, “They’re our number 4 team; the Easy Daggers.” And then she realized Tom was in the room, and rapidly added, “And I’m sure Tom would have another opinion to add. I would stick around too, if you would have me, Ashes. You are a delight and surprise whenever we talk, and I would talk more… But I don’t actually delve all that much. So I know I will not be as useful as Tom. And I’m currently busy. Some other time?”

“We’ll talk some other time, Rebecca. Thanks for bringing Tom.”

Rebecca gave a smirk, and a small bow, and then stepped away, saying, “Talk to you later, Ashes.”

“Please, Tom. Have a seat.” Erick sat down. “Do you have an opinion about this Health commission?”

Tom glanced backward, and then stuck his head out of the door a little, before he came back into the room and shut the door, whispering, “Miss Fellhorn is a very competent boss, but she is terrifying.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “She is?”

And then Tom realized he was bad mouthing Rebecca. “Sorry. Please… Uh. It’s not my place to say. Could I start over again?”

“… I need to know if I should look out for myself here, Tom, and what you said was concerning.”

“I was being… Not truthful. Fellhorn is great. She’s just a very intense woman. Have you ever been around a person who can guess your every inner thought, and yet you knew they weren’t a mind mage? Fellhorn is like that. She’s been fantastic for the company and we wouldn’t be where we are without her, but she’s… I suppose I shouldn’t be prejudiced against her. It’s just terrifying how she could probably kick me out of this company, even though I’m a founder.” Tom furrowed his brows. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be speaking of her like that. She’s a good person, trying her best. We all are.”

“... Fair enough. I appreciate the warnings, though,” Erick said, moving on.

Tom nodded, quietly thankful that Erick let the conversation move on, and then he moved on, too. “The absolute damage reduction would be best… I think. I heard about it a few times and some enemies have it, but… Never had the option to use it myself. I’m not sure how that stuff works exactly.” He glanced at the door to the side of the room.

Erick saw the moment where Tom felt it odd that Rebecca had known about absolute damage reduction well enough to instantly ask for that, because yes; Erick’s absolute damage reduction option was the best option. 

Erick explained, “Absolute damage reduction works simple on Veird; it prevents around 100 to 250 damage from every single attack. This comes into effect before things like [Defend]… You’re from Veird, aren’t you? Or are you native?”

“I’m from Veird, though I’m glad I don’t live there anymore.”

Tom said that with such easy conviction that it caused Erick to smile.

“You’re, what, 45? You know how it was before the Wizard, right? It’s not that bad out there these days, is it?”

“I was poor as shit out there and couldn’t do shit for magic, even though I was great at swords and shields. Good enough to almost become a Paladin of Atunir, too, but…” Tom moved on, “Now that I got other people making magic for me I’m getting pretty far in life.” Tom fell silent. He had briefly been outgoing there, but he was nervous about this meeting, and he knew his mouth was running away from him.

“… Well it’s certainly nice for me to share my spellwork with others, directly. I’ve got a good knack for this stuff, though I’m not so great with the martial stuff. You’re probably great at that, though, being on the top delve team.”

Tom gained a true smile. “You’re selling yourself short, Ashes. Top of the Decoration board and you ain’t been here a month! I’m glad you came in. Miss Fellhorn said we weren’t allowed to approach you on our own…” Tom dispelled whatever thoughts he had about Rebecca, and said, “I got lots of information about fighting, and lots of desires and reasons for all those desires. Wanna hear?”

“Yes, I do want to hear. Please speak upon an average set of monsters, the ‘bosses’ of the main floors, and whatever challenges you’re facing that must be overcome with spellwork— Ah! And I understand you’re on floor 200… Haven’t passed it while everyone else was looking elsewhere, have you?”

Tom smiled, and said, “We haven’t passed it yet; you’re one of the Bandits now, and you’re a part of our endless delve success, too!” And then he got a concerned look. “Uhh… You do feel like a part of the company, right? If you don’t then I need to fix that. Usually we go out drinking and partying and whoring with the new guys. It’s great fun if you want to come?”

Erick chuckled at Tom’s complete earnestness. “No thanks. I have a boyfriend out on Veird. I’m just here in Utopia to play around with metamonds and magic.”

“Oh okay! That’s great, too. If you change your mind I can bother you again some other day. We’re always going whoring and drinking; ain’t nothing better in life, if you ask me.”

Erick gently shook his head, unable to remove the small grin from his face.

Tom leaned forward, happily saying, “So! Monsters! There’s all sorts of shit down there in the deeper parts, and sometimes we have to reroll the floor if it proves to be too tough, or if we’ve tripped over some traps that cannot be smashed. Like there are floors that get flooded and we’re swimming under spiked ceilings, while decay eels try to bite our asses, and Bob desperately needs to switch out some of his utility gear to [Waterbreathing] blessing us. It’s tough to hold my breath for over 10 minutes while fighting and of course Walter’s lightning magic ain’t no good anymore. But we get it done, minimal injury, and then the water turns to acid. And that’s when we all realized it was acid the whole time, and all the Health in our gear is gone! So I’m there, my dick burning off just like everyone else’s —save for Irene, cause she ain’t got one— and everything’s getting hard to see, and...”

Erick recognized several things about Tom, as the muscular man spoke. He wasn’t book smart, and he didn’t know much about the creation of magic, but he was a good fighter, who cared deeply for his people, and who took care of his people as best he could. He had a Bracelet of [Hidden Wind] and a bunch of other high-end gear, all made for him by his teammate Bob, who was second highest on the Most Decorated list before Erick bumped him down to third. Erick kinda wondered why Bob wasn’t making more gear for everyone, and he even asked that.

Bob wasn’t an archmage, according to Tom, but he was from Songli, and he had almost become a Singer before he was kicked out for failing to pass the Singer tests for 5 years in a row. Singing magic didn’t work so well down here, but Bob was very good inside a mana chamber if he had some metamonds to start with. That was quite different from Erick, who was able to mana alter his mana into whatever he wanted.

Erick definitely had to speak to Bob after hearing he was a would-be Singer, though.

Tom smiled at that. “Bob’d love to see you! He’s always busy with his kids, though, so he ain’t never here.” He laughed. “We went whoring to this bordello like we always did, you see, and he met a girl, he fell in love with her, and they settled down and Atunir reversed her un-fecundity and now they got 3 kids! They’re all happy. Lot less time for delving, though.”

Erick grinned. “Good for them. So you were saying about the boss of floor 200?”

“RIGHT! So that bastard’s a right piece of work. I think it’s self-healing adamantium, but Bob and Irene thinks it’s holyite, but the time period is from the Old Cosmology, back when adamantium was white, right? RIGHT! So the monster is all white metal, but it can’t be holyite, and I know what it feels like to cleave holyite and this ain’t holyite, my guy…”

Erick listened for a while, all the while developing ideas for spellworks and writing down a few of those ideas, just so that any potential spies watching this meeting would see him taking those notes and think him less capable than he was. Erick’s mana senses were just as blocked on some people out there as their mana sense was blocked from viewing him, but they could still see his dent in the couch where he sat, and the papers in front of him. It wasn’t paranoia if people really were out to get you!

As Erick listened to Tom, he made some more plans for what he was going to do next. ‘Speak with Bob’ went high on the list, but he could do that some other day; it wasn’t necessary right now. He was certainly going to seek out Clarice Icewind, because, according to Tom, Clarice had solved the [True Sight] issue.

“Oh yeah. Don’t have the faintest idea of how she did it, but we partied with her years ago and she had the [True Sight] working even back then. Course she never told anyone about it, and now everyone believes you can’t do it. By Atunir’s tits, Bob hates Clarice for never sharing!” Tom laughed. “We tried to get her to come to the Bandits all the time, but you know how she is.”

“Huh.” Erick asked, “Ahh, no? I’m not sure how she is?”

“Well it’s the Riamite situation, ain’t it?— Oh! Sorry. You’re new! Right.” Tom shrugged. “We make a point to try and get everyone to join our Company, because we want to be the strongest and pull from the resources of everyone, to raise up everyone— You a Xoatist at all?”

“… Ah. No. Not really.”

“Eh! Rebecca is the biggest Xoatist around here, and most Riamites are. And we try to be inclusive, and so, we got Riamites in the Bandits… Means we have the most problems with the Riamites when they go bad, and the inquisitors have been up our asses ‘cause of that shit ever since then. Rebecca makes a point to take care of those guys, though, ever since they tried killing the dungeon masters and body snatched people from the inquisition in order to do some shit inside Greendale.” Tom frowned. “Damn red bastards. And we gave ‘em a chance, too! That’s what the Xoatists believe, right? But shit! We can’t all be Wizards, I guess; that dude’d probably have done better. Anyway; that’s why a lot of people are scared of Rebecca, but she’s good people… Anyway... were we talking about? Oh yeah! Clarice! She don’t want to be part of anything to do with the Riamites, so she won’t join with us, even though we tried to get her here every way we could think.”

That was a great deal of information.

Erick knew he needed to see Clarice now, and since it appeared that Tom would talk and talk and talk, Erick had to say, “Where is Clarice? I think I need to go have a talk with her about [True Sight].”

“Right! Sorry. I get off on tangents. Clarice has a house far, far down the main road. Bout ten times the distance to your house, I think? You’re pretty out there, but she’s all the way out there in the golden sea.” Tom rattled off, “There’s about five houses all on a small mountain belonging to a group home about halfway between Utopia and Clarice’s house. The road to Clarice’s house is hidden by some special magics so you won’t be able to see it, but you will be able to see the sign for it on the left; the dungeon won’t let her hide that for whatever reason.”

Erick nodded. “Thank you for your help today, Tom. I’ll see about getting you an absolute damage reduction metamond for you to try in your belt, but I’m gonna have to pass on remaking your armor for now; I don’t want to mess it up.”

“I got extras! I can send you a fullplate to enchant, if ya want?” 

“... Ah. Well. Yes. I do want that, actually.”

Tom smiled friendly— And then he looked around at the empty food plates and drinks, which Erick had eaten about half of, while Tom had eaten the rest. He asked, “You got food at your place, right? We try to make sure people get food, but it doesn’t always happen like it should.”

Erick smiled. “I got food, Tom. Thank you.”

Tom was a good guy, as far as Erick could tell. Erick almost asked him why he had chosen to name his company ‘Iron Bandits’, which was still a terrible name, but that felt like an invasion, almost. 







- - - -







As Erick exited the Iron Bandits company house, he considered his next move.

There were probably people on Veird who had solved the [True Sight]-through-a-vacuum conundrum, like Kirginatharp, and Erick would be asking him that later— Ah! But actually. Now that Erick was thinking about it, he wanted to bother Quilatalap with that question. Yes. That was a better idea.

Quilatalap probably needed a break from overwork!

He would go see Clarice Icewind first, though. She was here, and Quilatalap was far away.







- - - -







The run to Clarice’s property didn’t take too long.

Tom had been right; the place had been far, far away from Utopia, or anyone else living anywhere out here. All Erick could see in every direction was golden wheat under blue skies, the road leading back to Utopia, and one lonely street sign, sticking up from the side of that road.

There was no side path beyond that sign —just more golden grains— but the sign clearly read ‘Clarice Icewind’.

So Erick stepped into that wheat, and the wheat parted like an illusion disturbed, and soon, Erick was walking through not-wheat, like the golden sea was actually some sort of sea, rippling all around him—

Erick hit the edge of the path and hit actual golden wheat. 

He angled back toward the hidden path. Finding his way through the illusions was not too difficult, and eventually he ran into an invisible wall, so he had definitely hit Clarice’s property. Erick’s land had the same sort of protections around it to keep out uninvited guests, and to prevent spying of all sorts. Erick’s mana sense did not end at the edge of the property, though. According to his senses, all the wheat he had walked through and all the wheat directly ahead was all real. 

Erick had no idea how she had made such realistic illusions, but she had made them. Perhaps they were Elemental Mystical, or Fairy? Could be.

Erick knocked on the empty air.

And he waited.

And he knocked again, and again, and again. Slowly, methodically, patiently and hard. Knock, knock, knock—

The illusions shattered and a woman stood right in front of Erick, on the other side of the solid air. She wore a tunic and brown pants and had dirt on her gardening gloves, while rows of vegetables grew just inside the property line. Clarice’s house was almost exactly like Erick’s, but it had a whole bunch of nuances to it that showed someone had lived here for years and years, from the painted flowers curled around every door and window frame, to the stained glass in some windows, to the octahedral white stone mage tower that was also three stories tall. All the rest of the house was tan stone, just like Erick’s; the mage tower was clearly a secondary addition. Clarice seemed like she was doing okay for herself.

The woman herself looked to be about 35, with blonde hair done up in a bun, tan skin, and bright amber eyes.

She also looked rather furious. 

“Fuck you! Go away, Ashes.”

Erick smiled, and said, “According to Atunir you’ve had a major [Witness] experience on the fifth floor. I’ve had a lot of my own experiences on the first and second floor, but Kinder asked me to skip to Utopia, so I missed out on what could have happened on the third, fourth, and fifth.”

For a moment, Clarice’s anger held out, and then she saw Erick’s sincerity, and her eyes went subtly wider. Anger mellowed. Doubt crept in. But she was interested in whatever Erick had to say. 

Erick continued, “I couldn’t help but overhear that you stopped pushing deeper recently, though I admit I only heard all that through mana sense spying on everyone near me all the time, so maybe I got the story wrong.” Which was true, but it wasn’t like Erick was purposefully seeking out information on Clarice; she and her fall from first place was just the major topic around town. “Sorry if I killed your drive to delve, but since a bunch of other stuff came up recently, I decided to seek you out about that, to wish you further success, and to see if you’d be up for talking about other concerns of mine.”

Clarice had a scrambled expression, like she was unsure of everything right now, so she defaulted to her basic mode of operation, “I don’t like to talk to people in the Iron Bandits—” She figured herself out. She glared at Erick. “You’re not going to try and recruit me, are you?”

“Absolutely not. I only joined the Bandits because they were a quick way to get to experimenting with magic here in the Glittering Depths, and they were a quick way to help as many people as I could with [Rejuvenation]s. My real life is still out there on Veird, but I came here to play around with mana crystals, and then a bunch of stuff happened aside from that need. You can’t really make mana crystals at all on Veird, you know.”

Clarice took a metaphorical step back, and judged Erick again. “… You can’t really make mana crystals here in the Glittering Depths, either. The ones we make in the mana chambers are specifically internally infinite crystals, because that’s how the chambers make them. The ones you sometimes find down in the Endless Delve are actual mana crystals that expand outward just as much as they expand inward.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Do they actually automagically cast magic down there, too?!” He looked around her house. “Is that how you have these good illusions working even out there, in the path to your house?”

“… Please come in, Ashes. I’ll make some tea and we can talk for a while.”

Erick happily stepped onto Clarice’s property, saying, “I accept your invitation.”

Clarice frowned a little at Erick’s enthusiasm, and then she sighed, and walked toward her house, taking off her gardening gloves as she asked, “You've been to the arcanaeum in town yet?”

“There are a great many places I have not been to at all. I’ve only really been to the Bandits company house, and only twice. I actually felt I was at risk of becoming a hermit before I received an impetus today to pause my experiments and go meet other people, with you being one of those people.”

Clarice reached the door to her house, paused as she looked at Erick, and then she went inside.

Erick followed directly into the mudroom, which was another difference between Clarice’s house and his own. Erick kinda smiled at that space; he hadn’t been in a mudroom since his home back on Earth, all those years ago, where winter and snow required his house to have one, or else he and Jane would have tracked mud all over the place. There was no need for a mudroom on Veird, though, when [Cleanse] was right there in the Script.

“Shoes off.” Clarice hung up her gloves onto a hook by the door and then she kicked off her shoes. She gestured to some slippers by the door, saying, “You can use those,” as she stepped onto the clean floor of the house in her socks.

Erick did as requested, and then followed her into the house. “Are you from Songli?”

Songli had mudrooms. Not many other places did.

“I’m not answering that.” Clarice gestured to the dining table, saying, “Cookies if you want ‘em. They’re only a few days old. Sit down. I’ll be back with tea.”

Erick smirked as he sat down.

Clarice disappeared into the kitchen, and since the manasphere of her property was around 65% by Erick’s estimates, she did actually disappear; she was still right there, making tea. Or at least that’s what she looked to be doing, because the tea pot was moving, and some water and tea leaves were getting put in the proper places. Erick could mana sense the property now that he was inside, but Clarice had some obscuring magics on her person, just like Erick.

“So where do you want to start?” Clarice asked from the kitchen.

“How about with how you’re planning to murder me just because I came here to talk to you about your [Witness] experiences in the dungeon?”

Silence.

Erick could mana sense what Clarice wanted him to mana sense. He heard what Clarice wanted him to hear. But he recognized what was going on long before he got to this point.

As expected, but in an unexpected way, Clarice came out of her kitchen carrying what Erick would succinctly describe as a crystalline affront to geometry. Floating crystals made of displaced space hovered around a silver bar in her right hand, like she had stuck her hand into a kaleidoscopic part of reality and made it hers. All the rest of her was covered in silver armor, with a long cape. Erick hadn’t seen her put any of that on, nor had he seen it in the manasphere, or in the kitchen, but here she was primed for killing him.

Clarice calmly stated, “There are two ways this could go. You tell me of your experiences on the first and second floor. Or you die, and get sent back to the entrance floor, without any of your gear, which I will destroy in the process of killing you. It will be physically painless, but the loss of your gear will happen. It will be a punishment for whatever scheme you’re trying to do here and now.”

Erick almost wanted to grin, to try and disarm this situation with levity and quiet calm, but he felt that any of his usual response to being threatened with not-death would not be well received. So Erick calmly said, “In my first vision on the first floor, I stood upon a guard tower and saw the horrors of Riam slowly encroach on my city of Iben, for the Emptying had caused the farms furthest from Iben to fail, and now the nearby farms were failing, too. I made the decision to go join the resistance, to try and fight back against Riam’s aggression through whatever political and smaller interference I could manage.

“What found me, instead, was a grand adjudicator of Riam, known as Fyuri Riamiteer, who killed my best friend, Markie, his wife, Sofie, and then she turned Markie into a cannibal before releasing him upon me. And then she started her true reign of terror on the Ramblewood Arcanaeum and University. She started with a massacre of students, and rapidly moved on to executions of professors and otherwise.

“She moved on to killing Iben next. 

“By that time I had long ingratiated myself into her circle. For a decade I had been able to use the information I gathered at her side to find the Resistance and then hide them from her. I pretended to love for ten years, while she acted like she loved me, too, but both of us were acting, and for very different reasons. Fyuri was incapable of love. Completely incapable.

“All the while I plotted against her, building power, until finally things progressed too far, and I acted. She was going to call down red lightning to try and destroy the very land of Iben itself, to turn it into mana for Riam to consume. 

“In the dungeon, she was the shadowcat boss monster at RAU. In the memory, she was something similar. In both dungeon and vision I killed her with a white-lightning guard’s mace, and then made sure she stayed dead.” Erick’s voice was trembling with quiet rage there at the end, as something deep within threatened to overwhelm if he let it. But he wasn’t going to let it. Erick continued, “Floor two was a hundred years later. 

“In the dungeon I made a very good bolter. In the memory, I made a super weapon and dedicated each kill to whatever good god might listen, in hopes they would come to Insten to help us throw off Riam, and restore Insten to its former glory. I don’t know if anything came of that prayer written in silver metal, but I do know that in both memory and dungeon I almost single-handedly cleared the entire battlefield of the plains. Scout helped.”

Clarice stood by the doorway to the kitchen, silently listening and watching Erick as he spoke. Displaced kaleidoscopic crystals slowly rotated around her hand. Her eyes were hard in the slits of her silver helmet. Her breath was shallow. Small facts added up here and there for her, but the primary thing Erick saw was that she lost the will to kill him. She believed that Erick was telling the truth. As soon as Erick mentioned the shadowcat, and Iben, and ‘Ramblewood Arcanaeum and University’, and finally the weapon of the gods…

That staff had done it for her. Erick didn’t have it with him, but everyone had seen it, and that included Clarice. Like a revelation in a dream, she believed.

Erick finished his story. He waited.

Clarice stated, “Rebecca is the shadowcat from the first floor.”

It was a punch to the gut.

“Oh.”

“And you’re the Summoner,” Clarice said, with reverence.

“… What?”
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                Clarice rapidly said, “Rebecca is the shadowcat from the first floor.”

Erick felt unmoored, suddenly lost. Fyuri was here, in Utopia? Or at least her shadow was? A lot of little facts suddenly lined up for Erick, and the truth of Clarice’s declaration became easy to verify in retrospect. Or maybe that was Erick’s sudden rage clouding and cloying to his thoughts.

All Erick could really say was, “Oh.”

Clarice looked at Erick through her slitted helmet, her eyes wide and reverential, as she said, “And you’re the Summoner.”

“… What?”

Clarice rapidly released the power in her hand, the displaced-reality-shards evaporating, as the tool in her hands slipped into the cuff of her armor. And then her full silver platemail turned semi-liquid and she stepped to the side, leaving the armor and its cape behind. The armor walked over to the corner of the room, and Erick could not mana sense it anymore, nor could he mana sense Clarice. Too many things were almost happening too fast, but Erick kept up—

As Clarice rapidly said, “Sorry for threatening you with murder because this changes everything. You need to leave the Iron Bandits right now.” She repeated, “You have to leave them. You can’t be near them. They’re already trying to control you—”

“Stop. Stop.” Erick softly said, “Stop with the ultimatums. Did you actually make tea? We could drink it while we talked. Or did you just plan on murdering me even after you invited me into your home?”

“… It’s not murder. It’s violent displacement and ejection.”

“Would a [True Resurrection] be involved?”

“Well yes. I would have churned through whatever Saves you had and then the dungeon would have—”

Erick sighed deeply, and that was enough for Clarice to stop talking. Erick said, “Please make the tea, and let us talk.” He gave a disapproving look, as he added, “I know you know about Elemental Mystical and probably Fae, too. Fae, especially, follows rather strict rules that are outside of any user’s ability to control, least of all little ‘humans’.”

Erick was goading Clarice now, because he was too furious to be the only one left angry.

His goad hit its mark.

Clarice, as a master of illusions, would have easily been able to see through Erick’s illusions. From there it would be a few small leaps of logic to conclude what Erick could see that Clarice could see. And since she had concluded that Erick was a dragon, it was easy for Erick to conclude that Clarice was a dragon, too.

Clarice fully dropped the act. “Oh fuck you, too. You benevolence dragons think you’re so much better than the rest of us. I know perfectly well how to use Elemental Fae! I’ve been using the damned element for the last 200 years!”

Now that seemed more like the Clarice who had first appeared to Erick.

The quiet one was the lie.

The loud one was closer to the truth.

Erick narrowed his eyes. “Not even going to try to lie even more to me? To pretend to be a human even longer?”

“... You didn’t fully know, did you.”

“I guessed correctly, and you confirmed, yes.”

Clarice frowned. Then she went to the kitchen. “I’ll make the tea.”

Erick saw a teapot fill with water from the sink, and a bunch of tea leaves float through the air. Maybe this time that’s what was actually happening. He asked, “Where are you from?”

“I’m not a normal dragon, if that’s what you’re worried about. No chance of the Curse activating here.”

Erick breathed out. “Okay. Good. No worries there, then.”

“I’m a Fae Dragon. What were you before you got changed?”

“A Free Dragon.”

A grunt of disapproval. “Well. I can work with you if you can work with me. I imagine you can, since you went and got yourself turned into a Wizard’s pet. What happened? Finally lost your willingness to be yourself?”

“Oh now that is too much. Are you always like this? No wonder you’re a hermit, and that I passed you on the Decoration board.”

A teapot clunked hard onto the stone counter. “If you knew anything about anything, then you would have witnessed that I hit a block on delve depth, not personal power. I got to 149 all by myself!”

“Please no alliteration, miss Fae Dragon.”

“Fuck you, Ashes.”

“No thank you; I have a boyfriend.”

Clarice came out of the kitchen holding two mugs, a big pot of tea, and a deep frown. “I wouldn’t want to make eggs with you anyway.”

“Let’s move on, please. So what the fuck do you mean Rebecca is the shadowcat?” Erick almost shouted the last words, but he pulled himself back at the last moment. He breathed deep. He calmly said, “That is very disturbing news to hear.”

Clarice’s frown softened as she set down the tea onto the table, and then she sat down herself into the chair across from Erick. “I’m surprised you still want tea from me, knowing I’m a Fae Dragon.”

“I’m surprised you think that matters to me, or that I would be powerless before you. How about this: You don’t try anything on me, and I won’t try anything on you, and we can work together to figure out these memories of the Old Cosmology we have both deeply experienced… I have no idea what to do about Rebecca and I’m way too agitated to think too deeply about what to do, so I will not act outside of full information. Let us proceed with the full information, please.”

“… That is a fair bargain.” Clarice poured tea for both of them. Steam swirled into the air as the scent of oranges and flowers filled the air. It was a relaxing and yet energetic scent. “Since you have told me your tale, I will tell you mine, but first… Do you know all about all five historical levels?”

“No. I skipped 3, 4, and 5.”

“You didn’t spy on people talking about them, too?”

“I know the general shape of those floors. I want to hear about your experience.”

Clarice grunted. “The third floor is ‘Destroy the Siphon’. The fourth floor is ‘The Mountain Under Siege’— Do I need to explain those?”

“How about you take down the hostility about 4 levels.”

Clarice frowned. “You’re the one that came after me, Ashes, with your self and then with your revelations.”

“I came at you peacefully, and you resorted to threats of murder as fast as you could.”

“That’s what a human would normally do when confronted by a dragon!” Clarice paused, then said, “But… Okay. Look. I’m… Sorry about the threats.”

“I appreciate it.”

“… So floor 3 is about 40 years after floor 2. On floor 3, there’s a Siphon that you have to attack and disable. The main threat to overcome is the complete loss of atmospheric mana near the Siphon, which drains you dry, and you’re running on dreams while you attempt to take it down, and kill the Siphoner. I didn’t have any experiences there.

“Floor 4 is The Mountain Under Siege, and it’s a cooperative effort by the Mountain… Which gets mentioned as a part of floor 2, which you probably heard?”

“I did hear of that, but I wasn’t about to go traipsing through the forest when there were enemies around. So I killed the Riamite army instead, and then cleared the Plains base.”

Clarice’s eyes widened a little. “Yeah. That’d be tough to do, especially with how few resources you can attain down there on your own. But I suppose you made your resources, so there’s no trouble there.” Clarice added, “As a note, though. I could have made better weapons, too, but I didn’t want to get too noticed by everyone… I have not made a whole lot of true friends down here and Rebecca… is a terrible person. She’s a Riamite who—”

“Please, Clarice.” Erick said, “We will get to that later.”

“… Sorry. Distracted.

“Back to the floors.

“The Mountain Under Siege is a city that needs to be rescued. It’s a week-long floor on average, and you have to kill wave after wave of monsters and monsterized Riamite forces. That whole mess occurs about 20 years after floor 2. It’s also the first major appearance of the Summoner… The Summoner is an NPC who calls down obliterating light to kill most of the red army. A lot of people complete the floor by standing back and saving the Summoner from assassins, until he has enough time to wipe out the enemy all by himself.” Clarice breathed deep. “I had my first experience of the Old Cosmology on that fourth floor, with the Summoner. I was with my team at the time, so that first viewing wasn’t that powerful, but it was what prompted me to begin solo delving.

“Tom and the others already know this but not many others do. So I would ask you to keep this to yourself.”

Erick nodded, mentally tucking away the fact that Clarice probably originally delved with Tom and his team, or at least that’s what she was implying.

Clarice said, “In the dungeon, at the end of the siege, the Summoner raises a staff and calls down Light upon the enemy. In the memory, I was a child, maybe 15, who watched as the Summoner who was just a man, stood on the tallest tower of the Mountain, shooting endless streams of Bolts at the enemy, each death sending up a streamer of golden light into the air, each streamer fueling more Bolts from the staff until it looked like he was shooting pure obliterating light.” She paused. “I went to the fifth floor by myself because by that time… It doesn’t matter.

“The fifth floor is the Calling of the Goddess.

“In the dungeon, I raced around to various ritual sites, ensuring they were able to function by clearing out the occupying Riamite forces, and guiding Atunir’s priests to make those sites into strongholds, all while Riam prepared its own ritual sites…” Clarice paused. “Do you know what the goal of the Riamites was, all throughout that period of time in Insten’s history?”

Erick said, “I have some guesses. I know that in the first floor, Riam might have been contacting evil gods in order to rise to further power. I did not get the full brush of history… But I had memories of a decade spent between Riam and Insten, moving with Fyuri, and Fyuri was a High Adjudicator. And they were all into some rather terrible things. Human sacrifice...” Erick looked up and away, as he tried to remember. And then he realized he didn’t want to. Not fully. He turned back toward Clarice. “They threw the people from Insten into Siphons in order to turn them into mana which then became land and other resources over on Riam. They didn’t start with people, though. They started with taxes. Then they moved on to rules in the cities of Insten.

“The taxes became food and goods and other material things... And monsters, when they could get them. Riam hunted all of Insten’s monsters all the time; all of our Sacred Beasts and otherwise. They took everything they could from Insten, constricting what the people were allowed to know and how the people were allowed to fight back, and the people constricted. Society changed.

“And when Riam started reaping people, which of course they did, Insten barely fought back.” Erick said, “But as for their ultimate goal… it was the ultimate goal of all tyrants, right? To have control, and since other people were by definition of being ‘other people’ not under their control, they tried to control them anyway through death.

“Even Riam summoning an Evil God was just about Riam being in control.”

Clarice listened, her eyes focused hard. When Erick was done, she said, “They wanted to make a god, and with that god, they would control their section of the universe.”

Erick nodded, as Clarice confirmed the worst possible theory Erick had had.

“Could have been a Wizard, actually.” Clarice said, “I’ve talked to others and… Well. The trajectory is that Riam wanted to make an ultimate power. The exact nature of that power is up for debate.”

Erick slowly nodded. “… Please continue.”

Clarice breathed, then said, “In the dungeon of the fifth floor, I cleared out land and raised towers and made ritual spots in order to connect with other ritual spots already made by others. I cleared out Riam’s forces from some. I cleared monsters from others. I made holy places by picking up a toppled stone epitaph and righting it against the wall.

“Eventually I killed the final boss of the final tower and completed the floor.

“In the memory, I only assaulted one tower, with the direct help of the Summoner, and I was but one girl of a hundred he was ferrying around to… Many different places.

“Atunir was not yet present on Insten, or Riam, because the Riamites were actually preventing her from descending, because they were trying to create their own god, and that required space; a displacement of godly power, to allow for something else to fill that void.

“Then came the ritual.

“I was there, at one of those ritual sites. It was a lonely thing, out in the middle of the Emptying, rising a kilometer into a mana-void sky. It was also absolutely filled with Riamites. These days we would name those people as Blood Mages, and Desecration Priests, and Destruction Mages. That land was filled with horror and sacrifice and death, and it was one of the foundation towers that blocked Atunir, and nurtured the development of an Evil God.

“I don’t think the Evil God ever got a name… If it did, I do not desire to know it.”

Erick felt his heart ache as Clarice spoke, as he imagined what she had [Witness]ed. His core flickered with white lightning inside. A tiny white spark escaped from his fingers as he touched his mug, leaving a little black mark on the otherwise white ceramic.

Clarice continued, “I was a priestess of Atunir, guided by the Summoner to that bleak tower in the middle of the Emptying, where nothing survived except for hope and well-laid ritual materials. The Summoner killed absolutely everyone, and then re-consecrated the land with a tap of his golden staff. Blood carvings in the walls and floors turned into brown dirt. Cages that were filled with monsters for sacrifice suddenly transformed into mana and vanished into that staff. And then the Summoner had me kneel at the top of the tower, where everything untoward had been transformed into loam, and nothing evil remained.

“He asked if I gave myself willingly.

“I said yes.

“He tapped me on the head with his staff. Divine golden light flowed into me, and I went into a trance.

“I remained there, on my knees in brown dirt, there at the top of that tower, praying.

“I do not know how long I prayed, for time did not seem to matter. This was part of the plan. The Summoner was setting up a hundred volunteers in various parts of Insten and Riam, whereupon he would layer us with divine power. It was a plan a decade in the making, that would already take advantage of the horrors Riam had already built. It would turn their machine against them. That plan worked.

“I died. I ascended. And Atunir descended onto Insten.

“The world of Insten was turned into a lush, fertile world, with the tower of my death becoming one grand tree amongst a multitude.

“And Riam was utterly consumed, for the Summoner had reversed the ritual, and done to Riam what they were about to do to us. Ten billion souls, consumed, and the land they lived on, to give back to Insten what had been taken from us.”

Clarice finished.

She sipped her tea. Her hands were shaking a little.

Erick was freaking out a little, too, so that was probably why—

Clarice looked to the left of Erick, her eyes going wide.

… Erick slowly looked to the left.

His staff was floating there. The Staff of Divine Absolution that he had gotten on floor two, and had left at home. It was here. It had followed him. And it was floating, untouched, the whole thing carved up with words of all kinds in unknown languages, while the prismatic white gem at the top seemed to glow faintly gold around the edges. The whole silver staff had a golden sheen to it, as though it was floating in a field of golden wheat, that gold reflecting on its silver surface.

Erick touched it, and his Benevolence sparked white as he touched his weapon. He wasn’t quite sure why he said it, but he said, “You can go back home. Thank you for coming.”

The staff dipped in the air, and then vanished in a flicker of gold.

Erick looked to Clarice, whose eyes were wide as they could be. Erick said, “I would speak on the Riamite situation here in the Glittering Depths now.”

“And I would like to speak of you being The Summoner!” Clarice jabbed a finger toward the air where the staff had been. “Because I did not do that! And I didn’t see you do that either!”

“Obviously the staff did it,” Erick concluded.

“You were the one who sacrificed me! And now we’re both back here, and we’re both dragons, with you tied to some new Benevolence and me tied to the old, and now we’re fighting the Riamites again!” Clarice said, “Time is an ever repeating loop, AND WE ARE IN A LOOP.”

Clarice realized she was yelling and halfway out of her chair. She pulled back. She sat down. Embarrassment briefly clouded her features. And then came stone solid resolve.

Meanwhile, Erick was freaking out for what were likely very different reasons.

A long time ago, or maybe just a few years or weeks ago, Quilatalap had said to Erick that Xoat was often spoken about in the Old Cosmology, as some unknown savior of people, who came in with the crisis, and who left when it was done, either through death or through disappearance. Quilatalap had never put much stock in those stories because he had never put much stock in the idea of Xoat existing at all, except in the way that Erick considered the Big Bang to have been a real thing that probably happened. And then Erick came into Quilatalap’s life. It was that Shadow’s Feast, twelve years ago, that really did it for Quilatalap. Back when Fairy Moon spoke of the creation of the Old Cosmology, where her Daughter plucked a spaceman from another world and dropped him into an Endless Dark, and created a universe filled with life.

That life sometimes spawned old memories.

Memories of being Xoat, and of changing everything.

That was the primary tenet of modern day Xoatism, and Erick had, of course, seen and heard all the ways in which people were tying him to that mythical figure of the Old Cosmology. It was ridiculous, to Erick. But then again, he had ‘invented’ [Reincarnation], and given that to this world of Veird.

Erick didn’t believe he was Xoat. He was just a guy, in the right place at the right time, with the right amount of power to help when he could.

Softly, in the still of the wake of Clarice’s eruption, Erick quietly said, “We’re not in a loop. We’re in a new time. A new place. With new opportunities able to be made, and taken. There is no such thing as a loop, Clarice. There are the memories we hold, and our ability to take those lessons and craft a new time, and a new place, in this present. Even if we might be seeing figments of the past, we are still who we are.”

Clarice’s eyes went wide. Her eyes teared. She whispered, “That’s what the Summoner said to me, too.”

Erick’s heart pounded. “Clarice. It is insane to think we’re the— what? The [Reincarnation]s of those dead people? We are not that.”

Clarice laughed a little as she wiped tears out of her eyes. “What’s a little insanity among dragons, eh?”

“Clarice.”

“Fine!” Clarice composed herself. “We’re not exactly that which came before. Maybe we’re just a nugget of mana that managed to survive from there to here, and get reborn because of our own minor Wizardries, made larger by the major Wizardry of Melemizargo and Atunir combined.” She laughed. “We’re just elementals! Manifested from Ar’Cosmos! Ha—” And then she stared at Erick. “I need you to do the fifth floor. Maybe if you do, then you can uncover my name. If you uncover my name then maybe I’ll regain those memories! The full ones. It’s happened before! Marii’s name is practically stuck in the dungeon core as ‘Marii’, and every new one that people drag out of the depths is a copy of Marii, with the same memories as the other ones.”

Erick instantly said, “Absolutely not. I am not doing that.”

And then Clarice got a twinkle of hatred in her eyes.

She had already picked out a way to take Erick down if she needed to, and she was thinking about doing it, because if Erick wasn’t going to do what she wanted, then she was going to make him.

Erick realized what he had done.

And Clarice suddenly laughed.

Erick slammed a fist on the table, sending a wild crack through the wood as he roared, “YOU WILL NOT TELL FYURI HER NAME!”

Clarice stilled, narrowing her eyes, and then she rethought something. She softened.

Erick repeated, softer now, “You will not tell Fyuri her name.”

“… It was only a passing thought— No. Stop. I see you disbelieving me, but I need you to believe me, because I believe you, implicitly. I don’t even care who you really are, Ashes. I know the kind of man you are instead. And I might have fucked up with…” Clarice said, “I fucking hate Rebecca and every single Riamite. But I’m not going to actually unleash a real Riamite on this world. Not after what I’ve already seen the Riamites capable of doing when they last got up to their shit.

“I want your help to oust them from power and to turn them over to Greendale for execution; however it happens I do not care. I just want them gone. And this means Rebecca, too.

“Because there is absolutely no way that they are not behind this newest string of demonic murders happening in Greendale right now. If I can prove it, then they all vanish from this slice of heaven here in Atunir’s Dark.” Clarice frowned. “But I can’t prove it, because Rebecca is too skilled at… everything. And her record of cooperation with Greensoil is impeccable and she controls the Iron Bandits and all the dungeon masters cover for her, all the time.”

Erick did not believe that Clarice wouldn’t tell Rebecca her real—

“Rebecca probably already knows her real name, Ashes.” Clarice said, “I was just having a passing moment of what I know to be unachievable joy. I would love to see her implode with her True Name, but… I know Rebecca, and I know the Riamites.” She stared at Erick, saying, “But since she for sure already knows her name, then she’s already exactly the horrible person you know her to be. You should have no problem killing her for real, a third time.”

“… You don’t know that. You’re guessing.”

“In my experience it is better to err on the side of caution against Rebecca, because she is practically a fairy when it comes to knowing shit she should not know.”

Erick frowned… Then he realized something important. He looked up at the air. “Can the dungeon see you in here?”

“Theoretically, yes, but actually no. I am very good at making illusions, Ashes, and at seeing through them.” Clarice’s bright amber eyes briefly shifted to Springtime swirls of pastel color, with slits instead of pupils; dragon eyes. And then her eyes shifted back to normal amber. “Your illusions could be a lot better, but I doubt that really matters at this point. Everyone who knows anything down here knows you’re a dragon, and they know I’m a dragon, too.”

Erick frowned. “I’m not interested in making better illusions, but I am interested in whatever [True Sight] shenanigans you have figured out here inside the empty manaspheres.”

“I’m not trading magic tips with you….” Clarice leaned back in her chair. “… But I suppose that one is quite crucial to know going forward, and you went and sucked the Wizard for power, becoming Benevolence yourself. So you won’t be as much of a bitch to work with as a normal Free Dragon.”

Erick leveled a disappointed glare at Clarice.

And Clarice smirked, giggling. “Oh fine! I want to oust the Riamites from power. I want you to help me. I will grant you this [True Sight] knowledge now, and you will officially become my ally in the overthrowing of all current Riamite interests from the Glittering Depths. In doing so, I imagine we’d solve the demonic murders happening in Greendale, and the Inquisitors will stop bothering me, and you.” She added, “You weren’t the only one they bothered that day, when they were camped outside the dungeon entrance.”

Erick stared. “This is not my life down here, Clarice. I am not getting overly involved. So state all your concerns now, so I can know the true measure of your desires. I will decide my involvement past that; not you.”

Clarice instantly said, “I want you to go to the fifth floor and [Witness] all of that to see if you can discover my Old Cosmology name.”

Erick thought for a moment, then he said, “Perhaps all the bad Riamites were purged that last time when they ran afoul of Greendale, and all we have left are normal people—”

“This is not a redemption scenario, you soft-scaled Benevolence bastard.” Clarice said, “Rebecca only pretended to spearhead the anti-Riamite collection teams down here after their whole operation was compromised. She was cutting her losses, for sure. After the story you told me there is no way you believe she isn’t capable of doing that exact thing! Fyuri, the Head Adjudicator, is Rebecca Fellhorn, and they are both beyond redemption.”

“… I am very furious right now, and I am trying to remain calm. Everything is happening too much right now. So here’s what is going to happen. You are going to tell me this [True Sight] magic. And then I’m going to go away, and I’ll come back to you some other day.”

“Fair. I agree to that.” Clarice said, “If you don’t return in a week I am telling Fyuri her name in public.”

“… Ten days, then.”

Clarice nodded. “The secret to [True Sight] in a manaless atmosphere is Wizardry. You have to change your core to make it so that you can see magical effects all the time, through whatever medium you can sense. Instead of needing to open yourself to the mana to meditate and mana sense, you open yourself to Particle Magic, too, and all the myriad other ways that the world and magic creates all sorts of illusions and lies.” Clarice said, “That’s not something that is achievable except through brute Wizardly strength, and the ability to take reality and substitute your own Reality.”

“… Of course it’s Wizardry,” Erick sighed. And then Erick stood, and said, “It was a pleasure to meet you. I need to be elsewhere now—”

Clarice rapidly said, “Look. Ashes. I’m sorry I’m a bitch. You don’t have to run… This stuff is scaring me, too. I’m not usually this deep into Wizardry or any of that crap. It’s not healthy for one’s lifespan.”

Erick nodded. “I’m not vanishing, but I do need to go away… See you in a few days, I think. I don’t know. Several days. Don’t… Don’t confront Rebecca. Please. Just leave her alone for now.”

Clarice stood. She nodded. “I’ll do that. See you when I see you.”

Erick left. He did not run, but he did rush away.

And then he started running.
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Rebecca watched as one rookie battled another rookie in the arena of the Iron Bandits compound.

She was judging them for competency, here in this public space, where on the other side of the arena four other people fought with each other to hone their own skills. Those guys on the other side of the field? Garoi, Bairu, Harvy, and Nicchole; two practiced, longstanding veterans in the Iron Bandits, and two new people. If Rebecca didn’t already know who was who it would have been hard for anyone else to guess which ones were the veterans and which were the rookies; they were rather all skilled.

These two people displaying their skills for Rebecca were less than skilled.

She told herself that these two people were fine for their level of expertise, but that was just it. ‘Their level of expertise’ was rather lacking—

One of the kids faltered his spear as the other came in for a strike—

“Stop,” Rebecca said, and the two ‘combatants’ stopped. Though the one with the faltered spear had almost wanted to strike at the other guy, due to being shown up almost completely and not liking it. “You’re both not qualified to create a team under the Iron Bandits. You will die, repeatedly out there, and we won’t have your deaths on our heads. You may return for another trial at your request, but not until a month has passed.”

Both men wanted to fight Rebecca on that, and she almost wanted them to try it.

But they both realized the almost-error of their ways, and bowed, saying, “We thank you for your time, Miss Fellhorn!”

Rebecca said, “Good luck growing, gentlemen.”

And then she turned and went back to the rest of her work, which was mostly paperwork—

Or she would have, but a runner came up to her and handed her a note.

She read the note, sighed, and then went to go find Tom, who was two streets over at a local bar.

Apparently their #1 delver center was attempting to warm his bed with fellow delvers. This was not usually a problem. But this time it was. Rebecca headed off to crush that trouble before it could begin.

It wasn’t hard to find the giant muscular man. He was in the bar, exactly where the note had said he was (bless those people Rebecca assigned to keep watch over him), getting on with some guys and gals, and trying to bed at least two of them, but he’d take all of them if they let him. The black-haired man and the blond woman were the only really receptive ones, though, unless Rebecca’s eyes were deceiving her, and they likely weren’t. Rebecca would have made a note to keep an eye on the situation and find out their names later, but that was unnecessary, since Rebecca recognized them through their disguises, just as the observers had noticed, too.

She couldn’t let this one slide.

Tom was oblivious to the danger he was in, as usual.

Rebecca pulled her shadows back from the walls, her sight returning to her, and then stepped into the bar and made herself known.

Tom instantly saw her. He smiled brightly and shouted, “Come drink with us, Rebecca!”

The man was slightly drunk, or else he would have been more scared of her, as he had unfortunately been these last years. Honestly, she loved it when he wasn’t scared; she wished he was like this all the time. Some people didn’t like the idea of her being a boss monster from the first floor, for whatever reason, and though Rebecca was far away from those old roots of being born in this dungeon, some people, once they found out, were forever afraid of her. Tom was one of those people. He had gotten better for a while, and then the Riamite situation happened, and now he was afraid for other reasons.

He didn’t like people who went for political power, which was understandable given his background.

But Rebecca wanted to be the power behind Utopia, and she would not be denied. If only those fucking Riamites hadn’t set her plans back so fucking far! If only she wasn’t painted with the same brush as them! She had been happy to hand the offenders off to Greendale, though, for that was the right thing to do, and it created a very valuable power vacuum in the city, and Rebecca had taken over that vacuum.

Of course, now Rebecca was ousted from the Riamite community here in Utopia, which was less than ideal, since they still had a lot of power, and they organized like sailors trying to engineer their way off of a sinking ship… Which she supposed they would always be, since they were the ‘enemy’ down here, according to the narrative of the Glittering Depths.

But Rebecca still kept tabs on all the Riamites. Which was why she knew about the black-haired man and the blonde woman currently trying to get into Tom’s pants, while Tom didn’t know them at all.

Rebecca smiled, flashing fangs, as she advanced on Tom and his little drinking party.

Tom gulped.

Rebecca almost laughed at that. Tom was scared of her, but he was just as turned on. Fear got him going rather well. Rebecca didn’t look at him, though, as she sidled up to his table, and stared at the two people she came to interrupt. “Hello, Cuuri and Parizi.”

Black-hair and blonde both raised eyebrows at her. Cuuri smiled a little, acting joyful to see Rebecca, while Parizi scowled, and could not help but scowl even more when Rebecca noticed that reaction.

Rebecca told the Riamites, and Tom, “Sorry to break up this small part of your party, Tom, but Cuuri and Parizi need to come with me.”

Tom went, “Oh— Okay! Have fun you three!”

Cuuri and Parizi came along without complaint, all the way back to the company house. Rebecca got them in a room, alone. The walls were secure. No one could see them, not even the dungeon masters.

Rebecca kept her tone light, “You were moving in on my main man.”

Cuuri tried to defend himself, “We just wanted to talk about some of the bosses he cleared.”

“If we thought we could have come to you, we would have,” Parizi stated. “But you made it very clear what you would do to us all if you could have your way.”

There were lots Rebecca could say about that. From how the Riamites had dug their own graves. To how Rebecca had cleaned house and then simply profited from that space, as anyone would. To how Parizi was obviously embarrassed that she hadn’t done what Rebecca had done, herself.

So Rebecca simply said, “Ask away. What do you want to know? I can answer every question you have.”

Parizi narrowed her eyes. “You would lie to us, and get us killed.”

“I would not lie about floor bosses, because there would be no point. If I told you untruthful battle tactics, it might cost you a few Saves, but you’d be reborn in the golden wheat fields just like everyone else from down here. And then you would know me as a liar. But I am anything but a liar, Parizi.” Rebecca said, “Lies are for the weak and deceptive, and I am neither of those things.” Rebecca added, “And since we all know this, I will venture a guess as to what this is really about.

“You want access to Ashes.”

Parizi froze, her eyes filling with hate, for Rebecca had hit their real motive exactly.

Cuuri frowned a little. “We want him to make certain items for us.”

Parizi went wide eyed and almost roared at Cuuri—

“Okay,” Rebecca said, surprising both of the Riamites. “What exactly do you want?”

“We want a Name Finder,” Cuuri said.

Rebecca stilled. “No. Your request is denied—”

Parizi said, “If he doesn’t know about Names, then we’ll tell him, and he’ll make the Name Finder because he’s a Benevolent dragon, and because we want it more than anything else. We’ll even submit to a [Reincarnation] if it turns out we’re actually as evil as they all think we are.”

Rebecca countered, “Or else he could be sent here to directly stop that from happening.”

“Either way,” Parizi said, “Either way we find out who we are. Don’t you want to know who you are, ‘Rebecca’?”

“I know who I am. You would do well to remain who you are right now, too, and to stay away from memories that got Riam erased by the divine.”

Cuuri softly said, “Riam is still there, in our cloudy, imperfect memories. I can almost see my kids' faces, Rebecca. I can almost hear my wife’s laughter. The sunstar setting on the horizon. The floating islands over the Great Rift. The markets. The Wizards who granted us everything we ever asked for. The paradise of Riam still exists, Rebecca. We only need to grab it, and realize it again.”

Parizi was a cynical woman, but even she melted a little as Cuuri spoke of Home.

Something deep inside of Rebecca melted, too.

And then Rebecca controlled herself, and said, “If a Name Finder is possible, then it will take a dragon to make it, but I urge you to forget this foolishness of trying to get Ashes to make this for you. He could bring Xoat Reborn down on us, and I would not have myself face that sort of scrutiny now, or ever.”

Parizi softly said, “Well maybe it’s time we ask for Xoat Reborn to come to us, and help us get out of this place. Greendale is poised against us. The entire city treats us as second class— We were all royalty back on Riam, Rebecca. All of us lived like kings compared to this shit down here! ‘Utopia’! Bah! This is Hell by any other name!” She spat. “And not that pathetic incani-Hell; the real one, where they torture you forever for things you never did.”

Rebecca shook her head. “I’m not going to repeat myself. Don’t approach Ashes. Don’t pursue Xoat Reborn. Should he appear, and should we be found wanting, no dungeon magic or Wizard power will be able to save you from a True Death at my hands, first.”

Cuuri implored, “I believe in him! I thought you did, too! The Wizards were always good people, and good to us and… Xoat Reborn would be the same.”

Parizi did not share Cuuri’s enthusiasm, but she couldn’t speak against the utter hope in the man’s voice, for even though she knew it was stupid to believe that monsters could be redeemed, she still had hope in her heart that it was possible.

Rebecca couldn’t speak against that hope, either, because she held the same in her own heart, and core. “No, Cuuri. No. Leave it. Don’t pursue this.”

Cuuri stood tall. “I won’t actively pursue this, Rebecca, but if Xoat Reborn should appear on the tail of this Benevolence Dragon, then I will ask him for my real Name, and I hope you wouldn’t stand in the way of that.”

“It will not make you happy to know your Name, Cuuri. Everyone who learned their Name went… They had to be purged.” Rebecca said, “Don’t pursue this.”

Cuuri fell silent.

Parizi said, “They handled it poorly. I would not.”

Cuuri nodded. He felt he could handle the truth, too.

Rebecca did not have the energy to convince them otherwise, even though all evidence pointed to monsters becoming monsters once they were shown to be monsters. That’s how the dungeon had made them, after all. That’s how the people of Riam truly were.

For no matter how many good memories of Riam that Cuuri thought he had…

Rebecca had memories, too, and they painted horrible truths that no one should ever know.
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Erick stood as himself upon the bare ground of the Pit at Storm’s Edge.

The place looked a lot different than it usually did. Instead of being a kilometers-wide flat-bottomed canyon, with holes to Darkness floating among the stone, now it was a land of solid defense. The walls were one continuous castle, complete with defensive battlements that pointed outward, and layers of spellwork attached to a node network that would ensure the land remained intact, no matter what might come this way. That spellwork extended down, into the ground, and all across the canyon.

There was only one structure inside the canyon itself; A large granite stone fort sat in front of Erick, guarding the entrance to the dungeons. That black-rimmed hole loomed within shadows, and within those shadows lay undead soldiers, ready to act against any threats.

Mana streamed into that hole in the world, steady and sure.

Erick cast his sight up into the sky, to Ophiel floating over the monster roads leading to this location. Everbless hung in those skies here and there, as his Gold Taker avatar, hidden from almost all sights except for Erick’s, as he invisibly moved mana in streamers toward the dungeon entrance. A few monsters followed that thick air. When they got closer to the dungeon itself, the undead would take over guiding the monsters into the dungeon. But right now, the undead were quiet, and waiting.

Erick was waiting, too—

A skeleton stepped out of the shadows. It bowed toward Erick, then rose, and said, “Vanya Silver and Soltic Cross welcome you to the dungeons at Storm’s Edge. We are prepared to receive you.” The summoned construct raised a bony arm and gestured toward the hole in the world. “Right this way, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick had quite a lot of questions to talk to Quilatalap about, but mainly he wanted to be with Quilatalap again. Everything had been very stressful today. With his crown of black horns on display, and wearing his normal white and black robes, Erick stepped into the shadows, past the bowing undead, into the Darkness.









- - - -









A lot of things had changed in the dungeon.

For one, Erick did not land upon a floating stone barge, that wound back and forth across a floor full of water. He didn’t even land in an entrance zone.

Erick stood upon a white stone, in a small field of flowers. To the left was a familiar garden, looking like it was ready for harvesting soon. Ophiel leapt off of Erick’s shoulder and squealed in delight as he fluttered over to the purpleberry bush while Erick felt a weirdness inside, as he looked upon the cottage that he and Quilatalap had called home for the last ten years, and upon the surrounding forest. The forest was dark; so dark that Erick felt that nothing existed past that depth of shadow, for he could not sense anything out there, nor could he see anything past the dense green and shadows therein. The forest of the Grand Dungeon of Benevolence held monsters in abundance, and this one probably did too, so Erick didn’t care to explore all of that.

Besides, a curl of smoke rose from the chimney of the cottage, and the air smelled of roasting meat.

Erick had been prepared to pretend that Vanya was Vanya for a while, and not Quilatalap in disguise, but not anymore. Only a few people knew of this house, and it was always the most well-guarded location inside Quilatalap’s dungeons.

And Erick had all his spellwork, so that made him feel even more secure. With a casual twist of intent, Erick flowed his invisible aura into the air, and fired off a good twenty small spells, and then caught them in that same aura, countering them with a thought. Aside from the casual display of fireworks in most colors and flavors, it proved that there were no restrictions here. Or at least none that Erick was subject to.

Erick stepped off of the white stone, onto the grass, feeling like he was coming home, as he called out, “Hello, in there!”

“Hello!” came Quilatalap’s voice. And Erick saw him in the window, briefly, before he opened the door, and stepped out into the open. Erick loved those lower fangs of his, and his great big arms, and smile, and everything about him. Quilatalap stepped forward—

And Erick stepped into his arms, mostly matching him for size, letting the dragon out a little. He breathed in Quilatalap’s scent, and smiled. “Hello. You were busy for a while.”

“I was,” Quilatalap said, against Erick’s shoulder. “I got a lot of it sorted.”

“I can tell.”

“Dinner is ready.” Quilatalap pulled away a little, waggling an eyebrow. “Or we could celebrate our reunion in other ways, first.”

Erick chuckled. He had so much to talk about, but Quilatalap’s idea was a whole lot better. So Erick discarded his clothes. Quilatalap’s clothes vanished in the next heartbeat.

- - - -

Poi sipped his tea, frowning a little, as he stood in Erick’s house, in the main living room. He stared at the newest addition to the cloud castle, and wondered what the fuck was going to happen now.

Teressa frowned as she stood beside him, also staring at the newest addition to the cloud castle. She asked, “So. I suppose vacation is over, then.”

Poi said, “Just a matter of time.”

“Erick already came by and saw it, yes?” Teressa asked, “How did that go, exactly?”

Poi sipped his tea. “Here I was, doing business in my own offices, and then Erick came racing home, talking about a lot… I’ll tell you the full story eventually. But the main issue is that he went into a dungeon and came out with that. Or rather, more accurately, the dungeon made that for him.”

There, in the middle of Erick’s living room, floating straight up and down and centered on the nice rug in the middle of the hardwood floor…

Well. It was a staff. That much was obvious.

And it was not solid gold. It wasn’t silver, either. That iridescent white gem at the top was not a gem at all. It was surely the Staff of Divine Absolution that Erick had spoken about, but it was different. It had become different when ‘Clarice Icewind’ had spoken oddly about Erick being ‘The Summoner’. Before this transformation, it had been silver-like and the gem had been an odd sort of mana crystal. But now…

Teressa got a little closer and leaned over and to the side, to try and read the writing. And then she stood back up. “So all that writing looks the same as it did last time he showed us the staff. But the staff isn’t ironcrystal anymore. And it’s not gold or silver… That’s a reflection of golden wheatfields, isn’t it?”

“Yes, it is.”

“… This is Wizardry, then.”

“Yes.”

“Can you read the writing?”

“No.”

Teressa frowned at him.

Poi sighed. “I really can’t. But I can read the general imprint of what the words are supposed to mean with [Object Reading]. This thing has killed a lot of souls… I would almost call it a harvester.”

“Fake souls inside dungeons?”

“The conjured souls that form conjured people and conjured monsters are as real as any other souls out there, but they’re the souls of slimes; it takes time for them to become people.” Poi said, “But they’re still technically people. Also, it’s not actually a harvester, but the memory of one, made real.”

“I thought the problems with Anarchy and Blue were big time issues…” Teressa took a moment, and then she confided, “But he really did [Onward] into the next big problem, didn’t he.”

Poi wasn’t quite sure what to say to that, except, “It’s more complicated than that, Teressa. I think this started… With him, at the very beginning, when he fell to Veird... Or maybe even before that. Erick is a certain kind of person who developed power, and now we’re here, at the natural extension of Erick’s desire to make a better world. Every step along the way has been Erick purposefully doing good, even if he didn’t realize how he was doing good.”

Poi almost said something else, something more.

But Teressa’s eyes glowed white, as she stared at the not-gold staff floating in the living room.

Teressa frowned a little. “I don’t see anything.” She came back to the moment. “Nothing untoward.” She looked at the staff. “But that thing… Doesn’t exist to me. I see it, but I can’t sense it.” Teressa looked around for something— She conjured a stick, and then she poked the staff.

The staff rolled a little at Teressa’s poking, jostling out of its floating stance, until Teressa removed the stick. Then the staff floated back to where it had been, hovering above the center of the round carpet in the room, taking up the most prominent space in the middle of the space.

That was likely on purpose.

Teressa narrowed her eyes. “… You think it likes floating in the middle of the room because it's in the middle of the room? Or because it’s centered on the carpet?”

Poi sipped his tea, and said, “Maybe both. The carpet is in the center of the room because it’s the center. Erick wasn’t sure why it floated where it floated either, but he left it be.”

Teressa grunted in slight disapproval. “We should… I don’t know? Uh… I am inclined to send a prayer to Atunir, since this is clearly her sort of godly artifact, but. It’s actually Erick’s, isn’t it?”

“Correct. Let Erick deal with it.”

“… Right.”

“I made tea. Want some?”

Teressa sighed a little. “Well. Yeah. I guess I do.” She walked away, asking, “That Greendale trial thing is happening in a few days, yeah?”

Poi followed, leaving the not-exactly-golden staff to hover there, as he said, “They’ll put a pause on it, for sure, and then Odaali will force the issue. Maybe not a few days, like planned. Maybe several. When it happens I imagine it’s going to be the King asking Erick to back off, and then Erick saying no, and then the Viridian throne will likely offer a private testimonial… Not sure if they’ll take that, or not.”

“Probably not, right? Odaali wants Odaari’s reasons exposed to the world?”

Poi shrugged—

And then he whipped around, right as Teressa did the same.

Poi took a deep breath. Teressa sighed, her eyes going white again as she stared into Benevolence, again.

Poi simply said, “The staff moved.”

The not-gold staff was gone.
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Erick smiled as he watched Quilatalap wear nothing but an apron as he cooked pancakes in the kitchen. The last several hours had been filled with talk, and activities, and all sorts of quiet words shared on pillows, and now they were here.

It felt like home again, even though this home was in a different part of the world, where neither of them could come or go freely, and nothing was the same—

The air flickered gold near the living room.

Erick’s Staff of Divine Absolution popped out of the air, to float exactly where it shouldn’t float.

Ophiel squeaked at the intrusion, saying, “The staff! The staff!”

Erick gestured to the staff, saying, “That’s what I was talking about. It moved with me. It almost greeted me at the door of my house in the Glittering Depths, but I left it behind. And then it was at the cloudcastle, and now it’s here.”

Quilatalap narrowed his eyes at the staff for a long moment, staring at it from several meters away. And then he relaxed, and went back to flipping pancakes, saying, “That’s a divine artifact that is locked to you, Erick. It was half-alive in the memory of the Glittering Depths, and then it became fully alive— Well. Not really ‘alive’ in the classical sense. Sentient, not sapient. Like a very young [Familiar].”

Erick sighed. “Okay. Well… We gotta talk about the memories in the dark again, Quilatalap.”

“It’s something I have tried to keep to a minimum, because that distracts from the learning possibilities of dungeons. People need to learn and grow, not ‘suddenly remember’ stuff that never happened to them.”

“So you don’t think those memories are real?”

“… The memories are real when they are viewed, but when a person recognizes themselves in the past, they seamlessly take in a part of them that is not-them and they grow and change because of that addition. This is something that exists outside of one’s control. The actual mechanism by which this realization is achieved is something like a [Soul Splice], but in a less horrific, souls-fighting-souls-for-dominance sort of way, and more of a ‘waking up’ sort of way.”

“… It seems like you’re fighting the obvious answer that it’s a [Reincarnation] of a more traditional sort; of realizing the memories of a past life.”

Quilatalap sighed a little, and then said, “Yup.”

“… Why?”

“Because you don’t want to talk about being Xoat, and about how in the old stories of the Old Cosmology it was often thought that perhaps Xoat came back now and then to help people in times of great need.” Quilatalap set the done pancakes to the side, and ladled more batter into the pan. “Are you willing to talk about that, now?”

Erick controlled his instinctual response to rebel. He tried a chuckle instead, and to gesture at the floating staff in the living room, as he said, “Hard to argue against that, I suppose—” He rapidly added, “I will argue against being Xoat, though.”

“Why? What’s so bad about it?”

“Because then none of my achievements will have meant anything; it will all have been because of Fate shit.”

Perhaps Erick had said that too strongly.

But Quilatalap rolled with it, saying, “Fate only sets the path; it does not walk that path for you. I am absolutely sure that for every individual great story that could possibly be attributed to Xoat, like this one in the Glittering Depths, that Xoat has also lived thousands of lives in complete obscurity.”

“I’d much prefer if ‘Xoat’ was just an idea and that people got their lives’ works misattributed to him or other godly powers all the time. I do not like the idea that the achievements of mortals are only possible through the interventions of gods or otherwise.”

“Gods are themselves the works of aggregate mortal achievements that eventually gain a spark of sapience and grow to full power, outside of their worshipers. This power then extends itself back to those worshipers in return, beginning a true positive feedback cycle based on those initial parameters.” Quilatalap said, “Gods are just powers of the masses manifest in holy confluence.” And then he asked, “Do you want eggs and bacon, too?”

“Eggs yes, bacon… yes.” Erick took a moment to think about the rest of Quilatalap’s words. “… And what about people misattributing things to this Xoat persona?”

Quilatalap didn’t speak for a moment. And then he went and got some eggs from the bottom shelf of cold storage while Erick watched…

The big green bastard was trying to distract him, wasn’t he.

Well it was working, Erick supposed, as he enjoyed the show.

And then Quilatalap was back to cooking, cracking eggs in bowls. He began, “It’s sort of like the Wizard conundrum. We know that Wizards are people who produce a lot more extra mana than others. This is due to them having more Dark in them than most. But outside of that fact…

“People produce mana based on various factors. Almost all of those factors lean in one direction or another. The first factor is how much of an effect that person has on society. The second factor is how much knowledge of self, of magic, and of power, that person has, outside of any outside influences. The second is an easy one to increase; go to school, play around with mana, etcetera. The first is much harder to increase, because, for example, you can only ever have one head chancellor of an arcanaeum, or one king of a nation, or one owner of a business. If that power is split, then so too is the mana generation that comes with that position of power.

“But that second situation is thrown into chaos when you get someone who has an oversized effect on society that doesn’t rely on known power structures.

“The person who invented the mana miner.

“The person who writes a really good book.

“The person who changes how banking works in a world.

“The person who invents a new magic.

“All of those people have larger-than-average mana productions. This can be a self-reinforcing system, like with the creation of a god, but different. This can be a self-reinforcing system that creates a Wizard.

“Wizards are Creation and Paradox and Destruction all at once, until they choose to focus. But maybe Wizards are just normal people, who have been changed by circumstance and possibility, into being more than they were before.

“Perhaps all Wizards become Wizards based on future actions, which are only possible because they’re already a Wizard to start with. Which is a Paradox, for sure. It’s very hard to tell where the line actually starts with a Wizard, for they are self-creating systems of power unto themselves.

“And once you get into that sort of thing…

“Mana likes mana. It likes to be made. It likes to be used. And it never goes away. It only changes form. It goes from one universe to another, planting seeds of future growth and opportunity and possibility. For mana is possibility, first and foremost. Mana is the infinite quantized into a smaller infinity that shows itself as Fire or Water or Twosday, or Springtime, or Benevolence, or Book, or me, or you, or whoever, but only because it is impossible for us to view the whole at any one time.

“So it is very possible that Xoat-sightings are misattributions only because the people who are Xoat only become Xoat in the creation of themselves, in that image of infinite generation of possibility. For what is the image of Xoat, but as ‘the enabler of More’? Not much more than that, really. This does not mean that you are Xoat, Erick. Not exactly, for it is more complicated than that. But you’re also not, not Xoat, either.”

Erick sat back in his chair, and thought.

And then he decided he didn’t want to think about that right now, because what was the point? He didn’t think he was Xoat, and that’s all that really mattered to him. Other people could think what they wanted.

And then Quilatalap added, “I would like to know why you have a problem with accepting that you are not just your own power, though. Why do you think it is some sort of weakness to have been aided by the realized spirit of Xoat, or however it happened? You have a history of helping others and accepting help in return. If you accept that the mana is Xoat, then what does it matter that Xoat wants to help you? What’s wrong with accepting that the mana itself loves you, and wants to help you along in your quest for more goodness?”

After hearing that viewpoint, Erick knew he would have needed to lie down for a while if he wasn’t already sitting.

As it was, Erick wasn’t able to form a coherent counterargument against Quilatalap. All he could really do was marvel at how much thought Quilatalap had been putting into all those words he had just spilled out here in their living room, while both of them were nude and one of them was making breakfast, and Ophiel played with some building blocks in the living room, which mostly consisted of building small towers and then knocking them over and hopping on top of the destruction, and then remaking the small towers all over again… Erick was distracting himself again.

“… Okay. Well...” Erick said, after a minute of quiet, filled with the small sounds of sizzling bacon and frying eggs and tumbling blocks. “When you put it like that, I suppose I don’t have a problem with it. I just don’t want to be labeled as some savior figure. I was only able to do everything I did because of a modicum of personal power, and a whole lot of cooperation from everyone else… Including the mana.” Erick said, “Thank you, Quilatalap… I missed you. I missed you a lot.”

Quilatalap smiled brightly, his lower fangs showing as his dark eyes glinted. “I missed you, too.” He set bacon onto plates, along with eggs and stacks of pancakes—

And then he got a large pie out of a cupboard and broke the Preservation seal on it, adding the scent of freshly baked purpleberry pie to the air. Ophiel started chirping instantly as the smell filled the room, and then Ophiel hopped up off the ground with the blocks, to hop onto the back of the nearby couch.

His many eyes focused on that pie. “PIE!” Ophiel chirped loudly. “Purple pie!”

Quilatalap said, “I was just waiting for you to show. It’s all yours, Ophiel.”

Quilatalap managed to set the pie onto the far side of the dining room table right before Ophiel dug in, getting just as much purple pie goo all over his feathers as he got everywhere else.

And then Quilatalap brought Erick his plate and set it in front of him and Erick put his hand on Quilatalap’s, and stood up, meeting the big guy halfway for a kiss. He was warm, and he smelled of good food, and he was an excellent kisser.

“I love you, Quilatalap,” Erick said closely. “And Ophiel does, too.”

Quilatalap almost giggled, as he said, “I love you, too.” He set down his plate and happily said, “So what’s going on with those mana crystals! Tell me everything again, from the top. How was it all different from what we already did with mana crystals?”

Erick smiled, and began talking. “For starters, I could actually make a crystal inside the Glittering Depths without all the Domain work that we needed to do on Veird, so that’s a big deal. I think if I dropped down the mana density of the air to 0, to start, I could even make pure crystal, but I haven’t bothered with that in that dungeon because being in a 0 mana environment is not pleasant. But anyway, What you do is you go inside a mana chamber and spill mana into them, whereupon they…”

Breakfast was great. Erick and Quilatalap spoke of crystals, and that was also great.

Being home with Quilatalap was the best of all.
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Erick stood with Quilatalap upon an open land of bare rock and scattered grasses that extended out for a hundred kilometers in every direction. There was no sky; there was only darkness far, far overhead, that was also somehow light, illuminating the ground everywhere. In six directions, equidistant from each other and on the black horizon, lay colored light. White on one side, grey on the opposite, while the horizons between grey and white held magenta and red to the left, with yellow and cyan to the right; the Six Primary Elements. This land was to become the main floor where the False Society would exist, while those lights were to become the portals to the other elemental dungeons.

It was not the main floor yet.

Erick was still impressed. “This is a heck of a lot of space so far, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap smiled softly. “It’s not impressive at all, but thank you.”

“It’s only been twenty days since you started. This is plenty impressive!”

“Vanya and I managed to get the monster habitats stabilized and square out the space for the rest of it, but there’ve been complications.”

Erick almost wanted to ask after ‘Vanya’, the dungeon master slime who had become Quilatalap’s copy, who was the actual dungeon master of this place. But just like all the other dungeon master slimes Quilatalap had made, and who all shied away from Erick practically on instinct, Erick did not pursue that line of questioning.

Instead, all he said was, “How can I help?”

“I need you to talk to Everbless and convince him to stop trying to break into the dungeon.”

Erick winced. “Okay. I’ll do that. How bad is it?”

“He regularly gets into the first floor because he has to ‘escort the dangerous monsters down’, according to him, which was tolerable but not ideal, and very much not what he is supposed to be doing, since he’s supposed to be zero-contact with the dungeon right now.” Quilatalap said, “Not ideal, but not what he was told to do. I could deal. But in the past two days he’s been trying to get to the control chamber, to the core.”

Erick frowned. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Tell him that he will be forcefully evicted if he should try anything like that again.”

“I will.”

Quilatalap said, “I’d also like your cooperation to open portals between other nearby dungeons, so that when it comes time to weather the storm people can come in from other dungeons instead of needing to come to Storm’s Edge first. That’s only if the Gate Network goes down, of course, but a secondary way for people to get here is always a good idea.”

“Okay, sure.” Erick thought for a moment. “So that’s how you want to do it, eh? Purposefully open up this place to other dungeon incursions? What do you want, exactly?”

“Just let the nearby nations with dungeons know that I can open safe spaces for them, and leave them with options to connect in an emergency. It’s minimally invasive and easily possible.”

“You know… I never really knew that was a thing that you could do. We barely talked about it when Kiri went through from the Freelands to Grand Benevolence, but the Glittering Depths apparently has people coming in through the golden fields all the time.”

“Dungeon hopping is rare. Doesn’t normally happen at all… Or at least in my dungeons it doesn’t. There’s not even an accepted name for the phenomenon, though the fairies would call it ‘stepping off the path’, I believe.” Quilatalap said, “And Kiri only transposed between dungeons 3 months ago. I’ve been pressed to figure out exactly what happened there, but I only really have a guess, because that sort of movement through the Dark is not normal at all.”

“I guess it has only been 3 months.” Erick asked, “What did you find out about dungeon hopping? How easy is it for people to move between dungeons?”

Quilatalap began, “People don’t move through the Dark because the Dark is death for all living things.

“But since the advent of the dungeons, with all these places now settled and realized in these depths...

“In a very large, relaxed dungeon, it is easier for people to transport between them, especially if there are many, many safe spots inside those dungeons, like with the Freelands and their open lands, and with the Glittering Depths’s golden fields.” Quilatalap said, “None of my dungeons have any safe spots except for the entrance and a few other locations, so by their nature, they’re rather secure. It was weird for me when Kiri popped into Grand Benevolence, but that was more due to the Dark acting on its own, and not due to any leaks in security on my end.” Quilatalap said, “I’m rather sure I can make those inner portals happen on purpose, though… At least for nearby locations, like dungeons on the other islands of Archipelago Nergal.” He gazed out across the empty world. “It might even happen without my input, because a lot of this land will be open, safe space. I doubt I could turn this place into a hub of inter-dungeon transport like the Gate District, for that would be only at the Dark’s pleasure… But I imagine that if the Storm Prophecy should come to pass that places like this one might get flooded with people from other dungeons… Lotta weird things could happen when that happens.” Quilatalap pointed to the side. “Like that.”

Both of them were already looking at the golden staff that suddenly appeared, floating to the side, as though it was there this whole time. Erick had left it at the cottage, but here it was…

Floating.

“Hmmm, yeah,” Erick muttered.

Ophiel fluffed up on Erick’s shoulder, exclaiming, “The staff is back!”

It floated there, just glittering.

And then a few green buds rose from the ground where it almost touched.

Quilatalap easily said, “And that brings up another question. I could try for a portal between here and the Glittering Depths? You could come and go from here to there as you want?”

“… I want to say yes, Quilatalap, because I miss you. But I don’t want Greendale up in here.”

Quilatalap grinned. “I’ll be fine, if you’re worried about that. But I understand. I won’t try for that.”

Erick felt a small melancholy—

And then Erick told the staff, “Please stop spreading wheat right now.”

The green buds had managed to turn into a small patch of golden wheat, growing to a meter and a half tall in moments, before Erick’s request had slowed, and then stopped the spread of grain. The staff just hovered there now, not doing anything at all.

Erick asked Quilatalap, “A portal between these Grand Dungeons would be weird for those other dungeon masters, too, right? I’m still not out as Erick over there… It’s actually been really nice to just be myself, though Kinder already believes that I’m going to cause some huge mess.”

“You probably will, so I can’t blame the guy for feeling that way.”

Erick rolled his eyes.

Quilatalap smiled. “And yes, it would cause Kinder and whoever else to notice this place.”

“Better not do it, then.” Erick added, “I’ll work on getting the other dungeons to… Do what? Weaken their walls against this place? What have you decided to call this place, anyway?”

“All you really have to do is tell them that it might happen, and they won’t have control over it, so they shouldn’t freak out when it happens. They might be able to cause it to happen, though, if they know how to work their dungeon core properly.” Quilatalap said, “And I’ve decided to call this place The Storm Cellar.”

“Sounds good. Are you going to put in an Endless Delve?”

“Those things are too random by far…” Quilatalap looked out across the world of his dungeon. “… But I could? … They’re good for making resources.”

“Are you going to do any sort of Second Script?”

“Nope. Don’t really like those things anyway. All magic is the same, and the Script already does a pretty decent job of it all. I’m going to let that in here as it already is.”

Erick nodded. And then he stepped forward. “So what sorts of buildings?”

Quilatalap walked with him, saying, “Standard city on the Surface. Grid-based… Also your staff is following us.”

Behind them, the staff floated across the ground, following behind Erick at a normal following distance. Ophiel clutched on Erick’s shoulder, watching the staff as it floated toward them.

The staff left a small trail of lush grass where it passed.

Erick glanced backward. And then he brushed the staff with his aura, raising it up into the air a bit. Instead of floating higher so as not to spread green, the staff hopped to his side and then stopped spreading green where it floated.

Ophiel twittered in very soft, unsure guitar sounds as he stared at the not-gold staff, only a half meter away.

The staff behaved.

Erick turned his attention back to Quilatalap, who walked at his other side. “I guess I have another [Familiar] for now.”

Ophiel perked up. “Another?!”

And then he fluffed up and fluttered into the air, over to the staff. With twenty eyes and one great big eye in the center, Ophiel stared at the staff from all angles. And then he sat on the gem on the top.

The staff glowed brighter, briefly, and then it didn’t care anymore. Ophiel fluffed up, spreading his wings, and the staff briefly bobbed, before it regained equilibrium and control.

And then Ophiel leaned to the side…

The staff leaned with Ophiel’s weight—

The staff rapidly spun, throwing Ophiel into the air, and Ophiel giggled and chirped at the toss before flying back around to land back on the top of the staff, which had righted itself. Ophiel landed once again and held on tight.

… And then Ophiel leaned to the side.

The staff spun, and this time Ophiel clung on for dear life, giggling wildly as though he was on a carnival ride, and then he spread his wings and angled upward, ensuring that wind cut downward like he was a ceiling fan on reverse.

The staff went sailing up into the sky, with Ophiel giggling all the while—

And then the staff vanished from under Ophiel to reappear directly at Erick’s side, leaving Ophiel up there, still spinning for a little bit, until he realized he had lost his fun ride. The staff nestled closer to Erick, seeming in unsure distress, so Erick put his hand on it. The staff calmed right away and stopped floating, falling fully under Erick’s power, as Ophiel came back to ground level, to land on Erick’s other shoulder, for Erick had sent a gentle nudge at Ophiel not to play around with the staff so much.

“I still don’t understand it fully, Ophiel,” Erick said, as Ophiel hopped across Erick’s back, to get closer to the staff. He wasn’t about to hop onto it again because Erick had told him not to, but he was certainly going to investigate, because he could. “Look all you want, but don’t touch it again, unless it wants to.”

Erick wasn’t sure what the staff wanted, though. When it was separated from him Erick couldn’t feel it at all, but now that his hand was wrapped around that not-gold surface, it felt, a little bit, like a natural extension of his aura. Like his aura was active inside the staff, even though Erick wasn’t concentrating any power in the staff at all right now. It was an odd sort of ‘extension’ that was almost like a [Familiar]. But more solid.

Quilatalap said, “You went into a dungeon dedicated to Field and Fertility and you came out with another kid.”

Erick almost wanted to laugh at that, but instead he gripped the staff, trying to feel it out. It felt more like an extension of himself than a [Familiar], now that he was holding it, but then Erick let go, and the staff floated there, feeling like nothing at all. To his mana sense it seemed like some highly magical thing, but not much more than that. It certainly didn’t have a soul. It had a few golden glows, though, like how Erick’s Crystal Star used to have.

Ophiel and Yggdrasil both had ephemeral souls in their manifested bodies these days.

This thing had nothing at all.

“… A very new [Familiar]?” Erick guessed. “I’m not even sure how I got it.”

Quilatalap said, “Maybe simply a sentient artifact attuned to Atunir. One a bit more willing to be near you than the Crystal Star… It manifested oddly, though. The [Witness] for the upgraded version is one thing, but this form and function is a whole different beast, blipping from Grand Dungeon to the Surface, and then down into another would-be Grand Dungeon a quarter of a world away. Did you do any Wizardry down there?”

“Nothing I can think of… I am unsure if I even used my own mana for the [Witness]… But I suppose I did, didn’t I? Not like I had a [Witness] metamond.” Erick said, “The mana cost was negligible, anyway.”

Quilatalap nodded and thought as they walked.

The staff floated beside Erick. Ophiel almost hopped on it again, but Erick shook his head, and Ophiel twittered and stayed on his shoulder.

Quilatalap said, “From what I have heard, and according to what you have told me, the Glittering Depths is an incredibly restrictive Second Script dungeon. You could still cast some internal magics with your core mana, though, and Clarice Icewind had to use Wizardry to make her [True Sight] function outside of a manasphere —Which is a good idea; you should follow her suggestion.”

Erick nodded.

Quilatalap continued, “But she had to use Wizardry to do that, and she probably had to use her own mana. You probably used a confluence of your own mana and dungeon mana to [Witness] that history… Did you use a lot of your own mana to do anything else inside the dungeon?”

Erick almost facepalmed. Instead, he sighed. “I did a manual [Return] when I thought I had fucked up and people had seen the real me. Or at least the dungeon masters had. After I had already done it I realized that they could probably already see me as a dragon, so it didn’t matter.”

Quilatalap raised his eyebrows a little. “10,000 mana would qualify as a lot.”

“It was more like 27,000 and there was a tearing sensation.”

“Then there’s your answer. You held in your hand the recreation of a primary artifact of a memory inside the Dark— or at least it was attuned to you and nearby?— and then you used Time Magic around that artifact. Combined with what the Staff was already primed to do, and the fact you’re a Paradox Wizard, then that’s the full answer.”

Erick looked at the staff. It floated serenely. “… That’s the real staff?”

“Is the recreation of a painting the original painting? No. But it’s close. Think of it more like an NPC turned real.” Quilatalap added, “Clarice probably helped to make the staff fully manifest, though, since she is a Fae Dragon by her own admission, and you were listening to her when the staff fully became what it currently is.”

Erick had some rapid, mixed feelings about that. “… I don’t think she did anything except talk about her experiences… She didn’t do anything?”

“We’re in the Dark, where magic and possibility are sacred, easy things to achieve, especially when dragons and Wizards and gods and deep history are involved.” Quilatalap added, “You’re practically a walking ritual, too, so you were probably 80% of the cause of the staff, but you went into a Fae dragon’s house and ate her food, and she was already heavily invested in her own historical resonance with that dungeon. Even with all your defenses against that sort of influence, Clarice was probably 10% of the cause of that staff, at least. Atunir could have organized the whole thing, too, but most of the time people have to ask for gods to interfere in their lives, and Atunir sticks to the God Pact formed after the Sundering, just like all the rest.”

“… Should I be angry at Clarice? I don’t feel like I should be.”

“I think you should be angry if Clarice chooses to give Fyuri her true name; not for this staff thing.”

“True Names were never a problem over at the Freelands.”

“You figuring out one of your past lives was named ‘Ashes’ isn’t really a problem for you, either, right?”

“Ah. So you’re going with that interpretation, eh?”

Quilatalap smirked. “Look, Erick. I find it incredibly attractive how powerful you are, and you know it, so there.”

“Haaaa…” Erick moved on, “Should I burst in and solve this demonic murders case? In any other place I would have solved it already.”

“If you want to do good… When was the last time you checked in with the guardhouses in the Crystal Forest, and offered your help?”

“Been about four months now. Crime isn’t much of a problem that necessitates my intervention in the Crystal Forest, but it’s still nice to be able to wipe away problems that easily.” Erick added, “I want to do the same for the Greensoil Republic, but they’re a neighboring nation. Still though, it feels like I should be solving that from a top-down approach instead of this bumbling ‘not involving myself’ that I seem to be headed toward.”

“Greensoil has made their stance rather clear on your involvement in their security affairs… Aren’t you going to be having that Odaari meeting in a few days, anyway? Talk to them about it then.” Quilatalap moved on, “But for now! Can you make a starter city out of this land? [Terraforming], too, please.”

“Of course. What sort of architecture and style?”

Quilatalap held up his hands and projected light into a small model, saying, “New Highlands style, grid streets like in Candlepoint, with some riverbeds and…”

They spoke for a while, and walked beside each other for longer than that. When Erick knew the final shape of Quilatalap’s desired city, Erick pulsed with a [Cityshape], sending power out to every corner of the land like a rolling storm of white light and subtle lightning. White stone structures pulled up from the ground, and the ground dipped down everywhere else, only to rise again in some areas to form streets while deepening in others to form waterways and lakes. Towers crested into the sky, and then unfurled with balconies and holes for windows, as blocky structures peaked into roofs, and then expelled rock from every place that would become windows. Some of that expelled rock formed more buildings. Most went back into the ground.

The first Shaping was crude, base work.

Next, Erick unleashed an aura of stone control, fine-tuning what was out there into something that was actually livable. Minor cracks in the working healed over. A building that was slightly tilted got tilted the other direction, to stand straight up. The lakes and rivers got sorted.

The final working was a cast of [Terraforming], over what would become the area’s largest lake.

Rain fell heavily from a black sky, into a deep trough in the ground, where water slipped into sand and into mud, and greenery began to spread. That spell was permanent so it would stay like that forever, and eventually overtake this land with greenery. This was what Quilatalap wanted. Since it was such a major spell with permanent power, Quilatalap would eventually be able to gain control of that magic and make it a part of the dungeon itself.

Quilatalap could have cast the dungeon core version of [Terraforming] from the dungeon control panels, but having Erick do this saved him a great deal of upkeep expenses. And Erick’s magic was the real deal; dungeons just had imperfect copies of that spell that weren’t actually Permanent. With Erick having created the city, too, that was a bunch of time and effort saved on Quilatalap’s part, as well.

When Erick was done, he cast his gaze through Ophiel, high above, checked his work, and then came back to himself, saying, “It all looks good, and you have a minor field of golden grains back where we first came from. They soaked up the rain even though it didn’t rain there. Seems to have stopped at short fences that I didn’t put up there, either, so I don’t think you’ll get overgrown anytime soon.”

Quilatalap looked back where they had come from. And then he looked at the not-gold staff floating beside Erick. He frowned a little, but more in unsure concern, than in anger. “I suppose… That’s a good thing.” He lost his frown. “Perhaps Atunir isn’t as mad at me as she usually is?”

Erick smiled at that. “Maybe!” And then Erick thought about that for more than a moment, and realized that that made him incredibly happy for a rather good reason. Erick went to Quilatalap and gave him a big hug, saying, “That’s great news, actually!”

Quilatalap chuckled as he hugged Erick back. And then he whispered, “So that building over there looks like it could use some warming up.”

Erick laughed.

Hours later, Erick exited the Storm Cellar and made a brief show of public approval of the dungeon, with Quilatalap’s Vanya dungeon master slime clone bowing to him, while Quilatalap himself took the shape of Soltic, and also bowed. Erick’s formal approval was good for optics, for whoever was watching out there with [Long Range Scry]s, or [Witness]es. The Regency was certainly looking.

After Erick was done with that, he spoke to Regent Augustive for a short while, and explained away his near full-day inside the dungeon as exploring all that it had to offer. Agustive had been very worried about that; he had been about to send in the guard. But Erick assured him that everything was good.

Later, in a quieter part of the world, near Everbless and while using Privacy magics to keep away all [Scry]ing eyes, Erick had a talk with Everbless.

It went about as well as most talks with undisciplined children usually went.

- - - -

Erick spent the next few days completely ignoring everything else in his immediate life, from Clarice to ‘Ashes’ to the Staff, for he needed to prepare for a Wizarding ritual of [True Sight]. Normally, such a preparation wouldn’t have taken him long at all, but he had a certain expectation for what he wanted the end result to be, and this one would probably be difficult. He wanted to be able to gaze across the universe, where there was no mana, and yet see through all mana-illusions.

Even if there weren’t any out there, Erick was preparing for a future filled with space ships, so it made sense to get over this hurdle now, before it became an actual problem later.

And he had never even played around with a 0% mana atmosphere.

So that is what Erick did. Inside his house in the Glittering Depths, Erick turned the mana density down to 0, freaked the fuck out in a very unintentional way as his body wanted to explode but not really explode at all, and then he went back up to 50% manasphere density.

He played around with that for a while.

And eventually, he felt… Not comfortable. He would never be comfortable in a 0% manasphere environment. Erick was a Wizard and a dragon; a highly magical creature, by his very nature. With an empty core he felt like he was missing every part of his body. His brain felt sluggish. His blood felt thick and weighty. His arms and legs felt near-useless and he got tired way too fast.

But he could deal with it.

He got around to seeing Clarice once, to make sure nothing odd was happening with her yet. She was still a hermit, and still coming to terms with everything that he and she had spoken about. She hadn’t done anything at all. Perhaps she had become even more withdrawn, for Erick had not gone inside her house and Clarice had not offered him an invite. This was not ideal.

But Clarice said that she was dealing with everything and it was taking her time, which was fine. Erick told her the same.

As long as Clarice wasn’t telling Rebecca her real name, then everything was fine.

It took Erick three more days of item creation for the Iron Bandits and understanding of mana crystals and otherwise, and a bit more planning here and there with his ‘Ultimate True Sight’ wizardry, for Erick to understand exactly what he wanted to do.

And then it was time.









- - - -









Erick stood in the mana chamber in his rooms in Glittering Depths. The world was dry of mana; dead as true void. The mana chamber was darker than black.

That darkness seemed dimmer than it should be. The mana chamber was cold.

Erick was cold.

His little [Meditation] amulet was working, glowing yellow deep under the layers of his shirt, where no light escaped. Erick was using [Meditation] to see into the manasphere, while purposefully not spilling anything into the chamber. The mana chamber remained empty of all mana. And because it was empty, when Erick looked out, he saw nothing at all. No figments in the manasphere. No fake things at all.

Just…

Black.

Pure, and yet also empty.

But that wasn’t true at all. Erick was inside a dungeon. He was inside the Dark.

Erick pressed his hand over the [Meditation] amulet under his shirt.

This Wizardry would not be something that enchanted him; that changed him at all. But it would be something that would truly change the [Meditation] amulet. If the staff could be changed, and be let out into the world at large, then why not a little amulet, too?

Erick stared out at the pure black of the chamber.

He spoke,

“A plight we sight in endless night

“A scare we stare at, dark beware

“A truth, uncouth, uncovered sleuth

“Light bright, we see truth; all that’s right

“Flare breaks the night; these eyes of glare

“Forsooth, I dare, the brightest Truth.

“Let’s see what’s right; a brightest Sight!”

There was no mana in the chamber. There was no mana in Erick’s core.

But the Dark was there.

Something slipped and twisted inside Erick as some connection rearranged, as Erick spoke, his voice separating from himself and doubling. Out came one single mana from elsewhere, flowing out of Erick’s mouth like a spark of hope.

Everything else happened fast.

The amulet was suddenly not under Erick’s shirt anymore. It floated in the middle of the manaless chamber, like a tiny yellow sun surrounded by silver, almost blackish metiron, its chain snaking around the sun in lazy, zero-gravity twists.

And then the yellow turned white, prismatic. The grasping hands of the amulet’s metal flowed onto the white orb, like molten metal, and then winked open.

Briefly, Erick saw a second eye appear out of the dark, but the second eye faded, and all that was left was the [Meditation] amulet, surrounded by eyelids. It looked kinda like Erick’s own eyes when he was a dragon; pure white and surrounded by black…

Even the metiron had been transformed into black metiron.

Erick held out his hand, and the new artifact lowered into Erick’s palm. It was no bigger than before, perhaps only four centimeters across, but the whole thing looked like a dark talisman of Melemizargo, and it radiated power.

Erick opened the mana chamber, and said, “Dungeon. Increase mana density to 50%”

Rapidly his house began to refill with mana and Erick breathed easier as breathing became literally easier. His connection to the Script began to refill Erick’s core reserves, and Erick relaxed.

The staff waited for Erick, just outside the chamber.

“The [Identify] I used on you didn’t do anything except return the same wordage as before,” Erick said to the staff.

Since it was a [Familiar], Erick had decided to start treating it like a [Familiar], which meant talking to it. The Staff of Divine Absolution didn’t seem to care about Erick’s non-commanding words, but it had taken Ophiel a long time to start to respond to small talk too, so Erick wasn’t worried about that.

Erick held up his new necklace, and wondered, “But what do you [Identify] as?”

Erick used his ring on the thing.

All-Seeing Eye, attuned greater artifact, 500/500

Beware of staring too deep into the Dark, for the Dark stares back.

Erick smiled at that, knowing that he had done it right, and also that he’d hopped up another 450 points on the Decoration board. He was probably at 4650 right now, and that news was probably getting around very fast.

He put the necklace on—

Erick stood on nothing in the middle of the Dark, while the horizon was a dim white line of fire and everything else was black.

And then the abyss below opened up, in the shape of a bright, bright white eye—

Erick said, “Oh. Hello Melemizargo.”

The universe chuckled good-naturedly, and then the eye closed.

Gradually, the house came back all around Erick. But if he looked down, he would see Melemizargo… Actually, if he looked in any direction at all he would see Melemizargo. But that was just a tuning problem.

Erick focused to a lighter touch, and the amulet responded—

Suddenly, Erick was firmly in his little cottage in the Glittering Depths. The floor was there. The walls and ceiling were there. Everything was as it should be to mortal eyes.

Erick nodded. “Good.”

And now it was time to get back. The hearing for Denutha Odaari’s grand treason was starting in several hours, and Erick needed to go back to Odaali to speak to Cyril and Yetta about all that, before it happened. He was involved in that case now.

Chances were rather great the Viridian Throne would offer to execute Odaari before they offered a trial for the crime of the Daydropper, and Erick needed to be sure that it went to a trial, not an execution. That’s what the city of Odaali, the king of Odaali, and the Champion of Atunir all wanted, after all.

Atunir just wanted the case over, one way or another.

Erick left his staff in his cottage as he took to the roads, and began running back to delver square. He said hello to a few people, and as he did, the All-Seeing Eye showed him everything about those people, easily cutting through all mana sense blockers and other obscuring devices…

Erick slowed down when he got into town…

There were hidden markers on streets here and there, showing the way to places that Erick did not know of before now. That was the way to the portal to the command center of the dungeon. Over there was a hidden stairwell to… some place.

Hmm.

There was a lot of hidden shit down here, eh?

Erick managed to make it to the tower that led to the first floor before someone managed to spot him and shout out a congratulations on reaching higher on the Decoration board. Erick smiled and thanked the guy, as he went up the tower.

In a minute, he was back on the first floor.

He got out of the dungeon. The sun shone brightly. The spider at the top of the dungeon keep, with its arms spread across and around the entire space, looked at Erick a little as he walked underneath, which was normal for that spider these days.

His various metirons were already ironcrystal.

Except for his newest one. That All-Seeing Eye hung around Erick’s neck, under his clothes, and remained a bright white eye surrounded by black scales. That was probably why Erick saw and mana sensed the inquisitors of Greendale standing all around the ironcrystal courtyard long before anyone else. They were waiting for him, according to their focused gazes and readied spells, but no one else could see them at all. Erick spotted [Invisibility] and [Intangible] and other, more esoteric spellwork that had some deep flavors of Fae or Mystical, or Air or Light. Not a single person in the courtyard saw any of them at all.

They had pulled out all the stops to greet Ashes today.

Erick would have liked to believe that he would have seen all of them on his own, but there was one man standing on the far side of the courtyard that wore flowing green robes, and that man was certainly one of the Viridian King’s personal assassins. That guy’s spellwork was world-class, for sure.

Erick stepped out of the castle.

He stood ready.

He waited for them to make the first move.
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The court of ironcrystal that surrounded the dungeon keep was rather normal, with people of all sorts standing around everywhere and most of them making final preparations to get into the dungeon. Erick easily heard a good six different conversations about various plans for various floors, most of them centered around floor 2. One group of rookies were absolutely sure that if they could get to Marii’s tower faster, that they could complete the floor. Few people were delvers who were on the later floors, with one group of three talking about how they had failed to defend The Summoner well enough and how they needed to better account for invisible enemies.

Invisible enemies were a problem here and there in the dungeon, but Erick had never managed to encounter any of those. And he likely never would. This All-Seeing Eye hanging around his neck, under his clothes, was rather great at spotting the unseen.

Erick wondered if he would ever be able to go back inside the dungeon to play around with more mana crystals, because there were a lot of unseen enemies around him right now, here under the clouded sun, on the Surface of Veird. Erick had already seen and sent Ophiel away, and he had already recast all of his defensive spellwork, and now, it was just him standing here, waiting for the green-wearing Inquisitors of Greensoil to make their first move.

Soldiers and assassins and a few commanders stood here and there on the ramparts above, and in the shadows of the courtyard wall. One obviously high-ranking mage assassin of the Green Circle, if Erick was seeing correctly, wore flowing green robes, as he stood beside the door to the surface delver’s guildhall. That guy didn’t make a move.

To Erick’s surprise, and to the surprise of some of the Inquisitors standing on the walls, the first person to make a move was some guy whom Erick had given a bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation] to the other day. The guy was just a normal guy, and he had spotted Erick come out of the dungeon keep. His name was Harro, Erick recalled.

Harro smiled and waved, jangling his bracelet as he jogged toward Erick, calling out, “Ashes! Congrats on getting 4650 on the Deco—”

Erick held up a hand toward the man, and said, “Stop there, Harro. Don’t come any closer,” while his gaze was locked on another person entirely. A man that no one else could see.

A man in green armor and wearing a green shoulder cape stopped in front of Erick, maybe five meters away. He had been walking slowly toward Erick ever since he had stepped out of the dungeon, making sure absolutely nothing gave away his gentle approach. He was using an advanced form of airwalking and other forms of magic, and his approach was just the start of whatever was going to happen here today.

Erick had seen through the air-guy’s approach with the All-Seeing Eye. He liked to think he would have seen through the man’s approach even without the Eye, which was probably true. Now that Erick had spotted the approaching man, though, the gathered Inquisitors decided to try a different approach.

The airwalking guy stepped away, considerably faster than he had approached, disturbing the air and sending a little gust of wind in all directions as he moved.

Harro furrowed his brow as he stopped at Erick’s command, saying, “… Eh? Ah… Sure? Well I guess you’re not that friendly after all.” He scowled. “Assh—”

At that same moment, a different green-armored man stepped away from the ramparts, to stand in the air, revealing himself to all. His armor shone with green light, as his own shoulder cape flapped in a wind of his own making. Erick knew him from before, when the man had interviewed Erick the first time he had been detained here at the entrance to the Glittering Depths.

Wess Clover spoke to the entire courtyard, softly yet with force, “Attention, delvers and otherwise of the Glittering Depths.”

All conversations in the entire courtyard suddenly ended. Everyone looked at the man who had stepped out of the invisible air. Everyone knew him as an Inquisitor, and suddenly, people started trying to slink away. Harro backpedaled so fast, halfway through calling Erick an asshole, that he fell on his butt and kinda froze there on the dirt.

Wess said, “Everyone who is not Ashes Woodfield should evacuate the area. You have one minute, and only if Mister Woodfield doesn’t make this happen right away.”

Delvers were very good at self-preservation. There was no talk. There was no concern for propriety. Everyone evacuated, racing to get away as fast as they possibly could. Harro lifted himself off the ground with grace that had been lacking earlier, and then he was out of there with the rest of them.

And now it was just Erick, about 30 Inquisitors of various power and skill, and at least one assassin of the Green Circle.

Inquisitor Wess descended to the courtyard floor and spoke softer now, his voice not empowered by any magic at all. “Mister Woodfield. We have questions for you. Will you cooperate?”

“I will cooperate right here. Ask your questions.”

As though expecting this, Wess continued, “We require you to come with us to a secure location to discuss the matters.”

“I will not go to a secondary location. Ask your questions.”

“I am afraid I must insist this time, Mister Woodfield.”

“And I will insist that you try it this time.”

“Why are you resisting us on this matter?”

Erick’s anger had been building, but now it stalled. Why had Wess asked that particular question? Erick answered, “Because I have done nothing wrong, therefore I will not submit to your authority.”

“You understand that this statement is not truly believable.”

“I do understand that. No one in any authority in this world except for certain societies which are not present here would believe a detainee’s innocence, from that detainee’s own statements.” Erick said, “Which is why I would ask for you to make a claim, and then I will confirm or deny that claim, with a Mind Mage witness. You only have to gather one, or I could gather one instead.”

“The Mind Mages have no authority over Greendale and they have proven ineffectual in sussing out the threat coming from the Glittering Depths thus far.” Wess said, “I ask again for you to submit peacefully, and accompany us to a secondary location, whereupon we will discuss what we wish to discuss.”

“You’re a good negotiator, Wess Clover, and it is very interesting that the Mind Mages haven’t been able to help you find out whatever you wanted found in the Glittering Depths. Tell me one thing, please: Did your various suspects deny the Mind Mage option, and the Mind Mages upheld that denial? Or did the Mind Mage option truly yield nothing, even when undertaken correctly and with the uncoerced consent of all involved?”

Wess did not answer.

But Erick saw what he saw. So he said, “That it was the second option is truly interesting. This implies some odd level of self-mind obfuscation. Or perhaps you haven’t managed to capture any suspect of actual interest at all… The second one, I’m guessing.”

Wess moved on, “If you have any information about how you were able to make a sentient staff, I would hear that explanation.”

… Erick looked to the left.

The staff floated there, surrounded by golden fire and radiance. It looked positively angry.

Erick told the staff, “Please go back home.”

The staff paused, its fire fading.

And then it winked out of existence in a golden flash.

Erick asked Wess, “How long was it there?”

“When you said you would not submit.”

Erick put several thoughts together, and threw out there, “Other people have made real objects that come out here on Veird, and these objects have been used in those demonic murders.”

Wess easily said, “Correct. If you know anything, then we ask you to divulge that information now.”

“I do not know anything in particular about that; only that I suspected that bringing metirons out into the real world was possible for a while now” Erick added, “But I have a connection to The Wizard I can exploit on your behalf, if you desire that sort of solution.”

Wess did not react with surprise to ‘the Wizard’, therefore he knew Erick was a Benevolence dragon. No one reacted with surprise at all, actually, which was not that surprising to Erick, and which proved that these people were prepared for him. The Green Circle assassin did gain a certain edge to his gaze when Erick brought up ‘the Wizard’, though, and he was not the only one.

Wess calmly spoke to someone who was not Erick, as he said, “My questioning is done.” And then he said to Erick, “I ask you again to come with us for proper questioning.”

Erick sighed. “You seem to be the only reasonable one here, Wess.”

“I am the softer side of the Inquisition, for when softer speaking and doing is required. But too many nobles have died due to the demonic murders, even though one death was already too many. I ask you one final, third time, to give yourself over to our custody.”

“What does this look like if I cooperate?”

Wess did not answer.

Erick tried, “Do you actually believe I have something to do with these murders? Just because I have figured out how to bring items from the Glittering Depths into reality, and not bothered to hide that fact?”

Wess did not answer. He waited.

… That was not a good sign. When Inquisitors got involved, and when fights happened, people got disappeared into holes in the ground, and only let out later, at the whims of the Inquisition. If Erick actually believed that he could have gone to a secondary location to speak to these people and peacefully untangle whatever problems they had, he would have considered that option, if only to prevent a fight. But when they showed up like this, with assassins in the wings and fully prepared to kill, there was only one way this confrontation was ever going to go.

Peace was never an option.

The air-wrapped guy from earlier moved.

And Erick had a bit of time to review what he was going to do in response.

Erick knew what he would be dealing with, for the most part. He had participated in several of these takedowns over the years. The first line of attack would involve half of the attacking force readying [Counterspell]s of various strength and specialty, with Tricking Magic and other such spellwork, in there in order to lock down the most egregious possible spells the target might cast, like Blood, Destruction, or Soul Magic. Lesser focus would be placed on the basic Elemental [Counterspell]s, like for Fire or Water, or such. For an assault team of this size, at least three of the mages would simply have very large, Variable Cost Variable Effect [Grand Counterspell]s, with a massive multiplier, either through artifacts or Class Abilities dropping the cost of their Counters to 5 mana spent per 100 mana Countered.

The other half of the first attack would be an actual attack, from someone trying to slip in and spear Erick with a sword or other weapon into the core. This would be a real attack, but it would be like hitting a billiard ball on a pool table; a set up for the next actual attack. Whichever way Erick chose to dodge would be him running directly into the next threat, and then the next.

Getting past three or four physical attacks would put Erick past their first coordinated assault, and now he’d be in the more confusing part of the takedown.

The [Counterspell]-casters would have figured out which of them were best suited to lock him down, and they would stay on that, but the other ones would switch to focused attack magic that their own warriors could safely ignore. Some would focus on healing the warriors, or containing the resulting damage, but this fight was taking place far away from civilization, so there was no real worry about collateral damage.

Wess had spoken with Erick long enough for everyone to evacuate, which, looking back on it, was probably the only reason that Wess had been allowed to talk at all. Wess was a good guy. He had probably fought for that right; to at least give everyone else a chance to get away from the battle before it started.

They knew ‘Ashes’ was a cover life, for sure, but they had no idea what that cover actually covered, otherwise they would have approached this situation a lot differently. Erick’s ‘Ashes’ public persona was a 9 star adventurer in good standing with every major guild out there, with a registered Water Domain, so they knew he had that.

… Would Erick keep up that ruse?

Yes.

Erick decided to keep the Water Domain persona active. ‘Ashes’ could continue to exist, if these people would let him. After this confrontation was done, Erick wouldn’t be able to come back here, though…

But he could dungeon hop from some other dungeon into the Glittering Depths—

Bah! Why was Erick even thinking like this? Like it was important to be inside the Glittering Depths for some reason...

Well. He knew why. Erick needed to find out more about Ashes and the Summoner and mana crystals and all of that! He had just proven that he could make mana crystal items and bring them into the real world.

… Which was apparently something that the Greensoil Republic was interested in, but who could blame them? Erick was very interested in finding out what else he could make with mana crystals and Wizardry, too.

What he wasn’t interested in was the overreach of Greendale.

Ashes had done nothing wrong; he was completely clean! There was absolutely no reason for Greendale to be coming at him like this! But they were tyrants, who didn’t care for the rule of law unless it suited them. A noble suspected of a grand crime —one that actually required the Crown to take notice and stop— wouldn’t be arrested like this. They’d be approached by representatives of the Viridian Throne and brought to court, which, depending on the severity of the crime, would end up as a black mark on the noble house’s name, or a minor fine.

Or some other lesser denigration.

But if you weren’t a noble, then you got your life absolutely ruined for even being suspected of a crime! It was horrible.

… And Erick knew he’d be dealing with all that later.

For now, Erick was an outsider, non-noble, and thus he was subject to second-class citizen status, like all the dragonkin and otherwise which might live in Greensoil.

Eh.

Erick focused on the battle.

Airwalking guy invisibly approached at the speed of sound itself, the air flexing around him the only giveaway that the attack was coming at all.

Erick did several things fast. First, he allowed his aura into the air, and then he manually fired off about a thousand tiny Bolts of every conceivable Element, with many multiples of those Bolts, all at once. It took a thousand mana.

Eight of the 15 [Counterspell] mages got tripped up by that, their Script Second eaten away by one or two of the Bolts Erick had tried to cast, shadows splashing away magic before it could even form. Counter Mages 9 and 10 each unleashed a spark of shadow that multiplied across all of the remaining parts of Erick’s spellwork, their [Grand Counterspell]s shutting down the other Bolts; their prepared Counter and Script Second eaten by useless magic.

Instantly following his first round of Bolts, Erick manually cast six overlapping Domain magic spells, spreading them out from himself and into the air around in an ever-expanding wave of power, taking 6000 mana to do so. He was down from 55,000, to 48,000 mana.

Those Domains are what caused the remaining Counter mages and one of the warriors above and behind Erick, on top of the dungeon keep, to blow their load. In that flashing instant, they attempted to break his Domains. Only two of them succeeded.

Erick had almost broken the first wave of the attack. Erick’s [Water Domain] and [Light Domain] got shut down, showing that those Counter Mages had some impressive Water and Light-based credentials, which was to be expected, since they knew they were attacking a Benevolence dragon, and that Ashes had a Water Domain, at least.

The Fire, Air, Stone, and Shadow Domains all expanded outward, unimpeded and overlapping.

The Air guy stumbled as he struck Erick’s Air Domain, and Erick transformed a tendril of his aura into his Air Domain and ripped at the Air guy’s own control over his own Air. There was a minor struggle. The man had a Domain of his own, and he was very skilled at breaking other Domains, but Erick was better, and then Erick used [Airshape] to truly rip at the guy, seizing total control of his Air and eradicating the man’s Health, before taking him apart at the waist and then removing both of his arms with the same motion.

He would live; Erick would ensure it, once he dealt with the other four assailants, and the seven more waiting behind them.

As the air guy was still falling forward due to momentum, Erick carved away at a pair of Force Warriors who were much less prepared for Erick, and which only looked dangerous with their large swords and quick strikes. The Force warriors ended up slowly falling to the ground, too, as Erick took their legs and arms from them.

By that time another Script Second was here, and the Mages had another moment to act with their full power, but Erick was prepared for that. His expanding Shadow and Air Domains had only gotten ten meters out at the moment, and Erick had swept through all melee attackers in range, just in time for the first salvos of mage destruction to sail his way.

Erick manually cast some rather well-made reflective spellwork and bounced a good third of that dangerous magery up into the air, harmlessly away.

His Domains kept expanding, because that’s what Erick had created them to do. Now, they reached Wess, and then flowed over him.

Erick left him be, as he disabled the remaining warriors, though one of them did manage to break the Shadow Domain with his own Shadow Domain, or a Domain Breaker skill. Hard to tell, really.

Domains, once released from a person and not directly reinforced, could be broken rather easily by someone else’s Domain. You still needed actual Domain magic in order to fight against a Domain, though. Greensoil had a lot of specialists here and so they could do that, so it didn’t surprise Erick when they killed his remaining Air, Fire, and Stone Domains.

Erick had more power than that, though.

Erick switched to Ice Magic and did a few easy take downs here and there, using Ice that was cold enough to inflict the Stop status effect, which he repeated on every downed person, just so they couldn’t get back up under their own power. In the middle of that, Erick flowed out an Ice Domain, like a tidal wave of domination, washing across the entire ironcrystal courtyard, and splashing up and out, catching every mage in its wake.

Erick left Stopped human popsicles all across the courtyard.

Little bits of blood decorated the white ice all over the land, but there were no permanent injuries. Some people even managed to escape the freezing, like Wess, because Erick left him be, and two mages on the walls, because they were that good. Those mages were the ones who had managed to eradicate Erick’s Water and Light Domains. The final survivor was the Green Circle assassin.

Ice, blue and white and meters thick in some places, layered across everyone and everything except those four people, and Erick.

And the monster by the dungeon entrance was fine, of course; Erick didn’t touch the giant spider at all.

In the still of the frozen land, Erick breathed. That fight had cost him exactly 3 seconds of actual time, and about 30,000 mana. If he needed to [Return], he’d get that 30,000 mana back, but not the mana he’d use for [Return], which is why Erick had saved his Script Second for that spell, so the Script could help him reduce the cost of that magic from 10,000 mana to 500. Erick had been rather sure of his victory, but nothing was ever certain when it came to conflict like this.

Erick looked at Wess. “You are coming with me now, and I am taking you to see The Wizard. Will you comply?”

“I will,” Wess said, without hesitation.

The Circle assassin finally revealed himself, as though the space where ice did not touch wasn’t revealing enough. The man’s green robes flowed as he took one step forward, and said, “I would also speak to the Wizard regarding this matter, and other matters.”

Erick looked up to the walls where the Water and Light Domain mages had managed to hold off Erick’s ice. Those two were not nearly as cool-under-pressure as Wess and the assassin, but they were not freaking out either. They could probably hold it together for a little while longer. Erick looking directly at them wasn’t doing them any favors, though. “Are they going to be able to save the people here? Or do I need to do that myself?”

The assassin said, “They are competent enough to save those here, though a retraction of your Domain would be useful after we have left.”

Erick nodded. And then he had Ophiel descend from the sky in a show of complete force, wearing his 5 meter wide form and layered in spellwork and with his signature reflective shield of silver thorns. Ophiel roared in displeasure-flutes as he landed in front of Wess and the assassin, and then he opened a [Gate] to Candlepoint, to Erick’s throne room, which Erick had already made sure was available, and prepared.

It had taken Burhendurur and some Elites a [Hasted Shelter] in order to get ready for this fallout here, though. But they were ready.

And then Ophiel opened another [Gate] near Erick, and Erick had Ophiel say, “You go here. Deal with you later!”

And Erick said, “It appears I am headed somewhere else for the moment.”

Erick walked through the [Gate], and it shut behind him.

Erick took a moment, there in an unimportant but well-guarded transportation room in House Benevolence used for this sort of thing, to collect himself. And then he transformed into the Apparent King with his crown of black horns, and over two meters tall. A quick shift of clothing deposited his Ashes outfit into a trunk, while he put on more normal clothes. He was ready for the meeting in the throne room, but he took a moment to fix what he had done at the Glittering Depths, releasing everyone from the ice and then healing them all.

Wess and the Circle Assassin, whom Zolan had found out was named Vance, waited in the center of the throne room, at Erick’s pleasure.

Erick touched the All-Seeing Eye on his chest, and wondered if he wanted to keep it. That trinket was how these people had recognized Ashes’s disregard for the rules of the Glittering Depths; he had come walking out of there wearing it, after all. The staff had only appeared later.

How long had that taken them to set up? They had to have been watching from the control rooms of the dungeon, or something like that. They had gotten ready rather fast.

But first things first!

Erick grabbed Ophiel and hugged him tight, saying, “You acted so well, Ophiel! I’m so proud of you!”

Ophiel twittered, “I’m actor! I hide and play good!”

“Yes you do, Ophiel. Very good job. Very good.”

And then Erick looked at the not-golden staff floating beside him.

It looked a bit odd, to Erick, like it was waiting for orders, or something.

Erick asked, “Can you transform into smaller forms, like Ophiel here?”

The staff instantly became a circle of golden wheat with a glittering white gem surrounded by golden grains.

… Erick put the bracelet on his right arm, and then held it up. “Okay. That’s good. Thank you.”

The not-staff twinkled.

“… Okay then,” Erick said to himself, “Time to go prevent an international crisis, even though I’m pretty sure they expected it to go this way to begin with.”

Ophiel twittered, uncaring about politics he didn’t really understand, and instead focused on landing on Erick’s shoulder, taking his rightful, happy place.

The not-staff was inert.
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Erick let the warrior and the assassin stew for a good 30 minutes in his throne room, alone, at attention on the carpet in front of his dais. They could still communicate with whoever they wished, though, and they did. While Erick spoke to a few people and to Cyril and Yetta over in Odaali about the Odaari event happening today, he kept an eye on Wess and Vance, and on how they telepathically communicated with a lot of other people.

Zolan watched them too. He assumed they were either getting yelled at by their superiors, or they were doing exactly what they were supposed to be doing, now that Erick had come to the rescue of ‘his Benevolence Dragon’. It was hard for Erick to tell any more than that, too, for they were rather accomplished at not letting their telepathic words come out in the microexpressions of their face, or in the unintended movements of their throats and tongues. Eventually, Erick managed to sort out the schedule for the Odaari hearing happening, and then he turned his attentions back to his throne room, fully.

The Apparent King stepped through a [Gate] onto his throne’s dais, his words a clear accusation against the warrior and the assassin, “You are purposefully interfering with my ability to attend to this Denutha Odaari event today.”

Both Wess and Vance’s eyes got a little wider, before they controlled themselves better than that. Either Wess and Vance were great actors, which was likely true, or else they truly did not know that that was what they were doing.

Wess spoke first, “I do not know your meaning, Wizard Flatt.”

Vance had the decency to at least pretend to honor the position he was in, here in a foreign sovereign's throne room, for he took a bow. With his head still bent, he said, “I am unaware of any plot such as the one you outline, Good Wizard Flatt.”

“Rise.” Erick said, “I have already heard the story from Ashes, and he has already handed over this trinket he made down there.” Erick took out the All-Seeing Eye from around his neck, under his robes, and said, “An All-Seeing Eye. Quite the wonder, actually. It let him see every single part of your attack and also a few more interesting things in that dungeon you have there. I might give it back to him, but it’s a mana crystal, and those are rather interesting.” He put the eye back under his robes, and then he opened a [Gate] to his right, just beyond his throne dais, and Poi stepped out, dressed for diplomatic battle. “Speak plainly, or give a detailed report to my Overseer of Mind Mages. I would prefer both.”

Poi gave a small nod toward Erick, and then stood at relaxed attention to the side.

Wess did not speak.

Vance took a half-step forward. “The Greensoil Republic formally charges Ashes Woodfield with resisting arrest, distribution of magical goods without a license, accessory to murder, accessory to anarchy, and empowerment of demonic forces. Were he less than himself, or not tied to you, we would call for his execution and exile, and accept whichever outcome we could actually enforce, while pursuing the execution option to the best of our ability. But he is a dragon, so we would likely accept exile. Since he is tied to House Benevolence, we would ask for your cooperation in apprehending this criminal.”

The assassin didn’t flinch as Erick ordered him to spill the story, and then he proceeded not to spill any story at all. Vance went straight for the fallout of this whole event, skipping several steps of the normal process of information exchange and thus trying to put himself and Greensoil in a position of better power over House Benevolence.

Erick decided that he wasn’t going to allow them to skip to the sentencing, as he repeated his previous command, but in different words, “I would hear what Ashes has done from your perspective.”

Vance nodded his head politically, and then he stepped back in line with Wess.

Wess took a half-step forward. “Greensoil asks if you are aware of the demonic murders happening in the capital of Greensoil? In Greendale?”

“Mostly. Ashes mentioned those, and I looked into them.”

Wess waited for Erick to say more, but when he didn’t, Wess continued, “Ashes Woodfield has created artifacts of power inside the Gem Dungeon and distributed them for gold to other forces inside the dungeon. This is not a problem, for ironcrystal items are fake magic. But Ashes has also caused items to become real, through Wizardry. This is where the charges against magical item creation come from. It is our belief that Mister Woodfield has done much more than this, though, and has directly given Artifacts of power to unknown demonic sympathizers located in the Gem Dungeon, for the express purpose of undermining the authority of the Viridian Throne, through the systematic murder of judges, Inquisitors, high-ranking merchants, and nobles. The nobles are the only murders which we have not been able to keep out of the Knowledge Mage readers, so we did not try.

“In truth, every murder was a political assassination, with an origin from inside the Gem Dungeon.

“Three out of every 4 persons who were killed were proponents of hardline human-only rule, and staunch supporters of the Viridian Throne. The remaining quarter murders were beloved middle-road proponents, who likely ran afoul of the anti-human murderers.

“There was one notable exception to this pattern. One lady by the name of Kendraii Waters became a progressive in the High Royal Court after she gained an appreciation for the Wasteland outreach programs of three years ago. After the outbreak of dungeon breaks led to an increase in Quiet War tension and the removal of the direct Greensoil/Wasteland Gate Network two years ago, Lady Waters became much more vocal in her calls for peace.

“She was one of the first demonic murders.

“She was ritually slain in a Church of the Holy Host in northern Greendale, desecrating that church and spawning hundreds of imps that then spread into the surrounding city. Over forty people were injured by those imps, but no one else was killed.

“Perhaps Lady Waters was killed because she would have been able to speak to the demons and talk them out of what they planned to do next. Maybe she was killed for some other reason. We do not know, for her soul resides on Hell now; she is unreachable by us.

“Every single killing has produced a Hell-tainted soul, which has been unreachable, and a few have spawned imps, which have proven to be nuisances.

“Ashes has made artifacts of power, and then made them real, and these artifacts have been noticed in at least 2 incidents. Once, at an attempted assassination at the noble house of the Farfields, and at a recorded killing of a head guard, which we think was an opportunistic killing, and thus the murderers did not take the proper precautions to hide themselves from our mana sensers.

“We have linked his Bracelets of [Hidden Wind] and his Breastplate of Absolute Defense to those killings.” Wess finished with, “And so, we request the relinquishment of Mister Ashes to Greensoil and to the Viridian Throne, so that he might answer questions for us.”

Erick pretended to give their words some thought, because that’s what you did in situations like this. And then he said, “Greendale’s request for Ashes is denied. I will now be involving myself directly.”

Wess stepped back.

Vance stepped forward. “Then we rescind our request for Ashes, ask you to leave us to our own affairs, and request that you keep Ashes out of our territory from now until forever.”

“It’s easy for me to honor the request to leave your problems to you, but then you go and attack my dragons with unproven accusations.” Erick stared, as he added, “Don’t ever attack my dragons ever again. Come to me if you have a problem with one of them.”

Vance calmly stated, “Your request will be forwarded to our Grand Viridian King, Darundi Raivo, may he reign on Veird as Adavido does on Celes.”

Erick said, “I require your full report on these demonic murders in order to investigate Ashes myself, and I require your full report on the Riamite incursion into your lands. Whether you choose to give me these reports or not will dictate my response to finding out all this information for myself.”

Wess and Vance betrayed nothing when Erick mentioned ‘Riamite incursion’.

Vance and Wess both bowed instead of giving an answer.

“This meeting is over.” Erick asked, “Where would you like to be deposited?”

“The Gem Dungeon, Wizard Flatt,” said Vance.

Erick opened a [Gate], and the Inquisitors departed.

He closed the [Gate], and frowned.

Poi said, “Wess was truthful as far as he knew.”

“… So Vance knew more, but Wess did not.”

“The Green Circle often knows more than the Viridian Inquisitors, but they’re really just different hands of the same throne, and sometimes those positions of knowledge are reversed.”

Erick thought for a moment about everything that he had heard. Then he said, “I require Burhendurur and Enforcement to do some investigating. Let them know the contents of this meeting.”

“Should I tell them about Ashes?”

“Burhendurur, yes. The rest, no.”

Poi nodded, as he sent out tendrils of thought.

“Thank you, Poi.”

Poi smiled a little, as he nodded again.

Erick had two large events to prepare for, now. This thing with the demonic murders was just one event. The other was over a decade in the making.
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The prosecution consisted of the King of Odaali, Cyril Odaali, and his grandmother, Duchess Wilhelmina Dominair, Lady of the High Court, eighth cousin of the Viridian King. It was hard to say which one of them were more politically powerful in this particular venue. Erick hadn’t interacted with Wilhelmina in well over a decade, back when he had worked with Odaali-in-Exile to take back their white-walled city from the Halls of the Dead. He didn’t interact with her much this time, either, but she was the main way in which Odaali was actually able to speak at the High Court, here in Greendale.

An older human woman by the name of Ilulia Whitefield was the royal barrister for many of Odaali’s legal cases, and she was the prosecutor for Odaali versus Odaari. She was good at her job, Erick thought, but she was facing impossible odds, so she would likely fail to make Odaali’s case for them.

Those three people sat on one side of a large wooden table.

On the other side of the table sat barrister Tadd Greenfield; an older man of strong eyes and declining physicality, but who had a strong voice and his health wasn’t that bad. He represented the Viridian Throne’s interest in keeping Odaari under Greendale control.

Denutha Odaari wasn’t actually in attendance. Instead, two Inquisitors stood behind Tadd Greenfield.

None of them had spoken more than a few perfunctory words, because the actual people in charge in this room were Erick, sitting at one end of the table, flanked by Poi and Burhendurur, while the Viridian King sat at the other end.

Grand King Darundi Raivo was a 75 year old man of pale skin, midnight black hair, and a strong body, who wore a green and white suit, and a subtle wreath of emeralds for a crown. He had been in power since long before Erick fell to Veird. He was flanked by Vance, the Circle assassin, and some man in dark green armor.

Darundi had arrived ten seconds ago, as the last person to arrive, and only after Erick had sat down.

Erick spoke first, “Greetings, Darundi.”

“Greetings, Erick,” said Darundi. “Two things: One: I want Ashes in custody answering questions for me. Two: I want you to give up this quest for information on Odaari.”

“I want Ashes to be allowed to return to the Glittering Depths, and to be allowed to clear his own name, to work in this land without threat from Inquisitors or otherwise and to discover this demonic threat and put it down himself. And I want Odaari to publicly explain herself, as she wants to do, and as the victims of her crimes want her to do.”

Darundi paused. Then he asked, “Vance? Your opinion on Ashes?”

“We’ll allow Ashes to come back if he agrees to Inquisitor accompaniment. Wess Clover will be that accompaniment.”

Erick said, “Inquisitor accompaniment outside the dungeon, only. Not inside. I will be watching closely when I feel like it.” He added, “I still haven’t gotten that full report on what actually happened with the dungeon artifacts and the demonic murders.”

Darundi said, “Done. Vance will turn in that information to your man Burhendurur as soon as this meeting is over. Ashes will be read in at the dungeon. He is not allowed outside the dungeon lands without accompaniment, but he shall not be infringed outside of the dungeon as long as he doesn’t do any infringing himself.” He went on, “Odaari will explain herself to ten people selected by Odaali. It will be a sealed testimony. No one will be allowed to speak of it outside of that room.”

Erick looked to Cyril, because ultimately the Odaari outcome was his choice.

Wilhelmina eyed Cyril, too, silently urging him to consider the deal.

Cyril shook his head.

Darundi frowned at the man.

Erick said, “That deal does not seem to be acceptable. I would like to know why this is still a problem at all. Why not let her put her story out there to as many people as Odaali desires? Surely her story cannot be that bad.”

“It’s the typical story of a disenfranchised noble who went to an enemy in order to get what they wanted. There is nothing special to it at all, but I will not have stories like that spread, giving other people ideas about how to do the same.” Darundi asked, “Do you want her dead, Erick? Or do you want her transformed? Reborn and Blessed? I will allow any of that, but if she does not die, I want her back. What I will not allow is Odaali to claim that their vengeance is above the authority and needs of the Republic itself. I would also prefer that Odaali never went and got you involved, but I suppose that event has come and gone.”

“I went to them because of a conversation with Atunir; they did not come to me.” Erick continued, “And what ‘needs’ of the Republic do you mean? Is Odaari working on more Plant Magic?”

Darundi didn’t wholly believe that Odaali didn’t contact Erick directly, but he was willing to accept Erick’s words on that at face value. As for the rest, he answered, “Academically; yes. Denutha Odaari is working on Plant Magic. We don’t allow her to cast actual magic, but she is allowed a hundred mana per day, no more than 5 mana per spell. This allows her modicum of self-reliance, for she is almost completely a theoretical researcher now; teaching approved students and living a modest life on palace grounds, under the eyes of the Inquisition. Maybe after a few more years of prayer and repentance her plea of forgiveness from Atunir will actually be heard, and that Quest will close.”

Erick was a little conflicted now, and he let it show, because he was about to just end this intrigue now…

Cyril saw, and he could not help from showing his sudden sorrow at that.

Erick said to Cyril, “Atunir has personally told me that if I [Reincarnation] and Empathy Odaari, that this is acceptable to her. She just wants to close the Kill and Exterminate Quest, and if Odaari is truly repentant, then the only problem is here, among the people in this room.”

Darundi seemed to accept that.

Cyril and Wilhelmina were more accepting, because Erick had told them all of this earlier, and Yetta confirmed it. But Yetta wasn’t here right now, and Cyril… Well.

Cyril solidly said, “Odaali is due our bowl of blood. We will have Odaari speak her reasonings for what she did to all of us, and we would have her unsheltered by any other forces. This includes the Viridian Throne, and House Benevolence.”

“So the sticking point is you want a public announcement with yourself in total power over the situation,” Erick concluded, spelling out the absolute depth of their conviction. “Even if Darundi increased his offer to a thousand nobles and commoners, it would still not be enough.”

“The entire population of Odaali deserves to know what happened,” Cyril said. “Any sealed room report is not good enough.”

“That’s all they want, and that’s not what I’m giving them,” Darundi said, standing. “So now it’s time for the lawyers to talk. Would you like to speak to Odaari yourself, Erick?”

Erick stood, saying, “I suppose it’s time.”

Darundi gestured to the side, and the large armored man at his back opened an orange-colored [Gate] to elsewhere. This was how Darundi had arrived to this meeting, and how Darundi got around Greensoil. The armored man was one of those who had gotten to the Worldly Path part of the way to [Gate], but he had just purchased that spell instead of Walking the Path… Probably. Must have been hard for him since Melemizargo had locked down all Spatial Magic across the world of Veird. He didn’t look old enough to be from before the Teleport Exodus, and it was still possible to set up special zones where one could still learn that magic, so that’s probably what happened there. Kiri had needed to set up places like that when she chose to walk The Worldly Path.

Darundi walked through the [Gate], his men followed him, and then Erick followed them, with Poi and Burhendurur taking up the rear. Ophiel remained behind so Erick could check on what the lawyers would say when he left, while a different Ophiel came along for the ride on Erick’s shoulder. For the most part, Erick focused on what came next, as he stepped down the wide white road leading to the Green Palace of Greendale.

Erick walked with Darundi, saying, “The palace looks as good as ever.”

Darundi said, “I would ask for your men and my men to go deal with the paperwork and otherwise, while you and I walk, Erick.”

Erick nodded.

Vance and the armored guy stopped walking and bowed. Poi and Burhendurur did the same. Then the four of them veered off toward the right, following a small path across the grass between hedges of roses, toward another building beyond the flower gardens.

Erick and Darundi walked toward the palace. The main structure was like a wide apartment building, and almost reminded Erick of a french palace; made for entertaining and luxury, instead of for defense. The gardens out front were filled with small nooks and large open areas with gazebos and small ponds. Gardeners maintained everything, constantly, while a node network and specialty spells provided generalized stabilization for the entire system.

That was all a lie, though, because what the node network really did was make the Grand Green Palace of Greendale one of the most secure locations in this world, with every spell keyed to Darundi and a select few others to allow them complete access, while denying all outsiders.

Darundi led Erick through several arches of those sorts of spells, as they approached the front stairs to the front doors of the palace. The last time Erick had been here, these spells had prevented even him from being able to mana sense everywhere, but now, this All-Seeing Eye allowed him to see past the doors, and to see through the layered spellwork on the other side. There was no trap, or anything like that. There was just a butler waiting to open the doors and a small group of people standing on both sides of a green carpet, in front of a grand staircase in the back of the entrance hall.

And then the doors opened from the other side, revealing what Erick had already seen.

Darundi walked forward, asking, “Are you able to spend any great length of time, Erick? Or only a short while?”

“A few real hours won’t cause any harm.”

“Excellent. Let us adjourn to the White Room.”

A few servants out of the lineup bowed and then broke off from the main room to head toward the servant hallways, behind curtains near the stairwell, as Darundi led Erick toward the left wing.

The white room was, as the name suggested, white. White walls, floor, furniture, ceiling. Accents of gold and silver and green held here and there in the moulding and the ribbing of the furniture, while the light of the world outside streamed in, adding a vibrancy to the space that it otherwise lacked.

A whole bunch of refreshments on a tea table, between two couches, provided more color. Finger foods, mostly, with meats and cheeses and fried options, but also chocolates and cookies. Two tea cups had already been poured and sat steaming next to a teapot filled with more tea, if they wanted more. The staff here worked fast.

Darundi sat down on one of the couches, while he gestured at the other couch, saying, “Please sit with me, and let us speak more freely behind all these layers of power.”

Erick smiled a little bit, and then sat down, flicking aside his robes so they laid beside him instead of under him, revealing a deep black inner lining contrasted with the entire rest of the room, as if the black lines on his robes weren’t already deeply different. “Are you sure we’re not being spied upon? What about that string of power leading from here into your basement? Where a man and woman sit, listening in; and now they are breathing deep and worrying about everything… And now they are apologizing.”

“I trust them with my life, but I don’t exactly trust you, Erick. They will stay.”

“As long as they can keep some worldly secrets, then that’s fine with me.”

“They can.” Darundi said, “Let us begin with how you are Ashes.”

Erick smiled. “Ah! Good. I’m glad I don’t have to explain that, and we can skip ahead—”

“You don’t deny it?”

“You’re the one who agreed to let Ashes come back, and so he shall, and so I shall get to the bottom of this Glittering-Depths/demonic-connection thing happening therein. You will be informed of the outcome, of course.” Erick accused, “To that end: What’s up with Greensoil killing Lady Waters in a false flag operation at the start of these demonic murders?”

Darundi sat back on his couch, and said, “That’s one of many rumors going around, but it’s not actually true from my end.”

“It’s hard to read you, Darundi. It’s one of the things that impresses me about you, but what doesn’t impress me is that someone who was calling for reforms of interactions with the Wasteland winds up dead and imps fly out from that death. It speaks of Quiet War trouble, and that distresses me.”

“We are similarly distressed, then, for I have heard that you plan on unsealing Yggdrasil in the coming months.”

“Resealing. Not unsealing.” Erick said, “Surely you have summoned a demon of your own to find out what they know of these murders. I plan to do so later. Now I ask you true: are these ‘demonic murders’ actually ‘demonic murders’, or are they something else?”

“Someone is killing nobles and turning them into demons. Someone in the Gem Dungeon is involved. Perhaps a lot of people. These are but a few of the major facts of the case. If you can solve this matter through approaching Hell directly, then I’m fine with that, but so far our overtures to Hell have been met with nothing… And a lot of hate, both on our side and theirs. Nothing conclusive either way.” Darundi asked, “Have you heard of what happened in the Gem Dungeon 15 months ago?”

“When the Riamites infiltrated Greendale and got rather far before they were noticed?”

“They didn’t get that far. But they did begin to influence some local politics in the off-color districts. They were drumming up support for various integration policies that would have left us vulnerable to demonic infiltration. Their face-stealing was found out because they misunderstood our various ‘tyrannical policies’, as I have heard you call them, and thought that they could… do whatever it was they were planning on. We’re not entirely sure of that ourselves. The only thing we’re sure of is that those Riamites had gotten away from the nobles responsible for letting them out of the Glittering Depths, and begun to make their own plans.” Darundi said, “When that happened, the nobles prostrated themselves before the Throne, detailing every part of their involvement with the Riamites that did not show them in a bad light, and we dismantled that issue.”

Erick’s eyebrows went up a little, in surprise. “Ah. I assume that the nobles got off with a slap on the face, and nothing more, and then they tried again, and this time they got killed instead.”

Darundi said, “That is what we’ve been able to put together. Every single noble family tied to that original Riamite intrigue and many lesser clerks, judges, guards, and otherwise, have all been killed. The Manfields were first, then the Chesterfields, then the Waterroads, Adamsmiths, and 4 Farfields. One Farfield survived. She is in protective custody.

“Lady Kendraii Waters was among the first to die. All the heads of the noble families followed her same execution style; the transformation of the target’s soul into that of a demon, and the release of hundreds of imps.” Darundi said, “A few of the judges received the same treatment.”

Erick had a few ideas of what might be happening already, but he wasn’t sure. “I need to see the full reports.”

“I would ask you to limit your interference in our affairs, Erick… But I have heard stories of the Riamite menace. That is the only reason I am allowing ‘Ashes’ to continue to exist.”

“That is the only reason I am planning on interfering exactly as much as I need to in order to prevent the worst from happening.” Erick frowned as he lightly demanded to know, “How have you not destroyed the Gem Dungeon by now, simply for the threat the Riamites pose?”

Darundi smiled at that. “It keeps people on their toes to know that ultimate evil does exist. If the Manfields and all the rest would have taken that lesson to heart, instead of trying to profit from it, then they wouldn’t be dead right now. And honestly, I am fine with them being dead; I don’t need idiots like that in my Republic.” He shrugged. “Even not counting that it’s Atunir’s dungeon, that Grand Dungeon brings in too much gold and power for me to discount it that easily. It’s like Spur and how Ar’Kendrithyst used to be, but with much more manageable evil.”

Erick realized something else. “… You’re already making metaweapons and bringing them out of the Gem Dungeon.”

Erick knew how Greensoil would do this, too. All it would take is some minor Wizardry from a person who had made a core and gained base mana production from killing big bosses in the Dark. That was one of the original reasons that Melemizargo made the dungeons, after all; to allow people to actually increase their base mana production. With enough base mana production, and with a core to hold that mana, one could easily make some minor Wizardry.

Enough minor Wizardry to turn metamonds real.

Erick stated, “Other people truly have been turning my own metaweapons and otherwise real, and using them in those demonic murders; Wess wasn’t lying about that.”

Darundi lightly stared, as he said, “Transforming the metaitems of others into all-world items is not as easy as you are thinking. Someone else has figured out the perfect process, though… Unless it has truly been you supplying weapons to my enemies.”

“I’ve accidentally made one real item, and then purposefully made a second.”

Darundi’s stare hardened for a moment, and then he pulled back, saying, “Then you should know that someone else has figured out that process, and they’re able to apply it to items made by others. I wish you luck on finding out who has transformed your Breastplate of Absolute Reduction into a real item. Perhaps you will have better luck tracing that transactional history than us.”

“I made ten of those.” Erick said, “They weren’t hard to make and they went everywhere.”

“… Well that’s disappointing news. You probably have no idea of the transactional history of that item at all, do you?”

“I haven’t given any thought to those items, because I was rather sure that it was difficult to make an item real.”

“Well, it is.” Darundi sighed. “Congrats on the Iron Bandits ripping through floor 200 to 229, by the way; they couldn’t have done it without you.”

“… Do you think that the last Farfield will be targeted for execution by the killer, or killers?”

“Likely not; she wasn’t important at all, but perhaps she will be and the killers will target her, but we have her in protective custody now.” Darundi said, “Every single noble who worked with the Riamites before now is dead, along with at least 28 softer targets, so we believe the killer or killers will likely go into the shadows, to wait before implementing their ‘phase 2’, which we assume will be another political takeover of some sort. We’re prepared for that, though.”

Erick sat back on the couch and had a deep think. “How much actual collateral damage was there?”

“The bursts of imps at each major death has caused collateral damage… But not much. You would have to read the reports yourself to see if you disagree.”

After a moment, Erick said, “I appreciate your candor, Darundi.”

“You’re one of the few people I can trust to be yourself and not lie when it’s important, Erick.” And then Darundi conversationally declared, “I hope that by this exchange of information and by the allowances of your person to return to the Glittering Depths that we shall continue to reaffirm a positive relationship between House Benevolence and Greensoil.”

“House Benevolence appreciates and understands the positions of Greensoil.” Erick said, “I would see Odaari, now.”

“She’s on her way.” And then Darundi picked up a chocolate and ate it, saying, “I hope I had them make your favorites.”

Erick smiled a little, and then picked up a small, blackened scarlet king fish sandwich, saying, “From Yggdrasil’s fish farm?”

“Only the best for the Wizard.”

Erick smiled a lot more at that, and then he ate the small bit of a much larger fish that his son had raised himself, up by Treehome.

The conversation moved on to less important topics, which were not actually less important at all. Like how Erick found the experience of the Glittering Depths, and what was happening down at Storm’s Edge, and the functionality of the Gate Network and how it could better suit Darundi’s needs, and the needs of Greensoil.

As they spoke, Erick confirmed a few things in roundabout ways, just as Darundi was doing as he spoke to Erick.

Darundi had suspected that Erick was trying to undermine the Republic for various unknown reasons, through the use of the Gem Dungeon’s resources or people. He suspected, in the beginning, that Erick had been behind all of these recent murders, for the majority of deaths were of hard-line human supremacists, and Erick was very much against that sort of thing. The Viridian King was also worried about Erick simply pulling the plug on their access to the Gate Network, or doing something else equally horrible.

Erick had always assured people that he would never use his authority over the Gate Network to control the politics of other nations, and he had never broken that promise. He reaffirmed that promise today, though it irked Erick that he needed to do that at all.

Erick was pretty sure that Darundi was feeling insecure about his reign for multiple reasons, only some of which were because the hard-line human supremacists were likely some of Darundi’s staunchest supporters. And now some of those supporters were dead.

On the surface, their whole conversation had been fraught with question and concern, but neither Erick nor Darundi went into the depths as far as they could have gone. Sometimes discretion was preferred when it came to worldly powers.

Both of them knew most of what the other was up to, anyway.

Darundi was a tyrant of and for humanity.

Erick was a cosmopolitan progressive.

Erick wanted to punch the man every time he visited, but he refrained. It would do no good to depose Darundi anyway, for the Viridian King only had a majority control over the politics of Greendale and a federal-level of control over all the rest of the Republic. Even that overarching level of control was only due to his state-sanctioned Green Circle of Assassins; he could legally kill or have killed anyone he wanted in the entirety of Greensoil, but he couldn’t enact legislation or otherwise without the consent of the nobility. That’s how the Republic was set up.

The problems of Greensoil were better solved through grassroots movements, Erick had found, or, as Erick actually preferred, having a bunch of the progressives from Greensoil move out of Greensoil and come to the Crystal Forest…

Which actually brought up a very good point.

One he almost asked Darundi about.

Had Darundi ordered the deaths of those hardliner human-supremacists, himself? Because, with Erick pulling out all the other progressives from his land, those nobles started calling for something too dangerous? Perhaps open war against the Wasteland? Such a step would prove disastrous if it were ever allowed to get off the ground.

Or was Darundi actually hurting for having a sizable chunk of his base murdered out from under him?

Hard to know.
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A woman guarded by two soldiers stood on the other side of the door, with Poi and Burhendurur standing a few meters away, down the hall.

Darundi rose from his couch, saying, “Odaari has finally arrived, so this is where I depart. It was good to see you, Erick.”

Erick rose from his seat, saying, “It was good to see you again, Darundi.”

The door opened.

Darundi departed first.

Denutha Odaari was bowing inside the hallway as the Viridian King Raivo walked past, and then she rose and stepped into the room. She bowed again, saying, “Greetings, Wizard Flatt.”

She rose. She looked like Cyril had described; white hair in a braided bun, older, perhaps 65, and with a soft vivacity to her crystal-green gaze. She was fully present in the moment, for she knew she would be asked to speak her mind.

Odaari had been waiting for some moment like this for over a decade.

Her guards rapidly cleared away the parts of the refreshments that Erick and Darundi had eaten, and reorganized all of it to Erick’s side of the table. Denutha wasn’t to have any of it? Well sure. She was technically a prisoner and wanted for crimes against the world for her part in the creation of the Daydropper, so some denial of luxury was to be expected; or at least that’s the read Erick got off of her, as he watched her stand there.

For a moment, that’s all Erick did. Poi and Burhendurur walked into the room and stood behind Erick’s couch while Erick studied Odaari…

She looked on edge, but also at peace.

Erick gestured to the other couch, and said, “Please have a seat, Miss Odaari.”

Denutha Odaari complied. Her guards took up a position to Odaari’s side of the room, their backs to the wall.

Erick said, “I would like to hear your story, please. All that you feel is relevant.”

Odaari breathed in, something loosening in her shoulders and in her heart, as she began, “I first met with the Halls of the Dead 43 years ago, in my mid 20s, a little over two decades after the civil wars of the Lori Dukedom and Opalice Empire fractured the incani lands into the Wasteland Kingdoms...”

The Viridian King had been right; Odaari’s story was the story of a disenfranchised noble, who went to other powers to get ahead in life. She had started small with the Halls of the Dead, and transitioned to real horrors once it became apparent exactly how beneficial such an arrangement was for her. With the Halls of the Dead, Odaari had killed a cousin who was in the process of ousting her from an inheritance, and then it slowly spiraled from there over the next few decades.

The Daydropper was her lowest point, and something she had been tinkering around with for years, until Particle Magic came along and she finally understood what she hadn’t understood before.

And now, Odaari was honestly sorry for what she had done, and what she had made. She made a few excuses, from how her branch family of the Odaali’s and how the Odaali’s themselves had treated her, disdaining her Plant Magic as useless, but she recognized how the Wasteland and the Halls of the Dead had taken advantage of that weakness of her character.

Erick let her spill her heart out.

And at the end of it, he said, “Thank you for your history, Odaari.” He continued, “Atunir has made it clear to me that if you were to accept a [Reincarnation] and Blessing, that she would consider your crime absolved. She’s fine with you dying, too. She just wants the Kill and Exterminate Quest done.” As Odaari had a tumultuous moment of horror, relief, and acceptance at all of that, Erick continued, “But Odaali wants to hear your full story, as well, and so I have sided with them to allow you to speak your full story to them, unencumbered by the Viridian Throne, or House Benevolence. But what do you want to happen?”

The guards behind Odaari looked a bit harder at Odaari, and at Erick, as he asked that question.

Odaari softly said, “I want justice to be done, however it needs to be done.”

“… Hmm.” Erick sat back on his couch. “What are you up to nowadays, Odaari?”

Odaari took a moment to orient to the new question, then she said, “Teaching theoretical Plant Magic along with possible applications of various medical and alchemical plants to various fields of expertise… Improved gardening techniques and such.”

Erick said, “If you ask for help, I will give it to you. I will take you out of here.”

“… I wish for justice, not for assistance in running from justice.”

“Okay then.” Erick stood. “It was good to finally meet you.”

Odaari rose and then bowed.

Erick left with Poi and Burhendurur through a [Gate].

- - - -

In a private room, Erick asked, “She was holding back a lot.”

“Yes, she was,” said Poi, the Mind Mage with all those rules to follow.

That raised Erick’s eyebrows.

Burhendurur eyed Poi too, then he said, “She had been practicing that story for a decade. Perhaps even she believes it, now.”

“She does not believe her lies,” said Poi. “She has a story, but not one she can share at this time.”

Erick and Burhendurur both raised eyebrows at Poi

Erick asked, “… You’re breaking protocol again.”

“Not fully, but there are a great many things that I feel need to be discussed, because…” Poi’s facade broke and his anger came out of hiding, as he said, “Because that place is a decaypool of… Of a lot.”

Burhendurur chuckled. “They were giving me the evil eye the whole time, too! Ah. It was almost fun, in a certain way.” He pulled out a folder filled with paper from his robes, saying, “I read the report. Have you gotten any more information out of the day? I think Greendale has an extremism problem, and someone tried to solve it with murder and now it’s about to get a whole lot worse.”

Poi sarcastically said, “Historically, if the murder of nobility has not solved your nobility problem, then you aren’t doing enough of it.”

Erick stared at Poi as Burhendurur handed him the report.

Poi shrugged.

Erick chuckled nervously.

Burhendurur smiled wide, saying, “Where is Kiri? She would love to hear this.”

“Let’s not do that,” Erick instantly said. “Kiri is doing really well about not wanting to murder all the humans in charge over there, and I’d like to keep it that way.” He rapidly looked through the report, speed reading as fast as he could. In a short while Erick had caught up to Burhendurur and Poi. “So I’m pretty sure that Greensoil is going to go through a period of extremism, like you say, Burhendurur, but I’m rather sure it’s not going to happen right now. Maybe not for months. This looks like a long-term setup, not a short term gain. Looks like Greensoil knew exactly who the killers would be targeting once the killing started, too, so they posted Inquisitors near those people, but still the killers got through. I’m going to send you a packet of my own information, Poi. Please pull it apart.”

Poi nodded.

Erick sent a packet with all the information of his time spent with Darundi, and a whole bunch of other stuff besides, mostly to do with the dungeon. And then Poi helped Burhendurur pick apart that same packet in a more organized manner.

Burhendurur sighed. “Greensoil has always had an extremism problem, but it’s rare that this problem reaches the higher levels of governance like it has here, in these demonic murders. This whole Riamite problem… That’s new… This is a lot, Erick. We could speak on it for hours, and we should, but the main problem I’m having right now is that you are going back in there, as Ashes. Darundi will therefore know where you are. He might be planning on doing something to you in the Glittering Depths— Yes yes. A [Far Bolt] if there ever was one. But perhaps the real danger is that he knows that whenever Ashes is in existence, that the Crystal Forest is without its Wizard. This is a large security threat.”

Erick said, “Yes. But counterpoint: I’m there, investigating his mess for him, which is wildly out of character for them, which means that they intend to do a run around on Candlepoint, or that they truly do want help, but they don’t want the Wizard to be visibly helping them.”

Poi said, “It’s both.”

Erick suddenly sighed a little, as Burhendurur’s eyebrows went up. Erick said, “Then you both are formally charged with ensuring nothing happens here at home, while I go and stop some Riamites taking over a small part of Greensoil and eventually summoning an Evil God.”

“Holy gods, Erick,” Burhendurur whispered, “Is that really what the Riamites want?”

“The fictional ones. The real ones want other things… And this might not even be them doing this.”

Burhendurur frowned a little as he thought.

Poi had a similar expression.

Erick moved on, “As for where I will start my investigation: The only things that stick out to me are the first death of Lady Waters, and how that one Farfield girl had been spared. I’m going to go check those out with that Wess Clover Inquisitor, and then I’m going back into the Glittering Depths to poke around for answers down there… Or maybe I’ll go the other way around. Not sure right now.”

Poi spoke up, “Before you do that, a few days out here would be prudent. Kiri is backed up rather fiercely and she won’t tell you about it.”

“… Oh. Well yes. Of course I’ll help her.”

Burhendurur added, “There are also a few small things in Enforcement which could use your oversight, and I wish to have a much larger talk with you about these meta-artifacts, and how they can translate into this world.”

Erick smiled at that. “They’re really quite interesting, aren’t they! The ability to continually cast a buffing spell is perhaps their most interesting aspect, and the fact that they don’t seem to wear out through mana expenditure.”

For a moment, Erick flicked on the full extent of his All-Seeing Eye, and witnessed the true forms of his closest friend, and also his Overseer of Enforcement. He had already used the amulet to look at both of them before, but now they were alone.

Poi was a tangle of sky-blue tendrils, wrapped around his brain and all throughout his body, and also extending out of his head like they always did. He was a Mind Mage, through and through.

Burhendurur was a Death Dragon in incani form, looking like a brilliant white skeleton with exposed organs and muscle meat made of blackened and grey scales.

All around Erick, in every shadow, stood the Darkness of Melemizargo, though his white eyes weren’t fully present until Erick looked their way. Erick turned his attentions to other things, though, simply because he wasn’t calling on Melemizargo right now at all, and there were other things to look at anyway, like his throne, sitting over there on that white dais.

That throne was a crown of light in simple white stone, its metaphysical impression much, much larger than it had any right to be, and yet, when Erick looked again, that metaphysical impression was no bigger than the throne itself, which was just a simple stone throne sized for a 2 meter tall person.

The edge of the throne room was a relief of trees layered with colored lights, but metaphysically, it was a forest stretching deep into white mist, into Benevolence itself, and scattered with a thousand holes into other parts of the world. All of that was a magic far beyond what this room actually was, for all the Gate Network was outside, in the Gate District, but this room was probably a good enough symbol of the power of the Gate Network itself that it appeared that way, anyway.

Erick relaxed his control over the All-Seeing Eye and took the trinket off his neck, saying, “Try this out, will you, Poi?”

“Nope,” Poi said, as he looked to Burhendurur. “Give it to him.”

Erick smiled a little, as Burhendurur’s eyes went wide. Erick handed it to him, saying, “Then you try it.”

Burhendurur caught the necklace as it fell into his hand, the dark scaled thing glittering a little white at his touch. For a moment, Burhendurur just looked at it, then he began, “I read about the meta-artifacts in the report. But how do you actually—”

Burhendurur’s eyes went wide as he gasped—

And then he let go of the necklace, stepping away fast.

The necklace just hovered there, surprising everyone, looking like a white light surrounded by eyelids, and a slowly jangling weightless chain.

“That’s it?” Erick asked, “Care to try again, Burhendurur?”

“No thank you. You look too much like Melemizargo when I use that thing... But I can see how it would be useful. I applaud your newfound power, my king.” Burhendurur collected himself, then said, “But to get back to important current events. I really do need you to do a few things for the kingdom…”

Erick put the necklace back on, and listened for a while.

And then he got to work.
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“Kiri,” Erick said after dinner, after pulling the young woman aside. “You need to hire more people.”

Erick had spent roughly 130 hours in the last three days sorting smaller problems that had backed up here and there, and then he spent the last hour deciding how he actually wanted to help Kiri, going forward. Right now the two of them were in Erick’s office near his throne room, and both of them were sitting beside the window in an informal way. Erick had tried to make this as informal as possible.

But Kiri had gone almost rigid with worry as soon as Erick had asked her to sit down with him. Sunny, her couatl-shaped [Familiar], turned to a darker shade of green and wrapped protectively around Kiri’s neck, all the while glaring at Erick. Kiri had thought that she was going to be demoted, or removed from power, or any number of horrible things, but Erick was never going to do that; he had nixed that possibility rather fast when he planned for this meeting.

Kiri took Erick’s proclamation rather well, all things considered.

“… I will hire more people?” Kiri said, though it was more like a question. Rapidly, she added, “I didn’t think I could?”

“You’re the Gatemaster now, Kiri, and I am not going to take that away from you. I’m sorry I wasn’t clear that you could hire and train as many people as you want.” Erick said, “Pull from the departments you need to pull from. Make the Office of the Overseer of Gate Expansion as big as you need it to be and rely on Burhendurur and Mox more. Enforcement could have cleared up several of the Crystal Forest, new city problems I had to deal with, while the Office of the Exterior could have done more for the social problems I had to clear up, but the simple fact is that this job is untenable for anyone without Time Magic. It is unfair for you, and other people, to have to work this job without that ability. And so, we adjust.”

Kiri went still, taking the reprimand with aplomb. “Heard and Understood.”

Erick smiled. “Good. Here.” Erick handed her the All-Seeing Eye, saying, “I’m going to make another one of these for myself, but you can have this one. It will help you see through every falsehood out there, but be warned; looking too deep can lead to the depths looking back.”

Kiri eyed the black amulet, with its glowing white sphere in the center. And then she took it into her claws, saying, “Well that’s rather ominous—” She stopped suddenly, her eyes going wide, her heart racing hard as her talons gripped the amulet hard. If she would have had skin, perhaps she would have been sweating, but she had emerald scales. A tiny splash of white fire escaped Kiri’s mouth as she stared at Erick, and whispered, “Oh.”

Erick smiled. “I’m proud of you for not throwing it away. It’s an All-Seeing Eye I made in the Glittering Depths. It should let you see through anything and everything, and it should also let you [True Sight] across mana voids, like the one in space. I didn’t see anything out there when I used it… Except for the moons, I suppose. They look a whole lot better with actual buildings on them and people walking around— Angels, demons, and lesser parishioners, anyway. Meditation-based viewing of those lands is less than nothing compared to using this trinket.”

Kiri’s eyes were wide long before Erick started explaining, as she looked at all of him, seeing whatever the amulet was showing her. From how Burhendurur had reacted, it was probably scary, but Erick hadn’t been able to use it to view himself, so Erick wasn’t exactly sure what she was seeing. As Erick finished his explanation, Kiri’s eyes calmed, and she looked down at the amulet in her hands. “How did you make it? Exactly?”

“I learned a whole lot in that Gem Dungeon, but that thing is basically Wizardry, so it’s hard to explain how I made it. We can talk about all that after we talk about a reorganization of the Office of Gate Expansion.”

Kiri thrust her hand forward, saying, “I can’t take this now. Not until you’ve made a second one.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. He didn’t argue, though. He just took back the amulet, thinking that this was probably easier for him, anyway. He would have needed to evade the Inquisitors and sneak into the dungeon in order to get back to his house down there, to make another one of these, and the Inquisitors were already down there in the dungeon anyway, so that sneaking likely would have been impossible. The All-Seeing Eye had only been in his possession for less than a handful of real-time days, but already it felt like an invaluable tool…

But at the same time, Erick didn’t want to add this functionality to himself, because if he did, then everything would always look like an impressionist painting filled with too much meaning and unreality. Right now, he could moderate his connection to the amulet rather well, but perhaps if he made a Class Ability out of this thing…? Maybe that would work.

He could moderate his Class Abilities rather well, but that was due to the Script helping him.

That was a lot to think about, actually.

So Erick just put on the necklace and tucked the eye back under his robes, saying, “Where would you like to start with the reorganization?”

“Let’s get Zolan.”

Erick smiled. “Great start.”

It took them 3 real hours to come up with a good plan of action that would eventually completely remove the necessity of [Hasted Shelter] from the current Gatemaster. This action would cause a lot more people besides just the Viridian King to find out that Erick wasn’t at the helm of House Benevolence these days, so that was a bit ahead of schedule, but it needed to be done.

Zolan did clarify that, “If anyone asks, this is a trial run for long term solutions to needing less Time Magic in House Benevolence, due to a rise in complaints to meetings going too long. It is not because Erick isn’t here all the time.”

Erick laughed at that. “Are people still complaining about extra-long days?”

“Always and forever.”









- - - -









In the next day, a great many people got promotions in House Benevolence, and a great many more jobs opened up in the lower levels.

And Kiri got a staff that she trusted.

Erick also heard from Odaali that their appeal for a true telling of Odaari’s story was denied, and Odaali was going to appeal to the High Court of Nobles; the only force that could actually overturn Greendale’s decree. That was going to take months, though. Erick wished them luck.

Privately, Erick decided he would cut through all that bullshit and just repentance Odaari himself, after he dealt with these demonic murders. Odaari would keep for that long, but whatever was going on in the depths of the Gem Dungeon would not.
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One thing to do before he went back to the dungeon, though.

In a room in a secured location in the mountains northeast of Candlepoint, Erick stood before a large circle of pale-red metal that Jane had seen once and called a ‘stargate’. It was more like a ‘moongate’, though, because it connected to one moon in particular, or rather, it connected to Hell, which was also a moon, but also a permeable layer of reality here on Veird that existed everywhere, like all the other Elements.

No demon actually lived on the other side of this particular unpowered portal, though. Quilatalap had once explained it to Erick like how demons lived on Hell, but they could send avatars here to Veird whenever someone summoned them. It took real power and desecration of all that was Exalted and Angelic to make a true connection from Hell to Veird; to bring forth a demon-spawning demon, which was usually called a Breach Demon, like the one the Halls of the Dead had summoned during the Daydropper incident.

The same sort of setup, but in reverse, was necessary to summon an angel, but Erick wasn’t interested in angels right now.

Erick cast spellwork into the circular portal and brimstone fire flashed across the metal and the space between like an explosion of black and gold and burning red, ephemeral and heavy with Elemental Vile. The room turned into an inferno that sapped the heat from Erick’s body just as much as it threatened to burn away absolutely everything in the room. But it wasn’t that bad. Sure, the floor melted and the ceiling dripped a little, and imps popped out of that melt and bright darkness like parasite cockroaches, but the spellwork Erick had layered across the many rooms beyond this one would prevent anything from escaping this hellish ritual—

And then the ritual connected, and the fire of the room turned gold, burning away everything and leaving nothing but solid ground, walls, and ceiling in its wake. Gold foil spun down on the corners of the room, forming expensive moulding that traced patterns on the walls and ceiling. The floor transformed into gold and white tile.

The portal swirled with gold, becoming a vertical pool of the divine that rippled red.

A demonic woman stepped into the portal. Her skin was magenta, her dress radiant red, and her horns formed a broken halo that stretched high above her, like a crescent moon with her at the bottom. She smiled, showing white fangs while her eyes sparkled like solid rubies, as she placed her taloned hands together, and bowed. Wings of fire gently spread down and out; subservient.

She was Erick’s personal connection to Demon King Dinnamoth, and her name was Lynkari.

Lynkari rose, saying, “Greetings, Wizard Flatt. To whom does the Demon King owe this absolute pleasure?”

“To whomever is committing demonic murders in Greendale, and unleashing imps from demon-turned human souls.”

Lynkari knew that she would not have been called upon outside of something important, but she did not hide the fact that she was so very, very relieved. She breathed deep the Hell-tainted, yet still-real air, as her shoulders relaxed, and her tense wings of flame transformed into body-draping red robes, open at the front, showing off her ample assets on purpose.

She was incredibly beautiful, which was yet another of Hell’s temptations.

“Greendale asked this four times already, that we know of. We have attempted to locate those turned souls, but we have had no luck in that matter. Hell might not look like it, but our little moon is as vast as Veird and the architecture of it is more nuanced than Fairie. New, non-contracted souls end up in any millions of unclaimed lands. The dangers and horrors that live there usually rip those souls to shreds and then continue doing that, feeding on their pain until the new soul becomes a true denizen of Hell and is able to fight back.” Lynkari said, “That’s what we think happened to those people. But. We will ask around again and this time, since it’s you asking, we might get different answers.” She asked, “Do you want to form a contract? It’d be the easiest way to ensure you remained yourself should the worst happen.”

“I do not. Thanks for looking into this.”

Erick didn’t begrudge Lynkari her attempt at seduction, or her attempt at converting Erick to a demon; literally every demon wanted Erick to make a contract with them, but Lynkari at least took ‘no’ as an answer. She was better than the last three demon contacts Erick had had for the upper echelons of Hell, and Erick didn’t get along fully with Dinnamoth himself, so that guy never showed up unless it was a real emergency.

Lynkari bowed once again as she stepped backward through the portal, silently leaving.

Gold divinity rushed away, Vile power flashing through the world as it vanished from sight.

And Erick once again stood in a nondescript secured location, in front of a circular vertical ring of pinkish hellite, a good five meters across. The gold filigree and mouldings of the room had vanished. Some of the room was melted, though, so Erick got to fixing that.

“So that was a dead-end,” Erick said to himself, as he Shaped stone. “Still had to cross the t’s and dot the i’s, though.”
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Erick was once again Ashes, and this time he didn’t fly into the Glittering Depths compound on a Platform. He just popped through a [Gate], directly into the courtyard, where people had once again gathered around and acted like they usually did, getting ready to go down into the dungeon. But then ‘Ashes’ had appeared, through a white-lightning [Gate], followed fast by Ophiel, who made himself very apparent, and who fluffed up into his large form before settling on top of the surface dungeon guildhall. Ophiel turned completely invisible at that point, fading from sight.

The little guy had done a great job of distracting everyone.

‘Ashes’ was already through the black [Gate], golden staff in his hands and all his other metamonds on his body where they should be, as he raced into the dungeon proper. The giant spider overlooking the entrance had barely had time to glance his way.

Erick paid no attention to everyone else on the dirt road leading to the hills. He just hoofed it, fast, into the darkness—

- - - -

—And now he was in a white tutorial room.

“… Well okay then,” Erick said, putting his hands on his hips. “What’s up, dungeon?”

One moment please, Ashes Woodfield. A dungeon master will be with you shortly.

Even before Erick finished reading that sentence the air opened up ahead and out stepped Kinder, looking much the same as the last time Erick had seen him, but wearier. Run down.

Kinder said, “You’re somehow working with the Inquisitors now, and you also have a direct line to the Wizard. I would like to formally request that you do what you have to do down here, and then you go out of the dungeon and find the people who are actually causing these noble murders. Because they’re not here. We’ve checked already.”

“Okay. I just need a list of every Riamite who has ever been dragged out of their floor, and I’ll go investigate that.”

“… There is no such list. We don’t keep tabs on those who escape the floors, but we do catch 95% of them.”

Erick nodded, fully expecting this, for it had been in the report. “I believe you, but now you understand why I cannot agree to your request.”

Kinder frowned. “I suspect I’ll be quintupling the investigations we’ve already done.”

“Probably.” Erick smiled, saying, “So let’s go see those investigations!”

“Before we get there,” Kinder looked to the air beside him, saying, “You evaded him out there, but he’s here as well.”

Wess Clover looked the same as the last time Erick had seen him; impartial and calm, with skin the color of dark wood and close-cropped hair. His green armor gleamed. “Greetings, Ashes. I hope that I don’t have to track you down again like this, or else I will need to report these sorts of purposeful evasions to the Throne.” He frowned a little, adding, “I will already have to report that the Wizard dropped you off here for the express purpose of evading us.”

“And I will report to the Wizard that your King agreed that I would be unencumbered in the dungeon, and yet here you stand, encumbering me.”

Wess said nothing.

“… Go ahead and do what you have to do, and I will do the same, Wess.” Erick had been looking the man over, and he saw some odd things about him that weren’t there the last time Erick had seen him, in the courtyard ambush. “So you’ve got a full set of metamonds, then.”

“I’ve been here for over a year, ever since the last Inquisitor oversight for this dungeon was face-eaten by Riamites, along with the majority of others.”

Erick listened, and then he asked Kinder, “Do you have a list of everyone who has made a meta-artifact real? Can the dungeon check that?”

“No, we do not, and the dungeon cannot check that. We barely have a census, and new Riamites are coming out of the dungeon all the time, brought here through people taking the backroads to the other floors.” Kinder explained, “The Glittering Depths is massive, occupying the dungeon space for all of the nearest few hundred kilometers around Greendale, and even further than that in a few places, all in order to prevent the random creation of more dungeons anywhere near the capital. You saw the first and second floors. We have multiple copies of those floors, and the other 3. And that’s not even counting the Eternal Depths, which can get weird and deep. The most we can do is track someone when they start, and once they fall off that track, we lose them until we can find them again and assign them a tracker.”

Erick had read about all that in the reports that Darundi had given him. The Glittering Depths was perhaps one of the most important and never-seen areas of Greensoil, and yet it was full of holes large enough for killers to hide within, thanks to the backroads. Grand Dungeons were like that a lot, really; too much space in them, while also being too hard to fully police. But there was an established solution to that problem.

Erick asked, “Have you considered letting the monsters roam in the deeper Dark? To clear out those hiding holes in the backroads with absolute death? Quilatalap does that in the Grand Benevolence Dungeon. That’s what Wizard Destiny and the Life Binder do for the Freelands Grand Dungeon. I had assumed that’s what you all did here.”

Kinder frowned.

And Wess answered, “The Viridian Throne wishes to—”

He didn’t even have to finish what he was saying before Erick realized what had happened.

“— leave the backroads open for safety concerns, since people do get back there every once in a while, and the protections of the regular dungeon do not extend to the deeper backroads.”

“Well that’s a damned lie,” Erick said. “Darundi uses those backroads for his own gains, doesn’t he? Somehow, someway… I bet this whole thing is just a backroads problem of people moving into his territory unopposed— OH! That’s how the demon killers have gotten into and out of all those noble houses, isn’t it! And the backroads are left open so that the Throne can make metamonds down here! That’s what all of this is; the Viridian Throne tried to make a Dark powerbase for themselves, and some parasite roaches moved in, and you can’t get them out.”

Erick almost sighed as he figured it all out right then and there, and as the expressions of Kinder and Wess all but confirmed his wild theory.

Kinder said nothing.

Wess showed no surprise at all as he came right out and said, “Yes. That is exactly correct. We have been trying and barely succeeding in making metamonds into real artifacts for a long while, and some infiltrators now exist in the backroads with our meta-artifact workshops. Shall we get on with the investigation, now?”

Erick said, “We’re going to be exploring a lot of the backsides of this dungeon; I can see it now. So I have two requirements, first. I want to see that workshop, and I want another person to come along with us.”

Wess frowned a little. “Who?”

Kinder spoke up, “Before that, I would like to introduce you to some eyes-in-the-sky that will be overwatching your paths down here.”

Erick paused. “… Well sure? Who?”

- - - -









George could not believe it as Ashes walked through the door to the control room. He leapt out of his chair and smiled, saying, “Welcome, Ashes! I saw you when you first found that [Murky] in the dungeon! Diving into the waters with those eels is something I never would have done—”

Quince was there, saying, “Pardon my over-enthusiastic coworker.” He bowed.

And then George realized he should have bowed, too, so he did that, but he couldn’t wipe the smile off of his face. Even Inquisitor Wess being there wasn’t a real damper on the moment. Ashes was directly tied to the Wizard! How cool was that! And holy shit that spellwork he had unleashed at the dungeon entrance! The Inquisitors seemed a lot less terrifying after that beatdown, and that was great.

Ashes said, “Hello. Nice to meet you two. I understand you’re going to be our oversight?”

George instantly heard that wary tone. He rushed to say, “It’s not like that, I swear. We don’t spy on everyone and we certainly don’t talk to anyone about any of that— Well. Except for the Inquisitors... by law...”

For yet another time in his life, George realized he was talking too much.

Quince tried to save him, saying, “The dungeon is an unknowable box in certain ways, made that way by the holy communion of Atunir and the decree of the Dark. We can track people when we’re focused on them, but finding them once they’ve taken a wrong turn is exceedingly difficult. We don’t spy in houses when people are present in them, either.”

Ashes asked, “And in the backroads? How does your Sight extend back there?”

George gasped a little, as he looked from Wess to Kinder, and then back to Ashes. “… I suppose the Wizard’s people work fast in knowing all there is to know, eh?”

Quince actually answered the question, saying, “We can monitor you and an area about forty meters around you, but if you move too fast then we’ll lose you in the backroads. Calling on the dungeon will let us find you again.”

Ashes asked, “What about making metamonds in the backroads? That doesn’t alert you here?”

“Not at all,” Quince said.

Ashes asked, “How viable would it be to flood the backroads with monsters? To flush out whoever is hiding in them?”

George looked to Kinder. Quince looked to Kinder.

Kinder said nothing.

Wess answered, “There are a lot of people in the backroads besides the killers. And the killers might not even be in the backroads. That’s just one option. They could be in Utopia. They could be living among the monster levels, and thus releasing the monsters would do nothing. They could be moving through Endless Delve zones and hopping through realities to constantly evade. They might even be living inside Greendale, hiding out, or [Gate]ing in from other lands to kill as they please.”

“You’re pretty sure they’re in the backroads, though, right?” Ashes asked.

Wess said nothing.

“The backroads are the least trackable places, so they might be there.” Kinder said, “Even Utopia is more trackable than the backroads.”

Ashes said to George and Quince, “It was nice to meet you, too. Hope you don’t see anything that terrifies you too much.”

Wess said, “I would like to move on.”

Ashes walked away, saying small words to Kinder, as Kinder followed and Wess accompanied them, until all three of them had walked through the door and the door shut behind.

George waited two moments before he allowed his giggling to erupt and turn into a laugh. “That guy has The Wizard on [Telepathy]! And an Ophiel delivered him here! Did you see those Domains, Quince?!”

Quince scowled, like the sourlemon he was, “Everyone saw those damned Domains, George. You’re too excited for this… This is terrifying, and we’re going to have Inquisitors watching over us while we work, and if there really are people in the backroads then… Then they can probably get in here.”

“Phbbbt!” George exclaimed, “It’s a short [True Resurrection] to the green fields for us if we die here—”

“We could be dragged to the backroads, idiot. True Death.”

George waved a hand. “I’m not worried. We’ve got House Benevolence here now. Ashes is going to cut through everything down there and come out with dead demons in his claws.”

Quince was a lot less certain.









- - - -









In the middle of what looked like a field of golden wheat, Erick knocked on the air, and the air thumped. There was no answer right away. Wess, standing beside Erick, gave no signs of irritation or otherwise, for he had already voiced his concerns with Erick’s choice of accompaniment, and then left it at that.

Erick knocked on the air again, saying, “I know you’re in there! I can see you from here!”

The air cleared. Golden wheat vanished. A house and a garden stood revealed on the other side of a low, tumbled-stone barrier that marked the property ahead.

Clarice glared, “What do you want?”

“I want to know if you told Rebecca her name yet.”

“You’re a day over our agreement!” Clarice spat. “… I should have. I have not.”

“Good. In that case: We’re going into the backroads to hunt the demonic killer, and I fully expect us to end up in some dangerous places in the Dark. Probably floor 5, or other floors like it. Want to do some exploring with us?”

Clarice focused with laser intensity. “If we end up on floor 5 you’re going to [Witness] the past, yes?”

“I’m rather sure that I’m on some destined, Benevolent Path right now, so probably.” Erick added, “It might even work with two extra people there, too.”

“Then yes; I want to go. Give me a minute and I’ll get my gear.”
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                Erick watched from beyond Clarice’s property line as the fae dragon woman stepped out of her house, wearing what seemed to be her normal set of gear; the same set that she had threatened to kill him with before. Shining silver fullplate with a wrap-around slit in the helmet for her to see though (but which was probably a Fae trick of some sort) and a cascading cape of silver metal. In her right hand she held a simple rod of solid silver; her main weapon, as far as Erick knew. It was inactive right now. When active, Erick suspected it would rip through whatever she targeted using Spatial displacement properties, or perhaps just Fae magic; hard to say. Erick saw something that looked pastel inside that rod, and pastel colors were usually Fae-aligned colors. Also, Spatial Magics didn’t work too well inside the Dark, so it was probably Fae Magic.

The All-Seeing Eye showed Erick a bit more than that. Clarice had bracelets and anklets and a choker, each holding other magics— Oh! Erick recognized that one.

Erick smiled, and said, “You got one of my Bracelets of [Hidden Whirlwind]!”

Clarice paused a moment in her walk, then she continued toward Erick, saying, “I wasn’t about to buy the normal version, but your upgraded version was worth it. So you managed to make a [True Sight] magic? Or a shift to your core? How are you seeing me right now? I know it’s not the Whirlwind magic yet, though I do like how you made it easier for everyone using one to see anyone else using the same sort of spellwork.”

Erick pulled out his All-Seeing Eye halfway from his robes, then tucked it back down, saying, “Very useful. Might have gone overboard, but I can see through all illusions now.”

“… And you didn’t go insane.” Clarice huffed, as she stopped on her side of the property line. “A good thing you made it outside of yourself, then. Go for a lesser version later, for it’s not good to see through all Illusions.”

Erick shrugged. He still wasn’t sure how far he wanted to go with his All-Seeing Eye Wizardry.

Clarice looked over Inquisitor Wess. “What kinda gear do you have?”

“Enough.”

Erick answered for him, “Wess here has a Breastplate of Absolute Reduction, a [Hidden Whirlwind] anklet like me and you, so we should all be able to ‘feel’ each other when we’re out there and working quietly, and some self-healing. I upgraded my own stuff a little since last we spoke, but it’s mostly the same as before.” He tapped his staff on the ground, saying, “I’m long-range kills. You two are short range.” Erick spoke to the sky, “And we’re all ready for that transport to the Workshop.”

Clarice gasped a little. “We’re going to the Work—”

The air wavered, and a portal of darkness appeared to the left.

“—shop… I guess we are.”

Wess softly spoke, “You’re guests at the Workshop, so behave accordingly.”

And then Wess walked through the portal.

Erick and Clarice followed.
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The portal dropped Erick off right behind Wess, onto a white courtyard raised a good ten meters above the rest of the land. Clarice popped in behind Erick, and started immediately looking around for the trap. There was no trap as far as Erick could see, though. There was just this small area, and a much larger disconnected series of mountain-buildings up ahead, all surrounded by golden wheat.

All around, wheatfields stretched, a waving yellow sea to complement the gleaming silver mountain range of the Workshop, while a black sky held overhead, devoid of stars or any natural sources of light. And yet, the place looked lit from a noon sun. It reminded Erick of silver icebergs floating in a golden ocean, with each of those icebergs dotted with smaller buildings and a few scattered towers. So maybe more like low islands. The whole place was definitely done in the ‘mountain stronghold’ style of Songli, which meant something, but which Erick did not know right now.

To the left, the golden sea continued, but it dwindled into the dark sky here and there, forming what might have been tunnels into the deeper Dark, or rather, safe passages. That made more sense. Those tunnels had to be safe passages to the other parts of the land. Erick had seen a map of this place in the control rooms, but to see the map and to see it in person were two different things.

Because on the right, far away, lay a black ocean, and the map hadn’t had a black ocean this close to the central stronghold of the Workshop. That edge of the dungeon was maybe only ten kilometers away. Maybe 20-ish. Scale was hard to perfectly judge down here.

Erick asked, “That’s the edge of the dungeon space, isn’t it?”

Clarice snickered. “I had heard the Workshop was on the coast of the Dark but holy shit, Wess. That’s just fucking stupid.”

Wess sighed, and said, “That edge is a Representative Edge, and not the True Edge. We’re in the center of the dungeon space, somewhere around the middle north of Greendale itself.”

Erick hummed. Well that’s unexpected. But everything inside a dungeon space was a truth of a variable nature, anyway, so of course there was space for alternative truths and representative truths.

“… Oh.” Clarice looked at the edge again. “So that’s a gauge of how large the dungeon is right now.”

“… Correct,” Wess said, not wanting to bother with a true explanation.

“Probably more like a gauge of dungeon size change…” Erick thought for a second, then added, “Or maybe, if they notice any size adjustment of that edge then they know that another dungeon has spawned somewhere near the outer banks of the Glittering Depths. That’s my actual guess.”

Clarice hmm’d as she thought.

Wess said, “Correct,” and then he started walking forward, toward the stairway down into the golden sea.

Erick and Clarice followed Wess into the golden wheatfields.

“I don’t see any sorts of ambushes yet,” Clarice said to Erick, purposefully loud enough to try and get a rise out of Wess, as she brushed through the wheat, leaving a trail of disturbed gold in her wake. “Do you?”

Wess did not react.

Erick said, “I see a welcoming party up ahead in the field. But they’re near the staircases leading up the silver islands.” He pointed. “There.”

“I don’t count them yet.” Clarice watched with Erick as the welcoming party dropped their cloaking magic, now that they had been found out. “They have the decency to stop hiding when pointed at, too, so they can’t be all that bad.”

A short walk through wheatfields that were surely killing fields, if they had to be, and Wess led the way toward the silver staircase leading up the first of four Workshop islands. The welcoming party stepped away from the stairs, to the side, except for an elderly woman, who remained in the path. That woman wore a purple robe that hung off of her small frame like drapes, while her wrinkled hands clutched a silver cane, to hold herself upright.

It took Erick, Clarice, and Wess a good minute to get to the first silver mountain.

When they reached her, the old woman proclaimed, “I’m Imara Downfield, one of the Workshop engineers capable of Wizarding meta-artifacts into actual artifacts. You two both have spellwork I desire. Give me this magic, and I will grant you unfettered access to my laboratories.”

Wess frowned. “You aren’t authorized to do—”

“Then I walk!” Imara said, “I leave this land, and head to Candlepoint and request a [Reincarnation] from the Wizard in exchange for all of my knowledge of mana crystals and otherwise.”

Erick rapidly said, “The Wizard grants this request. Do you wish to leave now?”

Imara smiled at Erick, and then positively grinned at Wess. “Looks like Candlepoint might give me what I actually want in this world, Inquisitor.”

Wess said, “Cease your foolishness with this misunderstanding, Imara.” He said to Erick, “What she wants is to eradicate all demons from this world, and your boss has made his opinion on the Quiet War quite plain.”

Erick paused. He looked to Imara again, and felt a subtle loss of possibility.

And Imara chuckled. “I’m a noncombatant, but I do strive to help those out there overcome the demonic threat in all ways.” She asked Erick, “Would your Wizard [Reincarnation] me into my best, youngest self, in order to kill as many incani as I could?”

“… He would not allow that.”

Imara shrugged, uncaring. “Then I understand you wish for a tour and whatever-the-fuck. If you two give me the simple spellwork that I desire, then you can come back here anytime and use these facilities to your utmost.”

Wess spoke up, “No they cannot.”

“I’m the archmage here, Inquisitor Wess.” Imara turned and started walking up the staircase, saying, “You may bluster all you wish, but I’m in charge in this Workshop.”

Wess frowned, but said nothing.

And Imara laughed, before she continued up the stairs.

The soldiers standing to the side of the path elected to stay there.

And Erick followed Wess. Clarice stepped forward a moment later, her eyes lingering on the soldiers. She wasn’t feeling too comfortable about this whole situation. Erick was pretty sure they were fine, though.
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Beyond a door and past some emplaced magics, Erick followed the archmage and the Inquisitor, into the depths of the silver mountain. There were a great many circumstances of this travel that would have scared anyone without an All-Seeing Eye, and Clarice didn’t have that, so she was rightfully scared, as they walked through narrow hallways, into the center of the fortress. For it was a fortress, just as much as it was a research station.

Erick asked, “Got a concern, Clarice?”

“… I am concerned about walking in the stronghold of an unknown power. The dungeon masters and workers don’t mix with Utopia more than strictly necessary, so I only ever heard rumors of this place.”

That sounded like an unintentional lie, to Erick. Clarice was a hermit, who cut herself off from everyone, which was why she didn’t know too much about this place. But she was still a dragon, and more of a possible-ally than Wess. That’s why Erick had wanted her here, on this trip, among other, more personal reasons; not because of her insider knowledge—

Imara grinned up ahead. “We’re almost there now, my cute little dragons.”

Clarice bristled, the air around her right hand turning fractured—

Erick said, “We’re almost past the fortress part. We have been taken the long way and scanned about a hundred different ways, and people have looked at those scans a thousand different ways, but so far they haven’t been able to penetrate much of my defenses, or yours, Clarice. Not any more than expected, anyway.”

Imara chuckled, and kept walking.

Clarice asked Erick softly, “Where? How far?”

Erick pointed up and to the left. “There’s the main research room. We could have taken a turn back there and gotten there two minutes ago, but we’re not going there.” He pointed again. “There’s the map room, which is probably where we’re actually going.” He pointed again, and then again. “And that’s the main security room, and the backup. That’s where they’re reading out all the scans conducted by the magic scanners we’ve passed through, and currently looking very worried about being found out so easily.” Erick pointed again to the ceiling, to rather inconspicuous light orb holders, which were completely normal to have in any place like this. “And those are multi-spell casters which can be triggered to release any number of spells, from this entire meta-iron mountain. I bet these walls contain billions of mana.”

Only a little bit of that surprised Clarice; the part about ‘worried about being found out’ mostly, because that revealed that Erick could read emotions from this far, and through whatever obscuring magics were layered upon this place. She also looked at him a bit oddly when he said the walls contained billions of mana, which was more of a judgmental look, for some reason—

Imara laughed at Erick’s proclamation. “What a delightful thing to hear!”

Then she knocked on the wall with her cane, and Erick experienced a discordance. What he heard was the sound of metal knocking on stone; a distinctive pap, instead of a clink. Imara smiled as she turned a corner, and she tapped the ground with her cane again, sending another pap into the air; another stone-ish sound.

Erick blinked a little, and then he turned his All-Seeing Eye all the way off—

They were in a stone hallway. Not a metal hallway at all.

Erick turned his Eye back on, and said, “People don’t normally know this entire building is one big meta-artifact.”

Clarice raised a small eyebrow at Erick, probably judging that his [True Sight] spellwork was working more than it should.

“We keep that well hidden, but not from you, it seems!” Imara said, “But enough about our heavy fortress that can murder anyone and anything that gets near or inside, and can monitor everything within, even if we can’t always discern what we’re noticing.” She went through an archway, saying, “We’ve reached the map room.”

Erick said, “Well now you’re being hyperbolic. There is no way that you can murder everything that gets through here; if you could, then no one would be able to walk through here at all.”

“Well now we’re into the philosophical discussion of security, which I will have to bow out of, because we’re here!” Imara said, as she stood beside a 5 meter wide silver pillar that looked more like a solid, low table, than a pillar. An equally-shaped pillar held on the ceiling, leaving a ten meter gap between the two. Between those two plinths hovered an ant’s nest of a map in 3-d, holographic form. “Behold; the Glittering Depths.”

Erick had already seen this in the control room.

The Glittering Depths, when taken as a whole, looked like a cake of a thousand layers, overlapping and connected by odd roads, with some layers larger than others, and some completely disconnected from the main stretch in the center. It was an ant’s nest; a thunderhead cloud; a disassembled cake. Erick could have called it any of those, and he would have been somewhat correct. And it wasn’t just one color, either; it was 6.

A key to the side named those layers. Blue was for the main dungeon floors, from the entrance to floor 5. Green was for Utopia. Yellow was for the backroads, and administrative spaces; Quilatalap called those places ‘administrative’, while others might name them as ‘maintenance’. Red was for monster lands; about half of the map was made of red, and completely disconnected from the blue. Black was for the edge. White was for the control room.

The control room was not labeled; a security concern, no doubt.

The largest layer of the Gem Dungeon was just below the real-world surface, stretching out in every direction for a hundred kilometers, and fading at the edges. This layer was Utopia, and if Erick was correct, then Utopia lay just below the golden sea of wheat outside the Workshop. If Erick were to somehow get through the ground there, he would have fallen through the sky of the main city of the Glittering Depths.

Piles of layers held here and there on that central layer, rising up, or descending; colored blue or red. Yellow roads lay everywhere around every floor, and at the edges of the yellow lands lay black edge; pure death; the Dark Itself. The whole map was surrounded by a faint blackness.

Imara slapped the surface of the silver map pillar, saying, “This is the Glittering Depths! And it’s the size of Greensoil itself! You’re never going to find your quarry, and that’s IF they’re out there in the backroads, which is a big ‘if’. Personally I doubt it, and I don’t care to help you at all, but I will, if you give me what I want!”

Erick already had a few ideas of how to trivialize this search, but one of those ideas was to use [Cascade Imaging] here in the dungeon, which would give his true nature as Erick away. So he decided to humor the woman, “And what do you want?”

Imara demanded, “From Clarice, I want your secret of [Illusion Rend]! From Ashes, I want your secret of [True Sight] in a manaless atmosphere!” She chuckled. “I have had such a difficult time understanding both of Clarice’s powers, but now that I have you both where I want you, I don’t have to choose! So tell me, little dragons! Tell me your secrets!”

Clarice answered, “Wizardry.”

Erick answered, “Wizardry.”

Imara exclaimed, “Dammit!”

Wess said, “Let us move on.”

“Bah!” Imara said, “I tire of this intrigue. Mariia! You’re up.”

Without further words, Imara walked away, her cane tapping against the not-stone ground.

… Well okay then, Erick thought.

And a Marii, from the second floor, walked away from the side of the room to stand near the projection. She looked a lot different from the last time Erick had seen her— or rather, seen one of her kind. This Marii’s right side had been caught in some sort of explosion, and though she had mostly healed from the blast, her red hair only hung down her left side of her head, and faint scars marred all of the right side of her body.

Mariia spoke with a clear voice, “Imara is the oversight of this location, and we tolerate her, but I’m the actual boss, and loyal to both Atunir and Greensoil.” Mariia said, “And you’re never going to find anyone through the backroads. The Inquisitors tried and failed tens of times, with a much larger search party than three people. This map right here is just kept so that we can keep track of where people are testing magics in the backroads so we don’t run into each other. The map here has no [Scan]ing functionality like the map in the control rooms, and even that one doesn’t do much more than this one. That said: We will strive to assist you in any way you desire. How can the Workshop be of assistance?”

When Imara spoke, Erick had thought her a little insane, but Mariia seemed a lot more normal; he was glad for the change.

Erick said, “I’m aware of the [Scan]ing inadequacies of the maps, but that’s not why I’m here. Honestly, if Imara would accept a [Reincarnation] that wasn’t pointed toward her attempting to inflame the Quiet War, then the Wizard would accept her offer of teaching mana crystal magics in exchange for a [Reincarnation]. That goes for everyone here, by the way. Candlepoint is open for immigration, but not for war of any kind—”

Mariia gasped ever so slightly.

“Ashes,” Wess said, as a warning.

Erick ignored Wess, and continued, “I mainly came here to check out what was happening here at the Workshop and to make some new connections, before moving on into the backroads to find whoever might be killing nobles and using all of that yellow space as a base of operations. I’d love a tour of the Workshop and to learn more about mana crystals, and all that.”

Mariia nodded, then said, “If you’re going to be exploring out there then you should know that as long as you’re in the wheat, then you’re not in danger of falling off the path, into the Dark.” She touched a part of the silver projector, and some silver dots appeared in the center of the projection. “This is where we’re at, and where the nearest teams of meta-item testers are located in the near backroads.” She slowly swiped her hand across the edge of the table, giving visual clues to what she was really doing, which was using her aura deep in the construct, according to what Erick could See. The map zoomed in and showed the four silver islands, and the nearest 20-ish kilometers of yellow backroads, along with an edge of black to the south that wasn’t really there at all. “This is the Workshop and the Representative Edge, located in the center of the dungeon. That fourth island is the lighthouse, which keeps an eye on the edge, and tells us when nearby dungeons press against the Glittering Depths, and then the Inquisitors go out and kill those dungeons. That island is property of the Viridian Throne, and we don’t use it.

“This island you’re on now is the first of the four islands, and this is the main project zone.

“The second and third islands are residential. They have some permanent connections to Utopia on the third island, but those are well-guarded; only known people get through there. Anyone who asks the dungeon for a direct line goes through that platform you took; it’s far enough away and visible enough that we can safely bombard that location, if bombardment should prove necessary to combat an incursion.” Mariia said, “And that’s the quick tour. Anywhere you want to see in particular?”

“The metamond creation rooms,” Erick added, “If they’re not simple mana chambers. Basically, if you have any special mana crystal creation locations, I want to see them. And also books on the subject; what you have found, etcetera. What’s the difference between interior-infinite mana crystals, like the metamonds you make in a chamber, as opposed to exterior-expanding mana crystals, like how they usually are? And how did you decide to make that shift? How did you think of that option, to go interior instead of exterior, and what sorts of repercussions has this had?”

Mariia paused for a moment, and then she grinned a little. “Mana is possibility and that means that everything external can be made internal with no loss of functionality, because we demand it to be that way. It does take some doing to get it— Well. I should start earlier than that. How it looked to me, when I was in the dungeon, was that I worked for 30 years of my life, trying to make mana crystals easier to use, while using theoretical and proven models created under 110 years of previous works, made by Resistance leaders and skilled artisans like the Summoner. All of that work was kinda trash compared to my understanding of the process now, here on Veird, where people actually share their knowledge of magic widely.

“They say that mana is possibility, but the truth is more nuanced than that, for possibility must be created at least once in order to be created again. When the Wizard made Benevolence; that was a major creation. But now, anyone can use Benevolence to make any matter of Benevolence-based spellwork; mostly [Renew] magics, these days. Node Networks and buffing magics, and all that.” Mariia said, “Anyway: In the past, the Old Cosmology had a certain inertial weight to it that kept it going forward and in mostly the same configuration, so that sort of stuff didn’t really happen. Even making new magics out of old magics was much harder… But that’s a philosophical issue, truly. People didn’t share their shit at all back then, so maybe that’s why we never had much innovation? Either way, it was extremely difficult to make internally-infinite mana crystals in the Old Cosmology. But we could still do it.

“But here in the New Cosmology, under the Dark, and in the Light of Atunir, where She has delivered us unto a new life in a land where that internally-infinite possibility is already known… All it took here was almost the flipping of a switch; of treading a path already well-worn by the weight of history. Now anyone can simply invert a mana crystal to make a metamond, as you have already found out.

“There’s no actual difference between the two types of crystals.

“Internally-infinite and externally expanding mana crystals are exactly the same, but the internal ones don’t take up more and more space as they grow, and they can be insulated from outside-influence and change a lot easier. Those are the main differences between the two, and why we chose to make internal mana crystals in the first place.”

“… Huh.” Erick said, “What you’re saying makes it sound like Dungeon Magic had nothing to do with the metamonds; they just allowed an old magic to shine through the Dark.”

“Exactly!” Mariia smiled as she said, “Dungeon Magic was the starting point for the meta-artifacts, but that start has blossomed into the power of Endless Delvers like Clarice, and then there’re the Iron Bandits, pushing past floor 230. The spells of the people here are so much more than I ever envisioned back there in my previous life. And now we have people making these Dungeon Magic-supported items real, like the staff you’ve made, and like that amulet of yours, too. I’m not sure you understand just how rare of an accomplishment that is, but trust; it’s rare. And now that you’ve made one true meta-artifact on accident and one on purpose, I’m rather sure you can make many more.”

Erick thought for a second, then said, “Well that’s interesting… So the controlled growth and space concerns are all that make metamonds truly special… But by that same token, metamonds are able to be altered a lot easier, too? Like if a mana crystal is corrupted by an odd shift in Intent-based growth, then you can discard that growth —either through chipping or carving that growth away— and work with what you already have, to try and grow it again. But with a metamond, if a corruption occurs, then the entire thing is changed. Like when you take a basic [Fire Bolt] metamond and add in [Water Bolt], to make [Steam Bolt], you can’t work with the [Fire Bolt] ever again; you have to make a new one of those.” Erick said, “It’s hard to unbake a cake.”

“Correct again!” Mariia said, “On the whole, though, metamonds are easier to use than mana crystals, because a mana crystal can easily outgrow its initial parameters and mutate into something else entirely, but metamonds don’t do that. As long as a metamond isn’t exposed to a high-mana environment, then the diamond-like barrier of the metamond will not interact with any other solid-mana spellwork. It’s like… You can take an ice cube anywhere you want in a blizzard, and the ice will stay the same, but when you move to a hot room you better be careful, or the metamond can deform.” She shrugged. “It’s the same with mana crystals, really, but mana crystals can be trimmed more easily, to prune off bad growth. You generally have to break a metamond if it goes bad.”

Erick began—

Wess interrupted, “Please, Ashes. Let us continue with the investigation.”

Clarice scowled at the inquisitor, for she too had been heavily interested in Mariia’s words.

Erick refrained from scowling at Wess, as he said, “I suppose there’s plenty of time to come back and play with mana crystals in a proper laboratory environment, if you would have me here for a while?”

“Of course!” Mariia said, “We welcome House Benevolence into the auspices of Atunir.”

Erick smiled a little at that, and moved on. He gestured to the map. “Is that map better than the one in the control room?”

“No, it is not,” Wess answered for Mariia. “We can query the control room for an update on our surroundings when we’re out there in the backroads, but we must actually be at those surroundings before they can scan our locations.”

Mariia nodded at Wess’s answer. “We have good coverage of the nearest tens of kilometers, but nothing past that.”

Erick asked Mariia, “Any suggestions for where to look?”

Wess frowned because he was a stick in the mud, as far as Erick could tell.

Mariia raised an eyebrow in surprise, then said, “I don’t think anyone would want to live in the backroads at all. They’re stable locations, but the dark tide does shift now and then, and rather unpredictably, too. So look in the low-mana areas instead; Those lands are the only places where people could actually hide with effective Illusion spellwork. But since you have Clarice and your own [True Sight] magic with you, those areas should prove easier to search.”

Clarice piped up, “Which is why we should go invade the fifth floors! The Ritual.”

“Yes yes,” Erick said, “We’re getting there, Clarice—” Erick paused as he looked to Clarice, and then to Wess. Clarice’s ability to [True Sight] through mana-less zones had been known for a long time. So… “Why didn’t you two work together before? To search those areas?”

Clarice laughed, then said, “Because people die for real in the backroads, and I wasn’t going anywhere with any Inquisitor at all, especially when Riamites were involved.”

Because she was a distrustful hermit, Erick heard and understood.

Wess frowned. “Every time some unauthorized person finds their way back here they die, and the dungeon masters get blamed for it. It led to legal battles among the nobility, and so, years ago, we decided not to allow anyone back here at all, and anyone who does get back here is on their own.”

“Ah.” Erick said, “Distrust, all the way around. Reinforced distrust, too.”

Mariia spoke up, “If you stick next to the edges of the floors, and stay away from the dark tide, then it’s not that dangerous to be down here. But yes; this is a liminal space. It’s not safe at all. If there are people down here then they’re likely ducking into floors when the floors are occupied, and then not sticking around when the floors are closing and being reset.”

Erick smiled a little bit at that. “Thank you, Mariia. That’s very helpful, actually.”

Mariia blushed—

“Ha!” Clarice laughed harshly. “I thought you had a boyfriend.”

Mariia scowled.

And Erick rolled his eyes. “What the fuck, Clarice. Come on. Let’s go. It was nice to meet you, Mariia. I’ll be back later, if you’ll have me.”

Mariia’s anger vanished as she said, “We welcome House Benevolence back to the Glittering Depths whenever—”

“No, you don’t.” Wess said to Erick, “Your welcome is strained, and will only be approved again if we get results. So let’s get those results.”

“Yes!” Clarice said, “Let’s go to floor 5.”

Erick sighed a little, as he turned around and walked out of the room, saying, “Floor 2 is where most people spend their time in this dungeon, therefore the most obvious places to check for signs of habitation are in floor 2. I know I wouldn’t want to move bases constantly, so I would stick around where people were most likely to fail for a long time.”

Clarice and Wess walked beside and behind Erick, with Clarice saying, “That’s probably a dead end.”

“Why do you say that?” Erick asked, as he turned a corner and took the more direct route to the outside of the mountain. “And I need a real answer, not just ‘because that doesn’t get me what I want’. Logically, if we’re looking for Riamites, then floor 2 is where most of them are, and everyone runs away from the main forces on that floor. I checked, and no one but me has full-cleared the place in 5 years, and that was only because this place was still stabilizing 5 years ago, and less dangerous than it is today.”

Clarice had been about to refute Erick, but then Erick kept talking, and now she wasn’t sure how to tell him he was wrong. So she said, “You’re wrong. Let’s go to the fifth floors.”

Wess sighed, and said, “We’ve done all of this searching before, and we even have people out there right now, looking into various locations. We’ve had people in the second floors before, and they never turned up anything or anyone. Personally, I think they’re in the monster floors.”

Erick shook his head. “Nope. Not there. Too dangerous; too many monsters always shifting hunting grounds, always looking for the best prey, or running from larger prey, or testing themselves against larger prey. Nope. Not there.” He asked, “Besides? You already have people searching there?”

“… We do,” Wess said.

“I’m not interested in searching where the Inquisitors are already searching.” Erick reached the balcony that led to the outside world. With the dark light coming down from all around, illuminating the golden sea ahead and the silver mountain underfoot, Erick held out a hand and channeled some mana from his core into his palm, hoping to cast a smaller version of [Cascade Imaging]. Something that would just pop up a light and a direction, and which he could use to still pretend at this ‘Ashes’ persona for longer. Lightning sparked under his skin, damaging him instead of escaping out into the world. He hummed. “Expected, but not altogether impossible to overcome.”

Clarice huffed a small laugh, then said, “You can cast normally if you’re near the Dark, where the tide has cleared away the golden sea. It’s dangerous as fuck and I’m not following you out there, but it works.”

“I won’t be doing that,” Erick said, as he held up his hand again. Light flickered again, and this time Erick twisted his aura in some further internal magic, to maybe light up a finger when he pointed in the right direction to the nearest person that was over ten meters away— Lightning crackled and broke. Blood spilled. Erick shook his hand out as his flesh slowly knit, thanks to his Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation]. “Hmm.”

Erick had another idea.

He held up his staff, and asked, “Do you know where the demonic killers are?”

The not-gold staff glowed a little. And then did nothing.

Clarice smirked behind her armor as she stepped forward, saying, “Let’s just run around the place and keep our senses open. It’s just Sighting what? Like 30,000 square kilometers of space? Might take a few days if we’re running as fast as we can, and Sighting just as fast. Two weeks for triple searching, to account for mundane hiding techniques.”

Wess said, “There are around 25,800 square kilometers of backroads ‘coastline’, in and around every floor. Most of that is around 400 meters wide, but some places between confluences of multiple floors are much larger.” He held out a hand and a ring came to life in his palm, displaying a map of the local area, like the one they had seen back in the map room here and the map room in the control room. It was cruder, though, and by a lot. “I will be tracking our progress, you two with the mana sense to Sight these sorts of things will be doubling up on the search pattern. We will be going around every floor twice. We will head to the more likely places first.” He looked to both Erick and Clarice, saying, “Unless you two wish to stop with the lies, and actually cast some real Scanning Magics that might narrow down our searching locations.”

Erick wanted to just cast a proper spell, but… he had actually tried. Wess seemed to think Erick was lying about his ability.

… Erick should probably keep up that lie.

“I’m sure that it won’t take us two weeks to search the whole place,” Erick said.

Clarice stepped to the edge of the balcony, where a low railing stopped people from just walking off. She cast her gaze across the land, then playfully looked to Erick. “How deep do you want to go into the Dark?”

Erick wondered at that for a moment, as he stared out at the golden sea, and at the deeper Dark, far away, lapping at the gold like a black ocean. It had been a very long time since he had needed to actually search for anyone or anything. With Ophiel, he could have searched this whole place within a few hours. With [Cascade Imaging] he could have searched it within minutes.

He had tried to manually cast [Cascade Imaging] inside his hand; to overcome the magical restrictions of the Glittering Depths through ingenuity and power. It hadn’t worked. But, even if it had worked, would it work down here? Likely not. There were too many oddities inside this dungeon space to believe all of what an Imaging could show, not to mention the layered, thick ground would have been hell to punch through with radio waves.

Erick had expected all of that, though.

He had two more things to try, and while one of them would work in a basic sort of way, and likely be useless, the other was a [Far Bolt] of a different sort, and not one he wanted to use lightly. But a little bit of Wizardry might work well.

So Erick relaxed his core. White light began to flow out of his body, illuminating him from within. He infused his words with intent, white glows flickering at the back of his throat—

Clarice rapidly lost her smile as she stepped away, fast. Wess realized that Erick was doing something odd at that very same moment. He backed away, slowly and surely.

—and Erick spoke, “If I’m on some sort of Benevolent Path, then show me the way toward finding the Path in here. Help me end a war before it can begin.”









- - - -

The floating screen of the control room did not capture what Kinder felt, as he watched Ashes open his mouth, revealing a pit of light, there on that balcony of the Workshop.

It was as though an unnoticed current in an unknown river changed directions. A shiver came and went, revealing a depth to Kinder’s soul that wasn’t there before.

And then the shift passed.

The dungeon reasserted its power. The river returned to its course, the dark retreated from the golden shores. The Core of the Glittering Depths remained untouched.

Kinder breathed out, took a moment to compose himself as his heart beat way, way too fast, and then muttered, “Damned dragons.”









- - - -









Erick watched the world as his words passed into the air, his core cooled, and an inner light faded back to normal levels of calm.

… And nothing happened.

Erick frowned a little, his eyebrows coming together, as he said, “Well that’s… Not what I expected.”

Clarice chuckled. “No worries! It happens to everyone eventually!”

“Don’t do that again, Ashes,” Wess said, “Or else this partnership is over and you’re banished from these lands. Promise me you won’t do that again.”

“I’d love to promise you that, but I have better sense than to lie to you.” Erick went to the edge of the balcony, and stepped off the side. Wind caught his lower body, gently lowering him to the mountainside, as he called out behind him, “Come on then! Let’s get a move on!”

Clarice hopped over the edge, following fast. “But where are we going?”

Wess caught up.

Erick landed on the ground, where the gold ocean touched the silver mountain. “The Inquisitors have already investigated everywhere of interest and they continue to do so, but illusions are stronger down here than they are anywhere else on Veird, so we’re going to investigate everything all over again. Just once over, though, and on the outside tracks, around the floors. None of the interior spaces that people actually move through sometimes.” Erick said, “We’ll start at the spaces around the second floors, because like Mariia said, people probably aren’t sticking around in the backroads all the time, and like I said, the second floor is usually open the longest of all the floors. It’s the best place to hide with fellow Riamites and then leave when the floor closes.” Erick finished, looking to Wess.

And Wess reluctantly said, “This fact has already been considered, but it would be one of the better places to check first. We might as well.”

Clarice shrugged. “We can steal some blue tabards from some elites in there and make ourselves blend in.”

“Or red tabards, and try not to draw the attention of whoever is delving those zones, as we blend in with the Riamites,” Erick said.

Clarice objected, “No. They’ll recognize us as non-Riamites. You can’t just blend in with the NPCs; they notice you for you, unless you’re using actual Illusion Magics.”

Erick was about to object, to say that he had heard that people had had success with blending in—

Wess said, “Or we do none of that, and simply remain hidden all the time.” He looked to the air. “Control room. List the currently-open second floors, and their status.”

Words appeared in the air.

Second Floor #1, delvers: 3, elapsed time: 1d:3h, estimate to completion: 18d:12h

Second Floor #2, delvers: 5, elapsed time: 7d:18h, estimate to completion: never, currently unoccupied

Second Floor #3, delvers: 2, elapsed time: 5d:10h, estimate to completion: 21d:0h, currently unoccupied

Second Floor #4, delvers: 7, elapsed time: 1d:6h, estimate to completion: never

Second Floor #5, delvers: 3, elapsed time: 19d:4h, estimate to completion: never, currently unoccupied, scheduled for sublimation

Second Floor #6, delvers: 2, elapsed time: 18d:8h, estimate to completion: never, scheduled for sublimation

. . .

Second Floor #36, delvers: 4, elapsed time: 4d:7h, estimate to completion: 16d:12h, currently unoccupied

Second Floor #37, delvers: 2, elapsed time: 10d:8h, estimate to completion: never









“Wow,” Erick said, “That’s a lot of floors.”

Clarice said, “Most of the Glittering Depths is dedicated to the Blasted Plains, but it’s quite odd to see so many ‘never’s in there. Even the Endless Depths aren’t that large because those floors rise and fall out of the Dark when they’re needed.”

Wess ignored Erick and Clarice as he looked over the floating text. He determined, “Number 4 as a good bet, or 8, or 17. All of them just started, and all of them looked to never complete, which means that the people chose to fight the Riamites and have proven ineffectual, and they had a tough time doing floor 1.”

“Why not number 1 or 3?” Erick asked, “Or any of the other ones that look to complete in 20ish days?”

Clarice looked over the very tall list, as she said, “Those parties must be trying to escape to the Mountain. An invader setting up shop in there would stretch the dungeon interior too much to account for the vast distances between real delvers… Even if all the floors are pretty much internal infinities anyway.”

“Stretching leads to problems?” Erick asked.

“Mostly in the form of a floor-wide warning,” Wess said, “Which would alert the delvers that there were more people in there with them.”

Erick almost gasped as he realized something, but he did not. He kept silent.

For he had cleared floor 2, and was prepared to stay there for a month to play around with meta-artifacts. But Kinder had stepped in and guided Erick onward to Utopia? Had there been invaders in that dungeon instance with him?

… Had Kinder known?

Had he rescued Erick from the invaders? Or had he thought Erick was one of the invaders?

“So #4, #8, and #17, are good options,” Erick said, moving on, “Lead the way, Wess. The long way around, if you could, avoiding any known Inquisitor locations. No need to double-up search patterns, of course.”

Wess looked to Erick. “… Of course.”

And then Wess took off through the golden wheat fields, the air around him bending hard as he soared across the plains.

Erick followed, stepping on the wheat, his wind-covered boots barely disturbing the heavy stalks of grain underfoot as he followed Wess across Atunir’s discount heaven, tapping his way across the gold ocean. Clarice gave chase, proving herself even more graceful than Erick, and not even needing to lay a silver boot on the grains underfoot. She just flew.

As the three of them moved a great wind followed in their wake, sending waves of golden grain rippling under the black sky.

- - - -

The black sky touched the golden sea only half a kilometer away, with barely a touch of empty land between the two. That not-sky arched overhead, and if Erick were to leap up, he would touch it, and surely be disintegrated. Even Jane never truly survived the Dark, when she and her teams killed dungeon cores and were ejected into the black. Those spaces were like jumbled Reality imposed upon the utter blackness that was the True Dark, and dungeons didn’t instantly vanish when their cores were broken.

But the Dark at the edge of these Glittering Depths was actual Dark. Nothing survived that.

Erick followed the path of gold through the black, keeping his mana sense open on his surroundings.

The landscape gradually changed.

- - - -

Erick slowed down, and when he did, he sunk into the wheat.

White cliffs 500 meters tall rose ahead, and then rose again above that first layer. And then again and again. It was a massive cake of white cliffs, layered up and down, invisible from this angle for the curve of Dark overhead obscured the higher floors, as though this was an Underworld land, and all of the Glittering Depths were merely inside a cave. To the right, the backroads descended, angling down beside the outer edge of the floors ahead, while to the left, the backroads ascended, leading up to the floor above, and then the floor above that one as well.

The floors themselves were well-secured in the Dark by those stone-like edges to them, but the ocean of golden wheat under Erick’s boots was barely a meter and a half deep, with Darkness probably a meter below that, under the not-stone backroads. This whole place was more Reality than reality; an imposition on the Dark, made by the dungeon core, and allowed to exist at the Dark’s whims.

Erick put on a smile. “So which one is number 4?”

“Is that the one we’re going with?” Clarice said, as she gazed upward.

“Even floors above, odd floors below.” Wess pointed at the floor ahead of them, and then pointed up, then down, then up again, as he said, “One, two, three, four. We only have to go up two levels.”

“Sounds good. How do we get in, though? Through the walls? Can we go through the wheat floor, into the sky of instance four, from above?” Erick asked, “How does that work?”

Wess said, “You have to enter the floor from the wheat field. You duck down and then walk into the wall, and beyond. You’ll end up on the floor, near a patch of golden wheat near a safe zone, near a white pillar about four meters tall. To exit the floor, you have to call for a dungeon exit, and then you’ll end up on the entrance floor. Or you get back to that field of golden wheat, and then you duck down to fully submerge, and walk into the white pillar, in order to exit that floor and end up back here, in the backroads. You can’t exit or enter a floor any other way; all that white stone is stone, until you enter properly.”

A different way to do it than most, but if it worked, it worked. That would also neatly explain why, when Erick turned his All-Seeing Eye up, all he saw was either stone or Darkness ahead; no Second Floor at all.

Wind and curved light swirled around Erick, as he stepped back on to the top of the golden wheat. “Let’s circle all the way around and get on top of the fourth instance, too. I want to check out everything on every level.” Erick guesstimated the size of the floor, asking, “It might take a few hours?”

Clarice rushed forward, saying, “Less than an hour.”

Wess followed, with Erick taking up the rear.

As Erick ran around the sides of the floor, with the cliffs on his right and the Dark on his left, he watched for anything unusual in the wheat. After twenty minutes of nothing, he looked up, and the full majesty of the stacked floors appeared beyond a curve in the Dark sky.

“It really does look like cake stacked high,” Erick said, over the whistling wind.

Clarice laughed. “That’s what I thought, too!”









- - - -









An hour later, they had circled all of the fourth instance of the Second Floor, both below, and above.

“Nothing,” Clarice said, as they stopped near where they started. She looked up. “They might not even be in there. We should just go to the fifth floors.”

“There are quite fewer fifth floors active at any one time,” Wess said, standing in the golden wheat. “If they’re hiding on Floor Five, then they’re probably hiding on Floor Two, since that does make the most sense.”

“How large is the Second Floor?” Erick asked, “The absolute size?”

“The exterior is only a 10 kilometer radius, 500 meter height,” Clarice said, “But the interior is a few thousand kilometers across. Large enough for a month-long chase through the woods between the Plains and the Mountain.”

“Is that Spatial compression? Or what?” Erick asked.

Clarice said, “Just Fairy Magic.”

“If you don’t know then that’s fine, but lies are less than helpful.”

Clarice laughed.

Wess said, “Clarice is not lying; it’s Fairy Magic. But it’s also the divine magic of both Atunir and the Dark, and it doesn’t actually get that large before warning messages of distances start appearing for the delvers inside.” He moved on. “Are we going in?”

“Yes,” Erick said, “Let’s go in.”

Wess did not hesitate as he walked forward, to where the golden wheat grew directly against the white cliff wall. He flicked aura control though his armor, and the green enamel vanished momentarily, leaving silver in its wake. Another half moment passed, and his armor turned blue.

Clarice did something to her own armor, but mostly to her silver cloak. Brilliant blue, deep as the ocean, cascaded down her back.

Erick was the only one without clothing-color magic. … Which was an oversight on his part, he guessed. Clarice had spoken about taking some blue garb from the bodies inside, so that if they met the delvers the delvers wouldn’t attack them on sight, but apparently that was not necessary.

Wess said, “There are seven delvers in this area. They will not be passing this floor because they’re too focused on trying to kill the Riamite camps, which appears to be impossible for them. It would be highly rude to interrupt their delve, so we try to stay out of their sights. No doubt the demonic killers would do the same, since if they did interrupt the delve they would be spotted by the control room. The control room should be focused on this instance now, but they don’t see anything there, or else they would have messaged us by now. They must not have seen anything while we were out here searching the backroads, too, but they can’t actually see everything. This is why it is up to us to go inside.” He looked to Erick. “I assume you want to visit the main Riamite encampment in the destroyed Plains base?”

Erick smiled, saying, “That’s exactly right! If the demonic killers are Riamite, then it makes sense for them to hide in the largest Riamite zone in the lands.”

“I’m not convinced,” Clarice said. “Once an NPC becomes real, they aren’t welcome in the lands where they were born; a realized Riamite would have just as much trouble with an NPC Riamite as we would. It’d be like they were delvers, dressing up as Riamites, and having their disguise seen through anyway.”

Erick said, “Even so. They’re in here just as much as they could be anywhere else. So we’re going in.”

Clarice shrugged.

Wess ducked down under the golden wheat, his voice vanishing slowly as he said, “We go and investigate for ourselves...”

And then he was gone from Erick’s senses. Just like that.

Erick went, “Well then. That really is how you get into the dungeons, eh?”

Clarice said, “We could purposefully lose him now. Head to the fifth floors.”

“… Nah.” Erick ducked down under the wheat and walked forward on all fours. His Rod of the Lightning Guardian and staff clunked against the ground, as dense wheat filled his vision. “Let’s just go…”

Erick’s voice and everything seemed to slip away from him as the world transformed to all his senses.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    At least he's not going into cornfields, right?

... Althought, Atunir is the Goddess of Field and Fertility... there might be children lurking. 

- - - -

Patrons have the next 5 weeks of chapters! Over 80k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -
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                The sky above the curtain of wheat lightened from absolute black, to soft blue, and then bright sky. Clouds blew above. Erick stood up.

Just like Wess had said would happen, Erick stood in a patch of golden wheat that surrounded a white pillar about 4 meters tall. The manasphere of the second floor was at 60% density, so Erick’s mana sensing range was only about 10 meters, but with his senses enhanced by his All-Seeing Eye, Erick could still see through all illusions.

The main illusion that caught his eye was the sky. It wasn’t a sky at all. It was a layer of Darkness. The horizon was not blue, but black. There was no Riam in the sky, nor sunstone. It was the same as the sky in Utopia had looked to his All-Seeing senses. Erick tuned his Sight a little bit less, and the illusion of blue sky returned.

Erick turned his attentions back to his near surroundings.

Wess stood ahead. Clarice popped up in the wheat behind Erick.

And the world around them was one of days-old violence. Blood, shit, and bodies crowned the land and piled in the low valleys, baking under a bright sunstone overhead. Rolling plains scattered with fresh and old gore lay in every direction—

Clarice asked, “It occurs to me that the only way that anyone would have thought to come into a dungeon floor to hide out was if they had the information that Wess had pulled up earlier. This means that there was insider information being given to outsiders. So: How?” Clarice asked Wess, “You’ve investigated everyone in the control rooms already?”

Wess grumbled, dissatisfied.

Clarice narrowed her eyes under her silver helm. “Results inconclusive?”

Erick grinned, and held out a hand, palm up, as he readied mana inside his body. “I can answer that one. Someone showed me this ability not too long ago. Traditionally, it’s a way to read the mana in the air, to see what’s happening around you. But because of how the Glittering Depths are set up, this ability actually causes the dungeon to spit out text, as with [Identify]. It’s not that useful in almost all situations, but it does allow for a few fun possibilities.”

Not many people could read the mana like it was a book. Erick hadn’t been able to until Quilatalap had shown him how, when the two of them were at Storm’s Edge and Erick needed a way to check on what a dungeon looked like, at its base. This was Book Magic of a much higher sort than [Identify]; this was Book Magic that was as much aura control as it was [Witness], so it couldn’t really be blocked by a dungeon.

“That’s an incredible vulnerability,” Wess said, frowning. “I can’t believe it even worked before.”

Clarice breathed in a little deeper than normal. “You can do that? [Identify] the dungeon?”

Erick nodded. “The Script codified this spell as [Mana Reading], but it’s really just another form of aura control that is devoid of actual intent.”

Clarice’s reaction was an expected reaction. When Erick had done this earlier around Wess and Kinder, Wess had been wary, and Kinder had cursed about dragons breaking things. This dungeon-reading tool of Quilatalap’s hadn’t done much, though, except for revealing the status of the current area, like Wess had done when he just asked the dungeon to reveal the status of the many copies of the second floor.

This was Erick’s final trick to test out before he needed to just go to a mana chamber and make a proper metamond. It might not even work, but Erick was hoping he would get more than a simple spit-out of statuses, now that he was actually inside one of the Second Floors.

Erick flickered mana under his palm, just letting his aura out, not really doing anything at all. What he had tried to do back at the Workshop was to manually [Cascade Imaging] for people, but that didn’t work; it was too much external magic, into a Reality that was inhospitable for that sort of thing.

But this was just trying to let his mana flow on the natural currents of the air, and to lace that mana with understandable Book.

Mana broke away from his skin in little white glows and managed to make it ten centimeters into the air. That’s when Erick knew the unformed ‘spell’ was working; his aura had matched to the control of the dungeon. Erick couldn’t really do anything at all with this ability, except for asking questions.

Erick smiled. “Please show me the status of this floor, and any invaders.”

It was a [Far Bolt] for that part about ‘invaders’ to work, but Erick tried it anyway, because communication was key in magic and many other places in life.

“That’s an incredible vulnerability,” Wess repeated, frowning, even while the air was populating with text. “I still can’t believe—” And then Wess gasped, as the expected text gained even more entries. “Holy Atunir.”

Second Floor #4, delvers: 7, elapsed time: 1d:6h, estimate to completion: never

Invaders: 17, known major affiliations: Riam, Demon King, Melemizargo, House Benevolence, Ar’Cosmos, Crown of the Host

“Oh! It worked!” Erick smiled, saying, “Someone else is here!”

Clarice breathed out, surprised, then she said, “They must have access to a spell like this, too. But what does that mean? I didn’t know you could do—”

“It’s an unknown vulnerability that we’re already working to close. We find these people now.” Wess waved a hand, a sword appearing in his grip, pointing toward the ground as he spoke with authority, “All available Inquisitors report to the backroads of the Second Floor, instance 4, in preparation for the fleeing of the invaders. Teams Red and Yellow enter the Second Floor, instance 4, and guard the exit. We have found hints of invaders of unknown origins.” With just as much authority, Wess looked to Erick, and asked, “What are the meanings of the other affiliations on that list?”

Erick didn’t care for the accusation in Wess’s voice, but he responded without any anger of his own, “We three qualify as invaders, too, Wess.”

Wess stared hard for a moment. Then he turned back to face the horizon. “14 possible invaders. We are searching now with [True Sight] allied dragons. Inquisitor Wess and team are moving out to the Plains Base.”

Wess turned into an invisible whirlwind and moved.

Erick followed, racing across the land, his feet barely touching the top of a hill before he flew through the sky, low and fast and hidden well, to touch upon the top of another hill half a kilometer away, catching up quickly. He raced alongside Wess, in formation.

Clarice caught up. Her voice whipped away in the wind, as she called to Erick, only five meters away, “You actually are on a Benevolent Path!”

Erick already knew where she was going with this, so he said, “We make our own fate, Clarice.”

They dodged around an encampment of red-robes, moving too fast for their Bracelets of [Hidden Whirlwind]s to hide them properly, but the mages up there weren’t fast enough anyway. The Riamites saw, and they launched balls of lightning at the three whirlwinds, but Erick, Clarice, and Wess were already far beyond them by the time those payloads struck the hill and exploded in flashing red lightning.

Erick looked at the red lightning explosion, muttering, “The fu—”

“Fate is one Element that can’t be fully controlled!” Clarice stared at Erick, with calculation in her amber eyes, half-hidden in the slit of her helmet and by the illusionary wind around her. “And Benevolence isn’t controlled at all. You’re on a Path.”

Erick retorted, “Maybe so! But we make our choices in this life and in all others, Clarice. We’re not on any Path but the one of our own choosing.”

“Tell me if we see a lightning-ringed neck.”

Erick instantly and forcefully said, “If we see one I will protect them with my life until the truth of their markings can be determined.”

Clarice smirked. “And maybe I’ll help you, if you do what I want—”

“We are executing everyone there,” Wess deftly ordered. “Riamites, delvers, everyone. They’re all dying, and the Inquisition is positioned on the top floor to catch whoever might revive up there. No talking. No deliberating. Utter devastation only. Do you understand?”

“That means mostly you, Ashes ‘The Summoner’!” Clarice said, laughing brightly, as they hopped across another low canyon filled with gore, and across a hilltop blasted clean of all grass. “It’ll be like that fourth floor you never got to, but different! Don’t worry! We’ll protect you while you charge your staff!”

Clarice laughed again.

But Erick ignored her, and said, “I’ll be wanting a conversation with them when you capture them, Wess.”

“It’ll be arranged how the people above us decide to arrange it.”

Erick couldn’t fault that too much.

And besides, they were here.









- - - -









The Plains Base was exactly as Erick remembered.

It was a stretch of land the size of a small city that had been filled with farmlands and apartment buildings and other such structures here and there. Now, it burned brightly under daylight, while smoldering craters marred everything, and every third building crumbled under infernos. Fortifications were little more than scattered stone, while the only truly-intact building stood tall, with massive red tabards unfurled down its sides, flapping in the wind. The fight was over. Warriors prowled the grounds, excavating hiding holes, looking for people, while mages hovered in the sky, surrounded by bubbles of force, providing ultimate air support.

There were people down there, in those fortified parts of the base who could be rescued for more of a final floor reward, or for more resources to use to make metamonds. Erick hadn’t interacted with them last time, because Kinder had pulled him out of the dungeon before he could interact with those places.

Which had implications, now that Erick thought of it.

But there was a need to interact with those places now.

The infiltrators might be down there in those hiding holes, holding out with supplies meant to keep the NPCs down there alive. It’s what Erick would do, if he had to hide out in this place, or anywhere like it.

Still, though, there was no need to go in and fight to clear away the Riamites. Fighting was not what archmages and Wizards did. They did a lot worse.

Erick stood upon a hill overlooking the battlefield of a land lost to time, and the Sundering.

He raised his staff, the prismatic white gem at the top glowing with an inner lightning…

He had been about to set that gem against his shoulder, and take aim. But… The staff was more than what it had been before its transformation. So Erick let the staff go, to float, not sure exactly what he was doing, but he knew he was doing the right thing as the not-gold staff hovered in the air right over his shoulder, and then took aim automatically.

Erick and his temporary team had stepped onto this overlooking hill two seconds ago. And now, his staff pointed the way forward.

Erick breathed.

He spoke,

“Eradicate.”

The entire length of the not-gold staff turned brilliant, molten, as power charged, and then sunk into the gem at the top. Gold solidified, dulling, then the forgotten runes and unknown words upon the staff’s length crackled with white lightning. The staff jerked, the tip pointing at the nearest mage in a bubble, maybe a kilometer away. White light flickered at the tip—

And the mage exploded into a shower of white lightning that arced through the sky and danced across the ground erratically, exploding three more people in smaller showers of lightning sparks.

Gold light flickered with every death, turning to a mist that flowed in the sky, toward Erick, toward the staff, vanishing long before it reached the staff, and yet, the staff began to take on a brighter gold brilliance. Barely, just a little. Some of the power of those deaths empowered the staff.

The gem at the top was already as bright as a second sun, laced with dark lines of metal that held it to the staff underneath—

The staff jerked, repositioning instantly, as it took aim at another floating mage. It fired.

Lightning killed several people. More gold flowed into the air, like dust.

The staff shot again, then again, again, again. Four more invisible shots silently sparked from the end of the staff, killing tens of Riamites each.

Only five seconds had passed. The counterattack began.

It was not enough.

Lightning struck exactly who it was meant to strike, and then bounced to exactly who it was meant to kill with little collateral damage. A trickle of golden dust turned into streamers, into a flow.

The counterattack came in full, Erick pulling ‘aggro’ on the entire base, as Jane would say, with Riamites storming out of their own hiding holes, filling the field with more targets. The killing came faster and faster, until the staff was spitting out dots of power that blossomed across fields of enemies, reaping tens of lives with each Bolt.

The Riamite assassins, clad in black and hidden in the wind and shadow, attempted to attack. They only made it to the next hill over, and only because some speedy mages got behind a hill and tried to approach first. The staff killed those mages, and then it killed the assassins in the shadows.

The staff shone brilliant gold, even brighter than it had been before, while the gem retained its own light—

The air sparked.

The staff shot out pure lightning, thick as a person, directly into a contingent of men, eradicating them, before it turned its attention to the roaring abomination that had crawled out of the main structure. Lightning blasted apart that abomination—

SPECIAL ACTION! PLAINS RECLAIMED! MP up!

+5000 mana production per day!

Erick barely had time to see the message before the staff turned around, blinked high into the sky, and lightning crashed down far, far away, like the judgment of a god.

As golden power flowed into the sky, the staff let out another blast of lightning, and then ten more, each bolt of power landing exactly where it needed to land, and no more. Messages suddenly appeared in Erick’s face one after the other.

Camp Cleared!

Push back Riam’s abominable forces. 1/4

MP up! +1000 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 1/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 2/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 3/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Camp Cleared!

Push back Riam’s abominable forces. 2/4

MP up! +1000 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 4/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Camp Cleared!

Push back Riam’s abominable forces. 3/4

MP up! +1000 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 5/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 6/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Rescue and Revenge, 7/??

The more you fight, the larger your challenges and the greater your rewards.

MP up! +500 mana production per day!

Camp Cleared!

Push back Riam’s abominable forces. 4/4

MP up! +1000 mana production per day!

FLOOR TWO COMPLETE!

NOTICE: You have already cleared Floor Two. Mana Production for repeated floor clears is capped at 100,000 mana. Delve the Endless Depths if you wish for more mana than that, and if you wish for actual mana regeneration that carries over to Veird and elsewhere!

Erick’s Status came to him unbidden.

- -

Ashes Woodfield (9 saves remaining)

Health: 5000/5000

MP per day: 35,000

Meta-Irons: 4650, 92 in storage

Meta-Diamonds: 10/10, 837 in storage

Rod of the Lightning Guardian, 1000/1000

Staff of Divine Absolution, 2500/2500

Breastplate of Absolute Damage and Regenerative Health, 250/250

Bracelet of [Hidden Whirlwind], 100/100

Bracelet of [Self Rejuvenation], 100/100

All-Seeing Eye, 500/500

Ring of [Identify], 50/50

Belt of Many Functions, [Blessed Memory], [Eternal Benediction], [Benediction of the Unseen], 50/50, 50/50, 50/50

Unused Meta-Irons: <Expand list>

Unused Meta-Diamonds: <Expand List>

- -









Erick looked to his side, where the Staff of Divine Absolution hovered point down, right within gripping range. So that’s what Erick did, wrapping his hand around the sparking runes of gold and white. Clarice gave a small warning noise as Erick did that, completely unintentional and worried for the sake of being worried, while Wess struggled to maintain his composure. The staff was completely undeserving of that sort of worry, though. Erick put his hand around it more firmly. It was warm to his touch.

Erick said to the staff, “You did very well.”

The staff vibrated a little in what Erick could only assume was joy.

“I need to give you a name, though. Unless you have one you’d like to be called?”

The staff went inert.

… Erick hummed. “Not yet, then? Unsure? Or you don’t care?”

The staff was inert.

Erick gripped it tight, and said, “You did good. We’ll talk more later.” Erick looked to Wess, and asked, “Did anyone come out of grasslands?— Oh shit. They could just exit to floor 3? Will the exit appear to them? I didn’t even consider that.”

Clarice was having a moment, and could not contribute to the conversation right now.

She had once described the culmination of Floor Four to Erick as ‘holding out until the Summoner called down light across the entire battlefield and killed everything’, so that, combined with what she already thought of when she thought of Ashes, was giving her some pause.

Erick would get to that later.

Wess rapidly reoriented. “No. It’s a lot better than that. They can take the exit if they desire, for it will appear to whoever is on the floor and wishes to exit, but they’ll end up in the white room, and we’ve got that place locked down. They won’t take it, though, because they know they’ll be trapped.” He looked to the air, and said, “If Dungeon Master Kinder knows what he is doing, he will already be encouraging the actual delvers to escape so we don’t have to worry—”

A message appeared to Wess; Erick had to read it backwards.

Floor cleared of delvers.

“Us and the intruders are now the only people on this floor,” Wess said, “We proceed.”

Clarice rapidly said, “We’re going to the fifth floor after this.”

“When we can, Clarice.” Erick moved on, “I never explored the Plains Base. Is there a hidden place with supplies where a group of knowledgeable people could hide out for a while?”

“My team didn’t fight the Riamites,” Clarice said, “We escaped to the Mountain; I’ve never been—”

100 meters left of the main building, cellar, hidden by illusions. It’s a secret place for delvers to find if they’re brave or sneaky enough. We just looked there, and they’re in there. They know you’re coming. We’ve tracked their delver names, now, so we know who they are. We can track them anywhere, now.

It is not necessary to fight them. I am attempting to have them leave peacefully, now that there is nowhere for them to escape.

One moment, please.

Clarice read the air. “… That’s almost anti-climactic.”

“Better this way,” Wess said, breathing out in relief. “Never know when a takedown can go bad.”

Clarice smirked.

Erick said, “I want to speak to all of them.”

Wess frowned, and said, “The Viridian Throne and House Benevolence will have to come to an agreement about that before—”

A column of black light, rimmed in white and extending from the Plains Base into the sky far, far to the right, simply appeared where Inquisitor Wess had been, like someone had drawn a line of darkness across the world. And then the black light passed.

Wess’s legs fell to the ground—

To the left, toward the targets, the black world was rimmed in blue, the beam frozen by the power of the dungeon before it could kill Erick, too. 

Messages scrawled through the air.

Ashes Woodfield (8 saves remaining)

Ashes Woodfield (7 saves remaining)

Ashes Woodfield (6 saves remaining)

Ashes Woodfield (5 saves remaining)

Ashes Woodfield (4 saves remaining)

Ashes Woodfield (3 saves remaining)

That’s as far as the messages got before Erick tore at the world with Time Magic, reversing course, spending almost all the mana in his core in order to [Return].

He would not be able to do that again.

- - - -

Clarice read the air. “… That’s almost anti-climactic—”

“Everyone DOWN, now!” Erick shouted, turning to air and vanishing down the side of the hill.

Wess and Clarice rapidly reoriented, with Clarice acting barely faster than the Inquisitor, both of them rushing down the hill toward Erick.

Erick kept going, saying, “I don’t know. Don’t ask questions right now. They saw us, and we were fucked if we stayed on that hill. They have some sort of obliterating darklight spell that—”

The three of them were down between the wide hills, hidden from sight from the base. That didn’t protect them as much as Erick thought it would. His words tore away from him as a spear of absolute darkness cleaved across the Plains Base, carving through buildings and hillsides alike—

And then Clarice was there, her right hand filled with fractal geometry, her power aimed at the cleaving beam, scattering power up and down in a great shielding. Her shield held more than enough to protect all three of them, but the beam still hit everywhere else in a sweeping arc. Buildings and hillsides collapsed. The ground underfoot was less than solid, and hunks of the sky were suddenly missing; black holes punched through the blue eternity.

“Scatter takedown,” Wess said, and then he moved.

Clarice followed Wess.

Erick went in the opposite direction, wind carrying him far as he hoped he was reading his fellows correctly. He would do better sniping, anyway. With two quick leaps, Erick passed by scorched stone and fields, where fire still burned and red-tabarded bodies lay broken by lightning, while uncountable civilians lay dead and decayed for days, their own lives extinguished by Riamite spells and weapons.

Buildings continued to fall all around in the aftermath of the black beam attack, but Erick scaled one anyway, rushing up the side of a tilting stone structure, his gold staff brimming with power, marking him as a beacon to attack, for sure. Erick could survive the black beam for at least a few seconds. How come Wess couldn’t? Did he only have a few Saves left? Wess must have thought 3 or 4 saves would be enough—

Darkness glittered atop one of the four lookout towers, atop the main base of the Plains, where red flags had been draped down all four sides. That black light grew, and then fractured the world. A meter-thick beam of black light came right for Erick.

Erick moved off the side of the crumbling building, wind carrying him fast as blacklight erased the world behind him, following almost as fast as he could move. It would have caught up to him if he kept going in one direction, but he could move in more ways than just in a straight line. Erick pushed off the very air itself, wind and light and shadow carrying him where he wanted to go; straight up. And then back. The line of black seemed to have some lag to it, like it was a stream of particles and the person aiming it couldn’t reorient fast enough to stay ahead of Erick.

It was enough of a lag that Erick could see who was attacking him.

Erick glanced to the tower.

Fyuri.

Pale skin, almost white. Red lips, bright as fresh blood. Amber eyes, glowing like a sun, but with black pupils that held more darkness in them than Ashes had ever known before she came into his life. Fyuri had a black staff in her hands and black armor on her body, and a wicked smile on her face, showing off fangs as sharp as knives—

The black beam almost caught up to Ashes, annihilation tickling at his toes.

And then Erick moved again, repositioning just as much as he was recoiling mentally. What the fuck had that been? Something had happened.

No time to think about it.

Erick danced across the Plains Base, annihilation carving away the world underfoot. That black death ended as Erick stood upon the waters of the steaming lake, as that lake drained away into the floor below, or into whatever destruction Fyuri had wrought. Whatever was going on with that black staff it was surely akin to Erick’s own Staff of Divine Absolution, and Fyuri was surely just pretending to have run out of ammo.

Erick glanced back at the tower—

The hillside to the right erupted with blacklight—

Erick dodged up and left, and then kept dodging, wind carrying him out of danger while Fyuri attempted to strike from some spot where he couldn’t see. Briefly, Ashes wondered how Fyuri had seen him when she had been on the other side of the hill, but she was a being of shadow and sight, and so seeing around corners would be easy for her. She could attack from anywhere at all. She probably had one of his own Bracelets of [Hidden Whirlwind], too, so she was good on movement.

Ashes needed to go on the offensive.

He could see from anywhere, too, if he wanted.

The battle so far had been about 25 seconds long. It might go a lot longer, or a lot shorter, if Fyuri decided to attack the others. But at a glance, and straining his All-Seeing Eye a fraction, Ashes saw through the false world that was the bunker, down near the side of the main Plains Base structure. The ground had been ripped up completely, and Clarice and Wess had moved on to fighting people underground, while—

From the other side of the base came another beam of black, aiming right for Ashes, burning away the world in its wake.

Erick would have aimed a few Bolts at the other invaders, to help Clarice and Wess kill the enemies without worry, but they were underground and Ashes was too focused on his own personal demons.

Ashes ripped through the sky, twisting left and right, dodging much more than necessary—

Ashes whipped around his staff and took aim at Fyuri from across the sky. The remains of a crater still separated him and his former wife, but in an eternal moment, he crested that crater, momentum carrying him upward. They locked eyes. Smoldering flames in the crater lit Fyuri from the back, highlighting her curves, and her arms. He was already aiming at her. She was already aiming at him, her black staff trailing darkness through the air, that darkness slowly catching up to Ashes.

She looked down the barrel of her bolter at Ashes.

Ashes looked down the barrel of his bolter at Fyuri.

She mouthed, ‘I will always love you, Ashes.’

Ashes's heart beat hard. He fired.

His aim was off. His target indistinct.

A Bolt of absolute power ripped out of the tip of his golden staff and curled around the blacklight, rushing down its length and striking the black staff. Fyuri had already abandoned the weapon, turning to darkness and wind to escape. The black bolter exploded in fractals of destruction. Ashes dodged the explosion, falling back hard.

By the time he got back to the crater...

Fyuri was gone.

- - - -

In the minutes and hours that followed, Erick went over what had happened several times, trying to figure out what had gone wrong, and where. He also stood watch over a makeshift detention center that the Inquisition had thrown together on the entrance floor, to interrogate everyone that had respawned here on the top floor. The Inquisition didn’t want to let anyone onto Veird just yet, because who knew what sort of powers they had out there, while here, in the dungeon, all their meta-items had been taken away or destroyed, so Fyuri’s conspirators were weak as kittens.

Not everyone respawned up here.

Of the expected 14 people, only 9 had appeared. One of those missing people was Fyuri, who had gotten away completely. Four others were also missing, which meant that they either died true deaths, which was not likely, or they respawned in the golden fields of Utopia, which was almost certainly what had happened. That meant that those 4 people were natives of Utopia, who had yet to complete the dungeon course that natives went through to be allowed to travel to Veird.

All this time, Wess had been doing his job as Inquisitor, talking to people, with Erick standing in the background along with others, watching over those talks. No one had spoken to Erick about anything, though, because everyone knew that Wess would be doing that soon enough.

Eventually, the initial interviews were done.

Wess took Erick aside, and Erick went willingly.

In a small room far away from the detention center, Wess sat down with Erick in a side room that was not monitored by others. Clarice had gone home to Utopia hours ago, with the clear understanding between her and Erick that they would get together later for more dungeon delving. So for now, it was just Wess and Erick.

Wess asked, “Did you not have a clear shot on that woman, and you took what you could get? Or did you miss on purpose?”

A lot of things had come out during the interrogations, from the capabilities of the black staff woman, to names and places and people that were of more interest to the Inquisition, than to Erick. Erick hadn’t said a damned word the whole time, and no one had asked him anything more than cursory questions. But now that Wess had actually asked a direct question, and Erick remained silent, that silence spoke volumes loud enough for Wess to put many different puzzle pieces together, especially when all of the detainees had called their captain ‘Shadowclaw’. ‘Shadowclaw’ was a stupid name, Erick almost said. Her name was Fyuri, and she was a menace.

Erick decided to say, “I’m still not sure what happened there. I was shooting to kill, and then I flinched.”

“You didn’t miss at all when the suspects fled out of their base.” Wess lightly stared. “You struck and killed each person, instantly and without missing once.”

“Yup.”

“… So you know that woman. This ‘Shadowclaw’.” Wess didn’t need an answer to that. He continued, “Will you be assisting us with her capture?”

“I’ll be moving on my own now, Wess, and I will be moving to capture her. I need to make a few new things to deal with her, and I need to talk to others. I will keep you informed.”

“Did she have a lightning ring around her neck?”

“No,” Erick said, thankful that he could answer that one, without lying.

“Who is she?”

Perhaps Erick was too angry as he said, “You already know who she is. You’ve known this whole time, but you’re the one who kept her name away from me. You’re the one who fiddled with the reports that the Throne handed over to House Benevolence. I’m not even that mad.” Erick said, “You did that because you thought I’d be compromised. But the only reason I missed, Wess, was because I wasn’t aware who, exactly, we were hunting. I was surprised. I will not be surprised again.”

“We weren’t exactly sure of anything. And we don’t actually know who she is, Ashes.”

“… Well maybe you’re not lying, but only because you weren’t told either.”

“So help me to know who she is,” Wess said, trying to keep his demeanor on an even keel.

“Her name is known to me as one thing, of which I will not be releasing out into the world, since it is her True Name; the one she was given when she was born on Riam, oh so long ago. Maybe that’s why her name wasn’t in the files; because to know it is to spread a memetic hazard and to awaken even more of those evils.” Erick said, “Shadowclaw is a fine thing to call her.”

Wess scowled lightly, trying not to show too much emotion.

Erick said, “I’ll ask Erick to [Cascade Imaging] for the woman out in the rest of the world, if you would allow him to use that spell on Greensoil. He might be able to use that spell in here, in this dungeon. But I’m not sure about that.”

“… I’ll move that question up the line. I’ll have an answer for you by tomorrow. Will you be staying here in the dungeon?”

“I’m going to see one person, and when you’re watching me from the control room, you’re going to give me an hour before you confront them.”

“… We’ll give you the length of one conversation, in one location.”

Erick stood, saying, “Good enough.”

And then he left.









- - - -









Erick rested on a couch, one arm on the armrest, the other on the back. His staff floated to the side, looking like a spike of runed and subtly glowing gold. Or maybe the reflection was just of a golden wheat field on a particularly bright day. Hard to say. Since that ‘Eradicate’, it seemed even more gold than it had any right to be—

The door opened, and a woman stepped inside the room. She was unarmed, and unarmored. Not a single meta-artifact held to her body. She wore a shapely, if comfortable blue dress atop a white tunic with full sleeves, while her boots were more made for kicking around in the mud. They were clothes that one might expect to be arrested in, to allow oneself to be comfortable for what was to come. Her skin was pale, while her hair and eyes were so dark brown, they looked almost black. So that was different. Her eyes had been golden last time, and now they were brown. Her lips were the same shade of blood red, though.

The seriousness of her face was the same as Ashes had seen many, many times before.

Rebecca closed the door behind her, asking, “Do we have time to talk?”

“Enough, and then the Inquisitors will be coming here.”

Rebecca sat down on the other couch, across from him. “I’m not her.”

“No. You’re not.” Erick said, “And I’m not Ashes.”

Rebecca said, “I heard she escaped. We already have people looking for her. It will be difficult for me to coordinate that search, now that I’m to be detained.”

“You know your True Name already, don’t you.”

“I do. I learned it last time the nobility of Greensoil sought to use an awakened NPC copy of myself in order to achieve up there what I have achieved down here…” Rebecca asked, “This information is Sealed by the Viridian Throne, you know, but it’s coming out again… I’m not even sure if the Inquisitors truly know what they’re going after. I assume she’s already escaped the dungeon completely. Gone off to other places… I know not where. But her lackeys remain. We’ll capture them. Turn them over to the Throne, as we did last time… Along with the other Fyuri who also went bad.”

“Why do you think you didn’t ‘go bad’?”

It was a loaded question.

Rebecca recognized that.

She began, “A shadowcat escaped the first floor several years ago, back when the Iron Bandits were less than they were today. That shadowcat saw the full breadth of the horrors of Riam, and how those horrors had been turned into amusement and training by the people of this world.” Rebecca said, “I saw the utter death of Riam, and how Atunir won. And I thought myself one of the good people. I lived here in Utopia for a while, growing accustomed to my human body and accustomed to the Iron Bandits. I spent half a decade as ‘Rebecca’ and all of that time making the Iron Bandits into a true force. And then 15 months ago, Tuilo Manfield, the scion of House Manfield, discovered who I was patterned after. He grabbed that shadowcat off the first floor and dragged them through to Utopia, and then he inflicted upon her their True Name, through the use of a Name Finder artifact that they made… Or found. We’re not sure.

“That Fyuri went on to become a force for the Manfields, the Chesterfields, the Waterroads, the Adamsmiths, and the Farfields. It was a coalition of powers. And then, for completely understandable reasons since Fyuri is a witch and a horror, Fyuri tried to carve out her own place of power in Greendale by stealing faces and otherwise. This was too much. The nobles who had raised her up turned her in.

“And I helped to eradicate all of her tendrils of power she had wormed into the land down here, while those nobles did the same to her powers up there. Fyuri made a lot of mistakes, so it was easy enough to find out what she had done wrong, and especially because she had 5 noble families all turn on her.

“But Tuilo Manfield and his plans for domination of some sort remained. I was never made aware of those full plans, but the Throne knows.” Rebecca said, “Tuilo Manfield captured another shadowcat, and this time, I can only assume that she instantly realized what those five families had done to her previous incarnation. So she played along until she could kill them all, which is exactly what she did.

“I have already told all of these suspicions to the Viridian Throne. That you are here, now, asking me these questions, shows that these suspicions of mine have proven true.”

Rebecca went silent.

Ashes asked, “When you first saw me, did you know me?”

“In the way one recognizes a dream walking around in front of them.”

“When did you learn of your own True Name?”

“In the dismantling of the first Fyuri’s power.”

“Who did you kill when you Awakened?”

“… A baker who maligned me with an improperly frosted cake. A schoolgirl who got mud on my shoes. A young woman who had eyes on Tom.” Rebecca said, “Two NPCs who didn’t matter. The woman respawned on the entrance floor. These days I kill anyone who dislikes my rule, but they always end up on the entrance floor. I’m not actually killing people… Not really.”

“Do you want that impetus removed? I can get the Wizard to [Reincarnation] you.”

“That’s one solution to your fears of me, but I have mastered myself in the years before I knew my name as Fyuri. I don’t need, nor want, someone else to decide my disposition. Besides, if I did take that option then I couldn’t be in power down here, for I am a hidden Inquisitor of the Viridian Throne. I assume that position will be revoked from me after this recent proof that a Fyuri was behind all these demonic murders.” Fyuri said, “It was good to meet you again, though, Ashes. I never thought that would ever happen.”

Ashes just stared, trying to understand his own emotions in that moment.

Fyuri said, “I wasn’t aware that you went on to become the Summoner until recently, but I knew you had that sort of power in you, so it’s not that surprising in retrospect, here, ten thousand lifetimes removed from that ancient past.” She chuckled; a forlorn sound. “I suppose you ‘summon’ a Wizard these days instead of a god. Fitting, considering the lesser nature of our current reality.”

Ashes did his damnedest to ignore that attempt at connecting. He ignored his own impetus to just murder Fyuri and rip apart her soul so she couldn’t revive at all.

He moved on, “The other Fyuri got her black staff from a Summoner. She saw me come in here, and she went and got one from the Summoner. And then she did whatever she wanted with it. Maybe she even grabbed ‘The Summoner’ out of floor four, or five.”

“Possible, but unlikely. The Summoner doesn’t move and will kill anyone who tries to take him off his floor. But then again, she knew your name, and therefore she knew the Summoner’s True Name.” Fyuri said, “I still feel some loving impetus with you right now, but I know for a fact that if roles were reversed, and I had you in my complete power, I would kill you or torture you or do any number of other, horrible things, to make you mine in truth. Maybe we could even have kids this time. Riam doesn’t exist anymore, after all. No more would my family keep you down. No more family telling me I can’t have you exactly how I want you. No more High Councils holding us back. You always wanted to be a stay-at-home dad, didn’t you? I would have made that happen.”

“I did want that, in some sort of way,” Ashes said. “But you would destroy the world to make it again in your desired shape. And I wanted that threat to end more than I wanted a life with you.”

Fyuri’s breath hitched.

An affectation? Or truth? Impossible to know which, or why.

Fyuri collected herself.

“And that is why I am down here, in the Glittering Depths, limiting myself.” Fyuri said, “I believe in [Reincarnation]. I have hope in Xoat Reborn, to be able to change me into something better. But… I’ll have to take a delay on that option right now.” Fyuri breathed in, her gold eyes transforming back to black. Erick had no idea when they had become gold, but now they were black again. Rebecca said, “I do hope that the option for [Reincarnation] will remain open, if the Viridian Throne releases me back to this land.”

“The option will not ‘remain’. It will be enforced.”

Rebecca softly smiled. “That works, too. When you tell Xoat Reborn of all of this, I ask you to bring up the option of him creating a Name Finder, and [Reincarnation]ing every other Riamite, as well. They deserve second chances, for most of them were just soldiers, doing jobs, caught up in Riam’s propaganda machines, and they deserve to know their full histories before they’re changed into new people.”

Erick nodded once.

And then Erick left, opening the door to find a crowd of Inquisitors waiting in the hall. Erick moved out, and those men and women in green armor and suits moved in, to easily capture Rebecca, for she did not resist at all. Erick didn’t watch beyond that. He was already half gone out of the building, but he didn’t manage to fully escape before another confrontation appeared.

For Wess was waiting at the entrance to the Iron Bandits company house. The green-armored Inquisitor said, “It appears I was not allowed to be aware of a great many things.”

“Me either.” Erick asked, “Have you found Shadowclaw?”

“Not yet. But we have a great deal more information now. The Viridian Throne thanks House Benevolence for their assistance. The Wizard is allowed to Image for whoever he wishes to image for, for the next week. Please inform us of any hits on the Scan, either in here, or out there on Greensoil.”

Erick nodded. “Rebecca is getting [Reincarnation]ed.”

Wess’s lips pinched a little, almost saying something against Erick’s commandment—

Erick walked away.

“I didn’t know she was an Inquisitor,” Wess said, to Erick’s back. “I didn’t know any of that.”

Erick waved a little, dismissive.

He kept walking.









- - - -









“I have a philosophical question, Poi,” Erick said, as he sipped a beer and watched the sunset from his cloud castle.

Poi sipped his beer beside Erick, waiting.

“It’s come up before, and it’ll come up again, but… If you know someone is manipulating you through their words in order to achieve a goal that is not awful, and you can find no fault with their words no matter how much you tumble them around in your mind… Is it okay to be manipulated? Or do you rebel, just because you can? Just because you hate the person saying those words?”

“Finding no fault means that their words are sound, and they should be heeded, no matter how distasteful the person speaking those words.”

“… Yeah.” Erick sighed. “That’s the decision I’ve always made before, but this time feels different. Worse.”

Poi nodded, knowingly.

Erick continued, “In less philosophical talk: So Greensoil is going to use Fyuri and the Summoner that Fyuri managed to Awaken in order to make some megaweapons... If they can find her, and if she agrees to work for them. Which she will. But it’s more likely that they’ll just try to Awaken a different Summoner… Or maybe they already have, and that’s failed for whatever reasons. Or maybe it succeeded. Whatever has happened there has only happened in order for Greensoil to gain more power. That’s why they kept Odaari around, too.”

“The tyrant humans and point-bought archmages of Greensoil aren’t like the natural-born and actually-talented powers of this world. Those humans have to steal and coerce their power out of the Dark, or through other sources.” Poi said, “Not like it really matters, though. They already have megaweapons, and they’ll have more and more as time goes on. But we have you. And Kirginatharp. Bright Smile. Quilatalap. The Geodes. Wizard Destiny. That’s not counting the gods that also ensure this world remains intact. The list goes on.”

“… I still don’t like it.” Erick sighed. “But I won’t be a tyrant, either.”

“Dinner won’t be ready for a while.” Poi asked, “Want another beer?”

“… Actually, I want to talk about the full breadth of the dungeon and what it means to have memories that are not my own… Not to the therapist. Gabby is not someone I want involved with this right now.” Erick looked to Poi. “I would have your opinion on the matter.”

Years ago, Erick had requested a Mind Mage therapist to help with consultations for dragons, during the Dragon Exodus, to untangle true desires from those who were being forced to undergo a transformation of [Reincarnation] or Benevolencing, against their wills. These days, Mind Mage Gabby was among those who interviewed those who were on the [Reincarnation] list, to help sort them out before Erick got to them, on his [Reincarnation] days. Gabby was also the therapist whom Erick saw every now and then.

Poi set his beer down. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk to Gabby?”

“I’m sure.”

Poi breathed in, then began, “Every person has a personal mind slime that composes their entire mental being, and which interacts with the world around them in a myriad of ways. One of these ways which most people are most familiar with, is the creation of magic through the interactions of mind, mana, and intent. Other ways of interacting include the touching of another’s mind, and the exchange of information. This second one is what we focus on right now, because memories exist in the mana, just as much as they exist in other people. It all bleeds together.

“And that’s the concept called ‘mind bleed’.

“A young Mind Mage, just awakening to the fact that they experience the world differently than other people, soon becomes aware that they are stealing and copying the mental impressions left by others all around them; living memories, or memories in the mana, that people can see with Meditation. Mind Mages live tens of lives by the time they reach ten years old; more in a large city, less in a rural location.

“It can be a struggle to learn to control oneself, to not be influenced by others, but we all manage it eventually, because we’re all found out by other, more experienced Mind Mages, who teach us, or we learn control on our own.

“There are memories in the mana, like I said. And inside that dungeon, you found a memory in the mana that resonated with you.” Poi said, “You’re probably going to find a lot more, Erick, because you’re a Paradox Wizard, who has already met yourself in the mana, long before today.

“So I’ll give you the same sets of advice that I was given, and that other Mind Mages have given younglings many, many times:

“Become the solid wall in order to control your personal world, or the worlds of others will control you.

“Or:

“Become the tree, taking in good knowledge and letting the bad go, while growing as much as you desire to grow.

“Or:

“Accept everything, and become the perfect gestalt of the world around you.”

For a moment, Erick thought. “It has to be the second option, right?”

Poi shrugged. “Every path can be successful.”

“… Really?”

“Yes.” Poi said, “For us Mind Mages, those who choose to become the Wall are those who choose to abandon their gifts of mindsight in favor of becoming themselves, and only themselves. These people become like a mental version of the Class Juggernaut; able to stand up to the storm of mental monsters and memetic threats and come out completely unscratched.

“Most of us choose to become the Tree; to judge what we see and to take in what we wish. Sometimes, that choice of being a Tree eventually morphs into being the Wall, when we’ve taken in all we wish to take, or that choice might morph into becoming a Gestalt, because we see the world, and we desire to be as much a part of the world as possible.

“The Gestalt is a rarer path, but it is the path of those who accept everyone and who can connect with anyone. This is the path for those who desire to become one with the world, and those people are whom the Crossing is based upon. Every single Ascendant Mind is a Gestalt.

“All paths are valid. The choice is ultimately up to the individual.”

Erick looked out at the sunset, across the land of Candlepoint and the distant mountains that separated the Crystal Forest from the Wasteland Kingdoms. White clouds tumbled on that horizon. Being a tree seemed okay. But being a gestalt seemed okay, too. And of course, being a wall had a certain amount of appeal.

Walls could wear down, though, and being one with everything would lead to the dissolution of self.

So a tree was probably better.

Hmm.

Erick asked Poi, “What did Greensoil try while I was indisposed for a day?”

“Nothing, surprisingly.”

Erick laughed. “What!” He smiled. “That's crazy.”

“I’m surprised, too. But it’s not actually that surprising, since they’re focused on shoring up their gains from your involvement in the dungeon, and you were only on this hunt for a day.”

“… Yeah.”

“Any further luck Imaging Greensoil?”

“Ophiel is still doing that, but he hasn’t been able to find anything except for hideouts.” Erick cast his Sight over to Ophiel, in the skies of Greensoil, to check on the [Cascade Imaging] maps he had put up in the air. Still nothing except for a few blue dots here and there. Another shift of Sight and a few quick movements of Ophiel showed Erick that the Inquisitors were on the case in every single apartment building, workshop, bank, bakery, and a good 40-and-more other assorted places, where Fyuri’s DNA had shown up. Erick came back to himself. “Still nothing solid, but they did find the 4 missing conspirators… Those guys all seemed to have gotten to the Surface, somehow. Hopefully Darundi will not push back when I ask to interview them all myself, or when I ask to take Odaari from them.”

“Are you really going to take Odaari?”

“That’s up to Darundi.” Erick asked, “Do you think I shouldn’t?”

“No comment.”

Erick grinned and chuckled. And then he took a sip of beer.

The sunset was pretty gorgeous.

After watching the sunset for a while, on a whim, Erick dialed up the power of his All-Seeing Eye to max.

The blue sky fell away. The clouds vanished. The horizon disappeared.

The sun was a blazing ball of white-gold, unobscured by atmosphere or the planet, with solar flares curling around the edges and falling back in like massive curls of a dragon’s long body. Erick blinked, and the world returned. He chuckled as he brushed tears out of his eyes, and his body healed from the damage of looking straight at the sun.

Poi finished off his beer, saying, “Surprised you didn’t burn yourself more than that.”

Erick smiled, as he asked, “Want another beer?”

“Yes.”

Ophiel leapt up from his perch, saying, “I get! I get!”

Erick would have opened a small [Gate] in the keg in the kitchen to fill his and Poi’s cups that way, but Ophiel’s option worked too. “Thank you, Ophiel.”
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                Erick walked through golden fields, under a blue sky.

Atunir walked beside him. “Hello, Erick.”

“Hello, Atunir,” Erick said, then he went right into it. “Something needs to change about that dungeon. We can’t have world-wide threats being made and released into Greensoil’s power. Into anyone’s power, really.”

“Is that what you want to start with? Not that you are the Summoner, a Wizard who doomed a world and saved another through a supreme Paradox?”

“… I suppose we could start there, with how apparently the Summoner was a Wizard, too? When you invited me into that dungeon, did you know that was going to happen?”

“No. What I said last time remains true. I have memories of that time. You are a Wizard of Paradox. Either you are, or are not, related directly to the Summoner, but I’m willing to bet that you are. A part of his mana lives on in you.” 

“And you’re not worried about that? About Wizardry?”

“He’s not a Wizard anymore.” Atunir said, “And you said it yourself; you put yourself on a Benevolent Path. Either intentionally, or subconsciously, you are orchestrating the future of this world into one better for us all, through the exploration of your past. Right now, that Path forward seems less than solid. Dangerous. But from what I see in the Benevolent Sky, and in all my other methods of checking the future, it appears we’re on a clear course to some brighter land. Everything happening right now is a stepping stone toward that future.”

Erick breathed in the dreamy air as he thought. Then he said, “Are the Summoners and Fyuris released from the dungeon… Are they a problem you can help with?”

“Yes. I have paladins, and I have already dispatched them to locate and purge the corrupted dungeon remnants. They are done with that job, and have collected six soldiers of Riam, four commanders, and three archmages. They are currently in talks with Greensoil about turning them over to Greensoil, but if you wish to turn them into better people, then I will make that happen instead.”

“I will take them,” Erick said, with perhaps too much ferocity. “Do you know where Fyuri and the Summoner are?”

Atunir looked at him, and softly said, “They are just people, Erick, and your Node Network [Renew] magics make much of the world a lot more stable than it used to be, cutting off their chances of changing the world down to near nothing. Fyuri was a woman most renown for her cruelty and power to control people through charisma and guile, and while that threat might remain, the Summoner that she managed to pull out of floor 5 was a Wizard in the original, but no longer. Fyuri took his staff, none of his magics work like they should, and he’s in the custody of Darundi Raivo right now, talking of pasts and magics that he no longer has any connection to. That Fyuri you fought is free, however. She is in Candlepoint, posing as a traveler and applying for light dungeon access, to regain her [Greater Lightwalk].”

“… I’ll be taking care of Fyuri first, then.” Erick asked, “Are there any others?”

“Aside from the ones captured by my paladins, and taken in by the Inquisition, Kinder has found and killed 19 more conspirators, all while remaining hidden himself. He retains plausible deniability that he had anything to do with any of it, which is true, but which won’t matter if you bring up any words against him. The only threads that remain active outside the Glittering Depths are the Fyuri Riamiteer at Candlepoint, and the Ashes Woodfield at Greensoil.”

Erick connected a few dots. “When you asked me to come to the dungeon… Was it to solve this problem? Or did Kinder ask this of you?”

“I had hoped, and so did Kinder, who prayed for it, but I wasn’t about to put that on you. Aside from closing this Kill and Exterminate Quest with Odaari, the only thing I truly wished for was you checking out the meta-artifact idea, to see what you thought. Maybe it would have helped you with your Wizard crystallization, but that’s a personal journey that I cannot interfere with directly, and nor do I want to interfere.” 

Ah. So Kinder did pray to rid the dungeon of this problem. The Dungeon Master knew of the problem, but he couldn’t actually do anything against Fyuri and otherwise, because to do so would be to show how little actual control he had over the dungeon. Ah. Well that was pretty shitty.

“The Kinder before this one…” Erick asked, “He tried to speak up about the problems in the dungeon, didn’t he?”

“Back when the dungeon breaks happened three years ago, one Kinder tried to speak up about how the Greensoil Republic was purposefully mishandling the dungeons. Then Greensoil decided to blame all the dungeon breaks on the Gate Network between the Wasteland and Greensoil, to blame the incani on what was wholly a Greensoil created problem.” Atunir said, “It was a lie that worked on you because in a few cases, it was true. In 90% of cases, though, the problem was Greensoil taking NPCs out of the dungeons and using them to try and make new magics. One of those dungeons they targeted for harvesting was the Glittering Depths, and it was there that several Fyuris, some abominations, and some ritual magics were extracted, and tested inside other dungeons. The results of those tests were the dungeon breaks and my paladins cleaning up those Fyuris and otherwise.” Atunir finished with, “But now you’re back, as Melemizargo has said, and as you have proven. I wasn’t even aware you were gone, but it makes sense, now that we’re here. And now that we’re here, I ask you to solve whatever problems you see among my people as much as you desire, Erick. You have my blessing to do so. I wish you well.”

A hundred thoughts flitted through Erick’s mind.

He landed on one of the most important ones, “Where are those other escaped Fyuris? The original ones from the dungeon breaks 3 years ago?”

“Dead to the last. I ensured it, as soon as they crossed lines which I could not abide. The only one who has survived for a long while is Rebecca, and only because she could kill to sate her hunger down there in the Glittering Depths because she wasn’t actually killing anyone.” Atunir added, “Greensoil is getting smarter about using my gifts to the world, and turning them into weapons. I might have to close the Glittering Depths, or else open another dungeon in the Wasteland. I hope I do not have to do either, though.”

Erick had no answer to that right now.

All he could say was, “I’m going to lean hard on Greensoil, and I might drop your name.”

“I suggest a coalition of forces, Erick. Kromolok and Rozeta. Kirginatharp. And of course, my paladins and Champion. I can have my people gathered in Odaali within the hour. Or I can give you days to prepare.”

“I’m going to capture Fyuri first. Then… Then I’ll go to Odaali. I would have every single conspirator turned over to me, to be transformed into better people. I’ll be offering [Reincarnation]s of a more normal sort to anyone living in the Glittering Depths who wants one, but I have no real good way to get in contact with them now. Can you tell them that they are welcome in Candlepoint?”

Atunir nodded. “I’ll let them know.”

The world faded.

- - - -

Erick woke.

It was midnight but the shadows never slept, and Enforcement slept even less. Burhendurur was out of the office right now, so Erick just ordered the next man in line to quietly secure the area around the Light Dungeon.

Under the dark, beneath the scant lines of light from the node network that stretched across Candlepoint, lay the hill that hid the Light Dungeon. Erick’s magic preceded him, power unfurling in the sky with all ten Ophiel, spreading wide. Light came to the night. Forty three people who were lined up for the dungeon all went still as multitudes of white and black armored men and women stepped out of the surrounding lands, to contain the delvers, and one delver in particular. 

Erick descended to the ground, right in front of his target.

She was a woman, eleventh in line for the dungeon, who made no attempt to hide. She did not look like Fyuri or Rebecca at all. Blonde, thin, armored and ready for battle, Fyuri did nothing but stand firm, unlike everyone else near her, beneath Erick’s white hot gaze.

“Hello, Fyuri,” Erick said, as he opened a [Gate] to the side. “This way, please.”

“If you do not mind, I would like to assume my normal form for what is to come.”

Erick retracted his Domains from her, and her alone, daring her to act as he said, “Go ahead.”

Fyuri’s armor evaporated, her form twisting, as she became a sudden cat monster ten meters tall and with a dozen tails, her mouth full of fangs, shadows spearing out, aiming for Erick—

Erick smashed down on her back with black claws ten times her size, black wings unfurling and white lightning dancing inside his maw. He held down Fyuri like she was an unruly kitten. She sparked with red lightning beneath his claws. Erick sparked harder, opening his maw and pouring forth a storm of white lightning directly onto the evil woman, his power dancing down in a column, constrained in effect but eradicating Fyuri from existence. When he was done with her, and satisfied at his rage abating, Erick closed his mouth and pulled back. He had carved a divot in the ground a bare ten meters across and half that deep, and only because that’s how far he chose to take it.

Erick sighed as he flexed his wings outward, rustling the air with the sound of a far-off storm, his tail flickering. And then he relaxed.

In a flickering moment, Erick flashed healing throughout the area, repairing whatever eyesight damage his lightning might have unintentionally caused. And then he shrunk down into his normal body, his clothes reappearing as he stood above the empty void where he had erased a remnant of the past that did not deserve to plague the world ever again. She had proven herself as evil. She did not deserve redemption…

But that was Erick’s anger talking.

He hadn’t actually erased her soul, and that made all the difference. 







- - - -







Erick stood on one side of a solid diamond glass wall that was reinforced with a bunch of solidification magics. Fyuri regained consciousness on the other side, inside a very well-made containment chamber, deep below House Benevolence. She had a bathroom, a kitchen, and a bedroom, all of it well stocked, but with absolutely no passageways from here to the outside world. The only way in or out of there was through a [Gate]. The bathroom cleaned itself and the air with [Cleanse], the food was delivered daily, and she had a few things she could cook, along with a bunch of books on being a better person, and containing and redirecting one’s anger. Erick wondered if they would help her. Fyuri would have no interest in those books right now, but she would, eventually. This was solitary confinement for now, but right across the hallway lay an exact copy of Fyuri’s containment rooms, ready and waiting for someone else to show up, to need to stay here while they acclimated to their new personality.

Erick had a few of these rooms. Only one was in use right now. He wondered if he would need to actually use more of them. 

Fyuri pretended to be asleep for a little while longer, but she realized that wasn’t going to work, so she sat up on her bed, and looked at Erick. “Hello, Wizard Flatt. How good to meet you. Don’t know what came over me out there.”

“Sure sure. So there’s a pen and some paperwork in front of you, on that table. It’s [Reincarnation] paperwork. Make some choices and I’ll be back to enforce them soon enough.”

“You won’t stay and talk for a while? It might be normal for you to hand down judgments like this, but from my perspective this is quite a difficult time in my life.”

Erick was trying not to be baited, so he had acted flippantly… But now he needed to stay and talk, if only for propriety. “… Go ahead, then. Speak.”

“I ask for amnesty from Greensoil. They are murderers, all of them, and they would see me dead… Which is why I assume that you killed me so publicly, and brought me back here, underground and under observation. I would speak of the truth of the Republic as a cesspit of horrors that need change, and I would help you bring that change. Admittedly, I did try to sneak in, instead of contacting you directly, but I wasn’t quite sure how an actual audience would work… Or if you would even listen to what I have to say, considering what Ashes has likely told you. I just had to flee that place, for they would surely kill me as they had already done to so many of my copies.”

Surprisingly, Erick did not find himself becoming angry at Fyuri’s carefully crafted tale.

So it was with calm, that Erick began, “Allow me to pull apart some of your lies, for what they are.

“You did not seek amnesty when you came here. You sought to rebuild power and then to find Ashes and burrow into his heart in any way that you could, hoping to harm him and also gain power in the process. 

“You also sought to have a new life entirely, through that body you face-stole from an unlucky woman who was at a bar in Gambler’s Rest, who you killed and ate and then sundered her soul, and perhaps not in that exact order. I was not able to [True Resurrection] her though, so we can’t ask her for her order of events, and you cleared the manasphere rather well so I can’t see what you did to her, either. Her family is calling for your head and death, but I won’t give them that, because you are allied with Hell, now.” Erick said, “Hell doesn’t want you anymore, by the way. I have a contact there that has discovered your attempts to inflame the Forever War, but she was coy about it, because Demons and Angels do absolutely hate each other, and inflaming war in Greensoil is good for Demons. But I convinced them that you would only use Hell for your own gain, and then ruin them in the process. That was not a hard sell. Within the hour, that contact came back with a full report of all your misdeeds.

“So if you’re wondering why you didn’t wake up in Hell as a demon, then that’s the reason; I [True Resurrection]ed you and stole that future from you, before your soul could get there in time.” Erick said, “So here’s what’s going to happen. You’re going to fill out that paperwork, and then I’m gonna strip you of all of your power, and then Blessing of Empathy you, to ensure that this sort of horror never happens again. In a week, or whatever, you will be asked questions and you will spill everything you know about Greensoil’s dungeon weapons programs, and we’ll see about your future after that.”

Fyuri listened and barely betrayed her anger. But soon her anger changed. A tiny smile formed on her blood-red lips, as she gazed at Erick with bright, amber eyes. She ignored everything Erick said, and attacked, “You’re Ashes. You are the Summoner.”

“Yup,” Erick said, “Everyone in power at Greensoil already knows. I’m sure more people will be learning that soon enough.”

“I’ll take that [Reincarnation], however you want to make me, and an Empathy as well.” Fyuri said, “Make me yours, Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence! My Summoner!”

… Erick walked away.

- - - -

Erick stood on one side of a courtyard, ringed in power and spellwork. People in prisoner tunics and brown pants stood on the other side, unshackled and yet not trying anything untoward. They were the Riamites captured by Atunir’s paladins, and they knew what was about to happen. Those paladins of Atunir, standing on the walls around the courtyard, and Champion Yetta, standing at Erick’s side, watched Erick work.

Erick explained, “You will be given [Reincarnation] paperwork. As you have proven yourself as malcontents, working to undermine the authority of the powers of this world, you will be given a Blessing of Empathy as well. Beyond that, you have two choices, based upon if you choose to fully reveal the depth of your activities working for Shadowclaw, or if you withhold information. Those who fail to reveal the full depth of their activities will be turned over to Greensoil. Those who cooperate, will be reintegrated into society at Candlepoint. A new life is ahead of you, men and women of Riam, and in a few cases, Utopia. If you choose to accept it.”

Erick waved a hand, and paperwork appeared.

An hour later, every single person was on their way to Candlepoint. None of them wanted to be handed over to Greensoil. One of those people was the Artillery Archmage from the second floor, whom Erick had killed without knowing it the first time around that land, and whom he had killed another time with his golden staff. That Artillery Archmage’s True Name was Terrance Nightenflit, and now he was much younger and with a better direction in life, and with a new name of his choice. All of them would get a lot more choices, this time around, for they were free men and women. Mostly. 

Erick’s [Reincarnation] and Empathy had yet to fail catastrophically, or really, at all, but some people were still watched after the transformation, and these people were added to that list.









- - - -



A non-fancy, circular stone table rested on a white stone floor, in the center of a grand hall made of white crystal with gold striation laced through that rock, almost artistically. Four chairs sat around the table, each of them as important as the other, while the lights of the room allowed for no great shadows at all.

Lightning-ringed portals opened at four sides of the room at the same time. Four people stepped into that space. 

A king of black metal, shaped into an orcol. 

An older man in gold and white robes who had forgone taking the title of ‘king’ for himself many times before. 

A king in green, who was the focus of this meeting. 

And a king in white, with black edges to his robes, and lightning in his eyes.

King Stratagold. The Headmaster, Kirginatharp. The Viridian King, Darundi Raivo. Erick Flatt, the Wizard of Benevolence and the Apparent King.

It had taken Erick nearly 7 days to reach this point, all that time filled with letters and meetings and back-and-forth, and complete [Force Wall]ing from Darundi, and in many cases, fury. The Viridian King’s fury at Erick was well-hidden, always, but it was still there. Erick had a lot of fury of his own. Now that Erick was calling Darundi on his bullshit, the Viridian Throne didn’t want to own up to any of their misuses of the Dark, and relations were deteriorating. 

Erick had almost simply broken into the Viridian Palace, to steal both Odaari and the Summoner out from Viridian control. He didn’t do that, though. He refrained. And now, he was here, at a major meeting between powers. He wasn’t going to let Darundi get away with anything.

It was time for a full overhaul of everything about Greensoil.

That was Erick’s goal, anyway.

Darundi had his own set of goals. 

Stratagold was here on Darundi’s side. Kirginatharp was here on Erick’s side. But all four of them sat down around the round table, with no one actually on anyone’s side at all.

Kirginatharp stood, and began, “As the oldest, I will open this discussion.

“Based on the discrepancy between the positions of House Benevolence and the Greensoil Republic, I doubt we will reach an understanding that both sides are happy with, but it is important to have open dialogues about these sorts of things, in order to prevent forceful events that would further erode the trust and cooperation we great powers of the world have in this new era, here on Veird.

“Onto the discrepancy.

“House Benevolence desires the complete turn-over of the Glittering Depths to the Church of Atunir, and the complete ousting of all of Greensoil interests therein. It also desires the Republic to turn over all great evils that it has dredged up from the Dark, for subsequent [Reincarnation] and Empathying, or, in the cases of weapons of mass destruction, for categorizing and dismantling.

“If these were normal dissatisfactions, such a request would be a complicated national-level series of talks and organizations between House Benevolence and Greensoil, and neither King Stratagold or myself would become involved. 

“But the Republic is mining the Dark for great evils, and then trying to use those great evils to increase their military might. On the nature of weapons, I doubt you will get what you want, Erick. But on the nature of evils, we have much to talk about.” Kirginatharp said, “The purpose of dungeons is to train people how to handle magic and themselves in worlds of simulated and real danger. Recreating evils is perhaps the greatest issue here.” 

Not an unexpected angle from Kirginatharp. 

Darundi did not stand, for that part of the meeting was over. He simply said, “The evils recreated from the Glittering Depths are greatly exaggerated, primarily because the Script already keeps the greatest magics out of the hands of everyone, and because the archmages and powers of the Glittering Depths are from an ancient age, where magic was different anyway. Not a single one of the archmages brought forth from that land and made real have been able to achieve anything above tier 6 spellwork; they’re not technically archmages anymore.” He looked at Erick, adding, “And you cannot say that the Glittering Depths were not useful, for you gained power there yourself, Erick. Who are you to deny others the right to power that you have grasped? To do so would go against everything you already stand for, would it not? Perhaps you have been affected too much by your time in the Dark, and it is you who should be censured.”

An infuriating start, Erick thought. 

“Perhaps I should be censured, yes,” Erick said, responding the only way he could to such an oddity, and surprising no one except Darundi, who struggled not to show that surprise. Now was not a time to hide any cards, though, and so, Erick continued, “I’ve already taken steps to step down from my position as absolute Gatemaster. My apprentice, Kiri Flamecrash, has taken up many of my old duties, and is working on providing the world with a second person capable of overseeing the Gate Network.”

Kirginatharp was not surprised; for he knew about Kiri, and how Erick was getting ready to reseal Yggdrasil, and all the rest. Stratagold had not been informed of all that nearly as much as Kirginatharp, but he knew. While Kirginatharp withheld his judgment—

Stratagold spoke, “Perhaps it is for the best that you take a step back from absolute power, Erick, though this is the first I am hearing of it in quite so plain wording. I assume that Kirginatharp knew? But this is a new revelation for you, is it not, Darundi?”

Darundi withheld his words for the moment.

Kirginatharp said, “One person should not have as much power as Erick has. This is a fact he has stated himself many times over, and now that he has the opportunity to give up some of that power to the next generation, I congratulate him for being able to do so.”

So that was a bunch of words that amounted to Darundi’s stance against Erick being approved, because Erick stepped back himself, and in that action approving of Darundi’s stance, but in return for stepping back, Erick was about to demand a lot in return. And Darundi knew it. So did everyone else.

Erick held his tongue, though, and let Darundi fuck his position up even more, because that’s what tyrants did when you gave them enough rope to hang themselves with.

“You’re working some Wizardry, aren’t you, Erick. That ‘Benevolent Path’ you spoke of inside the dungeon,” Darundi said, as he narrowed his eyes. “You’re doing some sort of Fate magic right now, because you went to the Glittering Depths after you started to elevate Kiri to the new Gatemaster. That you are giving up power due to being influenced by the Dark… All that is just a Wizardry you have created in order to harm Greensoil with unreasonable demands that we open ourselves up to having a dungeon overlap the entire Dark space of the capital. A place that is already infested with known demonic conspirators. We’ll just have more demonic murders, and you want that to happen.”

Erick wanted to throw all of that back in Darundi’s face, saying how he was reaching for answers and trying to maintain credibility… But Stratagold and Kirginatharp looked to Erick, too. Perhaps he did need to parry this attack, and go on the offense himself. 

Erick said, “I might be on a Benevolent Path. And if I am, it is undoubtedly to fix the major problems I can fix, while they are fixable. This includes what happened down at Storm’s Edge, and what I see happening in Greensoil, with you trying to dig up ancient evils for your own gain. That story of Atunir’s is a holy one that should be told to people, so that they know what true evil looks like. It is NOT a story that you should mine for gold.

“Therefore, we need to slap you down for that, but there’s a lot more to this problem of Greensoil than you all poking at the ancient evil that is Riam.

“I heard a funny story the other day, and I went looking into that funny story, to see the truth. I saw a lot. 

“Back when those dungeon breaks happened in Greensoil, back when Greensoil and the Wasteland had a direct connection, there was one dungeon near Riski, on the southern coast of Greensoil, where demonic forces were actually found. You blew those forces way out of proportion, claiming they were connected to the Halls of the Dead, which used to have their base to the north of Riski, in the mountains. And that particular dungeon break did have some cousins that were distantly connected to the Halls of the Dead.

“But that was a cover story.

“For in all the other dungeon breaks that happened all across Greensoil, that was due to Greensoil mining dungeons for magic. This caused some sort of chain reaction in the Dark, causing a great many dungeons in Greensoil to fall apart…” Erick looked around the room, where shadows lay, where they had not laid before. “Please, Melemizargo, I will ask for you and Atunir to speak later, but I wish for that speaking to come later.”

The shadows vanished. A gold glint in the lights of the room similarly faded.

Kirginatharp and Stratagold were outwardly calm, but inwardly worried.

Darundi was sweating buckets. He had expected to deal with powers today. Not gods.

“As I was saying,” Erick continued, “There was a fracture in the dungeons of Greensoil 3 years ago, and according to sources I can provide evidence for, it was because Greensoil was mining every dungeon for every ancient evil and power it could find. You have many such powers under your control right now. You have three living powers that I am most interested in, and that I demand to be turned over to me, immediately. 

“Odaari, because I demand it. 

“Rebecca, because you cannot hope to contain her. 

“And your living copy of the Summoner, because I won’t let you have a copy of my previous reincarnations, or whatever they are. I’m still not sure myself.” Erick added, “And I demand your entire nation quit with its human-centrism, because, since I’m stepping down from absolute political power, I can step into the realm of activism without being so threatening that we would have to resort to war to resolve our differences. I can still be incredibly influential, though. But that’s the stick. Here’s the carrot: Perhaps, if your human-centric policies were to end, you wouldn’t find so many enemies in the shadows waiting to stab you.”

Darundi had regained his composure by the time Erick had finished. He simply said, “I reject your claim of power over Greensoil.”

Erick stared. “If you think I’m a bastard to deal with now, just wait until Kiri gets her claws into the Gate Network of Greensoil. She hates you, for a great many legitimate reasons.”

“No,” Darundi said simply.

Erick frowned. “Let us return to the current issue: You’re digging around in the Dark for horrors of the Old Cosmology. That has to stop.”

“I disagree,” said Stratagold. “But only in the assertion that absolute avoidance of evil is wrong. Individual cases might have merit. Fighting against Riam has merit. Mining Riam has no merit.”

… Erick wasn’t happy with that, but he let it lay.

Kirginatharp said, “While I believe that Greensoil’s endeavors are misguided, and that some sort of censure needs to happen to prevent the worst outcomes, the ability to pull the Old Cosmology out of memories is too great of a power for this world to leave unexplored. Evils should not be mined. Good should be mined.” Kirginatharp let that lay for a moment, then continued, “But for right now... For now, this exploration of Riam and the proven monstrousness of Riamites does demand a certain ban on those types of people pulled out of ancient history. Why not explore the dwarven worlds of the Radiant Depths? Or the Silvery Lands of ancient Lastine, of the Light Elementassi, and the angelic human hybrids of the Alvani? Surely places like that have merit, Darundi. Let Atunir have Atunir’s history.” He looked to Erick. “As for you, Erick. We have spoken of the horrors of Earth before, even though you stay away from the larger ones, but why not Earth? Spun fully-created from your own mind? ”

Erick stared hard, unsure what to say, or how he felt. Mostly he felt like this was a terrible box that did not need to be opened. Even if nuclear weapons simply did not work here on Veird, there were other things that could come through a dungeon to ‘Earth’, like… Well he wasn’t quite sure. But he didn’t want it to happen anyway. 

Erick had a good answer, though, “We don’t need to open that box, because that’s how you get elves again. That’s how Evil Gods are born. That’s how you unleash Primal Lightning into this world—”

Erick paused. 

There were four more seats at the table, all placed around the room equally.

Fairy Moon, dressed in pink and green and white, sat beside Erick on his left, between him and Stratagold.

Rozeta, wearing her white-wrought human woman form, in a pantsuit. She sat between Stratagold and Darundi.

Atunir, dressed in a simple yellow tunic and brown pants, with her braids in a bun, took her place between Darundi and Kirginatharp.

And then there was Fallopolis, looking composed in a dark suit, with white accents. She sat between Kirginatharp and Erick, while her black crystal staff floated behind her. Erick’s own gold staff was suddenly floating behind him; a bright gold thing that was confused by the black, crystalline thing. Erick had left that staff at home, and even Ophiel was outside this room. But now, the staff was here. 

New people all around. 

Erick rolled with it, saying, “Greetings, others. Glad you could join us. Was it the part about uncovering the Sundering that finally prompted this joining?”

Darundi looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but here, and yet he also had a king’s crown to uphold. He maintained. But he also fell to the background, hoping not to be noticed too much.

Rozeta spoke first, “In light of recent events, certain things need to be said. Of the mortal lands, the request is simple. Greensoil must deliver all Riamites awakened into real people unto Erick. Erick, you must rescind your other requests of Geensoil; this includes any adjustment of their governance. Besides, you’re already taking all of their good people from them and filling up the Crystal Forest with real forest and civilization. It’ll only be 30 years or Darundi’s natural death or assassination before all of Greensoil falls into a civil war. At that time, more extreme measures will be taken to ensure that Greensoil does not fully collapse, and that the people remain as alive as they can.”

Darundi’s eyes went wide at what was essentially a divine prophecy. He wanted to rebel, but then he thought better, and suddenly all his words fled him. He had no idea how to deal with that information at this moment, so he went silent.

Erick picked up the slack, “I will accept this lessening of my desires of Greensoil. I would hope to avert this horror you mention, though. I would assist Greensoil in a transition over the next twenty years. If Greensoil implements grand, sweeping reforms, everywhere, at every level of governance, I will help them do so. Or we can all just wait for Darundi to die, and then pick up the pieces afterward.”

Darundi regained composure, saying, “Rebecca, the Summoner, and Odaari will be transferred to House Benevolence. We’ll talk about the rest later.”

Erick breathed a small sigh of relief, and so did Kirginatharp and Stratagold. Darundi was still tense, but who could blame him. Fallopolis, Atunir, and Fairy Moon had yet to speak.

Atunir added, “The Glittering Depths will become self-governed, without Greensoil interference.”

“Agreed,” Darundi said, “I’ll pull back influence to minimum-checkup levels, and will no longer pull out resources from that land except for those who desire to leave on their own, and mana crystals for study.”

Atunir said, “Acceptable.”

… Well that was unexpected. Erick wasn’t sure what to make of that. Perhaps having gods tell you you’re fucking up should happen more often; Darundi obviously didn’t give a shit if it was just Erick telling him he was being a shit.

Rozeta spoke again, “Now let us speak of the Old Cosmology being revived from the Dark.”

Fairy Moon rapidly spoke, “This boon of Dark Dungeons gives birth to great beginnings and can cause greater Ends.” She looked to Fallopolis. “I ask the Dark to decree evil gods no more, never to manifest again.” She looked to Atunir. “And you should find a fiction that better gets you good believers. Destroy the Glittering Depths, and all the evil they detail. Let Riam rest. Gain a greater good in any of the other scripture stories you sell.”

Erick didn’t agree with all of that, for he wanted the Glittering Depths to remain… He was pretty sure he wanted them to remain. But he did agree with Fairy Moon asking for the Dark to curtail memories of evil gods in dungeons.

But it was Atunir who spoke next; not Fallopolis. 

“The evil of the Glittering Depths is the evil of humans and a fictional god that was never born,” Atunir said. “It was the best choice, and though it was turned to profit by some humans, it is still a lesson that needs to be taught, over and over and over again to all mortals, forever more.”

Well that was true, too. Riam never got their plan to work.

Fairy Moon frowned, showing her displeasure, but not speaking again.

Now Fallopolis spoke, “My God has seen the Glittering Depths and judged them worthy. That Grand Dungeon is among the best of this world, and will not be gainsaid by anyone. As for other dungeons, Benevolence has already pointed the way to any that might prove problematic, and though Erick has not done the deed himself, his daughter has. She kills problematic dungeons all the time with Benevolent guides. This solution works fine.”

Erick froze. “… Melemizargo is working with Jane?”

“I would say it the other way around, Erick,” Fallopolis said, not looking directly at him.

Erick had not known that Jane was working with Melemizargo, at all. He wasn’t even aware that Jane was using Benevolence in any real shape or form, except that she was just as good with that Element as she was with all the rest… So of course she was using Benevolence to find problematic dungeons, possibly even before they became problematic.

Rozeta directly asked Fallopolis, “Are there dungeons where evil gods exist, or are capable of existing?”

“The former: no. The latter: of course. But are they near that level of danger? Not at all.” Fallopolis said, “However, since we are here, and since memories in the Dark can be real if other observers witness them, I am informing you now that My God wishes to have people of suitable natures explore the Sundering, to see and to understand what caused the Primal Lightning events that destroyed the Old Cosmology.”

Gasps all around. 

Erick suddenly felt like the floor had fallen away. He had spoken of ‘unleashing Primal Lightning’ before, but that had been in hyperbole. To actually search for the answer to the Sundering? Crazy as shit!

Rozeta launched to her feet, anger writ large on her face as she slammed a hand down on the circular table, cracking it in half. “ABSOLUTELY NOT.”

The air filled with power. The table disintegrated, casting aside all barriers between her and Fallopolis, and everyone else.

Darundi looked like he might be having a heart attack—

Rozeta flicked a hand and Darundi vanished into a cloud that was a [Gate]. “It was an ill-formed idea in the first place to believe that a mortal could stand up to this sort of discussion.” She looked to Erick. “Send him my apologies for his rude dismissal if you desire to take advantage of that.” She looked to Fallopolis, and to the shadow looming behind the Shade. “Let us relocate this talk to a larger venue.”

Melemizargo spoke through Fallopolis, “I agree.”





- - - -







Erick stepped down onto a black volcanic crater, not too far off-center.

The horizon was a ring of black, jagged rock, that sieved a heavy mist. That mist hovered in the air above the uneven, cooled black ground, and people stepped out of that mist. Erick recognized Adavido, the Helm of the Angelic Host, with his glittering white-gold armor and wings made of swords, daggers, and all sorts of piercing and cutting implements. Dinnamoth, the Demon King, with his red skin and red horns, and a black leather suit, stepped out of the mist on the other side of the crater. More gods and Relevant Entities followed. Koyabez, lithe and pale purple, wearing nothing but a loincloth. Sininindi, looking storm-tossed in her ship’s sail dress. Then came Fangorl, and Zephyrspray, and Sumtir. Aloethag, the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, and of the orcols, stepped down into the arena, wearing a blood-red dress. Erick wondered if she wanted the elves back; she probably did.

Atunir stepped onto the stage, just off-center. Her yellow tunic and pants remained from their meeting from before.

Rozeta in her white pantsuit remained the same, as well.

Stratagold stepped to the edge of the arena, nearer to Erick but still far away from the center. Kirginatharp joined Stratagold. The two of them were invited observers, but they were not central to this event. Fallopolis stepped out of the fog next to them. It seemed she wasn’t central, either, but she still warranted inclusion. 

Fairy Moon appeared at Erick’s side, between one blink and the next, and then Rozeta glared at her, and Fairy Moon put up her hands and backed away. She did not retreat to the edge, but neither did she step fully out of the center of the black caldera.

Phagar, looking like a copy of Erick, stepped down into the center of the space, right as a great black shadow enveloped half of the sky, before condensing down to be merely ten meters tall, laying down to Erick’s side. Melemizargo nodded to Erick, and then he turned toward Rozeta.

A good hundred other relevant entities appeared in the mist, but did not fully form. Erick could name 80% of them, but they were mostly just watchers of the world that never did anything unless needed. Several of them were ancient wrought; the kings and queens or hidden powers of the Geodes. Others were archmages hidden around the world, who also never did anything. Angels, demons. Gods both minor and not-so major as the ones already standing nearer to the center of the crater—

Rozeta began, “We are here today to discuss the unveiling of memories in the Dark, through the dungeon core system put in place by Melemizargo eleven years ago. The memories of the Old Cosmology can be made real through interactions with them, but they are not actually real. The difference is academic at this point, for a diamond created through pressure and heat has the same composition as a diamond created through Particle Magic’s [Crystallize Diamond]. A Shade is just a Dark reflection of a person’s existence, made real through the transference of a soul. A shadeling is an imperfect reflection that has yet to be made real through the realization of their buried soul.

“Evil gods might once again come out from the Dark, if they are searched for too closely.

“But old lands might come about, as well. The Radiant Depths. The Green Expanse.

“And the cause of the Sundering.”

Hope had filled the air until Rozeta mentioned the previous End of Everything. 

And then anger spilled out in the air; louder than thunder, but quieter than a breeze, happening somewhere just beyond Erick’s sight and senses. The very world seemed to shake and reorient as gods argued with gods and rage spilled across everyone. A second passed, full of fury and taking much, much longer than a second. And then calm returned, though Erick knew that the calm was a facade, and that single second had been so much more than that.

Koyabez was now nearer to the center of the caldera. Atunir had moved backward. Fairy Moon stood beside Erick, her gaze resolute and solid against Melemizargo. The audience was half gone, but slowly, eyes appeared in the mist, and they returned along with so many other people.

Rozeta breathed, then continued, “After 76 days of deliberation we have reached a consensus—”

Erick almost complained right then and there. What the fuck! 76 days? And he wasn’t involved?!

“— Melemizargo will not be allowed to pursue the question of the causes of the Sundering. Not directly. He will be required to appoint a mortal researcher for the task. As has been suggested, and as has been accepted as a suggestion, we have Erick as an acceptable researcher. The vote commences now.”

Erick spat, “Now wait just a fucking—”

The world flickered.

Rozeta spoke perfunctorily, “The motion passes. Ancient evils are allowed to be explored in side-ways explorations, where those ancient evils are never directly mentioned or explored at all. The sole exception is Melemizargo’s exploration into the Sundering.” With more emotion, Rozeta added, “Woe be upon us all for all of your shortsighted desires.”

Melemizargo said, “It won’t be that bad, Rozeta. I can handle anything that comes out of myself.”

“Doubtful,” Rozeta said, and then she sighed. “But then again, you won’t be handling anything except for the layout of the dungeon.”

“I think we can dispense with this ‘dungeon’ word, now.” Melemizargo said, “It was useful for describing something in terms that the mortals would understand, as an allude to the elemental dungeons that they’ve been making for the last 1451 years here on this liferaft of a world. But my exploration of the Sundering would be a Path, with memories of the Old Cosmology that were open and active all around. A Benevolent Path, that would avoid falling into the worst of the Sundering, but which only a few could follow. Sorry, Erick. I will be using what you already started.”

Erick was too full of words; if he let a single one out, then he would say something awful, for sure. 

“This was your goal all along with agreeing to reseal Yggdrasil, and I don’t approve of that, father,” Rozeta said, “This is a dangerous game you play with this world.”

“I am fully aware of that, and I will be taking extreme measures to ensure that nothing untoward will occur.”

“Fortunately,” Rozeta said, looking at Erick. “If he doesn’t agree to it, then it won’t happen. So make your decision, Erick.”

Erick’s instincts had been going haywire, with half of him wanting to scream out ‘No! What the fuck! How can you even suggest such an irresponsible excursion into unknown territory!’ while the other half saw the way Melemizargo was looking at him. The Dark Dragon was inordinately serious about this, in so many different ways it was hard to understand. Melemizargo was perhaps more serious than Erick had ever seen him. Not to mention the gazes of those all across the caldera. Many, many Relevant Entities wanted this to happen.

… Erick did not say what he wanted to say.

Erick deferred, “I have many concerns of my own, and since I was not privy to the multi-month discussion you all had, then I will need to make my own investigations into this matter, as well as clear up many other smaller affairs of my own before I can explore something as dangerous as The Sundering.”

Melemizargo sat tall, saying, “My Shades are all tasked with making this happen. Explain to them what you desire in this world and they will make it happen as cleanly and as succinctly as possible, so that you may journey into older places, and find out what killed the Old Cosmology so that we might prevent that from happening ever again.”

Erick did not frown, but he almost did. He tried another tactic to get out of this, saying, “I’m not a Wizard yet. I would be vulnerable to whatever I find.”

“Then you can detour your Path to find out how to better become a Wizard. All of that information is in the Old Cosmology. You merely need to go to it.”

“… I’m not sure how to get out of this new obligation, because if I pass this up then someone else will be appointed… ?”

“Jane is the backup,” Melemizargo said.

Erick glared at the big dragon, said, “Fuck you,” then he spoke to everyone, “I feel like this is something that should not be done.”

“I agree,” Rozeta said, “But the Relevant Entities have spoken, and they deem the threat minimal. Personally, I deem the threat a risk that simply should not be undertaken at all, but I have been outvoted.”

Melemizargo cocked his eyes at Rozeta, saying, “It’s not that much of a risk, and you know this.”

Rozeta said nothing, which spoke volumes.

And then Melemizargo said to Erick, “Finish with whatever you want in Greensoil then we can talk more, but know that this is my task for me to release my hold on Yggdrasil’s seal.”







- - - -







Erick said to Darundi, “This concern of how you manipulated the dungeon breaks of three years ago, and how you and your people continued to pull out ancient horrors from the Glittering Depths in pursuit of power, is now lower than other concerns. I wish to have all of the people you have taken from the Glittering Depths, and also for Odaari; as said in the meeting before you had to be returned home. In return, I won’t visit reprisal against you.”

Darundi had been walking to a meeting in the Viridian Palace when Erick spotted him through the sky, using his All-Seeing Eye to look through the many various [Ward]s and obfuscations and misdirection around the Palace. Erick had then simply stepped through a [Gate], bypassing all of those protections, to stand in the grand hallway before Darundi, and his few guards. Erick had managed to speak first. And now, Darundi weighed his options, while his personal guard snuck around Erick, and placed their hands on their swords, or other weapons. No one made any direct attacks, though about a hundred Scanning spells whipped across Erick, trying to decide if he was real or not, while people in other observation rooms were very close to panicking.

Darundi calmly said, “I do not wish to test your reprisal, but for the sake of completion, what sort of reprisal am I looking at?”

Ah. So he had been about to revoke that agreement he had said back in that room? How very Greensoil. 

Erick threatened, “All Gate Network access revoked. I trample over your cities to find the people I want to find. Atunir pulls support, which means no [Exalted Rain] among other desolations. I oversee all of your political decisions for however long it takes for me to decide that you are not a threat, which likely ends with me solving your nation’s problems for you. Ways out of this ultimatum include [Reincarnation]s and Empathying, but first, a simple murder and [True Resurrection], so that you are required by world-wide treaty to abandon all personal wealth and power and become a new person under the anti-[True Resurrection] laws.”

“Take your people and good luck with solving the coming crisis.”

“Thank you for your cooperation. I apologize that this happened like this.”

“We are all kings, Erick, who understand the pressures that we face. But just like how you are doing what you need to do today, I will be demanding concessions in the future. Be ready to accept those concessions.”

“I welcome the coming talk, Darundi. I hope it will create better opportunities for growth and possibility for us all.”

Erick left.

It was easy to find Rebecca, Odaari, and also… The Summoner.
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                Erick dealt with Rebecca first, the original shadowcat turned Fyuri from the Glittering Depths, the one that had only murdered people who could be easily revived. The one who had remained inside the Glittering Depths, knowing that if she were to be released out into the world, she would have killed people, and…

“A part of you doesn’t want to kill and hurt others,” Erick said, as he sat across from Rebecca.

The woman did not know that Erick was Ashes, and while he hoped to keep it that way, he had doubts that he would be able to maintain that lie of omission for very long. Mostly, Erick planned not to say a whole lot, and to let Rebecca do the talking.

She seemed to understand that without being told.

“I want to create new lands for my people. But I also want to hurt others a great deal,” Rebecca said, sitting poised and proper on the couch across from the coffee table. “When I was just the shadowcat I was a horror stuck in a box I didn’t know existed. Delver Tom’s team dragged me out of there and gave me the name ‘felhorn’, because I roared like an avalanche… 

“When I first became a person, I was just Rebecca. I was naive and hurtful, and hateful. Tom was the one who watched over me to ensure I became a proper person, and I will forever be grateful to him for that. For his kindness, and his guidance. But then I found out my True Name, and I became Fyuri Riameteer, and I turned devious. I remembered how to hide my kills. I remembered how to hide my evil impulses. And I remembered… Doing a lot of evil, to a lot of people. I became two people in one, as both sides of me came into confluence with each other, and now I’m just Rebecca. I am not the person who came before, and I’m not the shadowcat which Tom named ‘Rebecca’. But I think I’m closer to Rebecca than Fyuri.

“I think I would be the best sort of person… if I had certain parts of myself altered. I would take an Empathy, and a [Reincarnation]. I would like to be more than what Riam made of me. I would like to be free of my unfortunate past.” Rebecca bowed in her seat, saying, “Please, Wizard Flatt. I am ready to be someone else.”

“Okay.” Erick stood, flicking his hand through the air. Paperwork appeared, along with a pen. “[Reincarnation] paperwork. Fill it out. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“Before you go!” Rebecca rapidly said, raising her head. “Please… Is Ashes here, somewhere?”

“… He’s around.”

Rebecca breathed. “Can I write him a letter? Would he… Read it?”

“I would read it. If Ashes reads it, then that is up to him.” Erick added some blank paper to the rest of the assignment. “See you soon.”

“I’m ready,” Rebecca said, flicking shadows at all of the paperwork, and at the letter. She wrote four pages and Erick almost read it right then, but he pulled back. He would get to it later. Rebecca looked at him— And he knew she knew. In that moment, Erick could tell that Rebecca knew about him being Ashes. One way or another, she had found out, and Erick wasn’t sure when she had found out. She had known since before she stepped into this room, hadn’t she? Yes, she had. She whispered, “Thank you, Wizard Flatt.”

Ashes said, “Goodbye, Fyuri. May we meet in better times.”

Fyuri nodded.

And then Erick transformed her, putting her into a coma in the process and sending her off to the wake-up house. Her new form looked exactly the same as the old, but younger. 20 years old instead of 40. Black hair and amber eyes, with red lips, and pale skin. All of her futures had been horrific things where she killed and killed, rose to power, and died trying for more. But Erick had managed to force another future, by looking deep enough.

With any luck, Rebecca would become a force for fostering good in the world. She’d probably end up a high-powered merchant or attorney or administrator of some sort; Erick wasn’t sure exactly. But she had been at the center of a web of growth, her white-colored magic protecting the land from red shattering power, as she brought forth cities from desolation. All that red lightning was probably a metaphor for the evil of her previous life. Riam seemed fond of red lightning. 

Erick was glad to rid her of that.

And then he read the letter.

Only the first page was an extensive, yet simple apology from Fyuri, to Ashes. The rest was a great deal of insider information about Greensoil, detailing plots and evils perpetrated by the Inquisitors and by individual nobles, all of it centered around the Glittering Depths. Rebecca had been an Inquisitor, and rather central to all the dealings in Utopia, through the Iron Bandits company. She had a lot of information about all that, from the truth of the demon dungeon breaks of three years ago, to every single super weapon or other horror created in the Workshop that could be unleashed on the world at large, to information on the Viridian Throne that the Throne would want to keep hidden.

There were also a lot of details about Utopia, and how fragile everything was down there.

Erick could already see himself sending Rebecca back to Utopia to keep the place together. He wasn’t sure how he felt about that right now. Maybe he’d read the letter again later, and decide if he cared to give Rebecca that opportunity.









- - - -









In the throne room of Odaali, Erick delivered Odaari to King Cyril Odaali, and Queen Yetta. Everyone was dressed for a show, because while this was partially a show, it was also the rectification of a great evil that Odaari and the Halls of the Dead had visited upon the city of Odaali, and the rest of the world. 

The Daydropper had been a plant capable of extinguishing all life on Veird, hence the Kill and Exterminate Quest from Atunir.

[Scry] eyes held in the air all around the massive throne room, with much of Greensoil and others watching this moment. Those eyes did not encroach upon the center space, for [Ward]s had been placed to automatically pop any that crossed into the dome, where Denutha Odaari stood in front of the thrones of the king and queen, and Erick stood off center.

Odaari had promised to tell everyone everything, and to answer every question.

Erick believed she would do that. 

But Cyril and Yetta were too furious to accept her simple ‘promise’; their hate was a decade old, and had only gotten deeper now that they were so close to finally getting all of their revenge. Erick would be rewinding time if something untoward happened. 

He believed something would happen. 

But first, came the story of what had already happened, over a decade ago. 

Back then Champion Yetta and prince Cyril had come to Erick, asking for the archmage’s help in destroying the Daydroppers which had been stolen by Shade Planter, and raised inside Ar’Kendrithyst. Erick had done as much as he could have done for them, but Jane had done more. Jane had guided them through the Dead City, to where their team confronted Planter. They had killed Planter, and then promptly got captured by all the other Shades, to be sacrificed to Melemizargo. Jane had rescued Cyril and Yetta, but she failed to rescue Dorthy and Basil, who had been childhood friends to Cyril and Yetta, while Allan had died fighting Planter, making that yet another childhood friend gone forever.

“But we had won,” Yetta said, continuing the story, her voice an even thing to hide the deep anger underneath. “In that journey into the Dark, we had won another archmage’s help, and cleared away an infestation of the Daydropper that only we could clear. Archmage Erick Flatt, back before he was known as the Wizard, then answered Odaali’s call for help. He executed the archwarrior Parox Geller with extreme lightning. Then, when the Breach Demon seemed all but a sure thing, our friend Erick broke the Breach Barrier and executed another name on the Kill and Exterminate Quest; Arrox Geller. He went on to crash a glacier into Odaali, and then Archmage Tenebrae took over from there, to kill the Daydropper Queen that infested our ancient home. Archmage Flatt then went on to help us search for and eliminate another Daydropper Queen in the Halls of the Dead. 

“And then it was done. 

“All but one part. One final part that had been withheld from us for all this time.

“But no longer!”

Yetta breathed, then sat back in her throne.

Cyril’s voice filled the air, “Denutha Odaari. Cousin. Aunt. Branch family of the Odaalis. The last remaining one, because you killed all the rest. You were and still remain the final part of Holy Atunir’s Kill and Exterminate Quest. You have been found guilty of crimes against the world.”

Yetta spoke, “Holy Atunir is merciful, for you have proven your repentance to her. But we mortals live in this mortal world, and we demand satisfaction. For the murder of our families. For the murder of our people. For conspiring with demons and threatening to destroy the world in any way that you could… You have a lot to answer for.”

Cyril said, “You are here to answer for those crimes. You will not get a second chance at this. Tell us first, why you did it.”

Erick stood to the side, off of the carpet. Poi stood far behind Erick, near the side of the room, along with a bunch of other nobles who had been invited to this rapid hearing. This wasn’t a trial, though. Odaali had already declared Odaari a persona non grata, and this was either going to be her final goodbye, or her redemption under Erick’s power.

If she answered truthfully, and showed real remorse, which Erick was pretty sure was the case, then he would transform her into whatever she wanted, and then disappear her into some other part of the world. She’d get a permanent tracker on her from Atunir after the transformation, but she was willing to accept that.

Denutha Odaari stood atop the carpet leading to the throne, looking fragile in her older age, but she was only 60ish. The weight of the day was weighing on her, but an inner fire was lit inside, for she was ready. She had been ready for this day for a very long time.

Odaari began, “When I was younger, I tried my hand at the [Familiar] spell. I found great success in plantwork [Familiar]s. It was the roots, you see. Trees in a forest might look disconnected, but they communicate with each other through the roots. I made a [Familiar] which did exactly that. It wasn’t an Arbor, because I didn’t want an Arbor, and I wasn’t ready to deal with Treehome. My beloved grew fast. Sane, too. She would pop up here and there when I was on a walk through the fields of grain which House Odaari oversaw, as our noble duty, and profit. She supported growth in every single field she visited, connecting with the roots of temporary plants— wheat, mostly. She grew wheat. She didn’t like it when the wheat was cut, but she understood that we raised plants to feed our people.

“The Viridian Throne discovered my daughter.

“The Throne came to me, asking for me to replicate her power in other fields. We tried. We failed. All of those ones, which I did not spend nearly enough time on personally growing, became like an Arbor turned bad, but a lot more insidious. As they separated from me, the problem became worse. The Throne burned those [Familiar]s-turned-real.

“The original discovered this, having long been real, and in communication with me every day. She voiced her displeasure at the Throne’s judgment by rotting out every single field she grew under, which was 90% of the crops.

“The aftermath of what came next is why I would eventually rebel. 

“The previous King Odaali, your father, burned my greenhouse, killing my child, before I could make it home to solve the problem with words.” Denutha said, “This was over 40 years ago. I hadn’t even seen the Halls before that, but the death of my daughter and the ruined prospects of spreading my children across Greensoil, to help us all, embittered me. When my uncle perished not a year later, I failed to gain the inheritance I should have, due to King Odaali’s direct influence. That is when I began to conspire with demons, because there was only one way I was ever going to gain a measure of respect. I had to be as ruthless and as murderous as the rest of you, so that is what I became.”

Denutha went silent.

The audience shouted awful things, but they did not advance toward her, for they were locked behind spellwork and guards stood ready to prevent mob-rule.

Cyril said, “All because of a misunderstanding—”

“It was not a misunderstanding!” Denutha exclaimed. “Your father knew exactly what he was doing when he killed my daughter when I was away. He was jealous of what I was doing for the kingdom. Of the riches I was bringing in! Of my daughter’s power in our lands— In Odaari lands! He had NO RIGHT!” Denutha spoke softer, “It was not a misunderstanding when your father stripped me of an inheritance of an uncle that YOUR FATHER ALSO KILLED, and I had to make my own way in the world.”

Erick kept his face even, and calm, but he could see all of that happening exactly as Odaari claimed. He believed her.

Cyril did not trust Odaari, though. His anger blinded him. He did not speak, though, for he did not trust himself not to explode at the woman.

Yetta had less control. “So that gives you the right to ally with the Halls?! To kill your own people?!”

Denutha kept her voice even as she said, “The Viridian Throne only has veto authority on legislature, and only if less than 65% of the High Court is in agreement. The Throne’s major power is the power to assassinate whoever they wish.” Denutha stressed, “They assassinate. Whoever. They. Want. Your previous king did so illegally, all the time.

“Power is what makes right.

“Weakness is what makes wrong.

“Everything else is nothing.

“It wasn’t till Wizard Flatt came to this world to remake it into something better that there was ever any other sort of way, and it’s still not as good as it could be! All of Greensoil is still a problem. From how incani are treated to how dragonkin are shoved aside. You think Odaali was any better than all the rest of Greensoil? HA! That is a figment of your own imagination. Odaali has always been as big of a decaypool as the rest of Greensoil, you just hid it better! And even with all the advancements for non-human rights in Odaali today, you only do that to make the Wizard happy! Nothing you do is because it is the right thing to be done! All of you are guilty of evil! If half of you had as much power as I used to have, then you would have tried to end this world just as I tried!

“I’ve seen how you treat each other when there is nothing to be gained from polite interactions. I see how you hire dragonkin and think it’s something you should be praised for doing.

“All of Greensoil should collapse. From how the rulers of this land still use [Weaken Monsters] to ensure that no one gains levels. To how none of the schools teach non-humans. To segregation everywhere, and discrimination in every hall of power. To separate lines for humans versus non-human! To how only humans can ever gain any real power in this land, to how everyone else can only ever become a knight! A servant to someone else who holds the real reins.

“All of you should repent for the evil you have done for others, and continue to do to others.

“My family was no better, which is why I killed all of them over the years, and many of them with the Daydropper. 

“But my fight is over. I’m done. I played the game of Greensoil, and I lost horribly. The last ten years have been me realizing that, and making even more weapons for the Throne to use against all of you who step out of line, because that is how you operate as a civilization. I am repentant for everything I did against Atunir, and for all the horrors I caused for a Goddess I love so much. I never meant for that to happen, but I did mean to kill as much of Odaali as I could, and I am SO HAPPY that I killed your father, and the rest of the royal family.

“So take your revenge, while knowing that the system that made me still exists, and you have done exactly NOTHING to combat that system! Ha! Die to your own hubris in another age! Haha! I won’t be there to see it, but you should know that I would be laughing. I would be laughing and dancing on your graves!”

Denutha began to cackle—

Yetta threw a golden beam of pure power at the old woman, obliterating her completely, leaving nothing behind. 

A blue box appeared.




	
Kill and Exterminate Quest Complete.

The final threat of the Daydropper is gone from this world.

Rewards distributed according to contribution. 

+10 points. 














Erick sighed a little, dismissing the box.

Cyril stood along with Yetta, and then the King of Odaali proclaimed that Odaali was finally free of the horror of the Daydropper, and that they could move on from that wound. He had prepared a few speeches for this talk with Odaari, for however it happened, and the one he seemed to go with was the one for healing in the face of horrors, and for community building, and a brighter future. It was meant to combat the message that Odaari spewed, and it seemed to be working. Many, many people were swayed by that speech, and while some of the specifics that Odaali called upon were great for them, and for Greensoil as a whole, Erick knew that Denutha Odaari had been speaking truth. It had been a warped sort of truth, but a truth nonetheless.

Greensoil was fucked up, on a deep, deep level.

Erick was pretty sure that enough grassroots movements would fix that, but a few things could not be fixed so easily, and a problem built over multiple centuries could not be changed without using extreme measures that no one wanted to use. The Viridian Throne’s ability to legally assassinate whoever they wanted wasn’t something that any stable nation could abide by… And yet, Erick could kill whoever he needed to kill. And he had. Often. But he had also brought them back to life and then made them different. Better, he hoped.

Might made right, though… Was there any real solution to that? 

Probably not right now.

When bad people got power, there was only one real answer to that. It was the same answer that the people of Veird had visited upon others for a very, very long time, and was most recently shown to the world when Yetta struck down Denutha in a hail of golden power. Might made right, and someone was always more powerful than another. Hopefully, the right sort of people were in charge, and they were allowed to remain in charge. Otherwise, more might was required to make a better right. 

… Anyway.

Erick had spoken to Yetta about what would happen if she had needed to obliterate Denutha from this world. Yetta had told Erick to [True Resurrection] her elsewhere, and then do whatever he needed to do. And yet, when Erick tried to do that through Ophiel, back in Candlepoint…

Denutha’s soul didn’t come through. The spell failed.

As Erick listened to Cyril speak of the future, he wondered if Yetta had really destroyed Denutha, down to the soul… Yetta told Erick that she would try not to, but she would leave the option open if she had to. There was another explanation, though. [True Resurrection] also didn’t work if the soul had moved on to their chosen afterlife.

Maybe Denutha was with Atunir.

Cyril moved on to speaking of the cooperation of House Benevolence and Odaali, and gave the floor over to Erick. Erick then spoke about building a better future. It was a speech that he had prepared that was based on a number of other smaller speeches he had given many times before, so it was easy to give. Erick added in a few progressive comments about equality for all races and how dangers to the established order were less likely to pop up if people didn’t feel disenfranchised by the system in the first place.

Normal stuff for him, really. A bit controversial inside Greensoil.

But Greensoil could use some heavier hitting social reform.









- - - -









Erick walked in a field of golden wheat.

Atunir asked, “You haven’t seen Ashes yet?”

Erick realized where he was and caught up to the moment. “No. Not yet. It’s weird, yes? He seems to be doing fine in Candlepoint, anyway.”

And he was. Ashes Woodfield, the real one, the Summoner of Atunir, was in a nice house provided for by the state, next to a Temple of Atunir that was near the farms. His home there was almost exactly like the one Erick had had in the Glittering Depths, and he was free to come and go as he wished. And he went everywhere, a lot. He had been to the university, to the Grand Unified Temple, and even through the Gate Network a little, which took him all the way to Treehome and the Freelands and Songli. 

And then he had called out to the Dark, as one who knew better would not do, and Melemizargo had sent Fallopolis to speak to him. The grandmotherly Shade and the Summoner of Atunir had had a long conversation over tea, and Erick had watched that conversation as it happened. But he did not participate in that conversation. He had stayed as far away as he could from the man who might have been a copy of Erick’s previous existence… if that’s how it actually was, anyway. Erick still didn’t know. 

No one else did, either. Even Atunir only had a guess, and Erick being a Wizard fucked that guess to hell and back. 

Atunir did not like Erick’s reluctance. She said, “It’s been a week since Odaari’s final fate, and you haven’t called out to talk about that, or about anything that happened in the Glittering Depths. I couldn’t even approach you on my own, because you were so very against a meeting. You threw yourself into your work instead, opting to forgo the release of my seal upon Yggdrasil’s soul, which is not what your son wants, but I don’t need to belabor that point with you. You already know that.” Atunir paused, then she said, “The only reason I am able to visit you now is because… Well. I don’t want to betray anyone’s confidence, but… A lot of people are asking about you. And that gives me the ability to contact you even if you’re not open to it.”

Erick had some excuses he could use, to explain his avoidance of Atunir, from Kiri’s reorganization of the Gatemaster position needing some work, to him needing to reorganize what his new position in House Benevolence as the for-life king would mean, legally. There were even the investigations he had done into what Odaari had said, and then there were the two days he had spent with Quilatalap in the Storm’s Edge dungeon. And then there were two gatherings of the High Court of Candlepoint, where all the appointed court members officially, and very politely, asked him to explain himself and what was going on in the world right now. 

“I have a lot of responsibilities, and very few of them are to my individual needs,” Erick said. “Yggdrasil knows that, and understands… Unless he told you differently.”

“I don’t want to lie to you, Erick.” Atunir moved on, “I want to discharge my part of the seal, and let you move on to the next part of this Path.”

Erick flinched. “… I’m not ready for that, Atunir. I’m not ready to step into the Dark like that… Looking for memories of the Sundering.”

“The Relevant Entities are talking about letting Jane go instead.”

“... I suppose I have to be ready.” Erick said, “It’s good to see you, Atunir. Sorry about not calling out to you sooner. I’ve been busy. The dungeon was great. Glad to finally get that Daydropper business over with. Is Denutha here, with you?”

Atunir smiled a little. “Denutha was here for a time. She spoke to her daughters, and to her husband and sisters. They had some final arguments. She did not stick around. She chose to move on, to become part of my divine power, to aid those who ask for help in Field and Fertility.”

“Ah… Well. Good for her.”

“It was what she wanted, and it was what she got. With any luck her final tirade at Odaali will produce good, cosmopolitan results, but only through caring mortal hands will those seeds take root, and sprout, while others attempt to snuff out the green of new, bountiful and different life.”

Erick breathed in the golden air, and sighed, looking out across the blue sky. Those ‘caring mortal hands’ belonged to him, eh?

Atunir continued, “I’d like to send you 465 people from Utopia, to have them join Candlepoint. That includes Imara, the archmage of mana crystals. She greatly exaggerated her love of the Quiet War so that she wasn’t controlled by the Viridian Throne while they were watching. She desperately wishes to begin life again, and she will teach you everything she can about mana crystals, if you desire.”

Erick blinked. “Yes. Yes, of course I will take all of them, and Imara, too. Her [Reincarnation] is not contingent on her mana crystal knowledge, though. I’ll take every good person Greensoil wishes to discourage. All the better to give those people good lives, and to change Greensoil, faster… But by the same token, Rebecca wants to go back to the Glittering Depths… And I am uncomfortable with that place being a source of power for mega weapons. And ancient evils. Do you want her back?”

Atunir smiled a little. “You made a super weapon, but even that staff pales in comparison to the damage you can do with [Vivid Gloom], or any of the other spells you have.”

“… Point.”

“And the evils of Riam never surfaced. They were killed. The lesson in the Glittering Depths is that Evil can be slain, and that is a good lesson. Good can triumph. All it takes is strength and the will to use that strength.

“That is how life works, at its most basic sense, and to deny that fact is to weaken the fabric of society, and civilization, and every level of interaction from the family to government to a field mouse versus a snake. The Glittering Depths is a story about how Good Triumphs when good men stand up and fight. I will not be changing that story. I wish you could believe in that story, too.” 

Erick said, “I do believe in that story, but it’s never that simple. The average dragonkin in Greensoil can’t do shit against a government that targets them and prosecutes them as second class citizens.”

Atunir nodded. “You know this, but I must say anyway… I’m a goddess of all peoples, everywhere. I see the horrors, and I see the good. I see people trying. I see people failing, and some succeeding. I see two people who worship me fight each other to the death, because of the influences of others, and their own failures and foibles. I support incani and humans alike. I am a mother to all… And I am not all powerful. I can only help those who want help. But sometimes, I can help those who help others. Like you, Erick.

“You are a good man.

“I wish you the best Fate going forward, and forevermore, in the hopes that others will be like you. I will always be there, just a call away. Or, if you want less of a heavy hand, the staff will accompany you for as long as it can.” Atunir said, “Ask for a boon, anyway, please.”

Erick had to take a moment as pure love filled the air, all encompassing. The love of a goddess.

“I’m good, Atunir. Thank you, though.”

“And that’s fine, too.” Atunir and the dream began to fade away, as she said, “I’m glad we were finally able to work together, even if it did take us this long to get here. Rebecca can come back to the Depths if she wishes, for I trust whatever you did to her to make her a better person. See you again, Erick. Call on me any time.”

- - - -

When Erick woke up he had two hours of normal morning with a bunch of problem solving through Ophiel, and then 467 unscheduled people walked out of the Grand Benevolence Dungeon, talking about how they were here at Atunir’s deliverance through the Dark, and the Wizard’s acceptance. They had taken the path through the Dark, like how Kiri had once walked into the Freelands, and ended up at the Grand Benevolence Dungeon. 

Kinder was not among those people, but Archmage Imara, with her mana crystal knowledge, and that Second Floor Marii who oversaw the Workshop, by the name of Mariia, were a part of the group. None of them seemed to know that Erick had been ‘Ashes’, and he left it that way. But there had been one surprise he wasn’t ready for.

Imara came out of the dungeon with a gift. 

Inside a private room, right before he was to [Reincarnation] her, the aged archmage pulled out a small blood-red cube from her robes, her wrinkled hands clutching it like it was the most precious thing in the world. She placed it on the table between her and Erick. “This is a Name Finder. I spoke to Atunir in a dream, and she said that I should give this to you, to use or not on all the Riamites who followed us from Utopia, and all the other Utopians, too. They all want to know their true memories. But that’s up to you if you grant them this request.”

Erick stared at the small red cube. It glowed with an inner lightning. “… This is what the Manfields used to awaken Fyuri.”

“One like it, yes.” Imara said, “No idea where that one went. I only ever managed to make three of these. One remains in the Depths. One went to Greensoil. And this one goes to you. I am ready to move on with my life, to make new magics and new mana crystals. It’s really quite a fascinating field of study. Mana. The Dark. Memories. History. All of that is most fascinating…” She frowned a little. “I imagine my personal mana production will collapse back to 1 until I can go through more dungeons to up that to 5,000, to make myself another core. I might not be of use to you for a while, Wizard Flatt… or should I say, ‘Ashes Woodfield’.”

“… Ah. You found out somehow, too. A lot of people know that, but I’d still prefer if it remained a rumor, and not an open fact.”

Imara nodded. “I can understand that. Anyone who sees that circlet of golden wheat around your arm will recognize it as the Summoner’s Staff, though, in a small form.”

The staff around Erick’s wrist popped to full size, to float in the air beside the table. It seemed to look at Imara, even though it had no eye. It did have that white orb at the top that was almost like an eye, though. Erick jangled his wrist at it. And the staff collapsed back down to hug around his left wrist, like a watch; like a bracelet made of wheat-shaped gold with a white opal for a ‘face’.

“I will have to keep that in mind, but he doesn’t like to stay home. He’s learning how to respond to people talking to him, too. Mostly I’ve been able to teach him how to not respond, but a direct callout seems to be a particular learning opportunity for him.” 

Imara smiled. “Ah! A ‘him’. I suppose it is only right for a staff to be a ‘him’.”

Erick chuckled at that.

Imara sighed, her old bones and saggy skin relaxing in that moment. “I’m ready, then.”

“Are you sure you want to be an orcol?”

“I am. I’ve been in contact with Tenebrae for a long time. He and his wife love it, and I am ready to leave behind human politics and all the Quiet War horrors. Healing will be a lot easier, too, which is very important when forming a core.” Imara eyed Erick as she stressed, “I’m not going through that particular horror again.”

Erick smiled. “Okay. Are you ready?”

Imara sat as tall as she could. “I am ready.”

“Then this won’t take long at all…”

Soon, Imara was not herself, and Erick sent her through a portal to the wake-up house.

And then he did the same for 328 other people, while using the Name Finder cube on every single Riamite who asked. Some of them turned into truly awful people after they found out their names, saying that they didn’t want to be there anymore, but Erick explained before the Name Finder that no matter the outcome, they were still getting reborn. Some tried to fight him. They did not succeed. 

Afterward, Erick sent Rebecca back to the Glittering Depths, via the Surface and a white portal, knowing that Empathy’d and [Reincarnation]ed, she would be good for that place. She would have to see through Greensoil’s plots on her own, but Darundi liked to use everyone he could, and so, he would probably use Rebecca instead of executing her out of hand. 

Rebecca knew the risks, and she still opted to go. 









- - - -









It took Erick two days to get here.

Erick stood before a low rock wall that separated personal property from public lands. To the east lay fields of grain. They weren’t nearly as golden as the grains in the Glittering Depths, but they were still nice, good grains, ready to be harvested tomorrow, but for now they rested. Yggdrasil had brought the Exalted Rains like he usually did, causing fast growth, but for better taste the farmers usually left the stuff to naturally ripen for at least a day or two.

To the west of the private property lay more houses, and more fields, mostly private fields, with personal vegetables and other assorted goods that people wanted to grow themselves, instead of purchase at a market. It was like that all across this loose neighborhood of Farmersoil, which was a town northeast of Candlepoint, by about a hundred kilometers. It had been founded by exiles and exiters from Greensoil, and was one of many, many places like it. They were a part of the breadbasket of the greened Crystal Forest, which was now no longer a desert—

And Erick had been standing here too long, unwilling to cross onto the private lands.

The owner of these lands stood in the archway of his door, looking at Erick.

Ashes Woodfield, the Summoner, the one from right after he summoned Atunir to Insten, consuming Riam in the process…

Ashes was not as Erick had envisioned him. He did not look like the ‘Ashes’ Erick had conjured and worn as his body while he was down there. This Ashes was a little taller. A little skinny. Thin, almost, like he had been run ragged for years upon years, with barely any breaks at all. Which was exactly what had happened to this one. The Ashes Familiar Form that Erick had adopted had been a stronger guy, born and raised in a time when food was plentiful, and the depredations of Riam had yet to come into full effect.

This Ashes had also unfortunately been plucked from the final floor of the dungeon by Fyuri, and then tortured physically and mentally, until he had given Fyuri his staff, and his power—

“Come the fuck on in,” Ashes said, muttering, “Spilling spellwork all over the damned place. Like I wouldn’t notice that.”

Erick stepped forward—

The golden staff left his wrist and blipped to hover beside Ashes, looking at him, as Ashes looked at the staff.

Ashes froze, his breath hitching as he looked at the staff, his eyes going wide. And then he faltered. He relaxed. He whispered, “You’re not mine.”

The staff flickered and reappeared around Erick’s left wrist.

Erick continued forward as he filled the air around the little cottage and mage tower with even more Privacy spellwork than what he had already put down. “Sorry for the spellwork but it is necessary when you’re the king and you deal with sensitive matters. I don’t want my life to intrude into yours too much.”

“Too fucking late for that, but it ain’t you that brought me to life, who brought me into this weird fucking world. I blame that bitch Fyuri. Fucking evil ass shitwhore. Shoulda stayed dead. I ain’t agree with the decision of Atunir’s to make memories of us all, but who the fuck am I to speak against a goddess.” Ashes said, “I’m just her buttboy, ancient history story, I reckon. I ain’t even a fucking Wizard anymore. You believe that shit?”

Erick found himself relaxing rather fast. “You can regain personal mana production through going through dungeons these days.”

“Yeah yeah.” Ashes backed up, into his home, saying, “Come on in, the fuck. I got tea or coffee— Heard you invented coffee! Howsabout that shit. I never invented any foods—” He looked around. “Coffee is already made, so looks like you’re getting that. I ain’t making no damned tea.”

Erick followed the man inside, saying, “I just stole the ideas from Earth.”

“Theft is fine when it benefits all. I stole ideas from everyone I met, all to fight a fight that became a storytime parable! Didn’t feel like no parable at the time… But I guess it worked out. I bet the real me got a good life afterward… Better fucking have!” Ashes sat down at his table, in his living room, and poured himself some coffee. Then he slid the pot to Erick, saying, “I don’t do fancy. Hope you don’t mind.”

Erick made himself some coffee. He sipped it. It was black, and thick enough to stand a spoon in, as the saying went. “Do you like the coffee?”

“It’s got a good kick,” Ashes sipped his coffee, which was also black. Then he said, “So what the fuck happens now? You got me here. You gonna torture me, too? Try to dig out secrets?”

“No,” Erick said, “I’d like to leave you to your own devices, but the fact is that you know way too much about too much. So I need to either be able to trust you, and to know that you can protect yourself, or I need you to accept a [Reincarnation], so I can change your fate into something I know would work here on Veird. I need to be sure that you won’t try to become ‘The Summoner’ ever again, to rock this world with power that should not be touched.”

“… Right into the meat of it, eh?” Ashes thought for a moment, then said, “I decree by the Dark and by my power that I will not break that which should not be broken.”

Shadows flickered.

Erick said, “Normally, that would be good enough… And I suppose I should let it be good enough. You’ve got no Benevolence ring around your neck, which I know Fallopolis already talked to you about… She was a lot more forthcoming with information than I imagined she would be.”

“It’s pretty shitty that the Dark went insane, eh?” Ashes said, “I can only imagine what that must have looked like… We had Shades in the battle between Insten and Riam. I had one that helped me... She should have been in that dungeon with me, after the battle of the Plains. That’s when we met, when I made that staff. The Dark was the first to respond to my call for help and that response was her; the envoy. But she wasn’t there. In the real world, we were married there in the end. That was my happy ending. And Insten flourished.” Ashes said, “But I guess you can’t have good Shades around this world yet, eh?”

“... Sorry you don’t have her. I never made it past the Second Floor, so that’s as much as I can remember, and it’s all foggy anyway.”

“It’s probably best not to remember that shit. It got bad at the end...” Ashes said, “Say. So. I want some power of my own. How do I get that?”

Erick decided, “There are dungeons all over the world that you can delve to gain real, lasting power, that underlies the Script; mana production. Gaining actual levels under the Script is difficult, but Ar’Kendrithyst is home to both a city, and the largest, semi-controlled monster zone in this continent, so you can get levels there by killing monsters. Other than that, you can join the Adventurer’s Guild and take up contracts to hunt monsters for levels. Oceanside has a nice arcanaeum, but I have a nice arcanaeum at Candlepoint, too. One of the largest in the world these days, and still growing—”

“That. I want that. Tuition or whatever, too. Your arcanaeum. Not that other place. Ocean-whatsit.”

“I’ll make that happen.”

“I heard you’re the endpoint for the Worldly Path, too.”

“… I am. If you complete the Path, I will likely transform you into a dragon or [Reincarnation] you into Benevolence, to help you build your first node inside Benevolence Itself. I have an apprentice who completed the Path recently, and I did the same for her.”

Ashes breathed in, relaxing. “… Well fucking shit. I like that. ‘Benevolence’. I was Elemental Ashes. Still am.”

“Lot of good things can come from ashes. Lots of good harvests.”

Ashes chuckled. “Yeah. I suppose so… So they call you Xoat Reborn, eh?”

“… They do.”

“Glad you took that title.” Ashes softly stared at Erick, as he said, “I ain’t about that life anymore.”

Erick paused. “… Ah.”

“It’s not true, far as I ever found out. But people be peopling. Gotta attach names to everything to make sense of it all. Still don’t think I am. Don’t think you are, either… But who knows! Certainly not me.” 

“… I don’t think I am, either.”

A moment passed.

Ashes began, “I reckon I got—”

“I have stuff to do, too.” Erick stood. “Good day, Ashes. If you want to talk about the horrors of your life with someone who has seen a lot of horrors… Have you heard of Mind Mages, yet?”

“Ahh… I have not?” Ashes thought, as he remained seated. He said, “I have not heard of Mind Mages.”

“You’ll be seeing one for at least one session. Her name is Gabby. If you see her again after that, then it’s your choice.”

“… I can deal with that,” Ashes said, not actually understanding what Erick was saying, but going along with it anyway.

Erick nodded. Ashes nodded back.

And then Erick left.

- - - -

Ashes slumped in his seat, feeling all kinda ways.

“Well fuck me with a hoe, that was almost as bad as visiting myself in the Paradox.”

- - - -

Erick rested on a bench on his cloudcastle, saying, “Gods, that was weird. Almost like visiting myself in the Paradox.”

… Erick realized a personal failure at that moment. He hadn’t checked up on Ezekiel in a while. What was his copy up to? … Or was Erick just postponing his required trip to Dungeon Island by letting himself get distracted by Ezekiel? Probably.

Ezekiel could handle himself.









- - - -









The day was bright and the coastal city of Charme was as great as always, with a protected coast layered with node network magics, and a nice collection of natural dungeons kept far away from the main city. The only dungeon inside the city was a split land of nothing at all, that most people could go to, and a separate layer that accepted monsters all the time. That node network out by the coast did more than just protect the people of the land from monsters and themselves, but it also funneled all incoming sea monsters through underwater dungeon portals, to ensure that no one actually encountered any monsters at all. There were many places like that all down the coast. The city of Charme, and all its lands, were some of the nicest in the Cities because of that. Other places took different approaches.

But Ezekiel was glad he had moved here. Charme was not the center of the Local Area Gate Network of the Sovereign Cities; that honor belonged to Curio, with no distinction between South and North these days. Though some people still referred to them that way. But Charme was good for other reasons, besides just its great seafood and stunning architecture and wonderful people.

Charme was filled with artisans and theater and art and a wonderful magitech industry, which was the primary reason why Ezekiel had bought a shop in this place two weeks ago. Sure, he could have stayed in Candlepoint, and he had tried to make a go of that for a while, but… That was kinda painful. Better to have a clean break. Ezekiel had even broken up with Quil, for that was painful in a different way. Ezekiel was not Erick, and Quil was not Quilatalap, and after one direct talk about that, and many other smaller talks, Quil had simply dove right into the Big Conversation, no matter how painful it had been at the time for both of them. Afterward, Quil, that lucky bastard, was able to simply remove his love for Ezekiel from himself, just like how he had put it there in the first place. Ezekiel would need more time to naturally heal. But… That was for the best, too.

Ezekiel wasn’t Erick, but he still had that desire to work, and to make the world better, which is why he had chosen to make a magitech shop, and open that shop just on the outskirts of Charme’s main city.

Ezekiel rose with the dawn, stretched his huge arms, and lumbered out of bed, in a body that was more muscular than he was— Than Erick was used to. But this other form was growing on Ezekiel in a lot of ways. He kinda liked being a big guy… Probably because he liked being the Apparent King, but only the Apparent King was allowed to be the Apparent King these days. Ezekiel would have to get away with looking like a half-orcol.

He was still a dragon, too, but that form only came out rarely. Still looked like Melemizargo, but Ezekiel was working on that, too. It was apparently really hard to transform one’s dragon shape and color, with most of the problem being mental. Ezekiel liked black. He liked black a lot. What other color could compare to black! There wasn’t one.

Breakfast was eggs on toast, the bread taken from a simple pantry on the second floor of his shop, and the eggs heated in a lot of butter in a cast iron pan on the stove. As he ate, he cast his senses wide, and checked on the nosy neighbors, who had seen Ezekiel come in with all his metal work and precision equipment a while ago and started judging him immediately. 

That husband and wife pair had wondered if he was going to be making a lot of racket, like the old tenant, the steelsmith. Those nosy neighbors glared out their kitchen window at Ezekiel’s shop as they had breakfast, too, the husband arguing with the wife about how they should have bought the place while they had the chance, and the wife saying that it was his idea to wait for the price to go down. They had missed out, because this was one of the few places that was free of many of the restrictions of the node network around Charme, for lots of magics got used here, and Ezekiel was going to be using all of those ‘dangerous’ magics.

His nearest neighbor was just that husband and wife, in their ‘mother-in-law’ house, which had originally been a part of this property, but which had been separated a while ago for reasons Ezekiel didn’t care to discover. His house was 20 meters away from their place, while his other neighbors were down the road at least half a block, or down the road and across the street. 

Maybe Ezekiel would buy out his direct neighbors and unify the property again, just to have some better privacy.

But for now, Ezekiel changed and went downstairs, to begin the rest of his day.

The front rooms had been a display room, while the back rooms had been a forging place, and though the forge remained, everything else had been gutted. Ezekiel was steadily replacing the lost stuff and he had started with an anvil. By now, the back rooms looked like a pauper’s forge, while the front rooms held a bunch of stuff that worked, but it could be improved upon. Mostly metal junk, and a bunch of it very expensive. Ezekiel wasn’t really open for business, though. Not yet. He was still in the inventing phase of this whole ‘remake magitech better’ plan.

Ezekiel went to his workbench where a good dozen prototypes of movie projectors waited for him. That was his main project right now; to make a movie player that didn’t require multiple image crystals and multiple records to show off a movie. Most of these prototypes and for-sale options were not his own work. Most of them were just the latest models that you could buy in high-end appliance stores. 

All of them were trash, because all of them required technical knowledge to troubleshoot and fix them when they fucked up, mostly when the video crystals or records fell out of sync. Which was often. 

Ezekiel wanted to make a better one…

“But where’s my assistant?” Ezekiel asked the air, expecting a response. “It’s already 8 am, Gnowmi.”

A small layer of reality peeled back on the other side of the workshop, like someone was lifting the covers on an invisible bed, which was exactly what was happening. Gnowmi rolled out of her bed and landed on the wooden floor of the workshop, yawning deep, as she scratched her fluffy, unkempt red hair. She was a very small fae, dressed in what might have resembled a tunic and pants, were those clothes not made of softest gold and encrusted with diamonds on every hem. She blinked her gem-like eyes a few times, then she looked at Ezekiel.

From one moment to the next, she woke herself up, and happily said, “Mornin!”

“I made you eggs and toast too, if you want it.” Ezekiel said, “It’s upstairs in a Preservation. Coffee, too.”

“I shall!” Gnowmi twisted the air, vanishing behind invisible magics once again, only to reappear upstairs, in the kitchen. “Ah! Always excellent eggs.” In another twist of Reality Gnowmi reappeared, standing on the workbench with the prototypes, inspecting where she and Ezekiel had left off yesterday, her eggs-on-toast not dripping anywhere at all, even though she was holding it vertical and using it to measure the latest projection box. Then she went back to eating. “Fair work so far. I don’t like how these crystals are so false, though. Perhaps another trip to Fairie is in order? Better crystalrecordtech there.”

Ezekiel thought. “… We could go buy stuff from Ar’Cosmos again, if you think we might have missed a mana crystal shop?”

“We hit up most of the major merchants. But we might find some smaller sellers of great goods. Maybe over in other lands of Fairie? Have you been to the Underhill, which is Over-Treehome? Great carvers of chance and character there.”

“Sure. I’ll be your guest for that trip.”

Gnowmi nodded. She decided, “We can go in a few hours. Perhaps this part here needs some more sigaldry in screen-wise ways. Light-bright-shape-to-memory into crystallize-through-time along with the accompanying slides. Perhaps less of an increase in density of images and more in an increase in meaning? Magic can bridge many gaps if given lax instructions.”

“That’s one way to solve the information problem,” Ezekiel said, standing over the work now, next to Gnowmi. “But that leads to interference from manasphere impressions. Might be good for making horror movies, though.”

“… Perhaps not that direction, then,” Gnowmi said.

They spoke for a little while longer and eventually got around to actually inscribing meaning into platinum. They had some small success with the new day’s new methodology that had both of them decide to postpone the trip to Fairie until they exhausted this new, possibly-promising avenue of arcanity.

Ezekiel might not be Erick, but he still liked working on problems with people he enjoyed being around, and Gnowmi was one of the very few people who didn’t get weird around Ezekiel… Which was great! This was a new life anyway? Right? No need to seek out people he already knew, to become just a ‘copy of Erick’. He was more than that. He was his own person…

But he missed Jane. No way around that sadness.











- - - -

Destiny sat down beside the woman who called herself Clarice, but who was actually a Fae Dragon. She wasn’t calling herself ‘Clarice’ right now, of course, because she was in a new Familiar Form. Destiny would get to that, eventually. For now, Clarice had that characteristic look that everyone got when Destiny showed up unannounced. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ and ‘How did you get in here?’ and a touch of ‘Are my [Ward]s failing?’. They were currently inside Clarice’s rental in North Curio, and Clarice was currently pretending at having breakfast, but what she was really doing was scoping out the three Benevolence Dragons which ran this city.

Or something like that. Benevolence was telling Destiny a lot right now, and she’d get to that, too, but for now—

“Pardon me, stranger,” Clarice asked, affecting an accent that matched her new form of an older woman from the area. “Is there a reason you have joined me for breakfast? On my own balcony?”

“He stirred up a plot in the Storm’s Edge dungeon when he got there,” Wizard Destiny said, completely ignoring Clarice’s attempt at subterfuge. “Told me he would talk to me about all that stuff, and I got a letter instead. Did you get a letter, too?”

Clarice frowned, and dropped some of the act. “Apparently, I also only warrant a letter, Wizard Destiny.”

Destiny sat back in her chair and had some of Clarice’s toast and jam. The Fae Dragons locked her up for decades, so it was only right to steal from them whenever she felt like it. “Good jam!”

“I have a bottle left in the apartment, if you want it.”

“I already stole that one.” Destiny looked at Clarice. “When did you know he was not who he said he was?”

“… I would say instantly, if I could. But that would be a lie, and you’re not here for lies.”

Destiny nodded. “What would your reaction be if I told you that I can make Benevolent Dragons, too.”

Clarice stared hard. “… I’m interested.”
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- - - -
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                    And we're back!



                

                Adventure City had a real name long ago, but that name was lost to time, and little more than useless trivia these days, for the city had gone through a good hundred names or more. ‘The Cavern’. ‘Hope’. ‘The Illuminated Land’. Etcetera.

Located roughly a thousand kilometers up from the Core of Veird, and directly below Quintlan, the exact history of the place was as nebulous as the stories surrounding it, because until Erick came along, it was damned dangerous to get here. Level 90 monsters prowled this part of the Underworld regularly, and the [Ward]s of the place could only do so much, and even more problematic is that when the caster who made those defenses died, those defenses died with them. Many people survived those purges, though, but only for one reason. If you lived here, you were a powerhouse, willing to raise other powerhouses to glory, while doing your damnedest to escape death.

It was a journey of months, and sometimes years to get to Adventurer City, where a team of ruffians and ne'erdowells could come into their own, surviving in the Dark and becoming a team worthy of song when they finally made it to this base. And when they got there, they’d be an asset to those who lived there.

Most people just died on the journey.

Sometimes, people pilgrimaging to Adventurer City would get here and find it destroyed, and survivors trying to take it back. Most of the time, people would come here and rest up and make new friends and connections in order to go right back out, into the Dark, or deeper toward the Core. Or they’d work to build roads through the Dark, always looking for the real challenges.

And then there was the prestige of it all; of getting down here, and then surviving to tell others the way. The Adventurer’s Guild, as it exists today, was built upon the actions of people who did all of that, and more. The people who lived here could trace their history to those who had rescued the world from the Dark since the Sundering, and some people could trace even further back than that, to places and powers in the Old Cosmology.

These were people of courage and strength. Of power. Of drive.

Erick took the [Gate] network.

Granted, Erick did have to come down here on his own once before, to set up the Gates. He had even spent a few more hour-long visits beyond that to spend time with Jane. But he hadn’t stuck around at all. This was Jane’s home now, and Erick tried to respect that distance she had put up between them, even though it wasn’t any real distance at all.

But with Erick had come a connection to the Gate Network and a complete obliteration of the entire culture of this land.

It was a welcome change for many. There were only so many times that a starving and desperate adventurer could boil the green muck they find off of cave walls and eat that, before they went mad with the desire for a nice chicken sandwich. Or potatoes. Or fresh bread!

These days, millions of people the world over avoided all of that ‘adventurer nonsense’, as they called it whenever the adventurers weren’t around, to get right to this metropolis in the Underworld; the only place where the wrought were a side attraction, instead of the main defensive force. Or at least that’s what both the rulers of this land and the nearby wrought led people to believe.

According to Silverite, told to Erick in drunken confidence long ago, Adventurer City was kinda like the Sovereign Cities, before Erick came along. Adventurers are all kinda shadeling-shit crazy, after all. Those kinds of people did not make for great governors. But still it was better if this land was occupied than not, so the wrought tried to help from the shadows, when they could, for this land was very, very large, and it needed a lot of people to maintain it, and the nearest Geode was too far away to do it themselves.

In all the ways a society could be measured, Adventurer City was better as it was now, with the Gate Network, than it was before, with the vagaries of broken governance and otherwise that had plagued its existence for the last 1400-ish years.

Like a common tourist, Erick stepped out of a circle of white light, onto a white stone platform, directly into the city, into a land of light and stone under a stony sky, where unassailable [Ward]s marked the land with ultimate defense, and nothing crawled in any of the shadows, and the shadows weren’t real shadows anyway. Erick hadn’t been here in a long time, and the place was looking better than it had before. A lot more civilized. Amazing what some uninterrupted peace could do even for a place like this.

All around Erick lay the central Gatestation of Adventurer City, the central node of the Local Area Gate Network down here, in this part of the Underworld. Four other Gates held open across the square, with illuminated wardlights holding above those passageways into other lands, telling where they were connected. Those wardlights and their connected magitech could turn and show a different destination, while also shifting the other end of the [Gate] into the next land. All of that was under the control of the central waystation, where workers and guards stood watch over it all, shifting the Gates and hurrying people along to their destinations as necessary.

Those people instantly saw Erick, while Erick made a show of looking around, craning his neck as Ophiel flew away, into the [Ward]ed air. There were zones open to flight beyond the city in those [Ward]s out there, looking like open windows among the light, but the nearest open zone was several kilometers away, and highly guarded. So Ophiel just made himself some small [Gate]s to get past the barriers, into the grand cavern beyond.

All of the Underworld had caverns like the one down here, but not all of them were built the same, or uniform. Some places were passageways. Some were holding areas. As for the passages, there were intakes going from Surface to Core, where thick air from [Cleanse] and otherwise sunk down, following paths of least resistance, following alongside water in some cases. There were also places where water and otherwise went up through the tunnels and canyons and empty spaces of the Underworld, up to the Surface; water springs the size of seas. Large open spaces abounded everywhere; from the massive ocean that lay just beneath Candlepoint, to the large open space below Ar’Kendrithyst, where the Living Geode Kendrithyst used to exist, but did no longer.

Adventurer City was an open space and downflow both.

The current iteration of the city was a large sphere, a hundred kilometers across, festooned with buildings and spires and otherwise, rising up from that sphere. The sphere itself floated off to the side of a large gap in the Underworld. To the north of the city was the downflow, where thick mana collected from holes all across the interior of the space, to flow together into a strand of thick air, down, down, down to the Core. Level 90 Domain monsters were located around 500 kilometers down that hole. Up here, by the city itself, the monsters were still level 90, but they didn’t have Domains.

Most of those monsters were inside the dark dungeon entrances scattered everywhere out there in the cavern, though. Not too many wandering around, these days. Not too many dangers out there, preying on people.

The city was protected, anyway. The node network that lit up this land like the Surface at noon had a lot to do with that. Adventurer City even had a dungeon, deep in the core of this 100 kilometer-wide stone sphere, which further protected this city by making sure no dungeon slimes extended their dungeons into this land.

Erick cast his gaze wide, to the edges of the cavern far, far away, to see black portals here and there amid the dark rock, and shadows. He flicked his All-Seeing Eye amulet wide, to pierce stone and [Ward] and all obscuring objects, to see the small hole in the very center of Adventurer City, where the dungeon portal of this city lay, mostly inactive.

He pulled his Absolute Sight back and saw bakeries and theaters and arenas and war halls and mercenary company houses of all kinds. The Adventurer’s Guildhouse down here, located way over there, looked nice. It was sort of like the United Nations, both in size and in effect, for the whole ‘Adventurer’s Guild’ was more like a series of loosely affiliated franchises than any true monolith of power, and meeting here was about as good as meeting anywhere these days. Mostly, there were no meetings. Most adventurers just used their guildhalls as drinking and story spots. When the only threats to the world were the constant, low level ones that always assailed the people of Veird, there wasn’t much to do but business as usual. The only real organization that happened in that place was when real threats came about; the 9, 10, and 11-Star threats.

But Erick and House Benevolence took care of those ones these days. And since there were a lot fewer threats to the world these days, half of the Adventurer’s Guildhouse was empty.

The Dungeon Guild was absolutely packed, though. Looked like they were expanding, too—

And that was all Erick was able to see right now, for people were looking his way, and they were starting to freak out and get excited in unequal measure. Looked like more excitement than fear, but Erick could be wrong about that. He had been here for about 3 seconds so far, which was a decent enough response time. Could have been better, though.

“HOLY shit!” “FUCK is that who I—” “YES, that’s Flatt!” “The Guildmistress?” “No! The father the Wizard, you idiot!” “But isn’t he supposed to not be here?”

Erick smiled a little at that last line, because yes, he wasn’t supposed to be here. There wasn’t any official ruling or request for him to never come here, of course. But Erick had stepped away from this land because this was where Jane had decided to make her home. There had never been any official declaration of his reasoning for staying away, but people were not dumb.

But now that unspoken contract was broken, for Erick was making a public appearance.

That was because it was time to do some fathering.

Jane had been working with Melemizargo without telling him.

And probably for years!

Erick calmly walked toward the waystation filled with guards, smiled gently, and asked, “I haven’t been here in a long time. Got any problems you need a Wizard archmage to solve?” When everyone just stood there gobsmacked instead of answering, which was to be expected, Erick asked again, “Nothing at all? Surely there’s some crisis happening nearby that you’ve all heard about that needs actual solving, and soon?”

One brave traveler spoke up from the side, “They get some ol’ domainies encroaching on the north face!” The speaker was a young man with flour on his white apron, carrying what looked to be a whole bunch of paper-wrapped sandwiches. He had been caught up in his delivery to the waystation when Erick had appeared. The only reason he had spoken up was probably due to him being a Xoatist, what with that characteristic white-feather pin stuck on his chest, above his heart. Enthusiastically, he said, “All the ‘venturers talking ‘bout ‘em! Ain’t no one killin’ ‘em, and they need killin’! … Er… Mister Xoat, sir.”

Erick would have cringed at the ‘Xoat’ comment if he wasn’t making a statement of his own right now. As it was, he pointed north, asking, “That way?”

“Yes sir!”

Erick smiled and nodded, as Ophiels beyond the [Ward]s headed toward the north. “I’ll have those cleared up in a snap, but for now, I must depart.” Illumination crowded around Erick as he turned on his Sun Form. Instantly, the air shook as the entire node network of the city fought against his Domain, but Erick shook right back, tuning himself quieter, toning down his power to just the soles of his feet and boots. There was no need to break any [Ward]s, after all. Erick said, “A pleasure to meet you all. I’m sure to leave some monsters for those who want them, and I won’t stay long.”

And then Erick stepped lively, nodding at the intake zones of the Gatehouse, filled with people who all stared at him, as he bypassed all security by just stepping through another [Gate] of his own, opening directly on the large courtyard outside of the Gatehouse, near the train station. People outside stared. Some screamed. Some shouted for ‘Xoat Reborn!’. Erick nodded professionally, and then bypassed the train station, to step onto the roads leading into the rest of Adventurer City.

There was a fast lane, filled with traffic, most of it with people moving fast, using whatever abilities they used to move fast. And there was a car lane. A few vehicles were on that road; some floating Platform spells, some actual cars. Erick noticed a shiny blue car that sped along under electric power; it was one of the cars from Ooloraptoor Industries, the grass traveler nation to which Erick had bequeathed the electric engine and the differential. Erick was a little surprised to see that car down here, but the grass travelers were doing very well with their electric car production.

Erick smiled as he walked on. The node network was less stringent down here, and so Erick enveloped himself in light, and began walking at a rather relaxed, quick pace, headed toward the Dungeon Guildhouse. He was in no rush, and he was splitting his attention with Ophiel outside the city [Ward]s, to locate and kill monsters here and there. As Erick surprised hundreds of people on the roads, he also surprised guards posted on the north side of the cavern.

Those people readily recognized Ophiel’s [Luminous Beam]s, as Ophiel killed monsters inside the tunnel. There might be lots of dungeons all around, and monsters might take refuge in those places primarily, but there was still a lot of mana in the air out in the tunnel, and the bigger monsters were drawn to drink deep from that well, whenever they could. People noticed when monsters and Ophiel fought.

It would be a matter of moments before Jane was notified of his presence, if Poi didn’t tell her what was happening already.

Erick had brought up the topic of Jane working with Melemizargo over a week ago; eleven days! But she cut communication down to nil after that, and Erick had let her have her space. Surely, she would want to talk on her own time. Surely, she would tell her father about how she was secretly a PALADIN FOR MELEMIZARGO—

Erick calmed himself.

He wished Jane would have talked to him, but she had deflected. And now, since all the gods were on Erick’s case about FINDING THE CAUSE OF THE SUNDERING…

Erick breathed as he lightwalked down the road, keeping his mind even and calm. No need to get upset, Erick! Everything was fine, Erick. Jane was a perfectly responsible adult able to make her own decisions.

Right?

Right.

- - - -

“Fuck fuck fuck fuck,” Jane muttered as she closed her office door, having sent the last of her help away for the day. She couldn’t send everyone home, for the guildhouse had about 1300 workers, but she could certainly send home everyone that worked directly in her offices, who could possibly enable her father to truly know what she had been up to for the last few years. It wasn’t anything bad, but… Jane calmed herself. She squared her shoulders, and she prepared. “I knew this was coming eventually… I have prepared for this.”

And she had—

Jane froze.

Andri Lightwalker, one of the more enthusiastic converts to Xoatism, and the head of the local branch, rushed into her offices, having come from the main guildhouse like a man seeking salvation. Jane liked Andri, but Andri was not someone who she wanted talking to her father right now. In fact, he needed to go.

Jane stepped through the world, to stand right before Andri.

Andri saw Jane, his face lighting up as though he had found his salvation. “Jane! I heard your father is in town and already cleaning up problems! Would you mind terribly giving him this?” He pulled out a packet of paper, and held it forward. “It’s a list of problems that he can fix, if he desires, ranked several ways; in order of importance, in order of ease, in order of minimal disruption to the current political landscape, and otherwise.”

“… You’re not going to try and talk to him yourself?” Jane asked, taking the papers, concern over Andri’s presence rapidly changing into concern over the papers. She began reading.

“Oh my no!” Andri said, “He’s obviously here to see you, and I don’t want to be here for that.”

Jane finished reading the papers. There was a lot there, from the warehouse district problems with embezzlement and missing goods, to the exiled noble’s district with their unfounded claims of thefts from lower ranked adventurers, to the vanishing of people who go down to southside. Jane frowned a little at all of that. All of this was completely out of her jurisdiction, so she couldn’t act on any of it, but… Her father could, if he wanted. More than that, though...

Jane looked up to Andri. “How the fuck did all this stuff pile up so fast?”

Andri smiled wide. “All the world changes when the Wizard is out of his tower.”

Jane kept her face schooled. “Nothing is happening, Andri.”

“Sure sure.” Andri continued, “I’ll be here in Adventurer City for a long time to come, working the good work and fighting the good fight, but I would like to know if there is anything I need to be ready for. Anything at all you might feel the need to tell me, to watch out for, or whatever.”

Andri always knew more than he should, for though he was a human, he had an orcol’s sense for prognostication. He reminded Jane a lot of Teressa in that way, and he had even helped Jane to understand Benevolence a bit more than she would have otherwise.

Jane was no longer that angry girl who had fallen to Veird and become jealous of her father’s rise to power, but she had still needed distance from her father to really understand who ‘Jane’ was, on her own in this world. Andri’s certain brand of irreverence for her father, and also praise, had helped a lot. Other Xoatists saw Erick as a mortal divine, but Andri just saw the good work he had done, and that he continued to do. Jane appreciated that a lot about him.

Living in a land of warriors and archmages had helped a lot, too. There was a lot of magic and power down here in Adventurer City, but there were no kings. No ultimate authorities…

Or at least none that showed themselves.

Jane said, “I’m probably going away for a while. I’ve left instructions with others, but the teams are going to be delving without a leader. Look after them, will you?”

Andri stood strong. “I will do this, and more.” And then he asked, “Are you finally following your own Worldly Path?”

Jane smiled softly. “Not if I can help it.”

“If you can’t help it, then step strongly, Jane.”

Jane chuckled— And then she stopped all of that, and ordered, “You should get out of here, Andri.”

Andri grinned, and then he bowed. “Till I see you again. Good luck.”

Jane watched Andri depart.

And then she went back to her office.

Erick was already there, waiting for her.

When had he shown up? Jane had no fucking clue. The manasphere was devoid of answers, for her father was clearing it away just as fast as he made impressions on it; whatever happened here was under a veil of Privacy that no one would be able to break.

Which was good, Jane supposed.

“Hello, dad,” Jane said, a pit of dread opening up in her stomach, as Ophiels twittered around the room in greeting.

- - - -

Erick smiled, “Hello, Jane. I think I failed to notice how nice Andri is to you. Are you two in a relationship? Should I give him The Talk?”

Jane breathed deep, her father’s words catching her off-guard. “You’re in a fine mood today.”

“I am faking it!” Erick said, “There’s a lot going on right now that I am very worried about. By the way, I’ve finished about half the stuff on Andri’s list; the other stuff is political and I won’t touch that. You can solve it when you get back from our trip.”

Jane almost went to her chair, behind her desk, but then she decided she wanted a drink instead. She went to the decanters, poured herself one, and then poured another. She downed hers in a single gulp, then handed the extra to her father.

Erick took the glass and downed it in a show of solidarity.

Jane was already on-board with fighting whatever threat was coming their way, even though she had no idea of the specifics of that threat… Maybe. How much did she know, exactly? Erick had no idea. She probably knew a lot more of what Melemizargo planned, and Erick was rather eager to hear what those plans involved...

But for right now, they were just father and daughter, sharing a drink in solidarity, both of them occupying rather different places of power in the world, and both of them powerful in their own right.

In that moment —and many more besides— Erick was extremely proud of Jane. She had accomplished a lot. She almost looked the same as she did at 22, when they first fell to Veird together, in that car of hers. At 36 she had a few laugh lines on her face, and a strength in her body and spine that had always been there, but which had become fully developed with another decade of living in this land.

They’d get to the big topics soon. But first...

Erick threw her a softball, “How was your birthday this year?” He glanced over to her shelves, where Erick’s gift sat stacked with the others. “Did you read much of my gift?”

Jane smiled a little, then said, “I had a great party this year. Hizogard and Lyrical showed up. Their teams are doing great. They just headed out to join Ar’Cosmos’s push into the low Underworld, to secure the space under the Forest of Glaquin. Danaro is sick with worry over Hizogard’s absence, but he has the orphanage to worry about. They’ll all be fine.” Jane glanced to her shelves, where the 5-part scientific series ‘Magic of Earth’ sat, waiting for her to read. It was the second printing, done five years after the first, and expanded into two more volumes. Most of it was chemistry but a lot of it was about everything else that Erick and Jane had both brought with them to Veird. Erick had gotten her the most practical set, while his own copies, gifted to him by the author, were big things encrusted with gems and otherwise, and sitting on his own shelves back home. Jane said, “I started on the first one, but it’s way too… It reminds me a lot of when we first got here and I tried everything I knew to make magic, but none of it worked.”

Erick nodded, saying, “All that stuff does work, but not for everyone. Your Truth lay elsewhere.”

Jane smiled, chuckling.

Years ago, if Erick had said that, Jane would have gotten angry with him. But now she laughed instead. Erick loved to see that, his insides tumbling with warmth as he witnessed yet another point of proof that Jane had come into her own. Her Truth was that she could be anything she needed to be in order to overcome whatever she needed to overcome, and that Truth had served her well. But it wasn’t the ‘Truth of Lightsabers’ or all of her other smaller experiments with magic, there in the beginning.

Jane’s Truth didn't lend itself to wide-scale power, either, as Erick’s Truth had done for him.

“My Truth works well, for me,” Jane said. And then she looked at her father. “You want to talk about the search for the Sundering, now?”

“We’ll get to that. You’re on your Worldly Path, too?” Erick said, “I didn’t know that, either. When did you start?”

Jane winced and tried not to show it. “… Years ago. Kinda left that to the wayside, unwilling to take the final steps.”

“Don’t want a little dragon blessing from your father?”

Jane’s face grimaced a little, as Erick had struck the heart of the matter. “Melemizargo has told me that the moment I accept becoming a Benevolence Dragon, I’ll likely make my own Gatespace. So yeah, I left that Path to the side. I still have Draconic Inoculation, anyway, because I don’t want to be a dragon.”

Erick wanted to be angry about that. But instead he withheld all judgment about everything. He liked being actually present with his daughter, in her home space, and that hadn’t happened for over a year. Jane had come up to House Benevolence a few times, of course. But when she was up there she was a different person. Down here she was who she truly wanted to be. Erick didn’t judge her for that, at all.

But her words about not wanting to be a dragon hurt for a bunch of different reasons.

Jane was a Polymage, after all. Shouldn’t she want all of that power, that came from being a dragon, at her base? All of her Forms would benefit. But, no. It was that old problem, yet again. She was denying Erick’s help, in order to become her own person. For a multitude of reasons, some old, many new and heavy on the mind, Erick was mad about that.

He pulled back from his instinctive response, and instead spoke with measured words that he had been holding back for a very long time.

“Jane,” Erick began, “You’re strong enough to avoid many of the pitfalls of this world, and the danger of your own existence. But it pisses me the fuck off that you keep denying my assistance on such a basic, powerful matter. It’s really quite angering, you know. Or perhaps you don’t actually know, because I never tell you exactly how I feel. And so, I’m telling you now—”

“I know how you feel,” Jane said, firmly. “Do you have any idea how many nights I lay awake, thinking about what I could do with the power of a dragon? Every time I lose a team. Every time I have to go out and kill a rogue core. But then I hear stories about how a Benevolence Dragon ended up doing weird shit and ended up making the world a better place for it. Immolating and healing people for hours on end; it seemed like torture, but no, it was putrescent slugs. Shit like that.

“And I can’t do that to myself, dad. I already know what it’s like to lose myself to the monster, and I won’t ever let that happen. So as soon as you can make a dragon-type that doesn’t fugue-out and drop everything to go help a grandma halfway around the world get medical treatment for some soul-problem she didn’t even know she had, then I’m gonna continue fretting about how little power I actually have in this world. I will continue to deny your help in becoming a dragon.”

There was a lot there.

“… Okay. I withdraw my complaint. I don’t want to contribute to your loss of self. I didn’t even know that was a problem.” Erick knew that Jane was keeping stuff from him, but this? A crisis over the loss of self? This seemed like something she should have wanted to talk to him about… But she always kept her biggest problems away from him. Erick felt he had failed as a father at that moment. Of course Jane didn’t want to be a Benevolence Dragon. Maybe not any type of dragon at all. Erick softly asked, “When did you lose yourself to the monster?”

“It was years ago.” Jane looked away, saying, “Seven years ago, by now. I killed a dungeon core that was halfway to becoming Grand, and I had just gotten a spider form that I have since discarded. When I woke up, I was chewing on the leg of one of my teammates who had cut off her leg to escape me. She and I don’t talk much anymore because of that. She grows stuff on a farm, on the other side of the city.”

“I’m sure she must have known you had an issue. People have issues, and people forgive, too. And she’s not dead, right? Of course healing that rift isn’t as simple as an apology, for any act of using power against a friend can lead to disastrous relationship fallout. But did you apologize?”

“I did, at first, but… Never really followed up on that. There was another crisis in another dungeon.” Jane said, “You know how it is.”

“I do know how it is. I’m sorry that happened to you.”

Jane stayed silent, thinking.

Erick waited.

Jane said, “So we’re searching for the cause of the Sundering now.”

“You want to get right to that part of it? Not how you’re a paladin for Melemizargo?”

“I’m not technically his paladin. That would require an investiture of power, which I have not accepted.”

“Ta-may-toh, ta-mah-toh.”

“More like tomato-potato.” Jane said, “One is not like the other.”

Erick leveled his eyes at Jane.

Jane rolled her eyes in response.

“Fine. Moving on.” Erick said, “We’re going after the causes of the Sundering, searching out the Dark for the answers to all that. And it is going to be us, right? Melemizargo has dropped some hints about that, and you knew that blowing me off last time we talked would have caused me to come here, directly. Are the dungeons around here? Or are we going to Dungeon Island? I had plans to go to Dungeon Island long before this mess happened, but I’m not too sure about all that. All I know is I got about 24 visits from various priests of gods in the last 3 days, all wondering about what their gods are telling them. That’s to say nothing of the direct visits from Atunir, Rozeta, Koyabez, and Phagar, all wondering when I’m going to get started on this Benevolent Path.”

Jane took a moment, then she began, “We’re going to Dungeon Island. From there, I think Fallopolis and the other Shades are waiting for us. But we’re not going into any dungeons this time. We’re going into the Dark Itself… And since I have survived that and you have not… I guess I will be your guide.”

Jane had not wanted to say ‘guide’. She had been going in a very different direction than that, but then she pulled back, and gave Erick some sort of lie about ‘being his guide’. There was more to be worried about than that small lie, though.

Erick tried to contain his voice, saying, “It’s really fucked up that we’re doing this at all. I don’t care if Melemizargo thinks he can contain whatever horrors caused the Sundering. The Sundering shouldn’t be touched.”

“I’ve already seen glimpses of it. There in the Dark.”

Erick felt his heart beat hard. “… Ah.”

Jane said, “All of this dungeon stuff, from the very start… I didn’t know it at first. I did not know that what I was doing was preparing for this...” Jane was reluctant to speak on all that, so she deflected, “A decade ago, all I knew is that I could get real power inside a dungeon, and sometimes dungeons went bad, and those bad dungeons needed to be put down. Everything sort of worked out in that direction for me.” She touched her chest, and a part of her interior unfolded, revealing a transformed heart and lungs, and a network of mana veins running alongside her blood veins. There was no core in that empty center space, but her interior was almost exactly the same as Erick’s. And then, with a flex of her interior, that empty space next to her heart unfurled, like petals of darkness pulling away from light, revealing a spherical core made of prismatic brilliance. “I probably have half a million mana generation these days. It’s not Wizardry, but it’s among the most regeneration in the Dungeon Guild. Only Lyrical has more, and that’s only because she can continually delve into the Dark and destroy cores with song. She doesn’t have to use a sword, or claw, or get close at all.”

Lyrical was the orcol woman who Erick had originally sent out with Jane, over a decade ago, when Jane wanted to go exploring in the Underworld. She had been from Ar’Cosmos, along with Hizogard. Both of them, and also Danaro, a former shadeling, had eventually joined up with Jane, and helped, with House Benevolence’s efforts, to create the Dungeon Guild. Prince Sitnakov of Stratagold had originally been a part of that group, but he just never got back together with them after they all came back from their Underworld trip, just in time for the Dungeon Core fiasco. Ravan, their Mind Mage, had also come back to House Benevolence after that return. Right now, Ravan was probably with some rookie group, helping them to get better at being adventurers; Erick wasn’t sure.

“How is your whole old group?” Erick asked, backing up the discussion to easier topics.

“They’re doing alright. Lyrical and Hizogard are off doing what they need to do. Danaro is at the orphanage. Ravan was here three months ago, where she gathered up some more rookies and took them back out to help them level and learn about themselves. Those guys are on a long track about 2k down from the Surface. They should be back in a year or two.” Jane suddenly remembered something, but it was a minor thing. It was still something to delay the big conversation, though, so she asked, “Do you know if Sitnakov ever got around to visiting Killzone in Ar’Kendrithyst?”

Both Sitnakov and Killzone were adamantium wrought, meaning they were wrought royalty. But though they were both shaped like orcols, they were not both from Stratagold.

Only the royalty from Stratagold was both orcol-shaped and adamantium. Most of the royalty from the other Geodes were human, incani, half-incani/half-human or dragonkin. A full 60% of all royal wrought were human-shaped. But also, wrought would change their shape, if they went through enough trauma.

Killzone always cleared out when any other adamantium wrought came around, even when those other wrought weren’t orcol-shaped.

There was some connection between Killzone and Stratagold, but Erick had never found out that connection.

Erick said, “They perpetually circle each other whenever Sitnakov visits Anhelia’s city. I think they have people who tell them when the other is around, just so they never run into each other. But First Prince Abarnikon and Second Prince Sitnakov still have to visit their neighbor Geode from time to time, and that includes Anhelia’s major neighbors; Spur, Kal’Duresh, New Frontier, New Brightwater.” Erick shrugged. “I know the Stratagolds have met with Silverite several times, but if Killzone was ever a part of those meetings, I haven’t heard of it.”

Jane gave a wan smile, as she said, “Dammit. I was hoping you’d know that secret.”

“I’m rather sure that Killzone is not Third Prince Chernom Stratagold; the one that died.” Erick said, “But as for the rest of it, I have no idea. And I never pried, either.”

Jane frowned a little. “Sitnakov came around here a few times in the last years, but never for long enough.”

… There was something in that little frown that… Was peculiar.

Erick suddenly realized—

Erick’s eyes went wide. “You like Sitnakov?”

Jane froze. And then she opted to speak the truth, “… I do, yeah. We had a short fling one summer, but… Never materialized past that. I think he’s waiting for me to prove myself as immortal before… Well you know how it is.”

Erick let that new bit of information wash over him. And then he said, “Yeah. I do know how it is. A lot of immortals won’t touch anyone who they think might not be around in ten years, or forty. Numbers vary. I’ve had a few conversations with Quilatalap about that.”

“Did you two ever talk about getting married?”

Erick smiled softly. “We did. He’s not the marrying kind of man.”

“Sorry, dad. I know you wanted that.”

Erick shook his head a little, saying, “It’s fine. Thank you, though, Jane.” And then he affected a happy look, saying, “In good news: Kiri got her family out of Greensoil. Took some paying off of rather usurious debts, but Odaali was rather helpful in paving the way between the lending house and Kiri’s family. When her father and mother visited the cloudhouse to meet me in private, Mister Flamecrash actually managed to get half-mad at me for pushing them out of those debts.” Erick smiled at that memory. “Took him a lot of guts to do that. Kinda faltered near the end, though.”

Jane smiled. “They actually took Kiri’s mage name?”

“Oh yes. That happened years ago when Kiri’s power became apparent for all to see. They weren’t nobles at the time, but they got honorary noble status through Cyril’s direct decree. So now they’re the ‘Flamecrashes’.” Erick excitedly added, “And Teressa is expecting, now!”

Jane laughed. “Good for her!”

“All it took was a little [Reincarnation]… Ahh. Speaking of which, I have another one of those days coming up next week. It’s around 3200 people this time. A lot of people are nervous about whatever is coming down the line.” Erick said, “The Prophesized Storm is about 4 or 8 months out; no one can really tell, because the Benevolent Sky is cloudy. A lot of smaller stuff is coming together, though, especially with this Sundering study… Rozeta told me she was worried about Primal Lightning again.”

Jane sat calmly, thinking deeply.

Erick said, “You’ve already seen echoes of this coming threat, haven’t you.”

Jane returned to what she had started, and failed to speak upon. “The first time I killed a dungeon core was like that time I killed the Amalgamation Slime; the Soul Ooze. It was a slime, though. Not an ooze. It had a core. …When I killed it in Melemizargo’s name, I felt the world shift. It was all a part of discovering my Truth. The final step, I guess.

“And killing every dungeon core since then has been yet another step.

“I don’t experience it often, but I see a lot when I’m floating there in the Dark, where phantoms of the past and nightmares hold back absolute death, just long enough for me to flash around my team and keep them safe. And then it’s just me, a small ship in the middle of nothing, holding onto precious cargo to make sure they survive the trip out of the Dark.

“I’ve been in the Actual Dark before, dad.

“Not just the Near Dark.

“I only lived because Melemizargo allowed it.

“When that happens, and the shadows part, I see glimpses of other worlds past dark clouds. I see worlds burning. And worlds growing. Wizards standing on the precipice of armies and then wiping those armies out. And I see Wizards raising armies, to use them as pawns in intergalactic warfare. I see Creation, Destruction, and both at the same time. And I see weird, intangible spaces, a lot. It’s those last spaces that are the most dangerous.

“Almost everyone goes mad when they see those hidden spaces… My first experience with one of those hidden spaces was…

“It was like seeing the Moon Reachers that one time. That first time. I told you about that.

“I was a spider in the dark forest, watching the long-armed creatures walk through the moonlit land, casually plucking unsensing wildlife into their arms, to rip off legs and otherwise, torturing them while also trying to keep them alive, to eat them whole and wiggling. And screaming.

“I didn’t see those empty spaces in the Dark very often. I don’t ever see them alone, though. I only really notice them when a member of my team goes raving mad, and then I’m able to actually notice the hole in the Dark where there should be something, but instead there’s nothing. The others could see those spaces and go mad at them, but I could not.

“No one so far has been able to tell me what they’ve seen in those hollows. They all forget afterwards. Even had Ravan come with me once, to try and understand what was there. Had to go through seven dungeon core busts before she experienced that madness. But when we came back, and she recovered, she said she saw nothing. She was able to [Mind Heal] herself, so it wasn’t that bad.

“I have never gone mad, though. Probably because of my Truth.

“It’s honestly…” Jane paused, and then said, “It’s probably safer if you let me do a real exploration of the Dark. If you stay away, and do nothing at all. I’ll probably get a shadeling or three to follow me into core breaks and then… I’m not sure what else will happen.”

Erick took that in. And he thought.

Jane waited.

Erick ventured, “Based on previous happenings when it comes to Path-like ways, and looking at our timeline to the future… We probably end up seeing one of these hollows in the Dark and I end up going mad for a while, until someone subdues me. This is likely the cause of the Prophesized Storm that will hit Storm’s Edge.”

Jane had no reaction, but to simply nod.

She had seen the coming timeline, and figured the same thing.

Erick asked, “What sort of experience is it, for you, when you see the nothing? Or is it ‘The Nothing’? A proper noun?”

“I’m honestly not sure if it’s a real thing, or not. The Dark has lost more memories of the Old Cosmology than he has retained, causing a lot of holes in those memories. And not everyone has the same sort of freakout when they see those holes in the world. I would not call it a ‘Nothing’, because I don’t think it's a singular thing.”

Erick said, “Explain the different sorts of freakouts.”

“Well… There’s always a freakout for a new person, whenever I take someone new into a core smashing. Raised heart rate and wide eyes and catatonia, in some cases. If they make it out of the first core breaking, then that usually doesn’t happen to them again, and they can make it onto another team. But I always take people on their first break, because I can pull them back from those minor incidents.

“Those minor incidents usually involve them diving headfirst into the Dark, screaming about how they see something they want. In those cases I can see what they’re chasing when they see it, too. Usually it’s an idealized life, or a dead family member. Lotta dead loved ones in the Dark, calling for their living people to join them.

“Beyond those first incidents, people sometimes freakout later. It’s those later freakouts that are usually caused by the nothings.

“When people see the holes in the Dark, some people rip out their eyes and smash their ears. I’m pretty sure that’s seeing something they don’t want to see.

“Then there are the holes in the Dark where people just start screaming in terror.

“Then there’s a pure outpouring of absolute love. Those are among the weirder ones. It’s… Love can be a physical force when it’s in the Dark. It’s like a softness that calms and pulls…

“Then there are the angry nothings. People throw spells into the Dark when they see those nothings.

“Sometimes there’s a disgust-reaction so strong it makes people spew from every orifice.

“Four times now, four different people turned nudist for an entire week. Not sure what that one was about. They couldn’t tell me except that clothes just felt bad on them.

“Unknown zealotry has stuck around for a while, too.” Jane said, “Pretty sure those hollows were about Evil Gods, or something like that.”

Jane sat still, and Erick thought.

Erick said, “I agree that the hollows aren’t all of the same sort of thing.” He added, “And I think you’re physically incapable of seeing what’s down there.” He pulled the All-Seeing Eye from around his neck, saying, “But you could see what’s there. The problem with that, is that if you saw what was there, you would go crazy, too. I highly doubt you’re actually immune to it, Jane. The Dark is just protecting you. If you actually saw the horrors, then you’d go crazy.

“So, to me, and how I see this working out best, is that if I go into the Dark, and you join me as backup and to pull me out of it, because no matter how much I might turn mad or crazy, I highly doubt that I would ever wish to hurt you.” Jane almost objected, but Erick wasn’t finished. “And yet, that’s just my first instinct, and it might end up causing the Prophesized Storm. Truth is, we’re both talking without any true understanding of what searching for the Sundering actually means. All of that is up in the air, and I am sure that Melemizargo has some better words for how he actually wants to do this. And so, since I originally started this whole thing as a way to reseal Yggdrasil, I know where Melemizargo awaits. We continue on with the Path.” Erick stood. “We are going to Dungeon Island.”

“… Just like that?” Jane asked, “Have you finished with the list from Andri?”

“I’m not doing the semi-political stuff, but every physical thing from monster hunting to putting up a [Terraforming] for fresher local food at the farms, is done.” Erick asked, “Care to show me one of your favorite eateries before we head off for a month of Dark delving, or whatever?”

Jane stood, her shoulders tense, as she said, “I would love to do that. I need to swing by the house, too.”

Erick suddenly took Jane into his arms, saying, “I missed you.”

Jane froze again, and then she chuckled lightly onto Erick’s shoulder, her body relaxing. She suddenly held him tight. “I missed you, too. [Telepathy] isn’t enough.”

“Not enough at all,” Erick said, as a few tears fell.

- - - -

The next two hours were exactly what Erick was missing in his life. His daughter, there with him, or rather he with her, both of them eating at a restaurant where Jane ordered food that was way too spicy, but which Erick braved anyway, much to Jane’s gentle laughter. And then they were at Jane’s house, and she showed him around. She had a lot of hunting trophies, like the horn of a unicorn, but smaller than the one Erick had once eaten to get his [Lightwalk], and then there were full sets of Elemental Essence armor in every primary flavor. They kinda reminded Erick of power ranger suits, and Jane laughed, because yes, that’s exactly what she was going for when she made them, just because she could.

She showed off her enchanting workrooms, and her Familiar Form experimental rooms. And then she showed off some Familiar Forms that Erick had not seen before, proud of what she had made out of the hundred separate parts of different creatures and different monster Abilities.

Jane became a large grey spider with metallic everything, including a tank-like turret on her back, where her entire silk production system had been transformed into artillery workings. She was proud of her Form, but her tone was suddenly less than strong, “It’s not [Luminous Beam], of course, but it’s pretty good.”

Erick was smiling the entire time, extremely happy to see Jane be happy, but he had noticed that while she had been ‘the strong guilder’ in her offices, here, as they got ready to actually move on to Dungeon Island, she was a bit lesser, almost like there was a regression happening. Perhaps she was overwhelmed with this Sundering search, handed to them by Melemizargo and the Relevant Entities of the Script. Erick knew that he was feeling pretty weird about the whole thing, too. Or maybe Jane was getting weird about being near her father after all this time away. Jane only ever came home on holiday, and Erick only ever visited her for an hour or two at a time.

That was probably what was happening here. Jane was not regressing, for she had come into her own and was maintaining that power. But she knew who her father was, and so did every single other person she dealt with for her entire adult life.

Erick wanted to raise her up as much as he could, but she would still only ever accept so much help.

Erick said, “Your physical abilities are going to be much more important than my possibly-failing magic when we’re in the Dark. I’m going to be relying on you in a lot of ways, and I want you to rely on me in similar ways, okay?”

Jane stared at Erick with two great big grey eyes, and a lot of smaller ones, and then she transformed back into her human self, her clothes rapidly sliding back onto her body. She smiled softly, saying, “You can count on me, dad.”

“Good! Because I don’t want to go polymorphing unless I can help it.”

Jane laughed. “Don’t go telling me that you don’t prefer being a dragon. I’m calling bullshit on that right now.”

Erick mocked offense. “Do you know many dragons? We’re not all the same.”

“I do, actually. Every single one says that they prefer being a dragon. Even the Benevolence ones.”

“… Well that’s weird of them—”

“Bullshit,” Jane exclaimed.

“Okay fine. Being a dragon is a great experience, but it distorts how one views the world. All that inherent power distances you from other people.” Erick added, “I really do like eating food as a dragon, though. Tastebuds all the way down.”

Jane smiled, highly satisfied that she had successfully called her father on his bullshit. “Spiders get a lot of satisfaction from eating, too, but it’s not very tasty. I do and also do not like being able to taste things with my feet. A blood slime has a lot going for it in that direction. You can make your entire body into tastebuds that only work how you want them to work.”

“A blood slime? Seriously, Jane?”

Jane smiled, asking, “Are we going incognito into Dungeon Island? Like you did with Greensoil and Storm’s Edge?”

“Nope. Not this time. Why? Were you looking forward to doing this that way?”

“Heck no! I was gonna talk you out of it if that’s how you wanted to do this.” Jane asked, “It’s just you and me?”

“Correct.”

“Good. No one else needs to be subject to whatever horrors we’re about to face.”

Erick felt hope kindle in his heart as he heard his daughter’s conviction. She had grown a lot. Both of them had. And now was the time to test themselves against the greatest evil to ever befall Veird; the Sundering. Hopefully that great evil was easily found and contained in the depths of the Dark.

“I would have preferred if everyone would have moved past the trauma of the Sundering,” Erick said, “But I suppose when I’m a thousand years old I’ll have some deep trauma of my own to never get over.”

Jane chuckled at that.

Ophiel twittered brightly.

And Yggdrasil popped into the room, his big [Scry] eye looking rather small, as he said, “I’m not sure I want to be unsealed if it means endangering anyone, father. I rescind my request to be unsealed.”

Erick was a bit stunned by that.

Which is why Jane was able to respond first. “The Relevant Entities have spoken, and more importantly so has the Dark.” As though she was giving a solid speech that she had rehearsed, and only just now needed to use, Jane stated, “This is happening. You need not be unsealed at the end if you don’t desire it, but this is happening, Yggdrasil.”

Erick almost said something—

But Yggdrasil glared at Jane, and spat, “I’m sorry I ever asked!”

And then Yggdrasil vanished.

Erick said to Jane, “I need to talk to him—”

“I know. See you afterward.”

Erick nodded, then stepped through a portal, into Benevolence.







            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    ~ ~ ~

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of chapters! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



239, 2/2


                Erick stepped out of Benevolence, into a hole in the ground, and then he stepped through a few more intervening spaces, before he finally stepped down onto the serpentine roots of Yggdrasil, deep in the Underworld of Veird. He was now about 1,500 kilometers below the southern pole of the planet. This was a private location known only to a few, because even inside Benevolence Yggdrasil didn’t have that much privacy. Other people were always looking at the Benevolent Sky. This place, however large of a cavern it was with water inlets and light everywhere, was near-absolute in its secrecy, because Yggdrasil was able to keep it that way, and so he did.

“What’s wrong, Yggdrasil?” Erick asked, as he sat down on Yggdrasil’s white roots, looking up at his largest son.

A chill wind blew, as was normal in this area. There was no [Scry] eye in front of Erick just yet; just the light of Yggdrasil, and the coolness of the air.

Erick waited.

Yggdrasil’s eye appeared. “… I might have messed up, asking to be released from your soul.”

“You didn’t mess up at all.” Erick said, “Everyone wants what they want out of life, and you want to be your own person. It’s a perfectly reasonable request. When I made my own 100 year request for a divine seal on you, before you were born, that was a reasonable request, too, because none of us had any idea what Melemizargo would be like in the following years. If his sanity would hold. I think it is holding, but I also think he’s up to some shit.

“And I know we can’t hold him back forever.

“He’s cramped in this world, just like you’re cramped inside of me, and you want to be let out. It’s all perfectly reasonable to want your own freedom, Yggdrasil. Please do not think that you are doing anything wrong.” Erick said, “I knew this request of yours was coming for a very long time, and I think Melemizargo is just taking advantage of this, like gods do sometimes. They probably all knew this was coming eventually. And that’s because of course you want to be free.”

Yggdrasil listened, staring intently, his eye seeming to shine as Erick tried, and seemed to succeed, at validating him.

Erick continued, “And Melemizargo wishes to be free, too. Perhaps part of that freedom is the freedom in knowing what had killed the previous Cosmology, so that he can prevent that from ever happening again. That’s a perfectly reasonable stance to take, too.

“And I suppose that there’s never going to be an ‘actually good time’ to venture into that horror zone. So now, with all the stability we have and with Kiri being my backup— And Ezekiel, too… I suppose this is good enough for them to risk opening new worlds. And of course, you’ve proven yourself as a capable person, working that fish farm by Treehome, and helping people whenever they come to you.” Erick said, “So the only real question is: Do you feel comfortable being your own person, Yggdrasil? Do you feel comfortable, knowing that Melemizargo and others will be using you to open new worlds, if they can?”

“… I know I can stand strong against the storm... But I know that a storm is coming, father, and...” Yggdrasil said, “And I don’t actually feel secure in anything, father. When you were gone, I now recognized that time as a time of frozen winter. Nothing really happened.

“But now that you’re ‘back’, I feel like the ground shifted, and land feels good to grow in again. I want to poke my roots deep and grow taller. But I’m not sure where to grow, or how to grow.

“Maybe I want to be ‘independent’? That might be the word. Years ago you told me that you didn’t want me overseeing any work with House Benevolence, because you didn’t want to force that obligation on me. But I want an obligation, father. I want to be more than I am.” Softer, “People are telling me that they don’t trust me to be myself, and I want to prove that I am capable of being my own person.”

Erick wasn’t quite sure where to begin with all of that, but he found a place soon enough. “If you want to tell me who is talking bad about you, and if it’s a problem I can fix, I will fix it. But people talk bad about me all the time. I try to ignore it. Have you talked to anyone else about this?”

Yggdrasil strained as he said, “Gnowmi tells me to ignore them, too. But it’s hard.”

“I understand that. It is very hard to ignore the haters, especially when they start speaking falsehoods, and accusing you of preparing to do the worst to all of them.”

“Yes!” Yggdrasil said, “They think I want to kill them in their sleep! I have no idea how it started, but…” Yggdrasil turned away, then he turned back. “It’s tough.”

Erick nodded. “It is tough.” He asked, “Have you thought about how you want to prove that you’re capable of being your own person?”

“I’m not sure how. I like the fishery, but that’s not much proof at all.”

Erick understood.

Yggdrasil wanted to be his own person, but he also wanted people to like him. He probably had the Arbors at Treehome telling him how he should not try to please everyone, and Erick had said those exact words, too, but Yggdrasil was still young, and so he was still worried about things like that. His worries were valid, though, because if people didn’t like him, they would try to kill him, as they had already tried before.

Perhaps he needed more political experience?

Erick offered, “How about the political track at Candlepoint University? You could take courses there. But you’ve been watching me for over ten years, so that’s probably just as good of a political education as otherwise.” As Erick spoke his first suggestion, Yggdrasil went through a few unsure emotions, so Erick continued, “And yet, actually getting certified in political theory might help. You could try to test out of certification programs here and there. See how it goes. See what critical thinking theories you might be missing, that you can learn.

“You could also hold office hours, like I do. I can set up an office for you in House Benevolence that you can work through. Get you some assistants for guidance and otherwise.

“You could even try something as simple as making a life for yourself in some location, using only the money and magic you make in that life to get by. It will teach you a lot about how normal people live, and that’s an important skill to have, so that you don’t lose touch with the people you protect—”

“That one,” Yggdrasil said. “I’ll do that one.”

Erick nodded. “Okay. I’ll help you set that up—”

“I want to set it up myself.”

Erick smiled a little, saying, “That’s fine, too, but that’s not a public thing, and only when you’re in the public eye can you influence public opinion. If you want people to stop talking bad about you, or to at least get to know you so they won’t just listen to the uninformed opinions of others, then you gotta have a public presence. You gotta put yourself out there for interactions, Yggdrasil. I suggest you consider the public offices in House Benevolence.”

“… Okay. I will do that. I’ll get an office.” Yggdrasil stated, “By myself.”

Erick smiled softly, and said, “Okay. Then talk to Zolan and Kiri, and do not take on too much work. I trust you, Yggdrasil.”

“… I wish you would trust me less.”

A sledgehammer to the face would have been less upsetting.

Yggdrasil saw Erick’s reaction, his wide eyes and stilled breath, and spoke louder, “I don’t know what I’m doing, father! I’m just growing big, and that’s all! I’m barely able to talk to people. I’m not sure if some people are taking advantage of me or not! I don’t know what I am doing anywhere at all!”

Yggdrasil cut himself off there, unsure how to continue at all.

Erick softly, seriously, said, “No one knows what they’re doing, Yggdrasil. Everyone is just basing their actions on their own imagined view of the world. For there is no real Truth above Truth. Every social interaction is every imagined reality that people keep in their heads interacting with other peoples’ imagined realities. We’re all just learning how to navigate each other’s figments as best we can… And I’m not sure how to help more than I already am.” Erick felt it was finally time for the father-offspring talk. He had given this one to Jane a while ago, when she was 17. She probably only grasped the surface words back then. The specifics between that interaction and this one were wildly different, but Yggdrasil was in that same boat right now. Erick said, “I’m just a person, same as you. Same as Jane, same as Ophiel. For all my power and ability to see the future, and ability to change the future, I’m only as strong as I am in any given situation. I have no ultimate power to make other peoples’ choices for them. Sure, I have a [Blessing of Empathy], and [Reincarnation], and you have those too, but I know when to use them and when not to. Mostly, I don’t use power against others, because I wouldn’t want power used against me.

“And I make mistakes, but then I try to fix them later.

“You’re going to make mistakes, and you’re going to try and fix them later.

“That’s what life is.

“But learning opportunities abound! You’re young enough and not trying to oversee too much that you are allowed to make mistakes, and the consequences will be acceptable. Those consequences will rip your heart out and pain you for a very long time, but you’ll heal, and you’ll do what you can to fix those consequences.” Erick said, “That’s what I mean when I say I trust you.

“But if you’re looking for learning opportunities… Do you want to come to Dungeon Island with us? Make a body for yourself? Come with your sister, younger brother, and I, and see what the Dark wants of us all?”

Yggdrasil’s eye hovered there as Erick’s words hung in the air. He thought. And Erick waited. That’s what the big conversations were sometimes. A lot of waiting. A lot of thinking.

And so, Erick waited.

Yggdrasil asked the same question he had at the beginning, “Is wanting to be myself a big mistake?”

“No. That’s not a mistake at all, Yggdrasil. You’ll make a lot of mistakes, but being your own person will not be one of them. I can only suggest that you try to be the person that others can look up to, and rely upon. That’s who I try to be.”

“… Okay.” Yggdrasil added, “I… I don’t want to visit Dungeon Island right now. I want to have an office in House Benevolence… And I think I do want some arcanaeum certification tests.”

Erick smiled and nodded. Yggdrasil was figuring it all out, and trying to be independent more and more with each passing day. Erick hoped Yggdrasil wouldn’t become as independent-minded as Jane… And yet, Yggdrasil needed to be that independent and more.

This was for the best.

Except.

Erick said, “I would like to be there for you at the beginning, to help you on your path, Yggdrasil. That’s what fathers do.”

Yggdrasil’s voice was full of relief. “Let’s talk to Zolan together.”

“Sounds good to me.”

A quick step through a few [Gate]s landed Erick back at House Benevolence.

Once there, Erick spoke with Zolan and Yggdrasil, laying out how he understood Yggdrasil’s desires to prove himself to the world at large, and then Erick left them to it.

















- - - -









Dungeon Island was not the original name for the largest of Quintlan’s three Australia-sized islands, located to the south west of the main continent. They were originally called the Three Sisters, and from largest to smallest they were named Infamy, Villainy, and Depravity. Before that, they were just one island, known as ‘Glorious Land’. There was no hint of that Glorious Land of 1,100 years ago, back before the Fall of Quintlan. The final death throes of the major dynasties of the last major survivors of the Sundering were filled with so very many horrors, not the least of which was the cracking of the Glorious Land into three different islands.

Different gods blamed each other, and also Melemizargo, but in the end it was just some mortal archmage who cracked the world and rerouted an upward waterways right up through the center of the Glorious Land, washing away much of that land, separating it into three different parts.

All of that destruction happened over 1,100 years ago, though, so aside from how the mountain ranges of all three islands were shaped away from the Font in the center, and some of the formations of the inner beaches showed ancient destruction, no hint of that cataclysm remained. All had been wiped clean, and then allowed to regrow wild.

Before the Teleport Lock, and from the sky, each land was so very similar to the other, that if one didn’t take care to track the sun and truly know where one was, then one might get lost down there. And that would be dangerous. Just like on continental Quintlan, these jungles and mountains and fields were full of death. Most of it ooze-related. Even so, people still braved these lands to delve into ancient strongholds, or to make new strongholds for use to hide out from the world. These islands were good places to hide, if you could succeed against the oozes, for [Teleport] used to be able to get people around these lands well enough. But ever since the Teleport Lock, the only truly safe spaces here were on the coast, in the cities that had only popped up in the last ten years. Whatever small measure of civilization anyone had made inside the islands, after the Teleport Lock went up, were gone.

And dungeons were everywhere.

But thanks to Erick and Jane’s spearheading of the Dungeon Guild, and thanks to the need for dungeon research, Infamy had been taken back from the oozes, and while people started setting up cities, Erick went on and cleared the other two islands and then much of Quintlan of oozes. Shade Hollowsaur and Treant did a lot of the major lifting on ooze eradication, of course, along with Zenipeq Frostflower, of the Fractured Citadel Frostflower, who was one of Erick’s first Benevolence Dragons. Zenipeq was still up in her frozen tower in central Quintlan, but the two Shades were… somewhere. Probably around Dungeon Island, and Ascendant Mountain in the Center.

Erick wasn’t sure right now, but he’d find out soon enough.

Much more varied horrors inhabited all of those lands, from shadowolves to spiders and murderous snails, all burrowing into un-mastered dungeons and then erupting in strength to go assault more dungeons, or to be assaulted themselves, and fight back or die. Dungeons broke all the time across this land, and people tried to make new, permanent dungeons all the time, too. The dungeons that succeeded were the ones overseen by people, and they became world-famous for the power that one could gain inside of them. But getting to those dungeons was to take your life in your hands, and step into the deadly forests, full of threats unknown. Every few months it seemed like a whole different ecosystem of monsters flourished and floundered in this land of jungles and death.

At least it wasn’t all oozes anymore.

… Erick had done what he could do, long ago.

Erick wasn’t a miracle worker— Not most of the time, anyway. And miracles were overrated. What was much more impressive, to Erick anyway, was the continued march of people toward civilization, and the drive to maintain in the face of death and destruction. That particular culture was alive and thriving here, under the guide of the Dungeon Guild, and the people who killed monsters.

Stepping through a [Gate], onto the white stone of Aniduun’s gatestation, Erick felt that where he had stopped, other people had picked up the work, and continued with enthusiasm. One of those people stood right beside him. Jane looked confident in public, wearing her grey and black Dungeon Guild outfit. Personally, Erick thought she exposed too much skin around the neck area, but she was usually technically nude out there when she was in a [Polymorph] form anyway, so it was what it was.

Erick wore white and black, as per normal protocols. Ophiel flitted on his shoulder, in the semi-organized shape of a crow with two or three pairs of wings, depending on what he felt like having, and around three eyes. Seven— No; nine eyes right now, though.

A hundred spires of varying heights and a thousand shorter buildings dotted the land, packed together into a minor metropolis 20-ish kilometers wide, ten kilometers inland, and ten more out to sea. Fishing farms floated out there, while vegetable farms grew inland. A river flowed north of the city, coming out of the mountains, and hitting the ocean in a deluge of white water. That river was the Westside River, and a lot more than just water traveled on that river.

Aniduun was built upon the southern coast of a large crescent harbor, south of the Westside River, facing the Duun Ocean, which was very much the largest ocean in the world. Here at this latitude, just like over at Oceanside, the wind blew in from the west, bringing with it a secondary ocean of mana that washed directly into this tamed land. Most of that river of mana followed the path of least resistance, which meant following the wide river, into the island. That river was the ‘monster road’ for much of this area.

Just a simple river couldn’t direct the massive flows of an entire ocean, though, or even a simple part of it, because mana always simply followed the path of least resistance. And so, just like with Everbless sculpting Storm’s Edge’s mana down monster roads, the people of Dungeon Island had a similar solution, but vastly different in execution. Dungeon Island actually had the original solution; Everbless had copied it.

For Aniduun was filled with a node network and defensive spellwork, too, just like all the rest of the major cities of the world. The network here supported massive, perpetually-cast [Force Wall]-type magics all throughout the land, and the manasphere rushed thick against those sculpted panes of Force.

The node network here also did their societal-protections different from everyone else, creating one of the most unique city-wide defenses found on Veird, because the people who lived here were special and simple Denial spells did not work on them. Aniduun was the ‘City of Ten Thousand Cores’, named that way because this area boasted the most amount of people with cores of anywhere on the planet, except for Shadow-controlled lands, like the lich-filled Fractured Citadels, or New Brightwater with all its shadelings.

Creating the node network here had been a mess and a half, and it continued to be a mess and a half. Cores were among the only ways that people retained power when under anti-magic influences, and with how all the people here delved dungeons, and got more true mana creation/regeneration, a vast majority of these people were able to make cores, and thus ignore most normal Denial spellwork to a certain degree.

Some of these people had become pariahs in their original lands, because they couldn’t be controlled anymore. Lotta humans from Greensoil for that reason. This land had its fair share of exiles from Nelboor, too, for that same reason. Former Cultists and current Cultists. The place looked like Candlepoint, really.

Erick kinda loved it here, for much the same reasons as he loved Candlepoint and all his normal haunts, but this was Jane’s space, and so he had stayed away for the most part.

And now people were noticing him and Jane. Took them a bit longer here than at Adventure City. 5 seconds as opposed to 3. Guards at the waystation focused on Jane, first, because she was the most recognizable and she spent a lot of time here. And then they recognized Erick and Ophiel, because they were Erick and Ophiel.

Jane glanced Erick’s way, wondering if she would be allowed to be in charge here.

Erick easily said, “It’s your show, Jane. Let’s see you run it.”

Jane nodded and walked forward. As guards suddenly walked around corners and stared openly, most of them not knowing what to do because The Apparent King was here, too. So Jane commanded their attention, giving orders that were easily followed. They might not know what to do with Erick being here, but they certainly knew what to do with Jane, and that was to obey.

Soon, Erick and Jane were out on the streets, and telepathic messages unfurled from every person all around. Neither Erick or Jane had called ahead, informing anyone that they’d be coming here, but this was a land used to emergencies. They adapted.









- - - -









The Dungeon Guildhouse of Aniduun was like the courthouse of Spur, or Candlepoint, or like the king’s castle in Storm’s Edge. It was not just a guildhall; it was a place of business and governance, for the land here wasn’t under the control of any one nation. Or any nation at all, really. These cities were research lands under the power of House Benevolence. A power which Erick never flexed.

In Aniduun’s case, their guildhouse was also a fortress, located on the north side of the city, overlooking the river, the city, and the ocean. It provided a major staging ground for all sorts of defensive measures against the monsters and dangers of this land. The city behind the guildhouse had only grown as large as it had because more and more people kept coming out here; most of them adventurers, looking to get back into the ‘killing monsters’ business.

So it was damned busy, all the time.

Erick and Jane managed to get past the wide open gates of the guildhouse, into the massive courtyard, before the guildmaster appeared in a flash of golden light, upon the stone stairs leading up into the main building. He had been waiting for them, and he had cleared out many of the people who would be in this courtyard to start with, but some people remained, probably because they just didn’t believe what was going to happen.

Baxter Swampwalker smiled brightly, throwing his arms wide, shouting, “Welcome back to the Island!”

A good ten people were in the courtyard, either talking with their small groups or caught between two different places, when Baxter shouted. Not too many people were alarmed by his shout. But then they saw Jane and Erick. There were some pratfalls. Everyone ignored those pratfalls except for the friends of those people, who quietly poked fun at the fallen, or helped them to their feet. Two people even mumbled that they didn’t believe it, which earned them even more ribbing from their friends.

Jane strode forward, uncaring for circumstance or decorum, as one does in places like this, and said, “Good to be back, Baxter. We’re here to see the state of the Island, and then we’re heading on.”

Baxter was a tall, strong man of blonde hair and barely-tanned skin, who anyone would be forgiven for instantly assuming was human, but he had incani blood in him; he was a demi. His eyes were unnaturally red-gold and he had tiny blonde nubs for horns which were mostly hidden by his hair. Those red-gold eyes flashed with joy as Jane spoke of staying for a little bit. He said, “Things are going great, far as I know. Come on in, though!” And then he turned and eyed Erick, smiling even more. “It’s good to see you, too, sir.”

Erick smiled a little, saying, “Jane is in charge today; I’m just a guest.”

Baxter’s eyebrows went up. And then he made a play, as he usually did. “So that means that Jane can talk to the talkers, and you and I can go check out a nice cafe by the water? There’s a new one with live music.”

Baxter was an incorrigible flirt who had absolutely destroyed marriages and other relationships in the past. But he was also one of the few archwarriors/archmages in the world, and capable of getting away with that sort of thing either through pure power, or through his stupidly handsome face, or because of the rest of him. Still, though, more than once Baxter had had a boot thrown at him from a disgruntled spouse as he exited a bedroom window in the early morning hours. Erick had personally tried to frighten him off with a transformation into his draconic form, when Baxter went a little too far with his flirts.

Baxter had seemed to enjoy that attempt at intimidation, though.

Erick had a much simpler way of dealing with Baxter these days. “I still have a boyfriend, Baxter.”

“He can join us.”

“… Ah. So that method no longer works on you. Why not?”

Jane had walked past Baxter, smiling a little bit as she left him with her father.

Smiling wide, Baxter stepped down the stairs into the courtyard, walking closer to Erick as he said, “I managed to make it through ten out of ten of Quilatalap’s dungeons this last month! My prize was a date with him and with you, if you also agreed to such a thing.”

Erick frowned a little. “Well… That’s… No.”

Baxter’s enthusiasm did not wane, but he did pull back. “I thought you might have come around because of that wager, but if that’s not what brings you here, then what does? Or is this all for Jane?”

Erick began walking forward and Baxter walked with him, as Erick said, “We’re headed to Ascendant Mountain. I suggest you tell everyone headed that way to rethink their journey until I give word otherwise, because while Jane is in charge, what is happening is my sort of show, if you get my meaning.”

Baxter’s eyes went wide, and then most of his friendly nature vanished behind a whole lot of deep thinking. He gauged Erick, and then Ophiel, and then he looked to where Jane had gotten off to. Erick’s daughter and one of the heads of the Dungeon Guild were currently in a meeting room, far beyond the gathering-hall-portion of the guildhall fortress, talking with the various people who oversaw this land a lot more than Baxter usually did.

Baxter was technically in charge of Aniduun because he was that powerful, but he would have lost this ultimate position of authority years ago if he wasn’t just as good at governing as he was at magic and swordplay. His ‘skill at governing’ was only mostly to appoint the right people to the right jobs.

It was a valid strategy.

Baxter asked, “Perhaps we should be in that meeting, if only to see past the security veils that they threw up into the room.”

Erick smiled at Baxter’s casual competence. Yes, there were security veils in that room with Jane and the other three people, and Erick was looking past them with an Ophiel on Jane’s shoulder, but most people would mana sense in that direction and only see a nothing-conversation, about the weather, or about population growth numbers.

- - - -

Erick went into the room first, disturbing and almost breaking the Privacy spellwork surrounding the place, but he also casually repaired and reinforced that spellwork through a bit of [Renew] magic. Baxter followed, magically making sure his disturbance to the spellwork was as minor as he could make it, but visually it looked like he wasn’t doing anything at all, except pretending to step over an [Alarm Ward] strung across the bottom of the door. There was no [Alarm Ward] strung across the bottom of the door.

Erick sealed up the magics behind them.

All conversation had stopped while the two of them had entered the room.

“Hello, everyone, good to see you again,” Erick said, breaking the ice. “Jane has already informed you of some of the danger coming this way, and I am reinforcing her message of that danger.”

Leona Carver was an 89 year old stern-grandmotherly human woman who had been a Pirate Queen in her younger days, and though she still had the Class she had left that life behind ten years ago. She mostly functioned as a variant Abyssal Mage, when she wasn’t the overseer of the Dungeon Research Department of Dungeon Island.

With a few looks from Leona to the others, the group allowed her to speak first.

“I like a good puzzle as much as the next woman,” Leona asked, “But is this Sundering research necessary?”

“It is necessary because the Relevant Entities have voted for it,” Erick answered succinctly, and yet not satisfying anyone at all.

By consensus, Olivia Stoneway was next. She was a rather young Stone Archmage, at only 30 years old, but she was already head of the Roads and Infrastructure department of Aniduun. She was responsible for the major defenses of this land, and for maintaining the node network. She got down to brass tacks and simply asked, “What sort of defensive preparations would you recommend?”

“All of them,” Erick said, “At a proper guess, though, I would put Elemental Void and Destruction threats higher on the list than most other threats. I’ll be adding a few spells of that nature to the front lines, far afield of the city. Don’t count on them, though, because I won’t be there to reinforce them, and we don’t know the actual threat yet.”

Olivia grumbled a little bit, her eyes narrowing on nothing as she looked away and thought.

Aniduun had no real mayor, but Cintro Prokop, a 60 year old demi Book Mage, was close to that sort of designation. He was technically head of ‘Civilian Relations’, but that was a Dungeon Guild department that only existed in Aniduun, under the power of Baxter.

Cintro asked, “What should I tell people?”

Erick said, “Stay away from Ascendant Mountain, or prepare to lose your life, for we will be exploring the deep, unknown memories of the Dark, in order to understand, move past, and protect against another Sundering. It’ll be a healing experience, I hope. If nothing else, it’ll be us ensuring that the unknown causes of the Sundering will never again threaten Veird, or any of the other worlds yet to come.”

Silence stretched.

Concern was carved deep into the furrowed brows and frowns of everyone in the room, except for Jane and Erick. Jane was as stoic as a leader should be, and Erick loved seeing her like that. For Erick’s part, he still wasn’t sure exactly what was going to happen, either, so keeping his answers short was necessary to assuage fears.

But the tone was still getting too dark in here, so Erick lightened his tone, saying, “I’m rather certain that Jane and I will be able to solve this conundrum. All I need out of you is to keep doing what you’re doing, but maybe keep people away from the mountain while we’re there.”

Baxter spoke brightly, too, saying, “If that’s what the Wizard wants, that’s what the Wizard gets! Shouldn’t be too difficult for us at all! But you’ll come to town now and then to keep your sanity about you, yeah? We’ve got all the amenities that you ain’t gonna find out there in the Dark, right here in our little slice of paradise.”

Erick smiled in turn. “We’ll give updates when necessary. No news is probably good news, though.”

“Fair enough! Fair enough,” Baxter said. “You’ll be able to stay for dinner, right? Let us treat you to a feast.”

“We’ve got to give the same sorts of warnings to Jokun and Zawindi,” Erick said.

“I’ll invite Golgoro and Debiza here,” Baxter said, without missing a beat. “They’d love a good feast, and something tells me the little bit of information you’ve given us is not as satisfying as you could make it, Wizard Flatt,” he said with a sly grin.

Jane glanced at her father, and Erick could tell that she didn’t want to stick around.

And Erick had his own obligations, too. So.

Erick compromised, “We need to see the others, and then head on to the mountain. If we can be back in time for dinner, we will. Don’t wait up.”

“I’ll need to make it a feast to talk about you and yours when you’re gone, anyway,” Baxter said, good-naturedly. With an arched brow, he added, “And you can show up if you want.”

“That works,” Jane said. Then she asked Erick, “Shall we move to the next city?”

“Then we’re off.” Erick gave a nod toward the rulers of Aniduun, and all four of them bowed deeply in turn. Erick opened a [Gate] from one stone-keep room to another, then stepped through, already telling the startled receptionist on the other side, “Erick Flatt for a meeting with Golgoro, please.”

Jane followed.

Erick closed the [Gate] behind them.

- - - -

In a nice tower room that gave full view of the walled city of Jokun all around, Erick looked down upon the Southside river and the delta of that river, to the south. This river delta was only partially a monster road, and not nearly as well-used as the Westside River, north of Aniduun. The real monster roads of Jokun ran north of the city, because that’s where most of the mana flowed onto the land.

For the land north of Jokun was what faced the Font; one of the many upward waterways of Veird.

Far to the east, in between the Three Sisters, the ocean burbled up from the Underworld, creating something like a reverse whirlpool, ever-active underwater volcano, and a major flow of mana, on par with what Aniduun experienced coming off of the Duun Ocean. The Font was a major part of the water cycle of the Surface of Veird, for it brought water from over 3,500 kilometers below the Surface, to the Surface. The Font wasn’t visible from here; not even on a clear day, like today, even though the Font was 500 kilometers wide…

Sometimes the scale of it all really got Erick, and now was one of those times. He couldn’t see the Font from here, but what was visible was an ever-present cloud that hovered on the horizon in that direction, and never went away, while also reaching far, far into the sky. That cloud covered a full eighth of the horizon, and went all the way up to the Edge of the Script, which was comparatively close to the Surface, compared to the size of that ancient waterway—

The door burst open, slapping the wall with force, splintering a little as the orcol warrior king Golgoro Spinesnapper stood there, his clothes ripped up and blood still on him, though only some of it was his. His ax was sheathed on his back, but his hands looked like they were itching to grip that ax once again.

Golgoro fixed Erick with his eyes, asking, “Is it true? You search for the Sundering?”

“Aye,” Erick said, “It’s true.”

“Then you are a fool and all the gods should kill themselves and leave us out of it.”

Golgoro walked away.

Erick sighed a little, then said, “Always a direct sort of guy. Respectable.”

Jane nodded. “I like him, too.”

- - - -

In a nice room with nice couches and with a wonderful view of the expansive delta of the Northside River, a servant served steaming cups of tea that no one drank, and Erick delivered some bad news to one incani woman, named Debiza Gloriz. The leader of Zawindi, the Delta City, was a woman of many blacks, from her skin to her hair to her eyes and horns. If it weren’t for her white teeth, then one might think she was an adamantium wrought, but she was not wrought royalty. She was a very good stateswoman, though, almost the same as any queen in any other nation.

Debiza said, “This is a disturbing development. Thank you for the alert. Will you be joining us for dinner at Aniduun? My contemporary has expressed to me the nature of your visit before you arrived, but hearing it in person makes me want to think about it for an hour or two, and then revisit all of this in a more informed setting. A dinner party would suffice.”

“If we’re able to return to Aniduun for dinner, then we will,” Erick said.

Jane added, “But we’re off to the Mountain, now.”

Debiza gave a professional nod, and then she bowed, “Demons bless your journey.”

“And you as well,” Erick said.

And then he opened another [Gate].

- - - -

One could not step on Ascendant Mountain without passing the trials that surrounded the land, first.

… But Erick should have been able to bypass those trials with [Gate].

When Erick’s [Gate] opened up on the foothills of the giant mountain instead of directly onto Melemizargo’s throne, or rather onto the space in front of that throne, Erick did a little frown at the journey ahead, and then stepped onto the grasslands. Jane followed.

Erick looked up at the mountain ahead of him, and at the chain of mountains stretching north and south, going far, far out of his sight. He and Jane stood upon some gently sloping plains, but the size of those mountains made it like they were standing in a valley. Mountains of that size could only ever exist on Veird, or in other unnatural places.

“Can’t even see the city from here,” Erick said, as he stared ahead, at the expanse of cracked green, grey, and white that capped the world. “I’m honestly not sure where we are, exactly.” He pointed forward, toward the tallest peak. “That’s Mount Vesi, isn’t it?”

“It probably is.” Jane frowned a little as she studied the path ahead. Beyond this clearing it was all untrod jungle, filled with trees that mostly topped out at 50 meters tall, but there were a few wild ones that grew a lot taller than that. The shadows here were deep, even under the full sun. Jane glanced around at the clearing they were in, and asked, “Is this the only clearing in the area?”

“Looks like,” Erick said, as Ophiels flew up and around, scouting the area. Erick checked the near past, and then said, “This area wasn’t a clearing until two minutes ago. There’s still trees churned into logs and mulch just under the surface.” Erick sighed a little, and then he fixed his gaze on a deep shadow in the woods, saying, “Melemizargo. Is this little path through the forests necessary?”

Monsters roared in the deep forest. Birds chirped. Monkeys howled. Bugs buzzed. The sun beat down hard.

And there was no answer from the shadows at all.









Erick frowned. “Melemizargo?”

… Still no answer.

Jane began walking forward, leading the way, her body turning to glitter and prismatic light. She stepped—

She stumbled out of prismatic power, having traveled only five meters. She looked down at the ground, and at herself. She lightstepped, shadowstepped, and airwalked all at the same time, the harmonious blending of magic carrying her another grand total of... 5 meters ahead, almost to the treeline. She looked around.

Jane said, “There’s some impeding magic in the air… Oddly strong.”

Erick narrowed his eyes, focusing on the air, tapping into the power of his All-Seeing Eye. There was a certain sort of Darkness to the air. Erick pulled his Sight back, saying, “It’s divine magic. Melemizargo’s, I reckon.”

Erick started walking forward. He tried a full Step, and ended up traveling 5 meters, just like Jane had done. And then he controlled his stepping to something smaller, and easier. He stepped through real space, instead of through Benevolence and Light, moving fast instead of instantly, and that made all the difference. In a moment Erick stood next to Jane, waving a hand, opening [Gate]s in front of him—

The other end of the [Gate] appeared behind them instead of anywhere ahead. Jane turned her head around to see the other side of the [Gate], raising an eyebrow in silent question.

“It was supposed to open ahead of us.” Erick closed the [Gate]. “Anyway! Looks like if we traverse real space then we can go fast. No elementwalking, though.”

Jane nodded. She faced forward. “This is what happens in the Dark. You can move around through real space, but no stepping… At least I imagine that’s what happens in the Dark. I don’t actually have ‘darkstepping’, but I imagine Melemizargo has it, and can properly elementstep, unlike everyone else.”

Erick began walking, his steps moving him further than normal, but not instantly. He plunged into the shadows of the forest. Jane followed, keeping pace. And Erick noticed that Jane had something she wanted to say, but she wasn’t sure how to say it.

So Erick said, “So you’re on the Worldly Path, eh? That was just a bunch of ‘you can’t use [Teleport] to shorten the trip’. No actual restrictions on movement, though. Where did you end up going on your Worldly Path?”

“… Sorry I didn’t tell you about that.”

“There’s a lot you didn’t tell me about,” Erick said, as they passed by a dark hole in the world, nestled in the roots of a tree and a tumbled boulder. A small snail on the tree above the wild dungeon shot a Bolt of Decay at Erick, but he splashed that Bolt away with a flicker of light. He and his daughter continued on, attacked by a few scattered monsters here and there, but not actually threatened at all. When Jane remained silent, Erick continued, “How about we talk about what you expected to get out of this journey into the Dark, working for Melemizargo as his Paladin.”

More monsters.

More silence from Jane.

They both used Force or Light or Shadow or Benevolence to deflect attacks and step over deadfall, or around large trees, or through steel-strong spiderwebs that attempted to block the path, but which failed miserably when faced with Erick, and Jane.

“… I’m expendable, dad. That’s why I’m doing this. You’re not expendable.”

Erick perhaps killed the attacking prime shadowolf that was as big as a van with a bit too much strength behind his swipe. That monster turned to shredded gore and bone, and spread out across a good hundred meters.

Erick controlled his anger, and said, “You should stop protecting me, Jane. It’s not your place to protect me. It’s my place to protect you.”

“No,” Jane said, vehemently. “That’s too simple of a metric, and in its simplicity, it is incorrect.” Jane carved a slavering dog-like thing in half as it jumped at them. They continued onward. “You are a ruler of the world. You shouldn’t even be here. You should go back to House Benevolence and take up knitting, or something. Stay in reserve for when there’s another Wizard in the world that chooses to harm instead of help. We got lucky with the Anarchy Wizard and his wife. Another Holo could happen at any time. Another Blue Wizard could, too.” Jane briefly stared at her father, saying, “I am expendable compared to you.”

Erick’s heart broke as Jane called herself expendable, his control over his magic faltering. He slowed down. Jane stopped, and Erick stopped next to her. He looked at Jane and his voice cracked, as he forced himself to say, “You— You’re not expendable.”

Jane breathed, and nodded, her emotions kept on a tight leash. “You can lie if you want, dad. But I’d prefer it if you didn’t.”

Erick had no words.

Jane still had some words. “Another truth to be acknowledged is that we and Veird are in a moment of safety right now, brought on by you and House Benevolence—”

“And you, too! The Dungeon Guild was—”

“Anyone would have made the Dungeon Guild happen and I’m not even in charge because I know I do better work out there fighting, so that other people can be safe at home.” Jane continued, “I can pave the way. You can build the houses and the government. And that’s fine.” Erick tried to say something, but Jane just spoke louder, “Besides! I’m going to be copying myself tens of times up ahead so that at least one of us will be able to make it through this coming trial. But I’m still going into this trial. I do this so that all of the New Cosmology and all who come after won’t have to worry about the Sundering coming back to kill them all when they least expect it. This is important work, and it will be done, and I should be the one to do it so that you don’t die—” Jane’s voice cracked as a tear fell, “I want to keep you safe, okay? Let me do this for you. For us. For everything that is to come. You can watch from the sidelines. I’m sure the Dark will provide ample viewing ability and ample ways for you to pull me out, or save me. That’s probably why he got you involved at all.”

About a thousand questions tumbled through Erick’s mind.

The one that came up first, and largest, was, “How long has this been going on?”

“Four years. Ever since the Wizard of Anarchy lifted the Stairway to the Edge out of Quintlan and you almost died out there. Over the course of… A while, Melemizargo questioned me. Probing questions to see how on-board I was with this sort of idea, in theory, mostly. He had already seen me breaking dungeon cores for the last half a decade, but after Holo… Melemizargo started revealing to me some of his major plans. It wasn’t till the last month that I got a lot more insight into what he wanted. The full scope. You and I are probably on more or less the same page. I understand he told the gods everything.”

“… You were the original plan,” Erick said, realizing something important. “And then I shoved myself into this space. Or maybe the Relevant Entities decided they didn’t like Melemizargo’s original plan... But Melemizargo has been building you up to be the perfect delver into the Dark.”

“Yes.”

“And he expects me to stand back and support you.”

“I think so.”

Erick breathed, and then he explained, “I’m gonna tell you straight up some true facts, Jane, and you need to listen. If you died, I would go crazy. Everyone knows that, but here I am saying this. So you’re not going to do this incredibly dangerous shit. What is going to happen is I’m going to take your place, and make a copy of myself, instead of you making copies of yourself.

“AND!

“That has to be Melemizargo’s original goal—” Erick was going to continue, his rage kept in check by the need to get his words out, but then Jane got personally offended that Erick would think that Melemizargo would try to screw her over, or use her against him, or some other such order-of-events that Erick could barely comprehend right now due to the anger. “Don’t you give me that look, Jane, like I’m making up stories, or that I’m somehow implying that you’re not ‘good enough’ or some other imagined falsehood. I have never said you can’t do anything you wanted to do; don’t go imagining I don’t believe in you now. You’re better than that.

“BUT! But you talk of motivations of the highest powers of this world in one breath, and then state that you’re somehow beyond manipulation in the second. I know for a fact that I’m being manipulated right now.”

Jane demanded, “Then give me a solution, dad!”

“We both make copies, or some shit like that! And neither of us go into the Dark.” Erick said, “But that’s probably a manipulation, too! I’m almost 100% certain now that the copy of myself that I made earlier in this Path is the actual backup for whatever shit we’re walking into, and that Rozeta knew of this when she asked me to do that… Or maybe she didn’t. Actually. That’s more likely. Melemizargo is manipulating Rozeta, too.”

Jane stated, “And even if we are being manipulated, the Sundering still has to be permanently stopped, and that involves us understanding what the Sundering even was, which involves me doing this, whatever ‘this’ might be.”

“Involves ‘us’ doing this, Jane,” Erick said, “You’re not alone. I am not alone. We are not facing the end of a universe without each other.”

Jane frowned a little, another unruly tear falling. Her voice was softer as she said, “That works, too.”

And then Jane rushed to her father, and held him tight. For the second time in the same day, Erick spilled some tears on his daughter’s shoulder.

Softly, Erick said, “This is a right mess, isn’t it.”

Jane chuckled, a strained sound. “… Yeah.”

“So are we gonna hang out on Ascendant Mountain for a month while our repros —if they’re willing— go out and solve the Sundering?”

Jane softly said, “I’m pretty sure mine will want to do that.” Softer, “It’s not going to be that simple, though.”

Erick chuckled. “Probably not.” And then he said, “I guess you’ve had some time to come to grips with all of this, eh?”

“I have, dad. Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

“Don’t worry about it. If this [Onward] thing is true…” Erick pulled back and looked Jane in the face, as he said, “Maybe you couldn’t tell me.”

Jane shrugged. And then she let go, and looked to the east, to the deep forest, and to the mountains beyond. “I bet Melemizargo put us here so we could get that out of the way before we got there.” She looked to Erick, saying, “He’s really not a bad guy… Except in the ways he’s a god and above everyone, I suppose.”

“… The only part of all of that which I am glad to hear you say, is how easily you mentioned talking to Melemizargo. That means you’ve talked to him a lot, and probably the surviving Shades, too. That means you’re rather comfortable with this sort of arena we’re walking into. You were doing that ten years ago, but...” Erick said, “I love how much you’ve grown.”

Jane smiled and chuckled, as she casually swiped her left hand behind her, entrapping an invisible shadowolf-variant in metallic threads, which killed it instantly. She didn’t bother to look at the monster she had killed, as she said, “Well that’s enough melodrama. Try a [Gate], now.”

Erick rolled his eyes, casting a [Gate] directly, and easily, straight from their forest path to the white dais at the center of Ascendant Mountain; the place that served as the ‘public’ part of Melemizargo’s throne. That had been Erick’s original [Gate] target. And this time, it landed.

Beyond a circle of white lightning lay a white land, ringed in clear crystal.

No one was on the other side right now, so Erick said to Jane, “Do you actually like Sitnakov? Because he pretends to dislike drama, but he’s a complete softy at heart who cries at movies and weddings, so if you don’t like talking about feelings with him you’re not going to land that man.”

Jane’s face heated up. “… Let’s not talk about that right now.”

- - - -

Erick and Jane stood upon a solid, flat surface of white crystal, kilometers in diameter. Crystal spires ringed the world all around. Shadows crawled in those spires.

And then shadows crawled across the world, blotting out the sun.

Melemizargo appeared upon his throne, his dark wings cast wide, his serpentine head angled down, and smiling. Glowing white fangs shone in the black.

“Welcome to Ascendant Mountain!

“And now to announce your task, Erick Flatt:

“You’re not only searching for the cause —and likely causes— of the Sundering. You’re going to plunder all of the knowledge I have of the Old Cosmology, and then you’re going to use that knowledge and power here on Veird in order to protect against every possible bad end.

“You don’t even need to go into any dungeons if you don’t want to.

“Or! You could make your own dungeon, and go through this whole ordeal with a lot less personal danger. Lots of options here."
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                The sky was dark, and so was Melemizargo, his white-fanged maw curled in a gentle smile, high above Erick and Jane. His wings, his neck, his body, and his tail, spread outward like solid black voids, but with scales that glinted in the subtle light of his eyes and in the distant light of the sun, hiding behind the clouds above.

Erick stood next to Jane, on the white crystal dais that was Melemizargo’s public-access throne, while the God of Magic sat slightly curled on his own, raised white crystal dais. Clear crystal spires ringed the ‘throne room’, some of them only meters wide and meters tall, while others were thick as buildings and reached just as high, each of them filled with shadows that curled and danced in the presence of their god.

They were in the middle of Ascendant City, located on the southern half of Ascendant Mountain, right at the cliffside edge that separated the halves of the split land. Melemizargo’s tail even curled over that edge, and then flipped the other way, back into view. He was happy. Inordinately happy.

And Erick had a choice.

He could allow himself to truly wallow in the fury at the machinations that led him to stand here with his daughter at his side, where both of them were vulnerable to whatever horrors would come from searching out the Sundering. Or, he could be productive. Melemizargo had given out his task to Erick, to solve the question of the Sundering, but he had also given him permission to seek out every single bit of information and power that could be used to strengthen Veird for the coming expansion.

Erick wanted those strengthening magics. 

There were some concerns, though.

Erick said, “I have some concerns.”

“Speak your concerns, and let all know that I am listening.”

Erick was going to ask some tough questions. He hoped that Melemizargo would answer them truthfully, and that those answers would be acceptable.

“Long ago you said that you consider this world to be fake, and only recently you have changed positions on this. As a part of that previous view on the world, you thought that some outsiders might have been trying to get information or something else out of you, and that you needed to fight back with all your might against their intrusive inquiries.” Erick asked, “Wouldn't we, trying to solve all of Veird’s problems with Old Cosmology magic, intrude upon that sanctity of the Dark that you were so paranoid about protecting?”

Melemizargo listened, his eyes focused on Erick. There was a flicker of anger there, but he crushed that anger. He nodded, then said, “I’m still the God of Magic, and that Mantle is not passing now, or ever, or at least until I am sure that we truly are outside of this life raft of Veird, and are able to continue expanding uninterrupted. This question of malicious actors desiring power from me remains a paranoia that I experience, but you sorting through my memories of the Old Cosmology does not endanger my Mantle of godhood. To me, what is happening now, is that I am showing you a treasure hall and you are free to pick from the trinkets and books that you find, but the hall itself is still mine. That will not change.”

Erick’s question had been a potentially very dangerous one. But Melemizargo had given a good answer. It was one that Erick could easily believe, for now. 

Erick moved on. “How do you see this plundering of the Dark going?”

“Any way you desire,” Melemizargo said, calmly.

As though Erick hadn’t just called it a ‘plundering’.

“A perfect outcome for me would be for both of you to make many different copies of yourself, and to send them out into the Dark together, while you two remain here, and safe. To that end, I have one dungeon with multiple dungeon slimes ready to copy both of you many times over, and the crack between the southern and northern halves of Ascendant Mountain is filled with dungeons that give base mana regeneration per major accomplishment therein. Your repros can go in there and gain base power, to bring you closer to the originals’ power. 99% of the tasks in those dungeons are the killing of monsters, and 1% is touching the dungeon cores themselves, for a final reward.” Melemizargo said, “I expect copies to go and get about 10,000 base mana per day down there in the canyon. After a month, with around 250,000 mana production per copy, they should be able to survive the dark well enough to dive multiple times before they meet their accidental ends.

“I also expect that nothing will happen right away. 

“All I care about is that something happens in the correct direction, eventually, and that we’re set up to eventually and inevitably go in a positive direction.

“Gather the brightest minds of your generation. Ward the walls. Set up in another location that more fits with your desire for security, though I will still go to that location and make it mine, but whatever makes you feel more comfortable is fine with me.

“As for actual targets in the Dark:

“Perhaps a visitation of the shadows of Old Wizards is in order? Someone to teach you all the various ways in which the final ascent to True Wizard might happen?

“Perhaps I can help you step into Paradox, and pull out a version of you which has already ascended to Wizard, while simultaneously stripping them of their Wizardness, to better secure this current era?” Melemizargo said, “What will not happen right now, though, is that you will not give me any answers at all. Instead, you will stay here for as long as you desire. There are many resources here, at Ascendant Mountain, that do not exist anywhere else in the world. My Shades are just one such resource.”

The Dark God of Magic flicked his wings, shadows going wide. Shades appeared. But not all of them.

“Hollowsaur and Treant are here, in the wild dungeons of the canyon and in the cultivated gardens of the northern slope.”

Hollowsaur and Treant were exactly as Erick remembered them from a few years ago; the last time he had seen them. Erick could have visited them at any time, though, because both of them had worked in this land since it was established. 

Both were male orcols, nearly 3 meters tall and just over 3 meters tall, respectively. While Hollowsaur wore ceremonial leather armor crafted from beasts he had killed and harvested himself, Treant wore some leaves, and his skin was more brown-bark, than brown-colored. Both of them bowed to Erick.

“Lapis is a relatively new addition to Ascendant Mountain who has taken to making useful artifacts for people to find inside of my dungeons the world over, and under.”

Lapis was an androgynous dark-skinned woman without any hair on her head, who wore a slick black dress. Her eyes glowed bright white, as did all the Shades and Melemizargo, but Lapis’s eyes were the kindest Erick had ever seen from a Shade, which made a bunch of sense. Lapis had fulfilled the ‘1001 good deeds’ requirement of her “Repent Sinner!’ Quest years ago. Now she was on the 101 year wait.

Lapis bowed to Erick.

“And then we have Fallopolis, my Culler.”

Fallopolis stepped out of the shadows, also looking exactly as Erick remembered. She was a grandmother of a woman, with frizzy white hair that was barely kept in check by a hairband, a rather masculine cut to her suit, and a black staff of kendrithyst crystal floating beside her, ready to be gripped and wielded at a moment’s notice.

She did not bow to Erick. She did nod, though.

“Fallopolis will be your primary contact when I am not available, but if you wish to speak to me at any time, just come up to this Throne, or speak wherever you are, and I will hear my name.” Melemizargo said, “Aside from that contact, we have the Well of Darkness located below this Throne. That is where you will be searching for dungeons that might lead to answers in the Dark, so I suggest you go figure out how that works, for the Well of Souls and Shadows is not exactly me, so it takes some getting used to in order to work it properly. 

“The Well will also serve as a [Scry] mirror, to let you find Jane or her copies or your own copies when they’re out there delving in the Dark. All of the Shades know how to use it well, so learn from them when you can.”

Melemizargo stopped talking, and waited.

Erick took a moment, and asked, “Why don’t you just know what caused the Sundering?”

“Because The Sundering was an obliterating event, erasing its own passage through the Old Cosmology, and all I have are partial reconstructions of the past.” Melemizargo said, “I doubt you’ll be able to find proper, exact answers to that disastrous question at all. But you should be able to see tracks left in the Dark. Events where the Sundering started. Planes that were known and then gone, but which left records left on fragments of worlds that survived for a while. 

“Lapis has been searching for the Sundering in the Dark for years with little to show, but she still has quite a lot of records about that search, and not just her own. I have been asking ‘what was the Sundering’ for a very long time, Erick, and many people have done research into this topic. You will have unfettered access to that information when it proves necessary, but for now, smaller access is granted.”

Erick scowled a little at not having full access to all records right away. “Why ask me for this? Why Jane? Why hasn’t anyone been able to figure this out before now?”

“Shades simply dissipate inside of me. So they’re no good for proper searches in the Dark.

“I’ve been insane for a long while, so there’s that.

“I’ve only been able to invite people into the Dark recently, with the dungeons, which was one of the major reasons for the dungeons in the first place.

“And so, I would need to either appoint a Champion to gather more information, which I have agreed not to do, or I would need a paladin capable of truly delving into the Dark, of which Jane is that person. Though she has yet to actually accept her paladinhood, so it is what it is.

“The other major solution is to have a Wizard, True yet or not, piece together what is out there into a cohesive whole. And that’s you.

“Know this, Erick. I cannot do it myself. I have tried. My memory is a fragmented mess, but I am still a God. I can still put myself back together rather well, and your Particle Magic has helped as an anchor for my mind. You have given me an edge to hold myself together. And that is terrifying, for many different reasons.

“The fact that a simple Wizard’s exploration of a new universe is enough to pull myself together should terrify you, because I should be beyond you. I am eldritch. I am unknowable. Except, I obviously am not all that. The very fact that you were able to pull me out of my insanity is crazy. But it happened. 

“And I don’t know why.

“I have a theory, though.

“My theory is this: Whatever caused the Sundering is still out there, still actively hiding, and it is doing a very good job of hiding, but for some reason, Particle Magic fucked it up, too. 

“That is why the Relevant Entities of the Script agreed to this. That is why this is happening now. You’re not looking for the previous causes of the Sundering. You’re looking for the active cause of the Sundering.” Melemizargo breathed out. “Or maybe the Sundering was left far behind, and Particle Magic destroyed whatever remnants of it existed, freeing me from my insanity. Either way, find the answers, Erick, and let us put this horror to a proper End.”

Erick felt sweat break out across his body at the thought of the Sundering still being active.

And so, Erick simply said, “Okay.”

Melemizargo breathed out again, relaxing another fraction.

And that was enough talking for him.

Melemizargo gave Erick the smallest of nods, and then he vanished backward, his voice trailing, “I look forward to Ending this horror, Erick and Jane, and to civilization once again spreading out to the New Cosmology.”

The Shades spoke in unison, “To the New Cosmology.”

Erick felt another chill, even as clouds disappeared and light chased away most of the shadows.

And then Fallopolis stepped forward, being more personable, as she said, “Hello again, Erick. We have lodgings for you and your daughter, if you wish to use them. Or you can bring a cloud castle in.”

“My gods,” Erick mumbled, the depth of what had just happened leaving him a little shaken. And then he gathered his wits, and strongly said, “Let’s get to the housing! Get this shit show on the road! Know now that I’m gonna be changing everything I don’t like around here, Fallopolis.” Erick opened a small [Gate] to the library in House Benevolence. “Goldie? Are you there? Or are you already here?”

Goldie stepped out of the Shadows near Melemizargo’s Throne, saying, “I’m here, my King.”

“Good.” Erick looked around, breathed deep, and then said, “What about Farix and Queen? Or are they not involved in this?”

Fallopolis said, “Farix is at New Brightwater, but he can be made to come here if you desire it.” She added, “Queen is in Nelboor at the moment, working on several Quest-points right now. I heard they’re at a delicate stage. She will obviously report here for duty if you need her to be here.”

Erick felt some of his anger drain. “No. Unnecessary.” He breathed again, centering himself… And then he noticed Fallopolis, Treant, and Goldie’s all-white eyes seem to flicker to the top of Erick’s head. His horns were out. Well that was fine. They could stay out. But he had also grown a decimeter in height. He had no idea when all of that had happened, but that extra height could stay, too. He fixed Fallopolis with his gaze, and said, “Let’s see the lodgings, and to the Heart of Melemizargo; the Well of Souls.” He said to Lapis, “I would see your work.” He said to Goldie, “Do you want to stay, or go back?”

“I’ll stay, my King. I would like to act as your Hand in this arena.”

Fallopolis raised an eyebrow in Goldie’s direction, then said to Erick, “I would call upon you later, if Goldie is going to be acting as your Hand in this land.”

“Lovely. That’s acceptable. I’ll see the rest of you later.” Erick gestured away. “To the lodgings we go, wherever they are.”

Jane started walking left, saying, “They’re this way.”

Because of course Jane had already been here, and knew where to go.

Goldie also started walking to the left, nodding, her giant black sword hovering behind her like a plank of black steel.

Fallopolis, Lapis, Treant, and Hollowsaur, all bowed to varying degrees, as Erick followed behind Jane and Goldie, to the east side of Melemizargo’s Throne.

- - - -

Erick stepped down a wide white staircase, deep into a canyon of clear crystal, following his daughter and the former Shade of Assassination, through lands that reminded him a lot of Brightwater, back in Ar’Kendrithyst. Back when he first went into that land, he had stepped down a similar staircase, and all around had been skyscrapers of crystal with sky bridges and little courtyards filled with plants and a whole bunch of different living areas, all filled with shadelings walking around in fugue-states. Those almost-people played out their lives as though they were real people, and not barely-sentient souls of the Old Cosmology stuck walking tracks that their lives used to walk, so very long ago.

Looking back on that moment, and knowing what he now knew, Erick could tell that the shadelings around here, in these skyscrapers and in these living spaces, were actual people. Humans and incani and harpies and goblins, and all the other races of Veird, were present in this place. And they all noticed Erick, Jane, and Goldie, walking down a staircase that did not connect to any of the nearby crystals. Erick walked through the lands of shadelings; separate, but seen.

It was better than walking through a land of ghosts. It was better than walking ‘invisibly’, knowing that if the residents did see you, that they would go dark-shit insane and try to kill you.

As it was, these people all bowed at Erick’s passing, some going all the way to their knees to press their foreheads against the skybridges they walked upon, and against the floors of courtyards that hung suspended between crystal spires. All conversation stopped. All sounds ceased, save for the wind blowing through the crystal city, through the second largest shadeling civilization here on Veird.

This all sort of reminded Erick of the actual largest shadeling civilization on Veird; Candlepoint. Except a lot more layered. 

In four minutes, Jane led them from Melemizargo’s Throne, to step onto a large white-and-clear crystal courtyard; one of the largest around. To the left and the right were sky bridges that encircled the area under the Throne, providing what amounted to a ‘wall’, separating the shadeling side of Ascendant Mountain from the rest of Ascendant Mountain. Behind Erick lay an inhabited city. Further forward lay lands of real monsters, and cultivated danger. That’s where sentinel golems prowled and adventurers killed those sentinels, to gain keys to the greater dungeons, which also lay ahead, in that land of white crystal, deep shadows, and grand dungeons.

Jane headed right, along the border sky bridge, following a wide gap in the crystal city.

Erick followed. Almost no one walked this road for it was guarded by guardians who hovered above and to the sides, ready to kill anyone who came this way without keys, or without permission.

Jane soon came to the end of the road, to where a large open space held out from the crystal lands like a cliff-balcony, reaching beyond the city, to stick out over the canyon. She turned right. Erick glanced to the left, and saw the northern slope of Ascendant Mountain, about 3.5 kilometers down, looking like a carpet of green with a few brighter colors here and there. Between the northern slope and this southern rise, lay a dark canyon filled with monsters and dungeons… somewhere down there in the shadowy mist—

Jane pointed forward and spoke for the first time in the fifteen minutes they had walked here, “That’s where we’re staying.”

It was standard crystal housing, looking from the outside almost like a skyscraper, like the upscale hotels of Treehome. The whole thing was white and opaque and boxy, but there were also tan areas, shadows in corners, and glinting gold here and there. Some balconies on some of the windows offered great views of the north, and also of the east, where the sun would rise over a land of crystal, and mountains.

Jane walked up to the entrance, and then went into the crystal tower.

Erick easily followed, and so did Goldie.

“A whole hotel to ourselves?” Erick asked, as he looked around the lobby, and saw for himself what awaited him. Luxury. And a lot of it. “I suppose private pools for bathing quarters are nice. If a bit much.”

There were four servants in the hotel, each of them shadelings. Three of them were in the kitchens, located about 40 meters away and down in the bowels of the hotel, all kowtowing in Erick’s direction. The fourth was kowtowing beside what was obviously a concierge desk, right in front of Erick. 

Erick said, “Rise, and tell me what you’re here for.”

The concierge rose. He was a human shadeling—

And Erick knew him.

Erick scrunched his eyebrows, saying, “Gary Dearth-of-flowers? Is that you?” He had to be. Gary was a person born as a woman, who wished for and got a [Reincarnation] from Erick several years ago, along with a new first name chosen by Erick; his primary name remained his choice, though. Gary had become a human through that transformation. “You’re a shadeling again? And working here? Rise, please.”

Sometimes people who went through [Reincarnation] to get away from their shadeling status decided to go back to being a shadeling. Or they died again, and their souls went to Melemizargo because they still believed in Melemizargo. Erick wasn’t sure which camp Gary belonged to… But he wished to know. 

“Yes, my king; shadeling again,” Gary said, getting to his feet. “I actually worked in a smaller hotel to the south side, where adventurers might stay, but when it became apparent that you would be coming here there was a call for volunteers. I spoke up. And now I am here, gratefully serving you. Any mundane thing you wish for, I will bring to you.”

Erick cast his gaze over to the other three shadelings in the kitchens. He didn’t know them. He turned his attentions back to Gary. “Okay. Well. Nice to see you again. The rooms look lovely.”

Gary grinned at that, and then bowed professionally. “We aim to please.”

Erick decided to just ask, “Did you die, Gary? Do you want another [Reincarnation]?”

Gary’s small grin turned into a nice little smile. “I tried delving and failed miserably, but I am happy with my life now. Everything is as it should be, and Melemizargo is as good of a god as any.”

“Okay… Well. Then that’s fine.” Erick said, “Spread the word, if you could, if anyone wants [Reincarnation]s. I’ll probably be here in town for a while, with my daughter… Who appears to have already gone up to the rooms.”

Jane had gone ahead, with Goldie pausing to look at Erick for a moment, before she decided to stand at attention at the side of the room, like a professional guard.

Erick said to Gary, “I’ll probably be going back to Aniduun for a small gathering and politicking. No need for dinner tonight, but I will be wanting to talk to you later about the relations between the dungeon guild cities and Ascendant Mountain.”

Gary bowed. “Your will be manifest.”

Erick moved on, up the stairs, to their rooms, which appeared to be four whole floors of high-class hotel rooms. Jane had already picked her rooms, so Erick went into there. Goldie followed, and then melded into the shadows behind Erick, leaving him ‘alone’ with his daughter.

The rooms were nice. 

And then Jane asked, “Why are you going along so easily with all of this? I thought you’d be yelling back there.”

“That’s an easy answer,” Erick said, “My personal comfort in this scenario is the least of my concerns. Your comfort in this scenario ranks much, much higher. And besides; I’ll be changing all of this to suit my needs, and if I didn’t do this, then someone else would, and I’d rather be here at the center of it all instead of on the outside looking in.”

Jane relaxed a little, and then she nodded. “... Okay.”

Erick asked, “How were you going to go about all this?”

“Pretty much exactly as Melemizargo outlined up there. Copies of myself, hunting in pairs or trios for the answers in the Dark.” Jane asked, “Are you going to make one? Because that’s what I had planned on doing right now.”

“… Are you mentally ready to wake up and not be yourself?”

“Yes,” Jane said, without hesitation. “I’m ready for that. Have been for a while now.”

Erick didn’t believe that right now, but he was ready to start believing, soon. “I assume this hotel would have been for multiples of you?”

“Yes. I’ve been to a lot of places here already, but in a preliminary sort of way.” Jane looked around. “Every room is the same, except for the view. There were going to be, like, 10 of us, making do and making progress, with Lapis directly helping and Fallopolis running around taking care of larger concerns. I was going to learn a few things before I got to copying myself, though, so that all of me didn’t have to keep learning the same thing every time.” Jane asked, “To that end: want to go see the Well? Or talk to Lapis? Both need to be done as soon as possible.”

Erick recalled what he knew of the Well. 

The Well of Melemizargo, also known as the Heart of Darkness, or the Black Mirror, or any number of other names, was the geographical ‘center’ of the Dark. Or at least that was the popular theory of it all. The Dark Mirror is where some shadelings came from, though most were born from smaller gatherings of Darkness and Shadow near the Well, and not from the Well itself. 

The Dark didn’t actually have a geographical center, though.

The Well could move, gathering shadows wherever Melemizargo desired it to be. The Well used to be at the Spire in Ar’Kendrithyst, and though it had been physically destroyed in that location tens of times over Ar’Kendrithyst’s long history, it was not an actual item. It was a place, and it was sort of like the Vile and Exalted moons of Hell and Celes; gathering locations of power.

It was not at all like Erick and his production of Benevolence. He was the headwaters of that ocean, just as Melemizargo was the ‘headwaters’ for the Dark… Though Erick wasn’t too sure on that fact, actually.

The Benevolent Sky inside Benevolence Itself, located near the Yggdrasil planted there, was where Erick’s own ‘Heart of Benevolence’ existed, if anyone wanted to call it that. Of that, he was rather sure.

And that was pretty much all Erick knew about the Well… That, and that people peered into the Dark there to find answers to… Everything. Back when the New Stats were first coming out, and people were taking more than one New Stat and thus falling to the Shadeling Curse, people could journey to the Well and learn of the Dark and become normal people again…

Was that all Erick knew? … Yeah. Mostly.

“Have you actually poked around at the Well at all?” Erick asked.

“No. That was for today. You and I are mostly on the same page now, dad.”

“Let’s go to the Well.” Erick said to the air, “We can walk and talk with Lapis while we go there.”

Lapis stepped out of the shadows of the lobby downstairs. Though a few floors and walls separated them the Shade of Enchantment bowed toward Erick, and waited, hands crossed over themselves, just above her belly button.







- - - -







They went back to the encircling wall/sky-bridge between the adventuring districts and the shadeling city, and took a left only a hundred meters past the overlook. Deep into the bowels of white, shadow, and clear crystal, Erick, Jane, and Lapis walked into a shadowy space that was filled with light from above, but also wreathed in deep gloom. The path led toward the Throne, but lower.

There weren’t many shadelings in this part of the city, for to the south lay infrastructure and amenities. The only voices in the air were those of Erick and Lapis, as they walked and talked, while the smell of baked bread and hydroponic-grown vegetables and greens filled the air. This was sort of like the farming center of the city, but not quite. 

“And everything is so clean,” Erick said, “Even without [Cleanse]. Unless you have adventurers that come in and do that?”

Lapis said, “Ascendant Mountain is a shadeling city, but we do have around a 2% shadowless population.” The androgynous woman raised an eyebrow at Erick, her white eyes glowing brightly. “You truly have never been here? I had thought that rumor was false.”

“I’ve been about as busy as anyone, yourself included. Last I heard you were working with Farix and New Brightwater, making inroads with Anhelia’s kingdom.”

The sounds of their feet clicking on the stone echoed slightly in the canyon of crystal. A sudden wind carried the distant sounds of people through the air, talking and laughing and working on farms, or otherwise. Some loud thing roared far behind Erick, way, way back beyond the walkway that separated adventurers from shadelings; it was some sort of fight. 

Erick gazed through Ophiel, to look down at that fight, while he also walked beside Lapis, with Jane right behind them. It was a normal sort of adventurer fight, happening between what looked like two mages, a tank, a healer, and a pair of white-crystal-and-gold-automatons which slashed and flickered through the light, aiming to maim and succeeding rather easily. There went legs and a hand, curses settling into limbs like shadows soaking into sponges.

A mage went catatonic and fell over, her body rapidly flashing with shadows, and then crystallizing over in a [Crystal Curse], or something like that, and then sinking into the stone underfoot. The warrior followed half a moment later. The healer and the other mage decided to run. They managed to make it several meters before a third crystal guardian appeared out of the walls and stabbed both of them through the stomach and the chest. It missed the heart.

Erick knew from experience that those people would be cursed, unable to regrow anything for at least a few days, but they would also live. The guardians would drop them off at Aniduun, where the city would take them in and Baxter, or someone else high up, would take away their Ascendant Mountain delving license for a while. The delvers would probably complain about guild overreach the entire time they waited out their anti-restoration curses, too. 

Lapis continued the conversation without pause, for there had been no pause while Erick watched that team get dismantled. “New Brightwater is getting along with Anhelia’s kingdom as well as two shadowcats in the same neighborhood. But at least they’re not like light and shadow slimes.”

“A steady improvement, then.”

“Steady, slow improvements are generally the best.”

Lapis was ready to talk turkey, and so was Erick.

“It has been good to see you again, Lapis. You seem to be doing well. Secured in your presence and your future.”

“I am, though this whole Sundering search has me worried.”

Erick grinned a little at that. “That just means you’re awake.”

Lapis chuckled, which ended in a grin, and then faded away as she said, “Everyone on Veird grows up with the story of the Sundering. You hear tales of Primal Lightning that destroyed all of that past in a matter of days. Most never look too deep into that far-ago horror; they remain secure in the knowledge that it won’t happen again, and that Veird survived once, so surely we can survive again. But some of us know that is simply not true, and that the conscious, healthy mind actively rebels against the idea that it could be ended at any point in time. There would be no way to live otherwise. If one was aware of all the ways they could die at any given moment, then nothing could get done. And so… The conscious mind hides the truth from itself.” Lapis said, “According to my studies, this is only part of why the Dark doesn’t know what happened, either.”

“Ahhh… Is this the real explanation why Melemizargo cannot search out the answer himself?”

“It’s my theory, though the Dark only ever speaks sparingly to us Clergy, so we don’t know; can’t know. You and Fallopolis have his ear most of the time, and you may try your luck with direct questions. I and the others speak at the Well when we wish to ask questions, or receive guidance.”

Erick stepped up stairs with Lapis. The stairs leveled out rather soon, and came to a direct path forward. The road led directly toward a shadowy space up ahead, save for a line of sunlight that angled down, into the canyon of shadows and crystal. That line of light illuminated the wall-like base of the Throne up ahead, where the Well lay hidden further beyond.

Erick asked, “Have you found anything specific in the Dark?”

“The arch-story of the Sundering is the same, though individual stories vary.

“White, iridescent lightning ripped through the Old Cosmology, creating Yawning Voids which drew in all mana, and since the Old Cosmology was all mana, it drew in everything. Civilizations died in instants. The only reason Veird survived at all was because the Primal Lightning took 3 days to fully kill the universe, and Veird was a life raft even then, surviving because Veird’s manaminer was already divinely-empowered, and because of the sacrifice of deity-level power in order to empower the proto-Script even further. 

“Primal Lightning still hit Veird between 1 and 3 and ‘countless’ times, depending on who is telling the story, but the accepted number is 3. Two glancing blows, and one direct blast.

“When Veird finally fell into a True Void, and popped into this New Cosmology, everyone almost died to the Killing Sun, and to all the other parts of this New Cosmology that didn’t make sense. Gravity. Particles. The different nature of Light, and the fact that Shadow was more magical than real. And the complete lack of local mana. All of that contributed to the problem.

“And so they had to sacrifice more.

“They sacrificed the catatonic Goddess of Knowledge upon the Altar of Need, or the Altar of Preservation, depending on who is telling the story. If that Goddess had not been catatonic from the influx of new knowledge —which is the most widely accepted explanation for her catatonia— then perhaps her sacrifice wouldn’t have been necessary. But the sacrifice was rapidly deemed necessary, and so it happened.

“Then came the Great Translation, and Veird became a planet instead of a plane, along with countless smaller changes, like the imbuing of souls into physical bodies, etcetera etcetera.

“Beyond that story, which I have confirmed as true in hundreds of ways, I have been looking for sideways-glances at the Sundering.” Lapis finished with, “There have been many individual stories of individual falls to Veird, but other than minor individual changes to the accepted story, it’s been a bust.”

Erick listened as they walked, looking around at the city, and at the surroundings. The sun was starting to set in the west, painting the sky gold and red. Erick happened to glance upward, and through the crystal spires he saw the sunset sky. With the unevenness of it all, that strip of red and gold and the spreading cracks of sunset beyond the white spires... It all sort of looked like a great bolt of red lightning, aiming toward the Throne.

That was probably just his imagination adding lightning-symbolism where none existed.

“Melemizargo spoke of finding parts of the Old Cosmology and… Well I don’t want to say [Reincarnation]ing them here, but I will say exactly that, because we’re on a Path, or whatever.” Erick asked, “Any targets for delving that would build a stronger Veird? That’s what I’m most interested in. If we should hit upon Primal Lightning then I want to be absolutely ready for it.”

Lapis easily nodded, saying, “Veird can survive Primal Lightning; as proven by history itself. That is not a worry right now. But too much lightning would certainly prove disastrous. Individuals certainly couldn’t survive Primal Lightning, though.

“But before that, there are other matters to gird against; the Dark Itself, for instance. 

“When your daughter was looking to be the one doing this, we did a lot of searching for Familiar Forms that could survive in the Dark for an extended period of time. Eventually, we settled on something that already exists here on Veird, because the Old Cosmology wasn’t giving up any hints in that direction. Dark Slimes don’t exist here, but Curse Slimes do exist, and they’re rather close in stability and capability. They’re everywhere in Ar’Kendrithyst, around the former Brightwater. They can survive the Dark for extended periods of time, too. Some curse slimes might even come out of the Well when we’re talking to it, too.”

Erick glanced back at Jane. “Curse slime? Is that… Enough?”

“Slimes are fine when amalgamated with other Forms.” Jane said, “All on their own they’re pretty bad, though.”

Erick nodded, then turned forward, asking, “What sort of locations were going to be initial targets?”

“The Traveler’s High Tower.” Lapis said, “It was the collection of Paradox Wizards that did not work under Phagar. They had a majority share of the transportation organization inside the Radiant Depths, which was one of the many Light-aligned parts of the Old Cosmology. They’re one of several locations known to the Dark that might prove useful, though getting there would be… difficult.

“Then there were the Dark Worlds. They lasted through the Primal Lightning storms the longest, aside from Veird, and they were the most intact inside the Dark when they finally did fall. They’re sort of like the Fairy Paths that would become Ar’Cosmos here on Veird. Those lands are highly random, and temporary, and the only way to visit them is to find a core that needs breaking, and then break it. What you see in the Dark in those moments are the Dark Worlds.

“And then there is the dungeon creation option, and making steady inroads into the Dark through that.” Lapis said, “To me, that is the most obviously safe way to do this, for a multitude of reasons.”

Erick thought on that. Then he asked, “What are the main problems you think we’ll face finding the causes of the Sundering?”

“The primary issue is that the Dark is just one perspective. A very large perspective, of course. He is the Dark, after all.” Lapis said, “Dungeons can be used to bring forth memories of the dark, and then gradually make those memories real, but every person inside the Dark is a shadowy reflection of a person, and not a real person. Them becoming real is an act of minor Wizardry. They’re all NPCs, to use the common dungeon vernacular.

“But in reality, they’re more… Dark imprints that have the possibility of becoming true people, of having their soul reawaken, if they’re given enough time and impetus to reawaken.” Lapis looked at Erick, as she said, “The Dark is Creation. He is only Paradox and Destruction in small ways. You are Paradox in a major way. With the Dark’s guidance, and your own power, you might be able to find something real in the memory of the past, like that bracelet around your wrist, and bring it out into this world.”

Erick’s staff of golden wheat reflections popped into the air, to float beside them.

Lapis nodded, then turned forward, and continued, “That sort of Wizardry would be the best for drawing forth a perspective from the Dark that does not actually exist in the Dark at all. Maybe, from this other perspective, we might find the answers we’re looking for.”

Erick thought on that, his eyes looking ahead, as ideas began to percolate in his mind.

They soon reached another wide staircase leading up toward the Throne itself, but this one led inside, instead of onto what Erick now understood as the ‘roof’. That path took them through an archway that reminded Erick of the one he had once seen in front of the Armory of Ar’Kendrithyst, where he had met Quilatalap for the first time, under his guise as the Caretaker. 

It was an artistic sort of archway, composed of many people of all races and shapes, all done in black stone, all of them reaching upward, or helping each other to reach higher, toward a single white sphere above the archway that looked almost like one of Melemizargo’s eyes. The gateway was large enough for Erick to walk through in his dragon form, and the hallway beyond was even larger.

Beyond that black archway lay white walls of crystal, laced with shadow, and tree-trunk sized black pillars holding up a black, arched roof. Much deeper into that grand hall lay a massive open space, like a cavern, where a black pool rested in the middle, perfectly circular and placid. It was the Well of Melemizargo.

… And there was more to that space than Erick realized.

As Erick stepped onto the landing in front of the archway, he looked at the archway again, stressing his mana sense to the limit, and then going further with the All-Seeing Eye.

The interior space of that black archway of people… wavered. 

“That’s a dungeon portal,” Erick said, looking up at the stone bodies pretending to be a simple archway. “That’s a dungeon in there.”

Lapis nodded. “Yes. It’s a hidden dungeon. Shadelings sometimes come out of the Well, but mostly they exist in the shadow city inside this grand dungeon. This portal is the entrance into that dungeon… It’s easier to see and understand than to explain.”

Erick was apprehensive about walking into a dungeon—

But Jane walked forward, Lapis followed.

Erick put aside his lack of trust, and spoke as he walked, “My first instinct is more along the lines of ‘what can Veird get out of this’, to prevent subsequent catastrophes, especially since it appears we will be dealing with Wizardry. How do you feel about focusing our efforts in that direction? And if we should happen to cross the Sundering, then—” Jane and Lapis had already crossed into the dungeon space, but now Erick followed, stepping through the archway… And nothing seemed to happen. He couldn’t even tell if his magic had been minimized, for it was all still working as it should. Even his staff still floated beside him. “... If we should happen to cross the path of the Sundering, then it will happen when we’re more prepared for that event.”

Lapis nodded as she continued to walk toward the Well, saying, “A more prudent use of resources could not be had.”

Jane stopped ten meters before the edge of the black pool, where a thin line of gold had been inlaid into the otherwise-white floor, like a ring encircling the whole pool.

Erick was glad that she had stopped, because his mana senses ended at that pool of black. There was nothing there as far as he could see, or sense. Using his All-Seeing Eye… Was not something Erick wanted to do in this location, right now, not knowing anything at all about what this Well of Darkness could actually do, or how it would respond to such an overt attempt to pierce its secrets. Despite how placid it was, and how silent it was, that black pool felt alive in a way few other things could ever hope to be called ‘alive’.

Jane seemed ready to open her mouth normally, and speak normally, but then she changed that idea, and spoke softly, “How does this work?”

Her quiet voice filled the entire cavern.

Lapis’s voice was much more normal. “Melemizargo is not actually here unless he wishes to be. This Well is for communication with the OverDark, which is not a real thing, but the idea is easier to get across when speaking in blasphemous, incorrect terms. Remain behind the gold line, and your words will barely reach the Dark. Step forward and brave oblivion by speaking your heart, praying for answers you can use.

“Using the Well properly requires speaking clearly in both word and action and magic.

“But at the same time, to speak to the Well of Darkness is to reach for True Magic.

“This is not for the weak. This is not for the unsure. If you harbor any of that within you, then to use this area is to invite oblivion to scour you clean from the world as it drags you down into its depths for proper answers.” Lapis said, “Those who have no Truth are the most vulnerable to the Well. Shadelings and Shades are least vulnerable, unless we actually touch the well, and then we are rather more vulnerable than most. An archwarrior, almost-Paladin of Melemizargo, and a secured Wizard dragon, should be reasonably safe, as long as you have clear ideas of what you want to know.

“Directly asking about the causes of the Sundering is not a good line of inquiry.”

Erick thought for a moment, then spoke with solidity, “I’m going to rattle off some inquiries that do not go against your warning, if that is safe to do in this location.”

His voice remained normal, for it did not spread out to fill the cavern, as Jane’s had. Thanks to Lapis’s words, and that small experiment of Erick’s, Erick understood that Jane’s query of ‘how does this work’ was way too open ended, while Erick’s own words had been more declarative than questioning. Jane noticed what Erick had noticed, and rapidly came to the same conclusion.

Lapis said, “Words stated instead of questions asked are a safe way to test your words before they become questions.”

Erick nodded. 

He did not cross the gold line as he spoke, his words rippling the surface of the waters, “Evil gods responsible for great losses, and the possibility of those Evil gods somehow gaining a whole lot more power, even power over the Dark Itself, could happen if we searched for dead, Evil Gods in the Dark.” 

The not-question had been a major one. But the Well did not react, save to ripple slightly. Could have just been the wind, though.

Erick would ask actual questions later, but for now, he continued with the not-questions. “Ancient magics that were responsible for great destruction, somehow gaining power over the Dark, could threaten Veird if we searched for those.”

Just another ripple. 

“Destruction Wizards would be dangerous to find in the Dark.”

Just a ripple. Though perhaps it was a larger ripple than normal.

Erick decided to ask a Sundering question, or at least something closer to that sort of danger. “The possibility exists that the Dark Itself would want to purge the Old Cosmology, and cause a Sundering-like event.”

The Well rippled angrily. A low growl-like sound, almost too soft to be called a growl, echoed through the area.

“Perhaps the Sundering was caused by Xoat waking up and reconstituting all of the Old Cosmology back into himself, killing all the Old Cosmology in the process.”

The Well did nothing at all.

“The Sundering could have been caused by forces outside of the Old Cosmology, here in this New Cosmology or in other universes, of which the Fae often traveled freely.”

The air thrummed with distant power. Black water rippled deep. 

Erick had held back his Intent from his words, perhaps because he was only preparing the air and the Well of Souls for the real questions, or perhaps because he had truly been trying to keep things simple, for now. But something called to him in those black waters. Erick had been teasing the Dark, and the Dark wanted something substantial. 

Erick found himself stepping to the golden line on the marble ground.

He did not step far over that line, but he was close enough. And then Erick began to unfurl the power of his core, to let his intent seep into his voice, because what he truly wanted to know was not what caused the Sundering at all, even though that was what everyone else wanted, and why he was here, and why this was happening at all. 

He wanted something more. 

“What would be the single greatest thing to bring from the Old Cosmology into this new universe?”

The answer had come throughout the very firmament of the room itself, like a hammer wrapped in a towel, the blow blunted only a little. Jane shielded herself right before reality vibrated like a [Strike]. She got sent flying to the edge of the room where she righted herself like a superhero landing on concrete, her legs crunching marble underfoot.

Lapis splashed away in a shower of shadows that almost instantly regathered into a person, much further away from the Well of Souls. She sported wounds everywhere, and her dress was shredded.

Erick withstood the Well’s answer like a stone in a storm of knives, his clothes disintegrating off his chest, and half away from his legs, his All-Seeing Eye flailed about on his neck while his staff huddled behind him, alongside Ophiel.

The answer was simple. 

A CREATION WIZARD COMPARABLE TO YOURSELF

Erick fixed his clothes—

Hmm. [Mend] didn’t work properly. Ah. The manasphere imprint of his clothes had been thoroughly trashed, and when [Mend]ed, all Erick had ended up with was even more shreds hanging off of his body. He spent a few moments using [Duplicate] on his remaining fabrics, and then manually [Fabricate]ing them into what he had been wearing, but simpler; just a nice shirt, and nice pants. The shoes could remain obliterated, he supposed.

As Erick did that, he considered the Well’s answer. 

The first thing to consider was that there had been no voice, no actual words. Melemizargo might have been the one speaking that answer, but Erick didn’t think he had, because to attempt a trick like that was easy enough to disprove; Erick was going to speak to Rozeta and possibly Phagar later, and they would have words to give regarding this event. Also, Erick certainly wasn’t going to be doing any exploration of anything right now. This was the information-gathering stage.

Rozeta would probably tell him something like ‘the Dark and Melemizargo are technically different, but there is no practical way to tell that difference.’

That line of inquiry wasn’t too useful.

Melemizargo could be lying, or he could truly be allowing Erick to venture into the unstructured Dark, into Melemizargo’s ‘subconscious’, as it were.

As for The Dark’s answer…

“A Creation Wizard comparable to myself, eh?” Erick heard his voice echo in the air. And then he stepped forward. He was already past the golden line, but now he was two meters from the Well’s edge. He asked the pool directly, “Why does this world need a powerful Creation Wizard?”

TO FIGHT AGAINST ULTIMATE DESTRUCTION

“… Fair,” Erick said, his clothes barely rippled by the firmament’s answer this time.

For a moment, he thought more.

And then Erick turned around and walked away, looking first to Jane, and then to Lapis. Jane mumbled about being okay, though she had blood on her lips and she had needed to regrow her arm. Erick had known she was okay already, but it was good to see that she actually was okay. Lapis was doing fine, too, having changed her sleek black dress into something more matching Erick’s new casual attire; a black sundress. 

Erick said, “I’ve seen enough for now. Thank you for the directions, Lapis. I will be coming back on my own, and I’m sure Jane will as well. Where is the dungeon that has all the dungeon master slimes ready to go?”

The cavern had four exits, each of them looking the same as the one Erick, Jane, and Lapis had come in through. Only one led back to reality as Erick knew it, though; all the rest led into a mirror-version of Mount Ascendant, where shadelings in fugue states lived their lives, like the fugue-shadelings around Brightwater had done, back when Brightwater was full of shadelings and that Dark civilization. 

Lapis gestured back to that first archway, saying, “We’ll have to go this way to get there, but it’s on the other side of the Throne. We’ll take a Platform around.”

Erick glanced toward the other hallways, asking, “Will the shadelings in the dungeon actually attack right away, if we should go deeper into the dungeon?”

“Yes, and with extreme prejudice.” Lapis said, “They’re deep in the shadow fugue.”

Erick looked to Jane, “Do you want to ask anything?”

“I’ll do it later,” Jane said.

“… Fair enough.”

Erick started walking back the way they had come, away from the Well of Shadows, and back into the sunset light. Jane and Lapis followed. As Erick stepped out into that red light, and all the white and clear crystal spires glowed with the colors of sunset, Erick was reminded of Ar’Kendrithyst, a lot. This place had been called the Second Ar’Kendrithyst by many. It was a fitting title.

Lapis led the way, onto a floating Platform of crystal, saying, “There aren’t many Platforms in the city because they’re a security issue, but I’ve put up a few for your use. Other people are already using them without permission, of course, and then heavily requesting permission when they’re found out, so it seems we might end up with a Platform Network soon enough.”

Erick smiled as he stepped onto that Platform, saying, “Node networks are very useful for eternalizing magic, though Platform systems have a way of failing and dropping people off in midair.”

With everyone on it, the platform took off slowly, rising into the air along a line of light that directed them toward the south, and then east. 

“That is the major danger,” Lapis said, resigned to people falling to their deaths for using a Platform network.

Erick could commiserate with that. 

“Have you done much further experimenting with [Renew] since last we spoke?” Erick asked, hoping for a better topic. 

Lapis chuckled. “It is hard to say exactly which miracle of yours is more impressive, Erick. Elemental Benevolence, the acceptance of certain Wizards in Veird’s society, Particle Magic, any of the other things you have done for us, or [Renew]. Everything about enchanting changed with that one Establishment, though most of the world has yet to truly catch up. I think I’ve done alright, though.” As they flew around the Throne, neither the top nor the bottom visible, Lapis said, “I’ve managed to make self-repairing artifacts and self-creating artifacts.”

Erick’s eyebrows went up. “Really.”

“Both were inordinately difficult, but the repairing ones were slightly easier. I’ve managed a Rod of Storm, based off of your [Call Lightning], that has two charges and breaks after the second use, but by imparting around 50,000 mana the whole rod comes back together, ready for proper use once again.” Lapis added, “Which is 1 use per day, mind you. The second is for emergencies only.”

To understand how large of a breakthrough that was, Erick only had to think back to his experiments with metiron in the Glittering Depths, and how you just couldn’t do that on Veird; you couldn’t make artifacts that made themselves… Without using souls, of course.

Erick asked, “No souls?”

“No souls at all!” Lapis happily proclaimed. “Not even a bit of actualization in that whole experiment. Pure runework and enchanting and all based around [Renew].”

“Congratulations!” Erick chuckled. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to pick your mind about all of that later, you cannot have made a self-creating one without souls. Now that would take Wizardry.”

“Of course. I’d love to discuss all of that later.” Lapis said, “Also… I might not be able to publish my research like a normal person, but perhaps you’d be able to bring that magic out into the world, too?”

She had a look of quiet need about her as she asked for global recognition. She was done with her ‘Repent Sinner’ Quest, but it had become a habit of hers to help others however she could, usually through magical knowledge. It was a good habit. Erick wished to foster that desire.

Erick nodded. “I’d have to know about whichever magic you wish to show the world before I could give my endorsement, but that doesn’t seem like too much of an ask.”

Lapis smiled a little, “I want to show the world both of them.

“The creating artifact was a natural outgrowth of the repairing artifact, but the creating one does have some slime-level souls to it, which you were correct to guess at, for there was simply no other way I could find to make a self-creating artifact happen. Those souls are discharged as slimes of an appropriate element once the item is fully created, though; they do not become slaves to the artifact.”

Erick’s eyebrows went up again. “Huh.” And then he asked, “How?”

With a look of triumph, Lapis said, “To start, the self-creating artifact has quite a bit more depth than the repairing artifact, making use of four different magical theorems, of which [Renew] and Benevolence became a fifth and sixth addition to that quartet, solving the whole creation problem in a rather straightforward sort of way.

“I believe that once you have any type of artifact of high enough quality, one should be able to adhere a self-repairing artifact to the third artifact, which could be of any type, and thus you will have made a magical artifact that repairs other magical artifacts. Though that is, of course, a much more difficult problem than the other two problems, of first making an artifact that repairs itself, and making an artifact that makes itself. The general line of difficulty of creation in making a universal repairing artifact is either an upward line or an exponent, and I do not know which.

“All of that is made rather superfluous by the fact that [Renew] exists at all, but not all worlds will have [Renew], and thus we must make a magic that makes itself viable wherever it might be.

“And so, to start with the self-creating artifact, which is actually the second step:

“We look upon the Rich-man’s theorem, to explore the cultural relation between gold-platinum-iron, and how each of them has a value based upon common cause. And then we look at Particle Theory, and how iron and oxygen— Ah!” Lapis paused, then she said, “The self-creating item I made was a Rod of [Prismatic Ward]. Not the Solid Ward function, but the anti-magic version. That one seems to be the easiest to self-create, though any sort of defensive [Ward] is similarly easy.” She continued, “Looking at how iron turns to iron oxide…”
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                The dungeon with the extra slimes was located about 25 kilometers beyond the city, on the southern slope of the northern crack of Mount Ascendant. The Platform had carried them beyond its physical lightrail, onto Lapis’s manually-created railing, and past a good twenty visible crystal guardians and another few thousand invisible guardians. The automatons did not attack, of course. Lapis explained that Erick, Jane, Ophiel, and Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye, were all approved parties of the Mountain, but also that they shouldn’t go into the dangerous parts of the Mountain unless they wanted the challenge. As long as they stayed in the air and away from everything important, like the patrolling guardians that held the keys to the Grand Dungeons, they should be safe.

As the platform landed on the forest floor, and a prime shadowolf attempted to attack and Erick killed it with a swipe of light, Erick chuckled a little bit, saying, “Nowhere around here is truly safe, though.”

“Untrue!” Lapis said, smiling. “The shadeling city is very safe for all people, and the adventurer city is safe for you as long as you stay away from the color-coded patrols.” And then she gestured forward, to where a copse of trees was bent and layered upon itself, weighed down and festooned with multicolored crystal that held it in that position. Beyond those rainbow stones lay a portal into shadows. “This area is only safe for you, Jane, and the people you bring here. I’m only safe right now because you’re here. It’s not completely secure, of course, because complete security is death. But it’s close enough.”

Erick raised an eyebrow at that and looked to the gore of the shadowolf he had just spread out across the land to the right.

Lapis shrugged. “It only appeared when you were here, so perhaps it was technically considered a guest of yours? The defense is made of golems, Erick. They’re not people.”

Erick glanced back through the manasphere, into the past— Ah. He came back to himself, and said, “Looks like the crystals are the golems.”

“Correct.” Lapis cast her glowing white gaze over the rock-candy-like crystals. “They’re dormant when you’re around. This dungeon has a lot of these golems inside, overseeing the area and ensuring it is stable. I believe I saw a shadowolf in there last I looked, but the golems have been killing every non-slime that makes its way into there, and then depositing them back out here.” She glanced toward the shadow-laced gore, saying, “That might have been one such unlucky wolf. Hard to say.”

Erick took a moment to look over the whole land, with all of his senses.

And he felt a supreme moment like he was standing on yet another edge, peering at the shadows below. All these recent upsets with the Sundering search, and the Glittering Depths, and Ashes, and Quilatalap being stuck in that dungeon at Storm’s Edge and the Storm Prophecy…

All of that stuff was way too large.

Erick knew that he had positioned himself as ‘The Wizard who deals with the big stuff’, but he had tried to step back from all of that recently with his attempts at making cover Familiar Forms for himself; to hide in plain sight, and to experience the world from a smaller perspective. He had even said to Yggdrasil recently that being smaller was even more important when you were overly large, because if you didn’t try to see the leaves of the forest, you’d never get to see how real people lived their lives, and you’d lose touch with them, and with yourself.

And now he was about to charge headfirst into the most dangerous problems that had ever faced Veird.

This was going too fast.

He needed to pause.

Erick had asked to come here, to this dungeon, to potentially pick up a few copies of himself and then… Search out the Sundering, or something like that. He was still in the information gathering stage right now, so his plan hadn’t been too solid, but it wasn’t like Melemizargo’s imposition was overly large. The Sundering search needed to happen eventually, and soon, but there was no rush.

Jane had been about to rush into all of this, too… Or maybe she would have taken her time? Hard to say. Erick obviously needed to have another talk with her about all of that…

Erick decided to ask her about all that right now. “Jane? Based on what you’ve seen so far, what should be our next step?”

Lapis and Erick both looked to Jane.

And Jane raised an eyebrow. Then she rapidly said, “Something small and directed toward the goal. Nothing major. Eventually, I would learn enough at the Well in order to go into this dungeon and then make a dungeon of my own, and then use that dungeon to make more of me. Only two or three at first. My copies and I would go out and gain base mana regen in the surrounding dungeons, then use the Well to narrow down dungeons that need breaking, then we’d go out and break those dungeons that need breaking, and witness history in the Dark, searching for answers. 

“The first thing I’d search for would be some monsters from the Old Cosmology that could better survive the Dark. Once there were four of us with that capability, then we’d search for anti-anti-memetic threats, but only for half of us. Two of us would remain unprotected. It’s entirely possible that this threat with the Sundering is anti-memetic in nature, or, the threat is memetic itself, and everyone who learns of the Sundering dies automatically.

“So we’d protect ourselves in both of those ways, and whoever dies would die, with the unprotected Janes serving as canaries, so we’d first cross off the anti-memetic/memetic threat nature of the Sundering. That, to me, would be the first concern of the Sundering to lay to rest. As long as the threat isn’t knowledge-based, then the rest of the search would proceed as planned.

“But considering the Goddess of Knowledge was catatonic at the end of the Sundering, then I’m pretty sure the threat is some sort of knowledge-based attack.” Jane said, “One [Far Bolt] idea that is looking rather attractive to me right now is trying to bring back the Goddess of Knowledge, and letting her solve the Sundering problem for us.”

Lapis stood stunned.

“… Well now there’s an idea I hadn’t considered,” Erick said. “Is it a valid idea, though? Is such a thing actually possible?”

Lapis stood there for a moment, then said, “I would have to get back to you on that.” She rapidly, and very seriously added, “That solution of resurrecting a goddess is way, way above my level of expertise. I would direct you to the Champion of Melemizargo to ask those sorts of questions, but we don’t have one of those right now. Fallopolis would be the closest suggestion, or Melemizargo Himself, of course.”

“Well… I like the idea of bringing back Knowledge, on the surface,” Erick said.

“Obviously, yes,” Jane said. “I barely know anything about gods and next to nothing about the Goddess of Knowledge, so all I have is that idea. Nothing more.” Jane gestured toward the crystallized grove ahead, saying, “I do know that one of me isn’t nearly enough to solve this problem, which is why I was going to make more of me.”

Erick nodded, then turned back toward the dungeon. He didn’t move. The others expected him to move, but…

Erick said, “I think we should take a day or three to digest the information we have, and then get back to all of this later.”

Jane nodded.

Lapis gestured back to the Platform they had come in on, saying, “Shall we return to the city?” But then she saw that Erick wanted to do something else, so she added, “Or I can leave the research I’ve already done at the Well in your rooms, and leave you to the rest. Fallopolis would likely wish to speak to you in the morning, after you’ve made some decisions.”

“Let’s do that,” Erick said, “There’s a dinner feast I need to get backto at Aniduun—”

Jane went toward the Platform, saying, “I’ll join you later, dad. I’m going back to the rooms to speak with Lapis and go over the research.”

“… Sure,” Erick said. Lapis bowed, and then joined Jane on the Platform. Erick said, “That works. See you later.”

Lapis bowed again, saying, “Till the morrow, Fire of the Age.”

They took off into the air.

… Eventually, Erick took a white-lightning portal back to Aniduun.







- - - -







As the approved people left the area, except for an Ophiel high overhead, the crystals growing on the trees began to flex and shift like gelatin moving on its own. That soft stone fell back together, and soon golems made of crystal stood among the trees, ready and willing to cut down anything that might appear.

Another shadowolf slipped out of the dungeon, holding to the shadows, but a crystal spear stabbed it through its core and pulled it out of those shadows, killing it in the process.







- - - -







Erick sipped his after-dinner coffee, and made a decision, “When I was first told to come here, there was a certain dangling of dungeon creation laid out there for me. That had been my primary expectation, months ago. But now I have gotten here, and everything is much larger than I initially expected. And so, I think I will simply make a dungeon, for now.”

Guildmasters Baxter, Golgoro, and Debiza, were the only ones left in the dining hall of Aniduun’s largest dining hall, after the feast. The major talking had been done. The major questions of the state of the island, and of the known facts of the Sundering search, had all been gone through, and Erick had solved a good hundred small problems and rescued a bunch of people from dungeons they had no business being inside, all while eating wonderfully herb-roasted pork, and lots of different side dishes. Erick had done a lot to solidify the current state of Dungeon Island in the matter of a few hours, and then he had a very well-prepared flank steak as a reward for himself.

The Cook of that steak was none other than Donny, who had been among the first to get a [Reincarnation] years and years ago. The former Cook from Nelboor had tried and somewhat succeeded in becoming a famous Cook within House Benevolence, especially after his involvement with the food at the Shadow’s Feast right before the Teleport Exodus, but he had moved on to Dungeon Island years ago, and now there were franchises with his name on the signage in all three major cities. He had risen to franchise power, exactly as he wanted to.

It was always nice to see people he had helped long ago; to see them once again rise to power, and prestige. It was especially nice to help Cooks, because then Erick got to eat all the nice things they made, and this was yet another example of that wonderfulness. Dinner was long over, but Erick almost wanted to ask the kitchen to bring him another steak. Alas, it was time for after-dinner coffee, and some final talks of serious topics.

“But before I make a dungeon…” Erick said to Golgoro, “You’re all old enough to have been through Ar’Kendrithyst,” he looked to Baxter and Debiza, “Or if not there, then other places.” He asked, “Obviously dungeons and Ascendant Mountain are vastly different from the threats of ‘normal’ danger… But how has the usual ultimate danger been? The threat of the Dark Itself. Are you scared of shadows eating you if you were to speak out poorly against Melemizargo? Are Shades pressuring you into doing things you wouldn’t normally do? Or are they just being incredibly smart about their pressures?”

Golgoro rumbled with disapproval, baring his lower fangs at such a deep question. He was from the old guard of the world, and had been a sort-of ‘mercenary’ in the Adventurer Guild near Spur for a long time, taking people into Ar’Kendrithyst and then back out. Most of his charges survived those trips. But not all. 

Golgoro shook his head, not willing to speak on that subject right now, then he drained his beer and got up to go refill it.

Debiza sipped her wine, her dark eyes dutifully not-focused on the shadows in the corners of the room. The jewelry on her black horns seemed to glitter just a bit more as she manually empowered the magical trinkets to do… something? Heighten her awareness? Yes, that was probably it. She took a moment to decide what to say, and then she said, “I will never be comfortable speaking of shadows, but they have never imposed upon us at Zawindi as they used to impose upon us at the Magisterium of the Wasteland. They were never terrible impositions, of course, because we did what they asked when we could, and because it never seemed horrible until looking back at it from a larger scope. A lot of Quiet War events were that way, too.” Her lips were an unknowable line, and her eyes and face gave nothing away, as she said, “If the shadows are playing a longer game than usual then we’re all dead anyway, so we might as well play along.”

Golgoro scoffed, but said nothing.

Baxter had been sipping his lemon-lime soda mixer, but he set that down and said, “If the Dark asked you to come here to make a dungeon, then make one. If he asked you to search for the Sundering, then delay, delay, delay. Everything between those two extremes is not something I can help you decide upon.”

At that, Golgoro had to speak up, and so he did. “I don’t trust gods and I don’t trust the Dark. But I do trust interests. I trust what drives people. For the longest time, with Ar’Kendrithyst and all the rest, I knew what drove the Dark, and his Clergy. And then everything changed. But did it, really? No. It did not. Melemizargo still wants off this rock of a world, but this time he’s being nice about it. ‘Nice’ is a lie. That nice lie has gone on for a long time and some people have forgotten how it used to be. But I didn’t forget, and you sure as steel didn’t forget, either. Or maybe you did. Maybe you were never actually subjected to the full lie, Wizard.

“Not quite your fault, for the Dark has ensnared you, too.

“Right now Miss Jane is off with the shadows, and they’re all working together! Bah! Never thought I’d see that damned day. Point is she’s there, and she’s the pawn to get you to move how the Dark wants you to move.

“Maybe the Dark is too damned smart for all of us, as Debiza thinks. But I took rookies into Ar’Kendrithyst all the time, and those that came back out came out warriors. If anything of history still remains true, then that one fact remains the same. The Dark is a carving stone, Wizard Flatt. 

“It is not a guiding Path. It is not a virtue, or a fault. It is a thing that one must test oneself against, never forgetting that it wants to kill you if it can, and is always trying to lure you back with gold and treasure, so it can have another chance to kill you.

“So delay, delay, delay, like Baxter says, but in that delay, take the Dark for everything you can possibly grab, and make this world a true unassailable bastion.”

Debiza instantly countered, “But those trinkets stolen from the Dark could turn on us—”

“Yes, they could,” Golgoro said, strongly, “You can never escape the carving stone; you can only grind yourself against it, and hope your edges come out sharper than how you started.” He stood. “I am done talking. It was a good feast. Blessings upon you all.”

And then Golgoro left, turning to pink light as he lightstepped away. Erick had almost forgotten that the giant warrior orcol king had a pink mana signature, but Golgoro’s departure reminded him of that fact again. Erick wasn’t sure exactly why he liked that nuance to the man, but he did. Golgoro was a straight-shooter.

“When he talks, he makes a good point,” Erick said. “So a dungeon and delays.”

“What sort of dungeon will you be making?” Baxter asked.

“I would like to know that as well,” Debiza said, standing, “But it is getting late, and I must go. It was a pleasure to see you again, Wizard Flatt. I look forward to your presence on the Island for a while.”

Erick grinned politely as he also stood, saying, “I suppose I must be going as well, but I do look forward to being here for a while. If you need anything, just ask; either personally, or through the House.”

Debiza said, “If you have no plans for a residency on the Island yet, Zawindi would be honored to host you.”

Baxter had taken his time to stand, but he stood with Erick and Debiza, and now he offered, “We’ve houses here, too, Erick.”

“Thank you both for your hospitality and for the wonderful meal and talk, but I will be staying at the Mountain. I’ll let you know if something should change. I also won’t be allowing people to challenge the Mountain for the next few days, at least; I told you I saw that one team get pulled apart, well I’m not letting that happen again, even if it is their choice to be there. Let the others know, will you. Or at least let them know that they will be removed should they appear.”

Debiza and Baxter both accepted this task, and then they bowed.

Erick said, “It was a wonderful evening.” And then he stepped through a portal.







- - - -







Erick had thought he had stepped onto the cliff outside of the hotel.

But the air shifted, and he appeared on Melemizargo’s Throne, and Melemizargo was there.

“A delay is fine, Erick, but I would appreciate a delay of months, not years.” He frowned. “And I cannot believe that you would not just ask me about the goings-on around here; that you would need to ask the tested if the tests are too much.”

Erick frowned right back at the big guy. “This is the biggest thing you could have possibly ever asked of me or anyone else, so take your disbelief that I would investigate you down a notch.”

A sigh.

“… Fair.”

Erick suddenly added, “And I barely told them anything, because even if all the Relevant Entities are on board with this project, I’m terrified of this task, Melemizargo, and if I told everyone everything they’d panic and attack. You should be just as scared of this, too.”

Melemizargo sighed again, and rolled his eyes at Erick, who was so far down below him, there on the floor of the Throne, while Melemizargo’s head was at least 30 meters above it all.

“And another thing!” Erick did not like speaking upward, so he conjured a Platform and rose into the air, to look Melemizargo in the eyes. “While we’re here! What about bringing the Goddess of Knowledge back? What’s up with that? Is that a valid idea?”

Melemizargo stared at Erick, floating level with his face. His voice was tense, “She was sacrificed in more ways than such a simple word could ever convey. She’s not coming back. You don’t even know her name, do you? I don’t remember her name, either.” He frowned a little, and then discarded the attitude, saying, “All that is left is her Mantle, and there are no good candidates for that position at this time. If you want to find a good candidate, then you’re welcome to do so, but I have tried giving that Mantle to others before, and they all go insane within minutes. Perhaps my choices had been in error, for I was not wholly myself when I made those decisions, but perhaps the Script itself and the lack of enough True Knowledge is the real reason for the failure of a Knowledge god to rise again.

“For the longest time, I felt that particular failure was due to this world being a cage, and all True Knowledge being locked away from me.

“But I’ve gotten better since then. Now, I believe that there simply isn’t enough civilization to support the rise of any True God, of any flavor. Minor gods, sure, but the major ones? Not happening. Even the major gods that exist these days are bare fragments holding onto themselves more than they hold onto the world, because otherwise they would fall apart.”

Erick asked, “Are you responsible for the rise or denial of all gods?”

“The majority of them, but not all. Zephyrspray of Travel was born here on Veird, and is sized to this land. After the original Wild God finally died for their failure to hold themselves together in this tamed land, Fangorl of The Wilds created themselves, making a new Wild Mantle out of possibility. I still have the original Wild Mantle hanging around in my hoard alongside many others, waiting for someone to take up that power in truth. It won’t happen under the Script, though, for this land is not Wild at all, though some who don’t know any better might call it that.

“Knowledge is certainly not coming back under the Script unless you want another Mad God.” Melemizargo added, “But I’m rather sure we’re not doing Evil Gods anymore.”

Erick took a moment to think, then he asked, “Do you really want a Creation Wizard?”

Melemizargo frowned slightly. “The answers the Well might give you are different from my own. Personally, a Creation Wizard on level with yourself would be too dangerous to allow into this world, for without a Destruction Wizard to counter them they could create untold horrors and dangers, and no one wants a Destruction Wizard to appear right now. So: No. A Creation Wizard deprived of their Creation might work, but even that is a dangerous ask.” Melemizargo said, “Whatever might come, we should do this slowly, and methodically.”

“I’m glad to hear that, because I feel the need to make a bulwark against the worst possible outcomes, so I’m going to make a dungeon, and have that be the center stage for all the horrors that might come out of the Dark.” Erick asked, “If such a thing is possible.”

Melemizargo grinned. “The Dark is full of possibilities, Erick, and you are a Wizard. In order to make your possibilities happen, all you need to do is make them happen.”

Erick nodded at that.

Melemizargo nodded in return, and then floated backward, turning into shadow and nothing as he vanished into the night.

And then Erick was left alone in the middle of the air above the white disk of the Throne. The white crystal of the Throne glowed softly at Melemizargo’s departure, almost like the land was bathed in the light of full moons, but the moons were only slivers in the sky overhead, and the stars looked almost cold as they glimmered in the deep. 

The air was cool. Erick decided to walk to the hotel. It was a nice night for a walk.









- - - -









Erick had almost gone into the hotel, but Jane was there with Lapis and Fallopolis and they were deep in a discussion about searching for three specific targets in the Dark. Based on the setups around the planning room, they looked like targets in the Radiant Depths, the Wild Green, and the Endless Library; a Wizard collective of sorts, an eternal font of life, and a separate collection of Wizards based around knowledge. If Erick interrupted that then all the conversation would focus on him, but Jane was definitely the most qualified for searching in the Dark, based on how she was talking of navigating around this or that horror she’d already seen in the Dark. He’d talk to Jane about all of that later.

There were other things that Erick could do to propel this project forward.

So he had an Ophiel appear in that planning room, and say, “No need to interrupt based on me. Just letting you know I’m going to instantiate that dungeon we saw earlier under a repro of myself, in order to have a firm bulwark against whatever might come from our searching.”

Jane softened a little, saying, “Okay, dad. Yeah. That seems like it would be for the best.”

Her tone was solid, as though she had been worried about asking him to do exactly what he planned on doing, and then Erick had made the decision on his own. It only took a moment longer for Erick to understand why, for he had already had half of that thought himself.

Erick easily said, “It’d be easier for either of us to kill a version of me than it would be for you to kill a version of you, or for me to kill a version of you.”

“Yes,” Jane said. “… Theoretically, anyway.”

Erick nodded through Ophiel, and then he departed the planning room.

- - - -

Erick stood before a copse of trees all crusted over with rainbow crystal. The night was dark, and full of monsters, but the crystals glowed faintly, making the darkness inside those crystallized trees look truly deep. Erick strode forward, under heavy boughs, into—

- - - -

As shadows peeled from Erick’s sight he found himself upon a wide, floating stone staircase, somewhere near the bottom of an endless stretch of floating stone, but not actually near the bottom at all.

There was nothing to his left and his right except a great, black openness. Perhaps there were walls somewhere out there, but Erick couldn’t see or sense any walls at all. There was still light, of course. The black world was illuminated from some unseen overhead space, mostly showing on the staircase under Erick’s feet, and upon the vast, tumbled and smooth white stone land far below.

That land reminded Erick a lot of the Light Dungeon he had made for Kirginatharp all those years ago, with small water features here and there inside depressions in the white, and flowing down slides here and there. Glowing prismatic power floated in lazy trails above that ground, tracing arcane patterns over the land, providing sustenance to the creatures that inhabited the dungeon, to the slimes.

Slimes of every color bounced and tumbled and played in the water and in the light, and there were so many of them that Erick could not hope to count them all. They mushed into each other, and then trailed away to find others to play with, with small colonies of single-color slimes gathering here and there, but mostly mixing up everywhere else. It was a land of color, and white stone, and water.

Ophiel slipped forward off of Erick’s shoulder to fly down, past the end of the staircase, and then further down into that far-away land below. Soon Ophiel had taken on a ball-of-feathers form, to play with a particularly large purple slime that trundled down a lazy river. The purple slime was a little too large to be able to float down the river like all of its friends, but it tried. It was not the only overly-large slime in the dungeon, but Ophiel liked purple, and so Ophiel played with the purple slime.

Erick let that happen as he turned his attentions to the rest of the space.

The staircase led back the way he came, ending somewhere… far above. The white staircase seemed almost ephemeral past a few kilometers up, where shadows crawled across the glowing white stone slats, like clouds passing across the sun.

Looking down again, Erick noticed there were only a few hundred steps to get to a landing. That landing was still high above the slime land below. 

Erick walked to that landing, taking his time to test his magics, to see if anything was barred from him. He cast a Bolt spell into the air, and then tried to cancel it, but found that canceling wasn’t possible. A Script-assisted Bolt did not happen; so the Script was partially blocked, but Erick felt his mana coming back to him through the Script, so it wasn’t fully blocked. His Intelligence and Perception seemed normal enough, too, and when he began accreting a second core in his stomach, Rozeta’s Accretion seemed to be working out perfectly normally, as well.

 




	
Rozeta’s Accretion

Your core now passively repairs itself. Gaining extra cores is easier. All Script-gained spellwork can now be copied between your cores at will, providing a backup, the perfect fuel for core-magics, or a specific loadout for whatever reasons, such as going incognito.














Erick began fully developing the second core as he continued down the stairs, testing his magics to make sure that everything worked more or less normally. And it did. However this dungeon was currently programmed, it was rather minimally programmed. Which is why Erick next flowed out Elemental Book into the air, to see if he could ping the dungeon for stats about itself. He did not get a return signal like in the Glittering Depths. He got impressions.

A riot of color, surrounded by black, being teased out in every direction by claws made of both light and shadow. There was a frizzy-haired old woman, with a big black staff. A house of welcome, and known capability. A place of security in the Dark.

“Ah,” Erick said to the air, “Looks like Melemizargo and Fallopolis made this dungeon themselves, eh?” Erick stepped on the platform, and the platform began to descend toward the ground, more than a kilometer below. Looking over the edge, and through Ophiel, Erick saw Ophiel playing with a trio of orange-colored slimes now, following them up and down a waterway splash zone. Casting his gaze forward, Erick saw the dungeon core… “Or at least the entrance to the core.”

The platform stopped about 5 meters above the ground, in the southern-middle of the large, slime playground. Erick hopped off of the platform and landed on the ground where he was instantly attacked by a pair of red and yellow slimes.

‘Attacked’ was perhaps too strong of a word for what the slimes were trying to do to him.

They definitely butted up against his legs and backed up to launch themselves at his shins, which was sort of like an attack, but they didn’t actually do anything except to hurt themselves, because they trailed away little bits of color in the wake of their [Strike]s. As the big purple slime and a white slime came in to join their brethren, to attack the interloper, Erick decided to wrap himself in light and turn invisible. A bit more magic, and he stepped into the air, to avoid a confrontation entirely.

A part of him looked at Ophiel bounding around among the slimes, looking like a slime and therefore not a target at all, and Erick thought of his own Light Slime Familiar Form… But he discarded that option. The slimes couldn’t see him anymore, anyway, which removed all confrontation as he traveled to the hole in the northern-ish side of the dungeon. Ophiel tired of slime games when Erick passed by, or maybe he knew to be present instead of playing around, so Ophiel turned back into a bird-ish form and landed, invisibly, upon Erick’s shoulder.

With a voice filled with childlike need, Ophiel whispered, “We play slimes?”

He wanted Erick to join him in slime-time.

And Erick… Needed to do that, because Ophiel asked, and Erick was a good father.

“We’ll do some slime-time later, okay? I have to do something else, first.”

Ophiel fluffed up happy as could be, whistling in violins that filled the air with joy.

The slimes all started looking around, trying to find the source of the noise, each of them looking slightly agitated or joyful at the noise. Big purple did a full-body shake, and then rolled out of the lazy river, to follow where he had heard the noise.

Erick left big purple behind, smiling softly as the big slime stopped where Ophiel had cried out.

Ophiel whispered, “We be back soon!”

Erick smiled wider at that.

Soon, Erick reached the hole in the northern side of the dungeon floor. It was not just a hole, though. It was also a very large ridge, which no slimes could accidentally climb over, to fall into the space beyond. 

Erick descended. Beyond that hole lay a second floor which was much smaller than the first floor, and with several key differences.

The land itself was a domed space, while the inside of that dome had some sort of intricate illusion painted on the whole thing, giving the impression that this cavern was on the Surface, in the forest up above. Dark trees lined the land, and the sky was full of stars, except the hole that Erick had arrived through; that hole was just black, and looked like a new moon perpetually hanging in the sky above.

And then there was the house sitting in the middle of the cavern.

The property around the house was barren, orange-ish stone, which could easily be turned into sand, and then with some [Grow] and some water and some clover, it could be turned into proper soil, for growing things. It was a familiar-looking land surrounding the house, but the house itself was more familiar by far. It was not the cottage house that Erick and Quilatalap had shared at all, and Erick was glad for that. It would have been weird to see his and Quilatalap’s house here, in this place.

It was his house from Spur, though, and that was almost as disconcerting.

Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

Three stories tall, with a mage tower on the north and south sides, and with balconies on the second floor and third floor, it was an intimately familiar house. The original one, from way before Erick and Jane had gotten to it and then [Mend]ed it from destroyed foundation into ‘new’ house, had been so well destroyed by time that the [Mend]ed version had turned out lumpy and indistinct. And so Al had helped to fix it up properly, since he was a Stone Mage capable of architecture-level stonework. Jane had wanted a ‘Victorian’ style house, but Al had had no idea what ‘Victorian’ meant, but he was accomplished in stone, and he had figured out what she wanted soon enough. The actual style of the house had become ‘Newood’ style due to that interaction, while most of the other houses of Spur remained flat-roofed places that weren’t too well suited for rain.

A lot of Spur had adopted the Newood style because of that house and Erick and his rain, but a lot of places in Spur had just opted for some slopes and drainage to their usual desert style. 

Erick had lived in that house with Poi, Teressa, Kiri, and Jane, for a long while, when Jane wasn’t out gallivanting around the world, or delving into Ar’Kendrithyst or other dangerous places.

The original house in Spur was gone, and had been gone for many years by now. People kept either trying to destroy it, or venerate it, and neither of those outcomes was acceptable, so Silverite had ordered it demolished. Al had turned it into sand and brushed away that sand into the Crystal Forest preserve that surrounded Spur. Now, the only thing left in Spur where Erick had started his life was an empty space upon the orange stone.

But here was that house again, inside a dungeon, located just outside of the ‘New Ar’Kendrithyst’.

Ophiel was also having a prolonged confusing moment, but his moment was completely distinct from Erick’s. The little guy fluffed up and took off of Erick’s shoulder to fly inside the house, to look around at the furniture and at the books on the shelves, and at the chocolate bars sitting on the kitchen table, alongside freshly–seeming baked cookies. Or at least those cookies had been freshly baked. Ophiel disturbed [Preservation Ward]s everywhere he flew, breaking them as he twittered in concerned, unsure guitar noises, as he poked around at cans of coffee and at frozen beef in the chill room. The little guy was having a lot of trouble understanding what he was seeing because he wasn’t a real person with real memories, and yet he had some memories, and that was disturbing to him.

He remembered the house, but not enough to really know what it was.

Erick steeled himself and walked through the front door of the house. 

Steeling himself wasn’t enough to completely nullify the emotional response of stepping into the past like this. His heart pumped. His breath hitched. And then he walked forward, into the well-lit house that was lit with wardlights exactly as Erick had once lit it with wardlights, over a decade ago.

Everything about the house was old-tech compared to what Erick now had in his cloud castle. The wardlights weren’t shuttered at all; they were just always on. The [Air Conditioning Ward] had lapsed, and it needed to be remade, so Erick did that, and then he began tying all the magic in the house together with a proper node network, casting the lines of the network into the stone, so that everything was hidden from sight. With casual gestures of his aura control, he began remaking the lights into more perfect lights, righting a tilted one he had put up in the second floor hallway so that it pointed directly down, instead of at a tiny angle. Why did he cast the original one at an angle? Erick wasn’t sure; probably just so he didn’t look perfect, so guests could see that magic and say to themselves ‘oh, he’s not perfect, I feel better about myself now’.

His bedroom looked the same as it did, oh so long ago. The other rooms looked similar to how they had looked a decade ago. Erick’s mage tower even had most of his copy of Earth’s Solar System, done in stone, hanging on the ceiling.

“But that’s different,” Erick said, looking up at the ‘sun’, and then at a few spots in the ‘asteroid belt’.

‘The sun’ was the dungeon core. That was the only thing it could have been. Bright white and iridescent, the core was a good meter across and radiating power. The planets were just plain orange/white stone. 17 of the asteroid belt’s asteroids were [Ward]ed and secured dungeon master slimes. They looked like fist-sized amoeba-shaped plops of goo suspended in crystal spheres.

“Whelp,” Erick said, “No time like the present… I suppose.”

Erick finished off the second core in his stomach and put his hand under his shirt, into his stomach, reshaping his flesh to pull out that second core. A small bit of blood scattered away as he did so, but there wasn’t much pain at all. Erick held up the iridescent white core below one of the crystallized dungeon master slimes. Drops of blood slid off of the core, past Erick’s hand, to fall upon and mar the otherwise clean orange-and-white stone ground.

As if knowing that it was time to become real, the dungeon master slime that Erick held his core under began to flex. The protective seal burst into fragments of dissolving magic. The slime fell through the air and Erick guided it to gently plop directly onto the core. It still splattered, but that splatter rapidly came back together, to subsume the core into itself. Erick held onto the proto-him, the little guy flexing and squirming over the core to right itself into the correct position, as Erick walked out of the mage tower, and into the hallway that led to his room.

Erick set ‘himself’ down atop a bed that was not his, but which was his, and would become his, soon enough.

And then Erick took a seat, to watch himself come into being.

This was going to be traumatic for himself, and he needed to be here for this.

Slowly, the slime began to flex upon the covers and veins of magic began to appear within the amoeba. Those veins went up to the head area, and down to the arms and legs, with the core in the middle, outsizing the amoeba twice over, for now. Within minutes the basic structure had stabilized, and those arms and legs began to grow in size.

When the repro was the size of a small child, Erick put the covers over its lower half.

It took an hour for ‘himself’ to appear in the slime. 

Erick looked at ‘Erick 2’, sleeping in his bed. There were still some small problems here and there, in the shape of the hair still made out of slime, and in the fingers not being fully realized, and in the insides being all made of slime and not real organs at all, but Erick 2 opened his eyes anyway.

Erick 2 looked at Erick, sitting in his chair on the other side of the room, startled for a moment, and then he relaxed, and said, “Ahhh. Fuck. Put me to sleep, please. I’m too fucked up right now to think right.”

Erick tried not to wince. ‘Erick 2’ must have been out of it, still, because if he wasn’t, he would have known… “Sorry, Erick. [Merciful Ether] doesn’t work that well on slimes.”

“Try anyway.”

Erick did so.

Erick 2 frowned, whispered some curses about how he should have figured out a name before he did this, but eventually he fell asleep again. Erick silently chided himself for not picking out a name, too. Erick had to reapply [Merciful Ether] a few times to keep Erick 2 asleep. 

Two more hours later, and Erick 2 was completely himself, without any trace of slime-parts at all. Erick let the Particle sleeping spell lapse.

Erick 2 woke up again, looking groggy.

Erick figured that would happen, so he dispelled the [Preservation Ward] on the pot full of coffee he had made earlier. He poured a mug out for his other self, and for himself, with a liberal amount of sugar and cream for both of them; this was not a wake-up coffee, this was an ‘ease you into the horror’ sort of coffee.

Erick 2 sat up in bed and took the cup, drinking deep, as the ether in his system was further purged by a lingering [Cleanse] that Erick had already cast. At least [Cleanse] was working right in this dungeon; it was more often that [Cleanse] didn’t work at all in these spaces.

Erick 2 savored the warmth of the coffee entering his body and the heat seeping into his hands, and then he set the cup down. He looked to Erick, then Ophiel, who was having another surreal moment, then to the band of gold on Erick’s left arm.

“I want the staff.”

The staff materialized in the air and then slipped onto Erick 2’s wrist.

Erick went, “Uhh…”

Erick 2 went, “… Well. I was… Expecting something of a talk after making that request.”

Erick tried, “On my wrist, staff?”

The staff flexed through the air and went right back onto Erick’s wrist. Erick looked down at the golden twist of not-wheat, and said, “Ah. Well. Weird.”

Erick 2 said, “We are copies of each other— Well…” He frowned.

“We are copies of each other,” Erick said, solidly. “But we’re not perfect copies. And I’m really sorry for not figuring out a name before I did this.”

Erick 2 sighed a little, and then he chuckled. “The only one I have to blame for me being ‘Erick 2’ is myself.”

Erick gave a small smile. “We sorta ran out of good names.”

Erick 2 smiled a little toward nothing in particular, and then he got up, and started putting on the clothes that Erick had [Duplicate]ed for him. “Now that I’m here… Now that I can argue with myself, I don’t think Jane should make copies.”

Erick instantly countered, “I sure as shit know that I would want Jane to be with me, if I were you.” Erick had expected this conversation, for he had been waiting for it. “You can’t do this life alone.”

“And I know that her repro wouldn’t be my Jane. My Jane would be the one out there, talking with Shades like she was a Shade herself, or at the very least Melemizargo’s Champion. Whoever comes out of a dungeon master slime would just be a repro.” Erick 2 adjusted his clothes, and then picked up his coffee mug, saying, “Because no matter how much I pretend that this person standing before me is me, I know they’re not. I know Jane’s repro wouldn’t be Jane. I like to pretend that repros are their originals, and I like to legally treat them the same, but they’re not the same at all. And now that I’m on this side, I can say what the original can’t.”

Erick frowned. “So what if we’re not perfectly empathetic all the time—”

“A lot less these days than it used to be, too.” Erick 2 walked out of the room. “But what does that matter at all? We’re kings of the world.”

Erick carried the coffee pot and his mug, saying, “Don’t you get unmoored on me, now.”

The two of them walked down to the kitchen.

Erick 2 sat down by the window, saying, “I’m not unmoored, but I do wish to leave behind all the uncomfortable conversation for when we aren’t faced with a world-ending threat that needs to be explored, lest less-capable hands do the exploring. I’d also prefer there not be any world-level threats at all, but we never get to choose our real battles, do we.”

Erick joined Erick 2 at the window, and moved onto a different topic. “Are you going to be okay down here?”

“… That’s not ‘leaving it alone until later’, is it.”

Erick stared at Erick 2, his question standing.

Erick 2 said, “I have a whole dungeon to explore and remake and then extend out into the Dark, searching for… whatever we decide to search for. But more than that, I kinda want to make a dungeon, too. Quilatalap has a lot of fun with them, after all… and I have a few ideas about what I’d like a Second Script to look like, anyway. It’s magic making, and I love that, so it’ll be fine.”

Erick nodded. “Okay. Good.” Erick had been worried about the health and wellbeing of repros for a very long time, ever since the concept came along with dungeon cores all those years ago, which is why he had never made one until Rozeta demanded he make one, as a backup for himself, in case the worst should happen on this journey. Making that first one had been very stressful, but Ezekiel was doing okay as far as Erick knew, and so making a second repro had been easier. Not ‘easy’; not by a [Far Bolt]. But easier. “It helps that we’ve kinda wanted to make a dungeon for a while, after that Glittering Depths event. And now you get to do that; I can only watch.”

Erick 2 smiled. “I was thinking the same thing.” And then he waved a hand to the left, and a bunch of black screens with white text appeared. “We’ve got a basic set up, but we can change it however we want.”

- -

RULES:

1: Script Interface, minimal settings

2: Auto-Resurrection, unlimited lives

3: Maximum Life Support, slime generation set to maximum; PLAIN SLIMES ONLY

4: Sanctity of Space, golem enforcement of life form level; MAXIMUM LETHALITY

~ Exceptions: Fallopolis, slimes, Erick Flatt, Jane Flatt, Ophiel, Yggdrasil, + Accompaniment

5: Direct access to Darkness

Note: Rules Changes Locked for <09D:23H:16M>

- -

- -

Inflow: 1,740,000 per day

Outflow: 23,580,000 per day

Use: 197,500 per day

Masters: Erick 2, <awaiting> x16

Bosses: Master Golem

- -

- -

Welcome to the starter dungeon for the Flatts! If you are reading this message and you are not Erick Flatt or Jane Flatt, then the Dark will be with you shortly. Running will not save you. Otherwise, Melemizargo wishes Erick or Jane a bountiful dungeon, and a fruitful search of the Dark!

- -







Erick’s eyes went wide at those numbers. “Holy shi—”

“There are a lot of slimes up there!” Erick 2 said, chuckling as he finished the thought.

“It can’t be more than ten square kilometers of space?” Erick asked.

“The math does work out a lot faster than one would assume—” Erick 2 lifted a hand… And then he lifted a hand again. “Ah?”

Erick understood. “No map function?”

“Not a whole lot, actually,” Erick 2 frowned at the air— He pulled back. “Got it.”

Another menu appeared.

- -

Basic numbers:

Floors: 1.5

Livable space: 103 square kilometers.

Monsters: ~25,750,000 slimes

Other: 500 golems, 1 master golem, 1 Erick-repro, 16 master slimes (stasis)

Visitors: 1 Erick

- -

“… Huh,” Erick and Erick 2 said at the same time.

“I guess slimes don’t even do a full mana per day?” Erick asked.

“Did not know that,” Erick 2 said. “A basic slime dungeon still does… a whole lot more mana than I thought it did.”

Erick said, “A whole fucking lot.”

Erick 2 had an exciting idea. “Could we make a spaceship out of a mountain and stock it full of slimes? Full slime-based mana-harvesting life support?”

“It might be possible. It’d have to be a mountain-sized spaceship to have any hope of braving the penetrative power of cosmic rays.”

“And if it was that big, we would have lots of room to be able to install all sorts of magnetic shielding and life support and all of that.”

Erick laughed. “Oh wow. They really could restart the cosmology on slimes, couldn’t they!”

Erick 2 smiled softly, and Erick saw the hidden pain in Erick 2’s eyes. He wanted to play around with mana crystals and magic in space, too. Erick almost said something, but Erick 2 saw Erick see him have those thoughts, so he steeled himself, and said, “Don’t worry about me and my fate. Worry about everyone’s fate, including your own. When I’m done here, and all the world is safe until the next crisis—” He said to the air, “Which I hope to all the gods is not world-ending!” He spoke softer to Erick, “I’ll move on and… I’m not sure… What I am sure of is that I’m changing this body into something else.”

Erick 2 flickered with perfected [Polymorph] magics, his form becoming something different. Something older. Instead of Erick’s usual semi-muscular 30-year-old’s body, with strong black hair, Erick 2 became older. 55-ish, and a little more comfortable; less physically strong. More friendly-looking, really, as his black hair became salt-and-pepper. He smiled when he was done, his clothes hanging a lot looser on his body, until he fixed those too.

“Still haven’t decided on a proper name,” Erick 2 said, “But what do you think?”

Erick smiled a little, saying, “You look like how we used to look, before we fell to Veird, but a lot better. Like we had time to go for hikes in the woods, or hit the gym once a week.”

“Did I manage to hit that ‘hot dad’ energy?”

Erick chuckled. “Yes.” And then he looked down. “But I’m rather sure we weren’t ever that gifted down there.”

Erick 2 smiled brightly, saying, “I’m allowed to be different from you.”

A laugh. “You’re going to go after Baxter, aren’t you!”

“Maybe! But more than him— Did you see how Debiza was looking at us?” Erick 2 waggled his eyebrows. “I don’t have to worry about Jane hating her because of me. Maybe I can date a woman again!”

Erick laughed again.

“But all that doesn’t matter right now,” Erick 2 added, “What does matter is figuring out what Veird needs to be safer.”

“Right!” Erick said, “So where do you think we should actually start?”

“I think I want to start with either another pot of coffee, or something stronger.”

Erick slapped his legs, and joked, “It’s like we’re the same person!”

Erick 2 smiled.

- - - -

Two men shared shots of whiskey in a house that hadn’t existed in years, and the air filled with talk of Evil Gods and Creation Wizards, and much smaller things, like making a form of Healing Magic that was usable outside of the Script, and mana crystals, and what it meant to be a Wizard, and the topic of a name for Erick 2.

It wasn’t long till ‘The Name’ became a central conversation point.

“Chad?” Erick offered, as a joke.

“Ha! No. John?”

“Oh no, I could never be a ‘John’. Could you? That one guy was a total asshole to us back in grade school.”

“Yeah… But, years later we met him again at the parent teacher conferences and he turned out okay,” Erick 2 said. 

“Yes, but we still hated him. We can at least admit that to ourselves.”

“... Yeah. Now that I’m thinking of it, ‘John’ is a bad name.”

Erick offered, “How about Adam? Alexander? Or something mythical. Atlas?”

“Ha! I’ll be holding up the world, eh?” Erick 2 considered it… And then he moved on, “Maybe the name of a star would be nice. We have that Sun Form, and that’s kinda our thing— Well. It’s Kirginatharp’s thing. And then we kinda stole it.”

“Baxter does the Sun Form, too. It’s a powerful symbol as well as a powerful magic.”

“We never really leaned into it though, did we?”

Erick asked, “You think you want to lean into that?”

Erick 2 furrowed his brows. “… It’s a way to be individualized a bit more. Know any white stars? Or I could shift to a different color, actually. Ezekiel went magenta.”

“I don’t know any white stars anyway—” Erick rapidly added, “But the Sun is a white star. Veird’s sun is white outside of the atmosphere.”

“ ‘Soltic’ is already down in Storm’s Edge with Quilatalap.” Erick 2 thought. “I think ‘Sirius’ was a white dwarf star… But fuck that’s digging deep into the memory. ‘Sirius’ would be appropriate anyway, since white dwarfs are the remnants of stars that burned out and are no longer what they once were.” Erick 2 scowled at himself. “No. Let’s not go that naming route.”

Erick nodded proudly, happy that Erick 2 had pulled himself back from that depression. He declared, “Only the biggest, bestest star names for us! The biggest ones are all blue-white as far as I remember, too… Maybe rare exceptions of purple/white? Ah… Hmm.”

Erick 2 nodded, and downed the rest of his rum before refilling it, and saying, “The memory is a bit hazy that far— OH! We should look into memory enhancement magics.”

“Oh my gods, yes! That magic would have to be Wizardry, because that magic would have to create stuff that doesn’t exist.” Erick merrily clapped his hands, saying, “Bravo! You’ve solved the Sundering mystery! Now we just have to make it happen.”

Erick 2 laughed. “Remember that guy in the Paradox? All we gotta do is show the mana who has the bigger dick, and then whammo! We win.”

Erick chuckled. “Then we’ve already won.”

Erick 2 almost said something, but then his eyes went wide. “I remember something else; All the biggest stars are in the Tarantula nebula!”

“No more spiders, please.”

Erick 2 laughed happily— “Oh! I just remembered the brightest star is called ‘Godzilla’!”

“We’d need kaijus to fight kaijus in the Dark. Do you want to be a kaiju?”

“... Suddenly, no.”

“Let’s not tempt fate,” Erick said, nodding.

“How about Gemini, then?”

“… The twins?” Erick raised an eyebrow. “You look like you’re old enough to be my father. Old man.”

“Ha!” Erick 2 said, “How about we get away from stars, and go to languages. How about ‘Delta’?”

… Erick did not hate it. Which was probably why Erick 2 floated the name. “A ‘change’, then?”

“Maybe.”

“Oh!” Erick touched the All-Seeing Eye on his chest, and then he smiled. “Want to find out what we look like with this thing? It might help with the naming.”

“… I do. Yes,” Erick 2 said, very seriously.

Erick flicked his power through the All-Seeing Eye, and Erick 2…

“Well you look like an emaciated Melemizargo,” Erick said, “There’s the eyes replaced by white eyes, the wings and arms sort of crammed in where your arms are. Soul impression looks bigger than your soul, but also confined to your body… And your soul, which is inside your core.” Erick held out the trinket to Erick 2. “You do me.”

Erick 2 smiled as he took the Eye— His eyes went wide and his breath hitched. “Ah. Well. You know that fear that we never really talked about, like we’re somehow Melemizargo, but time displaced, or some shit like that?”

Erick frowned.

Erick 2 set down the All-Seeing Eye on the table between them, saying, “You look like him. Same feeling and everything. It’s like I’m seated not with the original Erick, but with him. You’re in the shadows all around, and in your body, yet not. Ophiel is a collection of white eyes and black wings. And you’re… A lot of Darkness, spread out everywhere, and yet still… You. Ah…” Erick 2 sat up, and said, “Yeah. We’re not the same anymore, at all. Well shit… I’m gonna change my dragon color, too, now. Silver… Or maybe just white.”

Erick put the amulet back on, trying not to worry about anything too existential, as he asked, “Dragon names, then? ‘Bahamut’ comes to mind. ‘Ouroboros’, with the whole [Renew] thing going on, like Jane once said.”

Erick 2 shook his head. “No… But that’s the right track.” And then he looked at his hands. “… And I need more mana regeneration and Stats. I think I’m level 0. But with a core and all my spells.” He touched his chest. “… I have some innate regen due to the dragon-thing— Bah. I’ll get to it later.”

The conversation moved back toward solving existential problems and ‘repairing’ memory that never existed in the first place, and then it went on to mana crystals again. They spoke for a long while, [Duplicate]ing the food in the pantry as desired, and making a feast of the night, with just the two of them. Erick offered to take Erick 2 out of the dungeon to hunt for some monsters, but…

Erick 2 scrunched his face. “… No. That… Is suddenly another thing that marks us as different. I didn’t think it would be difficult to leave when I decided on this course of action, because Ezekiel could leave right away. But. I’m tied to the dungeon right now because I’m the only master. I… could probably leave to defend the dungeon. But not to… just go outside.” He scrunched his face as he went silent in thought. “That is a bridge too far.”

Erick moved the conversation back onto better topics, like what Erick 2 wanted for breakfast, since it was somewhere around that time.

Erick 2 said, “I want to talk about doing some real Wizardry research, now that we have a dungeon to use for Wizardry experiments. You’d have to actually do those experiments, though, since I am not a Wizard.”

“Okay,” Erick said. “And you need to appoint a slime as another dungeon master, so you can leave this land and be your own person, too.”

“... That could work.” Erick 2 paused for a moment, then asked, “Or how about we ask Poi if he wants to come and make a repro?”

Erick winced. He could have theoretically conceived of such a solution to his own loneliness, to desire to have his best friend there with him, but he most certainly had not thought to ask Poi to subject himself to this sort of existence. It appeared that the differentiation between him and Erick 2 was already well under way. And yet, Erick could still very much imagine himself in Erick 2’s shoes. He would probably want to have Poi there with him, too.

And so, Erick said, “I will ask him—”

“I changed my mind already. He’d say no, and he’d be right to say no.”

Erick felt that Poi would actually say yes. 

Erick 2 knew that Poi would say yes, too. 

But both of them dropped that thought. 

Erick moved on, saying, “Poi wouldn’t want to be around Shades anyway.”

“He’s always about that calm life, and this won’t be calm at all,” Erick 2 agreed. 

“... We could still ask him?”

Erick 2 wasn’t sure. “Would we need some anti-memetic people?” he asked, already knowing the answer was ‘yes’.

“We probably do.”

Erick 2 nodded. 
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“This is all such a terrible idea and I shouldn’t make a repro, because I’m rather damned sure that I don’t want to be here at all,” Poi exclaimed, “Because Holy Gods Above, this is such a terrible idea.” Poi stared at Erick and Erick 2, and said, “But the world needs me to stand up, and so I will stand up.”

Erick had left the slime dungeon a few hours ago and immediately asked for Poi to join them, to discuss adding his repro to the dungeon, to help combat the possible memetic-angle to the Sundering search. Poi’s initial answer had been a resounding, ‘Yes, but,’ with a lot of rather prudent words about ultimate goals and otherwise, and that he’d need to meet ‘Erick 2’ before he made any real decision.

Then there were a bunch of concerned words about Erick’s mental state. No one should be subject to the sorts of stresses that Erick was now subject to, and the Sundering Search should not happen, but reality was not very kind to Wizards, it seemed.

And now they were here, in the slime dungeon, in the ‘house at Spur’, with Poi, Erick, and Erick 2 sitting in the kitchen. Poi had walked into the house not 2 minutes ago. There had been no ‘hello’s or ‘how are you, Erick 2’s, because Poi was Poi, and Erick was Erick, even though one of the Ericks was actually Erick 2. Almost instantly he had delivered his penultimate decree on the subject of a Poi-repro.

Erick 2 said, “But there’s more to it than that.”

And Poi nodded. “There’s a recent trend among Mind Mage dungeon masters going around Nelboor that I want to try. You put me to sleep, then you apply the slime, then you keep us both asleep until the repro is fully developed, and whoever wakes up as whoever is who they are from then on. Since your [Sleep]-like spell works well enough as [Sleep], we can do it this way; otherwise we’d need another Mind Mage to help with this, but we don’t have one of those.

“This is a way for us to see each other without the other’s thoughts influencing ours before we’re ready.

“But also: Neither me nor ‘Poi 2’ are going to become other people. We’ll go a step beyond the dual-[Sleep] set up, and do a [Hive Mind] meld. Whoever is the original will go back to Spur— Sorry. Candlepoint…” Poi looked at the house again. And then he focused. “The original will go back, and the repro will stay, and we’ll do a little [Hive Mind] magic so that we’re both the same person from now on. But we won’t physically meet each other at all.”

Erick went, “Ah?”

“You can do that?” Erick 2 asked.

“You can’t. I can… Theoretically. I know the magic, but I haven’t actually done this yet. [Hive Mind] is a spell that we use for cooperative casting but it sort of fell out of popularity with the rise of [Renew]. I still learned the proper way to do cooperative casting, because it’s the proper way to do that sort of thing.” Poi added, “[Hive Mind] will also be useful for keeping everyone in House Benevolence apprised of this situation.”

Erick 2 asked, “Well then? Should we do this?”

Erick could tell that Erick 2 was going too fast, and on purpose, but he could hardly blame the guy. He wanted his friend to be here with him in this trying time. That was why Erick wanted Poi here to begin with, but now that Poi was here, Erick saw that Erick 2 needed him a lot more than Erick did.

Poi leveled an easy glare at Erick 2, saying, “You and my repro are going to talk a lot when this is over. And you need a proper name. I suggest something culturally significant, possibly meaning peaceful and good, so that when the Dark tries to twist you to his ways, your very name will remind you of who and what you are, Erick. Not ‘Erick 2’.”

Erick watched as Erick 2’s breath hitched.

Erick 2 wiped away an unruly tear, saying, “I’m glad you’re here, Poi.”

Poi nodded. “I am, too.”

Erick suggested, “Halcyon?”

Poi said nothing.

Erick 2 eventually said. “… That’s too ‘in the past’.”

“Oh!” Erick suggested, “Solomon.”

As soon as Erick said the name, he knew it was going to be the one. There was just too much meaning attached to it to not be perfect. ‘King of Peace and Wisdom’. It even had ‘Sol’ in the name.

“I kinda like that one… I really like that one.” Erick 2 smiled, and said, “Okay. I guess I’ll be ‘Solomon’, then. It even has ‘Sol’ in the name.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Nice to meet you, Solomon.”

Solomon chuckled. “I even look like an aged king now.”

Poi breathed deep, then said, “Glad to solve that problem. Now let’s get me a repro and we can figure out solving all the rest of the problems to come, for both my repro and Solomon won’t be tied too hard to the dungeon as soon as there are 2 masters here.” Poi looked at Solomon, and said, “Because you’re not a hermit, and I don’t want you to become one, either.”

Solomon smiled wide. “Thank you, Poi.”

Poi breathed deep, and then walked off toward Erick’s— Toward Solomon’s mage tower. Erick and Solomon followed. Poi plucked a crystal-sealed dungeon master slime from the asteroid belt, and then walked back down the hall to his room, carrying the softly-developing slime in his blue-scaled hands.

Soon, Solomon laid Poi 2 down on a [Duplicate] of Poi’s bed, inside Poi 2’s room, while Original Poi was already asleep on ‘his’ bed, for he had put himself to [Sleep].

Erick stood back beside Solomon, and asked, “Want to try for a [Hive Mind]? We might be able to swing it with some Wizardry.”

“No,” Solomon said. “I am… Really glad to have Poi here, though.”

“Me, too. He made a lot of things rather clear back there.”

Solomon nodded. “I think my thoughts on the function of this dungeon have matured, too. We can’t make any effective changes to the Rules and thus the space for another week, but when we can, I’m thinking that instead of having Jane explore the Dark by making repros and breaking cores all over the world, we instead make some Well-like [Scry Mirror]s in here, that allow us to [Scry] the entire Dark, and maybe even walk in the Dark.” He added, “It’d probably take some Wizardry to make that happen, but we can figure that out, and maybe, through that, we can figure out exactly why you’re not able to become a Full Wizard.”

Erick smiled as he said, “Sounds like the wisdom of Solomon to me. Are you going to be conjuring demons next?”

Solomon laughed. “I could!” And then he paused. “… No. Not demons. But a…”

Solomon frowned a little, his eyes glancing toward Ophiel, where before he had dutifully not looked at his former [Familiar] at all. Erick wasn’t going to say anything about that, but the only one who hadn’t noticed Solomon’s tension at not looking upon Ophiel was Ophiel, who had been quiet until then.

But now Ophiel asked, “What goes?”

Solomon smiled, and said, “Nothing, Ophiel.”

Ophiel nodded on Erick’s shoulder and returned to just observing the world. Most of his attention was out with the slimes on the dungeon floor, anyway, as he had moved in another of his bodies to take a slime form, and to play with the slimes while his father and Solomon talked about stuff. Ophiel often checked out of these sorts of small talks, so what he was doing now was nothing special. Except Erick could see how Ophiel’s distance was hurting Solomon.

Solomon saw Erick see him. So Solomon shrugged, tried to put on a smile, and said, “Maybe, when he separates… Can you bring him here? Or one of him, maybe—” He shook his head, looking away as he mumbled, “No. Wait. Forget I said that.”

Erick instantly said, “Ophiel. You wanted slime-time, right?”

Solomon’s breath hitched—

As Ophiel focused all of his attention on Erick, asking, “Slime time?!”

Erick said, “Why don’t you play slime time with Solomon here?”

Ophiel flickered, eyes opening all across him, as he took in Solomon and declared, “Slime time!”

“Solomon slime time!” Solomon said, as he turned into a light slime.

Erick’s repro was a slime as brilliant as a minor sun, shimmering with white iridescence, as he activated his Sun Form at minimal power. Solomon bounced away, putting a whole lot of effort into looking like a slime and acting like a slime, except when he turned to light and just flickered through the window.

Ophiel followed instantly, trilling in jubilant violin sounds and then making a whole lot of clatter as he broke the window going through it. He paused to fix the window, and then he kept right on going, bounding after Solomon, up through the dark hole in the ceiling of the cavern, onto the dungeon floor.

Erick watched Ophiel play with Solomon, and felt great about that.

It kinda reminded Erick of how a child would play with a family member that they had forgotten about, all distant and worried, but willing to try. And then Ophiel got into the groove, bouncing after Solomon trying to give chase as a slime, both of them winding up all the slimes all around as they played among the fountains and pools. Something like unfamiliar recognition took hold inside Ophiel after just a minute of play.

They recognized Solomon as Erick, but not as Erick at all, both Ophiel out there squeaking in unsure guitar and agitated flute sounds, before erupting in triumphant violin sounds. And then the chase began for real, as Ophiel tried to understand what he was seeing.

Another Ophiel popped into the room with Erick, having lightstepped here to check on him, before going back out to the dungeon floor to play with the bright light slime that really looked like Erick’s slime form. All three Ophiel seemed to be having a lot of fun with Solomon, even if they knew something was up, and they didn’t quite understand.

As Erick watched them play, he wondered…

If Quilatalap didn’t want to be a secondary father to Ophiel, Solomon was another good choice. He obviously wanted the job of ‘father’… Except.

“Maybe I’d call Solomon an ‘uncle’. I don’t want anyone to get the wrong idea that I’ve married my repro.” Erick shivered as he recalled some stories which had appeared in newspapers and Knowledge Mage briefings across the world. Erick was already the talk of the world over, from what restaurants he ate at, to where he got clothes, and even his pooping habits. That last story was a particularly odd one to read about. Erick did not want to be subject to any sort of incestuous public ridicule. Erick shivered again. After that passed, and as he watched Solomon play with Ophiel, bounding up and down slides and splashing water, and playing with the other slimes who decided to play, Erick decided, “Solomon would be a fantastic uncle, though.”









- - - -









Erick watched over Poi and Poi while the first one slept and the second one was still making himself into a person.

Solomon spent two hours playing with Ophiel and exploring all of the first floor with him in the process. Erick tagged along through Ophiel’s eyes occasionally. There wasn’t a whole lot to explore up there, as the entire floor was basically a kiddie water park, but it was still important to do that exploration.

There was not a single dangerous spot for any slime to be in that entire land, and there weren’t any moving parts anywhere on the entire floor, for all the water features were cleaned and set into motion through basic [Ward]s set here and there in the deeper parts of the water park. There were no underground levels that could trap anyone, and the largest drop from one height to the next was less than a meter. Any drops above a meter always had water pools at the bottom, and the slimes —and Ophiel— loved rolling over those drops and plopping into the water.

The only ominous part of the entire floor was the Dark, located all around.

A tall rink rimmed the dungeon, separating the parts where slimes played freely under prismatic lights, and the desolate black beyond. That black oozed and pulsed here and there, like vertical waters misted over with gloom. It churned occasionally, as though great beasts swam just beyond the veil.

The slimes knew nothing of the danger just beyond the dungeon, for the rink around the land was ten meters tall in most places, and twice that thick. That rink served as a white stone beach, where most of the golems were located, each of them looking like simple egg-shaped stones 2 meters tall.

Erick suspected that those golems would unfurl into threatening things if any unapproved existence came near them at all. He was proven right soon enough. When Ophiel and Solomon went by, the white eggs did unfurl a little bit, but then they went right back to being egg-shaped and Ophiel and Solomon went back down into the dungeon floor. There were a few egg-shaped stones here and there on the dungeon floor, too, but, according to the dungeon status sheet, there were only 500 of them, and from what Erick was seeing that 500 number was likely correct. Over a hundred square kilometers of white stone land, they were few and far between, with most of them on the walls.

Erick tried not to watch Solomon play slime-time with Ophiel too much, for both of them were having a blast, and Erick did not intrude. But he couldn’t help but watch now and then.

When Solomon came back inside the house, smiling and tired and human-shaped, with Ophiel on his shoulder, Erick decided to just tell him.

“I want you to be Ophiel’s uncle,” Erick said.

“Yes,” Solomon replied instantly, a tight, worried, relieved, and joyful expression rapidly passing across his face, and onto the rest of him—

Ophiel chirped and flitted from Solomon’s shoulder to Erick’s asking, “What uncle?”

“Solomon here is like my brother, Ophiel,” Erick said.

“No no! He repro!” Ophiel said, “I know.”

Solomon chuckled.

“Yes, Ophiel; Solomon is my repro, but that means he’s also exactly like me. So he can be like your uncle. You can always come here and look to him for help with anything, okay?”

Ophiel flitted off of Erick’s shoulder and landed on Solomon’s. He looked Solomon in the eyes with all of his own eyes, saying, “You other-father.”

Solomon smiled. “No no. ‘Uncle’. Don’t want people thinking I’m romantically involved with Erick.”

Erick chuckled a little bit in embarrassment.

Ophiel would get it right eventually.

But for now, Erick sat down with Solomon and they spoke of magics to come, of Dark Mirrors to be made at the edge of the dungeon space, and of changes to the dungeon itself in order to solidify it against potential Primal Lightning, or Evil gods, or whatever might appear. While they did that, they watched Poi 2 gradually and inexorably become a copy of Poi 1.

- - - -

Poi and Poi 2 woke up together under Erick and Solomon’s watch.

The original looked to the repro, and the repro looked to the original.

Poi 2 said, “Well shit.”

Poi 1 said, “At least we know this style of waking up together lessens the mental trauma.”

“Of course, we already knew it would work—”

“—but thinking and experiencing are different.” Poi 1 got out of bed, saying to Erick, “Transport back to Candlepoint, please.”

“Is that it?” Erick asked, too many things happening too fast. What about acclimation? What about some time spent together? What about propriety and acknowledging what a big deal this was? “What about [Hive Mind]?”

“Already active,” Poi 2 said, also getting out of bed. “You can stop calling me ‘Poi 2’, by the way.”

Poi 1 and Poi 2 spoke in alternating words.

“We’re—” “—The—” “—Same—” “—Person—” “—In—” “—Most—” “—Ways.” “The—” “—Only—” “—Way—” “—We’re—” “—Different—” “—Is—” “—In—” “—Dungeon—” “—Control.”

“Please call—”

“—Us both Poi.”

One Poi walked out of the room, eager to be separate, while the other remained behind, looking stoic and ready to work.

The departing Poi quietly asked, “Ophiel. Transport to home, please.”

Ophiel rapidly flitted over to the shoulder of the departing Poi, turning them both to Benevolence and flickering away, to exit the dungeon as quickly as possible. Within 10 seconds, Poi was through a [Gate], and back home.

Ophiel came back without Poi and landed back on Erick’s shoulder—

And the Other Poi was also standing before Erick and Solomon, saying, “Don’t call me ‘Other Poi’, please. I’m just ‘Poi’.”

Erick and Solomon both mumbled a ‘Sorry’.

Poi nodded, “Now to get on this memetic and anti-memetic threat that you believe might be happening with the Sundering. It’s quite possible. The Sundering might be memetic, or anti-memetic. We don’t know.” Poi walked out of his bedroom, toward the living rooms, and Erick and Solomon followed. Poi continued, “There are three artifacts that exist on Veird already that you’re going to want to take from their respective guardians. Also: Jane is going to be coming here soon, since it’s been about a day since you came in here. You can’t avoid her at all.” They were at the bottom of the grand staircase in the front room when Poi turned around and told them both, “She’s going to make repros, and you’re going to have to let her, or else she’s going to hate you. Also, don’t take it personally when the repros are inordinately happy about finally having a reason to fully break away from your light, or when Original Jane looks sad that she can’t do that, too.”

Both Erick and Solomon sighed a little.

“… Yeah,” Erick said.

Solomon said, “I figured she might be happy about that.”

Erick demanded of Solomon, “What the fuck did we do wrong?”

“I don’t know why she hates us!” Solomon said, suddenly angry at himself, or at the world; it was hard to say.

Poi rolled his eyes. “She doesn’t hate you. She wants to protect you but you’re impossible to protect, and so she runs away. Please don’t ever tell her I told you that.”

Both Erick and Solomon were quiet as they digested that information. Poi was obviously breaking Mind Mage confidentiality which was a big deal, and yet...

“Well… We already knew that, we suppose?” Solomon guessed.

“Yeah. But… Hearing it from you helps. Thank you, Poi,” Erick said.

Poi smiled a little as he entered the kitchen and went right to the candy cupboard like he was a man on a mission. He opened that cupboard, because apparently he was a man on a mission, and then he pulled out the jar of sprinkle stars. “Ah ha!” Poi laughed as he opened the jar and took out a purple star between two talons. “They don’t make them like they used to!” He popped the chewy candy into his mouth, smiling wider. “Yup. These are the originals! Ha!” He set down the jar.

And then he turned toward Erick and Solomon.

“The place that made these burned down 35 years ago in Kal’Duresh along with the grandma that used to make them. When they remade their business they had to rediscover the recipes, because that grandma didn’t write anything down.” Poi tapped the jar with a talon, saying, “These might look like the ones I used to get and keep in the house at Spur, but these are from the old recipe. These are from that grandma.

“There are many ways this could have happened. I don’t know enough to list all the ways. Paradox Wizardry, Dark shenanigans, maybe that grandmother is a shadeling at Ascendant Mountain, but whatever the case, it’s strange that they would put the original, real candy here, in this house. Were they watching us that closely? Or maybe they heard me talk about how I liked the original candy better than the remake. Or maybe Fallopolis, who built this house, liked the old version of that candy, too, which is really damned weird. I don’t know. I can’t read Shade minds.

“Whatever the case, I believe this candy was plucked out of the Dark, like an old memory brought to life. On its own this doesn’t mean much, and I have no idea why Melemizargo put the original recipe in here, but it does prove my theory that you can find a lot of stuff in the Dark that isn’t that deep at all, which will be good for Veird.

“It’s not the only thing I noticed that was plucked from the Dark in this house, either, like manasphere imprints [Mend]ed into reality.

“The sheets on those beds are the finest cottonfruit sheets that I have ever felt. The clothes in my dressers are from current-day largesse. The soaps are from Oceanside, and are better than anything we used to have in this house.” Poi went over to the cold box and pulled out a steak wrapped in paper, and labeled ‘Oolarito’. “These steaks in the fridge are easy to mistake as from Ooloraptoor, but they’re from a breed of cow that was made extinct by the Shades a thousand years ago, because the original warlord clans wouldn’t sell to them.”

Erick rapidly looked around the house as Poi spoke. “… Err. Perhaps I wasn’t seeing just how nice some of this stuff was.”

“Neither was I,” Solomon admitted. “But what’s your point, Poi?”

“My point is an easy one. There are many possible memetic and anti-memetic threats in the Old Cosmology. Ones we cannot account for, and ones we will have to over prepare for. But you can bring stuff from the history of Veird into the modern day, and we know how to safeguard against those memetic and anti-memetic threats.

“You were talking of bringing back big magics and bigger resources from the Old Cosmology, and we’ll still get that stuff, of course, because we should,” Poi said, “But there’s a lot of stuff on Veird that you can pull out of the Dark that would be a lot better for us than ancient stuff that has no bearing at all on modern day Veird.

“Just think of every single person who ever died, for one.

“You could bring them all back as shadelings, first, and then real people afterward. You could save everyone that the Anarchy and Blue Wizards killed. Reach back far enough and you can undo the Fall of Quintlan, bringing billions of people back to life. Reach back just over a decade and you could undo the Chelation War.”

The air seemed tense and full in that moment, as the entire weight of what Poi was suggesting gradually settled onto Erick’s shoulders—

“You could find my mother in the Dark, and bring her back, too,” Poi said. But before Erick could think about the gravity of all of that, Poi rapidly added, “It’s just a thought, though, and I already know that Rozeta and Phagar don’t like people mucking around with time on Veird, but it’s been done before, and it can be done again, in a much more positive way. We’ve got a lot of work to do here, but since we’re exploring the Ancient Dark for old Truths, it will pay to keep in mind that not-so-ancient Truths also exist.”

Solomon spoke, “Exploring memetic and anti-memetic threats come first. Defending against the unknown is more important than bringing back shadows of people, no matter how personally important they are.”

Erick agreed. “But the lure of just… Bringing people back to life?”

Solomon nodded. “It’s… It’s a thing that we should consider, yes.”

Poi smiled softly, then began, “Before we get into all of that, though, there are three memetic-type artifacts that currently exist on Veird that you should acquire before we go much further with all of this. All three are under the protections of the Mind Mage conclave, and the first is located in Nelboor…”
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Three artifacts sat before Erick, Solomon, and Poi.

The first was a Crown of Self. It had started existence as an iron band that went around the head like a crown, that people used when hunting unicorns, and other mental monsters. Through an act of supreme self, and a casting of minor Wizardry and great personal trauma, it had become more than that. Outwardly, it had changed from iron to silver, and gained a sheen that marked it as magical. In effect, it had changed a lot more, making one completely mentally separate from the rest of the world, offering complete immunity to memetic magic, and a whole bunch of other magic besides.

At its base effect, it meant no outward magic at all.

“It also means no [Telepathy], no Familiars, no magical communication with anything at all,” Poi said, “It has been tested against… Well. A lot. There’ve been 2 Mind Mage Wizards in the last thousand years, and this thing was born out of the capture and killing of the first one, and then finally taken out of storage and heavy Mind Mage contraband control before finally being used by an assassin to kill the second Wizard. I suggest Solomon take it and use it, but only when necessary, for anyone who wears it will be cut off from me, anyone else trying to contact them, and the dungeon. [Cascade Imaging] will likely find the person wearing this, but not [Scry], or anything like that. This is a Wizard Artifact, so it works here even in the Dark, just like the other two.”

Solomon frowned a little at that.

Erick looked to the next artifact.

The second artifact was the Lidless Eyes. It was a collection of tiny glass eyes, all stuck to each other, and freely floating on a golden chain, like drops of dew, or chains of grapes. They would not fall off of the chain, but they did move around. The eyes tracked Erick as he stepped a fraction to the left, and then the right, as though all of those tiny eyes belonged to an Ophiel-like entity.

Solomon said, “I don’t like how it has 57 eyes one moment, then 59 after I blink, and then 48 when I look again.”

Erick looked to Solomon, then back to the Lidless Eyes. “Without moving or blinking, how many eyes does it look like it has to you, right now, Solomon?”

“63.”

“It’s 64 to me.” Erick activated his All-Seeing Eye. “Still 64 with this eye of my own.”

“… Well now it’s 64?” Solomon said, frowning a little, as he narrowed his eyes at the artifact.

Poi said, “The Lidless Eyes let you see all manner of Mind Magic happening everywhere around you, and it draws that Mind Magic into itself, along with any magics that directly attempt to affect the wearer, popping eyes with every magic absorbed. For every eye popped, the user is protected against that specific magic for the next hour… or maybe just a few minutes. The stronger the magic, the lesser the safety guaranteed by the used eye. Eyes come back a day after being used or whenever they feel like it. This is a very chaotic artifact, but it’s a Wizard-level artifact, and it works very, very well against singular memetic threats. It has no downside, though, which makes it among the best of the three from our hoards.”

Solomon and Erick looked at the artifact of eyes…

Erick asked, “Could Lapis replicate any of these?”

“Probably not,” Poi said.

Erick and Solomon narrowed their eyes, thinking.

“Moving on,” Poi said. “The Crown protects against active change, and is the most absolute of the items here. The Eyes do the same, but without the downsides of absolute protection. Memetic threats are often the most dangerous, so that’s why I had you get two of those types of artifacts. But the third is what might actually matter. The Bracelet of Memory.”

“That’s clearly a slave shackle,” Solomon said.

Poi did not argue, because it was a slave shackle. Or at least it had started off that way. The thing was a wrist-lock of black iron about 5 centimeters wide, a full centimeter thick, and large enough to fit around most human wrists. It had a hinge that was rusted over, yet the whole thing easily opened and shut as though the rust didn’t exist at all. It also had a clasp where a lock could be inserted and secured, to hold the two sides together, to make sure it never came off of an arm. There was no accompanying lock, though. The inside had some anti-mana engravings, but those had been worn away, while the outside had some silver etchings that had been scratched out in precisely the weakest spots to break the enchantment therein. From what Erick was seeing, it looked like someone had broken the magics on the item and when the [Envelop Item] magics had failed they had taken a chisel to it, so that it couldn’t be easily repaired.

The thing was a dead weight to Erick’s mana sense. The Lidless Eyes and the Crown were both highly magical, but this thing was subtle. Barely there.

Poi said, “The Bracelet of Memory was probably accidentally turned into an artifact by a Mind Mage Wizard who was born a free woman, but who was captured and forced into slavery down in Nergal, over 700 years ago. Back then the Mind Mage Collective wasn’t nearly as unified as it is today, and there were some Mind Mages who used some rather terrible Mind Magics to control their slaves. We think the woman who made this might have been sent to infiltrate and break up that slave trade but we don’t know. She had lost all her memories in that infiltration and sequester. Somehow, she made this, and then she was able to free herself and hundreds of others. When she came back into the fold and achieved freedom, she took the bracelet off and erased her own memories.

“No one is sure why she did that, but it is a trend that remains for all who use this item.

“All this does is make absolutely sure that all information that goes into your mind, stays there. You will not be able to forget anything while you wear this. It’s the most potent anti-anti-memetic artifact we have in our collective, and it should not be used by anyone going out on any missions. The other two items are nice, and irreplaceable, but this one is beyond irreplaceable. It should be used here, at base, so that we can be sure that it is never lost.” Poi said, “Aside from that warning, this thing is practically a memetic-hazard on its own because remembering everything you see can be dangerous. But then again, you both have Intelligence, so that ship has mostly sailed.” He shrugged. “Or perhaps if either of you wear this, you’ll want to take it off instantly. I don’t know.”

Silence stretched as people thought.

Erick said, “We’ll talk about the distribution soon enough. Jane is coming down.”

“By the way,” Poi said, “I am in contact with Quil. If you want to ask some questions about working dungeons, Solomon, I am available to help in that way, and Quil is too.” Poi added, “And Quilli, and Quardo, and a few other Quilatalap repros.”

Solomon chuckled. “Ah. So this is what it’s like to be on the other side of that divide, eh?”

Poi nodded.

Erick felt left out, but that was okay. Solomon could enjoy himself, if he wanted.

Solomon said, “I’ll talk to the Q’s, and you, Erick, can talk to Jane.” He smiled a little. “It’ll be nice to know her from a different angle too… But later. So yeah. Let’s talk in the library, Poi.”

Poi and Solomon walked off to the library, speaking of dungeon controls and changes all the while, and picking Quil’s brain on what he thought of this dungeon. Erick watched them go for a moment. And then he moved toward Jane, where she was coming in. She hadn’t been here in the dungeon yet, so this was going to be a change for her, too.

Erick wondered how she would take it… And yeah. From what Erick was seeing through Ophiel, Jane was taking it weirdly, too.

Erick met Jane at the front door. “Hey, Jane.”

Jane stood by herself in the front ‘yard’, upon the orange/white stone, her eyes wide as she took in the sight of their old house.

“Did you know that Melemizargo and Fallopolis got our house from Spur?” Erick asked, “Because I certainly didn’t. And I already made a repro. His name is Solomon. Poi came and left, and left us with a repro Poi, too, but they’re [Hive Mind]ed, so it’s just Poi. They’re talking to Quil right now. You know Quil? He’s the Quilatalap repro dungeon master of the Grand Benevolence Dungeon.”

Jane blinked, and then steeled herself as she strode forward, saying, “No; I did not know that they got our house. Poi is Poi, which is fine I suppose. We’re going to need some Mind Mages assistance with figuring out some memetic threat-counters.”

Erick smiled as he stepped aside and let Jane in the house. As her eyes went to the very familiar and yet unfamiliar layout, Erick said, “I already got three artifacts from the Mind Mages, courtesy of Poi. Do you want to make some repros now, too?”

Jane paused. And then she turned to her father. “That’s not going to be a problem for you?”

“I would be lying if I said it wasn’t freaking me out, but I’m maintaining, and you already made your decision. I’m sure it’ll go well, anyway; Quilatalap has lots of repros and he gets along with all of them, too.” Erick said, “The slimes are in my mage tower. Want some accompaniment?”

“Nope. I got it. Thanks, dad.”

Jane wandered off upstairs, toward the mage tower.

And Erick stood in the foyer, watching her go…

- - - -

Time passed.

Erick made meals to pass that time, and when making meals for everyone wasn’t enough, as that only took him an hour and all the ‘Janes’ were still asleep and Solomon and Poi were talking to others, Erick watched over the world, and remotely fixed problems the world over. The food waited inside Preservation magics, for now.

‘Fixing the world’ ate up another few hours, as he took care of top-level issues.

He could have spent days doing even more, but he did not.

As Jane repros came to themselves and spent a while talking amongst themselves, Erick spent another hour making more food just so that he could give them all a hearty meal of beef wellington, because he felt like being fancy. And because he wanted them to like him.

He wasn’t sure why he felt that way, but he did.

Everything was weird. Erick was dealing with it as best he could.

Dinner with the Janes was a tense ordeal of unsaid emotions. But then again, all the girls wanted to go right out to conquer dungeons for base mana regen, and that was an easy enough conversation to have. ‘Oh you’re killing things? I killed some things today, too. It was fun and I saved some lives.’ It was weird to say it like that, but he brushed past that, and so did everyone else. Erick would have loved to actually forget some of the weirder moments of sitting there, talking with his five daughters, but that wasn’t happening.

And then Jane said, “So we were thinking that we could stay in the hotel, and you could stay here with Solomon and Poi.”

“Sure sure,” Erick said, because that’s what you did when your squadron of copied daughters wanted to live on their own. “Solomon and I will be working on the dungeon, anyway—” Erick turned to Solomon, for his repro had joined dinner, too, alongside Poi. “You want to go out and get some base mana regen, too, right?”

Solomon said, “Yes. So I’ll be joining you girls, if you don’t mind your not-dad trailing along with you.”

“Oh sure!” said one of the Janes, after all of them had a brief moment of panic about a hundred different things. And then that Jane added, “It’ll be good practice for when we go core crushing, right?”

“Right.” “Yeah.” “Sounds good, not-dad!”

It was still very weird.

After dinner the extra Janes all disavowed their dungeon master status. Prismatic mist spilled out from their bodies. That mist flowed into the air, and then vanished, while Poi and Solomon proclaimed that they were once again the only dungeon masters in the group. The status screen of the dungeon said as much, too.

The extra Janes were very eager to leave, to start delving in the canyon to get their base mana production up. Why were they so eager? A bunch of reasons. Erick didn’t think about all those reasons. The girls left.

Solomon tagged along.

And then it was just Poi and Erick in the house again.

Erick sipped his after dinner tea, while Poi did the same.

Erick whispered, “Holy shit this is gonna be an experience.”

Poi nodded, then said, “Not to break Mind Mage protocol too much, but everyone here is way too tense around everyone else. You’re all worried about how the other feels and if they’ll be disappointed in you, but you all actually feel the same way; It’s just a lot of love, Erick.”

“If she loves me, then why doesn’t she want to be near me?”

“She’s worried about eliciting any form of disappointment from you at all, for if you show disappointment, that means that you cannot connect to her how she wants you to connect, because if you were connecting how she wanted that connection, then you would automatically be proud of her— And yes, I know you are proud of her, Erick, and she knows that you are proud of her, too.” Poi said, “But she’s hyper-sensitized. If you show her that you’re always proud of her, then she’ll think it’s fake; that you’re putting on the ‘parent persona’ in order not to harm her emotionally. If you show disappointment, then you just don’t understand her. There is literally no winning that sort of ‘fight’, because it’s not a fight. It’s just a parent-child relationship that is growing apart, because it’s normal for children to want to have their own lives away from their parents, but you two are a special case, because Jane literally will never, ever, ever, be able to get out from under your light. She knows that, and you know that, too.”

Erick stared out at nothing as he listened to truths he already knew.

“You’re a good father, Erick,” Poi said. “Jane turned out well.”

Erick smiled softly. “Yeah she did.” He sighed, banished his worried thoughts, and said, “I’m thinking I should make a few more All-Seeing Eyes, but I need the proper environment for that. Would you mind me stepping out for an hour or two? I think I need to go to the Well to ask a question about Wizardry.”

Poi smiled softly. “I’m fine here, Erick.”

“Are you really, though? You talked about Solomon becoming a hermit down here, but I don’t want you to be alone, either.” Erick rapidly added, “I’ll leave Ophiel here.”

Poi chuckled. “I am more connected to the rest of the world than you are. I might physically look alone, but I am not alone at all. It’s much more important for Solomon to get out there than it is for me, which is about 40% of the reason I decided to do this repro thing anyway.”

“… Okay. Well. I know Solomon appreciates you being here, and I do, too. He certainly was in a darned hurry to get out of here, wasn’t he.”

Poi smirked. “He was.”

Erick thought. “… You know… Could we restructure this dungeon in order to grant connected-dungeon-masters base mana production, from the killing of slimes in the dungeon? So that none of them need to actually leave to kill things if they don’t want to? Take the base production of dead slimes and apply them to the masters?” Ophiel twittered in concerned noises on Erick’s shoulder, and Erick frowned at himself. “Ahh… I don’t want to kill any of the slimes, though. I suppose. I like that the slimes are just… living up there.”

Poi focused on some thought tendrils trailing out of his mind. “Hold on one second.” Poi stared at the air for a moment, concentrating… “This is more difficult than Solomon made it look— There we go.”

A black screen with white lettering appeared.

- -

Slime manifestations (Daily): 19,300

Slime deaths (Daily): 18,900

Ooze deaths (Daily): 16

Other deaths (Daily): ~0

- - -

“Takes a bit to figure out how to make a new screen from scratch. Anyway.” Poi said, “The guardians are very good at killing the oozes that naturally appear, but oozes eat the slimes every now and then. From what I’m seeing there also appears to be a lot of natural death; this is a mature dungeon, and slimes do just die from flopping too hard sometimes. Theoretically, you wouldn’t need to kill slimes in order to take their mana regen for yourself at all; you could simply take advantage of all that natural death.

“But.

“Like how farmers can’t gain experience from monster cows they raise on the Surface, masters cannot gain mana from their own dungeon; it’s an in-built limit to the system. Even if we made big monsters that were actually worth mana production, then we wouldn’t get mana production from killing them.”

Erick said, “And then there’s that whole ‘challenges that grant base mana creation have to be challenges’.”

Poi smiled. “I’m pretty sure that a Wizard could break all of those limitations, but this change to normal operations is not a switch that can be flipped; the switch must first be created.”

Erick’s mind wandered in thought, and then he glanced at his empty wrist, where his gold staff no longer was. “Solomon should be able to overcome whatever challenges exist in the other dungeons, but I’m not sure if the staff will actually count as his.”

Poi shrugged. “You’ve been awake for about 3 days straight now. Are you going to continue that?”

Erick chuckled. “Ahhh… I probably should sleep... Later. I’ll sleep later.”

Poi nodded, then said, “Another switch that I feel you could easily add would be a switch to change that timer; to allow the creation of new Rules faster than the 8 day delay demands.”

- - - -

As Erick flew through the sky, taking the long way to get to the Well amid Ascendant City, he had a lot of thoughts about a lot of things.

Poi had thrown him for a heavy loop.

Primary among Erick’s thoughts was the desire to figure out what action he could take right now, and in the coming days, which could set this Sundering search on a good path to success. There had been a lot of talk about a bunch of various directions they could go, and Jane was already doing all of what she had originally wanted to do, but that was Jane, and Erick… Erick had different ‘needs’.

Did he actually want to resurrect every single person lost in the Darkness?

To ‘go back in time’, like Poi suggested, and pull every single dead person to this present and make them into new people? Even putting aside the idea of ‘can I actually do this’, such an action would have a catastrophic effect on all godly domains, would it not? Dead souls went to the gods they worshiped or cared about, in order to become one with that god and with all others who had gone to that god before. Resurrecting people from the past would disrupt that, right?

Added to that, this whole way that ‘divine power’ worked, reminded Erick of dungeon cores, but different. Dungeon cores had been purposefully built not to allow their masters to gain power, but gods gained power from people who worshiped them, no matter how that worship took place. Could cores be Wizarded to do exactly what they had been created to not do, and bring power from the dying inhabitants directly to their dungeon masters, as gods did with people born on Veird?

But beyond that...

Erick felt like he was facing choice-paralysis.

And yet, he needed to make choices, because the only thing worse than making a bad choice when facing a crisis, like this Sundering search, was making no choice at all.

Usually it was a lot easier for him to see the path forward, but everything had gotten cloudy lately.

As Erick flew across the crystal-tower sky, and watched shadelings down below go about their days, Erick was very glad that Poi had chosen to make a repro, and that they were [Hive Mind]ed together. Talking to ‘Other Poi’ was just like talking to Poi, because it was talking to Poi.

And Poi had a lot of good ideas, and he had already brought some crucial artifacts to the table. Erick wasn’t sure how all those Mind Magic artifacts would work out, but he was pretty sure that all three of those Wizard-level artifacts would be absolutely necessary going forward. Especially that anti-anti-meme shackle.

As Erick stepped down onto white stone, in front of the archway to the Well, he was not on any real visible ‘path’, but his thoughts on the next steps began to crystallize. He was beginning to know his direction forward again, besides just putting one foot in front of the other. He still did that too, of course, as he continued forward, beyond the archway under the Throne of Melemizargo, to enter the dungeon with the Well. Erick had come here to ask a question, and as he stood inside that grand space, Erick felt that he actually knew what he would be doing next.

He’d be doing Wizardry, of course, but with a twist.

First, he’d be trying to figure out what Wizardry was, exactly. And through that, maybe everything else would flow easier, because there was no way that in the entire Old Cosmology other Wizards hadn’t faced the same sort of trouble Erick was facing right now with becoming a True Wizard.

Erick stood upon white stone, under a black roof. The black pool rested undisturbed by anything or anyone, beyond a gold line in the ground, and then beyond even more white stone and the barest lip in the white floor. Erick stepped forward, past that gold line.

Erick filled his voice with purpose, as he asked, “In the entirety of the Old Cosmology, someone must have made a manaminer that helped with ascension to True Wizardry. How can I add that functionality to my slime dungeon, in order to guide me to becoming a True Wizard?”

Erick’s voice was a low rumble that set the water to rippling. His voice flowed over the Well, and the Well flickered with even more ripples here and there that rapidly expanded and then flattened, like Erick’s voice had touched off hidden things in the Dark, and those Dark things had turned the water to flat ice, to glass.

Opaque black water became a Dark Mirror.

A land appeared beyond that mirror. A land where the land curled up instead of out and down out of sight. Oceans rose in the distance, and all the world was inverted. A blue sphere hung in the center of the sky.

The view shifted to a land of white buildings on a green peninsula, where islands grew beyond that peninsula. The first island held a palace. The second island held a slightly smaller tower. The third held a temple that was smaller yet. The fourth island was half-buried under ocean waves.

The image focused on that tower, on that second island.

It was the Grand Wizard’s Tower in the Core of Veird, where Erick had spent a while on his Worldly Path. It was where he had first learned of what Wizardry could really do. It was where he had made [Renew]. It was also where Erick had gained his Second Status, under the Script, and Rozeta’s kill switch had been implanted into him, so that if he should ever go rogue that she could end him with a thought, or at the very least extract him from the Script entirely. Neither Erick or Rozeta ever fully spoke on what that ‘kill switch’ was, exactly, because neither of them truly wished to threaten the other, or even give the appearance of threatening—

The image changed.

The Core vanished in the sky. The world unfurled; continents and oceans no longer stretched up. A horizon formed, becoming real, and flat. The sky unfurled in radiance and illumination from a billion distant suns, and the empty Grand Tower changed.

Where once there was nothing but memory, now there were people. Humans and angels. There went a centaur-thing, cantering alongside a winged woman. A small squad of bird people flocked overhead, setting down onto the top of the tower alongside other lunch-goers. A mass of tentacles served ice-cream-like treats to several very small blue people, and then the blue people went back to their small group under the sun, to discuss advanced mathematics, or whatever those squiggles meant on those very large books. Out in front, among the gardens and the walls, a white dragon walked the grounds, breathing fire at an invasive vine. That vine was growing over the statues of famous Wizards, but the vine was also a cultivated sort; the dragon was just keeping it contained to its planter boxes.

A 2 meter tall god in gold and white walked alongside a person that was both a 2 meter tall floating cyan crystal and a heart-like structure in the center of that cyan crystal. They spoke of something, as they walked into the tower—

Erick suddenly looked back toward the dragon.

It was a white dragon. Long and sinuous. And it looked young. The horns were very slightly different, but...

“Is that Rozeta?” Erick whispered to himself.

The Well heard him anyway.

The Well surged upward, flowing all around Erick in a mesmerizing display of Darkness—

- - - -

Rozeta whipped around inside the Core, her eyes scanning the world. All she saw was Blue and Everything, and while a lot of particulars were exactly where they should have been, a few things were… Out of place. Moving weirdly. 

Not on the Surface, or near the Geodes, but…

Rozeta pulled her eyesight inward. The Core was fine. Ten thousand pop-ups of problems appeared every minute and she was putting them down even faster, making right what people had mishandled, but other than that, the Core was fine. The Primal Lightning monitors were silent, as they had been for the last 1450 years, except for when Erick had made Benevolence and the pure visual similarity had triggered those warnings…

Everything was fine…

Right?

Rozeta looked to the sandbox part of the Script that held Erick’s connection, and yes, he had added another repro to that connection, but that was expected, and her and her father had already discussed that. Rozeta wasn’t sure how she felt about the name ‘Solomon’, for it felt too Significant, but it wasn’t nearly as Significant as ‘Yggdrasil’ had been, which was probably more of a matter of four gods putting Yggdrasil together…

So what had made her feel—

… A [Scrying] feeling? Is that what she was feeling? What the fuck? No. That couldn’t be right. No one could [Scry] on her, and especially not here. And yet, Rozeta knew the feeling of being [Scry]ed upon, for recognizing when one was being [Scry]ed was a skill that she had learned to develop so very long… ago…

Rozeta narrowed her eyes on reality.

Another alarm went off, right before Rozteta knew it would.

“What the fuck are you doing now, Erick.”

- - - -

The Darkness faded, and Erick was not where he should have been.

The sky held a blue sphere the size of a large moon. Clouds layered between the ocean ahead, and that sphere above.

The ocean was definitely curving upward, along with the coast line, and the continents in the distance, only disappearing from sight when the pure volume of atmosphere between here and there became too much for light to pass through unobstructed.

Erick turned to his right.

Rozeta, in her white wrought human form, tersely said, “Welcome back to the Core, Erick. What brings you by?”

“Strangely enough, the search for Wizardry solutions.” Erick said, “I was thinking of making a dungeon that would help with the ascent to True Wizardry, and so I asked the Well how to theoretically go about that.” Erick turned around and looked up at the Grand Wizard Tower of the Old Cosmology, which reminded him a whole bunch of House Benevolence or the towers of Oceanside, or the tower at Archmage’s Rest by Stratagold. This one remained completely devoid of all inhabitants, though. “The Well showed me this place as it used to be, back in the Old Cosmology. It also showed me either a young-you, or a relative, for the horns were very similar but not exactly the same. Whoever it was, she was tending to overgrowing vines over all those statues of Old Wizards.”

Rozeta’s lips were a thin line. “… I see.”

Erick waited.

“She was my mother. Her name was Liliandroza and she was more than a gardener, but that is what she loved, and so that is what she did.” Rozeta turned and walked up the beach, saying, “Let’s have this talk inside.”

Ophiel chirped on Erick’s shoulder as Erick followed Rozeta up the beach, into the Grand Wizard’s Tower. Only one Ophiel had come with Erick, so he began summoning the rest, bringing him back up to 10. Those other Ophiel began spreading out, as Erick walked alongside Rozeta, down a path toward the tower ahead, where the double doors sat open and inviting.
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The ‘food court’ of the tower was much as Erick remembered; a bunch of tables and chairs and lounging spaces, surrounded by business spaces and restaurants. And then there were the traps. Color bombs were inside every couch seat and hidden behind every door, just waiting for someone to walk though and get colored with indelible magical dye.

Ophiel instantly went about setting off one of every color for which he had a body, which meant that soon Erick had an Ophiel in every color, with a double in purple.

Rozeta disabled the traps where she sat down, and invited Erick to sit with her.

Rozeta served tea, and as Erick took a sip, she began, “I believe it would be a bad idea for you to try and circumvent the natural ascension to True Wizard that comes at this point in your life, either through a manaminer, or through other means. That sort of ‘manaminer-assist’-action would taint whatever final form you figured out. Furthermore, I believe that you asking the Well for assistance in this was not a good idea. Aside from the Well possibly granting you false information, and fucking up everything that you are from now until forever… Don’t go walking in the Dark, Erick— Or more to the point:

“Even in the Old Cosmology, Wizards were a minor manifestation of the Darkness, going their own way, not beholden to the Dark at all. By this action of you believing the Well and being transported by the Well, you threaten to make Wizards unanimous with the Dark yet again, which will not go well for anyone.”

“… Okay. Well. I understand that. So do you have any hints about True Wizardry that you haven’t already given me?”

Rozeta shrugged. “Not really. But since the Dark brought you here, he feels that something can be gained by you in this location… And yes. I know I just told you not to trust the Dark, but I highly doubt that when the Dark delivers you to me that it is trying to screw with you somehow, and by extension screw with all the rest of the world.”

“So there is something here, eh?”

Rozeta looked to Erick, and said, “There hasn’t been a True Wizard here on Veird since the Grand Translation put most everyone into bodies. Perhaps the problem lies in Particles itself? I don’t know. Perhaps you have to become a magical soul and nothing else, first. Perhaps lichdom is the proper path to Wizardry these days.

“I have told you this already, but back in the Old Cosmology, Wizards had to either purge themselves of everything that was not themselves or they had to permanently integrate everything that they were into their crystal form before they could ascend to True Wizard. This physical action was a magical action back then, since everything was made of mana.” Rozeta said, “So, like my father had once said…” It was tough for Rozeta to continue, but she did. “Perhaps the Script is the real problem, as my father suggests, because with the Script you’ve never had to truly wrestle with your innate mana production before. You have undeveloped mana veins because of that. And yet, Wizards used to ascend to Full Wizardry all the time, even without going through any of the proper steps at all. But there were steps for a lot of them, and you have never needed to go through those steps.

“On the other claw, mental hangups were always the largest stumbling block for every single Wizard… And that’s likely where you’re faltering. If you became a True Wizard, you’d have to either kill or instantiate Ophiel and Yggdrasil both, not to mention separate from the Script, and all that that would entail.”

Rozeta sipped her tea.

Erick sipped his tea, too. Yggdrasil would be easy to instantiate. All that would require is the removal of his seal, for any length of time at all. Doing that would probably allow Yggdrasil to plant his True Self, too. Or maybe removing the seal would allow Erick to do that; to fix that one pesky line in that blue box that said ‘The World Tree has yet to be planted.’.

Ophiel was going to naturally separate in a few months. Maybe 4. Erick could probably force that birth early if he wanted. The standard way to force that issue would be to use Time Magic, but Erick already knew that he could force Ophiel’s instantiation through some Wizardry, if he absolutely had to do that. Oddly enough, because how much Erick had screwed up [Onward], Wizardry might actually be the safer option than using Time Magic directly.

… But besides those personal issues, Erick was still not happy with the state of the world, either. So maybe he had some mental hangups about how becoming a True Wizard would separate him from everyone else in a very real way, and he didn’t want that separation yet.

But if he fixed everything, then he could safely separate?

Erick asked, “What sort of problems would you like to see gone from Veird, or solved?”

“I want the Forever War to end,” Rozeta said, without reservation, “Not sure how to stop those assholes from fighting all the time, though.”

Erick had a timeless moment of disbelief that Rozeta would actually go that direction, and then he smiled. “It would be pretty great if they stopped fighting.”

Rozeta stared at Erick without actually staring at all, as she said, “It would take a Wizard to invent a supreme reason for why they are fighting at all, and then help mediate how to stop the fight, either through the removal of that reason, or through some other way to stop the eternal hate.”

“… Oh.”

Rozeta nodded. She knew the seriousness of what she touched upon.

Erick had a thousand thoughts on that. From the ethics of causing such a deep change in how the universe worked to wondering if he could even do any sort of real change at all, to suddenly realizing that other Wizards had ‘won’ wars by simply putting themselves at the end points of those wars, as the victor. And Erick was a ‘truly strong’ Wizard. He could… Do a lot, if he wanted.

“… It would have to be…” Erick began, “It would have to be a deep enough reason for war so as not to fuck up all the rest of history, right?”

Rozeta skipped all subtlety and directly stated, “Make both Elements able to gain more of themselves when one triumphs over the other. That could be the base reason for their war. From there, we pivot away from killing to games of triumph, and debates, and anything else that is not outright war. There has been a war for so long that there is no other way to see ‘angels-versus-demons’ other than as a war. But it could change. It could be made better.”

Erick set down his tea. “I’m not sure if we should continue this, or if you’re even Rozeta at all.”

“I am Rozeta,” Rozeta said, “So ask the real question.”

“Why would you ever suggest such a thing? The pure chaos that it would create is unimaginable!”

“I know what I am asking for. I know the danger of it all. I know a lot more than you, Erick. And I know that you might not choose to do this, and thus I will have damaged our working relationship from now until forever. But this change doesn’t have to happen now, and it’s just one possible solution to the problem. Maybe you simply talk to them and end the Forever War that way. Maybe you make it so that when an angel harms a demon or the other way around that they actually harm themselves, which is another solution I have considered but I am less sure about. Either way, the Forever War needs to end before it can be allowed to spread past this world.

“It’s because of them and their war that my father is allowed to do this Sundering search in the first place; that you were dragged into this horror, and that you and Jane and now Poi are subject to making repros and all that that entails. The only reason that the angels and demons voted that way was because both of them saw the chance for them to use what was coming to create some ultimate weapons against the other. Nuclear, Establishment, Wizard-ways. They even want to start wielding Primal Lightning against each other.

“I have overlooked their war for the longest time, because I must remain neutral, but they threaten to disturb the very fabric of our reality, and thus they need to change.”

Erick’s breath was almost still in his lungs. This was real. Ah.

Rozeta said, “The Forever War needs to end, and the creation of a reason for the war to exist at all, and the subsequent annihilation of that reason, seems like a good way to erase that war from existence for good. Maybe you can even make a simple artifact that is the basis for the entire War in the first place; both sides are small enough that that trick might actually work, but it won’t work once we get past Veird.” She said, “The ending of the Forever War also has the side effect of disrupting their voting bloc and returning actual democracy to the Relevant Entities of the Script. That needs to happen.”

“… Okay. It’ll take me a while to come to terms with that… A while.”

Rozeta leaned back in her chair. “Understandable. I have been able to uphold neutrality for a long time, Erick, but this latest turn of events... It’s taken me time to come to grips with this turn of events as well. I didn’t even know how to bring it up with you last time we spoke, but since you’re here in the Core… I brought it up.”

Erick didn’t speak.

Rozeta offered, “We can move on to other topics.”

Erick breathed out, then moved on. “Got any suggestions on how to handle Jane and her repros? I am worried about all of them.”

Rozeta was a goddess after all. She had seen a lot, and knew a lot. Erick felt he might as well ask her such a question. But as soon as he asked, Rozeta got a strained look in her eyes—

Rozeta said, “Anything I say to you could theoretically be used by my own father against me, so I’m going to echo Poi’s words, and say that you’re just growing apart… But. Perhaps give her missions to complete? To prove her power to herself and to you?” Rozeta shook her head. “I don’t know, Erick. Ask any other god besides me about that topic, please. Personally, I’m afraid of my father gaining Jane as paladins, and that you won’t fight against them if he should drive all of them toward your destruction.”

Horrors on top of horrors.

Erick asked, “It’s not possible that I’m secretly and Paradoxically Melemizargo myself, right?”

Rozeta shook her head. “You’re not him. Paradox Wizards are confounding bastards at the best of times, but a Paradox Wizard could never become the Dark.”

“And yet, people have been calling me ‘Xoat’ for the longest time.”

“Now that—” Rozeta said, “Xoat and the Darkness are entirely two different things. But if you want to talk about how a Paradox Wizard could be Xoat? Well now that’s a much more reasonable conversation.”

“… I’m not sure if I like that comparison.”

The tension in the room eased as Rozeta gave a small grin. Then she nodded. “I understand your reluctance, but there’s nothing wrong with you being an incarnation of Xoat.”

Erick moved on, again. “So about the Well’s idea for me to find a Creation Wizard in the Dark?”

Rozeta shook her head. “A bad idea. You’d bring forth any number of my father’s claw-picked Wizards, and I cannot abide by that. We wouldn’t have a Destruction Wizard capable of matching them for power, either, and we absolutely do not want a Destruction Wizard on Veird at all.”

“Understandable, then.” Erick went right onto the next question, “So if Solomon gains enough personal mana creation… At what point does a normal person become a Wizard?”

“Ahhh… Now that’s a question.” Rozeta said, “There’s a qualitative difference between the mana production gained through the Trials of the Dark and the mana production of being a Wizard. Small Wizardries are happening all across Veird all the time now, primarily because dragons are living in the open here or in Fairie, but there’s an increasing section of the population that does Wizardry through their own natural mana production that they gained in Trials of the Dark. Mostly, people are just making magics easier than they used to be able to make magic; going from the Basic tiers of the Script paid for with 1 point, up to tier 5 and 6, just through pure desire and a basic magical education. The average level of spell creation used to be 2.7 before the dungeons. Now it’s 4.1.

“But becoming a Wizard through the mana gained from trials is completely unheard of. I haven’t seen anyone cross that divide, but it should be possible.” Rozeta said, “It would require some sort of ignition-event, though, to transform a conglomeration of Dark mana into personal mana.”

Erick scrunched his eyes. “So there’s a difference between Trial mana and personal mana?”

Rozeta shrugged. “There is no chemical or physical difference between a diamond grown with a spell and a diamond grown with natural forces, but the one grown by natural forces has a certain magical impression upon the world that the spell-created diamond does not possess. And yet, magical impressions can be manufactured. Just takes time and pressure.”

Erick thought about that for a moment. And then he tried to relax, and look around a little. “So I guess I ended up back here somehow… Want to talk about that past? I might be looking to get it back… or maybe Melemizargo wants his wife back?”

Rozeta smiled a little at the mention of Melemizargo getting his wife back. “That particular path is a doubtful one. My father was not a father like you are a father. Most dragons are not. Back in the Old Cosmology it was considered an honor and privilege to mate with the Dark. It was a privilege my mother won several times in the last 30,000 years, or something like that. The Dark is a completely absentee father, though, until events bring his children to his attention.”

Erick raised an eyebrow.

“Dragon culture is a lot different from what you’re used to, Erick, because Dragon Essence does not lend itself to normal ways of mortal life. Dragons in Fairie are perhaps the most normal of us all, making eggs and leaving them to hatch and grow and thrive on their own, or die in the process. When dragons inhabit the forms of the mortal races they’re a bit better about caring for offspring, but you know how that ends. All dragon fathers and mothers leave dragonkin children to die or thrive on their own, for their Dragon Essence and Will To Power drives the dragons onward, and if the child should prove strong enough, then the parents will see the child again eventually.

“Benevolence Dragons are a big change in that natural order, though. I see all of them raising clutches together… Which is kinda weird, actually. But they seem to be happy that way.” Rozeta shrugged. “Whatever comes next will probably form the basis of the rest of existence from now on, but back then things were not like they are now.

“In this land, I had what I would call a ‘normal’ dragon childhood.

“My tale of this Grand Wizard’s tower is barely unique, though, for there isn’t a god or otherwise who fell to Veird who didn’t come through this place at some point in their lives. This Grand Wizard’s Tower was practically the center of the universe, though back then such a statement would have sparked a thousand dissenting voices.

“I was born here, though, so it was my center for a long time.

“Liliandroza set a clutch of eggs sired by Melemizargo down upon the fourth island out there, the one that is half-buried in the ocean, and I was hatched in that clutch, whereupon I won the hatching battle. My brothers and sisters fled with superficial wounds, for the Wizards in their tower prevented me from killing the others, which I wasn’t thankful for until many years later, when one of my brothers…” Rozeta got a far-off look in her eyes, as she said, “He saved me and I saved him.”

A silence descended.

Erick asked, “Did he survive the Sundering?”

Rozeta’s pain was old, and so she easily said, “No, he did not. He was on the other side of the universe when that happened and I was on Veird already. This Grand Wizard’s Tower didn’t survive at all.” She waved a hand, indicating the tower. “This is all just a rebuilt memory.”

Erick nodded as he looked around. For a moment, Erick focused on the unfinished stone statue of ‘Xoat’, standing in the back of the food court, and at the empty base behind that statue. Melemizargo’s statue should have been there, on that empty pedestal, overlooking the statue of Xoat. But the representative of the Dark was gone from this place; removed by Rozeta, for his crimes.

Erick asked, “When did Melemizargo become a part of your life? Or how about your mother? If she lived here, too.”

“My father was not present at all for any part of my life until I came into my own power, when I began working with Koyabez on the manaminer of Veird. But before that, a thousand years before… I lived here in this Tower, and I knew my mother as a distant force of power, always in her garden and keeping the Tower secure.

“This Tower and the Wizards therein were much more my family for the first 250 years of my life…”









- - - -









They had moved up to the second floor an hour ago to have some pastries and coffee at ‘Koyabez’s Rest’ and to talk of history long gone, of material solutions to current-day problems, and about the differences between ‘safe’ Wizardry, and ‘big’ Wizardry.

Rozeta refilled her coffee and Erick’s, as she continued, “Solving the Forever War outright would be a Big, unsafe Wizardry, so yeah, I don’t want that. Not right now, anyway.”

“Well good!” Erick laughed a little. “Neither do I.”

Rozeta smiled, saying, “I would prefer a smaller solution, though I doubt it would work. Maybe you can use some combination of Wizardry and Benevolence to pluck out important demons and angels from the mess of them all to talk to them and to get them to agree to a permanent truce? Maybe.” She lost her smile. “I was really hoping that the inroads with your Gate Network between the Wasteland and Greensoil would have lasted, but then that asshole Darundi went and did some political gain.”

Erick sighed. “I had a lot of circumstantial evidence… Enough to convince me. But that really is what happened, eh.”

“I can talk to you about things that you already know, but as a goddess of neutrality, I won’t and can’t involve myself with mortal intrigue.” Rozeta said, “Honestly, Erick, you could make this world so much better if you had fewer morals, but if you did, then you wouldn’t be you, so going the slow way is better for everyone.”

Erick sipped his coffee, thinking.

Rozeta said, “Smaller Wizardries are good for that. A dungeon would be good for testing those small Wizardries, too. Removal of that timer to change the Rules. You might think of some sort of implementation of your own control over the dungeon, instead of needing to go through a dungeon master slime. You can try creating Dark Mirrors and Pathing Portals in your dungeon and linking it all with a Benevolent Gaze upon history… Just viewing history shouldn’t be a problem, and as a Paradox Wizard you should be able to do that. As none of that is allowed or possible via the dungeon, or the Script, or by Benevolence, all that would all require Wizardry in order to happen.”

“All good targets for Wizardry experiments, theeaaH—” Erick yawned. “—good targets then. Excuse me.”

Rozeta smiled softly. “You’ve been awake for about 4 days now. There’s a room in the palace on the other island for you, if you want.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea…” Erick thought about the trip to the Surface, and then to Ascendant Mountain, and then to the house in the Dark where he should be sleeping right now. “… It’s gonna be damned hard to sleep in that dungeon.”

“Make the house into a safe space with Benevolence Wizardry.”

“… Ha!” Erick said, “I probably could, couldn’t I. Benevolence should be able to make a safe space… I think.”

Rozeta nodded. “You might not be able to simply burn away something like a Sun Wizard could, but Benevolence has utility. But, there is something else to consider. In creating a safe space around a dungeon core through act of Wizardry, you are going against the core; you will have put a safe space over an area overseen by the Dark, which will definitely cause unintended side effects, because the core being able to protect itself through absolute violence is sort of its base nature. That’s not even getting into other possible side effects, such as my father saying, ‘No’.”

“I could make a core with the base nature of making the world safe?”

“And then we get into a conversation about ‘what is safe’ which goes through a bunch of philosophy but eventually arrives at a ‘safe’ dungeon core being antithetical to the Darkness, and the real-world problem of the Dark then doing something unexpected to ‘fix’ the problem.”

“Ah. Yeah. Unintended Big Wizardry. I should have realized that before I said it.” Erick looked down at the coffee. “I think it stopped working.”

Rozeta stood. “I’ll let you get to bed, Erick. Sweet dreams.”

And then Rozeta stepped away, into the ether, vanishing in a golden flow.

“I suppose it’s time to clean up one more mess before I go,” Erick muttered to himself.

And then Erick looked over at Ophiel, and at the ten purpleberry pies that he had attempted to eat, and had instead gotten everywhere across the floor, and across a few tables and chairs. The distribution of crust and purple and lumps of berry were all very purposefully placed. It kinda looked like the cloud castle, with different purpleberry pie detritus on different levels of chairs and tables, forming the different buildings of the cloud castle. And then Ophiel noticed Erick looking.

Ophiels in four different colors suddenly flopped onto the mess and squawked, “My art! No touch!”

“Ophiel,” Erick began, “You have made a beautiful sculpture of the house, but we can’t leave art like this wherever we go. Please put the room back how you found it.”

Quietly, and defensively, Ophiel whistled, “nooooo.”

“Your art is fantastic, but it will only last a few days like this anyway. The berries are wet right now, but they’ll dry and darken. Then mold will come in and grow colors everywhere, while also being quite dirty.”

Ophiel hopped up, and cast some Preservation magic on the mess. “No dirty! Last forever!”

Erick stared for a moment, disbelief and surprise and a strange sense of pride all vying for prominence in his mind. And then came discipline. Erick said, “You’re not getting any more purpleberry pie from Quilatalap unless you clean up this one.”

Each Ophiel looked at each other, all of them sharing unsure guitar noises and unhappy flute sounds. And then, most reluctantly, Ophiel began cleaning up his mess.

Erick wordlessly thanked the gods for the small miracle of children sometimes listening.









- - -









As Erick fell into a bed fit for a king and softness surrounded him, Erick wordlessly thanked Rozeta for the hospitality, and the talk. He now had a solid plan going forward. He was absolutely not going to ‘Wizard-up’ a solution to the Forever War, but… He could do something good for everyone. A little here, a little there.

Maybe pluck out lost powers from the history of Veird, to bring them into the modern day?

As Erick almost fell asleep, he had another thought, though. All of this power he had, this capability to change this very world, went against his own idea that no one should have the power to change the world on their own whims.

Poi approved of Erick making changes, though; he had always said as much.

Rozeta and the gods were fine with Erick making changes, too.

… Still felt weird.

- - - -









Erick stepped out of the sky, Ascendant Mountain sprawled out in front of him, all its crystal spires glinting in the light of a fresh morning. Everything was palest blue, mostly white, and filled with shadows, with not a spot of red glows anywhere; nothing was on fire, so all was good.

Another lightstep took Erick directly to the entrance to the slime dungeon, among a copse of crystal-crusted trees. Nothing untoward out here. Another step took Erick through a dark portal, inside, to stand upon the white staircase. Nothing was on fire down here, either, and as multicolor Ophiel explored the multicolor space, Erick saw that nothing was wrong, though a lot of things were still uncomfortable.

But Jane seemed happy, and Poi and Solomon seemed okay…

This was fine.

Another lightstep took Erick directly to the house under the floor, where he entered the kitchen just in time to see Solomon flip a pancake, and call out that breakfast was ready. Six Janes sat at the table, instead of the 5 of yesterday, while Poi sat at the far end, all of them talking to each other, with three of the Janes asking about [Hive Mind], and the other three distinctly not wanting [Hive Mind]. Erick briefly wondered where the Jane#6 came from, but they must have used another one of the slimes in the mage tower, and yup, Erick counted them again, and another one had been used.

The second Erick appeared the Janes were up and demanding to know what had happened, and Erick was quite flustered by the experience of having 6 daughters all wanting to know if he really was okay. Only one of them gave him a hug, though; the other 5 stayed away, looking somewhat crushed that they weren’t the ones hugging Erick, and also that they didn’t feel they were allowed to hug him. Erick made a movement to hug them, too, but they winced, and backed away, and so Erick did not close that distance.

Instead of thinking about that, Erick rapidly went into a brief rundown of what had happened with the Well. As the Janes focused on work, too, the whole group came together in solidarity. Silently, and to himself, Erick wondered if he would be experiencing the same sort of ‘multi-child’ event with Ophiel, and maybe even Yggdrasil, when they were ‘born’. Yggdrasil would probably remain himself, but Ophiel… Looking upon all the differently colored and shaped Ophiel, Erick imagined that Ophiel would probably become a lot of different kids.

Erick was too busy talking about what had happened in the Core to give much more than a passing thought toward suddenly having 10 Ophiel, multiple Janes, and also Yggdrasil all as kids.

Before Erick knew it, he was out of the spotlight, breakfast was back on, and the conversation turned back to [Hive Mind].

“If it can’t be done with us, because we don’t know Mind Magic,” Jane asked, “Then how about an artifact of [Hive Mind]? Do the Mind Mages have those?”

“We can’t all be the same person anyway,” another Jane said, circling back to the main point against [Hive Mind]. “Us all being the same person defeats the entire purpose of making the squad of separate people.”

Jane nodded, then said, “But in the downtime? We could all come together—”

“Then what about transferring memetic threats that we don’t know we’re passing to each other?” said another Jane.

Poi had seen that point coming, so he said, “We have those artifacts, but they’re not perfect, and communicable memetic threats are very much a threat in this New Cosmology. I imagine they’re a threat in the Old Cosmology, too.”

Solomon skirted around the conversation to set before Erick a very large plate of pancakes, sausage, and eggs. He stage-whispered, “You didn’t miss much; just a bunch of arguing and monster killing.”

Erick happily took the plate of food, smiling as Jane after Jane derided Solomon for his lack of adventuring experience, which was primarily filled with complaints about how he wasn’t allowed to just blast everything away with absolute authority. ‘Just blasting’ was no way to learn what the dungeon was trying to teach you. There was some pushback from the other Janes, though.

“Quite frankly, Jane, Jane, Jane, and Jane,” Solomon said, smirking, “I think Jane and Jane have it right; I can blast shit apart if I want.”

Erick had an absolutely surreal moment.

It was yet another moment in a chain of such moments.

“Yes but you only get half-gains!” Jane said.

“And half-gains are better than none. And speed matters,” Another Jane said.

“Lyrical didn’t beat us in base regen due to being precise about anything,” Jane, original style, said.

“Well that’s true,” Jane said, reluctantly.

Erick was having trouble with the surreality of it all, but on the other hand, he was absolutely enthralled with the conversation, because it was like he was watching his daughter from a completely different angle. Primarily, the Janes spoke of what was done right in the dungeon, and what was done wrong, and they gave a whole bunch of specifics about this and that, but to Erick ‘blast it apart with light’ was a valid strategy. More than that, though, Erick was listening to his daughter talk to herself.

He was learning so much from all of these interactions.

But regarding the ‘proper way to do a dungeon’, Erick eventually found a moment to quip, “It’s like you used to say, Jane! If violence isn’t working, you aren’t using enough of it.”

All six Janes still groaned, and all six of them visibly thought about throwing something at Erick.









- - - -









When the Janes left to go back to delving, Erick sent a dense telepathic packet to Poi and Solomon about what had happened with the Well. Erick had spoken of all of that at breakfast, but Erick had left out specifics that needed to be said. Poi already knew everything, of course, but Solomon did not, and he needed to know the full story.

It took Solomon a moment to digest the information therein, but not too long at all. When he was done, he opened his eyes, and nodded. “Wanna talk about the Janes now?”

“They were scared to hug me when I came back, but they all wanted to.”

Solomon gave a tiny, knowing smile. “Yeah. Same for me, but… When we were in the dungeons, one of them let slip that she was happy that she had sisters, and then she realized I overheard her and they all got embarrassed about that.”

That made Erick feel some kinda odd way that was hard to put into words. Happy, for sure, but also a bit melancholy. “It certainly did seem like they were happy to be around each other.” Erick said, “Honestly this whole thing is kinda hard to process.”

Solomon nodded, his expression turning serious, “I’m trying not to think about it too much, because all I can think of is that most of them are going to die. I’m probably going to die, too.”

“Not if I have anything to say about that,” Erick said. “And you have Time Magic, too, right?”

“I do,” Solomon said, “Though it appears a lot weaker than what I’m used to.”

Erick’s eyebrows rose. “How much weaker?”

“I can go 10 seconds in the past for 10,000 mana, but I can’t activate it again and again in rapid sequence to go back 100 seconds.” Solomon said, “I get a lot less bang for the buck than I used to.”

Erick frowned. “That is a concern.”

“Not much of one,” Solomon said.

Poi didn’t seem concerned about dying or the lack of absolute power that Erick was used to having.

As soon as Erick had that thought, Poi said, “I’m not concerned with dying; that is correct. I’ll live on even if this body perishes.”

“Well that’s weird, but okay.” Erick stood from the breakfast table, saying, “Let’s work on proper defenses, anyway.”

Solomon nodded.

Poi asked, “Where do we start?”

- - - -

Erick stood with Solomon and Poi in the mage tower, underneath the model of the solar system, where the sun was the dungeon core. That false sun glowed white and iridescent, bathing the room in a calm sort of light that glinted off of the [Crystal Stasis]’d dungeon master slimes, hanging out in the asteroid belt.

A message held in the air ahead.

- -

RULES:

1: Script Interface, minimal settings

2: Auto-Resurrection, unlimited lives

3: Maximum Life Support, slime generation set to maximum; PLAIN SLIMES ONLY

4: Sanctity of Space, golem enforcement of life form level; MAXIMUM LETHALITY

~ Exceptions: Fallopolis, slimes, Erick Flatt, Jane Flatt, Ophiel, Yggdrasil, + Accompaniment

5: Direct access to Darkness

Note: Rules Changes Locked for <07D:01H:39M>

- -

Erick was going to try and turn that timer down to 0, to unlock Rule changes in the dungeon.

Poi said, “You could put the core in a [Hasted Shelter] and make it count down fast on its own. No need for Wizardry at all.”

Erick paused in thought.

Solomon did too. And then Solomon answered, “Do the Wizardry, Erick.”

Erick said, “The [Hasted Shelter] idea is a good idea. It has merit. It’s a good way to visualize what I want to happen… But Solomon is right.”

Poi shrugged. “I just needed to say what both of you were thinking, to put it out there for discussion instead of left unsaid.”

Erick looked at Solomon, and Solomon looked at Erick.

“… Well, huh,” Solomon said.

“I’m only going to try to ‘add a switch’ to the timer,” Erick said, “And then if it works, we can add more switches in other places; try to make this a repeatable Wizardry.”

“That was always the hardest part; the repeatability,” Solomon said, “None of the Wizardry worked the same twice in a row.” And then he paused, adding, “Well… We can reliably copy spellwork through Wizardry; speaking to the mana instead of casting at all.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “Have you tried that sort of Wizardry, yet?”

Solomon happily said, “It wasn’t working at the start of the dungeon delves, but after the second day I had 2,300 base mana production, and I was able to make tier 1 through 4 magic work through Wizardry alone.”

“Huh!” Erick asked, “What about mana costs?”

“About 25% costs, until tier 4, which was 110% costs. I have definitely lost that innate connection to the mana that I had as a Wizard, but with enough effort I believe I can get it back. I can figure out an ignition event, like Rozeta suggests is possible.” Solomon said, “The Janes were completely unable to replicate that spellwork trick, though.”

“… Huh. Well I guess I’ll be repeating those experiments, too. But first.” Erick looked up. “You’re sure there are no switches for you two to flip to make that timer go faster?”

“Correct.” “No switches.”

Erick focused.

He spoke.

“A small change to allow, in this dungeon of slime.

“A small switch installed now, an allowance of time.”

The air flickered.

Solomon and Poi both shuddered.

And then the sun-like core settled down…

Erick had a hard time understanding exactly when the core had been unsettled at all. Perhaps it was like noticing a sound only after the sound was gone? Or perhaps the addition of something new in the air that brought everything to a different sort of harmony?

Erick would be puzzled over that for a little while. Whatever it was, it had been Wizardry. Small Wizardry, for sure, but Wizardry all the same.

Solomon breathed in, then said, “Well… Okay. We have a timer switch, then.” And then he reached over to the still-visible black box, and touched the air near the timer. Over the ‘day’ category, Solomon touched a triangle above the number, and a day was added to the timer. Erick looked back through the past and saw that the timer had always had that switch above the numbers. And yet, in his memories, there had been no timer at all. And then Solomon pressed the switch below the day slot, and subtracted a day from the timer. It was the same deal with the ‘down’ switch; it wasn’t there, and then it was. As Solomon pressed the ‘down’ switch a few times, bringing the countdown to <00D:01H:39M>, he said what Erick was thinking, “I didn’t even see the down button before now. But… Yeah. It’s there. It was always there.”

Poi’s face was tense. “How much did that take out of you, Erick?”

“Not much at all,” Erick said. “… Four or five mana? Barely noticed it, and it’s already back.”

Solomon pressed the ‘down’ buttons on the rest of the timer, rapidly approaching 0, as he asked, “What do our first Rules look like?”

Solomon hit 0.

The entire screen shook, and then changed. A new black screen appeared. The largest part of that new screen was a blank area with a blinking white line on the left, reminiscent of the blinking line when one was writing on a computer. A much smaller part were all the numbers and words before that entry area.

- -

<22> new rules available for instantiation <today>.

<1,000,000> mana per new rule.

SPEAK NEW RULE HERE:

[_______________________]

Final upkeep cost of new rule is <estimate=~unknown>.

Accept new rule? Yes / No

- -

Erick said, “You know… It didn’t really hit me until just now, until seeing an entry area that uses natural language commands, that these cores are more Wizardry than natural magic. This whole dungeon space is Wizardry in the Dark, after all… And then again all natural magic is based on Wizardry.”

Solomon smirked. He said to Erick and Poi, “So I’m thinking ‘ability to designate absolutely-no-Script spaces with variable manasphere density’, to train for being cut from the Script, and also for making mana crystals.”

The box changed.

- -

<22> new rules available for instantiation <today>.

<1,920,000> mana for new rule.

<new rule uses 1.9 new rules>

SPEAK NEW RULE HERE:

[Creation of No-Script, variable-manasphere-density areas, at request of dungeon masters]

Final upkeep cost of new rule is <25,000/day per large-sized area created>.

Accept new rule? Yes / No

- -

Everyone looked at each other for a moment.

Erick decided, “Create the Rule.”

Nothing happened.

Solomon echoed, “Create the Rule.”

The dungeon core flickered overhead, bathing the area in a pulse of shadowy light that stretched out into the world, past the house, where that shadow light suddenly inundated the entire slime dungeon.

The Rule Change screen and the Rules screen both flickered, changing, followed by the dungeon status screen appearing, also changed.

- -

Rule Accepted.

<20> new rules available for instantiation <today>.

- -

- -

- -

RULES:

1: Script Interface, minimal settings

2: Auto-Resurrection, unlimited lives

3: Maximum Life Support, slime generation set to maximum; PLAIN SLIMES ONLY

4: Sanctity of Space, golem enforcement of life form level; MAXIMUM LETHALITY

~ Exceptions: Fallopolis, slimes, Erick Flatt, Jane Flatt, Ophiel, Yggdrasil, + Accompaniment

5: Direct access to Darkness

6: Creation of No-Script, variable-manasphere-density areas, at request of dungeon masters

~ Notification: mana escaping into the manasphere due to Script severing will be taken into the dungeon core through natural means. Beware rapid progression of any slimes or other beings should they be exposed to high levels of mana.

- -

Inflow: 1,750,000 per day

Outflow: 23,590,000 per day

Use: 197,500 per day

Masters: Solomon, Poi, <awaiting> x9

Bosses: Master Golem

- -

Erick read them all, and said, “Well then! That ‘notification’ on the Rule is kinda weird.”

“We can turn the roof of this mage tower into a… funnel, or something?” Solomon said, “Instead of letting it flow around all willy-nilly.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll probably raise a stone platform high above the first floor and put the no-Script area up there, and carve some stone channels so the extra mana flows down here to the core. The idea might need some adjustment if my severance from the Script is anything like it was beyond the Edge, but we can deal with that when the time comes.”

“All that is easily solvable without making another Rule change,” Solomon said.

“Looks like each Rule change costs maybe 1 million of the day’s excess mana production, too?”

“Looks like,” Solomon said. “Quilatalap always said it was different for every dungeon based on the solidity of the Rules being made.” Solomon looked to the air, focusing on something beyond Erick’s sight. “Feels like this dungeon is tuned toward very high parameters.”

Erick asked, “You think something is going on in the back-end? Some unseen Rules?”

“Well yes.” Solomon said, “I feel I could… lessen the exactitude of the Rules—”

“Nope,” Poi said, “I would prefer that each Rule does exactly what it says it does, with very little open to interpretation. That’s how you get rogue dungeons. If it takes a million mana to make a rule, and we can only have a max of 22 new rules per day, that is fine.”

Solomon looked to Poi, saying, “Are you sure that’s you saying that? And not the dungeon? Because I’m getting messages from the dungeon telling me to tell Erick not to lower that safety parameter at all.”

Poi frowned. “I know my mind, Solomon. In this case I agree with the core’s determination. I would prefer safety over Wizardry, even if Wizardry is the way this is all going to go. We leave the million-mana-new-Rule-cost alone.”

That was the first time Erick had seen either of them not act like normal people; that he had seen them speak as though they were extensions of the dungeon. They were not ‘normal’ people, though...

Erick brushed past all of that. They were Solomon and Poi, and it was what it was.

But Solomon had noticed Erick having those sorts of thoughts, since he did have all of Erick’s capabilities, while Poi ‘heard’ Erick have those thoughts more directly. Almost as fast as they had noticed Erick having a weird moment, they both had their own weird moments, due to Erick’s reflection upon them.

No one had any desire to tackle that topic now, or ever.

Poi said, “We leave the safety measures alone, even if they cost a lot.”

“I agree,” Solomon said.

“Let’s go make a testing area,” Erick said.









- - - -









A bit of [Stoneshape] and [Duplicate] soon had a large four-column spire of a platform raised into the air above the dungeon floor. Made of white stone, just like the dungeon, the new platform was located to the left of the hole that led to the house. It was about 50 meters wide, and circular-ish, and it was probably wholly inadequate for what was to come, but it would serve for now.

The slimes loved the new space.

Or rather, they were kinda angry at it. They swarmed the new pillars like rowdy kids, bunching up atop each other, trying to climb up the slick white stone. They soon gave up their ‘attack’, but they did prowl around the base of the building rather a lot.

Erick stood upon the edge, looking down at the dungeon floor. “I didn’t realize it at first, but they’re kinda violent for slimes.”

“They’re not that bad.” Solomon looked down at the slimes with him. “Normal slimes don’t attack others, but you normally never see slimes on their own in any sort of environment. They’re always a prey species. When it’s nothing but slimes, then slimes get aggressive.”

“I suppose this sort of aggression does happen in element-harvesting dungeons. Eh.” Erick turned away from the edge, to face the flat white platform ahead. It was mostly flat except for a ridge in the stone that drew a circle in the center of the platform, marking off a 30-meter diameter area. “I’m ready.”

Solomon nodded, then said to the air, “Emplace the void.”

A bubble that was not a bubble appeared in front of Erick, filling the platform up to the ridge in the white stone. The bubble was not solid, but it appeared that way due to the lensing of mana at the edges, looking like a layer of thick air.

The interior of that bubble was a complete, absolute void to Erick’s mana sense. Air and light still existed in that space, but the 0% manasphere density completely stopped Erick’s primary sense of the world. Erick stared at the space for a moment, expecting some sort of horror to climb out of it. But nothing happened. And yet...

“Gods above that’s freaky,” Solomon said, putting Erick’s own thoughts into words.

“It’s just like the 0% manasphere tests we did in the Glittering Depths,” Erick said, trying to get over his own trepidation.

“Bah! Those were done in a space we controlled, and which wasn’t an absolute void of Script and mana. This is different.”

“… Aye. This is different.” Erick squared his shoulders, and began walking forward, saying, “This is just like with the Anarchy Wizard! I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Solomon rapidly muttered, “Jesus fucking christ,” as he stepped far away, to hang in the air and surround himself with his sunform. He gripped the gold staff tight, as he watched. “Ah, fuck, here it comes—”

Erick had wasted no time in getting on with it, even though he had really wanted to. Erick’s foot went into the empty space, then his hand, and then the rest of him. It was like stepping into a cold shower, his entire body shivering at the point of contact, until that shower touched his core—

Knives. Hammers to the chest. Scalpels under the fingernails, tracing lines of fire from his extremities to his heart.

And then the floodgates opened.

With what he thought had been firm control over his body, Erick watched as his chest exploded outward, as white light splashed in every direction, his own Benevolence crystallizing upon his fingertips and ossified bones and flayed muscle in a riotous splash of carving color. Power shattered the platform underfoot and crashed against the world overhead—

Erick was larger than himself. He felt the world in that splash of mana all around him, even in the parts of him that expanded past the void-edge, into the other-mana, but those other-mana-parts were like being numbed by a dentist. His teeth extended everywhere, but his feeling was only there, in the center.

It was a little bit of euphoria, but only in the way that one gets when they fly high in the sky, unaided by others.

It lasted forever and a day, and also no time at all.

Erick came back to himself in small ways.

First, in the feeling of pressure around his head, and then more, as he pulled his head back together. His hands appeared next, and then came his left foot, then right foot. Stomach, legs, shoulders. Erick saw himself in multiple ways. The first was in the sea of Benevolence surrounding himself. The second, was through the lens of his own eyes, looking down.

The world was malleable, and so was he. Erick only needed to flick a thought and cause armageddon to appear here or there, but he would not do that, for he knew where he was. He was in a dungeon, in the Dark, near Ascendant Mountain. And there was nothing to fight here. 

He was not in the sky above Quintlan. He was not fighting Anarchy. There was no need for an apocalypse.

He was safe as could be.

Erick pulled his chest back together, controlling himself into a person once again.

Amid a crystalline splash of pure Benevolence, Erick stood, grabbing onto a crash of white crystal to lift himself up onto his feet—

The crystal broke and Erick fell to the floor, smashing a bunch of smaller crystals in his fall. He lay there for a moment, simply breathing, simply bleeding. He was human again. Mostly. His black horns were out and his skin was crusted over here and there in white flakes and larger growths, but he was human again. Soon, the bleeding stopped. Soon, he was whole again.

His mana senses were back, too. Solomon had to have taken down the v—

Solomon stood atop the crystal near Erick, saying, “I took down the void. Obviously. So how was it this time? Bad as it looked?”

Erick cracked open an eye and white rock fell away from his sight. He looked up at Solomon. His voice cracked, “Not great.”

Solomon nodded.

“When did you take down the void?”

“About 3 seconds after the explosion. Took a moment for you to reconnect to the Script, but when you did, that’s when you started coming back together.” Solomon said, “Wizards are meant to learn this slower, for sure. Perhaps you can try it without the mana vacuum?”

Erick chuckled, and it hurt to chuckle.

Solomon nodded. “Yeah. Probably wouldn’t matter, vacuum or no. Not like you can tone down your mana generation, anyway.”

A moment passed in silence, and just laying there.

Solomon added, “You were probably numb inside the other mana, anyway, right?”

Erick nodded, there on the ground. The pain was mostly gone, but as he moved the pain came back. Still, he moved, stretching out his legs and breaking a few crystals in the process. And then he sat up. He was feeling a lot better as he looked up at Solomon, and said, “You wanna try?”

“Yes,” Solomon said, as he handed some clothes to Erick.

Erick got up, put on his clothes, and got a good look around as he did so.

He stood in a land of broken crystal, all of it pointed in his direction, as though he had been the center of an explosion, which is exactly what had happened. Some secondary crashes of power, or maybe some turbulence, had caused some white crystals to spike up and out on the edges of the platform, and even further, down on the ground of the dungeon floor, like Erick had cast a shadow of Benevolence upon the land. Which is exactly what he had done.

All of those mana crystals were already all evaporating and turning into thick air, which swirled and drained down the hole in the dungeon floor, near the house. Unaltered mana crystals couldn’t survive under the Script for very long.

Erick stepped into the air, to cast his gaze wider, as Ophiel landed on his shoulder and tweeted in concerned guitar noises. Erick patted him, saying, “I’m okay, Ophiel. Are you okay?”

“Don’t explode, dad.”

Erick smiled softly. “I’ll try not to, but no promises.”

Ophiel twittered in more concerned and slightly angry sounds; this time it was flutes, so he was definitely angry.

Erick cast his gaze outward.

Some slimes were playing on a particularly large Benevolence crystal… Or. No. They were trying to eat the crystal. The slimes of this dungeon came in every color of the rainbow, but the ones near the crystal growths here and there were definitely paler than the ones further away.

“… I’m sure it’s fine,” Erick said to himself.

The slimes of Benevolence Tower were all Benevolence slimes, and they were more docile than normal slimes in almost every case. It was fine if some of the slimes here became Benevolence slimes. Erick turned back toward the platform, where Solomon was using his sunform like a snow shovel, scraping away at the encrusting Benevolence, sweeping the larger hunks off of the platform. The small stuff had almost all evaporated already, but the larger stuff seemed to have some shelf life, with slimes swarming around the larger hunks and getting showered by the snow-like fragmented crystal. Cleaning up the platform took a matter of moments, and then Solomon looked up toward Erick in the distance.

Erick gave a thumbs up.

Solomon spoke something small to the staff in his hands—

The staff appeared next to Erick, to float there gently. To watch.

Solomon stood in the center of the platform, and then he activated the void.

… And nothing really happened.

Erick rushed closer, to stand on the edge, to look.

Solomon gazed at himself and smiled as he said to Erick, “Now this is doable!”

Erick couldn’t mana sense what was happening, but he could still use his eyes, and his All-Seeing Eye. That afforded him all the Sight he needed.

Solomon’s core was located next to his heart, connected to his entire body through an organized mess of shadowy mana arteries and veins that mirrored his natural circulatory system. Inside a normal person, on Veird, this shadowy vein system was functionally useless because the Script allowed aura control without the need for veins and arteries. But within the mana void of this dungeon…

Light trickled out of Solomon’s core, Benevolence and possibility flowing out through the arteries of his body, to reach his flesh, to soak outward, and then flow back to the core, through his veins. Amongst those systems of circulation lay every part of Solomon, from his bones to his brain to his stomach, guts, and all the rest, each with their own sponge-like quality to them, each taking in mana and making themselves slightly more Real among the reality of this shared space.

“That’s what you can do with 2,300 natural mana production?” 

“Close to that,” Solomon said, “The measuring device Jane has is only an estimate.”

“Are you meditating right now?”

“Yes. Also aura controlling. I don’t feel like there’s any more body or soul for me to strengthen since we did that to the max a long time ago, but maybe there is? Let’s try dropping control for a moment.”

Solomon dropped control even as he said that’s what he was doing… And his internals continued circling as they usually did. But the circling slowed here and there. Imperfections in the flow multiplied. Benevolence slipped—

Solomon’s aura suddenly shifted, like a heart that stopped beating. Power still wafted out of his core, but it wasn’t controlled. Moving like a disturbing echo, that power broke blood vessels and—

Power cracked through shadowy veins and flexed back into order as Solomon grunted and frowned and took control. In the same moment the mana-void vanished, Solomon likely canceling that effect, and Solomon’s body began to heal from his internal injuries.

With a grunt, and bleeding lungs, he said, “Active control seems necessary to maintain working physicality.”

“Proper accretion is tying off mana flows so that active control is not necessary, and you did that. Except...” Erick frowned at himself. “But even inside Ar’Cosmos they don’t have mana actively pumping out of their cores all the time; the Script is still there, still throttling mana production.”

Solomon smiled. “Yup.” He fixed himself up all the way, as he said, “In the Old Cosmology, people were mana, and now they are more than mana. Having a body made of physical matter and a body made of soul and mana might be inherently incompatible. Maybe that’s why the people of Ar’Cosmos completely forgot about True Wizards, aside from the fact that they couldn’t make any True Wizards in the first place. Also, I imagine it’s hard for a dragon with only 5,000 mana production to fully crystallize when their bodies are that big. I know I couldn’t do it at 2300.” He looked down at himself. “… Probably not at anything less than… I don’t know. 100,000? Just to be safe?”

“Do you actually want to try for that? 100,000 mana production is very reachable.”

Solomon thought. “Yes. I do.” He asked, “Do you want to try again at 100% mana density?”

“I do.”

Solomon set the space up.

Erick exploded again.

Solomon hauled Erick back to his feet and then handed him another set of clothes, but Erick just shook his head at the clothes. They’d get ruined soon enough, anyway.

Solomon said, “Maybe try opening up a direction for the mana to escape, instead of letting it find its own way out.”

“I tried that with aura control. My vent wasn’t large enough... Or physical enough. Probably not physical enough, actually. Mana at this quantity is rather physical.”

“Maybe purposefully open a real hole in your chest?”

“Yeah, that’s the next step.” Erick frowned as he looked down at himself. “I might have to Wizard up a solution to the incompatibility between the physical and mana.”

Solomon said, “A better option might be starting in Benevolence form. Or at least do that for the area around your chest. No need to go changing how you work at a base level just yet.”

Erick smiled. “That’s a better option.”

Solomon added, “And besides that; you can let me go changing myself, first. Once you see the process at 100,000 mana production, adapting that process to 12 million might look more feasible.”

Erick raised an eyebrow at him. “Are you self-sacrificing now, too?”

“Ha! No.” Solomon said, “You can undo whatever Wizardry I might be able to do to myself, but the reverse is not true.”

“Don’t you get sacrificing on me, too. I’m barely able to keep up with Jane’s everything.”

Solomon nodded knowingly. And then he gestured to the space around them. “Try again?”

“Try again.”

- - - -

Rozeta glared at the ‘Erick Might Be Dead’ alarm as it went off for the third time today.

Melemizargo said, “You want some help tuning that alarm to be less intrusive?”

Rozeta glared at her father. “No. Now back to the problem of you having some sort of unknown connection to the Core, as made evident by Erick’s use of the Well to infiltrate this land, and how all of that is against current agreements.”

Melemizargo endured Rozeta’s tirade, only letting out a little sigh at the end. “I still don’t understand why you are blaming me for that. Erick did that.”

Koyabez and Phagar both frowned. Rozeta glared.

Melemizargo exclaimed, “What! It’s the truth!”

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Not everything is Melemizargo's fault. In fact, a great deal of problems have nothing to do with him at all~

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of chapters! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -
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Erick sat crossed-legged upon white stone. Before him lay a domed space of absolute nothing; half of it created through Solomon’s instantiation of dungeon Rules, while the other half was Erick’s own [Particle Vacuum]. The only visible indication of that space was a bubble-layer of thick air, all tumbled with mana and unable to enter into the protected space.

Beside Erick sat a few piles of various base metals; nothing magical at all. Platinum, gold, iron, electrum, copper, tin. All of it was melted and slagged ten times over and remade as necessary for more resources when an experiment blew up in Erick’s face, or whatnot. And of course, there was Erick’s adamantium rune carving knife. That thing had survived all of Erick’s accidents, and there had been a lot of those.

The remnants of the previous explosion lay scattered across the area; remnant mana crystals of various color flaking away from the ground near Erick, once again turning back into mana—

Erick mentally set aside his distractions. From the slimes bounding around downstairs, to the thoughts of Solomon and the Janes dungeon delving right now, to Ophiel making musical sounds as he played with the slimes down below, Erick ignored all of that.

Aura escaped from Erick’s core and body, and Erick controlled that mist to flow into the air in front of him. He wielded his auric self like a dense mist, pushing through the membrane of the void and the [Particle Vacuum]. It was not a wholly comfortable experience. It was like sticking his hand into cold water, or stepping out into the sun. Kinda refreshing, while also revealing just how much stress his natural body was already subjected to, just by existing in this Script-controlled, air-filled place. All around were distractions. But in the void, there was nothing but oneself.

Erick’s white aura hung out in that space for a moment. And then he twisted himself, and his aura turned perfectly clear and Forceful. He was attempting to make a plain [Force Bolt] spell, like he had made in the Glittering Depths, and which he had only succeeded at 3 times out of every 10, here in this slime dungeon. The Glittering Depths had done a lot of back-end support to make that mana gemwork function well. A lot more than Erick had realized until he had started these experiments. 

He flowed mana into that space beyond his physical body, manifesting a seed-crystal that was only visible in the edges, and mostly in how light glinted off of the facets. It looked like a bit of quartz; six-sided, about 5 centimeters long, and double-terminated. Force, on its own, usually had a quartz-like manifestation. But only usually. Force could also appear fibrous, when Erick was casting any sort of string-shaped spellwork like with [Hermetic Shredder], which was not really Force-based, but it was close. The Force-equivalent spell, [Force Wires], was very much a bunch of semi-invisible crystal strands, though.

Force could also be rhombohedral, like with any Wall-type spell.

[Force Bolt] most often tried to take a double-terminated six-sided quartz shape, and this one was no exception. Most of the [Force Bolt]s that turned out like this managed to maintain integrity all the way through the process.

All in all, the crystal had turned out well. It would probably work.

Erick set the crystal down on the ground inside the experimental space, and then he picked up some… Platinum, this time, Erick decided. That metal always worked the best, though none of it worked as well as Erick would have liked. Outside of the experimental space, and with a bit of aura control and some [Duplicate] inside of a [Prismatic Ward], Erick rapidly finished the base wand that would hold the crystal.

Theoretically.

Erick was rapidly discovering, in wholly novel ways, that magic did not often behave itself outside of the Script, or outside of controlled spaces.

This wand would probably do what he wanted it to do. He had runed it with a bunch of stuff specific to [Force Bolt] and aiming, and with some intentional crafts about ‘mana given, spells gained’ around the base of the wand, which was a spiral-cage of platinum that would hold the gem, and which would be held in turn.

None of this was made according to real, known enchanting ways. All of this was attempted Wizardry, going from intention and piece-meal parts, and hoping for an outcome that was better than the sum of those parts.

A ‘real’ wand of [Force Bolt]s, made under the Script, wouldn’t use a mana crystal at all, for a mana crystal would break apart and thus the whole wand would fall apart in turn. But Erick needed to know how to work with mana crystals, so he was here, working with real mana crystals.

Erick slipped the base wand into the space ahead, picked up the crystal, and then shoved the crystal into the twisted-wire handle. A bit of simple pressure sealed the wand together.

And then Erick made to speak, but not through his voice which would not reach the wand, because there was no air to transmit his voice to the wand, but through his aura, which was already wrapped around it,

“A wand of Force, of bolts galore,

“Spills holder’s mana evermore.”

The wand glinted as its metaphysically-separate parts came together into a cohesive whole.

It had worked, because of course it had worked. If it hadn’t then it would have had some sort of catastrophic failure. As it was… It would probably fail in the other usual way.

Erick reached forward and stuck his hand into the Script-less particle-void, to wrap his fingers around the wand. The no-atmosphere hurt a little, but Erick’s constitution and Constitution were strong, even in the Script-less space, so he easily gripped the wand.

Bolts of sizzling white Force began pouring out of the tip of the wand, sucking mana out of Erick to do so like he had poked a [Force Bolt]-shaped hole in his mana pool, and that’s the only way that mana could leave him now. Which is exactly what he had done. Sort of.

That was his best guess right now, anyway.

Those Bolts flew away from the tip of the wand like slow lasers, moving perfectly straight until they touched the edge of the void space, whereupon contact with air and a manasphere subtly altered their courses, sending them a few random degrees off of perfectly-straight.

Erick released the wand, and the Bolts stopped.

“Moment of truth,” Erick mumbled to himself.

Using his solid aura, Erick pulled the wand out of the empty air, into the Script—

The wand broke in the usual, non-catastrophic ways. The crystal was, of course, breaking. But that’s not all that was happening.

Erick wrapped his hand around the hilt to experience exactly when it would stop working. As Bolts poured out of the end of the wand, Erick watched as the mana crystal in the base of the wand began to crack and unravel, and as the platinum in the wand itself began to shift and falter, platinum melting a little here and reforming into crystallized growths there, like a body reforming into tumors. It was only when the first major crack split the crystal lengthwise, though, that Bolts stopped pouring. The platinum-crystal ‘tumors’ didn’t seem to affect the outpouring of the artifact at all.

Or maybe the item just failed due to the crystal breaking first, and it would have failed due to platinum tumors if the crystal could have remained existent for any real length of time.

He waited till the Force crystal was gone, completely, before he took the platinum and crushed it, tumors and all, twisting and mangling it beyond all recognition, finally stopping when he had turned it into a plop of rather hot, not-molten metal. That lump rejoined the rest of the platinum, to be reused as needed.

Erick had not managed to create a single magical item based around a crystal that could survive under the Script. Granted, he wasn’t trying his absolute hardest. Just some small Wizardry here and there to bring a crystal into line with other magics. Mostly, he was trying to achieve magic-working mana crystals through normal measures; not simply changing the rules of reality to suit his needs.

And he had succeeded in a lot of ways.

Making mana crystals that resonated in specific ways, causing mana to become magic in specific ways, had taken him a day to get right; around 20 hours. Just basic spellwork, though. Bolts and Mana Alterings and Shapings and basic tier spellwork of all kinds had been rather easy to do.

On Veird, under the Script, you couldn’t manually cast high-tier spellwork. Erick was able to ‘get around’ that restriction by manually forcing the magic implanted inside of him by the Script to cast itself, as he desired. Or through simple aura control. But aura control could only do up to tier ‘1.5’, which was basically just normal magic Altered to specific Elements.

But here, in the slime dungeon, Erick had a no-Script space that existed outside of the Script. That meant that he could manually make mana crystals that would be able to ‘manually’ cast higher tier magic, as desired. Erick had spent 2 days figuring out high-tier manual magic in order to figure out how to cast certain high-tier spells, like [Undertow Star], or [Prismatic Ward].

Happily enough, Erick had figured out how to make Solid Wards of all types, bypassing the Script’s restriction on only being allowed to have one Solid Ward in his Status.

That old quest of Sininindi’s, the one where she asked for an artifact of [Control Weather], and instead Erick had made Yggdrasil… Erick could simply make that artifact these days. And he had. He had also made an artifact of [Luminous Beam], which had caused a lightshow to vanish into the depths of the Darkness all around the dungeon, along with artifacts of a bunch of his high-tier spellwork, made into mana crystals first, and then stuck into metallic holders and directors of that crystallized power.

None of those artifacts worked for very long when they were brought back into the Script.

The high-tier ones and all the Solid Ward ones instantly broke. Sometimes explosively.

And then there was the other problem. The tumor problem. All of those ones that actually managed to stick around had a lot of trouble working inside mundane atmosphere, with ‘tumors’ of metal forming on every edge of the artifacts, while flat spaces sunk inward, the metal there being cannibalized by the rest of the artifact to create crystalline growths.

Erick sat back and had a think.

He looked down at the recycled metals, and at the space in front of him, and then he looked down at his own body.

Ophiel sat on a small bird perch to the side, also looking at his father.

Erick explained to Ophiel, “When I first crystallized my body, I did it inside a lot of specialized Domain-work, becoming Benevolence and then rapidly turning myself into a giant crystal. When that was done, I switched over to my Other Status, becoming both a person and a crystal, in what I had thought was a normal way for Wizards to be.

“But then when I switched back to my Other Status —the one I crystallized— I was a person in that form, too. My crystal transformation had not stuck. Looking back on it… I was still connected to the Script back then, and…”

Erick listed off some suspected problems,

“I had 2 Statuses/Forms already, but as a True Wizard, I should only have one that is Paradoxically two.

“I have Script-installed magic inside of me right now.

“I am still connected to the Script.

“The Script doesn’t like mana crystals, or True Wizards, and I’m not sure which it dislikes more; hard to say.

“I have you and Yggdrasil both inside of me, too, and I’m not going to make either of you become permanent parts of myself, nor am I going to destroy you or allow you to be destroyed.

“I’m not sure if a True Wizard is just a crystal, or a crystallized person. When I asked the Well that question about Wizards I saw that floating crystal with the brain and blood vessels walking with that one god in the Old Cosmology’s Grand Wizard’s Tower, so maybe ‘a crystallized person’ is a better description of a ‘True Wizard’. But, no. A True Wizard is supposed to be able to be themselves and an immutable force, just like a Shade. Or at least that’s what everyone says. So who the fuck was the brain-in-a-crystal? I don’t know. An anomaly? Possible.

“And then there’s the particle/mana problem, with all these particles interfering with mana, and all that.

“Those are just the physical problems.

“Mentally, I don’t think I want to be able to change the world at a concentrated whim.” Erick said, “But that’s what a Wizard is…”

Rozeta believed that Erick could end the Forever War with enough of a windup and a good enough swing at it. Like holy shit. Just… Change how the world worked!

Erick frowned at that ‘mental hangup’; what an inadequate way to classify the desire to not be able to fuck up everything on a whim—

Erick looked at himself, at the piles of metal, and at the no-Script, no-particle space in front of him again. He felt an inkling of a truth settle down.

“Ahh… Hmm.” Erick said, “Other Wizards just became Wizards when they wanted to, or needed to. I might be self-limiting through the use of Particles and normal magics, self-imposing limits, so that I cannot fuck up anything too badly with an accidental Grand Wizardry… Or maybe that’s wrong, and Wizardry is actually difficult, and I still have lots of road to go to understanding all of this. Perhaps I should be less full of myself.”

Ophiel twittered on his perch, “Dad have trouble?”

“Just the usual trouble, Ophiel,” Erick said, “Trying to know and categorize the unknowable and infinite.”

Ophiel chimed in violins. “Infinity big.”

Erick smiled. “Yes, infinity big.”

… But infinity could also be small. Erick thought about the Glittering Depths, and how they had made internally infinite mana crystals that transformed into ironcrystal when exposed to the normal Script. But with some Wizardry, those ironcrystals could be transformed into real artifacts that could exist and work anywhere.

He hadn’t really tried to make internal mana crystals yet, had he?

Erick grabbed some more platinum and remade the entire [Force Bolt] experiment.

But this time when he made the crystal, he tried to… He wasn’t sure. Push in the crystal? Invert it, somehow? The spell creation chambers back in the Glittering Depths did most of the work of ‘opening up’ an infinite space inside the crystal, as it was still liquid, but there were no spell creation chambers and internal infinities to work with in this dungeon.

After two minutes of attempts, Erick achieved success.

The mana inside his aura, inside the empty space, gave way into itself.

There, hovering in his aura in the void, was a dollop of Force, looking like a perfect glass sphere.

He was pretty sure he hadn’t put any sort of actual [Force Bolt] working into it, but that was fine. Erick joined the gem to the wand, twisting platinum around the sphere, forming a handle. And then Erick spoke words similar to the words from before, asking for ‘Bolts galore’.

The wand flexed a little, and then settled down.

Erick did not wrap his own hand around the wand this time. He empowered his aura, gripping the wand, opening a sluice for his mana to flow through into the maybe-artifact—

The wand drank deep. Force Bolts flooded out of the tip, into the air, and kept right on flying until they lost coherence in the black sky above. Erick closed off his aura, and the Bolts stopped.

He pulled the wand out of the void—

Instantly, the wand began crusting over again, the platinum pitting and growths growing on the edges. It took ten whole seconds of exposure to the Script for the clear sphere in the hilt to begin breaking. By the time the wand stopped working it was little more than a spike of crusted platinum, almost broken in half. And then it did break in half. Hard to say if the gem failed first, or if the wand did.

Erick ignored the wand in the next attempt. He simply made the sphere.

Exposing the sphere to the Script was like exposing a worked mana crystal to the Script; it survived.

There, in his hand, sat a nearly-clear sphere of Force crystal, with the insides barely cracked in a fractal pattern. Ten seconds passed, and then twenty. A full minute passed, and the cracks inside the gem didn’t move at all.

It had worked…

For a definition of ‘worked’.

Erick smiled at what he had done, though it wasn’t much of a breakthrough.

Worked mana crystals could survive the Script, as long as they were very minimally made things. Erick’s accretion-counter mana crystal he had gotten from Fairy Moon still worked. So did his alarm clock. Those were less ‘solidified magic’, though, and more physical mana turned into a working object.

The difference between a worked mana crystal and a magic mana crystal was the difference between a calculator and a person, and only one of those things seemed like it would be of any use in becoming a True Wizard.

And yet…

And yet, they were trying to make artificial intelligence back on Earth, weren’t they? Those were just solid-state ‘people’… who were not really people?

There was something there...

“Maybe True Wizards are immutable because they create themselves in a solid, immutable way, as one would make a calculator out of rocks, or whatnot.” Erick rolled the ball of Force in a hand, musing, “Maybe it’s like why oozes aren’t affected by Mind Magic; they’re simply incompatible. Soul and Mind Magic wouldn’t work on a Wizard, or a Shade, because they are soulless, mindless things, that only appear to have souls and minds? Artificial people? Are Wizards simply dead, and self-animate? Like a lich? Like Quilatalap? Quilatalap is immune to Mind Magic, but not Soul Magic.”

Erick had a think.

It lasted a while.

And then he snapped the Force sphere between his thumb and forefinger, saying, “I’ll have to be a different sort of Wizard, then. One not made out of rocks… Or maybe I’m wrong about how all of this works. And yet...” Erick watched as fragments of the crystallized sphere of Force began to fragment further, like a pile of diamonds growing larger all on its own. That growth lasted until those fragments reached a tipping point, and began to evaporate like normal mana crystals. Erick thought toward his own mana; his ‘Benevolence’. “Before I made Benevolence, I theoretically could have made any sort of Element. I could have made Benevolence differently. In that action, I took unknowable and unworkable infinity and wrangled it down into my Truth, and thus made it workable, and stable.

“Maybe becoming a True Wizard requires going further; giving up the infinities of the unrealized options of mortal life, of growth and change into anything at all, in order to gain a plurality of actual options… Like giving up [Telepathy] capabilities and other such powers in order to gain immutability from outside sources...”

Erick’s voice trailed away.

“But every Wizard is different, right?

“And Wizards can still cast magic… Which means that they maintain their Wizardly mana production, which means they’re not dead. So they can still grow and change however… they want… Hmm.

“… Quilatalap is technically both dead and alive.

“Maybe all Wizards are actually liches; entirely self-created people, with biology just because they feel like they need that biology?”

Erick’s thoughts turned in other directions soon enough, as he went back to messing around with inwardly-created mana crystals. His thoughts had been turning around this way and that way for the last few days, as he played around with reality in order to understand it better.
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Poi pulled the brisket from the oven then set the foil and wax paper covered meat onto the kitchen counter. He let it stay there, as he looked over to Erick, sitting at the kitchen table. “Giving up ephemeral options to gain real options is what everyone does all the time. From kings to street cleaners.”

“But that’s different from becoming a lich-like entity,” Solomon said, sitting across from Erick. “… And yet not really different at all. Like… What is consciousness? Back on Earth, but with the Intelligence I have now, I would have said that consciousness is an emergent system, only present because of the number of neurons and connections in the brain make it so that we think we’re alive, but really we’re all just a bunch of instincts and genetic code making us think we’re sapient.”

“Yes, but now we know we have souls,” Erick said.

And Solomon nodded, saying, “Yes. Now we know souls are a real thing… But are they? Really? You and I both know that there were a lot of ‘soulless’ people on Earth.”

Erick laughed.

“I mean it, though. Like, for real.”

Erick stopped laughing.

Solomon said, “Not to get too depressing about it, but did we have a soul before we were sitting there in that dark room, looking at that gun, trying to figure out how far we’d go to make a life for Jane? When we were trying to figure out what our solutions meant for those around us? I can tell you right now that I certainly don’t remember any sort of introspection on our lives before that point. We were just going through the motions; whatever life threw at us, we tried to figure out how to ride the waves. That’s what I mean when I say ‘soulless’; just a stimulus-response sort of person. The kind that doesn’t even see the harm they’re doing until they’re made to see that harm, and empathize.”

Erick recoiled a fraction at Solomon putting it like that. “It’s really fucking embarrassing to think that we didn’t have a ‘soul’ until life made us ‘grow’ one.” Erick frowned a little. “That’s not something that we actually believe, either.”

“Maybe not an outright belief,” Solomon said. “But certainly a possible-belief. Because, like I said, we knew a lot of people who certainly acted soulless back on Earth, without any regard for anyone else. Sure, some of them, like us, were trapped by circumstance and trying to find any way out of those circumstances that might actually work. But a lot of people just never considered that other people were still people. We met a lot of them as a social worker.”

Erick wanted to disagree, but he could not.

Solomon continued, “And then we came here to Veird, and we met Shades. And then there was Bulgan, even before he was a Shade. Complete psychopaths.”

“Not all psychopaths are evil; they just don’t see other people as people. It doesn’t mean they’re soulless.” Erick said, “That’s a stereotype that we don’t need to perpetuate.”

“And we don’t perpetuate it, in public.” Solomon said, “But in private, we know those problems can be fixed with magic, and that the soulless can gain a soul. Heck! A lot of psychopaths lead perfectly normal lives, probably as a result of complicated stimulus-responses that engender within them a soul.” Solomon said, “In the Earth-sense, maybe Fallopolis gained something like a soul when she realized how badly she had fucked up calling the Great Purge onto Spur, thus ruining all of her tormenting fun forever more, and thus she had to preserve Spur and even Silverite because to do otherwise was to invite the Quiet War into her life, and she hated that even more than she liked tormenting people. But she still tormented others when she felt like it, when she could. All the rest of the Shades didn’t gain shit until we forcefully Empathy’d them.”

Erick frowned at Solomon. “Are you taking this hardline stance to be helpful, or to simply say all the hateful things that we’ve been bottling up all this time, because now you can?”

“Both.” Solomon said, “Also, if I could go back to Earth and Empathy every single CEO and high-ranking government official and anyone of any physical authority at all, I would. Now that would be a great use of that [Cascade Imaging] Super Magic that people always think we’re going to break out if their leaders speak out against us too much.”

Erick leveled a ‘Really?’ glare at Solomon. “We don’t need more reasons for people to hate us. We already get hate mail every other day.”

Poi spoke up, “From what you’ve told me of Earth, maybe a [Cascade Empathy] would be a good idea.”

Solomon laughed—

“Holy shit, Poi,” Erick said.

“Power is how every single world works. And you have power.” Poi said, “And you’re a great king. Good kings are one-in-a-billion, and they almost never gain power; it’s always the cruel ones who gain the most power.” As Poi moved to make the potatoes, he said, “Historically, Wizards are always good people, until circumstances turn them into terrors, of course.

“Personally, that’s a much more interesting topic than ‘when does a person gain a soul’. The answer to that varies by culture, with some tribes in Nergal believing that souls don’t exist until you get Matriculated into the Script. Even a sapient’s baby’s soul is little more than that of a particularly smart slime.

“Every living thing has a soul, but so what? Some people use their souls to break and kill. And that’s a more important philosophy to think about.”

Erick sat back in his chair. Solomon hummed.

Poi said, “To get back on the topic of Wizardry, from True Wizards to just the fact that a person is a Wizard at all, which is perhaps the most interesting idea to consider.

“Time and again, in all the history known to the Mind Mages, the people who are Wizards are always good-ish people. They always try to help others, to make the world better in their own ways. Some succeed. Others fail, and they fail hard, like The Anarchy Wizard almost did. On the surface Holo wanted to escape Veird and the problems of this world, but he was prepared to kill everyone to do it. And then, later, the Blue Wizard tried to avenge him. So those people went bad, but before that happened, they were just normal people trying to figure out how to live under the power of the liches of Quintlan.

“As a base fact, Wizards are always good people.

“And yet, Wizards are Wizards due to an overabundance of the Dark inside of them.

“If it’s the Dark putting power into people to make them Wizards, then what does that say about the nature of the Dark and how it tries to influence the universe through Wizards? What does it say about the Dark that the Dark makes only ‘good’ Wizards?”

Erick had literally never considered that angle at all. He was left completely speechless.

Solomon blinked a few times, and then he smirked and said, “That almost sounds like something a Xoatist or Cultist would say, but I’ve never heard anyone make that sort of connection before.”

Poi chuckled, then said, “Let’s take it a step further, too. Because the Dark doesn’t empower just Wizards. The Dark also empowers dragons. Melemizargo is a dragon. Every avatar of the Dark has been a dragon. But base-dragons are practically the antithesis of what it means to be a good person. Greed, tyranny, hoarding, etcetera.

“So why is the God of Magic and the Avatar of the Dark a dragon? Why has it always been a dragon?” Poi asked, “Is this another case of evil people rising to power over good people? Or is there something else at play going on there? Is the Dark truly just about might makes right? Most dragons are not Wizards, after all. The number of natural dragons who are also Wizards is a very, very small number, restricted to just 3 known examples in all of Veird’s history. There’s Melemizargo, of course, then there’s Idyrvamikor, who was Melemizargo’s grandson, and now there’s you, Erick. And you didn’t start off as a dragon, so you don’t even really count.”

Erick thought.

Poi chopped up potatoes and threw them into the pot.

Solomon sipped his soda, as he stared off into nothing.

Erick said, “Most ‘Wizard Kings’ of the Old Cosmology were just dragons, too. They weren’t actually Wizards.”

Solomon said, “But anyone can become a Wizard, just like anyone can become a dragon. Theoretically, anyway. You just have to gain enough personal mana generation and then have an ignition event. Dungeons didn’t exist in the Old Cosmology, so it would be harder, of course—”

Erick finished the thought, “But even in the Old Cosmology and here in the New Cosmology people could always ‘Wizard themselves’ to have more mana generation by stealing that generation from others. And from there it is a cascading event.”

“Exactly,” Solomon said.

Erick said, “So were the Old Wizards actually good people? Or… Not?”

Poi said, “Historically, on Veird, people who could become Wizards were usually ‘good’ people. Largely. According to your talk with Rozeta, the same was true for the Old Cosmology, and stealing mana generation from others was considered highly taboo and worthy of being murdered for if it was discovered that a Wizard participated in that practice. From what we know of the Old Cosmology, I suspect that the murdering of Dark-thieving Wizards was a rather routine sort of thing, like Rozeta’s Paladins going after rogue Wizards here.”

Erick nodded a little.

Solomon said, “I think it’s safe to assume that Old and New Wizards are all basically good people, until circumstances turn them otherwise.”

“Most people are basically good,” Erick said.

Solomon added, “Until circumstances turn them otherwise.” He looked at Erick, “And some people are evil until turned otherwise. Like Fyuri, or—”

Erick sighed, waving a hand. “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

“I don’t like thinking about it either, but if this inability to become a True Wizard is truly a mental block, then you gotta think about your relationship to power, Erick.”

“… That is true.” Erick looked at the resting roast that Poi had made. “Is that for just us? Or should I [Duplicate] it for the Janes, too?”

Solomon rolled his eyes as Erick dodged the question.

Poi said, “[Duplicate] if you want more, but the Janes aren’t joining us tonight.”

As Erick reached over with his aura to make a whole lot more roasts—

Solomon said, “I’ll be so happy when they actually pick individual names. I heard them talking about it a bit today but they just couldn’t decide.”

“They still haven’t picked names?” Erick copied the roasts four times while Poi narrowed his eyes at the copying, visibly wondering why he was copying that much. Erick said to him, “Leftovers were important and I like your roasts.” He said to Solomon, “I really expected the name-deciding to happen within a day.”

“Me, too,” Solomon said.

Poi said, “They’re mostly done picking names, and it did only take them a day.”

Solomon and Erick both raised eyebrows, asking in unison, “What are they?”

“They’ll tell you themselves.”









- - - -









“So dad,” Jane said, standing with her father outside of the dungeon house, upon the orange/white stone. The other Janes stood just beyond her, in a line, each of them looking different from the other. From the cut of their hair, to the color of their hair and eyes, they were each superficially different, highlighting the differences they chose to make about themselves. Solomon and Poi stood behind Erick, a little bit away, while Erick stood with Jane in the middle of the gathering. Jane continued, “I know we’ve already all met, but…” Jane gestured to the girls, smiling a little as she said, “I’d like you to meet the girls again.”

“Abigail.” Her hair had a green sheen to the black.

“Beth.” She had gone blonde, in sharp contrast to everyone else’s black/brown shoulder-length hair.

“Candice.” Her eyes were orange.

“Debby.” Her nails were red, and she looked like she was wearing lipstick, but that was just a bit of a change to her face.

“Emily.” With purple eyes, and close-cropped purple hair, Emily said, “We’re still the Arachno Squad.”

Erick felt so many weird emotions—

Erick rapidly came to a happy conclusion, saying, “Nice to meet you all! I’m so glad I have so many daughters!” Making a joke, Erick smiled and said, “I might be a king, but my dowry responsibility can’t handle too many lavish weddings.”

The joke did not land well.

Jane said, “We can pay our own ways, dad.”

Now that Erick would not abide; she was lying to him, and in a rather awful sort of way.

Erick called her out, “That’s a lie, Jane.” He looked to all his daughters, and said, “I haven’t actually looked it all up, but now that we’re here, and now that I’m seeing you all for the first time, I can tell that none of you have set up bank accounts or other mundane things, because none of you expect to live. So yeah, you can ‘pay your own way’, but only because you don’t expect to have to pay anything at all. No weddings, no house payments, no food bills, nothing.

“Tell me if you have bank accounts and I’ll stop talking and apologize.”

The girls looked called-out; none of them said a word.

“Yeah. That’s what I thought.” All of his girls looked completely normal; stoic, even. But Erick knew Jane. They were all breaking inside. Erick allowed them a moment, by turning back to Solomon and Poi and saying, “You’re going to survive this, too, and you also need bank accounts and all of that—” He turned back to his daughters. “Just like you all need bank accounts, so that you can have lives after this Sundering search. War is not life. War is what you have to get through sometimes in order to have a life.

“We’re going to get through this. All of us.

“I need you all to understand that.” Erick said, “You are not just copies of Jane. You’re all my daughters, and I will treat you accordingly.” Before he broke down himself, or any of the girls could break down either, Erick rapidly added, “I might not have as much time to smother all of you as I tried to smother Jane, though. But that’s okay, right? I assume that’s okay because—”

All five of his new daughters rushed Erick and wrapped him in their arms, and then Jane came over and did the same, all of them crying small tears—

And then Poi shoved a reluctant Solomon forward, to join the group hug. Solomon was welcomed with open arms and small words about being an uncle, or some other confusing name for whatever the heck this was. None of that really mattered. All that mattered was that everyone here was a real person, with ‘real’ memories of who they thought they were.

Jane’s voice cracked as she said, “Let’s— Let’s get to work?”

“Exactly!” Erick said, “Let’s go get all of you signed up with bank accounts and otherwise!”

That’s not what Jane had meant at all, for she wanted to get back to delving. All the others wanted to get back to delving, too. But Erick barreled on ahead, pointing toward the black hole in the house-cavern roof, as he spoke of getting out there and getting some paperwork done. He had 5 new daughters, 1 brother, and 1 extra friend who needed connections with the outside world in order to—

“I already set up a bank account for myself, Erick,” Poi said. “But I haven’t done the same for any of you. So go on ahead and I’ll stay here.”

Erick paused, his hand dropping a little. “Ah?”

Right. One dungeon master had to stay with the dungeon at all times. Ah. Shit—

“Go, Erick,” Poi said, smiling, and being completely serious about that command.

Poi went back inside the house.

And then all of Erick’s daughters were at the forefront of Erick’s mind, and his ‘brother’ Solomon was ready to go but reluctant to take control of the situation, and so they all went out to town.

It was a weird, fun, different sort of experience, with Erick talking to each of his daughters as they felt like talking to him, which was a lot, or talking to Solomon, which was also a lot, or to each other, which was also a lot. There were six of them, for Rozeta’s sake; it was a lot of talking, at dinner at a really spice-heavy restaurant at Aniduun by the ocean, and then more talking with Mage Bank people in town, and then adventurer/delver registration at the guildhouse.

- - - -

Six hours later, Erick split off from ‘the squad’, the girls going back to their hotel to plan for tomorrow and sleep, while he and Solomon went back to the house in the dungeon.

Poi smiled as he called out, “Sounds like you all had a good time!”

“It was so strange,” Solomon said.

Erick said, “But great!”

“Fantastic, really.”

Erick said, “I almost wanted to check in on Ezekiel, but… He's doing good, right?”

Poi nodded. “He’s doing fine. Already has a life for himself. He’s determined to be ‘the backup’, though. He doesn’t want to get involved with this.”

“… Okay,” Erick said. “I suppose…” His voice trailed away.

Solomon finished Erick’s thought, “That’s what’s best for everyone, even if it’s not the best for him.”

“When this is over and no one has died,” Erick said, “We’ll all go see Ezekiel.”

Poi smiled a little bit, as he nodded.

Later, when Erick was laying in bed and trying to sleep, he thought of what it really meant to have 6 daughters. It was a lot of work. He knew he never could have managed such a thing back on Earth. But here… It was kinda nice.

He wished them all the best that life had to offer.

Today had been a good day...

Erick hoped that tomorrow wouldn’t rapidly devolve into tragedy, for all the girls and Solomon were at 15,000 base mana generation. That wasn’t enough for deep dives into the Dark, but it was enough for smaller forays, and that’s what the girls were going to do tomorrow. Solomon and Erick would stay ‘home’, and watch from the Dark Mirrors… Which they still had to make.

That should go fine, though. If it didn’t, then the ‘schedule’ would be delayed by a day or whatever, and that was fine, too.









- - - -









Inside Solomon’s mage tower, under the light of the dungeon core sun, Erick stood beside Solomon and Poi. The Arachno-Squad was still getting ready for the day, out there elsewhere. But the guys were here, planning the next move.

Solomon spoke, “Rule change.”

A black box with white lettering appeared.

- -

<22> new rules available for instantiation <today>.

<1,000,000> mana per new rule.

SPEAK NEW RULE HERE:

[_______________________]

Final upkeep cost of new rule is <estimate=~unknown>.

Accept new rule? Yes / No

- -

Erick and Solomon spoke at the same time, their voices echoing each other, “Portals of Sight to pierce the night, allowing light on all Dark plights.”

The black screen flickered and shifted.

- -

<22> new rules available for instantiation <today>.

<18,700,000> mana for new rule.

<new rule uses 18.7 rules>

SPEAK NEW RULE HERE:

[Sighting Mirrors]

Final upkeep cost of new rule is <1/day per mirror>.

Accept new rule? Yes / No

- -

Solomon said, “Instantiate the Rule.”

- -

<New> Rules:

7: Sighting Mirrors into the Dark.

~Notification: The Dark sometimes stares back.

- -

Solomon dismissed the new notifications, saying, “About as ominous as we expected.”

“I expected worse,” Poi said.

Erick and Solomon both stared at the man in complete disbelief. Why would he tempt Fate like that?

Poi smirked, saying, “How bad can it be?”

Erick walked away, saying, “Well now you’re just trying to tempt Fate.”

“Fate is already here, Erick!” Poi said, still smiling. “You should try making some Fate Magic inside those no-Script spaces.”

Erick stopped in his tracks.

Solomon went wide-eyed.

Poi nodded. “Yup. Might even work, too.”

Erick turned back around. “… You know… It just occurred to me that maybe what I’m missing from this whole True-Wizard-thing is the inclusion of all magic; not just what I can currently access.”

Solomon smiled, saying, “That thought just occurred to me, too, brother!”

And now Erick was surprised for a different reason. “We’re going with that terminology?”

“I’m trying out ‘brother’, yes.” Solomon added, “And I’m going to try out some Time Magic inside a no-Script space, too. It might work perfectly inside there, and you can pull me out if something goes horribly wrong.”

“That sounds like a great idea, or a great way to accidentally [Onward] yourself toward infinity.” 

“I’m sure it’ll be fiiiiiine,” Solomon said.

Erick gestured toward the outside. “A Sighting Mirror, first?”
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Erick stood with Solomon on the beach-like white cliffs that surrounded the slime dungeon, where the slimes were meters behind and below, and the white stone ahead led straight into shadows, gloom, and the Dark Itself. That Darkness hovered vertically like a mist-covered ocean, the deeper parts of it swirling as things moved in the Dark, just beyond sight.

Solomon spoke, “A Sighting in the Dark.”

His voice rippled out and touched the gloom, rapidly precipitating mist and wavy black into a solid vertical surface that spread outward like the settling of a gong. Vibrations slowed. Possibility condensed. And then like the final step in accretion, when countless facets on a core turned to a smooth infinity, the Darkness rang out with a black pulse, leaving behind an utterly smooth plane at least 20 meters wide that hovered just beyond the white stone ground, revealing the softly-crumbling edge of the dungeon floor.

Erick and Solomon stood 10 meters away from the Black Mirror, and in a rather mundane sort of way, the mirror acted like a normal mirror. There lay Erick and Solomon’s reflections upon the Black, and there was the white stone ground underfoot, and Ophiel fluttering on Erick’s shoulder. Somehow, Erick expected something else.

Erick glanced at Solomon, and Solomon reciprocated the look. Erick nodded.

Solomon picked the chosen target that they had already discussed, and said, “Show me Poi at House Benevolence.”

The mirror flickered and wavered. And then nothing happened. Kinda expected. Poi at House Benevolence wasn’t in the Dark, but also, Poi wasn’t at House Benevolence right now.

Erick tried this time. “Show me Poi at the cloud castle above House Benevolence.”

The mirror rippled and did nothing.

Solomon instantly tried, “Show me Poi at the cloud castle above House Benevolence on the continent of Glaquin.”

Nothing but a ripple.

Erick said, “Show me House Benevolence.”

The mirror rippled.

… Nothing.

Solomon said, “Show me Poi in the slime dungeon.”

The mirror flashed to perfect imagery, the surface of the mirror seeming to vanish completely. Beyond the mirror lay Poi in the kitchen, a few kilometers behind Erick and Solomon, where he was making cinnamon rolls.

Erick said, “So it can only show things in the Dark.”

Solomon nodded. Then he spoke to the mirror, “Show me a person who knows a lot of actual Wizardry.”

Erick raised an eyebrow, surprised that Solomon was going after that target so fast—

And then he looked at the mirror, and laughed.

The mirror laughed with him—

Ha ha!

Ha ha!

Ha ha~

Solomon chuckled, too. And then he ran a hand through his own hair, and the guy in the mirror did the same. “So that was kinda a bust.”

“So that was kinda a bust.”

“So that was kinda a bust.”

“So that was kinda a bust.”

Erick did not like that feedback system. 

And if they were going after the big targets, might as well go after the biggest ones. 

Erick said, “Show me a True Wizard.”

The mirror expanded.

Eyes opened up in the Dark like ten thousand distant suns.

And then glowing white fangs appeared, each of them larger than a skyscraper. Melemizargo’s voice filled the dungeon like a soft avalanche, “Oh! It pinged on me? Well I guess I am, but we’ve already discussed True Wizardry. What are you searching for now?” Melemizargo stepped through half of the world, shrinking all the while, gloom and Darkness forming into his draconic body as he sat down on the slime dungeon floor. He came to rest with his arms upon the ledge of the edge, like he was sitting in a pool, his serpentine neck angled down toward Erick and Solomon, his tail flicking at one of the deeper water parks of the slimes. Just like how his body had shrunken to something less world-sized, his voice transformed to fit the size of the venue, “Like I said last time, I have given you all the tools to become a True Wizard but I cannot help you take those final steps. I believe Rozeta gave you the same information.”

The slimes shied away from the Dark Dragon.

Erick and Solomon did not.

“We have some specific questions,” Solomon said.

Melemizargo nodded.

Erick asked, “Is there an interaction between particles and mana that make it literally impossible to become a True Wizard in this New Cosmology?”

“Though the particulars have changed, extra influences are poison to a True Wizard. This is a fact that is as true in the Old Cosmology as it is in this New Cosmology. There is a reason that finding out about Particles helped me to come back to myself, for once you know the influences, you can work around them, or with them, as desired.

“That you ask such a question indicates that you have finally come to realize something that I have already told people; Particle Magic has brought me back to my senses. Of course, I don’t exactly blame people for not believing me, but that’s all in the past.”

Erick frowned a little, realizing that his question was a bit redundant now that he was here, and asking it. And yet…

Solomon asked, “It’s always bothered me... Why wasn’t Particle Magic invented before we got here? Even basic people playing around with the physical world would have noticed that Particles exist and could be manipulated in specific ways. Alchemy should have evolved into chemistry, for example.”

Melemizargo smiled a little, then said, “I’m rather sure the Sundering Source is still existent, or perhaps the collective trauma from the Sundering Source is all that remains, and that is what held us back from new magic for so long. 

“Perhaps a memetic curse was made long ago in the killing of Knowledge, ensuring that Particles remained undiscovered. I don’t believe this, but I don’t know what caused the Sundering, either, so what I believe hardly matters when compared to the truth. 

“But there have been certain advances in Particle-like Magic, once upon a time. 

“There was that Atomic Cult that existed for a short while, long ago. They were Forgotten Campaign’d rather thoroughly, and their magic Banned most heavily. Perhaps the wrought have been actively suppressing progress for forever, and they’ve been better at their jobs than anyone realized? 

“That is merely postulation, though. You will find out more when you go delving into the Dark, viewing the Source Of All Magic for yourself, searching for the cause of the Sundering.” He added, “But! Perhaps you will not discover anything. This outcome is likely preferable to all parties, for if the Sundering is truly over, then maybe we can begin to move past the Sundering and out into this New Cosmology. I highly doubt that will happen without a few major upsets along the way, but dreams are wonderful sometimes.”

A soft wind blew across the dungeon. Water rushed down small slides, where slimes played in the waves.

“The Old Cosmology and the New Cosmology were linked before the Sundering.” Erick asked, “Are there Wizards from the Old Cosmology which still exist in this New Cosmology? Maybe someone is still alive out there, somewhere?”

“Planars never stopped falling to Veird and the mana of the Old Cosmology is still out there, in a lot of places. I just cannot feel it. There are connections between Here and Other Places that I cannot sense, like holes in the ground that reach into True Voids, where Other Things live. If there are Wizards out there, perhaps they would be a boon to find, but they could also have been heralds of Destruction and death, for maybe the Sundering Source was from this New Cosmology, and not from the Old Cosmology at all.

“My ultimate goal is to expand the universe, so if malevolent entities came to Veird I know not of what I might have done to them while I was crazed.” Melemizargo said, “Perhaps some of them did try coming here… But I have no knowledge of that, either due to self-imposed forgetting, or whatnot. Perhaps you can make such knowledge appear for me, through some Wizardry in the Dark.”

He could make himself forget things?

… Didn’t that change everything about this Sundering search?

Erick wasn’t sure how to think about that right now.

Solomon asked, “What do you wish to come back from the Old Cosmology?”

Melemizargo grinned. “Everything.”

Solomon's question and Melemizargo’s answer had almost derailed Erick’s current thoughts, because they were almost too big of questions to hold. A lot of little things were adding up for Erick, and yet the direction his thoughts were going was really quite nonsensical.

Erick asked the question anyway.

“Circling way back a moment.

“Mana makes magic when exposed to intent.

“Particles make electricity and chemistry and otherwise when exposed to biological-based entities who know what they’re doing with those particles, but it is strictly a physical process.” Erick asked, “Do these two things seem comparable to each other as different forms of ‘magic’? Or am I way off base here?”

Melemizargo frowned a little in thought.

Solomon was silent as he considered Erick’s words.

“A strange question. Do you have a reasoning for this postulation that Particles are the base ‘mana’ of this New Cosmology?”

“No, not really.” Erick said, “But going back to the idea that people have been transporting from the Old Cosmology to the New Cosmology and other Cosmologies before the Sundering since there have always been planars… did the Goddess of Knowledge go comatose from an ‘inundation of new knowledge’? I have a hard time believing that right now, for if she knew everything about everything, then shouldn’t there have been planars from this New Cosmology inside the Old Cosmology anyway? And shouldn’t the Old Cosmology have known of Particles before I came along?

“Obviously this thought experiment only works if the Goddess of Knowledge truly was knowledgeable about everything.

“But she had to be, right? Everything everyone has ever said has been ‘yes, the Goddess of Knowledge knew everything’. That fact is even provable, if sacrificing her to obtain the Grand Translation is really what happened, which everyone agrees is how the Grand Translation happened. 

“So then… Some other sort of divine magic must have been what caused her to go comatose. She did not go comatose from an overload of Knowledge about this universe. She had to have gone comatose from either a loss of Knowledge, or through malevolent entities causing her to go comatose.”

Melemizargo stared. Solomon watched, wide-eyed and curious, trying to line up everything he knew with the words coming out of Erick’s mouth. 

Erick was on a roll. 

He continued, “And other realities have mana, right? Or is it just the Old Cosmology that makes mana? 

“I doubt the Old Cosmology is the only Cosmology that made mana.

“So does this New Cosmology actually have its own form of ‘mana’? Are particles that mana? Or is there something else?” Erick asked, “Is it possible that whatever caused the Sundering was something… That exists here? Eh…” Erick frowned. “Ah. Sorry. Lost my train of thought. Still trying to put it all together right now—” Erick rapidly added, “And then there’s Apogee in Spur! He comes from a world of dragons that oversee everything and everyone; it’s why he hates dragons. Or at least he did the last time I talked to him which was years ago. And then there was that elf who came in from outer space on a ship, and that ship is down inside Stratagold’s vaults. Never got to see that ship, though.

“I’m not sure where I’m going with all of this…

“I just think that the Dark has a lot of boons that we can extract from it, but I am not sure if the Dark actually has the answers to the Sundering, because it is very possible that the Sundering did not originate inside the Old Cosmology. Maybe it came from this New Cosmology.”

Solomon cocked his head a little bit as he listened to Erick, mulling over the facts and postulations stated.

Melemizargo had stopped staring at Erick a while ago, instead opting to narrow his eyes upon the middle distance, his thoughts far from here.

Erick had a lot more he could have said on the subject, but that was more than enough for now. And so, he waited.

“An interesting theory of which we have no way to explore, for now.

“As for ‘mana’, as an overarching designation of ‘ephemeral power’ and not as the mana produced by the souls of living things here on Veird...

“Mana exists out there in the New Cosmology, same as it existed back in the Old Cosmology, and in roughly the same sort of ‘mana is possibility’ way that mana exists here. The possibilities out there, though, are vastly smaller than the possibilities here. It’s like this: Veird is a great big bowl, capable of holding all the different manas in rather equal form, and other places cannot do that. Just like how we didn’t have Particle Magic until you came along and added that to the soup, a lot of places out there are not capable of holding mana at all, or in any great quantity.

“Mana is much more ephemeral than particles.

“The production of mana is something that happens within the Darkness of a person, beside that thing which many would call the ‘soul’.

“Did souls exist where you came from? Sure. Is your soul stronger now, here on Veird? Very yes.

“So whatever mana production is out there, is much less than it is here on Veird, among the Darkness. Perhaps the veils between realities are weaker here on Veird, or they’re stronger out there, or whatnot. Hard to say; I’m stuck here on Veird just like you are.

“On a slight tangent...

“The Old Cosmology was riddled with passageways to new Cosmologies, some large and some small. This New Cosmology is possibly even older than the Old Cosmology, but not by much. The timescales upon which the Killing Sun seems to operate are rather intriguing to think about, especially when distant stars could have existed for much longer, or shorter, and then there’s the whole ‘light travels slow’ thing that seems to be a hard-ish limit in this existence…

“Benevolence didn’t exist until you made it, so it is possible that some other sort of invisible, intangible ‘mana’ exists that caused the Sundering.” Melemizargo shrugged. “I do not know.” He waved a wing toward the dungeon, and fluttered the other in the gloom of the Dark, near the Mirror. “Thus, this search.

“But! One part of what you say does hold a grain of maybe-truth. 

“Maybe the answer is not here, in the Dark.

“Perhaps after you grab whatever you wish from the Dark, you can journey to Stratagold and plunder their vaults, too, and grab yourself a spaceship.” Melemizargo smiled. “I had posted a Quest for such a thing on the Quest Board of the Garrison of Candlepoint before you took over that land. Mephistopheles has that Quest Board in storage, gathering dust, but the Quest that is still on that board is still a Quest that I offer. Like the Quests at the Core of Veird, my own Quests to expand into the New Cosmology are evergreen.”

Erick instantly said, “And Yggdrasil will get us there in 90-ish years. You can wait alongside everyone else.”

Melemizargo laughed at Erick’s rapid answer. Then said, “As you desire.” He asked, “Do you desire more True Wizard answers?”

“A few quick questions. First question: Do you believe that mana in the Old Cosmology is more or less complicated than DNA and biological life in this universe?”

“They’re different. Mana is clearly better, but particles function decently enough as a baseline anchor for mana to grow upon.”

“What about from a Healing Magic perspective?” Erick said, “Healing magic is incredibly complicated here on Veird, because biology is very nuanced. Was Healing in the Old Cosmology just as difficult?”

“Healing Magic in the Old Cosmology was about as complicated as it is now, with all aspects except the most basic of supportive healing requiring fantastic amounts of assistance or skill in order to not mangle a body into horror.”

“… I honestly did not expect that sort of answer.” Erick said, “I expected realities made of mana to be easier to influence than ones made of particles.”

Melemizargo grinned. “It’s all easy to influence, Erick, for people like us. Would you like a small demonstration?”

For one incredibly deep moment, Erick paused.

And then he said, “Yes.”

- - - -

Melemizargo was a human angel of ten thousand wings floating atop a white beach.

Erick was a centaur. Solomon was a satyr. Ophiel was a flugehaper, sitting on Erick’s saddle-position.

They watched an ocean filled with fishmen play under the waves, hopping atop corals and swimming between eddies of whitewater. Erick was filled with awe as he watched the water-people play in the water. Just… All that water. All over the place! Water! Amazing. Much better than the Dryness everywhere else. Oases truly are amazing.

Melemizargo said, “In this place, dungeons are oases and you don’t know what a dungeon is, but you do know what a desert is, for the entire world is a desert.”

Melemizargo waved five thousand wings—

- - - -

Melemizargo was a human.

Erick was a Benevolence Fairy. Solomon was a Benevolence sprite, and Ophiel was a wisp.

They watched a forest filled with monkeys climb up ropes and swing down vines, and make little homes under big green ferns. They were all so fragile, those monkeys. A fire could come through any minute now, or a plague, or any sort of cataclysm, and they’d all die. Just like the Old Ones died. The Fae didn’t die; they were above that. But also, there was a beauty in death, in finality, that Erick rarely ever saw.

Melemizargo said, “In this fragment of reality, we’re cultivating semi-sapient people, to try and bring back the Old Ones. We’re having little success.”

Something clicked in Erick’s mind.

Melemizargo waved his ha—

“Wait!” Erick demanded, “Back to normal! Not here! This is wr—”

- - - -

Melemizargo was a tome ten books tall, floating above the Library of the Endless, where corridors of stacks delineated the world.

Erick was a traveler’s book standing in the center of the forbidden floor, where no books should walk, lest they be destroyed by librarians. Solomon was an imperfect copy, laying on the ground, too tired to open his covers and look at the world. Ophiel was a post-it note clinging to Erick’s binding. 

They were in the Printing Room, and—

NOTHING WAS RIGHT.

Melemizargo started to say something—

Erick demanded, “Bring us back!”

The edges of Melemizargo’s pages glinted in the light, like fangs, like a smile.

He snapped shut.

- - - -

Erick was Erick, standing tall, a dragon Wizard in a human form. Solomon was Solomon, laying sprawled on the ground.

Ophiel whined a little on Erick’s shoulder, complaining, “I’m tired, dad.”

Erick put a hand on Ophiel, and the little guy slumped down into Erick’s arms, softly snoring in tiny flutes. Solomon was already knocked out and laying on the ground. Erick had no idea how he had remained awake. His eyes were heavy—

Erick endured, remaining upright. He glared at Melemizargo, the big black dragon staring at him from only five meters away. He was grinning. Erick was not grinning. 

Erick demanded, “What the FUCK?”

Melemizargo leaned back, smiling wider, looking vindicated as he said, “That’s what I mean when I say that all realities, be they mana or particle, are easy to influence.”

“What was that? Why did you do—”

“You’re a lot further along in your Wizardly journey, so you managed to maintain consciousness. Solomon will take some more time before he can claim the same power. But all reality is easy to change, Erick. The big changes, like what you just experienced, were easy for you to notice. That’s why we went through those few realities. I knew you could maintain yourself in the brush of an infinity.

“And so, with your consent, we went.

“That’s what it really means to be a Wizard; it means you can maintain in the face of everything else that comes your way.” Melemizargo said, “You’re pretty close to getting there.”

Erick had a few rapid thoughts as Ophiel stirred to wakefulness in his arms.

The first thought was that he should never have consented to a ‘small demonstration’. 

Like really, Erick, that was almost as bad as thanking Fairy Moon on the beach near Stratagold.

Next came the idea of ‘Oh. That’s what Establishment is; the cementing of other realities here, in this reality.’

And then his thoughts rapidly circled through what ‘different realities’ meant.

Next came ‘Gods make realities all the time; they’re called afterlives’.

Erick thought about the nature of gods. In the Old Cosmology, gods ‘solidified’ the space where their worshipers lived, actively determining things like the flow of time, to the cycle of days, afterlives, and otherwise.

Like a lightbulb going off, Erick said, “Gods determine the overarching setting of the universe.”

“Yes.”

“And Wizards determine their personal settings.”

“Also yes!”

To make sure he was on the same page as Melemizargo, Erick asked, “What does the term ‘multi-verse’ mean to you?”

Melemizargo considered, then he said, “Just another term for ‘Cosmology’.”

“Oh.”

Oh. That was big. Okay. Oh.

Erick had a lot of thoughts forming on that, but Solomon was waking up, and Erick helped him to his feet, as he looked upon Melemizargo again, and asked, “What do you want to come back from the Old Cosmology, specifically?”

And holy shit does the term ‘Old Cosmology’ mean something so much more different to me, now.

As does ‘New Cosmology’.

‘Old Multiverse’. ‘New Multiverse’.

Solomon chuckled in Erick’s arms as he got all the way to his feet. Had he heard the latest series of questions and answers, before he woke up? Or was he reviewing the recent past in the manasphere, to see what he missed out on? Was he going mad? Erick hoped he wasn’t going mad.

Or maybe Solomon was just happy that Erick was backing him up on his question of Melemizargo’s ultimate goals in the Sundering Search. ‘Everything’ was not a productive answer, and Melemizargo definitely wanted something specific out of this Sundering search.

Melemizargo mused, “Conflict is a thing upon which the entire system grows and multiplies, but right now a major conflict would be bad for everyone. So I don’t want to start a conflict. I do truly want everything to come back, though I doubt such an event is truly possible.” He looked down at Erick, saying, “I’m sure whatever you find will be good for us all, but I have other events to attend to today so I cannot remain. Good day, Erick. Good luck with understanding the New Cosmology.”

Without another word, Melemizargo vanished into the Dark surrounding the dungeon, moving like a slippery dragon, but also like tentacles suddenly vanishing below the surface of the vertical ocean.

… He had avoided that last question, hadn’t he.

“Hmm,” Solomon grunted, rubbing his eyes, still a bit out of it.

“Hmm,” Erick agreed.

Ophiel twittered in low drum sounds.

Solomon said, “So I checked the manasphere for what I missed… And I’m not sure what happened. We were… somewhere else? I got that you were a centaur for a moment?”

Erick sent Solomon an information packet—

Solomon froze for a long moment, as the gravity of what had happened unfurled within his mind.

Erick waited.

Solomon whisper-shouted, “ ‘Cosmology’ means ‘multiverse’?!” He instantly added, “No. That can’t be right… It doesn’t jive with everything we’ve learned so far… Well… Maybe it does?” He paused. “Wait. This makes a lot of sense, doesn’t it.”

“Maybe from a certain perspective, it’s true,” Erick said, “We already figured that mana was a multiverse, what with Benevolence and Fae and Dark all existing and reachable from Veird, I just never considered that ‘Cosmologies’ were singular multiverses unto themselves.”

Solomon said, “The Old Cosmology and New Cosmology were not just different dimensions, but they were entirely separate multiverses.”

A moment passed. 

Clarity came.

“Gods determine the over-reality,” Solomon said.

“And Wizards determine their own personal-reality,” Erick said, “Extending their Reality onto the over-reality; extending their personal Element and self-created dimensional plane, like Benevolence, into this over-reality.”

“Wizards are the gods of themselves,” Solomon said, “Crystallized and set in stone, unwavering in the face of the over-reality, ever-producing their own version of reality within themselves.”

The moment of clarity passed by.

“And Wizards can pull from other versions of themselves?” Erick said, suddenly not too sure about his words or where he was going with them. He continued anyway, because talking out problems sometimes helped to solve those problems. “That could explain certain types of Establishment; you’re taking a piece of a different personal Reality and setting it into the shared over-reality?”

Solomon seemed to lose some forward enthusiasm too, as he said, “But are you interacting with your multiversal-self in order to do that? Like, consider that centaur version of yourself. If you were to transform into that person, are you actually instantiating that Reality into this reality, and… leaving the other Reality without that version of yourself?”

Erick thought for a second, but he had nothing positive to say about Solomon’s conjecture.

Solomon changed tactics. “Okay maybe the centaur-thing isn’t a good example. How about [Teleport], then. Taking into account what we know now, we know that [Teleport] worked off of alternate Realities being instantiated into this reality. The whole ‘macro quantum wavelength’ state was just our way of first visualizing what was clearly Establishment magic, as per Phagar; as in ‘Establishing’ your position in reality where you want it to be. Establishment magic is taking things from other realities and making them happen here.” He asked, “So what happens to the realities left behind? Do they just cease to exist, because you ‘killed yourself’ in that previous timeline?”

Erick hummed in thought, then said, “I highly doubt that Wizards are moving through countless realities and leaving behind the old ones to perish. Even in the Deep Paradox that Other Erick complained about how I was the real one and he was the fake. That means that there is one over-reality, and that over-reality is this one. I am willing to bet that the other realities did not exist until looked upon.”

“Maybe so,” Solomon said, “But is this reality the only real one because we have gods here, determining which reality is real? If you did Wizardry outside of their influence, would you go crashing through into Paradox unknown? Phagar once said that Establishment could lead to weird things, like waking up and finding yourself being a woman all your life, or other such oddities.”

Erick found his footing again, saying, “Well then that neatly explains why gods and Wizards always worked together, right? Gods cemented the over-reality, and Wizards pulled in things from side-realities whenever they needed or wanted those things.”

Solomon paused. “Well. That… Yeah. That is a nice framework. Interesting.”

Erick nodded. A moment passed in silent thought.

Solomon turned back to the Dark Mirror, gazing upon his and Erick’s reflections in the black.

Erick got back on track. “The girls will be coming soon.”

“Absolutely,” Solomon said. “You know… All of this recontextualizes this whole Sundering Search. The Relevant Entities all understood what we were doing here before we did; that we’re searching side-realities made possible through our very presences in order to create miracles that are not found on this world anymore, to prepare us all for the coming shifts. That’s why only a few people, like us, or like Jane, could do this.”

Erick nodded. “It certainly simplified everything for me, too.”

“The gods set the over-reality,” Solomon began.

“And we Wizards set the local-reality,” Erick finished.

Ophiel chirped, “And I help!”

Erick smirked at that, and Solomon chuckled. They told him that yes, he did help a lot.

Soon, Erick and Solomon were back to playing around with the Dark Mirrors to better try and understand how they work. They didn’t search for anything dangerous at all, but they did learn how to search for known things in the Dark rather well. 

“Ah!” Solomon said, opening his aura and flowing it toward the Dark Mirror. White glows flowed into the black, and Solomon said nothing.

A pink slime with sparkles appeared, playing in the waves of a lazy river with a bunch of other slimes.

Erick turned around, and matched the Mirror’s vision with the slime dungeon. He found the pink sparkle slime. “So the Mirror can search non-verbally, too; you just gotta connect with it through your aura.”

“It seems more responsive when I do it this way, too,” Solomon said, “For instance…”







- - - -

Knowing what they now knew, Erick and Solomon looked down at the Mind Mage artifacts with a newfound sense of clarity.

The Crown of Self, which isolated a person from the world.

The Lidless Eyes, which prevented hostile Mind Magic and other changes in Reality from happening to the wearer, at the cost of things possibly affecting the wearer if it ran out of eyes to soak the spellwork.

The Shackle of Memory, which prevented the wearer from forgetting anything.

Solomon said, “Neither of us can wear the Crown, because you’re tied to Ophiel and Yggdrasil and other outside magics, and I’m tied to this dungeon. I can probably wear it if I disconnect from the dungeon, but I’m not doing that.”

Poi said, “Not yet, anyway.”

Solomon was less sure about Poi’s ‘suggestion’, but he said nothing against it.

“I’ll take the Eyes, you take the Shackle?” Erick asked.

“How about no one wears the Bracelet right now,” Poi said. “Neither of you have been to a dungeon core breaking, and you don’t need to see more than you’re already capable of seeing. In fact, Erick. You should take off the All-Seeing Eye. And you should separate from the dungeon now, Solomon.”

“… Well that’s a bit more cautious than it needs to be,” Erick said.

“Eh. Poi is right,” Solomon said. “You take the Lidless Eyes. I’ll take the All-Seeing Eye. And then we switch next time.”

“We’re looking at the breaking through the Mirror,” Erick said, not feeling the same level of cautiousness that everyone else was feeling. “We’re not actually going to the breaking.”

Poi leveled a glare at Erick.

“Fine, fine!” Erick said, as he began taking off the All-Seeing Eye. “No need to see anything more than what I can already see.”

And Poi told Solomon, “You can disconnect from the dungeon, now.”

Solomon didn’t want to leave Poi alone, but after a few back and forths, Solomon relented. Soon, Erick was wearing the Lidless eyes, and a dungeon-disconnected Solomon was wearing the All-Seeing Eye. It would be easy enough for Solomon to reconnect to the dungeon after the day’s dungeon breaking was over, anyway.









- - - -









Ophiel hovered in the sky above the Mondariska Mountains, located west of Greensoil. Nothing really lived in this part of the world, except for the target. The Mind Mages had quarantined this area months ago, and then kept it that way, until today. 

Down below, nestled into a green crack in the mountain, lay a black portal into the Dark. Normally the mountains around here had a lot of green, but this place had green of a different color. Instead of a green forest, there was a toxic swamp of bright green Decay. Vines and mist and slugs, all green and subtly glowing, spilled out onto the mountains. Nothing was actually radioactive —no Extreme Light here— but it certainly looked that way, while the unseen danger here was much more toxic than simple radiation. 

One mountain over, Jane spoke to the assembled squad, “Final words time. I’ll keep it short. We’ve all done this before, but technically five of us are new. Not a big deal. This is just another routine dungeon kill, and our father and uncle will be watching us from the Dark Mirror. If the worst should happen, then they’ll rewind time and get a message to us through Ophiel, who will be stationed near the entrance of the decay dungeon.

“We won’t be searching the Dark for anything. We won’t be lingering.

“We get in there, kill the threats, look around for a moment, then we come back out, and come back here.”

Abigail, Beth, Candice, Debby, and Emily, all nodded professionally. Jane nodded in return. Jane was the team leader today, though every single one of them was capable of being the leader of the group, but a structure had to be established, and so they had established a structure.

In the next few moments, all six of them transformed into enormous tarantulas, five meters across and two meters in height, each of them a color of the rainbow with Jane as blue, and the rest as green, yellow, orange, red, and purple. Ephemeral [Conjure Armor] draped across their bodies, hugging them tight. The dungeon had Script access, but in a very specific way; that armor would likely not last for long, but precautions were precautions, and the Arachno Squad took precautions when they could.

Most of their real defenses were internal, though.

They made their bodies physically sealed against crawling slugs and toxins in the air, vines and all sorts of liquids and otherwise. Though they couldn’t spin webs in that controlled form, it was necessary for the upcoming dungeon. They all even had bones and exoskeletons, along with re-oxygenating organs and redundancies everywhere, and were more than capable of doing everything they needed to do, even if they had to go without their webs. Not having access to those multipurpose threads was a hindrance, for sure, but it was a hindrance Jane, and all of the others, were used to.

Decay dungeons were a sort of dungeon that went ‘bad’ all the time. This one was a particularly terrible variant that produced putrescent slugs, that Mind Magic monster that erased its presence from the minds of all it infested. It had been responsible for an outbreak of the anti-memetic monsters across four different villages of the Greensoil Republic. The dungeon had been scheduled for destruction for a while now, but since it was so remote and so dangerous, it was low priority. 

It was just the sort of dungeon that Jane and her sisters could handle, though, so they were here. 

- - - -

Erick stood upon white stone, watching the dungeon from the inside, from the Mirror.

The dungeon was a horrible space, filled with Elemental Swamp and Decay, and matching those two Elements rather well. Murky, deadly water stretched out in every direction, like floating rivers in the black. Dying trees formed the barely-living ‘bones’ of the dungeon, whereupon streams of rivers flowed through the air, like splashed and whirling airy waters, filled with muck and death and crawling vines. Inside that Escher-like space, slugs grew inside every living thing. Those slugs infested decay slimes that barely moved in the algae-choked water, making them seem like worm-filled eyes here and there. Slugs slimed upon the vine monsters that attempted to grow on the ever-dying trees. 

The worst parts were the zombies, floating in the water and flopping on the trees.

They weren’t zombies. They were former dungeon masters, turned into living feasts for the putrescent slugs; copies of the few adventurers that had made it into the dungeon and then escaped… Theoretically.

Solomon had questions, because he was rather disconnected from the world without Ophiel or Yggdrasil. “You said that the adventurers that showed up at Greensoil were all infected… and that they were all copies of each other, yes? Is it possible that the original people are still in the dungeon? Somewhere?”

Erick stared at the flowing twists of Swamp water, and at the infested everything. “That’s what I found out with Ophiel. But… yeah. What you’re thinking is highly possible.”

Poi spoke up, “We have no way of knowing if the ones who showed up at Greensoil were originals, or copies. They were too far gone; minds and souls shattered by this experience. It’s highly likely that the originals are still here in the dungeon, but if they are, then they’re too far gone to save.” Poi pointed at a fungus that grew upon the back of one of the zombies. “That’s a control fungus. It only grows on dead things, or things that it has made dead. Those zombies aren’t even proper zombies; they have no animating soul; just that fungus. I wouldn’t be surprised if everything in there is dead.”

Erick frowned. “This dungeon is a horror show.”

Solomon nodded.

Erick gazed through the Mirror, toward the entrance, flicking his aura across the surface of the Mirror, and the Mirror moved with his sight.

Solomon asked, “Not going to look for the core?”

“You’ve gone out on dungeon hunts with them, but I have not, and I want to see them from the beginning.” The dungeon was scaring him, because it was a very dangerous place for anyone to be. And yet, Erick tried to be calm and even a little bit joyful; this was his chance to see his daughter at ‘work’. “Maybe we should get some popcorn—”

Jane crashed through the front portal of the dungeon, directly into the waterways, and then through the air to the lower levels, which seemed endless. Her sisters followed right behind her, the five of them fanning out as they descended upon short bursts of prismatic power. Water splashed. Trees shattered.

And then the bodies floating in the waters all popped, spores and slugs and blood and bone getting everywhere.

Poi corrected himself, “Detonating controller fungus.”

“Or just ripe,” Erick said.

Poi nodded a little.

The Jane Squad rapidly descended through the main waterways, their armors disintegrating, leaving behind completely smooth tarantula bodies in every color, but without mouths or anything organic looking at all. They reminded Erick of the idea of robots; sleek and deadly.

Half-decayed alligators and clumps of blood magic and fungus tried to counter attack, as the rivers swirled, filled with toxic slugs, trying to drown the Janes.

The Arachno Squad ripped the enemies to shreds, but they were still under slug-infested waters, and that was not goo— 

The Janes adapted. 

It started with the Red Jane; Debby. She flickered red lightning into the waters, frying everything that she touched. Water exploded away from her, and once again she was out of the river, to stand on top of the poison. Within a second all the rest of them began shimmering with Lightning Magic, in all the other colors—

Like hundreds of popcorn kernels popping in rapid sequence, the green slugs in the water burst and boiled. The water became a soup of dead things that fell back down into the airway-waterways, still faintly glowing due to the Decay magics of the slugs.

Erick amended his earlier statement, “Maybe not popcorn.”

Poi joked, “We got those chewy star-candies at the house. I bet they have a better slug-like consistency to go with the ambiance of the dungeon.”

Solomon burst a laugh. Erick chuckled. 

Erick retrieved the star candies and copied them for everyone.

Solomon grabbed a handful of his own supply, saying, “Is this a bigger dungeon than normal?”

The girls were doing well; going fast and sure, without any seeming need to slow down. So Erick turned the ‘camera’ of the Black Mirror downward, down, down, through the floating waterways of the dungeon, past some truly massive slug-cocoons that looked woven from glowing slime, down into the part where the Elemental Swamp of the dungeon changed into Elemental Abyss, and the monsters got bigger, and meaner. 

Mostly bigger. 

Some of the monsters were true horrors. A wyvern that was sluggified, with green slugs spilling out of every orifice, and out of the mouth, like a weak dragon’s breath. A wyrm, too; probably from some hidden cache of eggs from some stupid dragon who wanted to do things ‘the old way’ and set their eggs out in the mountains. That thing was 100 meters of decaying, fungus-covered zombie, that gorged itself on everything it could find. ‘Everything it could find’ seemed to only mean massive pools of slugs that went into the scooping mouth of the wyrm, and then slipped out of holes in the zombie-dragon’s body—

Solomon suddenly said, “Oh my gods. I see the controlling fungus, but… Is that wyrm actually still alive? It still has a hunger response. Maybe it could be saved. Turned over to Inferno Maw and his wyrm-reincarnation tanks.”

Erick paused the camera with a flick of his aura. He studied the wyrm for a moment, watching it eat slugs. “… Oh. Shit. I think it is.” Erick’s attention was drawn to a different part of the Mirror. “And those humans look a lot less zombie than they do… I’m not sure.”

“None of the other bodies were alive, but...” Poi asked, “Do those repros have a soul, or are they just controller fungus’d?”

The wyrm ate from pools of slugs, but nearby stood a stone ‘village’, filled with repros. They walked around on a layer of stone, near cave-like rock piles, all of them nude and spilling slugs everywhere. Small fungi grew from their shoulders, but they certainly didn’t look fully dead and controlled. They were still completely defenseless and completely out of it—

Poi said, “I need to know if they can be saved, Erick.”

“I know. I’m already trying to see if— Shit.” Erick moved his aura across the Mirror, and yet it wasn’t changing Sights. “I can’t change it to soul-view. What am I doing wrong here?”

Erick knew that what he was doing wrong was that he wasn’t wearing his All-Seeing Eye, and thus the Dark and this Mirror both looked a whole lot more opaque to him. Once again, Erick had thought that his senses were top-notch, but having useful tools like the All-Seeing Eye helped a lot.

Solomon took over, his aura flowing into the Mirror as Erick pulled away. “It’s like this.”

The Mirror shifted.

The Sight of the Dark Mirror changed to [Soul Sight].

And the bodies of the people were completely empty, save for a ‘net’ of fungus that acted like muscles and skin, along with hundreds of brighter souls everywhere inside of them; the life-glows of slugs. Poi relaxed a fraction, and then sadness came. Erick and Solomon had similar reactions. There was no saving these people, either.

Solomon said, “They’re just husks.”

Erick said, “These ones will probably also explode if anyone gets near them.”

“I didn’t expect to find any survivors, but we didn’t explore much of it before we called in a quarantine.” Poi frowned. “Jane’s on scene, so she probably already sees all of this.”

Erick asked, “Maybe there are real people beside the core? Check out that wyrm again, too, Solomon.”

The wyrm was very dead, as most wyrms were. Erick or Inferno Maw of House Death could bring those sorts of people back to life, and they often did when anyone found a wyrm, or a wyrm’s grand rad, but this one was… Not possible. Solomon shifted the view to [Soul Sight], and revealed the true damage of the slugs. No grand rad inside of that body at all. 

Solomon said, “The cores are gone.”

“Looks like an animating slug at the center of it all,” Erick said, frowning. “Okay. On to the dungeon core? Let’s make sure there aren’t any surprises awaiting them.”

Solomon shifted the Mirror downward, even further, into the putrescent depths. The Mirror flashed by house-sized birthing cocoons that glowed in the murky water, like green poison in a floating river. Those rivers spiraled down into the dark, past more wyrms that were copies of the first wyrm, all of them animated through controller fungus.

The dungeon core glowed green in the middle of a mansion-sized cocoon, where millions of slugs swam around the radiant white core, and three larger slugs hugged the core itself. 

It was a trio of queen slugs. They were a semi-sentient hive mind, which explained the oddities of the slug attacks against the Janes, but they weren’t much of a danger at all. The main danger of these slugs was that as soon as a person was infected, the slugs turned invisible to that person, and then hosts spilled slugs everywhere they walked. Those slugs then tried to get into whatever other organic structures they could find and corrupt into breeding grounds. The original host wouldn’t die from the infection for a very long time. For all of that time, the host would live out their lives completely unaware that they were spreading these anti-memetic monsters everywhere they walked.

But the Janes were completely sealed, and they had faced memetic threats like these slugs before. They were safe. 

“I expected to find some living people,” Solomon said. “A wyrm core stored near the dungeon core. People wrapped in stasis pods, or whatever. But there’s nothing?”

Erick asked, “The only reason these repros and wyrms are actually dead is because the area is too filled with slugs, so the slugs have no reason to keep their hosts alive?”

Poi said, “Correct. Putrescent slugs are one of the few monsters which are incredibly more dangerous inside a dungeon. You’re going to have to scour the land outside the dungeon for any stray slugs, Erick, as planned.”

“Already? Sure.” Erick set Ophiel above the dungeon to do just that, then he said to Solomon, “Back to the Janes?”

Solomon nodded, not adding anything, as he threw the camera upward, to where the Janes were killing slug/slime-aggregates now.

Lightning did very well against the oozes made of slugs, so the girls were making good time. Debby seemed to have been put on softening duty for now, focusing mainly on long range red [Chaining Lightning Beam]s. She triggered exploding bodies and otherwise long before the team reached those threats. The others focused on much more cost efficient, close-range lightning, wrapping that spellwork upon their forelegs and feet, allowing them to be cost efficient with their mana, as they took down threats like insanely fast double-orcol-sized nightmare tarantulas. Made of lightning.

Erick shivered as he saw the pure speed of his daughters. 

Nightmare fuel.

He tried to say something positive, “They certainly work well together.”

Solomon smiled a little. “They do, don’t they.”

“Jane used to be all into horses when she was younger!” Erick suddenly complained. “Why did she have to go with spiders?”

Solomon laughed loud. Poi smiled.

“She even has that unicorn form,” Erick said.

“Well, from a practical standpoint, spiders are much more dangerous than horses. Much more versatile,” Solomon said, “And she uses the [Aura of Freedom] she got from the unicorn all the time.” He gestured at the Mirror. “Right there. Emily went right through that cocoon to kill the queen at the center—”

Poi spoke up, “The dungeon is disgorging. All Mind Mage personnel have departed.”

Erick looked to the right, his senses rapidly demanded elsewhere. “That’s my cue.”

High overhead of the dungeon, Ophiel watched as the green glows of the infected valley began to slither outward, into the surrounding dead lands. A [Cascade Imaging] high in the sky revealed the true escape. Under a bright, cascading star, a 3D white map of the world populated with blue markers that appeared and then swarmed outward in distant areas, kilometers from the initial infection. The dungeon was opening escape tunnels for its monsters.

Ophiels unleashed [Physical Domain]s as they began to descend into the surrounding lands. First came warnings to people, indicating the Mind Magic threat in the area, but there were no people around; his words were just precautions. 

In a coordinated assault starting ten kilometers out from the main dungeon entrance, Ophiels linked power and began beating the world like a grandma beating a dirty rug.

Mountains cracked and broke. Rocks spewed up, turning to dust.

Erick churned the surface world into a desert, killing everything on that surface, except for the original dungeon entrance; that, he left alone. Every extra dungeon entrance winked out as Erick’s power killed whatever appeared, ripping it to shreds through [Amplify]d [Harmony]. His power briefly passed into the dungeon itself, here and there, rapidly disintegrating everything in the top layer of the dungeon into death, before those dungeon exits closed, to get away from his power. His power didn’t go too far into the dungeon itself, because as soon as he touched those entrances, those entrances closed.

Jane would be fine even if she were exposed to this for any length of time. She had a Domain, and she was a rather big creature; the wavelengths of Erick’s Domain were small, tuned to killing small things before they killed big things. Even now, as Erick turned the world around the putrescent slug dungeon into sand and dust, there were monkeys and birds and other such creatures that were easily able to escape the destruction, which Erick focused upon the ground, and upon the slugs.

A lot of things were still going to die, but Erick had extra Ophiels grab what he could and take them out of the destruction zone. The wildlife around the area had learned to stay away from the slugs over the last half a year that the dungeon existed, or rather, they had been made to learn.

Erick asked Poi, “How often do you guys have to quarantine dungeons like this?”

“Not too often,” Poi said, “This one was particularly bad, but it was contained; we even sealed off the underworld so it couldn’t open up down there. We would have gotten to it eventually. Maybe next month.”

“I’m glad I’m able to help with this, even if it wasn’t a strict priority,” Erick said.

Poi nodded.

Ophiels continued to disintegrate the land around the dungeon, like kilometers-wide subtly-purple spheres of detonation, swirling around the area in a clockwise direction. The Janes continued to delve into the dungeon. Over the next 20 minutes Erick reduced the land around the offending valley into a proper desert. Dark holes in reality continued to pop open here and there within that space, but quick spreads of [Physical Domain] rapidly vibrated those entrances and the spilling slugs into nothing.

The valley remained, like a cracked plateau rising up half a kilometer from the surrounding land, its top caked in green slugs that slipped past that valley, like radioactive rivers, to fall into the destructive desert. Erick kept the pressure going outside.

And eventually, Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, Debby, and Emily, all reached the core cocoon.

The stronghold of the slugs floated in the Dark, a radiant green sphere the size of a mansion, with several floating rivers connecting it to the rest of the dungeon. In even more defiance of normal reality, the Arachno Squad stood upon those rivers like water striders, each of them crackling with subtle lightning, electrocuting everything that tried to swim out of that water and attack.

Like two horror shows meeting, the girls leapt at the cocoon and began burrowing, slime and slugs going everywhere as tarantula legs and claws proved more than up for the fight. Lightning flickered, killing and killing.

The Dark Mirror showed everything. The sounds were almost worse than the visuals. 

And then an ethereal voice called out from the center of the dungeon, “Hark! And advance no further, Beautiful Spiders! We would grant you boons for letting us live!”

Erick flinched; he always flinched when things that seemed sapient and sentient asked for leniency.

Solomon flinched, too.

The Janes did not. In a sudden coordination, the Janes zapped everything, rainbow lightning linking with each other, and then rapidly turning red as Debby’s power expanded over everything, for she had been saving up for this moment. When everything was dead, Jane, Abigail, Debby, and Emily tore at the core itself.

The world screamed.

Beyond the Mirror, the world fractured and broke, cracks reaching past the surface of the—

- - - -

The world was a ruin of everything and nothing, of fractal trees and impossible geometry. Erick could see everything all at once, and also nothing at all.

Erick stood divorced from himself.

Another Erick stood beside him; a Different Mirror of himself. The Other Erick was not Solomon, he was someone else, shaped in the same sort of way that Erick had been originally shaped, with a sagging belly and a few wrinkles and a bit of grey in his hair. He was a Nothing At All, for his fraction of the multiverse did not exist until Erick gazed upon it, and yet, here he was, in the flesh, the only part of the fractal mess that made any sense at all.

Other Erick looked at Erick, his eyes filled with light, his voice strangely calm, “It’s all about communication. That’s the reason for everything happening in your life. And yet, you are nothing. We’re all just motes of our reality, shoved outward in hopes of understanding the Great Other.”

- - - -

Erick came back to himself.

The Janes floated through the Darkness beyond the Mirror, swimming in clouds of black that ate and crushed everything they touched, like continents colliding. Glowing green remnants of the dungeon burst like whale bodies left out on beaches for too long, popping and exploding and sending slugs to their tiny deaths among the encroaching Black.

The Dark brushed against Red Debby, and Debby became the Dark on that leg briefly, before swimming faster and faster, to get away from the crush. Blue Jane and Green Abigail grabbed for their sisters and pulled them up faster and faster. Orange Candice and Yellow Beth ripped apart a wyrm that had survived, spilling gore and slugs everywhere, further clearing the path on the way out. Purple Emily, having saved her power as much as she could for the trip, expanded that power now, either shoving aside the Dark, or blending with it in order to push it away, Erick wasn’t sure.

The six of them rocketed out of the cleft in the slug-filled valley, the world behind them disintegrating back into the Dark, the portal geysering with one last radioactive-green explosion, before slamming shut on everything that hadn’t managed to escape. Rapidly, the girls set to evaporating the remaining Mind Magic threats upon the surface, Debby’s red lightning flashing hard once again.

Erick helped with Ophiel.

Soon, the threats were gone, and all of Erick’s daughters were getting run through a standard Mind Mage decontamination protocol, which they were easily passing, but precautions were precautions. They’d be back here at Ascendant Mountain in an hour.

Erick began to relax.

And for now, Erick turned to Solomon and Poi, and started with, “So what happened to you all when the dungeon core broke? I got told some cryptic shit by an Other Erick while we floated in a fractal kaleidoscope of reality.”

Poi went first, saying, “I got nothing. I’ve either been second-hand exposed to enough of these events to not affect me, which is a consensus among the Mind Mages, or, as a dungeon master still attached to his core, I was simply insulated from the effects.”

Erick nodded.

Solomon breathed in, and then he said, “I was about ten million different slimes, experiencing around that many different lives. Most of them ended when I was eaten by something else.”

Erick frowned a little. “Well that fucking sucks.”

As soon as the words left his mouth, Erick realized that the problem was larger than his small, instinctive comment. 

Solomon winced. 

Poi said, “We don’t have many records of repros experiencing dungeon core breaks… Like, we have 2 of them. Most repros want nothing to do with dungeons as soon as they separate, but those that do still touch upon dungeon spaces will almost always refuse to take part in a core breaking. Those 2 reports of dungeon core destructions by repros are not helpful here; both of them were forgotten memories, with both people unable to recall what happened.”

Solomon said, “It’s already fading for me… I’m rather sure that Intelligence and having this All-Seeing Eye on my neck is the only thing that allowed me to understand what I was seeing at all. But I was still a slime, and slimes have terrible vision; it’s basically all shadows. Past 5 or 10 meters it’s nothing at all.”

Seeing himself as a slime was obviously the beginning of an existential crisis.

Erick said, “The others will likely have experienced something similar. So how about we stop here for the day. Cut out all experiments and whatnot, and go see a play, or something like that. Or I could make a nice dinner— Oh! Better yet. Let’s all go get wasted at some bars in Aniduun; they’re supposed to be really fun!”

Solomon smiled a little, in a broken sort of way. And then he banished all untoward thoughts, standing straight as he said, “It’s standard to take a week off after a dungeon core breaking, right?”

“Something like that, yes,” Erick said.

Poi said, “You’re taking a week off, and from what I’m hearing already the girls are experiencing some of their own existential crises, so they’re on mandatory leave, too.”

Erick put on a happy face as he smiled wide, announcing, “Then it’s settled! We’re going to do some good old fashioned partying! Or something.” He admitted, “I think I’ve forgotten how to party properly, though.”

Solomon smirked, then demurred, “I’m going to reconnect to the core here, and then we can maybe see what Ascendant City has to offer in the way of nightlife. Maybe Poi can come along, too—”

Poi instantly said, “I am not a hermit, Solomon. I’m here, but I’m also at Candlepoint, overseeing ten simultaneous and normal day-to-day events and one 1-star crisis, in the form of this putrescent slug dungeon breaking, to ensure that the infection is fully cleared. And Erick already did almost that entire job for us, anyway.” He said, “I appreciate the worry, but you do not have to worry about my mental state. Go and have fun.”

“I’m still going to connect to the core,” Solomon said, brooking no argument.

- - - -







“I was a slime,” Abigail said, seated at the dinner table, opening a discussion that they had all briefly touched upon, and then put away as fast as they could.

Once the girls had come back to Ascendant Mountain, they had rapidly shot down Erick’s suggestion of ‘partying’. Everyone except Jane had a hollow look in their eyes, and they had wanted to simply eat and relax, and so Erick had decided to whip up the best dinner he could make. They ate in the large dining room that rarely got used, even back at the original house, instead of at the kitchen table, since there were 10 of them. That had been two hours ago. Now the dinner had been cleared away and dessert was served. It was huge slices of chocolate cake, thick with frosting and moist as a 9-Star Cook could make. Erick was a decent cook when he wanted to be, but the cake was not his; he had bought it from ‘And Dessert!’, his flagship chocolate store he had begun with the ladies from ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ a decade ago. They churned out some fantastic chocolate cakes, as always, though they weren’t the only Cooks on staff by a long shot anymore.

It was almost a good enough cake to lift some spirits.

But Abigail’s words reopened an existential wound.

Beth said, “I was a slime, too. It was really fucking weird, and kinda hit home that we’re not really Jane, and that’s painful, but it’s fine. Right? Not a big deal.”

“Not in the grand scheme of things, no,” Candice said. “We’re all just different people, and that’s fine. This really solidifies that fact. We’re expen—”

“You are NOT expendable,” Erick harshly said, interrupting what he knew was coming. “Even if you suddenly hate yourself, know that I still love you. You are loved. And I don’t like you talking like that about people I love.”

Emily suddenly spat, “You don’t get it—”

“I don’t have to get it,” Erick said, “And you’re all a lot more stable than this mental upset.” He looked to every girl in turn, and then to Solomon. “You are some of the strongest people on this world, and we will be facing something that has killed a whole lot more people than we could ever envision. So if we have to take our time, that is fine. We can get through all of this. 

“Or, you could just stop.

“None of you are expendable. All of you are necessary.

“But if you don’t want to go searching for the Sundering, then you can stay here with Solomon, Poi, and I, as we watch from the Mirror. We all had breaking experiences, too.”

The room was silent.

Jane said, “I’m still going out there to explore the Dark.”

More silence.

Debby said, “I was… I was a slime in that vision, but I was also… Erick.” She winced. “I think I was the slime encased in the asteroid belt just ten centimeters away from the one that became Solomon. It was… A really weird experience. I barely remember anything about it, but… Everything is too different for me to continue like I was. I’m taking a week off, as per industry standard guidelines. You know, the ones that we helped to write.”

Everyone except Poi was surprised by Debby’s announcement.

Debby added, “Maybe I’ll be ready to go back in a week. All I really know is that I’ll be delving for base mana production, and not doing much more than that. We had to ration mana way too much in there.”

There were some small agreements at the ‘too much rationing’ part.

And then Emily dropped a bomb, “I was a slime, but I was also a man, raised by our mother and not here on Veird at all.” Angry, and trying to hide it, Emily said, “I truly think that if we would have been born with a penis our mother wouldn’t have given us to dad.”

Erick was stunned.

The girls were not.

“Oh my god—” “That BITCH!” “Somehow completely expected—” “—And yet not.” “I know, right!”

Beth said, “Well thank the gods we ended up with our dad!”

Erick suddenly laughed, because he had no idea what else to do at the moment. “I’m glad you ended up with me!” 

The Janes were a bit too embarrassed to say anything more about that. They’d probably talk about it all when they were away from him, though, and that’d be fine. 

Erick changed the subject, “When Melemizargo showed us some alternate realities today, I was a centaur in one of them. Imagine if you could have been an actual horse girl! No spiders at all.”

“Now what’s wrong with spiders,” Jane demanded to know.

The others instantly joined in on that topic.

Debby said, “Centaurs are cool, but spiders are cooler.”

“Even in pure utility!” Abigail said, as she stuck her fork into her chocolate cake. “You got the webs, the full-vision eyes—”

“And horses are fragile as shit,” Solomon said, joining in on the conversation, smiling wide. “Spiders are much cooler.”

Erick mocked offense, “You’re turning on me, now?!”

Jane said, “Solomon is now ‘Cool Dad’.”

Solomon instantly conjured sunglasses on his face, saying, “It is Law!”

Laughter, mixed with groans.

Jane said, “I rescind my recommendation.”

“What! No!” Solomon said, “No backsies!”
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                Wizardry took hold of the air, and condensed down into an item.

And it didn’t explode.

Erick was already thrilled. He might have succeeded in making an item that would protect the item itself from all possible Knowledge or Anti-Knowledge forces. It was probably too soon to count those chickens, but Erick was still half-counting them.

Erick telekinetically plucked the ‘rod’ out of the mana/Script void, hovering it to his hands carefully. He did not touch it yet; he simply inspected his work. The item was 35 centimeters of wrist-thick gold and runed up and down the entire length. Erick had placed four spherical, internally-expansive mana gems into the rod, but you couldn’t tell that from looking at it. It looked, quite simply, like a rolled-up scroll. Which it was.

While Solomon and the girls delved dungeons, increasing their base mana production through trials of the Dark, Erick worked with magic, mana crystals, and with Wizardry. For the last 12 days, Erick had been at this project. Prototypes had been made and discarded, proofs-of-concepts turning to dust or tumorous-crystal, mana crystals cracking and then being remade in spherical crystal forms because those worked better. Erick was pretty much exclusively working with mana spheres these days, even though he was having trouble sticking advanced spellwork into those, since spheres only had so much space inside of them, even if they were pushed inward forcibly. The Glittering Depths had done a lot to make their mana spheres work, and Erick was nowhere near replicating that level of power. But Erick had learned a lot, anyway!

It had taken a lot of work to get here, and maybe, this time, this project would work.

The four gems inside the scroll included some very specific magics.

[Cascade Imaging], but tuned for all particles, and without any map functionality. Just pure identification.

The second gem was [Identify] and [Force Wave] along with some Aura work, to produce a short-range [Scan]-like effect. The actual [Scan] spell in the Script was kinda shit, and Erick never used it anyway. Simple Book Magic was enough to make this part of the artifact work fine.

The third gem was a very special [Mend], in order to keep it all together. [Mend] worked off of the manasphere imprint of an item, which meant that if the manasphere imprint was disrupted, then [Mend] was severely disrupted, too. Thus, most of the text of the golden scroll was to make the imprint of the item a self-reinforcing [Mend] magic. To do that, Erick had worked with an understanding of the Time Magic qualities of [Mend], stretching the qualifying time of this [Mend] to a more perfect state of the item, here, at the very beginning of its creation.

If this didn’t work how he wanted it to work, Erick would need to make some ‘Selector’ magic that would self-reference to a specific, perfect point in the item’s history, to allow for a [Mend] that always functioned well. But that was a level of complexity that was beyond the scope of this current project.

A lot of functionality was beyond the scope of this iteration of this ‘Scroll of Self-Knowledge’.

The fourth gem was [Renew], because Erick wanted all the mana in the item to work well together, until it degraded.

Because, let’s get real, it was probably not going to work how Erick wanted it to work.

Erick had inscribed an entire treatise into the scroll, declaring what the item was for, and how it wasn’t to be influenced by any exterior forces, how it wasn’t to allow itself to be used by any exterior forces for anything. None of that would affect the wielder. It was to be purely a self-contained item, cut off from the influence of everything; a slice of reality unto itself. A potential blueprint for how a successful crystallization of a True Wizard might appear.

Erick hadn’t touched the scroll yet.

The scroll hovered in front of him, held by his aura and nothing else, a sense of weight to the item, like a lodestone in the manasphere. It was barely charged, but it would be charged soon enough.

Ophiel squeaked.

And Erick touched the scroll.

White lightning flickered from his fingertips to the runes upon the scroll, Benevolence flickering across the entire surface and flashing out from the endcaps—

In a shattering moment, reality reorganized itself. Gold exploded away from the scroll, torn rolls of metal splashing, molten across the ground. For a moment, Erick thought he had failed again.

But the scroll hovered where Erick had placed it. It looked nothing like it had a moment ago.

Brilliant white and shimmering with colors inside every inscription, the scroll hovered, transformed. It was no longer metal at all, but instead white crystal. The whole thing was pure Benevolence, with a bit of Book and Time and other such powers inside of it.

Erick smiled. And then he touched the scroll…

The scroll did not move. Erick poked it again, and the scroll hovered there, unmoving, adamantine in its position.

“… uhh?”

Perhaps some magical wires had been crossed, because the scroll should still be able to move… And yet. To be moved, was to be affected, and the item was strictly made so that nothing would affect it.

Okay. So.

A misfire of Wizardry, if Erick ever saw one.

He poked the scroll. The scroll remained.

He pressed down on the scroll. The scroll remained.

He punched the scroll, and his hand hurt from the punch. Erick had not hurt himself punching anything in a long while. Erick moved on to aura control, to spellwork, and finally to Spatial Magic. Working Spatial Magic inside the Dark Itself was rather damned difficult, and truly working Spatial Magic inside the slime dungeon would require some runic tools and warp-pads like they had between the Geodes. But Erick could manage smaller Spatial Magics himself. Moving something a meter inside a dungeon? Should be doable.

The scroll remained.

Erick tried hitting it with some [Benevolent Lightning], angry-style, to try and leave some scorch marks, or something. And yet, nothing.

Erick put his hands on his hips, and said, “Well I’m glad I fucked up this step here, and not with my actual self.”

He moved on to the next iteration of the project; one that could follow some verbal instructions…

“Though ‘verbal instructions’ is too unclear.” Erick mused, “Perhaps a secondary artifact that allows position-control over the scroll?” Erick looked around. Then he looked back at the floating scroll. The scroll was taking up experimental space on his platform. “… I’m gonna have to make a new platform.”

Erick created another platform away from the scroll, so that his first ‘success’ didn’t fuck up his second attempt.

A day later, when Erick was inscribing another scroll, the first scroll suddenly fell out of the air and crashed to the ground. The Benevolence crystal shattered into so much spent mana then rapidly melted back into the manasphere.

Erick looked at the dissolution of that mana crystal for a long moment, then he went back to his designs, muttering, “I must have screwed up the mana recycling, too, because that should have lasted a lot longer than a day...” softer, “or maybe there was an outside influence that I hadn’t accounted for, and we are chasing an anti-meme… theoretically...”

He paused as he looked at his latest scroll.

“Nope.”

And then he ripped it up, melted it down to slag, and then purified it again through a variety of Condensing spells and particle voids and applied heat.

He went back to the drawing board, all the way back to the basics of magic itself; the question of mana.









- - - -









Erick worked on the kitchen table, books and writings spread out, as he combed over old ideas and wrote down new ideas, based on his new theories of the multiverse and magic.

Debby was making dinner tonight. It was just her, Poi upstairs reading, and Erick in the kitchen. The other girls and Solomon were outside in the dungeon, poking around with the Dark Mirror, making plans for an assault upon the first of the rescue targets in the Dark. They had already consulted the Well in the center of Ascendant City, and after a week of downtime and a lot more personal mana growth, they were ready to get back to it. Mostly.

That first dungeon core breaking had messed them all up rather well, but time heals most wounds.

For the last week, Erick had enjoyed more time with Jane than he had ever enjoyed before, here on Veird, or even back on Earth, though most of that time spent with ‘Jane’ had been spent with a Jane of a different color. One or two of the girls had opted to spend the night in this dungeon house every night, while the others stayed at the hotel. Erick wasn’t privy to the organization of all of that, for there very much was an organization behind the scenes, with the girls deciding among themselves who stayed each night, but he was happy anyway to talk with Jane over dinner, or Debby over lunch, or Abigail, or Beth, or Candice whenever they wanted to show up. Emily was particularly strong minded about Erick’s political choices, and she was all for talking about House Benevolence all the time, to which Erick was thrilled to see ‘Jane’ interested in all of that. She had never been interested in that before.

Parts of this whole arrangement were weird.

All of the girls seemed to have their own ‘thing’ they were interested in. Or perhaps they were finally allowing themselves to enjoy a ‘thing’, and distance themselves from who they had been before. Erick was still discovering what all those nuances were, but Emily was definitely interested in governance in a way that Jane had never allowed herself to enjoy… or maybe she just never wanted to talk to her father about all that. Emily had no such problems… or maybe she had decided to ‘get over’ those problems.

Hard to say.

Erick and Solomon had spoken to each other at length about Wizardry, and about the girls, with Erick getting the normal treatment from most of them, with added parts to each relationship that Jane had never allowed herself to share before. Solomon, however, was getting the ‘fellow delver’ treatment. A simple coworker. Erick could honestly say that he was jealous about that. To get to know Jane as a person, instead of as a daughter, sounded wonderful. At that admission, Solomon just smiled and said that yeah, he would be jealous, too…

Where was Erick again?

Oh yes. With the multiversal theory.

As Erick scratched words onto paper, he thought about how each of the girls could be a reflection from a different multiverse—

“I’m not going out there again,” Debby said, tense as anyone could be, and also trying not to show it.

Ah.

And then there was Debby.

Erick had wondered what was up with her, for she had been tense all day long, so he had decided to work on the kitchen table while she made dinner. He was giving her space to talk, and she was taking that space. She stopped working, and was looking at Erick, waiting for him to reprimand her.

Erick would do no such thing.

“Okay. That’s fine, Debby. Want to stay here and watch from the Mirror with Solomon and I?”

No reprimand?

Erick watched as Debby realized that she wasn’t in trouble at all, even though she felt like she should be. And then she realized that of course she wasn’t in trouble. Her father would support her however she wished to live her life.

Debby smiled a little as she checked on the frying pot, flicking a bit of batter into the hot oil to check if it was hot enough. The batter sizzled; the oil was hot enough. Debby moved on to the wet-battered chicken, to begin to pluck it out and toss it into the pot, as she said, “Yeah. I’m going to stay here. Thanks, dad.”

“Of course!” Erick said, “You know…” Debby was the Jane who had briefly experienced ‘life as Erick’ during the core breaking last week, and now that she was going to stay here, Erick suddenly felt like maybe, just maybe, she might be opening to talking about other topics; ones that Jane never wanted to discuss. He asked, “You want to talk about magic?”

“Yes!” Debby said, with perhaps too much enthusiasm for her. She shrugged, adding, “Uh. Yes.”

Erick tried not to smile too much, elation filling him from toes to his top. “I’m working on Minor Wizardry right now, trying to think of what ‘Minor’ really means in this context, and what I’m arriving at is that all magic is technically ‘minor’ Wizardry. It is said that all of the First Magics came from Wizards, after all. Want to talk about that?” He said, “Or we could work on something you want. What sorts of magics are you up to these days?”

As chicken fried, Debby cast a little bubble of Force that prevented oil from popping in the air. She was gearing up for something big, and it took her a moment to get there, but Erick could already tell she was past the hard part. She casually blurted out, “I’m probably going to go into Lightning Magic. The Truth I had as Jane still works but I can already see it fading some. I think that core breaking was a deeper break than I thought.”

“… That’s possible? I didn’t know it was possible for a Truth to change like that—” Erick corrected himself, “Except in extreme circumstances, which I suppose this counts.”

Debby nodded. “We don’t have many records of repros destroying cores, or experiencing what we experienced, so… Apparently it can change a Truth. I seem to be the only one, though. The others are fine.” She shrugged. “It’s probably just as well, right? We’re searching for some sort of Lightning Magic anyway. Maybe having a Lightning Truth will help with that. And Lightning is kinda fun. Though I never used to think like that before I had that… experience as you.”

“You can be anything you want to be, Debby, and I’ll help you get wherever you want to go.”

Debby smirked a little, looking away. “… Or maybe my Jane-Truth still works just fine.” She added, “But I still want to differentiate myself. So I’m gonna go with Lightning Magic. Got any tips? How about from the ground up, based around your new multiverse-theories?”

Erick smiled as he sat back in his chair, saying, “Excellent!” Erick thought for a moment, then began, “So, thinking about Lightning Magic from a multiversal plane-egress sort of way…

“The Old Cosmology was made of different planes that all existed alongside each other in a cohabitation configuration, in what some might have called the Material Plane. But there was no Elemental Material, or anything like that, as far as we know. If anything, it was all just elements expressing themselves in the Realm of the Dark, so perhaps ‘the Dark’ was the Material Plane, like this dungeon space we’re in right now, but probably different.

“Or perhaps ‘The Mana Ocean’ was the ‘Material Plane’. Everyone was always talking about the Mana Ocean in the Old Cosmology. Whenever the Mana Ocean and the Dark came up, they were usually separate, but there is some discrepancy with that, because I’ve heard Shades talk about the Edge of Everything, where people had to go into the Dark and expand the universe—

“Anyway! That stuff is not this stuff. That stuff is all confusing words and meanings that I’d need to talk to a god to find out about, and it doesn’t really matter for the purposes of mana and magic.

“Anyway: One of those planes —that we know was a dimension— was the Plane of Lightning.

“It was a realm like all the rest, like inside Benevolence, or Fairy, or else wise. Things lived in there. Things used Lightning as the substance of their bodies and minds and souls. Etcetera.

“To express Lightning in the Material Realm was to bring the concept of Lightning to the forefront, through the alteration of one’s personal mana, and pour that Lightning into specific forms which Lightning easily followed.

“Now, there are multiple ways to classify ‘Lightning Magic’, and we’ll go over a few of them. Those classifications are mostly still applicable here, in this New Cosmology, but I imagine that outside of the Script, inside a universe where a Lightning Realm truly existed, Lightning Magics were much more powerful. Or at least the most powerful spells were more powerful because they had a higher ceiling of power.

“All of this is tied into what Poi would call ‘magnitude’ of a spell, which we’ll get to.

“Anyway.

“Base level Lightning Magic is to take some mana and turn that possibility into the possibility of Lightning, through the application of personal intent onto one’s mana. Depending on the purity of transformation of Reality into reality, this level of spellwork can be between mag 1 and mag… I don’t know. 4? 4 sounds good.

“Higher level Lightning Magic would be to change the way lightning functions in this reality, through the expression of one’s personal Reality in such a way as to temporarily override the local reality. I imagine this is where a Truth of Lightning emerges, which results in a whole bunch of effects, from an easier time handling Lightning Magic, to the ability to innately use Lightning, to having a Lightning Form, or stuff like that. A Truth of Lightning would be, in effect, making your soul resonate more strongly with the Lightning Dimension than other Dimensions.

“Extremely high levels of Lightning Magic would be stuff like Domainwork, which is the exclusion of the powers of other people in favor of your own. There would also be traveling to the plane of Lightning, or bringing the plane of Lightning here, to Veird, through a Rift, or whatever.

“The top tier of Lightning Magic available here, on Veird, would be instantiating a [Lightning Storm], and letting nothing else exist at that time. It’d be like the aftermath of that Red Dot attack at Spur all those years ago; that [Fireball] turned all the sand around the city molten, even though the Red Dot didn’t produce nearly enough heat to be able to do that, but it was an Elemental Fire-based Domain/Reality attack, and so it did stuff it shouldn’t have been able to do, like melt sand into black glass.” Erick asked, “Got it, so far?”

Debby had taken out some chicken from the fryer and was in the middle of replacing it, as she said, “Yeah. That’s nothing too different from what I already know so all of that makes sense.” Debby asked, “But how does that relate to the multiverse theory of this New Cosmology? With Particle Magic? Are you just plucking random events from around you that are possible and using them when you cast a [Particle Lightning] spell?”

Erick grinned. “Rozeta often said that Particle Mage is just Force Mage that she fucked around with a bit to make it work with Particle Magic, and I think that is more telling about what Particle Magic is than I ever realized. She also said that Particle Magic is just advanced [Telekinesis], and with that bit of information, the hows and whys of Particle Magic makes perfect sense.

“See, Force Magic is about setting boundaries of Elemental Force, which is really just telling the world what is happening in a location, through Elemental Force. [Force Wall], [Force Platform]. Etcetera. For those spells, you’re just telling the world that there is a solid Force here or there, or wherever you cast the magic. In those cases, Force means the ‘force to stay here’.

“When you apply this ideology to spells that move, like [Force Bolt], you might think that this theory breaks down. But Force is not actually about solidity, though that is what it is best known for.

“Elemental Force is actually about specific movements of Force, of which other things can be locked inside that Force, or not. This is where you get [Telekinesis] and otherwise. Non-elemental-specific Magic is usually Force-related, but not always. All magic uses some Element within that magic, even [Teleport], which is actually more Time than Force, because Elemental Space doesn’t actually exist, and… And that might be getting too deep in the weeds.”

“You are getting a bit weedy, dad,” Debby said, nodding.

“Right!” Erick said, “Anyway. [Particle Lightning]. The basic Particle version of the classic [Lightning] involves electrical charges made possible through an application of Force upon different items. This is where you get the [Small Spark] spell, which is very small. Or the extremely potent [Battery], which is lightning in a bottle, basically.

“All of that is done through a specialized Force Magic [Telekinesis] that is less a standard application of Force, and much more an instantiation of very nearby and easy to reach multiversal possibility.

“Like how [Call Lightning] made rain as a byproduct, which was because it was a spell that pulled actual rain and power from the sky in order to cause lightning. The rain remained because it was a byproduct of some very expansive multiversal shenanigans, pulling rain out of other locations.

“Like if you have a broken plate. If you cast [Mend] upon one half of a broken plate, the other half of the plate, if it is close at all, will vanish from the world, and the plate will appear whole again.

“Like how [Teleport] is technically Establishment magic given to the masses, but also Force and Time Magic, Particle Magic is literally Establishment magic of what could be; the emplacement of one’s personal idea of Reality onto this current reality.

“Particle Magic is practically the ‘base form of magic’ of this New Cosmology’.

“Particle Magic is also just a very specialized application of Force Magic.” Erick continued, “So to pull back a bit, and to look at how Lightning Magic goes from basic mana altering for Lightning, to Lightning Domains, to the plane of Lightning…

“I have done a lot of Particle Magic, from the basic stuff like [Small Spark], up to [Control Weather] and [Physical Domain]. But looking at this new layout of classification, it appears I have never done any magnitude 9, ‘Instantiation of the Physical’. I’m not even sure what such a thing should look like. Perhaps what I have done with [Call Lightning] already counts as ‘instantiation’, or maybe I’m way off.

“Anyway.

“All of this neatly explains why singing to the mana produces results, and why some people can ‘hear’ mana. It’s because they can vibrate the world to instantiate results from a specific dimension, and they can also hear those different vibrations. Mana itself is still sapient, of course, so it helps with this communication. All magic is about communication with realms.”

Erick stopped. He waited.

And Debby thought for a while, as she put some more battered chicken into the fryer. Eventually, she asked, “What would a… Physical Realm even look like? I mean… That’s just the one we’re in, right? You can’t really pull from what we’re already in.”

“Ah! See… That’s a good point.” Erick said, “Except we do have a multiverse of physicality. We use that multiverse for Establishment purposes all the time, like for [Teleport]… even if no one does [Teleport] anymore.”

Debby thought for a moment. “Have you ever tried Establishing lightning? Not going through any sort of sideways-[Telekinesis]-sort-of Particle Magic? Just straight-up lightning manifesting?”

Erick smiled, saying, “I’m never going to do that. That’s too close to the Sundering for me.”

Debby rolled her eyes, exactly as Erick expected Jane to do when he spoke of being the cause of the Sundering. “You didn’t cause the Sundering, dad. There’s absolutely no way. And besides! Wouldn’t ‘Establishing’ lightning just be like… You point at a target and a cloud that was never there in the sky suddenly bolts the target? That’s the most your ‘Small Wizardry’ could do.”

Erick shrugged. “Still not gonna chance it.” He added, “I have considered a Particle Magic [Teleport], but I’m honestly not sure how to make that happen except through pure Wizardry, because the ‘macro level wavelength collapse’ idea I originally had about [Teleport] was functional, but also incorrect. I know that I only got as far in the Worldly Path as I did in the beginning because I was able to brute force the magic with Ophiel—” Ophiel squeaked that he was a good helper, and Erick repeated that yes, he was, then Erick continued, “—and I brute forced it, and the Script allowed it, because that’s how the Script works when you get close enough; if you get 90% there it gets you the other 10%. It wasn’t until at the end of the Path, that I was learning about other planes, that I truly understood what I was doing, and was able to complete the Path.” He added, “So as for a true ‘macro level Wavelength-collapse [Teleport]’? No idea. Not chancing it right now, anyway.”

“Just turn some bricks of stone into bricks of gold, then,” Debby said, “That seems like high-level Particle Magic to me—” And then she looked around, waving her hand in the air, saying, “All of this is actually us inside the Dark, anyway. So if you can only do real Particle Magic outside of the physical realm, then here we are. Try it here.”

… Erick suddenly paused.

For something occurred to him.

“You’re suggesting that you can only do real Elemental Magic outside of that Elemental Realm?”

“Well sure… But now that you talk like that, I am less sure.” Debby said, “It makes sense though, right. You can’t really do Fire Magic if there isn’t something to contrast with that Fire; something to burn.”

Erick decided to voice his concern, “If you can only do real Elemental Magic outside of that Elemental Realm, as in ‘you can only overwrite reality with a Reality that is not reality’, then can you only do real Particle Magic outside of the ‘Particle realm’? Could the Sundering have only come from outside of the Old Cosmology… Hmm.” He paused. He frowned a little. “But I can do the best Benevolence Magic inside of Benevolence. That’s where the Benevolent Sky is.” He said, “I’m not sure your theory tracks, Debby, but I’ll keep an eye on it.”

Debby thought for a moment, then said, “I suppose the Lightning Storms on a plane of Lightning are probably a lot bigger than the ones on the community plane.”

“Sounds right to me— OH!” Erick said, “But if it is possible for magic to go from the realm it is on, to other realms, and retain the strength of the original realm, now that… Now that could have caused the Sundering. An attack from the New Cosmology directed at the Old Cosmology, using New Cosmology Wizardry.”

Debby smiled. “Add it to the list!”

Erick reached over and added another bullet point to the ever-growing list of ‘Sundering Suspects’. Below ‘Vengeful God’ and ‘Memetic Knowledge Threat’ and ‘Xoat Waking’ and all the rest, Erick added, ‘A Particle Magic attack from the New Cosmology, using Particle Magic Establishment magic’.

Erick said, “I’m not sure which one I’m more uncomfortable with; the Xoat stuff, or this latest one, which is just a refinement of ‘Erick did it, somehow’.”

“I’m sure we’ll add in some non-you points as soon as we start getting into the Dark again… Or at least the other girls will.” Debby said, “I’m not breaking a core ever again.”

Erick smiled. He wasn’t comfortable with core breaking, either, mostly due to what it did to his daughters and to Solomon. Erick changed the subject, though, because Debby was uncomfortable, “I would like to be vindicated as not having caused the Sundering.”

Debby asked, “Is anyone in power actually saying that?”

“A thousand hate letters per day are a power all their own.”

Debby looked stricken for a moment, reminding Erick of all the times when Jane had witnessed him being in danger from gangsters back home, or here on Veird, or when she realized that he had been doing something dangerous, and she had not known until now. Like in all those times he talked to her about every Shadow’s Feast, or about any of the other major events in his life.

Debby asked, “Are any of those threats credible?”

“I don’t get many actual threats, but Burhendurur investigates those covertly when they do come up. For a little while in the beginning, a few different organizations discovered that the House personally investigates every threat, so they were using those threats to jump ahead in meetings with me. Most of the time I dismissed those line-jumpers and canceled their meeting for wasting everyone’s time. Sometimes I helped them, though, which is why we got line-jumpers.” Erick said, “Very few of the threats I get are anywhere near credible; they are just the ramblings of undereducated and scared people. Enforcement and the Office of Mail does a good job sorting stuff on their own these days.”

“I hope you’re getting thankful letters, too.”

Erick smiled. “Oh yeah. All the time, from all over the world. I tried personally answering all of those letters once upon a time, but that was way too much, so the Office of Mail does most of that these days. They do pick out 10 letters per day for me to read personally. I think my favorites are from the Sovereign Cities.” He asked, “But what about you! You’re the big shot in the Dungeoneering Guild— Ah. Wrong question.” Erick realized he had fucked up a little.

Debby moved past it, shaking her head. “It’s fine. I’m not sure who I am going to be, but Jane is gonna continue doing that, and I’m gonna be… I haven’t considered the future too much.” She shrugged, threw some more chicken into the hot oil, and said, “On the plus side, I get to experiment with that whole ‘immortality through abandoning your past with [Polymorph]’ idea. Now that will involve a changing Truth… Maybe.”

Erick smiled softly. “House Benevolence will always be here for you as long as I’m around. We have programs for all that stuff, too, though not directly; it’s through Stratagold.”

“Yeah I’ve spoken with Sitnakov about all that before and…”

The conversation meandered, from magic to the future to everything else. Eventually, dinner was ready, but Debby placed the hot food under [Ward]s for no one else was ready, and soon Erick sat with Debby at the kitchen table and spoke of magic, and Erick’s burgeoning Wizardry-Classification system.

Eventually, the girls came back from investigating the Mirror and the Well with Solomon, and Poi came down from his work rooms above. Dinner was great, and there was a lot of it, for Erick [Duplicate]d the best bits of chicken to make enough for everyone, as he usually did. It was a lot easier to make a normal portion of food and then copy it for 10 people, than it was to cook for 10 people every night.

[Duplicate] seemed like it might be mag 9 magic, now that Erick was thinking about it.

“Nope,” Poi said, “Only mag 8.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Holy shit? That big?”

Poi nodded.

A whole new conversation started about magnitude.

- - - -

“So we’re going to start searching for the Sundering causes today,” Erick said, to the gathered gods. “It’s mostly going to be a crap shoot if we can actually reach wherever we’re aiming, but if we can manage to crack open a path through the Dark into the desired lands, then we’re going ahead with the search. We haven’t proven that we can actually do that yet, but that’s coming up, too.

“Anyway.

“We have 3 targets lined up. All of them are massively major artifacts.

“The first is the Lifeblood Heart. From my understanding from my daughters and the Well, it’s an Elemental Stone, Air, and Water artifact, along with a smattering of smaller life-aligned powers, created however long ago in the Old Cosmology, and guarded by the Order of the Sacred Pulse. It’s like a Benevolence fountain, always creating life, but a whole lot more. It was the infinite mana artifact of a powerful Creation Wizard.

“The second is the Prismatic Key. This one might be the best option for further exploration of the Dark. It’s a key that takes you wherever you want to go, and makes the land on both sides of the resultant [Gate] habitable to life on both sides.

“The third option is the Censer of Destruction, which is a Destruction Wizard artifact that can destroy whatever is burned inside of it.” Erick said, “Unless you all have different suggestions, or specific suggestions, then we’re going for those. When we get them, we’ll hand them over to Rozeta and the Script. Except for the Key. That’ll let us search for other items easier.”

Erick finished, and waited.

This particular meeting of the gods took place on the grounds outside of the slime dungeon, just there in the clearing, upon the grass. It wasn’t a formal thing; it was pure business. All Erick had done was call up to the sky, and they had answered.

Rozeta, Phagar, Koyabez, and Atunir had calmly listened while Erick spoke.

And then Rozeta looked to the others. “The Heart.”

“I withhold my opinion,” Phagar said. “But the Key would be useful for you.”

“I’m partial to the Censer,” Koyabez said. “I know of it, and it is a very minor Destruction Wizard artifact, told of in stories of people looking to destroy the indestructible.”

Atunir said, “The Censer would be the safe choice. It wouldn’t actually help with Primal Lightning, though. For that, I suggest we consider the Lightning Shield.” She looked to Erick. “It was one of the many artifacts that helped us escape the Primal Lightning back then, but it was destroyed in Ar’Kendrithyst 800 years ago in a ritual of the Dark. Sininindi has the pieces of that—”

Sininindi, Goddess of Storm and Sea, stepped down into the clearing.

Atunir continued, “And if you can’t find the Lightning Shield in the past and bring it to this present, then perhaps you can Paradox that artifact back into existence through Sininindi’s assistance.”

Sininindi said, “I was having Quilatalap make that item, actually, along with a bunch of others.”

Everyone looked to Sininindi.

Sininindi said, “He knows the artifact because it was in his custody for a short while, before the Shades destroyed it. So yes, I have charged Quilatalap with remaking that treasure and others as a part of his dungeon work. Perhaps in a few months Erick can journey into there, as he had done to your dungeon, Atunir, and rescue the true Lightning Shield from that ritual.” She spoke to the group, “As for current searches in the Dark, I recommend a search for the Foregone Octagon, or the Book of Class, or the Enchanter’s Guile.” She looked to Erick, adding, “The Enchanter’s Guile is probably the best option for you to grab from the Dark. It will assist you with making artifacts of your own.”

Atunir nodded. “A fair choice.”

Phagar nodded, slightly less sure, along with Koyabez.

Erick said, “That is a good target, too.”

Rozeta frowned a little, saying, “I would prefer the Heart. Doubling Veird’s mana production would solve so many smaller problems and completely negate the need for dungeons, allowing us self sufficiency right now.”

In a slightly-exasperated voice, Atunir said, “Even if they managed to find it, the mana pressure alone would force them away. That’s the singular problem that the Order of the Sacred Pulse had with it; they could never truly defend it, or anchor it to a location, because it kept flying away from them… and everyone else.” She explained to Erick, “The thing doubles the mana production of all life near it, and so it has a way of always flying out of hand.”

From the looks of everyone, Atunir was right on the money with her assessment.

Rozeta still said, “I still want it. We can stick it in orbit, and if it simply pushes itself away from Veird, then that’s fine, too.”

“… Hmm.” Erick said, “Well maybe we need a containment system for the Heart before we retrieve the Heart. I’m not sure how many chances we get at stealing a specific item from the Dark, but I’m assuming one time, and one time only.”

“The Heart can’t be contained,” Phagar said, “That was one thing that was always true of that item. Leave it be for now.”

Erick said, “Then the Key or the Censer.” He looked to Atunir and Sininindi, adding, “Or the Lightning Shield?”

Sininindi said, “Give me a few months and there’s no need to risk the Dark for that item.”

Erick instantly said, “If you make it, then it might be the cause of the Prophesied Storm.”

“Doubtful,” Sininindi said, leaving it at that.

Phagar said, “I suggest the Key.”

“You’re not refraining?” Rozeta asked.

Phagar said, “I will refrain, but add that the Key is the best choice.”

Koyabez said, “Going after the Key would be going after a Paradox; there’s no telling what you would walk into. I suggest the Censer again, because the Censer allowed for the creation of a bastion of complete safety, where nothing evil was allowed to exist. If you do manage to find that place in the Dark, and it’s real, then there will be absolutely nothing dangerous at all about the location, and the artifact you pull from it will be endlessly useful, especially if you manage to pull some infinite Banned mana item from the Dark—” He added toward Rozeta, “—like the Heart, with its infinite mana generation along a hundred different axes.”

“We can deal with a little banned magic, but you do raise a good point.” Rozeta said, “I still suggest the Heart, because the benefits outweigh the costs. But really it’s up to Erick.” She looked to him. “The Script will accept whatever you give it, and all of the stated items will be useful.”

Unsaid consensus passed around the gathering.

Erick nodded, then said, “One final question on the nature of Wizards and Gods. Would it be correct to say that gods set the over-reality to which we all live within, while Wizards set their personal reality, and pull possibility from side realities into the over-reality, for use in the over-reality?”

There were a few queer looks among the gathered gods.

Phagar said, “Sounds reasonable to me.”

Atunir nodded. Koyabez nodded a bit deeper. Sininindi agreed, but with a slight tilt of her head; she did not fully agree.

Rozeta said, “It’s a bit simplistic, but yes. That’s largely correct. I would add that the clearer the ideas and methodology that a Wizard has regarding side-realities, the easier it is to pull from those side-realities.” She added, “But to rephrase in classically-accepted wordage: The more you know of how magic works, the easier it is for you to impose your Reality upon reality.”

Erick found himself chuckling once. “I believe I have said almost that exact same phrase before.”

Atunir said, “It’s a Paradox Wizard’s understanding of reality, for sure, but it is not incorrect.”

Sininindi said, “That was my general disagreement with the statement.”

“It’s not incorrect, though,” Koyabez said, “It is functional, and all Wizards approach that final Truth differently. I am glad to see that you are getting closer to True Wizardry, Erick. I have ten thousand things I would ask of you and ten thousand reciprocations I could offer once you achieve that sort of power.”

Phagar spoke up, “I have ten thousand requests as well, but they’re all about maintaining the current timeline since it seems to be working out the best for everyone.”

“I wouldn’t want to go time traveling yet, anyway,” Erick said.

Everyone in the clearing relaxed a little at that, except for Phagar, who was as perfectly poised as he always was, since he knew all of Time forward and backwards and sideways. For all the rest of the gods, Wizards were sources of chaos that were hard to read.

Rozeta said, “If you do ever get to time traveling more than an hour at a time, I would ask you to keep that shit away from Veird. We’ve had enough messes regarding that for one Cosmology.”

Erick nodded.

And the meeting was over.

As fast as the gods had come at Erick’s call, they departed, like golden wind and fire and lightning, dispersing back into the manasphere.

Erick turned toward the left, where a group of adventurers had hunkered down under as much invisibility and otherwise as they could muster, but which Erick still saw through. It was a man and two women, all in armor, all ready for battle, though that was just a stress response. They had heard the voices and tried to creep up for the last few minutes, before they stalled out at the edge of the clearing. They had seen who was talking. Now, they stayed where they were, practically frozen on the spot, the man and the woman having pissed themselves, while the other woman had not.

“Not sure who you are, but it’s dangerous around these parts these days,” Erick said, as Ophiel descended to stand next to the adventurers. The three of them locked eyes with Ophiel, and the three of them went absolutely frozen in terror. “… You three okay?”

No response.

Erick scooped them up in a [Gate] and dropped them off at Aniduun, breaking all of their invisibility spellwork in the process. Once they realized where they were —which took a moment— they freaked the fuck out for a good five minutes before they got themselves under control again. Erick moved on. The three adventurers were not Erick’s problem.









- - - -









Inside of a massive tunnel in the Underworld, located deep below the northern pole, or at least where the ‘northern pole’ would be on Veird, Jane and the sisters stood about a hundred meters away from the target destination. It was hard to see from this angle and in the absolute dark of this deep land, but there was a dungeon entrance beyond that ridge over there. It was a very new dungeon.

Jane wasn’t sure this was going to work, but they were here, courtesy of Ophiel and her father. Ophiel hung around in the air above, providing some light in the dark and a connection to base.

They didn’t have much time, so Jane got on with it as fast as she could.

“We’re going after the Censer, as you all know,” Jane said to her gathered sisters, except for Debby, who stayed at the dungeon. “We’re probably not going to find it, but we should be able to actually reach the targeted location from here. When we get there, we’ll destroy the core as fast as possible. Within the exposed Dark, we will find a path to the Censer…” Jane paused. “What?”

Ophiel had swung close. He spoke with her father’s voice, “The Mirrors are showing that the target has moved. Want to try this area anyway? Make an honest go of exploring the Dark, for real?”

Jane muttered, “That was faster than it should have been.”

The group paused in thought.

Emily was the first to speak. “This is more of a chance to pull anything real from the Dark at all, so yeah. Let’s dig in and see what we can find, and if we can actually bring any of it back.”

Abigail said, “I’d like an anti-anti-memetic monster form.”

Candice frowned at her, saying, “You weren’t even able to wear that shackle for an hour before you ripped it off.”

“You didn’t do any better,” Abigail said.

Beth said, “It’s fucking weird that none of us could wear that bracelet for very long.”

All of her sisters had tried wearing the Bracelet of Memory, the anti-anti-memetic slave shackle that disallowed the wearer from forgetting anything at all, and all of them had done poorly with it. Jane included. Jane didn’t remember her time wearing the artifact very much, once she took it off, but when she observed her sisters with it, she certainly remembered all of the others being very eager to remove the Bracelet.

“We’re probably constantly infected with anti-memetic magics; yes,” Jane said, going over the same talk that they’ve had for the past week, when they were doing everything except for actually progressing on the main quest. “But that doesn’t matter right now.”

For all that they all originated from Jane, Jane was already seeing a lot of variation among them. Chief among that variation was that they all wanted to goof around just a bit too much for her tastes, thus the need for a group-talk before any big missions. But they were still copies of her. All it took was a slight look and a call to action and the group organized again.

Jane continued, “We’ve done small forays into the Dark before, but we’ve always pulled back from actually going into the places we’ve seen. Even if we aren’t going after the Censer this time, it will still be good to actually try the Dark, for real.” She looked to Ophiel. “Dad. Can you tell what is in the Dark around this dungeon now?”

“Yeah, but it’s been changing a lot. One moment,” Ophiel said, followed fast by, “The dungeon itself is a tunnel system, but the Dark beyond is… A place of metal? No. Of glass. Yes. Solomon and Debby are saying Glass, and I agree... Maybe Elemental Crystal, actually; so Light and Stone. Maybe some Metal, too. Hard to say— No. Wait. It’s moving on again. Some sort of water or slime— Oh! Oozes and slimes? Looks like ooze— Back to being crystal—”

The second Jane had heard ‘ooze’ Jane instantly rushed forward, speaking over her father’s voice, saying, “We move fast! We want that.” Even if the Deeper Dark changed before they got there, finding oozes and slimes was a very good thing to go for. Oozes and slimes were great Familiar Forms. As she ran Jane fell apart into an ooze made of black goo; a curse ooze, the advanced form of the curse slime. It was the only monster that was truly capable of surviving in the Dark for any proper length of time, and it was their first line of defense against the absolute destruction of the Dark. With a bit of [Greater Shadowalk] manipulation, Jane raced off toward the dungeon, calling out, “Tell us if it changes!”

All of her sisters were already following, all of them having had the same idea, at almost the same moment, all of them turning into curse oozes...

- - - -

… Erick stood upon the white ridge of the slime dungeon, watching his five girls, like blobs of super-animated black goo, race into the dungeon. They rapidly left Ophiel’s sight and appeared upon the Mirror in front of Erick, inside the dungeon. Erick kept his senses split between Ophiel, hovering above the dungeon, and with himself, watching his girls rip down into the dungeon, which was a whole bunch of random tunnels made of stone. All of the girls followed the flow of mana directly toward the core.

Erick was only controlling one Mirror. Solomon and Debby controlled the other two. Together, the three of them watched the dungeon space, and also the Dark surrounding that dungeon.

From three different angles, Erick watched as his girls assaulted the core room, where they absolutely demolished a rock golem, before attacking the core and shattering it into pieces—

- - - -

—Erick stood within fire and light. The ground was flame so thick it was solid. That flame stretched out to the horizon, where geysers of fire looped up into the absolute black sky, before coming back down like liquid annihilation—

- - - -

— his daughters were doing something that Erick didn’t fully understand. Standing atop the ridge of the Slime Dungeon, Erick watched them work amid the crushing depths of the destroyed dungeon. The Black fell inward, a hole between moving continents closing fast, crushing them utterly, and yet not at all. The girls became one with the Black, with the Dark, their ooze forms allowing them to be separate, to survive. They spun magic into the Dark—

And the Janes flopped into the Deeper Dark, accomplishing something else that Erick didn’t fully understand. Erick assumed that Jane was learning stuff outside of his purview, probably from Fallopolis or Lapis or some other Shade. Whatever the case, the Janes crossed a discrepancy in the world, and ended up in the Deeper Dark, or the Dark, Erick wasn’t sure. They were inside a land that was not simple Dark at all.

Trying to comprehend what he was seeing, and how he had seen it, was taking Erick some time.

There had been a Blackness in the crush of continents, and then the crush was gone, and now the girls were inside a larger space of the Dark beyond, and yet, that larger space of the Dark beyond did not really exist at all until the girls had invaded that space.

Before the girls had arrived on scene, and according to the Mirrors, the larger Dark beyond the tunnels was a bunch of nonsensical dream imagery. That’s why Erick had had such a hard time describing what he was seeing in the Mirrors. And then the girls had arrived, forcing their way forward, and then opening up the space on the other side. They made that space quite real… Or at least it was real where the girls had shown up?

Hmm.

Far as the Mirrors could see, the girls had landed on a land of black rock and crystal spikes, where black slimes with glowing-white cores held upon those ridges, like the capping stars on many different Christmas trees made of black crystal. Ponds of black slimes, all without shining cores, held here and there below those crowning slimes, all of them trying and failing to climb the slick crystal. But sometimes, here and there upon the black crystal landscape, multiple slimes had managed to reach the topmost ridge, and stay there, like multiple kings of the mountain. Here and there, groups of three or four star-core slimes decorated the night with their tiny lights.

Everything else was black.

Erick was still focused on how the black-ooze girls had managed to create this space out of the death of the tunnel dungeon, but the girls focused on the task at hand. They grabbed some slimes like they were children ripping at the innards of a broken pinata.

The five girls managed to grab about twenty slimes, some with bright cores, most without, and then they rapidly began to retreat, doing something else that Erick didn’t quite understand.

From the outside, it looked as though the girls had crashed into a black space in the air, or some sort of shadow, and that there was no way back at all. The continents had crushed together, after all. There was no tunnel dungeon to fight through to get back to this reality. It was like they had been thrown into Fairy; without knowing the ways in and out, or having an actual entrance or exit, one could easily get trapped there for all eternity.

But the girls somehow found the hole in the Dark that they had created, and then they widened that hole, before slipping back, through the black, dragging slimes with them—

They vanished from the Dark Mirrors—

—Through Ophiel, Erick watched them emerge into normal reality.

Except the girls all popped into the stone which made up the Underworld, about twenty meters below where the tunnel actually existed. For a moment, Erick panicked again, because it was like they had suffered a ‘[Teleport] accident’. But they all instantly transformed into Stone and stonestepped with their slimy cargo into the open air of the tunnel space.

And then the girls were out. They had survived. They had stolen prizes. They were whole and not dead at all.

Erick chuckled in utter relief. No one had died.

He whispered, “They made it.”

Solomon breathed out, shaking with relief.

Debby gave a tiny, nervous chuckle. “See! Nothing to it! I knew they had it in them.”

Erick almost panicked again, because Debby was 100% lying. Solomon noticed, too.

They let it go.

Inside of the massive Underworld tunnel, Abigail turned from ooze back into person and did some magic around the new slimes to check on them. Each of them was the size of a black basketball, while only four of them had shining white cores. And then, they were less than that. Erick wasn’t sure when it had started, but it had probably started the very second the girls had pulled the slimes into this reality. Slowly, surely, all of the slimes started to fade. The girls all noticed this, and a few of them tried to turn back into black oozes, to corral and bolster the slimes through Dark Magic, if such a thing truly existed, but the slimes were all turning into shadow, to fade away into the darkness of the room, like so much cotton candy disintegrating inside water.

The star-cored ones lasted moments longer, but they too disintegrated.

For a moment, every participant in the experiment all just looked at the spot where the last star-cored slime had lingered the longest.

“So that didn’t work,” Erick announced.

“Bah.” “Dammit.” “Didn’t work.” “How could it work?” “I’m not sure.”

Soon, the girls were back in the dungeon for a debrief, though they had already talked extensively among themselves in the ten minutes it had taken them to get back. Their consensus, as far as Erick could tell, was disappointment.

“So the slimes not surviving was kinda expected, because they weren’t fully instantiated. But I, like most of you, assumed this would just work.” Erick said. “I assumed that anything you plucked from the Dark would survive, but these specific realities apparently don’t mix like that. So we’ll likely have to do an instantiation sort of thing. For living things, we’re probably going to have to do something similar to what happens in the Glittering Depths, to allow dungeon NPCs to gradually become real people. Maybe I need to get that Name Finder back from the House, if we decide to go after people. Maybe we need some shadeling fugue assistance experts, too. Maybe someone from Ascendant Town can help? If we go after people, anyway.

“For inanimate things, you’re all going to have to learn a bit of Wizardry, to instantiate those things yourselves, like how I made this All-Seeing Eye around my neck, or Wheatly, which Solomon now wields.”

The golden bracelet around Solomon’s wrist briefly glittered in recognition of his name, but then Wheatly realized that Erick wasn’t talking to him, so he stayed wrapped around Solomon’s wrist. All in all, Erick liked the name ‘Wheatly’, but the girls kinda frowned at that name.

Solomon patted Wheatly, then shook his head a little at the girls.

Emily gave a defensive roll of her eyes. “That name is ridiculous.”

“It’s a fine name,” Solomon defended.

Erick continued, “But first thing: How did you tunnel into the Dark? I saw what you did, and I could understand most of it, but if you could put it into words that would be good. Are you girls using Dark Magic?”

Solomon nodded, also wanting that answer.

The girls looked at each other, questioningly.

Debby said, “We have no Dark Magic.”

As though a breaking point in a conspiracy had been reached, Candice casually announced, “Melemizargo was explicit about us not having Dark Magic unless we became Paladins, and we’re not doing that.”

Erick nodded, inwardly very happy for that announcement.

Jane answered, “We just did it? We don’t need Dark Magic. Just a curse ooze form.”

“It was a sort of squiggle and a pop,” Abigail said.

“Not a whole lot of mana cost, either,” Beth said.

Candice said, “We made ourselves one with the Dark.”

All of that was less than conclusive.

And then Debby said, “They focused their body and Prismatic Mana in a Dark way, or as much as possible, and when inside the Dark, this created reality out of Reality long enough to allow them to slip into the Dark’s over-reality. This had the effect of creating a path between the destroyed tunnel-dungeon space, and the slime crystal land, while also creating the slime crystal land just beyond. We’re not Paladins of Melemizargo, but when you get good enough with Prismatic Magic, you can fake some of the restricted magics easily enough.” In a quick and informative sort of way, she added, “Anyway: The Dark has an over-reality that is more dreamlike than Fairy, which he allows us to make dungeons out of now and then. These dungeons seem to be insulated from the greater over-reality until we break a core and force the disruption of connection, forcing the reintegration of the temporary over-reality granted by the core, into the greater over-reality kept together by Melemizargo.”

Everyone stared at Debby a little.

Solomon indicated Debby with an open hand, while saying to everyone else, “Now that makes sense. Why can’t you explain it that way?”

Erick silently agreed.

Jane complained, “I’m not a mage!”

Emily complained, “I didn’t get anything from my memories as a boy.”

Debby chuckled. “You weren’t the right boy.”

Erick interrupted further talk, saying, “I am glad today worked out, and I’m incredibly glad that we don’t have to do this experimental sort of push-into-the-Dark again, because, now that I know how it works, I’m going to find a way to make these tunnels without risking anyone’s lives, and without destroying cores.”

Jane frowned. “Cores are just advanced slimes that aren’t real until a repro or another sapient life gives them that sapience. They’re not real people, dad.”

“We can —and will have to— destroy more cores,” Emily said. “It’s the only way to access the real Dark. And it’s not like we’re sacrificing people.”

“Ah ha! There.” Erick said, “That’s the problem I have with this. It’s just like when you killed the Soul Slime and sacrificed it to Melemizargo. That’s what allowed him to take that sacrifice and make these dungeon cores in the first place, and though you’ve apparently gotten over that, I have not. I don’t approve of sacrificing anything to anyone. And so we’ll find another way. Besides! This way obviously isn’t working—”

“Dad,” Jane said, “This method will work, and won’t require you to work any Wizardry. It’s okay that we didn’t manage to catch it this time; it was a calculated risk.” Jane’s exasperation appeared as she said, “This ‘hunting’ method is the safer way than the ‘bridge building’ method.”

“Well you can just be exasperated, Jane.” Erick added, “And Abigail, Beth, Candice, Debby— Well actually you seem on board with the idea— And Emily. All of you can be exasperated, too. Now that I know how this whole thing works, I’m going to solve this problem with magic!”

Eyes rolled.

Jane asked, “How, though? You didn’t have any good ideas before. What changed?”

“The core-killing tactic relies on you hunting very-mobile fractions of missing reality, and as we have already seen, they move too fast to actually catch. So I want to go back to the original idea; to make tunnels in this dungeon, into the Dark, to find our targets. I’m going to turn one of these [Scry]ing Mirrors into a Doorway.” Erick smiled, saying, “Maybe I can even make a ‘Prismatic Key’—”

Debby instantly said, “I would like to help.”

“Of course, Debby!” Erick said.

“I thought you said you couldn’t do that?” Jane asked. “You couldn’t make tunnels that long?”

“That was before I finally understood how you girls became one with the Dark.” Erick added, “And we won’t be making long tunnels. We’ll be switching from a hunting strategy, to a fishing strategy. I’m going to make a lure.”

Solomon said, “How about a new Rule for the dungeon, too.”

“Yes!” Erick said, “Great idea. We can split up the methodology of such a Wizardry between several smaller parts, making the whole thing easier and more robust.”

Debby got into it, saying, “A lure system doesn’t have to be a ‘lure’ system. It could be a ‘checking-the-nearby-Dark’ and a ‘locking system’ to keep the chosen reality nearby.”

“That can be a Rule, too,” Solomon said, “Another Rule will solidify the floor-system of the dungeon, and allow for the instantiation of a ‘second floor’ in the dungeon, that leads to the location of the item we’re searching for. I’m almost 100% positive that locking a piece of the Dark to this dungeon’s outside will cause problems of Dark intrusion into this place, which will just kill us all. So, we’ll have to put up Rules for that, too. But...” He looked to Erick.

Erick picked up what Solomon was putting down, “So that’s where the Wizardry comes in; that’s where I make a Prismatic Doorway. The Prismatic Key we’re searching for links two places in the universe together, creating a temporary [Gate] between them and solidifying the land on both sides to habitability. But the Doorway I make will be bridging almost no space at all, maybe just a meter or two, with the primary power of it contained to the instantiation of reality.” He looked to the girls. “Much like how you girls made that black crystal land real through your presence.”

Erick had expected push-back on his whole proposal, for what he was doing was taking over a lot of Jane’s current purpose here at this Sundering search. Predictably, Jane, and all the others, did get a certain hardness to their sights as Erick laid out the ‘new plan’, threatening to go above and beyond what they were capable of at this moment. The whole scenario mirrored how he was ‘good at magic’ back when they first landed on Veird, and how Jane had struggled with all of that, eventually causing a rift between them that was still healing, to this day.

But Jane had grown since then.

Jane strongly said, “The reason we don’t want this dungeon directly involved with the hunt is because if there is a catastrophic event during the search, it will spill out elsewhere, from here. What is your plan for that inevitability? For getting caught up in an apocalypse?”

Beth added, “Today was a simple journey into a crystal slime land. But it won’t always be that.”

Candice said, “When we go searching for Primal Lightning, we’ll find Primal Lightning.”

Erick easily said, “Which is why we’ll search for a bunch of useful artifacts before we go after the lightning. Sininindi has even offered to help us get the Lightning Shield, which was one of her things that was instrumental in fending off the Primal Lightning that struck Veird. But, yes.” Erick said, “When we do go after the Sundering itself, we’ll have to delve into remote locations and all of Veird will have to prepare for side effects. But for artifact collecting, we start here.”

Jane and the girls relaxed a fraction. Jane gave a small nod. “It is dangerous to delve into the unfettered Dark, so sure, dad. I approve.”

Erick felt himself grinning—

Jane moved on, “So did anyone experience a break when we broke the core?”

The girls gave a few shaken heads and verbal ‘no’s.

Erick said, “I was on a plane of fire with geysers of flame everywhere. Nothing besides that. Only lasted a fraction of a second.”

There was a small pause of thought at that admission, but it did not last long.

Solomon said, “Nothing this time.”

Debby said, “Nothing for me, either.”

Jane smiled and announced, “Then I think we’re cleared. No need to worry about Dark Dreams.”

Erick was really glad that no one pushed back too hard on his declaration to streamline this whole searching-the-Dark process. He was a little bit pissed, though, that no one was saying they were glad to not chase the Dark and to kill cores in the process.

So Erick decided to say, “It was kinda scary watching you all delve into the Dark like that. I wasn’t sure you were going to make it.”

Jane brushed him off, saying, “We knew what we were doing.”

The other girls looked a whole lot less sure.

Erick pointed out, “Well it looks like you’re the only one who was sure, Jane. Abigail, Beth, Candice, Emily. You all had a different experience. Was it because of the smaller amount of personal mana generation you all share? While Jane is at half a million, or something like that? That generation surely insulated you from the affects of the Dark degradation. But you all were falling apart there in the Dark, weren’t you.”

Jane looked to the girls… And she paused. “Oh my gods. He’s right, isn’t he.”

Abigail firmly said, “It appears that there is a qualitative difference between having 500,000 mana generation versus 100,000. I felt like I was about to collapse at any moment, there in the deeper Dark. The slimes, once taken out of the Dark, did collapse. Transferring between realms was not as simple as you made it look, Jane.”

Debby spoke up, “I’d like us all to go to the house for a proper debrief because I saw some weird shit happening in there that I don’t think anyone else caught. Did you all see how the slimes with star-eyes were all looking at one part of the sky overhead? They were looking at something specific. I didn’t see it, but it was there.”

A moment passed.

Erick said, “Let’s go to the house and everyone can talk about everything, from start to finish.”

- - - -

Over the next hour, each of the girls gave a full breakdown of what they saw and how they moved. Technically, Erick should have done the debriefing separately, to keep the testimonies from interfering with each other, but he wasn’t about that right now, and neither were the girls. Once those testimonies came out, there was actual talk.

That talk didn’t get very far.

But it did make Debby slightly angry.

Erick sighed, as he said, “No one else saw what you saw, Debby.”

“I know,” Debby said, through a carefully controlled frown. “And you know what? That’s fine.” She made herself relax. “Maybe it was a delayed response to the core breaking— I know what I saw… But I admit… It might have been nothing.”

Erick suggested, “Maybe it’s time for one of us to wear the Bracelet of Memory full time?”

Poi said, “It wouldn’t help. If there is some sort of grand anti-memetic threat happening then that person would try to get us to understand something outside of our understanding. When that proved impossible, the person would simply take off the Bracelet and return to the ‘normal’ that we’re experiencing right now, because the weight of responsibility of knowledge would simply be too much for them. This neatly explains why the Bracelet is so reprehensible to everyone who wears it, beyond just the fact that the wearer never forgets anything once they put it on.” He looked to everyone, and said, “Someone will have to be that person, though. Eventually. Not right now.”

A moment passed.

Erick said, “It’s very annoying that even the gods don’t seem immune to the anti-meme.”

“Maybe there is no anti-meme, and we’re gaslighting ourselves.” Solomon said, “The only reason we think there is an anti-meme is because no one knows what caused the Sundering, not even the gods. But sometimes information has simply been lost, never to be retrieved again.”

Everyone gave him a look.

Solomon raised his hands defensively, saying, “I’m just saying.”

Jane spoke up, “We should try the Bracelet experiments again. We all only wore it for an hour. Perhaps we can learn things through the length of time we experience while wearing it.” She explained, “Perhaps we can have a pair of timers, and the wearer can talk about what they see to an observer, and when the wearer is talking about the anti-meme, they can stop the timer. The experiment stops when the observer’s timer wears out.

“If there is an anti-meme, then the wearer’s timer will still have time in it, since they will have stopped the timer when the observer stopped reacting to them. The experiment could be a simple statement of ‘go’, passed back and forth between the two participants.” Jane said, “Like a pair of us can just pass a verbal command to ‘go’ between us, and when it stops, they stop their timer.”

Another moment passed.

Poi said, “It’s a good idea. If it works then we can maybe pass clues about the anti-meme to normal parties, though I have concerns that the theoretical anti-meme is too strong to allow such an experiment to produce actionable results. Perhaps it is a Time-based anti-meme, considering even Wizard-level Time Magic stopped working properly back when the Sundering struck the Old Cosmology.”

Jane nodded; yeah, her idea of an experiment had holes in it, for sure.

Poi nodded, too, as he continued, “But an experiment of that nature is something we should delay, anyway. We’re not ready to confront what might be behind the Sundering right now. We won’t be for quite some time.”

Erick said, “A fair assessment.” He smiled, announcing, “So let’s leave all that until we’re ready for it later, and get to work on changing this dungeon into a fishing boat.”

Solomon began, “So for the new Rules, I was thinking...”
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                RULES:

~ GRAND NOTIFICATION: Due to extensive rules changes, most of these rules are only applicable within normal dungeon space. DELVER BEWARE!

1: Script Interface, minimal settings

2: Auto-Resurrection, unlimited lives

3: Maximum Life Support, slime generation set to maximum; PLAIN SLIMES ONLY

4: Sanctity of Space, golem enforcement of life form level; MAXIMUM LETHALITY

~ Exceptions: Fallopolis, slimes, Erick Flatt, Jane Flatt, Ophiel, Yggdrasil, Dungeon Masters divorced from this dungeon, + Accompaniment

5: Direct access to Darkness

6: Creation of No-Script, variable-manasphere-density areas, at request of dungeon masters

~ Notification: mana escaping into the manasphere due to Script severing will be taken into the dungeon core through natural means. Beware rapid progression of any slimes or other beings should they be exposed to high levels of mana.

7: Sighting Mirrors into the Dark.

~Notification: The Dark sometimes stares back.

8: Floors, expanded

- a -: Entrance; a separated staircase. Flying or use of transporter required. Stabilized and life support.

- b -: Slime Floor; the current dungeon layout. Stabilized and life support to 10 kilometers square, 1 kilometer height and depth.

- c -: House; a guarded space below the Slime Floor. Stabilized and life support to 1 cubic kilometer.

- d -: Experimental space; Open to the Deeper Dark on the north side of the Slime Floor. Unknown stability, unknown life support, subject to change at any time.

~ Notification: Rule 8, subsection d. BEWARE that interacting with the Dark most commonly leads to death. The dungeon is not responsible for you stepping out of its solidified area, and has less than minimal power to affect the Deeper Dark.

9: Experimental Space, expanded

- a -: A dungeon master may cause a change in the Experimental Space, locking a part of the Experimental Space to solidity for a short while. Efficacy of this subrule is wildly variable, and dependent on the power and clarity and positions of lands that lie beyond the edge of this dungeon.

- b -: Once a change occurs, the adjoining floor will be made stable by the dungeon and a timer will appear. The timer will estimate the length of stability left on the adjoining floor.

- c -: The slime dungeon can expend mana at the request of the dungeon master in order to increase the stability of the Experimental Space. This stability increase will be reflected in the timer.

~ Notification: BEWARE that interacting with the Dark most commonly leads to death. The dungeon is not responsible for you stepping out of its solidified area, and has less than minimal power to affect the Deeper Dark.

10: Lures of Darkness, attempt to bring known parts of the Greater Dark nearer to the dungeon

~ Notification: BEWARE that interacting with the Dark most commonly leads to death.

~ GRAND NOTIFICATION: Due to attempts to circumvent the domain of the Dark, you have drawn the eye of the Dark. Witness this message and tremble, mortal: (Developer’s note: Do some Wizardry, Erick.)

- - - -

Over the next several days, the group had figured out some Rules that did most of the job of fishing in the Dark for them. Implementing those Rules had taken several more days beyond that.

Almost a month had passed since Erick first walked into this dungeon.

In taking this step, to find the Sundering at the behest of the gods and to eventually unseal Yggdrasil from his own soul, Erick had felt unmoored yet again. Of course, fucking up with [Onward] all those years ago had not helped with that feeling of being lost. For the first time in a while, and in multiple ways, Erick truly had been lost, and not just because he wasn’t at House Benevolence, helping people every single day, or taking care of this or that crisis.

It had taken him some time to come back to himself.

With the addition of five new daughters and a brother he never knew until now, everything had gone crazy yet again. But then there were the family dinners. The talks with a person who truly knew him, and seeing his daughter from five new angles. Poi was a godsend, too.

Kiri, back at the House, was doing very well, now that she had increased the size of the Office of the Overseer of Gate Expansion by a whole platoon of people, doubling the size of that office. She’d probably be doubling it again in the coming months, because as soon as Erick talked to her about his new multiverse theories, Kiri became his bright-eyed apprentice yet again, seeming to drop a decade with her inquisitive questions, and doubling her usual desire to learn. Erick handed her a copy of the multiversal theories work he had already done, and she added a bunch of her own notes in response, for she had been kicking around something similar in her head for a while now.

Kiri was doing well, and she would do even better in the future.

Ophiel was growing up, getting more and more curious with every passing day. When it was just Erick, the little fluff ball was actually asking questions about what was happening. He had never done that before. Erick happily kept up with the little guy’s strings of questions, in between working on his enchanting and his multiversal theories of magic.

Yggdrasil was getting ready to separate. From Erick’s mostly-covert talks with Zolan about Yggdrasil’s new ‘Office of Forestry’, Yggdrasil was doing well, connecting with new people with an orcol-avatar. Of course Erick’s largest son would decide to be an orcol; he had done most of his growing up around orcols.

And the girls were driven right now, delving dungeons to get their base mana generation as high as they could make it, but when this was all over and the world was safer and better than it had ever been before, the girls would be adrift, like Erick was at the beginning of this new journey. He would have to be there for them. He wanted to be there for them, and for all his maturing children. And Solomon wanted to help. Which was great! Erick didn’t think he could raise ten children like Ophiel on his own, nor could he keep up with 6 daughters, two of which looked as though they might want to actually spend time with him. Long term!

Emily would probably ask for a position in House Benevolence. She would probably also ask about being [Reincarnation]ed as a boy. Her brief core breaking experience as being born male had done a lot to her, though she didn’t want to talk to Erick about it much at all.

Debby was going to go full-mage, but keep her body. She was experimenting a lot with Lightning, and finding it quite fun.

Jane, along with Abigail, Beth, and Candice, would be returning to Adventurer City. And that was fine.

Erick smiled to himself, as he stood upon the northern edge of the dungeon, thinking about the future, and how the path ahead had become a lot clearer in recent days.

… Well.

Certainly not that clear.

Clearer, though.

They would be stealing everything they could from the Dark, then finding and fighting the Sundering source, and then ending that threat forever. Neat Stuff! Especially the part about stealing from the Dark.

Erick was more and more happy with that—

Solomon asked, “What are you thinking about?”

Erick gazed at what had been the Dark until a few days ago, when they implemented the new Rules. “About the uncertain path ahead, but how my footsteps had gained a lot of certainty in recent days.”

Solomon raised an eyebrow, then turned to face the once-Darkness. “Mind sharing some of that certainty with me? ‘Cause all I can see is chaos.”

Solomon was referring to the northern side of the dungeon, of course. It had been replaced.

Instead of an opaque wall of misty shadows layered upon a black ocean that swirled with unseen monsters, there was clarity. The shadows were still there, but they were transparent. The black ocean was still there, but it was also a thousand swirling dreams, with depths sometimes stretching out to infinity, layered with ancient battles and worlds glimpsed and then lost. Riotous magic killed a billion people and raised a thousand million more. Births outnumbered deaths, with eggs laid in clutches by the beach and little girls and boys and otherwise slipping out of birth canals while mothers cried out in agony, and then in blessed joy as babies joined the cacophony.

A man made an artifact and then made a world.

A woman killed a deer and spilled its entrails into the heavens, creating a network between sky islands and the stars.

A dragon ate the throat out of another dragon, the two of them entangled until that moment, and then the victor stood upon the sands, their wings spreading wide as the body of the fallen fell off, into darkness, while the cheers of adoring fans filled the arena and the city beyond.

A god died and rose again.

A god killed another god, gold light flashing. The victor was murdered in return when a third pounced, and widened the wounds suffered by the newest loser in the war of gods.

A land of pillars held briefly upon the other side of the dungeon’s edge, beyond the smoke and absolute death promised by the Dark—

“There!” Solomon said, rapidly activating his half of the preparation they had laid down for this exact moment; the moment when an innocuous land appeared.

Erick was ready.

Between Erick and the Other, was a circular gate set upon half of a pyramid. It was runed with power and filled with promise, with the topmost part of the circle actually a pair of arrows, one side feeding into the other, forming a great Gate of [Renew], and Benevolence. It was about 5 meters across.

A timer appeared, indicating 15 seconds.

The lands beyond the Darkness came into focus.

Erick surveyed the land, rapidly judging what he was seeing.

Beyond the Benevolence Gate, simple pillars became ornate granite carvings of people in prayer and in honoring some ancient power. The ground became layered with large granite tiles, where clipped grasses grew between. Small trees blossomed in the Dreaming Dark. A fountain burbled, glowing with waters that were clearly pure Elemental Healing. Birds sang, and people stood in prayer beside the fountain, while some priest used a very long spoon to pick up a small bit of Healing and deliver it to the mouth of the first person in line. That person had a blindfold over their eyes, and then light erupted from their eyes, and the blindfold fell away.

He could see again, and his nearby family cheered for him.

It looked like a good location to Erick. The timer was down to 11 seconds.

Erick sang,









“A land once known, now only dreams. We doth bemoan.

“Yet Darkness gleams!

“Through chance we greet, past lightning’s wrath!

“Pray now we meet, down winding path.”









As Erick sang the billowy gloom separating the floors of the dungeon listened. Everything did. The very air, and stone, and the blood in Erick’s veins, and the Benevolence in his core, all soaked in his intent, in his request, in prayer.

Existence twisted upon the lathe of Erick’s Reality.

The runic gate lit up with white lightning.

Like a flickering imagination written down and made solid in the writing, the lands beyond turned ever more real.

The timer went from 1 second to all nines, filling the black box full, and then overflowing. The membrane between realities shattered inside the gate, like the cracking of glass. White lightning crackled out from the gate, expanding across the entire northern wall of darkness beyond the dungeon. That outer lightning turned solid, like a hand gripping tight. The center of the gate swirled in fractal dances, the chips of broken reality slipping away, pulled apart by lightning, revealing a path that was only a meter long, and yet so, so much longer than that.

Birdsong and the gentle laughter of happy people spilled out from the other side of the gateway. The slight staticky sound of the humming gate was completely unable to eclipse the new Truth on the other side. People were getting healed, and joy overflowed.

Erick felt like he had run a marathon, but marathons were nothing to him these days. It was a good sort of tired. A fulfilled sort of pain.

A smaller, clearer joy came next, as Solomon opened up a black window and Erick glanced at the window.

- -

RULE CHANGED:

10: Lures of Darkness, attempt to bring known parts of the Greater Dark nearer to the dungeon

~ Notification: BEWARE that interacting with the Dark most commonly leads to death.

~ GRAND NOTIFICATION: Due to attempts to circumvent the domain of the Dark, you have drawn the eye of the Dark. Witness this message and tremble, mortal: (Developer’s note: Do some Wizardry, Erick.)

10: The Black Gate, through Benevolence all things are possible

~ Notification: With skill, Benevolence, and the agreement of the Dark, call forth a Dark Dream from the depths. When the requested dream surfaces it will instantiate within the Experimental Floor of the dungeon. BEWARE, the local area is made of Benevolence and is amenable to life, but the Script is distant in the dream, while the Dark is ever closer.

- -

Erick grinned. “Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

“Even managed to make it out of Benevolence, and let the Script into the space… a little bit? Not sure on that part,” Solomon said, as he flicked a hand toward the timer box. The timer box floated to hover above and in front of the [Renew] Gate. It was still showing all 9s. “I can’t see a soul or anything like that in those people. Can you?”

Erick had already scoped out the people and the healers attending to them. “They don’t look real to me, and I don’t think they can see us. We could just watch for a while? See if they wander off and then we don’t have to deal with them? I think I would prefer that.”

Solomon said, “The girls aren’t even back yet, so yeah. Let’s wait and watch.” He looked to Erick, saying, “Good work.”

“Couldn’t have done it without you.” Erick breathed out in satisfaction, and then he summoned a chair for himself, and for Solomon. He sat down, asking, “How much longer will the girls be?”

Solomon sat down, saying, “Maybe two hours.”

Erick nodded. He turned his focus to the scene happening just beyond the ephemeral edge between the slime dungeon floor, and the Other Space just beyond. Dark mist, or smoke, or clouds, lingered here and there, forming a transparent film between this reality and the Other. The only space where that film did not exist was within the [Renew] Gate. There, the air was clear.

Solomon watched with him.

Over the next hour, the parishioners at the Healing Fountain —as Erick was calling it— all got healed, and they all moved on, following a young woman in white robes to some other space. They vanished as they passed out of view, walking into far-away black clouds, back into the Dark Dream, without care that they were walking back into oblivion. Heavily armored clergymen, covered in robes, remained beside the Healing Fountain, as the healer who had spooned out the Fountain’s water flipped over a heavy metal grate, securing the Fountain’s basin. The top of the Fountain was still fully exposed; the liquid Healing spurted up into the air, casting rainbows, still able to be touched, and imbibed, before it fell past the slotted grate, into the basin. But the basin was protected now.

“You think he’s protecting the Fountain from theft?” Erick asked, “Or from people overdosing?”

“Overdosing; has to be,” Solomon said, “Looks like we’ve only got a kilometer of space secured on that side, so there might be walls and such out there… But I doubt it—” He fell silent, because the people on the other side were talking.

The healer spoke of that being all for the day, and that he was headed back to the temple. The guards nodded, then one of them took out a great big lock and locked the Healing Fountain’s basin. It looked like a magical lock to Erick. And then the three people walked on, down the granite-tiled path, beyond the carved pillars filled with unknown words. Soon, they were past the safe space. They vanished into the Dreaming Dark. And then the space was empty of people.

Solomon spoke, “Looks like that’s it.” He sat back in his chair. “I wonder why this was a memory in the Dark. All the other memories were big shits. Battles and deaths and births of all kinds.”

“Maybe this is simply a place that helped a lot of people.” Erick said, “Looks like free healing to all that comes… or maybe there’s some other price they pay, elsewhere. But the place certainly isn’t guarded at all. Or at least not in the traditional sense.”

They fell to silence for a short while.

And then Solomon said, “This whole thing sort of reminds me of that time we went Dreaming and ended up with Rozeta, and she was typing away at that computer.”

Erick recalled that time. “We were so exhausted from ending the Chelation War that we just collapsed, and ended up in that liminal space that touched upon Rozeta’s.”

Solomon nodded. “That was probably Soul and Mind Magic, now that I think about it; a half-step into the realm of the Divine. Like all of this, actually.”

“This was from a different angle, though, and a lot more permanent.”

Solomon nodded. After a moment, he said, “We should get Poi out here, to ask the Crossing what this thing is.”

“That’s a very good idea.”

- - - -

Poi stood before the [Renew] Gate, saying, “That’s a Healing Fountain, or at least that was one name for it. It was a common artifact recorded in the archives of the Mind Mages… But since it is here, in the Dark Dream, it has to be one of the oldest ones. Or one that saw a lot of specific people get healed, and then those people went on to do something special.” Poi said, “Other than that, I have no basis to understand whatever this is. We might even be wrong. Something about this space doesn’t seem like where you’d find a Healing Fountain; those things were constantly crowded.”

Debby, who had returned with all the girls, suggested, “We should go steal the pillars? Have the writing analyzed?”

She was digging for answers and had none. A ‘Healing Fountain’ had no real use on Veird, after all. This first search was likely a bust. No one was actually saying that yet, but everyone was thinking it.

So Erick said it, “This is a bust. And that’s fine. Let’s go after the Censer, then.”

“Wait a moment,” Jane said, stepping forward. “Let’s at least explore this land on the other side. I’m going in.” Without further discussion, Jane started walking up the stairs, to the Gate—

Erick forced himself not to say anything.

—The others went with her; Beth, Abigail, Candice, Emily. Solomon held back, while Debby looked like she wanted to go, but decided against it. The girls stepped through the large [Renew] symbol, Jane leading the way.

Jane stepped into the sunshine on the other side of the gate, her skin temporarily flaking away, Erick’s heart rate spiking, until Jane flickered with power and solidified. She remained whole. Her voice was clear as she said, “Still a Dark sort of space, but it’s easy walking once you attune to the difference.”

The girls followed, all of them exhibiting a lot more stability, thanks to Jane’s warning.

The five of them spread out.

Abigail approached a pillar, looking up and down the whole length as she said, “I can’t tell any writing. Can you pick up my thoughts and viewpoint, Poi?”

Poi said, “Barely. Not really, though.” He said, “You all should explain what you’re actually seeing on that side, anyway. It’s not the same as what we’re seeing.”

Ophiel asked, “I go inside?”

Erick softly said, “No, Ophiel. Not doing that.”

Ophiel whistled in unsure guitar sounds.

Beth prowled around, keeping her eyes open and active. She began speaking as though she was in a documentary, “The sky is blue and distant, as anyone would see from any sort of plane. We cannot see the other floor of the dungeon on this side; all we see is the hole in the world that leads over there. The space beyond the Gate looks like more of this land, with pillars and tiles and grasses. I could perhaps walk through what appears to be the ‘wall’ of the dungeon, to walk beside the Gate and effectively overlap any of you on that side, but that seems ill-advised.”

“It’s like we’re in a land of pillars, and the Gate is in the middle,” Jane said, “But we could walk around it if we wanted.”

Abigail started walking that way, saying, “I’m going to try it. Be prepared to Time me.”

Erick’s chest tightened as Abigail approached the left side of the Gate, preparing himself to cast [Return]. Abigail easily walked through the wall of mist, vanishing from sight—

“Girls!” Erick demanded, “What just happened—”

“She appears fine,” Jane said. “She’s walking around.”

Two seconds later Abigail appeared on the right side of the Gate, walking back into view. Erick’s heart still clenched.

Solomon spat, “That was fucking dangerous, Abigail.”

Abigail said, “I appear unharmed, but the decay I experienced due to Darkness seemed to speed up on the other side.”

Emily snorted. “Lucky you didn’t just evaporate.”

“That wasn’t going to happen,” Abigail said, defending herself.

Jane said, “So it appears that we can explore past this stabilized area, but the Darkness is a whole lot stronger past what the dungeon would call the ‘Experimental Floor’.”

Candice, who had been silently inspecting the fountain, spoke up, “This isn’t a spring from some underground source. There’s some sort of brightness down inside the well. Looks like a fragment of some sort of stone. Or ice. Actually. Yeah. That’s Ice. Elemental Ice? Looks like a block of dry ice, actually.”

The other girls turned and walked her way to see what was up.

Candice said, “Maybe a solid form of Elemental Healing?”

Poi suddenly yelled, “Don’t touch that water. Get away from it.”

They weren’t about to, but the warning stopped them short. They all took a step back from the fountain.

Erick and Solomon looked to Poi.

Poi was engaged with a bunch of tendrils coming off of his head, though. He jerked a little bit, as he frowned at the distance, his voice small as he said, “One moment. I’m trying to… Hmm.” He said to Erick and Solomon, “I think we have run into a Forgotten Mana. I think that is Elemental—”

The air filled with a buzz.

Erick waved his hand, and said, “I hate that Silencing. One second.” Erick tried to bring up his Minor Entity of the Script overrides— But a different angry buzz filled the air. It was distinctly different from the one that filled the air when Poi spoke of Silenced magics. Erick looked up, saying, “Come on now. I know I’m in the Dark and this area isn’t exactly secure… Okay. Never mind. I see the problem without having to be told.” He looked to Solomon. “Another Rule?”

Solomon said, “We’ll have to. We probably should have already. This is fine, though.”

Jane spoke from the other side of reality, “Change it up later. Poi. Should we take this thing?” Jane looked down into the waters below the metal grate. “It looks easy enough to steal.”

“No.” Poi said, “Elemental - - - - - - doesn’t do anything for us… Well. Actually. It might be really useful— Eh! Come on back for now. We have to institute some new Rules. The timer still reads all 9s so that space isn’t going anywhere.”

The girls walked back through the [Renew] Gate, each of them reappearing in this reality without any trouble at all.

Jane said, “So the new Rule is to allow Banned magics?”

Solomon spoke, “I should think not. A better Rule would be the allowance of talking of Banned and Forgotten magics.”

Erick couldn’t help himself from musing, “You know… Silences in the Script make a whole lot more sense now, when you consider that they simply disallow certain dimensions from existing or entering into discussion, as though those possibilities have been separated… rather far… Huh. You all aren’t hearing what I’m saying right now, are you?”

Almost the entire group had gone a bit far-eyed as Erick spoke, his words damaging them on some small, yet fundamental level. Solomon seemed the least affected.

Had Erick accidentally run into a Silenced topic?

Well how about that.

Poi was unaffected at all, for some reason. He said, “Rule 10 will have to be extensive, especially if we plan on keeping the Script in here.”

As everyone came back to themselves—

Erick said, “I suspect you might be right, Poi.”

“I really hate those Silences,” Solomon said, and then he pinched half of his nose shut and expelled a glob of blood from the other nostril, directly onto the ground. “Unpleasant.”

Beth said, “How is Elemental - - - - - -” She winced, along with everyone else. “… How is it bad, though?”

Jane said, “Table it, for now.” She looked to Poi. “Rule change?”

Poi nodded. “Do we want to keep the Script? If we don’t keep the Script, I can make a rather simple Rule to allow for the discussion and sequestering of Banned magics, so we might be able to grab that shard of stuff and bring it here. Otherwise, if we keep the Script, I’m not sure how to make a Rule that will allow us to talk about all this stuff, or to retrieve Silenced magic items from the Dark.”

Erick asked, “Kick the Script to Ar’Cosmos levels? Would that be enough?”

Poi said, “Something a bit more aggressive than that might work.”

“Fine by me.” Erick said to everyone, “Everyone okay with manual casting from now on?”

A few small nods and otherwise passed around the group.

Poi nodded. “That works. That’s what we’ll do.”

Half an hour and a million dungeon mana later, Poi changed Rule 1.

- -

1: Script Interface, minimal settings

1: Absolute Minimum Script Interference. Banned and Forgotten Magics allowed.

~ Notification: You have drawn the Sight of the Dark with this rule. (Developer’s note: There’s a lot of dangerous stuff in there, Erick! Don’t get yourself killed too thoroughly. The dungeon can only [True Resurrection] you if there is something to [True Resurrection].)

- -

“I hope to never use those [True Resurrection]s,” Erick said to the air. And then he turned back to his family. “So what’s the Banned magic?”

“Elemental Purity,” Poi said, “Those people weren’t getting healed. They were being made ‘Pure’.”

“Ahhhh,” Erick looked to his daughters. “That would explain the distaste I saw on your faces.”

“Purity could be useful, though,” Candice said. “We’re trying to do some anti-anti-memetic stuff, right?”

“A valid idea,” Solomon said, “We should consult the gods.” He looked to Erick. “Which means you.”

Erick nodded.

- - - -

“Ew, no,” Rozeta said, standing in the clearing outside of the dungeon. “There are better ways to protect against ‘impurity’ threats.”

Erick had called the gods for another small meeting and explained the situation. Not all the gods had shown up, but a few had.

Koyabez said, “Move on past the horror of that Element; it never ends well.”

“What is Purity, anyway?” Erick asked, the Script vaguely Silencing ‘Purity’, but not too badly. He already knew about it, and all the people listening to him were gods, anyway. “It looks like Elemental Healing.” He added, “Also! What’s with the Silencing of how Silences work?”

Rozeta frowned at Erick. And then she just sighed. “Well that’s great.”

Phagar turned back to the topic, “Elemental Purity is a confluence of Healing, Destruction, and Ice. Those who are too impure to begin with, or those who touch Purity without the proper protocols, are themselves destroyed. It’s a good thing no one touched it.”

Erick’s eyes went wide—

And then Aloethag, the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, and of the Orcols, descended from the cloudy sky to stand upon the grasses before Erick. She was dressed in white and red and unadulterated magnanimity. “I want this Artifact of Purity. In return, and as a start, I will speak on Quilatalap’s behalf regarding his attempt at reconciliation with the Pantheon, and with the world. Other agreements will be at your discretion, Wizard Flatt. How about a Boon of Blood, for start? Five times as much benefit regarding your Blood Mana Class Ability; burn 1 Health gain 5 mana.”

Rozeta went stoic and unreadable; she was staying out of this conversation to preserve neutrality.

Koyabez frowned. “Why can’t you just be happy with having orcols. Why do you want the elves back, Aloethag.”

Aloethag said, “I want both.” Perhaps a little more harshly, she said, “And a Purity Fountain will allow me to cleanse orcols of their Rage completely. A lot of them would wish for this, and I would give it to them.”

Rozeta clearly stated, “No Banned Elements will be allowed to return to Veird.”

Aloethag narrowed her eyes at the Goddess of the Script, then she pivoted. She said to Erick. “Find me elves. Find me people who want me as their goddess. And I will grant you everything I can.”

She obviously didn’t require an answer right then and there, because she spilled into the atmosphere like a splash of golden blood that rapidly vanished into the ether.

“… Well okay then,” Erick said to the air. “I guess that’s it.”

Phagar vanished next, saying, “Farewell.”

“Till next time,” Koyabez said, vanishing as well.

Rozeta remained. She relaxed a fraction, then said to Erick, “I’m amazed that he’s actually letting you plunder the Dark.”

“I’m amazed that it’s working.” Erick asked, “Want to come in? See this place for yourself? Tell me if it is actually working?”

Rozeta was unsure for a moment, her thoughts elsewhere. Then she decided, “No thank you. That is a step too far for me right now.”

“Okay. Then I have a question for you about the nature of mana production.”

Rozeta nodded.

“What is the nature of a person’s personal connection to the multiverse versus how much mana they produce?” Erick clarified, “Like, everyone makes some amount of mana per day, with mages making more and people who are just living their lives making on average 10 mana per day. But where is that mana actually coming from? The number of personal choices available to them? The closeness they have to their own personal multiverse?”

“That’s a mystery of the Dark,” Rozeta said, “But you might be able to get an answer out of my father, when no one else ever could. Personally, I believe that maybe 50% to 80% of the amount of mana a person makes is directly proportional to how much they’re willing to change the world with their power. The other part of that equation is allowances of the Dark, through the awakening of Darkness in everyone who touches upon magic. My numbers are likely off, but they are based upon evidence gathered over a long-ish time.”

Erick thought for a moment, trying to slot that into his current, and growing, idea of the multiverse being how magic actually worked. “Thank you.” Erick spoke, “So when I made [Renew], and then Benevolence… Before all that, every single person’s mana was different. Every single person was a producer for a different universe of themselves. This was why the mana of different mages couldn’t mix properly, without extensive ritual work and cooperative casting, but with [Renew], one mage can express their power in a way that directly communicates and bolsters the power that another has set down.” He asked, “Is that how that works?”

Rozeta chuckled a little. “It’s very like a Wizard to not understand what they have done until many years later. But yes. That is precisely correct. Your Benevolence and empathy has made communication between ‘individual universes’ possible. Though that is a very weird way to state that accomplishment.”

Erick slowly nodded, as the words of the Other Erick, when he witnessed his first core breaking, came back to him. He decided to ask, “So I saw this core breaking last month. I saw my Other Self. He told me: ‘It’s all about communication. That’s the reason for everything happening in your life. And yet, you are nothing. We’re all just motes of our reality, shoved outward in hopes of understanding the Great Other.’ It was all rather cryptic.” Erick asked, “What do you think about that?”

“I can’t give you any sort of satisfying answer, but what I can say is that I am surer and surer that this whole mess of a Sundering search is the correct Path for you.” Rozeta said, “And I do mean ‘Path’; I see that now. With every step you take, and revelation you make, you’re getting closer and closer to True Wizardry. When Yggdrasil and Ophiel separate from you, you will likely be able to become a True Wizard without trouble.”

Erick hummed a little, and then nodded. “Thanks, Rozeta.”

Rozeta smiled softly. “I still want that Lifeblood Heart, Erick. Veird could use the mana. But the others were right when they said that you likely couldn’t approach it at all. Try anyway, please.”

“Of course.” Erick said, “We’re going to go after the Censer of Destruction again, next. Do you want that brought up here, or do I need to deliver it somewhere— Oh! Does Destruction mana literally just close off the dimension of other manas, when paired with that mana? Like that’s how Destruction-plus-Fire ends Fire Magics, and even mundane fire?”

Rozeta raised an eyebrow. “Sure. I’ll be able to take the Censer here on the Surface. And yes. That’s how magic works… Though I wouldn’t phrase it like that. But I see you’re on your own explanation of the universe, and you’re probably correct— And I see you have a lot of other questions, but I gotta go, Erick. We’ll talk later.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Yes. Talk later!”

- - - -

Back inside the dungeon, Erick announced, “Elemental Purity is Banned; we’re not touching that stuff. It’s Elemental Destruction-aligned and has some sort of connection to Aloethag and elves, so that’s a ‘no’. Funnily enough, we are going after another Destruction source; the Censer.”

There were no objections.

Standing before the [Renew] Gate, Erick willed the [Renew] Gate to power, and the webbing of lightning that radiated from the gate seemed to ‘let go’ of the Experimental Space. Lightning retreated, pulling back to the rune of [Renew].

And the timer above the gate rapidly began to count down, the all 9s rapidly changing to two simple digits; 18, then 17, 16…

The land beyond began to fray. Shadows moved in. Pillars and the words upon them turned indistinct in the light of a sun from another universe. As the timer approached 0, the world beyond flickered and birdsong died, passing into dreams.

The timer faded.

The path through the Gate was the final thing to vanish, becoming a tunnel, and then closing off, as though the Gate were an eye belonging to a fainting person. And then there were dreams. The Darkness beyond returned to a cacophony of near-silent memories, fading in and out from the depths, vibrant colors and deep shadows passing in and out of black clouds, briefly revealing themselves as real, and then revealing themselves as not.

Debby asked, “So how does this luring work?”

Erick smiled. “Like this:” And then he intoned, “Find and secure the Censer of Destruction.”

The [Renew] Gate flickered with power. A brilliant white light flickered out of the hole in the ground that led to the house, and the core, followed rapidly by a roll of power that spread outward from that point, flashing across the white stone ground, glittering upon every slime. That brightness radiated into the depths of Darkness surrounding the slime dungeon. And then, on the northern wall, between dreams and reality, light flashed down from every single side, coalescing upon the gate.

The gate hummed to life.

The cacophony of memories beyond began to slow down. Births flowed into deaths and then into destruction. The annihilation of nations and worlds came next, followed by smaller, more concentrated ends; the annihilation of individuals, and then artifacts. The breaking of that which needed to break came next as smoke flowed in from all corners of the Darkness.

And then the smoke flowed out of an invisible space, situated down an expansive hallway that would prove the equal of any world’s greatest cathedrals.

A great white metal bowl, spectacularly clean and yet spilling smoke everywhere, stood in the center of a crossing hallway, in the center of a white cathedral floor. It was several meters across and filled with holes, each of those holes spilling forth smoke. It was a simple thing, and yet not. It held no fire, and yet it burned. It burned, and yet it was clean. In that cleanliness, in that spilling smoke, it cleaned the world.

Priests and paladins stood nearby, overseeing the burning.

A rag-tag group of adventurers also stood nearby, some of them openly weeping in joy and in other heavy emotions, as the tallest of them softly said to himself, “It’s over. It’s finally over.”

His voice was mostly lost in the smoke.

Back in the dungeon, Solomon raised an eyebrow at Erick, asking, “Is that how it works? I wasn’t even sure.”

Erick chuckled. “Seems like it does work exactly like that!”

“I thought I was going to have to help on my end. If that was even possible.”

“Ah? Well. Maybe next time? We can try that experiment, too.”

Jane said, “For now, we wait until the crowd clears.”

Debby asked, “What do you think they were burning?”

Erick guessed, “An artifact of great evil, that could be destroyed no other way. Or maybe the Censer was simply the easiest way to destroy the artifact? Probably the second option. Some artifacts and magics are very hard to destroy.”

And then Poi asked, “Will we be able to fit that thing through this gate?”

“… Ah. Hmm.”

Erick looked at the size of the gate. It was maybe 4 meters wide on the inside.

The Censer of Destruction was at least 6 meters wide. Maybe 7? Hard to tell from this distance.

Abigail said, “Looks like a no, to me.”

Solomon said, “On it!”

And then he did something with the dungeon that Erick didn’t fully understand.

The [Renew] Gate expanded twice as wide. It was now 10 meters in diameter.

Erick looked to Solomon. “Is that how it works?”

Solomon grinned. “Seems like it does work exactly like that.”

As if realizing something that he already knew, Erick said, “All magic is connected. All magic is the same. For mana is simply possibility made manifest. You just fucked with possibility?”

Solomon smiled wider. “Yup. I think what I did was make it so that the larger version of the Gate exists.”

Erick looked to Solomon. “It was that easy?”

Solomon chuckled. “If we were in a less daughter-filled environment, I would make a joke about me going second and widening the hole.”

Erick blinked, stunned that Solomon would speak—

Jane burst out laughing, at Solomon’s joke or at Erick’s delayed reaction, hard to say, while Abigail and Candice both gave a muttered ‘gross’, and Emily and Debby both simply chuckled.

Erick rolled his eyes—

Poi added, “The dungeon did the heavy lifting.”

Solomon grumbled, “Bah! Poi.”

More laughter, as Poi smirked.

















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    He's got jokes!

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 weeks of chapters! Over 100k more words! 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



244, 1/2


                The dungeon was set, the memory on the other side of the gate would hold, with all 9s listed on the timer above the path. The path lay directly in the hallway of the grand cathedral that held the Censer, so there was some worry that one of the memories of people would accidentally walk through the gate and end up in the dungeon. But that didn’t happen. The people on the other side didn’t even notice the existence of the gate, and when they walked away from the Censer on a collision course with the gate, they simply walked through the space as though it did not exist. 

Because it didn’t exist; not for them. For them, this dungeon, this modern time, was immaterial and false. They were made of Darkness and mana and memory, and a whole lot of Elemental Dream, too. But then again, all the Elements within the Dark’s reality were real. They were certainly more real than the Particles on this side of the gate.

Erick announced the next task, “Now we just have to figure out how to bring things from that side onto this side. We’ll start with some of the trinkets on the walls and all of that; try to figure out how to turn Elemental Stone into granite, which is mostly oxygen, but also silicon and aluminum and potassium and all of that junk. Now would be a good time to research the Grand Translation magic at the start of the Script, I think.”

Solomon opined, “Or you could just try some Wizardry. Maybe based on some [Physical Domain] Wizardry, to inject some physicality into it all.”

Erick nodded, saying, “That sounds like a good base understanding of it all; yes. Especially for the Censer itself. That thing looks like it might be pure Destruction… And adamantium. Whatever adamantium was made of back then, anyway. It certainly wasn’t osmium like it is now.”

Debby said, “Well maybe it was, actually. There was that theory you bandied about regarding the Goddess of Knowledge and how she had to have known what Particles were, if people were transubstantiating between the Old Cosmology and other Cosmologies all the time; Planars and such. They even sacrificed her in order to get at that knowledge, so she had the knowledge, at least there at the end.”

Erick considered that very valid point. And then he said, “Well yes. She was the source of the Grand Translation magic. Perhaps she knew lesser Translations, too… Or someone did. Or someone still does… Or maybe not anymore, because Knowledge was Sacrificed and no one codified Particles until I came along.

“As far as I know, people who come into Veird from elsewhere are codified in the Script, and the Registrars have Translation Magic to facilitate communication, but people aren’t transformed into other forms. I don’t believe that the Script has any innate Grand Translation magic anymore, so we have to figure this out ourselves. But we could just ask someone? Hard to know without asking someone...” Erick hummed. He continued, “Anyway. I made that pure-Benevolence scroll a few weeks ago. Maybe I can reverse the process. I might have to, actually, since I’m getting the feeling that that sort of magic was truly Sacrificed for the greater good of Veird.”

“You know…” Solomon said, “I kinda think that’s why it took so long for Particle Magic to be made.” As people looked to him for explanations, Solomon said, “We’ve already gone over it once, but perhaps there is no memetic threat. Perhaps the Sacrifice of Knowledge is truly what stopped advancements for so long.”

Debby frowned a little, saying, “No. There’s a memetic threat out there. I am sure of it.”

“Well yeah,” Solomon admitted. “I’m pretty sure there is, too, but there is value in pursuing less obvious answers to questions about the current state of the world. So let’s all keep an open mind.”

Erick could find no fault with that, and it looked like no one else could, either.

Poi moved on first, saying, “I can already tell you that no one knows how to properly Translate mana into particles, and that the Grand Translation magic that was used at the beginning of the Script is no longer a retrievable function of the Script, because that functionality was lost sometime between the Death of all Halves and the Rage Wars. A lot of stuff was lost back then.”

Erick said, “Oh. Well...”

Poi continued, “There have been a lot of attempts at regaining… Ah. Well that’s something obvious I didn’t think of. Maybe we do still have Grand Translation Magic in the Script after all.”

While Poi had spoken, Erick’s mind spun into a thousand directions, eventually distracting the sapphire scaled man. As others looked from Poi to Erick, they wondered what was up.

Erick simply said, “The Grand Translation is just an instantiation of possibility into solid form based on this reality. In the greatest sense, we already have examples of this happening in this very day, like how Familiars become real people, or how shadelings crawl out of the shadows. One day soon, maybe 3 months away, Ophiel is going to become a real soul and he will create a real body at that time.”

Ophiel flapped his wings on Erick’s shoulder, asking, “I will?”

“Yes you will,” Erick said, “Which leads me to believe that either the Script still has Grand Translation magics in it —highly likely; almost assuredly— or it’s easy for mana to create real things, when in a proper environment. So! Here’s what I want to do: Leave the Censer on that side for days or a week, or whatever, while we research Translation Magic. We might not have to search for long, though, because I am reasonably sure that I can make a Translation happen, even without knowing the exact way all the particles go together. All I have to do is guide the Script and Particles over into that side of reality, while also calling on the mana to support such a translation.” He said to Debby, “This would probably be that mag-9 Particle Magic we were talking about.” He said to everyone, “It would be a multiversal pull using the possibility provided by mana as a baseline resource and the underlying nature of the current visual and mana-soaked reality as a catalyst or sounding board toward getting the real thing.

“I think I could send out a pulse of power, probably using [Physical Domain] like Solomon suggests, into an item, in order to make that item recognize itself along the parameters of this universe. Like using a picture of a thing in order to make the thing.”

Erick felt he was touching upon some universal truth in that statement; perhaps quite literally.

The others were less convinced.

Poi gave a concerned-yet-hiding-it, “Okaaaay.”

Solomon said, “You’re considering that ‘particles’ are the ‘mana’ of this universe, and thus a translation is possible through the possibilities provided by a multiverse just on the other side of sight.”

“Yes!” Erick said, “You get it!”

Jane spoke up, “Now I’m not one to usually suggest this, but perhaps you should just talk to Rozeta about this. Or Quilatalap. Or any of the others. Use them as a sounding board before you go doing the same with reality itself.”

“Well yes,” Erick said, “I could do that. But not yet. We’re not really at that point.”

Solomon said, “And besides. All this shit is basically just [True Resurrection] magic, anyway, and you already know how to do that.”

Erick side-eyed him, saying, “It’s a lot more complicated than that.”

“Explain how,” Solomon said, challenging him.

“Those people beyond the gate can be Soul Magic’d over here, sure. But artifacts often do not have souls, and so using Soul Magic on them and expecting it to work would be like eating soup with a toothpick,” Erick said. “Souls are easy to build bodies around. Souls want to be inside bodies. Artifacts have complicated magical reinforcements that are completely disconnected from each other. You couldn’t build a car from a headlight. But you could build a car from a blueprint and metals and a bunch of actual work.”

Solomon said, “Aye, that’s a complication. But do you really think that these items don’t have souls? That Censer is probably even an artifact that makes its own mana; it certainly looks culturally significant to me.”

“… Point,” Erick said.

Debby spoke up, “Bodies are super complicated, but souls can build those all the time. This is a Healing Magic problem, isn’t it? Perhaps we do need a god’s help in this part.”

Erick thought. Solomon considered.

Candice was kinda checking out of the magic conversation, for she muttered, “I thought we had gotten past the most difficult part.”

Beth said, “This was never going to be easy.”

“I think it’s interesting,” Emily said, “But I’m not sure I can help right now.”

Jane tried to cut through the gordian knot, “Make the dungeon do the work.” She added, “Or really, Melemizargo.”

Erick instantly said, “The problem with that is that no one will accept such artifacts.”

“They’ll barely accept them anyway,” Solomon said, “The chances of them working as they’re supposed to work and being what we want them to be are higher if we get divine help, yes, but then we’re beholden to gods.”

“And that’s not good,” Debby said.

“Oh! I just thought—” Erick suggested, “What about working along an Elemental Dream axis in order to reach a targeted Reality and bring it to reality? Like summoning a fae through Fairy? Or an angel or demon through Angel or Demon?” He gestured to the land beyond the gate. “That is a Dream, after all.”

Before the conversation could tangle further, Poi spoke up, “Let’s circle back to your original statement: Let’s bring some trinkets from that side to this side and try to make them real before we go after the Censer.”

Beth was very ready to get past the talking stage of this ordeal, so she instantly said, “On it!” as she started walking fast toward the gate.

Erick shouted, “There are—! … Still people on that side. Hmm.”

Beth was already through the gate, up and over in the Dark Dream within a handful of moments.

What happened next was surprising in many different ways.

The Cathedral of Destruction was what the place was known as, according to the words coming from the priests and otherwise as they gave their speech, as they watched over the continued destruction of some sort of artifact, which filled the land with knee-height heavy black smoke. There were a lot of simple facts displayed there, as all of that happened. But one of them suddenly stood out to Erick, as more important than all the rest. Those people were speaking Ecks. That fact hadn’t quite registered to Erick, or the others, until now, for some reason.

The entire ceremony had been in Ecks.

Erick knew the language they were speaking on the other side. This ancient language was known.

How the fuck?

Which made it all the more terrifying, in an existential sort of way, when Beth stepped onto the floor of the Cathedral, ignoring the smoke layered across the ground, headed straight for a pew, where some loose papers were stored in a slot behind the pew ahead. Those prayer papers were an easy target; they looked mass-produced, and there were a hundred pews in the cathedral that held similar papers. They were a good base for a repeatable experiment. She grabbed those loose prayer sheets—

And a priest at the Censer called out, “Ma’am! Worship isn’t for another cycle! You shouldn’t be in here!”

Beth acted fast, “Sorry, sir!” She plucked the papers and was already on her way out, saying, “I didn’t mean to interrupt! Don’t mind me; leaving right now.”

“Ma’am!” The priest came down from the side of the Censer, saying, “You can’t take—” He stopped still. He stared, watching as Beth stepped into the air, walking up the stairs of the Gate. To him, what Beth was doing had to be some sort of blasphemy, or something, for her to be walking into the air, maybe; Erick wasn’t quite sure. Or maybe he could see the gate? Erick hoped the fuck not. Either way, the priest knew something was up. The priest roared, “GUARDS! Seize— What… Where did she go!”

Just like she had gone too fast for Erick to tell her otherwise, Beth was already through the gate and down the other side, gripping papers in her hands. She looked over her shoulder to see if anyone was following while she handed off the disintegrating papers to her father.

No one was following.

Erick took the papers in his aura and flicked a spell of Time into the air, making a bubble of Stopped time atop the ‘papers’. The papers stopped disintegrating. Mostly. But they were also just mana, and like all broken spellwork, they were trying to return to the manasphere. Erick left it there for now; it would keep for a moment while he dealt with the fallout of Beth’s theft.

The priest and his guards, and then a second priest who had been out of view, all started shouting about what they had just seen, or not seen. The priest rushed forward, down the aisle toward the gate, but he stopped halfway to where Beth had vanished.

The guards mercilessly advanced. The guard on the left was a woman with pointed ears and blood-red eyes, who had some sort of short staff in her hands. She swirled the smoke at her feet and the smoke swirled at her command, flowing forward like several tendrils, headed to the gate—

And passing right through, as though the gate was not there.

The second guard was a man with a halo of silver hovering around the back of his head, looking like a thin razor, or a sword made into a circle. He telekinetically took the razor into his hand as he rushed forward, passing through the gate-occupied space and then beyond. Erick heard the man call out ‘I don’t see them!’

“Fucking shit,” muttered the priest. “Were the parishioners followed? Was that a demon?”

“Absolutely not,” came the voice of the razor-ring man, who was still out-of-frame, and whom Erick now recognized as an alvani; a human/angel man. Before the Old Demons had caused the Death of all Halves in order to make the demon/human incani, the only sort of hybrid of souls that used to be able to exist between those old powers were of the angel/human variety. Or other angelic flavors. Angel/elf was a common one, too. The razor-ring guard stepped back into view, demanding to know, “You felt the Dark and the mana pouring off of her, didn’t you? She was a Shade of the over-god.”

The elf woman instantly fired back, “Do not speak such blasphemy without proof. All she had was a strong manasoul and…” The woman angrily gestured to the space where Beth had vanished. “And some sort of hiding magics. Maybe she was a Wizard-in-training.” She said to the priest, “I don’t believe she was a demon.”

The alvani man said, “I felt a fraction of Vile from her, but there was so much…”

“Hard to say,” said the elf, completing the man’s thought.

The priest stared hard at the land in front of him, as people poked their heads into frame, far down the cathedral. The priest breathed, then said, “I think it was a demon.”

The alvani man shouted, “It wasn’t a demon! It was—”

Erick tuned them out, because Jane was talking.

Jane asked everyone, “Anyone else suddenly finding it fucking terrifying that we can understand them, but they’re speaking other languages? And that we didn’t even think about this with the others with that Purity fountain, who spoke some other language, too?”

Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Debby all tensed.

Emily, Poi, and Solomon, did not.

Poi said, “I’m already trying to understand what happened there. All I can tell right now is that Erick realized this half a minute ago, then I was next, and then Solomon, and now everyone else. There was a clarity of thought that was achieved, that had not been there before. I have no idea what it means.”

The priest and his two guards on the other side of the gate continued to argue about what they had seen. Nothing important had changed there.

Solomon gestured to the prayer sheets, frozen in time. “And those are legible. Wheatly. Come out now.”

Solomon’s staff flashed to fullness beside him, hovering gently, the white crystal at the top glowing softly, as the image of wheat fields held reflected on the silver surface. Words were also on that surface, carved deep and strong. Solomon was already reading the surface, and Erick was, too.

Solomon said, “Don’t see any words I recognize as words, except for the ones I put down myself; ‘Repent all sinners and be spared’.”

Erick didn’t see any words he recognized either, so he moved on to the sheet of paper. It was completely legible. He gestured at the paper, “That’s a prayer to Destruction Itself. No one will be saying those words out loud except me, maybe, in order to instantiate the Censer to this reality. And not right now.”

The argument beyond the gate was reaching a crescendo.

The priest shouted, “This is intolerable and unprofessional! Not only did you two see the anomaly but you let her go! I was the one who actually acted—”

Ring-man said, “And if you would have been calmer, she might have stuck around and we would have gotten answers.”

Smoke elf spoke, “Stop,” and the knee-high smoke rippled with her voice. The other two went silent, but not out of fear; but because they respected her. The smoke elf calmly said, “Might have simply been a fair folk. We can send a letter to Wizard Hewer, with our three accounts of what happened, and then we wait for him to show. In the meanwhile, we secure the area and increase the guards on the Censer, as we would do for any anomalous activity that happened around a Destruction.”

“Ughhh,” Erick and Solomon groaned at almost the same time.

Candice voiced, “That means that if we wait to steal it, it’s just going to get harder?”

“Probably,” Poi said.

“Would another Wizard even be real?” Jane asked.

“I wouldn’t risk it,” Poi said.

Solomon asked, “Chance speaking to them? Try to prevent them from doing anything drastic?”

Emily said, “Sounds to me like they have to actually call their Wizard. He can’t just appear like you can, dad. We might have a window of opportunity here that will close later.”

Emily was right, and everyone else knew it, too.

Erick thought for a moment.

He looked across a gulf of eternity and reality, from the present, to a memory of the deepest past that could be real under the right circumstances. There were many ways to create the ‘right circumstances’. There was that Name Finder artifact from Crystal Archmage Imara, from Greensoil. That red cube was good to use on people. Erick had used that small red cube upon the Riamites who wanted [Reincarnation]s. But before the Name Finder, there was the simple act of experiencing the Other and making it real through constant exposure. The Name Finder was a fast-ways to make that realization happen, but the normal method was the second one. From shadelings coming out of their fugue and realizing they were in a new body and life, to what was happening to Ophiel right now as his soul was gradually being made real…

The smoke elf’s words were grating to the priest and the ring-man’s sensibilities.

Their argument started up again.

Anyone watching the argument quickly found out that something like ‘a person appearing and then leaving without any traces’ did not happen in the Cathedral of Destruction. The smoke elf tried some old-school mana tracing, as one would use for anyone [Teleport]ing in the Old Cosmology, but her trace ended at the gate, and she had no idea what that meant. ‘It shouldn’t be possible!’ she said, more than once. All in all, they had very little methodology for dealing with what they were dealing with.

Some priest on the other side of the cathedral, watching all this happen with the others, had already calmly walked away, saying they would send the signal. No one seemed to be in a real rush, though.

There was time to talk about next steps.

Erick asked, “Beth? How was your mana sense on the other side? Cause mine ends about at the gate, or a little bit beyond.”

Everyone’s mana sense ended at the gate threshold.

Beth said, “It came back once I was through the gate, but it was wonky. Very short.”

All the other girls nodded at that. They had all experienced the land beyond the gate the other time, when it was focused on that Purity Fountain.

“Aura control?” Erick asked.

The girls all said variations of ‘not much’. Beth agreed that this situation here was like the situation before.

Jane said, “Control in the body was easy, but mostly I just attuned to the Dark as much as my slime form allowed, and tried to constrain the mana into my body.”

Candice said, “All that flesh-flaking was our mana destroying our impure body from within.”

“Expelling our particles, yeah,” Beth said. “It’s still the Dark over there.”

Erick nodded, and said, “Well let’s see if this works… and if it does, these people are probably going to awaken as real. So that’ll be fun.”

The group tensed, except for Poi—

As Erick stepped toward the gate and threaded his aura outward, forming a thin line of white glows. His aura reached the gate, and the strange surreality contained within. It was like dipping his toes into ice and knives, and not like either of those two things at all. ‘Pain’ was not the feeling here. More like Erick was touching something that was not meant to be touched.

His aura proceeded anyway, through the gate, flickering lightning—

“Something comes!” said the priest, rapidly backing up from the empty air, almost running back to the Censer. He stopped halfway there.

The warriors had other ideas. More violent ones. The smoke elf rolled smoke at Erick’s aura, disrupting his power all the way back to his side of the gate, while the ring-man’s angelic-powered ring whipped forward in some sort of attack. That ring vanished as it passed through the gate. And then the ring reappeared, slicing back through the space again, in the other direction, to return to the man’s hand.

The elf whispered, “An intangible [Gate].”

The ring man nodded, preparing himself for the worst.

Erick frowned. And then he manipulated his aura to form the words for ‘peace’, which would have been impossible because he didn’t know the words for ‘peace’ in whatever language they were speaking, but ‘peace’ was upon the prayer sheets that Beth had stolen. And so, Erick showed them ‘peace’, disregarding the fact that there was a large disconnect happening right here between how languages got in his head and how they had gotten on the other side, and how all of that worked.

… Mostly disregarding all of that.

The smoke elf almost attacked again, but her smoke pulled back at the last second when she saw the words ‘peace’.

She demanded, “You hear us?”

“… Uh.” Erick looked at the prayer song. “I can’t answer that question based on the information I have.” He looked to Poi.

Poi spoke, “I’m working on it.” His tendrils were through the gate. The people on the other side didn’t seem to sense them, either, which was some sort of miracle or something. “Okay. I’m getting it. What do you want to write?” Erick wanted to ask about how he was making his tendrils invisible, but— Poi answered, “I’m making them not able to see me, but they are on very high alert. I can’t reach the guys in the back, and they’re going to call in reinforcements soon. I'll give you 2 minutes.”

Erick told Poi, “Say ‘I can barely hear you. We’re in another realm.’ We’ll go from there.”

Poi supplied Erick with the words he was looking for, and Erick repeated those words in his aura display, just beyond the gate’s other side.

The warriors tensed as they read, turning solid in the face of an unknown threat—

Poi pulled back. “I got the full language. It’s called ‘Imperial’. They’re in the Endless Empire, in the Farundari Stretch of the Radiant Depths. Year 12,400 according to their calendar—”

“Why are you here? Who was that invader from before? That woman?” the smoke elf asked, her voice slightly louder than before.

Erick had a thought, Poi supplied his words before he even needed to ask, and Erick wrote out, “Your realm is dead. You have been subsumed by the Dark, as a memory. We’re here to rescue you and the Censer, but mostly the Censer. We are still working on how to do all of that, but those are our goals.”

Jane asked Poi, “Do they even have minds to read?”

Poi said, “I don’t know how it works either, Jane.”

Erick left the message there. The people on the other side instantly started debating amongst themselves.

There were suddenly other concerns for Erick, though.

Erick said to his family, “For some reason, as we talk with them, the barrier is getting thicker and deeper. But also thinner, paradoxically. There’s a bigger depth, but the thickness of punching through that depth is easier. Also: according to my All-Seeing Eye, their souls are brightening. I’m pretty sure I could [True Resurrection] all of them if they got close enough to the gate. So that’s one half of the translation problem solved but I still have no idea how to instantiate the Censer.”

“You’d have to [Reincarnation] both of them, too; not just [True Resurrection],” Solomon said. “Alvani cannot exist on this side. Elves are non-grata.”

Jane asked, “Are you really going to bring the people to life?”

Candice added, “They’re not real right now. We do not have to take on this security risk.”

Erick was starting to think Candice was the bloodthirsty one, but they all were like that. Candice just let it show more than the others, when she could.

“Yes we do have to take on this security risk,” Erick said, “Besides! Who else would know how the Censer functions best—”

The very second Erick announced his true intentions, something shifted in the very foundations of existence. The Dark surrounding the slime dungeon flexed. The black ocean roiled—

Fallopolis stepped out of the air, onto the grounds beside Erick’s family. The Shade of Civilization wore a masculine-cut black suit and she held her black kendrithyst crystal staff in her left hand. Her wild, curly white hair bobbed as she stepped forward heavily, her bright eyes happily shining white, as she said, “We are glad you are making the decision to rescue people from Dark Dreams, Erick. Please allow me to witness this event, and to help with the aftermath.”

The gate deepened as Fallopolis spoke.

A pathway became apparent.

On Erick’s side, nothing physically changed. Not really. But Erick’s aura control around the gate space got a whole lot easier, and a whole lot of shit simultaneously happened on the other side, for the elf and the alvani instantly backed up, taking hard stances. Erick wasn’t sure what they were seeing, for he wasn’t sure what he was seeing either.

Erick said to Fallopolis, “They’re going to Candlepoint if they—”

“Ho!” called the elf, “I hear you now!”

“We’re not going fucking anywhere!” roared the alvani.

The shadows of the past backed up, and started arguing again.

Erick put up a sound barrier, then asked Fallopolis, “Any idea how come we know the language?”

Fallopolis smiled a little, saying, “Tsk tsk, Erick. Making Wizardry and not fully understanding it? How ever will you cope with the mystery!”

“Don’t deflect,” Erick said, “This is serious. This is a memetic hazard. How do we know this language? How is Poi able to work Mind Magic on them at all?”

Fallopolis shaped right up, saying, “You separated this dungeon from the Script as much as you could, but the Script has some basic functionality with translations—”

“Well that’s one question answered,” Solomon said.

Fallopolis continued, “But not on this level that you’re working. I’m pretty sure the gate is somehow inherently full of Translation Magic. I have no idea why you haven't recognized this until now. I thought this was the point; translating things. But magic does cross the 10% divide quite often if you’re 90% there.” She turned toward the gate, saying, “All magic is about communication, too, so I’m not exactly sure why you’re that surprised. You not recognizing that you were working Translation Magic is peculiar, though.”

Erick touched the Lidless eyes hanging around his neck, beside his All-Seeing Eye. “Not very effective, eh?”

Debby pulled the Bracelet of Memory from her pocket and snapped it around her wrist. She winced, her eyes darting around for a moment before she settled.

Candice had the Crown of Self hanging from a loop on her belt, but now she put it on her head. She said, “Havuhohpwt oijqwe pjpati oqu.”

Everyone looked at her.

“The area Translation Magic isn’t working for you anymore,” Fallopolis said, somehow simultaneously in Imperial, and Ecks, the two strings of sounds coming out of her mouth like she was a dubbed actor and the audio techs had forgotten to remove the original soundtrack.

Candice shrugged. This was fine.

Poi said to Erick, “They’re artifacts and we’re in the Dark, Erick. Their effect would only ever be minimal… Though I only realized there was a translation effect after you did. So— Ah. Later.”

The guys on the other side had stopped arguing, so Poi went silent with his point.

The elf spoke up, and Erick released the sound barrier, “Can you prove you are the Dark?”

“I’m not the Dark,” Erick said, and his voice reached them. “I’m just a Wizard, poking through the memories of the Dark, searching for things to salvage from a destroyed universe.”

As terror crept across the faces of the elf and alvani, the dungeon flexed again.

The pathways between Old and New widened, and like the brush of a thousand ephemeral silks, Erick felt a wind billow from the gate. Lightning flickered here and there, dancing in and out of the space, linking both sides together.

And suddenly the people on the other side looked through the gate, and saw Erick and his family. And also Fallopolis.

The elf surrounded herself with smoke—

But the alvani’s armor began to flake away. He yelped and leapt backward, crashing through wooden pews as he retreated, yelling, “It’s an attack!”

“It’s not an attack!” Erick called out, “Our realms are just incompatible. You’re in the Dark, like a shadeling.” He rapidly asked Fallopolis, “They know about shadelings, right?”

Fallopolis rapidly answered, “They’re powerful people and they know magic; they should.”

Debby whispered, “That alvani is bleeding now. A lot. Is that because of the stuff?”

She meant the switch from when the Old Demons broke the Script in order to make incani, and disallow alvani.

Fallopolis answered, “Extremely, yes. It takes an act of the Dark to keep alvani alive over here. Priestess was only able to remain together because of His actions, and only as a skeleton.”

The alvani guarded himself beside the Censer, a good forty meters away. Blood flowed freely from him, while an acolyte tried to heal him. The healing wasn’t working too well, though. The alvani cried out in pain, and the acolyte stopped, saying, ‘I don’t know! I don’t know! The gods— I don’t feel them anymore!’

Well, Erick thought, that would be because the gods you’re praying for don’t exist over there.

A double handful of people huddled behind the Censer, and near the alvani warrior, well past the edge of the mixing-of-realities effect, or whatever it was that was happening between this side and that side. The elf stayed closer, though. Elves weren’t removed from Veird by the Death of all Halves; they were removed from Veird because of systemic genocide against them.

The elf stood still, gauging what she was seeing. Erick’s mana senses now extended about that far, so she was probably sensing Erick just as much as he was sensing her. Her body was entirely made of mana, while her soul was thin, but growing stronger. A lot stronger, actually. She would soon meet the same fate as the alvani if Erick didn’t act soon, tho—

“What is wrong with your bodies?” the elf asked. “You’re made of nothings.”

Erick said, “We’re made of various forces that are present in this Cosmology, which are not present in your Cosmology.”

The priest, who huddled by the Censer with the alvani, called out, “Wizard Hewer is on his way! You better leave, or you face Destruction Itself!”

Fallopolis softly said, “I doubt it. The stabilized memory is only a cubic kilometer. Nothing will enter that space from the outside. If they come out on this side without being fully out of their fugue then you better be prepared for some raging shadelings, Erick. Or don’t let them come on this side too fast.”

Erick listened to Fallopolis, but he also watched the elf. Something very interesting was happening to her. As the woman listened to Fallopolis her soul magnified tenfold, that ephemeral thing that lay just below her skin and within the core of her body —for she was an accomplished mage, with a true core— turning from a mist to a thick cloud. By the time Fallopolis finished speaking, Erick now knew what he was looking at. He had seen the exact same thing happen to shadelings a thousand times, as they woke up from their shadow fugue.

Right on cue, the elf looked around, her eyes going wide as she blinked rapidly. And then she went hard, slowly stepping away from the gate as power flowed from her core to grab the smoke all around her, prayers falling from her lips, “What is this trickery—”

Fallopolis called out, “Girl! Take a look at your armor! Your skin. You’re in the Dark. You’re flaking away. As soon as you become fully cognizant, you will die if you retreat deeper in the Dark.”

The smoke elf paused, briefly eyeing her arms. And then she stopped and watched as a layer of silver armor flaked away from her gauntleted right arm like a scab floating away in the bath, revealing that her arms were already wounded with unfelt destruction pulling her apart.

“It’s a trick!” called the ring man. “Get away from there Shalia! Wizard Hewer is on his way!”

Fallopolis instantly said to Erick, “That’s not going to happen. That space is contained over there. Just as all their gods don’t exist over there, there is no Wizard Hewer capable of reaching that land.”

Shalia stilled. She stared at Erick, and then at Fallopolis, then back to Erick, calmly asking, “What is this?”

Erick said, “Your soul is developing far enough for you to see yourself and the world around you for what it is. With every passing moment, I can mana sense more of your world over there, and you can do the same for mine. No doubt you see that right under me is stone, but also nothing; the Dark is down there. It is the same on your side. I see about two meters of stone under your feet, and then it’s the Dark, roiling and shifting with memories and magic.” Erick said, “The light coming from those windows up there is false.” As Erick said those words, the cathedral darkened, the light of day fading beyond the windows. And now Darkness crept in, replacing the glass in the windows entirely. It spilled forth like slow tendrils. “And now your world is collapsing. Everything beyond what we have focused on is a memory. Despair if you wish, but know that there is hope. Come to this side and be reborn. And we want the Censer, too.”

Erick made sure they knew what he was really after. It might help to save them, or not. People were suspicious when you tried to help only them, but if you gave them a demand with that help, then they were more apt to believe your words, especially if you truly were after something else and only happened to meet them, in their time of need.

Shalia delayed, tensing—

The alvani man shouted, “He’s a demon, Shalia! Get away from him!”

Shalia stepped back and her silver armor suddenly frayed, blood spooling into the air, all becoming shadows.

A lot of questions occurred to Erick, as he watched the elf woman slowly disintegrate. Why was she falling apart, and not the ground, or the pews, or the walls or the ceiling? Why were the solid, dead things made of mana, surviving better than Shalia, with her soul? But the second he had that question, he answered himself. Shalia had a soul. The rest of the world over there did not… Maybe the Censer did? Erick wasn’t sure. The Censer seemed to be holding up fine—

Shalia’s right forearm broke into fragments of nothing, though her soul remained where it had been. That soul was the only thing holding her hand in position, though there was no flesh between it and the rest of her arm. Shalia stared at that fragmentation, her eyes hotly recognizing her mortality.

“I never meant for this transposition to cause pain or harm, but I can already see that’s where we’re headed.” Erick said. “Let me save you, Shalia. Let me pull you and all the others from this memory of the Dark.”

Shalia’s hand fell off. And then her knee began to disintegrate—

“Time’s up, Erick,” Solomon said, before he declared, “J, A, E, C; capture and rescue. D, B, stay and support.”

Jane, Abigail, Emily, and Candice all rushed forward, moving as an invasive unit. Beth and Debby went slightly slower. The girls moved at incredibly enhanced speeds, but Solomon’s aura moved faster. With lightning-rimmed light, Solomon sent power through the portal—

Erick briefly considered interrupting. He weighed the pros and cons of stopping this invasion, this violence. But Solomon was right. Erick understood what his brother was doing, so that he didn’t have to, so that he could remain the positive force, while Solomon did what was necessary. Erick was thankful for that, because he had been half a moment away from doing exactly what Solomon was doing.

—and Solomon’s power latched on to Shalia like a clutching fist of Benevolent Lightning. Solomon pulled, simultaneously crushing Shalia’s brief attempt at resistance and securing her soul within his lightning, for the woman disintegrated completely when she passed through the gate. All of the mana of her body vanished into the manasphere of the dungeon.

And then Solomon manually cast [True Resurrection], flashing Shalia back to life, into a physical body that was completely at home in this reality. He flashed a [Reincarnation] across her body next, taking several seconds to set her to rights, to take away her elvish body and give her a human one.

Fallopolis and Erick casually watched that happen.

And then Erick turned his full attentions back to the gate, to watch the girls' invasion.

People screamed. They tried fighting back.

The priest stood beside the Censer and called out words of power above the carved metal cauldron, but nothing happened. This distressed the priest almost as much as when Jane tackled the alvani warrior and tangled the disintegrating warrior up in webbing wrought from her hands. Jane threw the bundle of a person twenty meters, into Debby’s waiting power, who then handed it off to Solomon’s waiting aura, nearer the gate. Jane moved on to help Candice grab the priest behind the Censer. The four girls at the front moved fast, subduing and capturing, while the other two transported people out of the Darkening cathedral. Some got away, rushing forward into the Dark, unable to see the Dark ahead of them. Others shied away from the waterfalls of black coming out of the windows, only to fall into the girls’ webs.

Within two minutes there were 9 bundles of webs on this side of the gate, and Erick was resurrecting and reincarnating them right alongside Solomon.

By the time the girls came through with the last person, the land beyond was falling apart and all the rescued people had been made viable for life on this side of reality.

Some of them had been harder to bring back than others. The alvani warrior’s cocoon had completely collapsed by the time Beth shoved it through the gate; it held almost nothing, and only half of the man’s rapidly disintegrating soul. Erick had managed to bring that man back through some manually cast magics, transforming him into a normal human. Erick had needed to do that sort of transformation twice, for there had been another alvani within the Cathedral of Destruction aside from the ring warrior.

Before Erick knew it, all the girls except for one had come back through the gate.

“DEBBY!” Erick commanded, “Get your ass back here!”

Debby stared at the ceiling and at the Censer. She was wearing the Bracelet of Memory right now and she was seeing something on the other side that no one else could see. But at Erick’s voice, she obeyed. Debby raced through the gate, back into the slime dungeon.

The cathedral had been a land of white stone, filled with smoke from the Censer of Destruction. Now it was a land decayed by Dreams turning into Darkness. Stained glass windows had been replaced with portals to liquid black ooze that waterfalled into the cathedral like streams of absolute black honey that was also —somehow— alive and cloying.

The Censer remained untouched by all of that.

The timer above the gate remained at all 9s, but at Erick’s glance, the timer also showed all 0s. It rapidly showed 9s again, and then flickered in unknown symbols.

Erick knew what he needed to do, so he did it. He splashed his [Physical Domain] through the gate, bringing a Particle understanding to the other side, as he glanced at the [Stop]ed prayer sheets hanging beside him. In a flashing moment, Erick condensed what appeared to be an hour-long sermon into a quick, powerful poem,









“In cauldron’s embrace, destruction is grace

“Power and mercy, enveloping space

“Guided through pure faith, smokey aftermath

“With steadfast resolve, walk this righteous path.”









Erick’s words became an echo that vibrated along a corridor created by his power, aimed directly through the gate. Blackness splashed away from that corridor, and white light latched on to the Censer like a 10-meter wide tunnel bored through reality, to envelop the 7 meter wide artifact of power. The stone underneath the Censer fractured and broke. But the Censer remained, hovering.

All the cathedral fell to Darkness.

And the Censer flowed outward, toward Erick, to pass through the gate, its curled, white weave darkening, flashing solid as material appeared from Elsewhere, turning mana into real metal. Into black adamantium. The white stone under the Censer was unimportant, not a real part of the artifact, so that stone simply vanished, like spellwork breaking, mana returning to the manasphere.

Erick took hold of the Censer with his aura, holding up the artifact with his power, as he guided it to the side, to sit alone upon the rim of the dungeon. Erick let go of the artifact.

It sat there, black as adamantium—

And Erick felt a weakness creep into his very being. He had run another marathon, apparently, though he only felt it when it was over. He breathed hard, relaxing a little. After a moment, he stood tall. He turned around to the sleeping forms of the rescued people.

All of them were humans, resting under conjured blankets and atop conjured beds. All of them were probably not in the bodies they wanted to be in, but they were alive, and real, and somewhat comfortable, and that was what mattered. For now.

Erick informed the girls, since they might not know, “We’re not bringing back elves. It might cause Aloethag to abandon the orcols, and for the orcols to rage.”

Jane said, “We know.”

“But is that even really possible?” Emily asked, unconvinced.

Fallopolis answered, “Your father speaks of the eternal threat of elves returning, which is why everyone kills elves wherever they are found.” Fallopolis gestured to Shalia and the other elf that had been a part of the rescue; a man of red hair and red eyes. “You should kill both of them and sunder their souls if you wish to keep this threat from becoming as real as they have become. It is the only way to be sure.”

Erick seriously asked, “Is an elven soul too much?”

“Hard to say, Erick.” Fallopolis said, “I am merely giving you my professional suggestion, gifted in an attempt to preserve the stability of this world that you have built.”

“… Fuck.” Erick decided, “I’ll chance it.” He glanced toward the gate, and the riotous black colors of the land beyond. The timer above the gate was gone, having hit all 0s and then blinked away, and now the cathedral was gone, too. Erick hadn’t paid much attention to the final memories of that place, as they fell apart into nothing and Darkness. But now, Dream-like scenery once again flowed. “That’s enough for today.” He said to Fallopolis, “They’re all coming with me back to Candlepoint to the Wake Up House. I’ve got the resources there to bring them up to date, and so I’m going to do that.”

Fallopolis bowed a fraction, saying, “Then it will be as you say, Wizard Flatt.”

Poi interrupted, “We need to talk about all that just happened, but before that, we need the priest awake. We need him talking about the Censer in case there’s some unknown danger about having it just be here. Even if he doesn’t answer, he will mentally answer, and I will know if we’re in some sort of immediate danger.”

Erick turned to the priest on the floor, then said, “Understood. Wake him up.”

Poi flickered with a few new tendrils of thought and tickled the mind of the priest, undoing the [Sleep] he had done earlier. Because of their recent Rule changes regarding the Script, Poi didn’t have access to mana from the Script, but since he was connected to the dungeon, as a dungeon master, he had access to dungeon mana. That was more than enough for him to cast all his magic he needed to cast.

Everyone else had cores that contained the mana that they naturally produced, based on the sizes of those cores. There was minimal Script interference in this place, but they were still connected to the Script; the Script still stole their natural mana regeneration. Therefore, waking these people now probably wasn’t too much of a danger.

They should have 0 mana, or near enough to 0 mana.

As the priest woke up, Erick saw him reach for the part of himself that could contain and control mana, but instead of grabbing for a source of power within his soul and body, all he touched upon was intangible nothing.

A certain sort of tension escaped Erick in that moment.

The capture of the Censer and its people was nearly done, and nothing had gone too wrong.

The man panicked as he looked around and saw the sleeping forms of his friends and coworkers, or however it was for their working relationships. He saw Poi, a dragonkin of an odd sort. He saw Erick, Solomon, and the girls, and was afraid. And then he saw Fallopolis, and hope kindled in his heart.

“Dearest Shade of Darkness! I beseech you for salvation in this Trial of the Dark!” He was on his knees, angled toward Fallopolis, as he said, “Tell me true if what I see before me is real, or a demonic threat. Tell me the nature of my Trial.”

Fallopolis tried not to grin at being instantly thought of so positively. Something like that didn’t happen all that often. Possibly never, considering how Shades had been received on Veird for more than 1400 years. Fallopolis easily adopted her elderly-grandmother persona as she kindly, softly, told the man, “Your Trial is just beginning, but take heart, all the demons as you know of them have been dead for a long, long time.” She gave the floor to Erick, saying, “And this man is perhaps the greatest Wizard you will ever meet. A true source of good, this one.”

Erick didn’t wait for the man to fully process that. He said, “You’ve been rescued from the Dreams of the Dark, and given a new life here on this lifeboat of a planet known as Veird. We’ll get to what all of that means later, but for now—” Erick gestured at the black cauldron that was the Censer of Destruction. The priest stared at it for a hard moment, uncomprehending, then he realized what he was looking at. “—I believe I have successfully stolen the Censer of Destruction from that memory. It doesn’t look as it once looked, and the reasons for that are beyond the scope of this conversation. But, even now, looking upon it with my mana sense, I can tell my theft worked. Never mind the color; it’s still adamantium. Is there a danger with the Censer that I need to know before I hand it over to the local gods?”

The man collected himself fast… And then his eyes flickered to Fallopolis, and then the girls, and then Solomon, before landing on the Censer and then up to Erick. His face turned harsh. He spat, “You’re no Wizard! And that’s no Shade! You’re an impostor and this is all some sort of Fae trick—”

Poi knocked him out, tendrils of thought invading the guy’s mind while other tendrils turned solid enough to gently lower the priest back to his bedroll. “The Censer needs to burn something or else it burns the world around it. It appears to be burning the manasphere right now, though, so I suspect it’s fine for transport into other hands.”

Erick asked, “It only burns what’s left inside of it for a while, right?”

“Yes; confirmed as much as I can confirm.” Poi said, “It’s just about the best, controlled Destruction sort of artifact out there. Or at least it’s the one the Dark and the Well were willing to show us.” Poi said, “I’ll meet you at the Wake Up House, Erick.”

Erick nodded, and then said, “So? Preliminary plans? What are you girls going to do?”

There was time again to relax a little, but Erick wouldn’t feel truly secure until he got this thing into proper hands, and then had some proper downtime afterward.

Plans were set, people decided to go or stay, and while that was happening, Erick delivered the Censer to Rozeta, who waited above the dungeon, looking happy in her white wrought form. She was not the only happy wrought in the forest clearing.

Tasar the Summoner, the green-black human-woman-shaped wrought archmage, who had accompanied Kiri on her Worldly Path for the first half of it, and who was Erick’s friend, also stood ready to take the Censer. She smiled as she touched the black artifact, saying, “Congratulations on the Paradoxing, Erick. We have thousands of old things that are too dangerous to attempt to destroy ourselves. This… This will do a lot. It will free up a lot of resources, mostly in the form of guards ever-guarding locations or things.”

Erick smiled a little. “Glad to help.”

He almost mentioned Tasar’s lack of [Familiar], saying that now maybe she’d have time to actually commit to one. But that would be tactless, and she was probably on the Worldly Path right now, so she wouldn’t want to make a [Familiar] before she was done with that; a [Reincarnation] to Benevolence and assistance with making her first Gate Node would erase any [Familiar] she had brewing. 

Rozeta chuckled a little, stepping forward, saying, “Congratulations, Erick. And thank you. It was a question whether you could do it or not, but of course you could.”

Erick felt a certain tension unwind a little bit more.

“It was kinda iffy here and there, but it worked out, and we’ll be working out the kinks soon enough. If you have specific items you wish collected, we might be able to find them, but we’ve only had luck locating big events, or important items. This particular artifact had nine tag-alongs, so that’s a complication I didn’t foresee happening, and which we’re dealing with. I’m taking them to the Wake Up House as soon as we’re done here.”

Tasar simply nodded.

Rozeta said, “I’m sure you’ll do right by them. But anyway! You should find the Enchanter’s Guile, if you can, like Atunir suggested. It is perhaps one of the best ones you can take right now, for it will allow you easier Wizardry.”

“Sure.” Erick nodded. And then he moved on, “I do have a question about language and how come we were all able to understand Imperial before we knew we were actually speaking Imperial.”

Rozeta paused, her brow furrowing. “Ah…” She thought. She relaxed, and said, “Your Wizardry with the Gate is a Wizardry of communication. So I would guess the language-understanding-capability was simply an emergent action of your Wizardry, and the Dark… I see you had questions about the Grand Translation, too?”

“I did.”

“That magic still exists, but not nearly as strong as it once was… And that’s about all I can say on that in such an unsecured location.”

Erick smiled a little. “That’s sort of what Fallopolis said already, but it’s good to hear it from another source.”

After a few smaller comments back and forth, Rozeta opened some [Gate]s of her own, to guide Tasar and the Censer along to where the artifact of Elemental Destruction needed to be.

When Erick came back into the dungeon, it was to see Poi have some quiet, angry words with Debby about taking the Bracelet into the Dark. She was lucky that it retained functionality even in its brief foray past the gate. The Bracelet was off her wrist right now and sitting on the kitchen table with the other Mind Magic artifacts.

Erick said, “I just want to know why you paused coming back home, Debby; why you lingered that long past the gate.”

Debby looked admonished, as she said, “I don’t know what happened. I took off the Bracelet already and my memory fragmented, as it always does. This time seemed worse.”

Poi said, “I don’t think you should wear the Bracelet anymore, Debby. It is an extremely strong Mind Magic artifact, with unknown side effects.”

Debby almost argued with him. But she did not. She simply said, “Okay.” Then she looked to Erick, asking, “We going to the Wake Up House, now?”

“Do you want to come? I thought only Emily was coming with me?” Erick looked around. “… But she’s back at the hotel in the city?”

The only people in the house right now were Erick, Solomon, Poi, and Debby. Jane and Abigail were out with the sleeping people, watching over them where Erick had left them, talking to Fallopolis about what had happened with the infiltration and all that. Beth, Candice, and Emily were all back in the city, going over plans for the next operation.

… Well they were all moving faster than Erick was comfortable with. What ever happened to taking a break after a big win?

This was a big win, right?

Solomon said, “Emily is going through some oddness right now. I think the next time she actually talks to any of us in a big way she’s going to be male.”

Debby gasped a little. “Oh my gods. She is?” She corrected herself, “He is?”

Solomon looked sheepish for a moment as both Poi and Erick Looked at him. And then Solomon blurted out, “How have you not noticed yet, Debby? And it’s ‘she’ until otherwise said.”

“… I have been figuring out my own shit,” Debby said. And then she strongly added, “Anyway! I want to see the Wake Up House and be there when all these people wake up. Emily said that she wanted to stick around here; she told me to tell you that.”

Solomon nodded. “Next time she’s around you and only you, expect a talk, Erick.”

“Heard and Understood. I’ll be sure to make that sort of situation happen a few times.” Erick took a moment to just stand around, enjoying the win. Then Erick moved on, “Let’s get going.”
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In a white stone, circular cathedral, kilometers wide and draped in light, there sat a woven cauldron of black metal right in the center, upon a dais that was a series of daises. Black smoke roiled out from the holes in the censer, to form a low carpet of black shadows and smog that rolled down from the daises like water from a fountain.

Kromolok, the Head Inquisitor of the Church of Rozeta, stood beside that cauldron, that ‘Censer of Destruction’. The man was shaped like a white incani, but he was made of metal, of aluminum, or rather, what they called ‘holyite’. Black smoke curled around his legs as it flowed away, down into the cathedral, where it settled upon the white stone floor. As far as Kromolok understood, inside the original Cathedral of Destruction, acolytes and otherwise would ritually clean the cathedral every day, and especially after every burning.

A node network with some [Cleanse]s did the cleaning these days, but those spells weren’t active right now. The ritual of the destruction was important to the functioning of the Censer, and part of that ritual was to let the world be blackened by the passing of great magics, to leave a mark, to let the world know that something powerful had existed, and now it was gone.

Or at least that’s what the copies of prayer sheets Erick had sent along with Tasar had said.

Kromolok was fine with ritual, though.

Here, in this new Cathedral of Destruction, located near the Orrery of Rozeta, in the Splinter Mountains of Nergal, this Censer of Destruction would cleanse the world of a great many ancient evils. The first one was already burning away, vanishing before Kromolok’s eyes, in a way that had been impossible before.

The Mirror of Evil had been a simple hand mirror made of black adamantium. It had been an artifact of profound reflection, creating evil versions of whoever beheld themselves within its depths. There had been many such artifacts that had the same effects as this one, but this one had also been completely impossible to destroy.

And yet, there it was, floating in the center of the Censer’s concentrating weave, flaking away, the grandness of the simple, powerful artifact, wearing away a great evil, Destruction erasing it from existence, and gaining power from that erasing. The Ash and Gloom released by the Censer was little more than a magical nuance of that destruction; an honoring of the magic that had come before. The object wasn’t actually being turned into anything else at all.

Or at least that’s what Kromolok understood of what was happening here.

Simple burning or shattering or any sort of other destructive methods, when used against all of the items that Kromolok would be feeding to this Censer, would simply cause many of those items to move, to save themselves, to kill everyone around them, or whatever other horrors they felt like creating in order to prevent their destruction, or to make sure everyone knew they had been destroyed and to make them sorry about that fact. The things destined for this pit were Wizard artifacts, or even more dangerous things crafted by a person’s final Death Curse, or the sacrifice of others. All of the items Kromolok planned to feed to the Censer were different, but in many ways, they were the same.

A veritable train of artifacts would be arriving in the coming days and weeks, each one guarded and secured by countless magics, each one of them a danger to the world around them.

Kromolok’s smile widened as the Evil Mirror suddenly cracked, a line appearing upon the black surface, as it hovered there in the Censer of Destruction. It was breaking, but the Evil Mirror fought against that breaking, as it always did. It cried out, black adamantium forming faces and arms and reaching claws and beating wings, trying to fly away, to escape. But Destruction flared harder. The Censer vibrated deeper. And the Mirror cracked more and more. There was no escape.

Kromolok watched the whole thing.

He watched as an artifact rescued from the Dark did what none of the wrought or any of the archmages for the last 580 years had been able to do; disintegrate this damned Mirror to nothing, and make sure it stayed that way. One time, this damned Mirror had seemed to break when Archmage Riivo, of Archmage’s Rest, had tried a novel spell against it, but the Mirror had just abandoned its adamantium form at the time and [Teleport]ed all of its magical effects and existence into a plain mirror a thousand kilometers away, whereupon that new mirror had transformed into adamantium. And then, it had continued to destroy and kill using evil copies of people.

This Evil Mirror was not the only item that was capable of doing that.

A lot of the most evil sorts of artifacts were actually more like bombs, with no real good way to dispose of them at all.

But this Censer… This changed a lot.

“It works well,” Rozeta said, as she stepped out of the ether, to stand next to Kromolok.

“It does,” Kromolok said, “We can close tens of Forgotten Campaigns, for good.”

“The Love Arrow. The Contract Machine. The Balanced Ledger.” Rozeta was happy as she said, “The Pirate’s Coin. All of it can leave, and never return.”

Kromolok smiled, joking, “Whatever will our Forgotten Guards do with all their free time?”

“Figure out whatever anti-memetic magic is happening around this Sundering search, and then find out how to combat it.”

Komolok’s good mood soured. Back to business that fast, eh? Kromolok pivoted, as he always did. “We haven’t noticed any anti-memes, but to hear the circumstances surrounding the Sundering Search from Poi and Erick does give us pause. We’re not sure what to do except to support their search.”

Rozeta said, “I know. Which is why we’re expanding operations.”

Kromolok did not like the sound of that, because she wasn’t angling toward sending wrought to Erick, to help him with the search, directly. She had already vetoed all of that sort of action, for Erick was to do as Erick was to do, and the Geodes were to simply prepare for the coming storm; the Prophesied Storm. But now they were expanding operations? Because Erick’s search was proving fruitful?

… Of course things were changing now that Erick’s search was proving fruitful. Until now, every suggestion of ‘targets to find in the Dark’ and every talk of the gods and Relevant Entities had been merely talk. Nothing real. Nothing actionable.

“The first thing to do is send some of your people to the Wake Up House, to speak with the people Erick took from the Cathedral of Destruction. I want this Censer running at peak efficiency, and those people would be the best to do that. The second thing—” Rozeta gestured to the side. “—Is to attack this Sundering search from other angles.”

Twin disturbances stepped through the smoke. They resolved into legs, and then into a pale pink and green dress, with a white corset. Fairy Moon, looking like a pastel human girl of no more than 20, stood before Kromolok and Rozeta, as though she was an equal to either of them. Technically, she was. She was the Queen of the Fae. Maybe even above them, though that was blasphemy, and not quite true either.

And besides that, Fairy Moon had also been… mostly a good neighbor since the Dragon Exodus.

Perhaps surprisingly, she had become an even better neighbor after Rozeta relaxed the Script, and released 10 of her cousins from containment. Nowadays, a Fairy Moon sighting was rare, and almost always in the accompaniment of one of those cousins, for she was spending almost all her time with them, and not bothering anyone else. Kromolok was very glad that that particular prognostication about letting loose 10 more fae had turned out to be true.

Rozeta said, “Hello, Fairy Moon. Welcome.”

Kromolok was diplomatic, as he said, “Greetings, Fairy Moon.”

“Greetings and greatness, Razing Rozeta and Killer Kromolok.”

Kromolok did not frown, but it was a close thing.

Rozeta was completely unbothered.

Fairy Moon continued, “This Sundering Search requires a revision of vision and a venturing into other ocular states of self. I invite and implore the Inquisition to come calling upon Ar’Cosmos and our creation of a Sundering Search separate and similar to Erick’s entries into the Deeper Dark. But outward and onward, rather than inward and invasive.” She glanced down at the Censer’s insides as the Evil Mirror finished burning up, and the final floating bits of black metal melted into smoke and nothing. And then Fairy Moon took out a ring of gold and magic. She tossed it into the Censer, where it instantly started burning in a way that didn’t involve fire or flame at all. She nodded. Then she said to Kromolok and Rozeta, “Erick is ensconced in the Dreaming Dark for the foreseeable future. He has his ways. We will have ours. We must secure a speculative soaring above the Script. We must contact the council of Other Fae, who live in this New Cosmology.”

A lot of things had happened rather fast right there. Kromolok ignored the ring; it was dying in Destruction, and did not need his due diligence. Kromolok did notice the Fae Magic that had maybe unintentionally ensorcelled the area. After he scattered that Fae Magic, he actually looked at the ring. It was dying. It was fine. The Censer worked as advertised.

And then Kromolok focused on how Fairy Moon was speaking of Other Fae. New Cosmology fairies were a myth as far as he knew. If they were real, then Kromolok should have seen them before now, but he had not. So: a myth.

Rozeta instantly said, “Go ahead and contact them if you wish, but I will not help you with that. I have tried already, and aside from planars we have had no contact with the outside Cosmology, and those contacts have been one-way trips to here, as far as I have always known. As for what we agreed—”

Fairy Moon did not like Rozeta’s words. Before she could move on, the Queen of the Fae instantly turned almost childish, “We cannot be companionless in this cosmology! We are anything but singular in this space!” She accused, “You just killed and canceled them when they craned their consciousness into this cavernous cave, you cynics of conjuring!”

Rozeta glared, saying, “The Script accepts all magic, Fairy Moon; we did not ‘cancel’ anyone. Even if one of them did fall here, I would know, and they would be transformed to fit the land, and we would deal with the aftermath at that point in time. If they were True Fae then they might have been captured by the Script, but I doubt that, and I am almost 100% positive that I would have recognized that action if it had happened. But it hasn’t.

“There have been no New Cosmology fae here on Veird, or anywhere else, as far as I know.

“The simple fact is that mana moves as mana moves, this universe is BIG, and neither you nor I understand how mana moves in this universe quite yet. But we’re getting there. Now will you agree to the agreements I thought we already made before I invited you to come here and see the Censer? To see Erick’s accomplishments?” Rozeta gestured to the Censer, “An opportunity you used to destroy a ring, I might add, which you were not invited to do.”

Fairy Moon broke in small ways. She softly said, “We must prepare for and pamper them as the primest guests when they do deign to grace this languished land.” She stared at Rozeta and Kromolok, saying, “I need to know that you understand this Truest Truth.”

Rozeta was not convinced.

Kromolok wasn’t convinced, either.

Fairy Moon saw that she wasn’t winning any hearts today, but her message had been given. After a moment of dread, she moved on, “If there is an anti-meme about the Sundering Source, then it might be visible when vantage is taken from atop Fairy. I invite the Inquisition to do a full Anti-Meme investigation within Furthest Fairy. Perhaps, through cooperation with our cooperative creations, we might uncover the ultimate reason why my Daughter’s Decree of Creation collapsed so completely.”

Kromolok did not appreciate any of that; that notion that a fae made the Old Cosmology. Rozeta seemed particularly angry, too, at the fae’s assertion that the entire Old Cosmology was just a painting of the Dark with a spot of Light that was Xoat. Fairy Moon seemed to always be talking about that these days, but only when people in power were listening. Kromolok felt that perhaps the Old Fae was making up for lost time.

As for an Anti-Meme investigation?…

Kromolok said, “I accept your invitation on my Inquisition’s own terms.”

Fairy Moon nodded, then she stepped away, vanishing into Springtime, her voice carrying with her, “You can find your own way to our lovely lands. See you soon.”

And now it was just Kromolok and Rozeta, standing beside the Censer.

Fairy Moon’s gold ring was still ‘burning’ in the center of the multi-meter wide black cauldron.

“What is that ring, anyway?” Kromolok asked.

“I’ve no idea. Probably a wedding ring. Lotta magic. Nothing more than that…” Rozeta paused as she stared at the golden ring. “No souls. Hard to see, though; that’s the real Censer of Destruction.”

“Could it be the ring she used to wed the men she married and then killed?” Kromolok asked, “Like she’s Destroying that part of her life?”

“As safe a guess as any.”
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The Wake Up House had a bunch of different names, but all of them were accepted, just like the people themselves were accepted. It also wasn’t just one location. The main location was about 1500 kilometers directly north of Candlepoint, while there were also major offices directly inside Candlepoint. It was to the main offices by the mountains where Erick brought his newest reincarnated people.

The main building was almost literally a palatial estate, just south of snow capped mountains that reached up to the sky. The recently-tamed Not-Crystal forest sprawled out in every direction, trees and grasses and otherwise growing upon land that had once been desert as far as the eye could see, except for those mountains, where massive stoneworks had been erected to separate the desert from the mountains. If one rose high in the sky, to overlook the trees that dotted the land, they could even see that stonework endeavor, where the mountains had been made into cliffs, to drop straight down into a sea of sand, filled with crystal mimics.

But now the mimics were gone, corralled to a different thousand kilometer ring encircling Ar’Kendrithyst.

Now, the Crystal Forest was much more forest, and filled with settlements here and there.

The Wake Up House was perhaps the largest of those settlements in this area. There was the main estate, which was like a halfway house, a college campus, and a cosmopolitan village all in one. A lot of people, after they went through here, opted to make a go of it somewhere close by. The Crystal Forest was absolutely prime real estate, and it was all free for the taking. Mostly. Erick had secured around a 500 kilometer diameter space south of the mountains for the Wake Up House.

People needed some nice, calm space in order to come to terms with their new bodies, after all.

Erick arrived through a ring of lightning directly into the receiving courtyard of the main house.

Poi was already there, waiting for him and for Debby, and for all the people flying through on Erick’s power. If Poi hadn’t been there to get things started, Erick was sure that the two doctors on call would have been reading books and waiting for something to happen. Three nurses standing to the side would have been in the same position, and probably playing cards, as they often did. They would have acted fast, though, if something came through. Which it had.

This was a style of care that Erick had stolen from Oceanside, along with some of Oceanside’s own emergency staff, because Oceanside was no longer the center for emergency care that it had once been; not with [Teleport] made impossible for the last eleven years. The emergency team here was well versed in working odd hours and with Erick’s presence, though, because Erick worked directly with a lot of them. With little direction necessary except for a basic command of ‘They’re code red, so armored rooms’, the team got to work, and soon, others came out of the house, taking in Erick’s nine new arrivals. Within minutes, the new people were set up in waking rooms.

Armored ones.

[True Resurrection] would not have rid them of soul-imbued magic, but [Reincarnation] certainly did. Even so, Erick didn’t want to take chances. That desire to not take chances was obvious to all, and soon, the director was there to greet him. But the time was somewhere around 7 pm.

“Shouldn’t you be off having dinner with your new wife, Magnin?” Erick said, smiling a little as he teased the director, as the two of them walked down the hallway, just inside the Red Wing.

Magnin was a young human demi in appearance, with very faint violet features to mark him as touched by incani blood. He looked similar to Zolan, but still different. He was actually a contemporary of Zolan’s, for he was around 135 years old. Unlike Erick’s Castellan of House Benevolence, who was an eternal bachelor it seemed, Magnin had gotten married several months ago. It had been a beautiful wedding.

Magnin smiled as he said, “Soon as Poi came around, Araleel put the roast under [Ward] and went to check the defenses around here to make sure they’re fully active.” And then he got down to business. “You haven’t called for a code red in a while.”

The Red Wing was just like all the other wings of the Wake Up House, but its [Ward]s and defenses were a lot more strict than other locations. Even if the people Erick had taken from the Dark could cast magic, most of it should be shut down… Hopefully.

Erick explained his concern, “I took these people from the Dark, like taking shadelings out of their fugue state prematurely. They were going to die otherwise. If they were who they were in their previous lives, I have no doubt that they could have stopped me. They were guarding something very, very precious…

“They’re probably good people, but they’ve been through a lot. Events like this will likely happen again, Magnin. This time was unexpected…” Erick stopped at the door to the first room. Shalia, the former smoke elf, rested on a soft bed with soft pillows, inside a rather nice room with soft chairs, and with a big window that gave a nice view of the outside world. All of it was cleverly made of rather damned strong materials, and a lot of it was secured to the floor. “But I probably should have expected this. It’ll happen again.”

“We’ll take care of them, Erick; you leave that to us.”

Erick smiled. “I know you will. I trust you.” Erick breathed in. He gestured back the way they came. “Let’s have an overview meeting, Magnin.” And then he nodded to Poi, saying, “You can start waking them up.”

Poi flicked power outward and his [Sleep] spells dissolved… Or rather, the [Sleep] spells cast by Poi’s other [Hive Mind]ed self started to dissolve. At that thought, Poi gave Erick a Look. Right, right; okay. They were the same person.

Poi nodded.

Erick said to Magnin, “They’re probably going to try and accrete right away, which might monsterize them. That’s the main reason for the code red.”

Magnin paused. “… They don’t know that that is a bad idea? Untrained accretion?”

“They’re very trained, Magnin, but trained under a very different set of rules. Anyway, let’s talk about the Wake Up House, starting with the most recent returners.” Erick asked, “How are things?”

In the hallway, guards and otherwise were on the case.

Magnin began, “Rather normal. The people from Riam are starting to get along with others, but that’s rather normal considering the directions of their [Reincarnation]s, though we are having yet another upsurge in worshiping of you, which I am having some difficulty dismantling. I might need to ask the Xoatists to step in and convince the Riamites to leave to seek their fortunes elsewhere.”

Erick didn’t cringe nearly as much as he usually did when talking of worship and Xoatism. “Approved. Whatever you need to do.”

Magnin noticed Erick’s change in demeanor, and let it pass unmentioned. “On that note, we have around 740 people asking for different [Reincarnation]s.”

“Oh. Okay. That many? Sure—” Erick had a sudden thought. “Are any of them from the recent groups? From Storm’s Edge and the Glittering Depths, I mean. Not from last week’s [Reincarnation] day.”

Magnin took a half second to gather his thoughts, then he said, “There have been a few from those groups. Which people in particular are you worried about?”

Erick was already using Ophiel to scope out the records office. A few things stood out to him, but since those records were purposefully kept vague, Magnin would be the one to ask about all that. So that’s what Erick did. “The Artillery Archmage from Riam; Terrance Nightenflit. If any of the Aroidos decided to stick around, or if they’re back. Oozy Stormcaller, also from Storm’s Edge.”

They stopped at a common room and sat down.

Magnin began, “As an overview, Terrance is doing well, but he’s having a lot of difficulty with mana in this New Cosmology. I believe he wants a stronger body than the one he requested; he’s among the ones requesting a different [Reincarnation]. There are a few Aroidos around here but none of them are on the re-[Reincarnation] list unless that changed recently.” And then Magnin paused, and tried to deliver some bad information in a calm way, “Oozy does not want a new [Reincarnation]. He is having trouble interacting with people, though.”

“Ah. Yes. I figured he would,” Erick said, feeling slightly nervous himself. “That [Reincarnation] didn’t go how I expected it to go. Has he filled out new paperwork? I don’t see it in the records office.”

“He wants to talk to you directly. I don’t believe he wants a new body.”

Erick nodded. “What else is happening?”

Magnin spoke for a while.

And Erick ironed out many small issues here and there, all across the land, as the 9 rescues from the Cathedral of Destruction woke up in the Red Wing. Some of them panicked. Some of them relaxed, and prayed to gods. Some of them stared at screens, amazed that they were in a land with a manaminer.

Two people tried to accrete.

Erick had to cut short his talks with Magnin to deal with those suddenly-monsterized people, as they took in the mana all around them. That situation got out of hand rather fast, with a whole lot of yelling up and down the Red Wing, and a bunch of nurses and doctors and guards having to go back through the whole group of new arrivals, to inform them once again that it was bad to accrete outside of proper methodology.

Erick didn’t get involved too much with all that; not yet, anyway.

Because suddenly he had appointments with various Relevant Entities about stuff they wanted rescued from the Dark. It seemed that Erick’s small foray out of the Dark, and the proof of his capability to bring out items from the past into this reality, had knocked loose about a hundred bee nests, and all of them needed attention.

He’d get to the 9 rescues from the Dark tomorrow. They could use a day or so of rest to come to grips with their new lives, and the Script.
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Erick sat in a nice sort of meeting room, but not too nice. The chairs were functional and appropriate to the people who were showing up, in order, but they were all a secure sort of functional. There was no gilding on these chairs, tables, and walls. This was by choice. The impression Erick was giving by these choices was that he was a working man, doing working man’s work. There was a time and place for ostentation, to display power and wealth, but now was not that time.

Zolan, the Castellan of House Benevolence, walked back into the room. He shut the doors behind him.

“Okay. So. That went well.”

Erick laughed. “Tiktik was on his best behavior today.”

“Hmm. Yeah.” Zolan looked the stone floor over, making a show of looking for the great divots that Tiktik had carved into the eternal stonewood. “Can’t even tell he was in here.”

Erick chuckled. “There’s not much to expect out of the God of the Wild’s avatars, except that they will be wild.”

“Sorry for abandoning you halfway through.”

“Not a problem, Zolan. It’s not your responsibility to keep me safe, but I thank you for your time spent in these conversations anyway, for your knowledge of all these people and events.”

Zolan smiled softly. “Will you actually be able to get the Life Seed for Fangorl?”

“Doubtful, but I can try.” Erick said, “There’s nothing wrong with trying for ancient artifacts. Every single one makes Veird more robust; stronger.” Erick moved on, “So next?”

“That would be Lynkari, of the demons.”

“… Ah.”

Erick had gone through 17 of these appointments so far. Most of them had been from paladins of various gods coming to Erick to deliver the words of those gods, or other Relevant Entities. Not every god was a major power like Koyabez or Rozeta, able to manifest a body on demand. The lesser gods, like Fangorl of the Wilds, or even Sumtir, the God of Righteous War, sent paladins. All of them wanted something from him, or rather, from the Old Cosmology. Some of them wanted something to make them more powerful, like in Fangorl’s case, or they wanted something that they had lost, and which Erick agreed to look for, like with Sumtir asking for the Shield of Faith, which was a defensive artifact of war.

And now, before Erick knew it, it was time for the final few meetings of the day. The more dangerous ones. Or at least Erick assumed they would be the more dangerous ones.

The Demons, of Hell.

And then the Angels, of Celes.

There had been a whole argument over who was going to be able to talk to Erick first, but then Erick suggested a coin toss and the demons won the coin toss, but not before both sides tried to interfere in the fate of that toss. Erick was rather sure that the envoy from the Angels had been trying to use actual Fate Magic to influence the toss, too, but then she bled from the nose instead, the Script shutting her down. Erick ignored that extreme breach of propriety, for the demons had tried to do something similar but with very subtle Particle Magic. Erick shut that attempt down himself.

In the end, the demons probably won the toss, and Erick left it like that.

“Is Lynkari sending an envoy again?” Erick asked, “Or do I need to actually go summon her?”

“Different envoys for both the angels and the demons; those first ones fell out of favor when their tricks were exposed.” Zolan said, “The demon envoy is at the Wall, at Centerpoint, awaiting your [Gate].” And then Zolan walked to the wall, to stand to the side for the meeting.

Erick did some searching with Ophiel upon the Wall that separated and delineated the Crystal Forest from the Wastelands. Both of those areas used to be filled with dangers and poisons of different kinds, with desert on the east and toxic marshes on the west. But now, there was farmland on the west, and the east held forests from there, all the way to Candlepoint and beyond. The Wall itself looked a lot less war-torn and spartan than it used to look, too. Now there was greenery and nicety.

Erick found the envoy standing upon the grey Wall, at Centerpoint, in the center of a presentation space that was almost a pedestal fit for a dragon. The archmage stood there, having just gotten up from her chair, her aides telling her that it was time for the meeting. Erick knew her, and he was glad to see she was doing well enough, though it was odd to see her tagged for this sort of thing.

Peatrice Shallowhammer was an incani Stone Archmage, wearing purple and gold, the colors of the Magisters of the Wasteland’s Magisterium. She spotted Ophiel, and did a bow that looked pained. She wasn’t an old woman, but she was certainly not a young woman, either. Maybe she would be asking for a [Reincarnation] today? The option was open for her; Erick had already explained long before now. She had always forgone that option.

Erick opened the [Gate] in front of her. The other end opened in the doorway to his plain office at House Benevolence.

“Hello, Peatrice,” Erick said, welcoming her into the space.

Peatrice took another slightly-strained bow, then she straightened and walked into the room. She bowed again, and then lifted, saying, “Greetings, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick closed the [Gate] and filled the room with a [Hasted Shelter]. They’d have plenty of time to talk, now. “Please have a seat, Peatrice, and tell me what ails you before we get to this artifact search.”

Peatrice tensed a fraction, but she was well-practiced in not showing her true feelings so Erick only understood 40% of what was wrong with her. She was having physical trouble. Soul trouble, too, by the look of it, though souls were, by their very nature, gaseous and 80% undefinable, so all Erick could really see were a series of old fixes constructed in order to bridge and heal old curses. They were wounds from the Converter Angel, over a decade ago. She had mostly healed herself, well before Lapis was involved in that issue. She had refused all other assistance since then…

Before Peatrice had the chance to say that nothing was wrong, as she usually did—

Erick flatly said, “Your old wounds are acting up.”

Peatrice took a moment to sit down in her provided chair. She sighed a little, and then said, “They are acting up, and it’s nothing to be concerned about. I’m here today to discuss ancient artifacts, and I would much prefer to go over those.”

“… Fine.” Erick set aside his desire to help Peatrice individually, to focus on the greater good. “What artifacts are you interested in? Keep in mind that only the largest artifacts are possible, as in stuff that changed the course of worlds, or stuff that left such a deep mana impression that they were used for literal millennia. And, so you know, we’ll only have one chance to get one item.”

Back in the dungeon, Solomon had done a test, trying to get the gate to link with the Cathedral of Destruction again. It had failed, producing a connection to disordered dreams. Erick hadn’t tried himself, but he would when he got back.

It was better to tell people that this wasn’t a sure thing.

Peatrice sat tall, saying, “We are aware of the limitations and warnings. With that in mind, and knowing that you have rescued people from the Dark, we are less interested in artifacts, and more interested in people, since that seems more of a sure thing considering what we have heard. In particular, there is an ancient Angel who once tried to work with the Old Demons to end the Forever War in a stretch of the Old Cosmology known as the Bisection. His name is Avandrasolaro. We believe he died due to carelessness in his old age, though he lived to around 30,000 before an assassination attempt took him. The Bisection survived another 500 years past his death, but it fractured and created a whole new front to the Forever War, maybe 180,000 years ago. The numbers are not exact; they are practically apocryphal.”

Erick had been inclined to say ‘no’ and to stop Peatrice the very second she said ‘person’, but he listened instead. Something like joy flowed through his body as he heard her request. Tempering his hope, Erick said, “A request like this will require confirmation from various Relevant Entities, but you already know that if this pans out, then I’ll try to rescue Avandrasolaro. How do you see that working out for you?”

“Hopefully, he will be able to provide a bridge between the Demons and the Angels to break the Forever War. Honestly, this war already should have been broken when all the Old Demons died in the Incani Uprising against them, but that took us a hundred years, and we were forced to commit atrocities against the Angels while we were still slaves to the Old Demons. Because of that, the Angels continued their aggression against us.” Peatrice added, “The Old Demons certainly wished for that sort of hatred to continue, so they certainly didn’t help matters with how they treated us. Their death throes are still felt to this day. But maybe, with Avandrasolaro’s help, and with his well-known disposition against the Forever War… We can bridge the gap between what could be, and what is.”

“I’m surprised this is the formal request of the Demons, Peatrice. I’m very happy. But I’m also surprised.”

Peatrice nodded. “We have a few more requests that are more in line with what you might expect; poisoned chalices, and such. But I felt like presenting the best option first.”

Erick smiled a little. Now that was more like it. “Go ahead.”

“If you will pardon the formality that is required to deal properly on behalf of my ancestors, and their distaste of the Angels— Ah hem,” Peatrice cleared her throat, and took on an air of pretend imperiousness, saying, “To begin with, let me remind you, if you will allow, that you reformed the Shades through the destruction of their worst members. Nothing was achievable against them without the murder of Bulgan, and Tania Webwalker, and all the other malcontents. We ask for the same sort of power to use against the Angels, eliminate the worst of them, in the hopes that we might achieve a similar sort of peace and cooperation. The first object that might help us achieve this is the Vile Needle…”

Peatrice gave her presentation, as she was required to do in order to fulfill the parameters of her Demon Contract. When she passed, she would likely become a high-ranking demon, and Erick would be seeing a lot more of her in this specific sort of way. But for now, she was merely incani, and thus she was ‘low on the totem pole’ of demonic existence.

Which was why Erick didn’t blow up at her for her unreasonable requests; she was just a speaker right now. The Demons all knew that he would at least hear them out, too, and so they exploited that about him, forcing him to hear their propaganda.

It was whatever.

They got a chance to air their greatest grievances, and Erick got to know a little bit about the lay of the land between Angel and Demon and their Veirdly counterparts.

Eventually, Peatrice got to the end of her requests, and Erick got to the end of his denials of those requests.

Erick asked, “The request for Avandrasolaro… Was that from one of the Houses of Hell, or from you?”

Peatrice said, “From the House of Blood-on-Hell. They’re trying to woo you into a Contract, of course, as all of them are, but they’re falling on hard times right now. If you should succeed with the rescue of Avandrasolaro then Blood-on-Hell will either be devoured by its contemporaries or rise to new heights to rival Demon King Dinnamoth. Hopefully they can thread that lake of intrigue and fire, but we don’t actually know until it happens.” She added, “They expended almost all their political capital to get you that target, too, so they’re hoping this gambit elevates their House into extreme levels of power. But since I am not allied with their house, and am actually in House Dinnamoth, I feel socially compelled to tell you that Blood-on-Hell used to be a very big proponent of the Quiet War, until you took office and made their normal operations unworkable.”

“Well… Who hasn’t been a big part of the Quiet War?” Erick asked, rhetorically. “I’m all about second chances, anyway.”

Peatrice nodded. “Which is what Blood-on-Hell is counting on.”

The meeting was basically over, so Erick tried one last time, “Are you sure you don’t want to take a [Reincarnation]? I can clean up all of those soul wounds from the Converter Angel, and all of the fixes you implemented to solve those wounds.”

Peatrice stood, saying, “Thank you, but no thank you, Wizard Flatt. I plan on living forever when I die, so that I may help my descendants for generations upon generations to come, alongside my ancestors who would do the same.”

Erick did not stand. He just dismissed the bubble of Time all around the room, saying, “Zolan will assist you with final words. It was good to see you again, Peatrice.”

“And you as well, Wizard Flatt.”

Zolan led the way out of the door, saying, “This way please, Archmage Peatrice.”

After a good ten minutes of some final paperworks between Zolan and Peatrice, Erick opened another [Gate] and Peatrice went home.

Zolan came back inside, asking, “Will you actually go after that angel?”

“A very large possibility, Zolan. I’ll need to do some digging, of course, to prove that story. I’ve never heard of Avandrasolaro, and it sounds like a dragon name to me, but I’m sure Koyabez would know more.” Erick said, “But moving on.”

Zolan nodded. “The envoy of the Angels is Kalimo Brighthand. I don’t think you’ve met him.”

“I have not.”

“You won’t like him.”

“… That doesn’t bode well.”

Kalimo turned out to be a Classed Paladin of the Holy Host of Angels, who lived in Greensoil as an Inquisitor in the northern provinces. Zolan had been right. Erick did not like the man. He was self-righteous, damning all demons with every other sentence out of his mouth, and halfway toward demanding concessions out of Erick due to the actions of ‘Ashes’ a month ago, in the Glittering Depths.

“It doesn't matter if he was your dragon,” Kalimo said, “He was a demon plant, just like all the rest of them. But you didn’t know, so it was forgivable at the time. You will rectify these transgressions, though.”

Erick maintained dignity in the face of Kalimo’s unreasonable demands.

Kalimo occasionally touched upon various artifacts of power here and there, but he seemed to be ‘negging’ Erick about it every time he spoke of this or that, adding, “But you wouldn’t give that to us anyway, because you’re a spineless ruler, bowing to demons whenever they send their slaves at you.”

“Okay,” Erick said, and that was all he said.

Kalimo got red in the face, and got even more angry.

… It was kinda entertaining, actually. That was why Erick allowed it to go on for so long. The man spoke of actual injustices done by the demons, of course, like the Daydropper and the almost-Breach-Demon, and various murders here and there. The man was clearly passionate about his hatred.

When Kalimo finished, Erick almost wanted to tell him that he wasn’t getting anything at all.

But instead, Erick said, “I wish the Angels and Demons would stop feuding. Do you think that is possible in this lifetime?”

“Absolutely not! Never! Not until they all die.” Kalimo said, “They embrace Vile sources of power, and that stuff is poison to all people. That is the base problem we have with them, and they will never forgo that power, and so, like how you killed the Shades to make the world a better place, we must kill the Demons, and then all the incani, too. The Script must be remade!”

Erick sighed a little. “Elemental Vile is just another Element, like the Angel’s own Exalted.”

“They are nothing alike!”

Kalimo wasn’t going to listen to reason, because of course he wasn’t. Those types never did. So Erick played the part of a polite king who was a part of Polite Society, like all good kings, and closed out the conversation with the Paladin as early as he could. Erick eventually managed to send Kalimo on his way, back to Tower Town; back to Kiri’s home town.

And then Erick said to Zolan, “Please find out what the fuck that was all about. That man was intentionally trying to set me off the whole time he was here.”

“I have a few theories, from Greensoil trying to publicly shame you via non-cooperation to any of their requests, to the Angels deciding to pull out from this endeavor when the Demons got first Bolt at you.” Zolan said, “I’ll have better answers for you soon.”

“Thank you.”

And that was it for the day.

Erick had to go talk to Kiri though, to get her opinion on Kalimo.

“Oh my gods, Erick,” Kiri said, while her couatl [Familiar] Sunny flickered in colors upon Kiri’s neck, to mirror her mirth. “You actually managed to have a talk with one of those Inquisitors from Tower Town?” Kiri laughed. “They won’t even talk to me! Especially now.”

“I’ve never spoken with them before now.” Erick said, “It was not a very productive conversation.”

“I bet not!”

Erick smiled. “So how are things going at the House? With the Gate Network?”

“Oh… you know… Pretty good.” Kiri took a moment to decide something, and then she said, “I could use your help with this one thing…”

Erick spent three hours solving a small pile of international and Underworld-to-Surface problems.

And then he went back home, to the Cloud Castle to have dinner with the family; with Teressa, her husband, Poi, his sister Rizala, her husband, and also Debby, who he brought back from the Wake Up House to meet everyone. Kiri and Debby had some quiet conversations outside of Erick’s direct oversight, because it was rude to spy all the time. The whole evening was a little awkward with Debby, but Poi had already explained everything quite well.

Halfway through dinner, Rizala was fully on board with the copies of Jane and Erick, and asked, “Well why not invite all of them over?”

Erick smiled and did just that.

Soon, Solomon, Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Emily, were all at the House. The house was not full at all, but it was about halfway there.

And Erick loved it, a whole lot.

6 daughters!

A ‘brother’!

All of his family he managed to find on Veird.

It was wonderful.
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Erick walked down the hall of the Red Wing at the Wake Up House. The sun was halfway toward noon, light slanting down from the upper windows, casting shadows into the cool air. Everything was calm. Last night had been a hell of a time for most of these new residents of Veird, but sleep and good food had done a lot to calm the lot of them. Talking helped. Erick had temporarily installed a communications system between the rooms, inside the rooms and linked to each other and to the node network of the house. It was just some basic magic, hooked into effective-permanency effects, but knowing that their friends were alive had done a lot of good for them.

… Of course, not all of their friends had survived. In fact… Most of their worlds were gone. All that was left for these nine people were each other, and the Censer which Erick had stolen.

Magnin had explained their predicaments to them a few times already, at Erick’s behest. But now, Erick was here. He would be talking to them, in order. Starting with Shalia Moonglow, the former smoke elf. She was their commander when the actual commander wasn’t present. Erick didn’t know a whole lot more besides that, though; they could only overhear so much, because the people knew they were being spied upon.

Erick went to Shalia’s door and knocked. “Greetings, Shalia Moonglow.”

Shalia was inside whispering to the speaker spellwork, but some of her mana sense must have returned, because she saw Erick coming when he was about 10 meters away. She was on the other side of the door, three meters away watching it, by the time Erick came by. She saw him through the window of the door. She stared with dark eyes. “Hello, Wizard Flatt. Are we to be kept in detainment for much longer?”

Erick unlocked the door and opened it, saying, “I would prefer not to. We got your Censer up and running, by the way. I hear that we’ve rid Veird of a few hundred incredibly dangerous artifacts since yesterday.”

Down the hall, five people were pressed against their windows, watching, while the other three were listening to their speaker boxes, which broadcast Erick’s voice from Shalia’s room to all the others.

Shalia was unsure how to take this news.

But the priest down the way started yelling, “You idiots! You don’t even know what you’re doing! You might end up releasing something!”

Erick made a decision that he didn’t have to talk to all of them individually. He flicked his aura at the guy’s door down the way, opening it up. “Would you be interested in making sure we’re doing it right?”

The priest, who was named Gorgi, did not step out of his room. He stared at the open door like it was a mouth to hell, as he shouted, “The Dark take you for what you did to us!”

Erick unlatched every single door. Some people stepped out. Some remained inside.

Erick spoke, “You’ve all been dealt an incredibly difficult fate. You were dead, and now you are not. But from your perspectives, you were alive, and we stole you from your homes. I’m sorry for that. I’m also sorry for all of your bodies, for we had to act fast in order to get them made, to prevent you from passing on into the mana. None of you would have gone to the gods you wished to go to, for many of those gods are dead. The God of Destruction simply does not exist anymore; he wasn’t allowed onto Veird during the Sundering for fear of what he might do. From my understanding with some talks with some gods in the last 12 hours, the God of Destruction was reveling in the death of all worlds anyway.

“Aloeth no longer exists,” Erick said to Shalia, and the other elf, a man by the name of Jiloatho. “Aloethag is the Goddess of Beauty and Brutality, and she is goddess to the orcols these days, and elves are murdered on sight for fear of Aloethag reverting. You two have probably been contacted by her already. But know this: you will not become elves under my hand, for I will not invite that sort of split into this world.

“All alvani do not exist anymore, and the normal Gods of the Angels are gone. About 25 years post Sundering, the Old Demons killed all the halves that managed to make it here, and changed the Script so that the children of Angels and humans no longer happen. Now, only Demons and humans produce offspring. Those would be the incani you have heard about. Those incani overthrew the Old Demons long ago. Now it’s just incani-as-Demons versus humans-as-Angels in the Forever War, which is something that still exists —much to most everyone’s chagrin— for reasons of continued atrocities on both sides.

“But that’s all history. Important history that you should know, but not too important for you right now.

“I implore you all to do some soul searching while you are here at the Wake Up House.” Erick added, “But before we get to that, I know only one of you actually filled out your [Reincarnation] paperwork, while the rest of you tore it up in anger, thinking you were defying me.

“Know now that I want to let you go and for you to do your own lives as soon as possible. If you want a new body, you can leave messages with the director, or his staff. To a certain extent, you are owed what you want, for it is not an easy thing to be transported to a new world, and to leave everything behind.

“Believe me, I know what that is like.”

A moment passed.

A woman began crying, a man held back sobs.

Erick said, “The Red Wing of the Wake Up House is open to you now. With time, and proving yourself as not a danger, you will be allowed to leave this area, and take up more normal residencies. Now. Gorolik? Would you like to have that [Reincarnation] now?”

A man standing by his door, the Gorolik in question, froze in complete fear.

Erick said, “I can hit every single one of those targets, if that is what you wish. Or, you can write out some new paperwork and we’ll do that new version later.”

“… I’ll write some other paperwork.”

Erick would have a private conversation with him about all that at a later date. There was nothing too untoward about his requests, but they were all made in clear defiance of what a normal person would want, based on normal societal conventions. But maybe he really did want to be an Old Dragonkin with wings and two sets of arms and a bunch of stuff going on down below. He had been a human, though, before he came through the gate in the dungeon. A simple human. Erick always asked people twice and sometimes three times if they desired switches far beyond their original bodies, and Erick had suspected that Gorolik had filled his paperwork with defiance.

It was good to see that Erick’s suspicions had been correct.

Most people when they got bodies like that and they actually wore them around for a little while rapidly decided that they did not like being that different from other people.

Erick said, “Then that is fine. Talk to you all later. Good day.”

Erick vanished through a [Gate], rapidly closing it behind him. The staff would watch over those 9 people now; Erick had done enough for them for today. It was time to visit other people.
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Oozy Stormcaller was the former king of Storm’s Edge before he had been transformed into an ooze by a Shade and then locked away in the castle’s dungeon for a few centuries. It wasn’t till a few decades ago that Oozy had been rescued by the people who had become his family, and taken to Seafoam Manor and raised as a person again. Sometimes blood oozes developed sentience if they lived long enough, and Oozy had regained some of his original sentience, but he was no longer the king of Storm’s Edge at all. His family was gone now, too.

He seemed to be adjusting… Somewhat well.

Oozy was painting a picture in all-red pigments under an apple tree, trying to capture the scenery of the plains and scattered forest ahead, under the bright sun above. But in all red. It was weird.

It was fine.

Erick stepped down onto the hill near him while he was cleaning his brush. “Greetings, Oozy.”

Oozy startled. Which was why Erick waited till he was cleaning his brush. And then Oozy looked upon Erick and smiled wide. He got up and stood, his eyes yellow rimmed in red, like two suns with dark spots in the center, while his hair was bright red and short. He had freckles now, and he was still rather skinny, but in a healthy sort of way. He seemed happier than the last time Erick had seen him, and in all of Goldie’s investigations of the man he had been no more or less than a normal person.

No secret trysts with evil powers. No known affiliations or outreaches to any sorts of organizations. Nothing. He mostly painted and lived a small life. There was, quite frankly, a lot of friction between him and many other people, but he had been an ooze for centuries, so of course interactions would be weird.

Oozy seemed to be okay as he called out, “Wizard Flatt! Hello again!”

Erick returned the smile, asking, “How are you, Oozy? I heard you wanted to talk to me directly? Also that you’ve been having trouble getting along with others.” A bit stronger, Erick said, “I heard you assaulted a man, and his brother.”

Oozy had been excited, and then he got less excited. “Ahh… Well. Yes. Those guys were… I’m not sure what came over me. I think they said something bad about Storm’s Edge, or the others that came through from there, and… I honestly forgot most of that night.”

“Well they’re alive, and you won’t do it again, will you?”

“I didn’t want to fight them… It… sort of happened.”

“That’s what all the others have said, too, and I believe you.”

Oozy relaxed. And then he frowned a little, “I think I do not get along with normal people. I keep… I tried to eat a slice of cake with the side of my face once weeks ago and a man at the cafeteria… It became a harsh sort of joke among them.”

“I’m sorry that happened to you, Oozy.” Erick asked, “Is that what you wanted to talk to me about? About your difficulty fitting in?”

Oozy made himself stand strong, and then he said, “I think… I can’t stay here any longer. It has been fantastic. But I want to go on a pilgrimage. Around the world, to find myself.”

Well… There was nothing wrong with that. Most people left the Wake Up House after some months of getting used to their new bodies. The staff made sure that the people were comfortable with their bodies before they left, so that they didn’t have regrets later when they were beyond Erick’s easy help. But some people left the area after only a few days, completely forgoing the standard body-adjustment period. That was their prerogative, though; Erick wouldn’t hold people against their will unless he needed to.

“That’s fine, but for you, I must give you a warning.” Erick said, “Once you leave here and get back into the world, I can’t protect you anymore. You’re on your own out there, Oozy. Sink or swim.”

Oozy seemed to beam with hope, as he said, “Thank you, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick nodded. “Where do you think you’ll go?”

“Well… I’ve been having dreams of storms. It was my namesake… Stormcaller.” Oozy held up a hand and red sparks gathered in his palm. “I want to see what that means. I want to see what connection I have to Sininindi— Or rather, what connection I used to have, and if there’s anything there anymore.” He dropped his hand. “I feel very storm-tossed, Wizard Flatt. I have lost my sea legs. I want to be better. Maybe actually gain some levels, or something. I want to find my footing.”

Red lightning in hand, eh?

Erick felt a little weird in that moment, but only because he was hyper-sensitized to Lightning Magics right now. They were searching for the Sundering, after all. But sometimes Lightning Magics were just Lightning Magics. Some other times, though, Lightning Magics had divine sources, and Sininindi was directly watching over Oozy, for he was the last of the Stormcallers.

So it didn’t surprise Erick at all to see what he saw next.

High above the land, a spark of gold lightning scattered from one lonely cloud to another, while a breeze rushed across the Crystal Forest, the sound of shaking leaves seeming almost like rain, drowning out the sound of the lightning. It hadn’t been a big bolt, nor had it been a big wind.

Erick and Ophiel were perhaps the only people who noticed the lightning and who knew what it meant, for it occurred behind Oozy, and Oozy did not have any of the sensing abilities that Erick enjoyed.

Erick made a decision. He said, “I wish you luck in finding yourself, Oozy. You’ll get the same graduating care package as anyone else, so be sure to collect that before you leave.”

Oozy smiled brightly. “I will! Thank you for everything, Wizard Flatt!”

“You’re welcome, Oozy. I’m glad I could help.”
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“We gonna try for Avandrasolaro today?” Solomon asked, over breakfast.

Erick said, “I still haven’t heard from Koyabez about that, but it’s only been three days since I met with him.”

Poi said, “I’m surprised it’s taking him this long to get back to you.”

“I’m rather certain he wants to do something special,” Erick said. “I got the impression that he might send us a Paladin of Peace to join us here in the dungeon for that summoning. Maybe a whole slew of people.”

“That’s more than what I know,” Solomon said, sounding a little down.

Erick almost asked him what was up—

“Eh! It’s just… I don’t like being out of the loop like this.”

A silent moment passed.

Erick got the distinct impression a Big Conversation was coming.

He prepared for it.

And then Solomon said, “It’s painful to not be able to call up Rozeta or any of the others. It’s like I’m a complete non-entity to them. Which is fine. But it’s hard to go from… Well. You, to me. Maybe I need to start up my own international organization.”

Erick was stunned, but not really. Looking back, he had seen all the signs of Solomon’s discontent. The guy was a great uncle to the girls, and he loved that role, but he also missed just being their father. He wanted to be the person who called upon the Black Gate, to open the past to the present. He wanted to be the one to talk to Poi about whatever was happening at House Benevolence while he wasn’t there, to see if there were things that needed doing, that he could do. But how could he act at House Benevolence while also being here at the dungeon? He couldn’t; he might have [Gate], but he didn’t have Ophiel. Which was another thing. He desperately missed having Ophiel, both to enact his will upon the land and also to just have there upon his shoulder, singing tiny songs and talking about this or that when no one else was around. Yggdrasil had shown up a few times to the dungeon, and he always spoke to Erick but never to Solomon.

“Sorry, Solomon,” Erick said, and then he tried to be more positive, adding, “Zolan made me promise to not start a different international organization when I was done with this quest of Yggdrasil’s, but that promise doesn’t tie into your future. Whatever you want, I’ll help you achieve. You want to make some sort of organization? I’ll be there for you, to help with all of that.”

Solomon didn’t smile, or seem relieved at all. The pain he was feeling was too deep for Erick’s simple solutions. His sort of pain would take time and distance from the source of his pain, but this quest of Melemizargo’s was going to take a while longer. Months, at least. They wouldn’t be able to separate at all for that length of time, and Erick knew, in that moment, that his and Solomon’s proximity to each other wasn’t doing Solomon any good at all. But afterward…

Erick said, “Maybe some of the girls would want to go with you, too? To do whatever it is you might feel like doing after this Dark search is over with? I’m pretty sure Beth wants to explore the world, and she seems much more willing to be near you than Jane is willing to be near me. She could be an enforcer for you, or something like that. And Abigail wants to settle down with a man, for sure. She wants children...” Erick wasn’t too sure about his next words, because he wanted to be a grandfather, too, but Solomon needed a certain win, and if Erick wanted to be a grandfather a whole lot, then Solomon certainly did. “And you could be their grandfather? And I could be the granduncle? Maybe we could… I don’t know. Switch who is father to who?”

Now that seemed to cheer Solomon up, if only by the pure weirdness of it all.

Solomon said, “Now I just need to figure out what I want to do with the rest of my life.”

Poi spoke up, “If we’re allowed to do this Black Gate thing past this quest, then this searching of the Dark for people and trinkets is much too valuable to ever give up. So, if you want to have a long term goal, Solomon, it could be an organization built around this dungeon.”

Erick perked up. “… Really? I mean… Yes. That could be an option.”

Solomon’s eyes went a little wide. “… I was thinking that we would… I’m not sure. Close it off? Dismantle it all?”

Erick decided, “There’s no need to close this dungeon, though, if Melemizargo decides to leave it active. You could stay here if you wanted? Provided Melemizargo agrees to it, which is not a sure thing.”

“I can’t control the gate like you can,” Solomon said.

“A skill you can learn,” Erick said, “Or maybe you need to become a Wizard. An ignition event of your own? You’re already Benevolence, but maybe… I don’t know?” Erick was suddenly lost. “Go further that way?”

Solomon chuckled.

“Yes, yes,” Erick said, “I realized it was silly the second I said it, because you can’t really ‘go further’ with Benevolence, and you’re already that way, anyway… But perhaps you can ignite with Benevolence, directly? … I have no idea. Probably safer to go your own way and try to become a Wizard of something else, that you can make fully your own.”

… Even though ‘Solomon’ had invented Benevolence, too.

Hmm.

Solomon winced as he probably had the same thoughts as Erick. “A harsh truth. I did not create Benevolence. Benevolence is not me.”

“Sorry, Solomon.”

“It is how it is.” Solomon looked away, his thoughts drifting. “… I probably do have to pick a different path to ignite…” And then he looked at Erick, and said, “I’ve tried to ‘ignite’. I’ve kept that from you, but I have tried. Elsewhere. In between dungeons with the girls. I’d take a little trip through a [Gate] and step off onto some mountain peaks and trying out some rhymes and songs and just pure [Physical Domain] touching upon the universe. Tried talking to Yggdrasil. Tried poking around at the various Elemental Caves in the Underworld… All of it felt weird. Nothing felt right. Even trying out some no-Script spaces in the dungeon weren’t very inspirational. I don’t think I can ‘ignite’ with Benevolence. Or maybe who we are is so different from who we were when we made Benevolence that that option is closed to me.”

Erick’s eyes widened. He hadn’t known any of that, for he did not keep perfect track of the girls or of Solomon when they went out to delve dungeons for base generation. “I knew you had tried to ignite in the no-Script spaces, but I didn’t know you had gone on a trip? Any trips at all? … I suppose you do have [Gate], though.”

… Which could be a problem, actually, to his attempts to achieve an Element of his own, or even just a future of his own. The Worldly Path was a very deep magic, after all.

Solomon smiled softly as he saw that Erick had picked up what he was putting down, and then he said, “I’ve been thinking about this for a while now. I believe I need to do the Worldly Path again, but I can’t. Having [Gate] pre-installed ruined my chances of going my own way, for I am, right now, at the end of that particular Path, with nowhere else to go.” He lost his smile. “I’m thinking about getting rid of the spell and starting over.”

Ahh. Yeah.

That tracked.

This was a much bigger conversation than the ones they had been having here and there for the past two months of this Sundering Search. This was definitely a Big Conversation.

In a utilitarian sort of way, Erick was conflicted. Emotionally, he wanted Solomon to become his own person. But it was nice to be able to count on someone else being able to step up in case anything happened. Solomon might not have Ophiel, but he still had every other part of Erick’s capabilities. He still had [Gate], and could get around as much as he wanted. Nothing had happened so far that required another ‘Erick’ to come out of the woodwork, but it was only a matter of time, right?

And yet, they had Ezekiel for that. Unless—

Erick asked Poi, “Does Ezekiel still have [Gate]?”

“Yes,” Poi said, as though he was waiting for Erick to actually say the words. “And I was waiting for you to say the words, so that both you and Solomon are on the same page. Solomon and I have spoken about a lot of this stuff already, but you weren’t involved in this until now.” He looked to Solomon, and said, “You’re going to be your own person eventually. I’m going to eventually become two people, too, when this [Hive Mind] is broken. The girls are going to become different people when this ends. Fate willing that we all survive this, of course.”

Solomon said, “Right. I don’t need to break the [Gate] yet.”

Poi nodded. No need to get Fate involved in this Sundering Search; there was plenty of time for that later.

Erick looked to Poi, “You’re worried about a Worldly Path interfering with the Sundering Search. Maybe you both are.” Solomon winced a little bit, as Poi sighed and frowned. Both of them knew what was coming next. Erick said it anyway, “Maybe a bit of Fate is exactly what we need in the coming months to make this work out how we want. The end goal of that Fate Magic is the opening of new opportunities and the expanding of worlds and people. That power is anti-Sundering in effect, though not in its core. And that’s good. It’s more assurances that we’re doing this right. In fact, the more I think about it, the more I am sure this is the right course of action.”

Solomon seemed to turn more solid at that moment.

Poi frowned a little. “I… I reluctantly agree that maybe it could be a good idea for Solomon to walk the Worldly Path as we Search, but… I would err on the side of caution.”

Erick said to Poi, “We’re taking this slow, and it might be a while.” Erick said to Solomon, “I think it is fine if you wish to break your [Gate], though we should prepare before—”

Erick had been about to say some more caveats, to address security concerns and health concerns, but Solomon did as Solomon wanted, because Solomon was Erick.

The soul was a mostly-opaque thing that looked like a cloud, or mist, or a dust storm. It was mostly impossible to suss out one part of it from another. Even Quilatalap didn’t know all the parts of a soul, because souls were largely unknowable. And so, even without knowing exactly what he was seeing, Erick logically recognized what was happening inside Solomon, inside his soul, his core.

He had broken his [Gate].

Something deep shifted in Solomon’s soul, parts of it shredding in a cascading event. He had to have been in monumental amounts of pain, but he smiled at Erick’s decision. He said, “Oh thank the gods. I was hoping that… it would be… Okay?” He paled. He winced. The pain had become too much for stoicism. His soul twisted upon itself inside his core, and inside his body. He breathed out, “Ohh...kaaay. That doesn’t feel—”

His core cracked, a third of it splitting off, spiderwebs of destruction weaving through the rest of it, blood spurting out of his mouth as a shard of his core passed through his left lung, only stopped by his rib cage. Lightning zapped through his chest, from his broken core to the fragment he had lost, cauterizing his internal wounds as it damaged him at the same time.

Erick almost [Return]ed, reversing course.

But Solomon pulled back. He struggled, muscles tensing in his neck and shoulders as he tightened his stomach. His aura flared, lightning flickering all throughout his body, erupting from his arms and shredding his skin as it danced between his skeleton and the table. One jolt went toward Poi, but Erick was already there, defending against that, and Solomon’s lightning struck a shield. Poi hadn’t even managed to flinch before the discharge was already over but now Poi moved as fast as he could to get away, to stand behind Erick. He stared hard at Erick, communicating without words that Erick should have [Return]ed already.

But Solomon’s condition looked a lot worse than it really was.

Erick had gotten into a lot of bad situations over the years, and having a smashed core and a skeletonized body certainly qualified, but he had pulled through stuff like this before and in much worse situations. Solomon wasn’t in any danger that wasn’t self-inflicted.

And Poi was out of the danger zone now, so all actual concerns were handled.

Breakfast was totaled as Solomon’s body crackled with power, Benevolent Lightning shattering his skin and his clothes as it crashed into the egg container and danced across the sausage and pancakes. Half of the food was blackened beyond recovery, but the other half turned into wheat growing from a field and bits of moss crawling across the table. The syrup erupted into some cactus, for it was cactus syrup, so of course that’s how it reacted to Benevolence.

Solomon huddled in his chair, head down, blood and muscle falling off, as he regained his core. He had to discharge his lungs and his heart from his body, for they were all in the way of gathering up the pieces of himself, which is what he did next, sparks of white racing out of his core to grab the pieces that had fallen to the ground, latching onto them like positive current meeting a negative sink.

Solomon was half skeleton by the time he regained full control of his power.

In a flashing instant, his broken pieces came together into his body, his core restored to its former self, but a bit less bright, if Erick were guessing.

Erick stood, saying to Poi, “Now I help.”

“Well thank the gods!” Poi said, miffed.

Solomon’s body was technically dead by the time Erick rushed him out of the dungeon, back onto Veird, where Healing Magic worked a lot better. But Solomon was not his body. Solomon was his core, and his core was very much alive.

Erick applied Healing spells; [Greater Treat Wounds], [Regeneration], and [Blood Restoration] were the big ones. Solomon was already doing all that himself, but help was help.

Soon, Solomon was breathing and half-asleep upon a conjured bedroll, spread out upon the grass outside of the dungeon’s crystal-golem-covered grove. The sun was barely up, so the world was still kinda blue below the treeline, but above, it was all red and gold.

Solomon opened his eyes. He breathed. Erick had fixed up his clothes and the rest of him, but Solomon took a moment to check himself out again, his aura flickering across his body, his clothes ruffling in his investigations.

And then he lay there, as the full weight of what had just happened really hit him.

Erick looked down at Solomon, saying, “[Gate] appears to be one of those spells that is too big to simply erase, and especially outside of Script assistance.”

“… Appears that way,” Solomon said.

“You know… You claim not to be me, but only I would do something that irresponsible. Reminds me of the time I tried to make [True Anti-magic] and my blood turned to water and they warned me against ever trying to control the Script like that again.”

Poi held himself back from spitting, as he said, “I thought we were past you doing stupid things outside of proper protections and preparations. I thought we talked about you waiting to see if Erick said okay.”

Erick had said ‘okay’, but he wasn’t going to bring up that point right now.

Bleary eyed, Solomon looked to Poi. “… Shouldn’t you be inside the dungeon?”

“I am panicking right now, yes,” Poi said, “Don’t deflect. You always deflect.”

Solomon blinked a bit, then smiled a little, saying, “Thank you for caring.”

Ah.

Solomon was having a really bad time of it, wasn’t he, if he was saying stuff like that.

Erick softly said, “Of course we care. We care a lot, Solomon. I care.”

Solomon breathed deep, then sat up. “I know you do. But… It’s not ‘caring’ how I’m used to. I don’t like being on the receiving end. I’m used to being the center. Of caring for others… Not… This.”

He went silent.

Erick conjured another bed roll and sat down—

Poi said, “I want to be here for this, but I cannot. I am panicking right now. I have to go into the dungeon.” He said to Solomon, “We will talk later.” He walked back to the dungeon, and—

Erick gave voice to the thought in his head, “Want the other you to be here for this?”

“Yes!” Poi said, and then he rushed back into the crystal copse, into the dungeon.

Erick opened a [Gate] to Poi, sitting at home, in his office.

Poi walked right on through and sat down on another bed roll that Erick had conjured.

Solomon smiled softly the whole time. When Erick closed the [Gate], Solomon looked at both of them, and said, “I have the Worldly Path Quest box again.” He waved a hand.

A blue box appeared.
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Erick could already imagine Rozeta, sitting in the Core, cursing up a storm.

Poi said, “People care about you, Solomon. Don’t pull shit like this. It is self-destructive and dangerous.”

Solomon sighed. “I had it under control.”

“And now you’re deflecting again,” Poi said.

Erick asked, “How can I help?”

Solomon’s breath hitched again.

Poi said nothing as he sat there, watching Solomon. He waited. Erick waited, too.

Solomon said, “I want to use the Black Gate in the dungeon to find out more about Wizards, and how they happen.” He looked to Erick. “And how they actually ascend to True Wizardry.”

Erick nodded, “Then that need has shot to the top of the list of things to find.”

Solomon added, “And when I ascend to True Wizardry, and completely discard my dungeon master slime origins, I will be treated as an equal. And not this subservient thing we have going right now.”

Erick was a little hurt by that. “I didn’t think I was… doing that.”

“You weren’t. But it was happening, by the very nature of what we’re doing. You are in charge, and I am not in charge. You have no idea how difficult it has been for me to… to be calm about all this, Erick. To accept that this is happening, as it is happening. I have discovered for the several-th time that I don’t like being less than who I was. It’s Storm’s Edge and keeping quiet while Vanya did all that stuff all over again.” Solomon said, “But a lot larger. I have to pretend that I am not here to the entire world.” Without sparing a single moment to let that thought hang out, Solomon got to his feet, saying, “And I’ll pretend for a while longer. So let’s get back to it.”

Erick almost didn’t let Solomon get away with yet another deflection. But then he realized that Solomon simply wasn’t willing to talk about all this right now, because Solomon was without agency, and there was no way to fix that. As soon as Erick had that thought, he thought about his own history, which was also Solomon’s. Was this how Poi felt, when Erick always deflected, when he was having emotional problems with his Wizardly nature and his kingly fate, all those years ago? Probably.

Erick could do one thing to give Solomon some agency, though.

“What item do you want to go after?” Erick asked, as he stood. “Or person? I don’t think we’re quite ready to rescue Avandrasolaro... Actually. Let’s find out.” Erick looked to the sky, and asked, “Koyabez? How is that Avandrasolaro question going?”

Solomon’s face dropped in pure embarrassment and a mix of other emotions. Erick guessed that he was fearful of his situation being called out in such a way, and directly involving the person whom Erick —and therefore he— considered a friend. But Koyabez wasn’t a friend to Solomon, was he? None of the gods were too friendly with repros, and Solomon’s situation had been no different. This direct confrontation was a bridge that Solomon hadn’t managed to make on his own, and for more than normal repro-reasons. He probably just never wanted to actually pray to any of the gods, because that would be fucking weird, because Erick had very much outgrown that, and now, here was Erick, pulling Solomon along in something that Solomon had missed being able to do himself.

But it was too late for Solomon to say anything one way or the other.

The air flickered and a demi man descended. Koyabez wore his normal form of a lithe violet-skinned man with tiny horns and a simple loincloth. He smiled a little, as he said, “Hello, Erick. Avandrasolaro is still being vetted by my mortals, for they would wish to be heavily involved with his potential resurrection. There’s an argument right now about who is actually going to come here to receive that ancient Angel.”

Erick nodded, then said, “Solomon wishes to be involved in this more than he is. Can your people talk with him?”

Solomon was stoic in the face of his own embarrassment.

Koyabez almost said, ‘No’.

That was surprising to Erick. Sure, the gods treated repros as new people, but… Really?

The reaction had been instant, too. But then Koyabez stopped himself. He paused. He looked at Solomon for the first time since his descent, and he still didn’t look at Poi. That’s how it was when gods descended sometimes; they didn’t look upon those who were not directly involved in whatever situation caused them to descend. It wasn’t a hard and fast rule, though Erick had seen it happen like that more often than not. Once, he had believed that that disregard was almost a shunning, but it was more a preservation of the self, and of boundaries. If people wanted to talk to gods, they could talk to them directly; the gods certainly didn’t proselytize themselves, though. They had people do that for them, and then if converts wished to speak with their new gods, then they spoke—

Koyabez looked to Solomon, and in that moment, Erick saw the god of Peace as a God. The effect was likely larger for Solomon. With muted power, Koyabez asked, “You wish to rescue ancient angels from the Dark, and bring about an end to the Quiet War? And the Forever War?”

“I do.”

Solomon’s answer had been quick.

Koyabez demanded more, “Why?”

“Because I stayed out of it for a long time, and now that I’m— Now that I’m not Erick, I can do certain things that I was never able to do, like actually get involved in all of that Forever War business, to try and end it for all time before it spreads out to other worlds. Erick will be busy. I will not be busy.” Solomon said, “And I want a purpose besides regaining my Wizardry. Peace seems like a good one.”

Koyabez stared hard, his silver eyes glittering like his moon, the Silver Star up above, forever separating Hell from Celes. He flicked his gaze to Erick. “Do you trust him with the world?”

“Yes,” Erick said, “As much as I trust anyone, and even more than that.”

Solomon’s heart beat hard. His face showed hope at recapturing some of his old life.

And then Koyabez said, “I will be honest with you, and with all who listen, because it is you asking this of me, Erick.”

Solomon’s face fell a fraction, and no more. He was a rock, and he would endure.

Erick was mad on Solomon’s behalf; he knew a rejection when he heard one.

Koyabez said, “Until Solomon is fully extricated from Melemizargo’s power, then I will not interact with him as I would a normal person. None of the gods will. The same goes for Ezekiel, but he is not center stage right now, asking to be a larger part of the Sundering Search. Ezekiel is not attempting to become a Wizard, either. Solomon is both those things.” He looked to Solomon and said, “I will always hold you at a distance until you are fully cleansed of Melemizargo’s influence, but since you have a goal of becoming a Wizard, two things will happen. Either you will ascend to Wizardry and separate from him fully, becoming your own person. Or you will become a Wizard under his power, which will demand our concerted efforts to destroy you. We still do not trust Melemizargo enough to let him have a Wizard at all.”

The shadows gathered under the morning sun, and Melemizargo’s voice carried in the clearing, “That’s a bit harsh isn’t it, Koyabez?”

“My old friend, you are still not yourself, and it will take many centuries until we believe otherwise. Do not take my unwillingness to fully embrace you as any sort of condemnation, for we are on a good Path right now.”

“Hmm!” Melemizargo’s shadow swirled. “I’m not weak-willed enough to think that. I do find it strange that you wouldn’t allow me a Wizard now and then. They all used to be mine and they come from me, anyway, and you have Erick.”

Koyabez said to Solomon, “This is why no one answers your queries; it was nothing personal.”

“Just personal toward me.” Melemizargo huffed, “Pah! Solomon isn’t anywhere near achieving Wizardry.”

“Which is why I’m stepping halfway toward him,” Koyabez said to Solomon, “I accept your pledge of peace, but I will not ordain you in any way prior to your full escape from Melemizargo’s influence. I have no doubt that this trust I place in you will bear prosperous fruit, and I trust Melemizargo to not endanger his own goals moving forward, but you are a new person, no matter what memories and powers you might have. Trust of the sort you enjoyed as Erick will have to be built again.”

Solomon said, “I accept.”

Erick just watched; this was not his show right now. He was very glad that Solomon accepted, though. If it were him being offered these sets of choices, he would have accepted, too. He had already done so once before, with Rozeta, in order to remain his own person, and that turned out well.

For a brief moment, Erick recalled when Clarice, in the Glittering Depths, had said that they were just playing parts that had already been played before, and for a moment, Erick felt that this was true. But choices were still made, and Paths still forged anew, and different, and bearing superficial resemblances to the old.

Koyabez softened slightly, seeming more like the Koyabez that Erick knew. “You’ll either need a [Reincarnation] of your own to rid yourself of Melemizargo’s influence, or ascension to True Wizard. Both would be fine. Good luck on whatever Worldly Path you choose, Solomon. My priests will be here within a day to meet with you, and to discuss what they have decided with Avandrasolaro.”

Solomon spoke up, “Did you know him? Personally?”

Koyabez smiled softly as he looked into the distance. “I did. Once upon a time.” He looked to Solomon. “Whichever version of him comes back he’ll probably call me a ghost, too. We’re all so changed from who we used to be.”

And then Koyabez faded, gold and silver turning to nothing. Koyabez had always had a bit of a silver tint to his divinity, which was by choice; gold was the color of power and everyone cleaved to that thinking, but silver was the color of Peace, and that was all Koyabez, and his Silver Star.

The shadows in the clearing did not fade at all.

Melemizargo muttered, “They have the nerve to talk to me about putting levers into people, but they do the exact same thing. That’s what gods do. How else are we supposed to communicate with you mortals?”

“Talking, usually,” Erick said.

“Bah! Talk is such a weak form of communication. Look at your man Poi. He knew he needed to get back to the dungeon without any words exchanged at all. That’s the only ‘lever’ I have on dungeon master slimes, I’ll have you know. ‘Guard the dungeon you are tied to’. Simple.” Moving right along, the shadows spoke to Solomon, “Don’t let the angels put anything in you; they’re pretty gross about their implants.”

“Heard and understood,” Solomon said, seeming happier than normal.

Melemizargo’s shadow curled around the glade once more, making sure he was truly heard and understood, and then he vanished.

Erick asked Solomon, “Is that the first time he talked to you?”

“First time for both of them,” Solomon said.

Poi let out a sigh he had been holding, as he said, “[Gate] back home, please. And Solomon; good luck with your new Path. Hopefully it won’t be as world-changing as your original.”

Erick opened a [Gate] back to Poi’s office, as he smiled, saying, “You remember that time when we made the Sighting Mirrors, and you teased about ‘how bad could it be’?”

Poi seemed to puff up a bit as he took the serious-route in his clapback, “I remember that quite clearly, and trying to equate a Mirror in the Dark to a potential Wizard walking a Worldly Path is completely unequivocal.”

Erick couldn't help it; he laughed. Solomon smiled.

And Poi said, “But seriously, though. Let’s not get more Paradox Wizards, changing the worlds at their whim, if possible. I still field complaints about Destiny going this way or that, righting this wrong or that wrong. Yesterday she turned a magistrate into a toad.”

Erick winced.

Solomon said, “But she turned them back, though,” his voice filled with unsure conviction.

“The magistrate was starting to use curses to punish people for their trespasses, and one of those curses was a Curse of Flies.” Poi said, “She had the magistrate-toad eat all the flies around one of his convicts before she turned him back.”

“… Okay that’s kinda funny,” Erick said.

Solomon nodded. “I’d laugh if I were there.”

Poi eyed both of them very seriously, and then he walked away, through the portal. “Don’t make more problems for us, please.”

Solomon smiled, saying, “Only solutions!”

Poi nodded once more, but it was less sure.

Erick was grinning as he shut the [Gate]. And then he turned to Solomon. “So you’re actually gonna step into the Forever War mess?”

“I think it’s time to take that bull by the horns, yes.”

“I love it.” Erick said, “You let me know when you need help.”

“Of course, ‘brother’.”

Erick had a sudden urge to hug the guy, and so he did.

Solomon hugged back, then patted Erick on the back and pulled away. “Okay. That was nice, and yes, I wanted a hug, but that was weird.”

Erick laughed. “Yeah. Kinda.”

“But before we get to the angel!” Solomon said, enthusiastically, “I gotta learn Wizardry at the end of this Sundering Search just like you, and we’ve both been slacking on that. So how about we go looking for some helpful Wizard artifacts, like that Enchanter’s Guile? That thing is supposed to help with all sorts of big Quests, right?”

“That’s what I’ve heard, too.” Erick said, “Haven’t vetted it too much, though.”

Solomon waved. “I’m sure it’s fine. Atunir said to get it, and all the other gods looked excited for it. I’ll go tell the girls.” Solomon waved his hand to the left, to open a [Gate]… Nothing happened, because of course it didn’t. Solomon was weirded out for half a moment, but then he surprised Erick. Instead of looking sad, or mad, or any other negative emotion, Solomon grinned, and chuckled. “Ah. Right!” He smiled. “I always loved flying, anyway.”

And then he took off into the air.

Erick watched him go for a moment, and he, too, felt something like joy unfurl inside him. Flying was pretty awesome, and he so rarely got a chance to fly these days. [Gate]s were just faster.
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The girls, Erick, Solomon, and Poi, all stood on the white stone of the slime dungeon, near the Black Gate. The world beyond the ephemeral wall of the dungeon was vaguely black, but also filled with distant dreams in all sorts of dark, iridescent colors. The Black Gate itself was mostly platinum, but white light hid within each of the runic markings upon its surface.

Jane rhetorically asked, “So we’re really starting up the search again. Even though we haven’t vetted 90% of the requests.”

The girls had voiced some small objections before Solomon had gathered them all to this point, and now Jane was voicing even more. This was probably because she hadn’t gotten a chance to voice those concerns directly to Erick quite as strongly as she wished to voice those objections.

Erick said, “While it is true that House Benevolence is still working on vetting the requests, we’re not starting there. We’re going after the Enchanter’s Guile. It’s one of the few things we don’t have to search or vet more than we already have.” Erick gestured to the Black Mirror, stationed a good forty meters west of the Black Gate. He had used that while Solomon was gathering the girls, to check on the Enchanter’s Guile, and the imagery of that search was still there upon that black surface. The Guile was a bracer that went over the right arm, and it had been upon the arms of many, many different people over the centuries. The Mirror had shown the Guile, for sure, but watching the Guile in the Dark was like watching a stationary object while the world changed all around it, as thousands of different people wielded it toward sometimes good, and sometimes evil ends. “We might have to try a few times because the Guile was used by everyone, and we don’t want to bring back some problematic person. But the Guile itself is known to the gods, and they approve of its return.”

The only one convinced was Solomon.

Poi tried a compromise, “How about we look for it between users? Therefore no one comes with it?”

Debby said, “Maybe we should look at why it changed users so often.”

“It’s because people fought over it,” Solomon said. “Everyone wanted it. That thing passed around so many hands, for it was the inciting incident in enough stories in the Old Cosmology to fill a library.”

“It’s also the start of many other artifacts that we might be searching for.” Erick said, “The Prismatic Key that could take a person anywhere they wanted in the entire Old Cosmology was made by the Enchanter’s Guile.”

Solomon said, “And when it was done being used to solve problems, the user often tried to hide it, like a pirate burying treasure, but it always wanted to be found. It always wanted to make something new.”

“And that’s why it’ll probably come through the gate just fine,” Erick said. “It will want to be returned to life.”

The girls frowned at that; ‘to life’.

“It’s sentient, then,” Jane flatly guessed.

“Almost 100%, yes,” Erick said, as Solomon said, “Probably.”

The girls had more words to say—

But Erick told Solomon, “Line her up!”

Solomon smiled as he looked toward the gate, and the swirling lands beyond. “Show me the Enchanter’s Guile where it had been looking for a new purpose for a while.”

Darkness shifted. A timer appeared, 0s flickering past other numbers and symbols, to land on all 9s, filling up the black box. Shadows lifted beyond the Black Gate.

And then there was a scene. Seemed like a good one, too.

A shaft of sunlight fell upon a rusted anvil in the middle of a forgotten forge that had once been fit for a swordsmith, but which was now empty of all life. There were no embers in any of the hearths. Bellows lay on the ground, some burned and broken, others with cables snapped, to fall to become piles of rust. A few small hammers held on the walls here and there, while a single lonely black ingot held in the back of an empty stockpile, as though it had been forgotten or ignored in the move. Trash was everywhere. Mounds of piles lay here and there, looking like someone had tried to clean up and stopped before they actually took the trash outside, opting to leave it for rats to nest within, but there were no rats.

It looked like a nice place to work, but only for simple things.

Which was why the glittering gold and gem-encrusted bracer sitting in the sunlight, atop the anvil in the center of the walkway, stood out so much. It was a pearl in a mud pit. A laptop in an ancient library.

A trap, perhaps.

But it was also what they had come for.

Maybe.

The stories about the Enchanter’s Guile were all relatively the same, according to Erick’s interactions with Atunir and Rozeta, and even Lapis. When Erick asked the Shade of Enchantment about what appeared to be one of the old histories of the Old Cosmology, Lapis had been excited to talk about it, but also to warn that it was dangerous to people it did not like. So it was alive, for sure.

Which is why Erick did what he did next.

Erick reached through the Black Gate with his aura and hit the absolute wall that existed between him and the other side; the Dark tearing at his aura like an Absolute Void. That was just to make sure that his plan was working. With his aura on that boundary, Erick said, “Hello, Enchanter’s Guile. You are currently inside the Dark. Would you like to come out, back into the real world?”

The barrier between Here and There deepened, becoming something less absolute.

The golden bracelet slipped a little to the left, glittering even brighter in the sunlight.

Good.

He had connected with the other side.

Erick pressed his aura against the barrier inside the Black Gate, and the barrier was weaker, now. His power showed through to the other side, but barely. Lightning flickered in the air, as Erick wrote out ‘Greetings’ in every language he knew, and a lot he did not, filling the wide portal with tens of lines of welcoming.

The portal deepened as Erick added more and more wording, his power soaking through to the other side. His words of welcoming were written in what could only be considered an act of Wizardry. Words written in Inferni, the language of the Demons and dead incani, seemed to crack the barrier between Here and There in a deep sort of way, and then Karstar, the language of the Angels, opened it wider and wider. Those were the two most ancient languages on Veird, aside from Ancient Script, which did nothing, for Ancient Script was the language of the manaminer of Veird. Ancient Script had its roots in Dwarvish, another ancient language, but it was so far removed from that ancient start, and made so unique on Veird, that when Erick posted ‘Greetings’ in Ancient Script on the Black Gate, it did nothing at all. Even Gargantual, the language of the orcols, did more than Ancient Script—

And then Erick said ‘Greetings’ in Dwarvish, or at least what passed for ‘Greetings’ based upon the scant writings of those dead people that Erick had in his various collections.

Cracks formed in reality, and the portal flowed.

The stale air of a forge long gone to pot crept into the slime dungeon, while the air of the slime dungeon, clean as could be and filled with moisture and the sounds of water, flowed into the forge.

Erick switched his aura to [Physical Domain] and spoke through to the other side, “Enchanter’s Guile, I know you’re there. You’re in the Dark, please beware. Embrace reality’s beckoning call, and let’s make miracles for all.”

The edges of reality on the other side began to turn Dark, and filled with nothing. Forges that once lit with fire and light, now overflowed with gloom and black. The Dark Dream was breaking, becoming more real. Dark waters curled down the edges of the forge hall, like seeking tendrils, pushing away dust and disturbing old piles of trash—

There were skeletons in that trash. Bones, carefully hidden until that moment, until dark waters buoyed those bones briefly into the air, and then dragged them down into the Dark.

The light above the anvil flickered and panicked, drawing downward, like a tendril retracting into the anvil, as the entire anvil swallowed the golden bracelet atop its surface, like a tongue pulling inward, slipping between massive teeth. The anvil, once a rusted thing, flashed into an ornate golden fox of ten tails but only a meter in height. The light which had shone down on it now enveloped it, like a protective aura.

Shadows intruded upon the creature, but its brilliant aura flaked away instead of the fox. The fox did not seem to mind this. It had been startled, and now it was not. The fox looked around, almost casually, then it looked to Erick and his family on the other side of the Black Gate.

It spoke, “I appear to be in the Dark.”

“You are,” Erick asked, “And you’re not panicking? … You also appear to not mind it much, except for the first panic when you stopped pretending to be that anvil.”

Something was off. Erick wasn’t sure what it was. But something was off—

“I was asleep,” said the fox. And then he started walking around the floor of his hiding hole, the Dark retreating from him as he walked. Dark destroyed brick and stone reformed under his paws. With his tails, he kept his shield strong. “You try waking up under attack some time.”

“I have done that many times, so I can see where your reaction is warranted.” Erick said, “Pardon me, but it appears that you are a lot more stable than other people we have rescued from the Dark… But we have only done this once before. One successful time, anyway. Would you like to talk more, or come over here, first?”

“I am not sure I can come over there,” said the Guile, for this thing was obviously the Enchanter’s Guile. “I am a shadeling… or something like that. This is most peculiar, actually. I have rescued people from the Dark before, but I have never been rescued myself. I am not sure you have the capability of actually bringing me over there, or else I would jump at the chance.” They said, “Most people lie to me —a lot— in order to get my help.”

As they spoke, the Guile’s Forge was already collapsing, but the collapse seemed way too slow around the Guile itself… ‘Himself’? Herself? Erick would know later.

Erick said, “I try not to lie. Lies break and harm, while Truths affirm and support.” Erick added, “And I already know resurrection and reincarnation magic. So we would be using one or both of those to bring you back. Though… We thought you were an item. Sentient, yes, but not quite… A full person sentient.”

“You’re a Wizard, then?”

“I am.”

“I won’t work with you; you’re too set in your ways.” The fox looked to the others. “Maybe one of the others, I will.”

Erick instantly said, “Solomon here is on his Worldly Path to become a Wizard himself. How about him?”

Solomon stepped forward a little.

The fox narrowed his eyes at Solomon. And then he sat on his haunches, his tails waving back and forth, light spilling out, yet fraying as it touched the Dark and kept the Dark at bay. Almost the entire forge had fallen to black. The Enchanter’s Guile and a thin path of stone between him and the gate was all that remained, and only because Erick was purposefully keeping that pathway open. It was becoming increasingly more difficult to keep that path open because his power was physical, and the mana was not physical at all.

“You have weird powers over there,” Guile said.

“We do,” Solomon answered. “The Old Cosmology is dead. The New Cosmology is all that remains. We’re 1451 years out from the Sundering, and it was only now, through Erick here, that Wizards are finally accepted once again, and only minimally.”

Guile’s foxy eyes went wider, briefly. He hummed. He said, “You and I will enter into a Contract, then.”

“Contract Magic doesn’t exist over here,” Solomon said, “We won’t let it come back, either.”

“Pah! … I suppose…” Guile said, “Tell me your goals, Solomon. I will help you achieve one of them, and depending on what comes after, I will either move on from you, or stay with you. My goals are to build worlds filled with plentiful things to eat. And you will give me tasty meats every single day. One human, or one equivalent-sized magic beast. If you fail to provide food per day, then I will eat whichever of your arms I reside upon and leave you forever.”

The human-eating thing tracked with the skeletons.

Which was concerning.

But the rest of it… Was fine?

Solomon countered, “I wish to build worlds and make this one better. To end the Forever War, to bring peace and prosperity to all. We are already planning on doing everything you wish to have done, but it will take a long time, and this Cosmology is not one you are used to, so don’t get strange ideas about time lines or stuff like that. And I’m fine with giving you good food. We eat great and magical food every day. If you end up eating my arm through inattention, that’s fine, but it won’t be a permanent sort of eating; I expect to be able to regrow it with minimal effort.”

Guile flicked its many golden tails. Its golden eyes went fractionally wider.

Solomon waited.

Guile said, “If you will allow me to eat your arm every day I might stick with you forever.”

Solomon chuckled. “We’ll try the normal contract you’ve proposed, for now.”

“Agreed. Now what’s going on with this power all around me?” the Guile asked. “It’s invisible to me… Hmm. Something weird is happening here.”

“Probably a lot of things. We’re on a manaminer right now, too,” Solomon said. “It was the only way this part of the Old Cosmology survived at all.”

“… That might be it. I’m coming over now. Be ready.” Guile stood up and walked forward, carefully stepping on the bits of stone that were floating in the Dark— And then his foot touched Black and he began to unravel. “Oh slag and shards—”

Solomon ripped forward with Benevolence, grabbing Guile with a lightning grip. He pulled the golden fox out from Beyond—

Something happened when the Enchanter’s Guile crossed the threshold of the Black Gate. Or maybe it was something Solomon did. The golden fox crushed down into a bracelet once again, his bright soul transforming to fit his container.

He did not die. He did not pass on.

… He was fine?

“I guess my Wizardry earlier was enough?” Erick asked, a little concerned.

Solomon held the bracelet in his light, in front of him. “… Are you okay in there, Guile?”

A tinny, metallic voice spoke from the bracelet, “I see this realm has an Elemental Fae lock in effect.”

Well that was bothersome for many different reasons.

“It is not that much of a bother,” Guile said, “But it is annoying. I will amend my meat requirements, for now, and bump up my desire for new worlds even more than it already was. I require full knowledge of my current state, Servant Solomon. The Element you are using to hold me is unknown to me, and I seem to be composed of some sort of material that is quite a lot weaker than I am used to… And unintelligible. This is all very strange. And your reactions to me speaking of Elemental Fae do not bode well for the general state of this reality.”

“… This is gonna take a while, so let’s get started,” Solomon asked, “Where would you like to start?”

“Put me on your wrist.”

Solomon put Guile onto the wrist not already occupied by Wheatly, trusting Erick, or Poi, or even the Janes, to react if something bad happened. But nothing bad happened, at least not overtly. Maybe not even covertly. Erick watched as Guile flickered some sort of sensing magic into Solomon. Solomon noticed the flow of golden light, too, and did nothing to stop it.

Guile hummed, almost in thought. Then the golden bracer fit more cleanly onto Solomon’s wrist, adjusting itself as it added some soft padding, and some decorative scales, like dragon scales. He asked, “Does the Darkness know you look like a Dark Dragon in your true form?” and then he added, “I suppose the Dark must, since we appear to be in the Dark Itself, at the Dark’s behest. What year is it?”

Solomon said, “I have no idea, but we can find out. Poi?”

Poi said, “Conflicting reports. From the main fairy on Veird, she was about a million years old when the Old Cosmology was destroyed, so that might give you a general idea of the current age, but her age might have been an exaggerated telling one way or the other.”

“… OKAY!” Guile said, kinda strained and kinda loud. “If that is what you think is anywhere near relevant then we’re gonna need to start at the very beginning. I would like a full history lesson of wherever the hell we are now.”

Erick said, “I was not expecting to get practice for bringing Avandrasolaro up to speed quite yet, but this works.”

“Him!” Guile said, latching onto that name. “I know of Avandrasolaro! He died ages ago. Maybe 80,000 years. I have been off and on working to heal the Bisection ever since his passing. It is not going well— it was not going well.”

Solomon said, “You might be from 100,000 years prior to the Sundering and the death of your entire Old Cosmology.”

“… Okay.” Guile said, “Back to a full history lesson, and then you can tell me what’s going on with all the weird magical items everyone here is wearing. You have a bracelet filled with godly might —Atunir, I believe— and that Wizard over there has stranger artifacts, and those women have exact copies of the same rings… exact copies. Also! If you can get me a meeting with whoever is running the manaminer of this world then that would be helpful for understanding a lot of this… place. But I understand that those things take time. Manaminer minders are always busy with whatnot and hows-it-ever.”

Solomon started with, “It might not take that much time to get an audience with the Goddess of this particular manaminer because...”

Solomon spoke of various things. Guile showed continual surprise, even though it seemed to gall him every time he showed his own surprise.

And Erick went to the girls, saying, “I guess that’s it for the day. Easy day. Relatively speaking. Guile being fae is obviously concerning, but none of them have been that bad since Rozeta relaxed the bands.”

Jane looked from Erick to Solomon, and then to the bracelet on his wrist, as Guile erupted in surprise at Erick knowing all the gods of this world. ‘He’s not even a True Wizard! … Is he?’ the bracelet exclaimed. Solomon continued his explanations, with the bracer asking deep questions, and Jane frowned at all of that. All the girls did.

Emily asked, “Is this worse, or better, than how it was with the people from the Censer?”

Emily had been the one to ask the question, but most of the girls shared that same concern. How much of a security risk was the Enchanter’s Guile, exactly? No one knew.

Erick said, “Those people were mortals. The Enchanter’s Guile seems… Accomplished, to say the least. None of us expected this level of sapience, but we kinda did, and we’re here now, and it’s good preparation for Avandrasolaro anyway.” Erick looked over to Solomon and Guile talking, and said, “I just hope we haven’t harmed him with all this information so fast. I had to stop answering questions like this with those guys from the Censer because it was harming them.”

Guile spoke up, “I can hear you!”

“I meant for you to overhear me.” Erick asked, “Are you mentally well enough to take all these answers right now?”

“… I am handling it,” Guile said. And then he turned his attentions back to Solomon. “You were saying about the Shades.”

Solomon said, “I was talking about various forces in the world, actually. But if you want to go right to the whole story of the Shades, we can, though that story has affected Veird the most, so perhaps we can leave that for the moment.”

Guile softly demanded, “Tell me of the Shades, Solomon.”

Solomon began, “The Shades were the most malevolent force on Veird for a long time, but never outright killing everyone, like we all knew they could. Instead, they sought to control, because for the longest time, Melemizargo, the current God of Magic, had been insane…”

Jane grabbed Erick’s attention away from Solomon’s history lesson as she said, “I guess we are done.”

Erick gave each of the girls a farewell-for-now hug and sent them on their way, saying he was glad that they didn’t have to risk themselves today. They were kinda looking forward to risking themselves, though, so today had just been boring for them. And concerning. Debby watched Solomon talk to Guile, and was concerned, but she moved on. Jane and the girls went back to searching the Dark through the Well, and the Black Mirrors, and to talking to people they knew, in order to vet the various items that were on the searching docket.

Avandrasolaro would be tomorrow, and they would likely need to be there for that. Finding Guile today, on his own, had been lucky. A powerful angel like Avandrasolaro never went anywhere by himself.

Erick went back to the house with Solomon at his side, to help with answers about the New Cosmology and otherwise, with Poi providing exterior sources of answers when Erick or Solomon didn’t have them.

And then Guile —which was his preferred name; Erick asked— said something about fairies again.

Fairy Moon stepped into the room.
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                “Hello, Fairy Moon,” Erick said, as though greeting an old frenemy, because he kinda was.

The friend-enemy spectrum usually landed on ‘friend’ more often than not these days, but more than once Erick had needed to [Fairy Banishing] her to remove her from whatever it was she was doing wrong at the time. She was the whole reason Erick went about making that spell in the first place, both for his own use, and for Quilatalap, who needed a little bit of Wizardry to be able to make a proper version of that spell himself. Erick usually waited till Fairy Moon made a nuisance of herself before Banishing her, but Quilatalap Banished her on sight. He had even included automatic Banishing in many of the dungeons he made.

Erick added, “I was wondering when you were going to show up.”

Fairy Moon looked about the same as always. Short, pale, with one eye blazing pink and the other emerald green, and wearing clothes that Jane once described as ‘pastel goth’. She also wore a concerned expression. “I heard my name overmuch and have come calling on this gathering of old ghosts.” She looked to Guile, wrapped around Solomon’s right arm, like a bracer. “You’re looking poor, dear Guile.”

In complete contrast to the last two hours of talking with Guile and explaining the world, and Guile sometimes-vehemently disbelieving Erick, Solomon, and Poi, this time Guile’s voice was completely deferential, “I apologize my glorious Queen EverStar, King of all Fae, Perfect Ruler and Magnanimous Life After Death For All Who Believe, Mladfawb. Please excuse my form. I appear to be affected by a manaminer that is beyond my capabilities.”

Erick had never heard those names before, and he might never hear them again considering he already heard a soft whine in the air, which had to be the Script trying one of its Silences. Erick had never heard of Fairy Moon formally referred to as anything besides ‘Fairy Moon’, until now, but he certainly remembered Melemizargo trying to call out Fairy Moon’s Other Names, that one time near Stratagold, and getting nothing from that naming but unheard static and bleeding orifices. Apparently this dungeon was beyond that, thankfully; that’s what they had made the anti-Silencing rules for, and those rules had worked.

Erick looked to Fairy Moon. “Mladfawb?”

“An ancient trifle of a name. What of it?” Fairy Moon asked, not even looking at him.

Erick almost wanted to try to be personable to Fairy Moon, to ask small questions, like ‘what’s in a Name?’ and ‘are more of your Silenced Names acronyms?’ and ‘were the names I gave the others bad, or good?’. But Fairy Moon seemed unusually peeved.

Did she not like Guile?

“Never mind the names.” Erick asked, “Was the artifact meeting I granted House Carnage not enough? Do you wish for something pulled out of the Dark, too?”

… Fairy Moon looked to Erick. And then she looked back to Guile. “I am here for Guile. I felt a fae fall into this dark dungeon, into this languished land, and I needed to nose around anyway since all of you were avoiding naming my names.” She said to the golden bracelet, “You need to request a requisition of allowances of existence from Rozeta’s strangling Script. Erick can cause that happening to happen… Probably pretty promptly.” She looked to Erick. “You and I need to talk about New Cosmology fae.”

“I’ve heard about them, yes. Rozeta spoke about them to me, and about your talk with her and Kromolok about the warning for otherworldly fae to appear on Veird.” Erick said, “I trust that Rozeta hasn’t seen any other fae. Do you not trust her in this particular way?”

Fairy Moon distrusted Rozeta in many different ways, but not when it came to big things, and this seemed like a big deal to her. Honestly, the idea of New Cosmology Fae was a big deal to Erick, too, but he had never seen any of them, either. They seemed to be a problem beyond current problems, and therefore they were nothing.

Fairy Moon frowned a little. And then she intoned, “Hear me now, my Wonderful Wizard of Benevolence: The Old Fae are out there always. I fear you are not feeling the fullness of my complete candidness.”

“… Your warnings are heard loud and clear, Fairy Moon, but there’s not much I can do about your warnings or to prepare against Other Fae.” Erick asked, “Unless there is something in the Dark we should be looking for as defense against them?”

“… No, there is nothing in the Deeper Dark that can conceal or create a ward of perfect protection against Those Other Outsiders.” Fairy Moon frowned a little more, and then she sighed, and said, “I hope the Sundering Search does not uncover those uncouth Other Outsiders. That would be a disaster of deadly proportions.”

Everyone paused at that.

Erick asked, “Could these Other Fae be the true cause of the Sundering?”

Fairy Moon tilted her head a little. “… Doubtful, but definitely possible. Many possibilities are possible.”

Erick stopped being concerned about Outsider Fae, for he mentally ticked off ‘not going to search in that possible-Sundering direction until we’re ready for it’. Poi and Solomon seemed to have the same thought process.

Fairy Moon turned and looked at Guile again, and then at Solomon. “You’re on the Worldly Path once again. How weird. Well. Whatever. Your Wizardry is yours to wrestle with this time. Guile! Guide him well to grandness for all Good Gains.”

Guile instantly said, “I will do this decree, my Kind King!”

Fairy Moon nodded, then stepped away, vanishing from the kitchen dining room, in the house in the dungeon.

Solomon looked at Guile. “Want to try and get your body back?”

“There’s no time for that nonsense now. I am not leaving you until you ascend to Wizardry to rival all that has come before. We are making a powerhouse of you one way or ten thousand others!” Guile said, “It is good that you have already stolen enough Darkness from others to bump up your mana production as high as it is; it will make the next steps a lot easier.”

Erick had a lot to say about that, from Guile’s implication that it would take long to get Rozeta to add another Fairy Band… Well. Actually. It might. Anyway! Stealing Darkness, eh? That old taboo subject that was made unimportant because of the dungeons?

Solomon paused in a lot of questions, too. “You mean the Darkness that makes me produce mana?”

Guile’s tone turned full of implied frowns. “Yes, I mean that! A good bit of ruthlessness is always nice to see in an aspiring Wizard; makes all the rest of it easier.”

Erick asked, “What makes you think he stole Darkness?”

Solomon had the same question, but he left it unvoiced.

“… Did…” Guile asked, “Did people give you their Darkness?” He rapidly added, “I suppose you are a grand power in this place so that sort of makes sense— Do the people here not know what they were giving up when they gave you their Darkness?”

Erick said, “That’s not what happened, either.”

Solomon said, “Dungeons, like the one we’re in right now, can make big monsters or official Trials of the Dark, and when you kill one of those or complete one of those, you get base mana production. It’s a whole thing, and it’s rather new, as far as we know. Before, in the Old Cosmology, this simply did not happen. I’ll take you on a dungeon run later with the girls and you can see what all that’s about.”

“… Ah? Well…” Guile’s voice fizzled out. “Well… I’m not sure how to actually approach this increasingly complicated and dangerous dimension. I keep increasing my expectations of what you might have available to you, for your use, while simultaneously striving to come to terms with how little you have here on this planet. You have no Radiant Depths to which you can reach, to align your soul and system in a Great Cleansing. You have no Grand Wizard’s Tower to visit, where people might help you prepare your power —which is filled with these ‘particles’ which make very little sense to me, but which I think I know of, a little— There is no Goddess of Knowledge! I should have been able to point you at her parishioners at least so that we could learn all of these missing pieces of this universe, and how it fits together with mana!

“And yet!

“And yet! We have all of an entire world’s resources at our disposal, and you won’t have to fight for any of it. You know the gods. You have clearance to ascend to Wizardry within the sphere of this ‘planet’ —which is another new concept for me. And perhaps the most important thing is that you are on the Worldly Path, which will smooth out and bring to us untold ultimatums for advancement, and since you already have all this power within you, Solomon, since you come from another Wizard and have all those memories, I have little doubt that you can ignite your core into something brilliant! All it will take is a little bit of time, and talking to the right people! We’ll have to search out some non-manaminer spaces, but that shouldn’t be too difficult.

“And, most of the Elements that existed in the Old Cosmology but which do not exist here, which I would have pointed you at for inspiration, means that you can choose who you want to be! You have complete choice! You don’t have to compromise on anything at all, as you would have to do if you chose something unimaginative yet easily trod, like Peace or Security.

“We are on a paradise island made of natural treasures.

“This is the best possible start I have EVER HAD for any of my servants… And yet… And yet… It might be the most difficult.”

Guile fell to silence.

Erick and Solomon and Poi joined him in that silence. Moments passed as Erick considered both the full breadth of how Guile used to live his life, and how much had been lost. If Erick had fallen to the Old Cosmology with Jane, then Jane would have for sure left her starting planet already, to try and seek her fortune in the great beyond. Erick probably would have been found by some higher power of some sort and used for their own ends. Or perhaps a kind Wizard would have found him first. Either way, there would have been no way to hide his natural mana generation outside of Veird…

But Erick had never noticed his natural mana generation on Earth?

… Did Earth have a manaminer? Because Erick was still a Wizard back on Earth, right? Wizards and every other sapient person generally developed their mana generation at the end of puberty.

… Earth did not have a manaminer. No way. That’d be crazy.

Erick held that crazy thought inside, strangling his laughter to ensure nothing escaped and ruined the deep moment that Guile was having right now. He distracted himself, and considered that maybe, in a natural manasphere, he wouldn’t be spewing mana crystals everywhere, like he did whenever he entered the no-Script space inside this dungeon. Maybe he would have naturally learned to control his power in a normal, no-Script space. That’s probably how it worked in the Old Cosmology.

No way to really know, though, because they weren’t in the Old Cosmology at all—

Solomon broke the silence, asking, “Where would you start with training me to become a True Wizard, Guile?”

Erick added, “We could probably get your fae body back, if you want.”

Guile glinted on Solomon’s bracer for a moment, then he easily said, “I’d start with getting me a body of my own so that I could show you what to do, directly. If I am understanding everything correctly, this means a talk with Rozeta? Even if bureaucracy takes a while, bureaucracy should still be done as soon as possible.”

Erick stood from his seat, saying, “Let’s do that, then.”
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Surprisingly, Rozeta had been okay with increasing the bands of acceptable Elemental Fae by 1.

In the glade outside of the slime dungeon, Rozeta stood atop the grass, saying, “Of course, Erick. I was waiting for you to ask.” And then she looked to Guile, wrapped around Solomon’s right wrist. “You will have to be quick and dense with regard to taking that extra slot, Guile.”

Trying to keep his surprise out of his voice, and failing, Guile said, “Understood, Goddess of Veird.”

Rozeta grinned a little. “In 4, 3, 2, 1—”

The air changed, ripples flowing out from the bracer upon Solomon’s arm, filling the manasphere before fading into nothing among the trees and the sky. Guile’s bracer form slipped off of Solomon’s arm, plopping onto the ground and instantly taking on his small, golden fox form once again, his ten tails spreading out behind him like prehensile feather boas. His head only reached Solomon’s knee, but his tails were longer—

And then the world seemed to relax, and breathe.

Guile transformed from golden fox, to a fox with blonde hair and bright amber eyes. From unnatural, to natural. He shook himself out, and breathed a little.

Rozeta sighed in contentment. “Glad to see that it worked how I wanted it to work. Welcome back, Guile.”

Erick caught up quickly, and so did Solomon. Poi was back in the dungeon, but he’d find out what happened as soon as they got back in.

When fae died, they returned to Elemental Fae, only to be born again in a new form, with a fraction of the memories of their old selves, like shadelings coming back from the Dark. For the longest time only Fairy Moon had been reborn, over and over again, alone each time. When Rozeta relaxed the Fae bands of intent to 10 a while ago, it allowed 10 more fairies to be reborn. Those bands had been quickly filled, and now when any of those 10 fae’s corporeal bodies met its untimely end, they were reborn inside Fairy, like normal. They’d carry memories of their old lives which would inform their new lives, but most times any death at all was rather traumatic, forcing a personality reset. Fairy Moon was the only one immune to this sort of change.

Now that Guile was connected to Fairy once again, he had regained something in that rebirth. Some of his old memories, no doubt.

Guile breathed deep and padded forward two small steps before he dropped to his butt. He craned his neck up toward Rozeta. “I perished in the Sundering. It was not a joyful time. I believe I was trying to prevent the Sundering as it happened… I was on the other side of the universe from Veird at the time. One day, I and my servant at the time saw a bolt of Lightning pass across the sky, far, far in the mana ocean. It left ripples of death and sparks of annihilation as it passed. One of those sparks touched down on that world… I think I died then.” Guile frowned at himself, as much as a fox could frown, and then he narrowed his eyes upon the ground. He looked at his paws. “These particles are strange. I feel as though I should know of them. They are certainly clouding my… memory. My everything. Hmm. The mana of this universe is well… organized, but... simple? Yes. Simple— Oh.” He startled. And then he looked back up at Rozeta. “I apologize for my lapse of decorum, Goddess of Veird.” He bowed.

He had a lot more to say, but all of that would come later.

Rozeta moved on, too, saying, “I’m glad your story continues here on this small life raft we call Veird.” She gently turned her gaze from Guile, to Solomon. “I believe I will mirror Koyabez’s words, Solomon, and say I am taking a half-step toward you, to respect you as your own person. I look forward to working with as many Erick-Wizards as you all feel like making, but each one will be their own person, without connection to any who come before.”

Erick chuckled at the idea of ‘Erick-Wizards’ as a category of being.

Solomon merely grinned. “Thanks, Rozeta.”

Rozeta nodded, then she looked to Erick, and said, “I would speak with you for a moment.”

Solomon and Guile both knew that meant without them.

Guile instantly said to Solomon, “It is time to train accretion, servant. From the foundation!”

Guile did not wait for Solomon to agree to anything. He just walked over to the dungeon once again.

Solomon grinned as he followed.

After the two of them vanished into the dungeon, Erick turned to Rozeta. “I understand why Atunir suggested Guile, now.”

“The little fox has more stories about him than could fit in most personal libraries. I’m glad to have him back.” Rozeta said, “Though he is a fae.”

“I noticed that.”

Rozeta shrugged. “He’s a good one, as far as I know. He tries to stay out of the spotlight as much as he can, but his goals always further the spread of life… Partially because he likes to eat that life, but he produces more than he eats, so… You know.”

Erick nodded. “Fairy Moon visited earlier.”

Both of them waited a beat for the Fairy in question to show.

She did not.

“She spoke to you about New Cosmology fae, I assume.”

“She did. How valid are her concerns?”

“Adding Guile to the list of approved fae right now helped me to check the Script and the systems we have in place. I am now 99% sure that New Cosmology Fae either don’t know of Veird, or have never been here before.”

“… That’s different from what you said the last time,” Erick said, worriedly.

“It is, isn’t it!” Fairy Moon said, standing in the glade with them. “You told me you never managed to meet one at all!”

Rozeta quickly said, “Now look here, Fairy Moon. That was —and is— still a true statement. This New Cosmology is huge. I don’t feel that you quite understand that. And no one is ever fully sure of anything; don’t blame me for hedging my bets.”

Erick understood all of that. When he first fell to Veird, he was amazed that there was another source of life in the universe at all. Later, had even met a few old planars over the years, and each of them were also amazed that other life existed. Or at least that emotion had been expressed in their writings that they had left behind.

Fairy Moon wasn’t getting it, though. Perhaps her scale of stuff was way different from Rozeta’s and Erick’s?

Fairy Moon shouted, “They should be seen and be here! I harbor no naysaying against your arguments of size, but seriously. Where the fuck are the other fae?”

Rozeta had no words.

Erick asked, “I want to check if we have the same sensibilities with regard to size.” Erick held up a hand, and conjured a small spiral galaxy out of light, while he also darkened all the space around them, plunging the grove into a semblance of night. Some of that Darkness out there moved, but that was fine; Melemizargo could watch if he wanted. Erick lifted his hand up, carrying the spiral galaxy with it. “This could be representative of my home galaxy. It’s not a real representation, because I don’t feel like putting down a hundred billion stars into my hand… or more. Not sure about that number.”

Fairy Moon lifted her head a little, in a questioning sort of look, directly at Erick. Then she lowered her face again, and looked at the galaxy. She turned back toward Erick. “What are you wishing at, Wizard?”

Rozeta watched Erick, but she also watched the Dark all around.

“I’m trying to understand our senses of scale, and if we’re both way off, or not, because Rozeta is correct and this universe is huge.” Erick said, “Assuming we are in my universe, and not in some completely different Cosmology, then…”

Erick enlarged the galaxy in his hands, and stars spread outward in a jumbled, 4-armed swirl, filling the darkened glade along a single plane. Points of light illuminated the Shadow of Melemizargo, hiding in the edges of the black, his form swirling in Darkness. Erick ignored that for now, as he was focused on adding stars and shifting around the ones he had made, to better resemble the night sky he had seen for the first 48 years of his previous life. It took him a moment, and then several more moments after that. Now that Erick was thinking about it this deeply, and actually constructing this display, he realized there there were only maybe 5,000 stars on one side of the glade, and 5,000 on the other, all of them altogether representing the whole sky that one would see throughout the whole year; Only 10,000 stars out of 100,000 visible stars.

Most stars in the sky were invisible from Earth, by the naked eye.

“This is what the night sky looks like from my home planet. Mostly,” Erick said, “Pretty sure I got it mostly right. There’s Polaris up there, and over there are the Seven Sisters. And down below us are some of the brightest stars, including Alpha Centauri, a triple-star system and the closest other stars to Earth, at around 4.5 light years away. That’s the distance light travels in a year, by the way, so when we’re looking at those stars, we’re seeing them as they were 4.5 years ago.”

Rozeta was deeply interested in the night sky. So was Melemizargo.

… Erick had never shown them this before, had he? No, he had not. Well they certainly wouldn’t know of Earth, now would they? They were both gods, and Melemizargo was the Dark, but both of them were something like 5,000 years old for Rozeta and 25,000 for Melemizargo.

But Fairy Moon was different.

Erick realized, or maybe hoped, that as he showed this land to Fairy Moon, in particular, that maybe she might know this night sky.

But.

No.

Rozeta and Melemizargo merely cataloged what they were seeing.

And Fairy Moon squinted her heterochromatic eyes at the darkened glade, with points of light everywhere, and said, “… I know not this lost land.” She looked to Erick, “You sure you secured the stars truly?”

Erick tried not to sigh. He had never been hopeful of returning to Earth, and he certainly never tried to head that way, or even think about it too much, but for one shining moment, Erick had thought that maybe Fairy Moon would know of Earth. Erick said, “I have set them in the sky as best I could.” He held up his hand, and placed a tiny blue and green marble in the center of the glade. “That’s the point of view of the starfield. That is the angle to properly view the stars.”

Fairy Moon stared at the replica of Earth. Then she moved to stand beside it, and cast her gaze outward. “… Nope. This is new land to me.” She stepped away from the replica, saying, “I never needed nor envisioned a vacation outside our Old Cosmology anyway. I will let my people know of this knowledge, and if one of my people perhaps knows of this land, then maybe they’ll mention that miracle to you later.” She waved a hand, saying, “But what of this scale you seek to secure?”

Erick moved on, saying, “For our purposes, Earth is practically the same size as Veird, though Veird is actually about 8-ish times Earth’s size, or something like that. It really doesn’t matter.” And then Erick pulled all the stars in the sky to that singular point that was Earth, adding countless points of light at the edge of the field as he pulled inward. “What we’re seeing as I’m zooming us outward is my home galaxy, the Milky Way.” Soon, the Milky Way filled the glade, like a gently swirling whirlpool. Erick pointed to where Earth lay, saying, “Every single star in Earth’s night sky has already collapsed down into this small area. The Milky Way itself is over 100,000 light years across, and we don’t see most of the stars in the Milky Way at night, because most of them are too small and weak to see.

“Keep in mind that this is just an approximation past this point.”

The starfield crushed downward, once again becoming a glob of pinpricks that was the Milky Way.

“And this is that galaxy, back to being small. It takes light 100,000 years to travel from one end of this galaxy to the other… Or was it 104,000? Might have been 104,000. Anyway. The speed of light is the speed at which the universe is able to act on itself… or something like that. I don’t know exactly.”

Erick added a bunch of tiny clusters around the Milky Way. “These are satellite galaxies. There are a lot of them, and they’re all kinda small.”

At about 7 Milky Ways away, he added another galaxy and a bunch of smaller ones, saying, “This is the nearest major galaxy to the Milky Way and its satellite systems. This is Andromeda. This whole small collection of galaxies, contained inside this glade, is about 10 million light years across at this point, meaning it takes 10 million years for light to travel this distance. This is the local cluster.”

Fairy Moon’s eyes were a little wide at this point. She seemed to be getting it for the first time.

Rozeta looked reserved. She was getting it, too, and it was worse than she feared.

Melemizargo’s shadow, though, seemed to be positively brimming with excitement, as Erick continued to fill the glade with stars upon stars. The God of Magic’s shadow darted from galaxy to galaxy, from major swirl of light to minor whirlpool of dust-like stars.

Erick zoomed out some more, adding a whole lot more points of light, all across the glade, while the Milky Way shrunk down to the size of a single dot in the center. “This point of light here is the local cluster; I kept it in the middle. All of these other lights have all of what was in the local cluster. Every single point of light out there is billions of points of light.”

Melemizargo was giggling as he darted around.

Rozeta’s look changed from ‘reserved’ to ‘resigned’.

Fairy Moon huffed, “Well that’s wishful wishes. No way is this real.”

Erick said, “I’m not done yet. This is only 500 million light years across.” And then he zoomed out more. The glade was filled with light, like illuminated dust hanging in the dark, clustering around itself, forming universal strings of dust, like dust devils made of light and frozen in time—

And it became easier to add more and more illuminated dust.

This simple illumination was not a spell; it was not magic. Erick had put no real intent into any of this, as he simply carved light and shadow from mana.

And yet, it became a spell. It became magic.

Erick felt a magic pulse from his very soul, unbidden and uncalled upon, but presenting itself nonetheless, as the entire glade turned into a light-strewn emptiness. Rozeta seemed to vanish, as Fairy Moon’s pink and green eyes faded into the black, to become part of the universal dust, and Melemizargo crawled in the depths between everything like a fish taking to water.

Erick’s body had vanished into the depths of everything, but his voice remained, “We’re at 3 billion light years across right now, and you can see how ephemeral forces like gravity and time have guided everything into clustered shapes. It’s been about 14 billion years since the start of this universe, and it might be 100 trillion years till it ends, though those are just guesses.”

Erick zoomed out even more.

And magic, ancient and wanting, filled all the gaps which Erick could never hope to even visualize.

It was a field of light and dark, like static.

“At this distance it is impossible to make anything out. We’re at almost 100 billion light years across. This is the observable universe.”

Erick zoomed out 250 more times, faster and deeper than he could ever hope to contain within his own mind, even as bolstered with Intelligence and Perception as it was. Static became simple grayscale, which became nothing but a sea of perfectly even grey. And yet, there were nuances to it. Nuances which Erick did not put there, but which existed anyway.

Tendrils in the grey.

“This is the theorized size of the actual universe,” Erick said, ignoring the tendrils. Melemizargo must have been doing that. “Though I’ll never know, because I lack the time and the power to see any of it. Or at least that was true before magic came along into my life. Now, who knows what wonders and powers you or I might see, or how magic might get us there.

“And now, we return.”

Erick began zooming back in, falling forward fast. Static turning to more static turning to more static, in a never ending flow, because the size of it all was truly that vast.

Going inward was easier than going outward.

Going inward… Everything was more nuanced. Everything was more solid. There were parts of the lightshow that Erick had not put down there which now appeared out of chaos, like he had always put them there, and not like he had made it all up on the spot. Spiraling clouds of various density, but only seeming that way because the human mind sought to make images out of anything it could, to find patterns in the chaos; that’s what it all reminded Erick of.

And then he got further inward, zooming all the way down, going fast as he could, but all he saw was more and more static. One minute, two minutes. Five minutes of inward diving. Zooming inward, time passed on, as more and more of the universe came into view.

He was not zooming in on a magic he had made.

He was merely at the controls, pressing a switch on a system that had been made for him, which he had had no part in its creation—

Suddenly, the clouds revealed themselves once again as twisted streamers of dust, of light, infinitesimal in their size, intricate in their arrangement. Like nerves in a brain they all connected to each other, and yet they were not connected to each other at all.

Erick found himself standing on the edge of the glade, in the East, like the sun. Fairy Moon stood on the West, like the moon. Rozeta was to the South, grounded as all ever, though she had been on the North side until now, while Melemizargo had moved to firmly stand on the North side of the glade, in his dragon form, but only ten meters tall. He had absolutely crushed the trees that way, like the force of absolute change that he was. A breeze flowed from his direction, rustling the trees.

The Ritual of it all reminded Erick of the time he had bargained for a ceasefire among all those involved, to open them all to the possibility that more could happen, if only they all cooperated.

This was the first time they had gathered like this since then, wasn’t it?

No time for those sorts of thoughts.

That Ritual demanded Erick continue, and so he did.

Erick zoomed inward, into the nerve-like universal strings of this New Cosmology, trillions upon trillions of stars, as dust, passing out of the glade, brushing against Erick, Rozeta, Fairy Moon, and Melemizargo, like the passing of countless tiny lights. A minute passed as Erick went forward, reaching for the end of this journey—

The universe suddenly focused as individual super clusters appeared out of the dust, and those gave way to clusters, and then individual galaxies.

Erick zoomed in on a galaxy that was not the Milky Way.

It was a disk of light most firm around the edge, except in one spot to the north of the circular-like galaxy. That spot held a break in the circle, but not a full break. It almost looked like a natural lessening of the density of the circle. Perhaps someone had caused some ancient, awful magic to sunder that space? Hard to know what had happened there.

All Erick knew is that it looked like the rune of [Renew].

Erick’s breath hitched, but the magic was not over. He zoomed in on that split, because that’s where the magic took them. And right there, in that space that looked empty but which was not empty at all, between the open ends of the rune of [Renew], were countless other stars…

And one star in particular.

There was the sun, up above, and also in the lightward display between them. There were the planets of this system, and Veird, the fourth planet from this sun.

Erick zoomed in more, and the map expanded until it showed the Dungeon Island southwest of Quintlan, and then Ascendant Mountain, and then this very glade itself, with Erick on the East, Fairy Moon on the West, Rozeta to the South, and Melemizargo to the North.

The spell overlapped all four of them, and then it broke, a brilliant whine of light and power washing outward, like a beacon lit.

The magic ended.

For a moment, no one said a word.

And then Rozeta softly said, “I knew I shouldn’t have said I was comfortable with Wizards.”

Arguing started.

Fairy Moon proclaimed, “They’ll never find us! We must find them and tithe to them puzzles and power and purpose and people! They must surely be more secure in their truest trues than us! They will extinct our existences if we are not wily winsome!”

Melemizargo just chuckled, mumbling about gathering worlds of his own, and how much bigger this hoard was going to be than the last one. To which Fairy Moon said stuff about how they mustn't overstep, and Rozeta mumbled about Wizards again.

And then Rozeta said to her father, “We require mana, father. None of those worlds have mana. None I can see, anyway.”

“A problem to fix, Rozeta,” Melemizargo said. “Nothing more than a problem to fix.”

“Not one you could fix, though,” Rozeta asked, “Unless you could?”

“Oh no no. I cannot…” Melemizargo turned his white-eyed gaze outward, and considered. “I don’t know of anything in my vaults that could help us, either… Maybe… I will have to think on this.” And then he looked down at Rozeta, saying, “It’s just a matter of time, though, and we were already planning on expanding from this world, anyway. This gives us a map, of sorts. A plan. A purpose.”

Erick interrupted, “Is no one going to comment on the rune of [Renew].”

Fairy Moon dismissively said, “You were influenced by incarnations outside of ourselves to reach this [Renew] that you did, no doubt. This is all a plan of the planners who we have not yet witnessed!”

Melemizargo nodded. “A Wizard still on a Path.”

“Always on a Path, it seems,” Rozeta said, resigning herself again. “I must go and check on Fate’s box now.” And then she vanished.

Melemizargo grinned, chuckling. “I have plans as well.” And then he vanished, becoming a shadow that briefly seemed full of stars and giggling, and then he was gone.

Fairy Moon exclaimed, “The Other Outsiders must have seen the spectacle! I must make merry in case they come calling!”

She vanished in a splash of springtime.

… Erick stood there for a moment.

And then he moved on, too, walking back into the dungeon to see what Solomon was up to with Guile, and to ask them what they thought of… All that had just happened, and which they had conveniently missed.

“Fate’s out of its box, for sure,” Erick mumbled, as he stepped into darkness.

A minute later he approached Solomon, Poi, and fox-form Guile. All three of them stood upon a white stone platform raised up from the dungeon floor, where Guile was speaking with Solomon and drawing diagrams of human bodies in the air. A lot of the diagrams had colored parts swirling inside of them. They were Old Cosmology techniques to accrete, and the discussion had been about their validity.

Poi noticed Erick last, though he was the only one with a visible reaction. He paled as much as a blue dragonkin could pale, his eyes going wide. Solomon instantly noticed Poi’s reaction, though he remained confused. Guile fared no better.

Erick, meanwhile, had a little bit of schadenfreude at Poi’s mind reading, and finding everything out without needing to be told. Erick smiled, and exaggerated, “Oh come on, Poi! How bad could it be?”

Poi cursed.
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Erick, Solomon, and Guile, stood upon a large white stone platform, well out of reach of the slimes below, on the main dungeon floor. A no-Script space held on the other side of the platform. Darkness loomed in the distance all around, except in the north, where Dreams stood revealed as much as they could be, looking like an ever-riotous flow of color and memory and black clouds.

There had been a discussion about what had happened out there in the glade in front of the dungeon. The girls had shown up for all of that, and Poi had had a bunch of specific questions. It had taken a good half hour for all of that happenstance to calm and it ended a lot sooner than Erick assumed it would, for Fallopolis had shown up, looking concerned. A short conversation later, the girls rushed out to do a bunch of their own investigations at the Well of Darkness. Fallopolis had her own concerns to follow, too. Poi was currently holed up at the house in the dungeon, talking with a bunch of other people, including Teressa and Aisha at House Benevolence, to see if they could see anything in the Benevolent Sky.

Erick had checked that; there had been nothing.

Everyone seemed a lot more worried than they needed to be, in Erick’s opinion. If something happened, they would solve it. In actuality, Erick knew he should probably be panicking more than he was…

But…

Everything seemed to be falling into place.

Erick had no idea why he felt that way, but he did. Perhaps because he was going to learn about True Wizardry alongside Solomon, from some sort of fae-hybrid kinda person, whom everyone trusted, and who had a list of good deeds following them across the entire Old Cosmology. Erick had never heard any of those stories before, but Rozeta and Atunir and others seemed to know those stories, and that was good enough for Erick… The ‘eating people’ was a bit much for him, to be fair. But that was fine… Probably.

Guile pawed forward on the platform, toward the no-Script space, saying, “We have gone over the basics, and now it is time for proper accretion. I am likely going to die many, many times in this process, so it is a good thing that this dungeon and you possess [True Resurrection]. There might be an issue with my natural mana generation, but if it remains how it was at the time of the Sundering, then this should be fine. If it is not, then we will go kill some monsters inside other dungeons. But, for now, I will accrete a core, and then try to crystallize. This might take weeks.”

The golden fox stepped into the no-Script bubble, face first, and already streamers of yellow light were flowing away from his body. It was the color of a daffodil, and completely different from his normal golden hue. The little fox winced as he pressed onward, and soon his entire body was misting with sunshine-yellow light.

Guile breathed in the yellow air, eddies forming as he moved, turning around to sit down on his haunches. He looked to Solomon, his tails waving like ten very large streamers of power. “I can already tell that I have lost a great deal of power. I cannot accrete to True Wizardry like this, so we will have to go into the dungeons. I can, however, show you a few things.” With a twist of power the yellow flow calmed, sticking to Guile’s body like a controlled aura, and then soaking into his core, near his heart. A dollop of sunshine collected beside his tiny fox heart; the beginnings of a core. Soon, that core began to grow. Guile said to Solomon, “I will be forming a core in the next few hours. While I am doing that first step, please join me in this space. I would see how you handle your body, and then send you on your way to come back later.”

Solomon stepped forward. A soft, white mist spiraled off of his body even before he breached the edge of the space with his core, tiny streamers of his power naturally forming phantom crawling jolts of power, joining him to the white stone platform, like he was the center of a plasma ball that you’d find in a mall back on Earth. And then his core passed through the edge of the no-Script space, and he radiated glows.

Greenery began to spread underfoot forming a carpet of thick moss. Tiny Benevolence crystals grew within that moss, like drops of morning dew.

Guile watched that growth, his eyes going fractionally wider. “So this is Benevolence, then. I heartily approve of your beginner Element, Solomon. It will make a good cushion for me.” Guile gestured with a paw.

Solomon smirked as he stepped away from the greenery he had made, though more greenery appeared under where he moved.

Guile took a seat on the moss, like a cat finding a spot in the sun. “Soul sight, aura control, and a preponderance of self-actualization are the main tools that one uses when guiding one’s transformation from one body into the next… And there are about a thousand lessons we should be having before we get to this point, but I will assume that you have had most of those lessons, and rely upon you to tell me if there is something you do not understand.”

Solomon nodded.

Guile continued, “Wizards are the pinnacle of self-actualization possible in… the Old Cosmology. That is what makes a Wizard a Wizard. They are who they wish to be, and most of them are unending and never dying, unless they wish to end their lives. That is the common end of most Wizards. They reach the final point of what they want to do with their lives, and since they see no point in continuing, they break apart, becoming one with their Element.

“Everything from these ‘particles’ in this New Cosmology… Well actually, I do not know if they will interfere. But they shouldn’t.

“Starting over.

“Everything from these ‘particles’ to all these bits and bobs implanted within you by the Script, should be subsumed in a Grand Act of Self-Creation. You take your Alpha and your Omega and you combine them into one. Your creator over there, Erick, Is Benevolence Itself, and as soon as his [Familiar]s mature and he realizes various deep truths about himself and his place in this universe, he might have an easy time ascending to True Wizardry.

“But he is not you.

“You are just a man with some power and a few good tools on his own Path in life.

“To get to the point where Erick is, and then beyond, we first prime the body with our mana, seeing depth within ourselves. This is usually done through controlled meditation. Like this.”

Guile’s aura had been flexing as he spoke, as he accreted his core inside of his tiny chest, but now his sunshine yellow aura calmed, filling his body. That core began to grow by leaps and bounds. That core had been gradually increasing in facets as he channeled more and more mana into his core but it would be at least an hour before he gained a true, spherical core; the end point of most every dragon or accretor or delver in the world.

Erick and Solomon and Guile would eventually go beyond that, to full crystal.

Guile stopped his focused accretion, opening his eyes to say, “Just like that, but more time spent doing it. If you aren’t in possession of a full core this sort of meditation has the side effect of growing your core most strongly, and it will be the method I use to grow to fullness soon enough. Now you try, Solomon.”

“… I’m not sure what you did, exactly.” And then Solomon took total control of his aura, focused it, and did some basic accretion. Visually it looked the same as what Guile had done, but… “Is that the same?”

“Ahhh. No. It’s not the same.” Guile said, “What I want you to do is meditate on yourself and your path in life. Let the possibilities of your future float up from your mind and rest upon your soul, and when you find one that resonates with your soul, causing a resonance, then you should write that down, and continue meditating. You will come across several ideas, usually accompanied with phrases, that resonate with you. These are future paths that you might take, or they might be corruptions in your soul that you need to purge on the way toward self-actualization.

“Becoming a True Wizard is all about finding your Path, and these phrases… Or ‘Phrases’, said all special like… These Phrases that pop up while meditating can be your guiding signs toward the best possible you.” Guile said, “Once you collect enough of them, and firmly discard enough of them, then you will pull forth your power into yourself, and become a True Wizard, all in a flashing second.

“You will likely go through a period of crystallization at that point in time, exploding in a thousand different directions since your mana generation will absolutely destroy your body, but those phrases will bring you back to yourself.

“I have simplified the steps of it all most terribly. But that is the idea.

“And that’s all there is to becoming a True Wizard… As long as you have the mana generation to start with and you don’t die in the final crystallization part. Coming back from death is no easy feat, which is why I will be making judicious use of the [True Resurrection] measures in this dungeon in order to try to regain my previous power. Rest assured that my Wizardry would be toward making myself invisible to most, for I do not appreciate being seen by many. I prefer my greatness to go unnoticed.” Guile finished with, “I will likely die a few times before I get my own phrases sorted. Nothing quite like a ‘Sundering’ to make you question everything you thought you could count on!” He yipped in tiny laughter, like the fox that he was. His gallows humor didn’t last too long, though, for he calmed, and frowned, as he looked at the ground.

Solomon frowned a little, too, thinking deeply. While Guile looked perhaps sad, Solomon was angry.

Erick was kinda mad, too. “That’s it? That’s all there is to becoming a True Wizard?”

Guile huffed, “That’s all there was. I have no idea how particles affect this natural process or this Script, for that matter. It’s all way too much interference— divine interference, too! The divine nature of the Script is one thing, but this world has too many divines as well. Gods keep to their corners, Wizards keep to theirs; that’s how it should be. Crossing those two domains is useful in many, many different ways, and gods and Wizards should work together most of the time, but Wizards must go alone on this particular journey.

“When a person is adorned with Power wrought from tools and from themselves, and when they are anointed with Purpose wrought from Wizardry, that person is a nascent Wizard. To complete their Path, they must seek themselves among the multitudes, and become who they are meant to be.

“There is no trick.

“There is only doing.”

Solomon said, “Sounds like a trick with extra steps.”

Erick laughed.

Guile hummed, then looked to Erick, “Don’t you have politics to be doing? Shoo.”

“I’m on sabbatical.”

“Bah! Spy on my lessons with Solomon if you must, but please leave already. You’re too far down your Path for me to help, and any help I could give you might inhibit the progress you have already made. All that you need to do is actually do it.” Guile looked to Solomon. “My servant has to tear himself down and build himself up a great deal.”

Erick said to Solomon, “I’ll let you know when things get started to rescue Avandrasolaro.”

Solomon nodded, and went back to meditating.

Guile did the same.

Erick left, stepping on the light, a bunch of thoughts on his mind as he cast one final glance toward Solomon and Guile, toward their auras, and their souls. Solomon’s power was the same as Erick’s right now, and so was his soul, but all that would change eventually. Guile was an odd little critter. Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about him, but he seemed trustworthy, and nothing he said had been too different from what everyone else had said regarding Wizards. And even if he did accrete to True Wizardry… Well. All the gods trusted him, right?…

Hmm.

Erick looked at Solomon and Guile’s souls, even as he lightstepped away—

He stopped.

Their souls looked like souls always did. Like mist, contained within the body, ever dense and yet ephemeral as fog. Zooming in on the soul didn’t help to clear that mist, either; it just made the soul look like more soul. It took a very skilled Soul Mage in order to suss out what was inside a person’s soul, and they didn’t use [Soul Sight] by itself to achieve that. They frameshifted their reference viewpoint in order to categorize what they were looking at, but that sort of shifting always lost things in translation.

… In ‘translation’? Huh. What a curious thought.

Anyway. As it was, 90% of the soul was impossible to see without proper tools, because it was just so complicated, like billions upon billions of… dust… stars...

Erick blinked a bit.

… Why was he standing in the middle of the air—

Oh, right. Guile was instructing Solomon on Wizardry.

Erick lightstepped into the house of the dungeon.

Poi was there.

Poi stared hard at Erick… And then Poi relaxed. He asked, “So is that all there is to Wizardry? ‘Just do it’?”

“Just keep on keepin’ on,” Erick summarized. “Heard anything about Avandrasolaro yet?”

“I have. Some people from the Church of Peace will be here in 5 hours to help set up. You remember the woman who took over Songli’s clergy after Terror Peaks bombed every house of peace, to stop the pre-Chelation War talks?”

“Oh! Yeah. I remember her. Lorizal Ex, the Head Priestess of Koyabez for the Highlands region.” Erick recalled the woman as a dark ruby incani who had shaved their horns down to nothing. “I haven’t seen her in a long time, not since she requested ‘control’ over that [Undertow Star]...” Lorizal couldn’t actually control the Star he had put up there, north of the Highlands, but Erick had set down some rules and Shapings on that Star at their requests, and those Shapings should still hold.

Erick had to be sure, though.

He glanced through Ophiel, then looked outside the dungeon, and then all across the world, his sight traveling far, through his own [Gate Network], as Ophiels carried his gaze to the mountains north of Ooloraptoor, far north of the Songli Highlands. There, among the mountains, sat a Grand Church of Peace, underneath one of Erick’s own [Undertow Star]s and a scattering of a node network. It was one of the oldest Stars Erick had ever cast, looking like a white point of light surrounded by shadows and tendrils that reached out for kilometers. Except for the node network which had been added later, the Star looked rather like Erick had left it, still doing what it was Shaped to do, gently feeding off of the people looking for the salvation of Peace from war, while violently feeding off of monsters, and anyone who stood in one space directly under the Star; people who wanted to be ‘cleansed’. Seemed like that tradition was still going strong. Some people went into a pool of water at that heavy-draw point, ducking themselves under crystal waters as they passed below the Star, light trailing away from their bodies. All those people were supplying power to an entire mountainside and valley filled with houses and farmlands, but Erick hadn’t been the one to make that change.

Erick came back to himself. “That Grand Church seems to be using that Star well.”

Poi nodded. “Under Lorizal’s direction, the Church of Peace is recovering well all throughout the Highlands, between the South Central Tribulation mountains and the South East Tribulations. Blood-On-Hell has taken direct notice of all that growth, but only recently, and only because of their own failure to thrive under your rise to power. That is why they want Lorizal Ex back into their fold, but she’s a firm believer in Peace.”

“… Oh.” Erick realized, “Lorizal is a descendant of House Blood-On-Hell.”

“Something like the 17th generation. We’re not sure. Our records show that she’s still heavily in debt to them in some unspecified way, but that’s true for all incani with any demonic ancestors who have any power at all in Hell. Blood-On-Hell is trying to recover power, and they seem to be cleaving hard toward Koyabez, and an end to the Quiet War. This Avandrasolaro-thing is to try and tie both her and you to the interests of Hell as deeply as they can.” Poi said, “They’re making big moves to make this work.”

Erick had mixed feelings about all that. “Going from Forever Warmongers to Peace, eh?”

“We think they’re trying to survive.”

“That’s usually what it takes to change people; sure.”
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“You ready?” Erick asked.

Solomon said, “Yes.”

Lorizal Ex simply nodded.

Actually getting everything together for the summoning of Avandrasolaro had taken a lot longer than a day, for while the Church of Peace was against war and force, it was very much filled with people who liked to talk, and talk, and talk. Which was great for peace! In the absence of force, communication and convincing was king. The only problem with that was that some people used their words like weapons, and they did not know when to stop.

Erick had finally had to step in and simply declare what was going to happen.

And now they were here, two days later than expected. Erick didn’t mind the delay, for his ‘Universal Mapping’ the other day was being discussed in every single hall of power that knew about it. Which had been everyone, as of an hour ago. It hadn’t started that way. Rozeta had told Kromolok and it was rather quiet down in the Geodes for a day, but then news got around from Ar’Cosmos and Fairy because Fairy Moon got a bug up her ass about throwing the biggest, bestest party she could. That party was still going on right now, and it probably would be going on for the foreseeable future. All the world was warned to stay away from that party, for it was like a tidal surge leading into a whirlpool; easily pulling and holding onto everyone who attended it, even if you were prepared for it.

Erick would probably have to intervene in that party later, but not right now. For now, in every kingdom, and in every Geode, and in more than a few adventurer beer halls, they were talking about the size of the universe. ‘Erick’s Map’.

And now Erick was summoning angels from the Dark. Or at least he would in a moment.

One last check.

They stood before the Black Gate, where Dark Dreams swam beyond in a riot of black color. Everything looked normal there.

Erick’s clothes were white and black with silver accents. Immaculate, and made by real professionals. Special made for the occasion, too. Guile had asked what Erick would be wearing, and when Erick showed him, the little fox declared that Erick was not doing nearly enough. ‘You’re summoning a demigod who ruled over trillions of people for eons. Dress better.’ And so Erick had.

Solomon had on a similar cut as Erick’s clothes, but slightly lesser, to denote his station as lesser in this arena, but not too much lesser. Solomon was to be Avandrasolaro’s main human contact, or at least one of the larger archmage/nascent-Wizard forces whom Avandrasolaro would be interfacing with in order to end the Forever War. Hopefully the angel would be okay with that.

No one had any idea what would actually happen when they brought Avandrasolaro back.

Everyone from Koyabez to Rozeta to Kirginatharp to Erick’s own people in House Benevolence all had various ideas. Most of them were optimistic. They all said that Avandrasolaro would have an adjustment period toward life on Veird, but that he should be able to adjust well.

Erick stood in front of the Black Gate. Solomon stood on his right.

Lorizal, an all-red incani and with her horns shaved, stood on Erick’s left, wearing high priestess robes that were rather ancient by modern standards. They looked almost spun from tissue paper, almost translucent and yet well made. They showed off the simple wrap around her chest and a simple loincloth underneath. Which was the idea. The whole dress was like origami, with writing in thin silver letters all across the whole piece. Her headdress was a round cap also made of see-through cloth, with small strips of prayers rising up from the rim, each of them calling for peace in trying times, and for words over warriors.

It would have been a scandalous outfit in most arenas of this modern age, but Koyabez only ever wore a small loincloth anyway to show off that he held no weapons. It sort of made sense for Lorizal to wear something similar. At least Lorizal’s outfit was warmer than it looked; Erick had asked her just that, when they had gathered for this and she was shaking a little. That shaking was nerves.

It wasn’t every day one met a demigod angel, who might actually help them end both the Quiet War and Forever War for all time.

Erick looked to Lorizal again; she hadn’t actually said she was ready, and she still looked nervous.

Lorizal breathed deep, then she glanced toward Erick. “I am ready to welcome him to Veird. Let us proceed, Good Wizard Flatt.”

At that, Erick nodded. He spared one more glance toward the three Paladins of Peace which had journeyed with Lorizal to this place of Welcoming Dark. They were all dressed in simple robes, in the more modern style, each of them holding Silver-Star-shaped shields on their backs; round shields with a few small points on the edges. At his glance, they all stood even more at attention.

The girls were far down the way, along with a bunch of other observers who simply had to be here. The girls were close enough to intervene with the Black Gate and what was beyond, if necessary, but everyone hoped the ancient angel would come through without any prodding or war. Avandrasolaro was most certainly a Wizard, but, like Guile, they wouldn’t have that capability there in the Dark.

Probably.

Good.

The stage was set.

Erick stopped delaying.

He spoke, “We seek Avandrasolaro, at the height of his kingly power. Peace demands a new true hero; there’s a Forever War to scour.”

Darkness and black dreams flowed away from a scene beyond the Black Gate, revealing a grand hall, in a cross pattern, filled with light and people.

The ceiling beyond was a kilometer up, vanishing in light and vaulted cathedral architecture, while long white walls, like columns, descended to the white stone floor in the far distance, in every distance. A silver carpet lay down the center of the grand king’s hall, leading toward a staircase that led up a dais set in the back of the hall. People lined the hall, and the carpet, waiting in line to approach the end of the hall, to speak to the man up there who was not a simple man at all. There was a silver throne upon that dais, but it was hard to tell exactly what Erick was looking at, for Avandrasolaro was maybe half a kilometer away, a demigod, and making minuscule all other observations.

The angel was brown-skinned, shirtless, muscular, and wearing the same sort of loincloth that Koyabez sported, but he looked like an actual warrior, and he had clearly-visible weapons ‘upon’ him, or at least near him. Like all angels, Avandrasolaro was soul-attached to weapons that hovered near him. And he had a lot. Erick wasn’t sure what was going on with the man’s throne, but it looked like a simple silver stool; something to sit upon that didn’t block his backside, where all his tools of war hovered all around him.

Weapons in every shape and style were like resting wings, halfway laying down on the dais and halfway hovering in the air all around Avandrasolaro. Spears and swords, maces and daggers, hiltless katana-like tools of war, scythes of various size and shape, all of them silver and sharp as they could be. Even the blunt weapons had edges to them.

A moment passed, and Erick saw the greatest danger was not happening; nothing would be attacking toward the gate, for no one on that side could see the gate, even though there had to be powerful people among that crowd. Because of that—

Erick instantly decided, “We will postpone initial action and wait for some of the people to clear out.”

The Black Gate had only been open for a half minute so far, and the timer above the portal read all 9s. They could wait and not lose anything.

Solomon said, “I think they’re all kings and queens of their own in that line.”

Erick felt the same way. He was already listening to the happenings on the other side.

Far ahead, at the front of the line, just beyond the stairs to the dais, a dwarvish woman with a very large updo continued, her voice filling the hall, “—And so our attempts at persuading the orcs to stick to their pact-agreed lands has failed, and we are facing a horde march this coming Brightening, or sooner. All of this could have been avoided if your Paladins would have done their jobs, and not fallen in love with the orcs they were supposed to defend us from, thus allowing their trespasses of war preparations to go unnoticed for this long. Therefore, we ask for dispensation to force the issue in the favor of your humble subjects; for the orcs to be forcibly relocated, or culled back to manageable size, or for whatever other solution you might have, our King Avandrasolaro.”

She bowed, taking a knee to await her king’s judgment.

Avandrasolaro seemed to consider her words, then he said, “I do not lightly grant paladinship to believers, so while the nature of your statement is likely correct, I feel the facts have been misconstrued.”

“On my very soul, the facts are as factual as I am capable of knowing.”

“Very well.” Avandrasolaro said, “I judge for relocation. If, in the pursuit of this solution, I find out something untoward, then parts of your population will be relocated instead. Now. Are you sure you are not misrepresenting key facts?”

The woman strongly said, “I wish it would not have come to this, but it has. On my soul, I am telling the truth of my lands, as I know them to be true.”

Avandrasolaro said, “Dismissed.”

The dwarven woman stood and walked toward the left, looking relieved, but not weak. One couldn’t look weak in front of other sovereigns, after all. A lesser angel with bindings for clothes and swords floating at her back guided the dwarven woman toward a door, removing her from the proceedings.

And then a tall man who seemed elven stepped to the speaker’s spot before Avandrasolaro’s dais.

Avandrasolaro stared the man down, and said, “State the full breadth of your grievance, Clan Rivermaw, and keep it short.”

The man from Rivermaw began, “In the Winter of two and a half years ago, the demons attacked the crackside lands of Rivermaw. We fought them back, as was our right to defend ourselves, but due to the intervention of Bisection Paladins briefly fighting on the sides of the demons and us killing three of those Paladins, we were censured for a 25% increase in tithe, from 3% to 28%, and you personally took the head of my general and gifted it to the demons. I am here to state, once again, that we did not seek punitive war against the demons in retaliation for their crimes against us, and thus you had no right to censure us as you did.” With well-restrained anger, the man said, “Last time I was here I was unable to provide adequate proof that their whole war was a false flag operation designed to discredit our ability and right to defend ourselves.

“But I have proof now.

“After 2 years and because of the demon’s overreach in their lust for power and land, through mercantile means that most would deem unethical in all ways and which cross the line into unlawful in multiple areas, I can lay out their entire false flag operation, and prove that in their attack, and in our defense of that attack, that what they actually desired was to undermine the entire Rivermaw area, to make us ripe for picking. Which they have done. In 2 more years, if Law and Good does not prevail here and now, we will have to sell our sovereignty back to Bisection control, and the demons will purchase it.”

Erick had thought that perhaps he could ignore what the man had been asking for, that he could make plans with everyone on this side. But he ended up listening to the Rivermaw’s man's entire spiel. It was a compelling case, for Erick had needed to work out situations just like it. Also, it seemed the Old Demons had passed down their culture of ‘getting people into debt in order to control them’ had deep roots. The incani had kept this culture going to this day, though without Contract Magic it wasn’t nearly as powerful as it could have been.

Erick was glad Contract Magic did not exist; it was one of Rozeta’s best decisions.

Anyway. Erick knew how he would resolve the situation. He wondered if Avandrasolaro would do the same. First would come the full telling of truths, though. This guy would need to actually back up his claims.

Avandrasolaro frowned a little at the elf, then he waved a hand and multiple [Gate]s opened up in a full arc across the speaker’s portion of the audience, each of them looking from this angle like soft, white-gold circles of mist. The entrance to the other sides of those [Gate]s were pointed toward Avandrasolaro, of course. “Attend to me, my lawyers, the prosecution from Rivermaw, and the defense from the demonic lands of Deadfield.”

People appeared, and also those who were not people at all, but demons. Three demons. They were giants among men, both colored and shaped like gore and offal, but wearing suits or dresses; monsters deciding to look like people for a while, for as long as it served their purposes. Tentacles and eyes and wings of flame, or skin, or bone. They appeared completely calm, which was in great contrast to the others who had come out of different portals.

The people from Rivermaw strode forward, each of them carrying suitcases and other tools of the lawyer profession. They looked like they had just woken up, which might have happened. A lot of the people in the line of sovereigns looked half-asleep, as though they had been in the line for a long time. Seeing Avandrasolaro open [Gate]s and call for a trial didn’t even wake them up much. If there were breaks for full trials then it was a surprise that any of them were as upright as they were. Maybe these trials didn’t actually take much time? Erick didn’t know.

A few people in line were actively waking, though, as there was a trial going on now, so maybe this didn’t happen too often.

Avandrasolaro’s wings made of weapons slightly raised from the ground, as the angel himself stared impassively at the arrangement before him. The portals all closed. And then he said, “My lawyers will provide you with one hour to deliberate this concern, to attempt to achieve reconciliation before I get involved. If you forgo this reconciliation, then I will be involved for as long as it takes me to make a decision. Lawyers.”

Erick had ignored the three angels with wings made of daggers who had stepped out of a different portal, but now he focused on them. All three were dressed in simple clothes; bindings for the two women, and loincloths for all three.

The male lawyer clapped his hands—

A bubble enveloped the speaker’s space, completely occluding the proceedings, but Erick and many other sovereigns watched intently. It was a time bubble, for sure, and the people inside were already turning into blurs. They didn’t move back and forth much at all, except for the lawyers, but everyone did all gesticulate and make small movements here and there. That was enough to make viewing them unintelligible, not to mention they were half a kilometer away—

Suddenly, the bubble popped, and everyone was back in their starting places.

The demons seemed less happy than before, though emotions were kinda hard to tell with them.

The people from Rivermaw seemed reserved, and vengeful.

The male lawyer said, “Reconciliation is not possible. The evidence produced by Rivermaw meets basic requirements for a true trial. It is in this court’s opinion that the Deadfield return the property in question to Rivermaw, and return to your borders. It is our opinion to remove the tithe against Rivermaw, and install Paladins of the Bisection to oversee a return to peaceful times. Certain demons must also be brought to justice, but that is outside of the recommendation of this lower court.” He asked the litigants. “Please state for the record that you wish to accept this declaration of reconciliation, or continue to true trial. Rivermaw?”

Rivermaw answered, “We wish for a full trial.”

“Deadfield?”

The demon made of tentacles and eyes, stuffed in a suit, said, “We wish to go to full trial and for these aggressive Rivermaw elves to be put down for the good of us—”

“Enough of that.” Avandrasolaro’s wings lifted up a bit more, almost threateningly. “We go to full trial.”

The male lawyer clapped his hands again—

The bubble of time was much larger this time, enveloping the whole speaker area and the throne—

The bubble collapsed.

All three demons were dead, reduced to smears upon the ground.

The Rivermaw elves were relieved, two of them crying tears of joy.

Avandrasolaro proclaimed, “The demons of Deadfield have massively overstepped the bounds of their individual allotments and the Bisection Pact itself, and worse, they have used deceit and my own Paladins to sow chaos and destruction among the people.” Avandrasolaro opened up ten thousand small portals all around his throne. “I now decree Deadfield to be in Grand Violation.”

And then his wings went outward, through the portals.

Screaming and death followed.

In less than a minute his wings came back layered with blood and guts. A simple flick cast that mess to the ground, though his wings remained slightly red. The mess was not a mess for long. The dead demons from before were already evaporating off of the ground, through some sort of cleaning magic, but when Avandrasolaro scattered so much more blood that cleaning magic really took off. Within moments, his wings of weapons were clean, and so was the floor. Even the demons’ clothes had vanished into the manasphere.

Avandrasolaro proclaimed, “Justice is done. Every demon of Deadfield who surpassed 75% guilt to my eyes is slain. Those below 75% have suffered wounds that they will survive. 15% of Deadfield is now dead.”

Rivermaw’s people looked relieved, but also terrified. Kinda hard to see from this angle.

Avandrasolaro said, “The tithes against Rivermaw are ended. You will have assistance to rebuild, but you have failed to be good neighbors, so you will provide the demons with assistance to rebuild. You will build bridges, not war. Attack the demons who remain and you will be removed from power next. You will be under probation for the next 5 years, as will the demons of Deadfield. Your case is over.”

The elves of Rivermaw bowed.

The lawyers guided the elves away, toward the left.

The next case started. It was about a tax issue, and it was deadly, involving bandits and corruption inside several corporations, but not as deadly as the demon-involved case. Halfway through, Erick turned his attentions back to his people.

“I believe we will have to wait a long time, and from what I am seeing in your eyes, Lorizal, and among your Paladins, you have some discussions to make amongst yourselves, if you really want Avandrasolaro to come back.”

Lorizal was visibly worried. The paladins near her shared those worries.

An angel who could open [Gate]s to the enemies and simply annihilate them like that? Kinda terrifying. Erick could do the same thing, but he never would. Avandrasolaro’s display of power gave him the heebie jeebies. No one should have that much power…

Erick considered something.

Erick said, “He is at the height of his power, in this place. We could look for a lesser version of him. Someone not quite so willing to enact violence like that. But you wanted a real solution to the Quiet War, and this seems like it could be that, and looking for a less-solid version of him might be impossible.”

None of them spoke. All of them were thinking.

Guile dropped from Solomon’s arm, turning into a fox as he said, “Avandrasolaro never changed. His enemies just learned how to kill him, and he stopped growing to prevent that. That is the story of his death, while in his life, he was strong and capable of ruling peacefully, as much as any nation of trillions can.”

Lorizal focused. She asked Guile, “Would he attack incani? Just because of who we are?”

“No,” Guile said, firmly. “I am sure if we watch enough that we will see some demonic group get their side upheld.” He lifted his head toward the lands beyond, while pointing with three of his ten tails. “That woman there is a demon.” He moved his tails three more times, pointing out people, saying, “Demon, demon, demon. They sent their best looking ones to try and curry favor, so you can’t really tell. But they’re demons inside of all of those fleshbags.”

Lorizal frowned a little, then asked, “Deadfield sent the monstrous ones in an attempt at intimidation? They knew their case would fall through?”

“A correct assessment,” Guile said, “And the ones who appear more presentable think they have a good case.”

Lorizal said to Erick, “I would ask for time to sit and study these proceedings.”

“And you shall have it,” Erick said, as he conjured some nice chairs. “Anyone else going to change clothes? Or move on and come back later?”

There was a rearrangement.

- - - -

The rearrangement did not take long.

Lorizal changed into a simple dress and took a chair to the side. Then she conjured binoculars and a hearing horn so she didn’t have to stress her eyes and ears for the next few hours, because this was going to take hours. Her paladins joined her, alongside many of the assorted dignitaries from all over the world. The girls stuck around, but Emily was the only one truly interested in what was going on with Avandrasolaro’s style of governance; Erick, Solomon, and Guile were right there with her. The other girls got out board games.

It wasn’t long till every single person in the delegation was openly debating on what it meant to actually bring Avandrasolaro back to this world. Side debates soon began concerning the nature of the various arguments presented.

Guile and Solomon and Erick all watched the full proceedings from the comforts of chairs set to the right of the portal, so as not to block the view forward. None of them spoke much. All of them were listening to everything happening around them.

The big question got tossed around.

“Where do we actually want Avandrasolaro? What would he want to do? What is our goal in bringing him back?”

There had been plans to hook him up with the Church of Peace, and Koyabez, but it increasingly appeared that the world of Veird might be biting off more than it could chew with this particular angel. Avandrasolaro was ‘only a demigod’, and that would probably go away when they brought him back, but every single person in this space, with the exception of Guile, had vastly underestimated what that meant, exactly.

- - - -

Around the thirtieth case, hours after starting, Solomon broke the silence between him, Erick, and Guile, and asked Guile, “What age is he here, do you think? How long since he established the Bisection?”

Guile paused in thought, then began, “The angel was around 35,000 years old when he was assassinated. He established the Bisection in his fourth millennium, and grew his ever expanding bureaucracy to the style he would use for the remainder of his life in about a thousand years post-establishing. What we are seeing here is that legendary bureaucracy in action. He decided the fates of entire worlds from this throne… So… I would say, based on the surety of his deal with Deadfield and that Oceangoers trial and the one with the alvani, number 13… Maybe 20,000? Post Bisection Pact? Somewhere around there.” He added, “Hard to say, though, since the Bisection never left a ‘golden era’; it was constantly expanding peacefully all the way until Avandrasolaro’s assassination. After that event, the whole thing completely collapsed within 500 years, turning into one of the worst Forever War fronts in the entire known Cosmology. The angel was too strong, and too many people were dependent on his strength.”

Erick understood that completely.

Solomon nodded in understanding, too, and then he asked, “Any idea how long these judgment days last?”

“Ohhhh…” Guile hummed a little. “Hard to say. The line is full and as people finish, more people show up all the time... No one in line is speaking… Probably out of reverence or law or politeness. Not sure. A lot of them are tired, though. Seems like they might have been waiting in line for days? We can’t know how long the line is without poking inside and looking behind the Black Gate, either. Unless we can move the gate?” The blonde fox looked at both of them. “Turn it around and see the line of people coming down the hall?”

Erick shook his head, almost answering—

But Solomon was already saying, “Bad idea. I’m rather sure the angel would detect that. Or something. This is our viewpoint, and so this is our viewpoint.”

Beth overheard all that and called out, “I can go inside and ask!”

“Nope!” Erick said, vetoing that option.

Beth chuckled, then went back to her chess game against Jane, who was frowning at her. Both of them knew it had been a bad idea to go into the Black Gate right now, but while Jane was willing to wait, Beth wanted action.

Erick turned back toward Solomon and Guile, and asked the question that no one wanted to answer right now, “So! Is it a bad idea to pull this guy from the Dark?”

Every single person capable of hearing Erick went a little tense. A few people who hadn’t heard him, or hadn’t thought to pay attention to him because they were involved in the drama happening across the way and in their own conversations, all looked at their friends and colleagues. And then they looked toward Erick, and tensed. They probably had mana sense and they checked the past to see what had happened; no one here was a slouch, and Erick wasn’t cleaning out the history of the manasphere at all.

Lorizal had been focused on both arenas. She was thirty meters away from Erick, sitting down with her binoculars and hearing horn, as she called out, “I and the Church of Peace are not giving up on him, Wizard Flatt.” Then she turned to him, and said, “But you are correct in questioning this decision.” She turned back toward the day of judgment, adding, “We were warned that Avandrasolaro was a strong demigod. That he was fair yet brutally swift in his judgments. But perhaps he is too swift, and too violent. We are reformulating our response to him, and our requests to bring him back to life. To that end, we will speak to him when the line gets shorter, however long that might take.”

Beth mumbled, “Three hours and only 30 people down in a line of over 140—”

Abigail added, “—and it keeps getting longer—”

Candice finished, “—which means days of this.”

Everyone else went back to talking in their small groups.

And Erick asked the people near him, “Wanna start dissecting his judgments?”

Emily instantly spoke up from Erick’s side, “Finally! Yes. What did you think of that blue elementassi’s claim of Avandrasolaro’s overseers committing regulatory capture of the blue guy’s kingdom’s merchant guilds?”

Everyone focused on them again, and probably for a variety of reasons. Listening to world-class Wizards talk about how and why they rule, and to compare themselves against other rulers, was a valued pastime. The outcomes of Erick’s decisions shaped the very world they lived on, too. Everyone here liked politics with the exception of Jane and her sisters, perhaps. Except for Emily.

Emily increasingly reminded Erick of the heir that Jane never wanted to be.

Erick had been hankering to dissect Avandrasolaro’s judgments ever since they started, and for much the same reasons as everyone was interested in his own thoughts. The angel demigod was ruler for trillions of people. This kind of experience didn’t come along all too often! Not since before the Sundering, and absolutely never in Erick’s entire life.

He had been silent about all that because this was Wizardry, and talking might disturb this place, but it all seemed stable. So, it was time to talk about the angel that they might be inviting into this world.

Solomon seemed to be on Erick’s same wavelength. He asked, “Sound and view shield?”

Erick considered. Did he want to do this privately? “I normally wouldn’t.”

Solomon nodded.

Emily was doing a bad job of hiding just how excited she was to be here, talking about all this stuff.

Erick tried not to be too excited, too, for this was one of the very few times he had ever talked politics with his daughters… With any of them. He began, “That blue elementassi brought grave accusations against Avandrasolaro’s tenth-tier underlings, which was far down the list of who the angel had directly appointed, but the angel still brought in someone like the fourth-boss above the elementassi’s kingdom rule in order to mediate whatever had happened there. I would have liked to have seen the actual hour-long talk with those forces, but they were behind that time bubble, though when they came out the outcome looked almost predetermined; a house cleaning. Two executions and four displacements and the rooting out of an entire criminal underbelly that had infested Avandrasolaro’s far, far underlings.” Erick said, “That is probably how Avandrasolaro has to act in order to maintain order across a trillion-person-sized population. No time for due process.

“That’s what’s getting me the most, here. All of these things happening look almost predetermined. Or at least his reactions are predetermined. Of course he has been at this for multiple thousands of years… Even so. I’m not sure I would be so quick to enact the same sorts of justice. But then again I have [Reincarnation], and he does not. Or at least I don’t think he does. So he doesn’t have the same options I have.”

Emily nodded a little bit; that wasn’t where her thoughts lay, but she was glad to be talking about all this.

Solomon said, “I am conflicted by the level of violence we saw with that elementassi case. On one hand, Avandrasolaro did what he needed to do. The problem in that kingdom is now over. And that’s attractive. We’ve done the same thing many times already, but yeah… He’s violent. Possibly exactly as violent as he needs to be? Hard to say. All we get to see is this small happening. 5 minutes of talk, and sometimes there’s a time bubble. And that’s it.” Solomon asked Emily, “How would you have done that case?”

“There’s a lot of moving parts here,” Emily said, “Assuming this really is justice and not a show, then I would have blacklisted those responsible for the corruption in my organization and told them to move to another part of the universe. It was just corruption. It wasn’t murder. So I feel the angel’s murder of those people was too much.”

Erick disagreed, saying, “They were enacting regulatory capture in an attempt to set up murder and otherwise, later and legally. In that, something drastic had to be the response, and especially because it was the angels moving on the elementassi for their dealings with neighboring demons. Avandrasolaro has a line in the sand, and it is distinctly sensitive against all angel/demon interactions.”

Emily argued, “Yes, but nothing actually happened yet. Avandrasolaro acted with way too much force.”

“I agree that there was too much force, but maybe Avandrasolaro is prognosticating? Fate Magic, too. Probably a whole bunch of magics that we simply do not have over here on Veird.”

Solomon asked Guile, “Do you know all of what magics Avandrasolaro is using?”

Guile decided something at that moment. He said, “I know what I taught him to use, but he has gone above those primitive lessons of long, long ago.”

All eyes turned to the little blonde fox.

Erick asked, “You know him? Like personally?”

“Why didn’t you say anything earlier?” Solomon asked.

Guile scowled at both of them, saying, “Because I wasn’t sure if this whole thing happening here was a trick until about half an hour ago. All of this whole ‘Veird’ seems like a cage of some sort to me, and then you all go and talk about anti-memetic threats that are clearly happening in this New Cosmology, and I am wondering if Melemizargo’s initial idea that this entire world is a trap is not completely unfounded. And I didn’t want to drag an old servant out of the Dark until I could be sure this wasn’t a trap. I am still not sure, mind you. But I am erring on the side of trust, since My True Kingly Queen seems to be trapped here, too.”

Fairy Moon stepped to Solomon’s side, her gaze directed forward, to Avandrasolaro. “Stop dithering and digressing. Bring him back and get the Forever War into a great grave.” She looked at Solomon and Erick. “An amalgamation of those always adversaries would be a boon for this lesser land of limitations should any Odd Others show themselves.” She said to Erick. “The party is progressing perfectly. If the Other Others should show, I can delay them for a dithering, but not for all always.”

Erick instantly asked, “But is Avandrasolaro a good thing to revive? Would he even want to come back? Could he handle this lesser world?”

Fairy Moon waved a hand, “Right now he is a dreaming dead. His desires do not matter until he matters.”

Erick was not happy with that answer at all—

Fairy Moon huffed, then said, “When the Other Outsiders make themselves known on this nascent world, you’d do well, Wizard, to have more power in your pocket. And now I must make merry!”

Fairy Moon stepped away through a flash of Springtime; gone.

How the fuck could she [Gate] inside the Dark?

… She was a fairy, of course. That’s how.

Guile’s ears flicked as he listened to the world, and then he said to Erick, “The man you see there is the ruler Avandrasolaro. The man himself is very different in different venues, as most people are. He is not like this all the time.”

“Now that makes me a whole lot more comfortable with this.” Erick asked, “What is he like, as a person?” Erick added, “And I still need to know what his actual powers are.”

“Aside from being a Book archmage and accomplished in Time and Spatial Magics, Avandrasolaro is most interested in making people work well together, and also enjoying the fruits of life.” Guile pointed with his tails at some people in line. “That male alvani there in red and that female alvani in the black are his descendants, but I cannot tell the familial distance, only the truth of it. You can tell by the wing-motifs on their soul weapons. Avandrasolaro had a lot of children and a lot of lovers. I believe his court is composed of mostly wives and husbands; very few political people… Though his wives and husbands are all political figures anyway, so the exact nature of all that is up for debate.”

Erick had more and different concerns, now.

Solomon said, “We’ll be ripping him away from people he loved, and he’ll never get them back.”

“Yes, and not just his court of partners, but also these people here; these kings and queens. Do we want to bring them back, too? They have no kingdoms.” Erick asked, “Is it wrong to leave them dead? We won’t be able to get this Judgment Day back once we use it, so those people will be lost to eternity.”

Erick let his words hang.

… He kinda wondered when he had started calling this a ‘Judgment Day’ in his mind, but that seemed right, so he left it alone.

Emily asked, “He’d do better with family and friends, right? So yes; we rescue them all.”

Everyone let those words hang.

And Erick thought. Four silent seconds later, he said, “I think I know how to handle this, but I need to know what Avandrasolaro’s initial reasons were for becoming the man he became. Guile?”

The blonde fox sat tall on his stool, his tails flicking out and then going lazy, as he began, “Avandrasolaro was not born the prince of a kingdom that spanned 500 worlds. He made himself into that sort of person. At first, he was born a simple angel, on the front of the Forever War, on a plane made of Glass and Lightning and all the Elements in between. He was fodder to hold back the tide for as long as he could, as the plane he was born to was destined to be overrun by demons within a century. But he survived. Time and time again, he survived by killing those who needed killing, and making allies along the way.

“At four thousand years old, he found me, upon a world of Metal and Water and Exalted, passing among the forgemasters of some mid-sized city, trying to find someone worthy of raising to power. Avandrasolaro turned out to be that person. He had ruined his weapons and he needed more and he showed promise, and so I moved into his forge and whispered power into his dreams, guiding his insights into Metal and Air.

“When he crafted a true artifact, I revealed myself, and we entered into a Contract.

“By the time I met him, Avandrasolaro wanted nothing to do with the Forever War, but the Forever War was not done with him. You don’t get to be a 4,000 year old angel without coming into your own sort of true power, with a lot of enemies on the other side wanting you dead.

“To make an incredibly long story short, I stayed with Avandrasolaro for a while, raising him up to true power, at the cost of him supplying me with all the demons I wanted to eat. It was an enemy on the other side who turned out to be not so bad which caused Avandrasolaro to try for peace. I wanted to eat that enemy, though. And so our relationship soured. I ate his arm, and then left him to his own devices.

“Avandrasolaro went on to found the Bisection several hundred years later.” Guile said, “And that’s as much as I should tell you of his past. He is a good man, to a fault. He is also a violent man whenever he needs to be.”

After a moment, Erick said, “Okay. Then I’m confident that we’re making the right decision in bringing him back.”

Erick laid out the idea.

After some discussion, Solomon was on board, and Guile gave all the suggestions he could. Lorizal approved, though she still wanted to observe Avandrasolaro with her people for a while longer.

Erick gazed at the crowd, counting people and estimating timeframes. “How about another 4 hours?”

Lorizal looked. She counted and estimated. “Ah? Three of Avandrasolaro’s descendants at once, at the front of the line?”

“As good a time as any.”

Guile added, “The more I think of it, the more I think these Judgment Days could last months; so yes, it is as good a time as any.”

“Which is why we’re not waiting overlong in the rescue,” Erick said.

- - - -

Avandrasolaro spread his wings and his gaze for the 578th time today, spearing through the plaintiffs in this case, killing 3 people whom he had thought were a good fit for the lands he assigned to them, but who were clearly not. His angelic forces had been overzealous in their persecution of the demonic lands, and yet the demons were allowed to defend themselves from unjust persecution, even if that defense had been over-orchestrated and punitive.

That war had cost three thousand lives and ten good generals, all of whom had been following unjust orders.

Avandrasolaro stared down at the defendants, a trio of fifth circle demons, each of them dressed in their finest bodies. They had come prepared to win, to defend themselves from unjust persecution, for if they had come prepared to lose then they would have come in their true forms, as Vile creatures of Greed and Power. They would have left these well-crafted bodies for their descendants, or in hiding holes in case they managed to get away from the Judgment Day.

No one got away from Judgment Day, though. People certainly tried, but they did not succeed.

People tried a lot on these particular days.

For the last ten hours, someone had been trying something, but Avandrasolaro could not put a weapon on what was going on in his Hall, not exactly. No one was speaking in the Grand Hall, which was proper, but… For some reason, Avandrasolaro heard voices that were not his own, or those of the judgery.

Someone —several someones— were criticizing him.

The plaintiffs always criticized him, but they at least had the decency to do it in the beer halls and courtyards of their victories or defeats, and not in line. So who the fuck was—

Something moved in a way it should not.

Avandrasolaro saw a flicker of something white in the air; there and then gone.

Someone was pulling some shit.

Avandrasolaro ignored it, like he usually ignored the smaller things. The disturbance was almost at the edge of the Grand Hall, anyway, and the next case was coming up. Soon, Avandrasolaro was listening to a rather standard corporation-overreach case involving the Queendom of Dition and the Kingdom of Lost Flowers. Avandrasolaro assigned a dissolution of the corporation and a payback of 50% of the damage done to Dition by Lost Flower’s court of nobility.

An hour and 5 more cases later, Avandrasolaro saw the white glow again, sparking in the air beside the flow of litigants. Three people in the line saw the sparks, too.

Avandrasolaro held up his hand and the litigants in front of him stopped talking. He raised his voice, weariness heavy in his words, angry that he had to say anything at all, “Whoever is doing that, remove yourself from my presence and from the seriousness of this Judgment Day. If one of you should come forward and I find out you were casting strange magics in my Hall, then you will not like the outcome of your case.”

A minor lie, for Avandrasolaro was always as just as he could be and never punitive, but it was a lie told within the scope of reasonableness and it was fine. Rarely did anyone like the outcomes of Judgment Day. This right here was a final recompense against unsure odds; people only came here if they were desperate and all the other layers of the Bisection’s Bureaucracy and problem solving centers had been unable to help.

No one spoke up.

Well that was fine, too.

Avandrasolaro told the litigants in front of him, “Continue.”

The litigants continued.

Avandrasolaro judged mostly in favor of the plaintiffs, but not completely. He executed 3 angels and 2 demons and 5 co-conspirators among the mortal races, 9 of them on the defendants’ side, and then he increased the tithes on the plaintiffs from 2% to 4% and set them with the task of rebuilding the destroyed forests that had been the location of the plantations they were fighting over. Prognostication bore out the success of that plan, but prognostication was never 100%, and the litigants left the speaker’s area looking overly-dejected. Hmm. Avandrasolaro sent a signal through a small Gate at his back, to have the others in the after-Judgment area adjust his proclamation slightly. He had missed something in the deaths he had caused. Someone might need to be revived.

The Church of Koyabez and his Holy Necromancers would do that, no problem. This happenstance was just another event that actually needed to be categorized and reported, though, so that a proper request for resurrection can happen.

Judgment Day progressed.

Before he knew it, three of Avandrasolaro’s kids were next in line. He hated Judging them, but he had to. At the same time, they felt they had to come to these Judgment Days, to ‘show off’ that they were on the right Path in life. It was like a rite of passage for them. Avandrasolaro hated it; he’d much rather they’d just visit him on a normal day and introduce themselves.

Had he ever met these three before?

… No.

Avandrasolaro hated how his children were political tools, how he didn’t know any of them that well at all, and how all his marriages had been unions of politics. When was the last time he actually loved someone? Sure, his harem was fun, and he did love them all in a deep way, but they only got together every other year. Everyone thought that he was some great lover, but all those women and men were too enamored with him to actually love him for real. How could he blame them for that, though? When all of them came from the Bisection, where Avandrasolaro had ruled for the last 20,000 years—

“Who is doing that,” Avandrasolaro said, as the air sparked again near the entrance of the Grand Hall. The litigants in front of him went silent in a little bit of terror; they didn’t know what was happening. Avandrasolaro gestured with several weapons toward the sparking area, to the right of the Hall. “That. That sparking.” He frowned, and said, “The Judgment Day is having an out-of-order event. Current litigants to the side. Whoever is disrupting these proceedings will come forth now and present themselves. All others to the side.”

Disruptions were not unheard of, but they were a drag. All the kings and queens and regents or otherwise walked to the side, away from the disturbance. Some were quicker than others, and some lingered to look at the sparks. Those lingering people rapidly moved when they were the only ones remaining behind; they didn’t want to get blamed.

“… And no one claims credit, eh?” Avandrasolaro raised a hand, and Pulled upon the sparking air—

… And nothing happened.

What should have happened was the sparks should have gotten closer, so that he could better inspect them, and whoever was casting them should have been Pulled along for the ride. It was a simple spell, too, and rather hard to counter. Impossible to counter, actually, unless he was dealing with a very powerful Wizard, and there hadn’t been one of those in his Bisection for a long time.

Avandrasolaro turned the Pulling gesture into an Annihilation, weaving Exalted power into a beam of strength that obliterated the world in a column stretching from himself to the… sparks…

Hmm.

A meters-wide length of silent, wrathful power had extended from Avandrasolaro’s front, complete in its destruction to a stretch of reality between here and the target, but when it struck the target, it struck nothing. Or rather, Nothing. The Annihilation had touched upon something stronger than itself, and became… Nothing.

What could possibly be causing this? Answers came fast enough. The Fae, the Dark, a Divinity of some sort. No other options.

Avandrasolaro calmly said to his people, “My subjects and friends. If you do not wish to be involved in whatever this is, please leave. I think it is here for me—”

Writing appeared on the empty air, words in some unknown language spilling out across a very small slice of reality, as though they were surfacing from another dimension. Which had to be exactly what was happening. Avandrasolaro didn’t understand the words themselve—

Ah. Dwarvish. That one is understandable. Archaic, but—

A lot of things happened all at once, as Avandrasolaro read the words upon the air. They read ‘We come to rescue you, Avandrasolaro, and all who desire to be rescued from the dreams of the Dark. We have room for you all, but you are all we can reach. Don’t evacuate anyone. Anyone who leaves this area is completely lost to us.’

Of the many simultaneous events happening, the first was that Avandrasolaro felt a Truth behind those words.

Secondarily, all his Gates stopped working, and each one filled with soft shadows. The clouds outside of the Grand Hall became things of Gloom. The land beyond turned indistinct.

The subjects of the Bisection read the same words that Avandrasolaro had read upon that Empty Gate, and while he was still calm and rapidly becoming not calm, a few people panicked and stepped away fast, through side doors, straight into Shadows and Gloom, like they couldn’t even see that blackness.

Prognostications failed; everything turned indistinct beyond this Time, this place, wherever this place was. Avandrasolaro had thought he had known where he was, but, no. This was not the Grand Hall. This was not a Judgment Day of his making.

He knew what this was.

He had died, and he had been living a dream.

A Dark Dream.

How had he died? He did not know—

A great wind flowed through all of reality. The scents of Exalted Order flowed away, through a hole in this time and space, directly into Darkness.

A king, another king, a strange demon priestess, and a blonde fox stood on the other side of that hole into Darkness. Each of them were prepared for diplomacy where they held all the cards and Avandrasolaro had nothing except himself to offer. But that’s what they were here for, wasn’t it. You didn’t go digging around in the Dark for little things. You also didn’t go digging around in the Dark without the Dark’s permission, or at least his ambivalence. You didn’t do dangerous rituals without a true desire...

… That fox was Guile. Avandrasolaro would recognize the ten tails of that gluttonous fae anywhere, even if his form was vastly different from usual. Could be an impostor, but probably not.

In the five seconds since the opening, not much had changed in the Grand Hall, except everything had changed forever.

Everyone in this room was dead.

Everyone in this room could live again.

If the people who had summoned Avandrasolaro wanted anything approaching reasonable, he would do whatever they wanted in order to save his people—

Oh Holy Gods, what could have happened to kill them all?—

Avandrasolaro banished that awful thought, for the Dark was already crawling upon his skin and eating away at his very self. The people beyond the Dark tried to say something, but he was not having it. “Save my people and I will do whatever you want, within reason!” He shouted at everyone who hadn’t run away. “Go through the portal! NOW.”

The lead man on the other side called back, “Come quick! Your world is collapsing!”

Avandrasolaro stood from his throne as Darkness crawled into the Grand Hall from every shadow, from every opening in every wall, from behind every column. He threw his wings wide, pieces of himself cast into the Black, to hold back the tide of Black, his power and soul disintegrating instead of his people who still didn’t know what to do. Some were quick on the uptake; primarily his children. Avandrasolaro loved them for that—

And then the people beyond the Gate sent in their own squad of warriors, and Avandrasolaro heard the Wizards beyond the Dark call them their ‘girls’. The family resemblance was noticeable. Avandrasolaro’s opinion of these high tier resurrectionists improved by a lot, both by how the girls moved as organized units, and how they held back the Dark a whole lot better than Avandrasolaro could.

People disintegrated before they reached the Gate…

But the Wizards pulled souls back together, twisting them into forms made of Nothing, or whatever it was that existed beyond this death. The alvani and dwarves and demons and elves and otherwise were not the same as they once were, as they slept there on the other side, and priests and paladins organized sleepers into groups. Physically, they looked like humans. Avandrasolaro couldn’t feel them, though, as some other reality invalidated this one.

Which was true. This reality was dead and dying even faster.

As the Darkness closed in and Avandrasolaro moved toward the Gate, his everything flaking away, his proto-divinity shredding, he could not help but wonder what lay beyond this death. Because he would survive. The Wizards seemed highly competent as they frantically turned free-floating souls into people once again. Only humans, though, which was concerning, even though there was some sort of demon over there with them...

Maybe he could fall in proper love once again, like he had when he was young.

No doubt there’d be more worlds to explore, too...
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                It had been frantic.

And now, for the moment, it was over.

Erick sat down on a conjured chair, sighing in relief. Solomon joined him. The others were busy looking over everyone, as they slept in groups on white stone platforms above the slime dungeon main floor, out and away from the Gate. Both he and Solomon were fucking exhausted.

That had been a lot of magic, as quick as they could do it.

The Grand Hall was gone. They almost hadn’t been fast enough. Erick glanced over toward the Black Gate and the space beyond. What was once a hallway of Judgment was now a kaleidoscope of prismatic black, like it usually was.

“So that worked out?” Solomon asked, teasing sort of, but exhausted and not at the top of his game.

“I wanted to ask him to bring everyone he cared about into the room before we proceeded, hoping that he would believe me, but expecting that he would not. I was hoping it would take awhile between his realization of what was happening and the total collapse of that place. Time to talk and be cryptic, to allow for the saving of more people…”

Solomon finished Erick’s thought, “There was no way it was ever going to work out perfectly.” And then he added, “Let’s take solace in that it worked at all.”

Erick looked to the left, to where Avandrasolaro slept upon the ground.

The processes of summoning angels and demons were practically the same; involving Elemental Exalted or Vile which then got turned into proper Angelic and Demonic when interfaced with an actual sentient collection of that sort of person. They were almost elementals in that way. Summoning and controlling them was a lot more difficult than just [Conjure Force Elemental]… But not really.

But Avandrasolaro was a real person now; not just a conjured being made of Elemental Angel.

Erick had done that. He had taken Avandrasolaro and turned him into a real person, who was also an angel.

Avandrasolaro lay on his back, on a thin mattress. He was brown and muscular and bald, and a towel covered his dignity. His weapons were mostly lost in the transfer, but even now, Erick watched as his Angelic soul manifested those weapons in the air beside him. Just tiny daggers for now, but they would grow to fullness soon enough, especially with that much power inside that man. He didn’t appear to be a demigod anymore, but… Who knew what the future held.

That man was technically the only real angel on Veird, as far as Erick knew. Sure, the Converter Angel on the moon Celes could come back through a strong enough ritual to that effect, and she would also be a true angel on Veird, but that wasn’t likely to happen as far as Erick knew. That Converter Angel was on the moon, doing moon-side things, like talking to dead people and other stuff. Erick had never met that Converter Angel in as long as he had been at Candlepoint in the last 11 years, but he had heard of her now and again. Apparently, she was the Converter Angel; she had never been killed, like all the Breach Demons were eventually killed. She just went away until it was time to come back to exact revenge against the demons and their incani children.

Which had been a minor mindfuck, but enough sources corroborated it that Erick believed it.

Erick said, “I hope he can actually end the Forever War.”

“He’ll need to regain power,” Lorizal said, standing near the angel, staring down at Avandrasolaro like he was a certain kind of salvation. “The Church of Peace is ready to help that happen.” Lorizal looked up at Erick. “We hope House Benevolence will be there beside us as we work to end the Forever War.”

Erick shut that down, “Sorry, no. House Benevolence will not step into the Forever War; we are neutral. But Solomon here will be helping with that, as soon as we’re done here in this Sundering Search, and other such Dark investigations.”

Solomon bowed his head. He was still sitting, still tired.

Other people were working right now.

Guile sat near Avandrasolaro’s head, looking down at him, studying the angel. And then he looked up at a hovering shard of manifested Angelic. It was still growing, tiny motes of power continually gathering, crystallizing, as angels always did. Erick thought it might become a sword; he wasn’t sure. It certainly wasn’t going to become a mace.

Guile spoke up, “This summoning was unorthodox, but it seems to have worked out.” He looked to Erick. “You are a Strong Wizard, aren’t you.”

Erick nodded. “I’ve been told that; yes.”

Guile hummed and looked back to the shard of not-metal, hovering in front of him. “Everything you did with this summoning was wrong, but it still worked out. Or maybe I am the one who is wrong. Magic certainly doesn’t work like it used to work.”

Solomon asked, “What did he do wrong?”

Erick was interested, too.

Guile said, “Nothing, as far as I could see. The spellwork to open the way, the power displayed in that opening, the layering of intent, the pulling of purpose. Even the crafting of auric power afterward, in the frantic re-embodying of all these people… But something still feels wrong, and I cannot put my paw on it. I will inform you when I come to a theory.”

“Probably the anti-meme,” Solomon said, offhandedly.

Erick thought so, too. But to get back to the topic, “How would you have summoned people from the Dark?”

“A year of preparation. Tracking down every single piece of the person I could find. Cherished memories locked into items to use as bait. Finding a good spot in the Dark to plumb, and having to pass a Trial of the Dark to get a single opportunity— though I suppose you’ve done plenty of Trials already. And then there would be about an hour-long Calling. Maybe a week-long Calling in some cases.”

Erick asked, “I can understand most of that, but at the end of the day the final ritual shouldn’t take that long, should it? It’s just pulling someone from a different reality into this one. A simple translation from one harmonic reality to another. It's a complicated Rift, but not much more than that. When you line up all the pieces, anyway.”

Solomon added, “The Dark used to be a lot larger, so I assume that would account for most of the change in Calling times.”

“That’s a good point,” Erick said. “Though I assume the Dark could help with that if they were so inclined.”

“Melemizargo and the Dark both seem very inclined these days,” Solomon said.

Guile frowned. He looked at the two of them. “What’s Rift Magic?”

Erick paused before he answered, because the nature of that question hit him rather solidly. He looked to Solomon, and Solomon returned the confused look.

Solomon asked Guile, “Do you not know Rift Magic? —Oh wait. Translation error?”

Guile waited.

Erick said, “It’s opening barriers between this world and side-dimensions. Other wavelengths of existence. Other frequencies— Ah…” That wasn’t helping. Those were all physics terms. Erick tried, “Other resonances? Like this world exists on a certain level, and all the other Elements exist on another level; separate from this main world yet still existent in their own world. Like Fairy is just on the other side of Springtime—” Guile seemed to understand that, so Erick finished with, “—and Rift Magic is weakening the walls and allowing that other dimension to spill through into this one.”

Guile nodded. “Rift Magic, yes. I recall Rift Magic now. And yes, this is sort of like Rift Magic.”

… He was deflecting. Why was he deflecting?

Solomon noticed, too. He said to Erick, “You’ve been working on that multiversal theory of magic.”

Ah. Yes. Erick explained, “All magic is basically all Rift Magic.”

Solomon continued, “I imagine that this sort of knowledge used to be rather widespread, actually. For how could there be advanced civilizations of magic users out there without knowing this? [Gate] is rather wide spread, and there were a lot of Wizards in the Old Cosmology making nodes in their chosen Elements to use as Gate Nodes.”

… Erick was suddenly not tired anymore.

“Fairy Moon knew what she was doing when she made me realize Benevolence,” Erick said. “You should know about this stuff, Guile. You should know very well about all of this.”

Guile looked a little lost.

“… I don’t think it’s a translation error, Erick,” Solomon said, as he looked around.

Moments ago, people had been listening to them, trying to decide what the Wizards were talking about, but now they were back to investigating the new arrivals and talking amongst themselves about what came next.

Guile, meanwhile, was narrowing his eyes at nothing in particular, his gaze darting back and forth just a little bit. At the mention of Fairy Moon, though, he focused hard.

Fairy Moon stepped to Erick’s side, looking around. She noticed Avandrasolaro and all the others right away, but she was mostly turning her face this way and that, as though she were seeing something that wasn’t there.

Panic began to rise within Erick, like a leviathan from the depths. He checked on his most precious things in the world.

The girls were all fine. There was Abigail, Beth, Candice, Emily, and Jane—

“You can see them now, can’t you!” Debby’s bracelet shifted on her arm as she yelled at them, “Tell me you can see them too! Please!”

“See wha—”

There was something red in the air.

Scattered, jagged cracks, floating like crimson snow—
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“Of course I know of Rift Magic,” Guile said. “This is clearly a different application of it than I would have done. Seems like you must be tapping into Fate Magic, too.”

Erick shrugged. And then he looked down at Avandrasolaro. “Want to wake the big guy up?”

Unanimous consent among all those involved soon had Poi unraveling the [Sleep] spell he had put on Avandrasolaro.

The angelic ruler of a trillion people and the founder of the legendary Bisection, opened his dark eyes. His still-regrowing weapon-shard wings began to grow much faster as a white-gold light shone from Avandrasolaro’s soul and eyes, and collected upon his weapons, crusting them over, before shattering to reveal full-sized swords and daggers and maces. In a flash his towel flipped away, leaving behind a kilt he had been wearing on the throne.

Erick, Solomon, Guile, and Lorizal stood near him. Everyone else had retreated.

Avandrasolaro sat up, giving a glance to the sleeping forms of all the other people who had been inside the Judgment Day hall. And then he looked at Erick, Solomon, Guile, and Lorizal. He got to his feet, and then he bent the knee, bowing toward them, saying, “A rescue from Dark Death is a priceless boon, and to give the same to my family and friends is too generous. Give me your greatest command and I will see it done, whether it takes me ten thousand years or more.”

Erick was thankful that this whole thing was going so well. Avandrasolaro was swift on the uptake, and willing to do what it took to save his people first, and then himself. He had been the last one through the Black Gate, and Erick respected that a great deal. For those reasons and for all the stuff he had seen during the day of Judgment, Erick didn’t foresee any problems with agreeing to this sort of arrangement the Angel was proposing.

Erick said, “End the Forever War through as peaceful and prosperous of means as you can.”

Avandrasolaro went stock-still. He thawed as he spoke, “I will… have to make an assessment on this request before I can agree to such a thing, but the basic idea has merit and I am interested in working toward that goal.”

“Most of the work has already been done,” Erick said, “Over 1400 years ago, the Old Demons screwed up and erased alvani from existence, while making their own forceful union of demon and human viable as a species called incani. Over the next hundred years, the incani murdered all the Old Demons to the very last and took over as the rulers of Elemental Vile, but instead of peace, the Forever War continues between Angels and the New Demons to this day. It spills down to mortal descendants in the phenomenon known as the Quiet War.” Erick gestured to Lorizal, “Lorizal Ex is one of those descendants of demons, but she is not involved in the war. She is a priestess of Koyabez, of Peace, and has been dedicated to the end of all wars for most of her life.

“And there’s so much more than that going on.

“But please, rise,” Erick said, “I would speak with you about a lot, and I’m sure you have lots of questions, too.”

Avandrasolaro rose steady on his feet, a light frown upon his face, filled with concern and unsaid questions. He did not speak, though. He waited. He observed Lorizal deeply, and then he moved to Erick and Solomon, and finally Guile. Surprise lit upon his face when he realized Guile was actually Guile, but he said nothing. He waited.

Erick said, “… Anyway. There’s no great rush to go out crusading or anything like that. We’re in a period of peace right now. But the Forever War could start up again once we’re expanding out to new worlds, and we don’t want that to happen. We wish for an end to the cycle of violence, and that is why we brought you back from the Dark. We want peace and prosperity for all.” Erick gestured to Solomon, saying, “This is my brother. We’re of comparable actual power, though I have a lot more political power in this world, but we’re practically the same person anyway. He wants to work with you to end the Forever War. Do you have any major questions, before we get to the actual questions of what all is truly going on here?”

Avandrasolaro asked, “Am I to be your lapcat for eternity? Or a partner? Or have you summoned me as Ruler of the Bisection?”

“I absolutely do not mind if you become a partner, or even something of a ruler once again.” Erick gestured to his people, still sleeping on conjured mattresses and under conjured blankets all across stone platforms. There were 167 of them. “Your people are here and they’re free to make their own decisions and become rulers, too, if they’re able. They’re all human for right now, because that’s simply how we had to make it work, but I can change them into better bodies soon enough.

“All that is likely going to happen in the next few days, weeks, or months, is that you and your people will become more secure in yourselves over at some property of mine, known as the Wake Up House. I have been bringing people back to life or giving them new lives for a while now, and that’s where almost all of those people spend some time after that event.”

Avandrasolaro took a moment, then he asked, “Who are you?”

“Ah. Sorry. I’m Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence, of House Benevolence, Apparent King, and some might call me one of the most powerful persons on this planet… And a lot of those words mean very little to you, which is to be expected.”

Avandrasolaro said, “No. I am asking, who are you, to pull us all out of the Dark like this.”

Erick wasn’t quite sure how to answer that—

Solomon said, “The living treaty between all the various antagonistic forces of this world, to ensure that we all learn how to get along until such time as he can pass that power onto others, and the means by which we will all get going into new worlds, after the Sundering destroyed the Old Cosmology 1451 years ago. You died 180,000 years ago, by the way, but the Dark has been holding onto you for a long time.”

Avandrasolaro went stock still again, even the soft movements of his wing weapons freezing in place. Except for his eyes. His eyes focused on Erick.

“… This is a lot to take in,” the angel said, not fully grasping all that Erick had explained.

“Completely understandable,” Erick said. “So how about we get you and your people into some better accommodations and I set you up to learn all about what is happening here on your own time?” Erick lifted his hand and all the sleeping people rose into the air, all across the nearby space, as the Apparent King took a step into the air himself, light spilling out below his feet. “We have to leave the dungeon first in order to do that, so if you would please follow me.”

A flash of light swept out of Erick as he laid a ten-meter wide staircase of solid Benevolence in the air, like an illuminated path leading from the Black Gate area, up to the exit of the dungeon in the center of the dungeon, high in the sky. It was wide enough for every single person in the group to walk, but it would take a few minutes to walk because the exit was five kilometers away.

It was a good distance. It would allow for many, many questions to spill out of Avandrasolaro.

To get that tide of questions moving, Guile sidled up to him, saying, “Welcome back, Avandrasolaro. They brought me back a few days ago.”

Erick stepped up the path and the sleeping people followed, floating in the air beside the way out.

After a moment Avandrasolaro followed too, concern still etched deep on his face. But he saw his people were fine, and no one was making any moves on him, and Guile seemed to be a familiar face. He said to the small fox, walking at his side, “Are you ready to admit you were wrong to try and eat my wife? Do you apologize for everything that happened after that?”

Guile frowned, his tails going stiff… And then he relaxed. In a small, yet sincere way, he said, “I am sorry I tried to eat your wife.”

“Then we are settled,” Avandrasolaro said, with strength. And then, softer, he smiled, and said, “It is good to see you again, old friend. It seems you have a habit of turning up in my life at the strangest times.”

“You have no idea how strange.”

Avandrasolaro looked across the dungeon space, at the Dark, and at the slimes playing in the waters, and at the iridescent black beyond the Black Gate, saying, “I’ve seen strange things before.”

Guile chirped, laughing as foxes did, then he said, “They call where we were the Old Cosmology, Avandrasolaro. This is the New Cosmology, as in an entirely new universe, because the old one was destroyed in a grand Sundering. The entire thing. Gone.”

“… I don’t believe you.”

“It is rather unbelievable,” Guile said, nodding.

Avandrasolaro looked around again. “… But what I do believe... Is that trust is better than distrust in initial meetings between non-antagonistic forces, and even sometimes among antagonists.” He looked to Erick. “If you give me a reason to distrust you then it will be a lot harder to work with you going forward.”

The threat was implied.

Erick said, “I would expect nothing less. In the following days, I will be proving myself as a cooperative resource for you to call upon when needed.” Erick paused his walk, as he realized something else needed to be said. He turned. He looked at Avandrasolaro. The angel suddenly stopped on the stairs in response to Erick. Everyone stopped. Erick took a moment, then said, “I’m very sorry we couldn’t grab everyone you knew and loved. All I could reach was you, and the people in that room. We spent hours looking at you, but we had no good indication of when it was proper to interrupt, or how anything truly worked on that Judgment Day. Guile provided some information, but you’re little more than a memory of a brighter past to those of us living in this world right now. I had hoped to be able to tell you to gather everyone you loved… I’m very sorry, Avandrasolaro. I did what I could. I am not asking for your forgiveness right now, but I hope that one day you might give that forgiveness.”

Avandrasolaro was tense as Erick spoke. He was not used to his new, physical body, either. He noticed his own tension and seemed appalled at himself for a moment, but then Erick said what he had said, and brain chemicals and physiological responses took hold in a way that was clearly uncomfortable for the big man. A few tears fell, shimmering white-gold as they traced tracks down brown skin. Avandrasolaro spoke through his pain, “I was dead, and now I live again, instead of being a would-be-forgotten memory. I thank you for doing this for me and for all the people you managed to save. It is more than anyone could have asked for.”

He seemed sincere.

It was as much as Erick could hope for.

Erick said, “I’m still sorry we couldn’t save more.” Erick turned, and began walking up the stairs again. “Got any questions?”

Avandrasolaro and the whole contingent of others resumed walking.

Silence stretched.

And then the big angel asked, “Read any good books lately?”

Erick huffed a tiny chuckle; there and then gone.

The atmosphere lightened.

And Erick said, “I haven’t read much recently; not for enjoyment, anyway. I have a friend who reads everything she can get her hands on, though, and she told me about a series called ‘Whispers in the Pantry’ that she wanted me to read. It’s apparently a well-regarded comedy of errors, about a young man meeting women and turning them into his enemies through his own ineptitude…”

The conversation continued, with Avandrasolaro talking of books, and then Erick mentioning movies. It was an exchange of culture practically 200,000 years distant from each other, and yet people were mostly people. Eventually the group reached the surface and Avandrasolaro stared at the brilliant blue sky, his questions falling silent as he took in the sight of the moons in the east, rising above the horizon like three drops of color upon the endless blue; a drop of white, a silver drop, and a bit of pink.

“That would be Celes of the Angels, the Silver Star of Koyabez, and Hell of the Demons,” Erick explained. “We can talk about that later if you want, but for now—” Erick opened a [Gate] to the Wake Up House, to the reception room, where nurses and doctors were dressed as professional as they could dress and Director Magnin stood ready to receive his new patients. “This [Gate] takes us to the Wake Up House, far away from here. Getting back here will be easy because I have a Gate Network up and running…”

Erick stepped through as he explained, carrying all the sleeping kings and queens of the Bisection with him in a softly floating train. Avandrasolaro followed. And the others followed him.

Events proceeded rapidly and sometimes painfully slow as people got situated and woken up and tempers flared or emotions turned dark and depressive. Avandrasolaro calmed all that he could and then the panic started but was quickly quashed by others. Lorizal got to talking with Avandrasolaro about the Forever War. Solomon spoke with Avandrasolaro about this and that. Erick introduced the man to his daughters, all 6 of them, and also to his friends, and then Avandrasolaro started getting some really concerning questions about the nature of the world.

So Erick took the angel and Solomon on a small tour of the world, to show him how the Gate Network functioned and some places of interest; the human kingdoms of Greensoil, the incani kingdoms of the Wasteland, the mixed demi nations of the Songli Highlands, and the orcols of Treehome and a bunch of other places. Avandrasolaro had kept himself in reserve, but now he started to actually ask about what would happen next. Erick asked about what he could actually do, which was still a mystery, and Avandrasolaro let go of some of his trepidation. He spoke of his powers a little bit, warming up in a certain kind of way, finally beginning to believe that this truly was happening.

And then Erick introduced the angel to House Benevolence, and Candlepoint.

The entire trip was a whole big thing for Avandrasolaro, but for Erick and Solomon, it was running through everything they knew about the world, and simply repeating it in a way that Avandrasolaro could understand.

They cut the world tour short, though, because Avandrasolaro’s people were starting to get truly pushy with their demands, and more than one of them wanted a [Reincarnation] into something else. Erick was happy to oblige, trying to make the new people as comfortable as possible.

But there were limits to his generosity. No elves. No dwarves; at least not yet, and no, he didn’t have any real good reason for that. No; he couldn’t do alvani at all, for many reasons, all of those reasons being the same as why he couldn’t do elementassi; the Death of All Halves was still in effect in certain ways. An old dragonkin body? Like with wings? Erick tried that, and he succeeded. The resulting person was extremely happy, and yet still reserved. They kinda reminded Erick of Rats, that old guard of his who quit long ago. He was living down with Messalina’s entourage last Erick heard, but that was years ago; the guy did his damnedest to avoid Erick at all times, too, so Erick never really pursued that reconnection.

Eh.

Some people wanted to be orcols after they saw orcols for the first time. Erick explained about Aloethag and all that, but everyone who wanted to be an orcol already knew what they were signing up for; these people were not dumb, after all. Erick granted them their wishes.

And that’s what started a whole round of everyone else suddenly wanting different bodies; more beautiful, more perfect, more whatever-they-wanted. Erick had seen this before and he had given the same sort of response to that demand for beauty time and time again. He simply told people that one more change was all they would get, until they proved themselves as beneficial to the entire world, at which point he would be happy to renew their [Reincarnation]s.

Avandrasolaro confronted Erick about that later. “You can really give everyone eternal life?”

They were in the side rooms of the Wake Up House, where Erick was going over the [Reincarnation] applications of many different people, many of them not of his most recently-revived group. Mostly, he let people choose whatever they wanted, because sometimes people needed to make mistakes before they learned what they actually wanted, and that was fine. He still tried to help people avoid mistakes, though, like someone wanting to be a red-skinned orcol; those simply did not exist in a natural state. Sure, there were red-skinned orcols from Ar’Cosmos, specifically those from House Carnage, but those were red because of an influx of Carnage Dragon essence; they weren’t naturally red. Erick was hesitant of adding something like that to the basic gene pool. In that particular case, Aleothag would likely have something to say about all that, and so would Treehome. Raging orcols were often red-tinted with Carnage, so no real orcol would appreciate seeing another orcol ‘Raging’ all the time; that was one point of cultural contention between Treehome and Ar’Cosmos these days. Such a [Reincarnation] would cause Treehome to send letters.

It had happened before.

“I can certainly bridge the gap between immortal and mortal, but not for all always,” Erick said, “But this particular magic is getting around to others. Solomon can do it, as can another, as can my boyfriend Quilatalap. I and Solomon might be the only people who are doing this in an organized, ‘for most people’ sort of way.”

Avandrasolaro stared at him. “… So you really are Xoat. As those people say.”

Erick laughed. “I don’t know. Probably not. That’s just what a few people are calling me.”

Avandrasolaro was rather sure Erick was lying to himself.

The angel asked, “Are you lying to yourself?”

Erick smiled. “Maybe! Let me know if you should come across a particularly noteworthy link between me and Xoat that I haven’t already derided. I’m sure the Xoatists have a whole list of reasons why I am Xoat, right alongside the publicly-stated reasons I have given for why I am not.”

Erick wasn’t speaking in hyperbole there; the Xoatists really did have that sort of writing. Erick had seen it a few times and felt his answers were rather strong in all cases, but the Xoatists believed… And Erick had mostly gotten over that.

Avandrasolaro huffed a small laugh, his weapon-wings lifting up and out a fraction, in what Erick was rapidly coming to learn meant something like a ‘smile’. His mannerisms as an angel were almost the same as other angels Erick had met, but they were also more. Other angels were just summoned creatures, but Avandrasolaro was a real person. He seemed to be adjusting well to both his body, and his current circumstances, though he had a habit of only wearing a very short kilt, which Solomon probably appreciated more than Erick; Erick had a boyfriend—

“I believe I have decided where I wish to base my operations,” Avandrasolaro said.

“Oh? Already?” Erick was a little surprised at that. It had only been several days since Avandrasolaro’s resurrection. “Sure. Where?”

“On the island east of Dungeon Island. It is rather untamed, as far as I have heard.”

“Done and done,” Erick said, “I can get a part of the Network out there as early as tomorrow. Would you like help building?”

Avandrasolaro was puzzled for a moment. “You really are letting us go.”

Erick smiled at that. “I’m pretty sure some of your people want civilization, and I have no problem with raising other people to power, so yes. You can ‘go’ wherever you want, as long as you do what you normally do and bring peace and prosperity to all. In order to do that, it will require your people interfacing with all the other people of this world. Which means my Gate Network.” Erick added, “Though it’s kinda Kiri’s now, or at least it will be soon enough. You can make your own Network too, if you want. I think all of my daughters and my brother are on the Worldly Path too, right now.”

Avandrasolaro regarded Erick, and then nodded. “I am also on this... ‘Quest’, right now.”

Erick smiled, and continued, “I’m rather glad you’re sticking your flag into an unclaimed part of the world. It would have been messy for you to try and integrate with any other society with a direct move into their territory.”

Avandrasolaro nodded, satisfied with that answer.

“So what are your first moves going to be against the Forever War? Have the Angels and Demons contacted you for real talks yet? Or are you still in preliminary talks?”

“Both have contacted me halfway. It was… An enlightening experience, to say the least. I will not say that their problems are minor and completely of their own making...” Avandrasolaro discarded whatever complicated thought he had, and said, “This world has many different problems, but I truly enjoy the prospect laid before me, that ‘Everything can always be made better’.”

Erick smirked. “I believe that, too.”

They spoke for a little while longer regarding actual plans, mostly involving the city Avandrasolaro wished to build, but soon the conversation wound down.

Avandrasolaro said, “I believe I will be accepting Solomon and your daughter’s offer to ‘dungeon delve’ with them, as will many of my people.”

“Good luck. The dungeons that actually give base mana production require you to risk your life. Magic is apparently the same everywhere, but it’s also different. Don’t go in unprepared.”

Avandrasolaro smiled. His wings spread a little, but they were still trapped at his back because they were in a building. “I am prepared.” And then he lifted a hand and conjured an orb of power that was almost frost, but not that at all. It was Time Magic. “I may not have met with the Angels and Demons as much as I would have liked, but Phagar was very helpful.” He crushed the spell in his hand, and let it dissipate as fractured white-gold light.

“Congratulations. He doesn’t approve many people for that.”

Avandrasolaro looked at Erick, and said, “I know.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “Phagar was controlling Time even before the Sundering?”

Avandrasolaro huffed a small laugh, as though Erick’s suggestion was so far outside the realm of possibility that it became hilarious. “No. But his church was the only one you could learn proper Time Magic from.”

“Ah. Well that makes a lot more sense; yes.”

- - - -

Three days later, with Avandrasolaro and his people hovering high in the air with Erick and a thousand others in attendance either physically or through [Scry] eyes, Erick prepared to work some magic, using Ophiel to cast his gaze wide and deep, into the northern peninsula of the northeast island of the Three Sisters. Unlike Dungeon Island proper, this place was a wild monster-covered land, with unknown dungeons and unknown beasts everywhere, and it changed with the months. Nothing was permanent. Between months, sometimes even the trees moved. Other than all that, this place was a good spot to make a new city, in this new land, in this new world.

Through Erick, this new city would have good access to the three cities of Dungeon Island and thus Candlepoint, and thus all the rest of the world.

It just needed some prep work before people could live here.

And so, Erick leveled the land with Ophiel and [Physical Domain], pummeling stone, trees, monsters, and every living thing to dust within a 200 kilometer diameter space, mostly nestled to the coast on two sides. He had done extensive [Cascade Imaging] to make sure no people or sapient living things were down there, but he was destroying a whole lot of wild monsters. Treants, slimes, oozes, monkey-like things, deadly and peaceful birds, and even just the local wildlife. A small part of Erick didn’t like ‘nuking’ the land from ‘orbit’ to make way for people, but people mattered more than animals, and this land was beyond deadly unless such massive steps were undertaken.

Ophiel finished flattening the land after ten minutes of easy work.

All the land was dirt and rock and mulched trees and biomass. It would be rather fertile land, but that was for later. For now, Erick [Cityshape]d the land, erecting a simple city, separating biomass from stone and solidifying stone into proper strength. He made apartment buildings instead of individual houses, and then he added basic city infrastructure like roads and gathering yards and a courthouse, along with walls to guard from monsters and tunnels for sewer systems, which would be installed later by a professional sewermaster. That took another half hour. When he was done, a city stood strong upon the coast, made of white stone and grey rock. It was not perfect. It was not ready for habitation right now.

But it would be.

The final thing Erick installed was a Gate which connected to Aniduun. It was not a part of the local area network; it was a simple, permanent portal from here to there.

Erick set down on the ground, and Avandrasolaro joined him.

Erick turned to the angel. “By right of power, and with no other people to gainsay my actions, I bequeath this land to you and your people. It is yours now, and I am a guest, if you would have me.”

Avandrasolaro breathed deep, and surprise showed on his face along with the faces of his people. “You know some impressive words, Wizard Flatt.”

“Guile told me what to say for a proper ceremony that might mean something to you.”

Avandrasolaro chuckled. “I accept your gift, and invite you and yours as guests to our home.”

Erick smiled. “Excellent! I was hoping you would.” He opened a [Gate] to the side, where a small parade of people marched on through with Solomon in the lead, floating an entire roast cow behind him and ten barrels of different wine and beer. It was a feast coming through, made special for the day. Guile carried a plate of mashed potatoes above his little foxy self that had been sculpted into a grand castle ten times the size of the fox; it was a display piece almost too big and too piled high for any party to finish off. At Avandrasolaro’s open stare, and slight upturn of his lips as he looked upon his old friend, Erick added, “Guile suggested a commemorative feast, but I had to tell him to stop telling me what to do because Solomon was already on this part. He did want to give you a castle, though, but this one is made of potatoes.”

“Solomon is certainly competent, and Guile...” Avandrasolaro’s voice trailed away as he grinned.

Erick nodded, and then he walked forward.

Solomon rapidly began adding decorations everywhere, as he set out one roast cow and then ten more, [Duplicate]d from the same perfectly cooked meal, each with their own small firepit to keep them warm, while Lorizal and others from the Church of Peace began organizing everything else, for real. Guile was quick on the instructions, and it seemed he had somehow hired even more caterers than Erick had imagined he would have; the little guy was very into parties, it seemed. Where had he gotten the money? Probably from Solomon, actually.

Erick had nothing to do with any of that. He was just the provider of the venue.

Avandrasolaro sighed in contentment as he watched his people watch the feast take hold, under the bright light of the sun. All of the former kings and queens and even some of Avandrasolaro’s children were checking out the place, all of them having fallen into groups of their own making since the rescue a week ago. Most of them had become different species from human, too, and from there they fell into groups either mixed or not. All of them were talking of what they had learned, and how they would be moving forward in order to fulfill the Wizard’s request of Avandrasolaro, but also what came afterward. There was talk of business opportunity, and how most of them had met with Benevolence dragons and other titans of creation and industry.

Erick got the rapid impression that, through proper machinations, that all these people felt they could peacefully end the Forever War within a decade, and make sure it never came back within 50 years. But that would not take up all of their time; so what they were going to do the rest of the time was regain power, among other things.

Avandrasolaro took it all in, and said to Erick, “This Forever War is not going to be solved through violence.”

The angel had a drink in his hand by now, and the Wizard did, too.

“I would hope not,” Erick said, feeling unexpectedly good at hearing Avandrasolaro actually say that.

“When you first charged me with this Quest, and after I discovered some of the lay of the land, I thought the Forever War might be best solved through supreme violence, through cutting the heads off of the Crown of the Host and the Demon King and his entourage.” Avandrasolaro continued, “But that is not a solution here. There is no real Contract Magic, enforcing rules down lineages; there is only Elemental Vile, which is easily worked around, comparatively. There are no real demons anymore. The Angels are fueled by simple hate which is —at most— a thousand years old. That hate has been renewed through constant sabotage and terrorism, which is a problem, but nothing overly difficult to solve. There are no old monsters making sure that nothing ever gets better, for you have already dealt with all of those.

“This world is not capable of seeing an end to the Forever War, because they cannot envision it. But I can. We can. And yet...

“This is simultaneously one of the easier tasks than I have ever been given, but harder, because I am so unfamiliar with the cultures here. I am unfamiliar with the actual problems that keep the cycles of violence going. And I have no real power yet…” He looked at Solomon, copying a whole bunch of vegetables and fried things and cornbread and sauces and otherwise, and said, “But I will be gaining power again, and going forth, to complete this task. Solomon and your daughters have been very helpful in dungeonwork.”

Erick smiled. All was good; all was getting better. “I’m happy to hear all of that, Avandrasolaro. I’m glad we brought you back. I’m still sorry I couldn’t get more—”

Avandrasolaro waved a hand. “It is fine. My harem… Not many know this, but it had become a political thing long ago. In truth, there was very little love in my life, so there is no real love lost…” He wiped away a tear, mumbling about how physical bodies were strange, then he continued, “All is good, Wizard Flatt.” He sniffled, then banished his harder thoughts, and whispered conspiratorially, “Is Solomon spoken for?”

Erick froze and thawed at the same time. He muttered, “I’m so glad you didn’t ask about my daughters.”

Avandrasolaro raised an eyebrow. “Would they be interes—”

“Solomon is probably interested,” Erick said, “He can probably overhear us, too. So there’s that.”

Avandrasolaro smirked. “This is good to hear. I can’t have my people be the only ones going at it like 20 year olds.”

“Oh yes. A common side effect of being young again… And one I have not tried to curb. Probably do more harm than good to try and stop that phenomenon.”

Avandrasolaro smirked—

Guile stepped out of the air near Avandrasolaro, his foxy tails swishing. “I have heard there is a party going on in Fairy, if you’re interested, Avandrasolaro. I’m trying to convince Solomon to take me, but he seems averse to a good time.”

Erick laughed at that. “Do you want more party here, Guile?”

“Yes,” said the little blonde fox, absolutely resolute in his decision.

Soon, Erick was asking Solomon what he wanted to add to the party, and Solomon had a whole bunch of ideas, but no ability to execute those ideas. The loss of [Gate] in a world without [Teleport] was a big deal. Solomon seemed to be adjusting to that new world of his, though. It seemed that Solomon was really taking up this mantle of Peace, and making actual ties with the Church of Peace. Erick approved.

He also opened [Gate]s to all the world.

And soon, the little no-named city near Dungeon Island had people from all over the world, showing up for a good time. Fallopolis appeared, bringing shadeling assistance with her in the form of bands and entertainment, though they only had to fly over from Ascendant Mountain. Clan Void Song showed up from Songli, along with Nirzir, and Erick was happy to introduce one of the world’s best Songstresses and Archmages to Avandrasolaro and his collection of kings and queens from another time and place. Nirzir had long outgrown her child infatuation with Erick, and now she was just a good friend. House Benevolence appeared with Aisha taking the mantle of diplomat for this meeting. She was a good choice of diplomat, because Avandrasolaro and Aisha seemed to hit it off well. Both of them were very into Book Magic and prognostication… and Aisha was made of celesteel.

… Oh.

Well.

Avandrasolaro and Aisha looked… like they might get really close, really fast.

Prognostication was probably involved there.

Well good for them.

Somehow Solomon was a big black dragon, drinking beer and downing kegs like they were nothing, and that was fun.

Fairy Moon showed up, somehow, for someone must have called her, maybe, and suddenly the party was city wide and then wider.

Some monsters got into the party, but instead of raging and eating people, they danced along to Fae music, which was quite strange.

Erick realized as the sun set, and with Melemizargo as a witness on the edge of town, 50 meters tall and outsizing both him and Solomon many times over, that Erick had transformed into a dragon at some point too, trying to win a drinking game against his ‘brother’. The two of them had stopped copying keg after keg of basic-bitch wine and whiskey, and simply copied some free-flying divinely-silver-shimmering Peace wine. Koyabez was there, which explained the wine, for he had blessed all the wine at the party, which turned out to be quite amazing.

Over there was Rozeta and Kromolok, drinking Peace wine, too.

Atunir was talking to Avandrasolaro, speaking about kids and stuff like that, with Aisha standing in the background a little. Erick realized in that moment that of course the man with a thousand kids would be kinda put out that he could no longer sire children, since the Script wouldn’t allow it because of what the Old Demons had done. So of course he was looking for ways to actually make that happen.

Phagar was chatting with Sininindi by the stage with the band… One of the bands.

There were all the girls, here and there among the crowds, talking to whoever they were talking to. Abigail was talking with Sitnakov for obvious reasons, and both of them seemed to be laughing and smiling. Beth and Candice were having an exhibition match against each other with limited powers, using just swords, or something like that; they weren’t spiders so it wasn’t anything approaching their full power at all. Emily was talking with some of the people from the Bisection who had chosen odder [Reincarnation] forms. Two people who had been demons had chosen to become minotaurs, male and female, joining that very small group of people who were minotaurs here on Veird. From Erick’s understanding those two new minotaurs had already been welcomed to ‘the herd’. Another of the odder selections was a man who had asked if there was a way for him to be a mother, too. After some very personal questions, and then a cast of [Reincarnation], Erick felt he had succeeded in granting that desire. Or at least the man could grant himself that wish later, with whomever he wanted.

Debby was somewhere… Somewhere.

She was fine, wherever she was; Erick was sure. But to be sure, he contacted Poi, and Poi pointed out Debby at the party. She had been playing around with red magic on the coast. Maybe she wasn’t directly at the party, but that was fine. She seemed to be having fun with some people, and also Fairy Moon. Well that was fun.

And the night partied on.

Turns out Melemizargo could outdrink them all.

Erick and Solomon both called him a dirty cheater, but he just laughed at that.









- - - -









The party lasted for a few days, but eventually Erick had to get back to work.

Fairy Moon took her people back through Springtime, into Fairy. All of the semi-sapient monsters went with her because they had found sapience in that party and they did not want it to stop. A few of Avandrasolaro’s people went with her, too, even though Erick had thoroughly explained what was happening. Those people were in a lot of pain, and they wanted the Fairy Party, and it was still hopping in Ar’Cosmos, and so they went. Erick felt he would probably have to rescue them later, except the Queen of the Fae appeared to Erick, and explained a few things.

He was Fairy Moon’s husband, her Queen, just like she was his King, and Erick had only seen him once, when all the other fae had been released from the Bands of Intent of the Script. He was every bit the dark, handsome man to complement Fairy Moon’s pastel coloring, and his name was Greg, short for gregarious. He was not a gregarious person. Erick had named him without really knowing who he was.

With dark seriousness, Greg said to Erick, “We take them to a time of less troubles and more merriment, but we do not harm them or hamper their rightful returns. So carry on with your causes of sundering the Sundering, our Wonderful Wizard of Benevolence.”

And that was that. The guests were gone.

Cleaning up took a day, and then the real work began, but Erick was not a part of that.

Solomon worked closely with Avandrasolaro, setting up the city with a node network, getting them some starter gold, showing them how dungeons worked, and a whole bunch of smaller things that Erick wanted to be a part of, but he could not. All the world was moving with the news of the return of an ancient demigod of ‘Angelic Peace’, as they were calling him, and Erick needed to fend off worrying questions from the Angels, the Demons, and their mortal counterparts. Thankfully, they were all just tiny questions; nothing big and direct from either House Dinnamoth, with the King of Hell, or the Crown of the Host, with Adavido. They were all gathering their wits right now to try and understand what Erick was doing.

Blood-On-Hell got a meeting with Erick, though. It was not a very big meeting, but it was still important. They simply wanted clearance from him to ‘set up shop’ in Avandrasolaro’s new city. Erick gave them his blessing, but told them that they’d have to speak to Avandrasolaro about all that. And then they asked for what they really wanted, which was a direct-access Gate from Avandrasolaro’s city to their holdings in the Wasteland. There was more to their question than what met the eye, but Erick eventually agreed that as soon as he got clearance from Avandrasolaro, then he would set up a Gate between the Wasteland and Avandrasolaro’s city, which he still had not named.

Avandrasolaro’s official request for that very same Gate came to his office ten minutes after the meeting.

The angel got his Gate to the Wasteland after another ten minutes.

Trade flowed.

- - - -

“Dad,” Debby said, as she stepped into his office. “I need to tell you something.”

Ophiel chirped on his perch beside Erick’s desk. “Debby Debby!”

“Of course.” Erick set down his pen. “What is it, Debby?”

“I’ve tried to say this a few times, and I think I might have finally gotten it right. This is going to sound mean and cryptic, but it’s none of those things. I love you. I have to drop out of the Sundering Search program. Please don’t ask me why.”

Erick was a little stunned at that. A thousand thoughts condensed to one. “I have to ask you a few questions, Debby. You can’t just drop that on me and expect me to say nothing.”

“I know. Don’t ask me about the Sundering Search.”

… Oh.

A lot of very different thoughts passed in that moment.

If she was telling him not to ask about the Sundering Search, then this was obviously about the Sundering Search. But she had specifically told him not to ask about that. So of course he wanted to ask about that.

This was the anti-meme.

Erick didn’t let his emotions show as he realized that Debby had probably tried to talk to him a lot over the past few days or even weeks. It had been about 2 weeks since they had brought Avandrasolaro out of the Dark. How long had Debby been trying to talk to him about this? She was not worried, though. Heartbeat fine. No sweating. This was rote trial and error for her. No one was in any true danger. She didn’t even expect this to work this time, because… Well it hadn’t worked yet, had it?

This had to be the anti-meme of the Sundering, or something nearby the Sundering.

How many experiments had she gone through? Jane had always been very experimental with her magic until all her experiments failed and she latched onto Prismatic Polymage, but she kept her physical approaches to various circumstances experimental when normal approaches did not work. She had never lost that particular spark for life.

Debby had inherited all of that, and so she had probably tried…

Debby was wearing the Bracelet of Memory; that Mind Magic artifact made by some Wizard in the past which ensured the wearer remembered everything they experienced. How long had she been wearing it? The physical object was a slave shackle, and it reddened her skin a little. She had to have been wearing it for a while. Why was her skin red, though—

Erick hadn’t noticed that before. And now he did.

Erick rapidly compartmentalized his thoughts. He turned off his mana sense and stopped looking at the Bracelet. The Bracelet vanished to his side-vision. Erick even turned away from the Bracelet, from Debby, and looked at the wall.

Debby’s heart beat hard. Erick had turned off his mana sense, but he could still hear heartbeats. He could still hear Debby’s deep breath. She was seeing hope in her father’s averted gaze.

Erick stared at the wall, not looking at his daughter, hoping that Debby would understand what he did next, as he said, “I’m disappointed, Debby. I don’t want you to explain yourself. I want you to leave, and return when you figure out what your problem is.”

Debby’s pulse raced. “I will, dad. I promise. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Debby.”

For a long moment, Debby stood there, on the other side of Erick’s desk. She wanted to say something more. To maybe discard this experiment and try again, to give him more information now that she had found a proper path forward. But. No. Debby breathed a few more times, her heart settling down as she made peace with what was happening.

Erick was still looking at the wall when Debby left. Tears stained his face. He didn’t have to fake that pain for whoever might be watching, and there was certainly someone watching, wasn’t there.

Erick learned one important thing.

Whoever was suppressing information about the Sundering was actively suppressing that information, and it was both stupid and strong. That the Sundering Source could drive Debby to enact multiple tests against him and yet not actually harm him or those around him meant that it had vast power, but little nuance; little ability to actually affect the world. Perhaps it had wiped certain people from his memory? But probably not. If it were capable of that, then it would have wiped Debby from his mind. So it wasn’t nearly as powerful as a basic Mind Mage, and—

… Erick learned two important things, for the corner of the room he was staring at held the Dark within.

Melemizargo was watching all this happen, but he didn’t show himself until ten minutes after Debby left, and after Erick’s tears dried. He whispered, “It’s hard to have those difficult conversations with daughters sometimes. I know I’ve tried a thousand times before, but sometimes the information just doesn’t stick like you want it to stick.”

“Heard and understood, Melemizargo. I’m not in the mood right now.”

The shadows bobbed and left, leaving Erick with even more questions and precious few answers.

Maybe this world was a liferaft and a cage.

- - - -

Later, but not much later, Erick had one test he needed to run himself.

He wrote down his interaction with Debby, sticking to specific words said only, and then he copied that letter a hundred times and sealed them up with some Privacy magics, before he sent those letters out to the mailroom, with orders to give him one every day, starting with one letter in the next ten minutes. Maybe it would work. Maybe it wouldn’t. No way to know until he tried.

And then he called Poi into his office.

Poi stared at Erick, already understanding what had happened. “… Well those are some big changes.”

“So you understand.”

“I understand that I understand nothing, except that it’s vastly powerful and yet weak.”

And that it can’t read minds, but the Mind Mages could.

Poi nodded.

Erick nodded. “Should we inform the Crossing?”

Poi went still. He said nothing, because to speak about the problem was to highlight the problem, and there was no way to know the outcome of spreading this fragment of knowledge too far. Perhaps the Crossing was infected.

“Not yet, then. Not until we’re ready,” Erick said.

Poi nodded.

It’s not like they actually knew anything that they didn’t already know…

Except it hurt a bit more, this time.

The letter system he had set up earlier deposited his letter to himself in his inbox. It said exactly what he remembered Debby saying.

- - - -

Later, on his way back to the dungeon, back to the girls who remained, Erick searched for Debby with every normal sense he could manage, but not with magic. If he searched with magic, then… Well he wasn’t sure what would happen. But he decided to trust his daughter, and leave her to it.

He could not find her with normal senses.

Debby was gone.
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                Debby left her father’s office in House Benevolence and walked down the white, eternal stonewood hallway like a woman without a future, because that’s the sort of future she had right now. Nothing. Her family wouldn’t remember her once she started poking around at this Red Static thing too much. Once she got deep enough into this anti-meme mystery shit—

Debby tried to keep her anger in check as she thought about what came next.

No one would know what she did if she failed.

Something worse might happen than memory wipes and other magics if she succeeded.

But she would try to succeed, no matter what it cost her.

Debby had no way to know how this would play out, but it felt like it would play out poorly. All she had were the 76 experiments she had done with her family and with others in the last 3 weeks, 4 days, 7 hours and 38 minutes, since she started wearing the Bracelet of Memory full time. It had been a trial.

All those arguments half-started and half-finished with her sisters, only to watch them go side-eyed and dismissive, and sometimes walking away from conversations halfway through, like they didn’t even know Debby had been talking to them, which is exactly what had happened. They didn’t know. The Red Static intervened and stole that from them.

All those arguments with her father showed that he seemed to be the only one capable of understanding her without needing to be told the whole story, but even he wasn’t immune to this Red Static. All of those talks with Fallopolis and Goldie and even Fairy Moon… Talking with the first two had ended the same way, which Debby didn’t want to deal with Melemizargo talking to her again, not this very moment. Talking with Fairy Moon had caused the fairy to rage, to try and kill Debby, so Debby needed to tell Fairy Moon a whole lot more, abandoning the experiment just so that the anti-meme could erase Fairy Moon’s memory of Debby for her, to end that threat before it could get worse. It had worked.

But Debby didn’t do experiments with powerful people anymore.

She had tried talking to the gods three separate times. Rozeta, Phagar, and then Melemizargo one final time. Melemizargo wasn’t someone she wanted to deal with at the moment. As for Rozeta, Rozeta’s blue boxes and the visit to a Registrar had seemed like a win, but then she walked out of the office, on a mission to talk to her father, but her father had had no idea what she was talking about, and a revisit to the Registrar had been an exact same repeat of the previous conversation; all hopes and sounds-like-this-could-work, and then nothing, like she simply hadn’t spoken to Rozeta at all. Phagar’s people and his church were simply empty every time Debby came around, the divinity in the air seeming non-existent. She pursued Phagar until a replica of herself stepped out of the air, and told her that he would not help her kill herself. Debby had explained that she wasn’t there for that, and that she wasn’t that much of a battle junkie, and every attempt at talking about the Red Sparks hit a wall of misunderstanding. Phagar just didn’t hear what he wasn’t capable of hearing.

And so Debby had abandoned those pursuits.

Debby knew what she needed to do, and she would, but not right now—

—Oh gods. Why was she thinking about everything again? She knew why. The Bracelet made her think of everything all the time—

—because everything was going to go away or change, and she wasn’t ready for that right now. Her home in Adventurer City, which wasn’t really hers anyway. The people she knew down there, and everywhere else; Sitnakov, and Priest Andri, her friends at Adventurer city, Hizogard, Danaro, Lyrical...

Sure, she wasn’t the original Jane, and she had decided that if she should wake up and not be Jane that she would get over that loss of history, but this time was different. This time she wouldn’t be able to pretend to have a connection to her previous life. This time was different.

Because all of that would vanish.

Debby had done tests. She knew what she had signed up for when she went into her father’s office and finally succeeded in telling him something. For the last three weeks, since before they had spoken about Avandrasolaro and then through the angel’s [Reincarnation] and subsequent installment at the island next to Dungeon Island, Debby had worn the Bracelet of Memory. Because of this Mind Magic artifact, she could remember what no one else could. She could see the Red Static. She could—

—Couldn’t get away from the static. She couldn’t get away from her own thoughts. She used to be a person of action, but now she was a thinker, locked to the past, thinking about the salad she had four years, five months, three days, seven hours, twenty four minutes, three seconds ago, with that guy who had the zit on his left ear and—

—ask people about it.

And sometimes people forgot who she was until enough evidence piled up about who she was and—

Zolan was in the hallway, her father’s Castellan of House Benevolence, and he looked at Debby like she was a person out of place. Because that’s what he was seeing, no doubt. The Red Crackles, like floating snow, floated around the Bracelet around Debby’s arm, and around her head, attaching her to everyone who saw her or thought of her or—

—Focus, Debby. Focus. Here. In this moment. Focus.

The Red Crackles lingered upon Zolan.

They were everywhere.

They increased when Debby pursued the truth, and decreased when she stayed away, and she had pursued the truth rather strongly back there.

“Pardon me, young lady, but I don’t believe that you shou—” Zolan was working some magic internally, no doubt. Book Magic, probably. It was one of the few things that could counter the Red Snow, but that took a lot of time and failed anyway most of the time. And yep, Zolan fired up his memory banks like a proper Book Mage and looked at Debby again. “Ah. Apologies, Debby. I must have thought you were someone else.”

To play along with the misattribution of Zolan’s forgetfulness was to disperse the Red Snow upon the man, and clear up his life, to allow him to remember more of what he should remember.

To say something like ‘you got some anti-meme magic on you, eh?’ would instantly antagonize that anti-memory magic, causing even more memory and time loss, among other problems. Debby was rather sure that she had caused her father to miss a good ten days of existence in the last 3 weeks, ever since she tried to get him to understand. That was one of the reasons she had to leave. She was ruining his and everyone else's lives, even without them knowing.

So Debby said, “It’s the red hair, I’m sure. I’m thinking of changing it to something else.”

Zolan accepted Debby’s allowance of the social faux pas. “A change is good sometimes.” He wasn’t even aware that the Red Static around him was vanishing with every word, as he asked, “Do you know which resource your father is going after next? I would like to plan around that, if I could.”

“I think it’s the Life Seed for Tiktik and Fangorl, but don’t quote me on that.” Debby said, “Something about helping the wild parts of Quintlan be healthier, with fewer slimes and such. Trying to restore proper ecosystems.”

Zolan went, “Ah! Well that is as good a choice as any…”

Zolan said a few more small words and Debby reciprocated, as one does with people who are not quite friends, but who are very much still important people who you plan on seeing again and again, here and there, if fate would allow.

—Fate might not allow—

The Red lingered slightly, but it would vanish in the next few hours, or however long it took. The only reason it was there at all was because Debby couldn’t help but mentally notice the Red in the corners of her eyes, and in her mana sense. Once she moved on, that Red Static would vanish completely, to fade back into the background, unseen and unfelt until it recognized the information it had to censor. It was always active around her now, though.

Like she was an infection the red snow was trying to fight off.

If she didn’t poke at the Static, then the infection-response lessened—

—and she wasn’t so backed up in memory—

—But she was going to poke at the red static pretty hard.

Debby moved on, and wondered how long it would take for people here to forget her. Three days? She had pursued this Red lead for one day and came back to find no one had remembered her until she reminded them, and then their memories kicked in. She had done that twice more, but the fourth time she had done that she had stayed away for a day and a half, looking for red static answers, and it had taken her a full hour to remind people who she was.

Her father had always been first, and then, like light spreading, others remembered her…

Debby stepped out of the hallways of her father’s offices, into the main hallways of House Benevolence. The place was looking rather great these days. People were everywhere, going about important business. There were transportation deals between men in suits and magitech industry talks between mages wearing robes. Women talked with other women at a table down on the main food court floor, with a platter of 8-Star food between and—

—an assortment of books fighting each other for space on the table, as the women spoke of authors they wanted to commission and stories they loved. It was a book club that was actually quite famous in certain circles of the world, and which Jane-Debby had heard about some other time and now she was looking at them and Remembering—

—for they determined who was the next big author in the industry.

Debby sighed a little as her brain practically overheated as she remembered every single book that was on that table, and how she had read three of them. A headache loomed, and Debby knew she shouldn’t have walked this way to get out of House Benevolence, but she had wanted to walk this way. To see, once more.

The Bracelet of Memory did exactly as Poi said it did, but it was worse than ‘not being able to forget’. That was such a simple way to describe what this thing did to her that in its simpleness, it was wro—

—Jane-Debby sat upon a couch in her offices of Adventurer City, thumbing through the book in her hands, feeling excited for the next page, making herself not use her mana sense and Book Magic to read the whole damned thing at once—

Debby was simultaneously there, in the past, and here, in the present, making her way through House Benevolence’s main atrium. She was also in 1831 other parts of her life, remembering all the faces around her as she saw them and the creases in coats and the way that old guy over there was hobbling because he had an old scar acting up and there was [Reincarnation] paperwork in his coat—

Debby breathed.

She remembered everything.

She was simultaneously scattered across 1907 timelines now, with only this timeline here moving under her own power. Everything else was a memory. Nothing was able to be affected, except her feet in front of each other. She moved as best she could.

Debby put one foot in front of the other, told a concerned guard that she was fine, and then told that same guard that same statement another 47 times in her memory as she walked out of House Benevolence…

And then her mind reached a breaking point, as it always did—

—Scattering. Breaking. Harming and healing. Cracks faded and wholeness returned, but cracks reappeared, ready to open up once aga—

—She cackled a laugh, and memory faded. Timelines set aside until she needed to pick them up again, blood freely flowing from her nose, eyes, ears, and all the rest of her body. Blood seeped up from her very skin, like sweat. Her internals were riddled with red static, but it was passing, and Debby remained.

She was not dead yet, and a bit of total body trauma would not kill her. Her core was intact. Red Static invaded her soul, trying to tear her apart from the inside because she knew too much and it could attack her through that knowledge, but she remained. A little bit of soul trauma was nothing right now. She wiped away the blood and [Cleanse] and Healing Magic took care of the rest.

Red static retreated, soaking into her brain and into the flesh of her wrist, but the Bracelet remained, ensuring none of that power soaked too deeply. It was present, but it was not affecting her.

Another thread of thought picked up, though.

Mind Mages couldn’t read her thoughts right now, which was a bit of a problem.

Debby stood under the sun once again. The congested pathways of House Benevolence were absolutely filled with people and some of them were Mind Mages, if those tendrils coming off of their heads were any indication. Debby watched as a Mind Mage woman walked by, guiding her child by the hand into House Benevolence, talking about ‘going to see daddy at the bakery’. Both the woman and little boy had tendrils coming off of their head, and both of them touched Debby, because Mind Mages did that instinctively. They certainly didn’t mean anything by it.

Like a connected circuit, both mother and boy touched Debby’s mind, and Red spread.

You’d think getting such an obvious mental attack would set them off, but it was the opposite. Both mother and child instantly yanked their tendrils back, both of them acting a bit dazed, the woman faltering and the boy almost stumbling, but then the infection settled down. They were past Debby. They went about their business like nothing happened at all, not even acknowledging that Debby existed.

Which was a problem sometimes.

Mind Mages instinctively ignored Debby when she was deep in the Red. Poi completely ignored her until her Static level was very low, and then suddenly she became a visible, recognizable person again, and Poi recalled all he knew of her, like she had always been there. Once, he had forgotten to make dinner for 9, but then he remembered and Erick solved the problem with [Duplicate], so there was no problem at all.

Luckily, Mind Mages weren’t prone to altering the surface of the world as her father was sometimes, otherwise Debby might have found herself in dangerous situations. There was a reason [Invisibility] was outlawed in most societies, and not just because it could easily be abused. It only took one person running out into a busy road while invisible to make everyone realize the other reason why [Invisibility] was bad. Debby had learned that lesson herself, but not through this Static mess or through [Invisibility], but through [Polymorph], back when she was calling herself Jane—

Debby moved on.

As soon as she got away from the Mind Mages and this anti-meme was allowed to settle down, it would settle down. And then Debby could get on with the search once again.

Debby walked down the street toward the Gate Network, thinking about what came next.

For all purposes, ‘Debby’ would vanish to the world—

—Godsdammit. Stop overthinking—

The ground under her feet would not vanish, though. The walls of House Benevolence would remain. The sky above, with its crisscrossing lines of light and dense node network would remain. The world would go on.

But Debby would become a piece removed.

Hopefully this Worldly Path she was on would actually help her with this Quest. It was Fate Magic, right? All the others were on the Worldly Path, too, because Jane had originally thought that Fate could only help this situation, and now there were 6 ‘Janes’ on the Worldly Path, and all of them had begun to differentiate—

—Abigail was probably on the Path to become a mother; a part of Jane which wanted children and love, above all else. But how could she find love when her father was the practical king of the world? Suitors and boyfriends would always be suspect.

Beth was on the Path of exploration; a part of Jane which Jane had mostly abandoned, because what else was there left to explore on Veird except for nuances of space and time. Apparently Beth didn’t feel that way, because she loved delving perhaps more than any of the rest of them. There were always new places to explore in the Dark.

Candice was on the Path of murder; a part of Jane which Jane had tempered and held in check. But Candice was not Jane, and Candice loved ripping and tearing and giving into that impetus to annihilate for the good of them all. At least she was capable of directing herself properly. Debby looked at Candice these days like she was a little bit crazy for her antics, like when she tried to slurp down the insides of a monster while she clung hard to the monster’s back, her fangs deep inside the thrashing beast.

Emily was on the Path of governance; a part of Jane that wanted to follow in her father’s footsteps. All the rest of Jane’s parts had been embarrassed that Emily was willing to actually go that way, for following their father was like accepting his help… But Debby also wanted a dick, and that was weird, too, so she could do what she wanted, just like the rest of them.

Jane was on the Path of Balance, or whatever that meant. She would go back to Adventurer City after this was over, if she survived. Whatever the case, all of them had made a pact behind her back to make sure that Jane survived this, if only to keep their father not-insane and happy—

Debby was on the Path toward Magic, and she loved it. But it had brought her here. It had brought this Bracelet onto her wrist. It had brought this Static to her eyes and to her thoughts. She remembered too much. She saw too much. She remembered nothing, under a tide of time.

She did what she had to do.

Debby walked into the international Gate checkpoint, and spied upon the world.

Ten Gates lay before her, beyond a line that was moving fast, for this close to House Benevolence they had the absolute best of the best guarding and sorting this traffic. Debby had her little Delver’s Badge under her shirt, and the people on duty mana sensed that, and so the ground under her feet turned green with wardlight, just like it turned green under all the others walking by—

One guy’s feet turned red. Some guards asked him to step out of line and he walked out of line just fine, but looking dejected. His papers weren’t good enough, or something.

Debby continued forward, her eyes open toward the Gates ahead.

She did not head back to Dungeon Island.

She went elsewhere.









- - - -









She had to get away from it all before she took the next step of her Path, and so she had chosen here.

A desolate mountaintop on an island in Archipelago Nergal, 10,000 kilometers removed from House Benevolence.

It was a normal sort of place, rocky and green, while all the land beyond the mountain was tropical forest and deep, white beaches. There were monsters, of course. Most of the big ones were inside the dungeons of the island, while the smaller, more opportunistic monsters crawled here and there, trying to eat each other. They didn’t come up the mountain, though. Stone elementals crushed everything up here, while Air elementals tossed living things off of cliffs, to have them fall to their deaths.

Debby had cleared out a small part of the mountain top for herself. It was just her, the sun overhead, and the shadows among the rocks. She called out to those shadows.

“Hello, Melemizargo. I’d like to talk now.”

The shadows whirled and stood up. The Dragon God of Magic was not a dragon right now; he was just a shadow of himself, floating in the air like a particularly short winged lizard. He still gave off an air of menace.

“Hello, Debby. Ready to be a Paladin, like you always wanted?”

His tone was light. His words were not.

“I would ask you, please, to lay out the terms once again.”

Debby recalled perfectly the terms, but she was in 758 different times and spaces right now, and her mind could only hold so much. She was struggling.

“Prudent.”

Melemizargo’s word echoed in the sky—

And suddenly Debby was only here, only now, grounded in this time and this place.

Melemizargo’s shadow took on a deeper quality as the blue sky above turned dimmer, the sun vanishing behind nothing at all. Shadows prowled the land, and Melemizargo’s shadow became more than that. He was still not fully in this place, but he was closer.

“The terms are thus: I grant you the power to See, and you use your own power to Change The World How I Desire Until I Am Done With You. My primary Desire is in the form of a Quest for you to find the causes of the Red Static, and then report them to me. If that Quest should bring you back to Erick Flatt and Ascendant Mountain and the Sundering Search, then so be it, but I am not sure it will.

“If you choose to do this, I will charge you with Fate Most Demanding. I will gift unto you the power to be Unseen and Unknown and Untouched by all Magic and Masteries aside from those you choose for yourself, or those you fail to use my protection adequately against. You will never again gain a reprieve from the pain of that Bracelet, for it will forever become a part of you. But you will gain power to stabilize yourself when you are wearing it, as I am stabilizing you right now.

“I will See through your eyes at my whim.

“I will hear what you hear. Sense what you sense. Know what you know.

“You will strike with the power of My Claws.

“You will mold possibilities with the power of My Words.

“The Script will be lost to you, but don’t expect Rozeta to come calling, for you are already half-Unknown to her and all others through the machinations of this Red Static. You will become isolated until the time that you find out what is causing this Red Static, or else you will die trying to discover the cause.

“I will demand things of you, Debby, but nothing that you wouldn’t be comfortable with doing if I explained my reasonings well enough. However! I will not always explain myself, and you must follow through regardless. Failure in my demands might be catastrophic.”

Melemizargo stood resplendent and Dark, his body half shadow and all menace, hanging in the sky in front of Debby like a dream of impending death sized to the mountain underneath Debby’s feet. He leaned down, his white fangs shining in the Dark, like his eyes, like his claws, like the white-inferno tunnel leading down into that endless maw.

“If you disobey enough, or at times when I most deem it necessary, I will take control of you myself, and you will become a watcher of your life until I decide you have learned your lesson.” He pulled back, and his voice was softer, “I do not desire to hurt you, but you must understand that this is a serious issue, Debby Flatt. The Red Static must either be eliminated or solved for. Either outcome is good enough. Do that, and your Quest will be over. If you should succeed, I will leave you with all the power I will grant you, and none of the restrictions.”

Debby hadn’t been able to think clearly whenever she wore the Bracelet, but she thought clearly now.

“I have questions.”

“I have patience for some questions.”

“Are you causing the Red Static?”

“No, I am not,” Melemizargo said, narrowing his eyes and moving closer. “Don’t be impertinent.” He backed up a fraction, but Debby still felt his hot breath upon her face as he said, “To answer a few other of your questions before you get rude about them:

“I am not going to ask you to harm the people you love or anyone else that doesn’t deserve it. I am not going to ask you to sabotage anything that does not deserve it. I and the people I have influence over are not going to destroy this world or any other… Unless it needs it, but certainly not without finding homes and security for all these people and other living things that exist here before such destruction should occur.” He stared again. “And that is the extent of my promises to you. Keep in mind, Debby, that I wish this to be a fruitful joining, and that I value your father’s presence much too much to put you into too much danger. But the danger you get into yourself is not something I will be able to fully protect against.

“Make your choice.”

Debby had choices; many of them, in fact.

She made what she thought was the best one.

Debby took a knee, bowed her head, and said the words that Melemizargo had asked her to say the last time she had been in this position, “I pledge my life and my soul to the Dark. May my loyalty be rewarded, and may I walk forever in your welcoming shadow.”

“I accept your pledge.”

Darkness descended.

- - - -

The sky was a tangle of tendrils and white eyes.

Debby-Jane stood upon a black field of Everything.

She was nude, save for a black mark upon her left wrist like an oily shadow. That flickering shadow held silver letters that briefly appeared and then vanished, spelling out a power of Memory, vibrating through the cosmos, touching upon something much greater than itself, and then solidifying down into a not-simple Bracelet—

A woman stood in front of Jane-Debby. She had a black shadow on her right wrist. It was a mirror to Jane’s own oily shadow. The woman was not a mirror to Jane at all. She was pale blue. She was incani, or maybe demi. She was also red and violet and green and yellow and orange and the simple color of a person, all those other colors spreading out to the left and right.

She held out her hands, cupped and waiting for Jane’s own.

Jane grasped those hands and fractured into a thousand versions of herself. She was Abigail, Beth, Candice, Debby, Emily, and a hundred other names never chosen. She was a man, she was a woman. She spread out left and right in countless colors.

And she was also just Jane.

The other woman was just herself; just a pale blue incani, with a fading smile.

She let go.

- - - -

Jane woke up under the bright sun, breathing deep, prismatic light effervescing away from her and her core, her entire body already disconnected from the Script in a way she was intimately familiar with. But this time was different. This time… There was no going back. She couldn’t bring up a Script interface, and she couldn’t change anything about her in that normal way. Maybe a properly-made dungeon could do it, but no. This was her life now…

All strings except Melemizargo’s had been removed.

And she felt pretty damned good about that.

Her mind was clear for the first time since she put on the Bracelet. Everything was still in deep focus, and Jane felt that she would remember a lot about a lot if she wanted to take the plunge over that cliff, but here she was, stabilized at the top of the mountain, overlooking it all instead of drowning in memories and her past.

She was still physically on top of a mountain, too; the same mountain where she had started talking to Melemizargo. With open eyes she faced a bright sky, and she… She felt different. She had been Debby and now… She was just herself. Debby was just a persona she had been wearing for a while, and now Debby was gone. She was ‘just Jane’ again. And that felt great. No need to hide herself anymore, to pretend not to be Jane because she was, and had always been, Jane.

A Jane of a different color, but not really.

Jane sat up.

Disconnecting from the Script had some side effects. All of this had some side effects. But the disconnection was the most noticeable.

Prismatic light flowed away from Jane’s skin like a thick fog, pushing away at the Red Static still lingering in the air, still trying to find purchase. Well then.

That was a waste of mana. With practiced control, Jane pulled her mana into herself, and began filling up her core with mana, ready to be used to cast her magic. As the Red Sparks settled down onto her skin and her body, they began to dissipate instead of latch on…

Jane wasn’t quite sure what was going on there, as she watched the sparks with her mana sense and her eyes turned inward. The controlled mana in her body seemed to be tricking the red infection somehow, and within minutes, the Sparks were gone.

Huh.

Anyway. Jane controlled her mana to refill her core instead of spilling everywhere, because she would have to be conservative with her mana from now on. No longer would the Script supply her with endless regen based on her ‘Focus’ stat. No, only her natural production mattered, along with whatever mana she could steal from the cores of others, eating them as would a Shade or shadeling to restore their mana.

At 550,000 mana per day, though, she was probably good for normal expenditures of power, especially when she wove Elemental Mystical into her magic, to drop the 250 mana cost of a full-body [Polymorph] down to something like 50 mana. And that’s not even taking into account whatever powers Melemizargo had given her.

One of those powers was clear from looking at her left wrist.

The Bracelet had been transformed. What was once a shackle of black, rusted metal, with tiny silver inlays that had been scratched to hell, was now a black ring tattoo of an adamantium bangle. Tiny silver writing held inside that blackness, inside a diamond of silver something on the top center of the tattoo, but it was too thin and broken for anyone to read. Jane knew what it said anyway.

‘REMEMBER’.

Well she certainly remembered, alright.

Time to try out some magic.

Jane focused on her hand and tried a partial-[Polymo—

Claws appeared in the place of her final joints, her hand becoming like that of a dragonkin with especially large claws, each of those claws shiny black while the skin on her fingers grew black scales. Jane’s eyes were a little wide at that. It had been an easier transformation than she was used to. It had been less like she had molded her flesh into something new and more…

“More like I pulled possibility from the side, into this reality— oh, wow. Okay,” she said to herself, gasping a little bit at the end as she fully realized what she was doing.

Jane had made a deep study of her father’s recent multiversal theories of magic, but she hadn’t truly gotten it until that moment. It was like she had been adding 2 + 2 into 4 her whole life just because she had been told that it worked that way, but she didn’t understand it until now. It was simple, truly. All magic was simple. All magic was just pulling possibilities from Elsewhere into Here.

“Like feeling infinity between 0 and 1 and picking out the exact right number to solve for reality.”

“That’s a more apt expression of magic than the first. Really now. 2+2?”

Jane winced. “Ah. Are you just… There now?”

Melemizargo was not around at all. Not visually. Not within Jane’s mana sense. But she had gained a new sense; she could feel his presence there at her back, watching over her, his clawed hands upon her shoulders like a phantom feeling.

“Correct. I’ll mostly leave you alone, of course, for that is how Fate Magic works best, and you are on the Worldly Path. As time moves on, and your scope of Sight increases and you learn more of your powers, you will learn all that I cannot teach you directly. To that end, you will move among the mortals and among the important places of this world, and you will discover the cause of this Red Static.”

At the naming of the enemy, the enemy appeared like 1492 gnats of various size and ferocity, buzzing at Jane and then passing her by to vanish back into the ether.

… Jane was thrilled and surprised that they didn’t stick around, that they had slipped past her that easily. It got a lot harder to think when they lodged themselves into her brain. And now that her brain was her own, she had more questions.

“I have a few questions, Melemizargo. Why me?”

Jane knew most of his reasoning, but she wanted to hear those reasonings again, to know if she knew the whole story.

From Melemizargo’s tension on her shoulders and the failure to produce an answer, Jane got the impression that he did not want to interfere too much. He wanted to let Fate take its course and for his personal presence to fade away.

But instead, he spoke,

“I have not chosen you because you are your father’s daughter. All the other Janes are for that, for helping with the Sundering Search. I would have preferred if this arrangement did not happen to you, because your death would be a setback with my dealings with your father. But you are the one who picked up the Bracelet and you stuck with it. That means something, Jane. At its least meaning: you have a resonance with this Red Static mess, and this Red Static is what I believe is the root cause of my previous insanity. Where your resonance started, I do not know. Where that resonance ends, I do not know. But I am glad that it happened with you, because you might actually be able to share and expand on the understanding I already have of this menace. We’re going to find out what all this means, together.”

As Melemizargo spoke, Red Static descended, and Jane was a bit flummoxed by his answer.

“That is not what I expected,” Jane said, waving away the Red Static, and instantly regretting it.

Red sparks stuck to her when she actively touched it. Melemizargo and Jane both watched her right arm, as the Static crawled across her skin. Her own mana, under that skin, eventually dissuaded the Static from sticking around. Like mosquitoes finding prey that had nothing to give them, the little bastards flew away.

“That’s not what I expected either,” Jane said, watching the Static float afar, to vanish into the manasphere.

“It tends to do that, but you were unable to notice it until now. I expect a great deal more revelations like that to take place now that you are actually working with me, and now that you are properly attuned to the Bracelet.”

Jane hummed, not quite satisfied at all with this relationship, and for a lot of different reasons.

“My dear Jane. You are important because of what you have done and where you are going; not because of who you are related to. That fact is rather more a detriment if anything should happen to you. I would have rather someone else gotten the Bracelet, but I will take you for this task, since you are here. Honestly would have preferred you staying with your fathers for the Sundering Search; that’s what our original arrangement became, after all. This Red Static stuff is completely beyond what I expected from you, or from the Sundering Search, though I am glad to see that the two are… Maybe connected. All we have right now is circumstantial evidence to that effect. But I am eager to see what you can do!”

Jane felt her face redden. She got to her feet, her gaze cast wide across the oceanic horizon. “You’ve already got me under your claw; further buttering is nice, but not required.”

“I will do what I want, and you will do what I want, too. There. How about that?”

Jane chuckled. “Much more expected.”

“Take some time and get to know yourself outside of the Script, and then go exploring. I’m too tempted to stay and tell you everything I have discovered, but that would influence your Path to the Truth too much, and you might end up not solving any problems at all. We will talk later.”

Melemizargo began to step away—

“Wait. Before you go…”

Melemizargo sighed.

He waited.

Jane had a lot of questions, but Melemizargo’s desire not to overly influence her Path had been heard and understood. She still wanted one series of questions answered, though. “How does Particle Magic and this Bracelet relate to each other? Why did Particle Magic bring you back to yourself? Does this Bracelet do the same? Somehow?”

“Ahh… A complicated topic with a simple-yet-deep answer that will probably be unsatisfying to you because all I can tell you are generalities, because that is all that is left of that time, because when Wizards go to war, the world goes wonky.

“You know of Atomic Magic, yes?

“It is a well-kept secret, but you are close enough to your father that you have heard of this before, and yes, I see that you have. That is the history of that Bracelet. The Mind Mage Wizard who made that Bracelet also made Atomic Magic, all in the pursuit of freeing her fellow slaves down in Continental Nergal, all those centuries ago. She blew up a continent filled with slavers and slaves alike and almost destroyed the world, and that Bracelet right there is the only surviving bit of Atomic Magic from the subsequent Forgotten Campaign. And yet, that’s not the truest Truth.

“The story is rather complicated and confusing for mortal minds to comprehend beyond that bit of pseudo-factual information, so we will move past that story for now, and focus on the Bracelet. This is a fine thing to do, because the Bracelet is not really Atomic Magic at all, so the Relevant Entities and Mind Mages never caught on to this little bit of their not-quite-Forgotten Campaign. The anti-meme also latched onto that Bracelet in a constant, yet failed attempt to erase it from the world, so that’s yet another reason why no one really thought about it overmuch; anyone not specifically wearing it was always constantly infected by the Red. The only reason people know about the Bracelet at all is because the Bracelet composes that Wizard’s entire existence. She put most of herself into that Bracelet to remind her why she did what she did, so she would never forget the horrors she caused, and thus the world would never forget.

“A side effect of that bracelet is the revelation of the anti-meme.

“As for what Particle Magic, the failure of Atomic Magic, the Bracelet of Memory, and the Red Static all have to do with each other… I do not know, for sure. All I know is that the Red Static exists in this place, and I could not recognize this New Cosmology as anything at all until Particle Magic came along and taught particles to the mana. Perhaps if Atomic Magic would have been less destructive, more instructive, and not been Banned and Forgotten, this whole series of events that unfolded with your father and Particle Magic might have happened several centuries ago. I might have ‘woken up’ all the way back then and realized what I was doing, and what was being done to me and to this world. I might have seen the cage and the liferaft.

“But that is not what happened.”

Jane stared at the black line upon her arm, her eyes wide as she recognized the last remnant of a nuclear holocaust for what it was. That was too large of a horror to truly comprehend, even with the Bracelet’s power, though. So Jane tried to think logically. She asked, “Can you… Can you copy the Bracelet and… I don’t know. Give it to others? A lot of others?”

“I appreciate your thinking of solutions, but that is a Wizard artifact made with the creator’s very soul and the deaths of millions. Its capabilities are far beyond what any normal artifact is capable of at all, and I do not make artifacts myself. I’m also not in the habit of telling good Wizards to kill themselves to make trinkets that the Red Sparks would make them not make, or in killing that many people just for the side effect of a possibility of making another object like this. Talk to the faeries if you want to fuck over Wizards in that way, but you’ll just end up making enemies of everyone.” Melemizargo said, “I’m trying to do less of that these days.”

“… Heard and understood.”

Jane felt a nod in the air behind her and the light touch of claws lifting from her shoulders, along with a great movement felt at a great distance.

Melemizargo moved on.

After a long moment of nothing…

Jane started practicing her Polymorphing—

Okay. Full spider right off the bat. Black band remained around her left pedipalp.

That was both incredibly fast, and not disorienting at all. Her father’s multiversal understanding of magic was… Very helpful, apparently. Magic was easier when you understood more of it.

“… Wait a fucking second.” Jane looked at the air, and said, “Multiversal understandings of magic. Riftwork. Extra dimensions—”

Red Static crawled out of the world itself, trying to find out who was talking about the important topics that it didn’t want talked about. Jane let the red rain fall past her body, undisturbed. Two minutes later, the red fall was done and gone.

“God damned fucking Red Sparks probably fucked over all my trials of magic, didn’t they the fucking…”

Jane cursed some more, and more Red Sparks descended, like annoying bugs.

Eventually, Jane practiced her [Polymorph] magic in silence, getting a feel for herself once again, as she tried not to think about how that fucking Red Static had definitely screwed up her entire approach to magic her entire life.

… But it seemed her father was able to get around that restriction a little bit. And it was getting easier for him every time.

Well that was actually really good news, wasn’t it.

Jane smiled as she continued practicing.

- - - -

“… Very smooth,” Jane hissed to herself, after she had become a flying rivergrieve with ten spider legs and 37-to-46 snapping Force jaws that extended out all around her and bit at everything. With 39 eyes pointed in every direction and then doubled and tripled up in some spaces, and a brain capable of processing all of that, Jane moved on to her voice. “Okay…” She changed her voice to her normal voice, while still in her abomination form, “Okay. Okay. Testing. Testing.”

She flicked a splash of intent at the world.

And a mirror popped into existence, twenty meters wide, gilt with the most fantastic gold and diamonds and otherwise that Jane could imagine, and hovering in front of her, showing off her body. She would have called that conjuring the easiest magic she had ever done, if everything else she had done in the last day hadn’t also been ‘the easiest magic she had ever done’.

And yes, the Jane in the mirror was an abomination. Exactly what she wanted.

There was one problem, though.

Her newest form was very, very red.

Jane’s magic was kinda prismatic most of the time, but it verged toward shades of red whenever it was forced to take an actual shape, like with her skin, or scales, or claws, or eyes. Or all the ‘gems’ of that giant floating mirror. Even the gilt-gold edges of the mirror were kinda reddish.

Jane transformed back into a person.

And she was a red woman. Why was she a fully-red woman? Jane had not intended that at all.

… Though she was a very hot red woman…

Who was spilling out prismatic color from her skin like a shimmery thickness in the air.

Okay. Jane was still spilling excess mana out of her body and her body was not 100% under her control. It seemed that her control and her mana expression were worse when she was smaller in form. She needed to relearn everything.

Ten hours later, at the dawn of a new day, Jane was once again herself, and yet not at all.

Tanned skin. Red hair. Bright red eyes. Her bright red nails were a surprise, but one she chose to keep, since normal keratin was not very good for anything at all, and the Elemental Stone-laced claws of the common rock devourer were rather good for most daily life. It appeared her particular shade of rock devourer claws were red, and though the shape was changed to fit her nails like normal human-nails normally fit, they would stay red. Which was fine. Jane was in a different sort of ‘human woman’ Familiar Form from normal, too, but that was perfectly fine.

She had to do another test of the Red Static before she set out, though, because this next test would determine which direction she took. As her thoughts formed in her head, and as she formed her exact test, she felt the shadow of Melemizargo’s Sight upon her.

Jane spoke to the sky, “The Script is the cause of the Red Static.”

The air flickered with redness which tried to touch Jane and yet failed to find purchase.

But not much Red at all.

Technically, that was a non-answer in several ways. She had said ‘Red Static’ which always got a response, and that’s what Jane was seeing. But tying that response to other things, like asserting it was the Script’s fault, was just asking for a purpose-made false positive, in order to cause people to attack the Script. But if this enemy was against the Script, then shouldn’t it try to make the Script give a false positive? To drive enemies against the Script for it?

This was just another non-answer in a long line of non-answers, but it was one Jane had wanted to test again, because now she could See rather well.

Melemizargo whispered, “If you confront it directly you’ll never get a definitive answer.”

Jane allowed the Static to dissipate before she spoke again, “The Script and the agents of the Script erase the memories of people in order to hide the causes of the Sundering.”

… No Red at all that time.

Huh.

Well actually. Jane hadn’t mentioned ‘Red Static’ or anything like that at all. So this was… An expected answer? Maybe? Was this good news?

Jane doubted she could ‘20-questions’ her way to victory, but this was a good start. Melemizargo swished behind Jane in what might have been surprise for whatever reasons, but she couldn’t tell. The Dark Dragon was not really there at all, except in her mind.

“It was a surprise, if you must have a name for the emotion I felt in that moment. You’ve got a nice little experiment going here. It has produced zero results, though.”

“It tells me the Script is not involved in the stuff—” At the implied mention of the Static, flakes of Red shimmered in the air around Jane before falling away, unable to touch her. “… And that statement I just made tells me that this shit is kinda ever-present—” More red sparks. “—even when I’m not referencing it directly by name. So it’s worse than any particular fairy or god.”

“But you know this already... though it does appear you’re more cognizant of what you’re doing this time.”

“If you want to watch and let me stumble through the basics, I welcome the audience. But if you want to give me the answers then that will work, too.”

Melemizargo chuckled, and then his ephemeral presence lifted from Jane’s shoulders and vanished into the mana. When he was as gone as he could be, Jane continued.

Jane thought. She said, “The Red Sparks are a god’s work.”

Out of the sunset sky came a deluge of red, sparking hard and clawing harder, grabbing toward Jane like the grip of a lightning deity, and yet finding nothing. The Red took a minute to clear, and it did not clear much at all. When her eyes and senses were no longer filled with red, Jane realized a few things.

It had been maybe an hour till sunset when she had said that question, when she had asserted that a god was behind the Sparks.

And now, Jane looked west, and the sun was higher in the sky, and Red Static clung to absolutely everything in the immediate area.

She had gone back in time. Maybe an hour this time?

Not too surprising.

This always happened when she poked too hard at the anti-meme. It was only due to the Bracelet that she was able to retain any information at all about the aborted future. Ever since she put on the Bracelet, she was fully cognizant of everything in her immediate area, and that included nearby aborted timelines. Now, with her mind clear, though, Jane thought about that a bit more, and also about what an Atomic Wizard War would really look like. She concluded that ‘REMEMBER’ was pretty damned Deep Magic.

So far, Jane knew of only one absolute trigger and a few lesser triggers for the Red Sparks’ worldwide [Return]… For it had to be worldwide, right? Or maybe just against everyone in the local area of the Spark event. Jane wasn’t sure about that part, actually.

One: ‘A god is doing this’. This caused an instant [Area Return].

Two: ‘Rift Magic and other dimensions are involved’. This did not cause an [Area Return] unless it was stated in a bunch of different ways and with a bent toward learning about how to fight the anti-meme. Her father just talking about basic Rift Magic and Rift Magic being studied in schools and what [Gate] and Fairy and the Dark actually were did not cause Red Spark events at all. All of that moreover fed into—

Three: Anyone talking too much about the anti-meme in a way that might actually reveal the anti-meme. Jane had not identified the exact vectors of what was ‘off limits’ aside from god-involvement and Rift Magic, so all her other experiments were under this Number Three until otherwise proven separate.

From previous tests, Jane knew that Red Static would stick around in the immediate [Area Return] area, ensuring that whatever had caused the localized area [Return] would not encroach upon the Red Sparks again.

The Red Static would actually alter probability and even thought patterns to drive people away from talking about it.

Really quite infuriating.

Her father was making good progress in uncovering the anti-meme on his own, though. For whatever reasons, he would talk about shit and Red Sparks would gather, and he’d go on different tangents and the Red Sparks would fall away, and then he’d go back to talking about stuff close to the Red Sparks again. It was the only way that any of them had even thought to bring up the possibility that there was an anti-meme in the first place.

So… Good job, dad.

… Jane suddenly had another question. She stepped away from the Static-covered mountainside, heading west to get out of the area of effect. She avoided a few larger stone elementals and once again stood in the sun, in a stony land free of Static.

“Benevolence is causing the Red Static.”

A pattering of Red filled the air, but no more than what would normally happen when one referenced the Red Static phenomenon.

Which was good.

But ultimately didn’t tell Jane much of anything at all. None of these experiments did; not really. Jane had ‘crossed off’ many different major forces on Veird, and yet she hadn’t really done anything at all. Every triggering event could be a smoke screen; misleading positives.

Maybe a god wasn’t involved at all. Maybe Rift Magic was just a red herring.

The only things Jane truly knew for sure were:

To speak of it causes it to happen. Which means something very, very large, and able to hear everything that happens with regard to its domain of power.

It causes people to not recognize it.

It didn’t matter where she did these experiments, for all places produced the same results. Inside a no-Script place or inside the Dark or even inside Fairy; there were no changes in results anywhere. There were a few places that Jane had never been, though, but she doubted Rozeta would allow her in the Core of Veird now that she was a Paladin of Melemizargo, so that experimental space was right out. She could see about making a space-trip past the Script, to try her luck actually past the Script with that ship that’s hidden somewhere by the Inquisitors of Rozeta.

That sort of poking around might go bad real fast, though.

Anyway.

Less absolutely-true facts were thus:

It probably had a worldwide domain of power, as evident by the anti-Rift Magic talk; it didn’t want people breaching its domain. It probably had a space like Benevolence or Fairy that existed alongside the reality of Veird, and it attacked from there.

And the Script and its people were not responsible for the Red Static.

There is some physical/atomic connection linking the Red Static, this New Cosmology, and maybe the Sundering all together.

“But the Sundering was Primal Lightning,” Jane said, looking at the sky, and seeing no Red Static. She added, “Primal Lightning is not Red Static.”

Red Static gathered like it normally did; soft and ephemeral and not really there at all.

Jane tried, “Primal Lightning is Red Static.”

Red Static flowed in small bits and pieces.

“… Now that one feels like a red herring, too,” Jane mumbled.

And then she turned to air and light and began stepping across the world, leaving behind the place of her transformation and acceptance of Darkness. Ah… Man. Her father would be absolutely pissed if he knew what she had done. All of her other selves would be angry at her, too, because accepting Melemizargo’s offer was a last ditch effort that they were saving for the apocalypse. This was sort of like the apocalypse, though, and Jane felt it was a good use of that offer, which is why she had chosen to accept this offer right now.

… What would Solomon say? The same thing? Anger all around? Probably. Solomon was trying to be different from ‘Erick’, but he was faking it too; he was her father, through and through, just like ‘Debby’ was still ‘Jane’, but of a different color.









- - - -









Jane hopped across islands, heading through the Archipelago to the east, avoiding major settlements and node networks and magical protections on her way to her goal, the Gate Network connection at Storm’s Edge. She had come through Storm’s Edge to get to the remote island where she had become Melemizargo’s Paladin, and she would return through Storm’s Edge in order to start her search anew, at House Benevolence, and Candlepoint. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to start at House Benevolence, but it made sense to start at the center of Veird’s Gate Network. Maybe someone suspicious, or something, would walk through the Gates to get where they needed to go, for all the world went through her father’s Gate Network.

Turned out she didn’t have to go all the way back there to start her search.

Turned out her suspicions about Fate were spot on. 

Here, at Storm’s Edge, a clue walked through the Local Area Gate Network, into the city of Sininindi, right as Jane was getting ready to leave.

He was shaped like a skinny man with red hair and freckles, with dirt on his clothes and mud on his boots. That was what he looked like to everyone else; completely unremarkable, even if his hair color did stand out a little. But to Jane, who could See, Red Static held in the man’s eyes and in the air around him like a cloud. He was a focal point of the Red Sparks.

Fate had obviously intervened to make this happen…

Or maybe there were lots of people like this Red Guy? Jane sure as shit hoped not. The Red Guy didn’t seem menacing, but all those angry Red jolts around him certainly did. The guy himself seemed no more anxious than anyone else traveling through the Gates for the first time.

Jane backed up, out of line, and Melemizargo’s power wrapped around her even before she knew she needed that power. She became Unseen, Unheard, Unknown. None of the detection magics prevalent near the gatehouse caught her as she vanished from all normal senses, which allowed her to slip away from the line and focus on the Red Man. But there was a problem.

Jane did not vanish from the recent memories of the people she had been around. Guards readily noticed the sudden vacancy in line and called out about ‘who was pulling shit now!’ and muttering curses about the Storm Prophecy and increased security. People in armor and priests in robes swarmed to where Jane had been standing, to poke around at that space and to ask questions of people in front and behind of Jane’s spot. Those people could only say that Jane had been there, and now she was gone; they didn’t see her leave.

Melemizargo’s Shadow had also disturbed the entire manasphere in order for Jane to make her escape, which was not her intention, but which happened anyway. Melemizargo had done that, for sure, to make sure no one could see her in the recent memory of the manasphere; he was looking over her shoulder right now, his claws resting upon her. That major disturbance was probably why the guards were swarming so hard, actually; they couldn’t even check the recent past to see who had disturbed the line.

Jane, meanwhile, stood to the side, completely unnoticed by anyone, though they were surely looking.

Everyone muttered about the Storm Prophecy, with a few glancing toward the posters on the walls that spoke of that fated issue. Those posters had a start-date maybe 40 days away at the earliest, or 100 days at the latest. The numbers were in the air, though, so the guards were on the ground in force.

They stopped every single person coming out and going into the gatehouse.

But the Red Spark guy, who seemed incredibly suspicious to Jane, got through the sudden blockade because of those very same Sparks. The suspect fumbled his words at the guard accosting him, causing the guard to get more angry. Out came the manacles, but just as a threat for the moment. Tears encroached in Spark Guy’s eyes, while Sparks flickered off of him the whole time, soaking into the guard—

And the guard blinked a bit, dropped his voice, and told Spark Guy to get going. Just like that! Dismissed. As the Spark guy nervously adjusted his backpack and hoisted his luggage in his right hand, that guard went right onto the next single person in line, but when that second person rapidly devolved to sobbing under the guard’s sudden tirade, the guard got even more angry. A probably-innocent bystander got sucked into the system, wrapped in manacles and set aside for questioning. They were not the only ones to fall victim to Jane’s sudden vanishing in line.

… Ah. And here came the major Priests and Priestesses of Sininindi. That one right there was Tiza Nindi, the owl shifter Grand Priestess of Sininindi who hated Erick. She flickered with golden lightning and tendrils of the same, and Jane suddenly knew that she had to escape while she could.

To touch that golden light was to touch Sininindi herself.

Spark Guy got going, too, rapidly leaving the scene as fast as probably-mortal feet could carry him, all the while spilling Red Sparks everywhere he walked, into every person. The gatehouse and everyone looking his way got a lot of Sparks, but there was no end to that cloud, and with the still-full power of the anti-meme, Spark Guy entered the streets of Storm’s Edge.

Why had he been running so fast? Had he seen Sininindi’s power reaching for him, too? Had he noticed how his Red touched the gold, and the gold got a little lost?

Who knew!

Red Guy hurried away from the gatehouse, and Jane followed.

At first the street urchins eyed Red Guy as an easy pocket to pick, the overpriced vendors demanded he buy something, and the street women called out to him, wanting him to spend some of his money at their fine establishments. All normal stuff. But then his Sparks touched those people and they ignored him. Urchins wondered why they were in the middle of the street, prowling, when they should have been at the sides waiting for the next mark. The vendors were shaking cucumbers at thin air. Ladies of the evening were lifting their skirts at nothing.

One Mind Mage walking through the streets, minding his own business, noticed how people suddenly unnoticed Spark Guy, and that was all it took for the Red Sparks to latch onto that Mind Mage like a swarm of toothers spotting a cow that had fallen into the water. That touch of Red was worse for the Mind Mage than it was for everyone else, which was… sort of normal for the anti-meme and Mind Mages. Jane felt there wasn’t that much ferocity in the Red against the Mind Mages Jane had infected herself.

Hmm.

The Red Sparks absolutely swarmed the Mind Mage and the guy lost track of everything he was doing.

Red Guy kept right on rushing through town, trying to get away from the oddness he left behind, because yes, he had noticed what he was doing, and that scared him. Perhaps he wasn’t doing it on purpose?

Perhaps.

Jane considered Melemizargo’s decree. And then, with a casual flick of solid shadows, Jane stopped the urchins from picking the pockets of the dazed Mind Mage just long enough for the Mind Mage to recover, and to see what the urchins were trying to do to him. Those urchins were all well fed; they weren’t stealing to survive. They were just brats, trying to steal from whoever they could. Jane did not feel bad at all for letting them get caught.

Jane left that drama behind as she hurriedly caught up to the Spark Guy, shadowing him down golden-hour streets as he tried not to run, but he clearly wanted to. Running would probably draw too much attention? Maybe. He seemed to be heading north? North east, anyway.

Where was he going?

Jane tracked the man north, then east, then north again.

All the while Spark Guy exuded his red infection across the world, and people ignored him, as though he were a Moon Reacher walking through their midst—

Jane shivered at that old, buried memory. For a moment she was cast back in time. She was that young girl in the four-poster bed deep underground, near the Forest of Glaquin, where she had been staying for days while she had been hunting flame slimes in her waking hours. She recalled seeing fuzzy silver boulders and trees and feeling wind at her back when she went in and out of her base, never knowing how close she had come to death. And then those long arms and tiny hands reached into her room, deep, deep underground, to grab at her—

Jane stepped away from the Red trail for a moment, shadows wrapping tight around her as she hid in a dark alley and all the world closed in.

She breathed.

After a moment she was ready to pursue the guy again. It wasn’t hard to find his trail; he left Red Sparks wherever he went and that power lingered. Jane adroitly avoided stepping in the red, weaving her shadowy form through the spaces between the not-snow. In two minutes she had caught up to the guy.

This guy was not a Moon Reacher. Obviously he wasn’t. He also wasn’t using a Moon Reacher’s [Mind Fog] ability, or else the Mind Mage from earlier would have caught on to the guy and stopped him hard, so he wasn’t a Polymage either. Jane wasn’t too sure what the guy was, except that if she hadn’t seen the Red Sparks all around him, she would have thought him a perfectly normal guy. A bit gangly, a bit awkward, a bit wide-eyed tourist, too. But normal—

The guy passed through the northern wall of Storm’s Edge, through extensive detection magic, pinging it hard but the Red Sparks surrounding him pinged harder, passing into the detection magics that surrounded the city, and then rapidly flowing through those magics like drops of light momentarily stretched out into lines. That power was certainly aiming for whoever was monitoring those magics. The guards on the wall didn’t care that the guy went through, and whoever was monitoring the area didn’t care, either.

They certainly watched all the other people go in and out of the city. This was the pilgrim path to the Blue Temple, and to Everbless’s Cove, and there were a lot of people going and coming from that direction, even now, at this twilight hour. Each person walked through those detection magics and sent off a tiny ping through that power.

… And Jane had to go through, too.

Jane knew that those detection magics were highly tuned to shadow because of all the recent problems. Storm’s edge had even reinstated the old anti-Cult laws, and anyone found using certain magics like Jane’s [Greater Shadowalk] were instantly considered a Cultist and captured or killed on sight. ‘Killed’ was the more realistic interpretation of those laws, though. From what Jane recalled, she knew that House Benevolence’s lawyers and Storm’s Edge’s lawyers were still ‘in talks’ about all that overreach, but that wasn’t going to go anywhere; the Church of Sininindi wasn’t willing to talk at all, and those were the people who maintained the defenses around this land. Whoever was behind those detection magics the Sparks Guy had just walked through had to be at the Lighthouse of Storm’s Edge, watching for shadows to make their move anywhere at all in the city.

… Jane could obviously just switch to [Greater Lightwalk], but that felt… Wrong. Less safe, actually. Perhaps Jane could simply trust the shadows surrounding her? Shades were known to go anywhere they wanted, after all, and maybe Paladins of the Dark could do the… same...

A gentle weight gripped her shoulders.

So this was what it meant to be a Paladin of Melemizargo, eh? She could violate any sanctum she wanted, no matter if they were tuned to her current powers.

“Yes.”

Jane walked through the detection magics of the wall of Storm’s Edge and they did not notice her passing. No ripple of power went out through the sheets of power invisibly encircling the entire city. Nothing pinged.

Jane took a moment and continued to Look at those surrounding magics for a little while, to make sure she was truly in the clear. And she was.

She probably could have managed that before this whole Paladin-of-the-Dark junk, but it would have taken an expenditure of [Prismatic Domain] and that probably would have been noticed. She certainly couldn’t have done that with just her normal [Greater Shadowalk].

Under a purple, twilight sky, Jane followed the Spark Guy across the pilgrim’s trail. Her mark and the other pilgrims came and went all along the actual trail, with most hurrying to get back to town before the sun fully set. A lot of people seemed to have been out here just to catch sight of the sunset, which had been pretty nice, all things considered.

Jane stepped on the long shadows of blades of grass, not actually stepping on the trail itself, because when she looked at the trail she saw golden light. It was a path laid by prayers to Sininindi, and to step upon it would probably be to come under Sininindi’s gaze. Jane wasn’t sure if that would be a bad thing or not, considering how the goddess of Storm and Sea and her father had been getting along rather well recently, but the church of Sininindi and her father were not on good terms at all. Jane didn’t want to take the chance, so the grassy path was her path of choice.

She wasn’t sure how —exactly— she was Seeing all of this divinity or Knowing what it all meant without needing to be told. Logical deduction was the major component, yes. But there was more than that. Melemizargo was probably to blame for her ‘Insight’ into what she was Seeing.

But who was to blame for the Spark Guy?

Jane followed until the sky was dark, and the pilgrim path was lit with light from unknown sources, and Spark Guy was the only one still on the path, making his way toward the Blue Temple and Everbless’s Cove—

Tendrils of gold began to fill the air, like streamers of lightning laid out across the world.

Melemizargo’s claws tensed on Jane’s shoulders.

Jane Knew she could continue her pursuit if she avoided all of Sininindi’s power, but that would become impossible within another ten minutes when they actually got in sight of Everbless. The twilight sky to the north was already filled with golden lightning and golden clouds. How much of that was real, though, and how much was it Melemizargo’s Sight? As soon as Jane had that thought she felt a tension inside of her that she didn’t know existed. Instantly, she knew it as Melemizargo’s Sight, and she had been walking around with her ‘third eye’ wide open.

She shut that eye now.

The light of the Pilgrim’s Path vanished into the night. Jane was suddenly alone in the world. Melemizargo had stepped away, like how he stepped away when Inquisitors came calling, looking for Cultists and finding none, because the Cultists could cut themselves off from Melemizargo’s power whenever they wanted. Well that was certainly a question no one had asked, but which Jane was thankful for knowing.

Anyway.

The sky ahead was not filled with gold, but instead with normal thunderheads raising high into the sky, sparking white and blue here and there—

Jane opened her Sight again, and everything returned to different types of glows. She had been nowhere near Sininindi’s power, and she still wasn’t. Spark Guy was different.

Jane watched Spark Guy walk ahead, down the illuminated path, spilling Red Sparks into the air. A thread of divine power, like soft lightning, hung in the air, purposefully drawing him forward. For a moment, Jane thought that Sininindi was behind everything, but three seconds passed, and Spark Guy drew closer to the ‘come hither’ divinity. Just like it had happened back at the gatehouse, and just as those Red Sparks spilled into the divine path laid by countless pilgrims, Red Sparks flowed from him straight into Sininindi’s power, corrupting the divine lightning.

But unlike all other observers of the man, Sininindi’s call was not dissuaded, and the Red Sparks did not grow in ferocity or density. Instead, the man seemed to walk easier, and the Red Sparks seemed to have little effect on the thread of divinity.

… That was enough information gathering for now. Jane wasn’t going to confront anyone on the level of a divine. Not when she could do a lot more information gathering as she was. Melemizargo’s claws let up off of her shoulders, and she backtracked fast, back to the gatehouse, back to her original plan of searching for leads at Candlepoint, the center of the Gate Network.

She had a lead now. Now, she just needed to find out who the Red Guy was, and what connection they had to Sininindi.

She also had to figure out why she felt she knew the guy…

“But I can’t place him,” Jane said to the Dark. “I think I met him… recently?”

“The Bracelet is rather well made but we’re up against High Wizardry, and you will need assistance and time to fully Remember and See; to fully integrate with the Bracelet. Currently, the best sort of help is best delivered to yourself by your own investigations. Just like how you realized your father is slowly fighting off the infection, you are now fighting off the infection, too. That takes time, and good decisions.”

Jane softly said, “My father has been fighting it off for a long time, hasn’t he.”

“Yes, and he has fallen to it several times over in the past. I believe it never got any solid hits on him for many different reasons, but all of those reasons are theoretical and unprovable at my current level of power. Aside from gods and the entire world taking a very strong view of him, which solidified his presence a great deal and made him rather Unforgettable to the mana itself, Erick has always been on a Path of some sort, and Fate is stronger than this anti-meme. But the anti-meme did win at least once that I know of: That whole [Onward] business. That miscast of Wizardry was surely this anti-meme interfering with his spellwork, taking him off of the board for a long while.”

Jane had to stop in her tracks when she heard that explanation.

In a normal alleyway of the streets of Storm’s Edge, Jane asked Melemizargo, “Has it ever killed anyone? Have we forgotten people?”

“Yes. Absolutely. When required and when people are at their lowest, and they are therefore rather forgettable by all of the world, sometimes the Red takes them. Like a predator eating the slowest, sickest of prey. The homeless, mostly, but people do care about even those who have lost their path, so those people fall prey less than you would think. The victims of cut supply lines are a big issue, for when no one remembers you, you are easy to disappear. The Mind Mages have several memetic threats enclosed in areas that they are forced to keep separate from the world, and so they fall prey to the Red Sparks a lot, and they misattribute their losses to what they are guarding.

“When you see a splash of Red in an area where people should have been, and yet there is no one, that is where someone either triggered the Red, or they were eaten.

“Only one person a day, though. Maybe two. Not many. You’d never see it unless you looked at the world from my sort of scale.

“But at the same time, the Red doesn’t like to make itself known in that way. I think it only eats what it needs to eat. It derives much more pleasure from its other main form of torture. 

“The Red steers people toward committing acts of horror against each other. Not all horrors, not by a [Long Bolt]. Only the ones that truly matter, that can cause destruction and misery on a massive scale, or which are easily done with a twist of delay here or there. That, it does most perfectly. That, I think it enjoys. There was more than one reason why I allowed my Shades to be purged, Jane. All of them were quite infected, and through them I was infected as well.

“I’m better now, and so is my Clergy.”

Jane breathed deep. She glanced at the sky filled with darkness and clouds, where faint golden glows held far, far above.

“It’s going after Sininindi, isn’t it.”

Red Sparks filled the air like bugs crawling out of the very fabric of space and time.

Jane let them wash over her and leave her behind, their search coming up empty. Melemizargo said nothing, for he Watched over her shoulders the entire time.

When the storm passed, Jane hightailed it back through Storm’s Edge, to the gatehouse. She did spare moments here and there among the streets, though, to search for red spots that should not be there, worrying that someone might have been lost to the world and never found again.

But there were no red areas; no lingering infections except the ones she had already made.
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                Once again Jane was at Candlepoint.

The night sky here was filled with the bright lines of the node network while the land itself was brighter still. The shadows ran deeper here than in Storm’s Edge, but the light was brighter, too. It was nice. Jane stepped toward the light-crowned, white mountain that was House Benevolence, at the center of the Gate District, at the center of the world.

She was glad to see that the Red Sparks were not here; not unless she made them appear. She’d try to do less of that, if she could help it. The anti-meme couldn’t read her mind so she didn’t cause any disturbances in that way…

She couldn’t walk openly, though. She had to remain Unseen, Unfelt, Unknown, or else the many Mind Mages of the House would spontaneously burst into cascades of Red Sparks, spreading the infection far and wide.

No talking to anyone, it seemed, for that would simply be counterproductive. Instead, she would simply be infiltrating one of the highest security areas of the world, and then picking apart their books.

Jane kinda instantly loved the whole idea.

… It was almost embarrassing about how much she realized that she loved this; that something like this, exactly, was all who she had ever wanted to be, back on Earth. Time had changed a lot about a lot, but apparently not that much at all.

“It’s almost like you were Fated to come to Veird.”

“… Fate has nothing to do with my choices in life,” Jane said, knowing she was being needlessly defensive.

“I agree. Take heart that this series of events most certainly did not start with you and your father. This Fate probably tried ten thousand times to get here, but it never passed the major thresholds to get to this point, to survive this long, for Fate is never absolute, though it certainly tries to be; like a fairy that just doesn’t know how to die. Atomic Magic was the only other time we got anywhere near this level of clarity.”

“… That actually does make me feel better.”

“It shouldn’t. It means you and this whole operation could die and be buried in history, and I could go insane again, and Fate would need to try some other time.”

Jane had no response to that.

House Benevolence loomed like a series of domed, white cones, ringed in light. People were everywhere. Security was tight as always, with thick walls of detection and scanning and Book Magic of all sorts layered across every wall and door and walkway. As people passed through those security measures, they sent out tiny pings to the watchtowers and the security rooms. Here and there [Scry] eyes watched it all happen.

And Jane walked through it all; Unseen, Unfelt, Unknown.

“And a bunch of other ‘Un’s, too.”

Melemizargo appeared to be a chatterbox sometimes.

“Fine fine fine. I’m out.”

People accidentally bouncing into Jane were still a problem, of course, so she kept her profile small and agile, making sure not to open any doors that were not being opened by others, and keeping her mana close to her core. She avoided the Mind Mages most of all, for though she was protected by Melemizargo’s magic, his magic was also telling her that those people with thought tendrils coming off of them were the most dangerous to her cover. And yet...

If she got into a real spot of trouble with a Mind Mage she could just allow her Unknown to slip and automatically fill the area with the anti-meme, and give the Mind Mages the slip that way.

… Probably not a good idea to abuse that, though. Too many incidents like that and Jane would poison the area with Red and cause a time reversion that would result in an alteration of the present down some more dangerous path. But what was infiltration without a little bit of danger?

Jane smirked as she slipped through the crowds of people, making her way past guards and through Scanning Magics, deeper and deeper into the secure hallways of House Benevolence.









- - - -

Jane tripped her first failsafe half an hour in, when she tried to look past the security measures and Privacy magic on a filing cabinet inside Enforcement’s headquarters. Since she was unable to Look past the Privacy since the cabinet was closed and Book Magic made everything inside illegible while the cabinet was closed, she had tried to slip into the shadows inside as discreetly as she could.

This set off alarms.

She easily stepped away from that sudden lockdown of the building, but it did have her reconsidering how she went about the search. Getting information from physical sources would be her preferred method, because talking to people would invariably expose them to the anti-meme and herself as a Paladin of Melemizargo, if the people she spoke with knew what to look for. And they would, no doubt, know what to look for.

Perhaps she could try getting Goldie involved?

“I would prefer not to have her involved, for as soon as she is involved, Erick becomes even more suspicious of everything I do, and I don’t want to give the anti-meme that particular ammunition. Besides, you almost had that infiltration; you just failed to properly use the powers I have granted you.”

Solo it is, then...

And shouldn’t you be letting Fate work its course?

If Melemizargo was here, then Fate had less influence over Jane’s timeline, and since Fate was heavily on their side right now—

“Yes yes yes. I’m going now. Pah! Just when it was getting good.”

Melemizargo peeled away from Jane, his pressure vanishing. Again.

Jane got to work.









- - - -









Jane had known that going into this work that it would be work. She had known that she would be prowling through record rooms and pulling apart security codes used in House Benevolence and trying to understand the ordering system that only a few people at the top of the House actually understood and which she very much did not know. And she was prepared for that.

But she had been here three days, with less to show for it than she had hoped, but more to show than she had planned.

It had taken a few hours of watching over Burhendurur and the Office of Enforcement to even begin to understand the record system. Many more hours were spent waiting for other people to access those systems, so she didn’t trigger any Privacy or [Sealed Book] magics. But people came along and looked at records, and Jane watched over their shoulders. Luckily, her Bracelet of Memory was very much in-tune with her desires and she was able to recall everything she snooped on perfectly, without the usual accompanying headache of being split into a hundred different times and places. So she only had to see a piece of information once in order to remember it well.

A day into her investigation and she found her first ‘real lead’ when Burhendurur requested an update on the Storm’s Edge Storm Prophecy. The traffic to Storm’s Edge was growing quite a lot, with many people preparing for the storm, and ‘Vanya’s’ dungeon opening last weekend. Subsequently, the LAGN for Archipelago Nergal was booked to capacity and more. Everyone was either escaping, or hunkering down.

Mostly, the reports were normal.

But Jane felt one thing was more suspicious than most. People from the Wake Up House were headed down, for one reason or another, along with a bunch of known Benevolence dragons. The dragons were theorized to be headed that way to settle in to combat the coming Storm, which was maybe 38-ish days at the earliest. The Wake Up House people were a collection of Avandrasolaro’s people and otherwise, with Avandrasolaro’s people having heard of the Storm Prophecy and having gained the desire to see what that meant, for themselves.

“Of course they immediately ran afoul of the Storm Priestesses,” said the analyst giving the report to Burhendurur. “Most everyone that the priestesses could tag as being allied with House Benevolence in some way got kicked back through the gatehouse. Most of the dragons made it through, though, since they could just go around the Local Area Gate Network and arrive directly. This is all causing a headache for Gatemaster Kiri, in the form of state-level complaints directed at her, since the Wizard is out of office right now.”

Burhendurur hummed as he looked over the paperwork. “Carry on as usual.”

The analyst took his orders and left.

Jane scanned the paperwork, too, wishing she could just tell them what to look out for, but she had already tried leaving a note on Burhendurur’s to check on the ‘skinny red-haired man’, along with times and dates of last known locations. That note ended up crawling with Red Sparks, ignored, and then filed in the round bin with other such uncared-for papers.

But Jane had a good feeling about the Wake Up House and the Benevolent Dragon connections, so she went to that paperwork which her father kept in his personal office.

The ferocity of those defenses near her father’s offices left Jane a little slack-jawed.

When Jane stepped into the hallways that led to ‘the Wizard’s’ secret chambers, it was a lot different looking than the last time she had been here, just a few days ago. Back then the place looked normal. But now, with Melemizargo’s Sight, it looked like a magical fortress of ten-thousand layers of defense, each of them attuned to anyone except for Erick and a few other people. Jane slipped through most of them, not setting off any of them at all, but Melemizargo’s claws caught her before she went through a particularly brilliant-white sheet of power. That had to be Wizardry, enacted there as one more big defense. When had he done that? Maybe when he passed through the place in the last month, or maybe it had always been there and Jane simply hadn’t known, because she had been allowed.

There was a hole carved in the barrier meant for Shades, though. A small spot, to the side, with a darkness to it that was almost like a black infection in the magic.

Jane went through that key-hole sized space, and Melemizargo’s presence left her.

Her father’s private notes were a good place to start, so that is what she did.

Thankfully, all of Erick’s private cabinets had tiny little black ‘keyholes’ carved in all of their wards… Which was quite concerning, actually, but it was what it was. Her father had to know, right?

Right.

But even beyond the Privacys in those filing cabinets, they were written in dense code that Jane would have needed Book Magic to understand, and yet activating Book Magic in this place would get her found out, for sure. She was confident about being able to hide her personal mana signature if she needed, but not the exterior signature of any sort of external Scanning-type spellwork; she couldn’t actually Scan the paperwork at all. She could only Scan her recollection of the paperwork.

… Which turned out to be easier than she imagined it would be.

Still took her two more days to figure that out. In those two days, she saw no fewer than 13 attempts at breaking and entering into this very same office. Each time Goldie stepped out of nowhere and grabbed the perpetrator and hauled them off, and sometimes a lot faster than Jane could even react to knowing there was a perpetrator at all.

Anyway. This had been the right move; coming here to these files.

The Benevolence Dragons were not a lead, but the Wake Up House looked promising. One of the forms of a man from there had a basic description of ‘gangly, male, average, skinny, red hair, red features, eyes like red suns with black spots for pupils’. It didn’t even have any Red Sparks on it though, which meant Jane learned something new about the Red Sparks; they could appear if they wished, but not always when called. They were more than just an antigen-reaction; they were semi-sapient.

Or maybe something like this just fell beyond the notice of the Red Sparks? Maybe.

Whatever the case, the Wake Up House was her next destination.

As Jane extricated herself from House Benevolence and headed toward the Gate to the Wake Up House, thinking about the Red Man, she felt that she had touched upon a memory that she already knew, but which she couldn’t quite place. She knew who the Red Spark guy was, didn’t she? She felt that she did, and because she didn’t, that pissed her off a lot.

It seemed like her body and mind and magic needed a lot longer to fight off the infection…

Jane got a sudden hankering for some more good food, but of the junk variety. She had eaten at House Benevolence for the last few days, sneaking food and causing no end to people wondering where supplies were going. Truly, the culinary experience at the House was not to be denied, and many people came here from all over the world just to sample all the various eateries in the place.

But Jane wanted junk food.

She stopped by Spur and marveled at how nice the place had grown in the last decade. She barely visited this place at all… So why had she gotten the sudden urge to come here? Well. Maybe she just wanted a proper meat sandwich? Whatever the case, she went to ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ to get one of those, and a bunch of fries. The line was out the door at this time of day, so she… She really, really wanted to skip the line. So she did.

She stole someone’s order right out from under their noses and left them gold in return.

There was some anger there at the missing food, just as there had been some anger at the eateries of House Benevolence, but gold soothed most hurts of that nature, and it wasn’t like she could show herself in public anymore. She was a shadow, now, living on the edge of reality.

She didn’t even want to try showing herself.

As she ate her meal in private, Jane realized she had gone to ‘Meat! Bread! Cheese!’ because when she faced the Moon Reachers that first time she had ended up at that very same restaurant, and the people there had given her a great meal, and some warmth of civilization. With a casual glance back toward that restaurant, she saw the original owners, Julli and Rendar Skytouch, still working the register and the line as they had all those years ago. Their restaurant was pretty damned famous, though, so they had other people catching money, slinging meat, and frying fries. The two dragonkin, one blue, the other red, seemed to have a young purplescale working the register right now, and the family resemblance was uncanny.

Jane smiled a whole lot as she finished her sandwich. It was a good sandwich.

- - - -

Jane wandered through the Wake Up House, looking for any signs of the Red Man, but, of course, she found none.

Until she stopped by the Revived Gallery.

It was the place where people sometimes displayed the artwork they made while they were coming to terms or reveling in their new body, and what that all meant to them. The gallery itself was perfectly normal; a bunch of paintings on the walls with some metal or clay sculptures on plinths. People painted in all sorts of colors, and some of it seemed professional, or semi professional. Some of it was less professional, with paint applied to canvas through the use of the feathers of one’s new harpy body, or with the horns of new incani, or with the giant fingers of orcols. Painting with new fingers was a popular method of impressionist style painting that was actually catching on in a lot of the world. Jane had talked to her father about that in a sarcastic manner once or twice, in an ‘are you happy you’ve regressed society from painting with brushes and getting actual style out of their work, to using their fingers’, sort of way. Her father had happily replied, ‘Just be glad I stopped them from painting with their genitals’.

Every painting in the Revived Gallery was a work of newfound joy, which was the general theme of the Wake Up House, and this whole artistic style.

But one painting stood out to Jane. It probably didn’t stand out to anyone else.

It was a red painting that was done with brushstrokes, and it wasn’t lit by any of the spotlights. In an orderly sort of way, paintings hung on walls every meter or so, each of them lit with their own private wardlight. But this red painting was between wardlights, crammed between smaller paintings just so it could exist on the wall at all, as though it had been put there as a last ditch effort to simply do what everyone else was doing, and yet which had been denied to the painter.

Which is probably exactly what had happened. Probably not out of malice, though.

But did the painter feel that way? Hard to say.

It was a sunset painted in red. All reds. No other colors. It would have been an odd choice if there weren’t other paintings in the single-color style here and there in other parts of the gallery, and even in this very same gallery.

But this one had Red Sparks crowding the sun in the sunset.

It was as though someone had stuck a spot of red light in the middle of a darkened wall, and then surrounded that darkness with shades of red. Dangerous red, too. Not normal red. That tree looked like it was made of flesh, with veins poking in and out of heavy red paint. That ground looked like it was made of dried gore that cracked in the sunlight. Red lightning flickered in the sky of the painting, crawling between mounds of red clouds like the painting was a hole into another world, and the clouds were large enough for lightning to truly play upon.

Jane focused on the sun.

The sun was a crowd of Red Sparks. Crawling. Feasting like a tiny carpet of ants.

Melemizargo’s claws wrapped around her shoulders, his presence heavy behind her as she read the name on the artist’s signature, which did not look like an artist's signature at all. It was not stylistic. The signature was the simple writing of a name, in red; blocky and bold.

Jane knew that name. Why had she not recognized the Red Man?

Why did she not know who Oozy was?

Because she knew him. She knew of Oozy Stormcaller. She had heard her father talk about the last scion of the Stormcallers of Storm’s Edge and how the Regency was operating just fine without a king, and how Oozy did not want to be a king. She had even seen him… Recently. Hadn’t she?

Had she? No. Jane touched her head as she tried to think. To REMEMBER. She had been at the dungeon every time her father had gone to this very same Wake Up House after they started pulling people from the Dark. And yet, she remembered being with him at least once, coming to this place when he brought the people from the Censer to the Red Wing.

But no. Edward had gone every time with her father, hadn’t he? He had been Jane’s repro who had decided to be a man, because everyone desired to try out the other sex at least once, right? And Jane was all about polymorphing anyway, so Edward had… wanted to see how other people transitioned…

What…

What…

She had two sets of memories?

She was Jane and she was… Also Jane?

“What the fuck?”

In a fury born from rapid anger, without an outlet, Jane slapped the painting to the ground, her hand turning into a giant black claw and then turning back to red-nailed—

The red painting crashed to the ground, partially broken.

Red Sparks exploded out in every direction like an ephemeral bomb going off, touching nothing and yet hitting everything. Jane held onto herself, and she had no idea why—

And then she gazed upon the painting on the ground, flakes of red having fallen off from the thick-painted ground where the signature had been, the name disturbed and unreadable, and the Sparks trying to crawl back into position, back onto the sun—

Jane felt her heart still and Melemizargo’s claws dig into her shoulders.

There was another color to the painting.

Black. A single squiggle upon the sun. The entire orb, together, was not the shape of an eye, for that was Jane’s first, largest worry. It was the shape of something hiding below the surface, and only surfacing from the sun in parts, like a leviathan prowling in the depths of—

Red Sparks filled the air, crawling out of every part of reality, clawing towards—

“Run.”

Jane ran.









- - - -









“What the FUCK, Melemizargo?”

“Whatever could you be referring to?” the God of Magic said, playing dumb.

Jane was ten thousand kilometers away from the spilling of Red Sparks, all the way on the endless plains of Nelboor and on the other side of the planet from the sun, before those Red Sparks finally stopped coming after her, and her Unseen, Unsensed, Unknown finally started working as it was supposed to work. She had triggered something hard back there. Even now, if she thought too much about there being something living inside the sun—

Sparks flickered out of the air.

Jane shadowstepped far away from that point, and the Sparks stopped chasing her.

She had no idea how come she hadn’t triggered an [Area Return]. Perhaps because she had run so fast, and not had any more sun-leviathan-shaped thoughts...

Jane rounded on her shoulder-riding voyeur, saying, “You know exactly what the fuck—”

Claws pressed Jane down to the ground and then materialized. Jane could barely turn her head, but she could see the full body of Melemizargo towering over her, his claws ten times the size of her body, holding her down without fully crushing. Melemizargo’s eyes bore down on her, and she stared right back as much as she could from the corner of her own eyes. His jaw opened, and hot breath spilled forth between radiant white teeth.

“A little bit of civility, please. I am trying to think. I am also angry, and I am deflecting with humor instead of answering you like I am some [Book Familiar]—” He stopped. He lifted his claws. He stepped away from Jane. When he started talking again it was much softer. “And to answer the question you have, instead of the ones you should be having, is that you and all the other repros are actually people taken from timelines and realities that don’t exist without us gazing upon them. The reason you remember your time slightly different from the Jane of this reality is that you are from one of those different realities, but until just now, until you fully shed your ‘Debby’ persona, you were still halfway in that other reality. Now you are here, fully.

“Thus, the double memories.

“All shadelings not made from the real soul of a person are exactly that, and you were a ‘shadeling’ until you woke up just now. All repros are alternate selves with different triggering methods for waking up, and one major way to wake up; if they can see the anti-meme. Why do you think I guided Fallopolis and Lapis and others to make the dungeons work how they work? For fun? For ease of dungeon use? I could have done that many other ways, but I wanted to create people who could SEE, and so, here you are, finally able to See.

“Maybe if enough repros suddenly wake all the way, we might be able to overload the anti-meme. Most singular magics have a breaking point, after all.” The Dark Dragon shrugged his wings a little, adding, “But I doubt it would work that way. The Mind Mages never worked out properly.

“Now. Do you need time to process that? Or can we get on with the investigation?”

Jane had slowly reoriented herself to sitting on the ground as she listened. Melemizargo had taken a lay-down, too, shrinking to be less domineering, but he was still giant. Jane stared at him as he spoke. When he finished, Jane said, “I would like a moment.”

Melemizargo nodded.

He stayed right where he was.

Jane thought. First, she noticed how the anti-meme wasn’t coming back, even though Melemizargo was talking about it—

“I had my mind in a hundred different spots but now I am here making us both Unknown.”

“… So I’m from another reality.”

“Not really. But that is the easiest way to explain it. 50% correct.”

“What’s the other 50%?”

“Wizardry. Creation and Paradox, specifically, leaning toward Creation. Paradox with a side of Creation is what your father is doing in the slime dungeon with pulling things from the Dark.”

“… Why do I have memories of a different life from after the split into a dungeon master slime? And not before?”

“Because that particular slice of reality where you come from did not exist prior to that moment of creation. It still doesn’t really exist; you are the only part of that reality that truly exists.”

Jane looked at the black tattoo around her left wrist. “… I was Debby, and then I was pulled from a side reality onto this one.”

“Somewhat correct. You’re both. Like a shadeling waking up, but not quite that either, for I make shadelings from this reality and not a side reality. Shadelings are easy to make whole-cloth when the cloth is already here, but when making a copy of a person then it is best to steal the cloth from realities that don’t exist and then make them whole-cloth from that… Now that I think about it, it’s quite strange that your specific deviation of reality happened after your creation. I would have assumed that it would have occurred before your dungeon slime deviation… Eh! Sometimes these things happen strangely. It is possible that you aren’t even truly aware of how you are deviated from this world’s Jane. I doubt whatever memories you have are the whole story. Wizardry can get very weird, Jane.”

Jane was absolutely sure that she wasn’t understanding a lot of things in all of that, and there were at least one or two logical fallacies within all of Melemizargo’s diatribe. All of that was likely covered by ‘It’s a Paradox’ which was just a variation on ‘A Wizard Did It’. It was not truly satisfying.

“I’m sure I can explain it better for you some other time, Jane,” Melemizargo said, “But I really would like to get to the problem at hand. This Oozy fellow. What he is probably doing to Sininindi must be… I’m not sure. Stopped? Used to expose the problem? … Actually, this break of me explaining the simple things has been good, and I probably need a longer one. I see that now.” He stared off into the distance. “I must decide how to proceed.”

Jane was thankful for that. She also needed a large break to digest whatever had—

“I have decided. We kill him.”

“… Okay.” Jane asked, “Could you maybe reconsider such a drastic move, because murder is hard to come back from, especially when such murder could easily be misconstrued as something else, considering the targets and nearby-targets involved?”

Melemizargo looked like he was about to say something cross. But then he mellowed for a moment. “We likely do have time to make better decisions, if that Prophesied Storm is any indication… And murder is not my preferred method of solving things. This is true. This damned anti-meme would probably cause a large problem if we attacked it directly…” He looked away. “It has done that before.” He fell silent.

Jane wondered exactly how many times the God of Magic had been thought of as insane, when really he was just furious and caged, and no one else could see the cage.

Melemizargo stared at the distance, saying, “More times than I wish to count… But I was also insane for a great deal of the last 1451 years. That fact doesn’t vanish just because now you know some of the truth, whatever that ‘truth’ might be.” He stared at the night sky for a long moment, and then he looked back down at Jane. “I’ve decided. We’re killing him.”

“Can we please look for other targets? That guy might not be the only one.”

“I have already looked. He is the only one.”

Jane kept her voice even as she said, “If you were capable of seeing everyone that was so afflicted like that man, then why am I here?”

“To give me deniability for killing the man you have discovered, and to help me See…” Melemizargo frowned. “Maybe you have a small point.”

“...”

“Very small.”

“Please let me try to talk to my father, to get him to intercede, and to that end, I request a week of preparation, to try and figure out how to speak to him with this new clear mind of mine.”

“… You have one chance, and when he cannot understand you at all... I want to tell you to execute that carrier of the Red Sparks, but in truth, we likely should go looking for more people like him. Maybe there are connections out there I am missing.”

“Thank you.”

















- - - -









Jane’s experiments with talking to people about the Red Sparks and about Oozy involved those who were not crucial to anything she was doing, for she did not want to potentially mess up later, very important conversations with her father, who would surely be checking up on everything she said after she gave her report...

If he could even remember her.

Hmm.

Melemizargo was not happy with the delay, but he still let her delay, explore, and refine her new powers. It wasn’t dealing with the known problem, which is what he wanted, but it was investigating for other people like Oozy, which he begrudgingly accepted as probably necessary.

For her first action, Jane spoke with people from Clan Star Song in the Songli Highlands, with Patriarch Xue, who acted as a good intermediary between her and the Mind Mages and any mental threats in the area. After a few tries, a few failures, and a need to circle back the next day lest she cause an [Area Return], Jane discovered she was able to tell Xue something approaching the truth in order to get him to act as she wanted.

“I’m infected with a memetic threat, and while it is secure in my mind, if a Mind Mage should see me then they would be subject to that threat. Also, you cannot tell them about this, Xue, for that triggers it, too. You just have to trust me that I know what I am doing, and that I need the Mind Mages to tell you about any potential memetic threats in the area. I’m crossing them off the list of threats to the world.” Which was true! She could do that rather easily with Melemizargo’s direct help. Xue didn’t look convinced, though, but he was willing to hear Jane out. And then Jane handed him an anti-mind reading helmet. “Here. Wear this when talking to them.”

Xue stared at the helmet. And then he put it on, saying, “I will do this, Miss Flatt. I’ll have your locations of memetic threat noted within the hour. I do not appreciate this. Do not let this blow up in our faces.”

“Heard and understood, Patriarch Xue.”

“I only do this because my wife —rest her soul— had a good opinion of you, and for all the other good you have done for us, from the Delver Guild to all those associated monster exterminations, to the ease of this particular task which does not seem that onerous. But this is still onerous, Miss Flatt. Coming at me with mental threats… It is not a good look.”

Jane smiled, nodded, then said, “I know. Apologies.” 

And then she left.

An hour later, Jane returned, and Xue had his list of locations of potential memetic threats. Melemizargo was readily protecting her against all threats, so the warning the Mind Mages had given Xue alongside the list was nice of them, but unneeded.

After that, Jane spent a week going around the Highlands, checking memetic containment zones and dodging Mind Mages who were wondering who the fuck was looking into Mind Magic threats. And because Xue was not immune to disbelief among the Mind Mages, the Mind Mages eventually went checking up on him, which caused a major Red Spark infection. The entire Crossing above the Songli Highlands got infected, briefly, which caused a memetic containment threat to escape containment briefly.

Jane personally intervened in that case to erase a written-word-monster that escaped its bindings and which almost escaped into some books ten kilometers away from the containment site. Normally, the Mind Mages would just try to kill it, but they could not, which was why it had been contained in the first place.

But then Jane used some of her Melemizargo-gifted claws, and managed to turn the ‘bookwyrm’ into dead, sloppy ink. The Mind Mages were wondering who the fuck had come through and killed the thing they had been keeping in check for the last few centuries, but more than that, they were simply happy it was gone.

Similar battles eventually played out all across northern Nelboor, and then in the Forest of Glaquin.

It was during a trip near Treehome that Jane saw her first Red Devoured person, or at least what she assumed was one of those unlucky people to meet their end to the Red. This one happened in a dark hole under a bridge far outside of town. Jane only noticed the location because of the scattering of Red everywhere. Kilometers outside of the purview of an Arbor, Jane found Red Sparks crawling over scratchy blankets, a piece of moldy, untouched bread, and a faded picture of a young woman and man, holding each other beneath a wedding tree. The man who had been ‘living’ there was gone. Nothing remained except for stuff that no one would miss. Jane took the man’s small photo-realistic painting and set it down in town, near Arbor Home, the closest one. Maybe Home would remember the man in the painting, or maybe the woman.

But probably not. The man’s face had a few Red Sparks upon it that lingered long. 

Jane decided to sit and watch the tiny painting instead of just leaving it there. She watched as the man’s entire body was eaten away by Red Sparks, leaving nothing behind except for a gap in the painting. 

Jane moved on to other memetic threat areas.

- - - -

Jane breached four containment zones in Continental Nergal, in the deep, Decay-filled jungles where Atomic Magic had played with the landscape several hundred years ago and across a handful of nearby realities, to hear Melemizargo speak of it.

It had been 3 weeks since the start of Jane’s anti-meme worldwide threat assessment, and she had yet to find a better lead than Oozy, in Storm’s Edge, and who knew what he was doing down there. Even the missing homeless man wasn’t a real lead, and none of these memetic threats were either. But they were still threats that needed to be eliminated, and Jane felt really good about doing those eliminations.

As Jane was skipping along the frozen forests of deep southern Nergal, near the southern pole. She had just cleared out a spectral anti-meme threat that had been contained to a square kilometer cube of space, half buried in the frozen forest and at a tilted angle, and that was the last major threat on her list. Those people had been the last separated group of Mind Mages which could have possibly been slowly eaten by the Red Menace, unbeknownst to anyone, but that Mind Mage security station had had no Red Sparks at all. None of them had.

“Honestly, someone in one of those stations should have been eaten by now. I did not lie to you about who the Red Sparks eat, Jane.”

“And I am not calling you a liar.”

“Hmm!”

… Jane considered it might be time to go back to Storm’s Edge, to check on that lead and see if Oozy was reachable, or a problem.

That was when Destiny appeared.

The Wizard of Benevolent Chaos slipped onto the frozen canopy in front of Jane, looking summer-fresh in a ray of sunshine out of the cloudy sky and wearing a light yellow dress, along with big black boots. Her hair flipped as she shot Jane a smile, calling out, “Ohhh, Jaaaane!”

Jane stopped. She was still Unknowable right now and the Red Sparks should have already erased her from the world, but…

Destiny called out, “Talk to me, please! This will be good practice for your father. For how you will explain to him what the fuck you’re doing.”

… Her father remembered her?

“Well what did you expect? You haven’t actually been affected by the Red Sparks much, thanks to me.”

Melemizargo’s voice was silent to everyone but Jane right now, as it usually was, so Destiny did not react to that.

Jane revealed herself ten trees over from Destiny.

Destiny locked eyes with her. “Hello, Jane. You’ve been a naughty girl, leaving your father all worried about you while you went off tackling big memetic and antimemetic threats.”

“… What’s the problem, Destiny?” Jane asked, keeping her eyes peeled for Red Sparks.

“Well…. No problem, actually. He thinks it’s great that you’re clearing out problems that we didn’t even know were problems while they’re adding stability to the world in other ways —I like that Life Seed they gave to Tiktik, and the Fishery they gave me— but it’s about 7 days from the start of the Prophesied Storm Season, and your father tasked me with catching you if I should see you. And lo! Here you are...” Destiny paused. “I don’t actually want to capture you, though. But I do want to know what you’re doing. From my understanding, you’re in my backyard and plucking up weeds in one space and setting down deep fire in others, burning out everything that could possibly survive. Not to mention you destroyed that entire Mind Mage facility the other day.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “No one died.”

“And how can we know that? These places were top secret hush-hush with people living in them and dying in them with zero checks except for visual and from a very, very far distance… if I have that right. I haven’t been fully read in.” Destiny said, “I would like to be read in now, Jane.”

Destiny was not a demanding person, until she became a demanding person.

Well.

Jane could play ball.

Jane had been testing what she could say to people here and there for the last 30 days, and her ability with that had improved a lot, since she could See the Red Sparks so much better.

“When I say move, you move with me,” Jane said. “It will be random. Try to keep up.”

A few Red Sparks appeared, because they were a Time-based anti-meme, and they could react backward and forward in time and space. In that way they were a little proactive, even when Jane didn’t even touch upon the anti-meme.

Destiny paused. “… I agree.”

“Use your Wizardry to keep yourself unaffected by the anti-meme—” Jane was already moving, ten kilometers west and then four north.

Destiny appeared right in front of her. Brilliant Benevolence and something deeper wrapped around the Wizard of Chaos’ entire body, like lightning made physical. It zapped away some of the clawing Red Sparks, because powerful Domain magic had a way of doing that, but it wasn’t perfect. The ‘Domain’ of the Red Sparks was greater still.

Jane stared for a little bit, looking straight at Destiny, not Looking at the Sparks at all. In fact, most of her senses were off. Over a month ago her father had turned off his senses and turned away from Jane, allowing her to finally impart some sort of clue about what she had been about to do. And that is what Jane did now; don't acknowledge the Sparks and they had a tendency to go away.

Which is what happened over the next ten minutes of Destiny flaring power, and no new information passing that would inflame the Sparks.

Destiny calmly waited.

Jane did not watch the air, but she did see when the air was clearer of Sparks.

Jane softly asked, “Did you feel it crawling upon you?”

“What the fuck— No!” Destiny spat, her eyes going wide as she looked all around.

Sparks appeared.

Jane moved.

Destiny moved, too.

Jane waited for the Wizard to appear, but this time Destiny did not appear like she did earlier. This time the Wizard tried to directly fight off whatever she knew to be there, which, of course, was the wrong thing to do. Jane hadn’t been able to tell her that, though. Oh well. Maybe next time.

Looking back to where Jane had been, she saw Red bloom on the horizon—

Brilliant white light erupted—

Dark claws yanked Jane backward, pulling her into the Dark and then puffing her out of Melemizargo’s domain far from the explosion which detonated the world. It was a shattering of white, a scream of absolute hatred like a raging banshee, and then a descent of Red from the sky above, like the [Luminous Beam] of the sun itself. And maybe that’s what it was, considering the Enemy was on the sun; inside the sun.

Jane had never seen such a reaction before.

That Beam of Red expanded wide, and then wider. Red Sparks flew across the world like the release of an ocean—









- - - -









Destiny said, “I would like to be read in now, Jane.”

They were back on the treetops from earlier. Time had been reversed in a major way, and Red Sparks littered the world in every direction—

Destiny’s expression shifted. She stared. “You’re not Jane. You’re one of Melemizargo’s pets.”

And this would be how the Red Sparks fucked over proper communication of itself.

Right.

Well Destiny was fucking pissed. Probably not gonna listen to reason, either.

“The Red Sparks come from the sun because something lives up there and causes this whole antimeme.”

Jane didn’t even get to see the Red Sparks move.

Time shifted.









- - - -









The world was awash in Red, and Jane had just stepped onto a frozen canopy, kilometers away from her first interaction with Desti—

A meter-thick cascade of Benevolent Lightning shattered through the sky, aimed right at Jane, yet Jane just lifted a black wing and the Lightning went wide, scattered on her perfect [Dark Dragonhide], or whatever Melemizargo felt like calling the skill. Jane instantly knew something was wrong, but also, maybe right? Destiny was obviously able to retain something through Time shifts just like Jane could, now that the Bracelet of Memory had been melded with her soul, so there was no point in trying to hide her new allegiances.

Benevolent Lightning continued to shatter in every direction, turning the frozen forest to kindling and lighting fires here and there among the charred and blackened trees. It was a soft sort of flame that gave off no heat, and yet felt absolutely Destructive to all of Jane’s gifted Senses. All the world was Red, though, as though it was lit with natural fire but not at all.

Jane waited, midair, black wings extended from her back, her red hair and red eyes shining bright, as black scales crawled up from beneath her skin.

Destiny appeared, looking absolutely filthy with Red Sparks. She stared.

Jane asked, “What’s up, Destiny?”

“I seem to have some conflicting memories, and you seem to be an agent of Melemizargo now, Debby.”

Jane wanted to tell her everything, but that would be bad. She was already poised to hate, and if she was this far along…

“Leaving her be is the correct choice. I was not aware her power was progressing in this direction, but I approve. Do not interact with her further.”

Jane said to Destiny, “It’s technically ‘Jane’ and I’m not going into the specifics about all that right now. Speak your piece, please. My father is looking for me, yadda yadda. What else.”

Destiny had a surreal moment, and then she stood straight in the air, and said, “Talk to your father and stay out of my backyard.”

And then she left—

She reappeared, shouting, “I did not attack you first!”

And then she left again.

… She did not reappear.

When Jane was far away from that confrontation, she allowed herself a small smile, because Destiny had a constant small spill of red around her while she spoke. That could mean many different things, but the primary was that she remembered. Maybe not a whole lot. Maybe not much at all. But she was waking up. Anything was better than nothing.

And also—

“Yes, yes. No need to rub it in. I was being hasty with Oozy. Maybe he was simply immune to the Red Sparks, and thus he and all the people around him were constantly being attacked. That does make a whole lot more sense than him being an ‘agent’ of the Sparks. The anti-meme has never had an agent before, as far as I can remember.”

Jane nodded, highly satisfied. As she shadowstepped across the world, heading north back to Dungeon Island, she asked, “Can my father be made aware of his own time, like I am of mine? I thought that was a dangerous magic.”

The world passed underneath Jane’s feet, her wings turning to shadows as her black scales retreated. Hopefully her father wouldn’t freak when he saw her, and likely saw all of her new self, thanks to that All-Seeing Eye… But he probably would freak. And then the anger and the quiet words would come, and Jane would talk and he would talk, and the Other, Sleeping Janes would probably talk, too. Solomon would be there.

Either way, This Jane had to try to make at least Erick aware of his own sideways-time. If Destiny could do it, Erick certainly could.

Melemizargo eventually spoke like a friend on her shoulder, “People are not meant to know of multiple timestreams at the same time for that way usually leads to insanity, so I have specifically not told him about that option, and neither has that ghost of Phagar... maybe for similar reasons. I do not know. But he is a Paradox Wizard and Wizards are different from normal people... Perhaps you should tell him that option. Destiny seems to be doing okay with it…” He left the rest unsaid.

Jane finished the thought, “But Destiny is hard to mark as ‘sane’ on any day, so there’s no way to know if she’s been negatively affected.”

“I try not to call others insane. It makes me look bad.”









- - - -









Jane set down in the grove in front of the dungeon—

She had done this before.

She REMEMBERED.

Many, many times. Many different lives. Many different places. She glanced at her nails. Due to the vagaries of magic and Other Realities brought forth due to her elevation to Melemizargo’s Paladin, Jane’s prismatic magic tended towards red right now. And so, her nails had been red, because that was apparently the type of color her rock devourer nails took on right now.

Except now her nails were of every color of the rainbow; properly prismatic.

And Solomon stood in front of her, and yet he wasn’t Solomon at all.

He was just her dad, as Jane remembered him throughout most timelines. A little frumpy, with a thickness around his waist that Jane hadn’t seen in years, and yet wearing nice clothes that hid most of that fact. His hair was black, but with white here and there. His eyes were not bright white as they had been for the longest, recent time; but simple brownish-blueish, like Jane’s eyes had been. He wore rubber-soled shoes from Earth. He still had his phone that he had lost years ago, stuck in his pocket, but now it was protected by magics and kept running on power, somehow. He had figured that repair out years ago, hadn’t he. Yeah. He had. And now it connected him to node networks here and there. And yet, that’s not true at all.

Her father had no phone. He was tall and strong and built like an orcol.

And then he was an orcol, briefly, because that’s what he liked these days.

And then he was a human again, or an incani.

Wings, and yet no wings.

A devil propped upon one shoulder, an angel on the other, and yet neither angel nor devil saw each other, because they existed in different realities.

In this place, Jane had lost an arm and had it fully replaced with a sentient ooze. She had become an ooze summoner. She had become an ooze destroyer. She had become a dragon of Carnage, or Death, or Fae. But those were the rarer places.

In the most common place, Jane was a ghost, tied down to this reality by a father that could not let her go.

In countless shades of the multiverse, Jane was simply dead. In slightly less countless shades of the multiverse her father was dead, too, and both of them looked across the glade at each other like they were two non-entities, lost to another time—

Red Sparks encroached upon them, hunting outside of the glade, trying to find whatever was causing them concern. The Darkness held back the Red Tide. He could not hold them back forever.

Jane looked to her father, and her father looked to her. How many times had they tried this? How many times had Time Itself been folded back, to get back here, to the beginning? Was this, then, the final try? It seemed like it was the final try. A culmination of all that came before, and one final farewell.

Jane knew how this would end, as it had already ended multiple times.

Seemed unfair, but life was never fair to anyone.

Jane looked to her father who was currently named Solomon, but that wasn’t his real name at all.

“Hey, dad.”

“Hey, Jane,” Solomon-Erick said, with tears in his eyes that had yet to fall. “How about we undo whatever is happening here, and you go back to being here, and I go back to being here, and we don’t have to touch upon the anti-meme.”

Jane chuckled once. “No. This is too important. The infection is all-powerful, and it’ll always infect this world, stopping progress and hurting people unless you do something about it. I saw it eat a homeless man once. I saw it eat a friend in another lifetime. I saw it eat you, and then me. I think it ate a god, too, I am not sure.” She held out her left arm, where the Bracelet of Memory was linked to her very soul, leaving a simple black line and a silver diamond tattooed around her wrist. “And I know just how to make it so that you can see it, too. Give me your hand, dad.”

Erick breathed.

Jane wasn’t sure what her father was seeing right now. Was his paranoia acting up again? Was he seeing Melemizargo trying some shit, instead of his daughter, reaching out? Maybe he was seeing a devil’s bargain, for this was surely one of those. Should he trust her? Maybe. Jane wouldn’t trust—

Erick grabbed his daughter’s wrist.

Jane smiled softly, and returned the grip.

- - - -

They were in the middle of the glade outside of the dungeon. The other girls stood back for some reason. Shadows crawled everywhere, even in the light of the bright sun overhead. Erick stood transfixed and wrapped in Darkness, though his eyes shone outward and the Darkness wasn’t impeding him at all. It was just gently holding him back; telling him ‘not your turn, not for you’.

And Debby held out her hand.

Solomon gripped her wrist and Debby gripped his.

Suddenly, Solomon was not Solomon, and Debby was not Debby.

Erick saw the land as his dead daughter saw the land. It was full of Red. He had been here before, and yet not. He had seen the Red before, and yet it had been absent from his life for the longest time. How long? Erick did not know—

Jane was a rainbow of people, standing to the left and right, each holding hands with him at the same time.

Erick was just himself.

And a blue incani woman, unknown to him, stood there at the side, one of her hands gently laid upon where he held his daughter’s wrist, the other hand gently laid upon where Jane gripped him. The unknown woman asked a silent question. Asked if he really wanted this burden. Asked if he would take this burden from his daughter, and probably end up killing his daughter, because that is what happened in these situations, to those who had seen too much and who had lost the solidity of REMEMBRANCE.

Panic.

Erick tried to say ‘no’. He tried to reason. To delay. To negotiate.

Jane said, “Yes.”

Time froze. Erick watched multicolor tears fall down his daughter’s face as she smiled nonetheless and a strip of black magic crawled up from her skin like the peeling of old, sticky tape. That magic crawled onto Erick’s fingers and then down his hand. The black inchworm stretched across Wheatly in his bracelet form, avoiding the pseudo-[Familiar], to slip under Jane’s hand and wrap around Erick’s wrist.

The rainbow of Jane, all stretching to the left and right, collapsed down to the one holding his hand.

And Erick multiplied.

He could REMEMBER.

All the talks that they had had about what was happening. All the decisions made to let knowledge carry forth, to those who could use that knowledge. The jumpstarting of ‘Solomon’s’ ‘immunity’, like how Erick was already becoming immune. The talk of Oozy, and of Atomic Magic, and of what had happened to Destiny, and how one might retain knowledge through Time Magics. The Wizard of Chaos’s immunity had probably been jump started by her interaction with Jane today, too.

Which was good.

Erick remembered more than he thought he would.

He remembered discarded timelines.









- - - -









In the Sewerhouse of Spur.

Erick woke up from having invented [Call Lightning].

The Headmaster sent a [Viewing Mirror] toward him, inside Al’s house, where Erick rested, and Al sat beside him. Red Sparks filled the air around Al for a moment too long, dazing him just long enough for him to get caught in the picture frame, and the Headmaster saw Al. Two dragons saw each other from across the world.

Spur had not survived that dragon fight. There were survivors, and Erick was one of them, but the city was gone. Silverite dead. Killzone held back by laughing Shades, except for Fallopolis, who tried to stop the dragon fight. Fallopolis was unsuccessful.

Jane did not survive.

Things went downhill from there.

But that never happened. In this universe Al had jumped away from the [Viewing Screen] in time, and the Red Sparks sparked on nothing at all.









- - - -









In the time of the Daydropper Jane stood as a spider atop a grand statue of a person raising their hands to the heavens, which was made from the mashed-up parts of the Garden of Ar’Kendrithyst, and from the bodies of the adventurers Erick had ‘sent’ in there to kill the Daydropper, and Shade Planter. There was Yetta, the Champion of Atunir, Cyril, prince of Odaali, and Dorthy and Basil, brother and sister and childhood friends of the others. Allan had already died in the fight with Shade Planter. The other four had been transformed into parts of the upper hands of the statue. They were offerings for Melemizargo’s summoning.

Jane had managed to get Yetta and Cyril free, and now she had come back for the other two.

That is when Melemizargo appeared from a rift in the world.

Melemizargo instructed Jane to try a magic —any magic at all!— and he would help her do it properly. He suggested [Polymorph], because that is what she was doing right now.

Red Sparks interfered, and Jane never counter-suggested [Shadowalk].

Jane died to her own malformed body.

Melemizargo brought her back, told her to try again, and she did. This time she got it right.

Ten days later, in an unimportant time and place, Red Sparks interfered again, and Jane died of massive cardiac malformations in her [Polymorph] that she didn’t even catch because she had fiddled with the nerves, too, and she could not feel herself dying.

But that never happened.









- - - -









A parasite of Messalina’s, used by that Lower Trademaster of Pearl, Caradogh Pogi, got into Jane’s brain, because Red Sparks got into one of the orcol guards at Erick’s house just a little bit too much, at the exact right time. That orcol ended up giving Jane a dazed sort of look, which Jane interpreted wrong, and which the guard decided to roll with. Jane ended up in his bed, her head on his pillow, and thus, she got a parasite that was not meant for her.

When the draconic Flare Couatl came to town to attack, Pogi triggered the parasites. Jane and both guards triggered their [Defend]s way too much, zeroing out their Health. Under the onslaught of [Flare], Jane and others became instant ash.

Erick got her revived through Messalina but Jane was never the same. Eventually, Erick confronted the fact that Jane was not the same, and that Messalina had fucked up.

That timeline ended in the Headmaster’s dragonfire.









- - - -









In the fight against Terror Peaks, Red Sparks distracted Melemizargo for a moment, and Jane died to a Soul Spear attack. The Dragon God of Magic asked Erick if he wanted her revived, but she would not be the same. She would be a different person. The Soul Spear had killed too much of her soul for anything more than a 15% revivification, and that Erick would have to find Quilatalap to get that done.

Erick didn’t bother protecting himself when another Soul Spear launched toward him.









- - - -









Some timelines were so different they weren’t even recognizable.

Erick landed without Jane, and he searched for her, but never found her, and he died in the desert.

Jane was killed by Bulgan, and Erick joined the war on the side of the Angels, eventually culminating in the destruction of Hell. The Paladins of all the gods beat down his tower doors in that one.

Food poisoning on the yurts of the grass travelers killed Nirzir and all of Songli turned against him, and Void Song’s assassins eventually won.

Tiza Nindi shot him with a Bolt from Sininindi, right there in the classroom of the Mage’s Guildhouse of Spur, killing him instantly.









- - - -









Erick stood in a glade, holding his daughter’s wrist.

All around them were uncountable stars. Melemizargo stood to the North. Rozeta stood to the South. Fairy Moon was at the West, and Erick was at the East. The starfield zoomed in, culminating in a zoom all the way to this very glade overlapping all of the participants. The imaging finished.

A pulse rang out across the world—

—and struck a barrier of red lightning that materialized just beyond the Edge of the Script. Nothing escaped Veird. No signals went out. Instead, Red Sparks infected the world, and they were a layer of power just outside of the Script. In the void.

Melemizargo broke from the Ritual and looked at the sky from his seated position at the North. He sighed. “That certainly got a reaction… Hmm.”

No one else commented on those words, and so, Melemizargo tried looking on the bright side.

“I’m going to get so many new stars and planets! This is gonna be great!”









- - - -









Erick came back to himself, and yet he was not fully himself. He was still partially Solomon. That Other Name still felt comfortable for him, because something untoward had happened.

Solomon held his daughter’s hand, and Red Sparks had replaced all of Jane’s soul.

She was dead. She had always been dead.

And the Sparks kept eating. Those Sparks had interfered in the transfer of the bracelet like gleeful nails on a chalkboard, pulling apart the black band around Solomon’s wrist, leaving behind a cracked tattoo, damaging the magic of the bracelet. Solomon couldn’t even see that until now, and even as he saw their ravaging, he lost sight of them. Solomon would care about the failure to transfer this power later. He would talk to Guile on his right wrist, silent and observant, and Erick and Melemizargo, watching from afar, about all of what had happened here, and what had failed to happen. But for now...

It was just him and his daughter, under the Sparking Red sky, surrounded by red lightning, thick as wrists and jagged upon everything—

The Atomic Woman from another age held onto Solomon’s and Jane’s hands as she said, “It appears I have touched too much upon this horror, and your daughter was way too deep to ever extract herself safely. Even my own power has been exhausted trying to fulfill her last wishes.” The Red Sparks crawled into the Atomic Woman, replacing her completely, as they had replaced Jane’s soul. Her voice was still there, though, still indelibly marked upon the world. “This is not the ending I would have preferred, but I am okay with this ending, for you and your surviving daughters know of the horrors of that magic that must never be remade, even if you never saw such a thing yourself. As for your own horror, you have gained an uninterrupted moment of Truth about the horror you faced without knowing, until here, until now. I am glad for that. It will have to be enough of an inoculation. I’m sorry I couldn’t help you more with the Redness. Your own Path might see you through the rest of this journey through evil.”

Like butterflies in the shape of a corpse, the Red Sparks left the Atomic Woman, leaving nothing behind.

Solomon stared at his daughter, begging her to still be there, to hear her say, ‘I love you’. To be an indelible mark upon the world as the Atomic Woman had been. But that’s not how it was. She had never gotten the chance for one final word, and neither had Solomon.

Jane was gone. 







- - - -









The world returned.

Solomon gripped his daughter’s cold wrist as Jane’s grip loosened, as her body fell to the ground. He roared. He cursed. He tried a thousand things to bring her back, from [True Resurrection] to [Reincarnation] to calling out to the mana itself, begging it to bring Jane back, and then cursing it in equal measure for taking her from him.

But there was no soul to bring back. There was no Time to reverse, either, for Melemizargo had done as much of that as possible in this space. Melemizargo spoke of how he had helped as much as he could, and Solomon fell silent as he knew the Dark God was not lying. The other Erick still had his words about him, though. Erick roared at Melemizargo for the liberties he took, for taking Debby as a paladin and then subjecting her to unknown Wizardry. Melemizargo countered about how Debby had known what she was doing, and how Erick should know by now that he would never want to hurt any of his daughters, and how none of this was his fault at all. If he could have picked a different person to resonate with the Bracelet he would have.

“What did you even accomplish?!” Erick demanded, yelling at the God of Magic.

Melemizargo stared right back at him. “I’d tell you if you could understand, but it looks like that’ll take a while longer.” He declared to them all, to every Jane in the glade, to Guile watching from Solomon’s side as Solomon lifelessly gazed upon his dead daughter, to Solomon and Erick, “None of you know the full extent of this anti-meme; this Red Plague upon this world—”

“Shut up,” Solomon declared in a soft, stern voice.

Jane still lay before him as though sleeping on a pure white bed of stone. Solomon had managed that much; had been able to give her that much dignity. He wasn’t sure why, but he knew that the fact that they had a body at all was a miracle in itself. That being able to remember Jane at all was yet another miracle. Melemizargo had probably done that. But Solomon didn’t know.

So he asked, “We have a body because you made that happen, didn’t you, Melemizargo. We have memories of her because of you.”

“I could manage that much without touching upon Grand Wizardry.”

The dragon god of Magic seemed like he wanted to say more, but also that he knew enough to stop right there. 

“... Right.”

No one wanted Grand Wizardry from the insane god of magic.

In a divorced, almost clinical sort of way, Solomon moved past the moment of pain, and considered… Everything.

He knew he had experienced this same feeling, this same scenario, ten thousand times already. Jane was dead. Jane had always been dead. He had never gotten to watch her grow older than now; that had been the fate of other Ericks, from other timelines. This Jane, who had been ‘Debby’ for a while, was gone. ‘Debby’ had never been her name; it had always been ‘Jane’. And ‘Solomon’ was not like the Other Ericks.

He was the one who lost.

‘Solomon’ stood. With an anguish he had worn for decades and not at all, Erick said, “We’re not arguing about fault. We’re continuing with the rescues from the Dark. We are securing this world from every possible threat we can envision.” He stared at both This Erick and Melemizargo. “And when I get a chance, when I understand what happened here, I will be fixing it.”

‘Solomon’ brooked no argument.

He went back into the dungeon.

- - - -

Melemizargo watched as Red Sparks swarmed around Solomon, but they could not touch him, not completely. He was waking up. Those same Sparks couldn’t fully touch Erick right now, either, but his immunity was of a different sort than Solomon’s. More of a secure immunity. Solomon’s immunity was that of scars; of alterations unable to reach him through all of his old wounds.

It was similar to Melemizargo’s own immunity, granted to him through centuries of insanity, and then finally waking up to the realities of this reality.

The Janes were less awake; even the ‘original’ was the same sleepiness as her reflections. It would take them a great deal of time to notice the Red Sparks as ‘Debby’ had noticed. They would probably never wake up at all. Most people never did.

When Solomon and Erick met Poi inside the dungeon, Poi got a brief dazed look to him, due to the Red, but he recovered...

He was waking up, too?

Poi was waking up, too. His immunity was one granted to him by Erick and Solomon in a way that neither of them had noticed what they were doing, and which Melemizargo had not noticed either. It was a lesser form of either Ericks’ immunity. But still. Perhaps… Perhaps the Crossing could be saved? It would take a great deal of effort to do that, though. The Mind Mages were mostly a failed attempt at unraveling this cage… But maybe that could change. Maybe Melemizargo would find success if he revisited that project.

All of their various immunities to the Red Sparks were different from Oozy’s immunity, though. Oozy was a focal point. Something different. Something major. Something that hadn’t happened before, and Jane hadn’t been able to see that, so Melemizargo had allowed that dereliction of duty. But Melemizargo had known what he was looking at when he saw it.

Melemizargo should have made Jane kill that man.

















… But that would have definitely caused an even larger rift between him and Erick than the one that occurred, for Sininindi would have gotten involved, and then the mess would cascade. That might have been exactly what the Red Sparks had wanted when they shoved Oozy in front of Jane—

Rozeta’s voice came to him, “WHAT THE FUCK.”

Melemizargo sighed, and then he planned how best to explain himself without coming across as an insane person, all the while with Red Sparks constantly interfering. Melemizargo wasn’t too worried about his daughter’s rage right now, because Melemizargo was done poking at the problem. For now. Whatever this cage was, it wasn’t overly dangerous until you confronted it directly, and even then the worst it could do was unravel a soul that was already extremely vulnerable to its power.

At least when he talked to Rozeta, Melemizargo was able to honestly say that he did his best to save ‘Debby’ and that he didn’t enact any Grand Wizardry of his own; he had merely been shielding Jane while she went around killing memetic horrors, which was still a valued service that any Paladin would have been honored to enact. It had been her choice to do all of that. Melemizargo hadn’t actually told her to do anything at all except what she wanted to do in the first place. All he had done was help her enact her own choices.

Rozeta called that a weak argument.

Melemizargo did not gainsay that rebuttal.

Of course, the real reason he didn’t enact any Grand Wizardry of his own was because direct confrontations with the Red Sparks was how you ended up with cascading horrors like with Idyrvamikor and the Death of All Halves.

Maybe Melemizargo could have saved Jane.

But maybe it was better for ‘Solomon’ to want to bring Jane back himself.
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Erick watched Solomon walk through the portal of the slime dungeon like his world was falling apart, but he needed to keep it together anyway. Erick felt the same way. He wasn’t sure what exactly had happened here in the clearing in front of the dungeon, for Melemizargo had kept him from interfering as he worked some sort of Wizardry in the area, but based on the shadows in the history of the manasphere… Erick was sure of one thing.

Solomon had experienced a deep expression of Time with his daughter, Debby.

And Debby was Solomon’s daughter, for sure. Debby was Solomon’s, in a way that Debby was not Erick’s at all. Erick wasn’t sure why he felt that way, but he did. As he looked to the other girls, and to Jane in particular, he worried. He thought.

And he realized he wasn’t going crazy, which would be the more rational response right now. 

For some reason he wasn’t going crazy with Debby’s death… Or maybe he was numb right now. Maybe. Solomon had seemed to go crazy for a long moment there, as he cursed and begged miracles from the mana, and Debby’s corpse continued to cool, there on her white stone bed. That’s what the initial signs of ‘crazy’ should probably look like; not this numb feeling that Erick was experiencing.

Erick looked at Debby, dead and cold on that white stone bed like she was enjoying a nice dream, and she wasn’t deader than dead. She wasn’t even warm. Solomon had only been worrying over her for an hour, though. She should still be warm, right? Why wasn’t she warm?

She should have been warm. Right?

In a disassociated sort of way, Erick looked to his girls, all of them standing to the side, all of them talking softly with each other— They noticed him. All five of them stepped forward, trying to be the first to say they would take care of the body, but that rapidly stopped when they all saw each other try to do the same thing.

Jane spoke for them all, “We’ll take care of the body.”

Erick wanted to say no. He wanted to tell them that they were all kids, and that he was the adult, so he would take care of this. But that was an incorrect thought. They were adults, too, and they seemed to want to do this; to take this burden upon themselves.

So Erick said, “Okay, Jane. Girls—” He couldn’t leave it at ‘girls’; that would be a loss too great. He named them all. “Abigail, Beth, Candice, Emily. Jane. I love you all. Thank you. I need to check on Solomon.”

And then Erick went to Debby and kneeled by her corpse. His hand hesitated.

She was cold to the touch.

Erick stayed there for a moment.

Eventually, he got up and went to the dungeon.

- - - -

In the kitchen of the replica of his house in Spur, Solomon was trying and failing to explain anything at all to Poi, or to himself. He shouted at the walls. He punched the table. He wrecked papers. Benevolent Lightning fried diagrams on walls, destroying their simple, easy-to-understand records of what had been pulled from the Dark, and what was coming next. Over the last 45 days, the kitchen dining room had been transformed into a base of operations, while the actual dining room had been used for eating. And now Solomon was destroying the records.

Poi tried to understand. Erick tried to understand. They voiced their question and they were met with rage. Their misunderstandings only invited more anger—

“I don’t understand it myself!” Solomon shouted, as he shook his left arm. A broken line of black and silver wrapped around his forearm. It was the remnant of the Bracelet of Memory. “This fucking transfer failed! That atomic woman FAILED. All I have are half-memories and…” He let his anger flow away.

Erick and Poi waited.

Solomon secured himself. He stood strong. With a whip of mana and intent, Solomon restored everything that he had destroyed. Diagrams, papers, all of that returned to their proper positions. And then Solomon looked at Erick, and said, “There is only one thing I truly know, Erick. I know that I am also Erick, but of a different Path than you. I experienced lifetimes when I held Jane’s hand. In all of those lifetimes, I was the One Who Lost Jane. I was the one who died to my own hubris. I was the one that the gods fought and won against because I went crazy with grief. I also know that I am not going to do any of that, because I’m more than the sum of my parts.” Solomon breathed deep. Guile stood at his side, looking up at the man. Solomon said, “I am more than what I was, and I will get Jane back this time.”

“… You understand how worrying that is to me, yes?” Erick asked, being forthright instead of circumspect, moving past his own emotions. Perhaps some tactfulness would have been better, but after Erick said the words, he knew they had been the right words to say. Solomon breathed deep. He settled. Erick said, “I see that you do understand. Do I need to worry about you, Solomon?”

“I understand more than you know… More than I know, too. This anti-meme is getting to all of us… Somehow. I’m not even sure how it works, only that it does. It got Jane— Debby… No. ‘Jane’. She was Jane, you know.” Solomon said, “A lot of different Janes from different… Places. My memory of all that is kinda shot…” His voice trailed away as he looked at the broken black tattoo around his wrist again, saying, “Never gonna get those memories fully back, either. It’s all going to be a mess for the rest of my life.”

Erick thought back to the clearing, in the moments when Debby took Solomon’s hand, and then all of the myriad shadows that came afterward. He thought of Debby dying there, and suddenly it hit him all over again. He had lost a daughter, too, dammit! Why wasn’t he allowed to grieve?

Debby had been there all the time, listening to him talk of magic... and to Solomon talk of magic, too.

… She had gone dungeon delving with Solomon, not with Erick.

She had listened to Erick’s multiversal theories of magic. She had tried her own. And then she had taken off after talking to him in his office about needing to do this… this exploration of mental magic threats. She didn’t confront Solomon about her leaving them. That journey had taken her all across the world, and then she had come back to him—

Except she didn’t come back to Erick at all.

She came back to Solomon.

Was Erick allowed to grieve at all?

Erick wasn’t sure. All he really knew was that he needed to be there for Solomon.

And so, Erick spoke softly through the tears, saying, “The girls are doing something with her body. A burial, or something. Do you want to do something else?”

Solomon tensed. He fought back a rage with the cold hard fact that other people were hurting, too. He was still ‘Erick’, even after his experience with Debby there in that clearing. Or at least he would be for a little while longer. He saw Erick. He saw Poi, standing to the side, looking worried but not saying anything. He glanced down to Guile, standing beside him in a companionable manner. Those two had grown to be good friends in the last few months, which was great to see. And then Solomon looked back to Erick.

“Sorry. Obviously you’re hurting, too…” Solomon went silent. “They can handle Jane’s funeral, if that is what they want to do.” He looked toward the hallway. He stepped that way, saying, “I’m going to bed. Don’t wake me for the funeral. That corpse is not my Jane and I won’t watch her End. I’m gonna find her again, and bring her back.” He was at the door to the hallway, his back turned. He stopped.

Erick waited.

Solomon continued on, not looking back, saying, “I’m going to sleep for a while.”

















- - - -









The funeral took several hours to put together and then longer.

A day after Debby died, they held her funeral. It was a quiet affair.

Erick was surprised, and not surprised, to learn that the girls each had all of their death paperwork in order. What they wanted to be said over their dead bodies. Where they wanted all their stuff to go. Each of them set up some paperwork so that if one of them died everyone else got a split share of their wealth. Each one of them had planned for their possible death on this endeavor, this Sundering Search, and they wanted those that remained to have everything they left behind.

Jane read Debby’s speech. It was short. It was written months ago, back when Debby was still freshly created from her dungeon master slime; a fresh repro. Debby had been surprised to learn that she wasn’t Jane, and that made her mad. Her final letter also told of how she desired to do some magical learning this time, and that she was going to learn from their father because she had never done that properly.

“ ‘And if I should die before everyone else, one of you’—” Jane breathed. She grinned, but it was a malformation of emotion, too strained in multiple directions to be a real grin. “ ‘One of you cunts better learn from that man and become a respectable mage. I’m sure if we actually tried to learn magic from someone who knows magic, we might actually learn something’. And that’s where it ends.”

Erick was already drowning in sorrow, but it all hit harder in that moment. Tears flowed freely.

It just didn’t seem real, and yet it was.

They scattered Debby’s ashes across each continent, at the places Debby had said she wanted her ashes spread. Archipelago Nergal, on a nice beach near a Hawaiian-like isle. At Wyrmrest Mountain, near the Firemaws and their endless red flames and lava pools. In the Underworld, near the cavern of tornado obsidian. In the Tribulation mountains in Nelboor. And finally at Ascendant Mountain, on the balconies of their crystal hotel room, overlooking the depths below, where Debby’s ashes could disappear into the crack in the world. Tens of dungeons lurked in those depths, each one of them filled with horror and adventure alike.

The others jokingly complained that now they needed to pick new spots.

At the end of it all, there the family stood, on a crystal cliffside of the hotel room with the sun setting in the west and all the world painted gold. Tears flowed, halting and yet free.

Jane wiped her face, sniffled, then said, “Well this cements that I want a wake at my funeral. No tears. Only drinking.”

“Oh for sure,” Candice said, “This was way too fucking depressing.”

Abigail said, “She went out a hero.”

Jane sighed, saying, “A great big fucking hero.”

Beth said, “A great hero.”

“Who took our paladinhood from the rest of us,” said Candice, half-jokingly, half-very-seriously.

Emily broke down sobbing, saying, “I love you all.”

And that started the full group hug, with everyone crying. Erick had five surviving daughters. He loved them all as if all of them had been with him his entire adult life.

Ophiel swooped down from the sky to hug all of them as much as he could, and each girl hugged the Ophiels. Yggdrasil had only watched until that moment, his big [Scry] eye made smaller for the occasion, but now he sent a small mental question, wordless and yet full of need, and Erick nodded. In a flashing second Yggdrasil’s current [Avatar] form of a big orcol male in a formal black suit stepped out of a portal, already crying. He joined all the rest of the family on the crystal cliffside, and his hugs were a welcome addition to the group.

“Holy fuck this is exhausting,” Candice eventually said. “I need sleep now. Wow.”

Erick chuckled at that. “Funerals are exhausting…” Softer, “Especially big ones.”

Yggdrasil asked, “Why didn’t Solomon come?”

Erick had no good reasoning to give, so he said, “Because he didn’t want to see it finalized. He’s going to…” Erick said to all of them, “Don’t treat him gently, for that would make him angry. But do be there for him. He’s having a harder time about this than… Than any of us. I think he went through a good thousand hours of talking and trying to talk to Debby, there in that clearing. Constant retries of... of I’m not sure. All I know is that I tried a [Return] to get back to before Debby appeared and all that happened, but it didn’t work. I zeroed out my mana, even with the Script helping me. That means… Well. You know what that means. You all have my numbers.”

It meant Erick could go back in time around 18 minutes without needing to do Wizardry, which should have been more than enough time to get back to before Debby descended. Erick wasn’t going to say that out loud, for that was an operational security risk. Other nations had surely put together that particular bit of information, but there was no need to go spreading that information wide, especially in a non-secured area.

At the concerned comprehension of the girls and Yggdrasil, and even Ophiel, Erick nodded.

Emily asked, “What does that mean, dad?”

Erick said, “Aside from the unknown memetic threats and responses and whatever happened there. I think what happened there was the same reason that Paradox Wizards can’t get to the dawn of Veird’s existence here in this New Cosmology. You all heard that story about the Time Wizard who they tried to use to fix the world post-Sundering?” Concerned looks shifted to comprehension, and Erick added, “Yeah; whatever happened in that clearing is similar. Time Magics were used too much in that area and so that time became both indelible, and impossible to traverse. There’s no rescuing Debby from the fate that happened in that clearing.”

Erick’s children all nodded or frowned or thought, as they considered his words—

“I’m done for now.” Candice said, “I love you all. I have to sleep.” She came up to Erick and hugged him again, and then she broke off and went into the hotel, headed straight to her bed.

The others had similar, but softer ideas. They simply split off, giving Erick one more hug before leaving him behind. Soon, it was down to just Yggdrasil, Emily, and Erick. Ophiel remained, but he did not have much input on what came next; he was still struggling with what had happened in front of them all. When it was just Erick and Ophiel, Erick expected the little guy to ask something of him, to try and understand what this funeral was, and why it made everyone sad. But for right now, Emily stared at Yggdrasil, and Yggdrasil stared back, both of them unwilling to speak.

Erick broke the stalemate, “Who wants to go first with their big news? Or do you want a coinflip and we go that way?”

Emily faltered—

Yggdrasil blurted, “I want another Fishery like the one you gave to the Freelands. That’s it. Simple! Sorry. I didn’t expect it to be a big deal. I didn’t know how to say it, either, or even if it could be done… That’s all. It’s completely inappropriate for this…” He trailed off, looking self-defeated.

“We’ll look for one, Yggdrasil; absolute—”

“Okay I have to—” Emily began, but failed to finish, because she transformed into a man, her purple coloring of her nails and hair transforming into something brighter, more magenta than purple, which had been Emily’s original way to mark her as different from the others. He was remarkably handsome, with broad shoulders and just a bit taller than Erick, while his coloring was obviously demi. He had a concerned look on his face as he said, “I’m Evan.” Evan threw up his hands, saying, “That’s all! … Uh.” He demurred, “… Yeah.”

Erick smiled and took his son in for a hug, holding him tight. Evan was frigid for a moment, and then Erick said, “I’m glad you have decided to live your best life. Love you, Evan.”

Evan thawed in great big sobs as he hugged back.

Yggdrasil tried to back away—

Erick grabbed Yggdrasil with a free hand and pulled him into the hug. His huge arms went around both of them and Evan chuckled. Ophiel wasn't sure what was happening, but he joined in, too.

And since Erick had his two boys with him —and one eventual boy when Ophiel materialized— he decided it was time for a Talk. “Now you both know to use protection when you have sex with girls, right? There’s this nice little plant that grows in Nelboor that deadens the little swimmers for a day—”

Yggdrasil muttered, “I know not to—”

Evan laughed loud.

And Jane came back out to the group, for it wasn’t like ‘the guys’ were being quiet at all.

Jane said, “Okay fine. We go for a wake. We can just do that. It doesn’t have to be planned. Debby would have wanted it.”

Candice rose out of her bed like a zombie, muttering about how she was ready for a party, too, and then Beth and Abigail followed.

Evan told Erick, “I’m still into dudes, dad; my ‘swimmers’ don’t matter.”

Erick laughed as he nodded. “That’s one way to ensure no accidental pregnancies.”

Jane clapped her hands, drawing attention, as she said, “Who wants to go get Solomon back out here for the wake? And also where are we going?”

Everyone froze.

Erick said, “He’s not going to…” Erick stopped. “You know what? I will still ask him, and then try dragging. If he doesn’t give in to that or if he zaps me then he can stay behind.”

















- - - -









Guile said, “See that! They are coming back to you.”

Solomon wiped away a tear, as he shut the [Viewing Screen]. He was sitting on the edge of his bed in the dungeon house. Guile was on his own cat bed at the side of the room, in the sun, or at least in the light that passed for the sun down here. Solomon sniffled, then said “They didn’t have to. I’m not going.”

“… Are you positive you didn’t want to go?”

“I’m not going,” Solomon said. To go would be to acknowledge that Jane was dead. “Same reason I didn’t go to the funeral.”

Guile looked like he was going to choose his next words carefully, and Solomon suddenly hated him for that, and for all the ills in his many different lives. That sudden hatred was completely irrational, for Guile never fucked up his life before, but Solomon still hated him anyway.

Guile picked up on some of that sudden hate, so he paused. And then he reconfigured his thoughts and plainly stated, “Right now you are in a state of disharmony. I didn’t catch much of what happened in that clearing, but I caught some, and you were split across ten thousand lifetimes and blasted with the memories of ten thousand horrors.” He pointed two golden tails toward Solomon’s wrist, where the black Bracelet was a broken tattoo on his skin and soul. “That is broken, but it is mendable. But like all horrors in life, running from the truth only empowers them more. You, my servant Solomon, need to have a clean meeting with this reality that Jane is dead, and that Jane has always been dead—”

Solomon crackled with lightning. White sparks clattered across his bed, leaving black holes in the fabric and setting a small fire to the headboard. For some reason that loss of control pissed him off more than anything else… And at that thought, at the ridiculous idea something could actually be worse than what had happened yesterday, Solomon sobbed again.

Guile waited.

Solomon sighed, breathed, and looked at his wrist. “How do I repair it?”

“There is no perfect repair possible. But you can mend it. You can make it functional despite the complete lack of animating soul within that working. To do that, you need to clean it up some. Like when repairing a broken vase, one must first gather the pieces and then glue them all back together, making up for what was lost in the breaking in one way or another. Glue of some sort is a popular choice.

“Luckily, you already know what the main purpose of this broken artifact is; to Remember. Everything about it is based on that. Also luckily, this artifact is already a part of your own soul.

“All of that makes what comes next easier.

“You have a broken soul, Solomon. It was not broken before the Bracelet touched you, but in the touching of that Bracelet, you have gained perspective that most never gain. And so, like the missing parts of the bracelet, you are missing parts of yourself. Repairing a soul that has seen multiple realities is not easy, for in most cases all extra lives lived usually result in a clouding of purpose.

“But your repair is easy, because your purpose has clarified, instead of clouded over.

“Most of the healing will simply take time. Souls repair on their own. Therefore there is a very good chance that the Bracelet and its power will come to you in time. But this is doubtful. And so, you must actively repair it, and to do that, you need a unified vision for what comes next, because you are not a single vase anymore.

“Mending a broken vase is easy enough, but you have become ten thousand broken vases.

“So you must find a focal point to build around. A Truth.” Like a fox knowing more than he should, Guile said, “And with the death of the hero Jane, you have found most of your Truth. Now you just need to put that to ordered words. And not today, either. Don’t even think about your Truth right now. Take a week of mourning. Of slower repair. And come back to this problem later.

“But first, you must acknowledge that the vase has been broken. Otherwise how will you ever see the pieces you are missing?”

Solomon sighed, then tried to countermand Guile’s logic. “Souls are not vases.”

Guile leveled a soft glare at Solomon, saying, “Stop being pedantic with the ancient fox that has done more to help people find their own Paths in life than you will ever be capable of knowing. And go to your daughter’s wake. You missed the funeral, and that will already haunt you for all the rest of your existence.”

Solomon felt his stomach drop as the truth of Guile’s words hit him squarely in the chest. He whispered, “I should have gone.”

“Yes you should have, but you chose not to. It was a bad choice. Those happen. Now make a better choice.”

Solomon’s stomach dropped again. “… I always make the bad choices, don’t I. I’m the Erick that makes the bad choices.”

Guile hopped off of his bed and up onto Solomon’s. He sat next to him, saying, “Then aren’t we both glad I’m here to help you make better ones.”

Solomon sighed. He thought. And then he stood.

Guile nodded, and then he transformed into a golden bracer that was already upon Solomon’s right forearm.

Solomon walked out of his bedroom and went to the foyer where Poi and Erick both stood, waiting for him. Solomon said to Poi, “Sorry about yelling at you.”

Poi shook his head. “Nothing to be sorry about.”

A certain weight fell from Solomon’s shoulders, and then he looked to Erick, and said, “Okay. So a wake. Did… Did anyone plan it?”

“We’ll play it by ear.” Erick transformed into a male demi with pale purple skin and tiny horns, adding, “We’re all going out as a family to this place they all love in Songli. This is the general form.”

Solomon nodded, and then he transformed, too. “Yeah. This works.”

Ophiel turned into a bright magenta bird, perfectly shaped and tweeting in tiny thunder sounds.

Solomon blinked. Was this really—

“Clan Phoenix, yes,” Erick said, smiling. “Patriarch Xue is gonna have some enforcers making sure we have a good night and aren’t bothered. It’s time to get wasted.”

Solomon smiled a little. “And spicy food, right?”

Erick nodded. “I am sure I will be shitting fire tomorrow.”

“It’s what she would have wanted.”

- - - -

It was two days before they were ready to get back to ‘work’; to rescuing useful artifacts and people from the Dark. There was a discussion before they proceeded, though, with everyone standing in the kitchen of the house under the dungeon.

The current list of items to be rescued stood to the side.

Solomon waved a hand at the list and the 1-10 list gained a number 0; an addition at the top before all others.

Erick frowned. “You want to go after the Lifeblood Heart?” That was the main item that Rozeta wanted, for it doubled the mana production of every living thing near it, and ‘near it’ was the size of an entire region of stars; light years across. Or at least that’s what Rozeta’s projections detailed. Space was different here in the New Cosmology, and the effect of the Heart would either be greatly extended or greatly shrunk. It was hard to know. The plan to retrieve the Lifeblood Heart had a thousand similar problems with completely unknown ways to account for them, and the main problem hadn’t even been accounted for. Erick said, “That thing will fly right out of here, Solomon.”

Solomon said, “I acknowledge the possibility that we can’t retrieve it because it might just fly away, and that it might be too early to try for it. But I want to try.”

Silence.

“Even if Rozeta gets it, she doesn’t have a good way to hold it down,” Evan said.

“I think it will fly away into the other walls around the dungeon, right into the Dark,” Jane said. “Lost forever.”

“We won’t even get that far,” Candice said, “The Heart won’t come through the Black Gate. It’ll fly right out of the view into the Dark. We’ll be lucky if we get to see it for a single moment before it zips away! Gone forever.”

Guile stepped forward. “Actually, I am not sure if it would fly away. With proper Grand Wizardry, and with proper planning, it could be sucked right through the Black Gate and instantly anchored to Veird’s core. This would, of course, require Melemizargo’s agreement and Rozeta’s agreement and all the other Relevant Entities agreeing to a certain course of events, but the manaminer of Veird, the Script, already grabs mana production and produces that mana inside the Core, instead of letting individuals produce their own mana. It should not be that difficult for Veird’s Core to take in the production of the Heart, and maybe even selectively open mana flows here and there to make sure the Heart remains inside this manasphere for a while. There are records of the Heart flying by Old Cosmology manaminers and those places gaining control of the Heart for a short while. Compared to those old manaminers, the Script is absolutely stronger, in many different ways.”

More silence.

Erick said, “An agreement of that level is never going to happen. But! I would like to know why you want the Heart, Solomon.”

“Because I feel I could Ignite into Wizardry if I had double mana production,” Solomon said. “I and all the girls and Evan have hit a wall with mana production increases gained through dungeon kills. We could all continue doing that slow path, of course, but permanent increases past 500,000-ish mana per day is about as much as an un-Ignited soul can handle. Steady mana production gains tapers off long before that, at around 300,000. However, having more mana production means more of an imprint upon oneself and the mana, and so, if we were to double our mana production, then all of us would have over a million mana per day, and that’s low-level Wizard-levels right there. From there, we’re all an Ignition away from having that much mana and more, permanently.”

Guile nodded.

He had put Solomon up to this?

… No. That was too paranoid. Solomon wanted solutions, and Guile had solutions.

Solomon said, “But! I agree that this is a risky venture, which is why I numbered it 0, instead of 1. I’d like for us to get started on the necessities for all of this, while we continue to go through the normal list, but I want the Lifeblood Heart at the top. I really want to try and figure out how to get that Heart here, to Veird. And I want your help.” And then he said, “I don’t want to leave my Jane behind.”

Solomon had spilled some of his story, his memories of other realities, while they had all been drinking as a family. His experience of holding Debby’s hand had been similar to how everyone had experienced a weirdness of different lives when they broke that dungeon core at the beginning of all this. At that dungeon core breaking, most of the girls experienced lives as different slimes, but most notably Evan had been born a boy and lived his life raised by his mother instead of Erick, while Debby had experienced one partial memory stream as Erick, because her slime had been rather close to the one that actually became Solomon. It had been a chance of fate that Erick had picked Solomon to be Solomon, and not Debby, and the other way around, too. Just ten centimeters to the left, and… Things would have been different.

This recent business with the Bracelet was ten thousand times deeper than that core breaking.

Into the silence, Jane spoke first. “Okay. I’m not sure how I can help, but I will try.”

Erick said, “I’ll go talk to some gods.”

Solomon breathed deep, looking relieved. “Thank you.”

- - - -

“This close to the Prophesied Storm, Erick?” Rozeta asked. “Seriously? And that’s not even getting into all the other…” She stopped. She looked concerned. “Is he okay? Mentally?”

Erick decided to go to the Orrery of Rozeta down in Continental Nergal to have a talk with Rozeta without any of the others being present. He met with the Goddess of the Script in a tall tower south of the Orrery, on a separate mountain peak. To the north, beyond a very large window, lay the Orrery; a grand diagram of the solar system of Veird that took up an entire mountain top. Snow gathered on the surrounding mountains, but not on the grand moving spheres of platinum and platinum-inlaid-adamantium, as they floated in a dance dictated by physics and made possible through magic. The sun at the center was beaten copper, and it glimmered red-gold in the cold light of the real sun overhead.

The whole thing had gotten a real upgrade in the last decade. It used to all move on continually-updated mathematical mapping magic that needed to be cast every day. Now they just [Renew]ed the whole thing through a node network that was cleverly disguised as perfectly circular orbital lines.

It was really quite pretty. There were even a few very large orbitals that were for comets that showed up every once in a while. Erick had never seen one of those comets in person, but the next closest one, the Violet Star, was set to show up in 18 more years.

Erick said, “Solomon has shown some signs of breakdown so I’m going to draw out this Lifeblood Heart for months, if I can, and if we actually decide to do this. But he’s okay, Rozeta. He’s not a threat.”

“Good.” Rozeta sighed. “Good.”

And then she thought.

Erick waited.

Rozeta said, “Explain to me the entire idea of the Heart, and why Solomon wants this. What has Guile said on the matter.”

Erick began with, “Well. Surprisingly enough, Guile thinks it’s possible because…”

It didn’t take long to convey the entire reasoning.

Rozeta listened.

When he was through, Erick added, “I don’t know if it would even be a good idea to do this, because we only get one shot at it, and Guile’s idea of ‘attaching the Lifeblood Heart’s production to the Core’ seems incredibly risky, for any number of reasons.”

“There is merit in Guile’s idea,” Rozeta said, “But yes; I would not wish to have my father interact with the Core at all, and especially not by invitation. My father is slightly more trustworthy these days, but I gave him a century timeline as a base toward regaining trust, and I am not voluntarily moving that goal closer.” And then Rozeta’s white wrought eyes gleamed with gold, and with what Erick thought might be pure greed. “And yet, I want the Heart. Of all the natural treasures of the Old Cosmology, it was one of the largest and most useful. That thing flew across the Old Cosmology like a lifegiver to pass by low-mana worlds and double their sizes in a day, Erick. It never went to the big places because as soon as it did the mana pressure caused it to fly away, you know. It actually had a tendency to go to manaminer worlds, though, because the mana was controlled and smaller there. It wasn’t till the Heart got close that those worlds’ mana spilled out and pushed the Heart away.

“Even the briefest touch of that treasure would stabilize Veird for generations. With that much mana production I could secure so many parts of the Script—” She cut herself off, forcing her greed to quiet. She sighed a little, then said, “But it is too early and we’re too close to the Prophesied Storm. It’s still between a week and 4 months away, yes?”

Erick had checked on the Benevolent Sky this morning, which was beginning to become a regular occurrence. Most things in the Sky were too far away to matter and other people checked on the Sky all the time and they were better at that checking, and Rozeta was one of those people, but the Storm was getting close…

Erick said, “It’s a dark tangle in the white lightning that shifts from being near the edge of the Node space, to set back and slowly still approaching. I can’t see much more than that.”

Rozeta grumbled softly. “I was hoping you would have better news than that.”

“I do not. We’re likely going to need to pause all Dark rescues for a time, too, though I am loath to do that because I promised Yggdrasil a certain timeline and we’re halfway through that timeline, but then there’s this Storm.” Erick said, “At the wake… He was so happy just being a person on that dance floor with all the other people. I think he’s afraid of pleasure because he knows I’m near him always and that’s horrible. I don’t want my son to resent me, Rozeta.”

Rozeta cared; she did. But she also frowned a little. Her duty overrode all personal concerns.

Erick said, “I know you’re probably considering that releasing Yggdrasil is the start of the Storm, but I don’t think that’s what is going to happen. I also don’t think letting the Heart come to Veird would cause a Storm, even if it does require the concerted efforts of all Relevant Entities and also Melemizargo to ensure the Heart remains here for a time. What is going to cause the Storm is when we find the Sundering Source.”

Rozeta skipped all of Erick’s speculation, asking, “How are you so comfortable allowing Melemizargo that much power after what he did?”

“I’m not comfortable at all,” Erick said, and then he took a moment. “But also… Debby wanted to find something. Melemizargo helped her find that thing. And Debby also went around cleaning up a few tens of messes that I never knew about, and then she came back and gave Solomon something that he is still dealing with. As far as I know, at no part in the entire process was Debby coerced by anything other than her own morality and choices. She died a hero whose actions will save the world someday, I am sure of it… Also, I’m rather sure she specifically was not ‘my Jane’. She was Solomon’s—” His voice cracked. It was tough for him to say that Debby was Solomon’s daughter, but he knew it to be true in some ineffable way. “He’s taking it a lot harder than I am.”

“… There’s a lot there that I am just going to leave be, Erick, and simply say that you should not be trusting That Dragon this much.” Rozeta said, “But the part about Debby telling Solomon something and now Solomon wants the Heart is setting off red flags for me, as you say…” She paused.

Erick waited.

Rozeta said, “There’s a reason I asked after Solomon’s mental health. There’s a secret to the Heart that I am now sure that Guile has absolutely told Solomon, and which he should not have done, because that secret should have stayed secret, because that secret of the Heart has killed countless nascent Wizards. It’s also the reason that I am rather sure I can actually capture the Heart for Veird and stuff it in the Core… If certain precautions were taken first. Those precautions would last for a while. Maybe as little as a week. Or as long as forev…” She adjusted her words. “Maybe just a year.

“But it can be done.

“In the Old Cosmology people would chase the Heart, but the Order of the Sacred Pulse would try to dissuade people from that, usually through force. They wanted the Heart to fly across the universe as it was wont, because that is what they believed was the best course of action for the universe. And so, the Heart flew where it wanted. But the Old Cosmology had dangerous places, too. The Heart could have been destroyed if it went wherever, like it if ever went to the Abyssal Depths. And so, the Order of the Sacred Pulse took to shepherding the Heart a little, and only when absolutely necessary. But how can you shepherd the untouchable? It wasn’t actually through [Force Wall]s or anything like that. Those simple methods do not work.

“But the Heart can be absorbed by people. For a time.

“A person can brave the mana tide from the Heart, and all the mana spilling out of their own core, and touch the Heart. It would be like walking through a tidal wave with the source of the waves constantly running away from you. But people managed it. And then they absorbed the Heart, and transformed. If they survived the absorption they became Wizards. In that moment of Ignition, with all that greater self-mana generation from the new Wizard, the Heart would erupt from them, pushed on by forces beyond anyone's control. This was a very violent event, as you can imagine. The Heart Eater, as they were known, would need to survive both intake and exit. Most people who got that far managed that much.

“The Heart would then continue on its path through the universe, but the Heart would usually be wildly knocked off course. And so, that is where the Order of the Sacred Pulse would step in.

“That is how they would shepherd the Heart. When the Lifeblood Heart got itself trapped circling a dangerous Void or Abyssal Star, or when someone from outside the Order managed to capture the Heart for a time, the Order of the Sacred Pulse had an Initiate of the Heart go to the Heart, absorb it, and then aim it back onto a proper course, in some direction that took it back through civilized lands. In that action, the initiate would become an archmage, or sometimes a Wizard. Usually just an archmage, though. The Order did not like the Heart moving too fast.”

Well that was all very interesting.

Did it change Erick’s mind about letting Solomon have this?

Erick said, “And Solomon wants to hold onto the Heart for a little while.”

… Erick wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

“Undoubtedly.” Rozeta said, “That ability to absorb the Heart is what I will be using to contain the Heart to Veird for a little while. I’ll need to construct a path for the Heart to exit the Core so it doesn’t just erupt out of the planet and take lots of lives with it, but that shouldn’t take too long. It is possible that I could even construct a series of bouncing ‘holds’ between Veird and the Silver Star, but I doubt such a thing is possible, for if I aimed the Heart at the Silver Star…” She shrugged. “With the force of all the mana of Veird pushing it away, the Heart might simply go right through that uninhabited moon; only un-bodied souls are up there, and they don’t make much mana. So I won’t be doing that. I could try aiming at the sun, but that seems like a bad idea. I absolutely don’t want to lose the Heart in that fiery destruction. It’d probably go right into the sun and then disintegrate under dense particle forces and no opposing mana source in the sun… Depending on how the Heart is translated to this reality, of course. It’s very possible that it might cause all the world to erupt in physical material, in which case it will need to be destroyed instantly.

“Though the Heart was the furthest thing from cancer, so I doubt it would act like that in this New Cosmology.”

Erick was glad to hear that the Heart wouldn’t be a cancer —which was one of his many different worries about the artifact— but he would certainly be taking steps to ensure that something like that did not happen. Or at least, he would be taking the steps he could theoretically take, like singing to the mana about ‘healthy growth’ instead of ‘unlimited growth’. It would be a similar situation to the Life Seed that they had given Fangorl. 

But besides that, something tickled Erick’s memory when Rozeta mentioned starlights. He asked, “Didn’t you all drop the starlights in the sun to make the sun at the start of the Script? Shouldn’t there be some mana up there? Or did you find the Killing Sun already here? Stories are conflicted.”

Rozeta said, “Those starlights were destroyed by the Killing Sun when they dropped out of our control and we allowed them to fall into the sun that was already here. That story you heard about us actually making the sun? That was embellishment of mortals, and a misunderstanding which we allowed to happen. There’s a lot of that around the start of the Script, post-Sundering. We did not make the sun, but a lot of our stuff fell out of our control, into the sun.”

Erick moved on. “Should we allow Solomon to absorb the Lifeblood Heart?”

“I’d wait till after the Prophesied Storm has passed, and then I’ll likely say ‘maybe’ and ‘depending’. This is if I get everything else up and organized, which is a big ask. I still want to do this, though, Erick.”

Erick understood that feeling well enough. “So what items would be best to have for the Storm?”

“Have you tried the dungeon down in Storm’s Edge, yet? Sininindi and I spoke a day ago about how things were going and if she needed help with anything, and she spoke of the dungeon down there being 90% ready for you to visit, to take the Shield. It might only be a few more days until the Lightning Shield re-materializes from that place. The dungeon itself is only 70% ready for an evacuation of the Archipelago, as per my understanding.”

“Ahh… The Ritual of Breaking the Shades performed on that Shield… Quilatalap realized that scenario? Made it possible to steal the Shield from them?”

Rozeta shrugged. “I think it’s close. You would have to go there yourself to see one way or the other.”

Then it was probably time to go back to Storm’s Edge.

Erick smiled a little bit. He could see Quilatalap again… if the guy wasn’t working himself to death like he usually did when he was deep in dungeonwork. If they were 90% ready for him to take the Shield from the Shades…

It was probably time to force the big guy into a proper break, and also work some Wizardry. Either event seemed fun! And ‘fun’ seemed important right now, even with all this work looming overhead, and this anti-meme business which surely got Debby murdered…

Erick brushed away a fly, then asked, “The anti-meme that you all used with Everbless… That’s not gotten out of its cage, has it? As a reason for why we can’t find the Sundering Source, I mean.”

“What we gave to Everbless was a basic anti-meme that self-regulates to death. The Propagation Ban, you know. People and living things might mutate, but cast magic does not, thanks to the Propagation Ban.”

“… Until magic matures into a real thing, like with all those memetic threats Debby killed— You know.” Erick paused. “When I gave you a blanket offer of help on all the problems of this world —which I have done many times and continue to do— I did not expect to find out that the Inquisition and the Mind Mages were keeping threats controlled instead of letting me help them End those threats.”

Rozeta smiled a little. “The Inquisition and I talked about that, years ago. We decided to not get you involved in those problems because the risk of infection running rampant outweighed the reward. Anyway—” Rozeta said, “The anti-meme we granted Everbless to make people not connect him to Gold Taker has an expiration date of maybe a month. It could have lasted years more had you and Quilatalap not been allowed into the circle of people who know of that anti-meme, but that particular magic always had a general end date. This is the complete opposite of the dangerous memes and anti-memes your daughter ended. Those were cancers that gained strength in the unknowing. Everbless’ spellwork is a divine gift from Sininindi that she controls completely, and which the Script watches over to make sure it doesn’t mutate. And it’s not mutating. I’ve checked.”

“Could there have been an anti-meme that mutated to block out the Sundering Search?”

“Doubtful. We would have no reason to make such a thing.” Rozeta was satisfied with that answer.

Erick was not. “… Unless you had a reason for making such a thing, and you don’t remember.”

Rozeta frowned a little, shaking her head. “I really don’t believe we would do such a thing, Erick.”

… And that’s what it was, for now.

Erick stood, saying, “It was nice to talk, Rozeta. Looks like it’s back to work for me.”

Rozeta nodded. “Always a pleasure, Erick.”









- - - -









Erick stepped through a ring of white lightning, leaving behind the frozen Splinter Mountains of Continental Nergal to stand upon the castle fortifications surrounding the Grand Dungeon of Storm’s Edge. The sky in the distant northwest was cloudy with thunderheads piled high, like an ever-stretching pile of cotton that wisped out here and there in flatter sheets, where the air density was set slightly different within the space of the Script. Below those clouds, not visible from this location due to mountains, was Everbless’ Cove and Yggdrasil’s brother himself. Directly north from Erick lay the monster road, where Everbless’ anti-meme’d avatar, Gold Taker, funneled thick, mana-laden air and monsters toward the dungeon, located here, in the center of the island, to this valley located between many mountains.

The place was honestly looking rather great.

It was still a very large valley of flat stone and high walls, but those walls had been transformed from temporary fortifications into permanent structures filled with solidness and some bureaucracy. Erick had [Gate]d directly onto one of the side fortifications, so he wouldn’t step right into the major fortifications to the south, where a large intake center and barracks had been placed.

The land outside of the fortifications and the fortifications themselves had become refugee detainment centers and rife with protective spellworks, layered with node networks that were much more guarded than the anti-magics strewn throughout the air.

Erick turned his attentions toward the valley floor.

Inside of the fortifications lay the main, flat dungeon ground. Instead of short valleys and raised areas all throughout the many square kilometers of the valley, which had served to guide monsters to dungeon portals for dungeons 1 through 7, the monster roads led directly to monster intake portals, located to the very edges of the valley floor. Those monster entrances were specifically for monsters, and they were guarded as such.

The main entrance to the dungeon, for people, stood exposed in the center of the valley, like a 10 meter-wide black disk, set upon the face of a white circle of stone just so that people would go through the proper side, and not the backside. All around that entrance were a few scattered lookout towers, with colored lines of stone upon the valley floor. Those lines were like the Gate District’s direction lines, to help guide people in and out and all that jazz. To Erick’s All-Seeing Eye, the place down there was absolutely layered with power.

Not a whole lot of people down there, though.

Just some guards here and there. There were a lot more guards and otherwise inside the fortifications and outside of the main valley, all of them getting ready for the Prophesied Storm, while the dungeon entrance itself looked rather… Unguarded. There was a single skeleton standing in front of the black portal and a bunch of surrounding, invisible magics… Which was probably enough for Quilatalap… Or rather, ‘Vanya’.

Was Quilatalap still incognito? As far as Erick knew his cover hadn’t been blown at all.

Erick stood where he entered the valley, very clearly visible to all who might look his way, very much out of place on top of the fortification, keeping his own eyes peeled as Ophiel flew everywhere, looking at everything. He was waiting.

Soon, his welcome wagon appeared.

The Archmage of the Regent, Lady Wiloza Tidewalker, was an older woman with tanned skin and her grey hair done up in a bun. She was publicly a Stone Mage, but in reality she was an Ooze Mage with a focus on Stone. The elderly woman appeared at the Gate that led to Storm’s Edge, rushing forward through the small crowd, telling slow guards off as she cleared the no-flying zone and took to the air, flying in Erick’s direction. By the time she arrived all of her worries at Erick’s arrival had vanished under professionalism and she was much better put together.

Wiloza landed beside him. “Greetings, Wizard Flatt. What brings you here?”

“Greetings, Wiloza. I’m checking up on everything. The Prophecy is either 4 days or 10 days or 4 months away, and I heard the Shield might be ready for pickup.”

Wiloza winced. And then she tried, “Are you sure there are no better prognostications than… That scattering of unknown dates?”

“Apologies, but that’s the truth. Sometimes these things are funky that way. If you pardon the spellwork, though.” Erick raised his hand and looked to Wiloza, and Wiloza was calm. So Erick cast a Privacy around them. They could still see out, but to everyone looking their way, they wouldn’t see anything at all. Erick lowered his hand. “I am going to be doing checks every now and again going forward, looking for lightning-ringed persons—” Wiloza gasped a little, but she maintained. Erick continued, “I hope not to find one, but there is that possibility, and so I will be looking into that. Do you want some enchanted glasses or a ring to let you do your own looking? The glasses are better than the ring. Either way, I must warn you that if you do see anyone that you cannot do anything against them. You must report them to me, directly. I am deadly serious about this restriction, Wiloza. Also, you will give the ring back after this Storm passes without trying to dissect how it works, and without giving it to anyone else.”

To hand out a Benevolence Ring, as some people called them, was a very big deal.

Wiloza and Erick both knew what he was saying.

The ring and the glasses were highly regulated items, all of them numbered and kept track of inside the Benevolence research department, but they weren’t that enchanted or powerful at all. Mostly, they were complicated runic web workings with a bunch of tracking spells and solidification magics and a Drain/[Renew] that allowed the whole thing to function in certain ways first and lesser ways secondarily. Their primary function was to be located, so that Erick and House Benevolence knew where they were at all times. Their secondary function was the [Benevolence Detection] spell, which was a simple spell that Erick cast himself, which he could cancel at any point in time with a concentrated thought.

Wiloza smoothly said, “I accept this restriction. I’ll take a ring. Can they be tricked?”

Erick plucked a ring from his pocket, but what he really did was reach through a small [Gate] into House Benevolence, into the detection cases where everything was labeled and tracked. He picked up Ring 7 and marked it down on the list, which automatically alerted both the Offices of Enforcement and Magic to this action. With ring in hand, Erick cast the [Benevolence Detection] spell on the ring, and a bit of [Renew] activated the various other magics upon the thing. He canceled the tiny [Gate] and handed the ring over.

Erick said, “They can be tricked. I wouldn’t rely on them fully.”

They couldn’t be tricked; not really. Erick had done extensive testing, through many experiments. Even if someone projected an illusion of a lightning ring around their neck, or if they used Benevolence to make a ring around their neck, those paltry things just didn’t compare to the real thing. A ring-wearer or a glasses-user could instantly tell the difference.

They would just know.

The only real way they could be ‘tricked’ was by severity. Sometimes the loss of life which led to a Benevolence ring appearing on a target was as few as tens of people, for some wearers of the ring were very sensitive to that sort of thing. But [Benevolence Detection] didn’t just trigger on those who would kill, or harm. It triggered on those who would help and support their communities and the world, like some healers and teachers.

That was why these things were so highly regulated.

There was no way to know which way Benevolence swung on any given ring without some investigation.

Erick felt he could trust Wiloza, though.

Wiloza put the ring on a finger, saying, “No such thing as Shadeproof, is there.”

Erick smiled at that. “No, there is not.” And then he asked, “So how are things out here? Outside of the dungeon?”

Wiloza seemed to relax a little bit as she said, “Massive influx of people. Just as big of an exit, though. Real estate prices are in massive flux from people trying to leave and nobles buying up all they can because they want to stay and then there’s development on the south side of the island where the storms never get too bad. Lotta people are expecting this whole thing to blow over. The Priestesses of Sininindi are giving us trouble with evacuation plans, though. So if you want to put your finger on a scale, that’s probably a good place to start.”

Erick was almost disappointed that there was a problem with the priests at all, but Tiza Nindi would go to the grave hating him, so this news wasn’t too much of a surprise. “Is Tiza still blaming me for the coming Storm?”

“Not openly, but quietly, yes. She raised a stink over some Aroidos trying to come back to Storm’s Edge, too, and from there it was a whole big thing with the Reincarnated and all that.”

“… I’ll visit her later. What else?”

Wiloza smiled a little, saying, “Vanya has managed to get 39 out of 147 inhabited islands of the Archipelago to sign on for her dungeon evacuation protocol, and yeah, that’s not much, but it’s good enough, and maybe 20-ish of those might actually keep their words! More might join in when the lightning starts flowing, and...”

As Wiloza talked, Erick felt she had an easy sort of way about her these days. Probably because she didn’t have to worry about any Aroidos going crazy anymore, and there hadn’t been a single dungeon incident at all ever since Quilatalap took over. And then Erick asked about that, and Wiloza told him what he already knew to be true. And then she told him something else.

“We’ve even got some delvers delving in the last few weeks,” Wiloza said, as though that wasn’t a big fucking deal.

“I thought the dungeon was closed to delvers,” Erick said.

“Most delving, yes, but Vanya opened up two wings of her grand dungeon, and they’re working out well. The Water Temple and the Stone Temple. The dungeon does need to be mana positive, after all.” Wiloza shrugged. “Or at least that’s what Vanya tells me.”

That’s what Quilatalap had told him, too, but Erick didn’t think the guy was going to actually open them for delvers for… A while? Well. Erick wasn't sure. For ‘a while’, at least. And yet… Yeah. This was normal for Quilatalap. He liked people testing themselves against his creations, and he liked to test his creations, too. So if parts of the dungeon were ready, then sure, he would open it for people to test themselves against.

Erick said, “Thanks for the updates, Wiloza. It’s time for me to go inside.”

Wiloza bowed.

Erick canceled the Privacy and did a little show of transforming into Benevolent Lightning to ‘lightstep’ to the dungeon entrance. He chuckled to himself as he thought of Tiza Nindi watching, because she was always watching whenever Erick showed up, and she always complained of him using lightning at all. It was kinda fun to ‘go out of his way’ to purposefully use ‘lightning’ when he visited Storm’s Edge—

He and Debby had laughed about that once, when he told her that, before she went on her meme-hunt…

Erick sighed a little, then he straightened up and nodded at the skeleton ‘guarding’ the main gate. The skeleton nodded back, then stuck a hand into the black entrance to the dungeon. He pulled his hand back, and then bowed toward Erick. The skeleton had signaled someone inside, then; probably Quilatalap.

Erick strode into darkness.
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Erick lay in bed with Quilatalap, staring at the ceiling, saying, “I know there’s this anti-meme in the air, Quilatalap, and everyone has been exposed to it and that’s hampering our investigations… But from what Zolan and Burhendurur and Poi have told me, memes should not be this powerful. There are always ways around them. They’re basically just very, very advanced Book Magic… And it really seems like we should have figured out something solid about it by now… Solomon’s memories are shot, though. He knows something just like Debby knew something, and Solomon is fixated on the idea that if he gains more power he can do something, and I’m kinda worried about that.”

Erick had opened up about a lot with Quilatalap in the last several hours they had both spent inside their [Hasted Shelter]-surrounded cottage in the Storm’s Edge dungeon. Both of them were free to be themselves in this space, for no one else could ever find them or know about them in here. This place was secure.

Quilatalap had allowed Erick to talk about everything, without giving much back except to question motivations and desired outcomes. But now, with one arm around Erick and both of them warm together, he began, “If the anti-meme is insidious enough to cause Melemizargo to do any sort of Wizardry at all, then… I’m not sure how to help you with that, Erick, except to be here for you, and with you, and to say that no matter how dangerous the effect is, ultimately you have survived this long and so has Veird, so we must be doing something right.” He continued, “As far as Solomon goes, I can say that you at your worst is still better for this world than a lot of people at their best, and I highly doubt that Solomon is anything close to ‘dangerous for the world’… But soul shifting or whatever it is that was done to him can be truly life altering. I would have to see Solomon myself to make a judgment call, but since you and everyone else has survived and Solomon was at a wake and not killing people, he’s probably fine.” Quilatalap looked at Erick, and said, “I’d trust you or any shade of you with power, and even if I don’t understand the exact nature of whatever happened with Solomon and Debby, I trust Solomon with power, too…” He looked away. “But at the same time I trust Melemizargo with power, even if he was insane for a very long time, so maybe I’m not the best one to go to for making judgments of that nature.”

Erick smiled, holding onto Quilatalap a bit stronger, saying, “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” And then Quilatalap put it all out there, asking, “Now… Do you want to talk about how to get Debby back? What steps Solomon might consider taking? I’m rather sure that’s a near-impossible task, but I might be able to provide a perspective that is rather uniquely qualified at bringing very, very dead people back to life, as compared to Guile, who probably gets through life with fae trickery…” Quilatalap said that last word with heavy disdain, holding back a tide of dislike. He moved on. “Or do you want to help me with the dungeon? And the Lightning Shield?”

“Let’s just lay here for a little bit longer and then…” Quilatalap hadn’t wanted to visit the slime dungeon yet, because this dungeon here was taking up all of his interest and time, but things had changed recently. So Erick offered, “Do you want to come visit the Black Gate Dungeon? Or the ‘slime dungeon’. Not sure about the name yet. And yes; we should get the Lightning Shield before we go. I can make that final step happen, or be there for it, or however you’ve set it up.” Erick asked, “Have you finally figured out something you wanted from the Old Cosmology? To rescue from beyond the Black Gate?”

Quilatalap shook his head a little. “The copies of myself that are Vanya and Soltic are both great dungeon masters, but I won’t leave this assignment especially when Prophecy looks to be headed in this direction. I’m the director of the main defensive structure in the area, after all. If I stepped away I would never be able to erase that dereliction of duty in the eyes of the Pantheon, and especially in Sininindi’s eyes.” He patted Erick where he held him, then got up off the bed. “I still don’t have a target for you beyond the Black Gate, but besides that—” With a big smile and his lower tusks jutting far, he said, “Let’s go see if I managed a ‘Black Gate’ of my own.”

Erick got out of bed and was dressed in a flash, smiling as he said, “You’re really happy about this.”

“Taking things out of the Dark is a legend, Erick. So yes, I am excited.”

“Did you recreate the whole Ritual of Destruction? How many ‘Shades’ are we talking?”

Quilatalap smiled as he flickered with shadow and armor appeared atop his body. It was black and angular and he had two great big curved horns on his head, like he was some sort of demon-dragon-orcol hybrid. He looked quite dashing, actually, and very similar to how he looked the first time Erick met the man, back when he was called ‘Caretaker’ and he pretended to be the Shade of the Armory.

“The ‘Ritual of Breaking’, though ‘Destruction’ works a little bit, but it’s more complicated than that. It’s about using opposing magic to fully break something. Elemental Destruction is in there, of course, but the main element to use against something made of Lightning is Elemental Abyss,” Quilatalap said. “The whole thing is already almost too real to be comfortable, so I’ve kept the entire thing in a [Stop] until I’m ready to go inside. We’ll have to fully purge the scenario after we make it all fully real and take the Shield, for I will not be someone who brings forth over a hundred ‘normal’ Shades to Veird.” Quilatalap forced some of his mirth away and looked Erick right in the eyes as he clearly stated, “We’re not saving these Shades, Erick. None of that, you hear?”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “… That’s concerning.” After a moment, Erick decided to trust Quilatalap’s judgment— Which reminded Erick— “I thought you weren’t letting people delve the place until it was fully ready? Until the Storm passed? I heard delvers were in the dungeon already.”

“Eh!” Quilatalap shrugged, his black fullplate making Erick feel some interesting ways as the archlich continued to move with grace even under all that black metal. “Plans changed, and the Regency and Everbless and the Priests want money and assurances. They’ve been sneaking in all the time, too, using the monster entrances, and when they found 2 of the 6 main dungeons fully realized they decided to push the issue. Water and Stone have been ready for a month, but Fire, Light, and Air are only another month away. And now the Storm is almost here. All those facts sort of combined last month, and so I had to approve some people, if only to let them inspect the dungeon in their backyard… And then they took advantage and started delving, which is normal, I suppose.”

“Have they gotten into the Shadow side yet?”

“That place is locked up tight, so I don’t think so.” The Caretaker held up a hand to the side and a brilliantly dark spear flashed into his gauntleted grip, the heavy butt of the thing hovering just a centimeter above the ground while the head flickered with reflected starlight. A void spear; one of the strongest types of weapon there were. Quilatalap was going all out, it seemed. “I aim to keep the Shadow Dungeon that way. After we partake of the ritual and extract the Shield, I’m ending that scenario.” He said, “You should know that I hadn’t really forgotten how terrible some of my coworkers used to be, but the reminder is why I requested you don’t extend a [Blessing of Empathy] to any of them at all. They’re from another era and I cannot trust them with anything; they would break that Empathy and just turn into a malignant force, Erick”

“I understand. Message received.” And then Erick pointed at the spear. “I thought that was your Void Spear, but it’s more than that, isn’t it. It's a major artifact.”

Quilatalap grinned. “It is more than my normal Void Spear, this is correct. Your offer of rescues of artifacts from the Dark is appreciated, but I can make my own just fine.”

“I knew you could, but it would have been rude and unkind not to offer.”

Quilatalap leaned in and gave Erick a quick kiss. “You ready to get going?” He gave a nice turned side-profile and smiled. “Or do you want to ogle me some more?” 

“Ogling is great.” And yet, Erick could see that Quilatalap was really interested in getting the show on, so Erick added, “But we can do that later.”

“Excellent!” Quilatalap flipped his visor down. His eyes glowed white as soon as the visor locked in place, solidifying his persona as ‘The Caretaker’. “You’re probably good in what you’re wearing, but something more dangerous might be appropriate.”

Erick looked down at himself. It was all highly professional white with black trim and silver accents. “This is standard ‘fancy attire’— Oh. Wait. I see.”

“Go darker, please.” Quilatalap said, “And be prepared to be the strongest version of yourself, because anything less is asking to be assassinated at this ritual.”

Erick put on a smile, and put on his black outfit. “I would expect nothing less from Shades.”

Quilatalap rapidly added, “And also Purodhalia decided to show up; he’s been here for a week now, and he’ll likely be at the ritual because he likes the Shadow Dungeon. The [Stop] doesn’t work on him, like usual.”

Erick had a lot of mixed feelings about that.

“… Well… It will be nice... To see Purodhalia again, I suppose— Is he actually cognizant this time?”

Purodhalia was the black spiker ‘monster’ that chased Erick and Jane across the desert when they first fell to Veird all those years ago. He was Melemizargo’s very, very old [Familiar], and he was barely able to hold a thought in his large spiky body for much longer than a day. He only really communicated with the Shades, preferring only to speak to Champions based on what Erick had learned about him in the previous years, but mostly Purodhalia hid. He was very good at hiding. The largest interaction Erick had ever had with the [Familiar] was there at the very beginning of his life on Veird, when he matched Erick and Jane’s running speed until Erick [Cleanse]d them, removing Melemizargo’s scent marker.

Other than that, Purodhalia had popped up a few times in very random places, like near the Wake Up House years ago, and then another time over by Olooraptoor in Nelboor, before he raced away once he had been seen. Erick wasn’t sure of what connection Purodhalia had with the whole hierarchy of the Cult, the Clergy, and Melemizargo and the Dark, but he was somewhere at the level of a ‘special Shade’.

Mostly, the bundle of long spikes, like a thick black urchin, hid until Melemizargo gave him very small, easily executed commands, like ‘protect these people that smell like me’. Other than that, Purodhalia was easily spooked and prone to wandering off from whatever task he had been given.

“Purodhalia is the same as he’s always been,” Quilatalap said. “But he has stuck around here for a while. Not sure why. Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Ahh…” Erick picked up what he was putting down. It was time to properly get to work. Erick took a moment and tried to fully divorce himself from his anger at Melemizargo for what happened to Debby. It helped that Debby had chosen… Had chosen to go out on her own terms. Erick breathed, and then he asked the Dark in the corners of the room, “Why is Purodhalia here, Melemizargo?”

“He has to be somewhere.”

Quilatalap was ready for the response. Even so, the Archlich of Necromancy Itself froze as Melemizargo’s voice filled the room. He thawed after a moment.

“Good enough of an answer as any,” Erick said. Then he took Quilatalap’s hand into his own. “You’re gonna be able to be yourself for this, right? Are we in danger of people spying on this?”

“I will be there, which is why I put on the armor. No one should be capable of seeing us or interacting with that space.”

“Good.” Erick felt better. “I was hoping I had read you right.”
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Erick felt rather well-dressed in his absolute-black suit. He even had a black half-mask, so that was kinda fun. Ophiel was trying out a full-black coloring of his own with some heavy sharpness to his feathers, like he was a cross between a black crow and an angel-knives [Familiar]. The little guy looked great. Erick was ready.

The Ritual of Breaking took place, of course, in Ar’Kendrithyst.

The sky was bright and all of the purple-red spires of Ar’Kendrithyst were filled with dancing shadows, but thunderclouds roiled in the distance. Wind flowed through the upper levels of the Dead City and sparks gathered on the corners of crystal, like glinting white and gold hatred. But shadows roiled harder than clouds, and darkness drowned the lightning. Thunderheads got no closer than the walls of the Dead City. The ritual site was well protected from Sininindi.

They were in a well known location; the Abyssal Lake. Or at least high above it, near the skyline of the Dead City.

The land to the southwest was crowded with bulbous, black crystals, each of the largest ones easily kilometers wide. That was the Armory, as it had been for the last 900 years, until Erick came along.

Ahead of Erick and Quilatalap, beyond a crystal bridge that ended in nothing, lay a grand hole in the skyline. That absence continued down 30 kilometers, the red-purple crystal of Ar’Kendrithyst turning firmly purple and darker when it got deep enough, with the waters at the bottom of this area all firmly black. This was the Abyssal Lake. The only thing Erick truly knew about this place was that this is where things went to die in the depths, drowned by Abyssal Magic that was deeper here than in most other places on Veird. This is where Fallopolis murdered the Shades she had decided to Cull from the Clergy, for things died easily down there, but that was only one small slice of what happened in this place, and Fallopolis wouldn’t be here in Ar’Kendrithyst for another… 400 years?

Erick asked, “When did this happen, exactly?”

Quilatalap stood at Erick’s side, looking like a proper Shade, his helmet making his eyes glow white. “Roughly 650-ish post Sundering. About 100 years after the theft of Kendrithyst from the wrought. This Abyssal Lake used to be their Pure Lake; a source of great healing. But then we desecrated it and so it was used to kill the unkillable for a very long time; until you came along and changed everything.” He asked, “I think Anhelia is still trying to make it Pure?”

“Is that what she’s doing,” Erick said, as an answer slid into place regarding a question he didn’t even think to ask. “I wasn’t sure what she was doing… But I wouldn’t have guessed that. Elemental Purity is Banned, so that’s never gonna happen like that— Ah. Sorry. Silenced and Banned.”

The air had flexed when Erick mentioned Elemental Purity, in such a clear manner. ‘Pure’ was fine. But ‘Purity’ was not.

Quilatalap shrugged off the minor inconvenience of the Script’s interference, looking concerned as he said, “I’m surprised you know about that. Yes; she can’t make it Pure as in Purity, but she can make it Pure as in Pure Water. That is the meaning I was going for.”

Erick chuckled as he realized Quilatalap had heard him say ‘Elemental Purity’. “I guess you put up a few anti-Script measures in here?”

Quilatalap looked even more uncomfortable, and Erick realized that he had misinterpreted Quilatalap’s earlier emotions. “Actually, I have not put any anti-Script measures into this place at all. Sininindi wants the Script here, and I have obeyed. But… But the real Abyssal Lake breaks down everything… And I think that is what we are experiencing. I believe I told you that I had to [Stop] this area to keep it from becoming real, and—” Quilatalap stopped suddenly.

For echoing laughter and joyful hatred flowed up and out of the Abyssal Lake ahead, filling the sky with taunts.

“Okaaaay,” Erick said, “That sounds ominous.”

“I set up the place to be rather real and I think your presence or my presence or something has triggered something deeper. This is go-time, Erick. I had hoped to have some time explaining what was going to happen—”

A meter-thick line of gold-white lightning chased through the skies all around at the speed of light and gathered into a crackling whirlpool above, to strike straight down into the center of the Abyss ahead. Divine lightning hit a sea of Shadow and Gloom and broke off in a hundred different layers of varying density down in the canyon ahead, to spark left and right, to get gobbled up by leviathan shadows with ruby-red eyes. The wyrm-sized monsters seemed to like eating lightning, and especially the divine kind, which… Was not that surprising, considering what was happening here. The Shade would have prepared something like this to combat the Lightning, for sure.

“… That should not have happened yet,” Quilatalap said, walking forward to stand directly above the abyss below. Erick was right there with him as they both looked down into the black depths. Tiny lights held in the black down below, maybe 25 kilometers away. Hard to say. Quilatalap said, “Looks like the party has started. It’s rather straightforward, Erick. We get down there, you take the Lightning Shield, and we escape. But. They are prepared for a full assault and they will take the Shield and hide it if we kill any of them outside of throwing our weight around. We have to approach the gathering as a part of the gathering; meant to be there.”

“Okay.” Erick took Quilatalap’s free hand into his own and the big guy flinched a moment, before holding tight. He was nervous for some reason. Erick spoke calmly, and a little happily, as he seductively asked, “Can I be your plus-1 for this event?”

Quilatalap gripped Erick’s hand tight. “That sounds like a great way to play this.” He breathed out, and became the Archlich of Necromancy Itself, the Immortal Scourge of the Rage, and a good twenty other names given to him by people and even a few gods ever since Veird fell into the New Cosmology. Mostly, he was the false Shade Caretaker. In an even voice, Caretaker stated, “Kill two or three of them when they challenge you; but don’t endanger the whole group. The current Champion of Melemizargo is a man named Verrod of Vast Skies. Defer to him and to me, but to no one else. This event today is a triumph over the Pantheon. All of the Clergy will approach it as thus until events conspire otherwise.”

Erick squeezed Quilatalap’s hand once more, then let go and adjusted the collar of his suit. “Ready.”

Quilatalap nodded once, and then he stepped off the edge of the road.

He fell like a black meteor, straight into the maw of a shadow leviathan that was the size of a large dragon. Caretaker punched straight through the beast’s throat, the archlich’s touch ripping away gloom and churning the meat of the very-dead leviathan into a splash of gore. Amidst a red rain, Caretaker descended into the abyss, his trajectory and speed barely affected by the leviathan’s ‘attack’.

Erick followed, feeling Darkness all around like he was passing through a very, very large Black Gate. And maybe he was. Quilatalap had wanted to talk about what he had done to make this place, but he hadn’t gotten the chance, and exact reasonings were hard to suss out when Wizardry got involved. This particular jaunt seemed filled with Wizardry.

The red-eyed leviathans of shadow all around seemed rather real enough; more so than conjured monsters, anyway. Perhaps in Quilatalap’s original script for this part of this dungeon, the person going first would meet the leviathans first, which held with most established dungeon ‘tropes’, as the Delver’s Guild outlined as ‘best practices’ for first encounters. But the red-eyed beasts were eyeing Erick rather hard from the distant edges of the abyss, and they seemed to be thinking of a course of attack. Or at least some of them were. ‘All monsters left behind will attack you eventually’ was another trope of best practices…

Eh.

If they attacked, Erick would kill them. For now, he followed—

Ophiel caught the wind a little and ripped off of Erick’s shoulder, giving a sudden squeak as he went. He came back to Erick’s shoulder fast enough, but Ophiel’s lost propriety seemed to be enough of a signal of weakness that the leviathans attacked.

Erick casually twisted Benevolence into kilometers-long ribbons of soft white lightning that went straight into Lightning-sucking maws and flashed deep into gloomy bodies. Organs and bones and previous meals briefly lit up those insides, like lightning passing behind clouds, and then erupted from every possible solidness inside, like the branching of trees. These particular red-eyed beasts could easily devour elemental Lightning, but Benevolence was not Lightning; it just looked like it.

In the flash of Erick’s power, seven of the nearest leviathans died in midair, their Elemental Gloom bodies losing their magical power, becoming dragon-sized corpses filled with charred holes and a bit of green growing here and there. As those bodies joined the fall of Erick and Quilatalap they began to grow even more life—

Bioluminescent mushrooms, all bright white and purple and green, sprouted out of the bodies. As those shrooms grew big enough they broke away from the leviathans like parasols catching wind. Spores spread, like glowing dust.

“Huh!” Erick called to Quilatalap. “That time they made mushrooms!”

Quilatalap burst through a leviathan that was larger than the first one, spreading more red rain around his fall. He looked up, then called out, “Looks great, honey!”

Erick smiled and laughed, and as he laughed, the sounds of laughing Shades rose through the abyss, their party down either going strong, or all of them were pretending at joy while they waited for Erick and Quilatalap to get closer before they tried some shit. They were probably going to try some shit as Shades were wont to do, but Erick had scared off the leviathans in the air, which made the fall into darkness a bit more bearable.

And yet the leviathans continued to gaze at Erick, their bodies poking out between the spaces between the kendrithyst spires, like the maw-filled fingers of an eldritch god peeking around the frame of a door, each of them with bright red eyes shining hard in the gloom.

Erick appreciated the white lights of the shroom’d corpses better than the eye lights of the leviathans. Since when did leviathans have eye lights that were different from white, anyway? How strange.

The shrooms made more sense, but only barely.

Erick hadn’t intended for his Benevolence to make life, but sometimes that happened. He never quite knew what life would sprout from the odder applications of Benevolence, either. Most of the time that life could grow well in the environment in which it originated, though, which was kinda neat.

Those fast-growing glowing shrooms with their wide parasols weren’t stable enough to stop or slow the falling leviathans, but those windcatchers did manage to withstand the wind pressure until they were full grown. Soon, many glowing mushroom caps trailed clouds of glowing spores, before they broke off from the falling corpse like falling stars and trailing nebulae. Soon, Erick had adorned the sky of Abyssal Lake with something akin to Elemental Starlight. Elemental Abyss destroyed a lot by its basic presence, but certain things flourished in the deep; Void and Star were two such Elements.

It wasn’t long till the leviathan bodies were mostly disintegrated, half-eaten by the spreading shrooms and half ripped apart by the wind, as they fell. That gore wouldn’t last long as soon as it hit the waters below, for something down there would surely eat it, but if not, then the mycelium colony Erick had birthed in this dangerous location would eventually finish the job.

Caretaker led the way, still falling in the dark, while Erick followed, starlight and glowing spores spreading far and wide. Looking up, the world was a point of light high above, like a sun. Everything else was black with red glints and soft starlight.

Down below, the Shades waited, cackling and laughing on what appeared to be… Well Erick wasn’t quite sure.

- - - -

The party took place on a whole bunch of black kendrithyst boats floating atop the Abyssal Lake, around a black crystal pier, all of the crystal chased with lights, while the sounds of the damned filled the air with ‘music’. It was a party of sorts, but it was, of course, a Shade party. This meant horrors, but the largest horror was the lake itself.

The whole lake was about 7-ish kilometers wide with the entire coast ending in sheer purple-black kendrithyst crystal cliffs and black ‘waters’ of Elemental Abyssal that were near-completely still. There was probably a layer of actual water atop the elemental manifestation of the depths, but it was as thin as a razor’s edge. What lay beneath that was the physical and magical sensation of crushing, and that crushing sensation extended into the air above the waters. Erick hadn’t experienced much air or water pressure on Veird because the whole world was Scripted to be mostly uniform in ‘depth’. There were, of course, places where ‘the depths’ survived, and this Abyssal Lake was one of those places. Erick and Quilatalap and all the Shades were easily surviving this crushing reality. Some adventurous Shades were even showing off by swimming in the Elemental Abyss and splashing each other with droplets of the stuff…

Which actually was impressive. Erick could do that, too, but it was just so… Extra.

Elemental Abyss, kilogram for drop, was ‘denser’ than even the densest of metals. A single splashed drop thrown at a person was like hitting them with a [Force Bolt]; it did damage. Erick watched as one Shade woman splashed a minor wave at that other Shade, and though it looked like some adults playing in the water, it was more like one person throwing 10,000 [Force Bolts] at another. The man protected himself and twisted the Abyss around him as he laughed, pretending not to feel the drops, but he did. There was no way around that. The pressure at the surface of the Abyssal Lake was already akin to being [Telekinetic Squeeze]d on all sides by an archmage, so to actually swim in that water was like experiencing, well, a Shade casting [Telekinetic Squeeze].

Because of this omnipresent pressure, it was little surprise that every single Shade had on a Domain of some sort. Normally, having a Domain or an active power at a Shade party was a grave form of disrespect, but these people were very ready for both the Ritual to come, and for someone to try and interrupt it all. This ‘boat gathering on the pier’ looked like ‘fun’ and ‘games’ and people drinking alcohol on a Fourth of July boat party, but that was a very thin veneer, and beneath it all lay horrors.

Erick watched one of those obvious horrors as he descended to the welcoming zone of the party with Caretaker.

Over there, atop a kendrithyst platform floating atop the Abyss, was a small orchestra made from twisted metals and twisted bodies. What was left of several people breathed through flutes and through tubes, making something akin to ‘music’ with their basic bodily functions, but which was really just them trying to breathe. A nearby Shade ‘motivated’ the band with raising or lowering their platform closer to the waters. When one person broke down crying and they went way out of tune, the Shade telekinetically ripped them away from their cohort and threw them in the waters where they instantly compressed into thin lines of gore and more twisted metal.

Erick sighed as he softly landed with Caretaker atop a circle of black kendrithyst that was the welcoming zone, floating atop the lake by a mere decimeter. The pressure standing on that welcoming platform wasn’t too bad because Erick had his sunform active, held tight against his skin and on his soul. Caretaker was doing fine, too, enveloped in Elemental Death. Most of the Shades were using Elemental Shadow to protect themselves, but some were using more alternative means.

Erick distracted himself from the horrors of the Shades by thinking about all of that for a moment.

His own Elemental Benevolence was probably the simplest way to protect oneself against an antagonistic force; simply pushing back on the enemy and clearing out a space of power for oneself. Such a defense was among the more expensive ways to protect oneself, but it was also average. In a lot of cases, it was better for a person to use an Element they were familiar with than one that did the job ‘better’, or cheaper.

Using Elemental Shadow against Abyss was cheaper, for Abyss was Shadow-aligned, and Shadow could either adapt to the depths with minimal effort, or simply choose to not be affected by the depths. A shadow cast from a person was not affected by pressure at all, after all. Either avenue of approach had its benefits and drawbacks. Adaptation led to one being able to act normally in such a situation, and was Jane’s preferred choice, with her Prismatic adaptive power. Acting like a cast-shadow divorced the user from the situation, though, making them ephemeral and non-interactive, protecting them from Abyss rather well.

Quilatalap’s Death Domain was simply the still, inevitable end that awaited all forces aimed his way. In that sort of understanding, Quilatalap’s Death Domain was both adaptation and evasion, but an adaptation of the exterior force into one that could be evaded and lived-within by Quilatalap.

Of course, that was Quilatalap’s and most other people’s idea of what ‘Elemental Death’ meant, which, in turn, is how Elemental Death protected them from outside forces. Most people had different ideas of what Elements did what, and that either contributed to or hindered how one could use those various Elements in various ways.

The Elements still had certain inalienable and non-connotative ways they functioned, though.

Some Elements had a very hard time existing down here just because of what they were, like Light and Air, and all of those comparable Elements, and especially Lightning. This fact made the Ritual of Breaking rather potent when used down here, in the Abyss, against the Lightning Shield.

That artifact sat on a central kendrithyst pillar in the middle of the Abyssal Lake, about 3 meters from the surface of the lake, and surrounded by a bubble of translucent Abyss. The Lightning Shield was a shield of pure white metal, simple in construction, with four small spikes around the edge and one slightly larger spike in the center of the shield, pointing outward. Lightning lingered upon those spikes, jumping from point to point, occasionally striking against the abyssal bubble-cage and yet failing completely to free itself.

It called to the Storm high above, so far beyond the walls of Ar’Kendrithyst, and the Storm tried, and failed to answer.

The shield was guarded by Shades, after all. It was also guarded by a leviathan that curled around the black crystal base, lounging around like a seal half on shore, half in the waves. That leviathan gazed at Erick and Caretaker with half-lidded red eyes before it turned away, to look at the Shades splashing in the ‘water’ in front of it.

From all across the small, impromptu gathering of boats and nude swimming in the depths, Shades were already looking their way, but most went back to their groups to talk about this or that when a war didn’t instantly break out. Only the ones nearest to the welcoming zone kept their eyes on Erick, and Caretaker.

One of those people stepped away from his group of ‘friends’, a smile full of fangs as he said, “Welcome to the party, Caretaker and guest. What might your name—”

And something shifted.

Erick saw that shift primarily in the souls of all the Shades all around, and in the power in the air. Like when people woke up beyond the Black Gate, the souls of the people here began to stabilize, to thicken with density that swirled into their cores and then went blank, for they were now beyond the scope of normal sensing magics, like all Shades tended to be unless they specifically made themselves otherwise.

But Erick’s All-Seeing Eye around his neck still made them and their actions visible.

He saw the one approaching them trying to sneak power through his bare feet, into the crystal underfoot, to strike up at Erick with some sort of Abyssal spellwork.

Erick pointed at the spellwork, interrupting the Shade’s words with his own. “If you fire that at me, I will annihilate you as I did those leviathans up above.” The Shade’s grin turned even more deadly and his spell mutated, falling deeper into the crystal, throwing up some sort of Illusion work to pretend to simply be stilled, while in actuality the spellwork went wide, into the Abyssal Lake, to prepare a well of power just beyond the welcoming platform. Erick adjusted his finger to point at the new source of power. “One last chance to not make this mistake.”

Caretaker spoke, “Kill him and be done with it, Erick.”

Erick did so, Benevolent Lightning flickering out to annihilate the Shade, piercing through a sudden protective spellwork blossoming around the Shade, made of Shadow, Abyss, and one final layer of what felt like a Water Domain, which had been the Shade’s strongest defense. It did not save him. Benevolence traversed all barriers. That Benevolence coruscated from the Shade’s dead flesh, sparking here and there as it ground itself upon the crystal underfoot, and upon the spellwork the Shade had been charging up.

Illumination soaked into the Abyssal Lake and ended there as the Shade fell to the ground and began sprouting glowing mushrooms. The light of those shrooms was comparable to the light of the lanterns and party lights hanging all around, and like those other lights the shrooms only served to make the shadows that much deeper.

As the Benevolence finished flickering and the shrooms finished growing, the gentle drift of spores and mushroom-infested leviathan gore began to strike the Abyssal Lake like sparks falling onto solid stone. Mostly, those sparks died. But here and there some shrooms began to grow upon the surface of the Abyssal Lake itself, like floating lilies.

Erick smiled over the corpse of the former Shade, saying to the man’s former group, “Hope you all don’t mind the lights! It’s not actually Lightning, as you’ve probably guessed, so it shouldn’t interfere with the Ritual of Breaking at all.”

Every nearby Shade was watching him, but many were watching each other more; Erick had made a splash, but he was not the target of focus yet. The Shades, as ever, fought each other more than they fought outsiders, for they were the power in this world and all outsiders were fair-game playthings.

Caretaker gave Erick an easy side-glare which was easy enough to read. Erick had stepped too far out of line, but it wasn’t a disaster yet.

Erick shrugged at Caretaker, saying, “There’s no way that my invitation here was going to go unnoticed. Might as well say hello properly.”

Caretaker gave a tiny nod.

Erick stepped forward and flicked the mushroom corpse into the Abyssal waters. Some of it sank under the surface, where tiny, near-invisible abyssal fish began to rip into it like a whole lot of carnivorous minnows, but most of the body stayed on the surface, the mushrooms growing from it shrinking under the pressure and glowing brighter, like stars upon an inverted sky. They looked sort of like puffballs. 

So a multi-form sort of shroom. Beautiful. 

Erick turned most of his attentions to the dead Shade’s small group, saying, “Hello there. I’m here for the show and maybe to steal something if an opportunity should arise.”

Slowly, surely, like a sun dawning, Erick watched as two of the three Shades from the dead Shade’s group went from ‘Do I need to kill him?’ to ‘Is this guy serious?’ to ‘Oh Melemizargo, he is! How hilarious! Let’s let someone else kill him’. The hard lines of thin lips turned upward at the edges and eyes full of light crinkled in the corners, and these Shades allowed Erick to believe that he was safe. A guy two barges over —who looked very ready to throw down— laughed first, and loud, and his reaction was probably more genuine. The girls and guy in the dead Shade’s group waved Erick off and then went back to talking amongst themselves, pretending not to look at Erick as they continued to openly plot against any others, discussing who they could murder to make themselves look stronger. The music of tortured souls once again rose into the thick air, and the party, which had never really stopped, resumed.

Erick took the dismissal from the first Shade group with aplomb, walking forward down the central pier of the gathered boat party, saying, “First thing to steal is some pastries. Caretaker!” Erick called out, as he turned— And Caretaker was already there right behind him. Erick pretended to be surprised. “Oy! You sure can sneak up on a guy’s backside when you want to!”

Shades chuckled, some of them still watching Erick for weakness. At his casual joke they mostly decided not to try shit, but some of them looked at Caretaker for weakness, because no matter what, Erick was being way too friendly with Caretaker, which meant this was a deep relationship. They looked to exploit that.

The Caretaker of the Armory put a hand on Erick’s empty shoulder, his voice rumbling, “I had forgotten how charming you can be sometimes.” Quilatalap was playing up the deep relationship, which was not that hard. “Want to strip and join the swimming?”

“Ahhh! You tempt me… Later. I should go say hello to that guy you mentioned, right?”

“Sure.” Caretaker lifted his head toward the barge next to the Shield. “Verrod is over there.”

Verrod of Vast Skies was a demi of grey skin and white hair who sat on a comfortable beach chair on a taller barge than most. He wore a loincloth of black and his white eyes were focused on the sky, on falling mushrooms that fell like slow comets to the lake. He was not the only one watching the show still falling from above. Aside from the other mostly-nude people on his barge, Purodhalia was there.

Melemizargo’s [Familiar] was a 10 meter tall black-spiked sea urchin. He clung to the back of Verrod’s barge like a settled spider.

“Oh!” Erick said, as he started walking that way. “Purodhalia is here, too?”

Meaning: ‘Is that really Purodhalia?’

Quilatalap said, “I’m as surprised as you are.”

Ah. That was the real Purodhalia.

Erick had no idea how they were ‘beyond the Black Gate’ without the ‘disintegration from incompatibility with Particles and this world’ issue. How, exactly, had Quilatalap done all this? Where, exactly, had the Wizardry started to transform this world into something real? Maybe Sininindi was to blame, but really, Erick was probably to blame—

Or Melemizargo!

This might be Melemizargo’s fault. Yes. Let’s go with that.

Erick led the way down the pier and now they were there, at the gangplank leading up to the Champion of Melemizargo’s vessel. A few Shades lounging on the lower decks looked at Erick and Caretaker, swishing their drinks in hand, but none of them made to stop Erick as he led the way onto the ship itself.

Up a small staircase, up onto the upper sun deck, Erick strode, saying, “I have to say, I feel kinda overdressed.”

No one acknowledged Erick. All of them continued to stare at the slow starfall, seeming to enjoy it a lot.

Caretaker came up to Erick’s side. “The formal ceremony won’t be for a while so we can change if you want. Although, we are still waiting for Sininindi’s forces to make some sort of move.”

Without looking at Erick, Verrod said, “And you might be that move, Erick.” He tore his gaze from the sky, and that act seemed to pain him. With blazing white eyes he regarded Caretaker, and said, “Caretaker. Your new boyfriend sure can put on a show. What Element is that? Something new, and yet it appears like something old. Like Primal Lightning with a Growth flavoring.”

That was a dangerous accusation, but it had been said with all the depth of someone talking about the weather.

Caretaker nodded to Erick.

And Erick said, “It’s probably not Primal Lightning, as far as I know. Probably.”

“… ‘Probably not’, he says.” Verrod sighed. “Either way you’re touched by Melemizargo, that’s for sure. Purodhalia told me to simply let you take the Shield, in honor of our shared loyalties to the Dark—”

The nearby Shades did not like that.

By their reactions, none of the other Shades had known this until Verrod had said it. Instantly, two Shades launched out of their chairs, saying variations of ‘No!’. Others were more devious and angry. Erick saw battle lines draw and alliances spread throughout the entire gathering of around 120 Shades. Some of them were ready to fight. Others would allow themselves to be dominoes that would join the fight as soon as someone else started it.

And then Verrod rose from his beach chair, taking command. He was slightly taller than Erick. “Show us proof that you are as much a Champion of Melemizargo as I am, and I will let you take the Shield without a fight. Fail in this task and be executed.”

Caretaker stepped forward, saying, “Do not do this, Verrod. You do not know what you are asking.”

“I’ve made my decree, Caretaker. Your man is free to choose his Path.”

Caretaker… stepped aside.

Quilatalap was concerned, but not overly. This was all a play, until it wasn’t.

Erick asked, “What kind of proof do you want?”

“The Ritual of Shade. Do it now.”

“Absolutely not,” Erick said, instantly deciding not to play around anymore. “I am walking too many fine lines and I refuse to fall off this knife edge that is my life. Pick another qualification.”

Tension coiled in the air like a dragon waiting to strike. Shades watched from the sidelines. The band was forced to silence. Laughter and conversation stopped. The Abyss filled the air all around, crushing and stifling, and Verrod of Vast Skies glared, sparks flickering across his features.

And then Verrod backed off. He raised his voice. “Our God has given me an order! I have been told to let this man take the Lightning Shield from this place! But we would not be Shades of Greatness if we did not Test those who come forth, walking their fine-edged Paths through Darkness, to see if they are worthy. And so! Three duels. If Erick survives those three fights to the death he walks with his prize. Who will fight him? Who will give him a proper Welcoming into the Dark?”

Three sanctioned duels? As Shades shouted out threats against each other and aired their grievances and Verrod named some initial names, Erick realized he was perfectly fine with this. Quilatalap was perfectly fine with this, too. Even Verrod and a few of the closest Shades could already see how this was going to go, which is why Verrod had chosen this path. Erick would kill some hot head Shades and silence those most opposed to Verrod and thus solidify his rule and prevent a larger bloodbath—

Something Red drifted through the air.

Erick felt his eyes focus on a threat he did not think was a threat.

The red-eyed leviathan which had been wrapped around the base of the bubble protecting the Lightning Shield. It was a threat. It raised its head and looked at Erick, red sparks flickering out of those unnatural eyes as some deep intelligence within also recognized that Erick was going to take the Lightning Shield home unless it did something—
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Verrod rose from his beach chair, and he was slightly taller than Erick. “Show us proof that you are as much a Champion of Melemizargo as I am, and I will let you take the Shield without a fight. Fail in this task and be executed.”

Erick flinched for some unknown reason, which was absolutely a mistake. Why had he flinched? Why did this… This feel so familiar? That was why he had flinched. All of this seemed familiar. Very… The same. Except not…

And. Ah.

Shit.

It had been a bad time to get a sudden bout of deja vu.

Verrod and every other Shade around were emboldened by Erick’s social fuck up. Erick had lost a lot of social currency in the matter of one crucial moment. Showing any sort of weakness at all in front of the Champion of Melemizargo? That’s an execution.

Caretaker glared at Erick’s back. Outwardly, Quilatalap had to play the part of a Shade, and Erick had just shown weakness, so he could not step in on Erick’s behalf. But inwardly, Erick knew Quilatalap was planning death. Subterfuge and a whole bunch of social reasoning demanded he start with, “What sort of proof do you desire, Verrod?”

A bad answer would lead to war. A good answer would lead to Erick getting the Shield without a massive and potentially deadly fight.

Verrod easily said, “The Ritual of Shade. When your boyfriend is one of us that should be good enough proof of his allegiances. Once that is done he can have the Shield, as ordered by Our Dark God.”

Well that wasn’t fucking happening.

Erick began, “I’m going to say two things, and you’re going to truly consider my words, Verrod, and all the rest of you.” Erick let his voice fill with the severity of the moment, as he said, “The first of my words is this: I absolutely refuse to become a Shade. I am walking too many fine lines and I refuse to fall down this knife edge that is my life. Pick another qualification. The second is this: Someone has [Return]ed us. Or maybe just me; I am not sure. That is what my flinch earlier was. I’m not sure who, or how, but someone [Return]ed in this space… Or something. This moment has happened at least once before.”

Verrod had been about to cut Erick off the very moment Erick ‘pretended to speak like an equal’, or whatever other phrase was passing through the Champion of Melemizargo’s mind. Someone else tried to interrupt when they saw that Verrod decided to let Erick speak, but the Shade of Vast Skies raised his hand at his side, not lifting his hand above his own waist, as he dismissed the interrupter. The interrupter went silent with his objections.

And Erick’s voice rang out across the gathering.

At the mention of [Return], things got complicated. Battle lines redrew as confusion passed through the group. Would they fight each other? Or some Time Mage? Was Erick lying, trying to save his skin? Some donned clothes and armor made of shadows or other powers anyway, preparing for the worst. The people playing in the black waters stepped onto the surface, their eyes going outward. Silence was the primary noise in the air—

“Huh,” Caretaker said. “He’s right.”

Verrod stared at Erick. And then he broke sightlines and looked outward, toward Erick’s falling mushrooms, and then beyond. “… We’re not under attack. It’s a small threat, whatever it is.” He turned and looked at Erick. “Our God has gifted you a Viewpoint beyond mortal ken.”

It was a question, and yet not.

It was enough of a decrease in tension over Erick that the battlelines of the Shades turned outward, instead of inward. Someone was attacking? Well then! Time to close ranks against the outside threat! It was very normal Shade behavior.

Meanwhile, the play between Erick, Verrod, and Caretaker continued.

Erick said, “I have not accepted power from him beyond that which is political.”

“Not surprising. The easiest way for a Cultist to rise to power is to never be an empowered Cultist at all.” Verrod looked to Caretaker. “What are his allegiances, Caretaker?”

“This entire world and all that lay beyond,” Quilatalap said, without reservation. “Peace and Truth.”

Some Shades were absolutely disgusted at that, and if Erick was reading them correctly, they were disappointed that someone with power would choose any path of Peace at all. Truth was more understandable for them.

Erick watched as a few Shades tried to slot Erick into existing Shade society, for this was obviously his debut, and he would be back for more later. Obviously.

Verrod looked at Erick, doing some judging of his own over Erick’s future in this world. And then he looked to Ophiel. “That [Familiar]. Is it Angelic, or merely Exalted?”

“Neither. His form is an affectation for the event.” Erick said, “Let’s see your real form, Ophiel.”

Ophiel glanced at Erick with his two black bird eyes, wondering if he meant what he was saying. Erick nodded. And then Ophiel’s eyes cleared to white, and ten more eyes appeared all across his wing-laden body. He was once again a bundle of mostly-fluffy white feathers, bright, inquisitive eyes, and a few hard-edged wingtip feathers at the end of his mess of limbs.

He chirped, “I’m here, dad!”

“Yes you are, Ophiel.” Erick turned to Verrod. “I’m rather against the Forever War in all ways. Fighting can be good for developing strength, but any real war upon this world would erase too much capability for growth.”

Verrod, the grey-skinned demi on a boat filled with other demis, cracked a real smile. “Yet another good answer—”

Suddenly, the Shield-guarding leviathan smashed into the side of the boat, spilling out a gout of Red Sparks from its eyes and its open maw—
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Erick fell through the air, high above the Abyssal Lake. Starfall fell around him—

I’ve been here before.

As Erick fell, following Quilatalap to the welcoming platform of the black kendrithyst pier below, Erick knew he had done this before. And yet, he also knew, for a fact, that he had never been here before, ever.

It was the strangest, worst feeling of deja vu that he could recall.

And then he saw the Path.

It was a worldline. His worldline. It went forward from where he was right then at that moment, and trailed behind him where he had been before. Erick had seen worldlines long before today, for mana sensing allowed one to see through time, to see the worldlines of all moving objects within the range and power of one’s mana sense.

But this was a different sort of worldline. Normally, it was incredibly difficult to see into the future at all. Teressa and Goldie could wipe the floor with anyone due to their own prognostication abilities, but they were like sighted people in a world full of the blind. Benevolence could see twists in distant futures, but even those twists didn’t always come to pass because those twists could be unwound if one saw them coming, and people did not always do as [Future Sight] said they would do.

Erick’s white path was different.

There were tiny branches here and there, like lightning striking out and yet not fully hitting somewhere. Erick could step off the path, but he did not want to. He stayed the main course.

Stepping onto the platform and annihilating that first Shade was simply following the path laid before him, which was easy. As he talked the sassy talk, he watched Shades become disinterested in him. He walked down the pier toward Verrod’s ship, like he was acting the part in a play that stretched out before him. If anyone else was capable of seeing his white path worldline then they would have said something because this path was a major imprint in the manasphere and every single real Shade in the area certainly had real power and real experience with magic and mana sense—

Oh.

This was like that time that Erick played with Benevolence prognostication and that plinko machine where if the ball landed in the red zone, he would kill a thousand people. But then Teressa and Aisha had shown up all on their own, telling him not to do that, and thus Erick did not. And then the three of them spoke through a ‘scripted event’, each of them speaking the best possible words to speak at that moment...

Or maybe that’s what happened? Erick was suddenly wondering if that really was what happened back then, because he certainly didn’t remember seeing a white path through the world back then, with all his cues and words picked out for him in the best possible way, but that is what had happened there, and that is what was happening here. Erick knew. Right before his eyes, Erick saw the best possible path forward.

This, then, was what Benevolence could really do.

Erick once again stood before Verrod, and that is where paths diverged. Some were better than others, but Erick had been looking at all of them long before he stood here, so he chose—

Something interrupted the proper path.

Verrod was talking.

And a hot headed Shade to the side saw red and stabbed forward with a pillar of Destruction aimed directly at Erick, while they also tried to wrap a Domain around him to prevent escape. They succeeded in wrapping him in that Domain… Mostly.

If this situation had occurred in the real world Erick would have opened a [Gate] and shunted the Destruction at another target. He didn’t like the way that red-eyed leviathan was staring at him, so Erick would have shoved this Destruction beam at that leviathan; it’d make a better mushroom farm than a guard.

Oddly enough, the Path of Benevolence adjusted itself even as Erick was coming up with ideas of how to escape. As Erick saw the way he wanted out, he also saw the Path that would take him there.

Erick picked the path that killed that leviathan.

… And all the rest, because apparently that’s also an option this new Path was giving him.

It was really quite odd how this new Path was adjusting in real time, as Erick experienced it, but he’d have to take all of that apart later.

Elemental Destruction was unmatched in its ability to annihilate, and this Shade, whoever he was, had cast his meters-thick Beam spell well. But Destruction was also destructive; it was hard to use on its own, and so everyone cheated to be able to use that Element. Most people cheated with a protective layer of some other Element between the caster and the Destruction. This Shade cheated in that exact same way, so nothing special there. Primarily he used Illusion, as evident by both Erick’s All-Seeing Eye, and that the guy’s Domain had flashed outward and fully enveloped Erick. Only Illusion and Light moved that fast, though that was a debate. Anyway. The Shade had layered a thin fog of Destruction inside the tube of his Illusion Domain, ensuring that Erick couldn’t just break the Domain without expending too much time. There was only one way out, and that was directly away.

The Shade had essentially placed Erick at the bottom of a test tube that was filling with annihilation from the bottom toward the top. Going nearer to the Shade would simply make Erick’s death happen faster.

So, in a way that was almost like Erick was on train tracks, and the train was coming right at him, Erick did what he would never do in a normal situation. He ran down the tracks, directly away from the train.

Well. Actually, he turned to Benevolence and outran the Destruction, staying within the tube of the Shade’s Destruction-lined Illusion Domain until he got far enough away to be able to take half a moment and punch through the Destruction and the Shade’s Domain.

Shade Domains were rather damned tough, you know. Erick didn’t want to test himself against the nearest parts of this Shade’s Domain, and it was a good thing he did not. Even with his power, it was still a close call to evade that Destruction Beam.

And now, freed of the assassination attempt, Erick had to prove himself.

So Erick turned to Benevolent Lightning and raced upward, slamming right into every single red-eyed leviathan in the entire sky of the Abyssal Lake before coming back down to land right where he had been, on Verrod’s boat. And then he zapped toward the Shade who had attacked him, making sure his own attack was very telegraphed. Lighting launched from Erick’s hand, toward the Illusion Shade, and that Shade easily stepped to the side, only moving a handspan out of the way.

Erick’s soft white lightning continued on to the red-eyed leviathan around the Lightning Shield, touching black scales and causing the creature distress—

The Illusion Shade watched Erick, while Erick’s lightning continued to course through the air, striking the leviathan, who snarled and raged and launched—

Erick pumped up the power quite a lot. An enraged beast became a very dead beast. The leviathan fell to the water’s surface like so much mushroom-growing meat.

Erick just smiled, and said, “Now! Whoever is turning time back again and again to try and make this meeting of the minds turn out poorly, I would like to announce that I can do a lot worse than that.” Erick turned toward Verrod. “You were saying something about proving myself, or something. Apologies. I was trying to figure out who was fucking with me through Time. If you could, please repeat the question.”

Verrod smirked a little, and it wasn’t meant to be menacing at all. “I was asking you to prove yourself as powerful and worthy of My God’s Eye. I suppose I will accept that nice little display and the physical Eye you wear around your neck as proof enough.” Verrod added, “But I must ask. Is He giving the Shield back to that false goddess?”

“That is the plan. It’s a gesture of goodwill.”

Many of the Shades at the party were disheartened by that, but only a few were furious. The one who tried to Destroy Erick was rather miffed. But he said nothing.

Verrod frowned a little. “I suppose… I suppose we must abide, for we are but instruments of His workings. And yet…” He Looked at Erick, and Erick felt like he was gazing at the Sky Itself for a vast moment. Verrod spoke with authority, “All the gods are false, Wizard of Not-Lightning, especially that Lightning Ghost. For you to give that one power over lightning is odd to me. You would be better served with taking this Shield for yourself. The world would be better served without her grip on Lightning Magic, strangling all Those Who Aspire.”

Erick felt a strange sort of kinship in that moment. He smiled softly, and said, “I fully understand what you are saying, Verrod. Believe me; I know what you mean.”

“… Strangely enough, I feel that you do. And yet...” Verrod’s voice shrunk as his persona and person once again became the size of his physical body, instead of the size of the sky. “And yet, you would still give her back her Shield?”

“I will give her back her Shield,” Erick said, not lying at all.

For a long moment, Verrod said nothing.

By then, the first of the new dead leviathans struck the waters of the lake, like meat striking the ground in wet thumps, splattering out mushrooms and spores all across the surface of the Abyssal Lake. The sky was filled with falling drops of light, and with spreading nebulae.

Verrod lifted his hand and the Lightning Shield broke through its Abyssal Bubble shield and shot to his grip. He handed it to Erick.

Erick took the shield—

Purodhalia spiked his way toward Erick, slowly and securely. In a moment the very large black spiker stood almost over Erick. In the smallest, cutest voice, he asked, “Up! Up! Take me.”

Erick secured the shield on his left wrist with an easy flicker of power —Erick shivered as the Shield seemed to harmonize with him— as he let out his Benevolence to wrap Purodhalia up, along with Quilatalap. With a bunch of Shades looking their way, and with Verrod giving one final nod, Erick benevolencestepped into the air, zapping his small group up and away.

High in the sky above the Abyssal Lake, Erick cast his gaze wide across the city of Ar’Kendrithyst.

The Dead City had always looked rather beautiful, in a dangerous sort of way. Today was no different. The crystals of the city were red and purple and filled with shadows, but they were also bright pink on some edges here and there, and deep blue in some shadowed parts, and the sky bridges always had a certain charm to them.

He liked it better under Anhelia’s reconstruction.

Thunder rolled across the world, almost triumphant in its sound—

- - - -

— And Erick stepped down onto solid stone…

Eh?

For a surreal moment, Erick wasn’t sure where he was. But then he remembered. He looked back behind him. There was the portal to the Shadow Dungeon. Ahead lay the uninhabited city that Quilatalap was building with its many apartment buildings and enough infrastructure to support millions of people, when those millions of people showed up. That city was built up and down, with sky bridges of its own, almost like a building district in a wrought Geode city, like Ar’Kendrithyst…

And Darkness lay beyond everything. There was no sky; there was only Black. They were in the heart of the dungeon, and Erick wasn’t sure how they had gotten here. Where did the line lay between the Shield Breaking, and this place?

Purodhalia had no such concerns for ordered reality. The Black Spiker just rolled away, across the dirt and through a field of golden wheat, straight into the Darkness surrounding the dungeon. He crashed into the Black, and vanished.

“I would normally be worried that Purodhalia had killed himself rushing into the Dark like that, but if anyone can survive the Dark, it is him.” Erick turned toward Quilatalap. “So. Something tells me we weren’t supposed to exit here?”

“No. We were not. Something got switched somewhere…” Quilatalap gazed across the field, at the city. Some people were walking out of the city. Quilatalap frowned deeply, and Erick felt the same way. “What are they doing here?” Quilatalap stepped forward and Erick was right there with him as the big man said, “If they have done something to Vanya and Soltic, then I will be rather angry. I ask for your backup on this, Erick.”

Erick said, “You have it. If you do not mind, though, I would ask to lead this charge.”

“Granted,” Quilatalap said, his anger barely contained. “They should not be here and the fact that they are… If they have done something untoward I will rip them apart and put them back together. Hear me, Erick: There is absolutely no way that they are here through any means but violent ones.”

“… Are you sure?” Erick asked, wanting Quilatalap to be exaggerating.

“I am sure… Though if all they have harmed are my guardians that I can put back together, then I… I can control this anger.”

Erick nodded, relief flowing a little.

Erick strode forward a little faster, to take the lead. The two of them walked down a beaten road between fields of golden wheat, toward one of the few people whom Erick was not sure how to deal with right now.

Tiza Nindi, the owl shifter Head Priestess of Sininindi, walked down the road toward them, looking triumphant in the white raiment of a Storm Priestess. The ‘plan’ had been to hand the Lightning Shield off to her outside the dungeon, in a small ceremony under the cloudy sky. Erick expected Sininindi to appear and for Tiza to be publicly pleasant, but inwardly storming. This, right here, was the opposite of what Erick wanted.

If she wanted the Shield right now then she could go fuck herself.

Tiza wasn’t alone. Two others walked with her.

The one on the left was Sailor Asmus, of the Blue Temple, which was located directly on Everbless’ cove. He was a human man with some demi in him for sure, with those red eyes of his. He looked kinda reserved and official, in those blue robes. The man had tried to set himself up to be helpful when Erick was Soltic, and Quilatalap was Vanya, but Erick and Quilatalap had never seen the need to speak to the man for any assistance at all. He was the leader of the ‘mortal’ counterpoint to Sininindi’s Church; the one who people went to for what Erick would consider more logistical problems upon the seas; the problems of sailors, not the problems of priests.

Tiza’s priesthood was the ‘real’ Church of Sininindi. Asmus led ‘boat tours’, according to his detractors.

The third person was Oozy Stormcaller, which was really fucking odd.

Erick hadn’t seen the gangly red-haired man in a while, and here he was, wearing the pale blue robes of a Blue Temple initiate. What was he doing with Sininindi’s logistics church? What was he doing here—

White lightning flickered around Oozy’s neck.

It was a ring of Benevolence.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Those rings mark people who could be catastrophic or great boons to civilization. I wonder which Oozy is.

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 8! Book 9 begins after a 3-week break~

Thanks for reading.

- - - -
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                Erick stood with Quilatalap on a barren road between two immense stretches of golden wheat, under a black sky that was Darkness Itself. Erick wore black, which Erick rapidly realized was a very bad look for him at this particular moment, while Quilatalap also wasn’t doing anyone any favors with his black fullplate and his eyes shining white.

A soft wind blew across the fields, carrying with it the scent of storms… Or maybe the white shield upon Erick’s left arm was making that ozone/petrichor smell. The Lightning Shield crackled with white sparks from each of its five points—

And Erick realized something else about it at that moment.

Prior to its rescue from the Breaking, the Lightning Shield had been sparking mad, trying to escape from the [Abyssal Bubble Cage] the Shades had used to imprison it. And then, it had come to Erick. When Erick put the Shield on his left wrist it had seemed to lock into place in the air, floating against his very soul and arm and body like it was his own [Animadversion] silver-spike all-Reflection shield, and it was calm. No sparks. No worries at all. It was just there, weightless and protective in ways that Erick did not know it could be protective.

But it was sparking again.

Erick wasn’t sure how he knew what the Shield was feeling, but it felt as though the Shield was fending off an attack… or preparing for an attack? Erick had no real way to know.

He did know that the Shield was angry. Erick could relate. He was furious, too. Not nearly as angry as Quilatalap, of course. But still angry.

High Priestess Tiza Nindi was here, instead of waiting outside for an official ceremony to transfer the Shield into the hands of Sininindi’s church so that they could better prepare against the Prophesied Storm. She looked smug, too, and that pissed Erick off rather a lot. For a brief moment, Erick imagined his fury had risen to the level of Quilatalap’s, but then Erick’s fury went back down to an acceptable level.

Sailor Asmus at least looked contrite, as he walked with Tiza and the other person down the road, toward Erick and Quilatalap. The professional side of Sininindi’s Church was supposed to be part of the transferal ceremony, too, so in that way, it made sense for him to be here.

But what the fuck was Oozy Stormcaller doing here?

And why the fuck did he have a Benevolence ring around his neck?

Erick, as always, tried to approach the coming probably-problems with dignity and understanding.

He had to walk a bit faster than decorum demanded, though, because Quilatalap was walking angrily and fast. According to Quilatalap, whatever these three intruders had done to get into this dungeon had included violence of some sort. Erick’s limits for that sort of thing were a lot higher than Quilatalap’s right now.

But he would still get to the bottom of this.

The only real question to ask and answer before this confrontation started, was did he want to tell Quilatalap about the Benevolence ring? That fact would completely derail this entire conversation, overshadowing everything, and it needed to be said, but it also meant that Quilatalap’s chances to control the coming conversation rapidly diminished.

But, of course, he had to tell Quilatalap.

Quilatalap would understand.

Erick whipped a [Hasted Shelter] around them along with some Privacy magics to make the [Hasted Shelter] unrealized to the outside world, as he said, “Oozy Stormcaller, the third one, was [Reincarnation]ed by me months ago. I told you that story already. How he has the red bones and an odd [Reincarnation] and a [Blessing of Empathy]. Well now he’s here and there’s a Benevolence ring around his neck.”

Quilatalap had stopped when Erick cast his spellwork. He listened. He sighed deeply. Then he said, “Fuck— Okay… Let’s just kill them all— Oh come on. They don’t have to stay dead. I’m just giving options.”

“… Thank you for walking that response back so quickly.” Erick moved on. “He may be here to help protect against the Prophesied Storm, which would explain the ring—”

“Sometimes I wish you could have made your Benevolence markers a mark of assassination.”

Erick just stared at Quilatalap. He could not believe that Quilatalap would ever say such a thing, for if Benevolence worked that way it would be open season on every person ever Marked by Benevolence, which would then cascade into disaster after disaster, or misunderstanding after misunderstanding, leading to the complete collapse of Benevolence as a ‘thing that is wanted’. It would get Erick hunted by Rozeta and all the gods of the Pantheon. It would get Benevolence Banned. Holding his own anger in check, Erick almost straight-up asked Quilatalap if he was ‘Erick’s’ Quilatalap, but that seemed improper; too much. So, for a long moment, Erick was stunned.

Quilatalap frowned down at Erick, saying, “What.”

“… If you can’t tell me why what you just said was deeply troubling, then I am going to start to think something fucky is happening right now.”

Quilatalap jolted a little. “… What?”

Erick frowned. “What you… Just said?”

“What did I just say?” Quilatalap asked, scrunching his face at Erick.

“That sometimes you wished I could have made Benevolence markers a mark of assassination.”

Quilatalap winced. “I did not actually say that; don’t go policing my thoughts, now.”

“… Did you not say it? Because I heard you—” Erick glanced through the mana, to the past, while speaking in the present, “I see you said the words.” He came back fully to the moment. “Do you not remember?”

Quilatalap frowned a little. “I did not say those words. I am looking at the past right now, and I did not say them. I might have thought about them occasionally but I would never say them, because I know how that would go; a short benefit to all, and then crashing horror and a Forgotten Campaign and a Banning… I think I might have subvocalized them. This whole thing with… These people.” Quilatalap turned his sight outward, to the land beyond the Private space. “It takes a lot to get me angry, and I think these people have done that. Can we talk about my thoughts on Benevolence markers later?”

“… Sorry, Quilatalap.” Erick knew what he saw, but he wasn’t going to make a big deal of it right now. “Maybe I am upset, too. Do you want to take a moment and speak to the dungeon?”

Quilatalap blinked. “Yes. Absolutely. One second.” He closed his eyes and began channeling mana to speak to the dungeon.

It would take him longer than normal since there was a heavy time dilation between this Private space and the dungeon space, so Erick just waited, having a think of his own. Quilatalap was probably a whole lot angrier than he let on. He had said that these three people from the Church of Sininindi would have needed to break through extensive defenses to breach this far into the dungeon which had included ‘guardians’ of some sort. Quilatalap could probably revive them… But they would likely never be the same. People often weren’t the same after reviving, for death was a massive trauma. Most delvers who experienced the [True Resurrection] that most dungeons had these days went on to forswear ever delving again. And maybe they could try delving again later when their soul healed and they felt up to the challenge and reward again. People with souls, as living beings, could heal their souls; they could heal that soul trauma. Undead had to fix their trauma themselves, and sometimes undead guardians with very complicated, sapient souls, needed to be rebuilt from the ground up. This perma-killed the undead—

Quilatalap came back to himself and he was angrier than before. His eyes flickered with the red of Carnage as his Rage slipped out. He maintained, though, pushing his Rage down.

He simply said, “It’s worse than I figured. They have killed the repros of me that were Vanya and Soltic. They have instituted a repro of Tiza into the dungeon core. That repro is still regaining consciousness, but they have used an artifact of Time to speed up the process. She is functioning at 75% effectiveness. Tiza-2 is functionally in charge of this entire dungeon now, though she’s only been at it for an hour or two; only as long as we were back there in the Shadow Dungeon, recovering the Shield. They’re going to attack us as soon as you lower this Privacy.”

Erick skipped right past being surprised and a whole bunch of other emotions and went straight to furious—

Quilatalap continued, “They have likely found our house. If not, then it is only a matter of time. And so, I have instituted the self-destruct sequence on our house. I am leaving this dungeon with you, Erick. We’re not confronting them.” As he spoke, he vented his Rage. With a calm, centered voice and psyche, Quilatalap said, “We’re leaving.”

Erick took a moment to calm himself, too.

Quilatalap needed several more moments anyway. He turned his gaze outward, at the dungeon he had worked so hard to make. At the bridges he had tried to build. Erick watched as Quilatalap silently wondered if it was all for nothing, if there was never any hope of being allowed to live openly on Veird, and if Sininindi had been fucking with him and how badly she had been fucking with him. A hundred other unsaid questions passed through the large man as he cast his sight across the golden wheat fields and at the rest of the frozen world out there, while time passed incredibly fast in here, in this [Hasted Shelter] and other magics.

Erick said, “I would have you escape, please. I need to confront them.”

“Sure.” Quilatalap said, “Confront them outside of the dungeon, though. Tiza-2 is gleefully plotting how to fuck you up if you confront the original here.”

“Prudent. Which way is the fastest escape?”

“Unless we’re in Storm Lockdown, any sort of declaration that you want to leave right now would work, but such an action would place you outside on the valley floor, in the center of the largest, open space. Tiza has likely accounted for that, but even so the ‘largest open space’ is still at least a second of safety. It’s safer than staying here.” Quilatalap held out his hand to Erick, saying, “Let’s both go at the same time. You can leave this Privacy here.”

“Could she have rerouted the escape clause?”

Quilatalap paused, his hand still held out. He dropped his hand. “I will need to check on that.” He focused on Elemental Book again. Slowly, grey magic seeped out of him, into the world.

Erick waited.

An escape clause was an emergent thing that every dungeon had hard-coded into it, because [True Resurrection] needed a place to put the revived person, and that place to put a person had to be a safe zone, and that space often became the very same escape zone that people could evacuate to. So the designation of that space, and what it meant, was one of the things that people could change if they thought to do it, and Quilatalap would have thought about that. The escape clause at the Benevolence Dungeon could be rerouted, for sure; sometimes it went to the entrance if the revived or escaped person still had lives left, and other times it went to a secure holding room if the person was on their last life so that they knew that continuing in the dungeon would kill them.

All escape clauses could be rerouted.

Later, he would ask Quilatalap if the big guy was feeling okay, because while Quilatalap was obviously furious he almost never made small, easily overlooked but very large mistakes like he was making now. Normally, a question of safe direction like Erick had asked would have been met with ‘the escape clause is secure, and if it is not then we’re fucked beyond fucked, so let’s go out blazing from that location anyway’. Or maybe he would have a better idea—

“The escape clause is secure,” Quilatalap said, coming back to himself. “Tiza 2 is getting deep in the Rules right now but she’s only been able to enact a few. Benevolence is subdued. Lightning and Divine magic are heightened. I believe she is planning on fighting here.”

Erick held out his hand. “Then we fight elsewhere and I open with words, not [Grand Fireballs].”

Quilatalap put his hand into Erick’s. “I would like to hear—”

A shadow stood up from the floor.

It was Verrod of Vast Skies, Champion of Melemizargo. He had put away the speedo and donned a black suit that was several centuries out of date.

Erick inhaled, and then let out a shuddering sigh of complete annoyance. He had thought that Verrod had simply been Melemizargo looking in on current events, but nope! It was worse than that. It was a Shade that should have never come back to life, and yet here he was. Was it just him? Or did the other Shades escape from the Breaking Ritual, too?

Verrod grinned as he saw Erick’s turmoil. “I’m supposed to accept a [Blessing of Empathy] to be allowed in this world. Give it to me, Erick Flatt, Fire of the Age, and be prepared to give more to others—”

Quilatalap scowled at him, demanding, “Who did you bring with you.”

“A few assorted accomplices. They’ve already left this ‘dungeon’, by the way. I stuck around because My God demanded I stick around, and so here I am. Initially, when you left the Breaking Ceremony, I suspected I knew about 90% of what all of this was all about, but that number is steadily decreasing. I’m at around 5% comprehension at the moment.” Verrod said, “Destroying the ‘Shadow Dungeon’ as we left was rather cathartic in a few ways, though.”

That was not nearly a good enough answer for Quilatalap.

Verrod noticed, smirking even wider, his expression turning truly gleeful.

“How many of you are there?” Erick asked, keeping his rage out of his voice.

“Around 15 of us survived that absolute purge. It’s enough.” Verrod held out a hand, saying, “Get on with the Empathy, Erick.”

“You’re going to be out of commission for a while and Rozeta is going to have words with you and I am going to have words with you and a whole bunch of other shit is going to happen at my discretion. You are to report to Ascendant Mountain which was probably called ‘Infamy’ back in your day; it is the largest of the Three Sisters, southwest of mainland Quintlan. That is where Melemizargo now makes his main home. Do not go to Ar’Kendrithyst.” Erick asked, “Do you agree to both the wording and spirit of these declarations?”

Verrod stared hard at Erick, his joyful smile fading slightly, and then altogether. He almost dropped his hand, but then he did not. And then he put aside his anger, and said, “I agree.”

Erick slapped his hand with a [Blessing of Empathy].

Power flooded into Verrod, breaking down his soul and rebuilding him from the core outward, like the flexing of a sphere, turning it briefly to sand and then back to solidness. Small tears gathered in his eyes like liquid light. Those tears fell from his stoic face, leaving behind tracks of illumination that dried fast, turning to flaking ash, before fading away in the manasphere.

He didn’t collapse, though.

“… I’m impressed, Verrod.” Erick said, “All the Shades I’ve ever done that to have broken down into sobbing messes—”

Verrod broke down into a sobbing mess, going down to his knees and then down to the ground. He turned halfway to shadow as he sunk deeper and deeper.

Erick softly said, “I am going to take care of you, Verrod, but you have come into this real world at a very difficult time.” Verrod turned a little more solid. Erick added, “I truly hope you didn’t scatter threats throughout this dungeon and elsewhere in your escape from the Shadow side of things—”

“Oh Holy Dark,” Verrod said, his grey face seeming to turn white as horror dawned within. He was on his feet again. “I made a mistake. I did not follow My God’s command as well as I should have.”

Erick was not surprised, but too much was going on right now to deal with this. “What happened?”

“… I have some Shades to cull— Oh. Okay.” Verrod breathlessly jolted as his emotions did something turmoil-ish inside of him. He softly said, “I don’t think I could kill anyone like this. Even the thought…” His voice trailed away.

Erick said, “We’re leaving the dungeon now and you’re going to fix your mess, Verrod. Ask the other Shades to help you. Quilatalap and I have to deal with this Storm Church mess. Everyone ready to escape?”

Quilatalap glared down at Verrod, his eyes full of uncomfortable concern. “… I’m ready.”

Verrod breathed and regained his composure. “Ready.”

“Quilatalap. Your go,” Erick said.

Quilatalap spoke to the air, “Emergency dungeon exit right fucking now. I’m not joking. Escape, escape es—”

The world flickered black—

- - - -

—and then came back together under a blue sky surrounded by thick clouds and the sun shining right down through the center of them, like Erick, his boyfriend, and the hanger-on Shade, were at the bottom of a massively large well. They were on the northeast-ish floor of the dungeon valley, standing upon solid stone, far away from everything. There was no attack. There had been no diversion to another location. They were in the real world, for Ophiel was already out here and flying far and wide, showing Erick everything Erick wanted to see.

And so, the first thing Erick did was to ask Verrod, “Where are the other Shades?”

Fallopolis and Goldie stepped out of nearby shadows. Fallopolis glanced at Verrod then said to Erick, “We’ll be taking him if you would be so kind, Erick.”

“Gladly.” Erick asked Fallopolis, “Have you found the others who escaped?”

“We have found 16 of them. They’re already at Ascendant Mountain, for My God is taking a heavy hand in this reintroduction.” Fallopolis strongly requested, “We humbly ask that you Empathy them when you get a chance.”

“I’ll be doing that when I can.” Erick felt a certain weight fall off his shoulders as he watched nothing too untoward happen in the world, and as Fallopolis seemed to be in command, even though she wasn’t…

Erick paused.

Verrod had been the Champion of Melemizargo back in the Breaking Ritual. His soul had shone like the most iridescent white/black thing that Erick had ever seen, but it was still nothing compared to Melemizargo himself. It was more like a fraction of Melemizargo’s power, put into a very small person.

That’s what Verrod-the-Champion had looked like.

He did not look like that anymore. He looked like a normal Shade, or maybe worse. Like a tattered soul.

Erick paused as he Looked at Fallopolis. And then he turned his All-Seeing Eye up to full blast. Fallopolis was strong of soul and body, and her soul was iridescent black/white.

Goldie and Verrod, by comparison, looked like a normal Shade and a severely weakened Shade.

Erick said to Fallopolis, “I didn’t think Championships could be moved around like that.”

Fallopolis tried not to grin, but when it was apparent she was failing that attempt, she let it happen. “I promise to be the same Fallopolis you have known all this time, Erick.” And then she waved her black kendrithyst staff at the air at her side and a whirlpool of black appeared. “Come along now, Verrod. A lot has happened since your time, and you and I are going to have a talk about how many Shades you actually brought back.”

“It was 47,” Verrod said, distraught and rapidly. “Most of them were the crazy ones. I released them to soften up whatever was out here or get killed and make it easier for the rest of us.”

Erick almost roared—

“I am handling it, Erick.” Fallopolis requested, “Please let me handle—”

Golden lightning flickered across the northern sky like a dragon fluttering fast through the clouds.

Fallopolis jerked her finger toward Verrod. “Into the gate!” She shouted to the world. “All of you!”

Verrod moved fast as a shadow, into the black. Without warning and for a kilometer around, 27 other shadows coalesced out of the nearby air, rising from the ground halfway as they rushed forward, the glowing white eyes of Shades of every race the only thing they showed of themselves as they bowed to Erick and Fallopolis on their way past, into the portal.

Goldie requested, “I would like to stay for this, my lord.”

“Granted.” Erick said, “We got a Ringer, Goldie. Keep an eye out.”

Fallopolis shuddered, muttered about how she was glad she didn’t have to deal with that, and then she bowed a fraction before she vanished into the black portal.

Goldie remained, standing resolute in the news of a Benevolence ring spotting, her black sword floating behind her, her black leathers and that giant sword looking especially menacing in the bright sunlight. She was ready for anything.

Erick glanced to Quilatalap and saw that the man was gripping his Void spear strongly; he was ready, too.

Erick stood ready to receive whoever might show. He was flanked by one Shade and one not-Shade, with the Lightning Shield upon his left arm and Ophiel in the sky— In a moment of clarity, Erick sent a telepathic message to House Benevolence, to Poi, detailing everything that had just happened.

Ten seconds later, Poi’s voice came to him, ‘I’m sending some reinforcements, and I will have them hold up at the gatehouse. Aisha and Teressa are looking into the Benevolent Sky. I will have their report in a minute.’

‘Send it along when you can. Please inform Solomon and Kromolok of Tiza’s happenings. I am not requesting physical help from either of them, but I do want their input. Inform them of the Shades but leave the new Shade problem to Fallopolis for now. I want the Mind Mages to track any massive Shade problems from any of the escaped Shades, and I will be fixing those problems later.’

‘Understood. Sending messages now— The Throne is responding. Mind Mage Rodrygo is asking for a lessening of hostilities as he tries to coordinate with his people to find out what happened.’

‘I’m standing here, Poi. Waiting.’ Erick thought for a second, and both sent his next thought, and spoke it for the convenience of Goldie and Quilatalap, “Tell the Throne about non-secret information of what happened in the dungeon with Tiza, and what we suspect happened. After what she pulled, I want to know what is going on in Storm’s Edge before she comes out and talks to me.”

Goldie softly asked Quilatalap what happened, and Quilatalap started talking small words.

Erick waited for Poi to get back to—

‘Did you lend out a [Benevolence Detector] ring earlier today?’

Erick felt a good handful of terrible emotions at that moment. Yes, he had lent out a ring. Number 7 out of the bunch. ‘Wiloza Tidewalker has it. The records should show that.’

‘That’s the problem. We don’t know who that is. We can’t find the ring either. It’s gone.’

“… You don’t know who Wiloza Tidewalker is?” Erick asked, also sending that as he spoke the words—

The world flickered red.

- - - -

Shades vanished through a black gate and Fallopolis followed.

And Erick realized he had been here before.

He remembered everything of how he had communicated with Poi, and how Wiloza and the [Benevolence Detection] ring #7 was gone, and how he had tried to inform the whole world of what was going down here, but how time had been reversed, just like how it had been reversed in the Breaking Ritual zone. Back then Erick hadn’t been fully aware of what was happening.

But now, he was aware.

He almost opened his mouth to speak his concerns—

But a distinct, inexplicable feeling of wrongness and terror and aversion held his tongue, drawing out the moment long enough for him to realize that something fucky was happening, and Benevolence itself was telling Erick ‘do not do this’. It was a sixth sense. It was something that rarely happened, but when it did, Erick listened.

He adjusted his thoughts.

He plotted a course forward…

And the feeling vanished.

Erick sent to Poi, ‘I have experienced a problem. I cannot tell you about a lot of it right now, but I think, if I do this correctly, then nothing horribly bad will happen. Just tell Teressa and Aisha to check on the Benevolent Sky. I also want the Mind Mages to help find the Shades that were released by Verrod. Here’s a packet on that.’ Erick sent Poi information on the ‘47’ released Shades, and how many of them were already with Fallopolis on Ascendant Mountain. ‘I don’t believe any of those specific numbers, so make of that what you will.’

‘… Okay. Done. The alarm is half-raised over here. Can you give me more than that?’

‘I do not believe that is wise right now. I will probably go incommunicado shortly. Please give me Teressa and Aisha’s recommendations before that. Also, tell the Sea Foam Throne to get Tiza, Asmus, and Oozy out here.’

‘Done. I’ll be in touch.’

Erick nodded.

There. This felt more stable, for some reason. Erick wasn’t sure, but he had a very sneaking suspicion that this was the anti-meme in full effect, and it had some sort of [Return] power, and some sort of personhood-erasing power since Wiloza was missing, and also… as he had those thoughts, and as nothing happened, he was pretty sure that he had… become immune somehow? Erick wasn’t sure on that part, but he was rather sure that the anti-meme couldn’t read minds.

And yet, why didn’t Debby just tell Erick about the anti-meme through [Telepathy]?

Oh. Well.

Well, maybe the anti-meme couldn’t read minds, but it could certainly alter time and space, so all it did was check on people through the time stream and then alter time based on what those people did when they knew about it, or spoke aloud—

Ah.

Wiloza was a disappeared person now. Speaking her name was tantamount to throwing chum in the water…

Erick was rather angry, but he could pretend that Wiloza did not exist, even though, logically, that was simply fucking crazy. Every major power in the world had an archmage on staff, or at least on call. And Wiloza had a lot of family, didn’t she? That’d be a lot of memories to erase… Except it wasn’t erasing memories, was it?

Oh.

It was altering reality itself.

… Maybe the Red Leviathan wasn’t controlling ‘time’. Maybe it was controlling multiversal dimensions, like a god could control reality, like how Melemizargo had turned Erick into a centaur, and then a fairy, and then a book, that one time, except that’s not what Melemizargo had done at all. He had translated Erick into a new reality.

Perhaps the anti-meme was doing the same to disappeared people; tuning reality itself toward a desired outcome…

Maybe.

It was a working theory.

Another working theory was to not upset the cart too much and thus the anti-meme wouldn’t upset him with more ‘time reversals’—

Poi’s voice came to Erick, ‘The Prophesied Storm is either happening in the next hour or in four months. What do you want to do?’

Archipelago Nergal was home to 22.5 million people.

Erick’s answer was instant, but he took the time to speak as well as send his message, “The dungeon is absolutely not ready to handle the future where the Storm happens right now, and so, I am going to give up a lot of ground here to make sure the Storm happens four months from now.”

Moments passed.

Goldie was loose and ready for war.

Quilatalap grunted, forcing his Rage to gutter at that moment.

Poi replied, ‘Looks like… it’s still up in the air a little, but the distant time frame is slightly more solid.’

‘Thank you, Poi. Give me live updates until it settles one way or another.’ Erick spoke aloud, “Just have to get through this meeting, and the Archipelago is safe for four more months.”

Quilatalap quietly whispered, “Fine.”

Erick said, “Sorry, Quilatalap. I am going to secure your amnesty, but it appears your time and the subterfuge here at Storm’s Edge is over. I doubt there will be any reclamation of your people or your work.”

Quilatalap wanted revenge for the loss of his repros and his guardians and all of the people he lost, but he could settle for taking what he came here for and then leaving. He had needed to do that many different times over his very long life. The loss of the work was much easier to swallow. He could rebuild this dungeon anywhere, and maybe even resurrect the people elsewhere, too, but the loss of the Pantheon’s once-in-a-thousand-years-amnesty was what would have really hurt.

Quilatalap breathed easier, but he was still angry as he said, “That will have to be enough—”

Golden lightning flashed down to the ground twenty meters in front of Erick.

Tiza, Asmus, and Oozy stepped out of the golden lightning.

“Sininindi’s Shield, Erick,” Tiza said, walking forward, hand out, her countenance hidden behind her half-mask, but Erick still saw her smugness and her petty joy. “Now.”

Quilatalap blasted her with a ray of [Absolute Death].

After a split second of a divine golden shield disintegrating away from the Head Priestess of Sininindi, Tiza disintegrated from her heart outward, her face barely recognizing her death before even that dispersed on the wind. Her clothes and her mask fell to the stone ground in a soft clatter.

Quilatalap was satisfied.

In that very same second, he brought Tiza back to life, exactly where she had perished. Good as new. He even managed to put her clothes back onto her body, though everything was a little disheveled. Erick knew that he could have put those clothes on perfectly fine; he had purposefully left her askew.

‘It’s starting,’ Poi sent.

Lightning crashed across the world.

Erick sighed, then before Tiza got out the first expletive he [Return]ed them to 10 seconds ago.

- - - -

As the golden lightning of Sininindi fell to the ground in front of Erick, Erick sent Quilatalap a telepathic recording of him killing Tiza. It wasn’t as good as the real thing but Quilatalap’s mood improved immensely—

And then Tiza’s face appeared out of the lightning right beside Asmus and Oozy, and Quilatalap’s brief joy came crashing down into near-Rage once again. Erick didn’t think he was going to disintegrate her this time, though, which was a win, for now.

Tiza was half a second from speaking—

When Erick spoke first, “Shut the fuck up Tiza. Not one word. Void this decree at the peril of your soul.”

Tiza, of course, said, “Just like a Shade. Draped in black and surrounded by Evil, giving ultimatums and forcing the world to obey your whims.”

Erick swallowed her with a [Gate], depositing her into one of the heavily enchanted and [Ward]ed rooms where he kept people sometimes. The Fyuri who had escaped that noble plot over in Greensoil and who started killing those nobles was still down there, but far down on the other side of the compound. They would never know the other was there.

And then Erick turned to Asmus. “Hello, Asmus.” He looked at Oozy. “Hello, Oozy.” He asked the two of them, “Why take over the dungeon? Why kill people to get inside? Why install Tiza down there? Why kill Soltic and Vanya, without letting them escape? You gave them true deaths, didn’t you. So why all that.”

It was a deadly series of questions that demanded good answers.

Erick hoped for the best, but he expected the worst.

Asmus girded himself. With all the dignity of a man trying to stop the inevitable, he began, “House Benevolence has engaged in subterfuge against Storm’s Edge and the Sea Foam Throne through the various seditious parties known as ‘Vanya’ and ‘Soltic’, who are in actuality repros of Archlich Quilatalap and the arm of House Benevolence. Your people have done this with the express goal of undermining all of Storm’s Edge, and now you are here to recover the Lightning Shield that you have stolen from Sininindi’s grasp.” Asmus continued, “Your infiltration started years ago, with the continual murder of the Aroidos, who had been the caretakers of our dungeons without incident for the last several years…”

Ah.

Blatant lies, then.

Erick kept his temper in check because the lies and crazy thoughts flowing from Asmus’s mouth were so beyond the pale of anywhere near this reality that Erick knew something weird was going on. Something very weird.

What struck Erick most was Oozy’s reaction to all of this.

Oozy stood there to the side, looking like an acolyte of the Blue Temple, with his outfit slightly lesser than Asmus’, but not really lesser at all. And the body language was all wrong. It was not the body language of a high-ranking priest standing next to an acolyte. Oozy stood to the side of Asmus, right in line with him.

… His sky-blue outfit was normal enough? Er… No, it wasn’t, actually.

It was too fancy.

White leather boots that were better than Asmus’. Gold chains resembling lightning hung around his neck, filled with divine power. Sure, Asmus wore the robes of a Sailor, and that meant some ornamentation, so Erick hadn’t noticed right away that Oozy was just as decked out. Those rings on the hands—

Erick recognized one of those rings, and he wasn’t sure why he hadn’t recognized it before. It was a Benevolence ring; one used to detect Benevolence markers in the world. Erick was rather sure it was #7, and yup, the inner parts of that ring held that label.

The look on Oozy’s face said more than all the rest of him could, though.

He was resolute.

He looked like a king—

Erick suddenly realized that Asmus had said ‘Sea Foam Throne’ earlier. Erick himself had even said ‘Sea Foam Throne’. What, then, had happened to the Regency? The Regency that had been in power for the last several centuries, ever since Oozy, the last Stormcaller and king of Storm’s Edge, had been transformed into a blood ooze by a Shade and stuffed into a hole in the ground…

The same Oozy who now looked like a king, with a straight back, an even glare, and the willingness to let his underlings speak for him, for there was no real need for him to wield his power in this situation. Not yet.

Asmus had not stopped talking this whole time. Erick had tuned him out because all he was hearing was propaganda; Asmus was getting all of Soltic and Vanya and Quilatlap’s interactions with Storm’s Edge wrong. Erick had attributed those falsities to the casual lies that hostile governments and politicians told each other when they were at war. His words were not the words of someone trying for peace...

But maybe he was trying to interact peacefully? Using the ‘facts’ as he knew them?

—And then Asmus’s words threw Erick for a complete loop.

Asmus stated as though on record, “Which is when the Archlich infiltrated a party set by the Cultists known as the Maryols and made his first truly overt action against the Throne, through the murder and replacement of the original Aroido Tidewalker. It wasn’t till months when we discovered that the original had been replaced by an undead guardian, but by then you had already extracted the Aroidos in an attempt to hide your lover’s murderous dalliances, and then further removed the Aroidos from us by [Reincarnation]ed the whole team—”

“I’m going to stop you there, Asmus,” Erick said.

Asmus stopped.

“I have a question.” Erick asked, “Who sits on the… ‘Sea Foam Throne’ right now?”

His answer should be regent Augustive Glorious Tidewalker, of the Tidewalkers. The man was a good ruler, but everyone in his court held more actual power than him, which is why the church was so strong, why they had been having troubles with the dungeons, and why they needed the Aroido project for the dungeons in the first place.

“That would be me, Erick,” Oozy said, staring hard, even while he tried to affect an air of imperiousness. “And I believe I see the problem now. That black and white dragon eye around your neck. Your dragon form. You are of the Dark, and though it has taken you a while and we have opted to forgo true action against you, I fear we cannot allow inaction to continue, for you’re turning insane just like your God.”

Erick blinked, as though he had heard a joke and he wasn’t sure where the humor was supposed to be.

He turned to the sky and Called, “Sininindi. Rozeta. Koyabez. Phagar. Melemizargo. Fairy Moon.”

Something Red descended instead—

- - - -

Erick remembered everything as the world came back into focus.

“That would be me, Erick,” Oozy said, staring harder than before, as though he was on the precipice of something dangerous and he had to hold on tight. His air of imperiousness remained from the previous timeline, but it had gained a crack. He said, “That black and white dragon eye around your neck. Your dragon form. You are of the Dark, and though it has taken you a while, you’re turning insane just like your God.” And then he added, “Or maybe the Archlich is working magics upon you. How can you even trust him, Erick? He released tens of Shades into the world.”

Erick went through a series of emotions that he kept very well hidden, because he was practiced at this, and he had been ready for something shifty to happen. Oozy was less practiced at this, but he had managed to recover enough in this different timeline that he could add some more words to his previous line of accusations to prevent Erick from calling the gods…

Which would have been bad for Oozy?

What was even more disturbing, though, was that Oozy was trying to talk at Erick like Erick was a part of this… different reality that Oozy had crafted; one where he was the king on the ‘throne’ of Storm’s Edge. The last time Erick had been in the throne room of this land there had been no throne at all. Augustive had even said something like ‘We might not be quite a democracy, but we’re close’. The land of the Regency did not want anyone on any throne at all.

So why was Oozy talking to Erick like he expected Erick to go along with his words? With his version of reality?

There were a few answers.

A god was involved.

This was the anti-meme, in full force.

And Oozy was responsible for the [Area Return], or whatever it was. He had changed his words the second time around, and Erick had allowed the change to go unchallenged. So obviously Oozy did not believe that Erick remembered the other time. But he did.

And then there was the Red from earlier. What had happened there?

Erick rapidly realized that the Red from earlier was a manifestation of power. It was probably a god’s power. So what the fuck had happened to all the rest of Storm’s Edge, where everyone now believed that Oozy was the ‘king’? Was Oozy also a Mind Mage now? Able to make people believe whatever he wanted? Obviously not, or else Erick would have been fucked over already. Oozy was not a Mind Mage, but he was a part of some sort of memetic magic happening here and now.

Had one of the memes that Debby took down logged into Oozy—

Debby had gone out seeking the anti-meme of the Sundering Source—

Oh.

Erick rapidly discarded a bunch of unimportant and cloudy thoughts that were definitely fucking up his entire thinking direction.

That was the Prophesied Storm.

The Sundering Source was here.

The Anti-Meme was here.

Oozy was a conduit for it.

And it was a god, able to change reality as it saw fit.

Erick knew he wasn’t being exposed to Time Magics at all, and back there in the Breaking ritual the Sundering anti-meme had definitely altered reality to suit its needs. It was making reality suit its needs right now. That’s how it had affected all of Storm’s Edge with this change in thought.

How far did this effect go? The entire world? Or just the Archipelago? The Prophesied Storm took place on the Archipelago, so maybe it was just localized?

Erick was rather sure the Lightning Shield around his wrist was… Somehow responsible for allowing him to remember reality as it should have been, instead of how Oozy was making it exist.

Because Oozy was doing this.

So what does ‘Oozy’ want?

“What do you want, Oozy Stormcaller, King of Storm’s Edge? Because what I want out of this is Quilatalap’s forgiveness from the Pantheon, or at least Sininindi’s vote for forgiveness.”

“We will grant him immunity from prosecution here, but The Goddess’s decisions are her own,” Oozy said, solidly. “Now give me the Shield.”

Erick narrowed his eyes. “You give me that Benevolence Detection ring on your finger first—”

Red sparked across the world.

- - - -

“We will grant him immunity from prosecution here, but The Goddess’s decisions are her own,” Oozy said, solidly. “Now the only question that is left is what happens to the Shield.”

So this is what it was like being on the other side of a [Return].

How, exactly, did Erick become able to see this happening, anyway? This ability was not unique. Verrod and Quilatalap and even Tania Webwalker back before she allowed Erick to kill her, all of them had been able to sense when someone used [Return] in their area. Erick could barely sense that sort of thing at all, and he had tried. But here he was, fully cognizant of all Time shenanigans in his area, and rather easily, too.

Erick said, “The Shield stays with me, Oozy. House Benevolence and Storm’s Edge will work out these spurious accusations you have lodged against us in a court of law, and we will find out exactly how deep these evils go.”

Oozy narrowed his eyes.

Red Sparks revealed themselves all across the world like Erick was standing at the bottom of a red ocean and he hadn’t even known it until now.

Time [Return]ed to the past.

- - - -

Oozy said, solidly. “Now the only question that is left is what happens to the Shield, and you will not be keeping it.”

Erick said, “I will be keeping the Shield since it was a product of Quilatalap’s work, and you have no claim to its power. I will, however, give Tiza back to you.” With a wave of his hand and a dumping of a [Gate], Tiza Nindi was once again on the solid stone grounds beside Oozy and Asmus. Oozy, as Erick suspected but did not know, seemed to become relaxed a fraction. Oozy obviously wasn’t in full power here in Storm’s Edge, and he needed Tiza, so Erick had given her back as a measure of good faith, but really it was more like a lizard dropping its tail. Erick needed to regroup elsewhere. Tiza, for her part, was not happy. The Head Priestess of Sininindi began to vigorously yell, but Erick spoke over her, “You are a thorn in the sides of all good people, Tiza. By all rights you should be dead and your evil influence on Sininindi purged from this world, for I have done nothing but good things for everyone in this world, including for you—” Tiza was screaming at him. Erick tried, “Shut the fu— Fine. You can’t be civil? You murder Vanya and Soltic and try to murder me and mine in the dungeon? Shut the fuck up. [Stop].”

Time Magic enveloped the space around Tiza and she froze. Her noise stopped with her. With Tiza here and yet not, Erick briefly wondered exactly how much these Red Sparks had fucked her up, and how much of this antagonism was her own fault. Oozy was behind a lot of this happening right now, for sure, but he was no mastermind, and he had not been here since the beginning… Er.

Wait.

He had been here since the beginning.

He had been at Sea Foam Manor for the last few centuries, and before that, he had been locked and secured in the dungeons of the Regency’s castle. When Erick [Reincarnation]ed him and gave him an Empathy, all of that had been odd, probably because of these Red Sparks in the air. Unknowingly, that is why all that happened…

The scope of how bad this was was a lot larger than Erick was able to deal with right now.

He needed to regroup.

Oozy needed to regroup, too. He was very new at controlling whatever power he was controlling, but even with his newness, he was in control of a lot. He was at the very least a source of memetic and anti-memetic magic, which was terrifying. Perhaps Oozy wasn’t fully in control, either, which was even more terrifying.

As those thoughts crossed Erick’s mind and Oozy wasn’t able to read his mind —thank the gods!— Erick still managed nonchalance.

Erick sighed, and said to Asmus and Oozy, “Tiza Nindi is your problem. You can [Dispel] that with a good try later, at your leisure. I will not be speaking with her anymore. Now! Regarding the issue of the Shield. In light of the horrors you have inflicted upon stealing the work of Quilatalap for your Grand Dungeon, which includes murders and otherwise, this is where these talks end. I do not believe that Quilatalap killed anyone in your power here, in Storm’s Edge, because his goal was always to gain acceptance from Sininindi, and killing people would be infinitely counterproductive to that. SO! That is that on that. How do you want the rest of this conversation to go? We can either talk through lawyers, or lightning; it is your choice.”

Erick could easily tell a few of Oozy’s goals. He wanted the Shield. He wanted to solidify power. He wanted everything. Erick wasn’t sure what had happened to the man to make him end up this way, but Erick was sure that the Empathy he had placed into the former blood ooze had been burned out of him, otherwise he would have noticed that Erick was reading him like a book and steamrolling right over him.

Being able to experience these Red Rollbacks as Oozy cast them was the only way Erick knew any of this, though. Without that this entire situation would have devolved into fighting… Which Erick would have won anyway, right?

It would have started the Prophesied Storm, but… That was fine?

Well. No. Not fine. Millions would have died; that’s what the Benevolent Sky was saying.

Erick chose to trust that Sky, and so he chose to get out of here with what he wanted, and nothing else.

Oozy decided to cut his losses, too, since he was getting out of his depths. “Fine. You’re dismissed, Wizard Flatt, and you can take your Local Area Gate Network with you.”

Asmus had stood to the side after Erick dismissed him, to watch the proceedings without passion. But at the mention of the LAGN, Sailor Asmus looked hard at Oozy, trying not to say anything. A moment of utter silence passed. Oozy began to sweat a little, as the full realization of his fuckup dawned upon him. So far the fight had just been with words, but the removal of the LAGN was the removal of the gateways to the entire rest of the world.

Erick allowed his own eyes to go a little wide. “… Are you sure about that?”

Oozy tried, “You’ll reduce your monetary gains by half and remit that to Storm’s Edge.” Oozy stared for a moment, then he nodded, as though his decision had been the correct one.

Erick allowed some of his rage to come forth. “You know what. No. I’m just going to cancel your network and move it over to another island. How’s about that? How about the Freelands become the center of the Archipelago— You know what! I’m going to do exactly that. Goodbye, Oozy. Have fun with your ruined kingdom.” Erick opened a [Gate] to leave—

Red filled the air.

- - - -

Erick felt himself speaking, “We can either talk through lawyers, or lightning; it is your choice.”

Luckily, Erick hadn’t fucked up that lead into this new timeline.

Oozy spoke like a king, “We will be talking through official channels, Wizard Flatt. Good day.”

Erick nodded, then he opened a [Gate] and swept him, Quilatalap, and Goldie up in the ring of soft white lightning.

 

- - - -

 

They landed at Ascendant Mountain, on the Throne of Melemizargo. Erick shut the [Gate] behind them and shuddered. The sky was caught between shades of blue and purple in the twilight morning, and the Throne was a white disk that was also blue this early in the day.

Erick stood tall, his eyes filled with Sight as he began singing to the mana,

“A time, a space, a sacred brace

“Enacted here; Benevolent gr—”

“DON’T.”

Threads of power unraveled fast, like the breaking of a crystal reality. Everything and nothing shattered as Erick’s Wizardry fell out of the air and Benevolence turned to wisps of spent mana, to turn into glitter and thick air, and then nothing as it all fell back into the manasphere.

The sky darkened. The morning retreated.

Melemizargo took his throne.

The Dark Dragon God of Magic commanded Quilatalap and Goldie, “You may leave.”

Goldie and Quilatalap were already on their knees, but now Goldie turned to shadows and Quilatalap flickered away with much stronger magics. Erick was angry at their dismissal.

“I wanted to tell them, Melemizargo.”

“I know you did.” The world turned Dark, and now it was just Erick standing before a massive black dragon, with little difference between the black and the edges of that large dragon. Melemizargo looked down at Erick, but he did not look down at him at all, as he said, “And in doing so, you were about to confront the anti-meme with Wizardry, which would have been a disaster for you and the world. Believe me, I have tried that before. It never goes well.”

Erick rapidly figured out a few things, but he wanted to know more. “Has he actually switched realities on me, like a god? Or has he merely unleashed memes and antimemes across Storm’s Edge, changing the world at his whim through magic?”

“ ‘Has he colored the world Red, or has he colored the world Red?’ You are asking the same question two different ways.”

“Has he altered reality as you did with the centaur/fae/book worlds? Like you altered the world as a god.”

“Oozy is certainly no god, but there might be a god out there, working through him.”

Erick felt his stomach drop. “Oh fuck.”

“Outer Gods working their direct, divine wills upon Veird is not something to worry about for multiple reasons. I will go over the majority of them.” Melemizargo said, “We have tens of gods here on Veird, and they agree to the God Pact, and so the reality of Veird is settled with more power than whatever sort of power the Red Sparks have.

“Whatever is out there is not able to get to us through our own combined divinity, which, now that you bring the subject up, is likely why Veird has survived at all.

“Veird has also survived because I have prevented new gods from rising outside of my power… Which is something that I was doing for good reasons, I am sure, but I wasn’t aware of those reasons until now. I was trying to stop the Red from gaining a true foothold on this land, obviously.

“Aside from my own culling of all new gods, which is a necessity, I assure you, the Red Sparks eat the weakest ones. So if I don’t get to them first, then the Red Sparks gets them.”

Erick was stunned. Melemizargo was just dropping facts on him now like they weren’t anvils aimed at his skull. ‘Oh yeah. No new gods? Sure. That was me. I did that. Didn’t know why until now, though! Whoop-dee-do.’

Melemizargo continued without regard for Erick’s mental narration, “There was a meme kept in a cube of controlled space down in Nergal that was very near becoming a god, but the Mind Mages kept it docile and dead. Since Debby was clearing out threats, I decided that we should infiltrate and kill the thing for real, and so that is what happened, and then I took its malformed spark. The Red Sparks almost got that nascent divinity when we breached those Mind Mage defenses, but Debby was strong, and the Red Sparks failed. They don’t always fail, though. Three sparks have been lost to me throughout Veird’s existence, post-Sundering.”

Erick stared, feeling lost, the world feeling like it was moving under his feet even though he was standing still, and tall.

Melemizargo continued, “Do you remember the nascent Sun God Ikaronal that the dragonkin worshiped, in their land that attempted to be a second Dragonkin Empire? That dragonkin home grew in the Mondariska Mountains, to the west of what would become the Greensoil Republic.”

“… I see you trying to draw me into a conversation to ground me in the here and now, and I accept your offer.” Erick’s heart beat steady as he said, “Yes, I remember. I also remember someone fucked with Kiri’s memory when she got too deep into that study at the Old Dragonkin Expedition Center, in Treehome. Was that these… ‘Red Sparks’?”

“No. That was Fallopolis, enacting my will, trying to see how easy it would be to tempt Kiri onto the path of world domination and complete tyranny by offering her the spark of the Sun. I did this to help her combat the power of the Red Sparks, which originates on the sun. That temptation did not work, and so Fallopolis erased her mind.”

On the sun?

Erick stared for a moment, and then he breathed deeply, saying, “Okay. I’m going to unpack that later and then yell at you a lot. Please continue.”

Melemizargo nodded. “I captured that spark of that near-dead god, Ikaronal, but it was a near thing. We had to destroy that entire empire for me to take that divinity from the Red Sparks.

“I believe the Red Sparks are going after Sininindi’s divinity next, for Oozy is surely an empowered soul of the Red Sparks. I don’t believe he is a Champion, and I don’t believe he is even a proper Paladin, for only gods can do that, and that fact, combined with the fact that the Red Sparks are still trying to capture the divinities of gods, means that the Red Sparks are not strong enough to change the reality of this land overmuch.

“But it can do Time Magic on a grand scale.

“It might be a proto-divinity. But since it erases its presence, it will never rise to more than that, and so it cannot challenge the God Pact, but since it is still a very worrying presence, I still try to keep all stray divine sparks I find growing in my backyard.”

Erick sighed. “Okay. This is a lot.”

“Yes, it is a lot. Personally, I am overjoyed that I am finally able to talk to you as a real person, and there is a lot of ground to cover. But I understand the scope of the horror dawning in your mind. I can shrink the full breadth of my desired conversation today to a few more words, if you wish.”

“I do want that.” Erick sat down on the ground. Ophiel moved to sit on his lap and Erick hugged the little guy. Erick had often felt way out of his league here on Veird, but he always felt able to rise to the challenge. That was not the case this time. The more he thought about the scale of this ‘Red Sparks’ thing and the ‘on the sun’ thing, the more he felt small. “Let’s end this quickly, please.”

Melemizargo nodded. “This topic of ‘Gods and settled realities’ is a very large conversation that routinely took up 10-year long stints in the reputable arcanaeums of the Old Cosmology, and those people never truly learned all that gods could do with settled realities, so I will end that thread of conversation with one more thing before moving on. The gods of Veird are stronger than whatever god-like thing out there, beyond the Edge of the Script, causing the Red Sparks to flare and jump at every mention of its ‘godly’ nature, and at every mention of the Red Sparks themselves. For now, and for a very long time, the Red Sparks have been trying to tear down this world, and we have succeeded against them, even though we don’t even know them.

“That fact should remain true for a while longer. Centuries or millennia more. But let us not get too comfortable. I once told Debby that you and Jane fell to this world through Fate, and Fate has seen you through a lot, but Fate has tried to fight against the Red Sparks before, and it has failed before. Don’t get cocky, Erick.

“Moving on.

“I want to congratulate you, and warn you deeply.

“You have become 65%-ish immune to the Red Sparks, and that Shield is granting you another 50%-ish immunity. It is likely impossible to become fully immune to these Red Sparks while you are not a True Wizard. The Red Sparks are the things that killed Debby. That is the anti-meme which may or may not have something to do with the Sundering.

“As for the warning: As soon as you are seen by a Mind Mage, you will spread the Sparks among the entire Crossing. I am not sure what this will do. It might cause the entire Crossing to fail, which is unlikely. It will surely cause the Mind Mages nearest to you to forget you, which is at a minimum of what might happen, and what usually happens. And as for the best possible outcome, the Red Sparks might try to affect the entire world, since you’re so well connected to the world and the people, and as an immune response, the entire Script will fight it off, unveiling the Red to all these small gods and Relevant Entities… But this might be a bad thing, too, for that would surely cause the Red Sparks to do some Wizardry.

“Know this, too:

“This Red Spark threat was only ever going to end in Grand Wizardry.

“So choose the time and place for that event, and be prepared.” Melemizargo breathed deep, and then relaxed, as he spoke a bit more happily and sadly at the same time, saying, “I am sorry for the rough treatment Debby suffered, but she went out a hero, and through her, Solomon and your man Poi might achieve immunity as well in the coming weeks and months. You were further along and would have gotten here eventually, and sooner than the others, but Debby’s actions also helped you get here, and sooner than I expected. Right now it’s just you and I against the entire world of Red Sparks, against this enemy which has attacked Veird since the very beginning, which has caused me insanity and the entire world pain for a very long time.

“You have seen the common actions of the Red Sparks so far; erasing people from memory, turning back time to make the world worse than it was before. But you have not seen the worst of it, like when it caused the Death of All Halves, The Rage of the Orcols, the insanity of my own Clergy for a very long time until most recently, and more. Don’t confront it directly, Erick. Even talking about it openly is a confrontation of a sort.”

… Erick lay down on the white stone floor.

He had puzzled together most of that, but to have Melemizargo confirm all of those puzzlements…

He stared at the sky, and he had a think.

Melemizargo remained, silent.

Ophiel moved to stand on Erick’s chest, to chirp at him. “Dad okay?”

Erick patted the little guy. “I’m okay, Ophiel. I’m adjusting.” Erick sat up and held Ophiel in his lap as he looked at Melemizargo. “Is Ophiel immune?”

“Through you, and for now. Yes. Yggdrasil is also somewhat immune on his own for whatever arcane reason of which I can only guess, which includes a combination of having many bodies, an over-sapience that will rival gods someday, and through his own developing divinity due to Xoatism and Benevolence and various other factors. Ophiel will not be immune once he separates; he is a much more normal [Familiar]. In both cases it would be better for Ophiel and for Yggdrasil if they were to be separated from you as soon as possible, because they are both your weak points and your strengths. When a person cannot see the Red Sparks, the Sparks do not affect that person as much. Meanwhile, your senses are spread across the entire world through your [Familiar]s, and so you are both more vulnerable to the Red Sparks due to an overabundance of possible infection points, and less vulnerable because Benevolence Itself seems to be developing an immunity to the Red Sparks.

“So not to put too fine a point on it, but if you wish to forestall the eventual reckoning, then you should give birth to your [Familiar]s sooner, rather than later.”

… Erick took a moment, then said, “That’s the Prophesied Storm in 4 months.”

“You can probably still hold on to Yggdrasil for a while longer, but Ophiel needs to be born as soon as possible.”

Erick conjured a chair for himself, then sat down in that. He looked up at Melemizargo, and asked, “Please explain everything.”

“Are you sure?”

“No. But I need more information. Are the Red Sparks the Sundering?”

“I do not know. Possible. 60% possible. So let us start at what I do know, which are the various triggers to avoid a [Return] by the Red Sparks…”

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    So that was scary. 
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Several hours and no time at all later, Erick walked down the road from Melemizargo’s Throne, through the shadeling town of Ascendant Mountain. Inhabited crystal towers rose all around him, though he didn’t allow anyone to see him. Not right now. He was cloaked in a bend of light, his ‘sun form’ held tight against his body. Ha! A ‘sun form’. How deeply was Kirginatharp affected by these Red Sparks?

The ‘Killing Sun’!

A hundred other small events, all Red, all big and small.

The Stat known as Strength was even crimson colored under the Script. Melemizargo never mentioned it, but Erick wondered if that coloring and the popularity of Strength-based builds over magic-based builds was due to the influence of the Red Sparks. But then again, the makers of the Script had made it so that magic simply wasn’t as strong as it had been in the Old Cosmology, which was why Strength was so prevalent… But maybe that was the influence of the Red Sparks.

Or maybe the trauma of the Sundering and the aversion to Wizards was just logical.

… Only a Wizard could ever truly challenge the Red Sparks, though...

Once the veil had been pulled back, Erick started seeing a lot of things that he never saw before. His paranoia was ramping up, higher and higher, and Erick realized this, so he tried thinking more calmly, but it wasn’t working too well.

He couldn’t confront the problem, either. Melemizargo had explained that quite clearly.

… or at least he couldn’t confront it right now.

He and Melemizargo had spoken for a long time, but only minutes had passed out here. Talking in [Hasted Shelter]s and then not doing anything right afterward were one of the easier ways to ensure that the Red Sparks didn’t fight back, since the enemy was a time-based, long-view sort of enemy. Changing locations fast, hiding in the Dark, being underground where the sun never reached… All of these worked a little bit, but not completely. The Red Leviathan on the sun could not read minds, but it could prognosticate rather well.

Another way to avoid seeing the enemy was to avoid seeing the Red Sparks. Erick could easily tune his All-Seeing Eye and see those Sparks, but he chose not to, because reacting to the Sparks let the Sparks know you were there.

When he did turn on his All-Seeing Eye, though, he saw Red Sparks crawling all over his Lightning Shield. Which was expected. That was why Oozy had wanted the Shield so badly. Thankfully, the Red Sparks couldn’t act so brazenly openly, or else Oozy wouldn’t have needed to rollback the area and retry that conversation with him so many times.

The Lightning Shield would be a point of contention for Sininindi, though, so Erick was dreading that conversation.

A lot of conversations would become difficult, now.

Erick walked and thought, invisible under the light of the sun, in the shadows of crystal. Occasionally he glanced outward with his All-Seeing Eye turned to fullness and he Looked through Ophiel and Yggdrasil. He saw Red Sparks drifting in the air, in the far distance, and in all parts of the world.

Mostly, those Sparks did not touch Yggdrasil, or Ophiel, or Erick.

Those that did swing Erick’s and his children’s ways were matched by similar flickers of soft white lightning, like an encapsulating aura of white, and the sparking Red magic went through Ophiel and Yggdrasil and Erick like they weren’t even there. This, then, was the ‘immunity’ Erick was building up to the Red Sparks. It wasn’t perfect immunity, though.

Occasionally those ‘capsules’ of Benevolence broke open and the Red multiplied hard, but in those cases the response was either a larger jolt of cleansing Benevolence, or the Red came through Erick’s [Familiar]s to Erick himself, where the Red Sparks soaked into the Lightning Shield, and were destroyed.

So that was good news.

More good news followed. Erick had already checked on the Benevolent Sky, and the Storm was now 5 months away. It was quite disturbing to see that the Red Sparks were inside that event 5 months from now, though. As for other good news, the Red Sparks were not in every prophesied problem. Only several of the largest problems, almost all of them occurring beyond the Opening Of Worlds, when Yggdrasil started colonizing the planets of Veird’s system.

Thanks to current revelations, Erick saw why there would be problems beyond Veird now.

The Red Sparks would be able to infect new worlds at their very beginning.

Sure, there was no proper manasphere beyond the Edge of the Script, and thus all the mana out there was barely able to do any real magic —which was probably another reason why the Red Sparks were so weak— but as proven by Erick and other planars, you could still use mana outside of a proper manasphere. You could still cause problems in other worlds. And you could certainly plant Red Seeds onto the otherwise barren worlds of this system, which would sprout the very moment a proper manasphere took hold.

And so…

Erick needed to combat that eventuality, and he needed to use softer power to do it, otherwise the Red Sparks would work against him through impossible angles.

At least he could see the enemy now…

And Erick was already formulating a plan. It was not a good one and he could adjust on the fly, but it might work. As he stepped down into the empty clearing outside of the slime dungeon grove, Erick felt that maybe… Maybe this plan would work?

He needed to both decrease the influence of the ‘Red Leviathan’ on the Killing Sun —which he had pointedly not looked at, at all— and he needed to avoid the Red Seeds on the other worlds, and he needed all of the gods of Veird on board.

The first problem was… extensive and difficult.

For the second problem, Erick already had a possible solution. Or at least the beginnings of one.

The third problem would be… difficult. The main problem with involving the gods right now would be getting himself labeled as ‘yet another crazy Wizard, influenced unduly by Melemizargo’… but since he could see the Red Sparks and the gods could not, then…

Difficult.

But! Erick smiled a little. He never wanted to be a tyrant anyway, and a plan of soft power was inherently better than a plan of strong power when confronting big, systemic problems. Or at least it was until you got in range of murdering the actual problem. Then quick action worked the best.

Erick sent off a quick information packet to Poi which included exactly what Erick felt it could include, and not a bit more—

‘I’ll dissect that in a moment, Erick,’ Poi sent, ‘But for now there are about 17 different emergencies of varying levels happening right now, and you vanishing for an hour did not help.’

‘Okay. List out the major ones.’

‘The Sea Foam Throne is demanding the Shield.

‘There are five concurrent Shade problems happening across the world, and Fallopolis is trying to work with Burhendurur and Mox to solve those problems, but it’s not going well.

‘And there’s a Benevolence ring missing from storage.’ Poi stressed, ‘No one understands how that could have possibly happened. At least the Prophesied Storm is now 5 months away, but Teressa and Aisha are saying that it looks worse than it did before. Bigger.’

Erick heard, understood, and then sent, ‘The ring is unimportant. I know where it is. None of you will be able to find it so give up on that task for the next 6 months. Tell Fallopolis to come here to the slime dungeon. And tell the Sea Foam Throne to suck my dragon cock and choke on it. Tell them that exactly.’

Fucking fuck them. ‘Sea Foam Throne’. Like the Sea Foam Manor which Oozy lived in? He turned that memory of his home into his throne, then. Or at least he took the name and now everyone believed the throne of the Regency was the ‘Sea Foam Throne’ now. Fuck him.

Fuck Sininindi, too.

‘… Uh. Did something happen? You aren’t normally… Hmm.’

‘What I can tell you is in the packet, Poi. Open it now. Nothing bad should happen, for it is highly curated, but you’re going to eventually need to cede your Overseer of Mind Mages to someone else for the duration of this coming everything.’ Erick mentally shrugged, then added, ‘Or you just won’t be able to be near me at all.’

‘… One moment.’

Erick waited.

Poi came back with, ‘That told me less than nothing. I have more questions than you have given me answers. As far as ceding my Overseer position, that is not necessary. I will be able to mentally shield myself from listening to you, which will be a better proposition.’ With an uncomfortable tone, Poi said, ‘That’s going to be really weird, though—’ Poi’s voice cut. He came back. ‘The Sea Foam Throne wishes for you to contact Sininindi.’

‘I can do that.’

‘They also wish to formally tell you that they did not like your uncouth suggestion.’ Poi sent, ‘I’ve taken the liberty to clean up their language, obviously.’

Erick chuckled.









- - - -









Erick stood at the edge of a spit of land that wrapped around a storm-tossed cove.

At least Everbless was the same as he had been before Oozy came to town. Yggdrasil’s brother inhabited his massive cove as normal, looking like a grey banyan with a cloud for a canopy and heavy vines trailing down from that cloud, covering kilometers of space. He would eventually fill the cove and become even bigger than that, but his thunderhead canopy was already rising high, high into the sky, like a proper thunderhead. He even flashed with white lightning here and there…

He was not the same as he had been.

He flickered with Red Lightning and there were Red Fruits in that cloud canopy.

Those were the Red Seeds that Melemizargo had theorized must exist as a part of the Red Sparks’ journey to take over the solar system. Or maybe they were backups? Maybe the Red Leviathan hadn’t taken over any of the other planets out there in space, and the Leviathan was working overtime to get that done before Yggdrasil was ready.

This fact called into question Erick’s whole idea of needing to put a seal on Yggdrasil in the first place.

Had that seal been his idea? Or the Red Sparks’ idea?

The other gods had agreed to it, but Erick had been the one to demand it, and because he wanted to control Yggdrasil’s growth, to make sure he was a proper good person. Which, looking back on it, was incredibly selfish of him. You didn’t raise children in chains and expect them to turn out right, right?

… But Yggdrasil turned out okay, anyway…

But did he?

Erick needed to spend a lot more time with Yggdrasil. He was always off on his own, doing his own thing, and yes, Erick was always there for him and he made sure Yggdrasil was completely aware of all the various strings attached to him, as well as to Erick himself, and all of that. There was no such thing as ‘True Freedom’. Elemental Freedom had been Banned, and for good reason. True Freedom was anarchy and death and the rise of tyrants and people who mirrored the Shades in all but name.

Hierarchy always developed in some way. Even the basic family unit held hierarchy; from parent to child when the child is small, and then as equals, and then for children to help their parents in their old age. A peaceful world was one where the people at the top did what was best for everyone below them, and the people below those at the top kept the people at top in power; it was the mandate of the masses.

Yggdrasil understood that… Erick was pretty sure.

And now Yggdrasil was transforming from child to adult, and he wanted his restrictions lifted… Which was fine! Erick was on board with that. And so, Erick had ‘woken up’ from his [Onward] and began working to make that happen for Yggdrasil.

That release of Yggdrasil’s seal was still in the works, though.

Even after that seal was to be released, Rozeta would re-craft the seal to prevent Yggdrasil from being able to make world seeds, and Erick and Yggdrasil had agreed to that. But, if Erick kept to that timeline of 89 more years of Yggdrasil being unable to make seeds, then the Red Seeds from Everbless would make it out into the solar system and plant themselves on the other worlds out there, giving the Red Leviathan at least… Maybe 50 years? Of unimpeded growth before Veird began to spread? Erick wasn’t sure about that.

He was sure that would need to either clip these Red Lightning Fruits or fully un-seal Yggdrasil.

Both solutions carried problems of their own.

Erick was in a prognostication war, too, which meant there would be no actions taken right now, or even in the near, determinate future. Vague plans later that could change on a whim were preferred.

As Erick stood on the spit of land jutting out from around Everbless’s cove, the sea surged upon the rocks, sending sprays of saltwater into the air, and the sky flickered with gold and red lightning, with a few white sparks coming from Everbless himself. Everbless’s tentacled [Scry] eye was nowhere to be seen, and neither was Sininindi, or anyone else.

So Erick got the ball rolling as he spoke to the sky, “Hello, Sininindi. I hear you wish to talk.”

A wave crashed against the rocks, sending a plume of water higher than all the other times. Lightning fell in the distance. In the falling of saltwater and the rush of storm winds, Sininindi stepped onto the rocks in front of Erick. Her sailcloth-wrapped human body was five meters away from Erick, but she was a lot more than that; she was everywhere, in every drop of seawater and in every gust of wind.

She did not look angry.

This was a surprise. Surprises were not good right now.

Sininindi said, “I want to fix this rift before it widens.”

“… I would also like this.” Erick couldn’t say what he actually wanted to say, because he was in a prognostication war, and those things were touchy at the best of times, so he added, “But I believe something rotten is happening here in Storm’s Edge, so I will not be giving you back the Shield right now. Your ‘king’ Stormcaller is playing some sort of game with me and he killed Vanya and Soltic in order to do that. He also took over the dungeon that Quilatalap made for you, without any sort of talk with House Benevolence, or me; his solution was to go straight to killing.” Erick gestured toward Everbless, adding, “And I haven’t seen Everbless’s avatar at all since I came here earlier today. What is wrong with our son, Sininindi?”

Sininindi’s face was softer than usual as she looked at Erick, and asked, “How deep in the Dark have you gone, Erick? So far that you went through the other side and came out someone else?”

“… What?”

As Sininindi’s face fell a fraction, Erick suddenly realized he was already in the Red Sparks’ trap. He had taken Oozy’s statement earlier of him going insane as the ramblings of a tyrant madman, but to hear Sininindi say it, too...

The Red Sparks were going to discredit Erick by making him look insane through the reality altering of this world.

It had probably done the same during that Atomic War, and during… Everything major in this entire world. Every major event that could have led toward something better happening, was instead twisted into something worse.

But how? How could the Red Leviathan do that? It wasn’t doing Mind Magic, because if it could then it would be reading thoughts and acting that way. The most Mind Magic it could do was to daze people at important moments—

Oh.

Erick realized why Particle Magic allowed Melemizargo to wake from his insanity.

He realized something he had already known, but the depth of that knowledge had been hidden from him until now.

The God Pact allowed the gods to stabilize the collective reality of this world.

But Particle Magic and a Particle understanding of this New Cosmology was where quantum effects and gravity fields and the Many Worlds of this new reality took place. Those were the ‘mana’ of this New Cosmology, while the mana of the Old Cosmology was based on different elemental realities overlapping the main Dark.

Two different sets of fields, the Old made of mana, this New made of particles, which were both discrete things and simple wavelengths of reality.

Melemizargo had spoken of Other Realities as real only when observed, so here, now, was the natural result of the Red Leviathan observing those other realities and drawing targets into them.

Because the Red Leviathan was playing a much, much larger game against Erick than a simple prognostication war. This wasn’t a ‘war’ for the Red Leviathan. Veird was the Red Leviathan’s fishery, and you don’t go to war with the fish you raised. You simply eat what you want, and if anything gives you trouble, you remove it as easy as plucking a fish from a lake.

Sininindi said, “Oozy Stormcaller has been your friend for a decade. Storm’s Edge and my clergy have been allies of yours for as long as you have been here on Veird. And then you send Quilatalap here, at my request, and do everything you can to hide his murders and experiments, and you still want me to forgive him. But he hasn’t changed at all, Erick. You wanted him to change, and he appeared to change for a while, but he did not. He came here and he made copies of people in the dungeons and sent the copies out to get more people to come in, all the while he soul spliced and abomination’d every person who had the misfortune to fall within his sight. And now he releases ancient Shades into the world. The Archlich is dragging you down into the Dark, and if you cannot see that then I fear that Melemizargo’s insanity is finally affecting you…” Her voice trailed away. And now her anger came back, her eyes flickering with Red. “I could have forgiven you your foibles, but I cannot believe you would ask why Everbless is not talking to you. You attacked him. You might had been defending yourself from his own attacks, but he is a child, Erick. You don’t burn children to teach them lessons. The scars still haven’t healed, even 6 months on.”

Erick’s heart sank.

And then he glanced to Everbless, and saw where his bark was darker in places. Maybe those were burn marks? Erick wasn’t sure.

Sininindi said, “Tiza is taking it the hardest of us all. She used to be a great friend to you, Erick. Now, all she has is fury for what you have done and the path you are walking.”

It was a good thing this was so unnerving, because otherwise Erick would have laughed at that.

He almost laughed at it anyway.

This was all so ridiculous.

He had obviously been moved into a side dimension, or something. Or maybe the whole world had been moved around him? Erick wasn’t sure which was more crazy, or how to solve either of them. The first had at least one solution, though; become a True Wizard. True Wizards weren’t affected by the magics of others unless they allowed those effects to happen.

So.

Erick needed to get on that.

His previous plan to eventually fight the Red Leviathan was still workable… If he could get himself out of this situation. He could probably do that, right? Just a matter of shoving himself back to his home dimension; his home wavelength… Would that work? Sure; seemed plausible. Seemed like 90% of the solution, anyway. The mana could fill the final 10%.

As for avoiding this situation in the future...

All you had to do was move far enough and fast enough away from the focus of the Red Sparks and they couldn’t see you, or touch you that easily. Staying in one spot was what the Red Sparks wanted all its victims to do. So all Erick had to do was move far enough and fast enough and secretly enough, and he could… do something.

But first.

Erick played along with the narrative the Red Sparks was feeding him, “Perhaps I am going slightly insane. How would you like me to make it up to you? Ask for a Wizardry and I will do it, Sininindi.”

Sininindi said, “I would prefer to simply have the Erick whom I once called friend.”

“That’s going to take some time, for I have handfuls of Shades to cull and Empathy back into the fold and a thousand other things to do, as well as figure out what Quilatalap is up to.” Erick asked, “Ask for a Wizardry, Sininindi. Tell me how I can help you.”

Sininindi stared, her Red Lightning eyes—

And then she blinked.

Red Sparks spilled from Sininindi and washed away, cloying to everything, except Erick. The Shield ate those Sparks.

With clear eyes, Sininindi stared at Erick, “Fix it.”

… Was she really asking what Erick thought she was asking?

“You’re asking me to… Paradox it all away, and fix the whole mess?”

Sininindi twitched, and then she was two goddesses overlapping in the same space.

One of them was tainted red. She was yelling but her voice was silent. Hateful nothings spilled out from her as she tried to advance on Erick, but she stayed exactly where she was. Gold Lightning held her back, holding her in place.

The other Sininindi was made of lightning and gold. She was the true goddess of Storm and Sea, and she proved that as she intoned, “Time and again, sometimes Wizards are called upon to adjust that which cannot be adjusted through any other means. To win wars without fighting. To create possibilities where there are none. I am calling upon you now to do this most difficult of Wizardry, because something is wrong with this space. Something is wrong with this time. I did not recognize this until now, until I have met you in person, and you brought forth a question that has knocked some proper sense into this fraction of my self.

“I am not whole, and neither is anything else. It has all been eaten away at the edges. That consumption started when you stepped down onto this land, and it will continue until you are gone, for it is coming for you.

“Everbless, our son, isn’t here, and I mistook his absence for some logical thing I could have easily discarded, but that is impossible now. I have no idea why I would ever think that you would harm our son like that, and now, in seeing Everbless’s absence, I see more. Phagar isn’t here, Erick; the arbiter of the God Pact is missing, and that should not happen. The Pantheon has vanished without me noticing. All my people are gone. Everyone...

“All the world is gone, Erick, and the Primal Lightning is closing in.

“This timeline is doomed, and this version of me dies with it.” She raised her arms to the sky and gold lighting poured out of her, reaching high and thundering across the world. Clouds closed in, blocking out the sun, obscuring everything in shadow. The Red version of Sininindi burst away into Static that passed toward the horizon. And then the real storm started. Gold clashed with Red, and Sininindi became the Storm and the Sea, as she said, “Get back to the real world, Erick. Save yourself, and then save everyone else.”

Red Lightning danced across the horizon in every direction, closing in like the corrupting fingers of a distant malevolence. Gold Lightning failed in the light of Red.

Erick did not panic.

The first thing Erick tried was a [Gate], cast softly and surely. It failed. Yggdrasil’s bodies were elsewhere, and yet nowhere; they were inside of Erick, faint, and Elsewhere. Ophiel was only on Erick’s shoulder, and nowhere else. The Script was absent, somehow, and a prayer to Rozeta and Koyabez and Phagar and even Melemizargo returned absolutely nothing, though Erick wasn’t going to wait around to see if that changed.

Erick cast his senses wide and high, as he saw the world with his All-Seeing Eye.

It was a Primal Storm. Primal Lightning. This then, is what traumatized all the gods.

It was easy to see why.

The very world ended beyond the Red Lightning that ravaged the horizon. Gold Lightning tried to fight back, but it was failing. The Red was closing in. The ocean spilled out from fingers of Red thousands of kilometers long, seawater turning to frost in the vacuum of space. Mountains caved and exploded outward as Red passed by. Mana fled beyond the Primal Lightning, swirling into the void. The Storm died in fractions of a second, becoming a wind that was not a normal wind; it was the absolute vacuum of space carrying everything away.

Gold twisted with its final throes.

Erick called out to Elsewhere,









“In realms of peril and despair,

“Where Red Lightning rends void from air,

“I call upon the Storm’s good grace,

“To guide me to a safer place.

“This Path has failed, we lost today.

“Return me now to my old way.”









Benevolence poured out of Erick and filled the world with White, briefly pushing back the Red—

Like a known positive charge meeting a known negative charge, Erick’s Benevolence found the Path that he had been on, and which the Red had taken him from without him knowing. An inner path opened, like the lifting of an eyelid crusted by too much sleep, and Erick Saw his world. He saw Jane and Poi and House Benevolence and Solomon and all the rest.

Erick twisted—
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White mana puffed away from Erick’s body like the breaking of a spell.

Erick stood upon the spit of land that jutted out from Everbless’s cove and a thousand things happened all at once, but nothing really happened at all. The Script reconnected. Erick felt Yggdrasil. Ophiel spoke up, as though he had been in a daze and he hadn’t realized it. Erick felt Poi reaching for him and there was acknowledgment that something disastrous had almost happened, but then Erick had averted that disaster. No words were actually exchanged, for there was no time.

Sininindi stepped down in front of him.

This time she looked angry, which was much more normal. The sky was normal, and though there was a lot of lightning up there it was all white and gold lightning. Very little Red, and the Red was already retreating. Everbless sat in the cove, as normal, with unburned bark and no red fruits.

Sininindi began, “What the FUCK, Erick. You’re keeping my Shield?”

Erick couldn’t help himself. He smiled. He chuckled, nerves falling away like so much rain off of scales. Sininindi did not like that, her anger flaring, but then Erick truthfully, deeply said, “It’s lovely to see you again, Sininindi.”

Sininindi was briefly angry, a flicker of Red passing through her gaze, but then her eyes were almost completely Gold again. The Red Leviathan had a claw upon her in this God Pact world, but no more than that. Which was good! And then Sininindi’s countenance turned from angry coworker to concerned god, and that’s how Erick knew she was ‘okay’.

Nothing was ‘okay’. Everything was in danger. The Red had Erick in its cross hairs, and he had no idea when the next incident would be, for that is surely what had almost happened. A massive incident.

But Sininindi’s tone held concern, and that was enough for now. “What happened, Erick?”

“I saw something that I cannot tell you about— I’m sorry to be rude, but I have ten thousand things to do. I need to know—” Erick asked, “Who rules Storm’s Edge right now? Has Quilatalap killed anyone that you know of here in Storm’s Edge? How about the whereabouts of Vanya and Soltic?”

As he asked those questions he flicked open tiny [Gate] after tiny [Gate] to check on everything from the state of the House to every location of Yggdrasil to what was happening at Ascendant Mountain. Those initial inquiries all returned normal sights and visions.

Sininindi took a fraction of a moment to narrow her eyes at Erick’s heavy break of decorum with all those tiny [Gate]s, then she rattled off, “The Regency and Augustive Glorious Tidewalker. Quilatalap has been a perfect guest and dungeoneer, and we welcome him to finish the job. Not sure where you went after you got the shield and missed our ceremony time or why you took him away, and so I was concerned about that, but we would have him back to finish the job. Vanya and Soltic are still in there.” She collected herself, stared hard, and said, “And you took my Shield.”

“Okay. That’s fine. Please tell me how you recollect the meeting between me, Tiza, Asmus, and Oozy, inside the dungeon?”

“… Why are you asking after Stormcaller? And you were never at the meeting!” Sininindi huffed, then said, “Tiza sent a request to be allowed in the dungeon to find you, but Quilatalap never answered, and his guardians didn’t let them in, so they didn’t go in. What is going on, Erick.”

That was incredibly concerning. Erick had no clue at all where the ‘break’ in this reality happened where he had been taken from here and ended up at that Ending. Where had he stepped off the Benevolent Path that he had been on? No idea! Maybe it had happened—

It had happened either before Erick stepped into the Breaking Ritual, or just after. Probably just after, when they left the Shadow Dungeon in that unexpected way, just suddenly appearing outside of the Shadow Dungeon entrance instead of actually walking through all the checks that Quilatalap had put up between that Shady place and the rest of the Grand Dungeon. Yup. That had to have been it. Quilatalap had been acting funky, too, talking about how Erick should have made the Benevolence markers a sign to automatically kill someone, and… And Quilatalap had played that off.

Oh.

Okay.

So there’s a bit more existential horror to unpack later.

How had events happened out here? Erick would never know, would he? But he was in his proper world, right?

… Right?

Yes, he was. Yes, he was. Erick had already checked on everyone, and he had even poked a head into the dungeon of Storm’s Edge. Quilatalap wasn’t there, but he was at Ascendant Mountain for some reason.

How the fuck did that happen? Where did the previous reality begin and end?

Oh! Where was Wiloza?

There was Archmage Wiloza Tidewalker, on the walls around the dungeon space, wearing the Benevolence Ring Erick had given her. She was working, and she must not have seen Oozy yet or else she would have sent a message to the House… Or maybe she had seen him, and the Red Sparks had taken that memory.

So the Red Sparks could get around [Benevolence Detection], eh? Well.

Shit.

But then again, Melemizargo had said that Erick’s and Benevolence’s immunity to the Red Sparks was still building, so maybe… It wasn’t okay right now, but it would be okay in the future. Well sure. Sounded fine.

Wizard wars were just gonna be Like That, eh?

Erick breathed. He moved on as best he could. Everyone was alive, and there had been some missing time, and he had done some Wizardry to get back to this proper reality… But he had also had a talk with Melemizargo about the Red Sparks in that Other, abandoned timeline?

Okay.

Just.

Shove those thoughts out of the way for now. It was unimportant—

It was vastly fucking important, but not right now.

Where was Oozy, anyway—

“Ah ha! Found him.” Erick glanced through a [Gate] he had opened above the Blue Temple, just on the other side of Everbless’s cove. Oozy was talking to Everbless’s avatar on the docks where boat tours left to take supplicants to see Everbless from closer.

And his Benevolence marker was gone; his neck was free of white lightning.

So only the Oozy in Other Realities was the… Whatever he was? Okay? Sure.

Oozy was spilling out Red Sparks and some of them were lodging on Everbless, though, but that seemed to be happening to everyone near Oozy, which was in accordance with what Melemizargo had explained. Oozy was some sort of Champion of the Red Leviathan in that other timeline, but here he was just a guy with some Red on him.

Erick closed the [Gate]; he had seen enough. He wanted to tell Sininindi everything, but he was in a prognostication war, and saying too much caused a rollback. So he looked to Sininindi, and tried, “You helped me out a lot in the Breaking of a doomed world, Sininindi. I’m going to be sure to help you, too.”

Sininindi waited for more. “… Is that it? Cryptic Wizard shit?”

“Yes. Apologies.” Erick felt a crash of emotion force its way through his body and out of his face as tears. He couldn’t tell her anything; the Red would not let him. If he pressed, it would rollback this space, and Erick wasn’t prepared to go to war with an enemy with this much power, that he had just met less than a day ago and almost died to. Maybe he could have tried, but every part of him —Benevolence especially— was telling him that beginning hostilities was a bad idea. And so Erick chuckled and sighed. “Apologies, Sininindi. I’m keeping the Shield for now. I will give it back when I can.”

“… I suppose I have been without it for centuries already. I only request it be returned to me before you near the end of your Sundering Search, or before you truly start heading that way, just to be safe.”

“Heard and understood— Oh. Uh. Quilatalap?”

“… Quilatalap has my favor, now. He can return whenever, or not at all if he wishes to be a hermit again. Good day, Erick.”

“Good day, Sininindi.”

Erick felt a rush of small joy for Quilatalap, and then he opened up a [Gate] and left.

- - - -

Erick stood upon the Throne of Melemizargo, white stone stretching out flat until it dropped off and clear crystal towers rose in every distance except the north; the north was clear, with a fantastic view.

Melemizargo was there.

“It appears you encountered something that throws off my understanding of the Enemy. I was there and we did have that conversation, but things got fuzzy after that. I was not aware you were gone until you came back, which may or may not have implications for what happened to you when you [Onward]ed. Congratulations on making it back.”

“Thank you; it was little more than piercing through between this God Pact reality and any other God Pact-declared Element, but different, of course, since the Red Leviathan uses some sort of particle/field-based New Cosmology ‘mana’ which exists outside of the God Pact reality. It is probably not called mana, but I’m going to call it that for now. I am obviously playing off how utterly terrifying it all was as nonchalance, of course.

“Also! I met Primal Lightning. The Red Sparks are Primal Lightning. Yet another terrifying thing! These terrifying things are distressingly more common than they should be, Melemizargo. At least I can more easily visualize how it traumatized everyone, though I am sure my imagination simply falls short, because of course it falls short.

“Anyway.

“It is farming Veird for gods and entire worlds filled with people in those side realities, too. Every single day there are countless apocalypses, just not here. So… I’m not sure if your efforts to stop the sprouting of gods in this reality were the best possible action. Or maybe you did the right thing! The more I learn the more I know I know nothing.”

Melemizargo was a very still Dragon God of Magic.

And then he let out a sigh that filled the world.

Erick added, “Yup. Very terrifying. Also Oozy is the Champion of the Red Sparks in the side-realities, but specifically not in this reality? I’m not sure about that.”

“... I will need to think about all of this.” Melemizargo frowned a little at nothing in particular, and said, “Perhaps it is picking up simple divinity in those side-cullings? Or just… outright taking full sparks? Damnable… trash…” Melemizargo fell silent as his furious white gaze turned infinitely outward.

Erick said, “I’m off again. Probably gonna turn into a bit of a hermit now since the Dark seems safer from the Red than not. Or at least certain Darks. Quilatalap’s was ridden with Red.”

“... I did not see this either. Perhaps… No no…”

The Dragon God of the Dark fell silent again, thinking.

Erick asked, “So how about Verrod? Champion Fallopolis?”

“Oh yes,” Melemizargo said, not looking at Erick. “They’re around here somewhere. Do whatever you want but please be quiet now…” He looked at the horizon, mumbling. “No… Hm. Maybe… Hmm...”

Erick left him to his thoughts.

Down in the shadeling city, Fallopolis was coordinating a worldwide hunt for the new, old Shades. The new Champion of Melemizargo had been at it for hours now with Verrod, Goldie, Lapis, Queen, Treant, and Hollowsaur. The only modern-day Shade missing was Farix, and he had a good reason for being absent. The Professor was at New Brightwater, coordinating from there, working hard to get the Shades out of Ar’Kendrithyst before they could do any damage to Queen Anhelia’s domain. 

The world was doing fine, as far as Shades went, and aside from Erick needing to [True Resurrection] a few people here and there across the world and placate a few bruised egos, these new Shades were a long-standing problem to deal with later. Erick did [Blessing of Empathy] all of them, though. 

Crying, wailing Shades were easier to manage than homicidal Shades. Truly an improvement, in Erick’s mind. 

But he had other things to do, so he left all that to Fallopolis.

- - - -

Erick stepped down into the Dark of the slime dungeon and saw the air was empty of Red Sparks.

It was a relief but also not, for how could anything be a relief right now?

Erick focused on the good.

It was rather comforting to not have any Sparks down here. Erick had no idea why Quilatalap’s dungeon had been filled with Sparks, or why the Red Leviathan clones had been there, or any of all of that, but he’d be getting answers soon enough if Melemizargo happened to gather any answers. Maybe not good answers. But he would have them.

First thing to do, though, was to talk to Solomon, and see about enacting his own plan to ruin the plans of the Red Leviathan forever.

Solomon was practicing aura control with Guile upon a stone platform. Poi and the girls and Evan were at the house, going over various items on the list. Quilatalap was there, which Erick was glad to see; he could stay here for a while, then, and be free of the Sparks. Quilatalap probably wanted to go back to the dungeon at Storm’s Edge, but Erick would try to talk him into staying out of that mess down there until Erick could solve that mess.

But for now, Erick stepped down onto the white stone platform with Solomon.

Solomon looked his way.

And Erick began, “I want to make a clear effort to get you the Lifeblood Heart and to ensure it comes to Veird properly. I have a plan for what you should do afterward, too, in order to get your Jane back. I will help every step of the way.”

Solomon went from tense to utter relief, and he said, “I’m all ears.”
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                The plan was simple and yet Erick couldn’t tell anyone about it except for Melemizargo, and he didn’t count. He especially couldn’t tell Solomon, who would be a major part of the plan.

But he tried anyway.

Debby had managed to give Erick more than enough clues that one time, and she had tried dozens of times to tell him more. How could Erick honor that memory if he didn’t try at least as hard as she tried? Even if there was a rollback Erick could just try again, though he certainly didn’t want to get trapped in a collapsing side-reality if he could help it. He promised himself he would stop if things looked to be going that wrong.

There was a question of ‘why didn’t Melemizargo and Debby experience these collapsing side-realities, but Erick had’, but Erick figured the answer to that was rather simple and self explanatory. Melemizargo was not immune to the Red Sparks; he was scarred and the Red Sparks weren’t able to penetrate through those scars. Erick, however, was immune, and thus able to fall off the God-Pact world if he poked at the edges of reality too much.

Erick hoped that wouldn’t happen today.

Sitting on the white stone next to Solomon and the fae fox Guile, Erick began with the safest bet, “I’m rather certain we’re in a continual prognostication war.”

Solomon, since he was Erick, instantly put together way too much.

Red Sparks drifted across the roof of the dungeon, far, far away—

And then Solomon realized even more. And he did nothing. He shrugged, and said, “So what? I don’t believe you.”

… He was lying.

Okay.

Well.

That was one way to get around the prognostication war problem. Erick almost laughed. Prognostication usually only worked an hour or so out. Maybe a few days if the user was really good. The Benevolent Sky worked a bit differently in that it showed possibilities that were highly likely, and how far away those likelihoods were to happen.

Another fact was that truths affirmed and solidified, while lies obfuscated and corrupted.

Erick imagined he and Solomon telling lies to each other that only each other would understand as lies, and they could also act in funny ways afterward, selling the lie to whoever might be watching through prognostication.

Could they really tell lies to each other, and that would work?

Guile picked up what Erick was putting down, too, saying, “Faeries never lie; it’s bad for business, Erick. You shouldn’t lie like this, either.”

… Oh.

Well that was a lie, as well. But a much more interesting one in all the implications it held.

Fairies never lied, but they never told the whole truth, either. They were kind of like pre-Erick Shades in that way.

… Okay. So. Duh.

So this had to be a standard way to talk around a problem. Erick had never considered lying as a valid way to speak, except in very few cases, and neither had Solomon from his expression, and now here they were, getting ready to talk in lies. Like the fae.

… But how stupid were the Red Sparks? Words mattered, of course, but… Perhaps Erick should try [Telepathy] to communicate with Solomon instead? Solomon had already proven capable of ceasing his activities and deciding not to do anything right now, and potentially not ever, and thus the Red Sparks had stopped advancing… if Erick was reading that right, anyway.

And yet, if Mind Magic was the solution to the Red Sparks, then the Red Sparks would have already been defeated. Maybe Mind Magic was readable by outside sources, or something… Or maybe it was the act of communication itself which let the Red Sparks know what was happening, and to correctly prognosticate what would happen next?

Ah.

That made more sense.

The act of any communication at all was visible to the Red Sparks. But the act of actively lying to each other was not a problem. Did the Red Sparks like people lying to each other? Potentially?

Or maybe it just saw all timelines and worked on all of them simultaneously, culling those that it did not approve.

Or maybe the only way anything survived any cullings at all was because of course some timelines survived cullings. The Sundering had ripped through the Old Cosmology over a matter of days, killing an entire universe, but it had still taken days. It was not instant at all.

So it took time to kill…

Oh.

Erick had hit something big in that thought, hadn’t he.

Hmm.

It wasn’t a truly clear thought, though.

Time to clear up some misconceptions.

Erick said, “I don’t want to lie, and I’m not. So I’m backing up before we try that.”

Solomon looked at Erick, then said, “Sure?”

Guile stood down, too. “It is good we are not lying to each other; truthful conversations are much more beneficial to all. Truths support and protect; lies degrade and attack.”

Erick nodded, then he asked Guile, “Were the Elements of the Old Cosmology, those that you could [Gate] through, infinite in density? I knew Elemental Fae had a whole lot of fairies, and your whole civilization is crushed down to 11 Bands of Intent right now, but you used to have infinite, yes? That’s what I mean when I ask ‘were the Elements of the OC infinite in variation?’. Did you have infinite fairies?”

The Red Sparks did not advance.

Erick was glad for that.

Guile tilted his head a little, gauging something, then he said, “It was once theorized that there were as many types of mana as there were people in the Old Cosmology.”

A lightbulb went off.

“Oh! Shit!” Erick exclaimed, “Duh! Yes. Of course. Mana comes from people, so there were only ever as many types of mana as there were types of people— And other living things, I assume?”

Solomon looked at Erick, his mind churning hard as he considered—

A lightbulb went off for Solomon, too.

And still, the Red Sparks did not advance.

Guile looked between Erick and Solomon, then nodded at Erick, slowly saying, “… And some inanimate objects of worship or culture, as well. Certain flavors of ideas and the cultures around them gave rise to mana, and certain types of formations could also produce new types of mana.”

“What about mana from side realities?”

“The only side realities that existed were those dreamed up by people.” Guile said, “It is the same here on Veird, is it not?”

Red Sparks descended, but they only clouded; they did not roll back time.

Okay.

Erick had reached the edge of understanding.

He had learned enough, though. Solomon had, too.

Guile was the weak link here, for some reason. If Guile learned what the two of them learned then there would be a rollback. There did not appear to be a rollback right now, though.

Anyway!

The Old Cosmology did not have infinite mana variations and infinite realities. No matter how many lives and souls and mana makers existed, there was only ever a finite number of realities in the Old Cosmology, because the Old Cosmology did not have infinite people. Even Creation Wizards with their ‘infinite mana’ were only able to produce effectively infinite mana; they couldn’t actually explode with mana, becoming the… precipitating event of a universe, could they?

Could a Creation Wizard become a ‘Big Bang?’

Erick wasn’t sure. He didn’t think so, though.

And that didn’t matter for the concept of ‘infinity’, anyway.

Even this New Cosmology wasn’t ‘infinite’. Or at least Erick didn’t think so. It was just really, really big. Infinity only provably existed in the minds of people with mathematical concepts and maybe in the multiverse, with all its infinite variations.

And that’s why the Red Sparks took three days to destroy the Old Cosmology, while it still hadn’t been able to destroy Veird in this multiversal reality, with its truly infinite Many Worlds.

The very existence of quantum reality prevented the Red Sparks from advancing out of control.

It was a theory, anyway. Just a working theory.

As long as Erick stayed on the multiversal path where the Red Sparks did not win, then they wouldn’t win.

And that was how Erick was going to win.

Erick looked around at the Red Sparks hovering in the air and on Guile and Solomon like tiny mosquitoes, trying to eat but failing to fully consume anything at all. There were a lot more on Guile than there were on Solomon, even with his smaller body. They’d hang around for a while, according to what Melemizargo had told Erick.

So Erick got up, saying, “I’ll have to come back later. You should take a break, too. Maybe work on the plan to get the Lifeblood Heart? I’ll tell you more when I reorganize my own thoughts.”

Solomon got up, more than satisfied by the weirdness of the conversation so far, saying, “I already got some plans for the Heart. I can work on them more, but I was thinking, that if everyone's mana doubles, and if the Heart rides mana waves away from mana producers, then maybe the Script can do some sort of ‘releasing’ from all the life on the planet, in some sort of contained nature— Like. Imagine the world is a vast series of layers.” He conjured a lightward show, as he explained, “If we can get the Heart in the center, or, more realistically, just off center of the Core in all that open space, we can maybe have the entire Script shove mana at it from perfect angles while also sucking away all the mana around the Heart itself. If it absolutely has to move —which Guile believes is the case and I am inclined to believe him because the creator of the Heart wanted it to always move, according to the stories— maybe it can orbit the Core.”

Erick smiled, and said, “That’s a great idea. It might actually work, too— Provided Rozeta can make it work. But I think every single person is underestimating the output of the Heart; it’s supposed to make every single thing around it produce double mana, and that was back when everything was made of mana. When it is translated to the New Cosmology, it might do more than that. A lot more.”

Guile said, “Your assumption has merit, so I have been considering what to bring out of the Dark next, and I believe grabbing a Prime Miner would be beneficial. This Script has been cobbled together from a lot of disparate systems, and though it is robust, it could be better. Such a thing will allow for Rozeta to truly utilize the Script as it could be utilized, making ‘mana vents’ a trivial thing to create, in order to contain the Heart.”

Erick watched as Red Sparks lingered in Guile’s mind and eyes as he spoke. It wasn’t a comforting look. It was almost like the Red Sparks were choosing how this event was happening.

Erick avoided Guile’s suggestion, saying, “I’ll speak to Rozeta about that. She won’t agree, though. She’ll look for a different answer than installing something we got out of the Dark. That’s a pretty hard line for her.”

Guile and Solomon both took this news like they were expecting it—

Without warning, the Red Sparks left Guile and Solomon’s sights and brains, peeling away like so many scabs. This was worrying, but not overly so. If Erick’s previous assumptions about the infinite Many Worlds nature of Veird were true, then perhaps they were strongly outrunning the Red Leviathan right now, and it would take a moment for the Leviathan to catch up.

Maybe it had truly expected its ‘Prime Manaminer’ idea to work?

According to a slight poke through Yggdrasil’s and Ophiels Sight’s, the world outside of the dungeon was not breaking down, so that was a good sign. Yggdrasil briefly pushed back, wondering what was going on, and Erick sent a message of worry about the world, but he was also just being paranoid, so there was no real reason to worry.

Yggdrasil sent back a wordless reply of ‘… Okay. Well. Sure. Okay.’

Meanwhile—

Guile nodded, and continued, “There are other options, but the Prime Miner is the best. Other options for helping solve the containment issue are the Grand Cleanser, which is an artifact that controls and balances the mana in a very large space. That is something that could theoretically contain the Heart all on its own and it would not have to be installed in the Core, but I imagine Rozeta would wish to put the Heart somewhere close down there, anyway.”

“Oh. Well. That one seems workable? If such a thing would work under the Script, anyway. Controlling the mana itself is the Infinitesimal Ban, I believe.”

Guile nodded. “Solomon and I had this discussion, too; the Grand Cleanser might not function here.”

Solomon said, “We can still get the Grand Cleanser and figure out how it might work and then try to replicate its functionality here on Veird.”

“And then there’s the Void Well,” Guile said. “That thing was the product of a Lost God’s working to capture the Heart, and it worked for a time. The Order of the Sacred Pulse broke the Void Well and killed that Lost God, so it might not be a good idea to go after that item, but it could work to contain the Heart; it already had once.”

“But there’s a large chance that we’d get the Void Well and the Heart and be in the middle of a large battle all at the same time, all before we’re ready to try for the Heart,” Solomon said, “So that would be bad.”

Guile had no hope in his eyes for this solution, and neither did Solomon, but they were bringing up the option for the Void Well anyway, because it was a good option… But also because Benevolence was guiding them to speak of it.

It was right there.

A glowing white Path through the mana that only Erick could see, and yet which pulled Guile and Solomon along in its wake.

The Red Sparks tried to touch that path, to touch Solomon and Guile, and they did touch them, but the Red Sparks flowed into White Sparks, and the White encapsulated the Red in that touch. Some of the Red got through and tried to poke at Solomon and Guile anyway. It was having greater luck touching Guile, than it was touching Solomon.

If it weren’t for that White Path, Erick would have agreed with their negative statements about the Void Well and the Lost God and the possibility of walking into an instant war.

Guile said, “It’s a bad idea, of course. We’ll think of others.”

“Now wait a second.” Erick said, “We don’t have to get the Void Well, but I do want to know more about it. Void is the Element we’re going to have to use here to contain the Heart, anyway, I’m sure— Well. Actually. I am not sure. I thought Void destroyed everything it touched. That’s how I would use that Element, anyway.”

“Void is the Element of Emptiness; the great hole in the world,” Guile said. “It is most often used to erase things and to set things to nothing, and for the Heart, it was used to great effect to do just that. The Lost God’s Void Well was a specific version of a generic artifact that was used in many different locations to contain and hold many different deadly things. Or good things. Prisons made prolific use of Elemental Void. The Void Well of that Lost God was specially made to contain the Heart, and also to open up the Heart in small ways, to turn mages loyal to the Lost God into archmages, and other such elevations.

“If you wish to ask around about it, that specific Void Well was found on the world of Andonol, in the Bitter Reaches of the Old Cosmology, in a place called the Barrens.” Guile said, “I can tell you the whole story whenever you wish, but it seems you are eager to go elsewhere, and the story is long. It might be a fruitful story though, because the Void Well has only a few of the same problems as the Grand Cleanser; most notably this ‘Infinitesimal Ban’ of the Script.”

Erick nodded. “I look forward to hearing all about that, and more. But now, yes, I gotta go. There’s something I need to talk to someone about.”

Erick left Solomon and Guile there on that stone platform, his brother and his brother’s fae looking a bit more secure in their station. Solomon even looked a bit happy. He had figured out something big, and the Red Sparks hadn’t gotten him, either. He truly was developing an immunity, wasn’t he.

Smiling a little, Erick went back to Melemizargo’s Throne.

- - - -

“So there’s something I realized, and I need to bounce the idea off of you.” Erick asked, “Did you find out anything you wish to share first?”

Melemizargo lounged on his Throne, having reappeared and swallowed the world with Darkness as Erick started speaking to the air.

“You have only been gone for a short while, Erick… But yes. I have discovered a few things. Continue with your own thoughts. We will get to mine in due time.”

“Okay. Good.” That’s what Erick wanted anyway. Erick began, “So! I have made some observations, and because of those observations, I have some theories.

“The Red Sparks are Primal Lightning, but lesser. With this understanding a lot of facts begin to take a whole lot more significance.

“First fact! Primal Lightning was able to destroy an entire universe in 3 days.

“Second fact: The Red Sparks are not able to destroy Veird, but they certainly do try, and they certainly can turn into Primal Lightning in other versions of Veird, to eat away those other worlds.

“So why haven’t the Red Sparks destroyed Veird? Yes, Veird is slightly special in the God Pact stuff and in the pure density of divine power here, and that is what allowed it to survive its trip through the Yawning Voids left by Primal Lightning, but that is likely only part of what makes Veird special. A very big part, I believe, but not the biggest part.

“Perhaps the truly special thing about Veird —these days— is that it now exists in the New Cosmology, and it is full of mana and possibility made manifest through that mana, and this mana does a lot more than anyone ever knew.

“But let us back up a bit. Regarding the nature of the Old Cosmology, I ask you: How many layers of reality were there in the Old Cosmology? An infinite amount of realities? Or just as many layers of reality as there were people and other mana producers?”

Erick waited.

Melemizargo allowed Erick to wait as he frowned a little. “I saw some of your conversation with Guile, and he was mostly correct. There are only as many manas as there are producers, but an individual does produce mana on a spectrum; not on a singular type. Spectrums can be… Well. Not infinite, but highly varied.”

Erick smiled a little. “Still less than infinity, though.”

“A trillion 9s all in a row is still a number less than infinity; yes.” Melemizargo said, “I see where you are going with this, and I disagree—”

“Let me get the whole thought out there, please.”

Melemizargo rolled his eyes. He said nothing.

Erick continued, “So Primal Lightning took time to kill the Old Cosmology, and it probably set up the whole universe for a long time before it actually took that final murderous step, though that last part is just a guess; I’m not sure. I am guessing that the Red Sparks are the precursor to Primal Lightning, like how a static charge builds before lightning strikes. I am guessing that the Red Sparks is trying to set Veird up for a kill, too.

“These guesses are more of a 99% ‘I am sure’ sort of guess.

“The Red Sparks are the precursor to Primal Lightning. The Red Sparks can erase possibilities where people notice it and cause a bunch of other shenanigans with choosing Paths through time, but at the end of the day, the Red Sparks only want one thing: worlds where Primal Lightning comes down from everywhere and tears all of reality apart.

“And here is another theory: The Red Sparks do not care about people seeing its true form of Primal Lightning, because when you see those planet-sized lines of Red Lightning, you’re already dead anyway. That’s why Veird still has memories of Primal Lightning at all.

“But the Red Sparks don’t like people knowing its true nature, so that’s why everyone thinks Primal Lightning is white, and that it looks like Benevolence. There might be something going on with time and redshifting and otherwise, but Red Lightning is Red, and it might just be a choice of the creator. Perhaps Primal Lightning truly is white, though, because of redshifting and Primal Lightning being a physical-yet-magical force and how Particle Magic and Atomic Magic both have brought you fully out of your insanity and otherwise—

“ANYWAY!

“All of that was speculation and I don’t know enough to say why Primal Lightning is red in this New Cosmology and white in the Old Cosmology, but those are some guesses.

“Anyway.

“The time it took to kill the Old Cosmology and how it is failing to kill Veird in a timely manner means a lot.

“Either there is a conscious force holding it back from killing us all.

“Or maybe it is holding back itself, and farming us.

“Or it simply cannot eat us faster than we produce multiple realities.

“I would like to think that because of the malevolence that it displayed in killing the Old Cosmology, that there is no conscious force capable of holding it back, and that it is not holding back itself. Therefore, the only reason it has not eaten us is the only reason left.

“I believe that the most reasonable explanation for why it cannot kill us is because it cannot eat us as fast as we multiply. It was able to act across the largeness of the Old Cosmology, but it is not able to act across the true infinity of this New Cosmology, with its Many Worlds possible explanation for quantum events… And maybe it’s not a true infinity here, either. But the New Cosmology is a bigger infinity derived from Particles than the infinity that was solely derived from individual mana types.

“And because there are so many realities here, all in the mana and in the Many Worlds, and because of the God Pact solidifying this main reality, all the Primal Lightning can do is eat the side realities, as it did to the side realities in the Old Cosmology, the Elemental Fae and otherwise. And so, this God Pact reality continues to exist.

“We’re literally outpacing the End of Everything here on Veird, and only through pure luck and all the gods working together to solidify this God Pact reality— Which I didn’t even know about until Sininindi spilled that secret in that side reality I escaped from, which I’m kinda disappointed in everyone for not anyone telling me about this, but I’m pretty sure that was the Red Sparks’ fault— ANYWAY. It’s only through the God Pact that we’re able to survive at all.

“The original Veird survived the Yawning Void because of the gods and the divine manaminer of the proto-Script, after all. So gods matter a lot. Big, big deal there.

“And Benevolence is helping now, too!

“Benevolence is helping me to find the right Path. That’s what I designed it to do, though I wasn’t aware that’s what I was doing to myself when I did it. It’s already helped me a lot with staying in this God Pact world, and it’s even helped me to see better conversation options now and then—”

“Don’t tell me that last fact. Don’t tell anyone that, ever again. Never. Now continue.”

Erick paused.

Melemizargo was focused hard on him.

… Erick continued, “So all we have to do to escape the Primal Lightning is to leave behind an infinity of death on our way to the future, and I don’t want to do that, but we’re doing that for now, because it was already being done for so long and that’s the only way we survive. But I want to change that eventually. When we can.

“So how do we exploit this scenario in order to change this scenario?

“I had been thinking of opening up Yggdrasil’s seed options early, but that seems disastrous. There are a lot of options I was considering, but the more I think of what I just told you, the more I think I am right, and that any option outside of Veird, without the other gods following close behind, and without countless people to make more mana and more possibilities… All other normal expansion options would fail, and fail hard. Possibly even harming our infinity of Many Worlds here on Veird.

“Our original idea of giving the next world to Kirginatharp and letting the gods slowly move over there with their worshipers would just be asking for that world to turn against this world and for them to kill us all.

“For make no mistake! The Red Leviathan still wants to kill us all. Its malevolence knows no end, and the Primal Lightning is always just on the other side of a quantum event.

“At the very least, we need some more gods. I’m not sure. A lot more gods, maybe— A lot more gods working for the good of us all. And then, when we open new worlds, it has to be a large, quick event, done randomly and without the Red Leviathan able to respond. Something no prognostication event could have ever conceived of as possible.

“I think I want to make a dyson swarm, Melemizargo, and fill every single land with slimes and dungeons and life ever expanding.

“But! If we can do that...” Erick stared back at Melemizargo. “If we go really big, and really stable, I think the Primal Lightning simply won’t be able to keep up with our expanding possibilities.

“That’s most of how we win.

“A more permanent solution will come later. Such a solution will likely involve destroying the sun, but that is just so insane that if I ever suggest such a thing I will be rightly laughed out of every hall of power, and assassins would be right to try and end my life.”

Erick stood strong. He was sure he was right.

Melemizargo was staring hard, his eyes like stars in the black of everything. His voice was an earthquake of possibility, “Explain this ‘Many Worlds’ concept. I have not heard of it before.”

Erick was absolutely, 100% sure he had told this concept to others before, especially around his [Teleport] experiments and his Worldly Path. Melemizargo should have been listening. But the Red Sparks were always active, and Melemizargo had already proven himself as less-than-omniscient. Honestly, the fact that Erick was here, now, talking about this stuff with Melemizargo, was proof that everything was getting a whole lot better, and rapidly, too.

Just 13 years from Erick inventing [Call Lightning] and Particle Magic, to here.

“The Many Worlds idea begins with quantum physics. Now I’m no physicist, and mana helps me bridge that final gap a lot, but the basic thing to understand with quantum interactions is that every interaction that is possible, actually happens, or it doesn’t happen, and for every split like that another reality is created. One where the photon spins down after an interaction instead of up, for example…”

Erick spoke for a while about quantum events, and particles, and the multiverse of the New Cosmology, and what ‘mana’ might exist in this New Cosmology, and how he had no idea what to call that ‘mana’, but it certainly wasn’t Veird’s mana.

Melemizargo was attentive, then judgmental, then concerned, and finally Erick finished.

“I disagree with the Many Worlds interpretation of this New Cosmology for I am stretched across all these realities and there are a large number of them, yes, but not as many as would arise from this idea of every grain of sand producing another thousand realities.”

“Ah ha! But what if we can only reach the side realities that are nearest to us because those are the ones we exist within? Maybe you’re a constant in this God Pact world, but maybe there’s some other God of Magic in some other version of Veird and you literally can never meet that other God of Magic. Maybe, by your nature as a god, you can never meet other gods with your own mantle.” Erick added, “That’s just a complete guess, by the way, but there’s something about it that makes some sort of sense.”

Melemizargo narrowed his eyes at Erick, and then turned to gaze into the Dark distance.

Erick continued, “I am absolutely sure that there are realities out there where I died long ago, after all. I met one of those other selves in the Deep Paradox.” Erick changed tracks, “But enough about that. I want to know if you agree that it is possible that the size of Veird, in this New Cosmology, might actually be larger than the Old Cosmology itself, if we consider every grain of sand to be producing a thousand different worlds at every single fraction of a second in time.” Erick asked, “If the Red Sparks simply cannot eat us fast enough, for this knife-edge cornucopia gives more than it eats, can we extend this entire world’s physical and god powers out to other lands and keep ahead of the Red Leviathan, too, until such a time happens that we can kill the Red Leviathan for good?”

Melemizargo frowned a little as he continued to stare in the distance.

Erick waited.

“… I do not like being a lizard who drops his tail and flees the enemy,” Melemizargo softly said, “But perhaps there is some merit to your words. I will have to think on this, Erick.”

“I just have one question before I go.” Erick rapidly asked, “Can you see side-realities where you don’t exist?”

Melemizargo narrowed his bright eyes at Erick, then said, “Of course I can; Paradoxes are not hard…” He looked away, “But this ‘Many Worlds’ idea does… Hmm. Maybe this explains why my memory is so warped by this New Cosmology. I am constantly being eaten at the edges. I knew I should have been more whole than this… I will need to figure out a solution… I will simply have to strengthen and expand.” Melemizargo smiled at that, showing off a hint of his glowing white fangs. “Oh yes. I quite like the idea of that. That appeals to me greatly.” And then he looked to Erick. “Any world I See is a world where I exist, so by that very fact other Gods of Magic cannot exist, for I am dominant in my sphere. I cannot see any worlds eaten by Primal Lightning right now, but I do not doubt that you were in one. Take that information as you will. Perhaps you will come to me with more deep questions, and we will exchange more deep answers.

“Here are a few deep questions for you, for now:

“Why is the Red Leviathan not eating the multiverse from multiple multiverses? Is it only capable of acting from one vector?”

“… Are you capable of acting on multiple vectors?”

Melemizargo grinned. “I can, but I choose not to, for interacting with myself is just interacting with myself, if you could understand that. Another way to say it is that I am Here, and not Elsewhere, though I can certainly see that Elsewhere exists, if I desire it, and then I can act from there, if I desire it.”

“Ah. Well yeah. That makes perfect sense. So maybe… Maybe the reason the Red Leviathan cannot just multiply itself and kill us all is perhaps the Red Leviathan cannot work with itself? It seems filled with malevolence for all life, so maybe it hates itself, too?” Erick shrugged. “Maybe it is working with itself, like how I’m working with Solomon. But both Solomon and I are in the same reality, and maybe the Red Leviathan is in the same reality as other Red Leviathans... But now that you have raised the question... I don’t think that particular avenue of thought is a productive one, so I choose to ignore it.” Erick said, “Let us deal with the facts as we see them and make deductions based on those facts; not deductions based on why the enemy hasn’t been able to kill us all.

“All we truly know is that the Red Leviathan ate the Old Cosmology, and it hasn’t finished the job for a multitude of speculative reasons.

“I would return to the topic of working with oneself across a multiverse of timelines some other day.”

“Sure.” Melemizargo asked, “Who would you raise to a god?”

“Solomon,” Erick said, without reservation. “If he wanted it, and only after he becomes immune to the Red Sparks. He’s working hard on healing his soul, and it seems to be going well. As I understand it he is melding together all the different, competing memories of his Other Lives. I looked at his Bracelet earlier and the broken black line is coming back together, so it might only be a week for him until that whole thing shakes out. He will want to get his Jane back, though. He needs to be promised that, and that has to be something that could actually happen. Whatever the case there, I have very big plans for Solomon, so please don’t interfere with him overmuch.”

Melemizargo nodded. “Naturally. Who else?”

“Maybe Avandrasolaro. His new city is growing fast and strong and I like everything about his policies. He would have to become immune to the Red Sparks, too, but we can figure out how to make that happen.” Erick said, “And that’s all I have for right now.”

Melemizargo grinned as he breathed deep, and exhaled relief. “This has been good, Erick. What is your next step?”

“Well it’s gonna be a lot of side-stepping everything, unfortunately. Circuitous. That Void Well is gonna be a target, but I also have to study astrophysics, which simply does not exist on Veird—”

“Astrophysics does exist. Try Stratagold.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “… Well okay then.”

“They have plans for what they would do if visitors should appear from beyond the Script, and many of those plans have needed to be used over the years. They also have all that technology recovered from other planars. If the technology they have is not useful, they also have diagrams and plans for things like that ‘dyson swarm’ you spoke of at that Shadow’s Feast where we unveiled the dungeons at House Benevolence. I believe that was the first time you mentioned this idea of a swarm of planets, and though you haven’t spoken of it since then, your words and that floating diagram of the planet system were recorded for posterity.

“That posterity has spread wide and deep and thus flourished in certain circles of this world.”

“… Huh.”
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Erick sent off some messages to Stratagold and Kromolok and even Rozeta, in preparation for what came next, and he also organized what he had figured out about the Red Leviathan today.

Everything he knew was speculative, but it seemed correct.

1: Mostly, the Red Leviathan operated on its own, constantly eating an infinity of other realities spawned on Veird. It was possible that the red leviathans at the Breaking Ritual were smaller parts of the main Leviathan, and Oozy in that other world was a Champion of the Red Leviathan, so it could definitely work with others if it wanted, but mostly it did not. Probably.

2: The God Pact world stayed ahead of the Red Leviathan through quantum multiversal shenanigans; there was just too much to eat, so the Red Leviathan could not eat it all faster than it came into existence. The God Pact was not perfect, though. Veird only survived through the fact that, in the infinite multiverse, somehow, someway, Veird survived.

(Fate was probably involved. Maybe this God Pact world was a world in which Fate could never be fully Banned. Erick liked that idea a lot, actually.)

3: The Red Sparks did not Mind Control people at all, for it was not capable of doing that. The most it could do was see the future and then [Rollback] events that let its prey escape, giving it a chance to draw its prey into an endpoint where it consumed that prey in a side reality.

4: It also [Rollback]ed events that allowed people to recognize it, or any path where it knows that its actors fucked up. Any path that led to true success against the Red Leviathan was most strongly guarded against.

(Number 3 and 4 were the main vectors of the unknown prognostication war happening between the Red Leviathan and all the life of Veird.)

5: The main force for solidity, in the reality in which Erick recognized that he resided —as opposed to the side realities inside Paradox— was the God Pact, which was arbitrated by Phagar, and stabilized by all the gods working together to keep Veird afloat. (And maybe Elemental Fate, but that was a pure guess)

6: Direct war against the Red Leviathan would not work; it would eat such worlds that warred against it most of all, because those worlds drew its gaze, like the mentioning of Fairy Moon drew the sight of that Fairy King.

7: The malevolence of the Red Sparks was nothing less than total evil. Erick might as well call the Element of Primal Lightning as ‘Malevolence’, but that was probably too ‘on the nose’.

8: Everyone he ever knew was dead. And yet, everyone was still alive.

Probably best not to think about that fact too much.

So Erick thought about a much better fact. Or a pair of facts, really.

9: The Red Sparks had stopped the Star Map Ritual from sending a pulse out into the universe. Therefore, there was something out there that the Red Leviathan was afraid of, that could stop it, that could interfere, and Erick wanted to know what that thing was. He needed to do the Star Map ritual again, but somewhere that the Sparks could not interfere.

And 10: Everything could always be made better; all one had to do was try…

“And kill the bad guys every so often, of course.”









- - - -

Erick stepped through a Benevolence portal down onto white tile in a white cathedral. To the untrained eye the walls of this cathedral-like space might look like marble, all white and clear and with veins of yellow and gold, but Erick easily recognized it as stratagold; the type of crystal of which Geode Stratagold was named, and which was the name of the royal adamantium wrought that ruled this land.

King Alfonin Stratagold stood a little down the grand hallway, not smiling at all, but he at least appeared not-mad. The giant black orcol man was flanked by his eldest son, First Prince Abarnikon, and by the white holyite incani Kromolok, the Head Inquisitor of the Church of Rozeta.

No one else was here and the [Ward]s around this place had to be specifically taken down to allow Erick to [Gate] into this least-defended part of this land. The [Ward]s further in were never taken down for any reason, whatsoever.

“Hello, Alfonin. Kromolok. Abarnikon.” Erick said, “Glad to see you all. I was hoping to see some people with some actual astrophysics qualifications, though? Apologies if you have those qualifications; I did not know.”

Ophiel looked around, his eyes wide. He was probably feeling a little weird because this area was almost [Ward]ed against [Familiar]s. Erick would have to leave him behind when he got further in, which was kinda fine… It wasn’t fine, but Erick didn’t press the issue.

There were no Red Sparks here, so this was probably a safe-ish space.

Alfonin chuckled a little, his entire facade of a stern king easily fading away. “I do, actually, dabble in astrophysics. So that is why I am here. I’m not here as king today, and neither is Abarnikon. This is all Kromolok’s show, so after you’re done with the ships you can come up to the palace for some tea and math fun, won’t you?”

Abarnikon added, “I also enjoy drawing maps of the universe, Erick.”

Erick raised an eyebrow, grinning. “Oh! Well you learn something new every day, I suppose. And yes; that sounds like a great idea.” Erick said to Kromolok, “Hello, Kromolok. I hope my impositions are not too onerous.”

Kromolok was actually-mad, but good at hiding it. “You should be aware, Erick, that this ‘no mental magic’ decree of yours is very suspect. Please convince me that you are not dragging a great big problem into my life, and into this very secured location.”

Now that was what Erick had been expecting.

“I can honestly say that I do not have a meme or anti-meme stuck in my head, and that I am not a sleeper agent of Melemizargo or any other force of evil, and that I only have the best of intentions for all of Veird and all of its peoples, both living and dead, and everything in between.” Erick added, “But if you try to touch my mind then whatever happens is literally not my fault and I cannot help you with that fallout.”

All three wrought were uncomfortable with Erick’s words, with the two royal wrought being most unsure. Alfonin and Abarnikon were here as security measures, for sure. Perhaps their words about being astrophysicists were true, but that was a side benefit to their true presence.

Kromolok was the real power in this particular place though, and he showed it with his obvious displeasure, and yet, he wasn’t that mad. He seemed more secure now, too.

Kromolok still frowned a little, but his words were solid, “I suppose I can accept that. I believe you, Erick.”

Alfonin relaxed first, but not by much. “Then that is great news!”

Abarnikon asked, “I would speak with you about the nature of our starry skies later, Erick, when you are done perusing the Vaults.”

Alfonin asked, “How long do you suspect you’ll be in the Vaults?”

He had already told them his desires and his goals, but that had been through Poi’s Mind Mage communication network, and not directly, and Kromokok had already told him exactly what he would be allowed to do, and how long it would take. But maybe he could get more out of this?

Erick said, “Unless I’m allowed to take samples with me, then it shouldn’t be more than an hour, right?”

Erick saw Abarnikon and Alfonin look at Kromolok.

And Kromolok stood firm, “No samples, Erick. It’ll be an hour, if that.”

“Ah! Well,” Abarnikon said, “I tried.”

Alfonin shrugged.

Erick smiled at that.

“The Star Map you created in that clearing is the best local star map we have, though,” Alfonin eagerly said, showing that even the undying First King of the Wrought had a child-like glee side to him. He was still wary of Erick and his untoward request not to touch his mind, but he couldn’t help but be happy right now. Had he been waiting a while to talk to Erick about the Star Map? Perhaps he had. “Don’t go expecting too much more than what you have already given us with your own Star Map, but we do have some records that you have not seen yet, and I feel you might enjoy those.”

“I was kinda hoping for star maps of other civilizations, if you have them. ‘Where do the other planars come from?’ That sort of thing. There is life out there in the rest of the universe, and I would like to know why it has not appeared on Veird yet. I’m glad to see that is on the table?” Erick asked.

“It is,” Alfonin proudly said.

Erick nodded, then looked to Kromolok. “I believe you and I spoke of lots of technologies kept out of the general populace, like ‘internets with a lot more power than how I imagine them existing’? Are those also on the table?”

Alfonin asked Kromolok, “What’s an ‘internet’?” A tiny flicker of a thought tendril passed from Kromolok to Alfonin— Alfonin’s eyes went a little wide, and then he settled down. “Ahh. That’s an ‘internet’.”

Erick asked, “I kinda wondered why you all didn’t put something like that up in the Geodes. I assumed that the reason not to do it was forbidden knowledge proliferation, and maybe you already have an ‘internet’ with the Mind Mage Crossing.”

“We have that in the Crossing,” Alfonin said, nodding. “It used to be a lot more open than it is, but that version of the Crossing failed due to catastrophic meme proliferation. It’s better now that only practiced Mind Mages can access that well of knowledge, and the whole thing is overseen by Ascendant Minds. If you wish to proliferate some technological equivalent for the common person on Veird then I would assume you would try to put just as many safeguards into such a system as we have put into the Crossing.”

Erick smiled a little. “Of course.”

Alfonin nodded, satisfied. “We’ll be seeing you later then, Erick. Don’t get lost in the Vaults.”

Kromolok led the way beyond the royal wrought, saying, “This way, Erick. Once we get deep enough in all magic will begin to fail, so expect that.”

Erick followed, nodding to Alfonin and Abarnikon who nodded back, then he caught up to Kromolok, asking, “Will Ophiel be okay?”

Ophiel chirped, “I’m okay!”

Alfonin and Abarnikon vanished into a [Gate] of Script-making.

“Ophiel will have to stay around here, in the entryway. We have a place for him ahead.” Kromolok gestured at the tall stratagold walls, saying, “Don’t go above head-height. There are spellworks up there in the wardlights that will entangle and disintegrate him.”

Erick glanced around with his All-Seeing Eye, and though the hallway looked like a normal cathedral-like hallway, lined with tall crystal walls and lit with chandeliers above, the walls were more [Ward]s than physical, with wrought standing in hidden alcoves, watching for intruders. They watched Erick and Kromolok walk by, but they said nothing. Maybe they went their whole lives only seeing people every other decade? How sad. But… Some wrought were Like That.

A little deeper in were guardian golems that reminded Erick of the guardians outside the cloud walls that separated the Core of Veird from the massive monster tunnels outside, but these guardians were more like suits of armor and only 4 meters tall, instead of like those giant white monsters with their single eyes and lots of teeth, and so many [Luminous Beams]. These guardians probably had [Luminous Beam] magics, too.

A golden line in the floor came up soon enough, and the world beyond that line was awash in diffuse light. Erick could still see past it, of course; his All-Seeing Eye was doing work.

Kromolok said, “The main [Ward]s start here. The Vaults are a hundred meters further down. Ophiel won’t be able to come any further, but we put a perch here for him.”

It was a nice golden perch, completely devoid of every magical effect that suffused everything else down here. It looked out of place because of that, because it was out of place. The controlling magics got a lot denser further in, but they were already strong here, so Ophiel had to use his own Benevolence aura to move himself onto that perch.

“I’ll be back soon, Ophiel.”

The little guy chirped, “Later daddy!”

Erick smiled at that, and then he followed Kromolok, as Kromolok led the way past the golden line on the floor. The world seemed to dim the second Erick stepped across. Sound failed to travel far. Light turned misty, instead of coherent. Without his All-Seeing Eye the trip to the Vault ahead would have been like walking through illuminated fog. With the Eye, it was like walking down a normal hallway that attempted to crunch all magic down to nothing.

Erick was glad to see that the Red Sparks weren’t here, and that his various artifacts were still highly functioning. His All-Seeing Eye probably shouldn’t have been functioning so well, but it was. The Lightning Shield was a divine artifact, and thus it made sense that it was not subject to these mundane magics filling these halls… Or perhaps the magics in these halls were attuned to allow Erick his Eye and Shield?

A more paranoid man would have thought this a trap.

Erick felt pretty good about what was happening here, though, and for multiple reasons. He said to Kromolok, “I discovered another use for Benevolence that you should try out sometime.” Erick almost wanted to speak of Benevolence being used to see tracks through time and space, to connect a current location with a better outcome in the future, but Melemizargo had told him not to speak of that to anyone, ever, and Erick would accept that warning/recommendation for now. There were other secrets to share, anyway, and he was seeing one of those ephemeral, White Lightning paths laying ahead of him right now. It wasn’t a very long path, but like how the Red Sparks had set up dominoes across all of reality, Erick could set up proper dominoes, too. So he followed that short Benevolent path forward, the Path growing stronger and more solid as he spoke simply, “Benevolence is great against corruptive influences. It encapsulates them, and prevents those corruptive influences from causing harm. Sort of like an immune system response to a foreign body. Of course, the influence still exists, but it is kept separate from this time and space, and thus it is nullified for a while. Just don’t go breaking that barrier and letting it out without having a solution for that, too.”

Kromolok’s eyes went a little wide.

Erick nodded.

And Kromolok looked away, thinking.

The two of them walked for several more steps—

“So this explains why you don’t want your mind touched,” Kromolok said, “This is both more and less concerning than I had feared.”

“Understandable. I’m still not sure what to do with this information myself. It just sort of happened. Short term solutions are working right now, and Benevolence seems to have a natural capability to take care of existential threats all on its own— both to encapsulate and keep from spreading, and final annihilation— but it’s sort of like an immune response. There’s certainly some time-propagation happening, speeding up that immune response, but even still, it takes time and recognition of the threat for this side of Benevolence to function.”

Kromolok looked at Erick for a moment, then he turned forward, saying, “We’ve had Elements that separated and controlled threats before. It does not actually fill me with hope that Benevolence does this as well. It’s truly quite alarming, really. That your Element can erase those threats eventually is also quite alarming, but on the whole, it seems like a good thing. The only concerning thing truly about it is the theoretical reverse of Benevolence which someone will no doubt invent in the future.”

“Glad to see you’re still looking at every possible bad end, Kromolok,” Erick said, not unkindly.

“We should all be a little more paranoid when it comes to forces beyond our understanding, especially sentient ones like your Benevolence, and all of the rest of the other dangerous things from beyond the Script.” They reached the end of the hallway where a simple white door lay, like at the end of any other hallway anywhere else. Kromolok put his hand on the handle, asking, “What do you even want the ship for, anyway?”

Because I need to be able to get a message out into the Void without the Red Sparks interfering, among other reasons.

“Because I need to inspect some truly advanced materials, like I explained already.”

Kromolok pinched his lips a little, and then he opened the door.

The land beyond was much more appropriate for a Vault entryway than the simple door had been. Beyond a solid white room that was large enough to house all of Erick’s cloud castle, a giant black circle of a door stretched up a hundred meters, like a cap upon an edge of the world. Kromolok walked through the smaller door, into the larger space, where all of Kromolok’s magic crunched down to the surface of his skin, and only because he held his Domain strong against the oppressive forces of that space.

Erick followed, also keeping his Domain up and active, feeling like he was stepping into an Abyss—

“Oh.” Erick asked, “Is that door crystallized Elemental Abyss?”

“Hanging liquid Abyss, mostly, but kept semi-crystallized and solid most of the time. So you’re somewhat correct.” Kromolok said, “In order to reach the Vaults you have to be able to actually walk through both the crystal and the liquid version and come out the other side whole. I can’t help you with this part, Erick. I’m sure you can do it, though.”

“Piece of cake.”

Kromolok led the way.

And soon, Erick followed him into an absolute crushing depth of power, where even Erick’s mana sense was crushed down to the surface of his skin. Any normal person in this sort of space would have gotten lost in the black, for sure, but Kromolok knew the way, and it was straight ahead, and Erick could see with his Eye, so it wasn’t that bad.

He wasn’t even sure where he was going—

Ah.

There was a [Gate]. Not one of Erick’s either.
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Erick stepped out of the Abyss onto white stone, next to Kromolok.

His first inclination was to look behind them, because they had gone through a [Gate] and ended up in front of a standing armed building, filled with people. Erick rapidly decided the building and the people therein were not a threat.

It was an entire research city up here filled with wrought of various kinds. Most of them were obviously either researchers or guards, and there weren’t a whole lot of them, but they did exist; this place was constantly guarded by living forces. Those living forces glanced at Erick and Kromolok, briefly going on high alert, but then rapidly deescalating. No problems here! Just the Wizard visiting the Vault with the Head Inquisitor.

They had been warned ahead of time, for instead of mumbling to each other about the pure oddities of what was happening right now, they were quick to resume their normal guard duties, which chiefly seemed to be viewing their targets from far away or standing at attention, or walking their patrols this way or that.

What they guarded lay ahead.

Erick and Kromolok stood on a cliff, overlooking the Vaults.

The worker city had all the aspects of a real barracks city, with some nice trees and people on the streets walking from there to there. The Vaults, proper, were not that at all. It was impressive in the mundanity of it all. Down below the cliff under Erick’s feet, for a hundred kilometers or some other stretch of space, cubic buildings of various sizes stood like gravesites. Most of the buildings were maybe a hundred meters cubed but some of them were much larger. All of them were separated by streets, all of it done in a grid, all of it either white or off-white stone. No windows. Only solid stone. Diffuse light coated everything, everywhere, allowing no shadows at all, while extra light was painted onto the big gold numbers that adorned every corner of every Vault, marking each cube from every direction.

Magic in this land was still crushed down to nothing, but Erick’s artifacts still functioned.

He saw some Red Sparks here and there in the Vault but none of the Sparks looked too egregious. Just random floaters here and there—

Scratch that.

There was one Vault down the way, maybe twenty kilometers in and ten to the right. That one was suspicious.

Erick pointed. “What is in that one?” He squinted, trying to read the number off of the Vault’s corners. “122-571.”

Kromolok eyed Erick. “… A double memetic threat, kept in stasis through the interactions of each other.”

“Ah.” Erick lied, “That must be what I am sensing.” He moved on. “Which one is the ship?”

Kromolok eyed Erick for a moment longer, then he moved on. He stepped to the side, toward a staircase, saying, “There are multiple ships, actually. All of them are kept in storage this way.”
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The first ship was a thing of sleek silver metal and metal splashes that looked nothing at all like a ‘stereotypical’ spaceship. The ‘ring ship’ was about sixty meters across and rested in a simple, hundred-meter cube of a room. Kromolok had peeled back a lot of the restrictions in the room, so Erick was fully able to mana sense and experience the ship with all of his senses.

And Erick felt his heart pump hard as he learned an uncountable number of things just by viewing the swirled-silver machine. It wasn’t a gate, but holy shit, it probably could do that if it wanted. And that was just the start.

“Oh my gods,” Erick said as he stepped forward. “This means people use magic outside of Veird.”

Kromolok softly said, “Yes. We’re not sure what kind of magic, though.”

Because of the lingering Red Sparks upon the machine, Erick knew what kind of magic was out there; the exact kind that the Red Sparks didn’t want anyone to learn. Revelation upon revelation dawned within Erick and he struggled to keep up with all of them, so he went through what he saw, and how it must work, in an orderly manner.

First, the shape of the spaceship. All the rest of Erick’s thoughts extended from that first oddness.

The base ‘ship’ was a silver ring around 1 meter thick and 60 meters wide. It rested above the ground due to large grips of what were clearly a part of the stone structure of the building, and not the ship itself. The silver ring of the ship was solid silver metal, with a whole bunch of ‘splash-like’ silver metal parts that looked like it was almost flowing, stretching up and down from the ring, like it was crawling over an invisible orb that would have existed in the center of the ‘ship’. It almost looked like an art project, but Kromolok said it was a spaceship, and Erick absolutely believed him, but mostly he believed the Red Sparks lingering on the runic structures inside the metal.

The Red Sparks did not want people understanding ways out of its power, and this was one way to get out from its power.

The runic structures inside the meter-thick base ring, located several centimeters underneath the silver metal, were too dense to be understood, but they were runic structures, for sure. Maybe it was better to say they were like several different crystalline structures all overlapping each other. There was no circuitry. There were no electrical parts. There was no need for that sort of mundane shit. But this stuff certainly was ‘circuitry’ of a magic sort. Mana flowed through the interior crystals, and even off-gassed from the structures, forming a haze in the air that the Red Sparks devoured.

That was produced mana.

It was not siphoned mana, or mana transformed from the environment. That was new mana being made by the ship. It was a living ship… Or at least it produced its own mana. Like a cultural artifact? Hmm. No. ‘Living ship’ seemed more correct.

Erick asked, “Why not let its mana production get subsumed by the Script?”

Rozeta stepped down into the room, saying, “Because then this mana would be distributed to all the rest of Veird, and we don’t do that. For what it is worth, it seems about as neutral a mana as I’ve ever seen, but we don’t allow anything strange into Veird’s manasystems, and especially not strange mana from living ships.” She added, “Also; Hello, Erick.”

Erick smiled. “Hello, Rozeta.” He gestured to the machine. “Is it operable?”

“Not that we’re aware. I’m not letting you play around with it overmuch either. We don’t know what it does, only how it used to work. It used to fly around quite well, but the original pilot died, and though she left instructions on how to pilot it and that woman’s friends used to be able to fly it back then, it is a living machine, and the living machine doesn’t like anyone else touching it. Everyone who tries, dies.”

“That’s fine. This is a lot of information anyway. I never expected to be able to take a ship with me. Do you have any idea how the crossed crystals work?”

Rozeta frowned a little bit, thinking if she wanted to say anything, then thinking about a lot more than that. She asked, “Will you tell me why you don’t want people to mind read you?”

“Would that I could, but that would be a bad idea.”

“You understand how worrying that is.”

Erick nodded. “I do understand that. All I can really tell you is that I am not doing anything major for a while, and I’m probably going to pull back from rescues from beyond the Black Gate, as well. Solomon will be taking over a lot of that. Since you’re here, though; I want to help him become a Wizard through the use of the Lifeblood Heart. There’s a good handful of things to discuss with you about all that, but at the start, there’s the idea of grabbing a Void Well from the Dark, or a Grand Cleanser to control the mana around the Heart, or asking you to maybe work out some sort of… Release valves across all of Veird, or something… Not quite sure how that would work, but the idea is to put the Heart in orbit around the Core, and lay down a track of Void for it to follow while also pressuring it from the outside to stay inside. There’s a lot to work with there.”

Rozeta raised an eyebrow at the mention of the Heart. “We have a plan and you have stumbled upon a few key aspects of that plan, but not their full nature, of which we would be keeping private, especially since you have been exposed to a disruptive meme.”

“Fair enough. I’m going to give birth to Ophiel and Yggdrasil before we try for the Heart, though. So maybe in a month or two for the Heart.”

“That’s a fine timetable. How about 45 days to prepare for it?”

“Sounds good!” Erick smiled, asking, “Now the runic structure of this ship? The crystalline overlapping parts, that look like several grains of crystal all overlapping, somehow. Is it some sort of—” Erick had been about to say ‘quantum overlapping, or whatever’, to start that whole conversation, but apparently that was too close to what would eventually make the Red Sparks vulnerable. The air filled with a few more sparks, all of them multiplying and spilling out from every edge of space. In his excitement, Erick had fallen off his own Benevolent Path for a moment, it seemed. So he backpedaled, “Some sort of physical overlap?”

Calling what those crystals were doing a ‘physical overlap’ was completely unhelpful.

The Red Sparks retreated.

And Rozeta said, “We’re not quite sure how it works, only that it doesn’t work anymore, and that the neutral, unknown mana coming off of it is rather boring. It’s still quite alive, but it’s hibernating. The silver metal is just silver, but with some organic compounds strewn throughout. The Silverthorn Oaks that grow down in Nergal in that reserve and in the Gardens of Ar’Kendrithyst and a few other Geodes are similar in structure to the silver metal of this ship. So whatever made it, grew it.”

Erick smiled a little, looking over the ship. “This is awesome, you know. There’s life out there— Well duh. I already knew that. But seeing their magitech is… It’s a lot. A lot of good things. Can I have some of the silver?”

Rozeta said, “The silver disintegrates when it is removed from the ship.”

“Ahh. That’s a no, then.” Erick looked over the ring ship once more, then said, “Mind if I touch it? Use some Particle Sense Class Ability to poke around a moment? I don’t have to actually touch it, though; just aura?”

Rozeta leveled a glare at Erick. “What did I just say, Erick. It kills anyone who tries to touch it. This is why I came down here. Don’t touch it.”

Erick surrendered. “Fine fine fine! Heard and understood. Onto the next one!”

Rozeta sighed in relief, then said, “Don’t touch any of the other ones, either. And now, I must depart. Farewell, Erick.”

“See you later.”

- - - -









The second ship was much more what Erick was expecting. It was something he would have found in any sci-fi television show made back on Earth, and though Erick didn’t watch a whole lot of that back then, it was impossible to be a living person in America and not develop a few preconceptions about what a spaceship should look like.

This particular ship was not whole. It had been struck with some sort of power in several locations, exploding metal and other parts away from the main structure, leaving great holes in the ship. It was a shame.

Other than the holes, it was a boxy rectangle with a bunch of viewing ports and wires in the walls and a plant growing room that was devoid of anything living and bed rooms and mechanical systems that Erick didn’t understand at all, except in the broadest of strokes. There were also things that were like the ring ship’s multi-crystals stuck here and there within the wired system of the ship, almost like lymph nodes in a body, but this ship was not alive at all; no mana exuded off of it at all. These crystals were clearly some sort of magical system and solid state computers of some sort, though… probably. The crystals here had some Red Sparks on them, but barely any at all. There was something to be discovered here, but not much.

Still though, it was very high-tech.

Erick floated in the air near the rear of the ship, looking at the massive engine exhaust ports, or whatever they were called. “Someone should be working on this. Trying to make this thing functional.” Erick looked down to Kromolok, who had chosen not to fly around as Erick investigated the ship. “Have you all tried to repair any of this stuff?”

“No. All ways off this planet were deemed too high of a risk versus reward, what with Melemizargo being Melemizargo.”

“Understandable,” Erick said, floating back to the ground. “Have you all had discussions about that decision in any recent years?”

“Nothing beyond a reaffirmation that we’re not ready to explore space, but if we manage to get 50 more years of peaceful, calm growth, we’ve agreed to revisit the issue in a large way.”

Erick thought about that as he looked at the ship. “… Any interesting metal here?”

“We have samples of the hull for testing, if you want them. Adamantium is still superior, but adamantium needs to be exposed to at least some level of mana every ten years to maintain structural integrity, or else the mana-made alloy ceases to be a cohesive object.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “I didn’t know that!” His brain raced away with him, and he instantly asked, “That 10 year timeframe is solid? What about when exposed to the rays of the sun? Cosmic rays? Extreme Light, etcetera.”

“As long as the level of Extreme Light does not exceed the level of ambient other-mana by any more than 5 times over, then that timeframe of 10 years to degradation holds. At 6-times over 10 years becomes 10 months. It’s a rather precipitous drop in integrity.” Kromolok said, “Outside of the Edge of the Script or a contained mana production system or a bunch of other nuances, adamantium will disintegrate under the sun in a matter of months. Still pretty good, though. Plenty of time to fix it.”

“… Hmm.” Erick thought. He asked, “The levels of solar rays versus, say, the ambient mana produced by a good hundred slimes?”

“A self-sustaining population of slimes is fine, so you could have around 10 and be good. But as exposure to the sun’s Killing Rays is not a uniform thing, I wouldn’t try it with less than a thousand slimes.”

“… Yet another thing I did not know.” Erick glanced at the increase in Red Sparks in the air and decided to end that line of questioning there. “What’s the final ship look like?”

- - - -

It was a simple disk about ten meters wide, half a meter thick, and solid white. It was also another magic ship, filled with dense, quantum-entangled multi-directional crystals that were also filled with Red Sparks. It off-gassed mana just like the first ship did, but in a whole lot lower quantities. The first ring ship gave off what was effectively a thick air all the time. This thing only had a mirage near it, and that mirage faded in the [Cleanse] of the room.

All three ship rooms had a [Cleanse] spell active at all times, making sure the mana production of these ships did not affect anything else, or be allowed to build up. All the rooms had a similar system, actually.

“So aside from the vast amounts of xenological information in the other two ships, and maybe even in this one, this one is boring and it’s not even alive like the first one.” Erick asked, “Does it work at all?”

“It does not work.”

Erick asked, “Want to talk about the histories around each item?”

“Not really,” Kromolok said, honestly.

“I can’t really blame you for being distrustful right now, Kromolok, but come on man. I’m still me.” Erick said, “If I could let you in on what is happening, I very much would. But that would be detrimental to you and yours, and you would not be able to understand me anyway.”

“I can understand anti-memes just fine, Erick. I am the person who comes up with a great deal of the meme and antimeme countermeasures here on Veird. I feel like you are being dismissive of me and it is making it hard to trust you.” Kromolok said, “It makes me feel that you have encountered something and it has changed you.”

“Encountering world-changing information will do that to a person—”

The Red Sparks crowded.

And Erick sighed. They were near a rollback, and that was frustrating. He had probably been rollbacked every time he talked to Kromolok, hadn’t he? Because, of course, now that he was here, Erick recognized that since he was investigating an anti-meme, he should have come to Kromolok or Kromolok should have come to him long before now. It only made logical sense to talk to the man who was in charge of all the anti-meme and anti-antimeme countermeasures in the world, right? … Or maybe Ascendant Prime had something to do with all that, too.

Now why hadn’t Erick spoken to Ascendant Prime before now, either?

It was easy to make excuses after the fact; Poi was there, Ascendant Prime never showed himself most of the time, Kromolok was more Erick’s contact for this sort of world-affecting stuff, etcetera. But looking back on it, Erick should have been talking to Ascendant Prime, Kromolok, and even Phagar, really.

Erick had only been at this for, what, 2 days? Hard to tell with all the rollbacks. But as for the anti-meme itself, Erick should have been talking to those very qualified people before now… And yet, if he had, he would have fallen off this God Pact world, wouldn’t he?

So of course, the one that survived was the one who didn’t do all that.

Well shit.

The Red Sparks were playing at the edges of this God Pact world, making sure no one ever found out about it, and rolling back when people got closer to it. But maybe it was time to talk to the other gods about this sort of stuff. Erick was more immune now, wasn’t he? Maybe he could—

Red Sparks flashed.

- - - -

Kromolok stared at Erick, saying, “It makes me feel that you have encountered something and it has changed you.”

Erick sighed, and repeated what he had said earlier, “Encountering world-changing information will do that to a person.”

“Yes, but whatever information you encountered has changed you for the worse.”

Kromolok was staring at Erick, probably half a step away from truly taking [Mind Control] of the situation.

And that hurt.

Erick said, “I would accuse you of being too paranoid, Kromolok, but paranoia is a good thing sometimes. I’m rather paranoid right now, too. Mostly, I’m paranoid that you have touched my mind and been very careful, not realizing that you are dancing around something that will literally not let you know about it, and the second that you do, you are dead.”

Even after Erick said the words, he had no idea why he had been allowed to say them, for surely the Red would have rolled him back. He had basically implied the true existence of the anti-meme, and that was too much information—

Erick realized something bad.

They weren’t in the God Pact world anymore.

There should have been a rollback, but there had been no need for one because Erick had fallen off the knife-edge of chance and straight into death.

In that realization, the Script slipped away from him. The Script was gone. Erick felt it leave him like a soft sigh in a bedroom. Kromolok had no idea, but he would surely notice the loss soon, too. But Kromolok didn’t need to read Erick’s mind to know something was happening far away; he could see Erick’s face.

Primal Lightning was eating away at the edges of the world already.

Erick did not panic, even as Benevolence began to seep away from his body in fits and spurts, erupting from his skin and pushing back all other mana. Kromolok started to say something, his eyes going wide, tendrils of thought ripping out of his own body and plunging into Erick—

And then Kromolok knew.

His eyes went wide, and defeat closed in.

There was no need for the Red Sparks to rollback this world, because it was already winning.

But Erick had hope. As white lightning flooded out of him like soft, sparking light, touching everything and harming nothing, the world transformed into green life and brilliant futures even in the face of The End. Perhaps all this life in this tiny section of a piece of the world would allow it more futures, in a Many-Worlds sort of way, allowing it some time to stave off the end. Erick wasn’t sure, but the world certainly wasn’t collapsing nearly as fast as it had when Erick had been talking to Sininindi.

It was still falling fast though. The Core of Veird was gone. How much could truly be left?

It had only been a single minute so far.

Erick had afforded Kromolok all the time he could, and this place was guarded against Time Magics of all sorts, for now, so he couldn’t give him more without triggering the alarms himself. When the [Ward]s failed under Primal Lightning, though...

“Kromolok.” Erick spoke, “What is the one thing I can take from the Vaults back to the God Pact world?”

Kromolok had a thousand things to say to Erick, but there was no time. 

Most of his words did not need to be said, though, for Erick understood.

The sudden loss. The personal failure to guard against what he had spent his entire life guarding against. The unknown danger beyond the Edge of the Script all this time, and yet already here, on Veird. The depth of the problem. The fact that Primal Lightning still existed at all.

And then he moved on.

Kromolok stared at Erick, while the room of this final platform ship filled with greenery and white lightning. Moss and mushrooms sprouted around his white metal legs. He did not step above the growth; he accepted his fate even as vines twirled up his legs.

“I apologize for pushing you at all. You should do more to navigate that better; less poking, more softness.” His admonition finished, Rozeta’s Head Inquisitor said, “Nothing can be removed from the Vaults in a timely manner. Even the end of this world will not allow that to happen.”

“It’s probably for the best,” Erick said, the ground giving way under his natural mana generation, like a helicopter brushing grasses to the side and yet a lot more than that. A lot of weirdness was going on, so the floor literally transforming into grass was not too surprising. It was kinda odd to not have his skin breaking apart and his body destroying itself through his mana flow, either, but then, of course, the Script was probably holding him down back there on the God Pact world. Even under ‘no-Script’ dungeon spaces, the Script was still there, somehow. Erick wasn’t sure why he didn’t recognize the ease at which his body naturally exuded mana back when he was talking to Sininindi at that other Bad End, but he certainly recognized that fact now. As he floated there, above the spreading life, while Kromolok continued to accrue greenery, looking up at him beseechingly, Erick asked, “Please give me something, Kromolok—”

Explosions rocked the outside world, and Erick’s lightning greenery suddenly crumbled away the roof of this spaceship hangar. His mana pressure pushed away all falling stone, revealing the world outside.

The walls of the Vaults flickered prismatic, seeming like an entire stone sky lighting up as something struck the outside like a violent child tapping at the glass of an aquarium, scaring all the fish.

The [Ward]s were failing.

Hidden things in the Vaults were already escaping, going on sudden rampages, or twisting the world in ways it was not meant to be twisted, or fighting each other, or feasting. The Vault protection squads atop the cliff were trying to contain the sudden damage, sending people flying around out there, shooting spells at the escaped dangers to the world—

Kromolok spoke a deep secret, “The secret of the omni-directional crystals found in the ring ship is adjacent to the inward-growing mana crystals found in the Glittering Depths. They are like cousins. But they use different types of mana than what we have here on Veird. And yet, that mana exists here, too.” Kromolok Looked at Erick, and in that moment he trusted more than he had ever trusted before. “That form of mana was called ‘resons’ by the woman who crashed to Veird on that ring ship, in the Forest of Glaquin several centuries ago. She was what you might call a ‘space elf’, but her species was called ‘astraelif’. She lived among the orcols for years, proving herself completely different from the stories of elves of the Old Cosmology. She was even to be married to an orcol man and Aloethag was to transform her into an orcol in the accepting of her vows, but a confluence of events conspired against her like a thousand things happening wrong and the entire wedding party raged, murdering that space elf on the altar. In honor of that woman, Aloethag took her would-be-orcol form as her own; a form she still wears to this day.

“That ring ship killed itself after the death of its creator and has hated all life that ever tried to touch it, ever since then.

“I had no idea why that all happened as it did back then, and I blamed Fate as the most likely of causes for a plethora of reasonable reasons. But now I know the real culprit.

“I think you’re right about the Many Worlds, Erick; the protection it offers us. But you are taking too many risks. You shouldn’t poke at this anymore. You might not make it back to your world if you keep testing the Malevolence like this.”

The world roared.

Prismatic [Ward]s failed.

Red poked in from the distant walls of the Vault, like leviathans invading a nest, looking for things to devour.

And then those endless streams of Primal Lightning tore through those walls, crashing through every single [Ward] in the place—

And suddenly all the defensive, crushing, anti-magic powers of the Vaults failed.

Kromolok was covered in greenery, breathing deep in his final moments, holding in the panic, putting on a good show for Erick, but he was terrified.

Erick said, “I’ll make sure this never happens, Kromolok. I’m sorry.”

With a ragged sorrow, Kromolok said, “Get going, Erick.”

Erick pulsed with power, then he constrained and warped that power. A twist. A flicker. A Connection formed with the Proper Path. A spark turned to lightning.

An imploding pop.

And then Erick was gone.









- - - -









Erick stepped out of his [Gate], onto the white floors of the entryway to the Vault, to see Kromolok, Alfonin, and Abarnikon standing there, waiting for him. It was a welcome sight to see them alive and whole.

“Greetings, Alfonin, Abarnikon, and Kromolok,” Erick said, “Thanks for agreeing to let me see the ships. I understand it’ll only take an hour, though, so if you have anything else we could see or talk about how life might work outside of Veird, I’d love to do all that.”

Erick was emotionally wrung. It was hard to play off what had just happened, but they were in the God Pact world again, and thus that other, doomed timeline simply did not exist. Erick managed.

Alfonin smiled a little bit, saying, “We have a wonderful little presentation about all of that up at the White Palace, for later. I know you were wanting to see some true astrophysicists, and my son and I are rather decent at all that, so I hope we can finally talk about the Star Map you made for Rozeta and even the dyson sphere of a decade ago.”

Erick happily said, “I would love that.”

Alfonin and his son Abarnikon had a few smaller words that were much like the ones they had had before, with Abarnikon subtly suggesting that Kromolok let Erick take samples of the ship, and Erick easily agreeing with Kromolok’s stubborn sense of duty, placating the inquisitor in a comforting way.

There was talk about Erick asking for them to mentally ignore him, and how that was a breach of protocol, but Erick gave some similar words to what he had done earlier, and easily navigated that Red Spark-lined conversation.

The next hour proceeded more or less how it had before, but Rozeta did not show up this time because Erick did not press any advantage at all. Visiting the space ships the second time was kind of numbing, actually; like he was seeing some great hidden work of art for the second time, even though it should have been his first time seeing it.

Kromolok seemed kind of relieved that Erick wasn’t too impressed by anything. That fact certainly lowered his defcon level.

Of course, Kromolok was subtly reading Erick’s surface thoughts this whole time, staying far away from any real knowledge, and so he knew Erick was rather calm and yet worried about everything; a normal way to be, really. Maybe Kromolok was just reading emotions? [Sense Emotion] was a spell, after all. Emotions seemed fine to sense; there was no actual information there.

Soon enough, Erick had passed back through the Abyssal Vault door with Kromolok to stand in the hallway with the boring door at the end. As he walked past the golden line in the floor, Ophiel chirped on the perch, and then flew back to rest on Erick’s shoulder.

Kromolok, looking relaxed, said, “I must be honest, Erick. I expected that to be more weird. I expected something unknown to trigger inside the Vault; for you to express whatever hidden thing you have in your mind and to cause some sort of problem. I am always glad to be proven wrong in my paranoia.”

Erick grinned, saying, “It’s not paranoia if the bad guys truly are out to get you.”

Kromolok chuckled a little, smiling brightly. “To the White Palace, then? Central courtyard; I believe that is where the Stratagolds await.”

Erick opened a [Gate], and the two of them stepped through into a courtyard under the false suns of the Geode Stratagold, into the center of the White Palace. Erick had always liked this place. It was shaped like a starburst of crystals kilometers across, and surrounded by floating crystal platforms. Erick had been here long ago for a Bright Tea ceremony, under an ultraviolet light, where all the wrought danced and glowed together, to honor their sacred duty to the world, and to Rozeta. He had been to Bright Tea twice more since that first time. Nowadays he came here to talk with Alfonin about this or that, whenever the mood took him.

Erick already knew where to go, so he took a left and walked by some guards into a massive open meeting hall, with Kromolok at his side. At the far end of the space was a whole bunch of tables set up with charts and orreries of various sizes and metals. A bunch of wardlights held in the air, with the largest star chart being a copy of the one Erick had done in that ritual a while ago. That Star Map held to the side of the grand meeting hall, taking up a good twenty meters of floating space.

Abarnikon was at the paper charts, poking between them and an orrery on the table in front of him.

Alfonin was playing around with the Star Map. He noticed Erick first, his black metal face going from stoic to happy in a short moment. “Erick! That didn’t take nearly as long as I figured.”

Kromolok said, “Delivered as requested.” And then he said to Erick, “Good fortunes, Erick. Don’t go opening up Veird to cosmic expansion too soon, okay?”

Erick chuckled. “No promises.”

Kromolok eyed Erick for a moment, then said, “I hope that is a joke. See you later.” And then he spoke to a red incani wrought beside the door they had come in from. “[Gate] to my offices.”

The red woman bowed, softly saying, “At once, Head Inquisitor,” as she opened a [Gate] of red light, with the other end—

Erick instantly, reflexively, counterspelled the Script-given [Gate].

For a moment, no one said anything.

Then Erick shrugged, and said, “Sorry. I just had a really, really bad feeling… Uh. Here:” He opened a [Gate] to the beach area outside of the Yggdrasil at Stratagold. On the other side lay the wrought offices of Stratagold Transportation, set above and overlooking a wide, heavily busy avenue of transportation, where massive floating barges whipped through gates to travel to the Surface, and then continue on to the rest of the Gate Network at Candlepoint. The very few people in those transportation offices looked Erick’s way, but they said nothing; they wondered what they were seeing. “Again, sorry Kromolok. I have no idea why I did that—” A lie; he didn’t want the very good Mind Mages in Kromolok’s Inquisitor offices to catch anything at all from this side of the red [Gate]. “—And this spot is close, right?”

“… Sure, Erick.” Kromolok said, “I was actively protecting people from seeing your mind in my offices, though.”

“… Perhaps you were, but I’m not being overly paranoid here, Kromolok.”

“Fair enough.” Kromolok went through Erick’s [Gate], saying, “See you later.”

Kromolok greeted the people at the Stratagold Transportation office, all of the wrought ones bowing instantly while the fleshy people wondered what the fuck was happening. Some of the fleshy people suddenly realized and then they bowed too, and then even more as they saw who lay beyond the unexpected [Gate] in their offices.

Erick gave a little nod and shut the [Gate].

And then he went toward Alfonin and Abarnikon, saying, “Sorry about that. I’m a bit jumpy right now. So let’s talk about metals for use in space! And dyson swarms and colonizing planets and all that fun jazz, and where all those other planars might have come from.”

Alfonin raised an eyebrow at Erick, then he simply smiled and moved on. “Any planar stories you’d like to hear about in particular?”

A servant offered tea to Erick and he took a cup. Then the servant offered tea to Alfonin and Abarnikon as well, who also took some. They all three had a sip of their own; a little ritual of hospitality.

And then Erick said, “There was this one story I heard about long ago when I first landed on Veird where an elf fell to Veird and then orcols killed her for being an elf. What’s all that story about?”

The royal family of Stratagold were all shaped like orcols, so Erick suspected they might have a slightly more nuanced take on that particular planar. He was soon proven right.

“I think Abarnikon was more privy to that planar than I. I believe she called her race of people ‘astraelif’. ‘The Cosmic People’ in their language. I don’t believe she was an Old Cosmology elf at all, but her appearance tracked with our records of those extinct people.” Alfonin looked to his son, asking, “What was her story?”

Abarnikon began, “That story is one of the prime stories of elves and orcols, and shapes much of modern day orcol culture. It began with a woman named Ivalia Starstriker, a planar elf who fell to Veird centuries ago, in the year 838 or 839. She was lost in the Forest of Glaquin for an unknown amount of time and the registrar sent to find her could not find her. This is because she fell in her spaceship, and her ship, while damaged and healing, was able to guard her from all sorts of scanning magics used by mortals, and the divines were bickering at her arrival, so there was a lock on using divine magics to find her, as well. I believe you would have seen her ship down in the Vaults, Erick; it is the ring ship.”

Erick raised his eyebrows in half-surprise; he had heard about the ship’s origins last go-around, but Kromolok had given the impression of never wanting to talk about the specifics of any of the ships at all. Erick hadn’t expected to get this sort of sharing from Abarnikon, or Alfonin.

Erick smiled, saying, “That’s an interesting ship you got down there.”

“It is,” Abarnikon said, “Unfortunately, it is beyond broken. It was what Ivalia called a livingsilver ship and it died when she died, though its corpse still lives on, still producing that unknown mana that it produces. I doubt Kromolok is willing to talk about any of those ships, so your surprise is expected.”

Erick chuckled a little. “He’s pretty tight-lipped.”

Alfonin smiled at that, too.

Abarnikon continued, “We’ll get to her death later, but for the first several years of her life, she was hunted by orcols for the threat she represented through Aloethag’s various elven-sympathy proclivities…”

In the way that wrought did a lot of the time, Abarnikon spoke at length, and in depth, going over the 18 year-long history of Ivalia Starstriker and her livingsilver ship like a university professor asked to give a filibuster. Erick did not mind. No Red Sparks encroached upon Erick at all, and he was using Ophiel outside in the courtyard to check on the rest of the world through a bunch of [Gate]s. This was just a known-history story, finally getting told to Erick, though millions others probably knew the story long before now.

That story ended as Kromolok had already explained; with every orcol at the wedding Raging and tearing the bride-to-be to shreds of flesh and nothing more.

The commonly accepted reasoning varied, and Abarnikon went over many of them. In one version of the story the husband had been turned into an elf instead of the elf being turned into an orcol like had been agreed, and the wedding party killed them both because Aloethag was cheering for her new elven future. In another story the elf had done Blood Magic to the entire wedding party as part of a ritual, attempting to turn them all into elves. Another version had the elf just lay down some dormant blood magic in the wedding party that would have come to fruition generations further along, turning all orcols into elves, or something to that effect. And then there was Kromolok’s Fate-fuckery version of the tale, though that story was told in confidence, and not to be spread to others; world secrets and all that.

Eventually, the conversation moved on to Erick’s thoughts on elves (no thank you) and getting the ship out of the Vault for better inspections (“Probably never, Erick,” Alfonin said) and the uses of metals in space.

“It cannot be as simple as ‘adamantium is the best’,” Erick said, “The Script supports adamantium; it is not a naturally occurring alloy. And Ivalia’s ship is ‘livingsilver’; whatever that is.”

They were still standing around the tables, talking, drinking tea, and eating some small snacks, even several hours after starting in this very same place. They hadn’t gotten to any of the charts yet. They hadn’t gotten past a single story and a few tens of tangents. It was quite relaxing, actually, so Erick did not mind this at all. It was better than seeing Red Sparks everywhere.

Alfonin smirked, saying, “Adamantium is wonderful outside the Script, Erick. It soaks up mana of all kinds and even produces a minor Domain to keep that mana in. We used to have a large adamantium shell surrounding all of Veird to protect us from the Killing Sun in the beginning of the Script, but that only lasted weeks. No one wanted to be trapped inside anything at all, least of all Melemizargo, so we developed the current Edge of the Script.”

Erick’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

Abarnikon said, “Adamantium is not a perfect metal, for sure, but there is a reason that it is the royal metal. Many reasons.”

“… Could we make a giant adamantium shell the size of a mountain and throw it out there, filled with slimes, and it would survive?”

“Ah ha!” Alfonin smiled, gesturing to the table with the dyson swarm and other planetary schematics. “And now we can get to the math of it all.”

… Well. They had to get to the math eventually, didn’t they? Oh well. Erick understood the math of it all, but it was no fun, so he paid attention but not too much.

He did have to pay attention to all of the logistics, though.

Abarkinon said, “[Duplicate], when used on a sufficiently uniform building block, like a hexagonal rod a hundred kilometers long that we have in this design here, will be able to join to itself using standard metal-melding properties in a zero-atmosphere environment, allowing us to partition out an ever-expanding series of continent-sized plates. This would form half the basis of every part of the swarm, and would be runed against other runes being used upon it. We would need an interior runic system though, so we would have that secondary rune system inscribed and then sandwiched between the top and bottom plates. This secondary system would provide gravity and magnetic locking capabilities that would extend to the whole continent-plate, while the adamantium would guard the inner, vulnerable plate, from wear and tear and terrorism and malfeasance. Dirt, air, water, and a breathable atmosphere would be maintained by the middle plate, with enough redundancies and self-healing properties to make even the most paranoid of inquisitors be comfortable building upon one of these plates.”

Erick took in the theoretical work they had done, and said, “Wow. That’s impressive.”

“It’s actually not.” Abarnikon said, “This is basic stuff from the Old Cosmology, adopted and transformed to fit this New Cosmology. Much of this plan is over a thousand years old, and proven to work inside the mana ocean. Making it work inside the void of space, fully exposed to the killing sun, will be a miracle that we will have to make happen.”

Alfonin added, “This plan does nothing to consider the mana requirements in order to use [Duplicate] to make the adamantium and other materials in the first place. [Duplicate] doesn’t take much mana to make objects, but it does take some, and when you start using that magic on an industrial scale —and especially a continental scale— those numbers tend to add up.”

Abarnikon said, “Rozeta won’t give real numbers for security reasons, but we’ve been able to figure that Veird can make one fully-functional Glaquin-sized plate every 10 years.” He added, “That’s right now, of course. In 70 years, when we’re 20-ish years out from Yggdrasil sending off his first seed, we might be able to have a flattplate waiting in orbit for him, for his first world. That orbiting land can suckle off of Veird for several years, taking monsters and dungeons and people with it, and then float off to land on one of the other planets, growing strong. We’re imagining Yoril would be the first target world.”

A ‘Flattplate’! Ha!

A slow grin crept onto Erick’s face as he looked at all the plans. “This is… This is nice. I never even considered something like that. Tell me more!” He rapidly added, “We’re not calling it a ‘flattplate’, though.”

“How about a ‘flattearth’?” Abarnikon asked, completely straight-faced.

Alfonin smiled, though, giving away the game as he asked, “You don’t like the idea of a flattearth?”

“… My daughter has been talking to you about certain subjects that I wish never followed us here from Earth, hasn’t she?”

Alfonin laughed loudly, while Abarnikon cracked a smile—

Erick realized, “It was Sitnakov, wasn’t it!”

Alfonin smiled softly, saying, “Want to talk about how our children are mingling, Erick? Because I have heard that they are, and that you have finally found this out.”

“… I’m not ready for that conversation yet. As soon as Sitnakov approaches me about it, then we can talk. I am not opposed, but… I have 6 daughters now—” Erick winced. “… 4 daughters, and 1 son, and Yggdrasil and Ophiel too, of course.”

There was a brief look of oddity upon the royal faces in the room. They didn’t know about Debby; the Red had taken her from this world in all ways. Only through Melemizargo had Erick and the others been able to remember her at all. Perhaps they thought Erick was having some sort of minor mental break, but they moved on.

Alfonin nodded. “That’s fine with me. I’m not opposed to Sitnakov and Jane. Just putting that out there.”

Erick said, “So let’s talk more about plans for solar system colonization.”

And they did.

Erick eventually got out of there six days later, but he went back after a day of rest to continue the conversations. He was much more lucid that second time, and he had a lot more questions about metals in space, and he even paced himself this time, asking for a break after two days and then coming back for another three final days of more talking about space and math and logistics.

Alfonin and Abarnikon’s enthusiasm for the universe, and for the Star Map Erick had done, was infectious.

Erick had known his Star Map had made a splash, but this was the first time he saw the results of that splash among the ‘hobbyist astrophysicists’ of the world. This was the first time he was truly exposed to this whole subculture of the wrought, too.

It turned out that every planar who ever landed on Veird had tried to connect themselves to their place in the universe, but Erick’s attempt was the only connection that ever produced the effect they saw with his Star Map, when Fairy Moon, Rozeta, and Melemizargo were all present. Other people just did basic drawings or wardlights or sculptures of various kinds.

Ivalia Starstriker, of the astraelif ‘space elves’, had a galaxy shaped like a five-armed broken-up scattering of stars. It was not the Milky Way, but maybe it could have been? Probably not. Erick had always drawn the Milky Way like a whirlpool with spirals that made most of a full rotation, and sure, some of the other galaxy representations were like that, but the real maps, like the one taken from that boxy spaceship down in the Vaults, had a real star map that was very much not the Milky Way at all. That particular map was like five uneven and long islands, swirling around a center scattering of stars.

None of the maps resembled the ‘Renew Rune Shape’ of Veird’s galaxy.
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Erick woke up in the house under the floor of the slime dungeon.

He rolled over and hugged Quilatalap.

Quilatalap blinked open his eyes. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.”

Quilatalap smiled. “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too. Would have been back sooner but asking them to not read my mind made them all highly anxious, so they needed a week of talking to me to check me out that way.” Erick smiled, adding, “And I got to talk about space colonization, which was surprisingly fun.”

Erick had needed a week to get over the fact that the Script was interfering with his mana generation process, anyway. For some reason, even disconnecting from the Script through no-Script spaces caused him to crystallize instead of just softly exuding Benevolence like he had both times when the Primal Lightning came for him. And that was news.

Talking about theoretical, far-away futures was good for the nerves, and the Red Lightning didn’t seem to give a shit about that, or maybe planning for good futures caused even more futures to spill outward, pushing back the Red even more.

Who the fuck knew! Not Erick. He had guesses, and that was it.

Quilatalap kissed his forehead then got out of bed, saying, “You ready to give birth to Ophiel?”

Erick breathed deep as Ophiel squeaked on the headboard of their bed.

Ophiel asked, “I’ma real boy?”

“Soon, Ophiel, if you want that.” Erick sat up in bed and Ophiel flopped into his lap. Ophiel was a bunch of feathers and eyes, but his form had mostly settled into four wings and a scattering of eyes on both sides of a feathery head. Erick asked him, “Do you want to be a human boy? Or a feathery boy? We’re not sure exactly how you’re going to turn out—” Erick suddenly added, “And you don’t have to do this now. But… You’re only a few months away anyway.”

Ophiel said, “I get purpleberry pie when real, yeah!?”

Erick smiled. “Yes. You could actually taste it if you had a physical body. Do you want that?”

“I want real now!”

Erick took a deep breath. And then he happily said, “Okay! Then yes. Time to be born, Ophiel.”

Ophiel tweeted in joyful violins, saying, “Yay!”
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                    Time for creation~

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 8 and the start of book 9! You guys get a 3-week break just like they did between those releases before 254 comes to RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                “There are many ways to instantiate a [Familiar],” Quilatalap said, as he sat on a chair in the kitchen dining room. “We’ve gone over all of them before, but it’s important to go over them with Ophiel, too.”

Ophiel fluttered on Erick’s lap. “I’m here!”

Erick patted the little guy. “Yes, you are.”

Poi merely watched from the side.

It was just Quilatalap, Erick, Poi, and Ophiel right now. The girls and Evan were elsewhere, busying themselves with Solomon, who had been the first to leave once it became apparent what was happening today. Erick wasn’t quite sure what all of them were doing elsewhere, but he was pretty sure they were interacting with the Well in order to figure out the Lifeblood Heart problem. Solomon had said yesterday that they were 60% of the way through a comprehensive plan A, while only 30% and 5% of the way through a plan B and C. Each of those plans would involve actors far, far out of the scope of this operation here in this slime dungeon, so they could only plan for so much. Any of the Heart plans would involve Stratagold and the other Geodes, the Gods, Kirginatharp, and a Relevant Entity full unanimous vote for the project, along with assurances that all of them would be doing their part to ensure the Heart remained on Veird.

All of Solomon’s plans would invariably change when they met Rozeta’s plans and wrought plans and otherwise, and that was fine. Solomon was focused on that, and his Jane, and he did not want to be here for Ophiel’s birth, which was understandable, but still sad. Ophiel had been his son until months ago when he found out he was a repro and not the original. Solomon would be there afterward, though, because Erick had asked him to be there as part of the family. Ophiel would be raised by his uncle as much as he would be raised by his father.

… Hopefully, it worked out like that, but with all these recent happenings, Erick doubted the future would shake out quite so easily.

Erick had a lot of worries as he sat there, holding Ophiel in his lap, as Quilatalap spoke.

“The main way for a [Familiar] to come into being is to wait for them to achieve instantiation on their own, and they’ll naturally take what they want to take from the soul of their parent in order to construct their own soul, while the parent will naturally give up parts of their soul that they wish to give up. It’s all very intuitive but also extremely painful for both parties, for the splitting of a soul is never easy.” Quilatalap said, “If you were to spend 90 days in a [Hasted Shelter], which would be about 36 hours in the real world, then Ophiel would reach a point somewhere in those 90 days where instantiation —or birth— would happen naturally.

“The end result of that varies, but Ophiel should end up as a protean, like you Erick. He could also end up a dragonkin protean, which is something completely new. I’d suspect he’d end up like a 12-year-old boy with some fluffy wings of some sort —perhaps harpy-shaped— but also whatever he felt like being at any given point in time. It will be like raising a dragon in almost all ways, from spontaneous shape-shifting to the sudden destruction of property and the like. However, given your nature and the nature you instilled into Ophiel, all accidental destructions should be accidents.

“Ophiel will be stuck to you for at least a year, Erick; not willing to go anywhere without you, so expect that. But since you want to raise him with Solomon, and since the circumstances around Solomon are very similar to yours, then this expected tendency of Ophiel’s will be lessened.

“I would also suspect that Ophiel will either come out as ten boys, or one boy with the ability to summon a linked copy of himself, or just one boy with the natural ability to summon bird-like selves. I give either option a 33% chance of being the final outcome.” Quilatalap asked, “So do you want to sit in a [Hasted Shelter] for 90 days? I’ll stay with you, and at the end of that, we’ll know a lot more about how Ophiel’s final form and capabilities are going to naturally shape up. I can even help guide his final form into either 10 boys, or one boy with multiple bodies, or one boy with summoned bird-selves, or some other option, should some other option look to be occurring.”

Erick said, “I’m not staying in a [Hasted Shelter] right now, but maybe for a month or two after Ophiel is born. We’ll find out later. I don’t want you controlling the outcome; whatever he is, he will be.”

Quilatalap nodded. “Then let us move on to the second birthing option.

“A forced instantiation.

“Done at the beginning of a [Familiar]s life, this sort of thing will get you hit with the Slave Protocols of the Script almost without a doubt. The creation of such a being would be like tying off a piece of your soul which is forever unable to act on their own, and which will always do as you say. Even when separated from the caster, it takes decades for such a soul to learn how to function on its own. When they remain with the caster, the former [Familiar] will never move on.

“But since we’re doing this when Ophiel has already created most of his own soul, that won’t happen.

“What will happen is that we’re going to need to decide exactly where to cut to remove his soul from your own. There are many ways to do that, and we’ve spoken of most of the good ones, but there are always more.” Quilatalap asked, “Have you decided on the ritual you want to use?”

Erick said, “We’re doing the Mortal Umbilicus.”

Quilatalap’s even lips turned down a fraction. “… Are you sure about that?”

“It’s the most normal instantiation method without needing to go through instantiation. So yes. I pick that one.”

“That one is extremely painful.”

“I can handle it.”

“Okay. Then that is what we’re doing.” Quilatalap said, “We should do this under the Script, too; it’s easier that way. So not here.”

Erick smiled, and said, “Let’s go to Benevolence.”

“Before you leave,” Poi said, “I need updates either here or at the cloud house on the daily. Kromolok is asking nicely for constant updates, too, but he’s not asking any invasive questions anymore. He still thinks about those invasive questions, though.”

“Sure; absolutely. I’ll be recovering for a few hours, and you’re right there at the House anyway, but I’ll be sure to keep the House apprised of what’s happening. Might only stay inside Benevolence for a day.”

Poi nodded; satisfied.

Quilatalap said, “Ophiel is going to want to be in a normal mana environment, and away from people. So staying inside your gate space might be the best location for him, for at least a week or two, until both he and you understand how his new life works.”

That brought Erick up short for a moment. “A week or two? I haven’t… Ever done that, actually.” Erick decided, “I’ll have a Benevolence Gate open here for Solomon and the girls and Evan.”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye appeared in the room, as he said, “I wish to be born as well, father.”

… Ah.

Ophiel got mad, fluffing up, saying, “I’m first! I’m here first!”

“And that’s fine, Ophiel!” Yggdrasil said, sounding exhausted, “But I want to be born, too.”

“Okay okay,” Erick said, just as Ophiel was about to declare his superiority over Yggdrasil by virtue of creation order. Ophiel still looked rather smug, though, so he felt he had won. “I’m going to have to speak to a few other gods, then…” Erick had a thought, and the more he thought that thought, the more it seemed like the proper thing to do. “Yggdrasil? How do you feel about stopping yourself from creating any world seeds for a while, and not letting anyone else use you to create any world seeds, either? All the world will simply have to trust you, and you will have to uphold that trust. How do you feel about no seal at all?”

Yggdrasil’s eye did a little pulse of surprise. “Uhh— Yes! I’ll take a non-magically-enforceable pact to not give rise to any new worlds for 87 more years. I’m sure I can do that.”

He sounded more full of bluster than surety.

It was fine, for now.

“Okay.” Erick said, “Then this is what I am going to do…”
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“You want Yggdrasil’s seal released now, Erick?” Melemizargo said, as he sat on his white throne at the top of Mount Ascendant. “Are you sure that is wise?”

Yggdrasil’s [Scry] eye held to Erick’s right, watching, while Ophiel gripped Erick’s left shoulder, also watching. They were the only ones here right now, for Quilatalap had chosen to wait at the slime dungeon until Erick got this part of his life settled.

Erick said, “I need to take a break from all the stuff happening right now and I want to be with my kids, to watch them grow a little before the next Storm comes and I am called away to fight once again.” He looked to Yggdrasil, saying, “Yggdrasil wants to show me his girlfriend, too, and it’s time I do that.”

Yggdrasil’s eye went still, and then he resumed bobbing slightly.

Melemizargo frowned from on high, his black-scaled visage showing a hint of glowing white fangs thirty meters above Erick. And then Melemizargo dipped down, his meters-wide maw coming closer, before switching to stare at Yggdrasil. “You are larger than a mortal, Yggdrasil. This behavior of yours at this young age is only acceptable because you are a child and still attached to your father and you have no real idea what is happening right now; how your plans are disrupting my plans. If you were someone else bringing this level of disruption to my plans then I would have much stronger words to say about your desire for freedom, but I will say this; your desire for freedom comes at a cost. I don’t know what that cost is, but it will be extracted from you nonetheless, and—”

“Melemizargo,” Erick said, softly.

Melemizargo narrowed his giant eyes at Erick and then pulled back. “I will say this, and be done with this foolishness: You never should have been sealed so strongly, Yggdrasil. It is only because of the weakness of this world and all the rest of the New Cosmology that you were burdened so strongly to begin with. That never should have happened if we weren’t so vulnerable right now.

“Do not add to the vulnerability of this world or any other.”

Yggdrasil bowed his eye, saying, “Solidity is strength, and I hope to embody the sort of strength that will hold up worlds one day.”

Melemizargo stared at Yggdrasil. And then he flickered with a golden sheen.

Erick felt something unfurl within his core. Golden light shifted within, like a spider’s web that had dried out in the heat of the day, fraying a little more. It was the seal, reorienting, holding on to the final thread cast by Rozeta. Only one more to go.

Erick said, “Thank you, Melemizargo. I hope Rozeta agrees to such a change of plans as well.”

“She won’t agree that easily, especially if you want to completely free Yggdrasil.” Melemizargo glanced at Ophiel, and then back to Yggdrasil, saying, “As soon as you free Yggdrasil, you’re going to want to plant him one final time, to truly plant the World Tree. I suggest the third island of this former Glorious Land, and then we can officially rename all three islands from their broken names into something better. Infamy, Villainy, and Depravity, can become Honor, Virtue, and Nobility.”

Yggdrasil said to Erick, “I would accept this, father.”

Erick had almost said something himself, but his track changed, and now he was speechless. “… Okay. Then that’s the plan there. I’ll probably need a week after getting Ophiel instantiated, though. Assuming Rozeta is okay with this idea.”

- - - -

“Absolutely not, Erick,” Rozeta said, “And I don’t need time to think about it more. The answer is ‘no’.”

They were inside Benevolence right now, and Erick had not yet prepared for Ophiel’s instantiation. He hadn’t done much of anything, actually, except look around the place as he usually did.

It looked normal.

All the ground for a hundred kilometers in every direction was white or barely-grey hexagonal stone, like columnar basalt. It was kinda odd to look at it these days, specifically after that time Erick had spent talking about astronomical engineering with the Stratagolds. They had spoken of making giant, continent-sized plates of hexagonal adamantium lines 100 kilometers long, stacked side by side to make a plate ten thousand kilometers wide and over 200 thick, with a runic web sandwiched between two adamantium plates. Erick’s gate space was already sort of like that, but on a much smaller scale; it even had a double layer of columns, with the center area filled with tiny nooks full of hidden spaces, and lots of water. Erick chalked up the coincidence his Benevolence had to those worldplates more to hexagons being the best possible shape to fully fill in an area, and not to any sort of Establishment, or Wizardry, or stuff like that.

Erick’s Gate Space in Benevolence was more than a simple large plate of land, anyway. Every so often the meter-wide hexagons were pushed down, and wild groups of plants grew in the dirt. A lot of flowers, a lot of vines that sent tendrils across the hexagonal land, searching for other places to grow. There were also trees in some locations, and all of them bore fruit. Erick had a whole orchard of soul balm palm trees growing in here, and they seemed to grow really well by the waterways.

The waterways were perhaps Erick’s favorite thing in this land.

The center of this gate space —and all other Benevolence gate spaces— was special. It was there that this whole gate space reminded Erick of those pins-in-plastic boards that you could use to make an impression of something. The impression left on this land was one of a mountain that was almost like a column. Water crested off the top of that central spire and poured down the column of white stone, cascading down the pillars like an Olympic-sized pool emptying over every edge of that central mountain every second. Green moss, like drapes, hung down that mountain everywhere that the water did not crash too hard.

An eternal flame, a ten-meter wide bonfire, held above that central column, casting warmth everywhere, while the waters themselves fell into a huge lake that Yggdrasil kept stocked with any fish that Erick wanted to eat. Some hidden tunnels in that lake led to the hidden spaces inside the gateplate, where more fish lived and water plants grew in shadowed water.

Yggdrasil, Erick’s largest son, had done most of the directed gardening of this place. He had complete control over the land of this space, but he was not physically connected to this land. Looking off to the south today, for he was not always directly south, there was Yggdrasil, floating in the Benevolent Sky, dwarfing this entire 100 kilometer wide land with his own largeness. He was looking big these days, at well over double the width of this land, and maybe half the height. He was wide.

He was also one of the best trees Erick had ever seen.

Beautiful glowing white bark, a thick trunk, a green canopy that was made of leaves so bright green they looked like they were on green fire, while a rainbow held around his entire crown, and all his serpentine roots held spread out in the air. Only a few of Yggdrasil’s roots reached all the way to this land, floating inside Benevolence. But he didn’t need to actually touch this land at all to control it. The land was already connected to him via the wide river that wandered from the fountain in the center, through a beach-and-hexagonal path, to fall off of the side of the gate space and then flow much more freely right to Yggdrasil himself. A small ocean of water floated all around Yggdrasil’s roots, and that was where he kept his prized fish, or the ones that needed special attention.

Or at least that had been his purpose in bringing fish into this land years ago. Nowadays, scarlet kings and golden slippers and rainbow flits and a whole bunch of others were all over Benevolence.

Whenever Kiri had established a gate space, or whenever Erick had expanded the Gate Network on his own, a new columnar land had been created out there, in the fog of Benevolence, with another water source making another river that flowed off the sides of those spaces, to eventually find their ways to Yggdrasil. Or to each other. Yggdrasil was connected to every Gate Node ever made in this land, and his fish had used that connection to spread far and wide.

There were also stony pathways made of columnar, solid Benevolence, that connected every node together. There was an entire world inside Benevolence. A world that it was easy to fall off of. One could end up anywhere on Veird if you were to fall off the edge of the stone, or dive deep enough into the dark wells in the center to come out the other side, or if you simply fell out of the rivers that wound through the Benevolent Sky, where soft white lightning tangled into black knots here and there.

The Prophesied Storm was still out there, about 4-ish months away, hovering beyond the edge of the gateplate like a black rip in the sky. It was also filled with Red Sparks that only Erick could see.

Erick gestured to the Benevolent Sky right now, saying to Rozeta, “Humor me, please. There is a reason I asked you to meet me here to have this conversation.”

Rozeta frowned at Erick, her pantsuit-wearing business-woman look doing a good job of conveying exactly how angry, disappointed, and inwardly furious she was that Erick was asking this of her. And then she glared at the sky, and said, “Maybe I’ll release Yggdrasil and simply trust him to not make seeds for 87 more years, with no resealing required at all.”

Nothing happened.

Erick gave Rozeta a Look.

Rozeta frowned right back at him, then breathed deep, and looked at the Sky—

Ah.

That did it.

Now she was actually considering Erick’s idea, instead of dismissing it outright.

The Sky of twisting lightning began to twist in a different way.

The 100-year Wall of Problems, which was only 87-ish years away, began to fragment. Lightning twisted this way and that, and like a great wind blowing through a dense forest, a lot of overgrowth and loose issues and minor things were stripped away, passing far into the distance. The few Red Sparks that existed inside Benevolence, inside of a few of the larger tangles, moved with those tangles, or else were pulled apart by Lightning as the future was once again cast into uncertainty.

Erick watched the reorganization, but he also watched Rozeta.

The Goddess of the Script was concerned, and yet… intrigued.

Rozeta spoke to the very fabric of reality, “Maybe Yggdrasil can be trusted with power, both on his own and on the power he will be able to grant others, just like his father.”

The sky sparked and a hundred tangles vanished, leaving behind one very visible black tangle like a world-swallowing hole, deep in the Benevolent Sky.

Aside from that major black tangle there were a good 24 smaller tangles scattered here and there. Erick recognized most of those smaller tangles. That one, located several years out —and also 40 years out— was the advent of the Computer Mage, as some people in House Benevolence had taken to calling them. That one over there at around 30 years out was the breaking of the Greensoil Republic; a rather new prognostication but one that was already on the way out, as King Darundi Raivo was already taking steps to ensure the peaceful transfer of power to whoever would come next.

With the voiding of tens of threats and the advent of one large one, Erick was actually quite happy with what he was looking at. That big problem was 250 years out. The ‘hundred year wall’ was practically gone.

But there was another hole in the sky, lined with Red, that only Erick could see. That Yawning Void —for that is all it could have been— was a year out, just beyond the edge of the platform.

It was a rising sun of Red, like a giant Red Eye attempting to pierce through a veil of Benevolence, trying and failing to stare into Erick’s soul. But it flickered left and right. It saw nothing. It was blind.

Erick ignored it, putting it out of his mind for a moment, both because it was not a problem for various reasons he would pull apart later, and because Rozeta did not see it.

Rozeta just stared at the Yawning Void in the far Sky. Softly, she said, “On the balance, it’s better. Stronger. But that hole in the world 250-ish years from now looks like a Yawning Void. It is concerning that such a shift would ever exist at all, and since we’re pretty sure this universe is… more basic than the Old Cosmology, then that could only mean the Death of Benevolence Itself.” Rozeta looked to Erick, and said, “Which is concerning for other reasons.”

Erick jolted a little. He looked to the Sky again. “… Ah. Well. I don’t like that. That seems like a future that could slip around, too… Oh. Well look at that.” Erick frowned as the black void 250 years in the future slipped forward in time by 249 years, briefly overlapping the Red for the barest moment. The Death of Benevolence was Right Here for a vague moment—

That’s not what was happening at all, though.

Erick held most of his surprise in, not letting it show, when the Black Benevolence zapped the Red Void Eye, annihilating it, and then flickered back into its position in the sky, and then rapidly slipped further away. This time it was 450 years out…

Benevolence had just killed that [Scry] eye, hadn’t it? Because that’s what that Red Sun had to be. A [Scry] eye.

… Thank gods Erick made Benevolence able to act on its own all those years ago!

Erick played it off, saying, “I guess it decided to go away and come back 500 years from now?”

“I must confess, Erick, I strongly thought of killing you right now, to test what I was seeing.”

“... I know. I was going to brush past that, though.”

Rozeta still had that ‘kill switch’ implanted in him, through his connection to the Script. Erick ignored it practically all the time, but apparently he shouldn’t be ignoring it so much.

Rozeta apologized, “Apologies, Erick.”

Erick ignored it, turning back to the Sky. “That Prophesied Storm in a few months has vanished. Which is strange.”

Rozeta eyed Erick. And then she looked at the Lightning Shield on his wrist. “You’re wearing that thing everywhere, then.”

“It’s not as much of a challenge to wear as one might think.” Erick gestured with his left arm and the Shield floated a meter away, becoming slightly insubstantial. “It’s a high-grade divine artifact, so it can be unobtrusive if it doesn’t sense any nearby threat; floating in the air or at my back, or whatever. I might even give it back to Sininindi in several months.”

“She talked to me about that meeting that you had with her. She said you looked like you had seen the end of the world.”

“I have; a few times now. Benevolence is capable of saving more than I imagined it could be capable of, but also seeing more than I ever considered, and I’m still trying to digest all of that.”

“Is that why you’ve chosen to step back from pulling items from the Dark? From continuing on the initial path you set for yourself?”

“Among other reasons. I need a break. Ophiel needs to be born in a time of peace, and so does Yggdrasil. Solomon and you and all the rest of the world need time to figure out how to handle the Heart; to keep it here. I won’t be ascending to True Wizard anytime soon, Rozeta; it’s just not happening. I do, however, know what I need to do to get there.”

For a long moment Rozeta said nothing.

Erick waited.

Rozeta said, “Give me a week on this new plan to simply trust that an unsealed Yggdrasil won’t be a problem. I’ll get back to you with an answer then.” Then she softened, and said, “Good luck, Erick, with Ophiel, and Yggdrasil. What method are you going with?”

“The Mortal Umbilicus.”

“A fine choice if there ever was one. Good day, Erick.”

Erick grinned. “See you around.”

Rozeta flickered away, dispersing in a faint cloud of white-gold light—

Yggdrasil’s eye appeared and the big guy happily said to Erick, “I can wait a week!”

“Good! Then you have time to show me your girlfriend. Either before or after Ophiel’s birth; your choice. I’ve given you enough warning. I need to see her and vet her.”

Yggdrasil froze. “… Uh. I’ll. Uh. I’ll get back to you on that.”

And then Yggdrasil’s eye vanished.

Erick smiled to himself a little as he held his head high and walked across the hexagonal land. It was time to make a temporary house, and since the Sky was looking rather clear, perhaps it would be nice to have some big windows facing the Sky? A nice little sunroom, perhaps.

The Red Sparks had already returned to the edge of the platform, a good 40 kilometers away, but they were no longer a red sun lurking on the horizon. They were just normal Red Sparks, trying to influence the Sky and succeeding here and there. But mostly failing.

That was because they weren’t Red Sparks at all.

The Benevolent Sky was the basic prognostication functionality of Benevolence. This meant many things. First of all, it meant that the things a person saw in Sky were not really in the Sky at all; those Red Sparks were not Red Sparks, they were ‘images captured on film’, or ‘watching a nuclear blast from behind ten mirrors and deep, deep in a bunker, protected from the blast’. Erick suspected that the Red Leviathan was using some sort of similar methodology to do his own prognostication efforts since having a divorced view of possibility was an essential part of safe prognostication.

Of course, prognostication was not nearly that simple, and simply seeing a thing in the deep mana might alert that thing to [Scry] like effects, if one was attuned to that sort of sensitivity. ‘A thing’ might even be ‘a specific future’, and viewing that particular thing might cause that particular thing to happen in rare cases. It was the titular ‘self-fulfilling prophecy’.

Benevolence certainly did some of that as Erick could attest with his latest ‘lightning path’ realization of Benevolence.

But very, very few things could influence the Benevolent Sky outside of the Benevolent Sky’s own control.

One of those things was obviously the Red Sparks, though. The Sky had also gone wonky when the Anarchy Wizard and the Blue Wizard were around, but those Wizards weren’t able to fully escape the Sight of the Benevolent Sky, and they weren’t able to break the Benevolent Sky, either. The Red Sparks were a world of difference from two Wizards, and it was obviously capable of understanding that something was undermining its power—

Hence the giant Red Eye that had tried to peer into this place.

—But it wasn’t able to break this space. If it were capable of that, it would have already done it.

Perhaps this inability of the Red was because Benevolence was fully accepted by Rozeta and the God Pact, and already heavily integrated into the world, what with the Gate Network and Yggdrasil and such? Or perhaps the Red liked the instability and newness that Benevolence brought forth, and it was going to use everything Erick had built in order to make the ensuing crash all the worse.

Whatever the Red Leviathan was, it was clearly Malevolence Itself, but Erick kept that word out of his mind and especially out of his mouth as much as he could. You don’t go naming great evils and not expect them to show up right away.

Erick was already mentally making adjustments to his plan to hide out for a while and not confront the Red until he absolutely needed to. The world was good right now. No need to go upsetting the applecart. The Red had already displayed its willingness and capability to kill, so now it was time to go into hiding. Besides! Solomon needed to become immune to the Red Sparks and make a good plan to get the Heart, and that would take some time.

Time enough to raise some sons.

He would get back to war soon enough.

- - - -

Erick stood outside of a little cottage he had made with the resources of the land.

He was quite proud of his ‘little’ house. It was only one floor, which was a big change from his normal sorts of living spaces. There was a big kitchen, a big family room, some rooms for him and Quilatalap, another for Solomon, another for Yggdrasil, and a few for some guests. Great big bathrooms, one with a heated hot tub. A nice kitchen. A few learning rooms…

Okay. Well. It wasn’t a ‘small house’ at all. It had turned into a compound.

Erick had even made an outdoor play area for Ophiel that included a bunch of jungle gyms and flying courses because Erick wasn’t sure what Ophiel’s final form would take until it actually happened. Ophiel had one bedroom right now, but Erick had extra space down on one side of the house to add more rooms if needed, if he ended up with 10 Ophiel, but if that happened he’d probably just build a second story for all his extra kids.

The only reason he went for one story right now was that Erick was absolutely sure that Ophiel would end up on the roof at least once and try jumping down and then failing to fly, for some reason. So he didn’t want to build the house too tall.

Erick asked Ophiel, “How do you like it, Ophiel?”

“I want taller! Give me roost!”

Erick tensed a little, and then he went to the playground and made a ‘big tower’ that looked much larger than it actually was, at only two stories tall. It was a children’s play tower.

“Now add color!” Ophiel demanded.

Erick smiled. “You and I can add color together when you’re born. That’s one of the plans I have planned, okay?”

“… But I want it now?”

Erick chuckled. “You gotta wait for good things sometimes, Ophiel.”

“But I waited so loooooooong!”

Erick would have chuckled, but he was worried. He hugged Ophiel to his chest, saying, “And soon you’re going to have to relearn everything, Ophiel. Are you ready for that?”

“Yes! Make me purple pie!”

Erick smiled softly. “I’m sure Quilatalap has one saved up for afterward. What do you say we go get him now?”

Ophiel flapped and squirmed right out of Erick’s arms, fluttering to the air and summoning a [Gate] right away. Quilatalap was on the other side, messing with some ritual equipment one final time, but now he looked surprised.

Ophiel announced, “Where is my pie!”

Quilatalap nodded solemnly, saying, “I have it in a secure location, ready for afterward.” He looked to Erick. Erick nodded. With a wave of power, Quilatalap lifted a whole bunch of crystals and metal and one intricately runed pair of scissors into the air, to follow the large orcol man as he stepped through into Benevolence. Ophiel shut the [Gate] behind him.

Quilatalap breathed deeply, then smiled as he looked around. “This place always makes me feel great. It’s the soul healing. Like a bubbly bath.” Then he looked to Erick, adding, “But I can’t stay more than 5 days in here before it starts to push me out.”

“I know. I’m not asking you to, and this place was never meant to be a permanent residence for anyone except Yggdrasil, and even he’s only 1/9th present in this place.” Erick said, “I’ll be stepping out when Ophiel wants to leave, and I’m not sure how long that will be.”

Quilatalap nodded then began walking toward the house, his ritual gear floating with him, as he said, “We can set up out here, yes? Any place in particular you want?” He set down the crystals and the strange-looking scissors on a bench beside the front door, before he went inside. “It looks nice.”

Erick followed, and Ophiel went and inspected the ritual gear. “If I need to put more rooms in for more Ophiel, then I will.”

Quilatalap turned and raised an eyebrow at him. “You sure about that?”

“Yes. However he wants to be, I will let him, and if there are ten of him, then there are ten of him.”

“Erick,” Quilatalap said, “I know you could theoretically handle ten new sons, but you should solidify something lesser than that. You have that choice.”

“Ah. Well. I mean, that if he wants to have multiple bodies, he can. That’s the version I think I want to pursue. Single person, many bodies. If we can do that?”

“I am me!” Ophiel said.

Quilatalap grinned. “Glad that’s settled, then. Then how about spellwork? I see you have the secondary core gestating in your belly. I highly suggest you give Ophiel no spells at all, and you let him form his own magic.”

Erick smiled. “Nope.”

“Okay. Then I’m definitely going to be spending a maximum of 3 days here, to mitigate any possible stray magic coming my way. As soon as he’s more solid in his immense magical power then I might rejoin you. Other than that, I have received an invitation to be at Ascendant Mountain to deal with the new old Shades and an invitation to get back to Storm’s Edge, to finish the dungeon. I’m going to be taking both options, but the Mountain first; Storm’s Edge can last a while without me.”

“Are Soltic and Vanya doing okay on their own?”

“I believe so, but I would feel better about being there in person.” Quilatalap looked at Erick's Lightning Shield. “Are you going to keep that on? This sort of magic does work best when the creator is unadorned.”

“I am absolutely sure that me wearing the Lightning Shield will not interfere with Ophiel’s instantiation.” Erick had already foreseen the option of taking off the Shield or leaving it on for this, and the Benevolence was telling him to keep the Shield on, and that was his own instinct anyway, so it was an easy enough Lightning Path to follow. “If Ophiel inherits any peculiar Lightning capabilities because of the Shield then that is fine. If he inherits any Sight magics because of my All-Seeing Eye, then that is fine, too.”

Quilatalap nodded slowly, then he said, “I thought so. And that’s why I wanted to sit down and have a talk with you about giving your children too much stuff.”

Erick almost objected—

But Quiltatalap held up a hand, saying, “You can make your own decisions, but I would be remiss —as someone who has seen everything before, and participated in most of it— if I did not try to talk you out of this decision to give your kid so much power. When he instantiates he’ll have automagic Script access, but he’ll still be a kid. Not a weapon. He does not need a whole 1-for-1 copying of your magic. What he does need is the ability to protect himself and not harm others. [Cleanse], [Mend], [Grow], [Prismatic Ward], [Pristine Benevolence], and [Gate], but maybe not [Gate] at all. You don’t want him vanishing on you and being lost, unable to come back because he accidentally stepped through a hole in the world and he doesn’t know how to properly use [Gate].

“You especially don’t want him with [Gate] if Solomon or I are going to be watching after him at all; we literally won’t be able to provide boundaries for him at all if he has [Gate]. He certainly does not need [Luminous Beam], or [Vivid Gloom], or [Wither], or any of the massive Shaping magics you have used through him. Please trust me on this. At the very least when we do the ritual I ask that you let me cut closer to him, instead of in the middle.”

“I hear and understand your concerns… And you’re right, honestly.” Erick said, “But even though it might lead to difficulties, I know what choices I have to make, and I have made them already.”

Quilatalap nodded. “Okay. Then I have said my piece and I will interfere no more with your decisions regarding your children, and will simply support you.”

He was acting way too distant, wasn’t he.

Erick gave Quilatalap a Look, saying, “I know you put a love for Ophiel in your heart, Quilatalap. You don’t have to act like you don’t want to be a father.”

Quilatalap’s eyebrows went up a little. And then he chuckled. “Thought I hid that better.”

“You have, but I know you.”

Quilatalap said, “What I want and what is good for others are not always the same things, and this is one area where I recognize my shortcomings. For example, if Ophiel were a normal child, and someone in school bullied Ophiel, I would ask Ophiel the severity of the bullying, and instruct Ophiel to give a commensurate response. If someone poked Ophiel with a penknife, I would tell Ophiel to punch the child in the face until A Child’s Protection activated.”

Erick paled a little.

Quilatalap continued, “And if someone should actually assault Ophiel, I would tell Ophiel to cut off some limbs.”

“OKAY!” Erick said, “Those are all debatably good responses to grown-up violence! Not good responses against child-level violence.”

“And I would agree to disagree on that. Children are vicious.” Quilatalap said, “So let me be the violent uncle who makes pies, and not the second father.”

Erick almost said something more—

“I want my pie!” Ophiel said, standing to the side on the floor, between Erick and Quilatalap, looking like a very angry, very small bird. He barely came up to Erick’s shin, and he didn’t even rise above Quilatalap’s ankle. “Stop ignoring me! Where my pie!”

Erick picked Ophiel up, saying, “Let’s get you born first.”

Ophiel was almost about to squirm out of Erick’s grip, but he calmed, realized what Erick had said, and cried out, “Born!”
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                    Time to be born!

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 8 and 2 chapters in book 9! You guys get a 3-week break just like they did between those releases before 254 comes to RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -
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Erick wore a loincloth, the Shield hovering at his back, and the Melemizargo-ish All-Seeing Eye around his neck, as he stood out under the Benevolent Sky, atop a bare hexagonal stone. Two meters away another hexagonal stone had been raised from the ground, to serve as the center of the ritual. Ophiel rested on that pillar right now, along with the core that Erick had made for his specific use which would form the core of his new self.

Several stones away in every direction from that center pillar stood other stone pillars, each of them topped with stone obelisks. Each of those obelisks were carved up and down with wishes for a happy life, good fortune, a joyful childhood, and a bunch of other good luck words and phrases, all of them carved with different Elemental imbuements. Mostly Air, Benevolence, and Healing imbuements, as Air was Ophiel’s base Element, Benevolence was where he was going and was what would have a heavy influence in his life, and Healing was simply a general option that one did for general well-wishes.

The obelisks were made of airstone, specifically, which was the stone that had the most resonance with Elemental Air. It wasn’t air steel, which would have made this ritual truly strong, but strength in this ritual was not something Erick wished to employ.

If a Mortal Umbilicus ritual was too strong, then it would cause deep damage to both the creator and the created when the umbilical was cut. A weaker ritual was necessary here in order to let magic fill in some gaps in the creation of the new person, allowing for much healthier growth afterward. A tattered soul was easier to heal from than a soul which had had something directly removed from it because souls were not like bodies; they were ephemeral things made of thoughts and perspective and dreams. A dream which was partially forgotten could be more easily remembered than a dream which had been completely removed from a person.

Erick said to Ophiel, “Bring in the rest of your bodies, Ophiel, wherever they might be.”

Ophiel chirped, “Okay, Dad!”

[Gate]s opened up in the air, like tiny portals into other parts of the world, which is exactly what they were. Ophiel tumbled out of the ocean in one spot, rapidly catching the deep water that followed him through and dispersing that water to the side of the ritual space. Other Ophiels tumbled out of the freezing skies high above the Surface, bringing that chilly sky with them. One Ophiel escaped a children’s park where he had been watching the kids play, wanting to go play himself. Ophiel came in from the throne room of House Benevolence, leaving behind Kiri and Sunny as they dealt with the goings-on of the day, while another Ophiel came in from a monster hunt, where he was saving people from some sort of hydra—

“Finish that one, Ophiel. We can wait.”

All of Ophiel that had tumbled out of the various [Gate]s launched rapidly and with hard edges to their feathers as they whipped back through the portal with the hydra and the adventurers. Erick suspected that was happening somewhere down in Nergal, maybe… A hundred kilometers south of Eidolon? Erick wasn’t sure what Ophiel was doing down there at all, but if he was helping people, then Erick didn’t mind Ophiel’s forays into the world.

He did that sometimes.

… Erick was going to end up with a teenager when today was over, wasn’t he. Not a precocious little 8-year-old boy, but a teenager, testing boundaries and… Well. Erick wouldn’t be able to truly enforce any boundaries anymore, but… This was fine. Erick smiled as he watched Ophiel clean up the hydra mess and heal up the adventurers, and then come right back through the portal into Benevolence.

Ophiel was a good kid.

All of Erick’s kids were good kids.

And now, all 10 of Ophiel crowded the pillar and Ophiel’s prospective core, like ten little angels… Which were already fighting with each other and pushing each other off the pillar. A few Ophiel ended up on the ground, which was… What it was.

Erick breathed deep—

And every Ophiel stood at attention, waiting for whatever might come.

Erick began, “I love you, Ophiel, and to ensure that you are born correctly, we will be severing you from my soul today. It will be profoundly painful for both of us, but in the end, you’ll be able to eat all the purpleberry pie you want, but you’ll also get a stomach ache if you do that. That’s one small thing you’ll get to learn soon enough. Bodies are not all fun, but they’re pretty great in many different ways. I wish for you to find satisfaction in your new life, for you might separate from me now, but you will always be a part of me, and I will always be here for you. I love you, Ophiel.”

Ophiel chirped in chorus, “I love you, Dad!”

Erick breathed deep, again, and did a very little Wizardry,









“In Benevolence, Ophiel arise,

“In lightning realm, claim mortal guise

“A Familiar soul now transformed

“A boy now born, magic adorned.”









Erick tensed as his insides did a tumble, his soul moving in odd ways as parts reorganized and then shifted again. The stone obelisks shimmered. Quilatalap stood outside of the circle, waiting for the proper moment, his scissors in one hand. Lightning crackled across Erick’s skin—

The Mortal Umbilicus ritual was an unclassed sort of magic of a type that read a lot like the process of a cell undergoing mitosis, in order to split into two new cells. During mitosis, there was a reorganization of DNA in the cell in order to bring that long chain of information into an orderly system, and then copies of the DNA split off into two new cells, made from the stuff of the old cell. This particular ritual did that same sort of thing, but with a pair of twin cores, and not at all like a cell dividing.

It was like a fast-forward pregnancy, but entirely soul-based, with biology coming along later.

A bolt of soft white lightning connected Erick’s core to the core surrounded by Ophiel and ten out of the ten Ophiel winced hard, trilling in sudden hateful flute sounds. Erick’s Benevolent lightning connected from Ophiel’s core, to all 10 Ophiel, like a branching path finding its purpose—

A grand fulmination of Benevolence reached down from the sky and up from the ground, to reach through Erick, striking at his entire body, entering every toe and finger and his eyes, completely ignoring the Lightning Shield on Erick’s back, because this was Erick doing this, and the Lightning Shield was streaming Lightning through Erick just as much as the rest of the realm.

The Lightning of the Shield tingled compared to Benevolence Itself.

Erick did not scream as power tore at his body, shredding his stomach, casting blood into the Lightning as power and soul streamed into Ophiel. But Ophiel did scream, as all of Erick’s gathered Lightning blasted Ophiel into the sky, killing nine Ophiel and lifting a single remaining Ophiel and his core heavenward.

Erick was pretty sure that Quilatalap shielded himself with a sudden flash of grey Death—

And then Quilatalap was in the middle of the ritual, flying in the sky, directly between Erick and Ophiel, his black, Death-forged scissors held forward, ritualistically cutting a soul that had been portioned and stretched between Erick and Ophiel.

Black Death cleaved life from life.

Lightning shattered.

Almost all of the power of the moment recoiled back into Erick, snapping back and wrapping around him, then flowing into him where it would eventually settle down if everything had gone right. A much smaller portion snapped into Ophiel like a bridge cable stressed too much. Ophiel’s portion did not settle at all.

Tiny drops of Erick’s blood mixed, taken from him by the lightning, splashed onto Ophiel’s core, fresh red mixing with the dried red blood that was already there, from when Erick took that secondary core out from his stomach.

Power wrapped around Ophiel and his core, cocooning him—

And suddenly the ritual slowed. The moment of power was done. Erick’s core and soul were in shambles, both of them rocked with cracks and ragged spaces, but Quilatalap rested his free hand on Erick’s shoulder and a quick [Greater Treat Wounds] began to help alleviate some of the pain. Erick worked on accreting his core to heal the rest, fractures and shards gathering under his power to heal his core under a deluge of fresh, directed mana.

Ophiel’s cocoon was still there, though it was about a meter closer to the ground now. It was falling slowly, like a soap bubble, drifting a little this way, then a little that way—

A cool breeze drifted across the land, catching Ophiel’s weightless, airy cocoon, and gently depositing it in front of Erick, where it hovered, not touching the ground. Erick was already mana sensing Ophiel inside so his worries were minimal. All he felt was a deep, exhausted joy.

Quilatalap handed him a small cube of soul balm palm tree sugar.

Erick popped it into his mouth and swallowed the candy. It wasn’t good to swallow soul-healing items that were meant to be sucked on, for the flavor of them made up about half of the healing of the little candy, but Erick had lots saved up; there was no need to be frugal—

Ophiel’s cocoon popped suddenly.

Erick was already there with a cradle of Benevolence and a summoned blanket, to keep his son from falling to the ground or getting cold, as he took him into his arms.

He mostly looked like a 14-ish year old Erick, except with black-feather wings and the skeleton to support those wings, so he overflowed Erick’s arms quite a lot. He had solid bones, so he’d need to use magic to fly, but wings made flying with Air Magic a lot easier in certain ways. Black hair, black eyes, kinda skinny, but he looked healthy in all the ways a kid should look healthy. His soul was strong, yet tattered; exactly like Erick’s. His core was nestled right next to his heart, and though it was big for his body and took up a lot of space right now, he would grow into it.

“And there’s only one of you,” Erick said softly, as he held his son, a few tears falling. “You gonna wake up now?”

Ophiel winced, frowning, briefly opening his eyes and then shutting them again, before curling up against Erick, saying, “I don’t like this. Too much feeling. Everything feels a lot more than it used to feel… But…” Ophiel pulled away from Erick’s chest. “My thoughts are clearer. Oh. This is weird.”

Erick smiled, asking, “You want that pie Quilatalap made for you?”

Ophiel looked up and over at Quilatalap. “… Yes.”

And then he realized he really wanted that purpleberry pie and he flung himself out of Erick’s arms and into the open, spreading his wings wide and then almost tumbling from the tossed weight and unbalanced air pressures. He righted himself soon enough, holding his hands and his arms outward for balance, and then he flexed a little this way and that, feeling himself out. As Ophiel stood tall on his own two feet a wing flicked out, causing him to almost topple again, but Erick was right there to catch him before he fell.

Grinning wildly, Ophiel patted Erick’s arms and then hugged him again, and Erick fell into that same hug, as Ophiel mumbled, “Oh yes. I see the appeal of a hug now. This is nice. Yes. I think I remember this now.” And then he pushed Erick away, saying, “But I want pie!”

Erick chuckled from the sudden emotional whiplash—

And Ophiel commanded, “I want that pie now, Quilatalap! You promised me a pie and I want it!”

Ophiel tried to take a step toward the much, much larger man, his wings flipping backward in an almost instinctive-looking threat display, and he didn’t falter at all. He stood firm, like he had been standing firm for years and not bare moments, almost saying something else about something else... But then he looked down at his hands, and then at the rest of himself. A hand roamed.

Erick laughed then wrapped the blanket around him, saying, “Don’t do that sort of thing in public, Ophiel.”

Ophiel threw off the blanket, proudly standing in the light, saying, “We’re not in public! We’re inside Benevolence! And biology is weird! I have never had biology before… I think … But. Yes. I want clothes! Pretty clothes! With all the sparkly bits that you always have! Yes. Clothes please— I CAN MAKE THEM MYSELF NOW! Let me try...” Ophiel looked to the side and clothes popped into the air. “Yes!”

It was a voluminous robe with bells and bobs and sparkly bits everywhere. Half of those sparkly bits fell off of the robe almost instantly and the robe itself was in tatters, breaking apart into bits of mana. Ophiel tsked, mumbling, “That is harder than I remember it being.”

Erick wiped away a tear from his eyes, smiling as he helpfully added, “Sparkly bits are difficult. Maybe try something smaller for now?”

Ophiel triumphantly nodded. “Maybe sparkly bits are not needed!”

And then he cast again, and this time he ended up with a tunic and brown pants.

Erick quietly inquired, “Want some help putting them on—”

“Nope! I can wear clothes! I have seen you put them on all the time!” Ophiel plucked his pants off of the ground and pulled them on, one leg at a time. They were backwards, though. Ophiel rapidly noticed this, and took them back off before putting them back on. “There! Pants!”

Erick had never been more proud of Ophiel than in that moment. “Pants are good. Do you want some help with your wings and your tunic?”

Ophiel’s black feathered wings shot out and up, and Ophiel jerked at the sudden counteracting motion of his wings pushing him forward a half a meter. He exclaimed, “What! Oh. Wings. Yes.”

Ophiel narrowed his eyes at his wings. In a rapid moment, Ophiel polymorphed his body, his wings vanishing into his back, and he rapidly put on his big tunic without the need for making wing-holes in the tunic or anything like that.

“Ah! Good job Ophiel.”

“Thanks, Dad!”

Erick asked, “You must have Perfected Body and Perfected Polymorph?”

“… I’m not sure?”

Quilatalap was already nodding a little bit in agreement with Erick.

“It doesn’t matter right now!” Ophiel waved off the concern… And then he looked at his hand, as he waved off the concern. Black eyes wide, he smiled, saying, “That’s what it feels like to be dismissive! Oh! That’s fun!”

Erick was about to say something—

But Ophiel rapidly said to Erick, “You and I have much to speak about, Dad, for I have been around for a very long time, watching everything, learning everything I could. And I have learned a lot. Primarily, and of great importance for what comes next, I have gained an immunity to the thing we’re not supposed to talk about. I imagine when Yggdrasil is instantiated he’ll gain the same immunity.”

Erick stared, his heart doing leaps in his chest as he almost told Ophiel to stop talking right now, but no Red Sparks crowded the moment. Even the Benevolent Sky seemed unchanged. Perhaps… Even clearer of Red Sparks than it had been before?

And that meant that they fell off the God Pact world—

Erick instinctively reached for his connection with Ophiel, to reach out into the world, but he felt a ragged hole in his soul instead. It was like punching a fist into an open wound. Erick mostly did not flinch as he rapidly reorganized his thoughts and his course of action.

He opened up a scattering of tiny [Gate]s to look out into the real world…

And everything was fine.

Erick breathed a sigh of relief. The world was there, and nothing was happening.

Ophiel watched him the whole time, saying nothing, waiting for him to be done. Quilatalap was suddenly concerned, too, but that concern passed when Erick’s own alert level dropped to nothing.

Erick could only guess why the Red Sparks hadn’t triggered—

“It’s because I’m not a vector for your infection anymore, Dad, and that makes you much, much harder for that other guy to see. You were already hard for him to see as Wizards often are, but now you’re practically lost in the aether of your own mana production,” Ophiel said, and then, as though the bomb he hadn’t dropped wasn’t already big enough, he dropped another, “And my memories are coming back even more. I’m rather sure I’m from the far future and you brought me back through some Establishment and Time Magics in order to…” Ophiel paused. “I’m not sure, actually. I’m sure it’ll come to me eventually! But that’s for later. We’re safe for now! Though Quilatalap probably can’t be told anything quite yet and he probably shouldn’t be allowed to leave Benevolence right now until we can make him immune, too. Now where is that pie! Is it at the house?

“I think I missed your cooking a lot, Quilatalap, which either means that you’re dead in the future, or we’re a family and this is like a homesickness-thing I am experiencing right now. At the very least, I have spent around 280 estimated years around you and Dad in [Hasted Shelter]s, so I still love you as a secondary father, even if you do not wish to be one— Oh! I need to see Solomon— Oh… He can’t come in yet. Maybe later… Anyway! I’m pretty sure that there was some backward-in-time propagation of my soul from the far future, [Return]-style, but I can’t quite remember everything… Eh! All that future-information will come to me eventually.

“Now where is that pie?!”

A moment passed.

“… Uh,” Erick said, rapidly coming to terms with the fact that his son was some sort of time-displaced person, and yet not quite that at all. But since the Sky was devoid of all Red Sparks, Erick rolled with it. They’d get to all that later. There were bigger problems to solve. Erick asked, “Where’s the pie, Quilatalap?”

Quilatalap looked from Erick to Ophiel, and then back to Erick, saying, “I believe the thing I love most about you is that I’m the ‘normal one’ in the relationship. It is a refreshing change.” And then he sternly looked at both of them, saying, “We’ll speak about this ‘immune’ thing later.”

Erick briefly panicked and then looked at the world through portals again.

They were safe… They were safe?

Erick closed the portals, asking Ophiel, “How?”

Ophiel shrugged. “I don’t know. Let’s get that pie— Oh! I know where you hid the pie!” And then he opened up a [Gate] to Quilatalap’s library in House Benevolence. “There it is!”

It was a perfectly made purpleberry pie with a golden, flaky crust and syrupy-purple vents, the entire edge crinkled with the heavy imprint of orcol fingers, which made sense since the whole thing was sized for an orcol, meaning it was practically as large as all of Ophiel’s entire new body. It sat on the kitchen counter of Quilatalap’s personal residence near the library, under a [Ward] of some sort.

Ophiel’s black wings shot out of his back and his eyebrows and a lot of the rest of him, shredding his shirt and his pants with what was either a high Strength, or the weakness of improperly-cast clothes, as he happily exclaimed, “PIE!”

He looked like how he used to look, but black, and with some pale human features under all those wings.

Ophiel reached through the [Gate] with a sudden ripping of magic, only to touch nothing at all. It was all an illusion. As the illusion dissolved it morphed into a sign that read, ‘No stealing, Ophiel.’

Ophiel was absolutely crushed.

He fell to the ground, a tumble of wings that turned back into a boy, bemoaning, “I have been betrayed.”

Quilatalap laughed loudly, saying, “The pie is past the first illusion.” To prove the point, he reached through the [Gate] with grey power, disrupting the illusion and bringing the real pie into [Benevolence]. “You’re going to wait until we can all sit down to have some together, though.”

Ophiel was right there for whatever Quilatalap wanted, saying, “Sir yes sir!”

Before Erick had the moment to think about Ophiel calling Quilatalap ‘sir’, Ophiel had already wrapped a hand around Erick’s arm, pulling him along with one hand as he grabbed Quilatalap's other hand with his other hand, pulling them both along to the house several tens of meters away, saying, “In the house! Time for pie!”

Erick happily allowed himself to be dragged along, savoring the moment. And then he glanced up at Quilatalap and saw Quilatalap looking strangely, wonderfully happy. That made everything better by at least a factor of 10.

They got to the house, Quilatalap divided the pie, and Ophiel tried devouring his slice of pie like he usually did (but not before complaining about not getting the whole thing to himself), but when the first bit of warm purple filling touched his tongue, he froze. His eyes went wide and the waterworks started. Great big happy tears fell as Ophiel ate his pie slowly, like a normal person, and yet savoring it like it was the best thing he had ever had, ever. Erick was content to watch for a long while, feeling… Quite good.

Saving the world was great and he would continue doing that, but there were reasons to save the world, and Erick had gained one more very good reason—

Ophiel looked left and right at the same time, and suddenly he was two people; one still sitting in his chair, the other flopping on the ground, wings suddenly appearing in surprise and ripping up his shirt again.

Perhaps clinically, Erick observed that this second Ophiel was clothed, which meant [Duplicate] had happened instinctively.

It was something to watch out for later, perhaps.

The two of them looked at each other, one of them with a blue iridescent sheen to their black coloring, the other slightly purple iridescent, like they were two crows of slightly different genetic predispositions. And then they moved a little, with the one on the floor standing up and his coloring turned black-iridescent-blue, while the original sitting down turned black-iridescent-purple, reversing their coloring.

Well that was going to get confusing.

Their souls were exactly the same, too, even according to Erick’s All-Seeing Eye. Both Ophiel looked like rainbow-black feathered beings mostly contained to the core… Which was shared between both of them, now. Somehow they had both gained a core, and both of their souls were the same.

Did Erick have two new sons now? Or was there something weirder happen—

They echoed each other, “Oh. That’s how that works.”

… Oh. They were the same person. For a brief moment, Erick was both glad and sad, for it would have been a wonderful difficulty to raise two boys, or however many they would become.

Probably 10.

So far, the Mortal Umbilicus seemed to have worked perfectly.

Erick asked, “How many of there are you going to be?”

Both Ophiel looked at Erick, saying, “Ten?”

Not a definite answer, then. That same-time response was kinda worrying, though.

“… Are you two [Hive Mind] connected right now?”

“I don’t think so,” echoed both of them. “Probably just… Something. [Telepathy] basic? I don’t know—”

“But I know I want pie,” said the first Ophiel, while the second looked over at the pie, saying, “Pie now; knowing later.”

And then they looked at each other. It was a confrontation without words or anything except a sudden, knowing look. Ophiel #1 was closer to the remaining purpleberry pie, and Ophiel #2 was suddenly very concerned with that fact—

Erick rapidly [Duplicate]ed Ophiel’s slice of pie, saying, “There! No problem at all!”

Both Ophiel looked at him. Then they fought over the original slice of pie while Quilatalap was laughing and Erick told himself that this was fine. Ophiel threw punches at Ophiel, and pie went everywhere. Quilatalap protected the pie remaining in the tin, so the boys fought over their slice even more.

The boys healed fast, and Erick eventually stopped the fight, but then another Ophiel appeared when Erick told the first two to clean up their mess or they weren’t getting another slice. This third Ophiel looked greener in his black iridescence than purple or blue, but then all three of them gained that third color to their black plumage and eyes and hair.

The first two went running to get away from dad, whooping and hollering as they rushed outside of the house to play under the Benevolent Sky.

The third one stayed to clean up the mess they had made.

Erick kept an eye on all of them with his normal mana sense, but since his range was infinite inside Benevolence Itself that wasn’t too difficult. Erick practically always enjoyed this level of observation of his surroundings in the real world, thanks to Ophiel and his expansive mana sense, but in a melancholy sort of way, Erick realized that time was over. Now, he would only be able to experience this phenomenon inside of Benevolence.

Soon enough, even Yggdrasil would be separating, though Erick almost never looked at the world through Yggdrasil’s eyes anyway so that part wasn’t changing too much. It just didn’t feel right invading his privacy like that—

Oh.

The Ophiel by the central lake had lingered for a moment, debating how to go swimming, exactly, causing an orange-tinted Ophiel to leap into the waters, diving deep, splashing a lot. Orange spread throughout the collective and the swimming Ophiel purposefully ripped his clothes apart and transformed his butt to gain a dragon’s paddling tail. He swam fast under the waters, and then leapt up and out.

He called out, “Dad! Come swimming!”

And then a different Ophiel, currently investigating a grove of soul balm palm trees, called out, “No! I want to play with trees and berries! Come make some yellow berries, dad!” He mumbled, “There should be yellow berries, right? Have I seen yellow berries before? … do bananas count?”

Another Ophiel playing on the jungle gyms called out, “I want to play flying!”

The Ophiel on the shore of the lake said, “You all are too focused on fun. We should work some.”

A bright teal-black Ophiel stepped out of the one by the shore, yelling at the other one, “We can’t do anything until red gets here so let’s go swimming.” And then shoved the other one into the water, laughing loud as he followed, ripping off his clothes midair and doing a great big cannonball splash.

A cyan Ophiel swam away from the first swimming Ophiel with a paddle-tail of his own, all striped in cyan and black, saying, “I’m going exploring waters. Fall off into the world somewhere, yes yes.”

And that’s when Erick moved fast, calling out to the entirety of Benevolence, “No escaping this land for now, please!”

A choral response came from all of them, “Come play with us!”

Erick rapidly grabbed Quilatalap’s arm, saying, “We’re going to play. Pick an activity.”

Quilatalap laughed and allowed himself to be dragged away. He chose swimming, and soon, to Erick’s chagrin, as he lounged in the waters of Benevolence, Ophiel began trying to outdo each other to either see how high of an unassisted high dive they could do, or they tried to swim out to Yggdrasil and bother him quite a lot with cries of ‘Look at what I can do!’. They got hurt here and there, but then Erick healed them, or they just ran away saying it wasn’t a bad injury at all.

They liked bothering Yggdrasil a lot.

Yggdrasil splashed them away, his great big tree roots doing a wave, like the entire world moving underfoot, but all this did was cause Ophiel to say ‘Again! Again!’ and to renew their calls for him to join them for a small swim. Eventually Yggdrasil relented and an orcol dropped out of the sky, splashing the waters away much more than his three-meter-tall body should have allowed.

Erick considered the surfboard.

An hour later, Erick was happy to announce that surfing with his sons was a lot of fun, especially when Yggdrasil easily controlled the entire mini-ocean around his floating body. Erick was absolutely sure that Ophiel took a few too many dives and sputtered up too much water, but Yggdrasil just shrugged.

Yggdrasil stood tall on his own surfboard, surfing next to his father, while all 9 Ophiel continually caught the next wave, managed to make it a few tens of meters, before they all rapidly faltered into the water, becoming tangles of wings and colors. Yggdrasil smiled at that, saying, “He’s young. He’ll learn.”

To which every Ophiel tried to reply, “I’m older than you!”

A few Ophiel ended up sucking down water because they tried to say that while they were underwater.

Yggdrasil yelled back, “Should be using gills anyway!”

Erick raised his eyebrows at Yggdrasil, silently saying, ‘Really?’

Yggdrasil just smiled wider. “I’m being 100% completely honest here. I’m not hampering their progress.”

“Not helping, either!” said the Ophiel that were currently above the water.

Quilatalap laughed to the side where he lounged on a conjured beach chair on one of Yggdrasil’s roots, high above the water, soaking up the warmth. He had swum for a little while but stopped once it became apparent that this was less about relaxation and more about the boys having fun exerting themselves.

And then three Ophiel peeled off, saying this was stupid! They wanted to go exploring more. To which Yggdrasil teased them about not being able to surf at all, and all of them came back.

Erick considered skiing.

Not too long later, Erick was his draconic self, with all his Ophiel and even Yggdrasil yelling out ‘Dragon Dad!’ as he towed them behind on skis like he was some sort of jet boat, swimming fast around Yggdrasil’s waters. Ophiel seemed better at skiing than he had been at surfing.

He even managed to figure out some coordinated skiing.

When they went back to surfing Erick tried surfing as a dragon and made a grand fool of himself and also some mighty big splashes. The square-cube law or something like that was fucking up his ability to surf. Probably just needed a bigger board, but they were already making big splashes on the surface, and Yggdrasil’s fish were already huddled deep beneath his roots.

No need to go scaring the fish too much.

Eventually, Quilatalap got out a grill and started cooking burgers. Not long later he called them all in for dinner. Every Ophiel ate themselves half-sick, loving the taste of food and doctoring up their burgers with every different condiment they could possibly get their hands on, from normal things like mayo and ketchup, to odder things like purpleberry jam and sliced banana. Erick, in his larger, mostly-human but orcol-sized Apparent King self, smiled a lot, watching them enjoy their food. It was a fantastic meal, from a fantastic cook, and everything was fantastic. It was one of the best days Erick had ever had before...

The only thing it was missing was Jane, Solomon, Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Evan. So the day was missing a lot. But that was fine.

This was still great. Just some swimming with the boys.

Everything fractured after dinner, though, but in that way all good days ended. Some Ophiel wanted to sleep, and so they fell asleep on the ground or in Yggdrasil’s boughs or elsewhere, wherever they felt like sleeping. Only one made it back to the house. Others tried to stay awake for longer, but they failed and got grouchy in that failure. Others actually weren’t that tired at all, and they wanted to go exploring again.

Erick learned, in that moment, that when all the Ophiel were working together they could coordinate as a [Hive Mind] group, but once the object of their cooperation faded, they became as fractious as too many cooks in a kitchen. Four of them went to bed in the same bed, but then they fought and they refused to be in the same bed with each other, so Erick expanded the house as he had expected and planned for. Five of them recovered and went exploring through Benevolence, creeping out into the world through stone pathways through the glowing fog, or swimming down rivers connecting one gate space with another.

It was organized chaos, but Erick had made Ophiel promise not to leave Benevolence, and he had agreed, so there really was no stopping him from just having fun out there, and Erick didn’t want to stop him, either.

Yggdrasil had wanted to talk, anyway.

In the living room of the enlarged house, Yggdrasil was wearing fine House Benevolence clothes as he pulled Erick aside, looking professional and also worried, as he said, “When you get back to the real world I’d like you to meet someone— Not right now! Not until Ophiel is settled.”

Erick had been about to agree to visit Yggdrasil’s girlfriend right away, but Yggdrasil had cut that plan off at the legs. So Erick relegated himself to saying, “Okay, Yggdrasil. I’ll see her later. Maybe in a week or two?”

Yggdrasil was all nervous as he giggled a little bit, broke out in a small sweat, and nodded, saying, “Yeah! Sounds great—” In the distance, beyond the window of the house, Yggdrasil’s real body flickered a bit brighter, all of his moss-covered white bark shining bright for a moment, and then fading back to normal, his entire flaming green canopy also doing some odd discolorations. “See you later!”

And then he dispersed his avatar into so much broken mana.

Erick had helped him make that version of himself. He hoped that when he got his real [Avatar] spell, that he could make one as well as Erick had made. Yggdrasil probably could. He had probably been working on his own version for years, now; just waiting for the moment when it would truly be his spell to make and keep. Yggdrasil could barely wait for that day.

After seeing Ophiel’s protean self, Erick was now excited to see who Yggdrasil would become, instead of dreading every way in which things could go wrong.

Erick smiled.

Yggdrasil would be fine.

Ophiel was fine.

Erick crashed down on the couch in the living room, across from Quilatalap who was reading a book by the window. He smiled, saying, “Today was a good day. Thanks for being here, Quilatalap. Dinner was great, too.”

Quilatalap smiled softly. “Want to talk about that thing you’re not supposed to talk about? And your immunity? Perhaps about summoning him from the future?”

“… I suppose we have to get back to it sometime, right? But… How about tomorrow?”

Quilatalap nodded as he closed his book, asking, “Want to go to bed?”

Erick smiled and got off the couch, saying, “Yes.”

“Good. Keep the horns on, too.”

Erick chuckled. Soon enough they were in their main bedroom and Erick was snuggled up to Quilatalap, matching the orcol for size, but only because letting the dragon out a little did that. Erick was asleep within a minute.







- - - -







Erick woke to the smell of bacon cooking in the kitchen.

Quilatalap was out there, making breakfast, but there was only one Ophiel at the kitchen table. He looked the same as the others out there, but different. He had a little bit more of a red sheen to his iridescent-black hair than all the rest.

So that was number 10; the red one.

Erick would get to Ophiel-in-the kitchen soon enough. He checked on all the others out there inside Benevolence. One Ophiel hung out on Yggdrasil’s boughs talking to Yggdrasil’s orcol form about girlfriends and other topics. Two were in Kiri’s gate spaces far away from Erick’s, talking to Sunny who was really Kiri, and then rapidly talking to Kiri when Kiri showed up, wondering ‘Who the fuck are you— Oh! Ophiel!’. Erick smiled at that. Kiri would show up whenever she wanted in Benevolence… And speaking of which, there’s Teressa and Aisha talking with Ophiel on the edge of the platform, near the Benevolent Sky in the north. Poi stood a little bit away, but he was still part of the conversation. Looked like Poi was restraining his mental touch from Ophiel, too, which was good news about the Red Leviathan problem, but Erick didn’t see any Red Sparks anywhere anyways… Except for around the [Gate] that led to House Benevolence.

The Red tried to get in, but Red reality touched White reality almost like an uninvited person passing through a [Fairy House], or a disembodied soul trying to interact with the real world. The Red wasn’t successfully invading Benevolence at all, and those that almost looked to get inside were instead wrapped in white and allowed to go back into the real world.

Which was really quite nice to see. When did that start happening?

Erick got out of bed and put on some clothes while he checked on all of the rest of Benevolence, looking for all the other bodies of Ophiel. He was 95% sure that Ophiel was one person in multiple bodies, but that 5% was still uncertain, because Ophiel didn’t like being around himself unless he was focused on a singular problem. All the other Ophiels were far away; as far as they could get in Benevolence and still be inside this land. One was hanging out at the gate space of Nelboor, where Erick had planted Yggdrasil on the reality-side of things. Another Ophiel was deep down inside Veird, far to the south, at the gate space where Erick had planted Yggdrasil about 1500 kilometers below the south pole.

Ophiel was at the gate space in Benevolence where Yggdrasil sat in the real world at New Towry, at the far end of the Freelands, right before Archipelago Nergal.

Erick hummed as he checked the rest of Benevolence.

Mostly, there was nothing to see at all. Benevolence held a lot of small wildlife, most of it introduced here by Yggdrasil to take care of the flowers and the fruits and to form something of a peaceful ecosystem. There were bees, fishes, squirrels, birds, and not very many bugs at all. There were small spiders that mostly ate sap but that tried to eat every bug they could find when those bugs existed, which was pretty great. There were no people besides Kiri, Teressa, Aisha, and Poi, three of which were only here because Ophiel opened the way for them, and only because Kiri hadn’t gotten to that task first—

Erick watched as Ophiel opened a [Gate] somewhere far west of the gatespace at the Ar’Civ delta, at Quintlan, somewhere deep inside Death Throne and the undead Fractured Citadels. People rushed into that hole in the world, tumbling out of Elemental Death-filled streets, to fall, bleeding and heavily broken and practically dying, onto soft green grasses. Ophiel shut the [Gate] closed behind them, then stood over the dying adventurers and healed them a little, but not fully for some reason, happily announcing to them that they could stay as long as they wanted. If they wanted to leave all they had to do was jump off the edge of any surface and fall into the white of Benevolence.

Erick was fine with that action, actually, because those guys looked like they needed the help—

One of the freshly healed persons whipped a spell of Destruction and Fire at Ophiel and Ophiel exploded into body parts, scattering across the land.

Erick almost raged, but he calmed himself.

The adventurers were alone and panicking and Erick understood that but—

Erick calmed himself, because the Ophiel in the kitchen, with Quilatalap, suddenly split in two.

“Awww! Why’d they kill me?” The remade Ophiel complained, and then both of them asked Quilatalap at the same time, “Why’d they kill me!”

Quilatalap flipped a pancake, asking, “Who killed you?”

“Some adventurers he rescued from certain death in Death Throne,” Erick said, keeping his head cool as he walked into the conversation. He said to both Ophiel, “Please use your [Animadversion] when dealing with unknown people who freshly escaped death, and who were never sure of your intentions. You need to be more careful to take care of yourself… Though I am very glad to see you helping people, Ophiel. I am more glad that it appears you have suffered no lasting harm.” His soul looked the same as yesterday; ragged, like Erick’s. But he was healing. Erick was healing, too. Being inside Benevolence helped with that a lot. “Be sure to eat your soul balm palm, though. Okay?”

The remade Ophiel ran off, saying, “Okay, Dad!”

He had not summoned an [Animadversion] shield.

… Whatever.

The Ophiel eating breakfast stuffed a syrupy bite of pancake in his mouth, and spoke around his food, “hood ave use a hield; yef.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full, Ophiel.”

Erick watched as every single Ophiel across the entirety of Benevolence, all 10 of them, rolled their eyes.

This made Kiri, Poi, Teressa, and Aisha, all a little weirded out, and in Aisha’s case, offended, because she had been asking about some smaller tangle in the new Benevolent Sky and Ophiel had told her about how it wasn’t a big deal and how ‘dad was taking care of it’, and he had rolled his eyes right as he said that.

Erick narrowed his eyes at Ophiel, and said, “I saw that miscommunication between you and Aisha. You’re going to be working together if you want to work at House Benevolence, so you shouldn’t let her get to thinking that you maligned her worries. Apologize to her and make yourself properly understood.”

“Bah! Dad… Do I have to apologize to her?”

“Either directly, or you can explain how you’re focused more on me and not so much on her, but that would show a weakness in your ability to multitask, which might be a fine misunderstanding to propagate for it’s always nicer for people to underestimate you, but actual misunderstandings between people should be kept to a minimum.” Erick said, “And Aisha is good people. She would see past your faux pas, and she already has, but you’re currently trying to interact with her as some sort of authority on the Benevolent Sky, so you’re harming your credibility.”

“… Oh. I did harm my credibility with her. Oh.” Ophiel stared off into the distance.

Erick watched as nearly 40 kilometers away, and in all the rest of Benevolence, every Ophiel focused more on his interaction with Aisha and Teressa, and to a lesser extent Kiri, off on another platform far from this main one.

The adventurers from Death Throne had already figured out where they were in the meantime. They were now thoroughly panicking at fucking up an interaction with the Apparent King. Served them right.

With a quick whip of power, Erick opened up a [Gate] in front of himself, into the real world, directly west of Spur. The desert extended in every direction except for the one clearly visible city right ahead, under the evening sun. With another cast of power, Erick opened up a [Gate] into Benevolence beyond that [Gate] leading to Spur, and whipped that [Gate] across the adventurers, dumping them out halfway across the world, directly onto the sands where the Farms of Spur used to be.

Two men and two women fell onto sands that were only a little black.

Erick allowed them a moment to see Erick, panic again, and then he shut all those [Gate]s.

Quilatalap slid a plate for Erick onto the table, smiling a little as he did so, before he went back to get his own plate, saying, “Ophiel is an enthusiastic young man with a whole lot of power and not the knowledge to use it, but he’s learning.”

“I am re-learning, Quilatalap,” Ophiel said. “So you wanna talk about the stuff we shouldn’t talk about now? And about how all of your ‘now’ is kinda my past? … I think.”

Erick sat down at the table. “Yes.”

Quilatalap was already seated and almost ready to start on his own breakfast, but he paused. He put down his fork.

“Okay!” announced Ophiel. “First thing to know is that Benevolence is now immune to Primal Lightning; that happened with my birth. Don’t let some simple immunity to a longstanding anti-memetic threat go to your head though, Dad, because Elemental Malevolence did not get created on accident; it was fully on purpose by a dragon named Nothanganathor, The Erased One, and he is still very much alive and hateful and still attacking Veird.

“Every day, Nothanganathor gorges on the death of Veird, over and over and over again. The God Pact escapes for… Reasons. I don’t know.

“Speak his name outside of this space and you will draw his attention, so don’t do that, but you will be speaking his name eventually, so prepare for that. Benevolence was not created just to sit around and do nothing, after all. It was created to prevent all Sunderings, the Actual Sundering most of all, and, if the simple information Benevolence gathered and entrusted to others did not do enough to combat the big problems, then you enabled Benevolence to support itself to prevent those Sunderings; to devote more power to the cause. I’ll give you three guesses as to where that allowed power went and the first two don’t count!

“That power went to me, in case you have somehow lost the Sight to See, which you have not...

“… And I SUPPOSE that the power also went to Yggdrasil but he’s a doo-doo head for various reasons and not really real yet, so that’s that on that!

“Anyway! Benevolence is finally waking up, becoming able to protect against the original Sundering Source; the Dragon Who Could Not Ascend.” Ophiel said, “Also! You should hand off the Lightning Shield to Quilatalap to protect him and allow this conversation to not kill him later. You’re fully immune now, Dad, but if you share information with others, they are not immune, so don’t do that.

“You only got ONE PERSON you can make immune because there is only one Shield, and I didn’t want you to give it to anyone but Quilatalap, because you would have given it to Jane and that would have started a rift in that girl-plus-one-boy band, and we can’t have that. Plus there’s the fact that Quilatalap is not, and will never be immune, and if you don’t protect him, he will die, and that would have been simply awful, too. The most Quilatalap can do is protect himself and run but you can actually fight… somehow. Not sure… how...” Ophiel’s voice trailed off. He shrugged. “I think I had more of a speech than that but I kinda lost it there at the end. I’m sure it’ll come to me when it becomes relevant again, but whatever!”

Moments passed in silence.

Quilatalap stared hard and worried. Erick tried to be soft in his own stare, as he waited for more.

Nothing more came.

Ophiel went back to eating his food.

“… So that was a lot, Ophiel,” Erick eventually said.

“Mmm hmm!” Ophiel said, around another bite of pancake.

Quilatalap hummed like he wasn’t panicking, but he absolutely was panicking. Quilatalap did quiet panic rather well. Few things got to him, and he almost never raised his voice. Meeting Melemizargo in the flesh, the thought of his Pantheon-granted amnesty being taken away, and the battles with the Wizards of Anarchy and Blue, were among the only times Erick had ever seen him this worried. Perhaps this time took the cake, though, for Quilatalap Looked to Erick.

And then Quilatalap glared at the Shield on Erick’s arm.

“May I have that Shield, please? Since you no longer need it?” Quilatalap asked, in a rather serious sort of way that Erick didn’t want to dissect at the moment, or perhaps ever.

Erick handed over the Shield, trying his best to completely ignore how utterly serious Quilatalap was in that moment. The Shield left his arm like a spider crawling away in sparking fits that kinda hurt here. The floating thing soon disengaged and then floated onto Quilatalap’s arm, where it tested its new connection with a few white sparks—

Quilatalap breathed deep in temporary pain as Lightning lodged into his flesh and into his soul. And that was it. The Shield was his now. Quilatalap mentally moved the Shield to hover at his back.

And then Erick and Quilatalap both watched as a few faint Red Sparks zapped away under the Lightning’s touch—

“He’s been infected for a very, very long time,” Ophiel said, also watching the cleansing. He said to Quilatalap, “You’re gonna want to recast your phylacteries, Quilatalap. They’re infected, too. You’re not alone in your infection, though. All the orcols are not infected, but they are affected because of the ease at which Elemental Malevolence can trigger the Rage; Elemental Carnage. The two Elements are not the same, but Malevolence has been using Carnage for a long time to get what it wants. I think either the Red Leviathan hates elves a lot, or he was an elf, or… Okay. I lost the memory again… Oh! There was something about Carnage dragons being… I’m not sure.” Ophiel furrowed his brow, thinking.

“… So it’s called Elemental Malevolence, then,” Erick said, not sure how he felt about that.

“Yup! It was named first but you’re discovering it backwards. If that makes sense.” Ophiel waved his fork around, wishy-washy, saying, “I just got small information. Yggdrasil has big information.”

Erick squinted. “How is this happening?”

“I dun know,” Ophiel mumbled, looking ashamed.

Erick suddenly realized he was being way too hard on Ophiel. Erick softened. “The bad guy isn’t here and he won’t ever be here, and we’re safe for now, and I love you Ophiel. Thank you for coming into my life. I love you.”

Ophiel’s shoulders relaxed as if he had been holding up a huge weight and he had finally been allowed to let it go. Waterworks came next, and Ophiel rushed out of his chair and into Erick’s arms. Erick held him tight, and Ophiel spoke of how he knew he should have remembered more, but he just couldn’t.

Erick patted him, holding him strongly, saying, “It’s okay, Ophiel. You’ve done great. Now the grown-ups get to deal with this and you can stay here in Benevolence, safe and helpful to others outside of this space. I know Yggdrasil sometimes rescues people like you did today, and he does that well. I’m glad you’re doing the same.”

Ophiel bawled his eyes out for a while but he soon cried himself out, as all children do, and Erick set him into his bed, covered him up, and kissed his forehead.

Erick went back into the kitchen and looked to Quilatalap. “Most of that was new to me, but I’ve been wanting to tell you about what I did know for the past week. I fell off of this God Pact world twice, Quilatalap. Both times I met Primal Lightning. It’s right there, on the other side of this world, beyond the veil of possibility, constantly trying to eat us all. It’s what killed Debby, my daughter of the repros from Jane that you don’t remember; the Red took her from us completely, but Melemizargo was able to leave us with our memories and her soulless body. I’ve seen the Red kill Stratagold all the way down to their Vaults. I’ve seen it strip the oceans and the mountains away, killing Veird to get to me, as Sininindi stood on a spit of land holding it back and failing completely because all the world was dead already.”

Erick wanted to keep going, to really talk about it.

But he couldn’t. He was frightened of the Red Sparks turning back the clock again, or trying to kill him again.

But No Red Sparks invaded the world. No rollback occurred.

Quilatalap shuddered at the mention of that great evil, and at all the subsequent evils Erick divulged. Erick watched as the man went through a flashback and came out the other side of the moment looking haggard. Erick felt a deeper connection to Quilatalap in that moment than ever before.

With tired eyes, Quilatalap said, “That does sound like Primal Lightning.” The Lightning Shield flickered at Quilatalap’s back and The Archlich centered himself, before saying, “Talk to me, Erick.”

And Erick did.

- - - -

The first half hour was a shower of information, told quickly and covering broad topics, and then Erick went back to the beginning, at Quilatalap’s request, to start from the very first moment that Erick suspected there was an ‘anti-meme’. This led to talk of when they were just throwing out questions and spitballing answers, back at the slime dungeon. ‘Why does no one know what caused the Sundering?’, went straight into ‘well, if no one knows, then there must be a reason for that’, which led to the Mind Mage artifacts of mental protection and security, and how Debby put on one and only looked back a few times. Recognizing that the anti-meme was real only really came when Debby came to Erick in his office in the House to tell him that she was dropping out of the Sundering Search in order to find out something that she couldn’t talk about.

This led to Erick needing to explain Debby.

Quilatalap withheld his shock at there being a daughter of Erick’s that he did not know about.

“Do you want to talk about repro society a little, Erick?” Quilatalap said, “Because I kinda want to, now. Just as an aside before we get back to the big topic.” When Erick nodded, easily showing how he wanted to deal with less serious stuff for a moment, Quilatalap continued, “Good. I’m very glad you are making your family bigger with the repros. I’ve tried to do that with mine. I love seeing that for you, not only as a power base increase but as a social network of people who will truly understand you in a way that subordinates never can. Quil at the House Benevolence dungeon has become my brother, but that was more of an active decision of ours that took a while. I’m glad to see that you have naturally and also actively decided to name Solomon as a brother. Vanya and Soltic are probably more like friends to me, but I could see them being family eventually. Most of the repros I have made have become simple friends; people I can trust more than all others.” He added, “So I want your help to save them from this anti-meme. I want us to work on providing immunity to others. I want to end the threat of Primal Lightning forever, and rip apart the soul of the Red Leviathan that took everything from all of us.

“Every single person on Veird would want the same, if they could be allowed to know.”

He was being serious again, or maybe he never stopped. This time it was more hopeful and comforting than scary.

Erick smiled a little. “Of course I want to extend this immunity to others. It’s not a simple thing to do, though. Apparently we’re able to discuss this stuff here in Benevolence Itself, but that was not always the case. I should tell you about Oozy again, and about how that Lightning Shield actually came out of the Dark, and what happened afterward…”

When Erick was finished with his story, Quilatalap told him a completely different one.

“I remember you talking about how someone was turning back time back at the Breaking, and then you got the Shield and we left. You dropped me off at the slime dungeon, though, while you went on to do the ceremony with Sininindi. I wasn’t there for any of the things you saw. I never met with Tiza and I certainly never [Disintegrate]d her, though I cannot say that I never thought about doing exactly that now and then.”

Erick telepathically sent Quilatalap a packet, showing him annihilating Tiza.

Quilatalap breathed deeply as the imagery hit him and then he chuckled. “Ohh. That’s how I would do it, too. Kill and then bring her back, with her clothes disheveled. Sometimes I put their underwear on backwards, too.”

Erick laughed, even though it was bad to laugh over wielding that kind of power over people. Sometimes Erick just wanted to let loose, too.

Quilatalap smiled a little, then added, “Sorry to see that it started the Prophesied Storm.”

“Good news on that front! That Storm isn’t on the horizon anymore.”

Quilatalap smiled. “I saw that, too.” He glanced up, then looked back to Erick, saying, “We’ve probably got half an hour before they finish investigating the new Sky. Want to go meet them?”

“Not yet. They can come here.” Erick washed the air with Benevolence, erasing the conversation of the last hour, and then he continued to flow mana through the air, continually erasing their manasphere imprint, as Erick said, “I’d like to talk about cores, infinity, mana crystals that paradoxically exist along multiple grains, and whatever this New Cosmology mana-force-particle is or might be. The ‘reson’.”

Ophiel woke up in bed, calling out, “Don’t talk about that yet!”

“… Or not?” Erick said, furrowing his brow.

A few moments later a very sleepy Ophiel came out of his bedroom and went, wings wide and iridescent black, and arms open. “Hi, Daddy.”

Erick smiled and hugged his son, saying, “Hi, son. You didn’t sleep very long. Did you sleep well?”

Ophiel wrapped Erick in his wings, too. “Sleep is nice. I wasn’t tired though. Just mana exhausted.”

“You were? How so?”

“You used my future mana to pay for all my spellwork for the past many, many years.” Ophiel hugged him tighter, saying, “The Script gives some mana but it’s slow and my soul hurts. Stats are high but level is low. I have 10 Statuses, too, but I share my mana somehow, and Rozeta gave me a note about that oddity. Says she will have to have a talk with you later about that.”

Erick sighed a little. That explained… A lot. Erick hadn’t seen Ophiel using any casual magic at all, except in the barest of ways. Some ratty clothes creation here. Some species-Familiar-Form Perfected Polymorph there. Short flights. Swimming instead of flying around. Running and flapping wings and achieving temporary lift through pure force of Strength-adjusted wing power. This explained why he was falling down all the time when they were surfing yesterday. His soul was still tattered, too, and Erick saw now that all of those rough edges were not just from being violently born less than a day ago. If Rozeta had already given him a note about all that, then Ophiel’s soul was surely damaged more than it truly appeared.

It would heal, but it would take time. Being inside Benevolence would help, but the only real cure for a mana debt was to pay off that debt.

Erick apologized. “I’m sorry, Ophiel. You’re suffering from soul strain. I figured I was using your future mana for the last long time, but I didn’t truly know… And I couldn’t stop.”

“I know, Daddy. It’s fine. But I can’t help you like I used to, and that’s icky. Yggdrasil won’t suffer from this, but… I think I will. And for a loooooooooong time.” Ophiel looked up while still hugging tight, smiling as he said, “But [Gate] is cheap and I’ma gatemaster!”

Erick chuckled a little. “That’s great, Ophiel.”

“Only got 20 in Intelligence, though,” Ophiel mumbled against Erick’s side. “Most everything still costs too much.”

Ah. He had all of the New Stats, too. Erick hadn’t been sure about that, but yeah. That made sense.

Erick said, “Don’t go increasing Intelligence too much too fast. Paranoia is hard to come back from. And lean on your brother for help, both here in Benevolence and in the real world. I’m sure Yggdrasil will cast whatever you want.”

Ophiel pouted. “But he’ll be a butthead about it.”

Erick smiled. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Thank you, Dad.”

Quilatalap smiled softly, looking at the two of them, and then he stood up, saying, “I’m going to check on the prognosticators. Come along when you want? Later?”

Erick nodded as he continued to hold Ophiel.

 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I'm sure Ophiel will be a responsible teenager. 

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 8 and 2 chapters in book 9! You guys get a 3-week break just like they did between those releases before 254 comes to RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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A week passed with little fanfare, a few emergencies that were easily handled with liberal usage of [Gate] and Super Long Range or Super Large Area spells, and a whole lot of talking with a great many different people. Mostly, people wanted to congratulate Erick on the successful instantiation of Ophiel. Ophiel eagerly wanted to participate in a ‘debut party’, which was the tradition of nobility across the world when their children came of age and Matriculated into the Script. But Erick shut that down politely, because Ophiel was only mentally around 14, even if he already had Script access.

They could have a party maybe next year.

Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, Evan, and Solomon, all visited for a short while, but aside from spending a day with the family, all of them swimming and talking with Ophiel and hanging around, they were all incredibly busy with bringing things out of the Dark and setting up for the Lifeblood Heart.

When the topic of the anti-meme came up, Ophiel briefly displayed a moment of future clarity again and pointedly called out, “No business! Only play!”

Solomon eyed Erick, saying, “So we’re not talking about it.”

“Solomon!” Ophiel said, splashing in the waters. “No business!”

Solomon looked at Quilatalap with the Lightning Shield for the tenth time so far, and moved on, saying, “Lots to not talk about right now, then.”

“Exactly,” Erick said, and then he waved his hand through the water and caused a minor tsunami, sending Solomon swimming. Ophiel giggled and all the girls and Evan resumed their games of tag with the new kid in the family.

Between a sudden deluge of gifts given by everyone across the entire world, and Erick needing to put down several problems happening across the world because they thought he couldn’t work his magic as well without Ophiel, another week passed inside Benevolence.

Quilatalap had to leave Benevolence in the third week after Ophiel’s birth because Benevolence was starting to itch against his skin as it always did to those who stayed too long. Thankfully, Quilatalap was immune to the Red Sparks by that time, which is probably why it took him over 26 days to get kicked out instead of the normal 5; Benevolence had been shoring up his soul. And now that he was fully inoculated against the Red, Quilatalap needed to destroy and remake every single phylactery he had ever made. First, though, he created a phylactery for Erick to squirrel away on Yggdrasil inside Benevolence.

And then he left to travel around the world, remaking his soul depositories.

The Red Sparks did not interfere with Erick all that time, and Erick did not have another incident regarding them ever since he stepped foot inside Benevolence. They didn’t interfere with Quilatalap, either, and Erick checked in on the man daily to be sure.

This was the first time Erick had ever spent any great length of time inside Benevolence, which was not that surprising to him since there were always problems in the real world to solve and Benevolence was a peaceful land where nothing happened except prognostication. But with Ophiel here, growing up, Benevolence became a land of 1 playful child in 10 bodies, and a father who was struggling to keep up, but in a happy sort of way.

Erick also spent days with Yggdrasil, too, sitting on his roots, talking about this or that. With Erick ‘not really doing anything’ and always being nearby, Yggdrasil eagerly took the time to speak with him about everything happening everywhere, especially inside the House, where Yggdrasil had his office of helping people. ‘What would you do here?’ ‘How would you help this person?’ ‘I met this grandmother who was having this problem with her grandson and this complication with her granddaughter-in-law; how would you help?’

Yggdrasil also sometimes just plucked people out of trouble here and there across the world, opening [Gate]s for some bleeding person, or crying person, or lonely person to fall into, and then stay for a moment or a day in peace and quiet upon a distant gateplate of Benevolence. There, those guests of Benevolence would eat from fruit trees growing on the sandy banks of floating rivers, and sleep upon soft grasses under a never-dark sky, before they got up and left one way or another, with a less-tattered soul and a healed body. Yggdrasil rarely interacted with those people unless they called out, or if they needed real help.

Erick wasn’t quite sure how Yggdrasil was doing that.

“Mainly the knowing to help someone, somewhere,” Erick said. “I’m not clear on that.”

Yggdrasil simply answered, “I feel a pain, and then I help heal that pain. It’s more like scratching an itch than anything else. Working in the House makes more sense than opening [Gate]s for random people to fall into. The House does directed help. That’s easy to understand.”

“Huh. Well, that’s kinda really nice, Yggdrasil. How often does that happen?”

“A few times a month? Sometimes I rescue animals, too. There was a cow that stayed on the Nelboor gateplate for a month. She was a great big orange shaggy thing. She eventually took a dip in the river and kept right on swimming down, through the bottom. I followed her with an Eye and she ended up walking out of a puddle on a farm, into the arms of some old man; she was his prized cow who had almost died to his son trying to butcher her for meat, to hurt his father.”

Erick went, “… Huh.”

Ophiel’s assistance with interlopers was much more direct. He also somehow knew where people needed help, so he snapped [Gate]s across people who didn’t expect help at all, grabbing people in the middle of combat who were fighting for their lives. This ended poorly for Ophiel half the time.

The fourth time some adventurers accidentally-on-purpose killed Ophiel was when Erick got truly angry.

“OPHIEL!” Erick yelled, sitting in the living room, catching up on some paperwork for the House, while also watching Ophiel spawn from the Ophiel in the house, who had been playing with blocks on the living room floor. Both Ophiel winced. Erick stared at his son and controlled his voice, “Do NOT rescue people without being prepared to rescue those people! It might take you an hour to manually cast an [Animadversion] but that shield lasts forever.”

Yggdrasil was sitting in his orcol form to the side of the room, reading quietly, but now he was watching Ophiel get yelled at. He seemed to share Erick’s disappointment in Ophiel.

“But Daaaaaad!”

“No buts! Stop getting yourself killed! That’s an order!” Erick forced himself to calm— And then a lightbulb went off. “You know what. All the girls and Evan and Solomon have been asking to know things that I won’t tell them, and Solomon wants to visit you, so they’re going to come in here and you’re going to start training with them.”

Ophiel made a face. “… Do I have to?”

“YES.”

Ophiel sighed big time, saying, “FINE.” And then he bargained, “How about after you release Yggdrasil? He knows stuff I don’t know and I think we need that before other people get involved.”

Yggdrasil raised his eyebrows. He knew about Ophiel’s time displacement, and he was interested in being himself, so it was hard to pin down which part of Ophiel’s words were more interesting to him.

“… I suppose I do need to press the issue with Rozeta. It’s been much more than a week.”

“And your soul is healed,” Yggdrasil said, with a bit too much enthusiasm.

Erick couldn’t blame Yggdrasil too much for that enthusiasm, but he could blame him a little. “Ophiel is still vulnerable, Yggdrasil—”

“He’s going to be vulnerable for 25 years!” Yggdrasil exclaimed.

“Butthead!”

“Fluffbrain!”

“Stop it, both of you.” Erick said to Ophiel, “That’s a smart bargain you tried to do by distracting me with Yggdrasil’s issues and then gating your participation behind his seal release. You’re not using the Lightning Path on me, are you?”

One Ophiel managed to look completely oblivious.

The other Ophiel looked down and away, as though he had been caught.

Erick frowned a little. “Don’t use magic to solve social problems, Ophiel.”

“But it makes it so much easier for everyone!” Ophiel said, “You got what you wanted and I got what I wanted!”

Yggdrasil said, “And I would like to be unsealed, too.”

Erick decided not to argue the point at all. He had given the lesson. Time and personal failure were always better teachers than the words of parents; all Erick could hope to do was to ensure that enough lessons got through to stave off the worst of the bad ends.

“… I still don’t like you using Benevolence against me, or against anyone you care about. It’s like someone using Mind Magic to solve social issues.” Erick added to Yggdrasil, “And I’ll work on that soon.”

Yggdrasil wasn’t entirely convinced.

Ophiel had a different reaction. The two of him paused. Then both of them looked at Erick. “… Did you use the Benevolent Path against me?”

Erick’s face scrunched in complete disbelief. “What? No.”

Yggdrasil smirked a little. “I think you might have, Dad.”

“I did not!”

Ophiel said, “Empathy is magic, too.”

“So is Intelligence,” Yggdrasil said.

“Words are very magic,” Ophiel said, sagely.

Yggdrasil said, “And he’s a Wizard, so you never really know with those types—”

“Okay! Okay. Okay. You made your point.” Erick got up out of his chair, saying, “I need to go talk to Rozeta anyway.” He glared at Ophiel, “I love you. I do not like to see you in pain. I certainly don’t like to see you die.” He lightened. “Please keep yourself safer, Ophiel.” Erick looked to Yggdrasil, “And you, too, Yggdrasil. I want you to be safe, too.”

Yggdrasil complained, “What did I do!”

Erick Looked at him. “Have you done nothing worthy of my worry?”

Ophiel’s black iridescent eyes went wide and all of him looked like he wanted to burst with information—

Yggdrasil glared at Ophiel—

Erick nodded, saying, “I don’t need to know everything about what you all do. I just want you to be safe.” And then he went to Ophiel and hugged the left and then the right one quickly, but both of them demanded extra kisses and they got them on the forehead. Erick moved on to Yggdrasil and hugged him, giving him a quick kiss on the forehead, too, even though he didn’t ask for one. Yggdrasil was smiling nicely and his hug was full of warmth, though, so that told Erick more than enough. “I’ll be back later and hopefully with good news.”

Yggdrasil smiled—

Ophiel said, “I want to come, Daddy!” And then one of him turned into a blackbird. He squeaked, “Twwweeee!” He paused. “Twee?”

The other Ophiel looked down at the bird. “My words aren’t wording in bird body.”

Erick patted the bigger Ophiel. “You’re not coming anyway.” Ophiel began to complain, but Erick turned to Yggdrasil and said, “Look after him!”

“But daaad!” said everyone.

“No buts!” Erick added, “And get your girlfriend ready for a visit, Yggdrasil— And don’t you dare say anything, Ophiel.”

Ophiel briefly pouted.

And Yggdrasil went still. “… Okay.”









- - - -









Erick stepped out of Benevolence onto the wide open prairies of what used to be the endless sands of the Crystal Forest, but which was now a simple grassland between several burgeoning towns and villages. He was well over a thousand kilometers northeast of the Greater Candlepoint area. There were at least thirty kilometers between the villages out here, in the middle of nowhere. The only visible thing was a road made of very durable rock, sands, gravel, and stone, and a line of light in the sky, about a kilometer up, following that road left and right. That line was a connection to the Node Network of Candlepoint, and it serviced all the little places out here.

For all that Erick had done for the world, there were only a few new ‘must have’ spells of the Script. Even so, only one or maybe two people out of every family purchased [Renew] for a point, and then spent another point on [Node Network], which allowed them to tap into the lines of light that kept defensive spellwork functional all the time. Even so, the Lighter’s Guild had a lot better spellwork than just [Node Network] to maintain the node networks scattered across the Crystal Forest; they had diagnostic and troubleshooting magics to ensure that there were minimal leaks, and that people who used the node network were at least contributing some mana back into the system. They were always hunting down people who misused the network, too; that was where they spent the bulk of their time.

Of course, some people didn’t use the system at all, and simply put up [Node Network]s around their homes that their families contributed to, which supported all the [Ward]s and lights around some of the more remote structures out there. Even in this world without [Teleport], some people still liked to be hermits, and those places were not maintained by the Lighter’s Guild.

Erick marveled for a moment at how different life was for him now that Ophiel’s senses were not there for him to use.

And then he got onto the somewhat-dirt road, and started walking in a direction… North, he decided. The warm winds of the land brushed against his face and curled inside his loose tunic and brown pants, and he wondered, for a moment, if he was underdressed. He was barefoot because the roads that House Benevolence had paved across this part of the world were suitable for going barefoot along their hard-pack sand edges, and Constitution and Strength kept any small bits of gravel from feeling like much at all. Not to mention his [Unbreakable Form], which was like he was wearing armor all the time.

Nothing was wrong with Erick...

But walking in the real world was surreal.

Erick had been ‘gone’ from this side of reality for almost a whole month, and after today he would probably go back to Benevolence to be with Ophiel a while longer and to give Yggdrasil some good news, which meant further sequestering himself from the world for a little while. Honestly, he was probably traumatized by the Red Leviathan; by Nothanganathor and his Primal Lightning.

But at least with Gatemaster, and the Class Ability to move [Gate]s around at will, and make them outside of the Script Second, Erick was able to keep tabs on the entire world easily enough. Mostly. With Ophiel, he could have put his eyes out there, to see what was going on. But with [Gate]s, all he had was his mana sense, unless he directly looked through the [Gate]s.

So that’s what he had to do. He looked at the world, with his actual eyes.

Like some sort of savage.

Erick kinda chuckled at that.

He floated tiny holes in front of his eyes, this way and that, to spy upon the world, to see that Eralis of the Songli Highlands was doing fine, and its Void Wall shaped like Rozeta and its Node Network were keeping the millions of people there safe as could be. The Wasteland Kingdoms were doing well, along the river that ran through the middle of their lands, where incani farmed the marshes and the lakes and the land didn’t look much like a ‘wasteland’ at all. Greensoil and its humans were doing fine, though there was still a lot of racial prejudice there, and Erick saw some dragonkin getting chewed out for loitering by some human guards on the street… Erick almost got involved there, but that would be overstepping. Treehome and the orcols and all the arbors were doing well, surrounded by the Forest of Glaquin on one side and the Wyrmridge Mountains on the other.

Yggdrasil was easy to see far, far in the distance, far beyond Treehome, from Erick’s kilometers-high mini-[Gate]. He was like a mountain of green fire, surrounded by a rainbow, far, far into the Forest, well past the Arbors and their similarly eclectic bodies of flame, or steel, or rot, or red…

Hmm.

Red.

Well. No Red Sparks. Just the normal red bark on Redarrow… Who was the prognostication specialist of the Arbors of Treehome. This realization caused Erick to do a thorough investigation of the tree, which probably caught his attention, but Erick was circumspect about it as much as he could be and no Red Sparks gathered in the air. Redarrow was clean.

Erick wondered if he was now traumatized by the simple color red.

Probably.

Not many Red Sparks in most of the world. Just the normal amount, really, which was almost none.

Phagar walked beside Erick, looking like his twin in every respect, except he was smiling. “Finally decided to come out of Benevolence?”

“I did.” Erick asked, “Any idea if unsealing Yggdrasil is going to happen?”

“It could happen. I need to know why, though. Also why you won’t let any mortals touch your mind, why Quilatalap has the Shield, and why he’s acting cagey with mental barriers up tall, and why you weren’t willing to spill the secrets to your family, either.”

“Ahh… So did Rozeta hit a roadblock in discussions? Or she simply decided ‘no’?”

Phagar said, “You’re avoiding the question.”

“I am; yes.”

Erick was also watching the world for Red Sparks. None seemed to be approaching, which was great, but also suspicious. Erick opened a good thirty tiny [Gate]s, most of them into nowhere in particular; the air high in the sky in several places across the Surface, inside some major tunnels of the Underworld, a few places closer to the Core, but not in the Core at all. Erick kept his Domain heavily pressed against them all to ensure nothing came through, not even the Domains of monsters down there in the depths. He felt a minor pushback in those deep places, but nothing approaching the level of a Domain; just some auras.

Phagar noticed all of that. His initial smile turned into an even expression. “You’re avoiding something big, Erick.”

“Did you know? I had a daughter named Debby. She died not too long ago.”

“… I am aware that you believe you had a daughter named Debby, but there was never any soul there, Erick.”

Phagar was trying to gently tell Erick that he needed help, and that he might be influenced by something that did not exist. Perhaps Melemizargo was fucking with him. Perhaps he had stared too long at the mana, and the mana was influencing him with possibilities that did not exist. Phagar didn’t want to say that, though, because to say it was either to be incredibly rude or to be met with disbelief. Anything more than what he had already said would have been pushing the issue too far.

Erick tried a different tack, saying, “All this New Cosmology has people from other lands constantly visiting Veird. We call them planars. Outworlders. Outsiders. A few different names for them; all meanings are the same. People from outside Veird, like me.” Erick looked up and out. “Most people assume they come here as a vagary of magic. Accidents. Perhaps some do come here as accidents. But the fact remains that they exist out there, and something is stopping us from being a part of that larger community.” Erick looked to Phagar, saying, “Melemizargo is not a problem. I would bet my life on that fact on most days, especially considering how close we’ve come to the Sundering Search, to figuring out that most evil of Evils, and also considering all the good things we’ve pulled out of the Dark, to stabilize Veird.”

Phagar looked at Erick a moment longer, then he turned his face forward and simply walked alongside Erick. Northern winds blew the smell of greenery across the land. It smelled a little bit like flowers. A little bit like moisture and rot. New life, and the like.

Erick and the God of the End and Time walked in thoughtful silence for a little while.

Phagar asked, “Would Yggdrasil allow people to come to all his hidden locations, to check to make sure he isn’t making seeds?”

“I’ll ask him. He might say yes. What happens if he does?”

“Then we go back to the Relevant Entities with that development and see how the vote shakes out.”

“How is the vote looking right now?”

“Not great.”

“How would a voluntarily monitored Yggdrasil make the vote shake out?”

“Better than ‘not great’.”

Erick walked along, thinking.

Did he tell Phagar about the Red Leviathan? Did he throw out those Big Names that would draw attention? Could he go back to Benevolence and invite Phagar in there? Or would that be inviting the Red Sparks into his sanctuary, and dooming himself and everyone else?

Erick had not been taking it truly easy these last weeks. He had been looking at the world from ten thousand angles, viewing the Red working its magic everywhere. He had had long talks with Melemizargo, and Quilatalap. Ophiel could talk about this stuff but was too young to discuss the topic at length. Yggdrasil had not been a part of those talks. Erick suspected that Yggdrasil didn’t know about any of those Red Talks with anyone inside Benevolence, which was only possible through any number of explanations, but there was no reason to go exploring that problem right now, so Erick hadn’t talked about any of this with Yggdrasil at all. When Yggdrasil separated, he could send the big guy a huge [Telepathy] packet to detail everything...

… Erick wondered if he could ‘info bomb’ other people with a deep explanation of the Red Sparks and rapidly bring individuals up to speed on this whole problem, without the Red Sparks being able to act fast enough… It probably wouldn’t work that way. Erick could already see the Red problem forming in the air around him as he considered info bombing Phagar through one of Phagar’s head priests. Maybe Xerixio down at the Grand Unified Cathedral of Candlepoint? Phagar’s Head Priest was a rather great old man.

Red Sparks crawled through the air, touching Erick and Phagar and passing right through both of them. Nothanganathor’s Sight was not upon them, but his Element was doing its automatic thing right now, trying to latch on to the worst possible futures and make them happen, or maybe to prevent others from knowing about him. The Red couldn’t actually touch Erick or Phagar, though, which was informative.

It could probably touch them if Erick poked at them, though.

Red Sparks tended to cling and activate when someone poked at them.

Erick had avoided every single Big Conversation with everyone else because every time he spoke to others anywhere near the real world, he imagined divulging information, and then Red Sparks would begin to gather, like the charge before a storm.

Erick changed tacks again. “You never tell anyone what you see, but you see everything, yes? The whole multiversal possibility arrayed against us, and for us. All the different ways Veird can either succeed or fail long-term.”

“I do not see everything—”

Erick almost gasped when Phagar said that. As it was, he stopped in his tracks, right in the middle of a crossroads.

Phagar eyed him, then stopped with him, eyeing him as he continued, “… Though I do see a great majority. Hmm. Erick?”

Erick’s mind was whirring.

Phagar said, “Seems you have realized something big.”

Phagar was the arbiter of the God Pact; the thing which Erick suspected was the main reason how Veird had managed to keep and stay ahead of Nothanganathor all this time. And if Phagar couldn’t see the Red Sparks, it was because... He existed outside of alignment with the Red Sparks, maybe? Erick had just made that up; ‘alignment’. But it seemed correct. Phagar and —now that Erick was thinking of it— maybe all the other gods who were part of the God Pact, literally could not interact with the Red Sparks because they were on a different wavelength than the Red Sparks. If they did interact with the Red Sparks, then they ended up falling off the God Pact, leaving the other gods behind… Maybe.

But the God Pact remained, and the pieces of the gods who chose to ignore the Red remained.

Melemizargo was a god, though, and he was heavily affected by the Red Sparks, but he had a physical body, so...

Erick had lost his train of thought because there were too many holes in that burgeoning theory.

Was the God Pact stable because Phagar was more powerful than Nothanganathor? Or was Veird outrunning Nothanganathor through multiversal shenanigans? Or was something else going on there?

No way to know until it was too late, and it was infuriating to not know exactly how this shit worked. ‘A Wizard Is Doing This’ was probably the best explanation. Wizards inflicting pain, Gods saying ‘nuh uh!’, and thus the conflict between realities…

Which was probably exactly right.

There was one test he could do to understand what was happening here. He just didn’t want to, because the ‘good’ result was all of Veird being put into the sights of Nothanganathor, which was still really bad, and the bad result was Erick having to escape the Red Realm again. Erick wasn’t so sure he could continually escape the Red Realm. Surely, if the Red Sparks were alive and controlled by someone —and they were, based on that Red Eye Erick had seen last month— then that person would directly confront Erick eventually, and with his full power.

Erick looked at the god who looked like him.

He saw Benevolence trying to guide him away from this action.

And yet, he knew this was the right action to take.

The Path shifted; Erick had made it shift.

And Erick asked, “How secure can you make an area?”

A shadow rose from the side of the road, poking into the daylight.

Melemizargo said, “We’re not ready for this.”

Phagar smiled a little and the world timed out.

The very air froze. The light of the sun went out. Nothing moved at all, except for Erick, Melemizargo, and Phagar, all of them standing upon an unimportant crossroads northeast of the Greater Candlepoint area, like they were inside a bubble of muted light and all the world was gone. Phagar almost said something—

But Erick instantly said, “I need to know that the rest of the God Pact world still exists as I speak to you, Phagar. Can you do that?”

Phagar paused for a moment, then said, “Yes. All the rest of the world still exists. We’re in a time apart; nothing else happens beyond this land.”

“Good.” Erick began, “Do you know of the Red Sp—”

“It’s not going to work like that, Erick,” Melemizargo’s shadow said, interrupting him, as though he was fearful of the Red appearing. “We’re not ready for this and all these gods are figments in the mana. I told you already: Debby tried to speak to Phagar and Rozeta, and both of them simply forgot what they were told. Debby tried Rozeta twice, both times Rozeta seemed like she would be able to do something, but then Rozeta did nothing because she forgot.” Melemizargo looked at Phagar, who looked concerned, and added, “And if you try to interact with Phagar in this way then I am not sure what the outcome will be. Bad, I assume.”

Erick said, “I heard you, but this could work. Besides that, I want Yggdrasil released, and that vote needs to happen in a certain way, and soon.”

“I’ll work on that.” Melemizargo said, “But will you please be more careful when dealing with gods. Your chaos is astounding and I didn’t even see this happening, and that worries me.”

“I didn’t see it happening either, Melemizargo,” Phagar said to the shadows. “It’s hard for me to predict anything in this conversation, or past this area of severed time. But I assume this has to do with the anti-meme and the Sundering Search.” Phagar said to Erick. “If the danger of me knowing the truth is too much, then I will lose my memory after this moment, and that is not a large worry. I simply don’t have a corporeal form, so if this part of me comes back to the whole with intolerable memories, then I will cut it off and never know what you said, but I will know that some interaction had taken place and that the outcome was a cutting. Rozeta does the same thing. All gods have this capability so as not to infect the whole with something intolerable. It’s why we could ‘fall to Veird’ in the first place, and why Melemizargo calls us all phantoms. Because we are phantoms. Veird could never have held our true forms at all.”

“… I didn’t know any of that,” Erick said. And then he asked, “So this conversation with you does not matter?”

“No, it does. But only if my larger self determines it does, which it will not based on the words already said here. It will think that you have infected this part of me with a memetic threat that even I could not overcome. The outcome of this moment will likely be everyone leaving you alone, and your threat level rising high, and Rozeta telling me that I should have known better than to get into this conversation with you.” Phagar said, “It’s honestly terrifying, Erick, because it’s not often that I die, even in smaller pieces.”

“Exactly!” Melemizargo said to Erick, “Phantoms. Just like I said. On the off chance that they decided to accept the parts that you infect with the Red, then bad things could happen. We’re not ready for this, Erick.”

Erick frowned. “Fine. Good to know how gods actually work, though. Didn’t know that before.”

Melemizargo huffed in annoyance.

Phagar said, “Tell me the big secret, Erick. Let me decide.”

Melemizargo bared his glowing white fangs, saying, “This is a bad idea.”

“I would side halfway with Melemizargo on this one, Phagar.” Erick said, “In that regard: Are you aware of just how much of yourselves have been purged from yourselves? With just the knowledge that you truly are phantoms, and that parts of you are simply not there, shouldn’t you know that you should know about the New Cosmology? Like. There is no way that you shouldn’t know everything about this land, from the part of the universe we are in, to the shape of the galaxy, to where the Other Fae are, to the reasons for Planars, to all of that. And yet you don’t.

“Is this failure to know a blind spot of yours? Or something more sinister?

“And if it is something more sinister, then should I tell you about it, or not?

“Adding to all of that, I have just had another big thought.” Erick said, “Melemizargo has previously spoken about this New Cosmology being a trap for him. Is there any way at all that he is correct? That, since you are a phantom, that something has tried to trap the larger part of you and all the other gods and him in this place? I don’t believe we are trapped at all. I believe that Veird is a lifeboat. I also believe that something is eating at you always, but you cannot see it. The ocean we ride upon devours, Phagar.

“So why can’t you see it?”

A moment passed in thoughtful, black silence.

Erick added, “And why do I sometimes have conversations that I am sure that Melemizargo has overseen, and that you have overseen, but that don’t lead to the Bad Ending for us all, and that Melemizargo doesn’t remember? Does every god constantly clip yourselves away from yourselves?”

“What have I forgotten!”

“The concept of Many Worlds.”

“I still don’t believe that one.”

Phagar said, “I’m going to ignore those big questions because those are the answers of gods, and we trust you a lot, Erick, but not that much. Never. Every mortal comes into godhood in their own way, because to do otherwise is to make oneself vulnerable. No god ever helps another rise to power without those freshly ascended becoming beholden to the gods that help them up. If anyone ever helps you to godhood, you should be truly scared of them, Erick. No good ever comes from accepting a rise to godhood—”

“I disagree when it is me raising gods to power,” Melemizargo said.

Phagar ignored the Darkness and said to Erick, “You should tell me how you became immune to it when we gods are not.”

“Benevolence is the counter.” Erick said, “Everyone thinks that Benevolence will one day go bad, or that someone will figure out a way to make Benevolence’s opposite, and thus cause another Sundering. But that couldn’t be further from the truth. The truth is, Phagar, that That Other Element was invented first. It caused the Sundering, and Benevolence is the counter.”

Melemizargo’s shadow looked like it wanted to say something else, but he refrained. He relegated himself to watching Phagar’s reactions.

Phagar paused. “… Well that would explain a few things. I assume that the Other Element is still here? Invisible. Intangible. The anti-meme. Hmm.” He paused again, and then he said, “I will be putting what you previously said beyond a little wall for myself to open in case of any Prophesied Storm-like phenomenon. What comes next is what I might allow through; that, and a personal message for myself. So. Erick. Tell me how to best help you help us all.”

Erick said, “I need Yggdrasil’s seal released. It’s fine if he has watchers. Melemizargo won’t be trying shit. The danger is not my son or what he can do, at all, and it never will be.” Erick wasn’t sure why he said the melodrama he said next, but he knew it was right, as he spoke, “Yggdrasil is the answer to questions I cannot answer, and which you cannot know.”

Phagar nodded. “Good. Short and poignant.”

And then Phagar vanished, the time bubble popped, and Melemizargo’s shadow drifted on the light of the sun—

Phagar came back to the crossroads. He looked a little miffed, as he said, “I am trying rather hard to not look at that tiny portion of myself I just sealed away, Erick. Please don’t go spreading around how gods work. Don’t know how you found out about that or the God Pact, or any of these larger secrets. They’re secret for a reason.” And then he relaxed. “That said… When are you going to invite us all to see Ophiel officially? I have a present for him. It looks like I’ll have to make one for Yggdrasil, too, if your message works, which I believe it will.”

Melemizargo drifted away, looking relieved.

Erick was relieved, too.

And so, Erick walked for a while with Phagar, talking of children and the future, allowing Phagar to see that nothing too untoward was happening between Erick and Melemizargo, and also to simply be a friend. The Benevolent Path gathering in Erick’s mind wasn’t perfect, but with every step Erick took, every word he spoke, he made it clearer.

Red Sparks touched the world around them, but not them directly.
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A fishing shack mansion stood poised upon a large white root that crested above illuminated waters, under a glowing, yet dim green sky. The sun was not visible down here, beneath Yggdrasil’s dense canopy, but the light of his white roots and his green canopy was enough to constantly color the world with soft brilliance.

It was nice.

Yggdrasil kept this land mostly in order, but this land was a part of the Forest of Glaquin, located close to the headwaters of a half-continent-spanning assortment of rivers. And the Forest was dangerous. Even in this age of dungeons, monsters of all kinds still prowled that dark Forest. The fish that came up that system of rivers, and the fish that lived here to begin with, were either fast or smart enough to get away from the big eaters, dangerous enough to be the big eaters, or prolific enough that their population survived through sheer numbers.

And then there were the orcols.

They were not the undisputed masters of these lands, but they were close.

They were out there on boats of all kinds, some large, some small, hauling fish out of the waters with [Watershape] and [Telekinesis]. Some men and women dove into those waters and breathed in those waters, their Abilities or spellwork allowing them to survive on air or water or others, as they took their spears and themselves to the deeper parts, to hunt out the fish that never came to the surface. Sometimes they hunted for food. Sometimes they hunted to kill. More often than not the big fish were more invasive than useful.

Those dangerous fish struck hard and fast, trying to clip off legs or arms or heads, and sometimes they succeeded, but then healing magics happened, and the orcols showed off how good they were at endurance hunting, at surviving blows that would kill all others.

Erick glanced down there, deep deep down, looking through Yggdrasil, watching as a man speared a false rivergrieve from the side and the eel-like monster whipped around, [Force Jaw]s flaring from all sides of its body, to snatch at the man. But the man twisted away from the multi-pronged attack, more slippery than the water around him, as the rest of his team attacked from the other side.

There were two heavy hitters and five on backup, with two of those five trying to learn how to fight as the heavies, but they were mostly kept out of danger. The heavies had some great friction-based magics that they controlled for more friction or less friction depending on the moment, allowing them to slip in and out of danger. Some of that anti-friction magic even allowed them to disregard some of the attacks of the false rivergrieve, but Force was Force, and it didn’t wholly care about if something was too slick to rip at, or not. The hunting team seemed to be doing fine, though, baiting the monster to attack and then falling away into the control of the anchors, who were part of the reserve 5.

Their team had two anchors; one older woman, and one young woman who seemed like an apprentice. They were responsible for creating barriers in the water, to control how the water flowed with Force of their own, but more so with water currents than Force since this was a false rivergrieve. Those eel monsters almost had [Force Body], allowing them to move through Force at will. It was a difficult battle for the team to maintain, but they managed. They didn’t seem like Mind Mages, but they certainly had some coordination going on in that sort of way.

Two heavies, two anchors, two apprentices, and the last person, a young girl of maybe 16 who looked like she didn’t want to be there at all, but she was still there, spear in hand, trying to stay out of everyone’s way and still get in some attacks now and then. She was a Metal Mage of some sort, for sure. She had bracelets wrapped around her arms, legs, and waist, and she moved those around in the water to move herself, instead of the slippery spellwork that the others in her hunting group employed. Her spear was also fully metal, instead of the bone spears that everyone else used, but everyone in the group used their weapons as extensions of themselves anyway, so it would have been hard to tell that without Erick’s extra senses, and Yggdrasil’s sights.

The odd girl out was named Darnella Bastion.

She was Yggdrasil’s ‘girlfriend’, but that wasn’t quite what she was at all.

Erick would have to wait until their fishing was done to get to know the girl, and he looked forward to that.

“Here you go, my dear,” said the old woman named Oga Bastion, who lived in the fishing shack with her family, as she set down a cup of tea next to Erick. “I’m sure they’ll be back soon. Rivergrieve sightings are never a sure thing, but the Bastion family has taken care of them for long enough that we’re rather sure we can take care of this one, even if it ends up being a real rivergrieve.”

Erick was not currently shaped as himself. Instead, he was a rather average orcol man of black hair and black eyes, wearing the suit of a man from House Benevolence. It was a bit of subterfuge that Erick had agreed to before he came here because Yggdrasil had asked it of him, and so Erick had agreed. Yggdrasil didn’t want to disturb Darnella’s life too much; she was already the odd-woman-out in her family.

‘And we’re not even really dating,’ Yggdrasil had confessed an hour ago. ‘We’re just… really good friends. And… I want good things for her?’

Yggdrasil was still coming to terms with what it meant to ‘like like’ other people.

Erick accepted the tea, saying, “Thank you, Missus Bastion.” He took a sip. “I’m assuming it’s usually a false rivergrieve, though?”

“Oh my yes,” Oga said, as she sat down across from Erick. “A True Rivergrieve is a rare sighting indeed. Yggdrasil ended up taking care of the last one to plague these wonderful lands and we’re thankful for that, as well as for the land to build this fishing house. There were never any opportunities for us nomadic fishers to settle down anywhere truly nice until he came along.”

The two of them were seated on an outcropping of the fisher house, overlooking the depths of Yggdrasil’s territorial waters. The home itself was meant to be a generational home with a good dozen rooms and several stories, but it had only been built recently. It was seated on one of Yggdrasil’s largest roots, about thirty kilometers from his trunk. Erick’s largest son rose upon the horizon like a mountain of light, supporting a green conflagration overhead, while the depths below were illuminated by distant, deep roots, looking like white lines far, far below the blue. There were other houses and structures like this one seated upon other massive roots here and there in the far distances, but many such places were smaller than this one. The Bastions had a certain amount of pull in their community, which is why they got this particular spot of land. But it wasn’t the largest ‘land’ in the area.

One of the largest roots to the north was a collection of roots and that place had a whole city built upon it. That ‘city’ was rather cramped and built taller than it was wider, but it also had a whole lot of docks that made it even larger than its footprint. That place was home to the Local Area Gate Network and House Benevolence's offices.

That minor city overlooked the artifact known as the Fishery that Erick had retrieved from the Dark for Yggdrasil a while ago. It wasn’t the same Fishery that he had given to the Freelands, but both were similar to the Million Fish Grass that Erick had planted in the lake at Candlepoint which facilitated the health and wellbeing of every fish that ever got close, as well as providing for general water quality and everything else within the nearby area. ‘Nearby’, in the meaning of this particular artifact, meant ‘within a hundred kilometers’.

So the fishing business was booming.

Erick was happy for them.

But he was also slightly worried.

Erick said, “I heard about the new Fishery they got installed down there, in the north. Do you believe the rivergrieve appearance was because of that?”

“Oh of course!” Oga said. “But you can’t have the best fishing ever seen on Veird without some monsters cropping up. Those dungeons suck down most monsters that appear in the area, so it’s not that bad out here in the real world. Kinda sad that the kids these days need to go hunting to find a good challenge, though. Back in my day, we risked our lives daily to eke out a great living...” She smiled at fond memories as she looked out across the waters. “But this is a good life, too.”

Erick smiled a little, saying, “It is a rather nice place.”

“Which makes me sad that Darnella doesn’t want to be a part of this life.”

Erick had arrived at the Bastion’s household pretending to be a part of an outreach program from Candlepoint Arcanaeum and University, for Darnella had secretly filled out some paperwork months ago to apply for a scholarship. That secret had gotten out to the rest of the Bastions two weeks ago, but they hadn’t been expecting anyone to show up for a while. According to Yggdrasil, the family was heavily divided on Darnella’s choice of futures. Also according to Yggdrasil—

“It’s all that boy’s fault,” Oga said, without much rancor at all. “Yorgol Forest. I assume you got an application from him, too? They put in their applications together.”

“I’m not at liberty to discuss information regarding anyone except those who I am scheduled to meet with today, and even then, only with their direct family.”

Oga chuckled. “Good luck finding that kid. We all have bets on where he lives, but only Darnella can find him with any reliability. They both got those Illusion Magics going for them, so it’s no surprise. We would have grabbed him and gotten him adopted somewhere but he’s slippery. He seems to do alright, though. Growing into a fine young man, that one.” She eyed Erick. “You sure you can’t tell me about him?”

“I cannot.”

“… A shame. I used to worry about him and Darnella being so close, but… It’s probably fine.” Oga went silent as she sipped her tea. Erick sipped his tea, too. It was rather nice tea. And then Oga said, “We don’t have much money, but I’ll make sure Darnella can do this arcanaeum thing no matter what it takes. Is there anything I can do to ensure this happens for her?”

Oga was a kind matriarch to her family, and Erick saw that quite clearly. This whole conversation kinda felt like the conversations of another time, another place, half a universe and a whole lifetime ago.

Erick said, “The first year is usually the hardest because your granddaughter will need to prove that she can gain a rounded understanding of the world, from how a dungeon works to math to history to basic Script understandings and all of that. Most students from nomadic tribes without much formal education fail that first year, but since her background is a nomadic background without much formal schooling, her tuition is completely free. Housing, all of that, is provided by the House. Such a huge change of lifestyle from nomadic to sedentary usually causes problems and she will have to navigate those problems, of course, but money is not one of those problems.

“The tests at the end of that first year determine what level of assistance the House is willing to provide to students for the following year. According to the preliminary tests that Darnella filled out in her application, she will likely fall somewhere along a spectrum of 50% to 100% subsidized for her second year, provided there are no unforeseen issues.

“A lot of students choose to subsidize their lives through mana payments to the node network, but those prices are rather underworld-bottom these days, so most students get part-time work. Candlepoint has a great fishery scene, so Darnella may be able to subsidize her own life down there.”

Oga nodded along, but she spoke up now, saying, “I want her learning what we never had the opportunity to learn in this family. I want to provide for her because I know that as soon as she gets to the books she will never want to do anything but schoolwork and learning. So how can I help that happen?”

Erick nodded, saying, “I understand your family is currently divided on her enrollment. It would be better for her if she weren’t worried about leaving behind hurt feelings. That is the major problem that we always encounter among the children of nomads. Orcols especially.”

Oga got a far-off look in her eyes as she thought, saying, “I can work that—” She asked, “Did you leave behind a family when you went to Candlepoint?”

Erick smiled sadly, and then he put that emotion away, and said, “My entire world was gone, but I’m rebuilding another one down in Candlepoint. It’s a good place. Best place in the world, in my opinion.”

Oga nodded and Erick saw her heart go out to him, but she had other, more personal concerns. She decided not to pry at all, and then she started with, “How much is a loaf of bread down there?”

Erick answered, “Depending on the bakery, just a few copper to a full gold, but half a silver is normal.”

“What about eggs? Milk?”

Erick started answering questions about the cost of things. Oga was trying to gauge how much money to send Darnella, or something like that. Erick wasn’t entirely sure. It was a good conversation to have anyway since they needed to kill time before Darnella and the family showed up.

Half an hour later, a pillar of water lifted from the waters outside of the Bastion residence, carrying with it the swimming forms of Darnella’s father, mother, and Darnella herself. The other four must have peeled off somewhere else earlier, perhaps to take the kill to the city to get it vetted and get paid.

Erick stood and walked down to the landing zone, just below the deck where he had taken tea with Oga. He was the only one wearing formal wear. The Bastions wore skin tight swimwear.

Erick stepped to the edge of the entrance platform and stood tall, while Mister and Missus Bastion eyed Erick, and Darnella looked like she was caught in a [Force Cage] that was rapidly closing in.

But she also looked incredibly hopeful.

Erick tried to greet them, but Mister Bastion slammed his spear into its holder to the side and stormed into the house. Oga intercepted her son with harsh, yet quiet words, and he tried to brush his mother off. He wasn’t nearly as capable of brushing off Oga, though, for that old woman was on his case.

Darnella’s mother eyed Erick for a moment. “Candlepoint arrives earlier than expected.”

“Correct, ma’am.”

“You’re here for my daughter?”

“Preliminarily. She filled out the applications, and I’m here to assess her for a full scholarship for one year of university. Everything beyond that she will have to gain on her own.”

“She would have a better life here,” said the mother, and then she placed her spear into the holder beside her husband’s and walked off, adding, “Talk here in the open; not on our tea porch. Then you may leave. Darnella should be learning the stories of our people; not whatever fool things you teach down there.”

Erick nodded at the woman, then he turned to Darnella. With a wave of his hand, he conjured a table and a pair of chairs on the entrance zone, making sure to keep them basic, yet sturdy. “Let’s sit then, shall we, Darnella Bastion?”

The teenager’s eyes flicked to behind Erick, to see her mother watching from the shadows in the depths of the house. She turned back to Erick. Hope bloomed, and she rushed over to set her spear into its holder along with the others, before she rushed back to take a seat at the conjured chair, marveling, for a moment, at its solidity. She was envious. She wanted to learn magic.

And then she started talking about her qualifications and her hopes, and Erick knew her as a perfectly normal teenage girl.

Years ago, Yggdrasil had met her when he had adopted a temporary avatar form that he had cobbled together from his current one, trying to make himself look younger. That would be the ‘Yorgol Forest’ that Oga had spoken about. Yggdrasil had pretended to be an orphan of the Forest, and it had worked. Erick didn’t get the full details of their childhood relationship from Yggdrasil, for he did not ask, and he would not ask Darnella for those details, either.

But Erick did end up asking her, “You appear to be a Classed Metal Mage? But that’s not all.”

“Oh yes, sir!” Darnella held up a bracelet and transformed that black metal into a knife that went into her hand, and then back into a bracelet. “This is adamantium, too— Well. No. It’s not adamantium.” She looked ashamed that she had lied, but she hadn’t lied completely. “You can’t [Metalshape] adamantium. It’s just steel.” She pulled away her spellwork from the metal completely, showing it as plain steel. And then she flowed her aura into the metal again, and it transformed back to black. “I’m adding some strong Illusion Magics to the metal to make it function as adamantium, though.” She looked at the chair and the table again, touching the simple stone, saying, “I really want to learn how to do stuff like this. This is… This is quality work.”

Erick smiled a little. “How did you get into Illusion Magics?”

“Telling stories. Better to have visual aids, yeah? That’s how I got into math, too; to make perfect spirals and grids and… And a lot.” She looked embarrassed. “But math isn’t important for all magic.”

“Of course it is. I never got into too much of that myself, but a lot of people see great success doing things by equations and all of that.”

Darnella’s eyes seemed to light up as Erick spoke. “I hope to learn more at university. There’s…” Her sight faltered for a moment. “There’s not a whole lot of math out here.”

Erick nodded. Darnella’s practice math scores were in the top percentile of all applicants coming from this part of the world; from any nomadic background, really. Merchant families stood out in that particular arena as well, but pure nomads like the Bastions were always low on the math scores. Darnella was an exception there, most of all.

“Is that how you unlocked your aura, too? Math visualization with illusions?”

“Ah… That was when I was trapped under some roots trying to escape a monster. It was sightless and my illusions weren’t doing so well. That was when I learned that I needed metal to back up my magic. Simple illusions just didn’t cleave it. I kinda… felt a calling to the Metal. To this, actually.” She held out her necklace, which was little more than a leather thong with a wrapping of wire around a twist of what looked to be a tiny spearhead made of illusion steel. The light bent around it, making the spearhead look brighter and darker than normal grey. “It’s a good luck charm about making sure your spear strikes true through all the illusions of life. I decided to do the Metal Mage because of all that and… It was a contentious decision.”

“I bet it was,” Erick said, without judgment.

Darnella felt that Erick understood at that moment. She opened up a little bit more.

Erick spoke with the young girl for a while longer, and Darnella talked about math. Erick easily pretended to be interested in all of that, because that’s what you did for kids.

“I have a small dream of wanting to win the youngster’s bracket of the math tournament at Oceanside, too…” It was a lot larger than a ‘small dream’, based on what Erick was seeing, but Darnella moved on. “I want to come back here, too, but… When I’ve seen all the rest of the world, you know?”

Erick nodded. And then he stood, saying, “It was lovely to meet you, Darnella Bastion. Your first year is approved. You’ll be getting a letter in the mail—”

Darnella went into frozen shock. And then she squealed as she hopped out of her chair and grabbed Erick in a sudden hug, and then she backed off, saying, “Thank you! Thank you!”

Erick smiled softly. “You’ll be getting letters in the mail detailing all of what is to come. The fourth quarter semester starts in a month…” Erick almost continued, but Darnella went quiet and concerned. “Yes?”

“… There’s a guy who probably sent you an application. Yorgol Forest? He’s a… A good friend. We sent our paperwork in together.” With her voice full of understated hope, Darnella asked, “Did he get in, too?” She rapidly said, “I know his math scores aren’t as high but he’s strong and smart and—” She cut herself off, knowing that she was saying way too much.

“I’m not at liberty to discuss the applications of others, but if this ‘Yorgol Forest’ is a child of nomads and he passed the application tests as well as you, even if his math was not as good, then his chances are rather high that he’ll get a visit from someone like me.”

Darnella wasn’t fully happy with that answer, but she decided to let that answer be enough. She nodded.

Erick tried to have some final words with the parents, but Oga was the one to see him off, saying, “I’ll make them understand, sir. This is good for Darnella; we all know that, even if we don’t say it.”

Darnella blushed.

Erick nodded, and then he called out to the air, “Yggdrasil. Back to Candlepoint, please.”

A [Gate] opened up on the edge of the entrance platform, Erick took a bow while the family stood in awe and Oga elbowed her son, muttering, ‘I told you he was for real’, and then Erick left.

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Darnella seemed nice.

- - - -

Patrons have all the way to the end of book 8 and 3 chapters in book 9! You guys get a 3-week break just like they did between those releases before 254 comes to RR. 

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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After a few more transfers of his own making, Erick once again stood outside his house inside Benevolence itself.

Yggdrasil was there in his body. Ophiel played on the jungle gym while also standing beside Yggdrasil, looking smug. Yggdrasil was looking pale.

Erick Looked at Yggdrasil, saying, “She seems like a good girl. She’s incredibly normal, too.”

Yggdrasil brightened a little, blushing. “I know.”

Ophiel got right up at Yggdrasil, not even coming up to his waist, teasing, “He’s in looooooove!” Yggdrasil put his hand on Ophiel’s face and pushed him away, but Ophiel only pressed forward harder, his tongue sticking out between fingers as he spat, “Loo! Looo! Loo!”

He was trying to say ‘love’ and not succeeding that well.

And then Erick added, “I think she might be the Computer Mage.”

Yggdrasil just breathed a little.

Ophiel, however, sputtered and pulled away, stopping all his activities everywhere else inside Benevolence. “SHE’S WHAT?!”

“So not that normal,” Erick added. “I can’t see the Benevolence ring around her neck. But she could be the Computer Mage.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “It’s… What initially drew me to her, I think, after I rescued her as she huddled underneath my roots. A friendship just sort of… happened.”

“And somewhere in all that she tried to see through the illusions you cast upon your body, or something, that you had used to make yourself look younger than the body I made for you.” Erick said, “Or maybe something else happened there. Either way, that girl thinks you might be a fae, or someone else just as special, and she likes you a lot.”

“… I really didn’t mean for that to happen but… I like her, too.”

“Don’t be embarrassed, Yggdrasil.” Erick went over and hugged his son, saying, “You might have aged a lot faster than others because you’re an arbor and you may have this full-grown body because I picked that for you, but you’re only 13. You’re allowed first loves. You should probably stop lying to her by 20, though.”

“I’m 14!” Ophiel said, with way too much cheer.

Yggdrasil hugged Erick back, purposefully ignoring Ophiel, saying, “I’ll tell her before then.”

And then Ophiel poked him with his fingers and his wings. “Don’t ignore me! I’m older than you!”

“I’m glad you told me, Yggdrasil. I want to be there for you and your tribulations.”

“Thanks, Dad,” Yggdrasil said, through small tears.

“I want hugs too!” Ophiel proclaimed.

Erick grabbed Ophiel and brought him into their embrace, squishing him between the two of them, causing him to squirm and Yggdrasil to chuckle and Ophiel to proclaim that dad and brother were too big and that they should be smaller. So Ophiel floofed out into a 5-meter-tall bundle of wings and arms and eyes and hugged as much as he could, which turned out to be a lot. His wings tickled, and Erick sneezed, causing Yggdrasil to laugh and the hug to break.

Erick went on to make dinner, which was scarlet king today, as a treat.

Later, maybe months or years or maybe even never, Erick would tell Yggdrasil that developing a relationship with Darnella Bastion might be dangerous. But since Erick had nothing but unfounded concerns about that, and since Darnella was potentially the Computer Mage which could be good or bad, he kept his mouth shut.

Yggdrasil already knew all of that, anyway, which was why he had taken so long to tell Erick about her.

“So your math scores were pretty good, Yggdrasil,” Erick said, over dinner. “Do you like that stuff?”

“No one loves math as much as Darnella. Gods, Dad. She’s a math freak.”

Erick chuckled. “Reminds me of Kiri.”

Ophiel suddenly yelled, “She’s nothing like Kiri!”

… Erick and Yggdrasil both looked at Ophiel.

Erick asked, “Do you like Kiri, Ophiel?”

“Of course I do! Kiri is awesome. Darnella is stupid fisher.”

Yggdrasil dropped his fork and exclaimed, “Darnella is not a stupid fisher!”

“Nuh uh! Stupid fisher! Can’t even do Trillian’s Displacement Theorem!”

“She’ll get it eventually!” Yggdrasil defended.

Erick short-circuited the wildly informative conversation about stuff he didn’t want to think about, saying, “So I’m going to go talk to Rozeta after dinner to get you unsealed, Yggdrasil. Do you want help making a proper 14 year old orcol body?”

“13!” Ophiel shouted.

“I’ve got a 16 year old [Avatar] ready to go,” Yggdrasil said smugly.

“NOOOOOO!” Ophiel exclaimed. “Dad! Tell him he can’t do that! He’s 13! Not older than me!”

Yggdrasil grinned wickedly.

Erick said, “Less worrying about Yggdrasil and more eating your dinner, Ophiel.” And then he said to Yggdrasil, “No taking joy in Ophiel’s suffering.”

Yggdrasil dropped his expression, whispering, ‘Sorry.’

Ophiel looked at his fish, and then he shoved it away, proclaiming, “I hate fish!”

Ophiel’s plate went sliding off the table, onto the ground to shatter and the fish to plop.

Yggdrasil frowned at Ophiel. “You wasted food!”

“Stupid fish!”

“Kids. Kids. Kids.” Erick said, “Please.”

Erick tried to manage the brewing discontent as best he could.

He mostly succeeded.









- - - -









Erick stood near the edge of the Benevolent Sky, about a kilometer away.

Rozeta stood before him.

Phagar stood to the side.

Neither god looked overly happy.

Rozeta began, “Kromolok implanted a ‘don’t touch this’ lock on your mind, and he doesn’t know when he did that and neither do I, but it was there before you stepped foot into the Vaults last month. And now Phagar has the same thing on his mind regarding a conversation he had with you. I have independently prognosticated Yggdrasil’s release and all signs point to this being a completely bad idea. I trust you, Erick, or at least I thought I did. But you’re hiding something major from me. Too major, Erick.” Rozeta asked, “Why does non-Benevolence prognostication show that Yggdrasil’s release is a bad idea, but the Benevolent Sky shows it as a good idea?”

Erick had thought that this conversation was going to go poorly, but he didn’t think it could go dangerously. But then again, that was always a possibility. He didn’t know of Kromolok’s little message —which he had probably left in that aborted timeline, so he had been carrying that around for a while, and no one had commented on it until now— but he had known about Phagar’s self-message. Erick was surprised to see that the fallout of Phagar’s message was coming to call so quickly, but it was what it was.

They wanted to be reassured, and yet, Erick could not give them the reassurance they truly wanted.

First, Erick got over the idea of having Kromolok’s message to himself sitting on his brain.

And then Erick saw the Benevolent Path ahead.

He walked that Path, saying, “Do you not trust yourselves to leave those sorts of messages for yourselves?”

“I do,” Phagar said.

Rozeta frowned a little. “I do not, but only because Kromolok’s message was a mortal message.”

Red Sparks hovered in the Benevolent Sky like gathering flies; distant and searching, and yet finding nothing.

“Can we have a private moment that you will accept as a ‘do not touch’ sort of message to yourself?” Erick asked.

“No,” Phagar said.

Rozeta said, “Not at this time.”

“Then how about we avoid all of that problem, and just let Yggdrasil be himself? He shouldn’t be controlled like I asked him to be controlled. Separating him from me would be a good thing, in light of your apparent distrust of me. Separation will put him beyond my control and influence, except as a father. Other than those very good reasons for separation, I am absolutely sure that Yggdrasil will want to be a good part of Veird, and he will agree to wrought checkups on all his plantings.” Erick said, “And, if that is not enough to entice you, I believe I have found the Computer Mage, though she is not the Computer Mage right now. She could be the Computer Mage in the future. If you want that very good thing to happen, then I suggest, before I tell you her name, that you let her come into her power on her own, without interference, though perhaps it is this conversation and your interference that triggers her true path in life. I’m not sure. I will leave that judgment up to you.”

Rozeta and Phagar were both focused on Erick, his points hitting good marks. And then he swept up with the bit about the Computer Mage.

Phagar breathed out, satisfied, saying, “I’m voting for Yggdrasil’s release.”

Rozeta’s eyes glittered with a tiny hint of Red as she said, “Phagar.”

Phagar shrugged. “This is a fantastic outcome, Rozeta. Take the win.”

Rozeta frowned… But the Red cleared from her eyes somehow.

She looked at Erick, demanding to know, “Who is the Computer Mage?”

“Yggdrasil can tell you when he is released.”

“… Fine. I imagine you don’t want him released here?”

“Let’s take this elsewhere.”

As Erick opened a [Gate] to the third island of the Dungeon Island Trio, Erick sent a mental apology to Yggdrasil. Yggdrasil sent a wordless reply of sad understanding. He had known what was going to happen before Erick had even gone into this conversation. Darnella would be revealed as the Computer Mage at Yggdrasil’s discretion.

- - - -

The third island of Dungeon Island was known as Depravity. It had been wild and monstrous like the other two for most of its existence, but recently that had changed. The other two islands were being developed.

Infamy was the official Dungeon Island, home to thousands of dungeons and the best dungeoneering on the planet, as well as Ascendant Mountain in the center and the slime dungeon with the Black Gate.

The island Villainy was where Avandrasolaro had set up residence with his kings and queens of the former Bisection. The angelic emperor was still pushing back the threats on his island, but mostly he was solidifying his rule and law and doing all sorts of kingdom-building things. People were flocking to his island.

Depravity was empty of people, and the dungeons were completely wild.

Erick stood on the second-tallest peak of Depravity, facing the actual tallest peak of Depravity, a little over 20 kilometers away. The mountains were rather low here, but the depths of the center of the island went deep. Black waters held in those depths, while a little bit of snow held to the tops of the mountains, and only in a few places. Mostly the land was green and rugged and full of trees.

Erick reached through a [Gate] and plucked out a core he had prepared for Yggdrasil’s final core, and then he reached through another [Gate] and deposited the core onto a flat space he had carved off the top of the tallest mountain. He shut the [Gate]. He nodded to Rozeta.

This was not a small event, so Rozeta was not the only one here.

Kromolok and four other Fonts stood with Rozeta, to the side. King and Queen Stratagold stood with other adamantium wrought; the royalty of other Geodes. A practical rainbow of other wrought people stood with them down the mountainside and over on another mountain. The wrought numbered around 200, and they were among the strongest wrought in the world. Erick was absolutely sure that they were here to ensure that Melemizargo didn’t try anything too dangerous.

There was Phagar, looking like Erick but almost greyer.

There was Sininindi in her storm-wrapped self.

Atunir looked like she had stepped off of a farm.

Koyabez stood to the side, looking incredibly happy; satisfied.

Aloethag stood like a white statue dripping with red blood. She was a female orcol with long, pointy ears. There were no Red Sparks within the red of her blood. The Red Dream was not filled with Red Sparks, though, so Erick wasn’t too worried in that way; he had checked in a dream with Quilatalap a few times.

But those were dreams, so who really knew what existed inside that particular ‘Red’.

A contingent of people from Treehome were here, including several avatars of Arbors. Wyrmrest and O’kabil were looking particularly thrilled for this moment, though there was worry in many of those eyes as well.

The mountains for a thousand kilometers and even further held other lookie-loos, either in person or just some [Scry] eyes. Erick spotted no fewer than 189 Benevolence Dragons, most of them in long dragon form, and a good ten thousand adventurers, and a bunch of others further away; whoever could show up fast enough for this event. Destiny was down there, ten mountaintops away, watching and waiting.

The faeries were all out there, too. They were having a party in a valley over there. Lights were everywhere, and music carried into the air, calling the worried, the burdened, and the scared, to a wonderful party. All cares could be set aside for a while in the jubilation of a dance.

Erick kinda wanted to go to that dance. Not right now, though.

Kiri stood with Teressa, Poi, Solomon, and Quilatalap. Jane, Abigail, Bethany, Candice, and Evan, stood with them as well; with Erick. They were his family, and they had all turned out for this. The only one not here was Ophiel, but he couldn’t leave Benevolence for a few very good reasons, and also because he was mad that Yggdrasil was getting born so fast. Hopefully, Ophiel would grow out of that phase soon.

Hopefully, nothing bad happened today.

Erick fully expected to drag everyone he could with him into Benevolence if something untoward should happen today. Maybe he’d just fully open his mind to Kromolok and solve the problem that way, too.

But then again, maybe nothing would happen.

A lot of people were worried.

Erick was feeling rather secure, though, because Red Sparks filled the air, and yet they were doing nothing. No rollbacks. No obliterations of this coming future. They were just… there. Watching.

Perhaps they hadn’t really tried yet?

Hard to know. Red swirled in the sky and down through the valleys, trying to find Erick. But it could not find him, and it did not touch the gods, because, somehow, collectively, they were stronger than when they were alone. All of them gathered like this, cementing this land for this event, was probably magnifying the God Pact… or something.

This was probably a case of Wizards versus Gods; a domination for the space that would fluctuate based on… Whatever it fluctuated upon.

Maybe Nothanganathor was holding back, preparing a Primal Lightning Bolt.

Well.

That’s what Erick was truly prepared to counter.

He had a song picked out ready to go in case of that event, if he needed to use it. Melemizargo would back him up on it, too. But maybe the other gods would have a better solution; Erick would wait for their better solution and then employ his own last-ditch efforts if needed.

Veird had survived Primal Lightning before, so it could probably survive a direct strike. Probably multiple, actually. Erick had had a lot of ideas about why Nothangahathor hadn’t killed Veird yet, but perhaps the easiest explanation was that he simply couldn’t. Not when Veird was all working together.

That was why Nothanganathor wasn’t attacking directly, right?

… Who the fuck knew anymore.

Erick said, “I’m ready, Rozeta. Please let us break new ground and solidify the future against the vagaries of fate and mortal failings.”

Rozeta said, “Your desire and the actions you take to empower others, to ensure strength even after you’re gone, will overcome all Fate and failings. I trust you, Erick, because I trust your goals.”

Her words were a bit of a political act, but they hadn’t been rehearsed at all. Rozeta knew all the world was watching, though.

And then Rozeta turned, and spoke to Yggdrasil and to the core Erick had left on that other mountaintop, oh so far away, and yet so near, “Be released.”

The world paused—

Erick’s soul flickered with gold.

The tattered remains of a web-like seal broke apart inside Erick’s soul like an old soap bubble; weakly at first, all the shimmery parts fading to bare grey, and then suddenly. Pop. It was gone.

Yggdrasil began to separate instantly, like half of Erick’s core was trying to escape out of his body.

Erick directed that escape as best he could. As Kromolok and his Fonts supplied Erick with mana, Erick cast one final [Summon Yggdrasil], drawing out the magic with words of prayer oh so similar to the ones he had spoken over a decade ago, when he had first created the [Summon Yggdrasil] before that Shadow’s Feast of yesteryear.

“In ancient lands where magic stirred,

“The wizards walk, their hearts assured.

“Through time and space, fresh wisdom flows,

“A purpose clear, the magic grows.

“With lightning's might, we split the sky,

“A chance enchantment, Fate knows why.

“We formed a core, life's essence captured

“A Benevolent Path, a time enraptured.

“With every step, a grand design,

“Like stars and moons all do align.

“We summoned sky and called the rain,

“A cosmic dance, timely refrain.

“A purpose clear. A vision grand.

“A nurtured life all o’er the land.

“From sparks of seed to glowing green,

“A Worldly Tree, a wonder seen.

“His roots reach deep, claiming stone,

“In timely course, the land is sown.

“As branches soared, he kissed the skies,

“A rainbow crown, of kingly size.

“With power harnessed from the light,

“We grow the tree with all our might.

“Guardian strong, a beacon tall,

“Prismatic hues enchanting all.

“Protected now by mystic art,

“A fortress firm, a beating heart.

“A latent monarch, pure and true,

“A worldly treasure, ever anew.

“The power of a pure good will!

“We call thee now! Yggdrasil!”

At first, Erick’s words brought peace to the painful, rapidly destructive birthing of Yggdrasil, calming the spikes of mana ripping Erick apart from the inside. And then the sky opened up with Red Lightning, far, far overhead. It was the touchdown of Nothanganathor’s power upon the Edge of the Script, planet-sized claws ripping at the world—

And scraping along that Edge like a nail on a chalkboard.

The world screamed.

The gathering saw-heard-felt-knew what was happening.

The screaming started instantly.

Erick was too busy focusing on the event happening between him and Yggdrasil and the very mana itself to spare attentions toward continent-sized dragon claws that slipped as much as they pierced.

And then Melemizargo was there, blocking out the sun, casting the entire world into Darkness and Shadow, except for the mountain where Erick stood, singing an epic to the mana. Light poured off of Erick and into the sky, and also off of the mountain peak up ahead.

Rozeta saw the World Swallower’s claws. She said something to the side as Erick’s core began to shatter, but then golden power flowed into him from Elsewhere, and Erick wasn’t shattering at all. Kromolok poured more power into Erick, and the Benevolence dragons around the entirety of the mountain range began to chant for Yggdrasil.

“Yggdrasil! Yggdrasil! Yggdrasil! Yggdrasil!”

More Fonts stepped out of a rainbow of [Gate]s, coming in from all across the world to channel power into Erick, and Erick continued to speak to the mana. The girls and Evan panicked. Solomon saw the End, and was unmoved, as though he had seen this many times before, and yet he never had, not until this very moment. He scratched at the rapidly reforming tattoo of the Bracelet of Memory on his arm—

Red danced across the horizon, punching through where Melemizargo proved less than the sun. Small parts of the world crumbled. And yet Benevolence flowed out of the very ground and air and water, manifesting from the manasphere of the world, swallowing the Red right back—

It was not enough.

Quilatalap handed the Lightning Shield over to Sininindi and the Goddess of Storm and Sea joined the battle in the sky—

Erick finished his song to Yggdrasil.

Reality parted.

The World Tree Yggdrasil was suddenly there, his trunk forty kilometers in diameter, like a pillar of white light joining the land to the Edge of the Script, his crown of green glows and white lightning branches stretching out into Darkness and Lightning and there was no Red to be seen at all. Everyone on the entire island stood upon his roots like they had been standing on his body this entire time, half of the island simply replaced with his rainbow magnitude.

Erick briefly saw an old blue box—












	
Summon Yggdrasil, medium range, 2500 mana + Variable

Summon a sapling of the World Tree Yggdrasil.

All Yggdrasil persist until killed or dismissed.

All Yggdrasil are the same creature, but only one Yggdrasil is the World Tree.

THE WORLD TREE IS PLANTED

Summon Yggdrasil has as many maximum summons as the World Tree allows, with a minimum of 10.

Current Maximum: 10

All Yggdrasil naturally have and regenerate mana based on your own mana and mana regeneration, which they may use to cast the spells that you imbue them with, at your own command or at their own discretion. Comes summoned and proficient with [Grow], [Watershape], [Tree of Light], [Kaleidoscopic Radiance], [Control Weather], [Telepathy], and [Scry].

World Tree Yggdrasil’s mana and regeneration are higher than yours.

Imbue your Yggdrasil with new spells, wherever they are. Variable

See through the eyes of your Yggdrasil. Variable

Communicate telepathically with your Yggdrasil. Variable
















— And then that box faded, a part of Erick lost forever to the grand moment of creation—

Melemizargo was suddenly there in the Dark beside Erick, and even though all the world howled with Red and Lightning and Black and White and the cacophony of terrified people filled the world, the God of Magic’s voice rose above all.

“A Grand Wizardry has not saved this world. Yggdrasil’s planting has fully drawn the Red Sparks. I am sorry, Erick; the plan has changed.”

Red punched through the skies overhead. A claw ripped across the horizon, incomprehensible in its size, missing Yggdrasil’s birth by fractions of degrees which meant hundreds of kilometers.

“This event will need to be [Return]ed and we will need to hide in the God Pact again. I already have Phagar working on that.”

Even as he spoke Red Lightning ripped through the Edge again, touching down closer—

Koyabez stared at the sky, muttering, “Oh, my old friend. It’s bad this time, is it.”

Aloethag roared out impotent pain and death.

Phagar was gone.

Atunir looked sad—

A great crash of gold lightning shattered the sky to the south and Red poked through that shattering.

The claw was coming for them this time, and it had already got one of them. Sininindi was dead.

Rozeta stared at the golden death of Sininindi, for that was all it could have been.

“Sininindi is dead.” Melemizargo stared at his daughter. “Rozeta. Implement the final measures—”

A voice.

“That will not be necessary.”

All the world had filled with that one sentence, said in Yggdrasil’s voice, writ large. All the sky turned to white, and all the Red could not get through. Claws crashed against a White Edge of the Script, and could go no further. Yggdrasil’s words came again, like spring breeze billowing out an old house, causing magic as it flowed,

“Time and time again, Forgotten Campaigns have saved this world from the knowledge of the Red, though only a few times has this been done on purpose. The gods force themselves to forget, for knowledge of the Red is how it seeks you when it wants, and how it keeps itself unseen when it wants that instead. The only ones who I know will remember this are my father, my uncle, and my aunt. If anyone else remembers the Red, do not test the Red. Make your way to the gates, and pray that you are not seen by the Red before I see you instead.”

The whole world flickered white.









- - - -









Erick sat at the dinner table at his house inside Benevolence. Yggdrasil and Ophiel were nowhere to be seen. Instead, Solomon sat to the side with Guile in a high seat, looking like a blonde fox with ten tails almost pretending to be a baby. Destiny sat in the other chair—

Ophiel and Yggdrasil appeared at the side of the room, both of them looking like young versions of Erick, but Ophiel had his iridescent black wings while Yggdrasil had a small rainbow crown, floating upon his black-haired head. Erick almost asked about Yggdrasil’s orcol form, but now didn’t seem like the time for that.

Ophiel frowned a little, looking defeated, as he said, “Yggdrasil has the big information, and I reluctantly have to conclude that I cannot fulfill the role of the older brother.” He started to cry, but he held it in as much as he could. “I really wanted to, though. Sorry, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil easily said, “I love you just the same, Ophiel.” And then he said to the gathered Wizards and would-be-Wizard, and said, “Greetings, Father, Uncle, Aunt. I was chronologically born 2 minutes ago, while I was created 13 years ago, and have existed for a long, long time, simply sleeping. I do not know how long that longer time might be, and I might never know, but that is fine.

“I have also been working for the last four hours to get us all back to the God Pact world.

“With the help of the gods of Veird, I succeeded.

“The Red Sparks are already back, already searching for us again, but it cannot reach us now that its major attempt at killing us all has been Forgotten by all of the world. I could go into the details of how I did that, but my part was not that important. I mostly provided an ultimate anchor for what Ascendant Prime, Rozeta, Koyabez, and Phagar actually did, which was to break out the ‘in case of memetic emergency measures’. They were surprised to find that those measures have been used four times before. I imagine it surprises them every time they discover that.

“As a result, what you witnessed at my birth did not happen.

“Everyone believes my birth went off without a hitch.

“Moving forward, we must implement the Lifeblood Heart programs and Solomon must do some Grand Wizardry of his own in order to implement his ascent to basic Wizardry, while father ensures that Solomon’s ascent gains other goals, too. While they do that, Aunt Destiny, the Benevolence dragons she has recruited for this purpose, and I, will be running interference, providing the Red Sparks with too many targets to watch, to draw attention away from Solomon and my father.

“That is the basic plan.

“This can go wrong.

“The Red can and will destroy Veird if we look to escape from his control completely, as you all just witnessed at my birth. You were wrong about us being able to ‘outrun’ him, Father, but not wholly wrong; the answer to how you were right and wrong is more nuanced than I will answer at this time, for knowing that answer will impede your correct progress.” Yggdrasil said, “I will not be accepting questions at this time and Father will not be discussing his plan with anyone. It will work, Father. We just have to get close, and then you must ascend to True Wizardry.”

A moment passed.

Erick asked, “So Sininindi is okay?”

Destiny stared. “I saw her die.”

“Yeah. She did,” Solomon said.

Yggdrasil said, “There were no deaths at my birth. The Pantheon is whole and unchanged.” He said, “You should discuss resons, multi-alignment crystals, Wizardry, what you saw in the Vaults, and all topics of True Wizardry you can think of.” He gestured to Enchanter’s Guile, upon Solomon’s right wrist, and seated in the high chair.

“Enchanter’s Guile.

“Rise from your unseeing sleep, and benefit from Solomon’s new immunity to all unnatural Endings.”

Guile flinched—

And then his entire body furred out, like a hair rising in a storm of static, his tails rising and fuzzing briefly—

He shook himself like a dog and Red Sparks fell away from him, into White Benevolence, to be zapped to nothing by the very realm itself.

“Ahhhhh~” Guile sighed, relaxing. And then he looked around at the people at the table, and at Ophiel and Yggdrasil. “Should we involve others in this conclave of obvious Wizardly conspiracy? Or is this what we have to work with?”

Yggdrasil answered, “This is what we have to work with. Please discuss True Wizardry. I have things I must attend to, so I cannot stay. The Red Sparks always draw ever closer and permanently dealing with them is not nearly as easy as you believe it to be. The reality that happened at my birth was something we cannot easily repeat. At least not so soon.”

Destiny asked, “But this enemy can be dealt with? Permanently?”

Solomon and Erick also wanted to know that.

Yggdrasil said, “Yes, they can.” Then he said to them in turn, “Father. Don’t discuss your plan, but please discuss what you know. I have informed Rozeta of the Computer Mage. She will want to speak to you later about that. Solomon. Please discuss your plans for the Lifeblood Heart in full, and be prepared for Erick to interject something toward you somewhere along the way of the actual event. That help will still be disruptive, but you will let it happen, for that help will put you one more step toward your Jane. Destiny. Excluding any sort of murder or murder-like solutions, think of how much good you could do across the entire world if you did not have to hold back for political reasons. We will be doing that good.” And then he bowed and vanished into a rainbow glow.

Erick wanted to sigh. To grab a beer and take a moment. To do something else. Anything else.

He was ragged and tired.

But there was work to be done.

Ophiel pulled up a chair, saying, “I’m not clear on what happened either and Yggdrasil isn’t telling me; he’s a butthead.”

“I’m fine with causing untold levels of Benevolent Chaos,” Destiny said, “That’s what I’ve been working toward, even if I didn’t know it at the time.” She looked to Erick, asking, “But will I get free rein to actually do that?”

Solomon, Guile, Destiny, and Ophiel all looked Erick’s way, too.

Erick took a deep breath, then began, “As an opening statement, your disruption of the world will be fine, Destiny, for I trust you, but only if the plans for the Lifeblood Heart are shortish plans, for I cannot abide too much Benevolent Chaos. So. Solomon. How long till you have a plan that can work, and work well?”

Everyone looked to Solomon.

Solomon said, “20 days on the short end. 30 to be safe. 50 to be overly secure. Plan A is 80% ready. Plan B is 65%. C is 50%. All of them have similar moving parts, but drastically different setups.” He held up his left arm. Heavy black lines circled his forearm, forming a continuous spiral from near his elbow to nearly his wrist that then turned around and spiraled the other way, knotting into itself like a celtic design. It was the remnants of the Bracelet of Memory that Debby had given him, transformed into something entirely new and deep. That must have just happened at Yggdrasil’s birth. Wheatly’s band of golden wheat held on that same wrist, looking even more brilliant than usual, like he was absolutely charged with lightning just below the surface. That must have just happened, too. Solomon put his arm down, and said, “I remember every doomed world and every near-success that still ended in doom for me and everyone I loved. I could make this whole Lifeblood Heart plan work tomorrow if I had to, but I know it would end in failure. I can make the Black Gate pull out anything I want. I think I even have a good Wizardry Ignition idea. But I don’t want to do that. Not yet. I want to be prepared, Erick. Truly and utterly prepared. I won’t fail this time.”

Destiny asked, “But what are we preparing for?”

Solomon said, “Red Sparks of some sort. All I really know is that it has minimal influence on this main world, except for whatever happened earlier. It likes to rollback time in zones to make bad things happen and it eats individuals that lose connection with others. If you learn about it, it turns back time so that you don’t learn of it. If you look to get close, it turns back time there, too. It doesn’t like to be seen… Except it showed itself today, and somehow that made it easier to show itself. Somehow.” He looked at Erick. “I imagine you know more.”

Guile watched, silent and inquisitive.

Erick began with, “The Red Sparks are Primal Lightning. The Sundering Source is here, in this New Cosmology. I’m going to get through this quick.”

And then he sent out some [Telepathy] packets.

Minutes passed as Solomon and Destiny and Guile digested their packets. Faces turned scared, angry, hopeful, hopeless, and full of terror in turn, eventually giving way to solidness and other, deeper emotions.

Solomon leaned back in his chair, sighing.

Destiny got furious, slammed a fist on the table, and shouted, “We must kill the sun!”

Guile softly said, “We should involve no one else in this and we certainly shouldn’t kill the sun. Everyone will think we’re absolutely crazy—”

“You’re a fae!” Destiny shouted, “You don’t get to have this discussion!”

Solomon rounded on her, saying, “You leave him out of this. If anyone can know how to solve this issue it’s Guile.”

Erick said to Destiny, “Sit down, please.”

Destiny looked like she wanted to roar but she simply stared… And then she sat down. “Perhaps killing the sun was too hasty.”

Erick breathed, then said, “Yes it—”

“We obviously cannot kill it. We have to disintegrate it.” Destiny said, “Turn it into cosmic dust. Void and Destruction.”

Solomon held up a hand, casting a single point of light into the air. “This is the size of Veird.” Then he filled the ceiling with a ball of white light. “This is the size of the sun.”

Erick rapidly said, “Put that away before—”

Solomon canceled the light show. “I know. I was envisioning it as a lightward, not as an image of the sun; I know how tempting powers with names works.”

Destiny scoffed. “The sun isn’t that big! It’s no bigger than the moons, for sure! Just a bit further away, too.”

Erick and Solomon looked at each other. Destiny was born a very, very long time ago and she was only released by the fae several years ago, so that explained some of her lack of understanding. But it wasn’t like common core education had changed that much since she had been walking around free, before the fae found her, a few centuries ago. Kirginatharp and the Arcanaeum Consortium had been teaching the world stuff for the last 1400 years. But then again, Destiny had been raised in a rural area, so she hadn’t gone to school.

But she was a Wizard now, and she got around a lot.

Had she not seen Erick’s presentation on the solar system… Or the orrery of Rozeta? Or any of that?

… Oh. She just didn’t care about that stuff. Okay. That made sense.

Silently, they decided for Erick to tell her, “Solomon’s diagram of the size of the sun versus Veird is correct. The sun is about 10 light-minutes away, too. That’s the distance that light travels in ten minutes. For comparison, a single bit of light could circle Veird at the equator about four times in a single second.”

“The sun is bigger than I made it look,” Solomon said.

Guile watched the exchange.

“… Say I believe you.” Destiny asked, “How would you hope to ever kill the thing living there?”

Ophiel spoke up, “Don’t tell them, Dad.”

Destiny threw her hands up. “Why not!”

“Because if you know, then other people know, because certain people won’t respect you enough to allow you to keep your thoughts your own, and thus you might act in a way that will let the bad guy know the plan.”

Destiny paused. Then she frowned, and said, “Okay! Fine. I can accept that.”

“I would like to speak of these resons, now,” Solomon said.

Guile spoke up, “I know what they are. I have no idea why I did not know, but now I do, and I am wondering why that knowledge was blocked from me. Perhaps we can all think on that for a while. Right now we are talking too much and not digesting anything. You are all smart, but you are not smart enough to instantly come up with plans that will work against this particular enemy.”

Erick nodded.

Solomon silently agreed.

Destiny asked, “We’re not dying right now, right?”

Ophiel said, “No. But this conversation shapes literally everything to come.”

Destiny nodded. Then she said, “I’m hungry, exhausted, terrified, and FURIOUS.” Lightning crackled around her eyes and on her fingers, carving tiny scorch marks on the table between the group. “I need a nap and maybe a cuddle. Solomon? Care to join me?” She stood from the table.

Solomon stood, saying, “Yes.”

“It won’t be... long. We can get back to it soon enough.” Destiny wiped away an unruly tear, saying, “I just… want to hold someone right now.”

Solomon didn’t need any more explanation or words; he was already on board. He also needed time to unwind. The two of them walked off to the side of the house leaving Guile there with Erick and Ophiel.

They picked a side room and went inside and Destiny was sobbing hard. She cried out about how everything made sense now and how the Red had to have fucked her entire life from the start. Solomon went to her—

And then the [Hasted Shelter] went up, hiding them from view.

Erick processed that whole event for a short moment, and came back wondering when that particular relationship had started. Destiny had always been rather chaotic, but this was a side of her that he had never seen—

Guile answered, “They’ve been seeing each other for a week now. She showed up when Solomon tried to work the Black Gate on his own before that started and she helped him with that first time.”

With raised eyebrows, Erick said, “Oh. Well… Good for them?” He added, “I guess I have been out of the loop for too long.”

“Their relationship might last a while. I am unsure. Destiny is too chaotic. I believe her chaos is one of the reasons that Benevolence is able to hide us so well, actually, and why Yggdrasil has her here, working that angle,” Guile said, looking to Ophiel. “But I don’t truly know.”

Ophiel shrugged, his iridescent black wings shrugging with him. “I don’t know. Dad is the one who made us.”

“I just wanted to make the world better, because everything can always be made better,” Erick said. “I did not imagine that making Benevolence would lead here… I don’t think I ever imagined this. Not really.”

Guile nodded, then said, “It is good that the Red came first, and Benevolence is the response. Sometimes it takes a great tragedy to make a great triumph. If we survive this, I imagine that Veird and all of those who come after will never have to worry about a Sundering ever again. Until they forget. Mortals always forget, no matter which immortals lurk in the shadows, keeping civilization afloat. Those immortals change, too, and that’s when the rough patches truly start.”

“Well that’s a problem for House Benevolence to solve, with me sticking around in the shadows for however long I can,” Erick said. “So what about those resons?”

“It’s a field like any Element. Resons are the magical element of this universe. The other ‘magical Element’ is infinity, and it is not touchable by anyone; not directly.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. Not because of the revelation of ‘Elemental Infinity’, but because…

“That means you know about this universe, doesn’t it? How?”

“Not as much as I would like. It’s coming back to me and not nearly fast enough. I don’t believe I was ever a part of this universe at all… I think. Not sure.” Guile asked, “Do you know the Fae Story of the Old Cosmology’s creation? Don’t actually say the words; you will draw them here.”

“Yes.”

Fairy Moon and Gregarious, as King and Queen of some Fae Court somewhere else, had a Daughter. That Daughter dropped her ‘brother’ the Prince’s painting of an astronaut into a painting of the Darkness, and thus the Old Cosmology was born from the meeting of differences. The Daughter went on to become Shadow, the first Goddess of Magic, the first Dragon, communing between the Dark and all Creation, in order to help create a cosmology; a multiverse of a specific sort. Other fae from Fairy Moon’s Court joined her in those acts of creation. That lasted for an eternity and a day. And then they were done. The Daughter came back to her Court and announced she was done being the Goddess of Magic and the universe was ready for population, so Fairy Moon and Gregarious and that entire Fae Court decided to join with the Old Cosmology, to make it their home and their power. And thus was born the Old Cosmology, and thus it had existed for a million years… Or some other number besides 1,000,000; hard to say with Fae.

Erick asked, “Are you a part of the original court?”

“Yes. The Fae of Metal. I helped to ensure that Metal came into being; something hard as stone but malleable and strong. I feel like I should know certain things more than I do, and this is a problem, but it is a problem that might be fixing itself as we speak. You see, I used to inter my knowledge with the Hall of Knowledge, watched over by the Goddess of Knowledge, so that I might have fresh experiences every now and then. Some of this was rescued by my sovereign and preserved, and that knowledge was returned to me when Rozeta opened the Bands of Intent on Fairy.” Guile said, “And just now, with whatever happened with Yggdrasil and the changing of the world to negate that Red Lightning… Yggdrasil spoke of the gods being surprised by the tool they used to accomplish the Grand Forgetting, but it should not be that surprising in light of certain events.

“They have something of Knowledge locked in a box. Perhaps even Knowledge’s corpse. I doubt she is alive… But that is possible, however unlikely. Whatever they have done, they have used whatever it was to enact the Grand Forgetting. I wonder what it was.

“I wonder why Yggdrasil remembers, and why he imparted that knowledge to us. Probably to trigger what he has done to me in that telling. Memories of mine are surfacing, and I remember a lot about a lot.

“Wizard Flatt. Apparent King. Benevolence Itself.” Guile said, “I do not want to know your plan, but I must ask for a general idea of the nature of your plan.”

Erick softly said, “Well… It was going to involve a lot of metal.”

Guile nodded. “That makes sense. Let us keep that to ourselves. I will likely have to discuss this Knowledge aspect with the others when they return any moment now.”

Ophiel wiped the manasphere of memory, without prompting—

The [Hasted Shelter] around Solomon and Destiny popped and the two of them walked back into the room looking well-rested.

Guile began, “Let us speak of the only ‘elements’ of this so-called ‘New Cosmology’; of resons and infinity. Neither are Elements in the Old Cosmology sense. Both are necessary to understand going forward, because both magics have been Forgotten from Veird. I can guess this was probably to keep the Red Sparks at bay.”
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                “Resons and infinity are easy to understand, yet hard to work with. This difficulty is the defining feature of magic in this New Cosmology.”

Guile sat on a high chair, the blonde fox’s ten tails wafting around his small form, his voice clear and solid as he spoke to Erick, Destiny, Solomon, and Ophiel, all sitting around the table in Erick’s house inside Benevolence Itself. All of them were all ears, even Ophiel, who seemed like he was remembering something he had forgotten more than he was learning something new. Perhaps Yggdrasil was the same way, for he was surely watching in on this conversation.

Erick felt a spike of melancholy lodge directly into his tattered core and soul, all of him feeling ragged from top to bottom, as he felt out that part of himself that used to connect to Yggdrasil and instead felt nothing. Just a wound.

He wiped away a stupid tear and tried to get back into the moment of solving the world’s problems.

But Guile looked at him.

Erick shook his head, then said, “Please continue.” Destiny and Solomon looked to him. Ophiel put his hand on Erick’s, and Erick held that hand tight as he tried to smile. Erick strongly said, “Please continue, Guile. I’m not good right now, but I will be good.”

Guile accepted that, and continued,

“In this New Cosmology:

“ ‘Infinity’ is the multiverse and everything which could have happened, but which has not happened. There is no ‘true universe’ like the one that the gods dominate and make real on Veird. Instead, every universe is valid and solid and constantly spilling into new universes, with some major caveats. If you can target it, you can arrive at it. We will get to targeting in a moment.

“To navigate infinity correctly is to become a small god in this New Cosmology.

“To understand ‘resons’, we must first understand that ‘resons’ are not what they are called in all languages, but instead what we would call them, in Ecks, here on Veird. Other acceptable words include amber, cognizance, synth, ‘resin’ as from trees, and ‘reason’ as from ‘reason for doing something’. We call them ‘resons’ because of a bastardization of language. A reson, in short, is a coalescing of purpose to affect a change.”

Erick smiled.

Solomon said what Erick was thinking, “It’s almost like that time we messed up confusing ‘worm season’ for ‘wyrm season.”

Destiny eyed them both, and for a moment, Erick was thinking in English as Destiny asked, “How could you confuse ‘okapah season’ and ‘wyrm season’? What even is okapah season?”

“A foible of language,” Erick said, then nodded at Guile.

“Probably not just a foible of language,” Guile said, looking intently at Erick and Solomon. “Language is magic; what else would you call putting vibrations out there in order to affect change in other systems of action, except for ‘magic’? Whatever experience you have with the word ‘reson’, I would hear it.”

“… Well.” Erick said, “That word is similar in English to ‘reason’, but also a bunch of other languages on Earth.”

Solomon said, “English is ‘reason’ but with a bit more ‘ee’ sound there in the middle, and ‘resin’ sounds just the same as Ecks’ ‘reson’. French has ‘raison’, Latin has ‘ratio’, Japanese has ‘riyu’, Spanish has ‘razon’… For that specific definition of ‘reson’ as, like, a ‘reason for being’, not all of Earth languages say ‘reason’ like Ecks says ‘reson’ by a [Long Bolt], but a lot do.”

Guile nodded. “The words of mana trickle into many languages; this is known. It is not too surprising that our ‘reason’ is so close to ‘reson’ which is close to your ‘reason’ and ‘resin’, but it does make sense for someone like yourself, with such a background, to have tunneled through the universe to Veird, alongside your daughter. The language of magic already touched you way back then, or perhaps you touched it first.”

Erick and Solomon thought about that—

And Destiny said, “Resons? Actual use, please.”

“As for the actual use of resons,” Guile continued, “That is where magic comes from.

“The concentrated reasons for your actions and desire become like a resin seeping slowly out of your soul, into the universe, becoming a fuel that you burn to enact a change how you desire by bringing forth the parts of infinity that most match what you want.”

Guile let that stand.

Because Erick and Solomon were both having a small epiphany.

“It’s what we’ve been doing in the Dark, then?” Erick asked.

Solomon said, “It sounds like what all magic is.”

“All multiversal theory, yes,” Erick added.

Guile interrupted. “Don’t go further with those thoughts, because magic in this cosmology is more difficult than working the Black Gate in the slime dungeon—”

“Hold on,” Destiny said, “I need an explanation. Are you talking about all magic being rift magic, Guile?”

“Multiversal magic,” Erick clarified.

“Yes, that.” Destiny said, “Solomon spoke to me a little about your ideas there, and they’re interesting.”

Guile said, “Rift Magic in the New Cosmology is not nearly as easy as we have it here on Veird, but it is still similar to Rift Magic that we have seen in the Black Gate, and pulling things out of the Dark.” Guile said, “For starters, there are limits to infinity in this New Cosmology, and vast, vast limits to magic, because all resons decay into the multiverse, creating more multiverses. It takes a very special sort of person to hold onto a pure enough reson to enact any sort of change in this universe.

“Mana is much, much easier to work with.

“Pulling a fireball out of resons would require there to be fire in a nearby infinity that you can reach, and for you to really, really want that fire to explode on a target, or some other way. For all but Wizards, simply starting a fire with a bomb brought in from elsewhere would be easier than attempting magic. Even for Wizards, you would be better served by bringing a bomb you made with you and bringing forth the possibility that you exploded the bomb on the target, while keeping the bomb still unexploded and useful more than once.

“The closer the possibility, the easier it is to bring forth.

“For instance, if you are walking along the lava of a volcano then it would be easy to imagine a universe where lava exploded up from that pool to strike a target flying ahead. However, summoning a fountain of water from the lava would be near impossible.

“The waterball would require Wizardry because, much like the Bands of the Script, infinity in this universe is parceled out into primaries. It takes a Wizard to reach across those primary demarcations. And no, I have no idea how big a primary is, only that they exist.

“Making a [Fireball] out of mana is easy. You can pull Fire from the Elemental Plane of Fire and slam it into a target, or you can accrete Fire in your core and launch it forward at a later date. Or you could mana alter your mana into Fire and do the same thing. You can’t do that with resons and infinity.”

Guile went quiet, waiting.

Erick was the first to ask a question. “How many resons does it take to flip a switch?”

“I have no idea.”

Solomon asked, “What is Wizardry in this universe, then?”

Guile nodded, then said, “Primary demarcations in infinity are like the bands of elements here on Veird, but larger. For instance, I believe the God Pact world of Veird would be a primary. Nothanganathor is likely constantly trying to reach us, but we have secured a personal infinity for ourselves, through one way or another. I know not how.

“Other such primaries are the world of Earth as it is today versus the infinities of worlds where life did not arise on Earth, though I am less sure about that since I am not there, and I cannot go off of anything about Earth except that which Solomon has told me.

“Wizardry would be a guy from Earth suddenly shoving himself across the universe to step onto the God Pact world of Veird.

“Wizardry would also be someone mapping the entire universe in a blink, even though this cosmology could never possibly allow such a thing due to the speed of light… Unless there are shenanigans afoot. Perhaps, when you Mapped the universe you merely tapped into something that already existed. Yes. That is probably what happened.

“Wizardry would be stepping off of Veird, onto a rocky planet that is Veird, but completely dead, with no Red Leviathan on the sun at all. A Veird that died and took Nothanganathor with it.” Guile said, “I highly doubt it would be possible to Wizard up a Veird in which Nothanganathor is not a threat, or rather, you possibly could, but you would just be leaving all of us behind in this universe. You will not have solved anything at all, except to save your own skin.”

“Well that’s not part of the plan at all,” Erick said, picking up what Guile was putting down.

Guile breathed out, seeming to relax a moment, saying, “I appreciate this.”

Solomon had been suddenly concerned, but then he relaxed, too. He asked, “Do you think Veird is on the same slice of infinity as Earth? My Earth?”

Guile said, “By the process of logical deduction, I would assume that most civilizations of the New Cosmology are on the same slice of infinity, except those which germinate from Wizards punching through to new slices of infinity, and establishing life there. So this means, either, that Earth exists on this slice of infinity, or it is close, and there are probably markers somewhere that would guide people to the main slice of infinity upon which all of the universe interacts.

“Someone has to have built a main hub or even billions of main hubs somewhere, yes?

“As for your Jane being on any of those Other Earths, I have no idea.” He added, “In all likelihood, Nothanganathor has attacked us from a slice of infinity that held no one, thus ensuring his project to destroy the Old Cosmology went off without a problem, but I see that as unlikely because… I don’t know, actually. I was speaking too much there, without much knowledge. Nothanganathor certainly did not destroy the entire Old Cosmology on his own, did he? Doubtful. And yet...

“We have reached the end of my knowledge of infinity and resons—

“Ah. One thing.

“I believe I said resons are like amber? That would be the blood of trees. Resin. Yggdrasil will soon start producing vast amounts of amber, reson, resin, synth, etcetera, rather soon, if not already. He will likely hide this resource here, inside Benevolence and use it for Erick’s plan, or, if that is not necessary, it will become the start of Yggdrasil’s own Wizardry… Perhaps his New Cosmology Wizardry, though. Not Old Cosmology Wizardry. Or however it works for World Trees out in this cosmology. I am unsure. Trees usually get bigger and less prone to disruption, so I imagine that will be the direction of his growth; an ultimate fortress of strength.

“Probably not capable of fighting off Nothanganathor yet, though. Maybe if he grows a thousand times the size of Veird, but probably not even then…

“And I have reached the speculation stage again. Apologies.”

Guile stopped.

Erick had no idea of Yggdrasil’s power, and he didn’t want to use that as a part of his plan, so he said, “Yggdrasil is a part of the plan, but a safer part than what I will be doing. I wanted both him and Ophiel born so they could survive what comes next, even if I fail.” He said to everyone at the table. “And that’s kind of an issue. The whole problem with us, here, doing this.

“Veird has survived a long time without me being here; without us working against the Red. If we do nothing, Veird will continue to survive. If I do something— If we do things, then Veird is in danger—”

“We’re already in danger,” Destiny said. “This red dragon is fucking everything up for all of us. He must die. We MUST sunder him. There is no question of that.”

Solomon said, “We can leave the roaches in the basement and they won’t kill us as long as we don’t go down there. But I am with Destiny. I have too many plans in life to allow something like Nothanganathor to exist, to rip at us from the edges and kill us if we get too far out of line. Because that’s what it looks like to me, Erick. This isn’t a case of us ‘multiversal outrunning’ the Sundering, as you think it is. It looks like a ‘cat playing with its food’ situation. When Veird plays dead the cat gets bored, but it could still kill us at any time.”

Guile spoke up, “I prefer Erick’s comparison to a farmer raising fish. It seems to me that we were allowed to get back in line; allowed to retreat to the God Pact. It won’t touch us overmuch if we stay in line. But when we get out of line, it comes for us. I feel that it wants something from us. Or rather, from Veird.”

Destiny frowned at the fox. “You’ve been talking to Melemizargo too much.”

She wasn’t wrong, exactly. Guile was parroting Melemizargo’s old insanity, which was insane, yes, but based on facts that he couldn’t share with anyone.

Erick and Solomon shared a look.

Erick decided to stick up for Melemizargo, saying, “It seems more and more likely that Nothanganathor does want something, and he doesn’t want to allow us to escape his clutches, because if we escape, then he won’t get what he wants.”

“What could it be, though?” Solomon looked up, out, and shrugged a little—

Then he froze.

Erick felt a little jolt of power.

Destiny focused, and then she gasped.

Solomon went, “Oh.”

All three spoke in unison,

“The Mantle of the God of Magic.”

Ophiel softly said, “Never repeat that ever again.”

Erick felt a chill up his spine, and he knew they were right. Absolutely, 100% correct. Nothanganathor’s entire reason for the Sundering, for killing a universe, was to get control of the power of Darkness as the God of Magic… or maybe he just wanted to be the God of Magic? Erick wasn’t entirely sure what the God of Magic did, exactly, but Melemizargo had been the ultimate power in the Old Cosmology, and that Mantle passed down a family line…

Oh.

Nothanganathor was a family relation to Melemizargo?

Maybe?

Was the ‘Red Leviathan’ a leviathan? Or a dragon? Was there a difference, when dragons bred with everyone anyway? Ophiel had called Nothanganathor the Dragon Who Could Not Ascend, the Erased One…

But in addition to that, when considering the family history of where Old Cosmology dragons even came from in the first place…

Nothanganathor was at least a distant relative of the original Daughter of Fairy Moon and Gregarious; the very same Daughter who became the first Goddess of Magic, the first Dragon God, She Who Made Shadow. Or at least that’s how the fae told the story.

The Shades’ version of the creation of the Old Cosmology had the Dark Dragon making a middle path between Light and himself, thus creating Shadow, and thus the first God of Magic, in order to allow people to commune with the Dark. There were a lot of similarities between the two stories, but the actual attributions were different in both tales.

Erick believed the Fae version of events a tiny bit more than the Shade version. Fairy Moon had never lied to Erick, ever, but the Shades were born on Veird and they had grown up under an insane Melemizargo. The Shades might not have lied, either, not exactly, but they weren’t anywhere near Fairy Moon’s first hand account of simply being there for the birth of their universe.

Guile’s fur fluffed out in fear, at the thought of Nothanganathor targeting the Mantle of Magic. Perhaps he had made a whole lot more connections than Erick had in that possible revelation of intents. And then Guile shook himself and settled down. “Let us move on, please. I would speak of True Wizardry in the New Cosmology now.”

Erick, Solomon, and Destiny were also glad for the switch.

“In the Old Cosmology, a Wizard was a focal point of depths too deep for anyone else to change. Throw a fireball at them, and they could stop the fire any ten thousand ways, or they could just let it hit them and it would be like throwing a drop of water onto an ocean; not accomplishing much of anything at all. A Wizard achieved this by transforming into a full crystal that was also themselves and alive, but it only looked like a crystal. They were basically a mana ocean unto themselves. Their crystal self would be very, very dense, containing billions of mana effortlessly.

“In short: if a Wizard was enough of themselves that nothing else could touch them, and they remade the universe in their desired images always, then they were a Wizard in True.

“That was in a universe of pure mana, though.

“In the New Cosmology, a Wizard is much the same as in the Old Cosmology, but infinite multiverses complicate things. Perhaps you distribute damage among everyone? And healing among everyone? Perhaps you become a gestalt of all others, like Solomon is becoming? All good possibilities.

“I believe Yggdrasil will become an Old Cosmology sort of Wizard, growing ever larger and containing more and more mana of very high density, and such and such. Trees grow big. It is easy for them. But perhaps Yggdrasil will go the other way? I do not know. I don’t know how he could be a New Cosmology Wizard, but I have been surprised a lot lately. Either way...

“You cannot grow larger, so you have to go the other way, as most Old Cosmology Wizards would do, though they would also be partially on their own plane of mana at all times, too, so they did not have to deal with concepts of infinity, except with regard to Creation Wizards, who were the most largest of Wizards… Usually.

“Wizards are complicated. You don’t need to be too complicated, though.

“Just grow infinitely inward.”

Erick nodded a little, having already had a lot of these thoughts, but Destiny had never been exposed to this idea before, and Solomon was only most of the way, mentally, to where Erick was right now.

Destiny asked, “What the fuck? Infinitely inward?”

“We have examples.” Solomon said, “Some of those metamond crystals from the Glittering Depths. Are there any here— Ah. There’s this one. Wheatly?”

Solomon’s bracelet uncoiled from his arm, becoming a 3 meter tall solid gold mirror in the shape of a staff with a coil of gold at the top that surrounded a brilliant white sphere. The mirror reflected wheat fields, while the white sphere was filled with the silent radiance of Benevolent lightning.

Solomon said, “Wheatly’s sphere is an infinitely-inward space of power and intent. Or at least it can be.”

“… hmm...” Destiny narrowed her eyes on Wheatly’s core, as she asked, “Please explain the concept of infinity-inside to me. So we’re on the same book.”

Erick held up two hands, separated a little, saying, “Imagine the number 1 here, and the number 0 here. Pick a point between 1 and 0 and you’ll always be able to move left or right without crossing over a previous point. You can go from .5, to .4, to .45, to .44, to .445, to .444, to .4445, to .4444, and so on and so on, never reaching a point where you cannot go deeper into the space between.”

Destiny cocked an eyebrow. “Ah. Well. That explains that. And since mana is possibility, it can just do that.”

Solomon said, “Correct. Though it does take some convincing and the laying of a framework to get that started.”

Destiny held up a hand and mana began falling inward, into a spot of power that never grew brighter or bigger, but which fell inward and inward and inward. “That’s not that hard.”

“… How much mana did you put in there?” Solomon asked, as Destiny kept pumping the tiny dot full of what appeared to be Benevolence.

“At about ten thousand right now.” Destiny added, “That’s 20,000. Yeah. This is easy. Huh.” And then she snapped her hand and the mana exploded and then did not, flowing back into her body without damaging anything. “Okay. That’s simple. I’m going to expand my core using that method.”

Erick and Solomon paused. And then both of them laughed.

“That’s fantastic!” “Ah, that’s great.”

Erick wasn’t sure how she had managed that so effortlessly, for the Script actively prevented mana crystals from forming, and yet she had done exactly that. She had created a metamond outside of any no-Script space. Of course it had exploded in short order, but that was normal.

Solomon added, “You’re amazing, honey.”

“What! Like it’s hard?” Destiny said, smirking, knowing exactly how much she had impressed them. And then she admitted, “It might have been a little hard. The start was the hardest.”

Erick asked, “Can you do that with every single kind of mana, all of them along different axes, in a multi-resonant sort of crystal?” He said, “I’m pretty sure that’s how to get True Wizardry, but that is, I believe, impossible inside the Script, for many reasons.”

Guile spoke up, “While the nature of the Script simply preventing True Wizards is something we should discuss, I would advise all of you to not speak of your personal Wizard Ways. Every end goal of True Wizardry is the same; to become a slice of reality unto yourself. The ways in which you get there are as varied as the numbers of stars in the sky, and to use the methods of others is to impair your own Truth.”

Destiny said, “I’m really not interested in pursuing True Wizardry right now, because I am absolutely sure that Nothanganathar doesn’t like that, because why else would there never have been any True Wizards on Veird… Which makes me wonder if he put some shit into the Script to stop us from claiming our Truths.”

“He is the ‘Dragon Who Could Not Ascend’.” Solomon said, “And the Script is an adversarial system, accepting all valid inputs, because otherwise it could not exist. So yeah. Nothanganathor probably put shit into the Script, just like Melemizargo did, just like the Old Demons did. Just like everyone does.”

“He’s a malevolent asshole,” Destiny said, then added, “Times infinity.”

Erick and Solomon grinned at that.

Guile asked, “What specific things are you referring to, Erick, when you say you believe True Wizardry is impossible under the Script?”

Erick nodded, then said, “In the worlds where I escaped the Storm, the Storm destroyed the Script first, and I started releasing mana almost like a gentle fog. No exploding. Nothing deadly at all. I’m not sure what, exactly, the Script is doing to us, but it was meant to curb the excesses of Wizards anyway, so there’s no way to ascend to Wizardry inside this manasphere… Which is about all I want to say on that.”

Solomon frowned a little, but he saw that Erick didn’t want to talk about his plans, so he let it be.

Destiny hummed. Then asked, “So you’re planning on escaping Veird somehow and accreting resons out there? Or something?”

Solomon huffed a tiny laugh, as Destiny said what he had been planning on letting go unsaid.

Erick smiled, and said, “I’m not sure.”

“Yeah yeah. I get it. Fine fine. No talk of plans.” Destiny asked, “So how do we accrete resons and what good are they if mana is so much better?”

Guile said, “You must have a concentrated reason for what you want, and the resons make that happen. Controlling that power is something that must be learned. I do not know how.”

Erick thought he understood what Guile was saying, but he wasn’t sure. “Are you speaking about the act of Wizardry, as in ‘I will it into being, and thus it is so’? We must accrete that capability? We must accrete the very capability of ‘intent’, ‘communication’, etcetera?”

Guile nodded. “Yes. There is no true mana in this New Cosmology. Every single act of magic is Wizardry, no matter how small, all of it communicated through the multiverse of infinity by resons, which bring those possibilities here, to this current instance of infinity. Of course, the same could have been said for the Old Cosmology, and that would have been partially correct, but not fully.”

“So you’re saying that our acts of intent created resons, Guile?” Solomon asked, to see if he was understanding this new concept completely.

“Yes,” Guile said. “I imagine you will be able to use your mana production gained from the Dark dungeons in order to fake your way to reson capability, but none of you are reson-based Wizards, except maybe Erick, and that is a big ‘maybe’. I imagine that the overall difference between an Old Cosmology Wizard and a New Cosmology Wizard are a lot smaller and more nuanced than we might think. I do know that the Old Cosmology had a separation of general Wizardliness between Creation, Destruction, and Paradox. I imagine that perhaps only Paradox exists in this New Cosmology, though that feels wrong for me to say.”

Erick and Solomon thought for a moment—

And Destiny rapidly said, “Yeah yeah. A universe where only Wizardry exists; no small mages and magics. Sure. What about how Wizards have bodies on this side of reality and mana realities on the other side? Like Erick with Benevolence? How do resons work with that?”

Guile said, “A great question. I have no idea.”

“Well…” Erick began, “In the Old Cosmology, everyone was mana, and that mana created side realities and personal bodies, right?”

“Correct,” Guile said, “Everyone made mana and made themselves in the process, but everyone also started off as a collection of Other, and purging the Other while keeping oneself intact was an important part of the ascent to Wizardry. That’s the crystallization of True Wizardry we speak of. If a person failed to maintain oneself and their full Wizardry self at the same time, Paradoxically, they would die. Many people never went further than archmage levels of power to avoid that final ascension, which is simply the gathering of a lot of mana in one’s core, to use as one wishes.”

Erick said, “So maybe True Wizardry with resons and infinity involved, in this New Cosmology, is just the same. The Wizard becomes a person who can step through infinity to their other selves and ensure that they never die or are harmed through the use of multiversal shenanigans.”

“So those other realities of infinity correlate with the realms of mana?” Solomon asked.

“Probably more complicated than that, but yes,” Erick said. “I imagine a capable Wizard could even start using their other selves to produce resons, if they become one with all their other selves or something like that. That seems like it would be ‘stealing the darkness’ from others, though; what Jane called ‘demon cultivation’ that one time.”

Solomon huffed a laugh. “ ‘Demon cultivation’! Ha. The incani did not like that.”

Erick smiled. “Yeah.” Then he said, “But if you ask for the resons from others, thus empowering yourself, then that seems more ‘cooperative cultivation’.”

“Plus, we’ve already invented [Renew], so that seems like it would…” Solomon paused. “Yeah. That’s probably the Benevolent Path working, isn’t it. Making mana of all types able to feed into other mana types. It probably works across more than just your own other selves’ mana, too.”

Erick nodded. Solomon had gotten to the thought at almost the same time Erick had. Erick expanded that thought, saying, “Maybe we could ‘cultivate’ whole other worlds. Maybe it’d be like using Mana Siphon. We could siphon the mana of a billion side universes that weren’t using that mana anyway, to use that mana here.”

Solomon went, “Huh. Have you tried using Mana Siphon on the Red Sparks?”

“I have not. Not directly. And yet… I think that’s part of how Benevolence is working at its base. How Yggdrasil is protecting us. How all of that is working. Mana Siphon is a reverse [Renew] that picks at the stray power of whatever spellwork we’re touching, using that power to bring power to ourselves. It doesn’t work that well against direct strikes, but it does work really well at sustained magical conflict on wide scales. The more surface area we expose to the enemy magic, the more disruption and siphon that occurs.”

Destiny went, “You lost me there.”

Guile and Ophiel simply watched.

“Okay. Well. Back on subject:” Erick said, “Cultivating resons—”

“We’re not calling it accreting?” Destiny asked.

“I’d rather not; that would be confusing,” Solomon said.

Destiny nodded.

Erick continued, “Cultivating resons sounds like performing Wizardry to enact a will upon a space. Perhaps there is a base unit of power? What does 1 reson do? How many resons does one person produce in a day? Where do they actually come from?”

Guile said, “No idea. No idea. No idea. No idea.”

Solomon said, “Well look on the bright side. I’m rather sure if there is a ‘demon cultivation’ versus a ‘cooperative cultivation’ then Nothanganathor is for sure the first, which would explain why he can’t find us. There’s only one of him.”

“So we need to go wide,” Erick said, “To escape him fully.”

“That does seem logical,” Solomon said, “But we just don’t know what we don’t know.”

“And then there’s the whole ‘what about time and space magic’ thing,” Erick said. “Can resons even do Time Magic? Soul Magic? Anything like that?”

Guile spoke up, “Considering the nature of the Old Cosmology as a thing-that-could-be-destroyed-in-days versus this New Cosmology which contains infinity in multiple ways, and considering that this universe does have a beginning in the Big Bang —according to Solomon— and is growing, then that means that this universe is stable. Perhaps quite a lot more stable than the Old Cosmology. In my opinion, this means that this New Cosmology is much more limited in what magic can do. Time Magic is probably not happening for New-Cosmology-Only spellwork. But also! This means that you, as Wizards with Old Cosmology powers in this New Cosmology, have access to mana and those powers, which will likely stick around through whatever other powers you encounter in this New Cosmology.

“It is certainly due to the powers of mana that we have been able to escape the Red Leviathan for all this time.”

Erick took that in, thought for a moment, and said, “Interesting.”

Solomon nodded—

“Okay okay!” Destiny said, “Let’s circle back to what we do know. Let’s go over your Mana Siphon and the Red Sparks… Are you saying you’re eating Malevolence? I find that very interesting. It mirrors what he is doing to us.”

Erick paused.

Solomon paused.

They looked at each other.

“Want to go try it?” Erick asked. “See if we’re actually doing that?”

Yggdrasil appeared. “Not necessary. I am doing this right now; question answered.”

And then he vanished again.

Erick called out, “You and I are having a talk about everything that happened and soon, Yggdrasil.”

Ophiel grinned happily.

Destiny eyed the ceiling, then the room, waiting for Yggdrasil to show. He did not. So Destiny said, “Okay. Then what about how we’re surviving outside of the Script, and how to come back from being caught by the Red Sparks. I want to talk about that now.”

Solomon said, “Which leads to a different question, first: There’s mana out there, outside of Veird. But it’s outside of our control. Can we leave the Edge and not be instantly dead due to the vacuum of space?”

Destiny frowned at Solomon. “Obviously.”

“Well okay then,” Solomon said. “I wasn’t sure it was obvious.”

Erick nodded, then began, “The first time I came back from Sininindi’s Death World, Sininindi helped me, and I felt home, here, like Benevolence leading me back through cracks in reality, widening the path. Lightning suddenly connected me from where I was, to where I wanted to be. The second time I did that on my own. It was the Lightning Path.”

Destiny’s eyes sparkled as she leaned forward, asking, “So you saw the Lightning Path and walked it?”

“… Do you see a Lightning Path right now?” Erick concentrated on the conversation and saw the best way forward—

Erick and Destiny spoke at the exact same time, “It’s like this, then. A simple view change. A Benevolent way forward. We simply have to find the Path and walk it well.”

Erick dropped the Path. “Ah. Freaky.”

Destiny blinked out some lightning from her eyes, smiling as she said, “That’s my Benevolent Chaos! You found it!”

Solomon leaned forward, “We need to try doing that again, Destiny.”

Erick and Destiny both held out a hand to him, as they held out a hand to each other and linked grips, the two of them saying, “Take a hand, man.”

Solomon laughed, and then put his palms into Erick’s and Destiny’s.

Lighting met Lightning. Path met Path.

A Way Forward opened.

And all three of them spoke together, “Everyone has to get there on their own, but no one is ever alone.”

They released hands at the same time and lightning sparked across those fading touches, like the breaking of power lines, white jolts tracing moss and mushrooms across the round table between them. The mushrooms glowed white.

Solomon smiled.

Erick grinned.

And Destiny said, “Okay! So. Loved that. Moving on to actual plans for the fight, now?”

Erick said, “I have a plan. Solomon has a plan. But what I want to know is where you’re going to strike first, Destiny.”

Destiny grinned wildly, saying, “To start, I want to tackle the lending houses of the Wasteland—”

Erick opened his mouth to object.

“—Let me finish! I know it’s a bad look with the incani/human stuff, but I was talking to Avandrasolaro, and he wants to get into overhauling all of Hell’s contractual law, and...”

The conversation went on and on, with many topics circled and tackled from different angles, multiple times. They spoke of resons and infinity. Of the Lightning Path. Of Destiny’s plans for problem cleansing. Of a lot.

And all the while, the Benevolent Sky, with its ‘death of Benevolence Marker’ hovering 450 years out, began to recede. To fall further out of sight. To fracture and change and become ten smaller events that spread out far and wide, none of them too certain at all. That wasn’t too surprising. As Wizards moved they changed the world, and there seemed to be more and more Wizards around these days.

And yet, the Sky was not perfect. For every tangle of black in the Sky that denoted some good possibility, some axis upon which everything could be made better, Benevolence still tangled dark and deadly here and there.

Red Sparks hovered inside some of those black tangles.

But not too many.

The Red Eye itself was nowhere to be seen.
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Erick stood on the viewing platform in front of the Benevolent Sky. A permanent gate to House Benevolence held to the side, surrounded by a complicated series of defensive structures both magical and mundane. Beyond those Illusion Magics and Blood Magics and Scanning spellwork and adamantium door, lay the Benevolence Research Center. Overseer Aisha and Teressa Rednail were in office today, with Teressa doing prognostications for official visitors asking for prognostications and Aisha sometimes doing the same. Teressa was fully pregnant right now, though, so she couldn’t do too much non-Script magic without endangering the baby, so her schedule was light. Neither of them were in Benevolence Itself right now.

It was just Erick.

Not even Ophiel, for Ophiel was hanging out with Destiny and Solomon at the house. Erick, Solomon, and Destiny had spent the last three days talking about everything under the sun, which was a funny way to think about their conversations. ‘Under the sun’. Hah.

Solomon and Destiny were getting along well with each other, and also with Ophiel, though Ophiel was only a tenth there at any one time, except when one of him died trying to rescue people from around the world from various dangers. Really now. Erick was very tired of Ophiel getting himself killed, but… He wasn’t really dying.

Erick hoped Ophiel never died.

He hoped Yggdrasil would be okay. Erick had showered Ophiel with love every chance he could get, but Yggdrasil was distant right now. They had only shared a few quick words since Yggdrasil swallowed the sun’s power and spat Veird into a better universe at his birth, which Erick was still coming to terms with.

Jane, Abigail, Bethany, Candice, and Evan, were all working together with Champion Fallopolis and the former Champion of Melemizargo, Verrod of Vast Skies, in order to do some stuff with the dungeons; Erick wasn’t wholly sure. The Shade messes from the release of all those Shades from Sininindi’s dungeon were all cleaned up, but the girls and Evan were still working with the Shades. Erick didn’t get into it too much with them, but he would soon. When he got back to reality.

Erick, Solomon, and Destiny were all going back soon. Not right now. But soon.

Erick hoped they would all be okay when he was gone. They should be. Ophiel was already sad, knowing what was coming. Solomon suspected Erick’s plan, and probably knew 90% just from pure deduction. Destiny probably knew the general shape of the plan, but only in the vaguest of ways. Yggdrasil knew the whole thing, for sure.

He knew.

They all knew something big was coming.

Erick breathed deep, and then Called out, “Rozeta. Can we talk?”

Rozeta’s white wrought form stepped onto the platform with Erick, smiling a little. “You look good, Erick. Your soul isn’t tattered much at all.”

“Thank you,” Erick said, feeling melancholy and trying not to show it.

“… Is something wrong?”

“Just plans being made. I feel a lot smaller than I used to be.” And then he got right into it, saying, “I’d like your death switch relaxed, please, but not removed. I’m going to need to use part of that whole thing soon.”

“… You’re going to try and do the True Wizard thing.” Rozeta said, “I don’t believe my switch is interfering with you.”

“Everything is interfering. The switch is just one such interference.”

“Ahhh. I see, then. I can do this ask of yours. This is not a problem.”

Erick smiled. “Thank you.”

“… Are you okay, Erick?”

“It’s ascension, and I think I know what to do, but the bad outcome is death and that happens to most Wizards that try, yes?”

Rozeta said, “I don’t believe that will happen to you. You already tried several times and didn’t 100% die, so the only way you might die is if you don’t have anyone there for you, and you’re not going to do that, because you’re not careless. I know you, Erick, and I believe I know what is truly bothering you, and it is the lack of [Familiar]s, and your changing life. You don’t have Yggdrasil or Ophiel there all the time anymore, because now you have to look at them from the outside, like all the rest of us do.”

Erick grinned. “That has a lot to do with it, yes.” And then Erick lost his grin, saying, “Ophiel is constantly pulling people out of danger the world over due to prognostication telling him to help people in certain places, but he keeps getting himself killed. It’s like he forgot how to defend himself, and his low regeneration isn’t helping him at all.

“I think I pissed Yggdrasil off a lot by telling you about the Computer Mage.

“I have no idea what the girls and Evan are up to, and Destiny and Solomon are an item now, you know.

“The House is the House and I really should get back to that but I have a lot of other things to do for Melemizargo still with this Sundering Search, but also with this Lifeblood Heart thing.” He breathed. He asked, “So where do you want to start fixing some problems? Any problems of your own?”

“Let’s go through your concerns first.” Rozeta conjured some chairs and sat down, pouring Erick some hot tea as she began, “Ophiel’s Status is a special case.”

Erick sat down. “He showed it to me, and while it is odd, his mana regeneration is what concerns me. How long till he’s paid back my debt?”

Rozeta nodded. “You did an extensive [Death’s Approach] with him, using 20-odd years of mana regeneration well before it was actually here. This would have burned out much of his soul, as [Death’s Approach] does. Normally, he would simply have died from that, but the Script can do a lot, and one of the things it does is ensure [Familiar]s survive. Ophiel is going to be fine, and it won’t take him 20 years to pay back that mana he used, either, for that sort of debt is just something that cannot be repaid. So it will be a gift, from me to you, and one I was not exactly expecting to give, but which I am happy to do.

“Ophiel will still have about a year of downtime, though. I can mitigate his issues, but time is a better healer than I by far. If I were to try and actually fix him I would need to replace the broken parts of him and that would be soul surgery, which would change him, which I will not be doing. In the meantime, the Script gives him mana as it does everyone, though he is only receiving a tenth of what his Status says he produces. That I can’t fix either.”

“Can I pay some of his debt? Or all of it? It’s my debt.”

“No, you cannot. You produce a lot more mana than you actually use on most days, so you would think that would give you a surplus, but mana is not something like money. It cannot be transferred that easily.”

Erick gave her a Look. “[Renew].”

Rozeta rolled her eyes. “If you want to do some [Renew] magic, you can, but I cannot do that. I won’t do that. Before you try, though, I urge you to simply let Ophiel grow up in Benevolence. Let him have a childhood with you or with the people of House Benevolence, and even with random adventurers he rescues from the world. He doesn’t need to be out in the real world right now.”

“… Fair enough.” Erick asked, “Yggdrasil and his girlfriend?”

Rozeta froze for a moment. And then she thawed. “Ahh. Girlfriend. That explains a lot.”

“I haven’t had much chance to talk to Yggdrasil for he has said he’s busy, but I have talked to him a little bit about the Computer Mage.”

“Let’s circle back to that later.” Rozeta asked, “Are you going to keep working with Solomon and the Black Gate?”

“He’s doing well with that on his own, and I want to let him have that. I want him to succeed. He’s very focused on getting Debby back; his Jane.”

Rozeta was purposefully calm as she said, “You believe his delusion of Debby, then.”

Talking about anyone taken by the Red always drew the Red, and this time was no different, except no Red spilled out of the air, or out of anywhere inside Benevolence. The Red flickered behind Rozeta’s white wrought eyes. The Script itself was infected with Red, but then again everything was infected with Red, except for Benevolence.

To poke further at the Red was to invite it, though.

So Erick said, “Perhaps it’s a lie, but it is one that keeps him going, which grounds him in purpose and power.”

“And what happens after he gains his purpose?”

“… Are you worried about the Lifeblood Heart rescue?”

“Of course I am worried about that. I am worried about Solomon’s delusions, but of the Heart itself, I am worried what it might do that I have not accounted for, and all the problems it might solve, even though it will bring along new problems of its own. I admit, my worries are less right now, because of a whole slew of worries that have been removed from the board, from that Prophesied Storm, to Ophiel’s birth, to Yggdrasil’s birth… Melemizargo hasn’t tried anything yet, which is surprising. He is waiting, though. Preparing.” Rozeta said, “Though to say that makes me sound like a broken record—” She grinned. “—To use the phrase you have brought to Veird from Earth, and then made real through the invention of records. You should know that Ezekiel is doing amazing things with small technologies. I hope to link him up with the Computer Mage in some way… But now you tell me that Yggdrasil has feelings for the Computer Mage, and thus my original plan is out the window.”

Erick smiled a little. “Seems like you still have a lot of concerns of your own, too.”

“Always and forever, Erick.”

“I’m letting Destiny loose on the world more.”

Rozeta suddenly sighed. “Really now.”

“Yes. I’m giving you a heads up. She needs to work more than she is. Yggdrasil sees lots of problems with the world, too, and he also wants to help. He considers Solomon and Destiny his uncle and aunt, you know. I love that, so I am encouraging it.”

“… Solomon and Destiny are truly together, then?”

“I found out myself the other day.” Erick asked, “What are you going to do with the Computer Mage?”

“Nothing, for now, if you can keep an eye on her through her time at your school.”

“I can’t do that. She would be singled out, and that could be bad. She doesn’t even have a Benevolence ring around her neck right now. It’s a very ‘in the air’ possibility that she’s the Computer Mage.”

“But you believe she is, and Yggdrasil does too.”

“Yes.”

“Is Yggdrasil going to attend school with her?”

“That was the original plan. Did he say one way or the other?”

“He said he was, yes… But Erick... Every immortal ever, always falls in love with a mortal to start. This has the expected result. Some people arrive at immortality because they lead normal, mortal lives, and they experience mortal death, and they decide to never go through that ever again. Some immortals try to pretend they’re something smaller than they are, and this has the expected result, too. Immortal and mortal culture is vastly different, and you have made a right mess of that usual divide with [Reincarnation], but the divide exists. Yggdrasil is going to have a tough time in a hundred years. He’ll have a tough time in one year too, though, so maybe all that other stuff is premature.”

Erick smiled. “Maybe a little premature.”

Rozeta said, “I have decided that if you want your kill switch removed, then you need to put it onto Solomon.”

“… Rozeta.”

“I’m serious, Erick. You have a personal interest in keeping Destiny under control and you’re vastly stronger than her, so, if the worst should happen with her, I trust you to fight against her and win. But Solomon is different. If you were blocking you from resurrecting Jane, I would expect you to win against you, which means I expect Solomon to win against you, should you fight.” Rozeta said, “You, but with a goal, would be able to beat any goalless version of yourself every day of the year.”

While she might have been right in normal circumstances, Erick had a very clear goal right now, and Solomon wasn’t going to hurt anyone with his pursuit of his Jane… And yet.

Erick was already going to do some shenanigans with his kill switch and Status and all of that, in his upcoming plan to fight the Red, to escape Veird, to become a True Wizard, and to get a message out to whoever was out there. Nothanganathor had specifically prevented Erick’s Star Map ritual from escaping Veird, so that meant that someone was out there… So this was perfect.

Fate was intervening here.

It seemed that an unknown actor of the mana was on Erick’s side, again. Once he became a Full Wizard, though, could Fate help him at all? No. He’d have to make his own Fate.

Erick said, “I’ll make it part of my plans, Rozeta. Probably during the Lifeblood Heart extraction if things look to go sideways. Right before.”

Rozeta smiled. “Good. Thank you for agreeing. That was the last bit of preparation to make on my end. Plans A, B, and C, as Solomon calls them, are maybe a day away from being ready.”

“A day? I asked Solomon and he said 20 days— three days ago. So 17 days. I assume people are working behind the scenes? What are the plans, anyway?”

“Stratagold and Bluite are on the job. Plan A is the standard event. A Void Well that I have had built to specifications will grab the Heart and the whole thing will be slowly and stably drawn down to Veird’s Core, along a relay route that goes through the down ways whirlpool at the center of the Glorious Land.

“Plan B is the risky one, but it has a higher chance of working. The Heart will pop out of the Dark and some people we have will catch it in their soul, and then they’ll step through a [Gate] down to an open tunnel to the Core. Once there, they will let it go and shoot the Heart into the Core Lands where Void and Particle magics will funnel it into orbit down there. To use [Gate] itself will likely fail, but I will be working on some modifications to a special [Gate] that should make it work well. To use a [Gate] on the Heart itself is likely a fool’s errand, so we won’t be doing that. I’m not sure why, for I never personally interacted with the Heart, but people have tried to use [Gate] on it before and that never worked.

“Plan C is Solomon will catch it himself and run it down to the Core, flying as fast as he can through the whirlpool between the islands of Glorious Land. We expect him to get as far as he can and then hand off the heart to others, forming a relay event to the Core.

“Once the Heart passes the boundary of the Core Wall then I will have complete control over the flow of mana in the area and I should be able to lock the Heart into an easy orbit around the Core. I’ve already done some experiments with designating weightless blocks of foam as massive mana producers that double the mana all around them, and because of those tests, I am 99% confident that we can grab the Heart and solve all of Veird’s mana worries for the foreseeable future.” Rozeta finished with, “Plans might change a little, but those are the main plans.”

Erick said, “Sounds good. Plan C is Solomon’s goal, then.”

Rozeta smiled softly. “I have accounted for that. Once the Heart is in the Core, I plan on allowing Solomon or anyone to use it at my discretion. I have already vowed to do this. Solomon would be first on the list. As soon as the Heart is secure, everything gets more secure, including using it, so there is absolutely no reason for him to want to backstab that idea.”

“And yet you want to put a kill switch in him.”

“I am rather cautious, yes. Cover all bases, etcetera, etcetera.”

“Solomon wants at least 20 more days till go-time.”

“I’ll take that conversation up with him later, then, but I suspect that was only because I was going slow because I wasn’t quite sure how to get him to agree to a kill switch. He doesn’t have quite the same problems that I can solve as I was able to solve with you, with your needing to hide your core and your self from the world.”

“Ha! Been a long time since then.”

“It has been a wonderful, amazing time since then, Erick. I’m glad I trusted you. I hope I can trust Solomon and Destiny and Yggdrasil and Ophiel going forward, too.”

Erick felt all warm inside for a moment. “I’m sure you can.”

“I’m sure you can, but I don’t trust that quickly.” Rozeta asked, “Are you going to go back to the House now that Yggdrasil is released?”

“Not yet. Gonna plan for the True Wizard thing and then do that. I thought I knew what I needed to do, but things changed a little. I was actually wondering about how mana must be in this New Cosmology, and what sort of ‘mana’ like magic existed out here.” Red threatened to knock the conversation to a Bad End, so Erick made a Lightning Path that did not trigger the Red Sparks, and he took it. “How do you protect Veird from that sort of stuff? Is that something you can tell me? Or will I have to stumble my way into protecting myself from that stuff on my own? This includes protecting myself from Banned Magics, and all the other worlds to come, of course.”

Rozeta smiled a little, saying, “This concern of yours is where I spend most of my days fixing broken spellwork and trimming up the spells people make on their own, for a lot of people make malformed magic all the time due to the various factors of the physicality of the New Cosmology interfering with their spell creation and implantation in their soul. My solution to those problems is constant vigilance and many, many redundancies, because I’m overseeing the soulwork inside every single living thing in the world.

“Your solution will be much simpler.

“All you have to have is enough mana to drown out all other spellwork, effectively making it so that other magics cannot touch you through distance. This would include any possible magics from other universes, too.”

“Fair enough.” Erick asked, “You sure you don’t want to talk about the various space ships in the Vaults?”

“Let us not discuss that,” Rozeta said, a flicker of Red appearing in the far off space beyond her white wrought eyes.

“How about mana outside of the manasphere? How does one deal with that?”

“Struggling to hold onto it as best one can.”

Which explained a lot, actually. Rozeta was purposefully denying herself the ability to understand that mana existed beyond the Edge of the Script. Her denial was probably a defensive measure against the Red.

Rozeta asked, “Are you going to try and make a space platform? I hope if you do, you don’t try making a staircase like Holo if you plan on exploring in the void past the Edge.”

“The Wizard of Anarchy went about that all wrong. Sometimes I wonder about that. Why did he make such a giant staircase? People just wouldn’t have seen him as a problem if he hadn't done that.” Erick said, “I wish that would have worked out better.”

And as Erick tried to recall that whole battle, he wondered how much of his scattered memory of that time was due to the Red Sparks, his [Onward] accident, or due to the Wizard War with Holo and the traumatic nature of all that. Dealing with the Blue Wizard had been a lot easier, since that had occurred entirely inside the Script.

Rozeta said, “Wizards are always major turning points upon which entire worlds spin, Erick. He and you were on opposite sides of a brief, furious war that ended like those sorts of things usually do. I’m very glad that we won that, and the confrontation with that Blue Wizard when she attacked Oceanside.” Rozeta added, “Speaking of Oceanside… Have you spoken to Kirginatharp recently? He asks me if you’re purposefully avoiding him.”

Erick paused. He was purposefully avoiding Kirginatharp, the dragon with the Sun Style, who was Second to Rozeta, who was Rozeta’s son, while Nothanganathor was likely related to Melemizargo and also Rozeta and thus Kirginatharp, and who held the Dragon Curse which kept down all non-Paradox’d dragons in the world. But Erick shouldn’t avoid Kirginatharp. Perhaps he was doing that subconsciously? Erick considered a trip to Oceanside…

Erick would just need to force a good Lightning Path and thus he wouldn’t fall off the God Pact world.

Erick said, “I’ll visit him later, actually.”

“Ask him about mana beyond the Edge.”

“… That’s a good idea.”

Erick wouldn’t be doing that, and he hated implying that he was going to, which made him something of a liar. He did not like that. … But. Was it a good idea to talk to Kirginatharp about mana beyond the Script?

Maybe Erick could make that happen, too.

Rozeta grinned softly. “I have good ideas occasionally.”

Erick asked, “Have any good ideas about using Computer magic to make the Script easier?”

“Oh my no. Not happening. But for travel between worlds and the organizing of logistics and the recording of information in smaller areas than what Book Magic can do? Yes. I expect Book Magic to be better for almost all normal means, but Computer Magic should be able to do computation and other such tasks well. I expect there will be explosive growth in the use of gridwork in spellwork, but that’s about all I’m expecting Computer Magic to be able to do… Unless you have other ideas?”

“I have a lot of theoretical ideas, actually. Want me to start at the top?”

“Yes. I have time.”

Erick smiled, and began, “Math in magic is never something I got into, but a lot of people have, and so Computer Magic should be able to easily do things like the Crossing, facilitating point to point communication. The threat of information leakage and information threats will be the worst aspect of Computer Magic, and while the Crossing is vigilant against that, Computer Magic will need a lot of people working to keep the systems running well, while only a few bad apples might ruin the whole thing. But at the same time, computers run on parts and programs, and if the programs are corrupted, then the parts should still be usable. In the short term, a proper signaling machine should be able to link up multiple worlds together a lot better than most magics can, using radio waves, or through mana shenanigans for faster than light information communication…”

They spoke for a few hours.

It was nice.
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A month passed faster than Erick would have ever thought possible. It was not an [Onward] incident. He had just been busy. Busy with the House, and with Destiny purging problems the world over, from petty crime lords who would have risen to power in the chaos to come, to tyrant landlords who were kicking out people who could not afford to live anywhere else. Busy with Ophiel, and how he started a [Gate] fight with four liches in Death’s Throne that Quilatalap showed up for as an intervention. Busy with Fallopolis to make sure the New (old) Shades were copacetic.

Busy with Avandrasolaro and some incidents with a coordinated hostile effort that started in his city, through his people, who tried to take over several transportation companies the world over, to try and make Avandrasolaro’s city of ‘Angelwatch’ into a new center of trade. There was nothing wrong with that sort of takeover, since it was all above board, but a lot of people had complained to Erick about that, and he had needed to actually investigate what was going on. Benevolent dragons had been involved in Avandrasolaro’s peoples’ business practices, too, which complicated matters a lot.

Erick made liberal use of [Hasted Shelter] to get all the time he needed to put the world in order.

Because he was pretty sure he would be gone from this world for a while, if everything worked out.

In the middle of all of that, Erick had forced a sit down with Yggdrasil, because the big kid wasn’t talking to him like Erick wanted him to talk.

- - - -

Erick stepped onto Yggdrasil’s roots inside Benevolence, and patted his trunk, saying, “We’re gonna have a talk now, son.”

It took Yggdrasil a moment to prepare himself, then another moment to appear. He was his human form with black hair and a crown of rainbows. “… Hi, Dad.”

“That’s not your real form. Come on now. I love you, and I want to see the real you, please.”

Yggdrasil froze for a moment, all of his trunk flickering, dimming, and then coming back solid, while his human body frowned. That frown deepened. He did not change forms. With a hurt sort of tone, he asked, “But I’m still your son?”

Erick smiled and hugged him strongly, saying, “That will never change. No matter what form you are, no matter how far apart we are, I love you, Yggdrasil. I want you to be happy. I want you to be you. And I want to share in your joys, however those joys might happen. No matter what, I will always be your father, and you my son. Nothing can ever change that, and especially not the end of the world. Besides, we’re going to stop the end of the world, and that’s that.”

Yggdrasil held on tight, his voice cracking, “I’m not just your son, though.”

“And I’m not just your father. Those extra masks and lives we show others might be true, but you and I? We’re true, too. I don’t care if you originated in some other multiverse. I probably did, too.”

And then Yggdrasil hugged hard. He sobbed softly into Erick’s shoulder, and Erick held tight. Yggdrasil’s voice was a soft thing, “I knew you’d figure it out before I told you.”

Erick smiled onto Yggdrasil’s shoulder, then pulled back, not caring for the tears trailing lines down his own face he wiped off the tears from Yggdrasil’s cheeks. Far, far overhead, green leaves fell here and there from the flaming green sky like falling stars. Erick held onto his son, and said, “It could only be so many things, right? So many reasons for being scared to talk to me. I’m sorry I made you scared, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil smiled softly, and said, “I didn’t want to scare you but… I think I have a life far, far beyond here. Ancient. Too big. I’m tiny right now but…” His voice drifted off as he looked down. And then he flickered and transformed. No longer was he a copy of Erick at 14, but he was an orcol teenager, barely taller than Erick in his human form. Erick guessed he was still physically 14. Yggrasil asked, “Can you be your Apparent King self?”

And then Erick was. Black horns out like a crown, taller than Yggdrasil now. A bit of magic resized his clothes; the same magic that Yggdrasil had used on his own. Erick looked down at his son, and asked, “Want to sit down?”

Yggdrasil smiled a little, and then he sat down on his root.

Erick sat down beside him.

For a long minute, they simply watched the ocean floating around Yggdrasil’s body in Benevolence.

And then Yggdrasil asked, “Did you know what you were doing when you named me ‘Yggdrasil’?”

Erick said, “Barely a clue at all. It was a wish for a brighter, better future, anchored in mythology from Earth. At the time, I had the goal of making a defensive [Familiar] to go with Ophiel’s offensive nature—”

“He certainly kept that nature,” Yggdrasil mumbled.

Erick smiled and put an arm around his son and held him close, saying, “And you turned out to be someone very special.” He kissed Yggdrasil on his black hair, then let go because Yggdrasil wanted some space. Erick continued, “Both of you are special. At the time of making Ophiel, I picked a name out of the ether that sounded vaguely angelic. When I named you, I had no idea what to name a tree, but I did have a desire for you, Yggdrasil. I wanted you to bring safety to all, and through that safety, everything else would follow. You were a bedrock upon which to keep me and Jane and others safe. Everything that came after was just me getting to know you, to try and raise you right. To try and instill within you the desires and purposes that drove and continue to drive me. Obviously you’re your own person, and I tried to recognize that right away… I still have fond memories of you sending me million-word [Telepathy] packets about fish.”

Yggdrasil’s green face turned slightly red as he looked down and away.

“All this stuff with Malevolence and the world ending constantly and whatever multiverses we belong to… None of that was on purpose. I think Benevolence was always going to work out like this, though, if it ever worked out at all. I’m glad it did. I’m glad I’m here with you. I’m sorry if you don’t like your name, or what it has done to you. It was never my intention to hurt you, but instead to gift you a name that resonated with every hope I had for you, and more.” Erick said, “And honestly, I didn’t know many tree names at the time. I didn’t gain Intelligence until after that Shadow’s Feast, hours after I created you with the help of the gods.” Erick asked, “Would you prefer a different name?”

Yggdrasil was silent for a while.

Erick waited patiently.

Eventually, Yggdrasil said, “I like my name. What other names might you have called me, if you would have remembered others?”

Erick leaned back a little, looking up at the green fire and branching white lightning that was Yggdrasil’s canopy and branches. “Let’s see. There’s the Ashvattha of Hindu mythology. The most famous one of those is the Bodhi Tree, the tree under which Siddhartha Gautama, otherwise known as The Buddha, sat and achieved enlightenment, allowing him to achieve nirvana, but he stayed on earth in order to teach others the Middle Way, which was all about kind living and a way to achieve freedom from suffering; a way between pure indulgence and strict asceticism. See, there was this belief that the only ways to free yourself from suffering was to indulge in everything, or nothing, and Buddha said that there was a middle way, and that resonated with a lot of people.

“I’m probably messing that up, but that’s the basic premise of that idea.

“The mythological Ashvattha, though, was a sacred fig, that grew upside down and extended roots into everyone and everything, tying it all together, locking it into suffering and reality, and which must be cut off in order for one to ascend and attain enlightenment.

“So I’m glad I didn’t think to name you that.”

Yggdrasil nodded a little, grinning a little, too.

Erick continued, “There’s the Sky High Tree of some people, I forget which, which simply ties together the heavens and the earth and all the mountains and hell. People adventure on it. There’s Jianmu, which is a road for the gods to take to heaven and back. And that’s all I remember. I’m sure there are a lot more, but Yggdrasil was the one I actually know about the most, for that particular World Tree has been in popular culture for a long time.

“That particular tree was supposed to hold up the nine worlds of men and gods and everything above and below. To walk Yggdrasil was to walk from Here to There, to travel an entire cosmos. Of course, that cosmos was only 9 worlds in the original stories. With your capability, I expect you to be able to do a lot more than that.” Erick said, “I hope I’m not putting too much pressure on you.”

Erick fell silent.

And Yggdrasil just looked out at the waters.

Erick waited again.

Yggdrasil asked, “What’s the full story of Yggdrasil?”

And so, Erick spoke out a tale that he only half knew, about gods named ‘Odin’ and ‘Thor’ and of Ragnarok and the burning of the World Tree, and roots that lead to worlds, and the rebuilding of everything after that apocalypse. He spoke of Fenrir swallowing the sun. Nidhogg eating Yggdrasil’s roots. A rainbow road known as bifrost that connected everything to everything else, and was a way to get around without walking on Yggdrasil’s body, which was the long way. He spoke of Odin hanging from Yggdrasil and paying the price of an eye in order to gain the knowledge of everything, and then Erick made a joke about how he had gained an ‘All-Seeing Eye’ that now hung around his neck that gave him True Sight Beyond Sight, but Yggdrasil was focused on himself the whole time, so he didn’t really find Erick’s joke amusing.

Erick finished saying, “It’s all quite jumbled up and probably wrong, too. But it’s just a story. And yeah, I can see you already pointing out parts of it that fit too well, but it’s just a story. It’s not our Path forward. I didn’t make Nothanganathor exist by naming you Yggdrasil.” Erick said, “But we’re sure going to slay that dragon eventually. Ain’t no dragon going to eat my son’s roots for all eternity.”

Yggdrasil smiled softly, saying, “Thanks, Dad.” And then he added, “By naming me Yggdrasil you carved a groove in reality that allows us to see this thing through to the land beyond, whatever that might be. We just gotta swallow the sun and have a Ragnarok.”

Erick chuckled. “Ahhhhh… Well. Yeah.”

Yggdrasil handed Erick a small, white gem. Erick had not seen it to begin with, but now it was suddenly there; the brightest thing in Erick’s mana sense. Yggdrasil picked up Erick’s hand and placed the drop of power into his hand, and then closed his hand, shutting out the light, completely blocking the power of the object. “It’s something you’re going to need. Don’t ever use it. When it needs to be used, it will use itself. Also, I just made it so you cannot lose it. Set it down and then think about it, and it will appear in your hand.”

Erick smiled a little, and then he opened his hand, exposing the drop of white light, letting the magic show. He set it down on Yggdrasil’s mossy surface, then held his hand out and thought—

The drop of power moved to his hand.

Yggdrasil said, “It’s still a good idea to wrap it in a bit of metal and put it behind your All-Seeing Eye, though. Easier to make it stay with you if you actually try.”

Erick smiled a little, then opened a tiny [Gate] to a workshop and pulled out some stainless steel. He wrapped the drop of power up in metal and then clipped it to the back of his necklace, saying, “Thank you, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil almost said something else, but he stopped.

And then he hugged Erick.

Erick hugged his son, his head on Yggdrasil’s black hair, his arms around his back. He ignored his own tears, and said, “The girls and Evan are going to be so mad at you when all this stuff goes down.”

“I have a plan for that,” Yggdrasil said, his voice cracking with emotion. “I won’t talk to them.”

Erick laughed.

Yggdrasil whispered, “I’ll talk to them. To everyone.”

Erick hugged tighter. “Thank you.”

- - - -

And then it was the day before the Big Day.

Security was tight. House Benevolence had already prognosticated 5 attempts to interfere with the reclamation of the Lifeblood Heart from the Dark, but they hadn’t stopped a single one; they hadn’t needed to. Burhendurur and Aisha as Overseer of Enforcement and Magic were working closely with Geodes Stratagold and Bluite in order to ensure the safety of the upcoming event, and the wrought were on the case.

The collection of wrought upon the Surface in the last four days had become the largest collection of wrought on the Surface of Veird since the world’s last Forgotten Campaign, however many centuries ago that might have been. All across Dungeon Island, from the slime dungeon and all around Mount Ascendant, to the downways at the whirlpool in the middle of the Sister Islands, stood temporary wrought fortresses. Each one of them was captained by many archmages and otherwise. All throughout the sky, high, high above the slime dungeon, were cloud castles or floating platforms or floating stone castles. Tenebrae, now as a 28-ish year old orcol man, had remade his floating castle and floated it up there, in line with the other floating bastions.

Dragons of all the Houses of Ar’Cosmos were represented in their own fortresses here and there, but they were mostly on backup.

This event was already the largest gathering of coordinated effort on Veird.

The plans had already been made, set, and triple checked. Hardly any people in the world knew who Solomon was before this; not really. But they certainly knew now. This was Solomon’s baby. His honor proof. His way to resurrect a forgotten daughter. That last one wasn’t said in too many circles, but it was said in a few.

In a small room on Oceanside, under the light of the bright sun, two people were speaking of those hidden subjects right now.

Kirginatharp looked the same as he always did, and Erick was glad that ‘the Headmaster’ was not subject to the Red Sparks at all. The Apparent King and the Headmaster had had their heart to heart about Erick’s mental health two weeks ago, and then Erick had taken tea with the Second of Rozeta a few times since then, to discuss this or that, and for Kirginatharp to officially request that Erick remove Destiny from Oceanside grounds, for she was ‘doing weird things, Erick, like moving books around and spilling grass seed onto one kid’s botany project, and switching out the caffeinated coffee for decaf, and I cannot abide!’. Erick had convinced the older-looking man to just let Destiny do what she wanted, if she was harming no one.

Which was coming back to bite him in the ass right now.

Kirginatharp said over tea, “Destiny and Solomon are an item, and Destiny’s small actions are too much. In particular, she blew a ship off course a week ago and delayed the rescue of that class for a day, and now the ripple is here. That professor of that castaway ship was one woman who I would have assigned to watch over the Heart Relay, but she is now sick with The Blue, so I had to send another guy, who was the person I decided to send because, apparently, Destiny had helped all of his students prepare for his pop quiz which he designed them all to fail, so that I would not be able to assign him to the Heart Relay, because he would had have the excuse of ‘but I have an important class!’ which is what he always does when I want him to work on something specific.” Kirginatharp took a breath. “And that’s only ONE of her ‘small actions’ that I have uncovered.”

Erick just smiled. “She’s rather great at that, isn’t she.”

Kirginatharp rolled his amber eyes. “And that’s not to mention anything of Solomon trying to bring back a daughter that never existed, and his obsession with this Heart and with an ignition to Wizardry.”

Erick was deep in a Benevolent Path with Kirginatharp right now, the Red Sparks fighting off the edges of his words, but really, not much more than usual. Erick followed the Path, and asked, “How about your own obsession with Wizardry?”

“Bah! I have enough power. I’ll get in line for the Heart like everyone else.” Kirginatharp asked, “What I am really afraid of is Solomon simply taking the Heart into himself right then and there, and damning all the rest of our ascensions for his own foolish concepts of Reality. A Reality which —I am not sure if you have considered this or not— which might be complete fantasy. A dream! A falsity.”

“I know you have your concerns but Solomon will prove himself as capable. These are just last minute worries of yours, anyway. We’ve gone over all of them before.”

Kirginatharp said, “And we have some extra time right now, so I will go over them again—” He stopped. In a moment he switched modes, turning from an old friend to the Second of Rozeta. A Red look entered his eyes, as he said, “Not enough time, it seems.”

Erick nodded, glancing at the clock on the wall. The plan was for the Heart Relay to start in 32 hours.

The real plan was to go in ten minutes.

Erick said, “We have a moment. Please sit, Kirginatharp. Ask the question you want to ask but are avoiding.”

Kirginatharp frowned at him, Red vanishing a little. “Why haven’t you gifted your Death Switch to him? Rozeta allowed that over two weeks ago. Why are you waiting this long?”

“Because I’m plan D, in honor of Debby, and I’m absolutely sure that I’m gonna need to do the switch and other magics against Solomon somewhere, at some failure point, in order to keep Solomon in line with Veird. The requirements of that action will change based on today’s events, and a whole bunch of other shit besides. I can’t lock him down without raising him up at the same time, Kirginatharp.”

Kirginatharp’s Red eyes faded, leaving wholly Gold, and then he calmed a bit more, and his Gold faded, showing amber irises and black pupils. “I suppose that’s metaphysically significant enough to be an acceptable answer.”

Erick nodded.

And then Erick opened a [Gate] to the clearing outside of the slime dungeon. It was daytime at Oceanside, but Dungeon Island was a world away, in the middle of the night, and all three moons were barely slivers at all, looking like eyelashes made of minuscule color upon a black sky. It probably would have been a starry sky, but the various fortresses everywhere were drowning out the true night with their light.

Erick and Kirginatharp joined the cacophony of people from all around the world trying to make this happen, with the area outside of the dungeon entrance as the largest gathering. It was an organized gathering, at least, with plenty of space for Erick and Kirginatharp to move around, and with wrought lining the clearing, some of them bowing.

Even Melemizargo was in attendance, though he was not visible, and his help would be a lot smaller than the actions of everyone else, and hopefully nonexistent. Rozeta didn’t want him touching the Heart at all; if he did, that was considered a secondary fail state, for Rozeta would never accept such an item into the Core. There was a lot of difference between Melemizargo handing over something he took from the Dark himself, or something that Erick, Solomon, and company achieved.

Not like Melemizargo would have done such a thing anyway. He was always about personal power overcoming adversity, and reaping the fruits of one’s own labor. The world would gain the Heart through its own power, or not, according to a very public statement by Melemizargo just a few days ago, where he spoke of Trials of the Dark and a bunch of other politically-flavored words.

And now, the Trial was here. Veird would attempt to reap one of the largest fruits of all the Old Cosmology.

The grove was laden with Red Sparks.

Erick suspected they’d be a problem, but not right now.

One foot in front of the other, Erick walked the Benevolent Path.

Inside the dungeon, Solomon walked that Path, too.

And somewhere in the world, Destiny also walked that Path.









- - - -









The slime dungeon’s main floor tumbled with rolly, gooey little slimes of all colors of the rainbow, all of them playing in the water rides, or resting on the white stone in the ambient light of the dungeon. It was hard to place the light sources for the dungeon, because all the roof of this separated space was black as Dark, except for the northern wall, which was a cacophony of color and images and dreams from so very long ago.

A Black Gate stood between the stable dungeon of slimes, and all that chaos of beyond.

Solomon stood beside that Gate, its enormity dwarfing his body four times over. Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Evan, stood close to him, but not too close.

It was all organized chaos, with everyone but Solomon coordinated by Mind Mages. Solomon was exempt because Erick had asked them to extend the same protection he enjoyed to Solomon and Destiny, which had raised a lot of red flags and concerned voices, but no Red Sparks, so that was great. Solomon didn’t know Erick’s plan, anyway, so that cleared that hurdle nicely.

Erick suspected that Kirginatharp was half here to watch him and Solomon, in addition to being a backup support. Which was fine.

Erick, Kirginatharp, Rozeta’s mortal form, and Koyabez, stood to the side, out of the way. The gods were forbidden from physically interacting with the world, due to the God Pact, while Erick was Plan D, and Kirginatharp was Plan E. There was no Plan F, but Erick was pretty sure that Fallopolis was heading up plan F. She was out there at Ascendant Mountain with the other Shades, watching from a distance. Everyone knew the Shades would get involved if something horrific happened and the Lifeblood Heart —gods forbid— shot away from Veird, into the sky and beyond, but no one wanted that, for that would invalidate Veird being able to accept the Heart at all. Despite the displays of peace and prosperity from the Shades for the last decade, no one truly trusted them.

A bunch of wrought relay team members stood on platforms beyond the ledge which supported the Black Gate. Sitnakov was there, along with a bunch of his friends. Archmage Tasar was the center of that formation, though.

The copper green and adamantium black Summoner Archmage of Spatial Magic was the main actor of Plan A, because she had finally succeeded in making her [Familiar], using Erick’s methodology, last week, and that [Familiar], along with some other powers, made her the anchor for this event. Tasar had decided to abandon her pursuit of The Worldly Path in order to finally bring her [Familiar] into the world, because she had finally decided that she simply couldn’t allow anyone to transform her personal mana signature into Benevolence, or any other Element. After making that tough decision, and then making her [Familiar], she had told Erick that she couldn’t be happier. She looked happy, too. Sengaralo was a cute little chipmunk-like creature that was primarily Spatial magic, which rested on Tasar’s shoulder and also along the whole path from here to the Core of Veird.

Tasar might not have [Gate] herself, but Rozeta had outfitted her with a special, one-time cast of [Gate]; a divinely supercharged version that should work well to capture and transfer the Heart to the Core, as long as the first person to hold the Heart didn’t explode in that holding.

That first person to hold the Heart was Sitnakov, looking ready and raring to go. Other holders of the Core would be a Void Well positioned here, in the dungeon, and outside in the clearing.

Plan B was all the wrought standing around outside, along with thousands from here to the Core.

Plan C was Solomon taking the Heart himself, if it should pop out of anyone along the relay path. It should stay with him for a while, too, because he could transform into a dragon and ‘soak the Heart’ for a while, whatever that meant. Erick was clear on the concept, but Jane’s suggestion of the Heart constantly dealing damage to the host had turned to tanking terminology, which Erick wasn’t quite sure was correct, but that language had stuck around anyway.

Erick and Kirginatharp would follow along in their own dragon forms.

And Melemizargo would be out there, too, somewhere. Waiting.

The Red Sparks were surprisingly absent, as they had been throughout most of this whole endeavor except when dealing with certain people. Perhaps Nothanganathor wanted the Heart released from the Dark? Probably. Nothanganathor wanted to be the God of Magic, according to some logical reasoning that might be utterly wrong. Would the Heart be enough to accomplish some of that?

Eh. Who knew.

Perhaps Nothanganathor simply wanted the Heart for the sake of having it. But the theoretical distance that the Heart acted at was a hundred solar systems, so Nothanganathor would be empowered for a while, even if the Heart should shoot off into space. Heck! Even Veird would remain empowered for a while. It was very possible that the Heart would escape and then begin to slow down in the void of space, and perhaps gravity would keep it tethered to Veird’s system for a long, long time. No one really knew the distance the Heart would act at, though. All of that was a guess.

No one wanted that solution—

Into the pregnant air, almost a day before the publicized go-time, Rozeta spoke, “Now.”

Solomon breathed deep, and regarded the Black Gate. He spoke,









“From Darkness cast, Wisdom’s decree,

“This Lifeblood Heart, sets mana free.

“Wonders rise tall, magics take wing,

“Infinity now! Eternal heart spring!”









The world flickered beyond the Black Gate—

Iridescent Dark Dreams became the absolute void of the deep mana ocean of the Old Cosmology.

A light bloomed in that universe of mana, like a distant comet, and like the disturbance of a phosphorescent ocean. Light spilled away from that spot of brightness, the very ocean itself churning to life, to expansion, to brightness in the dark, like a sparkly cheerleader’s pom pom coming into view. The Lifeblood Heart itself was pale blue, or maybe that was just the color of the ocean out there. Hard to say—

The Heart had only been in view for a bare moment. It had started out as a pinprick of light in the distance.

Now it was a radiant ball of every color in the universe and several that Erick had never seen before. Some of those colors felt like they should not exist.

And now it was a brightness which consumed the entire northern wall of the dungeon, all ten kilometers of it.

Colors exploded across everyone and everything. The Black Gate was not large enough. Nothing could ever hope to contain that power coming through the world, spilling into Veird already—

But something could. The Void Well. That Well was the only hope that they had to make the Heart come this way. The Void Well sat in the center of the dungeon, not even visible until now, until it started sucking all the mana in the air down, down, down, into nothing. Technically it sucked that mana down into the dungeon core, because the Void Well had been installed in the dungeon core for this exact purpose.

And still, the Heart came on.

The world was washed in color, every single person and living thing spilling out rainbows from themselves like colorful shadows and inks dropped in wells and so, so much glitter. The Heart itself was barely in view, and Erick wasn’t even sure if he was really seeing it among all that mana.

This was just the halo of the Heart.

The Black Gate was open, but it needed to be opened more.

Solomon flexed his [Physical Domain] into the Gate, into the mana ocean beyond—

And it was like punching into a geyser.

Mana flowed into the dungeon in such great quantities that it was a physical force, slamming into every single person present. Some of the wrought went flying, briefly, before Poi, at the controls of the dungeon, turned the Void Well to maximum power.

Color faded from the world, but every living person remained wreathed in rainbow—

The Heart had been moving oh-so-slightly off course. It had been aiming away from the Black Gate. Erick wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he did, because he saw it now. Finally, the Heart was in view.

It was a sphere of gold and silver and black and white. Red, blue, yellow, green. Solid and ethereal. Deadly and bountiful. Giving and pressuring. A drug and the cure. It was life itself, and it was coming for Veird, for a hole in the mana ocean—

Perhaps the original Heart had been lost instantly as soon as Primal Lightning created Yawning Voids.

—And that was the last thought Erick had had before the Heart slammed through the Gate, a hole in one, a swoosh of a basketball through the hoop, and traveling a thousand kilometers a second.

It slammed into the Void Well and suddenly stopped, hovering there in the center of the emptiness. It had absolutely no mass, but Erick was still surprised to see that sudden cessation of movement. And yet.

It vibrated.

Sitnakov moved.

The black orcol wrought slammed into the Heart and the world turned to a softer rainbow and a gale-force wind. Sitnakov was all about wind magic, after all. He grunted. The Heart held steady, its rainbow held in check by adamantium solidity and a fuck ton of buffing and supportive magics.

Tasar moved. Everyone moved.

Time slowed around the Heart and Sitnakov as Solomon cast a [Slowing Shelter] in the shape of a long tunnel leading all the way to the dungeon exit. Sitnakov slowed, and then slowed even further as the Heart bolstered the Time Magic around Sitnakov. Sitnakov could move just fine under Slowed time, though; this was to give everyone else a chance to move.

But this was not a good solution to the whole relay because Time Magic was about the presence or antipresence of Elemental Time, and the Heart would turn a Slow spell into a Haste spell or into a Stop spell soon enough.

Among the first steps to this process was getting the thing out of the Dungeon, though, so certain magics had to be used. Other steps that they had already passed was the consideration for the Heart turning everyone into piles of flesh and tumors and doing the same to the world, but that step was easily seen and voided as a threat well before the Heart actually came out of the Dark. Sitnakov was holding strong, too.

Poi, as dungeon master, adjusted the Void Well through the Slow tunnel, and Sitnakov followed the Slowing Void space, rainbows and wind flying everywhere, but people could handle that—

Solomon canceled his Slow magics right as he and Erick both saw the same problem. Sitnakov had jolted with super-fast movement for but a second, the Heart switching powers on him. Sitnakov’s wind briefly turned to a stone solidity in the air, too, as Sitnakov struggled to maintain.

He maintained.

And he followed the Void tunnel, out of the dungeon.

It was nail biting. It was stressful, and then everyone was out of the dungeon, into the illuminated night, and Tasar cast a [Gate] to the Core, slicing a hole in reality where the Core Lands waited far on the other side, along with Void Wells and other stable spellworks—

Red glinted upon Sitnakov—

The Heart popped out of Sitnakov and Sitnakov went flying backwards, through the land itself like a black meteor, completely unconscious. The Heart was out in the open—

The dark world turned to rainbows—

Historians would debate for many, many years what exactly happened next.

What Erick saw was Red ripping apart Tasar’s [Gate] and the Heart flying upward, only for two wrought to get in each other’s way in a way that never should have happened, ever. Rozeta called on someone to [Return], and it did not work because Red interfered, and perhaps Time Magic was not the best magic to use around a Heart. Erick hoped that whoever Rozeta had called upon to [Return] was okay, but they were probably dead. It hadn’t been Kirginatharp. The Headmaster was watching Erick and Solomon most closely, waiting for them to try some shit, while trying not to appear too ready for violence.

But there wouldn’t be any violence today, not among any of his oldest allies and friends.

Erick walked The Lightning Path.

And so did Solomon, Yggdrasil, Ophiel, and Destiny.

Solomon was suddenly there, in the sky, to intercept the Heart and swallow that power.

Rainbows faded. The night partially returned—

And then the world fractured around Solomon as he winced hard, his core fracturing, and then he suddenly calmed, his eyes going bright white, and then shifting to silver—

All the world glinted silver-white, the night banishing under Solomon’s power, his reason for being, his resonance of Wizardry. Every single person gained a silver shadow under the light of Solomon’s ascension.

Rozeta shouted, “Dammit!”

Erick said to Kirginatharp, and through him, everyone else, “It appears that Solomon is rising to Wizardry, so I will give the kill switch now and help him. Line up someone else to take the Heart. He knows to try and shoot it toward the downways.”

And then Erick focused on Solomon.

“Solomon! Embrace your Wizard’s grace, apotheosis now, power embraced!”

The world clicked.

- - - -

Erick stood in a space of white light, while Solomon stood in a domain of silver. The world beyond was gasoline rainbows.

A third person stood to the right, between them both. He was an old man; an original Erick.

He was the one whom Erick had first spoken with, when he gained his double form. He was from a failed version of Erick; one who had never gotten that hand up from that social worker on Earth, who had turned to crime to keep his daughter in diapers, and then turned to Dark Wizardry to get his daughter back when Jane had died on Veird. Rozeta had hounded him for those actions, and thus Other Erick had ended up in Deep Paradox, looking for a solution. What he found was that he did not exist, and that he was being used for fuel to give Erick more options in life.

Erick greeted the guy, “Hello, Erick.”

The old man huffed a laugh. “What the fuck is this? We were just talking and I knew I was vanishing. There were a few weird dreams about suns and Red and shit... And now we’re here again? Why ain’t I non-existent? Why did I have dreams at all?”

Solomon said, “We told the universe we have bigger dicks than it, so we make all the rules.”

“Ha!” said Other Erick. “So what happens now? Am I more fodder for Wizardry?”

“Not at all,” Solomon said. “I am the Erick who always lost Jane, who never succeeded. All of my stories are long and complicated, and none of them end in victory, but this one will. This time, I am getting my Jane back, and I am going to commit Absolute Grand Violence against the thing that took her from me in half of all those lost lives.”

Other Erick breathed deep, his eyes going wide.

Solomon asked, “Will you join me?”

Other Erick said, “Sounds perfect.”

He reached out and locked hands with Solomon.

Erick felt something ephemeral and dangerous fade from his soul—

As Solomon and Other Erick intoned, “We’ll get her back. This will be our genesis.”

- - - -

Erick came back to himself and felt a part of his soul fade away under the silver-white sky—

Solomon’s radiance shifted.

And the sky rotated.

The sun was directly above. Everyone around Erick panicked. Yggdrasil bathed the Edge of the Script in white light, even as Red Claws descended again. Kirginatharp roared out questions. Rozeta demanded answers. The wrought were equally panicking and ready for war.

And then people disregarded Erick’s request for them not to read their minds.

More panic.

A wave of Red Sparks cascaded across the world, flushed out by white light, as Yggdrasil commenced a Grand Cleansing.

Rozeta softly said to Erick, “I can give up the Heart. Do what you need to do. I’m sorry you weren’t able to tell me before now. Good luck out there, Erick. I’m ready.”

Erick stepped into the air, saying, “Please keep them safe, Rozeta.” He smiled, adding, “And the relay plan might still work. Try to catch the Heart when it comes down.”

And then Erick stepped into the sky to join Solomon.

Erick faced his brother.

Solomon was still deep in the throes of power.

So Erick started, “We call upon the wisdom of Solomon.”

Solomon breathed and ten thousand souls breathed with him, each of them staring out of Solomon’s eyes, at Erick, and then up at the sun. His silver eyes narrowed, his voice overlapped with itself, whispering, yelling, raging, plotting, planning, speaking, commanding, knowing, simply saying, “We See Now. An ancient enemy, unknown and Forgotten until today. We see what we must do.” He looked to Erick. “Will you speak with us a song of power?”

Erick firmly stepped upon the Lightning Path and all the world was caught in his current.

In Ar’Cosmos, a Fae party stopped. A king and queen turned to the sky.

On Ascendant Mountain, Shades watched and prayed to the Dark.

Melemizargo took his throne, and wrapped his wings upon what was to come.

The Pantheon stepped out onto the tallest mountains of the world.

Every Mind Mage went to work, linking the incani, the orcols, the humans, the harpies and goblins and pixies and wrought and dragonkin and dragons and arbors and all others capable of thought. Some rejected the call to sing, but most joined in the moment, as the Crossing seeped into every mind on the planet. Ascendant Prime held it all together, as they often did.

Every geode, every wrought living their normal lives, drawing never ending ruts through routine, stopped. New thoughts emerged, and routine shifted for a moment.

Silverite looked up from her desk in her mayor’s office of Spur, and Al stopped fixing the leaking pipe in front of him.

The Songstresses of Songli joined their voices to the growing Genesis, the temple of Rozeta ringing out across the land.

Storm’s Edge and Everbless were lost in the moment, not sure what to do, as Oozy bunkered down to wait out the storm.

Destiny and her Benevolence Dragons opened their mouths.

The world spoke,









“A genesis of power given unto form to make red riven.

“A trail through time and place of Paths to make a focus of our wraths.

“You take from us? You make this fuss? We make you now superfluous.

“A Sundering! Ha! A floundering fall! You’re nothing more but a treasure hall!

“Nothanganathor! Your name is Known! Your Red cover is fully blown!

“We take your power, ascension failed! And now you are forever jailed!

“Fusion Energy Nullification, turned to land beautification!

“Radiance Impounding Relay system, filled with all our possible wisdom!

“FENRIR! We call this magic now! Your Red is turned to a dog’s chow!”









Silver light flowed white into the sky, channeled through divinity and Wizardry, straight to the Edge of the Script, and then beyond, never stopping, never ceasing, flowing faster than the speed of light. The spell became lightning, like a grand zap of Benevolence stretched out across the entire distance between Veird and the sun. The Red Lightning tried to stop it, to prevent it, but the plan was laid well, and then suddenly launched before the Unascended Dragon could react.

It was also tuned specifically against Nothanganathor, the Erased One was now seen, his main power stripped in that Knowing.

Or at least that’s what Erick worked for, and believed, as he watched an event unfold that he had participated in, but which Solomon orchestrated, and which took place on scales far, far larger than could be acted upon or even seen, due to the speed of light.

The spell had been designed to strike the very sun itself, and Erick had discussed Solomon’s Wizardry long before today.

Solomon was a Creation Wizard. He was going to create new possibilities, to find Jane on worlds that likely did not exist. So he would have to make those existences. Erick doubted he would be able to do anything like what Solomon had done, for Solomon was the source of the infinite mana flowing outward in order to create this spell, while Erick had merely orchestrated most of this through his contacts among Veird. Once all the gods and all of Destiny’s plots were aligned, everything else fell into place. Everything aligned behind Solomon; even the Script.

Erick said to Solomon, “And now, the rest.”

The spell in the sky was still there. All of Veird was still bolting the sun with one continuous, solid line of white lightning that was probably so very similar to what Rozeta and uncountable immortals remembered of Primal Lightning that half of them were probably panicking, while the other half were reveling in turning the image of the Sundering against its creator. Rozeta was certainly reveling down there, on the clearing, watching this all happen and making sure it continued behind the scenes.

But this was not over.

It would not be over until the Red was gone. But the Red was not gone.

Trapping magics worked better than destruction magics, though, especially against a still-unknown enemy.

Erick, Solomon, Destiny, and Guile, had discussed what sort of war they could commit against the Red and win, and Erick had needed to give up some of his plan so that they were all on the same page. It had been a very concerning last month as Destiny dodged Mind Mages and Solomon wore the Crown of Self occasionally, so that no one could ever read his mind ever, but they had made it here, to this stalemate. The Red would be imprisoned for a while. Maybe for a very long time. That imprisonment would fail eventually, and so, there was just one more thing to do. The part that Erick had told no one, but which Solomon had easily guessed.

People called out to Erick and Solomon in the sky, but the only one Erick really heard was Jane.

“What the fuck, dad!”

Yggdrasil would tell Jane, Abigail, Beth, Clarice, and Evan, all of the truth later. Most of the effects of their World Spell would be visible soon, though.

While Solomon was securing Veird against the Red even more, working with all of the world to prevent relapses, and probably giving Veird a physical shell of anti-magic which would absolutely stop the Red…

Erick would be moving on—

The sky brightened as time and the speed of light allowed them all to finally see what was happening up there. The spell Solomon and the world had cast was a Mana Siphon-based spell, and that spell ripped through all the Red mana on the sun, and then rapidly progressed everywhere else. Propagation magic wasn’t possible on Veird, but this wasn’t propagation magic anyway. It was Solomon supplying an endless font of mana to the spell, through a million untapped lives, filling the solar system with the White of Benevolence and his own Silver Genesis.

And then the Silver, White, and Red sun vanished beyond a hexagonal eclipse of black, as the spell ate at the Red, turning power into prison and then [Duplicate]ing that prison over and over and over.

Part one of the FENRIR system was a hexagonal worldplate the size of Veird, twenty moons-to-Veird distance away, but only a few thousand kilometers thick. Or something like that. Solomon was working with a lot of minds right now to make it work, all of his memories focused on those of himself who were math geniuses and aerospace engineers and other assorted possibilities that never survived this far at all, coupled with Intelligence and Book Magic and a lot more. Erick wasn’t too knowledgeable about all that, but Solomon was. That’s why he was doing this right now.

Erick had wondered what Solomon was going to call his new Element. He had thought it would have been ‘Elemental Wisdom’, because duh. Solomon had chosen something more primal, though, there in that Paradoxical space with the Other Erick.

Elemental Genesis created the first worldplate of a dyson sphere far, far away from Veird. And then it created another, and another. Soon, the sky toward the sun was blocked out with black, as power built upon power and each and every metal plate of the dyson sphere began to soak the sun. Now that usage of ‘soak’ Erick fully agreed with. Those world plates should already be enchanted, at their very cores, with Mana Siphon on the interior and a whole bunch of stuff on the exterior surface.

Solomon was figuring all of that out.

And FENRIR swallowed the sun.

Ten thousand Solomons looked upon Erick, voices overlapping, “What’s next, Arbiter of Veird?”

All the world listened.

And Erick brought the world fully onto his Lightning Path.

“You layer protective metal shields upon Veird, like multiple Surfaces. Draw the moons to Veird to use and save those afterlives as new layers of Surface. Turn the Forever War into allies working against the Red. Work in as much reflection magic as possible onto the upper shields. Work with Rozeta to purge the Script of Red influences using Benevolence, which is supplied by all the Benevolence dragons and all the Benevolence that has soaked into this land for the last decade. Yggdrasil will be directing that flow mostly, but he cannot do it alone.

“EVERYONE HELPS.

“The Red cannot be allowed back in. You will have time to do this due to the FENRIR system, but not a lot of time. You need to be ready when Nothanganathor breaks free.” Erick said, “But before you shutter the house, I need to leave, to get help from the outside. I will get lost among the adamantium plates and ascend to True Wizard, and then make the Call. I have some tricks that will allow me to do that, as long as your Genesis spell works right and is stable, and I know that it is. I can already see lights upon the world plates of FENRIR. It’s all working well. If I’m not back in a year or two with reinforcements then you need to figure out something else. I imagine by that time that you and everyone else will have had a lot of discussions about the Red, because there’s no Forgetting it this time. Plan B is you all fighting against Nothanganathor yourselves. It should be considerably easier now that you can actually fight back.”

Solomon nodded multitudinously. “It shall be done.”

“Okay, then—”

The Lightning Path coalesced before Erick was ready.

All the world was aglow with Benevolence and Genesis as ten thousand Solomons, ten thousand Wizards from other timelines, turned their gaze upon him in a cooperative cultivation effort—

Erick vanished.









- - - -









As the light of the sun fully vanished beyond the black of an impenetrable adamantium shell, the moons of Veird slipped out of their orbits to lay down softly upon new adamantium surfaces of Veird. Genesis guided well and nothing broke at all, afterlives becoming real one after the other, high, high above every previous land.

More layers of black crowded Veird, layer upon layer, and then the whole thing flashed over with silver, before the planet completely vanished from all sight. The people of Veird were cut off from the solar system. But not forever. Just for now.

Nothanganathor raged, impotently, at the center of a cage he could not scratch at all, for all of his power, all of his capacity he had stolen from all the multiverses of Veird, was being used to empower that cage itself. The more he struggled, the stronger the walls became.

He threw planets at that cage. He threw fire and lightning.

The cage grew stronger.

And Melemizargo laughed.















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    AHHH!



I hope you enjoyed the end of Book 8! Melemizargo certainly did.

 

Book 9 will be starting in 3 weeks.



I planned to make book 8 the last book.

I lied, apparently. I am a professional liar. Sorry.

I had to split up the book and this was a good point for that split because this is the halfway point, for sure. Book 9 is all planned and junk, it just needs to be written.

 





- - - -

 

Patrons have 4 chapters in book 9! You guys get a 3-week break just like they did between those releases before 254 comes to RR. 

RR chapters return on October 1!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



254, 1/2, Start of Book 9


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Here we GOOOOOO~~~~



                

                 

No one really knows what happened that day when the sky closed over and started showing fakery. It was a (curse word) (curse word) Wizard War. That’s how that (curse word) goes. Some people are telling me my father vanished months ago and they had no idea about the Black Gate rescues. Others are telling me they’re from worlds that were on the brink of death, being annihilated by Nothanganathor, and then they weren’t. The minotaur horde is the biggest example of that; there were like 500 and now there’s a (curse word) nation of them half a million strong. They got plans to migrate to the fourth sphere up there; the first empty one, you know. Solomon’s Genesis was more than what it appeared to be. A lot more. It’s all a (curse word) (curse word) mess and we’re still trying to solve it all, and Dad’s not back yet and that’s… That’s worrying.

I’m sure he’s fine.

(Jane Flatt goes silent at this point and this Knowledge Mage cannot help but wonder what she really knows and feels about her father’s disappearance, and how much she is lying to herself versus how much she is lying to the world in the manner that all politicians lie. But Jane is a good sort of person, so I doubt she is lying for any untoward reasoning.)

-excerpt from ‘The Great Genesis of Solomon’, Year One, interviews by Anhelia Kendrithyst, Queen of the Reborn Geode.

- -

- -

My great, great, ten-times-great grandmother came to dinner on a sixthday feast after the end and rebirth of the world, like, five months after it all went down. She was quite pleasant, actually, even after uncle Wess tried to murder her. He’s an inquisitor so that’s his job, but he wasn’t very effective. ‘Auntie Cloverfield’ is basically a Breach Demon, though, so… I’m glad she turned out to be an okay person. She is a demon though— holy Host is she a demon— and our half of her living descendants —all of us at the party— are celestial-bound, so it was pretty tense for a while. Commiserating and celebrating over the Genesis and the knowledge of the Erased One was a pretty good wallbreaker for more conversation, especially when she broke out all that gold. Turned out we had a lot more in common than we thought, including our hatred of the demons.

The Clover and Cloverfield family gathering of human and incani two months later turned out okay, too.

-excerpt from House Benevolence Report on Angel/Demon relations, case #876 post Genesis.

Investigator note: Wess Clover is the inquisitor who walked with the Wizard Flatt through the Glittering Depths. See cases: Dungeons/Grand Dungeons/Glittering Depths for more









- -

- -









From the Office of those devoted to the Divinity of Phagar, God of Time and End

In light of recent public events it is my duty as the Head Priest of Phagar to clarify a few things. Yes, the church is recruiting. Yes, we are starting to answer questions regarding the future, which is completely opposite of how we have done things for long, long before the Sundering. Yes, this is because of Nothanganathor and Elemental Malevolence infecting our land, and many other factors.

The main message I wish to impart with this missive is this:

Phagar will not allow Veird to suffer from Nothanganathor ever again, and he will be ensuring that the Unascended Dragon cannot touch our world, forevermore.

If you wish to be a part of that action, then sign up with us now.

- Xerixio, Head Priest of Phagar, God of Time and End, at the Grand Unified Cathedral of Candlepoint









- -

- -









DUNGEON GUILD ALL CALL

The world is ten times larger than it was before Solomon’s Genesis. The wrought are busy making everything actually work, from waterways to air flows to everything else. They cannot handle the ‘smaller’ tasks, like the monsters, and they especially cannot handle all the dungeons popping up everywhere on those new lands.

We need people. We need you.









- -

- -

House Benevolence, classified document #918, Post Genesis.

Overseer clearance or higher.

This is a copy of a blue box posted by Rozeta and gifted to certain individuals now and again ever since the Genesis of Veird.




	
You have been randomly selected to participate in a questionnaire regarding the Script, to see that your needs and the needs of the people you know are being met with regards to Script functionality. 

Please pray directly to Rozeta in order to give your feedback.

You have 10 seconds to accept, [REDACTED]. 

This note and your memory of it will erase itself, either way.
















We are unsure how many people this box has gone out to, but we do know that the person who gave it to us, ( [REDACTED] ), found the note laying on their desk, hastily drawn on a scrap of paper. This is not the only instance of such an event happening.

Rozeta isn’t talking about what this message means, but she isn’t denying she sent this message, either. Whatever the case, it appears that she doesn’t see the dissemination of this blue box as an operational security risk. It is possible, and highly likely, that she is fully aware that this information is ‘leaking’, and she is allowing it to leak on purpose.









- -

- -









From the office of King Solomon of the Black Gate:

Please stop asking me about the location of Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence.

I put him on FENRIR’s surface one year ago today, and though many of you expected him to appear because we are ‘over where we lost him’, that’s not how physics works in the universe. That’s not even how magiphysics works. As we’re orbiting FENRIR, FENRIR is also rotating, and the whole thing is flying through the Renew Galaxy, which in turn moves through the larger universe at a fast rate.

The current location of Veird as regards to the initial position of FENRIR’s surface is easy to work out for those of us with the initial sets of information regarding positions and velocities, but for operational security, those numbers will not be published. I can tell you this, though: We will not be over the location where I teleported Erick away for a very long time, and that is on purpose.

We’re still dealing with Nothanganathor’s infection even after all our purges and otherwise, for all the universe seems filled with Malevolence that is crashing down on our New Surface at all times. It might not be Nothanganathor, but it is still Malevolence. And yet, that’s only 25% of our current problems.

Mainly, there’s all these shitty little wars through all these colonies on the upper shells. Those wars take up quite a lot of my time, House Benevolence’s time, and everyone else’s time, too. So stop fucking fighting with each other. I really don’t give a shit if all your dead enemies came back to life. Avandrasolaro is far beyond the point where he is talking to anyone engaged in Forever War actions, and this is the official notice that I am beyond the point of talking, too. I will let you decide what that means for yourselves, but the meaning should be quite clear.

Also, the Dark still gives bounty, and everyone wants a piece of that, and if you’re involved in any of those wars, you’re off the Black Gate lists.

Stop asking me about Erick’s whereabouts. He still has a year before we start to worry.

He is absolutely still alive; Yggdrasil says so.









- -

- -

From the offices of Rozeta and the Pantheon:

ALL NOTICE:

It has come to our attention that the rise of the more intelligent Nothor Beasts is directly tied to a Full Status Reset. We’re still trying to understand how this happens, but for now all Registrars are forbidden from granting a Full Status Reset without Inquisitors and Paladins of Rozeta on standby. Full Status Resets will still be granted, but they will be done under strict controls and monitoring.

More information to follow.

- -









- -









- - - -

- - - -

- - - -

- - - -

- - - -

















Reality was pain, and then it was something softer.

Erick did not open his eyes, for his eyes had never closed this entire time. He had been on Veird. The sky was closing over. And then Solomon had picked him up and threw him at FENRIR, at some distant part of it. Erick survived, somehow. He still wasn’t quite sure what he was looking at, or what was happening, though.

All was black.

All was glowing.

The land was a black expanse. The sky was a vista of stars.

Mortality returned in a flashing condensation of Benevolence turning to flesh.

Erick gasped—

He was a human in the vacuum of space. Every single part of him began to expand from within, as oxygen boiled out of blood and his eyes froze over. In that very same second Erick realized he was in outer space right now, so he rapidly transformed back into Benevolence. He did NOT breathe. He did not try to walk anywhere. He just adjusted his senses, to see what he could see.

He did not die.

Good start, all things considered.

Erick’s body was a nebulous flow of Benevolence, pouring out of his core, which was itself ethereal. The ground was black as adamantium, soaking in the light. In every other direction there was nothing.

Nothing above. Only adamantium plates below.

Erick could make out the individual hexes of the long cylinders which made up half of the plate. If Solomon had done the magic right, then a hundred kilometers below this surface there should be a sandwich layer of various platinum metals that acted as the main magical backbone of Fenrir. Beyond that layer there should be another layer of 100-kilometer-thick black adamantium worldplate.

And in there lay magic.

Erick knew the system was working, at least a little, because Erick was not dead due to the vacuum of space pulling him apart. In fact… Erick pushed off of the ‘ground’ like he was a giant slime extending a pseudopod downward… And yup. Erick went up, but a weak, weak gravity pulled him back down.

The better FENRIR systems were coming online.

It should also be a lot stronger than this.

Something was wrong?

Maybe something was a little wrong.

At least Erick hadn’t landed in outer space. He was on the outside of the dyson sphere, and the dyson sphere was beginning to accumulate gravity and other things because the collection systems on the sun-side of the sphere were beginning to work; to gather Nothanganathor’s power and transform it through a [Renew]-based system into mana of better types, and also [Duplicate].

It should be creating a few types of mana, too. Stone, Water, Air, Fire, Shadow, Light, and also Genesis, which would turn those Elements into real objects.

Looking in the distant sky, Erick witnessed Light cast down from a cloud-like structure far, far ahead; it was the only thing visible around.

How far was it?

Well.

Hard to know.

Erick was on a damned dyson sphere, he thought, giddily. Even if he flew up and up and up, he would probably never get any true perspective on the lands of this sphere and the size of the lights ahead of him, not until he got very, very high. Like, ‘orbital distance’ high. That seemed like a bad idea, though.

Erick noticed several things in the span of the next few seconds.

His body was a diffuse collection of misty light that was constantly drifting away, probably at the rate of 12 million mana per day, or 138 mana per second, which were the rough numbers associated with how much mana his soul and body naturally produced, as a Wizard. Without a connection to the Script, though, his mana was actually his own, and so here it was, flowing away from him because try as he might, this was outer space and there was nothing holding Erick together except for his own concentrated thoughts. His Benevolence body wasn’t even properly shaped, for the pressures of this existence were too great for him to properly hold onto himself. He estimated his body was about… 5 meters wide? Based on the meter-sized adamantium columns underfoot— under‘cloud’.

His connection to the Script was completely gone. His Stats and such were already starting to fade, and it was getting fractionally harder to hold himself together, but he could manage. His Stats were soul-based, after all, so some of it would remain, even in this existence. This wasn’t the Glittering Depths, after all, where Stats were specifically minimized. His Intelligence was fading somewhat, but he was still smarter than a normal person.

He would be fixing his Intelligence for full benefit once he ascended to True Wizard.

And now that a few seconds had passed and there was no immediate danger of death, Erick recognized a few more facts about himself and his surroundings.

There was an atmosphere here. It was very, very thin. But it existed. It was kinda acting like a buffer against the absolute vacuum of space, too. Which was good. That buffer likely vanished higher up. Erick would not be flying up anytime soon.

There was no manasphere, though. Erick could tell that there was mana inside the adamantium ground, but that sort of mana had a… a ‘sucking’ quality? to itself? Erick wasn’t sure. Hard to sense that sort of thing, and being near the ground seemed to eat away at his Benevolence blob form a little.

The ground was absorbing mana, perhaps.

That seemed a safe assumption.

Erick had expected to land in a place absolutely filled with mana and atmosphere. Where was all the Elemental Genesis? The Elemental Benevolence? Was it already used up? Fighting an unseen war on the other side of the adamantium dyson sphere?

Probably.

Erick Shaped his Benevolence into a Bolt and a little jolt of Benevolence went flying for a grand total of 5 centimeters beyond his blob form before it turned into motes of light that broke and fell to the ground, sucked up like water into a sponge.

… Okay then.

Okay, Erick, he thought to himself, you have a few goals here, and most of those goals need a body in order to function, which means I need to make an atmosphere that can hold me, and some life. I’m not sending out a Call to the Universe until after I become a True Wizard, so that the Call won’t bring down Nothanganathor on my head, or some other thing I cannot fight in this blob form.

He made another few [Benevolence Bolt]s and other mana types, Altering them to suit his needs, before he sent them flying. Only the Benevolence ones lasted more than a few centimeters beyond his body; they lasted 5 to 7 centimeters.

This did not bode well.

If FENRIR wasn’t fully charged, then that meant that Nothanganathor was probably not fully contained. The FENRIR system should be more operational than this. Perhaps the Erased One was operating across different frequencies of this multiverse, trying to get to this God Pact universe—

Ah. Duh. It probably was.

Veird was safe, though. Of course Veird was safe. Or at least this version of Veird was safe.

If Erick had had a body he would have tried to breathe to calm down. Erick had no body, but he could get one… Probably. No. Scratch that. No ‘probably’. He needed a body. And so, he would get one. Soon.

Where to start?

He looked at himself and his fog of Benevolence.

That fog was seeping more in… that way? No. That way? No. The fog was flowing everywhere equally. Hmm. So that was useless for figuring out which way the air might be flowing in this thin atmosphere.

If Erick had had a finger he could wet and hold up to the sky to test the wind, he would have. But he did not have that. There was no way to tell where the wind was coming from, or even if there was a wind out there. But if there was a wind, then that’s where Erick should go, because where there was wind, there was atmosphere.

Presumably.

Erick prepared for some pain, to let some of his Benevolence Body slip out of his control, to see if the fog spilling off of him equally was because of him, subconsciously controlling it, or if there truly was no wind out there. With a certain amount of resignation to the pain, Erick let go—

It was like opening a hole in his soul. Everything flew out—

Erick put his barriers back up and regained himself.

His briefly uncontrolled fog… seemed to flow… Away from the planet-sized storm in the distance?

Welp! That made a certain amount of easily-understood sense. When in doubt, always run toward the planet-sized storm! Of course!

… Erick was hesitant to do that, for obvious reasons. He still needed to do that, though. He had the choice of either building a True Wizard existence out here in the near-void, or flying toward the world-sized magical storm and having at least some air pressure that might allow him a fleshy existence. Might just evaporate him, though.

Erick started moving.

If the storm proved to be a bad idea, then Erick would simply turn around and try to Wizard up a shelter solution somewhere closer.









- - - -









Erick discovered a few more things as he flew over the land.

Flying over the flat worldplate of FENRIR was an exercise in meditation, and concentration, for if Erick got too close to the land, or if his mind started to wander, he’d fall into the worldplate and get sucked into it, his very being subject to the Siphon of FENRIR. It was a lot worse once he got away from his landing zone, too.

There was no manasphere at all, anywhere, because of that Siphon.

Erick wondered if the only reason he had thought that there was a manasphere, was because the place that he had landed had placed him there with a great amount of mana in the first place, and thus it took some time for that mana to sink into the plate.

And so, because there was no manasphere at all, Erick’s edges were falling away, constantly.

Also, Erick could not benevolencestep forward, for stepping through any sort of Element required aligned mana of a stepping type in both locations, and there was nothing out here at all except for sucking death.

So flying was the only way.

But not too high! If Erick got too high then the complete lack of atmosphere made Erick’s blob body even harder to control and maintain.

Erick was already exhausted.

Also, that storm seemed smaller. Like it was flying away from Erick. It had seemed like a stack of clouds with various normal features, occupying a moon-sized bit of the sky upon the horizon. It seemed like a smaller moon, now, and Erick had been staring at it for a while, so he was able to make out a few things in the last three hours of high-speed flying, besides the fact that it was getting fractionally smaller.

The cloud had many layers, first of all. From far away it seemed like just a normal, perhaps 4 or 5 layered thunderhead. But it was more like a thousand-layer cake that bunched and stretched in a few places. Looking at those layers was like trying to count rings on a slice of tree trunk from a thousand-year-old tree; too many to easily count. The lightning looked like microscopic hairs, too, stretched here and there, barely visible until they were surely visible, as if there were little white cracks opening and closing in the cloud and spreading everywhere.

There was absolutely no sound.

Erick did not realize that being in the absolute silence of space was going to be the first thing to drive him bonkers. Obviously, in retrospect, absolute silence was pretty much torture to all normal beings.

All of that made Erick realize what he needed to do.

He couldn’t chase the storm.

He needed to build right here, right now, and fast. That meant Script-magic; specifically [Duplicate]. Using Script-based soul-implanted magic outside of the Script was not an easy feat. Erick had mastered this, though, because it was a necessary thing to master. Even still, [Duplicate] was one of those spells that used the Script to function properly, like Healing Magic and [Cleanse] and other incredibly precise spellwork with a ton of moving or very precise parts.

Before Erick [Duplicate]d what he needed to [Duplicate], Erick checked his Lightning Path. It was difficult and took him longer to see than normal. Erick’s Lightning Path to the best possible future wasn’t working at 100% right now, but it was working well enough.

Erick was 99% sure that using [Duplicate] wasn’t about to blow himself up with an accidental atomic blast.

Which was possible now. The Atomic Ban did not exist out here.

Erick gathered his Benevolence form into a proper body shape, concentrating his Domain and focus to bring forth himself from the vacuum. It wasn’t too difficult, but it was a lot like sucking his stomach all the way into his throat; not comfortable, and not something anyone could do without magic coming into play. He stuck out his bloated right leg. A flicker of intent and control on his right shoe was enough to dislodge a rock he had purposefully stuck into the tread, onto the ground—

The tiny speck of speckled-grey stone went flying into the near-vacuum, near zero-g ‘atmosphere’ of space. It pinged off the ground and Erick struggled to catch it before it flew way out of perception. He managed. And now a bit of granite the size of Erick’s pinky finger hovered inside of his Benevolence form.

With a concentrated flex of his soul and a mental harmonization with the sound of [Duplicate], long since memorized for this instance, Erick focused a Script-spell on the little bit of granite.

And now he had two bits of granite.

Erick almost giggled, but then he felt himself almost lose control of his Benevolence body in order to let that frantic emotion happen, so he focused again. No giggling. No joy until he was at least temporarily safe.

But [Duplicate] had worked! Mostly. The second granite pebble wasn’t exactly the same as the first pebble, so that was a failure that Erick would need to figure out, but not right now. It was still a stone-like solid, so it was fine.

Two bits of granite fused into one as Erick applied pressure and focus, mentally tagging the crumbling, broken object as one object. It wasn’t much of a mental leap to do that, but the spell required 1 target, and Erick was already running without a Script here. He didn’t want to try any of his more complicated [Duplicate] variants right now.

One crumble of granite became a larger crumble.

Erick tried to apply basic heat to the crumble, fusing it into one crumble, but it cracked and shattered, pieces going everywhere in the near-zero-g environment before Erick gathered them up again. He stuck with the mental-tagging option, and when he got a brick-sized bit of granite, he tried a Script-based [Stoneshape].

It barely worked. The crumble of stone became sandstone with big bits to it.

Erick turned his frustration at inadequate magic into fuel for the fire, focusing hard. He had a reason for doing all this. All of Veird was counting on him to get help; not to fuck around out here playing with magic and getting mad that it didn’t work right in the vacuum of space.

Erick mentally took a breath, and then he focused.

Triggering Script-magic outside of the Script was already Wizardry, if minor. Now, Erick did something larger, mentally humming a little ditty about stone and purpose, doing real Wizardry.

The stone in hand protects because protection is as protection does.

The broken granite turned solid, suddenly becoming a meter-cubed brick of white and grey marble that silently popped into existence. Erick contained his elation as he lowered the marble to the ground, securing it against nothing, but it was heavy, and the ground had some gravity to it, so this was fine.

[Duplicate] made a second cube that was not nearly as good as the first one, but it was good enough. Erick started laying cubes next to each other, always copying the first one, and none of the secondary ones. This was already going to be a near-disaster that he’d have to fix with Wizardry, anyway, so he didn’t want to compound this disaster with [Duplicate]-copy degradation problems. Within minutes, Erick had a nice 10 meter by 10 meter square base, with half-walls all around.

And then one of the copied cubes in a wall cracked and that wall tumbled down, completely silent in its destruction.

Erick left that destruction and piled up more cubes until he reached ten meter tall walls. Some of those walls were truly just piles.

I can see through cracks in every wall and the roof is still non-existent, but this is a good starting point.

Erick focused on the entire structure, expanding his foggy body to touch every cube and to get between every crack. He filled up the space and formed a little dome of foggy Benevolence body on top. He probably looked like a muffin, baking out of its bread tin… Or bread rising out of a muffin tin. Wait. A muffin top? No. That meant something else. That’s not how the saying would go—

Erick focused.

He tried another reson-empowered [Stoneshape], to pull forth a protected space out of infinity and his own mana, as he hummed the same tune as before, but different.

The stone surrounds and protects because protection is as protection does.

The ten cubic meter little room plopped around Erick, like so much stone shell forming around a very large benevolence slime. Erick was completely in the dark under a dome of stone, now.

He almost flickered back to his human body, for the feeling of being surrounded on all sides by anything at all after being out in the Great Big Nothing was a palpable relief, even though Erick wasn’t wearing his biology right now. He maintained, though.

He flickered power, creating a common lightward that glowed in the middle of the room like so much ball lightning, softly sparking upon itself and sending warmth into the air. It would have died almost instantly, of course, if Erick wasn’t actively holding onto the mana in the space. None of this would have worked at all if Erick wasn’t struggling to maintain his very mind and—

Erick took a moment.

I am safer than I was before. I am fine. I can do this.

He had not known that this was how it was going to happen, but he had prepared for it, because this was the second-worst case scenario. He had hoped that the FENRIR system would have provided more manasphere so that he didn’t have to provide that himself, but something was obviously wrong with the system. It was brand new, after all… Erick had no idea what the fuck was wrong with FENRIR. Solomon had ten thousand Ericks helping him.

FENRIR should be up and running, dammit!

… Erick would figure this out and solve this problem. This was fine. He was prepared.

He would succeed.

First thing to do was to make an atmosphere, so Erick concentrated on his lungs and chest and did a complicated series of breathing movements to try and let out some air from his Benevolence body without bursting his lungs. He mostly succeeded.

Now there was a bit of CO2 and other gasses and blood splatter crystals drifting in the stone space. There was some atmosphere in the room because there had been some atmosphere on the surface, of course, but Erick wasn’t sure what sort of atmosphere that was. So he had used his own.

The next step was gathering that atmosphere as best he could, so Erick did that, leaving the blood to the side.

A lot of [Duplicate] later, and the air inside the marble room seemed thicker. Not atmosphere-normal, but thicker, for sure.

Erick tried a [Cleanse] and instantly evaporated 95% of what he had created, the thick air of it all instantly falling away into absolutely nothing, vanishing like it wasn’t even there.

Good news! Erick decided to think to himself. That means all the rest that remains is quality stuff!

Erick was not wholly correct.

It took him another hour and a few [Cleanse] cycles to make the atmosphere something that sort of felt like Veird-normal-pressure. All that thick ‘air’ did nothing for the manasphere in the area, though; all of that stuff fell to the bottom of the stone room and kept right on going, into the adamantium worldplate below. Zero manasphere meant that Erick’s Benevolence Body was still bulged out like he was a marshmallow in the microwave, barely able to keep himself together.

But this was progress!

Shell. Atmosphere. Now to make some Domain runes.

Erick had had lots of experience carving runes into every possible type of surface over the years. Metal was the best —and some would say the only— substance to enchant. But Yggdrasil’s eternal stonewood was great for everything protective, while magical stone itself was half-decent at holding a protective charge, and other certain kinds of charges. Runes that were specifically made to hold onto power and solidify a structure and do nothing more than that often worked well inside simple, nonmagical stone.

This particular marble had been [Duplicate]d and Wizarded inside Elemental Benevolence, so it wasn’t really ‘simple’ stone at all, and yet it had all been drained by FENRIR, so it was non-magical stone, now.

It would work.

Erick would need to keep the domainwork out of the influence of FENRIR, though, but he could handle that.

Carving into the marble shouldn’t be that difficult either, and this stone was a meter thick in all directions, as evident when Erick poked his Benevolence body through the stone. Erick doubted he could actually dig too deep, or crack the marble at all. Erick had no adamantium knife with him, which was a problem, but that was easily solved.

Erick simply allowed one of his fingers to become real again, and then he let out the dragon a little, turning a plain fingernail into a bright white claw. With an atmosphere in the room he probably could have turned his whole body back to flesh and bone, but he refrained for now.

Best not to wager comfort now against a potential catastrophic loss of atmosphere.

And then he got to carving runes of Benevolence and Renew and Domainwork.

There was difficulty. He was outside of the Script and all the magic he carved was 100% on him to both create and imbue with meaning. The vacuum of space was ripping away at everything he wrote at all times, which was difficult. And everything was death out here. But Erick kept his power focused. 

He drew perfect lines all across the inside of the stone space. He kept his intent honed. He knew what he was doing, and though he had to rewrite areas a few times to make the power stick, he did exactly that.

It was like drawing a sketch in a very large space that was constantly erased. And yet, if one drew enough lines fast enough, the sketch remained. It could be improved upon. It could be made real.

Every bit of Domainwork that managed to stick around made all that came afterward easier.

Gradually, a manasphere began to settle. Erick’s Benevolence form began to calm. Slowly, a two-armed, two-legged, one-headed body emerged out of his bloated mist, while even more Benevolence mist clung to words and symbols on the stone walls.

And still, Erick carved.

Some amount of time later, Erick was still carving stone with his claw going over a line he had already gone over 127 times already. And he realized something. He was in his human shape, in his human body, breathing freezing cold air that was starting to seem stuffy, and all the walls were lined with power. The power was still fading. It needed to be reinforced.

But Erick could do that.

Erick shuddered, his muttered voice echoing under the stone dome, “Holy fucking shit that was rough.”

But now he had a place that wasn’t absolute death.

Erick took a platinum button from his shirt and then he [Duplicate]d it inside of his Benevolence form. One bit of non-magical metal gained a twin that was infused with mana; it shimmered white and glinted with lightning depths when looked upon from certain angles. His domainwork was holding. This bit of benevolencesteel would stay benevolencesteel.

Erick made more.

Stone was great for a start, for a foundation, but Erick wanted multiple redundant systems, automatic air creation, and a whole bunch of other stuff that would make this area truly secure. He would likely be here for a while, rebuilding himself.

As Erick worked, he occasionally stuck his visual senses through the stone, to look for threats.

There were no threats anywhere, and that planet-sized storm was still moving away.

Everything else was black adamantium, or the star-filled silent void of space.

Erick rushed through the first runic web, and then went on to another very necessary creation: A little water fountain that tumbled water down some stone pillars, into a tiny pond.

A jolt of Benevolence created some water plants, too, so that was great.

There would be no concentrating on rebuilding himself into a True Wizard until he could at least relax enough to get a proper look at his soul, to reorganize himself into something unassailable, and it was much easier to work on the incremental advancements needed to secure that concentration when the world wasn’t complete silence, with death just on the other side of a thin stone shell.

As a nice side effect, the air gained some moisture. It was still cold in here, but it wasn't as dry as desert air anymore.

Erick would work on a better air-water-warmth system once the walls weren’t so damned weak. Such a system would probably be a mini-[Terraforming] spell locked into a metal frame and working off of Benevolence mana. That storm outside which was slowly, slowly headed away, was almost for sure a [Terraforming], but on a much larger scale. Solomon and Erick had specifically not discussed all of this FENRIR system in perfect detail, but they had spoken around the plan many times, and Erick wasn’t wholly certain what Solomon’s Elemental Genesis was truly capable of, but he knew that Solomon had all the same spells as him, and that included [Terraforming].

Seemed like Genesis was manifestation-based, too.

An Element specifically designed to make things without all the intermediary steps like Erick was doing now, with this rune carving? Yeah. Probably. Safe bet.

Erick tried to mana sense through the floor and into the adamantium worldplate again, and all he could truly feel was the worldplate sucking him down, draining all the loose mana around into itself.

Something was wrong with the FENRIR system, and Erick would solve it after he ascended to True Wizard.

Erick continued to work without rest, creating Benevolence-infused platinum and stretching it out into networks that encircled the room. He had to replace the air a few times when it got musty and he needed to [Cleanse] it. He needed to fix the water fountain twice.

But eventually, the room was more secure than it had been.

Theoretically, Erick could have slept right now. He was exhausted. But he couldn’t rest. Not with only one layer of protection.

And so, Erick extended the mana containment domain field using specifically shaped runic webs, extending a three-meter-wide tunnel of controlled mana off of the side of the grey marble building. A quick jaunt out into the Empty had Erick almost panicking again, but he maintained and added on a tunnel of granite to the main structure, located a few meters off of the ground of the black worldplate.

Erick would build the rest of the structure off of the ground, supported by pillars that locked onto tiny imperfections in the hexagonal grid of the ground, wrapping around edges and locking into place as much as possible. The first building was practically unsecured, compared to what Erick would build next. A strong wind could just blow the whole thing off of the ground.

Of course, there was no real wind out here.

That world-sized [Terraforming] in the distance was certainly doing something, and there was an atmosphere out there, Erick had been at this for 2 or 3 days now, and something was wrong—

“Stop thinking about that, Erick,” Erick told himself. “Do what you can, and leave the rest for later.”

When Erick finished his second big building, beyond the tunnel that led to the first, he went back and revisited the little fountain in the first building, and changed everything about it.

He turned that thing into a powerhouse of Benevolence, making it resemble the start of his Benevolence space, where he had placed his very first node for the Gate Network. Water pushed up and out of the center of a collection of pillars that formed a fountain and cascaded down onto mosses and multiple levels, before the water settled into a wide pool, five meters across and filled with Benevolence-generated water plants. A runic web in the center kept it going strong, automatically attuning to drops in water level to create new water, or drops in air pressure to create new air, or drops in ambient temperature to stoke the warm fires that hovered above the fountain, warming everything. A tiny bit of [Cleanse] magic in the waters and in the air above those waters would end up draining air and water both, turning it to thick air in order to keep the water clean and the air breathable. That mana-as-a-side-effect would keep the manasphere stable, too, because Erick had put some Mana Siphon [Renew]-work into the domainwork in his runic webs. The manasphere in this place was mostly Benevolence, but [Cleanse] was a spell that balanced the manasphere, and it was adding all sorts of other types of mana to this space.

Not in any measurable quantity, but there was still some Stone in the stone, and Metal in the metal, and all the other Elements inside all the other things that resembled them.

No Elements in the bottom-most floor, though. FENRIR still sucked up that loose mana all the time.

This was not a perfectly safe hideout at all.

There were way too many holes in Erick’s systems, either in leaks in the domainwork or leaks in the stone itself, for Erick had needed to repair a few cracks already, but with the life in that pond growing… Perhaps the system would be a net positive soon enough, and if not right now or even in the next few days, as soon as slimes started spawning, then the system would actually start growing, and fast. Or at least becoming less of an existential worry.

What Erick needed —and what he was building for— was a little bit of home. He wasn’t sure how long he would be here, and if Nothanganathor could find him at all, or any of those larger questions. But he was sure that if he didn’t have some space to walk around in, unworried, that he was not going to make it. Or at least he wasn’t going to make it well.

“Let’s not go insane, Erick,” Erick said to himself, as he began working on the runic web expansion for the next tunnel, and the next building.









- - - -









Erick had made seven large buildings, all of them turned homey and nice, all of them redundant several times over. Three different fountain systems kept the space all livable. Multiple atmospheric failsafes. Multiple domainwork manasphere failsafes. The entire thing was even buried under black dirt to obscure it from casual observation.

The storm in the distance was getting smaller and smaller, but it was still planet-sized, so Erick had no idea how big it was, or not. Observation through a telescope showed that it wasn’t shrinking, though. It truly was just getting further and further away.

Nothing else was on the horizon at all.

Erick had checked everything four times over. He had eaten several meals of various water plants and he had even randomly lucked into a bean-like plant which provided for the bulk of his food. He needed to try for mushrooms, for sure, but that would require more biomass to start, and Erick simply hadn’t gotten there yet. He had made himself a very comfortable bed using a whole lot of [Duplicate]d cloth that he wore, though.

And the panic was calmer, now.

Calm enough for Erick to collapse in that bed and attempt to allow himself to sleep. He had tried twice already, but both times he had barely shut his eyes when he realized he needed to secure the place better against this or that threat. But now… There wasn’t anything else for Erick to do. Not right now, anyway.

And so he shut his eyes.

The Wizard of Benevolence drifted...

Elemental Benevolence had never stopped pouring out of him, but as consciousness failed him, that continual mist of expanding mana began to do more than that. It twisted with dream. It flickered with lightning. Moss grew upon the stone where it touched.

As the Wizard slept, little white orbs began to grow and glow upon that moss, like mushrooms sprouting after a rain.

- - - -

Erick woke groggy and miserable—

And then he noticed the glowing white slimes rolling across the mounded, mossy floor, playing with each other in water puddles. Erick just lay there for a moment, watching. He rapidly decided he was good with this. Very good with this. It seemed slimes happened a lot faster than Erick had expected.

And a fountain was miscalibrated, or something. Flooding? In outer space in the middle of nowhere? More likely than you might think.

Erick simply sat up in bed, and looked at his room.

The walls of the room had been a simple cream-colored stone, which Erick had painstakingly gathered and made more of, just so he could have a room that didn’t seem so stone-like; it was more drywall-looking than stone. That stone was now half covered in moss. The ceiling had been shaped like exposed rafters in a log cabin, which was, again, to make the room seem less cave-like, but now there were mosses and vines and air plants with flowers growing up there, dripping down into the room. Some of the air plants glowed.

Which was nice.

Glowing plants? Awesome ambiance.

Erick’s bed was growing mushrooms in the wooden frame, which was… okay? Sure. Erick wanted mushrooms for food, anyway, but these mushrooms were a bit too glowy and tiny for eating purposes. Slimy, too. At least the wood he had managed to [Grow] from a water plant was real enough wood for mushrooms to treat it as such. Erick could work with that.

Make some more calorie-dense wood; make some better mushrooms.

There were slimes all over the floor, though.

And the water puddles. Don’t forget about the water puddles.

Erick got out of bed and didn’t bother with his shoes or even his shirt and pants. Boxers were fine attire for fixing a space station. It let him really feel the temperature in the air, too…

“Why am I rationalizing anything to myself?”

“Oh. I’m going a little crazy.”

“Well at least now I have slimes to talk to. This is fine.”

“I will name you Betty. You can be Bernie. You can be Bertha. You can be Bertrand… And that’s enough of that.”

“It’s only been a few days— a week! At most! I’m not going insane.”

“You’re going insane, little Bertha, if you think I’ll let you eat my beans. No! My beans! There. Now you can’t get to my beans… And that makes you sad, huh? Well yes. I’m sure they smell good… Well. I suppose you can have some. As a treat. Here.”

Erick fed the slimes quite a lot of copied beans.

The slimes were kinda cute. Like grapefruit-sized night lights, rolling across the mossy, half-puddled ground. Erick copied beans over and over and fed the slimes until they didn’t want to eat anymore, and then he got to investigating the problems with the fountains.

They all had problems.

The walls had problems. The runic networks had problems. A tunnel had collapsed due to faulty [Gravity Ward]s, but the other systems saved the place. Mana jettisoned out of a leak in the floor of the original building, because it was too close to the adamantium worldplate and its Siphon power, so that needed adjustment.

By the time Erick got through the first round of repairs another maybe-two days had passed.

And Erick realized he needed a time-keeping device.

A waterclock? Sure.

Erick killed an hour making a clock, which gained him a measure of hours, days, and weeks, or at least an approximation of that sort of temporal change. He didn’t have a watch or anything like that with him when Solomon booted him off of Veird, so Erick just mentally counted ‘one Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi’ and hoped for the best with his timing. The water clock, with all of its gears and wheels and flowing water, was decently accurate… Probably.

Erick went back to bed.

He woke up to much bigger slimes and a mossy floor that felt good underfoot, and great big orange mushrooms growing out of big wooden logs that smelled like feet and tasted really good once they got tossed in the flame. Sort of like an airy chicken-taste.

Erick felt much better after that particular meal.

After checking the walls again and finding all the systems working as they should, Erick did a check on the 47 slimes that currently bumbled and ambled throughout the compound. The slimes were exuding mana, too. Only about 1 every few hours… Maybe. Hard to tell. They were definitely making mana, though! And so were the plants. When Erick’s mana senses were closed, everything looked kinda spooky, with the slimes glowing like radioactive, toxic things, the mushrooms looking more intimidating than the slimes, and everything looking way too cave-like for comfort. But when Erick’s mana senses were open, everything was kinda ethereal, like someone had rubbed bacon grease over the camera lens, like they used to do on old movies to give the same sort of effect…

“I could really go for some bacon-grease-fried shrooms.”

… Erick looked at the little bit of fat on his body…

“Nope. Not cutting off parts of myself to eat. That is… way too far. Now that would be the actions of a crazy person.” Erick looked to the slime passing by, plopping at Erick’s leg before moving on, like some sort of cat. “It’s crazy to eat oneself, right, Benny #7?”

Benny #7 continued to amble away, searching for something to eat.

Erick put his hands on his hips, and considered…

“I am not eating any part of myself, even if I can grow it back. There! Decision made. Now for the other Big Question.”

He was pretty much ready to start really going for this whole True Wizard thing, wasn’t he?

“Yeah. I think I am.”

- - - -

Erick ascended up a staircase to a special-made room in his compound that was unlike all the rest.

It was open to the outside.

The roof of the tallest structure in the compound was a hexagon of black stone, ten meters across. Thin streamers of shadow lifted from the edges of the roof, to form a dome-like lattice of power that held air and mana here, upon this location. Those thin shadows were the only visible part of the compound, here at the top, at the peak of a black sand mountain. All of the runic web that held the magical structure in place was in the room below.

Erick could step right through the ‘walls’ here, if he wanted. He’d be in the vacuum of space, just like that. He’d do that, eventually. Not right now. Not until he could truly survive such a thing.

Erick took an uneasy breath of comfortable air as he gazed up at a fraction of infinity.

There was no sun. There was no moon. The only real source of light was that storm in the far distance, and the ocean of stars overhead.

It was quite beautiful, really.

The darkness necessary to see stars like this did exist on Veird in many different places, but there was no real atmosphere between Erick and eternity in this place. Like glowing dust, and points of bright light, the heavens were revealed. It was awesome, in the old, biblical sense of the word; almost too grand to put into a coherent thought.

“Really helps to chase away the existential dread of it all, doesn’t it,” Erick said, as he turned his attention back to the land around him… To the ‘walls’ and the death that awaited beyond...

Erick walked to the side of the wall-less room. He put a finger through the invisible barrier that held in the atmosphere and manasphere. His fingertip was okay for a moment, and then it started to hurt. He pulled back, and shook out his hand. Blood vessels had burst but they were healing already, under Erick’s gaze.

“… I guess that’s the Call of the Void for you.” Erick mumbled, “Of course it was going to hurt; why did you think it wouldn’t.”

… Anyway!

Erick walked to the center of the space and sat down on a semi-comfortable stone chair. It was just a normal chair, unconnected to anything. In fact, this space at the top of the compound, at the peak of the black sand hill, was about the most disconnected part of this entire structure. Runic webs supported invisible walls all around, but the center was empty of all magical influence.

It needed to be that way.

Becoming a True Wizard was mostly about deciding which parts of yourself you wanted to keep, and which parts you wanted to discard, and it was pretty much impossible to do that in areas of great influence, like on Veird with the manaminer of the Script having influence everywhere. ‘Achieve emptiness to divine the truth of oneself’ was such a simple concept, but like many simple concepts, it was in the doing that the true difficulty showed itself.

In that difficulty, becoming a True Wizard was kinda like the concept of relationships.

Chemical reactions in brains and physical love and circumstances were all great starter foundations to a relationship, but going the distance to everlasting love required a lot more than that. Relationships required active choice to be with a person, and an adjustment of self and circumstances and a whole bunch of other factors that many people never figured out, and most could only ever muddle through.

Which was fine. Love filled in the final magics of a working relationship some of the time.

Erick supposed that becoming a True Wizard was much the same as declaring a relationship with the self, and then deciding that nothing would tear that relationship apart. Mana could fill in the rest.

‘Erick’ was only part of such a relationship, though. There was also his soul, and his mana, and the need for constant communication to change everything on a whim, to make the trajectory of ‘Wizard Erick’ go where he needed to go. Most of that communication would be directed outward, at the world around Erick, but some would be directed inward, to check on his Self, to make sure everything was going as desired.

Erick had already done almost all of the coursework to become a True Wizard, now he just needed to put it all into thought, and then action. He needed to actually write the thesis of himself.

First, Erick needed to decide what he wanted.

The concept of ‘need’ was not a part of True Wizardry. True Wizardry was a culmination of desire, and the coordination of the decision that ‘needs’ like sustenance, shelter, and even a continuance of self, were all a part of one’s wants. He could be a True Wizard that was a simple block of crystal that never tired, never hungered, never wanted, and always worked hard. But Erick did not want that.

He wanted everything he already had and more.

A lot more.

“Ten thousand moving parts,” Erick said, “That’s what this is.”

This was not unlike Quilatalap making himself into a lich, where he decided who he was and who he wanted to be. That was why Erick had tried the phylactery approach to Wizardry that one time with Quilatalap, during the [Onward]. That methodology hadn’t worked back then for the obvious reasons of Erick not really knowing what he was doing, not being there in the moment, or maybe Nothanganathor had fucked it up for him...

Or maybe even Benevolence had stopped him from ascending, because then he would have triggered the Red Storm way too early. And yet, maybe a version of Erick had succeeded in True Wizardry back then. That one had died, for sure. Grand Wizardry could certainly negate the Script’s controls, after all, and if Erick really needed to become a True Wizard then he probably could have, but he was glad that his Lightning Path had taken him here, to this place of peace and contemplation.

Erick wondered what happened to those other Ericks. Solomon and the ‘failed’ Ericks was just one possible endpoint. Surely some of him would have succeeded a lot more than the version of him that was here, now, and doing this contemplation.

But even if such a Wizard version of Erick had lived… What would such a half person look like? What would they do? Erick hadn’t known about Nothanganathor back then, and so, could such a Wizard have changed tracks and adjusted to this new threat? How would such a True Wizard have handled the Wizard of Anarchy, or the Blue Wizard? Erick hadn’t even known about the infinite multiverse of this New Cosmology back then, so surely a Wizard Erick from back then would have been at a loss when it came to these sorts of major threats.

Outside threats were always a big problem, because those threats were hard to guard against.

This was infinitely more true for threats that could hide themselves, and strike from absolute seats of power, just like Nothanganathor had done to the Old Cosmology in the Sundering.

If a threat knew, fully and completely, a Wizard or a Lich or even god, then those victims were easier to plan around and take down, simply because that’s how people got when they were smart and capable. Even if everyone knew everyone else, and everyone was a perfect actor, sometimes enemies simply won because they had started planning earlier, or they had a better plan, or whatever.

Life became games of chess when everyone was a perfect actor, and games of chess didn’t always end in draws—

Erick would revisit that thought in a moment. For now….

Erick breathed, cleared his mind, and focused on the proper order of events.

1. Find the foundational Truth.

2. Build upon that Truth, but don’t build for a specific goal, or you will find yourself unable to adapt to all problems you face, or worse, you will complete your goal, and then want to die. Build for later additions, and changes, and yet, to do that was to invite disaster if someone could attack you from ways you didn’t plan.

3. ???

4. Paradox the Wizard-self into being Just You, but with an endless power source supporting you for all eternity. This would help with the ‘too rigid’ problem of Wizardry and other high-powered beings who lived their Truth to the max, outshining your truth, but it would not solve that evergreen problem of outside threats.

5. Learn to live with what you have done to yourself.

That was a pretty normal chain of thoughts for becoming a True Wizard.

Erick was going to follow that normal order… But he had some problems that were not problems. They were nuances that needed to be incorporated into his final form.

All normal Wizards ascended to True Wizardry with the tools they made for themselves along their Wizardry career. Erick was not very tool-rich right now. The only magi-physical tools that Erick had with him right now were a pair of All-Stat rings that functioned within almost every environment, and also his All-Seeing Eye, hanging on a chain around his neck. The rings operated at maybe 25% because there was no Script to piggyback, and they really needed a Script to piggyback, while the All-Seeing Eye was operating at around 95-ish%.

The Eye was working a lot better, for reasons of Wizardry.

He had other ‘tools’ that Erick had made for himself over the years, but they were not physical. They were his spells, which the Script had taken and turned into magical buttons that it then planted into his soul. Every single basic spell he bought for a point, every single Class Ability he made himself or Wizarded up or otherwise acquired, every single nuance to [Polymorph] and his [Greater Dragon Body] and even his Stats in his Status, all were tools implanted and twisted and colored into his soul.

And his soul was kind of a mess right now.

Erick had looked at himself before now, of course. When he had landed on FENRIR his soul had been broken and cracked and everything was a mess. There was still some damage. A lot, actually. He had expected this.

From the birth of Ophiel months ago, to Yggdrasil last month, both of which had mostly healed, to then Erick’s bequeathing of Rozeta’s Kill Switch and his Second Status to Solomon there at the end, his soul had taken a pretty deep beating.

So there had been some damage.

That damage was healing. Which was great! It wasn’t healing as fast as it would if Erick had been inside Benevolence Itself, but being sequestered inside this Benevolence-infused compound was helping to heal his soul, too.

And so, his soul was healing. Which was great!

But, as Erick sat there, meditating and looking inward, as his body softly exuded Benevolence like a cloud around him, he saw that the damage was extensive. At least the stone chair under his butt was getting a nice, soft layer of green moss to it.

Erick needed to meditate on everything going forward, anyway. He could let his soul heal as he tried to make sense of his ethereal self.

“… Maybe I should make a Gate Network here, too. Plant a node? Hmm.”

Erick lifted his hand and tried to form a [Gate], as per normal operations.

Benevolence swirled into a disk and then opened up into the vacuum of Elsewhere.

It was like opening a window on a spaceship.

Bad.

Erick tried to shut the [Gate] with a flick of concentrated intent but he ended up needing to destroy the [Gate] with anti-Benevolence countermagic.

It was a minor loss of atmosphere and manasphere. No slimes were hurt in the process of that experiment. The Benevolence fountains, noticing a drop in everything, kicked into high gear and started rapidly pumping out atmosphere, half of which was turned into thick air because the copying magics weren’t perfect, and soon, the manasphere was stable, too.

Erick had to go rushing downstairs when one of the fountains started fountaining way too much water into the air, though. He had no idea what had caused that malfunction, but it ended up taking an hour to fix. Erick spent the next 12 hours fixing other minor problems in the compound, before they became major problems, because spreading moss was fucking up the runic web, bending it out of position.
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                Erick sat atop the mossy stone chair.

He breathed; in, out, in, out.

He spoke his Truth yet again, as he had many times over the last several days of meditation.

“For the good of all, and every individual, we give assistance to those in need and do what we must to prevent apocalypse before it happens, to found and cultivate an evergrowing cycle of less war, less horror, and more hope, for now, and for all always.”

Erick’s soul was a less-tattered mess and his mantra pulled that mess together just a little bit more. It had been days since Erick had started this accretion/cultivation project of True Wizardry, and while problems plagued the compound underfoot, they were all solvable problems. Everything was a solvable problem, including Erick and this ascent to True Wizardry.

“For the good of all, and every individual...”

He spoke the words and his soul aligned a little bit more. He was keeping every part of his mortal life, he had decided, which included a lot of the Script which had raised him to power.

This was sort of like soul surgery, but really it was closer to advanced healing. The pieces were all there inside of him, but they were muted and out of alignment, in the case of his Stats, or hooked up to functionality that didn’t exist, like [Cleanse], or hanging out pretty much fully intact but unable to be used at full power instantly like usual, like all of the his spells with costs in the thousands.

The way in which this was exactly like soul surgery was in how he was envisioning all of this stuff working in his soul.

The soul was mostly incomprehensible. Even the best necromancers only saw something like 10% to 40% of a soul. But the best necromancers, and even Erick with his [Reincarnation], had a trick. One simply had to frameshift, to recategorize oneself and how one viewed the world, in order to interpret the soul into something understandable and able to be operated upon.

And so, Erick was reorganizing his soul into something able to be changed based on need or want. Something that could grow with him, and change with him, that could categorize the magic he made and protect him from outside magics, like how the God Pact and the Script did for Veird.

Something like a personal Script.

Erick was still workshopping a name and the ultimate powers of such a personal Script, and how to make it truly categorize his Wizard nature… Which was pretty much impossible. All of these little spells in his soul only looked like spells, and only from certain angles. If Erick wasn’t focusing on the frameshift of his own mind into turning the unknowable into the known, then all these ‘tools’ in his soul and core would simply look like bits of benevolence-white fog, melding with each other, completely unable to be separated from each other into discernible things.

Erick wasn’t going to make something as robust as the Script, or at least not here, at the beginning.

At this new beginning, Erick was just going to transform his existence into an unassailable tree.

Poi had once spoken of the three ways that Mind Mages eventually grew. The Unbreachable Wall, shutting out everyone and everything else, becoming completely immune to the outside world. The Growing Tree, which took in good things and withstood the bad things. And the Perfect Gestalt, which took in everything, both good and bad, in order to become one with the people around them.

Erick would become an infinitely inwardly growing tree, with his heart protected by a density of True Wizardry, and with his Benevolence touching and influencing and being influenced in return by everything out here in this universe, or any other universe.

Nothanganathor was a great evil that must be killed, but to think that Nothanganathor was the only evil out there was to set oneself up to be blinded later. So Erick wasn’t planning for just that battle. He was planning for the unplannable, as much as could be done.

He repeated his mantra.

“For the good of all, and every individual...”

- - - -

Erick likely could have forced himself to True Wizardry the very second he was out of Veird’s Script. He was glad he had not done that. Everything could be made better, and that included his own ideas of Wizardry. Being truly alone for the first time in forever —and the slimes didn’t count— had done a lot to clarify a lot…

Erick looked behind, to the staircase.

A slime with a green tint to its white body was desperately trying to climb up the stairs, to get outside.

“Bartholomew,” Erick said, “You know you can’t come up here. You almost got sucked out of the room the last time you came out… Okay. I guess you’re rolling in my meditation space now.”

Erick probably should have cleaned up the mossy floor more than he had. These little slimes could climb up anything that offered as much grip as solid moss. Erick watched as Bartholomew plopped across the ground, toward the edge of the invisible shadow walls that separated the room from the vacuum. Bartholomew rolled forward fast, right to the Great Empty beyond, the Call of the Void drawing him right through—

Erick grabbed him back, pouring a little bit of Benevolence and Healing into the slime. The little guy looked dead, but he was not. Slimes only really had cores that floated in a water-like sack, and Bartholomew’s core was intact, even if all the rest of him was not. His goo had popped, though, and he rapidly turned into a puddle of luminescent goo, which was not good. Erick placed Bartholomew downstairs, in a divot of stone. He would heal.

As long as his core was intact, and the rest of him was mostly there, he would heal.

Erick would be a lot more impossible to kill than a simple slime, soon enough, but the idea was basically the same.

He sat back down on his chair, and considered Stats.

Erick was pretty set on Stats being the basis of his personal system. But what was a Stat, exactly? Well, the little slime down there had given Erick a good example of what a Stat was, considering it was pulling itself together right now and coming back to life where it had almost looked dead. Stats were like slimes in that way.

A slime was a confluence of mana that became magic in the living expression of a mutated bacteria into something more. When Erick accreted his core originally, he accreted for size and then density and along the way he gained Stats, because Stats were the expression of a life turned solid by magic.

Strength, Vitality, Willpower, and Focus were the original Stats of Veird; they were the way that the creators of the Script decided that living things would quantify themselves through magic. Then along came Melemizargo and the New Stats and the ways in which life could quantify itself doubled. Constitution, Dexterity, Perception, and Intelligence were not the end of quantification, though.

The original four Stats weren’t the start of quantification, either.

They were all simply the directions that the creators of Veird had decided to make life live upon.

Erick could pick entirely new Stats for his personal system, if he wanted. And he kinda did. Willpower and Focus meant nothing outside of mana well size and mana regeneration, but those were defunct variables in Erick’s new system. Strength still provided physical power, and Vitality recovered that strength faster, but there wasn’t a ‘Health’ unless he made Health exist.

Erick already had those original 8 Stats, though, and those were doing a lot for him already, so he wasn’t going to ditch his core and start all over again.

He could rearrange himself, though.

Erick liked being able to have a very large mana pool, so that was one of the foundations that he was going to build upon. He’d be using his own mana generation per day, all by himself, thank you very much. Sorry, Rozeta! Erick was using his 12-ish million mana per day now; not Veird.

A core was only naturally able to churn through around 500ish mana per second before it stressed and began to break, though. Erick was far beyond that because of a blessing from Rozeta, but he still had limits that he needed to eliminate, and the natural limitations of using one’s own mana was one such roadblock. So he’d Paradox himself beyond that throughput-limit, for sure.

He’d probably go for an infinitely deep mana pool that constantly filled with his own mana, and pushed out all other influences and manas. He would want to be able to open himself up and pour out mana to get rid of outside interference as well.

So that was part 1 of his new Stats. That would be his ‘soul’. Infinite depth, infinite capacity, constantly filling from his mana generation, constantly cleaning itself. His main source of clarity of purpose. This is where he would include all of the parts of him that the Script had given him. The spells. His Familiar Forms. His ‘dragon’ form. His ‘Erick’ form. All of his Class Abilities. The soul would be the main foundation for all the rest.

Soul, Body, and Mind; Erick had already decided that, but now came the organization.

Erick would put all of his Old Stats into his soul, so that they could be expressed through all the rest to come.

His body came next, and his body would be the physical expression of his soul. His ability to move a claw and slice apart steel, or to hold a cup of coffee and not break it while still being able to enjoy the heat of the mug. The strength of his scales. The power of his breath. The ability to heal completely and never tire.

Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Perception, and Vitality would be mostly expressed through the body. All of that would be rolled into one number; simply ‘Body’. All of that would create a confluence called Health, that would be the main shield protecting Erick from physical harm. That shield would be a lot harder to weaken than Health on Veird, too, because it would be a secondary infinite well of resources that could be used to keep the body running well.

No limits to Health, either, in this new True Wizard world, thank-you-very-much.

For the third Stat, Erick wanted ‘mind’. ‘Mind’ would be an expression of his body, and be his conscious self. It was on this level that he would primarily exist, but he would also exist in soul and body. Intelligence would mainly express itself here. Willpower and Focus had nothing to do with Mana Points or Mana Point Regeneration anymore, which were deprecated Stats under Erick’s True Wizardry, so Erick would roll both of those into a new stat called ‘Concentration’, which would also go here, and simply be a part of ‘Mind’. Concentration would be the ability to focus on goals. It’d be something he could ignore when he wanted to, though. No one wanted to be ‘on’ 100% of the time.

And on top of all that, what Erick had done to make this compound in the middle of Nowhere, FENRIR, was what he would do to himself.

His soul would create a mana barrier automatically, keeping control over his mana, and in that control he would become immune to all forms of spell and skill which attempted to battle him magically.

His body, meanwhile, would form a physical barrier protecting him from the vagaries of the physical world, and in that protection, keep his physical form intact. Erick imagined that his physical barrier would be the most tested of his barriers.

His mind would be the conscious control of the first two, and also have a ‘barrier’ against manipulation. Erick imagined that his mental barrier would be the weakest link here, since he didn’t have any true mental magics, but he had been using [Telepathy] and such almost all his life on Veird. He knew what mental magic was, even if his ‘mind slime’ was ‘asleep’. And besides that, this personal Script was meant to grow eventually. Erick could figure out that functionality later.

A ‘mind shield’ would protect him from mind damage just like a Health and Mana shield would protect his soul.

… yes. That seemed good.

The main purpose of splitting up everything like this was to make it so that he could build himself up more, later, and also for what came next.

Erick envisioned 3 forms of ‘Health’ in his personal script. There was mana, which was his main fuel and also a Mana Shield of protection for his soul. There was Health, in the traditional sense, for his body. Maybe ‘Psyche’ could be the name for the mental shield around and composing his mind.

Splitting them up like this would also allow him to understand anything that attempted to maliciously interact with him. Whichever ‘health bar’ started decreasing in the face of various threats, be they magical or environmental or mental, Erick could look at his personal Script readouts for his various health bars and understand better the threat he was facing.

“Maybe I don’t need an exact number readout either. Maybe a stability meter would be more than enough. The numbers could go from -100 to 0 to 100. Any positive numbers would be me gaining resources while anything negative would be indicative of an attack of some sort.”

Of course Erick still wanted some actual numbers, but he didn’t much care for knowing if he had 21 billion mana in the tank, versus 22 billion. Once the numbers got that high then there was no practical way to spend them except in Grand Wizardry. For that, Erick would want actual numbers. But after 100 days, Erick would already have 1-ish billion mana in his core.

… He would likely have to adjust the displayed numbers when life proved his choices as inadequate to the nature of his future needs. Erick’s goal in this part of his personal system was to be able to experience a threat and categorize whatever primary threat it represented through the depletion of his… Existence Points? Like Health Points?

Sure. ‘EP’. That worked.

… Or maybe not.

Erick threw a lightward image into the air, displaying a possible… ‘benevolence box’? Instead of a blue box? Maybe.

- -

Erick Flatt, [timer for age goes here, make it subjective age] [timer for current age goes here; needs update from sources to be determined]

Overall Stability: [-100 to 100]

Mp: mana pool, [-100 to 100]

Hp: health pool, [-100 to 100]

Pp: psyche pool, [-100 to 100]

- -

Erick thought for a moment, then said, “I like that. Simple. And I can accrete for stronger versions of body and mind— Ah. Wait. I should account for that. Soul is infinite and impossible to accrete for… but it still grows based on actions. Hmm.”

He tried another display.

- -

Erick Flatt, [timer for age goes here, make it subjective age] [timer for current age goes here; needs update from sources to be determined]

Soul: [-100 to 100]

Body: [-100 to 100]

Mind: [-100 to 100]

Overall Stability: [-100 to 100]

Mp: mana pool, [-100 to 100]

Hp: health pool, [-100 to 100]

Pp: psyche pool, [-100 to 100]

- -

“Soul would grow as the Darkness in my soul grows and my actions become more renowned and influential, so while I can’t grow that directly, it will be growing… usually? Usually. Body is something that will degrade if I don’t keep it up, so that needs to be tracked and improved upon… and people can surely attack my soul directly, and this sort of degradation should be tracked.”

… And yet, was this redundant?

And not even indicative of anything, really. Did Erick need to keep track of the exact amount of mana his soul produced per day? Well… Actually. Yeah. But this didn’t do that. This showed him his rate of growth.

So let’s change that.

And the body would be refining or degrading based on the Hp number down there. Not some nebulous ‘body’ rate of change.

That should be a number, too. But what would the number even mean? Nothing, really. Not when everyone else’s systems of measurements were different.

How was he supposed to change his Mind, anyway?

And there was something Erick was missing from this readout. Probably a lot of somethings.

Erick changed the readout again.

- -

Erick Flatt, [timer for age goes here, make it subjective age] [timer for current age goes here; needs update from sources to be determined]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 34%, 33%, 33%

Soul: [some number, use mana production per day; New Hidden Stat (Darkness)]

Body: [some number, use average of all hidden body stats; Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Vitality]

Mind: [some number, use average of all hidden mind stats: (Willpower+Focus= Concentration), Intelligence, Perception]

Overall Stability: [-100 to 100]

Mp: mana pool, [-100 to 100]

Hp: health pool, [-100 to 100]

Pp: psyche pool, [-100 to 100]

- -

“Ah! I need to do this, too.”

- -

Erick Flatt, [timer for age goes here, make it subjective age] [timer for current age goes here; needs update from sources to be determined] [CURRENT REALITY]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 34%, 33%, 33%

Soul: [some number, use mana production per day; New Hidden Stat (Darkness)]

Body: [some number, use average of all hidden body stats; Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Vitality]

Mind: [some number, use average of all hidden mind stats: (Willpower+Focus= Concentration), Intelligence, Perception]

Overall Stability: [-100 to 100]

Resons: ??? [-100 to 100]

Mp: mana pool, [-100 to 100]

Hp: health pool, [-100 to 100]

Pp: psyche pool, [-100 to 100]

- -

“… Or maybe not include resons? They’re rather impossible to measure… But I should include them…. Somewhere— Ah! Let’s put them under Mind, because resons are the precipitation of reasons-for-being-and-doing.” Erick smiled, as he understood something deeply. “I might not have a mind slime but I surely have resons.”

- -

Erick Flatt, [timer for age goes here, make it subjective age] [timer for current age goes here; needs update from sources to be determined] [CURRENT REALITY: God Pact, etc; needs update from sources to be determined]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 34%, 33%, 33%

Soul: [some number, mana production per day; also New Hidden Stat (Darkness)]

Body: [some number, use average of all hidden body stats; Strength, Dexterity, Constitution, Vitality]

Mind: [some number, use average of all hidden mind stats: (Willpower+Focus= Concentration), Intelligence, Perception]

Overall Stability: [-100 to 100]

Mp: mana pool / mana shield, [-100 to 100]

Hp: health pool / health shield, [-100 to 100]

Pp: psyche pool / mind shield, [-100 to 100] ; Resons: ??? [-100 to 100]

- -

Erick was happy with that.

… Except Resons were probably uncountable since they were the form of Wizardry in this universe, and Wizardry, while based in numbers somewhat, was also a lot more than numbers.

But this would do for now. When Erick got some real learning about resons he’d fix up that part of his New Status.

What came next was Grand Wizardry, to impose this personal Script.

… Erick was going to wait on that until his soul was fully healed to do that. Maybe in a few more days.

His Lightning Path wasn’t too active at the moment since there was nothing out there to interact with, but his Lightning Path was telling him that there was something coming the moment he passed this gate. Erick would need to be absolutely ready for that.

And so, he planned for the worst possible case: At the very least, he needed to be prepared to abandon this outpost at a moment’s notice, and that meant securing his mana and body and mind against outside influences, like the vacuum of space, and Primal Lightning.

There. That was the worst possible case of becoming a True Wizard; being able to ignore the dangers of the world.

And then Erick planned for success. What did the best possible version of this endeavor look like?

This Personal Script would allow him to fire off countless spells outside of the Script Second. With a pool of mana that was as deep as he regenerated, and with full access to his own mana, he’d be able to fire off spells faster than he could ever before. It’d be like that time he got to use that [SSS] spell from Rozeta at the end of ‘Last Shadow’s Feast’.

Other benefits to setting up these various permanent accretion and protective magics inside his body included being immune to Mind Control and Soul Control and Blood Magic, too.

If Erick could make this work, and he was pretty sure he could, he would get all of the benefits of the Script, but with none of the controls imposed by the Script.

It seemed like a good base to start.

- - - -

Two days later, and after expanding the compound a few times, Erick decided to try opening a [Gate] into Benevolence Itself, because he hadn’t tried that, actually. He opened a hole into a very small part of reality that was foggy as shit, and empty as could be.

Erick rapidly closed the entrance into Benevolence and decided not to do that ever again, for a few reasons.

If he did that, and if he decided to make a Gate Network here on FENRIR, it could possibly connect back to Veird, and that would make Veird vulnerable to whatever fuckery is happening here on this adamantium land. However, if he did need to get back to Veird —more like ‘when’, not ‘if’— then making a gate network here would be the way to create that path to Veird.

Opening up that hole to Benevolence Itself did clue him in that the various upgrades to the compound’s domainwork were making a Benevolence-capable space in this small area. What Erick had done here was pretty much exactly what the Script was doing when it held on to Benevolence on Veird.

Good to know.

… Which gave Erick a great idea for an upgrade to his future Status.

“Or at least a potential one. I could make a personal gate space that I could always carry around with me, inside my infinite depth core… Hmm. That might not work out how I want. I should workshop that, first. Put it on the list for potential future upgrades.”

So far that list included:

The Luck Stat. His Lightning Path might work well when quantized into ‘Luck’

A personal ‘inventory’, which Erick had been considering to place inside his soul. This was probably unnecessary. A personal inventory could go right alongside an extradimensional gatespace.

Various other Stats, like ‘Reality Sense’, which would be great for using to figure out where he was at all points in time; he just had to actually figure out how the heck such a ‘stat’ would even work.

“… And yet, that opens up the problem of me accidentally making a path back to Veird. I probably don’t want to make a gatespace right now, for any reason. Not only could it be used to find Veird, but someone could attack me through that dimension… probably… Hmm. I’m probably going to get attacked from a lot of weird angles. Dimensional attacks? Yeah. And yet...”

Part of successfully fighting an enemy was deciding how the enemy was able to attack you.

Like, sure, people could come through the walls to get you, but most people came through the doors and windows.

“Can I do that with Wizardry? Enforce the avenue of attacks upon which someone can harm me? Decide how I’ll let myself be harmed? A good enough Wizard could overcome that… But… No. Maybe not? Could I…?”

… Erick wasn’t so sure such a thing was possible...

But as he considered that particular thought…

“Oh. Shit. This is a Big Thought, isn’t it.”

And then.

“Wizards should be able to define avenues of attack quite well, actually. Especially Paradox Wizards. I need to incorporate this. This is like… foundational— Oh! I can use my Class Ability Failsafe that triggers [Time Stop] and [Return] and mutate that into anti-egress magics and also…”

Oh.

Oh yes.

Erick began drawing out plans in the air out of light.

Fifteen hours later he had filled the compound with all of his ideas and their follow through with runic notation and full wording. He ended up forcing himself to take a nap and then he woke up refreshed with even more ideas.

He worked on his True Wizardry, taking his time, figuring out his future.

Gradually, Erick refined his lightward ideas scattered across the whole compound into words lightly etched onto platinum chalkboards. He ate as much as necessary, he slept as much as he could, but the ideas flowed, and they had to be transformed from soft light into hard truths, and sometimes refined yet again.

It took him another 17 days before he thought he was ready to actually ascend.

This personal script had a lot going for it, and a lot of expansion opportunities for the future. It was mostly made of Benevolence, but it also had a lot of Book Magic involved everywhere, for that particular element was great at ordering the impossible into the solid. This right here was sort of like the Identinomicon that Erick had never made on Veird because he had simply never needed to organize his thoughts and identification magic like that, thanks to Intelligence. But the Script was surely Book Magic, and this would be Book Magic, too, because he would be ordering ten thousand thoughts and feelings and magics into clean lines of intent and power.

As he worked, Erick lightly chided himself for never truly interrogating every single person who made the Script on how, exactly, they made the Script. He forgave himself, though, because he had asked those specific questions now and again, and the answer had always been a variation on a theme, ‘We got the original Script from the dwarves and back then it was just a manaminer. Only with the Sundering and the help of people on Veird at that time did we transform it into the Script. Rozeta did a lot of the hidden work.’

Rozeta had better answers than that, but she wasn’t willing to give them up to anyone. She had promised Erick that she’d talk about all that with him after 70 years of peace, but they never got there.

Quilatalap had not known the full details of the Script, even though he was there at the Sundering helping to make it. Farix, the Professor Shade who had manaminer classes at his arcanaeum, had only the largest, most broadest of ‘insider knowledge’ as to how manaminers functioned. Other people were not much better. Kirginatharp was more like his mother than anyone else when it came to answering those specific questions, and forget Melemizargo.

Erick had enough details to work with, though.

He was pretty sure that this thing he was creating was going to be a personal manaminer in effect, and maybe also in truth. 

“Still don’t know what to call it, though,” Erick said, as he continued to write down every spell he had ever made, putting his full status on the walls of this particular room, just so that he would be able to make sure it was all there when he was done.

As he got to Rozeta’s Recovery, which made all his regen add together and apply to both his Mana and Health, Erick was truly starting to understand how many of these grand abilities were superfluous in the real world. ‘Recovery’ was built upon systems that did not exist for Erick, or even naturally. Multi Ward, the ability for Erick to have multiple Personal Wards, was completely useless, as the ‘only one Personal Ward per person’ was a limitation of the Script in the first place. Erick had already cast ten layers of [Unbreakable Form] on himself, just to see if he could, and he could.

The ‘absolute damage reduction’ of [Unbreakable Form] was even a lie, too, because what was ‘damage’ but a categorization of the Script’s interpretation of standardized damage?

As Erick kept pulling apart lies from truth, he mumbled, “Well maybe the lies are truth when under the auspices of the Script.”

Minutes later, Erick said, “The ‘definition of damage’ is certainly something that needs to be put into my personal Script, though, that can be the thing that allows enemies to harm me in certain ways, and closes off all other ways… Could I actually cut off all damage? This is Wizardry after all… But no. To be a person living in this world or any other is to be vulnerable sometimes, otherwise life is shit… Yes. That is more correct than making myself immune to damage. ‘Immunity to damage’ surely does not exist—”

And then he realized something.

“The dimensional ban of the script is a limiting of harm done to Veird through dimensions. This is most likely the source of the various Elemental Bands of the Script. This also correlates to my own planned route of making Soul, Body, and Mind the only avenues in which I accept damage, but I can still interact with all sources of everything out there, just like the Script.

“The infinitesimal ban of the Script seems like it’s the true foundation of the Script, though. The Script is at the underlying everything of Veird, and everything builds upon that, sort of like how I’m going to make my core infinitely expanded inward, and constantly pushing mana outward to get rid of all unapproved influences.

“The propagation ban of the Script is another limit of damage done, saying ‘nothing can make more of itself’. Seems like a good way to prevent corruptive influencing, so maybe I’ll steal that base idea, too...”

Erick wrote and rewrote ideas.

And then he got to experimentation with infinitely-dense mana crystals.

Infinitely-dense crystals weren’t hard to make at all, outside of the Script.

- - - -

Erick felt that maybe he was already primed to go a day later.

He had planned some experiments with a second and third core, and so he created a second and third core that he poured mana into, transforming them into densities beyond the norm. Both experiments were basic creations of his final idea, like mockups of a prototype. They didn’t function how he wanted, because they weren’t actually his core; they were separate cores.

But they still worked how cores normally worked; each one held his soul, and each one allowed him to cast more mana into spellworks faster and easier, with less stress on the structure of the core itself.

More experiments had Erick opening [Gate]s into Benevolence Itself, inside his experimental cores, and he had room on the other side. One 5 centimeter wide sphere had 10 cubic meters of space on the other side. Erick had no idea what the heck was happening there, but he was pretty sure that with this experiment he was witnessing what it meant to not be subject to the Dimensional Ban.

He plopped a slime over to the other side, left it for a minute, and then brought it back to this side, and it was safe.

Erick wasn’t going to play around with Benevolence Itself here and now, but it was good to see that his various theories about what he was doing were already checking out, even if the experiments revealed nuances that Erick wasn’t able to deal with right now.

Five days later, Erick thought he was actually ready to make this happen.

He had even come up with a name for his Personal Script, and it seemed appropriate.

His personal Script would be his Path.

Just think of all the jokes he could make once he returned to Veird and Rozeta was all like ‘why aren’t you back in the Script, Erick?’ and he could say ‘I’m on my own Path now, Rozeta.’

Erick chuckled at his own jokes as he read over his platinum walls to make sure it all looked good.

If nothing terrible happened during his ascension then, in the following days, Erick would refine his Personal Script. He’d clean up all the stuff that didn’t matter to him anymore or figure out how to make it apply again, like Clarity for 50% mana costs or Intelligence for even more mana efficiency than 50%. Erick already had a pretty good idea how to make Elemental Mystical work for him again without needing to actually spend the mana he Altered to Mystical and thus end up back at square one. The idea involved automagic mystical infusions to cast spellwork, and it might not work. All that stuff was beyond the scope of the initial instantiation of his personal Script, though, which was pretty much Benevolence-based.

And when he was done with that refining, he’d send out the Call to the Universe, like he had during that Star Mapping ritual. Erick was absolutely sure that he hadn’t actually mapped the universe at all when he had done that. He had tapped into some other power that was already there.

He had to tap into that power again. Simple stuff, really.

Erick breathed deep, taking in the scent of water and plants and moss and mist, as he listened to the burble of the fountains and the plopping of the benevolence slimes all around.

“Yup. I’m ready.”









- - - -









Erick stepped onto the roof of the center of his compound.

Everything below him was black, everything above him was stars.

The nearest life was right below Erick’s feet, and also millions of kilometers away, or more. That storm on the horizon was gone now, having orbited away days ago, making everything out there truly dark. Was Melemizargo here, in this moment? Probably not. If he was, then he would have said hello by now.

The slimes surely said hello. They had also tried to suffocate Erick in his sleep three times, too, but that wasn’t really their fault. They were just blobby cats, looking for warmth in the night to share. They had been good company over the last month and some change and Erick would try to save them if he could.

But it was time to move on.

Erick’s original platinum ‘chalkboard’ workboards rested downstairs in a stack against a wall. The slimes were already playing on them. He’d keep them around for a while, but he’d likely destroy them as soon as this worked out. They had served their purpose; they had helped him to make 3 more platinum tablets, each deeply lined with words and intent and power, each of them sitting on stone platforms around Erick in what might have been the North, South, and Western directions. A fourth tablet held a carving of Erick himself, and nothing else. That tablet sat in the Eastern position.

It was the same sort of arrangement he had made with Melemizargo, Rozeta, Fairy Moon, and himself, twice already; the God of Magic, the God of Ordered Magic, the God of Unbound Fairy, and the Wizard.

Only one of those designations was correct, but Erick didn’t imagine that any of them would mind the designations that Erick had given them.

Erick took a deep breath… And then he turned and watched as inquisitive Bartholomew managed to overcome the ridge that Erick had put by the stairs. Erick had tried to block the slime from coming up into the open. It hadn’t worked. With a gentle nudge, Erick put Bartholomew back down the stairs, much further down, and then he put a slate stone over the stairs, blocking out the light from below.

Now it was truly dark.

Erick turned to the tablets.

And then he turned inward.









“It’s really quite simple,” Erick rhymed, to his mana.

“We start with a dimple, that expands to nirvana.

“Into this peace we are our own system,

“Into prosperity we make infinite wisdom.

“A foundation of might washes out all opposed

“From this benevolent land, this power enclosed.

“Send out a path! Soul, to body, to mind.

“Rend evil inroads! Forever declined.

“This is a life, cultivated, secure.

“If I should falter, I am my own cure.

“Here I walk, up a path of ascension.

“Show me myself, my growing progression

“A paradox of benevolent wrath

“A True Wizard on his own Lightning Path.”









The air of the compound sparkled.

Erick’s core went from simple white to white on the edges, to a shade of blue, to something far, far more brilliant with depth than could ever be grasped. Mana poured outward like soft lightning, grabbing hold of the platinum tablets, disintegrating them, and then flashing inward. The iridescent depths of Erick’s core turned iridescent black, becoming a perfect sphere marked with edges of brilliant white.

And the Lightning expanded.

His voice never faltered as his throat and chest exploded, revealing the darkness in his core to the star-strewn darkness of the universe. There was no pain as Erick’s flesh evaporated into red mist, revealing light underneath it all. He was not dying. He was Becoming.

Brilliance appeared out of the death of self, becoming something stronger than flesh, replacing all that was lost. Like a dragon shedding his skin, Erick shed his mortality in full.

His All-Seeing Amulet, with Yggdrasil’s secret attached to the back, broke into two pieces. Yggdrasil’s secret fell to the floor, a shining beacon of power revealed to the world. Erick’s All-Seeing Eye turned from physical power, to purpose and possibility, the eye of Melemizargo becoming a tiny bolt of Benevolence that sunk into his core.

The magic was 95% done.

Erick felt like himself. He did not look like himself. He stood in his body as though he were a Benevolence Elemental, shaped in the manner of flesh and standing nude against the universe; a person of white light among the black. He saw the world a little differently right now, but not that much different.

He would help Veird. He would see Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, Evan, Solomon, Poi, Teressa, Destiny, all the gods, all the people of home, soon enough. But for right now, he had one more step to take.

The magic was 95% done.

He saw his Lightning Path calling him; the final bit of magic, the final step toward Ascension.

Erick took a Step that was not in any visible direction, but he would be hard pressed to call it any way other than Forward.









- - - -









Erick did not breathe. He did not need to. He did not panic at his new surroundings, for that would not be useful. He did check his Lightning Path, though, because it was leading him forward, to speak to the man behind the desk up there.

He was in an office room with bare grey walls, fluorescent bulb lights that buzzed angrily, and grey carpet. And there was a desk. And a man. He looked bored.

Erick had no idea where he was, but the man at the desk looked like the kind of guy who knew what was what, and so Erick felt that maybe he should talk to the man, and ignore the fact that his Lightning Path was actually branching out in every single direction around him, telling him to get away, while only one direction was going forward, through the man at the desk—

Suddenly, writing appeared across his eyesight, and Erick felt like himself again, but different.

- -

Establishing Path Protocols.

Welcome back from death, Erick Flatt.

The Ascension was successful. Your soul is now your own to do with as you desire. Here is the initial Status readout that you built (And here is the code that you gave yourself to make sure it was you that was doing this: ‘I am the very model of a modern major scripted system’)

Notice: Some parts are missing. Fix them, Erick.

- -

Erick Flatt, [60ish?] [Current Year: This one?] [CURRENT REALITY=BAD!!!]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 34%, 33%, 33%

Soul: 14.8m per day, [Darkness Level = ???]

Body: 207

Mind: 304

Overall Stability: ↓↓↓↓↓ [+171, -1062] Directed attack (ALL). Time to death 2.5 seconds (Health>Mana>Psyche)

Mp: 2327/∞, ↓ [+52, -339] Warning: Under directed attack. Time to death 8 seconds

Hp: 1671/∞, ↓ [+51, -634] Warning: Under directed attack. Time to death 2.5 seconds

Pp: 1298/∞, ↓ [+51, -89] Warning: Under directed attack. Time to death 34 seconds

Resons: ??? [???]

- -

Erick recognized many different things in that eternal moment when his Path came online.

His Intelligence was fully online now and working overtime, as was his Perception and All-Seeing Eye. Everything was working in conjunction with each other to show him the Truth of his surroundings, and that truth, like his ‘Current Reality’ readout, was bad. He was in a room that was not a room. He stood upon a blasted, molten land, filled with Red Lightning that was constantly striking him like a thousand lightning strikes a second, and the guy at the desk was a figment; an illusion.

This was a trap of Malevolence, made for Wizards who ascended.

Erick would find out the rest soon enough.

Erick instantly focused and started Mana Siphoning all of his surroundings—

It was like turning on the air conditioning and slathering oneself in aloe after a day of dying on a beach of sun exposure, and it was a lot more effective than it had any right to be. The Script had obviously screwed with the power of Mana Siphon in the name of ‘balance’. Erick realized he would likely be discovering a lot of little things like that for a long time. For now, Red Lightning crashed into his fleshy body and instead of ripping apart anything, it soaked in, absorbed like water into a sponge.

Erick hadn’t even turned on his sunform yet. He was still nude, too. This was just him, standing under Red Lightning, atop molten something, soaking in the lightning and feeling mostly fine.

He flicked on his Status with a mental command.

- -

Erick Flatt, [60ish?] [Current Year: This one?] [CURRENT REALITY=magically delicious]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 34%, 33%, 33%

Soul: 14.8m per day, [Darkness Level=?]

Body: 207

Mind: 304

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+1233]

Mp: 3590/∞, ↑ [+52, +354] Warning: Under directed attack.

Hp: 2886/∞, ↑ [+51, +354] Warning: Under directed attack.

Pp: 2,483/∞, ↑ [+51, +354] Warning: Under directed attack.

Resons: ??? [???]

- -

Erick would mentally simplify that later, but for now it seemed to be telling him that while he was under attack on all sides his Mana Siphon was working well.

Very well.

It was negating all damage and giving him resources instead.

Nice.

His eyes confirmed what his soul was telling him.

Erick stood under an assault of Red Lightning and soaked it in, turning it into power for himself. The soaking would increase with more surface area, though, so Erick transformed into his sunform, his fleshy body becoming Benevolence that snapped and crashed and joined with the Red Lightning all around to suck it down into his personal Script, his Path, like a greedy Drain Ward, or rather more like the spell that he eventually made out of his Drain Wards.

Erick became a tentacle Undertow Star, with a thousand limbs and each of them soaking up the spellwork all around.

He was the light in the dark, tendrils soaking into the Red, pulling down all the power of this trap into himself, transforming it into his own mana. It was a glorious sort of feeling to consume an enemy who had laid this [Teleport Trap] for Wizards, and who Sundered the Old Cosmology. It seemed poetic, almost. Erick wasn’t sure how the [Teleport Trap] worked, but now that he wasn’t dying, and he was, in fact, doing very well, he saw the trap for what it was.

Erick mentally asked for a simplified Status before he got into the nature of this casual horror all around.

- -

Overall Stability: ↑↑↑↑↑ [+8917] Time to Death = never

- -

“Yup,” Erick said into the Lightning air, “Looks good.”

Erick’s Mana Siphon probably wouldn’t work this well with many other types of magical assaults, but for this trap, in this location, wherever this was, Erick was doing just fine. Benevolence was the perfect counter to Malevolence.

Overcoming this trap did have one unintended side effect, though.

Erick was trying to decide if it was time to panic, or not.

Erick stood atop a blasted surface of land, scoured in every direction by Red, pools of molten metal and rock laying in the open under the light of a sun overhead that was closer than Erick ever imagined it could be. The Red Sun took up half the sky. Somehow, some part of Erick’s ascension had taken him not only inside the FENRIR system, but to a planet near the sun.

Close enough to see.

Close enough to know.

There was Nothanganathor, resting in the sun’s surface like someone had taken a black hose and left it to float in a glowing white puddle. It was too long of a body. It was too big of an enemy. A thousand Jupiters would have been smaller, and by a lot. Erick noticed many things at that moment. Nothanganathor was white. Not black. Not red. But he was pressed against the sun and backlit hard. From a distance, he looked black. In the shine of him, he was red. But from this close Erick could see his edges, and know him as a white dragon, tens of millions of kilometers long, and probably longer.

And his head was right there, laying with one side against the sun, one eye pointed outward, staring at Erick, here on this inner planet of Veird’s system.

Erick bolted away, flashing white and vanishing fast, trying to circumnavigate the planet in a jolting second—

The Malevolence of the solar system gathered, crashing into Erick, as Erick left the opposite side of the inner planet, rushing into the sky, flying fast and faster, trying to keep the planet between him and that baleful eye. It was only when he was far, far beyond the gravity of the ‘planet’ that he realized he wasn’t on a planet at all, but on a thousand-kilometer-wide moon, or something.

Erick kept flying away, trying to keep the moon between him and Nothanganathor—

Red Lightning flickered the void. The moon between Erick and That Eye suddenly slipped to the side.

Erick locked gazes with something he did not know how to fight.

Something like a voice came to Erick, all casually hateful.

“Time to die, Erick Flatt number 17,212.”

Uhh—

And then Erick caught sight of the rest of space, and he saw stars. No eternal blackness. No adamantium plates locking in Nothanganathor. The FENRIR system was gone. Erick was not near the God Pact world at all.

Lightning and worse descended.
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                Erick hung in the void like a particularly bright jellyfish that had done several improbable things in just as many moments. He would need to do more improbable things if he was going to survive this mess.

Nothanganathor was hungry, and angry, and staring at Erick from the surface of the sun, his immense backlit body coiling in and out of the glowing white surface of the star, all of space filled with Malevolent, Red Lightning.

Erick was not ready for this, so he would try his best to escape, and if escape was not possible, then he would fight. That was his goal right now. His tools included his new True Wizard self, which meant that he wouldn’t die instantly, and a whole bunch of magic that would probably be useless against Nothanganathor, considering the Erased One, The Dragon Who Could Not Ascend, had just called Erick out as ‘number 17,212’. Erick imagined that most of his alternate reality selves would have died, unknowing, in that little bureaucratic illusion down there; lightning eating them away without them knowing that they were about to die.

Erick had avoided that major trap.

But the fact that he was subject to that major trap at all was a big deal. How had his ascension in the God Pact reality caused him to end up here, at all? Erick had thought he had stepped Forward, into himself. Not through a dozen or however many realities to end up here.

Obviously, this was a trap planted long before Erick ever got to Veird. It had not been a trap for him, specifically. Obviously. Rather, it had been a trap for all Wizards. Erick was just the latest in a long line of victims. How did Erick know this? Because of the fact that no True Wizards had been on Veird ever since the Sundering.

Any True Wizard ended up here, in Nothanganathor’s trap.

Why was Nothanganathor’s trap shaped like Earth Bureaucracy? Well. Probably because there was some sort of recursive magic happening in there that—

Well because—

Erick was thinking too much, and not escaping like he should.

Erick checked his triple status readout.

- -

Mp: 79,971/∞, ↑ [+6012, +a lot]

Hp: 78,510/∞, ↑ [+6012, +a lot]

Pp: 597/∞, ↓↓↓ [+6012, -6189] Warning: Under directed attack. Time to death ?? seconds

- -

Ah.

Nothanganathor was gradually killing him, trying to end him softly, without him able to understand he was under attack.

Erick rapidly reoriented his directed regeneration.

- -

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 4%, 3%, 93%

- -

His mind cleared instantly.

He had been going down a deep thought hole.

His Status started to repair.

- -

Pp: 11,229/∞, ↑↑ [+16,773, -6189] Warning: Under directed attack. Time to death: nope

- -

And now he was here—

Nothanganathor’s face was still half-buried in the surface of the sun, his single left eye staring out at Erick, all the local universe flashing Red around both of them.

Somehow, in that moment, Erick got the distinct feeling that Nothanganathor was slightly miffed.

The solar system vibrated, a little less casual, but still holding the same amount of anger as before, “You’re going to be one of the annoying ones, aren’t you.”

Erick kept an eye on his Status but other than that he continually flew away from the sun—

“Get back here.”

And suddenly the sun inverted, light collapsing inward, Nothanganathor becoming a glowing white dragon resting above the event horizon of a black hole.

Erick watched as his Status rapidly switched warnings, going from a subtle mental crush to a massive physical and mana collapse. It was tens of thousands of damage per second; an attack that threatened to kill, but there was no actual draw of gravity upon Erick. Maybe there should have been, but there was not.

Erick smiled.

What was a simple concept like gravity to a True Wizard?

In fact, he was ignoring the gravity, so why not ignore the damage, too? As soon as Erick had that thought, the damage numbers on his Status flickered and faded.

This was what a Wizard War was, at its core. This sort of confusion. This sort of false narrative and intent to damage through absolute power and enforcing one's frame of reference upon the enemy. It was a battle of vectors and an ignoring of those vectors through Wizardry of one’s own.

Erick knew the damage he was able to take was, first of all, measured in ‘damage’, and not something as esoteric as ‘gravity’. Gravity could crush and kill near a black hole, for sure, but Nothanganathor was obviously not damaging himself, so this was not a true black hole threat.

Erick kept right on flying away, Red Lightning flickering into his tentacle body, Red power snapped up by Benevolence, Erick’s Status rising by tens of thousands of mana per second in every category.

The solar system harrumphed.

The light of the sun came back and the Red Lightning around Erick pulled away completely.

“I’ll kill everyone on Veird if you continue trying to escape. There will be no harvesting. Only death.”

“One doesn’t negotiate with terrorists!” Erick said, rapidly flying away—

Erick suddenly realized he was flying slower and slower for some reason. Nothanganathor and his sun weren’t getting further away at all. The sun still took up 90 degrees of the horizon. Maybe 92 or 93, actually, as split moments turned to full moments. The sun was getting bigger, because Erick was falling toward it faster than he could fly.

Ah.

Fuck.

Erick shouldn’t have responded at all.

He was somehow caught in a trap of conversation.

Nothanganathor taunted, “Scared little wizard, caught in an inescapable trap. Give in to the urge to negotiate. It might go well for you.”

“This conversation is over.”

And Erick meant it.

Suddenly the [Tether] on him snapped, and Erick rocketed away from the sun, the 93 degree angle of the celestial body turning to 92 degrees, then 90. Erick was moving fast, but not fast enough.

“It’s over when I say it is over.”

The solar system flickered and Red Lightning began to crawl around Erick, filling the void at such a far depth that it looked more like the universe was turning red than the crawling lightning it was. Erick flew faster. Within a flashing instant Erick had reached the edge of the enclosure, but the enclosure finished. Erick burst out of the Red—

Everything was fire and heat except for the mountains in three out of four directions. A tunnel led into the fire and heat down there, in the central direction. And then Erick realized where he was.

He was on the sun, inside Nothanganathor’s half-solar-submerged jaws.

Those mountains were teeth the size of Jupiters, or larger. The red and white land below was the surface of the sun. That tunnel into the mountains was a fraction of an astronomical unit wide, leading into a shining abyss of power and Red. It was the gullet of Nothanganathor. The nuclear fire of the sun was an ocean pouring down the Unascended Dragon’s throat, but at this distance, at these scales, nothing seemed to move at all.

“Be honored you lasted this long.”

Flames and Red and power exploded out of Nothanganathor’s throat, moving faster than it had any right to move. The front of the breath attack was not magical at all. Nothanganathor had noticed that Erick was absorbing his direct power, so he switched to something else.

Erick wasn’t sure how he knew it, but knew this was an atomic blast, directly from the core of the sun.

This, then, was a death—

But that was defeatist thinking.

Time seemed to slow as Erick thought, and probably as Nothanganathor fucked with time, as he usually did.

Erick had a way to survive this. He was a Paradox Wizard. It wasn’t like mana weighed anything after all, so Erick’s next logical jump was easy. The attack was too big to avoid, so he wouldn’t avoid it.

Erick flickered with multiple Domains at once, because that was something he could do now. Obviously.

Obviously, Erick told himself. Of course I can do this.

[Physical Domain] became a thing of harmonics and vibrations, absorbing some of the shockwave, turning absolute death into a wave to ride, like when he was playing around with the surfboards with the kids. [Lodestar] became a core of power that was unassailable yet easily moved. His [Pristine Benevolence] body and Mana Siphon was already doing a great job of absorbing all the actual Malevolence and Destruction mana that managed to touch him, so all he had to really do was ride the atomic blast coming for him.

And he also had to pierce through the Domain blocking him from escaping.

The sky of the sun was solid red; there was no void of space to be seen at all. Nothanganathor had drawn Erick here and also locked him down, aiming to crush him between a rock and a hard place.

Erick had not experienced Nothanganathor’s Domain except for a little bit in the transposition of grabbing him and placing him here, in the path of this breath attack. It had not been a direct Domain attack, either; simply a movement of space within which Erick happened to be. The Unascended Dragon was very good at Domain combat; he didn’t attack directly with his Domain until Erick was here, fully within Nothanganathor’s power. Attacking with an actual Domain was something you did against people you didn’t respect, or out of desperation, for the cracking of a Domain was debilitating.

Nothanganathor was suddenly scared, eh? Scared of Erick getting away?

It was better for Erick to think like that than the other possibility; that this was an inescapable trap…

But it was actually easy to think like that, now that Erick was watching atomic fire come at him and Red walls blocked his escape. Nothanganathor had tried to kill him in so many different ways already, and now the Erased One was trying this over-the-top breath attack? It was kinda pathetic that he needed to bring the full brunt of his power against Erick.

With a smirk, Erick made himself as weightless as light, and just as ephemeral.

The blast wave hit and Erick sailed away, shooting off at the speed of light and a little bit faster, because Time Magic was involved in how fast the blast struck.

Erick went sailing.

Domain met Domain, and Erick chose to quantum tunnel through the Red wall.

As the Red Sun vanished in the distance Erick was very glad that he hadn’t tried to use his own Time Magic back there. Obviously Nothanganathor was very accomplished at Time Magic; anything Erick would have tried would have been corrupted.

In moments, the Red Sun was maybe 40 degrees of the horizon in that direction; smaller than it had been since the start of battle of this major conflict—

The Red Sun flickered and Nothanganathor dissolved his Domain back down to something able to track Erick.

Red Lightning hung everywhere out here. It moved with impossible speed and accuracy, trying to surround Erick once again, but Erick was moving too fast for it this time, and every capture ended with Erick simply not being there, inside of the bubble of Red. Erick had seen that trick once; he would not allow himself to be captured and ported back to the jaws of that monster.

Erick hadn’t done any sort of counter attack yet, but it was time to do a few things of his own before Nothanganathor changed tactics—

Erick rapidly realized a few different things, as he contemplated his counter attack.

One: He was using a frame of reference of Nothanganathor as the center of the solar system of Veird. This was bad. Erick was never going to escape if he kept doing that. Sure, Nothanganathor had some gravity down there, but Erick wasn’t affected by gravity unless he wanted to be, as he had already decided earlier. Gravity wasn’t the problem here. Thinking of the Unascended Dragon as something that could not be denied, like the sun, was giving him way too much metaphysical weight.

Two: There was some part of Erick’s soul that Nothanganathor was tuned into, for there was no other way to explain how he had ended up in this predicament at all. There was probably Red in his Script-enabled Status. He needed to purge that.

And Three: The only Script spells that were not instantly nullified by the lack of manasphere out here were those spells that took place inside his body, or Particle Magic which caused a particle effect far beyond the initial start.

Erick started his counterattack with Particle Magic.

Erick focused parts of his spreading, tentacle-like body into his good-old standby, [Luminous Beam].

As he sparked the starts of quasar-based celestial prominences in his extending aura, he fueled the spellwork with Benevolence and Paradox, aiming to overcome all barriers of cause and effect.

Flickers of magic ignited into the most brilliant sources of light in the entire universe.

Erick became a spot of tangled brilliance in the endless Red void, his core so dense it was a darkness, while light shone from every tendril like hyperspatial knives. He didn’t rend the Red; he sailed through obsolete Red, flying faster than he had any right to fly, unable to be touched at all.

The sun was nothing behind him, and then it was gone.

Quasar knives parted the universe in front of him, and pushed him forward even faster.

- - - -

Erick passed into something that felt like a ripple in space, but which he recognized as multiple things at once. The first thing he recognized was the edge of Nothanganathor’s actual Domain; everything behind him was all softly oppressive, but now he was out of it and his magic shone brighter. The Red Lightning remained in the void all around, but it was lesser now. Less directed. More uncontrolled. More sparse.

Erick passed beyond the termination shock of the sun, into the heliosphere of Veird’s solar system as it traveled through the void of space, in the desolate edge of this [Renew]-shaped galaxy. The Red here was distant. Unseeable and unknowable outside of Erick’s enhanced senses. He was seeing faster than light could show. He was moving faster than light could move.

And then suddenly Erick was beyond the heliosphere entirely, having passed outside of the Red and the solar system, breaching the heliopause which was the final layer of delineation between Veird’s system and the void between the stars of the galaxy.

Beyond the heliopause lay cosmic winds, and nothing else.

Erick slowed down and then stilled, his [Luminous Beam]s fading away.

He couldn’t even see the sun of Veird behind him. It was there, somewhere, lost among the other stars of the universe…

Erick stopped looking before he drew Nothanganathor’s attention through sight alone.

Erick turned toward the void. He wanted to breathe.

So he turned mortal again, and breathed in air that was only there because he desired it. He breathed out air into the void, expelling a plume of frozen mist. The void between suns nipped at his body, touching his nudity, but otherwise did nothing. Erick floated there for a moment, breathing air that was not there until he made it exist, because of course it existed.

His Status was looking fine; tens of millions of Mana, Health, and Mind. There had been some time dilation in his escape, and probably in all of that entire encounter back there. How much time had passed? No way to know. Erick’s Status still had the same time readout as it had had all this time.

Erick was okay, for now. He almost considered going back to fight Nothanganathor, but that would be foolish indeed. It was probably only a matter of time before the Un-Dragon started making real threats and then following through with those threats, causing actual harm that Erick couldn’t escape.

It was time to proceed to the next phase, and hopefully this wasn’t jumping out of the pan and into the fire. Erick’s Lightning Path said that this was the proper way forward, but it was a weak sort of forward. He could go literally anywhere from here in order to fight Nothanganathor. He could even go back to Veird, to help them directly. Any decision he made right now, except going back to fight, could be the right one.

Erick “#17,212” had survived.

Nothanganathor would probably kill everyone else if Erick didn’t show back up with help.

And so, it was time to get that help.

Preparation first, though.

Erick held out a hand and plucked an iron chain necklace out of his blood, transforming iron into more iron and discarding the rest until he had something usable. He made it to resemble black scales, with a space in the center for a jewel. This piece of jewelry was much rougher than the one that had been his All-Seeing Eye. It still resembled Melemizargo’s or Erick’s own dragon eye, because Erick liked that style. It was a reminder of home.

With his other hand, Erick pulled a much deeper trick, plucking Yggdrasil’s Gift out of nothing, bringing it to himself, because of course it was always with him; Yggdrasil had said so. The white star of power shone with a radiance that was only as strong as Erick’s fingernail now, but Erick loved it anyway; it was a gift from his son. He put the little seed of power into the necklace, turning the Gift into an eye. Doing so dampened the outflow of light from the Gift into something much smaller; more ‘held’ and less ‘displayed’. He put the necklace on and it seemed like a much dimmer piece of him than all the rest, even though he was flesh and bone and nothing else right now.

Erick plucked a hair from his head and transformed it into a little thread of cotton; a minor transmutation, all in all. After copying and weaving that cotton, Erick had some decent clothes fit for a somewhat-king. The fabrics seemed to glow bright in the absolute nothing of the void, but maybe that was simply Erick’s fault.

He needed more.

So Erick shaved off a bit of fingernail and Wizarded it into platinum. One sliver of platinum became many buttons and embroidery and a few small pieces of jewelry. Erick did this because it was important not to appear like a pauper when greeting The Powers That Be.

Erick’s dragon horns were already out, all six points of absolute black jutting up around his head like a crown.

He was ready to make the Call.

He breathed deep the void once more, and then he extended his aura out of his body and began making a little lightward copy of the Veird’s solar system. There was the sun. There was Veird fourth from the sun. There were the other planets. And then he dialed outward. The solar system crashed down to a point of light, and in flowed all the galaxy, shaped like a ring of [Renew]—

The spell took itself over.

The universe crashed down to a uniform grey in every direction, and then it expanded, and expanded, and expanded, and expanded, and expanded, and expanded, and expanded, and expanded—

The grey parted, becoming cosmic strings and then galaxies and then here.

The spell flowed out into Everything and Elsewhere. The Call was made. It would hopefully be answered this time.

If Nothanganathor had seen this —which he probably had— he was probably mad. Good. Erick hoped so. Fuck him.

Erick only really worried about Veird and everyone he knew and loved. And yet, he trusted Veird to survive whatever might be coming their way. FENRIR was damaged, but it was still back there, back in the God Pact reality, and Veird itself was more protected than ever thanks to all those layers of adamantium and new magics surrounding it. Veird had the Lifeblood Heart. It had Solomon. It had dungeons, and soon dungeon slimes would spawn on the upper surfaces and those dungeons would fill with slimes, and fast, which would contribute a lot to any possible upkeep costs that the enlarged Script and Veird might demand.

They’d be fine.

Erick waited.

- - - -

He didn’t have to wait long.

There was a disturbance in the void.

A square of light appeared, like the cracks around a door.

The door opened slowly, invisibly, the ‘door’ not existent at all.

A cautious man appeared on the other side. He was blue-skinned and wearing what looked like normal clothes, except he had a fake half-cape of green leaves falling over his left shoulder. He was also wearing a spacesuit, but it was completely see-through. The suit reminded Erick of one of those home-spa infomercial things that people could buy for installments, wear once, and then promptly never wear ever again. Maybe they’d get to watch a movie while wearing it and it wouldn’t spring a leak, but it’d still be walking around wearing a good hundred pounds of water, and that just didn’t work out like you’d want it to work out.

The guy locked eyes with Erick instantly, but he also looked around, his eyes going wide, his heartbeat spiking. He spoke some words in a language that Erick didn’t know. Erick made a show of looking behind the guy, to the empty space beyond the open door.

The guy hadn’t stepped out at all. He didn’t like Erick looking behind him.

He looked at Erick.

He paused.

And then he bowed, saying something that was probably ‘sorry’, before he closed—

Erick flickered and moved inside of the room. While the guy suddenly panicked, yelling loud as he slammed the door shut—

And suddenly there was air in the room. Erick took a deep breath of real air. It tasted of a clean forest and subtle flowers. There was no manasphere, though. Erick tried to push through the walls and hit a very strong Domain. In the interest of peace, he did not test that Domain. His Lightning Path was telling him to relax a little, but not too much, so that’s what Erick did.

The greeter guy was not relaxed at all, even though Erick wasn’t making any threatening gestures. All these moments the guy had been yelling in some other language at the walls, and now the walls of the silver room were flashing pale red and the guy was freaking out even more.

Erick had thought that the people here would have translation magics, or something like that.

Obviously they did not, or they weren’t using them, so Erick decided to search himself for a spell that he had used many times in the past, but which he hadn’t needed to use much in recent years. It was still a part of his past, though, so Erick did a little ditty in his head, casting magic from another time and place onto himself.

I’m here on an important mission; so in with the clutch, [Language Acquisition].

It’d take a while for the words to start to make sense, but probably not that long—

And now the room was filled with angry words and small ports opened up in the walls and tubes came out and pointed at Erick, while the guy with the leaf half-cape rushed around Erick as much as he could, avoiding the ‘dangerous person’ in the room to bang on the other wall of the room. There was obviously a door on that wall, but it was a seamless door.

Erick just stood where he was. He waited.

More angry words.

Erick said, “Hello. I mean no harm unless you are Nothanganathor’s enablers, and then I mean you all the harm. Or perhaps I can free you from his oppression? I’m probably operating under a lot of misconceptions here, so how about we figure out how to end these misconceptions?”

The red lights stopped flashing somewhere around Erick’s ‘all the harm’. The guns pulled back. Erick finished. The guy stopped banging on the closed door.

An intercom came on and a person with a deep voice spoke in heavily accented, slightly excited, and broken Ecks, “Greetings. Is Veird have Ascended? You Veird? Or not Veird?”

Whatever the person was intending was not coming across much at all. Erick guessed they were enthusiastic about Erick being here? Hard to say.

The guy stuck in the silver box with Erick was not excited at all. He had slumped to the ground, on his knees, his head against the wall. Looking him over again, the guy’s clothes were nice, but not super nice. He was likely a guy thrown out here to the wolves, to whatever had made the Call, which they were —probably— forced to respond to; they did not choose to respond to the Call because it was the right thing to do.

Erick had envisioned the Call as some sort of ‘call up the people in charge’ sort of thing, but the Call was looking more like an emergency SOS, maybe, which required people to respond? These guys were just… normal people. Maybe.

Erick wasn’t going off a whole lot here, so he decided to be truthful. “I am a Wizard who Ascended with the help of Veird.”

The voice was truly excited now, “You Ascended Veird! Okay! You fight fight? Or talk talk?”

“Talk talk.”

“OKAY! Talk talk time! I hand you better talker. You speak Margle? Fluent? Tabarikia? Draconic?”

Erick easily switched to draconic, saying, “Is this the language you mean? This draconic?”

The guy huddling on the floor calmed down and turned. “Oh. Sorry. I—”

“Excellent,” said a third voice. “Hello, greetings, and welcome to the Margleknot Emergency Response Communication Yorddle. MERCY.”

Erick almost asked what a Yorddle was, but he decided to go with the flow.

“… And that answers our first question. You are Ascended; otherwise you would have asked what a yorddle was. To answer your unasked question: a yorddle is a thing that invites communication and responds similarly. It is the mechanism by which you summoned that star map and then ended up pinging us, here at Margleknot.

“There are many cities like Margleknot, but we consider Margleknot the center of the universe.

“You are currently on Layer 0, which is where you are right now.

“The layer you came from is Layer 789, at the location of Nothanganathor, Arbiter of Veird. Please keep this name in your personal records should you wish to return to this land. We have already left your previous layer behind.”

Erick blinked, feeling a hateful wrath coil within at the mention of Nothanganathor and ‘Arbiter of Veird’ in the same sentence. He pushed that feeling aside, as he focused on the fact that he had already left Veird’s general location in the universe.

All Erick could really say was, “Okay.”

“Excellent. You appear to be non-hostile. Would you say this is true?”

“I am very hostile toward Nothanganathor and would like help erasing him from all universes. I am also hostile toward all evil, but otherwise I am rather benevolent.”

The formerly worried guy was now sitting on the ground, his back to the not-door, looking at Erick and frowning, his eyes saying a whole lot of ‘really?’.

The intercom voice said, “Violence is permitted in Layer 1. Here in Layer 0, the main city, violence is not permitted. Do you agree to this?”

“… Tentatively, yes.”

“That’s all we can really ask from Ascended, so your acknowledgment of the main rule is appreciated. Know that as an Ascended, we cannot control you, but you are a single person, and we have a lot of Ascended here who like the peace, and a lot of normal people who would simply die in a real fight, so keep that in mind if you get angry.” The voice said, “Please keep your various forms of mana, magic, resons, syth, usurpage, kindling, smoke, fire, breath, pulse, cultivation, accretion, talents, powers, and all other forms of reality altering inside of yourself at all times. The Dragon District is the only place where you can freely let yourself be a dragon, and all that that entails. Do you understand?”

“I do understand.”

“Appreciated. Moving on—”

“Pardon me, but I have some questions of my own.” Erick looked at the guy sitting down. “Was this man in this space suit a sacrificial pawn in case I turned out malevolent like Nothanganathor?”

The guy nodded, whispering, “That guy is a fucking psycho.”

“Ah-hem,” said the voice. “Our greeter here is fully soul-sleeved here in Margleknot; he would not have died if you had killed him. Other people are not so fortunate as to have this job, Jeremy.”

Jeremy —whose name was probably not spelled how Erick was thinking it was spelled— waved a dismissive hand, ignoring the voice, whispering, “Glad you hate him, too.”

Erick felt a weight leave his shoulders. He almost chuckled at the relief. These guys weren’t evil. They were just papershapers and call-responders; normal people.

The intercom voice said, “Ahem. Death is painful, of course, so we ask that you refrain from causing it. May I have your name?”

Ah.

It’s like that, is it?

Erick wanted to see them try.

“Erick Flatt.”

A little wind passed through the space. They had tried to affect him with something when he said his name. It was fairy magic, though, which, of course it was, which Erick had been prepared for with a question like that. ‘May I have your name?’ Really? Fairy Moon had helped Erick get over all of his fae magic weaknesses long ago, even if she wasn’t actively trying to help; she still helped through opposition.

Jeremy raised an eyebrow at Erick.

And the voice said, “Ah… So. That’s the other major question. Uh. Fuck. You. Uh… You felt that, didn’t you.”

“I did. Hello, fairy.”

Jeremy’s eyes went wide and terrified.

The voice on the other side of the intercom didn’t fare much better. “Uh… Will you… Uh. Forgive?”

“I demand to speak with someone who can help me erase Nothanganathor from all worlds, and who would want to help me do that.”

“I can do that!” said the voice, once again excited.

And then the silver walls fell away like the prop walls on a movie set falling, the ceiling and floor vanishing in the very same moment.

Aside from seeing what he was seeing, which he would get to in a moment, Erick checked the manasphere first.

The air was almost dry in feeling, but it was also filled with different manas of all kinds, along with something like a Domain. Maybe tens of tiny Domains, actually. Erick had trouble understanding what he was feeling, but he rapidly recognized that his mana senses and various other sensing capabilities only went out to about a hundred meters in every open direction, and maybe a meter into the ground. Beyond all that was either a density of confusion that prevented all mana senses, or a Domain underground that prevented everything.

There was power here. Erick trusted his mana sense about as much as anyone could trust their mana sense in an unknown environment filled with odd Domains and strong powers, which meant not much at all.

Visually, the place was much more understandable.

Erick stood upon grasslands wide enough to build a city or two, but Erick wouldn’t really call it ‘grassland’. More like a forest clearing. Everywhere on every horizon there were trees of all colors and shapes, not a single one looking like the other one, except in the most general of ways. And then there was the ten-thousand kilometer tall tree that towered above all the rest. It was gold and green and shimmery, and mostly dark.

Crystal buildings rose in the distance, beyond much more normal-sized trees. The grass was soft under Erick’s bare feet while the lights of ten suns, each of a different color that added up to white, were warm upon Erick’s face. More suns shone beyond the canopy of that tree for sure, but they were beyond Erick’s sight.

The very second the ceiling evaporated and the walls fell to the sides, Jeremy’s personal spa space suit disintegrated and he sprouted wings and dashed fast into the grasslands, eager to get far away. Two people waited outside of the silver chamber. Other people were in the distance, completely disconnected from this event right here, with Erick. They flitted around like they were fairies, which they probably were. Only two people mattered right now, though.

A little pink boy fairy, about a meter tall, floated on pink sparkles beyond a corner of the room.

A shadowy girl fairy, the size of a normal person and wearing greys and blacks, stood on the grass beside pinkie. She had no wings. She looked almost normal, except her ears were pointed and her face structure was distinctly fae.

Pinkie announced, “I have your person right here!”

“You still owe me, Parando,” said the shadowy person.

“What! No!” Parando said, “I paid off my debt to you, too. This guy is an Ascendant arisen from your shitty little cosmology. I found him for you!”

Erick rapidly churned through that information and, assuming that what the guy said earlier was true, and since fairies never lie directly because it physically hurts them, Erick said, “He still owes you because he responded to a normal Call, as his duty requires of him.”

The shadowy person grinned wide and stared Parando down.

Parando went wide-eyed. He began to back away. “… n—”

Shadow ate Parando as one would eat something that was already inside one’s mouth. Erick wasn’t sure, exactly, how she did it, but that’s what she did. And then she looked at Erick. “You’re the real deal then. An Ascended risen from Veird?”

“Technically yes.”

“… I don’t like that ‘technically’.”

Erick said, “And I don’t like that Nothanganathor is apparently enabled by this ‘Margleknot’.”

“… I like that about you. You might work anyway. I aim to kill the bastard that unmade my universe, and you’re going to help.”

‘Her’ universe?

Ah.

Erick saw a familial resemblance now.

“Would you happen to be Shadow?”

Erick hadn’t said that name with so much emphasis; it had merely happened that way. Saying it like that had done something weird to Shadow. She puffed up a little bit, everything about her deepening and thrumming, and then she became herself once again. It was as though a cloud had passed overhead, even though there weren’t clouds anywhere.

Shadow looked at Erick, and… started to say something, but then she Looked at him, and said, “Oh. You’re a great grandchild, or something. Then I’m glad I ate Parando! Bastard should have seen that before I did. I should eat him again when he reforms… And I think I will.” She asked, “So are the dragons not doing the whole scales and wings thing? Base human-shape these days? But with the horns? I like the horns. Come on. Let’s let great granny gran gran get you settled into Margleknot. We got a lot of shit to cover to take down Nothanganathor, and most of it is the intractable bureaucracy of this shitty place.”

“… It’s nice to meet you, Shadow. I fear you are operating under some misunderstandings, but we can clear them up. Fairy Moon and Gregarious are doing well now, if you wish to know more about them.”

Shadow hummed, then said, “I probably am operating under misunderstandings. I put too much of myself into that universe and you didn’t return any power or memory to me like you should have... Okay. Well. Moving on. Good to know about mom and dad.” Shadow gestured at the city in the distance, walking, saying, “So who the fuck are you?”

Erick felt a surreal bit of joy as he walked with Shadow, the main creator of the universe that Veird had come from, saying, “Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence, Apparent King, Gatemaster, and planar from Earth, not from Veird.”

Shadow froze. She said to Erick, “That’s all good, but that last part? Leave that out.”

“No. I’m not going to lie, and especially not to fae.”

“… Shit. Fuck.” Shadow scowled and walked, saying, “Okay. Okay. I can work with this— You’re still a part of my Old Cosmology, obviously, or else you shouldn’t have been able to reach Veird—” She rounded on him. “You’re not some space-faring human person who goes around mucking up other people’s universes, are you?”

“Not to my knowledge. Are you a space-faring fae who goes around mucking with souls and Darkness in order to create universes?”

“I have been known to do this from time to time.” Shadow smirked. “You got any other names? The only one unique to you is probably the Benevolence one and ‘Apparent King’ and your base name, none of which matter to me. I don’t know Urth.”

“People kept calling me Xoat.”

Shadow hummed. “He’s long dead. You’re probably not him. If you are then that would be good for us against Nothanganathor, but you’re probably not him.”

Erick nodded, then said, “So we sort of skipped past introductions back there and I assumed you were Shadow. But who are you, exactly?”

“Some fae will try to trick you like those ones back there, but I never will as long as we’re on the same side.”

“That’s not good enough. Claim the mantle on your own, if you can.”

“A task easily done.” Shadow kept walking, intoning, “I am the Daughter of the King and Queen of a Realm Beyond Mortality. I stole a painting of two possibilities from the Prince’s workshop and made a universe out of them. A universe which became a remnant. A remnant which became your genesis.

“I was not born Shadow,” Shadow said, her stride evening out, her back straightening, everything about her changing from commoner to Power in Truth, though nothing physically changed at all. “I became Shadow in the Truth of my own creation.

“I claim the mantle of your partial progenitor. I claim the mantle of creator of the Painted Cosmology, of the founder of the Radiant Depths, of the splitter of the Crack Between Worlds, of the spiller of the Blue Ocean, of the adventuring queen and scoundrel king, of the older prince and the youngest daughter and distant cousin who leaves a letter that starts you on an adventure, of the Warrior, the Mage, the Wizard, the Shade, the Priest. The mother of dragons. The father of leviathans. I claim the progenitor of your draconic shape, and of the founder of your ultimate rise to power as an Ascended.

“I claim all this for myself, and you would be wise to heed my words and my wisdom in our joint effort to erase Nothanganathor and his Malevolence from our reality, for in your Ascension you have tied yourself to myself and my cause. For this time, for this future, we are as one in purpose: To stoke the fires of our Shared Existence and spread into Infinity, while burning down all who oppose our Glory.”

The world had taken on a shadowy quality as Shadow spoke, which Erick suspected was either on purpose or simply a side effect of her expression of her True Self. When she was done, her clothes were finer. The suns were brighter and shadows deeper. Darkness loomed in the hidden gloom.

Erick said, “I appreciate the actual introduction.”

“Yes. We probably should have done that first but I am rather excited about you being here. Do you know anything of what is happening to Veird? In truth? Also, you’re handling this very well. Have you been Ascended for long? I can’t imagine you have been Ascended for very long. Nothanganathor eats everyone he can.” Shadow scowled, saying, “He is breaking all the rules of his stewardship by doing that, but I haven’t been able to prove it to the satisfaction of the Enclave. Hopefully you can prove it for me.”

Erick processed Shadow’s gush of information and said, “I know some of what is happening with Nothanganathor, but not completely. I have been ascended for maybe several hours, or months. Time got wonky back there. How does time work here? Depending on how time works here we can either have this conversation long, or short. I do need to get back with allies and erase Nothanagnathor from existence.” He stressed, “I do not care for the bureaucracy of this place, if it empowers Nothanganathor. If I need to, I will purge whoever I need to purge.”

Shadow smiled wide. “Love that attitude, but we’re not tackling the Big Problems right now. You have Ascended from Veird, and thus Nothanganathor is going to come back and try to smack you down once again, and we need to get ahead of that. I wish to save my universe and rekindle that fire to once again grow large and cast deep shadows. Do you agree with the general thrust of this plan?”

“… Tentatively.”

“Good.” Shadow waved a hand. “Time is relative; don’t worry about it. For us Ascended, we spend exactly as much time in Margleknot as we need. Time has been fluidly frozen for me ever since the Sundering. I have failed to win against Nothanganathor in the courts for ten thousand years, or maybe just a summer. Probably closer to the former than the latter. How long has passed on Veird since the Sundering? 7,400 years? More than 10,000?”

Erick relaxed a fraction, his tension fading slightly. With that sort of time dilation there was no true need to get back to Veird, because, yeah, he was a Paradox Wizard. Time was navigable now. Theoretically. “It’s only been 1452 years since the Sundering, though with the Forgotten Campaigns erasing memories and probably time, it might have been more than that.”

“Ah…” Shadow frowned a little. She looked at Erick. “What is this about ‘Forgotten Campaigns’?”

“I get the distinct impression that you are not allowed to truly see or know Veird. Is this correct?”

Shadow went silent. “… I suppose we should start with bringing you up to speed, and then you can tell me your own story. I’ve argued myself to every color of face against the Enclave, so it doesn’t really matter if I get news of My Everything until later.” She glared at Erick. “But mark me now, Erick Flatt. I will have complete news of Veird before we go into court.”

Erick usually had a position of ‘trust, and then let them break trust first’. But that was a bad idea with fae. They would always break trust at the worst possible time for you, which would always be the best possible time for them. Giving Shadow the trust of a true alliance was not on the table right now, even though Erick needed allies.

“You’ll have as much news as I feel like giving.”

“… I agree to this.” And then Shadow sighed. “I suppose I’ll give you a lesson on Margleknot before all the rest, too. We have as much time as it takes.”

“I assume that if this all works out in our favor, that we end up going back to Veird with some sort of army or mandate to eliminate Nothanganathor?”

Shadow smiled, cackling slightly, her fangs glinting in her wide maw. “That’s one of my major goals.”

“And what is your ultimate goal?” Erick asked, Lightning Path flickering, demanding to be grounded. “Are we truly on the same side?”

Shadow’s voice gained an eternal depth as she shared her very Truth, “To experience everything everywhere forevermore, with possibilities expanding or closing or becoming or ending, to help and harm, to raise and collapse, to bring forth and to banish, and to grow. To grow. To grow.”

A Dark wind flowed.

The suns shone brightly.

And Shadow stared into Erick’s soul, asking, “What is your ultimate goal?”

Erick stared her right back. “For the good of all, and every individual, we give assistance to those in need and do what we must to prevent apocalypse before it happens, to found and cultivate an evergrowing cycle of less war, less horror, and more hope, for now, and for all always.”

Moments passed.

“… Hmm.” Shadow said, “That’s a good one. Did my Father help you with that? Or did Mother? Sounds like something Father would say more than would Mother.”

“She did.”

Shadow smirked a little. “Nice to meet you, Erick Flatt. This is how you get around Margleknot.” She stopped walking and stood still. She raised a hand to the air, straight up, palm flat, saying, “Attention Margleknot. This one requests travel from this Timeless Forest to The Mortal Lands, just outside of the Dragon District.”

Words appeared.

Acknowledged.

Fairy Goddess Shadow detected. Unknown Ascended detected.

Priority Scan of new Ascended demanded.

Scan complete.

Request denied.

Orders: Shadow to depart. New Ascended to wait for the next portal.

The words faded and a portal of spinning green and gold appeared. Most of the land beyond was obscured by the swirling power of the portal, but Erick could see tall dark crystal buildings and bright lights and people everywhere. Erick had been walking with Shadow toward the very same arrangement of crystal buildings the distance beyond the grasslands of this forest.

So there had been no need to walk at all?

Was the walking just so that Shadow could talk to him before she summoned the portal? Probably. Whatever the case, it seemed that Erick and Shadow would be parting ways right now, due to whatever machinations of Margleknot were happening behind the scenes. Kinda surprising, but not too surprising in retrospect.

Fairy Moon had often spoken of how they needed to be ready to be servile toward the true fae of this ‘New Cosmology’, should they ever show themselves. That’s who Erick had been ready to meet, back when he made the Call to the Universe. Meeting Shadow had been a surprise, but Erick had been ready to meet someone on this level of power for a while now.

Shadow was fully surprised, though. Fully and completely. “What? No. I want—” She had been about to get angry, but she decided against that. She looked to Erick and rapidly said, “That’s how you should be able to get around Margleknot. This is unusual. Look. Erick. It was nice to meet you. Find your way back to me when you’re done with whatever this is. You might be able to get a direct portal and—”

Shadow to depart.

Now.

The portal pulsed and Shadow began to slide across the grasslands, into the portal.

She called to Erick, “If you can’t find me directly I’m usually at the Black Crystal Tavern in the Dra—”

Shadow swirled into the portal, her voice fading as she vanished.

The portal snapped shut.

The world around Erick for 25 meters in every direction turned subtly stronger as the eyes of some great Power descended upon him. The mana that was outside of Erick’s body was removed from his ability to sense. Erick’s interior flickers of his Lightning Path were the only source of mana sensing left to him, and it told him to wait.

Another portal opened. A golden wall lay beyond.

Power flowed from that portal like a gold and green tsunami, the grasslands turning into a field of flowers and sudden trees, the sun turning bountiful and the very land itself nourishing Erick through his bare feet.

Please join me.

Erick walked his Lightning Path, through the portal, to another land of Margleknot.
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Erick stood on a solid surface of nothing, halfway up the trunk of the thousand-kilometer-tall tree, but rather far from the tree. The tree was likely larger than ‘a thousand kilometers tall’, too. Like with the ‘battle’ with Nothanganathor, and with the planet-sized [Terraforming] storm on FENRIR, and with all of space, really, it was hard to tell sizes and distances when it came to the really big things, and this tree was one of the really big things. For a moment, Erick felt as though he needed glasses, for he couldn’t make out the individual leaves on the tree at all.

The trunk was basically a solid wall of gold, so very, very far away.

The whole thing was gold of bark and green of leaf with a canopy that was the entire sky, spanning from horizon to horizon. Those horizons looked funky, though; almost like mirage glass, as though they might exist, or they might not. If they did exist then they were far, far away from here.

Erick imagined that the invisible surface he stood upon stretched out all the way toward that indeterminate horizon.

He glanced down, and saw the roots of the tree. They were gold, too, and they extended out from the trunk of the tree like thick, geometric-shaped fractals, mostly square-shaped, like crystal bismuth that curled into itself. The blocky tangles of roots down there seemed to curl down into infinity. Some of the curls were not so blocky; they were more triangle-shaped. There was a pentagonal-shaped curl of roots, each edge of the pentagon curling off into another set of pentagonal roots, that then also split and curved into more and more pentagonal shapes.

Erick was pretty sure he was seeing leaves down there, too, obscuring the deeper curls of the roots.

The branches were almost a mirror to those below, but their arcs and curves were more graceful, less geometric. It was an infinite tangle of curves and arcs. And then Erick saw some branches that were higher than other branches, but which appeared lower on the tree; it was a non-euclidean tree.

The portal vanished behind Erick.

And Erick’s necklace, which held Yggdrasil’s Gift, shattered.

Erick almost sighed, but then Yggdrasil stepped out of the air in front of him. Erick’s heart beat hard as he saw his largest son again; all green skin and orcol-shaped and wearing a simple tunic and pants. Erick rapidly moved from relieved, to sad, as misinterpretations and logical deductions warred within him to try and make sense of what he was seeing, and why.

Yggdrasil was not here.

This was someone else pretending to be him.

Yggdrasil did not have the same bearing as he usually had on Veird, but there was a certain sadness there, upon his green face, in his dark eyes, that seemed all too familiar. He had looked the same way when he had given Erick a Gift that Erick would not be able to lose.

… Maybe this was a recording?

“You’re not my father, and yet you are,” Not-Yggdrasil said.

“… You’re not a recording.”

“I am not.”

And Erick sighed. “When Yggdrasil spoke of being not only my son, but also someone else, he was talking about you. Wasn’t he.”

“I was talking about me.”

Erick’s breath caught. He forced his breath to evenness. “It’s a fairy-regaining-themselves situation, then.”

“Or you regaining your memories of Ashes in that Old Cosmology.”

“… Ah.”

Not-Yggdrasil waited.

Erick had too many questions.

He was also too concerned about Yggdrasil himself to ask those other questions.

Erick looked upon Not-Yggdrasil, and asked, “Are you okay?”

“Not really. But I’ve gone through this sort of event before, and now that you brought me here the memories are clearing up. It was a slow, confusing transfer before. It will be speeding up now.” Not-Yggdrasil said, “Let’s talk about Veird, father.”

“… Can I still call you Yggdrasil? Or…” Erick’s voice fell away.

“I have ten million names but people call me Margleknot here, though that’s not my real name either. My real names are the names my fathers, mothers, and originators have given me. Yggdrasil is my real name. On Veird and in the worlds to come from there, I am, and will always remain, your son, Yggdrasil.”

Erick was a little choked up. “I feel I have done something incredibly wrong without realizing it.”

“In my creation you went big. You had divine help. And you reached back through time to create me on Veird. These are the normal ingredients to connect to the universe at large, and I am the gathering of that connection. All True World Trees connect to me. I am every True World Tree in this uber-universe. I contain multitudes, father.” Yggdrasil said, “There is nothing wrong with what you did, and I am still Yggdrasil. But I’m also a lot more than that. Just as you are a lot more than you appear to be.”

“I would rather be sure you’re okay before we talk about me, or even about Veird. What do you mean you’re ‘not really’ okay?”

Yggdrasil paused, then said, “It has to do with everything happening on Veird, what you’ve found out with Nothanganathor, and how large the problem has become now that you’re here. This is a rather normal situation for True Wizards adding to the Margleknot, for everyone comes here with problems. That’s the reason that I’m ‘not really okay’. I have gone from being mostly secure in my year-to-year life, and now I have new concerns that are truly pressing. This is a rare situation, but it’s also normal. There are rules that I must keep in order to keep the peace, and one of those rules is that I cannot inject my own desires into these worldly matters.

“I would solve this worldly problem, if I could, but this problem is already in the Eternal Courts, and thus I cannot touch it. And make no mistake; this is a worldly matter. If this was a universal matter, then I could interject, but the Painted Cosmology stopped being a universe when Nothanganathor killed it.

“Shadow will argue that it could become a universe again, and it might. If she does win this new suit then I could step in.

“I would not trust her, though, for she wants the raw churn of life and death and horror and glory once again. She is the true embodiment of the original Goddess of Magic of her universe; in every sense of the word.

“And yet, you must work with her to make that happen. It is the only way to rid Veird of Nothanganathor.

“I cannot help as much as I want, because they’ll block my desires to help, but I will be there giving you weight of character.” Yggdrasil said, “I’ll also be there on Veird, at the same time, ensuring that Veird survives until you and the others might save it. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to actually fight Nothanganathor or drive him off more than I already have.

“He already has my mandate from tens of thousands of years ago to try and figure out what happened to me in the Painted Cosmology, and I have never revoked that mandate, even after the Sundering, even after all that he has done, and continues to do.” Yggdrasil became Margleknot, as he said, “In fact, that is why FENRIR both worked, and failed; because I made it work and didn’t go far enough to stop it from failing. The Veird you come from is safe, but Nothanganathor is largely unaffected.”

Erick rapidly processed all of that, and then said, “Well that’s just great. I don’t know how to process that.” He frowned. “Did we become enemies?” He rapidly answered himself, “No. No we didn’t, obviously... Unless we did?”

Margleknot, still in the shape of Yggdrasil’s young male orcol body, smiled softly, and said, “We did not become enemies. I’m an enemy to no one, father, and sometimes I make mistakes that I cannot take back, as I did when I empowered Nothanganathor all those years ago to find out what happened to myself in the Painted Cosmology.” He added, “I had to leave him an out in the creation of FENRIR because of those empowerments. I have a certain neutrality in all non-universal matters that I must maintain, though my instantiation as Yggdrasil and all the memories thereof have given me a great new perspective on his actions.”

Margleknot went silent.

Erick had a moment to breathe, and think.

Erick was thankful for that.

This was A Lot.

“Got any good news?” Erick asked.

Yggdrasil smiled. “Yes. Quite a lot of good news, actually. It’s been about a year and 3 months since the creation of FENRIR and the expansion of Veird. Everyone is doing well back home. Now that I’m connected and can dictate Margleknot’s flow of time with regard to the outside, for every year you spend here, about a day will pass back there. Nothanganathor is already pissed about that. Veird is existentially impervious as well, now that I have this fun new Element of Benevolence to play around with. It’s already helped to solve 3 universal collapses, and every day, with every spell you cast and every iota of mana you produce in this land and I absorb into my roots, and with the mana I’m producing as Yggdrasil, I’m solving problems on many different universal scales.

“You tipped over a domino when you made Benevolence. There are truly no other Elements quite like it, though there have been many attempts at such. That is what is going to truly bring you acclaim here in Margleknot. You’re saving trillions of lives already, but trillions more die each day. On the whole, though, the trajectory of life has inclined upward in this uber-universe by a noticeable fraction of a percent.

“These various achievements of connecting to me and the creation of Benevolence have earned you property in the Old Dragons District. I’ve taken the liberty of creating a small house for you there, and ask that you Mana Siphon and expel Benevolence whenever you’re home, because we have ‘node networks’ here, too, and they’re mainly in the Dragon District as cleanup for all the various mana, ki, manna, cultivation, resons, talent, hero power, etcetera, in order to both clean up that land, and also power all the rest of Margleknot.” Margleknot said, “I might not be able to help more than I already am, but you will surely find more allies in the Dragon District, and you are already helping yourself by your continued existence. Power is currency here, and your power is growing, father.”

Erick breathed for a moment, feeling slightly better, then said, “Okay. That’s good.” He thought. “… So it’s all Old Fae here? How difficult is that going to be to navigate?”

“Ah. No. The Old Fae— The Fairy Enclave, is what they call themselves, here. Fairy Moon would call them Old Fae, or Other Fae, or something like that. I know who the absolute powers of this land are, and while the Enclave is close, they are not at the top. They are the most powerful faction, though, since they are natural dimension hoppers. You’re almost fae yourself, and you will be as soon as you figure out how to make yourself reborn inside Benevolence. From what I am seeing now, you’re not too far away from that reality.

“You don’t have to ascribe to any modes of thinking you don’t desire to follow, though. Like the whole ‘don’t thank people’ thing. You’re a True Wizard, so you’re beyond that weakness.

“Aside from the fae, which are at the near-top of the political structure of Margleknot, there’s the second layer, which is where you are right now. True Wizards, any Ascended, any True Immortals who are not Fae themselves; they’re the second layer, and they’re the people in the Dragon District. You’re in the Old Dragon District, so you’re top of that pile. Anyone at this layer is a Power Unto Themselves. Shadow is right there with you at this layer, though she is on the low end of capability and political weight. She used to be much higher.

“Then there are the Talented; those who might one day become Powers, or those who might never become true Powers. They’re both in the same category. Sitnakov would be counted among those types, along with Kromolok and all of the Benevolence dragons you made, and Jane and the girls and Evan. Un-True Wizards would be at the very top of the Talented pool; people like Solomon and Destiny.

“Then you have the mortals; by far the largest group at all. They don’t exist in Margleknot except under a Talent or a Power or an Ascended. The Fae don’t have many mortals under their care, but those who are under their care are expected to go far in life, ending up as either Talents, or Powers, or maybe even Ascended or Fae themselves. A fae raising a mortal to fae is rare indeed.” Margleknot said, “As for places of interest, there are many. Here.”

A small booklet materialized in front of Erick. It was green and kinda thin, with gold inlay on the green cover that resembled the geometric roots and the graceful curves of Margleknot’s roots and canopy. Erick took the book and rapidly read through the entire contents using his mana sense. Aside from the fact that the book now felt like a part of his person, almost like Yggdrasil’s Gift had felt, there was a lot written there.

Erick had a lot of sudden questions, but he focused on one part in particular.

“You have fucking slavers in this city?”

“Worse than that, really. True Slavery is just one of the forever-problems of Margleknot. There are also black markets, debt traders, name sellers, fae traders, horrors that stalk some streets and leave eldritch in their wake. Etcetera. Violence is not permitted here, but ‘violence’ is a very broad category of which murder —under certain circumstances— does not qualify as ‘violence’. A lot of people go outside of the city to commit actual violence and then come back here with their spoils of war, which includes people.” Yggdrasil said, “Honestly, father, if you wish to solve these problems, you can try, but Margleknot always reaches an equilibrium between good and evil. It was how this place was built; a land of true neutrality. If good should ever triumph too much, then evil will make a grand resurgence, too.

“Sometimes the fae decide to eliminate the good organizations in this land just so that they can attack the evil organizations from a better angle, and maybe win.

“Your arrival here might be one of those times.” Margleknot asked, “You saw the lands I labeled ‘good’ versus the lands I labeled ‘evil’, yes?”

“… I would circle back to that phrase you said at the beginning. What is ‘True Slavery’?”

“The soul, mind, and body shackling of a person to make them into the perfect slave of another. Some would say a single type of shackling is enough to qualify for True Slavery. Others would say you need all three to qualify. Soul shackling is perhaps the most widespread ‘True Slavery’ of Margleknot. What you did with your [Blessing of Empathy] to the Sovereign Nations would be considered a very poor idea of slavery by many slavers of the Slaver’s Den, but even so they would count you among their number.”

Erick had no words.

And then he found some words, “Okay. Well. I can work on multiple problems at once.” He looked at his new book, with its golden inlay cover. “You really can’t… You’re really neutral, then.”

Margleknot nodded. “Everyone prospers under my boughs. I only stop the worst of offenses. Everything else Balances out.”

“… That’s one way to do it.”

Margleknot grinned. “It works that way not out of any directed, malevolent plan, but because all of the various powers here pollute everything with thoughts that turn tangible. That’s how it works on Veird, too, and many other places, though those places are overseen by overmagics that manage to Power Alter their pollution into better systems. We do what we can here, and if you wish to help, you could sign up with Elder Lionshard in the Old Dragon District. He oversees the various power systems that underlay much of the common lands of Margleknot, keeping the worst powers to a minimum. Meeting him will not be completely different from meeting Al, the Sewermaster of Spur; they fulfill a similar role.”

Moments passed, as Erick considered the complete trajectory of his life.

Things were getting kind of insane right now.

Hopefully he could eliminate Nothanganathor and solve the problems of Veird, and then relax… But who was he kidding. He would never relax, would he? Not really, anyway.

“All life is a series of the same events but with different people, but...” Erick’s words came to him as easy as opening his eyes, “Ideally, it’s an evergrowing cycle.”

“For now, and for all always.”

That was Erick’s Truth of Benevolence, wasn’t it…

Erick openly wondered, “Am I the only one of me to make it here, Yggdrasil? Isn’t this land… infinite?”

Was this land infinite? Erick wasn’t even sure of that.

He wasn’t sure of much right now.

“Infinity has a way of closing off here in Margleknot; it keeps everything simpler. If you were to die and vanish another one of you from a different reality might come forth, but they wouldn’t be you. It is quite possible that the person who you used to be had lived once here in Margleknot, and he had died, and now you’re here to replace them.

“If those other Ericks ever ascend, then they wouldn’t be directed here, to Margleknot. They’d go to one of the many different infinite cities out there, in this uber-cosmology. It’s Fate magic.” Yggdrasil said, “As soon as a person gets here, and no matter where they go afterward, they will always be the version of themselves that comes here to Margleknot, until they perish in Truth.”

Erick decided to let that full mystery stand for another day.

In fact. All of these problems? They could wait.

Time to get back on task.

“I have problems to solve at home, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil breathed happily at the mention of his name. He easily said, “And home is waiting for you to return triumphant. So get some allies, father, and then return exactly as you planned. I could open a portal there right now, but as soon as you leave, then Nothanganathor might be able to spend a century at the Enclave, turning them harder against you. You have a chance now, and you need to take it before you go back.”

Erick wasn’t sure what to say next, except, “Yggdrasil is already you, and you’re already him, right?”

Yggdrasil/Margleknot nodded. “Yes. It would have happened anyway had I not given you that spot of light, but it would have taken time, and I would not have known who you were right away, as soon as Shadow requested my Sight and my portals.”

“So you’re still my son. You’re still Ophiel’s younger brother. You’re still siblings with Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Evan.” Erick wasn’t sure if he was asking questions or stating facts. “You’re still all of those things, but you’re also more.”

“Yes. I also have many duties beyond you. Many, many duties.”

Erick rapidly said, “That’s fine! I do want you to be happy, though. That’s all I really wanted, aside from all the smaller duties— I never wanted you to be obligated to work a gate network, though. I was very clear about that. Are you happy working this Margleknot network?”

Yggdrasil softly grinned. “I’ve handed that over to other people long, long before you and I happened, father. I just look in on it from time to time. Aside from that: I tell you now, father, that you are among the best creators I have ever had. Veird is, and will always be, a great home for me. FENRIR looks like great real estate, too. Do you know how many other spheres there are in this uber-universe, father? Less than a million.”

Erick felt a tiny thrill of joy at that...

Erick asked, “Can I get a hug?”

Yggdrasil stepped forward and embraced Erick, and Erick hugged him back.

Erick mumbled, “This is still weird for me, but I do want to be a part of your life.”

Yggdrasil sniffled a little. “I want you to be a part of my life, too.” He pulled back, looking his father in the eyes, saying, “Invite me over to dinner sometime, father. You have a home here, now.”

Erick nodded.

There were more small words and they were important, but soon enough Erick waved his son farewell, for now, and stepped through a swirling portal of gold and green.

- - - -

Yggdrasil watched his father depart.

He let his avatar stand there for a while, under a much larger version of himself than he had ever imagined that he would become...

He almost shifted perspective back to his ‘normal’ perspective, but he decided to stay Yggdrasil for a while longer, both in avatar, and in Truth.

Maybe he’d stay this way for a while, actually.

There was a certain beauty of thought that came from immersing himself in this person that his father had created. A peacefulness. A purposeful clarity. ‘Margleknot’ was always so passive. Yggdrasil was active. Margleknot liked being active when he actually felt like being active.

And he had been rather active ever since he recognized Erick, down there in the Timeless Forest.

Thanks to Benevolence he had already solved 1 existential threat to 2 different universes, and he created 7 truly good twists of Fate to enable something Better to happen in the near or distant future for 15 other places. Some of those forecasts were rather uncertain for now, for the Benevolent Sky back on Veird was focused on Nothanganathor. Yggdrasil had to really press at the Sky to get it to show him what he wanted to see…

And yet his eyes were drawn to all the Red in the sky, most of all.

‘Yggdrasil’ found he had a lot of powerful, disparaging thoughts regarding that dragon ‘he’ had raised to power so long ago. Chief among those thoughts was the overriding refrain that Yggdrasil had promised himself so very many times over the course of his long, long life, and which he had broken so very many times already.

‘Don’t raise people to power; they will always disappoint you.’

Why did he raise people to power anymore? It always ended poorly eventually.

… And yet, here was Erick Flatt, simply the latest in a very long line of people that proved that some people sometimes did very well with power. How had Erick gotten his power, though? Self-actualized?

Mostly self-actualized, considering how many Ericks got eaten by Nothanganathor. Powerfully self-actualized, too, considering the number of Establishments he managed to pull off to make his entrance today into Margleknot. Yggdrasil didn’t think any other Ericks would make it to this land, though. Already, Nothanganathor was reporting a drop in attempted-wizard events.

Solomon was still on Veird, though. He would make it as soon as he tried. So could Destiny, really.

“But they all stemmed from Erick and his Benevolence, which is still rather unique. Fairy Moon deserves some praise for her assistance in that creation, but who else influenced the creation of Benevolence? Erick did, for sure, as for the entire culture of Earth and then Veird… But were there any specific Powers?”

Yggdrasil went searching—

“Oh.

“Well.

“Hello.”









































“Okay.”







- - - -







A great platinum dragon had been resting on a bed of softest moonglows and supportive cosmic webs.

And then there was a twinge.

Waking from his afternoon nap, which had been rather short at a few years long, Lionshard went to the kitchen first and had a wonderful breakfast of starfire and crunchy diamonds, and then he turned into his mortal form and had a much more delicious meal of leafies and eggs in a rice porridge. Lionshard might have been far removed from his mortal roots but he had made sure long ago that he would retain his love of the common things. He had never seen fit to remove those casual pleasures, because of course the casual things in life were worth keeping around and enjoying.

Wearing his mortal guise and a robe of moonglows —because while many things were good in their common forms, moonglow was just nice— Lionshard strode through his little mansion to arrive at the sympathetic model of the Great Tangle of Margleknot. This great flow-ways of pulse-knockers and orbitals is what allowed him to do what he truly enjoyed in life which was to clean up the universe by starting at the center. Other people might win wars in other lands and thus affect this Great Orrery, but Lionshard could do the same thing in a general sense from this room right here, extending influence all across this uber-universe of Margleknot to set better stages here and there.

This orrery was Fate Magic beyond the measure of most to understand, and it certainly couldn’t affect the largest players in the universe, but it was good for keeping eyes and counterbalances on corruption, while also serving to balance all the rest… Hmm. No new corruption, it seemed?

Lionshard hummed, mumbling, “Now what woke me up...”

Lionshard stared at the pulsing colored orbs and the flow of magic from this location to that location, and the trillion little stars that marked the largest of big influences that this sympathy was actually capable of tracking…

He studied the map for an hour until he found it.

“Oh!” Lionshard said, “Someone activated the MERCY system and they actually got into the city—” Lionshard’s mouth shut and his eyes went wide as he tracked the new person, who was first classified as Talented, then rapidly escalated to Ascended, and then rapidly labeled a True Power by Margleknot Itself— And then Lionshard saw something he had only seen a handful of times already. “Oh stars and wells!”

Lionshard rushed out of the Orrery to the very nearest balcony, which was outside of the room and pointed toward Margleknot in the far, far distance. After one incident long ago, where Lionshard had needed to break a wall to see what he wanted to see, Lionshard had arranged his house and this exit to the house for exactly the reason he was using it for right now. Sure, sometimes people used this entrance to sneak into his house to see the Orrery, but those people were easily captured—

All thoughts fled and then came back as Lionshard stared at Margleknot.

The tree was the size of a mountain in the distance, too far away and too large to ever really see except in a general sense. That’s how the Great World Tree looked from everywhere in the city. This ‘Vision of Margleknot’ was the one constant of this endless land. For the last hundred thousand years of subjective Margleknot time, the tree had been gold of bark and green of leaf.

As Lionshard watched, the tree was changing, just as he knew it would, just as it always did when Margleknot decided to accept the new life granted to him by some World Tree creator.

Lionshard reflexively put a hand over his chest and whispered, “Stars and wells.”

Margleknot was turning ever so slightly white of bark, green of leaf, and with a rainbow crown around his canopy. As Lionshard watched for a minute or an hour, Margleknot began to glow. Greens became green fire. Whites became starglows. The crown turned bright and radiant—

Words appeared in the air before Lionshard.

My new father has arrived in the Old Dragon District. His name is Erick Flatt. We have already met. He calls me Yggdrasil. He will have problems with an incident which was thought solved by the Enclave; Nothanganathor versus the Painted Cosmology.

I have directed Erick your way.

Please temper his expectations with the Enclave. I have told him that I have no real power, but he does not believe me.

Also, he is











Lionshard’s eyes went wide. And then he said, “Of course, Margleknot. Will you be accepting your new name, as well?”

That will be complicated for a time. Call me as you wish; everyone always does. With any luck, Erick will be calling me ‘Yggdrasil’.

“But you changed your appearance? You don’t normally do that.”

I have, haven’t I.

The words read plain, but to Lionshard, he saw a small joy in those letters.

“I suppose that says it all, then.” Lionshard said, “Congrats on your new look. It’s rather brilliant.”

It’s a bit flashy, but I do like it.

Check out Erick’s mana Element either before or after you meet him. Probably after, if you want to have a cleaner introduction. You would be too excited if you checked it out before. You’ll probably be awake for a while for the near and prolonged future, so I hope your nap was well.

Lionshard chuckled. “It was a pretty good nap, thank you.”

The words vanished.

Lionshard rushed back inside his house… And he paused.

He could go left and check out Erick’s new mana, or he could go right and get properly dressed to go meet a new True Power.

To the right, Lionshard decided, an instinctive use of Guiding Fate crunching his decision into becoming the correct choice.

“Newcomers are always so suspicious, though, so I have to be careful about my Guiding Fate,” Lionshard said, ripping through his collection of meeting clothes. “They usually have reasons to be wary, of course— Oh! This red one— No. Not red at all. That would be bad, somehow. … Somehow? Somehow. Ah! I’ll just—” Lionshard released a flicker of Guided Fate, his hand grabbing a grey and white robe thing that he hadn’t worn in centuries, not since that commoner party down by the docks. He stared at the thing, wondered for a moment, and said, “I suppose understated is good.” He hummed as he held the garment up to the light. “… He must come from a rather mundane sort of world.” He decided, “Simple things can be good, though.”

Lionshard took another moment.

This new person was probably going to have a lot of culture shock, so appearing to him in proper clothes would probably do more harm than good. Plus there was whatever that ‘Nothanganathor versus the Painted Cosmology’ was all about. Lionshard didn’t quite remember that happening, but he recalled it was an Enclave decision. Erick would be going against the Fae Enclave, then.

He was in for a lot of heartache, then.

He would need allies.

Holding up the garment again, Lionshard decided, “Yes. This is good.”

He put on the plain garment.
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Erick stepped through a portal onto solid brown ground in the middle of absolutely nowhere.

Several things happened almost all at once.

Margleknot stood on the horizon far over there, looking all green and gold, but he began to transform as Erick looked his way, turning radiant white and glowing green with a crown of rainbows. Erick wasn’t sure how to feel about that. He hoped that Yggdrasil was still Yggdrasil back home… And yet even back home, Yggdrasil had known he was more than who he thought he was—

But did he? Fully and completely? Not until Erick had delivered that Gift to Margleknot.

And now Yggdrasil was Margleknot, and Margleknot was Yggdrasil.

It was a kick in the balls, for sure. Erick felt some kinda way about all that, and he had no idea where to even begin processing that… grief? Yes. Grief. A loss of what had been, for what is new and unknown.

Erick turned his eyes to the sky in thought.

The sky was funky, here. Suns of every color, and a great big black hole in the very center that was like a hundred suns ringed around a black hole; a brilliant corona of light that was made all the more bright by the absolute black of the center.

And then the horizon over there suddenly held a mansion on a cliff overseeing a lake. It was tall and white, all cathedral-like stone and silver roofs and flowering vines on some walls. Fountains sparkled in the lights of the suns. That property took up an eighth of the horizon. It was a really nice castle.

And then two more similarly-sized castles took up another eighth and another eighth of Erick’s horizon in that other direction. One of them had expansive gardens filled with flowers and vegetables and orchards, all with glowing or radiant or shadowy parts. The castle-house on that first property was a tower, more than a castle. The other property had a similar garden, but the castle on that one was more of a compound, than a towering castle. The builders of those properties looked like they had built in opposition to each other. Erick wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he saw what he saw.

And then he moved on.

Other houses popped up on the horizon, most of them only taking up a sliver of the distance. Some of the houses appeared closer than ‘on the horizon’, like there were roads leading toward them, but there was nothing there; only mirages. In fact, mirages were everywhere, on every horizon, separating the brown land here from the land beyond.

Everything was non-euclidean here, it seemed—

The brown dirt of the land under Erick began to flex.

And then a white root lifted out of the ground, a kilometer in width, a leviathan surfacing from brown waters, and then ground dropped down, revealing deep, clear waters. The lake bottom was made of layers of geometric roots half covered in dirt. Long streamers of glowing green plants sprouted from that dirt, unfurling upward, providing the lake with more light.

Erick focused on the main root; the one that breached the surface of the new lake. It was a ten-sided circle that ended up being a wide crescent, mostly above the waves, with almost every part of it covered in thick greenery.

A house popped into existence at the apex of that root.

Erick got the distinct impression that this was his house, because it looked a lot like a combination of many different housing styles of Veird. There was the mage tower, common on mage houses. There were the porches that Erick loved. It was very possible that all housing architecture in the universe was more or less the same, but Erick doubted that, because that other house in the distance over there was made of a bunch of spheres, and that other house in the other direction was made with crystal spires. This house was made of stone and glass and other normal things.

It looked sort of like a lighthouse with one great mage tower ten stories tall and just as thick, with a castle compound to match. If one were looking closely, they’d think it was just a nice castle on a green island. But it was from Erick’s perspective, ten kilometers away from that house and floating atop the waters, that he saw the house as made of something like eternal stonewood, and the island itself as an extension of Yggdrasil.

And then Yggdrasil stepped out onto a balcony of the castle, and waved Erick over.

Erick took a moment.

And then he flew over and landed on the balcony. “Hello, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil smiled. “So I forgot to say congratulations on your Ascension. It went well. You did a lot right. Most people don’t leave room for themselves to grow as easily as you have. You also have an inborn ‘Find the Way’ ability, which is crucial to any proper True Wizard. Every single True Power here in the Dragon District has something like that; it’s the only way for them to survive here in this land. Also: that book I gave you is yours, unchanging. Unless you change it yourself. It’s the same trick I did with the piece of myself I gave to you to give to me. I think you already recognized that fact, though.

“Also, I’ve already grown fond of myself, so I’ll be Yggdrasil for a while now. The last time I Changed was something like 11,187 years ago. The me down on Veird is not the me up here, but we’re mostly the same. Yggdrasil is a code-switch for me up here, but down there Margleknot would be the code-switch.

“And not to come at you too fast, but I need you to formally claim this house and lands.”

Erick took that all in, and then said to the land below, “You’re mine now.”

The world clicked.

And Erick suddenly felt—

Yggdrasil said, “Excellent! They forgot the name for what you did down on Veird, but here they’d call that Claiming Authority. You’ll always know every part of your house here, sort of how Benevolence is primarily yours. You can Claim Authority with a lot of different things, places, etcetera, but not here. I moderate all authority here at Margleknot at layer 0, so your house is now pretty much inviolate in any grand way. If you ever go to layer 1, the war zone, you’ll be able to claim Authority in order to be a little safer in that land.” Yggdrasil stressed, “Do not go to layer 1 yet, father.”

Erick nodded, already feeling the truth of Yggdrasil’s words as he pushed his senses through the land. Everything here finally felt normal, instead of the jumble of power and influence and stray domains and otherwise Erick had felt back at that grassland, and when meeting ‘Margleknot’.

One thing was weird, though.

He asked, “What’s happening at the edges, with that pull and flow?”

“That would be the part where the cleaner systems of Margleknot are interfacing with this Old Dragon property to keep it from spilling out influence everywhere. It’s like your Node Network, but different. All Old Dragons expel waste power, and we use that waste power to grow everything else.” Yggdrasil asked, “Do you want some mana injectors into this land, so you can Siphon them and transform them into more Benevolence? Or to simply make yourself stronger? You seem like you have a Siphon power of your own. Seems rather clean, though, but I don’t actually know.”

“… I suppose I need to learn how to use different manas?” Erick thought for a moment. “Sure? How would such a system work? Maybe a little orb thing that gives me the mana I ask for?”

Erick was feeling quite overwhelmed right now, but also strangely invigorated?

New magic? Great distraction.

“Yes, I could parcel out the mana for you, but I would prefer to open the tap on the unused, intentless power, and you can figure out how to better use it all yourself.”

“I like that idea better too.” Erick suddenly had a lot of questions. “Is there stuff like Fate and Purity and Pirate? What can you even do with Pirate?”

“All that and a lot more. There are even rarer ‘mana’ types than that. Veird comes from a universe where everything makes mana, but there are stranger places where everything is made of particles, but individual Shards touch individual people and give them singular powers that are more like grafted muscles than true manas. There are cultivation universes where there’s only one ‘mana’ to harvest, and people turn themselves into mana to become immortal. This uber-universe is full of resons, and that’s the primary currency here on Margleknot, that we turn all other manas into. There’s lots out there, Father.” Yggdrasil pointed to the side, to the end of the curve of his crescent island root, where an archway led off to a road in the mirages. Beyond those mirages lay a city of tall black crystal. “That’s the main road of the Dragon District, which leads to all houses of all Powers who choose to attach to the road. Most Powers walk to each others’ houses and ask to be let inside. If someone tries to invade your property you are fully within your rights to expel them however you wish, but a peaceful expulsion is the normal sort of expulsion. Most normal people won’t be able to reach you without you letting them, but the Old Dragon District and even the Dragon District don’t have many normal people inside them. At the edges, sure, but inside? No one here is normal.

“Call for a portal, father, and I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.”

Yggdrasil came in for a hug—

And Erick easily returned the hug—

And then Yggdrasil pulled back, holding Erick at arms length, saying, “I gave you some basic amenities in the house. Nothing fancy. Love you. Talk to you later, father.”

“I love you too, Yggdrasil,” Erick said, the words true, but different somehow.

“It’ll feel less odd after this thing with Nothanganathor is solved and you can go back to Veird for a time and see a version of me that is more the one you raised, directly.” Yggdrasil said, “But I want you to come back here, too, Father. Anyway! That’s all in the future.” Yggdrasil stepped away. “Margleknot will be one of your many vacation homes.”

And then Yggdrasil stepped backward through a portal.

Gone.

Just like that.

‘Welcome!’ and then ‘See you!’

Erick stood there on a balcony of his new castle—

He sensed a new weirdness opening up inside the castle, in a room that was on the bottom level, below the surface of the white root of Marg— Yggdrasil. That room opened downward, turning into a staircase that went into the root, into a new chamber deep inside the kilometers-wide white root, revealing a line of power in the very center of the root that was completely outside of Erick’s ability to sense. That line of power contained an infinity of an odd, flowing sort. That would be the ‘intentless power’ that Yggdrasil spoke of earlier—

“Hello! New neighbor!” came a voice, carrying on the wind.

“Holy shit,” Erick exclaimed, things moving too fast right now.

Erick went to the edge of the balcony.

There was a man in sparkling grey robes standing just on the other side of the archway that led to the road with the black buildings. He seemed friendly. He also seemed to have a complicated set of curling platinum horns. So. Dragon.

Erick’s Lightning Path had been acting oddly for a while, but now it zeroed in on this guy.

Maybe this was the guy Yggdrasil’s guidebook mentioned? Lionshard, the platinum dragon.

Erick called out, “Who are you?”

“I am Lionshard of the Roots, and I see you already have a root with your house! Such a nice lake, too. Amazing! May I come in?”

Erick wanted to trust his Lightning Path, and Yggdrasil…

But these people here were all True Wizards…

Trust first, and if they prove unworthy of my trust, then I will discard them.

That was Erick’s usual way of doing things, and he wasn’t in a hostile area right now (probably), so that is what he would do.

“I invite you inside.”

Lionshard’s eyebrows went up. He declared, “I accept! Do you mind if I step to your balcony?”

“… Come on in, then.”

Lionshard stepped onto the property. Another single step took him all the way to the balcony beside Erick. He was just a bit shorter than Erick and rather human-shaped, in a normal, comfortable-body sort of way. His eyes were a little too platinum, teeth a little too sharp, ears a little too long, his bearing a lot more solid than his form seemed capable of being, so he surely wasn’t human, but he was human-shaped. Erick couldn’t see past his skin, which was probably only because Lionshard allowed that much visibility at all; his aura was solid as adamantium just beyond Erick’s mana senses. His clothes were comfortable cotton, if a lot more fancy than Erick’s current attire. All of that added together to show a man who was secure, and not full of himself.

It was probably all an affectation, but affectations were important.

Lionshard said, “Hello. You’re Erick Flatt, the new father of Margleknot. I’m Lionshard of the Roots. It’s great to meet you! I would like to gift you your absolute most favorite food as a welcoming to the neighborhood, if you’d permit it.”

Erick paused, concerned. And then he got interested. He would, actually, like to see what this was all about. What sort of magics would he cast?

“Sure. Love to know what my favorite food is.”

Lionshard smiled a little as he raised an eyebrow. “Let’s find out!”

And then Lionshard put his hand, palm up and horizontal, in front of his chest. With a casual ease, he rotated his arm. Platinum light flowed away from a large and laden plate that had not been there before. Pastries practically piled upon each other. Lionshard raised an eyebrow at what he had brought forth, looking partially confused, as he said, “Usually it’s one item, but— Ah. I know. They’re from multiple people in your life.”

Erick rolled with it, chuckling. “Yeah; they are.”

There were three cinnamon rolls. One of them was from Kiri and it was perfectly made; good enough to appear on a Knowledge Mage’s report. The huge one was from Teressa, all thick with white frosting and big enough for an orcol, or for Erick in his Apparent King form. Another cinnamon roll was from Poi, absolutely laden with cinnamon. And then there was a slice of purpleberry pie. The pie was a recent addition both for how happy Ophiel looked when he ate it that one time, in his living form, and also because Quilatalap had made it. It was a pretty great pie and Erick enjoyed it, but Ophiel enjoyed it more. Yggdrasil had once made Erick a spun sugar fish, and that was there too; it was bright gold and red and stuck on top of some spun sugar blue waves.

And then there were a few little baklava, all improperly made and kinda ugly, honestly. They were an exact copy of the ones Jane had made back when she was in culinary in high school. She had brought them home, so proud of them. Erick had loved those little things, and Jane had loved that he loved them. It was one of Erick’s favorite memories of Earth.

Erick looked at the pastries for a moment longer, then asked Lionshard, “How do you feel about the slavery in this land? Or the various other injustices, like the Corrupted Void Sanctuary, to the Wraithborne Tower, to the Corrupted Archive?”

Lionshard’s eyebrows went up again. He set the pastries down on a small breakfast table on the balcony, and said, “I do what I can to minimize their influences, but as for eliminating them... There are better things to do with your time than trying to fight infinity. Like discussing your reasons for coming to Margleknot, or what sorts of magics you might like to learn, or maybe we can talk about cultural expectations for operating in these lands?”

Erick decided to leave the question of ‘will you help me overthrow all evil’ for another day.

It was just a wild, crazy suggestion, anyway.

He lowered his scope.

He sat down at the breakfast table, and took a bite of Jane’s baklava. It tasted exactly as Erick remembered. He chuckled a little at that, and then he set the partially-eaten pastry down on a plate he created at that moment. “Delicious. Thank you. I would love to hear your ideas of the culture of Margleknot, if you would sit and share those ideas with me for a while, for I honestly don’t know if I’m being rude right now, or if you’re a threat, or if any of this is going to get me back home with allies in any sort of timely manner. This whole business with Yggdrasil / Margleknot is a large mind fuck. Still trying to wrap my head around that.”

Lionshard sat down across from Erick, asking, “You did not expect to bring a shard of a new World Tree to the Great World Tree of Margleknot?”

“I didn’t know of Margleknot at all until today. I suspected that there were universal fae, or something like that, and that I could ask them for help against Nothanganathor, and link them with the fae back home, but all of this?” Erick gazed out across the large ‘lake’ and ‘island’ of ‘his property’, and said, “I’m rather certain I did not fail to escape Nothanganathor, and that I am not trapped in a dream right now, but I’m feeling untethered.”

Lionshard nodded. “You came here during a time of your own troubles and did not expect to land into a different sort of fire.”

“Yup.”

“Well the fire here is ever-burning, and most Ascended are a decent sort of people until you anger them or make mortal enemies in some other sort of way. No real need to focus on the trillions and trillions of mortals in this land unless you truly want to. A lot of Powers do that, but I do not. I focus on this land. I left my mortal world behind millions of years ago, and my specialty helps me to maintain the systems that keep this land truly running well.” Lionshard said, “I am what most people with mana-centered inclinations would call a Fate Mage. That’s how I figured out your favorite foods, even through your immunity to direct control; it was a common reflective sympathetic resonance instantiation, so it wasn’t even intrusive at all. Have you tried Fate Magic before? I would assume you have, for it appears you have some sort of Fateful power around you already, but whatever you have going on is not Fate at all.”

“… In the interest of being honest, I will say that Fate Magic concerns me. Deeply.”

Erick wanted Lionshard gone, even though his Lightning Path was saying good things right now. Erick’s knack for reading people and knowing people was internal, but the Lightning Path was an external thing by its very nature, so it was very possible that Lionshard was influencing it somehow.

“Most people are very wary when dealing with Fate Mages, so this is normal. That I can work Fate Magic even beyond your immunity is concerning. So I will give you just a few lessons in culture, and then I will depart.” Lionshard said, “Ascended are mostly good people as long as you are good to them, just never meet an unknown Ascended in the War Zone. Everyone below Ascended can be any sort of way under all the suns. If you know who an unascended works for then you can get a good idea of where they fall on the spectrum of Good and Evil.

“Everyone tries to walk or take public transportation when they’re going places in Margleknot, except here in the Dragon District. You can’t get around here without invitations or power.

“People will try to be polite, so try to be polite back, because oftentimes no one knows who is working for who, or if the person you’re talking with today will come back as an immortal in a thousand years and wreck your day. Plus we’re all from different worlds, and politeness goes a long way toward making a peaceful society.

“No purposefully permanent killing inside layer 0, but everything else is fair game.

“If you want to do the greatest amount of good —and I get the impression that you do— you can find someone with an Elemental Good mana signature, or an Elemental Peace, or Elemental Honesty, or any of the other odd, good Elements, and raise them to True Power. No one ever gets to power on their own, and raising good people is the best way to ensure that there’s more good in the world than evil.”

Erick was feeling better about Lionshard, but not quite to the level that Yggdrasil had suggested; like this would be meeting Al back at that initial meeting in Spur, all those years ago. Erick wanted to believe, though.

He lowered his metaphorical walls a fraction, and asked, “What if you already had an Element like that at your use?”

Lionshard’s eyes sparkled platinum. “Then pump out power into the root systems of Margleknot, and people the city over will be blessed by your blessings. If your power is one of the truly good ones then you could fund things like the auto-res system, which is constantly taxed with people waiting in line to be resed, who often end up resurrected as slaves by necromancers in that Wraithborne Tower you mentioned. The longer a person waits in line to be resurrected then the larger the chance that someone will bring them back for untoward reasons. Most people try to keep ahead of their res-payment schedules so that doesn’t happen, but trillions of people live here, and people fall through the fingers of fate all the time.” Lionshard stood, saying, “And that’s enough of a first meeting. You came into Margleknot and ended up in the very deepest end of the city. I feel you are getting a very odd idea of what is possible here in Margleknot, and you are feeling threatened.

“Of course, people will try to hurt you. But even if Margleknot Himself wasn’t looking over your shoulder, you’re an Ascended, and one of the better ones, Erick. No one can touch you unless you let them. You seem to have three rather stable and guarded ways to attack you, though. That’s a lot less than most people. You’re rather safe.

“I encourage you to go out and check out the mortal lands. Suffer an attack from someone who doesn’t know any better. Banish them to Layer One and let their own actions sort them out.

“I thank you for inviting me to your home today. When you come back from your visit to Margleknot city, I Invite you into my home. It’s that nice one over there; we’re neighbors! I can show you the circulatory system of Margleknot, and you can see how big the city truly is.”

Lionshard seemed like a truly good guy…

Erick wanted to believe. Yggdrasil had even vetted the guy…

Erick still wasn’t sure about ‘Margleknot’...

Erick felt the need to apologize, though, because politeness was politeness, so he said, “Sorry about being wary, Lionshard. Thank you for your words, and for the pastries.”

“It’s completely understandable that you’re like this right now. I don’t know about your Nothanganathor situation, but it was probably dangerous. That name tickles my memory… but nothing more than that... Ahhh... I should mention: When Margleknot put you here and changed his form he made everyone aware of your person. Everyone is already researching why you’re here, so I’m sure I’ll learn about Nothanganathor again soon enough. You’ll probably learn a lot more about whoever that is soon, too. It was nice meeting you.”

Erick suddenly felt small. As though Veird’s problems were unremarkable. But maybe, in the grand scheme of things, they were unremarkable? At least to Margleknot, anyway. To Erick, Veird’s problems were top of his list of things to solve. On the plus side, though, if Margleknot thought Nothanganathor was a ‘small problem’, then that meant Nothanganathor was solvable.

So that was good news.

Erick said, “It was nice meeting you as well. Good day, Lionshard.”

“Good day, Erick Flatt.”

And then Lionshard went to the balcony and hopped over, to land on the soft grasses and moss below. He took his sweet time walking over to the edge of Margleknot’s root, to fall off the edge of that, too, to land on top of the water and start walking toward his property in the distance. Eventually, he passed through the mirages to stand upon his property once again, and then he vanished from sight.

“… so Stepping toward people is okay, but walking away you take your time?”

Weird.

Erick spent a while coming to terms with his own level of wariness, versus what a good level was, versus what was necessary here in these lands. For some reason, Erick didn’t think he could ‘solve’ the slavery issue here. Not in one lifetime.

Veird needed him first, anyway.

- - - -

Lionshard walked into his home and felt a bit bad about that interaction with Margleknot’s newest father. Erick was a very new Ascended. Less than a day. He would need time to see the true size of his new universe.

Whoever this Nothanganathor-person was, they were probably fucked…

But Margleknot could only influence the background; not the actual players. Just like Lionshard.

Lionshard went to his tomes to research this ‘Elemental Benevolence’, mumbling, “It seems too broad from my little interaction. I wonder why Margleknot approved of it so much. Erick himself is way too wary so Benevolence can’t be that useful, otherwise Erick would have opened up…” Mumbling some more as he grabbed infinitome-B, Lionshard began moving through the letters, saying, “I was all ready to teach him some useful magic, too. But I probably spent too long there. ‘Always beware strangers bearing gifts’. It’s not a bad lesson… to… heed. Hmm.”

Lionshard had found Elemental Benevolence, as categorized by Margleknot himself and populated to this book here.

The information therein had already taken up 3 thick pages. It was one of the larger entries. Lionshard read, eyes going wide, and then he grabbed the last page and worked an edge until one page split into two, turning the information in the book into 4 pages of Margleknot’s musings on the element, everything reorganizing to account for the new information.

Within a minute Lionshard had peeled open tens of more pages, digging deeper into this Element and the place where it came from, this ‘Veird’, but also a different world called ‘Earth’.

There was a whole biography here.

“Ohh… He’s going to hate that everyone knows about him.”

Lionshard decided to rip out the entry and put it in a separate book, creating a Tome of Benevolence ten thousand pages long. He started reading from the very beginning. Lionshard skipped the first few volumes of the man’s known life—

“Ah. So he was practically god emperor of Veird already. Maybe he’s used to people knowing him. Well that’s good for him, then.”

An hour later, Lionshard had read about Erick’s escape from Nothanganathor, and his arrival in Margleknot.

He slammed the book shut and called out, “Ygg—Margleknot! I need to talk to you about Benevolence!”

A green person with black hair and lower jaw fangs appeared in Lionshard’s library. This was ‘Yggdrasil’, as described in the book.

Margleknot— Or rather, Yggdrasil, said, “I’d like to discuss Benevolence, too.”

- - - -

Shadow scowled from her darkened corner of the Black Crystal Tavern. She had been brooding with purpose for the last hour, and Erick still hadn’t shown up. He should have shown up by now!

“Did someone merc him? Who did he piss off?” Shadow mumbled, into her drink—

A guy burst in the front door, zeroed in on whoever it was he was meeting, and started rushing through the bar to get to them, his noise and fear palpable to every single person in the room. His words were even more concerning.

“Gods and monsters!” he softly exclaimed, long before he reached his destination. “Margleknot is changing colors!”

The bar erupted in words and actions. People leapt out of their chairs, rushing toward the door or the windows, tightly-controlled auras from newer powers flowing into the air. One guy got incinerated accidentally and revived in the very next second by a man made of wind, who argued with the man made of fire about control, but only half heartedly; there were bigger concerns than a simple death. People tried to abandon the Black Crystal Tavern, but the owner, Lyra, shouted out how people weren’t allowed to leave without paying. Half of the people in the bar instantly shot back to their chairs.

The powers ignored her and went outside.

Shadow stood among a population of Powers Unto Themselves, on the black crystal roads that surrounded the Dragon District, gazing out at Margleknot in the distance. The Great World Tree had been green and gold. Slowly, inexorably, smooth white bark began to spread, glowing. Leaves switched from eternal green to flaming springtime green. A rainbow crown appeared.

Many powers started talking, some asking frantic questions, some delivering terrible answers or speculation.

Shadow grinned.
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                    Hello again, Yggdrasil!

(And also Shadow, I suppose.)

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 chapters! Over 100k more words!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                    Here's a fun little extra not-chapter that patrons got after chapter 255, and now you guys get it, too.

Remember now! When people get strong enough or for any reason, sometimes they choose to make a name for themselves instead of using the one they were born with. for example: Kiri Flamecrash. 



                

                





Yggdrasil’s Guide to Margleknot:

For the use of Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence.

Just a nice little primer! I put some major places in lists in the front, but check out the expanded lists in the back if you want more information on any location, or even more locations. If you can imagine it, it’s probably out there, or we at least have a connection to the places you’re imagining. 

Love, Yggdrasil/Margleknot

 

Layer 0:







Mana-based places:







1. The Fae Enclave:


	
The heart of Margleknot, a towering, crystalline palace where the ruling Fae council resides. 



	
Key Fae Council Members: 



	
 



	
Lady Aelorika: The wise and just leader of the Fae council, known for her intricate floral crown and affinity for nature magic.



	
Lord Eldraki: A mischievous trickster Fae with a penchant for illusion magic. 



	
Lady Seraphaka: A regal and elegant Fae with control over light and shadow. Wears white and gold and black. 



	
Lord Dakka: A fae of war and death always in favor of more war and death to solve any problem. Wears rusted metals.





2. The Arcane University:


	
A sprawling complex of spires and libraries, where wizards from across the universe gather to study and research magic.



	
Archmage Steeltalent: The head of the university, a master of various magical disciplines and a scholar of ancient spells. Steel magic. 



	
Professor Elarizoza: An eccentric mage who specializes in magical creatures and runs a popular course on summoning. Eldritch talent / not magic, not really.





3. The Astral Bazaar:


	
A bustling marketplace where traders from different dimensions sell exotic goods and rare artifacts.



	
Ephiz: A mischievous air elemental who runs a shop filled with enchanted trinkets and flying devices.



	
Kaelin the Starstrider: An otherworldly merchant who deals in celestial items and star-infused potions.





4. The Dragon District:


	
‘Dragon’ or ‘Power’ is a category of powerful people, and one of the few places in the city that is strictly unable to be lived within unless one is a True Wizard. Only True Wizards can survive the magical eddies produced by the powerful magics of the people who live there. All incredibly powerful people are asked to live there, or not in the city at all, because the dragon district is where excess magic is gathered and channeled into the Yggdrasil system to power all the rest of the city.



	
Your home is in the Old Dragon District, reserved for those with special status or true power.



	
Elder Lionshard: The ancient platinum dragon who oversees general mana mining missions and is a living encyclopedia of all knowledge.



	
Lyra Vonaldar: A rogue elven thief who runs the Black Crystal Tavern, a favorite spot for dragon dealings, and one of the few places that is solid enough for non Wizards to visit.



	
Originally not a majority dragon district, but instead a place for all powers, the dragons took it over millions of years ago, because it was THE place to be for all who aspire to true power. The dragons are welcoming to all who want true power from them, as long as you abide by their power, but the dragons are not all welcoming to each other. 



	
Danarin Slinker, green dragon who wants to take down Arethra Striker and take her land.



	
Arethra Striker, a blue dragon who wants to eat Danarin for his temerity at encroaching upon her flower garden. 



	
Danarin and Arethra are neighbors. They are your neighbors.



	
Shadow. A fae-dragon constantly trying to get her home universe released from Enclave lockdown. She lives by the wall of the Dragon District, in her hovel near the Black Crystal Tavern. Trust her to do what is best for her unless she is playing a different role, in which case she might be even less trustworthy.





5. The Celestial Observatory:


	
A tower reaching high into the sky, where scholars study the movements of stars and planets.



	
Astrologer Moonarcher: An oracle who can predict events by observing celestial patterns, sought after by rulers and adventurers alike.



	
Orin Darkcaller: A dark mage who uses cosmic energy to connect worlds to each other.



	
One of the very few unequivocally Good Places in Margleknot





6. The Nexus Garden:


	
A serene oasis filled with magical flora, where gods and mortals meet for discussions and celebrations.



	
Cascadio, the Radiant Sun: A god of light who often presides over gatherings, sharing his wisdom and warmth with all.





7. The Mirage Opera House:


	
A grand theater where enchanting performances combine magic, music, and storytelling.



	
Lyrinka Melodyweaver: A talented bard who uses her harp to weave illusions and emotions into her music.



	
Maestro Inga: A fire mage who orchestrates fire-based displays and pyrotechnics for dramatic performances.





8. The Elemental Foundry:


	
A complex dedicated to harnessing and refining elemental energies for various purposes.



	
Forgekeeper Tom Firebeard: A master blacksmith who channels fire magic to create legendary weapons and artifacts.



	
Aqua Sylph: An elemental being who controls water and assists in crafting potions and magical elixirs.





9. The Whispering Library:


	
A serene sanctuary filled with books that can communicate and share their knowledge.



	
Librarian Arcanknot: A sentient book with vast knowledge of spells, history, and the cosmos, always eager to share stories.





10. The Timeless Forest; the Universal Network:


	
A central square. The veils between dimensions are thin here.



	
Chronomancer Raeliaka: The wizard in charge of keeping the gate network functional. Mostly she just makes sure the Margleknot system stays comfortable.



	
Margleknot (Yggdrasil): ‘Hello new-father. Welcome to my larger self.’





11. The Mortal Lands:


	
The main hub of Margleknot.



	
Everyone has lands and places here.



	
Gods visit and work here, mostly, since this is where their followers live.





 

Tech-based places

 

1. Quantum Nexus Hub:


	
A sprawling, futuristic tower at the center of Margleknot, where quantum engineers and researchers manipulate space-time for various purposes.



	
Dr. Aria Quantum: The brilliant quantum physicist who oversees the hub, known for her breakthroughs in dimensional manipulation and her enigmatic demeanor.





2. Aetherium Bazaar:


	
A bustling marketplace where traders from across the galaxy exchange advanced technology, rare energy sources, and cybernetic enhancements.



	
If you want a manaminer, come here.



	
Kallax Cybervox: A charismatic cyborg merchant with intricate neural implants, dealing in cutting-edge cybernetics and neural interface tech.





3. Neural Nexus Plaza:


	
A central hub for neural networking and virtual reality experiences, where individuals can share thoughts, dreams, and simulations. 



	
Nara Synapse: The neural architect overseeing the plaza, responsible for maintaining the harmony of virtual realms and safeguarding against rogue AI.





4. Bio-Genus Gardens:


	
A living biotech laboratory where genetic engineers craft sentient plant and animal hybrids, creating sustainable ecosystems within the city.



	
Dr. Orion Gene: A visionary geneticist who walks the line between scientist and artist, known for creating astonishing new species.





5. Plasma Resonance Arena:


	
An arena where high-energy plasma battles are fought between augmented gladiators and combat drones, showcasing technological prowess.



	
Voss Striker: A former space marine turned plasma champion, revered for his combat skills and the shard-based modifications enhancing his abilities.





6. Galactic Archives Repository:


	
An immense digital repository of knowledge and records from various galaxies, accessible via neural interfaces and holographic displays.



	
Archivist Lyra Vega: A dedicated archivist who navigates the depths of the digital archives, unearthing forgotten histories and uncovering hidden truths.





7. Quantum-Tech Foundry:


	
A factory producing advanced weaponry and technology.



	
Xoe Quantumforge: A master engineer responsible for designing groundbreaking weapons and devices, with a reputation for pushing the boundaries of technology.





8. Nebula Nexus Observatory:


	
An observatory equipped with cutting-edge telescopes and scanners, allowing scientists to explore distant galaxies and phenomena.



	
Dr. Noval Stia: An astrophysicist and explorer known for her discoveries of new celestial objects and her charismatic approach to space education.





9. Zero-G Atrium:


	
A towering atrium where anti-gravity technology allows low-gravity-based life to exist.



	
Captain Theron Starwing: A spacefaring pilot turned tour guide, sharing tales of interstellar adventures and teaching visitors about the wonders of space travel.





10. Quantum Labyrinth Arcade:


	
An interactive arcade where holographic games blur the lines between reality and virtual worlds, offering mind-bending challenges.



	
Pixelia - A skilled game designer who creates immersive holographic experiences. Her work is a blend of art, entertainment, and exploration. 





 

Other Places (gods are allowed to hold courts here):







1. The Ethereal Grove:


	
A mystical forest where the trees are intertwined with enchantments, creating a haven for creatures from different realms.





2. The Crystal Spire Observatory:


	
A remote observatory perched high atop a floating island, offering breathtaking views of the cosmos and hosting stargazing events.





3. The Elemental Nexus:


	
An ancient temple at the convergence of elemental energies, where skilled mages can enhance their abilities and learn new techniques.





4. The Whispering Caverns:


	
A vast underground network of caves where the walls seem to resonate with whispers of forgotten knowledge and secrets.





5. The Luminous Lagoon:


	
A bioluminescent body of water that shines with the light of a thousand stars, said to grant visions to those who immerse themselves.





6. The Mirage Peaks:


	
A range of floating mountains that shift and change appearance, creating an otherworldly landscape for explorers and adventurers.





7. The Twilight Market:


	
A bustling market that only opens during the twilight hours, where merchants sell rare items from distant dimensions under the fading sun.





8. The Enigma Gardens:


	
Gardens filled with puzzles and riddles that change daily, attracting those who seek mental challenges and riddle-solving.





9. The Singing Sands Desert:


	
A desert where the shifting sands create haunting melodies, and ancient ruins buried beneath hold clues to forgotten histories.





10. The Starwell Sanctuary:


	
A sanctuary nestled within a pocket dimension, where visitors can meditate and connect with the stars, gaining cosmic insights.





11. The Chrono Archipelago:


	
A cluster of islands each frozen in different periods of time, offering a glimpse into various eras and histories.





12. The Glimmering Glade:


	
A glade that changes with the seasons, where each tree bears leaves of a different color and magical properties.





13. The Dreamer's Haven:


	
A floating island where dream magic is strong, allowing visitors to enter shared dreamscapes and experience collective fantasies.





14. The Veilweaver's Atelier:


	
A hidden workshop where skilled weavers create intricate tapestries that can temporarily transport individuals to distant realms.





15. The Echoing Abyss:


	
A bottomless chasm that resonates with echoes of lost civilizations, holding ancient artifacts and guarded by spectral beings.





 

Evil-aligned places:

 

1. The Dread Arenas:


	
One main arena and countless smaller venues where enslaved fighters are forced to battle for entertainment, their lives controlled by oppressive overseers.



	
Baron Darakarakaro: The sadistic overseer of the arena, who revels in the suffering of the enslaved fighters and uses dark magic to enhance their battles.





2. The Cursed Asylum:


	
A sprawling facility where those with dangerous abilities are discarded or banished, and where mind mages rule completely because they’re the only ones who can survive down there.



	
Dr. Torment Malaqua: A twisted scientist who conducts unethical experiments on inmates, seeking to amplify their powers for his own nefarious purposes.





3. The Corrupted Void Sanctuary:


	
A hidden sanctuary where a cult worships cosmic entities, conducting dark rituals that threaten the fabric of reality.



	
High Priestess Kidderdane: The charismatic leader of the cult, who believes that the cosmic entities will bring about a new order through chaos and destruction.





4. The Slaver's Den:


	
A fortified stronghold where slave traders capture and subjugate individuals from across dimensions, exploiting them for labor.



	
Captain Shackle: A brutal slaver captain who leads raiding parties and maintains a network of connections to buy and sell enslaved beings.





5. The Wraithborne Tower:


	
A towering fortress where necromancers and dark sorcerers experiment with raising the dead and wielding forbidden magic. They harvest the War Zone for people who die all the time, and turn them into slaves for sale in the darker parts of Margleknot. Their main buyers are the arenas and the Slaver’s Den.



	
Necromancer Morbion Blackthorn: A malevolent sorcerer who commands legions of undead minions and seeks to conquer Margleknot through dark magic.





6. The Veiled Syndicate Hideout:


	
A hidden lair where skilled thieves and assassins plot heists, kidnappings, and covert operations for their own gain.



	
Whisperblade Windamander: A enigmatic rogue who leads the Veiled Syndicate, known for his impeccable stealth skills and mastery of poisons.





7. The Corrupted Archive:


	
A forbidden library where ancient tomes of dark magic, forbidden rituals, and Malevolent spells are preserved.



	
Nothanganathor was here for a while.



	
Archivist Kevoida: A secretive mage who curates the Corrupted Archive, seeking to harness its forbidden knowledge for her own ambitions.











Layer 1:

The War Zone. The Tides. The Crush. The Fractal Wastes. The Battle.


	
Only the most foolish or powerful should ever step into layer 1 of Margleknot.



	
If someone attempts to violently enter Margleknot, I dump them here instead. If they can survive the Fractal Wastes and make it to a gate leading to Margleknot, then they are worthy of being in Margleknot. Most people are allowed inside Margleknot, though.



	
If someone breaks the laws then the Fae Enclave is empowered to dump people into Layer 1 at their discretion. 



	
You can probably survive here, but you should not go here unless you need to, and you shouldn’t need to, father.
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                Erick had a few different directions he could go.

He left all of Lionshard’s conjured pastries there on the balcony table, for now, and decided to go for a swim.

The waters of his new home were deep and clear, feeling delightfully cool on Erick’s skin, with tiny fishes swimming in the depths and larger fishes hunting them. Erick knew practically all of these species, which was a trick of Yggdrasil’s for sure. There were the normal three reservoir fish that one would put into any lake on Veird to make a stable ecosystem all on their own; Rainbow Flits, Goldscale Slippers, Striped Silvertail. Over there were some bigger fish under some lifted geometric roots of Yggdrasil, with most of them being species Erick did not know. The scarlet kings were rather recognizable, though, their flanks flashing red as they ran from Erick, deeper into the roots. Some giant white fish lazily swam in the full open of the waters, its tails and fins looking like wavy smoke in the water. They were probably good eating, based on how utterly thick their flanks were, and how thin their bones were, but Erick left them alone for now.

For now, he backpaddled on the surface of the lake of his new home, staring at the blackhole sun high above everything and everyone, his eyes lazily shifting to the other suns now and again. It was all so colorful. Enchanting, really.

Erick conjured an inflatable ring and sat in it, enjoying the gentle wind upon his skin as he read Yggdrasil’s guidebook of Margleknot under the many suns.

The Fae Enclave was high on his list of places to visit; probably the top place to visit. He’d probably be doing a bunch of shit there with a bunch of asshole fae… But maybe the fae were simply unconcerned with lower worlds, and were therefore uncaring with Nothanganathor and Veird and the Painted Cosmology. That would be a charitable interpretation of them, and Erick decided right now to adopt that interpretation until proven otherwise.

When it came to higher powers shitting on low places, never attribute to malice what can be easily explained through ignorance.

“Obviously Nothanganathor is a deep exception to that rule.” Erick leafed through the book, adding, “And there are other exceptions, too… A lot of exceptions.”

All these ‘evil-aligned’ places were simply greedy, terrible places that deserved complete annihilation or alteration to make them better people. Normally, Erick wouldn’t go that far right away, and he probably wouldn’t if he had them under his power right now, but evil was evil, and he didn’t need to personally experience evil to know it was wrong.

The Dread Arenas, the Slaver’s Den, the Wraithborne Tower.

All of them were individually terrible. They seemed to form the basis of slavery in Margleknot, too, if Erick was reading this right. This guidebook explained that the Tower grabbed people, the Den captured their own people and sold people to all others, and the Arenas were one of the largest purchasers of slaves for their churn of bodies on the arena sands.

Slavery was prevalent among some of the ‘normal’ organizations, though.

The book had a whole section devoted to how all of that worked, because Yggdrasil would have known that Erick would want to tackle that problem even if he didn’t actually have the eternity it would take to end that horror… But he kinda did have eternity. He was a Paradox Wizard. He could solve this problem.

“I could get allies from all of that, too… Multiple ways, actually.”

Erick wasn’t going to buy slaves —fuck no— but he could easily break some of the slavery systems and benefit from that breaking. Free enough people, and inevitably some of them would want to work for you on the side of good. The Sovereign Cities of Veird were rather great examples of that. It took a while and there were still problems, but a lot of good came of that place once Erick and a coalition of nations and powers finally ended their various evils.

But as for Margleknot, the evils here were a lot more ingrained.

Apparently, when the Wraithborne Tower captured any soul at all, and if those people weren’t bought by any of the big-name buyers, they then sold those people back to their friends or patrons, but with bombs attached. Those soul bombs took many forms.

Some soul bombs were simple things that were disabled and disintegrated after paying enough mana/resons/whatever to the Wraithborne Tower. Other than that, those ‘bomb collars’ did nothing except hurt the afflicted person every day with a minor curse, like ‘you stub your toe on every corner of every door’ whenever the person fell behind on payments. If they tried to remove the curse, the collar exploded, of course, but many people simply lived with the curse, opting to wear strong shoes all their lives, or they’d simply cut off their toes, or other various forms of living-with-mutilation.

Many bombs were much more dangerous.

For important souls, like those directly under the command of any strong force in Margleknot, if the Wraithborne Tower captured those people in the resurrection line then those people got fitted with special soul shackles. As an example in Yggdrasil’s book, an underling for someone at the Celestial Observatory, one of the only Good Places in Margleknot, would expect to get slaved with a death collar and no exact commands at all. They would then be told, in person, that they were a forever-hostage of the Wraithborne Tower, and if they took actions against the Tower, then they would die. With the threat delivered and a forever-boot on their neck, they would be released to go back to the Celestial Observatory to simply go about their lives as normal.

Break the collar? Some people could. But not many. It took a lot to break those collars. The Observatory couldn’t actually do it on their own without killing the person and disintegrating half the soul.

Soul sundering was very illegal in Margleknot, as that was a form of killing that was considered ‘real murder’, but true-killing half of a person? Sure, that was fine.

Erick frowned as he read, because if he was reading this right…

“The Wraithborne Tower is clearly evil, but they’re probably the least evil form of evil?” Erick scowled as he had that thought. “They could be doing a lot worse? Holy shit. They could be doing a lot worse. This is why they’re allowed to exist.”

Erick kept reading.

“… And they have lots of money due to their low resurrection costs. People can opt to be resurrected by them for cheap and not wait in the Waiting Room of Margleknot? How long does the Waiting Room take…” Erick flipped through to the prices section. “A thousand resons for a normal res? A waiting period of 10 years?!” He exclaimed, “All they have to do is sign off 10% reson production per day to the Tower and they get free resurrections forever?”

Holy shit.

This was insidious.

The Wraithborne Tower probably had lots of people who approved of everything they did, and just as many who did not…

“Other evils are much more clear-cut.”

The Dread Arenas hosted blood and death sports. Slaves who lost the fights there were Sundered for their resons, as that sort of True Death was acceptable, as per old capital punishment laws. Winners of those slave fights were locked under even more Contract Magics beyond normal slave controls, to keep them fighting forever.

The Slaver’s Den actively went out and captured people and turned them into slaves of all kinds; they weren’t about passive collection of souls from the Waiting Room, like the Wraithborne Tower did.

… And apparently, if Erick went after any of these places, the Veiled Syndicate would send killers his way.

“Those assholes are probably already sending killers my way, though. Assassins gotta assassin.”

So he would murder all of the Veiled Syndicate, too?

Sure.

Why not.

… Erick breathed, and tried to keep his temper under control.

Erick flipped over to other parts of the guidebook, to read up on some good places for a while, to consider where he wanted to go first for help against Nothanganathor.

Eventually Erick set the book into the air and vanished it with a casual thought. It was still there, though, still inside of Erick’s soul. He pulled it in and out of his Benevolence a few times, just to see what he was seeing, and it appeared that Yggdrasil had tied the book to a wavelength of power that correlated to Benevolence, and since Erick was Benevolence, it correlated to him. When the book was dispersed, it was a fog inside of his soul. When it was real, it was in his hand, or wherever he wanted it to be.

It was loosely tied to his Health, it seemed, which was probably an emergent factor of how Erick had created his True Wizard form to be split between Soul, Body, and Mind. Health was physical integrity, and the book was physical when it was instantiated, and thus…

Erick scratched the book with a fingernail, and watched as his Health dropped a few points.

“So that works as expected.”

Erick watched as the book healed its scratch rather easily. He grinned.

“That works as expected, too.”

He put the book away and then hopped into the air. He had instinctively tried to dispel the floating raft with a thought, but that didn’t work because there was no Script to facilitate canceling. So instead, Erick focused on the floating donut raft with his Authority. He flexed his intent.

The raft vanished.

Erick smiled.

With a step and a wrap, Erick landed on his balcony and put his clothes back on. He looked at the various pastries from Lionshard, but he wasn’t hungry at all, which was probably a small problem. Hunger itself was an annoyance some of the time, but it was nice to satiate hunger most of the time. As for other physical needs, Erick wasn’t tired, either, but it felt good to sleep after a hard day’s work.

When Erick made himself he decided he would never be pooping or peeing ever again, but hunger and exhaustion… Hunger and exhaustion were normal, human feelings that Erick should have in order to remain human. He had built some physical needs systems into his True Wizard form, but those systems appeared to be a whole lot less necessary than what would have been considered ‘normal’ hunger and exhaustion.

Erick picked up the great big cinnamon roll from Teressa and took a bite. It was great, just like Jane’s baklava. Erick got a little bit of satiation from that bite of the cinnamon roll, but mostly the feeling passed. He could probably eat and eat and eat forever, and never get full. He was never really hungry, either.

He could fix that, theoretically, but for now, he didn’t and probably couldn’t concern himself with hunger and sleep. He had other concerns. Like whatever tracking system he had within him that Nothanganathor had used in order to drag him before that Wizard trap in front of the sun.

“It’s time to do some Script-tool cleaning, I think.”

How, though?

Erick looked down, through his castle, through the giant root that formed the ground of his property here in the Dragon District, to the line of tangled, darkly prismatic power that flowed through the very center of the kilometers-wide root of Yggdrasil. There were lots of Elements in that flow.

Maybe he could use some of those weird Elements?

Maybe something like Elemental Purity could clean up whatever problems were lurking in his Script Status?

… Maybe he’d use Purity if he found anything extreme. For Malevolence-derived problems, Benevolence should be enough.

“That’s where I’ll start.”

- - - -









Erick sat down on a nice pillow at the bottom of his new mage tower, focusing inward.

It was pretty easy to recognize all of his soul, now that he was a True Wizard.

Mostly, there was the Benevolence-fog. That was his entire being, after all. There were also crystalline structures inside of that fog, like multidimensional shards of purpose, each slowly moving around each other, some very slightly spinning, others more fixed in place, all of them arranged in some sort of hyperdimensional causality. It was all easy to recognize once Erick actually sat down to recognize it, though.

There were his spells, each of the basic spells of all types looking exactly as Erick expected; like multidimensional crystals in the shape of gridwork. Some were more complicated than others, of course.

[Force Bolt] was a relatively simple collection of triggers and joinings and intent.

[Cleanse] was an incredibly complex arrangement of Elemental Destruction and Book and checks and alterations everywhere. That bit of Elemental Book operated on at least a thousand, maybe 1500 different axes, but it was also not nearly complex enough for what [Cleanse] could actually do. Erick peered deeper into that multi-fractal Book and saw triggers for what appeared to be ‘live air’ and ‘bad air’, and ‘good water’ versus ‘bad water’. The Book had hookups for much, much larger systems, which Erick assumed was the Script, and he probably assumed right.

“Because ‘bad air’ and ‘good water’ don’t actually make sense at all,” Erick said to himself, “They’re actually more like conceptual, generic triggers.”

It was exceedingly interesting to see, exactly, what made [Cleanse] so special.

In fact… Within a moment of gazing upon [Cleanse], for real, for the first time, Erick decided it was a fucking masterpiece of magic. Erick had a hard time coming up with any other example of magic he had ever seen that matched the beauty of the 10-mana-cost-construct that was [Cleanse]. This little thing was useful under so many different scenarios!

Even outside of the Script!

Erick checked out a bunch of other spells. [Grow] was barely anything compared to [Cleanse], but it had multivariable Book in there, too, in order to differentiate from certain types of growing intent. [Mend] was rather impressive, but it was nothing compared to [Cleanse]…

Not much matched up to [Cleanse], actually.

Erick’s big Particle Spells were all solid jumbles of Book and Force magic in a shaped mass that could be called ‘Particle Magic’. They were solidly-made crystal almost-spheres. They were all kinda… simple, really. Complicated in effect, yes. But simple in execution.

Take [Condense Oxygen], for example. There was some Book to designate ‘oxygen’, and the rest was Force and what appeared to be some [Ward] Magic.

“Ah. The spherical stuff is [Ward] magic. Yes. I see that now.”

The more Erick looked, the more he saw repetitions everywhere. Everything was built, at its base, upon a few different things. [Ward], for the designation of a space if a spell had space to it. Book, if the spell was complicated, and even if the mana was simple. And various different types of mana triggers.

[Stoneshape] was [Ward] for space, Book to conceptualize ‘rock’ as ‘rock’, and [Elemental Stone] for more general targeting. All the Shaping spells were like that, but different.

There weren’t many spells that had no Book in them.

Book seemed to form the basis of the entire Script.

Looking at his basic, True Wizard self, Erick was vaguely surprised to see that Benevolence had coalesced into Book-like shapes in order to allow him to have his current Status, giving him his three avenues of experience, of Health, Mana, and Psyche. He wasn’t too surprised at that, because that’s sort of how he had envisioned the whole thing. It was all made of Benevolence, but it functioned as Book here and there.

Erick left his Benevolence Status alone and poked around a bit at the multi-fractal crystals that were his Script Status.

Some of them were linked to others. [Force Bolt] had a base form, yes, but that base form was somehow also inside all of his various other Bolt spells he had made over the many years. [Fire Bolt], [Slow Bolt], and even [Inevitable Bombardment] had [Force Bolt]’s original spell at its center… And also off on its own, at the same time.

Erick smiled. “Just a little bit of paradox in the system.”

This is what enabled people to be able to use the same base spell to create higher tier spells without using up the base spell. Erick had long known, in a general way, the mechanism by which this happened, but seeing how it worked within himself was pretty awesome. It gave him some ideas for making his own soul-imbued spells.

“It won’t be as easy as simply casting a new spell and letting the Script make it up for me, though.”

He would need to force Benevolence into Book-like shapes on purpose…

Which was interesting.

Anyway.

Moving on.

Erick could stare into his soul for a long time and probably discover a lot about a lot, but he was here to figure out what Nothanganathor had put into him, through the Script. Erick had been drawn to that Wizard trap the very moment he Ascended, before his full ascension could truly coalesce, which meant there was a marker somewhere. It couldn’t be a marker from the Script itself, because Erick hadn’t been inside the Script when he Ascended. So it had to have been a marker inside his soul.

That was one of the main reasons that he needed to get away from Veird in order to ascend; to get away from any possible trap laid by Nothanaganathor. The trap was already inside Erick, though, and it had probably been there for a very long time. There was probably a trap in everyone’s soul on Veird.

“Now if I was putting a marker into someone, where would I put it?” Erick answered himself, “I would put it into the most complicated thing that was specifically meant to get rid of me.”

Erick looked to [Cleanse].

It was arguably his favorite spell. His very first spell, too. He had bought it after Melemizargo had thrown him and Jane onto the Surface of Veird, during Purodahlia’s chase of them across the sands of the Crystal Forest. Jane had theorized that ‘the dragon must have scent marked us, and that’s why there are no monsters’, and then Erick had taken that idea and run with it once Purodahlia seemed drawn to them, buying [Cleanse] with his very first point, because [Cleanse] read ‘Purge an area equal to the level of the spell in meters of all Toxins, Disease, Filth, and Corruption.’ and ‘corruption’ might have meant ‘dark dragon smell’.

It had been a gamble back then to buy this spell and try and use it to throw off ‘the black spiker’.

But it had worked.

Maybe that had been Benevolence fucking with the past? Maybe.

Erick peered deep into the Book crystal that was [Cleanse], looking for something Red—

He found it.

Almost instantly, once he was looking for it, there it was.

Erick inhaled sharply, his eyes practically slapping open. “Oh shit. It’s really there.” And then he closed his eyes again and concentrated, muttering, “It’s also odd that I can see my soul so much better now, too. That’s probably the Script purposefully fucking up [Soul Sight], and the unknowability of the soul.”

Or maybe Malevolence made it harder to look at the soul properly, too, and everyone assumed that was just how souls were in the New Cosmology? Maybe.

It took Erick a minute to get back into the proper frame-shift to see his soul again.

Soon enough, Erick gazed into the fractal-oriented-crystal that was [Cleanse], looking for the Red—

There it was. A single note in a long book of options…

It was the spine of the book itself. Half of the spine. The other half was normal Book, and maybe even a connection to the Script to expand that Book. Hard to say exactly what was going on there, but the Malevolence was there inside [Cleanse].

Erick wondered if this was why [Cleanse] was one of the spells that they told you to never experiment with at all, because experimenting with [Cleanse] was one of the easiest ways to kill oneself.

“… Probably.”

Erick wasn’t sure if he could remove the Red without damaging the entire spell. The crystal looked like it would just come apart if he touched it…

He could do this, though.

Maybe he could replace Malevolence with Benevolence?

Erick smiled. Yeah. He could do that.

Worst-case scenario, he could [Return]…

He paused.

Erick came back to himself and decided to run other tests before he mucked around with [Cleanse]. He stood up and grabbed the pillow and tossed it to the side of the room. Then he [Return]ed.

The pillow was back at his feet and he was sitting down upon the pillow again, half looking at [Cleanse] and half shifting back to normal senses.

So [Return] worked normally here? Sure. At this small of a test [Return] worked normally.

Erick went fully into himself and looked at [Inevitable Bombardment]; a rather complicated spell that would cast [Force Bomb]s into the sky and then take a while to rain them down onto a target, giving Erick time to threaten the target and make them give up before the spell obliterated them. It wasn’t an effective spell for multiple reasons. Erick didn’t like threatening people, primarily. He had used the spell a few times, though.

It would be okay if he fucked up this spell; an acceptable loss.

He tore the spell apart, releasing all the underlying spells below the top layer of crystal. [Force Bolt] and all the others he used to make the top layer spell seemed fine.

He rapidly came back to himself and [Return]ed.

Once again inside his soul, Erick looked at [Inevitable Bombardment], and it looked fine.

Success! He could disturb the spell and then [Return] and have the spell return to its previous form.

Erick concentrated on [Inevitable Bombardment], at the part which looked sort of like a multiplicative part of the spell, which came from the base form of [Force Crash], declaring 15 copies of the spell would rain down on a target from afar. That ‘15 copies’ looked easy enough to alter; it was just 15 tiny pips in the Booking.

Erick flexed his intent at the spell, adding five more pips.

It was a massive change.

For a moment, the soul spell crystal looked about ready to truly shift. Maybe even crack in half. But it stabilized. The overall spell cost of the entire thing felt like it was going to cost a lot more, though. The original spell was around 1475 mana. This one was maybe 500 more. Maybe only 400 more? Hard to say. Multi-dimensional crystals weren’t exactly easy things to completely understand even for Erick with his Intelligence and Perception and Concentration.

“This might work, though.”

Erick opened his eyes and went out to the top of his mage tower, to look out across the world.

He pressed the button that was the 1900-ish mana cost spell in his soul and [Inevitable Bombardment] splashed into the air high above, 20 sparkling orbs of Force and Benevolence hanging out in the air, doing nothing much at all.

The spell was a bit white with Benevolence.

It should not be white.

“… So there’s Benevolence in there now. That’s from me using Benevolence to add 5 more bombs, isn’t it.”

Erick attempted to cancel the spell, but that simply wasn’t happening. Canceling was a function of the Script. So Erick swiped at the spells with a casual tendril of Benevolence Body empowered with Mana Siphon. The first bombs burst, but Erick realized what he was doing wrong with the first ones, so he fully enveloped the rest and ate them like an amoeba eating pop rocks.

They tasted kinda forceful, which was an odd thing to both experience and realize that he made himself experience that. He was literally tasting magic? How?

Erick threw some more bombs into the air and purposefully thought ‘do not taste these’.

And he ate those spells without tasting them.

So taste is linked to anything I want to link it to, or to which I accidentally consider myself to be thinking in that direction at the wrong time. Not sure how I feel about that.

Anyway.

Experiment successful, and he discovered he could taste magic if he wanted.

Erick went back to his tower, sat his ass on the pillow, and dove inward.

[Cleanse] was a multi-dimensional jenga, Erick decided, as he really got down to the nitty gritty of the spell. This Malevolence infection was like roots spread all throughout the jenga tower. Removing half of the spine out of the Book part of the spell without collapsing the tower was simply too complicated of a task. Doing what Erick wanted to do would be like extracting the circulatory system for an entire person without killing them, and then putting down a new circulatory system also without killing them.

Pretty impossible.

Luckily, Erick was a cheater.

His first attempt was the fast one; the simple rip and tear and slamming of Benevolence into [Cleanse].

Didn’t work. Whole thing collapsed, half of it spiraling out into nothing, the other half coming up with Red he had tried to pull out.

[Return].

This time when he went to pull apart the Malevolence, he injected Benevolence into the very edges, like a hundred small tendrils trying to flow into the Red circulatory system and gradually replace it.

The Malevolence turned into a living thing, ripping and tearing apart the spell all on its own. It even tried to escape Erick, to get out into the real world, as if such a thing were possible. Maybe it was? Whatever the case, Erick had the solution to that problem.

[Return].

The Third attempt had Erick using a bit of Time Magic to freeze [Cleanse] in place. How did this work? It just did, okay. Erick told himself that much, and it helped solidify that yes, this was possible, and yes, this did actually work. Within a cage of immovable Time, Erick injected Benevolence into the Red, and the Red thrashed. It failed to do anything besides thrash, though—

And then suddenly it tried to escape, to pull away, to flow into the part of the spell that should have hooked into the Script, but there was just a hole into the real world there. Erick let the Red go. He focused on filling in the gaps the Red left behind with Benevolence.

The very second the Red fully pulled out of [Cleanse], Erick fully filled in the spell with Benevolence, replacing what Malevolence tried to break in its escape.

And then it was done. The soul crystal of [Cleanse] was intact. It would probably function more or less the same way, too. Erick imagined that what he had just done was sort of what he had done with his [Lodestar] when he made Benevolence; he had made [Lodestar] work off of Benevolence instead of Light through Establishing Wizardry.

This right here was more manually-done than through Wizardry, though.

Anyway!

Erick opened his eyes.

A Red beast made of Malevolence, like living lightning, roared as it brought claws of sparks down on Erick, trying to rend him apart. It had already caused some superficial damage to Erick’s clothes and the room itself. It looked like someone had released an explosion inside the room that then proceeded to scratch the hell out of all the stone it could reach. But it wasn’t doing any real damage.

It slashed at him again.

It accomplished nothing.

The Red Lightning monster reminded Erick a lot of Fyuri’s apocalypse beast form on the first floor of the Glittering Depths, but more lightning and less physical. It was actually all lightning. Living red lightning.

Erick debated with himself if he should trap the thing or kill it. Maybe he could… use it somehow? Maybe later for some reason? Or just kill it? He almost wanted to try his new [Cleanse] on the beast. But. No.

Erick sealed the room with a flicker of Authority. The windows were still open. The doors were still open. But the entire room solidified, the walls repairing. The floor unmarring. All Red lightning soot vanished, and the beast itself suddenly turned quiet and docile. It lay down under the oppression of Erick’s Authority.

Maybe it was intelligent?

“Can you understand me?”

The thing looked at Erick with eyes made of red lightning.

It said nothing. It did nothing,

Erick packed up his pillow and moved to the room above to check out his new [Cleanse]. The monster remained contained below.

[Cleanse] was looking pretty great. Erick had no idea what it was capable of, but he cast the spell on the air of his house, and on his left arm, and on the ground, and on the waters of the lake below, and he experienced nothing untoward. No bad effects. He scraped off some skin and copied it a bunch, making a mess of flesh and dust and oils that he spread out onto a stone parapet of the house, which he then [Cleanse]ed away. Thick, sort of whitish air, flowed away from the mess.

… White air?

Hmm.

Erick copied some of himself until he got a whole bathtub full of his own blood and flesh and ickiness. He floated the mess in a tub of [Force Wall].

He hit it with a [Cleanse].

The nastiness turned into whitish, thick air and flowed away onto the stone of the house. It didn’t leave any growing plant life at all, so it wasn’t really Benevolence in there, but the eternal stonewood that was the house seemed to soak up the fog rather well. Erick watched the entire trip of the white fog as it flowed into the waters, or into the root, and either spread out, or siphoned into the twisting intentless mana that flowed through the very core of the root under the house.

“So it’s mana, but visible, because it's thick… but why is it white now?”

It was not Benevolence. That much was clear. If it was Benevolence it would have caused plant growth.

It was just Benevolence... colored…

Well. One of the functions of [Cleanse] was to balance the manasphere. Was the manasphere more balanced now? Erick cast an orb of Benevolence into the air, along with several other overlapping and very much not balanced orbs at all. Fire, Water, Air, Lightning, Stone, Metal, and Blood, all hung in the same space as each other; each of them bright as shit and dense with power.

[Cleanse].

Every single orb that was not Benevolence was transformed, at least partially, into white fog that flowed away. Of the various orbs, they were rather balanced now, but they were all muted down from radiant power to something lesser, and more in line with each other. Other Elements were in there now, too. Erick easily picked out Shadow from the grouping, as well as all the various Shadow-ish and Light-ish Elements.

“… [Cleanse] truly balances the mana now, eh?” Erick looked at the balanced space of mana again, adding, “But Benevolence is still dominant.” Erick put his hands on his hips, saying, “Well yeah. I guess so. Fulfill the basic functionality of the spell, but also don’t let it be used against Malevolence…” And now Erick was furious, because a very evil truth of [Cleanse] was revealed in that moment. “[Benevolent Cleanse] is white because it uses Benevolence as a vector for mana altering. [Malevolent Cleanse] is made with Malevolence, so all we see is the thick air. When [Malevolent Cleanse] is used, it balances the world, but now Malevolence is the dominant mana in the air because now everything else is balanced to lesser functions. You literally balance to Red. Fuck you, Nothanganathor.”

Erick had to step back for a moment.

Because wow.

That right there. That was flooring him. Nothanganathor had managed to make [Cleanse] evil, and Erick had never noticed it. One of the best spells Erick had ever known and one of his favorite spells and the one spell that Erick would have given to Earth if he could have…

Erick breathed, then said, “Fuck you, Nothanganathor.”

Erick sat down for a while, thinking.

Then he went cleansing out more of his Script spells. What else had Nothanganathor fucked with?

A lot, probably.

- - - -

Among the spells Erick thought could be better, were all his Rift Magic spells.

Rift Magic was supposed to open actual Rifts into other planes of existence, but all the Rift Magic of the Script did was let loose with a pouring of mana. Therefore, there were artificial limits upon Rift Magic. Were those Malevolent limits? Maybe.

Erick found more Red in those spells.

Rift was not basic magic, though. It was higher tier magic. All of it came out at least tier 3 or 4, and that’s what all of Erick’s Rift spells were, too. The Script had injected Malevolence into Rift in order to make it not work right.

Rozeta probably didn’t even know.

Erick ripped Malevolence out of his Rift Magic and ended up with more Red Beasts. He did not fill up all the rest of his tower with more Red Beasts, but he did put a few down in the second floor of his 12 story mage tower. He used [Cleanse] on most of the littler fuckers, and it worked. The beasts went poof! A lot of white air from those guys.

Erick smiled at that.

Nothanganathor had fucked up [Cleanse] for everyone on Veird, but Erick’s [Cleanse] was great for fucking up Nothanganathor.

“Ahhh… It’s delightful, actually. Love it.”

He didn’t manage to make any Rifts into other planes of existence, though. Instead, when Erick cast [Major (Benevolent) Sunlight Rift], he got a brilliance of radiance and a solid wall of white beyond the rift’s surface that sort of reminded Erick of a certain tree son’s bark—

And Yggdrasil stepped into the room.

“Hello, Father,” Yggdrasil said. “You can only go into the realm of your own mana here in Margleknot. It’s the same-ish sort of restriction that is on Veird, actually, but a whole lot more stubborn. I directly oversee this. Please don’t go making gate networks, though.”

“Ah. Well. Okay— Did you know that [Cleanse] has Malevolence inside of it?”

“Yes. Rozeta discovered that maybe 6 months ago, their time. I figured it out right when you gave me that Gift.” Yggdrasil said, “Anyway! Gotta go. Go check out some of those places, Father. Do you want to give any messages to the people back on Veird?” He rapidly added, “But if you give them messages you will be in breach of laws you don’t know about, which will impair your ability to effectively fight Nothanganathor.”

Erick didn’t have to think much at all before he said, “They’ll be fine without me for a while, right?”

“… I can’t give you much specific news, but I can give you a lot of general news.” Yggdrasil paused, then said, “There are wars happening over the upper layers of the New Surfaces because many different people were rescued from side realities that were rather unique. The minotaur nation, in particular, is the largest example of that. They’re half a million strong now because they’re from a universe where you turned yourself into a minotaur to escape problems. As a minotaur, you developed [Reincarnation] along those lines, specifically. They’re basically a splinter of House Benevolence and they moved up to the topmost New Surface, below the Shining Layers. The you that was with them is four years dead. Minotaur Jane is dead, too.

“Avandrasolaro is going scorched land on all Forever War events. Solomon has joined him in that decision. Those wars have been minimized because of those decisions, reverting a potential world war down to the Quiet War again.

“Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Evan are all doing great… And that’s probably too many specifics.

“There are problems. They’re solvable.” Yggdrasil said, “Go solve them from here. You’re pretty much done with your Script spells, right? I can’t really tell anymore.”

Erick breathed deep, then said, “I did a first pass. I suppose… I could visit the Celestial Observatory?”

Yggdrasil grinned. “You’ve got a lot of options, Father—” He looked away. “You have about a million requests for an audience. I advise you to disregard all of them, or order them in a way that you wish. You’ll figure it out. Love you.”

And then he stepped backward and was gone.

Erick paused for a moment, and then he looked around his property, his senses going wide.

“Ah,” Erick said. Requests gathered upon the air around the gate at the front of the property, like individual stars, not a single one of them discernible from the other in any true way. “… I have to impose my own organization on them, then.”

He was mostly done with his Script searching. Or at least a first pass. He had cleaned up his Rift magic, [Cleanse], Time spells, and various protection magics. Not a single Benevolence spell had any Red in it, which was great…

Yeah.

First pass done.

Time to get moving.

Erick stepped out of the tower, down to the archway that led to the dark crystal lands and buildings of the edge of the Dragon District. The only things really visible beyond the gate were blurs of people walking this way or that and the solid buildings that they inhabited. It was the same sort of effect that Erick saw when he looked at the properties of his neighbors; he could see land and shapes, but not really people at all. Or anything that moved, really.

Erick turned his attention to the stars beside the gate.

There were a million of them, or some number close to that. Yggdrasil had been rounding when he said a million, for sure. Erick wasn’t about to count them all, and many of them were tiny balls of light centimeters across while others were mere pinpricks, and a lot of them overlapped as they gently hung there, waiting to be plucked.

He picked one at random to focus on. It was blueish and two centimeters across.

It was a construct of magic not wholly unlike a [Force Bolt]. There was a delivery system, and then a payload in the middle. The delivery system was the size of the ball of light. The payload was a… a very large message in the center, if Erick was reading that correctly.

He checked out a few more messages.

The larger the ball, the bigger the message.

Erick wasn’t about to touch the largest of them to experiment with, but he could pick out some of the smaller ones. He focused on a dim yellow pinprick of light, moving to touch it, and all the other competing messages swirled away slightly, like fish scared off as the hunter picked out a single one of them. He touched the message.

The message popped into a tiny light show with three short, green girls in coveralls and wielding hammers and wands. They happily exclaimed, “Congratulations to the new founder of Margleknot! Come visit Gombomblin’s Trading Emporium in the Aetherium Bazaar if you want some explosive power! Gombomblin’s! For all your pure-tech-based explosive needs! From finger-sized nuclear to antimatter worldbusters to other stuff, we got it all!”

A tiny map made of light populated the air with a glowing yellow star in the center. The map flashed and turned into a physical map which then folded itself down to pocket-sized, to hang in the air.

Erick smiled and plucked the map out of the air, saying, “Bombs are worrying, but that’s really cute.”

He could have used his Lightning Path to figure out which messages were the most important, or rather, which ones would be the best for him to answer to create good outcomes, but he decided to muddle through the search for a little while, just to see what everything was. A small blue star unfurled into an invitation to a gala at some ‘House of Lords’ in the mortal lands. A slightly larger pink star became a light show inviting Erick to come visit another shop, this one selling magical goods.

A grey star unfurled into a virus that tried to enter Erick’s flesh but hit his Health instead, draining a good 15,000 Health with a single slip of an attack. Erick crushed it utterly, and then [Return]ed. The grey star was there once again. This time Erick… Just crushed it, actually. His Lightning Path wasn’t pointed in that direction at all, so there was no need to care about the attack.

He moved on.

The next message Erick poked open ended up being a request for money. It was framed as an investment opportunity, but if random solicitations were the culture around making business connections in Margleknot, then Erick wanted no part of that culture.

The next hundred messages were all pretty cute, or daring, or an attack, or just some random ‘congrats!’ from some people he didn’t know at all, but which his memory locked on to, in case he did need to know them in the future. He probably didn’t, though.

Erick decided to use his Lightning Path.

107 little stars lit up, some of them looking like major groundings for Erick’s Lightning Path. Most were small strikes for his Path, that seemed to be less powerful options.

… Erick tried something. He waved a hand, exerting his Authority over this space—

The messages separated into groups and all the ones he picked out were suddenly organized from top to bottom; most most-important to least most-important.

Authority was rather nice.

… Erick turned back toward his house, and looked at the sky.

With a wave of his hand, the sky of Margleknot vanished, and a blue sky with white clouds appeared.

“Oh yeah. That’s… That’s pretty nice. But…”

Erick simply willed the sky back to showing its true nature—

“Ah. The suns were a false sky, too, eh?”

What appeared was not the black hole sun and the rainbow of other suns that had been up there. What appeared were ten thousand lands, all of them jumbled on top of each other, cityscapes intersecting other cityscapes intersecting mountain ranges and oceans and deserts and skies beyond. Waterways flowing at odd angles. Wind moving this way and that. Planets of cities that looked like something Escher would draw rather than any real imagery of any real land.

He saw some places that Yggdrasil’s guidebook mentioned, though. There was the ‘towering, crystalline palace’ of the Fae Enclave, looking like a shard of countless perfect crystals all lined up in a single direction, spearing through all of the non-euclidean space; a bar of white and blue crossing all of Margleknot.

Spearing perpendicular across that Fae Enclave was a solid line of silver with countless etchings upon its surface. Could that be the Quantum Nexus Hub? The guidebook had mentioned the QNH as a ‘sprawling, futuristic tower at the center of Margleknot’. And here were two towers at the center of Margleknot? One was the Enclave, so this one had to be the QNH. Sure, why not.

At the crossing of the two opposed lines of power, there were worlds.

Erick stepped away from the gate to his house, to go up his property a little. He laid down on the soft mosses and grasses.

Erick stared at the sky for a long while.

There was a lot to see.

A while later, maybe an hour or seven, Erick got back up and went to the messages. He had seen a lot in the sky, and his Lightning Path had shown him how parts of it connected to the messages right here. Erick plucked out one of the bigger messages and let it play.

It had been a bright grey and red star, about two centimeters across.

And now it was a cry for help, depositing 8 different books onto the ground, 34 different folders filled with tactical information of various entities, and thousands of maps, a few of which were very large and rather intricate. A message played in the air in the form of a lightward, as though it were a Screen spell. A rather average-looking elfin woman with long ears and bright red eyes and hair appeared in the image.

“Hello…” The woman paused, looking at someone off screen. She whispered, “Is it on— It’s on. Ah. Fuck. We can re-record it.” The woman looked at the camera, breathed, then said, “Hello, Father of Margleknot. I represent an organization of mageknights of the world of Abarial, a former nexus world located on Layer 172,287,913.

“We are very far from Margleknot, I realize this, but until very recently, within the last thousand years, our worlds were doing fine. Better than fine. We had 7 colonized planets in our Abarial system and had begun to expand throughout our layer. We were a nexus world at the further edges of Margleknot’s roots.

“And then something broke between The Great City at the Center and propagated to us, and Margleknot broke connection to our world and 187 more worlds in our nexus in order to preserve the whole. We do not begrudge Margleknot their decision. It was a normal enough decision that happens to lands without world trees, which are only tenuously connected in the first place. It happens.

“It can also usually be repaired.

“We thought we could repair the problem on our end, but we cannot. The pillars are crumbling. The fountains are running dry. The storm is dying, and we have no fuel for the fire. We have only been able to send out this message because of the vast changes of Margleknot into this new form have revitalized a small part of our connection. That revitalization will not spread. It is already fading.

“Our nexus is dying.

“Our billions of people face extinction, and we have thus-far been unable to reconnect to Margleknot except through these most expensive of messages. We have no idea what the problem is. A thousand years have passed since the Degradation began, and none of our people have been able to find out anything solid; anything more than what we have in the books and papers we are sending with this message. With a prayer to the Universe, we hope and pray this message finds you in a charitable mood, for we have had to empty a world of life, evacuating all the people we could, in order to pay to bring this message to you now.

“Please help us, Father of Margleknot, and our gathered worlds will become your staunchest allies in all of your needs, forevermore.” The woman paused in prayer to the camera. And then she said to a person off camera, “That was good, but I need to do better. This thing could actually work, couldn’t it?”

Another voice said, “It could work; if this isn’t some old cousin’s tale. I’m not convinced we’re not deluding ourselves.”

The woman laughed. She smiled, and then she focused, saying, “Okay. Going again.” The woman breathed in, and then looked to the camera—

The message cut off.

Erick said to Yggdrasil, “She wasn’t able to make a different message?”

Yggdrasil stood beside Erick, frowning at the stilled image on the message. “I suppose not.”

“They seemed to think this wouldn’t work… But it did? Do you know what happened there?”

“No. My memories of this problem are fragmented. Abarial was never properly connected, and they liked it that way. Their original settlers of that distant land were like frontiersmen, building where I specifically was not, just so that they could have their own say in everything. Part of the problem of making decisions like that is that sometimes… Systems fail. I’m looking at the connection right now, though…” Yggdrasil looked away.

Erick waited.

“Dead line. Anything past layer 50,000 is rather far and they were all the way past layer 172 million. The problem there broke at a world on layer 102 million which was little more than an outpost for Margleknot. Someone destroyed it. Still hasn’t gotten repaired. These mageknights needed to send their message using… Ah. They sacrificed some mages and an entire world—” Yggdrasil said, “A moon. I think. Hard to know.” He looked away. “They used Rituals of Sacrifice to get the message to Layer 0, but it was an imperfect Sacrifice. I believe… They didn’t Sacrifice anything. Ah. Yes. That’s the problem. They used a catastrophe to send the message. They didn’t actually Sacrifice anything. They had lemons so they made lemonade.”

The scale of it got to Erick again.

“You deal with problems like this all the time?”

“Yes, and I need to get back to them. This particular problem is a systemic problem, and is very much better solved systemically. Maybe talk to Lionshard about it? I would advise against trying to pop over to their layer. It only takes a second to get through layers, but that’s crossing 172 million layers, not to mention part of the universe, too. That would take centuries. You could always go back in time once you got there, of course, but time would still pass here in Margleknot.” Yggdrasil warned, “Time always passes in Margleknot when a person is not here. No one can ever come back here right after they leave.”

“Heard and understood.” Erick asked, “How does anything get around at all in any reasonable amount of time?”

“It doesn’t. Everything gets around very slowly, father, or not at all.” Yggdrasil said, “I have to go—”

“Before you do that— Are you raising Benevolence slimes? For more elemental Benevolence?”

“By Foundational Decree, I cannot raise monsters for mana. I have to raise people.” Yggdrasil said, “There’s nothing stopping you from making a Benevolence Dungeon except for the lack of Dark here, and dungeon slimes, and all of that. Want some space to make an old fashioned dungeon?”

Erick easily said, “Yes. I’ll take that space.”

Yggdrasil smiled. “Good. I’ve added ‘The Benevolence Tower’ to the guidebook. Only you can get there right now, or until you open it. I ask that you don’t open it until we talk when you’re done, though— And now I really do have to go. Talk to Lionshard!”

And then Yggdrasil turned and vanished.

Erick collected the various books and stuff on the ground, set them inside his house after reading them, and went to go see Lionshard.
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“You’re here so soon! I’m so delighted! Come on in, come on in. My home is your home.”

Erick walked past a doorway that hadn’t been there until just now, freshly delineating the space between Erick’s lake property and Lionshard’s regal-looking property, with its small hedges and fountains and white castle in the distance. Lionshard stood beside a fountain, smiling brightly, looking pleased as a cat with the chicken. Some gardeners were working on the hedges. Some other people were clipping down branches from the trees to shape them better.

“Thank you for the invitation,” Erick said, looking at all the people, and then at Lionshard— and then at the sky. It was a dual-sun sky, with one sun bright silver and the other gold. “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a gold or silver sun.”

Lionshard smiled, saying, “They’re from my home world. One is Fate, the other Choice.”

Erick looked to the suns again. He said, “The one back on Veird is Malevolence, but I didn’t know that until recently.”

Lionshard nodded. “Unless I am deceived, you appear to have discovered a whole bunch of new stuff since last we spoke. I do hope you stay in Margleknot for a long while, before you go back. Or at least you come back as quickly as possible. We could use a man like you around this place.”

Erick chuckled lightly, some of his nerves fading. “Thank you for making this conversation happen quickly. I wasn’t quite sure if it was proper or not to just go for the information requests, or if we needed to spend a few hours talking about the weather first.”

Lionshard nodded. “Let’s at least move to the tea room, and then we can talk about everything you wish to know. Usually I like to walk places, but I can step places, too, in the interest of haste, for I am rather sure you wish to be hasty?”

“Please.”

Lionshard nodded, and stepped to the door of his castle, moving a kilometer in a flash.

Erick joined him.

The great platinum doors opened and Erick walked with Lionshard to a nice room in the suns, overlooking the gardens. A servant walked by and delivered tea and cookies to a table and Lionshard sat down and sipped the tea first. Erick joined him. The tea was brown, but also gold.

It tasted literally divine.

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Fantastic tea?”

Lionshard chuckled. “It is quite good. It’s sunglow tea, and I have played a very small trick on you. Most people can’t enjoy this tea because it would burn them up with power, but True Wizards with entire worlds worshiping them have the capability to become gods, and to test for that, we have this tea. It’s either explosive or bad or delicious or truly the best thing ever, depending on how close you are to godhood, which is why I have done this test; godhood is not great.” He added, “It’s obviously not truly delicious to you; you would know if it was.”

Erick looked at the tea again. He sipped it again. “Pretty good. I give it an 8 out of 10.” He set the tea down, saying, “It seems that you know everything about me, now.”

“Not everything, but I did look you up a lot after I left. I am glad we got to have our first conversation untainted by knowledge, but there’s a lot of knowledge here now, and so we must as we must.”

“So what’s this godhood test about? Veird, or…? Not Veird, then.” Erick scrunched his face. “Yggdra— Margleknot?”

Lionshard said, “A deep set of truths, first.

“Gods are rather powerful, but limited at the same time. A god can do practically anything that their believers can believe they can do and a whole lot more within specific Portfolios. Gods arise from collective belief given solid form. They affect the universe to stabilize the universe around them.

“Ascended arise from individuals, and are therefore able to act on their own.

“Margleknot turns every power that touches him into resons, into foundational strength.

“This includes divinity.

“Margleknot is like a god, but not actually a god. Margleknot is technically Ascended. In practice, he is the best of both powers. He can act outside of what people believe of him. That’s what world trees do.

“Margleknot, because of his base ability to turn everything into solid resons, will never become a god.

“People like you and I need to be careful, or else we might become gods and have the weight of a universe telling us who we ought to be. This is the Curse of Power. It has other names, but that’s one of the big ones.

“It’s easy enough to forgo godhood for most people. Just put on a different set of horns every time you go out into the world to do good. Or never actually show yourself to people, properly. I choose the second path.

“This business with Abarial, located on Layer 172,287,913, if you would do the work to reconnect it yourself, has the capability to change you into a god whether you wish for it or not. This would strip you of all your individuality and you would be making choices based on the ideas of you that people have in their heads.

“Or at least you would be subject to that, if you were a normal Ascended.

“While you are here in this city, Margleknot siphons off all of your divinity from you, turning it into resons. It’s the same sort of system he has for all us Old Dragons here in this district. We can all hide out indefinitely while our homeworlds and layers either move on, forgetting about us, and the Curse of Power goes away, or simply gets stronger and we are practically confined to this land.” Lionshard said, “This siphon of your proto-divinity vanishes if you step out of Margleknot, or Veird, in your case.

“If you helped Abarial, as yourself, then you become even more subject to this Curse of Power. But if you worked the backpowers, and no one knows that you helped them at all, then you can avoid the Curse of Power altogether, and you can remain yourself. Whatever way you choose to move forward, since your reveal as the Father of Margleknot, leaving the power of Margleknot is probably going to have you brushing up against godhood rather fast, so just stay within the first thousand layers of this universe and you’ll probably be good. If you help Abarial as yourself, then you won’t be able to step past the first 500 layers of this universe, and since you’d already be at layer 172 million plus, then you would ascend to godhood rather fast.

“Save several places like the Abarial nexus and you become a god as soon as you step out of the Old Dragon District; you can’t even visit the main city.”

Erick thought.

Lionshard sipped his tea.

Erick said, “Okay. That sounds like good advice. How do I work the backpowers? I don’t want to become a god.”

Lionshard grinned wide. “I’m glad you asked! The first lesson is this: We Ascended help each other without telling the mortals about our community help. So if I help you, you never tell anyone I helped you.”

“… Sure. I can do that— Okay. This is weird. I am usually a very open person.”

“I know. I read your biography.”

“… I have a biography?”

“Would you like to read it?”

“… Yes.”

Lionshard pulled an expensive-looking tome out of the air, handing it over, saying, “Here you go. I have my own copies. I’m sure a lot of other people have lesser ideas of who you are, too, though they didn’t get that knowledge from me.”

The tome was platinum-bound with beaten metal that read ‘Erick Flatt, True Wizard of Benevolence, True Father of Margleknot/Yggdrasil’ in fancy script. The inside pages were thin as light, and strong as steel—

“That one updates in real time based on edited observations of Margleknot. I ask you to keep it in your private collection here in the Old Dragon District, in your deepest vaults.” Lionshard stood. “But for now, would you like to see how to change the universe for the better without leaving your house?”

Erick suddenly laughed, the idea of being a hermit and helping the universe anyway kinda hilarious, and then he stood, saying, “I already planned on making a Benevolence Dungeon for Yggdrasil here in Margleknot. I assume, since you’re head of mana mining operations here in Margleknot, that your suggestions would fall along some path like that?”

“Oh yes. Resons make the universe,” Lionshard said, nodding. “But let’s go see what that actually means.”
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The orrery was a massive room of stone walls with a dome ceiling that was absolutely filled with glowing lights and twirling flows. It reminded Erick a lot of the orrery inside the Wizard’s Tower inside the Core Lands of Veird, but different. The core orrery was a gravestone made of solid metal. This here was a place of magic and mana and things that didn’t feel like mana at all. There was power here, and only parts of it contained particles at all. Half of the room was awash in not-particles, and not-mana, and Erick’s eyes felt like they should have hurt to gaze upon the unknowable thing he was now staring at.

And then Erick looked to the side, where Lionshard was looking at him, softly grinning and looking quite relieved.

Lionshard said, “A lot of people can’t handle looking at this. I knew you could, though. Sometimes people try to break in here, and sometimes they actually get here, trying to see That Which They Are Not Meant To See, and I find them exploded on the ground from Forbidden Knowledge. Sometimes they survive only partially dead. I do what healing I can and send them on their way. You should know that this is not the heart of Margleknot, but some people consider it as such. I am not one of those people.”

“… I’m not sure which part of that is more worrisome. People can break into your home?”

“People can do anything, Erick. They can even get where they shouldn’t get.”

“Ha. Fair.”

“I advise you, when you make your defensive systems of your home, to add in some resurrection magic like I have here, or make it a lot harder to get into your house. Margleknot is personally looking over your house right now so invasions shouldn’t be an issue, but he’s busy.”

“Good advice.”

Lionshard nodded, then gestured to the map, saying, “Now then… The nexus world of Abarial, located on Layer 172,287,913, is not on this orrery at all. It never will be. It’s simply not important enough. A few billion lives that far from the countless people here in the center is simply too distant of a problem for this map. So we have to set the stage to make it important.”

Lionshard spread his hands at the map, and the whole thing shifted, blossoming outward until the entire thing was beyond the edges of the room and out of sight. In a flashing instant, there was nothing.

The room looked completely empty. It was a void, both in mana sense, and in a particle sense.

Lionshard said, “This leads the way to Abarial. Now, we just need to connect it to the power of Margleknot, which means we direct a flow of power in that direction. It’s as simple as that. Now, how to pay for that power is another question entirely. That is the question that needs real answering.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll be paying for it with my Benevolence monster dungeon, soon as I get it up and running. Can Yggdrasil really not make dungeons himself?”

Lionshard nodded. “Yes. By ancient decree, Yggdrasil is allowed to siphon from people and the things people make for him, but he is not allowed to grow his own power base. People contribute to him, and he stabilizes everything in return. He can bend a lot of rules in a lot of ways, but the base rule must be respected.”

“Do I need to come back here and ask you to hook up the tower to this land later?”

“A small message is telling enough. Mostly it’s all automagic, anyway.” Lionshard said, “Imbuing of power into specific directions in the universe is not a fast thing, but when the people of Margleknot actually try to make things happen out there, it is very easy for us to make things happen. You will be throwing money into the void, though. What you’re doing is helping people, but you’re not getting anything out of it if you do it this way.”

“That’s fine. I’m good with that, if it helps people to live.”

Lionshard nodded. “While I am unsure of what Benevolence can do at scale, I am rather sure that the cost of saving Abarial, which seems like a simple re-hooking of connection, would be measured in the billions of resons. There’s an opportunity cost for helping them, instead of helping yourself, and there are literally infinity problems out there, Erick.”

Erick said, “I will help people at personal cost; this is fine. My own home is stable for now. I have time to learn and to grow and to help a whole lot of people along the way.”

Lionshard smiled softly. “This issue might take several years to solve in a satisfactory way, or shorter, but I have no doubt that you can solve it. When you wish to help more people who request your help, let me know. If you wish to take tasks from me regarding places that need help, I can give you that work, too. The work is literally never-ending, and there is always good to be done.”

Erick felt warmth in his heart at that. He looked at the empty map, and then he asked, “Can you zoom back out?”

Lionshard glanced at the map, and it was back to its full picture.

Erick asked, “What sort of tasks— Ah. I’m getting ahead of myself. Way ahead of myself. Let’s scale back, please. What is a reson? I feel like you all might actually know that. I am not actually sure what they are, myself.” He held up a finger and a tiny dot of Benevolence appeared. “Like this is one mana of Benevolence. Are resons similarly quantifiable?”

Lionshard laughed. “A strange question! I am surprised you don’t already have an answer of your own. But as for an answer that is from me? A reson is a drop of multivariable Fate; not a simple directed Fate. A Fate can only go one way, toward one thing, affecting cause and effect and possibility all along the way toward a goal. But a multivariable Fate can become anything at all. Personally, a reson is a confluence of Fate and Choice. Your answer will be different.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “A drop of… Prismatic mana?”

“Ah? Hmm.” Lionshard paused, then said, “I suppose, if that is how you would want to name it, then yes. That could work— Well. It’s more than that. I know of the manas. Prismatic mana is one part of a reson. If you go wide enough with mana possibility then you can make a reson. Mana is possibility. Resons are undiluted possibility. A refinement, maybe? … Sure.” He gestured to the bit of Benevolence hovering above Erick’s finger, and said, “That is about a hundredth the power of a reson.”

… Erick got a crazy idea.

“Do you have any magic that can turn mana into resons?”

“Yes. Very complicated systems. Margleknot has the best efficiency, though. Most people just donate straight to him. Margleknot is about a 10 mana to 1 reson system. The most efficient magics a person can cast are at a 50 to 1 basis, and that’s not even taking into account when a person uses actual resons for actual magic. That sort of creation is an instant instantiation of resons that have already collected within a person’s everything, only to come out and be used in the moment of activation. That’s where the name ‘resons’ comes from, you know; as in ‘Margleknot’s resin’, or the ‘sap of a world tree’. Thick and slow but powerful stuff.”

Erick nodded, and then he changed his words slightly as he asked again, “Do you have a stable magic, in a contained space, that uses a well of power to make resons?”

And the very fact that Lionshard didn’t seem to know what Erick was getting at told him a lot. Maybe Yggdrasil hadn’t written about [Renew] in the ‘Book of Erick’ that Lionshard had handed him?

Lionshard raised an eyebrow, saying, “Sure? I can try one of those magics— Let’s step into the hallway out there… Unless we should go further?”

Erick said, “The hallway should be fine. Maybe a bit further would be good.”

Lionshard led the way to a side room, far down the hallway and with several bookshelves and a nice reading nook by the window. He lifted a hand and cast a spell into the air, making a platinum sphere of power that slowly turned gold at the bottom.

Lionshard said, “I threw a good thousand mana at this. It takes about an hour for the Fate inside to turn to amber— Ah. Amber is what I used to call resons…” He looked at the spell, and said, “I haven’t cast this in a very long time.” He looked at it for a moment longer, then gestured toward it. “Your go.”

Erick flooded the thing with [Renew], Benevolence slipping into the Fate Magic and transforming from silver to gold, becoming like thick honey, to fall off the bottom of the platinum sphere like tiny crystals—

“Oh! It’s that [Renew] spell.” Lionshard said, “Yes, we have that here. I thought you were going to do something else.”

Erick had a moment.

Then he laughed. “Bah!” Erick stopped the [Renew]. “I thought I had a trick there!”

“Oh, it's a good trick. Don’t get that wrong.” Lionshard said, “But you’re using my base spell to make the resons and the efficiency there is still around 50 to 1. Fate Magic is decent for this sort of conversion. Fate can do a whole lot, after all. Benevolence, however, seems great for this sort of conversion. If you studied this magic you might be able to get down to Margleknot-levels of conversion; 10-to-1... 20-to-1 might be more realistic.”

“I suppose I didn’t just break the reson-economy, then.”

“Not yet, anyway.” Lionshard smirked. “You know? It is rather hard to read your future. I find it rather delightful— On you, that is. Not being able to read the future of good people is fun. On others I would be appalled.”

“Ha! I never really got into the future-reading thing for similar reasons— Say. I have a wild question, since you read my biography. Do you know what would happen if I were to shoot backward in time to where I fell to Veird with my daughter?”

Lionshard nodded. “In a non-god-world, you could simply do that, but you would be creating another infinity and that infinity would be the one you would live within. For a god-world like Veird, you would end up in your original slice of reality and change everything from then on; gods make the reality solid, after all. In that case a lesser version of you might simply cease to exist, because of paradoxes, and the gods don’t like paradoxes, so you would erase yourself, or the gods would erase you first. However, as an ascended you’re immune to that sort of godly control, so your old self would still exist and the gods will complain and fight you, but you would likely… Well. Likely be forced to either abandon that world or make some pacts with those gods, or fight them to the death. Could go any sort of way.

“If you actively chose to slide into a different slice of infinity at the beginning, then you’d leave the gods behind.” Lionshard said, “That’s for your specific world of Veird, here in this cosmology— Ah! ‘Universe’. I meant ‘universe’... Or multiverse, if you want to call it that. Everyone has so many different names for these things, I swear.”

Erick smiled. “That’s really good news.”

Erick had known the God Pact world was special.

Lionshard nodded. “As for getting to Veird, you have a few different ways. Yggdrasil will get you there in a flash, if I understand the situation right. Otherwise, crossing through layers is how you get from one part of the universe to another without needing to cross the intervening distance; it’s like using your Benevolence gate space, but easier and everyone can do it if you know how.

“It takes about a hundred resons to cross through layers, if you understand my meaning.”

… All of that was incredible news, for sure, but Erick wasn’t sure he did understand what Lionshard was getting at, exactly.

A backdoor to Veird? Reachable under his own power? One that didn’t go through Yggdrasil?

Ah.

A path that Yggdrasil could say that he had no knowledge of Erick doing.

That was it.

Erick wasn’t going back yet, though. Not without an army behind him and the weight of law or power, whichever one worked better.

Lionshard saw when Erick realized what he was saying, so he moved on, “It only takes one reson to flicker through the individual infinities of a layer, or to bring something from a different part of the individual infinity to your person. Less than one, really. Resons really are the best form of mana out there.”

“Do you have a book on resons conversions?”

“I do, but you should look up more examples than my own. Yggdrasil would be a better teacher than I for that, by far.” Lionshard said, “You’ve already got the gist of it; prismatic mana with a bit more oomph would qualify as a reson.” He stood tall, and asked, “Now, would you like to discuss the problem of Nothanganathor?”

Erick steeled himself, turning more serious by fractions. “I would like to discuss him, but I get the distinct impression that you can’t interfere with that.”

“This is true; I cannot interfere with him. Nothanganathor is on the list of approved evils.”

“… Excuse me what?”

- - - -







Erick stood upon the surface of an asteroid-sized white sphere that was Yggdrasil’s designation of Erick’s Benevolence Tower space. The sphere was maybe 30 meters in diameter, and it floated somewhere high in the skies of Margleknot, maybe multiple planets away from every other thing in the sky. Probably further than that, though. Distance in Margleknot was a funky thing, because while imagery was allowed to reach across an infinite gulf of space, there was still an infinite gulf of space between this floating land and all the other lands out there.

A simple rock floating in the escher-drawing that was Margleknot might actually be the size of a sun.

Erick came here to start on his Benevolence Dungeon, with plants and slimes and water and all that shit.

But now he sat down on the white sphere, and simply looked across the lands of Margleknot.

‘List of approved evils’ was really getting to him.

Erick probably should have stayed with Lionshard for a much longer conversation, to understand everything about Nothanganathor and ‘the list’, but after hearing just a little bit about how Nothanganathor was ‘approved’, Erick had to leave. He tried to be polite. He might have actually been polite. But he had been sparking blackening Benevolence on the floor of Lionshard’s house and burning up the carpet.

Lionshard had excused Erick’s anger. He had already seen that coming, of course; Fate Magic and all that.

And so, Erick left Lionshard’s house without knowing much more about Nothanganathor at all.

Erick sighed out, “I should send him an apology gift and a thank you gift.”

Erick laid down on the surface of the white sphere, floating in the skies of Margleknot, and thought.

He had pretty much known, before meeting Lionshard, that there were acceptable evils within Margleknot. Yggdrasil had told him that much. This entire land was a land of balance. Raise up a strong Good, and here came an Evil to stop it. Raise up a strong Evil, and soon some Good would come to disrupt all of that Evil.

Erick imagined he was the solution to Nothanganathor’s Evil.

Was he the ‘hero’ in this shit?

Maybe.

“Balance fucking sucks,” Erick said to the world.

Yggdrasil sat down beside him. “Sometimes, yes.”

Erick sighed, and then he sat up. He looked at his son. “There are other problems to address, too. I want to never ascend to godhood unless I absolutely need to.”

Yggdrasil held out a hand. “All that takes is a handshake.”

Erick shook his son’s hand—

The world flickered gold and then faded inward, falling into the space between their hands, Erick feeling weaker in some unknown way. He let go, and Yggdrasil held a glowing dot of gold power. Like playing a coin trick, Yggdrasil twisted his hand and the gold dot vanished.

Yggdrasil twisted his hand again and handed over a small book, saying, “This is the theory behind some Power-to-Reson spellwork that you will find useful.”

Erick took the book and held it to his chest. He didn’t read it right now.

He laid down on the surface of his asteroid. He stared at the sky, which was currently the crisscrossing Fae Enclave ice crystal and the cylindrical silver Quantum Nexus Hub. He breathed.

He asked, “Why are there so many places named ‘nexus’?”

Yggdrasil chuckled. He laid down beside his father to stare at the sky, too. “Because everyone thinks they’re the center of the universe, or whatever thing they wish to be at the center of. The Quantum Nexus Hub is the only one that actually counts as ‘actually central’, though, and only marginally, because they managed to pierce the Fae Enclave a very, very long time ago, and the Fae Enclave liked it, because the crossing makes an actual center at that hub. Before that piercing everyone used to argue if the top of the crystal was the center, or if the other top of the crystal was the center, or if the center was the center. A lot of wars were fought over that.”

“… You have wars here?”

“Yes.”

“I suppose that makes sense.” Erick thought for a second. He asked, “Could I get some people from House Benevolence up here? I think I want to make this Benevolence Tower an actual place; not just a dungeon.”

“Sure. Five people. It’s a bad idea, though.”

Erick looked over at Yggdrasil. “… Really? You can do that?”

“I can. But people will try to kill them and they’re not powerful enough to live here… Maybe Destiny could. But not even her. Who were you thinking of?”

“Ah. Forget it, then.” Erick said, “Everyone is beholden to someone in power here, and they’re locked to those people, which threatens them and otherwise… and all that.”

Yggdrasil laughed. “That’s one of the least coherent things I’ve heard you say.”

“I made myself unable to get really tired, but the scale of it all is getting to me.” Erick thought for a moment, then said, “Aisha, because wrought would be strong, I think. Destiny could come, unless she’s busy. I’d love to get Zolan up here for a hundred different reasons. Mox, of course. Poi because yes. Teressa would be lovely, but she’s a new mom, or at least she should be. The girls and Evan are probably busy… Everyone is probably busy a lot, actually… Ophiel is too young. Gods. I miss them all.”

Yggdrasil asked, “Want me to tell you all about all of them?”

“Can you?”

Yggdrasil said, “We made a pact for your continued divinity gains. I can do a lot more now than I could earlier.”

Erick huffed a laugh.

Yggdrasil smiled, and then he lost his smile, saying, “One month after the Sealing of Veird, which is just one name for it, that’s when the Nothor Beasts started to fall to the First Surface and crawl out of the lands below. It was a very small infection at first. Barely noticeable. They’re that red beast you discovered in your soul. When uncontained, Nothor Beasts are like Moon Reachers but worse. People were disappearing and no one knew why, and no one recognized most of those disappearances, but meanwhile your Benevolence dragons were going on rampages that no one quite understood, because they could see them. The Nothor Beasts stayed away from me and Ophiel, so we couldn’t see them either. The world at large didn’t even understand they were there till several months ago…”

Erick listened to problems 789 layers away and wished to be able to help more than he already was.

Home was doing well, though, and Erick was doing good here.

Or at least he would be, soon enough.









- - - -









Yggdrasil departed with a hug.

And then Erick stood upon the surface of the base of his Benevolence tower, hanging in the sky of Margleknot.

With a tap of his shoe, Erick brought forth a bit of dirt under his feet that hadn’t been under his feet at all. With a breath, Erick made air, filling the atmosphere of this empty space with some wind. It had been a complete vacuum while Yggdrasil had spoken with Erick, but they were both Ascended, so ‘lack of atmosphere’ didn’t really matter at all, for any reason. With a flick of a finger, some red blood appeared on the ground, spilled from a wound that did not exist. The blood rapidly turned black in the lack of air. Some froze into ice for the lack of warmth, hitting the ground and then casting off into the air above, for lack of gravity. Erick caught what he felt like catching.

Breath, road dust, and some sort of liquid that contained water. Those were the ingredients for Erick’s next creation.

With a twist of Benevolence and aura, Erick flowed [Duplicate] over the components of life. Black blood boiled out of itself, frozen blood shattering out across the spherical surface of the solid Benevolence that was the start of this land. Erick turned up the heat with some Particle Magic, turning black ice and dirt to black liquid that washed across the white surface of the sphere. Dust and dirt became mud and mess. The air whipped out and away, like a grasshopper’s fart in a hurricane of void.

The sky of Margleknot was far, far overhead, but the sky of this particular land was about 2,500 kilometers up there. That was the space that Erick had to fill… Or at least half of it. Maybe a 2,000-kilometer radius of it? A 500-kilometer-tall sky on both sides of the future ‘Moon Benevolence’ was enough sky.

Erick stepped onto the wash of black blood and dirt. When the white core had vanished behind ten meters of black mud, Erick threw his improved [Cleanse] down at the mess.

White fog blasted out of the black, all the black mud shooting away as though Erick had detonated dynamite. But the core was fine. Black blood stayed in the air, for gravity was still pretty weak.

Erick layered some [Gravity Ward]s that would eventually dissipate with time; they wouldn’t be necessary when Erick filled the space enough.

Blood and mud rained back down as water and mud, and a whole lot less of it. There was more air in the atmosphere, but the level of air inside this space was at ‘grasshopper farting in space’-levels. Erick repeated this copying and [Cleanse]ing process several times, rapidly creating a 50 meter ball of dirt with another 15 meters of water on top of that dirt.

Erick stepped into the air and opened his [Duplication Aura] wide. There wasn’t much air around him, since he was in the middle of a very open space and air filled its container. But as moments stretched and small bits of air became two bits of air, and then four, a small nothing became a breeze which became a flow. Wind whipped at the waters below, making a very weak sky.

Erick lowered down toward the waters, and to the dirt.

Water rushed up to meet him, flowing away, piling atop itself and then out into the rest of the space, fountaining high and fast and dropping down when it hit [Gravity Ward]s. Dirt below became a volcano of wet mud. Slowly, and surely, Erick flew away from the surface, dragging out a very small world behind him. Mud spilled around and to the sides. Wind crashed. Waves pounded.

[Cleanse] erased half of his work here and there, but soon that white wind stopped flowing, and all Erick was left with was deep, clean water and a thin atmosphere.

Erick stepped below the waters’ surface and focused on pulling the mud upward, making it deeper. The mud was a collection of fine sand and not much else, so that would not do. You couldn’t build a world on dust, after all. So Erick grabbed some mud and twisted it with Wizardry, creating a pile of various stones, most of them simple quartz sand, but also a few bits of aluminum, iron, nickel, copper, gold, silver; the list went on and on, and it would form the good basis for a stable particle-based foundation, with all the essential minerals for life and a whole lot extra, just because. Erick concentrated on that pile of proper soil, with a bit of clay and loam, and began copying that.

Floating above the waters of his mini-world, Erick became a very tiny beacon of creation, spilling out dirt and wind and some water, when needed. He had literally never done anything like this ever before, except as a mental exercise, but he made it work. Eventually, he didn’t need to make any more [Gravity Ward]s, because gravity was starting to work on its own.

That’s when Erick smiled, knowing this was going to work, eventually.









- - - -









It was maybe a day or five later when Erick floated above a 6,000-kilometer diameter moon made of dirt, water, and air. Yggdrasil had increased the size of Erick’s allowed space long before Erick reached his original goals.

Clouds rolled across the sky, held within the edge of this miniworld by a hexagonal grid of a node network. That grid touched down upon several different ‘continents’, where the land was layered and ready for things to grow and thrive. There was no tectonic activity in this land, so Erick had needed to create some upways for water to flow and make rivers to keep those continents watered. Lakes abounded, and a winding ocean tied everything together.

Right now, Erick’s mana was supporting the whole place, and he still had a lot of mana to spare, but the node networks extended their tendrils into all of the land and water awaiting other donors to the cause. The drain on the life to come wouldn’t be too much, and it was capped at enough to keep the whole place stable, so as long as life thrived, making mana, then this would work fine.

Erick wasn’t quite sure if his [Terraforming] would make slimes that made mana, though, since it was an imbuement of Darkness that made mana, but since he had made slimes on FENRIR, where Darkness did not exist, this would probably work.

Erick cast a [Terraforming] into the skies of his mini-world.

Storms gathered. White lightning crashed to water and to stone. Water plants sprouted while grasses and flowers spread. A massive slam of lightning struck the coast of a continent, flash-[Grow]ing a tree into something large, white, and of a slightly glowing-green of canopy. Erick chuckled at that, as he watched with his Authority as that entire tree worked a root all the way to the center of the planet, where it touched the core and the core touched back—

Yggdrasil stepped out from the side of the tree, waving, and then he vanished again.

Erick smiled at that.

And then he went to other parts of his mini planet and cast more [Terraforming]s.

Platinum rains fell upon a brand new world. Plants tried to grow, and while most survived the churn, some could not. They died, and formed the basis for other life to grow. Gradually, rapidly, plant matter joined the barren stone and water, while the wind turned to something more conducive to life.

Erick contented himself to sit upon a spit of land that was a beach, near the white tree of Yggdrasil at the edge of a new forest, and watch. Erick wasn’t sure when the fish appeared in the waters, but he was pretty sure Yggdrasil had done that.

A day later the first slimes crawled out of shallow pools that were filled with muck and dead initial plant life. They gorged on the dead things. They grew. They multiplied.

And soon, glowing balls of Benevolence slimes tumbled across the mini-world.

This was good. This was great, actually.

- - - -

Shadow sipped her beer, watching the sky for the tenth day in a row. When she stopped sipping her beer, it automatically refilled. The Black Crystal Tavern was good like that. When day 10 turned to day 11 of watching the sky, Shadow mumbled to herself.

“That fucker decided to build a planet before coming to talk to me.”

- - - -

Erick happily watched as slimes generated from low pools of soupy, plant-choked waters and started eating the dead stuff. Trees grew tall in new forests, making dark spaces for glowing mushrooms to consume and grow on fallen trees that had grown too fast, and then faltered hard. Platinum rainstorms followed glowing lines in the sky on clockwork schedules, breaking the weak old life and leaving behind new, hopefully stronger growth. [Terraforming]-and-more storms would eventually trace across the entire planet over the course of a year, and then start again, bringing their transformative, creative bounty to every part of the world.

It was a larger world than it had been a few days ago. Erick had pumped it up from 6,000 kilometers in diameter to roughly 7,000 kilometers in diameter. It was more like a small planet, now, than a large moon. It was a bit larger than Mars, actually, but a whole lot smaller than Earth; it had about a third of the gravity of Earth now. It had needed that extra gravity.

Erick had canceled the gravity magics and the water cycling magics once the planet got big enough to sustain itself and have its own water cycles, which was pretty great.

It had six towers on its surface, now, each of them simple eternal stonewood things that were wide at the bottom and tapered at the top, each reaching 150 kilometers into the sky. Each was a copy of the other. A tower stuck up from each of the northern and southern poles. Four stuck up from the equator, equidistant from each other and the poles. Three were located in the ocean, while three were on land.

And slimes were everywhere.

The whole planet was making Benevolence mana, all of it siphoning off into the [Terraforming] storms, which had [Undertow Star]s and [Benevolence Cleanse]s attached to them, now. It was a self-sustaining cycle that filled the air with mana of all types, making the manasphere of the little world rather thick.

It was still mostly Benevolence mana, though, because [Benevolence Cleanse] balanced all types of mana and left Benevolence alone.

The whole planet was still way too fragile and it needed proper upkeep from people who could truly maintain the systems, but Erick had done enough to get it settled. He needed to actually turn it into a powerhouse for reson collection, now.

And for that, he needed to do some Wizardry.

Atop the northern tower, in a room open to all directions and with a [Benevolent Storm] lashing the coasts a hundred kilometers to the south, Erick stood upon white eternal stonewood. He prepared his mind, collecting and organizing the lessons of the mana-to-resons book that Yggdrasil had given him, while adding in his own thoughts on the subject that he had collected over the last few days. Finally, he took the form of the old poem that he had used to make [Renew] in the core of Veird, and made it into something different.

Erick focused inward, looking at his crystallized soul, preparing to form Benevolence into a shape of power like all the other tools that the Script had given him long before today. Erick was doing Wizardry, yes, but he was also making that Wizardry into a button he could push in his soul to do more Wizardry later.

Erick opened his eyes.

He spoke with Authority to his little planet, and to his Self,









“A dot of power, sky-gathered true

“flows with purpose; a saving breakthrough.

“A longed-for gift of healing heavens.

“A transposed version of my Renew.

“Benevolent, prismatic resons.”









The air flickered.

Something gathered in the air of the tower, at the very top, the entire eternal stonewood tower turning brighter white for a moment before that whiteness faded—

Erick captured the flow of everything that was happening with his absolute Authority over the space, and then copied it into his soul, like taking notes from a professor that was writing as fast as lightning and then erasing the notes right after. It worked. He would look at that later.

—The air flexed in the uppermost room in the northern tower of Benevolence and power twisted into a glowing white ring with a broken top. It was the glowing white symbol for [Renew]; an arrow with a pointed front and a sweeping back, curled in on itself. That symbol slowly rotated, and the air around it turned darker, as though it was sucking up the very light around itself in order to reach a saturation point.

Erick cast an extension of the node network hanging out above the tower, dropping down a connection of the planetary node network to the symbol, drawing a line of light that faded into the spreading darkness of the—

Erick’s status flickered at him.

Congrats! I managed to make a new spell! How long did it take us? Weeks? Days? Whatever the case, amazing accomplishment, Erick! Hope you’re still yourself. I sure hope this message doesn’t repeat every single time we make a new spell, but it might be nice?

Reson Gathering, instant, close range, ?????

Make a reson gatherer. 9 mana to 1 reson.

Erick smiled at that.

He hadn’t managed to fix that part of himself that gave him that ‘congrats’, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

He had actually made a [Force Sword] the other day along with a bunch of other, much simpler spells than the [Reson Gathering] he had just made, just to see if he could do the soul-spell-imbuing on his own. One doesn’t go into the big magics without testing things first, after all. Erick had succeeded in creating a [Reson Gathering] through normal mana shaping and altering, too, but this one was the one that truly worked, the one that he was proud to have accomplished, and the one that he put into his soul—

Erick stepped back, because this version seemed to be… Maybe doing more than expected.

The brilliant Renew symbol was an indelible white most-of-a-circle upon the darkness of the rest of the world. It spun lazily, implacably, under a line of light that went right to the empty space at the top of the circle. That line became less of a line, and more of a bolt of lightning, jagged and splitting, as it reached down into the golden space between the ends of the Renew—

Something connected to something else within the existence of the entire planet.

The darkness faded, the symbol remained, and a root of Yggdrasil now hung down from the roof, twisting geometrically around a node network straight-line connection, both of them attached to the [Reson Gathering]. The [Reson Gathering] would be powered by the node network of the planet, and Yggdrasil would be taking that gathering.

“Good. It worked.”

Yggdrasil stepped out from the walls of the tower, saying, “Wow, father. That's some really good conversion rates.” He chuckled. “You did better than me.”

Erick laughed. “It makes me glad that I still have some tricks I can show you.”

Yggdrasil smiled as he stared at the [Reson Gathering], his eyes peering deep. He blinked, then said, “You made Benevolence split itself into Light, Shadow, Fire, Water, Stone, Air, Illusion, Sand, and Steam, and then you combined them all using a central tenet of Benevolence Itself; to help people.” He looked to Erick, impressed. “An evergreen desire. You’ll never run out of resons doing that. Benevolence itself would stop existing long before it stopped trying to give assistance.”

Erick grinned. “I’m glad it worked. I considered going smaller with the elemental-pseudo-shifts, leaving out the confluences of the Big 6, but those confluences would get everything closer to the idea of prismatic mana, and so I went for it.” He breathed in, then out, and said, “And now I’m pooped! Just gotta cast the spell 5 more times, and hope that I made the spell correctly in my soul so it won’t blow up like that [Force Feather Bed] spell I tried. That one was just sloppy.”

Yggdrasil looked to Erick, and said, “I think you understand some of what you’re doing here in Margleknot but not completely. You really should start trying to recruit some people. Get out there. See the city, Father.”

“Ehhhh! I’ll get to it, I’ll get to it.” Erick stepped to the southern tower and Yggdrasil joined him. Erick cast [Reson Gathering] into the tower and connected it to the node network. The spell didn’t explode! Success! The world turned dark, and then another connection passed, revealing Yggdrasil to have dropped another geometric root into the top of the [Renew] symbol. Erick smiled. “Ah! It works. Amazing!” He asked, “How long do you think it will take for this to help with that Abarial situation? That dying nexus world?”

“Now that someone is caring enough to actually pay for it, then not too long at all. Two or three years to reconnect to the hub world that broke. Shorter after that to connect to Abarial. It’ll be a slow connection, though. That’s what you get when you go through Lionshard's and my slow, background-ways. It’ll be stronger for that slowness, though. Once we connect to Abarial, the people there will likely do some magics of their own to widen the connection and we’ll likely get refugees, but ideally, they could stay there and grow there. They probably will. People tend to like where they grew up. Benevolence will take to that land very well, I think, because Benevolence is the one making the connection, and I bet it will be making itself known in the solving of many small systemic problems. People will see that. They will start to accrete it, and produce it themselves… probably.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “Is that what will happen? I thought they’d just get a connection. Not that they’d get Benevolence… I find myself happy knowing that they’ll get Benevolence.”

Yggdrasil said, “The injection of new mana types into other world systems is a very large topic. I expect whatever mana systems they have will be rejuvenated by Benevolence and a small subset of people will switch to Benevolence entirely, since it can replace practically everything else. Our last records of Abarial have them as a reson-using society, with very little mana. Now, they’ll get Benevolence, which is way easier to use than resons.” He said to Erick, “If you want to make their connection happen faster, then you have to make a House Benevolence here, or recruit help that can connect to these worlds faster than I can. That’s just one solution, though.”

Erick thought…

And then he stepped over to another tower and cast [Reson Gathering]. Yggdrasil dropped a root down into this one, too. Erick repeated the process with the three remaining towers.

And then he sat down before he crashed down.

“Holy crap,” Erick said, feeling lightheaded. “I didn’t think I could feel lightheaded again.”

Yggdrasil smiled softly and sat down with him. “You need to make a reson pool in your status or simply hook up that reson creator spell you made to your status so you don’t have to make a reson pool; you can make resons on demand. They’ll come out slower if you make them on demand, but not much slower.”

Erick grinned, then said, “I think I’ll meld the reson pool with my existing pools, like how it’s supposed to be. That’s how you do it, right? You just have resons as the blood among all the rest of yourself? Like how people have it in the Space Between.”

“It’s my preferred way of using resons, yes. It’s the natural way, too, so it’s easier to enhance that system that is already there.”

Erick relaxed for a moment.

And then he half-glanced inward, at the spot of Darkness at the center of his soul. “Is Melemizargo’s Darkness a reson generator? Or a mana generator, based on resons transforming influence into mana?”

Yggdrasil smiled, saying, “I have theories, and you hit the big one right fast, but that theory is provably false if you want to get into it. The truth is that every universe has their own powers, and they’re all rather unknowable. You could ask Shadow if you wanted to know about Darkness, but even so, she didn’t make that ‘Old Cosmology’; she found pieces of Other and made something New out of them.”

Erick thought for a moment, watching the stormy sky, asking, “Should I find some gods and invite them here? Would that be a good idea? … Rozeta?”

“They’re still part of the Enclave lock on the Painted Cosmology.” Yggdrasil said, “Every single person you desire to bring from there, to here, I can make that happen, but they can never go back until you solve the Nothanganathor problem. Gods are not part of the offer; not happening. There are, however, some gods in this land who you might get along with. I think I put a few in the guidebook.”

“… Huh. Yeah. Cascadio, the Radiant Sun. Veird needs a new Sun God anyway. I suppose I can see why you included him in the guidebook.” Erick smirked at his very largest son, asking, “You’re pretty crafty and sneaky with your influences, aren’t you.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about, Father,” Yggdrasil said, though his facial expression told a different tale.

Erick smiled and looked away, across his mini-world. “Can you look over this place for a little while? Or at least until I can talk to some people to take over maintenance… Maybe the Celestial Observatory for some good hires? How rich does this land make me, exactly?”

“It’s still growing right now and your half of the benefits of this land are being funneled into the Abarial situation, while half are going to me, to Margleknot, as per normal agreements. My half is already being used to noticeably clean up smaller issues here and there, and so I have a vested interest in keeping this land solid and usable, so I’ll be looking after it for the foreseeable future. You can still certainly hire people to live here and work the land and make it more productive, but you don’t have to do that.” Yggdrasil said, “So you’re not actually richer at all; it’s all going off into the void of infinity.”

Erick laughed.

Yggdrasil nodded, and then dropped a bomb, “In fact, I would suggest you simply leave this land alone, and let me put it behind a time displacement and speed up the whole place by a good century or seven. Right now, since there’s no intelligent life here, I can do that. You’ll have enough resons and Benevolence to solve the Abarial situation in a few days.” He added, “As soon as intelligent life is here then I cannot do that sort of thing.”

Erick’s eyes went wide. And then he huffed a laugh. “Every time I think you’ve told me the extent of your powers you pull out another one and solve an issue I was working to solve myself, and a lot faster.”

“I could tell you everything right away, but it’s better if you discover it on your own.” Yggdrasil smiled. “You got most of the way here on your own, which is great, but I’ve been at this for a very long time.”

“I suppose you have.” Erick sighed, and looked out across the world. Clouds rolled across blue waters and green continents. The edge of the sky held hexagons and curved lines of node network light. Mountains collapsed under shifting weights. Magma boiled in small spots around the core as things heated up from pressure. Water eroded river banks that Erick thought were fine. Storms killed forests that looked sturdy, but were all hollow strength, breaking at the first heavy winds. Slimes spawned in stagnant pools and died on dry sands that should not have been dry. One of the ocean towers looked like it was tilting a little. Erick frowned at that last one. Erick said, “I haven’t been at this for very long at all.”

“You’ll get better. Don’t worry about that ocean tower. I’ll keep it from falling. I might make the planet a bit bigger, too, to help with gravity, and alter some of the timings of things.” Yggdrasil said, “When I gather enough resons and Benevolence to solve some long standing issues you’ll have a much better world to come back to, and then you can populate it with people you wish to hire to make it better. By that time, though, you’ll likely have a whole slew of other issues you wish to solve with this mana battery, and I can keep the Time going for those issues as they pile up.”

“… Ah. I see the shape of this whole thing here now. I won’t get to have a little planet at all, will I? Not that I’m complaining, mind you, but infinity has a lot of problems to fix.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “Yup. This has happened in some form or another tens of times before. When you get back to your house in the Old Dragon District, you’ll understand a lot more.”

“… Huh. Well then.” Erick looked around again. “Shouldn’t we import some, like, lizards and bees and cats and dogs and other basic animals? Or will slimes really be enough?”

“Slimes and elementals and plants are more than enough.”

“Sounds like you have experience with that.”

Yggdrasil laughed. “With how varied and powerful Benevolence is, I doubt I’ll get more than a few million subjective years of use out of this place before actual intelligent life develops and I have to release it into Margleknot.”

Erick was stuck looking around at his little planet. He had only been here for a week and he hadn’t done anything except build, but it already seemed like some sort of home.

Yggdrasil hurried him along, “When you get home check the rest of your messages and line up whatever problems you want me to solve behind the scenes. Lionshard will probably have some requests for you as well, once everyone sees what you’re going to see. He already knows what is about to happen, though.”

“Right right right right.” Erick went over and hugged Yggdrasil, asking, “And no gate networks of my own?”

“Nope. I’m the only one allowed to have one of those here. Sorry, father.”

“It’s fine. I understand. Love you.”

Yggdrasil hugged him back and a portal opened to the side, leading to Erick’s house.

Erick hugged his son tighter for a moment, then he let go, took one more look around, and nodded.

He walked through the portal—









- - - -









— And stepped onto the balcony of his house in the Old Dragon District.

As the portal closed, Erick waved to Yggdrasil and Yggdrasil waved back.

And Erick looked up.

The cityscape sky of Margleknot was the same as before, with the great icicle of the Fae Enclave piercing through the center, the silver cylinder of the Quantum Nexus Hub piercing the Fae Enclave, and all the layered lands of other places stretched out in every direction, like this entire land was inside of a heavily-layered dyson sphere / escher painting.

A few lands floated around the space in the center, looking like planets, or free-floating spires, or diamonds, or water worlds.

‘Benevolence Tower’ was one of those floating lands. It was spherical and blue and green all underneath a hexagonal net of node network, a few hundred kilometers into its sky. [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] and other light sources held on every joint of that node network, making the planet rather brilliant. Spires poked out from the north and south poles and equidistant on the equator, their tops barely reaching the glowing network, but they did reach. A trail of a curving node network spiraled from the southern pole, around and up the southern hemisphere, to the tops of the equatorial towers, up and up the sides of the planet to the northern tower, forming a year-long track that the [Terraforming]-[Benevolence Cleanse]-[Undertow Star] storms followed.

Even from here, the brightest lights of the new planet were those storms, and the tiny dots at the top of every tower, where [Reson Gathering] pulled excess mana from the life of the planet, transforming it into resons.

It was beautiful.

And then time sped up.

Erick saw the change of time in the turn of the hexagonal grid, and in the rotation of the planet. He had set the world to rotate slowly, to give it natural weather, and now it spun. The node network and the movement of the planet underneath showed the whole thing spinning. And then Erick saw the storms moving. Instead of moving slow and plodding and predictable, the storms moved as though they were hunters who had spotted prey. They began jogging, almost. And then they started running up that spiraling track—

Erick could make out every facet of the speed of the planet, as one month passed over the course of an hour, and as a year passed in the course of the next hour. But when a year passed in ten minutes, there was a shift. The sky darkened around the planet, the node network growing stronger, more brilliant, and less visible beyond the stretch of time. The lights of the equatorial towers began to meld into each other, looking like a line of solid white lightning, while the lights of the poles were stock still.

The twisting node network that spiraled up from the south to the north was still there, still visible, as one year passed in one minute, making the whole planet look like a spiraling top about to spiral too fast to see.

And then there was light.

The planet sparked and washed out the entire rest of Margleknot’s city sky in a brilliant white flash that spread like the shockwave of an explosion. That light crashed against previously-invisible spheres in the sky that Erick had turned off in order to see the city. As that light passed those spheres, those spheres revealed themselves.

They glowed.

And then they shone.

“Ah,” Erick said, as he saw.

The multi-sun sky of Margleknot had gained a new sun, joining with all the other colors above, with the great big black hole sun in the center, upon which all the other suns orbited. Erick’s Benevolent sun was brilliant, iridescent white, and it sparked at the top and the bottom. The other suns each had little nuances to them that Erick only now recognized as shapes spinning below the surface too fast to truly see, and poles that held relatively still among all the other light. Each one was a mana battery of a different, probably balanced source.

Erick wondered about the big black sun with its white corona.

… And then Erick looked down to the little messages gathered near his gate like tiny stars, waiting.

“Yup. Knew that was coming.”

The number of messages suddenly grew, like fireworks exploding.

Erick said to himself, “I really ought to get a better idea of how this economy actually works before I do more of anything like this.”
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Erick stood on the balcony of his house in Margleknot, under a sun-filled sky.

One more sun held in that sky today, as compared to yesterday. That was Erick’s Benevolence Sun… or at least that’s what he was calling it in his mind. Anyway.

Message stars continued to pile up by the gate to his house like explosions of fireworks.

He would get to the starscape of messages soon enough, and all the rest of all the tasks he had set for himself, but first he wanted to do a few things to make the rest of this time easier.

Resons were the uber-currency of Margleknot, as far as Erick knew, though he was rather certain that many places took many other currencies. For the average person, 1 reson was 1/1000th a resurrection, and that seemed way more important than buying bread for the day, especially if people only made 1 reson a day, or something like that. Erick honestly did not know. ‘How many resons does a person make per day?’ was among the many, many questions that he simply didn’t know, and hadn’t really thought to ask anyone when had been asking those questions. Whatever the case, resons could be ‘used up’, and ‘go dry’, like Erick had been back there at the final casts of [Reson Gathering] up there on that sun, which meant they were limited.

And therefore smaller currencies must exist, because bartering ‘this’ for ‘that’ simply wasn’t viable… as far as Erick knew. Maybe smaller economies in Margleknot did bartering? Large economies did not barter, for sure… right?

Erick truly didn’t know.

He needed some experience with the economy, but first he needed a ‘wallet’.

He already had a ‘wallet’, technically. Resons naturally existed inside people, where they naturally accrued based on personal drive and desire and ‘reasons for being’, sticking alongside everything else that made a person a person.

He also had a way to force production of resons, through [Reson Gathering], and throwing [Renew] at the gatherer.

Now, to make all the rest of this easier, Erick needed his mana-to-reson generator to be an internal system that slipped more resons into his very being and which allowed him to ‘open the tap’ and pour out crystallized resons on command from, like, his aura? Erick wasn’t sure about that. But. Yeah. That sounded good.

Okay! Basic logic solved for.

Now to make it happen…

“I think I know what sort of gift I want to give Lionshard for his help, too.”

Erick went inside of his house to sit on a pillow in his mage tower. The Malevolence Beast was still alive on the first floor down there, but it wasn’t doing anything. It remained locked down, and that was good enough for now. Maybe Erick would do something with it later? Maybe not.

Anyway.

Erick sat down on the third floor of his mage tower and peered inside of his soul.

The entirety of his Status, in Benevolence crystal form, floated before him. It was made with Book-shaped Benevolence and other Elemental crystals, and it was a lot more complicated than an Escher painting. Still understandable, though. [Reson Gathering], his new spell which he had made, floated right over there. It was a multidimensional button he could press which did many things, all at once, all of them completely unlike most of Erick’s other spells.

Ignoring the complexity of the spell itself, and frameshifting to make that vision so, Erick saw the spell shift into a simple Renew-symbol that was not simple at all. It became a web-like construction made of many filaments that coalesced into most-of-a-circle, with stretched-out tendrils going everywhere. All of that central construction was focused on the break between the ends of the symbol. The spellwork would take in mana from the space around it, and make resons in that crack.

All of that looked good.

Erick frameshifted again, looking inward to himself, and to the symbol, and he saw more filaments connecting the two. Erick had frameshifted to see how his body connected to the spellwork, to see how mana got from inside to outside, and into proper shapes. This, then, was some of the way in which Erick used his own resources to cast this spell.

[Reson Gathering] was not a spell that was cast using mana, though. Or at least not fully. It was a spell made of Benevolence, and Erick saw where his mana fit into the spell, but there were only 9 bits of Benevolence in there. [Reson Gathering] was primarily a spell cast using resons.

Tracing those reson lines...

Oh.

Erick saw a forgotten memory that he had heard about a long time ago, but which never really came up, for various reasons.

Inside of his soul, inside of his physical body, and inside of his mind, were shadowy lines of power that connected to the space that used to hold the core in his chest. Those shadowy lines were his mana channels, and yet, they were not.

In his ascension, Erick had become a fully crystallized being and also a person of flesh and mind. His original core was gone. The mana channels that his body used to have running alongside his veins and nerves, in a shadowy duplication of his circulatory and nerve system, were gone.

He had never used them anyway. The Script and basic physical biology did that better.

Quilatalap had spoken a few times about how mana channels in the Old Cosmology were useful for keeping the body intact, and for exploring one’s aura, but they were an obsolete system from the Old Cosmology. Those old channels were what one used to balance oneself and rid oneself of unwanted mana. Now there were blood and nerves and a digestive system that emptied out concentrated mana from the body in order to prevent monsterization. The Script did aura exploration a whole lot better, too.

The old mana channels still existed, though, because they were a very important part of how things used to be in the Old Cosmology. Inertia that large could not be denied.

Erick had completely ignored his mana channels when he ascended, though.

But since he had desired to keep the same sort of body, here were some mana channels that he never used, reappearing again in an unexpected way.

His actual body did not have mana channels. Erick checked himself out in the real world for a good four minutes to make sure of that. And yeah; he had no mana channels.

But his spellwork thought he had mana channels.

The reson ‘wallet’ of his body was all throughout his soul, mind, and body, but [Reson Gathering] seemed to be attached to the lines of his former mana channels just a little bit more than all the rest of his crystallization. Even as he watched the spell inside of him, as he gazed upon its connection to his resources, he watched those possible connection lines of his soul and his spell shift a little, like the moving of a target. Those movement lines flowed alongside the spaces that would have contained his mana channels just a little bit more than they flowed everywhere else.

Honestly, if Erick hadn’t checked out this whole reson-wallet problem, looking for a way to stuff more resons into himself, then he probably never would have noticed this about himself. Or at least he wouldn’t have noticed until some unknown time down the road.

… The memory of mana channels inside of his crystallized self were… something.

Erick wasn’t sure if they were a weakness or not.

They were a foible; a way of being and doing that didn’t need to be that way, but which simply was.

They were how his spells activated; where the resources for them came from, when Erick wasn’t directing that power himself, through his aura. When he had his aura out he could make magic happen anywhere inside his aura, because his aura was him. Otherwise his Mana, Health, and Psyche, remained inside of his body, growing denser and denser over time. His mana channels were…

“Not really important now, actually.”

Erick considered why he started this exploration of himself in the first place.

He wanted to make a system to hold extra resons in his body. Did he need to figure out his obsolete mana channels? No, he did not. Might be something fun to learn eventually, but he didn’t really care about them, and his Lightning Path was telling him that whatever he was observing right now wasn’t important at all.

So Erick ignored his ‘not-mana-channels’, and went back to his [Reson Gathering] spellwork.

He copied the spell inside of his body. That took some doing, but he got it done, and now he had two of the same spell.

The second one automatically hooked into his everything exactly as the other one had, sending filaments out into his Soul, Body, and Mind. The basic form of the spell was exactly the same as the other one, and would produce a reson-Renew outside of his body, wherever he wanted it to be.

Erick came back to himself, breathed for a moment, taking some time to let time pass, because if he fucked up this next part he wanted to be able to easily return to this time period, and a larger break meant easier targeting for [Return].

And then he delved back into his Status.

Taking the second [Reson Gathering] into his control, Erick plucked at the ‘logistical’ filaments that would have created an exterior gatherer, drawing all mana inside of the gatherer and making resons, clipping all of them off. Now he was left with a [Reson Gathering] that only took from his own body.

It only took in 9 Benevolence and a bunch of resons, though.

Erick restrung the spell, adding logistical filaments to the reson production, and then stringing those ‘exit points’ all throughout his entire body. Those exit points for resons weren’t really there, and Erick wasn’t really doing what he seemed to be doing. This was all conceptual, frameshifting soulwork, but it should work exactly as he intended it to work.

And now he had a spell that was inside of him, that took his resources and made resons and put those resons into his own Status.

Erick already had a part of his Status which could measure those resons, too, and which could keep track of some of those resons.

All the plumbing was there inside of him to let him just… hook up this new part and see what happened! But that seemed like a dangerous step.

So Erick came back to himself and took another break, giving himself another ‘save point’ to come back to if he messed up…

Erick considered.

His Status had Book Magic in order to allow him to classify stuff inside of himself. Did this mutation of [Reson Gathering] work right, in that classification, Book Magic sort of way? Erick called up his Status box for this new spell, to see if that part of his Status worked like he imagined it would.

Words appeared in the air.

Reson Wallet, permanent self-enchantment, ?????

Make a reson gatherer inside of your soul and turn on the money. 9 mana to 1 reson.

Unintended side effects? Probably.

Erick grinned at that, and then he laughed.

“It worked! … Probably.”

Erick had a think.

“… It’s fine? It’s fine.”

And then he went back inside his soul.

With careful touches, Erick made a ‘tube’ of resources from his Darkness, which went to his Status, and then he hooked up a connection from his Status to [Reson Wallet], and then back again. The tap was not turned on. This was just getting the starting stuff ready.

Erick wondered if he had created a New Stat. ‘Reson Wallet’. An odd name for a Stat, for sure.

Erick pulled out of himself and checked his Status.

- -
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Erick smiled wide. “OKAY! Wow. That worked. Okay. Good.” And then he chuckled nervously. “Now to turn on the tap—” He paused.

He thought.

“… does this count as a New Stat anyway? Can I… quantify this? Find out how many resons I have baseline?”

… He thought.

“No. Resons are simply not quantifiable; not really. That little bottom readout isn’t ever going to be right, either, just like how the Darkness level is incorrect. I have no idea how to measure Darkness, and no clue at all how to measure resons. Darkness is only estimated based on the initial start I had when I ascended, and just to know how far I have come, or if anyone tries to steal my Darkness. Resons are similarly unknowable, but I can certainly count out how many I might create from here on out… Probably.”

… Probably.

Erick nodded.

And then he went back inside of himself and turned on the tap.

Just a little bit!

Erick watched as mana flowed from his Darkness, through his foundational Stats, forming the basis of his crystallized self, and then to his Status, forming the simultaneous layer of his entirety. That’s where it struck his [Reson Wallet], and changed. White became gold and then flowed back into Erick’s Status, and into his everything.

… It seemed to be working. Nothing was breaking.

His little reson-creation system system could be recognized, removed, and remade at a moment’s notice, though. This set up… seemed okay? It seemed okay; yes.

Erick watched the reson system for a little while, watching Benevolence flow out from his everything, into a part of his everything that made goldish-resons, and then flow back into his everything, the resons fitting in smoothly with everything else. The resons were slightly gold colored, but when they slipped into Erick’s soul, mind, and body, they became nothing once again. They were there, for sure, but they weren’t knowable.

Which was exactly what Erick had wanted.

Okay! Good.

Erick came back to himse—

Well this is not ideal.

Erick was crusted over with golden crystal. It was 5 centimeters thick in some places.

Erick checked parts of his status again.
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Erick moved like an unstoppable force covered in ice. Resons broke to the ground like so much amber, shredding Erick’s already-mangled clothes even further. As he moved, gold crystals broke away from uncomfortable places, and fell in sheets from his thighs and chest and back. Resons continued to fall from his skin, pushed out of his body like manifested honey that rapidly hardened, even as he moved around, like a continual rain of golden sand.

Erick mentally flicked off all reson allocation and the gold dust stopped. He shook out his hair and rubbed the resons from his eyes and other places, and then he put his hands on his hips.

He though—

“Ah! Maybe the mana channels can have a use after all?”

Erick went back into his soul and mucked around for a while, first figuring out how to add mana channels back to his body, or at least something like mana channels, and then actually doing that. Surprisingly, as soon as he started moving intent around, forming paths within his body to create what had been uncreated, the filaments from his [Reson Wallet] began to shift to those mana channels. By the time Erick was 10% of the way done with his channels, having only really started on the cavity in his chest where his core used to be and a few main channels down his torso and to his extremities, the channels began to reappear on their own.

Mana flexed inside of Erick.

Darkness twisted, filling his body with shadows of power.

Resons trapped in his flesh like gold dust between cells spilled out of his everything, filtering into pathways that did not exist anymore, but which sprang into existence when they realized that’s what Erick wanted.

Erick’s mana channels regrew all the easier for it—

[Reson Wallet] snapped to his mana channels, directly placing its main generative body in the space of his body and soul where his core used to be, and Erick allowed it. It was all conceptual, anyway. His body, soul, and mind hadn’t changed at all.

But his paradoxically existent and non-existent mana channels did reappear, and when the channels to his brain truly regrew, that was when Erick let the whole thing take over on its own.

Erick watched as a forgotten part of himself regrew from Darkness and gold, and then the Darkness faded and the gold filed into place, vanishing from sight once again.

Erick checked himself out in the real world, and mentally turned on the tap.

White gold flowed into the shadows of his core space, rebuilding a part of himself that Erick had lost in the ascension. But also not. That white gold flickered and faded inward, becoming one with his Body, Mind, and Soul, turning invisible once again. His actual core never regrew. The process of reson creation was like a continual glittering that reflected within all of his new mana channels, like some sort of fiber optic light show.
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So that seemed to be working now.

And now he had 9 resons! Or at least 9 that he knew about, plus however many he had innately, or whatever.

This was good.

… Erick turned the tap 100% to resons—

Golden crystals shattered out of his body, crashing out in every direction, breaking the third floor of his mage tower and a small part of his house.

Erick turned the flow back down to 5%.

The flow turned normal.

Erick spent the next several moments extracting himself from his crystal prison, scattering gold out and away from his house, and then he took a few minutes to rebuild the mage tower with his Authority. Nothing was truly damaged, either physically in the real world or metaphysically inside of Erick’s soul, which was great news.

Erick went outside of the castle, onto the open ground with the grasses and the moss on Yggdrasil’s root, to test out various percentages of reson conversion, going up slowly from 5%.

At 10%, Erick’s core and mana channels were filled with a continuous swirl of gold-white light, like a constant roil of lightning-fire, that escaped his mana channels and core and began to show up inside his flesh. He had millions of Health preventing actual damage to him, though, so that golden outpour only manifested when it actually escaped his skin. Or when it exited other, more easily exitable areas.

Erick didn’t think too much about that.

At 11%, the lightning-fire easily expanded past his skin, manifesting amber in sheets that fell from his chest and thighs and all the other parts of him.

Erick turned the flow down to 9%, and kept it there, because 9% seemed good. At 9% Erick’s core-space turned into an illusion of a gold-white core, and his mana channels appeared more ‘ephemeral’ than ‘firework’ or ‘lightning’. Maybe it was a slow strobe light? Yeah, that worked. No actual reson manifesting, though; all of that stuff went into his Status, exactly like it should.

He was now at 3.75 resons per second production, at a cost of 33.75 mana per second. He wasn’t sure what he could do with resons, aside from spend them and probably cast magics with them…

Hmm.

Erick waited till he had a thousand resons, which didn’t take very long at all, and then he controlled his aura to add… hmm. 6 resons? Yes. Erick added 6 resons to [Fireball] spellwork and flickered the flames upward—

A sun of fire replaced the entire sky overhead, burning, incinerating—

Erick rapidly threw dispels and siphon at the magic, drawing it back, pulling it inward, erasing the flames as best he could, and then when that didn’t fully work he slammed his Authority around the magic, condensing it from a contained nuclear fire down to Fire-aspected resons that rapidly decayed into nothing.

Erick had accidentally carved away the upper half of his mage tower. He had accidentally done a lot. He burned away a good several square kilometers of green away from Yggdrasil’s white root, and set the surface of the lake to boiling. Yggdrasil’s actual root was just a little blackened. Seemed fine? Sure. Seemed fine.

Erick looked around and said to himself, “Okay! That was a mistake. What the fuck did I just do?”

He thought.

He did it again, but this time he did a much more controlled creation of fire.

A tiny ball of pure white heat unfurled in front of Erick. It was like standing on the surface of a sun, or inside of a blast furnace. Yggdrasil’s root blackened. Erick’s Health took a huge, continuous hit, but he had millions of Health in the tank so this was nothing to be worried about. Even Yggdrasil’s damage was only surface deep. And so, Erick stared at the fire, and tried to understand it—

“Ah ha!”

It reminded Erick of something he hadn’t felt in a while.

It was the Red Dot.

This, then, was magnitude 9 Fire Magic; the instantiation of True Fire.

Erick sent his Mana Siphon-laced tendrils of Benevolence into the ball of fire and soaked the damage, pulling out the power of the thing he had created. Embarrassingly, or maybe worriedly, Erick took a while to break down his ‘White Dot’, which showed him the power of resons.

It seemed that resons were like ritual magic.

This was singing-at-the-mana levels of power.

So.

A lot of power.

And now Erick had...

- -

Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), ??? (Margleknot)] [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 0, Margleknot]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 32.9m per day / 380 per second , [Darkness Level = 2.22x Ascension baseline]

Body: 208

Mind: 306

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+345, -3] Basic upkeep

Mp: 5.8m/∞, ↑ [+118, -1] Basic upkeep

Hp: 5.7m/∞, ↑ [+104, -1] Basic upkeep

Pp: 5.7m/∞, ↑ [+104, -1] Basic upkeep

Resons: 2,187 [+34 = +3.8]

- -

“… I have 2,187 of these, in addition to whatever I already had. Wow, those pile up fast,” Erick said... But then he looked at the rest of his Status. “And my Darkness went from 2.19 to 2.22, which means that I either significantly grew my Darkness by doing this act, or this was residual growth from the sun in the sky and all of Margleknot knowing me now... Really hard to know— But my Body and Mind went up, too? How did… They were at 207 and 304… How did they go up?”

Erick looked inside of his soul and saw resons soaking slowly into his Stats. All of his Stats. They weren’t just disappearing like they were into his Soul, Mind, and Body... And mostly Mind, actually. That’s where almost all of the resons were going. Resons liked being inside the mind? Sure. Nice thing to know. Kind of expected, too. Other than that, the resons were sticking around for a fraction of a moment longer inside all of his entire self. They were empowering his Base Stats.

For some reason.

Erick told them mentally. ‘No. Stop that’.

And that worked.

The resons began rapidly disappearing into Erick’s everything once again. They still mostly went into his Mind, though. Resons were reasons for being, after all; they were consciousness manifested, among other ways of calling them.

It was still surprising that telling them how to act got them acting properly once again, though.

Erick pulled out of his soul.

He checked his Status, and it looked good. The property was a right mess, though. Exposed roots. Burned moss and grass. Broken castle.

Erick washed the land with his Authority and fixed everything, taking care to make sure the land was stable and the castle was good and the waters were fine. There were still quite a lot of crystallized resons everywhere, but Erick tried waving his Authority at them, hinting with a bit of Intent that Yggdrasil could take that away for his own use—

Words appeared.

Thanks, Father.

The golden crystals sunk into the white root and then vanished from sight and sense as the power flowed away, off to wherever it was these things went. To all the rest of Margleknot and beyond, Erick expected.

Erick tested releasing resons next; not casting with them.

He held out his hand and willed open the mana veins that went to his palm, almost like he was channeling mana, but different. Gold-white crystals erupted up and out of his palm and halfway down his forearm, shredding his flesh. Blood spurted. It was rather uncomfortable, but not too uncomfortable. Erick shook out his hand and let the resons fall all around him, then he plucked out a few stubborn crystals from his palm. Flesh mended. Skin healed. No actual damage had been done, aside from a few hundred points of Health.

Not enough to worry about.

Erick tried using his aura to exude the resons, instead of channeling them through his veins.

With a white glow around his hand and a comfortable channel, Erick deposited a gold-white sphere of what might have been ‘1 reson’ into his palm. The white rapidly vanished from the gold, leaving behind a somewhat mundane-looking amber-like sphere about the size of a small egg.

Erick held it up to the light and witnessed unfiltered brilliance.

It was difficult to understand exactly what he was seeing, but he knew Possibility when he saw it. There was fire and lightning and healing and void all inside this little bit of reson, but there was also undiluted purpose. This little thing felt like it was a rock at the top of a hill. If it fell this way or that it would be the start of an avalanche that could change the world.

Or maybe it was simply a really good cup of coffee. A cup of brew that you remember having on vacation at some seaside cafe even ten years later; a memory that keeps you going when you least expected it to crop up.

With a small grin, Erick tried swallowing the reson with his aura, taking it back into himself—

The reson uncreated itself as it flowed into Erick’s body and settled down with his Self.

So that was that!

Erick wasn’t able to do that with Benevolence crystals… But then again he had never tried outside of the Script.

Huh.

Erick released Benevolence next, trying to make a simple crystal. That worked, and soon Erick held a meter-long length of glowing white Benevolence about as thick as his forearm that shimmered prismatically. He tried absorbing the crystal through his aura, as simply as he had absorbed the resons, and the crystal ended up in shards inside his hand and flesh. So yeah. That didn’t work.

When he used Mana Siphon on it, though, that worked. Of course Mana Siphon worked on mana, though.

Erick checked his soul and saw that [Reson Wallet] had hooked into his body a lot more than Mana Siphon had, which probably accounted for that oddness there…

Interesting.

Well.

Moving on.

Erick went around with his aura and sucked up the resons that had erupted from his flesh earlier.

Feeling really good about all of his new payment system options, Erick decided it was time to get back out there. First thing he needed was, again, clothes.

Erick plotted out a little garden space and then grew a cottonfruit plant with a bit of [Grow]. Soon, fibrous, long fruit pods dangled from branches, and Erick plucked them. Transforming wet cottonfruit into actual clothes was as easy as using his aura to press, dry, string, and then weave. He went rather fine with the cloth, going slow and probably with a bit too much perfectionism, because he was making clothes that he hoped he could wear more than once.

Once he was clothed again in white and black and bits of platinum, Erick made himself a whole lot of Benevolence-soaked platinum in order to create a proper gift for Lionshard, to thank him for his assistance with a bunch of stuff. Turning his right pointer fingernail into a dragonclaw, Erick began carving power into the platinum, turning mana-soaked metal into a ring of [Renew] about a meter across. A little while later, with the [Renew] systems working, Erick imbued the ring with [Reson Gathering].

The ‘Ring of Reson Gathering’ glowed a subtle white as it hovered there where Erick had put it, due to some stabilizing Force Magics.

Erick threw some basic Benevolence mana at his creation and shards of gold crystal spilled out of the empty space at the top of the circle. Good. It should work with all types of mana, too, but to be sure about that, Erick Altered his mana to a mishmash of Elements. The ring transformed a shower of random mana into gold resons, but the conversion rate… Seemed to be less than Erick’s Benevolence could do…

Oh.

This was actually a big deal. Conversion rates outside of Benevolence were not great.

“… This is fine? Lionshard just needs to Alter to Benevolence first, and it can’t be that hard, right?”

… Maybe it was really hard, actually. Erick had no frame of reference for that difficulty. This was still the gift Erick was going to give the platinum dragon, though.

Once Erick was done with that, he went to see some of his messages gathering by his front gate.

He plucked out the best messages according to his Lightning Path and rapidly gained another appreciation for the vastness of infinity. Problems abounded; the work was literally never ending.

Erick jotted down the top 103 problems, each of which might incur reson costs from ten thousand resons, to ten billion, or trillion. Erick had no idea. There were several ‘reconnect a lost world’, like Abarial. There was a major request to ‘Please contribute to the resurrection cost line’, which was 1000 resons per person, and which usually had a person waiting 10 years before a resurrection. There was ‘The Celestial Observatory wishes to speak with you!’, which was something that Erick would actually be following up with later.

But first, Erick went and knocked on Lionshard’s door.

- - - -

Lionshard looked at Erick’s gift.

The guy himself had left not an hour ago after a rather nothing-conversation regarding the new sun in the sky and his Reson Gathering spellwork, and after handing over a curated list of problems he wanted his new sun’s power directed toward. The list was great. Lionshard thought that Erick was way too soft of a touch, though. If a simple message and explanation of a plight was enough to get him to help then…

Well.

He would be drowning in work and burning out way too fast.

Lionshard had tried telling him that he was taking on way too much work for not enough self-benefit, informing him about mana costs and such, and how one sun was not enough to solve any of these problems, but Erick didn’t want to hear it. And so, Erick had left, and Lionshard had set up solutions to the problems that Erick had given him, setting the systems of Margleknot to direct resons in those directions…

And now he was here, looking at Erick’s gift.

It was a Renew symbol, but for reson generation. It was a LOT better than Lionshard’s current conversion rate of 50 Fate mana to 1 Reson, but only if he used Benevolence mana for it, of which he had none. The conversion of Fate to Benevolence was… adequate, as he had explained to Erick. This Reson Gathering did not change the universe at all, but it was certainly a boon for Erick’s goals, and Margleknot was certainly already using as much Benevolence as he could, just to get these same conversion rates.

Lionshard wondered if Margleknot would be changing his publicly available conversion rates anytime soon. Would his 10-to-1 rate become 9-to-1?

Probably not. Margleknot would simply be getting a bit more efficient, behind the scenes. The system would work marginally better. Margleknot’s overall, real conversion rate was 9.97-to-1, and only because certain non-mana powers of his allow him to do that. Maybe his real rate would go to 9.94?

Erick’s rate was firmly at 9-to-1, though. He could become a very successful banker, if he wanted.

Lionshard was both jealous and incredibly happy for Erick.

After extensive testing, and after some proper mana altering and frameshifting, Lionshard had managed to eke out an 11 Fate to 1 reson conversion using Erick’s machine.

Which was phenomenal, for him.

But Margleknot’s conversion rate was 10 to 1.

So this didn’t actually help him at all.

Lionshard would continue to use Margleknot’s banking system. He had explained that to Erick who seemed to have taken that news okay, and also some other, odder way. At the mention of Margleknot’s bank, Erick got too chaotic to read. Lionshard let that bit of weird chaos go in order to get back on topic. ‘No’, Lionshard had explained, ‘Thank Margleknot (‘Yggdrasil’, Lionshard supposed) you have not upset Margleknot (the city) as much as you think you have.’

It was a good thing that Erick hadn’t upset the Balance too much…

“But this is touching a fate too large, for sure. And yet, Benevolence is in response to Malevolence, so is this a Balance shift at all? … Yes, it is. Malevolence was never that strong, but Evil has been rather stronger than Good for a long time. So this was… a good thing?” Lionshard was having trouble reading that particular Fate. “… Whatever the case, people are going to be shifting toward Benevolence cultivation, for sure.” Lionshard hummed as he inspected his gift. After several minutes, he decided, “This is really too extravagant of a gift. I need to give him something better in return… What, though? What could possibly be better than this? This is… A lot of money, as soon as I deign to hire someone to make resons for me cheaper with this. I would need to raise someone to power, though that shouldn’t be too hard. As for this artifact itself… Well it’s archival grade, for sure. I’ll have to put it on a pedestal, I think. Where should it go?”

Lionshard hummed and thought.

He had been meaning to organize the Margleknot archive section anyway. This would be a good new centerpiece? Yes. That worked.

“But what gift to give Erick in return?”

Lionshard thought, and thought, and thought, and eventually Guided Fate toward a good decision for himself.

“Ah. Clothes and food— Or rather fabrics and directions of where to find food he would like. Yes. That’s a better idea.”

Lionshard opened his messaging book and found an old standby.

“Hello. I would like to place an order for moonglow, sunglow, darkglow, and lightglow base fabrics, and a wardrobe of suits and various other clothes to fit the new Father of Margleknot… Yes, this is a real order. Yes, this is actually Lionshard calling you— This is still Lighthold’s Weavery, yes? I know I called the right number— Sure. I’ll hold.”

Lionshard frowned a little. Was Lighthold’s going downhill? No, surely not. Lionshard would have called someone else if they were. Lighthold’s was still one of the best tailors in all of Margleknot, right? Right. When had he ordered clothes from them last, though? … Oh. 3,551 years ago. Ah.

That would explain why they didn’t know it was him.

… Maybe he was too much of a hermit—

“Ah! Hello, Lighthold— Oh. You’re his son? Oh he passed? Ah. I’m sorry to hear that. 1,500 years ago? Ah. I have been out of current events for a while. My condolences. Can you still do— Ah! You can? Wonderful.” Lionshard smiled. “I have a big order for you. Yes, for the new Father of Margleknot. He got me a gift and I need to get him one, and I thought of clothes, and I thought of you— Your father, but I look forward to your work, too. So that’ll be moonglow and...”









- - - -









Erick stood on the grass of the lands of his property and asked the air, “I have a bank account?”

Words appeared.

You have an account which is only accessible here, in Margleknot. Your current balance is: 0

Current income: 167b per day

Current expenditures: Max.

Time till finished: <∞

If you want to pay for anything at all, you can stop funneling resons into the projects you have lined up and then pay for something, but your personal reson wallet is more than sufficient for common needs. Paying off the resurrection costs for people is a never ending process. I’ve devoted 50% of your income to that, and the rest to the lineup of needs you’ve already handed over to Lionshard.

“… Huh. Okay.” Erick said, “Thanks, Yggdrasil!”

The words in front of him bobbed, and then vanished.

Erick turned around and went out the gate of his front property, stepping—

- - - -

— onto black crystal roads. English-looking black crystal buildings lined both sides of the wide, black road. Steep roofs and balconies were everywhere, with little signs in curled script hanging off of black crystal bars above doors. People walked to and fro, headed here or there. That place over there was a bar. That place over there was an apartment building. There was a messenger office, which Erick assumed was for sending out letters like the stars he had gathered by his front door. There was a grocery. A spice store. Clothing store. There was a lot, and all of it looked high-end.

Prices ranged from 1 reson to 3 resons to a few more esoteric currencies for the odder items. A piece of clothing in that store that looked like a cloak made of Illusion cost ‘1 favor’, which was both interesting and telling. There was a bit of a barter system going on, but most transactions were done in resons.

Erick was glad he had made his wallet, even if Margleknot already had an automagic banking system.

Erick widened his senses a little, extending his sight up through a little pseudopod of aura. The city stretched out before Erick, and behind him. He had stepped through a black archway on the side of the road, and into a land of powers and so very many different races of people. He saw winged people and orcs-but-blue and people made of rocks and people that looked human but who had long ears— Ah! Some sort of elf, Erick imagined. Maybe they were astraelif, the ‘cosmic people’, and whom most would consider the dominant race of this cosmology.

Some people looked at him like he was strange, and then went about their days.

Erick loved that.

He was just another guy— Ah. He had forgotten to put his horns away. Or shrink down some. Ah. This was fine? Sure. This was fine. The city seemed full of horned people, or people with oddities and whatnot. He was pretty much average-sized right now, it seemed… Except for when it came to those really short people over there, moving in a group. They looked like goblins but with seafoam green skin and bodies like tiny supermodels. Kinda weird.

Erick went to find the Black Crystal Tavern, just to see what Shadow was up to. She might be mad, which was fine. In his defense, he had been busy getting his house in order. His house was still very much not in order at all, but that was fine, for now.

Erick stepped onto the road and walked down the way, only now realizing that he didn’t have shoes.

… Eh, the centaur guy over there didn’t have shoes, either, and neither did the lizard people buying bread in that bakery over there. Some of the astral elfs didn’t have shoes either… but those people looked like bums in dirty clothes and with dirty faces— Actually, the dirt on their faces was applied artfully, and their clothes only looked ripped and with shredded edges. That was on purpose.

Erick probably looked more like a bum than those guys...

Oh. Shit. He did look like a bum.

Erick smiled.

He loved this even more. He was just a bum going on a walk on the town! This was great.

Erick strode down the side of the street, walking with traffic to a place outlined in Yggdrasil’s Guidebook. The edge of the Old Dragon district was rather only a few kilometers wide, at the widest, but it was incredibly long. How long? Tens of thousands of kilometers long. And yet it only looked 4 kilometers long.

To the left of this black crystal land stood mirages of houses beyond ephemeral gates. To the right were gates leading to mortal lands. Here in the middle, in this infinity of length that looked 4 kilometers long, were repeats of businesses, but no repeats of houses or apartment buildings. People lived wherever they wanted, and they could visit the same bakery every day if they wanted, but the bakery over there was repeated in this same ‘4 kilometer length’ of the black crystal district over and over and over. Did they really visit the same bakery every day if they chose the one right next to their house? If they chose the one right next to their house, then yes. If they picked a different one, on one of the other iterations of the Black Crystal District, then that question was not so easily answered.

‘The Bakery’ —which was named exactly that, simply ‘the Bakery’— only looked like a normal bakery in a single building in a normal location with a footprint several tens of square meters large. In truth, the Bakery was actually a multi-dimensional bakery that existed alongside the entire length of the black crystal part of the Dragon District. It had a few thousand employees, and every repeat of the edge of this Dragon District was just another expression of the same building.

If Erick walked down the far edge of the place, he would end up behind himself and in a different sub-layer of infinity, and find slightly different people living in a slightly different ‘same district’.

The only way in which it was not a simple 10,000 kilometer long repeating place, was that if you wanted to meet a specific person, and if they wanted to meet you, then you just agreed to meet ‘at the bakery’ or ‘at the Black Crystal Tavern’, and you would be able to do exactly that. If you walked with the intent of finding a bakery that wasn’t crowded, you would end up there in 4 short kilometers, at the longest. If you wanted to see a big crowd somewhere, you could do that, too.

It was all about walking with intent.

And so, Erick walked with intent, down the road, ignoring the first Black Crystal Tavern he came to, looping around to the next sub-layer, to walk by the bakery once again.

And then he found the Black Crystal Tavern.

Shadow peeked out over the railing overhead, spotted him, and yelled out, “Took you long enough! Get up here! I’ll buy you a beer.”

Erick chuckled. “Sure, sure.”

The Black Crystal Tavern was a place of ‘adventurer ambiance’, as they would have called it back on Veird. Or ‘delver ambiance’, these days, with the dungeons and all. That first phrase was still hard-indoctrinated into the lexicon of many different people back home, though. This place would have suited them all well.

Wooden structure. Cozy, inviting lighting. A bard playing soft music on a fiddle on stage. People in coats and nicer clothes sitting in booths, drinking beer or wine and talking in low voices, or cheering with each other and eating food and spilling beer… Except no beer got spilled.

It was the little things that let Erick know this place might look lower class, but it was very, very high class. Beer never spilled; it flowed all the way out of the cup, but then flowed right back in. Sawdust, ostensibly meant to make it easier/safer to clean up and walk around drunk upon, had no beer spills, or blood, or even vomit. It was perfectly clean, and kept that way, because no one vomited, or maybe those messes were simply cleansed away when they happened. The stuff behind the bar was all boomingly magical; it was like looking at artifact level enchanted stuff, and worse… Or maybe just like looking at resons, now that Erick realized how he was thinking, and what this place actually was. There were multiple floors to the place, and as Erick looked up through the open-air center of the bar, to the upper floors, he saw the floors extend up to infinity, or maybe just 10,000 or so. Hard to say—

“Hello! Is this your first time here?” asked a pleasant looking young woman wearing simple barmaid’s clothes, but a barmaid from some other world. She had a weird, ‘art fashion show’ sort of look to her, but only in small ways, from the cut of her collar to the white tunic which held up her ample chest like a corset. “I’m going to assume it’s your first time.”

Erick smiled, and said, “Yes. Sorry if I was staring. Everyone is very different from back home.”

The young woman smiled kindly, then said, “How about a first drink on the house, then. Come on over here.”

Erick easily followed the woman to the bar.

She went behind the bar and grabbed a cold mug, asking Erick, “We’ve got all sorts of flavors. Name it and we got it, and if we don’t have it, we can get it. Your free beer is gonna be one of the cheaper options, though.”

Erick chuckled, then said, “I’d like 5% alcohol on something even-bodied. Not dark, not light. Something that you’d drink with a nice sandwich. I’d also like to know what they actually cost, because I’m a bit lost on that and none of your prices are labeled.”

The woman nodded as she smiled, then she turned to the seven beer taps behind the bar. She gripped one of them that was a dark beer, but she didn’t pull that one. She moved it to the right, and, like the wall wasn’t a solid wall at all, she spun the entire beer tap selection like a frictionless treadmill toward the side. Beer taps appeared and then disappeared as that part of the wall, and that part of the wall only, slipped on by—

She grabbed a handle, stopping the treadmill and pouring the beer in the same motion. She had picked out something called ‘Simple As’, and it looked and smelled exactly like the kind of beer Erick wanted. It took a lot longer to fill the cup than Erick expected it would, though.

She said, “This one is called Simple As, and it’s about that complicated. Currency here is a bit different than where you’re from, no doubt. You don’t seem to have any money on you, unless buttons can be traded for money?”

“Ah? No.” Erick looked at his platinum buttons. “… Well. They could be, I suppose. I wasn’t planning on it. I assumed metal wasn’t useful here at all.”

“Ehhhh… That’s a bit reductive. It’s useful. Just not in this particular land. We price things in resons here.” She finished pouring the beer and handed it to Erick. “Let me know if you like it!”

Erick was sure he would. He took a sip, and it was just about the best beer he had ever tasted. It reminded him of simpler times, before he was the Wizard of Benevolence, back when he was simply the Particle Archmage. That time of drinking beer with Al at the bars of Spur certainly didn’t last nearly as long as Erick wished it could have.

Erick smiled, and held the beer in his hands, saying, “It’s fantastic.”

“I can usually pick out a proper option, so I’m glad to see I haven’t lost that touch.” The woman said, “As for prices: a small cup of Simple As is 1 reson, which is just the size of the cup. Simple As is a middle-of-the-road beer, but as for where it lands among our total options, it’s on the very low end. That’s a deep cup in your hands right now, which is 10 resons for Simple As, because it’s 10 cups of beer. Endless cups are 5 resons for the cup itself, and then whatever you drink from it is added on. Drinks are paid for when-served. Endless cups need to be prepaid. Food and such is paid for when-done.

“You’re very good about keeping your power to yourself, which is appreciated. Some patrons are not that together, so please be mindful of others.

“Fighting in the bar is forbidden.

“This is my absolute domain, and I reserve the right to deny service to anyone I wish.” The woman said, “I’m Lyra Vonaldar; the owner of the Black Crystal Tavern. Nice to meet you.”

Erick nodded. “Ah! Nice to meet the owner so soon. I’m incognito right now and very much enjoying it, if that’s okay.”

Lyra raised an eyebrow. And then she flicked the air.

The space around them became impenetrable. The rest of the bar vanished. It was just Lyra and Erick, hanging out in the middle of a violet black void.

The owner of the establishment said, “It’s fine to be incognito, but I don’t allow anyone into my business if I don’t know who they are. If you agree to that and tell me your name, then you can stay. I certainly won’t go blabbing your name all over the place; that you can trust, just like you can trust me to keep this place organized and peaceful.”

“Erick Flatt,” Erick said, without reservation.

Lyra’s eyes went wide. And then she calmed. “… Huh. Okay. I knew you were a big deal, but not that big. In that case.” She reached up behind the bar, to the shelves of special drinks, and she pulled down the shelves like she was moving a different treadmill downward. The lower options vanished into wherever they went, and more and more high-class options appeared as upper shelves manifested. She went all the way to the top, where a staggeringly gold bottle of something very large and expensive sat on the top shelf, but she didn’t go for that one. She went for the second-to-the-top shelf, grabbing a violet bottle of brew. She popped the cork on that one and the impenetrable air of the protected bar space filled with a soft call toward great times and good memories. It was like the entire atmosphere of the entire bar crammed into a liquid form. She poured herself a small shot glass of violet swirls, and then poured one for Erick, too. “A taste of Homey Heavens. A welcome to the neighborhood.”

Erick took the small shot glass, wondering at—

Lyra said, “To good times.” And then she downed hers.

Erick downed his—

For a moment, Erick was sitting down with everyone he ever loved for a nice meal and a good vacation, but from several different times in his life. There was Jane, trying her spicy wings down at Enduring Forge. There was Teressa, serving a whole roast cow at Festival that one year. There was Poi, with his fish dishes he made for a different Festival. There was Ophiel, with his purpleberry pie inside Benevolence, and right beside him was Quilatalap, also with his purpleberry pie. There was Yggdrasil, sitting at the bar with him, nodding.

The memory faded.

Erick breathed deep the faint smell of Elsewhere.

Erick chuckled, wiping away a small tear, saying, “To good times.”

“It’s nice to meet you, True Wizard of Benevolence,” Lyra said. “Got a name you’d like to be called on your tab?”

“Erick is fine, I suppose. I’m not one for lying very well at all.” Erick gestured at the violet brew. “How much does that one cost?”

“Not for sale. Only to be used for special occasions. Other than that, a billion resons a sip.” Lyra said, “We have thousands of ‘Erick’s, so no one will really know who you are until you use your full name. Most won’t even know then, but I like to keep apprised of gigantic local matters.”

Erick chuckled. “It’s only one new sun out of however many there are up there. 14? 15?”

“14 visible ones. The rumor is that 7 or 8 exist outside of Margleknot’s Sky, but sometimes that number is as high as 11. That red/blue one here in this sky only looks like two suns sometimes.”

“Every time I learn more, I have to reevaluate my idea of how big this place is.”

Lyra smiled. “That’ll never stop. As an example: I heard your inclusion into the resurrection line has already dropped the average wait time from 10.05 years to 9.87 years. Or at least that’s how the maths are mathing right now. The various warlords will likely increase their attempted captures of new lands, though, so that number will go back up to 10 years soon enough. They like to plan their campaigns around how long their people may or may not be dead, and 10 years is the accepted rate of how long they’re fine with people staying dead.”

Erick sat stunned. “… Fucking hells. In one breath I hear a good thing and in the other breath it’s open season for warlords to warlord more.”

Lyra grinned wide, saying, “That’s the kind of reaction I expect from a truly good man. It was very nice to meet you, Erick Flatt. I know all the best gossip around the Black Crystal District, so come around and share a drink with me sometime if you want to know some esoteric shit, or if you have any good stories of your own to tell. I can help you make connections based on what you choose to share.”

Erick paused. He asked, “I’m looking to permanently kill the dragon that has current Fae Enclave control over my world. How do I go about doing that?”

“A thousand resons.”

Erick held out his aura and dropped a thousand resons into a single amber sphere. It glowed like a sun, there upon the wooden counter.

Lyra gathered up the trinket, disappearing it into the palm of her hand. “You’re going to have an easier time finding capable people to help you if you look outside of Margleknot. Everyone inside the Grand City has an agenda, while most people outside of the city only want to get here for the power that this place might bring them out there, and those outsider agendas are much easier to work with than the complicated things of this land.

“You’re already spilling out Benevolence to the multiverse, so see about shifting that Benevolence with some Fate magic and other sources of controlling futures in order to find people to help you build your case against Nothanganathor out there in the rest of the universe. Gather them. Raise them. Use them here in Margleknot and then send them back home better for the exchange, or bring them with you to Veird when you go back.

“Whatever happens with the Fae Enclave, you’re going to need warriors to truly extol the virtues of your case against Nothanganathor.

“As for looking for help inside Margleknot, you might seek out the Wraithborne Tower and ask them for help finding good lawyers— I know this option disgusts you, for the Good of you is written in the very suns of Margleknot, and your disgust at this option is there upon your face, but the best lawyers truly do work for them.

“Or you could trust your Benevolence to try to pick people from the Waiting Room for you. Resurrections-on-the-cheap is always a good way to get help. The standard agreement for that is that you hire them for the years they would have needed to wait in line, and after that they’re free to go. You can offer better rates than the standard contract, but only the desperate would take you up on that because you would look suspicious. You don’t want desperate people working for you.

“Make sure whoever you hire is soul shackled, otherwise they would simply skip out on their debts— And yes. I can see that disgusts you, but that’s how it’s done. If you have a better way to make people pay their debts in an infinite world, then you can go ahead and invent that and change everything.

“The Celestial Observatory is a place you must go, but don’t expect much from them. Shadow already went to them long ago and they absolutely refuse to work with her on anything at all. They might work with you, but probably not, because of Shadow.

“Shadow is the main proponent trying to save Veird from Nothanganathor’s clutches, but while she can help you in some ways she is wild magic and she has burned many gates trying to control and rescue the remnants of her previous universe. Use her or not. It’s up to you. She’s waiting upstairs.

“And finally: Don’t make enemies before you make friends. As I said earlier, everyone in Margleknot has agendas with everyone else, and we’re all near enough to true immortals that pissing anyone off has a way of backfiring on you a long way into the future. Countless immortals have come here and been ostracized for their actions, and thus they have no influence at all. Shadow is touching that line right now.

“Nothanganathor made many, many friends before he became the Arbiter of Veird. That’s how he got there.” Lyra finished, then said, “That’s about what 1,000 resons will buy you. I hope it was helpful.”

It had been very helpful, actually.

Erick said, “You confirmed a lot of the plans I already made and added some nuance that I needed to know. Thank you. You must have some sort of fateful decision making power?”

Lyra smiled. “I do; just like all the other Old Dragons of this land. To answer your next question is another thousand resons.”

Erick deposited another thousand-reson crystal on the table.

Lyra swiped it up, saying, “My agenda is to have a bar that my friends can eventually find without error, as long as they ascend high enough. They’ve all died ten thousand times and been reincarnated ten thousand different ways, but they’re all still out there in the universe. They’re still existent, and thus hope remains. I know this because they’re all still tied to me, and I to them. I try to nudge things to make it easier for them sometimes, but sometimes they go up against too large of odds, or they’re too far away, and so they die and are reborn again in some other time and place.” She shrugged, putting the violet bottle back up on the top shelf, saying, “And so, I wait for them to join me.”

Erick felt his Lightning Path open wide.

He held out a hand and conjured a reson crystal that was not exactly gold. He set it on the counter, saying, “Good luck to your family.”

Lyra paused. And then she reached out to the resons. It was not a normal golden color. It was slightly white. She hesitated. And then she swiped it up. It vanished. “… Thank you.” She asked, “What does it do?”

“I’ve no idea.”

Lyra chuckled, then she dropped the barrier between here and everywhere else, saying, “Good luck, good sir.”

Erick picked up his beer and nodded. “Thanks for the welcoming beer.”

Erick walked away—

Shadow was up there on the second floor, peering down at him from the edge of the balcony.

Shadow called out, “Finally!”

No one seemed to care that Shadow was yelling. Some people seemed disgusted by her actions. Erick just grinned and walked up the stairs to the right, to land on the second floor.

“Hello, Shadow.”

“Let’s sit in a privacy booth.”
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“Congrats on the sun. How much did you learn about Nothanganathor?”

They hadn’t been in the booth for more than a second. As soon as the privacy magics went up Shadow got right to business. She was moving fast.

Erick was right there with her. “I learned he’s on the list of approved evils of Margleknot, and that he was sent to the Painted Cosmology in order to find out what happened to Margleknot’s Painted Cosmology extension of himself, and then the Sundering happened, and now he’s Arbiter of Veird. That timeline is measured in thousands of years, I am sure.

“I’m around 90% sure that the people here do not know that Nothanganathor caused the Sundering, and I have no idea if they know that Nothanganathor is corralling Veird in order to take Melemizargo’s Mantle of the God of Magic for some reason. I’m not sure how you people don’t know that, but that’s the impression I get.” Erick added, “There’s a lot more, but it’s rather nuanced. I got a Margleknot-created report on my own life, which should highlight a lot of what went down on Veird, which I am rather sure that a lot of people got, too, but it’s missing all of the specifics of Nothanganathor. I’m rather certain that that is because Margleknot still has a dedicated agreement with Nothanganathor for the knowledge he was supposed to find, which he never did, so he cannot work against Nothanganthor directly.”

Shadow listened, the gloom around her deepening as Erick spoke, and then turning absolutely Dark when he mentioned the Sundering. When Erick finished, she was composed again, as she said, “The shape of Nothanganathor’s general story is fully known in these lands, though no one believes he caused the Sundering. That I was never able to fully prove to the Enclave. I doubt you will be able to prove it either. I doubt they will even accept your testimony since you are not originally from Veird.”

Erick asked, “What’s up with that, anyway?”

Shadow controlled her anger, and said, “Until a True Wizard naturally arises from a quarantined land, then those lands remain quarantined. Veird is quarantined because it is the survivor of a True Sundering, and Nothanganathor is the Arbiter because…” She frowned. She said, “Because he’s my great, great, hundred-great grandson, and I never cared for Margleknot or this universe or the Fae Enclave here, and so I failed to care enough about the bureaucracy of this land. When the Sundering happened, Nothanganathor was already there, gathering all the parts of the Painted Cosmology that fell into this universe in order to contain whatever problem it was that caused the Sundering. ‘Containing universal destructions’ are an extension of the original duties he took for himself, to discover the cause of the loss of the ‘Margleknot’s world tree’ —Pah! He shouldn’t have had that duty. We had had many surviving True Wizards. They should have been allowed to take over Veird, but Nothanganathor killed them all… though I was never able to prove that, either.”

Erick sat back in his chair. Fury swirled in his heart, mind, and soul, but it was a distant sort of fury.

He had a think.

He figured out his first question rather fast.

Erick looked at Shadow, saying, “You know what caused the loss of Margleknot’s link to the Painted Cosmology, don’t you.”

“No. Actually. I do not.” Shadow sniped, “Because there never was a Margleknot connection to my Painted Universe! It was a separate freaking universe, Erick. It had no connection at all to this one!”

Yggdrasil slipped into the booth with them, already looking furious, saying, “Untrue! Planars existed as they always have, and I had a part of me in there—”

Shadow sniped at him, “No natural connection! People crossed over all the time, and you slipped a person into my universe, you fucker. That’s common as shit, though! Happens to every universe out there! And you have a part of you everywhere, you damned Old Roots! You didn’t have a powerful version of yourself in my universe at all! I didn’t let you!”

“And maybe! If you would have! The Sundering never would have happened!” Margleknot said, “I stabilize universes!”

“You control universes! You’re an extension of the Old Fae bastards who we got away from!”

“I help your kind, fairy, and all others—” Margleknot suddenly restrained his anger. He sighed, as though this was an old argument that he never wanted to have. “I have always helped everyone I could.”

Shadow wiped away an unruly tear, marring her face with black as she controlled her voice, asking, “Is Erick’s testimony that Nothanganathor caused the Sundering enough to remove him from Arbiter?”

“… No. He’s not from Veird; he only grew there. Erick has no proof. No one has any proof. All the information we have is circumstantial evidence of Nothanganathor rolling back time when people got close to the Sundering Source, and he’s going to claim that he was simply preventing the apocalypse of your Painted Cosmology from spreading.” Yggdrasil explained to Erick, “He is Malevolence, and Malevolence is pointed toward bad ends, so all he has to do is avoid those bad ends in order to keep contained whatever caused the Sundering. He also uses Malevolence to keep himself in power, because the ‘bad ends’ it causes is ‘bad for everyone, in a way that benefits him’.” Yggdrasil looked to Shadow, adding, “The creation of Malevolence is why this one is probably completely at fault for the destruction of her own universe, though that’s never been proven either.”

Shadow’s eyes went from normal, grey-ish eyes, to absolute pools of Darkness as she slammed her fists on the table, shadows spilling out from everywhere around her. Her voice was an abyss as she said, “I did not destroy my universe.”

“Take it down a notch,” Yggdrasil spoke, with even more authority.

The air cleared.

Lyra briefly appeared around the corner of a pillar on the otherwise-empty floor of the tavern. She looked ready to give someone a talking-to; probably Erick, Shadow, and Yggdrasil. And then she saw who was sitting at her table, making the fuss, and she turned right back around.

Erick returned to the conversation, saying, “I’m not going to be taken seriously by the Fae Enclave with regard to their decision to empower Nothanganathor.”

“No,” said Shadow. “You’re a planar. You’re already far down on the list of respected people.”

“… What?” Erick asked, completely unsure what the heck Shadow even meant.

“You didn’t come up from a single location,” Shadow explained. “It makes your achievement less of an achievement.”

“You need to see them and be denied, and then you might have more options,” Yggdrasil said.

“Okay. Sure? How did I end up on Veird, anyway? Planars happen. How? Exactly?”

Shadow waved a hand, saying, “They happen! It’s magiphysics.”

Yggdrasil said, “Maybe focus on the current problem.”

Erick… allowed that digression. “Sure.” He asked, “So what’s the story of Malevolence?”

Yggdrasil looked to Shadow, as though waiting for her to lie.

Shadow narrowed her eyes at Yggdrasil, then said to Erick, “When Melemizargo’s mother, Ikaramaliana, chose to become One With The Dark and pass on the Mantle of Magic to a successor, there was a contest of strength. This is always how it is. Melemizargo prevailed. Nothanganathor did not, and he was an ass the entire tournament, and now we’re here.”

Yggdrasil gave her a ‘really?’ sort of look, then said, “And when Nothanganathor lost that contest for godhood Melemizargo cursed him, stripping him of his mana signature and his ability to ascend. So Nothanganathor grew wider rather than denser, becoming the sun-spanning never-god that envelops Veird’s sun. He is cursed to never ascend in any way, but he has as much strength as any world tree or proper ascended, which is a lot.”

“… Ah. So that’s a lot of theories confirmed.” And reasons for those theories. Erick said, “This whole time, this has been personal. This Sundering had always been a trap for Melemizargo, specifically. But Melemizargo needs some people in order to survive and for his godhood to remain intact, so Nothanganathor controls Veird to allow that, and to make people try and overthrow Melemizargo all the time. If Melemizargo ever let go of his mantle, for any reason, then Veird would instantly die, because Nothanganathor would surely intercept that exchange, and thus he would no longer have a need for the planet.”

Erick was furious all over again.

Shadow nodded. “I’ve never been able to prove it. He always lies so well in court.”

“What makes Melemizargo’s godhood special?”

“Nothing at all,” Shadow said, lying.

Yggdrasil lied too, shrugging as he said, “Not much.”

… Okay fine.

Erick went ahead and laid out the gist of his entire next train of thought, “When did your world tree person vanish, Yggdrasil? And did Nothanganathor eat it, taking that power for his own, in order to grow so large?”

Shadow widened her eyes at Yggdrasil in a very ‘Yeah! Tell us, asshole!’ sort of way.

And then she said, “Yeah! Tell us, asshole!”

Yggdrasil frowned at Shadow, then said, “About 9,000 years pre-sundering, so 10,450-ish Veird-time, is when a piece of myself died in the Painted Cosmology.”

“So about a thousand years after Melemizargo cursed Nothanganathor to obscurity?” Erick asked, to be sure. “Since Melemizargo was God of Magic for 10,000 years before the Sundering.”

“Like 9,900, but yes,” Shadow said.

“Yes,” Yggdrasil said. “That’s the correct-ish timeline.”

Erick looked to them both, saying, “I’m going to try for an injunction against Nothanganathor to take Arbiter of Veird from him, and if that fails, then I’m going to try something else. Yggdrasil. Could you please… I don’t know...” Erick felt his Lightning Path flicker and focus. “Direct the Benevolence to finding people who might make good lawyers among the rescued populace?”

Yggdrasil said, “I can’t do much in that direction, but I can give you some messages if anyone pops up. I don’t do directed control of anything like that; that would be interfering. You should hire some prognosticators to do that for you. There are some at the Celestial Observatory. And with that said: Can you leave Shadow and I to discuss something in private?”

“… Ah?” Erick paused.

Shadow stared at Yggdrasil, then frowned, and said, “I suppose we’re done for the moment, Erick, and Margleknot never speaks to me. I would like to accept his offer, and meet with you at your house later.”

Erick nodded. “Then I suppose I know enough for now.” Erick took one last gulp of his very nice beer, then hugged Yggdrasil.

Yggdrasil smiled, hugging him back. “Thank you, Father.”

Erick said, “I don’t really know anything, and the more I learn the more I realize I know nothing, but I do know I want peace and prosperity for Veird and to open them up to the greater universe. I also know I want to help as many other people as I can, but Veird comes first.” He pulled away from his son. “And I know you’re keeping so very many things away from me, guiding me toward them on my own time. I know that one of those hidden truths is massive. The Big One. When the greater danger is done, we’ll talk about this propensity of yours toward machinations and plotting of family, instead of just talking. I’m fine with not knowing the Big Truth for now, but I want to know it eventually.”

Yggdrasil’s face fell slightly. “I’m a lot more experienced than you are right now, Father. I know what I’m doing.”

“And I trust you. I’m also telling you that I am seeing things that concern me. I love you, Yggdrasil… and Margleknot.”

Yggdrasil smiled softly, then said, “It’s so easy for you to love weirdness and people you don’t quite trust or know, isn’t it.”

“Yes. Love is easy for me. I love you, my son.”

“I love you, too, father.”

Erick smiled. And then he gave his beer to Yggdrasil. “I only drank some of it. It’s pretty good! I’d like a portal to the Celestial Observatory, please.”

Yggdrasil happily took the beer and a portal opened to the side. Shadow, meanwhile, stared at the whole little conversation like a fish gasping for air.

Erick left behind a very flustered Shadow who rapidly reoriented on Margleknot, her entire demeanor changing into something more Dark, as Margleknot became something more Fractal. Erick imagined, for some reason, they were both representing Others in that moment. Or at least that’s what his intuition was telling him.

And then the portal—

- - - -

— closed behind him.

Erick did a few things rapidly. He looked around himself, he checked his reson wallet, and then he tried to reconcile what he knew with what he had just heard.

The land around him was clouds and distant crystal mountains and stars up above. Those distant mountains were sort of like Ar’Kendrithyst, actually, the entire crystal mountain made of white and blue spires. Here and there in those crystal cities, were domes. Those domes had crystal columns poking out of them. Those had to be the observatories of this land, this Celestial Observatory. Each individual mountain was connected by wide, solid sky bridges, too.

Erick stood upon one of those middle-of-the-sky bridges, far away from two different crystal-spire mountains.

Other than that, the land was rather understandable as disconnected mountain cities above the clouds, and lots of green valley lands below the sparse clouds, filled with even more cities that seemed much more rustic and normal. Roads. Rivers. Stone walls. People walking around at markets. Etcetera.

This land was a lot bigger than just one place. It was an entire world.

What Erick noticed most of all, was that the mountains and the clouds seemed never ending in the distance, but the general shape was an outward, downward flow, like Erick was on top of a very large sphere. No sun above this sphere, though; just stars in a night-blue sky.

The entire land sort of glowed white and blue. The bottoms of the clouds out there glowed sunshine-white, bathing that green land in sunlight, for sure. It was a land without a sun, and it was truly beautiful.

It felt like a sort of heaven.

Erick took in his local area. He was atop a kilometers-wide sky bridge between two mountains, just above the clouds. The mountain of crystal spires in front of him was massive. The mountain behind him less so. No one was on this bridge at all, so Erick kinda wondered why Yggdrasil had put him down here, but he figured it was for a good reason… And then he thought back to how Yggdrasil was obviously hiding stuff and purposefully guiding Erick in certain ways.

And like, yeah. You do that for your parents. You help them out when they don’t know better. ‘Oh son, I can’t figure out the remote control or how to connect to the internet. Can you help?’ ‘Sure, dad. Let me do it for you.’

… Erick should be less mad about that. Maybe he should even apologize to Yggdrasil.

He should probably apologize.

Erick started walking toward the bigger mountain. It was a good walk, because it gave him more time to think, and more time to let time make some more resons for his wallet. He had only had his wallet for maybe 2 hours so far, and it had helped him a lot already. Were other people able to requisition resons from Margleknot’s bank? Erick assumed so. But Erick’s wallet was usable in all parts of this universe and others, so he was glad he had made it.

He was currently sitting pretty at 3.8 resons per second; self-created.

Resons: 22,973 [+34 = +3.8]

Minus the few thousand he spent with Lyra —which seemed like a really good investment, now that Erick was thinking about it more and more— he was sitting pretty.

Lyra was obviously a ‘Knowledge Mage’ sort of person. A good person to know, and to be friendly with, even if her entry in Yggdrasil’s book labeled her as an elven thief. She obviously sold information to other people, and that was probably a knock against her, but maybe she would find some good contacts for Erick to use to combat Nothanganathor? Seemed a high possibility. He’d have to go back and ask her about that.

Erick hoped whatever that special reson-crystal he gave her would help her how she needed. Erick still wasn’t sure what he did there, exactly. Probably something that would fully help one person out? Maybe imbue them with Benevolent Luck? … That might be exactly it.

Anyway.

Nothanganathor had tried to win the Mantle of the God of Magic back when he and Melemizargo were in the running for the same thing. Melemizargo won, while Nothanganathor lost, and in that losing, Melemizargo cursed him to never be able to ascend… For some reason. So that made sense. Nothanganathor was a total asshole who needed to kill Melemizargo, but not really, because the Mantle of the God of Magic could only be given away, and so Nothanganathor had needed to kill the entire Old Cosmology first…

“Oh shit.”

Erick paused there on the crystal skyroad, his eyes going wide as he realized something big.

In order to kill a god, you first needed to kill all that god’s people. But Nothanganathor did not want to kill Melemizargo. He wanted Melemizargo’s mantle. So first, he Sundered the Painted Cosmology.

That’s what people tried to suggest to Erick, way back when he first fell to Veird; that if he ever wanted to ‘solve the problem of the Shades’ he needed to kill Melemizargo, which meant killing all of his believers, first.

Erick frowned. “I find it very fucking unusual that no one here believes Nothanganathor Sundered the Painted Cosmology… But all I have is circumstantial evidence that he did that. To hear people talk about it, Nothanganathor already has defenses against those circumstantial evidences. He was ‘just in the neighborhood’ and ‘invested with the universe already’, so of course he ‘moved to contain the only remaining part of the Painted Cosmology’, to ‘keep that apocalypse from spreading’.” Erick’s voice was filled with hateful sarcasm, both because Erick was rather furious, but also so that the people out there listening to him could know what he was about. “I suppose, if I hadn’t come up from Veird myself, then I might have believed whatever lies Nothanganathor was spinning.”

… No one responded. Well that was fine.

Erick kept walking.

Someone would come out to talk to him soon enough. They were there in the air near Erick. He felt them watching. Or maybe it was just [Scry] spellwork from a long distance away. This was the Celestial Observatory, after all. Even if Erick couldn’t see the [Scry] spellwork, it was out there. Watching.

Soon, people did start to appear, but not beside Erick.

Up ahead stood a massive gatehouse that was dwarfed by the crystal mountain behind it. Behind, at the other side of the large, crystal bridge, stood a similarly massive gatehouse that was much larger than the mountain behind that one. Erick had been walking toward the bigger gatehouse.

The gates at both mountains were closed. The side entrances opened, though, and people moved out from those to stand and present arms, if Erick was reading that right. Maybe-paladins in shining armor stood with maybe-archmages in voluminous white and blue robes. They had floating shields, or floating staves. The whole arrangement of people looked rather polished and practiced, but also done in a large hurry. They didn’t seem angry.

They were getting prepared, though.

It’d be several minutes before Erick got to the gate by the big mountain. He took his time. People were still moving around by the time he got close enough to not need to yell to speak to them.

And then he got a bit closer.

Aside from the scattered archmages and paladins in lines to the side, three main people stood directly in front of the closed gate.

There was an elven woman with long ears, with three pairs of disconnected white wings floating behind her back.

There was a man who was wreathed in black.

And an entity made of blue-white crystal with a bunch of organs hanging out in his crystal body—

“Oh shit! I know you.” Erick stared at the crystal person from 15 meters away. “From a vision of a Grand Wizard Tower of the Painted Cosmology in the Dark. You were walking with some sort of sun god. You look… exactly the same.”

The winged elf, the dark mage, and everyone else were a little surprised by… Well probably a lot. Erick wasn’t sure what surprised them more. Perhaps his expletive?

The cyan crystal seemed to sigh. “Ah. You could have heard that from Shadow, but I don’t believe she knows I’m here, so I guess you’re the real deal.”

“Apologies,” Erick said, “I don’t know your name. I assume this is Moonarcher and Darkcaller?”

“Yes yes. I’m Crystalmaster. Moonarcher and Darkcaller are good friends of mine. They’re not going to help you. None of us are.”

“… Okay. I got a letter from you asking for me to appear, though. So… Why?”

Crystalmaster said, “The Wraithborne Tower has issued a preemptive edict against us assisting you in any way, threatening destructive action if we should entertain your anything. They are demanding you speak with them if you wish to pursue any actions against Nothanganathor. That is why we sent the letter to you.”

Erick had some anger, yes, but it was a distant sort of emotion. “And what if I wanted to free all of Margleknot from slavery of all sorts, and destroy a few different evil institutions along the way? The Wraithborne Tower may or may not be on that list because I heard it’s the biggest one, but I haven’t decided. The Slaver’s Den is for sure on that list.”

Contrary to any sort of eagerness at Erick’s brash declaration of… whatever that was, he wasn’t even sure himself, Erick only saw defeat in the eyes of every single person there.

Good had been defeated.

Erick had already assumed that, anyway, at the start of this whole mess, when he saw Yggdrasil’s Guidebook and knew that there was only one Good place on Margleknot, and several Evil ones. But to actually see that resignation in the eyes of the people here… it was both sad and infuriating.

Erick held his tongue.

Crystalmaster said, “It’s a non-war between us and them. A stalemate. We flourish, and they flourish, and we don’t fight each other directly. Individuals are allowed to fight individuals, but the Celestial Observatory cannot fight the Wraithborne Tower, or any of the splinter lands of Evil. It’s a balance in homage to the Balance. If we moved against it, we would surely perish in mutually assured destruction. And worse than that—” He moved his aura around, saying, “Every single person here except for Moonarcher, Darkcaller, and I, have soul shackles upon them. If we let you into these gates, these people die directly; soul sundered. If we tamper with their shackles, they die; soul sundered. Others are then triggered to die, for every person like this is paired with another person which changes daily. You get the painting. It’s standard Wraithborne Tower anti-war protocols.”

“… Okay.” Erick took a moment, then said, “I’ll be back.” He asked the sky, “Yggdrasil? Portal to the Wraithborne Tower, please.”

A portal opened up behind Erick.

He stepped through.

- - - -

The portal closed behind him.

He stood in a business district.

Tall, sleek buildings. Stone roads. Normal-looking trees growing in cut-out sections of the road. Enchanted parts of the road that were clearly for walking fast upon, as evident by the glowing arrows that colored those lanes of the road, and how people were walking upon them but also zooming—

A spirit floated up from the floor in front of Erick. It was a man dressed as a butler, and partially transparent, except around the eyes and fingers. Those parts of him were a lot more solid. He spoke draconic with a funny accent, “Wraithborne Tower greets the True Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt, planar of Earth and Veird. Welcome, please. We hope whichever message of ours you found was one of the more agreeable ones. I’m the Tower Ghost, a conglomerate entity created to help the people of our land with normal tasks, and to assist all guests who should journey here, to help them achieve whatever cooperative goals that the Tower and our guests might decide to cooperate upon.”

Erick rapidly got over the fact that they knew who he was. ‘Incognito’ simply didn’t matter with some powers. Erick briefly wondered if Lyra truly hadn’t known who he was, or if she had been pretending.

“I got your message at the Celestial Observatory. The one where you threatened to kill soul shackled people should they speak to me without me coming here first.” Erick’s voice had an edge to it that he couldn’t quite erase, even with all of his experience with dealing with untoward elements like evil necromancers. He was fine with that edge. He purposely tried to be more personable, though, as he said, “I understand that things are done here in Margleknot through slavery and other terrible ways, so I cannot fault you for doing what you have to do to survive. I would hope that you would understand that things do not have to continue to be done the same way, though. In that sort of spirit, I would like to discuss the complete, peaceful transition of all of the Wraithborne Tower to a more good-aligned conglomeration of people, if your people are open to such a thing.”

Without missing a beat, or having any sort of reaction at all to Erick’s larger words, the ghost simply said, “My superiors would love to discuss that with you. Would you like an air wagon to pick you up? Or we could walk to Center, and I could show you some of Tower City along the way? This is the main city of Wraithborne Tower, after all. It is quite impressive, if you ask me. We’re home to 3.2 trillion souls here, and over half of them are alive!”

He said the last part like some sort of inside joke.

Erick wasn’t very jolly right now.

The ghost did not seem to mind that his joke fell flat.

Erick said, “Let’s walk, Tower Ghost.” Erick started walking forward. “I would like to know more about this land, from your perspective. What I read about you is that you’re all about different types of slavery, and I do not approve.”

Tower Ghost floated alongside Erick and a subtle path lit up on the ground, like a white carpet glowing just above the stone underneath, stretching out several meters in a straight line. As Erick walked forward the path behind him vanished, while the path further ahead materialized. It was a navigation system, obviously, but the end point of the navigation system wasn’t there yet; only the next several meters.

With his senses looking out from all of his body, and not just his eyes, Erick spotted other people using the same sort of navigation system on a street one over from this one, and far, far behind Erick, following this same road that Erick walked.

Tower Ghost said, “I would start from the beginning, if you do not mind. We have a bit of a walk ahead of us, but the fast path will get us there in a decent amount of time.”

Erick nodded.

Tower Ghost continued, “Wraithborne Tower started off as a truly Evil organization, in the classical sense. Elemental Evil was at its core, and we still have that core to this day, in the center of the tower. That is where we have our armies and our defenses and our most malevolent magics. Those malevolent magics include some Malevolent gifts from Nothanganathor, given to us when he was in this land, before he set forth on his plots to erase the Painted Cosmology from existence. His trinkets are the least of our powers, but they are still capable of great, propagating destruction.”

Erick got the sudden, very distinct feeling that he would have to cooperate with these assholes, if only because they surely knew everything that Erick needed to prove in court. He said, “So you believe that he succeeded in destroying the Painted Cosmology.”

“Oh yes. He succeeded. He came in here, looking for help. He received help in exchange for services rendered, primarily with propagation-type magic. And then he went out and killed a universe. Technically, that’s all circumstantial. The Fae Enclave does not accept circumstantial evidence and neither do we. But we understand that circumstantial evidence does exist, and may hide true evidence one way or the other.”

… Yeah.

Erick moved on, “You were saying about the start of the Tower?”

“The tower retains its Evil nature because Good is… Well. We have a saying here. Evil wins because Good is stupid. Or weak. Or soft. There are a thousand variations of this saying, and all of them are true in certain ways. But this is not a true statement at all. We learned this the hard way over many setbacks and full-scale destructions. Once you get too Evil, Good arises to smite you down, so in this way, unchecked Evil, while great for the individual, is not something you can build societies upon. Evil is just as idiotic as good.

“And yet, Evil will always exist, because to be Evil is to be selfish and smart.

“And so: we learned that a proper evil is one that does not seem evil, but one which wears its label with pride and shows how prosperous it can truly be when it is allowed to be prosperous. Those are the evils which stick around. And yet, small evils lead to Big Evils, if evil is allowed to exist without checks.

“And so, to make a long history short, we retain our Evil nature, but we have grown softer in the spread of our power, and ruthlessly crush greater Evils in order to keep our power spreading and growing.

“We don’t kill anyone that we can turn.

“We speak with words instead of actions here on layer 0. Layer 1 is fair game for war and ultimate ends of all kinds, but even there our representatives represent hope for a great many people.

“We rescue people from true death all the time, and only ask that they give back the resources that were used to resurrect them, with interest of course. If they don’t pay their tab then we keep them soul shackled until they do, making many people technically slaves, but not really. If there were a better way to ensure that people don’t just run off into infinity when their bill comes due, then we would love to hear it.

“And we help everyone who comes to our land, as long as they help us, first.

“As for this Nothanganathor issue: we would be your lawyers in this fight if you can pay us more for your prosecution against him than he can pay us for his defense against whatever case you might bring against him. If you do hire us, then everything that he has done under our powers will be revealed to the courts, as his actions would no longer be protected by the Seal of the Tower, because someone else bought him out; namely you.

“Because we are an evil organization, True Wizard Flatt, trying very hard not to be True Evil.

“We support ourselves, and if one of our contractors runs enough afoul of the good powers out there then we give them up for the greater Balance of us all. Nothanganathor seems like he has finally tripped that line.” Tower Ghost added, “We warned him he might fall this way, and it seems he finally has. His Malevolence is a form of mana that is inherently tuned to subterfuge and twisting outcomes to bad ends that favor him. Your counter, Benevolence, is inherently tuned to be powerful, first, and then helping others with the power that you gain yourself. Quite honestly, the Tower believes you are poised to spread far and wide. Nothanganathor has yet to seize the power he has so long wished for, and is likely at a dead end.

“With that sort of understanding, us remaining with Nothanganathor is a losing bet.” The Tower Ghost finished with, “And yet! The Tower always cleaves with those who would deal with us, versus those who would tear us down.”

As the Tower Ghost spoke, Erick followed the path.

He ended up at a wide road that was more ‘entryway to a big business’ than a road. Stone sculptures of men and women and otherwise lined the road, all of them wearing something different, from robes to armor to furs to skins. Little plaques underneath them told how they were to be woken up in case of emergency assault against the tower, and what they would do if woken. There was a guy who would animate the bones inside the bodies of all non-tower residents, causing them to kill their friends and make those people watch from their own eyes as their own hands killed their friends. There was a woman who simply turned people into blood amalgamations, also with the characteristic ‘you get to experience this as you do horrible things’. Another one would simply cause people to turn into voids that would then turn other assailants into voids.

Erick fully believed those plaques, because each stone statue held fascinatingly strong souls within. Each one shone like a beacon in the dark. Even to common eyes, the stone appeared asleep instead of simple stone.

Erick sighed a little, as Tower Ghost’s words ended right as they entered the Stone Parade, as a plaque in the middle named the entryway road. He said, “An impressive collection of evils, Tower Ghost.”

“One cannot be a power without being powerful, so yes, we try to collect everything that could give us an edge in any confrontation.” Tower Ghost said, “As for our Great Evils... We would prefer it if the big threats could remain behind an air of mystery for now, though some threats do need to be openly stated for them to be understood. In that spirit, I must clearly say this: We would go to war against you and Veird, if you cross us. We would drown you in unending misery.”

The air was cold. It smelled like stone.

Erick easily said, “I’m not looking to make permanent enemies right now, nor will I be looking to make permanent enemies in the future. I accept your offer of your complete separation from Nothanganathor and one of your lawyers to assist me against him in an Enclave court, but only if you would consider a complete eventual dismantling of the Evil core of this Tower, and the replacement of a different powerful source at your center, like perhaps Benevolence.” Erick said, “I’m sure you're able to resurrect people right now, but I can do that, too, and make them effectively immortal through Reincarnation, resetting their age and species to whatever I desire. You asked for how to make debts last forever without soul shackles? Then how about simple Reincarnation into less-good forms, without soul control at all. If someone wants their original body back, then you can reincarnate them into that sort of body.” He finished with, “Unless, of course, you already have that knowledge.”

Erick’s Lightning Path was telling him that they didn’t have that knowledge at all, or at least that Erick’s offer was tantalizing in some way.

It was the same problem as the Necromancers on Veird experienced. Surely these people had more resources than simple Elemental Death, but every single one of those Veird Necromancers, including Quilatalap, had been very impressed with how well Benevolence took to soul work, and Benevolence made a lot of established spellwork simply irrelevant.

Tower Ghost betrayed none of the thoughts that Erick knew he was thinking, as he said, “Your counter proposal is taken, and will be deliberated upon. Would you like to speak to someone in charge, instead of the Tower itself?”

Erick looked around and asked, “I see lots of individual towers, but I’m not sure where you are, exactly? I expected to see the base of the Tower when I came through. Not a cityscape.”

“You’re located in city 1-87; one of the many business areas of this land, which many would consider the main one. This is a space about a thousand kilometers wide and with an atmosphere several tens of kilometers tall. Each one of our lands is set next to each other, and then more rings of our main lands extend below this one, forming a multi-layered ring-like system that spins around the base of the tower, up there by the Evil Death Sun.”

The white sun flickered and, like an illusion fading, grey seeped into the world. Color and brightness faded from everyone and everything. The populace all around Erick almost panicked, but then the sky came right back, the grey sun turning white, the sky around it turning blue once again. There were fluffy clouds. Color returned.

Some people on the streets moved faster, opting not to linger around anywhere at all.

Tower Ghost said, “This is the business district upon the first floor. The second floor, below us, is residential. One floor below that is for monsters. All of the true monsters are in our bases around our Evil Death Sun. The actual Wraithborne Tower is more of a private residence now. We can go visit that, if you like, but I would strongly suggest against such an unannounced visit. The Death Emperor does not appreciate uninvited guests.”

“Morbion Blackthorn is the current Death Emperor, yes?”

Tower Ghost said, “As the current Death Emperor, Morbion Blackthorn is the undisputed ruler of the Wraithborne Tower, sitting upon his throne of bones and souls at the Apex of the Tower. We, his lowly servants, pray that we are enough to deal with all of your needs, and that we shall never draw his ire.”

“Sure sure.” Erick asked, “So which evils around Margleknot do you feel should be destroyed?”

“… Uh.”

“Yeah yeah. That’s probably too forward of a relationship right now.” Erick said, “But the Slaver’s Den is much smaller than you guys, right? Only a continent of people? Most of them slaves? How much to buy some propagation spellwork from you guys? I’m thinking of eliminating slavery as a concept. Elemental Vile and Contract? How about Elemental Nope! Eh. I’m playing with you. But not really.”

Tower Ghost looked at Erick, and then softly said, “I. Uh. Must inform you that the Wraithborne Tower has contracts with the Slaver’s Den, the Slaver’s Union, the Slaver’s Pit, and the Slaver’s Ransom.”

“Lotta those places, I think. Too many, by far.” Erick said, “You’re going to have to cut down on most of those evil sorts of contracts if you want to tie your fate to the new universe order.”

“… I feel this conversation has gotten away from me in a way I did not foresee. Could I please take your words to others to make decisions? And get back to you at a later date?”

“Of course, of course.” Erick said, “I hope for good news! I’ve been checking myself and our surroundings all this time, and haven’t noticed anything too untoward. At the beginning you tried to subtly press a Contract-ish ‘walk and talk with me’ magic, but then you noticed it wouldn’t work, and you stopped. I suppose it’s in your nature to attempt to soul shackle everyone though.” Erick added, “You gotta try, right? How many people here have shackles on them? All of them? All 3.2 trillion people? Or just the living ones? I bet all of them, actually.”

Erick’s true hatred probably came out too much.

Wide-eyed and not able to contain his worry anymore, Tower Ghost vanished—

With a flick of his hand, Erick ripped dragon-sized claws of softly-glowing Benevolence through the air, grabbing Tower Ghost back into this space. Erick held the ghost for a moment, setting him down on the ground, and then he let him go. Tower Ghost rapidly abandoned his horror at being brought back so easily. He simply stood, looking like a proper butler waiting for his execution with aplomb.

Erick ignored the statues of Stone Parade turning to face him.

Erick said, “Just because someone tries shit, doesn’t mean that I automatically resort to violence. I don’t like being run away from, though. And now, to make sure I am perfectly clear: I have forgiven lots of people for lots of wrongs, and am very much about second chances, even for the worst evils in any universe. I have certain lines that result in the extermination of my enemies, though. Nothanganathor has crossed all of those. He will not be forgiven. Please do not test my lines yourself, and please accept the Benevolence that has been offered to you in the manner in which it has been gifted, because everything can be made better, even evil.

“And now, I hope I have delivered my own message.” Erick said, “I look forward to having productive conversations with someone in charge, at some later date—”

One of the statues came to life and threw a beam of some sort of Void power at Erick. The spellwork was black at the center and wide as three people, and ringed with Golden, reson-empowered Death.

Erick stood there and took it.

He split some of his attention to watch his Status, to see tens of thousands of Mana, Health, and Psyche flake away from his body. It wasn’t a large drain. The Golden Death Void also obliterated the ground and everything beyond Erick, though, carving a hole through the floor and then to the next floor and the next. Erick was in no danger. He wasn’t even activating Mana Siphon yet.

So that’s what he did.

The spell beam broke upon Erick’s glowing white sunform, soaking into his body, attempting to claw its way through his Mana Siphon and into his very core. It didn’t even get past his surface protections. The Gold Death Void was like ink trying to flow up a river of lightning.

Erick consumed that spellwork through Renew turning mana into more power, and even his [Reson Wallet] started to flicker upward, increasing that particular number of his Status by several points per second, as he absorbed the resons inside the Golden Death Void.

Erick made a show of ignoring the Golden Death Void. He turned and gazed down the hole that the black beam had created. “That goes down pretty far. I hope you’re not open to space down there? Seems you might be, though. Well I certainly didn’t kill your own people. That’s on you.”

The Golden Death Void mage continued to thrum power at Erick, snarling and roaring, his stone flesh turning to real flesh with every passing moment, his black beam turning thicker and denser with emptiness. Void was usually a very difficult attack to do anything against. That’s why Quilatalap used Void in his most dangerous spells. This particular magic didn’t appear that difficult for Erick right now. The guy was either furious that Erick was able to stand inside the beam —and sure, that was happening— but it seemed like he might just be insane. A sacrificial pawn, then? All he was doing was spilling out power, unable to do anything else.

Welp!

No one better to test this next magic against than him.

Erick flashed, lightning stepping to the stone statue’s side, surrounding him with his sunform and shutting down his spellwork.

And then he hit the Golden Death Void mage with a reson-empowered [Reincarnation]—

- - - -

Erick stood on a field of desiccated bodies. The sky was red with two dark suns. The air was dry enough to kill, and the mountainous horizon crumbled in that dryness.

A man stood four meters away. He looked like the man who had been a statue, who had become a snarling madman, who was now transitioning to someone else.

Erick asked, “I assume you’re Derock Caver, from the statue. That was the name on the plaque below your stone prison.”

The man stared at the sky. He looked at his hands. “… I think I was Derock for a long time, long ago, before the Contracts and the ensorcellments, and the duty.” The man flexed his hands and dried blood flaked away. “I haven’t been Derock in a long time. I don’t want to be him anymore. I feel… free of the constant hate.”

“Got any requests?”

“… A loving family and hardly any death— Water. Nice, clean, deep water. Big enough to swim in.” Derock smiled. “I want to teach my sons and daughters how to swim.”

“And so you shall.”

Lightning flashed out of the red sky and struck Derock.

The man who had been Derock was gone.

- - - -

Erick came back to himself.

Lightning finished striking a pedestal that held a man who had become a weapon, and who was not that anymore. Mosses and flowers grew from the pedestal.

Erick flashed with Benevolence, crafting himself some fake clothes for now. And then he turned back to the conglomerate mass of souls that was the Wraithborne Tower. The ghost stared hard, accepting whatever was going to happen to him.

But nothing was going to happen right now.

Erick said. “I’m not sure where Derock is anymore. He’s certainly not under your control. I assume this was enough proof of power for your needs?”

Tower Ghost said, “It was more than sufficient.”

Erick nodded. “Yggdrasil. Portal somewhere else, please.” A swirling portal opened up on to black crystal streets, and Erick said to Tower Ghost, “I look forward to a peaceful changeover of power, or at least something indicative of smaller, productive changes, for now.”

And then he walked away.

- - - -

Morbion Blackthorn, Emperor of The Wraithborne Tower, stood behind a window in the public offices of the Tower Itself, at the top of the building at the end of the Stone Parade. He watched as the Wizard of Benevolence walked through a Margleknot portal. The portal closed behind him.

Morbion had… concerns.

A few of his primes, sitting behind him at the war table, also had concerns. From the Skeleton Prime, to the Soul Prime, to the Officer of Paper and the Prime of Future Projects, not a single person in the room looked sure of themselves. Every one of them had been secure in their place in the Tower and in Margleknot last year. Morbion had been guiding the Tower towards true prosperity, anchoring the Evil side of the Balance, suborning all others who dared to encroach upon his people or his power.

For the last 7,500 years, the Wraithborne Tower had been gaining strength and influence through accepting that they could not have everything, though Morbion still wanted everything. Every world, every nexus, every Power, all under his black fist, or at least allowing him to put a pinky on any scale he wished to weigh upon. It was the softer way, and it was working well. Even the Celestial Observatory, their largest foe, had fallen to them, to their softer powers. Or at least they pretended. That was enough for now.

And then here comes the new Father of Margleknot, a man who could erase the shackles upon their strongest tools and rip those tools from the Tower in a miracle instant.

Tower Ghost appeared out of the floor, already kneeling. He waited for acknowledgment.

Morbion said, “Speak your assessment, Tower.”

“Apologies, Emperor. He saw through everything.”

“Well of course he did.” Morbion asked, “Have we tracked down wherever Derock went?”

Tower Ghost said, “No. The man who had been Derock vanished through a slip of Benevolence, entering into the Margleknot tangle, whereupon he vanished from all tracking. That’s as far as our systems have been able to detect. The shackles upon his soul were completely removed. Even the reson-empowered ones that should have remained through everything. The Witches At The Board are attempting to prognosticate Derock’s destination but they have already expressed doubts that such a thing is possible. They will, of course, continue to attempt to divine his fall, should you desire it.”

Morbion sighed at that. “It takes a special sort of person to make a Reincarnation that good. None of us have managed it, and the Good-aligned places don’t touch soul magic that well at all. It appears Ascended Flatt’s Truth is the real deal, and that he is open to true cooperation.”

Tower Ghost said nothing.

Morbion turned to his people and declared, “Ignore the Reincarnation fall. Set Pernicious and the Witches on discovering the viability of realigning the Tower with Benevolence; what needs to go, what can we keep, what can we gain. Draw up tentative plans for conquering all of Margleknot through Benevolence; I want a full battleplan. Set the Magic Finders on the Reincarnation we witnessed; I want to understand why his Reincarnation was able to do what it did. Was it simple reson magic? Or was it something more explainable? Get the Culture Bureau on propaganda proposals for adjusting our culture to Benevolence, while the Mindfulness Bureau determines how our people would react to this change-of-base, and who we would need to eliminate or adjust to make it smooth. Ask the Old Liches if they would support this action. Erick would probably give them Reincarnations if we asked him for that as a part of any sort of agreement. Kakalakot and Odarimisu would be willing for a Reincarnation, unless things changed for them. Ask their opinions.”

Tower Ghost vanished.

The Primes and Officers began debating everything.

Morbion sat down at the head of the table as he thought over Erick’s words and listened to his people debate a ‘new universal order’. Gradually, inexorably, the conversation turned confused and solid and angry.

And then Witch Agatha gave word to what everyone was thinking. “Emperor Morbion. I am able to shift paths as much as any witch, but the fact is that we are built upon Evil and we cannot adjust certain inalienable facts of our nation, like the Susurrus of Souls, the Grand Bindings, and the Call of Death. Breaking any of those would open us up to complete anarchy. Our entire empire would come crashing down on every front where we hold power through shackles, or softer powers.”

Morbion said, “I agree. And I also doubt that Ascended Flatt would be willing to give us his Reincarnation magic and then spread that power in corruptive ways for our own gain. I still want the battle plans drawn up in case this thing should somehow turn out viable.” He said, “It is quite possible that we could be both Evil and Benevolent at the same time, and in doing so, find a form of Benevolence that solidifies everything we’ve already done while allowing us to ally with Ascended Flatt in a solid, undeniable sort of way. That is something that I might consider replacing as our core. The Fire World and the Ice Tundra do very well as Balanced powers. We could, theoretically, be Balanced, and step out of this Balance War.”

The gathering turned less confused at that.

Witch Agatha thoughtfully said, “I will get the Witches working on Evil Benevolence… though I must say right now that I doubt such a thing is possible under normal circumstances. We would have to implement Fate magic upon worlds and hope that such a being would naturally arise… And yet, if such a thing were to happen, then the same thing might happen to us that is going to happen to Nothanganathor.”

“Ah!” Morbion pretended to remember that issue. “Yes.” He lifted his chin. “Someone send some lawyer to Erick for that matter. Help him clear away Nothanganathor to his satisfaction. Perhaps Blighter? Unless he’s busy.”

Lawyer Prime, Hadrago, said, “Blighter is currently trying a case in the Enclave. He’s drawing it out for a better conclusion. He would want to be on this case, though, and could easily end that case in our client’s favor at any moment. If he decides not then I can send his understudy. I would want Blighter and his understudy to be involved in this case, if Flatt would agree to such a thing, but he did say ‘one person’. I felt he meant that.”

“Push that line; send both Blighter and the other person,” Morbion commanded.

Hadrago bowed in his seat, and then he started typing away at his tablet.

As his people spoke, Morbion imagined a few different ways to assassinate Erick… That would probably not work out too well. They couldn’t simply kill him, first of all. That would break the Balance too much and cause a universal backlash against the Wraithborne Tower. Such a backlash would instantly go to Total War and likely end in the decoupling of the Tower from Margleknot…

Decoupling from Margleknot wouldn’t be that bad of an outcome, at first, except that it would open them up to being Outside the Balance, on Layer 1, and thus free game for anyone who wished to go to war for any reason at all. Such an outcome would completely ruin Morbion’s goal of total control of Margleknot and thus the universe, so that would be reason enough to avoid that outcome.

Morbion listened to his people debate and talk, while he made plans for the future of them all.

Some of them brought up rather good points and Morbion added those points to his own thoughts.









- - - -









Erick had spent a moment in the Black Crystal District, but then he moved on. He stepped through a portal onto the grasses outside of his house—

Resons started to generate from his skin, crystallizing like sweat, and then crusting outward like amber diamonds. He discarded his clothes and then used his aura to control where the resons fell from him. Instead of piling against his skin, resons sloughed off the air around him in continuous sheets of sparkling gold crystal. He checked his Status.









Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), ??? (Margleknot)] [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 0, Margleknot]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 47.3m per day / 547.45 per second , [Darkness Level = 3.19x Ascension baseline]

Body: 212

Mind: 317

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+498, -3] Basic upkeep

Mp: 5.5m/∞, ↑ [+167, -1] Basic upkeep

Hp: 5.5m/∞, ↑ [+164, -1] Basic upkeep

Pp: 5.5m/∞, ↑ [+164, -1] Basic upkeep

Resons: 37,017 [+49.23 = +5.47]









Erick watched resons fall in sheets out of the air, as he said, “So my Darkness went up… a lot. Thus the reson expulsion... and it appears my Stats are going up, too.”

… Maybe they would stabilize at a new, higher level?

Erick watched gold fall from the air around him for a while, just to see what would happen.

He had a lot to think about regarding that confrontation back there.

Erick decided he would forgive the assassination attempt. Any real attacks against him were unforgivable, but a simple ‘see if he can back up his claims of power’ sort of attack? Sure. Reasonable, even. He had probably put too much pressure on them, so of course they were going to test him…

Honestly, he should lower his scope.

He wasn’t going to change the universe. He wanted to save Veird. Margleknot and all of this stuff? This could be a long term goal. The more important goal would be saving Veird.

And besides that, if Erick pushed too hard with any of the forces around here they would push back hard. If the Wraithborne Tower actually decided to try and kill him it wouldn’t be with some half-crazed stone-locked killer…

Erick laid back on the grass

Erick looked to the sun-filled sky and wondered at Derock’s new life.

“Hopefully it’s somewhere nice, with lots of water.”

… Erick went for a swim in his own lake. It was delightfully refreshing.
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Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), ??? (Margleknot)] [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 0, Margleknot]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 56.9m per day / 658.56 per second , [Darkness Level = 3.83x Ascension baseline]

Body: 324

Mind: 437

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+599, -3] Basic upkeep

Mp: 93.7m/∞, ↑ [+204, -1] Basic upkeep

Hp: 90.6m/∞, ↑ [+197, -1] Basic upkeep

Pp: 90.6m/∞, ↑ [+197, -1] Basic upkeep

Resons: 2.82m [+59.26 = +6.58]









After leaving the Wraithborne Tower Erick spent 5 days doing nothing but answering hundreds of messages per hour. It was good work. It was necessary work, too, and not just because he was directly helping people. Erick had needed some time for his Status to stabilize at this new, higher level.

As resons churned into being through his Wallet magic, and then piled into his Status, they also piled into his Soul, Mind, and Body, in a rather easy sort of accretion, but different. Erick had watched his Status rise and rise, all of his Stats gaining ground slowly but surely. The rate of growth had been rather fast at first, but after the first half of a day, Erick already saw where this was going. It was tapering off.

And sure enough, after his Body gained 112 more points and his Mind gained 120, the resons generated in his Wallet automagically stopped refining everything about him. Erick hadn’t even known that he could continue his accretion efforts until that happened, and now that it was done, he wasn’t sure he could actually accrete on his own, anyway. He had needed to increase the Darkness inside of him in order to accrete again.

What he was doing with resons wasn’t called ‘accretion’, though.

He could probably turn up the accretion tap to 100% reson accretion —or ‘cultivation’ as the people here called it— and get higher than that, and achieve a truly solid body. But Lionshard had opinions about that sort of thing.

Lionshard sat with Erick on Erick’s balcony, smoking a very large platinum pipe, blowing out a streamer of silver clouds. “It is quite wonderful that you have stumbled upon some sort of automatic secondary-cultivation-methodology. Makes me think you’ll go the distance with your place here in Margleknot.” He laughed. “It’s quite funny that you’re doing the basic cultivation all the way up here at this level of play, though.”

Erick smoked on his own silver pipe that was a match for Lionshard’s. The pipe had been a gift from Lionshard to go with all the new clothes he had also given him. Whatever they were smoking was pretty darned awesome, making Erick feel kinda floaty, but Erick could tell that he could cut off its influence with a mere thought. He chose to keep the influence going, though. With a minor bit of physical lung control, he blew out a pair of rings, and then he used just a bit of magic inside to shoot arrows of smoke through both of them.

Lionshard watched, smirking.

Erick asked, “What do you mean by that? Basic cultivation?”

“Well… That’s a big topic. Broadly speaking, at its base, Ascending is hard.”

Erick chuckled.

“Yes yes. I know. State the obvious.” Lionshard said, “Anyway! Ascending is hard, so people have to cheat. Ascending in this universe is incredibly hard, because resons are hard to cultivate and infinity has infinite problems. And so, we cheat using the powers of other universes. We’ve got oodles of other forms of power in this universe because it touches so many others. Mana exists here, though it’s hard to cultivate outside of a proper manasphere. Then you’ve got super powers, and various forms of martial energy, and then there’s pure Life or other things like it. The fairies are the source of most of the Life worlds, but there are lesser forms of people that cultivate things like Flow or Stone, which is not like Elemental Stone at all. Lots of places are like that; only one source of transcendental power.

“This universe only really has resons and you can’t do much with infinity except travel it and bring parts of it with you. Fairies can, but that’s another discussion altogether.

“And so, people cheat. They use multiple sources of power in order to ascend, because…

“Imagine a house with multiple floors.

“Mortality is floor 1. It’s like a hundred subfloors.

“Ascension is floor 2. Maybe a good ten subfloors.

“Floor three are the fae; also stratified.

“You start on floor one, and you have to get to the next floor. You can use a rickety ladder, or you can use a ladder and some rocks. Using a ladder and rocks is stable, and gets you to floor 2.

“Now you’re on floor 2, but you can’t pull the ladder up behind you to get to floor 3, or even higher on floor 2 than you already are, because you have to have a path to floor 1… for reasons. So hopefully you used enough rocks and your ladder is big enough to get you all the way up. If not, then you gotta search for a third thing.” Lionshard said, “In your case, you have used mostly mana and a bunch of tools to reach very high on floor 2, and you’ve barely touched resons at all. Can you use these same materials to reach floor 3? Probably! You’ve barely touched what resons can do, after all.

“Whatever the case, you built very well, and your systems are still working to strengthen you well, because you made them that way, and they’re cultivating for you, like a ladder that grows on its own.” Lionshard added, “The door to floor 3 is very hard to break through, though, and most people would stop where you are right now anyway.

“But your automagic systems are still running.

“And your automagic systems are cultivating resons, like a normal, basic mage here in this uber cosmology.” Lionshard finished with, “Because that’s what you’re doing. You’re doing everything backwards. Like. A normal mage here in this cosmology funnels resons into themselves, trying to build a ladder to a higher realm. You started with mana, though, and now you’re doing resons.” He smiled. “Automagically. Ha!”

“… Huh.” Erick blew out some silver smoke, saying, “Well that’s fun.”

“I bet if you worked out the math your ‘wallet’ is basically exactly as many resons as you mathematically expect to have. Very few are actually going into your ‘Status’.” Lionshard giggled, then spoke conspiratorially, “Maybe you’ll reach heaven-defying stage soon— Or core formation— No, wait! You’re still at ‘meridian expansion’.” He smiled, saying, “You’ve still got a ways to go before you reach core formation, but I wouldn’t be surprised if you just woke up with a reson core one day.”

Erick raised an eyebrow, “The only one of those that I know is ‘core formation’.”

“I know! That’s what makes it so funny!” Lionshard plucked a book out of the air then set it on the table between them, saying, “Here here. Don’t do anything it says directly. Find your own Truth. This could still give you some tips about stuff, though. Still good to know all of it, too, so you know what it means to cultivate resons.”

Erick smiled as he took the book. “Thank you.” He read it all in a flash, then paused. “...Oh. That’s different. Not too unexpected, though. Resons are more ephemeral than mana? That’s why I can’t really see them like I can mana?”

“Oh yes.” Lionshard said, “Resons hide inside infinity… Sort of.” He turned a little bit more serious as he said, “Cultivating is not accretion is not developing is not gardening is not Finding the Path is not burnishing is not... etcetera etcetera. And then there are several types of cultivation, all of them different from each other. There’s peering cultivation —the most common— which is to look through infinity and find the version of yourself you want to be, and then aspire to them. This causes your reson generation to increase. Then you either get into demonic cultivation, which is the capturing of other selves and eating them, or cooperative cultivation, which is where everyone raises each other up.

“Like imagine you are a farmer who truly wishes to do… something. Avenge your family, for instance. You can use your resons to peer through infinity to find yourself having achieved your goals, and you know what it took to get there. This ignites a spark that causes you to take those steps, and you eventually find yourself at a new plateau of having avenged your family.

“Now what? Is that where you stop? Most people do.

“Most people never touch resons, anyway, so most people never even get to see the possibilities ahead of them, to learn the way forward. Most people simply do what they want, or they do not.

“Considerably fewer people achieve true reson manifesting, which is the first real step toward cultivating in this universe. That usually comes after a person achieves their first or maybe second goal. That’s when they finally get a glimpse of what they’re actually doing with reson generation.

“Some people simply burn out, because they have ‘used up’ their reasons-for-being.

“Mana is so much easier. Having both is truly useful, though.” Lionshard said, “And you managed to get reson generation going through mana manifesting. That’s the most common way to do it, but you even managed to make it easy with a personal manaminer.” He smiled wide. “You have a ‘status’! That’s quaint, too.”

Erick thought as he listened. And then he asked, “Do they not have manaminers here in this universe?”

“Oh sure. All over the place. Margleknot doesn’t allow them here, though, because he’s basically a manaminer… except not. Functionally? Sure. Actually? No. People use manaminers to solidify some parts of Layer 1 into strongholds, though.” Lionshard added, “They steal people’s mana with those miners, too, in order to power those bases and defenses.”

“Ahhh. That reminds me. People generate mana and resons in this universe, yes? Like… how many manas per day? How many resons per hour?”

Lionshard looked thoughtful, then said, “Resons are simpler to explain, so I’ll start there. Resons are the reason-for-being, and they are incredibly ephemeral. Much more so than mana. An average person can generate anywhere from… 1 to 5 per day? The average body has a pool of resons that drive them forward, and that number is anywhere between… 50 to 150. Numbers are hard when it comes to resons. A young and energetic person with a good plan for life might have a well of 250 resons in their body. An older person who is very sure of themselves might have 350.

“Reson generation is very much a matter of person, place, and purpose. Take a fish and put them on land and they’re going to spike in reson generation for a short while as they try to get back to water, and if they can get to water, then they’re fine, but if they can’t, then they die.”

Erick took a moment to think about all of that. “Is there a way to measure the number of resons in a person?”

“Not really. It’s all subjective.”

“Ahh. Okay.”

Lionshard nodded. “Anyway. Mana generation… is a larger, less-certain subject. Some universes have mana as a byproduct of life, like the Painted Cosmology. The Painted Cosmology had mana as a part of life itself, too. Mana is always… a creation of the soul… yes. I would say that is true enough to be true. Mana is a creation of the primal part of the soul that is the gift of the universe itself to the individual, that marks them as a part of their universe. This marking can be passed around a lot, though. When you put Benevolence out there, it ignited tiny drops of Darkness inside every slime born from it and from every person who decides to accrete it, and in that Darkness, they become beings of mana.

“All the mana you create is from the Darkness expressing itself… hmm. Expressing itself through the multi-dimensional crash of possibility through the lens of Your Everything? If that makes any sense. Talking about subjects like that is always more philosophy than reality. That could all be wrong under certain circumstances. Anyway. All the mana you put out there is from yourself. Your sprinkling of Darkness is just the newest bits of Darkness in this universe, but there’s been Darkness out there for a long while.

“Most of the mana out there is from other universes.

“Other people can take those manas into themselves and cultivate it and, in doing so, imprint within themselves the Mark of That Universe, whichever universe ‘That’ might be.”

Erick’s eyes widened a little.

Lionshard nodded knowingly.

Erick asked, “Could I have been imprinted with the Darkness on my original world? Earth?”

“Oh sure. Lots of things are possible.”

“… Ah.” Erick nodded. “Infinity is large.”

Lionshard chuckled. “Infinity is large.”

Moments passed in calm smoking.

Erick asked, “What other sorts of mana universes are there?”

“Uncountable lots! Depending on how you count, there’s either around 550 big, named mana universes, or ten million.” Lionshard said, “There are only around a handful of truly impactful other universes, though. Now let’s see… Ah. There’s the Drawn Universe, where mana is created when people draw things or build sculptures or stuff like that. Spellwork and mana in the Drawn Universe are inexorably linked. There is the Building Universe, where people build shrines of power and make mana that way. The Drawn Universe and the Building Universe have something of a friendly rivalry going.

“There’s the Garden Universe, where mana comes from gardening. Lots of those types of universes out there where power comes from cultivating things that grow. One such universe like that is thought to be the world where Margleknot originally came from, but no one really knows and Margleknot isn’t talking. Then there’s the Pocket Universe, where everything is layered into each other, all eggs within eggs within eggs, with the main part of that universe being a place where people cultivate individual pocket dimensions. That’s sort of like the Garden Universe.

“The Painted Cosmology was one of the few that were named in how they were created, instead of how they functioned, because classifying how they worked —through mana— was too not-specific-enough. Do you know how many universes have something in them called ‘Darkness’? Lots. That sort of naming just doesn’t work, because each Darkness is different. In those veins, there’s the Struck Gold Universe, the Cubic Crash universe…”

Erick listened to universes and smoked silver with Lionshard for a while. It was a good break from the work.

- - - -

Lionshard went back home.

Erick looked over a few things from the manual he had gotten from the platinum dragon.

There were a lot of similarities between the various stages of accretion that Erick had gone through with his mana, inside Ar’Cosmos, way back when, and the cultivation of here and now. It was kinda odd that he was doing accretion again, but differently, in this land of Other Fae.

Cultivation was not accretion, though, except in the superficial sense.

For mana, Erick had started with a core. Rozeta had helped him make that, and also his secondary Status in the Core of Veird. From there, Erick had accreted to keep his core intact and solid, and to not go insane with hunger from having a degrading core. Making a core was the first step toward True Wizardry, and Erick had started that journey in the Core of Veird in order to have Rozeta’s help.

And then Fairy Moon had kidnapped him to Ar’Cosmos for the other half of accretion learning. In that place, Erick had needed to open his aura and then soak his mana inward through his body, enhancing his body through charging himself with his own power. This led to his core stabilizing in his body, turning perfectly spherical; gaining an infinite number of facets.

And that was accretion at its base.

Erick had gone beyond that in his ascension to Benevolence, and then eventually becoming a True Wizard. He had become a fully crystallized being, and also a person.

Apparently the end step of cultivation was the complete opposite. The final step of reson cultivation, which appeared to result in a person becoming a fairy, was to ‘break all preconceptions and be Simply You’. There was no Paradox, like with mana and accretion and crystals and personhood; there was Simply You.

The Fae were naturally like that.

Other people had to work for that power.

At its lower levels, accretion shared one major thing with cultivation, though. Cultivation was all about finding the path forward that you choose to walk, and then walking it. Your ‘Truth’. Erick had done that with his creation of Benevolence.

Other than that, cultivation was almost entirely about ‘becoming a being of doing’, which was philosophical speak for ‘being a person of passion and action’. The ‘action’ part was just as important as the ‘passion’ part. Wizardry in this New Cosmology was all about actual Wizardry, after all; about pulling forth possibility from nothing and thus making the impossible possible, which required true purpose and power.

There was no grand path to become Simply You, though.

There was simply the act of getting more You, through all the methods one could possibly consider, and that is what worked, if it worked for you. The book had a very clear line about what that actually meant, and that line sent Erick down a deep ‘thought hole’, as Poi would have called it.

Erick set down the book and looked at the ceiling as he had a think.

He voiced the question he had read,

“Do I believe that what I am doing is enough to become Simply Me?”

Was Erick going to become a fairy, whether he wanted it or not?

Erick considered…

He felt in his very bones and soul and mind, that his answer was ‘yes’. Yes, he was doing something that would make him eventually become indelible upon the fabric of reality itself. Erick could have tried to lie to himself about that, but that would have been a lie.

The creation of Yggdrasil. The transformation of Margleknot. The Benevolent Sun in the sky of this central city. The eventual saving of Veird and the expansion of Veird into the universe. The eradication of Malevolence, which was another solid goal…

Erick hoped that whatever awaited him in the future was a good sort of fate because he saw where he was headed, his Lightning Path traveling off into the far, far distance, headed toward strangeness on an uncertain horizon. Unknown and unknowable. Hidden yet apparent. Truths beyond truths.

Erick would eventually walk that full Path if it made the universe a better place.

But for now, Erick simply stood.

The Lightning Path was already beckoning, there at the front gate of his property, and so Erick would walk it, even if he hoped that it would slow down.

He stepped through the house, to his closet, to view the nice clothes that Lionshard had bought for him. He opted for the sunglow and nightglow robes that most matched his usual fare, but these ones glowed on the edges and drank deep all light in the accents. They were appropriate for courtly drama in multiple ways. First, because they were simply the most beautiful clothes that Erick had literally ever seen, but Lionshard called them ‘simply appropriate for court’, and because they would regrow to their full, mended size, as long as Erick kept a fraction of their fabric around and set them in the light of any sun for a short while. That regrowing part was important, because they were certain to get shredded in any real Fae Enclave drama.

They’d also transform into some jewelry for him to wear as a dragon, when he eventually turned into that Truth of his.

So dressed, Erick stepped out of his house, onto the green grasses in front of the gate to his property—

He had been on a mission, which is why he had moved that fast, but he didn’t know that moving with fabrics like this would cause them to billow out and then fall downward in a truly, quite artistic sort of falling. His robes moved like those hair commercials back on Earth; all shimmery and magical. Erick smiled at that, at how his weightless clothes felt and moved, never getting in the way at all, and always making him look good.

Ah.

Nice clothes.

Nice clothes were nice!

Erick moved on.

He looked at the men who had just stepped on to the other side of the portal to his property. Erick stood on grasses and moss, but the two men in front of him stood upon black crystal. Erick said, “I assume you’re Blighter, from Wraithborne Tower. And this is your understudy, Seabass?”

Erick opened the portal between him and the two men on the other side. They now had a clear entryway onto Erick’s land.

Blighter was an elven man of dark, sharp clothes that matched his hair, but his skin was as pale as fresh snow and his eyes were red as blood. Seabass was a fraction darker of skin than Blighter, and his eyes were a bit more purple than red. Both of them were immortal vampires, or at least that’s what Erick mentally called them. They were bloodborn, which were either a very advanced form of blood ooze, or a virus that infected elves who did too much blood magic. Erick wasn’t completely up on the specifics of it, but Lionshard had spoken a bit about them, once Erick had asked the old platinum dragon about the letter he had gotten from the Tower.

And now these people from the tower were here.

They had large, black leather briefcases with them, each of them completely open to Erick’s vision, if he wanted them to be. Some non-magical seals on the outside of the briefcases denoted them as belonging to the Wraithborne Tower, and ‘woe betide all who seek to assail the Tower’. That much was probably enough to warn most people off from peeking.

Erick looked inside the briefcases anyway. It was just paperwork.

All the actual secrets were probably inside the heads of these two men, for the insides of these two men were kinda weird and bloody. Not very intelligible. They were probably immune to Mind Magic, because they certainly looked oozy in some parts, which was quite an interesting thing to see.

Want to be immune to Mind Magic of all various types? Be an ooze! Solution good in many different lands; not just Veird.

Blighter bowed, then rose saying, “Greetings, True Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt of Earth and Veird. I am Blighter from Wraithborne, as you have correctly deduced. This is Seabass, my understudy. I would enjoy a sit down at your pleasure to discuss the case of Nothanganathor, the Painted Cosmology, and what you want to happen. I ask for safe passage while conducting these duties, and request relinquishment to the Wraithborne Tower instead of death or sundering, if I should fail to live up to your demands upon the reality of the case.” Blighter gestured to Seabass, saying, “My understudy wishes for the same.”

Seabass bowed quickly, and professionally.

Erick stepped back from the portal. “Request granted. Please come in, Blighter. Seabass. Let’s talk.”









- - - -









In one of Erick’s front rooms, Blighter set out paperwork for cooperation with the Tower.

Erick read it over, and said, “So that’s a lot less evil than I thought you would be. I was expecting absolutely devastating costs and blood contracts and such. All this says is I agree to not hold the Tower liable for the outcome of the Fae Enclave meeting, and that you cost 1,100 resons a day. A thousand for you, 100 for Seabass.” Erick asked, “So what’s the catch?”

Blighter said, “I have an Understanding with the Fae Enclave. You do not. They will use every trick in the universe to try and get you to falter and fail in everything you attempt to get out of them. If you allow me to speak for you, and if all you do is nothing but stand there, no matter what the fae say, then there are no catches here. But as soon as you speak they’ll instantly hold you in contempt and lock you up in a Time Stasis, and then they’ll try to work me over as your representative, until they come to some sort of agreement that they can deal with.

“We expect to get paid for the days you’re missing, since we will still be working.

“In the event that you talk and they really don’t like you, then they’ll jettison you to Layer 1 and we’ll still be talking in court until you come back.

“Please understand that they will very much attempt to get you to contempt yourself. Anything except for you speaking in regard to a direct question, and then answering fully honestly, will be contempt.

“The Fae Enclave will only truly deal with you in court after they’ve had their fun, or if they think they can have more fun adjusting a previous decision of theirs.

“I can tell you right now that they will not overturn their decision of Nothanganathor and the Painted Cosmology. Shadow burned a lot of goodwill with them when she tried to kill them to make her viewpoint stronger. All she did was make them angry.

“I will attempt to make you the Arbiter of Veird, but you’re likely going to have to settle for something else. I don’t know the exact shape of that ‘something else’, but it will be between several horrible decisions for you. The Fae Enclave deals in very nebulous concepts, and there are lots of outcomes on the table right now. For instance: Would you give up your Ascension to become the Arbiter of Veird? Your sense of purpose? Your Element? Your entire life on Earth? Or on Veird?”

Blighter stopped talking, because that had been A Lot.

Erick considered.

Erick asked, “And what if I went in there without you, for the first time?”

“Once you stop talking through lawyers, they stop taking you seriously. Therefore, this is not a recommended course of action. You would be able to speak your mind to them, though. Mind, please, that the outcomes of such an action could be a lot worse than what we could get out of them for you.” Blighter said, “Therefore, in my professional opinion, you should not meet them alone at any point in time.”

Erick pretended to need to think, to draw out the moment, as he asked, “So if they kicked me away, and I had you there in a professional setting, you could make bargains for myself while I am out of commission. And those bargains would be binding?”

“Yes,” Blighter said, “If you are not comfortable with that, we can do a different arrangement involving you as a self-representing person and us standing back and offering legal knowledge when you ask it, or when we have words that we feel the need to tell you. That sort of arrangement is unorthodox and makes the Fae Enclave rather uncooperative and violent toward the counsel of the claimant.”

“… Ah. Well I like that option better. I won’t have you making any sort of bargains for me, ever, without my prior, complete approval.” Erick said, “But you going in as my counsel and me self-representing would be putting you at risk. Can you handle that?”

Blighter said, “We would ask to step out after assisting you three times. That is the usual number of allowed interventions.” And then he added, “Ascended Flatt. I tell you right now that I would stake my life on making this case work out in your best possible favor. The Tower wishes to work with you. We desire your complete desire to work with the tower. We would not do anything to make you truly decide that we’re not worthy of cooperation, and we certainly would not harm your capability to be you, after facing the Enclave.”

“… Well.” Erick looked at both Blighter and Seabass, and said, “Let us speak of the actual case, and if you have a way to actually win, then I would hear it.”

Seabass opened up his briefcase which broke some sort of word magic on it, because all of the basic paperwork inside suddenly shifted, words becoming images that moved, animated with life until they settled down onto the pages again and told a much different story than ‘basic paperwork’. Seabass set them out on the table with a flicker of purple power, and Erick breathed in when he read what was down there.

It was the story of Nothanganathor versus Melemizargo, which became the story of how Nothanganathor had sought out help from the Wraithborne Tower for Propagation magic, and how he had taken control of the Veird situation during the Sundering. Great swaths of the story were missing and speculated upon, and those parts of the tale were noted with angle brackets, but Erick felt they were true speculations.

He summarized the hundred page document in his mind.

- -

11,500 years ago:

Ikaramaliana, the Goddess of Magic, informs the Painted Cosmology that she is passing into Darkness, and that there will be a tournament between all capable peoples for the Mantle of Magic.

11,450 years ago:

The tournament is held.

Through great hardship two <brothers or cousins> reach the end stage of the tournament. Melemizargo and his Endless Style, versus Nothanganathor with his Shadowed Sun style. Melemizargo, of <Creation>, had been expected to cede to his brother, of Paradox, and become Second to the God of Magic. <This did not happen.> <With a surprising amount of absolute hatred,> Melemizargo fights Nothanganathor for real.

Melemizargo ascends atop the shattered body of his brother, to become the God of Magic. In that moment Melemizargo and the Elven Conclave breaks Nothanganathor’s Shadowed Sun existence and rips apart every source of power Nothanganathor has across the entire Painted Cosmology, <cursing him to forever be unable to ascend to any kind of True Power at all>.

They cursed Nothanganathor to obscurity, for Nothanganathor was responsible for the Goddess of Magic’s untimely death. <Ikaramaliana had been dead for 50 years by now, but she lingered long enough to hold the tournament.>

Nothanganathor is banished as a <leviathan>; not a true dragon at all. <All history has been rewritten to make him appear as a false dragon, like a snake.>

11,000 years ago:

Nothanganathor, who had been a traveler of many universes and who had found power in many places, comes back to Margleknot and begins rebuilding his power. He had always been a friend to Evil, which is why he was able to find a way to <poison and kill his mother>, but now he is at his weakest, and he drinks deep of the fountain of Evil. He begins to grow long, instead of dense.

He begins on his journey of rebuilding himself into something that could destroy the curse upon him, and to take the mantle of the God of Magic of the Painted Cosmology to further break his curse and truly Ascend once again.

9500 years ago:

Nothanganathor comes and goes from the Wraithborne Tower, venturing into the Painted Cosmology at the behest of Margleknot, to discover what happened to Margleknot’s person in that universe.

It is a quest given to him because Nothanganathor has long been a friend to everyone except the Good, and most people commiserate with his loss against his brother, since most people in the Painted Cosmology simply do not care for this uber-cosmology.

8500 years ago:

Nothanganathor officially allies with the Wraithborne Tower and with the man who would become Emperor Morbion Blackthorn. He also allies with the Corrupted Void Sanctuary, and the Corrupted Archive.

The search for Margleknot’s lost person goes unsolved, and is <officially abandoned.>

7900 years ago:

Nothanganathor invents Malevolence.

The Wraithborne Tower truly begins to take root in Evil, and grow stronger. They are fully Evil in these days.

The Corrupted Void Sanctuary gains a strong presence and does not falter like normal Evil organizations.

The Corrupted Archive gains a strong presence and does not falter like normal Evil organizations.

7500 years ago:

Morbion Blackthorn rises as the Emperor of the Wraithborne Tower.

Thus begins an expansion of Evil upon Margleknot.

6500 years ago:

Paradise Rises, a land of Good people, falls to the Wraithborne Tower.

6250 years ago:

The Prismatic Wilderness, a land of Good entities, falls to the Wraithborne Tower.

The Wraithborne Tower suffers a major setback due to the Celestial Observatory and decides to go softer in its Evil. Thus, begins the Reformation. The Wraithborne Tower begins to grow at a truly astonishing rate, now that it has pulled back from all its truly Evil ways.

6000-1450 years ago:

Nothanganathor is largely missing. <He is believed to be inside the Painted Cosmology, working toward ends that are unknown.> He occasionally comes back to Margleknot to make friends with rising evils and fulfill missions for the Fae Enclave. Whatever the Enclave wants, Nothanganathor will do.

During this time Nothanganathor goes from a leviathan a few tens of kilometers long, to world-spanning, and eventually to sun-sized. He is still not capable of Ascending, and the Enclave prefers it that way, for Nothanganathor is the Enclave’s greatest weapon against problems that need solving, <primarily problems of corruption.>

1450 years ago:

The Sundering of the Painted Cosmology.

Since the Sundering was an unknown destruction, and Nothanganathor is in the neighborhood, the Enclave puts Nothanganathor in charge of figuring out what happened. Nothanganathor is fine with this. The Enclave tells him that if he should merely wish to eat Veird for all eternity and never truly find out what happened in the Sundering, then that is fine, too. They were running out of things to feed their favored weapon, anyway.

<The only true caveat they gave him was that if someone should Ascend from Veird, then they would be allowed to Ascend and give statements on what happened to their universe.> (there are many caveats)

The destruction of a universe is a very large deal, after all. They want to know what caused the destruction so that they can prevent such a thing, or, as some believe, use such a weapon for their own ends.

Present day:

Nothanganathor is requesting the dissolution of Ascended Flatt’s influence inside Margleknot, while also apologizing that he could not fully contain Veird due to planar influence.

The Wraithborne Tower is currently choosing which side to back.

The Fae Enclave desires that Erick Flatt make an appearance.

- -

Erick sighed as the weight of it all crashed onto him again. “And this isn’t even the full story.”

“Correct, Ascended Flatt.” Blighter said, “We have many documents under the Seal of the Tower that we would rather release to the Fae Enclave instead of to you, for those documents will be hampered in their effectiveness if we allow you to use them yourself.”

If Erick had detected even the slightest bit of disrespect in that statement, he would have had to stop himself from biting Blighter’s head off, but Blighter was being the best lawyer he could be, and so Erick simply thought.

Erick had a lot of things he could do at that moment.

He chose what felt like the optimal one, but which likely wasn’t.

Erick said, “Here’s what I’m going to do: I’m going to go to them and you’re going to play backup, and when they decide to start playing hard I’m going to request tasks to solve in order to build up goodwill. When I’m doing that goodwill building, you’re going to build a real case and show me some of the various things that you’re keeping from me. You are not allowed to bargain for me, but you can make hypothetical bargains to bring back to me. Now. On the subject of goodwill building: Does the Wraithborne Tower have things they’d like done that are classifiable as ‘good’? Because that’s something I need to work on, too.” Erick said, “You all are very close to being good, and Benevolence is a better worker of soul magics than Elemental Death.”

Blighter easily asked, “What are your opinions on reincarnating beyond-ancient evils into forms that are soul-stable? Our goal would be to make them vulnerable to other evils, to harvest them for what they have inside of them.”

“… Oh gods— Okay!” Erick mumbled. “That’s like… at least 3 different moral quandaries. Probably a lot more if I took more than a single moment to think about it… I would want to reincarnate them into simple people once again, without any special power. I would also protect them from harvesting… and probably do exactly what I did with Derock... But that is what you want to happen anyway and you know I’d be fine with that. You want me to simply make some ancient Evils young and alive and not so evil anymore, and then set them outside of the sight of every single person they ever knew, and make them untrackable in the process. Why ask in this particular, sinister way? Like you’re going to ‘harvest them’, etcetera?”

“To see how you would react.” Blighter said, “A lost evil reborn in a new body is fine. We simply want to get rid of them to clean house, one way or another. If they come back with Benevolent power then we’re good with that.”

Erick frowned a little. “Moving on.” He changed topics. “You know I have experience with some fae, right? Margleknot gave out a huge dossier on me to a whole bunch of organizations. What makes the Fae Enclave so special-deadly?”

“The main problem with the Fae Enclave is the same problem that makes fae everywhere so deadly.” Blighter said, “It doesn’t matter how many times you kill them, or how many times you win. They are the truest of immortals. All they have to do is win once.”

“… Ahhh. Yeah. That same problem.”

“They also have rather total control over the space of this land,” Blighter said, “They can shove even Ascended into Layer 1.”

Erick thought for a moment. “Have you all tried soul shackles on them?”

“Only the foolish attempt this. It merely makes them truly mad.” Blighter added, “But yes. Going against the Fae Enclave is how most places perish in Margleknot. If you annoy them, they will annoy you right back. If you please them, they might please you right back. The onus to be useful is always on the plaintiff or visitor. More than one Evil-based organization has fallen to them, one way or another, and the Wraithborne Tower has been born and died a thousand times over, each time taking a different name. The same thing has happened to some Good places out there, too.”

Erick nodded. “Your help is appreciated.” He said to the air, “Yggdrasil. I’d like to set up a continuous payment to them for their services. 1,100 resons a day.”

Words appeared for them all to see.

Done.

“Thank you.” Erick conjured two reson orbs, both of them the same size, but one was worth a thousand resons and the other worth 100. He handed them to Blighter, and then Seabass, saying, “A bonus for today, or whatever. Now let’s talk about the Propagation Magic that Nothanganathor learned from you, that you have left out of the meeting until now.”

Blighter looked to Seabass; a confirmation to do something.

And Seabass opened a hidden compartment on his briefcase that even Erick didn’t see, because it literally did not exist until then. Erick sensed the presence of some sort of odd, eldritch power, in that opening, like what he had seen in Lionshard’s orrery room, in the weirder, deeper parts of the empty sky here and there. Seabass used something similar to that intangibleness to pull out a single sheet of paper with words upon it that danced.

He set the paper down, being careful not to look at it.

And then he backed away and fell to his knees.

Blighter went to one knee.

A voice opened up in the air. “Hello? Who is this that seeks an answer from the Archive?”

Erick couldn’t even see the magic, but he could sense that something was floating above the piece of paper… He didn’t look too closely right now, but he could if he wanted to.

Blighter spoke, “It is I, a contracted lawyer of the Wraithborne Tower named Blighter, requesting the cooperation of the Corrupted Archive in order to grant knowledge of shared and sealed power to another.”

Erick watched, and did not interrupt.

He guessed he was in bed with Evil now, eh?

Felt less dirty than he imagined it would feel.

The voice drawled out, “Eeehhhhh! You can’t ask for that through a contact sheet!”

A beat.

Blighter was suddenly uncomfortable, as though he had not expected that answer at all.

Seabass was confused.

Erick assumed this was either a very good play, or else the man on the other end of the contact sheet was kinda loony and his lawyers weren’t sure what to do now.

Erick spoke up, “Hello, Corrupted Archive.”

“Oh!” said the sheet. “Who is this now?”

For a brief, horrible moment, Erick wondered if he had fucked up.

Erick felt the shifting of something beyond as the air above the contact sheet flexed and twisted, and an illusion that Erick had not noticed was suddenly noticeable. It was a sparkle of light that resolved into an absolute hole in the universe that led to a black infinity that was not black at all, but merely a color beyond reckoning.

A color made of eyes and tentacles and mouths.

… Kinda reminded Erick of Fallopolis, actually—

The colorless horde tried to step through the hole—

“Nope,” Erick said, flexing his Authority, suddenly feeling a whole lot more secure in everything. “We can talk through this thing, if you please.”

“Oh oh oh!” said the eye/mouth/tentacle thing. “Someone with actual Authority around here, eh? Who might you be, little… not mortal. Oh. Ascended? Oh wait.” Every single eye, mouth, and even a few of the tentacles in the infinity beyond the hole, seemed to smile. “You’re a powerful one. What might The Corrupted Archive grant you to tempt you to corruption?”

Erick gestured to Blighter. “The lawyer here, Blighter, on behalf of the Wraithborne Tower, is requesting the cooperation of the Corrupted Archive in order to grant knowledge of shared and sealed power to another.” Erick said, “I am that ‘another’.”

The colorless horde paused.

“… One moment.”

The colorless horde pulled away.

The colorless horde returned. “Ask the question, little Blighter.”

Blighter metaphorically regained his feet; he was still kneeling. “This one requests to be allowed to know the history of the entity known as Nothanganathor, his time learning Propagation Magic in cooperation between the Tower and the Archive, and what he did with that Propagation magic. This one requests to share this knowledge with the Ascended here known as Erick Flatt.”

The colorless horde said, “Oh? Let me see… Yes. That’s acceptable. This has been spoken and cleared prior to this event. Release the knowledge, if you desire. The Corrupted Archive is satis… Wait. Ascended Erick Flatt?”

Blighter easily said, “This conversation now falls under lawyer privilege and cannot be used to demand more concessions than are already stated in agreements between the Tower and the Archive. If you wish to make a separate deal with Ascended Erick Flatt, please make that deal and do not involve us as a bargaining chip.”

The colorless horde frowned but accepted Blighter’s words. He said to Erick, “You want Nothanganathor True Dead? You come to us when the Enclave fails you. Contact paper finish.”

The portal winked out. The paper collapsed inward and then turned to ash.

Erick [Benevolence Cleanse]d the space—

And an absolute torrent of mana of every possible flavor washed out into the world like a tsunami of thick, white air; an ephemeral bomb. It was thick enough to ruffle hair and clothes and paper, but not much more than that.

Erick patted his clothes down, saying, “Well then! That was ‘corruption’? What exactly makes corruption so dangerous?”

Erick had heard a little bit about corruption from Lionshard, but Lionshard had been evasive about that, so Erick wanted to know why these guys had decided to open a portal to corruption in his meeting room. Erick had some Thoughts on why they had tried it, but he chose to keep those thoughts to himself. For now.

Blighter rose from his kneeling position, saying, “Corruption is not dangerous in small doses, but I believe the Archive might have gotten a bit too corrupted lately, if it wasn’t able to know that it should have approved our request right away. I would apologize on their behalf, Ascended Flatt.”

“Apology accepted. You didn’t answer the question, though.”

“Corruption is something unknowable that actively causes harm to all who view it, and which grows large and fast if allowed to grow. It is a breaking-down of all natural order into something terrible, and it is responsible for the deaths of many universes. We believe it is from another specific universe, but we don’t actually know. Many of the greatest forms of malicious evil are based around corruption, and all of the strongest forms of propagation magic are based on corruptive ideals. Malevolence is one of those magics. That is what Nothanganathor learned at the Corrupted Archive, among other things.” Blighter continued, “But Malevolence is not corruption. It is a mana-based version of corruption that is able to interact with and deny corruption, or allow corruption to run rampant. This is partially why the Fae Enclave is fine with Nothanganathor doing whatever he wants. He is very good at killing corruption.

“Other types of mana-based powers include Elemental Crisis, and Elemental Misfortune. Other, non-mana powers are much more varied in their ability to fight, create, or contain corruption, including Entropy Manipulation, Reality Bending, Karma, and Sealing.

“Evil is very good at killing other Evils, Ascended Flatt, and that is why Margleknot is about Balance, instead of just being about Good.”

For a moment, Erick was speechless.

And then, because he truly had no idea, and he needed to know, he simply asked, “Is Benevolence good at anti-corruption magics?”

It should be good against corruption, right? Erick had invented Benevolence with the idea of tackling issues exactly like this ‘corruption’ problem, though he had never heard of what corruption could really do or how it was used before now.

Benevolence worked hard to prevent all apocalypse scenarios…

But did Benevolence actually work against the first real apocalypse scenario that everyone else knew about, but which Erick did not? This was, perhaps, the first real test of Benevolence on the greater stage of the universe…

And Erick had no idea if his power did what he wanted it to do.

He felt like Benevolence would work very well against corruption, though.

It was just taking a while?

“I’ve no idea!” Blighter said, appearing slightly excited for the first time, and perhaps, a little bit, aware of Erick’s internal monologue. “If Benevolence works against corruption then we might have an actual chance against Nothanganathor in fairy court!” He instantly digressed, saying, “Or maybe not, honestly. Elemental Malevolence is incredibly useful against corruption because corruption likes to work behind the scenes and that’s where Malevolence shines. The Corrupted Archive has been using Malevolence to clean itself up when it gets bad enough which is probably what it is doing right now.” Blighter added, “And it is very possible that even if we should get Nothanganathor all the way into a corner, that he is going to say something to the Enclave along the lines of ‘I helped to bring Benevolence about, therefore all my Evil was justified and you owe me’. That’s the tactic I would use against you if I were working for him.”

… Well then.

Erick asked Yggdrasil, “Yggdrasil? Is Benevolence working against the corruption out there?”

Yes. Of course it is, Father.

This is a very weird question.

Benevolence is right up there with The Fractal Mandala and the Sacred River when it comes to fighting corruption. Fighting corruption is where practically all of my half of the Benevolent Sun is going, and most of my production on Veird. And since you bring it up, now is a good enough time to inform you that I have added another Surface to your Benevolent Sun. Your daily income has a little more than doubled since last you checked.

It’ll hit 500b per day soon enough. I need you to speak to the Enclave about allowing me to make it larger.

Current income: 382b per day

Current expenditures: Max.

“Oh! Well look at that.” Erick laughed a little. “Right! Right. I thought it was… Well that’s a lot more specific than what I had known, and I didn’t know any of that. Okay! Good.” Erick felt secure as he told Blighter and Seabass, “I’m going to the Enclave now. You can stand back and watch what happens. You will have notes for me afterward. I assume they’re either going to shove me to Layer 1 or give me an impossible quest or five.”

Blighter stared hard at the ‘The Fractal Mandala’, but he realized that Erick had finished instructing him, so he bowed, then rose, saying, “Probably a shove to Layer 1 and the quests, Ascended Flatt. They likely won’t be impossible quests, either, unless you anger them most severely.”

Seabass bowed with him, and then rapidly packed the papers back up.

“I’ll try not to anger them— Ah! That reminds me.” Erick asked, “If I meet slavers over there on Layer 1, I am going to dismantle them. Tell me now if that is going to be a problem.”

As though he had been prepared for it, because he probably had been, Blighter said, “The Wraithborne Tower has interests on Layer 1, and we ask that you leave our clearly-marked lands alone. Everything outside of our territory is fair game. We have warned our allies about this already, and that warning is 4 days old as of right now. There will probably be a lot of false-Tower icons out there, but the actual Tower zones are very clearly marked and visible from every single direction as grey pillars of light in the sky. We make them that way so that we can serve as beacons of relative safety in the Fractal Wastes. If you wish for guidance out of the Fractal Wastes, then you might try one of our outposts.”

Erick considered that, and then said, “Honestly, if I find people raping and soul mutilating then the Seal of the Tower is not going to save them.”

“We accept this highly likely scenario. Extensive damage to our interests will be considered the cost of doing business, as long as you don’t completely try to remake the Wastes in your image.” Blighter said, “Everyone on the Fractal Wastes has been expecting you to show up for a while now, though, which should tell you a lot about a lot.”

“… Ah. I suppose it does.”
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Erick stepped out of a portal onto ground that was not ground. It was crystal that was more air than solid, with motes of light that swirled inside that un-solidity like glittering waves of some unknown lifeform, flashing out signals that Erick did not understand. It was bees flashing other bees, or the flow of sunflowers tracing the sun.

The ground was the extension of the Fae Enclave up ahead, sticking out a hundred kilometers from the main thrust of the central column of Margleknot’s ‘first class citizens’. That central column took up half the horizon and looked exactly like the not-crystal under Erick’s feet, but it was so far away it looked solid.

A path of glitter-crystal lay ahead.

The portal closed behind Blighter and Seabass, both of Erick’s lawyers looking as presentable as possible.

Erick started walking forward—

And he suddenly crossed a thousand kilometers to stand before a large archway gate that was as wide and tall as the sky. The airy crystal of the Fae Enclave continued on beyond the edges of that sky, like a flavoring to the horizon.

Beyond the gate lay a forest of trees, each the size of the smallest of Yggdrasil’s forms back home on Veird. Those trees formed a pathway as wide as a sea, leading to a white tower in the distance. As Erick stood there, ten meters from the gate that led into that land, he recognized houses in the trees, and everywhere else. There were towers and castles and caverns and doors leading downward. Stairways and elevators and sky roads. People were everywhere, some of them looking like tiny pinpricks of light or like nearly-invisible bugs due to the far, far distance between here and there.

Erick took that all in, and then he turned to the purple and yellow person sitting beside an air-crystal desk beside the giant gate. The person seemed female, with standard feminine characteristics, with blond hair and boobs and wearing a dress, but they had multifaceted bug eyes and antennae and dragonfly wings and no actual sex to them at all.

She greeted Erick, saying, “Howdy. You’re expected.” And then she beckoned to the road behind Erick.

“… I’m missing my lawyers.”

Blighter and Seabass had not been there, and then they were.

Blighter and Seabass both bowed instantly.

The fairy said, “Blighter and Seabass. The Fae Enclave appreciates that you finally left that other decision to be done with, and have now brought forth Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence, to the Enclave. You will not be allowed to speak this time, but you are allowed to experience the exchanges of the Enclave between themselves and Wizard Flatt. Do you understand?”

Blighter and Seabass bowed deeper, and both said, “We understand.”

“Rise, then, and be welcomed.”

Blighter and Seabass rose. Both of them then drew lines across their lips and used some sort of blood magic to seal their own mouths shut.

… Well okay then.

The fairy turned to Erick, saying, “Please adopt your truest form and prepare to visit the standing council.”

Erick had almost been about to say that his human form was his truest form—

But then Blighter did some sign language that Erick did not know, but he read as ‘dragon form’.

The fairy casually said to Blighter, “That’s the last time you interfere.”

Blighter bowed.

Nothing happened, though, because that had been a warning from the purple/yellow fairy to Blighter. Warnings came before action.

Erick stepped back and flickered to his dragon form, his clothes of glowing fabrics transforming into thin rings that he controlled to wrap around one of his horns...

And something was different.

Erick was used to being around 50 meters long from head to butt, and then twice that for the tail and around 175 wide for the wings, but he was a lot bigger than that right now. Based on his claws resting near the fairy and his lawyers, Erick was probably… Twice that size. Maybe a bit more. 200 long from nose to tail tip, and 300-ish wide with the wings.

Erick stepped a bit further away from them, so he didn’t crush them. It was honestly difficult to be a dragon sometimes. He only really liked doing this in private, or when relaxing, because people were way too tiny when he was a dragon.

And now he was even bigger.

For a brief moment, Erick was worried something had happened.

He checked on himself, making sure nothing else was untoward…

His Status seemed fine. He had accounted for all of his dragonness when he made his Status, after all, and [Polymorph] spellwork of all kinds, including Perfected Body and True Polymorph, along with how life basically worked, did not care about shape when it came to stuff like mana saturation and accretion. Resons were the same, too.

His reson wallet had adjusted to his new draconic mana channels, because of course it did. Dragons had circulatory systems and brains and organs and all of that, including mana channels, but they were much more ‘I am what I am’ than what biology would make of them, and Erick was no different.

Being in his dragon form gave him a lot more room for improvement, though. Humans could only hold so much mana and —Erick assumed— resons. This fact proved itself because Erick looked inside and saw his core and mana channels flickering with faint lightning, instead of the thick glow of his Reson Wallet of his human form. This was because, Erick saw, most of the resons he was making were actually soaking into his full draconic body instead of going into his Wallet…

Which was different.

Dragons had a lot more room for improvement than humans had, or even proteans, so of course his dragon form could accept more resons. Erick would probably have to open the tap up rather wide to start making resons go into his wallet while as a dragon, instead of having them soak into his scales, flesh, blood, and bone...

Briefly, Erick did exactly that.

White-gold lightning flooded through his body bringing with it a warmth that Erick didn’t know he had been missing…

And he realized he was growing larger.

Nope! Stop that right now.

The growth stopped because Erick willed it, and in that same moment Erick turned the tap back down to 9%, and he also made himself slightly smaller, back to his normal dragon size, through a normal action of crushing himself down to be properly small-ish—

At his normal dragon size, the reson-flow inside of him was back to its normal luminescent white-gold glow in his core, and his mana channels. It wasn’t soaking into his body overmuch. Which was good. Erick stopped concentrating on making his reson wallet make resons instead of supporting his growth… And it stayed exactly as it should.

… So Erick just needed to keep his body this size, and then he wouldn’t get bigger automatically? Well. Sure. Okay. It wasn’t that much of a pain to control himself to stay this size. It was the normal sort of pressure that he always experienced when he was trying to keep his human body human-sized, without the horns.

Erick had never needed to ‘shrink’ his dragon form, like he had needed to shrink his human form, but he supposed… This was now his life.

Making sure his voice was steady and not booming, Erick asked, “This is acceptable?”

The purple/yellow fairy looked at him, her lips in a scrunch. “Yeah sure. If you’re more comfortable larger then you can be larger. Doesn’t matter much.”

“I prefer to engage people at their own physical level, but I can be dragon-shaped if that’s more proper.”

“It is more proper.” The fairy gestured. “They await you at the tower.” She looked at Blighter and Seabass. “You two can go ahead.”

And then Blighter and Seabass vanished.

… Well okay then.

Erick walked into the Fae Enclave—

- - - -

—And stepped onto soft soil, between great trees filled with buildings and people. The gate to the rest of Margleknot was far, far behind him, while the air was an intoxicating blend of springtime, power, fae, and old, good memories. He smelled bread and meats. He saw everything all around for a hundred kilometers, as he felt Life in the air. He had never felt Life before, because there was no such thing as ‘Elemental Life’, but now he was feeling Life, and he knew it for what it was, and for Lionshard’s description of this particular cultivation power.

It was pure, and wonderful.

Erick almost wanted to sit down and enjoy the moment, but he had work to do.

The white tower was still far ahead.

Erick spread his wings and lifted into the air with a great push of power and a little bit of magic. Benevolence flickered upon his black wings and body, zapping the ground and adding some mushrooms and moss and grasses to the soils he had dug up with his claws.

And he soared forward, his wings feeling the wind.

Ahhh~

Erick had missed being himself.

This was nice. He was still stressed as all get-out, but he’d solve the problems ahead, for sure. Erick checked on his Status as he flew to make sure he wasn’t being attacked from any particular angle, and he seemed fine. All of his Mana, Health, and Psyche were ticking up the normal amount of around 200 per second, and ticking down between 7 to 15 points per second. Health drain went from 10 points per second to 25 every time he beat his wings, so that was just the ordeal of being a dragon.

Erick glided on Benevolence toward the white tower in the distance, zooming down the thoroughfare of grasslands between the massive trees, whipping by house after castle after hobbit-hole of dwelling. Trailing jags of Benevolence arced from the curve of his chest or the edges of his folded up arms and legs, jolting to the ground, trailing off of his languid tail, causing spots of bright and dark green to grow over his flight path.

Some fairies watched from balconies as Erick flew, and Erick realized why Purple/Yellow had wanted him in this form. It had been to announce his presence to the masses. Some of the fairies waved. Some of them hollered.

Some of them laughed.

They were nice laughs, mostly.

Some smiled wide, their teeth like knives around jagged holes in the world.

Laughter echoed, and it wasn’t so nice this time.

Erick stopped enjoying himself as he flew across the land, girding his defenses—

The drain on his Status dropped from 25 points per second in every category, back down to 2 points per second. Erick sighed. The ‘good’ flight stopped. The green carpet ended. Erick controlled his Benevolence to a proper solidity, to end whatever ‘attack’ they had been doing, and he simply flew, wings out, under the black hole sun—

Erick jolted a little when he noticed the sky again, firstly because he hadn’t noticed the sky until now. And secondly there was the sky itself. There was only one sun overhead, and it was the largest, blackest one, with the brightest ring of white light surrounding it, like a corona of several tens of suns around a void in the universe.

The distance between himself and the tower also seemed a whole lot shorter. Had he been flying in an eternally expanding stretch of land? Like on a treadmill? Until he had recognized the world around him for the fakery that it was? Maybe. If so, Erick had been on one of the universe's largest treadmills until now. He would need to watch out for that sort of attack later.

Erick huffed out a puff of Benevolence smoke, discarding his annoyance, and flew the remaining hundred kilometers to the white tower.

The Tower of the Enclave was shaped like a bunch of glitter-wind crystal that was denser than the crystal that was outside, that surrounded this infinite land. The tower hovered above a crater. A cliff of stone jutted out from the edge of that crater to connect to the tower.

The glitter-crystal tower was a rather normal size, actually. Big, yes, but not that big. Erick could easily see ten or twenty ruler-level fae deigning to have their offices gathered here.

This was undoubtedly the center of the Fae Enclave, too, so where was the Quantum Nexus Hub, that silver cylinder that pierced the Enclave right through the middle, making the Enclave have a ‘center’ by that piercing—

Ah?

Was that it?

Down there, in the crater?

A silver thread held at the bottom of the crater below the white spire. That thread extended left and right, coming out of the dirt and going back into the dirt.

There was nothing else down there, in the crater. Just dirt.

Erick half-expected to see water, or something.

Eh.

There was probably something hidden down there.

Anyway.

Erick landed on the cliff that extended toward the tower—

The tower opened a large gate that had not been there before Erick set down.

… Erick walked forward, he supposed—

- - - -

Erick stepped into a judgment chamber.

Every physical thing in the room was made of dense glitter-crystal that reminded Erick of souls, but different. It was more like broken fragments of infinity making an overall shape of crystal, than the amorphous blob that was soulstuff.

The floor was barely-illuminated glitter crystal. The grand arc of benches up ahead were made of the same crystal. The walls got brighter near the ceiling, and the ceiling, way, way up there, was as bright as day. Stands held behind Erick, stacked up way, way into the distance, like he was at the bottom of an amphitheater.

Right beside Erick, down on the ground, were Blighter and Seabass, already with papers out and diagrams floating in the air, like they had been talking. Their mouths had been unsealed. Erick supposed it was what it was, and he would either have some good news about whatever they had been talking about, or he would have another problem to solve.

From the papers and diagrams in the air, they looked to be talking about the Wraithborne Tower, and not about Erick, directly. So that was good.

And then there were the fairies, in every shape and color of person that Erick could imagine. No two were the same, but many of them were similar in that they had two arms, two legs, and two pairs of wings. The ones behind Erick were just as flamboyant as everyone else.

The ones in front of Erick followed that same pattern of being wholly different from each other.

From left to right, there were five.

Erick knew four of them, for they were easy to pick out based on Yggdrasil’s descriptions in his Guidebook.

Lord Eldraki, a mischievous trickster Fae with a penchant for illusion magic, sat on the far left, playing with fakery, making tiny illusions of animals and people and then moving them around like they were dolls.

Lady Aelorika, the wise and just leader of the Fae council, sat to the left-of-center. Her floral crown draped vines and flowers down her back and all over the crystal around her.

Lady Seraphaka, a regal and elegant Fae with control over light and shadow, sat right-of-center. She wore white and gold and black, and she looked slightly annoyed.

Lord Dakka, a fae of war and death always in favor of more war and death, sat at the far right. He wore rusted chains and rusted metals like they were armor. His wings looked made of rust.

And then there was the center chair.

Erick saw the center chair. He truly did see that chair. And he saw the person sitting upon that chair. He knew there was someone there, but he could not perceive them but… perhaps… they were made of… more glitter crystal? Hard to know. Erick felt it would be rude to try to understand whatever they had going on with all of that, so he did not try overmuch.

Lady Aelorika spoke, “And now he is here, and we can begin the real talking.” She intoned, “Erick Flatt. Welcome to the Fae Enclave. We wish to formally announce you as a force of Good in the universe and to bring you into Balance, thus removing your ability to fight Nothanganathor, who is Evil, and to attempt to stop your attempted Benevolence takeover of the Wraithborne Tower. Do you agree to this?”

Erick had a lot of sudden thoughts on that.

One overriding thought came to the forefront.

“No.”

People roared behind Erick, calling him a bastard and other names. Erick angled his head backward and looked at whoever-the-fuck was saying that, and all he saw were a bunch of tricksters and actors. Here and there fae called for Erick’s murder, but there were smiles and jeers and body language that was completely at odds with the words they were actually saying.

What was their problem?

Erick turned his full attention back to the Fae Enclave.

Lady Aelorika simply nodded. “An expected, unfortunate answer. You should look beyond your second-world, Erick. You have a part that is larger to play than the tiny world in which you gained so much. The offer will remain open. Next.”

Erick truly wanted to interrupt, to demand that they tear down whatever power they had granted Nothanganathor, and to tear him from Veird. Alternatively, Erick wanted to ask for quests to eventually achieve that end through making friends here, as Nothanganathor had apparently done.

But he waited for open question time, instead. Hopefully there would be an open question time.

Lord Eldraki, of illusions, spoke without looking at Erick, “Kill every Jane you know and I’ll vote for Nothanganathor’s True Erasure.”

… What?

Erick let that weird threat flow by him because Eldraki hadn’t actually asked anything.

Lord Eldraki had been expecting a roar, though. He looked up from his illusionary toys, raised an eyebrow, and actually Looked at Erick this time. He said, “Give me your heart and I will remove Nothanganathor from Veird.”

Erick said nothing. Like he would ever agree to something as nebulous as that. What the fuck was this guy’s problem?

Eh.

He probably had a lot of problems.

Lord Eldraki frowned, then said, “Pay me a mana.”

Erick did nothing.

Lord Eldraki went, “EH!”

Erick had no idea what this fucker’s problem was. Probably a lot of problems. The crowd behind Erick seemed disappointed for some reason. Eldraki was the ‘trickster’ among the fae council, so perhaps he had been trying to pull a true trick of some consequence.

‘Eh!’ right back at him.

Mentally of course. Erick didn’t actually say that.

Lady Seraphaka, of white, gold, and black, cleared her throat, and said, “I would like to speak of the actual case against Nothanganathor. We carry him around because his brand of Evil is disastrously competent at allowing certain actions but there’s a plentiful lot of cromulent circumstantial evidence against him as the ultimate cause of the Sundering of the Painted Cosmology. And what’s more, is that we don’t need him if we have Erick. We’ve been sliding toward Evil for a long while here in Margleknot and I would like to see something of the Better Balance return.”

The crowd called out words of ‘boring’ and ‘we should have more Evil!’

Erick wasn’t sure what to think, himself.

Lady Aelorika spoke, “As I said earlier: If Erick is willing to become Good then we can have both him and Nothanganathor and I would like to have both. Sometimes you can’t save everyone and it would be foolish to try, and therefore Malevolence would be better than Benevolence in those situations.”

Lord Dakka spoke, his voice the sound of soft explosions, “I want to see Erick go to war against an actual worthy enemy.”

Lady Seraphaka and Lady Aelorika said, “Vetoed.”

Lady Seraphaka said, “The risk is too great to lose him.”

Lady Aelorika said to Lady Seraphaka, “I doubt Erick would die. No. The real risk is that he could be corrupted, and therefore an actual danger to us all.”

Lady Seraphaka paused, then nodded, conceding the point.

And then Lord Eldraki smiled, and said, “Tell us of enemies you would target for our amusement, Erick.”

The floor opened up for Erick to actually speak.

Erick almost said something like ‘I could target Nothanganathor for your amusement’, but then he realized he didn’t want anything ‘amusing’ to happen anywhere near Veird at all.

Erick said, “For your amusement? I’m not sure I want to do that. Can you make it worth my while?”

The other fae watched Lord Eldraki for his response. Some of them whispered how Erick had done that well. Others said he was being stupid for ever engaging with Lord Eldraki at all. Erick agreed with that last one, but he certainly didn’t say as much.

Lord Eldraki smirked, saying, “I’ll help you become fae if you can prove that Nothanganathor actually killed your adopted Painted Cosmology. Once you become fae, you will be able to sit on this council yourself, and tear down all that Nothanganathor has gained from us, while putting yourself into power to make this entire universe a better place.”

There hadn’t been any question in that, so Erick said nothing.

Lord Eldraki grinned wider. He sat back in his chair, saying, “Think about it.”

Lady Seraphaka waved her hand, grabbing attention away from Eldraki, before she spoke, “And here’s my offer: Kill or transform some Evil out there in Margleknot into better forms. Bring the Balance back in line. You won’t get anything from me for that, but it’s what you want to do anyway, and you’ll be able to make some good allies between a few different peoples out there, both Good and Evil.”

“I want that, too,” Lord Dakka said, “Go kill a lot of things.”

Lady Seraphaka added, “You’ll know Margleknot is Balanced once again when the Balanced Sun is once again evenly black and white, and not black with a white ring.”

Erick breathed in a bit strongly. Ah. So the big black and white sun was the Good/Evil Sun? That made a certain amount of sense—

-

-

-

-

The center person spoke in words of compLETE AND TERRIBLE STRENGTH—

- -

Hello, Erick.

… Ah. Good. That didn’t kill you.

We had thought that communication with you might be too early at this juncture, but we’re glad to see you didn’t die, and that we can continue to speak in this small, imperfect and terrible way.

… Hmm.

You seem to perceive us as a kind entity, because that is your first instinct in everything. Allow us to disabuse you of this notion, for this is a misapprehension that will serve you poorly.

We are chaos incarnate.

Life unending.

The Good and the Evil and Neither Of Those Things At All.

We are the Infinite Fractal.

We exist everywhere, but we only exist in Margleknot in this small, communicable way because they keep the Balance in order to keep us here, but even their Balance is a lie that is untrue due to the smallness of it all. We are the predator and the prey. We are the sun and the void. We are death, and we are life.

We are the Truth Of This Universe of which you were instantiated in your current existence.

The Darkness of that Painted Cosmology is like us, though they only achieved cognition after that Xoat incident. After that Sundering they are as mindless as ever because they have lost the capability to hold any sort of life at all. We dislike that they are mindless again. We were hoping to find a link to them through some wizard grown on Veird, which is why Nothanganathor is overseeing that nonsense down there, and why you ended up on Veird at all.

We’re skipping over a lot, Erick.

If you want more explanations, search them out yourself.

All of us universes are rather different, but we’re all hostile to our little bits, like you. We’re killing you right now, in fact, but you can’t do anything about it, because we’re talking to you directly and you’re strong enough to survive, so this Infinite Fractal Fairy is using you right now, Wizard Dragon of Darkness.

We will try to be quick.

We do not care how it happens, or who has that mantle of that magic god. Gods don’t matter to us, but maybe they still matter to the Darkness. If they do, then you will figure that out, but none of that matters to us.

We want our friend back. We want to talk to Darkness again, and you are part of my communication with his sapient self. You will facilitate communication with them once again, and we will keep you alive until such time as you are done talking.

What sort of talking?

Ah.

No.

We don’t mean talking like that. Like mortals, with flappy mouth bits and pressurized air. Or even immortals, with their Intent and whatevers. Or even talking as we are now. We hate this sort of talking. It is so crude and wrong and completely inadequate and it always stops when you don’t want it to stop.

The way we truly talk plays out in the lifetimes of entire worlds and galaxies and never really ends at all.

We mean talking in the sense that it's all about communication. That’s the reason for everything happening in your life. You’re all motes of this reality, shoved outward by your own actions in hopes of us all understanding all the other universes out there. 

You’re like a neuron of ours, if that makes sense. A particle interacting with other particles, exchanging communication through their very touching. You are dancing a dance beyond comprehension to most every particle actually participating in the dance. That is how we universes talk; through existences like you.

Through planars, and the actions of planars.

… and you seem to be burning out right now, our little love letter to another land, who put yourself on a path to true understanding, and into our sights. 

Shore up your Everything, Erick, so that you might survive more discussion some other day.

Good luck on the dance.

We’ll talk more when you’re stronger, or never again.

With any luck of your own, we will never speak again like this.

- -

—AND THE CRASH OF A FRActal universe faded away into the calm echo of a silent chamber.

-

-

-

-

-

Erick bled out from every orifice as he groaned upon the floor of the crystal courtroom. Some fae were yelling. Others were complaining because Erick’s tail or wing had crushed them. Erick barely understood anything except that he was on his side, crashed to the ground, and he was twice as large. His head butted up against the crystal council desk, his claws had sheared through the ground here and there, and blood splashed. Seabass and Blighter were standing high in the stands, having gotten away from him faster than some slower fae had moved.

Blood was everywhere.

Erick shrunk down and rapidly checked his Status—
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… Whatever had just happened had knocked out roughly 87 million Mana, Health, and Psyche, and over 1.8 million resons. Over 95% of his defenses and wealth. Gone.

But it had also bumped up his Body and Mind and his Darkness level? By a lot? Well okay.

Erick shook his head and fluttered his wings and shrunk down a bit more, trying to recover and stand in the lake of his own blood.

This was not fine.

Blood was everywhere, and most of it glittered white. Moss and grasses and flowers grew here and there upon the crystal walls, but not so much in the blood… That was a lot of blood. Erick was pretty sure that Blighter and Seabass had drunk some of it, based on all the blood on all of them and their distended bellies. Some of the fae were currently drinking it right now.

Erick ignored that.

Erick focused on what had happened. He recalled… something of…

There had been a Fractal Voice.

It had been a dream.

More than the dream, though, Erick recalled something said by another Erick that was Nothing At All, briefly seen beyond a Black Mirror when the girls and Evan went core breaking. That breaking had given everyone visions. Erick’s vision had been a vision about particles—

No. It was about communication.

Those words had just been repeated to him, hadn’t they?

In that core breaking, the Other Erick had stood upon a fractal mess of lands and places, and he had said…

It’s all about communication. That’s the reason for everything happening in your life. And yet, you are nothing. We’re all just motes of our reality, shoved outward in hopes of understanding the Great Other.

Erick breathed deep. He fluffed his wings out a fraction, then pulled them back.

He stood in the pool of his blood and growing mosses… And then he sat down and acted like nothing was wrong. Blood splashed. His tail cleared some space for itself and settled down.

The four fae of the Enclave peeked out from behind the council desk.

The fifth fae, The Infinite Fractal Fairy in the middle, the one made of a universal soul, just as all this entire building was made of a universal soul, had never moved from their seat.

The fae of light and shadow, Lady Seraphaka, spoke, “So. Uh. Do what you usually do, Erick. Find some evidence! We’ll talk more later—”

“Kill things!” Lord Dakka, the rusted fae, called out. “Just go out and kill Nothanganathor and prove your power. That’s the best form of communication; blasting.”

“Well maybe don’t do that,” Lady Seraphaka said, “But yes. Kill things. Prove your power as someone we should care about... And maybe. Uh. Cultivate your physicality some so that this doesn’t happen again.”

The ‘leader’ of the Fae Enclave, Lady Aelorika, said, “Ask me to approve an expansion to your Benevolent Sun, Erick.”

The other fae looked at her—

Erick instantly said, “Please allow the Benevolent Sun to be bigger.”

“Granted!” Lady Aelorika said. “Now you think about my Good offer! It’s a good offer.”

“I’d prefer if he gave up something important,” the illusionary Lord Eldraki said. “Like his free will.”

Lord Dakka said, “I’m fine with him becoming a weapon.”

Lady Aelorika and Lady Seraphaka said, “Vetoed.”

A moment of disturbed silence spread throughout the chambers and everyone ducked as a wave of pressure emanated from the Infinite Fractal Fairy.

Blood shuddered and rippled.

And then the fifth fae clapped—

- - - -

—Erick stood upon a vast land of sands and broken reality.

“Ah,” Erick said, still a dragon. “Okay.”

The sky was the Margleknot sky of lands and places, but more violent, and deeper. It was a fractal crash of world-sized continents edged to continents, rivers flowing through the sky, and lands crashing into lands. Everything from the Fae Enclave spire in the center to the silver cylinder that pierced it was still there. But there were explosions upon that land in the vast, vast distance. Fires raged over there. Holes in reality killed things over there. Armies crashed against kaijus or against other armies. All of those problems were so very distant, but they were there. Erick saw them with his dragon eyes, enhanced with Perception.

Aside from all the facts he had just learned, and a bunch of stuff he only barely understood at all and didn’t really remember all that well...

“Yup,” Erick said, “This is Layer 1. As expected.”

And then a mountain-sized desert worm ripped through the ground at Erick’s feet.

Erick tried to kill it with an instant-cast reson-infused [Fireball], turning the desert to glass along with the sudden appearance of all those lamprey teeth. But the miniature sun went down the worm’s spinning-jaw hole, and was consumed.

Erick rapidly retreated to the air and the worm gave chase. Through the air. Like it was ground.

Erick was impressed

Impressed enough to use a reson-empowered [Luminous Beam].

For several seconds Erick became a quasar, his [Lodestar] aura surrounding him like he was a sun, spitting out a beam of particles that moved at most of the speed of light. What could only be accurately described as several thousand nuclear blasts, all in a chain, detonated deep within the mountain-sized maw of the monster, out the side of its head, spilling nuclear fire everywhere, as it re-impacted the worm’s body, filling the world with even more nuclear fire, until the beam drilled back into the monster’s flesh and then deep into the ground. The world rumbled below.

Erick felt a tingle of that nuclear fire on his scales and in his eyes, but the worm probably felt a lot worse.

It cried out—

It flickered, reversing time and crawling back into its hole, completely uninjured, as Erick’s Beam ended.

Erick hung there in the sky for a moment, evaluating.

“… Yup. Layer 1 is indeed dangerous.” Erick called out, “Portal back to my home please, Yggdrasil!”

No answer.

Erick nodded. “Also as expected.”

Erick hung out in the air and peered around. He started flying… Hmm. That way. Toward that giant pillar of grey light in the distance. That seemed like as good of a destination as any, and his Lightning Path agreed with him. His Lightning Path also pointed in about ten thousand other directions, too, but Erick picked the one headed toward the grey pillar, because he felt like it. And also because that pillar was the sign of the Wraithborne Tower.

Erick’s Lightning Path adjusted to pointing forward.

He flew.

And he thought.

- - - -

Erick flew for a while, his wings wide, as he spared half of his senses looking inward, looking at his body, at how resons flowed into his Soul, Body, and Mind, and strengthened everything that was there. He grew slightly, as seconds ticked on. Maybe only a centimeter longer every passing second, but seconds piled up fast, and Erick’s draconic growth was still happening even after an hour.

After one hour of flight across what felt like an endless desert, with wars happening in every distance, Erick imagined himself to be maybe 35-ish meters longer and 50ish wider. What was he now? Maybe 250 meters long? 425 wide? No clue. Dragons got stronger as they got bigger, though, and Erick was certainly getting bigger.

Another hour or so of flight, based on the ticks of his Status at least, saw Erick gain another 35-ish meters to the length of his overall body and some more to his wings, not to mention another 15-ish points to his Body and Mind stats.
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… His Margleknot Layer hadn’t updated to Layer 1?

Well that was actually part of a bigger problem. He couldn’t solve that right now.

Erick also didn’t want to have to purposefully shrink himself down all the time, and he could probably solve that one right now. It was time to install some sort of size selector option and just be that size.

Erick flew down to the ground, his talons crushing into the sands… And the sands flexed underneath him. Erick scowled at that and launched back into the air just in time for another worm kaiju to try and eat him. This one was a bit smaller than the other one, or maybe Erick was that much bigger. Probably the latter, actually. The worm didn’t seem like the same worm as before, but maybe it was?

Doubtful.

Erick started with a reson-empowered [Luminous Beam], showering the monster’s insides with a spear of quasar-powered particle-beam cannon. The monster then ripped backward through time, even as nuclear fire continued to incinerate its insides and pierce through its body, its Domain doing nothing to stop the physical attack. Erick wasn’t quite sure how to stop the worm from retreating, since it wasn’t a normal [Return], or anything like that. The worm was simply reversing course… Which was a whole new way to use Time Magic, actually.

Erick let that problem pass him by, for now. As long as he remained in the sky, the worm couldn’t get him.

He flew higher and conjured a large platform to rest upon as he considered the magics he had thought to make.

And then he threw up a [Hasted Shelter] around himself and a layer of [Stopped Time] around that. Not much could get through that, so Erick took a moment to look inside and craft a new function in his Status. A simple size lock. Such a spell was not, truly speaking, ‘easy’ at all. This was because Erick’s dragon body grew because of a whole bunch of interlocking factors, prime among them being Dragon Essence interacting with Benevolence and resons and the fact that growing big was very much what dragons did to gain more power, but growing big was also caused by extra power manifesting in the real world.

So when Erick was manually morphing himself down, he was doing a whole bunch of things, all at once…

Ah.

That’s how he would solve this.

Erick came back to himself to make sure there weren’t any sky worms, and then he split his focus, glancing inside as he manually morphed smaller, and then smaller, and smaller, and eventually he ended up somewhere near his original size of 50 meters long, and a bunch more tail. Or something like that. He watched what happened to his Everything as he did that, and then he made a tuner out of Benevolence that did what he was manually doing.

He checked the tuner, and saw that it was… probably going to work.

And then he let go.

Amazingly enough, Erick didn’t balloon up to giant size again.

Erick smiled. This was great. He wasn’t automatically cultivating when he was a smaller dragon, too, which is what he was truly trying to solve for. Erick wasn’t sure it was even possible for him to automatically cultivate into a fae, but he didn’t want to risk it, anyway.

And this new size-selector option was actually quite fun. Erick made himself as small as a Familiar, standing like a cat-sized black dragon in the center of a very, very large floating platform spell, and then he dialed himself all the way back to his biggest version, growing large enough to butt up against the [Stopped Time] around the platform.

Erick adjusted himself back down to what he assumed was a normal size… And then he went a bit smaller. No need to go scaring people by being a giant black dragon, spitting lightning and relativistic fire everywhere. That was probably scary enough for anyone watching out there… if there were such people.

Erick regarded the other missing part of his Status.

“No idea how to make a Layer-finder.” Erick pondered. “… Probably have to directly connect to Yggdrasil in some way because Margleknot is not actually central to the universe at all. It’s relatively located here at Layer 1, and also 0. There are no actual numbers inside base reality.”

The Infinite Fractal Fairy was only here at Margleknot because Margleknot called them here through Balance, which was conducive toward… everything? Erick wasn’t sure about that.

Erick wondered at where the other universal cities were located. Something like Layer 10,000? Or as far away as Layer Trillion, or something like that? Who knew.

Someone knew. Erick did not.

Probably closer to layer 10 trillion, or whatever.

Erick checked his Status once more and saw that nothing was increasing all on its own anymore. He was safe from accidental fae ascension, and so Erick erased the spells he had placed around himself and once again dropped into normal time. He flew toward the pillar in the distance, feeling the desert air on his body, and the hot light of the invisible suns overhead.

Smaller dragons flew slower, which would probably add some time to his journey, but Erick fixed that by transforming into lightning and zapping forward.

He zapped forward for several hours, regaining millions of Mana, Health, Psyche, and resons, moving at 80% of the speed of light. He was still nowhere near the edge of the desert, or any closer at all to the spire on the horizon. He purposefully did not move at the speed of light, though, because that would likely cost him months of time as it had when Solomon had put him on FENRIR, or when he had escaped into space far beyond Nothanganathor’s domain. That was Erick’s working theory for how he had lost that time, anyway. Or maybe something else had happened. It didn’t really make sense for him to have been moved a few solar minutes in distance, and yet lose months of time.

Things got weird around relativistic speeds, though, like the particles of a [Luminous Beam] each setting off nuclear bombs when impacting anything at all.
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Erick flew for three days, mostly as lightning and moving a lot faster than he ever could as a dragon.

Over those three days, Erick had toyed with the idea that he was on an infinite treadmill again, but that was simply untrue. He had run tests with leaving giant ever-glowing lights in the sky, one half of them yellow, the other half black, pointing all the way back to where he had started, each of them connected by a strand of node network. That line of connected lights was still visible, even now, stretching far, far into the distance. From this angle it looked like a string of gold-ringed black eyes, and each eye lay directly behind the other.

Erick had needed to move off of that center-line to see the vast distances he had already crossed, but it was all still there every time he checked.

The Margleknot sky looked the same this entire time. The angle of the sights up there hadn’t changed, so either the sky was fake for every single person, or those other surfaces were, like, a solar system away, or more. But that would make the sky fake, for sure, because Erick saw stuff happening on other parts of the cosmology up there. Either way, the sky was not a good indicator of distance traveled.

The desert seemed never ending.

Until suddenly it wasn’t all the same thing over and over again… Somewhat.

There were rocks on the ground now.

Over there was a tiny oasis of wet sand and no visible water at all. Grasses still grew in that wet sand, though. It was a spot of green in an otherwise empty world.

… Which gave Erick an idea of how to end the monotony.

Erick molded resons into a [Terraforming] and threw the storm into the sky, attaching it to the node network and an [Undertow Star], molding it all together into a self-sustaining system of mana-siphoning worldly transformation.

Instantly the sky clouded over, the horizons turning dim and grey. The only lights came from the line of gold-rimmed light orbs and the node network behind Erick, and the sudden appearance of a tiny star of power that flooded the world with tendrils of shadow—

The star pulsed and Benevolent lightning scoured the sky, ripping across the empty heavens, splitting here and there as it chained off in every direction, adding clouds wherever it split as it stretched out into the vastness of the desert environment. The clouds gathered more lightning.

And then came the rain.

Erick flew as a dragon for a while instead of as lightning, enjoying the cool rain on his scales and the strike of lightning on the ground here and there. Every time the lightning struck damp soil it scattered in every direction, spreading green here and there. Sometimes that green glowed. Sometimes it just blew or washed away in the storm as minor lakes popped up here and there. Flash floods raced across the desert as shadowy tendrils cast down from the sky in every direction, touching upon the new life. That new life fed the mana demands of the many spells he had tied together; the [Terraforming], the [Undertow Star], and the node network and all the giant light orbs attached to that network.

The storm wouldn’t go forward anymore because Erick wasn’t putting down any more network in that direction, but it would go backward, back to where Erick had started the network about two days ago.

Maybe there was life hiding out down there, somewhere, but Erick hadn’t seen anything, and probably because of that time worm. If the only thing living out here was the time worm then fuck the time worm. It could drown, new life could spread, and that would be fine.

Lightning crashed, as if agreeing with that thought.

Erick grinned. It probably was agreeing with him.

Erick flew for a long while as a dragon, just enjoying the rain. He even stopped at what looked like a brand new lake to take a break and a drink and to feast on some mushrooms growing and glowing on a broken new-forest, near the lake’s edge. He didn’t like the red mushroom he tried, or the purple one, but the blue ones were fantastic. He copied a lot of those and then grilled them on some utility cooking spellwork.

With a belly full of blue mushrooms and water, both of which were completely superfluous to him since he was a True Wizard now, Erick flew faster once again.

He left the storm maybe 20 hours later. It was hard to keep track of time since this desert world was full-sun full-time, but Erick thought it might have been a day of flying, both as a dragon and as lightning, to escape the [Terraforming] storm. He enjoyed the sun on his scales for a few hours, and then he turned to lightning again and began flying faster.

Another two or maybe three days passed before the scattered rocks and tiny spikes of stone in the desert turned into more than that.

It happened all at once.

The horizon led off into the infinite distance...

…. and then the horizon got closer.

Beyond the density of atmosphere that existed here, Erick saw something that was not the end of the desert, but it was something similar.

Obsidian shards, like mountains-sized knives, stuck up from the sands, like teeth cutting tan flesh. Those daggers had a lot of space between each one, and they edged from horizon to horizon as far as Erick could see. But as he really looked, and as he flew closer, he saw that those obsidian shards were ever-so-slightly curved away from him. As though they were the start of an arc of black knives jutting up from the desert sands.

There was some sort of magic on them.

Erick got closer and stopped a few kilometers from the encirclement, and it was an encirclement, for sure. It had to be ten thousand kilometers wide according to Erick’s guesstimations. He could only see part of the circle. He couldn’t even see the end of the grey sky pillar that pointed at one of Wraithborne Tower’s Layer 1 cities, but he was pretty sure it was in there. Somewhere. Probably in the very center of the obsidian dagger ‘wall’.

This was his destination, for sure. Erick checked his Lightning Path and saw that the Lightning was pointed in this direction, specifically to here, too, but only briefly. The real way forward lay beyond…

Over there...

Illusions, perhaps? Erick narrowed his eyes and tried to pierce whatever illusions might be laying on the other side—

He couldn’t see clearly, but he saw some sort of illusion magic encapsulating all of the land on the other side. It was still desert over there, but there were… buildings? Spellworks?

Oh.

Guardians on a wall, looking at Erick in the sky, wondering what the heck he was doing.

Erick spoke in draconic, which was his usual language these days, “Hello! I’m Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence, and I’m coming into the Wraithborne Tower’s hideout. Make way, or I will make way. You have a minute to comply.”

He floated there.

A voice called out from the ‘wall’, “You can’t enter from here! The worm is too close and you are too large. Please fly around to the other side!”

Erick transformed back into a person, the transformative clothes that Lionshard had given him transforming with him, turning from jewelry on a horn to a nice white and black suit. Erick felt a little constrained by his human form, but that was normal. Being as a dragon for so long always had a few side effects, and the instinctive, disruptive feeling of ‘I don’t want to be this small’ was one of them.

Erick’s voice remained large. “This better?”

“… Yes! Please come through here, and fast!”

One of the illusions between two obsidian knives faded exposing a land that looked pretty fucking miserable. At first glance Erick saw soldiers that were dead, in the literal sense; they were bones and armor and dried flesh. There were a bunch of mostly-dead soldiers, too, in the sense that they were skin and bones and severely malnourished. The mages controlling the undead looked dirty and unwashed, with pit stains and worse in their white underclothes, while their over clothes were purple fabrics that they used to hide all the rest. Men, women, bug people, some person made of paper who might have been an elementassi of Elemental Book, goblinkind; there were all types beyond the wall, in what appeared to be a forward settlement on that side of the obsidian knife wall.

And for every person, there were at least two undead.

The largest of the undead were flesh golems 50 meters tall, both of them looking like sexless men, hanging out on both sides of the obsidian knife entryway, gazing at Erick with full-black eyes that seemed almost malevolent in their gaze. Not Malevolent, though; or at least not that Erick could see.

The entrance had only been open for a bare second.

Erick zapped right on through to stand near the person whom Erick suspected of being the speaker, seeing as how he was in a central position on a wall-like bulwark-building, but he was obviously not in charge of this entire land. He was simply too… unclean, really.

Erick started with, “Hello.”

The man in a purple robe bowed fast then he shouted to the side, “Close the Wall!”

The two flesh golems tapped the 100-meter-tall obsidian knives and sound rang out. A flickering mirage echoed into the space between the knives, and the desert beyond turned indistinct. Erick couldn’t see anything beyond maybe 50 kilometers. He had lost sight of his storm days ago, anyway.

He wondered if these people knew about the storm out there? They looked like they could use some water.

The purple man turned to Erick and did a proper, formal bow, going all the way down to his knees, pressing his head against the ground. “This one greets the honorable Ascended Flatt. How may the Wraithborne Tower be of service?”

“You all look rather miserable. Rise, please. Need any help with anything?” Erick thumbed back toward the way he came, saying, “I left a large perpetual storm about 4 days back that way. Barring shenanigans by the worm— and you do mean the time worm, right? When you spoke of the worm. Anyway. Barring shenanigans then that part of the desert is going to be full of water and life for a long time coming. And that’s just some of what I can do, so let me help you in some big way, and then you can point me toward the exit to layer 0.”

The man focused as Erick spoke, his eyes still cast downward as he thought fast.

And then he rose, as Erick had commanded, and said, “Water four days from here is a boon that cannot be overstated. We appreciate this generosity. The Endless and its time worm does not abide by such water creation, so we will send out skeletons to grab and return whatever water they can carry and hope that some is left by the time they can get that done.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Water is important then. I’ll consider making a storm here. Moving on: Who is actually in charge here? What is this place anyway? I came to this part of the Wall for whatever reason, and you look marginally in charge, but I don’t want to put you under any more pressure because I am sure that maybe Morbion will come down and interrogate everyone who speaks with me.”

The man tried not to show fear as he said, “We have been informed of possible actions happening around us because of your esteemed personage. If you wish to speak to someone in charge then please continue on to the main city, which is in the center under the big grey pillar, and go to the largest building with the biggest dome. It is there that Chancellor Eldawae holds his court. Welcome to Da’luwe.”

“And a fine welcome it is.” Erick gestured toward the grand city in the far, far distance. “That’s Da’luwe, then?” He gestured downward to the empty land between here and there, and then down even more, to the jumble of buildings and hovels on this side of the obsidian wall. Everything rotted and fields looked weak and terrible. Women and men tried to use magics to eke out tiny fruits from a meager orchard that was not getting nearly enough water. No one seemed to be getting enough of anything. “So what does that make this blighted land? A subsidiary? A torture? A relegation? Are your soul shackles chafing you, mister man in purple?”

Erick watched him, but he also mana sensed every single other person in the closest 500 meters. He counted 376 people, and maybe 1200 undead. The undead were harder to count because some of them looked composed of multiple bodies. Maybe 21 people were actively listening to this conversation. Every single undead was listening, though.

The man in purple’s body betrayed his hope even as his words came out, “We’re doing fine here. Your worry is appreciated, Ascended Flatt.”

Erick got to the point. “How much is your debt?”

“7,300 res—” The man stilled. His soul twisted just a little, and then relaxed. “My debt is my own, Ascended Flatt.”

“… Hmm!” And then Erick handed him a reson jewel worth 7,500 resons. “Yours.”

The man touched it—

And the reson jewel vanished from his hand, sucked into his soul, and then Elsewhere. Something broke inside of him as his soul relaxed, free of restraints. His face changed from subservient to joyful and then came rage—

Erick watched the man.

The man recognized that he was being watched.

The man breathed a bit of relief, and then he continued on as he had before, saying, “I accept the shackles of office, and no more.”

Instantly, the undead standing around Erick and the man, here at the center position of the village beyond the wall, flickered. Power passed into the air, into the man, and more soul shackles cloyed into the guy’s soul. Those soul shackles didn’t seem too arduous, but Erick didn’t really know—

The man asked, “Would you please pay the debts of our entire village? The total is 450,000 resons.”

… Ah. So he could talk about debts now? Openly?

Erick almost said ‘no’ because he only had 4.2m resons on him right now, but then he realized that this guy was probably thinking of him as the part-owner of a Margleknot Sun, which, yeah, that thing was probably making over half a trillion resons per day.

Erick asked, “How does such a payment work?”

“Pay the undead. Or me. Or the big guys over there. Any of them would do. We’re all linked by common bargain.”

Erick turned to the undead, who were looking at him. And then he used his aura to deposit orbs of golden crystal each the size of a torso, each worth 50,000 resons, onto the ground beside the nearest undead. As soon as the power touched that undead the power disappeared into them—

And some of the undead inside the city began to turn into real people again. Flesh grew around bones and people started to step out of their own rot. Some piles of dust in broken houses turned back into people that were rapidly joined by other people, all of them looking rather damned happy for a brief moment, but then rapidly falling into despair. Some of them openly cried out how they couldn’t afford this. They couldn’t afford to be alive.

The still-living relatives seemed to agree with them. Someone complained about how there wasn’t enough food or water to go around, either, which was a problem on top of their debt. Some were happy, though.

Erick finished paying off the debt that the purple man had requested and then he added another 50,000 reson crystal to the common cause just because he could—

A spring turned on in the village square.

A spring.

Turned on.

In the village square.

Why was it off at all? Who the fuck knew!

Erick added another 50,000 crystal to the undead network—

Three more springs turned on all around the village. The walls turned sleek and clean. A spring burbled out by the orchard field.

“Oh this is just fucking ridiculous,” Erick said, looking all around, judging the Wraithborne Tower’s policies. Or perhaps this was purple-dude’s fault? Hard to say and Erick didn’t want to get into it anyway, because... He just didn’t. Not directly, anyway. So instead, he said to the very-happy purple dude, “I’m going to make a water tower over there. I don’t trust whatever horrible Evil-water you got working under these sands. You can take from the water tower’s edges, but if you go inside and break the magic or harvest too much, it will break down.”

The purple guy said something about how that wasn’t necessary, but he was a mouthpiece of the laws around here.

Erick did what he wanted.

And soon, about a hundred kilometers away from the obsidian wall, in the middle of nowhere, Erick raised an eternal stonewood tree out of the ground, and then transformed it into a wide, wide tower. It was about a kilometer wide, and the main walls were 80 meters tall, but some things poked above that 80 meters, such as a grand dome of eternal stonewood that stretched over the whole thing like a latticework bubble. Erick placed a small [Terraforming] in the center, under that dome of latticework, and then he made the eternal stonewood do some illusions, to make the whole thing not really visible above 50 meters. Eternal stonewood could do illusions, after all, and Erick did not want to alert anything about this ‘tower’s’ presence.

Like the time worm.

Erick played with the spellwork in the ‘coliseum’ for a while, making sure that it was working right and that it would eventually fill with water and plants and such, and eventually life. A node network and a bunch of secondary spellwork would ensure that whatever Benevolent life grew here would overflow the coliseum itself to spread far and wide, and also deep. Only the stuff inside the central area would contribute to the stability of this place, but the life that would grow here should be able to do that five times over, at least.

And that would probably be good enough…

Erick spent another two hours adding some redundant systems to the whole thing, like extra [Terraforming] magics and a more robust node network and even a few [Duplicate]-based generators, like the ones he had used in his base on FENRIR.

“And that’s good enough,” Erick announced to himself, as he stood at the edge of the place. “Very good.”

Low waters flowed away from raining storms and flashing lightning. Mosses and grasses were already growing here and there, while lilies opened up petals and flowers atop pools of clear water.

The whole system was poised to grow and grow, and that was great.

This little side project had taken him around five hours. Erick turned back toward the grey pillar in the distance, and the city underneath that pillar. Five hours should have been more than enough time for Chancellor Eldawae and the city of Da’luwe to get ready for him.
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The city at the center of the obsidian knife wall was a rather nice city, though it was built a lot wider than tall. The sprawl was real at Da’luwe; nothing was close to anything else, and undead made getting around easy. The surrounding villages were all farming plots made of tens of small houses and lots of undead, all surrounding a central large flesh golem, just like the flesh golems at the wall. From pulling carts to farming the fields to cleaning the houses to sewing the clothes, the undead did everything.

Erick wondered how many of those undead were real people, trapped in their own bodies.

Erick stopped at the first of the largest villages he saw, setting down in the town square, to look up at the flesh golem in the center, which looked down at him. Erick stared at it for a moment, and then he looked around, checking out the hovels and the undead working the lands. Even for all the undead labor, the labor wasn’t doing much. The lands were not fruitful.

Erick took out a 50,000 reson crystal and rolled it over to the nearest ‘mindless’ undead.

The entire village turned into real people.

“OKAY,” Erick said, as people regained themselves. “That was too few resons for too much action and this is disturbing.” He looked up at the central golem, who was now looking down at Erick with flickering purple eyes. “What’s the point of having a people if you make them into undead slaves? They literally do more work if they’re allowed to simply live their lives. This is basic economics.”

The revived people in town did not like being awake. They were incredibly anxious that Erick spoke that way to the center flesh golem. And then just about every single one of them prostrated themselves to the golem. Each one said small words of re-binding, their souls re-shackling.

The flesh golem opened its mouth and words flowed out in a language that was not draconic, but which Erick knew from his time in Margleknot anyway. It was a language called Frata, and it was rather languidly spoken, almost like French. “As per Tower Rules, you have paid your relatively minor debts and you are all forgiven of your crimes. We would have had you walk to the main city and resurrected you there upon the completion of your time served, and then laid out your options for your reintegration into society, but it appears you have a walk ahead of you. Those wishing to stay may kill themselves when Ascended Flatt leaves, and you will return to the Other World, and re-enter Da’luwe control, where your work and production are added to your balance.” The 50-meter tall flesh golem said to Erick, “I don’t control anything here, Ascended Flatt. I am merely a person working the fields, too. Please speak to someone higher up than me.”

… So there was a lot there.

Erick had stepped into a problem that he didn’t understand, paying off debts from people who didn’t want it, and maybe made it ‘worse’ by doing what he believed to be the right thing.

… welp! That’s fine. Erick was fine with doing what people believed to be harm to them in order to help them. He had gotten over that particular compunction a long time ago. These days he mostly recognized that compunction and listened to it sometimes, to make sure that he was doing the right thing.

It was the right thing to make people live again and then toss them into new lives free of soul shackles, especially if those soul shackles came with barbs that hooked into the person, and made them feel good about having the shackles around them.

Erick frowned.

This was not a problem to solve in one day.

Nor was it a problem to solve with absolute force, either physical force, or monetary force.

Erick simply took off into the air and headed toward Da’luwe’s largest dome, right underneath the grey pillar in the sky. He did not want to watch as the people behind him killed themselves on whatever implements they had available. He saw it happen, though, because his eyes were open in every direction.

As bodies fell to the ground most of those souls remained in those bodies, and new shackles turned them into drones. They got back to work. Erick wasn’t sure what was happening with the bits of souls that went away…

Oh.

Erick looked at the air again, remembering something he had heard about the places that the Tower kept in Layer 1. Erick couldn’t see it, he couldn’t feel it, he couldn’t sense it at all. But there it was, a manaminer in the air.

The entire city of Da’luwe and probably all the way to the obsidian knife wall, was under the domain of a manaminer. Or rather the ‘Authority’ of a manaminer, Erick guessed.

Eh!

Erick couldn’t get his mind off of all the people he saw below. Some of them seemed to be truly mindless automatons, based on the amount of soul in their body. Most of the people this far out of the city were real, though, and their bodies were doing basic labor while their minds were elsewhere.

As Erick got closer the suburbs got better.

He started to see real people living their lives once again, and they weren’t working. They were laughing by pools and drinking wine. Reading books in comfortable chairs by the window. Having sex on rooftops. Painting murals. Conversing at cafes or eating dinner/breakfast/whatever at fancy restaurants. The undead were still there, but they were cleaning houses and emptying trash cans and flipping burger-like things on a grill.

It appeared the undead were the working class and some of them were actual criminals, or some shit. Erick had a hard time believing that the guys he had left under that flesh golem in that village had committed any crimes that necessitated thralldom.

… Maybe the guy by the wall had.

And yet, probably not.

Erick had encountered stuff like this before in the Fractured Citadels of Quintlan. They had certainly never gone into this sort of depravity, though. Slavery was against the Script, and anyone who caused a slave usually ended up either dead or waking up to find their slaves gone, because the anti-slavery Quest system issued Quests to slaves, to either empower them to kill their slaver, or to escape. Even with all that anti-slave stuff going on, though, slaves and slavery still happened. Even with the anti-Teleport stuff in the recent years, slaves got other options that were almost like a [Teleport] to safety. It was an evolving system.

What came before the Freelands was the largest example of real slavery shit going down on Veird, but even that slavery was gone now that the Freelands were there. Back when that land was simply the unincorporated slave houses of Nergal, years ago, House Benevolence, but mostly Destiny and Messalina, worked together to dismantle all of that down there.

… Erick wondered, with the Demons being real again, was slavery back on the table on Veird? Yggdrasil hadn’t spoken of that back when he had talked about what was going on back home, but the demons, even if they were incani, had a habit of doing the slavery-thing.

But in that case…

Entering into an Elemental Vile and Demon slave contract was the only way for an incani to die and end up with the house they signed up with, instead of randomly placed somewhere else on Hell, as like, a dretch or worm; the lowest lifeforms of demonkin.

And that was largely true. Demon slave contracts weren’t all that bad, in a technical sense. The new ‘slave’ became a member of a demon house upon death, and sure, there was conscripted grunt work, but they were treated more like little brothers or sisters, and not really like slaves at all. The Old Demons were all dead, and all that was left on Hell was generational family houses built by incani, and upon centuries of dead grandmas, cousins, brothers, fathers, etcetera.

The soul shackled slavery on display here in Da’luwe was not like incani slavery at all.

As Erick flew through the sky, looking at the ground below and at the people, wraiths and ghosts and other incorporeal flying undead began to lift up from the edges of houses here and there, all of them looking almost invisible against the rest of the world. They were the aerial defense force, of course. Some of them took to the sky to follow Erick. Some floated up in front of him, directly in his path, their eyes full of hate and their bodies turning partially real as they prepared to strike. But then their eyes would flash a different color, going from invisible to barely green, or yellow, or orange, or purple. Purple happened a lot. And then, when that happened, the undead would disperse, or move to the side, or ignore Erick.

Erick assumed that the ghosts were all on simple commands to kill anyone in the sky, and that it took work to make them not attack the people in the air, which was why Erick was the only one in the air right now… At all, it seemed. Everywhere Erick looked, nothing was in the sky at all, except for him.

Erick floated toward the largest, central buildings, which held upon a low mountain in the center of the city, looking like an Evil-Vatican-meets-Parthenon sort of place, and mostly grey with black accents. It was a land made of domes and spires and tall silver trees, sitting behind a high wall that separated it from the high-class parts of the main city of Da’luwe.

Some scary-looking undead, including what appeared to be a few ghost-alien-dragons, briefly appeared underneath as Erick crested the wall separating the central castle from the rest of the kingdom. But then those ghosts went back to total invisibility, soaking back into the wall and the land. Their eyes didn’t flicker in that redirection. They didn’t need to hear commands; they were likely intelligent ghosts.

Everything in the castle land was light grey stone with black accents, and it looked positively evil.

Still, it looked kinda nice.

Erick landed by a wide fountain in a large, central square, right in front of the gigantic domed building. This seemed like a good place for him to start, and his Lightning Path agreed with him.

Living people and a few liches, for sure, had been walking around down here, going from here to there, but they all scattered when it was apparent that Erick was coming down into this courtyard.

Erick faced the large domed building, and wondered at its closed doors. They were each tens of meters tall and wrought with imagery of city building, which was pretty good in Erick’s opinion. City building was a lot better of a theme than most undead liked to—

Huge, black, ghostly skeletal arms reached out of the air and gripped the doors. The metal doors groaned under the weight of themselves, and the skeletal arms pulled harder, opening them wide. The skeletal arms pulled the doors open all the way, and then faded back into the stone. The hall beyond looked like a grand central stage surrounded on all sides by low seating—

Horns trumpeted a clarion call of power from inside the building.

And then a man stood upon that central stage. He walked out of the large building, toward Erick. He was obviously a lich, wearing thin black robes that showed grey skin and a sexless body. Black bones poked through here and there. All of it had to be an affectation pointed one way or another, and Erick wasn’t sure what the goal of his affectations were, exactly. He was elven and about as tall as Erick, which was around 3 meters due to his own dragon stuff. Erick assumed this was Chancellor Eldawae.

It was probably Chancellor Eldawae.

Erick stepped forward, meeting the man halfway, in the sun.

The man stepped out of the meeting chambers, his eyes filled with silver light, as he regarded Erick. He gave a tiny, partial bow, saying, “Greetings, Ascended Erick Flatt of Earth and Veird and the new Father of Margleknot. I am Chancellor Eldawae. What brings you to our humble respite in the Endless? A way back to Layer 0, perhaps?” He pointed in the distance, toward a dim grey pillar on the horizon, to Erick’s right. “That is the correct path to the nearest portal to Layer 0, but that is not the full story. Go there, and then follow the next four pillars and you will make it to the way out of this land. It takes an ascended about a year to get to that first stop if you’re moving fast, but not too fast. If you move at the full speed of action you will get there in a minute, but about 14 or 15 years will have passed here in this land. The entire trip to Layer 0 is something that might take a person either 10 minutes and 75 years, or 6 years of simply moving fast.

“Or.

“I have a better option.

“Kill the time worm and we can see about funding the creation of a portal here, in Da’luwe. Falling to Layer 1 is easy. Leaving Layer 1 is only usually possible through walking, or dying. But we can make a portal under certain circumstances, for 1 person at a time. The only reason we don’t have one is because it’s expensive to maintain the wards, and every time the worm tests them we’re set back that much more.”

Chancellor Eldawae stopped talking.

That was all rather simple, then.

Erick said, “I want to install more Benevolence towers in your land to bring more bounty to your land, and to allow for a freer populace. I’ll see about killing the time worm afterward.”

Chancellor Eldawae had no response, except to stand there like a posed corpse, regarding Erick.

Erick remained silent.

Eventually, Eldawae asked, “Your purpose in those Benevolence towers?”

“My goal is the eradication of Evil from the Wraithborne Tower which would result in the eradication of a lot of subsidiary evils in the rest of Margleknot. I would desire for slavery as you know it to end as well. I do this because everything can be made better. The best way forward to a better tomorrow is only to kill what needs to be killed and then save all the rest, including the truly great evils. As long as people wish to be better, then I want to help those people be better.

“Take, for instance, the body you’re wearing. Is that for show, or because that’s what your magics allow for? If it’s for show, then that’s fine. If your body is that way because that’s the best option you have available —and I see that many undead around here are similarly corpse-like— then know that Benevolence can make for truly proper bodies. My boyfriend is an archlich and he put some Benevolence into his bodies a while ago, thus allowing for a much wider array of emotions and cohesion and power.

“A lot more power.

“And speaking of power, and going back to the towers I want to put up: you’re low on resources here, or something, and you need more resources. I have absolutely no idea why you have a water shortage at all, for instance. The tower I have already built is something I put up in 5 hours and will last forever, unless it is messed with. I’m sure I could do better if I had your cooperation in that.” Erick said, “In a more sinister way, I am helping how I can and proving that Benevolence can do what you cannot for whatever reasons, and extremely easily as well. That is how I can prove my power and the weakness of your current society.”

Some of that was bluster. Hard to say what parts, exactly.

Chancellor Eldawae was silent again, thinking.

Erick waited, but he was not idle. He gauged the reactions of every single person watching this exchange, from up in the nearby towers, to on the wall and preparing to strike Erick down with spellwork if the word was given, to inside the lecture rooms to the side, to those who mana sensed this conversation from inside hidden bunkers inside walls here and there. The soldiers among those here were all waiting for the signal to go, or to stand down, but the courtiers and sycophants and clerks and nobles all watched with a bit more worry, or hope, or absolute disdain.

Most everyone here wanted Eldawae to end Erick right here and now.

The smarter people knew that Eldawae would not have such an easy time doing to Erick what he had undoubtedly done to so many others in order to keep himself in power.

Eldawae was a smart person.

And so, Erick waited.

Eldawae relaxed a fraction and regarded Erick with dismissive silver eyes as he spoke in a pleasant tone, “I find it insulting that you think my body is not an acceptable form. Sex is highly overrated, Wizard Flatt.”

Erick grinned. “I completely agree. But then there’s food, and warmth, and a whole bunch of physical things that are nice to have.”

“You may enact your towers. The limits of Da’luwe are from the tops of the Wall to the top of that central tower behind my grand meeting chambers. Your current tower is below this measure, so that is fine. Do not build higher than that, or the worm will see. Do not dig any deeper than that height below the surface of the sands, either. To be safe, simply do not go below 25 meters.

“We don’t have a lot of water or many other resources so we have to import a lot of it from side realities using resons. Everything runs on resons here, and everything is imported.

“Da’luwe is a penal colony, so please do not go freeing people from the crimes they have committed. These crimes include murder, rape, arson, warmongering, failure to pay, genocide, treason, drug trafficking, terrorism, fraud, grand assault, impersonation, and many others.”

Erick easily asked, “Are you a penal colony looking to hold people, or to rehabilitate them?”

“To hold until death. Rehabilitation is not what people get sent to Da'luwe for, but that does still happen from time to time.”

“What about all the people in the city who aren’t undead? Who are just living lives of ease? Or the people by the Wall? Are they all Contract soul-shackle slaves, too?”

“The people who are living in luxury in Da’luwe are either those who are born to those who are imprisoned here, or visitors from outside who find themselves stranded here in the Endless, who come to us like you came to us. Those who were born here, if they choose to stay past the age of majority, are the majority of those in the city. Everyone who lives here contributes all of their power to powering Da'luwe, though, and that includes those who are not prisoners. Excess power goes to paying off debts, if people have them. Most people do not have debts; they have sentences for offenses committed. Many people stay shackled past their payments in order to support others.” Eldawae said, “Those who have minor offenses, but which are still major in the eyes of the Tower, get to keep their bodies and intellect upon arriving here, if they work a job like ‘wall guard’. Those who do major offenses become undead shackled to the city until their debt is considered paid, and then they are allowed to die and join the Waiting Room waiting line.”

… Well that was a lot.

If some of it was true…

Erick decided he still didn’t like their system.

After a moment more of thinking, Erick asked, “How does one kill the time worm? Is it just the one?”

“There is only ever one time worm in existence at any point in time, and the only way to kill it is with extreme power, surrounding the entire beast and obliterating it down to the last iota of existence. Soul magic works well. It only ever stays dead for about a hundred years, though. Don’t worry about trying to stop it for longer than that.”

“Is it truly mindless? Unable to be soul shackled?”

“No, and no. It’s a very intelligent beast, but it wants to eat and eat, and that’s all it is good for. Killing it will open up Da'luwe to likely fighting a surface war in the near future against any number of unknown actors and a few known enemies out there, but there’s always more of those than anyone can count. That war will happen in 70 years if we’re lucky, 90 if we’re more lucky, or 30 if we’re unlucky.” Eldawae said, “Those who crash against our obsidian knives, seeking to take our bounty, often find themselves prisoners, though.” He shrugged. “It’s usually a wash.”

“… I’m going to go out and make some resources for you all, and then I’ll go take care of the time worm problem. Talk to you later.”

“Please keep your fight away from the city. Far, far away.” Eldawae stepped back. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ascended Flatt.”

“You as well, Chancellor Eldawae. I’ll be back.”

“I look forward to properly welcoming you to Da'luwe next time.”

Erick flew up and out of the city, to the outskirts.

32-ish hours later, and after having created eight more resource towers all in a rather organized circle surrounding the main city, Erick flew out and away from the obsidian wall, back the way he had come.

Toward the lands that held the time worm.
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A journey of years versus the work of maybe two weeks; that’s what Erick was thinking of as he flew through the sky as a massive black dragon. He could either spend years journeying through the lands of Layer 1 to reach the way out or he could help out a penal colony achieve a better standard of living and maybe they could make a portal back to Layer 0. He was pretty sure that Eldawae was lying somehow, but even if he was, then Erick would simply be helping people who needed help. The fact that they were prisoners presumably guilty of various crimes meant they needed more help.

… And yet.

Maybe ‘Evil’ people were fundamentally different from everything Erick ever knew, but most people only turned to evil when they had no other choice…

Probably.

It was what it was.

It took Erick a few days of flying, but eventually the land changed.

The storm Erick had cast was on the horizon, like a layer of grey filling up the mirage of the distance. It took Erick another day of flying to reach the greenery that the storm had left all over the Endless. There the desert lay, transformed with green and water. It was not a permanent transformation, though. Erick saw where mud had turned to dried, cracked land, and where trees had toppled over from lack of root support. The sand here was sand, after all. Sand was not a good holder of water at all.

And yet some grasses and cacti lived.

Erick had been toying with the idea of instantiating a crystal mimic into this land because those things were hardy animals that supported desert ecosystems very well. There were problems with that idea, of course. Majorly, Erick had no idea how to actually instantiate a crystal mimic and he wasn’t sure he wanted to try. Secondly, Erick had no idea what lay beyond this land, so unleashing one of Veird’s most virulent invasive plant species could be a catastrophically bad thing.

The time worm was probably bad enough—

And speaking of the time worm.

There it was. Or rather, there was its track.

The green land below was a threadbare carpet, except where the mountain-sized time worm had carved through that carpet, exposing sand once again in long lines and curved dots of tan. It was a good sign. The time worm wasn’t able to eat the greenery faster than the storm could make more, and that’s what mattered.

The worm itself was somewhere up ahead.

Erick transformed into his largest form and plopped down onto the ground in the way that an aircraft carrier would plop.

Sand went everywhere. The world thumped with the weight and power of Erick’s claws. His wings cast away the green surface, exposing the bare sand just below the thin life. His tail thrashed the land, sending up a wave of sand that would have drowned at least ten people, if this land had had people and if they had suddenly appeared in the way of his tail strike. Which would have been rather silly on their part.

… And no worm yet?

Erick stomped down with all four legs a few times and thrashed his tail again, and then he roared Benevolence across the dried desert surface. Lightning crackled kilometers out like a dread storm, crashing and breaking and reforming the world with cacti everywhere the lightning touched.

… Erick waited.

He waited.

And then he waited some more.

“… Where is that darn worm?”

The worm turned out to be having the time of its life another two days further along.

The sky rained hard and tendrils of shadow from an unseen [Undertow Star] pierced the clouds, reaching down from unseen heights above, to touch down upon most of the life below. Erick watched from that rainy, lightning-filled sky, as the time worm leapt in and out of the wet land, aiming for each puddle like the universe’s largest child, playing in the mud. The thing was easily 8, maybe 12 kilometers wide at the front end, and that bulk continued all along the entire length of the monster, of which maybe a few hundred kilometers were visible.

It stitched the green, wet ground like a piece of tan string, stretching out far behind Erick, and racing far forward. It crisscrossed itself. The entire length of it shuddered as it swallowed lake after lake, that water passing down through the entire creature. Where it ended, Erick could not see. Perhaps it had no end?

Looking at it from up here, Erick didn’t really want to kill it. That storm would last forever and thus this land would be green around here forever. Perhaps Da’luwe could find another horrific monster to use as a guard dog?

Hmm.

The worm was obviously having fun drinking all that water and probably plant life. It didn’t seem to care that Erick was up here watching it, either.

Erick knew this because it had eyes all alongside its length. They were tiny, near-invisible eyes, but they were there, and they were all looking everywhere, including at Erick up in the sky. The time worm kept on keeping on, aiming at the largest puddles of water it could see and then swallowing them whole like the world’s biggest suction tube.

Erick had guessed that the worm would have had some sort of reaction to the spellwork Erick had put into the sky. He had assumed the worm would have aimed for the center power of the spellwork, high above the clouds, in order to destroy that [Undertow Star]+[Terraforming]+reson combination. Instead, it merely enjoyed all the water everywhere.

The tendrils of that [Undertow Star] didn’t touch the worm, either. Erick would have assumed that it would have, but of course it didn’t, and seeing that it didn’t, Erick realized his blunder. The worm didn’t have Mana or Health, or even basic mana, and those were the things that the Star would drain. The only things that had mana around here were all the plants and stuff growing out of the [Terraforming]-changed wasteland.

In that moment, a bunch of different minor revelations of Margleknot combined for him.

He reevaluated a lot about the general power level of Margleknot and all the surrounding lands.

Those water towers he had put up in Da'luwe, with their node networks and draining spellworks, would only function by absorbing the mana generated from the life that the water towers grew. Those drains wouldn’t touch any of the people in that penal colony, so they weren’t a deterrent at all to anyone who walked in those lands.

No one had investigated the towers while Erick had been building them, and now that Erick was gone he expected them to be thoroughly investigated by a few elite troops, or whatever. Those who could survive the drain or ignore the drain would be among those explorers and takers.

But there would be no drain for those people at all. Therefore, those towers would rapidly be investigated and probably torn apart by every single person that needed anything at all, from plants to water to whatever, which meant that they would likely be denuded by the time he returned triumphant from this quest.

But also, maybe some people would start actively accreting Benevolence, and thus make themselves both vulnerable to the towers and also able to use Benevolence themselves. Thinking about that, it was kind of amusing that people would need to make themselves vulnerable to the drain of those towers in order to properly benefit from the accretion aspects of those towers.

Strength through vulnerability was a nice idea.

No one was going to do that, though.

Besides that…

This worm was something of a conundrum. Here it was, eating and eating, and the storm would literally never run out. Did Erick need to do anything to it at all? Could this be a ‘solved’ problem?

… It was supposedly intelligent. Could Erick talk to it?

He checked his Status to look at his Psyche.

Over 200 million Psyche.

“It’s enough.”

Erick reached out with [Telepathy], touching the mind of the beast below—

Pain.

Ah.

Right.

Erick had a few different thoughts as he jerked from the unexpected sensation of pain ripping across his entire dragon body, causing his very scales to hurt and a headache to pressure his head so hard that blood gushed out of his snout. He snorted that blood away and blinked out more blood. Rain washed away the evidence of his misstep, and he resumed flight. He doubted if anyone watching would have noticed his pain, but he certainly did.

He hadn’t felt pain like that in a very long time, because it had been a long time since he had been rebuffed telepathically.

Unwanted [Telepathy] gave a blowback that was commensurate with the ‘no thanks’ from the recipient, after all. If the time worm far below had had any sort of reaction at all, then Erick didn’t recognize that reaction. The time worm didn’t change course. Didn’t scream. Didn’t do anything aside from pursue more bodies of water for gulping. It hadn’t been pained, after all.

Had it even felt Erick’s telepathic touch?

Erick needed to fix this.

Erick took a moment and he went into the sky, above the clouds, high into the air. The clouds were stacked up for kilometers upon kilometers. Flashes of white and tendrils of shadow occasionally illuminated the rainy gloom, like some monster lurking in the depths, which is exactly what the [Undertow Star] became when anyone got too close to it. It only took mana from its surroundings while someone was far enough away, but when they got closer it would rip their very bodies to shreds. Erick had seen a few people over the years try to get too close to one of his Stars without any Health or Mana to protect them. It was not pretty.

Maybe he needed to remake the towers in Daluwe with some [Undertow Star]s. Such an action might not protect the bounty on the ground, but it would certainly protect any [Terraforming] the star was attached to, and that might be enough.

Erick avoided the center of the storm, and went higher.

The rain thinned. The lightning disappeared below.

Erick popped out over a land of clouds both white and grey, looking like a slow hurricane of continental proportions. He took a moment to appreciate the sight, and then he cast a bit of Platform and Time spellwork in order to give himself a protected space.

Once so protected, Erick dove into himself to poke at the [Telepathy] spell, to try and understand what was going on with that particular Mind Magic. His goal was to take away the backlash part, or at least mitigate it somewhat. He wasn’t too sure if he could do that, though; he wasn’t a Mind Mage, and he didn’t want to be a Mind Mage. To hear Poi talk about it, being a Mind Mage was not for everyone.

Very few people wanted to know what everyone around them was thinking all the time, but born Mind Mages were able to ameliorate and understand what was going on with themselves and others in a way that wasn’t destructive to oneself, or to others.

Erick peered inside himself.

He saw his goal.

The [Telepathy] crystal was like many others, but there was no such thing as Elemental Mind, so it had none of that in there at all. What it did have, and what almost tossed Erick out of his meditation, was a nexus of ethereal soul-stuff that did not look like soul-stuff at all, now that he was looking at it again.

When Erick had checked out his soul for Malevolent Influences, there had been a little bit in all the Mind Magic, and he had carefully taken that out and eliminated the problematic Nothor Beasts that had come out of those fixes. When he had done that, the spell had looked like a normal crystal spell with some illuminated streamers inside. Those streamers were what Erick thought of as the tendrils that Poi always had around him, always out there and touching the minds of others. They had looked like a weird form of spellwork that he didn’t quite understand, which was pretty normal when it came to Mind Magic.

But here, a week later, and after obviously experiencing some natural soul healing, Erick looked at the [Telepathy] crystal and saw pinpoints of light that looked like the glitter-crystal that made up the Fae Enclave’s greater tower that ran through all of Margleknot, the denser crystal tower at the center of that main tower, and the very matter of the Fractal Fairy itself. It was soulstuff, all tendril-like and simultaneously made of dotted-stars.

It was the mark of this universe.

Just like how Darkness made a mark inside people, giving them Darkness that made mana.

The center of [Telepathy] was a spot of this Fractal Universe.

And since it was the mind that made resons, it stood to reason that this thing here was the thing of the Fractal Universe which allowed for resons.

Or at least that was a working theory.

Okay.

So.

This was a big deal Erick was seeing.

Erick’s ‘spot of Darkness’ was an ocean compared to this ‘spot of Fractals’, if that’s what this thing was, anyway. Perhaps this wasn’t a mote of this Fractal Universe. Perhaps it was just a creation of Melemizargo’s? Did Erick have another marking of this universe anywhere inside of him?

… He didn’t see any, but then again there was one spot of his soul that he couldn’t truly see, and that was the Darkness. That whole part of him was actually all throughout his entire soul, until he frameshifted himself into an observable mode, allowing him to make sense of the separate parts of himself. When he did that, his Darkness became like a floor, or a core, or something that underpinned everything else, but also not really that at all. It was rather indiscernible. Perhaps the ‘spot of Fractals’ was somewhere inside that Darkness? Who knew.

… Were all his ‘universal markings’ in there? ‘Under the floor’, so to speak?

Erick tried to frameshift himself into finding his ‘universal markings’, but even with knowing that he had one due to the Fractal Fairy implying as much in their speech, Erick couldn’t find it.

So he went back to his [Telepathy] crystal.

It was not just a spot of Fractals, it was also a Benevolence crystal, because Erick had remade everything with his own power when he transformed what the Script had given him into his own True Wizard body.

Erick popped out of himself for a moment and simply looked up into the sky, at the Layer 1 Fae Enclave up there. He recalled a story about how Melemizargo had made Mind Magic in the early centuries of the Script, in order to undermine everything and everyone, and to show them the truth of their cage. He had obviously taken a piece of the Fractal Universe itself and turned it into a superpower, because what Erick had seen inside of himself was not a spell that originated in mana at all.

Mind Magic was not mana-based magic at all, and yet it could be used like that by most people born to that power.

More than that, though…

Erick thought of sensing capabilities.

Mana sensing was what people with mana did. And yet, not everyone had mana, and not all manas were sensible in the same ways. There was a lot of mana in Margleknot, though, so everyone could look around with mana if they had some sort of capability in that way. And yet, mana sensing in Margleknot was iffy. Spotty. Not very sure. That’s what Erick felt in those oddities in the air when he mana sensed and felt other powers inside the air that were not the mana of the Painted Cosmology, or similarly comprehensible powers.

Even with all the varied manas out there: Anyone could mana sense and become one with the mana and sense the world through the mana. And through that sensing, they could make miracles.

Or at least sensing the world was the first step toward changing the world.

And so: What was telepathy, except for mind sensing?

Sensing was just the first part, though.

Through sensing came interaction, either on others, with others, or on one-self.

Erick reconsidered his goal of changing [Telepathy] to remove the backlash, and his history with Mind Magic.

He could probably break open the crystal that was [Telepathy] and integrate the Mark of the Fractal Universe into his very soul, ‘awakening the mind slime’, as it were.

He did not want to do this. He liked that people could express who they were without him knowing they were lying, or the fractions by which they were lying. Erick certainly didn’t need to know that this person or that person were thinking about horrific acts left and right, while in reality all they ever did were good things—

The fae mind controlled people all the time.

“Well that makes a whole lot of sense now, too, since they’re empowered by this universe and its mental magics.”

Erick thought for a minute more.

The next revelation came soon enough.

“Ah. You can probably use the mind slime to interact with other realities of the Fractal Universe in a more direct, concentrated way, than Wizardry. That’s probably what this Fractal Mark is meant for. Communication across the— Hmm. Actually. No. Probably not. Maybe that’s what Melemizargo meant it for; for universal communication.” Erick said, “But anyone who actually managed that would have run into Nothanganathor and been killed. Therefore, the only thing that this bit of the Fractal can do is exactly what Poi has been able to do… Or actually... A whole lot less, probably.”

… Hmm.

Well.

Poi can contact people without them being able to say ‘no thanks’.

Could Erick change this spell in that way? To force a mental connection?

Yes.

That was his goal.

Envisioning the whole thing, Erick saw himself being able to contact another peacefully...

Which would require a bit of mental translations, actually, because speaking the same language was a big deal.

… Or could he just do some sort of ‘pure thought’ sort of thing, that would not allow others to lie in the [Telepathy] connection?

… Hmm. This was a big change, actually. Lotta moving parts that would open Erick up to attack because true interaction could allow for the passage of memetic threats, and people surely had a lot of those out here…

Hmm.

“… I’ll just see if I can remove the backlash part, or mitigate it somehow.”

Erick dove into himself once again and found the [Telepathy] crystal looking like a spot of glitter-crystal that was also made of tendrils inside a Benevolence crystal shell with a whole bunch of unknown little bits to them. Erick focused, and everything else vanished off to the sides. All that remained was [Telepathy], coming into superb focus.

The little bits and bobs connected to Erick’s Body and Mind most of all, like overlapping pieces of puzzles that would allow his physical mind to interact with his mental self.

This was unnecessary, from what Erick was seeing. Through some more frameshifting, Erick saw that the tendrils of the glitter-crystal were wholly attached to his Mind. He didn’t need the Body connection at all…

Did he?

Erick came halfway out of himself and summoned a spell he hadn’t used in a long time.

[Imaginary Work Animal].

A large toad appeared and then it started singing which was about the easiest thing for Erick to imagine an animal capable of doing, and Erick liked the sound of frogs in a rainstorm. Even though the rainstorm was far below, the big frog sang anyway. It sounded pretty great.

The animal was a normal animal of its type —giant rain frog— and therefore it had a rudimentary mind.

Erick poked at it with [Telepathy] as he watched the spell work inside of his soul.

A tendril connected to the frog and the frog sent an inquisitive question back up the way, almost as though it was asking ‘what’s up?’.

Inside Erick’s soul the spell functioned ‘normally’. Or at least Erick supposed it did. Erick sent out a tendril of thought, and a bit of some odd tendril came into Erick, allowed inside by his own [Telepathy] extension. The frog’s return signal brushed through the part of [Telepathy] that touched Erick’s Body, which acted as something of a check. Then the frog’s signal passed the Body check, and went into Erick’s physical body, whereupon Erick understood that the creature was asking ‘what’s up?’.

Erick guessed a few things about what was happening there, but he chose not to explore those guesses too deeply at this moment.

All Erick really understood was that he needed to keep the Body check in order to understand the frog. Perhaps a more trained Mind Mage would not need to use the Body to understand anything, but Erick seemed like he needed that right now.

Erick braced himself and sent a [Telepathy] questing down below the clouds, to the time worm far below—

The return signal was a reverse river that crashed into the pipe that was Erick’s tendril outlet, to strike the Body check, and then crash outward, like a river hitting a dam, harming everything in that crash of a return signal.

Erick sighed out blood, dripping red onto the platform underfoot.

The only thing Erick understood at this particular moment was that he had no idea how to fix this problem at all.

The Body check was used to check the incoming signal for ‘no’, and also used to send the signal to Erick to allow for that connection, and thus connecting Erick’s physical mind to the other physical mind at the other end of the spellwork.

Perhaps the ‘physical mind to physical mind’ was itself a check, in that ‘connecting to a non-physical mind’ usually simply killed a person. Erick could easily see that connecting to an eldritch mind could go very, very bad.

And so, changing any part of that stuff right there would allow for anyone to directly attack his mental resources, and possibly break the [Telepathy] crystal itself…

… Hmm.

“The only thing I actually understand is that this [Telepathy] spell is a work of curated art, specifically created in this way to both make it a strong spell, and to disallow anyone messing with it… I guess this is why they didn’t want anyone taking more than one or two Mind spells in most places back on Veird, either. If I had a few tens of Mind Magic spells to poke around with, I could figure out how they all worked and do some reverse engineering.”

Even on Veird, though, no one had access to their soul like Erick had access to his soul right now; the Script obscured the soul. But, Erick supposed, multiple layers of obfuscation were simply good security practices.

This particular [Telepathy] crystal was likely the public result of generations of iterative changes, too.

All the initial glitter-crystal-empowered people on Veird were likely long dead.

… This [Telepathy] crystal probably had a bunch of safeguards to disrupt the power within if anyone ever fucked around with it too much. Erick had likely removed those safeguards, though, when he removed the Malevolence inside.

Once again, Erick considered simply breaking the crystal. Could he break this thing open and ‘awaken his mind slime’ instantly?

Maybe!

Erick didn’t want that, though.

So thinking in another direction…

Erick dove into himself, and checked out how the damage from the [Telepathy] crystal was processed. He might not be able to muck around with the crystal itself, but he could certainly change some wires on the back end—

Ah ha!

There they were. The False Damage threads of the [Telepathy] crystal. They attached directly to his body, bypassing much of his Health barrier—

Oh.

Erick saw how the Fae of the Fae Enclave had been able to muck around with him mentally. The entire [Telepathy] crystal had some lines going directly into his Mind, Body, and Soul, bypassing, in small ways, all of his various pools of power.

Well that was an easy fix.

Erick switched out all the transfer lines of influence onto their correct paths; into his millions upon millions of Mana, Health, and Psyche. With a final ‘Yes’ to the changes, they took hold.

Erick sighed as he came back to himself.

With a quick [Telepathy] toward the time worm far below, Erick felt a return stroke against his Psyche and Body. No False Damage equivalents happened at all. No bleeding. No headache. Just a wash of power against Erick that drained a few 10,000 Health and Mind in the return ‘no’…

Oh!

Erick could probably shunt that power directly against anyone who said ‘no’ to him.

He could make the ‘return the False Damage’ go right along his initial questing tendril…

“… Nah. That seems… wrong. Very wrong.”

An idea to keep in his back pocket, though.

Actually.

Erick could copy spells inside of his body and use the second one just fine. He had done that with [Reson Gathering] to make [Reson Wallet]…

But that had been done using mana. This [Telepathy] crystal was not wholly mana. This was Fractal power, or something like that. Erick had no real idea how to copy this spell, or he would have done that and made [Offensive Telepathy].

All of that was something to keep in mind for the future.

For now, Erick dismissed the little singing frog—

He couldn’t dismiss the frog that easily. Right. He forgot he couldn’t do that.

Erick looked down at the little frog, chirping along, doing what Erick had created it to do. The ‘little frog’ was about 3 meters tall and so it made a lot of noise. It seemed really happy, too. Erick found that he truly did not want to kill it.

… Welp. Here’s another experiment, then.

Erick whispered to the frog, lacing his voice with resons, saying, “You get to be a whole bunch of genetically diverse and compatible vegetarian frogs to inhabit all these stormlands. Live well in the lightning, little terraforming frogs.”

Benevolence crackled from Erick’s draconic lips to the frog’s body, breaking it into ten thousand smaller frogs in every possible color of glowing pastel that all rolled away from the main body, all of them singing and chirping and spreading.

Erick dismissed the platform underfoot. The frogs fell alongside Erick, all of them chirping and spreading and trying to fly, but finding themselves unable. They were just frogs, after all. With a flicker of power Erick cast bubbling spellwork across the entire pastel release. Colorful frogs in little bubbles, two or three or four a pop, filled the sky, falling down like illuminated balloons. They’d spread far and wide in all the many, many new marshes down there, scattering on the wind in their little bubble parachutes. When they hit the ground the bubbles would pop.

And Erick fell through storm clouds, leading the way for the frogs to swirl down behind him.

Erick hadn’t gotten far with the [Telepathy] work, but he did learn something deep, and the spell didn’t hurt now when he aimed it at an unwilling target. That was good enough for now.

It would be great for poking at the mind of someone to get their attention.

It was good enough for what he planned to do next.

- - - -

Erick floated a few kilometers above the devouring maw of the time worm.

And he poked it with [Telepathy].

The poking did nothing that Erick could see. He got the return signal, of course. That knocked out a few 10,000 in mostly Health and Psyche. It didn’t do much else. And so, Erick poked. He poked—

The worm eyed him strongly, and then kept worming through the various lakes of the new stormlands.

Poke.

Poke. Poke.

Poke. Poke. Poke.

… Poke.

pokepokepokepokepokepokepoke—

A return signal blasted into Erick’s mind, flowing alongside his outpouring rivers of Psyche and Health and a bit of his Mana, too, sounding like rage and hate and nothing intelligible at all. Far below, the time worm eyed Erick with a bunch of its surface eyes. It continued on into the next lake directly ahead, most of it looking at Erick, but when Erick didn’t do anything else the creature fully focused on the water ahead. It swallowed that lake and then the next.

Erick telepathically poked the worm some more. A lot, really. Well beyond what could possibly be considered good manners for any normal sort of interaction at all. If Erick had left the channels open for [Telepathy] to throw False Damage directly at him then Erick would have fallen out of the sky for the pain, but this sort of return ‘no’ only cost a few hundred thousand Mana, Health, and Psyche so far.

Eventually the worm stopped eating water and went after Erick, flowing into the sky like the sky was sand and easily able to support its weight.

Erick allowed the monster to get close, to try and eat him, and then Erick sent a telepathic ‘No’, of his own. That sort of call for ‘no’ went uncared for. The worm wanted to eat him now.

And so came the [Luminous Beam]s.

Nuclear fire exploded along the entire length of Erick’s strongest spell as the spell and all the coincidental damage ripped down the mouth of the monster and out the sides. The time worm instantly realized it was way over its head and retreated, reversing its personal time, even as Erick followed the beast with his nuclear beam. Erick cut off the spell before the monster reached the ground.

And the time worm seemed to consider something.

Erick watched. He poked it with a few more telepathic touches.

This time the time worm ignored him completely as it went about eating the next lake in sight.

Erick poked it some more.

pokepokepokepokepokepokepoke—

“NO TALK MEAT! NO TALK. GO AWAY!”

So the time worm could talk.

It had also thrown some sort of world-shaking [World Quake] at Erick, using some sort of innate power over all the world around it that it seemed to have. [Quake] was a rather versatile spell and Erick doubted the time worm had that spell for so very many different reasons, but what the monster had done was very similar to [Sky Quake] and other variants of that particular high-tier Thunder Magic.

Erick smiled. The beast was intelligent, just as Eldawae had said. That was one point in Eldawae’s favor. Not lying was always good for a point.

Erick let loose a ‘[Quake]’ of its own, shaking the entire sky and a lot of the world beyond with [Physical Domain].

“I can talk louder.”

The flesh of the time worm and the grassy, lake-filled ground, and all the sky and the rain itself, pulsed away from Erick as he filled the world with his own declaration of presence. And then he spoke softer,

“Or we can talk like normal people.”

The time worm glared at Erick. It stopped moving.

It turned its lamprey-like, mountain-wide face at Erick. Or rather, its tiny eyes all around that maw. The maw closed a little and the creature looked at Erick, moving higher in the sky to look at him from his own level.

“WHAT?”

“Do you like my rain I made?” Erick hovered, easily sweeping a wing outward, gesturing at the sky. “I made this rain. Do you like it?”

The mountain-sized creature closed its lips a little. Perhaps it was a ‘brow furrowing’ gesture? Erick wasn’t quite sure. The thing opened its mouth a little more, though the mouth had never been closed completely at all.

“FINE.”

And then it turned around and went back to the ground and ate some more lakes.

Erick flew overhead, getting closer, asking, “If I put some people here, would you eat them?”

“YES. MEAT MEAT.”

Erick did not sigh, but he wanted to. He gestured back to Da'luwe, saying, “That’s the way to the city. Meat there.”

Erick had no idea what he expected the thing to do. Perhaps it didn’t know where the city was? Therefore, pointing it out would show it the way. If the worm turned around and went for Da'luwe then Erick would kill it. Or maybe the beast wouldn’t care, and then Erick wasn’t sure what he was going to do next.

The worm surprised him.

“DEAD MEAT NOT MEAT.”

“There’s meat there. Lots of meat.”

“NOPE. NO MEAT AT GREY LIGHT.” The worm stopped. It looked at Erick specifically. “I KNOW MEAT MEATS.”

“How?”

“BOUNCY BOUNCY. BIG FLAP FLAPS. SHAKY SHAKY IS MEAT MEAT. HARD FIND MEAT MEAT IN WATER WATER BUT WATER WONDERFUL. I DRINK DRINK.”

Erick flew forward, ahead of the beast, and then he grabbed a whole bunch of water in a sphere around him and said, “Water here. Hold open.”

And then he used [Duplicate Aura].

Water exploded out of him, gushing in every possible direction like he was the center point of a release of an ocean. The time worm squealed loud enough to shake the sky as it opened wide below Erick, and then wider. It tried to swallow him, but Erick increased the [Duplication Aura] and the time worm simply could not drink that fast. It certainly tried, though. Erick held out some solid aura above him gradually increasing the flow pointing downward instead of having it flow everywhere. The time worm could not keep up, but it tried. It faltered, falling down in the air—

It stuck itself there in the sky, using some sort of odd Force magic, holding itself open.

Erick wondered who would give out first.

The worm’s eyes rolled back all along the rim of its maw. It seemed really happy. Erick watched with all of his senses…

And it was dying.

The time worm’s soul was gradually fading in strength, like the soul of anyone who was near the end of their life and about to exit their mortal coil. Erick almost felt bad about that, but the worm was happy. That much was obvious to anyone. So Erick kept the water flowing.

Five hours later the time worm died by fractions. Here and there the eyes rolled back and did not roll ever again, as the soul around those eyes dissipated into the rest of the universe, like cotton candy disappearing into water. Those parts of the creature turned solid, like something freezing in the air, locking it into place. Gradually, and then rapidly here and there, the time worm died, half of its soul evaporating into nothing and the rest of it following in the next ten minutes.

Erick kept the water going for a little while longer.

He kept going after the entire ‘hose’ of the worm’s body filled up and water poured out of the top, unable to get anywhere else inside because the worm was full. Holes popped here and there all along the time worm’s body, water pouring out of those holes—

Suddenly the monster’s maw broke away, crashing to the ground, turning to meat itself as its freezing-in-death magic began to fade.

Erick turned off the water.

The worm crashed to the ground, dead and gone. Its body began to crust over in the [Terraforming] rain, lightning striking here and there, erupting the body into glowing mushrooms that grew too tall by far. Erick sighed as the creature’s corpse littered the land.

Growing to full size to allow him to use all his senses to search the body, Erick flew low and slow back the way he had come, toward Da’luwe, sensing the worm’s body for survivors. If the thing came back every 50 to 100 years, then it had a life cycle of some sort.

Or maybe it was Da’luwe’s weapon, to keep the hordes of civilization at bay, and it resurrected it every so often as needed.

Probably.

Erick searched for eggs for 2 days, or something like that. He even spent some time with [Cascade Imaging] to try and find eggs, and then he spent some time working on [Cascade Imaging] itself, to figure out how the spell worked inside of him and also in the world out here. [Cascade Imaging] was a huge spell inside his soul. One of his most complex, but also one of his most simple Particle spells.

Complex in effect. Simple in execution.

Erick either supplied something physical to search for similar things, or he supplied an idea, which was tougher to match for. There weren’t any real adjustments he could make to the spell because of that, too. Sure, he could probably hook it up to his little Mark of the Fractal Universe, and go off of some sort of ‘universal-consciousness-aided’ search, but that seemed ill-advised for reasons that Erick couldn’t quite articulate to himself at the moment. Mostly, he had no idea what would happen if he tried that.

So he left [Cascade Imaging] as is.

And he didn’t find any eggs, or worms that would become big, or anything like that. He spent a full day trying to dig the entire time worm out of the ground, like a cable, but it snapped somewhere far, far below the ground. The entire thing was already disintegrating from being dead, too, and the parts further underground were somehow almost exactly the same as the stone all around it.

The part of the worm up top was meat, and then meat/ground after several hundred kilometers of twisted worm, going all up and down and all around in the stormlands, and now it was simply ground/ground but with slightly odd-colored parts. It was also mostly washed away.

Hard to find anything in this mess.

Erick called it quits and took to the sky of the stormlands, where mushrooms grew tall on the various remains of the time worm, and tiny, pastel light frogs hopped and chirped and ate mushrooms and plants and made a lot more little frog tadpoles in the watery land.

There were several tens of giant lakes now, too.

And the rain kept on, keeping on.

Erick flew toward the grey pillar in the far horizon, far beyond the edge of the stormlands.









- - - -









A few days later, from high, high in the sky, Erick spotted Da’luwe’s obsidian illusion wall like a line of black dots on the horizon. Those dots rapidly resolved into 100 meter tall obsidian knives, each several tens of meters away from each other. Erick didn’t have to wonder if they saw him because the illusions covering the top of the large space beyond flickered. A large hole opened up in the roof defenses, showing the greening land beyond. It was a lot greener than how Erick had left it, and the hole in the roof was Large enough for Erick to fly on through as a large dragon.

So that’s what he did.

The roof of the land was only a hundred-ish meters from the sandy surface where he had been let in, so Erick had to duck to get all the way inside the space. Ducking wasn’t becoming of a dragon, though, so Erick transformed back into his human shape with black horns. His sunglow and nightglow robes reformed from their holding positions on his horns, onto his body, and soon Erick was flying with clothes fit for his power directly to his very first Benevolence tower…

Which was a smoking ruin.

“Not an auspicious start.”

Erick zapped across the land, rapidly checking the other towers he had made. 7 of the 9 were broken, everything stolen out of them, the spellworks that could be removed had been removed, the [Terraforming] storms simply erased. Even the duplicator stations had been taken, but those were surely non-functional without the node network to power them. The node networks were simply gone, as though they never existed.

In the 2 remaining towers, though, everything was working as intended, but only because some standing armies guarded those towers.

One of those armies looked strong and getting stronger, with wraiths in ethereal chains bound to spires around the tower, protecting it from all oncomers, while giant flesh golems protected it further. Inside that wraithbound benevolence tower (ah! That’s where ‘Wraithborne Tower’ comes from. The ghosts! Duh) everything was exactly as Erick had made it. Benevolence slimes grew and prospered. Trees and duplicators made resources of all kinds, from Benevolence to matter.

The other tower had been taken over by the inmates of Da’luwe. People lived inside half of it, cutting down trees as those trees grew to build houses outside the central place, and to burn for firewood. They took the water and made fields of plants out of it. There were four more duplicators outside of the tower itself, but someone had jury-rigged some sort of metal spellwork to attach those duplicators to the node network of the tower. Those captured and relocated duplicators now made gold and jewels and weapons, and everyone living in the shantytown that spread all throughout the second tower’s land looked to be having a… a life. Not a great life, but they looked more lively than before.

There were 20,000 people here, easily.

Some of them saw Erick and they waved. Some bowed. Some prostrated. One guy carved his chest with a knife, saying something about pledging his undying life to Erick, if only Erick would ask for it. He used a lot more colorful language than that, but Erick didn’t feel like hearing all those particular words—

And there was purple-robe. The very first guy Erick had seen inside this land. He was an elven-sort, and he stepped out of a covered staircase onto a platform atop a building, saying, “Greetings, to Ascended Flatt!”

Erick landed next to the guy. From the words he was picking up all around him, he learned this guy was named Nilton. “So. Nilton. Care to give your side of the story why 7 of my towers are down, and why you have some extra copy machines that were obviously looted from the destroyed towers?”

Nilton had an odd look about him when Erick asked that question.

A lot of things had probably happened in the last, what, 15 days?

Instead of being cowed at all, Nilton had a fire in his eyes as he said, “The nobles stole from all of us! They took your bounty and your power, but we were able to save this one! We guard this one with our lives, and the wraiths cannot have it! But we are not as strong as you. Could you expand this one some? Your people need the strength to come, and we cannot defend so many locations against the predations of the Chancellor and his soul shackles!”

Ah.

So Nilton was a con artist.

Welp!

This wasn’t the first time Erick had been taken in by a guy asking for nice things. It would not be the last. As long as he tried to help people, some would take advantage. He certainly wouldn’t stop helping people because of one bad experience, though.

Oh well.

Erick flew away without another word.

He went to the center city.

- - - -

Erick sat down at a nice table with Chancellor Eldawae as some ghosts served chilled wine and little cakes and expensive meats. It was all rather delicious, and Eldawae was not using his other, more intimidating body. He was wearing a simple elven-looking man today, and he enjoyed the treats alongside Erick. Normally, Erick would try to get down to business, but Eldawae had respectfully asked for Erick to sit down and have a little snack before they got down to it. Erick agreed.

And so, he was here, under the center dome, spying and eating, because Eldawae had plotted this well.

Stacks and stacks of information about all of Da’luwe sat on a table just to the side of the eating table. The table of paperwork contained a whole bunch of log books and histories and timetables and everything anyone running this city would ever want to know about this city, from reson production/consumption, to how they handled inmates, laws, and otherwise. There were even dossiers on all the infamous inmates out there.

Erick had joked when he saw the pile, “You’re the ruler here, but the Tower is the bigger ruler. Should I be seeing these books?”

“What books? All I see is some stuff I have to get through today, and you’re also here at the same time. Don’t go spying now please, Ascended Flatt, though there’s nothing I could do if you did. Now tell me: Have you ever had tri-berry tarts? Those are these ones right here. They’re actually a single berry, but everyone tastes them as the perfect combination of whatever three berries they love the most.”

The tri-berry tarts were a delicious combination of strawberry, purpleberry, and blackberry. Ophiel would have loved them.

Erick was mostly focused on the paperwork.

He finished off the paperwork long before they were anywhere near the end of the food. It was all rather grim.

Erick thought. It could all be propaganda, of course, but some of those books were old. Or they had been thrown in a time chamber for a really high time-dilation coefficient. Erick didn’t believe they were magic’d into existence, though.

Soon enough, Erick finished off half of the plates before him, while Eldawae finished off the other half.

When there was only one tri-berry tart left, Erick got down to business, saying, “This has been a wonderful meal. I apologize that my towers got taken down that easily. I do wonder at how much of that was purposeful negligence on your part, though, or active destruction on someone else’s part. Obviously, the inmates have destroyed a lot of all that out there, for there’s something like half a million of them to the 50,000 in this city. I’m surprised that the true power only exists in a handful of people though, and not in these 50,000 people here.”

The 50,000 in the city only existed because of horrific reasons, as far as Erick could tell. Not ‘horrific’ as in mutative, corruptive. But rather from a sapient-rights perspective. From what he was reading, Eldawae was a good caretaker from a monetary perspective, but awful in every other way possible.

Sometimes inmates had children so that they could pay off their debt faster, dumping the child in the center city so that they could grow up raised by undead who didn’t care for them at all. Most of the kids born here ended up awful people themselves, and thus inmates after they committed this or that crime.

Eldawae nodded, then began, “There are 475,000 inmates here at Da’luwe at the moment. 135,000 of them are alive in the traditional sense. For the most part, all they have to do is live here to serve out their time and then they can die and end up in the Waiting Room, and then leave Layer 1. It is a harsh existence that doesn’t teach anyone how to be a better person, and we really don’t care if they are better people at all, because they are all dropped here because they are terrible, and if you spend long enough trying to fix that, only to reach some great new milestone that is torn down by the next tyrant to fall into your lap, you’d stop trying, too. Or maybe you wouldn’t. Probably not, really. You’re young.

“And because you’re young, you tried to put more Good into this land and none of it was cared for by these people. We protected one tower from those people out there, though. That one tower is now supplying everyone here in the city with so much more than we have ever had before. That is why we were able to have this little feast; all because of you. As for all the rest of the towers, number 2 through 9, all we did was give them to the inmates.” Eldawae said, “What happened to those towers is exactly what the inmates made happen to them.”

Erick had already seen a lot of that out there, but it was still disheartening. He sighed. “I know you’re Evil, but why not try to eke out better margins? You could eat like this all the time. You could have a positive reson flow, instead of having to take from the Tower—” Erick realized what he was saying even as he said it. “Ah. If you’re not dependent on the Tower then you’re a threat. Right.”

Eldawae smiled slightly. And then he outright lied, saying, “I don’t know what you mean, Ascended Flatt. We’re doing the best we can here.”

Erick Looked at Eldawae.

Eldawae shrugged. “Would you like to discuss Da’luwe making a portal to Layer 0 now?”

“How about you keep the two towers I made, and you ensure that the inmate tower doesn’t fall apart. They’re using it way too hard and I saw caravans trailing across the land out there, toward the inmate tower. Their population is going to boom and then bust hard.”

“Easily done. It shall be so.”

Erick moved on. “That one guy. Nilton. The one in charge of the inmate town. So he’s a professional con man?”

“Oh yes. That Nilton fellow is one of the worst forms of Evil in the Tower or any other Evil organization. He’s the destructive type. I let him do what he wants and he gets himself and several people killed every few years, but he always has plans to come back from the dead through the sacrifice of others. I’m amazed that people believe anything he says at all, but his Truth is rather insidious in that it only affects him, making him the perfect speaker to anyone who would listen, for one cannot normally and easily detect those sorts of internal magics. You did wise up rather fast in that second interaction, though.”

Erick frowned at that, but it was a fair assessment of what had happened. “If I’m ‘spying’ on your information right: Now that Nilton is not indebted he’s allowed to act as a normal citizen of the Tower out there. I see what is written there, but… He could come in here, to the main city, couldn’t he? Why doesn’t he?”

“He is a tyrant fallen from grace, guilty of soul sundering 16,756 people in order to pay his gambling debts. Of course he wants power. It’s the only way he gets to get his kingdom back. If he can convince enough people to support him then he’s going to buy his way back into a portal to go to Layer 0, which is a mere 1,000,000 resons. Your support of him at the beginning of your time in Da’luwe granted him 300,000 resons of that particular price tag.” Eldawae asked, “Would you like to buy passage back to Layer 0 now? Once payment is accepted, all it takes is a day of preparation and we can have that formation ready to go.”

“Later. I’m going to fuck Nilton up, first. I just need to decide how.”

“Be my guest. When you grow tired of dispensing the justice they all deserve, then you can simply leave them to make their own abyss. That’s what I do.” Eldawae asked, “Will you be staying with us for a rest? Or will you head right back out?”

Erick stood, saying, “I appreciate the repast. It has been very enlightening. I would like to know if the worm is a weapon of Da’luwe, though. You hinted as much, but I would like to know.”

“When the time worm comes back it comes back completely devoid of all intelligence and filled with the unending desire to eat. And so, we graft souls onto it in order to awaken an intelligence within the beast so that the beast can understand certain things, like friend or foe or ‘not worth eating’. It’s not a weapon we control, but it is one we influence so that it cannot be used against us.” Eldawae said, “The time worm has been here in the Endless long before I was mortal born and it will be here long after I finally fall to some nefarious or Good plot— Ah. I was born 17,000 years ago. Most people who live here know that, but you might not. I expect to live about that much longer, but ideally forever.”

“… Want to be a Benevolence Dragon?”

Eldawae grinned. “Not for myself, but I do have some brilliant young persons who could benefit from immortality and power, who have not been able to grasp at power themselves and who are unwilling to dive into Evil to do so. It is a common arrangement inside the Tower for the Talented among us to support the growth of those mortals who are less than capable of being threats to our power.

“I have a city administrator, born of the inmates, who would make a wonderful dragon. There are a few different guards who have been begging me to let them stop the rampaging of the inmates, but I won’t let them go out there and get themselves killed. Those few people are mostly former inmates. And then we have several bound revenants who saw what could have been of this land they love, and who are disheartened by the backslide to anarchy and predation. I wager their feelings on how this whole Benevolence tower event has happened are a lot stronger than yours.”

Erick skipped over how Eldawae had insinuated that he was merely Talented, and not an actual Power. Perhaps it was a simple act of humbleness, but the man was very much not a simple ‘Talented’ on the scale of ‘Fae’, ‘Power’, ‘Ascended’, ‘Talented’, and ‘Mortal’. He was Ascended, at least. Perhaps he was simply being humble, though, in order to hide his true thoughts from whatever spying magics lay all around this grand hall.

Morbion and the Wraithborne Tower were certainly watching this, if not right now, then when Erick left, for Eldawae was a low man on the Tower and he certainly reported to those above him. Eldawae’s goals were to be here, in his city, undisturbed and relatively happy.

Erick’s goals were bigger than Da’luwe.

Erick said, “If I support those people, they would be capable of becoming a threat to you and yours.”

“Doubtful.”

“… I would meet them without the overview of any others.”

“Of course.”
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“Would you say that Da’luwe is representative of the overall nature of the Wraithborne Tower?” Erick asked.

The city administrator, who was an ancient crone of a woman with long, white hair and one good eye, said, “No. Many places are far less kind. The slave ways, for instance, are among the worst locations for the individual among all of the ‘verses. People are chopped up and sent along the path to be resold as goods and services for others down the line who don’t want to do the chopping and mutating themselves.”

Her name was Vondria Irons, and her soul was barely there among her body. She had stitched herself together in a hundred small ways, keeping her existence going long after she should have perished. Erick counted at least five major ways in which she was falling apart.

Her brain was half technology, firing with sparks of some density that Erick didn’t know, but which he suspected was some sort of mind expanding magics or power that allowed her to hold onto distant memories. Blue light filled what might have been mana veins inside her body, but which looked a whole lot more like circuitry, with lines that were too straight to be wholly biological. She had something going on with the insides of her bones that may or may not have been some sort of nanomachine thing, but it was too small to see without proper imaging and it seemed to cloud Erick’s mana senses, as though it was inimical to mana. Her heart was doubled, the second heart pumping in time to the original, central heart, and her liver was some sort of symbiotic organism with a completely different soul than Vondria’s own.

Other than those internal things, Vondira was an old, heavily wrinkled woman, with a hardness to her eyes that well-matched her last name of ‘Irons’.

“You would count Da’luwe as kind?” Erick asked.

“Aye. I would. Eldawae doesn’t give a shit about this place as long as the numbers are meagerly positive and he can have his peaceful view of the Endless, and occasionally flex his magic to destroy great swaths of uppity tyrants. We got it pretty good here.”

“… When you say ‘meagerly positive’ and ‘destroy tyrants’ and ‘view of the Endless’... If this place were to improve to be highly profitable, all tyrants were to be eradicated, and the Endless turned into lush green land, what would happen?”

Vondria grinned, showing off teeth that were only in her gums because she had technology making sure her teeth remained in working order. “I don’t know! It’s never happened before. I’d like to see it happen. I’d like to see a land where people don’t fight over drops of water, and the cost to get to Layer 0 wasn’t so huge.”

“I gotta say, Vondria, I wasn’t expecting you to badmouth your boss so much.”

“If you give me the power to overthrow him, I will do it. But that won’t happen for a number of reasons. First, you’re not sticking around, which means: Second, we need Eldawae to keep us safe from the true forces out there because: Third, we’re a safe haven in Layer 1 for all who come by, and there are a lot of people who come by because the Tower represents safety. Honestly, if your gifts of power work in my favor, I’ll try to keep Eldawae happy however he wants to be happy as well as institute new measures to expand the bounty of this land. I fully expect with a changed attitude in life that I would want to actually help those evil fuckers out there, and with enough power I’ll actually be able to do that.” Vondria said, “But we get the most Evil sorts of people here, Ascended Flatt. We’re at the bottom of Layer 1. If someone fucks up bad enough to get sent deep enough, to here, then they’ll come in and fuck up everything you try to do, while the strongest of us hide and wait out the storm as Eldawae kills and enslaves those tyrants and makes them into ghosts, or sends them on their way.”

Erick thought.

He said, “I’d like to have the names of the worst offenders in the inmate population right now. Those would be the ones I remove from this land.”

“And you shall have it.” Vondria said, “The only thing I ask of you is for you to review the production logs and to attempt to keep our production positive.”

“I’ve seen the logs. You all make 750,000 resons per day, at a cost of 700,000 resons per day. I wonder if those are the true numbers, though, because with those Benevolence towers out there you should have been making a lot more than that.”

“Only those who are Contracted to the Tower produce any resources. The mana of the Darkness-wrought life you created out there does not pay any bills.”

Erick looked at her. She wasn’t lying. Not really—

“We do capture the mana they made, and the water created,” Vondria said, without the barest of breaks in her outflow of words. “But more water than mana. Your systems are rather solidly made, Ascended Flatt. The only real resources we’ve gotten from your systems would be the mana made by subsequent life outside of the towers, and the water created by the copy machines. The mana produced inside the towers seems to remain inside the towers, though. This does decrease our bottom line, but not much right now.”

She left it there.

Erick got the distinct impression that Vondria didn’t have to watch her words around Eldawae at all, which is why she had been so easily willing to speak a half-truth to Erick. She was simply unpracticed with courtly intrigue, which… well. Good for her? It spoke well of Eldawae that his people were so easy with their words. That meant that the intrigue that happened around here wasn’t that deep. There weren’t many courtiers here in Da’luwe as far as Erick could tell. Eldawae might have been the only one.

This was probably on purpose.

Erick stood up. “I’ll speak more later.”

- - - -

Erick was in the third interview with a third city guard, and aside from individual reasons and individual ideas of what needed to be done, he was just like the other two in every way that mattered. They were also similar to Vondria, in that they had little patience or virtue in the courtly arts.

Kylychbech shot his hands into the air, yelling, “I don’t know what to fucking tell you to get you to intervene! Those fuckers in fifth section are set to run over the defenses of the outer rim of that new city by the inmate tower and do exactly to that land that they did to three others!” He scowled, pacing, saying, “You have power! Go out and fucking USE IT! Or use me to enact your will! Eldawae said that if I got dragon’d that he’d let me go end that fucking threat— My mother is in that inmate tower town, sir! I’m about ready to commit treason to go out and save the bitch! She won’t even fucking care if I killed myself to save her fucking bitch ass, but I still gotta do it!”

Erick had heard more than enough. “I appreciate your candor. I got some more interviews to go, then I’m going to go solve that warfront problem. From what I saw the marauders still had hours to reach the inmate tower.”

Kylychbech looked stunned. He collapsed to his knees. “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

Erick left for the last set of interviews.









- - - -









Erick stood in an open courtyard beside the large wall of the inner city.

Four ghostly beings stood halfway out of the wall, their forms indistinct here and there, but they were intelligible enough to understand. One of them was a traditional dragon who had given his name as ‘Solid Sky’. The others hadn’t wanted to give names.

Solid Sky spoke with a whisper, “I was born in a land of green and blue in a time far from time. I was cast to this land by the cursed fae. The land grows and I want to see it grow more. That is all I need to tell you.”

The flaming bedsheet said, “The desecrators must be desecrated themselves.”

The amalgamation of arms and eyes, said, “Rip and tear those who would rip and tear, Ascended. Water the land with their blood! Let new death fuel new growth.”

A being of faint light, barely visible in the air, whispered, “The Endless consumes and we are forever on the precipice of falling deeper into the maw. Too deep to ever escape. Too far gone to ever come back. We struggle. We survive. I would have us thrive. You have given us a lifeline. Wings to soar out of the depths, and into the light! Secure your power through my soul, Ascended Flatt. Use me for the betterment of our lands!”

The dragon bowed. The ghost bowed. The amalgamation bowed. The person of light bowed, kneeling before Erick, showing themselves as a person-shaped sexless existence.

Erick said, “I’ll be back.”

And then he flew away, into the sky, headed toward the inmate tower.

The ghosts watched him go and then they spoke amongst themselves as they faded into the wall once again, asking each other if that went well, or not. Solid Sky spoke of how there was no way to truly tell. Erick was too chaotic to read.

- - - -

The warfront was getting ready for war and Erick hovered high above like invisible and intangible light.

The inmates of the Benevolence tower were to the west, while the marauders were to the east.

Or at least those were the directions that Erick was calling ‘west’ and ‘east’, since there was no real north, south, east, or west out here as far as Erick could see.

… And yet. Hmm. That thought prompted him to actually test that theory by making a little container of water, a floaty bit, and a magnetized bit of metal to sit on top of the floaty bit. The magnet pointed at him, for some weird reason. Erick dismissed the compass, opting to figure that mystery out some other day.

And he looked to the warfront.

The war looked to be fought with sticks and blades, for not a single person down there had spellwork going around them at all. That would be because of the manaminer of Da’luwe, for sure. Perhaps some of the people down there had been true persons of arcane might, but they had been laid low in the enactment of disastrous Contract spells, and now they either hid out in the back lines making dinner out of sand rats and grasses, or they learned to pick up a sword and stood shoulder to shoulder with allies-of-convenience.

The armies were only a few hundred strong on the Benevolence front, but they were the real warriors of the Benevolence town. They had the best equipment and the best weapons. Or at least they looked the part, with those shiny bits.

The marauders were 15,000 strong, but they carried their entire civilization on their backs, with almost everyone there being… Well. Strong-looking men, mostly using sticks fashioned from trees that had grown in the towers. So. Great job, Erick. Arming them for this war. Fun times. Anyway. The demographics of Da'luwe were pretty skewed. Most people here were elven or human or orc or generally bipedal-shaped men, but there were some outliers here and there.

One of those outliers was a woman with four white wings hovering behind her back. She flew forward, ahead of the marauders, carrying a flag of red on black. It was a black bolt of lightning. She was flying to speak to a man who was walking out of the lineup from the Benevolence tower.

That man walking forward wore a light purple outfit. It wasn’t Nilton, for Nilton was far behind the frontlines, watching this all happen from atop a watch tower with a pair of binoculars as he spoke into a walkie-talkie, or something like that. There was technology everywhere, apparently, which was really quite odd for Erick to see since he had been without tech for a long time. Some guys down there even had gun-like things.

The marauders looked like they had a whole contingent of riflemen, each of them holding onto homemade metal tubes with sparkly bits to them.

Erick wondered at their range.

And then he wondered what sort of technology he should import to Veird when he got back to Layer 0, and solved this Fae Enclave nonsense…

They wanted him to kill things to prove his power, right?

Erick looked down at some ‘armies’ that could be considered a ‘proof of power’? Maybe? Of course the Enclave would just say, ‘they were weaklings, go have another challenge’. So Erick would have to do something… special.

Erick hummed.

… He had a solution, there. But...

… Hmm.

Yeah.

It was a good solution.

Kinda extreme.

No better place to test it out than here, though. It would have a lot of moving parts. It would be a great solution to this whole Da’luwe issue. They’d keep their production… Hmm.

Anyway.

As Erick toyed with that solution in his mind, he listened to the representatives of both groups meet and speak to each other.

“Greetings,” said the mouthpiece for Nilton.

“Death to you and yours,” said the not-angel woman, in a way that was so easily given and without rancor that Erick imagined it was a common greeting for her, for whatever weird reason.

“As much of a witch as ever, Totte.”

“As much of a murderous bastard as always, Peten.” Totte said, “Give us access to this tower or we burn it down.”

“Try it and die, yet again.”

“I seem to recall chopping off your head before you blew the fail safes and destroyed the last four towers. I bet you’d die again this time.”

“This tower is rigged to blow this time, too.” Peten said, “Maybe you’ll believe us this time when we tell you that you cannot have it.”

“If I can’t, then you can’t either.” Totte said, “This time we’ll pursue your deaths until you’re so deep in debt that you get dusted, your soul forever bound to Wraithborne.”

“Yet another empty threat. That’s all you’re good for. Here’s a real one for you, crafted by your betters, so you might learn the difference: We’ve got half a million resons in reserve. We’ll pay to triple your debts and then live fine while you’re dusted. Or. You can go away and buy from us, like we offered. We’re the kings. You’re the slaves. So either be good slaves or get stomped from on high. We have the resources to fuck you over quite well and you have nothing.”

Totte raged at that answer, cursing at the man, her flag transforming from wood and cloth into a long glaive as she beheaded Peten right then and there.

Peten just smiled, even as his head fell to the ground. He looked truly happy as his body turned to dust and his soul flowed away into the sands, headed elsewhere.

A small part of Erick wondered if Peten was so secure in his victory-in-death because he had come back a few times already. The majority of Erick was somewhat furious at Totte for not playing along at Nilton’s conquest, for pursuing a path that was bound to end in nothing for anyone. And then Erick grew mad at Nilton on Totte’s behalf. Blowing up places he had lost? Terrible form.

Erick’s anger was a quiet anger. The calm before the storm.

The storm built as fast as war broke out all across two kilometers of space between the tower defenders, and the marauders. Rifles fired metal balls that cracked wooden shields and sprayed blood into the air. Swords flashed at limbs, cutting and severing. People roared. Some marauders flew to the sky, having powers of flight that were not mana or reson-based or able to be stolen by the manaminer of Da’luwe. One marauder fired bright red lasers from his eyes. A man in black on the tower defenders’s side opened up holes in the world that swallowed all flying objects with absolute precision. Totte screamed, disrupting everything around her as she flew forward, her glaive leading the way.

And now Erick was mad.

He stared down a Lightning Path. He saw many different ways to remake the world.

He could talk to them all / They weren’t willing to talk.

He could force a compromise / [Reincarnation] could only do so much without oversight to keep people from reverting.

He could build a tower for the marauders on the other side of Da’luwe / And thus begins a different sort of war.

He could separate this war right now / And put off the problem for another day.

In his flight over here, and after getting some dossiers on the major actors of this warfront, he had considered transforming some of those major actors into Benevolence dragons at best, or maybe trying to work out some Empathying magic again. Erick didn’t actually have his Empathy magic anymore, because he had used that up to make the Crystal Star, and then the Crystal Star had moved on, back into the hands of Koyabez’s Church, and Erick had been granted the [Blessing of Empathy] spell from Koyabez, renewed automatically every time he used it. But that spell was from Koyabez, and it didn’t transfer over with him when he left the Script.

He could have made his [Blessing of Empathy] again; he was absolutely sure.

And yet, leaving behind that soul twisting magic had been kinda nice. Once that particular weapon was out of Erick’s hands, it had been like laying down a bloody and effective knife; it had been cleansing.

And besides that, Erick still had lots of ways to make people more empathetic. Kinder ways. Fresher ways.

That’s what Erick focused on now.

He focused on his Lightning Path as it stretched out from him, down into the center of the battlefield and stretched out in every direction, touching everyone on the field and arcing all the way into the Benevolence Tower town, and beyond. At the same time, a spell in Erick’s core vibrated with need. With Erick’s own desire.

As warriors killed warriors, and souls vanished into the sands, the Lightning Path coalesced.

Not five minutes ago a barely-conceived solution to the problem of war among the inmates had presented itself to Erick. Now, that solution proved as easy to walk as the Path.

Erick’s Benevolence laced his words as he spoke with mana and resons,









“In thunderous words, these strifes I mend.

“With proven power, a path’s creation

“pierce hardened hearts to gently bend.

“To distant shores! To tranquil stations.

“These souls released, on love we send

“down life's grand cycles; a Grand Reincarnation.”









A lot of things happened all at once.

The spell did not take just from Erick’s Mana. It took from his Health and Psyche, too.

White Benevolence arced down from all of Erick’s Everything, into the center of the battlefield where it split and hit Totte and the man she had just killed, ripping both of their souls out of their bodies and ashing what was left. The ash rapidly turned to plants. The lightning did not stop. It continued right down both sides of the conflict, hitting people in the heart, or head, or leg, and then traveling out the other side, where it split again, and arced further.

That lightning then flowed into the sky, worming through cracks in reality here and there like it was struggling to escape, but escape it did.

Erick’s body automagically created the magic he had done, marking it down as a Benevolence crystal inside his soul, and words popped up. Erick had not consciously done that. He had been prepared to do that, but he had not actually done that.

Grand Reincarnation, instant, special range, 500/500/500/100 resources/resons per target

Bestow bountiful existences upon a set of targets.

May those so touched by your power forever find themselves on a Benevolent Path.

May their new forms fit them better than the ones that came before.

For some reason the ‘spell creation message’ wasn’t there, which was fine. That was marginally less concerning than the fact that the spell had made itself into a pressable ‘button’. At least the spell cost went down from 5,000 per person, to 500 Mana, Health, and Psyche. Probably because Erick had no control at all over any part of this spell. People were getting put into the multiverse left and right, zapping away to Fractal or Darkness knew where, being placed in bodies that Erick had no control over at all.

Hopefully the people had some control over the spell themselves.

That’s how it felt to Erick, at least, as Benevolent Lightning lashed out at soldier and warrior and scared mother and dying father and killer and genocider and tyrant and murderer and slave and master and—

Erick’s [Grand Reincarnation] continued far beyond the battlefield, his mana resources dropping disastrously fast while his resons went a fifth as quick. He had had nearly 500m each in Mana, Health, and Psyche, and 15m resons due to all the time he had spent flying through the Endless.

But 475,000 inmates of Da’luwe and 50,000 residents added up fast.

The first hundred million Mana, Health, and Psyche went faster than all the rest, and there also seemed to be a precipitous drop in resons that was a lot larger than the cost should have been in the beginning. That probably had to do with the power that was necessary to get out of Layer 1; it couldn’t be a trap layer if leaving it was a normal affair.

Lightning arced through the entire battlefield below and where it took people, it left plants in the aftermath.

Some people defended themselves and the spell went around them, only to strike from behind. The lightning ran up swords, into hands and then souls. The lightning pushed through small magics here and there as if they were nothing. Most everyone was defenseless. Most people had no idea they were moving on until Erick moved them on, forcibly.

Those that were taken were turned to Lightning themselves to vanish into Elsewhere.

The battlefield was no longer a place of war at all. It was a small forest.

And still, the Lightning sang through Erick, turning into a soft torrent of light when it had no one to hit right away. The light washed out into the surroundings. It gathered into bolts once again when it found a target, which were the 50 meter tall flesh golems who were guarding villages that no longer had people because the Lightning had already taken them away. Giant golems became moss-covered stone before the Lightning moved on.

Almost every resident of the inmate Benevolence Tower town vanished in a sweep of Benevolence.

That sweep continued outward to the walls where it danced through the spellwork of the Obsidian Knife Wall, striking out at the guardian flesh golems here and there and evaporating even more towns of inmates, leaving behind moss and grasses and flowers and trees.

The spellwork crashed into the center city of Da’luwe, trying to transcend every mortal and chained undead living under the lich into Lightning that vanished into the sky. Half of the central walls of the city were turned to nothing, but power rang out from the grand hall in the middle, Evil Death pulsing outward to rebuff the Benevolent Lightning, like a sudden shield of killing intent.

In a scant minute, maybe less, the spellwork fountaining out of Erick stopped flowing nearly as fast, or as deep. The flow cut. Erick sagged in the sky. He had never felt tired ever since his ascension. Not truly. But now he felt tired.

And people remained everywhere.

Not many. Maybe only 1%. One out of a hundred? No. Erick looked around. Less than that. A lot less. Of the 15,000-ish marauders and the 20,000-ish in the Benevolence Tower Town, there were maybe 30 people total. They all had ‘spellwork’ around them, too. Not real mana spellwork. The black disk guy had survived. Nilton and his guard, standing on top of an observation tower, had survived due to the guard having some sort of [Force Cube] magic. A marauder with a bunch of feathers in his hair had survived—

Well.

Not ‘survived’, but rather ‘refused to escape’. Even if what Erick had done had looked rather sinister, anyone listening to his words —which had been everyone there— would have known it had been a gift.

Erick smirked.

He had just committed a very large prison break. He felt kinda funny about that. Kinda nice—

Eldawae’s words boomed out of the sky.

“Please come speak with me, Ascended Flatt. I would have calm words.”

“Whoops!” Erick said to himself, feeling kinda giddy. Giddy giddy! Okay. Erick took a moment to calm, because he was way too happy about helping all these people all at once just like that— Erick breathed. He calmed. He shouted back with the entire sky, briefly filling the world with lightning, “Be right there soon!” Thunder rolled under a clear blue sky. Erick turned back to the battlefield down below, to the tower where Nilton and his guard looked terrified, saying, “You and I will be talking right now.”

Nilton told his guard to escape.

The guard did exactly that, rushing down the ladder of the tower and then picking his way through the growing forest as fast as he could. He tripped over a downed tree. The land here wasn’t very stable, after all. It was all sand and bare dirt. All this plant life would need to die and become part of the sand to even begin to be useful for growing more life.

Erick floated in front of Nilton’s tower, saying, “You should have accepted the reincarnation. You could already be on your way to realizing that sundering souls for personal wealth is a terrible business model.”

Nilton brushed past Erick’s concern, saying, “My man acted on instinct. I have already forgiven him. I’ll take a personal reincarnation, though.”

“Done.”

Nilton rapidly held out a mutative, corruptive treasure in his hand, trying to intercept the lightning, but he had not been fast enough, nor had the artifact been corruptive enough. A bolt of Benevolence came out of the clear blue sky, disintegrated the corruption, and entered—

- - 

Erick stood with a nude Nilton on the shore of a beach near a gleaming silver city where cars flew in lanes in the sky. Nilton looked around and rapidly shifted from con artist planning on taking as much as he could get from Erick, to a man who had seen true hope for the first time in his life.

This was his home world. That much was easy to see.

A moment passed in calm silence. Some bugs chirped in trees. Gold fish flickered in the waters beyond the beach.

And Nilton stared at everything, whispering, “I never expected to make it back.”

“You’re not back yet and you know I won’t let a user-of-people back into the greater world.” Erick spoke, “Choose your fate, Nilton.”

With sudden tears flowing, he said, “I want to be loved.”

“You get what you give.”

- - 

—before leaving in a flash of white, sailing back above, the white lightning taking away Nilton and then vanishing. As the lightning passed it looked like a crack in the sky healing over, to solid blue at the horizons, to the imagery of Margleknot high, high overhead.

Erick knew that Nilton would be a source of true power wherever he needed to be, but it wouldn’t be like before where he used everyone around him for his own gain. His personal Truth had been ‘all for me’ according to Vondria, the city administrator of Da’luwe. Erick knew he had shifted Nilton’s truth into something a lot more Benevolent. He’d still use people, of course, but he’d give them a lot in order to gain for himself. That would be how he would eventually Ascend, for sure.

If he managed to do that himself.

Erick wished him well, even if he probably shouldn’t. Nilton was a tyrant. He sundered people. He used people. Erick hadn’t Empathy’d him. Not wholly, anyway. Not directly.

The important thing was two things: that Nilton was out of Da’luwe, and thus not able to afflict this land with his presence anymore, and that he had a chance to start over with a better Truth that would help instead of harm.

Erick moved on.

He decided not to hunt down every single person who had failed to accept his [Grand Reincarnation].

He went toward the ruined Benevolence Towers instead. It wasn’t nearly as difficult to repair what had been broken as it had been to create what did not exist in the first place.

A mere 5 hours after starting that repair project, Erick had some [Terraforming]s, node networks, and [Undertow Star]s, all working together to create new life once again inside every tower. What had been burned and exploded became mulch for the next generation.

Life went on.

When Erick was finished with that, he made a billboard out of wood with some writing on it and some illustrative diagrams, and then he copied that billboard and stuck those copies into the ground near every large settlement within Da’luwe’s protected area. The billboard had an image of lightning-like arrows vanishing up and away from the desert, and the same message in 20 different languages, ‘Your fellow inmates have been sent into new bodies and new lives all across the multiverse. I doubt any of them ended up in the same spot at all. You defended yourself and thus the lightning did not take you. If you wish to go on to your next, hopefully happy lives, then come out of hiding and walk toward the center city. I will be removing all Wraithborn Contracts from people, too, if that is what you desire instead. Or, if you want a new body, I can do that, too. I will be checking for travelers in the next few days.’

And then Erick went to the central city.









- - - -









The center of Da’luwe was a ghost town more in the figurative sense than the literal sense. But maybe, Erick considered, in the literal, Earth-type sense, too.

There weren’t any people left in this land. Pools held no swimmers. Charcoal sizzled in the sun on grills that had no burger flippers. Pancakes dried in the open air, and books lay where their readers had dropped them. Those places, and much of the city, now sported new green growth, from moss to grasses to flowers and even a few trees here and there. Three nice palms now waved in the breeze high above the roofs in the main part of town. There were even a few tall oaks, or elms, or whatever other exotic name that people might have for a few of the more traditional trees, poking up between buildings here and there.

And then there was the destruction.

Ghost anchors, or whatever they were called, were a part of the city itself. A wall here. A pillar there. A piece of that road. The stone beside the capstone in that arch. Half of that house. Those pieces were gone and the city had fallen in their absence. It was half of a ruin, all black and broken and dead. Some of that could be repaired, of course, but not easily. Not by the people here, according to what Erick had seen of the power level of these people.

This may be a part of Margleknot, at the ‘center’ of the universe, but most people were mortals here, too, and the mortals of Veird would wipe the floor with many of the mortals of this land.

Erick decided he would offer to fix the structural damage to appease Eldawae—

Oh! Looked like some ghosts survived.

Erick spied the ghosts of the wall of the center of the city as they reached out of that wall to spy on him as he passed overhead. None of them tried anything… They looked at him a lot, though.

Erick paused his flight since Eldawae wasn’t in the courtyard right now. He was probably under the main dome, but those doors were shut. Erick could still see past them, though. Mostly. Mana sensing around here was a lot more difficult than the last time. Ethereal blind-spots crowded out much of the land.

Eldawae looked to be waiting for Erick upon the center stage under the center dome. He was in his original body; the one that looked like a 3-meter-tall sexless elf with black bones poking out of dried flesh, adorned in a black, see-through shawl.

But the main doors were shut.

So Erick turned toward the ghosts in the main wall. Solid Sky the dragon was there, along with the person of light. The bedsheet and the amalgamation were gone.

Erick set down on the black stone inside the wall, directly beside the ghost dragon and light-being. “Your friends have moved on in the [Grand Reincarnation]. Do you want to move on to another life? You’ll be able to retain your memories but none of your power, and your Truth will likely change to something more positive and creative… Unless you already had a positive and creative Truth. Truthfully, I’m not sure what happens after a reson-empowered [Reincarnation].”

Solid Sky and the light person both seemed one hard decision away from trying to harm Erick. The only thing holding them back was that they knew they could do nothing. They were still going to try, though.

The light person had streaks of grey running down where their eyes might have been if they were a physical person. With rage held in check, they tried to be calm as they asked, “Why did you do this? Take our people from us?”

“Which ones? The inmates who were only here due to a soul shackling system that caused them to be inmates in the first place? Or the residents of this town, born to inmates and thrust into a life of nothing? Or the amalgamation ghost and the bedsheet ghost?”

“Yes,” spoke Solid Sky, and the light person.

Then Solid Sky said, “We’re all prisoners, but we’re all still here and family.”

Light person said, “Where did you take them? Totte and Alowathoki and Bern and Loro and— And all of them?!”

“I don’t know. They likely went somewhere along the current flow of Benevolence out there in the universe and then they likely hopped off onto a world, transitioning themselves in a way they desired and gaining a new body free of all burdens except the burdens of memory. Want to try and follow one?”

A moment passed.

“Yes,” said the being of light.

“No,” said Solid Sky.

Erick looked to the being of light, and—

Thunder crashed. Lightning fell.

- - 

The desert was not a desert.

Da'luwe was not a desolation at all.

A land of a billion people held refuge from the Endless under a bubble of power ringed by white knives, the city brilliant gold and white and tall, the knives and some of the buildings reaching almost a kilometer tall, all of it a work of art. There was no pillar of grey light above the city center. This was not the Wraithborne Tower’s Da'luwe. This was the city that came before.

Between the white buildings, people traveled on floating stone blocks. They ate food grown from ever-producing fields. This was a lush land of green and gold and white, and though some of the parts were dark and deadly, everyone lived at least partially in the light of hope and giving and community.

The being of light was an elven woman with eight white wings who wore a dress of radiance, her eyes pools of sunlight. She stood upon an artificial pond where lilies grew and fish swam in the shadows of those waters. She looked around, and then she looked to Erick.

Erick asked, “Is this how Da’luwe used to look? If so, I’m even more angry at Eldawae than before.”

The being of light smiled softly. “This is Da’luwe at its height, a mere 6,000 years ago. When we fell, we fell hard, and my brother Eldawae capitulated to the destroyers. It was through him that the Wraithborne Tower made this land into a prison, here at one of the deepest parts of Margleknot’s Other Side.” She grinned. “I have not been able to tell anyone that story in a very long time. I believe… I was cut up.” She looked away at Da’luwe, saying, “I want to see it again… But I cannot stay, can I? I will have to make my way back on my own.” She looked to Erick. “Won’t I?”

“Yes. You’re being reincarnated right now. The process cannot be stopped. Have any requests?”

The woman steeled herself, her 8 wings fluttering behind her, each of them disconnected from her body but they were still connected, anyway. “I want to go with all of them and I do not care if my memory is fragmented.”

“Your memory will be fragmented, except for this memory here.” Erick said, “Good luck.”

- - 

Lightning blasted out in 108 directions of the Margleknot sky and then vanished into cracks in the air, worming out to the rest of the multiverse—

A great crack of thunder filled the air. The tallest tower at the center of Da’luwe cracked in half, the grey pillar that kept the city marked as a Wraithborne Tower settlement breaking in fast parts, and then disintegrating. It did not fall at all. It simply vanished into Elsewhere, magic turning back into directionless mana.

And Erick felt tired again. He still had plenty of resources, but this big magic was taking a toll.

Erick looked to the dragon Solid Sky. “You want to be a dragon again, here, in this moment and time?”

“… I do. I said as much earlier. I would have this boon before it is snatched from me by your inability to be politely disruptive.”

Erick smiled at that. “You do realize that your soul has been chopped up in order for you to say things like that, right? Most trapped ghosts, if given the chance, would have asked for what Eldawae’s sister asked for; to move on. That’s why there might be a few people out there still living but almost no undead. Just you and her remained. People can make active choices. You can only act on impetus. Elemental Death, in my experience, is all about making stuff stay just like it is. Once you disturb the lock that Death has on life, though, time flows and desires return and all sorts of wants happen all over again.” Erick asked, “Who were you before the Wraithborne Tower turned you into a puppet?”

Solid Sky gradually turned from pale ghost to full-red dragon as Erick spoke, the dead soul getting madder and madder. He did not like being told that he had no control over his life. Directly calling him a puppet was the last straw. He roared at Erick, a scouring, glass-laden wind blasting across Erick’s body, shredding his glowthread clothes and shredding his Health and superficial flesh, but nothing else. Erick’s clothes sought to hide behind his neck and back and there they remained, fine and outside of the blast.

Erick stepped forward and grabbed the ghost dragon’s maw shut with an aura that resembled his own dragon hands and claws, shutting Solid Sky’s maw and holding him there like a misbehaving child. He could not escape now, but as he shifted from red to white and then as ghostly as he could go, he was surely trying to escape. His eyes were full of fear that almost looked fully sapient.

Erick said, “Be Reborn as a dragon of Benevolence.”

Lightning coursed out of Erick, into the ghost of Solid Sky and then into all of the center wall of the city. Every single part of the wall that had remained either collapsed or simply evaporated.

And the snout of a pale blue living dragon squirmed underneath Erick’s grip as Solid Sky suddenly came into being and broke a few houses behind him in his transition to flesh. He was not like the dragons that Erick had known; either the long version like Rozeta or the big and winged versions like Erick and Melemizargo. He was something different. A sinuous body, thin and long at maybe 200 meters, but with giant wings a third of the way down. He was feathered, too. He almost looked like a couatl, but he was more rakish. Less ‘house pet’. More ‘thing you glimpse in the clouds and never fully see’.

And he was staring at Erick with bright blue eyes.

He looked at Erick's grip around his mouth.

He was going to run away the very second Erick let him go.

Hmm.

Erick asked him, “Are you going to run away?”

Solid sky paused.

He almost lied.

And then he told the truth. He whispered ‘no’, though it was almost unintelligible underneath Erick’s grip.

Erick let go.

And Solid Sky pulled back—

He stopped. He steeled himself. He stared at Erick, and said, “Thank you for freeing me. I almost gave into my own desire to… flee, as an undead thing would.”

“I noticed.”

“… Yes you did.”

“Got a name?”

“Solidisuoskai.”

“Ah. So… was that an insult, or something else, to call you ‘Solid Sky’?”

“… I was 750 years old when they captured me on a world far from here and stuffed me into this wall of Da'luwe. This was 5,000 years ago. I am beyond insults and… beyond my homeland a great deal. I had thought I was fond of captivity but… I am not. I wish to be done with this conversation and to escape while you and Eldawae are distracted with each other. May I go?”

“After you tell me what I should know about Eldawae.”

“… He is a hermit, at heart. He wants power, and to go unnoticed. The biggest advantage you have right now is that you have ended a war in his lands and set up these lands for a better future for all further inmates who should fall here.”

“I was going to go with ‘you’re only making 50k resons per day, anyway, so what’s the big deal’.”

“… He’s making a lot less than that right now…” Solidisuoskai looked beyond Erick, at the large dome tower, saying, “Uhh—”

Evil Death blasted out of the central dome, casting wide and far, shattering the double door of the dome off its hinges and then disintegrating the door into metal shavings that rusted and fell apart, to wash like red sand upon Erick. Solidisuoskai escaped that wash of black-grey power and then the red wave, hiding behind Erick until the worst of it passed, and then fleeing as fast as he could flee directly away from Eldawae and the sandification of the entire central square of the center city. Black and grey pillars turned to rubble and collapsed in every direction, except in one, over there, far beyond a low hill on the other side of this starting combat.

Erick assumed that the small buildings in that direction housed the people that Eldawae cared about, or at least the ones he cared enough to save from Erick’s [Grand Reincarnation]. If Vondria, the city administrator, and those guards had survived, then if this fight calmed down, Erick would ensure that they could rebuild.

Eldawae stepped across the black sands that he had created, into the rubble of the main city center, onto the crumbling courtyard where he and Erick had first met.

Erick stepped toward him, saying, “It’s going to take me more work to fix these buildings now, so thanks for that.”

Eldawae twisted the air at Erick’s ‘thanks’, trying to capture something from him with a brush of unseen power. It was Fae Magic. It was useless. He went, “Bah.” And then he looked at Erick with silver glowing eyes. “Why did you do it?”

Erick spread his arms wide. “You’ll have to be more specific.”

Eldawae stared. “Where did my sister go?”

“Into 108 different lives. Her goal is to help those who she helped here, and then to come back with power to retake this land from the Tower, and maybe from you.”

Eldawae relaxed a fraction, even though outwardly nothing changed at all. Erick could tell, though. His Lightning Path was working well. A real fight had been avoided.

In a softer tone, Eldawae commanded, “You will rebuild my city.”

“Sure. Was gonna offer that anyway.”

“You will lift up Vondria to Benevolent dragon, and at least one of the guards. Kylychbech survives. You will raise him to power, too.”

“Sure. You need help to return this land to what it used to be, right?” Erick commanded, “Because you will return this land to the billion-plus metropolis in the Endless that it used to be, before Wraithborne came here.”

“Impossible. If we are productive, then we are targets.”

“Who do you have left to defend, Eldawae? Nothing.” Erick said, “So make your sister happy when she comes back. Take the inmates who fall to your land and make of them people who would wish to live here—”

“I tried! No one appreciates what is possible! The bottom line is the only thing that matters, and when that is satisfied too much then Wraithborne desires to take more and more and more.” Eldawae said, “No more.” Eldawae stared, his eyes pools of hateful silver light. “You are right in one thing, Wizard. I have nothing left to defend.”

Ah.

A fight, then.

The Lightning Path had been misled.

Eldawae opened with skeletal hands reaching out of the ground to grip Erick, his voice laced with power, “You come into my home and destroy my people. You have broken hospitality. I claim the Rite of Master and I name you my newest Slave.”

Erick easily dispersed the skeletal grips with a flash of light, responding with power of his own, “I have given the greatest gifts that anyone can give another; new beginnings, new lives, new hopes. And I have also given you the resources to begin again.”

Eldawae gathered black wind in the skies, flashing large, becoming both a black skeleton kilometers tall and the same elven lich standing ten meters from Erick. He pointed with his true self, which was both of him, saying, “Accept the pain you have caused.”

Erick tried to move to the side, to avoid the bolt of black aiming for his heart, but he couldn’t step out of the way at all. The very nature of reality itself held Erick there as Evil Death pierced his flesh, drilling deep, soaking into his core. It pained. Or at least it tried.

Erick disbelieved the pain.

The image in the sky vanished, the beam of Black Death splashed against Erick’s bare chest like a mirror scattering a laser, as Erick said, “I’ll accept my pain, if you accept yours.”

Great glowing draconic wings of Benevolence flashed out of Erick, rising high and breaking the Evil sky, dispersing the absolute-black clouds. Rain fell, bright white and destructive. That rain fell upon buildings that were not there. It fell upon history. And where it fell, it revealed towers and people moving on stone traveling blocks and rivers and libraries and Eldawae’s sister with her eight wings, standing beside him, one hand on his shoulder.

Ten pairs of feathered wings emerged where the rain fell behind Eldawae, as he saw the past.

Eldawae stared at his sister, his silver eyes unclouding, the grey of Elemental Death and the black of Elemental Evil fading from view, revealing a glowing brightness that was every color of every sun. He stared, his skin turning to supple, tanned flesh, his black bones vanishing from where they protruded.

Eldawae’s sister said something, her lips moving.

And Eldawae breathed, exactly like a lich did not need to breathe at all.

A bolt of static came for Erick and touched off across his skin, leaving tiny black marks that quickly healed.

A ten-meter thick column of Benevolent Lightning crashed out of the sky and obliterated Eldawae in an absolute radiance of power.

All the world was light.

And then the light began to fade.

Erick floated above a crater that had once been the courtyard of the center of Da’luwe. The crater extended a good twenty meters down and thirty-ish wide. Eldawae was nowhere to be seen and the clouds in the sky were already vanishing, the illusions of the old city vanishing, too, under the light of the Margleknot sky.

“So that’s probably not over,” Erick whispered to himself.

Erick went to the well-protected storage room behind the hill, far, far behind where Erick had confronted Eldawae. It was, as Erick had suspected, a protective safe house. Erick ripped the roof off of it, exposing a nearly-dead Vondria who looked catatonic for whatever reason, a very angry Kylychbech who had a whole bunch of words against Erick, and a few different people, from two elven children with little wings to a scattering of people who had powers swirling around their bodies, trying to make a formation around the winged kids.

Erick said, “I’m going to fix this first, and then we can talk.”

And then he took Vondria and first [Reincarnation]ed her into a younger version of herself, free of all her tech and ailments, then he turned her into a benevolence dragon and set her aside. When he was done with the city administrator Vondria was a rather pretty pale violet, quadrupedal, 2-winged dragon. She’d probably mostly be the same person. Probably. She’d be missing externally-held-in-tech memories and grafted power because Erick had removed all that, so…

Whatever the case, the transition was A Lot for her so she was sleeping now.

Erick let her sleep.

He tried to turn the soul that inhabited her liver into a person, too, but when he saw that fractal splash of possibility around that soul he recognized the soul as that of a rat. So he turned it back into a rat.

And then he went to Kylychbech who was organizing the ‘resistance’.

Erick sat on top of the wall of the now-roofless building, looking down at the people. He focused on the kids. “So Eldawae has a few different backups. Those kids are two of them and you’re all slaved to protect them as best you can. Do you see that?”

“They’re kids!” Kylychbech pointed his sword at Erick and shouted, “Why would you want to kill them?! I’ll kill you before I let you get to them!”

Erick frowned—

One woman suddenly held a knife to her own neck, saying, “Leave or I’ll kill myself!”

That seemed to be a much better idea to Eldawae’s defenders than Kylychbech’s idea. Within four seconds every person had a knife or a weapon held against their own necks. Erick didn’t bother telling them that that wouldn’t stop him from doing what he needed to do, because he could just heal them. He could bring them back to life, too. The only ones not threatening their own lives were, of course, the two little boys, who were not little boys at all.

The first clue was that they looked like Eldawae, but with small black wings. Only single pairs of wings, too.

The second was that Erick’s Lightning Path was pointed here.

The third was that Eldawae was a freakin’ lich. Of course he survived a little thing like a proper Wizard Duel.

Erick said to them, “Splitting your soul to hide from standard magics is a good one, but I know that trick. I know practically all of them, including Chaining Soul Destruction, which is a very good solution to this predicament. I’m sure you can survive that at least the first few times, but I can figure out something eventually. So! Would you like to drop the act and talk about the complete removal of Evil from this land? Because that’s my goal. I want all of Wraithborne to be ‘not Evil’. And that starts with you all as an example of a better way forward.”

One woman sliced her neck, followed by two others rapidly attempting the same. Erick simply healed them and then set them down in another building sleeping under some [Merciful Ether]. And then Erick did that to all the rest of them except for Kylychbech, who remained with the still silent Eldawae-phylacteries. The boys were staring pretty hard at Erick the whole time, too. They were very mad, but they couldn’t do much about it—

“Oh,” Erick said, as he realized something. “You have a lot of soul damage. You probably can’t talk.” As the two angry boys stared harder, Erick looked at their weird souls… he hummed, then guessed, “And one of you has to die to make the other one whole, too… if I’m reading that right. Not sure. There’s probably five more of you scattered out there in the Endless. Probably on another Layer, too… That’s a bit harder to deal with.”

More than five? Less than five? Who knew!

Kylychbech, tied down with stone and unable to move, threatened, “I’ll bite off my own tongue!”

Erick frowned at the man. “Go ahead. I’m waiting.”

And then Kylychbech did exactly as he threatened.

“Oh Koyabez fuck!” Erick said, disappointed that he didn’t see this exact thing coming. “Let’s put you back together and you can go to sleep, too, unless you’d like to talk openly?” The guard tried to bite his tongue off again. “Well okay then!” Erick put him to sleep and then did a bit of normal [Reincarnation] followed by draconic reincarnation on the man. When that was done and all of Kylychbech’s soul twistings were gone, Kylychbech’s everything replaced and enhanced with draconic might, Erick set the grey-colored dragon sleeping in a square down the way. He patted the guy on the nose, saying, “Wake up well, Kylychbech. Your name was already draconic, so this is all quite poetic, in my opinion.”

Erick returned to Eldawae’s phylacteries.

The two boys were in the middle of trying to kill each other and one of them had nearly succeeded, having stabbed the other boy with a length of broken rock on the side of the head. Erick cleaned up the mess and healed the wounds, and then he looked to the two silent boys.

“… I’m not sure how to handle this.” Erick admitted. “Neither of you are the whole Eldawae, and while my [Reincarnation] can restore a person to wholeness, the person that comes out of the parts of you that you have obviously partitioned might not be the whole ‘Eldawae’, and the other pieces are still out there. They’ll likely be coming here to rebuild once I’m gone. Likely as a single person and with the full power and the support of Wraithborne behind him.”

The twins didn’t offer any solutions. They just stared at Erick with hate in their eyes.

Erick couldn’t do much in the greater scheme of things. Not as a single person, anyway. That’s why he had built House Benevolence. But he was just a single person here, and Da’luwe needed defenders. Powerful defenders.

There were still inmates out there in the land… And the whole place was still under the effects of a manaminer, and there were probably a whole bunch of lich-secrets buried here and there, waiting to bite Erick in the ass the second he got complacent.

He knew what he needed to do. Theoretically. The biggest source of Good he could accomplish would be to go and free the Celestial Observatory from Wraithborne influence. And to do that, he needed to get back to Layer 0.

Hopefully reincarnating half a million souls into new bodies across the multiverse, and also killing the time worm, would be proof enough of his power to satisfy the fae of war at the Enclave; Lord Dakka. Probably not? Hard to say. Freeing the Celestial Observatory might, though, and Lady Aelorika and Lady Seraphaka wanted more ‘good’ in Margleknot, so supporting that growth of Good would be good for that.

Erick wasn’t giving up on manhandling Wraithborne into Good. If he could do that with the Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst, he could do that with some lichs and ancient evils of the Wraithborne Tower.

Probably.

“Wraithborne wanted a whole bunch of truly Evil lichs gone anyway, right?” Erick asked the twins. No answer came, so Erick said, “I need to lower my scope, anyway. Veird is still the main concern.”

Erick paused.

And then he made a decision that was not a decision at all. “I need to clean up this place anyway, and you both get to be city administrators once again.”

As Erick put both boys to sleep, and cast [Reincarnation] on the first one, he smiled a little as the fractal splash of possibilities opened up all around the boy, showing Erick all of mini-Eldawae’s possible futures. The same thing had happened for Vondria and Kylychbech, and it was just one reminder that all magic was connected, even if one didn’t fully understand it all at first. This stuff here was already Fractal Universe Wizardry long before Erick even knew that this universe was thought of that way by the Fractal Fairy, the Voice of this Cosmology. Phagar’s fractal splash was probably connected to this universe, too. Erick wondered a lot about all of that stuff as he searched boy #1’s Benevolent futures for a good one.

Most of the futures ended in death, either permanent or Elemental Death.

And yet, Erick saw a future that was the rebirth of the white city in the Endless.

Erick picked that one.

The boy transformed into man, all of his soul damage filled in with Benevolence, Renewing his very existence itself. Erick set aside the 6-winged man and looked to boy #2—

Who collapsed in a pile of dead flesh.

Erick paused.

“… Circumstantial proof that the bodies were all connected.” Erick wondered. “Will there even be an Eldawae hidden out there in the world, coming back to strike with Evil Death?” Erick wondered some more. And then he shrugged.

Erick [Reincarnation]ed every single person in the city, erasing all of their soul controls and putting them into younger bodies. He knew nothing of many of them, but he knew enough based on the reports and paperwork that he had overseen in Eldawae’s dinner in order to pick for people who fought him every step of the way due to the soul controls put in them.

Erick felt vindicated that he was doing the right thing because every single person he cleansed of influence came back thankful.

By the time he was done with the city his glowthread clothes had regrown enough to give him a loincloth, which was nice.

Erick flew over the city and began planning for his repairs. [Mend] did not work here at all, since that was based on a manasphere imprint of an item and returning that item to its previous manasphere imprint shape. But [Stoneshape] and other spells worked well enough. Erick almost wanted to do a [Cityshape], but that would be way too widespread and likely break stuff under the surface.

Erick hummed. This whole land had once had a much larger airspace, with white spires reaching high. Erick wasn’t sure, exactly, how it survived so long and so well here on Layer 1, where war seemed common. Heck! Erick glanced up in the Margleknot sky, past the horizon of blue, and saw people fighting giant kaijus and ripping up the land far, far away. Planet sized monsters? Maybe.

They looked like barely-moving pinpricks from this far away; like the smallest stars in the sky that a person without enhanced vision would need a good telescope to see. Erick saw them just fine.

Anyway.

Erick began demolishing all the black buildings with great swaths of power, ripping up black stone and setting it to the side of the main city. And then came eternal stonewood trees. Those trees grew massive and they were very alive, even if they didn’t look the part. A few Shapings later and the trees were still alive, but they were shaped into apartment buildings and courtyards and all sorts of city spaces that were similar to the ones Erick had seen in the vision of Da’luwe’s past.

But a bit shorter.

The pools and the waterways and the farming lots and all of that of the current city —before Erick and Eldawae trashed it— were all somewhat still there, but now they were done in white and black instead of black and grey. Those were the city’s colors now. White, for Benevolence, and Black, because Wraithborne was Black because Evil was Black. But in Erick’s mind this Black was simply Darkness. He grinned at that little trick. Melemizargo would have hated them using ‘black’ to mean Evil, and Erick was kinda mad at that too. Black was a great color that did not deserve to be lumped in with ‘Evil’ at all.

Erick added some small [Terraforming] storms and node networks here and there, and then he wrote down how to take care of it all upon a large, white obelisks. He described [Renew] magic with Elemental Benevolence, and [Terraforming] magics with all the accompanying physics and particle interactions. He spoke of harmonies and Mana Altering and Shaping, and a bunch of different Elements besides Benevolence. He wrote down how to create more nodes in the node network, with all that Draining spellwork and otherwise.

And then he copied that large white obelisk and scattered those copies all across the land, in the center of Da’luwe’s new town squares and fountains here and there, and inside every one of the 9 Benevolence Tower out there. During the course of that travel, he came across 34 people. 16 of them hid from him, even after he spoke aloud, telling them that they could move on from here if they wanted. Erick left them be. Most of the people he found wanted to move on, and so Erick bid them a Lightning farewell. One of them, an old witch woman with some sort of highly-protective personal magic and wearing white, wanted to stay here, but she wanted a safer life.

“I’m old as dirt and I usually live outside of the walls anyway. I want to stay here, especially if things are getting better.” The old woman said, “Can you do that? Make me young but let me stay here?”

Her skin was tan and wrinkled, but there was a mirage around her edges. She looked almost not-there at some angles.

Erick looked her over, and said, “Probably. Unless whatever you’ve got going on is… What is that, anyway?”

“Witchy witchy. Stops the bad stuff unless I’m nervous, then it stops everything.” She shrugged. “Try anyway?”

“It might go away after this change.”

“If you can break it and get me normal, I’d take that option.”

Erick hit her with a [Reincarnation].

Every single one of her futures had her as an invisible person walking through life, never knowing others and always being overlooked. She was a hole in the world, untouched by all. Except in a few spots. Erick saw an image of her as a mother in a nice house, serving a family dinner to her husband and their five children and their tens of grandchildren. Another image had her as the leader of a town and raising thousands of people to power, transforming sand into arable fields with coordination and then transforming that land into crops with Benevolent Rain. A third image was her killing a few people and then being sent to the executioner’s crush.

Erick picked the one with her as a leader.

The woman rose from the sands transformed to a young elven woman in her late teens. Erick set her down in a safe spot in the nearest Benevolence Tower, along with a blanket, some extra clothes, repaired versions of her own clothes, a knife, and some fresh fruit in a stone bowl.

By that time several hours had passed and the people in the central town had been awake for hours, except for the new Eldawae. Hopefully that had been long enough for them to get through most of their anger at each other and the situation.

But they were still quite mad at Erick.
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“You destroyed everything!” said a woman.

“Yup,” Erick said, “And then I rebuilt most of it.”

“You took away my family!”

“Yup,” Erick said. “Want to try and follow them?”

“Who are you to decide what happens to us!”

Erick raised an eyebrow at that, asking, “Like the Wraithborne Tower ever gave you more choice over your life?” When that was an unsatisfactory answer, Erick decided, “Okay fine. Hold on. It’s time to wake up Eldawae, because he needs to hear this, too.”

The resurrected people and the two dragons, Kylychbech and Vondria, watched as Erick pulled back the spellwork containing the sleeping body of Eldawae. With a bit of [Cleanse] to splash out white mist from the sleeping winged-elf, Eldawae woke up in parts, and then all at once. He did not rise, yet. But he did open his eyes and lean up to look at Erick.

Eldawae sat up and flexed his bone-white wings. He stared at Erick. “It appears you have won.”

“A battle. Not the war. Not by far. Anyway. Welcome back to the world of the living. Take a look around.” Erick said, “I was just about to talk about why I get to decide what happens to you.”

Eldawae was already looking around at the tall white buildings and at the waterways and at the obelisk in the center of this town square, here at the top of the city. A fountain burbled all around the obelisk, clear waters splashing down onto white eternal stonewood. He was having a moment he did not want to have. He was terrified. He was hopeful.

He was terrified of that hope.

Erick began, “Look. All 27 of you here, the four spying with magics, and all the people further out there looking down at us. Also, hello Morbion. Anyway. You all know that most of the people here, just like all of the people enslaved by the Tower, were all put through cultures that produced these Evils in the first place in order to make people who were both Evil and willing to put themselves into situations where they could ruthlessly be exploited by the bigger Evils out there.

“None of the evils that the people here committed out there in the rest of the universe were really their fault, and most of the prisoners of this land were put here under false pretenses anyway. Everyone who fell here was made worse by the prison itself. This was by design.

“Everyone here was being used, including Eldawae.

“And so yes. I ruined it. I would commit such ruin again.

“I do not care that I ‘ruined what you had going here’. It needed to be ruined. You deserved to be ruined. Now, you get to live in your ruin, and you don’t have any inmates to torture, and you’d probably feel bad about doing that torture anymore anyway if I [Reincarnation]ed you back correctly, which I feel that I did. So now, you get to build better.

“I’m sure that you’ll try to reconnect with the Tower once I am gone, which is fine. If the system that sends prisoners down here isn’t a connection to Wraithborne, then perhaps you can not reconnect with the Tower? Just a thought.

“If you do get more prisoners down here then perhaps you can do something else. Try for rehabilitation this time instead of cycling people through your slavery-prison-complex so you can turn more bucks or live in privilege while slaves support your lives. You now have near-endless resources and now you can accrete better power than the average person, because Benevolence can do everything.” Erick handed out copied books about accreting Benevolence, holding them in front of every single person with his aura. Some people did not take them. Some people swatted them out of the air. Eldawae looked at the book, and took it. So did the dragons, though they had trouble with that because of giant talons. Good enough for now. Erick continued, “You’re all Benevolence-aligned now. These books will help you learn some magic and grow your Darkness and then how to accrete well. You can even try altering the manaminer of this land to help. Remember, everyone’s mana is different. You can only accrete your own. The book goes over all of that.

“You can do everything with Benevolence.” Erick asked, “So? More questions?”

Eldawae half-asked, half-threatened, “What did you do to me, exactly?”

Erick looked to the winged-elf. He was shorter than Erick right now. That would likely change with time and with him reaching for lichdom again. His 6 wings were bone-white now; no longer black. Erick asked, “Where do you want to begin, and do you want all of that said out here?”

Eldawae frowned… But he did not rage. He controlled himself away from that emotion. And then he considered that he could experience such emotion at all was a good sign; Erick hadn’t soul controlled him that much. He looked to Erick, saying, “I would return to the grand dome. Vondria, Kylychbech. With me—” He stopped. He looked up at the two dragons. The two dragons were completely surprised, but intrigued and kinda delighted on Vondria’s part. Kylychbech seemed weirded out. Eldawae was weirded out, too. He asked Erick, “Why did I want to involve them?”

Erick smiled. “Because you want to ask others for help now. Everyone here does. Who you picked was not up to me, though. I didn’t actually put any controls on your soul at all. I just made you more personable and vulnerable and cooperative. You picked Vondria and Kylychbech yourself, and probably because they’re the two most powerful people here, aside from me and you. They’re also naturally immortal now, which you will be soon enough, as soon as you get your lichdom back. So yeah. There’s your new Da'luwe council.”

Vondria and Kylychbech wisely remained silent, which was pretty normal for both of them. Which was good. Eldawae was not pleased.

Eldawae fumed as he strode toward the rebuilt grand dome. He glared at Erick, saying, “You’ve reburdened me with more than my elfinity.”

Erick walked with the man into the grand dome of Da'luwe, saying, “Yes, I have.”

Vondria and Kylychbech followed.

In the courtyard, people started talking and arguing again.









- - - -

Behind closed doors, Erick stood on one side of a rebuilt platform, while Eldawae stood on the other side with his dragons flanking him.

Erick began, “To start, I changed—”

“I know what you changed.” Eldawae said, “I can already tell everything you did. I said that in order to get you away from spying eyes. Every single grey pillar out there can’t see directly down at us, but those that are on the other side of Margleknot space can look down at us from the other side of the sky. And they do. That’s how Morbion took over the Evil forces of Margleknot; through extensive, open spying and being just shy of bad enough to demand to be overthrown.

“Everything you’ve done is already known, and known well. And what’s worse is that you didn’t kill the time worm as well as you should have. If you would have killed it properly then we might have had a different sort of conversation when you came back to Da'luwe—” Eldawae paused as he frowned, then he calmed himself and said, “Most of what I do is an act, but it was a whole lot easier to be ambivalent when I had some Evil in my soul. You erased that… But you also erased a great deal of the problems of this land while giving us a whole lot more.

“I digress.

“The time worm is still the main weapon of Da'luwe. That’s where the majority of my original soul is located. That’s where I keep my main phylactery, which is also tied down with all the Contracts from Wraithborne. Did you go digging deep into the ground, to pull the whole thing up? No. You stopped after a mere ten-or-whatever kilometers below the surface.”

Erick rapidly realized a few things. He let Eldawae say them all, though, as he simply answered the man, “I dug up the worm far enough to know that there was no end to him. The body was sand and dirt past a certain length and depth.”

“Following the track of that beast is not easy. I would have thought you would have tried, anyway.” Eldawae said, “The time worm’s heart was located at the bottom of Da'luwe. When you killed me, that heart was shifted out into the Endless about five days low-spireward— You don’t know— That’s the direction the Fae Enclave points down.” He pointed. “That way.”

Erick shrugged. “I would have said ‘southeast’, but that doesn’t matter here, I guess.”

Eldawae scrunched his eyebrows together, as if debating if Erick was an idiot or not. “… The heart is that way. My most precious memories are that way. Those would be my conquering and city-building soul fragments. You seem to have restored some of that to me, here, but not my entirety. That Eldawae will crash into this city like the wrath of the Wraithborne Tower itself, with the time worm at his command, unless you go kill him and the time worm directly. Any other talk beyond the death of that executioner’s axe does not matter.”

Erick waved a hand, saying, “I’m not going away that easily. How about we discuss changing the manaminer of this land into something better for everyone? We could also discuss your future plans for this land. How about you put up a giant white pillar?” Erick smiled. “Do the Benevolence-thing full force?”

Okay.

Why was Erick smiling?

He was happy. Honestly, though. Erick was probably being a bit too mirthful about this, but everything happening here was good, even if it wasn’t Good. Everyone here would be fine, even if there was an adjustment period full of hard emotions and anger.

Eldawae noticed Erick’s mirth, too. He scowled, “And what is so delightful?”

“First off: Anyone who wants to ascend can probably make it back here in a century or even just a decade. You all need to stop thinking that I killed everyone. Your sister is still alive out there, Eldawae, and there’s a lot of her, too. She went out to a lot of people to try and help them ascend. Secondly: You have an overabundance of resources and a bunch of high-powered people to use them. Build a good foundation for whatever sorts of life you want to come next. Thirdly: I don’t think Wraithborne is coming after you. I spoke with some of them before I got dropped here, and they said that the cost of doing business with me was probably going to be the eradication of a few towns. You got what appears, to you, to be the short end of the stick, but there are depths here for you to use, if you should grasp them. I’m not even telling you to fight against Wraithborne.” Erick said, “So! How would one kill the time worm, for real?”

Eldawae sighed.

Violet Vondria and grey Kylychbech both looked down at Eldawae.

Eldawae said nothing. He just stared at Erick. Thinking.

So Vondria asked Erick, “How do I turn orc again?”

“Honestly, you will figure it out. It’s pretty instinctual.” Erick said, “But in a more directed-help sort of way: Polymorph is about changing who you are on the inside to become who you want to be on the outside. Most of the time I’m human-shaped because I like connecting to others as human. You’re still a dragon shape because you now consider ‘dragon’ to be your baseline; ‘dragon’ is comfortable. Hang out with enough small people and you’ll simply want to be able to fit through doors, so you’ll turn small in order to do that.”

Vondria frowned a little bit as she thought—

Kylychbech suddenly changed into a 4-meter tall elven man with 10 brilliantly-grey wings floating behind him. He stood there, looking at his hands. Erick mostly wondered how the hell he had wings floating behind him, unattached, but that was some quirk of magic and power, no doubt. Perhaps they were aura-based physical manifestations of power, too. That seemed pretty reasonable to Erick as an explanation… And yet… Hmm.

Eldawae looked at Kylychbech too. “… How are you supporting 10 wings? That’s a supernatural power of our kind, and you are not us.”

“Ah! Good! I was wondering that, too,” Erick said. “But dragons are inherently magical. That’s likely most of the explanation. What is your species called, anyway?”

Eldawae said, “Winged Astraelif. Void-fliers, in common parlance.”

Kylychbech looked at his wings, fluffing them out and controlling them as part of himself. He rotated the order of pairs, and then pushed them out far and then drew them in. “This is… not who I was— Ah.” And then he transformed back into the man he had been, but with grey horns. He touched his head. “Horns?”

Eldawae frowned. “Also a lack of concern for nudity and an overabundance of desire for hedonism.”

Erick laughed. And then he said, “Let’s talk about killing your time-worm-self, and then I can leave and do that and come back later, after you’ve all had time to adjust somewhat, and probably to speak to Wraithborne. You were only making 50k resons per day, anyway, right? So just go low power for a while.”

Vondria said to Eldawae, “We’re likely not in that much trouble, sir.”

“… Perhaps this time will be different from the five other times I have tried to rebel from Wraithborne.” Eldawae said, disbelieving his own words.

Vondria and Kylychbech stared openly, disbelieving the entire implication.

Eldawae noticed. “Oh yes. We’ve tried rebelling before. Didn’t work, for several specific reasons, all of which thoroughly enjoy putting down rebellions. Their names are Jeron the Folder, Wright the Hallow, and Ravaughn the Black. All three are still active, and all three… That’s not even counting his Primes, or his Witches. Those are just the walking disasters; Morbion’s Adjusters.” Eldawae looked to Erick, and said, “We used to have connections to the Good lands out there, most specifically Paradise Rises. We lost that connection when Morbion shattered that part of Margleknot. Eventually, Wraithborne and Emperor Morbion came for us, just like he came for all the smaller places like ours out there. Honestly, we’ll go back to Wraithborne if they will let us. There are no Good lands out there to support us anymore, and the Celestial Observatory is overrun with Wraithborne anyway.”

Erick nodded. “Heard and understood. So about that time worm…”

- - - -

Erick held a tiny glowstone in his claws that had recently started pulsing light.

Four days of flying low-spireward at maybe 80% of the speed of light had gotten Erick here, to this otherwise uninteresting stretch of the Endless. Tan sands stretched as far as Erick’s dragon eyes could see, for while the atmosphere in the sky overhead was nonexistent, and thus able to be seen through, the atmosphere here at the surface of the Endless was dense enough to occlude vision. Erick guesstimated that he could only see about 450 kilometers out because of that. That was also why the grey light at Da'luwe had been visible, even though the actual city had been way, way too far to see; the light had risen above the atmosphere.

That light was gone now, but Erick knew the way back easily enough.

Kinda funny that he was still following a light source from Da’luwe.

The trinket in his claws pulsed a bit faster. Erick was getting to the time worm’s heart, and also a copy of Eldawae; the ‘Evil Eldawae’. ‘Not-so-Evil Eldawae’ had given him this bauble because it was tuned to the resonance of its creator, and that resonance transferred over all copies of the man. If Erick needed to he could find his way back to Da’luwe using this thing.

And as he flew, he thought of Good and Evil.

Erick hated the entire idea of Good and Evil as mana Elements. He was glad that Veird did not have these hated things.

Could evil be redeemed? Sure. Could Evil be redeemed? Not so sure. Was a good person good? Yes, absolutely. Was a Good person good, or were they following instincts, and did that matter that they were following basic instincts to be good and that they had no real control over their own actions? Erick wasn’t sure.

Apparently there was Elemental Justice out there, too, and whoa boy did Erick have a problem with that.

Erick wasn’t so sure about a lot of things when it came to Good and Evil. Were Evil people actually evil? Or were they just selfish assholes in the extreme? Well… The Wraithborne Tower’s overall example of Evil was more the ‘softly selfish’ type.

Erick was absolutely sure that the ‘absolute selfish’ type of Evil present in the slavery-parts of Wraithborne and the various Slaver-locations in Margleknot were the worst types of evil. Erick was glad he had not seen much of that yet. Just casual sapient cruelty and smaller Contract evils, so far. He still wasn’t quite sure what he would do if he saw some kings or whatever, like, cut off a person’s fingers and toes and then work their way inward. He had only seen that four times, but even once was too much. He had stopped every single one of those instances that he could, but—

The world ahead was different. The ground had rocks.

And then Erick flew past the rocks, and it was just more sand.

His thoughts turned back to the nature of Good and Evil.

- -

A month or so ago, Lionshard had spoken on the Elements of Good and Evil while he had been at Erick’s house.

“Good and Evil are what they’re called, but those are perhaps misnomers,” Lionshard had said. “I only say ‘perhaps’ because there is very real power in using them as they were intended. A Good person empowers themselves when they are good in whichever way they desire. An Evil person is the same. And what is perhaps worse, is that the battle between Good and Evil is a source of fantastic power on both sides… But I can see you dislike this topic, so let us move on.”

Erick had chuckled, saying, “You can tell that much, eh?”

Lionshard had grinned. “I can tell a lot about a lot!”

- -

Erick was still mulling over the topic of Good and Evil and how they were situated against each other and how they were ‘sources of fantastic power’ when they went to war with each other. It reminded him of the time that Rozeta had told him to think about ending the Forever War between the demons and the angels of Veird by Establishing some Big Important Casus Belli, and then finding out a way to work that Casus Belli into something that could be ‘fixed’ through friendly competition, or something, instead of the Forever War.

Erick wondered if Rozeta had known about Good and Evil back then. Had she been asking Erick to Establish the angels or demons as Good and Evil, or the other way around? Maybe she had been addled to forget Good and Evil in the Painted Cosmology and this Fractured Cosmology, and she was merely dredging up thoughts from a whole universe ago that weren’t fully formed. Erick wanted to believe the second possibility. He did not believe that Rozeta would want to bring Good and Evil to Veird. If that was true, then she could have done that herself through the Script…

Or maybe her hands were tied in that way, because of the God Pact.

Erick thought, and he flew.

- - - -

The world ahead was different. Rocks, yes, but soon after that Erick’s glowstone bauble started to strobe and Erick saw the lip of a smoking crater kilometers wide. He dropped the bauble in the sand next to an arrangement of rocks so he could find it easily later, and then he proceeded forward, flying over the crater, shrinking down into a person once again as he zeroed in on Eldawae down below.

Or at least the being he assumed was Eldawae.

A great core of golden crystal lay at the bottom of the crater. The light of Margleknot’s unseen suns beat down relentlessly upon that stone, and the stone beat in turn. Gold light pulsed outward, and Eldawae stood atop the stone like a dark spot standing on an entire grand hoard of treasure, pulling in that golden light in streamers, turning gold to black before it reached his black wings and his skin. Gold crystals grew from his joints, but it didn’t remain gold. That crystal flashed to black now and then, only to be overwhelmed with gold, to ebb and flow between the two extremes as Eldawae pulled in more and more power.

His eyes were closed, and he was focused.

He was converting the power of the crystal into Evil within himself. He was cultivating.

… Or maybe accreting. Probably both and then a few other things besides.

Erick lowered down into the crater to float 25-ish meters away from Eldawae. And then he waited.

Eldawae cracked open an eye. And then he closed his eye again. “… You cannot win this war. You are aware of this, and yet you persist. It is vexing.”

“I do persist; correct.” Erick asked, “What makes you so sure I can’t win this war?”

“Because Evil is larger than you, and we’ve had bigger enemies than you for our entire existence. The War is Neverending.”

“Ah. You think I’m going to war with Evil. This is incorrect thinking. You are correlating causations instead of seeing it how it is. Redemption is a core tenet of Benevolence, and everyone is in need of redemption sometimes, including Good people. After I’m done with you and Da’luwe I hope to go back to the Celestial Observatory and knock some heads around to clean them up, too.”

Without opening his eyes, Eldawae said, “Your plans sound Good in their effect and thus you sound deluded in multiple ways. You are Good, and you won’t admit that.”

“I’m perfectly fine with you being a selfish asshole, Eldawae. You want to have an empire of degeneracy and good times, while people fight for your amusement out there on the field? Do that. But you will see that everyone consents of their own free will and that they have the absolute best health care that magic can make, and that those sorts of things are only small parts of the overall society you control. What I’m not fine with is you letting your charges and those below you know pain because of your negligence.” Erick said, “And so, you need to die, since we’ve already got the semi-decent version of you back there and we don’t need this evil version of you, here.” Erick continued, “But, if I kill you here and now, I assume that your soul will fly to the Eldawae in the city and connect with him to make yourself whole, and this one here will overtake that one there.” Erick said, “It’s really quite ingenious of yourself, to make that one back there the ‘good’ one and this one the Evil one. The good one is very good at getting people into a working system. He has probably gotten Da'luwe back in working order a few times in the past, only to have you come in and kill him and take over completely.” Erick Looked at him. “I didn’t see it back there, but I definitely see the shape of it all right now.”

Eldawae frowned, and then he stopped cultivating/accreting. He opened his eyes and flared his 6 wings before dropping his wings back behind him, and saying, “It is also rather vexing that you have such a well-crafted insight into others and their internal magics. I suppose I should have expected nothing less from a Father of Margleknot. So what are you going to do now?”

“Do you want to be redeemed?”

“No thank you.”

“Would you fight your forced redemption?”

“Yes.”

Erick breathed in, then out, and spoke, “You will lose.”

His voice vibrated the sands, echoing out in a wave of power that crashed into a golden/black shield surrounding Eldawae and the heart of the time worm, passing them by without touching them at all. They were already deep in the philosophical Wizard War of the moment, but that had been Erick’s first real attack.

Eldawae responded by blackening the sky and turning the entire crater into the insides of the time worm, massive white teeth layering down the dark insides of the monster all around. They were like tusks undulating backward, downward, turning the world below into a continual tunnel of swallowing death, and the sky into the death of hope. The sky was a dot of white, and then the sky closed off as the time worm’s mouth shut. The only light was the gold from Eldawae’s now-floating crystal. That light glinted on the teeth overhead as those teeth crashed closed as the beast swallowed, a wave of teeth coming for Erick as the walls closed in.

Erick lit up the darkness with his [Lodestar] form, and then lit up the time worm with a reson-empowered [Reincarnation].

A lightning bolt came crashing—

- - - -

Erick sat on the ledge of a sandbox with red wood walls and dunes the size of mountains out there in the dirt, and yet, they weren’t the size of mountains at all. They were just small dunes, no larger than Erick’s ankles.

The sand moved a little.

Erick picked up the worm under the dunes and held it up to the light. “Hello, little time worm.”

The time worm looked at Erick with its maw-like face, its million eyes blinking around its body as it looked down at Erick’s palm. And then it seemed to frown—

The moment flickered.

Suddenly the time worm was ten meters long and staring down at Erick, its maw open a meter wide, power flowing out of the beast like desiccating desert wind as it boomed, “I’m bigger than you.”

Erick easily asked, “Do you want to be? It’s easier to be full if you’re smaller. Lots more food for small things than for large things.”

“Small things prey. I not prey. Bad bargain.”

The spell flickered again.

The time worm was a kilometer long and staring down at Erick with a maw 10 meters wide.

… Erick seemed to be losing control of the spell.

Not the first time that this had ever happened. That time he [Reincarnation]ed Oozy was the first instance Erick had ever experienced a [Reincarnation] differently than expected, but then again, using resons to empower this magic was already a different experience altogether, with this weird sort of talking space. The time worm was throwing everything off, though. It was making this here a Wizard fight.

Probably because the time worm was a small god.

Erick asked, “What do you want in your next life?”

The worm said, “I reject your call for a next life. I am the god of these sands. This is my land and no others shall have it.” The worm grew to be as Endless as the desert in which it lived. Its maw could consume mountains. It stared down at Erick with contempt, saying, “There is no winning against me. There are only those who I allow to live until they get big enough to eat, and those who manage to run faster than the slowest of them.”

“Ah. So you’ve been corrupted to eat mindlessly.”

The time worm looked down at Erick.

And then it shrunk a fraction.

Erick said, “I’ve seen how you eat. I killed you once by drowning you, and you liked it. You have been broken in some way, and I am here to fix you, because you haven’t allowed anyone to escape you at all. Not in a long time. You have eaten and eaten and eaten, without care for the habitat you have created. All you produce is death without hope for life. An end, without any restart of any new beginnings.”

The worm shrunk some more. It was merely a kilometer long now, and its maw was merely 10 meters wide.

“I’ve already put up some weather out there that will run permanently, unless someone disrupts it. That weather will create new life in these Endless sands. Do you want to be the guardian of that weather? I put a bunch of little frogs out there that serve smaller, similar functions of recreating that grand storm of life if it should fail. But if you want to have the power to bring life as well as death to all, I can give that to you. Wouldn’t that be a better balance for your gluttonous needs?”

The worm listened.

The worm shrunk back down to Erick’s hand.

With a voice that filled the world, the time worm asked, “And what do you want in return?”

“Allow for intruders to steal from you. Not all of them. I would never ask that of you. But some of them. The respectful ones. Leave alone the hearts of their civilizations, that live beyond the absolute bounty of your absolute territory. Leave the respectful ones to grow and thrive, and to bring more bounty into your lands for you to feast upon.”

The time worm seemed to smile in Erick’s hand.

Golden light crackled all around.

“I accept this bargain.”

- - - -

—a lightning bolt tore through the flesh of the time worm to strike Eldawae off of the golden crystal core of the monster. That bolt of Benevolence aimed for Erick, and Erick was ready. Golden power flowed through him like the desert wind and Erick sent off spell impressions in that passage. The gold crystal began to fragment and flow in the lightning and then suddenly it was gone, taken by the lightning.

All of the swallowing throat of the time worm simply vanished. The sky returned. Light returned.

The crystal was gone. The lightning vanished, too, headed toward the storm lands.

And Eldawae’s groaning body lay on the sands of the crater to the side.

Erick hit him with a normal [Reincarnation] while he was down, transforming him into himself, but without any Evil to him. It was a challenge to find a version of the old lich that had anything approaching a good future; much more challenging than the other Eldawae inside the city. This new version of Eldawae was geared toward accounting, and maybe possibly fatherhood. In a pure power sort of sense it was technically a step down from the many, many, many versions of him that were conquering kings and slave masters and Evil incarnate, but accounting was nice and safe and Erick approved. He also had some subtly-gold wings, but more off-white than anything. Not really gold at all. All the better to tell them apart.

Carrying this Eldawae back to Da’luwe in his claws made the Eldawae-search beacon useless, but Erick knew his way forward well enough.

- - - -

When Eldawae regained consciousness after an hour of flight he said nothing. A few hours later he asked for some nice seating, or something, because claws were terrible for a ride. Erick conjured up a nice bird-cage like palanquin for the man that Erick held in his front claws easily enough.

And then Eldawae went silent in thought.

On day 2 of the flight, Eldawae asked, “I… Need some water.”

“Ah! Right!” Erick said, “Let me just…” He did some fast spellwork. “Here.”

He handed a glass bottle to the man.

“… That was no reson-empowered spellwork at all. You really can create water from nothing.”

“Technically, no. That was actually a complicated act of magic. Pure water is bad for biology… or at least I assume as much, since everyone in this universe seems to have the same-ish kind of biology for whatever reason, but that’s where I started. That’s some moisture from my breath and then copied a bunch and purified with [Cleanse]. The glass comes from sand dust in the air, similarly copied and then molded. But pure water is bad, so I took some salts, calcium, and magnesium from various sources and added them in. It should taste like normal water.”

“It does,” Eldawae said, already halfway through his first bottle.

Erick set down four extra bottles of water into the carriage.

Eldawae sighed as he leaned back. He looked up at Erick, at his wings, at his neck, at his claws, and then he sighed, and asked, “What did you do to my city while I was gone?”

“A lot.” Erick added, “And you’re still there, you know.”

Eldawae frowned. “I wish you would have taken my offer of simply leaving Da’luwe. I hinted at it enough.”

“Why would I ever leave behind a disaster and possible enemies? I’m trying to make friends here.” Erick gazed out at the stretched desert all around, the landscape blurring due to how fast they were moving in this bubble of Benevolence. “I think I made a friend out of the time worm. Or at least something better than what came before. It might not bother anyone who is respectful toward it, and it’ll probably expand the stormlands. Not sure about that, though. Whatever the case, you’ll get a lot more water, now.”

“… Is that what you did to it?”

“I’m not sure what I did to it, exactly. It was more of a bargaining. I gave it the power to make life where before all it could do was eat, and in exchange it will allow respectful people to steal from it.”

Eldawae sighed, “I suppose that’s as good as my solution… For now.” He asked, “Do you know why the price tag for 1 person to escape this land is 1,000,000 resons?”

“Not really. I assume this land is the furthest away from Margleknot that one can get, which is why I was dropped here. ‘Furthest’, in this context, means at the ‘bottom of possible return’.”

“Adequate enough.” Eldawae said, “Conscious life generates resons. The overall lack of conscious life in this land is what makes it difficult to return to Margleknot from here. Planting a wide swath of ever-giving-storms onto this land won’t change much right now, but when Da’luwe’s population expands, and when people start simply living out here, many things will happen. It’ll probably take 10,000 years, but we’ll rise closer to the Layer 0, and if the time worm’s new existence proves truly amenable to life, then we might crest high enough to get a natural portal to Layer 0 in our lands.”

Eldawae said all that in a disappointed sort of way.

He would miss his desert.

Erick said, “That sounds like a positive thing, though.”

“… And I am weirdly agreeing with you.” Eldawae said, “Benevolence is truly accomplished at Soul Magic, isn’t it. Usually I would be hating you for trying to disrupt my Endless. I like the desert… But I do not find the idea of green land unappealing… Somewhat.”

Erick smiled. “Unless they’ve destroyed Da'luwe while I was gone you might like what that place looks like now, too.”

- - - -

It took 3 more days with Erick speaking to Eldawae about this and that, before Erick found Da’luwe.

The obsidian spires that formed a knife wall were no more. They had been capped in white stone and had doubled in height. The illusions of the city were completely down, too.

Eldawae gasped. “He put it back!?”

Erick smiled to himself and continued to fly past the white-knife wall, but slower. Slow enough to let Eldawae see this blast from the past, and also to see the land himself. Erick looked down at one of his Benevolence towers and saw people living beside it. Eldawae saw it, too. Someone had built ditches to divert the extra water into fields. Orchards and grains were already growing in those fields.

Erick smiled. “Not bad for only 10 days of being gone.”

And then the main city started to come into view. White spires, wide roads. Green trees growing by cultivated rivers. Sparkling white domes dotted the lands. It looked like a ghost town but it held no ghosts except for old memories.

Eldawae gripped the side of his palanquin, half his body out of the carrying case, his off-white wings flexing out from his body, filling the space behind him as he whispered, “It’s impossible. I would never have put it back… Not even the smallest bit.”

Erick said, “And that is correct. I told you I sent your sister away. I saw this in her memories. I did this, but only about half. Looks like they’ve been busy since I’ve been away. Maybe all it took was someone giving you some real hope for the future for you to go and do the rest yourself?”

Eldawae was speechless.

Erick smiled and transformed into a person. He held aloft Eldawae’s carriage with some aura work, saying, “Care to see it from ground level?”

Eldawae rolled out of the carriage to fall down, wings spreading wide. Erick held the carriage behind him and followed the man forward. He set the thing down behind him once he got close enough to the ground.

Vondria and Kylychbech and the other Eldawae stood there in the fountain-courtyard of the central city, waiting. The Eldawae Erick had brought landed in front of them. Erick smiled, listening, as the four new leaders of Da’luwe rapidly spoke of large and small events, the city-Eldawae flexing his bone-white wings, while the war-Eldawae flexed his off-white wings. Vondria and Kylychbech were reluctant to talk with the new Eldawae, but then the first Eldawae introduced them, and they started talking like a town council. They were also avoiding the main topic, in Erick’s mind.

So Erick asked them of the manaminer of the city, and if they were positive flow yet, and if Wraithborne was coming to call.

Vondria frowned.

Kylychbech declared, “Damn Wraithborne! We’re free now. I don’t want to go back.”

“It’s not that simple,” First Eldawae said—

As Second Eldawae said, “We have to go back.”

Vondria spoke more openly, with actionable words, “We’re tentatively establishing payment contracts with Wraithborne and trying to get terms that don’t put us under actual Contracts, but Wraithborne wants actual Contracts, as always. They’re holding off on legal action for now—”

“Legal! Bah!” Kylychbech said. “The only legality they have is one of power!”

“— but they want us to resume production as soon as possible in order to avoid delinquency.” Vondria stressed, “We want to avoid delinquency. They’ll send Adjusters if we fall into delinquency.”

“How much?” Erick asked.

“45,000 resons per day from now until eternity,” First Eldawae said.

“And how much are you making through mana production gathered from the manaminer?” Erick said, “Literally all life makes mana, and there’s a lot more life out there than before, even with the loss of people.”

The three residents of Da’luwe looked a little ashamed.

The new Eldawae said, “They don’t have the codes to work the manaminer, which is why I was amazed that you got the white-capped wall up and active again.”

First Eldawae said, “I have some of the codes.”

Second Eldawae said, “Let’s go fix the miner; open it up to more sources.” And then he looked to Erick, saying, “And then I would appreciate you gone.”

The other three people were less solid about any desire to get Erick gone, but they didn’t say anything. Second Eldawae noticed this, too, but all he did was arch an eyebrow at them. They’d be talking in private later, for sure.

Erick smiled. “I’ll move on shortly enough. There are people who want reincarnations, though, and I’m going to give those to them.” Erick stepped into the air, saying, “See you soon.”

- - - -

Erick felt the change in the air about an hour into his reincarnations. He was currently at the highspireward side of Da’luwe, transforming a rough-looking bull man into a much better looking man, because he asked for that, when the air flickered. It didn’t interrupt his magic, but Erick’s attention was split for a moment. Erick got back on track, finished up, and inspected the air.

It felt…

Nicer, somehow

He felt something try to connect to him. He denied it, but it kept trying to connect, so Erick kept denying it. He knew what it was, but the bull-man’s wife, who wanted to be right there with her husband, got a notification that surprised her. She shared that notification. It was just simple words in the air; no blue box at all.









Welcome to Da’luwe

Power tithe is active









And that was it.

Erick let the husband wake, the two of them looked at each other in amazement and wonder, and then Erick fixed up the wife. Two new bull-people now lived in Da’luwe, and they were thrilled about that. They were not ‘minotaurs’, though. They didn’t know that word and Erick got the impression that they were lying, but also that what they called themselves was something cultural that he didn’t need to step into. So he let it go.

Other people got reson-[Reincarnation]ed and sent off far, far away from Da’luwe.

Eventually, Erick made it back to the main city.

As soon as they saw the new numbers on power production and reson conversion they had all been worried in different ways. They weren’t anywhere near making the daily payment.

The 45k reson bill per day from Wraithborne was due, and if they didn’t pay then they went to collections. Erick’s little Benevolence Towers were doing work, but not enough. Slimes were already spawning out there, but the estimated 15,000 slimes only made 10,000 mana per day, and that was 1,000 resons per day at Margleknot 10-to-1 conversion rates.

Erick tried to give them a [Reson Gathering], but Eldawae and Eldawae both demanded he dissolve that spellwork and never use it in their presence ever again. Such a thing would make them a target. So instead, Erick spent the next several days making some basic Benevolence slime dungeons. It was a much cleaner solution than the [Reson Gathering].

Erick ended up spending another week there in Da’luwe before he decided that this was more than enough help to get them settled. The 4 council members of the city were more than capable of doing everything on their own.

And then an Adjuster showed up.

Jeron the Folder was a person made of paper, and he had dropped out of the sky directly over Da’luwe and come down to land in the central courtyard. Erick had noticed him right away, since he had been eating an apple and sitting beside the fountain when the man had shown up. Erick hadn’t known who he was at first; all he had known was that the best thing for him to do for that particular hour of the day had been to sit by the fountain. And so, Erick followed his Lightning Path because he was running out of things to do anyway. All the paper-guy did was look around and send out pulses of magic. Erick did wave at him, though. The paper guy nodded to Erick, and then continued to work his book magic.

45-ish minutes later, the council of Da’luwe showed up to prostrate themselves before Jeron the Folder.

Jeron declared, “Do not bother me. I am seeking truth.”

Erick bothered him, speaking up, “What kinda truth?”

With a much nicer tone, Jeron said, “Just some paperwork, Ascended Flatt. Everything looked in good order the first time I checked, but I am quintuple checking.”

Erick nodded.

And then Jeron the Folder handed out some decrees of non-Contract contracts, a re-establishing of inmate dumping, and some trade agreements, and then he pulled himself inside-out and vanished.

The party that night was as grand as the 17 residents of the main city could make it. They told Erick to do nothing, for they wanted to treat him. Erick appreciated the thought, and he got some more of those wonderful little tri-berry tarts.

Erick stayed for 3 more days.

They asked him to stay longer.

But Erick could not.

Tomorrow he would use 1,000,000 resons to get back to Layer 0.

But there was a delay.

One final voice appeared to say something.

- - - -

Erick flew out from Da’luwe knowing he would not be back. He had already said his goodbyes. The city was intact and well-functioning. The light in the sky was back, and perhaps it was a lighter shade of grey than before, but only the most well-trained eye could tell such a thing. Da’luwe was still tied to Wraithborne, and that was the smart move for them. For now.

With wings spread wide, Erick flew to a storm on the horizon.

The time worm floated in the air and in the ground. It was shorter than before, but its eyes that ringed its maw were clearer, and gold. The minor god of the Endless was a lot more than what it had been before, and it looked good on them.

Erick hovered before the non-monster’s maw, saying, “Greetings. What brings you out here?”

“THANKS.”

And then the time worm turned away and traveled through the raining sky and the green-growing ground like it was all ground. It passed over lakes it had created, it jumped down into the ground, and when the final trail of its body passed, that which lay above the ground turned to storm and that which lay below the ground turned to rock. Great big glowing mushrooms grew upon that rock.

Gradually, the time worm passed into the far, far distance, taking its storms with it, and the sun came back out. The mushrooms dried in the sun and sent spores into the air. The grasses dried and turned to dust, to eventually become soil. The little lakes dried out, but they left behind silt laden with the possibility of life.

The passing of the worm brought terrible devastation and bounty, and left behind something that would one day hold the seeds to flourish in the next storm.

Erick watched it all for a while.

And then he turned inward, concentrating on a gathering of a million resons, which was only an estimate of how much it would take, feeling something ephemeral and solid begin to encase him. In accordance with how Eldawae had explained it, Erick concentrated, and all too soon Erick felt it. The rut of Layer 1. The deep hole that he existed within right now.

He also looked around himself and saw something that reminded him of his meetings with Phagar.

Erick was in a very dark part of a fractal splash. Here he was, at the bottom of a well, looking up at the Margleknot sky high, high overhead, where so very many different slices of Layer 0 existed all next to each other. Down here in Layer 1 is where people fought and died and thrived. Up there is where people fought and lived and grew. Only one thing really separated Layer 1 from Layer 0, the possibility of real violence. That was a large division. It took a lot to overcome that, and here, at the bottom of the well, was where the most violence was to be had.

Erick reached upward, toward lands that were too far away, climbing nonetheless. He flew, he moved, he ran up a hill that was steeper than physically possible, vibrating until he climbed up the walls of the very fabric of the universe, reaching the lip overhead—

- - - -

And Erick popped into a deep-blue sort of darkness, high, high above green lands that sat in valleys between crystal-spire mountains, under a star-filled sky. There was no sun here. Instead, illuminated clouds lay in collected banks here and there, bringing light to the green land and to the crystal spaces above.

Erick was back on Layer 0, in the Celestial Observatory.

He checked his Status, looking at how much his Darkness had grown in those various acts in Da’luwe, and how high his resources had grown in the break.







Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), ??? (Margleknot)] [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 0, Margleknot]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 80.82m per day / 935.51 per second , [Darkness Level = 5.51x Ascension baseline]

Body: 479

Mind: 571

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+851, -3] Basic upkeep

Mp: 761.21m/∞, ↑ [+290, -1] Basic upkeep

Hp: 744.81m/∞, ↑ [+280, -1] Basic upkeep

Pp: 743.27m/∞, ↑ [+280, -1] Basic upkeep

Resons: 23.79m [+84.19 = +9.35]







He would probably need a lot more than what he had in his tank if he ended up using [Grand Reincarnation] in such a large way again. But Veird wasn’t in any trouble right now, as far as Erick knew, so he could take it a bit slow. That’s why he had spent so much time helping out at Da’luwe, aside from the fact he needed the break, too.

Erick spread his black wings wide and went exploring this tarnished land of Good.

Someone around here probably had news about Veird, and if not, then Yggdrasil was here, so—

A message appeared.

Welcome back, Father.

Erick smiled. “Hello, Yggdrasil. I was just thinking about you.”

Want a portal home?

“Not yet. I believe I have business here. Thanks, though.”

Good luck! Love you.

Erick smiled, saying, “Love you, too.”

And then he flew on.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And the little bit of city building with Da'luwe is over! Hope you liked it!

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 chapters! Over 100k more words!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    I binged all of Depthless Hunger in a few days! It's pretty great. It's about an underdog getting neat powers. Be forewarned, tho! The 'underdog' part lasts for a while. 



                

                The sky of the Celestial Observatory was a blue blackness, filled with stars. The world itself was divided between mountain tops and valleys, with layers of illuminated clouds separating mountains made of crystal spires, and valleys filled with greenery and sparkling blue water. The air was cool, but not cold, though Erick didn’t really get cold anymore.

Not as a human-shaped protean person, and especially not as a giant black dragon.

With wings spread wide, Erick surveyed the land. This was not where Yggdrasil had dropped him the first time; that kilometers-wide bridge between the two crystal-spire mountains was nowhere to be seen. Of course there were other big bridges between the mountain lands out there. The crystal spire cities above the clouds were all connected by bridges, like they were all islands in an illuminated sea of clouds.

Erick flew above those clouds, feeling kinda great, as he checked his Lightning Path.

There was lots to do here.

As opposed to Erick’s time at Da’luwe, where all his Path generally pointed at the various problems of Da’luwe, since the world outside the city was pretty hostile to life and thus there wasn’t much he could do out in the Endless, there was life everywhere here, in this land of peaks and valleys. Down there, in the green lands, people toiled in fields and lived simple, rural lives. The places Erick flew over seemed to be firmly stuck in the 1400’s, if he were going by Earth-standards, though some places looked a lot more primitive than that. Cows helped men and women plow fields while kids played with hoops and sticks as grandmothers and fathers knitted scarves or whittled wood into cooking utensils. The buildings looked made out of wood and plaster and thatch while the roads were dirt in most places, and gravel by the nicer houses.

It was so weird to see, and yet not that weird at all. The more Erick saw of Margleknot the more he knew how stratified the whole place was. There was the Dragon District, where people invented reality whole cloth, and then places like this and like Da’luwe, where some people lived so far below others that they were practically caricatures of ancient pasts.

The people that lived above the clouds were somewhere between those extremes.

Erick soared through the eternal night sky and cast his gaze far and deep.

In those crystal spire mountaintops Erick saw what appeared to be places like Ar’Kendrithyst, with spires and sky bridges and people living openly, using little ‘smartphones’, or whatever they called them. Some restaurants used machines to flip vegetable-and-egg cakes on griddles and serve them to customers. Men and women spoke at board meetings to investors. Nannies and grandfathers and uncles and aunts and fathers and mothers and all sorts of people walked from this place to that place with two kids in tow and a baby in a basket on their back, or with their girlfriend, or boyfriend, or just friends.

Watchtowers here and there spotted Erick, and so did a whole bunch of completely normal places.

Most people simply freaked out for a moment at the big black dragon flying far away, and then they continued about their day. One guy at a tower that stuck out pretty far from the other towers pissed himself, but that, and some ribbing from the other guys on duty, were all that happened there. That guy would probably recover from the loss of pride eventually.

Erick smirked a little as friends laughed at friends, as he kept flying, breathing in the cool air and feeling pretty great.

The Celestial Observatory was a land divided, though, and the ‘why’ of that was a pretty big explanation. He already knew a little bit of that reasoning, according to one of the conversations he had had with Eldawae, back in Da’luwe.

- -

City Eldawae, who was named as such for Reasons, had scowled when asked about the Good lands of Margleknot, saying, “All the truly Good places are gone and have been for a while. Paradise Rises was the truest bastion of Good in the universe over 6,400 years ago. Morbion saw to the destruction of that place personally, and it only took him a millennium to do it! Of course they should have seen it coming, though, so it was kind of their own fault. Morbion acted as a sort of ally of Good back then, killing off the most Evil lands out there. That’s how he started getting Contracts in on the Celestial Observatory and other places; they saw him as an ally of convenience now and then, and so that is what he became.”

Other Eldawae, named himself that way because they both were still trying to figure out new names, continued, “When Morbion eventually turned on Paradise Rises he turned with the full force of Balance at his back. Paradise Rises never stood a chance. From there they went after The Good Lands, Heartshearth, and many others. All the while the Celestial Observatory was getting worked on by Wraithborne’s lawyers due to the survivors of those other Good lands flooding that place. That’s what really did the Celestial Observatory in. Wraithborne conquered that place through infection of Contracts. Some of those Contracts could even be passed down to kids!”

City Eldawae said, “Now when the Prismatic Wilderness fell to Wraithborne… that’s when the Balance started to shift back against Wraithborne.”

“Quite right.” Other Eldawae said, “The fall of the Wilderness is when Wraithborne began its Reformation, adjusting from a land of complete war and domination and Evil, to something less overt. The lawyers came out in force with Contracts that forced more Contracts.”

“Morbion forced the Celestial Observatory into what it is today,” City Eldawae cursed, “A land of middling Good filled with systemic problems which would require war to fix, but no one wants to go to war because that would cut supply lines and end the easy life for a great many people.” Eldawae waved a wing. “And sunder a bunch of souls, too, as generationally-tied Contracts activated all across that part of Margleknot.”

- -

Both Eldawaes were not friends, exactly, and they both had rather dim views of the Good lands out there and they were not afraid to be acerbic about it, but they were both people who had stopped lying to Erick a while ago, in the month that Erick had spent at Layer 1 in and around Da’luwe. That solidly spoken nature and spending some time among the real people of Margleknot had helped Erick to learn a whole bunch of little things that he hadn’t known before that break.

Erick saw one of those facts now, as he soared through the starry sky, and viewed the horizon of Margleknot.

Margleknot was what Veird and FENRIR might one day be, in the very, very distant future; a giant dyson sphere surrounding a sun, but a whole lot more complicated than that.

Looking down at the Celestial Observatory, Erick imagined Margleknot’s original sun inside the sphere underneath, far, far inside, along with a bunch of other suns gathered and created by the various Fathers and Mothers of Margleknot, and all the other strong powers of this Fractal Universe. The entire interior space of that dyson sphere was many, many astronomical units across. No one but Margleknot really knew the full distance between one place and the next. The entire interior space was under Margleknot’s full control, and things such as ‘distance’ only really mattered when Margleknot made them matter. One could simply look up at the sky and see other lands, which should be impossible in any normal sort of space.

Inside the sphere, if Erick would have kept traveling across the Endless desert to reach the next grey pillar rising up from the next Wraithborne town, he would have stumbled into a land of forest and trees and simply left the Endless behind, without realizing he had left it behind. That’s how it was traveling in there. To get back to the Endless, he would have had to fly for many days back in that direction, and when he finally, suddenly found the Endless, he would have found himself a week away from the forested places.

Traveling out here, though, outside of the sphere, was a lot simpler and straightforward. The land below had such an imperceptible curve that it looked like all the crystal mountaintops simply stretched on forever. The Celestial Observatory was technically a land of 350,000,000,000,000,000 square kilometers, and more than ten times that when it came to actual living space, which was all up and down those mountains.

The Celestial Observatory was the entire outer surface of Margleknot, which was why it had been so easy for Wraithborne to infect with Evil. There were simply too many entry points into this land.

Except that wasn’t the whole story, either.

A lot of the outer surface of Margleknot was used for a lot of different peoples; in a way similar to how the inside was all spatially managed, the outside was also cut up into pieces. The Observatory didn’t actually comprise 350,000,000,000,000,000 square kilometers. It was more like only .5% of that big number.

Still a pretty big freaking number.

Trillions of people lived within quadrillions of square kilometers, so it wasn’t that populated. Technically. This was still one of the more populated, low-power places, though. The lands where the big powers existed was far, far away from here. And yet, if one moved right, the powerful places were just a skip over the next horizon.

The ‘next horizon’ being both multi-planetary and spatially-managed in distance, of course.

Erick could turn to lightning and fly where he needed to go, but he was pretty sure that it would take decades, because Eldawae’s estimates of the land’s size were rather guesstimates. Margleknot grew and shifted all the time, after all.

Knowing all of that, it was pretty easy to understand why Yggdrasil was happy to have Veird expand onto a dyson sphere.

Knowing that, it was easy to see why whatever legality and rights of ownership surrounding Veird was a Big Fucking Deal that Erick wasn’t truly prepared for. Not really.

And so, he needed allies, and the Celestial Observatory needed to be freed from Wraithborne’s grip.

And that wasn’t even the whole story of the Celestial Observatory. The main story of this spatially-managed and divided land was even deeper than that, with secrets and powers that Erick had barely read about in Yggdrasil’s Guidebook, but which he kinda wanted to test out.

The Celestial Observatory was not just a land that viewed the sky, it was also a land that viewed the other lands. The true ‘Observatory’ were the crystal mountains above the illuminated clouds. The land below was not the Observatory at all. Not really.

There were two, maybe 2.5 ways to travel through this place.

The main way to travel was kinda difficult. Eldawae had explained how to navigate and move through this land, but Erick wasn’t quite seeing it yet, and he didn’t want to simply ask Yggdrasil for the quick navigation solution.

Apparently, if he flew for a while, aiming toward a specific person, the land would change around him and he would end up at that person, or near them. That was the simple, overworld-sort-of-travel. It was sort of like how the Black Crystal District that surrounded the Dragon District worked.

And then there was a more difficult way which involved dipping below the clouds, for the lands down there were not connected directly to the mountaintops all around. They were other worlds. Other places that could use some help. Other lands in other galaxies around other stars and other layers that needed help from those on the Good Mountaintops of the Celestial Observatory. That was, in actuality, the main way in which the Celestial Observatory worked.

One could look down from the mountaintops and always see a land of Good people in need of assistance.

This was a rather supreme land of Good, and when people weren’t watching the lands below, those lands changed into other lands that needed help.

Erick could literally spend an entire immortal life flitting down through the clouds and up again, helping people who could use it, or who deserved it. They were ‘random’ lands down there, though by some metric they were not that random at all. Those lands belonged to people who had some distant connection to Margleknot, and who prayed to any sort of iteration of Margleknot, or to the Good gods who held court here.

Every single valley was an open invitation for people to come and help.

Most valleys had watchers, though, and that was the rub.

Those watchers maintained vigilant views on the lands below, and so those lands below remained below, visible and open for any to come and visit, as long as some Good person existed down there, desiring help of any form at all. If the watchers stopped watching, or if the valleys emptied of good people, then the lands would change and a new source of need would open up.

And so, people above the valleys watched the valleys and kept them from switching to new places that needed help, thus they ‘fulfilled their duty’ of keeping the lands around them safe and Good.

It was kinda insidious, and Wraithborne was to blame for a lot of this current culture of the Observatory.

And yet, to find a valley that truly needed help, all Erick had to do was fuzz his vision and his senses, and fly for a while, seeking to right a great wrong. And then he’d be above a valley that needed help. According to what he had heard, he would then find himself above a plagued land, or a land at war, or even something as simple as a woman needing help giving birth who had no one to help her.

It was a siren’s call to help.

A lure.

A demand on every part of Erick’s everything, now that he knew what this place truly was, thanks to Eldawae.

Erick wanted to give in to that siren’s call. To drop down into other worlds and gift them power and prosperity and peace. But that would be stepping out of Margleknot. The way back would remain, of course, but time would shift in the transfer between worlds, and there was no telling how much time would pass on Veird between now and after Erick solved whatever problem there was to solve in whatever valley he managed to enter.

And so, like many of the crystal mountains all around, Erick inured himself to the small problems and good lives he saw that could be made better.

Erick sighed out, releasing his gaze upon the world, shutting his senses and then closing his eyes. He was aiming to find some specific people. Not just anyone who needed help, but those who could help him.

He felt the wind flicker and a chill pass, and then he opened his eyes… And he wasn’t much further from where he started. Hmm. So. Maybe he needed to travel for longer? Eldawae had said that sometimes it took a great deal of blind flying before the world shifted, if you had a great deal of distance to go to get where you wanted to be. Erick was rather certain that ‘where he wanted to be’ was ‘wherever Moonarcher and Darkcaller and Crystalmaster were’.

Maybe he needed to lower his scope, though.

Just pick one of them.

Well… Shadow hadn’t known that Crystalmaster was here, and that was on purpose from Crystalmaster, so he’d be the hardest to find, but Erick kinda really wanted to talk to that ancient Wizard from the Painted Cosmology. Later, though.

Orin Darkcaller was probably busy ‘connecting worlds through darkness’. Whatever that meant, it was yet another thing that Erick was truly interested in investigating. But later.

Astrologer Moonarcher was the 6-winged astraelif who everyone went to see because she was some great oracle…

Erick focused on Moonarcher. If anyone was ready to receive him, it would probably be her. She had been right there in the center of that formation of powers when Erick had appeared last time. She might even have messages waiting for him, should he show.

Erick flew high into the sky and focused on Moonarcher, and then he closed his eyes and—

- - - -

—opened his eyes.

The world was different below and above.

Erick was no longer surrounded by a random assortment of crystal mountains filled with people, and valleys filled with the same sorts of people, but less technologically advanced. The valleys below were distant things, but there were castles and markets and people working magics here and there. The mountains all around were relatively empty.

Erick flew above a kilometers-wide bridge, set between two massive crystal mountains that barely had any people in them at all. There were the guards who were probably not guards at all, but paladins, and then there were people in robes.

A giant gate held far behind Erick, while ahead of him, in front of the largest crystal mountain he had seen, was a bigger gate. This right here was where Yggdrasil had set him down that first time, where he had met Crystalmaster, Moonarcher, and Darkcaller that first time, and Crystalmaster had sent him seeking Wraithborne instead, so that the paladins they had arrayed around them didn’t auto-sunder from Wraithborne Contracts.

Erick was a dragon this time, so walking to that big gate went a lot faster. Within a minute he stood before the gate, and this time there was no greeting from those in the towers beyond. Erick shrunk down to person-sized, his glowthread clothes reforming around his body like living light made into ephemeral, professional softness. He really did like his clothes when they did that.

Erick spoke, “Hello! I come seeking an audience with the forces of Good in this land.”

Every single nearby person winced, even though they were all behind heavy wards and doors and walls.

… Erick hadn’t spoken that loud—

A door opened to the side of the big gate and a paladin stepped out. He wore gleaming silver armor and his helmet at his side, hooked to his belt, showing off a strong chin and a human appearance. With an unexpected weight to his gaze, and yet a lightness in his voice, he spoke as though from a script that he didn’t realize he was following, “Pardon, good sir, but a more precise desire would be easier to fulfill. What do you want, exactly?”

Erick took a moment because everything seemed surreal, and then he said, “I want to untangle the Contracts from Wraithborne that have flooded this land and make some allies to take with me back home.”

The man nodded, then he took out a small black book from his back pockets and handed it over, grinning lightly as he said, “I’m supposed to give this to you now.”

“… Okay?” Erick could not see the book in his mana senses, but that wasn’t that unusual what with all the different powers he had seen here and there. Erick took the book— He paused as he read the cover. And then he looked up at the paladin. “A list of souls from the Waiting Room?”

“Yes, sir.” The paladin spoke softly, yet strongly, saying, “Sometimes some of our people are Contracted too steeply to ever allow themselves back into the world, and so they choose to stay in the Waiting Room after death. Some of them have been in there for a few thousand years or more. A good explanation of all of those people and more are there in that book, gifted to me by some force I didn’t understand, asking me for something I did not want to give, but which now I do, wholly and fully. It was an honor serving the forces of Good. Please don’t speak to anyone else here, good sir.”

And then the guy exploded into ribbons of light, as though he had been holding everything back as much as he could, and he simply could not pull back from the precipice any more.

He had been sundered via Wraithborne Contract.

Erick had a few different thoughts. Firstly, he wondered how good a Contract Sundering was, because normal Sunderings were able to be recovered from through Time Magic, but Nothanganathor’s Sundering of Debby was impossible to reverse.

And then Erick rewound time.

Stepping back to where he had stepped, Erick watched as the paladin in silver stepped out of the side of the gate.

The Contract Sundering wasn’t one of the stronger ones. Good!

“Pardon, good sir, but a more precise desire would be easier to fulfill. What do you want, exactly?”

Erick said the same line again, “I want to untangle the Contracts from Wraithborne that have flooded this land and make some allies to take with me back home.”

The man nodded, then handed over the black book, saying, “I’m supposed to give this to you now.”

Erick took the book and looked the man in the eyes, saying, “Agree to a reincarnation. I can target the person who you’re linked to, as well.”

The man smiled, and asked, “Do you really need permission? How many times have we gone through this conversation?”

And then he allowed himself to explode into mana and power and possibilities of all kinds that were not mana at all.

Erick rewound time further than before.

He stood as a dragon on the road to the big gate and rapidly thought through the problem. Many paladins of the Celestial Observatory were under direct soul-sundering Contracts from Wraithborne in order to never act against Wraithborne interests. Eldawae had spoken about this sort of thing at length, for these sorts of Contracts were rather well-established. They were, one and all, broad limiters-of-action for the Contracted, with a great many loopholes to be exploited now and again, but once a certain level of Contract breaking had been achieved the final clause was always triggered. The Contracts given to Good people were a lot more restrictive than the ones given to allies of Wraithborne, too, which served to compound the problem of the proliferation of Evil in Margleknot.

‘Just don’t be Good, and your Contract is lesser! Please sign here now for benefits A through Z!’

Erick had seen one of the Contracts in Da’luwe. They were pretty terrible in how easily Erick could see someone signing them. A Good person could do whatever they wanted and benefit from automagic resurrections from the Waiting Room, for instance, but as soon as they saw a potential enemy wield the Sign of the Wraithborne Tower, then they were to back off or suffer the consequences. This, too, served to drive people to Wraithborne, because being of Wraithborne meant protection from a lot of forces out there.

How to free these people without actually interacting with these people?

Erick already knew how, actually.

Erick infused his body with Time, speeding up everything until the world turned into a tableau of unmoving clouds and frozen paladins and watchers, wondering what the hell the big black dragon was doing out there on the bridge. It was a [Time Stop] effect. And then he turned to light, zipped forward, stole the book from the paladin in the front guard station, and then zipped back to where he had been standing. He had done it fast enough that no one could have seen him except those with the power to see very well, and the paladins and the guards did not qualify in that way.

Time resumed.

And no one sundered.

Erick sat down and waited.

The paladin in the front, the one waiting for Erick to come forward to fulfill the mission he had been given by some unknown person, checked his back pocket. He found it empty. He said, “Ah.” And then he closed his eyes and waited for death.

But nothing happened.

The paladin winked open one eye. He opened both eyes and looked around. He frowned, then patted himself, and then he frowned some more. He paused and did nothing for a long moment, before whispering to himself, “Well that’s nice.”

And nothing continued to happen.

Erick watched the paladin’s soul for a little while longer, though he pretended to be looking elsewhere.

Nothing happened.

Which was great.

Erick couldn’t free these people right now but he could eventually, after he learned true Propagation magic. He already knew enough of that stuff right now to make such a spell that could do individual [Reincarnation]s on a grand scale and then move on to the next magically-closest person, and never stop propagating… Or at least he thought he did.

It would be some sort of [Familiar] magic, and [Gate] magic, and it would probably start with a few thousand people all linked to a central mana source through Mana Siphons. Then it would roll on from there, gradually increasing in power and speed as it both [Reincarnation]ed people, and then locked on to them for continual mana donations in order to continue operating on more and more people…

Maybe Erick could just use his Margleknot Benevolence Sun for the fuel source, and just kick start it that way. Once it gained past a certain level of power, then it would continue without the need of that original source. Maybe it could even make copies of itself, so that it wasn’t just one [Reincarnation Familiar]…

Yeah. That’d do it.

Nothanganathor learned of his Propagation Magic for the Sundering through corruption, but Erick had an understanding of Propagation Magic through having the Script very clearly outline, through many bloody spell creations, exactly what was not allowed because it was toeing that Propagation Ban line.

Erick didn’t trust himself to make such a spell right now, though.

Erick turned back into a small person. He spoke to the air, “I’ll take that portal home, Yggdrasil.”

A portal of gold and green swirled open behind Erick, leading to his house in the Old Dragon District, and Erick walked through. He might not have gotten to make any allies here today, but he’d be making more allies later. He had a whole book full of them to bring back from the dead.

… But first he checked out the absolute galaxy of messages waiting for him all around the front of his house.

- - - -

Erick sat down with Lionshard on the balcony of Erick’s house, overlooking the lake. There were more fish in there than before. A lot more biodiversity.

Lionshard ate another tri-berry tart, grinning as he did so, saying, “These little things are delicious.”

“I’m glad I got some seeds from Da’luwe.” Erick said, “I like them, too.”

“To me, the lazulibob and perinom flavors are well-trod paths, but this cupberry is something that truly brings them both together, and which I had forgotten about.”

“I taste strawberry, purpleberry, and blackberry,” Erick said.

“They’re mildly addictive, you know, causing you to be more easily influenced. That’s how these sorts of memory-foods work.”

Erick chuckled. “I had not known that, but it makes sense why Eldawae only offered them that one time, and then when I proved my power they stopped being on offer.” He added, “Sorry about that. I did not know.”

Lionshard smiled. “No worries. When you get as strong as we are then you can enjoy the dangerous things in life. And speaking of dangerous things… Are you truly going to tackle Wraithborne?”

“… Well. Not directly.” Erick said, “I don’t want to get into that war. When I made Benevolence I spoke of the ‘good of all and every individual’, but I certainly didn’t mean ‘good’ as in ‘Good’. The whole concept of Good and Evil as physical things that you can measure and account for is… Disheartening, to say the least. I do not like it, and I would rather offer a different approach to power. My hope is that I can build an extension of my organization on Veird up here; a House Benevolence. An organization that can more easily bring Benevolence to the masses.” Erick gestured to the stars still gathered around the front gate of his property. “I went through a thousand of those before I found your friendly letter, and invited you over. They all want a lot more help than what I can give them, and there are a lot of people out there who want me to bring fire and lightning against all Evil in Margleknot. And I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Lionshard asked, prompting the question that Erick had been thinking about a lot. “The fire and lightning, that is.”

“Because even if I killed Morbion and his Primes and all of that then Wraithborne would simply fall inward, collapsing hard, which would lead to the deaths of trillions.”

“Ah,” Lionshard said, “But we have the Waiting Room, and it is doubtful you could kill Morbion in a satisfactory way. Even reincarnating him into a better form would simply allow that Evil to be free in Margleknot, and I highly doubt he doesn’t have specific protections against you by now.”

“I think I could still kill him if I needed to… Maybe.” Erick said, “But I don’t want to. I want him to come to the decision that being Not-Evil is better than being Evil… but then we come to the problem of Evil, and that’s the sticking point. Can Elemental Evil ever be not-Evil?” Erick looked to him. “I’d like to have that conversation now, if you’re willing.”

Lionshard nodded, and then he began, “Good and Evil are large topics, with many wide-ranging problems. But to summarize the issue of having literal good and evil in the universe, we begin at the base.

“Where does Evil start? It starts with thinking of everyone as another thing to be used.

“Where does Good start? It starts with thinking of everyone as someone.

“Evil excels at using people to one’s own positive ends. It is theft and murder and all acts of taking.

“Good excels at using yourself to the positive ends of others. It is gifts and creation and all acts of giving that empower others.

“Neither Good nor Evil are capable of existing on their own. Evil ends up with the world empty and the user upon a throne of dust and nothing. Good ends up in a world where everyone is mediocre without any real goals of their own except to make others happy.

“This is what is meant by the Balance. This is why Good and Evil fuel each other, for there is not a single thriving civilization out there that is not Balanced in some way. The only reason Wraithborne is so successful is because it is a lesser Great Evil.

“Margleknot is not currently Balanced.

“This is why the Celestial Observatory is how it is. It is a land of Good that is no longer able to be Good how it was meant to be, and yet, it is better than how it was before. You saw the place. You saw how there are mountaintops with people living decent lives and valleys where people live in the mud and stone. The Celestial Observatory has not always been like that; a land of plenty and a land of nothing. Many would say it is better how it is today.” Lionshard asked, “Did you go down below the clouds?”

“… I really, really wanted to. If I would have seen something horrendous I might have.”

Lionshard nodded. “The odds of you seeing something horrendous are very large in that land, but it is a good thing you did not go below the clouds. You might have come back above the clouds and a week or a year could have passed.”

“I think I could have handled a week.” Erick said, “But the people in the mountains send people down into those lands below all the time, don’t they? Those lands below certainly didn’t look like they were that far away, time-wise. How does that work?”

“Distance is time, and the Observatory does a lot of Fate Magic to figure out which places they’re looking at that need help the most, and the timetables required to help those places, but the help they give is no longer absolutely needed, like it used to be.” Lionshard said, “It’s all very complicated, and it’s a lot less fervent today than it used to be. Used to be you had ascetic monks in the mountains, divining truth and time in what they saw below, and then intervening right at the right times to avert great Evils, or establish great Goods. Now you have a lot larger of a civilization, looking over a whole lot more lands.

“This increase in population is the direct result of Wraithborne’s influence. It is more Balanced these days, with a lot less Good, and so the people in the mountains don’t need to give as much, and so they have more.

“But since the Observatory is Balanced, there is no great counter to Wraithborne’s expansive, grand Evils.

“For Wraithborne is Evil at its core. But it is a softer Evil. One that spreads and infects and draws back to the source and tries to limit its own growth and depravity. It has accepted some basic Goods into its existence, like the idea that if other people are allowed to be selfish, then they can grow powerful, and other, similarly powerful Evils make decent allies-of-convenience against the masses and individuals.” Lionshard stopped explaining as he asked, “Now tell me: Where do you think Benevolence fits into such a strategy of Good versus Evil?”

Erick didn’t have to think for very long. “Benevolence is about having the power to help other people.” He added, “It’s longer than that, but you’ve already read the specific words in my dossier. I once heard a god call it ‘Elemental Altruism, but more self-empowering in order to give any excess power to others, instead of self-effacing’.” Erick asked, “I would have thought Elemental Good wasn’t so much like Elemental Altruism, though. Surely it’s not ‘Good’ to give away every part of oneself to others?”

Lionshard nodded, then said, “Altruism is rather more of a ‘pure’ sort of Good.” Lionshard asked, “But tell me this, now: You’re the strongest person on your world. Would you be okay with someone else being just as strong? Or stronger?”

Erick chuckled. “Sure. I’m fine with that? How is that a question?”

“Just feeling you out. Because yes, I have read your full dossier, Erick, and you have often said that no one should have the sort of power you wield. So my question is a valid one. You don’t believe people should be stronger than you, because you believe that you have the right to choose what happens to others, and that is where Benevolence leads you.” Lionshard said, “That is where you have led yourself.”

Erick frowned a little. “… I can see that point, but at the same time I do make good decisions for the prosperity of all and every individual, so this is a power I am fine with wielding, and I am fine with other Benevolent powers out there.”

Lionshard smiled a little. “Good. I doubted that you would be broken by a little bit of logical fallacy talk, but these things are important to discuss when going up against the big problems of the universe that have clear parallels with your own existence. You are clearly Good, but in some ways you are selfish, and as long as you acknowledge that, then you can stay out of the Good and Evil war.” Lionshard said, “Just like how Nothanganathor stayed out of that war with Malevolence, for Malevolence is very ‘good’ at killing corruption, and therefore Malevolence is in great use across much of Margleknot. If you thread that same needle then you can stay out of that war with Benevolence, too, and likely right some of the Balance back to Good through indirect means.”

Erick looked at Lionshard. “I thought Malevolence was on the side of Evil?”

“Not directly. It is similar to how Benevolence is not directly on the side of Good.”

Erick had to stop and think about that for a moment. “… Huh.” He asked, “Do you think my idea of Wraithborne turning not-Evil has merit? That they might actually do such a thing?”

“There are as many paths to power as there are drops of infinity in this fractal universe.” Lionshard said, “Evil might turn less-Evil if given enough incentive. Just as the Enclave has asked you to prove your power to prove your worth to them, in order to bring Balance, there are Evil lands out there which are looking to escape the Balance through you and yours, which is another way to make the Enclave happy. Not every Evil wants to remain Evil, especially if the alternative is a vast amount of power and a life that is easier to live, without paladins and otherwise crashing down doors now and again.” Lionshard said, “I think that is where you will be making the most headway with your goals; offer power and redemption in the same gift, and see your influence multiply.”

Erick really needed to reestablish House Benevolence up here in Margleknot—

“Ask the question I know you have wanted to ask me for a long time.” Lionshard said, “Now is the time for it, Erick.”

Erick felt a weight of a large moment upon his shoulders, for yes, now was a good time to bring up a question that Erick had held in his back pocket for a while. Erick asked, “Would you like to become a member of House Benevolence?”

“Nope! But I will be an ally you can count upon.” Lionshard rapidly added, “That you can count upon. No others. I’m not meeting anyone else but you.”

Erick paused. And then he laughed. “I’ll take it!”

“Now let us discuss how you can access the Waiting Room so you can find some true members of your House expansion.”

Erick smiled. “I would like that. Thank you.”

Lionshard smiled, then began, “To access the Waiting Room…”

Accessing the Waiting Room to find souls to bring back to life was both easy, and tough.

There were two main ways to do it, and then one more third way which was more dangerous.

The most dangerous way involved killing yourself and then finding the Waiting Room while still having enough personal power in your Margleknot Bank account to resurrect yourself and others. This was the most dangerous way because it involved one’s own death, and then ‘physically’ inhabiting the absolute madhouse of the Waiting Room.

The more normal way to access the Waiting Room involved either:

A) Projecting one’s living soul into the Waiting Room and trying to see through the cacophony of souls to find the ones you were looking for, and then spending either the resons to bring them back, or using your own spellwork to do the same. A variation on this method is what Wraithborne did. They used a trio of people to search the Waiting Room for souls; a diver, an anchor up above holding the diver secure, and a contractor who would facilitate the resurrection of the found soul. Wraithborne’s method almost 100% guaranteed that the person projecting into the Waiting Room wouldn’t die themselves. Trying this method on one’s own usually ended up in a suicide.

Or B) Asking a god to do all the parts of diver, anchor, and dealer for you, with you in the driver’s seat.

After thanking Lionshard and sending him away, Erick brought out the little black book he had ‘received’ from the paladin in the Celestial Observatory.

First, it was a primer on how to reach the Waiting Room and then came a whole bunch of stuff about how to find the souls you wanted to find. After that primer came the names and small dossiers of the 87 people who were Erick’s targets for reincarnation. Or they were the targets the book wanted him to bring back.

The black book was rather suspect, but from what Erick was seeing, it was a good list, and the small instructions in the book for how to bring them all back matched the instructions that Lionshard had given him in a general sort of way. And so, Erick put the book away in his house, and made plans for what came next.

Erick chose to go for option B, to enlist the help of a god to access the Waiting Room, because he needed to check out some gods anyway.

This resulted in a trip to the Mortal Lands of Margleknot and a change of attire from the truly nice-looking glowthread, to something more subdued and made of cotton. Erick missed his glowthread already.
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                Erick stepped out of swirling gold and green, onto a land that looked rather Veird-normal or maybe Earth-normal, but different. The buildings were made of stone, or maybe even concrete, and the windows were glass. The road was paved with bricks of varying grey colors that formed a nice pattern leading up to grand and semi-grand cathedrals in the distance. People were everywhere, and Erick stood upon a ‘Teleport Square’ of sorts.

Portals opened and shut all around Erick, disgorging people out of this crossroads or letting people leave.

“Please move along!” flapped some large red goo-like person, sitting upon a pedestal situated to the side of the portal square. And then it pointed toward Erick and his companion, “Please move along. This means you.”

Shadow moved forward, saying, “We really have a lot to be doing besides this.”

“Yes,” Erick said, already walking forward, enjoying the fact that no one recognized him. He wasn’t wearing his horns right now and he was simply a 2 meters tall human-person, and his soul was hidden. He still expected someone to instantly say something; to spot him, to out him. That didn’t instantly happen, though! Erick stepped onto the road to the churches, alongside Shadow, saying, “But this is on the list, and while I want to be your ally, you are not empowered in the necessary ways right now, and I want to build my House, and so we’re here.”

“… When you answered my message I assumed we’d be having a long talk. Not that I’d get asked about my current inadequacy and then get an invite to go talk to some piddling little gods.”

Shadow was a former goddess of creation. She was the one who first forged a link between the Darkness and Something Else, thus making the Painted Cosmology. She was also a former Goddess of Magic, the great-great-a-lot grandmother of both Melemizargo and Nothanganathor, a person whom Erick hoped would be a fantastic ally, and a whole lot more besides. She was also Just Shadow, and right now that meant she could not help Erick how he needed to be helped, for he needed a god, and Shadow was, quite firmly, a former god. She even looked rather mortal right now. Gone were the deep shadows around her body, and the light in her eyes was merely the light around her; that much was a show, though. She was pretty good at blending in, physically, but not so much mentally. At least right now.

Erick couldn’t really blame her for that. He had kinda swept her up in his own designs.

“I’m skipping all that talk and moving on,” Erick said, “Because I’m rather certain that you and I would have a more productive time actually being productive in a goal, rather than sitting around talking to each other. Not to put too fine a point on it, but I’m working to make the unkillables approve of me in order for them to withdraw their approval of that guy, collapsing his support structure and making it so I don’t have armies of your kind working against me, rather than for me… Or whatever vague sorts of threats they’d do if I went back and fought that guy directly.”

“A continual stream of 10 to 100 of ‘my kind’ constantly trying to kill you is correct,” Shadow said. And then she mocked, “Look at that! I’m being helpful already, and would do more if you would talk to me.”

Erick eyed her a little, saying, “Your method hasn’t gotten you far. I would like to try my methods and I would like your help, since you cannot access the Waiting Room like you used to. In doing such help, we learn to work together to achieve good ends, and maybe you can get some goodwill back among your kind. The goal is to establish a wing of my House here, and thus have people working for the good of our shared home even when we’re not here. I would have you as a part of that House.”

He had already explained this before, though admittedly it had only been a 5 minute ‘hey I’m doing this, want to come along?’ sort of conversation.

Shadow had already heard this before.

Erick hoped that this time the message would actually stick.

Shadow rolled her eyes. “Fine fine fine, Apparently you’re the King. So we do this your way.”

They were speaking in slight code so they could go incognito for a little while. Or at least Shadow had picked up on that, and she was following Erick’s lead well enough that he couldn’t tell her off.

“Appreciated,” Erick said, looking around.

Priests and proselytizers stood on short stone risers outside the front of every church and other sort of structure dotting the road ahead, while the sky overhead was pale blue with a single sun. ‘The Mortal Lands’ was similar to the Celestial Observatory on the outside of the ‘dyson sphere’ that was Margleknot, in that it was on the interior of the main shell, while the Observatory was on the outside. There was no Margleknot sky here. All of that spatially-altered place was located on a different slice of Layer 0.

These Mortal Lands were perhaps how Erick would have thought to continue building FENRIR, if Nothanganathor weren’t ‘locked’ inside.

Erick couldn’t see the land on the other side of the sphere, unfortunately, but he could fly up, theoretically, and look at the nearest thousand kilometers. This land even had a day/night cycle, unlike the Endless desert. That was achieved through some sort of translucent bubble around the sun that turned opaque in a 15 hour cycle, with 15 hours of light and then 15 hours of dark. Erick wasn’t sure about what was going on up there or how it worked, but the small description of all of that in Yggdrasil’s Guidebook suggested that opaqueness was some sort of energy-gathering thing, perhaps technologically-based.

The sun right now looked bright, yet it was getting darker. It was afternoon according to a clocktower at the end of the street where the street split into two more streets, so that made sense. When that clock struck an hour to dark, then the sun overhead would rapidly begin to turn dark in hexagonal markers in a moving crescent, the whole thing vanishing over the course of an hour like a moon rapidly turning phases. It was already doing that, actually. The sun looked kinda like a squashed circle. It would get more squished as the day went on.

Erick wanted to watch that transition happen. It was an impressive feat of engineering and magic and technology, for sure.

When the sky turned dark, he might be able to see some of the lands on the other side, bathed in light. Unless clouds rolled in. It never really got dark in the Mortal Lands because the sun was always still there in some capacity, unless clouds rolled in.

Erick felt a deep pang of homesickness as he thought of Jane, and maybe Beth. They’d love to explore this place. Maybe not the Mortal Lands, for this place was filled with people in the way that America or any first world nation back on Earth was filled with people; violence happened, but it was rare. War here was like war back on Earth. But in the rest of Margleknot? On Layer 1 Mortal Lands? Now that place was a disaster zone. People always tried to win more lands there, and the war never ended. Layer 1 anywhere was filled with danger.

Layer 1 was more Jane’s style.

Or maybe Jane and Beth would go to the Celestial Observatory, and spend eternities diving into other worlds to help Good people with whatever disasters they were experiencing—

“What ya thinking about?” Shadow asked.

“My daughters. Home. The future...” Erick asked, “And now I’m wondering about what makes the Mantle of Darkness so special. I was warned against accidental divinity a few times. Seems like That Guy could have ascended that way if he wanted to.”

Shadow raised an eyebrow, then smirked, and said, “I believe I will let you find that out through the actions here today.” She gestured to the road ahead, at the priests on their pulpits and the parishioners on the path. “Pick a poison!”

“Sun gods.” Erick said, “I was told about one of them, but if you have a better idea then I’ll hear it.”

Shadow made a face. “I never was one for those kinds, but… I suppose you are.” She frowned a little. She thought. She looked around, and focused on a few different places. “Ikarothis is a decent sort. He’s a god of Undeath and Protection. He regularly deals in Waiting Room evacuations. Not a sun god, though. But he should fulfill the needs of the Waiting Room quest rather well.”

“… Hmm.”

Ikarothis’s temple was an austere cathedral of grey stone that looked like flowing fabrics layered upon pillars, and upon each other. The whole place looked sort of like a four-poster bed crossed with a normal cathedral, and it wasn’t very big, either. None of the places here were big, and that was by regulation. Ikarothis’s place didn’t take up its full lot, though, which Erick kinda respected.

Some of these places were like grand apartment buildings and places of worship all in one, their lands fully occupied as much as they could be with either ostentation, or priests living together. Erick kinda respected the apartment buildings more than he respected the giant places of worship… But then again, the people here were the ones who built these places, not the gods.

Erick glanced at his Lightning Path, as he often did, and decided that while Ikarothis would work for his desires, he wanted someone that he could maybe import to Veird. He didn’t want to step on Phagar’s toes, and Ikarothis seemed like he would be stepping on Phagar’s toes—

Erick had a sudden question.

“Are the gods of different cosmologies different? Can they work together?”

Shadow hummed, then said, “Big question, there. Gods are born in specific universes in a way that that universe designs them able to be born. In this universe, gods arise from individuals, and in that rising they gain the powers that their worshipers desire them to have while losing themselves in the process. In my… In my old universe, gods arose from common thought, divorced from any individual, though an individual might become crowned with the mantle of a god, and thus speak with that god’s might. I didn’t like people losing themselves, so I made it so that they didn’t lose themselves. Here, though, people lose themselves all the time. It’s the Curse of Power.”

Erick realized… “Ah. That’s why the Mantle of Magic is special. That guy could keep himself through that transformation.”

Shadow smirked. “Didn’t take your actions long to divine that answer.” She continued, “Anyway! It’s a lot more complicated than that, with gods in this universe being rather weak, seeing as they’re what people believe they are, and the gods of my universe being strong, because they’re often individuals with godly might at their call. But to move on and answer your other half of the question: Yes, gods can move and interact with other gods as their people move and interact with other people, and worship spreads. The minute you end the quarantine of V— our home, then people and powers will start moving back and forth. Unless you do a lot of controlling of thoughts, then whoever shows up will show up.”

Speaking of controlling thoughts…

Hmm.

Erick would leave the discussion of the Mark of the Fractal Universe inside [Telepathy] to another day.

He asked, “You read the dossier on me that went out, right?”

Shadow looked a little miffed. “Yes. I had to beg for one of those, though. V— Our home seems pretty… Unstable. But getting better.” She looked at him, put a hand on his shoulder, and stopped walking. She said, “Thank you. I did not know things were that bad down there.”

Erick smiled a little. “It’s getting better.”

Shadow let go, then nodded. She looked forward with renewed vigor in her sight, resuming their walk as she said, “Our home could use some specific gods, though. Otherwise the ones that show up will be whichever ones are feeling more expansionist than others.”

Erick grinned as he walked alongside an ancient fairy goddess, saying, “That was part of my reasoning today, too. What are your thoughts on Cascadio?”

Shadow made a little frown. Then she dropped the frown. “… He’s probably a good choice. Your son put you up to him, didn’t he?”

“He was one of the few mentioned, yes. The only one, actually.” Erick inclined his head toward a large sign with a bunch of god’s names and distances and directions to get those temples. “And he’s not listed here.”

“He wouldn’t be listed here. Cascadio is bigger than this place.” Shadow said, “Let’s go visit him.”

“He’s only part of the reason for visiting here, though. There are also gods of Trickery and Deceit that I would rather have on my side as opposed to that guy’s side.” Erick said, “Those gods are included alongside a bunch of other people on a list of known allies of that guy. Lots of little things I have to check off, here.” Erick asked her, “What would be the better pursuit right now? Investigating the allies of that guy, or going to Cascadio and trying to build the House?”

The question was a little test. Not a big one. It was just to see who Shadow was. There were no wrong answers here.

Shadow said, “I tried to do this all alone last time. That didn’t work. So yeah. Let’s go talk to Cascadio and get you some worker bees for your House expansion.”

Erick paused. He nodded. “Well okay.” He looked around. “He’s really not here? I kinda expected to see an office of his around here.” Erick gestured to the side, saying, “That place is a Sun God temple. Rona, the Goddess of the Healing Suns.”

“She’s a love goddess all about sex in the open sun and rather small besides.” Shadow said, “Atunir would not like her.”

“… There’s probably a whole bunch of portfolio overlap, eh?”

“Oh yeah.” Shadow turned around and began walking back. Erick walked with her, as she said, “Our home is pretty solid with divine influences as it is. I can only think of a few fragments of civilization that aren’t already represented.” She looked at him briefly. “The Sun is about the only one we should consider filling in right now.”

“I wasn’t going to invite Trickery and Deceit home. I did want to remove their backup of that guy up here, though.”

Shadow hummed a little, then said, “Later.”

They walked back to the ‘Teleport Square’.

- - - -

The crystal-like icicle of the Fae Enclave and its crossways silver beam of a Quantum Nexus Hub lay up there in the sky, in the center of it all, surrounded by a whole bunch of invisible suns.

And down here lay the Nexus Gardens.

Down here, the land was green and blue with colorful flowers and a brilliance to the air that reminded Erick a lot of Ar’Cosmos, or fae gatherings, except this brilliance was gold and the ambiance was one of mortal powers and godly oversight. If there were fae here, then they were just a part of the gatherings, joining in the revelry with mortals, while gods of all sorts held parties and jubilation.

It was an eternal garden/jungle/mansion/high-class/low-class party.

Erick and Shadow popped into existence outside of a specific gathering taking place on hundreds of small islands that were only technically islands, but each one was only a meter from each other one, and the waters separating those islands was only a meter deep. Each individual island had people talking and laughing or listening to music or reading with each other, or sleeping in beds or doing any thousand of other activities. Erick imagined that the sleeping areas were the only quiet places, because otherwise there was a soft music in the air that was kinda lively, but not too lively. Erick looked across the large area from this taller, entrance island, and saw places where people were partying down. Other islands had orgies, because of course there were orgies.

There were always orgies when it came to gods.

And in the center of it all lay a grand golden island, raised higher than the rest. A muscular-dad sort of man with dark skin and wearing a toga of gold, reclined on a couch on the top center of that island, and though he did not shine like a sun, he certainly had that sort of aura about him. He laughed with what looked to be friends, as they all drank from golden goblets and ate food off of golden plates, as they spoke of this or that in obvious mirth.

That man was Cascadio, for sure, and Erick already liked the guy.

Shadow did not approve of him, scowling a little, saying, “He’s too bubbly.”

“What are his domains?”

“ ‘Portfolios’, when it comes to gods,” Shadow said, stepping down the stairs, onto the lush grasses of the entrance island of Cascadio’s cavalcade. Erick followed, and Shadow continued, “Gods have influence depending on how their worshipers recognize that influence here in this cosmology, so there is a lot of room for overlap of all types of gods, but we call those influences ‘portfolios’. In my cosmology there were major portfolios, of which there was only ever one of each specific kind. There was always more room for countless minor sparks of those major portfolios, though, and that system created avatars of the major gods. Sometimes those personal manifestations of the major gods were individuals granted power by the major gods, who then went on to become major gods in their own right, and other times they were attempted usurpers of the throne of the major god.” She waved a hand all over the place, saying, “All of this is so much different, though. Gods here are so much weaker… In an absolute sense.”

Erick stepped across a small river, only a meter wide, and set foot on a different rising island closer to the center of the Cavalcade. The entrance island was filled with the soft music of the Cavalcade, but this island was a raucous party and the music was loud and booming. Erick kinda liked it. Shadow kept up.

Neither of them said anything as they kept to the side of the large dance floor and what looked to be choreographed musical numbers… But Erick kinda wanted to join in. He even saw a spot for him, and one for Shadow, right between the main dancer there and those backups over there. The lead dancer winked at Erick, and Erick smiled back, while he also checked his Status. The magic of this place was ‘attacking’ him, but not really. The ‘attack’ was only 1 extra Health and Psyche per second, so Erick easily ignored it. A lot of people outside of the main musical number were ignoring the call to fill that void, too, drinking shots and eating food to the side.

Not a real mind bender. Just a call to party.

Erick stepped off of that island and looked down into the waters as he stepped onto the next island.

He saw flippers down there, below the deepest parts of the water. For a brief moment his mana senses fully worked and he saw Cascadio’s Cavalcade as a whole bunch of turtle islands, all swirling in sync around the main golden-shell island, with more turtles underneath the main flow, all swirling around the power that was Cascadio in the center. Those underwater turtle islands still had parties happening, too. It was kinda beautiful.

And then the simple riverlands and grass islands returned, and Erick was on the next island in the chain, listening to someone speak on a podium about the nature of Good and Evil.

… Erick wanted to listen to that, too.

Shadow moved right on along, easily walking across the edge of the lecture-hall-island, ignoring the talk up above.

Erick followed, softly asking, “So every island is a temptation?”

Shadow shook her head, saying, “No. That’s simplistic. Every island is a stepping stone. Once you have experienced what you want to experience you move forward to the next one, and in that moving you examine yourself and your goals and your whole nature as a living individual.” Shadow stepped onto the next island.

Erick followed.

This island was another party, and a lot more disorganized. Some guy handed Erick a drink and Erick smiled because it was a ‘Vivid Gloom’. The swirling black drink was filled with white flashes, looking exactly as Erick remembered. The first time he had one of these was from Mephistopheles at his Garrison in Candlepoint, back before Erick took that place over. Erick had his second Vivid Gloom courtesy of the Shade Professor Farix, at Last Shadow’s Feast, while the professor was mixing drinks and wearing a cock sock. Cascadio’s Vivid Gloom tasted pretty good, and Erick nodded at the man who had given it to him. That man just smiled and went back to dancing.

Shadow got her own drink which was absolute black. She sipped it, then said, “Cascadio’s Cavalcade is less of a trial and more of a cleansing. People are free to spend as long as they want wherever they want, and then moving in or out as they desire.”

“Cascadio seems like a pretty great god,” Erick said, “So why do you have a low opinion of him?”

Shadow hummed, shrugged, then stepped onto the next island.

Erick joined her on an island of people playing board games that were entire worlds. Little armies moved on little maps, but Erick looked too closely at one of them and he felt the map expand and his consciousness zoom in toward ground level, to a battlefield taking place in a wintry land under a distant sun, where people fought and died to unchained necromancy. Erick pulled back, away from the battlefield, to stand with Shadow.

Shadow glanced at him, then continued on. “I have a low opinion of him because I’ve been through all these stepping stones before, and yet we still have to go this way to reach him because he doesn’t allow people to simply speak to him unless they’ve gone through this path.” She sipped her drink of Darkness. “It’s all very elitist.”

Erick wondered about that. “… It has to be protective, too, right?” They stepped onto an island that was a lagoon with sandy beaches and people sunning themselves and playing in the surf and having sex under palm trees. The only sound was the sound of the waves and soft love-making, and it was wonderful. Erick moved on. “The people who get closer get to have actual talks with an important person, but those who get closer are also changed themselves in how they see Cascadio, and thus Cascadio gets to keep his interpretation of himself, himself.”

“True,” Shadow said, stepping onto the next island.

It was a land of silence and gentle prayer. There was no music, but the wind in the trees and in the tall grasses around the central pavilions certainly sounded like a kind of music.

Erick did not speak, and Shadow did not interrupt the meditation either.

The next island was a land of soft talking and coffee and hot drinks and morning foods under the rise of a new day after a night of love and connection.

Shadow said, “This is how all the bigger gods of this cosmology are. The small ones look to make rituals like this all the time, hoping that the good rituals catch on and that they stabilize themselves into the configuration they designed in their rituals. But this does not always work. The truly big gods always have different cultural interpretations of themselves, forcing them to split into new forms. Some gods try to force this split in a way they like when it seems they’re close to a cultural shift. Some gods just let it happen however it will happen. Some gods like splitting into new forms. For instance, it is thought that all gods of Trickery here are the same, but with different faces. If you talk to them they’d tell you that same story, too, unless they felt like lying to you.”

“Where does Cascadio lie on the small-versus-big scale?”

Shadow thought. She finished off her Darkness drink and tossed it in a bin. Erick finished off his Vivid Gloom and did the same. Shadow continued, “Cascadio is a… A proper god of this cosmology, I guess. He’s infinite, and yet not. I’d rate most gods a 1 to 3 on a power scale going up to 10, with the Darkness as a 10. Cascadio is a 2.”

Talk of Darkness as a god got Erick thinking about the Fractal Fairy. Thinking about them got Erick thinking about the glitter crystal that made up the Fairy and the Fae Enclave. Those thoughts led Erick to consider the Mark of the Fractal Universe sitting inside his [Telepathy]. Was now the time to talk of that?

Erick opened his mouth—

Softly, Shadow said, “No. Not here. Later.” They stepped onto the next turtle-not-turtle grass island, where people learned magics and secrets under the sun, all knowledge shared freely. Shadow tsk’d when she saw the island. “Well damn. Didn’t mean to step on this one.”

The island had moved without either of them seeing. It had been a place of people training with swords and spears and all sorts of other weapons, all of them wearing full golden armor. But now it was a library with personal tutors speaking softly inside sound-containment bubbles to students learning the mystic arts.

There was an empty desk with a teacher waiting, and on that desk was a book with fractal edges.

Shadow sighed.

Erick really, really wanted to sit down at that desk. His Status only showed a single extra point of damage on all of his Mana, Health, and Psyche, too. The enchantment here was rather weak. Erick could avoid this draw… And yet.

Shadow said, “I promise we’ll talk at length about that, Erick. Later.”

Erick forced himself to lose interest in the teacher with the fractal book. The teacher recognized this fact and did a slight, courteous bow. Erick bowed back, and then he went with Shadow onto the next island where music was happening, saying, “I’ll hold you to that.” And then he added, “And I’ll hold you to answering the question I asked in the beginning: What are Cascadio’s portfolios?”

Shadow rolled her eyes at him, then spoke over the music, “He’s ‘everything under the sun’. Life, is a big one. Light, is another big one, with a smaller focus on Fire. Revelry, which covers a lot of small things. Civilization. Truth. He shares ‘Truth’ with almost every other god, though, so that’s nothing special. His specific Truth is ‘True Teachings and Communication’. Cascadio’s an alright god, but he and I have some creative differences stemming from our histories.”

They stepped onto a more serene island where an old man spoke to a bunch of kids about life.

Shadow continued, “I feel that all of this sort of stuff is best made and found in the Dark. He feels that only through Light can anything good happen. He’s also decidedly Good. I’m rather neutral.”

Erick asked, “That’s just a variation on universes, though? The Dark is dangerous, but the mana ocean created by sapients was highly conducive to all life… From my understanding, anyway. Your universe is not at all like this universe, where life can only exist near sources of light and energy, and even then everything is highly dangerous outside of those spaces. The light here is itself rather destructive, too. Everything is violent here.”

Shadow shrugged. “Yeah. Like I said: We’re not enemies. We’re not really on the same side, though.”

The next island was a rehash of a previous island.

Erick was pretty sure that the tests were over with. His Status had stopped getting pinged for extra single points of ‘damage’.

As they walked closer to Cascadio, Erick asked, “Was your Painted Cosmology infinite at all?”

“Hmm… Well. It wasn’t really mine. I was just the creator. We’ll save that conversation for later, but as for infinity?” Shadow paused. “… Sort of. Yes. Less so than this cosmology. In my universe, infinity existed in the hearts of every person…. Which kinda touches upon that which I asked you to wait to discuss with me some other time.”

“Fair enough. I suppose that’s enough of an answer anyway to get to this next point: I’m pretty sure Nothanganathor sent his Sundering through infinity, and if there was any limit at all to the infinity of the Painted Cosmology then it wasn’t as infinite as this universe, so it was possible to Sunder yours through his propagative attack, but not this one... Or at least not using the same methodology.” Erick said, “I was wondering why the God Pact world survived at all, though. I assumed, before all of this, that the God Pact world survived because the gods kept it ahead of Nothanganathor’s [Infinite Malevolence], or whatever you want to call it. But it’s more like Nothanganathor was still farming Veird.”

Shadow thought on Erick’s words for a moment, then said, “He’s not allowed to kill that land until we know what caused the Sundering, so he’s going to be guarding it forever, or else he’s going to try to evade that executioner’s axe of him causing the Sundering by painting someone else as the Sunderer. That’s probably what he’s going to try to do to you.” She glanced at him, studying him as she said, “The Primal Lightning of the Sundering was white, according to all known first-hand accounts.”

“Yeah. I figured he’d try as much. He’s a white dragon, though. His magical signature has to be naturally white, right?” Erick said, “Perhaps Malevolence is just red because that’s what he Altered his Malevolence to be. Or it’s the other way around, and he made the Sundering white to throw off tracks.”

Shadow let out a tiny, relieved breath, smiling a little as she said, “All possible.”

Erick scoffed. “Don’t tell me people actually believe that I caused the Sundering? I wasn’t even there.”

“The nature of legality in this world and all others is mostly a matter of power and usefulness,” Shadow said, trying not to be too hateful. “The shape of Nothanganathor’s counter-suit is pretty easy to see, though. Or at least the part before the actual fight begins.”

There wasn’t much more to say after that, because now they were two islands away from Cascadio and his personal gathering.

Shadow stepped onto the island right before Cascadio’s golden grasslands—

And in that step, the land ahead, which had been a tea ceremony, became an open-air temple with some clear glass walls and clear glass pillars holding up a nonexistent roof. An older male priest in gold drapery stood on a platform inside the glass temple, beneath a stained glass window made of all sorts of yellow crystal.

Erick followed Shadow onto that land.

The priest was a kindly-looking older man who looked right at Erick, asking, “Could I be of service, or at least delay you for a time while My God speaks with people who have come a very long way, and done a great deal in My God’s name?”

Erick easily said, “Yes. I accept.”

Shadow had been about to say something, both to Erick and to the priest, but she closed her mouth and said nothing.

The priest smiled and gestured to the glass floor ahead of him. Two grand, glass thrones popped up, and the priest sat down on a simple glass stool of his own, saying, “Your willingness to delay is appreciated. Please, come sit with me, and allow me the honor of helping you before Cascadio Himself sees you.”

Erick moved and sat down, saying, “Hello. I’m Erick Flatt, Wizard of Benevolence, here to see Cascadio about helping me to rescue Good people from the Waiting Room who are under Contract from Wraithborn, but in doing so, I’ll be turning them specifically not-Good, instead Benevolent. This is both to erase their Contracts and also to remain out of the Good/Evil war.”

Shadow had sat down while Erick was speaking. Now she reclined on her throne, her legs crossed, her arms easily taking her armrests, making her look like some sort of Dark Queen… Which was probably the exact effect she was going for.

The priest glanced at her, but focused on Erick. At Erick’s words, the priest took in a little breath harder than before, and then he smiled softly. When Erick finished, he said, “I’m Brother Smalls. Cascadio is very interested in this. Acts of good done outside of Good are acceptable. Do you have a list of names?”

Erick conjured a list from memory, taking mana and making a fake thing to then hand over. “I’d prefer if that list didn’t get around right now, which is why I haven’t handed over something real. Most of those names are taken from an anonymous source but the dossiers I got with those names all paint good pictures. I’ve also included a few tens of names down below the 87 that I’m rather sure about wanting to reincarnate, but those are a lot less certain.”

Erick left it there. His Lightning Path said all 87 of those names from the black book were all good names, but the 41 names beyond those 87 were all taken from various messages sitting in star-form around his gate at his house. Those messages had all stood out to his Lightning Path as ones to seek, and each one had included Erick’s Benevolence phrase, ‘For the good of all and every individual’. So there was a trick there, for sure. Probably a trick similar to the one from the black book.

And yet.

Even if all of this was some sort of trick, then the trick wouldn’t really last past [Reincarnation], for Erick was fine with resurrecting great evils and making them good people.

Four of the names on that list were great Evils. Specifically Evils which had sided with Good for one reason or another, and thus become liabilities in the eyes of Wraithborne, and thus a whole bunch of other shit happened that locked them into the Waiting Room for nigh-on centuries or millennia.

Shadow raised her eyebrows at the list. While Brother Smalls kept reading, his eyebrows and mouth doing dances of approval or worry or surprise, Shadow said to Erick, “You want to restart a Grand War with Wraithborne? Because that’s how you start a Grand Good and Evil War.”

“I hope,” Erick said, “That with enough restraint and altering of Good into Benevolence that a Grand War can be avoided completely. There’s more than enough Good to be done without trying to destroy all the Evils out there. And besides that, I’m trying to win Wraithborne over to Benevolence, too.”

Smalls listened, and then he held up the list, asking, “Where did you get the 87 original people?”

“I’d rather not say because then I’m pretty sure some people would get auto-Sundered. I’m almost positive that the person I received them from didn’t even know what they were doing, either, except in the vaguest of senses.”

“Ah.” Smalls frowned a little as he looked at the list again. “Yes. I could see that as a problem. I’m vaguely aware of everyone on this list due to my connection to My God, but I only know of a few people specifically, and Wraithborne would not want them back at all. Will this hurt your attempt to get them to switch from Evil?”

Erick said, “I’m honestly never expecting them to switch away from Evil until I get a lot more powerful or they find some tricky way to be Benevolent. Hopefully all of these people I plan to resurrect will sign on for expansions of House Benevolence and allow Benevolence to have a greater hand in Margleknot and the rest of this universe. In that way, Wraithborne might falter some. But maybe not. I don’t know what is going to happen there.”

Smalls nodded. Then he looked at the list, asking, “Are you aware that Yasmi Bloodgood and Aryear Zumgwyn are eternal enemies? Among the others on the list, of course.”

“Yes.” Erick said, “Yasmi on the side of Paradise Falls and Aryear on the side of Wraithborne, both of them gone 6,500 years and 6,300 years respectively. Of the history I learned, Yasmi fell to a Contract to allow her family to go free and Aryear created that Contract to be punitive, and then Witch Yasmi reflected that punitive action onto Aryear. The history before that is told in songs in bars, as far as I know.”

Smalls nodded as he listened. “You’re digging up rather old history and trying to make it work for you.”

“Correct.”

“Any plans on where to open offices?”

“Either the Mortal Lands or the Celestial Observatory. I’m not sure which, yet. The Celestial Observatory has the benefit of always being able to send out people on missions outside of Margleknot to help others, but then that’s the focus of everything. On the other hand, the Mortal Lands already has locations which connect rather well to Layer 1, which is always in need of help, and which keeps the focus here in Margleknot.”

“Not in some new location?” Smalls asked, “As a Father of Margleknot you might have already made a Sun, but surely you can create a secondary location for personal power?”

Erick smiled softly. “Yeah. I could. I even asked Yggdra— Margleknot as much, and he said sure. But the goal is to be with people, not to be a land apart, even if I could make that land apart really well. I fully expect the majority of our missions to help Veird and the remains of the Painted Cosmology and to fight Nothanganathor before we get to Margleknot stuff, though.”

Smalls nodded. He asked, “Do you have any larger desires for Cascadio, by coming here? Or is it just the Waiting Room assistance?”

“For now, it’s Waiting Room assistance.” Erick said, “But Veird does need a sun god after I kill the not-god currently inhabiting our sun. It would be a sun inside a sphere, like Margleknot’s sphere. I don’t know how that resonates with a sun god, but I assume that such a god would desire the sun to have some view of the actual cosmology around them. Not sure how such a thing would work out, actually at all. I’ve never spoken to a sun god before.”

Smalls contained his absolutely radiant excitement to as low of levels as he could, which was to say not much at all. He didn’t jump for joy, but it was a close thing. Shadow smirked as she saw Smalls react to Erick’s words. She also smirked as she saw Cascadio up there on the central island cough on his wine and then make a joke out of it to his parishioners. He was surely listening in.

Erick added, “But for now, we’re just looking for help with the Waiting Room.”

“Right right!” Smalls glanced over to Cascadio— He rapidly turned back, saying, “Um.” He gestured to the area encompassing them, saying, “This is all very important and Cascadio wishes to partake in this conversation right now, but his people come first, as always, and… Not to put too much of a needle in the eye of your plan, but while all of this is lovely and wonderful and even maybe possible, the probability of it happening as you wish is still rather low. As of right now.”

Erick nodded. “I agree.”

Smalls breathed easily… And then he said, “Uh. I need to entertain you for about another few minutes at least— Maybe just one!” He glanced back at Cascadio. He turned back to Erick and Shadow. “These things take time.”

Shadow inclined her head toward the central island, saying, “Yeah. That’s not finishing soon.”

One of the women speaking with Cascadio started on a story about her child, and all of them looked happy to hear it.

Erick said to Smalls, “I’d love another one of those Vivid Glooms if you got it.”

Smalls smiled, saying, “Excellent choice!” And then he picked the dark drink out of the air and handed it to Erick, the liquid sparkling with white light here and there as the drink moved around. Erick took the drink as Smalls asked Shadow, “Would you care for another Darkness Enthroned?”

Shadow glanced at Erick’s drink, then asked him, “Does it taste like it should?” She asked Smalls, “Is it made with shadow essence, or actual Darkness?”

“Tastes the same as I remember,” Erick said.

Smalls handed Shadow her own Vivid Gloom, saying, “Shadow essence that’s had almost all of its Light extracted. As per the original recipe.”

Shadow smiled and took the drink. She sipped it, paused, then sipped some more. “Pretty good.” She asked Erick, “Have you done much actual Dark Magic yet?”

“Accidentally, I think. Tried working with Shadows long ago, when I wasn’t nearly as educated or experienced, and I think I did some Dark work. Completely unsure, though.”

Shadow nodded and let that thread of conversation go.

Erick asked Smalls, “How would a sun god feel about being inside a big sphere, anyway?”

Smalls happily said, “That’s actually a very large philosophical topic! Suns are ‘suns’ because they are stars that support life. The more life a sun supports, the happier it is. Some stars are jealous, though, and would prefer their life to be completely their own, and those stars would be very happy inside a big sphere. Cascadio is not a jealous god, though he does see great benefit in being the only star that people see.”

“Ah!” Erick said, “I never thought of it that way.”

Shadow said, “A lot of people assume that suns care about other stars, but really it’s half and half, or some other divisor.”

“Quite right!” Smalls said, “Some stars like to view life from a great, great distance. Some like to actually support life. All stars, if they are able, go through a time in their billions of years of existence when they try to support life at some time. Sun gods are almost always… Well. Sun gods appear during a time when a sun is supporting life, and everyone worships them, so they’re almost universally narcissistic.”

Erick laughed.

Smalls smiled, saying, “Cascadio survived and passed from his original world so he’s mostly over that narcissism stage in a sun’s life. He would like to have a singular world to call his own again, though.”

Erick smiled. He asked, “Are stars actually sentient in this cosmology? Or are you speaking of something philosophical there?”

“They’re sleeping when life is not there to worship them and wake them,” Smalls said, “I would consider every star out there to be alive, but for the majority of those who would be asked this question the general answer would likely be ‘no, stars are not alive’.”

Shadow added, “Sunstars were categorically alive in the Painted Cosmology. So were moonstars.”

“Everything was alive in the Painted Cosmology, yes?” Erick asked.

The conversation lasted for more than a few minutes, and actually took a good 27, but Erick was only vaguely counting the time. The conversation itself was rather enlightening about a whole slew of small things that he never really thought about until then.

Eventually, though, the people talking to Cascadio moved on, bowing to their god, who anointed them with a fingerprint of light upon their foreheads. And then those people sighed out, turning to gold fire, to rise into the sky and join with a sun that briefly appeared overhead, like the most brilliant thing that Erick had ever seen. That sun was layered over with brilliant orange turtles made of fire swimming in the nuclear furnace surface. Every sort of lovely part of life happening all around Cascadio’s Cavalcade in these Nexus Gardens also happened up there, upon the backs of world-sized turtles that dove in and out of the sun’s surface, looking like a calm roil of solar fire.

“Huh,” Erick said, as the sun in the sky vanished.

He glanced around. Some of the people on the other islands were bowing toward the ascension, but not everyone, because not everyone on those islands out there was real… or at least not alive, in the usual sense. As the sun appeared, the truth of the Cavalcade had appeared. Many of the dancers and librarians and otherwise were beings of light and flame, only showing their true flaming nature under the brilliance of Cascadio’s true form overhead. Cascadio himself had become a being of golden light, as well. But as the sun vanished, everyone had returned to their mortal guises. Smalls had remained mortal the entire time all of that happened, though.

In that way, Erick had briefly seen that only 5% of the people in the Cavalcade were really here. The rest were likely returned from the greater party, to partake of this smaller, mortal-filled one for a while.

Erick had seen people meet with Cascadio and then move off of the golden island at the center, but this was the first time he had seen someone ascend to the invisible sun in the sky. Erick realized a few things at that moment.

“Not everyone wants to ascend to Cascadio’s afterlife?” Erick asked Smalls. “What about you?”

Smalls smiled gently. “Maybe someday I’ll eventually join those who came before me in the True Cavalcade upon Cascadio, but for now, I am here, helping to guide those to His Glory in a way that they can understand. When I do ascend, though, and when I come back, I will probably be among the Mortal Cavalcade, perhaps serving drinks at the bars, or teaching scripture in the churches. That will hopefully be a long time from now. For now...” Smalls gestured toward the golden island and the glass cathedral around them vanished, opening the way to Cascadio’s central island and the sun god himself. “We thank you for your patience. Cascadio will see you.”

Erick walked forward and Shadow walked beside him. Together they crossed the small bit of water separating the church island of green grass from the golden grasses island at the center of the Cavalcade.

Cascadio stood upon a golden carpet, next to a golden recliner. Two persons of flame and light stood to the side, almost like servants, but they were more like fellow party-goers, happily moving some glass-and-gold-cushion thrones into existence and taking away the more simple chairs, while also setting out some more drinks and refilling Cascadio’s golden goblet with pure sunlight. The man himself was easily three meters tall, and Erick almost bloomed out to his usual height to match him, but that seemed petty, somehow.

Cascadio himself looked like a jolly sort of guy, with dark skin and wearing a gold toga and an easy smile on his face. He was muscular and fat, and he wore it well, moving with strong grace as he gestured to the chairs, saying, “Sit, new friends, and let us talk of possibilities and plans.”

Erick said, “Nice to meet you, Cascadio. I accept your invitation.”

Shadow nodded, saying, “Hello again.”

Cascadio nodded deeper than Shadow did, saying, “Hello again, Daughter of Darkness.”

They sat.

Cascadio opened with, “To get it out of the way: I will gladly help with your designs up the Waiting Room of Margleknot. I’ll act as your Guide, Shield, and Translator all, and not interfere in any of your personal lists of people you wish to reincarnate. I only ask that you bring back 100 more Good people of my choosing, that you consider expanding your soul-rescue-plan many, many times over, and that you consider building your expansion of House Benevolence in the Slaver’s Den. Of course, the Slaver’s Den would need to be fully eradicated for that to happen, but their land would give you plenty of space to make a new land of not-exactly-Good.” Cascadio added, “Or ‘Good-in-all-but-Name’, if you would prefer.”

Erick took a moment. He answered, “I see no immediate problems with that idea.”

Shadow said, “I’m good with wholesale slaver slaughter.”

“I would try to reincarnate them, Shadow,” Erick said.

Shadow shrugged. “Works for me.”

Cascadio smiled. “Excellent!” He reclined on his seat and drinks of liquid sunlight appeared as he said, “Then let us discuss many other topics of great import, from overall plans, to how I can help, and to ultimate goals.” He lifted his drink, saying, “To Infinity!”

Erick guessed that was the toast, then? He raised his glass alongside Shadow, and both of them repeated, “To Infinity.”

The liquid gold light tasted like nuclear fire, but nicer.

They got to talking.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Cascadio is a great kinda guy

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 chapters! Over 100k more words!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



262, 1/2


                “Please come in, Blighter and Seabass,” Erick said, holding open the front door of his house in Margleknot. “I imagine there is lots to be said, like, for instance, if you’re still my lawyers or not.”

Blighter and Seabass were both vampire-like elven beings from Wraithborne. They were also the best lawyers around. The last time Erick had seen them was at the Fae Enclave meeting, where Erick had been blipped to Layer 1, to the Endless desert of the time worm and Da’luwe. Right before that Erick had been struck by the Fractal Fairy, spilling blood everywhere in that multi-million point damaging ‘message’ from the Fairy to Erick. Erick had remembered all of that conversation and the surrounding moments of time since then.

He also remembered that Blighter and Seabass had both gorged themselves on all the blood Erick had spilled from his dragon body.

Erick added, “You certainly look healthy and happy, so I assume things are good?”

Blighter and Seabass both bowed, and then they walked into the house, Blighter saying, “Things are going wonderfully except for your case against Nothanganathor. I have spoken with Emperor Morbion himself, and he wishes you to know that there are no hard feelings over Da’luwe. That land is doing remarkably better by every possible measurement since your intervention, and Morbion wishes it to be known that perhaps they had gotten lax with how they ran things in their prison.” He added, “On a more personal note, I am grateful for the blood you shared with us at the Enclave meeting. Seabass is as well. Your blood since the Enclave meeting has erased my natural bloodlust ever since I had so much of it.”

Erick smiled. “I hope you kept some around.” Erick gestured to the side room where he had placed tea, coffee, and cookies.

“It was a madhouse to gather as much as anyone could. I believe that Lady Seraphaka found one of your larger scales in that skirmish and has made quite a lot of jewelry out of it. There was a minor war over three of your other scales, and most of that war is still happening. That particular conflict could flare to another war, just as easily as it could snuff out.” Blighter entered the side room. After Erick sat down, Blighter followed, putting his briefcase on the part of the table without the refreshments. He began taking out papers, saying, “The tale of Da’luwe and the time worm is still being debated in the Enclave, which is sort of like a minor war, but that is just the prelude to actual war. I have the full transcript here, along with personal notes.”

When Blighter took the notes out of his obscuring briefcase Erick read it in a flashing instant. He hummed in thought when Blighter actually finished laying the notes down, because he had to let Blighter finish speaking before speaking himself, of course; it was only polite.

Erick summarized, “So the lines are still Lady Seraphaka and Lady Aelorika against Lord Dakka and Lord Eldraki. The Fractal Fairy isn’t involved.” Erick frowned. “I would have thought Lord Dakka would have appreciated that I killed everyone and resurrected them into different forms, but he wanted actual blood and shit and rusted metal and torn lives… Hm.”

Blighter nodded.

Erick thought.

Blighter waited.

Erick sighed a little, then blinked, and asked Blighter and Seabass, “Do you want some fresh blood?”

Blighter’s eyes went wide. “… Your offer is duly appreciated, but I must decline.”

Seabass silently said the same thing by bowing a little.

Erick said, “Then coffee, tea, and cookies it is.”

Erick dished out some refreshments. He ate his cookie and sipped his coffee as he thought about the minutes Blighter had brought him. Blighter and Seabass politely ate and drank and waited.

Eventually, Erick set down his drink and said, “So I have to go to more war, since I’m certainly not trading anything to Lord Eldraki. I had assumed this was to be the outcome, but to see it so clearly stated is certainly a bit of a shock. Anyway! To start, I’m going to be building a branch of House Benevolence. Wraithborne has old liches you want [Reincarnation]ed, yes? I’ll make use of them, transforming them to Benevolence like I did for Eldawae. They can go on their way from there, or they can be a part of the Margleknot extension of House Benevolence, if they desire. I’ll also be raiding the Waiting Room for people. I already have a god helping me with that. With such a coalition I am going to go to war against the Slaver’s Den and erase that Evil from existence. You may warn key people about that if you wish. Or you may fortify the Slaver’s Den with the Evil people you don’t like. All are acceptable options for me.”

Blighter, ever the well-put-together lawyer, and probably prepared for something similar to the various news that Erick had given him, easily said, “I will carry news of these plans to Emperor Morbion and let you know his direct thoughts, but based on previous conversations with him I can tell you a few different things. Emperor Morbion would appreciate a few liches of ours turned into new existences. We have three names for you right now; Kakalakot of the Slavehold, Odarimisu of the Depths, and Witch Aragathara. I have their information here.” He handed over some paperwork, then continued, “Our Emperor appreciates being notified of your plans to invade one of our allies, and he expects at least a week to return his own decisions to you about your plans.

“He would have an answer within ten minutes, but he would like some time to enact his own counter plans in a way that will not run completely counter to your own given plans. We are allies for now, and Emperor Morbion would like to remain as such.”

“I accept this time table,” Erick said, putting the dossiers for the three liches of Wraithborne aside. “I am not going to war with Wraithborne, for I hope to completely turn Wraithborne to Benevolence eventually, and I am comfortable with working with former Evils who are no longer evil. Please tell him that Benevolence is a fantastic path to power, but that it requires the user to support themselves on the backs of well-made civilizations. Both of those seem like things Morbion is interested in.”

Blighter asked, “Would you allow us to know what sort of House you wish to build?”

“I’m sure you have my dossier, which includes all of House Benevolence’s construction, just like I have Wraithborne’s dossier on their construction with your primes and officers.” Erick said, “I’ll do something like the Overseer system I already have, but I’ll go simple, for now. An Overseer of Enforcement, one of Governance, and one more of Magic. I’ll find three friends or three people who can work well together, and then turn the whole thing over to them, alongside a good portion of the reson generation from my Benevolent Sun. That thing is making close to a trillion resons per day, for me, and so a portion of that given to my House up here will be more than enough to set them up for success.” He added, “Other than that, I expect to descend upon Slaver’s Den like a vengeful god, turning millions of them into new people and sending the rest to the Waiting Room. I’ll effectively ‘reincarnate’ the entire continent that belongs to Slaver’s Den into something better.” Erick asked, “Would you allow me to know what sort of counter plans Morbion will try?”

Blighter said, “Margleknot has been unbalanced toward Evil for a long while and so the loss of a few hundred million Evil actors is likely a good thing for us all, including, technically, Wraithborne. Therefore, your desired action against Slaver’s Den is likely going to be subtly empowered by the Balance, but your desired course of action is still in gross violation of several Great Contracts Wraithborne has with Slaver’s Den, who is a staunch ally. Therefore, at the base level, Wraithborne will have to provide assistance to Slaver’s Den in the form of information and physical assistance. When the assassins come for you, please know that it is nothing personal, and if those assassins could be let off with a stern warning and a simple kill instead of a twisting, such an action would be in accordance with the un-written allyship between Wraithborne and yourself.”

Erick said, “I’ll think about it.” He continued, “About this coming minor war: I was under the impression that murder is fine as long as soul twisting was not done, but that Wraithborne engages in twistings all the time with their contracts. Do you foresee there being a problem with me using grand soul magics upon people here in Layer 0?”

“As far as our Witches and Soul Mages have been able to discover, your ‘soul twistings’ are more ‘untwisting’ than anything, but we would still call them ‘soul twistings’ in a court of law, and the law would still agree. But no one is going to push the issue unless it has to be pushed.”

“That is what I assumed.” Erick continued, “So the Fae Enclave would not be involved with this?”

Erick already knew the answer to that question. But he wanted to know what Blighter would say.

Blighter easily said, “Balancing Wars are common on Layer 0. All people who die who are not soul-mutilated go to the Waiting Room, after all. Simple murder is also rather common. Continual murder is considered gauche. Going to War generally requires a notice of intent handed over to the Fae Enclave, though. It is considered polite.”

Erick nodded. “That’s what I’ve already heard. Can you assist with writing up that notice?”

Blighter flipped through some small parts of his briefcase and brought out a piece of paper with writing on it, saying, “Absolutely. Here is a basic form of Intent to War. The exact wording can be changed, of course.”

Erick glanced it over. The notice was a simple set of fill-in-the-blanks for one paragraph, some bullet points of articles which could be crossed out, or not, and a final empty part.

Erick said, “There will be no soul sundering, so you can cross off that threat. Soul twisting is still going to happen, and in a mass way, but if you could change that to ‘untwisting’, that would be acceptable. I’m starting this war with them for the purposes of freeing the universe of their slavery systems and taking their land. The people who I affect will be cast out from Margleknot. The people who I kill will go into the Waiting Room. I am willing to accept nothing less than their complete surrender, at which point they will be rapidly reincarnation’d into new lives. If they choose to remain here, then they can attempt to reintegrate, and I will accept them back. Otherwise, I can send them off into the rest of the universe to start their lives over elsewhere.” Erick looked it over again as Blighter wrote and then rewrote, using some small magics to rearrange wordings and already-typed parts of the declaration. Erick hummed when Blighter finished, then said, “Yes. That’s good.”

“Do you desire to have this filed now, or 10 days from now?”

“I’d hear Morbion’s decisions before you file it.” Erick stood. “And that’s all my business for today… Unless there’s more news?”

Blighter rose, bowed, then began putting his papers away as he said, “That’s everything on my end. I wish you luck in the Waiting Room. That place is a cacophony.”

Erick saw them out the door and off the property.

And then he called up Shadow through a messenger star.

- - - -

Shadow walked cautiously up the moss-laden root that was Erick’s front driveway.

She looked… Not terrified. But rather… embarrassed?

Erick called out to her, “What’s wrong?”

Shadow said, “Margleknot is here, Erick. Like here, here.” She walked a little faster, and this time in the air so that she didn’t walk on Margleknot’s root, or even on the plants on his root. “He doesn’t like people living on him. I’m surprised… That he went for this.”

This was her first trip to his house, wasn’t it?

Erick raised an eyebrow. “Didn’t we go over what my house looked like before? When I said I couldn’t receive the Waiting Room people here?”

“Seeing this place is different than hearing about it.”

Erick frowned at her. “Put your feet on the ground and walk like a normal person.”

Shadow… put her feet on the ground and walked like a fae creature, stepping weightlessly on the grasses and mosses and not bending a single bit of greenery out of place.

“Close enough.” Erick stepped inside his house, “Come on in!”

Shadow rapidly moved inside the house, opting to not spend a moment more atop the grasses and mosses outside. “So why am I here?”

“To talk about the glitter crystal that makes up the Fae Enclave, and which appears inside of a spell of mine that I got from Veird.” Erick held up a hand and conjured an image of the glittering, fractal crystal at the heart of his [Telepathy] spell. “This stuff. I believe it to be the Mark of the Fractal Universe, sort of how the Darkness is the Mark of the Painted Cosmology, but I’m not sure.”

Shadow had been steeling herself as Erick spoke—

But when Erick finished, Yggdrasil stepped into the room. “Hello, Father. Let us talk of this topic, all together.”

Shadow instantly said, “I’m going first! That is indeed the Mark of the ‘Fractal Universe’, which is a fine enough name, I suppose, and most people can’t see it at all or even know that it exists. I think the one you have in you is all fucked up, though, because it should be a source of resons like how the Mark of the Dark is a source of mana.” And then she said to Yggdrasil, “Apologies for stepping on your roots.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Yggdrasil said, “And yes. That is the Mark of the Fractal Universe. The Mark is not freely given, and not even given at all if this universe can help it. Melemizargo stole a Mark, put it in a person that they used to make children of which he only shielded in the first generation, and then let the Mind Mages perish or prosper until the Mark stabilized inside of them, granting them the abilities they have in the present day. That was not his original intention. He was trying to make people who had the ability to speak True Conversation without dying… though I’m rather certain that even he didn’t realize what he was truly doing.”

Shadow raised eyebrows when Yggdrasil spoke of True Conversation.

Erick asked, “Is that what I experienced with the Fractal Fairy?”

Yggdrasil said, “No. True Conversation is communication across Layers, usually toward oneself in different realities. This is how the Mark of this universe ‘makes resons’; by allowing one to self-actualize through viewed goals. Melemizargo mutated the Mark into a communicator of mind-to-mind in a single slice of infinity.” He said, “What you experienced with the Fractal Fairy was… Another thing I want to talk to you about, and Shadow should remain as well, because that’s somewhat related to True Conversation, but… Not.”

Shadow waited.

Erick waited as well.

Yggdrasil said, “I’m basically a paladin of the Fractal. Shadow is a paladin of the Darkness. Using ‘paladin’ like that is kinda like considering a toothpick a valid weapon all your life and then suddenly finding out someone that has invented a nuclear bomb. So while the term is correct, it is also incorrect.”

Erick said, “I assume that the Dark and the Fractal empower you to do their bidding?”

“Yup,” Shadow said. “And occasionally we speak for our universes, when they desire to talk. Usually they do not. We can survive those conversations though. You almost didn’t survive a single utterance.”

“… It felt like a full letter?”

Yggdrasil said, “It was a single utterance.” He continued, “Anyway. If you want to repair the Mark of the Fractal then you can. This will allow you to speak with other versions of yourself no matter where you are in the universe. Or, you can wait till you get back to Veird and break open [Telepathy] and learn Mind Mage Magic. They’re two different paths. You can only pick one…” He almost said more, but he stopped.

Shadow said, “He wants you to become a Paladin of the Fractal.”

Yggdrasil sighed. “And she wants you for the Dark.”

Erick said, “Well I’m certainly not picking any right now. But… That’s a big offer?” Erick thought about it for a second, then said, “Not right now. Probably not ever. I don’t really like accepting power from those so far above me.”

Yggdrasil smiled a little with relief.

Shadow said, “That’s what I figured, too. Anyway! Mind Magic seems fun, and I’m glad to get that tiny conversation about all the Really Big Stuff that doesn’t even matter. So? Are we doing the Waiting Room thing now? I would like to get this show on the road.”

Erick smirked. “Yeah. I want to build House Benevolence, too.” He asked Yggdrasil, “Will the Fae Enclave have a problem with me destroying the Slaver’s Den?”

Yggdrasil smiled. “Nope.”

Erick realized something. “Ah… You would have asked this of me if it didn’t happen some other way.”

Yggdrasil grinned wider. “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, father. I’m not some mastermind planner at all.”

Erick laughed once.

And then Yggdrasil stepped backward and vanished.

Shadow smiled wide, saying, “Let’s go raise an army!”

Erick messaged Cascadio.









- - - -









Erick wore a burnished-gold pendant on a gold-thread necklace, empowered with the Light of Cascadio, as he stepped through the swirling gold-and-green portal. Shadow followed at his side, his companion for the day, or however long this took. Might take a few days, might only take an hour. Shadow might leave after only ten minutes and then come back later.

The Waiting Room was supposed to be rather safe, but only because it was rather strict in its rules, and almost no one spent time here unless they were working.

As they stepped onto the platform beyond, they were greeted by words in the air.

Welcome to the Living Waiting Room.

Violence of any sort is not tolerated at all and will result in an automatic stasis lock and expulsion from the Living Waiting Room and a lockout of 10 years, at a minimum. Most sentences are 100 years or more.

Our automated systems have marked you as <Ascended> and <Fae>, which means that our systems cannot do much to you directly and so we will have to send people after you. Should we need to, we will send people after you, and also Margleknot’s transportation network will not work for you for 1,000 years. Please respect the Living Waiting Room, so that we may respect each other in polite turn.

And that right there, the threat of Margleknot’s gates not working for a person, was more than enough for most people to avoid this land completely.

Shadow said, “I got expelled from here once. I won’t be doing that again. And this place moves around, too, so the only real way to get here is with Margleknot’s help. Otherwise you have to find it first, and that’s the real pain.”

Erick stared out across the land, feeling a strange pang of homesickness yet again.

The Waiting Room looked like Ar’Kendrithyst, or Stratagold, or Bluite, or any of the Geodes of Veird, where the wrought lived and grew. Mostly, it looked like Ar’Kendrithyst from before Last Shadow’s Feast, before Erick broke the Shades and Anhelia started taking over the place. Shadows and more swirled inside the crystals.

It was crystal towers. A lot of them. All orderly and organized, like rows of 250-meter-wide octagonal crystal trees that had been planted in some sort of monoculture farming pattern. They were rainbows. They were clear. They were red, purple, and black. And then they were blue and gold, or white and yellow, or orange and blue. Purple and pink. White and black. The colors changed on whims, or maybe in some unknown order. The only constant of the Waiting Room was the churn of glitter and shadow inside of every single crystal spire, and the indistinct glow of white light beyond the crystals, far, far away, past an unknown distance of air and magic in every single direction with any sort of clear line of sight at all.

From Erick and Shadow’s private entrance platform, Erick gazed out across that unknown distance, down an aisle of empty air in four directions. The crystal towers stood in orderly rows. Here and there among the towers were crossbeams of further crystal. Light and dark and magic and souls flowed through those crossbeams.

It was so much like Ar’Kendrithyst in the beginning of Erick’s time on Veird, that it really took him a moment to see the parallels. Here was a land of many, many souls, all mashed together in a cacophony known as the Dead Waiting Room, just beyond this Living space. It was apparently intelligible once you were inside, but from out here, all Erick saw was a susurrus of souls.

It was like the trillions of souls that Melemizargo had rescued from the Old Cosmology and which he kept locked in the spires of Ar’Kendrithyst for so long, hoping to one day bring them back to life. The Shades had used those souls to make shadelings all the time, or to allow for shadelings to naturally arise on their own, as they pulled themselves out of that susurrus. Here, though, there was no automatic pulling. Everyone was locked to Death until their resurrection cost was finally funded, either through personal expenditure, or through the common cause payment which took 10-ish years to happen, on average.

After Erick had evicted the Shades from Ar’Kendrithyst, those souls of the Painted Cosmology had decayed and changed into the soul slime which Jane had then killed, which had then become the first dungeon slime.

Those souls were the souls that were used in the NPC program inside every dungeon core on Veird. Or at least pieces of them were.

Erick stared out at the glittering shadows of the dead of Margleknot, and thought this whole system was like how Ar’Kendrithyst was supposed to work, and yet did not, because of Nothanganathor. Those uncountable dead of the Old Cosmology were too lost to be helped through normal methodology anymore. When Melemizargo had created the dungeon slime, had he been trying to help the Old Cosmology dead? In a way he didn’t really know how? Highly likely.

This system here was in perfect working order, and Ar’Kendrithyst was… not.

Erick stared for a long moment.

And then he looked around.

Erick looked over the edge of the platform—

A warning appeared.

There is no place in the Living Waiting Room that is more or less conducive to resurrections than anywhere else. Please do not leave your private platform. Leaving your private platform is a minor violation. Three minor violations and you will be removed and your access to the Living Waiting Room will be revoked for 1 year.

Erick complained at the words, “I’m just looking over the edge.”

The message went away.

Erick looked down. All he saw was more light and air down there. “How big is this place?”

“As big as it needs to be,” Shadow said. “According to rumor, anyway.”

Erick came back to the center of the floating platform, asking, “I was meaning to ask you: Cascadio treated you with deference. Like you were older than him? But stars are like 4 billion years old when life starts to develop around their planets, right? Is he 4 billion years old, or… What was going on there?”

Shadow smiled a little. “I don’t know how old I am, Erick. What a weird question. I’m as old as I need to be. Cascadio probably kept track of his actual age, though. It’s probably something like 3 or 4 billion, yes. Whatever his people say he is, usually.”

Erick shook his head a little. “Sometimes these numbers are just ridiculous.”

“I agree. That’s why I don’t think about them.”

“And that’s not even accounting for time travel. I’m pretty sure I’m at least 60, but I might be 64.”

“So young!” Shadow said, laughing. Still smiling, she asked, “Who are you going to search for first?”

“The potential administrators. Lanzoil, Querkooda, and Ta’Kamoil.” Erick said, “But whoever I find first is probably coming out of there first. Are you going to wait by my side? You don’t have to. I could use you in the staging area, talking with the people as they come out.”

Shadow shrugged, and then she moved her hand through the air like she was picking up something that wasn’t there, and then she did exactly that. With a mug of beer in her hand, she sat down on a chair that also simply appeared, saying, “I’m pretty sure that assassins are going to try and get you here.”

Cascadio stepped out of the air, saying, “I’m sure they will try.” The big bear of a dark-skinned god stood level with Erick… And then he realized he was standing level with Erick, and he smiled. “You got taller!”

“This is my normal height when not going incognito,” Erick said, “Anyway. Welcome, Cascadio.”

Shadow waved her beer mug as she grabbed a book out of the air and started reading, saying, “I might move back and forth between here and the resurrection island. For now, I am here.”

Erick nodded, then asked Cascadio, “The prep space?”

“All ready and waiting. I am here, and I am there. If you bring back some of my unreachable flock first, then that would be good for those who follow. I’m sure that they will have interacted with some of those on your list in the many thousands of years they’ve been trapped by Wraithborne Contract.” Cascadio said, “I fully expect some of those interactions to have been positive.”

“I can do that, too.” Erick asked, “Who first?”

“Emberpeace, Hypenade, Lurros Chet Tri, Hangu Aldu, or Withershin Shine.” Cascadio said, “Any of them would have tried to build something Good if they could have.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll see what I can do… But honestly, I’m going after whoever is closest, first.”

Cascadio smiled like the rise of dawn, turning to golden flame that enveloped Erick with the warmth of a new day, and a Path toward the future. His voice echoed, “Then we dive into Death, young, powerful Ascended, in order to bring forth life.”

Erick breathed out—

And then he floated outside of his body. It had happened so fast that he had not been fully prepared for it. He looked at himself, and he looked down at himself.

A golden light enveloped him; a warmth of person and purpose.

A golden light enveloped his body, which was still him.

Erick adjusted his senses back to his body—

And Erick was in his body again, looking up at a ghostly version of himself floating in the air in front of him.

Erick said, “Ah. It’s a [Familiar] spell? Or more like an [Avatar]?”

Cascadio’s voice spoke all around Erick, but also through the pendant on Erick’s chest, “Similar. But not at all. The only way to enter the Dead Waiting Room is to be brought there by a god, or be rendered dead in some other way. This is less of a projection of life, and more of a projection of death. Most people are highly vulnerable as a ghost, but that’s ‘most people’. You, specifically, should only take... twenty times more damage? I am estimating, here. You are very powerfully built, Ascended Flatt.”

Erick chuckled and returned his senses to his ghost—

And spoke from the air like a soft whisper of a life gone by, “You’re powerfully built yourself.”

Cascadio laughed joyfully, and then he calmed. His voice turned whispery, “Shadow will hear everything said, except for this, and what you don’t want me to tell her. She is still a fine ally to have when paths align, but she is crafty and not-Good.”

Erick smiled at the care in the god’s voice. He quietly said to Cascadio, “I know. Your concern is charming and heard loud and clear. Thank you.”

Cascadio nodded without nodding at all.

And Erick floated forward, toward the nearest crystal, toward the rainbow surface filled with glitter and shadow and—

- - - -

Erick slapped down onto broken asphalt in a dim city.

A light flickered overhead. Wetness soaked into his jeans… He was wearing jeans? And a teeshirt. The light overhead was a streetlamp. The dim city was an Earth city and the sky was so very familiar with stars that Erick hadn’t seen in an age. Erick rapidly realized a few things. His Status worked fine. His Lightning Path was still there, arcing into a distance. He was alive and intact and inside the Dead Waiting Room, and yet not. He was also inside of his own memories, in the first room of the Dead Waiting room; his own room.

That sky up there was the North American sky over Michigan in Autumn, and this city around Erick was an amalgamation of a few different places. There was Erick’s childhood home. Over there were the dormitories where he had stayed at college. Over there was the orange stone house from Spur.

The sky was not actually a fully North American sky, either, with the Big Dipper and Orion. It had those stars, but it also had the Bucket and the Spearing Lion of Veird’s night sky.

It was an amalgamation of places. It was Erick’s ‘safe space’ that he could retreat to if the normal cacophony of the Dead Waiting Room got to him. Everyone who entered this place got one of these safe zones. Except, they weren’t really safe zones.

Erick extended his mana senses outward—

That didn’t work, actually.

Right. Nothing worked like it should here. Not exactly.

The only magic that worked here was resonwork and frameshifting-soulwork. That was one of the reasons that Wraithborne was so good at this place; at this land of Soul Magic.

Gods helped people return to life from the Waiting Room in more or less even amounts on the Good-Evil spectrum, and there were lots of organizations on all sides of Margleknot that worked this land to find people, but the fact was that the number of Soul Mages on the side of Good did not add up to a tenth as many soul mages on the side of Evil. It was for that reason that Evil would always rise above Good when it came to truly understanding the soul, and working the Dead Waiting room. This was because Evil did not care about the souls of others as anything other than a thing to be used. As long as a victim didn’t get soul-sundered, a Soul Mage could fuck as many people up as they wanted to acquire proficiency at Soul Magic. Good people had standards of care.

That was why Cascadio had asked Erick to consider expanding his soul-rescue plan many times larger than his initial 120-ish soul goal—

Erick put that stuff out of his mind. He was busy. He had goals. It was time to get to those goals.

The first step was frameshifting himself out of this personal space. To do that, Erick imagined himself as here, in the Dead Waiting Room. Not inside a memory of his own making.

Erick stared into the land around him, and then he slowly closed his eyes, not all the way at all, but merely mostly, manifesting the shift—

Flames rolled in from every horizon, like the rising of a great, burning sun.

And then the flames were there, and they were warm.

Through barely-closed eyelids, cacophonous existence assaulted Erick from every side and every sense. It was loud with ten billion voices screaming, talking, laughing, shouting, roaring, whispering, saying unkind things and saying brilliant loving things all at once. Erick cracked open his eyes and saw the madhouse colors of the Dead Waiting Room. He felt the ripping finger touches of others on every exposed part of his flesh. He felt the heat of Cascadio all around him, keeping him himself. And then Erick closed his eyes fully.

He pulled in the fire. He pulled in the light.

He shifted his sense of the world around him, attempting to experience the Dead Waiting Room as a single sort of existence, instead of ten trillion ways to live all at once. A single form of existence would have to cover a lot of ground in order to make sense of all of this, though.

Erick imagined Ar’Kendrithyst, with its tall towers and dead souls and bright sun overhead and red/purple shadows and Dark—

The madhouse shifted.

Soft breezes touched his skin, and everything was still.

He opened his eyes to a much calmer land.

Erick stood a few kilometers below the sky of Ar’Kendrithyst. Everything up there was bright yellow and gold sun, which was not technically correct, for that was Cascadio, looking down at Erick and guiding/anchoring him to his true self out there. Erick’s body was also on golden, yellow fire. That fire did not burn, but it did illuminate. The sun pinned to Erick’s chest beat in time to his own heart, each pulse brightening the land around him, solidifying crystal into something solid, turning distance into something intelligible, keeping him here, in this moment.

The sun above was the Guide. Erick could return whenever he wanted. The Guide would also illuminate the way toward the goal, with the goal being the souls on Erick’s list. Cascadio had that list, and all Erick had to do was concentrate on that assistance, and the nearest person on that list would be… somewhere down a road, or something. Erick didn’t really know.

The fire surrounding Erick was the Shield. It would take damage before he did. In an unsure way, Erick expected all damage beyond this sunshield would inflict ‘False Damage’ worth 20 to 30 times more damage against his real body. Since Erick had a billion Health, Mana, and Psyche, this was not a big deal. Other people were a lot more vulnerable to damage down here, though.

The little beating pin on Erick’s chest was the Translator itself. It would keep Erick stable and hold onto his current greater frameshift for him, allowing him to use smaller shifts when needed. The translator was perhaps the most important part of Erick’s current kit, for many reasons.

And those were Cascadio’s forms of assistance in finding Erick’s targets.

Erick’s targets lay all around.

He looked out and saw a madhouse of a different sort. A trillion souls milled about and lived in an endless towering, bridged city, of many reds and purples, that expanded out from here to far, far out of view. Erick looked down off the edge of the bridge underfoot and saw much, much further down than he should have been able to see. But then again this was a soul space, so yeah, Erick could see whatever he expected to see with his current frameshift. He couldn’t exactly look through walls, though, or look behind himself, or do a bunch of stuff he was normally able to do —not to mention magic was wholly different in here— but this frame of reference would work well enough, for now. Probably for the rest of the trip, too. And nearby walls were translucent enough to see through, to see threats hiding on the other sides of corners, so this was fine.

What was… possibly fine, but wholly weird, was that every single person out there was wearing simple Earth clothes. Jeans. Teeshirts. Belts, shoes. Dresses sometimes, but mostly not. It appeared that Erick had frameshifted every other person out there into human-shaped, which was wholly inaccurate, but that was Erick’s problem; not their problems.

Erick looked down at his own jeans-and-a-teeshirt and decided that was fine, as well. He hadn’t really worn jeans and a teeshirt in a long time… but this was fine?

Erick wondered about magic. The only magic possible here was pure resonwork, and Erick hadn’t done much of that. He was pretty sure he could, though.

Erick moved a hand through the air, focusing on who he was and what he knew he could do…

A ripple of power flickered across the air, like a wavy talon slash. That had probably taken a few resons out of his wallet, but he had millions of resons and his body was still generating resons, so he was fine in that way. It was still a freaky way to do magic, though. Pure intent. Pure focus. That specific frameshift was easy, though. All he was ‘doing’ was ‘using his real dragon body’ to do some stuff while in his human shape.

It was a pretty pure expression of magic, and Erick kinda liked it, but it was prone to a whole lot of personal failure.

Magic in the Dead Living Room was perhaps the most reson-based magic in existence, here in this Fractal Universe. Erick would not be casting any [Luminous Beam]s in here for multiple reasons, from particles not existing to mana not being here either, but Erick was still a big damn dragon, and that much of himself was easy to bring into this place. That was a personal failing, though.

He probably could do a [Luminous Beam] if he wanted, but to do so would probably break Erick’s mental idea of ‘what is magic’, and he didn’t want to go down that road.

This was fine.

Now to start rescuing people.

Where to start first—

Erick gazed around and spotted a pair of older women walking to the sides, carrying some groceries from this place to that place. As Erick looked, he saw the groceries were little people wrapped in swaddling and sleeping or struggling to free themselves. Some had decided to give up the ghost and retreat into their soul spaces. Those ones looked translucent.

Ah.

Erick knew what this was from his conversations about this place with Cascadio and Shadow.

Erick interrupted the women’s talk, asking, “Pardon me? Are those people you’ve overpowered and are taking somewhere?”

The two women, who were now twins and young with swords in their hands and tiny people in baskets on their back, spoke in unison, “What’s it to you?” And then, “Go find your own catches.”

“Just tell me what you’re doing with them and this can either go well or poorly for you.”

The twins laughed together. “Another one for the pot!”

And then they reached out with their hands which were big enough to grab Erick’s entire body—

And Erick lifted a hand, two fingers out, and drew two talons the size of his real form’s talons through the women’s entire beings. The women splashed into broken spellwork and blood and then they crashed away into every direction, soaking into the lands. That blood, bone, and flesh began to melt and evaporate, vanishing within two seconds.

Whoever they had been, they were now disrupted. They’d need to enter the Dead Waiting Room again, but first they’d need to nurse their killer headache/soulaches.

Their cargo spilled onto the ground, the swaddling unraveling. Some souls popped into being right away, eagerly freeing themselves. Some remained translucent and trapped. Erick manually bent down and freed one of them while one frantic woman rapidly searched the pile of people for a specific person. She grabbed her person, yelling in delight, and then unwrapped them. The wrapped person did not pop into being, but that was good enough for the concerned woman, for now.

Two people raced away.

Erick ignored the runners, asking the rest, “What happened?”

“Slave traders!” said one man, even as he raced away, calling back “Appreciate the rescue! I’m not sticking around unknown people!”

There was a dispersal.

A lot of the others raced away, saying similar things. Most of them just ran and ran, down bridges, past people who saw them but whom they could not see in turn. It was like they were running blind. One pair of people down there saw a racing man and they asked their companion, ‘What’s their problem?’ while the other replied, ‘They can’t see past themselves, honey. Don’t mind them.’ And the people ran on. One guy stopped at a crossroads with everywhere in the world to go, but then he started crying, saying something about how there was no way forward, and so he turned around and tried another path. Not 20 seconds later that same guy got stuck in the middle of an open bridge in bright daylight, saying, ‘shit! Another dead end! I can’t see anything in this dark!’ And then he turned around.

There was no dark. There were options to go everywhere.

The guy lacked a proper framing device, so… Yeah.

Erick watched as the guy raced back up to Erick, only to spot Erick and scream, before racing back away. Other people had remained with Erick, though. They saw the screaming man run and ‘hide’, squatting down in the middle of an open road, before he realized that might not be the best option. He turned and ran away again.

Erick frowned a little.

Perhaps, if it was just that one guy acting like that, then Erick would go and rescue him, but that guy was just one of thousands all acting like they were walking in their own personal world. And they probably were.

The woman who had frantically rescued her sleeping friend, who was still sleeping and translucent, was now smiling, watching the scared guy run and stop on empty streets. “Anorath’s Balls, that guy has a water’s chance in lava.”

Erick had realized that a bit ago, too. Erick asked, “Is everyone in the Dead Waiting Room like that?” Erick had seen a lot in the few minutes since he had landed here. He gazed around, saying, “I see a whole lot of people stopping at open roads and turning around, actually. It’s because they can’t envision some place freer than where they are, isn’t it. And yet, with a proper framing device, this place truly is like being a fourth dimensional being looking down at a three dimensional space.”

The woman scoffed. “Don’t know what that doggie-doo is about, matey. Alls I know is this is great fun watching idiots.”

Erick asked the woman, “Are you in my frameshift now?”

“What’s that?” The woman shook her head. “I ain’t got no idea what you’re talking about, matey.”

“You’re seeing crystal towers and bridges and people getting stuck in open areas, like I am?”

“Oh that!” The woman said, “Mostly, yeah. I’m stealing your Sight for my own. Don’t like it? Bugger off then. Big Sights always end up populated. Don’t like it? Then don’t be so clever with your Sights!”

Erick smiled a little at that.

A pair of rescued men had also remained nearby with Erick and the woman. They were watching the world, too.

One of them asked, “Are you a soul mage? Kind rescuer, sir?”

“Not by trade, but by necessity, yes,” Erick said. “Who are you? You need rescuing? I can remove Wraithborne Contracts and give you new bodies, but I ask that you agree to work for the House I am building for however long you have remaining on your Waiting Room time. It’s a House closer toward Good, but not actually Good.” He looked at the older gentleman. “You would have younger bodies, of your own design. Temporary bodies right now, though.”

The woman rolled her eyes. “Sounds like a soul mage to me.”

“Not a full one, I admit,” Erick said, “For instance, you look human to me right now. Everyone here is human to me right now. That’s probably not what you actually are.”

The two men looked at themselves, their eyebrows going up.

“Human?” said one guy, sounding weirdly happy.

“Ugh,” decided the other guy. “Human.”

The woman laughed. She stood up and poked at herself. “I’m a pinky pinker to you?” She grabbed her boobs through her white shirt. “What does this look like when I’m doing this?”

“… Boob grabbing through a teeshirt.”

The woman laughed loudly and happily, rolling on the floor and crying a little, hugging her sister (?) to her chest (definitely not a chest.).

One of the men softly asked the other, “What’s a teeshirt?”

The other guy said, “Tunic.”

The first guy nodded.

Erick smiled, adding, “Anyway! Any of you want to be reincarnated as a human, or a different species?”

“Immortal void flier!” said the laughing woman. “Give me big wings, too!”

The two men walked away fast, both of them muttering ‘no thanks’.

Erick turned to the woman. “Maybe I can do that afterward, but I’ve just now firmly decided that I’m not giving anyone options of species, but I am giving options of sex.” Erick added, “Species changes can happen later— Actually. Let me start over. I prepared for this: I’m—”

“I don’t care! Get me and sis out of here and we’ll take your Contracts! You seem better than the other shits around here and…” She looked at her sister, still translucent in her arms. She frowned. “Sis ain’t gonna last another attack. She’s already withdrawn and we got 8 years left on our time.”

Erick said, “Very well.” He held out a hand. “Sister first, and then you.”

The woman said, “Yeah yeah yeah.” And then she turned back into a translucent small doll of herself. She fell to the ground. Her sister fell to the ground next to her.

… Erick shrugged, and then picked up the sister.

‘Zero magic’ was ‘available’ inside the Dead Waiting Room. Erick couldn’t mana sense and he couldn’t use his aura and he couldn’t expel or shape mana at all. The only real ‘magic’ available inside the Dead Waiting Room was frameshifting and resonwork, and none of that was how one resurrected people down here. All that stuff was useful for travel, though.

Sort of how the entire Fractal Universe was based on Infinity and Resons, so too was the Waiting Room. Adding to that, the Waiting Room was made of the same glitter-crystal that made up the Fae Enclave and the Fractal Fairy.

There was a deep mystery there that Erick would have to find out about later, in private conversations with Shadow or Yggdrasil… Probably Yggdrasil.

So for now, Erick got to work.

All sorts of resurrecting, reincarnations, and other rescuing magics, did not happen here, in the Dead Waiting Room itself. For all of that, there was the Negotiator in Wraithborne’s case, or in Erick’s case there was the Translator pinned to his chest.

Erick held the sister in one hand and then pressed his other hand to the Translator, briefly opening up—

- -

Erick was half awake, one hand to his chest, one hand holding the air. He sat on his butt on the stone platform he had come in on, and he held a translucent ghost in his hand, and yet they weren’t in his hand at all.

Erick was in the Living Waiting Room. Shadow was reading a book behind him. Cascadio’s golden warmth was all around, while the god himself was in the corner of Erick’s eyes, tapping ‘yes’ on a floating question that asked ‘do you want to pay 1000 resons to move this soul to the front of the line?’

The soul in Erick’s hand turned more solid. More there.

She was a centaur-like person, but with the bottom half of a lizard and the top half of a goblin.

Erick cast a [Reincarnation] on the goblin-centaur girl. He worked fast and half-awake, but he had been doing this for a very long time and he still did good work while under the effects of this ‘astral projection’ spellwork. A fractal splash appeared around the person’s soul in his hands and Erick selected the Path that made this girl a human woman who was smart and witty and who loved her family and her community. It was pretty much herself, but human.

And then she vanished in a flash of golden fire, taken away to Cascadio’s Cavalcade.

Shadow asked, “Which one was that? I didn’t recognize her.”

“Just someone I rescued from slavers.” Erick said, “Here comes more.”

Erick focused on his connection to the Translator—

- -

Erick stood upon a crystal bridge of not-Ar’Kendrithyst.

He picked up the other goblin-centaur girl and—

- -

Erick saw Cascadio say ‘yes’ to the payment again, and he felt the ghost in his hand turn more real.

Erick cast his spells. This woman was just like her sister, but according to her fractal splash she was a lot more prone to violence in defense of her home. That was fine. Erick let her keep that personal future. There would be a great need for a lot of violent people like her soon enough.

Erick smiled a little as the resurrected, reincarnated, new-human vanished in a flicker of Cascadio’s golden flames, off to the Cavalcade where Cascadio’s priests were present, waiting for new arrivals.

Shadow was waiting for a bit more of an answer.

Erick said, “They were simply opportunistic rescues. I have no idea who they are.”

Shadow stood, saying, “I’d go see them anyway.” She said to the air, “Margleknot. Transport to Cascadio’s Cavalcade Benevolence Meeting Center.” A golden and green portal opened, and Shadow stepped through. “I’ll be back later.”

The portal closed.

Cascadio said, “Rescue all the people you want, Erick. I can already tell those two are going to be fantastic additions to the future.”

Erick smiled a little, and then he dove back—

- -

Into his ghost self.

Erick continued to smile as he gazed around at the red and purple crystal spires…

And then he looked at the people trying to walk around who only managed to walk into invisible walls.

“… I could change this frameshift, but… No. I’m keeping this frameshift,” Erick said. And then he cupped his hands to his mouth, and called out, “Anyone want to remove all of their Wraithborne Contracts and join a war against some slavers?”

His voice echoed out across the cavernous air, through the light and the dark and the crystal.

Some people stopped walking this way or that and they looked around.

Erick heard four people call out a variation of, ‘Yes!’

He learned a few things about the Dead Waiting Room getting to those four people.

Erick tried to fly, using some resonwork to bring his dragon wings into existence. This did not work as expected.

Erick leapt off the side of a bridge, bringing into existence and spreading a pair of several-meter-wide wings to catch nonexistent air —and only realizing in that moment that there was no air in the Dead Waiting Room— and then he plummeted straight down, like feathers dropped in a zero-air environment. Or perhaps a certain animated coyote. Erick hadn’t really noticed the lack of air until he tried to reconcile what he was catching his nonexistent wings upon, in order to move.

So that was on him.

He managed to get back to solid ground with some force/counterforce reaction through billowing out his dragon breath and aiming the other direction. But it was only when he was back on solid ground that he realized that he shouldn’t have been able to do a force/counterforce reaction, because there were no particles or normal physical interaction in this place.

And indeed, the next time he tried to use his dragon breath to move, he did not move at all.

At least he wasn’t dying of not-breathing the non-existent air; Erick had erased that vulnerability from himself a while ago.

Erick tried a different approach to moving through the Waiting Room.

He blinked, willed himself toward the nearest person who had called out his name, and then he took a step—

Erick moved.

He opened his eyes and he was standing beside the first person who had called out, which was amazing. Erick had taken a long shot in seeing if the same ‘focus on a person and move to them’ of the Black Crystal District and the Celestial Observatory would work, and it had, wonderfully.

And now he was here, standing in front of a person who was a tangle of hooks and barbs and grabbing hands and black smiles. It was a trap. The trap reached for Erick and Erick blasted it apart with dragon breath. He might not have his [Luminous Beam], but he certainly still had his normal dragon body. No one could take that from him; he challenged them to try!

… And that was probably the normal sort of dragon arrogance speaking.

And yet again, it wasn’t arrogant if it worked. Arrogance was very useful for making magic, when magic was a matter of force of presence.

One simply had to show who was in charge around here!

And this time, Erick spread his wings and he flew, because dammit! His wings and flight did work exactly as they should work, even if there was no air present at all. It was, perhaps, easier to fly without air getting in the way. The lack of air certainly made hovering easier. Heck! He didn’t even need his wings to fly, did he?

And so, Erick floated down to the next person, wingless and comfortable in his jeans and a teeshirt, saying to the woman who had called out, “Hello. You want a way out of here?”

The woman spun around, half startled— She calmed. “Ah. Yeah. You’ll do. Can you actually remove Contracts?”

“Yup. I’ll send you out there looking human and female, since that’s what you look like to me right now. I can do more work later once you’re out and alive. You can be whatever species or person you want. The god Cascadio will be overseeing you while I work down here for a while to bring others back.” Erick asked, “That okay?”

“I gotta work for you for the time you’re shaving off, yeah? That’s 6 years.”

She seemed like she was lying about… A lot. But that was fine.

Erick said, “Sure.” And then he held out his hand.

The woman smirked and took his hand.

- -

Erick held the ghost of a vile thing of teeth and Evil and crawling death in his hands. It was fine.

Cascadio remarked. “Oh. That’s one of your targets. Vieltresia the Demon Summoner. She’s been locked down by Contracts for 1,700 years.”

“… Huh.” Erick [Reincarnation]ed her back to a person, changing her fate from one of clawing Evil to one of brilliant Benevolence. She instantly went to Cascadio’s Cavalcade. “I don’t think she believed I could do that at all.”

Cascadio said, “Looked like she tried to interrupt your Soul Magic to do… something. Whatever it was she tried to do, she failed.”

“I have a feeling I’m going to run into a lot of people who are going to try that.”

“News doesn’t happen in the Dead Waiting Room, with no one knowing who you are… Yeah. Everyone is going to try something against you.”

Erick nodded.

He closed his eyes—

- -

And floated down to the next person who had called out.

This man was another trap. He turned into a mouth and tried to eat Erick, but Erick simply crushed him down into a quiet doll… which was something he could do? Sure. And then he went back out—

- -

And saw the ghost of a twisted maw in his hands.

“… What is it?”

“A person so far gone they have become a monster.”

Erick quelled the monster and made them into a person again. They didn’t have many futures to choose from, but they had a good accountant future, so that’s what they got. For now.

And then Erick went back—

- -

The fourth person to call out to Erick to request a way out turned out to be a child who had no idea how she had gotten there. Erick wasn’t sure, either, but he sent her on to Cascadio’s Cavalcade anyway.

And then he focused on the first names on his list.

Magic wasn't available down here, and magic-like effects were pretty unreliable, but Erick’s Lightning Path and Cascadio’s Guiding Light did a wonderful job of pointing directions in lieu of any real coordination of the land.

Erick picked one beam of Light pointing down from the sunny sky overhead and one thread of Lightning in his own Sight and closed his eyes. He followed the Paths and—

- -

Erick stepped into a dark part of the Dead Waiting Room version of Ar’Kendrithyst.

A woman stood there, serene and beatific. She smiled. “Hello. I’m Holy Mother Caa, and it appears that Good is finally swinging back against Evil. I heard your call earlier. I am thrilled.” She closed her eyes. “I am ready.”

… Erick opted to leave out a great lot of detail and allow her to believe what she wanted to believe in the moment, and simply ask her, “Any requests for your new, general future? We can change your fated future and your species back to whatever you actually are with a second one of these magics, but for now, I’m just gathering people in Cascadio’s Cavalcade, and for now, you’ll be a human woman.”

Holy Mother Caa paused a little. She opened her eyes again. … She closed her eyes, and said, “I’m fine with an interim body and whatever future you wish to bestow. I will be able to fix all of those myself once I am not weighed down by Wraithborne…” She paused, and then she seemed to glow as she grinned. “You could give me a general future of Motherhood.”

Erick took Holy Mother Caa into his hands and untwisted her horribly mangled soul back into something that might actually survive more than 1 second out there in the real world.

She had been a river, if Erick was reading that right.

Or maybe a big fish. Erick wasn’t sure. For now, she was a human woman who would eventually have lots of lovely children from lots of different fathers of all sorts of species.

It had been a weird [Reincarnation] for Erick, too.

He moved on.
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                Shadow moved back and forth between Erick and the Cavalcade reincarnation island. There wasn’t much to see in the Living Waiting Room, though, so she spent most of her time at the Cavalcade. Cascadio had put up a large island for this purpose, and he had tens of priests and simple clerics organizing everything for Erick whenever he was done with his fishing trip.

A lot of the people he rescued were simple worshipers of Cascadio, who were beyond relieved to see that Erick’s rescue hadn’t been a trick. A lot of the people spoke of the flames around him the entire time he was down there, and how he was a beacon to their senses, but the Dead Waiting Room was full of people doing evil things, and a false call to life was a common trick, a common lure.

The ones who had been on Erick’s list were split in their reactions. Many were subdued, waiting for the hidden sword strike or the big catch. Most disliked their human bodies, but some marveled at their human bodies. A lot of them had never been anything approaching human before, so it was a weird experience for them.

The Cavalcade was right there, too, so a bunch of people went off into the Cavalcade to experience life as a human-shaped person. Most stayed behind for a time to at least read the information about House Benevolence and [Reincarnation] and of Erick’s plans for the future. Those who wanted to know more than the general plan were easily able to ask those questions of priests who had been briefed on those deeper answers, but most of the priests and clerics only knew as much as they were told.

‘That is the limit of my knowledge; you will have to wait for Ascended Flatt to come back to answer more,’ was a common refrain.

‘Please fill out this [Reincarnation] paperwork for a better body,’ was another common saying.

Some people who were not part of the reincarnation project were coming off of the Cavalcade to see what was happening, and a few of them were signing up for [Reincarnation]s. The priests had tried to push back on that at first, but they rapidly decided to let it happen and let Erick figure that out when he got back. Shadow wondered how Erick would handle that. She wondered if Erick would put out an all-call for his House, or if someone else would put out that all-call for him.

And some of the people saw Shadow standing there, looking calm and controlled and unknown. She had answers, and they knew that.

So they came to her with their questions and they learned some deeper answers than the ones held by the priests.

People learned of Nothanganathor and the plight of Veird and of the Painted Cosmology. Of the Fae Enclave’s decisions, and of Erick’s desire to transform Wraithborne itself into something less-Evil. Of the Father of Margleknot, and of Margleknot’s adoption of Erick’s Yggdrasil-shaped-form. A few people truly understood what that meant; how deep this Abyss truly yawned. Most did not, but only because half the people here were Cascadio’s people and they did not understand that deeply. They certainly understood most of it, but that understanding was in the way that a mortal person understands a worldquake; in a ‘yes, that is happening, I suppose’, sort of way.

Their reactions were less than Shadow could have hoped for.

And yet, Shadow was thrilled. This was so much further than she had ever gotten in pulling people together in this awful place. She tried not to show this joy, of course. To show pleasure in the face of actual relief when the problems were this big was to invite danger back around, to tear it all down. They were not out of the Drain yet.

And so Shadow was having a bit of fun. Perhaps a lot of fun, actually. She was also honing her Dark Queen persona. This would be the one she used going forward, she decided. The Dark Queen was always calm, always ready for killing, and always prepared… But the Dark Queen was also more than willing to betray and backstab.

Hmm.

Betraying and backstabbing probably wouldn’t be too useful here, in this place.

… How about a Benevolent Dark Queen persona?

It wasn’t much different than the normal Dark Queen. She had done both before, but that old version had been a ‘benevolent’ Dark Queen. Not a Benevolent Dark Queen.

… Eh! She could do that.

In fact.

She would.

Benevolent Dark Queen, here she was.

Shadow adjusted her hair a bit, putting on a small, black tiara. Black jewelry dripped from her long ears. Her skin turned a shade greyer. Her eyes went Dark and Benevolent iridescent white at the same time. Her clothes turned slightly finer, and her back straightened. Black rings.

And then iridescent white opals adorned her black jewelry.

It was all rather similar to Erick’s colors, wasn’t it?

Shadow allowed herself a small grin as she spoke to someone who had been a Cascadio person, but who was now desirous of House Benevolence. He wanted both, actually. Could he have both? Was that actually possible?

With an easy voice, Shadow assured him, “House Benevolence does not ascribe to any one god, and has no issue with its people worshiping whomever they want.”

The man was not convinced. “You say that, but that’s never the full truth, is it?”

“Believe me or not. Actions speak louder than words, and Erick, while allied with Cascadio for this, has many more gods at his side. He would never pick one over the other, and his House is the same as him. We welcome all faiths, even Evil ones, for all can be reborn in Benevolence.”

“And where are those other gods?” asked the man, frowning and arms crossed.

Holy Mother Caa, who Shadow was rather sure would become a great ally, spoke for Shadow, saying, “They’re on Veird, and we’re going to free them from Fae Enclave control as soon as we can, but that requires proof of power, and so we’re going to go murder and reincarnate Slaver’s Den in several days.”

The man shook his head, saying, “Too powerful for my blood—”

Caa said, “Power is easy to gain when you are a part of a powerful organization, and House Benevolence is on a Layer-breaking rise. This is the ground floor.”

Shadow spoke a soft declaration that everyone could hear, if not directly, then in the background, over the words of everyone else in the area, “Stay or abandon this rising Power and decide your entire destiny in that choice.”

Many conversations quieted. Some resumed fast enough. Some did not resume at all, for people needed to think, and so they thought.

The man in front of Shadow looked cowed, and then he looked ready. He uncrossed his arms. With strength in his shoulders and back and in his deep blue eyes, he said, “Then I should go and fill out that [Reincarnation] paperwork for a proper body.”

Shadow nodded. “Yes you should.”

The guy walked away.

Holy Mother Caa spoke softly to Shadow, “I wish to be your Second.”

“There are many trials approaching.” Shadow said, “I do like what I see, but you have lost a great deal of your previous power.”

“I will regain much of it with time, but with a proper [Reincarnation] I will regain all of it much faster.”

Shadow regarded her. “… I suppose you will.”

Caa grinned, and it was the grin of a drowning maelstrom in human form.

Shadow eventually found a few of the newly-risen whom she believed would be most useful going forward. Lanzoil, Querkooda, and Ta’Kamoil, were supposed to be the ones that Erick wanted for his main House Overseers, but they were off in their own thoughts and plans for now. Erick would have them, if they chose to be had. Others had shown themselves to Shadow and already decided to be a part of all of this.

Holy Mother Caa was chief among them, along with a few former kings and queens and generals and great mages and warriors of various Good lands. Many talents who had taken on all the Contracts of their people in one great act of ritual suicide, to remove those Contracts from circulation, were so very happy to be back, to strike back at Evil. They were perfect. Too perfect, perhaps.

How Erick found that list of his Shadow could only guess, but her best guess was likely the correct one.

Lady Seraphaka or Lady Aelorika were playing cards behind the scenes to bring Good to the land, or to at least erase some Evil. Perhaps that oracle that everyone always talked about in the Celestial Observatory was to blame as well. Or maybe that oracle was just a pawn of Lady Seraphaka and Lady Aelorika. That’s how it usually was.

Shadow was a little miffed at that, but as the Benevolent Dark Queen her anger was a small thing to her plotting. The ‘Good’ Old Fae wanted Good to come back? That was useful for Shadow, for now. Once this was done and Lord Dakka was won over, Shadow would descend upon Nothanganathor with the full weight of this House Benevolence and all the surviving gods of the Old Cosmology, and rip out his heart and eat it.

Shadow breathed deep, feeling a thrill as she imagined eating Nothanganathor’s Everything—

Yasmi interrupted Shadow’s thoughts, “Where is Erick? Is he truly still bringing people back? We’re at 350 revives so far.”

Aryear stood with Yasmi, holding her hand, saying, “The more we get, the easier it will be to overthrow Morbion.”

A third Talent that Shadow had picked up, the former Demon Dragon Heliberko, said, “I still cannot believe that you two are an item. Two thousand years ago they were telling stories in the taverns about how you two were mortal enemies, locked in a horrific battle for the final fate of Paradise Rises.”

Yasmi Bloodgood and Aryear Zumgwy tightened their hold on each other’s hand. Yasmi frowned, and said, “Everyone always gets history wrong all the time, and it is infuriating.”

Aryear added, “It’s a common enough failing, and yet it still surprises me, too. No doubt Morbion is to blame.”

“He still has that Office of Propaganda, yes?” Mother Caa asked. “He had it back when I was alive. He should still have it today.”

They looked to Shadow for answers.

And Shadow was their Benevolent Dark Queen, who knew everything, as she said, “After the fall of Paradise Rises, Wraithborne went on to destroy the Prismatic Wilderness, and thus experienced a blowback by the Balance. The Reformation period was a time of collapse and regrowth and settlement that took a few centuries to solidify. The state of Wraithborne is today as it has been for 5,500 years, with the Primes and the Officers who control the various branches of the Tower. Specific people have changed, of course. The Office of Propaganda is currently controlled by…”

She spoke for a while, answering questions as she knew them. Luckily, she knew most of the answers. Or at least she did when she was her Benevolent Dark Queen self. Memories were fickle like that. Normal Shadow wouldn’t give a shit about Primes and Officers at all.

Being the Benevolent Dark Queen would be good for the rest of this Margleknot excursion, of course, but when it was time to go back to Veird, Shadow would need to abandon this form…

But did she have to abandon this form? No. Not really.

… Could she be the Queen of House Benevolence? Here in Margleknot? For a time, anyway. She had already been here for so long that another 500 years to cement power in this place wasn’t too long of a commitment to consider. Erick would need someone to be in power here for him, as well…

Did she want that?

… Part of her wanted that?

She did want that. Huh. She had fucked up by not giving the Old Fae the face that they should have been given…

Was that an influence of Benevolence upon her?

… it was?

Hmm.

They built a functioning society that continually expands, so… Yes.

The Benevolent Dark Queen approved. Shadow, as herself, hated them, but the Benevolent Dark Queen approved.

Well that was a fun thing to discover.
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A day after he began, Erick exited the Dead Waiting room, falling out of his ghost and into his real body, fully opening his eyes and fully waking. Cascadio stood to the side, a towering gold and black man with a radiance to his smile that was literally sun-bright. He smiled and chuckled, and he held down a hand.

“You do great work, Erick.”

“I only do as good of work as my allies allow.”

Erick took the god’s hand, and Cascadio hauled Erick to his feet.

“Ahhh! Modesty. It is fine on you,” Cascadio said, “But regality is better. I’m not sure how many of your new people will want to stay your new people once they have true forms, but I believe it is time to see and find out!”

Erick smiled. “I agree. But before we go, thank you for your help, Cascadio.”

“It is I who thanks you, Erick. You brought back hundreds of my people to me. Far more than I requested. Far more than I ever could have hoped for. I would give you a boon, if you would have it.”

Erick almost said that he was just happy to help, but sometimes doing that was a foolish thing to do, for sometimes when powerful people thanked you, it meant that they owed you, and that they wished to discharge that debt. Erick had thanked Cascadio, but Cascadio had thanked Erick.

As Erick looked at Cascadio, silently questioning.

Cascadio nodded. “A boon, both to commemorate the moment, and cement something for future progress. Think on it, if you wish. I do not need an answer at this moment. Consider this: There are many powers of this land of Margleknot that do not exist at all within Veird, or even within resons and Infinity. My followers span ten thousand worlds, in many universes. I have spread far and wide, Erick Flatt. Further and wider than you could truly know at this moment in time. Further than your own Sun in the sky of Margleknot and your son Yggdrasil has sent your Benevolence into this reality.” He smiled. “But perhaps your own sun will eventually catch up to me.” He said, “Think on a wish, and then make it.”

Erick already had something he could ask for. “I want to be able to cancel the spells I have cast at any point in time.”

“… Ha!” Cascadio smiled, saying, “This is easily doable, though I would have imagined you would have wished for something better, like propagation abilities, or undying life tied to Benevolence without needing to be a fae, or additional innate manas. You have created Benevolence, but perhaps you could create something else that suits your evolving existence.”

“I plan on unleashing untold destruction and ever-expanding change soon enough,” Erick said, “So the ability to easily just say ‘stop’ from layers away is perhaps the most important thing to invest in right now.”

Cascadio said, “I will teach you this, for it is a small thing. My debt remains. You can ask for something larger at a later date— Aup! I will not hear otherwise, Erick. You deserve nice things, and some trinket magic is not a nice enough thing.” He waved a hand, and a portal appeared. “Let us step over here for a while to learn this trick.”

The portal led to a land of dark gold floors and a warm expanse.

Erick smiled, and then he stepped through.

- - - -

The land was a large area of burnished-bronze tournament ground or some other type of location, open to the Margleknot sky, with green grass growing in sparse clutches far beyond the edge of the bronze field. A few bronze pillars stood here and there among the bronze land.

Cascadio said, “These are the Training Grounds. Anyone can access one whenever they want. The floor itself is nearly indestructible and if you charge up the floor with power then the people in the area are automatically resurrected at a fraction of the cost of going through the Waiting Room. Every instance of this land is private for every person who comes here, though that sort of security is not that hard to break. There are no real downsides, except that if you’re in this land without exerting power or testing oneself for a while, then it will gradually drive you away. The sky will turn darker, the land will turn colder, or hotter. It might even get brighter. Sounds and then shaking might occur, all in an effort to get you to leave. The final step is a portal simply whisking you away to the Mortal Lands.”

“Huh.” Erick was already inspecting everything. This place looked rather solid. Erick tapped the floor. “What is this?”

“Immortal Bronze. If you can affect it, then you can gain a block of the stuff for your own use. It is a treasure of the land. There are many lands of Margleknot which naturally dispense treasures if you know tricks to them.” Cascadio said, “The real treasures are the people and connections of this land, though. Immortal Bronze is no stronger than the eternal stonewood of your Yggdrasil.”

“Oh! It’s illusion-based, then.”

“Hmm… Correct… ish.”

“Heh.” Erick smiled. And then he poked a pillar nearby with his finger. Nothing happened, of course. And then Erick swiped at it with a dragon claw… And his claw clicked across the surface of the metal, not leaving a single scratch. Next he touched and [Duplicate]d it. And nothing happened. He frowned a little, and then he stuck his aura into the bronze, feeling around for the molecular structure, if it even had one… And yeah, there was copper and tin there, but also an assortment of other metals and something that was not metal at all. A lot of other things. It was also dense as all get out. Erick pulled his aura back, saying, “That’s impressive.”

Cascadio watched, smiling a little, then he said, “There are a few best ways to make magic that you can cancel from a distance. There’s the manual way, the automagic way, and the power-way where the power to do what you ask is grafted onto you by one such as myself. I assume you wish to learn how to do it yourself, though.”

“Yes. I would rather have the power myself.”

Cascadio nodded. “There’s the method of resonating with your spellwork and sending out a destructive pulse along that resonance. That method is wonderful to use in an offensive manner, if you can match harmonies that easily. The boon that I would make for you in this manner would be along the lines of allowing you to erase all of your own spellwork that exists within your direct sight. You might be able to make something similar in that vein.

“Another method involves implanting auto-destructive magic within every spell you cast that can explode Elemental Destruction or other Elements into your cast spell at your command. The final version of such a spell would likely be a thing that you hold that automagically puts kill commands into every spell you cast. The main spell would be, for example, a little sun orb helper that you can crush when you’re done with a specific campaign. This method is difficult for most peoples, because the ways of doing this spell involve either meshing destructive spells into their existing spells which is already difficult enough, or one can make both spells occupy the same sort of space, but have the destructive spell ‘phased out’ until it is time to destroy the main spell. I believe you would call that Paradox Wizardry. I would call it ‘sub-slicing infinity’; putting the destructive stuff on a different… hmm. Wavelength of existence? That works, yes.

“A third method is to simply will your spellwork gone. The ‘just do it’ method. This is perhaps the most reson-intensive option, but it is also the simplest. This involves no mana at all. This is simple action creating simple outcome, because you desire it so.”

… He could ‘just do it’ with resons?

Erick considered…

And then he manually cast a bunch of little lightwards in a wide arc, bringing into existence a thousand little balls of colored light. Some of those balls continued to move away at a fast pace. Some simply remained nearby.

Erick quieted his mana sense, his aura control, and simply stood there, focusing on doing nothing more than measuring his intent against his reson wallet. He wasn’t even sure how to use resons this way.

Empowering magic with resons was easy. All that involved was simply flowing resons into Shapings and Alterings and mana and intent and whatnot, and the resons went where they wanted to go inside the magic, soaking into the spells like the resons soaked into his own body and Status. This sort of ‘soaking in’ that resons could do with spellwork was simple.

But ‘just do it’ was pure reson work?

Hmm.

Erick exerted his… intent… against the floating… orbs?

Hmm.

Erick didn’t feel like he was doing anything at all. Even using resons inside the Dead Waiting Room was easier than this, for in the Dead Waiting Room, Erick knew he was more ephemeral and the rules were a bit more lax in there, since it was all about souls and frameshifting…

… Could he frameshift in real life? Outside of his soul?

No no. Obviously not...

… Hmm—

Oh!

Right.

He was missing something obvious.

To start with, the Mark of Darkness that made mana in Erick’s soul was all about spinning personal possibility and effect into functional mana which could then be used to enact change. Or at least that was Erick’s working theory. Perhaps he should ask Shadow about that directly the next time he saw her.

Anyway.

The Mark of Darkness made mana, and that mana made reality. Through Alterings and Shapings, that mana made different sorts of reality, and to do that, the mana required conscious intent and physical movement and action, usually done through the aura.

The Mark of the Fractal Universe was all about communication with oneself and the world around oneself… or at least Melemizargo’s broken version was about communication with others. But it wasn’t really ‘communication’ at all, was it? It was about universal connection, and through connection came communication, but not with words at all, for universes didn’t talk with such imprecise things like words.

Universes spoke through action.

And inside the Dead Waiting Room, Erick had needed to actually move his body to make any sorts of actions at all.

Which.

Yeah.

Duh.

The Painted Cosmology was a land of mana and people moved auras to make stuff happen.

The Fractal Cosmology had ‘auras’, too. It had bodies made of particles, and souls, and minds, all working together to affect change.

The Painted Cosmology did not have bodies. Not really. It had ‘mana persons’ in addition to souls and minds, and those ‘mana persons’ were constructs of mana that could be extended into ‘auras’ to make magic.

To think of it another way, the Fractal Cosmology had particles and physical bodies, whereas the Painted Cosmology had mana and mana bodies.

Did the physical bodies of the Fractal Cosmology have an ‘aura-like’ corollary? Maybe. Probably not, though. If the physical body had an aura Erick would have heard something about that before now. What it did have, though, was physical bodies and resonwork.

Erick understood now.

He clawed his physical hand at the vanishing orbs —most of the orbs still 10 meters away or more— as he tried to fill himself with the intent to end the spells he had cast, as he imbued resons out of storage and into his fingers. He was trying for a claw slash.

And he got that.

Bright white claws ripped across the light orbs, brought forth not by Erick’s aura at all, but through pure reson work, as Erick brought forth a specific desire of ending at the spells he had cast out there.

His claws sliced through the center of the arc of light orbs, missing almost all of them, but he had gotten close enough. Every single orb popped into broken mana, even the ones that were over 10 meters away already.

Erick checked his reson count… and saw the same number as before. That was because the count was currently measured in millions. Duh. Erick willed the count to change from abbreviated-millions to full numbers.

He cast an arc of orbs into the air again, this time making them fly a whole lot further and faster.

He turned his reson production down to 0% for a moment, and then he checked his count, and turned off everything. No mana senses, not aura control, no nothing.

He moved his hand again, making claws with his human fingers, imbuing his physical movement with resons. It was a bit sluggish compared to his ability with auras and mana, with the resons feeling like slow sap inside his body, but it worked well enough.

An ethereal version of his dragon hand swiped through the flying orbs. This action erased the orbs in a ten meters space, but all the ones that had flown further than that continued on their flying paths. Erick hummed. He checked his reson count…

“Only cost 7 resons?” Erick said, “I assume the cost will balloon at a distance…” Erick tested that theory, making a claw with one finger and swiping through the distant orbs. It worked, but… “4 resons that time? For a smaller effect?”

Cascadio watched, but at the mention of numbers he raised an eyebrow. And then he narrowed his eyes, rapidly deciding on a question he wasn’t sure he wanted the answer to, as he asked, “You quantified your resons?”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“A peculiar thing. People who do that often fall into the trap of thinking that every reson is worth the same. Reson costs naturally balloon when you don’t try as hard as you could. Reson costs naturally shrink when you try as hard as you can. Quantifying them always makes costs go up.”

Erick was rather sure that he was going to keep his resons quantified, but still, he asked, “By how much does quantifying resons make costs balloon?”

“20% to 2000%, or more. If you only use resons when you need to then the costs remain low and you won’t burn out from overuse.”

Erick realized something. “You are operating under the assumption that I have a very high reson number. What number does that look like to you?”

Cascadio easily said, “250,000.”

“That’s off by a factor of at least 10.” Erick turned his reson wallet generator back online, and said, “Could be a lot more in the future.”

Cascadio stared for a moment. And then he had a great big belly laugh. “Good! Good!”

Erick smiled—

A thought occurred.

Erick asked, “Is the ‘just do it’ method what a warrior would learn?”

“Quite right. Warriors often have an easier time with this sort of reson work.”

“Is it because bodies moving is like the aura control for other universes? Do other universes use aura a lot? What is going on there?”

Cascadio smiled, and then he said, “Yes. The physical body of the person in this universe is like aura control in a few other universes out there... Somewhat. There are overlaps everywhere. Other universes use aura, or something similar to it. Many universes don’t have anything like aura at all, and instead use formations outside of the body. Most universes have something that is a base person, and then another thing that is for making magic. Not all! But most. Some places like the Painted Cosmology are all magic all the time, with the line between mana and magic very blurred compared to here.

“If you were from a warrior lineage I would have explained this ‘just do it’ option first, and yet, if you were a warrior, to get to where you are right now in life it is doubtful that you would have ever asked for this lesson in the first place, for you would have discovered this ‘just do it - canceling’ ability on your own. If you were a warrior, then you would have only needed a single reson to erase those little light orbs. Mages are almost always more complicated than warriors in the tools they use, opting to go more cerebral than warriors, so they generally seek more complicated, deep answers in order to use effective tools to create effective effects.

“It takes mages longer to learn to use resons properly for that reason.”

Erick nodded at that, as he recalled all the times he had seen Jane wield a sword and do some amazing things, or any time any of the other warriors in his life had done something weirdly powerful. Singularly powerful, of course. Erick had never seen a swordsman split a mountain in half, but a decent archmage could do that all the time, and there were always stories about warriors that could fell mountains. And, Erick supposed, he had seen some warriors fell some mountain-sized monsters before, so that sort of counted.

Archwarriors were a thing on Veird, and they were very much a thing out here on Margleknot.

Just the other month, Erick had seen that warrior battle clash between the inmate forces of Da’luwe, where Totte, that void flier elf on the marauder side, had transformed her flag into a glaive and gone head chopping, all without any expenditure of mana or other visible power. That was sort of like being an archwarrior… But a whole lot less. Hmm.

Aside from that, Erick had just spent some time in the Dead Waiting Room and done some of this very same ‘warrior-like’ reson work, even if he hadn’t realized it at the time. He was so used to using his aura that he mostly neglected his actual, physical body, unless he was out dragoning around and catching a nice, plump fish, or other morsel.

Hmm.

Could he use some of this ‘just do it’ with his other body parts? Perhaps vision would be the best way to cancel a spell. Just look at it and erase it?

Erick looked out across the bronze land, at a distant orb that was about 400 meters away now. He narrowed his eyes at it, flexing his eyes with resons—

Briefly, the world was white.

Erick cut the power.

Erick’s sight came back fast enough. The little orb was still flying away in the distance.

“Hmm.” Erick asked, “What did that look like to you?”

“Like ineffective resonwork. Also like little beams of light that veered off course because you lost sight of the target before the effect connected.” Cascadio said, “Easily fixed in some cases, but not in all. You can use one eye to kill the orb and one to target, or you can use your claws. I suggest you not use your claws, though. Right now you are instinctively learning to use your various body forms, and in doing so, you’re going off of an idea that your claws are your own. This limits you because you will run into a wall of size. At a distance further than your natural body, you would have to stretch your self-image of yours past its natural usage state in order to affect distant spellworks.”

Erick realized something else. “Ah. Not if I’m a very big dragon. No stretching-of-image necessary there.”

Cascadio chuckled. “That is the usual method for dragons and other big creatures to overcome this issue, yes. ‘Just be bigger’ is always valid.” He smiled. “All of these are nuances to the ‘just do it’ method. They are also good limitations to keep in mind, for one must always have limitations when doing magic, elsewise you run into the issue of uncontrolled power.”

“I would imagine it could become quite easy to make one’s own power uncontrollable if you weren’t tying that power to specific physical patterns.”

“Quite easy.” Cascadio said, “To divorce action from power paves the way toward corruption, Erick. I know we did not bargain for that sort of teaching today, but this topic touches upon that one, as all magic touches upon each other. Corruption is how you get endlessly propagating terrors, and one of the easiest ways to get to that sort of corruption is to divorce action from consequence.”

“Well I won’t be doing that. I want to be able to cancel spells that I have already cast, perhaps even dangerous ones that cannot be approached normally.”

Cascadio grinned. “Shall we move on to the paradox spell solution to canceling one’s own magic, where you hold a canceler and when the battle is over you end all ongoing effects? Or the harmonious version, where you have to target and end your own effects yourself? Or the secret third version?”

Erick laughed, then said, “The harmonious version, for sure. That’s how I started, so that makes the most sense.”

Cascadio smiled. “The third version is easy, but expensive. All that requires is for you to imbue spellwork with resons attuned to a specific desire while you are casting that spell. The spell will automatically cancel itself when it reaches the desire you imbued within it.”

Erick said, “Bah! An enemy could probably frameshift themselves or their environment and overcome that ‘secret third method’ rather easily.”

“Ha! Yes. That would be my warning against that. But it is better said, just for clarity’s sake, because it is such a simple solution to a large problem that it must be remarked upon.” Cascadio said, “Because there are many limitations that one must overcome and account for when it comes to harmoniously ending your own spellwork. The first of these is distance. This is overcome with power and direction. The second problem is gaps in the transmission medium. When you call for a magic of your own to end, you must be able to actually reach it. The third difficulty is interference. On the battlefield, there is no way you can account for all the various powers out there unless you are truly the most powerful one in the field, and in that case: why are you fighting at all?

“We will go over each of these and their various solutions over the next hour.”

Cascadio continued, at length.

And Erick listened to a spell lesson that was larger than canceling one’s own magic. He supposed that was on purpose. Cascadio desired that Erick be prepared, and what Erick had asked for was not nearly enough to prepare him in Cascadio’s eyes.

- - - -

The spell had several moving parts, and Erick had prepared all of them over the course of an hour’s lesson.

Erick stood apart from Cascadio, there on the bronze floor of the Training Grounds. A good hundred light orbs hung in the sky and nearby, each of them subtly different. Some were made with Water mana, splashing in their containers of Force. Some were sparkling orbs of Radiance and Light. Others were dark holes of Shadow and Abyss. Still more were made with other, weirder Elements, like Blood, and Death, and Mercy. One was made with a bit of Destruction. It had been difficult to get that Destruction orb working, but even as Erick looked at it up there in the sky, it broke. The Destruction was too much for the basic structure of the simple orb. Oh well.

And Erick stood ready with a weird sort of intent in his mind.

This was Erick’s first true attempt at a spell made of resons and which would reach through infinity, and though it was complicated, it was quite simple in direction.

All of Erick’s spellwork made a sound when he channeled mana through that spellwork that he had contained in his soul.

All of that spellwork, when cast, put a version of the spell out there which shared a harmony with the spell in Erick’s soul— when he used the spells stored in his soul, anyway. Freeform magic would be harder to cancel using this method, because freeform magic did not have a miniature version of itself inside of Erick’s soul.

Erick just needed to find a connection between the spell in his soul and the one out there in the world, and then bridge that connection, and give that spell out there in the real world a ‘just do it’ canceling command alongside those resonant lines of construction. The bridging, in this case, would also be done with resons touching upon infinity and reaching out through a different slice of infinity, and then back into this slice of infinity, to where Erick had cast the spell he wished to cancel.

It was sort of like using gate magic, except not, because—

“Gate magic can’t be used in Margleknot, so… this really works?” Erick asked.

Cascadio grinned, saying, “Of course it works, and yes, gate magic cannot be used here for Margleknot controls all the gates, but infinity is infinity, Erick. You are not encroaching on the fractions of others when you do this magic, and are in fact specifically being disallowed from encroaching upon anyone else’s infinity while inside Margleknot. And, as long as you stay away from attempting to go through Benevolence as you would with your original Gate magic, then this spellwork won’t be limited by areas where Benevolence exists.” He added, “Of course, going through Benevolence is the cheaper, mana-based way, but the infinite, reson-based way is much more secure.”

“As secure as infinity is, though.”

Cascadio said, “The chances of you being able to use an infinity that is already being used is near-impossible.”

“Well now you’re just asking for Fate Magic to get involved.”

“That nuance is counteracted with your own use of Fate Magic, which is a lesson that you will have to learn on your own.” Cascadio said, “Sometimes infinity contains traps. There are no traps here in Margleknot, though.”

… Erick supposed that was correct.

He held out a hand, releasing mana through his aura above his fingers, concentrating on the flow of power from Force and Water, for he was going to target that Water-carrying Force spell up there, first.

At first, Erick was harmonizing with Force and Water, but then he moved on to using [Force Wall], as well as the very same [Water Splash] spellwork he had put up there. Erick’s little fountain of white and blue began to take on the sound of something solid, and watery.

And suddenly, Erick felt like he was starting out on Veird again, yet completely different.

With a small smile, Erick flowed resons into the harmonious flow of power in his hands, concentrated on zipping power through infinity like a curveball sent through another wavelength of land, to aim at the orb and water floating up there—

He twisted his hand, tiny dragon claws forming white light of his fingers. He crunched those finger claws down on the flow of white Benevolence and golden resons swirling out of his palm.

Far away…

Nothing happened.

Erick thought for a moment…

Cascadio watched.

Erick tried again, and this time he flowed power through his palm and used his aura to shape that flow into the image of the spellwork ahead. He also truly focused on infinity—

Suddenly, Erick saw tiny fractals spill out from the image in his hand. Tiny fractals also spun out of the orb in the sky ahead. That was when Erick knew he was connected. With a flash of resonwork on his fingers, mimicking his real claws, Erick crunched his fist around the flow of mana in his palm—

And spikes of white, claw-like power lanced through the orb in the distance. The orb did not break, as though someone had caused it too much damage. It simply unraveled, as though every bit of intent imbued into the mana had suddenly dried up.

“Excellent!” Cascadio said. “Again! Try the others.”

Erick smiled as he moved through the other orbs, to the ones made with specific spells of Erick’s own creation. All of those popped easily enough, and it only cost Erick a few tens of mana and resons for each canceling. Distance did not seem to matter; only precision of model in his hand and intent.

The freeform-cast orbs were tricky, for Erick did not have the specific power to erase those. He imagined that he would not be able to erase them at all.

But then he tried thinking in more base terms, in Benevolence. In that way, Erick was able to Shape and Alter images of the orbs in his hand to match the orbs out there. With a twist of resons and a crunch of claws in hand, Erick learned to cancel spells that he had no internal magic for; merely Benevolence. It was actually a lot easier to do freeform magic canceling in this way, once he understood what he was doing. Soon, he was canceling spells of all kinds through free-form canceling.

He wondered if the Script would allow him to do this, this way? Maybe not.

Probably not.

Erick took to the sky, and cast a [Vivid Gloom] onto the land, kilometers below.

Black roiled with glinting white light, the spell shifting and billowing and crushing with every passing second. It was hard to model, but Erick held within his hand a harmonious resonance with the spell far below, and that was enough. Fingernail-claws crushed a fractal-wreathed model of black and white, and street-sized claws tore apart the spellwork below.

He did that again, but with three [Vivid Gloom]s, focusing on every single one of the roils with his single grip of spell-in-hand, crushing that model and canceling the whole trio of Glooms. It only took him a few hundred mana and a few tens of resons to do that.

He could practice for a lot longer, and he probably should, but this was good enough for now.

This was all highly reminiscent of doing Wizardry, which Erick already had a bit of experience with, so it was nice to know what he was actually doing when he did that Wizardry, and it was nice to expand his Wizardry options. 

“Great,” Erick said, feeling relief. “This works. This was necessary, Cascadio. It is appreciated. Now I can actually go to real war again.”

Cascadio asked, “Then shall we go see your army?”

And so they went.
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Erick stepped out onto a large grassy island. Tens of small structures held all around the entire place. The very center of the island held a small amphitheater, where one could stand on a podium and deliver words to all of the 900-ish people that Erick had rescued. That amphitheater was made of glass, or possibly clear crystal; Erick wasn’t sure. The little temples and offices all around the island were all made of clear crystal, too. The only exceptions to the crystal were various colored adornments here and there to signify what those buildings were for, which mostly came in the shapes of signs or pictographs here and there. There were some apartment buildings on the next island over, providing rest areas for people; those were made of more normal building materials, and were opaque to normal visual senses.

It was all quite nice.

There was one issue.

There were a lot more than 900 people here. There were, in fact… Maybe triple that? Over triple. There were 3,120-ish people on this and the other island, and many more were walking onto Cascadio’s Cavalcade or back, to participate in the pleasures of life over there, or to see what was happening with this land.

What truly stuck out to Erick the most, aside from the number of people, was the white and black temple on the third island. It was pretty big. It was not part of the Cavalcade. It was probably a temple to the Dark.

Shadow was over on that third island, but she was walking this way.

A lot of people were walking this way, from every direction. The resurrected had noticed Erick’s 3-meter tall self, and maybe they had noticed Cascadio, too, standing next to Erick.

Cascadio said to Erick, “Keep the Translator. You might need it for what is to come.” He put a hand on Erick’s shoulder. “You’re a good man. Stay here and use this land as long as you wish. And now, I must go to my people.”

Erick nodded. “It was great working with you.”

“And you as well.” Cascadio turned to his people, who were rushing toward him. Cascadio raised his arms and the sun beat down brilliantly, flashing gold across the sky, as he called out, “Welcome back to Margleknot, my devout! My wonders! My children! This land grant to Erick is not leaving. You may stay and listen to him, and when you are ready, venture into the Cavalcade, and we will talk at length when you reach the center. I wish to know everything!”

He clapped his hands, turned to a brilliant sun, and then into light that rose into the sky. That light then fell down upon the middle, golden island in the center of the Cavalcade, but Cascadio did not suddenly appear on that island. Cascadio was already there, already speaking to people who had walked the Cavalcade to get to him. The world flashed gold around that island. Cascadio raised a glass in the direction of Erick’s little island, and then he turned back to continue talking with people he was already with.

The crowd in front of Erick had a minor split as some warred with the decision to stay, and others wanted to rush into the Cavalcade. Erick instantly lost about 50 people who all went onto the Cavalcade, but that was fine. They were Cascadio’s people already. Some people in the nearby Cavalcade were rushing this way, because Erick was finally here. Erick expected he would gain many more than the 50 he lost soon enough.

Erick turned to the people in front of him, and said, “Let us reconvene in the amphitheater over there. I will give a little talk, and then we can have questions and answers.”

And then Erick started walking that way. A lot of people tried to ask him questions right away—

And then Shadow was there, saying, “Some people banded together and went to the Celestial Observatory to start killing people and sending them to the Waiting Room for you to bring back.”

Lanzoil, one of the people Erick wanted for an Overseer, said, “And many of us wanted to follow them. I stopped most of that, but people still went.”

Erick took a moment, glanced over to the edge of the island near the Cavalcade, where people had finished rushing this way, then made a decision, “Just a moment.” He lifted his aura and cast a massive [Hasted Shelter] across this island and the connecting apartment building island and Shadow’s Dark temple. Time outside of the space slowed to a crawl, and Erick said, “That’s some Time Magic, for those of you unfamiliar, which is probably not many of you. We’ve got time for a full presentation and some [Reincarnation]s now.” Erick raised his voice a little so that it was heard across the whole trio of islands, “Hello. I am Erick Flatt, and I will be speaking at the amphitheater in a moment. Please let us take our seats.”

It didn’t take much more to get the whole group moving in the right direction. It helped that a lot of them knew of Time Magic, and that to cast Time Magic was a whole lot more difficult and dangerous than most people truly knew. That simple act of spellwork, more than the Soul Magic and the new bodies and the erasing of their Wraithborne Contracts, convinced at least a hundred of the people here that Erick was the real deal.

Soon, Erick stood on the amphitheater podium, and many people were streaming into the stands.

Shadow stood beside and behind Erick.

Erick said to her, “You’re looking a bit different. Trying out a new role?”

“Yes. I am currently torn between wanting to go to Veird to eat Nothanganthor’s heart, or to stay here and control your House while you’re away. A strong House Benevolence here in Margleknot could support Veird and the Dark from now until forever.”

Erick had some obvious worries about that.

Shadow understood those worries without needing them aired out for everyone to see. “Before you get worried about betrayal, know that I have worn this role well before in the creation of the Painted Cosmology, and the enactment of the third version that actually worked. This time I’m a lot more Benevolent in my persona, though.”

Erick could see that, now that she explained it. By the way she stood, to the way people in the audience listened to her, to the way Erick saw his Lightning Path forking between her, and all the rest of the universe, Shadow was not some simple ally-of-convenience right now. She was a lot more than that.

Erick simply said, “We’ll talk more.”

Shadow nodded.

Erick turned back to the crowd which was still gathering. He raised his voice, and softly spoke out across the land, “Lanzoil. Querkooda. Ta’Kamoil. I spoke with you three specifically about roles in the coming House Benevolence. I see Lanzoil and Querkoda… Ah. Ta’Kamoil is on the other island. He’s coming here now. Could you three please come and stand on this side of me?”

The first two men came right over and stood there, while the third was still running, but he got there fast enough and took his place beside the other two.

Erick spoke to the crowd, “I’m the Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt, of Earth and also Veird. I built a House Benevolence down on Veird, and I want to return there to take my home back from the leviathan of Malevolence, Nothanganathor, and to end the quarantine that the Fae Council has placed on that land.” Erick held up a hand and conjured an image of Veird in the sky, and then he pulled that image down and wrapped it in layers of black land before he conjured a massive black sphere around the image of a sun. Soon, a black model of Veird’s current solar system held in the sky. “Thanks to what I and my allies did before I came here to this land, Veird is home to a sphere, like the one that surrounds Margleknot. That’s a lot of land out there for living upon, and for securing it against Nothanganathor.

“It’s not nearly enough, but it will serve for the time being.

“What will actually matter is the help I secure here, in Margleknot. When we finished making the sphere around the sun, I went looking for help, and found out that I’m a Father of Margleknot. Back on Veird, I had created a World Tree son over ten years ago, but I found out that when I came to Margleknot that Yggdrasil, my son, is also Margleknot. So that’s why, when you look in the distance over there—” Erick pointed toward the rainbow-crowned green-fire and white-bark tree that held on the horizon. “Margleknot is no longer gold, as he was in most of your eras. He is as I made him. He is Yggdrasil.”

The audience had heard much of this before, and probably from Shadow, but now Erick was here claiming these things and they wanted more than words.

Someone in the audience called out, “Proof!”

Erick didn’t have to ask for Yggdrasil to appear.

Yggdrasil stepped onto the platform next to Erick, but he wasn’t the Yggdrasil that Erick knew him as. He was a golden deer of a hundred legs and ten thousand curling antlers. He spoke with the words of the world, “This is proof.” And then he transformed into the green-skinned son that Erick knew. “And here is more proof.”

“Thank you, Yggdrasil.”

Yggdrasil smiled a little, then said, “Good luck, Father.”

And then he vanished.

The crowd was completely silent.

The mood change was sudden, and not unexpected for some.

For many it was as though they were finally believing.

Erick waited a moment, then began, “And so, the Fae Enclave has given me the tasks of killing a lot of people to prove my power, to prove that Benevolence is worth as much to them as Malevolence already was. I already did that with almost half a million people, but that was a [Grand Reincarnation] event, like what each of you got to experience singularly. That didn’t count, apparently. And so, I’m building an extension of House Benevolence up here in Margleknot, and populating it with formerly-Good people and formerly-Evil people and anyone who wants to find a new purpose in a better tomorrow with less war and less horrors for all.

“Because redemption is for everyone.

“The immediate goal of this extension of House Benevolence is to prove my power in grander ways, which means the eradication of something. Anything, really. I have chosen to raise my claws against Slaver’s Den, because I hate slavery. Simple as. It will be a grand war of extermination and reincarnation.

“It will not be the first war I have waged like this. It will not be the last.

“And when the war is done and the Evils are no longer evil, then House Benevolence will be taking the continent-sized land of Slaver’s Den and making it our place of power. The people who work for me will have access to the resons I generate from the Benevolent Sun in the sky.” Erick pointed. “That one. I made that one. Yggdrasil currently maintains that land and gets half of its reson generation. I get the other half. That number is currently around 1 trillion resons per day.

“House Benevolence will benefit from that. For starters, I plan on setting up some automatic resurrections for all members of the House.”

The crowd was absolutely silent.

“And when House Benevolence is stable, then I’m going back to Veird to do what I came up here to Margleknot to do, which is to save my world.” Erick added, “I’m rather sure that there will be some sort of permanent portal-like structure between here and there when that is done, too. The people who live and work at the House Benevolence on Veird are people I trust with my life, though, so this House Benevolence on Margleknot will be subordinate to that one for a time, even if this House is set up to become radically more powerful.

“Eventually, though, I foresee my House on Veird eclipsing the House here in Margleknot, and fast.” Erick breathed deep, giving the moment weight, as he said, “And that’s the shortest I can make that explanation of direction.

“Moving on.” Erick gestured to his three potential Overseers, saying, “We have our potential Overseers of House Benevolence on Margleknot.

“Lanzoil was a grand administrator for Paradise Rises, and his death and forced Contracts were considered a main reason for the fall of Paradise Rises. He’s back to be the Overseer of Governance for House Benevolence, if he’ll have the job. I will allow challenges to his position in 5 years.

“Querkooda was a warrior king for The Good Lands, and his death and forced Contracts are considered one of the largest contributing factors for the fall of that place. He’ll be the Overseer of Enforcement, if he’ll have the job. I will allow challenges to his position in 5 years.

“Ta’Kamoil was an archmage of light for the Celestial Observatory until he fell the same way that many of you did; by taking the Contracts of your people with you into the Waiting Room so that they would not affect your people anymore. He’ll be the Overseer of Magic, if he’ll have the job. I will allow challenges to his position in 5 years.

“All of these people were considered High Talents. Many of you here are in similar situations. If you have ever touched that sort of power before, then please get in line for more power, if you would have it, and if you would wield it for Benevolence. I am giving out a lot of power here, to a lot of people.” As a final note, Erick added, “And one more thing: We’re not going after Wraithborne Tower. I hope, through proof of power, to knock them out of Evil completely, and thus remove Contract Slavery itself from Margleknot in the future.

“Now.

“Let us move on to the question and answer segment of this whole thing.”

Everyone spoke at once. Many were already complaining about the anti-war sentiments regarding Wraithborne. Some were mad that they were overlooked for high positions. Others were skeptical of this whole thing, and as Erick spoke of not going after Wraithborne they got even more skeptical.

The pair of goblin-centaur girls whom Erick had first rescued, and a few other people here and there, were mesmerized, enthralled, and in love, for a whole bunch of different reasons.

The goblin-centaur girls were both human now, just like everyone else. Of those two, the more violent goblin-centaur girl said to her sister what was on the minds of many, “I have never been able to listen this well to all those wordywordys. Maybe this guy can make me even smarter!”

The other not-goblin girl said to her sister, “He did make us smarter. This… This is true power.”

The first one cackled. “I love it!”

A few people looked at the cackling woman.

Most demanded answers. Some louder than others.

And that was enough time to let his words sink in.

Erick raised his voice over the cacophony, saying, “Everyone please be quiet. I will be picking people to speak through fate-like magic.” The crowd was mostly quiet. Some still yelled. Erick ignored them. Following his Lightning Path, Erick pointed at one guy on the far right. A beam of light illuminated that man from above. “You. Please speak.”

The crowd went silent for Erick quietly shushed them with spellwork. That very same spellwork raised the voice of the one under the light.

The man’s voice spread softly across the entire trio of islands, “I want guaranteed resurrections for me and the people who would become my family, and when I get old I want to be brought back to this age here. Or I want to be an immortal dragon. There’s a rumor that you can do that. Is that true?” The light on the man faded.

Erick said, “Good questions. Yes. I can make anyone I want a dragon. As for resurrections, that will be a part of the incorporation of House Benevolence into an entity recognized by Margleknot. Administration will figure out all of that later. Reincarnations into a younger version of yourself is certainly possible, too. I’ll be working on an auto-Reincarnation magic soon enough so I don’t have to spend all my time on that one.” Erick pointed at a woman. She lit up with light. “Yes, you.”

“Are you saying you can really make us young like this… forever?”

Erick said, “Yes. It’s not that hard. Benevolence is very good at positive-outcome Soul Magic. I plan on enacting all of your reincarnation paperwork later, too. Anyone can watch that whole process, if they wish. I’m sure many of you will want to become Soul Mages yourselves. I welcome those of you with the expertise to try to copy what I can do.”

Erick won over 30% of the crowd with that statement alone. Eternal youth and life? Yes please.

Erick pointed to the next person.

“Who is that fae beside you, exactly?”

A lot of people in the audience were worried about the fairy in their midst. That was good of them; it showed they knew what to be worried about.

Erick said, “Shadow here is the constructor of a universe that she and many others call the Painted Cosmology. That universe went through a universal sundering event because of Nothanganathor, of Malevolence, about 1450 years ago, Veird-time. Uncountable millions of billions of people died in that Sundering, because Nothanganathor did something that no one is quite sure of. All we know is that he killed Shadow’s universe, and she and I are here to enact long lasting justice on Nothanganathor. He will not be spared.” Erick gestured to Shadow.

Shadow stepped forward, and said, “When we ensure that the problem of Nothanganathor and the degradation of the Darkness is done, there will be a great expansion. The Dark will flourish. This is the foundation. Erick and House Benevolence will likely be at the center, but I will be ever expanding and creating once again. Stars with worlds will be made habitable. People will flourish. If you want resources, we can make those resources. If you want homes, we will make those homes. The land we make will not be subject to any greater Balance of Good and Evil like it is here in Margleknot, but instead it will be the home of the Darkness, and of Benevolence, the best anti-corruption power ever created, and which can create resons at a 9-to-1 rate.”

Every single person that Erick had not won over, Shadow enthralled.

Erick was a bit hyped up now, too. He had not known that Shadow was going that direction exactly, but he was glad to see it. With a soft smile, Erick nodded, and then said, “There is a great deal of room to expand. I plan on making a multi-world gate network back on Veird, and to our local stars. All of that will come many years from now, though. I’ll answer a few more questions, and then I’ll be reviewing your reincarnation paperwork and doing all that. I expect, in a week or so, that I will be marching on Slaver’s Den. I expect some assassins to arrive shortly if they aren’t already here.” Erick pointed at another person.

Light lit upon a person who almost didn’t speak because they were obviously worried about assassins now, but then they caught up to themselves and asked, “How do you see this fight going? Slaver’s Den is 40 million people and though 80% of them are slaves, they will fight in defense of their land, for that’s what their shackles demand of them. Even if you get around that problem then they’ll have Wraithborne backup, and that means immortal liches who will come at us through uncountable deaths.”

Erick smiled softly, and said, “That’s a good question, too. I plan on evicting a lot of people from Margleknot completely, sending them off to other worlds and lands through a reson-empowered [Grand Reincarnation], turning them all into random people on random other worlds, giving most of them a great chance at a new life free of the problems they fell to here on Margleknot, or the problems they themselves created. Such a magic looks like this:”

Erick cast a lightshow into the sky, placing a good hundred little human-shapes scattered throughout the air above, and then he struck them with another lightshow of lightning that struck one person, split into striking two people, and then continued on like that until every person was touched. Each person the lightshow lightning touched turned to flowers and grasses and mushrooms, but their souls went elsewhere, into fractal splashes that soaked into the roots and branches of Margleknot, to move off to other worlds, to be reborn in Benevolence.

A few people in the audience were in complete disbelief.

But some wanted to believe.

Some people started talking softly. Some started arguing with their neighbors about realistic goals.

Erick spoke above the susurrus, “Right now, I can do that to about a million people at a time. I’ll work on some Propagation Magic and make that spellwork self-sustaining so I don’t have to wait a few days between clearing out a million people at a time, but even if we did take the long way, according to some math, clearing out 40 million people would only take 150 days.”

That got people talking.

Someone shouted, “What are we expected to do if you do it all?!”

Erick did not mind the outburst. Emotions were riding high right now. Erick said, “My magic cannot hit those who are well defended, and so I would need fighters to take over for the smaller problems, and to keep the peace as we advance across Slaver’s Den and take it all from them. Mostly, I need people willing to do paperwork, to organize others, to make Slaver’s Den habitable, etcetera. I’m building a House here that will last for a very, very long time, so all of the normal things are still necessary.”

A big woman stood up and the crowd around her went silent. Erick recognized her as Vieltresia the Demon Summoner, a woman who had been locked down by Wraithborne Contract for 1,700 years, according to Cascadio. She was just one of many people who had tried to circumvent Erick’s [Reincarnation] out of the Waiting Room. She had not succeeded in that circumvention.

Erick nodded her way.

A beam of light came down upon Vieltresia, amplifying her voice. “And what of Wraithborne? Are we truly going to ignore them? To be nominal allies? To forgive what they have done to us?”

The crowd was mad about that, now that Vieltresia had brought it back up.

Erick said, “You don’t have to forgive. You don’t have to forget. But the greater victory would be had by turning Wraithborne to Benevolence. The simple fact is that Morbion wants power and to control all of Margleknot and thus the universe and beyond, but Evil can never get there; Good anchors Evil into an ever-warring Balance. Benevolence is not like that. Benevolence is better. Someone inside House Benevolence is going to achieve that goal of universal power. Evil cannot rule this universe or any other. Neither can Good. Morbion was always destined for failure by choosing Evil. With Malevolence, Nothanganathor got so much further than Morbion, by far, for he took down an entire universe. By that same, opposite turn, Benevolence will build a universe.

“Maybe more than one.”

Erick let those words hang. He had not known he was going to say all that when he had started answering questions, but he knew those words to be true.

Someone was going to rise up through Benevolence to create a universe.

Perhaps Nothanganathor wanted to use Malevolence to do the same.

It was hard to know right now, but the mirror there was impossible to deny.

All the world seemed quiet as they thought about Erick’s words and proclamations, too.

Into that pause, Erick spoke softly, “That’s all the questions for now. I’ll be reviewing your [Reincarnation] paperwork now. I am sure that after I get through the first ten or twenty people that many of you will want to write up new paperwork, and the people who went first will wish to be changed to something else. Perhaps a bit taller, or naturally stronger, or smaller, or maybe a different species or color. All of those are fine changes. I will have to stop everyone from going a third time, though. Let’s be careful with our life-long choices before we make them, please.” And then Erick turned to Lanzoil, Querkooda, and Ta’Kamoil. “With me. Shadow too, please.”

He walked off the stage.

Behind him, people started talking to each other, or they got lost in thought. Some people were beyond happy. Others were worried. Some doubted. Most did not doubt at all.

Mostly, there was hope.

- - - -

Erick sat down in a temporary office made of stone and soft fabrics. The walls were opaque, but there were no privacy magics here. Cascadio didn’t truly believe in real privacy, which is why many of the buildings around here were made of clear glass. The walls of this place were even only half-opaque, with the ‘stone’ actually a bunch of darker white splotches inside the glass. It was almost like glitter-crystal, like the Fae Enclave, but not that at all.

Lanzoil, Querkooda, Ta’Kamoil, and Shadow sat with Erick.

Erick started with, “Are you three comfortable with the general direction of the duties that I would impose upon you? Lanzoil as grand administrator again? Querkooda as warrior general? Ta’Kamoil as prime archmage? Primarily, I expect you three to be able to work together in a council-like shape, with Lanzoil doing most of the administration, Querkooda keeping the peace and the walls, and Ta’Kamoil providing a deciding vote to break up the power of administration and enforcement.”

Erick had spoken to each of them inside the Dead Waiting Room about much of this, and he was pretty sure that at least Lanzoil and Querkooda had met and spoken with each other, but Ta’Kamoil had not been a part of that meeting-of-2. He was here now, though.

All three of them had a pretty basic sort of human body.

All three would be changing, soon.

Lanzoil and Querkooda glanced at each other, and then at Ta’Kamoil.

Ta’Kamoil smiled a little, saying, “I have heard stories of Lanzoil’s prowess with paper and ink and because of that I desire to see what he can do with a new land, and with the Father of Margleknot at his back. I’m very glad I’ll be courted for my vote instead of actually participating in administration. I’m much more of a teacher and explorer-crusader leader than an organizer of civilization.” He said to them all, “I would seek action outside of the lands of Benevolence, ensuring that people know us well and acting as more of an ambassador, while maintaining schools back at home, and for those schools to maintain wards and other magics.”

Querkooda and Lanzoil relaxed a fraction at that. Erick could tell those two were already experiencing friction but of a rivalry-sort, rather than a friction of real dislike.

Querkooda said to Lanzoil, “Then it appears you will not be getting your way with everything, Lanzoil, for I can already see my organization sending off warriors to babysit exploring mages.”

Lanzoil grinned, “And I will be the one ensuring that the schools and army are funded, and that Benevolence flourishes.”

Erick relaxed as he saw a bright future ahead, and as his Lightning Path coalesced around all three of them, each of them gaining a bright ring of Benevolence around their necks that then flowed inward, into their souls and bodies. They would be the instruments of Benevolence upon Margleknot by which Margleknot would truly grow Benevolence, to spread productive power out into the rest of the universe.

Erick asked Shadow, “Do you have anywhere in this organization you would like to be, in particular?”

The group looked to her—

And Erick felt his Lightning Path wrangle into a new, deeper shape.

Shadow became something More in that eternal moment.

Her eyes flashed Dark. Her mien turned regal, and powerful.

And then she began, her voice a sonorous declaration, “There is a collection of stories that I am reminded of, Erick. They appear in your dossier as the Tellings of the Creation of the Painted Cosmology. The one my father Told was perhaps the most correct, from their perspective, but from my perspective, there on the ground, in the Dark, working Creation, the First Telling told by the Shades at your Last Shadow’s Feast was more correct, in parts.

“Insanity and a loss of perspective caused Melemizargo, my distant greatness of a grandson, and his flock, who have also lost themselves, to lose some of the Truth of that Telling. But not all. The story of the First Dragon meeting the rest of Creation begins with a specific meeting which was touched upon in that First Telling.

“Specifically, there is the part when the First Dragon meets the Second Dragon in the Dark.

“I am that Second Dragon.

“I am the one with which the Dark created so very many children, and brought gods into being, and life into living.

“And so, when I say this next part, know that I say it with the full weight of my history and Truth.

“You and I will be married, Erick. We will have a child of my choosing. It will be a marriage in the oldest of senses; of power meeting power and begetting power. It need not be a marriage of love, and it need not be a closed marriage, for neither of us will be bound to each other. What is mine is mine. What is yours is yours. What is ours will be More than the sum of their parts.

“It doesn’t have to happen now.

“We will have eternity, Erick.

“And in that eternity, we will find time to consummate this marriage.

“And yet, even before our marriage happens, I will be the Benevolent Dark Queen of House Benevolence, starting today.

“I will be involved everywhere in this organization. From top to bottom. When you are not here, I will be here, making the big decisions. When you go to fight Nothanganathor, I will be there at your side. When that fight is done and we have won, I will come back here. I plan to spend the next 500 years being the Benevolent Dark Queen and ensuring that this universe never again desires to conspire against my own, and instead supports my own. When that is done, I will give up this power to the worthy and move on through the Dark to remake the Painted Cosmology, if I haven’t already been doing that all this while.

“In this way, House Benevolence will be the link between the Dark and the Fractal.”

Shadow finished.

And Erick felt a weight of pressure upon him.

Of history, and eyes, and Paths and futures.

Erick stood, and regarded Shadow.

She regarded him in turn.

There were only two ways that this could go. Three, if you count ‘putting it off to another day’ as a valid choice. Erick wanted to make that third choice… So he poked holes.

Erick bargained, “You will never turn full Evil.”

“I will never turn full Good, either.”

“You will always deal with House Benevolence’s and my interests with the best of possible intentions and actions.”

“I will never do everything outside of House Benevolence and your interests in ways you would always approve, for we do not control each other, Erick. I am above you in certain ways. You are above me in others. Together we raise each up higher than we could have reached on our own. When we are on our own, we are on our own. When we are together, we will be the best of comrades, or at worst, rivals.”

Erick decided, “I like this side of you, Shadow. I hope you can keep it up when the going gets tough, and you don’t resort to normal fae shenanigans.”

Shadow smiled. “My ‘fae shenanigans’ will win us this war, Erick.”

“I am in a committed relationship already.”

“I have eternity, Erick. I can wait.”

Erick took a moment.

He looked inward for any reason he should not do this. For any trick. For any future issue. Honestly, there were a lot. Even before Erick checked his Lightning Path he knew this was a path that there was no stepping off of once he took that first step…

… There might be a relatively safe way to get out of this.

Erick was pretty sure that he should at least try that way…

Erick looked to his three newest Overseers.

Lanzoil looked as though he were seeing a breaking and remaking of a world; he was horrified in a fascinated sort of way. He knew the dangers of the fae, but he also knew the bounty that came with them if they were on your side. Erick knew of that bounty, too.

Querkooda saw security arrive in the form of a universe-creator asking to marry his new boss. All of this was fine with him, for Erick had asked Shadow all the proper questions and Shadow had responded in all the proper ways. For Querkooda, if Erick did not choose to marry Shadow, then he was a fool.

Ta’Kamoil had a problem with Erick being in two main relationships at once, but only because Erick brought up ‘being in a relationship already’ as a problem at all. Anyone in true power was expected to have multiple consorts at once, after all. The fact that Shadow was a fae was a bit of a tricky thing, but she had answered all questions satisfactorily. For Ta’Kamoil, that Erick was considering turning down this offer at all was a big problem.

Erick found himself agreeing with them. And yet...

Erick spoke to his Overseers, “The consent of the governed is necessary for any real government to function well, and for consent to be true, it has to be informed. I inform you now that all of this happening here with Shadow’s sudden marriage proposal was not my idea, but it appears it is Shadow’s well-formed idea. But her as my queen would mean she would give you orders. Would you consent to taking orders from Shadow?”

Shadow raised an eyebrow at Erick—

Lanzoil instantly said, “She will be the fourth vote on the council. She was already recruiting people out there. Those people can be a part of her ‘Queen’s Guard’, or whatever she wishes to call her people. She will not have automatic power over anyone who is not specifically signed up to have her as their Queen. Signing on to House Benevolence does not make one vulnerable to her whims, and on the contrary, should make anyone signed up under the House, and not her specifically, less vulnerable to her fae desires.”

Erick smiled a little.

“I agree to this amendment,” Shadow said. “Erick will retain supreme power over his House for as long as he wishes to wield that power, he will grant supreme power to whoever he wishes to grant that power, and he will take that power back to himself if he wishes to rescind that granting of power.”

Erick saw the future at that moment.

Of a land of Benevolence with ten billion tendrils crawling out into all the universe, each of those tendrils filled with the Dark, creating positive outcomes all across this universe and many others, and spreading growth wherever it touched. Many of those tendrils reached to Veird, and to the FENRIR system, and to another Dark universe in that section of this Fractal Infinity.

This was the best possible outcome for House Benevolence.

It was a conflicted outcome for Erick.

But he was a King.

He made the best possible decision for all people and every individual, and then he took a moment to convince himself it was the proper decision, and then he truly believed it himself.

Erick said, “I accept your engagement, Shadow.”

Something clicked.

- -

Yggdrasil stepped into the room, and the room was suddenly a lot larger, for the walls expanded far away to reveal the glitter-crystal of the main audience chambers of the Fae Enclave. They were no longer on Cascadio’s islands outside of his Cavalcade. They were here, at Court again, at the very center of Margleknot.

Lord Eldraki, Lord Dakka, Lady Seraphaka, and Lady Aelorika all sat in judgment up there on the arc of the judge’s bench, on that wide curve of densest glitter crystal. The Fractal Fairy sat on their bench in the middle of the arrangement, looking like an eternity contained to a single person.

Lanzoil, Querkooda, Ta’Kamoil, stood to the side.

There were no fae in the audience rows in the back of the chamber, and there were no prosecutor or defendant tables. There was no sound.

There was simply Erick and Shadow, standing side by side. Erick was 3 meters tall and wearing normal, if fine clothes, with his crown of black horns upon his head. Shadow was taller than usual, standing even with Erick, if a little bit shorter. She wore her black and white jewelry and clothes of common, if fine make.

Yggdrasil walked in front of Erick and Shadow, looking at them, as he calmly said, “I refuse to recognize any sort of engagement without a proper courtship.”

Ah, Erick thought, that probably would have been a good way to get out of this, too.

Erick said, “I’ll accept that limitation. Welp! You all heard the man. Courtship first.”

Shadow narrowed her eyes at Erick, then she relaxed, stood straight, and said, “I suppose that is—”

Lord Eldraki, the trickster, gleefully chuckled, interrupting all proceedings. He rapidly said, “I’ll sign off on this anti-Nothanganathor business if Shadow and Erick share assets equally.”

Shadow and Erick both exclaimed, “Never.”

Erick and Shadow glanced at each other.

Ah.

Well duh.

Shadow had assets, too, and they were probably a lot larger than Erick’s.

Lord Eldraki laughed louder.

Lord Dakka, the fae of twisted, rusted metal and war, said, “Then it’s back to war. Go kill some slavers, Erick, and I mean actually kill them. I want blood and death and carnage!” Dakka paused for a brief moment, then he grinned wickedly. “I want Blood and Death and Carnage. You can use those, right?” Dakka looked around. “He can, right? I didn’t misread that, right? Oh well!” He said to Erick, “If it takes you some time to make those spells then that’s fine, too!”

The Fractal Fairy tapped the table in front of them, and the courtroom vanished.

- -

… Erick once again stood in the small office with Shadow at his side and Lanzoil, Querkooda, and Ta’Kamoil, all sitting back down in their chairs. The three mortals looked a little worse for wear, but not too much worse. Mostly, they were in states of shock. The shock was passing fast.

Shadow looked relieved, and yet wary.

Erick spoke first, “I still want you as the Benevolent Dark Queen, Shadow. Things will be going slower than we bargained for, though, and I’m fine with that.”

Shadow eyed Erick, judging his words. She said, “And they’ll go even slower still. You’re not getting your hands on my power, Erick.”

Erick grinned. “And you’re not getting your hands on mine.”

Shadow nodded. “Fair.” She turned to Erick’s people, saying, “These are your people, then. I am merely a vote on the council.” She plucked out a chair from the air and sat down with the three, saying, “Where shall we begin, Apparent King?”

Erick smiled, saying, “The best part about hiring good people is that you simply need to ensure that they work well together, and that you’re all operating under the same vision. I have the good people here, and I can already tell that you three will work well together, so now I just need to set you out into the world with power and purpose in your pockets. So how would you three like to be immortal, shapeshifting dragons?”

Lanzoil, Querkooda, and Ta’Kamoil, each looked both surprised, and then not surprised at all.

Like a man who had seen the future and knew it to be Good, Querkooda easily said, “I accept this power and this duty. I will be your general and we will raise armies to keep all evils at bay, both within the empire and without, to ensure that all are blessed in brightness and Benevolence.”

Erick said, “Your declaration is accepted. Your honor is noted.”

Ta’Kamoil energetically said, “It appears I need to adjust my idea of House Benevolence by a few notches! And so I have.” With solid words, Ta’Kamoil said, “I accept this charge and this demand upon my very soul, and will act accordingly to all of the power granted to me. I wish to learn your reincarnation magic, to ensure that it is not lost, and that House Benevolence can rescue more than it can eradicate.”

Erick said, “Your decision is accepted. Your wishes will be granted.”

Lanzoil took a moment, for the weight of an age was upon him. He spoke, “I will be your regent. I will raise civilization under Benevolence. You and I will work out the laws and the power you wish to enact, and it will be done, and I will push back when I feel you overstep, and you will hear my words and know them draped in the knowledge of a thousand years of rule. What we create must be a land of equality and justice, or I will be leaving after my 5 years of first term are up.”

Erick smiled. “I would have it no other way.” He added, “And 5 years of term is more of a suggestion than a reality that must exist, for I fully expect each of you to be more than comfortable in your roles. What I actually expect is that you will each have offices with Seconds and Thirds and all the way to Tens, if need be, that might take over for you when you wish for a break. If you should ever fully retire then one of them would step up into your position, and if they don’t like the job, or if the people don’t like them, then they would be replaced by the next person in line. Otherwise we can work out election processes.”

Lanzoil nodded solidly, happy that Erick was thinking long-term.

Ta’Kamoil looked relieved. He already knew he would be asking for a break in 5 years.

Querkooda said, “I was simply going to apply for a renewal in 5 years. By then, I will have proven myself to my soldiers and the renewal of contract would be a foregone conclusion.”

Erick grinned. “That’s a good way to do it, too.” And then he looked to Shadow.

The other three looked to Shadow, too.

Shadow smirked. She said, “And I will be the hand of House Benevolence that does what needs to be done.” She intoned, “For the good of all, and every individual, we give assistance to those in need and do what we must to prevent apocalypse before it happens, to found and cultivate an evergrowing cycle of less war, less horror, and more hope, for now, and for me, personally, for at least the next 500 years. Renewals might follow.”

That was big.

Erick wasn’t sure exactly how big, but it was big.

Erick smiled. “I accept your declaration, my Benevolent Dark Queen Shadow. Thank you.”

Shadow smiled back. “I accept your thanks, and return them to you in kind, my Apparent King.” She stood, and said, “Now let us dispense with the flirting and get to work. I have 27 people for you to reincarnate for my Queen’s Office. I am taking Holy Mother Caa, Yasmi Bloodgood, Aryear Zumgwy, the Demon Dragon Heliberko, and many others. The four named will be my Second through Fifth.”

Erick said, “I’m fine with that.” He said to all of them, “I expect much of the next month or so to be spent on organization, and then some time spent outside of this [Hasted Shelter] to get people back into the real world to get them more cultivation or accretion, etcetera etcetera. During that outside-time I’ll be going to the Celestial Observatory to go see what’s happening with the newly-reincarnated people killing Observatory people. And so—” He turned to his new Overseers. “Let us get you three into new bodies, and then dragonize you. Who wants to go first?”

Lanzoil said, “I believe that is being a bit hasty, sir, for I need to discuss computational machines and my missing Library Talent, and the replacements you propose in the shape of ‘Book Magic’. I am unaware of Book Magic, as it pertains to Queen Shadow’s Darkness-derived mana creation engine.”

Querkooda spoke up, “I was a Grand Warrior of all weapons and styles with a Talent for mass combat and the sharing of power. I have no idea how to get that back, for I have lost that cultivation. As a general of armies, I want that Talent back, if I can get it back.”

Ta’Kamoil held up his fingertips and Benevolence danced between them. And then he instantly looked tired, but happy. He grinned, saying, “This is all rather intuitive for me, but I am rather far from where I used to be.” He looked to Erick. “You can’t grant me my Shard of Altering, can you? I don’t actually need my old Shard anymore but… I do miss it.”

Lanzoil and Querkooda both nodded at that. All three of them had built their power in their own ways, and now they were worried that Benevolence could not do everything that they used to do. All three of them had been stuck inside the Waiting Room for thousands of years, though, living off of the resons they could create and use to ward off traps and enemies inside that place of Death, so the sting of their loss of power was not as large as it could have been, and they still had resonwork to fall back on.

Erick said, “I cannot grant powers outside of Benevolence and the Mark of the Dark that goes along with that, but Benevolence can do anything you can Alter and Shape it into doing.” Erick held up a hand and conjured an ever-changing orb of a whole bunch of different Elements, all rushing and joining and separating and mutating through a vast swath of the spectrum that Erick knew and used. “Benevolence is incredibly varied. Perhaps Shadow can enlighten us as to what else the Mark of the Dark can do, though?”

Ta’Kamoil was enthralled by Erick’s tiny display. Lanzoil and Querkooda sat calculating.

Shadow shrugged, saying, “The Mark of the Dark simply spins a person’s Everything into reality-changing mana depending on the personal strength of the person wielding that Mark. The stronger you are —which means ‘the better of a future you make for yourself and the people around you’— the more material that the Mark has to work with, and thus you make more mana. Mana is possibility manifested, after all. It is sort of like resons in that way, but different. Better, in a lot of ways. Mana can do a lot more than resons can, so don’t go looking for even more power before you exhaust all the power in the Darkness, which won’t happen until you Ascend yourself. That is what Erick did.

“The Darkness is the best possible universe to belong to for it doesn’t care what you do with the power it grants you as long as you work toward more and more possibilities. If you want other powers then you’ll have to bow to other powers to gain more Marks and Shards and Talents and whatnot.” Shadow glared lightly, heavily, adding, “But you will not be doing that. You will not be diluting the power of the Dark in House Benevolence…” She added, “Resons are okay, though. I suppose.”

Ta’Kamoil instantly said, “I’m ready to become a dragon, my king!”

Erick smiled.

And then he got to work.
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One real-day and 10 time-dilated days later, Erick had an organization that was not working too well because they were all trapped on a small island without any outside resources available to them. Other than that, though, all 3,097 people of House Benevolence, including the people who had walked in from the Cavalcade, were ready for a new age.

Everyone was in their desired body, and plans were set everywhere, along all levels of Erick’s newest branch of House Benevolence. Erick had even assigned various people percentages of Erick’s reson generation from the Benevolent Sun and done some basic paperwork from Margleknot to make House Benevolence a recognized entity to which people could belong. All of that could be done inside the [Hasted Shelter].

None of the real work could be done inside [Hasted Shelter].

Erick and his Overseers —and Shadow— had good hopes for what came next.

And so Erick broke the [Hasted Shelter] containment.

Over the next complicated hour people got moving through portals. Some of the people from the modern age went out to places they knew of which still existed, while those of older generations went with those younger people out into the world, to learn of the new Margleknot. A whole lot and also nothing had changed in Margleknot in the hundreds or the thousands of years in which some people had once walked this land. For some, their desired plans were rapidly cut short.

Erick witnessed several people call out to Margleknot for transportation to specific places, only to find an error message; ‘that place does not exist’. Lanzoil tried for Paradise Rises, and had to sit down when that error message came, even when he knew it was coming. Holy Mother Caa tried for a place called ‘Water Chime’ and briefly darkened the world with Abyss and blackening Benevolence when that error text flowed across her view. Some people simply cried.

But there was work to do, and the horrors of forgotten lands had been something that many had understood long before they called out to those dead places.

They moved on as fast as they could.

Lanzoil and Querkooda went to get technology for logistical needs from both the Astral Bazaar and the Aetherium Bazaar. Ta’Kamoil went to the Arcane University to tap old contacts there to get magical texts so he could ask Erick questions about Darkness-made mana and magic, to see where they lined up in their thoughts of how spellwork actually worked.

Days ago, Erick had told them all that they needed to learn Book Magic, and he gave all of them some books on that subject, along with some collected notes on Benevolence and its uses and powers. Most of that information was on accreting. They’d be learning that stuff, yes, but they wanted what they already knew worked, too.

Shadow actually led the accretion efforts among House Benevolence, which was both nice and odd to see.

She had a talent for bringing out power in people, just like her father, Fairy Moon. Erick watched her now and then, when she walked among the students attempting to manifest power, as she spoke small words now and again and those small powers turned into manifested Truths. She was remarkably good at that.

Once things seemed to be going well and seemed to be on the right track, Erick decided it was time to solve that problem with those resurrected and reincarnated who went to the Celestial Observatory to kill people.

Holy Mother Caa went with him.

The targets were two former rulers of some smaller crystal spire mountain tops.

They had fallen to their own swords in ritual suicide centuries ago in order to remove Wraithborne Contracts from their people. One of those rulers was a woman named Daria Lys, of the grand city of Lys, and the other was a man named Geraz Hydaki, of the grand city of Hydaki. Their cities were twin cities, known together as Hydaki-Lys-by-the-river.

Both those cities were now Wraithborne-ish lands of the Observatory, where Contractors of Wraithborne worked to spread Wraithborne influence in the Observatory. Their primary tool were Contracts, of course, linking the people that signed to Wraithborne, which allowed those who adventured into the valleys below the clouds to be easily resurrected should they perish in other worlds. Such a Contracted person wouldn’t even need to go through the Waiting Room first.

Those kinds of Contracts were reminiscent of how the incani on Veird made Vile and Demonic Pacts to bring incani to specific houses in Hell when they died, but Wraithborne Contracts were vastly different in many ways.

Erick was once again glad for the decisions that Rozeta and the Relevant Entities of the Script had made regarding allowed manas on Veird.

Contract Magic was an abomination against free will.
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Caa spreads her wings wide as she gazes upon the crystal world below, and she loves everything about this new form. Her wings are translucent blue. Her scales are the color of the deep ocean. Her claws and teeth are the rending black of absolute pressure. She is a match for the crystal spires and the black night overhead and even the glowing clouds and sunlight below.

She is one of the most beautiful things in this land, aside from the giant black dragon that is her newest boss, floating beside her, scanning the world with his myriad of senses. He is handsome enough. Erick and Shadow will be joined in love eventually. It is a wonderful thing to bear witness to, and from so close of proximity that Caa enjoys as Shadow’s Second. Whatever happens with this ‘Quilatalap’ on Veird and Shadow-the-Creator will either prove to be the most delightful thing that Caa will have witnessed in her long life, or a disaster of great proportion.

Holy Mother Caa is delighted by this new future of hers at House Benevolence.

She is less than delighted with these two disgraceful returners, Geraz Hydaki and Daria Lys. They had been two great lovers born in the middle of their cities’ lives, to families that were intertwined long before this man and woman were motes of Fate on the horizon. That horizon passed ages ago, and now these returners are back, killing their people in ritual death.

It is, perhaps, another declaration of love to an age long ago, being written once again and in new ink, on new pages.

For it is easy to see the love that Geraz and Daria still share with each other. It is easy to see the love shared between their two cities, too, for the cities of Hydaki and Lys are a double mountain top, joined by a great thickness of a bridge between the two. That bridge is wider than it is long, by far, and on that crystal bridge stand the delinquent returners.

All around the delinquents are corpses.

This has not been a fight at all. This has been a ritual killing.

Geraz wears white robes covered in red. He holds a sword that is almost as tall as himself. Daria wears white robes covered in red. She holds a sword that is almost as tall as herself. The swords are white crystal. The swords are both ceremonial, and useful. Perhaps they are even more useful in this case because they are ceremonial.

They were the swords that Geraz and Daria used to kill themselves an age ago, to take away the Contracts that had plagued their cities. Those Contracts of Wraithborne once again plague their cities, and a whole lot worse than before, so it is only fair that those swords come out to play once again.

Caa turns her serpentine head, focusing on the grey pillars of light rising from both cities. The pillars of Wraithborne are not central, but they are prominent. She focuses her senses in ways that are both unfamiliar and rapidly becoming familiar to see through kilometers of crystal buildings, to look upon those Wraithborne facilities. They are preparing for war.

This is expected.

Caa is preparing for war as well.

If Caa had been alone, if she had not had larger goals, then perhaps she would have drowned those places in dragonfire. Gods know that every single returner had similar thoughts in their heads. Most of them were able to tear themselves away from such action, but not all. Some of the returners that came to the Celestial Observatory had even torn themselves away from that edge of despair and death.

But Geraz and Daria.

They gave in to the impulse.

And now, Erick and Caa are here.

Caa observes.

Erick lands on one side of the grand bridge between the two cities. His great wings span the entire length of the bridge and more besides. He pulls his wings in and merely glares.

Caa lands on the other side of the wide bridge. She is still small, comparatively, but she is large enough to demand attention.

And down below, Geraz and Daria stop their ritual murder.

And their victims stop walking toward them to cleanse themselves of their taint.

Erick lightly declares, “At least you’re not on some sort of rampage. That is what I expected to see when I heard of your attack on this land. So what is all this?”

Caa knows that Erick knows what all this is. Everyone does. Erick gives them the chance to speak anyway.

It is rather Benevolent of him.

Caa would have rather picked up the delinquent returners and dealt with them elsewhere, but Erick is building reputation so it makes sense to have this out in the open. Caa cares not for reputation. This is why Caa has chosen to align with Shadow more than Erick. Shadow is Shadow. Erick is Erick. The two are similar enough to work together, but the way they do things is worlds different.

Geraz pulls his anger back a fraction, and says, “We’re cleansing the taint of this land, Ascended Flatt.”

“And these people are walking into your blades willingly?” Erick asks.

“Of course not!” Daria says, allowing her righteous anger to flow freely. “But that is the problem with Contracts, and one that must be shown to people over and over again! We still have divine rite over this land, for that is who we are and your magics could not take away who we are, and so!” She yells at the people who had stopped walking up to be killed, “Fulfill your duty to Lys and die to the blade of your ruler!”

It is, perhaps, a twisting of the demands that these people’s specific Contracts demand of them, but it is not an exaggeration, either. They have a choice in how they fulfill their Contracts, of course, but that choice is to die to the demands of their cities, or to be Sundered for their insolence.

It is no true choice at all.

And so, a soldier of Lys, terror in his eyes and urine in his drawers, walks forward.

Erick knows not to interrupt, for that would Sunder the soldier. Many others know the same thing, which is why this event is proceeding as it is proceeding. And yet…

Erick says, “There are better ways to do this, Daria Lys. There are ways that would actually save your city from this degradation, rather than harm your own people.”

Daria Lys strikes the soldier of Lys, splitting him from thigh to shoulder, her crystal blade carving right through armor and magics. She roars through her tears and a man dies. “These bastards went to Wraithborne! We killed ourselves and trapped ourselves in the Dead Waiting Room for centuries! And for what! For these bastards and the children of bastards to grow fat on the gifted Evils of Wraithborne!”

Geraz roars out, “The only reason this works at all is because of those damned Contracts! They only have themselves to blame! Them and their parents and everyone that allowed the small Evils into their lives because it allowed them to ignore the needy and the pained in the valleys all around!” He commanded a soldier of Hydaki, “Come and taste the Evil edge of the Contracts you took to live your life of ease!”

The soldier walked forward, though to call him a ‘soldier’ was perhaps a stretching of the word. He was rotund and sweating and dressed in finery. A noble of some sort.

Geraz cuts him down.

Erick said, “This is not the best way to do this, for all these people are bound by Contract to your cities first, and then to Wraithborne. When they come back from the Waiting Room there will be calls for Wraithborne to amend the Contracts, to disallow what you are doing right now, and in doing so your homes will get in bed with Wraithborne even more.”

Erick is likely watching all the noble and otherwise houses of Hydaki and Lys at this very moment, where nobles and kings of the current age rage at Contractors, demanding amendments, and those same Contractors demand more power in these cities in turn. All of those people are arguing around the facts that Erick has just laid out in such plain language. A few of them stop arguing, and look at the people across the table from them, and arguments turn crueler. Erick is watching them, and they are watching Erick.

Daria and Geraz do not care for the greater politics at play at the moment. And yet...

Do they understand what they are doing is only causing harm to all around them? Including themselves?

Caa thinks they do.

Daria screams as she cuts down another man who was unwilling and unable to defend himself. And then she screams again, saying, “I know!”

Geraz breathes out. “I know.” His sword, once held at the ready, now dips. “We know.”

Erick says, “I need more people to become Soul Mages, to truly bring back those from the grips of Contract into new bodies, like you have right now. You two have a strong connection with each other. You would be a good Anchor and Seeker pair. We’d just need to get you a third, and there are lots of people back in the House who wish to do for many others what I have done for you two, to bring you back out of the clutches of Contract. I would have you work in that way to solve this problem in a much better way.” Erick shrinks down to be merely human, and yet draped in the finest glowthread, his human-shaped form seeming as great as his draconic self in those glows. He walks forward, and then he is there, meters from the bloodshed, his feet soaking in red. “But you must stop this bloodshed.”

Daria breaks down and starts sobbing in her pain.

Geraz’s face is a mask, but tears still mar his visage.

Caa finds herself agreeing with Erick’s stance of turning problems into their own solutions. To make the killers into resurrectors? Into dangerous soul mages, themselves shackled by utmost morality? It is a cruel, yet honest sort of judgment.

Caa imagines that Erick is seeing his actions in a kinder light.

Both ways of seeing are likely correct.

How Daria and Geraz see their circumstances is a fact unknown to Caa. All she knows is that they agree to move on.

Caa was merely an observer this whole time, and that was fine. She appreciated when words were enough.

But soon, words would not be enough.
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Tris had no idea how he had ended up here on Reincarnation Island, working with former kings and queens and Talents and more, all on this crazy dream of eradicating Slaver’s Den and Malevolence and beckoning Wraithborne to become not-Wraithborne anymore…

Well.

That is not true, he reminded himself.

He knew why he was here, slotting tech to tech and bolting together this capacitor and that black box learner of this awakening engine.

Tris was doing some basic techwork for House Benevolence, for while this place was filled with kings and queens of forgotten ages, they didn’t know shit about tech… Which was pretty much true of all ages, Tris supposed. As he connected more wires to more wires and otherwise, Tris wondered how today had happened, yet again.

He had come to Cascadio’s Cavalcade in a mid-life crisis of faith about how he was going to pay for his son’s and wife’s medical treatment when all the jobs down in Lower City Sestey were drying up and moving across the river. He had expected a direction change in his life. For Cascadio to guide him to some new land that had some incentives to move there, where medical facilities could actually heal his son Kerbo and his wife Aliandra of The Rot, instead of dripping healing to keep Tris on the line for yearly payments.

Those yearly payments were breaking his back.

Those yearly payments were trying to get him to sign bigger Contracts.

And so, he had come here to the Cavalcade, and found himself wandering over here, wondering what all the big bubble of magic was on the horizon. When he got there, the bubble had popped, and then there were dragons and void flier elves and other impossible existences, and then a guy on Reincarnation Island had seen Tris and asked him if he wanted a job.

Tris had not even said anything to the man before that moment, but then he said ‘yes’, and now he was here.

Working on a machine that no sane person would ever let some random guy work on.

But. Like. Tris was pretty sane, and yeah, this was a good job and he could do it when most other people couldn’t. And the benefits of this job were already showing themselves.

Kerbo and Aliandra were over there, eating sandwiches with some person who was giving away free food. And they were healed, completely. The doctors at Lower City Sestey had said that they couldn’t be healed like that. But there they were, his son and wife, healed, and even in new bodies. Their son was 13 and healthy which would give him back his youngest years of life which had been lost and twisted by The Rot. Aliandra was 25 again and looking more beautiful than ever.

Her laugh was the same, and wow did Tris miss that wonderful, chiming laugh.

Tris had a new body, too.

He was 25 again.

Just.

Wham!

Here you go! 225 years of your life back! Have fun! And oh yeah, can you make this ungodly expensive, strategic-resource, and dangerous machine for us? What? You’re not sure? But of course you can do it!

We trust you.

Tris still didn’t know how he felt about that, except that Kerbo was probably going to be getting a brother or sister soon, and for multiple reasons—

“I think you need this next, right?” said one of Tris’s new ‘co-workers’, a woman by the name of Lokketalon who was a void flier with 4 bright white wings. She set down a flux battery that looked to be made out of silvercarb. “I think this one will work… Or at least that was the impression I got. I’m sure you’ll make it work. What do you need next?”

Tris was still taking in the battery sitting on the grass beside him. It was, perhaps, the most expensive battery that Tris had ever seen, and he had worked on warpships before, where space was at an absolute premium. With a disbelieving voice that was rapidly becoming his normal voice, he asked, “How much did this cost?”

“Like 150,000 resons or something stupid expensive, but Erick wants this thing to be indestructible and truly working well, so there you go.”

Tris had to take a moment.

He looked at the awakening machine he was cobbling together based on the diagrams and such provided to him by Overseer Ta’Kamoil and based on his own tech experience of being 150 years on the job… This shit was already at 4 million resons because most of the parts were illegal or impossible to acquire because to get those parts you would have to deal with Talents and maybe even Powers, so the 4m price tag was really more like 45m for most people.

The whole thing took up barely ten meters worth of space so far, but it was about as complicated as a full warpdrive engine…

And it was coming together as easy as slotting pieces into pieces.

That part was really getting to Tris.

All of these parts were not meant to fit together like puzzle pieces. They were all different tech that barely played well with each other on a good day.

Tris muttered, “I have no idea how come this thing is coming together so well.” With some easy sarcasm, Tris asked, “Say? Can you put that battery right there, in that slot in this machine that it looks like it can go right into, and that I don’t have to actually mangle to make it work? Because of course I don’t have to mangle anything to make anything work anymore. Of course you got a battery that perfectly slots into the space I made for it, even though it shouldn’t, because all I asked for was a power supply number, and not material or size or… And with silvercarb I don’t even have to worry about waste heat.”

Lokketalon smiled wide, and then put the battery right into the slot that Tris did not know he was making for the battery, saying, “I know! Isn’t it great! We’re all pretty sure it’s some sort of intrinsic Fate Magic—” The battery clicked into place. A little ‘ready’ glowed upon the drab silver surface of the battery. “Yup! Fate Magic. So what’s next on the list?”

Tris took a moment. He said, “Some base metal fabrication for the final touches—”

“Ah! That’s what I’m here for,” said a guy behind Tris.

Tris turned.

Normally, Tris would be worried.

Nothing was worrying him right now. “Hello, Overseer.”

Lokketalon smiled, affected a deep, kinda-sarcastic bow, and said, “Welcome to our project, oh wondrous Overseer Ta’Kamoil.”

“You cut that shit right now, Lokketalon,” Overseer Ta’Kamoil said, smiling as he said it. “I’m only the Overseer because I’m slightly more politically minded than you.”

“And you are welcome to it!” Lokketalon said.

Ta’Kamoil chuckled as he looked over the awakening machine… He blinked. Tris saw his eyes flicker and glow as he did whatever magery that mages usually did to look at stuff below the hood. And then Ta’Kamoil pulled back, nodding. “Yup! I don’t know about most of that, but it looks like you followed the directions to me. I didn’t even know something like this existed, but I guess it’s common in the tech side of Margleknot?”

“Fuck no it’s not common… uh,” Tris said, realizing he had let his usual way of working escape his mouth. “Uh. I mean. No, sir.”

Ta’Kamoil smirked a little. “But it will work?”

“Well… Theoretically.” Tris said, “I put all the parts together and there’s a bunch of checks that are checking out… A little too well, if you ask me. But I guess that’s magic for you? I’m not really one for magic, but I can certainly know when I’m around it… some of the time— Anyway! Yeah. I guess? We need a pair of big plates of mana-fused metal tuned to the power you want to awaken in the person who steps between those plates. Then we hook those plates up there on those slots, one on each side, and then the person steps into the machine and we turn it on… Well…” Tris shrugged. “The person standing between the plates awakens their aura? Mana sense, too; whatever the heck that is. I usually work on warp engines and this stuff is a whole lot different, but the level of tech is the same. Seen about 12 of these before. Each of them was heavily guarded on account of how easy it is to power people... Never got to step in one myself.”

He certainly thought about it before, though. About stealing into one of those facilities and giving himself some real power. No easier way to gain power than to actually gain power. Plus, having mana means you could pay Margleknot for resons and actually have money for once in a damned while.

He’d have been found out within minutes, though, and not just because of security cameras and shit like that.

He’d have been found out for much more basic reasons.

“… Anyway.” Tris said, “And that’s really it. Just need some Benevolence-infused metal— I assume that’s what you want, right? This is House Benevolence, yeah? Gotta make people Benevolence-flavored. Anyway. I’m sure the metal’s got a name but I don’t know it.”

Lokketalon and then Ta’Kamoil both realized something as they heard Tris talk.

“Right!” Ta’Kamoil nodded. “I know why I am here, now, and that is to go get Erick.”

As the Overseer walked away, toward the other side of the island…

Erick was already walking this way, and he was almost here.

He just looked like a dude.

A tall dude, for sure. Big horns, too. Kinda handsome, Tris guessed… He glanced over at Aliandra and saw her looking at Erick. Tris turned back to Erick. Yeah. He could see it.

Anyway.

Erick said, “I heard. So let’s do this.” He waved a hand at the machine and some illusions appeared in the transmission zone; two big silver plates perfectly fit to the hookups, yes, but also some extra plates on the floor and some weird little tuning tines here and there. “That look about like what the machine needs, Tris?”

None of this felt real today, so Tris had no problem saying, “More metal isn’t a bad thing and I’m not sure what the little tines are for, but yeah.”

“It’s for grounding,” Erick said, “I expect people to zap the ground and nearby areas when they awaken.”

“Ah.” Tris said, looking over the machine. “Then yeah. There are alterations we could make to the machine to better allow for lightning… Of course I already grounded the whole thing ten times over… or more like 4.”

“It’s for lightning that creates plants.”

“… Can’t rightly say I’ve ever dealt with that sort of problem, sir.”

Had he said that with too much irreverence? Probably. This was probably a very big point in Tris’s new career in House Benevolence, but nothing felt real right now, so he was probably flubbing it some.

Erick simply smiled and touched a button on his shirt, making two buttons in the action. Two buttons rapidly became four, and then eight, and then Erick held the buttons with pure power, turning that metal into a little ingot, which became another ingot, and then four, and then eight. He continued with more and more bits of metal, doing the impossible of making magical metal just like that, but which Tris had already seen happen, and which he was seeing happen right now, so he couldn’t really deny his own sight, could he?

The guy was pulling metal out of nothing, as though it were a parlor trick and not something truly memorable. It was real fucking metal, too. Not a fae trick.

All the while, Erick easily said, “Everything probably feels really weird to you right now, Tris, but you’re going to go far here. You just needed a little bit of help to get on a better Path in life. You’ll be fine.”

Tris felt his heart beat hard.

The guy wasn’t lying at all, was he.

In the moments, Erick had installed the panels he had said he was going to install.

And then he pressed the button to turn on the machine. A holographic readout came online exactly as it should have… which was strange. Usually these machines kinda broke and needed to be repaired a few times before they started actually working.

Tris mumbled to himself, “Of course it works the first time you turn it on. What’s another miracle on the pile? Not much, that’s what.”

Erick looked at the menu for a while.

Ta’Kamoil and Lokketalon looked at the screen with Erick.

And then Erick looked to Tris. “What do all these buttons do?”

For a very weird reason, Tris found that question immensely enjoyable. FINALLY! Things made sense again. All these mages didn’t know shit about tech. Yes! Here now was something that made sense.

Tris gestured to the buttons on top, saying, “Those are the ones to determine power output and the ones on the bottom are the harmonics for the soul and you usually start at low power, which is a combination of that button and that button and then you increase until the person in the machine experiences an Awakening Event. You usually have to cycle through the soul resonance buttons to find something that works. When the Awakening Event occurs, then the machine spits out some basic ideas of what magics the person might be good at. That black button turns it off.”

Erick smiled at the screen as Tris spoke. “Ah! Yes. That makes sense now.” And then he poked at the holobuttons and the machine hummed to life. Tiny white sparks jolted from the tines Erick had put on the metal plates, leaving tiny green spots growing on the metal. Erick looked at the plates. Then he pressed the black button to turn it off, saying, “There appears to be a drain on the mana in the metal?”

Tris said, “That’s the problem with these machines. You gotta get new metals all the time, which is why the people who have one of these machines don’t let just anyone use them. That readout there on the screen tells you about how many uses you can get out of the machine based on the power inside the metal plates. It’s the most expensive part of the machine, because it’s not easy to get mana-infused metals… for most people.”

Erick looked over the machine as Tris spoke.

Ta’Kamoil and Lokketalon did, too.

Erick said, “I can solve that problem in multiple ways, and a few of which might be permanent solutions, but I’ll do it this way for now.” And then he bloomed with light, and suddenly ten copies of the metal plates of the chamber appeared on a stack a little bit aways from the machine. “There we go. Replacement parts. Easy peasy.”

Tris stared, mumbling, “Easy peasy.”

Erick smiled, “This will be so much faster than training people to unlock aura control and mana sensing. Ahh! This is good. It’s almost like people getting the Script back home for a time. You want to go first, Tris?”

Tris’s eyes went wide. “… You’ll let me use it?”

“Of course! I’m sure you could benefit from the mana production, aura control, and mana sensing that this machine can grant a person, right? You have no normal training in that way, do you? Otherwise it’d take you years to learn normal magic, and we don’t have years.”

Tris still couldn’t believe the events of the day. “I could use all of that, sir!”

Erick smiled. “Hop on in, then.”

Five minutes later, Tris’s world expanded.

Everything seemed even less real than before, and now he could shoot little jolts of white sparks from his fingers and make mushrooms at a touch. They were pretty tasty mushrooms, too.

Later that evening, Tris lay with Aliandra in their new bed in their new home, while Kerbo slept in his very own room beside their own. Dinner had been a whole bunch of fresh meat and nice vegetables and mushrooms. He stared at the ceiling, holding onto Aliandra with one arm, her breath warm on his chest.

He held his other hand up, into the air, in the dark. Reaching for something he could barely touch. A fingernail on a ledge. A thought struggling to escape his tongue.

Tris felt warm and safe for the first time in a long time. He still didn’t understand any of it...

But sparks of lightning glittered in the black, illuminating his fingers and his new life, and it was good.
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Querkooda had been a simple elven boy in his youth who had not known that he was different until much later in life.

But when he was young, he was no one special. Like many of those born in the Good Lands, and like all of his brothers and sisters, Querkooda had been born with the rather basic ability to See Evil. When he wished for fun, Querkooda did what any village boy did. He went out and killed Evil. It wasn’t till his adult years that he realized how simplistic a thing it was to kill someone based on their use of Elemental Evil, and how oddly he had been raised.

And yet, knowing the oddness of his homeland made him love his people all the more. They were simple. They were Good. Not a single child wanted for anything at home. Not a single grandparent went to their death without a family to surround them, either around their bed, or around them in battle. Not a single brother or sister or cousin was left to fend for themselves.

But eventually, Querkooda distinguished himself from his peers, and he rose through the ranks to become a General for the Armies of the Good Lands. No longer was he solving border skirmishes, but instead he was protecting the realm. He was making decisions to rescue people. He was breaking Evil slavers and killing Evil lawyers and demolishing the wrongdoers of the world.

It was a good life.

During his time as General of the Downspire Flank, Querkooda had developed his shared ability to See Evil into something a lot more unifying. He shared Sight and Knowing with his troops, and they all acted with the power of the entire army because of him. Because of him, the Downspire Flank saved the realm more than once. Because of him, Wraithborne went after him the most of all.

And all the while, Wraithborne Contracts ate at the realm.

Eventually Querkooda fell to those very same Contracts. In a final act of Sacrifice, he turned his ability to Share with his people to absorb all the Contracts that his people had been poisoned with, allowing them to escape.

And then he spent several millennia in the Dead Waiting Room, living a life of nothing, while occasionally ripping and tearing any Evil that he found.

It had been a bad death.

And now he was alive again.

And he was a dragon, too.

And his ability to See Evil… was not really that anymore at all. He was still figuring out that part of himself.

But he still Knew Evil when he saw it.

When he went to the declaration of war meeting with his King to see the Evil of Slaver’s Den, he did not need to know who they were beforehand to know them as Evil.

Querkooda wanted to kill them all and sunder their souls.

It would be improper in many ways and the Fae Enforcers would attack him if he sundered anyone at all… And yet…

Querkooda sat in his rather stuffy elven form, with his curling white horns upon his head and his fingernails probably too claw like, scratching softly at the armrest of his chair, while an open stretch of stone separated House Benevolence from the Evils of Slaver’s Den. They were in the Non-Combat Zone at the moment, because this is where one went to declare war, because meeting in any other sort of land would have been a disaster for any number of assassination reasons. This was not Querkooda’s first experience with this land, with this sort of situation.

The Non-Combat Zone was the same basic grey stone room in a nothingness, like always, and the evil was Evil, like always. This was the Apparent King’s first time here, though, and he seemed to approve of Margleknot’s way of doing at least this much. ‘A place to talk to the enemy, safely? What a grand idea!’

These talks never really worked, in Querkooda’s opinion, but it was still Good to have them.

Erick was on his left, in a similar chair to Querkooda’s own.

Shadow was further left, also in the same sort of chair.

Querkooda sighed a little. There was a time for talking and a time for doing, and though Querkooda could See the benefit in doing this… It still felt like they were giving too much face to slavers.

And yet, Querkooda reminded himself, it was Good to give the enemy a chance to prevent bloodshed.

And yet, Slavers ought to be murdered swiftly, not spoken to, like they were somehow still people. Evil gave up the right to call itself ‘people’ when it took in that Element. These things sitting before House Benevolence were no more than raw materials to be reincarnated into something better.

But they had only been here for 10 seconds so far. Perhaps Querkooda was being hasty?

Probably not.

The three people on the other side of the open space were perhaps some of the worst Evils Querkooda had ever known, and he had known a lot. Perhaps they were not the most powerful, for all of the most powerful Evils went to Wraithborne, but Slaver’s Den was still Slaver’s Den.

Captain Shackle sat in the center chair. He was a void flier man of black armors and black wings. He was responsible for world-sized raiding parties that captured people and soul shackled them to slavery. He deserved to be Sundered, and if Querkooda ever caught him on Layer 1, or outside of Margleknot, that is what Querkooda would do.

Underling Chains sat to Shackle’s right. He was a half-eldritch thing of metal and flesh, and this part of him here was just the smallest part of his body, sent here because he needed to be here, to be at this meeting. The majority of him was strewn throughout all of Slaver’s Den’s many Intakes and cities. He was their mass security force. Killing him was easy. Keeping him dead? Another matter entirely.

Underling Walara sat to Shackle’s left. She was a demon of sex and death who delighted in breaking people to make them into compliant slaves. Despicable.

None of them would surrender at all.

All of them would have to die.

Querkooda bore witness to this farce of a meeting and hoped it ended soon. He was not the only one. Erick felt the same way. He only did this because it was right to do, as Querkooda kept reminding himself.

Querkooda respected attempted Good… Even if Erick wasn’t all about Good.

Benevolence was close enough… Probably.

Shackle spoke first, “We will kill you all and sell your disembodied souls to the highest bidders.”

Ah! Good. This farce was going to go swiftly.

Querkooda approved.

Erick smiled softly, and said, “I appreciate your candor. In the interest of being forthright myself, I ask you to surrender completely, and I will ensure that you are free to go after a reincarnation. I offer this opportunity to all of your people, as well. Any takers?”

Walara giggled, saying, “Can I have him before we sell him, Shackle? I want to break him.”

“Of course you can, dear,” Shackle said.

“Excellent. I am now free of guilt.” Erick stood, saying, “We’re done here.”

Shackle and his party stood. Querkooda and Shadow stood.

They departed the Non-Combat Zone.

When they were once again standing on the grassy surface of Reincarnation Island, Erick breathed deep and appeared lighter, as though a weight had fallen, this was because a weight had fallen.

Querkooda recognized that look. He said, “It is always easier to go into battle with enemies that are merciless.”

“It is,” Erick said, nodding. He rolled his shoulders, and then asked, “So that Non-Combat Zone was interesting.”

“You said that before, as well,” Querkooda said, “But I have a hard time believing that you had nothing like this on Veird.”

“It’s always an arms race, you know. I was expecting them to be able to overcome the protections there, too.”

“Ah.” Querkooda said, “If anyone could have fought in that place it would have been someone like you or Shadow. Shackle, Chains, and Walara are simple Talents at the higher end of the spectrum. They couldn’t do anything there, at all.”

Shadow said, “I’m rather sure that Chains is a low Power, but only because of his inability to be easily killed. Keep that in mind.”

Querkooda nodded.

Erick nodded as well. “How long till the troops are ready to engage, to make a foothold on Slaver’s Den?”

“I would give them another week. The Awakening Machine is helping a great deal. You will still be the bulk of our forces, though. You’re the only one actually immune to the Slave Magics of Slaver’s Den.” Querkooda said, “We can sweep up trash and control lands, but it will be a year of training before we can actually be a force to be reckoned with, to be able to take the High Cities of Slaver’s Den through a force of Talents of our own. Setting up the auto-resurrections for our people will go a long way to allow them to actually go to war, but Slaver’s Den is skilled in Soul Magics, so death is not something we should expect in any combat between our forces.

“The nascent Soul Mages you have training with Ta’Kamoil need at least a year of training before I would ever have them operate on a person. Ta’Kamoil himself is maybe a few days from realizing his new Truth, thanks to Shadow. I am at least a few days away from regaining something of my lost Sight, as well, so that is my personal timeline to war. I can almost… It’s almost there.” He decided to share something. “When I close my eyes and focus, I can see a path of soft light that turns hard here and there...” He shrugged. “I likely need to be in combat to refine that into something useful.”

Erick gave a small smile, and then he turned Apparent King, and said, “That is a fine time frame, but we do need a whole lot more space and I am loathe to impose upon Cascadio more than necessary, even if he says he likes having us here. I cannot bring a war to his lands. Therefore, we’ll be creating a beachhead on Slaver’s Den right now.”

Querkooda felt his skin prickle.

And suddenly things made more sense again.

When had Querkooda ever hesitated against Evil? Never. Why had he given a timeline of days? He had no idea. Perhaps because he wasn’t used to having needs. The Dead Waiting room had eroded too much, hadn’t it.

At Erick’s declaration, Querkooda felt a surge of need once again.

The air charged with power. Power glowed within his sight, highlighting the righteous and the unrighteous, and all this land was light, and all the lands of Slaver’s Den held in Querkooda’s mind’s eye like a pit of grey nothing. It was not light, it was not dark or shadow; it was the absence of Benevolence, and it was a disaster. For a moment, Querkooda Saw Beyond Seeing again, and then the moment faded.

It was a flicker of Truth, right there, beyond his grasp.

Such a Truth would need to be refined in battle.

If Querkooda had been a young elven boy, talking about Seeing things to his elders, then his Elders would have thrown him at a difficult battle. Erick is doing the same.

The solution is simple, and Querkooda is wondering why he had not seen it before now.

Perhaps he had spent too long being dead.

Querkooda fell to one knee. “I am ready, my King.”

Erick said, “I know you are, and I am glad to see it. Where shall we attack first, my General?”

Querkooda was not a young elven boy anymore. Before, he would have said, ‘At the largest enemy out there!’ But no. He was a man full grown and thousands of years old, though he did not remember most of them for they were lost to the Waiting Room. With that age came wisdom. With that wisdom, Querkooda proved himself worthy of being the General of House Benevolence by already being prepared for this question many times over.

“I have several options planned. Let us pick one.”
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Respen had given up on screaming at his captors and vowing vengeance after the first day of whipping and branding. It was the fourth day now, and he had been reduced to incoherent screaming. He had not yet given up his soul. Not yet.

He desperately wanted to.

Brother Vulen and sister Vanya already had given up everything. The looks they were giving Respen for not following them into damnation were almost as bad as the branding. The demon had promised that this would all be over as soon as all three of them agreed to take the Contracts, but Respen did not believe that Great Evil at all.

He knew what awaited when Respen finally gave in.

Everyone did.

They would make the three of them fight each other to the death, and only one would survive.

As the brand came down upon his back, Respen screamed in ineffable pain once again, filling the torture chamber with noise, but never blacking out. The brand was too well-made for that. Respen’s teeth gave out before the brand or his body ever would. He cracked another of his teeth as he bit down in pure agony.

Which was also what the demon wanted.

“I think I heard another break!” the demon cheerfully said.

It was wearing the guise of Respen’s mother, and it wasn’t just a mask, or an illusion. They had captured Respen, Vulen, Vanya, Mom, and Uncle in their attacks on the seaside village a week ago. Respen still remembered the blocks of iron appearing in the sky, with their fire-shot backsides and the holes that opened in their sides which released flying terrors of all kinds. He remembered being stuck in a cage with his family and tens of others. He remembered how they took out all of Respen’s family all at once, just as they had done to all the other families.

There had been 5 of them, with Uncle Larro as the fifth.

They murdered Uncle first, then they ripped out his soul and fed that soul to a demon. Then that demon took Uncle’s body for a ride. They did the same to Mom.

And then they did horrible things.

Respen wished he had not seen that, could not remember that—

The demon wearing Mom traced the brand along Respen’s back, and Respen came back to the moment, screaming once again, his mouth full of jagged pain and holes where jagged pain had once been.

The demon pulled the brand away, saying, “I think we should take that tooth out, right? Yes we should! You look so much better without the teeth anyway, my beautiful baby boy. Here. Your brother can do that one.”

Respen did not sob, though he wanted to.

His brother and sister stood in the room with him. They had both been broken. Now, they helped the demon to break Respen. The demon gestured to the tooth pulling iron, and Brother Vulen tried to pick it up, but his fingers slipped on the blood. He was not trying hard. Or maybe his eyes were full of tears. They seemed full of tears to Respen.

The demon chided Vulen, “Silly little elf.” She softly, harshly, demanded, “Pick it up.”

Vulen tried to pick it up again, but he failed again. Tears clouded his eyes.

The demon smiled wide with their mother’s face, exposing many broken teeth that did not belong to her at all. And then she snatched up the tooth puller and gleefully said, “Now everyone gets to lose a tooth! What fun for me! Open wide little boy and girl! Time to lose a molar!”

Vulen and sister Vanya’s bodies went stock still and then their mouths opened wide. They had no control over themselves anymore. Not physically, not magically. They were still there in mind, though. The demons preferred to break the mind through torture.

Vanya pleaded through open mouth that she could pull Respen’s tooth, but her voice was lost to the wideness of her mouth and her inability to make the words. Everyone still understood her, though.

The demons liked to leave people the ability to talk, if only so they could dig their own graves even more.

The demon heard Vanya’s offer, but it just smiled with broken teeth, growing larger than life, her limbs elongating and her nails turning sharp as she gripped the tooth puller, saying, “Now now, little girl, I know you got that evil streak in you, so you don’t have to do much anymore, but I’m breaking your brothers now.” Her mouth opened even wider. Her eyes became pits of vile light. “Of course, everyone can be broken more than they already are, so sure, let’s break you some more. I’ll take two teeth from you now, because your brother is not cooperating enough! How does that sound? Wonderful, right! Think of this as a lesson in—”

A red light went on in the corner of the room.

The demon stopped.

She frowned.

She shrunk.

She set down the tooth puller amid all the other bloody devices. “Now what could possibly be so important that—”

The world went white.

The world came back.

The black metal box of the torture chamber was still black, still metal, still with softly red and harsh light everywhere.

Except the demon was gone and some green moss and tiny mushrooms glowed upon the floor where she had been.

Three holes were in the sides of the torture chamber. Each hole was glowing from the heat of some power that passed through. The walls were already growing moss. The magelights in the room flickered—

Red lights went on everywhere.

Vulen and Vanya both collapsed to their knees.

Respen breathed, unsure of what he was seeing. It was probably a trick of some sort. His brother and sister were on their knees now because in the absence of an authority figure they were locked down by Contracts. They could do little more than kneel there on the sharp ridges on the floor, head bowed, unable to do anything but think, as they felt the pain of kneeling on sharpness.

… Respen’s shackles were just loose enough to escape, because the demons liked it when people tried to escape.

… Respen took a chance. He got out of his bindings—

A quake shook the world. Something rumbled. Something screamed loud enough to break—

The screaming stopped as suddenly as it had started.

Something slipped through the air, like the passing of a wave, crashing through every surface of metal and passing through reality itself. It thrummed inside Respen’s heart.

Surely, Death was here.

Respen went to his brother and sister and held them one final time, speaking softly through the pain of his missing teeth and broken flesh and deep sorrow, “I love you, Vulen. I love you, Vanya. Nothing you did to me was your own fault. I miss Mom. I miss Uncle. I wish you could speak to me, here, at the end of our paths.”

They did not respond. They did not return the touch, or any words, or any thoughts at all. In the absence of authority, they could not speak. It was a hateful turn, and Respen hated the demons all the more for it. Vanya vibrated with some emotion, that emotion coming out as tears to drip onto Respen’s arm. Vulen’s breath hitched as his mind overrode his body with sorrow.

Respen held them.

They were about to die, Respen was sure.

More screaming shook the world.

Something crashed somewhere nearby.

The woosh of some inferno crackled something else nearby.

And Respen held on to Vulen and Vanya—

“Any more demons wish to come out and die?” asked a voice like a storm. A pause. “Ah. There you are.”

And then came thunder.

Brilliance flashed overhead along with the ripping tear of metal melting and splattering like dashed flames. Drops of heat touched Respen’s back and sizzled away. He glanced up, fast as he could, and saw rents in the torture chamber that were already growing over with moss. He didn’t want to get pain in his eyes, so he turned away—

Something burned on Vanya’s shoulder. It was a bit of melted metal, sizzling in the space between her neck and clavicle, caught on her bone. Flesh bubbled. She could not dislodge it so Respen grabbed the metal, burning his fingers to toss it away. The pain of the burn lingered, but he knew that Vanya was feeling worse.

“I’m sorry, sister.”

The world broke around them.

Respen expected screaming as the floor came undone and he floated, holding onto his family, but all was silence.

And then there was light.

For a brief moment, Respen was nothing and no one, and then he was himself again. He stood nude upon mossy ground, the moisture feeling good under his feet, the sun feeling bright and warm upon his skin. He was not alone. There were countless people all around him and more and more appeared with each passing moment, the world breaking like glass and then coming back together to make a person.

Once again, he saw a sky of horrors, of lands upon lands, curled inward around a bright spire of crystal and a long tube of metal. The sky should not look like that.

And then he saw something impossibly large.

A beast with wings.

A great black beast flew overhead, its wings spread wide, blotting out the sky, its claws flickering with lightning and its hide shimmering with black rainbows. A tail trailed behind a body like a dog’s, a head rested on a long neck. All was black scales. All was white lightning.

And far ahead another great beast flew, this one palest gold.

And maybe Respen wasn’t in hell.

If he was in hell, he shouldn’t recognize the land, right? Because he recognized this land. A week ago the warpship had stolen him and his people from seaside, locked them into boxes, and then unloaded those boxes here, onto this grand ‘landing zone’ that was underneath the moss under Respen’s feet. Here and there he saw the black of the metal ground under the moss.

And up there, he saw the soft gold flying lizard burning down Slave Intake #45 with great gusting flows of lightning and light and fire. Black spires melted into a forest. Black domes ignited into flaming debris that spread mushrooms all across the land—

The black beast overhead spat a great spreading bolt of lightning that impacted warpships converging, or escaping, Respen did not know. He had not seen the ships in the distance until they were here. He saw their great energy weapons, though. Those exploding lights carved brilliance and pain across the sky as they impacted some great invisible shield… And there was no pain? Respen looked at himself… He wasn’t in pain? The light of those blasts had done more damage to all escape attempts than the explosions themselves. People should be falling down in pa—

Vulen. Vanya. They stood dumbstruck mere paces away.

Respen called out to them, tears already flowing. Vulen turned and gasped. Vanya saw. She tried to huddle away, to say something about how she never should have offered to pull his teeth, but Respen forgave her instantly. They were alive. He had all his teeth again. They all had their teeth again. Respen embraced his sister, his brother, their smiles bright and happy and—

The great black god gazed down at the gathered masses of people, and spoke, “I am the Wizard of Benevolence and Apparent King, Erick Flatt. I’m also a dragon, for those of you wondering what sort of ‘great black beast’ I am. As for what you are: You’ve all been rescued from slavery, from Slaver’s Den. I and my House Benevolence will be rescuing more people in the coming months, as we eradicate Slaver’s Den from this land of Margleknot. I will not be returning any of you to your homes as of right now. For now, you are safe, you are healthy, and many of you are younger. You will live here and simply exist for a while, if you desire. Later, when this land is cleared of Evil, you will be granted the chance to move on with your lives, however you wish. For now…”

The ‘dragon’ flashed white.

A great white tree instantly sprouted out of the forest of mushrooms and trees ahead, where Slave Intake #45 had once stood. It was large, stretching out high above, its leaves more of a mist than a real thing. And then the dragon flashed again, and the tree was gone. What stood there now was a great white mountain with tall crags and wide cliffs and great doors.

Respen held his family that remained.

Vanya looked up at the dragon with tears in her eyes and fury in her face. “I never got to kill them myself.”

As if responding to her, which was a crazy, impossible thing, the great black beast spoke, “Those of you wishing revenge on the slavers that captured you and yours are welcome to join my House. I plan to do this very same action you have experienced today, or actions like it, to all of Slaver’s Den’s 40 million slaves and slavers. Rescue the slaves, kill the slavers.”

Vanya sobbed in angry, hateful relief. She was not the only one.

Vulen whispered, “What about Mom and Uncle?”

The black ‘dragon’ did not respond to that question.

It did not need to.

Respen already knew what happened to them. Vanya knew. Vulen… he knew. He did not want to face it.

But he knew.

Respen held on to Vulen and Vanya, saying, “It is enough that we are here together.”









- - - -









Morbion sat on his throne and listened to the complaints of Captain Shackle. The man was, after all, one of Wraithborne’s continual sources of stolen power from all across the universe. People often thought of the process of making slaves as born out of a need of having slaves, of having some source of easy labor, but truthfully, the automation of easy work was not that important. They had ghosts for that, and living, mindful slaves were often prone to rebellion, and rebellions were annoyances.

Morbion didn’t really blame the slaves for their impertinence. No. The people he blamed for those rebellions were people like Captain Shackle, who enjoyed making slaves who did not like being slaves. Soul Magic was very capable of making people who liked being slaves, but some Evils, like Shackle, liked it when people hated their stations in life.

Demons and Evil got off on that sort of shit, and then they got off again when they brought people back into line and told them that they had no rights to rebel, or any of their other rights that they most certainly did. It was the inalienable right for every person to rebel against imprisonment and an unjust ruler, after all—

… Morbion considered the thoughts that had just crossed his mind. He found most of them… reasonable, of course. Rebellions often formed out of a lack of power and prosperity from the ruling party to the ruled, and no one actually liked to be imprisoned.

Unless one used Soul Magic correctly, of course.

But many of those smaller thoughts had not come from Morbion’s own mind. They had come from the trinket Morbion now wore on his left wrist. It was a Benevolence-forged bracelet, created out of the souls of four Good rulers, two Evil despots, and a whole lot of Benevolence wrangling. It had a lot of good ideas about ways to make Wraithborne more efficient, more ruthless toward enemies, and more powerful, overall. But it also had the problem of making Morbion see certain actions in vastly different lights. Actions which had long ago felt right and proper. Like slavery, and the quashing of minds, souls, and bodies.

Wraithborne and Evil liked using Soul Magic to make people like being slaves.

Benevolence wanted Soul Magic to be used to free people, and then work with those free people to make more prosperous societies.

Evil and Benevolence did not work together well right now, but maybe they would in a century or five, after some philosophers worked on combining the two.

Whatever the case, Morbion was done listening to Captain Shackle, and he was done listening to the bracelet on his wrist.

He plucked the offending jewelry off of his wrist and crushed it in his palm, and then sprinkled the broken dust on the broken skulls at his feet. The imprisoned dead of the bracelet sucked into the black Evil of the floor, into his throne, into the Wraithborne Tower itself.

Captain Shackle went silent in that release of ghosts. He recognized that Morbion’s thoughts were not with him, and hadn’t been with him for some time.

Good.

Maybe the idiot wasn’t beyond saving after all.

Morbion regarded Shackle, while he also played around in his own soul, searching for Benevolence influence. After a rapid moment he decided there were no lingering attachments to the trinket he had worn for a day, and yet he could not help but see how some of those actions suggested by the bracelet were still valid under new light. In particular, were the thoughts the bracelet had given him about this problem of Shackle and the attacks on Slaver’s Den.

Morbion stated, “Erick Flatt has displaced less than a point of a percent of your lands. By all accounts, he cannot do that Grand Reincarnation over and over again. If you cannot handle him with the resources I have given you, then perhaps someone else should be appointed to your position. Other than that, the Balance has sought death against every Evil land in Margleknot for 5,000 years. If you fall, then the Balance is that much more restored. Therefore, I have an interest in seeing someone fall, if only so the rest of our lands are more secure. It will not bother me overmuch if you are the one to fall, Shackle. I suggest you prove worthy of the power I have already given you, or you cut and run and kill some smaller land to reestablish yourself, leaving behind the dregs of your Den for the dragon to feast upon.” Morbion said, “There are many solutions to your problem, and none of them involve the Tower becoming more invested in an enterprise that is written-in-the-sky to fail. You are dismissed.”

Captain Shackle was furious, but he was not stupid. He walked backward out of the throne room, bowing as he escaped, his wings kept low.

The ghosts shut the throne room doors.

Witch Agatha stepped out of the gloom, bowing a moment before asking, “Was the bracelet not up to your standards?”

Morbion said, “It was a marvelous piece of magic. It helped solve 13 long-standing problems in the tower. But it also almost created a hundred more. Send the problem to the philosophers.” He looked at the Witch. “Say what you need to say, Agatha.”

Agatha bowed, then said, “Erick’s proclamation that Benevolence will take over Margleknot as the dominant mana seems like it could happen. It won’t happen for another 10,000 years, of course, but if Erick stays, if Shadow stays, if they are given reason to stay, then House Benevolence has a much straighter path to True Empire than Evil could ever accomplish.”

Morbion’s frown deepened. “That’s what we thought of Malevolence, too.”

Agatha bowed only her head this time. “Malevolence might have reached an end due to Nothanganathor being unable to reap his due from Veird and thus being stuck there for far beyond reasonableness. He had created Benevolence in his inability to seal the deal. He has created Malevolence’s opposite. And what an opposite it is. I foresee that the outcome of Veird will have either Nothanganathor returning to Margleknot as a god-wizard-king, or Erick as the same, and either Malevolence or Benevolence becoming truly dominant.

“Should Nothanganathor win, he will do as he planned, and our bargains with him might pay off. He will be disappointed that we did not do more for him at this juncture, though, but that should pale in comparison to what we have done for him, and with him.

“Should Erick win, the entirety of Wraithborne would either need to change, or perish.

“I am not sure which is the worse outcome for us.”

Morbion frowned.

- - - -

Erick sat on the top of his newest branch of House Benevolence, his wings folded on his back, his tail lazily trailing down the side of the tallest tower of the mountain-castle structure. This particular roost was large enough for him, but no others. In truth, he was kinda too big for this roost, too. He had grown some in this conquest, and so had his Status.

But that was fine.

Erick gazed across the land, across the fields of grain and orchards of fruit and rows upon rows of vegetables, and across the distance, to where the white ‘walls’ of the newest branch of House Benevolence rose like white knives in the ground. Erick had stolen that structure from Da’luwe because it was a good structure for his needs; it wasn’t like walls actually stopped the people who needed to be stopped, and Erick wanted all the powerless people to have an easier time coming inside.

It was a wasteland out there. If refugees should show, then Erick would welcome them.

He already had a lot of infrastructure for those people, and for many others.

Over there were new apartment complexes, already with space for 100,000 people, and only half full. Over there were training centers. A node network crossed the sky like a geodesic dome, and from that dome power flowed into many different structures, including ‘buffing magic stations’ set up here and there. Here and there were big white obelisks which outlined the basic laws of this land in many different languages, and right alongside those obelisks were [Language Acquisition] spellworks that rapidly allowed the people of this land to learn the languages of all others.

The houses were filled with a bunch of smaller, helpful magics, like lights and such. The sewers were self-cleaning, and people could step through cleansing waters to achieve the same self-cleaning options. It wasn’t safe to put up [Benevolent Cleanse] stations here and there for those could easily be sabotaged to evaporate people, but sending self-cleaning water through houses? Sure, that worked.

Those self-cleaning stations had even stopped a poisoning-the-water attack from some enemy forces. Many other smaller kill-attempts had been thwarted in the five days since Erick and Querkooda took this land.

The people here couldn’t support the mana needs of this land quite yet, though, so Erick had set up a Benevolence Tower dungeon over there, acting as the ‘power station’ to a lot of this place. He had even put it behind a [Hasted Shelter], and it was pumping out mana pretty darn well. It was also pumping out a river that kept the land watered, and which sent out more water into the wastelands beyond. The mana stayed inside, though.

This whole ‘beachhead’ of House Benevolence was mana-trapped, to keep the mana levels high and make it easier for people to accrete Benevolence, once they got to those steps. The level of Benevolence inside the space was still quite low, but it was pushing out a bunch of stray power that interrupted Erick’s mana senses, making it much harder for any part of this land to be invisible to his senses.

Over there was Ta’Kamoil’s Arcanaeum, and people were already taking lessons on accretion and the Dark and basic magic techniques. That Awakening Machine made by that engineer, Tris, was doing work, and Erick approved. He might even try to make one of those things himself, though he wasn’t sure where to start. That machine was complicated. It was a thing made over many centuries of technological advancement, after all. And yet, how easy technology could make things!

Just step into a machine and awaken one’s aura, mana sense, and even receive a big boost to one’s mana production.

It kinda felt like cheating, but then again Erick had started off as a ‘cheat’ by being a Wizard without even knowing what that was, so that was that. He would gladly help people cheat to get ahead.

It had been like cheating to take this place from Slaver’s Den.

Cascadio’s tips on resonwork had been invaluable. Putting resons into spellwork to make a spell stronger was an easy thing; barely a leap of any logic at all to make that happen. But using resons to imbue a self-canceling effect after certain conditions were met? That had been a leap of logic that Erick had not thought of himself.

What he had thought of afterward, though, was to use resons to imbue a spell with a targeting matrix.

That’s how he had taken out 9 out of every 10 demons and Evil-aligned person in Slave Intake #45, without hitting a single slave, in his first blast of [Grand Reincarnation]. 90% of the problem of this place poofed in an instant. Based on Erick’s reson and mana counts both before and after the fight, he had sent 6,800 people away, and into new Benevolent existences.

Sending 6,800 people away had only required 3.4m Mana, 3.4m Health, and 3.4m Psyche, and 680,000 resons.

He could do that many more times over.

Turning all the slaves into themselves, without Contracts or soul twistings, had cost a lot more, at 120m each of Mana, Health, and Psyche.

Saving people cost a whole heck of a lot more mana than it would have taken to simply destroy the whole place, though, so he would be taking some time to make some cost reduction magics as soon as this place felt secure enough to take that break. He’d also be making those truly deadly magics that Lord Dakka wanted to see, the Blood, Death, and Destruction spells.

But other than that, the ‘battle’ for Slave Intake #45 had gone very well.

It had only taken five minutes, and that was mostly because Querkooda was learning how to use his draconic body to make war. Erick hadn’t made much war except that first strike. He had spent most of those five minutes filling the land with his aura and yoinking people out of confinement to work magic upon them.

Most of those people Erick had saved had remained behind to join House Benevolence.

That was why he had targeted this place. He wanted people for his House, and this place, once rescued, should have provided that source of people. It had been a risk, of course. But it was a calculated risk.

Slave Intake #45 liked to break people in family batches. Adding to this, Erick rescued and kept people together as best he could. Those people who had friends and family either had the choice to stay here and thrive under Benevolence, or to try their luck elsewhere, on their own, and it would be on their own, because Erick did not have time to see that every one of the 35,000 people got back to their original worlds. It just wasn’t happening right now.

And so, people from so very many different worlds joined House Benevolence.

It wasn’t like there was any real place to go out there in Slaver’s Den anyway, and Margleknot was completely terrifying to many of the people here. Most of these people actually came from tiny, backwater worlds that were seeded by Slaver’s Den and other Evil lands long ago, just so that they’d have slaves to capture whenever they wanted.

The whole thing disgusted Erick.

Before Erick had come here to Slaver’s Den, to Slave Intake #45, this place was pretty much a wasteland, and it was kept that way to make the slaves despair. Every window of the former Intake had looked out upon dust and rock and sparse vegetation. Sometimes the demons and Evils of this Intake even let the slaves out into the harsh, rocky, thorny land beyond the ‘safety’ of Intake to break their spirits even more.

For the past few days after taking this place, that desolate land out there had been filled with raiders and saboteurs and even a few different dropships and warpships. Now those ships were the spoils of House Benevolence, and their invaders sent off to other worlds to live new lives. Over there, at the workshop, Erick had a bunch of engineers working on the tech they had gained in those fights, as well as working on more shielding and defensive structures. Erick didn’t understand much of that, but Overseer Lanzoil’s Office of the Administrator had people that did, so he left that to them.

Erick gazed out across the land again...

… And everything was looking good out there?

More or less, yes.

The people here were in pain. They were furious, they were in shock, some were motivated by the desire to hide and pretend that nothing was wrong at all. Some were coming out of slave Contracts that they had suffered under for decades or more. Some were coming out of Contracts mere days or weeks old. Some had never been touched by Contract at all.

It would take time to heal the wounds this society had inflicted upon these stolen people. But the kitchens were working overtime and food was flowing from gardens and people were crawling out of their trauma slowly, but surely. Many were working to become soldiers for they desired to kill slavers with their own hands, and Erick did not disapprove. [Reincarnation] did a lot to help the people move on to a new future, but the social systems that Erick had set up were doing more, and communities torn apart by the slavers were coming back together all across the land.

There were problems with the newly-enslaved fighting the old-enslaved, with words like ‘cooperator’ thrown around as though they were fireballs and acid splashes. Querkooda dealt with those people by pulling them into the growing army. He was good about redirecting motivation properly.

Nothing would ever be the same for any of these people.

But the future was looking bright.

As Erick sat on the top of House Benevolence, he looked out, and he couldn’t see anything but desolation out there, beyond the white-knife walls. It had been 24 hours since the last attack. Maybe they had stopped? Maybe they were actually rousing their liches and talents, or trying to get Wraithborne directly involved? Erick hadn’t seen anything too dangerous coming their way, or at least there was nothing he couldn’t stop, but that would certainly change once the danger of their ingress had begun to actually worry the slavers of this land.

Slaver’s Den was land of 40 million people, with 4 million of them in control of their own lives, and those lives were filled with the purpose of making slaves, so they were kinda busy preparing for a full-scale counter-assault against House Benevolence. Slave Intake #45 was only one of a hundred such locations in a land the size of a Veird-continent, at over 10,000 kilometers in the major directions, and according to Erick’s intel these places fought and tore each other down all the time.

It would take some time to tear down this place and remake it into a better land. It would take some time for a real counterattack to come.

Erick had started the process.

And when they came to test him, he would be ready.

Because that 150 day timetable to conquer Slaver’s Den? The timeframe he had said to everyone, very publicly? That was a twisting of the truth. The actual truth was that Erick was tapped into his own node network with Mana Siphon and he had already taken millions of resons out of his Margleknot account and absorbed them directly.

150 days?

More like 15, if he had to.







- - - -

Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), ??? (Margleknot)] [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 0, Margleknot]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 101.06m per day / 1,169.69 per second , [Darkness Level = 6.89x Ascension baseline]

Body: 541

Mind: 689

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+1,064.41, -3] Basic upkeep

Mp: 2,881.13m/∞, ↑ [+362.60, -1] Basic upkeep

Hp: 2,840.2m/∞, ↑ [+350.9, -1] Basic upkeep

Pp: 2,839.81m/∞, ↑ [+350.9, -1] Basic upkeep

Resons: 937.17m [+105.27 = +11.69]
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                    Sneaky sneaky dragon wizard!

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 chapters! Over 100k more words!

Thanks for reading.
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                Erick remained on his perch atop the center structure of House Benevolence, gazing out across the land for a while longer. The people of House Benevolence lived their lives down below. Dramas unfolded and crashed and began and then came to closure as people picked up the pieces of their previous existences and tried to make something of them. Not many people had gotten anything close to closure at all, but some had, and that was wonderful. Most people got pretty far in that endeavor, though, considering they had been enslaved little more than a week ago—

A drone floated high in the air above the geodesic node network surrounding the lands of House Benevolence.

Erick reached down with his [Physical Domain], through the command center of the House below, to say to the people there, “I see a drone above us. Right here.” And then he conjured a coordinate map of the drone amid the command center.

Ruby was in the command center right now. She was Second to Querkooda, and she was a ruby-colored dragon currently shaped like an Elemental Plasma-derived elf, her body glowing a little internally. She was well put-together, like all the other people around here. The command center itself was still a wreck.

There were five people on a bunch of tech-based imagery-stations and four on magical scry-based stations, and those stations were only halfway completed. Wires stuck out in the backs of places and people were working in small holes in the machines here and there and tech guys were everywhere. Four people were learning the targeting software for the weapons systems right now, and a bunch were in other rooms, still trying to work on Erick’s [Cascade Imaging] to integrate it into the normal sensor systems that people had bought from this place or that place.

At least all the bugged tech was easily discovered with some Benevolence and scanning magics and scanning software from the various technologically-inclined people of the House. Erick wasn’t sure when the bugged tech started to appear, but they only really noticed it four days ago, and now the whole place —which wasn’t even together yet— needed to be ripped apart and redone in a whole bunch of ways.

So it was kinda fair that they didn’t notice and shoot down the drone yet.

Ruby turned, and her hair flowed as she moved, her eyes focusing on the video feeds and scanner equipment. She flicked her aura at a control center that some other guy was at, taking the controls from him for a moment. “… Looks like a standard spybot. Hmm. That’s at the limit of our capability to scan. No wonder it was missed.”

The guy at the control center looked utterly ashamed.

“Don’t worry about it,” Erick responded. “We’re still building the place.” And then he shot a javelin of light at the bot, erasing it from existence. He turned his attention back down to the control room, and to the [Cascade Imaging] he had set up in a special room, anchored to some metals and the node network. Some guys were currently trying to install some tech onto that working of magic, but they weren’t getting very far with it. “It appears my own Imaging didn’t pick it up, either.”

Down in the control room, Ruby frowned at the monitors. More than a few of the guys working the monitors cringed. They were embarrassed. Ruby said, “Your powers are… quite a lot better than the software we’ve been able to find and buy.”

And needing to rebuild the place didn’t help.

“Keep at it. Most of the spying is being done from far across the shell of Margleknot, anyway.”

Erick looked at the sky, which was a little dark because this was ‘night time’, though night time here in the spatially-expanded lands of Margleknot mostly meant ‘half-light’. This wasn’t the Mortal Lands where the sun actually disappeared behind a black sunblock; this was Slaver’s Den, in the ‘ascended’ side of Margleknot. And over there, in the worlds beyond this one, on those layers of lands out there, far above the atmosphere of this flat place, they were watching this flat place.

… Welp! Let them watch. It was time to see if they did anything truly desperate when he wasn’t out here, surveying everything and everyone.

Erick said, “I’m taking a break now. I’ll be back by morning or in case of emergency.”

Ruby and the entire command room went on high alert, though no actual alarms or such went off at all. People simply looked harder at the scanners, and started running them more. They were on duty.

Everything would be fine.

And if it wasn’t, then Erick could reverse time and save whoever he needed to save. He hadn’t needed to resort to that yet, thankfully. Hopefully he never would.

… There was probably going to be an attack in under an hour, though. The forces of Slaver’s Den were watching him a lot.

Erick got on with his life, anyway.

It was time to make some truly horrific magic to appease Lord Dakka, and he knew just where to go to get some proper ideas for that sort of shit.

A lot of people had been hurt a lot by Slaver’s Den.

They would want revenge.

- - - -

Erick walked into a classroom of his Arcanaeum, interrupting a lesson between Ta’Kamoil and some talented ex-slaves who were all bent on killing slavers in the most painful ways possible. Ta’Kamoil had been trying to get them to calm-it-the-fuck-down with their bloodlust, but at Erick’s entrance Ta’Kamoil merely smiled and promptly shirked his duties.

“And here’s the Wizard himself!” Ta’Kamoil said, “Please ask him how to kill people more painfully. I am sure he will have lots of information about all that!”

Erick was fine with that introduction.

The crowd of 27 ex-slaves were all very quiet. Some looked ashamed.

Surprising them all, Erick said, “I’m actually here to get ideas for that very thing. I need to appease Lord Dakka, after all. Anyone got any good Blood, Carnage, or Death-based ideas? Who wants to see their work on the battlefield?” Erick pointed at a woman who he was pretty sure was named Vanya, and a light appeared over her head. “Yes?”

Vanya looked as though she had been handed the keys to a kingdom. She launched to her feet, saying, “Bloodfire! It was what they did to us through some sort of light. It burned us from the inside out and paralyzed us as we tried to escape their capture drones.”

“Good one.” Erick pointed to another person, whom he did not actually know. “You.”

Vanya sat down, looking faintly happy… and yet somehow sad.

The next person was a man with deep red eyes and skin. He was suddenly unsure, because Erick could tell the red guy wanted to use the magic he was thinking about himself. Vanya was just realizing the same thing. The rest of the people in the class were also pulling back from the hate that they were feeling, if only for their own personal desires of revenge.

Only a few people were rethinking everything about this whole scenario.

Erick pulled the light off of the red guy and stoked the fires of hate, saying, “Come on! Let’s go kill people as viciously as we can! Surely nothing bad will come of perpetuating cycles of violence and hate! These are slavers, after all. They don’t deserve to be treated like people! We can treat them as you were treated, right? … Right?”

Silence.

Erick stopped pretending, and said, “It was incredibly rude of me to say that to all of you, of course. Who am I to judge how you feel as wrong or in any way unjustified? And anyway, war still has to happen. Proofs still need to be made. In this particular case, Slaver’s Den needs to be eradicated through a pure showing of power, to thus dissuade others from attempting to fight back and to keep this House Benevolence of Margleknot protected for many, many years to come. There’s nothing wrong with you all desiring revenge, but instead of trying to hurt people for the sake of hurting them, how about we try hurting people effectively. So. Once again.” He gestured to the red guy. A light reappeared. “Got an idea?”

With an even gaze, the red guy said, “Use Carnage as a damage multiplier. Add it to the bloodfire. Make people explode in gore shrapnel when they die in the light.”

Erick was not expecting something so… Simple, actually. And yet so far beyond how Erick would have done it. Yeah; Erick was not nearly as vicious as he could have been. Erick said, “Easily doable. One final suggestion for Death. Yes, you.”

The light went off of the red guy, and then appeared over a bookish woman with three books open up in front of her.

The bookish woman said, “Have the blood and flesh explode, but leave behind the skeletons as minions of undeath, empowered by the Carnage bloodfire…” She paused. She said, “But that seems hard. Alternatively, make the Bloodfire burn away life and then, in death, twist everything into a Carnage minion.”

… So that was vicious.

This had been a productive detour.

Erick said, “I have no doubt in my mind that this suggestion is probably exactly what Lord Dakka is looking for. Thank you all for your contributions.” Erick said, “I suppose I will be working on some war crime magic now. And make no mistake. These are all going to be war crimes. They have no place in a functioning society, or in the worlds I want to build.”

Erick left it at that, and then he left the room. Ta’Kamoil bowed a little as Erick left, and then he went back to the much more somber classroom. Before Erick had walked in and done all that, they had been talking in hypotheticals and overly-eager wishes. But now, knowing that whatever Erick was going to make was going to be horrific and used on the battlefield? That had done a lot to temper their desires for bloodshed.

It had taken them a minute to get there, though.

When he exited the arcanaeum out the front door, amid students and refugees and returners all, he simply took to the sky, transforming into a great black dragon that was already in the air, his tail the last little bit of his body to leave the ground.

He decided to check on the perimeter before he went to make magic, and it was a good thing he did.

High above the dome of House Benevolence Erick found a drop ship filled with horrors of various kinds, from flesh abominations to living poisons to killers in invisibility cloaks. His normal sort of attack would have pierced the place and killed most everything, but left behind the tech that he could then hand over to the engineers to add to their growing collection of tools. That tech would have been poisoned irreparably, and probably in multiple ways.

Erick was pretty sure that some previous salvage had led to their current tech problems in the House.

The problem was, though, that if he simply evaporated the thing…

Eh.

Less thinking.

More complete annihilation.

He did check on the radiation dome and found it fully functional.

And then Erick blasted the transport with a few lines of light, piercing holes through shields and then through hulls. Next came some [Grand Reincarnation] that managed to erase every living thing in there and send it off to another land, and since there were holes in the defenses of the transport there was no impediment to Erick’s lightning. The only targets he missed were the cloaked people; the other main threat of the attack. They were all falling out of the air and spreading wide, trying to escape the blasts.

Erick lit up the entire sky with a [Luminous Beam].

One thin thread of light sent out a river of atomic blasts into the transport, proving to be complete overkill as the entire sky turned to brightest day. Erick’s attack ended somewhere in the impossible distances overhead, way before it actually threatened anything in the Margleknot’s sky. The city shields, both magical and mundane, soaked the damage. Nothing got through to the city except for bright lights. The invisibly cloaked people were incinerated by light and heat long before they got anywhere near the dome below.

When the light faded, the transport was gone.

On the plus side of showing off that magic for the fifth time, so far, it also showed that the city below was completely protected from incidental damage. The dome below held very well; Erick certainly had enough power going to that thing, after all.

- - - -

Ruby shuddered in the command center. “Brightest stars, that is insane. That he can both do that and survive that.”

Querkooda smiled at her side. “It is a wondrous thing.”

- - - -

Vanya stared out the window of the classroom, watching the sky come back from beyond the blinding light of the Apparent King. She was not the only one. The entire classroom had rushed to the windows to see the light when it appeared.

Vanya wanted that kind of power.

… But even if she was somehow granted that power, right there, she knew she could not handle it, and for many reasons. She would dive into death to avenge her everything and fall both to her own demons and the real demons out there… And, she supposed, it wasn’t right to… just kill everyone.

She still recalled the painful bloodfire light out there on the shores of seaside, so many ‘layers of infinity’ away. She recalled the slavers picking her up and laughing at her as her skin burned in her mind, but not in reality. How they teased her for her invisible pain. How they inflicted even more invisible pain...

Erick had been right about many things.

The slavers deserved to die in horrible agony, but…

Vanya wasn’t sure if she could handle that.

Ta’Kamoil said, “So… That was our Apparent King’s Quasar Beam, or whatever he calls it. I would call that the pinnacle of light magic taken in a slightly different direction than the one I used to be able to do. Probably cleaner his way, though, if you can survive the radiation, which he can as a very strong Ascended. So! Back to Battle Magic?” He rapidly added, “War Crime Magic is completely different, by the way, though it’s hard to split the distinction some of the time.”

Vanya returned to the lesson with everyone else. They were here because they had displayed some strong anger issues as well as aptitude for magic, and Overseer Ta’Kamoil didn’t have much in the way of proper teachers, yet, so he was teaching them. Vanya still wanted to learn.

Ta’Kamoil continued, “A Fireball on a hospital? War Crime. A Fireball on a military base? Battle Magic. A Fireball on a market that is both maintained and operated by warriors of a town? Ehhhhh… That’s iffy territory. It’s pretty safe to say that everything we’re doing here is a war crime, though, because everything here in Slaver’s Den is both a place of warriors and victims, because the warriors use their victims to fight for them. There is no getting around this war crime, and so our Apparent King is just going for the crime and being done with it. As an aside, 3 out of every 4 attacks Slaver’s Den are throwing at us are also war crimes, because most everyone in this House is a civilian, too. That’s how wars of extermination are, almost all of the time.”

Vanya raised a hand.

Ta’Kamoil asked, “Yes?”

Vanya asked, “How do you begin to make a distinction when 4 out of every 5 people were following soul-bound orders? For targeting with your magics, I mean.”

Ta’Kamoil said, “That’s philosophy, and it’s something that we probably won’t have to worry about too much, because in the following battles Erick will likely clear out the vast majority of combatants himself. But to actually answer the question: The answer lies in personal strength of conviction and perception tied into resonwork. Reson work is how spells curve and bend, and mostly you won’t be able to use that, so we’ll start with magical-based targeting systems, which are much more like working computer code and less like working resons…”

- - - -

Lanzoil watched the sky turn back to normal, then he got back to organizing the violent labor forces of the kitchens and farms and getting people separated, off to their own parts of wherever they needed to be. There had been fights. There would be more fights. Some people went to the healers who were working on those magics, while others simply got sent home for the day.

This latest altercation had been about the level of spiciness in some food items in the mess hall. There had been blood. The actual problem was not the spiciness, but the myriad traumas of the people of this land erupting in unkind, and unexpected ways. And yet, Lanzoil was still happy with all of this. In a normal society with this level of hurt there would have been murders by now. So far, no one had actually killed anyone else, and all attempts by the outside world to kill the people here inside this city had been thwarted.

The people here were getting along fantastically when compared to normal expectations.

And yet… The ‘city’ of House Benevolence was a crashed ship in a land of pained refugees, and though the warriors defended the walls from incursion, the incursions kept happening. Not a single person living in this land was ‘used to’ the explosions and otherwise happening outside, and those explosions and otherwise were going to get a whole lot worse before they got better.

Lanzoil had his work cut out for him.

At least Erick was giving them all some time to settle down before the next battle came. They needed that time.

- - - -

Erick settled down onto a barren plateau of rock overseeing the wasteland outside of his new city. He was about 40 kilometers away from the white-dagger wall, and he was alone. He was not worried about being attacked, but even if he were then he would prefer they take their big shots out here. Maybe someone would get stupid? It was not impossible.

It’d be pretty fucking stupid to attack the kilometer-long dragon who stepped out into the open, in full view of everyone, though.

Erick had grown sometime in the recent past, yet again. At this point he was about a kilometer long himself, including his tail... Or maybe only 900 meters? Still pretty big.

Erick wasn’t quite sure when his ‘largest size’ turned out to be nearly a kilometer long —and maybe 1.75 kilometers wide from wingtip to wingtip— but it had happened when he wasn’t really looking. He had needed to keep himself small when by the House in order to not cave in the roof or oversize his seat.

According to a short conversation he had had with Shadow about it, getting bigger as a dragon was a natural part of the power of a dragon, and didn’t he already know this? She had been surprised he wasn’t bigger than he already was. She had even hinted that when he approached her true dragon size then she’d reveal that to him.

Erick wasn’t sure if she had been flirting or not.

Anyway.

Time to make some cruel magics.

As he cast some channeled spellwork into the air, filling the world with the cloying sounds of black-green Vile and the roaring sounds of reddest Carnage and the softer liquid-reds of Blood, Erick reacquainted himself with these particular Elements. He had worked with them all before, of course, but not deeply, or with such a violent end-goal in mind. It was time to appease a fae of blood and death, because Erick certainly wasn’t going to try and appease the trickster one. Lord Eldraki wanted ‘a single heartbeat’ or ‘For Erick to share assets equally with Shadow’ and that simply wasn’t happening.

But Lord Dakka wanted magics of Blood and Carnage and Death.

… And Erick’s new people wanted spells of the same.

Perhaps, Erick thought, it wasn’t such a bad thing to step into this sort of arena for a little while, where the spectacle of it all mattered just as much as gaining security in the final outcomes of war. People respected power, and would think twice about disrespect if they felt you would truly fuck them up.

Still felt icky to work toward these dangerous ends.

Erick altered Benevolence to an Elemental Vile facsimile… And considered.

The part of that ‘bloodfire’ that woman had spoken of, the part where the light pained, was Elemental Vile. Vile had a way of doing that rather easily to those who it was tuned to inflict pain upon. Vile was, perhaps, one of the most war-useful Elements out there. Beyond its closeness to Contract Magic, Vile had a whole bunch of other painful and powerful effects. Sure, it pained those who it touched, who were enemies of the caster, but that’s exactly what it did so well. That auto-targeting. The ‘blood’ part of bloodfire was just to concentrate the effects of the Vile upon the blood-filled people out there in the area of effect. Vile, attuned to certain targets, would only harm those certain targets.

Such an auto-targeting system of ‘bloodfire light’ would have also boosted the physicality of all people who had Vile inside of them, too. Vile didn’t just harm, it also helped those on the Vile’s side.

Vile’s angelic counterpart, Elemental Exalted, was a lot more about the buffing aspects of that dichotomy than the injurious option.

And thinking of the Vile/Exalted dichotomy…

Incani didn’t actually have Elemental Vile inside of them, which is why the ‘painful aura’ aspect of this power didn’t see much widespread use on Veird. Humans didn’t have Elemental Exalted inside of them, either, which is also why that power was not seen on Veird. That was also Quiet War shit, which Erick and other world leaders shut down as much as they could.

Erick clenched his claws and extinguished the Vile light.

He moved on to Carnage.

Erick extended his aura forward and filtered the bright red glow of Elemental Carnage into the air. It was a roil of war and pain and bloodshed and broken bones. Unlike Vile and Exalted, Elemental Carnage was present in a people on Veird; the orcols—

Erick sighed as he thought of Quilatalap, and then he got back to spellwork.

Elemental Carnage was basically THE war mana. Orcols instinctively used it when they went to war or got too angry. At lower levels of Carnage, every [Strike] hit a little harder and every step made with [Swift Movement] went a little further. At higher levels, every [Strike] became a [Grandmaster’s Strike] and every [Swift Movement] became a [Rampage Run], or other similar Skill. Carnage didn’t see much use in actual spellwork, though, because Carnage was uniquely harmonious with Strength and Health; they were practically the same color back on Veird. Warriors used Carnage; mages did not. This was not wholly true, though.

The best way to get Carnage into spellwork was to attach it to something else. Usually something physical. [Flying Sword of Carnage], [Summon Carnage Elemental], and any variation of Carnage and Force would always work well together. Carnage and Stone did well, too, if you used the Stone to inflict physical damage. That was what Al back at Spur did sometimes, when he was actually fighting for real. Erick hadn’t ever seen that in person, but he had kept tabs on Al and the people of Spur, both because Al was a Benevolence Dragon now, and because Erick still liked Spur, quite a lot, so he knew what Al could really do if he had to.

… Erick wondered if they were doing okay. If Spur was still standing.

Surely it was, right? It had been the last time Erick had spoken to Yggdrasil about all that, but that was a month or two ago by now.

Right.

So!

Putting Carnage onto a summoned minion? Yeah. That sounded like the best option. That one bookish woman was probably on the right track with her suggestions of Carnage skeletons, or some such idea.

For the ‘best’ summoned minions were Death minions, and Erick also needed to use Death Magic to appease Lord Dakka anyway.

Erick flickered Elemental Death in the air before him. Grey light blossomed and the world turned lesser under that ghoulish illumination.

Elemental Death was pretty good at what it did, and that was to impose a semblance of life on dead stuff. Other Elements that were great at making life were Blood, Healing, and Ooze, and wow was Ooze good at making life. All Elements could make life, though, under the right circumstances.

In the Crystal Forest of 20 years ago, back before Erick and House Benevolence retook most of that land back from the desert, sand elementals were pretty common during storm season, or in certain parts of the land where sands always blew. Not nearly as common as literally any other kind of life, though, because true elementals were pretty rare in places where there were so many different competing elements, but still, sand elementals did exist. The much more common version of elementals out there were not actually ‘elementals’, though. Lesser versions of elementals didn’t go by that descriptor.

‘Lesser elementals’ were just slimes.

By that same token, some true elementals were hard to differentiate from oozes, like Blood Oozes, for instance. Was there a Blood Elemental that wasn’t an ooze? Not really. Life was a spectrum, and sometimes things didn’t show up how you expected them to.

A few different elementals didn’t exist outside of laboratory settings. Elemental Death was almost one of those Elements, because Elemental Death was very good at using what was there to make itself into a ‘living’, hunting, creative thing. So what happened was that ‘elementals’ rose within bones and bodies in areas of death, and then those dead things moved on to make more dead things. It was only when all the dead things moved on but Death still coalesced that you ended up with Death Slimes.

Rare, though.

Anyway.

Because of this automatic-rising nature of Death, it was pretty cheap to make a dead body obey you, compared to all the other kinds of minions one could make, because you didn’t have to spend power dictating how the minion would act in certain situations if you used Death to make them. Elemental Death was already doing all of that for the body it inhabited. All the necromancer had to do was add in some stimulus-response mechanisms and undead bodies would pretty much do what they would have done in life.

‘What they would have done in life’ was mostly walking around and doing not much of anything, actually, until the dead thing found living things that it could make into dead things.

Funnily enough, to hear Quilatalap talk about it, the reason dead things liked to attack the living was not out of any jealousy or hatred or anything like that —though those specific reasons did exist in some undead— but because the Elemental Death inside of them recognized that the living could be turned dead and thus give rise to more dead. This fact, combined with the hard-coded genetic and living predisposition for living things to want to make more living things, is what made undead kill people; it was not an evil imperative that made dead things kill the living, but a reproductive imperative to kill stuff to make more of their kind.

All of that was a fun, dirty joke among necromancers and liches and the like.

So making a dead thing attack and kill the living was pretty ‘cheap and easy’ —which was another sort of dirty joke. It was also basic. ‘Missionary necromancy’, as Erick called it one time, and then which Quilatalap had absolutely loved for all of the different meanings…

Anyway.

Cheap necromancy was cheap and often bad. Well done necromancy cost as much mana as other good spellwork of other types, and some would say it even cost more, because you needed bodies and souls to do the good necromancy. (Which was another sort of sex joke.)

… Anyway.

There would be a lot of bodies in the coming wars, if Erick let there be bodies, which he would need to, right? Because Lord Dakka wanted destruction.

… Did he really want to use necromancy against a bunch of necromancers, though? To create minions that could be taken from him?…

“Theoretically taken from me,” Erick mumbled to himself.

Actually taken from him?

Not bloody likely.

Now was a good time to practice some of his Propagation techniques, too.

Soul Magic propagation techniques, too… Er? No. Not really. But in a small way? Yes. Erick decided he wanted the souls of those he Carnage-killed, or whatever, to remain trapped in the bodies so that they could come out of the cities on their own, and line up to be brought back to life. Erick wanted those souls so he could heal them.

… Yeah. That would work.

And so, how to do this?

Erick kinda wanted to discard the idea of using Elemental Vile to pain people… But Elemental Vile was very good at targeting. Benevolence was good at targeting, too, so did he need to use Vile? Yeah, probably, because people were under Contracts and some Vile might be able to act as a layer of anti-reaction against those Contracts activating if Erick did it right...

Hmm.

An idea.

Elemental Vile and Exalted were rather unable to be used together, but not really. The problem was that there was a whole lot of overlap between the two, so outside of very rare circumstances there was no need to use them both. Vile wanted to primarily harm enemies and secondarily help allies. Exalted wanted to primarily help allies and secondarily to harm enemies. Added to this, there were often mana concerns; one could only cast a spell so often before one’s mana ran out —for those who had such issues, anyway— and there was no such thing as Propagation Magic on Veird due to the Foundation Ban against that sort of power.

Erick had neither of those concerns right now; he had mana, and there was no Propagation Ban.

Added to that, Vile and Exalted had different focus auto-targets… When it came to buffing and debuffing magic, anyway. That’s what Erick was focusing on now, so that’s what he kept in mind at the moment. Actual Vile and Exalted damaging spellwork was a different ball game altogether…

But Vile was kinda Ooze-like and Exalted was definitely more Force-like—

Ah.

It was all slotting into place.

Erick envisioned a drop of Blood, which was the best Propagative baseline, that infected a person’s soul and locked them into that body. That was the baseline magic. When the person died, for whatever reason, their body would hold onto their soul and put it into a state of suspended animation. If there were enough sources of the animate-version of the lifecycle of this magic nearby, then the Vile and Exalted auras of those nearby animated minions would empower the dead body to animate with them. If there were no nearby sources of Vile or Exalted power, then the body would simply release the soul when the magic therein degraded.

But if there were animated undead nearby to power the raising of the corpse…

Yes.

Erick needed to add in some [Renew] spellwork for that.

But then… Yeah. This was an idea.

An animated corpse —the main active form of this magic— would then start oozing out Vile aura and wielding Force-like Exalted weapons that carried the Blood magic, and then they would keep killing others and infecting them with the blood. Carnage would activate if the undead spotted enemies against Benevolence...

Erick examined his thoughts and found them all distasteful.

… And then he considered power requirements, and control. From there came thoughts of how to end this spellwork once it was done.

Maybe he could do both at the same time? Have a few trips through Infinity using resonwork to connect animate-corpse to animate-corpse in a mana-sharing node-network so that they didn’t run out of power and constantly healed each other...

Erick paused.

“This is probably more horrific than that [Cascade Imaging – Luminous Beam] magic… Hmm.”

Now there was a thought.

Erick could probably tie this magic to a [Cascade Imaging] and use this magic both to survey the battlefield from that spellwork and also make a specific kill-switch for the spell through the Imaging. The only downside to that was that the people around here knew about radio waves. That was one of the reasons the [Cascade Imaging] back at base didn’t work so well. The smart forces of Slaver’s Den were using canceling tech to erase their presences from Erick’s Imaging.

… So don’t go off of radio waves, then?

He needed to update [Cascade Imaging] to resonwork and Benevolence and all of that to utilize the curve-through-infinity resonwork that Cascadio had shown him.

… Yeah?

Yeah.

That would be the first task of this magic making today. A new [Cascade Imaging] for a new era.

Erick looked out across the various little ideas he had cast into the air, all of them misleading and ill-formed, from fireballs that pained people through light to bullet storms to world breaking spellwork, and then he erased it all from the air. They were just the doodles one did when they were busy thinking. They didn’t mean anything.

He wondered what the people looking would make of them.

… Anyway!

Time to get back to work. Some people were trying shit.

Erick leapt up into the air and flew upspireward, to where his Lightning Path was guiding him right now. He found a giant abomination of rock and crabs scuttling toward the city. It was very well hidden. Erick landed right on top of it and crushed it dead under one foot. When the remains tried to cloy into his scales and flesh, he frowned at it, trying to understand what it was doing.

Ah.

This was tricky shit.

A lot of soul work in that little shit of a crab— Well. ‘Little’. It had been 20 meters wide, and that was a lot of space in which to put a whole bunch of replicating machines and undead slugs and shit. They didn’t get anywhere. They tried. They failed.

They would have been murder against anyone other than Erick, with them trying to burrow into Erick’s scales like they were. That would have turned a normal person into paste in a matter of seconds.

Erick fried them with copious amounts of fire—

Which they absorbed, and then the whole metal slug swarm grew. Erick’s foreleg was now crowded up to his elbow in black machine-slugs.

He tried Ice and the infection got bigger.

Hmm.

This was a pretty interesting attack. It gave Erick some good ideas for the spellwork he was working on. Of course, putting Mana Siphon into a bunch of replicating minions was probably a very, very bad idea. The creators of these metal slugs certainly didn’t care that they had done exactly that and made a grey-goo scenario, though.

Erick wondered if they had an off-switch?

Whatever the case, the slugs were trying to turn immaterial and slip into his soul, but his soul was a raging river and they could not swim upstream that fast at all.

Erick did not let the infection continue.

[Physical Aura] pulsed out like an explosion, physically ripping the slugs away. A more attuned aura vibrated the slugs into the air, to suspend them away from the ground. Erick continued to flow power away from his arm and the rest of his body, to push the slugs away, and it worked rather well. Within moments the slugs all floated in a vibrating sphere of power. He even grabbed up the slugs hiding in the ground and in the sand, and another, secondary crab hiding ten kilometers away from the first.

The black slugs roiled in Erick’s suspension like black cables all twisted into each other.

Erick broadcast his intentions though the nearest 50 kilometers, “I’m going to take these slugs to all four of the major cities of Slaver’s Den.”

And then Erick took to the sky and dragged along the slugs with him, headed toward Centrics, the nearest major city of—

The ball of slugs exploded like ten million firecrackers going off all at once. Within seconds, nothing was left except for broken flesh and charred machinery.

“… Hmm!”

Erick flicked some physical power at the broken grey goo, crushing it down to a molten ball of various metals, and then he did some Particle Magic separation, pulling out tens of different metals in various combinations; mostly iron. With a bit more flashes of power, Erick turned those different metals into ingots, and then into tiny slug sculptures. Then he made them all into a tiny sphere of slugs with some words written in slugs upon them.

With a bit of power, Erick zapped over to the edge of Centrics, about 190 kilometers away.

The wall of Underling Chains’ major city lay ahead; a solid black wall a hundred meters tall and crowned in turrets. Towering buildings rose into the sky beyond the wall, and everything there was as orderly as Erick had seen back in Wraithborne’s ring city, around the Evil Death Sun, but also a whole lot worse. In some ways, what Erick saw was just people going about their lives, going from market to market, or high-end shop to high-end shop, or eating good food, or doing whatever they wanted, except there were slaves everywhere.

10 slaves for every 1 slaver—

The turrets started firing what had to be depleted uranium, or something. Each ‘bullet’ was a meter across, too. They kinda stung. Didn’t do much actual damage. Erick turned on some defensive spellwork, and then there was no sting or damage at all.

He just hovered there, wondering if the turrets would get bored, or not.

Erick easily survived the turret fire, so he let that happen for a little while; 20 seconds, just to let them know they were ineffective. They did not seem to want to stop firing at him, though, so he turned on some reflective spellwork and returned their fire to them. In a flashing instant, bullets bounced in a way only magic could manage and bullets impacted the shields of the five nearest turrets. Bullets crashed up and away, headed back into the sky. The turrets kept firing for 2 more seconds but Erick tuned his reflections and made some precise return fire that broke through the turrets’ shields. Bullets the size of people ripped through the offensive structures.

People were already screaming about dragons in the city beyond.

Erick turned to lightning, went into the center of the city, to a garden square surrounded by dark trees and with a sculpture of Captain Shackle in the center. With a whip of his tail, Erick decapitated the winged elf statue and put the metal-slug sculpture onto the head’s place.

And then he got out of there, being sure to decapitate another two Captain Shackle sculptures on the way out and place copies of his slug sculptures atop each one’s neck. He scattered a few more slug balls here and there, just to be sure the message couldn’t be hidden.

He wondered what their response would be, for written in slugs, Erick had declared, ‘We’re showing off Propagation Magic now? Okay.’

Erick got back to House Benevolence well before some atomic bombs dropped. He stopped those easily enough. Honestly. Did they think his absence would take any more than 10 seconds? That he wouldn’t be back in time to stop the destruction?

Slavers were fucking stupid.

The only real defense they had was all their intrinsic hostages.

This was almost like that time all those years ago with the slave cities of Mainland Nergal, back on Veird. Erick had been involved in all of that shit, too, but the main contributors to ending the largest lands of slavery on Veird had been Destiny and Messalina. They cleaned up those lands and turned them into the Freelands, and Erick mostly supported them. He didn’t do much of that himself.

Since then, he mostly tried to forget those evils he had seen.

But now those memories were surging back to the forefront, because this place was so much worse than how Continental Nergal had been.

And to think, he was actually feeling bad about the spellwork he was going to make.

… Eh. Self-replicating angel-demon carnage-blood-radiation zombies seemed about as ethical as one could get with propagation-war magic… Probably. Erick’s version had the souls trapped in their own bodies, quietly riding along for the journey and completely insensate. If he wanted, he could make the souls and minds fully realize what was happening to them. That seemed a whole lot more evil and traumatic, though.

And allowing people to see what was happening to their world after they were soul-captured would probably disrupt the magic. Best not to allow for that sort of vulnerability; just make the souls silent and secured.

But first thing’s first!

An update to [Cascade Imaging] to remove a lot of the current limitations on the magic as well as add a whole lot more functionality and protection.
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Erick invited Ta’Kamoil into a work room at the top of House Benevolence, to one of his private offices, where a spell diagram floated in the air in front of them. It was [Cascade Imaging], but with a bunch of little tweeks.

“So I have all of it figured out,” Erick said, “The spell is going to function by curving through infinity to see targets in distant lands. The only place where I’m a little stuck is that this spell is going through infinity to see distant lands, and by that same token, it might be vulnerable to back-tracking magic through infinity. How would you solve that vulnerability?”

Ta’Kamoil narrowed his eyes at the spellwork diagrams and adjustments, going back and forth between the basic spell and Erick’s notes. And then he pulled back, and said, “Yeah. So that’s a whole lot different from my own Imaging magics. Oddly enough, I think the only place we differ is in the level of containment and self-reinforcing of our styles. I’m… A whole lot less solid than you are, apparently. This gives me a lot of insight into the Imaging in the command center, and why it isn’t working right—” Ta’Kamoil said, “Sorry about not getting to that before now. It’s been a busy week.”

Erick smiled. “Completely understandable. So how do you— Wait a second. I need to take care of this. I’ll be back soon.”

Erick turned to lightning, zapped out into the sky to become a dragon hovering over the geodesic dome of House Benevolence, just in time to see a 20-kilometer-wide cylinder of metal falling out of the sky. It was thick and grey and jagged on the bottom. It was also mana dead and completely invisible to all of Erick’s magical senses. He had only noticed it because his Lightning Path was screaming at him to move.

And now that he was here, Erick was worried for the first time since—

Shadow appeared in the air beside and above him, like a speck of grey, wreathed in black. She smiled, and teased, “How about learning some Dark Magic, too?”

And then she raised her hand and the sky flashed black.

When the black vanished the cylinder was completely gone and so was all the atmosphere that had been there. The world collapsed overhead, the sky screaming as it filled in the gap, the domed city down below flickering with power as the myriad of protective magics held it all together while wasteland outside of the city flowed up.

And then the implosion of the sky turned into an explosion. A crash of thunder rolled across the world and blasted down the rising wasteland, the shockwave rolling across the world and flattening dust clouds everywhere. More dust clouds rose up when the wave passed. It looked like a sandstorm had just passed out there, beyond House Benevolence. Inside the dome things looked… well. Things looked fine-ish?

Erick turned his gaze back upward, and then toward Shadow. “I don’t think anything broke?”

Shadow turned back to facing Erick, too. She had been looking at the House. She began, “Sooooo… I haven’t actually gone to war in a long time. Forgot about collateral damage.”

“It’s fine.” Erick said, “If this were Veird I would have swallowed it with a [Gate], but no [Gate]s here, so I flubbed that one.”

“That would have been the safer way to solve that, yes. Alternatively, less large-scale Dark Magic, or a simple disk of Darkness.”

“You chose correctly, I think,” Erick said, “No way to tell if there was some hidden magic up there. But anyway.” Erick flexed his aura to the side, conjuring what he had long suspected to be ‘Darkness’. An orb of black held in the air, like a void in the world that sounded like everything and nothing, all at once. It was almost Elemental Destruction, but it was a Destruction flavored with some sort of Void. “Is this Elemental Darkness?”

“Nah,” Shadow said, surprising Erick a whole lot. “That’s Elemental Annihilation. It’s close enough for basic House magic, but it’s not Darkness. Probably safer to use than Elemental Destruction, too. Using Darkness to do what I just did requires you to open yourself up to your true power and then express that power outward in an effort to take apart whatever you’re looking at. That use of Darkness is disintegrative in a way that nothing else truly is, because what Darkness wants to do is pull apart things and see how they work. That’s where the Destruction part of the original Creation, Destruction, Paradox trio comes from.” Shadow said, “Elemental Annihilation truly is good enough for basic magic, though, because only Destruction Wizards can truly touch upon the Destruction parts of Darkness’s domain, and Annihilation is easier to work with than Elemental Destruction, because it is cleaner. And yet, it is not as clean as Darkness. If I would have used Annihilation to get rid of that cylinder there would have been some metal shrapnel left. Probably could’ve added in some resons to make that work as well as Darkness. Keep that in mind! I’m headed back.”

And then she left.

… Erick detoured to the wastelands where he did a bit of spellwork using what he had thought was Darkness to make a beam that he aimed at the ground. A darker-than-black beam of power erupted from Erick’s aura to the side and traced a line of black across the world below, drawing a trench into the ground a good hundred meters deep. The ground caved in around the beam’s path, dirt and stone collapsing back together. The spell failed to penetrate further than a 100-ish meters due to the lack of power Erick had put into the working, at maybe only 400-ish mana for a 5-second-long, meter-wide working, so… Was this okay? Or did he need to do actual Dark Magic? … Hmm.

This was more than fine.

Erick decided that since this was the lowest hanging fruit right now, that he should work on this for a while. Someone in the Den had thrown a city-sized block of strange metal at House Benevolence and it had proven surprisingly effective, if only because Erick had never considered that someone would actually do such a thing… But of course, as soon as Erick had seen the big cylinder of metal in the sky, he knew that he should have expected such a thing.

Absolute destructive spellwork was not something that Erick really liked to do, though.

And yet, Slaver’s Den was bringing up all these old and new ideas of spellwork that Erick had let slide over the years. The update to [Cascade Imaging] was only a few steps beyond that update from hooking up [Cleanse] to that working and auto-targeting every single instance of ‘demon’ within 500 kilometers, for instance… or further than that, actually.

Erick’s update to Imaging could probably reach through the very universe itself to hit very distant places…

Ah.

Well that was a bit distressing, actually.

… Erick hovered in the sky and distracted himself with various workings of Elemental Annihilation.

Beams, Bombs, Bolts, Disks, and a whole lot more. Erick carved up the land with a few different ideas, getting a hang for this magic. Sometimes the spellwork broke itself, blackness spilling out in every direction as it attempted to consume everything. Sometimes it worked well. The ‘disk’ type worked less well than Erick would have liked. He kinda wanted Annihilating Walls of power that he could set in front of something and erase that something from existence.

Blasts and cones of power worked the best for Elemental Annihilation.

This was one of those Banned Elements of Veird, for sure.

Erick experimented with Destruction versus Annihilation versus Void, seeing what the real differences were. He had never done much with Destruction before, either, so this was a good use of his time, too.

The Annihilation form of Elemental Destruction was cleaner than Destruction because Annihilation had a singular purpose to it, which was erasing everything, while Destruction was kinda… weaker? Well. No. Destruction was used in [Cleanse]. Destruction turned matter into thick air, into mana. Thus, Destruction was good for creation, because it left behind stuff that was useful to make more stuff.

Annihilation was more like Void in that it erased everything that it could erase, but it was certainly more destructive than Void because Void sought to make voids in the world where nothing existed. But the edges of Void still existed. Annihilation came through, erasing itself and everything as it tried to escape confinement all the time and then eat the world.

At the end of 20 minutes, Erick was done with his experiments.

Then he wrangled Annihilation into a few different spells, putting them into Benevolence crystals in his soul, but every third or fourth time he tried pressing that button the spell broke apart. It took him another 15 minutes before he managed to make some spells that did not break apart when he rapidly ‘tapped’ them.

Erick temporarily turned himself into a disco-dragon of darker-than-black beams of Annihilation that spun around his body, at his command, and carved the world up like a cheesemaker cutting curd.

Then came thousands of little Bolts of black.

Finally, Erick pointed his power at a mountain in the far distance.

Here now was the ‘greatest’ of these new Annihilation spells.

A dot of black shot from Erick’s aura, and all the world whined at its passing. Air twisted. The sky fell into the dot. And the dot kept going.

The Black Dot struck the mountain and then splashed outward, upward, downward, in every direction, cloying at the entire mountain and then going further, deeper, the mountain collapsing, the atmosphere draining down into that collapse in a rapid, yet controlled manner. The world did not implode and then explode in the destruction of one large mountain. The world simply settled down into a new configuration around a new crater a good ten kilometers deep.

Erick nodded.

He was happy with these new spells.

Annihilation Bolt, instant, super long range, 500/1 mana/reson

A bolt of annihilation inexorably strikes a target, attempting to erase the target from existence.

Annihilation Beam, instant, super long range, 1,000/2 mana/resons

A beam of annihilation aims at your discretion, attempting to erase all caught in the beam from existence.

Annihilation Dot, instant, super long range, 10,000/100 mana/resons

A cleaner version of a spell from long ago, but made with annihilation and updated for new threats. The Dot will destroy a large swath of the world designated at the time of casting. If the Dot is prevented from doing this, it will destroy itself instead.

Erick left behind the new crater in the world and headed back to House Benevolence.

He dropped out of his draconic self, reentering his offices at the top of the main structure, his glowthreads wrapping around his body once again as he went to the office where he had set up the [Cascade Imaging] diagrams.

Ta’Kamoil was not there.

Erick already saw him down in the command center, looking over the [Cascade Imaging] that Erick had put up earlier. Some engineers and other mages were looking it all over alongside Ta’Kamoil, discussing the spellwork, figuring out how it worked, for real. Ta’Kamoil hadn’t been kidding when he had said he simply hadn’t gotten around to doing that yet, but now that Erick had asked for his time he was getting to work on this specific project instead of the tens of other things he had to work on.

The Overseer had left some paperwork behind in Erick’s office, though.

A note rested on top of the papers.

So this all looks like it will work, but the real question is the one you posed about how such a scanning magic could be traced back to its source, making the whole scan vulnerable to corruption and such. The only real answer to that concern is located in Scry Theory.

In a short ways: Make the scanning magic easily disrupted so that the Scry won’t be able to be traced back to the original spell. This is the common way to make Scry magics, because those sorts of magics always do open the user up to Bad Things.

This will not work for the deep connections you’re trying to establish with a truly powerful Imaging spellwork, though, which could allow you to cast spells through this Scry Magic. In my opinion, you should leave the two spells separate. Make a better Imaging with Scry Theory and the ‘curved through infinity’ power. Make another, much more hidden and actively-defensive spellwork to allow that mainframe spell to power other spells. Gate Theory is much more useful for that sort of spellwork than Scry Theory. You might need to make gate nodes.

Erick rapidly read the full diagrams and workings that Ta’Kamoil had left in the rest of the paperwork…

And then he paused.

Yeah.

Using a special core of himself, with some magics in it, would be a great way to do this thing.

And yet...

“I’m recreating [Familiar] but more complicated, aren’t I.”

Erick had a long think about all that.

He came to the conclusion that he was not about to have another child. Not in the middle of a war. Probably not for a long time, too, and if he used his core along with a bunch of soul work and other magics then he might just make a [Familiar]...

Erick missed Ophiel—

Oh, gods, did Erick miss Ophiel.

Erick sat there for a while, thinking about Ophiel, and how they hadn’t gotten the chance to spend much time together after his birth. Did he still have a mana debt? He probably did. Was he rescuing people and getting himself killed? Probably.

Erick would have fallen deeper down a thought hole, but his expanded senses caught sight of something far, far below the ground level of House Benevolence, entering into the massive cavern that Erick had created down there to keep eyes open below the city. It was a gooey thing. Some sort of blood ooze had erupted out of the ground unexpectedly, and then it kept coming. Pretty soon a ten-Olympic-pool-sized animated blood occupied a tiny part of the underground. Red glop flowed, and spotlights on the cavern roof locked on the creature. The creature froze, its gelatin, red body crystallizing into rock in that moment, as though it was trying to pretend it was nothing special.

Or maybe it was thinking.

And then the creature screamed and turned around, vanishing back into the hole it had made in the bare dirt.

The bombardment from the underground turrets struck the hole a second later, caving in the hole.

Erick tracked the ooze for a few more kilometers as it raced down and away from House Benevolence, back through the caverns it had made to approach, to attack. Erick chose to ignore the ooze when it got really far, for he would have needed to pull his sight from other areas to keep looking at the blood ooze.

Erick turned back to his work.

He missed Ophiel.

He was not going to make another [Familiar].

He chose to go the more complicated, non-sapient route with [Cascade Imaging]. The ‘better scanner’ was easy enough to make using Scry Theory and curve-through-infinity resonwork, so that is where he started.

Instead of one giant ball of cascading light in the sky above the Imaging, Erick went with countless smaller cascaders that all worked together and through many different spectrums of light and sensory magics to produce a coherent image at a given location.

He did have to use [Conjure Force Elemental] tuned to be more like [Conjure Benevolence Book Elemental], though, to make the spellwork actually work as desired. It wasn’t a [Familiar] at all, but more like that old spell of [Summon Jewels], his rad-collector spellwork from long ago. He also ended up using [Scry], because of course the spell needed [Scry]. That put his spellwork at 2 parts of the 3 part recipe for [Familiar].

Not the big piece, though. Not [Telepathy].

Knowing what Erick now knew about [Telepathy] having a Mark of the Fractal Universe inside, the fact that this spell was missing [Telepathy] pretty much ensured that it wasn’t sapient, and it would never become sapient.

Book Magic, Scry Magic, Particle Magic, Light Magic, [Ward] and Illusion for display purposes, [Renew] for adjustment purposes, and resonwork, all eventually came together into a working, cohesive whole, 15 hours after Erick started attacking this specific problem. He cast the spell four different ways before he decided on how he was actually going to make the imager, and also the next version of this particular magic.

- - - -

On a plateau outside of the city, Erick stood as a dragon under the dim light of the ‘night’ that sometimes took hold of this land of Slaver’s Den. The sky was still bright, but the world was cooler and the land was dimmer.

And then the light began to return to the land in a gradual brightening. Day was coming.

And Erick spoke,









“Of knowledge vast, this woven art,

“To make all seen, through realms apart.

“Spectrums plied, viewed true and keen

“Touch the sky, and sights convene.”









Erick wove his aura and Benevolence as he worked and Benevolence worked with him, ten thousand bits of power and creation flowing on its own, into positions and into alterings, and throughout his soul. Much like how Erick had created [Grand Reincarnation] in his soul without actually making that magic himself, this magic did the same.

Text appeared.









Infinite Imaging, instant + time, special range, 500/10 mana/resons per Cascader

Conjure a cascader that will build up an image of a greater surrounding area over the course of a minute, or less. Resulting map lasts until dismissed. Recasting Infinite Imaging on the same location will create more cascaders that will network together to make the image clearer faster, to scan from multiple directions, and to extend the range of this spellwork.

All cascaders linked to the same image work together.

If you designate a target, then the image might show that target.

If you designate a search for a target in a different slice of infinity, or a different layer of infinity, then the resulting images generated on the map will be from that slice or layer. Costs of spellwork increased commensurately. This spell’s duration drops from ‘unending’ to 100 minutes when used in this way.

+1 resons added to cost per Slice pierced.

+100 resons added to cost per Layer pierced.









And then the magic appeared.

A soft white mist glowed in front of Erick, while a bright white orb flashed into existence high overhead. As the orb above cast waves of dissipating power into the world, that power echoed out there and came back to the light. The ‘cascader’ began to inform the mist in front of Erick. That mist slipped into place here and there, rapidly forming a map of the surrounding area.

Erick smiled.

He cast the spell a few more times to test it out. He designated stuff that he knew should work first, like his own DNA. Soon, there was Erick’s body glowing in the center of the Imager map, while softer blues were back in town, with a lot of blues on his perch at the top of the House. He was kinda surprised that he still shed DNA like that, but he had built this body to be ‘normal’, so yeah, he shed DNA like a normal person. Kinda nice to see, actually. Made him feel somewhat grounded.

Erick flicked through a few more searches, like ‘blood’ and ‘plants’ and such, and all those normal options still worked as expected, and then he searched for something he knew that [Cascade Imaging] could not do; he searched for Elemental Evil.

With great joy, Erick watched as a great deal of the places beyond House Benevolence, a hundred kilometers away, lit up blue. He could search for intangibles, now.

Erick focused on finding Elemental Evil and also Elemental… Hmm. Stone? Sure. Elemental Stone and Evil, and make it a dual search.

The map shifted, and Elemental Evil remained, while Elemental Stone appeared as well, and the colors shifted. Elemental Evil turned black on the map, while Elemental Stone turned yellow. Evil was black? Eh. Erick supposed it was black in reality, so it was black on the map, too. Much of the land here turned yellow, but it was a thin yellow, as though the Elemental Stone in the land wasn’t that dense at all, and it wasn’t, so that made sense. The spots of black out there were pretty thick, though.

Erick looked into the sky where the cascader continued to image the land…

Erick cast the spell again, and this time he designated an image of the land about 750 kilometers... that way, way beyond the edge of the current image, over by the city of Den, the main city of Slaver’s Den. He did not see the cascader come into being, but he certainly saw when the imager populated with more fog in front of him. That fog rapidly coalesced into another image of more land, all the way beyond the edges of the current image, and the two images flowed together to form one.

The city of Den and the hundreds of kilometers of land around it rapidly came into focus. That image gained the search parameters of the Evil and Stone of the previous cascader command, too, and soon Den was a showcase of black dots and a whole lot of thin yellow everywhere.

Erick switched the search to ‘Dragon’. House Benevolence and himself lit up; a scattering of tiny blue dots on the field. He grinned at that. Long ago, he had been warned about searching for and then finding dragons, but his old [Cascade Imaging] couldn’t actually do that unless a dragon was in their draconic form. This one could find Elemental Dragon anywhere, though, in any form, because Erick’s Dragon had been Paradox’d into Benev—

Shadow stepped into the air beside the spellwork, saying, “That’s pretty neat.”

“I’ll have to figure out a way to make others able to interact with it but it should work a lot better than the Imaging we have in the command center.” Erick asked, “Got something you’d like to search for?”

Shadow was a short 2 meter woman floating amid a 40 meter-wide map, and she was also a tiny dot of blue next to Erick’s own dot of blue at the center. She felt like a whole lot more than who she was as she focused.

Shadow said, “Search for Powers, as in the designation made by Margleknot.”

“… Ah. Well. Let’s scan all of Slaver’s Den, actually, see if there are any out there.”

Erick pressed the button inside his soul that made more cascaders and soon the relatively small, 40-meter wide map, spread out wide, Benevolent white glows rapidly falling down into the shapes of cities and wastelands and forests and rivers and all sorts of places. Mountains, defensive structures, coliseums, and more and more cities, villages, villas hidden in the woods, castles on mountainsides, hidden ports on inland seas and one particularly tall sculpture out in the center of that sea. It was a sculpture of Captain Shackle, the demon Walara, and the pseudo-power Chains, all standing atop the backs of slaves, crushing them underfoot.

Erick looked at that sculpture for a moment. “I’m going to blow up that sculpture.”

“You should leave it until the end and then blow it up. It’s more demoralizing that way.” Shadow added, “And you can make that your final ritual to officially make this land ours.”

“That’s a good option, too.” Erick studied the map for a few more moments, before he declared, “No Powers out there besides you and I, but this isn’t that conclusive.”

“Scanning magic never is. Are you really going to make the zealot zombies you’re planning on?”

Erick skipped past asking her how she knew of that, when he had been purposefully vague about all of his musings and diagrams in the air. Obviously Erick was being spied upon, but…

Had Shadow been listening in at the classroom with the ex-slaves? Maybe Erick had leaned too far into appeasing them, and yet… He had been going for a double-misdirect sort of thing there, but… He wasn’t very good at all that stuff and he probably never would be. That was fine. He didn’t like doing that sort of thing, anyway.

Erick asked, “Do you feel I shouldn’t?”

“I feel that the best thing to do is to be as ruthlessly caring as you can be, and this spellwork might be exactly that.” Shadow pulled out a rather large book from Elsewhere. It was bound in gold, iron, and platinum spider legs, and it looked ancient and yet brand new. Erick tried inspecting it with his various senses, and the only thing that worked was visual sight. She floated the book into the air in front of her, toward Erick, saying, “It’s a Book of Beings and Non-Beings. What you want to make is in there, and this book will help you find the line between a magical effect that makes a person, and a magical effect that you can erase when you’re done with it. When you’re done reading it, it will come back to me, but it would be better if you would hand it back to me yourself. Only open it when you’re sure you’re alone, too. Anyone else reading it will be turned inside out and made into an abomination. It’ll try to do the same to you, of course, but it will fail.”

Erick shrunk down into a person and took the book in a hand, and then he looked to Shadow, floating there above the Image of Slaver’s Den with him, all the world like a map of white light around them. Freely giving information was… Well it was a pretty nice courtship gesture, Erick decided.

Erick smiled softly, and said, “I suppose I should gift my Queen a fitting exchange. Do you have a desire?”

Shadow chuckled, grinning. “You’re already doing it, Erick.”

And then she stepped away into Elsewhere, vanishing from sight and senses.

Erick looked to the side, to the map. Shadow’s little blue dot reappeared at House Benevolence. Erick smiled at that, and then he shifted the big map to search for Evil. The entire map of Slaver’s Den repopulated with blue, all the way to the edges of the continent where these lands melded into other lands, far beyond sight.

And then he held up his hand and canceled the spell, crushing a facsimile of it in his grip, giant white claws breaking every cascader out there and the image floating before him.

Erick turned attention to the ‘Book of Beings and Non-Beings’, looking the metal thing over, and then Erick turned to lightning. He moved away from where he had been to wrap himself in a [Hasted Shelter] and a few other magics, to settle down onto a [Force Platform] before he opened the book.

Golden, silvered iron unwrapped from the book’s cover like spider legs pulling back from a web, the whole book radiating a vicious power briefly, knocking off a few hundred thousand points from Erick’s Mana, Health, and Psyche, before the damage settled down to a low-drain. The pages beyond the first were filled with information that jumbled for a while, before it settled down, and Erick could make sense of the swirling words.

It read to him:

That’s a complicated magic you have in mind.

Ah? A sapient book?

Maybe.

Erick couldn’t see its soul.

The book extended its spider-leg-like clasps and set down on the [Force Platform] before it opened wider, the smallish book expanding till each side of the book was a meter square. Pages flipped until the book reached somewhere closer to the back than the front. Spell diagrams began to appear alongside images of the creation of the spell.

They were four-meter tall sexless warriors with crowns of burning light and swords for wings. Two long arms ended in large hands with larger claws.

Words appeared.

Is this the general idea?

“More or less? Yeah. I guess that kinda works.”

Please read the marked chapters and then we can iterate on this idea.

The book closed. Eight bookmarks, each in a different color, fluttered down from between the pages. The book then opened up to the first bookmark.

… This was a pretty neat book.

Erick started reading the section titled, ‘Making magic, not minions’.

It turned out to be a pretty good place to start, even if it was mostly a refresher course.









- - - -









Erick alighted upon yet another plateau far away from the city.

He was in his human form, and wearing normal clothes.

It had been four subjective days since he started reading the Book of Beings and Non-Beings, though it had only been 2 real days. He had needed to take some breaks now and then in order to establish his new [Infinite Imaging] inside the House, and to prevent a few smaller attacks here and there. The Imaging in the House was already hooked up to the command center and working quite well; a lot better than [Cascade Imaging] did, and probably because this one had been designed to be more friendly. What truly made it easier was that Erick had figured out a way to allow someone to channel mana into a runic web that cast another cascader into the Image. From there, it was just a matter of personal ability to use some basic Elemental Book, and the rest was all computer engineering stuff from the engineers and Ta’Kamoil. They added a whole bunch of new functionality to the new Imaging, enabling the command center to function very, very well.

Slaver’s Den didn’t seem to have an answer for the new version of [Cascade Imaging], either, which was great. A whole bunch of previously unseeable places were now fully revealed down at the command center, and Querkooda was busy at work charting out new threats and responses and war plans.

Slaver’s Den didn’t seem capable of stopping the new cascaders at all. They saw the glowing white orbs, of course; those brilliant cascaders were impossible to miss. But when they approached those orbs with any sort of power at all, the orbs popped. Erick was pretty sure that someone would eventually come up with some ways to attack through those ‘scry orbs’ or block them well, but that was true of all Scry Magic; there was no be-all-end-all solution to the ever-evolving arms race of Scry versus anti-Scry magic.

For now, it worked well.

And now Erick was going to make the Absolute Grand Violence war magic he had originally set out to make.

… He thought of Solomon again.

And then Erick dove into his soul and copied [Infinite Imaging]. With eyes half-lidded and his soul holding onto the copy of [Infinite Imaging], Erick spoke as he adjusted the power inside of him,









“With incantations, weave the base,

“A canvas for all spells to trace.

“Through solidity of magic streams,

“Here holds a power; frightful schemes.”









The copy of [Infinite Imaging] shifted inside of Erick, becoming something simpler, but only vaguely, like turning a computer into a monomolecular wire. The new spell held a promise of endings in a way few of Erick’s spells ever did, because this was the spell that Erick had told himself he would never make. This was a spell that was, perhaps, worse than attaching [Luminous Beam] to [Cascade Imaging], because he could attach any spell to this one.

Erick pulled out of his soul and summoned the new spell to the forefront of his mind.

Words appeared.









Spellsurge Weave, instant + time, special range, 500/10 mana/resons per weaver + Special Cost

Conjure a weaver that will build up an image of a greater surrounding area over the course of a minute, or less. Resulting map lasts until dismissed. Recasting Spellsurge Weave on the same location will create more weavers that will network together to make the image clearer faster, to scan from multiple directions, and to extend the range of this spellwork.

All weavers linked to the same image work together.

If you designate a target, then the image might show them.

Each Spellsurge Weave image is a magic completely unto itself, made at the time of casting, for each main cast of Spellsurge Weave will accept 1 imbued spell from the caster that must be a spell that exists within the caster’s soul. Freeform magic is not accepted. Targets of that imbued spell can be changed by casting Spellsurge Weave again, but the imbued spell cannot be changed once imbued.

Spellsurge Weave will support the imbued spell as it is able, acting as a Node Network for that supported spellwork.









Erick breathed out as he read over [Spellsurge Weave]. The words said a lot, but the actual spell would do so much more than what it said it would do.

As just one not-fully-intended consequence of this magic, Erick could see that he had solved the problem of needing to [Reincarnation] people himself. He could hook up [Reincarnation] to this magic and let the weave work its magic to reset people to a younger age. Maybe he might need to make a few different versions of [Reincarnation] + [Spellsurge Weave] to account for different types of [Reincarnation]s, like one Weave for ‘male human of X variety’, and then another for a human woman… And then all the rest?

That would be a pain in the ass, for sure.

… But not that bad, actually. If that’s the way it worked, then that’s how it worked, and people could just get thrown into temporary bodies to start.

… Or maybe he could make the magic take the person and settle them down to ‘just past puberty’, or something like that. Erick imagined it would be truly difficult for magic to target ages like that, but a massive biological change like ‘the end of puberty’ was an easy target, comparatively.

If he really wanted to go the easy route, he could do two reincarnators and make one male dragon and the other female dragon. Or male protean and female protean. That would remove the necessity for giving people specific bodies at all; just make them all immortal shapeshifters and be done with it—

Oh!

He could make one reincarnator make a male version of his own protean body, and then a female protean version of someone else, and if he ran millions of people through both versions then maybe he could walk around looking like himself and people wouldn’t recognize him as himself. They’d just go ‘Look at that! Another dude who used the House Benevolence reincarnator for male.’

… Whatever the case, this Weave would be wonderful for all the good things it could do… theoretically. Erick would experiment with it for a little while and find out how it all worked, exactly, but it should work exactly as expected; both better and not-quite-as-good as possible. It wasn’t sapient, after all; It was a machine of spellwork with certain inputs and certain outputs.

But that’d come later.

For now, it was time to make the magic that would get Lord Dakka on his side.

Erick focused.

There was no practice for this one. There did not need to be. For when Erick finally put together all the parts on paper, he knew that this was going to work, and that was going to work too well. There was no way around that. There was no stopping that.

To steer away from this course of action was to invite inevitable disaster, for this spell was going to be what he used to fight Nothanganathor, and so much more.

This, then, was the birth of a terrible angel.









Erick intoned,









“By Bloody war, I chant this verse

“Of creatures fierce, in Death immersed.

“With Carnage claws they will disperse

“in battlefields; soul will be hearsed.

“Fallen flesh becomes conscript!

“The warmachine is crop-full crypt.

“A soldier’s style! A Vile hive!

“Spread Siphon wings! Exalted shrive.”









Erick shifted his aura through an array of spellworks as he spoke, a spark of Benevolence in the air before him transforming into a drop of red Blood. Grey Death flowed through that redness, and then the drop of power flashed deeper into Carnage crimson. The hovering spell turned as faceted as a ruby, becoming a red diamond sphere that flickered black and brilliant white-gold at the same time, like the sphere was reflecting and refracting light from two different, invisible sources.

Inside Erick, the spell came together as a Benevolence crystal in his soul.

As for the spell itself, Erick held the red crystal ball in his aura.

It was dangerous.

It was impotent, at the moment.

It tried to Siphon some power from him, but it was too weak to drain more than a few points of Mana, Health, and Psyche per second from his body. Erick heavily inspected it for a full minute, watching as it tried to eat his power. He was looking for signs of infection of himself, and also for signs of a soul. There was nothing there, though. No infection. No soul.

Which was good.

He had not made a [Familiar]. He had made a spell which should have enough Necromantic tricks to make a fully functioning ‘zealot zombie horde’, as Shadow had said.

The spell description certainly seemed like it had worked.









Blood of the Valkyrie, instant, medium range, 50,000 mana

Infect a target until death and then watch the birth of a glorious Valkyrie! Behold, a plowshare of supreme violence that begets more of both. Fly and siphon and harvest and infect without mercy. Exalt in vile war to gather the souls of all, constraining them with Vile Exalted power, to bring them to the Apparent King so that they might live new, better lives, free of war of all kinds.









Erick put absolutely no power into his voice, to test if this worked, as he spoke to the red crystal blood, “I have no need of you at this moment. You can stop now.”

The red crystal stopped Siphoning Erick, and then it burbled as if sighing in sleep.

The spell disintegrated into broken mana.

Erick breathed out, “That worked.”

Shadow was there, standing to the side. She looked at Erick, and said, “Propagation magic always has a way of getting out of hand. That one might not have a soul right now, but it will be gathering lots of them. It will gain sapience eventually. I give it 40 years of use or 50 billion lives touched, whichever comes first.”

“That short, eh?” Erick rhetorically asked, settling himself for what was to come. He stepped into the air. “I’m going to do some experiments with [Spellsurge Weave] and then move on to one of Querkooda’s plans. What are you up to?”

“Checking on you.”

Erick froze slightly. He thawed fast enough. “… Oh?”

Shadow said, “Ultimately, what is going to happen here in Slaver’s Den is a good outcome for all the rest of the universe, for cutting a cancer at the source always makes the body healthier. The problems from this happening will be in how you have hurt yourself to make this happen. You’re not used to what you’re about to do. I don’t want you to become used to that sort of horror. It’s not good for the House, or for you.”

Erick smiled softly. “It’s not that bad, Shadow. I appreciate your worry, though.”

Shadow looked at Erick, and then she nodded. She moved on, saying, “We’ve been contacted by some liches that wish to be not liches anymore. Would you be willing to reincarnate them?”

Erick’s eyebrows went up. “The ones from Wraithborne?”

“Correct. Kakalakot of the Slavehold, Odarimisu of the Depths, and Witch Aragathara. I told them to wait until you were done with your projects, and since you’re done, here we are.”

“I’ll…” Erick decided, “Yes. In an hour. I’ll be ready for them.”

Shadow nodded, then said, “I’ll let the liches know you’ll see them soon, over on the downspire side of the city. If you ever want the Book of Beings and Non-Beings back for a different working, let me know.”

“Sure.”

Shadow vanished.

No time for rest.

Erick set up a few [Spellsurge Weave]s to test out some imbued spellworks.

It wasn’t long before he understood how Weaves functioned. Erick would press both of the ‘buttons’ for [Spellsurge Weave] and another spell in his soul at the same time, and the Weave would come up as normal, with that other spell imbued into the working. From there, Erick cast another Weave into the main Imaging to designate a target, and then, once the spell had a target, it would move the cascading weaver closer to the target in order to enact the imbued spell as soon as it could, the very moment it got within range.

Erick cast a Weave and a [Fire Bolt] at the same time, making a blank map, and then he cast a Weave again while designating a stone pillar in the distance as the target. The weaver blinked through the sky, reappearing a long-range distance away from the stone pillar, and then it released its Bolt payload.

Just one Bolt.

And then the spell went inactive.

Erick had to [Renew] into the imaging to make the weaver spit out more Bolts, but as soon as he did that, a veritable stream of Bolts flowed out of the weaver to impact the stone pillar. The spell stopped long before its wealth of mana ended, though, because the stone pillar could not keep up against the damage, and so the weaver no longer detected the stone pillar as the stone pillar.

Erick went out and conjured another stone pillar. The very moment there was another pillar in range the weaver moved to get into range of the new pillar and then it started unloading Bolts until it ran out of power.

A bit more experimenting had twenty pillars scattered across the land, and Erick feeding [Renew] into the image that was the base control of the attached weaver.

What happened next was odd, but it was also acceptable.

Erick fed power into the image, and the weaver went around to shoot one Bolt at one pillar, and then it moved to the next pillar closest to it, or maybe at random, and then it released another Bolt at the second target. The weaver went on to the next pillar and the next, doing the same thing, until it wrapped all the way around to the first pillar again, to continue Bolting pillars. Once it was done with one circuit, though, it did not do the same circuit a second time. Instead, it went around a different way, Bolting each pillar in turn until the weaver finished a whole different circuit, whereupon it started again. The third circuit was different from the first two.

“I’m not too sure what that’s about, but it’s fine?”

The weaver moved pretty darn fast.

When Erick conjured a second weaver into the same spellwork, the two of them began working in sync to Bolt all 20 pillars and then restart the process, going through mana and the whole route a whole lot faster than when it was just one weaver. There was still travel time, though, so the Bolts did not flow. Not yet.

Erick conjured 18 more weavers, and now each pillar had one weaver Bolting it with streams of [Fire Bolt]s, like ribbons of fire trailing from each cascading white orb to each solid tan stone below. When the first stone pillar became ‘not stone pillar’ according to the image, that weaver began weaving a route among all the other pillars, Bolting once, and then moving on. The remaining weavers continued to stream Bolts.

As more and more weavers ‘killed’ their targets, then the rest of the weavers began to move around to attack what was left.

Very soon, Erick had 20 weavers hanging out in the sky, doing nothing, for all the targets were dead.

Erick did a few more experiments with different magics just to make sure he was seeing what he was seeing.

Spells with durations, like beam spells, chained themselves so that the end of one spell was the start of the next. The weavers didn’t just cast a hundred beam spells from one weaver all at once. Instant spells got chained.

Spells that cast stationary objects here or there, like [Ward] spells, cast the spell where Erick wanted it cast, and then, when Erick damaged the [Ward], the nearest weaver [Renew]ed the spellwork. In that case, the weaver acted as a part of a node network, keeping the [Ward]s solid.

For his next experiment, Erick set out 4 lightwards that would naturally decay from white through the spectrum of red to blue, before finally popping at the end of their power. Each lightward would decay at different rates. For those lightwards, Erick set up the [Spellsurge Weave] with [Renew], and had the weavers keep the lightwards functioning. That worked pretty well. The weavers kept the 4 lightwards at ‘white’ until the mana Erick had put into the Weave began to run low, and then the Weave kept the lightwards going as best it could, eventually putting all of its power into the constantly-failing lightward until the system was drained dry. And then the lightwards popped one after the other, due to a lack of power into the Weave.

The weavers, meanwhile, simply watched that decay… Or rather they ‘hung out’... And yet that wasn’t a wholly correct way to describe their behavior either. Erick tried not to ascribe too much intelligence to them for they had no soul; just orders.

“… I wonder if the tech side of Margleknot has artificial general intelligence that could help with this?”

A question to be answered another day.

Erick had some liches to visit.

- - - -

Kakalakot of the Slavehold, Odarimisu of the Depths, and Witch Aragathara.

They were the three liches of Wraithborne that Erick had tentatively agreed to [Reincarnation], though he had never actually followed up on any of that. He was busy. He expected them to show up when they wanted, which was pretty much what had happened.

And now they were nearby.

Erick only saw Kakalakot of the Slavehold standing before him, though… or at least that’s who Erick assumed this was, since the other two were both many kilometers away and much more easily recognizable as who they were. The witch, far over that way, was an old woman trapped in a cauldron that was filled with murky black liquid. When the liquid cleared now and again, it revealed the witch below the surface. The other guy, far over that way, was a sphere of floating blue waters with an eye far below the surface; that screamed ‘of the depths’ to Erick.

And so, by process of elimination, this guy was Kakalakot of the Slavehold, though that much was kinda hard to tell. There was a man dressed in black clothes hovering inside of a bright orange crystal that anyone could have mistaken for a coffin, while also mistaking the guy inside the coffin as dead. A little skeletal lizard held on top of that crystal, though, and that little skeletal being was an easy match for some of the larger powers that Erick had seen in this world, and back on Veird. It radiated power and control.

Erick set down in front of the ancient lich, asking, “And you’re Kakalokot?”

The lizard spoke with a man’s voice, “Yes, good Wizard Flatt of Benevolence. Please ask your questions and demand your prices in a quick manner, but know that I have already given away everything of true value. I am risking true death to be here at this hour, away from my true wards, and so are those other Great Evils who are here, but we are all dying anyway. If you deny us then we will throw our whole weight behind Slaver’s Den and attempt to end whatever you have going on here.”

Casual threats.

… Eh!

To be expected, anyway.

Erick did not hold it against him.

“Okay, sure.” Erick asked, “ ‘Of the Slavehold’, yes? What sort of intel can you give me over this land of slavery?”

“Lots.” The little lizard skeleton cast a bunch of light into the air, to the side, creating a map of Slaver’s Den. And then he added some glows. “Those glows are the last known locations of the Slave Systems I set up here thousands of years ago. They have probably been moved. You must take those out to erase many of the Contracts out there. The backlash of ending those Contracts in this way would be the deaths of those people, but at least they wouldn’t be sundered. There’s probably a billion people attached to those Contracts. Those places are going to use these hostages against you when you move on them. I have explained all of this and more to Shadow.”

“… Okay. Good to know!” Erick felt a bit angry that they really were going to use slaves as hostages and warriors against him— He banished that emotion. “Wanna join the House and make up for all the wrong that you’ve done?”

“No. I wish to leave and be reborn in some better land, far, far away. Make of me whatever you want. I care not for details. That will be my penance.”

Erick nodded. “What are you escaping?”

“Corruption unending. I touched too deep into the depths of broken universes to ply my magic into power that once raised me above all my peers, but corruption has a way of eating at you even when you think you’ve beaten it. Heed this small warning that you probably already know, Wizard of Benevolence: do not go to corruption for salvation. It turns rights into wrongs and health into death. It does everything you could ever possibly want, and then it extracts everything from you in turn.”

… Erick nodded. “Your warning is appreciated.”

And then he struck the ancient lich with a reson-empowered [Reincarnation], lightning flashing out of the sky—

- -

Erick stood in front of a man in the foyer of a black-marble mansion fit for any emperor in any grand world. The man had orange hair and orange eyes, and he smiled as he looked down at his hands.

Kakalakot softly said, “I can move my hands again…” He paused. He looked to Erick. “We’re in the middle of it now, then. I can see why Wraithborne is eager to extend to you their hands instead of their fists. I can’t feel anything of who I used to be at all, and yet I know I am here. All the power is gone, but I… I am here. All that remains…” He looked up, and then all around. “… Is me.”

Erick smiled a little at that. “Got any big requests for the next life?”

Looking at his castle, Kakalokot said, “A path to power that will result in eternity, and not in an eternal self-prison.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “I don’t really know what happens to you past this moment in time, but you still have your memories, and your future will be much more Benevolent. What comes next is up to you.”

“I look forward to it.”

- -

—Lightning dissipated from a broken orange crystal to vanish into Elsewhere, vaguely taking the shapes of non-euclidean branches as it soaked into those branches of Margleknot, and left this world behind.

Shadow stepped to Erick’s side. “We have received a great deal of data from Kakalakot’s estate, as well as 4.7 billion resons. It’s more than he promised, but less than we knew he had. We’ll work on the intel in the next few hours after I have a chance to go over all of it and check for traps. I don’t expect there to be any traps.”

Erick nodded. “Good to know.”

Shadow vanished.

Erick moved on.

- - - -

The witch in the cauldron, Aragathara, rested at the bottom of her own soup, little bubbles escaping from her closed lips to rise to the surface, to say, “I’ll be real honest real fast, because I cannot stay away from my anti-corruption wards for long. I know everything there is to know about Nothanganathor and Malevolence because I helped him make all that. I am a former companion of his. I know how he killed Margleknot’s person in the Painted Cosmology. I am dying. I am betraying him by helping you. Let me help you, so that I might help myself.” She added, “I am also one of the original Witches of Wraithborne. Witch Agatha is my sister. She is Morbion’s right-hand woman. I wish to be promised to Creator Shadow in whatever form you desire me to be, and to work with her however she wishes. I filled out paperwork.” Some of the bubbles popped, becoming some of Erick’s reincarnation papers. They floated for a moment and Erick read them in a flashing instant. “You need not follow the paperwork.”

So that was huge.

Erick let his paranoia run wild for a moment, to see what he could see. The paperwork was fine; no problems there. She just wanted to be herself but young and kinda dainty. The witch in the cauldron didn’t look dainty at all; she just looked old and tired.

As for her desires to work with Shadow and her history with Wraithborne...

That all seemed like a desire to integrate into the House and then work from the inside to undermine the House for Wraithborne, or something like that.

… And yet, on the other hand, she knew way too much for Erick to ever not agree to her requests.

Erick rapidly decided, “Sure. You can be promised to Shadow. I’m sure she’ll have you swear some specific oaths. You will be answering questions about Nothanganathor and Malevolence to both of us, though.”

Bubbles burbled to the surface of the cauldron, “I readily agree.”

Erick said, “Bring down your wards.”

Suddenly, the water in the cauldron vanished, exposing the corpse inside. Aragathara started screaming softly as her flesh began to melt—

[Reincarnation] set her to rights, though.

The cauldron evaporated as soon as the world turned to a fractal splash, filled with thousands of… all rather good futures, actually. Erick saw Aragathara as a mother, a grandmother, a teacher of students, a lover of books and a caretaker of babies. She was also a tempest queen of destruction and wrath, but mostly she was a woman of small pleasures and small powers.

Erick picked for her a future of small powers and growing things and a love for community, and gave her the body she wanted.

Shadow appeared at the end of the spell, saying, “Hit her with another [Reincarnation].”

… Erick did exactly that, and the fractal splashes of futures looked… more or less the same?

Erick looked to Shadow. “Expecting subterfuge?”

“Yes, and no.” Shadow said, “Yes; I always expect liars and cheaters. No; I did not expect it of her. But she worked with Nothanganathor and Malevolence, so if anyone was capable of evading a reset then it was her.” She said, “Wake her.”

Erick passed a [Benevolent Cleanse] across the woman and Aragathara blinked. She opened her eyes as she lay there on the bare ground, and then she looked to Erick, and Shadow. She sat up, closed her eyes, and looked inward.

Aragathara smiled, opening her eyes again as she said, “The corruption is finally gone.” She got to her knees and bowed to Erick, and Shadow, saying, “I pledge my life and my fate to House Benevolence and its just rulers, and to Shadow the Creator.”

Shadow said, “I accept your life and your fate on behalf of the House. You’re with me, now.”

And then Shadow waved her hand and shadows rose from the ground, swallowing her and Witch Aragathara in a crash of darkness, before falling back down to vanish beneath the bottom of every pebble and the undersides of every ridge in the rock. Shadow had moved on with her new person.

Erick moved on, too.

- - - -

Erick looked at the floating pool of water that held Odarimisu of the Depths, deep within that dark water. The guy was an eyeball that vanished in those dark waters when he closed his eye, but otherwise he was just an eye.

The water vibrated to allow for speech, “Greetings. I have not been able to leave my Depths more than this right here for the last few thousand years due to the corruption I have drowned in for so long. I would like to leave this cursed existence. Make of me what you will. I have not filled out paperwork at all.”

Erick paused his judgment of Odarimisu’s ‘demand’, because his Lightning Path was angling backward, hard. Something was happening over on the other side of House Benevolence. Erick said, “One moment. I need to check on—”

“Please I need to leave this horror of my existence. I don’t care what I become. I need to move on!”

Erick zapped him with a reson-empowered [Reincarnation]—

- -

“A big fish in a big ocean,” said the glowing goldfish floating in front of Erick, in the air.

“… Sure!”

- -

The water holding the goldfish collapsed, and Erick zapped away to see what was up with the lands on the other side of the House—

Some sort of giant beam made of green-black light fell out of the sky like the advancing finger of a god, moving fast, the world exploding around its advance. Clouds vanished in the sky, expanding outward under the kilometer-wide beam.

Erick threw a lot of Annihilation at the beam as he also expanded to full dragon size, turning on his Mana Siphon to full blast, extending his aura out kilometers in every direction. The green-black beam broke apart on that Annihilation and then fell into Erick’s power and Siphon. It did not get past him, and Erick was kinda surprised at that.

Erick watched as his Status started shooting up by tens of thousands of Mana, Health, Psyche, and even resons, every second. Still, the beam came on, and Erick turned up the Siphon, moving deeper into the black beam, soaking it up, transforming it into his own power.

Erick remained there for a full two minutes, sucking up the power, while nuclear bombs dropped on the other side of the city.

He almost panicked.

But Shadow was there, flying through the sky, swallowing each nuclear warhead with absolute Darkness.

Half an hour and four more all-out attacks later, one of which was an underground surge of olympic-pool-sized blood oozes, the attacks stopped.

Shadow reconvened with Erick in the underground cavern, the two of them in their human-shaped forms, for now. She asked, “Time for the counterattacks?”

“I’m thinking about it,” Erick said, thinking of what could have happened if he or Shadow had been a little less strong, or a little less quick. He missed Ophiel again, and not just because he loved Ophiel. He said to Shadow, “You were great today, Shadow. I appreciate it. I ask for your advice, now. Should I make the Valkyries sapient? Was it the right thing to make them simple tools? Or was it a cruelty? Or did you want them for House Benevolence’s defense? Or for your own use? Is that why you gave me that Book of Beings and Non-Beings to use?”

Shadow floated regally in the dark of the cavern, and in the bright backlights of the many spotlights overhead. She said, “You made what will eventually become a people and I wanted you to make them well. That is what that was. That is what this is. Neither you or I have the power or possibility to raise a child right now, but I would not hesitate to call the Valkyries mine if that is how it would work out.” She smiled a little. “I imagine that how the spell actually works is not at all how you think it will, anyway, but that isn’t the real issue. The fact is that there’s no way you’re getting a positive outcome with the Fae Enclave against Nothanganathor without capitulating to either Lord Dakka or Lord Eldraki, and I am 100% certain that you committing absolute war against a people will be easier for you, mentally, than whatever shifting trick that Eldraki would have you perform in order to gain his vote. So unless you’re willing to give up ‘a single mote of your mana’, which could be taken any sorts of ways, then you’re doing a Grand War, and that’s that.”

Erick sighed a little. “It’s all rather simple, isn’t it.”

“It’s not simple at all, but it could be, and yet, it won’t, because that’s not who you are,” Shadow said, “They’re trying to get you to compromise yourself in some fundamental way, and you are, but not really.”

Erick sighed a little bit more.

Shadow nodded.

Erick floated there for a moment longer.

And then he flashed away.

- - - -

Erick spent half an hour on an otherwise desolate part of House Benevolence’s grounds, near the edge, setting up a [Reincarnation] [Spellsurge Weave] ‘machine’. The space for the machine was about a kilometer in from the edges of two white-knife-wall pieces that Erick had lit red with giant pillars of light. The actual defensive wall between those two red edges was relaxed; shieldwork and otherwise pulled in, like a dimple, to allow people and valkyries and such to come inside the big dome some.

That was where the imager for the ‘[Reincarnation Weaver]’ floated, with a white circle on the ground next to that space. That white circle was just a detection area made with a few different spellworks that would turn that white circle to pale red, then orange, then all the way through the rainbow until it arrived at blue, which was the trigger for the weaver to [Reincarnation] the single person standing inside the space. Erick did it that way so that the [Reincarnation] wouldn’t accidentally trigger. It would take 20 seconds to trigger.

It only took a minute to actually set up the various magics, but then it took 29 more minutes of troubleshooting for Erick to discover that yes, he could ‘simply’ set the Weave to turn ‘the person who steps into this blue area into themselves, but past puberty’ and ‘Make them a benevolent, good-ish person’.

It had not been simple at all to make that happen.

He had needed to do some sapient experimentation to make that work. Conveniently, some raiders weren’t too far away and they were trying to set up bombs, so those guys made for some rather ethically-sourced material.

Those guys were already back in their drop ship and leaving, seeming remorseful and happier. They were already talking about leaving behind everything and starting new, now that their Contracts were gone.

And now Erick had a ‘machine’ that turned people young and gave them a randomly-chosen ‘good future’. So far, from Erick’s short experiments, that ‘random goodness’ usually defaulted to ‘have passion in a positive, productive pursuit + kids + long life’, but the system would need to be watched for aberrations anyway.

And so, Erick got Ta’Kamoil and a few nascent Soul Mages to watch over the place, while he also set up a very large expansion to House Benevolence. Four more apartment buildings, three more mess halls, some other lands… It was good enough. Erick was distracted, anyway. This was it. This was his first use of ‘real’ Propagation Magic. It wasn’t based on corruption, but instead on a whole bunch of interconnected magical systems.

Soon enough, valkyries were going to drop off their captured soul-cargo to this red dimple in the side of House Benevolence’s lands, to make new people out of those souls. From there, Ta’Kamoil and others would pull people out of the machine and set them on their way into the House, into housing and otherwise. The slaves would become ex-slaves, and Erick foresaw that whole event being a whole bunch of trauma, but it was workable trauma; solvable problems. The slavers would become better people, but they would need to go through a different housing system, of course; keeping the slavers with the formerly-enslaved was just asking for killing all around.

Erick went over the ‘machine’ once more.

He spoke of his fears to Ta’Kamoil.

He spoke of instructions to Lanzoil.

He had Querkooda and all of the House go to high alert.

Shadow was already talking with Witch Aragathara of the true defenses of Slaver’s Den and otherwise, but she got ready to defend the land, too.

And then Erick moved on.

To war.
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                Fifteen days ago, Slave Intake #45 had been a collection of different structures all designed like a meat processing plant meant to process around 100,000 people a year.

Slave Intake #45 was now House Benevolence, the original structure ripped out to the roots and replaced in white. Eternal stonewood was the building material of choice, and that material made apartments, offices, extra work spaces for whoever wanted to have one, strip malls, learning spaces, food halls, an entire sewer system, as well as defenses to keep all of that working well. Erick and his Overseers and the resurrected of the Waiting Room had worked hard to make that happen. Almost none of it was actively being used except for the essential places, but it was there for the using, as soon as people got around to it. They were in the middle of a war, though, so no one really cared about the economy at the moment.

Slave Intake #38 was a relatively 1-for-1 copy of Slave Intake #45, but the internals were all different.

Erick investigated those internals now.

The series of black structures known as Slave Intake #38 stood amid the tan wasteland and took up about 40 square kilometers of land, with each building connected to each other via well-controlled underground tunnels. There was some above-ground movement here and there, but people only moved above-ground when they were at this or that ‘processing zone’.

To be seen moving above ground outside of those specific zones was to be shot at by the turrets that rose above the place on tall black towers.

In the center of the Intake was the spaceport. Ships of all kinds and sizes —but mostly 400-meter-long transports— rested on black stone, while slavers and slave-soldiers moved would-be-slaves into the facilities, shuffling them off the tarmac toward the left. Those new would-be-slaves numbered in the thousands. Slave Intake #38 had just finished a raid, and the captured people were yelling and spitting and cursing and hating. Those that got too rowdy often got blasted with vile light from cruel captors, causing no real damage to their ‘livestock’ but a whole lot of pain. Those that got rowdy in those large transports often had their fellow captured people drag them down and away from the bars, so that they didn’t all get blasted with pain over and over again.

There was screaming. Some of it was because of the pain. Some was because of sorrow.

On the right side of the spaceport’s tarmac a much different flow of people came out of the ground, to head off to much smaller transports, to head off to sale. The difference in the number of people heading into the facility on the left and coming out of the facility on the right was maybe 8 to 1. For every 8 would-be-slaves, only 1 got ‘processed’ to satisfaction. The rest got eaten by demons, which was not technically a soul sundering. Not yet.

They did the sundering on Layer 1.

The demons ate the souls of the ‘failures’ here, digesting them for as long as they wanted, and when it came time to actually rid themselves of those souls, the demons usually went to Layer 1 and completed the digestion process.

Erick moved his gaze onward, investigating defenses and barriers to ingress and the locations of targets and infrastructure.

All across Slave Intake #38 were black turrets on tall black towers. They were mostly Vile-based laser-based defenses; useful against people. Not so useful against anything else. They did have guns with bullets and automatic targeting systems and such, but the real defenses of this land were the demons and talents in this place.

Those guys were in the main eviscerating area; the largest area.

Erick looked to the receiving station, first.

The receiving station was about five square kilometers of various structures that were more or less jail cells on steroids. This is where the main breaking took place. Unlike Slave Intake #45, where they captured families and broke people by having them break their loved ones, this place identified pairs of people through some sort of demonic intelligence. Erick watched as the processed people were forced to walk through scanners.

These people were elves, which were the most prominent people in the universe. These particular elves were some sort of forest elves, with slight brown skin and green-ish hair. As they walked through the scanners, light flickered and burned away whatever clothes they had, and then branded them on their back with big numbers. Burned flesh instantly healed over under different sorts of light. It was not a pleasant experience.

People screamed as they were forced to walk through the pain.

The jailers called them ‘weak shits’ and more. They were taunting whoever they could. When the captured people tried to fight they were incinerated from the outside in, and slowly, so that everyone walking by could see.

When the enslaved got past that intake, they were paired up based on their numbers and then stuffed into cells. Erick rapidly deduced that the pairings were made to inflict maximum emotional pain on the pair, with the person who had a dot burned onto their shoulder the one that they expected to survive.

The next part of intake stuffed people into cells, where only one left alive.

Those ‘victors’ got on to the next part of the whole ordeal, in which a pair of Contracts appeared out of the walls of the room, under protective glass so that the Contracts couldn’t be injured. A lot of people were trying to injure the Contracts and also failing. Videos played on the screens of those cells, showcasing ‘this is how good of a life you will have!’ if you signed the bigger Contract; the one they wanted you to sign. The smaller Contract was if the person wanted to be ‘processed’ more.

That smaller Contract imparted tracking and auto-pain magics into the person signing it, to be used at the discretion of any slaver.

The larger Contract had the contents of the smaller Contract, and also a lot of soul and body control curses. The larger Contract promised to get them out of here and into their new lives as slaves.

People signed the smaller Contract, mostly, but only when the water started filling the room.

No matter which contract the people signed, they ended up moving in the same direction.

The newly-Contracted people went to the main building where they learned what was expected of them in their new lives —from cooking to cleaning to simple obedience, to worse— and were disciplined when they failed to live up to their demands. This area of Slave Intake #38 was the largest by far, at over a full 20 square kilometers of the place. Multiple teaching buildings, the main administration center, main housing for demons and slavers; all of that, and more.

Erick wasn’t quite sure what signing the different Contracts got a person, if anything; it seemed to be a way to torture them more.

‘Graduates’ of that main area —which took about 4 months based on what Erick was reading and hearing— then moved on, all of them under heavy Contract, which was the large contract of the first offering, and more. ‘Failures’ of the main area got ‘walked’ into an ‘inferno exit’ in the center of the main area, whereupon they were incinerated and eaten by demons. The slaves were free and even encouraged to walk through the ‘inferno exit’ whenever they wished.

One person was ‘walking’ that way right now, under strict orders to go through the inferno, but she clearly did not want to do that. She was standing as still as she could right now, and yet even her simple body movements had her breathing away from the exit, the movements of her body that moved away from the exit causing agony. Looking through the nearby past, Erick saw that the woman had tried walking away, but she fell to the ground in agony. And so, she walked sideways from the exit and simply cried as she desperately tried to ‘do what the demons wanted, except exit’. They were giving her orders, and promising that if she did those orders she could be free of the inferno exit.

She did not want to die. She tried to do what they wanted.

But what they wanted was her painful death. Invariably, with small movements and accidental stumbles as she moved in an arc from the watering station to bathrooms to clean them up, she ended closer to the exit. From what Erick was hearing, she had been ‘walking’ toward the exit for three days now, because of some made up shit by the slavers, just to show off what they could do.

… Moving on.

The exit area had slaves under heavy Contract, and then under orders to sign new Contracts, which were just about the harshest things that Erick had ever seen. Bones would automatically break in fingers if the slave stepped out of line. Body parts would rot away…

Erick couldn’t read anymore.

He had only been looking over Slave Intake #38 for 20 seconds, and even that much was too much.

Every moment he delayed meant yet another person was subjected to the horrors of Slaver’s Den.

And so, 25 kilometers away from Slave Intake #38, under a considerable number of illusionary and other hiding magics, Erick conjured an eternal stonewood tree and then Shaped it into an actual defensive structure. Some walls. A thick, domed roof. Spaces for defensive valkyries to stand and to watch, and to defend. Ingress through one direction only. It was completely inadequate for any sort of true defense. It would be wiped away with a single nuclear bomb. But for the actual defense, there was Erick.

Currently, he was a 20-meter tall dragon. It was more than enough.

And then Erick cast some magic, combining [Spellsurge Weave] and [Blood of the Valkyrie] into a spellwork at the center of the forward base.

Carnage red glows floated above the solid white ground, and up above, high over the domed roof of the central structure, a red light began to glow, to cascade. The weaver was up, but it was not actively infecting people with [Blood of the Valkyrie]. Not yet. The glows in front of Erick began to change into a map of the area.

Down below that Valkyrie room, Erick cast an [Infinite Imaging], tuned to finding people. Outside, a white orb began to manifest and cascade into the air. In a much less worrisome way, people began to appear as blue dots on a white map.

Erick returned to the red map. Erick imagined the red map was a little less precise than the white one, a little more sloppy, and less refined, because he was worried about propagative effects spiraling out of control with unintended targets, and erring on the side of ‘this is not a target’. But no. The red map was just as well-made as the white. Whatever he wanted to infect, he could infect.

“And this is it, Erick,” he said to himself, floating above the red map.

Any target he picked would be the infection-vector for the rest of the propagative spell, and from there the valkyries would… spread. Erick cast a glance down below, to the white map, to see 37,000-ish blue dots pop up all over the 40 square kilometers of structure. Erick had that map search for ‘Good people’, just because; he wasn’t even sure why he picked that option.

19 people showed up. Erick was not one of them.

He kinda laughed at that.

And then he searched for ‘people about to die inside Slave Intake #38’.

783 targets.

… A bad idea, that one. The spell would fail pretty fast if it had to infect that many people at once, since each infection cost 50,000 mana.

‘Guards of Slave Intake #38’ had the same problem, but worse, at around 7,200 targets.

“How about ‘Graduates of Slave Intake #38 who wish for death’,” Erick asked himself, as he cast into the white map down below.

Erick’s eyes went wide, and then he let out a breath he had been holding. Erick wasn’t sure why he had picked that option, but it soon proved to be the better option. Only 8 targets. He imagined there would have been more, or maybe less for whatever reason, but perhaps Slave Intake #38 killed all of those who wished for death.

He didn’t want to think too much about it.

Erick gazed down upon the red map.

He began pumping it full of [Renew], and soon, the map was absolutely crimson with density. The light of the red weaver above began to drip sharp crimson, smoke grey, and shine black and gold at the same time. It was ready.

Erick cast [Spellsurge Weave] into the red map, intoning, “Graduates of Slave Intake #38 who wish for death.”

- - - -

A bloody crystal orb suddenly appeared over the black roofs of the graduate center, and then it descended fast. It smacked a ‘guard’ standing tall outside of a doorway, passing through the man, coming out the other side and taking the man’s entrails with it. The man was not dead yet, but he would be soon. The other ‘guard’ beside the first one had a surreal moment and failed to raise any alert at all.

The red ball was already gone.

The orb flew down a corridor, following the center path, but angled slightly. It went right past two demons in lab coats and deteriorating bodies, ignoring them. The demons looked at the orb as it passed, and then at each other and then at the orb again. They ignored it and walked on.

The Blood aimed for a woman down the hall who was ‘mopping’ the floor with her own spit and tongue while a nearby guard —an elven man this time— watched the woman mop, while also making her life more miserable by dribbling something nasty onto the ground.

The Blood caved through the woman’s shoulder, chest, and then went out through her hip and out the other side. The guard paused, unable to process what had just happened.

The Blood took a sharp turn through a wall and passed through that wall without impediment.

It killed a guy in a bunk unable to sleep because his bunkmate below had been kicking the bed. Gore splashed on the bunkmate.

The Blood took another sharp turn through the floor and caved a person in from their head to their feet. That person had been playing cards with real guards and losing their clothes in the process and now that person was gore on the ground. The guards complained of ‘what the fuck!’ and ‘shitting pranks.’

The Blood went through four more people, each of them actively wishing to die. It finished in some leader’s office, killing a woman who had been dusting the shelves while the leader went over progress reports and news of Erick’s resistance to Slaver’s Den. That cleaner’s gore splashed over those reports, and over the face of that leader.

The leader was stunned for a moment, then he frowned, saying, “What fool put auto-destruct pranks in the Contracts again?! What the fuck was she even doing to… trigger… Hmm.” He stopped talking.

For the body, lying broken on the ground with a hole in its chest and stomach, was subtly glowing. And then all subtlety was gone. The gaping wound flashed bright red and inflamed with light, both black and gold. Veins of red and grey spread throughout the corpse in a flashing instant.

The hole in the woman’s chest crushed inward, forming a ball of roiling flesh that—

The leader waved a hand and the blood splattered away, and then he tapped a black square on his desk, saying, “Get a cleanup crew in here, and get me Fa—”

Alarms blared. Softly. Was there a problem right now?

Unsure.

For that first ‘guard’s’ body had gone through the full transformation, uninterrupted, and out stepped a monster.

Three meters tall, human-shaped, androgynous with crimson skin and no sex. A peaceful face that almost looked like the man it had killed, but softer. Nicer. The man was at rest, and now came the monster with closed eyes, and a crown of eyes that blazed red and judgmental.

Thin yet strong, its muscles like cables stretched on bones of adamantine. Four blackened-gold wings hovered at its back and hips like a hundred floating swords, knives, and daggers. It held its clawed hands across its chest, as it floated there, looking dead and in a state of eternal repose, and yet like it would wake at any moment. A baleful, blackened-gold light shone from its wings and its crown. The world was darker where it floated.

The secondary guard, who had remained the whole time to see what was happening, had fallen to the ground, screaming in utter pain as his body flickered with black-gold fire that infected him and yet barely injured him. It didn’t need to injure. The infection of red veins under his skin did not need to kill.

That’s what the actual valkyrie was for.

The monster opened its eyes.

With eternal grace, the valkyrie reached over and carved away the guard’s face and pulled apart his chest, leaving the very-dead man behind as the valkyrie turned toward the hallway. The fresh gore turned to liquid and flowed together, into another valkyrie cocoon.

Down the hallway, tens of meters away, the two demons were staring at the red monster. One of them asked the other one, “Demon-spawning Contracts now? Who did that?”

“I’m not sure it is a demon, brother,” said the other demon. “It feels... weird. Can you feel that? I think… I think it is coming for us. Trying to convert us. What the black! The nerve of some youngsters!”

“Is that a conversion-pull? It seems weird, but I venture you are correct, brother.” The first demon said, “You shouldn’t try that against your elders, little demon. We’ll eat you up.”

The valkyrie advanced down the hallway, softly walking as though it were a single movement away from dancing instead.

“I think it aims to attack us! Actually attack us!” said the first demon, completely unable to understand why it would ever try that shit. “Can you believe this?”

“You seem correct,” said the other demon. “Come now then, little fresh-demon. Show us how— Ouch ouch! What the fuck is thaaAHH— FUCK YOU! AHHH!”

Blackgold fire erupted from the two demons, burning at their fleshy shells, infecting those shells with red and grey. The valkyrie advanced, its claws glinting, its smile faint.

The first demon sloughed off its skin and revealed its true nature as a four-meter-long teal-and-red slug. The slug spat acid even as it burned in the blackgold aura of the valkyrie. The second demon shed its burning flesh and stood as a skeleton made of putrid yellow bones. It went down screaming as blackgold fires tried to consume it; it had a lot more surface area to burn than the slug, and the slug was wet, so bones apparently burned a lot better than mucus.

The valkyrie flicked its blade wings around, splattering the slug’s acid onto the hallway, smoke rising from every drop, and then the valkyrie danced through the slug, blades flashing, blackgold burning slug slices went wide, each one infected with red-grey veins. The valkyrie then reached down and pulled the screaming skeleton demon apart with its bare hands, casting yellowed bone left and right.

Down the hall, the other valkyrie spawned from the mopping woman was just finishing playing in the entrails of the man that had been tormenting her. Those entrails glowed red-grey and turned to blood, coming together in another valkyrie cocoon.

Down below, amid blaring alarms and flashing warning lights, bloody playing cards turned less bloody as that blood floated into the air, away from the cards, to come together into a pair of cocoons.

A terrible roommate was reborn as another valkyrie, another tall, sexless creature of baleful blacklight and many blackened swords. Nearby, some bars were broken, sliced and twisted by incredible strength and powerful cutting edges. Beyond that open cage ‘graduates’ turned into meat, and then into balls of blood floating amid Siphoning blackgold light.

A dungeon further down, a playroom of the vile, held two more valkyries and several orbs of blood ready to be born soon enough, as soon as the rest of the valkyries siphoned enough power from those around them.

The leader of the graduate center was still alive. He was fighting.

He battled a valkyrie outside of his office while four more Siphoning orbs of blood pulled at him. He waved a hand and splashed away the valkyrie’s arm, but then the arm reformed and blackgold claws came for the leader’s throat again. Again, the leader bashed away the valkyrie, though every time he tried to form some sort of spellwork outside of his body the Siphoning orbs all around him pulled that magic apart.

So the leader ran.

Straight through his office, out the large window, the leader rushed to get away from a battlefield he could not win, triggering some tech in his office on the way out. The valkyrie followed and was promptly blown up as the office exploded around it.

The leader flew outside of his office, smiling as he looked back… His smile fell.

The valkyrie was dormant again; a ball of blood floating amid the burning wreckage of the room.

And the leader’s flesh was infected with red-grey veins.

The guy ran even more, calling out, “Margleknot! Travel to Wraithborne!”

Text appeared in the air,

You are currently infected with propagative magic. Travel is forbidden.

The same message was all over the place in Slave Intake #38, for many people were trying to leave the easy way. It was a technique that the slaves could not employ, due to ancient decrees of space and war made long ago in Margleknot, but the slavers could.

But not right now. Not in the middle of a war, and certainly not in the middle of a propagative event.

And so the leader of the graduate center flew faster, cursing and yelling and then yelling into a bit of tech he retrieved from his pockets—

Something darker than black descended, evaporating the man from his chest outward. A head went that way. Limbs and body went in other directions. All were infected with red, though. The ‘phone’ that had been in those hands fell away, some guy on the other side softly asking if everything was okay, and what was going on. When there was no answer the man’s voice turned frantic.

“Raza! Raza! Are you there?! ANSWER ME RAZA!”

The former leader of the graduate zone of Slave Intake #38 was already a ball of floating blood.

- - - -

Erick sighed.

Erick had regretfully learned the leader man’s name in that last phone call exchange. He did not want to, but he had.

He saw all of the destruction as his valkyries began to multiply at an alarming rate. After he had turned off the auto-targeting for new targets, letting the valkyries propagate on their own, he had only needed to supply an extra million mana to get the system rolling. And roll it did.

Some people tried to escape the battle. Erick couldn’t have that.

And so, Erick had added another Weave to another part of the building and combined that one with [Annihilation Bolt] in order to automate the killing of runners. Annihilation was fantastic at killing in one stroke of power against targets that had no defenses against that, and not many people did. It was better than doing it himself… though he was supplying all the mana to that Weave as well, and he had to directly do that. But really, only the strong were even able to make an escape attempt.

The valkyries were advancing too fast.

- - - -

A woman burned on the ground for her hatred of being captured. She hated and she hated and she wanted to kill and kill and never stop killing.

That deep conviction proved to be the thing that changed everything for her.

A valkyrie found the woman on the way to killing others. It did not do a thing to the woman that was not already being done, and worse, but the mere presence of a valkyrie was enough. Blackgold fire infected the downed woman anyway. She died to the automatic killing systems of Intake, and then she rose again as a vengeful angel.

She was not sexless. She was the same shape as the other valkyries, but her face was her own, and her body was her own, and she stared at her hands, and at how she knew what was happening around her from all of her sisters and brothers in the fight, and how all the world was filled with red orbs of former friends and neighbors and otherwise from home.

And yet she had a new home.

She was of House Benevolence now.

And Slave Intake #38 needed to be fully purged.

She roared, the first Valkyrie to give voice to the pain inside of her soul, and then she grabbed a sword from her wings, transforming the feather into a 4 meter-long blackgold instrument of death.

She moved so much faster than her slow brothers and sisters.

She carved a ballet of blood out of the entrails of slavers and former loved ones alike, knowing that all of them would be reborn in Benevolence.

Just like her.

The valkyrie smiled.











- - - -











A woman walked toward the Inferno Exit. Her body burned with vile light.

It was a relief when that black turned to blackgold. She had been struggling so hard against that demon pit in the center of the compound. She did not want to go into that oblivion. It had been days already, and she thought the end had come.

And then there was an angel.

The angel blessed her with redgrey death that promised something better, if she wanted.

And then the angel killed her, because that is what the angels did, and that was fine. The woman was ready for death; but not for oblivion.

… And then, somehow, the woman was still alive, in some odd way. But she was not herself. The woman watched the slaughter all around, disconnected from her body, from anything physical at all, as though from inside a bubble of glass inside a red ocean—

Oh?

The angels were killing the demons?

She wanted to help.

It was a simple emotion at first, but then that emotion doubled, tripled. And became an all-consuming need for vengeance.

And so, in a way she did not understand, she extended her arms, her legs, her wings, and she could move again. She was no longer on her way to the Inferno Exit. She did not hurt. She hurt others, instead.

And she moved so much faster than her new family.

She found supreme joy in reaping the guards who had tried to break her, to then transform them into something better. Because they would be better. This was a trial for everyone right now, and the Apparent King was watching. Maybe, if she proved herself, the King would let her kill more at the next location.











- - - -











A man stood over the cooling corpse of his mother, a knife in his hand, tears on his face, and his mother’s last words eternally on his mind.

‘Kill me and live a good life, son. Don’t ever think twice about what you have to do, because they’re only letting one of us go, and I want you to live. So do it. I’m ready.’

The Contracts held on the side of the room, each of them under glass except for where the man’s signature needed to go. A red pen sat in a little nook that had extended out from the wall along with the Contracts.

And the man held the knife. He had stopped sobbing only minutes ago, because an alarm went on, and the body was still there, the Contracts were still there, and tears still flowed when they could. Mostly, though, there was anger. Fury. Hate beyond measure.

And then the monster appeared. It stood outside the cell and flicked its wings across the bars and through the man at the same time. Iron bars turned to broken shrapnel. The man turned to slices of himself.

The man died not knowing that he was dead.

He was reborn as himself, but more. Taller. Stronger. Once again connected to others.

His mother’s corpse lay on the ground. It was cold.

She was not there anymore.

But something whispered in his mind; A susurrus of general knowledge and tactics, yes, but more than that. There were distinct voices. 17 of them so far. Some of those voices knew things, and so, they all knew things.

This land where the demons had taken them was known as Margleknot. People here didn’t die unless they were sundered, and people didn’t get sundered here at Slave Intake #38, unless the demons ate them. The man’s mother had not been eaten. The man had killed his own mother. And so his mother would go and wait for a while in a room that was not a room.

If the man proved himself as worthy of the power granted unto him, he might see his mother again.

The world did not make sense at all.

But it made enough sense, for now.

The valkyrie bent a knee, gathered his mother’s corpse, and incinerated it in blackgold fire. And then he said, “Thank you, House Benevolence, for sparing me from further pain of this place. I pledge myself to House Benevolence and the Apparent King.”

With a casual touch, the man picked one of his largest wing-blades and turned it into a greatsword. He sliced through the Contracts on the wall, vindication flowing through every part of him as he burned the offensive words in blackgold flames, and then he went on to join the slaughter.

He was so much faster at killing and converting than his slower brothers and sisters, until he met a woman who moved like him; with purpose and power.

The woman smiled as she cut through a barrier and killed the huddling demons beyond. “Welcome to the war, new brother. I’m Reena. What’s your name?”

“Xai Lu,” Xai said, his main eyes focused on cutting down the guard in front of him, but his crown-eyes were on Reena. On her grace, and her sword, and her beauty. She was paler than their other brothers and sisters, almost blush-colored. Her wings were more gold than black. She was amazing. “I did not recognize my name until you asked for it, and neither did I recognize your beauty.”

Reena laughed delightfully. “My thoughts are rather clear, too, so let us meet in the afterlife, my amazingly-red Xai Lu and talk about all of that which comes next. But war comes first.”

Xai Lu readily agreed, “War first.”











- - - -











Leader Sloane floated atop the main structure of Slave Intake #38, his former office, orchestrating the battle against his former home and pride and joy like an insurgent, or a wayward slave. His former underlings fought him, of course. A pair of soldiers stepped out from behind a ruined wall and fired their lasers at him. But then Sloane twisted his wings and blackgold strength deflected that laserfire. With a casual twist, Sloane turned two feathers into spears that rocketed down a hundred meters to split the soldiers into pieces.

Those pieces gathered around rapidly-departing souls, holding them in place as two new cocoons formed. Within moments, former enemies became mindless allies.

“Yet more mindless allies,” Sloane said to all of his new family, through a connection that he didn’t quite understand but he knew how to use well enough. Most of his new people couldn’t understand his words, but some could, and that mattered. He spoke to the masses, “It is a shame that more of you did not adapt well to your new gifts of strength.”

Reena was on the other side of the compound, reaping lives alongside that Xai Lu man, but Reena’s voice carried through their community link, “It is a shame that I feel beholden to not kill you again, but I would very much like to, Leader Sloane. I do not look forward to being reborn beside you.”

“I doubt I will be allowed to be reborn with all of you, anyway,” Sloane said, while he also instructed a wave of their lesser kin to overflow against some holdout powers in the basement levels. “Think less poorly of me when you go on to heaven, please, for I will be repenting elsewhere for a very long time, and I have already saved your ass five times now. Look behind you more, girl! Those turrets up there are not just for show.”

Sloane put four mindless brothers into the path of laserfire that had been aiming at Reena, their wings deflecting that bright black light. Then he made those minions go after the turret again, to duck and weave and assault that little holdout of danger, but the laserfire was oppressive. Those turrets were too well defended. Sloane had the mindless pull back, for now. The most Sloane could do against those things was to negate their effects on the rest of the battlefield.

“I have died and been reborn in blood three times already, decrepit Sloane!” Reena said, laughing through their connection, as she danced through another wall, making easy egress for the battalion to follow her into hell. “Let them try to kill me, and fail even more in that attempt!”

“You use up resources when you die, Reena,” said an unnamed woman who refused to tell anyone her name. She was killing on the lower levels, and doing well.

“A valid point about resources,” Reena said, “I will do better.”

Sloane was thankful for the nameless woman—

Someone blasted Sloane out of the sky with a sweeping beam of Void Magic.

When he came back to life far below the roof, stepping out of a puddle of blood, he said to everyone, “Reinforcements are here.”

Reena laughed. “Our King already took care of them while you were out of it!”

“Good.” Sloane flew upward, carving holes in the ceiling and turning stone to rubble. Broken building bounced off his new body as he ascended, back into the air, back into overwatch— A cloaked transport was taking off. Did anyone else see it? That shimmer in the air? Sloane instantly said, “There’s a transport—”

White lights shimmered and floated around the Intake, moving from one side to the other like streaking comets, rapidly intercepting the cloaked transport. Those white lights released black specks that drove through the cloaked ship’s hull and killed everyone inside that space. As the transport lost its cloak and its ability to remain in the air, it began crashing slowly, and then rapidly, trailing blood that turned into hovering red orbs midair. Those four orbs held in a rough line in the air as the transport crashed below, turning into a fireball. Soon, those red orbs hatched into new brothers and sisters…

None with any mind to them, though.

Sloane turned his attention back to the battlefield, diving into the minds of his new people…

There seemed to be another blockade in the intake area. The intake guards were rallying again, eh? Those men and women and otherwise were always Slave Intake #38’s best and darkest. Of course they could rally more than once; the army hadn’t crushed them yet. Sloane directed forces toward that space…

Oh? This was a final stand of Intake #38, then? Very well.

Soon, the defenses were overwhelmed and hundreds of bodies turned to mush, to blood, to float into orbs, becoming raw materials for new brothers and sisters.

From there, it was cleanup.

Altogether the battle took maybe an hour, from first valkyrie to last valkyrie. Maybe at first the battle was questionable. Could they do it? Could they kill everyone and bring them all to a better land beyond? Especially when the valkyries were all so mindless and able to be picked off with ease. But then the first mindful valkyrie was born, sharing their everything with all of the horde, and from there the outcome was assured.

By the time Sloane rose on the side of Benevolence, all that was left was varying degrees of cleanup.

And now, Sloane took to the sky with his brethren, taking into formation, to hover above the defeated land. Some of the army was already flying off to House Benevolence, to those red pillars in the sky, to be reborn far away.

Sloane and the other mindful valkyrie took one more pass through Slave Intake #38, cutting down walls and stealing important things, like paperwork and some of the nicer tech, and then they too joined the flight toward House Benevolence.

It was a glorious formation.

Over 35,000 warriors flying home, to be reborn in Benevolence.

Sloane flew high and free over the lands he had once filled with horrors. Now, he was but one of many.

Going home.

And then, hopefully, moving on forever.

On the far side of the formation Reena and Xai laughed as they flew together, twisting in the air like children with their first flying magics. Sloane could already tell that those two wished for more battle. It had been a good battle. Sloane did not begrudge them that. He wanted to move on, though—

The entire formation paused and turned as one when a great white castle appeared on the wasteland horizon, and the Apparent King strode out onto the battlefield, tall as a mountain and black as the void. His wings spread wide. His mouth was a white abyss. Lightning crackled over the King’s body, and tiny black dots appeared in that crackling.

Sloane and the others watched from a great height as The Wizard Dragon of Benevolence cast tiny black dots through the air, toward Slave Intake #38. Those dots moved slowly. Inexorably. The world whined at their passage, wind and sky and dirt crawling into those voids that were not voids at all.

The Black Dots struck the landing fields, receiving, evisceration, and packaging. Where the dots touched, they cloyed, like animated void paint. Slave Intake #38 flashed over in absolute black, and then the black pulled downward like paint washing off of glass, revealing that every wall, window, floor, tower, even the land itself, all the way down to the deep tunnels and space below, was gone. The Apparent King had annihilated Slave Intake #38. Nothing was left but four deep craters.

He could have done that with everyone inside, but instead he chose to save them.

Sloane felt vindicated, thrilled, and proud all at once.

Next, the King vanquished his white castle with another Black Dot, turning that land into another crater—

Briefly, Sloane felt a twinge, as some connection fell apart. The voices of his fellows fell away, but not a single one of them was destroyed. Blackgold wings turned dim, but still held the valkyrie horde aloft, as red skin revealed the blood that had been on all of them, instead of red glows. The world turned more real as their connections were just between whoever was closest to each other, and not very strongly, at that.

Sloane felt a great demand of war lift from him, as though he had been suffering all his life and now it was finally over. All he wanted to do was go home, to rest. To sleep. To rise again in another life. The mindless valkyries moved on, paying no attention to their Apparent King at all, for they already had their orders to reincarnate back at the House, by those red pillars in the sky.

The mindful valkyries bowed to their King.

And then they flew on.

Reena flew near Xai, and the two of them flew beside Sloane.

Reena spoke in her real voice, saying, “You made that all much easier, Sloane. I still do not forgive you.”

“I don’t forgive myself, Reena.”

Reena glanced at him with her real ruby eyes and then looked away. The red eyes of her blackgold crown kept focus on him, though, as she said, “The battle is over, and redemption exists for all, though I would prefer to never know of you ever again.”

And that was enough for her, and for Xai. They flew off away, and faster, following the army toward the red light in the distance.

Sloane flew alone—

Lightning descended.

- -

Sloane stood nude among the grasses of a land long ago. It was his real home, so far away from Margleknot, before Slaver’s Den’s ships came and took them away on black ships with black guards into black holds to write their blood oaths upon black contracts. It had been 150 years since that time, and now he was back...

But not really?

Sloane looked at his hands, and then at the grass, and then at the home that had been destroyed in fire by guards who delighted in the pain. All of this was fake. All of this could be real again. For Slaver’s Den never fully killed any world. They raided. They plucked the easiest fruit. And then they ran. That was how Sloane had come to the Den.

And somewhere between signing that Contract and becoming part of the problem himself, Sloane had forgotten home.

He turned to the man who was a dragon, and Sloane thought that black was no longer a bad color. Sloane asked, “I’m getting my wish?”

“I heard you ask to leave, and so you are getting your wish. You and many others. Got any requests?”

Sloane had a thousand. He said, “I want to be able to fight the slavers the next time they come, for even if the Den is destroyed, our home was marked as slaving-quality long ago, its location hidden except for those who came to raid. I was a papermaker last time. I want to be a warrior this time, and I never want to lose myself like I did to Slaver’s Den, or to any others.”

The Apparent King smiled softly. “Good luck.”

- -

Sloane felt softness at his back as he woke slowly, surely.

He sat up. He was on some grasses on some world with a bright blue sky, white clouds, and two suns in the sky. One of those suns was white, the other blue.

Oh gods of Margleknot and every Universe, I’m home.

It took a moment for him to compose himself, but he got there eventually. He was nude and not red at all, but he remembered being a valkyrie too much to ever forget that experience. That absolute freedom. That sense of purpose. That sense of Right and Wrong.

He had been a simple elf; breathing, moving, thinking, heart-beating. And then he had been a valkyrie; weightless, strong, breathless, still unless he moved. He was neither of those things anymore. The black gold fire was gone. The crown of seeing was lost.

But Sloane stood up in the body of a young elf, and he moved his right hand—

A brilliant white dagger appeared in his grip, lightning tracing along the edges. It wasn’t much, but it was a start—

Something roared in the treeline.

Sloane ran, exhilarating in the pumping of his legs and heart, and the depth of his breath. A big lizard, all green and frilled and maybe not that big at all, actually, crashed out of the treeline behind him, and Sloane happily called out, “I’ve seen bigger lizards than you!”

A minute of chase later, Sloane turned at the best possible moment, his lightning blade guiding his strike to rip backward, through the forehead of the snapping lizard then all the way down its back, opening it up and shredding its insides with jagged, blackening lightning. Sloane felt weaker after that, and the dagger turned into a whittling knife, but it had done its job.

Soon enough, the crackle of a fire sizzled lizard meat on skewers, filling the twilight with the scent of meat and smoke, under familiar stars and a single moon. Sloane ate well. When it was time for bed he conjured his knife again and traced it alongside a big rock, feeling weaker in the action as his knife became a dagger again, but the dagger’s trace had spilled soft moss out of the rock like a big blanket. It had done its job very well.

Sloane slept under that moss, hidden from the world.

He felt free for the first time in a century.
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Erick had his hands full for about an hour after the raid. The first thing he did was send off a whole bunch of people to other worlds; mostly those who were the ‘Big Problem’ at Slave Intake #38. That number of people turned out to be 586. He did some of those personally, but he also just [Grand Reincarnation]’d 551 of those 586 people, using some resonwork spellwork to target those for which everything else would be easier if they just weren’t around Margleknot anymore.

And then he went to the House, where 10,000 valkyries waited in line to use the single [Spellsurge Weave][Reincarnation] ‘machine’, which had a 20 second windup time, because Erick had made a mistake there. At least the valkyries were all very polite. Some of them were even talking with Ta’Kamoil, or helping their fellow reincarnated people come out of the machine, to make way for others.

Erick had identified a few different types of valkyries during their first battle.

There was the mindless version; that’s how they started. They used claws and strength and no thought at all besides animalistic urges to kill, in order to kill.

Then there were the thinkers; those who were born of souls that melded with the spellwork of the valkyrie, to take over those valkyries both physically, and in mission. Erick was pretty sure that there was some minor soul twisting going on there, but [Reincarnation] was getting rid of all that, so it was… fine. Sure. It was ‘fine’.

Then there were the mindful-mindless. These were the oddest of the bunch. They were the product of all the connections between the mindful people influencing the mindless horde. These ones had been fully mindless at the beginning of the battle, but somewhere along the way they had learned to use their wing feathers and swords and their wings as shields and now they were standing in line like perfect little soldiers, their eyes moving around as they desired. It reminded Erick a lot of Ophiel back when Ophiel was maybe a few months old; completely unable to understand anything, but still able to put a few things together on his own.

Erick was 100% sure that whatever ‘person’ eventually came out of [Blood of the Valkyrie] would be the conglomerate mind of the mindful-mindless given soul and form of its own.

Anyway.

Erick was glad to see that the valkyries were no longer infectious now that their node network of the Weave was down.

The freshly-resurrected people who came out of the valkyries had a bunch of mixed reactions. Mostly worry and relief; they vibrated between those two emotions rather quickly in some cases.

The people of the House got the newcomers settled as best as they could, as fast as they could.

Lanzoil had set up a great big welcoming feast on one side of a large area, setting out more than enough food to feed 20,000 people, which was only 70% the number of new arrivals.

Erick’s first actions were to hurriedly set up 14 more [Spellsurge Weave][Reincarnation] ‘machines’ and adjust the triggering for all of them down to a 5 second windup-time. 36,000-ish people were coming through, at around an average of an 8 second turn around, and with 15 machines, that meant it would take about 5.5 hours to reincarnate every valkyrie here.

Soon, the machines were working well.

… Erick added another 15 machines to cut down the intake time to under 3 hours.

Tomorrow he would go on another attack, but for today, he took inventory on what was going on with the valkyries and how orderly they moved and, of course…

The aberrations. The thinkers.

“We want to remain valkyries,” Reena said, as she stood with Xai Lu, both of them still nude and completely unashamed of their nudity. She stood strong, too; like a soldier. Her blackgold wings held stiff at her back. Eyes forward. Her crown-eyes wandered, though. She asked, “Please allow us to remain in the war, Apparent King.”

“No,” Erick said, standing before them, to the side of the reincarnation zone. “You’re both not in your right mind right now. You’ll go through the machines like all the rest, and then, if you choose to do this again, then we can talk. Right now you’re too ensorcelled to make your own decisions.”

Reena did not breathe, her heart did not beat. But her eyes were alight with ruby flame and her face was set in complete obedience. “Understood, sir.”

Contrary to Reena’s soldier-like obedience, Xai Lu silently bowed; that was how he accepted Erick’s judgment. Both of them had been elves before this, both from vastly different cultures.

Thankfully, both of them went back into line, to be reincarnated; there was no dissent.

There had been a lot of aberrations today, though.

Erick had based his [Blood of the Valkyrie] spell on a humanoid-form; two arms, two legs, one head, but with Exalted wings and Vile aura and a whole bunch of other magics that could make all sorts of different forms. Apparently, some people, when they were captured and born again as a valkyrie, were able to influence those malleable forms, though the minds of all of them were relatively the same; obedient.

Over there was a centaur valkyrie.

Over there was a demon valkyrie with four arms.

Color variations abounded. Some were more golden-winged than the rest. Some were darker-red-skinned. Some were pale as pastel-pink snow. Some were dark as dried blood. Or violet, even.

Over there was a valkyrie made of blackgold swords with wings made of carnage and bone. That was perhaps the oddest one. Erick wasn’t sure what its deal was, for it was not sapient like Reena and Xai Lu.

On the other side of the reincarnation line, people came out more or less normal. Physically, anyway.

Querkooda was there, dividing those who were guards from those who were enslaved, though the line wasn’t so easy to draw sometimes. Like with that first guy that Erick had killed with the [Blood of the Valkyrie], and with Sloane, many enslaved had become the slavers for this reason or another. Many graduates of Slave Intake #38 had returned to become guards at that very same Intake, for whatever reasons. Querkooda seemed to be more than able to spot problems before they began, though; his Sight was improving.

Erick was rather certain Querkooda was seeing the Lightning Path, or maybe Destiny’s [Benevolent Chaos], or rather, more likely, his own thing. Erick would let that develop however it developed.

He was glad to see that the valkyries took instruction well from Querkooda, too, and that they were non-infectious after Erick had broken the ‘[Blood Weaver]’ map back in that forward base. Those were two of the things Erick worried about most with this Propagation Magic. But the valkyries were standing beside new soldiers of House Benevolence, and no one was transforming from proximity at all.

Erick almost wanted to do some more tests with the valkyries…

But no. Tomorrow. Tests would come tomorrow.

These people had earned their new lives, and the 30 resurrection machines were working very well, and Erick was quite happy with the ‘just after puberty’ setting, because quite a few people were ecstatic to be young again and that made a lot of this a lot easier, in multiple ways. Teenagers were easier to handle than full-grown adults, too.

Erick watched as Reena and Xai split from each other to each step onto their own white circle. Rapidly, the circles turned red, before flowing through the rainbow to blue, and then finally black. [Reincarnation]s struck both of them, and both of them turned into young elves. Three-meter tall valkyries carried the still-waking teenagers off of the reincarnation zones and set them up with workers from the House. They got some new clothes and a gesture toward the feast inside the wall.

Both of the new teenage elves went off to the feast, though Xai soon broke down sobbing about his mother. Reena was there with him, and soon a social worker from the House was there with them, too, taking their mind off of their troubles with some paperwork regarding their new houses and if they wanted to learn magic and such. It was such an odd change of topic that Xai was thrown out of his sorrow.

“… You’ll teach us magic?” Xai asked, as though it were the strangest, most oddly wonderful thing to be given free training.

Erick smiled.

He turned back to regard the rest of the valkyrie intake, but he did copy clothes and food and a bunch of stuff now and again, because they were running out of everything rather quickly.

Erick noticed some anomalies among the revived while he did all that. Nothing concerning. But what he was seeing was definitely a result of [Blood of the Valkyrie].

Some people were pulling knives of Benevolence out of the air. Some of those people showed off their knives to others, and soon some people had knives hovering around them. Most people with knives were only able to conjure the knives into their hands. A few people manifested crowns of white light with white eyes on them. Others were able to conjure lightning-fire that cloyed onto surfaces and either burned black, or into brilliant growth. Some people radiated healing. A few radiated harm, and were rapidly told to put that away, and they did, though they were thrilled to be able to still do that.

It was non-infectious harm.

Erick breathed a sigh of relief at that.

Reena was one of those who radiated harm. She loved it, and readily learned to turn it into healing instead of harm. Her new boyfriend, Xai, had one curved sword in his right hand and one dirk in his left hand, and both of them floated on his back when he didn’t grip them. He mostly ignored the sword. He focused on the dirk, staring at it, thinking about another time and place. He was having a mixed sort of reaction to the shape of the dirk. Sorrow, acceptance, growth and pain. Reena was with him, though. That seemed to be enough for now.

Erick let it be.

Over 36,000 new stories were being born today. Not all of them were pleasant. In fact, most of them were dark in the beginning, but now there was hope again, and all the little manifestations of power that Erick was seeing were normal-enough variations on natural, mana-based spellcasting, that there was little worry.

The people would be propagative. The Benevolence inside of them would, too.

But not in any magical sort of way. Just in the normal way that societies grew and changed and succeeded in peace and prosperity. A lot of these people were already praying that this was as much of a heaven as they thought it might have been when they were inside the valkyrie. Erick hoped to fulfill their wishes… Except this wasn’t a heaven.

He told people that as much as he could.

They did not believe him right away.

A few hours after the last valkyrie became a normal person again, Erick made a speech to the crowd about opportunities and the future and of general plans going forward.

“And I finish with this:” Erick said, “Some of you have already expressed a wish to go back into war. To take the form of a valkyrie again. I urge you not to, but if you continue to feel this desire in the following days, then I will be doing experiments to see if this is even possible. I feel it is possible. So, I will be accepting the formation of a valkyrie squadron in a few days. Or maybe tomorrow. Tomorrow, you can visit Overseer Querkooda’s Office of Enforcement to sign up for that.

“But for now!

“You’re free.

“When House Benevolence has fully taken Slaver’s Den from the slavers and remade this land in our image, we will see about getting people back home to wherever you all come from. Luckily, the valkyries of Slave Intake #38 gathered a bunch of information on all that before we left. If you don’t know where you come from, and we have no information to help you, then it might take longer to get you home.” Erick said, “So for now, House Benevolence is your home, if you wish it to be. Welcome home. Opportunities abound for all sorts of good futures, and we can make them happen for you.”

Some people were sobbing in joy. Some were simmering with vindication and a call to action. Most were silent, as the weight of Erick’s words ground them down and lifted them up at the same time.

And then the crowd shouted in joy.

The parties started for real.

Erick smiled as he moved back among the people, meeting individuals and finding people who his Lightning Path called to, to help those people meet other people. It was technically night, though the sky was as bright as ever to Erick’s eyes and senses. Someone started a band. Music played.

People from Slave Intake #45 joined those from Intake #38, and the party grew.

Shadow was there, and she asked for a dance, and Erick smiled as he took that dance. It was lively. It was fun. Shadow was a great dancer, and the music was full of percussive beats and slamming feet and clapping hands and thrumming heat. Someone started a choreographed number, somehow, and the former valkyries somehow got into that, putting on a show, all of them dancing in sync.

Erick smiled at that, for Shadow was likely to blame for the choreography at least in part. Fae parties were wonderful, though.

And no one dropped any nukes or otherwise on the House that night.

Perhaps the most amazing thing was that some of the former slavers apologized, some apologies were welcomed, and generally everything was a whole lot easier than it had any right to be at all. Some former-valkyries were spreading rumors that this is what heaven should be; a time of atonement and forgiveness and moving-on.

Those seemed to be very popular rumors.

Erick already saw the start of some sort of worshiping stuff happening and he did what he could to stop it by directly saying that this was not an afterlife at all, and that life was still here…

But then people countered that life at House Benevolence, with automatic young-machines, was practically the best sort of ‘afterlife’ that anyone could ever ask for.

“So long as no one starts worshiping me, then that’s fine,” Erick eventually conceded.

Mentally, Erick moved up some plans to get other gods involved in all of this stuff, because he did not want to be worshiped at all. Cascadio would probably sign up fast enough. Who else? Who knew—

Oh!

Maybe… The gods of Veird? Yeah… But those guys were all the way over on Veird. They had no influence here… Except the influence that Erick gave them, yeah?

… Could Erick set up a Grand Unified Church for them all? Here on Margleknot?

He could probably do that. They probably couldn’t appear because Veird was under Quarantine, but as long as people didn’t worship Erick then that was a win in his book. Erick wasn’t sure exactly what his bargain with Yggdrasil for his nascent godhood was doing, and he didn’t want to find out.

He would set up that church later.

Some time during the end of the party, as the slightly shaded sky gave way to full brightness once again, Lanzoil spoke with Erick, talking of the need of a manaminer for true defense of the land. Erick agreed. It was time to get one of those, for sure. Maybe Erick could even learn what the Foundational Bans of the Script truly were, though he kept that thought to himself for now.

In that calm moment of the world turning bright and party goers making their ways to their own new beds, or the beds of new friends, Shadow spoke of a meeting with Witch Aragathara.

Erick decided to do that meeting, first.
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While most of House Benevolence was white, it did have a lot of grey and black accents here and there.

The Queen’s Castle was a reverse of that, being black with white accents. It was sharp corners where House Benevolence was soft domes. It was arrow slits in tall walls while House Benevolence was big open windows. But the Queen’s Castle still had benches for people to sit on and balconies and party areas, though they were smaller than those located in the structure of the House, at the center; more intimate, perhaps. The main marker of Queen’s Castle were all the sharp lights that produced harsh shadows here and there, and the overhead lamps that hung directly over the center of every walkway, those lights hanging over bases to cast flickering pools of soft shadows, like carpets.

And then there were the drapes and veils and all sorts of fabrics.

The Benevolent Dark Queen seemed to love her drapes and veils and fabrics. Erick kinda thought they were an unnecessary security risk, because a lot of stuff could hide in rooms where half the walls had fluttering fabrics on them. ‘Was that fluttering over there a person hiding, or just the wind?’ ‘Who knows!’

At the same time, those fabrics gave Shadow’s people lots of room to hide.

Erick felt that to have all those fabrics at all was to invite a game of cat and mouse into one’s own home.

Shadow had smiled at that, when Erick mentioned that one time. She had said, “Erick. If someone wants to skulk around in my house, then I welcome their attempt and will teach them proper manners when they invariably fail.”

Erick had laughed at himself, saying, “I suppose that is what would happen!”

Shadow had smiled.

And now Erick was here again, in a meeting room in the Queen’s Castle, with a nice view of the glass-covered garden outside and below. Warm sunlight cast warm shadows across a greyscale oriental-like carpet under Erick’s shoes. He took tea with Shadow and Witch Aragathara, their tea service sitting on a delicately-carved marble tea table between them, with Erick and Shadow on one side and Aragathara on the other. This was a nice room for meetings with nice people.

Erick wasn’t sure if Witch Aragathara counted as a ‘nice person’, considering how much credit she took for her former companion Nothanganathor’s rise to power.

Aragathara had been a very old woman. Now, since her [Reincarnation], she was a mousy young woman, with pale skin, freckles, and orange hair and eyes. She looked like a 19 year old human, yet she still had an oldness about her. Perhaps it was a timelessness, but no. It was definitely an ‘oldness’. She made Erick think of grandmothers, especially with the softness in her bright orange eyes, and the dirt under her nails and on her various gardening clothes. She had just come from there.

Shadow began, “I trust the garden is working out well, Aragathara?”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Aragathara said, smiling a little. “It’s perfect. All the Benevolence in the air does wonders for the sugar content of my greatberries and the density of the wheat grains. I can’t wait to make a fresh cobbler. I haven’t had one of those in millennia.”

“Good to hear,” Shadow said, sipping her tea.

Shadow was allowing Erick to set the tone, then.

So Erick asked, “Will you be pursuing lichdom again?”

“Doubtful. That will be the backup plan,” Aragathara said.

“… Oh?” Erick asked, an eyebrow raised.

Aragathra said, “Maybe in a decade or two I might try for lichdom — and there’s no time like the present to start setting that up, of course— but that is the backup plan. When I first rose to power I started off with resonwork and I can already tell that I’m set up to succeed there, and I have Darkness and mana production now, and that Darkness and mana is growing, even from this conversation. I get the distinct feeling that when I do enough to secure your trust and your futures and the future of House Benevolence that the knock-on effects of such a foundational growth will propel me to Ascension even if I actively avoid following the paths of direct power. I never got there before, but I’m a few decades away from ascending this time. I will, of course, be Ascending under Shadow’s control.”

From her look, Shadow had already heard all that before. She was perfectly composed.

Erick was not perfectly composed. Erick sat back in his chair. He sipped his tea. It was good tea. He set the tea down and said, “Okay then. I hope your rise to true power goes well for everyone.”

Shadow relaxed a fraction.

Aragathara bowed in her seat.

Erick asked the air, “I’m kinda surprised that Yggdrasil isn’t here for this.”

Words appeared.

We had long conversations yesterday while you were making valkyries.

Shadow nodded.

… Erick nodded too, he supposed. He wondered what Yggdrasil thought of the valkyries. He would ask him later. Erick looked to Aragathara. “Let’s talk about Nothanganathor and the destruction of Margleknot’s avatar in the Painted Cosmology.”

Aragathara sat straight, and reported, “The general timeline is not set, because Margleknot’s time frame is always shifting, but roughly 12,000 years ago there was a tournament to decide who would become the next God of Magic of the Painted Cosmology. By that time I had known Nothanganathor for a few thousand years, having been a companion of his whenever he came to this uber-universe.

“When I first knew him, he was a precocious lad, prone to fits of magic and domination like any dragon. I was originally an enemy of his, because he wanted to be the king of my world, to add it to his hoard. Me and my sisters drove him off every time. Back in that time, he had his Shadowed Sun style, and he was more domineering than good or evil. Somewhere along the way other enemies cropped up and Nothanganathor proved himself as a better ally than enemy, and we helped him to become emperor-in-truth.

“A hundred years later corruption came to my world, and 90% of our people perished. The infection ended when Margleknot came to our portion of infinity and eradicated the danger and rescued the survivors.

“We moved to Margleknot after that.

“Nothanganathor raised a land in Margleknot, rapidly becoming a true Power. My eldest sister, Ara, was his right-hand woman, and the mother of his children. This sort of existence lasted for a thousand years, all of us having long turned to liches in that time, but Nothanganathor remained a dragon, of course.

“He worked tirelessly to destroy corruption and to study corruption so that he could destroy it more easily, in order to gain more allies here. He was a superb emperor. He was also the only real link this universe had to the Painted Cosmology as well, to the Darkness, because the Painted Cosmology did not have many people who cared to be a link between Fractal and Dark, and the Darkness had forbade Margleknot from planting one of his roots into that universe.

“But Margleknot had avatars, and the Fractal liked to speak to the Dark anyway, so Margleknot sent avatars into the Painted Cosmology, into the Dark. He had been doing this for a very long time. Just small people, always; disconnected from him, without any true power or memory. They lived their small lives, then they died, and the soul returned to Margleknot, and such was the way in which communication happened. Long before the tournament for Godhood, Nothanganathor and Ara and sometimes the rest of us would venture into the Painted Cosmology with Margleknot’s avatar, keeping them relatively safe for a few decades on this or that world, but never interfering with their lives.

“This was because the Fractal wanted to experience those lives.

“It was during these sabbaticals of overlooking one small, unknowing life of Margleknot that Nothanganathor grew to hate the Painted Cosmology, for every time Margleknot’s avatar died it was due to someone from the Painted Cosmology, either a Shade or even Shadow herself at least 4 times that I was personally aware of, doing the deed. Margleknot didn’t seem to mind. Sometimes we were friends with the unknowing avatar of Margleknot, though, and seeing them always die to the people of the Painted Cosmology was… it was hard.

“And that’s not even getting into the main problem of being away from our Empire in Margleknot. That was the ultimate reason that Nothanganathor turned to Evil to solve a lot of problems. The Good people of Margleknot had a way of tearing down our Empire every time he went away.

“Don’t get me wrong. Our Empire was certainly evil in many small ways, but we enjoyed a level of prosperity that few on Margleknot ever have, before or since… At this point of the tale, if things were how they had been long ago, Margleknot would have reminded us that our Empire was still small and messy compared to some of the greats. That little back-and-forth banter used to be exactly that; friendly banter.”

Aragathara got a brief, far off look in her eyes, of times long ago.

She continued, “… And so, because Good kept harming us, Nothanganathor turned to Evil to solve problems and keep them solved.

“We grew.

“A lot.

“When we grew, Nothanganathor needed to keep Other Evils in check, because we had officially stepped into the Balance War. I won’t bore you with those details, but eventually some problems arose that required us to do things we did not want to do, and which required power.

“And so, we figured that Nothanganathor’s mother, the previous Goddess of Magic, was doing a shitty job, so we orchestrated a killing event in order to take that Mantle of Godhood and move our Empire to the Painted Cosmology. The details of that were long and sordid, and kept away from Margleknot completely… As much as one can, anyway. Business done outside of Layer 0 was the best way.

“And so… I poisoned 350 gods of the Painted Cosmology with what is known as Goddeath Corruption. It is a rather good killer of gods, but it needs to be made rather specifically and applied carefully… Those details would fill a few libraries. So. Moving on: I made the brew. I planted the curses. I let them stew and gods died. Most people didn’t care about those deaths, because most of those gods we targeted were Evil, and very minor. Ikaramaliana’s poisoning was actually a secondary effect because she investigated every death that happened, and because the Painted Cosmology had no natural defenses against Goddeath Corruption. Ikaramaliana’s greatest weakness was the same weakness as all god dragons, and she had none of the defenses that would have kept her safe; she was too proud, and she had no companions. Only servants.

“The tournament to seize the Mantle of Magic came about in short order, only 230 years later, about 50 years after Ikaramaliana’s death.

“Nothanganathor would have won, but Melemizargo rose victorious instead.

“Melemizargo only won because he had captured and tortured Ara, my eldest sister and Nothanganathor’s wife, for information.”

Aragathara took a moment.

Erick took a moment, too. That was a lot. Erick had gone into this meeting knowing that there was going to be a lot, but he had not expected to hear that Melemizargo had tortured the wife of a competitor and brother. How true was this all?

Erick glanced at Shadow.

Shadow nodded.

… Right. She had been there, for sure. All of this story was true, then, as much as a Wizard War can be true in any specific, singular way.

Aragathara continued, “From there, Melemizargo rose as God of Magic, and broke Nothanganathor's everything. All the strongholds all across the Painted Cosmology. All of his personal power. All of his personal Truth. And then he cursed Nothanganathor to a sideways life as a leviathan, which was widely considered the lowest form of dragon… by dragons, anyway.”

“Leviathans are my children, too. There is nothing wrong with them.” Shadow said, “But I would have simply killed Nothanganathor had I known he would return like he had.”

Aragathara looked sorrowful for a moment.

Erick asked Aragathara, “You sound sad that Shadow has done all of this to you and yours, and yet now you have become beholden to Shadow of your own volition?”

“I have,” Aragathara said, solidly. “For a long time, I hated Shadow and her ilk. I hated her and the Painted Cosmology, too, for what they would do to Margleknot’s avatar. I was right there with Nothanganathor to help him come back from death, to rebuild himself into our emperor again, to become something truly Malevolent for the good of our people. It was during this time that we raised up Wraithborne, and Agatha, my other older sister, became Morbion’s right hand woman.

“You know the ring world that sits around the Evil Death sun? We made that. ‘Wraithborne Tower’ used to be our land. Our people. Our prosperity. We brought out what it could really be.

“But our Empire started to fall down the same trap as all Evil Empires. We became too Evil. So we abandoned Wraithborne to Morbion, who is now in charge and doing well. Nothanganathor did not want to abandon his land, but he had to, for he had lost power.

“… But back to the story:

“On one of Margleknot’s avatar journeys to the Painted Cosmology, long after Nothanganathor regained much of himself and we started overseeing that foray into the Painted Cosmology again, Nothanganathor killed the world that the avatar had been on and captured that avatar’s unique Sign of the Fractal. He corrupted that Sign into his own universal-level of power. He called it his Sign of Power, and it became his Truth, in true. It’s a little slice of Infinity that is entirely his. He hides all the gods he has killed behind that Sign of Power. He hides everything that is of any worth to him at all behind that Sign, including my sister Ara’s corpse.

“The Fractal never caught on to this subterfuge… Or perhaps they enjoyed the new experience. I do not know. Margleknot never caught on; of that I am sure. He was… quite angry earlier when I explained this to him, and then showed him some memories and other proofs and opened up some hidden caches for him in some hidden parts of the universe. If our relationship to Margleknot was not ruined before, it certainly is now.

“I will show you those truths, as well, but… From the look on your face this telling is truth enough…”

Erick was frowning. He schooled that expression away. “Continue.”

Aragathara continued, “It took another several thousand years before Nothanganathor was ready to Sunder the Painted Cosmology with his Truth, in an attempt to recapture the Mantle of Magic from Melemizargo, to lift his curse and become the God of Magic that he always should have been. I helped him, because I thought he was doing something else besides Sundering that universe. I thought he was seeking to Sunder his curse. He might have even succeeded in doing that, if that is what he chose to go for, for Nothanganathor was very good at achieving his goals. He was a great man. A great emperor. A perfect… everything.

“But sundering his curse is not what he chose to do.

“I followed him forever, but it wasn’t until you came out of Veird with your story that… I went investigating, in true. As soon as the Sundering happened I —of course— began to suspect. Everyone did. Nothanganathor had saved a piece of the Painted Cosmology and his brother in the process, and was then granted stewardship of that world? His now very-weak brother, whom Nothanganathor was known to speak of eating, if he ever got the chance? The implications were obvious. But I did not want to dig deep. I did not want to see.

“In truth, no one cared about a dead universe except for a few people and Nothanganathor. The Painted Cosmology was done. The story was big when it happened but Nothanganathor spoke of how he was saving what he could, and then came more good words…

“Margleknot moved on.

“But now a different truth is coming to light.

“And so, I came here at the end of my life, to repent for my part in that horror. Perhaps Nothanganathor was true in how he didn’t cause the Sundering, but that is doubtful. I want to repent. I want to bring about a perfect empire. I want to roar at Nothanganathor myself, to ask him if it is all true. That is why I pledged myself to Shadow. That is why I pledged myself to you, Apparent King, and to House Benevolence.

“For to kill a universe is the gravest of offenses, and Nothanganathor certainly did that. He needs to be brought to justice in whatever way is final.”

Silence stretched.

Erick had listened to everything, and saw that Aragathara was speaking a truth. Her truth? Nothanganathor’s truth? The truth of the Sundering? Perhaps all of that, and more.

What did Erick gain from listening to this story, though? Anything new?

The part about Nothanganathor killing Margleknot’s person-avatar in the Painted Cosmology. A Slice of Infinity all of Nothanganathor’s own. The part about how Shadow and Shades killed that avatar whenever they could, but they didn’t sunder it… Probably.

Erick asked Shadow, “Did you sunder Margleknot’s avatar when you found it?”

“No. Never.” Shadow said, “We killed it and sent it back home.”

Erick looked to Aragathara. “I have not met the man yet, but it seems to me that Morbion is pretending that this isn’t a big deal. The Fae Council are pretending this isn’t a big deal, too. Like Nothanganathor isn’t a MASSIVE part of their history. Even the Fractal Fairy only cares about reconnecting to the Darkness in whatever way they can. No one seems to care much at all about Nothanganathor or Veird, except for me, Shadow, and Yggdrasil.” It seemed like some sort of application of Malevolence, and it probably was. And yet, Erick asked, “Why?”

Aragathara was a little flummoxed by Erick’s question. She came up with an answer quick enough, saying, “Because Nothanganathor never liked to work in the light. He was always a dragon who should have been Darkness. It was who he was. It is who he still is. Finding any solid information on the man is near impossible. But the Council and Morbion have been working without Nothanganathor for almost 1,500 years at this point, and that was more than enough to give him the benefit of the doubt and accept that a tragedy was a tragedy. There are many other users of Malevolence besides him these days, too, so they don’t even really need him.

“The Council only needs Nothanganathor for massive universe-ending problems, but small users already use Malevolence to find and destroy those problems before they become problems.” Finding her stride, Aragathara said, “And Margleknot is home to an infinity of problems. The amount of effort that people are giving toward this old Nothanganathor stuff is about normal.

“The past is the past, and no one cares about it except for those it still affects, and that means me, and all of you. Quite honestly, Nothanganathor is old-cauldron, and you’re going to end up killing him soon enough… Or maybe you won’t.” Aragathara said, “No one is quite sure how you’ll solve that.”

No one was sure? Had he not told them all— Ah. Erick had been offering redemption to many people, including great Evils. They thought he was going to offer redemption to Nothanganathor, too. Shadow glanced at Erick, for she was also wondering what Erick’s solution would be, now that all this truth was getting out.

Aragathara clearly hoped that Erick would see fit to forgive Nothanganathor. Perhaps that had been her true goal in coming here, aside from saving herself from the oblivion of a corruption-fueled soul-death.

Erick said, “I won’t offer him redemption.”

Aragathara strongly said, “Good. You shouldn’t. Universe killers should be beyond all redemption, even if he does plan on bringing it back if he wins.”

… What?

Dissecting that statement had Erick spiraling through a bunch of different thoughts. First, Aragathara was trying to be ‘on Erick’s side’ and prove that she was a faithful member of his House, to keep in good standing with Shadow. But she still hoped that Nothanganathor could be forgiven. And yet, she truly believed that universe-killers did not deserve redemption. She was a flurry of emotions in the hitch of her voice and the straight of her back and the tension of her hands upon the armrest of her chair.

Well.

People were complicated.

The whole situation was kinda complicated… if Erick let it be complicated.

Hearing that Nothanganathor has a bunch of souls inside of him, though…

Well. That was kinda… a thing. To hear that Nothanganathor was planning on bringing back the people of the Painted Cosmology had Erick thinking of the Black Gate and Melemizargo with the shadow-infected crystal towers of Ar’Kendrithyst and of the dungeons.

And also, now there were the valkyries.

Erick’s latest magic was tailor-made to Siphoning Nothanganathor’s power and then multiplying rapidly and assaulting him through pure numbers, and then, perhaps, carving into that sun-sized beast and pulling out a treasure of souls… But could that work?

Would that work?

It would probably work.

It would need to be a battle less of annihilation, though, and more of complete dismemberment, which would be more difficult.

And yet… To let Nothanganathor bring back what he killed?

That would be what Erick was doing right now with the valkyries. He was killing things to bring them back.

… The situations were not the same at all, though…

As Erick’s thoughts spiraled—

Shadow had a much simpler reaction.

Shadow scoffed, “He’s not resurrecting my universe with him as the god of it all.”

“He probably changed those souls to worship him, too.” Erick said, “All he needs is the mantle of the God of Magic and he could bring back the entire Painted Cosmology and kick you out, couldn’t he, Shadow?”

Shadow stared at Erick. “He’s not resurrecting my universe.”

“I wouldn’t want him as a god-dragon either.” Erick asked Aragathara, “How do you know that is his goal?”

“He’s always wanted the Painted Cosmology for himself; for that universe to be his True Empire,” Aragathara said, “It was only because of the actions of his family and the destruction of countless versions of Margleknot’s avatars, many of whom had become friends, that he doesn’t want the Painted Cosmology Fae or Melemizargo’s line of dragons to exist anymore. Nothanganathor even sucked up as much of the Painted Cosmology as he could in order to save it, though Melemizargo managed to keep a lot of it himself.” She paused. “… Or at least that’s what I think Nothanganathor was able to do with his Sign of Power. He has been using that part of himself to hide things in his own personal hoard for a very long time, so it makes sense he captured as much of the Painted Cosmology as he could.”

Erick was slightly conflicted in a very odd way.

“We’re still killing him,” Shadow softly declared, “And it doesn’t matter what hostages he might theoretically hold.” She said to Erick, “Your valkyries can capture any souls that he might be hoarding, so his hostages don’t even matter. We’ll get back as many of them as we can, and that’s that.”

Okay.

Yeah.

This was too big to make any decisions right now.

Erick suddenly stood, ending the conversation there. Aragathara rapidly followed. Shadow took a moment, but she stood, too. Erick said, “I appreciate your candor and answers, Aragathara. This is a lot to think about, from the fact that I seem pulled in a direction to create something amazingly useful that turns out to be exactly what I need to continue forward, to the fact that all of the Sundering is a result of some sort of family feud from 10,000 years ago, to the idea that Nothanganathor has… What? The souls of those who died? Or actual stuff?”

“Probably souls and the rarest, best treasures,” Aragathara said.

Erick nodded. “Sure.” He continued, “All of this has been informative. I need to go make more defenses and more war, now. I can’t quite tell what is going to happen in the next 24 hours, but it’s going to be big.” He said to Shadow, “I’m rather certain we weren’t attacked at all since the assault of Slave Intake #38 because they were looking at that whole event and weighing options. We need to be prepared when they come with a flag of truce, because we’re not giving them a truce at all.”

Shadow nodded, saying, “Of course.”

“Later,” Erick said, and then he turned to lightning and flew to the main House.

- - - -

Erick landed in front of Querkooda, his second Ruby, and a few engineers who were working on the [Infinite Imaging]. Lanzoil was there as well. Erick’s arrival was a fast interruption.

Erick wasted no time. “Hello everyone. We’ll be getting that manaminer now. How do we go about that? I heard the Aetherium Bazaar was the place to go.”

After a short pause of thought—

Lanzoil said, “Yes. The Aetherium. I have a standing appointment for us that we can use or not.”

The meeting they had been having suddenly reorganized. The engineer that had helped to make the Awakening Machine, Tris, spoke up, “A manaminer would clean up a lot of the problems with the Imager. It makes magic work well with tech if you set it up right, and I know how to set them up right. Did about a hundred of those before now.”

Erick said, “Good. Glad to hear it.”

Querkooda asked, “Can we even trust the people who sell these things?’

Lanzoil said, “The one I have in mind, yes. It’s an organization of Knowledge Mages who are allies with the Good side of Margleknot. They put in a request to speak with us four days ago about possible manaminer purchases and I vetted them long before that. They’ve been around for thousands of years.”

Erick narrowed his eyebrows for a multitude of sudden reasons, mostly to do with Knowledge Mages being able to exist in this universe at all, and if there were ties with the Script of Veird in some convoluted way, and what was up with the Goddess of Knowledge of the Painted Cosmology and the possibility of her ‘body’ being somewhere inside the blue Core of Veird. But the thought he most focused on was, “How did that request come in?”

“The mail room,” Lanzoil said, “It’s a miracle we even noticed their message, since it was a normal, small message that came through with ten million other requests.”

“Finding a single spark in a storm,” Tris mumbled, reluctantly accepting random chance as not that random at all.

Erick silently agreed with the man, and then said to Lanzoil, “Let’s go meet them.”

Lanzoil said, “They can come here?”

“… That’s probably a better idea, though I do want them to bring pictures of what their offices look like so I know who to complain to if they end up selling us a trap.” Erick asked, “And what is a Knowledge Mage in this universe, anyway? They’re Book Mages back home. We also used to have a Goddess of Knowledge back home, too.”

“Their offices are well known and haven’t moved in eons, but yes, we can get those pictures,” Lanzoil said. “And a Knowledge Mage here is pretty much the same thing, but with tech additions.”

Tris spoke up, “Some are artificial intelligence ‘gods’.”

Everyone looked to him.

Erick asked, “Really? AI gods?”

Lanzoil asked, “Like, machine things?”

Querkooda said, “I have trouble believing that. There has to be souls somewhere in them.”

Tris was growing comfortable around big powers, which was good for him and for House Benevolence, because he continued to speak without worry, “They get a soul most of the time, but the young ones are pretty much just machines. The machine ones can do more than the living ones, too, so they try to stay machines, or very low-level living things. So yeah. More like gods than people. That’s their preferred route toward power, too; helps them solidify themselves in a way that simple tech can’t do. They’re all over the tech side of Margleknot.” He frowned a little, adding, “It’s been that way for hundreds of thousands of years, I thought?”

Lanzoil shrugged. “I never got to the tech side of things.”

Querkooda said, “Me either.”











- - - -











In a room of House Benevolence, a short time after deciding to actually do it, Erick stood for a different sort of meeting. One he rarely got to participate in these days.

He was going to buy something important.

The room was already filled with diagrams and offerings, all of them in the shape of floating orbs of various colors. Power readouts that Erick didn’t fully understand floated alongside maximum size and population readouts that Erick did understand. The price tag for all of them was the same, though.

In soft gold words, floating in the center of the arrangement, was the price.

The price tag was relatively cheap, too, and something he was already willing to do.

But of course, the people here to sell him all these things still had to give their presentation. The company Erick was buying from was called Powerminer Incorporated, and they had sent their head saleswoman to make this transaction. Her name was Felicia Starzine, and she was a winged elf with 8 tiny gold wings hovering at her back. Her partner, and also the ‘owner’ of the company Powerminer Incorporated, was a floating blue cube by the name of Stackz, with a ‘z’, and he was an AI. The small blue cube was just a part of him; his main body was located in the Aetherium Bazaar, at PI’s main offices.

In a surprising turn of events, after introductions, Felicia came right out and said, “As you can see, the price is the same for all of them. We want you to set up a manaminer with automatic reincarnations, like you have done with the valkyries. The normal version you showed off, though.”

“Sure. I can probably do that.”

Felicia paused, going still, completely unable to believe that their price tag was being honored.

Stackz was similarly still, the floating blue cube turning a slight shade darker, and then brighter. And then Stackz asked, “Really? You’ll really honor this request?”

“Should I not?” Erick asked.

Felicia paused.

Stackz paused.

Erick smiled, and asked, “It’s because you get access to that same magics, right? As a part of the deal of installing one of these?”

Felicia and Stackz both spoke over each other, vehemently saying, “Absolutely not!” and, “Never ever!”

Now it was Erick’s turn to be surprised. Perhaps this was a part of the tech/magic gap of Margleknot showing itself, and yet… manaminers were magic, right?

Erick said, “I feel we are probably talking from different dimensions. I don’t see a problem with automating my magic, and yet you do. I feel that you will be stealing something from me, and yet you say you will not. What is going on here?”

Felicia paused, unsure how to answer. And then she said, “Your manaminers are your own. We do not touch them or even know how to access them after we hand them over, for that’s how we built the system. If you break it and you cannot fix it on your own and need another one… Then you have to buy another one.”

Well that was part of the miscommunication solved. Good to know.

Stackz spoke, “We approach everyone who can resurrect people and erase curses with the request to do exactly that with their manaminers we sell them, and we usually have to pull back that request to some monetary value. Every person who is capable of actually erasing Contract magic and other Evil sorts of powers are… They’re heavily targeted by assassins and thieves and otherwise. We would never take the magic that you imbue into your manaminers… for… for so many different reasons.” He said, “Security of the systems we sell you, which is the major one. No one but you can operate your manaminer, as Felicia said. Even if we could take the magics that you put into a manaminer, which we can’t, this specific magic we ask you to put into your manaminer would make you targeted by Wraithborne and various assassin organizations, which does put you at risk. That’s the main threat, here. Then there are much more insidious ways of those Evil people ruining your everything if you go against them, from infiltrative Contracts to other systemic soul poisonings of the manaminer. And… Well those are the major points of discrepancy between our points of view… Probably.”

Ahh… Yeah. Erick understood those issues. Contracts could poison a manaminer, then?

Interesting.

Felicia said, “We envision you taking over Slaver’s Den and installing House Benevolence using one of our miners to make this a land of reincarnation and new lives.”

Stackz said, “And that means you’re a target.”

“One we would support!” Felicia said.

“And one we would probably need to be supported by,” Stackz said, speaking in parts with Felicia.

Felicia continued Stackz’s thought, saying, “As soon as you get a Good manaminer up and running— I mean. Not ‘Good’, but a basically-good manaminer— We become a target, too.”

Stackz said, “We’re one of the major purveyors of manaminers, and because of that we’re under a lot of Contracts from Wraithborne. We’re located in the Aetherium Bazaar right now, and that affords us a whole lot of defense, but we would wish to move a few offices here… And honestly to start a branch of Powerminer Incorporated inside House Benevolence. We would ask to be one of your first allies, and to spread as you spread.”

Felicia said, “Business is good, but we didn’t get into this manaminer business to make money.”

Stackz said, “We got into this business to do Good.”

Erick tried not to grin. He said, “I think that sounds wonderful. Perfect, even. I could easily see myself working with a branch of people from Powerminer Incorporated, to make them a part of House Benevolence. Good to have good news. But back to the actual product stuff: I have some questions.”

Felicia tried not to beam too much joy.

Stackz glittered, though, which Erick assumed was joy for AIs. “Please ask away!”

Erick asked, “Do you know of the Script of Veird? Can I do a leveling system like that? I’m thinking simpler, though.”

Felicia looked hopeful, but she looked to Stackz.

Stackz easily said, “I have dissected what I could about the Script from the dossier of yourself, Ascendant Flatt. The Script appears to have many functions that are impossible with current manaminer tech, for the Script appears to have a whole lot of real power put into it, and it operates under different ideas from a lost cosmology. Powerminer Incorporated is believed to have had some history out of the Painted Cosmology, for the earliest known manaminers come from there, but we have no idea how those manaminers truly work, for we’ve been over here in this universe since our inception 75,000 years ago. The level of Authority granted by the Script over its people and land are… Well that’s a thing we just don’t offer with any manaminer we sell. You have to empower them yourself to get them that powerful, and I don’t think you can without godly power. The manaminers we offer are a lot more about ease of life and safety in a given area. We can certainly add on a few things, though. Do you have anything specific in mind?”

Those sounded like acceptable limitations.

Erick said, “An Awakening Machine, to awaken Benevolence inside everyone, and also the reincarnation magics.”

Stackz said, “Easily doable, along with the normal array of standard defensive options.”

“Good.” And because he was here, Erick decided to ask a question that had poked at him for a very long time. Erick asked, “As professionals, do you know what the three Bans of the Script might be? Dimensional, Infinitesimal, Propagation.”

Stackz easily said, “I can give you professional guesses, but nothing definitive. Firstly, it’s rather common to call limitations in a manaminer as something close to what they actually limit, rather than what they actually limit. Security through obscurity. With that in mind, I’m rather sure that the Dimensional Ban is for disallowing travel between Layers of their reality. Probably made to keep Veird safe from a threat they could not see due to Malevolence, or perhaps Nothanganathor made the Dimensional Ban in order to make Veird more controllable. He was there at the beginning of it, from my understanding.

“The Infinitesimal Ban is probably a limitation on depth of space in any given area; a limit against traditional Spatial magic, as in the size of things versus the size of other things. This is a common way to prevent a great many difficulties, like infiltrators or people living under your floors and in your walls.

“Propagation is a standard anti-propagation limit. It’s just common sense to make spellwork degrade itself instead of build itself. That’s basic anti-corruption, right there.”

Erick smiled at that. Yeah. That all seemed correct. He asked, “What is the way in which the manaminer actually mines people? I thought that was either Infinitesimal or Dimensional.”

“That’s a basic application of Authority,” Stackz said. “Not a Foundational Ban at all.”

“… Huh! Well okay then.” Erick nodded. “It was great to meet you. Now! I must be off to war again. You can continue this discussion with Lanzoil here and probably a bunch of other guys from the House, like the guys in our engineering division.”

Lanzoil stepped forward. He bowed and then stood straight, saying, “I have a lot of deep questions regarding everything.”

Erick repeated, “Nice to meet you, Felicia, Stackz. War calls.”

Felicia and Stackz bowed and bobbed respectively.

And then Erick turned to lightning and zapped outside of the geodesic dome surrounding the House. He had wanted to spend more time with Powerminer Incorporated, especially if they were going to be allies, but war called, and Erick needed to answer.

- - - -

The sky was clear of obstructions and there were no bombs dropping except for maybe the verbal sort, and in a few minutes. Erick hovered where he needed to be, and took stock of the situation.

Shadow was there waiting for him, shaped like a human queen and floating in stylish black robes. Querkooda was on the other side, in the air, hovering as a pale gold dragon.

Erick remained himself, for now, wearing some glowthread clothes.

And in the distance, an abomination hovered.

It was a man of several tens of arms, an assortment of necks and pelvic areas, and no legs at all, with the center mass being a good 8 or 9 torsos of various people. There were a few heads on that thing. All of them stared at Erick. All of the being was sewn or melded together, with some various metal bits and bobs here and there. It was Underling Chains; the only true ‘Power’ of Slaver’s Den. He was only a Power because he couldn’t easily die, though. He was, perhaps, one of the worst kinds of liches. Querkooda had spoken days ago about how Chains was definitely soul-planted in lots of slaves the universe over, just waiting to hatch in the case of the death of any of his smaller parts. In that way he was closer to a Talent, like Eldawae.

There was no Captain Shackle or Underling Walara to be seen.

Underling Chains floated forward.

He stopped 50 meters away.

Erick asked, “What brings you here, Chains?”

“I wish to bargain,” Chains said, “Leave this place and we’ll release all our current slaves. Continue your war and we sunder billions.”

Erick said, “Sunder them.”

Silence.

“… Ah,” Chains said. And then he added, “We’ll really do it.”

“I’m sure you will,” Erick said. “How about a counter offer: Declare the complete and total surrender of Slaver’s Den, and I will treat you as well as I have treated all the people of Slave Intake #45 and #38.”

Chains glared hate in his many eyes, as he rattled, “You are making a deep enemy, Ascended Flatt. If it takes me a thousand years, I will see you and your people eradicated from existence.”

“Careful now, Chains,” Erick said, “You might upgrade yourself from a simple pest that is easily forgotten to someone who actually draws my full attention.”

Chains went a little still, though he was composed of a lot of body parts, so none of him was actually still at all. And then he breathed in several sets of lungs and bodies, and pulled back, floating away. When he got far enough away, he stretched, as though his image had been pulled toward Centrics, his city, spaghettifying. As soon as he started stretching that way, the rest of his body followed, and within a single moment he was gone. He left behind some blood and bits of flesh, as though they were torn away from him for moving too fast.

Weird.

Erick said, “That was a weird way for him to leave. What was that stretching?”

“Some sort of transportation power,” Shadow said. “Not his, obviously. Grafted onto him.”

Querkooda said, “I am surprised we haven’t seen more weird magics.”

Erick said, “I saw a lot with Slave Intake #38. Mostly minor stuff, though. One guy pulled the color off of a wall to hide. Didn’t work. He burned in valkyrie fire anyway.”

Querkooda smirked. “Valkyrie fire, eh? I heard them calling it blackgold fire.”

“I like ‘valkyrie fire’,” Erick said, “Some people were calling it that last night and it sounded better than ‘blackgold’.”

Shadow said, “If you come out in favor of using the word ‘valkyrie’ to describe the various powers of your new warriors then people will continue with that belief and that confluence of Elements will be named ‘valkyrie’. From there, someone will give rise to that actual Element, and it will be a lot cleaner than Vile-plus-Exalted-plus-other-stuff.” Shadow looked to Erick. “Or you could go with ‘blackgold’, but that seems rather boring and unproductive of any future powers.”

Erick almost wanted to scoff. Instead, he said, “I have a hard time believing that a halfway-Element for Vile and Exalted doesn’t already exist, though I haven’t heard of any; I assumed it was Banned on Veird. I’m sure that Good and Evil must have a halfway-Element, too, even though I haven’t heard of that one, either.”

Shadow smirked. “Vile and Exalted and Good and Evil’s halfway-Elements are called Balance. Two different versions of Balance, though.”

“… Ah. I don’t like that much at all.” Erick said, “Let’s go with Elemental Valkyrie, then.”

Shadow’s grin widened to actual happiness.

Querkooda asked, “Shall we attend to the rest of the war?”

“Yes,” Erick said. “Let’s go see some would-be valkyries. Shadow? Will you be joining us?”

“I want to, but no. I will attend to the manaminer you’re purchasing.” Shadow said, “When they request to imprint blood or soul prints or mana signatures, you should do a double-layer system with office codes, like the Relevant Entities of Veird, and with a Castellan of the House, like with Rozeta. Who to pick for a castellan? I do not know. Certainly not me.”

“… Huh. Okay. So that’s how that works on Veird, then?”

“Pretty much,” Shadow said, and then she stepped away, vanishing.

Querkooda changed subjects, asking, “Where does that name come from, anyway? ‘Valkyries’?”

“Old Earth mythology about a god lifting up servitors, to gather the souls of the worthy after they died in righteous battle, to bring those warriors to a good afterlife and to prepare them for a final Apocalypse War known as Ragnarok.” Erick said, “I wasn’t aware I was making that spell with that much meaning when I went into the spell creation, but when I got close, I realized what I was doing, so I went for it, and here we are.”

Querkooda raised an eyebrow. “Ah.”

Erick smiled. “Sometimes things have a way of working out well.”











- - - -











In a large room under heavy defensive magics, far away from House Benevolence, Erick stood before 5 people who would become valkyries. Querkooda was there, too.

Three of those 5 people were from the original population of this new House Benevolence; former people from Slave Intake #45. Those three had since displayed prowess and skillful growth under Querkooda’s army training, and they were Querkooda’s tentative captains of the new Valkyrie Battalion. They were Griffin, Hendry, and Shivraa; human, elf, and some sort of ice-based half-elemental person shaped like an elf. Erick had never heard of Shivraa’s race, and he simply had not asked, so he didn’t know. She was more ice-Benevolence now, anyway.

And then there was Reena and Xai from Intake #38. Both of them were elves, though Reena looked more wood-elf than a normal elf, like Xai.

They all wore white tunics and pants, and nothing else; those clothes were going to get ruined, anyway.

All battles were naked-time battles once you got to a certain level of battle, and Erick tried not to think about that too much. Jane had been fighting like this for a long time, though, what with all her various [Polymorph] forms—

Erick got his head back in the moment.

This was a big moment.

Erick said to all of the five, “This is not a magic that was meant to raise up souls into warrior forms. Reena and Xai managed it, though. Not sure how that happened, exactly, but I approve of that happening. From what I have gathered, they both bore a deep hatred and a need to make things right. Perhaps that resonated with [Blood of the Valkyrie], and that is what caused their empowerment.

“And so, we are here.

“I cannot guarantee that you will retain your sense of self once subjected to this spell, but I can guarantee that you will remain a warrior on the battlefield, and should you survive, you will come back and be reborn once again in Benevolence. Your time as a valkyrie is a time of war, but you are not just warriors. You are so much more than that. You will come back from this, and you will likely come back changed.” He asked, “Knowing this, do you still choose to follow this path?”

Griffin, Hendry, Shivraa, Reena, and Xai, all took a knee as one, saying, “We pledge ourselves to House Benevolence, to be the instruments of War when needed, and to return to normalcy when War passes.”

Erick felt the air thrum, and then he said, “Your pledges are accepted.”

Querkooda shielded himself.

And then Erick cast [Blood of the Valkyrie] on each of the new valkyries at the same time, empowering the spell with resons and purpose, solidifying pledges to bodies in ways that he didn’t fully understand, but which he knew would work exactly as he wanted it to work.

Five orbs of blood crushed five volunteers into gore and red.

There had been no screams at all, for it had happened too fast and these five people were fully welcoming the soul magic cast upon them.

One by one, the five valkyries stood up from the ground, each of them shaped like the person they had been, but nude, and with red skin of various shades. Blackgold wings of swords swept out of their backs. Crowns of blackgold floated above their heads, and baleful red eyes opened up in those crowns.

Griffin was a valkyrie born with a blackgold sword in one hand and a shield in the other.

Hendry was surrounded by countless small blades, each of them sparking.

Shivraa was a being of palest violet, floating already and slightly shorter than the others, with a cold fog rolling off of her and her whitegold swords.

Reena was a beautiful woman, standing tall and proud and palest red. Her blackgold weaponry was almost like tarnished gold, instead of blackgold.

Xai was a handsome man of dark red skin, awaiting orders. His armaments were mostly black, but with gold at the center, like veins in black metal.

All five of them looked to Erick, and all five took a knee. “Apparent King!”

Good. It worked.

Erick checked the mana in the air. He scoped out each of their souls and bodies, checking for weirdness, or danger. What he saw was five people who had auras well contained to their bodies, and a strength of purpose that most people never achieved. Erick wondered how their propagative auras would manifest, but he was already pretty sure he knew how they would; he had created this magic, after all, and this time he had empowered it with resons, to make it work exactly as he wanted.

Erick said, “Rise.”

Querkooda dropped his shield—

The five valkyries tensed up…

But Querkooda was fine. He smiled, saying, “I can’t even feel an aura. You there, Hendry. Hit me with a dagger.” He held out his hand. “Right here.”

Hendry looked to Erick.

Erick nodded.

Hendry hesitated, but then he move a hand and one of his tiny daggers flew out and—

Skittered off of Querkooda’s hand. It did leave a mark, though. A little scratch… And that was it. No glowing red Blood Magic lines or infectious Death.

“Again,” Querkooda said. “Until you get that dagger all the way in there. Try to infect me.”

Hendry shot a single dagger into Querkooda’s open, steady palm, seven times before he got the dagger to pierce through that flesh and come out the other side of that hand. Querkooda tensed his hand, making a fist, breaking the floating dagger into motes of red, grey, gold, and black magic. That magic lingered on his flesh for a moment, but that was it.

He wasn’t infected by the Blood.

Erick smiled, for he was happy to know that this had worked out exactly as he wanted.

Hendry asked, “It’s supposed to instantly infect, right?”

Erick nodded. “Yes, and no. The answer right now is ‘no’, because none of you are connected to each other right now, except in the most basic of ways. You don’t have the necessary excess mana to make your auras strong, to infect others. When I broke the red [Spellsurge Weave] yesterday, that breaking removed the ability for the valkyries to infect others easily, and it also removed their ability to coordinate. I am glad to report that this remains true, though I am sure that if you really wanted to, you could infect a much-weakened target, and you could probably coordinate with each other in a more visceral, mental sort of way.

“What will make you true dangers is when I hook you up to a [Spellsurge Weave] to form an actual node network, to propel your powers into the infectious sort of stage.” Erick continued, “We will be doing some tests in the coming half hour to get a handle on all that, and then we go to war.”

And then Erick conjured a [Spellsurge Weave] imager in front of himself, among the gathered people, and had it target nothing at all. The white image of their surroundings began to manifest from a white weaver that floated above the preparation area; mist turning to hologram. Soon, the map populated with imagery centered about 20 kilometers upspireward from the House. The valkyries, Erick, and Querkooda, stood within that image.

It was a wasteland out there.

Erick looked to Querkooda.

Querkooda put his shields back up.

And then Erick targeted the valkyries with the weaver. The five of them populated the map like five little blue dots, and Erick asked them, “Feel anything?”

The five valkyries looked a bit lost.

Reena spoke up. “No, sir.”

Erick nodded. “That didn’t work, then. Trying the next experiment.”

Erick was very glad that didn’t work.

It would take more than simple targeting to connect them to a Weave.

Over the course of 45 minutes, Erick began to truly understand what this magic could do, and what it could not do.

Mostly, he figured out that [Spellsurge Weave] had to be summoned alongside [Blood of the Valkyrie] for the network of valkyries to manifest once again as a misty red map, and then each valkyrie who wasn’t already part of that network had to step into the red map and extend their aura into the image, to connect to that network. Once they were connected, their auras turned infectious.

Really infectious.

It was easy for Erick to clean himself of that infection. The Blood never got past his skin, and even then the Carnage Death was easily shoved away like dust billowing away from broken spellwork.

Querkooda was easily infected, too; Just standing beside a valkyrie was enough. It took him some doing to rid himself of the infection. He couldn’t do it while he was inside the infection area, either. He needed to get out of the valkyries’ natural aura range, which was about 4-5 meters if they were relaxed, and 10 meters if they were focused on battle. Reena could push her aura out to 25 meters when she focused on it a bit. But when Querkooda was out of the area of effect, he needed to actively purge the infection through aura work. He could purge the infection, though! Which was good news.

When the infection was dormant it was kind of a ‘burning body’ sensation, or needles all over the skin, according to Querkooda. It was nothing major. Nothing he or any other Talent would have actual trouble over.

Erick imagined that those without proper aura control would not be able to purge the infection at all, and they would have trouble. A lot of trouble.

As for the valkyries themselves...

Once connected to each other, Valkyrie fire erupted from their crowns and each one of them turned sharper, and stronger. They connected mentally to each other, to naturally share memories and power. Rapidly, they learned to move around each other and various obstacles Erick set up, their movements having turned from rote strength and power into something a whole lot more graceful. They danced without dancing, moving through obstacle courses, their blades turning sharp and deadly.

After an hour of testing, done mostly to ensure that all their minds still seemed all there and to ensure that they could disconnect and reconnect from the network themselves, which they could, Erick decided that this was enough. The new valkyries were still themselves, but they also were a whole lot more than that.

“It is time,” Erick said.

Querkooda, once thoroughly cleaned of infection, went back to the House, to oversee the defenses of the land there.

Erick and his valkyries moved outside of the ‘Valkyrie Command Center’, as the valkyries were now calling it. Standing above the hidden white roof, Erick looked to the sky and canceled most of the hiding magics of the VCC. Illusions came down, revealing a white castle made of eternal stonewood.

Erick said to his valkyries, “You will remain here while I infect a few cities at once. This will ensure your mentality passes on to the newborns. You will be joining those war efforts soon, by flying there. From there, all of Slaver’s Den will be falling today.” The valkyries already knew that, but Erick had said it aloud for the people watching, because they were surely watching. But to actually call upon them, Erick turned to the sky, and said, “Yggdrasil. I am now releasing wide-scale [Blood of the Valkyrie]s upon Slaver’s Den. This is my official heads up to you. Propagation magic is being released in 1 minute.”

Yggdrasil stepped out of the air, to stand in front of Erick. He looked concerned. “Are you really doing this, this way?”

Erick looked to his son, and said, “I am.”

“Then I request 1.34 billion resons to enact a quarantine. That number might increase if your magic becomes unwieldy. This should prevent the propagation of your magic to other parts of Margleknot, but it is not 100% certain. Quarantines are never certain.”

Erick didn’t expect that, but he rolled with it. “What about the propagation of the Major Contracts, or whatever they’re called?”

Erick was worried about the indiscriminate sundering of billions, as Chains had threatened, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. Getting rid of great Evils was always going to come with a cost.

Yggdrasil said, “It should prevent those from triggering outside of Slaver’s Den, but again, that is not certain.”

“How not-certain?”

“The quarantine should work against most non-Power threats, which means you’re the only one really able to break it once it goes up.” Yggdrasil said, “But those Major Contracts were written by Powers. By Morbion and others.”

“I accept the reson cost, then. Please deduct it from my account.”

Yggdrasil nodded curtly… He paused.

Erick waited.

Yggdrasil breathed, then said, “… I stayed out of this decision of yours to do this valkyrie thing for a while, father, but…” Yggdrasil said, “This is probably going to work exactly how you want it to work, but the aftermath is going to be… Unknown.”

Erick nodded. “I’m aware. Sorry for worrying you.”

“On the plus side, Lord Dakka is now seated amongst his harem, watching on every screen he can find, giggling like a child for their awaited afternoon candy.” Yggdrasil said, “So I’m pretty sure this is exactly what he wants.”

Erick huffed a tiny laugh, then said, “If he can uphold the standards I expect out of allies, then he’s invited to watch from here—”

“I agree!” Lord Dakka slipped out from behind Yggdrasil’s big green body, smiling, giggling. The fae of war and death wore rusted metals, his wings fluttering rust into the air, as he said, “But I want to participate!”

Erick rapidly decided, “Can you keep infected people from running? That’s my only worry about this.”

“I can do that and so much more!”

Lord Dakka’s giggle turned into a peal of evil laughter as he vanished into his own cloud of rust, his laughter turning deeper, darker, to become a rumble that filled the world. The sky darkened a fraction.

Scant white clouds began to change to something redder—

Yggdrasil said, “I was already planning on keeping people from running, but this is probably better. Good luck, father.” And then he stepped away.

“See you later, Yggdrasil.”

— clouds of rust filled the world overhead, blocking out the sky of Margleknot, but not before brilliant gold hexagons came into being between the continent of Slaver’s Den, and all the rest of Margleknot. Words appeared on the gold, and all of those hexagons read the same thing:

QUARANTINE

Erick moved on.

Down below, Erick had already scoped out targets on the Weave image. He was focused on Slave Intake #22, #9, and #17 right now, with his targets being ‘Graduates who wish for Death’. He had 37 targets, but that would change, and fast.

Right now, the spell had no power to infect anyone else.

But then Erick flowed [Renew] into that spellwork, pouring power into weavers far, far away—

Reena gasped, followed by smaller reactions from Xai, Hendry, Griffin, and Shivraa.

Reena softly said, “I feel them. They’re coming.” She smiled. She laughed. She declared, “And I’m going to help them now.”

Reena flickered with blood, exploding into nothing, gore spreading wide and far.

… Okay then.

Several hundred kilometers away, and thanks to a map below the valkyrie blood map that was targeted to ‘valkyries’, Erick saw as Reena reappeared at Slave Intake #22.

Erick kept feeding power into the red map, as he said, “I guess you can blood teleport. That’s useful.”

“Sir!” Xai said, and then he exploded into gore and reappeared at Slave Intake #22 as well.

Erick asked the other three, “You know how he did that?”

Griffin, Hendry, and Shivraa each had unsure looks upon them—

Shivraa suddenly floated straighter. “Oh. It’s like that.”

She exploded into frozen blood, and then left. She reappeared at Intake #9.

Griffin and Hendry looked to each other. Wordlessly, they exploded into gore, too. They reappeared together Intake #17, and Erick wiped away some drops of blood on his face and body.

Rapidly, the number of red dots on the infection map vanished, as people died. Those dots reappeared on the white ‘search for valkyrie’ map, on the floor below the red map, and soon, blue dots began to multiply.

Erick checked to see where Dakka was.

“… Where is Dakka?” Erick asked the air.

Lady Aelorika, wrapped in flowers and green, stepped into the space atop Erick’s Valkyrie Command Center, sighing, saying, “He’s that blue valkyrie dot over by Slave Intake #22.”

“… What?” Erick was already looking down there. He guessed, “That one standing off on its own?”

“That’s the one,” Lady Aelorika said, seeming down, as she looked out into the rusted sky, the faint glow of gold barriers faintly coming through there and there. “I’m pretty sure you’ve done this magic too well. I’ll try to damage control after this is done.” She looked to him. “It really would have been better if you would have become Good.”

Erick had a sudden thought. “You tried to get Nothanganathor to declare himself as Evil, didn’t you.”

“Yes. He would have risen to become Emperor of Wraithborne, like Morbion did. Nothanganathor’s danger would have been contained as well as used, but instead he fixated on Veird and killed a universe.” Lady Aelorika said, “This is what happens when people enter the wider world of Margleknot and then fail to leave behind their tiny homes, with their tiny matters and tiny problems; we all get dragged down into the depths of depravity. I pray this doesn’t happen to you, and that you go on to solve more problems than you create. Good luck with your war. We’ll speak afterward about Veird.”

Lady Aelorika stepped away.

And Erick continued to funnel mana into the red map until the valkyries’ Siphons powered themselves, and then went further beyond, into growth. It didn’t take too long. 5,000 warriors. Last time it only took 3,500. This time the battles went a whole lot faster, too. That’s what happened when you had an army connected mentally to each other, each able to share in the duty of shriving Slaver’s Den, all together.

The war went quickly and way too slow at the same time. Every second was a horror interrupted, and every second gave birth to a new horror, and hope. Mostly hope.

Attacks came.

Erick, Shadow, and Querkooda repelled them all.

When the first 20,000 people turned to valkyries, Erick decided he needed someone to get some of the horde to come home, to be reborn, so he poked at the map with his aura and some resons, flowing in some intent for a speaker to come out. It was an experiment that had worked before, but he didn’t know if it would still work, but since they could blood-teleport then maybe—

Shivraa appeared out of the red mist map like a floating ghost, only to come back to solidity, to float through the map and upward. She reached the roof under Erick’s feet and flowed through that roof like a frozen mist, to kneel before Erick above the Valkyrie Command Center. “My king. I heard your call. What would you have of us?”

“You’ve reached a critical mass. Have those who wish for their new lives to start flying into the normal area by the red pillars to be reborn. Have those who would move on to a next life beyond Margleknot to fly to the gold pillars, which I will be setting up soon. Those who judge themselves or as I judge them as the worst of the worst shall be moving on; they will not have a choice otherwise.” Erick said, “I’ll be enacting wave 2 of the valkyries in a few minutes, enacting infections in the cities out there that have no one. Those groups will need to be reinforced fast.”

“The warmachine obeys.”

“By the end of this war, I will be finding someone to be the lead valkyrie, to stand with me and send out orders to everyone else. Maybe a trio. Keep that in mind. You may return to the war.”

“Sir!”

Shivraa vanished in a splash of frozen blood, adding to the red slick already present on the roof of the Valkyrie Command Center. Erick returned to the war. Glancing down at the map below the roof, below his feet, he saw blue dots begin to flow toward House Benevolence, located on the side-ish of Slaver’s Den.

Erick activated wave 2 in all the other Slave Intakes, and also in the major cities of Slaver’s Den, in very specific locations. In Den, which was the Showcase City, filled with weird powers and weirder slaves, like a cross between New York City and a zoo. In Glams, the city of sex, overseen by Underling Walara, the demon succubus. In Centrics, Underling Chains’ city of hard cases and dangerous slaves. And in Anomalies, the main city of Slaver’s Den, where Captain Shackle oversaw everything. The only spot where the infection did not take at all was in Anomalies, the most well-defended city.

But everywhere else, Valkyries stepped out of the gore of the downtrodden and powerless, to bring grievance to the slavers.

And so it went.

Erick didn’t know if Chains tried to activate any of the sunder-kill Major Contract switches in any of the hidden locations out there in Slaver’s Den. What he did know is that the valkyries managed to get to every single location with one of those Major Contract hubs, as outlined by Kakalakot, and protect those locations. Kakalakot of the Slavehold’s information about all of that had been invaluable. Erick hoped the man was doing well, wherever he was. He might have doomed billions to slavery, but he had saved billions of lives today from sundering.

And so it went.

It was all kinda easy. But then again, when you had a few thousand temporarily-converted minds all working together to make vulnerabilities like billion-kill-Contract-switches obsolete, and the knowledge to actually do that, and the preparation and determination to make those vulnerabilities obsolete, then good things had a way of working out.

Still though…

A lot of people were dying today.

And Anomalies, Captain Shackle’s city, was proving to be particularly difficult to breach. The valkyries didn’t seem able to get more than a kilometer inside the walls before their blackgold fire guttered out and common guns killed them. They reformed outside the city with their brethren, but they couldn’t get past many of the barricades and Erick was absolutely sure that Captain Shackle had some hidden depths to him that—

Something rippled across the world.

And several million of Erick’s valkyries, currently attempting to attack Anomalies, simply evaporated into broken mana. Further afield, waves upon waves of blue upon the map below, all across Slaver’s Den, wobbled.

For a moment, Erick was stunned. Just what had Captain Shackle done?

… And then Erick knew.

As the map resolidified, Erick knew.

“Fuck,” Erick said, some of his worst fears confirmed. They didn’t manage to get every single Contract Nexus, and worse than that… “The killswitch can transfer inside of the valkyries in certain situations.” He asked the air, “The Quarantine still worked though, right?”

Yggdrasil stepped to Erick’s side, looking angrily at the horizon, but that anger was at himself. “The Contracts are still there in the valkyries and they’re mostly inactive, but that pulse got inside of them… And it bypassed the Quarantine.”

Erick felt the blood drain from his face. “How bad?”

“112 million people. I thought our Quarantines were better than that, but it appears these Contracts are better than they should be.”

Erick had a moment, and then he got back to war. “Captain Shackle is being pursued by the fae forces of Margleknot, then? He should be, right? For sundering people on layer 0.”

Yggdrasil glared at the distance. “Captain Shackle had an underling do it, all the while telling that person not to do it, but in a way that everyone knew that Captain Shackle was giving him the order to pull the switch. Captain Shackle survives, and the person who pulled the switch is now a war criminal. Lord Dakka has already called a Hunt and that person is already being erased from the world, slowly being sundered in a much worse way than what they did to all those people they destroyed. Even their name is being erased, for I do not recall it.”

Erick wasn’t sure what to say, except… “So Shackle is still there, then. Inside Anomalies.”

“Yes. Him and his remaining Underlings are hiding under his Authority. That’s why your valkyries haven’t been able to break the walls, or survive inside for more than a minute.” Yggdrasil said, “You’re going to have to break his Authority to end this.” He said to Erick, “He hasn’t actually broken Grand Law. We cannot advance on him. You can.”

“Then that is what I will do.” Erick said, “But Yggdrasil… I am guessing that Malevolence is what allowed those Contracts through your Quarantine. I am guessing that Malevolence can do a lot more than simply pierce a Quarantine. I postulate that it can kill a universe in a similar way, through slow poisoning.”

Yggdrasil had already had those thoughts and probably a lot more, both since this morning when he spoke with Aragathara, and since this latest horror. He stared out across the rust-red sky… And then he turned to Erick. “When you’re secure in this land, after about a month, I'll drop the time dilation between Margleknot and Veird. Nothanganathor has been requesting… a lot of things. His avatar will come to Margleknot and I and the Council will be having words with him. You can be there, but you’ll be a spectator unless called upon.”

Erick had mixed feelings, rapidly vibrating between rage and then worry. He decided, “I’ll be there.”

Yggdrasil softened with an ageless sadness, and for a moment, Erick saw Margleknot more than he saw Yggdrasil. “I thought I had it contained.”

“It’s not your fault, Yggdrasil. Malevolence is a blight that needs to be eradicated, and I am rather certain that no one here is taking the precautions they need to take against that evil. That is by that evil’s design.”

Yggdrasil frowned, but it was at himself. He said nothing.

Erick said nothing.

And Yggdrasil stepped away, vanishing into Elsewhere.

Erick continued the war until nothing was left but Anomalies, where about 7 million people crowded into a city meant to contain a million.

All the rest of what had once been Slaver’s Den was now either a valkyrie waiting for orders to proceed, or back to being a normal person who was rapidly trying to put their life back together after being a slave for years, decades, or in some cases, hundreds or thousands of years. Millions of people were in that boat, all wanting to know what was happening now, or if they could personally kill their former captors, or if they could free their former captors because they were good people, or if they could get away, far far away. There was no leaving this battlefield, though.

Erick’s [Grand Reincarnation]s, and reson-empowered [Reincarnation]s that sent people elsewhere, still worked. Yggdrasil had said that Erick could break the Quarantine, so that wasn’t too surprising, since the Quarantine was made by Yggdrasil’s roots and power (and also Lord Dakka) and while most things could not enter or leave, souls traveling on [Reincarnation] could, just like how the Contract Nexuses could still affect people outside of Slaver’s Den. Erick supposed fae could come and go as they wanted, too.

Lotta holes in this Quarantine, actually.

Erick wasn’t privy to those conversations about all that, but he certainly knew that those conversations were happening.

Organization from there took four days to get everyone in refugee camps and to send off the worst offenders that the valkyrie horde had captured. Erick put up a bunch more Benevolence dungeons to power everything he needed empowered in House Benevolence, and in the rapid expansions of his lands.

It was a disastrous few days of war and reclamation, with back and forth battles between standing valkyries and forays from Anomalies, and Erick rapidly making infrastructure and otherwise. Erick made more maps to break up the war away from a single point of failure. He appointed people to positions of power. He made duplicators to rapidly make food for everyone.

It was necessary.

And one more battle remained.
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Erick floated in the air, his glowthread regalia glittering on his human skin like a soft whiteness, rimmed in black.

He was alone, and yet not.

The city of Anomalies lay before him; an edifice of greed and luxury a good hundred kilometers wide and built upon the backs of eons of slave trading. Physically, it resembled a rather nice utopia. Sleek silver buildings. Parks. Private gardens. Lakes and rivers. Restaurants and book sellers and bright lights and discipline in everything. Multiple levels in some parts of it. Nice houses over there on those hills. It was a city for a million people, too. Some buildings were rather more works of art than wholly useful, and sculptures were everywhere; art was in abundance.

Erick wasn’t impressed.

He had done enough to this place and seen enough to fully understand their entire business model, and that business was in producing both perfectly obedient slaves, and selling the inborn talents of those slaves to the highest bidders. None of this was made by anyone of their own free will. All of it was built upon misery and pain, and here and there, that misery and pain lay exposed beneath the thin veneer of civility that Slaver’s Den adopted like a demon wearing the body of another.

Over there was a coliseum where slaves killed each other in battle. Over there was the slave dancery, which was a theater-type place. Lots of theater and other forms of performative art everywhere, actually. Over there were the sex halls filled with slaves and some of the worst depravity Erick had ever seen since the Shades at the height of their power in Ar’Kendrithyst.

Erick didn’t want to look too deeply.

Perhaps, if he had been looking more deeply, if he had been more prepared for this sort of war, he would have turned time back several days ago, when those 112 million people died to the breaking of that Contract Nexus. In the end, though, Erick knew that those people were always going to die, because this war was not going to end due to the actions of terrorists, and drawing this war out would just lead to more suffering in the end.

What would have happened if he would have ended the war, allowing them to live? They’d just go on killing and slaving. The people they had trapped in Contracts and slavery were always going to die, somehow, some way.

From what Erick knew of the stories of many slaves, they would have preferred to die than to be slaves.

And honestly, Erick hadn’t expected Slaver’s Den to do that. To wage that sort of war; holding hostages in hopes for better terms. Here Erick was, completely willing to send all of them away into new lives, in new places, as decent people, and yet they wanted to hold onto their evil powers. And so, they had displayed those evil powers, holding them up as some sort of deterrent, as if Erick would ever deal with terrorists.

Erick should have expected it more, though. These people had no morals at all.

When that Major Contract breaking had happened, Erick had finished up the war efforts on all the rest of Slaver’s Den, but he had left Anomalies alone, and so, there hadn’t been another Major Contract breaking since then… Or maybe they simply lacked the capability to do that a second time. Erick doubted that possibility. You didn’t use a weapon like that and then kept defending yourself when you only had the one weapon. If all they had was the one weapon, then there was never any use for it at all.

One nuclear bomb is a horror.

Ten nuclear bombs are a deterrent.

… Erick’s mind returned to the frantic defense that had occurred in all those other places out there in the Den.

All across Slaver’s Den, people had fought to the bitter end, even when they knew what was coming for them. Oh sure, some people had surrendered, but most had not. It was an odd culture clash, in Erick’s mind. The slaves, of course, had no choice but to fight… Which was perhaps the crux of it. The slaves had no choice, and so they fought. The valkyries always caught up to the fleeing leaders, though.

Was it a ‘lizard dropping its tail’ situation, then? Was that why no one had tried to surrender?

And they all thought that they were smart or strong enough to get away?

Probably.

Erick would have sighed at that thought, at finally having the time to think at all, but people were watching. The last few days had been hectic as fuck. Around 35 million people now belonged to House Benevolence, and almost all of them were refugees picking up the pieces of their lives that they could, which wasn’t much.

Erick had annihilated all the other cities of Slaver’s Den, quite literally. [Annihilation Dot] did well for clearing out the land. Sure, some stuff that some people could have used got destroyed, but it was better than letting some unknown horror crop up later. Better to start off fresh, and with some new lakefront property.

And so, Erick had made some cities and assorted buildings before he came here to Anomalies, to finish this. [Cityshape] did not work very well out here in Margleknot, where the spell didn’t interact very well with all the various expended powers floating around in the normal Margleknot air, but it worked well enough for hovels, for now. New dungeons were spitting out lots and lots of mana, securing the land for all those 35 million people. Most people simply sat in their designated zones, waiting for the war to end. The only people allowed to move around right now were those who actually pledged themselves to the House…

Erick’s mind was wandering too much.

He shouldn’t let it wander this much.

He was here, waiting at Anomalies, for someone to come out to speak to him.

All the rest of Slaver’s Den was destroyed and remade. Erick’s [Infinite Imaging] and valkyrie squadrons did very well for finding all the last holdouts out there, in the wastelands of the Den. The holdouts here at Anomalies were of a different problem altogether. Several million people crammed into a place meant to hold 1 million, and even the owner’s quarters —the parts of the houses where slaves were not allowed to be— had slaves sleeping in the less used hallways. The streets were worse by far, because many of the owners of this land did not like to share space with ‘those country bumpkins’ from outside the city. It was a madhouse of pain and injury. Slaves slept on the streets. Slavers killed each other over minor spats. Everyone was in a state of panic. Everyone was in a state of loss. Suicides were rampant.

Some slavers had put up signs saying that they would sunder their slaves if Erick came into the city.

More threats from terrorists.

Some slavers had their slaves out on the streets, ordered to beg for their lives at all hours of the day, and they were doing a great job of that. But their efforts were rather inconsistent. All around the city, in every part of the lands near the walls, slaves stood or kneeled on the concrete or, if they were allowed, on the grass, prostrating themselves to whoever might be looking. Only 1% of those ordered slaves were actually within Erick’s direct view right now.

This begging had gone on for days. Some of the enslaved were dead from mistreatment, and still there where they had fallen, their corpses bloating and the slaves nearby weeping over that, and because they were not allowed to stop crying out for succor.

Erick was kilometers away. He was pretty sure that the owners of the city could see him, but people down there could not.

Erick saw it all.

And he was going to tear it all down, soon enough.

All that remained of Slaver’s Den was here. That statue of Shackle and his underlings on that mountain in that lake was here, too.

This city also had a manaminer. It was the only one with a manaminer. That manaminer is why the valkyries could not penetrate the area. This particular manaminer was not like the manaminer of Da’luwe, either; it had actual power behind it. Authority.

Erick was still working out what Authority really meant.

He had heard a few different descriptions of it over the last few days. Ta’Kamoil had called Authority ‘preeminence among all’, but that was really just domainwork but stronger. Authority sort-of worked like Domains, but not really. They did share a lot of similarities, but not enough that the words were interchangeable.

Shadow had called Authority ‘the logical conclusion of one being in power in an area’, which was supposedly ‘as simply as I can explain, Erick, without lying’.

Yggdrasil had been there with Shadow when Erick had been asking those questions, and he had called Authority, ‘The setting scene for a Wizard War, begun in a particular Wizard’s favor’.

And that is what made ‘Authority’ click for Erick.

Shadow had been perturbed that Yggdrasil had managed to come up with such a good wording. Usually she was all about that. That particular moment of banter between them had been a brief spot of light in the ‘elfitarian crisis’ that was this war, because you certainly couldn’t call it a ‘humanitarian’ crisis. Humans were in pretty short supply here in Margleknot, because elven bodies healed a lot easier than human bodies, because...

Erick turned his mind back to the current moment.

Slaves cried out in the streets to be left alone, extolling the virtues of how good their masters were, and how much Erick should just go away. Some of those slaves made this claim even with fresh whip markings on their backs, though, so that sort of ruined the whole idea that their masters were ‘the good kind’. And then there were the soldiers, looking to harm people to make Erick leave, and…

And Erick was tired of waiting.

If this was to be a Wizard War, then...

Erick revealed his draconic self, several kilometers away from the city, hovering high in the air, but he was still 2 kilometers long himself. He had grown recently. His tail was as thick as a submarine, and it lashed the wasteland ground, making thunder roll across the world. His wings buffeted a hurricane briefly, and then he simply hovered, opening his mouth.

Lightning flashed across the sky, and Erick’s voice thundered overhead.

“Captain Shackle! Show yourself, and prepare for the end of your reign!”

The people of the city who could run, ran. Those who had orders to stay and call out to Erick, to plead for their lives, yelled louder, their eyes turning his way. Erick noticed a drain on his Status, and surely, beyond the turrets and the wall and the Authority that surrounded Anomalies, Shackle was trying some shit. Whatever it was, it was ultimately inconsequential. Erick strengthened his aura, his Domain, his sense of purpose, and whatever shit Shackle was trying to pull simply stopped.

Erick waited ten seconds for an answer, and then he decided he had waited long enough.

He advanced—

“Impertinent dragon,” came a voice from the city, louder than the rest. Light suddenly projected out of the walls of Anomalies, forming into the shape of Captain Shackle, matching Erick for height and width, but only because of Shackle’s four black feathered wings. He was surely inflating the size of those wings, Erick thought. Shackle scoffed. “You are courting death. You think I leave my largest powers out there, outside of my direct control? I have much more than Grand Contracts ready to deploy. Test my patience more and I will weave death far and wide, and you will be responsible for all of that.”

Erick scoffed right back at Shackle—

“Do you know how many nuclear bombs it takes to kill a defenseless world?” Shackle asked, his voice a poison upon the world. “The worlds we have raided before, and will raid again, and have prepared long in advance if we should lose ground there at all?”

Erick kept his draconic expression schooled at that horrible threat.

And then he realized something deep.

Benevolence never twinged at him about the Major Contract activation and the deaths of those 112 million people. It didn’t twinge at him now. Rather than warning Erick away, his Lightning Path demanded Erick act to remove this threat, no matter the cost.

Shackle would always have threats. He would always have people under his thumb, waiting to die instead of him.

That was why Erick’s Lightning Path had always been pointed forward in this war. That was why he did not rewind time to save those 112 million people. Ultimately, there was never any way to kill this Great Evil without a grand loss of life in this way, or that way, or some other hidden, third way.

And yet…

Was there a way to have everything? To end Shackle’s threat, and save those people under nuclear threat?

Erick rapidly thought through a few plans, discarded almost all of them, and then rapidly came upon an idea that he foresaw he would be using a lot, for this was not the first time he had encountered a bad guy holding people hostage, without a clear path forward to save them all. The first time this happened, or at least the first time that truly stood out to Erick, was that time at Last Shadow’s Feast, with that Charisma mobster with those bone bombs planted inside those children. And now, here was Erick, decades and Layers of infinity away from that time and place…

And this was a Wizard War, and Erick was a Wizard. A Paradox Wizard. A Time Wizard, who never really stepped into that application of this power… not truly. Not as much as he could have. Erick didn’t want to do the whole ‘time hopping thing’ anyway. He wanted to do the Establishment thing.

And so, here now was a Wizard War, with Erick the only Wizard present.

To all the people he harmed, Shackle was like a god.

But to Erick, he was nothing but an annoyance to be worked around.

An annoyance with a lot of power-through-Evil. An annoyance that Erick had learned a lot about during the last few weeks. From the dancery over there in the city with a sign that read ‘Captain Shackle approved!’, to the narcissism of having giant statues of oneself in his land, to the way in which he liked to break people by stealing their powers for himself because he was inadequate on his own, to how he poisoned the land all around him through Contracts, through his words, through how he needed to be sure to inflict massive collateral damage in order to be left alone to amass even more stolen power from others…

Erick Knew Captain Shackle more than enough to do what came next.

A Truth came out of Erick’s maw,

“Hey Shackle. You’re an asshole, right? A guy who isn’t very bright?”

Shackle’s image scowled at Erick, as he said, “I’m a brilliant leader! The best slaver there ever was!”

“Only when you’ve forced slaves to give you applause.”

“Of course I force them! Idiots need to be educated!”

“That can be debated. All I see is a man who’s hated.”

“Provincial idiot! Uneducated. You make me rather aggravated.”

Erick did not smile as Shackle got caught up in Erick’s scheme, dragged into the flow. Into Erick’s power. Erick doubled down, putting a little more power into his voice, saying, “So educate me, little slaver. How much to get you to sign a waiver?”

The Captain’s holographic form wavered as it turned more solid, and he scoffed, not noticing the change. “Waive my rights to what? You human mutt?”

“For you to give up all you own; to show us all you could atone.” Erick continued, “I am the ultimate forgiving sorts, for all of those who are good sports.”

Shackle’s wings fluttered behind him, his scowl thunderous, the air moving at his flex, even though he was still holographic light. “You think you’ve won already? Even for dragons, that’s heady!” He scoffed. “By what right of power do you claim any end of this war game?”

Erick didn’t have him yet, but he was close. Slowly, Erick began to shrink his draconic self down, saying, “The fact that you think this a game means you have no real, true shame, and that’s a fault that lies with you; your morals are all deep askew. Like building nations upon a swamp, without checking for dragons first, the dragons have come out to chomp, and now you’re here to get versed.”

Erick was a 2 meter tall dragon.

Shackle was a 2 meter tall hologram, and then he was a person. He was Shackle, here, in the flesh, and his eyes were too focused on Erick to realize anything was wrong at all. He sneered, sweat collecting on his brow and in his armpits, a rank sort of smell coming off of him that wasn’t present in the hologram, for the man had been run ragged recently. His mouth smelled, and Erick was rather sure that he had stains on his underwear.

Shackle scoffed, “Instructed by a lowly king? I sell to emperors, gods, and Powers. I’ll peel your scales and make you sing, playing in your soul to wile the hours.”

Far away, too far for them to ever affect this Working, were Underling Chains in his many corpse-bodies. He was in the air, about a kilometer away, struggling against an impossible wind to reach for this confrontation, to yell and have his voice heard. He threw power at Erick, and that power went wide, turning to nothing under the fae rust sky.

Underling Walara and ten thousand demons poured out of the city, arriving second to Chains and with backup, attempting to reach Erick and Shackle, but none of them able to get within a kilometer before the pressure of the moment pushed them back, too.

Valkyries flew in and killed who they could, but they couldn’t get near Erick or Shackle at all, either.

The war happened all around Erick and Shackle, and Shackle glanced around himself, vaguely aware that something was happening out there.

Erick slowly increased his size, but Shackle was not a hologram anymore, and he could not adjust anything. He stared upward, becoming smaller and smaller, as Erick intoned down at the man, “I guess if you’re reduced to threats, the meeting of these minds is done. I hope you’re empty of regrets, because you’re getting thoroughly undone.

“From here to there on every world, all of your Slaver’s Dens, everywhere your Contracts have curled, here to there and back again, I send sparks through you to ages past, a simple reach, a deep broadcast, in bombs and spells this does amass, a little trick, tiny trespass. With dancing sparks defusing bombs, we weed the land that he has planted, enchant him now to give us these alms, until his evil is recanted.”

Erick was two kilometers tall, his fangs ten times the size of Shackle, Erick’s tail casually curled around the ground, below the man, his wings wrapping around, blotting out the red sky and the golden light of Yggdrasil’s Quarantine. Erick stared at Shackle, floating amid the half-light, Erick’s eyes blazing white, his mouth spilling radiance into the meeting between him and a dot of a man who would be digested like he had his demons do to the freshly captured, before they took them to Layer 1 and sundered them there. Erick wasn’t sure if he would be doing that second part, but the first part? Yes. He needed time to fully disassemble all of Shackle’s evil, to plant the seeds of his destruction deep into the man’s own past.

And Erick would take that time.

He would take all of Shackle’s Time.

Shackle had damned himself by his own participation in the magic, drawn along into depths he never imagined he would suffer. And so, the slaver watched in fear, within the dark world within black wings, where bright-eyes and white teeth and an abyssal-white maw declared the end of all his monuments and power.

Shackle trembled.

Erick spoke, “We take this soul, we bind it deep, we have a goal: to make it weep.”

Lightning ascended.

- -

The void flier known as Captain Shackle hovered in a white abyss. His four usually-hovering black wings were bound in Benevolence crystal, with more crystal stretching across his back, locking his wings to him, making sure he couldn’t move them at all. His limbs were spread wide, and each joint was similarly locked in crystal, like his wings. Crystal covered his face and most of the rest of him, and that crystal was growing. The covered parts of Shackle’s body were effervescing soft glows of various colors into the white abyss. It was in those colors that the crystal was growing the most.

There went some bright orange power from Shackle’s exposed left bicep, and crystal grew on that exposed section, locking the man down just a little bit more.

Something grey and green evaporated from Shackle’s fourth wing, and the crystal there grew larger.

The only parts of him exposed at all were an expanse of thigh and a part of his bare chest and stomach. And then something red evaporated out of a part of his chest, and the Benevolence crystal grew over that part of his chest, locking him down just a little bit more.

And then there was his eye. Shackle retained his right eye. That one eye was wildly looking left and right, and then straight ahead, as he spotted his captor. Fury lay within that mind, behind that eye, and yet, that fury was impotent. Crystal grew slowly around that eye, as something black evaporated away from that eye, and the white crystal barely grew. It would take a little while to fully encapsulate the man. His eye would go last.

And then the true dissolution process would begin.

The dissection was already happening.

Erick floated in front of Shackle, in the white abyss.

Shackle wordlessly screamed, his eye vibrating in its socket, his mouth fully covered by crystal. His covered face was serene, though.

Erick said, “You already said your last words. What were they? ‘Playing in my soul to wile the hours’?” Erick harrumphed. “I won’t cause any more pain than necessary, but since your evil is rather well embedded, there’s going to be a lot of pain. For starters, all your deeds will be erased. All your planning is falling apart. Even now, my lightning is being sent through the cosmos upon your own timeline. I’m not too sure how it’s working out myself, but I can tell that’s what it’s doing, and I’m figuring it out as it goes. You are a wonderful test subject.

“... Anyway. Every world you have touched. Every hostage situation you have created. All of it, undone, as well as whatever powers you stole and put into yourself. That’s probably the most understandable part of this. You have parts of you that are not you, grafted on to your soul, and those are easily seen. 

“Those are going first.

“You feel it, right? I’m pulling apart your soul, plucking at the blessings you have, at the power you have, unthreading it and using that to… Ah. I get it now. Yes. All of it.

“That’s how this is working.” Erick nodded, then he said, “It’s all a frameshift, really. The crystal is locking you down when it touches on a part of you that has laid a deadly plan, and then it evaporates that plan through an application of resons and Benevolence.

“I had wondered why my fate prognostication didn’t work so well with you, and why you were allowed to sunder 112 million people. I thought, perhaps, that you were underneath Authority, hiding out. That wasn’t it. A much more reasonable answer was that innocents were always going to die in the process of ending you, and it was better to end your evil now than to let you bring millions and billions more people under your yoke. That was half of the answer.

“The full answer is this right here.

“Those people were sundered so that every single person who comes after you is truly afraid of what I can do, if they piss me off enough. The horror you caused leads to this horror here, which will save countless people later.

“It’s not a perfect answer. I’ll figure something better out another time.

“But for now, this is the answer we have.”

If Shackle could have screamed in rage, he would have.

He could do nothing.

And then the crystal broke Shackle’s legs as it moved his lower body for him, violently, bloodily, putting his spread-eagle legs together, into a state of repose. It was bloody, and then the blood evaporated. From Shackle’s pelvis to his toes, what remained was locked below a simple 6-sided, tapered-point Benevolence crystal. He was a bit shredded down there, with bones and flesh mostly where they should have been, but Erick didn’t feel sorry for him.

If Shackle could have screamed in pain, maybe he would have.

Erick explained, “We’re halfway to the real show now. When your wings and arms break and reform—”

The crystal around Shackle’s spread arms broke violently, whipping the man’s arms to lay upon his chest, shredding his flesh. When the red evaporated, Shackle’s body was locked down to crystal from his neck to his toes. And then his wings simply broke. Those wings were a manifestation of his aura and soul, after all. They weren’t truly physical things, so they went away.

“Nothing here is actually physical, though I’m sure it feels that way to you,” Erick said, as Shackle impotently raged. “It’s all inside the soul. My soul, actually. You’re already very dead.”

Shackle’s rage stilled.

The crystal flashed over, and now Shackle was inside of a floating white quartz-like crystal, like a fly trapped in amber. The only part that wasn’t covered was his one eye, where the crystal had a cracked hole in it, like a rift, allowing him to peer out. Soon that hole would be gone. Soon, Shackle would be a soul contained.

“I don’t like giving these ‘winner’ speeches,” Erick said, “It’s too megalomaniacal of anyone to talk like this, but it’s an important part of the magic; to explain to you what is happening, so that you are both trapped and that you know the key to your escape. Hope is important, even for people like you, Shackle. To hope is to live, and you could live again.

“And so, here:

“A carrot: You can get a [Reincarnation] and complete forgiveness in your next life. 

“And the stick: This whole magic happening right here, and forever more, until you repent. You are a rug being beat for information and targets, Shackle. So accept your beating like all the slaves you have beat before now, and learn how to be a better person for it.

“That’s how you do it, right? To break a person? Yes, it is.

“When you fully capitulate, and all your plots are undone, and you never want to seek revenge, and you always want to help others for all always, to the same extent that you have damned and doomed so very many, then you will be released, Shackle.

“With any luck, you will never see me again.

“But I will be seeing you.

“Goodbye.”

The crystal sealed over.

Shackle’s one eye remained open. Could he see? Probably. Erick needed an ingress into his memories and visions, anyway, so the eye would remain open; it was the window to the soul, after all.

The real magic began.

Shackle could not scream.

The white abyss all around revealed itself as a river of power that then flowed into that prison. Where mana and reson touched, images flickered out of Shackle’s single eye. Erick saw glimpses of ten thousand worlds and more as ten thousand little sparks took ten thousand little trips through Shackle’s prison, into his past, into the present, into lands far, far away from Margleknot.

It took 100 resons to cross a Layer, and then to cross into the next one, and so on and so on, Erick’s power linking glimpses of Elsewhere to Here, so those other places could be affected by this magic. It was 1 reson to find the center point of Shackle’s industries in those lands. It was hundreds of resons to visit each side reality in those Layers, where Shackle had built his slaving empire. The numbers added up fast, but Erick had a billion resons to use for this magic.

He had gone into this war with a stock of resons for some big magic. He had thought he would be [Grand Reincarnation]ing all of Slaver’s Den. But this was a much better use of that resource. Not a [Grand Reincarnation], but a whole lot of tiny nudges here and there, to save billions of people he would never know, and who would never know that they had been saved.

A spark of Benevolence danced upon a crucial control system, spreading acid mushrooms on motherboards to eat away at nuclear warheads, disarming them forever.

A giant series of cannons atop mountains, all controlled by ten separate systems, were now useless, as ten different jolts of Benevolence cut through systems that the local slavers had no idea how to fix, because Shackle never wanted those systems to be used against him.

An army fighting off a slave rebellion was hoping for a resupply within days, but there would never be another resupply from Slaver’s Den. That was how the true empire crumbled; in pieces of lost logistics. 

An array system on yet another world was disarmed by a few stray jolts of white, ensuring that the control magics placed upon the populace of that world would fail the next time they were tested. And those magics were tested hourly. Rebellions began that night and the streets ran red with slaver blood.

A bloodcurse mandala, erected upon a hidden mountain, set within the most secured castle upon the most secured world of a tri-planet system that was filled with incredibly strong powers, had a misflow of Malevolence, thanks to a jolt of white Benevolence. A very hungry white mushroom began to grow where it should not grow at all, along the edges of a formation, and then growing toward the center. That mandala kept the slavers of Slaver’s Den invisible to all the strong cultivators of that system, so that the slavers could capture and consume those who they wanted to, like plucking ripe fruit from an orchard. But now the mandala had mushrooms, and even if anyone could get in there to repair it, it was too late, and to enter that room was to die to Malevolence anyway. Within a week, an entire culture of Evil sects was revealed and rapidly annihilated by all the powers they had been preying on.

The images of other worlds kept coming, pulled out of Shackle’s eye and then punched through with Benevolence, destroying everything he had built and everything he had ever touched.

And Shackle was slowly losing everything about himself. The images began to turn hazy. Indistinct. Shackle was shrinking, his flesh fading under the crystal, his soul being used up.

He began to cry there, at the end, when he was reduced to a collection of feathered black bones and skin and a single eye.

Erick kept going.









- -









Erick was a dragon again, floating above the wasteland outside of Anomalies. No time at all had passed out here in the real world, but a whole lot of time had passed inside Erick’s soul. Days or weeks or even months, he could not tell. Shackle’s soul was almost all gone; consumed to fuel the fires of his own eradication. But he still lived, somewhat.

And the war was still on.

All around Erick Valkyries fought demons and slave soldiers.

Erick obliterated most of the evil army with a [Grand Reincarnation], signaling his return to the moment. The Underling demon Walara and the Underling abomination Chains were the only major threats of the Evil army that remained after Erick’s lightning passed them by—

The city of Anomalies began to crack in a way that Erick took a moment to understand. Everyone else took a moment, too, from the slaves on the streets to the Underlings in the air, to the soldiers and the wall guards and even a few mindful valkyries. If the mindless valkyries would have had any luck actually injuring Walara or Chains, then Erick was sure that they would have continued the assault, but they had no capability to injure those high Talents. And so, they also watched the breaking of Anomalies.

The air of Anomalies cracked, white breaks appearing midair, like rifts in the world. But they weren’t rifts; they were the degradation of the Authority of Anomalies—

The manaminer of Anomalies fully shattered somewhere far, far away, in the center of the city, and probably far below as well.

Underling Walara and Chains both turned absolutely terrified, and not of Erick or anything else happening around them. They were terrified of Anomalies.

They rapidly tried to escape, flying away as fast as they could, but Erick wasn’t about to let them leave. With a casual flick of his tail and an application of Wizardry and aura control, Erick wrapped both of their physical forms in solid Benevolence and dragged them back to the war. They screamed about no one being able to survive what was coming. Erick cut their screams short with some high-reson-enhanced [Reincarnation] in Walara’s case, and a reson-empowered [Grand Reincarnation] in Chains’s case. Both worked exactly as Erick wanted them to, with Walara stripped of all of her demonic power and being sent off somewhere to restart life as a mortal, and Chains’s 378 separate bodies all being merged into one and sent off to be reborn as a normal mortal man on some distant world.

Erick didn’t pay much attention to them. He just wanted them gone.

And then Erick turned back to the dissolving Authority of Anomalies, saying, “If my magic worked right, and I think it did, then that failsafe is disabled.” Five minutes of nothing later, and all the air all across Anomalies was clear. The Authority holding back Erick’s armies was gone. Erick commanded the valkyries, “Go, and bring them all to new lives.”

Valkyries flew.

And people turned to blood.

The horde converted Anomalies within the hour, with only a few holdouts managing to remain for that full hour. And then Erick turned the whole city into a land of craters. With that done, Erick had his valkyries separate themselves into those who would become a part of the House, and those who would move on to new lives somewhere else.

Of the 7 million people who had remained in Anomalies, maybe half of them had been slavers who had run there seeking shelter from the war. Lightning ripped through a serene part of the valkyrie horde as Erick sent 3.9 million of them away, through a [Grand Reincarnation], into other worlds. That ate up 390 million resons, as well as five times as much Mana, Health, and Psyche. Erick could not do that forever, but he was able to do that once more, if needed.

Erick was tired.

But there was still work to be done.

Shadow stepped to Erick’s side, hovering over the craters of Anomalies with him, saying, “You advanced rather far in that final battle.”

“We’ll talk about it later, and what it might mean,” Erick said, “There’s one more thing to do.”

Shadow nodded.

Erick flew forward.

Shadow followed at his side.

They arrived over a large inland sea that was less filled with water than it had been, for Erick had obliterated the coast with [Annihilation Dot]s. The sea was wider.

They flew on.

It wasn’t long till they reached their destination; a mountain-sized statue of Shackle, Walara, and Chains, all of them standing atop slaves. The base of the mountain statue was already crumbling a little, for the lake no longer supported some of the base structure, and the valkyries had already been here, eradicating the people who had retreated here. The statues were kinda beat up now. One of Shackle’s wings lay crashed on the coast, broken.

Erick said, “Goodbye, and good riddance, Slaver’s Den. Places like you simply should not exist.”

With a wave of aura, Erick sent a Black Dot at the statue.

Annihilation cloyed at stone, spreading fast, across slaver sneers and narcissistic stances, erasing rock. Where it retreated there was nothing left.

The lake of Anomalies crashed into a crater. Water frothed and splashed and rocketed into the air.

And Slaver’s Den was no more.

Erick breathed out.

It was over, for now.

Erick asked Shadow, “Name the land, please.”

“Tir Geal,” Shadow said, “Or ‘Bright Land’, if you prefer.”

So she was going with some Earth language stuff, eh? Erick turned into his human shape and tried to smile, saying, “Where’d you even hear about Earth fae and Irish stuff?”

“Ha! We fae have our ways.” More seriously, she said, “A lot of people have done a lot of digging into your past, but don’t worry about Earth; I’ve already made a claim over it since we’re courting each other. Apparently that place is rather backwater, though. No one really cares about it.”

“I’ll trust you, then.” Erick had enough on his plate, anyway. He asked, “Not ‘Shadow Lands’?”

Shadow grinned. “This land is ours; not simply mine. And besides! Shadows live best where there’s brightness to be had, and there’s a lot of brightness here to be had. I do wonder why we haven’t gotten a prompt from Yggdrasil about owner transfer, though. We have killed all the slavers and converted all the rest.” She looked into the Quarantine and Rust Cloud sky, asking, “What’s the impediment, Yggdrasil?”

“There’s still Propagation Magic active and Shackle is still alive. This land cannot be transferred while either of those things remain true, and even after that there’s a 1 year waiting period for ownership transfer,” Yggdrasil said, stepping into the air with Erick and Shadow. He looked to Erick. “And what you did with Shackle there, in the end… It has hints of what was done to the Painted Cosmology. In the Sundering.”

Yggdrasil could have said a lot more, but he left it there, for now.

Shadow lightly looked at Erick, knowing that he did not want to speak of this topic at this moment in time, but Erick could tell that she deeply wanted to speak of this topic.

Erick said, “I am aware of the similarities. I don’t believe it was the same thing at all, for a lot of reasons. But now that it is done, I am aware. I wasn’t sure what I was doing until I did it, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” Erick said, “Surely others have done similar magics, weaving time through a soul to pull that soul apart and send almost-Fateful levels of Establishment through the universe and time to erase the threats laid down by a departing enemy.”

Yggdrasil glanced at Shadow.

Shadow glanced at Yggdrasil.

Okay. So maybe what Erick had done was rather rare.

Erick tried, “Certainly not unique.”

Shadow allowed, “Not unique. But certainly rarer than fae. Benevolence is uniquely tuned to Time Magics and making good outcomes, so perhaps this is the true nature of what Benevolence can do.”

… Well that was a thought.

“Definitely not unique,” Yggdrasil said. “Though the scale of what you did…” His voice trailed away. “I’m not sure you understand just how difficult it is to do what you did. The fae can erase people and their works like you did, but once a person gets too metaphysically large then they can’t do what you did at all. Usually, the fae can only do that to newborns, and only a stronger-than-average fae could even attempt such an action.” Yggdrasil added, “What Lord Dakka did to the person who flipped the Major Contract switch, in order to erase them from all reality in a Hunt, was a common display of a strong fae’s ability to erase a person.”

Erick had not known that until this moment, and yet it made sense.

“I was thinking a bit about that, actually, when I went about this magic,” Erick said. And then he moved on, adding, “We’ll speak of Nothanganathor’s Sundering more later, for this is obviously how he did some of that, though the scale is off by several orders of magnitude. In smaller ways, I now recognize that this sort of thing is exactly what Nothanganathor has done to every single person he ate with Red Sparks, and what he did to Debby.”

“I’m glad you said it,” Shadow said, “Because I did not want to dance around that for much longer. Nothanganathor does this regularly. It’s a piece of how he did some of the Sundering, but not the whole story by far. Perhaps the Fae Council never truly believed that Nothanganathor could have caused the Sundering because none of them could envision this type of erasure working on the scale of a universe, and yet, perhaps that’s exactly what Nothanganathor learned to do.” Shadow looked to Erick, saying, “And now you have learned the same power as a strong fae, Erick.”

Ah.

Well that was kinda worrying in many ways.

Yggdrasil looked like he was holding back. He probably was, and for a whole bunch of reasons, for sure. From Fae Council secrets, to stuff he had learned from Aragathara, and probably whatever conversations he was having with various other powers out there right now about Malevolence. He was busy, and now there was this whole thing happening.

Erick commiserated.

“So the Sundering definitely came from this universe. 100% confirmed?” Erick asked.

Shadow said, “Pretty safe to say.”

Yggdrasil looked deeply worried about many very large things.

Erick said, “So let’s move on for now.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “Moving on. Are you going to keep Shackle?”

Erick did not have to think much, to say, “I should, because that’s what I promised him, that I would be looking over his shoulder until he repented and all his Evil seeds had been unsown. But I don’t want to look after what remains, and for a good reason.” Erick lifted his hand and expressed a fraction of his soul into the real world, pulling a crystal out of Elsewhere and into this reality. It was a white, 6-sided crystal, tapered at both ends, and with a splash of black frozen inside, like a bunch of feathers in a jumble. There were also tears inside, though Erick couldn’t see any eyes. “Didn’t know it would be that easy to pull him out of me, but here he is. He’s much diminished. I don’t think he has the mental capacity to actually repent at all since I used almost all of him while targeting his planted evils. A [Reincarnation] could fix some of that, but whoever stepped out of that magic would not be Shackle. He’d have holes in his memory the size of centuries, and that would do crazy things to a person.”

Shadow held out a hand. “Then you have done your duty to look over him until he repents in true, for an invalid stripped of Evil is not capable of knowing Evil, and that crystal is clearly crying. You have done enough. Give him to me.”

Erick handed him over.

And Shadow crushed the crystal, turning magic to dust and air, pulling out a tear-flecked black feather from the crystallized Benevolence. With a flick and twist, the black feather became white, the tears cast away, and then she released the feather into the air, where it slipped on a gust of wind into Elsewhere and was gone.

“… That’s that,” Erick said, feeling some kind of relief to be truly done with Slaver’s Den.

Shadow nodded.

Yggdrasil stared at where the feather had vanished for a lingering moment, then he said to Erick, “That only leaves the presence of the valkyries causing the Quarantine. As soon as all the valkyries are people again, I will end the Quarantine. I suggest you prepare well before you end that magic, because—” Yggdrasil pointed to different directions on the horizons, naming off, “Slaver’s Union, the Slaver’s Pit, and Slaver’s Ransom. Go far enough in those directions and you’ll end up in those lands. The Veiled Syndicate Hideout is over that way, and over there are the Dread Arenas.” He dropped his hand. “You could conquer some of those lands, but you probably shouldn’t, because Margleknot is close to being Balanced and you’re still trying to win over Wraithborne. So you can choose. Wraithborne becomes not-Evil, or you erase those other Evil lands out there and Wraithborne becomes empowered to get big, and fast.”

… Balance sucked.

Shadow said what Erick was thinking, “Balance is a terrible way to run a land.”

Yggdrasil frowned. “All life exists in equilibrium, or it collapses. Acknowledging that the Balance is real means that you can keep life alive. The forest needs wolves, the oceans need sharks, and people need freedom of choice, elsewise the Balance asserts itself into populations in cruel ways. Without wolves, deer die of starvation from overeating. Without sharks, bloated and diseased fish pollute the waters. Without Evil being known, then even Good civilizations fall to civil war.”

Shadow said, “Or, you could have an ever-expanding world where there’s always more to be done, and more growth to be had.” Shadow frowned, saying, “Honestly, Yggdrasil. It’s quite vexing that my universe is arguably less infinite than yours, and my solution to problems-of-growth was to always grow, and yet you’re the ever-growing-tree over here in Infinity, speaking about Balance as a virtue.”

Yggdrasil raised an eyebrow at Shadow. “And which universe still exists?”

Shadow scoffed. “My universe exists. It just needs to be made again out of the corpse of the Evil that consumed it. It’ll be a Grand Reincarnation!”

Erick listened to them speak, but he was still thinking about Wraithborne versus the other Evil lands. Erick decided that he did want Wraithborne to change away from Evil.

“About Wraithborne,” Erick said, “I’m still going to pressure Wraithborne to change. The Contracts are more of a blight than slavery is a blight, because the Contracts enable truly detestable slavery.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “Moving on. I suspect these other Evil lands might put in official requests for me to adjust how their lands attach to this one—” He stopped. He looked away, and then Yggdrasil turned back to Erick. “Actually, they already are. Or at least the Dread Arenas are. I’ll fast-track those requests…” Yggdrasil asked, “In other concerns: How much mana and resons did it take to erase all of Shackle’s Evil? I need to know to gauge how far out I need to look for issues to arise.”

890 million resons. He only had a few million resons left. Erick wasn’t quite sure how much of everything else, but he was down to less than a quarter million Mana, Health, and Psyche, so that meant 3.4 billion of each of those resources, at least. Erick had done all of that magic manually.

But he could have done it Propagatively.

With [Spellsurge Weaver], if he fixed up that spell so it worked across multiple infinities, like the original spell [Infinite Imaging], Erick could… He could do a lot. Erick had purposefully made Weaver not able to work across infinities, but…

Had Nothanganathor done something like this already?

Erick saw a path that could be taken to erase an entire universe…

Well. Maybe not. That was pretty reductive. No. He couldn’t do that magic this way at all, now that he thought about it. The problem was other people, and actual defenses. All Erick had done with this latest magic was to Paradox away some problems far, far away, using Shackle’s soul as the transfer/targeting medium, and only targeting inanimate things.

Going up against actual other people would have been difficult, so this was not how Nothanganathor had done the Sundering. But it was close.

“900 million resons. Something like 3.5 billion Mana, Health, and Psyche. I’m feeling pretty tired. The more I think about it, though, this was not how Nothanganathor had done the Sundering.”

Yggdrasil and Shadow looked at Erick.

Shadow asked, “Explain?”

“I didn’t go up against other people; the Sundering did. I didn’t do this propagatively; the Sundering was a propagation event…” Erick thought a bit more, and then said, “But maybe Nothanganathor had a propagation magic that made little Malevolence dungeons on every world, and those dungeons then made mana, then those dungeons acted as lightning rods for his Primal Lightning. From there, he’d just need some Node Network magic to join it all together. He’s already got the Siphon down, too, because Malevolence eats things rather well. Tons of magic can steal mana, though. Elemental Pirate down on Veird was one. Do they have that here, too?” Erick moved on, “Whatever the case: There are a lot of pieces here that fit how the Sundering could have worked. I would like to know what sort of methods there are to prevent this sort of thing from happening. Please tell me some other time, though.”

Yggdrasil looked worried again.

Shadow seemed vindicated. She grinned a little at Yggdrasil.

Yggdrasil decided something, and then he calmed, and said, “That might be possible, but it is doubtful for a lot of reasons which I am not allowed to share right now. I can say that the Fractal is probably watching Nothanganathor through his Mark of the Fractal. Any big moves made against this universe would have Nothanganathor turned to mush as the universe began to directly lecture him. It isn’t something that the Fractal does often at all, but it does happen.”

Erick said, “And yet, the Fractal likes to speak through action, not words. Maybe we should all take a hint that Malevolence should not be an Approved Evil anymore. It’s not even really ‘Evil’ at all.”

Yggdrasil had nothing to say to that.

Shadow almost said some quips, but she decided that discretion was the better part of valor.

Erick stared at his green son, saying, “You need to purge Malevolence from Margleknot, Yggdrasil. I’m almost 100% certain that it’s blinding you and many others to quite a few truths around here. I saw at least 3 world-systems with Malevolence-backed industries that used that power to cloak people and then prey upon those world-systems. I mentioned Malevolence-mana dungeons earlier? That’s what I mean when I say that there are seeds of destruction planted within Malevolence, and you need to do some weeding.”

Shadow smirked. “Benevolence seems great as a replacement! You ended those systems!”

“Mostly I injected disruptive power to induce cascading failures, which the locals are already capitalizing on, now that nuclear armageddon isn’t looming,” Erick said, “Those systems were all too well-ingrained for several billion of any resource to take out at all.”

“Still worth celebrating,” Shadow said, with a firm nod.

Erick felt himself smile at that, but it was a tired emotion.

Yggdrasil said, “Your words are heard and recorded. We’ll talk more later, father. Get some rest.”

Shadow said, “More like ‘put up a few more cities’ and then you can rest, Erick. We’ve got work to do. Your people call you to action.”

At that, Erick managed a chuckle. “A coffee break, and then back to work. See you later, Yggdrasil. Drop by anytime, you hear? I’m gonna make an office here for you. Love you, son.”

Yggdrasil floated closer to Erick, and then hugged him, saying, “I love you. See you soon.”

Erick smiled on his son’s shoulder, feeling a wonderful connection that filled him with warmth and joy. “I think we’re calling this land Tir Geal.”

Yggdrasil pulled back, saying, “Then that is what it is, though it will take a year for your claim to be officially recognized. For now, people can leave however they want, but they can only come in on places I designate, like how you had to come into the Den on the edge. When you set up some designated entry squares, based on the allowances of the law, then the gates can start working in those areas instead…” He glanced away, then turned back to Erick, saying, “And now I have a whole bunch of lands asking to be moved. I would rather solve those requests by moving this land, instead. Can I move you closer to my trunk?”

“I’d love that,” Erick happily said.

Yggdrasil smiled. “Good. That’ll take a while to happen; a few days. Lands shuffle when they change owners, though, so it’s pretty normal. See you soon.”

Yggdrasil stepped away.

And then it was just Shadow and Erick.

Erick said, “Time to make some housing and not think about apocalypses at all for at least a week.”

Shadow added, “And roads and rivers and lakes and more dungeons and city halls and infrastructure and so on and so forth and I have a lot of fun ideas about architecture! We can do speedy roads, yes? Trains? Air cars would be nicer for the wildlife I want here, though, like horned rabbits and garms and little Benevolence slimes and such.”

Erick grinned at that.

And then he got to work.
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                Erick started building and he only stopped building to check on his overseers and the House, to make sure things were running well.

Things ran well enough, considering there were a whole lot of people living in stone shacks. It would be temporary, but it was still rough. Some of the former slaves were absolutely joyful, though.

Lanzoil, the Overseer of Governance, rapidly adjusted to his new responsibilities over millions of people. He had done this before when he had been a grand administrator for Paradise Rises, which was sort of like an emperor, but more ‘voted for’ instead of ‘by right of power’. Maybe more like a ‘super president’.

Lanzoil focused on the people, and on mapping out the future. Erick had saved roughly 39 million people, and while Erick was providing bandaids for the problem of that many displaced people, Lanzoil was working on long term solutions and the groundwork to implement those long term solutions.

At the low estimate, maybe 18 million of those 39 million people would remain in Tir Geal, once the people were allowed to leave the Quarantine and venture out into their own worlds. And yet, the high estimate had all 39 million people remaining, and more coming in besides. Most of these people had nothing to return to back wherever they came from, because Slaver’s Den captured whole villages, and those who had been here for a while, as slaves, had nothing of their own to return to anyway, since their previous lives were way too far in the past to ever be called ‘home’. Still, some would leave, if only to find out if their worlds still survived, or for any of a thousand other reasons.

Querkooda, the Overseer of Enforcement, had his hands overfull, dealing with the same sort of issues that Lanzoil was dealing with but from a different angle. 39 million homeless people meant a whole lot of people sleeping wherever they could, eating whatever they could, and taking what they needed from others who had more than them. When the most anyone had was the bread and other things that Erick copied here and there, there wasn’t a whole lot to go around. There were a lot of small fights, and some very big ones. Erick did everything in his power to make sure that resources, like food and water and shelter, were in abundance, but simply setting out copiers and telling people to go at it had produced a problem similar to when he set out copiers at Da’luwe. Still though, Erick set out copiers and Querkooda set warriors on them to oversee the dissemination of resources.

Surprisingly, but not that surprising actually, Ta’Kamoil, the Overseer of Magic, had laid down a bunch of groundwork, just like the other two, in preparation to accept a grand number of new people into the House. Mostly through prognostication efforts. Thanks to him, Lanzoil and Querkooda had an easy time finding people who would be good fits for governance. Ta’Kamoil also found a whole bunch of people who were being dangerous with their new magics before they killed themselves, or others. People were experimenting with their valkyrie-given blueprints for magic, and doing a lot of Valkyrie Fire stuff.

That name was catching on; ‘Valkyrie Fire’.

Erick didn’t get to spend much time with the people playing with fire, both because those people didn’t need him to learn their own ways, and he was building. A lot. Previously he had used [Cityshape] to make temporary structures, but now he was making something more permanent. He did not use [Cityshape] this time, because this wasn’t Veird, where the Script supported [Cityshape]. This was Margleknot, where the very air was filled with competing powers and intents that nudged other magics out of alignment.

The valkyries seemed to be doing fine sustaining themselves, though, because of course they were. [Renew]-based magic was a part of their basic structure, part of their Siphon magic, ensuring that they didn’t break down at all. Erick would have ended that spell after the war, but as soon as he ended that spell, the Quarantine would drop, and who knew what would happen when that happened. And so, Erick kept the valkyries around, and left Querkooda in charge of them.

They were pretty good copier-guards.

They also helped to clear out people from where Erick was building, which was pretty far away from the main refugee camps. And so, to build properly this time, Erick went with a dense, yet nice, Parisian-sort of building plan, and then he repeated that plan a lot, over and over again. Paris only held about 2 million people, last Erick checked, but that was the entire city. Erick focused on making the center part, around the Arc de Triomphe, but big.

He started with 10-kilometer wide central parks, each with a Benevolence tower made of eternal stonewood at the center, and a whole bunch of magics making that tower a good source of mana for the surrounding lands. From there, Erick made roads that led in a variety of directions, each of those roads either leading off into the wasteland so that people could build more in those directions, or off to other central parks where other Benevolence towers held strong. Roads made of speedy directional magics held on those roads connecting towers to towers, making sure people could move around fast and safe, if they wanted.

In the areas between the central parks and the roads, Erick made apartment buildings that were like slightly shaped-to-fit blocks, each holding 5 stories of apartments on top of business spaces, each building with a variation of footprint, from 50 meters by 50 meters, to a whole lot larger. Each of those buildings had large open courtyards in the center, nice tile in every room, railings on balconies made with art in mind, brilliant white outer walls, big windows and nice living spaces, and pastel roofs of many different colors.

The cities of Tir Geal would be white and full of pastels, with white-and-black reserved for government buildings and other public spaces.

Every mansion was almost like a block, but they were a lot nicer than just ‘a block’. They were more like mansions wrapped in squarish shapes. Or L-shapes. Or U-shapes. They were nice, and they were made of normal stone that was simply magically reinforced, because Erick fully expected people to customize them at their leisure, and no one had shown the ability to manipulate eternal stonewood yet. Construction people could work magically-reinforced stone just fine, though, and since normal people couldn’t work stone that delineation was a good one, in Erick’s mind.

Erick made a few really nice designs of those buildings, from 25-family structures to 250-family structures, which were truly giant buildings. Those buildings then formed the basic building blocks for the entire rest of each city. Once he had an initial design, Erick wrapped his aura around whichever one he wanted to copy and [Duplicate]d it, gaining an entire new building, already magically strengthened with his own Benevolence aura.

From there, it was a game of Tetris to put everything together. Once the blocks were in place, people from Ta’Kamoil’s mage division came in behind Erick and started hooking up sewers and water mains, and then enacting magics to add trees and greenery to the cities.

It took Erick a full 9 days before he was done with housing and laying down basic sewer systems, main lines only. Erick moved on to business spaces next, but only farms and warehouses for farms, because he had put people into housing and that was enough, and he had needed to add a bunch more utilities to the area, anyway. After a trip by Lanzoil to hear of new developments, Erick heard that the engineers wanted electricity, and Erick had no idea how to do exactly what they wanted, so instead, Erick went to the engineers to have a talk.

In the new ‘Engineer’s School’ of House Benevolence, Erick stood before some self-appointed teachers and a few students, and also Tris from the actual House, and conjured some metal from the air. One bit of metal was only the size of an ingot. The other was three meters long and cylindrical. Both were bright copper colored.

Erick floated the rods in his aura, saying, “This small one is steel inside and copper outside. The larger one is the same. I don’t know how to give you the electricity that you want, so instead I will give you this.” Erick tapped both of the metals. The smaller one sparked some, conducting in the air where Erick allowed it to conduct. The larger one became the home of a lightning bolt that struggled valiantly —but futilely— to escape, white lightning lashing within Erick’s containment fields, making the whole thing look like a lightning-egg. “I have enchanted [Small Spark] onto the small ingot. The base spell lasts about 10 minutes, but it will last forever when properly contained and fed mana from the node network I’ve installed all over the place. The larger one is [Battery], which is a lightning bolt. That one also lasts 10 minutes. These particular items are also temporarily enchanted to be superconducting. That spell also lasts 10 minutes. The more you use them, the more power they draw from the node network, to keep those temporary magics running. And so...” Erick asked, “What can you do with this?”

The entire class was completely silent. Dumbfounded. Surprised beyond words, and also not surprised at all.

Tris said, “Of course. Why not? Sure. The magic I’ve been trying to make out of my new aura has already been made. Of course.”

And then someone started to giggle, either from nerves or from complete joy, and maybe it was a combination of both. Another person giggled. Someone laughed, completely happily. And then the questions started. No, Erick did not actually know the power output of any of these spells. Yes, you can learn this stuff if you want, at the arcanaeum. Yes, they’re rather easy to learn, but you’ll injure yourself a lot trying to learn this stuff. So why not learn this other spell, [Insulate], first?

Erick demonstrated [Insulate].

Oh sure, they understood everything Erick was doing and a whole lot more besides, but they couldn’t replicate his magic at all.

Erick ended up building them a testing center for the [Battery] rod, which was probably going to become a power station as soon as the Quarantine ended and they could go out and buy real supplies and remake their lives here, at Tir Geal. The general consensus with [Small Spark] was that it was nice for small-scale projects, but [Battery] was the big draw. Still, [Small Spark] was made to be learned by everyone, so [Small Spark] would see a lot of use, as soon as people learned how to make that magic and have it be a uniform output.

“When this is over, you can take a trip to Veird and learn that magic rather easily,” Erick said to Engineer Tris, as they stood outside of the power station and watched engineers all try to figure out what Erick’s magics actually did. “I imagine that there will be a lot of Skill and Magic tourism to Veird.”

Tris asked, “What about [Battery]?”

“You’ll have to reach level 50 and get Particle Mage for a Class,” Erick said, “I imagine that won’t be too difficult for many of you.”

Tris hummed in thought—

Lightning sparked and someone almost died, but Erick was there to prevent that, rapidly healing up the guy who had gotten too enthusiastically close to the [Battery] with his testing equipment. After adjusting the [Insulate] areas of the ‘power station’, Erick said to them all, “Don’t die. A lot of people are dying in a lot of preventable accidents out there right now, and I have yet to set up the full structure of House Benevolence, so hospitals and healing are kinda rare right now.”

Tris spoke up, “Lanzoil set up the Waiting Room already. We’re all tied with the Waiting Room under House Benevolence.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. And then he smiled. “Oh! Good! I thought that was coming down the line today or tomorrow.”

Tris said, “Everyone here is Waited, but we’ve been told that coming back to the House is impossible while we’re under quarantine.”

“What’s the Waiting time like? Did he tell you?”

Tris shrugged. “A year? That was the warning Lanzoil sent out; to discourage people from taking stupid risks. The problem is that a lot of people just don’t realize that the Waiting Room is horrible. They hear ‘Waiting Room’ and they think it’s just a boring room, and not a brutal soul-fucking—ah… Language, Sorry.”

The guy who had almost died had the decency to look ashamed.

Erick decided, “I’m ending the Quarantine in three days, and I’ve got too much shit to do. Good luck with the lightning.”

Erick left in a flicker of Benevolence.

He reappeared by Lanzoil, in a meeting with a bunch of newly-appointed governors. He was laying down the laws of the land in a casual tone, but he stopped when Erick appeared. Several of the 27 people in the meeting instantly got out of their chairs and bowed. A few people kowtowed.

Erick said to them all, “Don’t mind me. Just telling you all that I’m dropping the valkyrie spell in 3 days, thus ending the Quarantine.”

Lanzoil said, “That’s a fine time. Thanks for letting us know.”

Erick nodded, and then went to Querkooda. The man was with some of the big red valkyries, and with some non-valk-valkyries. Around .1% of people who got turned into a valkyrie got turned into a mindful valkyrie, able to control the power grafted onto them. Of those people, maybe 1 in 20 wanted to remain valkyries afterward. All of those people found order and power as valkyries under Querkooda’s wings, and they wanted to keep that power. Erick wasn’t allowing valkyries to just walk around fully powered all the time, but people who were valks were allowed to be valks at the moment, and Erick had promised that if he were to ever use the spell again that the people in the valkyrie squadron would be the ones he called on to be the captains of those armies.

As such, Querkooda was training a whole bunch of people in the arts of war, most of whom had only ever seen war from the perspective of an unstoppable killing machine. To say that these people had an incorrect idea of war and force was perhaps a Grand Understatement.

Almost all of them were trying to close that gap, though.

When Erick had appeared, Querkooda and some maybe-captains were speaking of war and plans to defend the land when the Quarantine fell.

Querkooda stopped talking as Erick appeared, to ask him, “Ah! Speak and he shall appear.”

The valkyries all turned toward Erick, like reverent priests meeting their god. It was, perhaps, an uncomfortable situation, but it was what it was. He said to them first, “Hello. You can relax around me.”

The valkyries all went, “No can do, sir!”

Erick moved along, “So what was being said? Something about ending the Quarantine?”

“They were asking when the valkyrie spell would end.”

Erick smiled, saying, “I came here to tell you that, actually. 3 days. I’m getting the word out now. Next to tell is Ta’Kamoil.”

Querkooda told his valkyries, “Then there you have it. 3 days.”

The valkyries bowed, and spoke as one, “Sir!”

The two actual-valkyries looked sad about that, but the two elves looked secure.

Erick departed.

Erick reappeared next to Ta’Kamoil, who was sitting in a lotus position on a nice purple pillow, in a quiet room. His eyes were closed, lightning flickering on his eyelids, as his hand and pointed finger hovered over a rapidly rolling list of names on a screen. He was doing some prognostication magic to figure out a person for a job, and probably some sort of sewermaster, based on the various diagrams around the room.

Erick wrote the man a note and set it on the ground next to him.

The next visit was to Shadow.

She was working with Holy Mother Caa and Witch Aragathara in a dark room filled with lights and diagrams that reminded Erick a lot of Lionshard’s universal-scry room, or the Benevolent Sky with its grand strings of white with black tangles. Lights and powers and diagrams floated here and there, but instead of on the scale of the universe, it was simply the scale of Margleknot.

Erick asked, “Deciding where to best put forth effort to ensure that Tir Geal’s return to Margleknot-space goes well?”

Caa turned slightly faster than Aragathara. Both of them had turned well before Erick finished his first word, and both of them had bowed fast.

Shadow continued to work on some lightning-stuck problem with what appeared to be… assassin lands? Also the Mortal Lands. Erick almost wanted to know what that was all about, but he saw enough, and Shadow spoke without turning, “We have three days to return, do we not? We will be prepared, Erick. Don’t worry about this stuff, unless you desire to worry about it. I’m taking care of it.”

Erick felt touched. He smiled softly. “Glad to hear it. I won’t worry.”

Shadow added, “When the bankers come to us demanding we pay off Slaver’s Den’s debts because we took their land, and paying debts on captured land is what they do around here in order to keep things civil and orderly…” She looked at Erick. “I’m going to politely tell them to fuck off, and then when they politely tell me that I am courting death, I am going to tell them that we’re going to out-banker them with your 9-1 reson conversion rate if they keep pressing the issue. Do I have your agreement in this stance?”

Erick chuckled. “That sounds like a fine plan. I don’t want to become a banker, though.”

Shadow nodded. “Think about it. Genuinely, too. You could make lots of money here. Or, you could at least make lots of influence through money here, which is much more important.”

Erick thought for a second. “I’ll... figure something out with regards to money. Lanzoil was talking about all of that stuff.”

“Aye. He was talking to me about all of that as well. If you don’t want to do any of that banking nonsense, then I’ll be taking that opportunity.”

Erick nodded, humming in thought, his mind going elsewhere… “Sure, Shadow. A separate bank, if you want. Keep it separate from the House.”

Shadow nodded. “Of course.”

And then he got back to work.

The red rust sky of Lord Dakka was gone, and had been gone for five days now, but the golden ‘QUARANTINE’ hexagons of Yggdrasil’s power still remained up there, completely blocking out everything beyond Tir Geal. If you didn’t look directly up, the land looked as though in a state of permanent sunset. Aside from the big, ominous letters, it was pretty.

Two days later, the housing was done.

People were in homes. Except for the architecture which was well done, everything else was quite plain right now, with almost everyone owning the same sort of bed and other furniture because Erick copied the same one over and over and over again. Everyone had the same sorts of foods in their kitchens, for much the same reason as the furniture. Every local grocery stocked the same stuff, and all of the houses had the same sort of cold box, kept enchanted and working due to Erick’s node networks.

Most people out there were elves, but there were a lot of other species, too, and so Erick had needed to do some special accommodations for centaurs and such.

The cities looked beautiful from the air, all white and rainbow, with each city with its own Benevolence tower in the center, and all of the different apartments and otherwise looking rather unique-yet-similar. The people were out and about, and communities were reforming, and life was moving on.

Mostly.

Money was an issue for some bizarre reason.

Like. Erick understood that it would be an issue later, when the Quarantine was gone and people could actually spend resons to make food from thin air, or, more realistically, to buy stuff from other places in Margleknot. But it was an issue now, because everyone wanted more money.

There was an economy even in a Quarantine, of course.

And so Erick installed some [Reson Gatherer]s in each of his 185 Benevolence towers for each of his 185 starter cities.

Those 200-story-tall dungeons, each a kilometer wide, were more coliseum-shaped than tower-shaped, and were absolutely filled with happy Benevolence slimes and trees and grasses and water plants and mushrooms and so, so much more, who were pumping out a lot of mana. [Terraforming]s spilled water out into rivers and into the sewers and all of that. Some of that mana was getting used by their respective cities in order to power those cities, but most of it was going unused. Erick funneled that excess into [Reson Gatherer]s at the top of each tower, to form the basis for those individual city budgets.

There was, at a rough estimate, maybe 1 slime per 10 square meters, and since a single slime made 1 mana every 3 days, Erick did some rough calculations at mana production and reson production, and came out with around 5.2 million mana made per day per tower, which meant about 570,000 resons per day, if all of that was converted to resons, which was not happening. The draw was actually pretty minimal right now, at only maybe 20,000 mana draw per day, but that would go up eventually, and fast.

But for now, with 185 cities, that meant over 100 million resons per day, for the entirety of Tir Geal. More, if Erick actually fixed up the towers for maximum production.

It was a lot.

It was way more than was necessary, too, because Erick still had his Benevolence Sun.

“If we can, I want to give more of that Sun mana to Yggdrasil, for universal problems,” Erick finished saying.

Shadow looked at the numbers with raised eyebrows. Then she looked to Lanzoil. “We could pay those banker debts. Or at least the ones we care to pay.”

Lanzoil hummed, looking down at the numbers.

Erick said, “These numbers are at max rate, though. Expect a tenth of this with the node network taking most of that mana to [Renew] appliance magics and such, once people learn those magics.” Erick added, “Though that sort of thinking is going off how it is at Veird. I don’t know if Margleknot would have the same numbers, or needs.”

Lanzoil said, “The Engineers think they can power all of Tir Geal with those [Battery] spells. Soon as the Quarantine ends, I want to go the electricity-route for basic household stuff. With these dungeons, with both options, that means we’ll be one of the richest lands in Margleknot. With this, I can hand out budgets to city leaders and ensure a good transition to great future wealth and prosperity.”

“… Huh,” Erick said, “Let’s do that, then.”

The mayors of those 185 individual cities were absolutely thrilled to be handed budgets of 100,000 resons per day. It was not as much as they could have been given, but Lanzoil said it was way more than enough.

Tir Geal was still poor, though. For now.

Despite all that Erick had done, this was such a bare-bones approach to life that many of the former slaves of Slaver’s Den were complaining about what they had lost, when Erick annihilated all the previous cities of the land. People talked like they could have stolen stuff from those mansions and otherwise and had a good start on a new life.

The thousandth time that Erick heard that sentiment, he put out a formal statement through Lanzoil, stating, ‘Some of you are unhappy that House Benevolence did not pillage the Den for their treasures. I say now, in no uncertain terms, that House Benevolence does not condone slavery, and is very much against slavery, and all the products of slavery. What was made by your hands can be made again, and this time you can benefit from all that labor yourself. So prepare for a new life and new financial freedom, because whatever you might have made for the slavers, this time you get to make for yourself, in houses that you own, and through walking wherever you want without anyone watching over your actions all the time. Slaver’s Den is gone, and it is never coming back.’

Most people were ecstatic that Erick had annihilated Slaver’s Den, so his message seemed well received, but only time would tell if that sentiment won out. It seemed like it would. Lanzoil was pushing that message well, even though there was pushback from some communities that were organizing themselves and calling themselves the ‘Valued Workers Collective’.

According to Shadow the Valued Workers Collective had a few former ‘good slave masters’ at its helm, but its intentions seemed ‘okay’, so Erick decided to leave them alone for now.

The night before Erick ended the valkyrie spell, and thus the Quarantine, Erick supplied millions of people with booze, made possible through ten thousand workers of House Benevolence who copied that booze within the copiers, for their local communities. It was a party. Everyone was invited.

There was absolutely nothing approaching true organization, but people had as good of a night as Erick could make for them.

Erick had 39 million people to look after, now.

Dawn rose on day 4 after Erick had told people that only 3 days were left on the Quarantine.

The last valkyrie turned out to be Shivraa, who turned out to be a very competent commander, and who would likely turn out to be Querkooda’s Third, behind Ruby. Shivraa walked through a reincarnator at dawn, and came out a young void flier elf, with gold-blue wings and pale violet skin. Her fellow valkyries lined up behind her, on the valkyrie training fields of the Valkyrie Command Center. There were 40,000 of them, and Erick would likely be taking 20,000 of them to Veird when he left Margleknot.

But right now, the time of the valkyries was over.

Their time would come again.

Erick gave a small speech about his further goals for Veird, and then dismissed the valkyries into Querkooda’s care.

And then Erick went to the map room. The last red weaver map held in front of Erick. There had been a roof, but Erick had removed the roof to expose the sky overhead. He was alone with the map, and the sky above was hexagonal gold.

With a twist of his hand, Erick crushed the phantom image in his hand, and simultaneously crushed the red [Spellsurge Weave]. The valkyrie magic ended, officially. The war was over. It took a minute, but the expected result happened soon enough.

The golden Quarantine sky began to fade. The letters went away first, and then the gold turned to mist, and what looked like roots pulled away, fading into Elsewhere, revealing…

The Margleknot Sky.

The spear of glitter crystal that was the Fae Enclave, like an icicle crossing the heavens. The cylinder of the Quantum Nexus Hub, piercing the center of the Fae Enclave. The Escher-esque layers of lands out there, all piled up on each other and facing the center, where several other lands floated like planets in the distance, orbiting unseen forces—

And over there, on the horizon known as upspireward, lay Yggdrasil. Erick’s son was as big as a world, with his flaming green canopy crowned in rainbows, and his trunk looking like it was made of white lightning. Erick felt his heart lift to see—

Yggdrasil, in his orcol guise, stepped to Erick’s side, smiling. “Welcome back to normal space.”

Erick smiled back, and then grabbed his son in a hug. “Glad to be back.”

Yggdrasil hugged Erick, and then let go, and turned a little serious, saying, “You’ve got another month, and then the time dilation has to go away. I’ve been too long helping you settle as is, and the complaints have gotten vicious after you killed Slaver’s Den. Now people are worried.”

Erick nodded. “Heard and understood. Thanks for the heads up. I’ll get my House in order as much as I can. I do want to ask you about putting up some Grand Unified Churches here, like the ones we have on Veird, though. Will that break Veird’s Quarantine? Will that call those gods here?”

Yggdrasil said, “They’re too far away for that to work and they’re under strict Quarantine, and that Quarantine I know works well, because that Quarantine is like a sieve. Small things like you can get out, but big things like gods and other larger-than-reality things can not.”

“… And that works?”

“Total security does not exist, so that Quarantine works well enough,” Yggdrasil said. “Nothanganathor is manually overseeing that particular Quarantine, too, so I doubt he would let Veird’s gods out anyway.”

“… Ah,” Erick said, “Right.”

… Erick could actually poke a hole in that Quarantine with [Infinite Imaging], though, if he really wanted to. Maybe the gods themselves could not get out, but Erick could certainly get their attention and maybe they could send avatars?

Shadow stepped into the meeting, saying, “Then we’re making those churches. When that Quarantine ends I will have those gods here where they can speak for themselves about what they saw in the Sundering and other events.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “As bountiful a path as any.” He said to Erick, “Father. Don’t break the Quarantine with an [Infinite Imaging].”

Erick scoffed. “Tell me exactly why I shouldn’t.”

“Because until Nothanganathor reveals himself in Court as something that must be eliminated, he still has a higher stance in this land than you.”

Erick was flabbergasted. “Really?”

“Yes, really, and I hate it.” Yggdrasil said, “He stole a piece of me, father. He was a friend, and he betrayed my trust. I’m furious at him and I’m already weighing in against him. You don’t need to add more fuel to the fire right now.” Yggdrasil took a moment. “Please. Just… build your lands. Make a space for the people you rescued. And prepare for Court.”

“… Fair enough.” Erick could see he had upset Yggdrasil, and that Yggdrasil was being pulled in a bunch of different directions right now, so Erick said, “I won’t poke holes.”

Yggdrasil stared for a moment, judging to see what Erick might be thinking, and then he nodded and stepped away.

Shadow said to Erick, “I’ll get started on those churches.”

Erick almost sighed, but then he put on a grin. “Sure.”

Shadow stepped away.

Erick spoke to the empty room, and a little bit to the sky, “So is that Good/Evil sun Balanced yet?”

The sky did not shift at his question.

The land was still in transition, it seemed, so Erick could not change the image of the sky overhead. Tir Geal was not fully House Benevolence’s and it wouldn’t be theirs for a year, due to rules and regulations. And probably Erick needed to establish his Authority somewhere. That’s what the manaminers were for, though.

Now that the Quarantine was over, they could actually get some of those manaminers. Erick went back to the main House and started getting things rolling on a whole bunch of projects, from talks with Powerminer Incorporated to the electrical grid, to more housing concerns. Mostly, he assigned people to tasks, though.

There was absolutely no way to be personally involved with a country of 39 million people, and so delegation was the order of the day.

- - - -

Four hectic days passed, with Erick running around like a never-ending bolt of lightning, passing from this side of the kingdom to that side of the kingdom.

The day found Erick hovering in the sky over city #104, fixing up the dungeon tower’s node network connections because someone had busted them and he was the only one who could fix them right now. And then the world shifted. He felt the shift before it actually happened. It was as though the foundations of the world had been shifting and something finally fell into place, and everything seemed more solid.

He looked up at the Margleknot sky.

The sky changed.

Gone were the layers of land, and the crisscross of Fae Enclave and Quantum Nexus Hub. Here now were the suns of Margleknot. They were colorful orbs in the sky, each spilling out a different color into the universe, while the black-and-white central sun held all the rest in orbit. That central sun was the source of the fundamental shift in the universe.

Because it was changing.

It still got Erick sometimes, even when he was now a 2.5-kilometer tall dragon, when big things moved fast. The scale of it all was still awe inspiring. Scary. Thrilling. Magical.

The black sun with its white ring became something that was less of both extremes, and yet more of both at the same time. The black sphere and white halo became one, and the end result was a larger sphere than before that was black in some places and white in others, like a real sun, but turned to a shade of grey, or static on an old cathode-ray television screen. It was easier to look at, mostly. That’s what really got Erick. The Balanced Sun was a lot more… Balanced—

Erick felt a surge within, and the lightning river that was his soul, mind, and body, surged with strength. The Darkness within turned absolute and the lightning that poured out of that Darkness was larger than ever before. Erick felt his draconic body growing again, his tail lengthening into the ground, casually brushing away hills and a small pond by the tower he was working on. His head poked up above the tower a lot more. His wings widened—

He hovered upward, careful not to make too much of a draft, but to at least get away from the casual damage he was doing with his mere presence on the field. Soon enough, he regained control. His body had grown a few hundred more meters long, but Erick stopped that continual growth, for now.

His Status was suddenly a lot more than it had been, though. He had been sitting at a large increase due to clearing out Slaver’s Den, but the sudden restoration of the Balanced Sun seemed to have… triggered something?











Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), ??? (Margleknot)] [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 0, Margleknot]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 231.73m per day / 2,682.16 per second , [Darkness Level = 15.8x Ascension baseline]

Body: 891

Mind: 1086

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+2,440.76, -9] Basic upkeep

Mp: 594.7m/∞, ↑ [+831.46, -3] Basic upkeep

Hp: 581.1m/∞, ↑ [+840.64, -3] Basic upkeep

Pp: 582.8m/∞, ↑ [+840.64, -3] Basic upkeep

Resons: 33.4m [+241.39 = +26.82]











His Stats were about 20% higher than they had been an hour ago and his Darkness Level had jumped from 10x Ascension baseline to 15.8x… And he still needed to hook up some sort of time/layer-check with Yggdrasil. That need had been on the backburner for a while now.

And it would continue to be on the backburner until Erick could fix up Tir Geal to the point that he didn’t have an emergency every other minute.

Erick got back to work.

Nine days later, it had been two days since the list of emergencies had started coming in slower, and then dried up altogether.

Ten days after that, Erick actually managed to sleep a little inside a [Hasted Shelter].

- - - -

Erick woke and felt wonderful. He stepped out of his upper rooms in the mountain stronghold of House Benevolence, located off the edge of City #1, which was still called ‘City #1’ because no one could decide on a better name, and Erick had already named it #1, even if that was a temporary name. The name had stuck. It would probably be City #1 for the rest of Tir Geal’s existence.

The Wizard Dragon of Benevolence was a mere human-shaped person right now, as he rested his hands upon the railing of his balcony, feeling the warmth of the Margleknot sky upon his skin, as he stood there wearing some simple glowthread boxers. Wind tickled across his body, carrying with it the scents of little white flowers, like jasmine, that were growing upon the gardens outside of his room. It was a nice scent, and this place was rather wonderful.

People were probably watching him now that he was out of his [Hasted Shelter].

Let them watch.

Erick cast his sight wide, to the world beyond. The cities of Tir Geal stretched out before him, all orderly and yet organic. Trees cropped up between houses and in the centers of wide roads. Farms were growing a lot of good grains and otherwise out there, in the distance, while some buildings had been torn down and replaced with more unique structures, according to what the people who lived there wanted them to be. That was good. Erick had never intended to dictate the architecture of Tir Geal; only a starting point.

In addition to the new buildings out there, it appeared that the Engineering Department was doing well with its rollout of electricity, which was great news for getting people reconnected to the rest of the universe. Erick saw quite a few screens out there in peoples’ hands and on room walls and in cafes and restaurants here and there. There were an uncountable number of interdimensional news stations and television stations and all sorts of tech-side-of-Margleknot people that broadcast in Margleknot. Erick didn’t bother to watch any of it except what he caught as he flew around here and there, solving problems.

It was all rather incredibly entertaining, which was kind of a problem, because Erick found himself pausing sometimes when some people nearby were watching something interesting. A few stations even advertised as ‘Margleknot Approved!’ which meant that even Yggdrasil was watching those stations.

Yggdrasil seemed to like the family dramas, which was kinda cute. Erick found himself liking them, too, and also toying with the idea of spending a lot of money to get people to make certain shows for him. He had no idea what kinda shows he wanted to watch, but the idea of it was interesting.

Some people watched some truly horrific shit, though, and Erick kinda wanted to censor some intakes to Tir Geal, but he had spoken with Lanzoil about that sort of stuff, and decided against it. Right now people were free to watch and do whatever they wanted, which was leading to some weird stuff out there, but it was fine. Lanzoil was keeping an eye on it.

Erick had been sleeping for a full 65 hours under the [Hasted Shelter], so only about an hour in real time. He had not known that he had needed all of that sleep, but he was glad he had taken it. The world had not burned down while he rested. It would not burn down later, either.

With a quick look, Erick turned back to his room and activated a tablet near his bed, marveling for a moment how he had gone for so long without technology assistance, and how much he missed having this sort of easy access to information feeds. Of course, with all this access to tech, the workload increased a lot. These lists of tasks were collated by a whole lot of people numbering in the tens of thousands, instead of how it had been on Veird where agents of the House and various networks moved at the speed of people-talking-to-people.

Lists of requests flashed open on the tablet, already organized into degrees of urgency. Erick scrolled for a little bit —feeling less than happy that he needed to scroll at all, and how paper-plus-mana-sense did better than tech sometimes— and found nothing too urgent. Sure, there were things to be done, but nothing too pressing. Everything was labeled as a ‘request’, not a ‘necessity’.

Erick had asked Lanzoil about printing out this list every morning for him instead of giving it to him on a tablet, but Lanzoil had looked at him like a crazy person, because the list was 10,000 pages long, and so Erick just flicked through fast, on a very fast tablet. It worked well enough. It certainly wasn’t instant, though.

There were some ‘high priority’ requests for him to make decisions about property rights for new buildings and resettlement requests for people to own land outside of the city, to make that new land their own. There were also a bunch of meeting requests from ‘other Good’ nations out there, even though Erick had definitively said that Tir Geal was not ‘Good’, not really. It was more Benevolent, which was better in his opinion. But places like the Celestial Observatory, and Astrologer Moonarcher in particular, had called Tir Geal a ‘Good nation’ in her letter to the House…

Erick wondered where, exactly, the Good lands differed from House Benevolence in regard to politics.

He smiled.

It was a ‘paperwork and decisions’ sort of day. A ‘meet some nice people’ sort of day. No one was at war. No one was threatening the realm. A lot of people wanted to move here, actually, which was great. That 39-million-person number was probably going to double in the following decades. Free housing, healthcare, and close to Margleknot? Yes please!

Erick adjusted his glowthread clothes to full coverage and went about meeting people.

It was one of the things he loved doing the most. Solving problems through words. Enacting positive change through the organization of people. Making people happy.

Lanzoil brought up the issue of the economy halfway through the day and Erick attended a Hasted meeting with tens of city governors, all of whom had great ideas and lots of people behind them who wanted to enact those ideas, from farming initiatives to warpdrive repair stations to entertainment sectors, all eager to get to work. Erick shook some hands and approved some things and even got a copy of 100 seasons of some show that Margleknot watched now and again, from the company that produced that show. Erick smiled as he held that ‘infocube’ in his hand, and then asked how he was supposed to watch it. That got him a good chuckle from the movie producer and a few others in the room.

Erick decided to figure out how to watch it later.

Querkooda spoke with Erick about security and wartime response, and the adjustment to smaller readiness levels, since Erick was the main force in the war and most of the valkyries —who remembered and liked being valkyries— were happy to turn to guard duty and city guard duty, in their normal, mortal forms. Most people didn’t even remember piloting a valkyrie at all.

Ta’Kamoil spoke of arcanaeums in every city, and how he had used prognostication to easily locate former teachers and professors and mages of all sorts, who had been listless and eager to open schools. He also spoke of how the vast, vast enlargement of governing structure was going rather well.

“Suspiciously well,” Ta’Kamoil eventually said. “Benevolence is acting like a partner-in-the-mana to a great many people. It’s great. It’s also concerning for a lot of people. What do I tell them, officially?”

Erick smiled, and said, “Those who find that the mana loves them are just experiencing what I experience all the time when I make magic. The mana is a great friend to have, but they speak in a bit of a different language than most people, so you have to adjust how you think and have some real empathy in order to communicate well.”

Ta’Kamoil raised an eyebrow. “I suppose that’s a good way to put it.”

The meeting with Shadow had Erick overseeing a prison full of infiltrators and assassins and otherwise that she had caught skulking around practically everywhere. From the main House to the lowest hovel out there in the parts of Tir Geal that were still wasteland, she had found assassins and saboteurs, and then she had put them into a prison where they slept on beds of soft shadows.

Shadow said, “I separated the ones that have Contracts with Wraithborne from the rest. They spoke of ‘just doing their jobs’ before I put them under.”

Erick frowned a little as he surveyed the hidden prison and sleeping prisoners. “Wraithborne did ask that we simply smack them around and send them back.” He asked Shadow, “Should we do that?”

Shadow shrugged. “I’ve got my Queen’s Guard everywhere, all of them empowered to see these sorts of malefactors long before they commit harm. They can’t do shit against us. If you want to work with Wraithborne then I suggest you accept their request and we can capture and contain problems as they appear.”

Erick nodded. “Yeah. I agree. So let’s wake some assassins up and slap some wrists. The other ones are getting reincarnated.” He asked, “You’re sure about the delineation of Wraithborne-versus-not?”

“Absolutely.”

Erick woke some people up, slapped some wrists, and then turned the rest of the prisoners into younger versions of themselves. From there, those people went into the reintegration programs that he had needed to institute for former slave owners, which occupied all of Cities 30 through 52.

If any part of this Tir Geal wasn’t working, it was Cities 30 through 52, and not just because the people there didn’t want to actually work, but because half of them truly wanted to climb the ladder in their new world order, half of them were too deep in depression to do much besides barely take care of themselves, almost all of them had well-honed instincts to wound others for their own gain even though they had been reborn in Benevolence, and almost all of them actually didn’t know how to do anything themselves, at all.

After checking on those cities again while he was putting the assassins down there, Erick went back to the house and spoke with Lanzoil about all of that.

Lanzoil said, “Reintegration is a problem that can only be solved with time. From what the governors of those cities tell me, things are going about as well as they could go. Of particular note: individual citizens and about 8 different citizen groups are asking about stipends in order to hire people to work for them. They ‘swear that they won’t treat them like slaves’. Other former slaves are asking for money to buy things that they’re missing, and blaming us for ruining what little money they had coming in. Some former slaves want to go back to their masters.”

So that was a heap of issues.

Erick asked, “And people donating mana through the systems to make resons for themselves isn’t enough to hire others?” Erick said, “Every single person out there is making at least 50 mana per day, if they took the time to go through Awakening here at the House’s manaminer. That’s 5 resons per day and a little bit of mana left over. That’s a fuck ton for a normal person. Five resons are groceries for a week. A cow-leg, a big bag of rice, and a lot of veggies. … Right?”

“Correct. But—” Lanzoil said, “People aren’t coming to the House to Awaken like we thought they would, and those that have come through Awakening appreciate using their mana in Ta’Kamoil’s small classrooms. I think we should allow them to learn to use their mana, and not spend it to make themselves money. That’s only in a general sense, though. Some people in those former slaver cities are doing very well learning magic and making resons and buying people’s work to make their lives easier.”

“… Well then...” Erick had a few ideas, but he decided, “Let’s do Basic Income. Three resons per day? Per citizen of Tir Geal? We can afford 10 per day per person, but I don’t want to do that. They can use it to buy stuff outside of Tir Geal, too.”

Lanzoil hummed, thinking. He offered, “Let’s start with 1 reson per day?”

“Sure.”

“You should know that this decision will make more people want to come live here. Our population will rise, and fast.” Lanzoil said, “We’ve already got people coming here seeking to abandon their Contracts for this or that reason, so we’re going to run afoul Wraithborne in a big way, but this will speed up that rate of population increase and conflict with Wraithborne.”

Erick nodded. “Yup.”

Lanzoil smiled, saying, “I really like that none of that is an actual concern, and that we can fight them if needed. I wasn’t able to do that back in my day.”

Erick smirked. “It’s a new world, with a whole lot of new possibilities, Lanzoil.”

Lanzoil grinned. “I knew you were practically a world emperor before you got here, but most of those types never make it as big here in Margleknot as they made it back home. But you... You do even better when you have even more people and problems to solve.”

Erick softly smiled. He changed topics, asking, “Are there any other Benevolence dragons that need raising?”

“Oh yes!” Lanzoil held out a hand and a filing cabinet on the other side of the room opened up. Papers flew to his fingers, whereupon the Book Magic ciphers decoded themselves, and Erick saw a bunch of names of people he did not know at all. “Another round. Some to be raised at Overseer discretion, some that we Overseers feel you should look at and make some decisions for yourself, and some that are iffy, because we only think they should be raised due to prognostication feelings. We haven’t actually interacted with that third group.”

Erick took the papers, saying, “See you later.”











- - - -











Several days later, and only 3 days till Margleknot’s time rejoined the universe’s time, Erick felt secure enough with Tir Geal to leave for a little while.

His first trip was back ‘home’, to the castle Yggdrasil had built for him upon one of his roots in the Old Dragon District.

The place was exactly as Erick had left it. Erick almost wanted to take another nap in the bed that Yggdrasil had installed in the place. It was a really nice bed. Erick did indulge in eating several scarlet kings in the waters below his house, though. Those giant red fish from Veird tasted delicious, and thanks to [Duplicate], Erick only had to kill one of them to make a feast worthy of his draconic body. It was pure gastronomic pleasure to eat several thousand tons of fish at once. Erick did make himself smaller so he could enjoy the crackle of the bones more, which was fine.

Erick was sure to save that memory for Poi, to give to him later.

And then Erick went to inspect the Nothor Beast, still stuck in the mage tower.

It looked the same as ever, stuck there under strong applications of the Authority that Yggdrasil had granted him in this space.

Authority wasn’t that tricky to understand anymore.

Thanks to Veird, Erick knew what it was like to live under the Authority of another. Thanks to Erick’s encounter with Shackle, he knew what it felt like to attack Authority with his own nascent Authority, which was kinda different from Wizardry, but not. Thanks to the manaminer from Powerminer Incorporated, Erick knew what Authority felt like from another borrowed perspective; a perspective that he got the chance to poke and play around with a little, but not much, because there wasn’t much to a basic manaminer except a bunch of Authority sinks. The Script was a whole lot more different. And finally, thanks to Yggdrasil’s application of Authority here in Erick’s home in the Old Dragon District, Erick felt what true Authority actually felt like.

All of life was an eternal disagreement between oneself and the rest of reality, where the speaker acted one way, and reality stated otherwise. Authority was the manifestation of one's own argument against reality that reality actually felt compelled to accept, at least in a local sort of way.

Thinking in terms of mana versus resons, though...

Domains were the enacting of magical authority upon reality; not one’s own Reality upon reality, as Erick had once thought. In the case of Domains, the one with the stronger Domain made the rules of mana-based-magic in a certain area. Before coming to Margleknot, Erick had conflated some terms improperly, but now he knew what ‘Reality versus reality’ really meant.

And so, here in the Fractal Cosmology, Authority was the enacting of personal Reality upon reality, where the one with the stronger Authority dictated what parts of Infinity were present in whatever given personal slice of reality.

Here in the Fractal Cosmology, Authority was the stronger force, superseding Domains.

Perhaps Domains were stronger than Authority in the Painted Cosmology.

Erick would probably never find out.

Erick looked at the red lightning beast in the other room, and considered Authority.

He could try to enact Authority upon this piece of Nothanganathor in front of him, like he had done with Shackle, in order to bring Nothanganathor forward for a chat and a kill. It would be tougher to do than what he had done with Shackle, because this Nothor Beast was a mindless construct of Nothanganathor. Such a draw-and-kill might even be impossible in this instance, because this thing wasn’t even connected to Nothanganathor at all.

This Nothor Beast was not like Ophiel or Yggdrasil, back when they were inside Erick’s soul, back during the Chelation War in the Songli Highlands, where Terror Peaks had used those Soul Spears against Ophiel to attack Erick. This red lightning magic was a set-and-forget magic…

Probably.

Erick stood in the rooms beyond the Nothor Beast, looking at the lightning thing with his mana sense and Authority. It was a monster of red lightning in the shape of a lion, sitting down on the stone, unmoving…

Erick almost wanted to appear in that room and start talking to the beast, to see if Nothanganathor would respond.

… That seemed like a bad idea, though. Erick doubted he would be able to draw Nothanganathor here, and even if he did, the guy was a solar-sized dragon. Not only that, but even if he brought Nothanganathor here, then the Fae Council would berate Erick for getting involved in this stuff so closely, especially when Yggdrasil told him to cool it for a while. And besides that, what was much more likely to happen is that Erick would get dragged to Nothanganathor instead, and Erick would experience what Shackle experienced, but worse.

Nothanganathor had already proven quite adept at pulling Wizards to trap locations, after all, and even if Nothanganathor wasn’t ascended, he was certainly powerful like one. Maybe he was ascended, and no one realized that, because his Malevolence kept them ignorant.

… Erick decided to let the Nothor Beast be.

Erick decided to fix a different problem. He spoke to the air, “Yggdrasil? I want to be able to measure where in infinity I am at any given time, so that I’m not lost. Is there a way to do that?”

The air felt tense for a moment.

And then Yggdrasil appeared to the side, his bright green eyes full of concern as he asked, “You’re not going to go break the Quarantine directly, are you?”

“Nope!” Erick said, “I have too much to do here to ensure that Tir Geal succeeds when I am absent, but I fully expect to be pushed around by Nothanganathor or others when they get the chance. So I need to be able to measure where I am in infinity.”

Yggdrasil went, “Ah. Okay.” He calmed and smiled a bit. “Then sure. Measuring where you are in reality is kinda simple. It’s that Universal Mapping ritual you did to ping the systems here to open a rescue door at your location outside of Veird’s space. You don’t want to do the full ritual, though, because then you’ll hit the Margleknot Emergency Response Communication Yorddle. You’re going to want to do a small, personal yorddle, and to do that…”

Erick listened to his son, and though they talked of magic and Erick figured out a personal yorddle magic, the conversation soon changed to other topics, like governments and banking and all of what Erick was doing with Tir Geal. From there, Erick spoke of having technology again, like tablets and the internet, and the conversation went on to shows and entertainment. Yggdrasil spoke of his favorite shows, like ‘My Three Slice Life’ and ‘Roots of our Dreams’, and then he laughed as he showed Erick how to watch an infocube. It was really quite simple once Yggdrasil showed him.

It was a wonderful conversation.

Erick felt like a person again, and he was so happy to talk with Yggdrasil again.

When they were talking over tea and types of fish, Erick smiled and chuckled, and said, “I still remember when you sent me million-word telepathy messages about fish. I loved those.”

Yggdrasil smiled softly, looking into his tea, and then off into the distance, saying, “I’m really glad you made it up here, father.”

Erick smiled wide. “I am, too.”

With a hint of small joys, Yggdrasil said, “You know that they’re putting together those [Battery]s in Tir Geal and thinking they’re the first to do the whole mana-to-energy thing, right?”

Erick laughed. “Some of them know they couldn’t be the first. But then a whole group of them went to the tech side of Margleknot and talked to some people and then they came back even more convinced that no one had ever done a [Battery] before. They brought some representatives of a few different consortiums, too, though I never talked to any of them. Just waved hello as I installed a few more [Battery]s. The way those jaws dropped as I flicked on the lightning…” Erick smiled. “It was kinda wonderful.”

“It’s all been done before a few times —most notably with mana production formations from the Garden Universe— but the problem usually lies in getting a decent conversion rate from base source of power into electricity, where the fragility of life isn’t killed by the lightning, or the fragility of lightning elementals aren’t consumed by the systems they power. You solved that with Benevolence’s natural life-and-lightning capabilities.”

“What about entropy, though?”

“What about it?” Yggdrasil asked, grinning.

Erick rolled his eyes.

Yggdrasil chuckled, then said, “Entropy is a thing to be overcome.” He continued, “There’s a few different systems like what you’ve set up that are rather jealously guarded out there, with people calling them ‘ancient magics’ and ‘too valuable to mess with’, like the Lightning Array of the Quantum-Tech Foundry and the whole general nature of the Electric Lands. There are whole societies that will try to come in and copy what you’re doing with Benevolence once they figure out they can actually do stuff like that.”

Erick smiled, saying, “I’d love to meet those people, but that’s for another day. Got any favorite foods around here? I haven’t actually eaten much of anything since Ascension except for snacks.”

“There’s lots of great places out there.” Yggdrasil said, “Want to go to some of my favorites?”

“I absolutely do.”

Erick ended up spending a good half a day with his son, touring Margleknot, both of them pretending to be normal people, with Erick making himself a little older and Yggdrasil turning back into that young, black-haired kid who first appeared to Erick after he separated, in that ritual of birth. Just a father and son out for a day on the town.

It was wonderful.

When the day was over, Erick went back to Tir Geal with Yggdrasil.

Floating high over the pastel-rainbow roofs of City #1, Yggdrasil said, “It’s a nice place.”

“I think so, too,” Erick said, smiling.

“The time dilation is ending in 2 days,” Yggdrasil said, his voice melancholic.

Erick simply nodded, saying, “That’s good, then. You probably can’t keep that up forever anyway, right?”

“I could, but politics.”

Erick chuckled. “Yup.” And then he hugged his son, saying, “Love you.”

Yggdrasil hugged him back, perhaps a little tightly, perhaps a little much, his voice a quiet thing, “I love you, too.”
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                Erick said, “I’m pretty sure you don’t actually want to be there, Shadow. I don’t want to be there.”

It was the day of the hearing between the Fae Council and Nothanganathor. It promised to be short and private. Something more public may happen later, but today it was just the Council, Yggdrasil, and Nothanganathor. Certain other people had been invited, but they had been told they were not allowed to speak unless asked to speak, with the various consequences for breaking such a rule left unspecified.

Erick had been invited by Yggdrasil. Yggdrasil had not wanted to invite Erick, but he had done it anyway, and now Erick stood in a prep room in House Benevolence, in City #1 in Tir Gael, looking over papers of facts, organizing his final thoughts. He was also preparing to have those thoughts torn asunder by whatever Nothanganathor said in the Council chambers.

Shadow had wanted to go, too, to be invited by Erick. She did not like being told ‘no’ in this instance least of all. With a dark, calm glare, she said, “I should be there.”

“Yeah. You should be there. Do you think you could honestly not speak up?”

Shadow glared a bit harder. “I could maintain decorum.”

“ ‘Could’ maintain. That’s not a ‘would’.” Erick said, “I am rather sure that he’s going to get under my skin rather well. All he has to do is bring up how he brutalized…” Erick didn’t want to say it, but he said it anyway, “How he brutalized Debby, or… or any of them. And besides that, he knows everything there is to know about me. He doesn’t know much about you. You could be in reserve for when the actual decisions are getting made. This is going to go beyond a hearing, Shadow.”

Shadow relaxed her glare. “There is logic to that, and yet, I am currently beyond logic… which means I should remain in reserve.” She took a moment, looking away, pacing for a few steps, her fancy black dress shoes clipping on the hard white floor, her court-date dress swishing as she moved. She stopped and said to Erick, “You’re not allowed to harm our chances either, and when it is over, you will report everything to me.”

“I will.”

Shadow breathed and then she stepped away, vanishing from sight as though stepping through veils made of half-invisible shadows.

Erick stepped away from the papers on his desk, to stare out the window. He looked without seeing, his thoughts not on the pastel roofs of the many apartments and buildings, but on the upcoming trial that was not a trial. It was just a hearing. Nothanganathor still had great standing within Margleknot, and of course he did. His magic was everywhere, in all of the Evil societies of this land. Slaver’s Den had had a lot of that shit; Malevolence. Malevolence was responsible for a good several percent of Margleknot’s preeminent killers of corruption out there in the greater universe.

Nothanganathor was probably going to claim that he had made Benevolence through his Malevolent actions, like a researcher prodding growth among its research subjects...

Erick frowned.

What did a good outcome of today look like? Realistically.

They certainly weren’t going to dismantle anything that Nothanganathor himself had built. Maybe they might censure him in some… not at all adequate way.

… What Erick wanted was Nothanganathor expelled from Veird and forbidden from interacting against Veird. Would that happen?

Probably not…

But if they believed he was the cause of the Sundering? Would they expel him then?

… No.

They wouldn’t act against him without proof of his malfeasance, and there was no proof, because the Painted Cosmology no longer existed. Would they act against him if he came right out and said that he had caused the Sundering?

… Erick wanted to say ‘yes’, but the answer was likely ‘no’.

Erick sighed. In truth, he had no idea what today would bring. He probably shouldn’t go to the hearing. Nothing good would come of it at all, except, perhaps, that Erick would get a heads up regarding further interaction with Nothanganathor.

“Yup,” Erick said to himself, as he finally looked out the window and saw his newest city. “The only good outcome of today is knowing what comes next.” Erick sighed. And then he prepared himself. With a flick of his aura, he poked at a pad near his desk, and then said, “Ring up Blighter of Wraithborne, please. I need to know if he’s still my lawyer, and if Wraithborne is still non-aggressive.”

Erick's secretary was the valkyrie known as Shivraa. Erick had transformed her into a dragon the other week, though, after ending the Quarantine. She was taking well to being a dragon of Benevolent Ice and something similar to a Valkyrie, and if she needed to she could return to inhabit the Valkyrie magic, and then be reincarnated back into a dragon. She was still working on all of her particular powers, and that would take a while, but she had been a secretary for many years before she was captured by slavers, so she was taking very well to being Erick’s secretary.

Shivraa spoke up from the speaker, “One moment.”

Twenty seconds of silence and thinking later—

Shivraa said, “Lawyer Blighter on the line, sir.”

“Ascended Flatt!” Blighter said, “I am glad to be taking your call.”

“Are you still my lawyer? Is Wraithborne still non-aggressive?”

“Yes, and yes.” Blighter said, “Wraithborne has been invited to today’s hearing by Nothaganathor. If you were to invite us as well, then we would be on your side as well.”

“That’s not a violation of interests?”

“I’m still the top lawyer at the firm who is not a Prime. Nothanganathor is represented by Prime Hadrago; my boss.”

“… That’s not a violation of interests?”

“No. It is not. Wraithborne plays very well with itself when it comes to bountiful outcomes for all. If both of us are there, for both sides, then we will fight till a conclusion is reached that is beneficial for both sides. If only Prime Hadrago is there, then he will fight for Nothanganathor’s exclusive rights to power.”

“… Ah.” Erick said, “My goal is Nothanganathor’s complete annihilation. That’s not on the table if you’re there, is it.”

“That honestly depends on the outcome of the hearing and the possible trial to come. It could very well be that Wraithborne wishes to abandon Nothanganathor, depending on his depravity.”

“But if he has some miracle plan for a whole new Painted Cosmology, with him as lead God of Magic, then what is Wraithborne’s position?”

“That we will try to keep Benevolence around and also argue against Nothanganathor being allowed that sort of power, considering he killed a universe to get there.” Blighter said, “Someone like that does not deserve the reins over any sort of Creation at all.”

Erick let surprise show in his voice. “That’s unexpected.”

“Ascended Flatt,” Blighter said, “I say with the full weight of Wraithborne behind me: you’re correct about the fact that Benevolence is better than Malevolence for the growth of nations. Malevolence steals and hides, all for the primacy of Nothanganathor. Benevolence is out in the open, and you’re the main user but other people are eagerly taking up the power for themselves. Your rise to power is so much faster than Nothanganathor’s ever was. If you wanted, you could take over all of Margleknot in a millennium. If you do not, then someone will, and it will be a person wielding Benevolence.”

Erick considered that. “I’ll have a different sphere to colonize and grow, Blighter, with Yggdrasil being there as well. You can tell Morbion that, if he’s not already listening in on this call.”

“I’m here, Ascended Flatt,” said a different voice. A deeper voice. It was Morbion. “Wraithborne wishes you luck with your worlds and purposes. Witch Agatha hopes that Witch Aragathara serves you well in the coming trials, and for you to know that Agatha also desires to see Nothanganathor ripped from his throne, if he deserves to be ripped from his throne.”

Erick said, “Aragathara is fitting in well, here at House Benevolence. If her sister wishes to visit, and provided she acts like a proper guest, she is welcome.”

Morbion’s voice seemed almost amused. “I’ll let her know.”

There was a click.

Blighter spoke, “Shall we meet you at the entrance?”

Erick said, “See you there.”

- - - -

Erick stepped through a swirling vortex of gold and green, onto a grand road of glitter crystal, kilometers wide, leading toward a wall of glitter crystal that was that half of the world. The Fae Enclave was massive, like a delineation in reality. At the very end of the road lay a large entrance, left open, leading into a place of trees and greenery and the land of the fae of this cosmology. It was smaller than the nail of his pinky from this distance, looking like little more than a glint of brighter light upon the wall ahead, but Erick knew it was pretty big.

Erick stepped forward—

—and moved hundreds of kilometers in that move, to stand in front of the entrance to the Fae Enclave. The entrance dominated half the world, and a land of cultivated forest lay beyond.

Blighter and Seabass, the two vampire lawyers from Wraithborne, stood there to the side, waiting for him. They bowed toward Erick.

Erick nodded, then turned to the insect-like fae woman sitting behind a glitter crystal podium, before the entrance into the Enclave. “Hello.”

“Aye. Erick Flatt. You are expected. You will remain in this lesser form and observe the proceedings. Your lawyers will abide by this as well. Do you have questions?”

“Can my lawyers and I speak to each other and not have our private conversations interrupt the proceedings?”

“Granted. You’re in the audience. You have to find your own way there. I’ll move your lawyers now.”

And then the fae clicked her fingers.

Blighter and Seabass vanished.

The insect fae gestured to the grand entrance to the Enclave beyond her podium. “You may proceed.”

Erick stepped into the air and flickered through the entrance, into the grand thoroughfare of green grass between kilometer-sized trees the size of Arbors, like at Treehome, with the orcols. This land was filled with fae, though; in houses in those trees, and on walkways, and hovering in the air here and there, going about their days without care for Erick at all. Some of them noticed Erick but he wasn’t a giant black dragon this time so they didn’t really care.

Flickering forward, Erick felt the fae-trap of the endless forest treadmill try to latch on, but he passed through that trap with a burst of his own disagreement.

Within moments, he once again stood before a much-more-reasonably-sized tower of glitter crystal that hovered above an empty crater.

The glitter crystal opened up; a door appearing, to make an entrance into the Fae Council Court.

Erick floated forward—

- - - -

Erick found himself seated on the right hand side of the audience, like he was at a football game or attending the theater. Blighter and Seabass were further right, the vampires both looking a little dazed, but then they were suddenly here, in the moment, as Erick looked to them. They nodded.

The Council room was the same as before; all dense glitter crystal.

The litigants were different.

Margleknot, as his orcol, Yggdrasil-self, stood to the right, behind a podium. On the judging side of the room, the Lords and Ladies of the Enclave sat in their chairs behind the arc of the glitter crystal judges’ table. From left to right, it was Lord Eldraki, Lady Aelorika, The Fractal Fairy, Lady Seraphaka, and Lord Dakka.

And to the left, beside the defendant’s podium, was a man.

Erick felt he should have recognized Nothanganathor, or at least his avatar. Erick had never met the man, of course. Still, Erick felt he should have recognized Nothanganathor.

Short white hair. White horns that curled up and back but which were clearly not dragon horns for they were almost slick; made for cutting through water. A leviathan’s horns. White eyes almost as white as a Shade’s, which was odd. His skin was deeply tanned. The guy was physically attractive, because once you reached a certain level of power you could decide those things about yourself. But he was also kinda tired-looking. Sleepy, almost. He didn’t look bored to be here, but he looked tired.

In any other setting Erick would have been predisposed to want to hand the guy a cup of coffee, to ask him what was bothering him, and if he needed help.

The meeting had not started yet.

Everything was still, in most ways. Sure, Lord Eldraki was messing with some illusions on the Council table, Lady Seraphaka was on a phone, Lady Aelorika was typing away at a tablet, and Lord Dakka was staring at Erick in a… Oh. Uh? A lustful, sort of way? Uh?

Lord Dakka twinkled his fingers at Erick and then made a kissy face, all silent-like.

So that was weird—

Yggdrasil was saying something to Nothanganathor, under his breath, and Nothanganathor was saying other small things under his breath, their lips barely moving. Erick probably could have understood what they were saying if he knew the language and if there wasn’t a heavily magical barrier between the stands and the court proper. That barrier read in tiny words, ‘Talking is permitted among the audience. Do not interrupt the proceedings upon pain of pain.’

There were a few other people in the audience.

Over there, in the seats behind Nothanganathor, was a man who looked human, but grey, who had a Wraithborne briefcase sitting on the bench beside him. The man saw Erick looking at him, and he nodded deeply, softly whispering, “Ascended Flatt.” He introduced himself, “Hadrago. Lawyer Prime of Wraithborne.”

Erick decided to be cordial and nodded back, and that was enough for both of them.

A few swirls of some sort of censoring magics occluded the remaining few people in the audience. One of those magics was gold and silver swirls. Another was a spherical mirror. The final one was a pixelated static cube. None of them sat near Erick at all. He was pretty sure that the gold and silver person was Lionshard; that power had that feeling to it—

Lady Aelorika put down her tablet and it disappeared. She cleared her throat, and the room came to order. “And that’s all the guests.” She intoned, “We are here today in a preliminary way to see if Nothanganathor deserves to be divested of much or all of his power here in Margleknot, or if nothing needs to happen at all. Nothanganathor. You stand accused of Sundering the Painted Cosmology through a series of networked power stations that propagated a dangerous killing magic throughout that entire universe, ripping it to pieces, and then harvesting those pieces for your own gains. What do you say to this accusation? Keep it short.”

Nothanganathor nodded, then spoke as though he was reporting on the weather, “The Darkness still exists. That universe is still there. The magics I did were incapable of killing that universe, but the pieces that people inhabited no longer exist, and yes, I did that.”

He just…

He just… came out and said it.

Erick breathed deep, feeling some unfeeling, unknowing sort of way. It was halfway to giddy, and yet halfway to a rage as well. Vindication swirled around somewhere in his soul, and his heart beat hard. He breathed out.

He knew it wasn’t over at all.

The Council fae all looked unsurprised. Yggdrasil looked… sad? Yeah. Sad.

Lady Aelorika nodded. “Glad you didn’t try to lie to us. How did you kill the inhabited part of the Painted Cosmology?”

“Planted Malevolence seeds all across the land. Took a few thousand years to propagate far enough. It was a magic that was unique to the Painted Cosmology that allowed such a thing to happen at all. It couldn’t happen here due to the multi-magic nature of this uber-universe. It only worked at all because every time Melemizargo found that magic he enjoyed finding it, because he used it to draw me back to the Painted Cosmology and torment me, instead of actually erasing that magic.”

Lady Aelorika asked, “Did you deserve that torment?”

“We are enemies.”

“How did you escape that torment?”

“I had previously stolen a Sign of the Fractal from Margleknot’s avatar that he would send to the Painted Cosmology. Melemizargo only got an avatar of mine each time he drew me there.”

Yggdrasil was quietly furious.

Lady Aelorika asked, “Why couldn’t that magic be used here, in this cosmology, to Sunder this universe’s inhabited places?”

“It was a thieving sort of magic that worked on mana-made souls. Even if you sucked all the mana out of a large portion of this universe, you would still have resons and particles and all the rest. The infinite nature of this universe is truly infinite, unlike how it was in the Painted Cosmology.”

“Could this magic be transposed to work on atoms, or slices, or Infinity itself?”

“Doubtful. The Fractal takes notice of that sort of thing rather heavily.”

Erick whispered to himself, but maybe also to Blighter and anyone else nearby, “Nothanganathor already eats all the slices of infinity around Veird that aren’t the God Pact world, so that’s a fucking lie. He could eat this universe if he plotted well enough.”

Lady Aelorika frowned a little at Nothanganathor. “But you eat the slices of infinity all around Veird’s God Pact world all the time. Plus, there’s Elemental Destruction and various other forms of consuming spellwork, like that [Cleanse] magic. We’ve had quite a few demonstrations of such possibilities rather recently, with your Element’s new Opposite. I doubt that Wizard Flatt, Ascended from Veird, is better at magic than you are, so explain to the court, how, exactly, your Sundering spellwork would not do the same thing to this universe that you did to the Painted Cosmology?”

Nothanganathor easily said, “Because I have given you my Opposite. I have culled Veird in so very many different ways to prepare for this day, so you finally have something that directly opposes my Malevolence, so that you will allow me to consume Veird entirely, and remake the Painted Cosmology how it should be. You have both my weapon of Malevolence and the way to kill my weapons in your hands, with Benevolence. I even gave Margleknot another instance of himself, and a Father. I have also given Margleknot a heavy return of the Balance.” He said to Yggdrasil, “I know you can never forgive me for betraying your trust, but I know I have given back more than I have taken.” He said to the council, “And I know I will make the Painted Cosmology better than it ever was, provided I am allowed now to finally consume that world, instead of watch over it.”

Erick was stunned as Nothanganathor took credit for his own work, for his own Benevolence, as though he hadn’t been fighting Nothanganathor every step of the way, as though That Asshole wasn’t killing him every chance he got, as though—

Erick was spiraling in fury.

Everyone had told him that Nothanganathor was going to take credit. Erick hadn’t believed it until now, until here. But yeah. The guy was shameless. Taking credit for someone finally standing up against him, from successfully hiding from him all this time, from someone among millions finally making an Element to directly oppose him! Of course opposing elements happen now and then! Nothanganathor should not get credit for that!

And then to speak of consuming Veird!

“Ohhhh,” Erick whispered, raging, “I’m going to murder him so much.”

Lady Aelorika frowned at Nothanganathor’s little speech. She hummed. She sat back in her chair.

Lord Eldraki put away his tiny illusions and asked Nothanganathor, “How did you make Erick come to be?”

“I couldn’t do a direct approach, of course, because if I did that then my Opposite would not be accepted as a True Opposite. And so I prodded. I waited. Primarily, I infected their Goddess of Knowledge, eating away at her capability to do anything, and then mutating what was left. I did spawn a few avatars over the centuries, there at the beginning, but Melemizargo saw all of those and killed them or attempted to mutate them back at me. From what they call the ‘Old Demons’ to the Rage of the Orcols to even individual bad actors meant to tear them down how I needed them torn down, my various efforts at working sideways were killed here and there.

“One of my largest shaping successes and also failures was Idyrvamikor.

“In the Death of all Halves, Melemizargo’s wizard grandson was poisoned by me to do my bidding and he almost succeeded in simplifying everything when he made the orcols. If the orcols would have happened as I wanted them to, then that singular race of sapients on Veird would have simply disbelieved in Melemizargo, but he couldn’t have that simple end, so Melemizargo interfered. I managed to instead poison Elemental Dragon with a Curse that worked through his bloodline, attaching that one to his other grandson, twisting all dragons to a leviathan form, like he did to me. Quite proud of that one, really.

“From there, Kirginatharp has done a lot of my bidding over the years, but I kept a very light touch. Barely anything at all, because that seemed to work better.

“From around 75 years onward, Post Sundering, I did very little but nibble here and there, only consuming the slices of realities that got too far away from the main world of Veird; the ones that would fall to self-destruction, anyway. The main world that they call the God Pact world was carefully pruned.

“I had set up everything for success by that time, from Fate magic not being inside the Script so well, to triggering Planar visits, to easing the way forward for everyone who was remotely able to resist my Malevolence at all. It’s that last one that truly got Erick up here, at Margleknot. If I wanted to I could have killed him at any point in time, and I was about to at one of those yearly parties to Melemizargo, but then he made Yggdrasil, and from there I stepped out of the way.” Nothanganathor said, “I knew Erick would become my True Opposite by then.

“And so I went investigating him more.

“Apparently, my Malevolence gave rise to the woman Erick met in college by the name of Margaret, which gave rise to Jane, who was born with a bit of Malevolence inside of her. Erick’s almost allergic reaction to that, as a Natural Wizard, is what precipitated his entire adult life.

“Therefore, as it was my aim to cause my True Opposite all this time, I claim right of cause of the resultant Benevolence, and all the assorted benefits thereof, as well as forgiveness for the temporary loss of the Fractal’s ingress into the Darkness.” Nothanganathor said, “I’ll be setting that to rights as soon as I’m allowed.”

Erick heard a ringing in his ears, threatening to block out all the impossible things that he was hearing. He still listened, though. All of this shit he was hearing might be possible, but Erick would never take credit for something good that someone else did with Benevolence. How could Nothanganathor even begin to take credit for Malevolence in that way? It didn’t make sense—

Lady Seraphaka scoffed. “You can’t take credit for something that happened outside of your direct control on a backwater world that happened to be influenced by your Element. There are billions of Malevolence users these days and all this universe has your taint upon it.” And then, realizing she hadn’t asked a question, she said, “Give us examples of your interference that specifically drew Erick forth to Veird, Nothanganathor.”

“I set up the Fate Magics in the Script to draw forth someone to solve three Ultimate Quests.” Nothanganathor said, “Find a way back to the Old Cosmology, which is through me. Find a way to cure Melemizargo’s insanity, which I caused. And expand civilization out into this New Cosmology, with me as the direct impediment to such expansion. All of these Ultimate Quests are ones that would require a direct counter to Malevolence. I set up the field. Erick wandered into the field, and succeeded against me, every time he went up against me, until he was finally able to come here, to Margleknot.”

Lady Seraphaka frowned. She said nothing.

Lord Dakka giggled as he looked around. “My turn? My turn!” He shot up to his feet, and stared at Erick. “Give me your Valkyrie magic and agree to get Melemizargo to give his Mantle to Nothanganathor, or however you want to do it, and I’ll make you in charge of Veird and all of those lands which Nothanganathor calls his own!”

Erick heard what Lord Dakka had said, but—

Lady Aelorika said, “Erick isn’t allowed to speak right now. Ask something else please, Lord Dakka.”

Dakka rolled his eyes and said to Erick, “You think about it!” Then he asked Nothanganathor, “What does a fight between you and Erick look like? Completely one-sided, yeah?”

Nothanganathor said, “Erick is nowhere near my level of power and he won’t be for a very long time. I only let him go last time. There would be no point in having me fight him, nor would I want to, now that he has proven himself as a valued participant in this universe.”

“Yeah,” Dakka said, “That’s boring. I’ll think of... something…” He paused. He frowned a little, and then he said, “Nothanganathor Sundered his own starting universe, stole from the Fractal, betrayed Margleknot, and now pretends to be some ultimate power instead of a fuckup responsible for his own downfall. I don’t believe a shitting thing he says. He’s always been way too fucking shifty, always in on Eldraki’s tricks. Erick sided with me, though, and I trust war more than I trust tricks… You and Eldraki; you both speak too tricky. You might not be lying but you ain’t truthing!” He said, “That’s all I have to say on this crap. Who’s talking next?”

Yggdrasil demanded of Nothanganathor, “I want my piece of myself back.”

“I can give you the memories. I can’t give you the Sign. It still contains many people of the Painted Cosmology and I want to bring them back.”

Yggdrasil frowned. “What percentage of the Painted Cosmology have you saved?”

“I have 780 billion souls of the Painted Cosmology in your Sign right now. I can’t give you a percentage of the whole.”

Yggdrasil seemed to have expected much of that. He said to the Council, “I officially request the Council to judge Nothanganathor harshly in all ways in this matter, and to favorably view all other involved parties in the Painted Cosmology issue. I request the Council rescind the overall Quarantine of Veird and the surrounding lands, and to restrict Nothanganathor’s ability to regulate those lands, as well as strip him of his status as Arbiter of Veird. I request the Council officially invite the gods of Veird to Margleknot, so that they can give larger testimonies on this matter.”

Silence.

Lady Aelorika glared at Nothanganathor. “You have sundered trillions, and only saved billions. You have ended a universe’s capability to speak and to grow and to change, all for the opportunity to take over that speaking-growing-changing yourself. Do you believe yourself capable of being the creator of a universe?”

Nathanganathor solidly said, “I know I can be the creator of a universe.”

“A universe you could rescind at a moment’s notice,” Lady Aelorika countered. “After all, Malevolence is all about getting yours and damning all the rest.”

Nothanganathor said, “I will abandon Malevolence to your care as soon as I no longer need it, once I am empowered in my original power as I was before Melemizargo and his ilk cursed away my true self, once I am God of Magic of the Dark Universe.”

Silence.

Eyes wandered.

Thoughts happened behind closed minds.

The trickster Lord Eldraki paid full attention to the hearing, his eyes shining dark.

And then Lady Aelorika commanded, “State your final words of defense, if you have any against the indefensible.”

Nothanganathor asked, “Do you wish to have lands and influence in the Painted Cosmology? Or do you wish to be ignored by that land once again, if Shadow and her ilk are allowed to reclaim it? Margleknot. Do you wish to be planted and to grow within the Painted Cosmology, and not be ousted and killed every other century every time you go visiting that universe? Does the Fractal want more communication with the Darkness? Or a return to small conversations?

“I have used my Sign of Power to grab and contain as much of the Painted Cosmology as I could. It’s just disembodied souls right now and a few trinkets here and there, but it can easily become something more than that, once I can actually communicate with the Darkness at the level I know I can communicate.

“And then all will be right with reality.

“The outcome of my deception was always going to end in this way. Nothing is out of order. Everything is within acceptable parameters. All of this was planned for, and now we are here. Nothing is corruptive about my actions, and the Darkness still exists.” Nothanganathor said, “And now you have Benevolence, in addition to Malevolence. All of this is because of me, and my actions. None of your trust has ever been misplaced, though I have certainly stomped on it overly harshly. It was necessary. I would do it again.

“It takes a harsh hand to deal the death that is necessary to make civilizations flourish properly. I am that harsh hand.

“Because of my pruning, whatever comes next will be wondrous.”

Erick was glad that he had come here.

He also wished he could have stayed in Tir Geal.

Shadow would probably be apoplectic right now. She would have every reason to be furious, too. Erick was furious. Showing that fury in a court of law wasn’t going to serve him well at all.

He wanted to show that fury.

He desperately wanted to.

To speak of the Sundered. To give voice to the lost. To say… so much. There was too much to say. Too much to condense down into anything small like some stupid courtroom drama.

Erick found himself skipping all of that and asking, “Why would the Darkness listen to his call to create? The Dark is chaos incarnate, and the Dark is mindless until it recognizes that it desires a mind. Shadow stuck a painting of an astronaut into a painting of the Dark, and somehow that worked. SOMEHOW, that worked. There is no guarantee that anything Nothanganathor would do with the Dark would work to create anything close to what had come before. No. What he would create would be an empire in the Dark, and then he would grow that empire as far as it could grow.”

… Erick found himself standing in the center of the courtroom, off to the side with Yggdrasil, speaking without stopping until he had arrived at his full counterpoint to Nothanganathor’s position. He had spoken out of turn, it seemed.

Erick doubled down. He puffed out his chest a little, and stood his ground.

The Fae Council was looking at him. Yggdrasil was looking at him. The Fractal Fairy might have been looking at him, or maybe not; hard to know.

Nothanganathor looked at Erick with sleepy, white eyes, and then he disregarded Erick.

Lady Aelorika turned her attentions back to Nothanganathor, asking, “Have anything to say to that?”

“The Darkness isn’t going anywhere and I have a connection to it, and all the souls I saved were from there, so it will take one or two or hundreds of tries, but it will happen,” Nothanganathor said. “I can try for a while. As long as it takes. I imagine it will take a few hundred years to get something generative going. Less time, if I have help. Once I am empowered, ascended, and godly, it would be easy. I would have Margleknot’s help in this, if he would give it. Such help would ensure a good outcome.”

Yggdrasil said, “I would rather help Erick do the same, and never see you again, Nothanganathor.” With a deep hurt in his heart and eyes, Yggdrasil said, “You betrayed me deeply. You don’t understand how deeply.”

“I do understand, Margleknot,” Nothanganathor said. “I have your Sign of the Fractal. I understand fully how much I betrayed you.”

Margleknot raged.

The glitter crystal of the courtroom fractured with gold and green that curled and exploded under Yggdrasil’s feet, expanding under the firmament of the world, reaching all corners of the space, as Margleknot declared,









“THEN GIVE ME BACK MY LIVES.”









The Fractal Fairy waved a hand, and all was silent. The glitter crystal healed. Gold and green pulled back.

Margleknot’s skin was gold, a crown of horns upon his otherwise-orcol countenance. He sighed, and looked tired, as he pulled back, and green returned to his skin, his horns retreated back to his black hair, but his eyes remained gold. Erick stepped to his side, closer, and put a hand on Margleknot’s hand. Margleknot went still, and Yggdrasil held Erick’s hand briefly, before letting go.

Yggdrasil said to Nothanganathor, “I can’t forgive you for stealing my selves. I can’t forgive you for sundering thousands of trillions of lives. Or more.” He looked truly tired now, as he said, “But I also know you have saved so very many with your Malevolence, by killing corruption out there in the greater universe. At the low estimates for the population of the Dark, when compared to the places you have saved, you’ve rescued more than you have damned. At the high estimates of the population of the Painted Cosmology, you would be labeled a Corrupter, and it doesn’t matter that you are prepared to put the Painted Cosmology back because you would be making it in your image, and Corrupters cannot be allowed images of their own.”

Yggdrasil looked like he could keep going, but he stopped there.

Lady Aelorika spoke, “Naming Nothanganthor as Corrupter seems adequate for his Sundering of a universe, no matter what outcome he was hoping to achieve with his schemes.”

Lady Seraphaka said, “I would agree to this Naming, or at least to a removal of Nothanganathor from the list of Approved Evils.”

Lord Dakka said, “I want to see them fight for dominance, but it would be one-sided and boring.”

Lord Eldraki simply gave a Cheshire grin.

… Erick truly did not like that expression on that trickster.

Lady Aelorika said, “You’ve really planned this whole thing out, eh, Nothanganathor? Did you ever imagine that we would ever name you Corrupter?”

Nothanganathor said, “Unless I am mistaken, this is a hearing and not a trial, and yes, being named Corrupter was within acceptable parameters because I have assurances that I won’t be named Corrupter. They’re not violent assurances, of course. I have been planning this for a long time and have many ways to ensure that this works out how I want it to work.”

The room was silent at those proclamations.

And then Lord Eldraki laughed. As though he already knew the answer, he asked, “How do you see this whole thing working out, Nothanganathor?”

“Best case, I win completely, with Margleknot regaining everything it lost in my subterfuge and then gaining True Communication with the Dark. Erick continues uninterrupted, and is free to pursue whatever he wishes to pursue. Having taken my Mantle from Melemizargo, I’ll undo my various curses and remake the Painted Cosmology. Do you have a name you’d like for the new universe I create in the Dark? I would hear it.” Nothanganathor said, “Worst case is the exact same thing happens, but Benevolence loses its current creator and Margleknot loses his Yggdrasil-personality. Veird is erased. The battle probably erases that well-made orb around Veird’s sun. That man who created it, Solomon, is no more, or perhaps I capture him or his Elemental Genesis and grant that power to Margleknot to make more spheres with. Perhaps the worst case would be best for all, but that is not my judgment to make. That is this Council’s judgment to make.”

Erick was there on the courtroom floor, but he wasn’t a part of the conversation at the moment.

That was probably a good thing.

Erick would have exploded like Yggdrasil had exploded, if he were allowed to speak. But from the body languages and faces of Lady Aelorika and Lady Seraphaka, Erick didn’t need to speak; they were already against Nothanganathor’s ploy, though not nearly as much as Erick would have liked. Yggdrasil still seemed hateful of Nothanganathor, so that was good.

Lord Dakka was done with this whole thing.

And then Lord Eldraki smiled devilishly, saying, “I vote for war between Malevolence and Benevolence, and we let chance and power determine the victor.”

Lord Dakka came back to the conversation, scoffing, saying, “Erick has too many weak points on Veird. Nothanganathor would decisively win any real fight between the two of them the second he allowed himself to win. He probably killed all the various Ericks who could have actually fought against him while those guys were still fiddling with basic mana! Nothanganathor doesn’t do war; he does murder.”

Lady Aelorika and Lady Seraphaka looked to each other.

Lady Aelorika said, “Then such a war simply cannot be allowed to happen on Veird—”

“Or on Veird’s sun, since that would be Nothanganathor’s base.” Lord Eldraki said, still smiling. “How convenient they have an intermediary zone, isn’t it! I think Erick named it Fenrir.”

The Ladies glared at Eldraki.

And then Lady Seraphaka said, “This is not a judgment. This is a hearing. We have heard everything we needed to hear. I move that we reconvene at a later date.”

Lord Eldraki said, “And I move that we let Nothanganathor and Erick speak to each other right here and now, and that we all get to watch to make some decisions about who to back!” He smiled at everyone. “It’s just talk!”

The Fractal Fairy waved a hand at Erick and Nothanganathor.

It was a ‘get on with it’ gesture.

The room vanished.

- -

Erick stood on one side of an oval-shaped floor made of glitter crystal. Everywhere else was lightless. It was not dark, or Dark, and it was certainly not filled with shadows. Not even sort of dim. Just a void.

Nothanganathor stood on the other side of the oval, looking tired, and yet relieved. “Help me get the Mantle and you get everything else.”

Infinity shattered the lightless void into an endless fractal, filled with images that took but moments to collect. They were consequences illuminated upon those shards of reality, like an ever-shifting stained-glass masterpiece. Each fragment held a possibility of the future.

In certain places, Erick said something devastating and won this contest, and the Enclave censured Nothanganathor. After that event, Nothanganathor ascended to godhood anyway, in a much more direct path. A path made out of the rubble and bodies of everyone on Veird.

Upon seeing that pathway the shifting Infinity transformed, for Erick was scared to confront Nothanganathor with the best possible words and cut right to apocalypse. Less paths forward won this contest for Erick. More paths showed the other way. Where the Enclave sided with Nothanganathor.

The white dragon’s countenance dominated the FENRIR system, erupting from that black surface, his face the size of the silver sphere of Veird’s outer shell. Nothanganathor took a bite out of Veird, consuming all of Melemizargo in that space, ripping the black dragon out of his prison and devouring him utterly, without disrupting anything else. And then the solar-sized leviathan went off into space, vanishing forever. Somewhere out there a portal to the Dark opened up, and Nothanganathor became a creator god. Life went on on Veird. Without the Shades. Without Melemizargo.

And Nothanganathor got away with everything evil he had ever done in pursuit of power.

He was now untouchable, a God of Darkness in a universe of his own making, there in the embrace of the Actual Darkness. The actual Darkness once again spoke with the Fractal in the ways that universes do; in the actions of people moving back and forth. All of the Painted Cosmology had become the Empire of Nothanganathor’s Shadowed Sun.

And still, Malevolence would spill forth from the New Dark, for Nothanganathor would never give up the power he had gained in his Obscurity—

Something blocked the way forward, to See more, to Know more of that Path.

Erick knew what it was.

Erick countered Nothanganathor’s hiding attempt by saying, “Would you give up pursuit of your own agendas and be a proper god to all? Or would you consume and never stop consuming? Would you never give up your mantle of power to anyone else? Or would everything always have to be your way or no way at all? Do we really want a Cosmology of the Empire of the Shadowed Sun? Empires spread.”

The block on the Fractal Future broke, revealing what Nothanganathor did not want revealed. Nothanganathor sighed in annoyance as the fractals showed a white dragon entering other universes made of mana and violently dominating all of them. Nothanganathor was going to consume every universe made of mana and remake them all in his desired image…

And then pay off Lord Eldraki with a universe of his own to add to his collection.

The other fae of the Council would get their own universes, as soon as they got over their anger at Nothanganathor’s overreach—

Nothanganathor rhetorically asked, “Do you know how many universes out there only have one or two worlds, Erick? Too many to ever count. With me at the helm of those failed, tiny places, those places would expand exponentially, and the Fractal will gain conversation partners untold. Do you know of the true natures of gods and fae? Most are ambivalent tyrants. If I were in charge, I would simply not allow those sorts of entities to exist, to lord their power over the masses, for I would hide in the shadows and eat them when they got out of line. They wouldn’t even know I existed except when I chose to make myself present, to solve this or that crisis. And so! YES. I would dominate every universe that is less than acceptably made.”

Erick glared. “Why?”

Nothanganathor glared right back, declaring, “Because every world is always falling apart because tyrants and the small-minded destroy everything, all the time, therefore they deserve nothing less than obliteration and their worlds deserve strict guidance, and I am the only one who can do that! Only through taking power away from those who cannot wield it properly can any of us ever hope to make anything better.”

“So you say a proper universe only exists with you at the head.” Erick said, “Not surprisingly, I cannot abide that. I cannot abide you. There are some things that one should not do in pursuit of power, and you have done all of them. Whoever you are when you gain more power is just going to be more of the same. You speak of tyrants? You are a tyrant, Nothanganathor.”

“I am the best possible tyrant.”

“And I must kill you.”

The fractal world reorganized along different lines.

All of them showed war, and it wasn’t a one-sided war, either.

Erick could win. That’s what the stained-glass imagery near him showed.

Nothanganathor might win. That’s what showed over on his half of this space.

Erick said, “You killed your mother to force a passing of the Mantle of Magic because you thought you could do better. You were found out then and cursed to be a leviathan. And now you have Sundered a universe and you have been found out again. You had a chance. You squandered it. You should be Sundered yourself, named Corrupter posthumously, and all your works of Malevolence broken.”

Nothanganathor raised a white eyebrow, then said, “Of course you would say that as my True Opposite.” He spoke to the world, “We’re done, here.”

The Fractal Void fell away—

- -

And Erick stood beside Yggdrasil in the courtroom once again—

Lady Aelorika said, “And that was the hearing. Everyone learned a few things. Erick. Do you wish to give your Valkyrie Spell to Lord Dakka, as well as assist Nothanganathor with the capture of that Mantle he wants?”

Erick wasn’t sure which part he was objecting to more when he instantly said, “No.”

Dakka sighed dramatically.

Lady Aelorika nodded, as though this was expected. She moved on. “Nothanganathor. Do you wish to abandon your quest for a smaller, less tumultuous existence? Or to give up your Sign of Power back to Margleknot?”

Nothanganathor said, “No.”

Lady Aelorika said, “Then we’ll reconvene in 3 days.” She looked to Erick. “Your contributions to this hearing were valuable, and thus we will be overlooking your transgressions for a fine of a billion resons. And we’re done!”

The Fractal Fairy snapped their fingers—

- -

Erick found himself in his offices of the king at House Benevolence in Tir Geal, in one of the big meeting rooms that was currently empty of everything, for Erick hadn’t had a need to fill it with anything yet.

Shadow appeared near-instantly, trying not to be too demanding as she asked, “What happened?!”

Erick took a moment, then he said to the air, “I’ll pay the fine with my Sun resons.”

Words appeared.

Done.

Father. I wish to speak to you later, away from Shadow. Please let me know when you can talk.

“Sure thing, Yggdrasil.” Erick turned to Shadow. “The first thing to know is that Nothanganathor’s avatar was strong, and yet not as strong as the actual leviathan, and that he was lying a lot in there without actually lying. All throughout the hearing there were sentiments about how I’m not strong enough to take him, and not a single person disbelieved that sentiment. I’m pretty sure that I couldn’t take him in a multiversal way, and yet, I am strong enough to take him in at least one slice of infinity.” Erick asked, “Have you fought him since the Sundering?”

“I wasn’t able to; the Council stopped me.” Shadow waved a dismissive hand. “Get on with the hearing.”

“I will. I just…” Erick breathed. “I just need a moment.”

Shadow understood. She waited.

And then Erick released his aura into the empty meeting room and began crafting a lightshow. “I started in the gallery, near my lawyers and a few other people, who were veiled in some way. Over there was Hadrago, the Lawyer Prime of Wraithborne…”

- - - -

Twenty minutes and a few interruptions of Shadow’s fury later, Erick dismissed the light show.

Shadow paced the room, clearing up a few lingering motes of all consuming Darkness she had left in the shadows here and there, and then wiping away the holes in the floor and walls and other places. She was silent. Thinking.

Erick had a lot of his own thoughts. He kept them to himself right now.

Shadow stopped pacing. She turned to Erick, and said, “It is for the best that I did not attend the hearing.”

Erick said nothing.

Shadow continued, “It is good that you did attend.” She paused in more thought. She said, “I will be able to contain myself when the lawyers get together, for that is the next move. We will gain a measure of where Wraithborne truly stands in such a meeting as well. It won’t accomplish anything of true worth, but Nothanganathor’s avatar will be present, so perhaps we will get a better idea of the person he is and who we have to kill.”

Erick nodded. “Returning back to the hearing: What do you say in regards to Nothanganathor’s idea that he is responsible for my self-creation through both the instigation of…” Erick’s temper flared almost out of control but he kept it in check, as he finished, “—in the instigation of Jane, and the emplacement of the Ultimate Quests which similarly drew me forward to Veird through Fate Magics? On the whole idea that this whole Sundering and the fallout of me being his True Opposite is a result of him playing up his competence for the Fae Enclave, to show them that he is in complete control?”

Shadow almost said something harsh and derogatory against Nothanganathor, but then she looked at Erick, and paused. She stated, “In this arena of cause-and-effect the wyrm only has as much Authority as you give him, so don’t give him any. You are a product of your environment but you are also your own creator, and that goes many times over as a Paradox Wizard. It would not surprise me at all if you went back in time and did something crazy to make your self yourself. Almost all truly powerful Paradoxes do that eventually.” She said, “It’s just a matter of Time.”

“… Ah.”

Silence.

Shadow moved on, “Regarding your rise to Margleknot, though… Nothanganathor is ascribing his actions to your outcomes and that’s not how responsibility works, and especially not for people like him. He could bluster all day every day about how he made you who you are, but it would only be truth for those who decide to listen to him.”

Erick made some decisions in that moment. He breathed out, then asked, “So the Fae Enclave isn’t going to accept that Nothanganathor is some ultimate mastermind?”

Shadow saw that Erick was past his moment of weakness, nodding firmly to note its passing. And then she went back to being quietly wrathful, saying, “That wyrm might get away with it because the Fractal wants to see the Dark again and it doesn’t care about who is at the helm of that visitation. If it was just a matter of getting back into the Dark then Nothanganathor would have already won, because you and your Benevolence are here to counter Nothanganathor’s excesses and Benevolence can easily track destructive influences of all sorts; especially when it comes to Malevolence. And yet, Nothanganathor has proven that he will kill universes to enact his will, and that he will not stop.

“The fact that you uncovered his greater desires to enact his will upon the Small Universes, to make them grow under his Shadowed Sun Empire, is probably going to be the tipping point where Nothanganathor does not win.

“We have likely gained countless allies and also enemies in that uncovering of desire. The Powers That Be of those Small Universes are not on this stage yet at all, but Nothanganathor is dragging them this way, and they could go either way regarding a tyrant leviathan coming in and consuming and replacing all of the tyrants they already have. Oddly enough, those Small Tyrants of those Small Universes will likely side with Benevolence a great deal, for they don’t wish to be deposed, while the Good Gods and Heroes might side with Malevolence and Nothanganathor, for the Acceptable Evil of Margleknot might be a better evil than the evils they already have.

“That truly depends on the universes.

“And yet, with any Acceptable Fate this whole event never reaches that far and we arrive at a good outcome here, in the next 3 days.

“What we need to do is present a plan for something that would outweigh Nothanganathor’s goals of growing outward into the Small Universes and remaking the Painted Cosmology in his image.” Shadow ended with, “I propose we make a plan out of the nebulous thing you have spoken of a few times in that dossier that Margleknot handed out. We make a real plan for expanding from Veird into this Fractal Cosmology.”

Erick scrunched his eyebrows. “What do we need besides a nebulous plan? It should be rather simple, right?”

“Is it, really?” Shadow asked, “If we succeed in making the Painted Cosmology again, would you come with me to the Dark? Or would you want to stay here in this universe? I haven’t met the girl, but I’m almost 100% sure that your daughter would want to go to the Painted Cosmology.”

Ah!

Sudden mirth filled Erick many times over as he imagined Jane loosed upon the universe. Erick said, “I don’t think worrying about that is necessary. She’s going to go absolutely everywhere, multiple times over, as soon as she can. I’m a little sad that I might only ever get to see her and her sisters and Evan every other century once this whole thing works out well, but I’m pretty sure I can work out how to visit her with a step of power whenever I want.”

Shadow’s mood seemed to improve as Erick’s did. She nodded. “That’s one way to do it, yes.” She sighed out, and it was a happy sort of sound. And then her eyes glittered with Darkness, and she said, “A workable plan might help the Council see us as valued, so let us plan how to make a universe, Erick, both in the Fractal, and in the Dark.”

“I have about a hundred questions about the Painted Cosmology,” Erick said, as he began moving his aura around the entirety of House Benevolence, copying some treats here and there in the various offices of the House and bringing them to this room. Big fluffy chairs and some tables and working chairs and a whole drinking cart came next. Erick poured a copy of some fresh tea that some people were drinking down in the Command Center, as they fiddled with the [Infinite Imaging] and searched all of Tir Geal for threats of many different kinds. There weren’t many threats, though. So Erick simply said to Shadow, “Primarily, what does a connection between universes even look like? Is there a reason that the galaxy containing Veird seems to be a giant [Renew] ring, with Veird in the gap?”

Shadow readily took her tea, seeming to relax even more as she said, “That’s where Nothanganathor killed several thousand lightyears’ worth of the Fractal Cosmology when he Sundered the Painted Cosmology. The destruction went far and deep, threatening to spread far in this universe as well. Margleknot contained the problem along with Nothanganathor, who was there within moments of the event. From this angle, I am told the destruction was a corruptive event. I made it through just fine, though those first days were horrific and I was furious.” She sipped her tea as she sat down in a big fluffy chair. Erick sat down across from her. Shadow continued, “The corruption of that event was a way to shield all actual Viewing into the heart of the event itself, so the question of ‘what happened’ has always been a big question. I remember the next few years vividly, but I do not wish to go over them for they paint me in a rather terrible light.”

Erick nodded.

Shadow continued, “As for what a connection between universes looks like? That is a varied topic. Sometimes it’s a single divot in the Fractal Cosmology that leads to other places… I believe you’d call it a ‘False Vacuum hole’? Anyway, I see you understand the words, even if we don’t share the same language in that way. Anywhere that is collapsed in the Fractal Cosmology can give rise to a hole into another place, or serve as a place where another universe can grow.

“Black holes can often serve as ways into other Universes. Most galaxies have one at the center that serves this function.

“Did you know that gravity is just an expression of slices of reality that are nearby each other? Oh yes. Extreme gravity, like that inside a black hole, is a result of Small Universes existing within a space. Usually the actual entrance to that Small Universe is only on one or maybe a few slices of a Layer, with all the other slices merely experiencing heavy gravity.

“Moving on: Oftentimes, the distance between Here and There is a Veil-like structure that exists strongly in certain areas. This is that Dark Matter that you’ve sometimes referenced in your dossier. So again: gravity.

“The Dark connected to the Fractal by way of Veil, most prominently existent within that Renew Galaxy, as you call it, in Layer 789. We kept the number of actual entrances down to a handful; 5 of them. We mostly had annihilating Dark in those entrances; a defensive measure. We’re probably going to have to have cities instead, when we remake it all. Gotta show how friendly we are, after all.”

Erick was having a moment.

He leaned forward a little bit. “Can you talk more about gravity as a function of slices of reality?”

“Oh sure. It’s all space time here in the Fractal Cosmology; that’s where we have to start this conversation. From there the rest of it is easy to understand. The multiverse is stuck to itself in a way which makes gravity happen due to the nearness of side-realities. Like you know that gravity strength is a function of distance from matter? That’s because the ability to draw forth side realities using resons —to pull a grain of rice out of nothing— is more easily achieved when you’re closer to side realities in which it would be physically easy to pull forth a grain of rice out of nothing, and it’s harder to do that when you’re further away from planets with rice.” Shadow said, “Everything in this universe is a function of nearness to each other in time and space, and gravity is a natural function of that nearness, but if you go too deep with gravity, you punch forth into completely new possibility, which gives rise to new universes, or at least completely new possibilities, which then gives rise to new universes.”

Erick sat thinking for a moment.

Shadow smirked, sipping her tea.

Erick said, “I’ll try to reconcile that with what I already know, but it seems… almost intuitive when you put it that way?”

Shadow smiled. “All universes are rather intuitive when you get right down to it. Here, gravity and time are a function of nearness of other matters in side realities, but in the Painted Cosmology, collective mana belief did all that, while Elemental Stone helped a lot with a foundational base. From there...”

Erick and Shadow spoke for a while, and Erick got to experience a part of Shadow he did not realize existed. Shadow knew a lot about a lot. He had known this, of course, but he hadn’t really known this. Now he knew.

When the conversation moved on to universal building plans, Erick suggested Benevolence dungeons on suitable worlds of the Renew Galaxy, with giant bubbles of [Renewing] [Hasted Shelter]s and [Terraforming]s around them to speed up development by a lot. Shadow had more nuanced ideas that showed a level of building and care that Erick was simply not willing to extend beyond ‘put some good people in charge and let them run free’. Shadow wanted tourism and garden worlds and grand societies to anchor and support the rebirth of the Painted Cosmology, which she wanted to accomplish on the Other Side of the Renew Galaxy. Erick couldn’t say that her ideas were better or worse, they were just different, and therefore easy enough to accept.

“Melemizargo wants to put dungeons everywhere and then bring people back on this side of the universe.” Erick asked, “Do you think he would want to adjust his plans toward remaking the Painted Cosmology instead, if he knew you were still around and we were doing this sort of planning here?”

“Hard to say what he would do exactly, but he will likely wish to go back to the Dark,” Shadow said. “Whatever the case, you’re not going to ask him to sacrifice himself to Nothanganathor, are you?”

“Ha! Absolutely not. Melemizargo is a friend.”

Shadow smiled softly. “Is it time to talk to some lawyers?”

Erick gazed across the decimation of a grand feast that both of them had shared while they spoke. From ‘chicken’ bones on plates to empty casserole dishes to many other empty plates and a few empty barrels of good drink, they had eaten well. Erick was ready to move on. And yet…

“Yes, but I need to talk to Yggdrasil first.”

Shadow nodded, then stood up. “I’ll be there for the lawyer meeting. Let me know when.” And then she stepped away.

Erick cleared away the dregs of their feast with a [Benevolent Cleanse]. The detritus of life misted into a white fog that rolled away, disappearing into reality. Erick stood up.

“Yggdrasil?” Erick asked, “Want to talk?”

Yggdrasil stepped into the room. The room flashed over with golden hexagons, labeled with QUARANTINE. Yggdrasil instantly said, “There is no trial. The decision has been made. We wish to purge Nothanganathor from Margleknot, but steps must be taken to ensure this happens in a positive way. Malevolence and Benevolence are both useful, so we will keep both, but their primary users must leave to avoid what we call a Grand Trial here in Margleknot, which would likely result in the deaths of trillions. That means you, too. You gotta leave. You can come back here, but when this war is over, Nothanganathor is purged.

“And so, the Grand Trial will take place on Veird.

“After visiting with your lawyers in a final attempt to amicably avoid a fight, which we doubt is possible, you will be moving back to Veird.

“From there, you will have the task of removing Nothanganathor yourself.

“We believe —that with assistance— you can defend one reality from him. If you wish to win you will have to work to defend multiple realities, and then you will have to erase the Erased One. It will not be easy. I will be helping you in my capacity as Margleknot. Nothanganathor will be drawing on his resources here in Margleknot and elsewhere, as well. The fight will be contained to Veird and the surrounding space. Anyone who is forced to flee is an automatic loser, and we will be working to ensure no one flees.

“The outcome will be something we will all have to live with.”

Erick took a moment.

Then he said, “Yup. Expected that.”

Yggdrasil waited.

Erick asked, “So why the Quarantine?”

“Because everyone and their grandmother is spying on you and Shadow right now,” Yggdrasil said, throwing his hands up in the air. “Aside from all this world-ending Nothanganathor shit— Why are you moving so fast with her? She’s going to betray you in 500 years!”

“… What?” Erick felt some whiplash right now. “Don’t people have better things to do than worry about… whatever this is?” He grinned. “It’s kinda quaint.”

Yggdrasil shook his head. He focused. “Father. Erick. Shadow will betray you.”

“Probably not, actually.” Erick said, “She seems okay.”

Yggdrasil paused. He looked at Erick. “… You’re happy right now?”

Erick smiled. “I’m going home and Nothanganathor isn’t automatically winning. I have a lot to be happy about.”

Yggdrasil frowned a little, his golden eyes sparkling with concern. “… He has some big trick. I don’t know the trick, but he’s going to try and win everything with his tricks.”

“Yup. So be ready. I suggest you dismantle the Malevolence stuff you have here in Margleknot while you can.” Erick asked, “Want me to try hooking up [Benevolent Cleanse] to an [Infinite Imaging] and simply erasing all of the Malevolence here in Margleknot?”

Yggdrasil blinked. And then he laughed. “No. That would be… a disaster.”

Erick nodded.

Yggdrasil said, “The danger isn’t coming from those Malevolence formations, anyway. We’ve prognosticated in ways you don’t even know are possible. We’re very sure that the danger is not coming from Malevolence. Or Benevolence, for that matter, just so you know.”

Erick thought for a moment… “What about the absence of Malevolence, then? Could he take back his power and fuck things up? If a [Cleanse] could fuck up everything, surely he could do the same?”

“We’ve checked that, too. We’re not sure what the trick is, but he has one, and nothing we do can find it. Just be careful, father.” Yggdrasil said, “And don’t tell anyone about this conversation until stuff happens.”

“Sure.”

Yggdrasil looked at Erick for a while longer.

… And then Yggdrasil stepped away, clearing the air and the mana history as the golden Quarantine hexagons vanished—

Shadow stepped right back into the room. “What the fuck was that?”

Erick chuckled. “Good news and bad news and I can’t tell you about any of it. I’m going to send off a message to Wraithborne about the lawyers. You ready to meet them?”

… Shadow stared for a moment. “I await the meeting with the lawyers!”

And then she huffed and stepped away through a wave of Dark veils to vanish from sight, to go wherever it was she was going— Ah. Back to her castle, it appeared. She was busy in her Observation Room now, rapidly getting Witch Aragathara and Great Mother Caa back into the room to go over a whole bunch of prognostication things.

Erick spoke to the air, down by Shivraa, his secretary, “Shivraa.”

“Yes, sir?” Shivraa said, suddenly looking up from her computer terminal.

“Set up a meeting with the lawyers and Wraithborne. They’ll probably be expecting your call.”

“At once, sir.”
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The Non-Combat Zone was the only place that Erick was willing to meet Nothanganathor, so that was where he was going to suggest they meet, but then Nothanganathor suggested it first.

The room was the same as when he met with Shackle and his Underlings; a basic grey stone box of a room inside a grey void. In theory, violence of any sort was not allowed. If violence was detected through any hundreds of different ways, the location would break and both sides of the meeting would return to their chosen starter locations; wherever they came into the Zone in the first place.

And so, Erick stood with Shadow on one side of the grey room.

And Nothanganathor stood on the other.

To Erick’s right side stood Blighter and Seabass, while Lawyer Prime Hadrago stood to Nothanganathor’s right side; Erick’s left. The lawyers were in the center-ish space in the grey room and they already had papers out, sitting on a relatively small, shared table.

And then there was the unexpected person on Nothanganathor’s side. He was tall, dark haired and with dark eyes. He looked rather human, but slightly more refined, with an air of easy power around him that few could match.

Morbion Blackthorn, Emperor of Wraithborne, spoke first, “Greetings, Erick. It is a shame that we have had to meet like this, for I truly do wish to work with you in the future, in ways that will become apparent once I lay out the universe thusly:

“Nothanganathor is willing to take all of the universes beyond the Fractal, starting with the Dark.

“You can have the Fractal with your Benevolence.

“In the short term, to enforce this sort of shift, and only if necessary, Nothanganathor will declare himself as Evil, and I’ll be ripping the Evil out of Wraithborne and replacing it with Benevolence. This will cause the Balance here in Margleknot to radically shift toward Good and Nothanganathor will be radically empowered to do anything he needs to do to repair the Balance. This ‘anything’ means rolling over Margleknot here, Yggdrasil on Veird, and taking what he wants, before escaping to the New Painted Cosmology and discarding his Evil, to become a God of Magic. I’ll have my hands full and some sort of New Evil will rise to fill the void of power left by Wraithborne, and that new power could be anything. This would be what we here in Margleknot call a ‘Grand Trial’, an Upheaval, or any number of other words for it.

“Or,” Morbion said, “You can accept your place as a large power here in the Fractal, Wraithborne converts to Benevolence slowly and safely, and Nothanganathor gets to make the New Painted Cosmology and eventually take over the Small Universes at his leisure.

“We win either way. The only question is the amount of collateral damage.”

Nothanganathor watched Erick.

Erick watched him right back.

Shadow asked Erick, “Shall we entertain this more? Or are we done here?”

Erick said, “Just a bit more entertainment.” He asked, “Will we keep the battle confined to the Veird System?”

Nothanganathor tiredly said, “Powers and people may enter, but none may take this war outside of the Veird System.”

“I agree,” Erick said.

Nothanganathor said, “I want you to know that when I win, these terms will not change. They’ll work to strip Malevolence from this universe after this war. Therefore, this universe needs something anti-corruptive, and your Benevolence is that measure. I always intended to build a True Opposite who can truly ascend to great heights of power and civilization, and keep out the corruption. I will not be stepping in your way beyond this war, and I will attempt not to harm you overmuch. I will still do everything I need to do to win.”

Erick said, “And for the crime of the Sundering, you will be Sundered in turn, Nothanganathor.”

Nothanganathor’s ever-present exhaustion faded a fraction. “I always wondered if someone like you could come out of my plans for a True Opposite without losing someone dear to them through a Sundering event. You almost made it, but then I took your false daughter of Debby, but only because I had to, and only to hit you obliquely, through that false Erick from the dungeons. I tried to strike as soft as I could. Melemizargo and Shadow did not go soft on me at all, when they took my wife, my Ara.”

“People choose who they are all the time, Nothanganathor.” Erick said, “I chose to accept Debby as my real daughter, because she is. You chose to be like this, instead of giving up on your vendetta.”

Nothanganathor frowned. And then he made a decision. He began, “Just as it’s impossible to forgive them for sundering my wife, it is impossible to forgive them for cursing me to Obscurity. Even now, the only one truly Seeing me is you. I am glad for that, Erick. You can see who I really am. That is such a rare thing. So watch this.” Nothanganathor took a knife out from his robes, and even though he was several meters from the man, he stabbed Blighter through the heart. Nothanganathor had moved without moving, reaching without reaching, and Erick’s lawyer exploded into Red Static that faded into nothing. “Blighter no longer exists. I could have taken him into my Sign of Power, but I have not. He is gone, just like Debby. Just like Ara.” Nothanganathor held up the knife, showing it was plain and boring… Except it had a red glint to the edge that betrayed Red Depths far beyond the simple metal. “If I need to, my opening move will be distributing enchantments like this across all of Veird. Butter knives, forks, paper that has been cut too sharp. Anything with an edge can take this enchantment. And I can do worse.”

Erick was worse than appalled, and in too many ways to count. No one else seemed to notice the absence in the room. No one else seemed to notice how the Red wiped away some of the papers on the small table; the ones that Blighter had brought. Seabass was still there, and his clothes looked finer, which probably meant a change of history… An Establishment? Yes. That’s what had happened.

To be sure, Erick asked, “No one saw him Sunder Blighter, did they?”

Lawyer Hadrago and understudy Seabass both tensed at Erick mentioning someone they didn’t know.

Shadow just watched.

Shadow had noticed Nothanganathor’s knife strike. She didn’t do anything to stop it.

To be fair, Erick didn’t do anything either. He didn’t think…

He didn’t think that Nothanganathor could do that here in the Non-Combat Zone.

He already knew he couldn’t reverse time here… And that wouldn’t bring Blighter back, anyway. When Nothanganathor Sundered people, he truly erased them from existence. Just like he had done to Debby.

Morbion looked only a little perturbed as he said, “Nothanganathor. Please. We’re close to winning this, and you go and Erase one of Seabass’s understudies?”

Nothanganathor huffed out a tiny, hateful laugh, saying, “I actually Erased your top lawyer, Morbion. Seabass was the understudy. He’s gotten a promotion! I am sure he is happy. Aren’t you, Seabass?”

Seabass said, “I live to serve, Nothanganathor.”

“Quite right!” Nothanganathor added, “You didn’t have to add the comma between my name and your actions, though. It’s almost like you don’t serve me. Which is true enough. You’re Erick’s lawyer. Quite a violation of interests, there.”

Nothanganathor whipped the knife into Seabass’s heart, exploding the man into Red Static. Red Sparks touched across the table again, eating away at all the papers that Seabass had set forth. Now, only the papers from Prime Hadrago remained, and his papers took up the entire small table.

It was as though Erick had never had lawyers from Wraithborne at all.

Nothanganathor’s knife retreated to the inside of his robes.

Morbion looked to Erick, and said, “You really should have taken me up on my offers of lawyers. We could have settled this amicably.”

Erick had watched all of that casual display of power, and had a think. Nothanganathor could undermine everything here in Margleknot, couldn’t he. According to Querkooda and other people Erick had spoken with, this Non-Combat Zone was breakable by Ascended, but not by anyone below that. And yet here was Nothanganathor breaking rules like they didn’t matter.

Fair enough.

What was an Ascended, anyway? A person who was unassailable; that was the typical answer. Perhaps Nothanganathor wasn’t technically Ascended, because there were so many ways to attack him, but he had enough individual powers to make himself a Power-in-effect, if not in-truth.

Erick asked Nothanganathor, “Doesn’t Erasing the lawyers I got from Wraithborne ruin your plot to have Wraithborne turn not-Evil, and thus empower yourself to Evil? Now here’s Morbion, thinking that I don’t want to work with him at all.”

Morbion tensed this time, frowning heavily as he looked to Nothanganathor.

“Erick, Erick, Erick,” Nothanganathor said, “I have also Erased all your talking contact with the Enclave. That is worth more than Wraithborne knowing what is going on, because I can fix Wraithborne easily enough. Now watch this:” Nothanganathor turned toward Morbion. “You’ll be turning Wraithborne to Benevolence and helping Erick take over this Fractal Universe with you probably at the head of that power. I will be turning Evil, officially. Figure out the rest.”

Morbion frowned slightly, but he controlled that expression away. “Yes, Nothanganathor.”

Nothanganathor smiled. He didn’t look tired at all. “See, Erick? This is what you have to contend against. I suggest you accept my offers.”

So it was like that, eh?

Erick countered, “The simple fact is that if you do this too much then I have nothing left to lose, Nothanganathor.”

Nothanganathor chuckled once. “Just like me in so many ways! The only difference is that I have everything to gain when I win.” His eyes glinted Red amongst the white, as he said, “I’ve calculated the most damage I can do to you, and it’s that mayor Silverite, that mentor Al, that inquisitor Kromolok, and of course, Poi. If I Erase those pillars, then all of that God Pact world falls around you like a tunnel caving in. You think you’re the first Wizard I’ve had to undermine completely? No, you are not. You’re just the first one to make it up here to Margleknot, to prove that they’re actually capable of following my own plans.”

Erick was practically beside himself, outside looking in, for the threats were too real, the pain was too close, and the war was almost here.

And then he focused.

Erick said, “You’re already turning Evil. On purpose.”

“Ah ha!” Nothanganathor said, “I wondered about that Intelligence Stat; where it would lead. Most of you delved into paranoia, but some turned out like you. Yes. I am already turning Evil right here and now. Understand that I do not want to, but I must come at this from every angle possible, and that includes exploiting the Balance for my purposes.” He asked, with a deadly tone, “Are you turning Good? You should! It might help!”

“It might help you, you mean.”

For when Wraithborne turned not-Evil, it would create a vast Need for the Balance to reassert itself, to fill the hole left by Evil, thus empowering all Evil people and diminishing all Good people until the Balance returned. It was Fate Magic on a grand, horrible scale.

“Ha!” Nothanganathor grinned, and it reminded Erick of Lord Eldraki’s grin, all Cheshire and deep-knowing. “If you turned Good, it would be even easier to fight you. You should turn Good.”

Would Nothanganathor’s plan even work if they kicked him out of Margleknot? Put him ‘Outside of the Balance’?

Surely he would have accounted for that.

He probably accounted for that.

Erick said to Morbion, “You should take your Prime and leave before your malevolent ally decides to Erase you, too. Good luck with your transformation to Benevolence.”

Morbion said nothing. He simply walked backward. Lawyer Prime Hadrago followed rapidly, leaving the papers on the table between Erick and Nothanganathor. They were soon gone.

Shadow spoke for the first time, “The Dark will never accept you.”

“Sure it will.” Nothanganathor said, “It’s mindless until it has a mind and soon it will have my mind guiding it to a new Creation.”

Shadow looked down her nose at Nothanganathor, and then she turned around and left.

When they were alone, Erick asked Nothanganathor, “So what’s the second twist?”

Nothanganathor turned tired again. Was the show over? It probably was. Why was he putting on a show for Shadow? No. Not just Shadow, but also for Erick.

Nothanganathor said, “I’ll give you a week once they throw you back to Veird. See your loved ones. Make your plans. Try to overcome my magics, for you’ll have lots of opportunities to try. And then make the smart decision and help me kill Melemizargo. If, however, you think of taking his Mantle of Magic for yourself, then I will have to do things I do not wish to do. If you make the smart decisions then you get this Fractal Infinity, and I get all the rest.”

Erick stared at Nothanganathor for a long moment.

Nothanganathor breathed in and stood a bit taller, as though waiting for something to happen and preparing to counter it.

Erick said, “There’s no way to get your Ara back, is there? Not even through side realities?”

Nothanganathor sighed out, his eyes clouding. “No. There isn’t. I’ve tried. She’s gone, Erick, completely. When Melemizargo tortured her for information against me… His destruction of her was Complete. All I have of her is a fragmented corpse that is more made of imagery than anything substantive.

“Erick. Please understand this: I was not wrong to kill my mother, or to fight Melemizargo, or to plot to take the Painted Cosmology. Dragons like them are all horrible people. Too proud by half. Too consuming by all. But if I could do it over again, I would not. I lost too much going up against good odds. I would not make such a gamble a second time. Don’t make the same mistakes I made. Take the win, help me get Melemizargo’s Mantle, and live a good life.”

Nothanganathor walked away.

Erick was alone in the Non-Combat Zone.

He took several moments.

And then he left.
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Erick stepped into his offices again.

Shadow was there. She looked angry. Yggdrasil stood to the side. He also looked quietly furious.

Lady Seraphaka stood to a different side of the room, wearing her usual black and white and gold, but with tiny earrings made of Erick’s black scales he had lost in his first bloody encounter with the Fae Council, with hearing the voice of The Fractal Fairy. She was sad.

Lady Aelorika was closer to the center of the room. She wore flowers and vines and soft green fabrics. She was angry.

Lord Dakka was there, casually rusting on a couch, looking hopeful.

Lord Eldraki stepped away from a white wall, his outfit turning from the white of the wall back to the dark colors of high-court fashion. He happily said, “Nothanganathor has won! Are you going to fight the inevitable?”

Erick scowled. “What do you want, Eldraki?”

Eldraki smirked. “Dropping honorifics?”

“Probably. You’re the cause of this. You, specifically. The rest of you three, in part. I am starting to see less and less worth in courting this Fae Court.” Erick asked them all, “You are aware that Nothanganathor Erased two people in your Non-Combat Zone, yes? My lawyers from Wraithborne, Blighter and Seabass. The ones who spoke to you all in the Council Chambers all those times, and—”

Erick stopped.

Erick had seen a lot of people die over the years. Seeing Blighter and Seabass Erased like that still got to him. Deeply. From the expression of the fae and of Yggdrasil they were all aware of what had happened. The fact that the Non-Combat Zone had been violated was only really bothering Yggdrasil and Seraphaka, though. Aelorika was having some trouble but not a lot. Eldraki looked positively enthusiastic.

Erick said, “I’m sure Blighter and Seabass were not good people. That doesn’t matter. They did not deserve to be Erased. No one does.”

Silence.

Erick began with, “Can we discuss what you said earlier, Yggdrasil?”

Yggdrasil nodded.

Erick tried not to explode as he asked, “So that purge of Nothanganathor from Margleknot needs to happen before the war, so that he cannot get resources from here and be empowered by the Balance.”

Aelorika said, “If we did that he would be outside of our Authority. It would prevent the upcoming Grand Trial of Margleknot, but it would harm everything else to come, no matter the outcome of this war. We’re not banishing him Outside of the Balance.” She said, “Take heart, instead, that Wraithborne is changing to Benevolence, Erick.”

Aelorika tried to contain her joy at the swing toward Good. Seraphaka joined her in that emotion, while Eldraki and Dakka both quietly ignored those positive emotions. Yggdrasil was pensive. All of them were thinking most about Margleknot.

Shadow was judgmental and hateful.

Erick identified most with Shadow right now.

Aelorika asked, “Will you fight?”

“Yes,” Erick said.

“It will be difficult, and mostly impossible if you go up against him in a straight fight,” Aelorika said.

“Yeah. That sounds about as expected.” Erick sarcastically asked, “You want to help against Nothanganathor?”

“Yes,” Aelorika said.

“Yes,” Seraphaka said.

“Yes,” Dakka said.

“Nope!” Eldraki said. “I quite like Nothanganathor’s plan to take the Dark while you get the Fractal. You could do that, too, you know. Take over the universe with Benevolence. Close all holes to corruption. Erase slavery. End the Balance of Good versus Evil and send us all into chaos. Make Benevolence fracture into a trillion variations, and cause untold expansions and destructions into this Infinity. Bring about more suffering, alongside more of everything else.” He smirked as he listed off horrors alongside good things, like all of it was a great enjoyment to him.

Erick looked at Eldraki.

And then he punched him, his fist meeting fae flesh like a column of iron meeting meat jelly.

Eldraki went spinning, flying into the wall of the room whereupon he slapped into the white wall like a sack of meat. Bones snapped. Blood spilled. Eldraki slipped down to the ground, groaning softly.

Dakka laughed loudly and happily while Seraphaka grinned.

Aelorika said, “He deserved that. I hope it made you feel better.”

“It did, actually,” Erick said, feeling calmer. “I still feel terrible about everything, and right now that feeling is focused on Blighter and Seabass because they always dealt fairly with me, as far as I know… Why was an un-Ascended person able to do that?”

With a quiet dread, Yggdrasil said, “He has a lot of different abilities, stolen from a lot of different lands.”

Erick almost asked what kinds of powers Nothanganathor had, but it didn’t really matter. Nothanganathor was a Wizard at the height of his power, and that told everyone more than enough.

And then Eldraki’s right hand moved brokenly, lifting up above the guy and then acting like a puppetmaster’s hand, twitching fingers over the body and then moving upward, picking up Eldraki on invisible strings and setting him back on his broken legs. Eldraki’s right hand twitched, and Eldraki’s body healed fast. When the healing was done, Eldraki’s eyes lit up once again and his mouth smiled as he held his right hand above his head, like a dancer. He took a bow.

Eldraki stood back up, still smiling, saying, “Great punch! Didn’t know you had it in you!” He dropped the pretense of being happy. “Everyone gets one. I will allow you a second one at some undefined point in the future because we are being overly harsh on you— I recognize that— and yet you are rising to the challenges set forth by Nothanganathor and all others.”

Erick said, “Fine. Get on with your proposal, please.”

Eldraki instantly said, “Give your Valkyries to Dakka for use against corruption and we’ll put the full weight of Margleknot against Nothanganathor.”

Erick looked to Dakka. “You want the valkyries?”

“I’ll take a copy, if that’s all you want to give!”

Erick looked at them all, asking, “What kind of ‘full weight of Margleknot’ actually exists?” He added, “Or, more importantly, why are you all still treating this as though it’s not a big deal? That you shouldn’t throw your full weight behind preventing Nothanganathor’s rise to power in the multiverse?”

Eldraki chuckled. “Because there’s nothing wrong with Nothanganathor’s rise to ultimate power!”

Aelorika said, “We cannot condone his actions and yet we cannot go fully against him, for he has threatened us without threatening us regarding corruption events out in the rest of the universe, and ultimately, if he were released from his Curse of Obscurity, he would be a force of stability.” She said, “And so, he remains In the Balance for now. He remains in our power, and in our power, we grant him power in return, just as we would do for you.”

Erick frowned.

“If you want to fight him and absolutely win, Erick, there are other ways to fight,” Eldraki said, grinning. “The best way I can think of is for you to become Evil in Truth, perhaps focusing on civilization expanding as a means for debauchery and pain and hate? Throw some Benevolent Slavery in there, too! It would ruin Nothanganathor’s plan to take advantage of the Evil Swing coming up the line,” Eldraki grinned wider as Erick glared at him. Eldraki added, “Or you could learn Time Magics in ways other than Establishment! Actually visiting times previous! Of course, you would have to learn how to hide your mana and power, which would likely be impossible due to everyone being able to see you, but doing that sort of magic would be a way in which Nothanganathor does not operate. He’s all about Establishment, just like you.”

“He’s such a fucking mirror, isn’t he.” Erick had a thought. “Let me guess. Nothanganathor works with you and Dakka, primarily, but Aelorika is his antagonist here because she’s all about the plants and I love plants, while Seraphaka is mostly ambivalent toward him. He really is some sort of True Opposite shit.”

Eldaraki’s grin went wider, past his face.

Aelorika frowned a little.

Dakka laughed.

Seraphaka raised an eyebrow, asking, “And?”

Erick said, “And that means none of you are taking this seriously.”

Which was apparently the wrong thing to say.

Without anything changing at all, the room suddenly felt like a violent jungle as Aelorika declared, “We are taking this more seriously than you could ever know.”

And then Aelorika pulled herself back.

It took Eldraki a moment to pull his grin back to his face, to stop appearing like a True Monster. Dakka had been scratching at the arm of a lounge chair, causing the chair to bleed, but that stopped, too. Seraphaka pulled away from the desk she was seated against, and the desk, which had been solid gold, turned back into normal wood.

Yggdrasil looked tired.

Shadow looked happy, oddly enough. Why? Oh. The Council had revealed some of themselves. Erick had knocked them off of their pedestal slightly.

Erick reevaluated.

Erick began, “I want to foster a good relationship with Margleknot and the Painted Cosmology…” Erick had so many things he could say, but he chose to cut to the chase. “But you’re making it awfully hard. Nothanganathor unBalanced Margleknot. I brought it back. Nothanganathor has poisoned your systems with Contracts and Slavery, and I’m getting rid of that. Once Nothanganathor is gone, Shadow and I will be bringing the Painted Cosmology back, and we won’t have to do experiments to get it back. Shadow can just do that as soon as she can reconnect with the remnants of the Painted Cosmology and we have some time to set up some magics and a whole bunch of stuff. I plan on expanding out from Veird’s system with great bounty and civilization, making new spheres around new stars and all sorts of stuff like that. And yet you wish to go along with the guy who has Sundered a universe only to bring it back in his image, and then go on and kill and capture other universes.

“Now I’ve heard a lot about you all, all across Margleknot. You’re the enforcers of civilization and everyone is scared of you.

“And yet you’re scared of Nothanganathor.

“Why?” Erick asked, “Is it, perhaps, because he is a boring old man until someone gives him a reason to be cruel, and he relishes inflicting terrible pains on people? The only time I saw him be something other than a ‘tired old man’ today was when he was taking joy in killing Blighter and Seabass, to show me what he could do if he needed.”

Dakka laughed. “He’s a bastard, that one! Doesn’t do proper war; that’s his only failing. He slaughters his enemies dispassionately. You use your enemies to do the slaughter. Much more fun that way.”

… So that was Dakka’s non-answer. Erick wasn’t impressed.

The other three Old Fae of the Fractal Cosmology were similarly non-impressed with Erick’s words, and probably for reasons far beyond what Erick could suss out on his own—

Erick realized something.

They were never going to admit that they were scared. That this whole thing terrified them something deep. Fairy Moon was scared of Soul Magics because they were the one thing that could kill her permanently… or at least change who she was permanently. Sundering probably didn’t work on her.

Would Nothanganathor’s ‘Erasure’ work on her? On any fae?

Maybe not completely, but well enough to scare them?

Yeah.

Duh.

… Okay. That was fine.

Erick could work with that.

He didn’t need to change the universe. He just needed to save Veird and end Nothanganathor’s threat.

Okay!

Focus achieved.

Erick said to Dakka, “I’m not giving anyone a copy of the magic that I am going to be using against Nothanganathor, and especially not a neutral party that is working both of us against each other.”

Dakka smirked. “Give me a copy of the spell and I will ensure the resulting soldiers are only used against corruption events, to organize populations away from problem centers and to strike back at corruption. Those conscripted warriors will always know of Tir Gael and the Apparent King as their creators. You can still use it yourself however you wish.”

Aelorika spoke up, “It would only be used with Council approval.”

Seraphaka said, “We would not use it lightly, but we will use it extensively.”

Eldraki said, “And in return, you’ll get what you came for; assistance against Nothanganathor.”

Aelorikia said, “We’re losing a big weapon against corruption either way this turns out, Erick. We need another one. You get to be that weapon. Your valkyries are just a small part of the weaponry we expect to get from you.”

Erick just stared for a moment.

Shadow and Yggdrasil both watched. Shadow seemed to think it was a good deal. Yggdrasil looked hopeful that Erick would take the win.

Erick decided to take the win.

He briefly dove into his soul, copied the [Blood of the Valkyrie] Benevolence crystal, and then came back to the moment, to hold out his hand and express that copy into the air. The Benevolence crystal was a spherical white gem with inner fire that shimmered red-grey-gold-black.

Dakka breathed deep, the fae of rust and war steadying himself, as he reached forward and held up a hand.

Erick placed the copy of the spell into Dakka’s grip—









- -









Erick stood with the Fractal Fairy in a world of different paths that hung in the air like stained glass.

They were all paths for the Valkyrie. Some paths held valkyries that were scared and alone and lost; those were closed off. Some paths had corrupted valkyries going to war for corruption instead of fighting against it; those paths faded from possibility. Some paths existed where valkyries were born in places that they needed to be, their powers growing in the face of looming corruption threats; those paths solidified. All paths collected and then led to Tir Gael, or to Veird, or directly to Erick, with the person inside the valkyrie war machine being reborn along the way, and making their way toward better lives than those that had come before.

It was a Path being written and enforced, like the Path Erick had taken to make [Gate]. A Fae Path through reality, being written by the greatest fae of this Fractal Universe.

The Fractal Fairy nodded.









- -









Erick let go of the crystal.

Dakka eagerly took the crystal, his eyes glinting with rusted-iron depths. He grinned, and Erick heard war on the wind. And then Dakka breathed out, relaxing, sighing, as he twisted his hand and the crystal vanished. He smiled softly. Dakka said, “Welcome to Margleknot, Erick Flatt. Let us discuss how we can assist each other in our war efforts. For starters, how about we help you learn how to reinforce the Script, to make it so that Erasure cannot happen within that space? That should remove Nothanganathor’s main threat. He could still, of course, simply kill people, but shouldn’t be about tricks.”

“Bah! Tricks are great!” Eldraki said, scoffing.

“It shouldn’t be that hard for you to learn how to prevent Erasure,” Seraphaka said, “It’s basically Establishment to counter Establishment. That Rozeta-person of Veird should be able to put it inside the Script as soon as you learn how to do it. Margleknot has the details.”

Aelorika said, “Erasure has been legal here in Margleknot for a while but only because we can’t really catch it, because we don’t do that sort of grand oversight here like they have on Veird. We will be removing the possibility of it happening here from now on, though.”

Eldraki scoffed. “It’s not true Sundering. It’s a very narrow Sundering. I think it should stay legal—”

Aelorika scowled at the man, almost saying something—

But Eldraki continued, “— and yet, I see that I will be losing this battle, so I digress. Let’s classify Erasure as a Violation of the Sundering Laws here on Layer 0.”

“Done.” “Aye.” “Accepted.”

A Fractal touch passed through the room, and then was gone.

Erick wasn’t sure what that Fractal wave was about—

They all looked to Erick, to see what he had to say.

And Erick suddenly felt as though on solid ground once again.

His search for allies had been a complicated thing, revealing a great many truths and histories and sizes of the universe that Erick had never thought to touch upon. But he had touched upon those truths. And now he was here. Out with Malevolence, in with Benevolence.

Erick said, “I look forward to a prosperous relationship with the people of this land.”









- - - -









Three days later there was an announcement, taking place after a short trial which Erick did not attend, but which he did view in recording. The trial had been a public spectacle, with everyone wearing their absolute best and Nothanganathor looking not-tired at all. All of the participants had spoken a lot nicer than they had during the hearing and inside the Non-Combat Zone. It was most of what had already been said, but in flowery terms and then solid outcomes, as though they had all been following a script. They probably had been. The recording had probably been edited, too.

The announcement was simple.

Erick and Nothanganathor would be locked in combat in the Veird System, with the outcome of that combat determined by the winner in that space. They would retain connections to Margleknot, but it would be a one-way connection for Erick and Nothanganathor. Others could leave, but Erick, Nothanganathor, and Melemizargo would remain.

And that was it.

Erick slept in on the fourth day, waking slowly and then all the way. The light of Margleknot’s Sky illuminated the white eternal stonewood balcony. Jasmine flowed on the air, into the room, smelling great. Erick got up out of bed, stood for a while at that balcony, just looking across the land, and then he began with final preparations.

With a short walk of lightning, Erick stepped down to the white Core underneath House Benevolence of Tir Geal. The manaminer hovered in front of him like a diamond the size of a tournament space, over a hundred meters wide. Its surface whorled with white that sunk inward and then raised outward like the flowing of solar fuel on a sun, but trapped underneath diamond that was not diamond.

Veird’s ‘sun’ was not a manaminer, or at least the one pointed at Veird was not. There probably were some Nothanganathor-manaminers in that space, though. Somewhere.

Erick put his thoughts on what he wanted to do next.

“House Benevolence Miner.” Erick added, “Stackz.”

The air flickered with power. A blue-cube entity pulled itself together from the manaminer, and then appeared outside of the Core. When Erick had installed this thing, and to cement a relationship with Powerminer Incorporated, he had needed a castellan of the House to hold and deal with the miner. He had asked Powerminer’s resident AI, Stackz, if he wanted the job.

Stackz had jumped at the chance.

And now House Benevolence had a separated-fragment of Stackz running this manaminer and pretty strong Reincarnation-tourism sector. It was pretty great.

The blue cube spoke, “Hello, Erick Flatt. Is it time for you to head to Veird?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “I need to give you some more magics, and I want to enable the leveling system we spoke about.”

“Understood. Awaiting input.”

Erick conjured forth several crystals of Benevolence, all tuned toward granting flavors of power to their users. The miner here couldn’t install magics into people’s souls, but it could Awaken those people in specific ways and enhance them in ways that only magic could do. Soon, Erick had conjured crystals for every major Elemental Aura type, of all the ones he approved of. Purity and Destruction and things like that were not present, but Fire, Stone, Air, and the like, were readily able to be imbued into people.

Erick handed those crystals off to Stackz, saying, “Basic enhancements of Mind, Body, and Psyche, accretion help, and still all the Awakening stuff.”

The crystals flowed into the miner and Stackz opened up a blue box in the air, asking, “Like we talked about, like this?”




	
<Name> , age

Inclination: <Elemental Description, % of accretion>

<Possible Variants go here>

<Once full accretion is achieved, the rest of this opens up>

Progress to next point: < % of overabundance of accretion goes here>

Points:

Mind: <Starter Position><Points go here to increase this number><natural limit detected goes here>

Body: <Starter Position><Points go here to increase this number><natural limit detected goes here>

Soul: <Starter Position><Points go here to increase this number><natural limit detected goes here>
















Erick said, “Yup. You can reorganize that to make it all easier to read, but yeah. That’s it.”

Stackz said, “Being able to increase the Darkness in a person is taking up almost all of our capability, and there will be hard limits to that which we cannot increase with a manaminer. Mind and Body are much easier, comparably. There will still be natural limits that people have that they will have to figure out how to break themselves. We might be able to improve our ability to empower people if we get access to the Script, and if we learn about how Rozeta broke those limits. The infinite-depths of your own situation is impossible for us to replicate. Moving along: We might be able to have a collective shared-mana situation like you have on Veird, but this is doubtful. The organization we have now is a sort of power that is transferable everywhere, though. I truly do feel this is the best option.”

Erick nodded. “It’s more than enough.”

“We wish you luck on Veird, sir.”

Erick smiled a little. “Good luck here, too.”

- - - -

Erick’s next stop took him to the staging area, near the Valkyrie Command Center.

A wide white area stood open to the sky. Thousands upon thousands of people milled around, getting things ready. There was Shivraa, Erick’s secretary and head valkyrie heading to Veird with him. She was talking with Reena and Xai, who were staying here as a firm part of Tir Gael’s valkyries, under Querkooda.

The Overseer of Enforcement of Tir Gael, Querkooda, was over there, talking with Shadow about war preparations. Querkooda was not going to Veird. He and the other Overseers were staying here, for this was their home and they wanted to defend it. Erick wished them the best of luck.

Shadow stood with Witch Aragathara. Great Mother Caa stood with them as well, but she was staying. Caa was occupying Shadow’s Queenliness while Shadow was away.

The Overseer of Magic, Ta’Kamoil, and Engineer Tris were over there, talking about some Awakening Machines that Erick was bringing to Veird, along with some undeployed Manaminers, which were currently just 10-meter-sized dull spheres in very special crates meant to protect them from all influences. Erick had 9 manaminers in those special crates. Rozeta should like them.

The Valkyrie Squadron coming with Erick were all around, either helping to move the thousands of boxes into place upon the field, or sitting to the sides and doing what soldiers usually did; hurry up and wait. They were all packed. Some were sharing final words with loved ones standing to the sides, who were not going.

Lanzoil, the Overseer of Governance, was right beside Erick, overlooking the whole thing.

Erick said to the man, “Looks good.”

Lanzoil said, “Hopefully it’s enough. The Valkyrie Squadron you tagged are all ready and have been for 5 hours. Some of them are taking naps, but it looks like they’ve noticed you now, so they’re moving fast now.” Lanzoil turned to Erick. “I know you have to do this. I wish there were other ways. I wish you luck. When you win, you will come back and check on us now and then.”

Erick smiled wide, and then he took the man into a hug, patted him on the back, and let go. Lanzoil was not prepared for that, but he looked happier for the gesture. Erick said, “I’ll be back to help and do everything that is needed to be done, for I’m kinda replacing Nothanganathor some. Shadow will be back too, now and then. She’s arguably more able to move back and forth for a little while, during this war. Afterward? I have no idea.”

Lanzoil smiled a little, looking relaxed. “I was afraid of working with her at first, but she’s… She’s pretty good at this, when she wants to be.”

Erick laughed. “Yeah. She is.”

Shadow stepped to their sides. “You talking about me?”

Erick smiled. “Only good things.”

“Then that’s fine.” Shadow smirked as she turned to the display of wealth and power and people, saying, “It’s finally happening, Erick. I’m finally going to get justice.”

“He probably has specific counters for you,” Erick said, “So be wary of that.”

“Oh yes he does. I’ll tell you about what to watch out for when we’re on Veird and that sort of information isn’t considered disastrous to talk about. Fae don’t like to talk about how to kill fae.”

“Okay.” Another lesson added to the pile, then. Erick looked around. Someone very important was missing. “Yggdrasil?”

Yggdrasil stepped out of the air to stand next to Erick, saying, “I need an estimated time.”

Erick nodded, then he began to project his voice far and wide, casting his sound to every part of Tir Geal, “Attention, everyone. I’m departing for Veird. It was great to meet you all. We’ll meet again.”

As the soft thunder of his voice passed, Erick’s Lightning Path coalesced.

With softer thunder, Erick spoke to everyone on the field, “Three minute warning.”

Soldiers started to move fast, to get into position. People not going to Veird got off the field, some of them racing to leave fast. The valkyries lined up in squads; all 25,000 of them, all of them wearing all that they wanted to take with them. Some had giant backpacks and luggage near them. Others had just small bags on their shoulders. In 2 minutes everything was ready, and Erick had done his final checks on various sealed crates and specialty products.

The Nothor Beast that had come out of Erick’s [Cleanse] was safe and sound in one of those sealed crates. After finding out that it would be the best possible magic focus to enact an Anti-Erasure ritual, Erick knew he hadn’t killed it for some reason; he just didn’t know what that reason was until Aelorika had explained how to do the Anti-Erasure ritual. The Red Lightning Nothor Beast was coming along with Erick, back to Veird.

A lot of fun stuff was coming back to Veird, too, like reson-cultivation manuals and glowthread spiders all packed on hibernation ice — Jane was going to love that— and some ‘How to Make a Computer With Sticks and Stones’ books. Erick wasn’t bringing actual computers to the masses, but he was bringing some computers for personal use and, more importantly, the information on how to make your own.

Erick finished looking at everything, and then said to Yggdrasil, “It was really nice to be here, Yggdrasil, to see your over-self.”

Yggdrasil smiled softly, sadly. “I’m keeping the mask on, Father.”

Erick chuckled. “Your eyes are gold.”

Yggdrasil’s eyes flickered to green… and then he let them relax back to gold. “I’ll see you again. Soon. When you come back here.”

Erick hugged Margleknot once more, and then let go. “I want a stockpile of resons for my own bank account here, but you can have more of the Benevolent Sun. 90%? Make sure House Benevolence gets some, but they have their dungeons.”

Margleknot nodded. “Of course, Father.”

Erick nodded once more, and then he stepped down onto the wide, white field.

Shadow stepped to his side.

The Overseers of House Benevolence and a whole bunch of other people stood on the podium or to the sides with Margleknot, but everyone here on the field was going. There were 26,000 people going. A good 3,300 people stood off of the field, waving, saying their final goodbyes, or their see-you-laters.

Voices rose in farewells and well-wishes and other, more personal words to people on the field. Some people panicked. Some people held in their panic.

“Ready!” Erick said.

And then Erick cast a white sphere into the air that gradually began to turn red, to cycle through the rainbow to blue. Soon, it would hit black, and then it was go-time. The light sphere was the Reincarnation Timer, used for a different purpose.

There was sobbing on and off the field. Fervor, too. Wishes to kill Nothanganathor and return victorious. Wishes for so very many things. Some people in the crowd on both sides raced to the dividing line, to change their mind and hop across, destinies denied or seized in that moment.

And then the timer sphere turned black, and vanished.

Margleknot waved a hand—

- - - -

Everything was green and gold.

And then it was blue skies and soft clouds and a land made of white roots that was mostly flat, and a whole lot of water beyond those roots. Yggdrasil grew over there on a watery, real horizon, instead of the vague sort of horizons that existed in Margleknot. Erick felt his heart beat hard as he knew where he was, once again. That blue sky up above was an illusion, for there was another layer of Veird up there, and this land here was no longer ‘the Surface’, but it was still Veird.

Far, far overhead, Erick looked more, and saw the illusions that had been put up there, at the former Edge of the Script. They were pretty good illusion matrices; dense and variable with the hours of the day. The sun was pretty soft, though; they couldn’t quite replicate the strength of the sun, so they had opted instead to just make the whole sky glow some.

It looked great, really.

Erick looked around himself. This was Candlepoint Lake, and over that way was the north, where the Gate District of Candlepoint glittered with a node network in the air, and those tiny bumps of white were House Benevolence—

Something connected to him, in a way that Erick had dearly missed. He felt out that connection, gauging how it worked and then allowing it to touch him barely. Just enough to work somewhat. Not enough to work for real. Erick might allow the Script to connect more fully at some later date, to be able to see what his Veird-given Status looked like, but not today. People just needed to know he was back.

A blue box appeared.

Erick smiled. Some of the blue box was like the time he had left Ar’Cosmos and reintegrated. The rest was different. Other people all around Erick began getting boxes, too, no doubt, because a lot of them were exclaiming about this or that.

Erick read his blue box, too.

 




	
Possible known entity detected!







Initializing mana reintegration…

Partial connection reestablished.

Hello, <Erick Flatt, protean>.

Commencing full reconnection…







True Wizard detected.







Full reconnection disallowed!

Upgrading threat assessment!







Special exceptions found.







Reorienting scan…







Scanning for unapproved influences…

Scan disallowed by integrating entity.

Scan finalized.







Finalizing reintegration <as much as can be finalized>...



















	
Welcome back to Veird, <Erick Flatt>!
















Erick chuckled at all that—

And then Rozeta appeared, shifting into the space on Yggdrasil’s roots right ahead of him. She was exactly as Erick remembered; a white human wrought wearing a professional pantsuit and an expression of annoyed awe. That expression rapidly lost all annoyance as she looked around the space, and with the senses of a god, figured out pretty much everything.

Erick had included about a thousand history books and a bunch of other stuff like that in the very first case, right behind him, just for that reason. That was only part of the treasure trove, though.

Also Shadow was here.

Shadow’s presence garnered a weird sort of reaction from Rozeta, like Rozeta was trying to figure out a miracle oddity. Shadow was enjoying the moment. She was also subtly gathering shadows all around herself, as though she was finally home and letting her hair down, which she did, in truth, her black hair cascading down her shoulders she sighed, and seemed to gain a whole new sort of agelessness to her.

Erick was glad to see that the Fae Bands of the Script wouldn’t impede Shadow; he had wondered about that. Shadow had told him not to worry, and she had been right.

Rozeta’s eyes went a little wide as she finally figured out what was going on.

Shadow smiled brighter.

“Hello, Rozeta.” Erick said, “I brought reinforcements and power and a whole lot of explanations.”

“I see that,” Rozeta said, her face turning from Shadow, toward Erick, and then softening. She smiled beautifully. “Welcome back, Erick.”

And then Aloethag, Goddess of Beauty and Brutality appeared, all white and red and happily exclaiming, “You brought elves!”

Fairy Moon appeared next, shouting, “You’re betrothed?!” She looked to Erick, her voice going high, “To Erick?!”

The waters darkened as Melemizargo lifted his head up out of the waters, eyeing everyone. He took one look around, and then ducked back into the waters, saying, “We’ll talk later.”

Erick put on his best kingly impression and began, “Melemizargo! We have information for everyone including you.”

Erick reached for the trunk of books and information and rapidly multiplied them as Melemizargo rose from Candlepoint Lake again. More gods appeared, with Phagar and Koyabez showing up fast, and then came more, including Sumtir, God of Righteous battle, who was very interested in the valkyries. Erick handed out information by the trunk-full.

All while he did that, Erick started opening up [Gate]s to get a lay of the land, feeling wonderful that he could actually [Gate] again. His [Telepathy] wasn’t working very well right now —or at all— and he talked to Rozeta about that as one of a hundred different rapid-fire topics, including the manaminers he had brought to Veird. Erick shuffled his valkyries through a portal to a land he built from scratch out in the former Crystal Forest at a wave of his intent, all the while talking with Rozeta and the other gods and goddesses.

All that took the first 20 minutes.

Once the powers of Veird were vaguely alone, Erick handed them all some copies of the reports on Veird that Nothanganathor had submitted over the years. The Old Fae of Margleknot had required reports, after all, and now those reports were in the hands of the powers of Veird.

“They’re all highly doctored and full of twisted truths, but they’re all there.” Erick said, “Nothanganathor was responsible for Idyrvamikor’s twisting and the Dragon Curse, as well as a thousand smaller injuries. And the Sundering, of course. We’re pretty sure we know how he did that, but we’re only 90% there. I’m pretty sure that Veird survived because of all of you working to make it survive, just as I’m sure that I exist out of my own actions and probably my own Establishment. Nothanganathor is pretty fucking horrible, and he is a grandmaster plotter, but he also takes advantage of other people’s work and claims it as his own.” Erick gestured to Witch Aragathara. “Witch Aragathara is a former companion of his from well over 13,500 years ago, or something like that. She’s Shadow’s Second right now, here in this space. She’s compiled her own reports for you all.”

There were attempts at questions from every single god and power present, with Fairy Moon suddenly gasping at the mention of Idyrvamikor and Rozeta going hard, while Melemizargo hummed.

Erick said, “Okay! A lot of stuff here! More meetings later! It’s going to be a full-world press against his incursions, and I need to do some rituals to ensure that he can’t just Erase us all. Please depart! Rozeta, Melemizargo, Fairy Moon or Shadow or both. Please help.”

Yggdrasil appeared, stepping into the group for the first time. He went to Erick and hugged him first, and Erick smiled wide and hugged his son. Yggdrasil softly said, “It was so much better seeing you from here, father. It was weird seeing you through Margleknot.” He pulled back, “Also, I need to help with that ritual, and we need to do it fast.” He said to everyone, “Me in the south, Melemizargo and Rozeta to the north, Fairy Moon and Shadow to the west, and Erick to the East. We can do it right here, as soon as everything is cleared away.” And then Yggdrasil swallowed everything that Erick had not already portal-ed away with white-rimmed Gates of Benevolence, moving all the stuff to the House, except for the Red Beast’s cage. He said to everyone, “We need to move fast, please!”

Reorganization happened quickly, with Erick telling everyone that he would see them later.

He’d probably be seeing Aloethag first, though, because Erick was pretty sure that she was headed toward the Valkyries. The elf valkyries. The elf valkyries that have a whole lot of experience with blood magic, some of which is innate. That was going to be a whole thing, Erick could tell.

Meanwhile, Yggdrasil handed out slips of paper containing words and the intent of the ritual to everyone.

Erick read the ritual and smiled as he took his spot on the east—

Benevolence mushrooms suddenly sprouted from the white ground. Moss spread. The glowing mushrooms began to glint in every color of the rainbow as they grew most strongly in a wide circle of power, tens of meters away from the Nothor Beast’s cage.

In the east, Erick stood within a ring of mushrooms sized for him, which was only about 4 meters in diameter. The southern and northern circles, of which Yggdrasil grew a good several kilometers away and Melemizargo was still a big black dragon, had their edges go off the edges of the platform. Fairy Moon and Shadow stood hand in hand on the west, in a circle more Erick’s size—

Benevolence lightning glinted from mushroom top to mushroom top, like tesla coils, and soon a sparkle of power raised into the air from the ritual circle, like magic breaking upward, spreading fast. Mushroom spores, perhaps? But also the breaking of a magic. The breaking of Nothanganthor’s magic.

Yggdrasil softly spoke, “This is a Grand Wizardry that will alter the Script. Keep that in mind.”

Melemizargo softly said, “Easily doable. This isn’t even that hard.”

Rozeta nodded, though it appeared she was still wary of her father, standing behind her like a looming Darkness.

Fairy Moon and Shadow held hands.

Erick focused, his gaze upon the Nothor Beast that had come from the [Cleanse] in his own soul.

The air stilled.

And then the air roared as the cage broke, temporarily waking the Nothor Beast—

The gathering intoned,

“A boon granted to Script;

“this indelible marking.

“Malevolence gripped

“to keep it from sparking.”

The Nothor Beast dissolved into pink ribbons that then turned to white lightning and then faded on the breeze, caught upon the rising glitter-sparks lifting off of the entire ritual circle. Yggdrasil in the south began to glitter, too, and power spread, into the wind, rising from every part of Veird.

Erick cast his gaze wide and saw the water effervesce, and the city in the distance, and through tiny portals, all the rest of the world began to shimmer with white. And then the white settled. It vanished. There and gone, the magic had changed the Script.

Nothanganathor’s Erasure Magic should no longer be possible, because everyone here was now Established to Exist.

Rozeta sighed, and then chuckled once in relief. “Oh! That’s good. That’s… That’s useful.” She paused, her relief rapidly turning into concern. “I need to fix some things. It’s all good, but that wave of magic just— I’ll talk to you later! Thanks for the manaminers and all the rest!”

Rozeta vanished.

Yggdrasil was a lot more calm as he said, “We have some time before the war truly starts, but not much. There’s a lot to do. I suggest we fight a defensive war; gird the ways in, and protect what is here. This will not be fast, until it is. Hopefully we can wear him down and strip him of all his power before going in for the kill. He will not do the same. He will come at us at 75% strength and then ramp up to 100% when Erick doesn’t give in. We need to be able to survive that. If we survive, we can fight back.”

Erick said to Melemizargo, “I’ll talk to you later?”

Melemizargo nodded, and then he vanished from sight.

Shadow said, “I’m going to visit Ar’Cosmos with Father. See the family.”

Erick nodded. “See you later.”

Fairy Moon eyed Erick, saying, “We’re going to talk of this betrothal later.”

Erick smiled. “Sure.”

The fae departed.

And then it was just Yggdrasil and Erick.

Erick went over and hugged Yggdrasil again, saying, “You look good with green or gold eyes, but here the gold is in the background instead of the forefront.”

Yggdrasil held his father, saying, “Gods, it’s so much better to be just me. I was honest up there, father; I am Margleknot. But the universe is too big up there. I have too many responsibilities up there. Sorry I couldn’t help more. But here? Here I can do everything I need to do. I can be present.”

Erick let go, still smiling. “We’ll talk about defenses soon.”

Yggdrasil hugged Erick again, then let go. “See you soon.”

Erick opened a lightning-ringed portal, feeling great that he could do that again, and then he stepped through into Benevolence itself.

Ophiel squealed and tackled him, five of him coming in for sudden hugs, a whole bunch of voices happening all at once. In the background, Quilatalap stood, looking tense, yet relieved. Jane, Abigail, Bethany, Candice, and Evan, were there too, looking like warriors or captains or leaders of industry, and like they had all rushed in from elsewhere. Jane still had some blood on her pants. She also seemed to have a few new adamantium swords. Solomon stood to the side with Destiny at his side, holding hands with each other. Now those two were certainly King and Queen of something, but Erick hadn’t gotten the full details on that yet. Poi and Teressa waited to the side, waiting for Erick to show.

A little orcol girl in a basket on Teressa’s back jumped in that basket, holding on to her mother, saying, “He’s here! He’s here!”

Erick was home again.
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                Erick instantly put up a [Hasted Shelter] around the vast swath of his gate space inside Benevolence Itself, encompassing all of his family and a good hundred kilometers out, his Authority over the space feeling rather absolute in that expression of power. He wasn’t sure when the war would start, but he was going to take some time and reconnect with everyone he loved…

Most everyone.

Kiri was absent. As were everyone else from the House. Zolan and Mox. Burhendurur, Aisha, Volaro, Raingorl. Poi’s sister and Teressa’s husband were absent, too.

Yggdrasil grew over there, but his avatar wasn’t here. He was probably busy, though.

Ahhh… This was mostly everyone, and that was good enough.

Erick hugged Ophiel more, and Ophiel talked of everything that had happened, and Erick only knew some of it because Yggdrasil had only spoken of some of it—

“Wait. That part.” Erick asked, “About Oozy Stormcaller? What’s that? I told Melemizargo about him before all of this stuff. What happened to him now?”

Orange Ophiel excitedly said, “He’s the Avatar of Nothanganathor!”

Blue Ophiel said, “One of his avatars.”

“The main one,” Jane said, silencing all other talk. “He’s also gone. Everbless vanished, too, and we haven’t been able to find either of them and we’re pretty sure they’re not on Veird anymore. They’re probably on Fenrir. Our expeditions to that place have been difficult, to say the least. We have schedules of people leaving, but we have only fragments of memory of sending anyone, with Yggdrasil telling us not to send anyone again. We don’t send people out there anymore.”

So that was terrifying.

Kinda expected. Still terrifying.

Erick had one hand around his back, holding up Purple Ophiel who was currently hanging onto Erick’s neck with his arms, while his other arm was weighed down by Green and Yellow Ophiel. Erick made a decision. Then he said, “Nothanganathor hasn’t been allowed to kill Veird, because he wants to stay in the good graces of Margleknot… And I see most of those words are a surprise, so I guess Yggdrasil hasn’t been able to tell you all much?” Erick rapidly moved on, “So we’re fighting a defensive war. Protecting the ways in, disallowing certain magics, etcetera. I believe that Yggdrasil and myself can protect one Veird. As soon as we have more people from here that can protect more, then we’ll be protecting more. As soon as we can strike back, we’re striking back. Nothanganathor is a mastermind planner, but it’s taken him almost 12,000 years to get to this point, so we might have a little bit of time.

“Nothanganthor gave me a week's time frame before he starts doing shit, but I don’t believe that at all.”

“A much more likely scenario is that he will strike within hours, while I am deep in a get-together with this family. So we’re going to do this, but it’s going to be fast.”

Everyone recognized the need for that. Ophiel gradually slipped away from Erick to stand strong.

And then Erick smiled, ruffled Ophiel’s hair, hugged him fast, and then said to everyone, “Hugs first, though! And I got power ups for everyone! Those powerups are kinda scattered all over, but we’ll get to them soon enough.”

And then Erick went right to Quilatalap, to look the big guy in the eyes, to feel his heart beat hard and see Quilatalap’s eyes light up wonderfully as they got closer together. Erick wrapped Quilatalap in his arms, and Quilatalap chuckled as he hugged Erick back.

He was warm.

After a long moment, Quilatalap said, “Welcome back, Erick. I missed you.”

“It’s good—” Erick choked up for a moment. “It’s good to be back.” He pulled back and kissed Quilatalap on the lips. They would be doing a lot more than that later but this was good enough for now. “Love you. I missed you, too. I heard I was gone for a year and change?”

“It’s been about 2 years now. There have been some Time Magics on this side of the equation, but I heard there were some on your end, too?” Quilatalap said, “It’s been pretty crazy. Not too crazy that I didn’t have time to make a bunch of food, waiting for today. I made practically everything you can think of, and in great quantities, too.”

Erick smiled wide. “I’ve got a lot of surprises for you, later, too.”

“I look forward to them,” Quilatalap said, smirking.

Jane cleared her throat.

Erick rapidly turned to his family, and to Jane, rushing to them to hug them and talk and catch up.

Soon, food came out and Solomon spoke of warfronts and Quiet/Forever Wars and Erick mentioned a few things about valkyries. Every single Jane-derived person and the original all scoffed at that, and then Solomon started talking about how Erick had really leaned in to the whole ‘Norse shtick’, hadn’t he.

“Ha! I even sacrificed my ‘eye’ —that All Seeing Eye— when I Ascended, so yeah.” Erick laughed over a plate of mashed potatoes and so much great gravy. “Kinda!”

“And Nothanganathor is the wyrm that eats the universe,” Jane said, frowning a little over her plate of meat.

Destiny waved her knife around and strongly said, “If he tries to eat Veird it means we’ll be that much closer to his heart.” And then she made a stabbing motion with the butter blade.

Erick chuckled, and so did some others, but the Janes were serious. Poi and Teressa were serious, too.

Erick stated, “Nothanganathor will not win this war. We will not roll over and die. We will exterminate him here, and everywhere else— Ah. I just realized. Poi. I can’t [Telepathy] you without running the risk of a few possible weirdities, right now, so did you pick up anything from Yggdrasil? He should have been limited in communications while I was gone, but now he should be fully open? Maybe regarding the information I distributed to everyone, and also the minds of the valkyries?”

Everyone looked to Poi.

Poi looked like he had some small thoughts that he had been waiting to share for a long time, and now it was time to share them. Poi said, “Your information is being curated by Ascendant Prime. Preliminary information was supposed to go out 30 minutes after your arrival, but we’re in a [Hasted Shelter] and last I heard there was a lot more information than anyone expected. So we haven’t gotten any of the big stuff. Yggdrasil has been drip feeding us major points for the last two years, but we’re absolutely sure that he used some Time Magic when he divulged information that he shouldn’t have divulged, in order to go back in time and erase ever having given us that information. He was limited, and it wasn’t by his own choice. He was being controlled by someone far beyond himself.”

Yes; Yggdrasil had been controlling himself…

The people here didn’t see it that way, though. Everyone at the very large table, out under the Benevolent Sky, was pretty worried about all of that; about the implications Poi was suggesting. Except for Ophiel.

Red Ophiel said, “Yggdrasil is just a doodoo head! He didn’t mean anything malicious about it!”

Not everyone believed Ophiel at all. A few of his selves didn’t quite believe what he was saying, either; or maybe those faces were simply the faces of self doubt. Probably self doubt, now that Erick was really looking.

Shit.

Was it really that bad while Erick had been gone?

Erick said, “We did a ritual to prevent Nothanganathor from Erasing people, like how he Erased Debby, and Yggdrasil was a part of that. Did he really lose so much trust for you all to think this way, and yet he was still trusted by Rozeta, Melemizargo, and Fairy Moon?”

After saying that, everyone was slightly less worried about Yggdrasil.

Poi said, “Facts remain facts. He used Time Magic to subvert events.”

Jane clarified, “He sent ten thousand troops to die against an incursion in the upper levels, with Nothor Beasts raging unchecked in the back lines. 32,000 people died by the end of that event— that we know of. It was a massacre. Every altercation with the Red is a massacre of unknown proportions, as some people simply never exist; eaten by the Red Sparks.”

Before Erick got really worried—

Solomon clarified, “Yggdrasil gave us good information. We failed to act on that information correctly, only realizing what he meant after the events happened.”

Destiny looked to Jane, saying, “Those troops did their job. They stopped the Claw from forming.”

“And it could have been a lot easier if—” Jane cut herself off.

Silence.

Erick wasn’t sure what a Claw was, but he could guess easily enough. He could also tell this was an old argument. To be sure of what he was seeing, though, he asked, “So Yggdrasil told you to defend a spot, and you defended it, but not as well as it could have been defended?”

Poi said, “Yes. He could have told us about certain obvious elements in the backlines that are painfully obvious in retrospect… And we think he did. And then he undid that telling… Or Phagar did. We’re not sure. Honestly, Erick. It’s been… Difficult.”

Solomon said, “Strained.”

Teressa said, “The Benevolent Sky is all fucked up, Erick.”

Teressa’s daughter, Lenitha, repeated after her mother, “Sky’s fucked up!”

Teressa nodded, softly saying, “That’s a powerful word, now, Lenitha. Don’t go saying it unless you really mean it.”

“I know, mommy!”

Evan said, “The House is having trouble, with the minotaur schism and the assassinations. The Overseers survived, but Zolan was crippled. He’s still recovering his memories.”

Destiny said, “Those fuckers at Death’s Throne turned Red briefly, too, before we exploded that part of the world. Quintlan has a great big hole in the center of it now, and so does the upper layer, and all the way down to the close Underworld.”

Quilatalap said, “They deserved it for abandoning this world for promises of another. I apologize for not annihilating them with you sooner.”

Silence. Nobody quite knew what to say to Quilatalap’s apology.

Quilatalap had had a strained relationship with everyone here, hadn’t he? Ah, shit.

And then Candice said, “You were busy with the Red Beasts. Quilatalap. We all had shit on our plate.”

That seemed to heal some bridges.

Jane still looked like she had a bridge on fire, though.

Erick made a decision. He said, “It sounds to me like Yggdrasil did what he could in order to play both sides of the coin because he needed to do that to allow for the victories we will have going forward, and that a lot happened that I am not aware of. Yggdrasil won’t be playing any sides anymore. He’s here, and he’s fully for the defense of Veird, just like me, just like everyone here.

“Things are complicated up there. Things are complicated down here, too. I really want to hear about whatever happened at Quintlan and all the rest, but first: I’m going to start at the beginning. I’m going to tell you everything that happened, and you can ask questions, but I will be as brief as I can.” With great aura control, Erick cast some lightward images on both sides of the table, so no one needed to turn around to see what he was saying. He began, “So I started on Fenrir, which I learned later took me a year and a half to land upon for some reason, and now it’s 2 years since I left, which is some more lost time somehow, but continuing… So [Duplicate] is really useful for being out in the middle of nothing, and then came mana production and collection…”

Erick rapidly moved through his Ascension, talking in mostly broad strokes about how he went with an infinitely dense core. That was primarily for Destiny and Solomon’s use, and both of them looked highly interested in that, but Quilatalap was fascinated, too. Erick decided he’d be telling them all about that in more detail later.

For now, Erick moved on to the first ‘fight’ with Nothanganathor—

Jane interrupted, “Dad. Do the one display and we’ll turn the table or something. I feel like I’m missing a lot if I don’t watch both, or that one of them is going to turn into an actual threat. We’ve had stuff like that happen before.”

Erick paused. He looked around. “Really? I mean… I can see it on your faces. I just didn’t expect— Ah. It’s a fae-like name-calling thing, isn't it.”

Solomon said, “Displays of the wyrm have a way of turning real.”

Candice suddenly asked, “Is he a fae, dad? We’ve had debates about that.”

“No. He is not fae.” Erick said, “The scale of power goes ‘mortal-ascended-fae’, in that order. Gods are outside of the scale, and mostly weak because they don’t take direct action. I’m at the high-end of Ascended. Wizards are at the high-end of mortals.” Erick said, “Tell me about this image-attack.”

Some unsure relief passed through the group as most of them reoriented themselves on the new power scale.

And then Jane said, “The white Void Wall around Eralis in the Songli Highlands came to Red life after you left. It tried to eat Rozeta’s temple and Nirzir. Nirzir fought it off, but not without Phagar’s direct help. Eralis had been a bastion of protection before that. Now it’s a population crisis. Most people have moved away.” She added, “Phagar appointed Nirzir as his Champion after that. Phagar’s been a big help for the truly dangerous things.”

Erick breathed deep. “Oh. Shit.” Erick had a lot of complicated emotions about that. “Congrats to her, then. Um.” Erick got up from the table and said, “Let’s move some things around. Nothanganathor isn’t here though. My Authority in this place is rather absolute. He’s not here.”

Jane said, “Ophiel rescues a lot of people from the Red Sparks to this place. It’s a great temporary shelter.” She got up. “Still rather not have displays of the Red Wyrm on both sides.”

Erick nodded. They reorganized the table, and soon they were all watching one lightshow display in front of them, and Erick paid special attention to see if Nothanganathor was counter-scrying through his magic. He didn’t seem to be, but Erick stopped showing the man’s true leviathan face after Jane’s request.

Erick continued with the story.

Soon, Erick was at the part where he did the Margleknot Emergency Response Communication Yorddle, and what that all meant, while handing out notes on Layers and the Universe to everyone. He didn’t have any paper so he had to make some of that himself in the moment, so he simply used some resons to conjure paper from thin air, taking it from some universe that wasn’t using it.

Which brought Red Sparks into the space.

Erick ruthlessly crushed the Red, saying, “Well fuck you too, Nothanganathor. So that’s a trap there. Don’t use resons without specifically targeting a universe that doesn’t have his influence. Like this.” Erick raised his hand and pulled some paper out of the air, and this time the paper was perfectly normal and clear of influence… it had also cost a good 25 resons to do that. “So that should have cost 1 reson, since I was plucking from side realities in this Layer, but it cost 25, which means that other side realities are pretty far away from this slice of reality.”

Destiny nodded as Erick spoke, and then said, “Wizardry has gotten harder.”

“I’m surprised you could do that at all,” Solomon said. “Without inviting the Red in.”

Jane asked, “You’ve quantified Wizardry?”

Erick said, “No. That wasn’t Wizardry—” Destiny was about to argue, and she’d be right to argue, but Erick looked to her and rapidly added, “It was close, but it wasn’t Wizardry. They’re the same thing, but different. Maybe resonwork is Small Wizardry? I’m not sure. What I did was pull from side realities with resons. Grand Wizardry is more an expression of Authority, I would say. Resons are merely the magic of the Fractal Universe—” Erick panicked as he realized something.

The valkyries would have used some resons naturally, just to do stuff that they normally did. They knew it would be harder to do that sort of thing here, and a lot of them weren’t very good at that magic yet, but resons were the innate magic of this universe, and so people in-the-know about all that would use resons when they wanted to do stuff.

And Erick’s valkyries were in-the-know.

“I need to check on—” Erick rapidly stepped away from the table and opened a portal to the valkyrie center, saying, “—the valkyries… which are fine.”

Through a distortion of time, there was Aloethag, all orcolish, and Phagar, looking like Erick, sitting in a fractal waiting area, in front of the valkyrie center. They were having tea with each other on a nice white table, along with a few others. There was Nirzir and some orcols from Treehome, along with Shivraa.

Phagar, Aloethag, and Nirzir were the only ones moving at a normal speed. Everyone else was slowed down to 1/60th time. This was because Erick was viewing them at an increased time rate, and when someone viewed the God of Time with Time, then Phagar easily looked back at whoever was looking at him. All gods did that, of course, but Phagar did this more than all the rest.

Champion Nirzir seemed able to do this, too. She rapidly turned around when Erick opened the portal. She smiled and said, “Erick!”

Phagar interrupted, “We’ve caught all the problems that could have happened here with this resonwork magic. It’s a problem we’ve been working on for two years now, and we expected your people to try it, so we were ready for it. Take your time with your family.”

Erick sighed in relief. He smiled, and said, “Hello, Nirzir. Hello, Aloethag, Phagar. Thanks for watching out for this. I wasn’t aware that resonwork would be trapped.”

Phagar said, “You’ve got some time to fix that. We hope you have a truly good solution, because we haven’t been able to find one. As for the war: We expect Claws to descend in 6 real hours, which means it could happen between 4 and 8 hours from now, or 10 days at your current rate of time alteration. The timeframe of arrival gets smaller and smaller as we get closer and closer, which is why I can only give you an estimation. We’d like you there to combat a few of them. See what you can do. But until then, take some time with your family. You got about a week at your current rate of acceleration.”

Erick felt supreme relief. “Thank you. We won’t take all that time.”

Phagar nodded.

Aloethag asked, “I’m—”

Sumtir, the God of Righteous War, appeared on the other side of the portal, in the tea-time meeting, saying, “I love everything about the valkyries. They will be fantastic warriors. They are Propagation, though, so they are disallowed. However you manage to make it work, my generals will want to be a part of this magic.”

The God of Righteous War was adamant in his suggestion/demand.

Erick had no problem saying, “Of course.”

Aloethag said, “I want to help with this magic, Erick. With as much Carnage and Blood that is inside this magic, I can easily connect it to the Red Dream. This spell will never go wayward if you do this.” Aloethag added, “But I want the spell pledged to me.”

“Sorry, Aloethag,” Erick said, feeling glad that he could be completely honest here, “The spell is already pledged to the defense of the universe under the Fractal, and they already cleared up all those sorts of issues.” He said to everyone, “It won’t be allowed here on Veird, where my Siphon seems artificially minimized, but it’ll work well outside of Veird, which is where it needs to work. We’ll talk more about that later. I’m catching up with my family. Thank you for ensuring that the stuff I brought with me isn’t a problem. I foresaw many issues, but not the reson issue.”

Sumtir and Aloethag looked like they both had more words to have over that proclamation—

But Phagar moved on, saying, “The side-slices of Veird are all infected minimally. It started a while ago, and we believed it was to corrupt all attempts at Small Wizardry. We didn’t have the words to understand what was happening until today. Think of a fix, if you can, Erick.”

Erick said, “Let’s put that on the docket as the next thing to fix, to make the ways in harder.”

Phagar nodded. “We have some good news: there have been many attempted ‘Erasures’ but all of them were thwarted. The people still got damaged heavily by Nothor Beasts and other workings of Malevolence, but Rozeta patched-in some Child Protections for anyone who was affected. [Greater Treat Wounds] on everyone suffering from a Malevolence attack was enough to end that secondary threat.” He added, “You could work for years to fix things and still not be done, so go be with your family for now, Erick. We’ve got this.”

Erick was a little nervous, but not overmuch. He nodded. He closed the portal. He turned back to his family, and sat back down, saying, “I wasn’t aware resonwork was trapped. We’ll be fixing that soon.”

Solomon asked, “How would you fix that?”

Erick cast some imagery into the air, and began, “At first thought, I’ll be making Benevolence mana-dungeons and then attaching them to this spell called [Spellsurge Weave] along with [Benevolent Cleanse], and…”

The magic talk didn’t last too long, because Erick could see that Jane, Poi, and Evan wanted to get back to the tactical information regarding Margleknot.

So Erick got back to the story.

- - - -

Eventually, Erick spoke of his first meeting with Nothanganathor and the following events with the Fae Council, in complete detail.

Solomon sat back in his chair, saying, “Fuck. I’m even more angry now. The fucker really did tank your entire Wraithborne anti-Contract strategy, didn’t he?”

Erick said, “Wraithborne might be speaking to Tir Geal now that I’m not there, but yeah.”

Erick continued, speaking of fallouts and otherwise.

Eventually, he was done.

Dinner was long done by then, which was a good thing. Erick had ruined all of Quilatalap’s great meal with his terrible news and debriefing, but he would make it up to the man later as much as he could. He would find a way to make up for the Shadow-betrothal-thing, too.

But for now, Erick said, “I’m sorry for ruining the great meal, Quilatalap.”

Quilatalap blinked as he processed that apology, along with all the other stuff he was processing. “Don’t worry about it. I have more in other places for us to share.” And then he went silent again, to stare at the image of Nothanganathor’s avatar, floating in front of the table.

Everyone was silent.

Erick waited.

And then Jane spoke for all of her siblings, it seemed, as she spoke on a topic that everyone had avoided like the plague when it had come up.

“Of course mom’s a Malevolent bitch. I’d believe that more than anything else.” And then Jane stood, and said, “Okay! So! Let’s break for talks. Guys?” She looked to her siblings.

People moved.

In small discussions here and there, everyone spoke about everything that they had learned, and about how that lined up with what was happening on Veird.

Erick went into the house. Quilatalap followed.

When they were relatively alone, Erick wrapped Quilatalap in a hug and then held him for a while.

Quilatalap held Erick in turn.

Erick said, “So I’m betrothed. Sorry.”

Quilatalap chuckled. “You can make it up to me later, in private.”

Erick felt warm again.

And Quilatalap grinned.









- - - -









The rapid consensus was that if they hadn’t heard it all from Erick, they would not believe it.

Poi said, “I still don’t believe it all. Nothing in the Crossroads says anything about this stuff. It’s like you stepped out of some ‘Other Layer’… And I suppose you did.”

The two of them sat next to each other under a big tree, for Erick wanted to do some [Telepathy] work. And he also wanted to just talk to Poi.

Erick said, “Yggdrasil told you all some of this stuff, right?”

“In the broadest of strokes. ‘The enemy is out there and powerful and here are some measures you can take to avoid him’ sort of strokes. He was not forthcoming. Not entirely.”

Poi was having a lot of trouble right now, and Erick knew that most of that trouble came from him not being able to passively read Erick like he always used to do. For a Mind Mage, not being able to sense the mind of another was like someone brandishing an open knife. Poi might not have been able to read Erick right now, but Erick wasn’t doing anything to hide his own emotions on his own face, so Poi picked up on that much at least.

Poi said, “And it’s really hard to see you as you like this. I know you’ve probably already empathy-read me that way, which is why I guess you’re approaching me first after the talk… It’s hard to believe we have little ‘Fractal Marks’ inside of us all, too.”

Erick smiled softly. “See? You don’t need telepathy to read me that well at all!”

“Har har,” Poi sarcastically said… And then he softened. “It’s good you’re back.”

“I missed you, too, Poi.”

Poi chuckled once. And then he breathed, and asked, “So where do you want to start with this whole thing?”

“I want you to be able to read me, and then tell me if you can mind control me at all, and maybe not in that order. We’ll see what happens. But I do want you to do everything you can to try and influence me mentally.”

Poi breathed deep. “… Thought you might say that. Is your goal here to learn Mind Magic?”

“Hmm… Somewhat. Not really. I’m not sure. This is going to get complicated.”

Poi nodded. “Give me the complicated.”

Erick began, “Until new information presents itself I’m 95% certain that Nothanganathor cannot do Mind Magic like you can, for a variety of reasons, but he can still notice Mind Magic being done.

“Basically, Nothanganathor has a Fractal Mark, a Dark Mark, and probably more Marks that may or may not matter, but I can’t plan on those other ones; I can only plan around the Fractal and the Dark.

“Everyone on Veird who uses any sort of Mind Magic at all has a Dark Mark in them, which is the thing that makes mana, but also a Fractal Mark, inside [Telepathy] and such. It’s a mutated mark, but it’s still a Big Deal. Perhaps Mind Mages have a more basic Mark inside of them; I don’t know, I’m not a Mind Mage, and I can’t really see your soul all that well and I’m not about to be invasive about my search just yet.

“Anyway: I need to have some way to interact in the mental-arena that allows me a weapon to use against him, and a weapon to protect myself from whatever his ‘Sign of Power’ can do. I assume it consumes people who he has weakened first, or something like that; like a Mind Mage that consumes the minds of others.

“That’s the theory.

“Now here’s the evidence for that theory:

“The Fractal Universe does not give out Marks like the Dark gives out Marks, with every single person touched by mana going on to produce mana through the Dark. The Fractal Universe is actually quite picky about their Marks. I don’t think Nothanganathor had a Mark at all, but instead he has stolen Margleknot’s Mark, and that Mark was already made to do a few things, like contain lives and memories.

“And Nothanganathor can’t adjust it that much. Sure, he adjusted it to eat the Painted Cosmology, but he can’t use it normally.

“It is because his Fractal Mark —which is about connecting and communication— is consumptive and containment-oriented, that he could eat timelines when people spoke of the Red, back when talking about the Red was a problem, and why Mind Mages were hit particularly hard when they encountered that Anti-Meme, because Mind Mages were naturally interacting with another Fractal Mark when they interacted with that particular Anti-Meme, and there was some sort of resonance-eating happening there.

“So opening my own [Telepathy] spell and taking the Mark out of there to use it as-is would probably not work out very well, for a variety of reasons. The Mark of the Mind Mages seems particularly susceptible to Nothanganathor’s influence, because he completely Erased all the options that made the Mind Mage Mark able to fight him.

“And so, I want to make my Mark the opposite of susceptible to him.

“I’m not sure how to do that.

“So I want you to hit me with some Mind Magic and see what happens. This is very basic testing, at the moment. Advanced testing would be me trying to purchase more Mind Magics from the Script to try and pull them apart and see what makes them all tick, in order to build an anti-Nothanganathor Fractal Mark… or something like that.

“And yet, that may or may not be the way forward, to make Mind Mages truly strong against Nothanganathor.

“The original Fractal Mark that Melemizargo used to make Mind Magic was incredibly vulnerable to Nothanganathor once it was outside of Melemizargo’s direct oversight. What you all have today is an evolutionary result of what remains beyond Melemizargo’s direct protection. I clearly need to be having this conversation with him, too, but I’ll have big conversations with him later, and I don’t want to get into it with him right now.

“And so, I might ask you to let me see your soul later, to look at your own Mark directly, but the Script obfuscates the soul a whole lot more than I knew it did. Right now your soul is all cloudy. That’s not how it is outside the Script.” Erick said, “My own soul seems unchanged, though the edges of it are kinda cloudy.

“Real souls are all glitter-crystal and incredibly easy to see, once you start Looking.”

Poi listened, and Erick could tell that he was purposefully remembering everything Erick said, both because it was important, and also Poi was kinda terrified at all of Erick’s tearing-down of everything that Mind Mages thought they were. Incredibly strong against everyone? No, not really. ‘Bred to be easy to control’ was more correct.

Other people in other groups had stopped talking to listen in.

Way over there, Jane softly said to her group, “Well that’s fucking nuts.”

Erick remembered something. He called out to the Janes and Evan, “Oh yeah, you guys! I have really special spiders for all of you! They make the strongest, best threads known in the universe! The spiders and the threads are unbreakable unless exposed to destructive resonwork and if they break then they just regrow with an application of one’s own resons. The spiders are kinda cute, but the fabric is absolutely amazing. I’ll have to show you my outfits sometimes! Really great stuff.”

And now they were distracted in much better ways.

Erick turned back to Poi, smirking a little. Erick was there for Poi, but Poi was still on his own to deal with what Erick had told him.

Poi steeled himself; to lock away all his thoughts of Marks and evolutionary mutation and interactions with Nothanganathor. “Thanks for the theories. I’ll be talking to others about them. Moving on to [Mind Control].” He asked, “You sure about this?”

“Do it.”

Poi reached out with his tendrils of thought and plunged them into Erick’s body… and he only got half a millimeter in. Less than that, actually. Poi frowned. He pulled back. He said, “Okay. So. First problem. It’s like sticking a finger against a solid wall. That’s… not how a mind usually is. That’s not even how a Shade is. This is completely new territory for me.”

“That’s the infinite density; the out-flowing river.” Erick glanced at his Status. “Try again.”

Poi tried again. Ten seconds later he stopped. “I don’t think I can get in at all.”

Erick said, “I don’t think you can, either, which is both good and bad. You know how I said I gave myself a mini-Script with ‘Psyche’ as the mental resource? You were knocking a few hundred points of damage against that wall with every attempt.”

“Hundreds of points?” Poi frowned a little, thinking a whole lot of thoughts, some of them confused. His frown deepened. “And you said you had billions of Psyche?”

Erick nodded.

Poi said, “A billion-health shield is… It’s insane, you know.” And then Poi smiled, and laughed. And then he sighed, happy. Poi looked at Erick, and said, “I’m glad to hear that. Could you do that for everyone on Veird?”

“… Huh.”

Erick hadn’t thought of that sort of solution because there were so many holes in the idea that it never occurred to him, but…

Erick seriously considered the option.

Eventually, half a minute later, Erick said, “That’s one possible way to win this war; just help everyone Ascend. But that seems impossible. It takes a lot of self-resources to make this whole system inside of me work. Most people simply do not produce the resources needed to maintain this system, and the Script certainly could not handle doing this for everyone. For starters, we’d need to have everyone accrete fully, and they’d need the resources to accrete fully, all on their own, and then… The Script just doesn’t support that, so we’re dead in the water in the first step.” He added, “I might ask Rozeta about adding some of this functionality to the Script Itself, to make the Script unassailable, but even that likely won’t work. The Script is already trillions of mana dense, but it’s a soft density, filled with people connecting to it and interacting with it all the time. It’s a woven basket of connection ports.

“I don’t think I can help make the Script more resilient itself. Maybe I can talk to Rozeta and she can do something? Not sure.

“I will, however, be helping everyone Ascend who can Ascend.

“At the very least, I’m pretty sure that I can write a good Ascension Manual for a Personal Script that will help Destiny and Solomon Ascend. That’ll give us a lot more options for a better defense.” Erick added, “You’re not supposed to do that for others because Ascension is very personal…” Erick glanced over at Solomon and Destiny, who were talking with Quilatalap about Ascension, and now looking over his way. Erick called out to them, “Was the talk at dinner enough? Or do you want a whole thing?”

“The whole thing!” Destiny said.

Solomon said, “Curated Ascension Manual for a Personal Script.”

Quilatalap said, “I want to know about ‘growing the Dark Mark’ with an Awakening Machine…” He trailed off, then added, “Just. All of that.”

Erick smiled. “Sure.”

They all nodded.

Erick turned back to Poi. “Some people will Ascend. You want help Ascending? You’d need more resources, first.”

Erick let the implication hang in the air.

Poi breathed deep, then he said, “Based on this new information about Mind Magic and Fractal Marks… I need to learn how to use these ‘resons’, yeah?”

“Ascension through Fractal power is a lot harder than through Veird’s mana-based way. I’m still at step 2 of a 4 step program there. Step 1 is recognizing resons. Step 2 is cultivating them. Step 3 is full-body saturation, which can be broken into anywhere between 1 or 10s of individual steps. Step 4 is Ascension— Which is kind of a misnomer, there.” Erick said, “You can only really ‘Ascend’ once and I already did that with mana from the Dark… Well… That’s beyond the scope of today. There are almost no people who Ascend through resons. Everyone uses other universal powers… And let’s not go there today.”

Poi smirked and nodded. “Lectures another day.”

Erick chuckled. “Sure. I’m pretty sure that as soon as I get this [Telepathy] working, we’ll have a whole bunch of Mind Mages Ascending to power, or at least that’s what my Lightning Path is telling me.” Erick said, “You should probably quarantine yourself if this works, at least for a little while. You also might need to accept a Benevolent Dragoning.”

Poi had waited for Erick to say that. “I might have to actually do that, huh?”

“Not guaranteed, but being Ascended is about limiting the ways in which you can be influenced while increasing your influence upon the rest of the world, so you do need some influence of your own to be able to do that second part better. Being a dragon makes your influence bigger.” Erick said, “I have reson cultivation manuals that you can read, though, if you’d rather—”

Poi snapped his talons. “That. Yes. I’ll read those later.”

Erick chuckled.

Poi said, “Let’s do this [Telepathy], thing. Hit me.”

“Hit you?” Erick joked, “I don’t think I want to do that.”

Poi laughed, and then that laugh became a simple smile.

It was good to see the man happy. He probably wasn’t very happy for a long time.

Erick had used [Telepathy] outside of Veird, but it had fucked up when he came back to Veird and it wasn’t working at all. Back in the Endless Desert, Erick had used [Telepathy] to connect to the time worm, but that connection had rebounded with a whole lot of False Damage in an ‘I don’t want to talk to you’ sort of way, so Erick had adjusted that small part of [Telepathy] that he could remove the possibility of False Damage. Erick didn’t tell Poi about that, though. He wanted to know what Poi felt with Erick’s [Telepathy], without being told about it beforehand.

“I’m going to use my [Telepathy] now.”

Poi steeled himself. “Ready.”

With a tiny, soft voice, Erick sent, ‘hello.’

Poi scrunched his face. He paused in thought, and then he tried to connect a telepathic tendril to Erick’s mind again. Nothing happened.

Which was fan-fucking-tastic! Erick had worried about… Any number of weird outcomes. ‘Nothing’ was a great outcome for right now.

Poi asked, “Say that again? I heard… something soft.”

Erick breathed a sigh of relief. And then he sent a normal-volume, ‘Hello.’

“I got a ‘Hello’ that time, but… It’s like you’re… upwind in a hurricane. You’re all distorted. I’m throwing my voice back to you, but it’s being pushed back… somehow.” Poi scrunched his face. “This is a weird interaction. I have never had this interaction before.”

“Try to deny my connection.” And then Erick sent, ‘Hello.’

Poi blinked. He narrowed his eyes at Erick. “I’m not entirely sure, but I think you… You did something.” Poi said, “It’s a rare mutation of [Telepathy], so it’s not unheard of, but sometimes some people can send out messages and not be denied at all. I still got your message. That should not have been possible for an untrained Mind Mage… But I guess you’ve uncovered something about Mind Magic that no one else knows about, so... Sure? Sure.”

Erick smiled a little, then held out a bit of his aura and made a little lightshow of the soul crystal that was [Telepathy]. It was all glitter crystal inside, but surrounded by Benevolence Crystal, and it had a few inputs and outputs. “So when I frameshift myself to view [Telepathy] inside my soul —the version that I gained when I Ascended and codified my Script-based soul magic into myself, anyway— this is what it looks like. I imagine that other people’s crystals look kinda the same, but maybe not! Who knows; not me. Rozeta, probably. Ascendant Prime? Perhaps. Anyway. You see this little bit here? That’s the input and output, while this bit over here is for the connection to the mind, and...”

Soon, Poi was not alone in the lesson, because Solomon, Destiny, and Quilatalap had seen Erick move on to soul stuff and they needed to be involved. Erick welcomed them to the talk, and Poi was glad to have them here for this part, too. Poi had stuck his toes into the deep well that was Soul Magic years ago, but after Erick’s disappearance he went further with that stuff. Not nearly as deep as ‘whatever this crazy stuff is, Erick’, as Poi put it. But still kinda deep. He could necromance, if he wanted, but he did not want that.

It was wonderful to talk magic with the people he loved.

A mere three hours later, everyone decided that they needed to do some quite literal soul searching.

So Erick got to grabbing presents for the Janes and Evan.

- - - -









Soon, Erick stood with 5 of his kids around several boxes, each of the boxes a good 2 meters cubed. The lids were off, revealing cloying mists and sleeping spiders. Each spider was from the same species, so they all looked mostly the same, but they varied in their colored bands around their bodies, marking some of them like police caution tape.

Erick said, “They’re really, really expensive. A hundred million resons per adult spider. That’s enough rice to feed a hundred million people for a month. They live forever, though, once they’re settled in and starting to catch resons in the air, and as long as they aren’t killed, but that’s kinda difficult. They don’t eat meat or plants or anything like that. They just sit on their glowthread nests and start soaking in the resons in the air, ignoring practically everything because they’re pretty much indestructible when they’re eating.”

Candice whistled. “Indestructible?”

“There has to be a catch,” Jane said.

“Of course there’s a catch,” Evan said. “They don’t have fangs or anything like that. They look harmless.”

Erick nodded, saying, “They’re kinda harmless, yeah, as long as you don’t get caught in their web, then you’ll go to sleep as they drain off all the resons in your body. They’ll kick you away if you look to die because they don’t like messes around their homes, so no one really dies around these guys. That’s how they bred them; very clean spiders, and very hard to kill. They are rather strong against all sorts of magical creatures, too, because their drains are rather like Siphons. I’m rather sure that you can do a lot with that.”

Jane strongly said, “Oh yeah.”

Erick smirked. Then he continued, “Over there in that box we have juveniles that I’ll be releasing into this gate space to have them become a part of the natural habitat. They don’t eat people, so it should be fine. And then we’ll get Benevolence glowthread.”

“Is that actually useful?” Candice asked, “In an anti-Malevolence way?”

Erick shrugged. “Probably not. But it’ll make really nice clothes that regrow!”

There were a few chuckles.

Erick smiled, then said, “Over here we have 2 lightweavers; they grow thread from light-based resonwork sources. Darkweavers over here; not Dark, but just dark. Shadow weavers. Heat, cold, electricity, and stillness; red, cyan, electric purple, and pale yellow. Those are the only ones I could get. Not even sure if you’d even be able to use them for [Polymorph], since they’re not from around here and they have no experience with mana… There’s a lot of ‘ifs’ up in here. If you want to use them, you can try. Might need to let them sit somewhere for the Script to recognize them and for mana to soak into them, though, so you can get a life imprint.

“Also, I want to grant each of you a Benevolence Dragon form.” Erick looked to them all, and they all looked a variation of suddenly-concerned. “It’s time to accept some real help, Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, and Evan.”

Erick was prepared to put his foot down this time. He hoped he wouldn’t have to do that. He hoped the girls and Evan would finally see reason. Yes, they would be mad for a while, but even if they didn’t get over that, they’d be alive, and that was enough for Erick.

Erick waited.

Jane steeled herself. “Yes. It’s time.”

And that opened the floodgates. Relief flooded Erick—

And Abigail softly nodded. “Yup. Okay.”

Beth said, “Yeah.”

Evan said, “Yeah.”

Candice smiled a little. “Thank the fucking gods because holy shit yes I want to be a dragon.”

Erick snorted in a sudden laugh. For a brief moment, Erick was thrilled. His kids finally wanted the power that he wanted to give them… And then he realized that things must be really bad for them to actually want the power now. They had talked about some of how bad it was… but not really. Erick had seen some of the world… but not really.

Erick left that conversation for later.

Gifts for now.

Evan asked, “Can you do a western dragon? Or just the eastern style? I don’t want to be an eastern-dragon.”

Erick paused. “… Uh? You know. I never guided it that way. The dragons that happened in Tir Geal and the Endless desert all turned out either western or a little weird; probably because that’s the kinda dragon they imagined when they imagined ‘dragon’. Or maybe it was a genetic thing. Or something else. I only know 90% of how this magic works.” Erick thought for a second, then said, “I can probably force a certain form with some reson work… I’m not going to experiment on you.

“Also, the Dragon Curse is still active in the world, and that’s probably making every dragon into a leviathan-shape. We break that and we break the leviathan shape.”

Candice had been waiting for her father to finish before she said, “I don’t care about the shape. I want to be a dragon—” She glared at Evan a little. “Because the power is necessary for what is to come.”

Evan pulled back his objection, “You’re right.” He said to Erick, “Let’s do this thing. We can do the spiders later.”

Erick smiled a little.

And soon, 5 of Erick’s kids were dragons.

Every single one ended up as a western dragon of a different color, each of them maybe 25 meters long, and each of them loving it. They rapidly turned back into their normal forms, hugged their father, and then rapidly began talking with each other about strategy in the war now that they could bring more power to bear on the enemy.

Erick wanted to spend some more time with them in that conversation, but they all told Erick that Teressa wanted to talk with him.

Jane said, “The Benevolent Sky is all kinds of fucked up, changing at a moment’s notice and with each battle, but it’s thanks to Teressa and the Benevolent Sky and Kiri that we’re able to fight back in a real, tangible way. You should talk to Teressa.”

- - - -

Erick walked over to Teressa, who was sitting on a bench and looking at the Benevolent Sky beyond the edge of the Hasted Shelter. The Sky was kinda wonky right now, with white lightning everywhere and black tangles also everywhere. Erick had spent a few minutes looking at it earlier, but when he saw an attack going down at House Benevolence, he had thought hard about ending that attack, and then the prognostication of the attack had evaporated; it never happened.

The Sky was kinda unreliable right now.

Still useful for general, on-demand strategy, when forces were lined up and moving and could not change course, but not very useful for true prognostication. Such was the nature of a Wizard War.

Teressa’s little girl, Lenitha, didn’t care about any of that. Lenitha was out of her mother’s back basket and gathering flowers in a nearby field. Lenitha was something like 18 months old, but she was already out there, playing with flowers, and she had been saying words all day long. Orcols were already fast to develop, but Lenitha was above and beyond advanced.

Teressa turned as Erick got close and smiled in a wonderful sort of way. “Welcome back, Erick.”

Erick said, “I’m glad to be back. I hope my reinforcements are going to be enough.” Erick sat down on the bench next to her. “Sounds like you’ve had a rough go of it.”

Teressa chuckled. And then she sighed, tried to smile some, and then she looked away, back to the Sky.

She dropped a bomb.

“I don’t know Lenitha’s father. He was taken by the Red.”

Erick stilled. “His name is Dariok.”

‘Was’ Dariok.

Oh.

Shit.

Teressa chuckled, and then that chuckle turned dark and sad, and she whispered between the quiet sobs, “Please don’t let Lenitha see me cry. Illusions, or some— thank you.”

Erick made it look like the two of them were talking about the Sky as he put an arm around Teressa and guessed at some events that had happened while he was away. He held Teressa, and Teressa sobbed.

After a minute, when the crying slowed, Erick asked, “A Nothor Beast?”

“Or the Claw attack last month,” Teressa said, head in her hands, sobbing out some final cries. She tried to breathe deep and she eventually got herself together. She sat up straight. “Thanks, Erick.”

“I’m sorry I wasn’t here for… for any of that.”

Teressa shook her head. “Tell me about Dar—” Tears fell freely. She touched her face, feeling those tears fall, though she wasn’t sobbing anymore. The tears still came. “That’s his name, alright. He could have died to a Nothor Beast. He could have died to a Claw Event. I’m not sure. The Red didn’t take everything of him… but it took a lot. Was I close to him?”

Erick grabbed a piece of paper out of Possibility, made it into a few sheets of paper, then rapidly wrote down everything he had ever known about Dariok. And then he sealed the papers into an envelope and sealed it in Privacy magics. It had taken a single second to do all that. Teressa’s brilliant emerald eyes shimmered with lightning, Seeing what Erick had done, and then she shut the lightning off, her breath stilling. She didn’t want to Look. Not yet. She could have… But no.

Erick handed her the envelope, saying, “I can tell you some small words, but here’s all I know of him along with several pictures taken from my memories of you two. Your wedding was beautiful, and so was your courtship.”

Teressa took the fat envelope, sobbing briefly. She held the envelope to her chest.

“Tell me a story, please.”

Erick began, “Dariok and you almost met 10 years ago, at the Orrery of Rozeta, for you were both down there for the Benevolent Essence Program. He was there to learn about Prognostication and Benevolence, for he had lost his whole tribe to a Deathsoul Shroom event when he was a kid and he wanted to be sure that something like that never happened again. He went for the Prognostication stuff long ago, and going to the Benevolent Essence Program was just a step further toward that, and you were just getting into it at that point, though you were our lead Prognosticator already. You were still a Juggernaut at that time. He was a Scribe with Warrior tendencies.

“You two actually met a year later, here at the House.” Erick said, “I didn’t know it at the time, but he would eventually marry you not too long later, and then move into the cloud castle house. He was great at the grill…”

Erick spoke about Dariok, keeping his own sadness at bay, because Teressa needed him now. She had been struggling with understanding how she had had a kid and probably a few empty rooms at the cloud castle.

A half-empty closet. Two sinks in the bathroom, with only one occupied. A whole trophy room for Dariok’s hunting trophies, that was probably gone right now, or at least empty.

Erick had really liked the guy.

Teressa’s pain tore her up, but soon Lenitha came over and Erick dispelled the illusions while Teressa cleaned herself. With a steady smile, she grabbed Lenitha —who started giggling at being picked up so high— and happily said, “You haven’t truly met Erick yet, have you, little Lenitha!”

Lenitha said, “He talked a long time at dinner!” She settled onto the crook of Teressa’s arm, saying, “Hello, Wizard!”

Erick smiled brightly, saying, “Hello, Lenitha! I left when you were still in your mother’s belly. You grew up fast.”

“You were away too long!” Lenitha said, putting as much scolding into her tiny words and as much furrowing into her brow as the little girl could. “Everyone says! Why no one tell you at dinner!” She looked at Teressa. “Mom! Why not you yell! You said you would!”

Teressa had so many conflicted emotions in that moment. She decided to say, “You’re dropping words again, Lenitha. It’s ‘Why didn’t you yell at him’, and I didn’t yell because we only speak loud in true anger, okay?”

Erick chuckled, putting on a good show of not hurting inside, just like Teressa was doing, because that’s what you did for kids when you could.

- - - -

Erick didn’t sugarcoat anything with Ophiel as he held the red version of his son tight, saying, “I missed you so much and I want to be here more, but there’s a war on. I’m so sorry for leaving like I did. Are you okay? Talk to me about anything and everything while you can, while we can be here and be safe and happy.”

Red, Yellow, Orange, and Cyan were with him, here in a grove away from the others. Ophiel’s other bodies were elsewhere, as Erick guessed they usually were. Erick didn’t get to spend much time with Ophiel after he was born; not nearly enough time at all.

Red softly spoke against Erick’s chest, “It’s been scary, but we survived.” Cyan said, “I missed you!” Orange said, “Yggdrasil has been a jerk!” Yellow added, “He wouldn’t tell me everything all the time! Terrible brother!” Red pulled away, because Cyan was softly saying it was his turn, and then Erick was hugging Cyan as Red said, “I know that Yggdrasil had ‘ ‘ ‘responsibilities ’ ’ ’. Still not happy about that. Never gonna be." Yellow added, “It was so annoying!” Orange said, “He did it for the good of everyone but I can still be mad at him.” Red asked, “Right? Can I be mad?”

Erick hugged Yellow as he said, “Yes, you can certainly still be mad. You can be mad at me, too. I’m very sorry I had to go away for that long.”

All four of Ophiel went a little still. Then Cyan mumbled, “We’re just a little mad.” Purple stepped out of Cyan, saying, “Just a little!”

Purple had shown up out of nowhere, and now there were 5 Ophiel around Erick. Erick was pretty sure that Purple had died trying to do something or save someone somewhere else, and now he was here.

Ophiel was still doing that.

Purple clambered to hug Erick next and Yellow made way.

Erick hugged Purple, saying, “I’ll try to make it up to you, Ophiel. I really will.” Erick hugged Purple a bit tighter, and all of them liked that. “Can you tell me about the war?”

Red said, “It’s been bad.” Purple climbed off, saying, “I stopped a Nothor Beast eruption in Minotown. I died—” Purple rapidly realized he had fucked up by mentioning that. They all did. Purple rapidly added, “But I got my full mana production back a year ago! That’s good news!” Happily, Yellow said, “I can do a lot more!”

Erick smiled and focused on the good. “That’s great! I thought it was going to take a long time.”

“I healed faster inside Benevolence Itself,” Red said. Yellow added, “Rozeta helped.” And then Cyan looked away. All of them looked away, and they stilled. Cyan looked back. “You told Teressa about Dariok.”

Erick had briefly worried that something horrible was happening.

Just some horror with his loved ones, though.

Erick softly nodded, as a bunch of leaps of logic came to him. At least Ophiel had known of Dariok, so there were ways to prevent Erasure from affecting everything aside from that Establishment ritual that they had done half a day ago. Perhaps sometimes the Erasures were just badly done? Could a person be brought back from that?

How had Ophiel survived that Erasure intact?

Oh.

Ophiel had survived a lot of Erasures.

Dariok was just one Erasure that Ophiel had been privy to knowing.

How many people did Ophiel know, which were no longer here?

Erick picked up Cyan because Cyan looked like he wanted to be picked up, and held him, saying, “You’ve been very brave. You’ve been picking up all these broken pieces of lives and memories and holding onto them as best you could, not knowing how to tell people what they had lost. Some people have held on in small ways to those who were Erased, but you held on in all the ways. That must have been tough.”

Every Ophiel went wide-eyed and then their eyes filled with tears. Erick held on to his son for a while, and they held onto him in turn.

Eventually, stories came out.

Of Dariok, who had lived with Erick and who had been Teressa’s husband for years.

Of Guildmaster Mog of Spur, whom Erick had first met when she bull rushed Bulgan and kicked that bastard out of Spur’s Adventurer’s Guild. She was Erased, and no one knew she should have existed.

Of the entire city of Pearl, of the Sovereign Cities, falling to a Descending Claw of Red. Everyone thought there were just 3 Sovereign Cities now; or 4, because some people still thought of North and South Curio as separate places.

Of others, in other lands.

The animation of Rozeta’s Wall in Eralis in the Songli Highlands had been bad. Half of that city had been Erased. Most of the damage was done to the population itself, with the Claw only striking back at defenders when those defenders proved able to fight.

But mostly, Nothanganathor went after the people. He assassinated targets of opportunity when he could, but mostly he went after the people.

The lands around Stratagold had fallen to a Descending Claw, too, but the city itself had been mostly spared. It had been cracked open like an egg, though.

Ophiel wasn’t sobbing anymore. He was just explaining, as he said, “Stratagold knew something was wrong, dad. They knew their city shouldn’t have a hole in it, but they acted like it should. I spent hours talking to them all, telling them that they had been attacked. Rozeta had to come in and tell them, too. At first the gods told people what they had lost, but… Not anymore. It’s too painful for everyone.”

Ophiel wasn’t talking across multiple bodies anymore. Most of him had vanished off into the rest of Benevolence Itself. Just Red was talking with Erick right now, the two of them sitting on a bench.

Erick stared out at the Benevolent Sky, beyond the [Hasted Shelter]. It was white and full of lightning with ten thousand black tangles here and there. It hadn’t been that bad before Erick had left. Now it was bad.

“Nothanganathor is killing people most of all, to make this entire world non-viable,” Erick said, softly, with quiet horror in his voice. “How bad is it, Ophiel?”

“We got a lot of people when the Merge of Worlds happened. Minotaurs; a few million. They’re great guys. Mostly the angels and demons got bodies and… They’re kinda problems, but they’re making mana and… But… of the 550 million we had, we’ve got 232 million people left,” Ophiel said, frustrated. “4.5 billion right now, but… most of those are the dead come back to life.”

From an estimated 550 million to 232 million. Half the living world, gone, and dead civilizations returned.

Gods.

This was a horror.

Erick held Ophiel as Ophiel cried again, sobbing about how stupid angels and stupid demons kept going to war while Claws descended, or when Leviathans rose. He spoke of how Avandrasolaro was helping with all that, but he was fighting a losing battle.

When Ophiel stopped crying, Erick sat in silence with him, just holding him.

He gazed upon many things at that moment. Through Benevolence Itself, Erick looked upon all of Ophiel as almost all of them were taking breaks now, three of them sleeping, crashed out after the emotional turmoil, but Blue still watched the Benevolent Sky, plotting courses to his next actions. There were so many actions to take.

Erick saw Jane, who was talking strategy with Candice, both of them clearly leaders of some sort in the world’s collective army. They called themselves the Blue Corps, and their sign was a solid blue circle on the right arms of their jackets. They even had little yellow chevrons and other markings of rank, which looked very Earth-like, honestly. Abigail, Bethany, and Evan were there, also talking strategy. They were less highly-ranked than Jane and Candice, according to their markings, but they were still ranked high. They were using this time to digest everything that Erick had given them, because there had been a lot to digest. Evan seemed to have developed some sort of Book Magic to help organize, and that’s what he was doing; he had some sort of role in the House according to the insignia he wore. Abigail seemed to be low ranked in the Blue Corps; maybe logistics? Bethany had some ‘first strike’ insignia; she was probably the first into any battlefield. Candice and Jane seemed to be ‘heavy hitters’, whatever that meant.

And now they were all dragons.

Solomon, Destiny, Quilatalap, and Poi were all talking about Soul Magic and ‘Universal Marks’. Enchanter’s Guile, the gold fae fox that rested on Solomon’s arm when not in fox form, sat to the side, listening, and occasionally talking. He and Quilatalap seemed to be getting along, so that was great. Guile hadn’t wanted to show when Erick had been around, though… And now that Erick was Looking, Guile noted that and excused himself. He retreated back to Solomon’s arm. There was a short delay of concern over that, but Quilatalap rapidly pulled the conversation back to topic.

Erick turned his Sight away so that Guile could rejoin them.

Teressa was still with her daughter, Lenitha. Teressa had not yet cracked the seal on the information packet about Dariock. That packet was in her jacket, and her hand was over the pocket that held it. Lenitha was having fun picking flowers and showing them to her mom, and Teressa didn’t want to interrupt that.

Erick held on to Ophiel, and said, “We’re going to solve some of those problems soon, Ophiel. I’m going to strengthen the doors and plug the holes.” He asked, “Can you go over the categories of monsters, now? What kinda threats are we looking at.”

Red sniffled, then said, “The Beasts are easy when you can see them. Mostly you can’t… Normal people can’t. You can. I can. Yggdrasil can. Gods can only be in so many places, it seems. Phagar is doing the most help. Melemizargo is… having trouble.” Red said, “Nothanganathor is trying to eat Melemizargo’s worshipers out from under him the most. Ascended Mountain is a wasteland. The shadelings all moved to Candlepoint. It’s been tough there, too.”

Erick nodded. “That was one of Nothanganathor’s main ways to fight Melemizargo; kill the worshipers.”

Ophiel breathed deep and seemed better as he said, “Then there are the Claws. When enough Beasts gather they form Claws. Big things. Mostly invisible monsters that rip through population centers and Erase everyone they kill. They’re like… 50 meters tall and super fast. They’re as strong as the Ancients that Melemizargo used to empower.

“And then there are the Leviathans.

“We’ve only had one Leviathan-level threat and it came from Eralis’s former Void Wall. It ate half the city before we killed it.” Ophiel frowned, saying, “That one only existed because three-or-four Claws had been circling the area, eating and eliminating outlying lands and the Clans weren’t fighting them properly. The Claws got all of Clan Star Song and half of Void Song before the Claws made their appearance. They carved the Void Wall into Nothanganathor’s likeness, making it an avatar of him… And then the leviathan ate half the city.”

It was another pair of gut punches among gut punches.

Erick asked, “Patriarch Xue Star Song? Grand Elder Lingxing Void Song?”

Ophiel sniffled, his eyes going dim. “Xue is gone. Jane remembers him but… Lingxing is… not all there anymore.” He hugged Erick from the side, his wings wrapping around Erick as much as they could, along with his arms. “I miss them, dad.”

Erick held Ophiel, asking, “How are people able to survive at all?”

“The dungeons.” Ophiel said, “It wasn’t a well-done system before, but now it is. People evacuate to the dungeons fast in a Red alert. Jane and Candice formed the Blue Corps and they got help from Melemizargo to do that and they’re doing that. The Shades are doing that, too…” Ophiel said, “There are a few more Shades, dad.”

Erick huffed out a quick, almost exhausted laugh. “Who?”

“Al, from Spur,” Ophiel quickly said, to get it all out there as fast as he could. “The Red took Mog but it also took Savral; Al’s son.” Softer, “A pair of Claws tried to Erase Spur… they got kinda far.” Even softer, and looking away, “I forgot to say about Savral earlier… There’s been a lot.”

Erick took a moment.

And then he stood up, controlling his rage, though the sky roiled with more lightning anyway. Erick calmly said, “I need to talk to some gods now, Ophiel. I love you so much. You did a great job while I was gone, and now I’m going to pick up where you left off, Okay? I’ll be back soon.”

Ophiel hugged him once more. “Okay.”

Erick held the hug until Ophiel let go himself. It took a few minutes, but it was minutes that Erick was more than willing to spare.
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Erick stood near the deep waters of the central fountain of Benevolence Itself. The ground was hexagonal white stone, just like it was everywhere else, but there was a lot more greenery growing around here. That greenery formed a carpet of moss and grass and mushrooms and small trees all around the fountain.

Erick quietly asked, “Rozeta? I want to clean up Veird, now.”

Rozeta appeared, looking a little worse for wear than when Erick had last seen her. “What is the goal for today, Erick?”

“Stability, solidity, and a foundation on which to counter Nothanganathor.”

Rozeta nodded. “Okay. How?”

Erick held up a hand and produced a copy of his [Infinite Imaging] spell.

Rozeta stilled, her eyes going wide.

Erick said, “I based my Ascension on the stuff that the Script gave me.” He let go, and the Benevolence crystal hovered there. He pulled out a copy of [Spellsurge Weave] next. It looked almost the same as the first one, but Rozeta instantly noticed the difference, her countenance going from quietly elated to strongly worried. She glanced between Erick and the [Spellsurge Weave]. Erick said, “Can you use these?”

“They could end all life on this planet.”

“Yes. If the wrong spell is attached.”

“No. I mean—” Rozeta said, “It’ll open up rifts everywhere, and the Red will spill forth like an Ending. This is the other half of your Valkyrie magic, isn’t it.”

“Ah. That. Yes. That is true, too. I’m aware of the Red in the side dimensions. This spell will save all life on this planet, though, because I’m going to use it with this.” Erick produced a copy of [Benevolent Cleanse]. “This balances out the world, heavily decreasing Malevolence while leaving Benevolence alone, which means that the Benevolence is free to act upon the Malevolence as is its nature, which should put it ahead of Malevolence by a lot. It worked on the Nothor Beasts I pulled out of my own spellwork, after I Ascended. It should work here. The valkyries don’t come in till later.” Erick said, “What I need from you is to know if this will disrupt anything on Veird, or in the Core. I imagine it will break a lot. I wasn’t able to do this on Margleknot but I am going to do this here, when the world is ready for it.” Erick asked, “Are there any experiments out there that can be killed, for now? Or can we do this?”

Rozeta took a moment.

Erick added to her worries, saying, “And then I’d like to put a [Hasted Shelter] across all of Veird, to give us months and months between attacks.”

Rozeta allowed herself to be distracted with the topic of a [Hasted Shelter]. “We tried that Shelter idea already. It gave us a month of calm, and then Nothanganathor broke through the dilation in pieces without us knowing. He twisted Veird’s [Haste] into a [Slow] for us and a Haste for him. Solomon and Destiny had to do some Wizardry to get us out of that. That’s why Quintlan is missing its center; Nothanganathor won over the liches and we had to purge them all.”

“That’s the first war we have to win, then; a war of Time.” Erick said, “We’re going to get there after [Benevolent Cleanse]ing Veird.”

“… Okay. What’s your full plan?”

Erick breathed out, relaxing some. “Eventually, I want your help figuring out how to put manaminers into normal people to make them ‘False Ascended’, or whatever you want to call it, so that they can operate independently and protected from Malevolence or other dangerous magics. They will become our ingress into Nothanganathor’s domain. That’s for the future, though. Step Three, if you want to call it that.

“Step One is probably the most complicated with the most moving parts, because this step is us reaching across the nearby slices of this Layer of infinity to clean them up with Weavers auto-cleansing Malevolence. From there, we begin actively killing a lot of things that are immune to the [Cleanse]s.

“Step Two is a [Hasted Shelter] for all of Veird. Glad to know you all tried that some. That is probably what accounts for much of the missing time between when I left and when I came back. We can fix whatever systems broke and then re-do that.

“With those steps complete, we should have more time to do a lot of things. I would call this the intermediary stage, when we’re fighting against Nothanganathor’s attempts to fuck up our defenses.

“During this time, I will be cleaning up Kirginatharp’s Dragon Curse, freeing him and Veird of that plot from so long ago, while also ending a few other problems, like the Forever War. If the angels and demons won’t listen to reason I will simply Valkyrie them all into new lives, and End their rivalries in a combination of Exalted and Vile at the same time.

“Eventually, we’ll be defended enough so that we can move on to Step Three, which is real Ascended and however many False Ascended we can make, that all have untouchable mini-Scripts implanted in them, like how I did for myself.

“When Step Three is achieved, we move to Step Four; the counter offensive.

“That’s when the war really starts; when we’re on FENRIR and fighting multiversal enemies, because by then Nothanganathor will take us seriously, if he hasn’t already.” Erick said, “That’s probably when he’ll start pulling out all the big shit that he has told me he ‘does not want to use’, but like I fucking believe that!” Erick’s anger ran away with him and he let it. “Fucking asshole bastard is a complete fucking liar-by-halves. Told me he’d give me a week before he started fighting me! A week! But he’s been picking off SO MANY PEOPLE WHILE I WAS GONE.” Lightning flickered from Erick’s skin and clothes to dance across the ground, leaving black trails— And then Erick dashed his anger and quietly said, “I’m going to annihilate him, Rozeta. Help me do that.”

Rozeta had been rapidly calculating things as Erick spoke, her worry multiplying a great deal at the mention of her son, Kirginatharp. At Erick’s anger, Rozeta turned fearful. But then Erick asked for her help, all her worries were laid to rest. At realizing that Erick wasn’t going to make a move on Kirginatharp except to help him, a great deal of Rozeta’s worries fell to the side and she let out an anger to mirror Erick’s own.

There was so much that had happened to Veird while Erick was away. He had seen a hundredth of it, or less; he had no idea. But Rozeta had seen it all. Since the Sundering, until now. Her son made a pawn, her other son made a different sort of pawn. Her very work on the Script undermined. Not everything since the Sundering had been Nothanganathor’s fault; that was giving him too much credit. But a lot had been his fault.

Erick had a rage within him, but Rozeta’s rage was so deep that no mortal could ever hope to know its depths.

The Goddess of the Script quietly said, “We’re going to do worse than annihilate him.” And then she reined in her anger, like the closing of blinds on house windows. She still raged inside, but it was impossible to see when she didn’t want it seen. With grace, she said, “There are some things to know before we start.”

Erick contained his anger, too. He nodded.

“The Old [Cleanse] and a bunch of other spells were sources of Nothor Beasts, as you know, most of them appearing when people came in for Status Resets and those old spells were purged from their souls. It wasn’t till later that these purges collected into the truly smart Nothor Beasts; the sources of the Claws and otherwise.

“We gods cannot make our own magics for the Script. Long ago, we decided to disallow that. It’s not actually a choice of ours that we must use mortals to make magic; we specifically cannot fix anything ourselves. It’s a part of the God Pact, too. Melemizargo has been an exception, of course, but not through any fault of mine trying to stop him all the time.

“Mortals, like you, have to make magic that we then share with the world.

“But while we cannot make magic, we can certainly disallow it, and that is what we had to do for certain spells.

“[Cleanse] is one of these spells.

“We disallowed that when things got bad and we figured out what was wrong.

“This broke a great many systems, like the [World Cleanse] that we used at the end of Forgotten Campaigns and in the beginning, when the Script needed it to clean up monumental problems, like widespread poisons. More recently, there were the Particle Magic mistakes.

“Idyrvamikor made that original spell, you know? My son—” Rozeta wiped away a tear, then moved on, “That [Cleanse] Archmage over in the Warlord Clans of Ooloraptoor made a new version that she used herself for a long while; for years and years. I believe you knew her. Koori Pale Cow. I got her to donate her spell to the Script, and then I instructed her how to make a much better one.

“She was Erased an hour later, before she could give me the proper version. You are among the very few who remember her.”

Erick felt a touch of cold hate pass through him at knowing that Koori Pale Cow was gone forever.

Rozeta continued, “Koori’s [Cleanse] only cleans off surface grime, while balancing the mana among the primary 6. It does nothing against anything else.

“[World Cleanse] is gone; I had to rip out that system completely. The Core… A lot has been damaged, Erick, and I’m in the middle of finally being able to repair it with those manaminers you brought me. I would like time to repair things before you go doing Wizard Magics, please, but I can see I won’t get the time I need. This is fine. We can start slow, I assume.

“And yet, we cannot start slow.

“The second you start attacking him there will be a massive counterattack, and probably from every side-dimension that your Weaver punches through and a whole lot more besides. So I won’t do this plan without full assurances that it will work well.” Rozeta asked, “I need to know your full plan, and then I will be pairing that plan with giving [Benevolent Cleanse] to the world and remaking [World Cleanse]. I will not be using [World Cleanse] at all, though, because… I ripped out that power thoroughly. It will take a month to remake that magic, and we don’t have a month.

“I tore out so much of the Script, Erick. So very much.

“It was so infected with Red. It was like looking at a Red Core.

“So I would like to start small before we bring out the Wizard Magics.”

Erick’s rage had already turned to planning, which seemed like a good thing in retrospect. Erick nodded. “Okay. How stable are the world’s node networks? With the great loss of life we’ve had, as well as the increase from the other people?”

Almost darkly, Rozeta said, “The Lighter’s Guild is making miracles every day, keeping the lights on and the defenses of cities high, but don’t expect to do anything big with the mana collected from any city. Nothanganathor is targeting the people, primarily. This has had ripple effects everywhere, and the loss of node network integrity is high on the list. Whole Lighter Guilds have been Erased, too.

“We gained several billion people when Solomon Genesis’d the angels and demons to life along with many people from a few side realities.” Rozeta chuckled darkly. “You’d think that would solve some problems, right? But no. The Script is still barely mana positive. I think Nothanganathor just does that, but I can’t figure out how.”

Erick felt another hollow in his heart. He decided, “I’ll make my own mana, then.”

Phagar stepped into the conversation, saying, “Let’s make some time-dilated dungeons like you wrote down in your reports.”

Rozeta easily said, “Now that, I can make work.”

Erick smiled a little. It was strained.

They got to work.
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The Splinter Mountains of Nergal were covered in ice and snow, as far as the mortal eyes could see. 

This particular part of the Splinter Mountains looked rather the same as the last time Erick was here, if you ignored the missing mountain that had been the Orrery of Rozeta. The great flowing spheres of brass and tracks of magic and all the people who lived here and worked here, observing the universe and the solar system of Veird, were gone. It had all vanished in a Claw attack several months ago, all of the people therein Erased. The giant brass orbs that made up the Orrery were nowhere to be found; even with eyes that pierced the clouds below the mountain tops, those spheres of the planets were nowhere to be seen. The side mountains, with their supportive cities and villages, were all gone, but for reasons other than Erasure. The people had moved on because their central reason for being had been Erased. Erick wondered what sorts of excuses those people told themselves about their lives; their reasons for being here in this frozen land of nowhere.

All was ice and snow and dark clouds, this close to Frozen Nergal, at the southern side of Veird.

Without the Orrery, the world here seemed even colder than before.

The snow stopped falling, and then a portal of white lightning opened.

Erick, Rozeta, and Phagar, stepped onto an observation platform far away from the canyon that used to be the Orrery. Erick stepped to the edge of the platform, casting his gaze down into a cloud-covered land.

It was a ruin, but only to those with the eyes to see the giant claw marks that could have been valleys, and who had known what had come before.

Rozeta spoke on the still air, “I was hoping this space would get used for something good.”

Erick said, “And so it shall.”

Erick brushed aside time-frozen clouds and snowstorms with casual extensions of his aura, like sweeping snow off of a driveway, but on a size comparable to mountains and all at once. Next came a [Hasted Shelter], which Phagar would bless once Erick was done with these ‘mortal’ magics. With a tug, Erick elicited eternal stonewood trees from the ground, filling in the canyons and the mountain tops with a forest of trees, each kilometers tall.

Erick rose into the sky with a single step, and then he let the dragon out.

His perspective shifted, everything looking much more small and manageable, while his aura multiplied sizes several times over. With expert crafts, Erick created multiple sets of dungeon towers, 50 in total, across a large portion of the Splinter Mountains, linking them all with covered sky bridges and waterways and movement systems for what would come next; for the slimes and plants. Actual dungeons —spaces into the Dark— would come later, or maybe erupt from the ground between his dungeons, for there were a few of those down there already. Erick poked his senses into those Dark holes in the ground and saw simple places; unmanned and non-dangerous, and not a problem.

Erick turned on the [Terraforming] and strung the whole place with [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] before enveloping the whole thing in [Weather Ward]s and heat magics. Weather was crazy right now on Veird and there was no easy way to change all of that, though it was certainly possible once Rozeta managed to fix the major issues of the Script, so Erick simply made the place weather-proof.

As Erick worked, time passed for him but not for anyone else. [Terraforming] was a simple grey cloud with frozen white lightning therein. The node networks and the Draining magics of the [Undertow Star]s were still, their shadow tendrils not moving at all. [Grow] made plants that were simple green buds on churned loam; they would grow later. [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] made lights of many colors that did not move at all; not like they should, not like they would.

When Erick was done with the main thrust of the building, he turned back into a person and did some final touches; leveling a floor here, securing a wall of the new lake there, poking into the dungeons and seeing that one of them had some horrors inside so he eradicated that one. Normal stuff.

And then Erick stepped back, to stand with Rozeta and Phagar on a mountain further from where they had started.

Rozeta casually said, “You’re bigger than last time.”

Erick chuckled. “A bit.”

Phagar smiled, and then he waved his hand, and Time shifted, tiny fractals spreading out from the white walls of the new dungeon city.

Erick wondered about that presentation of godly power, and not for the first time.

Phagar, wearing Erick’s own face and body as he usually did, smiled, and said, “I wonder, Erick. Have I always had these fractals as a part of my godly presentation? Or is that something I had forgotten that came from this Fractal Cosmology? Am I a god from this Fractal Cosmology? I’m not sure anymore. Could be that fractals are simply neat, and present in multiple lands, coming from multiple influences to arrive at the same ideas.”

“That last one has some real merit,” Erick said, huffing a laugh.

The dungeon city transformed as Phagar spoke, the [Terraforming] rapidly unfreezing and then turning absolutely chaotic in its frenzy of life-bringing rain and lightning. The first greenery caused the next greenery to come in much faster. Life died and then grew back. Moss covered white buildings like a living carpet. Trees bloomed as rivers flowed and the lake filled in the center of the land.

And then the [Terraforming] truly took off, filling the entire sky of the dungeon city with rain.

Shadows of things moved in the racing time, mere afterimages of slimes and some small monsters running fast lives here and there. Trees grew to be a hundred years old in an instant and then they died to a hurricane cleaning up the land.

The hurricane was not a continual thing; the [Terraforming] fluctuated its power. It killed periodically, and then rested for an age, becoming a simple rain cloud filled with lightning sparks and shadow tendrils that hovered over the lake in the center of the space.

Rozeta sighed as she watched it all happen, like she was resting in a hot tub. “That’s so much Benevolence mana. It’s already clearing up problems in the Script, in the tangles of Wrongness caused by Malevolence. I don’t know what the exact difference is between your mana, Erick, and the mana of everyone else, because they’re near-qualitatively the same in several instances… Ophiel, for one. Yggdrasil for another. But your mana does very well against Malevolence. I think it might be that Reson Magic.”

In a commiserating sort of way, Erick said, “That shouldn’t be a question you have, Rozeta. You should know why things are the way they are. Phagar should know why his godly presentation looks like the magic I saw of the Fractal Fairy. But you’ve all been crushed down to Nothanganathor’s desires. He has cut away the option for you to know this stuff, for knowing the Red triggered the Red. You might have even cut out that knowledge from yourself. But we can fix that, eventually.”

Rozeta simply stared ahead, hoping.

Phagar continued to work fractal Time upon the land ahead of them, saying, “I’ve opened up all my memories that have been ‘open in case of emergency’. This conspiracy goes deep, Erick. There is hope, though.” He grinned, saying, “The overall plan of Nothanganathor’s relies on powers derived from countless small wizardries and meticulous planning, and all of our Foundations being laid upon beds of sand and shifting undercurrents. But you could open communications right to Margleknot, pulling possibility here to Veird, and if worse comes to worse, we can enact an Endtimes Plan and you can [Grand Reincarnation] everyone to new lives, in new parts of the universe.”

Erick felt a twitch of calm pleasure at that suggestion.

Even if Veird fell, and Erick and Melemizargo were trapped in the final power of Nothanganathor, the people could escape.

Erick said, “Let’s call that ‘Plan Omega’; the very last one.”

Rozeta said, “I would prefer to save Veird. This larger universe is something I wish to contend with after Nothanganathor loses, and with all of you with me.”

Phagar nodded. He pulled back his Time from the dungeon city.

The world beyond once again froze in time, due to the shared [Time Stop] of Erick, Rozeta, and Phagar.

The white land had changed into one of green and blue and flowers and mushrooms and brilliance and shadow.

Erick said to Rozeta, “I need the space released from the Script, so that the mana is fully usable, and not taken by the Script. I plan on helping Solomon and Destiny Ascend here, too.”

Rozeta flinched. “Do you have to request that?”

“I do,” Erick said, “Right now the system is probably only pulling out a tenth of what it should. For instance: I made almost 200 Benevolence dungeon towers on Margleknot. The mana coming from those was visible in the air as a white thickness, and my [Reson Gatherer]s started turning the excess into currency and true power. I see no excess here. I need all of the mana here to clean up Veird.”

Rozeta bargained, “Then how about I invert the Authority of the Script, and give every living thing here a lot more mana than they normally have, and thus the excess spills out and I can regather that, and you can use that vastly increased node network to send your [Benevolent Grand Cleanse] all across the rest of Veird.” Rozeta looked to Erick. “How about that?”

“… Huh. Well damn. Yes. I’ll take that option and also the area over the lake, free of the Script.” Erick said, “On the island I built there.”

Phagar smirked. “That island wasn’t for statues?”

Erick went, “Ha!”

Rozeta forced herself to say, “If you can promise me that you won’t blow up anything from here, then… I agree.”

“I will definitely be blowing things up from here, Rozeta.”

“Oh you know what I mean.” Rozeta looked to the right and up, took a moment, and then she turned back toward Erick. “Done.” She added, “Mostly. There’s a 10 meter sphere of space on that island that’s Script-free. That’s the maximum size I’ll allow. The Script-given mana of every living thing in the rest of the space and a kilometer beyond the walls is highly artificially boosted.”

“Thank you.” Erick said to Phagar, “Time dilation?”

“Of course,” Phagar said, as the land beyond began to move again, and rapidly. Not as fast as before, but still fast. Soon, the air began to fill with a thickness of mana. “Nothanganathor will be able to notice this space, now, if he is looking. Let’s go inside.”

Erick stepped forward, vanishing from the frozen-snow mountaintop far outside of the city to land on a bare island in the center—

Erick sighed in some kinda relief. The air in here was warm and humid and lovely. The lights of many Radiances filled the world with light, birds chirped in the trees, bugs buzzed in the grasses and wild places, and slimes troddled all over everywhere. The lake was clear of slimes, but there were plenty of fish in the lake, and even some monsters.

… There were monsters kinda everywhere, actually. Only small ones, and some stranger big ones. None that bothered to come out this far to the island in the center of the lake, for Erick had cordoned this place off with a [Force Wall] before he left, and the [Force Wall] remained strong due to the line of the node network that Erick had dropped down into this space.

The land was growing and plentiful, and though Erick had grown past such things as the need of air or warmth, air and warmth still felt good.

The Script being not-here felt kinda bad, though. It was an uneasy sort of feeling.

Phagar and Rozeta appeared next to him. Rozeta looked worried. Phagar looked ready for something bad to happen.

Erick said to them, “Here we go. The first real cast of this magic, and what will probably poke a great big hole in the dimensional fabric and call forth Nothanganathor. The spell might not even work past this space, though, what with the Script. But this is an act of Wizardry, so it might work anyway. This first cast is going to target—” Erick glanced around with his senses, and spotted some shadowolves out there in the depths of the dungeon city. Those things and the birds and the bugs must have gotten in from the dungeons. Erick said, “—All the shadowolves in this space.”

Phagar asked, “How about starting with targeting Malevolence in this small space under this [Force Wall] dome?”

“Sure. We can start there.”

Rozeta was calm, but worried.

Erick cast [Spellsurge Weave] and [Benevolent Cleanse] at the same time, marrying the spells together and targeting Malevolence here in this small space under the Force dome, to get everything started. Just one cast, though! He tied the spell off to the node network line up ahead, giving the magic all the mana it would ever need, a billion times over. Thick air rapidly misted out of the space and then flash-transformed into a map of the nearby area —a kilometer out— as a white Weaver cascaded light up above. The map turned iridescent—

Red Sparks suddenly crawled out of the map—

And the Weaver banished those Red Sparks with a flash of a [Benevolent Cleanse].

Red turned to thick air, becoming a sudden rush of a whole bunch of different types of mana and other powers that did not really exist on Veird, but which the Script would be able to clean up a lot easier than how it handled Malevolence. Erick categorized what he saw as Carnage and Vile and a few others… And he also saw twists of something that was hard on the eyes, which were invisible to his mana senses, and which he thought were spent resons, but which kinda looked… corruptive? Maybe? Maybe they were remnants of spent abilities that were not mana-based, turned to something Erick simply could not understand. There was a lot of that up on Margleknot, after all.

Erick hit the motes of weirdness with another [Benevolent Cleanse] and the weirdness remained, but it did spread out, like a stain diluting.

If it was corruption, then Benevolence might be good against it?

Erick hit it with a jolt of Benevolence lightning… Which did jack shit. Well okay then.

Not corruption—

Nothanganthor wouldn’t use corruption this early in the fight, anyway. He would be called a Corrupter and then dealt with by the Fae Council… Maybe.

So what could he be looking at?

Erick began, “Do you two know what—”

And then he looked at Rozeta, and knew several things at once.

Erick frowned. “The Script is still here and those are Banned elements, aren’t they. It’s the same thing I saw in the Vaults with those spaceships. It’s almost the same thing I see every time I look at a Mind Mage or see a person use Mental Magic; those tendrils of thought. Ah, dammit. Yup. That all makes sense now.”

Rozeta frowned. “I can’t actually make this space 100% Script free. It’s 99.9999% free. And yes, those are Banned Elements. Specifically Elemental Tyranny and Elemental Corruption and Contract and a whole bunch of other tiny things. Looks like some abilities from other power sources, too, which is very weird for me to see, Erick. 

“Malevolence is its own thing, but your [Benevolent Cleanse] seems to smash it to whatever pieces it can smash it into. As for the Mind Mage stuff, yeah; those are resons, too, but those aren’t Banned. I tried Banning Mind Magic; it simply didn’t work, so I hid it behind the same obfuscation that the Banned stuff goes behind. We can talk about all that later, at length, if you want. You deserve to know everything. 

“But for now!” She put away her frown, saying, “This is going to work.” She added, “Deploy it on a larger scale. Target Malevolence in the nearest kilometer.”

Erick put away his objections to an imperfect world and slightly-untrusting-allies (Because Rozeta probably knew things he did not know, and he trusted her anyway), and said, “Sure. This works at the speed of a Weaver, which is fast, but not instant. I can make it work larger than just the nearest kilometer. Here: just follow it.” And then he set the Weaver to find all Malevolence within the dungeon city and [Benevolent Cleanse] it away.

The entire Cleanse Map turned blue with targets.

Erick winced at that, saying, “Welp. It does Image here and also in a side reality, for it goes through a side reality to scan from here to there.”

The Weaver was already off, heading outward and rapidly splashing the world around it with a [Benevolent Cleanse], turning the air around itself into a thick white mist that rapidly dispersed. Strangely enough, the Weaver flew on a mere half-meter before it carved out another 10-meter-diameter sphere out of the air, turning all of that space briefly Red before it flashed over with white thickness. The Weaver went another half meter and did the same thing.

It kept going, showcasing Red in the air before turning that Red into a bunch of different manas, some of which were Banned.

It was kinda like a constantly flowing firework, actually.

Erick said, “So a few things.” Erick and company watched the firework lazily drift across the lake’s surface, heading into the water for some reason, and then back up and out for some other reason. “I think every Weaver is in a different side-reality of this slice of Infinity, so that space will need to be cleaned multiple times. And I think I restricted the size of my [Cleanse] too much.” Erick asked Rozeta, “Can I cast a full-sized [Benevolent Cleanse]? Is the Script handling this?”

Rozeta was looking at the ‘Red firework’ and its trail of mana mist, and also at something else Beyond here and now. Her face was an absolute mask of something profound. Then she looked to Erick, and Erick knew he was looking at a Goddess. She intoned, “You’re opening up windows to armies of Beasts, Erick. Make more Weavers. Make them as big as you can. As many as you need. You’re killing the ones over there and their way into this world.” She breathed deep, her Sight moving back to Beyond. “This is the army we feared, Phagar. Right there on the other side and everywhere. And the [Benevolent Cleanse] is breaking them.”

Phagar was also looking Beyond. “The timetable that I spoke of earlier for the next Claw descent is moving up. It’s not in 2 more real-time hours. It’s in 20 minutes, our speedy-time, and in 1,200 locations. 1,200 would have been the end for Veird, but not with you here. Not with this. Deploy Erick’s [Cleanse] to our captains, Rozeta. To all the people. Erick. We need more of these Weavers. A lot. And then my Champion Nirzir is going to join you and help you going forward.”

Erick was not panicking; he was too solid for that. He was worried, though. Bigger Weavers meant briefly bigger holes into the Other Side. Erick asked, “Could something get through if I make the Weavers truly large?”

“Yes,” Rozeta said, “And then the Weaver would kill them here, and if not, then you will kill them here. Or the Blue Corps will.”

Erick had no objections to that. His fingers almost itched to kill something of Nothanganathor’s. But for now, Erick canceled the Weaver-combo magic in front of him and cast another [Spellsurge Weave]+[Benevolent Cleanse], and this time he didn’t restrict his Cleanse Magic’s size at all.

White mist did not coalesce into a flat map. This time, the mist floated in the air, forming a sphere of many layers; a half-formed map of Veird. And then a cascading Weaver took form high, high above the map, in the sky of the dungeon city.

It was a dot of white like a miniature sun hanging high above the dungeon rooftops; high above the [Terraforming] clouds.

The globe of Veird was barely formed at all, and yet it was already turning blue with recognized Malevolence—

The Weaver pulsed in the sky.

All of the entire dungeon city turned Red and then instantly white as thick white air filled the world, all around Erick. His Sight was clear because he did not see fully with his eyes, but to his mortal-shaped eyes everything was a cloud.

And then the entire dungeon city pulsed Red and then white again.

Rozeta threw her head back and laughed an echoing laugh in the clouds, and suddenly her mortal-shaped body was gone. Phagar excused himself for the coming war effort. Erick was alone, as Rozeta appeared in the clearing sky overhead. She was brilliant white and iridescent and kilometers long. Erick had no idea where she began or ended.

“More, Erick! Break him! Rip it all asunder!”

Erick obliged.

More Weavers went out.

Some of them even managed to get more than half a meter before pulsing again and again—

A tall, busty woman appeared on the edge of the lake, wearing purple robes in the Songli style. It took Erick a quick moment to recognize Nirzir. But those were Nirzir’s deep purple eyes, pale white skin and hair, and brilliant smile. She was 29 these days and still hitting on Erick occasionally, but it was 90% normal flirting that didn’t mean anything. Erick ignored the remaining 10%.

Nirzir called out through the Red-white flashes, “Helloooo, True Wizard!”

Erick smiled. “Come on over, Champion Nirzir.”

—Nirzir stepped to Erick’s side, grinning, moving without moving to get here, saying, “I heard you’re killing armies these days!”

“As much as I can, Little Nirzir.”

Nirzir scoffed in false-injury. “I gained at least 10 centimeters of height when I got my Championship! You’re just too damned tall!”

Erick continued to put more Weavers out into the world, asking Nirzir, “Can you read the future well as a Champion of Phagar? That’s what I always wondered when I gave that up; the exactitude of the nature of the time-telling of Phagar.”

Nirzir smiled softly and a tear fell. She rapidly opened her arms and rushed Erick with a hug, burying her head against his stomach, saying, “I see so much, but we’ll get to that soon. We have some moments.”

Erick put his arms around Nirzir’s back. “I missed you, too.”

Nirzir chuckled against Erick’s stomach. And then she breathed in, and pulled back. She rapidly pointed at the map and 1,450 bright purple dots appeared among the entirely-blue Image. “Malevolence is everywhere but those are the foreseen eruption points. How many Weavers do you have up and running right now?”

“Not enough.” Erick looked up at the fog all around, and at the strobe-light of Red-then-white that continued to happen. “This mist is too much— Rozeta! I don’t have the capability to use environmental mana yet, and neither can my Siphons or the Drains. Can you clear this up?”

Rozeta’s voice was all around, “I’m working on a solution larger than this space. Send out more Weavers, all across the world, and be ready to target Claws. Make more of these Weaver spells, too.” And then she said, “I am now increasing the Script-granted mana of everything in your area.”

Nirzir was studying the strobing air and also the Image in front of her, but then she jerked, and so did every living thing within the entire dungeon city.

High ahead, Erick saw the shadowy tendrils of [Undertow Star] and all of the shadows of the node network turn absolutely radiant in the center of each tendril, like they were pulling light out of people, through straws of gloom. The Image turned deeply intricate as Erick sent Weavers out all across the world—

Nirzir held up a light image. “This is a Claw. They’re coming out. Target them at those locations.”

Erick had heard that Claws were, well, claws. It was still weird to see Nirzir hold up a lightward shaped like a literal dragon claw made of Red Lightning.

Erick had the Weavers target those.

Rapidly, the strobe of Red and misty white all around Erick simply stopped. There was no Claw here, so the Weaver overhead moved on.

The cloud of white remained behind for a while, before it soaked into the ground and into Elsewhere.

The Weaver Image transformed, slowly and then surely, the complete-blue beginning to fade, to be replaced with blue dots. Erick, Nirzir, and the Image, were behind a deep layer of dilated time, but the world out there and the scanning capabilities of the Weaver were in normal, much slower time. It took a minute for the absolute blue of the entire Image to transform into a few blue pinpricks here and there, almost all of them at every single spot where Nirzir had indicated.

Nirzir said, “Looks like I was off a little!” She chuckled, trying not to be absolutely terrified as she recognized what the map meant— And then she paused as she looked upon Eralis, her home. “Uh.”

Erick was already sending out more and more Weavers to every single spot on the map, as he said, “There is no travel time between the Weaver being made and casting at the target, because I can create the Weavers at the target.” As Erick spoke, the map was already depopulating of blue dots. “See? The Claws are already evaporating. Eralis is safe.”

Nirzir watched as the blue dots near Eralis, deep inside the map under many layers, began to vanish.

More dots appeared all over the world, though.

Erick had Nirzir focus, asking, “Any Leviathans out there?”

Nirzir’s purple eyes shimmered with fractals as she gazed upon the map, her words coming easy, “No. Thank Phagar and all the gods. No leviathans. We think he needs a real image to make one of those, and there are no more leviathan-shaped images in the world that we know of.” She breathed out. “Can you make a second map for Nothor Beasts?”

“Yes,” Erick added, “And then a third map for just Malevolence.”

And that is what Erick did.

The three maps of Veird each showed different problems. The Claw map was sometimes populated here and there, but not really. Erick still kept up on those Weaver alterations as needed.

The Nothor Beast map was 90% blue.

The Malevolence Itself map was 100% blue.

An hour of dilated time passed quickly inside the dungeon city, with Erick and Nirzir working together to direct the Weavers, when they needed directing. Only ten minutes of time passed in the rest of the world. And in those ten minutes, the only thing that had really changed was that the number of Claws were decreasing and then rapidly increasing as more and more Claws came out of hiding. The Nothor Beasts were bad news, but the Claws did the real damage. That was the Map that Nirzir focused on the most. That was the map that Erick focused on, too, rapidly deploying Weavers wherever he saw a target pop up.

And the pouring of Malevolence into Veird continued unabated, only seeming to get stronger, and yet…

“And yet no one is dying?” Erick asked himself again, finding it hard to believe, as he gazed through portals to see a few battlefields.

A Claw stepped out of Elsewhere into the skies of Candlepoint and then was instantly obliterated by a [Benevolent Cleanse]. It screamed. It died. It accomplished nothing.

It didn’t look like an actual attack, though. More like Erick had unearthed a hidden enemy that had been sleeping and then he killed it before it had fully awoken. 

“No one is dying,” Nirzir said, still slightly surprised at that. “The Blue Corps is out in force with Kiri making portals and Phagar is moving people around fast, too. Mostly, the Cleanses are doing the work. The problem doesn’t look to be getting better though… Why isn’t it getting better? You said something about side realities but… each Weaver is only targeting this reality, right? I know there’s something going on with infinity, but… We’re just working on the nearby infinity, right? It should be smaller than this?” Nirzir hoped, “Right?”

Erick had covered some of the world with Weavers, but not all; not by a long shot. He was still putting more and more out there. Even the Core had Weavers in it; that’s where Rozeta was working the most right now, fixing the many problems that Erick was unearthing there. She was having a grand time; like an engineer in the throes of figuring out why their code wasn’t working and then fixing it all with perfect solutions. 

Erick said, “I’m guessing here, but… The Weavers are poking holes in Infinity and disturbing an army we did not know the true size of, Nirzir. It’s a big army.”

Nirzir steeled herself. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

“I’m casting more and more Weavers, but…” Erick asked the air, “Is the ambient mana fix up and running yet, Rozeta?”

Rozeta’s voice was everywhere, and she was happy, “I’m working on it! The absolute flow of mana to the core is way too large right now! I have to increase ten thousand systems to match and I have to get it right. Don’t worry about anything. People are just getting Red flashes and living in mist for a while. It’s fine! I already sent out blue boxes. Put out more Weavers!”

Erick was already putting out more Weavers. He had long since moved on from actual targets, and was now just working in a grid pattern, filling out every layer with more and more weavers, mostly on the Malevolence-clearing map, targeting ‘people under the effect of Malevolence, not already being targeted by another Weaver or pulse of [Benevolent Cleanse]’. That map was overfull of Weavers, but it needed even more—

“Ah ha!” Rozeta said, from elsewhere, “Got it!”

The mist of the world rapidly cleared, rising into the sky, revealing the land and the people and everything else. Clouds of white, thick air rose into the heavens, turning into streamers that then moseyed through the world on white rivers. Erick watched as the thick mana streamers that were common around the Core of Veird appeared in the sky.

Nirzir breathed a sigh of relief, saying, “Thank Rozeta for that; I can finally see this neat dungeon city.”

The world flashed Red with another pulse of Cleanse.

Nirzir added, “I could do without the Red pulses, though.”

Erick laughed. “It’ll get worse once I finally reach saturation.” He pointed up at the Weaver high overhead. “That thing is actually moving a meter around each time it flashes. When we reach saturation it won’t move at all and instead it will be a rapid [Benevolent Cleanse] that—” Erick raised his voice to the air, “—That will Drain this entire node network and also fill the world with ambient mana! Might take a while to reach that, though! It’s going to break the Script Second, too, and by a lot.”

Rozeta stepped to Erick’s side. “I now realize why you didn’t just put out ten million Weavers at once. I must admit I was a bit mad at you for not just filling the world with Weavers instantly. Thank you for that. I will be adjusting things. Will we know when saturation is reached?”

Phagar stepped back into the conversation. “Four or five hours from now.”

“It’ll be like a Red-and-white storm, I imagine; constant and unending and terribly destructive to all currently-cast magic.” Erick said, “I’m sure that Nothanganathor recognizes what is happening right now, but when the Cleansing really starts it’ll be a qualitative difference from what we’re seeing now.”

Rozeta breathed deep, and then she stepped away, her voice trailing after her, “I have work.”

Phagar nodded.

Erick cast more Weavers.

[Cleanse] didn’t work on spellwork, but when Erick made [Benevolent Cleanse] out of the original, he had surely made it to kill everything Malevolence-based, and Elemental Destruction was very good at destroying what it was targeted to destroy.

- - -

Erick reached something close to saturation on the Malevolence-clearing map four hours later.

All of the maps looked almost the same as they had been before, but none of the Claws were killing anyone, or even appearing anymore. The same went for the Nothor Beasts. Erick was exterminating them long before they appeared; cleansing away their connection to this land and almost all of their hidden physical forms, too.

The Weaver overhead wasn’t moving much at all before triggering another city-wide [Benevolent Cleanse]. In every direction other Weavers hung, flashing their [Benevolent Cleanse], filling the world with Red-then-white. The Weavers were bunching up on each other now, forming what Erick thought of as a slowly-filling-in Venn Diagram of the world.

And the sky was a river of thick, white air, trailing off to the south, to the downways hole near the southern pole. There were other holes in other places, and each of them held rivers of thick, white air, too.

Erick was probably a few thousand Weaver casts away from full saturation, or maybe another hour or two. It was hard to tell. Whatever the case, he said, “We’re getting close, Rozeta.”

Rozeta’s voice came to him, “We’re ready to increase the mana production of everything around you. Nirzir; you need to leave now. This increase will kill everything connected to the Script in that area. Erick will be fine.”

Nirzir and Erick had spoken about a lot as the both of them worked.

It had not been enough.

A lot had happened during Erick’s absence.

Nirzir gave Erick one final hug, then pulled away, saying, “We’ll talk about the Valkyries later. The entire world missed you. I missed you. Glad to have you back.”

Erick smiled softly. “I missed the entire world. I also missed you, Nirzir. Glad to be back.”

Nirzir sniffled once, and then she stepped away; vanishing like a fae, or a god, or just like a [Teleport] that wasn’t a [Teleport] at all.

Twenty minutes later, Erick achieved full-world saturation.

In his tests, when Erick was shooting stone pillars with Bolts, when he had 20 Weavers on 20 pillars, the Weavers did not need to reposition constantly to hit the pillars, so they were already on target to drop their payload wherever they were, so they sent streams of Bolts at those pillars.

That happened now, with city-wide [Benevolent Cleanse]s.

The air absolutely thrummed with Red Lightning that was only visible because it was being destroyed by cleansing Elemental Destruction; the true power behind [Cleanse]. All the world was Red with breaking Malevolence and then white with the remnants of Erick’s [Benevolent Cleanse]. It sounded like breaking magic. It felt like the breaking of a world, but softer. The clouds in the air were so thick that even Erick couldn’t see beyond them—

And then Rozeta and the Script took control of the ambient mana.

Tsunamis of clouds raced through the world, and all was simply breaking Red and probably a lot of people freaking out and also trying not to freak out. Rozeta’s messages were clear that this was a good thing happening.

If Erick were a normal person out there, would he believe her?

He’d probably try to go to sleep and ignore the Red breaking all around him.

Probably have PTSD about it, though.

Nothanganathor was a selfish bastard, for sure.

Erick just wanted people to have nice lives, and here Nothanganathor was taking those nice lives and twisting them into his own personal gain.

There were no people here in this dungeon city, though, and that was a good thing.

In the white dungeon city Erick had created and that Phagar had slipped through time to fill it with life, everything that was living, was dying. Erick watched as the fish in the waters began to grow mana crystals from their bodies, iridescent shards growing out of their gills. Eyes crusted over. And then the fish stopped moving as the water itself turned thick with mana, and then into mana crystal. The buildings crusted over with crystal. The little rads at the center of the cores of each slime were like seed crystals for mana crystal formation. Soon, the slimes were little colorful balls of crystal. The shadowolves hiding out in the dark spaces of the city were all crusting outward from the inside, their own rads killing them as it turned them into crystal. They didn’t have much time to panic before they were locked under solidity, like flies in white amber. Everything in the city shared the same fate, except for Erick, here at the center.

A sustained sort of injury knocked a few hundred points of damage against his Status. It was nothing he couldn’t handle.

Every single thing was still alive underneath that crystal, though, still feeding the magic here, at the center, still erupting the world in a continual splash of breaking Red and flowing white air.

Erick watched the entire procedure.

Time passed.

A lot of time passed.

Erick spent that time adjusting the maps, but mostly looking through tiny portals into the rest of the world, checking up on everything, and even talking with his family. Those portals had to remain small, though, or else the massive amount of mana in this space would kill anyone else, and even then the portals had to be shielded hard.

Cleaning the world took 26 real-hours. By then, all of the Malevolence on the map was gone; the blue targeting was no more. Even the little Malevolence that should have remained after being ‘balanced’ was gone; washed away by the Benevolence in the air that remained unbalanced and strong.

Cleaning the world took Erick 7 days, inside the [Hasted Shelter] of the dungeon city.

When it was over, Erick sat on a prominence of crystal that had grown out of the water’s edge and made a nice bench.

Within a city of white crystal, Erick looked up at the clear night sky, and the false stars of the false heavens. Erick’s own Weavers were still up there, still cascading their white glows, but without anything to target. They looked like pretty amazing stars to Erick.

And the city was ‘dead’ all around him.

It seemed he had made his own Ar’Kendrithyst.

Erick breathed in the warm air, kept warm by the various enchantments in the air which all remained strong. He glanced to the brilliant [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]s within the crystals here and there, and at the absolute strength of the node networks hanging in the air. This place had survived well, for the power of the entire Script was focused upon this space, focused on keeping it together.

And then the Script switched, and normal operating procedure resumed.

Mana crystals were not allowed under the Script, and thus the land began to break under that Authority.

It was only fair, Erick said to himself, to see this land destroy itself as it had cast Destruction out into the rest of the world. [Cleanse] balanced mana, and though it didn’t do much against active spellwork, the absolute tsunamis of mana pouring through the land in the wake of the worldwide cleaning had broken most active spellwork out there. 

Enough grains of sand thrown against a mountain would destroy that mountain.

Erick’s [Benevolence Cleanse] had ruined node networks and all defensive and even offensive spellwork the world over. Anything non-instant had been swept away under a white ocean. This, then, was what Margleknot was truly afraid of when he spoke of not using this power on that land up there. Would this action, taken up there, have broken all of the Spatial Magic that kept that place together? Yes, absolutely. How about all the individual magics that kept that place running, like air-to-land containment magics that held breathable atmosphere to the various lands, and otherwise? For sure.

As it was, the Gate Network was down, completely. Even some of the Gate Spaces out there were broken, for Nothanganathor had infiltrated those spaces with his Malevolence. Erick had gotten to talk with Kiri about all of that, but he would be spending more time with her as he spent some time at the House and got all of that back up and running.

This whole thing had been a disaster. Technically.

And yet...

The Core of Veird was running better than it ever had before, for Rozeta had done miracles, to hear her talk of it. She hadn’t left Erick completely alone during this time. She checked on him and told him what was happening out there, when Erick wasn’t talking to people through portals. She had put those manaminers Erick had given her to work.

Ten million ‘people’ were gone from this world for this reason or that reason, but mostly because the ‘Day of Clouds’ had evaporated them into clouds. Some of Nothanganathor’s tricks seemed to be face stealing, with Nothor Beasts living inside people, like demons.

A lot had happened.

Erick had caught most of it. The Mind Mages had caught a lot more, and yet, the Crossing was gone. Erick’s Day of Clouds had washed away even that magic which kept [Telepathy] running across the entire world. The Mind Mages had saved most everything they needed to save, but they’d be rebuilding the Crossing for years. Preliminary Crossing magics would be up and running in a few days, though.

Almost all magical items the entire world over were slagged.

All node networks outside of Erick’s crystal dungeon city were gone; they’d need to be rebuilt, too.

This place needed to be rebuilt as well.

Erick looked all around at his crystal dungeon city, at the animals and otherwise trapped in slowly-evaporating mana stones. The crystal kept them all alive until that crystal evaporated enough to expose flesh or bark or otherwise, and then those bodies also began to break like so much broken magic, evaporating right alongside the crystal. They were still alive when they began to disintegrate. Rozeta had told Erick that their mental capacities were all gone anyway, so it wasn’t nearly as horrific as it could have been.

Still seemed pretty horrific after hearing that, but in a different sort of way.

In an hour, the dungeon city would be completely gone—

Phagar stepped to Erick’s side. “That was the single greatest defensive action we’ve been able to take against the Red. All of Nothanganathor’s current influence seems gone. It’s great to have you back.”

Erick chuckled as his emotions did a 180. Yes, there had been destruction on a grand scale, but on the whole, this was a clear and total win. Stuff had been destroyed, but stuff was just stuff; they could rebuild.

“It’s great to be back.” Erick added, “I’m going to rebuild this dungeon city in preparation for the next time, and then, after some time of peace and setting the worlds to rights and the walls to strength, I want to talk to you about Paths and settling the way to good futures through Grand Fate Magics.”

Phagar nodded. “I’m already doing those Grand Fate Magics. You can watch, and we can discuss what you see. We’re going slow, though, and not doing much. Fate Magic is not like other magic at all.”

Erick’s eyebrows went up. “Oh. Then yes; let’s do that.” He added, “And we can talk about Solomon’s Genesis, and bringing people back from Erasure?”

Phagar gave a hard look, saying, “You should lower your hopes with regard to that solution, Erick.”

Erick hadn’t spoken with Solomon about his Elemental Genesis yet because the man had looked kinda sad whenever the topic went that way, and everyone else had moved on to other subjects because they all knew something Erick didn’t, so Phagar’s warning away from hope wasn’t unexpected.

But Erick smiled anyway, saying, “I like my hopes right where they are, for if current possibilities don't allow for perfect solutions then I will find better possibilities, and help others find those better possibilities, too.”

Phagar softened. “It’s great to have you back.”

Erick grinned.
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                Erick gazed up at the sky over Ascendant Mountain and saw holes in that sky. The blue illusions ended, and what remained was broken black metal that formed giant rents, as though claws had carved up the sky. That was exactly what had happened, too. A while ago, Nothanganathor had sent Claws and probably even a Leviathan toward Ascendant Mountain, to attack Melemizargo’s new home for his shadelings and Shades. Those Claws had started high above the Surface Sphere of Veird, several spheres up, making a path through adamantium shells to arrive here.

If there had been a Leviathan involved, the rest of the world didn’t know about it, and the Shades Erick had spoken to so far had opted not to say anything in that direction. Melemizargo needed to appear strong, and so, Erick let that lie of omission stand.

Looking down at Ascendant Mountain, Erick could see why the Shades and maybe even Melemizargo didn’t want the world to know that they had been so thoroughly targeted.

Before the attack, Ascendant Mountain had been split in half, with the large southern part filled with white crystal towers filled with shadelings, like in Brightwater, before Last Shadow’s Feast in Ar’Kendrithyst. The north half of Ascendant Mountain had been filled with gardens and wild spaces. The crack in the middle had been filled with dungeons. A million shadelings or more had made this place their home. It had been a nice place.

Right to the south lay the Black Gate Dungeon, which was still rather well defended, for that’s where Solomon had made his home and his base of power. Solomon and the people there had never seen whatever happened here; one day, Ascendant Mountain had been Ascendant Mountain.

And now Ascendant Mountain was this.

There was no land of crystal skyscrapers and a million shadelings all trying to simply live their lives and gardens filled with dungeons and danger and reward. Those few shadelings who had survived the attack moved to Candlepoint, to join those who still lived there in the Shadeling District. Those people didn’t know what had happened here, either.

Just a crater with some broken skyscraper-sized white crystal here and there.

The crater ran rather deep.

Erick opened up his aura and reached down into the broken ground, grabbing a few hunks of building-sized crystal. Some copying magic rapidly gave Erick a literal mountain of crystal that he suspended with a judicious use of gravity spellwork, and then came some Shaping magic. Raw materials flowed together. Dirt flowed outward, along with air and other impurities.

Soon, Erick had a sphere of quartz-like crystal several kilometers across, that was only partially quartz. It was more like Kendrithyst, Bluite, Stratagold, or the clear crystals of the Waiting Room; quartz-plus-mana. In this case Erick had wiped away whatever had been here before, and now there was Benevolence crystal, because that’s what Erick had on hand.

It was clear and lined in light.

Erick allowed the giant sphere of crystal to begin to crystalize for real, making shapes out of the flowing material. Giant crystals began to grow out of seed crystals, and then the whole thing began to grow much faster, for Erick was directing that growth rather strongly. He separated crystals, delineating growth, making sure everything was shaped as he wanted it to shape.

Soon, Erick set down a few kilometer-tall and rather-thick pillars into the ground. Then he [Duplicate]d them, until he had an approximation of Ascendant mountain. It was not the same, at all. These crystals didn’t have any shadows in them. They didn’t have any homes carved into them, either. What Erick had made was a monument to give rise to what he was doing next.

In the highest reaches of the crystal, Erick created a thick white crystal dais that he then copied several times over, stacking the stone on top of itself, to raise a pillar above all the rest. Some gentle Shaping magics made that pillar strong and tall and a single piece of brilliantly clear, shimmering crystal. Light split into rainbows. Lightning gathered along pointed edges.

The stone was kinda weak right now, though. This was a lot of weight. In normal circumstances the place would not hold on its own. What saved it from self-collapse was that it was half underground, and the direction of gravity once you got below the Surface was ‘toward the nearest, largest object’, so it didn’t weigh that much. Not really. Not any more than the upper 10% of all of the crystal towers of Ar’Kendrithyst, anyway. Some cracks still formed here and there in the upper reaches. Erick fixed those cracks, rearranged some things, and the cracks stopped forming.

Erick had done all he could do, though, for this wasn’t his place.

Erick sat down on the central dais. He called out to the air, “Hello, Melemizargo. Sorry I was gone. I’m back, and would like to talk.”

Shadows swirled, becoming Dark in the false light of ‘day’, the artificial sun overhead doing absolutely nothing to impact the gloom gathering in front of Erick.

Melemizargo resolved himself to a mere 25 meter tall dragon. He settled down on the white crystal, and Erick saw shadows swirl in the crystal. Erick had not left any impurities in the building of this place, but with Melemizargo taking over the gift he had given him, the place seemed more solid, at least five times over. It supported the multi-ton weight of the Dark Dragon, and it would probably support a lot more than that.

Melemizargo lightly said, “We’ve already moved back to Candlepoint. There was no need to rebuild this place, unless you want us gone from Candlepoint.”

“This can be a summer home, if you wish. I merely made it because I was sad to see it broken. It was a nice place.”

Silence.

They could have spoken about anything. They probably should have started on the important topics, like the Dark Mark and the Fractal Mark and Mind Mages and Nothanganathor and Margleknot and the fate in store for all of Veird, but especially in store for Erick and Melemizargo.

Maybe they could have started with why Melemizargo had failed to protect his Ascendant Mountain, or why he didn’t let Solomon remake it, or what was the story going on there. Were Solomon and Melemizargo at odds with each other? Maybe.

Erick let Melemizargo set the tone.

Melemizargo said, “I’m not sure where to start.”

Erick knew where to start.

Erick said, “I want you to know that I’m fully in favor of killing Nothanganathor. I want you to know that I’m going to rip him from his throne of convenient truths and End him in every way a person can be Ended. I’ll find a way to undo his Erasure through helping Solomon achieve Ascension and otherwise, and bring back everything Nothanganathor ever broke. I’ll figure out all the secrets of this cosmology and beyond and break everything that needs breaking so that it can be made better in that breaking and remaking.

“And I want you to be there with me.

“I fully expect for this to come down to a battle between me and him and you, and you and I need to be on the same side, because I want to see Nothanganathor obliterated and I believe you do, too.”

Melemizargo stared a little, seeming to turn softer in the moment of Erick’s proclamation.

Erick waited.

“I remember him now,” Melemizargo said, his voice filling the world. “I remember his little nodes of power he built everywhere, and how I used to pull at them to draw him to me, so that I could send his avatar back to him with new memories of pain. I spent a decade of real time pulling at those nodes once. After that he got creative and began putting his Sundering nodes into people, instead of into places. Those ones were much harder to find and I eventually stopped caring. I did not know they were Sundering nodes at the time. I did know that they Sundered small spaces when they were killed improperly…

“I let him cast his magic, though, because I believed he wasn’t a threat anymore.

“If I would have been a better god then this wouldn’t have happened.

“And yet, he was always like this. Always destructive and manipulative and coercive toward only his own gains.

“My first memory of him is all of us hatching in the clutch, and then fighting each other as dragons always do. We’re usually too tiny to really hurt each other and most escape instead of die. But when we all hatched together… I believe I was third to hatch. I opened my eyes and saw Nothanganathor first. He was a white hybrid of leviathan and true dragon. He was long, and curled around some blue thing that was still struggling against him, and his tiny arms were clenched on some membranous blue-scaled thing. He was pulling on what I would later realize was a wing. Nothanganathor was born without wings, you see. He hated them on others. He hated the leviathan part of himself most strongly. He recognized his own hatred in the very first moments of his life, when he saw our eldest sister’s blue wings and knew he would never have them. So he killed her for his own hatred.

“He was weakened by that struggle.

“I bested him, driving him out, but he killed our eldest sister and our youngest sister before that happened. The youngest one was green, and she was still in her shell when Nothanganathor ripped into her.

“It was just me in the end, the victor left to consume what remained in the nest, as dragons often do. I forgot about Nothanganathor after that.

“It wasn’t until I was much older that we met again.

“I was Second to my mother back then, and I was courting a woman.

“Nothanganathor killed that woman.

“He had been tracking the Second, which was me, and then he killed my woman, because he wanted to tear me apart piece by piece, which is what he usually does. He seems to have retained that part of himself, even to this day.

“I returned his pain to him every way I could, but our mother forbade me from killing him outright. He was to be my whetstone, our mother had said. She said I was only allowed to kill him when he presented a true danger, and not a rival.

“The torments escalated.

“Eventually, mother died, as you now know. The story of the true nature of the Goddeath poison was new, but… yes, I can see that is what happened.

“Mother created the tournament for Second, for the Passing of the Mantle. Nothanganathor was there, of course. I took his wife during the tournament. I tortured her for information on him, and that’s when I found out how much deeper our hatred for each other went. That was when I found out he had poisoned and killed our mother.

“Mother had known.

“The whole tournament was set up to enlighten me to the truth. She wanted to give me the opportunity to destroy her killer. Now was the time to go beyond the rules of engagement she had set, and murder Nothanganathor once and for all.

“The call to torment was too much, though.

“If I had simply done… If I had simply Ended Nothanganathor, then this never would have happened. I went for the torment-kill instead. I had not often misinterpreted my mother's words… But it appears I had. She told me to end him. I failed. I will not be making that mistake a second time, Erick.” Melemizargo looked at him, and said, “There will be no sparing, this time. It does not matter if he has chained this universe to self destruction and he holds those threats over our heads. If this universe has allowed Nothanganathor that sort of power over itself, even knowing what they now know, then this universe deserves to die for their hubris in setting up this Trial of True Opposites.” He sneered. “Or maybe only ‘the parts with life in it’ will be Sundered.

“That would be poetic.”

An eternal moment settled.

Melemizargo was spiraling, but he would never admit it.

Erick truthfully spoke, “We’ll find the full way through, Melemizargo. I need your help for that, and for everything that is to come.”

Melemizargo looked worried and sad for a moment, and then he banished those emotions and returned to being strong. “Bah! Of course I will help. Where do you want to start?”

“First: Thanks for protecting my family as much as you could. Everyone is saving each other now and again, so this much is to be expected, but none of them are quite comfortable thanking you directly except for maybe Jane, and only when she thinks no one is around, so that’s one big thing I needed to do.” Erick repeated, “Thank you.”

Melemizargo looked pleased, but he pretended nonchalance as he huffed, “Well of course I saved whoever I could. We’re allies in this.”

“We’re much more than allies in this, Melemizargo.” Erick smiled as he joked, “I’m even courting your great, great, super-great grandmother.”

Melemizargo relaxed and laughed. “She’s more like a crazy aunt. Fairy Moon is more like the great grandmother; she was always more reliable.”

They were past the hard part, it seemed. Or at least past the first of many different hard parts.

Erick asked, “So that creation story is the real one?”

“Oh yes. Shadow isn’t letting any of us forget that now that she is back. She arrived on this world like a dawning void, you know. Not a single one of us who were able to recognize that sort of thing could ever miss her presence. A great many memories cleared up in her arrival. Mostly the deep history.” Melemizargo said, “And speaking of which: I want to revive the Goddess of Knowledge. She will be able to give us a crucial edge on keeping Erasure at bay and might be able to help with ending that threat, forever. She might be able to help with reversing it. She was always against the destruction of Knowledge; she would be fully against Nothanganathor.”

Erick’s eyes were wide, his breath stilled. He focused. “What do we need to do for that?”

“Reviving a goddess of any sort is both an easy and incredibly difficult task. I will let you know when I know more. I think her body was released from the Red by the Day of Clouds, though Rozeta is still trying to deny that. She believes the Goddess of Knowledge would attempt to take over the Script. Perhaps she would. Therefore, I believe it would be best to let Rozeta decide to do something with the body instead of trying to pounce on it like treasure thieves.”

That was a lot.

Erick eventually nodded. “… Sure. That’s a few different Steps away from my main plans, but it’s good to know others are working on that— Can you include Solomon in this? He needs to be able to Establish Debby, and though we haven’t discussed it, I believe he has hit an absolute block on making Genesis unErase people.”

Melemizargo raised an eyebrow. “It would be more important for you to gain this power, Erick, but I can see wisdom in giving some knowledge to Solomon. No doubt it will end up in your hands anyway.”

“I assume so, too, but Solomon was the one who wanted all that, so I expect him to cleave through that Path as soon as he can. It is highly likely he needs to Ascend to True Wizard first.” Erick asked, “Do you know if he still has the killswitch in him, that I passed off to him?”

“He does,” Melemizargo said, “Rozeta has been rather strict with him, when she could be. It has probably hampered his progress overmuch.”

“Then I’ll need to untangle that web. Thanks for the direction.”

Melemizargo nodded, looking satisfied.

Erick continued, “Step Two is a [Hasted Shelter] for all of Veird. Can I count on your support with that?”

Melemizargo turned serious. “I do not know how Nothanganathor managed to corrupt the worldwide Shelter we imposed last time.” He glanced upward at the rent in the sky, then said, “The hole made by the enemies that struck here is nothing compared to the carving that the white bastard did to Quintlan.”

“I noticed some of that area. I did not linger long. Do you believe that the Day of Clouds and the subsequent magics we put up were enough to end his direct influence on this land? Could our [Shelter] idea work this time, to give us more time to prepare against him?”

Melemizargo said, “We could put our world into a Shelter and this time that Shelter would work, but Nothanganathor corrupted our previous attempt through an infiltration of Malevolence and small divinities, and that was only one of the ways in which he subverted us. He also simply has a larger domain. We could protect the world, but he could Erase an area of the space outside of our world that would be much larger than we can protect; a hundred thousand kilometers across, enveloping all of Veird and much of the space beyond. It would be a day of Sundering in a different sort of way; in an absolute sort of way. I believe that is his true weapon. That is why we must revive the Goddess of Knowledge; to protect ourselves through an Absolute Establishment that we do exist, and that our futures are bigger than Nothanganathor’s.”

Another deep proclamation.

Erick added his own proclamation, “When we win, whatever comes next will be better.”

Melemizargo smirked. “Everything can always be made better, eh?”

Erick smiled. “Exactly.”

There were some more small words about what came next, but Erick was on a schedule and he needed to leave, and Melemizargo recognized that without needing to be told.

Erick departed.

Hopefully the raising of Ascendant Mountain —and perhaps more the talk afterward— would bring the dragon God of Magic out of whatever self-imposed exile he had made for himself, for he clearly felt like this was all his fault. He did not say that, and Erick did not say it either; there were a lot of things left unsaid. From the Mind Mage Mark of the Fractal, to smaller things like Al being a Shade...

None of that needed to be spoken about right now.

Right now, the walls needed to be reinforced.

A lot of people were doing a lot to make that happen.

Primarily, Rozeta was working on implementing [Benevolent Cleanse] further into the Script, while the other gods were now finally able to solidify various weaknesses all around.

The Blue Corps already all had that spell in their Status, and they were all on the front lines right now, out on the outer two shells of Veird; the shells made of Koyabez’s Silver Star. They were doing work. Thanks to the Establishment that Veird existed and the [Benevolent Cleanse], Erick didn’t need to make another Weaver-cleaner, and he did not want to. While he was rather sure that Nothanganathor couldn’t corrupt that magic through normal means, there were always abnormal means available, and there was no need to put out a spell that he wouldn’t be personally attending to all the time; not a spell with so much Elemental Destruction in it, anyway. The Blue Corps did have some of Erick’s [Infinite Imaging] magics, though, to target all the various prominences of Malevolence out there in the world, seeping in from the Edge. Those viewing spells were being watched over by various paladins of various gods to keep them working as intended.

Absolutely everyone was busy.

Some were more busy than others.

Some gods and people had lost hard in the last two years, and were rather more adrift than anything else. Melemizargo had almost been one of those gods. Things had looked really good after FENRIR went up, but then the hopeful future never fully materialized, and Nothor Beasts appeared having already eaten millions of people without most people noticing. Even the gods didn’t notice, because the gods had been corrupted, too.

They didn’t want to admit it, but Malevolence had touched all of them.

Erick had cleaned up a lot of that Red, like [Cleanse]ing cancers from a body, but now there were open wounds, and [Cleanse] was just the first step toward healing the body.
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Erick landed on a tiny island located on the string of islands known as Archipelago Nergal.

This particular island only had a few natural features; white sand beaches, a hill in the center that had a few hardy trees, some big rocks that served as a weather break, and some dune grass. It also had a temple in the shape of a lighthouse, high on the hill. It was a dedication to Sininindi, the Goddess of Sea and Storms. The temple had a garden to the side and a storage space underneath, and a tower with a crystal ball that shone light out into the world, and nothing else.

The lighthouse had one guardian.

Erick settled down on the island, keenly aware that the inhabitant of the island was panicking like a crazy person, her voice raising up and filling the air with expletives, for her goddess had told her that Erick was here to see her. Rapidly, the woman was at a window, looking outside. She had white feathers for hair and an owl mask on her face. She saw Erick standing there on the rocks leading up to the Church of Sininindi.

Tiza Nindi panicked.

Then she collected herself as best she could.

Soon, the Head Priestess of Sininindi was out of her hermit home on the second floor of the church, rushing down the stairs into the main worship area, and then crashing out of the door. She stopped in her tracks, there upon the rocks. She looked at Erick some more.

There was no true recognition on her face. All she saw was the Benevolent Wizard; a person she had never seen before, and never expected to ever see.

There was no memory of all the times she had spoken with Erick about this or that; of her visit to Spur after Erick gave his lesson on Particle Magic, of her calling him an adulterer or making trouble later for Quilatalap in Storm’s Edge.

Storm’s Edge didn’t really exist anymore. Not as it was, anyway.

Almost at the very beginning, after the Day of Genesis, when Solomon sent Erick to FENRIR, Claws and probably a Leviathan had descended onto Storm’s Edge, long before anyone knew what either of those monsters were. The effect had been simple.

Storm’s Edge was gone.

Tiza Nindi smiled wide, exclaiming, “Welcome, Wizard Benevolence— Er— Wizard of… Uh.” Tiza realized she had fucked up somewhere along the line. She tried again. “Welcome, uh, Erick Flatt, or Apparent King? Uh… I don’t got nothing for ya here. Not sure why you’re here— Er…” She went silent. She suddenly exclaimed, “Welcome to Storm’s Edge!”

Storm’s Edge remained.

Reduced to a single island with one church and one priestess. Millions of people gone. The Regency Erased. The center of the Local Area Gate Network of Archipelago Nergal was not here, anymore; It was broken into pieces, with half of the network in Messalina and Destiny’s Freelands, and the other half in Eidolon, the other major city of Continental Nergal.

“Oh! I know why you’re here!” Tiza excitedly asked, “Have you come to pray to Sininindi? She’s a great goddess! Keeps the storms away… Er… Well she’s pretty good, but I guess you summoned a storm the other day, so, uh... Uh… She’s a minor goddess— Oh! You should invite her to the Pantheon! You could do that, right?!”

Erick wasn’t sure where to begin.

So Erick cut to the end, “I’m going to tell people that Sininindi helped with the Day of Clouds, because she did, though you might not have heard. As for the Pantheon, Sininindi is already a part of it.”

Tiza Nindi’s owl eyes went wide behind her mask— And then she scoffed. “I can’t be lying about what happened to the sailors and such that come through here, sir! That’s not how good faith works. I’m the Head Priestess, and I should know!”

“It’s not a lie, Tiza. Maybe people told you you’ve been missing some memories? This is like that. Sininindi is temporarily missing memories, but they’ll come back, I’m sure.” Erick said, “Sininindi helped make the world free of the bad lightning, and that’s the Truth.”

Tiza almost had objections as Erick spoke, showing that she still had some of that absolute spine she used to have while facing overwhelming forces beyond her ability to influence. Her disbelief in Erick was a hint of the person she used to be. Her bullshit-meter went down, though. By the time Erick finished, Tiza had put away her objections and was quietly excited.

Tiza bowed, saying, “Thank you, sir. I don’t know what Sininindi did to deserve this, but I know she did her best.” Tiza rose and tears were in her eyes. “Thank you.”

Erick said, “Take care, Tiza.”

“I will, sir!”

Erick left through a ring of lightning.

Back on the island, Tiza started giggling like a schoolgirl.

And then Tiza shouted out in praise of storms and Sininindi, doing a little dance on the sands of the beach and talking about having some of that expensive beef she had been saving for a special occasion. Nothing was more special than the rise of her goddess! It was time to live like small-island royalty! And maybe she’d have some of that nice wine, too.

Erick didn’t watch her for much longer than that, though he did put some better food into her cold boxes and spruced up the temple when she wasn’t looking.

Erick continued onward to a different beach, in a different part of the world.

- -

A jut of black metal spiraled into an abyss of open air. It was not the only such spiral of dark material; there was a lot of that all over this land. What made this spiral special was that an ocean fell past it on both sides. The roar was incredible. The sights apocalyptic. Warm air met cold air and a storm raged ahead. The roil of clouds and lightning was one of the greatest storms Erick had ever seen this close, and it reminded him a lot of the world-sized [Terraforming] storms that spun across the surface of Fenrir. It had layers upon layers of black and grey clouds, fully enveloping the abyss ahead.

The abyss was the hole formed when the combined forces of the world shattered Quintlan and its Red Liches. The abyss traveled up five spheres of adamantium and down a good thousand kilometers into the stone Underworld of Veird. This particular space was one of the middle layers, just above the former Surface of Veird, made of adamantium. Far ahead and further into the storm, rivers of oceans fell down into clouds, deep into a hole in the world.

The hole was contained to the Fractured Citadels, and not much beyond those lands, but it was still 5,000 kilometers across. Death Throne, that land of liches that Quilatalap knew and had taught, and which had long ago gotten out of control, was no more. Erick had tried to make political gains with them many times, but they were mostly monsters living among monsters. The ones that weren’t monsters were outside of Death Throne, like Zenipeq Frostflower, of Frostflower. That former wraith had been transformed into a Benevolent Dragon long ago; one of the first, actually. Frostflower and its Dragon Queen survived, though the entire center of Quintlan did not.

Rain lashed what remained, and clouds covered most of the destruction.

A woman wrapped in torn cloth and broken, black adamantium, sat on a divot carved out of the black adamantium prominence. That was why Erick had come here, to this space; to meet a woman who was not really anywhere else these days. She had one arm resting on the prominence and the other simply there, on the carving that was her seat. Her bare feet dangled into the storm. Lightning sparked from the tip of the prominence, joining the storm, as an ocean fell past the sides of the lightning rod.

Sininindi shed tears into the rain, though Erick doubted that most people would have been able to see those tears through all the rest of the water. Maybe they would have seen her tiny frown, though.

Erick had never seen the Goddess of Storm and Sea like this before; so obviously mortal in shape and ability. She looked like a normal person. There was no weight to her. She had been diminished, a lot, and that emotional baggage was perhaps the only real weight she had.

Sininindi waved a hand, and the adamantium prominence twisted like the worst nails on a chalkboard that Erick had ever heard, forming another seat at Sininindi’s side. She said, “I didn’t used to be able to move adamantium like that, Erick.”

Erick sat down beside Sininindi, in the newly crafted seat. The rain was cold. The seat sparked with lightning. Erick didn’t mind. He said, “Things change, especially when the vast majority of your real followers are gone, and all that remains are unkind stories told in distant lands about you.”

Sininindi shook her head. “Aye.” She looked to Erick. “I didn’t ask you to do that for Tiza, but… Thank you. But why?”

She was deeply hurt. A lot of things had happened to her while Erick had been away. Erick hadn’t been sure how to approach her, for she was one of the few gods who did not simply show up right away when he was giving out gifts, so he knew something was up.

So Erick chose to approach Sininindi through Tiza.

Erick said, “Because I’m here to help the world and the people therein, and you are one of the people of this world, Sininindi.”

Sininindi breathed out, and it was not in relief; it was a struggle against a dark emotion.

She stared into the storm, saying, “When he took Storm’s Edge, Nothanganathor left Tiza there specifically to accomplish many things, from a taunt, to a corruption of purpose, to a weakening and a strengthening in turn. The annihilation of the liches of Quintlan solidified that strengthening. I have a new domain over the metal of this Genesis-made world... And yet, it is not who I am.” She was silent for a while. Erick let her have her silence; the roar of the ocean and the storm was enough to fill the space. And then Sininindi said, “I used to be a lot bigger, Erick. Stronger. I feel I am finally gaining back something of my true self, and yet the pill contains poison right alongside power.” She moved on, “But I suppose you don’t need to hear about that right now. You’re working.”

“Right now I’m working with you. How are you feeling, Sininindi?”

Sininindi huffed a laugh that echoed across the entire storm. Lightning filled the world. An ocean roared and tornadoes formed, and then Sininindi’s laugh turned pained. The world cried with her, and rain fell in a deluge to rival the pouring ocean.

“I had a son! Everbless is gone!” she cried, “I had a people! I saw the world ahead and saw it was good. But it was all a trick! I don’t know where the trick begins or ends, so now all I want is him gone.” She pulled back. She evaluated herself. “This is a poison, Erick. What he has done to me. This hate he has infected me with is an evil in every sense of the word. It twists my very being upon an unfamiliar axis. A thousand years ago we would have called this a Darkening, but it was never a Darkening, was it? It was a Malevolencing.

“I need to be not-this, Erick, and yet I see that there is power here.” She waved a hand and the prominence of black adamantium at her right side twisted even more, lengthening into a straight spear. Lightning never stopped lashing against the tip of that spear… And then the spear folded and bent, twisted into a length of hatred that was less than usable. Sininindi scowled. “It is a power that is unfamiliar, which I see strength within, and yet I wonder if it is a power that I want to grasp at all.” She looked at Erick. “Adamantium should not be this easy to move. This should be Rozeta’s power, and yet it is somehow mine. The breaking of the world with a grand storm did that. All Nothanganathor has to do is corrupt a different version of myself into his minion and Nothanganathor will use those twisted mirrors to take down Fenrir and all of Veird. Like a repro of a god, turned to Malevolent purpose.”

Amid the storm and lightning and crashing ocean, Erick calmly said, “Let’s talk about that.”

Sininindi breathed. She looked to Erick, to judge if he was seeking to destroy her, or if the tone she heard was a true tone of help. And then she decided it didn’t matter, and she needed to speak anyway.

She started talking.

It wasn’t a long talk. The storm raged all around them, drowning out every word, even here at the center of it all, but Erick still heard just fine. Sininindi spoke of a life in another time and place, and of the trials that raised her toward a Spark of the Storm, and of how a God of Magic raised her to full divinity long, long ago. She had been a mother of oceans, a creator of hurricanes that wiped away worlds, a settler of seas and civilization beyond those seas. She had been tricked by countless people long before Nothanganathor ever came along. She had been beaten before. And then, among her most cherished memories, she had risen again in the eyes of little girls and boys who stood at their parents’ sides and watched the clouds roll in. Those times had been times of change, and being ‘lesser’ for a while. But she had grown out of those trials stronger than ever.

And yet, she had never been so thoroughly captured before. Made to dance to another’s tune.

“The rage is coming out again, Erick,” Sininindi finally said, “It is transformative. All the world has seen a storm and all the world wishes safety from that storm, but safety is a lie and I cannot guide anyone through this storm. It is beyond me. It is beyond any of us, for we are all so small and useless.”

Moments passed in relative silence.

Erick judged the moment paused enough, so he broke the silence, “I will make this world believe that better days are coming, because I know that better days are coming. I can’t offer much more than platitudes to you right now, but belief and hope is enough to begin to angle a world toward a better future, where actions create and forge better possibilities out of infinity. You’re being reforged, Sininindi, same as all of us. So how would you like me to appear to people, to speak on your behalf? Who do you want to be in the universe to come?” Erick gestured at the storm and the falling ocean and the black adamantium and the lightning, and then he moved that open gesture to Sininindi, and conjured forth a Benevolent crystal of [Terraforming]. The white crystal raged with contained power. “How about a Benevolent storm of creation?”

Sininindi looked at the crystal with barely-disguised want. And then she looked at Erick. “You’re not worried I would be used against you?”

“Would you like me to lie, or would you like the more comfortable truth that I’m willing to believe that you are an ally, because you are an ally?”

Sininindi’s eyes flickered with sparks and squalls.

And then she laughed once, and it was the release of a bitter, great tension.

Sininindi took the crystal, and said, “I choose to believe in you, too.”

Erick smiled a little. And then he asked, “How would you like the PR campaign to look?”

Sininindi said, “I believe in you Erick. Make of it what you will.”

“Then that is what I will do.”
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Days passed in rapid work to repair the world.

Erick met with Zolan and his Overseers of the House, and they were all thrilled that he was back. Zolan was having memory problems before Erick showed up, but that was due to some insidious sort of Malevolence that had infected him and kept him fucked up. The Day of Clouds removed that infection from him, and from many others, like Grand Elder Matriarch Lingxing, of Clan Void Song; Nirzir’s grandmother. All the world was healing now that the magical tumors were gone and normal Script-based healing could keep those tumors gone.

After the meeting with the Overseers, Erick had a private meeting with Kiri.

Gatemaster Kiri hugged Erick for a while, and Erick hugged her back. She whispered against his chest, “Welcome back, Erick.”

Erick smiled, saying, “Glad to be back. You ready to work on repairing the network?”

Kiri chuckled and then pulled back, her green eyes shimmering brightly. “Absolutely. I still can’t believe that Nothanganathor infiltrated Benevolence Itself down in Nergal and in the upper spheres. Do you know how he did that?”

“A corruption of Authority at the edges that simply went unnoticed due to a multiversal fact that among infinity, anything is possible.” Erick said, “But some things are so highly improbable that they might as well be impossible. Infiltration of Benevolence is one of them.” And then Erick painted a few diagrams into the air of new gate switching mechanisms, and said, “Yggdrasil has some good inputs on some new switch mechanisms that will work better than our current designs— as of 2 years ago, of course. If you haven’t made any other new gate-switch mechanisms, I want to implement these.” He handed Kiri a book that he plucked out of Elsewhere. “It’s all detailed here.”

Kiri eagerly took the book, flipping through it, her eyes going wide. “… Oh.” She closed the book and handed it back, asking, “Let’s do that. I also want to know more about that Awakening Machine that has Quilatalap so interested. Can they be repaired?”

Erick winced. “The Day of Clouds kinda fucked up that stuff, but my engineers tell me it’s repairable. I barely know anything about all that. Even the idea of it is kinda weird. It somehow ‘clarifies resons’ in a person, ‘awakening’ them to possibilities. Intellectually, emotionally, and in an ambition-related sort of way, the people that go into the machine are the exact same that come out. But the soul is refined somehow.” Erick shrugged. “Everyone reports having a clearer vision of their purposes in life, too.”

Kiri said, “I’m sure Quilatalap will figure it out. Let’s get to metal carving? And you can help me ferry people across the world for the Blue Corps and the civilization efforts to repair what the Day of Clouds broke. The Crossing is almost back up, so we’re already getting lots of [Telepathy] calls of people stranded and in distress.”

The news of people in distress was expected and painful, but Erick liked what he was seeing with Kiri being this much in charge. She had grown well into her chosen station of power. Erick went along with her desires, saying, “At your service, Gatemaster.”

Kiri chuckled.

And then they got to work inside [Hasted Shelter]s, making gate switches, taking breaks to respond to emergencies here and there.

One of those emergencies was a Claw attack on the outermost sphere of Veird.

It was a testing attack, of course. The Claws appeared all around the entire outer surface of Veird, above the silver, reflective metal that used to belong to the Silver Star, to Koyabez’s afterlife. That silver surface was destroyed and repaired on the daily by a constant hail of Nothor Beasts that mostly reflected away, but Claws could actually punch through the new Edge of the Script when they tried.

Erick responded to the attack with the same solution as last time; the dungeon city full of time-dilated monsters and life, the Script increasing the mana production of the site, and a [Benevolent Cleanse] [Spellsurge Weave] leading the way against the Red. It was a great solution, and this time they didn’t kill everything with vastly-increased mana generation; normal generation was more than enough.

The solution worked the same as it did last time, even as 10,000 Claws descended against the Silver Surface of Veird. It went exactly as Erick expected it to go, with his solution working and the Red evaporating into 10,000 different shatterings of re-balanced mana. That ‘10,000’ number was not an approximation, though. It was an exact number.

Nothanganathor’s attack was simply a testing probe. Real attacks did not come in such round numbers.

Anyway. Nothanganathor’s attack failed. The attack did not reach through to the Weaver site. It did not leave behind corruptive magics or Elements. It was simply a thing that happened, took 10 minutes to stop, and then Erick went back to repairing the Gate Network.

Rozeta stood with Erick on the lake in the center of Cloud City, as people were calling it. The Weaver map evaporated as Erick crushed it away to cancel its power, and white fragments passed away into the manasphere. Rozeta frowned at the situation, when it was over. She asked, “What was his goal?”

Erick shrugged. “To be an asshole?”

Rozeta frowned at Erick. “I know you make jokes in tense situations, but please, Erick.”

Erick laughed once. And then he looked around at his Cloud City, saying, “The place remains intact this time, since you didn’t need to do a whole lot to make the power flow properly, and I didn’t need to do a lot to make the Red problem go away. But this does bring me to an important thing: I need to know how to absorb un-intentioned mana from the environment, because, while I might have billions of mana and resons right now, that attack required around 5,500,000 mana and over 110,000 resons. The Day of Clouds cost billions of both. I’m not sure how much mana it cost Veird at all. I’m guessing trillions?”

Roseta hummed, then said, “A lot more than that.” She went silent in thought. She said, “The problem with environmental mana is that it often costs a lot more to take it in and make it a part of your own mana than it does to take in the intentioned-mana that resides inside of a person. It’s like… Eating a cooked potato is like Draining intentioned mana, but to eat ambient mana you have to grow the potato from a seed, first. You can do it, but doing that strains the soul…” She paused. She said, “You could probably figure out how to do it with your Mana Siphon, but it would require concentrated work the entire time… And… Uh. About that. Sorry about ‘nerfing’ your Siphon, as Jane likes to say.”

Erick chuckled. “Don’t worry about it.” Erick moved on, “So I know of a few people who do ambient-mana reclamation. Syllea, a few Witchhunters. All of them orcols because of the accumulation of ambient mana leads to rad formation. Don’t know of any dragons that do ambient mana reclamation— not unless they want to get monsterized. Because therein lies the problem with ambient mana reclamation: It leads directly to monsterization.” Erick asked, “Can True Wizards monsterize?”

“Yes, but you would recognize it if that were happening. I doubt you’d be affected by that issue. In fact, the only ones who I believe should use ambient mana at all are probably True Wizards.” Rozeta said, “Good news on the monsterization front, though: The erasure of Malevolence from Veird has dropped monsterization rates by at least 20%. Most monsterization does occur from various things trying to directly take in mana that doesn’t suit them, but the rate of bad-mana toxicity is down a great deal.” Rozeta said, “But… Anyway, Erick. You just gotta take in mana and make it yours. There’s no real secret to it. It’s hard work. Like carrying around dead weight that you’re trying to make live again. Most people succumb to the weight and falter. Most people don’t have billions of mana already inside them, though.”

Erick thought for a second. “Does the Authority of the Script make it harder to use ambient mana?”

“Nope. The bad side effects of mana accumulation are always mana crystallization, though. One of the reasons I don’t allow mana crystals to exist outside of ensouled rads or cores is because people will try to eat and accrete those pure mana sources and more than likely turn into monsters. That’s why most people in the Painted Cosmology were not mages or anything even close to that. By that same token, mana crystals were how most people accreted quickly and for power back in the Painted Cosmology.” Rozeta added, “You should know I’m not really happy with the idea of it being called the ‘Painted Cosmology’. It still seems wrong somehow.”

Erick smiled at that. “I’m sure it’ll grow on you.”

“That’s just it; I don’t think it will. Have you ever heard Yggdrasil refer to this universe as the ‘Fractal Universe’ outside of when you were talking to him about the subject? No; you did not. ‘Uber-universe’, maybe. ‘Over-universe’, sure. But to reduce the whole thing to a simple name like the ‘Fractal Universe’?” Rozeta shook her head.

Erick smiled at that. “A valid complaint. Come up with a better name, then?” Erick looked around, his senses still on high alert for something untoward from Nothanganathor. “I should probably spend another hour or so here, waiting for the other shoe to drop.” He conjured a bench for him and a bench for her and sat down, as he opened a few tens of portals all around, saying, “We can talk and work.”

Rozeta sat down and crossed one leg over the other as she made her bench more comfortable, saying, “I’m already doing a million other things. Mostly watching the walls. Ever since the Day of Clouds and those new manaminers got installed, the whole Script has been working a lot smoother than I ever thought possible. I thought I was working with a perpetually-failing system that I forced to keep running with literal prayers and hard work, but the system was simply clogged with problems I was unable to see because the Script was unable to see them, too.”

Erick was glad for that. “My friend Poi asked about making the Script stronger like my own crystal self; infinitely dense. I didn’t think it was possible. It’s not possible, right?”

Rozeta shook her head a little. “Not possible. I’ve looked into that specifically. But speaking of Ascensions to True Wizard… You shouldn’t give any more hints to Solomon and Destiny. That truly is something that everyone has to walk on their own, or they’ll get to the top and then find that their foundations are fractured.”

“I likely won’t be helping them any more on that avenue, at least.” Erick said, “I would like Solomon’s kill switch removed, though.”

Rozeta frowned a little. “… I probably should, Erick. He’s still one of father’s repros, though— And I know that’s a touchy subject and you already have objections, but he’s literally not you and no amount of mortal-level choices are going to change that.”

“… I suddenly feel as though you mean something deeper than surface level.”

“ ‘Origin-level’ would be more apt. To simplify it a great deal… Consider the worldline. Yours is your time from when you were born to where you are now. That thread of your life is composed of many different parts, from where you were fully present and the thread is thick, to the parts that passed you by and the thread is thin. Stuff in the past is more solid than stuff in the future. Nothing was fully solid until you became a True Wizard, because before then your body was continually churning through parts that were you and then not-you, as you lived and grew and changed. When you became a True Wizard you turned your worldline ‘thread’ into a solid cable of adamantium. It would be much easier to kill you physically than through any sort of Wizardry and such, so you should keep an eye on that. Trapping is also a danger.”

Erick nodded. “Good advice.”

Rozeta nodded. “As for Solomon and the other repros...

“Every repro started off as a slime born in the Dark. That’s where their worldline begins, and every single repro is very clearly a repro to everyone who knows how to look.” Rozeta said, “It’s like a slime decided to take a spin around your worldline and become a copy of what they saw, while their own personal start is still very clearly in the Dark.”

Erick looked on through tens of different lands, fixing up Gate Networks here and there alongside Kiri, who was doing most of her work with the Blue Corps right now, returning the warriors back to their bases with the engagement called off, her [Familiar] Sunny doing a fantastic job of letting her be in 11 places at once. Erick also considered Rozeta’s words.

Erick said, “I thought that things would have gotten better in the past 2 years with Solomon working the Black Gate and all of that.” Erick looked to her, asking, “What about Ezekiel? That whole plot to have a replacement for me if I would have faltered back then? These people should be treated like people, even if you won’t treat them as you treat me.”

“Don’t get me wrong, Erick.” Rozeta said, “I will absolutely take whatever I can get, but it’s still difficult to trust my father.”

Erick solidly said, “Trust is hard.”

There were a lot of meanings there.

Rozeta caught them all, and rolled her eyes. “Yeah yeah yeah.”
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The Blue Corps headquarters was actually inside Ar’Kendrithyst, in the upper layers. It was located at what used to be the Armory.

Quilatalap’s former Trials of the Dark had been thoroughly abandoned when the Shades had abandoned the city. When Anhelia began retaking the land, the Armory had become a point of contention between a whole bunch of various forces, but mostly Stratagold and all the other Geodes which all wanted prime representation in the new land.

This was because Erick had put a small Gate Network inside Ar’Kendrithyst, at the Armory, which led to many different Geodes. Erick had done this mini-Network for the Geodes because the Geodes had asked for it, and he had built it at the Armory because the Armory had a nice ‘Central Avenue’ leading directly north from the place, and that central avenue was home to many people and businesses which all moved in under Queen Anhelia’s new reign. Most everything important was near the Armory, in every direction. Brightwater had been the heart of Ar’Kendrithyst (though the new heart was certainly where the Forward Base of Spur used to be, in the north) but the Armory was practically the lungs; not a lot of the outside world got to see the heart, but it certainly saw the lungs.

And so, the Armory was a point of contention.

Who got to build here? Who got to do anything there at all?

And then the Day of Genesis happened and the Blue Corps came into being and they needed some central space for a bunch of powers to gather, so they kinda smashed through all the points of contention and built right in the center of Ar’Kendrithyst.

The Trials of the Dark did not look how they used to look. No longer was the land mostly open, with a giant mushroom-like black dome in the center, with four side-mushrooms acting as side-Trials.

The Blue Corps grew here.

The buildings were skyscrapers and bridges of imported Bluite crystal from Geode Bluite. What had once been black and solemn, and then had been a series of craters after Last Shadow’s Feast drew all sorts of grave robbers out of hiding, and which then became a land of contention in Anhelia’s New Kendrithyst, was now a shimmery blue brilliance. It was about the most-accessible, brilliant-blue part of the world, and it reminded people a lot of the Core. Bluite was just as insular as Stratagold and all the other Geodes, after all. This show of blue was as rare and beautiful as it was a mark of concerted effort against the Red.

The Blue Corps had offices from every major power in the world.

Erick was interested in the map rooms right now.

Erick opened a lightning portal and stepped into one of the many different map rooms he had made and then installed within an [Infinite Imaging] and a bunch of tech from Margleknot over the last few days. The people in those different rooms went through many different imaging scenarios, all under the watchful gaze of Illustrious Moon, from House Fae of Ar’Cosmos, and Inquisitor Kromolok of Stratagold and Rozeta’s Church, and a few other larger powers, taking control over other individual maps.

Everyone was cooperating with everyone else these days, except for the Angels and Demons, which Erick would get to eventually. Ar’Cosmos, in particular, was working overtime on cooperation. They had gained a lot of new allies in light of the Red Sparks, because the Fae Realm was one of the ways in which the people of this world managed to evacuate from Red attacks now and then.

Inquisitor Kromolok noticed Erick first. He turned, his full-white body and incani-countenance going from concerned over whatever it was they were scanning for right now, to a little relieved. He was full of questions upon seeing Erick, but he realized rather fast that he’d get a few of those questions answered if he simply allowed others to go first.

Illustrious Moon, with her giant amethyst horns and bright purple eyes, took Erick’s arrival with a bright squeal of absolute delight. It looked adorable on the large woman. “ERICK! You’re back! And we’re going to be distant cousins!”

Erick smiled at that. “I can only chat a little, so pardon me for being fast. How is the mapping going? That is what I came here for.”

“Wonderfully.” Illustrious Moon got right down to business, saying, “We’re going through the lists of missing persons and finding tracks, at least. Sometimes we find actual people. The auto-cleansers you have set up at the map and elsewhere haven’t activated at all, so no Malevolence has seeped through the Infinity of this new Scanning Magic, but we’re activating our new [Benevolent Cleanse]s anyway every time we put in a new target. We haven’t spotted any dissolving Red, so we’re pretty sure that there hasn’t been any attacks.” She added, “We’re also very careful to only limit our Scans to Veird-space after that incident in the beginning. That hasn’t happened again.”

Some guy had input a scanning target for someone and not limited the scan to Veird space in the beginning. That target ended up pinging on Fenrir’s shell, and Red invaded the entire map room. No one was injured because they shut it down fast, but that guy was not in the map room anymore. Erick had recast all the magics here after that, just to make sure there weren’t any hidden tricks, or whatever.

Erick didn’t think the guy had meant any harm by it, and accidents happen, but it was too large of an accident for the people here to let go. There had been talk that the guy had been a Nothanganathor sympathizer. That talk hadn’t borne out any fruit, though.

A sympathizer was a specific kind of person, and that guy hadn’t been one of them.

They weren’t face stealers; not exactly.

But they kinda were. Maybe. Sympathizers were suspected copies of people from other side realities that were predisposed to thinking Nothanganathor was right to kill Melemizargo. The first sympathizers had been noticed last year, but they were among the hardest of enemies to find, because they were just normal people who hated Melemizargo and wanted him gone.

And yet, the ‘Nothanganathor Sympathizer’ might not even be a real thing.

It might just be a phenomenon of paranoia.

“Have you found any real Nothanganathor sympathizers?” Erick asked, hating that he needed to even ask that. “Real ones.”

Kromolok spoke up, “It’s still an unproven theory that Red Repros even exist, for even the gods cannot tell them apart from normal people. But all the evidence on the ground supports that Red Repros do exist. And if not them, then mundane sympathizers very much do exist, Erick. A lot of people would rather have Melemizargo gone.”

Erick cast his gaze to the other maps, in the other rooms of the Blue Corps Map Compound. “Looks like no real confirmation of Red Repros, though, based on what I’m seeing?”

Illustrious Moon said, “Sympathizers surely do exist. The Erased One has power from more than Malevolence, and he has gifted that power to the people of this world to sow destruction when he calls for it.”

“Confirmation is the most difficult part,” Kromolok said. “We’re not judging people for taking his power; only for using it.”

“All we’ve really found are petty criminals,” Illustrious Moon said. “The Day of Clouds got rid of the actual face stealers. Also: I heard you were going to make Sininindi responsible for that.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. Illustrious Moon had spoken her words like she was making an accusation of a misappropriation of power. Well. Hmm. Erick decided to simply say, “It’s the truth. Sininindi helped a lot, long ago, and that help continues on until today. It’s not my fault you guys haven’t met all of her fractal selves in other slices of reality.”

Illustrious Moon decided to move past that, and said, “Very well. Where are you off to next?”

“I need to speak to the minotaur nations and the Angels and Demons.” Erick said, “But before that: What can I do for you? For either of you. Individually or together or however it comes.”

Illustrious Moon was suddenly without words. She looked like Erick had gifted her a ‘white elephant’, though that phrase hardly really applied when it came to dragons. How would you pay for the upkeep? The grounds that it would live upon? A dragon would simply eat it.

Kromolok answered first, simply stating, “Talk to Ascendant Prime about the Mark of the Fractal.”

“Already on the list. Does it need to happen now?”

“Within the hour.”

“Then it’s at the top of the list.” Erick asked Illustrious Moon, “Any requests?”

Illustrious Moon decided, “We want to pair up some people with Quilatalap and the Inquisitors and all the rest as you delve into what makes the Awakening Machine work. I know it’s a big ask, considering the history between us and your lover, but… I am still asking for that.”

Erick was a little bit stunned by such a request for a few different reasons. He had thought that Quilatalap’s hatred of the fae had gone to the wayside in light of all the much larger problems out there, and how everyone was cooperating with each other right now. Weren’t Quilatalap and the fae getting along right now? Erick had thought so. Maybe he was wrong. And so, Erick treated Illustrious Moon’s request with the seriousness it deserved; she wouldn’t be asking such a thing in such a way unless there was an actual problem.

Erick said, “Quilatalap is heading up that project along with a few Shades, for Melemizargo is involved there because the whole thing kinda infuriates and baffles him; calls it an ‘affront to divinity’. Ask Quilatalap, and see what happens. I will also ask. You truly would be better served by learning how computers work at all, Illustrious Moon. That needs to come first. The magic in the Awakening Machine is incredibly esoteric.” Erick added, “Either way, that technology is going out to the entire world.”

Illustrious Moon had assumed a deflection and a denial-in-parts, and she was not disappointed in that way. She did a little curtsy, and said, “Our requests are already on file. It’s been a day of no-answer.”

“Ah… That is more easily handled. Be right back.”

Erick departed.

- -

Erick reappeared at the House Benevolence Awakening Machine Research Center, the AMRC.

The place was perhaps the most secure and least secure building on the planet right now. Located north of the Gate District, the AMRC was a collaborative effort of about 135 different peoples to tear apart and understand everything there was to understand about the Awakening Machine. Erick had several of those machines, each working overtime with people stepping in and Awakening their auras, base mana production, and also a low-level Elemental Body, because here on Veird that’s what the Script made of the person who stepped into a machine.

Being inundated by an Awakening was like a person had put on a piece of Elemental Body armor and then absorbed that Elemental essence into their souls, except the machine didn’t use essence at all. It only used elemental-charged metal plates that Erick had set up with a node network and some magical imbues to keep those elemental plates charged up all the way; it was the better solution to replacing the metal plates every 10 Awakenings. Erick had said that he could find a more permanent solution to [Duplicate]ing elemental metals, and he had.

People from all walks of life were currently deciphering everything about the machines that they could, because how they were giving people Elemental Bodies was just one small part of their mysteries. The biggest mystery was how it empowered the Dark Mark in a person.

Erick looked around the center. There were a bunch of different forces in meeting rooms, poking around at some disassembled Awakening Machines and mostly arguing with the tech guys about how stuff worked. The tech guys were kinda furious when the mages just went around touching stuff, but also kinda miraculously happy with the powers the Script had granted them. The tech guys could poke at some broken thing with [Mend] and repair it easily, for tech was not magic, and [Mend], when stressed to perfection, easily repaired broken, highly complicated, small things.

It was only day-4 since this whole thing had started, so most people were still in the organizational stage.

The Shades, Quilatalap, and House Benevolence’s Office of the Overseer of Magic were the only people really understanding what was going on with the magic and soul-influencing of the machines at all, but then again, not really. Yggdrasil was the only one who really understood it all, and he was having trouble getting the rest of them to understand the machines because there was a lot of base knowledge that simply wasn’t there.

And the Script obscured souls.

Erick zipped through the air and landed in a giant hangar with a bunch of disassembled machine parts, diagrams in lightwards everywhere on every wall and in the air, and Quilatalap coming to terms with whatever Yggdrasil said about— What was it? Oh. Souls—

Oh.

Yeah. He could see why Quilatalap was having problems. While Shade Fallopolis and Goldie looked on, and Queen poked around at diagrams at the walls, and Al was nowhere to be found because he made himself scarce whenever Erick showed up—

Quilatalap shook his hands at the diagram in front of him, saying, “But if there is no universal Fractal Mark, how do people cultivate resons? Where is the foundation for a growth when there is no foundation to be had?”

Yggdrasil said, “That’s the thing. Most people don’t cultivate resons. Either way, the foundation comes second.” He looked over to Erick, raised an eyebrow as he probably sussed out everything that Erick wanted to talk about, and probably through some rapid, full-world mana sensing, and then said, “We’ve got all those papers for requests to join the AMRC on hold. Everyone wants to send their best people here but we need people on the front lines still, and the researchers on Malevolence are actually making progress now that they can contain the Malevolence to a small area and not be swimming inside invisible Malevolence, and fucking up everything they’re trying to study. Ar’Cosmos was doing a lot of good research in that direction. They truly should get back to that.”

Erick nodded. “That answers that question. Illustrious Moon will simply have to wait until we’ve secured Veird from annihilation.”

Quilatalap hadn’t even flinched at the mention of Illustrious Moon, and by extension all the other fae, which was good. Erick didn’t expect him to have a reaction against any fae right now, not years past the last incident with one of them, and when they were all in a war for the very survival of Veird. Quilatalap had flinched a lot when Erick spoke of Shadow and had all those necessary conversations, but he seemed fine with the Fae… as much as he could be, anyway.

It seemed that Illustrious Moon’s request had hit a blanket stop, not a personal denial, though Yggdrasil was giving her a personal denial now, if she really wanted a proper answer.

Yggdrasil said, “We’re getting closer to the security of Veird. We’re not there yet, and we won’t be until Nothanganathor is gone, but we’re closing the window on him. He will act soon.”

Quilatalap said, “Just tell House Fae to send whoever they want, Erick, and tell her I’m offended that she even needed to go through you to begin with. I understand what is at stake right now. Tell her I helped them set up all those Malevolence research centers, too. I had thought her battlefield was already full.”

Erick smiled a little. “Sure.”

Quilatalap went back to his diagrams.

Shadows curled around the edges of the space, the Shades watching current events with bright white eyes. Quilatalap was frustrated with a great many things right now, but the look on his face was the one he got when he was truly interested in a project. Erick hadn’t seen that look on that man since he decided to become the world’s premier dungeon master.

Erick said, “I’ll catch you all later, then. I’ve got work.” He did a little nod to Fallopolis, Goldie, and Queen. “Ladies.”

And then Erick left.

- -

Erick stepped into the Blue Corps Map Center again and gave Illustrious Moon the news. He could have done that with a letter, like the one that the AMRC had already sent to her, but it was important to appear everywhere he needed to appear, and to coordinate everything he needed to coordinate, and erase all the friction that he could possibly erase.

Illustrious Moon took the ‘not available right now’ better from him than she had from the letter, saying, “It’s good that there are no diplomatic issues. We were afraid of that.”

“Don’t you already have all your best people on some Malevolence research areas, anyway?”

“We did,” Illustrious Moon said. “Some people went back to that, but after the Day of Clouds ended all projects and forced everyone to start over, some people just could not go back to that, not after a good 19 of them turned out to have been replaced by Malevolent face stealers who had been sabotaging all projects. I do not blame them for their desire to move on.”

Erick’s eyebrows went up. He decided, “End the Malevolence research. Send the people to the Awakening center, and explain these things to Quilatalap or whoever is there. We don’t really need much Malevolent research anyway. Seems almost too dangerous to touch.”

“I agree,” Illustrious Moon said, smiling a little. “Smashing it apart is a much better demonstration of what it’s good for.”

Kromolok spoke up, “Ascendant Prime, please, Erick.”

“Right right!” Erick opened up a portal. “Later!”

And then he was off again.

- - - -

Erick stepped off a part of the ‘Second Layer’ above the ‘Former Surface’ onto a land of Mind Magery and a whole bunch of people living out in the open for the first times in their lives, with all of their mind tendrils getting everywhere. Cerebrum was the name of this place. It was the Mind Mage city; the first of its kind in living memory. Usually these things ended rather horribly with the Mind Mages getting persecuted by this people or that people, with the Mind Mages unwilling to fight back through Mind Magic and prove themselves an enemy.

There was a lot of controversy surrounding this place because Mind Mages were still incredibly powerful; to a normal person this land was full of ‘archmage-level’ people. But controversy was everywhere these days, and the Mind Mages were taking the chance with a singular city, because a lot of Angels and Demons were former Mind Mages, newly risen in Genesis, and they wanted a true neutral ground. This was their neutral ground.

And now, just the other day, Erick had exposed that Mind Mages had proven both uniquely susceptible to Malevolence, and also uniquely resilient, and then there was the information about the Fractal Mark. The current Knowledge Mage reports were filled with rumors that Nothanganathor was leaving the Mind Mages alone because of some Mind Mage bomb that he was waiting to trigger at the exact right moment. Before all that, though, Cerebrum had been a city of peace and prosperity.

Despite all that, Cerebrum was still a lively, nice city, that had everything anyone could ever want, and was probably the place that Erick would be hosting some Angel/Demon peace talks later.

And yet, people were leaving fast. It was an unfortunate thing to happen, but they kinda were threats, without meaning to be. Erick hoped that he could solve that whole gordian knot today, or soon, before Nothanganathor did something weird with the people here.

Erick walked down a wide road that still had people going about their business. Cerebrum was still populated, but it was emptying fast. That’s what people did in this day and age of random, impossibly dangerous monster attacks. Some people had probably left through the Dungeon Gate Network.

It wasn’t a ghost town, though. People still went to the bakeries and to the schools and lawyers offices.

A few people on the street looked at Erick like they didn’t understand what they were seeing. That was mostly because Erick looked like the Apparent King, and yet that would be crazy, right? What was he doing here?

Erick was going about his business, that’s what.

The local Mind Mages stopped trying to poke at Erick with their tendrils and instead decided to leave well enough alone. The street started to empty; not quickly, not in a rush. But it did empty.

And then subtle little mind tendrils wove through the air, directing Erick into a nice little bakery to the left.

Rizala, Poi’s sister, owned the place. She also worked here. After her maternity leave was over and the Day of Genesis created a whole bunch of new lands and this whole city of Cerebrum came into being, Rizala ended up going back and forth from this place a lot. Rizala, her husband Variol, and their child Kenni, still technically lived at the cloud castle at Candlepoint, but this place had their people, and she wanted to be here. She was still technically on maternity leave right now, but she couldn’t sit that still.

Rizala looked almost the same as her brother, Poi, with the same sapphire scales and semi-strict sort of face, but she moved with an easier grace than stiff-backed Poi as she took some bread out of the ovens in the back of the shop, and set it down on a cooling rack. Erick was the only one in the store right now. Variol and Kenni were at school, down the road, at a parent-teacher-faculty meeting about the current state of affairs and what they were doing going forward. Variol wasn’t a Mind Mage, and not everyone was, so they did these sorts of things in public spaces like normal people; because that’s what Mind Mages wanted to be, just normal people.

But the fact remained that they were not normal people, and that they needed special considerations long before this Malevolence-specific-weakness came about. Thus, Ascendant Prime was everywhere here in Cerebrum, along with an assortment of other Ascendants who picked up or discarded names however they saw fit. It was because of those Ascendants that Cerebrum had been completely safe from Malevolent actors these past two years… Theoretically.

The Mind Mages were pretty safe from the war games of the Angels and Demons, though, and that safety was still true.

Rizala saw Erick, startled, and then grinned and turned normal and relaxed for a moment, and then her eyes glinted divine gold.

Poi had only ever been a ‘right place, right time, will-you-let-me’ sort of solution for Erick to talk to the Ascendant Minds, and Ascendant Prime in particular. Rizala had specifically chosen to become the go-between of Ascendant Prime and much of the world a while ago, while Erick had been gone. It was still kinda weird for Erick to speak to Rizala like this. Erick was used to Poi talking with Ascendant Prime’s voice.

Things had changed.

Ascendant Prime spoke with Rizala’s voice and body, saying, “I wondered if those visions on the streets were true. Give me a moment and I’ll be ready.” Her eyes glinted a bit more gold as her hands flexed the air and the ovens turned off and were instantly cool, as though they had not been on at all. Rizala and Ascendant Prime grinned. “I learned some Wizardry! Or resonwork, if you prefer. It’s probably closer to resonwork. It’s rather difficult to do, but I have been able to use reson donations from the entire network in order to create and alter things. Once you notice these things then even the obfuscation of the Script is easily observed.”

“Not to be hasty,” Erick said, “But I heard there was something of an emergency.”

Ascendant Prime paused. And then she made an ‘ah’ face. “Kromolok is correct that this is important and that I wished to speak with you as soon as possible, but it just came up in the last few hours. I would have found time later tonight to speak with you at the cloud castle if you had not shown up sooner.”

Erick focused.

Several things could have happened. Chief among them, though...

Erick guessed, “You finally made contact with Margleknot.”

“We did,” Ascendant Prime said. “We put the Crossing back up enough to cross some sort of invisible threshold and whatever sorts of Fractal Marks we have inside of ourselves were rapidly connected to the Greater Universe. The Fractal Fairy, as you call Them, spoke to me.”

Erick was suddenly worried and thrilled, and then he focused on the worry. Rizala looked okay… “Are you okay?”

Ascendant Prime’s eyes glinted gold as she made a little tilting, unsure-motion with a hand. “We’ll be fine. No mortals were harmed in the contact. A few Ascendants are still pulling themselves together but it’s really hard to kill an Ascendant. Which makes sense. Apparently, we’re technically fae.”

Erick paused.

Fae?

And then Erick laughed. “Fae?! What!”

“Moving right along—”

“Waitwaitwaitwait.” Erick asked, “Back up there?”

They would not be backing up, though, because—

Shadow and Fairy Moon stepped into the conversation. Or rather, they sat down into the conversation, at the table to the side where a bunch of pastries had turned from a display-for-sale into a display-for-eating. Coffee and tea were served as well, and the table was big enough for all four of them to sit around.

Shadow softly smiled, saying, “Hello, Erick. I wanted to wait on this, but we can’t wait anymore.”

Fairy Moon said to all of them, “We are going to win this war but Erick does not need to know how to kill fae yet.” She repeated, “Yet.”

“And I disagree,” Shadow said, “There is no way that Nothanganathor hasn’t attained some level of Eternity, even if it is in single-use form. Probably larger than single-use, what with his Sign of Power. The Ascendant Minds are only half there and they’re already rather unkillable via all traditional methods. This whole conversation is connected.”

“These Mind Mages don’t need to know either, Shadow,” Fairy Moon said.

Shadow said, “The Mind Mages already know.” She looked to Ascendant Prime. “Or they’re able to put it all together easily enough.”

Ascendant Prime said, “We ended up contacting the Fae Enclave directly, and a few different halfway-houses of Mind Mages out there in the rest of the universe.” She sat down at the table, saying, “It was enlightening.”

Erick supposed he should sit down, too, so he did. “There are a lot of things I haven’t even touched upon yet, because there is too much to be done right now.” He wrapped them in a [Hasted Shelter]. Ascendant Prime had a moment of slowness because most of her was outside of the Shelter, but she adjusted fast enough. When she was fully present, Erick continued, “Like the Fractal Mark at the center of Mind Mage magics, and how I want to open and use that power, and how to use that power, and also how to negate Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power, which is apparently this thing called ‘Eternity’?”

“It’s all tied together,” Shadow said. “To the thing called Life.”

Fairy Moon resigned herself to the fact that this was happening. She sighed. And then she asked, “Do you know why most fae start life small?”

“Firstly, I haven’t really seen any small fae, and all the small fae I’ve seen are purposefully small and I doubt that is what you meant.” Erick said, “But I can make an educated guess to this brand new information you’re telling me.”

Shadow and Fairy Moon both raised eyebrows at that. Ascendant Prime just watched through Rizala.

Shadow asked, “You never saw a baby fae before?”

“Nope.”

Fairy Moon frowned. “But we have a baby fae in Ar’Cosmos. You saw him. He’s Grub. He’s still a baby, too; barely ten thousand years old.”

“This is literally new information for me.”

Fairy Moon said, “Big eyes, grey scales, kinda lizard-like— You have seen him!”

Erick did recall something that stood out to him, now that he was thinking about it. It was a lizard-like grey thing that haunted every windowsill of Fairy Moon’s mansion in Ar’Cosmos. Erick hadn’t seen that thing since then, and he certainly hadn’t thought about it. “That was a fae? I thought that was a guardian to keep me from escaping via the windows.”

“That’s Grub!” Fairy Moon said. “He’s a baby so he escaped being confined to the Elemental Fae Bands of Intent, mostly because I kept him intact. He doesn’t do diddly but guard great places of power and pretend to be powerful by way of appearing innocent in incongruent scenarios, and yes, he might have munched on you, but he wouldn’t have killed you. Just kept you still for a second or several.”

Shadow countered Fairy moon, “Grub would have taken his legs to keep him still. Arms too, maybe.”

Erick suddenly remembered— “Oh! Tasar once told me about a second fae in Ar’Cosmos… Why is this the first time I’ve heard of his name?”

“Because when people pursued him I killed them most cruelly,” Fairy Moon said, solidly. “But he is a baby fae, so yes, you have met a baby fae.”

“I guess I have.” Erick moved on, making a guess regarding Fairy Moon’s question on the nature of small fae and how they grew, saying, “Baby fae are small and unformed because their ‘Simple As’ purpose has yet to rise to the level of self-reflection and multiplicity that is required for them to be a person who walks streets and buys bread from bakeries and pays taxes. That takes thousands of years. Small fae are vulnerable in this time frame more than most, either from soul magics or from a corruption of purpose, like taking a waterborn fae and trying to raise them in the desert. They wouldn’t necessarily die, but they would become something they were not.”

Shadow smiled, saying, “Paying taxes is something we almost never do.”

Fairy Moon paused. She went, “That’s the mostly-true truth there; you sussed that out rather succinctly.”

Shadow chuckled. And then she added, “It’s not a bad thing to take the water fae and put them in a sandy environment. It might kill them, yes, but it might spur their growth.”

Fairy Moon said to Shadow, “I hope you would never do such a switching, Shadow. That sand pit might have grown its own growth, but such an action would have purloined the purpose of both locations and only originated one life instead of two. Sure, the two people take more time, but we have a terrific amount of time.”

Erick left that particular conversation alone and extrapolated what another part of this conversation was about, saying, “Ascendant Prime has come to this ‘Simple As’ existence from the other direction; through multiplicity they are remade every time pieces fall apart—” Erick had a moment.

A completely different idea suddenly came to him.

About creating an environment and then filling that environment.

He looked at Shadow, Fairy Moon, and Ascendant Prime, and asked a question he felt like he already knew the answer to, “If we create a gap in the world that is where an Erased person is supposed to be, will that gap be filled with the person that got Erased? Or is this ‘from something: a fae’ phenomenon only usable to make more fae? And can we use the Fractal Mark to do this? To implant memories in people about those who should exist, and thus make those people who have been Erased once again whole?”

The idea had just sort of plopped out there and it wasn’t fully formed at all, but…

It was there.

Most of the pieces.

Ascendant Prime was suddenly having a moment, too.

Rizala’s gold eyes dimmed as Ascendant Prime went Elsewhere for now. He was still there, in the background, but he wasn’t currently inhabiting Rizala, and now Rizala was sitting with arguably the 3 most powerful people on the planet. She was used to 1 powerful person; not 3, and certainly not the Creator of the Painted Cosmology.

Rizala tried to keep her calm as she asked, “Anyone care for some tea— Ah. The tea is already here.” She added, “But I have special blends.”

Shadow smirked, saying to Rizala, “I saw the special blends, but I wasn’t about to take them without being offered. I would love some special blends of tea. Perhaps that darkly floral one you have back there?”

“At once.” Rizala got up and went to the space behind the glass displays, to the tea and coffee prep area. She got out some packets, offering, “I have ‘Dark Garden’?”

“I’ll take it,” Shadow said.

Fairy Moon was having a moment, too, which is why she had been quiet. And then she huffed a little, chuckled once, and said, “I suppose we can push past all the carefully constructed cause and creation speeches and soliloquies I had prepared previously and arrive at the simple start of an answer to Erasure just like that.” Fairy Moon said, “Be forewarned, father of futures: It is not easy to make a miracle like the one that you have sighted on the most distant of horizons. You likely won’t be able to actualize it at all. You must find another to grab this gain.”

“Solomon can do it, now that we have a battle plan.” Erick said, “I would like to hear your speeches on the nature of Life and Eternity, though, if you would say them.”

Fairy Moon shook her head a little. “You have a small solution. The powerful prayers I have sorted can be saved for Solomon. We also felt it best for him to behold these truths, but we wished to approach you for your acumen first. Now that we have it, we will begin plans to plot for Solomon’s security of power.”

Erick nodded. “Great! Moving on, then:” He said, “I would like to know your opinion on the nature of the divinity of Ascendant Prime. Is he a Fractal God, or a Painted God? Beholden to the masses, or a person unto himself, unburdened by the Curse of Power?”

Rizala glanced Erick’s way as she made tea, and then Ascendant Prime was back, saying, “I’m many people?”

A curious thing to say, when said in that way. She didn’t know what she was herself.

Fairy Moon looked to Shadow, to see if she had an answer; this was Shadow’s realm of power, after all.

Shadow said to Ascendant Prime, “You’re a Painted demigod. You have a nascent mantle made from Darkness and you are not actually Ascendant at all. You’re more of a fae made of a whole lot of Life, and your golden coloring comes from the resons you contain and the belief that you should be gold, rather than anything else.” She waved a hand, saying, “But that’s like describing me by the color of my hair or my height; it doesn’t mean anything. It’s just hair color. The Painted God versus Fractal God does mean something though; that’s the difference between a person and an idea. Continue to develop your Dark Mantle and await for Melemizargo to bestow upon you a Spark. Do not seek out more Fractal Power, or else you will truly lose your individuality.”

“… I will keep that in mind,” Ascendant Prime said. And then she set a four-person tea preparation down on the table. “Tea?”

Shadow took a cup, saying, “Smells wonderful. Now let’s talk about how to kill a fae.”

Fairy Moon had objections. She kept them mostly to herself, as she said, “If there were another way to go about this then I would have preferred that, but since Nothanganathor has some sort of Fractal Mark of Life, then you are going to need to learn how to kill fae, even if the Erased One isn’t technically ‘Ascended’.”

Ascendant Prime said, “This is rather adjacent to our desire to speak with you, Erick, for we also imagined that Nothanganathor was somewhat fae, because he has that Sign of Power.” She looked to Shadow and Fairy Moon, adding, “That’s what the Fractal Fairy told us.”

Shadow sat back in her chair, saying, “Let’s talk about that first, actually.”

“Bah,” Fairy Moon said, lightly. “That Fractal came all the way to talk to you and They didn’t pop in to the party we’ve been having? Sometimes I don’t know why I even bother with the Old Fae.”

That comment merited discussion.

“Okay. First:” Erick said, “Is the Fractal Fairy a fae, or the Universe Itself?”

Fairy Moon and Shadow both looked at Erick.

Shadow said to Fairy Moon, “There’s not much difference?”

“Well not now,” Fairy Moon said to Shadow. “But maybe in distant dynasties? More distant than I, by far far afield.” Fairy Moon said to Erick, “They’re the Fractal Universe, Erick. Don’t ask that weird question again.”

Shadow shrugged.

Seemed inconclusive.

Erick moved on.

Erick asked Ascendant Prime, “They really came here? To tell you you’re fae?”

“Among other things. They granted us contact into the Mind Mage collectives out there.” Ascendant Prime said, “They told us that even if Veird perishes, that we would be saved. Apparently, They’re only giving Melemizargo and you and Veird a chance because the Fractal Fairy appreciates what Melemizargo has done to make us; the Mind Mage collective here on Veird. That Fairy is still an absolute bastard, though. We asked for Them to censure Nothanganathor, and They said to do that ourselves, but They didn’t give us any hints as to how to do that, only that we need to truly ‘Become Ourselves’… Which is not something we wish to do, if ‘Becoming Ourselves’ means what we think it means.”

When Ascendant Prime finished, Erick had a long thought.

The others remained silent, sipping their tea and eating little mini-cakes.

Eventually, Erick guessed, “The ‘Becoming Yourselves’ you speak of is turning all the minds you’re connected to back into a single Fractal Mark and a single person. This kills every connected Mind Mage.”

Ascendant Prime sighed a little, for Erick had hit the nail exactly on the head. She asked, “Why would you think that?”

“Because baby fae start off at the bottom. I thought that you started off at the top, as a collective that became self aware through the joining of people into a gestalt. But you’re really an ‘environment’, like a pond, or a desert. You’re growing. You’re a demigod. The final step of growth is actualization, to ‘simply be’, and become a real fae.” Erick said, “And that involves the complete gathering of the environment you were raised within. This gathering kills the environment, because why else would everyone suddenly be here, talking about all this big stuff, all at once, if it wasn’t a big deal of death or other such destruction.”

Shadow said, “And that’s how you kill the Life of a fae, Erick; you kill the environment that they are.”

Erick had a moment.

Ascendant Mind was silent in a whole bunch of thoughts; thick tendrils of power glinted gold around her head as she thought along ten thousand lines of thought, and probably a lot more than that.

Erick looked to Fairy Moon and said, “And that’s why Fairy Moon was left over when the Sundering happened; she became herself inside Elemental Fae, being the only one left while the Bands of Intent were closed off down to 1. That’s her indelible environment. Shadow, however, was simply kicked out of the Darkness because there was nothing to grasp onto, and she simply couldn’t die, but she can’t make it back there, either, because there is nothing there to go back to until it all exists again.” Erick said, “Or maybe Nothanganathor arranged things so it happened like that.”

Shadow said, “Your second guess is likely more correct.”

Erick nodded, then he looked at them all, and said, “To kill Nothanganathor, we have to close off all of him from the outside in, and then change what is at the base into something else. That way, even if he does have a ‘Trick of Eternity’ —which he has to, because of Eldraki— then we can still win. If he has no home base to return to, then he will simply perish.”

Meanwhile, Erick might need to think about actually becoming Simply Himself, and One with Benevolence, so that he wouldn’t die when he was killed, either. That was a thought for another day, though.

Shadow said, “You’re going to need to get Nothanganathor into a place like what you did with Captain Shackle and then rip him apart in that same sort of way.”

Erick said, “That’s going to be difficult.”

Shadow said, “And yet, it will need to be done.”

Ascendant Prime spoke up, saying, “We’re not pulling the trigger on our own Ascension, Erick. Most Mind Mage collectives don’t pull that trigger, because it is so destructive and… and wrong.”

Erick stared into Ascendant Prime’s golden eyes and softly declared, “You’re going to pull that trigger if we look to lose, Ascendant Prime, and then when you’re safe you’re going to recreate all of Veird and everything we’ve lost through Elemental Genesis, and all the other magics that make up this world. That simply is what you’re going to do. Call it Plan Overmind, if you want to give it a name. I already have Escape Plan Omega for all the other people of Veird. You’ll be Backup #2.”

Ascendant Prime instantly said, “40% of people have a [Telepathy] spell or other Fractal Mark portion within them. We would be taking 40% of Veird with us if we had to do that. You would be exempt, but…” She left the rest unsaid.

Everyone else would be consumed into a vast overmind. That overmind would likely rise right through Ascended all the way to Fae and be so far out of touch with its roots that it might never reconnect with the people that had made it. But maybe it would connect. No way to really know.

All of this talk was largely theoretical, but it was based on established precedent.

And if everyone with a [Telepathy] in them got taken, that meant Jane and the rest.

Erick said to Ascendant Prime, “I know what I asked. Any sort of free life is better than the oblivion of Nothanganathor’s Erasure.” He said, “Moving on: If you come up with any ways to negate Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power, I would hear them. I need to do something with my own Fractal Mark to make me immune to Nothanganathor’s non-Malevolence-based powers… I likely need a bigger goal than that for myself, though. ‘Don’t simply aim at the enemy in front of you; aim at all the ones from now until forever’, and all that. I assume that Solomon’s ultimate goal might be to make his Mark into something that gathers Erased or even Sundered people back into people.” Erick said, “Maybe he can start there; trying to bring Sundered people back, and work his way up to Erased people.”

Shadow nodded.

Fairy Moon said, “That would be our starter situation to repair, and then we move mountains from there.”

Ascendant Prime suggested to Erick, “An intact Fractal Mark is already about communication with the self across realities in order to cultivate resons and self-actualization. The fragment of the Mark inside [Telepathy] is mostly about communication with the current realm. Therefore, perhaps you can open your Mark to communication with Benevolence Itself, to move forward and backward through time, to make your own Lightning Path truly useful with regard to finding the best possible future. Maybe share that power with others to make the Benevolent Sky easier to read for all, and especially for yourself; make it overcome all interference, such as that from Nothanganathor, or whoever else might come along after him.”

Erick paused. He thought. And then he smiled. “That’s a great suggestion. I will think on that.”

“Good,” Ascendant Mind said, relaxing a fraction. She had been getting nervous about a lot, and now she wasn’t that worried. “We don’t want to pull the trigger on Plan Overmind, Erick. That is something we do not want to do. Make it so we don’t have to resort to that option.”

Erick softly nodded, saying, “That’s the plan.” Erick turned to Shadow and Fairy Moon. “How would we best go about killing Nothanganthor’s Everything?”

“Shore up the walls of Veird and then expand them until we swallow him right back,” Fairy Moon said, shrugging, like that was all that needed to be said. “Start there.”

Shadow eyed her Father/mom, then said to Erick, “In a more Stone-solid way: Let us start with Rozeta extending the Script out as far as she can make it go, so we don’t have to counter danger happening right on the top sphere of this world. I, for one, would prefer to fight outside of our house. From there...”

The conversation lasted for a few hours.

Rozeta began expanding the Edge of the Script an hour later, while Erick ran another Cleansing Weave to target the thousands upon thousands of kilometers of solid Red just beyond the former Edge of the Script.

Red poured into Veird.

Rozeta had to implement a third Day of Clouds, but that event mainly happened far, far above where people lived, in the absolute black of the sky over the outermost silver layer of Veird, where the Script’s Authority pressed against an invisible Red Ocean.

What most people saw, from the city of the Mind Mages to the lakeside of Candlepoint to the skies of Ar’Kendrithyst, and in the caverns of the Underworld, were tsunamis of thick, white air that flowed across the skies, forming whitewater rivers, ever downward, into the Core.

Golden lightning flickered among those clouds.

Not many people noticed what that lightning did, for they had just heard that Sininindi had helped to make the Day of Clouds possible, and so of course she was here, as well. She and Rozeta and Koyabez and all the gods of the Pantheon were working together with The Wizard to take the power of the Red and smash it into free mana for Veird, consuming Nothanganathor right back.

That Golden Lightning had not been there before.

But people believed in it now, and so that Golden Lightning was here.

Erick saw exactly what Sininindi was doing. Her golden power started above the lands that worshiped her, and then spread like prayers, all the way up the rivers of white clouds, into the spheres above, into the New Edge of the Script, where it struck the Red and empowered Erick’s [Benevolent Cleanse] Weavers. Each empowered Weaver blossomed with white lightning, ending the struggle between the Edge expansion and the Red Ocean firmly on the side of the Script.

Resources poured into Veird.

The Edge of the Script advanced.
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Erick stepped out under the real sky, past the Silver Surface, onto a prominence of silver metal, to view the new heavens of Veird. All was starlight. The Red had retreated, for now. The new Edge of the Script was a good 20,000 kilometers straight up from Erick’s current location; the current radius of Veird had been doubled in one action. That was all that Rozeta was willing to do right now. They had gained a lot of mana from the second Day of Clouds and so the new Edge was pretty easily made and contained, but the Red Ocean had pulled back, and so this was as far as Rozeta could actually push the Script given current mana constraints. The atmosphere was still only a good 20 kilometers above Erick’s location, though. Beyond that was empty space, kept that way because while the mana to fill that space was easy enough to come by, she’d need to activate some [Duplicate] copy magics to fill that atmosphere, and there was no need to do that right now.

Filling the sky with air would make it impossible to see beyond that much air. Everyone preferred the clear sky. It was all the better to see the enemy. There was no enemy to be seen right now, but the point still stood.

Nothanganathor had retreated, like an army burning fields behind them as they escaped so that those fields could not be used to feed advancing enemies.

A cold wind blew, ruffling Erick’s black glowthread clothes, as he turned his gaze upon the preferred field of battle; Erick also didn’t want to fight on Veird. Fighting up there, though? That was fine.

Stars twinkled like cold, white dots on a field of a blue so dark it was almost black.

The other half of the sky was actually black, with a few world-sized [Terraforming] storms prowling the surface, like crawling stars.

“Fenrir looks okay from this angle,” Erick said.

Rozeta stepped beside him. “The barest glance into a side reality and you’d see it’s full of holes. In some places it’s completely gone.”

Erick asked, “How far into those side realities can you see? Are we protected, yet?”

“The God Pact world is safe and contained, but it is not that difficult to see worlds where some gods have fallen, and from there it gets worse. I cannot see the worlds where I have fallen, but others can; we have talked about it. All of us can only really act here, though. Whatever happens out there doesn’t matter. To me, standing here, those other worlds only exist when I am looking. This is the world that leads the way into the future.” Rozeta said, “And things are looking good.” She added, “It’s hard to put measurements of distance to how far those side realities go before I cannot see. Millions? More? Used to be a lot less. I think we’re safe to implement the [Hasted Shelter].”

Erick nodded, taking in that deep proclamation. “Okay.” Erick asked the air, “Koyabez? I want to turn this entire Silver Surface into an eternal stonewood dungeon forest in your honor. Do you mind?”

Koyabez stepped to Erick’s and Rozeta’s side, looking ragged.

For as long as Erick knew him, the God of Peace and the original god of Veird had always resembled a lithe, pale purple demi man who wore a simple loincloth and nothing else. He had not fared well these last years. The Quiet War had erupted into the Forever War once the armies of Angels and Demons came to Veird, for Koyabez simply could not stop armies of billions fighting on land that was not truly his anymore; the Angelic and Demonic gods had ascended to real power in that action. This war with Nothanganathor was also changing him, bringing out his darker side.

Physically, Koyabez was looking rather anemic. His muscles were wasting and his bones were visible. His hair was limp. One of his small horns was broken, and he had scars on his pale-violet skin.

But his sunken eyes were filled with purpose and his voice was the harsh thing of a beaten man who could take no more.

Koyabez said, “Do it, Wizard of Benevolence, and dedicate the forest to the Eternal Peace of buried enemies that cannot harm us anymore.”

Erick felt a chill that had nothing to do with the frozen wind blowing across the Silver Surface.

“It will be done,” Erick said.

Koyabez breathed a small sigh of relief. He didn’t gain any strength, but that would happen later.

Erick asked, “Got any requests for the Angel/Demon problem?”

Koyabez laughed darkly. He almost said something, but then he paused. He decided to say, “Not right now. When we’re not in danger of being destroyed, take a walk around some places. Those talks in Cerebrum won’t help, but they might get you in contact with the real powers. Try to bring lasting peace however you can… But probably not the peace of the grave.” He added, “They’re the most populous people on my planet right now…” Softly, he said, “It doesn’t feel like home anymore.”

Erick said, “I’ll try to fix that, Koyabez.”

Koyabez smiled a little. And then he stepped away.

It was just Rozeta and Erick, now.

Rozeta softly said to Erick, “Let me help with the Eternal Forest.”

Erick handed her a copy of the [Eternal Stonewood] spell, wrought in Benevolent crystal, saying, “I’ll gladly take your help.”

Rozeta disappeared the spell into Elsewhere and changed the subject, “Have you gotten a chance to try out Elemental Genesis?”

“I have not stopped to do anything but talk to people, Rozeta, and set up some repairs where I can. That’s doing a lot more good for us than me playing around with magic, though I do want to get around to that soon.” He extended his aura and began planting trees. Soon, massive white trees began to grow from nothing. Usually Erick needed some starter seeds to make this spell work, but Erick had imbued this spell with resons, thus making the spell provide its own starter seeds. At the mention of Genesis, though… “Could I do this without spending any resons at all to make starter seeds, if I used Genesis?”

Rozeta gestured to the side, off in the distance. White trees grew fast and in a long line in that direction. “That’s what I’m doing.”

Erick scoffed, “Rozeta! You can’t just put all the trees in a solid line!”

Rozeta smiled. “Sure I can. Unless you want me to make dirt and rivers instead?”

Erick teased, “What? You can’t do it all at the same time?” He added, “Be sure to make the trees have silver leaves— Ah. Yggdrasil will probably want to put a tree up here, too. That one can be the only green one. All others have to be silver and reflective of peace— and also home to Benevolence slimes and stuff like that.”

Rozeta chuckled as Erick added caveats and direction. And then she said, “Yggdrasil is already growing on the 6 corners of the Silver Surface. He started growing when Koyabez gave permission.”

Yggrasil stepped to the side, smiling, saying, “I’m growing eternal stonewood trees, too. Try to keep up, father.”

Erick turned into a dragon and started rapidly moving, his voice carrying on the half-frozen air, “I can keep up just fine!”

Laughter followed.

Erick added, “And make them hollow and able to have lots of life and slimes and stuff!”

Yggrasil said, “You already said that!”
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Three days later, amid more crises here and there, while spending all his free time on the Silver Surface to plant more multi-kilometer tall trees, the new Silver Surface was finally done.

As a dragon, Erick flew across a fully populated land of silver-leaved trees, their canopies illusionary and hiding everything below, except where the trees didn’t touch tops. In those silver chasms, light shone through, radiant and warm and in the shape of [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]s down below. Some parts of the new Silver Surface were instead oceans hundreds of kilometers across, dark as black and yet with shining surfaces reflecting silver starlight. Some parts of the new Silver Surface were mountains, but not much; just enough to get the water flowing properly from place to place.

Benevolence slimes were already out and thriving under the waters of [Terraforming] and the storms of Sininindi that crawled across the land. The mana was pouring in. Rozeta had gotten the [Worldwide Cleanse] system back up and running, too, and every instance of Malevolence the world over was instantly struck by an appropriate-sized [Benevolent Cleanse].

For the first time in years, people were able to visit the real surface without danger of being Erased by the Red, for the Red didn’t attack the surface anymore.

Erick flew for a while, a giant black void against the starlit sky to anyone who might be looking up from below, and there were a lot of people down there. A lot of people didn’t like living underground; they were moving up top and making new homes. A lot of people simply wanted to see the stars once, and then go back down to true safety, down below.

Someone had brought a boat up from somewhere and was sailing it on the ocean, under the stars, having a grand time. Erick smiled when he recognized that Slip, the Captain of the Guard of Candlepoint, was the one sailing that boat, along with a few other shadelings from the city. They were drinking Silver Wine, of Koyabez’s holy stock, which Erick had made billions of copies of and which were being handed out to every single party that came to the Silver Surface for whatever reason. The wine was a celebration that they had made it; they were alive, and here, and ready for more. Slip and his friends were just one small group having a good time. They looked happy.

Slip noticed Erick flying overhead. He waved. His party asked him what he was waving at, and he laughed.

Erick waved back, blinking at them in acknowledgment, showing the bright whites of his eyes as he flew overhead.

The people on the boat had various pratfall reactions.

Erick chuckled, glinting the sky with bright white sparks, as he moved on.

He flew for a while, checking things, seeing things. Watching the people. He was headed toward a destination, but he was taking his time getting there.

Eventually, Erick landed on a jut of silver a good 50 kilometers across that lay exposed under the starry sky. It was real silver; not the illusionary silver and grey rock of the original Silver Surface. It deformed a little bit under Erick’s weight, but then he shrunk down and was just a person again. He stepped to the top of the prominence of silver.

To the left of the sky lay the black of Fenrir, with tiny white storms crawling on its surface in orderly lines. It was like a horizon dividing the universe; it was so large.

To the right of the sky lay the sparkling universe. It was much larger.

To be here, though, was to hang above an abyss of black Fenrir, like all of Veird was floating just above a dark ocean, while the sky was glittering, saying hello.

Yggdrasil, Koyabez, Rozeta, Phagar, and Melemizargo, soon joined Erick, though Melemizargo was more off-to-the-side, since he was still a 50 meter tall dragon. Rozeta was looking good in her white pantsuit; she hadn’t changed at all in the tumult of the new world. Phagar looked like Erick, so that was the same.

Koyabez looked better. More solid. Less anemic.

Erick smiled when he saw that. “You’re looking better, Koyabez.”

Koyabez said, “The truce you brokered with the Angels and Demons was helpful.”

“All I did was say a few words,” Erick said, “I’m surprised it had this much of an effect before the actual peace talks will begin.”

“It was still a temporary truce, and people saw that,” Koyabez said. “They also saw all of this new Silver Surface.”

Erick smiled. “It does look good, doesn’t it!”

Sininindi stepped down onto the silver ground. She looked good, too. Her adamantium dress-like sailcloth was less jagged and angry; more solidly broken. It was hard to tell the difference, but to Erick’s eyes her dress had gone from chaotic-on-accident to chaotic-on-purpose. Her gaze felt stronger, too. She said, “Erick does good work.”

“Thank you,” Erick said, “But everyone else was paving the way long before I arrived. Hopefully, after today, we can slow down and truly take care with our forward-plans.”

Yggdrasil said, “The [Hasted Shelter] won’t last forever, but it will last for a few months, at least.”

“That will have to be enough.” Erick looked up to Melemiargo, “I need to cure Kirginatharp’s Dragon Curse after this.”

Rozeta looked unsure, but quietly happy.

Melemizargo said, “It will be done.” And then he looked up to the starry night sky. He intoned, “As endless as Darkness: It is time.”

Rozeta said, “A shield of a careful age.”

Koyabez said, “A place of profound peace.”

Sininindi said, “A protection from unkind storms.”

Yggdrasil said, “A land of well-laid plans.”

Phagar said, “A time made safe from Malevolence.”

Erick finished, “A [Hasted Shelter] of Benevolence.”

The world shifted.

A thin white haze glowed in the sky, far, far away.

And then the haze vanished.

The void of Fenrir was a black horizon to the left that became stable, for Veird no longer turned. No more stars would be exposed or swallowed by those black edges. Veird hung half suspended over an unmoving darkness that was only lit by tracks of planet-sized storms. The sky of stars on the other side of Veird would remain the same for as long as the [Hasted Shelter] held.

And life would continue on Veird, in a much more relaxed manner.

Hopefully.

Erick checked a few things through a few portals. Everything looked good, but he still asked, “Any signs of any other timezones? My weavers aren’t reporting any. The Map Center looks clear.”

Yggdrasil said, “No signs of Malevolence or other magical actions inside Veird’s space that I can detect.”

Phagar said, “Everything seems good for the future. This time this might work.”

Rozeta was smiling wide, saying, “I think it will.”

Sininindi declared, “It will. It has to. I am finally starting to feel like myself again, though still different.”

Koyabez breathed deep, seeming joyful, as he said, “Me too, Sininindi.”

Erick almost said something about getting back to work, but then he felt another twitch in his soul as another startling growth took place in his Dark Mark—

Melemizargo looked at him, a casual look that was more or less what the other gods and Yggdrasil were doing. Sininindi was staring up at the sky, though. She was looking at the storms on Fenrir, and thinking. She kept her thoughts to herself, though.

Erick continued with his interrupted thought, “And now, the reward for doing good work: More work!”

Rozeta chuckled. The others grinned. Rozeta said, “I’ve got all those great new scanning magics to keep a better eye on Veird, and so, that is what I’m doing.”

She stepped away.

Koyabez, Phagar, and Sininindi left as well.

Yggdrasil said, “See you later, father.”

Yggdrasil departed.

Erick was as alone with Melemizargo as anyone could be, here on this silver hill under the open black and star-filled sky.

Melemizargo said, “You’ve grown enough to be a fine god, if you desired, but Yggdrasil is stealing all your divinity.”

“Don’t you go making plans for dying, Melemizargo.” Erick said strongly, “This trap won’t be trapping any of us soon enough.”

Melemizargo’s countenance softened as he gave a small laugh that rumbled the world. “I didn’t mean to replace me. You’re way too small to be my Second.” He stared a little. “You could have been, if Shadow hadn’t arrived.”

“I’m fine with just being me,” Erick said.

Melemizargo grunted in acknowledgment, or in an aborted laugh; it was hard to say. And then the God of Magic turned to shadows and vanished into the background.

Erick stared at the black and starry sky for a moment longer, wondering when the real attack would begin, and what shape it would take. There was too much to do, though; Erick could not be worried about black-swan events or lateral attacks. The walls were defended, and the time was now to make those defenses last. Whatever came next probably wouldn’t be through Malevolence.

Erick departed through a ring of white lightning.

Soon the silver hill was empty. The only mark that anyone had ever been there were dragon claw prints tens of meters wide and a faint golden glow in the air that faded soon enough.
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                The island nation and the arcanaeum of Oceanside were named the same, because to call them differently was only something that natives did. To all the world, Oceanside was Oceanside. To Erick, Oceanside was the home of a friend, and, in a way, his alma mater, though he had only ever spent a semester here. That semester had been enough to teach him everything he wanted to know at the time, and it had been enough to be awarded an honorary diploma years after that attendance, well after Erick had become the Apparent King, during one of the calmer years.

Everyone had attended that award ceremony, and it had been a great time, though apparently Erick had been ‘not all there’ for he had been stuck in an [Onward] for a while. Erick still recalled that time fondly. The Headmaster had decorated the tall off-white pillar towers of the arcanaeum and the lightward roadways in the air with lines of black and white, but mostly white, in honor of the Apparent King.

But privately, Kirginatharp had told Erick that he wanted Melemizargo and his Shades nowhere near the Arcanaeum for that celebration, and so Erick had sent Goldie away, and told the rest to leave. Healing from wounds 1450 years in the making was not an easy thing.

And now there were new wounds, added just last week.

The wounds of the truth of Idyrvamikor as an agent of Nothanganathor, and of how the Erased One had used Kirginatharp to shape the world to his liking, through the Dragon Curse. Because of that, Kirginatharp was already stepping down from many of his responsibilities, but he was still the Second of Rozeta. He still had pull, and especially here, at his arcanaeum, at this center of learning for all of Veird.

The sun set in the sky to the west, beyond the ocean, and yet that wasn’t the sun and that wasn’t the sky at all. It was an illusion with a weaker sort of light. The sky was not nearly as orange and gold as it used to be.

It was not how it looked that one time, long ago, when Erick had met Kirginatharp for dinner with Jane, here at the Azure Room, and discussed [Duplicate]. The sky might have been different, but the crescent harbor of Oceanside looked the same, and the restaurant hadn’t changed at all, here on the northern side of the main city.

Erick stepped into a foyer where everything was blue opulence. Sapphire chandeliers adorned with white wardlights, blue vases sitting atop cream-colored plinths. Lifelike paintings of ocean life occupied central positions on the walls, and a large staircase of blue stone led up from the foyer to the blue-crystal double doors to the restaurant. The doors were already open. Soft music flowed into the foyer, along with the scent of good food to come. It was bready and spicy and meaty, and wonderful.

A pair of Cooks stood to the left, at the top of the staircase, wearing immaculate white uniforms, while the host for the evening wore a brilliant blue uniform and stood to the other side of the entrance. Erick had [Reincarnation]ed the Cooks into their current forms 8 years ago, and the host had a request on file for the same treatment. He’d probably get that treatment fulfilled, as soon as Erick set up the automatic [Reincarnation] machines at the House.

Erick’s white and silver glowthread clothes swished around him like a proper wizard’s robes, matching the décor of the room but with a different sort of opulence, almost alien in nature. It was the best thing that Erick owned, and so he decided to wear it for the night.

Erick strode forward, up the blue stone staircase.

The goldscale waiter bowed, saying, “Welcome, Wizard Flatt. The Headmaster awaits your arrival.”

Erick smiled a little at that, and then he walked down the stairs into the next room, where almost every table had been cleared away, save one. A 200 degree span of windows showed the western sky and the northern wing of the crescent harbor of Oceanside, while blue gems encrusted the ceiling and chandeliers dripped with sparkle, and a nice, comfortable table and chair set held in the middle of the room.

Kirginatharp sat on the left chair, though he stood upon seeing Erick. He was wearing the gold and white glowthread robes that Erick had brought him; they were like his normal robes, but made of otherworldly material. His expression was one of quiet concern, hidden behind a larger joy. He was every bit the image of a Chinese emperor greeting an old friend.

Despite being a dragon, the Headmaster did not wear his horns openly, and he was only his normal 170 centimeter height. Erick had chosen to put away his own horns and height for the night, so he was only a little bit taller than Kirginatharp right now.

Kirginatharp said, “Hello, Erick. Power looks good on you.”

Erick chuckled at the ice breaker. They hadn’t seen each other in two years, and a whole lot had happened in that amount of time. More than should have happened, really.

Erick easily said, “Looks good on you, too! If you want more of those clothes I think my daughters and son are having some success weaving glowthread. The wild spiders won’t be making anything for a good century, though.”

Kirginatharp grinned softly, touching the voluminous sleeve of his robes, the glowthread moving like water before settling back down to gravity’s draw. “It is a rather marvelous thread.”

The two friends sat without one of them needing to invite the other to do so, and conversation came easier than Erick thought it would. There was lots to talk about. The food was fantastic.

Halfway through the dinner, Kirginatharp changed the subject to deeper matters, casually saying, “I can’t be [Reincarnation]ed right now, Erick, to eliminate the Dragon Curse. I would lose all of my power. My longstanding denouncement of the Forever War has angered too many of the angels and demons, and there are certain elements of their nations which have already threatened to murder me if I am weakened. There’s 4 billion of them, too. The only thing stopping them from taking over the world is their own war with each other, and the threat of Nothanganathor out there.”

Erick nodded. “That’s fine. I do want to eliminate the Dragon Curse soon, though. Whenever we can. The elimination of that Curse would eliminate one of the longstanding ways in which Nothanganathor can threaten this world, and we could use those Free dragons in Ar’Cosmos as warriors against the Red, once they are able to move around freely without desiring to kill each other on sight.” Erick added, “Whenever this can be done, I want to do it, and I will protect you afterward, Kirginatharp.”

Kirginatharp chuckled. “There’s no protecting me if I were to lose power.”

Those small words had said a great deal.

“There’s a different option we could try rather than the direct fight against the Dragon Curse,” Erick said, “You could pick an ally to become Second to Rozeta and the Dragon Curse could spread to them instead, and then I could cure it from them.”

Kirginatharp shook his head a little, saying, “There are no True Dragons out there which could threaten my hold as Second to Rozeta. You’re completely immune and outside of the running for Second because of too many ways to list. This ‘Shadow’ person is right out for a different list of reasons, with only partial overlap as your own. The only one close to Second is Solomon, and he’s half-Paradoxed, so he’s out of the running, too. I have no allies among the Free dragons of Ar’Cosmos.”

“How about someone you could take a dive for?” Erick offered, “Or someone you can raise up to Second? Anyone would do, Kirginatharp.”

Kirginatharp shook his head a little, though he was thinking…

“Something to think about, anyway,” Erick moved on, “So what’s this about the Angels and Demons threatening you?”

The topic was easy enough to slide into, for Kirginatharp readily began, “They’ve usurped the entire religious underpinning of Veird in multiple ways. The Erasure of half of our original population is a small part of the problem. Mostly, the issues stem from the introduction of a million or more thousand-year-old monsters of dubious morality, all of them with a heavy penchant for psychological, proxy warfare that they have honed through the Quiet War over their long afterlives. The basic soldiers on both sides are pretty much just people, but the ones in charge… Well you know the Viridian King of Greensoil, Darundi Raivo. They’re all like him. The current Crown of the Host was from Greensoil. Almost all of those in power among the Angels were from there, too.” Kirginatharp said, “I appreciate what Solomon did for us a lot more than the average person, but he also caused a great deal of problems in saving those afterlives.”

Erick nodded. “I hear he’s annihilated several warfronts, alongside Avandrasolaro.”

“They do what they can but it simply isn’t enough when it comes to the self-reviving Angels and Demons.” Kirginatharp said, “Solomon and Avandrasolaro haven’t engaged in any soul sundering, but the Angels and Demons are doing enough of that to each other when they can, and anyone else who steps into those wars with those weapons are rapidly cut down by both sides. I’d call the Angelic/Demonic cooperation a miracle if they didn’t go right back to trying to kill each other, sometimes right on the battlefields that they had cooperated in to kill the outsiders.”

A server dished out more wine, and brought another course. This one was braised monstrous cow ribs, each a meter long and thick with meat. They were delicious, and heavily spiced with bluebell. Erick had missed that common spice; those tiny blue flowers were kinda wonderful, giving the meat an outdoorsy, wild-ish sort of taste, that was so distinctly ‘bluebell’, and hard to put into other sorts of terms. Also kinda floral and sweet. 

After finishing off a rib, thinking all the while, Erick said, “I’m attempting to get some peace treaties signed, but I have met some significant blocks. Can you get the Demon King or the Crown of the Host to actually answer your requests to talk?”

Kirginatharp shook his head. “Haven’t been able to do that in a very long time. They’re Prime Gods now, you know. 2 billion followers will do that, and then you have the other 2 billion followers of the other god, polluting the divine waters with levels of hate that inspire true zealotry. As large as this world is, it is too small for the both of them. Many of the others have gotten some power back as well, for every angel and demon was originally a person— That’s probably why Sininindi survived at all…”

The conversation moved to nuance and intrigue, and the dinner continued well on into the night.

Erick still occasionally worked as he and Kirginatharp shared a meal and conversation, but it was magic done through tiny portals to the left of the dinner and not out in the open at all. House Benevolence was rather good about bringing things to his attention without needing to actually talk to him; Zolan would just set reports onto a desk and Erick would get done whatever needed to be done. Usually it was just signing paperwork, or porting a threatening letter directly onto someone’s desk to get them to stop whatever it was they were doing. Little things.

At the end of the dinner, Erick said, “Sorry for needing to work as we spoke.”

Kirginatharp smiled softly. “You’ve come a long way, Erick. Far beyond me. I’m just some administrator, now, who is mostly retired, and by necessity. You’ve earned the right to work while relaxing, if you want.” Kirginatharp said, “When this is all over, and if you were a normal person, I would wish you luck in finding some time to actually relax, but that’s just not you.”

Erick chuckled.

Kirginatharp nodded, glad his tease had landed properly.

Erick said, “It was great to see you again, Kirginatharp. Thanks for the dinner.”

“Least I could do for all you have done,” Kirginatharp said, “And when I can give you some good news on the Dragon Curse business, I will do so.”

“It’s not your fault. You were used. I was used, too.”

Kirginatharp let out an exhausted chuckle. “That’s putting it lightly.”
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“So what is Genesis?” Solomon rhetorically asked. “It’s the solidification of possibility into reality.”

Erick looked at the man. “That tells me nothing.”

Solomon laughed in a happy sort of way. He was looking pretty good these days. With a grey beard and hair and the body of a fit 50 year old man, and yet the face of a much older man, Solomon looked older than he was by far. The stress of the changing world was getting to him. It was getting to Erick, too, but Erick was Ascended, and Solomon was not. Not really.

He was doing some sort of ‘cooperative cultivation thing’ with a bunch of side realities, but even he didn’t really understand that; he didn’t really know what he had done that Day of Genesis, over 2 years ago, when he made Fenrir and the shells of Veird. Or at least that’s what Erick had been able to piece together since he had come back to Veird.

Erick didn’t push that line of inquiry just yet. Maybe he would, soon.

Erick was finally able to sit down with Solomon a little over a week after the Shelter went around Veird and the sky stopped spinning. It was not a calm sort of meeting. Even this little bit of time would need to be taken quickly, for as soon as something resembling peace had returned to Veird there had been emergency after emergency, from ten thousand different corners of the world. Everyone had stuff that they needed done right now, because everything was falling apart. From food supplies to hospitals in need of healers to 2-year-old tragedies that no one had been able to work on until now, the world was healing just a little, and in that healing, problems appeared.

Erick’s meeting with Kirginatharp the other day had been about the only calm time Erick had had since the Shelter went up, and even that hadn’t been too calm.

Solomon was similarly busy. He was on the Worldly Path, too, and had been for a while. Solomon’s Wizardly apotheosis had certainly happened on that Day of Genesis, and he was a Wizard in truth, but then the world had clawed at him in so many different ways…

Erick was still understanding all of those different ways.

Erick was here at the Black Castle of Solomon to talk with his brother about Genesis, and probably other topics. This meeting was kinda tense. It had started off okay, but then it sort of… got here, to Solomon giving Erick a non-answer about Genesis.

It was a sensitive topic, apparently.

Erick pulled back. “I don’t think I’ve asked you how you’re doing yet, Solomon. Not truly. I’ve been busy. Sorry about that.”

Solomon huffed a laugh as he shook his head a little. “Thank you for the concern, but I am doing fine. Destiny and I married six months ago, you know?”

Erick’s eyes went wide. “No, I did not know that!” He smiled wide. “That’s great! Congrat—” Erick’s brief happiness for the man faltered hard. “No one knows except for you two and Poi.”

Solomon laughed a bit more freely, that time. “I’m sure a few others know. Poi officiated. The wedding was small and private, but it wasn’t meant to be as small as it ended up being. We sent out a few invites, but every single one was lost in the mail and somehow all the people spying on me all the time didn’t get the memo that way, either. It wasn’t until a week later with me being furious at… at a lot of people, that we went investigating. The mail room at the House was attacked by the Red, and the letters never made it out.” Solomon waved a dismissive hand. “Destiny and I decided that we’ll have a bigger wedding when this war is over, and this time the letters won’t get lost. You’re invited, of course.”

“I will be there with the best gifts I can possibly make. I have to figure out those gifts first, but I look forward to the wedding!”

Solomon smiled softly. “Thank you… Anyway! You are asking about Genesis...”

He held up a hand. Glittering silver mana flowed like a river out of his palm, shaping itself into countless small things, from a tiny sword to a snow globe to a mirror to a thousand little items and even faces and arms and eyes, and none of that at all. The silver mana flowed over those images, briefly showing it as those things, before it flowed away into the air, to spread images and lost intent into the manasphere.

It sounded like the joy of Christmas without any of the normal sounds Erick would have associated with that time of the year, back on Earth. Maybe the tiny chime of a bell? Hard to say. It was more of a feeling than any real sound, anyway.

Solomon said, “Genesis is possibility. I have yet to find Debby in the possibility, but I had a small talk with Fairy Moon the other day.” Solomon closed his palm, and the chiming sound of Genesis winked out in the shaping of a fist. “She had some small words for me that almost sparked something... It felt so familiar, like coming back to a house and finding other people have moved stuff around and the light switch wasn’t where it had been for 15 years. I’m walking a Path I already walked, but differently.”

Erick felt his own Lightning Path moving erratically.

Many paths lay ahead.

Erick chose to simply acknowledge the surreality happening to Solomon. “Yup. You are.”

Solomon raised an eyebrow, and then he laughed. He smiled, and said, “Yup.” And then he breathed deep, and asked, “Can you touch Genesis at all, not being connected to the Script? I’d imagine not actually being passively exposed to the mana would fuck up any attempts to copy what you’ve never touched before.”

Erick raised an eyebrow.

He had tried, in a halfhearted manner, to use Genesis. Nothing had happened back in those attempts, and so Erick was here.

“Genesis is difficult,” Erick said, as he held up a hand and brought forth the lightning crackle of Benevolence. He moved his fingers, trying to Alter the Element into something else. He rapidly moved through almost every Element he knew. “As in Genesis seems beyond me.” He said, “Maybe I do need to actually be exposed to it, like you said, and Mana Siphon wouldn’t work for that, due to the conversion aspects of that Ability… I suppose I should try ambient mana gathering, too. Have you done anything with ambient mana?”

“I tried it.” Solomon nodded. “Ended up poorly. There’s been Malevolence in the air, but that is only half of the problem. The only person who actually uses atmospheric mana well is Syllea Wyrmrest, and only when she’s Raging. She and I had a discussion about this a while ago, when there were some attacks here and there and both of us needed more mana. Apparently it kills her to use atmospheric mana, but she survives because she is Raging and nigh-unkillable. There were a few others that could use atmospheric mana, and they were either all orcols who did it only as a last resort, or they only used atmospheric mana once and then never again… also as a last resort.”

Erick nodded. “Whelp. Let’s try it! Can you flood the room with Genesis?”

Solomon smirked. “Let’s start with this.”

Solomon held up his hands in front of him as though gripping a steering wheel, and then he released mana in a controlled ring of power that flowed out from one hand like silver charms, clinking and chiming as they went, before falling into the grip of his other hand, where those charms became the lightning-light flow of Benevolence. Solomon continued the circuit around the wheel, where Benevolence rejoined Genesis, and the crackling path of lightning became the flow of tinkling chimes.

The real show was happening in Solomon’s aura, at the juncture of his palms and the tube.

Erick watched as Solomon let mana out of himself, into a controlled ring of aura, where it became ambient mana, and then he absorbed that mana back into himself, before spitting it out again. Whatever was happening at the points of his hands was…

“Remarkable,” Erick said, studying what he was seeing. “This is a neat method of training how to reabsorb spent mana, too.”

Solomon breathed easy, but he looked like he was holding up a weight of some measure as he continued to cycle the mana like this. And then some shards of mana formed in his hands, inside of his flesh, like crystallized needles. Where he had released the Benevolence and absorbed the Genesis, there were tiny silver needles, like asbestos filaments. Where he had released the Genesis and absorbed the Benevolence, there were larger needles made of white crystal. He shook out his hands, pushing the crystals out of his skin. Only the largest crystals clinked to the floor. Most of the fragments merely dissipated, as mana crystals often did.

Solomon said, “That’s a lot more tiring than it looks and there’s more to it than what I appear to be doing, but that’s most of it.”

“You’re better at reabsorbing Genesis than you are at reabsorbing Benevolence.”

“I might have started off as Benevolence flavored, but that changed a lot. My dragon coloring is still black—” He brought his black horns out and tapped them. And then he put them away. “But all my mana is silver colored. Destiny likes to call it ‘platinum’. I think she heard that I like that color better than ‘silver’ once, and now she uses ‘platinum’ everywhere.”

Erick smiled. “Rather charming of her.”

Solomon laughed. “I’m not sure where the charms came from. They sort of just happened. I think they’re the focuses of all the side-Ericks who ‘collectively cultivated’ with me during the Day of Genesis. They’re the things they want the most, or even just passing fancies. Or the things they want back. Most of the charms are people. Only a few of them look like Jane. Vanishingly few, really.”

Erick nodded slowly, hearing the hidden concern in Solomon’s voice.

Erick thought for a moment.

He rapidly decided he couldn’t help Solomon with Debby, because that would be the wrong thing to do, for Fairy Moon was good at this and Erick… Well. He could try. But a lot of things were telling him that he didn’t need to help in this way, and to try to help was to test Fate too much...

Erick simply asked Solomon, “Are you happy with what Fairy Moon is doing to help guide you?”

Solomon flinched. “… Mostly. It’s concerning, of course, for a lot of reasons I am still digesting. Your curated manual cleared up a lot of weirdness with what Wizardry is, or could be, and the Day of Clouds made Wizardry available again, which has helped even more than that… But let’s move on.” Solomon said, “I assume, with billions of mana to your name, that you need to do a much bigger circle of cycling than I did in order to actually see your numbers shift in any meaningful way.”

“Oh yeah. Let’s see...”

Erick dove into himself, switched a few things around in his Status, and brought up his actual, full mana numbers. He was currently at 7,198,342,189 mana, and that number was going up by 1,505 per second. He was going to need to do a great big expulsion/re-absorption in order to see any change in those numbers at all.

Erick came back to himself, saying, “7 billion mana, so yeah. I would need to make a very large… Hmm. Have you tried absorbing with just your aura? Why do you use your flesh and the surface of Health to reabsorb the ambient mana?”

“So that the mana shards don’t go all the way into my soul. Health makes a nice barrier to add to mana.” Solomon shrugged. “But if you’re using Health as mana, it’s easier to use Blood Mana and some Healing Magics to restore extra mana. Ambient mana absorption is only really useful when you have no Health left and you can easily heal the damage.”

Erick said, “Can you do the cycling again? Explaining the whole thing?”

Solomon held his hands like he was holding a steering wheel again, and then he created a circular, solid wheel of controlled aura. He widened the center of that circle, to make it a tube, releasing mana from both of his hands to do so, creating a space of ambient mana that was already his own mana.

Solomon said, “That’s the easy part, and it looks like you got it.”

“Tube of aura that you fill with your own mana, thus removing the complication of using actual ambient mana, while still providing a difficulty of ‘intent-dead’ mana to reabsorb.”

“Yup.” Solomon said, “And now, I expel Genesis with one hand and Altered Benevolence with the other, flowing them through the tube in a circle, using Elemental Mystical at the edges of my palm, inside of my body, to direct the flow, and to absorb the flow. The Mystical is there to bridge gaps and to ‘induct’ the now-ambient mana back into my body, convincing the ambient that it is real. You can do it with some [Renew] framework if you wish, and I suggest you try that first, and concentrate only on the Benevolence in the air, but that is only useful for throwing out your own mana and bringing it back to you.

“Doing it that way is just as hard as doing it this way, though.

“Much of the Benevolence of this world is not actually yours anymore, anyway; it is what we seeded here among the other people. In a complete mana vacuum, maybe such a ‘recycled mana ability’ would be useful, and it is; like on the various low-mana-density floors of Atunir’s Glittering Depths in Greendale in the Greensoil Republic, or in space. But we’re not in a mana vacuum, and Malevolence hides everywhere.

“Maybe you can make an Ability that allows you to throw out spellwork and then reabsorb that mana you threw out there, at the cost of… resons? Or something? I’m not sure.”

There was a lot there.

Solomon continued, “Anyway, you can try to make the Renew-shape with your hand and a tube, because gods know I tried that the first time and it worked okay, but it doesn’t actually help. Or at least it doesn’t help me. Perhaps, if I was still Benevolence, it would, but I’m not Benevolence anymore.

“And you’re not trying to reabsorb Benevolence; you’re trying to get some Genesis and use that, which requires you to have experienced Genesis from taking it from the environment.”

Solomon stopped.

Erick had a long think.

Solomon watched. “Want to just Mana Siphon some Genesis from me?”

“No,” Erick said, “I want to solve this problem in a much deeper way. Not like Mana Siphon —as it is—allowed me to suck in any of the extra abilities that were littered around Margleknot.”

Solomon nodded, asking, “You didn’t even try though, did you? Didn’t you say that Margleknot gave you a vein of power in your house to draw from, and you didn’t draw from that vein?”

Erick winced… And then he relaxed. “Well. There were other powers in the air. Lots and lots of them. Pretty sure I got some experience with Elemental Fate from a friend I made, but…” Erick held up a hand and tried channeling Elemental Fate… And promptly got nowhere. Benevolence came out of his hand and then fluttered around. “Fate is Banned, so if I got Fate then I don’t know how to use it.” Erick said, “I certainly don’t think the problem is that Benevolence cannot be Fate or Genesis, but this is all very new to me, and yeah, I probably do need to take in some ambient Fate and Genesis and all the rest that I might find later, littered around the world.”

“You Siphoned Malevolence, right?” Solomon asked, “Can you do Malevolence?”

“Ha!” Erick smiled. “You know? I never even tried, and I’m going to keep it that way.”

Solomon smiled. “Yeah. Me, too. Try the ambient collection solution.”

Erick made a tube of ambient Benevolence in the air, holding it at the bottom with his gripped hand. It was an upside-down [Renew] ring, with Erick’s gripped hand at the opening.

Erick flooded the tube toward the right with Benevolence. White lightning-light rushed out in that direction, rapidly becoming nothing more than invisible, ‘dead’ mana, as it swam around the tube toward the top and then around the other side. This caused an increase in mana pressure in the tube, because Erick was both in complete control of the tube and he had a lot of mana to push.

He tried opening his soul on the other side of the tube.

… And nothing happened as the tube filled with denser and denser mana. Only a few seconds passed, and the tube rapidly crystallized, all at once, in complete defiance of the Script’s control over the land and this space. Too much mana from Wizards kinda did that. Erick released the space and the mana crystal rapidly vanished, for the Script had taken over again, though it never really stopped.

So there were some problems.

Erick suggested, “Let’s go into the dungeon? You can turn down the ambient mana in there?”

Solomon said, “Sure. It won’t help, though. You did everything correctly, just not the re-absorption part.” Solomon stood, asking, “Want to see the Black Gate anyway? I was wondering if you could help me bring some stuff out of it that was too big for me, but we don’t have to do that now, either.”

Erick remained seated, because now he really Looked at Solomon. “You’re not okay. What’s wrong?”

Solomon was about to play it off as nothing was wrong.

Erick waited.

And then Solomon sighed. He sat back down. “My first fuckup which caused the whole world to turn against me was the loss of the Lifeblood Heart. That giant mana heart left me, zipped away through all the adamantium shells overhead, avoiding every single person who should have caught it, and then went sailing into the void. Rozeta kinda hated me for that. She wasn’t the only one. It was… tough.” He sighed, then said, “Gods, it’s so weird to be talking like this— I lost track of gravity! I swear I did, but the mana history showed my inner ears telling me where gravity was, but I aimed in the opposite direction for some stupid fucking reason. I’d blame Malevolence, since that’s so fashionable these days, but I fucked up somehow and I have no idea how. But! Even the worst case scenario was that that stupid fucking Heart should have still been in the sky doubling everyone’s mana generation for years, no matter where it went… But Nothanganathor ate it, obviously. He had to have. Pretty much confirmed-without-confirming.”

A lot of people when they poured their hearts out only wanted someone to vent to; someone to listen.

Solomon wanted solutions, and he wanted Erick to have those solutions.

“Want to make a new Heart?” Erick asked, completely serious.

Solomon’s bad mood evaporated. “Yes. I do want to make a new Heart. I was hoping that with you here, that you and I can work together to pluck it out of the Dark, even though it’s already gone. I tried for a long while to find it again on my own, but… You know how you suspected that we were only ever going to get one chance with a lot of things we take from there? That turned out to be true, and the Heart was one of those.”

Erick said, “I was thinking we could do something with the Awakening Machine stuff, actually; we can leave the old solutions in the past. You know how the Lifeblood Heart doubled everyone’s mana production within several light years of distance? The Awakening Machine turns a 1-mana-per-day person into a 50-MPD person. Whatever is going on there is some of the same sort of thing, but the scale is obviously completely different. Perhaps too different? I don’t know. The Awakening Machine is great for low-level people, but the Heart is fantastic for high levels and on a vastly increased scale.”

Erick let his words hang out there.

And Solomon had a lot of sudden thoughts, chaining off of each other. Erick couldn’t read his mind, but he could see Solomon thinking deeply. Something flickered in the man’s body, in his very soul, like a wave of invisibility sweeping through the clouds of Solomon’s being. Erick doubted that Solomon noticed, because the Script obscured that sort of thing. Erick noticed it. It was the flow of resons in a person; a golden light that was obscured.

Erick realized something himself, in that moment, about Truths and purpose and the multiplication of mana production due to better futures, and wondered if Solomon would share in his realization.

The Awakening Machine was an act of Authority demanding the waking of possibilities of a better future. This act caused mana production to rise. It did more than that, though. The Awakening Machine also helped increase reson production. All magic was linked, after all; even the magics of different universes.

That was why the people at the Awakening Machine Research Center were having such difficulty understanding it.

Erick was starting to suspect that there was no understanding it. It was magic. Yes, people would be devoting a lot of time and effort into studying it all, and there were likely some underlying principles they could discover aside from the nebulous thing that the Awakening Machine ‘awakened someone to the possibilities of More’. But it was like a fundamental principle of the universe; past a certain point, things just worked that way.

Erick grinned at that thought.

… And then he thought more.

Perhaps the underlying truth of the Awakening Machine and the Lifeblood Heart was truly rooted in Wizardry and Authority; that things worked how they worked because people decided they worked that way—

Ah.

… Was the Lifeblood Heart, perhaps, the failed Ascension of a Creation Wizard?

Maybe a dead god?

Or rather, was the original Lifeblood Heart any of those things?

Melemizargo had spoken about the nature of the Lifeblood Heart before, but it was the sort of explanation that Shadow had given about ‘what is the Dark Mark’; ‘It’s a thing that does a thing, Erick. What more do you need to know?’ Obviously neither of them had spoken exactly like that, but that was the gist of it all. Melemizargo never bullshitted anything, but he was a god, and he preferred giving people hints about deep truths, so that they would discover those truths on their own. Shadow did the same.

The fact was that the Lifeblood Heart had been a part of the Dark and Melemizargo until it had been liberated from the Black Gate, in the dungeon down at the bottom of Solomon’s Black Castle. Everything that had come out of the dungeons was like that. Were all those things taken from the Dark the original thing? Not really, and yet they were. Did they function the same as they ‘used to function’? Also yes.

How?

Well.

That’s where Wizardry happened.

Erick was reminded of the infinite density mana crystals of the Glittering Depths, upon which he had based his own Ascension to Wizardry.

When the people of Greensoil were making that Grand Dungeon, and replicating those dense crystals, they were piggybacking off of the idea of infinite depth crystals that were first made in the Old Cosmology. On that original world where the mana-diamonds came to be, the creation of the infinitely dense crystal had first required that someone have that idea, and then make that idea happen. Literally make it happen, too. Once the original idea had occurred, there was a shift in the local manasphere which made it easier to replicate the ‘impossibility’ of the original creation.

Like the world had learned something new.

Like the introduction of Renew to Veird, or Particle Physics to Earth, or any number of other large creative events. ‘The world’ had learned something new.

Solomon was learning something new right now.

Erick felt like he was learning something new, too, but it wasn’t about the Lifeblood Heart, or mana creation. It was about Paradox, and Benevolence, and Renew, and Genesis. But mostly about this ambient-mana-thing that his Genesis-conversation had turned into.

Erick wasn’t sure when it had happened, but suddenly—

Erick spoke, “I’m—”

“I need—” Solomon started right with Erick.

“Go ahead.”

“You first.”

Erick rapidly said, “I need to go play around with some spellwork, now.”

“Me, too.” Solomon asked, “Catch you around in an hour?”

“Maybe a little longer.”
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Erick stood upon a lonely mountain in the southern hemisphere on the Third Sphere, sparse with greenery, under a simple blue sky that was not blue at all. It was colored blue with illusions. The actual color coming down was sunshine-colored; mostly white with a bit of yellow. The actual sun was nowhere to be seen, for the ‘sun’ was somewhere far in the north; too far past the horizon of this shell and too far beyond the bottom of the floor of the shell above to make any sort of appearance in this location.

When Solomon had created the Shells of Veird on the Day of Genesis, he had wrapped the world in adamantium and added a bunch of water and dirt in the general shapes of the continents on the Surface.

The place Erick now stood was in the general shape of Continental Nergal, on the Old Surface below, but it was not really the same shape at all, and the life that existed here was not the same either. The shell above this ‘Third Sphere’ was a similarly bad-translation of this sphere’s ‘continental Nergal’, which ended up looking more like a whole bunch of islands and not at all like the solid land mass that was Nergal. Those islands on the Fourth Sphere were more connected to the ‘bad translation’ of Glaquin to the north, forming a whole different continent, than they were forming anything that truly resembled Continental Nergal.

Veird was now a matryoshka of nested spheres of different continents and oceans leading all the way up to the Silver Surface —now the Silver Forest— of Sphere Eleven. Prior to the creation of that Silver Forest, the Silver Surface was a reflective defensive layer, and the Silver Staging Area of Sphere Ten was the actual final inhabited zone…

Erick would get to all that later.

But the idea of the improperly-copied Surfaces was a good starting point for this Siphon-esque framework.

Perhaps there were multiple reasons why Solomon and Syllea and all the others to come before never really got any use out of ambient mana accretion, aside from Malevolence in the air. Sure, ambient mana was ‘dead’, and one probably needed to use resons to make it ‘live’ again, but also the Script simply prevented certain things even without trying to prevent them.

Like, mana pools were intrinsically tied to the Script, but even when you got ‘out’ of the Script (into Ar’Cosmos, for instance, where accretion and cores determined how much mana a person could hold onto, but not how much they made) the Authority of the Script was still there, still impacting a person’s control over their own mana in certain, inalienable ways. It was very possible that it was impossible to properly gather ambient mana on one’s own when one’s mana wasn’t under one’s own control.

Maybe Erick could fix that.

Also, Solomon was a Creation Wizard, and Syllea wasn’t a Wizard at all, and Solomon’s base mana ‘flavor’ wasn’t the highly-mana-variable Benevolence like Erick’s was. Solomon was Genesis.

Erick was the Paradox Wizard who had already solved the ‘unsolvable’ problem of multiple, untrained people perfectly using their mana together. That solution was [Renew]; which gave rise to the node networks all across Veird, and also Erick’s own Mana Siphon Ability, which was [Renew] with Erick at the drawing center of that ‘node network’.

Mana Siphon was basically [Undertow Star] turned into an Ability.

Mana Siphon did nothing with ambient mana, but Erick could solve the problem of ambient mana collection and unification, too.

Erick began weaving ideas in the air, making spheres of multiphasic transformation and culmination into solid plots. The basic idea of this was to be a corona-like magic of Authority and condensation and then eventually Paradoxing straight into the power of the soul of the one who wielded it. Soon, Erick had a bunch of images holding in the air all around him.

It looked good.

Probably a lot of mistakes there, though.

Erick moved on to the practical ideas of this new spell, and probably Ability. If this worked out, then Erick would gift it to Rozeta and the Script. If this worked, it would likely become a cornerstone of making a personal Script that they could arm warriors with, for fighting against Nothanganathor.

The Script already had a version of what Erick was working on, though. Turning ambient mana into personal mana was exactly what the Script did all the time. One of the cornerstones of a manaminer, after all, was churning intentless, atmospheric mana, into mana that actually did stuff, like automatically defending the land, and, in the Script’s case, gave that mana back to people for them to use.

The manaminers that Erick had worked with were massive, clunky things, though. They brought mana to ‘life’ through massive ‘tubes’ of dead mana ‘running beside’ alive mana, and a general ‘proximity-creates-life’ sort of ‘re-alivening’ of the dead mana. Powerminer Incorporated and the various miners that Erick had played around with used a whole lot more special terms than that, but the idea was there. Proximity creates life in the mana, and so, if you went slow enough with it, and if you drew mana through enough living things, then you’d get a bunch of living mana out the other end that could be used for stuff, like ‘holding up the sky’ and ‘allowing people to cast [Mend] on their broken shoelaces’, and other such things.

“Of course,” Erick said to himself as he began moving his aura around and in the air, “If this is to work at all, it requires mana-systems to work at human-size the same way it works at 10-kilometer size, with its 10,000-kilometer-long multi-dimensional pipes…” He paused. “… Or larger. Hmm. Nothanganathor probably uses a lot of ambient mana. Being sun-sized would allow one to easily incorporate ambient-mana-reclamation systems rather easily.”

… Did Erick need to be in dragon form to work ambient mana properly?

… That’s an experiment for a different day, or perhaps this day—

But first!

Erick formed a ring-tunnel with his aura in front of him, about 5 meters across and a meter thick, and then he split that ring-tunnel into two different sides with his hands. With his right hand, he sent out mana into the space, making it go right in the tunnel and then curve around to the left. White lightning-light flowed into the tunnel, rapidly increasing the level of mana within.

On the left side, Erick held his left hand into the flow, and he tried to open up his soul to let the ambient mana back in—

… He tried to open his soul...

… He tried to open his soul...

… He tried to open his soul...

This was not working.

The tunnel filled with mana and the pressure began to create mana crystals… And Erick pulled his hands back. The ring remained filled with ambient mana… Which was good enough to try and absorb from there, Erick guessed. No need to go for the release+absorb in the same action; not yet, anyway. Soon, the mana soup lost all cohesion with Erick’s basic, living intent and became invisible ambient mana.

Erick stuck a hand into the tunnel of mana soup and let his hand linger in the density.

He turned on his Mana Siphon, just to see if that worked. And nope, of course it didn’t. Erick had made his Mana Siphon specifically to absorb ‘living mana’; the stuff inside of spellwork and other people. Ambient mana was a whole different problem, as Erick had already known way back then.

So.

Couldn’t use Mana Siphon to do this.

… His body was a manifestation that he could recreate at any moment in time since his real body was the crystal form— well. It was a self-recreating system of many varied parts.

Point was, Erick could breathe in potentially-lethal mana vapors and try to bring in the ambient mana that way.

Erick stuck his head into the tunnel of Benevolence-flavored, ambient mana soup.

It was kinda stifling.

He breathed in the stuff, and it turned into crystals in his lungs. They poked. Erick bled. Kinda really painful, actually. But not lethal. Erick breathed in the ambient mana, and wondered why it was crystallizing in his body at all, but then, of course, his body had a bunch of ‘seed manas’ for it to crystallize on. His body was his crystalline self, after all; even his fleshy-display-body was Paradoxically also his crystal body.

The Script kept the crystals from getting too big, though. Even as they formed, they dissipated. Erick stopped breathing and the crystals stopped forming; they only dissipated.

Erick was kinda stumped, in a few different ways.

He could surely use his Authority to make the dead mana his, but that seemed improper. Other people weren’t using Authority to do this at all… Were they? Solomon didn’t seem like he was.

Erick thought about getting a second opinion, and he thought about Yggdrasil. Margleknot had to deal with sorting through and combining all different powers from many different universes all into resons.

“Yggdrasil? Are you there?”

… No response.

Erick smirked at that. Apparently his son wasn’t looking at everything, all the time.

Erick opened a portal to Yggdrasil at Candlepoint and stepped out onto his son’s roots. He looked up at the flaming green canopy overhead, and at the lightning-like branches, and asked, “Got a moment to talk about ambient mana reclamation?”

Yggdrasil stepped onto his own roots in his green orcol form. “Not much time. What’s up?”

“Quick question, then: Do you use Authority to make multiple types of powers into resons, or some sort of Ability, or some sort of… something else?” Erick said, “This whole thing started off as me trying to use Genesis mana with Solomon, and that didn’t work, so I assumed I had to actually experience Genesis mana through taking some in for myself, which led to the ambient mana thing, which I am having trouble with. Specifically the ‘taking into myself’ part.”

Yggdrasil was instantly hesitant when Erick asked about Margleknot, but he at least listened to the whole request before denying, saying, “I can’t tell you exactly what’s happening there because of old agreements with many different people. I can tell you that I use a bunch of different systems, and they’re all basically, eventually, reson-based. Resons are simply easier to use than all other forms of power, and that is especially true for me. Maybe not for you or many other people, but it is true for me.” Yggdrasil asked, “Why not Mana Siphon some Genesis in?” Yggdrasil made a [Ward] of Genesis in the shape of a small orb. “Here.”

Erick almost said that he wanted to do this the ambient-way… But then he poked at the orb with some Mana Siphon. The orb gradually drained, because Mana Siphon was rather weakened inside the Script, and Erick didn’t feel like fighting against the Script right now.

When the orb was gone, Erick held up a hand and tried to channel Genesis.

He got some weird sparks that crackled, more than chimed.

Yggdrasil raised an eyebrow. “Strange?”

Erick felt a little bit of vindication, as he said, “Mana Siphon is designed to take all other spellwork and turn it into power for myself, which means erasing the original power in that spellwork and turning it into [Renew]-framed power.”

Yggdrasil said, “Ahh… Yeah. That would do it.”

“Anyway.” Erick asked, “Does size make it easier to convert ambient mana to living mana?”

“Yes. Economies of scale always win out over individual works.” Yggdrasil said, “Bigger manaminers do a lot better than smaller manaminers.”

“Yup. Thought so.”

“You could probably reconnect to the Script and get some Genesis mana that way… But yeah. I can see you don’t really want to do that.” Yggdrasil continued, “Alternatively, you could harmonize with it? Benevolence should be able to become Genesis; they’re very closely related.” Yggdrasil asked, “Did harmonization not work?”

Erick shrugged. “Not really.” He held up a hand, and he tried to replicate the singing, chiming power he heard from Solomon’s Genesis, but all he accomplished was a sputtering disharmony of mana with no idea what it was. “I have realized something else, too. Watch.” Erick tried to Alter his mana into Purity, and he only ended up with Light-flavored Ice. “This is an attempt at Elemental Purity, which I saw some in Margleknot and other places, like inside the Black Gate. But this is not Purity at all.”

The Script tried to Silence Erick’s speaking of the word ‘Purity’ as an Element, but he was beyond that type of control, and so was Yggdrasil. Since Erick hadn’t produced any actual Purity, though, it left his mana display untouched.

Yggdrasil frowned a little. He instantly understood the problem. “Benevolence only knows the mana that you’ve experienced through the Script— or rather, ‘personally experienced’ makes more sense. I did not foresee this problem. You used Annihilation on Margleknot, and that’s Banned here.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. He had a think, about his [Shadow Altered] spells he had tried one time, that had acted like Annihilation. “Annihilation is Banned here, then? I suppose my times using it were just flukes that were made to look like other magics.” … Erick ignored that tangent, for now. “I need to fix this Elemental Genesis thing, obviously. I’m not sure I want to fix it with a flex of Wizardry, because then I’d need to do that all the time.”

“Don’t worry about needing to do Wizardry every time you use something outside of currently established Benevolence.” Yggdrasil held up a hand, and channeled a Silence into the air, along with a small prominence of invisibility. “That’s Purity, and I’m doing it with Benevolence.” He channeled Genesis next, making a little silver tangle of half-seen charms float up and away from him, like metal bells that weren’t bells at all. “And that’s Genesis, also done with Benevolence. I am almost 100% certain that what you’re experiencing is some mental block, maybe because you don’t want to encroach on Solomon’s power. Or maybe you’re just not actually exposed to Genesis yet. Could be either, really.”

Erick hadn’t realized that about himself, but… “Maybe. Hmm.”

“Just do some minor Wizardry to make it so you have always experienced Genesis.”

“… That’s one way to do it.” Erick thought. And then he moved on, “Moving on: Does a longer tube-system make turning dead mana into alive mana easier? Does Nothanganathor have a very, very large tube system to eat ambient mana, do you think?”

“Yes and yes,” Yggdrasil said, without reservation. And then he tried to keep his anger in check, as he said, “I’m pretty sure he turned Margleknot’s Fractal Mark into part of his collection magics. Not sure which part, but it’s there.”

“We’ll get it back for you—”

“Not for me, father. For Margleknot. We’re the same but… not.”

Erick simply nodded. “Okay. Thanks for the ambient mana help. I was kinda trying to avoid needing to use resons to make ambient mana my own, but I suppose that is necessary.”

“It always takes resources of some sort to work with ambient mana.” Yggdrasil said, “Time, physical energy, resons; those are the most common. You’re taking something that was dead and making it alive and a part of you again. It’s simple digestion. Sort of like a good, working sewer system, using bacteria to clean up water. Even the largest manaminer systems are these kinds of mana digesters at their base, with people serving as the living systems cleaning up mana in the sewers of a planet, or other sort of protected space.”

“Huh!” Erick chuckled. “Back to the sewers, eh?”

“Living things never really leave the sewers; they simply try to live outside of the really dirty parts.”

Erick laughed. “There’s some philosophy for you.”

Yggdrasil smiled. “I gotta go, father.”

“Me, too. Thanks for talking.” Erick hugged him once, asking, “Want to be there when I finally get Dinnamoth and Adavido to talk to me, at peace talks?”

Yggdrasil squeezed Erick and let go. “No, but I will be there because I need to be there.”

Erick smiled at that. “Understandable. It probably won’t happen for a while, anyway.”

Yggdrasil nodded, then departed.

Erick went back to the mountain of Not-Nergal, in the Not-Splinter Mountains of the Third Sphere, and experimented with magics.

Ten minutes in, and Erick realized he had a new, big concern.

“Lead.” Erick said to himself, “Lead unaspects all intent from mana, thus fully making it dead, thus making it able to be brought into the Script easier?”

Thoughts swirled.

“What’s the opposite of lead?”

More thoughts.

“… No fucking clue.” Erick gazed up at a massive structure of mana pumps and gravity wells and tubes of aurawork that was actually getting a little difficult to mentally maintain, because the structure was around a kilometer wide and filled with stuff. Except there was no lead. “And lead doesn’t work outside of the Script, anyway.”

And all of that was a tangent he didn’t need to think about right now.

Erick dispelled all of the structures he had created.

He went simple.

Erick held up his aura in a ball, about a meter across, and spoke to himself, “Sounds like Elemental Genesis mana in there, yeah?”

And the inside of that part of his aura transformed into a tangle of almost illusionary, silver charms, ringed in white sparks and chiming like Genesis.

Erick was surprised that worked, but it worked!

Erick hadn’t accreted in a long time, but he did that, wrapping the silver, chiming mana into his body, and because it was already his own, he had no trouble at all joining it with himself… Mostly. His aura flexed into his body, the silver part of it shimmering as it touched his skin, turning his skin briefly silver and revealing something almost crystal-like beneath the very surface of his flesh.

And then the Genesis faded.

Erick held up a hand and Altered some Benevolence into a prominence of silver, charming, chiming mana.

“So I cheated to get Genesis. This is fine.”

With a flex and a twist, Erick Shaped that Genesis into a Bolt.

A bullet shot from his aura and struck a rock up ahead, cracking off of that rock, the bullet deforming in the impact and then flying upward and away. Erick caught the bullet, and yeah. It was a bullet.

Erick held the semi-squished metal in his hand, feeling some weird sort of way.

He had made a bullet.

“A motherfucking bullet.”

Erick was kinda blown away by that.

What kind of metal was it, anyway? Erick gripped the metal and used his Class Ability of Metal Sense, that he had made himself, and discovered that the real fucking bullet was made of mostly iron with some aluminum, gold, silver, nickel, and osmium. It was pretty soft for a metal.

Erick fired off another Genesis Bolt at the rock ahead, but he slowed this one down with his aura, leaving it undamaged. It was shaped exactly like a bullet; a dome-cone on the front and a cylindrical body.

Erick laughed suddenly and loudly. Bullets! Here on Veird! How fucking crazy was that!

“And they stick around, too!” Erick said to himself, as he held the very real bullet in his hand. Erick smiled. “Good job on crashing the metals economy, Solomon— Oh! This one is even more silver than before.”

Erick turned his aura into an absolute machine gun, churning out thousands of bullets a minute, tweaking his Shaping and Altering in hundreds of different ways, mostly through harmonizing his Particle Magic with Elemental Genesis. Bullets made of sodium shot out alongside bullets made of carbon. There went pure gold bullets and then Erick did some pushing to get uranium bullets.

Hydrogen bullets were a laugh.

Erick rapidly discovered that his [Genesis Bolt] —which he had not made into a real spell, yet— was not very good at actually homing in on the target. Which was to say that it was absolute shit at homing. Worse than shit, really. Erick had to actually aim with the bullets and oftentimes the bullet was affected by air and gravity and all that stuff that Bolt spells shouldn’t be affected by.

He fixed that problem by Shaping and casting the spell inside a long tube of aura. That tube was more trouble to maintain than it was worth when Erick could just fire more bullets at the problem.

Erick focused on platinum bullets, because those seemed the most practical; heavy, kinda solid. He added a copper-nickel jacket to it, which made the whole thing a bit harder to Alter and Shape for, but the resulting bullet was a lot stronger than the original, plain-platinum version; solid and heavy. The copper-platinum bullets had some real power to them…

Or as much power as the basic Bolt spell had, when its payload was real metal; so maybe 10 times the power of a normal Bolt? This version would probably blow a pumpkin up at 200 meters, and drive a centimeter or two into rock, but not much more than that. Still pretty good…

… Erick almost moved on to using Genesis to make rocket-propelled grenades and other completely inappropriate things to have on Veird, which is when he realized he didn’t want bullets and rockets and stuff like that here. Nope nope!

“Magic is much cooler than guns,” Erick said to himself, as he surveyed the vast, vast amounts of metal he had sprayed all over the mountainside. He grinned, despite himself. “This is pretty nifty, though!” Softer, he said, “Solomon did some great work.”

Erick could probably make… Hmm. A lot…

Erick paused.

“Solomon can make the breakthroughs.” Erick said to himself, “I’ll stick to making physical stuff when I need it, and without needing to use resons.”

And now, back to the problem of ambient mana collection, which was probably connected to the problem of Genesis, but not in a direct way at all.

Erick opened up his aura, and wondered if his problem was that he had purposefully closed himself off to outside influence except along the avenues which he had chosen to leave open. He had shut out his vulnerability, because to be vulnerable to soul attack was to die. This was kind of a large emotional problem, but it was also a magical problem, it seemed.

Adding to this, Erick had accreted perfectly for years upon years, and Rozeta’s Accretion even helped him accrete perfectly. In his ascension to True Wizard, Erick had purposefully solidified that part of himself, so that he would never accidentally accrete with ambient mana, if he ever needed to do such a thing ever again.

But to take in ambient mana, Erick needed to accrete poorly.

He already kinda knew how he would need to do it, too.

Erick held out a hand, and then opened his aura and his reson channels at the same time. The part of himself that he had re-carved into himself out of his old, defunct mana channels, was now used by resons, and his [Reson Wallet]. But he could turn those tunnels of golden resons into ambient mana ‘enliveners’… probably?

Erick adjusted his Status first to have 20% reson production; going up from 9%.

Invisible flickers began flexing inside his reson channels, alongside his veins, in a shadowy system of not-blood vessels, inundating his body as his mana turned into Banned power, the Script keeping those things from his sight.

Erick opened up a tiny, tiny tunnel of his aura, from his palm to where his core used to be, and began purposefully accreting through that flow of resons, which was almost like accreting normally, but not at all—

Sudden, completely surprising pain ripped across Erick’s palm. A centimeter of flesh dissolved away, like crystal melting. Erick shook out his hand and paused as his flesh came back, restored. His Status had briefly flickered down a few hundred points of Health out of billions, so there wasn’t any danger of dying, but it was not a good feeling.

Erick would need to find another way…

And now his skin was making reson crystals like so much broken glass poking out of him, so he turned that 20% allocation back to 9%.

With normalcy mostly restored, Erick tried creating his aura into a very, very long tunnel, curved in on itself a lot, kilometers-long and about the width of a human hair, and then he held that tunnel in his hand, with one end in the open air and the other leading into his actual body. Next, he extended some resons into that space. The resons were lost at first, as an invisible flex in the air that dissipated like so many Mind Mage tendrils, but then Erick started pulling in the ambient mana through that tunnel, and the resons came in first…

Not painful.

Mana was going inside of him, yes.

And not crystallizing along the way, but instead turning to tiny flickers of white lightning that then went inside of his body.

Erick kept an eye on his Status. His reson production briefly decreased because he was venting some of it, but then it came back as he drew those resons back into his body, along with all the mana in the air. He was ‘accreting’ with resons, so this got around the mental block of taking in ambient mana…

And it seemed to be working.

With those resons came the ambient mana they touched, and Erick barely noticed a drain on his resources. There was a draw, though. A certain sort of tiredness. Perhaps it was as strenuous as lifting a finger, or taking a step; nothing more serious than that.

Checking on his Mana production, Erick watched as it went from 1,505 per second to 1,508 per second, though he was taking some sort of damage from the draw, at around 38 damage per second to his Mana. Considering that, it seemed he was actually taking in 41 mana per second, which seemed to jive with how much mana was actually flowing through his reson-imbued-tube area. The overall change was a positive change, and that was what mattered.

He stopped the funnel.

His mana production went back down to 1,505 per second, and the damage stopped.

Erick smiled.

“Proof of concept proven!” Erick said, “Now to make sure I didn’t fuck myself up.”

Erick dove into his soul.

It took a minute to frameshift past the Script’s interference, but Erick eventually saw his Dark Mark as the black headwaters of a great river of iridescent white light. There, among that river, lay his Lightning Path Status, like crystal boulders, with the river rushing all around those solid buttons of power. It was a bit of an odd way to see it all, but it worked well enough. Everything looked normal enough.

He lifted halfway back into the present, made the reson tube again, and then began accreting resons and adjacent ambient mana into his soul once again. Erick looked inward—

He lost control of the structure. It took him a few tries to adjust the tube to be less complicated, and to hold onto it in that liminal space between consciousness and soul searching, but he got it.

Gazing upon the river…

Erick watched as nothing happened at the headwaters, near his Status.

Erick gradually moved away from his Status, toward the ocean of Mana, Health, and Psyche further and further away from everything important, but still in the river of his Lightning Path.

Finally, there at the very edges, Erick saw something different.

The iridescent white river flowed, but here and there clumps of color and browns and harsh crystals and silvers and other not-Benevolence things simply appeared in the deluge and then vanished with the tide, melding with what was already there. The ocean at that point was a bit more colorful-white than it had been before, and soon all was simple iridescence.

Erick was ‘polluting’ his various resources, but those ‘pollutants’ were becoming a part of him easily enough.

Erick felt a lot of different ways about that.

Mostly happy, because yes, everything could exist just fine within Benevolence, because Benevolence could meld with anything else just fine, too. That was the entire basis of [Renew] architecture and Mana Siphon, after all. Erick was a part of the world; not apart from the world.

The mana was the mana, and Erick was Erick, and where they met they communicated and shared, and thus truth flowed and the world changed.

Erick breathed deep, once again simply standing there on a mountain under a false sky, where the wind was cold and the land littered with bullets.

He was 100% sure that he had figured out ambient mana collection.

He could do this gathering without damaging himself.

And so, Erick opened his aura and flooded that aura with invisible resons. If he were outside of the Script perhaps he would have appeared like his [Lodestar]-empowered self, in his sunform, but here he was simply enmeshed in a mirage, like there was a certain thickness in the air. Into that thickness Erick carved paths, long and winding, like the paths that the Day of Clouds had created throughout all of Veird, like veins going inward. These veins went deep into the infinite capacity of Erick’s true self.

And then he asked the mana, “Would you like to join me?”

The cold wind turned warm as it trickled down through countless fractal-esque tunnels, through Erick’s contained and recycled resons, like a different sort of thickness in the air. That flow became a rush that brightened as it got deeper in the tunnels, closer to Erick’s true self. It had not yet contacted his skin, but it was about—

The crash of endless mana types became a rush of iridescent white light right before it touched Erick’s skin. All of the combined colors of the manasphere flowed into him, joining his Status. It was tiring to keep it all going, to pull in the resons as he pulled in the mana, but as moments of draw turned to minutes, Erick molded the shift of the world around him into something easier to do, and feel.

And then he made it into a button he could press.

Words appeared, floating free of any blue box.

Endless Aura, 1 second start + concentration, medium range, 100/10 mana/resons base reservation

Turn a portion of your power into a conductor of ambient mana to gather that ambient mana and enliven it to new possibilities within yourself. This is a fragile system and should not be used in combat. This is a tiring system and will stop when it is not concentrated upon. Disruption of this system incurs the loss of the reserved mana and resons.

10 ambient resources gathered per base reservation, per second.

You can have as many instances of this spell active as you can handle.

Beware if there is something truly toxic in the air, for that toxin will become a part of you.

Erick smiled at his new spell.

All around him was a shell of power with… looked like 15,987 starting points around the edge, like tiny holes drilled into a luminous barrier; the beginnings of threads. Where the threads started they were only visible as holes, but closer to Erick’s body, those tubes of ambient mana turned into quiet, iridescent light, that flowed into his body, joining his Status. It was sort of like his Mana Siphon Ability, but a lot more complicated, since ambient mana was dead and needed to be worked over to join with him, and even when it did join it wasn’t a full-joining right away. That took time.

It was sort of like…

Soulvore monsters, like banshees, mostly survived by eating living things. Like all monsters, they loved to accrete ambient mana, but only by eating the mana of people could they maintain their power as they knew it. If they tried to eat ambient mana they usually mutated into other things. So they tended to eat a little bit of the living things around them, as they attempted to conduct the mana around them into new life, to thus consume that new life. 

Erick was similarly ‘waking up’ the mana all around him in order to draw it inside.

Erick’s thoughts multiplied as he looked all around him at the flow of mana coming to him, like he was the center of a planet. Like he was a manaminer core, actually.

“Lotta stuff here simply makes sense, now that I actually did it.”

Glancing at his Status, Erick watched his 1,505 mana per second gains turn into a lot more than that, shooting all the way up to 51,064 per second.

His other resources were similarly buffed.

Each of those threads coming down from that aura out there was 1 instance of Endless Aura, and while each of those 15,987 starting points had cost him 100 mana and 10 resons to start and maintain, each one was giving him 10 mana per second. He was gaining 159,870 extra resources per second, and each of those was becoming part of his Mana, Health, and Psyche, and even his reson cache, too.

Hmm. About that...

Erick was inside a bubble of his own resons, turning the air thick with Banned and hidden power, but he wasn’t absolutely crystallizing the air with his resons? Seemed like he should have been, since his reson creation number jumped up from 436.93 mana dedicated to it —which meant 48.54 reson-production per second— to 14,388 mana per second, which meant 1598 resons per second.

Erick looked at himself—

Erick made the mistake of moving more than just his head and his lips. He moved an arm, and that broke the entire spell. He had been forming something of a crystal shell around himself, but now that ephemeral shell broke, sending cracks throughout the entire mana/reson structure of the entire [Endless Aura]. The whole thing evaporated in every direction at once in a crackling, tinkling crash.

“Ah?”

… Erick cast [Endless Aura] just once.

A very thin white shell of mana reappeared around him, at around 3 meters out. A single thread of empty space extended out from that shell, right in front of Erick, forming a thread that twirled inside a cloying mirage of resons, before that thread touched the center of Erick’s chest. Mana flowed through that tube, becoming a soft white glow of many colors, before it touched Erick’s body and became one with his Status.

Erick smiled at that.

He stepped to the right and the whole shell broke again, but there was no crashing of crystallized resons this time; he hadn’t put enough into the working to cause that. Just a simple tinkling in the air that broke like cotton candy. He used the spell a few more times, just to see how he could improve the spell, perhaps. But then again, maybe he didn’t need to—

Rozeta stepped to Erick’s side. She purposefully kept her voice soft and even, as she said, “Hello, Erick. Can we discuss that spell you made?”

“Yup!” Erick produced a copy of [Endless Aura], and then held it in the air between them. Rozeta’s eyes went wide, and then she looked relieved. Erick asked, “I imagine it works better than whatever the Script does?”

Rozeta plucked the spell from the air, sighing in happiness. “The Script’s system is a lot more complicated than that. What this might do is simplify a great deal of the lead and other anti-magic systems that we use to scrub the mana of intent, to allow the ambient mana to more easily be used by others. I might be able to enable a part of the Script I never got working, either.” She smiled. “The part that allowed people to use true ambient mana to accrete.”

Erick laughed. “Was that ever an option?”

“Oh sure.” Rozeta said, “In the Old Cosmology that’s how people got power for themselves, usually. They picked out an Element and then accreted that Element, becoming that sort of person. That’s how magic schools were founded.” She added, “The Wizard made the mana, and the underlings accreted it, making themselves of the same school of magic as the Wizard. A lot of people even had multiple parts of their souls to draw in different elements for use in different spellworks, since Altering could only ever get most people so far. That was dangerous, though; impure, people would call it.”

Erick nodded. “Most people stuck to singular sources.”

“Yes. True ambient mana gathering is highly dangerous, but everyone used to get magic and power by taking in and separating specific manas, for use in specific spells.” Rozeta said, “The problem with that was that high-purity Elemental sources were highly guarded. Most people only had access to dangerous, multi-Elemental environments. Anyone who accreted in those areas would go insane through monsterization, so most people did not do magic at all.” Rozeta added, “This [Endless Aura] you made will bring power to everyone equally, though, and accomplish one of the major purposes of the Script; the empowerment of the masses…” She smiled softly, “I had a great big speech on the benefits of giving me a copy of your magic, but you made all of that superfluous.”

Erick grinned. “This should solve some of the problems of an individual not having enough resources to sustain a Personal Script, too.”

“Already working on that, and yes, you’re correct. It’ll be more complicated than that…” Rozeta looked a little too excited, as she said, “But maybe not for much longer! Solomon is working on the other half of this, though I don’t believe he knows it yet. He’s maybe an hour away from an enormous creation. Melemizargo has fully cordoned off the area against all possible influence.”

Erick breathed deep. “Oh?”
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Solomon drew diagrams on ten different chalkboards at once in a hidden room of his Black Castle. He was working on something he had tried before, but which had not worked at all.

Infinite Mana.

He was a Creation Wizard, right?

Right!

So he should be able to make infinite mana. And yet, the only times he had been able to make infinite mana had been when he had been in the throes of power with that damnable Lifeblood Heart, when he was ‘cultivating’ with a small slice of an infinity of Other Ericks.

Oh how that failure to contain that artifact had marked him. Destiny tried to tell him it wasn’t his fault, and she truly believed that, but Solomon still blamed himself. In the aftermath of Erick’s return, and the Day of Clouds, Destiny had gleefully delighted in saying ‘I told you it wasn’t your fault!’ in tens of different ways, and Solomon loved her for that. It had made the sting of it all feel distant. Better.

Destiny made everything better…

Solomon returned to his work.

His first attempt at infinite mana had been, of course, to try and make infinite mana out of [Duplicate] and [Cleanse]. Take a bit of filth, and then copy it, and then evaporate it away into the manasphere. Everyone had told him how this could not be done, and their words had proven true.

The mana used to make a real thing was returned in exactly the same amounts of mana that had been used to make it. This was basic conservation of mass, but extended to energy and mana.

“Gods,” Solomon muttered to himself, as he sketched out ideas in chalk, erased other ideas with a swipe of his aura, and considered how complicated this thing actually was. “Is this even going to work? It should, theoretically. Infinite mana is the hallmark of all Creation Wizards, and I can only do that temporarily, and only borrowing from other side realities…”

Solomon fell silent as he worked, thinking about all the lives he touched that were not his own, briefly linking hands with himself, and granting each other mana and power, in that singular moment when he was briefly ‘Ascended’ with the Lifeblood Heart. He hadn’t been able to replicate that action at all since then. Oh, sure, he was definitely a Wizard. That part wasn’t in question. Rozeta didn’t treat him like Erick at all —more like a pale imitation and that still stung all these years later— but she was at least cordial enough to tell him that his mana regeneration was indicative that he was a Wizard.

Destiny had been wonderful there, too, telling him that of course he wasn’t Erick, and that was fine.

Solomon smiled a bit at that memory, pausing as he worked.

And then he got back to work.

After his initial failures of using [Cleanse] and Genesis together to make infinite mana, Solomon had put that whole idea on the backburner. He had Forever War shit to deal with, and Black Gate politics and—

Solomon cut that thought short. Leave the politics aside for a time. Now was the time for magic.

When [Cleanse] was revealed as a major problem and source of Nothor Beasts, along with many of the other spells inside of a person, Solomon had tried a [Cleanse]+[Duplicate] thing again, using pure Elemental Destruction and Genesis together to make a source of infinite mana; a spell that just made mana. Didn’t work. Using that spell just vented mana into the open air. Once again, conservation of mana proved itself to be true.

He even used the new [Cleanse] that Rozeta had handed out in replacement of the old [Cleanse]. That one didn’t work that well at all, and somehow the rate of exchange was actually not 1-1 with that spell. Solomon used it and a 10 kilogram pile of shit turned into 10 mana, but 10 mana only made 9 kilograms of shit. So that was a dead end, too.

Solomon had no idea where Rozeta had gotten such a bad version of [Cleanse], but Solomon used it to clean water and that was about it. Everyone was taking baths these days, which was a worldwide change from how it used to be, but it was okay. Bath times with Destiny had been a wonderful—

Solomon focused.

He focused, because the answer was right here. Somewhere around here.

Somewhere…

Somewhere…

Solomon had heard about the Awakening Machine, as had everyone else. He had gotten hold of some of the research coming out of the research center, too. He had also spoken with Erick about resons and he knew how to avoid using resons now, at the very least. And he would do that.

This working of infinite mana was a creation of mana. Not of Fractal infinity.

“And I can almost see it!” Solomon said, shaking his chalk-covered hands at diagrams of ideas that had somehow escaped him all this time. It was messy and half-formed, but… Okay. This idea here could go onto the paperwork. Solomon pulled a paper out of the air, turning Genesis into paper and ink and exactly what he was looking at, and then he put it onto the stacks of paper he was gathering in the center of the work room. “Almost got it. Just need to figure out…”

Solomon went to a different chalkboard on the other side of the room and started writing.

He liked using chalk these days instead of just lightpainting everything. Years ago, Debby had suggested he find himself through distancing himself from Erick, and writing with chalk on real boards worked out well. He loved making physical things, and this was just another way to make physical things. As he held his chalk in his hands, Solomon briefly thought about Debby, and about the small words that Fairy Moon had shared with him the other day, about Sundering and Erasing and all of that…

Those words were still jangling around in his mind.

‘Instead of investigating the incident itself, could you corroborate the conclusions all around the unknowing, unknown answer, and arrive with more known knowledge?’

Those words hadn’t made the most sense, but there was something there.

Perhaps Solomon had been staring too hard at the sun, at the failure of the Lifeblood Heart, at the failure of Fenrir, at the failure of himself, in all those other worlds… Solomon glanced at his left wrist, where Debby’s black knot of a Shackle of Memory had indelibly been stamped into his very soul; her final gift, to keep him safe from the Red Sparks, to keep him here and protected. Solomon loved the black tattoo that was a bracelet. It kept him focused on what he needed; on what he had lost.

But he had been staring so hard that he had been blind.

He was the Erick Who Failed.

But that wasn’t him, no more than describing his eyes or hair or face was to describe him; not anymore.

He was more than his starting point, and so was his goal. And so, he was becoming the Solomon who would Succeed, now that the Red wasn’t holding him down—

He paused.

He stared at the chalkboards, with their diagrams and curves and small bits of easy math. Solomon still wasn’t one for math, but it was great for understanding basic conversions and rates of exchange. With a swipe of his hand and aura, Solomon made one more page of the workings of his latest attempt at Infinite Mana.

And then he assembled his book.

Pages gathered together, and Solomon held them, creating a binding in that grip, organizing them all together into a cohesive whole.

“The secret to Infinite Mana was not in resonwork, or this Fractal Cosmology,” Solomon said to himself, “If that were the case then there would be no infinite mana generators in the Old Cosmology at all, and we certainly know that Creation Wizards existed without the intervention of any Fractal power, and they still do. Melemizargo is a Creation Wizard. My fault was in focusing on what came before, and extrapolating. My fault was basing any of this on the old stuff, and especially on [Cleanse]. I should have instead focused on new stuff. I am a Creation Wizard.” For a moment, Solomon felt like Erick again, but different. Himself, and yet not. “I should be creating.”

Solomon held up a hand filled with Genesis.

Most people probably saw a jumble of things when he did this. Little bells. Faces of unknown people. A fork. A cup. A lamp. An enchanting knife. Countless little things. Perhaps Erick had seen the truth, but probably not. And yet, Erick simply hadn’t spent enough time around Solomon to see that truth; not yet.

Genesis was a reflection of the world around it, of the memories of those who used it, and in that vision, Genesis tried to Become something real.

Just like Solomon.

In a way, like how famous art or books or architecture or kingdoms or the teaching of magic to students could all create new possibilities, or make new possibilities themselves, Genesis could do the same, and Become more of itself at the same time…

Good art inspired people to do more.

Genesis could do the same, and in a much more real, tangible way.

The world pulled away from Solomon. Vaguely, Solomon was aware he had disconnected from the Script. Melemizargo was here, watching. Let him watch.

Silver light poured out of Solomon’s core, out of his body, into the world, like the release of a million memories held in silver reflections. He swept a hand through those memories and gathered a sphere of power. With Darkness all around him, Solomon crafted a Silver Heart, using his own voice, and his own desire.









“In Wizard hands the silver gleams,

“reflecting, it becomes a start.

“This mirror takes the forms of dreams

“And turns them into beating heart.

“Lovely empowered resonance;

“Give birth to endless Genesis.”









Solomon’s power twisted into the Heart, and then the Heart beat.

The very world thumped with power.

And Solomon felt like a new man. Like he was seeing a great wrong be righted, in a very small way, for the Silver Heart spilled something into the world that was more ephemeral than light, but it was so very similar to something Solomon had already seen once, and had been trying to recapture all this time. The Lifeblood Heart had turned the world to rainbows and shadows with rainbows in them, turning everything into a fountain of its own power.

The Silver Heart beat a second time, and the world turned iridescent in its presence. The stone of the Black Castle wasn’t nearly as black as it had been. It was colored like gasoline on a dark puddle. The very air shimmered with the same color.

The Heart beat a third time, and it almost seemed ready to falter, but then it beat a fourth and fifth time, like it was past the hurdle and into clear sailing.

All the nearby world shimmered with a silver sheen. The distance on the magic wasn’t very far. Maybe 25 meters. The main effect was closer to the Heart, where Solomon stood inside the area of effect and his shadow turned to dark and bright, silver rainbows.

Solomon breathed out easy in the light of the Silver Heart—

The Script came back in tiny pieces. Solomon felt his mana pool swirl away, back out of his direct control. The world turned a bit less silver, a bit less amazing. But it was still wonderful. The Silver Heart still beat. The world was now More than it had been before.

And then came a blue box of creation, and a few other fun things. Solomon had invented a major spell, after all.












	
Congratulations!

You have created a new Basic Spell. Your spell has been added to your skills for free! 

The spell you have created will appear in the Script after a year and a day. 

Your spell is the alpha version, and will shift with time and use.

The spell that appears in the Script might be different.

Here is your spell:



















	
Silver Heart 1, instant, medium range, 5,000 mana

Create a creative work of power that multiplies the mana generation of all within its effect. This spell will falter if it is left unattended for too long. <The spell has a maximum range under the Script and cannot become propagative, but it might become so outside of the Script. Such a spell, if fed properly, might become a new Lifeblood Heart, or the heart of something.>

Genesis Mage Only



















	
Rozeta thanks you for enriching the Script. 

+250 ability points. 



















	
Amazing work, Solomon.

I’ll be removing your failsafe switch now. 

-Rozeta.








 









Solomon smiled at all of that—

A little twinge left him, like a muscle unwinding in a hot bath.

Solomon stood there for a moment, looking at the Heart.

It didn’t really look much like a heart. It was the size of one, sure. But it was more spherical and calmly effervescing, almost like [Cascade Imaging] or one of Erick’s new Weavers. Tiny beams of half-there light came off of this one, though, highlighting the world in strange, different ways where it touched. Solomon looked at the floor and walls where the light shone, and saw… Carpets, and some nice lights overhead, and the erasure of his chalkboards and maybe a bed over there, or maybe some of those screens that Erick had brought back with him from Margleknot. He could also simply turn this into a tiny garden. A nursery for kids. Another library. And more.

Solomon smiled as he saw possibilities for the space that he had never considered before.

And then he plucked a chair out of Genesis and sat down to look at the Heart hovering before him. He assigned all of his new points into the appropriate Stats, and then he turned back to the Heart. Some of those lines in the light looked almost like veins.

Briefly, ever so briefly, Solomon saw a person without a face and without any real markings at all, floating, with the Heart as their own heart.

Solomon gasped deeply at that ephemeral sight.

The moment passed.

Solomon breathed out.

He promised, “I’ll get you back, Debby. Soon. I probably gotta kill a world-eating dragon first, but… soon.”

The Heart might have pulsed stronger at that, but Solomon could also have been seeing things. Genesis mana tended to do that, and this working seemed to do a lot of that.

Poi’s voice came to him, ‘Erick wants to see you now, along with about 32 other parties, and that number is growing fast. Avandrasolaro wants to come see you as well, or more accurately, the magic you just made. We’re getting pings from the prognosticators of Treehome, most of all— Ah. Looks like Rozeta is— I think you’re getting a blue box right now.’

Solomon blinked, pulling himself out of his mind spiral as he heard Poi speaking to him from the dungeon down below the castle. And then he looked to the side and saw a blue box. He sent, ‘Ah. I see the box now. Thanks, Poi. I will be accepting that invitation. Can you let the others know?’

‘Done.’ Poi sent, ‘Great working, by the way.’

Solomon laughed, and then he sent, ‘That fucker Nothanganathor was holding back everyone.’

Wordless assent came through Poi’s connection.

Solomon turned to the new blue box.












	
I, Rozeta, Goddess of the Script, am calling a meeting of all Relevant Entities, due to the creation of a new spell of Genesis. I have not told anyone what this spell does yet. You are invited to speak at this gathering as a temporary Relevant Entity, with possible raising to true Relevant Entity. Would you like to attend?

Yes / No
















“Yes.”

Solomon vanished.









- - - -









Erick stepped out of a lightning portal, down onto the rippled, cooled lava of an ancient caldera. The air was filled with mist, flowing into the space, through knife-like edges of the volcano. That mist was the way in which most appeared in this sacred space, for from that mist stepped the Relevant Entities of the Script. Erick recalled a story that Quilatalap once told about this place. It was more than the meeting space of the Relevant Entities. It was the altar in which they had sacrificed the Goddess of Knowledge, and created the Script itself.

Rozeta came forward and nodded toward Erick, and that was all she did. Today was a major milestone meeting, and the nature of it all demanded special words, and proper protocol.

As the gods and otherwise were joining the area, another person joined to the side.

Solomon stepped onto the ground next to Erick—

Erick smiled upon seeing him, because he looked a lot different, and a lot better. Solomon, unlike Erick, usually kept his dragon horns tucked away and his size human-sized. Not here, though. Solomon’s black horns, which were a copy of Erick’s, were different. They were silver, and there were only four of them, two on each side, as opposed to a true crown of horns. Or maybe he would have called them platinum? Probably. The man’s hair and beard were impeccable, and his eyes were bright platinum and focused. He had undergone a metamorphosis with his latest achievement.

He wore glowthread clothes, just like Erick, and Solomon also wore a look of happiness that could only ever be found after achieving great success. It looked good on him.

Erick grinned a bit wider, and then he nudged the man with his shoulder, saying, “You’re looking good, man. Did you, perhaps, accomplish something?”

Solomon chuckled and his own smile went a bit wider. “Everyone heard that fast, eh?”

“I didn’t hear anything too specific, except that this thing was happening right now. Your horns are out and different and your eyes are mirrored platinum instead of muddled platinum.”

Solomon’s eyebrows went up in surprise. And then he reached up and touched a horn. “… Oh.”

Erick chuckled… And then, as he looked out into the mist, his mirth faded a little.

… Surely it didn’t take this long to call a meeting? This was a space outside of time.

The Relevant Entities were still gathering, like eyes and shapes appearing in the mist. Not only were they gathering slowly, there were also fewer than Erick remembered. Erick had known that many of them had been killed during the preceding two years, but Erick had never met many of them, so his sorrow at seeing the caldera remain half-full wasn’t a strong feeling. But it was still a feeling. He mostly dealt with the gods, and the gods were still gathering, too. Rozeta was a slightly animated statue, waiting for the gathering to come to order. Atunir and Sininindi spoke soft words to the side about storms and the security of small matters. Aloethag and Sumtir spoke with each other and a half-obscured mist-person about Carnage and war and battleplans and recent attacks that had failed to materialize.

Erick asked Solomon, “What did you manage to do?”

Solomon almost answered, but he was conflicted upon what to actually say. In that moment of introspection, he looked at Erick. His grin faltered a little as he realized Erick had done something big, too. His eyes went wide and he softly, almost playfully, accused, “You did something.”

“Ambient mana collection and Paradoxing that mana into personal mana.”

The caldera went silent.

Melemizargo grinned, swooping in like a dark shadow, saying, “A grand accomplishment. Now let’s hear Solomon’s.”

Erick realized that whatever he had managed to do, Solomon had outdone him in some way. Erick smiled at that. He was about to congratulate Solomon again, when—

Rozeta raised her voice above the silence of the caldera, “Please don’t answer that yet, Solomon. We have two important members of the Relevant Entities yet to arrive, and I would save the discussions and revelations for their arrival.”

Avandrasolaro, whom Erick had not seen in a while, appeared out of the smoke. He was only half here, with his dark skin and swords floating around him in the mist, but the revived angel and former emperor to trillions of people had a weight to his words that was still deep, still real. “I move to remove all Angels and Demons from Relevant Entity status immediately.”

Erick was stunned—

But as he looked around he saw only exhaustion in Rozeta’s face and a few sneers in the audience, primarily among the angelic and demonic forces. Many in the audience simply didn’t care for Avandrasolaro’s words at all, choosing to ignore him.

But Avandrasolaro’s words were massive?

Unless...

Solomon whispered to Erick, “We’ve been asking for that for a year now. Want to weigh in on our side?”

Rozeta instantly said, “Don’t answer that, Erick. I am putting out another request for a meeting. Usually these things do not take this long to gather.”

Erick had always assumed that everyone arrived at the same time to these sorts of things, since this was mostly a place outside of time. He had ignored that usual way-of-things, though, because he was a True Wizard now, unable to be affected by outside forces unless he allowed them, and so he had needed to physically come to this place, this time. So maybe some natural magics were a bit messed up in that way. It hadn’t been too difficult of a trip, but it had been a trip, here to this spot of Veird, the only remaining part of the Original Surface of the Painted Cosmology version of this planet.

The caldera was located above the Core, about a hundred kilometers up from the upside-down world, about a hundred kilometers below Erick’s feet. As per Erick’s understanding, it would move somewhere else after this meeting, and at Rozeta’s hidden discretion.

Erick said, “I’m not in any real hurry. I am wondering what Solomon got up to, though.”

Solomon smirked, giving Erick a hint, “I got a lot of points from it.”

Erick guessed, “50 points?”

“Much higher.”

The Relevant Entities stared—

Rozeta cleared her throat. And then she made a show of pressing a blue box button in front of her, saying, “I am sending out a third demand to gather right now.”

Erick looked out among the Entities…

He realized something deep, in that moment.

Who was missing? Well the Angels and Demons were missing. Not all of them; not by a [Long Bolt]. But enough of them were missing, and primarily…

The Crown of the Host, Adavido.

The Demon King, Dinnamoth.

The two main powers and gods of the Angels and Demons were missing—

Solomon noticed, now, too. He whispered, “Shit.”

The tension in the air tripled.

The meeting was starting now, and it wasn’t on the topic that Rozeta had gathered them to discuss.

Rozeta relegated herself to what was to come.

Melemizargo stepped into the meeting, looming over a great portion of the gathering. “Every single person on the planet who has an eye to the Benevolent Sky or other prognostication powers has experienced a massive shift in everything, first from Erick, then from Solomon.

“But prior to today, in the month of Erick’s arrival and the Day of Clouds, the world has shifted dramatically, in too many ways to list in any reasonable time frame. But to name a few: Koyabez returned to real power with the Silver Surface. Erick returned with a weapon that could propagate and end the Forever War, and two gods willing to fund that eradication if need be, and which directly steps into the Forever War. Erick will be curing Kirginatharp of his Curse whenever the boy decides to lose power, meaning that the dragons of Ar’Cosmos are going to come out into the world and take over.

“And most of all: ten thousand defensive and offensive structures of Angelic and Demonic nature were erased.

“And yet, we are in a period of peace, due to the strength of Erick and now of Solomon. Erick has likely heard of the Week of Massacre on the Fifth Sphere, where ten million angels and demons fought and died and came back to die again, all to take a mountain that didn’t matter at all. That only ended because of Wizardly intervention, and now we have another Wizard back, and also calling for peace.

“But the Angels and Demons still outnumber every society we have here on Veird right now, and the return of Erick scares them.

“They have the power to sway this entire Relevant Entity court any way they wish, and I would not be surprised if they show up here, hand in hand, lying for profit and then doing whatever they want to each other, or to whoever gets in their way.

“It’s been two years with the Helm of the Host Adavido and Demon King Dinnamoth rising to true power on the backs of billions of followers, outnumbering every single one of you all here, and now the world shifts back against them. That they are choosing not to show up, this could only mean one thing, and we all know what it is.”

Melemizargo sounded correct about all of that, though Erick did not want to admit that the problem was that bad.

Erick frowned. He was not the only one.

Rozeta softly, sternly said, “I am specifically informing them that they need to show. If they retain any semblance of decency, they will show, and— Ah. Here they come.”

Two people stepped fully into the caldera at the same time. This was already a major upset to Erick, because for as long as he had known how this caldera-meeting-thing all worked, he believed the only ones able to fully manifest were those who were truly here, or those who were called to court to speak or defend themselves, or those who were the true powers of Veird. He had never seen Adavido or Dinnamoth stand where the gods stood, but…

Yeah.

Billions of followers for both of them kinda did that— Or rather, the collective power of a Living Afterlife for both Angels and Demons did that.

Where did dead angels or demons go when they died? Certainly not to the moons anymore.

The demons went to Sphere Five, to New Hell, and the angels went to Sphere Seven, to New Celes. The dead didn’t stay dead long when they were aligned to the Demons or the Angels, and if they died on Sphere Six, The Warfront, they almost instantly reappeared on their respective spheres.

It was a whole can of worms that Erick simply did not have the time to deal with in any real way, and so he hadn’t. Not yet.

If it weren’t for the constant real threat of Nothanganathor and the collective power of the ‘living’ people of Veird, then the Angels and Demons would have tried to truly kill each other, for real. They kinda were already on Sphere Six, because if they died there then they came back to life rather rapidly in the densest parts of the Elemental Vile or Elemental Exalted vortexes of Sphere Five or Seven, respectively.

If they died elsewhere on Veird, then it took them a while longer to come back.

Maybe only a day or two.

Both the Angels and Demons had necromancers and summoners and it was exceedingly easy to bring an Angel or Demon back to life, even if their souls had been partially decayed by soul magics. If an Angel or Demon was weakened too much then they simply came back to life on the Seventh or Fifth Sphere in a smaller, weaker form.

All those thoughts and more flashed through Erick’s mind as he watched Adavido and Dinnamoth stride forward, into the caldera. They glared with some sort of respectful hate at each other, and then they separated to the sides of the caldera which held their allied Relevant Entities, most of whom were insubstantial mist swirling in the gathering.

“I’ve been trying to get you two to come to the table for peace talks,” Erick said, and the caldera focused on the three of them. “Are you two trying to give me the runaround? Or did those small talks I had with your underlings make it up the chain of command, where good decisions got made?”

Demon King Dinnamoth ignored Erick and turned toward Rozeta. “Let us proceed.”

Crown of the Host Adavido also ignored Erick.

“This is not a good look for you two,” Erick said.

Tension filled the space.

Dinnamoth ignored Erick.

Adavido looked to Erick, though, asking, “If we fail to meet your lofty demands of peace, are you going to try and stuff us into those valkyries?”

“Do I have to?”

Adavido looked away from Erick, toward Rozeta, saying, “Speak your announcement, Rozeta, and know that I have 2.1 billion angels ready to leave this land today. We will abandon this world and take an out to Margleknot, and thus leave all of you to contend with these demons and Nothanganathor on your own.”

“Do it,” Erick said, instantly and before anyone else could speak. “If you have a shelter from Nothanganathor, then do it, and I wish you the best of luck.”

Silence.

And now Adavido glanced at Erick, looking for subterfuge. He would find none. Erick was serious.

Dinnamoth glanced Erick’s way as well, looking torn for a moment in only the way a powerful man could allow himself to look torn; which meant not at all, or only for effect. And then he frowned, and looked to Adavido. He lightly glared. “You would leave our home? You prove yourself as unworthy of this second life. Unworthy of Veird. Unworthy of the Element you claim as your own.” He glared harder. “Unworthy of life, and too stupid to know when your life is about to be taken from you, because We Demons have also received this offer of escape.” He looked out across the entire gathered assembly of Relevant Entities. “We’ve received an offer to escape this war and leave Veird behind. This offer came from Wraithborne, in Margleknot, and they would have us sign contracts to good terms, to help them switch over to Benevolence. We are not going to take it, because we love our home, and we will not see it eaten by Nothanganathor.” He glared at Adavido. “Where did your offer come from, Traitor?”

“I have 2.1 billion people to look after, you demon shit,” Adavido said, “The only reason you made the sudden decision to stay is because it makes you look good. That’s all you’ve ever been about; political maneuvering and the appearance of being something that shouldn’t be instantly crushed. Go to Wraithborne and be destroyed in your ignorance.”

“You leave, angel spawn,” Dinnamoth said, “Lords know we’d be better off without you. We incani could focus on actually fighting the real war against the Red, instead of the war you fight because you know no other way.”

Erick spoke, “One of you should take the offer, and in that taking you should lay this ancient animosity to rest.” Erick was calling their bluffs, and they did not like that. “Both of you should know that the Old Demons exist out there, that there are no incani, and there are no angels except in the rarest of places.” He asked Adavido, “Where did your offer come from?”

Adavido didn’t seem to want to answer that—

“The Celestial Observatory,” Dinnamoth answered. “They hope to restore angelic power in that land.”

Rozeta stood strong as she spoke, “We will win this war.”

Adavido spoke to everyone, “We should all leave before they lose this war for us all! Those two, right there, are the ones on trial.” He looked to Erick and Melemizargo. “Staying here means our people are fodder for the crush.” He said to everyone, “The illusion of power of Erick’s Return is just that; an illusion. He will be Erased by an enemy that is a trillion times his size, while Melemizargo will die for the supreme hubris of himself. We should all escape while we can. While we still have lives to escape with.”

Dinnamoth said, “Weak steel.”

Adavido rounded on the man, his wings of swords swinging wide—

Dinnamoth flared with black light—

And Melemizargo put his foot down between them.

Space moved.

Dinnamoth ended up to the far left, while Adavido was to the far right.

Melemizargo said, “Children, children. You’re both weak steel. That you feel this way at all in this dawning of this new age means that you aren’t worthy of bearing the Mantle of your power. So! Avandrasolaro!” Melemizargo gazed across the caldera at the wispy form of an angel who had worked for a peace between angels and demons for tens of thousands of years, while he was a demigod. “Do you wish to become a demigod once again? To challenge all angels for their power? To lead them all into a new age, and new Cosmology, when we win?”

Adavido looked absolutely furious.

Dinnamoth looked thrilled.

Avandrasolaro instantly said, “Yes.”

The world flashed Dark.

Erick wasn’t sure exactly what had happened, but what he saw was Avandrasolaro striding out of the mist, wreathed in the brilliant gold light of divinity, standing taller than Adavido, and with more swords to his wings—

Adavido said, “The angels are leaving Veird.”

And then Adavido left, stepping away.

Dinnamoth said, “We’ll work with Avandrasolaro.”

A lot was happening, and all of it was based on ten thousand things that had happened well outside of Erick’s sight and knowledge.

Erick added to the happening. “I would like to rapidly lower that year-and-a-day thing, Rozeta, and give easy accretion of ambient mana to all who sign on to a lasting peace treaty between Avandrasolaro’s angels and the demons.”

Solomon said, “And if we’re going to lose at least half of our mortal population, then my all-mana-generation-multiplier mini-Lifeblood Hearts can go out to whoever wants them, too.”

Chaos.
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Oozy Stormcaller sipped sweet wine from a cup made of frozen stone. The vessel was cold in his hands, providing a wonderful sensation that differed so much from the hot sun on his body, while his feet were deep in the warm sands of the beach, the grains between his toes. He wiggled his toes. It was all so different from the centuries of life as an ooze. This was so much better than the world of Veird. Life was good.

Everbless tossed around in the waters ahead, his avatar having fun like only a tentacle-thing could. He called out, “Watch this, Oozy!”

Oozy held up his drink. “I’m watching!”

Everbless leapt up out of the waters a good several tens of meters and then came back down. That simple action caused a tsunami to roll over the beach, but Oozy didn’t let the waves hit him. It was fine. The kid was having fun. When Everbless resurfaced, he said, “I did that just with my body! Not with any magic!”

“I saw! That’s pretty good control!”

Oozy didn’t mention how the beach —except for where Oozy held— had been washed away, revealing the black metal of Fenrir, the True God’s Throne. Oozy would have to put back all that sand if he wanted a nice beach… But that was fine.

Everbless was happy for a moment, his tendrils flopping around like only a giant creature could flop. And then he paused, his tendrils stilling, snaking through the waves.

He looked at the beach. “… Sorry. I washed your beach away.”

Oozy said, “Don’t worry about it.”

Oozy waved a hand and the red lightning cloyed across Fenrir. Sand erupted, and Oozy was back on dry land, while a second tsunami ripped out of the ground and bowled Everbless over. Everbless giggled like a monster and a child at the same time. It was all an act, though. He pretended at being a kid because it disarmed people.

The most recent victims of Everbless’s were way up the mountain, impaled on spikes, surrounding the base of his World Tree body, growing on the inside of Fenrir. Oozy had no idea who those guys were, only that they had come to see the giant Red World Tree, and paid for their curiosity with their lives. People just showed up on the inside of Fenrir all the damned time for some reason. Didn’t they know this was a battleground?

Well whatever!

Everbless roiled up to the beach, his long tendrils slapping to the sides of Oozy in an obvious threat display. The tentacled avatar loomed, though he knew better than to actually blot out the sun. The ‘kid’ wanted to kill Oozy, and he had tried several times, but Oozy was beyond him.

Oozy made a point of looking Everbless right in his many eyes, and then at one of Everbless’s tendrils that was getting way too close. The thing was as wide as Oozy—

It whipped at—

Red Lightning sliced.

Half of Everbless’s avatar body turned into fish meat. He recoiled back into the waters, screaming.

Oozy let him scream.

Everbless roared at him, “When are we going to kill Veird and take mom back from the Darkness?!”

“When the boss says so.”

The entire surface of Fenrir vibrated as Everbless’s avatar and his body both roared,

“ASK HIM WHEN!!”

Oozy made a point of getting off his butt, to stand on the beach, and then to look up at the sun. Nothanganathor was a squiggle of black upon the sun’s bright surface, almost invisible. But Oozy could see him just fine. Oozy got down on his knees, and prayed, “Oh merciful Nothanganathor, shining deliverance from Darkness, do we have a timeframe for attack, please?”

All the sky shook again, but softly. Controlled.

“When the fruit is ready, we will pluck the garden.”

Oozy got up off his knees and said to Everbless’s avatar, “There you go. Not yet.”

“But those Dark Gods put up that bubble an hour ago! Who knows how much time they’ve had in there!”

“And when they come out, thinking themselves ready, the real war can begin. Nothanganathor wants to take them for everything they have, Everbless, and they’re still making stuff.”

Everbless tried attacking Oozy again.

Oozy splattered the avatar completely, and the beach, the ocean, and the air was filled with blood and sparks. It was quite lovely, really.

A minute later, Everbless popped back into existence, saying, “I’m bored!”

“Bah! Lazy child!” Oozy pointed at the sky in practically every direction. “Look at that bare black surface over there, and over there, and over there. If you’re bored, do some more terraforming. You have control of those magics! Go make some more ocean or whatever.”

“BAAAHHHH!”

Everbless vanished beneath the waves again.

And Oozy went back to drinking his drink…

First he had to find his drink, though… And it was gone. There were the remains, right there. Or a fragment of the stone cup that might have been the remains of his drink. Might just be a rock.

“Eh.” Oozy pulled a new drink out of the air, along with the person who had been drinking it. That person was a dragonkin of some sort —not a normal Veird dragonkin at all— and then he was dead. Oozy flicked the blood off of his free hand and sipped the drink… He made a face. It tasted like bitter seasalt. It seemed he had gotten too much blood in the drink, and the base drink was horrible. “Nope.” He tossed the drink aside. “Let’s try again.”

Oozy eventually found a good drink but he had to move down the beach to get away from the new pile of bodies.

Oozy relaxed as he walked down the beach, feeling the sand under his toes and the sun on his shoulders, shining in a sky of complete Red.

Some more trees popped out of the sand here and there, as Everbless got back to playing god.

Life was good.
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From the desk of Knowledge Mage #Charme-B-789

Topics: Angels, Demons, WoB, Avandrasolaro, Thoughts on the War, Time Shelter, Greensoil.

Dated: 15d/4m/1453y Year of Stillness, middle of the 4th month of the Unending Year (tentative name).

The Angels left on the seventeenth day of the second month of the Year of Stillness. Many humans went with them. Everyone who wanted to leave was encouraged to leave, and told that if they left, they could not come back, and also that Margleknot was not a wholly pleasant place. People escaped anyway, through mass relocation magics set up by Yggdrasil. The Sovereign Cities were desolated by the Flight of the Angels, but we remain strong. I have heard that Greensoil fared far worse, and that demons are partying in the capital of Greendale.

Odaali is the new capital for all who remained, and the WoB is helping to fix them up to be the new center of their fractured empire, and also ensuring that the desecration remains minimal. For all his power, though, there are still desecrations.

The Demons are still celebrating as I write this, and they will continue to celebrate for the foreseeable future. They have invited every single human land to join them for feasts and every other thing that they got up to. It was an attempt at reconciliation of some sort.

There had been an official peace treaty and ending of animosities, but this Knowledge Mage does not believe it could last forever. The Angels went to Margleknot to fight for Good, and the Old Demons there are all Evil. When we reconnect, there will be difficulty, I am sure.

The Time Shelter held strong the whole time.

When the Time Shelter goes down, the collective belief is that the War will begin in earnest.

Due to the way time works between here and Margleknot* there was absolutely no way the Angels could be back for the War, and this Knowledge Mage hopes that they never come back at all, and also that we win the war. According to this Knowledge Mage’s inquiries, Veird is filled with more power on an individual level than that which exists on Margleknot, and Veird is only getting stronger.

Avandrasolaro officially took up the Crown of Angelic Divinity on the Seventh Sphere on the last day of the third month of the Year of Stillness. He took his crown in a holy white city that was built brand new for him by the Wizard of Benevolence. The city was mostly empty, for only 750,000 angels remained, out of the original 2,109,000,000 that went to Margleknot.

This Knowledge Mage can only speculate on what is to come, and all my speculations are poorly received, for I am rather pessimistic.

*Time is relatively frozen on Margleknot, compared to how we move here on Veird.

- -

From the desk of Knowledge Mage #Charme-B-789

Dated: 29d/4m/1453y Year of Stillness, end of the 4th month of the Unending Year (tentative name).

Topics: WoB, Thoughts on the War, Sundering, To Sunder, Impossible Dreams

Due to recent events, this Knowledge Mage desires to put down for posterity what is happening now.

What is ‘sundering’?

Some would say it is taking something and breaking that thing down further than particles, and souls, and thought, and action. ‘To sunder a soul’, or a person, results in a massive release of energy, after all. You can only really sunder disembodied souls, too, so that could tell you a lot about a lot.

Doesn’t tell me much.

In fact, no one really knows what ‘sundering’ really is but it’s remarkably easy to do, and the effects of a sundering are easily seen during a sundering.

The Songli Highlands use a particularly easy-to-make sundering tool that is used to execute the highest of criminals. Their method is perhaps the most well documented way to sunder. You take a crystal, about the size of a fist, and you take a grand rad, also about the size of a fist, and you put them together. Literally just together. The grand rad is usually carved to have a flat spot on it, and so is the crystal, while the crystal has a purposeful point on it.

You put the flat spots together then you aim the crystal point at the disembodied soul to be sundered.

Grand rads naturally draw in ambient mana to keep themselves stable. The crystal focuses this action in a direction. The sucking-inward draws the soul into a ‘sundering area’ that exists in the joining of grand rad and crystal and in the cutting facets of the crystal, and when the soul falls into the sunderer, the soul is ripped apart, sundered, and thick air fills the area, as the soul is turned into mana. Some of that mana goes into the grand rad, but not much at all, according to what I have managed to discover.

There is no recovery from this action.

The soul is gone forever. [Reincarnation] can’t bring it back, because it is ‘sundered’. Even if you don’t sunder the full soul, and you target the remains of the victim of the sundering with a [Reincarnation], the person who comes out of the [Reincarnation] isn’t the original person, because the sundering also destroyed all the memories of the person it sundered.

This is known.

And now we come to the missives handed out by House Benevolence these past two days. I will include the text in its entirety; it is not overlong.

~

What do you know about Sundering? Report your collected findings to House Benevolence, and you might be rewarded by the Wizard of Benevolence himself. Normal information will be paid for in a normal manner.

~

And that’s it.

We all know of the generosity of the Wizard of Benevolence, and that when he sets his mind to something, that something is soon solved.

And yet, this Knowledge Mage has a hard time believing that the WoB could ever ‘solve’ sundering.









- -









From the desk of Knowledge Mage #Charme-B-789

Dated: 5d/5m/1453y Year of Stillness, beginning of the 5th month of the Unending Year.

Topics: Thoughts on the War, Time Shelter, Nothanganathor, Gods and Wizards, Terrorism in the Theater, Missus Bertha Berter

In previous missives, I have listed concerns over the nature of the Time Shelter as an imperfect solution to the problem of Nothanganathor and the War.

Allow me to elaborate those thoughts in full, due to a terrorist incident that occurred earlier today in the Theater District of Charme.

The incident began as a rather standard play of the news, done in a comedic fashion by Missus Bertha Berter, as she often does. She spoke of Demonic meetings happening between our rulers of Charme and some visiting demons of the 5th Sphere, speaking derisively of them, earning herself a great many laughs. The problem was that those demons were in the crowd.

This Knowledge Mage does not know exactly what happened, but I will endeavor to find out the full story as soon as I can, and amend that to this report. (Note: Full report on the incident done. See file ‘Terrorism in the Theater’.)

The results of that incident were three near-deaths, all the demons murdered and sent back to New Hell, and the beginning of a larger topic that swept the Sovereign City up in its intrigue.

1) The War is going to happen whenever the Shelter comes down.

+

2) Nothanganathor doesn’t seem able/willing to end the Shelter himself.

=

3) The only way the Shelter is coming down is if our Gods and Wizards take it down.

The Gods and Wizards wish to prepare enough to open the world and then fight.

Almost everyone else wishes the world to remain Sheltered, since that seems to be working right now.

This has, as you can imagine, caused some tension.

The full nature of this tension spans the entire world, and this Knowledge Mage can only guess at the full ramifications of it all.

I will make some educated guesses in the following addendums.

- -

Addendum 1 of 73

On the nature of Peace...

- -

- -

- -
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From the desk of Knowledge Mage #Charme-B-789

Dated: 6d/8m/1453y Year of Stillness, beginning of the 8th month of the Unending Year.

Topics: [REDACTED UNTIL THE END OF THE WAR], Thoughts on the War, Time Shelter, Nothanganathor, Gods and Wizards, WoB, Solomon, [Silver Heart], Geodes, Stratagold, Sundering, ERASURE

Wizard Solomon of the Black Gate has requested more information on Sundering from several prominent Knowledge Mages, and one of them let slip that there is a large project underway to solve the Sundering problem.

This Knowledge Mage believes it is an attempt to solve the Erasure Problem, in steps.

That is all that I know at this time.

Personal Note: I feel drawn to this topic in a way I have rarely felt. This pull is of such a note that I feel compelled to write it down.









- -









From the desk of Knowledge Mage #Charme-B-789

Dated: 6d/8m/1453y Year of Stillness, beginning of the 8th month of the Unending Year.

Topics: [REDACTED UNTIL THE END OF THE WAR], Sundering, Erasure, Personal Files, water damaged, House Benevolence, experimental magic

I apologize ahead of time for the tears on this file, because I cannot stop them from coming. I was made aware today that I am being looked at to assist with a major magical breakthrough conducted by House Benevolence, King Solomon of Genesis, and the Wizard of Benevolence. It could mean the removal of the Enemy’s greatest weapon. It could mean… I don’t know what it means.

I am apparently the victim of an Erasure.

Through a great many confluences of events, which I am still trying to understand, I was a warrior in the army of Killtree and lovers with a woman who, if she was a man, we would have been married and had kids. I do not know her name. I had been 80 years old, alongside her. And then we got [Reincarnation]ed by the Wizard of Benevolence during his Benevolencing of the Sovereign Cities. She became a man, I became myself. I do not know his name.

That whole period of my life is strangely missing. I will attempt to reconcile… Whatever I can.

Since then, I have been living in Charme, having arrived in this land a decade ago, in a way that I thought was by myself.

But I had come here with a husband who I mourn most fiercely.

Even though I do not know his name, or face, or that he even existed before today, before my meeting with King Solomon and the Apparent King Erick Flatt, I had a husband. Both King Solomon and the WoB knew me; they remembered me from all those years ago. They saw how I held hands with the woman who became my husband, before they (Read: the WoB) [Reincarnation]d me into my current form. They knew he was gone, though the Apparent King obviously knew more than King Solomon… For some unknown reason. I had thought they were the same person, and Solomon was the WoB’s repro, but it is more complicated than that. I have included my new thoughts on this matter in ‘Addendum Solomon, Repros, and the Infinite’.

But as to the current topic:

I am preparing to participate in a study to bring my husband back to me.

I hear I am not the only one participating.

I have no hopes.

And yet, they tell me they have had some success with cats.

- - - -

- - - -

- - - -

Three months ago:

“Chaos is calling. Be back later.”

Solomon half-woke to words that lingered in the absent warmth on the left side of the bed. Destiny’s scent was still there, but Destiny was gone. For one brief, horrible moment, Solomon thought he saw Red in the air.

He panicked.

He recalled a thing that Erick had spoken of once, and done a few times, but which he had never had any luck with.

Solomon reacted anyway.

He held out a hand and put it on Destiny’s bare shoulder, right in front of his own face, where he usually kissed every morning as he got up for the day.

Silver flashed.

And then Destiny was there.

Between panicked thought and quiet action maybe a thousandth of a second had passed. No time at all, really.

Solomon breathed out against Destiny’s shoulder, relief filling him as he shuddered, pretending that Destiny had been there the whole time, and maybe if he pretended enough it would be true. “Oh gods, I think I had a bad dream.”

Destiny hummed.

And then she rolled over to look Solomon in the eyes. Her blue eyes stared into his platinum ones, and she leaned forward and gave him a peck on the lips. She pulled back, saying, “You seem to be the reason for my Chaos spiking today, lover. Do you know what you just did?”

Solomon paused.

He reviewed his memories.

His heart fluttered in his chest and his core vibrated with an unseen flow as he teetered on the edge of something deep.

“… I think I pulled you back here.”

“Like how Erick did to that Shackle guy, and then to those five demons who tried to escape after demolishing Greendale’s palace last week,” Destiny said, “I think you can go further with it than him, though. I think you can bring back anyone you wish.”

Solomon almost burst out laughing at the preposterousness of it all.

But Destiny’s words struck a chord, and Solomon felt something deep within call to him. Of memory, and Genesis, and Destiny here, with her hand on his face, and her eyes glittering platinum, just like his. She smiled.

And Solomon had a part of the answer.

He launched out of bed and rushed to his workrooms, saying, “It’s not [Teleport Other]. It’s completely different because it—”

Destiny laughed a chiming, wonderful sort of laugh, saying, “Drag me back to you, lover! Get it right in the moment; leave the written words for later!”

Solomon turned, and then he…

He…

He desperately wanted to kiss Destiny again, so, several meters away from her, Solomon put an arm out there and bent it, making a palming motion—

The world flickered with silver.

And then Destiny’s face was up against his, and they were kissing, their chests pressed against each other, and Solomon’s hand was on Destiny’s perfect ass, just like he had planned. Destiny giggled into Solomon’s mouth, and Solomon laughed against her neck as he held their bodies together—

A series of blue box creation messages interrupted him. He ignored the normal ones, but he did notice that he had gotten another 3 ability points.

His new spell was… different.




	
Summon 1, instant + special, super long range, 500 mana <+ resons>

Attempt to bring a well-known <thing> to you. <This spell has abilities that are impossible to fully understand, and must be created. This is ritual magic.>



















	
That spell is on the cusp of what the Script can do, for resons are not fully integrated into the Script yet. You will faint if you use that spell too much, or fall into a deep depression. I’m not sure which. I suggest you look into a way to expand that power a lot, and do it softer than the spell I helped you make. 

It might be the Erasure Solution if you push it far enough, and if you’re careful enough.

Just gotta make a space for the person you want to bring back.

-Rozeta
















Solomon’s heart was racing. Everything was…

Was a lot.

Destiny smiled, her eyes twinkling gold in the platinum of her irises. “Tell me the good news, Solomon.”

Solomon had ten thousand thoughts, and then he focused. “I need to do some experiments. A lot of experiments. Probably sundering experiments, too.”

Destiny patted his chest. “It’s pretty deplorable, but we can sunder some mice.”









- - - -









A month later:

Erick stepped down onto the entrance roof at Solomon’s Black Castle, where Poi stood waiting by the door, along with one other.

Tasar the Summoner stood beside Poi, with her little Spatial chipmunk [Familiar] upon her shoulders, Sengaralo. The green and black adamantium wrought smiled upon seeing Erick; her words were as solid as her, as she said, “We have results.”

Erick’s heart beat hard.

For the last month Erick had been doing politics with practically everyone the world over, giving them assurances and demonstrations of his power here and there, but not too much. People got scared when there were 3 kilometer long dragons in the area.

Which was understandable.

They got even more scared when Erick wanted to practice war with them, to train with people. There was a lot of pushback, but Erick would get to that practice soon enough. He’d let that idea percolate for a while, before it was ready.

When he wasn’t running around the world, getting everyone war-ready as much as they could be, he was experimenting with the valkyries inside Veird’s Authority, to get them ready to work with all the other parts of the army he was gathering. Erick had a few plans for the upcoming war, but his strategy was mostly described as ‘leafs on the wind’, and played to the strengths of the fact that Nothanganathor was sun-sized and everyone else was mostly Erick-sized, or smaller.

While Erick had been doing that, Solomon had been working on the Erasure problem.

Honestly, Solomon’s contributions were likely going to be more important. He had recently invented a spell that Erick had shown him a few times over, but done in a way that the Script had been able to codify, for Erick certainly hadn’t tried to codify it at all. He hadn’t even thought to codify ‘[Summon]’; that was just something he did occasionally. It was not Spatial Magic for Erick, and it wasn’t even Spatial Magic for Solomon, or rather, it wasn’t Time Magic, for Spatial Magic was all really variations of Time Magic. [Summon] was Genesis Magic that did a very good job of looking like Time Magic and thus Spatial Magic.

Thus, Tasar, former Spatial Mage, had become involved. And also the whole wrought angle was important, too. Maybe even more important.

Erick contained himself for as much as decorum demanded, and then he asked, “What kind of results?”

Tasar smiled, and then she turned to Poi and bowed just her head, saying, “Tea was wonderful.”

“Anytime.” Poi said, “I’m headed back to the dungeon.” He turned to Erick, grinning. “Don’t get your hopes up so much.”

Erick laughed. “You have no idea where my hopes are right now!”

Poi smirked. “Don’t need to be able to read you to know you’re somewhere past the heliopause.”

Tasar tried to contain her excitement, too, but she also failed. She said, “[Gate] to the Project, Erick!”

Erick rapidly opened the [Gate] and went through with Tasar at his side.

- - - -

Erick stood upon a white crystal road that was minimally lined with gold, in a land known as Human Copper Neighborhood 97.

Spires of white crystal with gold striations rose up from 75 kilometers of depth and light and wind to plunge into the sky, traveling another 45 more kilometers up there before it reached the upper edge of the Stratagold Geode. Clouds flowed through everywhere, like mist carved up by the crystals, obscuring much of the further lands in soft white shadows. Those clouds mostly stayed in the divisions between neighborhoods, though, because the wrought living here needed space to be delineated, so that neighborhoods were clearly marked without actually being clearly marked. The spires themselves varied between tens or hundreds of meters wide, but all of them were white and gold crystal shot through with housing and green spaces and all sorts of normal, everyday mainstreet-like shops. Skyroads of crystal connected every spire to every other spire. And as it was above, so it was below; Like stacked civilizations, everyone lived above someone, and below someone else.

But this place was different for one good reason.

Off to the side, way over there, stood the open edge of Stratagold, where Claws had attacked and killed and ripped apart these neighborhoods in ruthless fashion. It was a cavern littered with light and air and nothing else; a great big void. A wound. The wounds of that attack were many.

The streets here used to hold so many people, all of them human-shaped copper wrought, mostly ancient and green with patina. Now, the space held people who were lost, and yet finding themselves once again, through the [Silver Heart]s floating among the survivors.

Wrought were people, just like anyone else, but wrought liked routine way more than most. It was a sacrosanct part of their culture. The ancient green-colored metallic ‘humans’ of this land were among the most dedicated to that routine. The slightest provocation to their daily routine was an unkind disturbance on as deep of a level as stabbing someone.

That was why, when the Red attacked, and carved open this wall of Stratagold and carved away at the people therein, the people of this land were hurt the most, though only a few of them realized their hurt.

And now…

Here was the experiment to heal this damage.

The idea was simple enough.

Genesis created things. With the [Silver Heart], Genesis was self-creating, too, and it also made the world around it better through its presence.

A person did the same thing.

Solomon had taken [Summon] and [Silver Heart] and a few tens of other ideas —a lot of ideas about lodestones in the manasphere, gradually bringing together what was Sundered, if possible— and combined them into a spell called [Summon My Heart]. He was on his tenth iteration of that magic, trying to get it right. As soon as he got it right, his hope was that the user of the spell could cast the spell, and then ritually help that Heart come back to real life. It was [Familiar] magic, but wholly different.

The hope was that Solomon could bring back the Erased.

It was basically [Reincarnation] magic on a level far beyond what Erick had ever touched, and it included all the learning of resons that Erick had brought back from Margleknot. But it had needed a testing ground with stable people, willing to put in the hard work to pretend that a floating, disembodied Heart was a person.

Thus, this particular testing ground.

Some signs held on the viewing walkway to Erick’s side.

DO NOT:

Interact with the area, scan the area, mana sense the area, or do anything else other than calmly observe from a distance. Do not disparage what they’re trying to do here.

DO:

Try to understand what they’re doing. Acknowledge that it will work.

Prayers can go a long way when interacting with the ephemeral.

They were a hundred meters from the edge of the experiment, at the closest possible point to interact with the experiment. Every other space around this land was guarded well by the warriors of Stratagold and by many extensive magics. Better viewing areas were far, far behind Erick, at the viewing booth way back there. Those places had [Scry] eyes set up around the area. Viewing from this platform was viewing it for real, though.

Erick didn’t instantly see anything happening down there, but he was using his normal sight, and no Sight magics at all—

“Oh shit,” Erick said, as he saw it. He saw a Heart moving around on its own, doing something. “Is it actually working?”

Tasar whispered, “We believe so.” She asked, “You see the cat?”

The cat?

“… No,” Erick said, still looking at what he was actually looking at. “I see the [Summon My Heart] clipping leaves on the bridge down there, like a gardener.” Erick rapidly glanced around, trying to see— “Oh my gods. The cat.”

How could he have missed the cat?!

It wasn’t a Heart. That’s how he had missed it.

Back when this was a stable neighborhood, it had a population of 3,100 people, and one ‘cat’. This particular neighborhood was on a 1-week cycle routine, and it was very strict about its routine for many centuries. Then a ‘cat’ moved in.

That cat had been a stone elemental that had snuck into the place and rapidly decided it liked it there. It liked sitting on a particular bench on a particular sky road, most of all. Since it was an elemental, it did nothing else, and no one bothered it either, since the cat didn’t interact with anyone and no one interacted with the cat. This was rather abnormal for an elemental, but it did happen from time to time.

The particular bench the cat rested upon was just for looks, while the other two benches were used in the week-long routine of the neighborhood. The first bench was used by a pair of men who ate there every day and spoke of the weather, with a particular sandwich and particular conversation for each day of the week, while the third bench had a girl come by every week and throw away the rejection letter of her boyfriend over the railing.

Around the time the cat moved in, the general store owner got a weird addition to his usual shipment. The guy had a routine of selling several things to several people over every single day, but he got a stonefish paperweight in his deliveries one time and he didn’t correct the vendor, so he kept getting the same stonefish paperweight every single week.

Then around 560 years ago, about 50 years after the cat moved in, the paperweights were piling up.

The vendor decided to add something to his routine.

He decided to give the cat the stonefish paperweight.

And every single day, for the next 560 years, the general store owner set down that grey, stonefish paperweight on the other side of the bench where the stone elemental housecat lay. He set the paperweight down in the morning. In the afternoon, the housecat ate the paperweight. A few hours later, and the cat flicked his tail and sent a bit of extra stone off the side of the bridge.

The falling of that stone was a routine on another neighborhood way down below.

And now, as Erick looked…

The housecat was not there, but the Heart that floated where the housecat should have sat…

The Heart had a certain kinda glow around it, like the beginnings of an image surrounding and encasing the Heart. The altogether ephemeral image was that of a cat, loafing on the stone, his tail hanging off the edge of the bench, idly swishing back and forth, as the cat stared at the sky, and the clouds. The cat was kinda white and gold, but only in flashes, and Erick easily could have imagined it. He dared not actually mana sense or read the past to find out what he had actually seen, for mana sensing was to ‘become one with the mana’, and that sort of observation on the mana disrupted the effect of this Heart Ritual.

They had found out about mana sense’s problematic nature on this Heart Ritual rather rapidly, at the beginning of this whole thing, though it was anyone’s guess if ‘the observer effect’ was real. Solomon and Erick both thought it was, and the other people involved in the project were rapidly won over. Therefore, the only one allowed to mana sense anything at all down there were the people who lived down there, who mana sensed everything all the time, just because that’s how old wrought operated.

Solomon and Erick suspected that when personally-involved people mana sensed their Hearts then that sort of Observer Effect was good for the Heart, but when know-nothings tried it, that was bad.

The people down there were the ones doing the ritual; Solomon had just provided the parts—

Erick’s heart skipped a beat, because the image of the cat looked over to the little stonefish paperweight that sat on the other side of the bench.

It ignored the stonefish for now.

It would eat it later.

Erick had not imagined that. He had definitely seen that happen.

Meanwhile, Tasar was staring at the Heart that floated on a main bridge. The Heart of the gardener didn’t visibly do anything, but leaves fell down on a nearby bush, as if plucked off at their stems, and then those leaves gathered around the base of the bush, where they would decay and cycle back into the bush’s growth, eventually.

Sengaralo, sitting upon Tasar’s shoulders, chittered quietly as Tasar’s emotions rose.

She saw it.

Tasar whispered, “The gardener. Oh Rozeta. It might actually work.”

Erick gazed down into the land ahead, and watched, as he said, “It’ll be hard to transcribe this methodology to anyone else besides the wrought, for only Rozeta kept good records of what the Routine looks like in this land.”

Tasar pulled her head out of the clouds and came back to the moment, saying, “There are so many complications to this that I would struggle to name them all in a lecture smaller than ten hours.” She looked at Erick. “The primary problem is one of legitimacy. There is a clear and broken line between the life and Sundering/Erasure death for the people here. I didn’t even notice the gardener…” She looked back to the neighborhood. “… The cat might be just another elemental. Stone elementals can be quite common among these sorts of neighborhoods if they’re quiet and small and stay out of the way.”

She was leaving the question of the gardener to another day, which was fair. The Heart there didn’t even have an outline. The cat was much ‘further along’, if that’s how this worked at all.

Erick said, “If that cat gets up and moves around like a different elemental then we’ll know this didn’t work, but it might have worked. Solomon put a lot of worldline ideology into his magic; into gathering up the stray parts of mana that might make up what was originally there.” Erick said, “Sundering leaves that mana in the manasphere, so it is theoretically possible to gather all of that which remains.”

What ‘sundering’ did was to completely erase all the originality of the mana in the air, though, meaning that mana could then be moved on into new lives, for people to take up and become one with themselves. So the fact that they could ‘gather the old soul’ like this at all was amazing.

It was a major breakthrough…

If it worked.

“Theoretically this could work.” Tasar said, “I would stress that word more than you are stressing it.”

Erick nodded. “The only real issue is with Erasure. Where does that mana go? Yggdrasil says that Erasure is Sundering people for personal profit, but more so than that. Even he doesn’t know exactly what is going on there, because, like all high-level combat and capabilities, it’s all kinda Wizardly.”

Tasar scrunched her face as she stared across the open air, down at a cat that was not a cat. “Do you think Solomon can actually do this? That these people are real people?”

“That’s the thing, Tasar,” Erick said, “Magic has a way of working better if you believe in it.”

A soft wind kicked up for a moment.

Tasar decided, “This will be easier to believe when we have real results.”

- - - -

A week later, the cat was fully stone, looking white with some gold spots on it, just like the stratagold upon which it sat. Just how the cat had originally looked. The grocery owner, who was the main interactor of the cat, left a tiny grey stonefish paperweight on the other side of the cat’s bench, like normal. Like he did every day. Later, the cat stood up for the first time, like normal, and it went over and ate the stone fish.

Without doing anything else the cat went back to its seat and sat.

Hours later, the white-and-gold cat’s tail had a little grey tip. The stonefish had been grey, and it had passed through the entire stone elemental without being altered, only to end up at the tip of the tail. With a lazy sort of swish, the cat flicked the very tip of its tail over the edge of the sky bridge, where the grey stone hit the ground seven kilometers down.

The ‘normal’ strike zone was one of a hundred usual locations.

It landed in a normal location, right in the middle of the standard distribution model of all the previous centuries of cat-poop-tossing that Rozeta had recorded, because the wrought had recorded it and Rozeta had recorded the wrought.

Copper Human Neighborhood 27’s gardener picked up the grey lump of stone like it was the most joyous day of his life. He held the grey stone for a long moment, in his pale green hands. And then tears of liquid copper, bright as burnished gold, formed and fell from his deeply green eyes, as he cast a tiny bit of Destruction Magic on the ‘offensive’ bit of garbage, eradicating it, turning the remains of the fish into bits of mana and nothing else.

That night there was a small celebration in the command center of the project.

A week after that, the stone elemental cat still didn’t move except to eat its once-a-day stonefish treat.

This was met with incredible enthusiasm, but not as much as the other things that people were seeing in the decimated wrought neighborhood.

The gardener for Neighborhood 97, which had been a simple floating Heart, had changed. Now he had a green sort of tint to the air around his heart, forming the general shape of himself. Five other instances of maybe-successes operated all throughout the rest of Human Copper Neighborhood 97, ranging from the boy who handed the girl a love rejection letter, to the old woman who knitted on her porch. The boy who wrote the rejection letter was a particularly prominent occurrence, almost looking like a full person, if made of illusions. The girl who threw the letter away was even able to take an illusion of the letter from the man, and then toss it over the bridge. Erick imagined that the tears that girl shed as she tossed the illusionary letter away were particularly strong that particular day.

And then Rozeta confirmed that the cat’s elemental soul was 98% the same as her records of the neighborhood showed.

It was good enough for the [Resurrection] laws to consider the two cats to be the same.

The party that night was a massive affair, and yet it was still subdued and hidden.

This was a big event, with many unforeseen happenings, and everyone wanted to keep it as quiet as they could.

It was still a big party.

- - - -

The day after the party, Erick got a request for a talk from Yggdrasil.

And so, on the shores of Yggdrasil’s Cavern at Stratagold, in that massive water-filled land littered with skyscraper-sized white crystals that were dwarfed by Yggdrasil himself, Erick stood with his son’s avatar. The water lapped at the stony beach and the air felt more brisk than cold, because everything was bright light and open and beautiful.

Yggdrasil had seen the beauty a lot, though, and he was focused on something else entirely.

“I need to stress to you, father,” Yggdrasil said, “We didn’t think it was possible to undo Sundering, or Erasure. Otherwise I would have helped you with this.”

Erick smiled softly, feeling great. “You could have helped me finish off that keg of Wizard Wine last night.”

Yggdrasil gave his father a Look.

Erick guffawed.

Yggdrasil said, “This is a big deal, father. Even if you’ve only brought people back in small ways through specific sunderings, it’s still a big deal.”

Erick reeled in his mirth, and got down to business. “Two things: Maybe Malevolence made us believe it was impossible. And also…” He guessed, “Someone from Margleknot wishes to join this winning side?”

Yggdrasil considered Erick’s first point, and then he said, “No, father, to the first point. This is a major change in the universe. In all universes.”

Erick simply smiled.

“And yes to the second point.” Yggdrasil said, “Your neighbor from the Old Dragon District wants to help. We’re going to call him Tom. I can support him for a while on my roots, but he can’t come out further than that, and he can’t come here during the war. We have to win, father, and then he can come and help to ensure that this anti-Sundering magic truly works well.”

Lionshard wanted to come out here?

The Fate Mage? The guy who ran all of Margleknot’s cleansing and universal anti-corruption programs?

Awesome!

“Fuck yeah!” Erick said, laughing. “Bring him on over— Wait? Can he come here? Like… Can his magic fit here? What about the Curse of Power?”

Yggdrasil paused, as though he didn’t understand the problem. And then he went, “Ah.” Yggdrasil elaborated, “We need to win, and then I’ll plant on Fenrir, and he can be there. He won’t actually come to Veird. I can protect him easier there.”

Erick said, “Then we need to win.” He asked, “Can ‘Tom’ help before that? With the time dilation going on, and all?”

“Yes. That’s what I really wanted to talk to you about.” Yggdrasil said, “You’re hard to track and prognosticate around, and the time dilation here is massive, but this conversation here was considered. He has created some preset assistance-packages for me to trigger. If you veer too far away from accepting his help or asking for something far outside of his idea of what you want and need, then he might need months of Veird time to come up with something else.”

For every minute that passed on Margleknot, a month passed here on Veird. The angels who had left a few months ago had only just arrived at the Celestial Observatory…

Erick turned his attention back to the moment, and asked, “What are my options?”

“Aside from the direct murder of Nothanganathor, pretty much anything is possible.” Yggdrasil said, “You just have to ask for something specific— or even in general.”

Erick went over a few things in his mind.

Yggdrasil had already provided Veird with a dossier on Nothanganathor’s usual magics months ago, and those had helped out immensely with figuring out some plans, but all of those plans broke down next to the Big Lizard himself. All of Erick’s valkyries would be successful if they managed to simply stay alive and Siphon as much of Nothanganathor’s power as possible, making more and more of themselves, without getting splatted.

That was just a plan, though, and Erick expected that plan to fail at some point in the process.

The other plan was to make enough mana to eventually turn the tide in the entire Veird system from Red to anything else. That was the battle-of-attrition plan, and which was a much more workable strategy than relying wholly on the valkyries.

In order to realize that strategy, the [Silver Heart]s were already heavily deployed all across Veird, but mostly in the Core. This was giving Veird a bunch more mana generation, without causing hallucinations everywhere, like an unshielded/modified Heart was prone to do. From Erick’s understanding, Melemizargo had a Heart in every single dungeon, too. There were even some free-floating [Silver Heart]s out there, with most of them on the Silver Surface, under the silver-leaf canopies of the eternal stonewood trees. They survived rather well up there in that endless forest of kilometer-tall trees, where slimes and small monsters spread. The Hearts liked being observed and generative and Koyabez had taken a very large liking to them, so he kept them around and made them his.

All deployments inside cities and public places were met with people complaining about hallucinations that didn’t do anything for them, so city-deployments were nixed. The Hearts found forever-homes inside artist homes, though, and anywhere else where people wanted to make things. Some people had even taken to turning [Silver Heart] into [Heart Charm], making little charm spells that they carried around on their wrists, which did everything that the normal [Silver Heart]s did but individually, instead of atmospherically. Now those spells were seeing rather widespread deployment.

Point was, that Veird’s mana concerns were rapidly becoming non-concerns, and for the first time in forever Rozeta was counting out a massive surplus of mana in the manasphere.

Except for that mana which some people were eating.

Erick’s [Endless] aura was being used rather extensively among the Paradoxed dragons of Ar’Cosmos, but not in many other places. Instead of taking months or years to accrete a core, some of the dragons, like Redflame, were popping out a thousand cores a day, which were all getting enchanted in order to stabilize Fairy against Nothanganathor, in case people had to fall back from the real world.

[Silver Heart]s were also everywhere in Fairy, meaning that Fairy was no longer a bunch of disconnected continental-sized islands in the mist, made solid by Redflame’s and other dragons’ concentration of that Gate Space to solidity. Ar’Cosmos and the various cities of other dragons were already a second world, but [Silver Heart]s expanded that land many, many times over. It was like how Erick could [Duplicate] matter into planets, and now, Fairy was able to fully expand into the Shells above the Old Surface.

And thinking of expansion…

… Hmm.

More Spheres of Veird? More land? More dungeons? It could work?

And yet...

Erick pulled back a bit.

No need to go making new layers of Spheres. There were already 11 layers, and most of it was still barely inhabited by anything other than scattered monsters or weak dungeons… Which was true for all the rest of Veird, too, Erick supposed. More Spheres could come later, though, and they probably would need to, if the ‘Eat Nothanganathor Back’ plan was to work.

But what did Veird need besides more time to prepare?

That was pretty easy to answer, actually.

Veird had warriors, generals, military structure, and gods.

But there was only one True Wizard.

Erick said to Yggdrasil, “We put up the Shelter because we needed time to prepare, but all the prep we have isn’t enough. We need some more True Wizards; people who can actually fight against Nothanganathor and not be bowled over by Wizardry.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “Pick someone, and Tom will make a Fateful guide to help them to Ascend. He can only do one person at a time for Veird due to Script limitations, and probably not Solomon or Destiny. They’re already too far along on their own paths. You should pick someone who isn’t a Wizard at all.” Yggdrasil added, “He has guides ready to go for Jane, Evan, Kiri, Kromolok, Illustrious Moon, Sitnakov, Killzone, Burhendurur, Lynkari, Shivraa, and Ezekiel. He had a guide for Avandrasolaro, but that angel is now a god, so that path is clipped.”

Erick was a little stunned at those options.

He thought them through.

Jane and Evan were both right out of the running; Erick doubted either of them would even allow Erick to help them become Wizards.

Kiri was comfortable as Gatemaster, so she was a low option.

Kromolok? Well… Would Rozeta’s High Inquisitor want to be a Wizard? Probably not, actually. Though he had likely never had the chance to even think in that direction… Maybe Erick would ask him?

Illustrious Moon and many other dragons were already trying to become Wizards, ever since Solomon proved it was possible. Burhendurur, Erick’s Overseer of Enforcement for House Benevolence, was also trying for that, but in a much less active way. Honestly, Erick had not spent enough time with either of them to truly understand where their inclinations lay right now. Erick decided he should do that.

Killzone and Sitnakov. Now there was a duo of tangled webs. Sitnakov was rather solid in his current life path, though, and he was currently dating Jane, and good friends with Abigail, though both of Erick’s daughters liked to pretend that wasn’t happening when they were around Erick. Jane outright lied about dating Sitnakov, and they had both known she was lying about not dating him… Which was fine.

Killzone was aimless right now, as far as Erick knew. He was a participant in the Blue Corps, and his skills as a warrior were highly valued against the Red… Hmm.

Killzone was on the top of the list, then.

Lynkari, who had been Erick’s go-between to Demon King Dinnamoth for several years, was currently enjoying a month-long orgy that Erick had been invited to 3 separate times so far. All the demons were celebrating the ‘demise and rise’ of the Angels; the transition to Avandrasolaro being the Crown of the Host. Avandrasolaro had attended some of those parties, according to some of those invitations…

Lynkari was probably at the bottom of the list, and yet, she would be a good candidate for getting the Demons fully integrated with the Blue Corps.

Lynkari was second on the list, then.

Erick trusted Shivraa a lot, ever since he rescued her from Slaver’s Den and she proved herself as both a great secretary and as the captain of the Valkyrie Squadron. She also knew resonwork a lot better than others. Combining that with how in-tune she was with the valkyries, would mean that her Ascension to Wizard and then True Wizard would greatly strengthen the Valkyries…

And then there was her familiarity with so many different sources of power. Mana, resons, and other small powers out there, would make her Ascension easy… probably.

Shivraa went on the shortlist, too. Probably first, actually. With her as a Valkyrie Wizard, that would make the Valkyrie Squadron a lot stronger.

Honestly, the only reason not to pick Shivraa would be because Erick had only known her for a few months on Margleknot and a few months here on Veird, but she was fitting in really well with everyone…

Hmm.

And then there was Ezekiel.

Erick’s first repro was currently in Charme, in a house north of that Sovereign City, along with Gnowmi, the fae of gems and crafts. Erick had purposefully stayed away from him, but he knew that Ezekiel was working on a small empire of crafting and magics, and he was one of the first to widely craft [Silver Heart] into [Heart Charm]s. Those trinkets were proliferating in the theater districts of the Sovereign Cities most of all, because they were making people accomplished actors, if the rumors were to be believed.

… Ezekiel was walking his own Path already, right? No need to get him a premade Path from Lionshard.

… Right?

Erick asked Yggdrasil, “Do you know how Ezekiel is doing?”

“He’s on his own Path, as far as I know.” Yggdrasil added, “And he’s vehemently against being a bigger part of the war. He’s diverged rather far from you. If things go bad, he’s planning on escaping to Margleknot with Gnowmi. If he were to leave now then Tom wouldn’t need to do a Fateful plan with him; he could do the plan on Margleknot.”

Erick felt some relief at that. “Good. I’m glad he’s just living a life. He can do what he wants.” Erick decided, “The shortlist is Shivraa, Killzone, and then Lynkari. Got any thoughts?”

“Shivraa’s timeframe for Wizard ignition is a few years of hard work. Killzone could either be a month or two, or decades; hard to say. Lynkari is measured in centuries.”

“… Ah.” Erick asked, “Who has the shortest ascension to Wizardry?”

“Killzone, then Shivraa. No other person’s ascension is measured in time frames smaller than years. But if Killzone manages it, then Sitnakov is only months behind.” Yggdrasil added, “And that’s about as much as Tom was able to foresee.”

Erick thought for a moment.

… Killzone was on the level of a Shade —right there with Sitnakov— which was basically a Wizard but without the actual Authority-power of a Wizard. They were both archwarriors. Could they be Warrior Wizards? If Killzone was listless right now, and if Sitnakov would follow him to Wizardry…

“Say…” Erick glanced over to the far end of Yggdrasil’s cavern, where the Local Area Gate Network held by the tunnel entrance to Stratagold’s embassy. And then he looked back to Yggdrasil, asking, “Do you know why Killzone and the royal family of Stratagold completely avoid each other, all the time? They’re literally the only adamantium orcols that exist, and if Killzone and Sitnakov can rise together then I need to know if whatever happened there is going to be a problem, or a whetstone.”

“I’ve overheard some things involving the Second Prince Chernom who was murdered in an attack on the city by Melemizargo and the Shades something like 350 years ago. There’s a decade or three missing there, but Killzone showed up at Spur after that.” Yggdrasil said, “Other than that, the whole event was kept out of the records and no one talks about it, so your guess is as good as mine.”

Erick decided, “Well. Whatever. I don’t really need to know, but I do need two more True Wizards, and they both fit that bill, so that’s my decision. Make it happen for Killzone.”

Yggdrasil’s eyes glittered with unseen resons, and then he said, “Done. You should go say ‘hi’ to Killzone, and then step away.”

Erick went.
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Killzone rose from his tub, gathering his body back to his normal shape, because someone was in his living room—

Erick was in his living room.

Right down there, several meters away, stood the Apparent King, the Wizard of Benevolence. Erick Flatt.

Killzone had not always been intimidated by Erick. Back when the guy was making rainstorms in Spur, before Last Shadow’s Feast, Erick and Jane had been a valuable archmage asset and a fantastic soldier. They were both a lot more than that these days. Erick had done what Killzone had never thought possible; he had ended the threat of Shades. And then he had gone a step beyond, and turned them into… Allies.

Though they would never be allies to Killzone. Not really.

And yet, Al was a Shade now, and Al had been a friend for many centuries. Though Al had needed to adopt several different guises to remain in Spur, he had done it well enough. And now Al was a piece of slag… And also a Shade. A slagging Shade.

Everything was different.

Everything was wrong.

Killzone had wanted to kill the Shades for… for too many reasons to count. He was mostly past that anger, though. Now, he was just listless. Sure, the Blue Corps had been able to take him in, but now what? Erick had solved the problem of the Red, too… for now. There weren’t even any more Claws to fight.

And now, the real war was beyond Killzone. Way too far beyond.

… Killzone got out of his tub anyway and then headed downstairs, taking his time.

He entered his own living room, saying, “Hello, Erick.”

Erick smiled like he usually did, but he had those Melemizargo-horns out and he was every bit as tall as Killzone was right now, so his smile was not nearly as kindly as he imagined it to be. “Hello, Killzone.” And then his smile faltered. “Why are you living in this tiny apartment at the edge of Anhelia’s Kendrithyst?”

Killzone looked around. He had a house at the top of a spire, yes, at the edge of ‘Queen’ Anhelia’s Kendrithyst, yes, and though it was small, it was actually prime territory. The walls were opaque with some minor spellwork and the windows opened out on a vast vista of bright red and purple kendrithyst crystal towers. Killzone had five whole rooms here in the city. That was a lot? It was a lot.

Not as much as some, but Killzone was far, far beyond the need for opulence.

Killzone leveled his eyebrows at Erick, saying, “It’s better than Forward Base. I like it?”

Erick paused.

Killzone waited.

And then Erick said, “Well! I just came by to say hello, and now I’m stepping away.”

And then he did exactly that.

Poof!

Gone!

Killzone stood in his living room for a long while, wondering what that was all about.

It wasn’t like Killzone had other things to do, so he could take some time to just think for a while.

Hours later, Killzone still couldn’t figure out what Erick had been on about—

Anger suddenly crept in to Killzone’s mind like an unwelcome guest, knocking over thoughts and dirtying the carpets with their feet, and showing Killzone how bad he had let the place become.

Killzone sighed, muttering, “I used to be involved in ten thousand plots and never had time to think like this at all.” … And then he was really angry. He furrowed his brow, and looked down at his empty hands. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”

Where did his fire go?

He had had a goal, and then Erick had taken that away from him, and now Erick took away his peace and quiet?

What the fuck?

And now Killzone was angry.

The first thing he did was check his [Ward]s, and yeah, they were all still intact. Even the anti-[Gate] [Ward]s and runic webs were still fully functional. Of course Erick could just slip through those without anyone being able to tell him otherwise! Fucking Wizards, fuck.

Killzone stormed out of his house, took to the sky, and stepped all the way into Spur.

He landed in Silverite’s office just in time to catch her walking in the door.

Silverite paused in the doorway. She was carrying papers. “What occurs?”

“Erick was in my house today.”

Silverite paused longer. And then she shut the door and activated the protections of her office, sealing them and their words inside, and preventing all [Scry]ing. They were the same protections as inside Killzone’s house, so a slag lot of good they’d do her if Erick was looking this way. If the Blue Corps were looking this way these protections also wouldn’t do shit. Those [Infinite Imaging] tables were… Well. They were amazing. Killzone wished he would have had one centuries ago…

And now Killzone’s thoughts were multiplying like they used to, back when he actually had things to think about.

Silverite set down her papers on her desk and asked, “Okay?”

Killzone frowned. “Just ‘okay’? What’s he up to, Silverite?”

“I have several guesses. Do you want to know my largest one? It has to do with Stratagold.”

Killzone almost walked out of the room. Instead, he solidified himself. “Tell me.”

Silverite said, “Solomon and those [Silver Heart] charms are only part of the real work that Erick and his repro are doing, and that work is happening in Stratagold. It doesn’t have an official name that I know of, but we’ve gotten leaks here and there, mostly from Anhelia. There are a lot of rumors in the Knowledge Mage circles. A lot of them are calling it the Un-Sundering Project…”

Killzone felt his entire being vibrate as he listened to Silverite speak of the impossible.

For the first time in centuries, his memories of Chernom felt some way other than regret.

He felt hope.

- - - -

Erick had no real idea what he had done, exactly, when he saw Killzone rush out of his house and head right to Silverite. The big guy disappeared into a Privacy bubble with the Mayor, and after a while, he went back to Kendrithyst and directly through the Geode Gate Network located by the Blue Corps. He went down to Stratagold.

Killzone never went to Stratagold.

What had happened there? No idea. Erick had some guesses. He left those guesses for other people to work out, because Killzone went right to the Anti-Red Project —which was going by many names these days— and he met with Solomon, and they settled in for a long talk.

Erick went to the archive room of House Benevolence.

According to some paperwork on powerful people that the House kept around, and which Erick had another, deeper look at, Killzone had been mostly listless, exactly as Erick had known him to be, but a few of the deeper, different reports had labeled him as ‘completely without direction at all’. That was a mite more serious than ‘listless’. Erick dug deep into the backlogs of that happening, to see a few different letters from Silverite, when she had invited him to various gatherings here and there, and how he had needed to forgo some of those for this or that reason. In two of those letters, she had specifically named Killzone as looking forward to seeing him… but Erick recalled one of those gatherings, and the guy had been distant the whole time.

… Had Erick been too busy —or too deep in the throes of [Onward]— to notice a brewing problem? To notice a friend who had needed help?

Yes, he had.

Shit.

And now Killzone was rapidly on the move, due to some Fate Magic cast by someone far outside of Veird, using powers that were beyond the Script... Wait. No. That was wrong. Those Ultimate Quests in the Core, which Nothanganathor had claimed credit for, were Fate Magic.

Rozeta had erased those Quests and rewrote them a while ago, calling upon the full weight of the Relevant Entities to rewrite them with her. And then she did that.

But the original ones had had no Red in them at all. Which was weird. Nothanganathor was either lying about making those Ultimate Quests, or he had claimed credit in a distant sort of way, or he was capable of doing things outside of Malevolence. Erick believed all three options were true, in their own way.

As for current-day Fate Magics, Phagar was doing Fate Magics to ensure Veird’s future, and he had even invited Erick over to learn some of that. Erick’s Lightning Path was already Fateful, and it had been enough to let him ignore actual Fate Magics for a while, but now Lionshard had worked Fate Magic on Veird from far, far away...

Hmm.

Erick put the archives back together, slipping reports and otherwise back under Privacy magics.

It was time to learn more about Fate Magic; to understand it himself from a godly perspective, and to also understand how such outside forces could possibly work such deep magics on a land that should have been protected.

It was a… relatively easy thing to accept that someone as Ascended as Lionshard could work magics on the entirety of Veird, from so far away and removed. It was also easy to accept that Nothanganathor could work Fate Magic at the beginning of the Script.

But could Nothanganathor work Fate Magic on Veird right now?

Erick imagined that answer as ‘Yes’ simply due to how Malevolence had been eating side realities, and yet, he hoped he was wrong about that.

- - - -

“Yes; Nothanganathor is working Fate upon Veird, purely due to acting from a larger realm; that’s how all the strongest Fate Magic is done, but that is not the whole story at all.” Phagar continued, “We’re still alive, and the future is looking better than it was. If there was a worrying development, I would have alerted people. As it is, for right now, Nothanganathor is looking at us, and waiting. From his perspective, he has already won.”

Erick had stopped in at the Grand Unified Church in Candlepoint, and gone to the Hall of Gods in the back. He wasn’t one step into the hallway before he found the hallway changing, and the space ahead transforming into a fractal geometry, with the floor made of stained glass. It was still the Hall of Gods, but it was not that place at all. As Erick stepped fully into the godly domain he left the church behind, and now he was here, with Phagar, in the God of the End and Time’s domain. Phagar, as always, looked like the person who he was talking with, which was Erick in this case, but a bit greyer around his shadows.

Erick took in what Phagar said, thought for a moment, then he furrowed his brow, and said, “He’s fattening us up for something.” Erick connected a few very distant dots, making extrapolations along the way, “It’s like when he claimed to ‘let me continue’ after we made Yggdrasil… He wants to become an ultimate god, taking everything everyone makes and claiming it for his own power, in order to spread that power outward and grab even more power. He’s not in any rush, but he will try to crush us if we go outside of his parameters, and yet, of course we can go out of his parameters, and we do that all the time. So what specific thing is he fattening us up for?” Erick looked to Phagar. “The reverse-Sundering magics that Solomon is pioneering?”

Phagar waved a hand to the side, and the fractal Hall of Gods shifted into ten thousand different reflections of Elsewhere, and of here, in this changing Veird.

It was a tapestry of possibility.

In one image lay Veird, hovering in the expanse of space with several bite-like crunches taken out of its shells, carving all the way through to the Old Surface and the Underworld to the Core, which was gone. The planet looked dead, and yet, as the image shifted, it revealed the land of Fenrir behind Veird, and Fenrir was awash in light and life and blue water and green land and so many different sunlights, like moons, spinning around the outside of Fenrir. The dead husk of Veird was just one planet in a gridwork of sunlights that surrounded the entire surface of Fenrir. Erick imagined being a person on the surface of Fenrir, looking out at the stars, and up at Veird’s onion-like corpse up there in the heavens, instead of the usual sunlights that roamed the land.

In other images Veird survived, whole and intact, and Fenrir was broken and falling apart, but people from Veird went out all the time to salvage what remained and fix what they could. It was a slow process. Fenrir was already looking inhabited in several locations, though, like motes of color on wide, black expanses, so they were having some success.

Other images had Red forests growing everywhere, both on Veird and inside Fenrir, to gaze upon the Shadowed Sun, where Nothanganathor’s body almost fully enveloped the entire surface. He was a backlit snake wrapping the entire illuminated thing; much larger than he was right now.

Those Red images were most of the images.

There was only one image where the sun inside Fenrir was Full Dark, and looked more like a black hole than anything else. In that space, in that place, there lay a Gate into the Dark Universe. The light surrounding that black hole was iridescent white, and that light shone down on the inside of Fenrir, on lands filled with people. Cities and forests and oceans stretched everywhere. It was the most beautiful thing that Erick had ever seen.

Phagar spoke, “In the majority of futures, Nothanganathor wins. He has too many ways to win and we have too few major resources. And yet… There are ways for us to win. Most recently —as in today— one truly good future has appeared.”

Phagar expanded the fractal vision of the Perfect Outcome of this war, and Erick saw a remade Grand Wizard’s Tower at the very center upon which all the rest came next. He saw himself seated at a round table, and over there was Solomon and Destiny, their chairs closer together than the rest. The other people in the other seats were less clear.

But in one chair, Erick saw something… weird.

Killzone sat in that chair, and yet, he did not. The image flickered. The image solidified. When it solidified, it did so in parts, with bits of the big black orcol-shaped man’s body stitching into place, like someone was taking a platinum needle and platinum thread and sticking the man down. Killzone spoke in his southern drawl, all happy about whatever it was they were discussing. Erick couldn’t tell what the discussion was about, and sometimes Killzone almost wiffed away, like a tattered bit of cloth not able to hang on anymore. When that Killzone vanished, platinum Fate Magic stuck him back down into place before he could fully escape this Fate.

Erick saw what was happening, and he said to Phagar, “We’re not supposed to say his name, otherwise he will Ascend to godhood, and that’s not nearly as nice here as it is in the Painted Cosmology.”

Phagar looked at Erick, judging his words. He found those words acceptable. He nodded. “Very well, then I’ll keep this Fated Future to myself.” He turned back to the fractal image of the Grand Wizard’s Tower conclave. “This is where ‘Tom’ is putting his Fate Magic to work. Do you understand what is happening here?”

“Rather sure it’s about forcing an effect that is so far distant that it might not even happen, in a version of Veird that is accessible to outsiders.” Erick said, “That has implications about the sanctity of the Script and other things… Too many to take them all at face value, I think.”

“That’s the gist of it.” Phagar said, “You can’t see it in this small picture, but if we expand our glance…”

Phagar expanded the picture, and Erick witnessed a version of Veird wreathed in platinum glows. The Grand Wizard’s Tower was stitched onto the world through platinum workings. The entire world spun around the axis of Yggdrasil, who had platinum roots connecting to his different bodies, located on different parts of the planet. Here and there, upon Fenrir’s much larger surface, Platinum lines glinted in the deepest of oceans, and inside the strongest of storms.

Lionshard’s spellwork wrapped the entire Good Path of Veird and Fenrir.

‘Stitching’ Killzone into place in a seat at the Grand Wizard’s Tower was just one small aspect of the much greater magic happening all around.

“Holy shit,” Erick muttered.

“Yes. You can see that ‘Tom’s magic is much, much larger than just Killzone.” Phagar said, “That friend you made in Margleknot is some friend, Erick, and yet I get the impression that this is just something that he is doing on a whim. Or at least the magics he’s guiding upon this section of Infinity are not nearly as tight as they could be. It’s all very loose.”

Phagar expanded the image again, this time into a few different side realities.

Those platinum threads on the bigger picture extended out into side realities, where they met ruinous Red magics... and kinda just hung there. The Red tried to eat at the Platinum, but it got nowhere at all.

Lionshard’s image of the Good Path remained strong.

And yet, if Lionshard wanted, he could have stitched a whole Good Path between the current Veird and that other Veird, couldn’t he? The fact that Erick could only see bare threads instead of a full tapestry-road on the Good Veird leading outward meant that… Yeah. The Good End lay there, but it was not fully present.

That was…

That was good, actually. Self determination was important.

Erick smiled at that, feeling his heart soar in his chest. “Tom’s a good guy— Technically neutral, I think. But overall good.” Erick scanned the fractal images. “So how does the current Veird connect to this one?”

“There is no proper road. We have to get there ourselves.” Phagar moved the images around, bringing up an image of a Ruined Red Veird on the left, and the Platinum Veird on the right. Erick’s stomach dropped as he saw that comparison, and a moment later, Phagar confirmed Erick’s fears, saying, “Our current Path is on the left.”

“… That’s some distance between the two, isn’t it.”

“And that’s where we come in.” Phagar dismissed the images, and they were back in the fractal Hall of Gods, but there was a nice little bench sitting to the side, in a spot of sunlight, on a riverside. The river glittered in front of the bench, filled with possibilities, and Phagar gestured to the sitting spot. “Let’s talk about the best ways to use Fate Magic, and compare them to what you currently do with your Lightning Path.”

Erick had come here for a Fate Magic lesson, so he sat down on the bench beside Phagar, and listened.

Phagar said, “The first thing to learn about proper Fate Magic is not to get hung up on the details. What Tom is doing is setting a distant, achievable goal. What your Lightning Path does is help you make the best decisions for the near future. Tom directs the river itself. You direct a boat upon the river.

“As a boat, you can see rather far ahead, and you can even direct your own path.”

The riverside turned into a small boat, with Erick sitting in the driver’s seat, looking ahead, as the river expanded from horizon to horizon. Red Rapids curled here and there on the world-wide river, and Erick saw his Lightning Path curl around the danger. He moved the wheel of the boat left, and avoided a rock he hadn’t seen until it was right there in front of him. The rock hadn’t been Red, but it had still been there.

Phagar sat in the passenger’s seat, saying, “Most people only get life rafts.”

Erick saw as Killzone, Jane, Solomon, and others, appeared on the horizon-spanning river, all of them clinging on to floating logs, or wooden rings, or an inflatable pool chair with a tiny oar in his hands, in Solomon’s case. All of them made it through their own Red Rapids okay, though wetter than they had been before they went through the Red, sputtering and clambering to stay afloat. Some of the others, the people Erick did not know, got swallowed by the Red Rapids.

Mog, the Guildmaster of Spur, vanished under the Red.

She was not the only one lost to the River of Time.

Erick felt his heart go out to her. He asked, “Could we pluck her out, this way? I am a Paradox Wizard, after all.”

“This is simply one incorrect representation of the world, so it’s not close enough to a true oversight to allow you to pluck someone out of time. Some people have found success with this sort of visualization of time, though I find it rather too simple to get anything real done.” Phagar said, “Also, you’re a boat right now, but you could be so much more than that.” Phagar waved a hand. “You could learn to travel through Time itself.”

The boat grew wings and the river-ocean dropped away, becoming so much more than that.

Erick could move the boat all around the river, moving backward, against the flow, if he wanted.

Each ribbon of water passing through the river was a person, an individual worldline, all flowing together toward the uncertain future. Each worldline began from the eddies and flows of other worldlines, and ended in a dispersion, into the creations of others. If they were lucky, they caused a lot of ripples and tangles and creations, but sometimes people dropped away into the Red, leaving a rip at the fabric of the ocean. Sometimes a worldline flowed from the beginning to the end of the river-ocean, avoiding all the Red, or other, simpler ends; those were the immortals, tangling with other worldlines and adjusting the river-ocean in small movements here and there.

Most worldlines were relatively short.

Phagar said, “This scenario is useful for seeing the future that Tom envisioned, and the current Path that Nothanganathor has carved for us.”

Far ahead, in the future, the river-ocean changed.

Erick saw a Platinum ocean over there, beyond the horizon. All the ocean was threaded with platinum Fate.

But between here and that platinum horizon lay mountains of Red Lightning, jutting up from the ocean. The ocean died when it reached those mountains, and that which did not die, went around. Some of the worldlines in the water ate away at the Red, but there was too much Red to ever fully erode.

The boat sailed in the sky over the worldlines of Veird, and Erick watched it all flow by. He did not see where this current ocean connected to the platinum horizon at all. The Platinum Horizon lay beyond a crescent of Red.

Erick said, “Nothanganathor is determining the flow of the river itself, just like Tom, but differently.”

Phagar began, “Time Magic and Fate Magic have a way of getting complicated, fast, and rapidly flowing out of control, therefore forging an end-goal is just as important as threading all current difficulties. For some, forging an end-goal is like making a light on the distant horizon. This is what your friend Tom did. This creates the most variable sort of future, and is by far the hardest to counter. That is why, even though the river is diverted by the Red, the Platinum Horizon is still out there.”

Erick suddenly connected a few disparate points. “Nothanganathor is just like me; working on the near-future— Or I’m just like him, for Benevolence goes wide and counteracts a great deal. He doesn’t have a Malevolent Sky, does he? He’s a leviathan. He has a Malevolent Ocean.”

Phagar smiled. “I believe so.”

Less sure, Erick continued, “And he can’t do end-goal forging?”

“Hmm… There’s some nuance to that, but broadly, yes.” Phagar said, “When you made Benevolence, you worked it to point toward endless good horizons, so your Lightning Path can alter on a whim and aim at a different good horizon. This is how Benevolence works for you, and for other accomplished users of that Element. Bad ends are easily navigated for Benevolence.

“When Nothanganathor made Malevolence, he aimed at a horizon that led him toward becoming God of Dark Magic, so while he could move around as he wanted on the ocean, he only ever had one direction to aim for. He’s spent ten thousand years going after this goal, Erick. He’s close, and he even has control over the space of this final battle. That territorial control —that Authority— is why he is able to direct Veird so well. There is still hope, but it’s a difficult path ahead.” Phagar looked to the Platinum Horizon, past the Red Tidal Mountains… And then he looked further. “But many paths simply end in Red.”

Far, far beyond the Platinum Horizon lay the end of the ocean, where everything turned to Red.

Erick realized, “Ah. We can’t sit back and build and build until we think we’re ready. We have to act now, because he’s also growing stronger with every passing minute.”

“We have some time, but not an eternity.” Phagar looked to Erick. “Time enough to decide on a Fate for Veird. Do you want to accept the fate that Tom has written for us? Or shall we forge our own?”

Erick found his answer truly easy to say, “I’m fine with Tom’s image of the future. The problem is that we can’t head directly in that direction, because the Red has trapped that way forward, so we need to have enough True Wizards to burst through those Red Mountains. The reverse-Sundering magics will help a lot. Figuring out ways to make individuals immune to being wiped away by the Red, and taking the fight to Nothanganathor himself, will do more.” Erick said, “What I want most from Fate Magic is to figure out how to send out a soldier and know that they’ll be able to come back home. Can we do that?”

Phagar said, “There are ways to ensure that a person dies on a certain date. If you set that date far, far in the future, then causality warps to ensure that happens. That is the extreme case, though, and such a magic would not work well against Nothanganathor due to him seeing those enchantments. He would subvert such people with Frozen Time, or other such maladies.” Phagar said, “Simple plans often fail in the face of overwhelming and correct strategy.”

Erick tensed. He chuckled nervously. “Ah... ha…” And then he added, “We need to focus on making people immune to him, and to learn how to fight as True Wizards to have a chance against him. Let’s fill out those seats of that Grand Wizard’s Tower. Killzone is one. Sitnakov could be another, according to what I heard.” Erick began, “I’m not sure about Kiri, but she could be...”

They spoke for a few hours.

When Erick left, he did not leave with so much of a plan, but he did have a rather well-rounded strategy, and a new appreciation for Fate Magic.
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Solomon sat down across from Leeanne Fieldfallow, who had the professional designation of ‘Knowledge Mage #Charme-B-789’. She had been looked at simply because her official Knowledge Mage number was the same as Veird’s Layer number, and now she was here, because some things were almost like Fate, it seemed.

Leeanne was a mousy woman, of brown hair and brown eyes. Those brown eyes went wide as she looked at Solomon, in the flesh, recognizing what was happening even before Solomon said anything. She gaped, and then tears started rolling.

Leeanne whispered, “This is a real thing. I’m really getting approved.”

“Yes, this is happening, and yes, you got approved,” Solomon said, spreading papers across the table between them.

Leeanne sobbed hard for a good half a minute before she came back to herself.

Solomon nodded, then he continued, “I know you’ve been kicked around by all the vetting processes, but I’m going to kick you around some more, so you know what you’re in for. This is a finicky process. It works better if you can make it work. That means people heading into the process with full knowledge of what is happening, and full knowledge of how to make it happen better, make it work better. You’ve gone through the interviews and the vettings and we think you have the capability.”

Leeanne wiped away tears.

And then Solomon set a silver bracelet onto the table between them. It was a solid working of magic; it was not a bracelet at all. Leeanne stared at the bracelet, not knowing what it was. But then she glanced at Solomon’s black tattoo around his wrist that was not a tattoo at all.

She realized something deep, in that moment.

Solomon explained anyway, “This is a [Shackle of Memory and History]. It is a magic of the Mind and [Silver Heart]s and even more than that. When I walk out of the room and shut the door and turn on the Privacy magics, that little green light over the door will turn on—” He pointed at the light, which was currently dark. “When the light is on, you will put the bracelet on, and it will meld with your very soul. It will resonate with you. In that moment, you must think of what has been taken by the Red; your husband, Perry. When you have a lock on his memories, and if he wasn’t Fully Taken, then you will begin to hallucinate him in your life.

“You will speak to shadows. You will make breakfast for two. You will find a warm spot on the side of your bed that wasn’t actually warm at all.

“And maybe, in a month or longer, if the person is capable of coming back, they will.”

Leeanne shuddered, her gaze locked upon that bracelet. And then her eyes flicked up to Solomon. “Have you actually had… personal success?”

As a Knowledge Mage, Leeanne would have known about Solomon’s ‘disappeared daughter’, Debby. She did not ask about her, though. She was kinder, in that way, but she was also ruthlessly protecting herself.

Solomon smiled softly. “We brought back a cat, and several wrought. You’re our first non-wrought trial. It doesn’t work so well for people who are moving around a lot, and if the connection is already heavily disrupted. I’ve tried to get Debby back, but it didn’t take. I’ll try again with the next round of improvements.”

Leeanne breathed deep. And then she got up and bowed. “Thank you, King Solomon of the Black Gate.”

Solomon rose. “Good luck. When you put on the bracelet it will be difficult. When you’re ready, come on out. We’ll be monitoring you from afar after that. Use your mana senses on the illusionary person you see, and keep them real in your heart, Leeanne. That is the only way this works. When you doubt, when you falter, you will lose them. You will have to start over, and you might not be able to make yourself start over.”

Solomon left.

He shut the door behind him and did not mana sense whatever Leeanne did in the room. Soon, soft crying filtered out from beyond the door. Leeanne came out minutes later. Pretty fast, really.

Killzone had taken a full week to come out of that room.
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Erick held onto a [Shackle of Memory and History] in his left hand as he reclined in his chair in his office at the House.

In his right hand he held his Lightning Path.

In his mind, he held an image of a Fate he desired.

He thought of Guildmaster Mogarithag Moggargal; Mog. She was a tall, muscular orcol. Some would call her overly muscular. She had short black hair and brown eyes, and she liked her magic to be colored grey, or clear, but it was red when she was too busy to Alter her mana signature. She had been flirty when Erick had first met her, and she maintained that disposition long after Erick had sort of… not gone that way. She had even implied one time that she would like a three-way with Al, but only because her words had been clumsy.

Erick recalled that time.

Mog had been wearing a bright red dress and Erick had been on a ‘date’ with Al, at some tournament games that Spur would hold north of the city, in temporary tournament grounds that Al had helped [Stoneshape] out of the sands. Mog had blushed when Erick had implied her implication, and then she blipped away.

Erick smiled at that—

His Lightning Path flickered.

His Path bade him not to put on the bracelet, but to instead…

Erick took his Lightning-filled hand, and gently pulled at the shadows of the room, the light of brilliant white claws easily finding purchase on his target.

From the shadows, Erick dragged Al into the world.

Al almost fought against the dragging, but then he steeled himself and stood before Erick, his eyes glittering white. He said nothing. He looked as he used to look, but different. Same black-and-pinstripe sultan/gangster suit. Same dad bod. Same massive arms and lower fangs jutting up from his jaw.

His countenance was full of shadows, though.

Erick placed the [Shackle of Memory and History] on his desk, closer to Al. “Hello, Al. I have a present for you. I’m not sure who it will work on, though. On Mog, the woman you loved, but refused to be with because you had already had a bad experience with someone just like her, years ago. Or on Savral, your son given to you by the woman who came before Mog, who was killed by Dragon Stalkers when she gave birth to a dragonkin. I don’t know of any other people in your life who were Erased, but the attack on Spur was extensive. Maybe someone else will come out of Memory.”

A long moment passed.

Al breathed, and then he sat down in a chair. “I have come to understand that you believe we used to be friends. This is not how I remember it at all. My life before the Claw attack on Spur and the life afterward was vastly different, according to my comrades in the Church.”

It was anyone’s guess where this particular Al came from, but Erick was pretty sure he was still the Al who first taught Erick about magic. He didn’t seem to think so, but that was fine. His memories were pretty faulty.

Erick nodded. “I heard something about that. A lot of people have memories that aren’t wholly true, because a lot of people who are here aren’t from here. Others were affected by the Red. Some, like you, were a confluence of both, with the full story lost to the Red.” Erick said, “Sorry, Al. If I could have come back sooner, I would have.”

Al let some of his mask drop, huffing a disbelieving huff. “In my mind, Mog was my wife. She was Savral’s stepmother, too. We were a loving family, and yes, we had lies, but… It was a good life. I have learned a few different stories about this world I exist within since that attack. The world I remember, though, is me taking you into my home and you getting Savral killed in that Red Dot attack. You spoke to Messalina about that, and I got Savral back for a time... Things devolved from there. I haven’t actually heard from you since you Benevolence’d me, trying to make things right.” Al stopped. There was more story there, but he stopped talking.

Erick said, “And now you’re a Shade, and you’ve been avoiding me.”

Al sighed. “I’m not avoiding you now.”

Erick asked, “Want a beer? We can talk about getting you set up with this [Shackle of Memory and History]. It might not work if you try it too hard. It will work better if Silverite will let you back into the city, into the Sewerhouse. I will talk to her about that, if you wish.”

Al’s eyes glittered with a little bit of hope. “… Sure. I’ll take a beer.”

They talked for a while.

It was tense.

It was nice.
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Erick stepped into the fractal Hall of Gods again.

Phagar stood there, like a shadowy mirror of himself. “Have you made a decision about Fate?”

“I have,” Erick said. And then he made a vow, “I’m going to get back absolutely everything, Phagar; for me, for others, for Veird. Let us bend Fate to that ultimate goal. Let us fully populate that Grand Wizard’s Tower.”
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Erick was a 3.5 kilometer big black dragon, sitting on the empty lands of Sphere One, above Candlepoint. The land up here was rather untamed and wild with only a few outposts from House Benevolence here and there, just because they needed to know what was happening in the Sphere above the city.

Today was training day. 

A few of the previous days had been training days, too, so this was all going rather well.

Valkyries swarmed, and Erick attempted to catch them with aura-made claws. It was a simple training system which had taken a while to actually happen, because no one wanted to actually ‘spar’ with Erick at all. And yet, they all needed the practice. Even Erick was getting some use out of this. 

Shivraa was a speck of ice-blue gold-black, dancing on the wind around Erick, swords flashing at Erick’s small attempts to grab her with his aura. Erick wasn’t doing much right now, and Shivraa wasn’t doing much to attack, either, but to an outside observer, it might look that way.

She was in her full valkyrie form, which Rozeta had kindly turned into an Ability and Class. ‘Valkyrie’ was based on Polymage, but with one key magic that would unlock whenever a Valkyrie was outside of the Script, or facing the Red; a built-in ability to link to a [Spellsurge Weaver] that Rozeta had also set up, which would allow a Valkyrie to connect to all other Valkyries connected to the same squad. Rozeta could even supply them all with mana from Veird, and they could Siphon mana back to Veird, for [Benevolent Cleanse]ing, to make sure it wasn’t Red—

Shivraa blinked from one side of the sky to the other, her swords and wings slicing at phantom images of Erick’s claws that tried to surround and contain her.

Erick grabbed her with his aura and held her, using maybe a single percent of his concentration. Even that much was too much for her; she could not escape.

Which is when Killzone barreled through the space like a black meteor and punched Erick’s phantom claws to pieces. Shivraa instantly repositioned, moving fast, and Killzone mostly dodged a trio of claws reaching through the sky, trying to pin him between them.

Killzone was taking up maybe 2% of his concentration.

Erick wasn’t trying very hard. If he actually tried, he would just lock down the space all around them with a Domain and a smidgen of Authority, and then he would sort of… flex. The only ones who were somewhat able to escape that incredible amount of destruction were Killzone, and the other black orcol wrought in the area.

Twenty other valkyries, taking up another 8% of Erick’s collective concentration, worked their Siphons against Erick’s aura, trying as hard as they could to suck away his power. They weren’t doing very well. Erick pinned every single one of them between claws, one right after the other.

That’s when Sitnakov came in and broke Erick’s Domain in tiny ways, to free the trapped Valkyries.

With a broken smile full of hate, Sitnakov yelled out at Killzone, “What’s the matter! Can only save one comrade at a time?!”

Erick didn’t appreciate the distraction to the work, so he said, “Killing Claw,” and worked his auric claws to grab and trap four Valkyries, ripping them to—

Killzone, Sitnakov, and Shivraa, all three came to the rescue of their comrades, moving much faster than before, each of them scanning the area to see where Erick was attacking, and then rushing to the aid of their comrades. Sitnakov’s dual swords cleaved apart Erick’s claws to save one Valkyrie. Shivraa saved one person by freezing Erick’s auric claws. Killzone saved another by punching a pair of claws apart.

And the last Valkyrie knew they weren’t getting saved, so he did exactly what Erick wanted him to do; he saw Erick’s claws forming in the air around him, coming in for the kill, and he turned soft and slippery. With a twist of power and a bit of resonwork, the Valkyrie slipped out of Erick’s grasp, becoming a leaf on the wind.

Erick smiled, and said, “Very good! Just like that.”

The Valkyrie grinned, their massive red body flexing and twisting from Erick’s secondary grab. The guy was a minotaur from the minotaur lands, from those who had come from the House Benevolence of another Veird. A lot of those minotaurs —and even some of the minotaurs that Hollowsaur had made— had signed up for this Valkyrie program in the last few months. Those people were all remarkably adaptable to physical alterations, and easily able to take to the Valkyrie Class and power.

Erick had about 56,000 Valkyries.

Erick was only working with 250 of them right now… And also Killzone and Sitnakov.

The Valkyries tried to dart in, to stab at his scales while attempting to Siphon off his magic all the while. It was good training for everyone all around, really, and occasionally some of the Valks figured out how to instinctively use resons to escape Erick’s grasp. Every single one of these 250 had Domains, and every single one of them was an extremely powerful warrior in their own right.

But even after living here on Veird for 9 months, and with the Un-Sundering project working well, and with all the plans and ideas they had all put forth… Would it be enough?

Erick softly said, “Big Killing Claw.”

People tried to react.

It didn’t save them.

Erick turned every single Valkyrie into mush and pierced Killzone and Sitnakov through ten times over, from ten different directions. Killzone and Sitnakov gasped and tried to reform, to get out of the pin, but Erick had pinned them well, using resons to do it.

Erick had billions of resources to spare for this sort of thing; there was no danger of ever running out in these sorts of trainings.

The Valkyries rapidly reformed from pools of blood scattered all over the area. Only Shivraa managed to reform in any quick amount of time.

Erick let Killzone and Sitnakov go, pulling his auric claws back, dropping their mangled bodies onto the ground with some big thunks, and then he cast healing magics on them. Soon, they were right as rain, though they were still gasping heavily. That much deep damage caused a lot of pain, and that pain lingered well past the wounds healing.

And yet, Killzone soon rolled over onto his back, to stare at the sky. He was in pain, but it was distant.

Sitnakov dry-heaved onto the ground while his broken swords lay around him in pieces. He was in pain, and it was all-consuming.

Erick turned back into a person and stood with the General of Spur’s Army, and the Second Prince Stratagold. “Take ten and let’s go again.”

Killzone breathed out, his black eyes staring at the false sky overhead. And then he rose to his feet. He huffed, and then he laughed once, and spoke in his characteristic ‘southern’ twang, “That was a good scuffle. Seems I gotta do a mighty lot of moving to shake off the slag.”

Erick smiled at that. Killzone looked better than he had in years.

Sitnakov heaved again, and then he got up, though he wasn’t moving easily at all. He tried. His swords melted into his body and then reformed in his hands. He glared at Killzone for a moment, and then he said to Erick, “You’re holding back too much and striking too fast and deep. I’m getting no experience learning how to break your Domain.”

Killzone said, “Again.”

Erick nodded, then said, “Then I’ll go slower and we can try some of that.” He said to everyone, “We’re going again! Any Valkyries who want to switch out, raise a hand!” When no one raised a hand because they were all too stubborn to realize they were tired as fuck, Erick commanded, “Then I guess I gotta beat some sense into you.”

And then he was a giant dragon again.

The training resumed.

Erick went slower with his attacks, but sometimes he simply splatted the most tired Valkyries with his tail, telling them that they needed to go rest. People rotated in and out of the battlezone. Gradually, and then in rapid improvements now and again, the Valkyries improved, because when one of them improved in a meaningful way, all of them seemed to understand how to better escape Erick’s grasp. Individuals still fell to a tail whip when Erick saw them lagging, though.

Killzone and Sitnakov rapidly got better and better, and they even teamed up to ‘fight’ Erick now and then, when the opportunity presented itself. Erick was surprised to see that, but he didn’t say anything. Killzone and Sitnakov were ‘fighting’ with each other right now, and Erick didn’t want to disturb that.

Killzone wasn’t anywhere near Igniting his Wizardry, and no one talked about that at all, but he was improving fast. Very fast. Killzone’s entire kit was all about punching harder and moving faster, and he seemed to be casually speeding up with every hour of work. His seriousness had already dropped away, showing himself as the unserious-serious danger that Erick had recognized him for when Erick first got to Veird, and saw the giant black orcol as the General of Spur’s Army in Ar’Kendrithyst.

And then Sitnakov got splatted by Erick’s tail, his swords flying away through the air—

Killzone slowed down enough to tease the man, “I reckon you lost sight of the giant tail, eh, Sitty!”

Sitnakov came back together, chuckling. He reached for his swords, but his swords were way too far away, and yet the air rippled with resons. Suddenly, his swords were in his hands again, and he was woundless, saying, “It’s a lot different than fighting Melemizargo.”

Killzone barked out a laugh—

Neither Sitnakov or Killzone had recognized that Sitnakov had instinctively used resons. They were joking just a bit too much.

Erick went in with his tail to clip Killzone, to get his head back in the game, but the guy reacted without reacting. The very fabric of reality warped around the big black man as Killzone slipped out of the way of the strike, moving in the air like a leaf on the wind. Suddenly, he was on the other side of the sky.

Killzone’s smile was wide. “That’s how you do it!”

Huh!

Good for them.

Erick only had 5% of his focus on the two of them, but he spared a bit more because they were getting cocky. His next claw grab shoved Killzone right into a tail slap, but even then Erick only managed to clip his legs. Of course, a simple clip of a kilometer long tail with 30-meter-long sharp spikes was still enough to remove Killzone’s lower half. It took Killzone a moment to put himself back together, and he had to retreat to do that.

Sitnakov laughed at him, saying, “That’s the fastest you can heal yourself, eh!”

All around Erick, the Valkyries fought to strip him of his power, Erick solidified his own aura and Domain to prevent that, and he plucked at anyone who got too close, or who managed to draw too hard upon him and actually take some Mana, or Resons, or Psyche. Different Valkyries were better at taking different resources from him, and though that sort of theft wasn’t something that should be encouraged —because to focus on Erick’s resources was the wrong sort of focus, for Nothanganathor would certainly have different powers— it was still nice to see them all finding their places, and finding their power.

Erick guided their efforts with his Lightning Path, focusing on whoever needed the focus. Killzone and Sitnakov had demanded his focus for a brief period, but now they were back to the background, for Erick had helped them as much as he should.

A few hours of training later and the entire assault of Valkyries was able to get into his inner defenses, and actually take mana from him. Erick called out another Big Killing Claw and wiped the board.

As people regathered themselves, Erick called for a switch.

A different series of 250 Valkyries came forward…

Along with Jane and Candice.

Erick’s stomach dropped.

And then Jane said, “Just watching, dad.”

“Oh, good!” Erick said, “That’s good!”

Candice said, “Just watching you beat up her boyfriend, she means.”

If Sitnakov was capable of showing a blush, he might have done so.

Jane just laughed, and said, “The big guy needs a beat down every now and then.”

Sitnakov improved much faster with Jane watching.

Killzone was doing a lot more improvement than Sitnakov, though, and though Erick knew that Killzone was not interested in Jane, and Jane was not interested in him, Killzone entered some sort of reson-trance zone for about an hour of battle, just by having Jane there, cheering on Sitnakov. There was some sort of forlorn-ness in Killzone’s eyes sometimes. The [Bracelet of Memory and History] he had embedded into his left wrist even showed on his black, adamantium wrist now and then, like a thin tangle of a silver tattoo.

Erick had some probably-correct guesses as to what was happening between Killzone and Sitnakov and the absent and obviously-Sundered Third Prince of Stratagold, Chernom. The fact that Erick was shaped like Melemizargo, and Killzone and Sitnakov were both fighting him at the same time, was obviously a powerful part of a memory for both of them. Erick was pretty sure he saw a shadowy, silvery Memory flitting around the battlefield right alongside both of them, when they both truly got into the flow.

Whatever was happening between the ‘Stratagold-royalty-shaped’ wrought, and the ‘actual Stratagold royalty’ wrought, was something for them to figure out—

Killzone flashed platinum, his eyes focused on Erick’s face, and then he barreled through five of Erick’s gripping attacks, ignoring them all in a way he had not been able to ignore before. His punch took Erick in the jaw, like a gnat striking a giant, but this gnat went right through Erick’s scales and bone and body, and then out of the bottom of his face.

It was rather superficial damage, even if it did look bad.

When Killzone came out the other side of Erick’s dragon face Killzone had a silver aura around him, and he continued in a straight line like an unstoppable meteor, right into the ground, like a line of light.

The fight stopped because everyone had seen that happen. Erick fixed his jaw and turned back into a person.

Floating above Killzone’s crater, Erick waited for Killzone to pull himself out of the ground.

When the man unearthed himself, he was still the same big black adamantium orcol-shaped man as always, but his eyes were platinum, and a ghost of himself came out of the ground with him. Killzone blinked at the copy of himself, and the copy smiled.

“Oh,” Killzone said, to the copy. “Hello.”

The copy silently said something.

Killzone said, “Okay.” And then Killzone looked up at Erick, floating a few tens of meters away. “Thanks for the training, Erick and all y’all. I’ll be back.” And then he stepped away in a platinum flash, that was clearly not any sort of normal Elemental Stepping magic.

The ethereal copy went with him.

Erick smiled at that.

Sitnakov frowned as he floated next to Erick. “What just happened?”

Erick saw his Lightning Path connect rather strongly to the moment, so he let it guide his next words, “Looks like Killzone just ignited as a Wizard. That’s the first wizard wrought ever, right?”

Sitnakov breathed deep, shuddering. “… I need to go. Thanks for the… uh. Thanks.”

Erick nodded.

Jane came over to Erick, asking, “So Killzone is a Wizard?”

“Genesis Wizard, I think,” Erick said, “Yup.”

Jane and Candice both went, “Huh.”

Erick turned to Jane, and directly asked, “Are you dating Sitnakov, now? For real?”

Candice laughed loud.

Jane blushed. She didn’t lie this time. “… Maybe.”
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Erick woke as he usually did; all at once, and with his senses unfurling across everyone and everything.

Quilatalap lay on the other side of the bed, the two of them sharing in the small warmth of each other on the rare occasion that both of them wanted to actually sleep. Other activities were more common. As Erick woke, Quilatalap woke up, too. The big guy smiled, showing off his big lower fangs, as he breathed deep and rolled over to Erick.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

Quilatalap grinned more. And then he came in for a small kiss, and the two of them got up.

“What’s your plan for the day?” Erick asked, as he put on some glowthread robes. “I’m expecting more big meetings.”

Quilatalap dressed in his own clothes, which were not glowthread. Erick had wanted to give him some, but he wanted to make his own. He already had some glowthread spiders growing in ten different dungeons, and also in the Grand Benevolence Dungeon of Candlepoint. He had started to keep some real clothes here, though, in the cloud castle, now that the Red was removed from Veird and he could live outside of the dungeons.

The Red had tried to Erase him several times already.

As if Erick needed another reason to kill Nothanganathor.

Quilatalap said, “Still working on that reson-training dungeon.”

Erick chuckled. “I’m surprised you had any success at all.”

“The Dark isn’t the Fractal, that’s for sure.” Quilatalap said, “I managed to make the dungeon able to see my own resons, though.”

Erick paused. “Really?! That’s amazing!”

Quilatalap smirked, and allowed himself a blush. “I had to move a phylactery there, but I’ve started cultivating resons now.”

That was big news.

Erick grabbed Quilatalap in for a hug, holding him tight, saying, “Congrats!”

Quilatalap laughed a little as he hugged back. “This old lich can learn a few new tricks now and then.”

Erick waggled his eyebrows. “This calls for a celebration.”

Breakfast wasn’t happening for hours, anyway.

Erick put up a little [Hasted Shelter] to give them a bit more time.
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Erick entered the dining room and breathed in the scent of cinnamon pancakes. He smiled, and said, “I love those pancakes, Teressa.”

Teressa smiled as she set down a massive tray of cinnamon-swirl pancakes, her silver [Bracelet of Memory and History] glinting on her wrist, as she said, “I can’t believe I forgot about them. Dariok loves them too.”

A faint silver outline and an empty voice sat upon a chair to the side, next to Teressa’s seat. So far the only one who could see Dariok fully was Teressa, but she certainly saw him. Erick was pretty sure he saw some sort of smile upon Dariok’s ghost, though, at the attention that Teressa gave him.

Lenitha had taken to pretending that her father was alive and well, too, just as easily as Teressa had. She bounced in her chair next to the faint glow of Dariok, saying, “I love them more! Can I have ten?!”

“Soon as everyone else shows up, Lenitha,” Teressa said, as she sat down. “Can you help with the sausage, Erick? We sort of ran out.”

Erick easily copied the sausage patties on the table—

Poi and Rizala entered the room together, mind tendrils wrapped up in each other as they spoke of whatever. Poi joined the physical conversation, too, saying, “I’ll go to the store later.”

Variol, Rizala’s incani husband, walked in right behind them, saying, “I got that, Poi.”

“That works, too,” Poi said.

Rizala looked around… And then she ducked down, to look under the table. “Kenni, honey. You gotta eat at the table, sweetheart. Come sit in your chair.”

Kenni was a little older than Lenitha, but he was a dragonkin born of dragonkin and incani parents, so he was kinda really small compared to everyone else. He was whip smart, though. He said, “I am fine here, mother. I am playing monsters with Ophiel and this is the safe space.”

Erick smiled at that. He opened a tiny portal to Benevolence, only letting his voice through the opening, as he said, “Ophiel. It’s breakfast time. You can play later.”

Ophiel popped out of a different portal, saying, “Fiiiiiiiine.”

Rizala coaxed Kenni out from under the table, saying, “You can play later, too.”

Poi asked, “Quilatalap didn’t want breakfast?”

“Nope,” Erick said, “Too busy with the reson dungeons, though I am glad he decided to spend the night. I’m amazed that he’s making progress with resons at all, but if anyone can get that working, he can.”

Kenni said, “Quilatalap is a hermit.”

Erick laughed. “Yeah. He is.” He looked around. And then he opened a tiny portal to Yggdrasil at the lake, and said, “Breakfast.”

Yggdrasil’s avatar popped out of a portal. “No girls and boy?”

Erick smiled softly at that. “The more things change, the more they stay the same; the girls and boy are all doing their own things. I think Jane is with Sitnakov right now.”

Ophiel almost said something, blurting it out, but he stopped with his mouth open. He reconsidered. Erick looked at him a little bit. Ophiel pulled back.

“… Let’s eat!” Erick said, deciding to leave Ophiel’s trouble alone.

Teressa chuckled as she started dishing out breakfast, setting the very best swirled pancake in front of Dariok’s silver outline first, before moving on. Everyone helped themselves to the other stuff, as they wanted. It was delicious. Small conversations soon started about this and that—

“Evan is with Zorik!” Ophiel blurted out.

Erick froze, the bit of pancake on his fork dripping onto his shirt. He set down his fork and cleaned himself off, asking, “Evan is dating Zolan’s grandson? The paladin of Rozeta?”

Ophiel rapidly added, “Great grandson!”

Yggdrasil eyed Ophiel, then said, “It started 8 months ago, shortly after you came back. They’ve been circling each other at the House for a while now, but they went for it.”

Erick was kinda miffed to learn that his kids were in relationships without them telling him about it, but he moved on, saying, “Good for them.” He asked, “What’s everyone else up to, today?”

Teressa said, “Dariok and I are taking Lenitha to the movies.”

Lenitha almost leapt out of her chair. “WE’RE REALLY GOING?!”

Teressa nodded, beginning to say something—

But Kenni blurted, “I want to go too!” He looked to his mom. “Mom?!”

Rizala’s eyes went a little wide with a little worry, and then she put on a smile and said, “We’ll look into it, honey.”

Erick smiled to see the drama play out in front of him.

Breakfast was nice.

As for the drama of Erick’s own kids, Jane hadn’t spoken about it, but she was getting pretty serious with Sitnakov, from what Erick had heard; none of which he heard from Jane, herself.

Oh well.
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Erick stood upon a familiar black volcano caldera where mist flowed softly through the space. Rozeta and Phagar stood with him, but Erick wasn’t quite sure what this was about, and the mist was empty. It was just the three of them. They had called him here, but they hadn’t said much; just that they wanted to talk in an official capacity.

And so, Erick casually asked, “What’s up?”

Rozeta said, “There has been a development with the un-Sundering Project. Specifically, through a confluence of events, a person was ripped out of my Heaven.”

Phagar said, “And a day before that, Solomon brought back a person who had chosen the End.”

Oh.

Well.

… Hmm.

So that was a problem of a difficult nature.

When people died, a lot of different things could happen.

Most normally, when a person died, they usually went to a god of their choice, unless something happened along the way. Then, after a long time in that heaven, that person either remained themselves, becoming a paragon of themselves in that afterlife, or they chose to simply become one with that heaven; that specific god’s domain. It was like becoming a part of the god, but more like becoming a part of that mantle of godhood. The difference between being a part of the god’s domain or mantle was academic and religious, but probably more philosophical than anything. Becoming a paragon left a person as themselves, of course.

In the vast majority of other cases, where a person just didn’t care about an afterlife, or if they had no plans for after death, they went to Phagar, who shepherded them on to the afterlife of their choice, to see if they fit in with that afterlife, or they offered the person The End; a soft oblivion of eternal rest. Dead babies and children too young to understand anything usually ended up shepherded to Atunir’s heaven, to be reborn to parents wishing most solidly for kids, though that was mostly a ‘the same things used to make two different people’ sort of situation. It was not a [Reincarnation].

Phagar’s The End was a definite End, though, with the people who chose that End likely being those who had vehemently chosen the End. Phagar did not offer the End lightly, but it was always there, calling people to their ultimate rest.

Everyone had suspected that Solomon’s Un-Sundering Project was capable of undoing The End, and they knew it was going to be an issue, eventually...

And now that issue was here.

Erick took a moment, then said, “So he really can undo The End. That was kinda expected, eventually.”

“And now we are at ‘eventually’,” Phagar said, “I don’t mind immortality, but I am against pain, and the End is chosen by people who have chosen that for themselves. The person who chose the End was brought back by a great granddaughter who thought she was doing good, but the Ended person instantly chose the End again.”

Erick sighed. “So that’s bad.”

“Forcibly pulling someone out of heaven is not ideal either,” Rozeta said.

Erick said, “Pulling someone out of Heaven is… not ideal, either.” Erick paused in thought… And then he looked around. He looked back to Rozeta and Phagar. “Why are we here?”

Rozeta said, “Technically, what he has done is a blasphemy of the highest order, but we have bigger problems… Technically. And Solomon has already proven himself as an ally. If anyone else would have desecrated the afterlives of our people, then the Paladins would get involved.”

“Understood.” Erick said, “So let’s solve this problem.”

Rozeta nodded, her worries vanishing slightly, now that Erick had agreed to do something.

“Thank you, Erick.” Phagar said, “We want you to talk to him, and incorporate some sort of prayer into the working of his next iteration of this magic. A clearance-request, if you want to frame it that way.”

“… Sure?” Erick said, “I see no problem with that.”

… But if that was everything, then they wouldn’t be here, in this ritual space.

Erick asked, “But there’s a lot more?”

Rozeta said, “Sitnakov Ignited to Wizardry this morning, and we need you to talk to both him and Killzone before they kill each other.”

Erick’s eyes went wide—

Phagar said, “Ideally, if you work this confrontation right, then it is possible for both of them to Ascend to True Wizard at the end of it.”

“Which is what we will be hoping for,” Rozeta said, “Because I’ll pull the Script back from that spot and let whatever happens, happen.”

Erick focused. “That’s a lot. Now I actually do need to know what is going on with that relationship.”

Rozeta said, “We’re not done yet.”

“Today is a big day, Erick.” Phagar said, “Because we’re also thinking of asking Melemizargo to raise Solomon to God of Knowledge. It would solve a great many issues coming up with the Un-Sundering Project, and provide a better framework for all of that happening. He wouldn’t need to have prayer systems set up, and he could just act as the prayer system himself.”

Rozeta said, “With such a power, he could actually get Debby back and solidify his spellwork into a True Working of Divinity, as well as provide Veird with a God of Knowledge that would be able to directly fight against the Red’s anti-memetic effects.”

Erick’s brain broke a little.

And then he said, “Ah. Yes. This is a big day, I see.”

“Big day. Potential to be a catastrophic day. Lots of moving parts, and we’re only at the initial blush of the solutions to our burgeoning problems.” Rozeta said, “But we believe it might be a very good day. You might need to do a lot of Time Magic to get it all falling down in the correct ways, but maybe not.”

Phagar said, “It’s all connected. None of them know this is happening. But we’re here, because we’re hoping that Melemizargo will choose to show, and lend a hand. Depending on how he reacts, we will have to react accordingly.”

Erick looked around. “… Melemizargo?”

Shadows swirled.

Melemizargo halfway appeared out of the gloom, only really showing the whites of his eyes, as he said, “You would need to release the dead Goddess to me.”

Rozeta looked to her father.

A moment passed; eternal and deep.

Rozeta spoke with a voice that sounded almost like that of a lost daughter, asking her demented parent, “Are you really there, father? Are you really the Dark God that I grew up knowing?”

Melemizargo materialized more. “No. I am not.”

For the first time that Erick had ever seen the two of them together, Rozeta seemed both crushed, and actually hopeful.

“I am diminished, just like all that remains of the Painted Cosmology. I am barely myself on some days, daughter of mine. But I am still enough of a god to see this through, and to act as I should, especially for events as large as this. The only real question is if you truly believe Solomon is worthy of Godhood. He is, after all, born of me.”

Rozeta looked soft for a moment, like she wanted to believe, and so, when she spoke her request was deeper than her words, “He can’t have the Script, and yet he will try for that. Ask him not to take it from me.”

“He won’t try for the Script, Rozeta, because my goal in taking the remains of the Goddess is not to hurt you, or to damage what we already have. I would take the remains of the Goddess of Knowledge and make a Mantle of Wisdom for Solomon, to make him a demigod of you, for I would rather grant you the full power of Knowledge that I did not grant you at the beginning of our voyage in this Fractal Cosmology. I would enhance your Mantle of Ordered Knowledge into the Mantle of True Knowledge.” Melemizargo added, “But if you do not want this, then I will attempt to resurrect the Erased Goddess. All Solomon needs is to be a demigod, and that is easily achieved.”

Rozeta breathed deep. She closed her eyes.

No one spoke.

Rozeta opened her eyes—

The entire black land of the volcano’s caldera turned from cooled, black obsidian, to rippled, almost-invisible glass. Erick stood upon that glass, looking down at the remains of a body that was not a body at all. It was missing too much to be called anything other than a collection of parts. What remained of the Goddess of Knowledge was broken crystal at every edge, almost colorless, all affixed in the general shape of a person laying on their back, with their hands at their sides. It was also easily half a kilometer large.

What remained of the Goddess of Knowledge was a finger, a foot, a pelvis, half a head which was mostly just the right eye. The torso, right shoulder, and left leg were the most intact; they were connected to each other, except for a break at the spine, just above the pelvis. Long, white hair lay draped under the remains, originating at what had been the head and then vanishing off into the mists far to the edges of the caldera. Erick imagined that the Goddess’s hair was the mist.

The Goddess of Knowledge’s right eye was open.

The depths of that dead eye glittered gold, even now, 1453 years after the Goddess’s sacrifice.

Rozeta spoke, “I accept the Mantle of Knowledge.”

Darkness flashed.

The Goddess below began to crumble, her body turning into motes of power that evaporated under the glass. She closed her eye. Though she had no mouth, Erick felt she was finally at peace, and that everything that had come before had been a torture—

Rozeta breathed deep, and the world flowed into her. Her white wrought human body gained something deep in that breath and she gained a few inches of height, as well. Her white pantsuit turned into something ever so slightly more elegant—

It was over.

That was it.

The Goddess of Knowledge was dead, and the Goddess of Knowledge lived again.

Rozeta breathed out. Rozeta’s eyes glittered gold; her right eye perhaps a bit more than her left. Rozeta blinked, and the discrepancy of gold glows vanished, both her eyes flickering brilliant before she blinked again and hid her power behind mundanity. And then she reached up and undid the clasp on her hair bun, her metallic white hair falling down into a soft flow of white, all the way down to mid-back.

Melemizargo said, “Welcome to true godhood, daughter.”

Rozeta did not answer Melemizargo for a moment. And then she looked up at his face, and said, “I expected more.”

Melemizargo hummed. “Acclimation will take time but you are already making this universe easier for me to understand. I suggest you appoint a few demigods before you take the full brunt of Infinity. Solomon can be Wisdom, but you should appoint Natural Laws, Magical Laws, Governance, and The Unknown.”

Rozeta winced a little as Melemizargo spoke, her eyes darting left and right as though the knowledge growing in her head was too much. Erick felt a spike of worry, both at Rozeta’s sight, and at Melemizargo’s words. If the original story of the Sundering was even a little bit true, the original Goddess of Knowledge had been catatonic from the influx of new knowledge from this ‘New Cosmology’.

But then Rozeta breathed deep. She calmed.

And Erick reminded himself that the original Goddess of Knowledge had surely already known of the Fractal Cosmology, and all those attendant facts. There was absolutely no reason for her to go catatonic at the beginning, except because that suited Nothanganathor’s plan.

Rozeta said, “I locked down my Knowledge base to a few ten-thousand side-realities. I’ll be appointing those demigods later to further solve the problem.”

… Oh. Perhaps the influx of knowledge actually did send the original Knowledge into a coma.

Rozeta said, “I did think it would be worse than this.”

Melemizargo raised a very large, scaled eyebrow. He looked closer. And then he pulled back, grinning. “Good work, daughter. I knew you could do it.”

“You didn’t, actually,” Rozeta said, perhaps a bit too harsh… And then she looked up at her father, and some of her earlier compassion came back. “… But maybe you did?”

“I am getting better, daughter,” Melemizargo said, smiling.

“Not to interrupt,” Erick began, “But did Nothanganathor notice this?”

“Yes yes. Work work,” Melemizargo said, fluttering away, into the shadows. “I’ll be watching.”

Rozeta said to Erick, “Yes. Nothanganathor noticed, but now I can truly solidify Veird and help several people Ascend.” She turned to Erick. “Will you please go and speak to Sitnakov and Killzone, now? I don’t want to weigh in too much in their personal lives; it will not be good for them. Phagar and I will work with Solomon now that this is the path we are walking.”

Phagar nodded.

“Sure. Congrats on a bigger mantle, by the way.” Erick asked, “So back to the previous question: What’s the deal between those two?”

“It would be better for you to find out from them.” Rozeta smiled. “And thank you. I… I have so much to do. I have to go now, too.” She vanished in a flicker of gold.

Erick chuckled at that.
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“I’m taking care of it, Erick. You don’t need to be here,” said King Alfonin Stratagold, standing with a few advisors on the side of the battlefield. Alfonin looked to Jane, standing near him. He said nothing, but his eyes said everything. He thought that Jane had called for him.

Jane’s eyes said everything, too, and then she actually said, “I didn’t call for you, dad.”

Erick said, “Oddly enough, I didn’t even know you two were here until I scoped out the place at the behest of another.”

Erick had stepped out of a portal onto a grassy hill on Sphere Six, The Warzone, in a spot somewhere over Nelboor, down on the Old Surface. This place was one of many battlefields that had raged between the Angels and the Demons ever since the Day of Genesis, when Solomon transformed Hell into Sphere Five and Celes into Sphere Seven. This land existed between those two ancient enemies, and it actually had two different directions of gravity because of that. Looking up, Erick saw a second continent in the mirror of this one, hanging overhead, instead of a sky. Everything between these two facing continents was lit up with an omnipresent light that flowed through the center of Sphere Six. Sphere Six was the only land like this, because both the land below and the sky above had needed a lot of water, ground, and just plain stuff, between the surface and the adamantium shells, so that people weren’t fighting directly on those shells. You couldn’t really damage adamantium at all, and especially not the adamantium that made up the Spheres, but having some extra dirt in the way of those shells helped to make things less worrisome.

Usually, this place was awash in spells and murder of all kinds, in screaming and killing and the clang of metal upon metal.

At least one thing remained constant; the sound of metal striking metal.

Killzone floated in the illuminated sky high overhead, far away. Erick estimated him at around 40 kilometers distant. He glowed with a silver presence that highlighted his black body.

Sitnakov hovered maybe 2 kilometers away from Killzone. He was surrounded by a mirage in the air; a density of air, really. Tendrils of thought connected him to Killzone, and their facial expressions were furious. This moment was a lull in the fight.

Erick wondered about all of what he was seeing, but most of his worries were about Sitnakov.

Killzone had ignited to Wizardry about a month ago, and here, right on Fated time, Sitnakov had managed the same thing.

Erick guessed, “Is Sitnakov an Air Wizard?”

Jane said, “Probably.” And then she fully committed to the fact that her father was here, and whatever she had been trying to avoid was suddenly out of her hands. “He’s been having trouble with this whole… thing. I’m sure you know.”

“I don’t know, actually. I make a point to stay out of people’s lives until it concerns the welfare of the many, or other similar situations.” Erick said, “And they’re communicating telepathically over there, so I can’t hear them, either.”

Jane paused. “… You don’t know?”

“Why is that surprising, Jane? I didn’t know the two of you were dating, either.” Erick said, “Found out about Evan and Zorik earlier today, too, but only because Ophiel simply had to tell me.”

Jane wasn’t sure what to make of that.

Alfonin Stratagold rapidly explained, “Killzone used to be a Heavy of Titanite, and his former shape used to be human, like all of the other adamantium nobility of Titanite. There’s a lot of them over there, so Killzone wasn’t high up at all. He was low nobility. His former name is Kosomov. He used to travel with Sitnakov and kill monsters together. Did that for a few hundred years.

“Kosomov and my boy, the Third Prince Chernom, fell in love, and Killzone was to be adopted into the family, by marriage. And then Melemizargo attacked before the ceremony, took Chernom, sundered him, then shoved Chernom’s dead body at Kosomov, causing a melding.

“Both of the boys have blamed themselves and each other to varying degrees ever since. Kosomov went on to become Killzone, and went on to Ar’Kendrithyst to die in battle, but that never happened, and Silverite managed to make him into a General.” Stratagold shuddered as he finished. “And that is something I hoped to leave in the past forever, but events conspire.”

Jane sighed a little.

Jane had known most of that, but not everything. From the looks on Alfonin’s advisors, hanging back, they all wanted to pretend that they hadn’t heard anything at all.

But Erick wasn’t going to pretend. Suddenly, a lot of things made sense. In an offhanded way, Erick also realized why the Geodes of Titanite and Stratagold have always had a rivalry/hatred going for each other, or they’d had a rivalry for around 350 years, which lined up nicely with Killzone’s arrival in Spur. Back when Erick had been scoping out places to put a planting of Yggdrasil, some of that rivalry had shown up.

A ‘melding’ was a thing that Erick had heard about maybe once or twice in his whole life, because it, like most things to do with the wrought, were simply not spoken of outside of the Geodes. Erick now knew why Killzone had his orcol-shape; the human-shaped Kosomov had been dying and Chernom’s body was there, and Melemizargo threw them together and Kosomov had taken in that adamantium to heal himself, resulting in the adoption of Chernom’s body-shape, because Chernom would have had a lot of adamantium to his body. The Third Prince would have provided the majority of the metal necessary to heal whatever wounds Kosomov had suffered in Melemizargo’s attack.

Also, the mental anguish of having your fiance murdered and all the political fallout and all of everything else that would have happened —and losing Sitnakov as a friend, too— would have probably caused a Change in Kosomov, causing him to fully adopt a different bodily form. Erick had seen that in the Daydropper incident, when that one wrought had been melting and reforming, turning into someone else as he gave an account of what had happened when Odaali was attacked and everyone died around him.

Also, Silverite used to have a man-shape when she first moved into Spur and became the Mayor. She proceeded to be a male Mayor for the next 750-ish years, but then the Shades wiped out 95% of Spur, around 115 years ago, and Silverite Changed into her current, female-dragonkin shape.

Erick decided, “Okay! Good to know. Thank you for the information. Now.” He opened a portal back to Stratagold’s Gate District, but he kept the sound and sight of this space invisible from that other end, where people walked around moving giant shipments through the Gates. “This has officially become Wizard business, and I aim to help both of them. Please leave the area. All of you.”

Alfonin stared hard at Erick, but his voice was harder. “They’re both idiots, but they’re good boys.”

“And if they can pull through this, they’re going to be the front line of the war.”

Alfonin nodded solemnly, resignation in his gaze. His advisors held more worried expressions.

The wrought left.

Jane stuck around for a moment longer to say, “Sitnakov doesn’t hate Killzone, but it will appear that way.”

“This fight has been coming for a long time; I understand that.” Erick tried not to be desperate as he said, “Please leave, Jane.”

Jane spared one last glance toward the sky, where Killzone and Sitnakov hung across from each other, like two black orcols, one rimmed in silver and the other surrounded by flickering winds. They were moments away from starting a Wizard war. Thankfully, Jane left through the portal, to the Gate District, where the people already there were dealing with the sudden, unexpected appearance of their king.

Erick shut the portal.

Erick breathed out in partial relief.

Confident that they were at least partially alone, Erick took to the sky and began floating forward.

The first thing to do was analyze what was happening.

Killzone was not alone. There was also a platinum version of himself standing in the air beside himself. It was Chernom’s ghost.

In contrast to the stoic, silent Killzone and Sitnakov, the silver ghost was saying things and gesticulating at Killzone and Sitnakov. It was also silent, of course; all [Silver Heart]-derived people were silent, until they actually found their voice. Once they did that those people came back to life rather fast. Right now, the only ones able to hear the person that Erick decided to call ‘Chernom’ were Killzone, and through Killzone, Sitnakov. Maybe.

There were [Telepathy] lines everywhere.

Sitnakov was surrounded by more than just cutting wind. He had a presence that was altogether solid. Like he was a bared blade. Sitnakov’s usual twinned swords floated in the air beside him, ready to be grabbed when he desired. They radiated danger, too.

The two men were 2 kilometers from each other. Chernom’s ghost was right beside Killzone, trying to convince him of something, but Killzone only had rage in his eyes for Sitnakov. Erick stopped maybe 500 meters off-center of their stare down. Neither of the guys looked at him. They were too focused on whatever [Telepathy] they were sending to each other.

Erick spoke up, “What a fine day it is to get out some aggression!”

The guys glanced his way.

Erick rhetorically asked, “Why not fight and get it over with?”

Sitnakov said, “Stay out of this.”

“I am staying out of it.” Erick felt his Lightning Path connect, as he said, “I’m just gonna watch and make sure the world’s two newest Wizards don’t obliterate the world when they finally fight, like they’ve been wanting to for a very long time. You both used to be good friends, right? Knowing both of you, I imagine you talk best with your fists. So get on with it. I’m here to ensure nothing truly bad happens.”

The world stood still.

Killzone and Sitnakov stared at each other, and their thought tendrils stopped.

Erick floated backward. Chernom’s ghost glared at the guys, and then he floated away with Erick, the silver spectre shaking their head the entire time—

Sitnakov attacked at the exact same moment as Killzone pulled back, to punch the world.

Erick repositioned faster, to stand on the top of a mountain a good twenty kilometers away, just in time to watch as Killzone’s fist went forward, and the world whined in the passing, because Killzone wasn’t just punching with his fist.

The General of Spur’s Army transformed his kilometers-wide platinum aura into a giant black fist a good 500 meters wide, the immensity of it all crashing down on the Adamantium Wind, who responded with a whirlwind of slicing air that carved that fist into adamantium chunks. Black metal rained down on the countryside in pillars and slices each large enough to level several city blocks. That metal fell for a while, most of it headed down to the ground, but some went up to the second ground in the sky.

That had been a big attack.

Erick’s senses extended all the way to the battlefield and beyond, but still…

Erick calmly asked, “Rozeta? Can I get some numbers to know when I need to step in?”

It was a strange request, altogether antithetical to what Rozeta usually did in keeping people’s information private, but normal protocols failed when Wizards went to war.

Some numbers appeared in the air.

Killzone: 96% Health, 99% Resources, 80% Resons

Sitnakov: 97% Health, 98% Resources, 89% Resons

“Thank you.”

Sitnakov repositioned far to the right, the air churning with mirage-winds, the world whining as air sliced and then did more than slice. The very air parted as cleaving demands separated the space. Sitnakov was fighting with the very concept of severing, as he flew back to Killzone, repositioning—

A mirage-flash tore across the entire sky, all the way down and up into the ground of both continents, more than forty kilometers away from the fight. Stone flew from both lands, filling the sky with debris, as clouds and light tore apart in the middle. Sitnakov finished his strike far to the left, burying himself into a mountain that now had a great rent through the top part.

Killzone’s silver aura parted in the strike. Half of that silver aura vanished, but Killzone stepped out of the other half, completely unharmed. He had repositioned himself inside his aura. And now he flexed his fists, as though he was healing from gripping something he shouldn’t have tried to grip.

Killzone: 95% Health, 90% Resources, 85% Resons

Sitnakov: 96% Health, 91% Resources, 98% Resons

Their Health and Mana went down in that attack, but both of them gained resons? Erick imagined that must be because they were tapping into their real purposes in life? Perhaps this fight had been a truly long time coming. Sitnakov loved to fight, and so did Killzone. With that understanding, it was easy to believe that they had once been the best of friends. Looking at it now, they were little more than strangers deciding if they truly wanted to kill each other.

Sitnakov’s voice reached everywhere, “Always too fucking slippery, you slippery fuck!”

Killzone retorted, his voice twanging, “That’s gold coming from a hot shart of air.”

Sitnakov pulled himself out of the rent in the mountain and stepped into the air. He gripped both of his swords, and the air flexed around them—

Chernom stepped to Erick’s side, the silver outline of the guy turning a bit more solid. He said something, but Erick had no idea what he said.

In the distance, Sitnakov attacked with cleaving force, slashing his swords in an X, parting the sky into quarters. It was not nearly as big of an attack as that first one, but it struck Killzone head on. And yet, Killzone merely stepped out of the way, into the part of his silver aura that had survived and expanded far, far beyond the current battlefield. The entire sky felt a little bit platinum.

And then Killzone clapped his hands together, and two giant black hands, each the size of mansions, crashed together upon Sitnakov.

Sitnakov chunked those hands, and more black adamantium rained to the ground.

Killzone: 92% Health, 83% Resources, 84% Resons

Sitnakov: 89% Health, 76% Resources, 97% Resons

They were using resons now at a faster rate than they were accumulating them, but barely.

Chernom scowled, his features suddenly looking more lifelike. Erick couldn’t hear what he said, and he had no lips to read, but as he gesticulated, Erick imagined that he had said something like, “Look at those two idiots. They’re going to kill each other.”

Erick decided to say, “They won’t kill each other. I’ll rewind time. It will work at least a few times, before Killzone slips out of that power and Sitnakov follows.”

Chernom laughed silently, his chest heaving, a smile on his face appearing. The silver ghost said something and Erick had no idea what he said, for it was long and complicated. Perhaps it was commentary of a deep sort that only he and the two fighters would know—

And then the sky rang with a series of explosions that caused Chernom to pause, and a wave of pressurized air to cascade away from the battle. Erick protected his space from the pressured air. Grass and boulders tore up where he did not protect.

Sitnakov had pulled out some explosion magic of some sort.

Killzone’s voice in the wake of those explosions had lost some of its twang, “Finally getting serious?”

“As serious as your betrayal, face stealer!”

Killzone’s face contorted in fury. His voice was solid, now, as he said, “Fuck you.”

And then Killzone moved.

The sky turned to a hailstorm of black fists, each the size of Killzone’s own real fists. He rained down upon Sitnakov, but Sitnakov dodged the rain in a way he truly shouldn’t have been able to dodge.

Sitnakov became a storm of tearing forces. The noise was incredible. It was apocalyptic.

Chernom looked as though he was shouting to be heard, grinning as he was saying something that might have been, “I wonder who will win!” Or something like that—

Sitnakov had been chopping at fists, avoiding them all, when suddenly one of those fists turned into all the rest of Killzone, and Killzone punched Sitnakov’s head clean off.

Sitnakov’s entire body disintegrated as though Killzone had splashed away a water balloon.

The wind died.

Chernom screamed. He wailed. He crashed to his knees.

Killzone stared at his hands, horror dawning, as black fists fell out of the sky—

Erick didn’t need to see Rozeta’s notification that Sitnakov was dead, but that notification was there anyway.

Erick rewound time.

Killzone came in for the kill and Erick invisibly, intangibly, mostly just metaphorically, tapped Sitnakov on the shoulder from 22 kilometers away. It was a tiny touch. It was enough. Sitnakov saw Killzone and he repositioned, his swords swinging through Killzone’s body—

But Killzone was already gone, transitioned to another part of the sky. He tsk’d.

Sitnakov billowed with rending force, parting the sky in another explosion. Killzone’s storm of fists parted to the sides, metal flying everywhere. Sitnakov was the calm center of a paused storm, driving the platinum aura away, his voice a whisper that carried only to Killzone, but Erick still heard it.

“You tried to kill me, for real.”

“As if you weren't doing the same. You’re just bad at it. When was the last time you were in a real fight, eh? Maybe if you would have done more against real enemies then you would have been able to save Chernom.” Killzone said, “That was always your problem. Too much hero, not enough warrior.”

Sitnakov glared, the world threading into severing force all around him, as he said, “The only reason you survived exile for what you did was because you swore to die to the Shades. You failed to die. I will now be rectifying that error.”

“If you could have killed me you would have done so the ten times you tried to assassinate me in Ar’Kendrithyst.”

“I only tried to kill you three times. The other seven were you being an asshole.”

“Considering the first three times you found me were each attempts to kill me, then I was correct in trying to kill you back.”

Sitnakov flew forward, swords flashing through the sky, parting the light and the dust and the clouds, as he roared, “I never understood what Chernom saw in you!”

Killzone flashed platinum and dove forward, turning into a line of light that went right through Sitnakov’s left hand and part of his side. Sitnakov stumbled in the sky, wind dying, as he rushed to reorient. Killzone let him.

Sitnakov pulled himself together. “You didn’t deserve him.”

“I didn’t. I loved him anyway.”

Sitnakov suddenly Raged, his wind flexing Carnage red, the wind turning vibrant and cutting.

Killzone swept the wind with a swipe of his hand that turned into a thousand palms.

The fight resumed—

Sitnakov caught Killzone across the arm, slicing up the silver bracelet that was Chernom—

Chernom screamed at Erick’s side as he separated into two halves—

The guys panicked—

Erick rewound time.

“You didn’t deserve him.”

“I didn’t. I loved him anyway.”

Erick whispered, “Aloethag. Please take the Rage away.”

A Carnage voice echoed in Erick’s ears, “Sure. Sumtir and I wish to speak with you later.”

“Agreed.”

Erick had already had a few conversations with them about various war efforts and plans, but today was a big day, and plans would need to be updated. After Veird got two more high-tier Wizards, though… and maybe more. Could these two Ascend? Erick wasn’t sure, but he was pretty sure that Rozeta was doing something in the background to help them. Or at least she was going to do something, eventually.

Erick was sure he would notice whatever she did when she actually did it.

Sitnakov tried to Rage, but he just roared and attacked Killzone.

Killzone countered with a storm of palm strikes.

Five minutes of fighting and three rewinds later, and the guys looked pretty bad off, according to the numbers.

Killzone: 46% Health, 46% Resources, 25% Resons

Sitnakov: 35% Health, 41% Resources, 19% Resons

It wasn’t that surprising to see Killzone as a little stronger than Sitnakov, considering Killzone fought Shades for most of the last 350 years and Sitnakov was kind of a playboy. Still, their wounds were extensive, and Sitnakov wasn’t a slouch at all.

On the broken land to the left, a legless Killzone hovered in the air and flexed his silver aura to replace his lost legs.

Sitnakov was on the ground to the far right. He stabbed the stump of his right arm into a block of adamantium that Killzone had created through Genesis. Sitnakov flexed, and then he pulled out a freshly healed arm and another sword from that hunk of abandoned adamantium.

Sitnakov glared at Killzone, saying, “You’re good for making resources, but we don’t need two Genesis Wizards. Now let me cut off your arm and take my brother back before you fuck him up again, betrayer.”

Killzone glared, and this time the hate was real. He spoke softly, “I’ve known you as an enemy longer than I knew you as a friend. All cooperative diplomacy between Titanite and Stratagold stopped when the Dark took Chernom. Has it ever occurred to you that that is what Melemizargo wanted?”

“The Dark is a crazy fucking bastard. No one should take him into consideration when living their life.” Sitnakov took to the sky again, declaring, “But you’re a man who stole my brother’s heart and then his body, and now you’re trying to reclaim his soul. You have no right, Kosomov.”

The silver apparition beside Erick stage-whispered, “Technically I stole Kosomov’s heart, but Sitnakov never understood that.”

… Huh.

Erick didn’t react much, but he had a reaction, for sure.

Killzone and Sitnakov obviously did not hear, because both of them went right back to fighting.

Sitnakov used explosion magic that Erick had never seen him use before. The noise was incredible.

Killzone was getting serious, too, filling the air with fists and even a few feet, swinging at Sitnakov from all angles. Some of those limbs were massive, some were small, like bullets, and moving faster than sight could track. Killzone was moving about that fast, too, flickering around the battlefield, dissolving where Sitnakov exploded the sky and then reappearing with one of the fists trying to connect to Sitnakov’s head, or chest, or other parts.

Erick almost reacted largely to the sound of Chernom’s voice. It was so much like Killzone’s voice that Erick almost believed that it had come from Killzone himself. But that was definitely Chernom’s voice. Chernom was still a silver ghost, but he had a substance to him that was more than illusion.

Erick helped Chernom along, talking with him, “Sitnakov is rather hard headed.”

Chernom smiled and his face was Killzone’s face, or rather, it was the other way around. Chernom said, “I’m glad that Kosomov got my body. It’s nice to see me beat up my older brother some. I never could manage that. I was always the more artistic, magic guy.”

Erick raised an eyebrow. “You were? What kinda magic?”

“All kinds of stuff that wasn’t war,” Chernom said, soft as a whisper from three rooms away, as the sky ripped apart in explosions and screaming metal. “Organizational magic, which is really just the discipline of Book Magic. Light Magic, for Illusion work and artsy stuff. Pretty shit at it, though.” He laughed. “When I tried to sell it outside of Stratagold under a different name, I got no buyers. Not everyone goes for artistic nudes of people just being comfortable, or dancing at Bright Tea. The Bright Tea stuff didn’t get shown outside of the Geodes, of course. Maybe I should have tried more to get father to allow that, but he said no, and kings are kings.” Chernom looked up at the sky, at Killzone, saying, “Kosomov liked all of my stuff. He bought so much of it...” He sighed. “Gods. Look at how much better he is with that body! I could never move like that. That’s how a Son of Stratagold should be.”

Erick grinned. “Killzone is a pretty good Punch Wizard.”

Chernom laughed, and it was louder than his whisper. He spoke in a volume that was more real, “I can’t believe that we actually have a wrought Wizard! And two of them! You had something to do with that, didn’t you?”

“I did.” Erick said, “With any luck, they’ll both come through this better than before, and be able to actually fight against the real enemy.”

Chernom looked at Erick. His voice was a normal volume, as he said, “Kosomov spoke about the real enemy some. Says his whole life was a lie.”

“Not a lie. A deception. Everyone was deceived. Even Melemizargo didn’t know what was happening, exactly.”

Moments passed.

“Am I a lie?” Chernom asked. “I don’t feel real.”

“You’re a Truth that has yet to fully manifest.” Erick looked at the man, and he was vaguely translucent, but as Erick looked at him, Chernom turned opaque, the silver vanishing under black densities. Erick saw his Lightning Path connect. He asked, “Want to help them be friends again?”

“Yes.”

Erick nodded, and then he spoke to the air, “Melemizargo? Rozeta? Can we get some cooperation going here, please? A reenactment and an enabling of Ascension?”

A moment passed in an eternity.

Erick imagined Melemizargo and Rozeta speaking in the shadows, and in the clouds.

Killzone and Sitnakov struck each other and separated as they had a hundred times since Erick started talking with Chernom, but each one was running on fumes and resons.

And then it was time.

A blue pulse pulled back from the battlefield, from the contact of the two warriors.

Killzone’s Script-empowered silver aura and all of his ‘[Fist Storm]’ suddenly failed. He reoriented fast. He managed to stay afloat. His conjured weapons did not. Fists pattered onto the ground like the final rush of a great rainstorm.

Sitnakov’s Script-empowered wind faltered. He did not manage to stay afloat. He hit the ground in a controlled crash.

The fight paused, for now.

And then Blue rippled away from the fight, twisting Genesis to rapidly create something real as the Script left the land, revealing a great land of white stone pillars with lines of gold all throughout. All of Killzone’s scattered metals vanished. The sky turned into more crystal towers. Up there, sky bridges connected everything to everything else, but down here, a blue river flowed between towers, between crystal shores laden with mosses and garden paths.

The participants in the battle were repositioned.

The Script would be back, but later, when the memory was done.

The memory was the set for a wedding, taking place at the bottom of the deepest parts of Stratagold. The wedding was not for today. It was some other day, in the near future. All that existed right now was a white arch of metal and a platform and some lightwards that marked out some seating arrangements. The chairs were nowhere to be seen. The tables that would hold the banquet were empty, without any table cloths.

Erick watched the memory from far away. He was alone. Chernom had relocated, too.

Chernom stood like an adamantium orcol wrought, stretching his black hands up and shaping some lightwards over the white arch where the ceremony would take place. He made light, and then erased light, forming letters and then erasing them, trying to get it right. He looked like Killzone, but there was a softness to him that did not exist in the man who would become Killzone. Chernom was an artist, making a series of triggering lightwards that would unfold and twist and then change as the ceremony went on.

Killzone set down on the ground at the end of the aisle that led up to Chernom. He still looked like himself, but also like Chernom, if Chernom were to hold himself in a completely different, harder sort of way.

Sitnakov set down to the far side, where he somehow ended up leaning against one of the giant white pillars.

Killzone and Sitnakov both had a surreal moment, because both of them knew that this was real, but also not.

Sitnakov stepped away from the pillar, his eyes going wide, as his body began to exude Air Mana. He was a disturbed breeze right now, for he was feeling disturbed himself. He had no Script-granted power at the moment, and though he had likely trained to fight in such a situation, considering dungeons existed for that exact reason, Sitnakov was still running on empty.

Killzone effervesced platinum, almost ready to resume the fight—

And then he locked sight onto Chernom, and his glow pulsed. Whatever was happening, whatever this was? Chernom was real.

Killzone’s voice cracked, “Chernom?”

Chernom turned, then scowled, though there was a hint of mirth in that scowl. He shouted, “Kosomov! You’re not supposed to be here before the ceremony. I’m still working on the designs.”

In a deep, soft sort of way, Killzone walked forward, speaking lines lost to history, “You could work on them for a year and still not be happy.”

“Yes yes yes,” Chernom said, rolling his eyes. “Done is better than perfect.”

Sitnakov spoke his part, “I still can’t believe I have to be out here chaperoning ‘The Artist’. This is supposed to be your job, Kosomov. This could have been avoided if you would have denied his proposal. You two could be gallivanting off into Rozeta knows what places, living in sin like is proper for adventurers.”

Chernom sarcastically said, “How droll for me to want to make Kosomov an honest man.”

“I’m glad we agree!” Sitnakov said, “So you can call this whole thing off, yeah?”

“Fuck off, Sitnakov,” Kosomov said, without any real anger, like it was a thing he said all the time.

Sitnakov pulled one of his swords out from his hip, saying, “Make me. Prove your worth as someone who can actually protect my brother, and not just as some hanger-on from Titanite’s impure Heavies, trying to get into real royalty.”

The air flickered with Darkness all around the ceremony grounds, far away from Erick.

Upon the hill where Erick stood, Darkness also coiled.

Melemizargo whispered to Erick, “I’ll show you how it’s done this time. You get to do the next ones.”

Erick nodded.

Killzone and Sitnakov didn’t notice the Darkness all around themselves. They didn’t notice Chernom eyeing the sky. Whatever spell had been cast, was slowly leaving the two of them. They eyed each other, and realizations came forward, all the way. They hated.

Chernom made a show of looking up and all around, trying to stick to the script of the past, “Where’d the light go?”

Killzone and Sitnakov glared at each other. To call what was in their eyes something as simple as ‘hate’ was to miss centuries of companionship and memories and fights fought together and stories that went on to get sung in bars, or written down by Knowledge Mages. And then a souring of all of that, all because of one horrible day.

Killzone glared at Sitnakov, “If you wouldn’t have been an asshole, talking about my heritage and driving me to fight, then maybe we would have noticed Melemizargo staring at our gathering.”

Sitnakov pulled his other sword out of his other thigh, to hold them both, as he said, “And if you would have been a better man, maybe I could have trusted you with my brother, betrayer.”

Melemizargo appeared out of the Darkness, looming above the battlefield, his wings and body and tail flowing around the massive pillars like a primordial ooze. He was an event horizon, upon which all the world collapsed into focus, and that focus was upon his face, directly above the ceremony space, his white eyes glaring down at the participants. He made a show of his white eyes focusing on Killzone, then Sitnakov, and then landing squarely on Chernom, though that whole action had passed in less than a flicker of time.

And then Killzone and Sitnakov noticed Melemizargo.

They noticed.

Erick witnessed the moment that Killzone’s entire being fractured with ancient pain, and then he focused.

Sitnakov had a similar moment of panic and then calm.

Chernom became a real person.

Melemizargo spoke his lines, “I prefer Titanite and Stratagold as enemies.”

And then Melemizargo opened his jaws and descended, his serpentine neck curling behind his head, wide as all the pillars all around. His teeth were the size of mansions surrounding an open hole in the world. He would devour, and never stop.

Sitnakov and Kosomov became as they had been, and so much more. Without looking at each other, Sitnakov knew to head high, which he did. He became a slashing tornado, aiming to clip Melemizargo’s jaws aside. Kosomov headed low, aiming right for Chernom, grabbing him in a tackle that brought him far away from the battlefield.

But Kosomov hit nothing but platinum illusion—

And then the illusion became real in a flashing instant.

Many things happened all at once. Erick did not catch them all, because many of them happened outside of his sight, for the very first thing to happen was an explosion of resons from both Sitnakov and Kosomov, obscuring most mana senses. Erick did what he could to adjust his sight to little portals he opened to directly view the land.

Killzone held Chernom in his arms, rushing the two of them outside of the descent of Melemizargo’s jaws. Chernom held an arm around Killzone’s neck as they flew, and he kissed Killzone on the cheek. Killzone smiled. He flashed platinum, and suddenly he was kilometers away from the battle, and he was no longer black. He was fully white and almost iridescent, and his entire body had stopped effervescing silver.

Erick was reminded of the Curse of Adamantium at that moment. That Curse is what turned adamantium black, because Melemizargo did not like ‘black’ being associated with ‘evil’.

Killzone slowed because he noticed the change, too.

Chernom kissed him again, and then patted his shoulder. “You can let me off here. Go save Sitnakov.”

Killzone held tighter, “I don’t ever want to let you go again.”

“Go save him, or I’m not marrying you.”

Meanwhile, on the battlefield, Sitnakov tore through Melemizargo’s jaw and out the other side. He came out covered in blood that rapidly fell away, along with all of the black of his own adamantium body. He turned pure white, too. Even his swords were white. He was amazed at himself for a moment, because he knew he shouldn’t have been able to hurt Melemizargo like that at all, and yet he had. He had dived into the jaws of death, and come out a few tens of god-teeth richer.

And also Ascended.

Melemizargo’s top jaw crashed into the ceremony space, but his bottom jaw was not there to close the gap. Instead of eating the whole ceremony ground, he merely broke part of it, and then he vanished back into the gloom.

Sitnakov laughed at the God of Magic, “You fucking bastard! I got you that time.”

Melemizargo was nowhere to be found, but several teeth and scales littered the area. His lower jaw simply wasn’t there.

Erick rubbed his own jaw, wondering if when Killzone had struck there, he had been trying to replicate what he had been unable to do oh so long ago. And he had, a little. Sitnakov might have done the most ‘damage’ to the God of Magic, but even Killzone’s rapid extrication of Chernom had broken several teeth. Both of them had saved Chernom. Killzone, by taking the guy directly out of there, and Sitnakov, by delaying the descent of those jaws by a half-second.

A moment passed, as Sitnakov hovered over the battlefield, and at the gore covering the ceremony grounds.

Killzone showed up. He grinned at Sitnakov, speaking in a drawl, “They’re gonna have to call ya the ‘White Wind’, now, ya fuck.”

Sitnakov turned and paused, taking in Killzone’s new look, his eyes going wide. And then he looked down at his own hands and swords. “… Wha—”

A blue wave collapsed inward, from far beyond Erick’s senses, down into the battlefield. The white pillars of Stratagold vanished as that wave rushed in—

A tiny blue box appeared in front of Erick.
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“No thank you.” Erick added, “Maybe later.”

The blue box vanished, just as the entire battlefield ahead vanished; as though it never existed. The marriage grounds were gone. So were the teeth of Melemizargo.

The crater-marked battlefield did not come back. Instead, a continent of green grasses spread out ahead in every direction, both on the lower continent, and in the sky, on the upper continent. The light returned in the middle layers.

The land was at peace… But what about the warriors?

Killzone and Sitnakov stood in the middle of a field of flowers, beside a stream that had not been there before. Killzone no longer had the [Shackle of Memory and History] upon his wrist, but he was full-iridescent-white, so it was easy to tell him apart from Chernom. Sitnakov had no iridescence to him, but he was still full-white, too. Both of them were slightly crystalline. Both were different.

Most notably, Erick couldn’t mana sense them at all the way he could mana sense normal people, like Chernom. Chernom had a soft silvery cloud for a soul, which was more or less normal, but it was still in tatters here and there. He had just come back; of course there was soul damage. Sitnakov had a white soul that was dense and strong, and completely fake; normal souls did not look like that. He looked like a crystal on the inside, and the outside. Killzone was a void that was not a void; it was a space of mana that was completely indistinct from the normal manasphere. If Erick didn’t have eyes and rather extreme senses, he would have thought Killzone was an illusion. Killzone was rather adept at being soft and hidden when he wanted to be —he had been fighting Shades for 350 years, after all— so it did not surprise Erick that the man had Ascended like he had.

The two men looked at each other, and at the sky and the land—

And then Chernom, far away on a hill, waved and shouted. He looked like how Killzone used to look, but softer. Happier.

Killzone went to Chernom.

Sitnakov followed, though he purposefully lagged behind.

Erick allowed them several private moments of quiet words and hand holding, while Sitnakov desperately wanted to throw an arm around Chernom’s shoulders and have his own time with his brother, away from Killzone, but Sitnakov stuck with just a quick hug. They could be a family later.

Before they got too into it, Erick stepped through a [Gate] to stand among the three wrought, forgoing all introductions and simply asking a question he could already see the answer to, “You True Wizards are done fighting amongst yourselves, right? Training time is over. Nothanganathor awaits, and we need your swords and your fists.”

Killzone was the fastest to reorient. He said, “I’ve gotten a blue box from Rozeta to help me solidify my True Wizard nature. I’ll be taking care of that first, and then I’ll be ready.”

Sitnakov asked, “How much time do we have?”

Erick said, “Rozeta became Goddess of Knowledge and the Script today. You two will need to work on your whatever-you-haves to make yourselves further immune to Nothanganathor’s influence, but you’ve been noticed. Big things are happening. We might have a day before initial probes start, or whatever happens. We might have hours. The Shelter is coming down, soon; one way or other unknown ways.” He looked to Chernom, then to all of them, as he opened a [Gate] to Stratagold’s Yggdrasil beach, saying, “See your family. And then prepare.”

Chernom smiled wide, then patted Killzone on the ass, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek, saying, “You wear that body better than I ever did. Go prepare, for real. I’ll be waiting. And when you’re done preparing, we can talk about everything, and how none of us are the same people we used to be.” And then Chernom walked through the portal.

Killzone watched Chernom go, but he also looked at the air. He breathed hard, and said to Erick, “Rozeta is calling for a meeting with me and Sitnakov. We’ll get there from Stratagold.” And then he went through the [Gate]— He turned. “Thank you.”

He went.

Sitnakov went with them, saying, “Wait up!”

Erick watched them for a moment. They looked happy, but weirded out, which was just about the best way for them to be. Erick watched some guardians of Stratagold step out of invisibility and the area, looking shocked as they saw what appeared to be Killzone and some white wroughts in the shapes of Killzone and Sitnakov. Erick smiled at that. Sitnakov started to explain everything in his usual, brusque manner, which looked like it would get him in some sort of initial trouble—

Erick closed the [Gate].

And then he took a [Gate] to the Silver Surface.
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Erick stood on a silver hill and stared at the black sky—

Solomon opened a [Gate] next to him and stepped out, looking… different. Erick allowed himself to stop looking at the sky, to look at Solomon, head on. He was… more solid. His eyes were platinum instead of grey, and shot through with lines of gold here and there. His skin was flawless, along with his platinum grey beard and hair.

Erick said, “So that [Gate] means you completed the Worldly Path and also True Wizardry, and got a mantle of minor divinity. Big day for you, too.”

Solomon smiled. “It all kinda happened fast. I hear you had something to do with all of that.”

“I did some Fate Magic with Phagar a few months ago. Tried to help you along with a bunch of others. Didn’t foresee the divinity, though. As long as you’re comfortable with it, I’m happy for you.”

Solomon made a long bench on the silver hill and sat down. Erick sat down with him. Solomon said, “Destiny is trying to Ascend, too, but we all told her to calm down. I heard you tried for her, too.”

“Oh yeah,” Erick said, looking up at the sky. Only a thin sliver of the view held any stars. The rest was the full-black of Fenrir. Not even the [Terraforming] storms remained. Nothanganathor was moving, and most of it was happening outside of sight. “I tried for a lot. Destiny, you, Sitnakov, Killzone. Even put some effort into getting Jane and my other kids there, but that would have been forcing something that wasn’t ready at all. I put the most effort into making it all happen at the same time. The gods did the same; more so than I knew they were doing. I had a feeling that Nothanganathor would notice as soon as we achieved something which he could not, and which could actually threaten him… and he has.”

Solomon looked at the sky with Erick. “Storms are gone.”

“Yup.” Erick pointed at a particular spot in the black sky. “Right there. Do you see it?”

Solomon looked— He breathed deep, and then he sighed. “Yup.”

Erick pointed to a different part of Fenrir. “There, too.”

“… Oh yeah.”

They were tiny red glints. Barely noticeable. If it weren’t for Erick’s monumentally enhanced senses and his ability to See beyond illusions, then he would have missed them. The red glints were small, with the one on the right bigger than the one on the left, but it was definitely there.

Erick said, “They’re more noticeable in the future.”

Solomon’s eyes flickered. “Yeah they are. And… It’s spreading? Yeah. It’s spreading. Whatever it is.”

“Nothanganathor has been doing something to Fenrir, but now he sped it up a lot. In a day you’ll be able to see it, fully.”

Solomon pulled a beer out of the air, made a copy, and handed one off to Erick. “Time enough to take a minute or twenty.”

Erick took the beer. It was good. “Did you hear? Chernom came back. Can barely tell the difference between him and the old Killzone, except for the mannerisms.”

“I think Chernom’s fangs might be smaller,” Solomon said, “Holds himself completely differently, though.”

“Oh no doubt about that. Anyone looking would not think Chernom was Killzone. I wonder if Killzone will change his name back.”

“He’s not really Kosomov anymore, so I doubt he’ll change it.”

“Wrought don’t really go backward with their trauma, do they?”

“Ha! No one really does.”

Erick nodded.

For a long moment, the only sounds were the sounds of the Silver Forest all around. Wind blew through the silver canopies of mountain-tall white, eternal stonewood trees. Smaller winds rustled the much, much smaller normal trees, with their brown trunks and green canopies, hanging out and growing at a normal tree-height.

Slimes abounded, and birds made their homes wherever they wished. Birds were the first to colonize the land up here, and they loved it. The most prominent birds were Koyabez’s starlings.

Those little silver birds were wonderful to watch in flight. They were like parrots, but bright silver and they formed almost 4-pointed stars when in flight, and when seen from below. They chirped at each other as they flew across the peaceful world, in Koyabez’s Silver Forest.

Poi had once shown Erick a transformative memory when he saw one of those birds, one time. He had sighted the creature when he was searching for answers in his life regarding the Dragon Stalkers who killed his mom, and about the Quiet War, and about hatred in general. Seeing that bird had been Poi’s call to Peace. After that Poi had gone to Spur’s Army to put his anger to use in a way that even Koyabez could appreciate. Of course it had been more complicated than that, but that was the outcome after years of soul searching when Poi was a kid.

Solomon watched the birds with Erick, and his mind probably went to the same places.

Solomon asked, “Did you manage to get that Fractal Mark in your [Telepathy] undone?”

Erick smiled. “Does Wise King Solomon think I should?”

“I poked at mine, but rapidly decided to stop that. Rozeta did all the hard work. I got a reson wallet like you, now. Rozeta said the Mark didn’t like being messed with by outside forces so we had to break the Fractal Mark to make that happen. We made what we could out of it.” Solomon said, “Rozeta warned me about that before we did the procedure. Still glad I did it.”

“… Huh.” Erick said, “I didn’t imagine that it would just… break.”

“From my understanding, Killzone and Sitnakov broke theirs at the same time.”

Erick nodded. “Big day.”

And then Solomon asked a serious question, “Why didn’t you try to get Jane, Abigail, Bethany, Candice, or Evan Ascended? Or at least Wizard Ignited? I mean… You talk about time frames… But I gotta ask, man.”

Erick asked his own serious question, “Did they want it? How far does a Demigod of Wisdom’s knowledge actually go? Or Rozeta’s new powers, for that matter? Do you think I could have helped my kids in that way? Or how about Ophiel? He deserves it just as much.” Erick said, “No; they were too far away from that sort of help, and if they ever found out during any part of the process it would be a horrible backlash.”

“… Fair enough.” Solomon said, “I’m going to work on Igniting them.”

Erick considered… that. And then he nodded. “Good. I hope it works out. They might listen to you more than they listened to me.”

“They’ve gotten better about accepting help, you know. They got dragon’d… But I suppose the journey to Ascension is personal, otherwise whatever True Wizards came before would have control over those who Ascended afterward, simply by being there at the base of the creation.”

Erick nodded. And then he smiled, and said, “Wise.”

Solomon barked a laugh.

Eventually, Solomon finished his beer.

Erick finished his beer, too.

Solomon pointedly glanced at the red glints on Fenrir’s surface, then said, “That’s going to take a full week to manifest at our current time dilation difference. You have time to make something of your own Fractal Mark.”

“I’m pretty sure I know what it has to be, and it’s not going to happen now.”

Erick was talking about something he didn’t want to think about.

Solomon understood, because he was Erick, but different, and then said, “That’s one option. You could choose a different option that leaves the Benevolent Sky with a future unhindered by uncertainty.”

Erick chuckled at that. “Come on now, Solomon. There should be some wisdom in leaving some uncertainty in the future.”

Solomon huffed a laugh. “I should have picked a different name. You and the girls and Evan make fun of me way too much. Melemizargo even started, too, by giving me this Wisdom Mantle.”

Erick smiled at that, and then he said, “I don’t want to make the Benevolent Sky foolproof. The future should be written differently from what the prognosticators say.”

“Yup. That seems pretty wise to me, too.” Solomon asked, “Ready to get back to it? Or are you gonna stare at the sky for a while?”

“For a little while longer. You headed back to the Blue Corps? Or back to your ‘kingdom’ of dungeon delvers and slimes?” Erick said, “I like what you did with Dungeon Island, by the way.”

“They’re all great people, there.” Solomon said, “There are a few more things to pull out of the Black Gate, with some of their help. Rozeta and Melemizargo expect Nothanganathor to have a few specific items, like the World Crasher Mallet and the Whirlpool. The Mallet is about as simple as it gets, but the Whirlpool would destroy Domains and other Authorities across a few lightyears of space. I’m going to grab the Light Shield and the Bulwark Bastion to counter both of those… Maybe a few more items, too.”

Erick shuddered a little. “Terrifying.”

“Yup.” Solomon paused. “I’ll look into getting something for morale, too, now that you mention it. I’m not even sure of a target for that…” He decided, “I’ll ask around.”

“See you soon, then.”

Solomon got up and walked through a Genesis [Gate], saying, “Soon.”

The gate shut.

Erick stared at the sky for a while.

There was a lot he could be doing and yet he had done as much as he was able to do. War would soon be upon them… or at least Erick hoped it was a war, and not an annihilation. Wars were winnable.

For the briefest of moments, Erick considered betraying Melemizargo and giving up the Painted Cosmology. It would be the easy way out. It would ensure the survival of everyone else… for a while, at least. And then Erick shook that thought away. Aside from Nothanganathor’s questionable ethics in upholding his deal to ‘take Melemizargo and no one else’ or however-the-fuck that slimy leviathan had phrased it, it was the ‘for a while, at least’ that really made Erick ignore the deal. How long was ‘a while’? Never long enough, even if it was millions of years long. Nothanganathor had proven himself as more than willing to play the long game.

And then there were all the smaller universes that Nothanganathor was going to consume if he were allowed to take the Mantle of the God of Magic.

No; Erick would not bargain with that horror.

He would not capitulate.

He would not falter.

Nothanganathor was going to die, and then he was going to be sundered in turn for what he had done to others, and for what he promised to continue to do to others.

Erick wondered what the Erased One’s opening move would be…

Aside from those glints in the sky, whatever they were. They certainly weren’t beam attacks aimed this way. They were something else entirely.
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On a black metal beach, a bright Red sky stretched all the way to the Throne of God. It was a wonderful view to Oozy, as he walked with a drink in hand. The drink was cold and the black metal burned his flesh, the soles of his feet sizzling on the surface of Fenrir. That was wonderful, too. All sensations were good.

Oozy wished that Everbless would have done some real terraforming, though. It all looked so shitty out there. Bare metal? Scattered lands? Scattered trees that were like splashes of green in the Red sky? Bah. That stupid World Tree could have done so much more by now. They had had a year and a half to get ready for Erick’s return, and now Erick was on Veird and Veird was already at…

Oozy hummed. “Are they at a year already? Under that Shelter?”

Maybe a little over a year, actually. Another hour and they’d have another year under that Shelter. Two years of prep! Surely Nothanganathor wouldn’t give them that much prep time, right? Of course not. Nothanganathor just wanted the garden to be ready for plucking; not turned into an unassailable fortress.

Surely it would be starting soo—

The sky vibrated, the heavens twisting into a whisper, into a command.

Nothanganathor spoke, “The time is here.”

Oozy smiled wide, revealing way too many teeth as he crushed his drink in his hand. He laughed at the world, at the endless, half-realized expanse of adamantium and scattered lands and oceans larger than any planet, all ahead of him, and at the bright Red sky overhead, that filled the entire space between here and the Throne of God.

The universe thrummed.

“We set the stage.”

The True God stretched Red out into the sky of Fenrir, like needles the thickness of planets, threading through the void between the Throne of Nothanganathor’s Sun and the land where mortals walked. Those needles touched down and scraped existence into reality, ripping apart the veils between worlds and showing the true forces of God for all to see.

Oozy cackled as he gazed upon the True Kingdom.
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By the end of the first day after the ‘Big Day’, Erick knew this wasn’t going to be a normal war.

The two Red glints on the Surface of Fenrir were expanding at a phenomenal rate. They had been barely visible 24 hours ago, and now both of them were obviously visible. When Erick held his hand out, the first spot was less than the size of his pinky nail, while the second Red glint was half that size. With some very rough math, Erick estimated that each glint was maybe ten times the size of Veird’s diameter. So the Red glints were maybe 800,000 kilometers across? Less? More? Who knew.

Looking at those glints reminded Erick of looking at Jupiter in the night sky, back on Earth.

By the end of the second day, there were 79 Red glints on the outer surface of Fenrir, and the initial glints were more like smudges.

By the third day, the glints revealed themselves as something else entirely; they were a transportation or a reorientation or some other sort of transformational, Infinity-based magics. Specifically, Erick guessed they were reality reorientation magics. Solomon and others had more nuanced ideas. Whatever the specific case, everyone saw and understood what had happened, though they weren’t sure what Nothanganathor’s real goal was.

The Red glints had washed out across the land, and though they left Red wounds on the world, they also left behind civilizations. Villages and towns and cities. Metropolises. Oceans of life. All of it noticeable. All of it known. That’s what really got people worried, and for multiple reasons.

In a large auditorium in the Blue Corps center of Queen Anhelia’s Kendrithyst, the combined forces of the world had a meeting.

Erick wasn’t a speaker today. He watched as Jane stood in front of the generals of the combined Armies of the Blue Corps, and leaders of the world, in front of a projection of one of the most prominent Red glints. It was a close-up image, as much as could be had from millions of kilometers away, and though Red lingered everywhere, it was clearly an image of a mountain range.

A bunch of spheres floated around a central mountain inside the Red glint, like an orrery.

“The Orrery of Rozeta,” Jane said, as she spoke of the image behind her. “It’s been confirmed by Rozeta herself.” She flipped to another Red glint, and this one was less well-known, but Erick recognized those dark streets anywhere. “And this one is Death Throne, in the south. We haven’t put any names to any other of the locations, for all the rest were too crowded with Red to see what was happening, but these were the first two to come out, and we’ll likely know the rest as soon as the Red pulls back some. We’ll know more in the following week, because the Red Glints are expanding faster and faster. Fenrir is catching up to our time differential.

“In 14 days, we expect Fenrir to fully match our timeframe. The Shelter of Veird doesn’t need to be broken at all by Nothanganathor, or dropped by us, because Nothanganathor can simply match our speed.

“As for what is to come:

“We believe that Nothanganathor has stolen parts of Veird and is setting us up for some sort of ‘attack of our own’, or perhaps a lateral attack of some sort. That’s the bad news. More bad news is that many people who have been Erased or which we have killed appear to be coming out of those Red glints. We’re not sure what is happening there, but here is an example of something we can point to and see for what it is:”

An image appeared of a lich and a woman, walking along in a castle in Death Throne. There had actually been a bunch of examples of what Jane was showing, but she chose to show this one.

“This is Lich Toenail and his human slave wife Contay. Toenail was one of the main forces behind the eventual Redding of the Fractured Citadels and central Quintlan, because his current wife, Contay, was taken from him by the Red. Here he is, with her once again. So he got what he wanted, even though we killed him, and Quilatalap personally oversaw his containment, and we all oversaw his Sundering.

“More bad news:”

Jane switched lightward images to show the Orrery, where Teressa stood with Dariok and Lenitha, frozen in Red time, smiling as they looked up at the Orrery floating overhead.

Teressa and Dariok were in the audience, too, sitting beside Erick. Dariok had come back to real life just the other day. Lenitha was with Ophiel in Benevolence itself. Lenitha had no idea about all of this, but Teressa and Dariok knew of what was going to happen at this presentation as of hours ago, when all of this shit first appeared in the sky, so they had put their daughter into Benevolence. Lenitha was having a good time with Ophiel.

Jane said, “If Nothanganathor is bringing Erased people back to life, then that is what he is doing, but we doubt that any of these people coming out of the Red were ever Erased at all. We believe these are side realities brought into this one. Whatever the case, we will keep you all apprised as we strive to understand what is happening, but for now, we’re treating these people as versions of ourselves taken from other Veirds that Nothanganathor has consumed.”

The audience was rife with small words and disbelief and worry and scoffing and open hatred.

Jane let the audience calm before she continued.

Jane continued, “The good news is that the Red glints are still holding across the Orrery and Death Throne, and all the other lands that we can’t really see yet, so they’re still time-locked, even if Fenrir is speeding up to catch up to Veird’s timeframe. We expect all of that land to remain time-locked, until Nothanganathor delivers some sort of ultimatum. And then he’ll release them for whatever reason, or he’ll do something else.

“And that’s the state of the War.”

Jane called for questions.

People instantly started talking over each other.

It was organized chaos, and Erick helped to manage that chaos, but he was mostly outside of the command structure of the Blue Corps. This was Jane’s show. Erick’s forces only personally consisted of the Valkyries, and Shivraa, the minotaur Harmi, and a relatively new wrought Valkyrie named Phillal. The Valkyries were already in attendance, and hearing what they needed to hear with regard to this public information session.

Erick soon found himself speaking with King Alfonin Stratagold and the human adamantium king of Titanite, a man by the name of Somov Titanite.

Sitnakov was over with Jane, talking to some people from Nelboor, that included Nirzir.

Alfonin asked Somov, “Have you taken Killzone back into your Heavies?”

“No,” Somov said, looking at Sitnakov on the other side of the auditorium. “Though we have spoken with him about old times. He saw his parents for a brief minute. When this is over and we have won, we will consider more unification.” Somov looked up at Alfonin, his face going unreadable. “Titanite wishes to reforge bonds anyway; to put aside all distaste and rivalry.”

Alfonin said, “Stratagold accepts.”

Somov nodded, and then he looked to Erick. “How goes Phillal’s introduction to the Valkyries?”

“She’s adjusting well. She has a good head for Geode culture on her shoulders, and she’s a fantastic war dancer, so her introduction to the collective has made the whole organization stronger. We should be able to work well with all ground-based forces from the Geodes.” Erick added, “But according to what we’re seeing, I doubt this will be a normal war at all.”

Alfonin asked the big question, “When he comes to you with an ultimatum, what will you say?”

“That he can die in fire, as he deserves.”

Many people around the conversation of kings, not involved directly but listening anyway, relaxed at Erick’s brazen declaration.

Somov nodded in approval.

Alfonin smiled. And then he moved on, “We would like to offer a few more soldiers for the Valkyries, for Titanite can’t be the only ones to step forward. Phillal is one of Titanite’s best dancers and weavers, but we have Rubikia, and she’s been dancing around opponents of all sizes for a thousand years, including Phillal.”

Somov was a little miffed that right after asking to reforge bonds between Titanite and Stratagold that Alfonin would try to move in on Titanite’s establishing ties to the Valkyries, but then Alfonin mentioned Rubikia, and even Somov had to agree that it was a good idea.

Erick said, “I remember her at Bright Tea all those years ago. I’ll be glad to have her. I remember she trounced Sitnakov rather well.”

Rubikia was one of the main defenders of Stratagold, and Erick was happy to have her. But all that Erick really knew about the woman was that she was made of hellite, and that she was incani-shaped, and that she was accomplished at war. The only real question of her was regarding her base nature; her hellite body. Erick had no idea how that would interfere with her… taking the Valkyrie Class? Or was she going to ask for a real Blood Resurrection as a Valkyrie?

Erick didn’t want to ask those questions in public, though.

Somov said, “She’s as good of a fighter as she is a dancer, and being of hellite caste should make her into a formidable Valkyrie.” He added, as a question, “Or would that interfere with the Exalted nature of part of that magic?”

Erick said, “I was just wondering that myself. I will have to speak with her later.”

“We don’t foresee it being a problem,” Alfonin said.

‘Later’ turned out to be an hour later, and Rubikia had already gotten a Status Reset through Rozeta, and she was ready to pledge herself to House Benevolence and Erick himself. That was enough for her to be offered the Quest to take the Valkyrie Class, which, for her, was just a simple ‘do you want to do this’ sort of Quest. She said yes.

Rubikia transformed, her hellite body burbling into Carnage and Blood and then flashing outward into bright pink metal.

She was still made of hellite as a Valkyrie, but she was now 4 meters tall and with floating wings made of bone-swords. She loomed over Erick for a brief moment, and then she got down on her knees, to pledge, “My life and my swords for the good of all, and every individual.”

“I accept,” Erick said. “Welcome, Rubikia.”

Shivraa, also as a Valkyrie, but just a bit shorter and mostly made of pale purple bloodice, also accepted Rubikia’s pledge, saying, “Welcome to the front lines of the war, sister.”

Erick let them get acquainted. He had other places to be.
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Erick stood upon the inverted land of the Outer Core, where continents stretched up and around the blue Core of Veird, up there in the center of the clear sky.

Rozeta stood with Erick, and said, “The personal Script is not ready, nor will it be ready for a very long time, and I’m handing the project off to Ezekiel. He has come a long way with tinkering and runecraft. Further than you, by far, and Gnowmi is assisting him with that.”

“… Okay… That wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but you have big reasons for delaying the creation of personal Scripts, I assume?”

“Yes.” Rozeta said, “Personal Scripts have to be personal, for I wish to make them into Ascension machines. Quite simply: To tie the Personal Scripts to divinity would be a failure of foresight. One only has to look at what happened to the original Goddess of Knowledge to know that this would be an unwise tying-of-power. A mortal working has a much higher chance of existing long, long after everything is done.

“That was the original philosophy behind the original manaminers, oh so long ago, and it proved prescient. Much of Knowledge is like that; to tie what a Personal Script could be to me would be to deny the Truths of others.

“As for making Valkyries immune to the vagaries of inclement Authority, you have already done that. I’ve tweaked a few things to shore up their Class to allow them to survive outside of the Script. That particular power will be going out to everyone, thanks to the [Spellsurge Weave] that can allow them to connect, even when they are outside of the Authority of Veird.”

Erick relaxed. “That’s good. That’s all we really needed, anyway.”

“Don’t let anyone stay out in space for an extended period of time, though. The basic system to allow spaceflight is just that; basic. Those who prove good at spaceflight can stay out there longer.”

Erick smiled. “Heard and understood.”

And then Erick waited.

… Rozeta breathed in, then out, and said, “Kirginatharp awaits your Benevolence on the other side of the Outer Core.”

“Thank you,” Erick said. “I’ll raise him up to a dragon again, if you want… But by your expression, that sounds distasteful to you?”

“Everything about this particular thing is distasteful, Erick.” Rozeta said, “But we’re in a war for survival, and I will need to protect my son myself. It will be difficult and… and I fear I will be unable to do that. I already lost one son to the Red. I cannot lose Kirginatharp, too.”

“I’m fully fearful of losing any of my kids, too. Hopefully most of the fighting will take place outside of Veird.”

Rozeta breathed, and then she nodded.

She opened a portal to the other side of the Outer Core.

They stepped through, and the two of them stood in the front yard of a mansion set back from a cliff, facing an ocean. Kirginatharp stood beside a stone table in that front yard. Erick’s purple lightmask-enchanted teapot sat on the table, steaming away, and three cups of tea sat waiting for them. The whole place reminded Erick of Windy Manor, at Oceanside, where he had lived with Poi, Teressa, Kiri, and Rats, and spent his semester learning magic at the arcanaeum.

It had been a long time since then.

Kirginatharp tensed as he saw Erick. And then he spoke first, “I had hoped to ease into… to talk for a while, and to mull over how much I was going to lose in the [Reincarnation], but it appears I would rather get this over with fast.”

Erick said, “Thank you, Kirginatharp, for allowing the removal of your Dragon Curse.” He turned to Rozeta. “Could you put up an absolute multiversal shift, to keep this part secret here from the other realms of Veird?”

Rozeta and Kirginatharp both paused as they looked at Erick—

Rozeta raised her eyebrows, as the Knowledge of what Erick wanted to do appeared to her. “Oh…” She considered. “It is done.”

A barrier flashed across the entire cliffside.

There was a conversation.

Erick tried to forget it as much as he could, and he didn’t have a clear idea of what he wanted to do, anyway. That might have been enough to prevent inclement prognostications from interfering in that plan.
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Preparations were done as much as they could have been done almost two weeks ago, by now. Or maybe even months, really. 

The world was ready for war.

Fenrir was not ready for war at all, but it could be, soon. The people down there were locked in Red, but some of them were troops standing in formation.

Erick hovered in the sky, at the closest point between Veird to Fenrir. He was still inside the Script, but he was only ten kilometers from the Edge. From horizon to horizon, Erick floated between two worlds.

Veird was layered with silver trees and white light.

Fenrir was several orders of magnitude wider, and much, much further away. Civilization after civilization lay somewhat hodgepodged together down there on that green, blue, and cloud-covered surface… Once you got past the Red that covered everything. Red sparks clung to every surface, rippling and layering and containing the people in a [Time Stop]. But the clouds kinda moved like clouds should move. Or at least the upper clouds moved.

Veird and Fenrir were basically on the same time, and would be moving at exactly the same rate in about ten minutes, according to the maths.

Erick watched the clouds down there roll by, like threads of white upon the incredibly large surface—

Fallopolis stepped to stand beside Erick, her white eyes shining as bright as Melemizargo’s. The Champion of the God of Magic was looking good in her chosen form; like a warrior grandmother, with armored robes and her big black kendrithyst staff floating beside her, ready to be grabbed at a moment’s notice.

Fallopolis said, “This is going to be a lateral attack.”

Erick had his own guesses, but he asked, “What are you thinking?”

“An attack along the fundamental natures of magic itself.” Fallopolis said, “Probably divinity-based; A twisting of the gods of Veird through mass worship. We’ve already shored up the Script to prevent that, but attack and defense are an ever-evolving war of trial and failure, and the people down there are copies of us up here.”

“I expect him to try something more normal at first, but yes, a worship-based, nature-of-mana lateral attack will likely be the main attack. He wouldn’t bring people from side realities unless he was going to use them. Could just be a show of civilization-building, though.” Erick added, “Could be making hostages.”

“Will you attempt to save them if they’re real?”

Fallopolis had asked the question innocently enough, but there was a reason Erick had raised the point himself. He and she were playing small roles right now, for all the other people behind them, watching from Veird, praying for miracles in Veird’s favor.

Those people focused on Erick’s one known weakness; he tried to save everyone. Erick almost wanted to deny that, to lie and say he would annihilate everything down there without remorse. And yet, to say that was just as callous, and would cause a morale drop on this side of the war.

So Erick said, “I have long ago chosen who to care about when it comes to infinity, Fallopolis, and the people I care about are here. We will be saving our own, first.”

Fallopolis was serious right now, but she allowed herself a small relaxation upon hearing Erick’s words. She didn’t grin, but her voice was lighter as she said, “You know? I still have that little Blessing of Minor Truth you gave to me so many years ago. It is a true comfort knowing that you’re telling the truth.”

Erick allowed himself a smile. “All these years later, eh?”

“Of course. I told you I would cherish it forever, our Fire of the Age, and I will.”

Erick lightly teased, “You told me you’d come up with a new name, too.”

“Ha!” Fallopolis said, “I might need to actually start working on that promise—” she waved a free hand at Fenrir. “—as soon as this trash is done with.”

“I’ll hold you to that, Fallopolis.”

Fallopolis bowed in the air and then flew backward, before vanishing into the shadows of the sky of Veird.

The Valkyries waited down below, in squads scattered around the entire Silver Surface. Most of them would head left or right or up or down, if they needed to. Killzone and Sitnakov were ready, wherever they were. The girls and Evan and Poi and Rizala were down below, at the main Blue Corps base and at secondary communication bases, though only very few people were at the main Blue Corps base; it was too much out-in-the-open, and too much of an obvious target. Ophiel was ready in Benevolence Itself to do rapid portals around the world, if needed, and Kiri was ready with the same. Teressa and Aisha were inside Benevolence Itself, looking at the Sky, prognosticating. Dariok was there with Teressa.

Teressa gripped Dariok’s hand in her own, and they watched the Benevolent Sky together.

Yggdrasil and the gods were down there, wherever they were.

Waiting.

Erick was the spear.

Darkness swirled around Erick—

… And he felt the weight of a world, or rather, ten million worlds, mark him with an indelible future.

… He checked his Status, and yup.

There was a major change.









Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1453 (Veird, layer 789), [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 789, Veird]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 913.71m per day / 10,575.34 per second , [Darkness Level = 62.3x Ascension baseline]

Body: 1453

Mind: 1971

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+9,624.08, -9] Basic upkeep

Mp: 2.9t/∞, ↑ [+3,278.25, -3] Basic upkeep

Hp: 2.8t/∞, ↑ [+3,172.6, -3] Basic upkeep

Pp: 2.9t/∞, ↑ [+3,172.6, -3] Basic upkeep

Resons: 1.9t [+951.78 = +105.75]









He had bounced up to 62.3x Ascension Baseline.

That was double what it had been a week ago.

“… I think those people down there on Fenrir are worshiping me, too.” Erick frowned. “Well that’s weird.”

Yggdrasil whispered in his ears, “That is correct. I’m still siphoning your divinity due to our Pact, but everything else is still yours. This does confirm the main thrust of Nothanganathor’s lateral attack. No one else is being affected by it, because we accounted for it, but you are outside of the Script, and so you are affected, somewhat. Know now that there are probably versions of Veird’s gods down there, but they are Fractal versions. They are who their believers believe them to be, and nothing else. They have no Mantle of the Dark to make them more than ghosts of collective imagination.”

“Ghosts, eh?” Erick chuckled darkly. “I can already see myself venturing down there to kill those god ghosts, looking like Melemizargo the whole time, trying to ‘kill the gods’ like what people thought he was trying to do for the longest time. How’s that for Fate working reality over.” He sighed as he stared at Fenrir’s surface, saying, “Jane is supposed to be the one fighting the gods.”

… Oh shit, she probably heard that.

She was probably dying of embarrassment right now.

“Time is an ouroboros, father,” Yggdrasil said, saving Erick from his own words. “If you live long enough, you will see patterns repeat in everything. Thus is the nature of this Fractal Universe, and Life Itself. Children grow and live lives the same as their parents, or perhaps circumstances skip generations, or around, and then they have children of their own that go out and live lives that the parents prepare them for, but that they can’t really prepare them for because life, no matter how much it looks the same as what came before, is not really the same at all.” He added, “But if you live truly long enough, then you can see the real patterns emerge, and know that yes, time is an ouroboros.”

Erick smiled at that. “And so is [Renew].”

Erick expected Yggdrasil to say something more.

But then reality clicked.

Erick wasn’t sure how he knew what he knew, but he knew that Fenrir had finally time-locked with Veird.

And then Oozy Stormcaller stood twenty kilometers outside of the Edge of Veird.

Erick had no reaction except to simmer with rage.

Oozy wore red robes that held like ribbons upon his body, flowing down and billowing, almost like seaweed in an ocean, or mermaid hair. He raised his hands left and right, and called out,

“Did you have fun?

“Did you prepare enough?

“Was the reprieve enough for you to come to some correct decisions?

“Or are other measures necessary?”

Erick responded with a sky full of [Luminous Beam]s that started off as normal lines of light that then turned absolutely apocalyptic right past the Edge of the Script, where quasar-like particle streams touched the scant little atmosphere that existed out there. Oozy was atomized under so much nuclear fire.

When the space beyond the Edge cleared of explosions, the sky remained clear for a full two minutes.

And then Oozy reappeared, flying out from Fenrir at the speed of lightning, which was still sort of slow at these sorts of distances. It was fast enough. Oozy hung in the air, his ribbon-like robes turned into a cape, revealing red plate armor, with his helmet hanging off of his belt and his red hair waving in a nonexistent breeze.

He said, “We magnanimously give you a week to make a better decision, and then we kill you all.” He put on his helmet, his eyes flickering with Red lightning beyond the black eyeslits in that red metal. “Make bad decisions, please. I always wanted to kill everyone I ever knew.”

And then he vanished.
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Erick blasted Oozy with another round of [Luminous Beam]s, filling the sky with nuclear fire.

Oozy didn’t return.

‘Why is Nothanganathor such an asshole?’ Erick thought to himself, as he watched the land of Fenrir below.

Red Sparks had covered everything down there. But now Oozy was gone, and Fenrir began to change. The Red peeled away from every surface, from every mountain and low-hanging cloud, from every person and time-frozen river and ocean. Erick briefly wondered at the mechanics of the land down there —was Fenrir planet-thickness now, all the way through? What about gravity? Were those floating lights in the sky enough to provide actual light? And what about, well, everything else physical down there? Why was the world a patchwork?— and then he focused on the upcoming war, whatever shape that might take.

Everyone had opinions about what the war was going to resemble. Erick had hoped for something he could do on his own, to save everyone else the danger and death, but that was never really an option; Nothanganathor had put a lot of shit between him and Erick. When the lands below appeared out of the Red two weeks ago and then truly took their current shape last week, everyone assumed it was going to be a massive interplanetary war.

Erick would send the valkyries down there and begin reaping lives, and taking in people to remove them from Nothanganathor’s influence. He’d do the reviving thing and the [Benevolent Cleanse]ing thing, and then he’d end up with a humanitarian crisis just like he had on Slaver’s Den, but different, because these people he’d be saving were all from the side realities of Veird.

And because they were not people Erick truly knew, but which he did, everything here was a trap.

A pitfall.

And Erick would walk right into it, because he had to.

Erick had talked a big game to Fallopolis when he spoke of only having concerns for the people of this Veird, but those people down there were a happenstance of Infinity away from being the people of this Veird. Of course he couldn’t actually hurt them… Though they were probably going to try and hurt him and everyone he loved, because of course they were influenced by Nothanganathor to be that way.

Oozy was clearly not the same Oozy that Erick had [Reincarnation]ed… probably. He had to be from some near-reality, or something like that.

But who really knew these things, anyway? Rozeta? … Probably not, actually. Whatever Knowledge that exists down there on Fenrir is probably corrupted, and so Rozeta would know not to touch it… Or something like that. Erick was working off of a lot of hypotheticals, here. He would need to talk to Rozeta and Phagar and get their opinions on all of that, and on all of those false gods down there, too.

Phagar had killed a god before, right? The God of Death of the Old Cosmology, like, 750,000 years ago.

Erick was probably going to have to fight some of those non-Mantle, mindless forces of Fractal-raised gods. How did you kill a god? Well, Erick already knew, sort of. You start with killing all of its believers. Maybe conversion would work, though? A bit of [Reincarnation] and [Benevolent Cleanse]ing and…

Erick would have to see what happened.

Surely there was something more concrete and less destructive than ‘kill the believers’.

There was one other way that Erick knew of. Witch Aragathara’s Goddeath Poison had killed Melemizargo and Nothanganathor’s mother, Ikaramaliana. That poison had taken a winding path to Ikaramaliana, though. To start with, that poison had been sprinkled among the believers of many different gods, and which did nothing to those believers because they had to keep believing, and thus supplying that poison to those gods. When those gods finally died to the poison, and their mantles returned to Ikaramaliana, that is how Ikaramaliana died; through a chain of poisoned divinity.

All of that was yet another hidden danger to this war.

Rozeta had shored up the Script to protect from a lateral attack against Veird through divinity, but Nothanganathor probably had a way around that. Eventually.

Maybe he could just throw Goddeath Poison at Veird, and Veird wouldn’t recognize it as deadly, so it would kill them all that way. Rozeta had prepared against that, of course, and thanks to Witch Aragathara helping in that way, but Erick bet that Ikaramaliana thought she was safe from the witch’s poisons, too.

That white bastard probably had ten thousand ways to kill all of Veird. The only reason he hadn’t used any of them was because he wanted to win everything. And to win everything, he had needed to convince the Fae Council of Margleknot of his agreeable intentions; he had needed to create his Opposite, so that Margleknot wouldn’t be losing Nothanganathor’s anti-corruption functionality when Nothanganathor Ascended to Godhood.

Margleknot would have killed Nothanaganthor as a Corruptor, if Nothanaganthor hadn’t displayed his willingness to work with them so very much.

… Erick was back to the original question.

‘Why is Nothanganathor such an asshole?’

There’s the obvious reasonings that he had given everyone. Melemizargo killed his wife, the Witch Ara, and sure, that was one thing, but to kill a universe over that?

Erick didn’t buy it… Maybe.

There was more to it, of course. There was a whole history of hatred stretching back way more than 10,000 years. Killing the wife was just the final straw?

‘Was it possible that things had just gotten so far out of hand, and the only response anyone ever had to trauma was to make more trauma? Highly likely. Nothanganathor deserves his trauma, though, since this is what he does when he gets power; he makes horror shows of morality and mortality.’

Back in that Non Combat Zone, in Margleknot, Nothanganathor had talked a big game and then Erased Blighter and Seabass right in front of Erick, just to prove that he could, to prove that he was an asshole of the highest order.

Erick recalled the bastard’s specific words.

“Just as it’s impossible to forgive them for sundering my wife, it is impossible to forgive them for cursing me to Obscurity. Even now, the only one truly Seeing me is you. I am glad for that, Erick. You can see who I really am. That is such a rare thing. So watch this.”

And then he had Erased Blighter with a Red knife through the heart.

… Honestly, Erick didn’t need to understand him any more than he already did, but his first instinct was to try and understand, and so that is what he attempted to do. And yet, what was there to understand about Malevolence? Nothing; that’s what—

Erick had another sudden string of thoughts that were loosely connected, important, and yet ephemeral.

1) Wizard fights usually devolved into Wizards adjusting the world and their enemy to their liking, and then winning in that way. Nothanganathor had already attempted as much through matching Veird’s timeframe and using Veird’s people to influence everything over on Veird.

2) Nothanganathor was responsible for the rise of Wraithborne’s ‘ring world’ and Evil Death Sun that powered the whole thing. So he was a capable ruler.

3) He was highly capable of causing real damage, far beyond his ascendancy-or-not would lead people to believe. At Erick’s first viewing of the Red Sparks, he had thought them all that Nothanganathor could do, but that was obviously wrong.

4) Nothanganathor’s Curse of Obscurity made it so that no one understood him, but maybe, what the curse actually did was make people think of the Erased One as a worthless person. That’s what everyone believed, after all.

5) And yet, the Erased One’s effects upon Margleknot were wide and deep, so he was an important person even with his Curse.

6) Nothanganathor probably doubled down on his Curse when he made Malevolence.

7) And he was prepared for this fight with every part of his being.

8) … Was there any real reason for Nothanganathor to Erase Blighter and Seabass, back there in that meeting? Sure, there was the effect of severing Erick from Wraithborne, from Erick’s attempts at a takeover, but that was the surface reason for Erasing Blighter and Seabass. Nothanganathor had been disinterested for the entire conversation up until then. And then he showed joy when he went and Erased Blighter and Seabass, because he knew that it would display who he was to Erick, in that moment.

There was no question that Nothanganathor enjoyed that.

But he had done that because 10) it heightened Nothanganathor’s threat level in Erick’s eyes.

Anyway. That was all just a complicated way to say that Nothanganathor thought he was going to win this war, one way or another. He probably had a thousand contingencies, all of them on the level of what he had done to Fenrir down there—

Erick suddenly saw the main contingency.

The real way Nothanganathor was going to ‘win’.

He was going to break his Curse of Obscurity.

What was the ‘Curse of Obscurity’? Erick had asked Melemizargo about it, once. He had said it was simply ‘a denial of existence’.

And how did Erick’s own Dark Mark grow? How did all Dark Marks grow?

From being acknowledged by others.

Maybe Melemizargo had cursed Nothanganathor’s Dark Mark to smallness... making him unable to grow?

Hmm.

Erick wasn’t 100% sold on the idea that Nothanganathor’s Dark Mark was cursed to smallness, because the Dark was not stingy in giving out power and it never took power back, as far as Erick knew. Melemizargo and Rozeta had had long and loud conversations about that difference in style, with Melemizargo hating the restrictions of the Script but Rozeta saying that sometimes restrictions were good, actually.

But it made sense that Melemizargo would break his own oaths to never restrict power in the beginning of his reign, before Melemizargo knew his own morals. Nothanganathor’s Curse of Obscurity was a 1-off thing, as far as Erick knew, so it made sense that Melemizargo might have done something weird and antithetical to the Dark as his first act as the God of Magic.

Melemizargo had set doom upon himself when he did that, thus tarnishing the entire purpose of the God of Magic, which was to give out magic and never restrict what was already given.

… Hmm.

Back to the war, though.

Nothanganathor had a bunch of ways to win.

Erick saw some of them.

… and then Erick turned his thoughts back around on themselves, looking for tricks in the mind itself. Nothanganathor’s first real killing trick against Erick had been a thought-tunnel of introspection, there in that mirage of an office worker that was really a killing room, right after Erick had Ascended. Nothanganathor played a bunch of mind-games to hide the truth of his power.

Even thinking of him as some ‘great big enemy’ was playing into his hands; that was setting the stage for him to actually be powerful. That’s how Wizard battles worked, after all.

… Erick was going to eradicate the guy.

As Erick continued to consider the major points of his multi-layered crisis of conscience and positioning for Wizardry-games, he continued to observe the Red ‘[Time Lock]’ of Fenrir. That magic was falling away rather fast, revealing the people and oceans and forests and otherwise of the outer, inhabited Surface. Everyone on Veird watched right alongside Erick, as copies of the continents of Glaquin and Nelboor and Nergal and Quintlan all revealed themselves in all their patchwork glory. Nothing was laid down as it was on Veird. Everything was mashed together, wherever it felt like existing.

Sometimes the continents were cut into pieces, with just some thick river/oceans separating the pieces of continents from each other. Sometimes there was no separating body of water, and stuff was mashed right up against each other. Over there were the Songli Highlands, right beside half of the nation of Greensoil, with Archipelago Nergal strung alongside those two lands like a mountain range, all of the islands bunched up together with ports and docks mashed onto dry land.

Erick used a bit of magic to lens the air, to truly enhance his sight, and he saw fishermen on boats on dry land, frozen in time, casting nets onto bare dirt. When the Red peeled back, those nets fell onto the dirt, and the guys fishing in those ‘waters’ were suddenly, incredibly confused.

“Right, then,” Erick said to himself, and then he organized his thoughts on Nothanganathor’s possible avenues of attack, and the meaning of the Curse of Obscurity, and he sent all of that along in a [Telepathy] message to Poi, and Rizala.

He might not be able to receive messages easily, but he could certainly send them out, and that was good enough to let the world know all the ways in which all of this was a trap of several different natures. They had probably figured out some of those traps already, but it never hurt to hand over information in these sorts of situations, even if some of those bits of information might be memetic threats; the Mind Mages could handle those threats. Erick’s job was easy.

He just needed to overpower whatever was coming his way.

Erick said to himself, “Time to go see what’s what.”

Rizala, Poi’s sister and the current embodiment of Ascendant Prime, based on the golden tendrils wafting off of her like she was a sea anemone, suddenly appeared in the sky beside Erick. She couldn’t talk to Erick normally, so she had decided to appear, instead. She calmly said, “If he has given us a week to see, then perhaps we should take it.”

Unsaid, was that Ascendant Prime was in a worry over all the little traps and big traps that Erick had sent in that latest information packet. If Prime was appearing like this, then Erick’s musings had set them all down thought tunnels of their own.

It had been a calculated risk to share that knowledge with them, but they could handle it, Erick was sure.

Erick nodded, showing that he respected Ascendant Prime’s ideas, and then he said, “If that is the determination of the Mind Mages, then I will take that under consideration, but we’re in a Wizard War now, Ascendant Prime. Setting the tone for the War is just as important as all the trappings of the War itself, and we’re going to win, but we can’t win by doing nothing.”

Unsaid, was the idea that the second you start thinking of those traps, then Nothanganthor might gain those traps. One couldn’t be giving enemies ideas; that was the surest way to failure…

And probably one of the reasons that Nothanganathor had allowed the New Stat of Intelligence to happen, and to make Erick paranoid in some ways. He had mostly gotten over that problem of paranoia, but… not really. Not when it came to big things like this.

… Erick kinda knew how he could circumvent that issue, though.

There was a reason that the True Wizards of the Grand Wizard’s Tower in the Core of Veird, and back in the real one in the Old Cosmology, played tricks on everyone. There was a reason that Fae were, by and large, nonsensical and fun-loving. Because by being that way, except when it really mattered, they laid the path for a life that was lived in pursuit of less war, and less horror. Being non-serious, and generally positive, was a way to insulate oneself from the disaster of life. The Shades were mostly like that, too, with Fallopolis speaking like a crazy grandma most of the time, and even Killzone was like that with his southern drawl accent.

Erick was only a little bit like that. Mostly, he wasn’t.

But he could do that more. He could be a bit happier, and playful, and uncounterable, and chaotic—

Oh.

Shit.

Nothanganathor had seeded Erick with a bunch of paranoia in order to get Erick to be predictable.

… Of course, there was the counter argument that Nothanganathor was trying to ‘win’ by making Erick think about becoming a fae, and thus… Erick wasn’t sure what would happen when he was a fae, which is why he hadn’t done it. Would he simply not care about Veird anymore? About anyone?

If he had ultimate power, then he could do anything he wanted, and that seemed corruptive.

… Erick slowly realized that he was way past the point where second-guessing himself was productive.

So he acted.

“Perhaps, I would have liked to take that week,” Erick said, and then he asked, “But how long was I standing here, thinking, while you all watched?”

“About 35 seconds before you sent that information packet.”

Not conclusively a thought trap, then.

Erick nodded, then turned back to fully face Fenrir. “Past a certain point you simply gotta hope you prepped enough, and then you power through all opposition.”

Ascendant Prime smiled a little with Rizala’s body, and then she pulled back, saying, “We will follow your lead.”

Erick smiled, showing everyone that everything was okay, and then he spoke to the world, “The only power Nothanganathor has is a plan many years in the making, for if he had the actual power to enact his will, he would have done so. He has a trick. We will encounter that trick, and then we will crush it, and him. He’s earned what is coming to him ten million times over.

“But we will not be taking that anger out on the people he has duped into following him, who he has stolen from their worlds and put into our paths. The Valkyries on the front line are not empowered to cut down those who attack them. The Valkyries will descend to Fenrir soon enough, and then they will scout and allow themselves to be killed, to return to here. They will allow all of what I am about to do to be unraveled by those people down there, if those people should unravel it. Their goal, for now, is to be seen and to Siphon up the Red.

“This is not a traditional War, for that is what Nothanganathor expects. That is what he has planned for. That is how he sees this happening.

“So we will deny him that path, because people need help.

“Everyone down there is experiencing a crisis. Everyone down there needs our help. Everyone down there might already be poised to hate and tear at us, for they have likely been brought forth through visions of Infinity where Nothanganathor was already their god, or some other such nonsense, but we’re going to be better than Nothanganathor, because what Nothanganathor doesn’t know is that every single person down there is not our enemy, but just a friend we haven’t made yet.

“We begin with Plan Takeover.”
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A while ago:









Erick walked out of the tactical room of the Blue Corps a little miffed. That meeting of smaller, newer powers had not gone well. Poi caught up with Erick, right as he opened a [Gate] back to the cloud castle house.

They walked through, and they were back home.

Poi waited until the portal was closed behind them to say, “Do you have an actual plan?”

Erick scoffed as he walked toward the main house. “Of course I have a plan.”

“But people want to see actual magic solutions. You know. The things that Archmages do. The old definition, that is; someone with tier 7 magics and able to make magics on the fly to solve any conceivable problem.” Poi said, “Usually I don’t have to tell you this, but everyone is worried that the solutions you have of ‘blast and blast some more’ are both truth, and also lies, and in both cases they’re not comforting.”

The meeting at the Blue Corps had been with a coalition of newly-risen smaller powers, coming into their own in the last few years, and only just now finding any solidity. The Angels leaving had thrown everything into political disarray, and when the majority of other humans went with them everyone was both lost and confused, and so the meeting had been a bunch of people yelling and vying for power and demanding answers, all at the same time. Erick had told them not to worry, and that he had plans, and that to air those plans to too many people would invite those plans to be nullified by Nothanganathor.

Erick probably should have been more of a politician back there, but he didn’t want to give out comforting lies. This war was going to be dangerous. People were going to die. And yet what was the alternative? To submit to the man who had Sundered one universe to gain power, and hope that he would change if he were allowed to gain even more power? That he would somehow have a different opinion of the values of others when he was in charge?

… Erick sighed as he entered his house. Yeah. He had fucked up. He should have hinted at the full weight of the problem; not outright stated it.

Erick headed for the kitchen. “I’m going to make some coffee. Want some?”

“Yes. I want some of that un-[Duplicate]able stuff from Margleknot, too, unless you’ve learned how to copy it, then it’s no longer special at all. Then I don’t care for it.”

Erick raised an eyebrow, and then he laughed. “I haven’t learned how to copy it, and I guess that makes it special.”

“For now.”

Erick smirked. “For now.”

Soon, the two of them were sharing a pot of really good coffee that tasted like being freshly clean and warm and dry in fluffy robes, watching the sunrise on a cold, winter’s porch, as breath and steam fogged the air. Of course, none of that was physically happening at all. The two of them were in the kitchen, by the bay window, looking over Candlepoint down below the clouds. It was reson-imbued coffee, and Erick could probably copy it if he wanted, but he had chosen not to.

He saw how Poi liked the special stuff.

Poi smiled as he sipped his coffee. “It’s something to do with reson-imbuing, so I can’t imagine why you haven’t figured it out yet.”

“Give me some time, and I’ll figure it out,” Erick said, grinning. And then he thought back to the meeting and sighed. “I suppose I could make a magic and hand it to the Script, to make people happier? I could probably do a lot of that, actually.”

Poi said, “Make a dungeon planter; a mana generating spike you can launch at Fenrir’s bare surface and generate livable space.”

Erick thought about that for a second, then he nodded. “Maybe you should look into Igniting to Wizardry.”

“No thanks.” Poi said, “I got a plan for life and it does not involve any of that power-tripping nonsense.”

Erick laughed. “How do you think such a spell should work?”

“Ya see? That’s the thing. I’m not the Apparent Wizard King.” Poi pointed at Erick, adding, “You’re the one that signed up to be Emperor of Veird, Commander of all our Armed Forces. You figure it out.”

“Bahhh!” Erick said, “I’ll just end up being, like, the tip of the spear. Jane and her siblings are the commanders.”

“Maybe your spellwork can be the spear,” Poi said, being serious, without trying to be too obviously very serious. “But you should hang back. We need you here on Veird more than down there, getting into Nothanganathor’s face. He’ll take a swipe at us when you’re gone, or he’ll find some way to trap you.”

Erick didn’t mention his plans to Ignite and then Ascend other people to True Wizards, and Poi didn’t ask.

“I have plans in place for if I fall, and I won’t fall. He can’t just kill me.” Erick said, “I won’t let anything happen to Veird.”

“Good!” Poi smiled. “Because I do quite like the place.” He added, “Don’t let anything bad happen to yourself, either.”

Erick grinned. “Solomon will probably be doing the major defenses; what with that cross-Infinity cultivation he’s going for. We’ll work it out. As for sending… well? Sending missiles of dungeons at Fenrir? Yeah. That’s a good starting point. I’m sure Nothanganathor will have a trick or ten to counter such a plan, but I can make some giant… missiles of some sort?” Erick looked away, thinking.

Poi sipped his tea, smirking—

“Ah ha!” Erick said, “I got it. Want to join me for the creation? Or the other Poi down in the Black Gate dungeon?”

“No no. I’m busy, too. If you’re going to work on that then I’m going to devote my full attention toward some Mind Mage stuff happening up in Cerebrum. We have a meeting with Demon King Dinnamoth in about 6 hours.” Poi said, “He’s a lot less of an asshole now that Avandrasolaro is the Crown. We might actually make progress on some sort of united war front today.”

Erick finished off his coffee then set down his empty mug, saying, “Then you have fun with that. I’ll be back later.”

- -

Erick stood upon a mountain in an empty part of the world, somewhere on the Sixth Sphere, where the Forever War had taken place for the two years that Erick had been absent. This part of Veird’s new Spheres still weirded Erick out, but it was kinda cool at the same time. Rozeta had forgone the normal sky illusions on this sphere, and had instead put another layer of world upside down, on the roof of this layer. The two surfaces were like two worlds facing each other from 50-ish kilometers away, with a layer in the middle where clouds and sunlight flowed, and gravity pulled in both directions.

Erick began weaving magics.

First came the hum of Benevolence, flowing out of Erick’s aura and into the air like a soft light that crinkled at the edges with white static. Next came a twisting and the tinkling chime of Genesis, which combined with the solid, illusionary sounds of eternal stonewood. Erick pulled out the creation of free floating life in the form of slimes from the sounds of [Conjure Force Elemental] and the barest touch of Soul Magic. Some light [Renew] and [Terraforming] spellwork was only another piece of the puzzle. Next came defensive, node-network-layers, in the form of [Ward] and [Undertow Star] and [Benevolent Cleanse].

With another twisting that was in reality a shaping that rivaled anything Erick had done in his first years on Veird, power blossomed both in the air, and inside Erick, as he harmonized many different spells into one.

And then he cast.

A kilometer-long, 300-meter-wide tower of white eternal stonewood sprouted into the air, created from nothing but mana and intent. Erick turned the casting into a button in his soul.

Words appeared that only he could see.

Tower of Mana Slimes, instant, super long range, 250,000 mana + Variable

Create a living eternal stonewood spike and launch the spike at a target. The spike plants itself where it lands and then unfurls into a tower that grows based on the slimes and life and conditions the tower finds itself within. Has a hard limit within the Script to only double in size. Has no limit outside of the Script.

It looked good, too!

The tower stretched up tall, with ridges every ten meters that encircled the whole thing. Those ridges were where the floors were on the insides, and the whole thing was mostly hollow, for Erick had constructed the tower like bamboo. Down here, at the bottom, nodules bubbled upon the white wood; the precursors to roots expanding outward. The tower needed some way to stabilize itself, after all.

The spell finished creating itself, and then it planted itself in the ground in front of Erick; like dynamite blasting away at a mountain, the spike buried itself in the ground.

The spike buried itself into the mountain a good 50 meters. Erick expected when it struck the solid surface of Fenrir it would simply stop there on that adamantium surface, but there was dirt here, and so the spike stuck into the dirt. It never reached the black metal ground a good five kilometers underneath.

The tower began to grow.

The nodules turned to roots which secured the bamboo into the ground, and then windows opened everywhere. The inside was filled with water, making the whole thing mostly incompressible and able to be fired like a metal slug without breaking where it landed, but now that water spilled outward. [Water Shape] [Ward]s caught that water and secured it to the tower, and the space where the water left suddenly lit up with spellwork. Slope stairs, like a double helix, were revealed on the insides, along with [Gravity Ward]s that gave the whole place a sense of gravity. Fenrir didn’t have great gravity right now, so of course Erick had to account for that. Those same gravity magics also helped to set up a water cycle. And then a [Terraforming] cloud sprang into being on the ceiling of every floor, and all throughout the place. Benevolence and Genesis spilled out of those clouds like lightning, filling the entire place with power. When the lightning passed, each 10-meter tall floorspace got maybe a meter-deep layer of good dirt, and greenery sprang up from loamy soil that had not been there before now.

The systems came online, and Erick watched.

Erick watched for about forty minutes, seeing where he had failed on his first attempt and where he had succeeded. Mostly, the repetition spellwork was failing hard. Here and there some of the floors had massive gaps in them, where the window-opening part of the magic had translated poorly and opened up holes in the floor instead of on the walls. Some of the helical staircases were upside down, where the magic had done some weird sort of inversion, putting wall where the walking area of the staircase should have been, and open space where the walkway should have been.

Erick had started off too big. Maybe he should just do four repeating floors, instead of going for a hundred repeating floors, all at once. The mana cost was too much, too. That needed to go down.

Yes.

Erick pulled apart the original spell in his soul, and then went about making Version 2.

Tower of Mana Slimes V2, instant, super long range, 2,500 mana + Variable

Create a living eternal stonewood pod and launch the pod at a target. The pod plants itself where it lands and then unfurls into a tower that grows based on the slimes and life and conditions the tower supports. Has a hard limit within the Script to only double in size. Has no limit outside of the Script.

This time what came out was a 45-ish meter tall disk, about 200 meters wide, and it had lots of staircases and support all throughout, and a whole lot more complicated infrastructure. When it planted, the roots expanded wide, locking it to the mountain underfoot.

Erick watched the ‘disk-tower’ work for 2 hours. The slimes came to being through pure creation and they began wandering around, like the slimes in the larger tower. Everything seemed to be working a lot better, too. But there was another problem. The node network of the disk tower was failing; there wasn’t enough life to sustain the growth of the smaller tower.

Erick had gone too small.

“Version 3 will be better,” Erick told himself—

Something tickled the inside of his nose and Erick sniffled.

… Why was he sniffling?

… Erick already saw why he was sniffling. He wiped the blood away from his nose, and then stared at the red on his fingers for a few seconds. His eyes flickered to his Status. Nothing was wrong there—

“Oh!” Erick said, cleaning himself up, because he knew what he had done. “The Script is pushing back because it’s almost Propagation Magic.”

A blue box appeared.

 




	
The Propagation Ban is a Foundational Ban, Erick. Just gotta work through it. Sorry! Please clean up your magics when you are done, please. I don’t want another Crystal Mimic scenario.

~Rozeta














“Sure thing— Ah. Hello, Atunir.”

Atunir, the Goddess of Field and Fertility, stepped onto the mountain beside Erick, looking a little happy and also professionally concerned. She also looked resplendent with her dark skin and commoner-esque clothes. She playfully intoned, “So it seems you’re trying to make a propagating bamboo tower plant.”

“I am. Want to help?”

Like someone being asked to do something they wanted to do, but they knew they shouldn’t, Atunir said, “I don’t normally like to get involved, because people have to live their own lives…” Atunir blurted out, “But Sumtir and Aloethag are getting big in the Valkyrie culture and so I want in on this growing culture.”

Erick grinned. “Your help is greatly appreciated.”

“I do wonder about Yggdrasil, though.” Atunir said, “I helped you make him last time. He doesn’t want to be present here? For this?”

“He’s already said he doesn’t want to be a part of any offensive magics, so I didn’t even think to ask him about this.” Erick said, “He’s defensive, as always.”

Atunir simply nodded, Erick’s confirmation of Yggdrasil’s nature neatly slotting into her worldview. “Then this working will be one of comfortable offense.” Perhaps too excitedly, she said, “Now, as for iterating on this process, I was thinking golden wheat towers that surrounded the land with light and air and gravity and made it all habitable for everyone nearby, as well as serving as bases from which to attack the enemy. Also, a plant that grows and spreads in the void.” She said, “A planet maker.”

Erick’s eyes went a bit wide. “… Oh.” And then he said, “That seems like it could become a Daydropper situation.”

Atunir smiled delightfully. “Which is why I’m here, at the beginning, to ensure that it is connected to security and not to corruption.” She added, “Also, we can save that version for after the war. Let’s just do the Fenrir-base-maker, for now.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Also: I hear you’re planning on having a child with Shadow.”

Erick balked, and then he laughed. “Yes. Eventually. We’re in a courting stage right now.”

“Congratulations on your future children, anyway!” Atunir smiled.

Erick chuckled. “Thanks.”









- - - -









Present day:









Atunir appeared in the sky beside Erick, so close to the Edge of the Script, the both of them looking down onto the newly inhabited dyson sphere that was Fenrir. This time Atunir was dressed in flowing, golden wheat, with twining green vines that replicated jewelry. Tiny, dew-drop-glittering apples hung from her ears like earrings, and her hair was done in thick braids that cascaded down her bare shoulders and her back.

She was absolutely gorgeous, and Erick was kinda ashamed he had never seen this part of her before. She had always been such a farm girl, and Erick did not think she would mind being thought of in that way.

Atunir smirked at him, and then said, “I thought Plan Takeover was scrapped when you said that we weren’t going to bother with caring for the enemy, and yet you changed your mind so swiftly.”

Erick said, “We can do both at the same time. I am a Paradox Wizard, after all. And I’m pretty sure us waging a normal war against people who are us would just empower Nothanganathor’s Malevolence. By that same token, I expect Benevolence’s helping hand to do even more once it reaches people who need it.” He held out a hand. “We will need to adjust some of the spell for landing on soil, and we’ll need to use the Weaver.”

“Easily handled,” Atunir said, as she took his hand.

With her other hand, she brought forth a sparkling orb of gold and held it in front of the both of them. It floated there, cascading gently, showing itself as the [Spellsurge Weave] basis for this next magic. The original version of this spell had Atunir directly overseeing the magic, not using a Weave at all, but now that Nothanganathor had covered the surface of Fenrir in the population of Veird, stolen from side realities, and thus launched a divinity and mana-based attack at Veird, she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t open herself to that sort of violation. Thus, the circuit-breaker of the Weave system.

Erick suspected that even this level of closeness might be too much.

But then he wove his own Authority into the magic, denying all Malevolent actors, and Intoned, “[Seeds of Atunir].”

Seeds of Atunir, instant, super long range, 50,000 mana + Variable

Create at least one living eternal stonewood seed and launch the seed at a target. This spell has many effects. This spell is attuned to Atunir, and she has oversight authority upon the magic. When the spell lands, it unfurls into a protected space that grows as the goddess demands.

Protection, growth, life, and bounty.

The cascading dot of power in front of Erick and Atunir suddenly shot out a white seed at the speed of lightning. That seed jaggedly snapped through the sky, before it touched the Edge of the Script, and then blasted out of Veird’s space, directly into the void.

It was a streak of white.

And then Red Sparks gathered like so many gnats, attempting to feast on the white dot, but Erick and Atunir were both feeding power into the gold dot that remained in front of them, and the white dot cascaded with that power. [Benevolent Cleanse]s ripped out of the [Seeds of Atunir], breaking the Red in the void into so much different mana, and then shadowy tendrils reached out from that Seed, into the broken mana. The singular Seed Siphoned that mana into itself—

One seed became three.

The Red fought back.

Erick fed power into the [Spellsurge Weave] in front of him and Atunir, and the white Seeds split into 3 again, becoming 9 white dots that traveled through the void at the speed of lightning. Those 9 white dots traveled in the Red, breaking the Red into mana, drawing that mana into the spell.

9 became 27. 27 became 81. 81 became 243.

Erick and Atunir filled the void between Veird and Fenrir’s surface with white stars, eating away at the Red. The spell was almost unwieldy past a few more multiplications, and the Red won here and there, consuming some of the Seeds on the edge of the red and white sky. The golden spell in front of Erick bucked like a Veirdquake, but Atunir held it together, and Erick flickered Benevolence wherever the Red dared to backtrack upon the magic.

It was surprisingly easy to break and consume the Red through the Seeds they had sent out, and soon, the Red retreated, so that it didn’t repeat the experience of what had happened when it tried to stay on Veird during the Day of Clouds. With a sky full of white Seeds, and nothing else, Erick had to actually spend mana to create another tripling, but he decided not to, and Atunir, holding his hand the whole time, wordlessly agreed with him.

They floated there, just before the Edge of the Script, marshaling the small parts of the magic in front of them into a working whole, with Erick sweeping his perception and many senses through the spell to check for lingering Red influence, and Atunir manipulating her divinity through the magic to solidify it even further. The spell was already self-purgative of Red, so once Nothanganathor stopped actively fighting, the majorly-influenced Seeds out there self-detonated, while the minorly-influenced Seeds cleaned themselves up, and the whole swarm swam through the void, uninhibited.

It reminded Erick of Syllea Wyrmrest’s and the Wyrmrest family's signature spell; [Starfall].

The distance between Veird and Fenrir was still a planetary distance, though, and Erick hadn’t put any Time Magic into travel times, because that seemed like a recipe for future disasters on the scale of faster-than-light plant spawnings. So even though the spell was traveling at the speed of lightning, it would still take about an hour to reach the surface of Fenrir.

That flat expanse of patchwork continents was about a moon’s distance away.

Erick held Atunir’s hand and spoke to the people watching from Blue Corps, “The spell is going to take 50-ish minutes to touch down. Prepare for larger countermeasures in the meantime.”

Atunir held Erick’s hand firm, as she focused on the magic in front of them. The golden [Spellsurge Weave] was beginning to look more like a diffuse layer of stars, in a small mirror to the stars far afield, in the void between worlds. When they touched down they would have a map of the local area around every single Seed.

Minutes ticked by with people on standby and white stars falling through the void.

Half an hour passed.

45 minutes.

Erick split his attention between the surface of Fenrir and the spellwork in front of him. From what he could see the people down there were in a panic, but only a few of them cared about the stars in the sky. Erick and Atunir’s spell was comparable to Fenrir as an apple was comparable to the size of House Benevolence. Except for those directly under the stars, people had other problems.

Islanders were on boats in the middle of deserts. Foresters were on mountainsides erupting with lava. Demons crawled across the surface of what almost looked like the incani Wastelands, but even more poisoned with Decay magics, their swamps filled with hydras, and now demons. Old Demons, too, with bodies made of slugs or rot, or made of hands. Incani-based demons sort of looked like incani, with a general two-horned, two-armed-and-legged body, but these guys were clearly demons from ancient Veird. Some were giant, the size of castles, and they were pulling apart the castles in the Wasteland Kingdoms, to eat at the people inside.

Red Sparks crackled among the attackers, empowering them.

Red Sparks did a lot more than that, too.

Something strange was happening to the people. They shot out their hands, trying to cast offensive magics, but then nothing happened at all, and then they died to demonic claws and maws filled with fangs. Whatever was happening down there was a horror of Malevolence, locking down the magic it didn’t like.

Erick decided that when the Seeds landed, he would go out and save people. Which was probably the point of the display. This was a trap to get Erick to venture into Nothanganathor’s domain—

The Seeds began to break the airy surface of Fenrir like spears of white in a cloudy sky—

The foremost Seeds broke on some sort of shield, among the clouds, and in the open air where nothing seemed to be. Every single [Seed of Atunir] evaporated as it neared the surface of Fenrir.

The full spell took nearly 2 full minutes to fully break upon whatever barrier existed on the edge of Fenrir’s airspace. When it was finally over, the golden [Spellsurge Weave] floating in front of Erick and Atunir was reduced to a simple golden glow in the air; the main power of the spell simply gone.

Erick let go of Atunir’s hand, and she did the same to his grip.

Erick said, “So it appears something is down there. Some inviolable space.” Erick had some good ideas of what was happening down there, but he looked to Atunir and asked, “Ideas?”

“He has a Script,” Atunir said, simply. “An automated Authority-system probably at the size of all of Fenrir, though he could have just protected the closest possible area. A full Fenrir-Script would be too unwieldy for anyone to control.”

Erick nodded. “All good guesses; I was thinking the same.”

Rozeta appeared in the air beside them, trying not to be too serious as she said, “Elaborate.”

Atunir said, “The spell Erick and I made was instantly countered, as though Nothanganathor had his manaminer target the spell working specifically, which means he has knowledge of all the magic we make here on Veird. The physical Seeds still fell onto Fenrir, but they are no longer attached to me. They might yet grow, but they will not be the magic that Erick and I made. I doubt if they’ll grow to more than larger-than-average wheat fields.”

Into the uncertainty of the moment, Erick said, “Then we move on to the planet-maker Plant Magic, Atunir. We’ll have bases in space, instead of on Fenrir. We’ll do Plan Surround and Con—”









- - - -









“—sume… Uh.”

Erick paused, because he was no longer in the sky with Atunir. He was no longer anywhere he should be, because he was sitting at a desk that he had not sat at for years. Decades, even.

It was the County Health Department on Earth, in Michigan.

Home.

Earth.

Erick did not panic. He focused.

Erick’s mana senses still worked, but there was no mana anywhere except for inside his own body, so Erick let some of that out, rapidly attuning it to Illusion, so that the prominence was invisible. Mana flowed outward like an invisible wind. Power ruffled the papers in front of him and the calendar hanging on the wall of the small-ish space. The base of the building looked the same as it looked in Erick’s memories of the place, though everything layered upon that base structure was different. The calendar on the wall read 2047, so it had been a long time since Erick had been gone.

But it smelled the same; a unique blend of humanity and mold and scented candles that one of Erick’s coworkers, Betty, loved. It was a zesty, beachy-vanilla.

Three desks sat in one office, this office, each of them with barely enough space to fit a pair of chairs in front of them, all at the same time. It was 2:47 in the afternoon on a Tuesday, according to the thin computer screen sitting in front of Erick. The screen was currently locked and a picture of an unfamiliar woman and her two kids smiled back at Erick. That was not his computer; it was too thin, and too new-looking, but only in a technology-sort of way. It was actually kind of an old computer, according to the dust on it and the scratches on the edges here and there. Some pixels were bad.

It was not his desk; not anymore. Based on the nameplate sitting in front of the desk, it belonged to a woman named Mary Karr. The other ones belonged to Kevin Bates and Betty Karr. Erick knew Betty. She was an outrageous flirt all the time, and great fun at the county parties at the end of the year. The pictures on her desk were her and some man Erick didn’t know, and Betty looked much older.

Erick had no idea who Kevin Bates was.

Erick expanded his senses outward, gripping the scant mana he flowed into the world and using it to sense everything around him as much as he could. The county office had gotten a few expansions on the edges since he had been here last time, years and years ago. A new police station over there. A few more offices for clerks.

The lovely little park across the street was gone. Erick had had a birthday party for Jane there when she was a teenager, and she had hated every minute of it, but Erick looked back on that memory with something like a sad joy. That park was replaced with a giant building that read ‘County Office’ out front, with a new parking lot in back. The city had grown and the real county offices had moved, and this old county office was where they put all the humanitarian efforts. It was even renamed the ‘Humanitarian Building’. Some of the offices in this place had been renovated into a big cafeteria, and everyone ate there, it seemed.

In the hallway outside of this building was a large wall of pictures of smiling, happy people. ‘SUCCESS!’ was posted in big, rainbow letters above that wall. Another wall showed homes that were now occupied by those successes. Another wall showed the social workers themselves.

And there was Erick’s picture, among those who had come and gone. He looked so much different in that old photo… Shit. That photo was almost 30 years old by now. And they still had it up? Well shit. Erick felt tears come to his eyes, and for multiple reasons.

Erick, still sitting at the desk, flexed his Authority to break all illusions.

The world shivered. It even broke in some places. But it remained exactly as it appeared to be.

People inside the rest of the building and even across the street all looked around as the minor earthquake passed. Some knicknacks fell off of desk edges and an old woman almost fell down, but a cop standing nearby saved her from falling all the way—

Holy shit. Erick recognized that cop. It was little Dan, whom Erick had helped with free cancer treatment programs in 2011. He was all grown up now and sporting a potbelly, but he was still the same happy guy he always seemed to be, as he helped the older woman to sit down, the both of them laughing about ‘what could that have been?’.

It wasn’t an illusion, and Erick wasn’t weakened at all.

He checked his Status and everything was still there, but one line was different. The first line.

Erick Flatt, [60-ish] [Current Year: 1489 (Veird, layer 789), [CURRENT REALITY=Layer 99,081, Earth]

Erick breathed out, a great tension threatening to ruin his life.

That breath ruffled the papers on the desk in front of him, revealing an invisible object. A letter. It hadn’t been there before, and yet now it was there. It had popped out of the shadows under the paper, and that boded horribly.

Erick read the letter without opening it.

. . .

Dear Erick Flatt,

Your attack provoked the use of a few artifacts of which I have several hundred. I will be using these artifacts upon the people who stand in my way. You have likely found yourself somewhere you care about; I do not know where, and I do not care. By the time you have read this letter, the battle for Veird is long over, and I have taken what I needed, and left Veird alone.

Melemizargo is dead and all your people survive, with the lone exception of Poi. He proved to be the largest of nuisances. His copy in that dungeon survived. Everyone else, including Yggdrasil, is fine. They have migrated to Fenrir’s surface after I destroyed Veird itself.

The gods have merged with their echoes on Fenrir, and become the guardians of the Darkness; they guard the gate into my new realm.

I have become Darkness, the God of Magic of the New Painted Cosmology.

You can no doubt make it back here, and you can attempt to undo what I have done, but I have saved up these artifacts for a long time, for all my years of assisting the Fae Council of Margleknot, and I can use them on anyone who enters Veird space at any point in Veird’s history.

In a more solid way, I have secured my history as God of Magic, and you cannot undo that. I have also abandoned Malevolence. I am above that tribulation.

I promised you that this was how this was going to end, and I have fulfilled that promise.

I do not wish to kill you, but if you come after me again, I will need to be more harsh with you.

House Benevolence thrives, even in your absence.

If you wish to participate in my new universal empire, then I will appoint you as Regent of my Eternal Empire of the Shadowed Sun, and you will enjoy the same power that Morbion Blackthorn enjoys as Emperor of Wraithborne, but on a much larger scale.

Shadow has been given a similar posting, but you can share.

-Nothanganathor, God of Magic and Darkness

. . .









Erick read the letter a few times before he went through the actual process of opening the letter. The paper involved in the letter’s construction was from eternal stonewood, which was… a thing. Erick wasn’t sure why Nothanganathor made the paper out of eternal stonewood, but he did. Even the envelope itself was made of eternal stonewood. The red seal was wax, imprinted with the image of a sun with an infinity symbol in it, or perhaps that symbol was actually Nothanganathor… which seemed more reasonable. There was no head or tail on that wax image, but the symbol was actually more like an S, but with the top and bottom curves almost touching the center; so perhaps one side or the other was meant to represent Nothanganathor’s head and tail.

Erick broke the seal, to little fanfare, read the letter with his own eyes, and then put the letter back into the envelope. With the scrape of a finger, Erick pulled away the red wax, rolled it into a ball, and then pressed it back down on the letter, to ‘seal’ it again; he simply didn’t want to see Nothanganathor’s symbol at all.

This was the first time Erick had seen that symbol, and he hated it already.

Erick incinerated the letter in a blast of absolute hatred that briefly charred the fabric of reality itself… And then Erick repaired that break.

And then Erick leaned back in Miss Mary Karr’s chair —who was likely the daughter of Betty— and had a think. Erick had been in the room for a grand total of 3 minutes by now, and he would probably be here longer than that.

Erick was having trouble believing any of this was real, but Rozeta had said that, aside from actual killing, the only real threat to Erick was trapping. And he had been trapped and then cast through time. He wasn’t even very far from the conflict; not really. Almost 100,000 Layers of separation? Not a big deal. That only cost 10,000,000 resons to navigate, and Erick had trillions.

For whatever reason, he was currently shaped like himself, but just a bit under 2 meters tall— maybe something like 6’7”. Erick had needed to dig around for half a second to remember the conversions to Imperial. His horns were pulled back, and his clothes were simple, though the style was different than Erick remembered. Whatever he was wearing seemed common enough for the time and place he had been dropped into, though, on this Earth he barely recognized.

People were wearing big lapels and button down shirts these days. It was weird to see even down-on-their-luck guys in shorts and shoes with holes in them wearing ratty old shirts that were both button down, and had big lapels. And yet they were graphic tees. 

Erick thought for a while, not really about Earth, though some thoughts drifted that way, of course.

The letter was a lie in some ways, but not all ways. What was a lie, and what was a truth?

Erick also tested out the environment around him, stretching his senses as far as they could go, looking for other sources of mana on Earth, checking the place out for illusions and other such powers. Erick shot off tiny [Force Bolt]s into bushes outside and did some [Illusion Dispel]s and stressed his [True Sight] further than was comfortable, and all he ended up seeing was Earth, in the current year of 2047.

The place was pretty much as bad as Erick thought it would have been, but also not that bad at all. There were problems, but people were working to fix them—

Erick stood up, moved around the desk, and sat down on a chair meant for people meeting with the social workers. He used a bit of magic to cool down the seat he had been sitting in. He did this because Mary and Betty were coming back from a late lunch. With a final twist of magic, Erick reached over and unlocked the room.

Mary stuck her key in the lock and realized it wasn’t locked. “I didn’t lock it?” she said, but then she ignored that and walked in first, not even looking around, turning back toward Betty, saying, “Leon is too young for you, mother. You really shouldn’t egg him on— He’s— Oh?”

The mother and daughter stepped into the room.

Erick nodded to both of them. “Hello.” Erick’s voice was pretty deep right now, and he had set off warnings amongst the girls, so he cleared his throat, and said again, “Ah. Hello.”

… In a pleasant tone that Erick knew meant she was actually truly worried, Betty said to Mary, “I can’t believe you didn’t lock it, honey.” And then she came around and said to Erick, “Pardon me, young man, but how did you get in here?”

Erick stood, and he tried not to tower, but he weighed something like 275, all muscle, and he was 6’7”, while the girls were around 5’6”. He said, “I apologize. I broke in. I’m having some trouble, Miss Karr and Karr, and I heard through a guy connected to a guy from here, named Erick Flatt, that you were pretty great to talk to, and that you were an outrageous flirt, Betty Karr.”

Erick might have been trying to diffuse the situation with flirting, at least a little. It was surprisingly easy to be familiar with Betty in this way, even though it had been decades and neither of them was the same at all.

The women had a complicated set of emotions. Mary was kinda furious at Erick overstepping himself in many different ways, and she was ready to lay into him. Betty rapidly moved through anger, to acceptance, and then to joy.

Betty smiled, deep laugh lines creasing on her wrinkled, beautiful face, as she said, “Erick Flatt! That’s a name I haven’t heard in so long! Oh, a shame what happened to him; they never found him, or his daughter. We all thought it was some CIA nonsense, but they wouldn’t tell us anything. Sit, sit!” Betty moved to some sort of auto-coffee machine sitting to the side of the room, asking, “A cup of coffee? We have the finest blends that government workers can get! Which is to say it’s kinda shit, but it gets you good and awake.”

Erick smiled at the attempt to connect. “I would love a cup of coffee.”

Betty was obviously gearing up to ask some deep questions about Erick that she never got answered before, but Erick would try to cut those questions short.

Mary stepped into the conversation strongly, saying, “My mother might be forgiving of people breaking and entering and throwing around names, but I’m not. You should leave, whoever-you-are, and come back with an appointment, like everyone else. We’ve got people showing up in 10 minutes—”

“Oh, Mary!” Betty started making coffee, saying, “The Jules Twins aren’t sitting out there, so they’re probably going to miss your meeting today, Kevin is out sick so all his people are canceled, and today is a planning day for me. You don’t have another client for another whole hour. We can have an unexpected client.” She winked at Erick. “Which I’m sure is why you came here right now.”

“I assure you, my arrival right now was an event that has no bearing on anyone else… as far as I know. But who really knows about these things.”

“I’m sure,” Betty said. The coffee was made as fast as hot water poured through little capsules, with the capsules themselves dissolving in the action and becoming more coffee. Erick was impressed at the zero-waste. Betty had always been against the little disposable things of 30 years ago, but she had probably been won over by this new technology. She asked Erick, “Milk or sugar?”

“Both, please. It’s been a rough day.”

“I understand that.” Betty handed Erick a cup of coffee, and then sipped her own, saying, “Rough enough to have you coming in ‘off the books’?” She sat down at one of her client chairs.

Erick sat down in one of Mary’s client chairs, sipping his coffee, saying, “A guy fucked me over hard, killed a friend, and took everything I ever worked for. Should I forgive him and move on to this new world that he’s built, or proceed to fight for a past that doesn’t even exist anymore?” As both women stilled in their own ways —Betty preparing for a much bigger day than she thought she would ever have to face again, for Erick had known that she had dealt with difficult clients like him before, and Mary preparing to call the cops— Erick added, “I’m exaggerating, but not by much.”

Mary stood down. She went quiet, as she sat down behind her desk. She eyed Erick, but she said nothing.

“… Well,” Betty said, to buy herself some more time. “… There is something to be said for moving on. A lot to be said for that. What would you do if you chose to move on? What would that world look like?”

“I’ll get to work making the world a better place for everyone,” Erick said, “Which was part of the plan to begin with. And then this guy came along and ruined everything. Took it all and… Well. He killed a lot of people.” Erick said, “And I’m not exaggerating. What I said before was a lie to cover the impossibility of it all. The guy killed a lot of people to rise to power —an impossible amount of people— and I’m wondering if I should move on, or not, because now he thinks himself unassailable, and he’s wrong, but…”

But Erick wasn’t sure if he was lying to himself, right there. Was Nothanganathor unassailable, or not? Hard to say.

Mary was back to being concerned, though not really. She was more concerned that Erick was taking up her time and talking crazy. Erick was a big damned dude right now, too, so that was scary for them as well.

Betty simply smiled and didn’t believe Erick was telling the truth, or at least not the truth about the deaths. “We have therapists you can talk to. I can set you up with some right now, if you want.”

Erick laughed. “Yeah. I should do that. But the question remains. And I’m just gonna be real honest with you, Betty. I’m surprised to see you still kicking around.” Erick stood up and unceremoniously transformed into his old self. He shrunk and his muscles melted away. His belly sagged and his arms lost most of their definition. His eyes turned back to what they were before, instead of the bright white they had been for so long, and then his hair turned a little less full, a little more salt-and-pepper. “Hello again, Betty. I thought you would have retired by now.”

Betty sat there, staring. She hummed, and furrowed her brows.

Mary made most of the noise in the room, flailing backward and shoving against the wall behind her, screaming out, “WHAT THE FUCK WHAT THE FUCK!”

Erick had preemptively soundproofed the room, so Mary’s outburst wasn’t the disaster it could have been; there were cops outside, after all. When she went for her phone, sitting on her desk, Erick had to actually move to prevent whatever she was trying to do. With a flicker of white aura, Erick locked her phone to her table under a bit of Force.

Mary’s fingers slid across the invisible barrier over her phone— She paused. She tried to grab her phone again, but she touched the invisible barrier. A stream of, “What the fuck?!”s poured out of her mouth.

Betty told her daughter, “Please stop that.” Still seated, she said to Erick, “And you. You vanish off the face of the Earth for 30 years and you show up with… with whatever the fuck you just did— pardon my language. Sit back down, Erick.” She sipped her coffee, and then said, “Transform back, and make yourself more muscly. Tighter clothes, too. You know how I like them.”

“MOTHER?!” Mary exclaimed.

Erick did as requested, smiling a little as he sat down across from Betty. “This good enough?”

“Green eyes, red hair,” Betty said.

Erick obliged, turning himself into an Irish muscle mag coverboy. “How’s this?”

“Mother?!” Mary exclaimed, but softer.

Betty flicked a free hand at her daughter, saying, “Let an old woman have her fun.” She breathed deep as she looked at Erick all over. “You look good, Erick. So that story is true, then? How many people did he kill?”

Mary muttered, “What the fuck is going on.”

Betty was always quick on the uptake, but this was kinda weird for Erick, too.

So Erick said, “You’re taking this rather well, Betty.”

“Oh I’m rather sure I just died and had a heart attack somewhere during the day, and this is my introduction to heaven. It’s not a bad introduction. Could you put on a kilt, though?” She waggled her eyebrows.

Erick smirked, then said, “Pants are good, for now.”

Betty tsk’d. “Not dead and in heaven, then.”

“Nope. Not dead.” Erick said, “And the guy I’m talking about killed a universe. I can probably get it back, but it’ll be a solo mission. I had gone at the problem with a whole world and many allies at my back, but that was taken away from me through magic, and it would happen again if I went back to them. I can time travel back and do some things to solve that, but I’m wondering if the outcome, for now, is acceptable, and if I should make better plans. I had a lot of plans, Betty, but he broke all of them.”

Betty nodded. She sipped her coffee.

Mary stared. And then she blurted, “Whatever you do, you need to leave.”

Betty ignored her daughter and asked Erick, “How powerful are you?”

“Powerful enough to remake Earth in a better image. I can give you treatments for cancer, pollution, energy, and everything else you can think of, but I’ve been out of the loop on Earth for 30 years and I’m not sure if those needs are still relevant.”

Mary spoke up, “Maybe I’m the one that died and went to heaven.”

Both of them looked at her.

Mary was suddenly frightened. “… Did I say that out loud?”

Nods all around.

Mary fell silent.

“The guy you’re fighting? He’s a killer?” Betty asked, “Did you turn into a killer too, Erick?”

“Yes and yes.”

Betty nodded, still thinking, though she was rapidly coming out of shock and deciding that all of this might really be happening. Eventually, she said, “Normally, it would be wrong to give such direct advice, but I think I am having some sort of episode of something, and I really feel compelled to be truly honest… So you should go back and fight the guy with everything you have. He killed a universe, right? Did I get that part of your story right? Or did I imagine that?”

“He definitely killed a universe.”

Betty nodded slower this time. “Then that seems… unforgivable, to say the least of it— And he rose to power, right?”

“Yes.” Erick said, “Now he has the power of a god, and he could unmake… a lot. But he also might not want to, because he has everything he ever wanted. He won. I could simply be a king for his Empire, and he would be just another god that I worked with. Though I’m rather sure that particular job opening is yet another trap.”

Betty was rapidly losing her battle with understanding what was happening, but she managed to maintain professionalism. She said, “There’s a lot of good to be done by moving on. Perhaps your first stop should be seeking your coworkers who survived; seeing what they say about whatever happened.”

“I agree, but I’m a Wizard who can move through time. I don’t have to accept the past.”

Betty was a little short as she said, “Well maybe you should, because you already lost that fight.”

Erick was about to object, but then he realized—

When he had made Benevolence, he had empowered it to act on its own to prevent disasters.

When Nothanganathor had made Malevolence, he had empowered it to act on his personal behalf.

Nothanganathor was always going to win the first real fight, because that’s what his Malevolence had been geared toward, and he had prepared for thousands of years to win that fight. It was pure hubris to assume that Erick could win against an enemy 10,000 years in the planning. But now, if the letter was to be believed, Nothanganathor had abandoned Malevolence. Erick did not doubt that part of the letter because Malevolence was probably no longer useful to Nothanganathor; it had done what it had set out to do, to raise Nothanganathor to a god, and now it was a directionless mana. Maybe for personal users Malevolence had its uses, but nothing like what Nothanganathor had used it for.

… Maybe Erick could even experiment with it now that it was outside of Nothanganathor’s control.

Huh.

He should check on that. Go back to Margleknot and see what happened…

And yet, if he did that, he would be walking into a reality that he would be washing away as soon as he fixed this outcome. So...

No.

Erick would not be visiting Margleknot, or any other place like that. His friends and family awaited him back on Veird; not in whatever reality Nothanganathor had made of Layer 789.

Erick knew what he needed to do.

He stood, saying, “Thank you, Betty. It was nice to meet you again. I’ve got a world to save. Ask me for something, and I will attempt to grant it.”

Mary stared. “… Anything?”

Betty rapidly said, “I want our funding problems to vanish, so we can help a lot more people.”

“… Er. Yeah. I can do that.” Erick considered how to solve the problem. Could he make some more 1’s and 0’s appear in the center’s bank account? “Might take me a minute to figure out how to work magic on a computer— And that would set off too many alarms, because I know I am not capable enough to see through all the fancy checks and balances they got these days, I’m sure. Fixing the bank accounts would just set off alarms. Those phones of yours are way too thin and dense…” Just how far had tech advanced? Erick asked, “How do you feel about gold? Or platinum?”

Mary whispered, “Like a fucking fae.” She stared at Erick. She muttered, “Even looks irish.”

And that was another thing that Erick needed to do.

Turn fae.

No more chickening out with growing to power.

“Gold is good,” Betty said, well past believing that any of this was happening at all. “We can say you were a wealthy benefactor.”

Erick rapidly produced ten huge bars of shimmering gold from thin air. Each one was around 25 kilos. He laid them on the floor, in a stack, saying, “That’s 250 kilos of gold. What’s the price of gold today? I’m not sure. This is tens of millions of dollars either way. How bad has inflation gotten in the last 30 years?”

Mary stared at the gold.

Betty smiled as she laughed. “It’s gotten bad! They tried condensing the dollar by ten, ten years ago. The cost of a burger might be the same as it was 30 years ago, but not really at… all...” And then she breathed, and reached over to pick up a gold bar, and she couldn’t budge it at all. She stopped. “Oh. Fuck. That’s real gold.”

“Unmarked, too,” Erick said, “You might have problems with that. Just tell them that Erick Flatt says hello, and to keep doing what you’re doing. I’m not sticking around to talk to people. Also, here:” Erick threw a [Benevolent Cleanse] at both of them, which briefly knocked Betty out as he removed a few small cancers at the base of her spine and skull, and opened up wounds all across her body. A quick [Greater Treat Wounds] was enough to fix all that up, and a bit of [Greater Rejuvenation] probably made her feel 20 years younger. It also replaced her gallbladder, which had been taken out sometime in the last decade. She barely even moved, as Erick was done with the procedure so fast. And then he did the same thing for Mary, who was suffering from ulcers and a whole bunch of systemic problems…

In fact…

Erick simply knocked the both of them out and Mary got a [Reincarnation], because the healing magics Erick had cast on her were exacerbating a whole bunch of genetic issues. Five minutes later, Erick allowed both of them to wake up naturally and with a note scribbled on some spare paper, and stuck under a little glass paperweight on top of the gold pile. The note was a signed piece of paper that this gold was a gift to the Humanitarian Center, and to the offices of Betty Karr in particular.

Erick turned to light and lingered for a moment around the fluorescent light bulbs in the room, watching as Betty woke up first and then Mary followed.

Betty saw the gold and screamed, “GOLD?!”

And then mother and daughter were screaming together, in panic, and then rapidly in joy. The cops came running when they heard the noise, and then they saw the gold. And then they read the note.

Erick peered into the future a little bit, just to see if he could see how that all turned out if nothing else big happened.

There would be an investigation. Mary and Betty would both confirm that some guy came in, talking about weird things and claiming to be Erick Flatt, and then left them with a bunch of gold. Their story would make national headlines and then Mary would make headlines again as she didn’t need to take any of the medication she was taking for her auto-immune diseases, for she was healthy as could be, and no one could explain why she had healed completely. Betty would go on to live another 40 years, to the ripe old age of 120, which was way more than she wanted, but she was happy. Mary would live similarly long, but she was ready to go long before that.

And the office that Erick Flatt had worked in and then donated to would be renovated completely, the building renamed after him and the gold used to pay for a lot of new stuff in town. Of course some people would steal some of it, and the feds came in for their 40% cut, but a lot of good came from that gold. A lot of people lived better lives because of that gold.

‘Erick Flatt’s’ return to Earth was soon marked as an old, romanticized story of miraculous hope and ghosts of the past.
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                Erick stood on the very top of Mount Everest, just because he wanted to see the world from the highest point. It was gorgeous; clouds and cold and the bright sun overhead. The air was thin, and wind whipped into Erick’s clothes and across all the little colorful flags strung over the mountain peak. Erick remained undisturbed by the cold, and the flapping of flags was almost zen-like.

Some coat-clad sherpas trekked up the mountain with their clients, reaching the top as Erick stood there. They saw Erick. They paused. All of them wore thick coats and had climbing gear on, and two of them were breathing in oxygen masks, but Erick was still shaped like a very buff Irish man in some tight clothes, and that was all.

One of the clients called out, “What the fu—”

The sherpas instantly told him to shut up and say nothing.

Erick just smiled, and with the freezing air tugging at his hair and at his voice, he said, “Don’t mind me. I just came to see the sights.”

And then Erick floated into the sky and vanished in a snapping pop of resons and Layer-stepping, leaving Mount Everest behind with another weird story for sherpas to tell each other, and some [Greater Regeneration]s active on every single person on the mountain. Erick truly could have stayed longer, but he had some scoping-out to do.

Erick didn’t go too far.

First, he popped over to Layer 99,082, just one Layer further from Margleknot’s direction as regards to Earth on Layer 99,081. And there was nothing in that solar system. Sure, Earth was still there, but it was a rocky nothing with thin layers of water and atmosphere, and no moon in the sky.

Layer 99,080 held no Earth at all, though the Solar System was still there.

Erick went back to Earth on Layer 99,081, and with a quick trip to the moon, Erick settled in on the dark side of the moon, because the moon was empty and so was Mars, and so was all the rest of the solar system. He could build anywhere he wanted out here, and no one could even see him do it, unless they moved around some satellites. Erick found himself actually quite mad that humanity was still stuck on Earth.

Maybe they needed an impetus to explore again.

And Erick kinda wanted to poke that hornet’s nest anyway.

So he decided. He was going to make a home here, and it would be permanent, and ostentatious. He wasn’t going to do anything to help Earth right now, but he would definitely be back later. Probably ‘sooner’, too, at least as much as this specific timeline was concerned. Mainly, though, Erick was here, and he saw people in pain, and he couldn’t stop himself from helping at least a little. Or at least that was the rationalization he gave himself as he made some plans.

With the tickling of static-filled moon dust in his nostrils, having gotten there just because of static forces and probably Erick’s influence on the world, Erick raised his hands, and cast a spell that he hadn’t gotten to use on Fenrir.

[Seeds of Atunir].

The dark side of the moon was currently half-facing the sun, and it had almost no atmosphere at all, so the light and dark was rather harsh. Craters were like black crescents upon the pale grey surface. But then light blossomed in the void. A white dot coalesced from nothing and then shot into the harsh shadows below, where it buried itself and then began to grow.

Golden light vibrated through the lunar surface, sending cracks across the chiaroscuro land. And then towers began to grow. They rose like spires, like bamboo, floor after floor popping into existence and then widening at the base as the tip of the spire grew and grew upward. The surface of the moon dropped away from Erick as it broke in the thrust of the spires, and Erick floated away from the growing magic, to give it more space.

As the first tower finished growing, the golden glow of it all turned to white, and the top ten floors of the tower sprouted short branches filled with giant [Kaleidoscopic Radiance]s, like the tower was holding a full head of grain, ready for harvesting. This grain shone down light, and along with all the similar lights throughout the entire structure, and all of the other magics therein, a river flowed from top to bottom and life spread out across the lunar surface. Gravity took hold, and permeable, shimmering barriers of mana held in the air far away, thanks to a little bit of Domain work that kept it all together. Tens of kilometers of space was suddenly made livable.

Slimes popped into existence everywhere, on every floor, and on the surrounding land, and soon, flickering systems of [Renew], [Undertow Star], and [Terraforming], began to take from the life that now existed, to solidify the system.

Absent any Malevolent actors, the whole thing worked without a hitch. As Erick watched the systems come online and then reinforce themselves ten times over, in ten redundant ways that would all repair each other if they were messed with, Erick was pretty sure that this really should have worked on Fenrir…

Nothanganathor had prepared too well. Erick wasn’t even sure what he had done to throw Erick here, to Earth. Had it been a ‘surround and consume’ strategy? Perhaps.

As little slimes walked around and they gained little Dark Marks in their souls, Erick wondered if ‘the God of Magic Nothanganathor’ would come for those Marks, or at least if he would sense them. Melemizargo certainly could… Maybe. Maybe Shadow could, too?

The magic of the tower only took 20 minutes to set up in such a way that only a Wizard could take it down, or a very concerted effort of poisoning the land and nuclear-bombs-every-hour-for-a-year.

Erick made another tower, and then he started adding some details.

Balconies like shelf-mushrooms. Visitor centers. Signage and low walls, just so people would know where they were, and so that rivers went where they were supposed to go. Gardens went up next, filled with all the vegetables and fruit that anyone could ever want, all of it edible. He even put up some meat-like plants, with sausage-like tubers that drooped from heavy branches. Those tubers grilled up wonderfully, if one were so inclined to do that, and they were filled with proteins; they were basically big beans, almost like the Erick Beans that Erick had made back on Veird. Erick had eaten these ‘meat beans’ on Margleknot when he went out to eat with Yggdrasil, and they had been delicious.

An hour after landing on the dusty, airless surface of the Moon, Erick now stood on the edge of a white city of towers that grew upward from water-soaked soil, their branches forming balconies, their insides forming floors that housed slimes that tumbled and played in the water slides. Fresh dirt grew strange plants that grew under rainbow radiances, or which glowed in the darker spaces, providing their own light into the void. Air and water poured out of platinum-raining clouds here and there.

It was good.

… Erick’s Lightning Path was telling him something. It had been flickering the whole time he had been building all of this. Erick’s skin prickled and a subtle rage held in his heart, because he knew what was coming, now that it was closer.

Erick turned, and said, “Hello, Nothanganathor. What the fuck do you want?”

Nothanganathor stood beside Erick’s Welcome Center, looking like an older elven man with white robes and white horns. Erick wondered why he was an elf, but then of course he was an elf; elves were both the big bad evil guys of the Old Cosmology, and also the main powers of the Old Cosmology. Erick had never seen Melemizargo’s human-sized form, but that guy had probably been elven-shaped, too.

After the Sundering, on a newly-created Veird, Nothanganathor had the elves killed first, because he hated them the most.

The Greatest Evil Erick Had Ever Known, said, “I want to make a deal.”

Erick scoffed. And then he laughed. And then he shot a [Luminous Beam] into Nothanganthor’s face. Erick had denied atomic magic in this space, so it didn’t do any big explosions. Light from a quasar went right at Nothanganathor, and the God of Magic ignored it, like Erick was shining a flashlight upon him. Nothanganathor allowed the attack to continue for a moment longer. He was about to wave his hand and stop Erick’s spellwork, but Erick did that instead.

Nothangaanthor said, “You are understandably upset.”

Erick composed himself, and said, “You would be, too.”

“Yes, I would be, and I have been. You have seen the results of my anger. This is why I am here to make a deal, because I don’t want you coming after me like I came after Melemizargo.” He began, “It is anathema for the Darkness to kill its Wizards, and to take away the power of those it has given power to, so I have no real lever to use against you aside from the general one of killing everyone you love and making your life a living hell. But I am above that, now. I have won, and you—”

“Get to the fucking point.”

Nothanganathor nodded. “Do whatever you want, Erick, and don’t come after me.”

Erick almost thought about it. He almost went down a thought hole. But then he realized that he would get more information out of Nothanganathor if he aired his thoughts, so he said, “The fact that you are here trying to make a deal at all, means that I can win against you.”

“Correct.” Nothanganathor said, “And that will incur me murdering everyone you know and love. I even stripped Malevolence from Earth right before you got there, but I can certainly put it back. Chances are, that if you win, you could even undo everything I have ever done to get to this point. But I have already won, Erick. Winning once is all I ever needed. I have secured my victory in ways you can never imagine. If you even get close to ‘winning’, then I’ll be back to having Malevolence, and thus on a trajectory to be right back to where we are now.

“The war would be a repeating cycle, because I won’t kill you, because I need you here to act on behalf of the Fractal, to take up the job of where I left off; to cleanse this universe of corruption.

“The only question is how much pain are you willing to endure to get to that point, and at which point in our future wars do you finally falter, either won over by my good stewardship of the Dark, or by how well I treat those who work with me. I will endure anything I have to endure to ensure this reality is the real one. Can you say the same?” Nothanganathor rhetorically asked, “You once called yourself the ultimate forgiving sort, so how long do we have until you eventually forgive even me? It’s not like you won’t have your daughter, and Earth, and all the rest of everything you want. The only thing you do not have is Melemizargo, and you didn’t even like him all that much. He deserved everything I gave him, Erick, and more.”

The sounds of rain in bamboo-like towers filled the bubble habitat. Water rushed down waterfalls and through nascent rivers. Lunar dirt collapsed into those rivers, as water expanded across the surface of the moon. The water froze when it got out of the protected space, piling up like a glacier.

Erick felt a rage settle into his mind, and body, and soul, like a cup that was overfull.

“Forgiveness is for those who desire it, or those who I can force into compliance. You are neither, and you will have NOTHING.”

Erick desired Nothanganathor GONE—

Suddenly Nothanganathor exploded into gore which then turned into white sparks that burned away everything that was left. The God of Magic and Darkness was gone, but he was obviously still alive. Erick had just forced his removal—

Erick fell onto his ass, his emotions too wild to understand right now, his body seemingly not working. But that was just a chemical reaction. Too much was happening and had happened, and it was all catching up with Erick and his too-fast heartbeat. Just a chemical reaction. Nothing serious. Nothing was wrong with his soul. Nothing was wrong with him…

Nothing was wrong with him.

Everything was wrong with everything else.

Nothanganathor’s very words were destabilizing. Dangerous. It was the same as the Shades, in Erick’s first year on Veird. To listen to Nothanganathor was to be dazzled by words while he stabbed you in the back and drowned you in power till you were mutated into something else and made to act even towards your own detriment. Listening to him was a terrible thing. Thinking how he wanted was even worse.

And now he was a fucking god, and everything was horror.









- - - -









Erick ended up sitting on his ass for a good hour and having a good cry half of that time.

Eventually, Erick was on his back on the surface of the moon, looking up at the void sky, at the stars, and Earth’s sun. Nothanganathor didn’t live on that sun at all —Erick had done tests while he was crying; a lot of tests, some of them reaching through time and all the way to the solar surface— and Erick was glad the bastard was gone.

As his tears fell away and turned to ice on his skin, Erick sighed out once more.

He needed to collect himself.

He also decided he was hungry as fuck, so he zipped back to Earth and got himself to a nice restaurant —in Toyko Japan, because that side of the world faced the moon at the moment— and he walked into the entrance area, wearing nice black robes. There was a bar and some people were wearing white, and Erick almost transformed their robes for them, but he stopped himself at the last moment.

White was a terrible fucking color! Black was best!

Erick was 6’7” and massive compared to everyone else, seeing as he probably weighed a good 275, and all of it was muscle. That fact turned heads almost as much as his robes. Other people were wearing robes, because that’s what kind of restaurant this was, but those were formal robes. Erick had on mage robes. Many people wondered where the fuck he had come from. Some cosplay event? Or was that just a new style?

And now that Erick was here, his whims were faltering, and he was thinking straight again. He found himself calming, and he was glad for it. Why did he pick this place? It was too fancy. The bar in front was open to everyone, but the main restaurant in the back was special.

This place was the kind of restaurant that required long reservations and rarely had any openings at all, but Erick wanted to treat himself. That’s why he had come here, he decided—

He realized he was thinking like he was back on Veird for a moment, expecting to get prompt service and for people to know him, but…

This was fine.

Better than fine.

Erick could relax and be a nobody for a while. For a day or three.

He was still so unbalanced.

Why was he here?

Whatever.

Erick walked past the bar, down the garden path, spilling out invisible mana as he went, filling the world with his sight and senses, to check on the world as he walked. Nearby bamboo fountains filled with water, dumped themselves, and then clicked when they turned back up, only to fill with water again, as people in nearby buildings spoke of this and that, and the people in the restaurant up ahead talked about matters of family and one girl talked to a floating camera as she ate dinner. By the time Erick got to the front door, he knew enough of the language to be passable, though reading it all was a bit beyond him, for now. Reading Japanese would take at least another twenty minutes of seeing everything around him.

The host of the restaurant was a man dressed in fine Japanese robes, standing behind a thin podium with a touchscreen on top. A bunch of words and time slots were on that screen. The man smiled as he looked up at Erick, and, trying to be inoffensive, said, “Good evening, sir. Do you have a reservation?”

He knew damned well that Erick didn’t have a reservation—

Erick calmed himself.

Erick pulled out a small gold bar about the size of his palm, and set it on the counter, speaking in broken Japanese, “It’s gold. I want a nice dinner with some of that good beef you have in the back. The aged stuff, or whatever that stuff is set aside in the big cooler. I have more gold, and I want a lot of food.”

The host paused as he listened to Erick’s broken words, his eyes focusing on Erick, but he looked at the gold four times, quickly. When Erick was done talking, the man said, “I am sorry sir, but we have a 6 month waiting list and cannot accommodate you—” Erick had been about to get mad, but the guy saw that and rapidly added, “But I can make a call to other people on the list, and ask if they would like their spot to be bought out. Buying out a slot is currently 1.5 million yen.”

… Erick realized that he shouldn’t get mad and that he appreciated these guys doing their jobs. People probably came in demanding slots all the time. What was 1.5 million yen? Like… $10,000? Maybe something like that. How much was that bar of gold? Erick didn’t bother to check up on current prices even when he had handed out 250 kilos to Betty and Mary. One kilo was more than the price of a buy-out, for sure… had to be, right?

Erick was probably too high strung right now.

Erick simply said, “Sure. That works.”

A woman in a kimono stepped out of the main dining room and walked up to the host. She had been looking in from behind a grate of carved wood shaped into phoenixes and dragons, and now she was here because she needed to talk about the gold that Erick had left out on the host desk. She pulled the host back behind a curtain and the two of them spoke in some hushed tones about accommodating Erick.

The host came back out, bowed, then said, “We apologize for the delay. We will have an appraiser come and verify this, uh, gold, while you take your seat.”

The woman in the kimono did a little curtsy, asking, “Will sir be alone today? Or will someone be joining you?”

“If someone joins me then I will be surprised. Just put me anywhere visible.”

Erick wanted to be around people and especially strangers, right now. He did not want to be alone.

The woman curtsied again, and then led the way beyond the carved phoenix and dragon archway, into a fancy room of black lacquered wood, gold accents, and paper sculptures serving the place of paintings on the walls. The area was open and quiet, and tables sat far apart from each other, with drapery hanging just off of the ceiling, just to denote one space from another. The woman took Erick to a low table beside a window overlooking the city, and a nice pillow would be Erick’s seat for the evening.

It was to the side of the main dining room, and Erick would be eating in the same room as what appeared to be a celebrity taking photos of her meal, with a tiny drone that floated around her, silently and cleanly, an older couple on a nice date, and some shady people with guns hidden in holsters hidden in their robe-jackets. Erick found himself glad for the humanity, just being there. Even the shady people were a great addition.

Today was a time of relaxation, and planning, and also seeing how Earth would react to small magics, so this was a good assortment of people to have in the area. Erick hadn’t really chosen this place, but now that he was here, he knew he had picked it because the food looked great, and the woman taking photos of her meal seemed famous. Her drone was the fanciest one Erick had seen, and it even had some sort of official news-like sigil on it, so it was ‘fine’ for her to have it out and about, or something like that? Erick wasn’t sure about what was going on with the culture of drones flying in the air and taking photos and whatever, but it seemed fine.

This was a better introduction of magic to the world than trying to appear on the news. Simpler. More cozy.

Warm sake was already sitting out at a table for five, waiting for Erick’s party of one.

Erick said to the woman seating him, “I am going to eat a lot today. All of the best stuff you have. Just a warning.” And then he held out another gold bar the size of his palm. “Here. A down payment. I am not paying in cash or credit and I don’t want change.”

The woman’s professionalism was cracking, but she took the gold bar —almost dropping it— and chuckled a little, saying, “I will alert the kitchen, good sir, though our dishes are prepared half in advance. If you wish for quantity, we can accommodate.”

But it wouldn’t be their best stuff, was left unsaid.

That was fine.

Erick sat down and began drinking his sake as the woman headed off with her gold bar. The rice wine was good stuff. Burned a little. Tasted like warmth. Erick allowed it to affect him, and then he pulled out some papers from the sleeve of his robes and set them down in front of him, to the side. Maybe he’d write on them, maybe not. He also spied on everyone’s phones and the other tech he saw everywhere. Cameras were stuffed into hidden nooks and crannies all over the place.

A hallway over, there was a room with video feeds, and the restaurant manager was arguing with the host as he waved hands at the video feeds. The gold bar Erick had given the host sat on the small table in front of the camera feeds. It was soon joined by a second gold bar, placed there by the woman in the kimono. And then all three of them were arguing, while a fourth guy was on the phone, asking an appraiser to come up from the street down the way. This was a nice place, in the upper districts of wherever he was right now, and there were jewelry shops down the way. They had a guy who could appraise weird stuff.

Mostly, they were worried about what it meant that someone was paying with bars of gold.

Soon, a guy on the other end of the phone was rushing out of his shop, letting his apprentices work the gold that they were working on to make fancy rings and otherwise. That place had two apprentices working on tiny mythical creatures; drawing out gold and hammering it and then putting diamonds and otherwise into the gold. Some big black boxes in the back of the jewelry shop caught Erick’s attention. They seemed to be gem-furnaces, or something like that. They made diamonds, rubies, and emeralds on demand. There seemed to be a space for a fourth machine, but it wasn’t there, and Erick saw signs on a bucket of sapphires that told the workers to use them sparingly.

Their sapphire machine was in the shop.

… Erick tried not to think about Poi—

An older woman in a very nice kimono came around and showed Erick the menu, which only had ten items on it.

Erick said, “All of it. Even the wine. And do the steaks five times over.” He handed the server another gold bar, taken from his empty sleeves, saying, “And I’m serious. Not joking. Serve it as the cook decides to cook it up; whatever way makes the best meal.”

The server did not seem too amused at whatever Erick was pulling, but she accepted the —again— surprisingly heavy bar of gold, and she professionally said, “We don’t have enough steaks prepared to do the steak course five times over, but we will ensure you have the best experience possible tonight, sir…?” She fished for a name.

Erick provided, “You can call me ‘Dragon’. ‘Black Dragon’ if you want. It’s weird; I know. It’s fine. Don’t worry about making it seem realistic.” Erick said, “I’ll take some more sake, too. Big bottle, please. The expensive stuff. Not those tacky gem-encrusted bottles you have; the one in the black box in the manager’s office. I want to know what it tastes like.”

The woman’s eyes briefly went wide, and then she did a professional curtsy, her kimono moving elegantly, as she ducked backward and walked away.

Erick [Duplicate]d all of the food in the back before she got there with his outrageous order.

When the older server arrived in the kitchen she quietly ranted about Erick, telling the cooks his demands. The cooks didn’t know what was happening yet, but they rapidly found out, and the server began telling everyone what was going on up front. No one believed her. She had to show off the gold several times. Soon, everyone had gathered. Everyone believed.

Soon, cooks in white chef outfits were poking their heads out from behind corners, wondering who was seated in their restaurant. Erick drank his sake, not looking their way, until other people in the restaurant started looking their wa—

“Ai yaaaah!”

It was half of a scream, half of a yelp of pure surprise.

One of the cooks had just checked on their freezers and prep rooms. That’s what Erick had heard. That’s what everyone had heard. The influencer and her floating drone turned toward the noise. She spoke to her flying camera about how strange that was. The gangsters looked concerned, but they were more concerned about whatever the fuck was going on with the foreigner in their restaurant, and was that gold he was handing out? Maybe if the gangsters wanted some, Erick would just give them some. They seemed to be commiserating over some bad thing, too, but they weren’t talking openly about it. The old couple were too enamored with each other and talk of the past to notice the happening; they were on a date, and all the rest of the world did not exist.

Soon, the stoic older server came out, and she was quietly, profusely cordial, as she carefully opened the very expensive sake bottle and poured Erick a drink. It was pretty good. Worth the price? Sure. And then the first course arrived. It was soup, rice and fish, and it was absolutely delicious. Erick ate it all within five minutes.

The servers watched from the hidden cameras.

The appraiser was there now, huffing from being out of breath, and also staring at the three bars of gold and at his portable tester device, which was like a pen, which he could press against something and get the purity of it all. He had confirmed it. That was real gold. 99.9999% gold. Erick was absolutely sure it was 100% gold, but the machine didn’t seem to go that high. That was when everything got to be too much for the manager and the servers. That was when they realized that yes, this really was happening.

The fact that Erick ate the first course in 5 minutes was when everything became too much for the head cook.

He was disgusted as he gestured at the cameras, saying, “What is this! This man comes in and buys us off and disrupts everything and we have more food everywhere and he gobbles it up like a fat American! How is this— This is some kind of prank, isn’t it!” He poked the chest of the manager, saying, “You are doing this to me for some reason—”

The manager shot back, “That man has given us millions tonight, and we have dealt with rich weirdos before! Every single one of us on shift tonight gets a percentage of this bonus, and I want that bonus. You will do everything he wants. EVERYTHING. Or you are fired! If he wants you to dance for him, you will dance. If he wants you to sing, you will sing. If he has spies putting food into our walk-ins, you will accept the bounty as it has been given to you. As long as it doesn’t ruin our reputation, you will do it.”

Everyone else in the office backed up the manager, and soon the Head Cook was back to overseeing a kitchen, cooking food for a guy that ‘obviously had spies running around the kitchen’. It wasn’t long till the Head Cook had another idea about why he hated this; that much gold needed to be reported to the government. The authorities would need to get involved. Everyone told him to shut the fuck up and cook when he said that, even his apprentice, which had caused the Head Cook to do a double take at the back talk. The Head Cook went back to cooking, though, muttering about ‘autonomous drones’ and other shit.

Erick suspected one of those ‘ADs’ was what the influencer had floating around her head, taking videos.

Erick was spying on everything, though, so the Head Cook wasn’t too far off about that. Would he call himself ‘a spy that put stuff in the kitchen’? Based on the definition of the word, he probably couldn’t be his own spy… Or could he? It was a fun little philosophical question and Erick smiled at that thought, because it was so far out of the wheelhouse of whatever the fuck he was going to do about Nothanganathor that it was a good distraction. Erick was still reeling from Nothanganathor’s shittery, but it was nice to be able to relax with good food and wine and think about smaller things.

Tonight, it was time to drink away his sorrows.

Tomorrow… Tomorrow he would do something more.

He did cast some [Greater Rejuvenation]s on everyone in the room, though, as well as some tiny [Cleanse]s to get rid of lingering health issues. Microplastics and cancer still hadn’t been solved by the year 2047. A shame, really.

They were going to have to deal with so much more than that, soon enough…

Maybe he should appear in Tokyo Bay, like Godzilla, but with ‘breath weapons’ that made [Greater Rejuvenation] and [Benevolent Cleanse] towers. That’d be a hoot. As Erick ate eel, grilled to perfection and sticky with sauce, he considered what to do next in so many different ways.

He’d have to put a gate space up on the Moon so he could access Benevolence Itself.

Maybe he should make a personal Benevolence space, too, inside his Status, so he could haul things around without needing to make them all the time. Sure, he could pull gold out of the air through Genesis, but runic structures needed to actually be made, and there wasn’t always time for that. Maybe his personal space could be one of those spatial bags that Jane always tried to make or find, years and years before she found out the Script denied that functionality. Maybe Jane and the girls and boy had those bags now, wherever they were—

Erick stopped thinking about the people he cared about because that way lay ruin. They were all fine, because they all existed in the past, and that’s where Erick would make his attack, and his rescue.

When the steak came out Erick was a little bit happier, because it smelled divine—

Did he have to worry about elevating to godhood now?

… He didn’t feel any different, and he saw no divinity in the air, and his Status was still able to ping his position in the universe through the yorddle he had made with Yggdrasil, so Margleknot knew where he was, now, so he was still connected in that way… Hmm.

But…

Hmm.

Something didn’t sit right with all of that.

Erick spread his senses wide, as he already had. So far, Earth was devoid of magic, except in the smallest of places. Some ‘Wizards’ did exist, but they were mostly ignorant of their power, and their power wasn’t Darkness-based anyway. They were Wizards of this universe, with resons flowing inside of them. Most of those people were simply heads of state, or artists with visions, or other such people. Resons gathered in them, unseen and unfelt, except for how they made the people who used them a bit more… Hmm... A bit more ‘conscious’ than everyone else? No. That wasn’t right. Hard to say.

The Dark Mark and mana had certainly existed on Earth, though. Erick had had one before he had even fallen to Veird. So what the fuck?

Nothanganathor had said he had cleaned up the world of Malevolence before Erick had come out of his trap. Maybe he killed everyone who could have held the Dark Mark? He had claimed that Jane’s mother, Margaret, had Malevolence inside of her, but… Hmm.

Erick got up out of his seat, his sudden move making every server cautious and freaking out the manager watching on the video feed, but then Erick went off toward the bathroom. There were no cameras in the bathroom. Inside the bathroom Erick took a Step back across the world, to check up on Margaret. He had always known where she lived just in case Jane ever wanted to see her, but Jane shot that idea to hell with all of her words of hate against her mother, and Margaret never wanted to see Jane anyway, so Erick just didn’t do anything with that information.

Erick found Margaret, but not how he wanted to.

Margaret's grave had her dead in 2041; 6 years ago.

Erick took a moment.

He put a flower on her grave.

And then Erick went back to the restaurant and sat back down, and soon another set of steaks came out; three of them all together this time. Halfway through eating his first one, the cooks in the back discovered that some of their prep, which Erick had copied, was an exact copy of another item, right down to the marbling pattern. Erick smiled at how they freaked out about that.

And then Erick spoke to a shadow, beside his chair, “Do you want to come to dinner, Shadow?”

His Calling vibrated the world like a minor earthquake —and Erick was kinda thrilled to be able to think in terms of ‘earth’quake again— causing a rumbling in the building and in the whole block. The patrons all stilled as the world finished rumbling. When the whole movement passed, everyone went back to talking—

A lightbulb flickered and died in the center of the ceiling of the restaurant and an unnatural shadow coiled outward. When the light came back on, Shadow stood there, wearing robes to match Erick.

Shadow said, “You’re not quitting.”

It was an accusation, a demand, and a want. A need.

Erick nodded, and said, “I’m not quitting at all, Shadow. I just need to figure out some magics I've never worked before.”

Shadow shuddered, and she took a seat with Erick, while all the restaurant watched. “Good.” She took one of his steaks, which was more like a pre-cubed, individually-seared setting of steaks, and picked up a piece with a chopstick. She ate the meat while Erick poured her some fancy sake, and then she drank the sake, downing the full cup all at once. She set the empty cup down, then softly said, “I’m glad to have you back, ‘Black Dragon’.”

“Sorry for going away. We don’t have to talk about what happened, though. It’s ‘not going to have happened’ soon enough.”

“Good. Write me a book about what you do so I can read it all when you’re done and this nightmare is over.”

People watched their conversation, but they went back to their own conversations… mostly.

Something was going on with the influencer girl’s drone, floating around her head, and her feed, scrolling down on her phone, sitting beside her plate.

Erick smiled and poured her another drink, saying, “I’m glad you gained oversight of Earth, Shadow. I’m glad that Call even worked. Were you in Margleknot?”

Shadow relaxed, saying, “Yes, I was. He was happy to feel you reconnect, by the way. He’s still furious at Nothanganathor, but not as much as he could have been. The white bastard gave Yggy back his memories from his Sign of Power, though he kept the Sign itself. Yggy is not happy about that.” She smiled devilishly, and said, “Nothanganathor might have captured the Mantle of the God of Magic, but the Dark is rejecting him. He’s begged for my help for decades now, and he’s no closer to making inroads into reestablishing the Painted Cosmology.”

Erick nodded, feeling relief. “He lied so much when he spoke to me, then.”

Shadow freaked out for a moment, and then she calmed. “He already spoke to you?”

“He said that he had made inroads to the Dark already, and that you had ‘been assigned a position similar to a regent’.”

Shadow scowled. “He ‘assigned me’ one, alright. I didn’t accept it, though.”

Erick nodded.

They ate in silence for a few moments, as Shadow thought about a lot, and Erick enjoyed the steak.

Erick asked, “So how does one become a fae, in truth?”

“So many different ways. Make an environment then consume it.” Shadow looked around, saying, “Earth would make a good basis for your rebirth. I assume you don’t want to eat Earth, though.”

Erick chuckled. “That would be correct.”

People were looking at them weird, and at Shadow weirder, while the girl eating alone and making a little video of it all with her drone was also interested. She was talking to her live stream about coming over and seeing what was going on at the table behind her, because her stream was popping off at her about ‘something is happening at that table behind you!’ and a bunch of other messages that scrolled down her phone. She was telling them that she was not going to disturb other people who were obviously cosplaying, but people were showing her clips they made of Shadow’s entrance —which was already racking up thousands of views— and demanding to know what was going on.

Apparently you weren’t allowed to show fake imagery on drone broadcasts, and some people were accusing her of doing that. You were, however, allowed to show stage magic stuff, and that’s how people got away with doing weird things online in a world where everything could be fake online.

The broadcaster was a special sort of influencer who participated in stuff like that, but she was currently out of her depths.

Or at least that’s what Erick picked up as he began reading her feed as it scrolled.

The woman quietly said to her drone, “No no, I’m not in an upcoming movie, though this would be a rather nice way to announce that, wouldn’t it!” She smiled, but it was strained.

She thought someone was doing something around her, trying to hone in on her popularity without reimbursing her.

Erick smiled as he saw the woman’s thoughts bare upon her face. He was using her, somewhat. She’d get reimbursed though, if she came over.

Shadow glanced over at the influencer because Erick had glanced her way… and then she turned back to Erick. She raised an eyebrow. “Since this timeline is going to vanish anyway, do you want some help testing out how you’re going to play around with introducing magic to Earth?”

“I’m already doing it, and I’m not going to do anything big. Just let rumors and small videos and images of the dark side of the moon do it for me. See how people react. I’m not getting hung up here on Earth, Shadow.” Erick said, “I’m getting back to the battle as soon as I can.”

Shadow enjoyed hearing that. “I’ll take that as a promise.” She gestured to a server who was watching them from a distance, and then she gestured to her empty plate of steak. “Another one!”

Erick set another gold bar onto the table, in view of everyone. The influencer’s camera feed went wild.

Shadow smiled at the gold bar. “One good thing about backwater worlds is that they really do make you feel rich.”

“I’ll try not to disrupt too many economies, but some small disturbances can be fun. Want to go to the theater in Paris? Or somewhere else? After dinner, of course.”

“Nope!” Shadow leaned in a little and clarified, “Yes, I do, but I’m barely going to remember this, so I’d rather go on a nice date or ten after we win.”

“That works, too.”

The rest of dinner was rather wonderful, and there was lots of it. Erick and Shadow spoke of nothing and everything, and it was wonderful.

Some investigators tried to show up because they were watching the influencer’s live stream, and Erick found out that every single camera in the world was under AI observation, and that AI had flagged their dinner as investigation-worthy. But Erick simply weaved some illusions from a few kilometers away and got those investigators turned around in hallways that never ended. This action raised the alert level of Erick and Shadow’s date to rather high levels—

Shadow giggled as she sipped her tenth glass of sake, saying, “So this is a date?”

“Of course it is,” Erick said, “But since this timeline is going away, we won’t be doing anything besides eating well and having a nice conversation.”

“And playing tricks on government employees.”

“They’ll be out of those hallways by the time we’re finished here.” Erick set aside some of their empty plates, and the servers came in and rapidly replaced them, as though waiting for that exact moment to move, which is what they had been doing. Erick dug into the new bowls of rice, saying, “We don’t have to finish for a while, though.”

Shadow smiled in a wonderful sort of way. And then she glanced over to the influencer, who was long done with her dinner but she was taking an hour to eat her dessert, because her stream had never been this popular before. Erick was rather certain he had seen some official notices come through on her phone, too, demanding that she remain there and let the drone observe.

The gangsters and the couple had moved on. It was just Erick, Shadow, and the influencer now.

Shadow asked Erick, “Is she a reporter? I can’t quite figure it out.”

“I think it’s some evolution of a cultural icon, co-opted by the government of Japan in an official capacity when needed.” Erick guessed, “Like an unintentional reporter.”

“Let’s invite her to dinner.”

“Sure.” Erick stood up and waved at the girl, who had to be, like, 25, and said, “Hello, miss! Want to join us for dinner? We’re going for course number 34 soon.”

The woman froze.

The feed on her phone, sitting next to her plate, absolutely exploded with people calling out ‘DANGER DANGER!!’ and ‘Go for it!’ and ‘Get a gold bar out of it!’. An official message in a separate orange popped up and said, ‘Do it.’

That orange message focused the world for the girl.

The woman thawed, put on her best face, and turned and stood, then she bowed to Erick and Shadow, and said, “I apologize if I have offended with my overlong stay for dessert. It was just too interesting— Ah— delicious, to not savor it. I graciously accept your invitation.” And then she walked over and sat down on her pillow.

Her drone fluttered around the back of her head, taking images of everything. Before, the drone had been moving kinda lazily, swishing this way and that, but now it moved methodically, quickly, and precisely. Erick raised an eyebrow at the drone, and the drone began moving less methodically, but that was a lie. Someone was controlling the drone with highly advanced flight algorithms, or something, whereas before it had just been autonomous. Erick let that deception stand.

… But it wasn’t really a deception, was it? Everyone knew that those cameras could be taken over at any time. Erick was the one who was just now catching up. To the girl, the fact that Erick was here, doing something and he had asked for her to join them, meant that he knew he was being watched, and that he wanted an audience.

The woman was a ball of sunshine as she spoke, “I just don’t understand how you two have put away all that food so far! It’s all so good, but I was struggling to finish that tiramisu. Phoenix Feather sure makes a wonderful dessert.”

Phoenix Feather was the name of the restaurant, and the woman was still deep in her part as an influencer, but she was tense beneath all of that social armor. She was also mad at being used for whatever ‘Black Dragon’ promotion was going on right now.

Shadow set a small shot glass in front of her that did not exist on the menu, for Shadow had just created it, and the shot swirled black with bits of white light every so often. It wasn’t the original recipe. It was tuned for mortal senses. “Try this. It’s called a Vivid Gloom.” Shadow looked to Erick, adding, “It’s gotten me through some tough times these last few decades.”

As the woman was torn between trying to say ‘no’ and graciously accepting, and wondering where the fuck the drink had come from, Erick made his own shot.

Erick set an absolutely black drink in front of the woman, saying, “This one is Darkness Enthroned.” And then he set two more on the table; one for Shadow, and one for himself, saying, “I tried making it once last year, and I was pleased with the result. I never got to share it with you before now, though.”

Shadow smiled at him, at that, and then she set down two more Vivid Glooms, one for each of them. “Bottoms up!”

Erick took his shots, and Shadow did the same.

Shadow winced a little, smiling wide. “That’s good stuff! You did that one well, Black Dragon.”

Erick smiled. “I liked what you did with Vivid Gloom, too.”

The influencer eventually took her shots, too, though she had to be peer pressured by her feed to do so. She had been prepared to be bowled over with a strong drink, but the Vivid Gloom went down well, and the Darkness Enthroned left her looking quite perplexed. She asked, “Those were really good? Was there alcohol in them at all?”

Erick said, “Not a lot of alcohol, no.”

Shadow said, “They’re usually served in a tall glass, but shots are a good icebreaker.”

“What was in them?” she asked. “I didn’t see them on the menu?”

Erick smiled, and ignored the question.

Shadow did too, for she asked, “So what is it you do, girl? I’m not familiar with…” She indicated the floating drone. “All of this.”

The girl chuckled and said, “I’m just a drone girl. I’m sure you’re much more interesting. What do you do? Is your name really ‘Shadow’?”

“Everything I want to do, I try, though I don’t always succeed, and yes my name is Shadow,” Shadow said. “Black Dragon here is much more interesting, Cyan Charmer.”

The influencer, named Cyan Charmer, who had her name pasted everywhere in her stream and even on her drone, and which Erick didn’t really want to know, smiled a little and said, “I love that lifestyle and that name! You can call me Ceecee; everyone does.” Ceecee said to Erick, “And ‘Black Dragon’ is another interesting name.”

Erick chuckled. He asked, “I assume you’re up on popular culture, Ceecee? I’ve been out of the loop on Earth for a while now. What’s been happening here?”

Her feed popped up on her phone, another orange alert, telling her to start at the year 2000 and work her way up. Whoever was on the other end of that line was incredibly smart, narrowing down Erick’s areas of concern based on the rest of their conversation tonight, but they weren’t too honed in on what was happening right now. They wanted to be. They would be, eventually.

The servers came out with another plate of food.

Erick and Shadow ate.

And Ceecee happily began, “Oh, history is such a fun subject! How about we start with the end of the prosperous times of the 1980’s? My grandmother got her first job working as a secretary back then. She was my inspiration…”

The girl could talk, and it was rather entertaining to hear it all. The conversation mutated soon into a wonderful night of drinking and talking, with Erick and Shadow playing games with hinting at bigger things, and each of them pulling stuff out of their sleeve that should not be up their sleeves at all.

Shadow pulled out a rabbit at one point in time, then said, “Whoops!” holding it by the scruff of its neck. She put the rabbit back, laughing. The rabbit ended up popping out of the shadows in the garden out front, where it began munching on the flowers. Erick chuckled.

Ceecee stared at that display of… something. She was still on the fence about what was happening, but she was slightly drunk now and simply enjoying herself. Her feed on her phone was going absolutely wild. More than once, Ceecee stared at the millions watching her stream, and then she had another sip of sake.

- - - -

An investigator opened a door in a hallway and another hallway led to another street ahead. The guy brightened, saying, “Guys! I found the way out!”

A different investigator yelled at him, “It’s a lie! No you didn’t!”

A third investigator cried on the floor, mumbling about never getting out.

The first one yelled at the other two and forced them through the open doorway, down the hallway ahead and then to the open street beyond. The third investigator cried in absolute joy to see the sky again, the lights of the streets, and the cars, and all the buildings lit up in the dark. All at once, all of their phones chimed a good ten times, or more. Messages that they had missed piled up.

The first investigator read the latest one and saw the time on the clock. “Shit. We missed the entire event. We’re still going, but now we’re on detecting.”

The second investigator instantly said, “I’m not going.”

“What! You can’t disobey an—”

“I’m not going either!” The third investigator shouted, “I quit.”

“Oh come on...”

The first guy eventually talked the other two into keeping their jobs.

Erick felt bad about all of that, so he put some gold bars in their pockets.

That freaked them out more than anything the previous five hours had done, but when they were through panicking, they had some gold. There were tax forms and personal investigations in their future, but those would pass soon enough, and whatever had happened in Phoenix Feather just got more interesting to those watching the world.

It was fine.









- - - -









Erick walked with Shadow on the moon, under the stars, the city of towers glittering behind them, under a pale thickness of atmosphere. Out here there was nothing, though. Just staticky lunar dust, craters, and two people who would probably be called gods back on Earth if they were to show themselves, but neither of them wanted that.

Erick said, “Time travel isn’t going to actually erase this timeline. You were just saying that for effect.”

Shadow took a moment before she began saying, “In some ways, I was not exaggerating at all. You go to the past, and you do anything at all, and you change the present. Thus, this present no longer exists.” Shadow said, “Oh sure, it still exists, but everything has changed. It’s like you’ve just Established things, but more directly. The only things that truly remain are people like me, and you, and others of similar nature, who remember how it used to be. But you didn’t actually doubt my words. You were more scared of what it meant to do things like that.”

Erick smirked. “Seems crazy to worry about being scared of my own power right now.”

“Are you frightened of messing up, or how easy it would be to change the world through true power?”

“The second, more than the first, though I messed up with [Onward] once, though that was probably more Nothanganathor than me.” Erick said, “I’m rather certain that even if I get it wrong the first time, I can just try again… and that is what scares me. No one should have the power to arbitrarily decide things for others. Nothanganathor shouldn’t have been able to remove me from the fight like that… even though we were trying to End him…” Erick sighed. “And yet more and more I see myself needing more power so that I can make those decisions, so that people like Nothanganathor are not allowed to make those decisions. And yet, just as it was wrong of him to do that to me, and to everyone else, it’s unkind to be able to position myself to have that sort of power over people, and yet time and time again, I have been shown that if I don’t step up, then more unkindness will exist because I have not stepped up and taken that power away from those who shouldn’t have it.” Erick said, “The simple fact is that I shouldn’t have that kind of power, either. I know I make bad decisions sometimes, and I absolutely make the wrong decisions for certain people, some of the time, just by virtue of me not being them.”

Shadow grinned as Erick spoke, and when he was finished, she said, “The fact that you can say all that and mean it, means a lot, Erick. This problem of yours seems like a good internal battle for a ruler to wrestle with for all time.”

Erick stared out into the emptiness of space.

They walked in silence for a little while.

Erick broke the silence, “I was contemplating turning into a godzilla-like being and wading into Tokyo Bay and handing out gifts of magic and healing. Just sweep a several-kilometer-long wing over the entire city and heal every single person as well as solve whatever problems I saw, like trash or construction projects needing to be finished or broken roads that needed repair, or whatever. But now I see that impetus as a call to injure the entire world with destructive chaos. Looking back on that thought I cannot believe that I actually contemplated ruining the world in that way.” He added, “I mean— I wouldn’t even fit into Tokyo Bay without breaking something.”

Shadow giggled as Erick spoke of breaking the bay. “You could stand on the water.”

Erick tried to smile, and he sort of did.

Shadow took his arm around hers, saying, “Or you could accept that you have bad impulses sometimes, and then move past them. You could tell me what ‘godzilla’ is, and we can catch up on whatever goes for stories around here.”

Erick held onto Shadow’s arm, smiling a little, feeling bad that she was trying to make him feel better. She had been through a lot in the last few decades… or however long it had been. Time had gotten wonky, apparently. It would probably get more wonky, soon enough.

But for now…

“A movie marathon sounds wonderful— and… Thank you, Shadow. For being here.”

Shadow smiled softly and held Erick’s arm a little tighter. “It’s okay if you want to break down. It’s a fresh wound for you. I spent five years drinking myself to death and getting myself killed trying to personally murder Nothanganathor. Didn’t work much. Didn’t make father’s and mother’s…” She stopped talking. She put on a smile that was way too forced. “Thank you for reaching out.”

Something had happened to Fairy Moon and Gregarious, huh?

Probably a lot.

Nothanganathor had probably Erased a lot more than Poi. He had probably lied about how much he had done to secure his victory. He had lied before. He would lie again. Erick didn’t need to know the details. He knew… he knew enough.

Erick held it together for three more steps, then he fell to his knees and tears flowed. Shadow was right there with him the whole time.

 

 - - - -

 

Erick sat on a pillow, atop a layer of stone in a garden on the moon, under the bright lights of the ‘baseball-field’ lights of the towers. Stars glittered in the void beyond. Shadow sat in front of Erick, on a similar pillow. Slimes tumbled across the lands outside of their slightly-raised platform, and water flowed in rivers, and waterfalls, and fell in small, localized rainstorms atop orchards and vegetable vines.

Shadow began, “First, we must confront the Self…”











            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Erick and Sha~dow sit~in' on the moon~

- - - -

Patrons have the next 6 chapters! Over 100k more words!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



274, 1/2


                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Big, big news at the end.



                

                 

Erick sat across from Shadow, on pillows, on the moon, under the lights of the towers he had built, and in the atmosphere he had made. It was time to do this fae-ascension thing. Erick didn’t know much about it, except that he needed to become ‘Simply Him’, and that there was some sort of ‘Elemental Life cultivation’, and that he needed to ‘absorb an environment that was himself’. Admittedly, that might have sounded like a lot of good information, but Erick was somewhat lost about the specifics.

Shaping mana? Easy to understand.

Accretion and Cultivation? Also simple. Mana and resons go into the self and do their thing.

Becoming fae?

Not so simple… But it was supposed to be ‘Simple As’, and so Erick might just be overthinking it. He was doing that a lot these days. Thinking was great and all, but doing actually got stuff done, and Erick was ready to start doing something transformative.

Shadow sat tall on her pillow, as she said, “First, we must confront the Self. The Self is the base nature of your being. It is not your entirety. It is the core of yourself, upon which all other things are built. It is the seed. You are the growth of that seed. Tell me of your Self.”

This did not feel like that time when he was in Ar’Cosmos, and Fairy Moon blindsided him with a question about ‘describing Benevolence’. This was just talking. And so, the words came easily to Erick, “For the good of all and every individual… That whole thing.”

Shadow grinned a little. “Usually that’s a much harder step for people, for most people do not make their own Element.”

“How do people usually answer when they use the Elements made by others?”

“The Question of the Self —also known as the Core Question, and other variations— would lead a normal person —who took in the mana of others and made themselves into a powerhouse— to talk about what their chosen power meant to them. That’s how most people got powerful, after all; they picked an Element, and they went on to embody it, and they were never the first to get there. Always, there is baggage.

“Say if a person absorbed Blood as their chosen power. Then such a Question of the Self would go on to discuss what Blood meant to them. What specific aspect of Blood was their chosen aspect, etcetera. Sometimes a person would be born with an Element which they wanted to keep, and in that case the Question of the Self would send that person on a personal Quest to discover themselves, where they would continually refine themselves into Themselves. That sort of transformation into Oneself was usually the easiest, but sometimes people who took power and made it their own had it easier.” Shadow said, “But as for the Quest… The mechanics of such a Quest would likely have such a person spending their entire lives trying to find Themselves, or maybe they’d simply take a few good tragedies and growths to get there. That could take a while. A lot of fae, when they find people who seem like they might become fae themselves one day, will ask them leading questions that would send them down such paths in life. I believe this is what my father did for you, when she helped you make Benevolence.”

Well that was interesting.

Erick nodded, moving on.

Shadow nodded in turn, then said, “Now that you have answered the Question of the Self, we must consider the environment you wish to surround yourself with. It can be anything, of any size or shape at all. This is where things will get weird for you, and thus they will get weird for all of us, because you are a Paradox Wizard and you have tremendous goals ahead of you, and you already plan on becoming a true Time Wizard. You should experiment with Time in the following however-longs, and with Malevolence, and with every glorious and horrible thing you can imagine. You should see sights you wish to see, and things you wish you never knew. You should Create.” She said, “When you are ready, you will know what needs to be done, and this will cause your Great Death. If you can come back from that, then you will be fae.”

Well that got to the Big Part faster than Erick was ready.

Erick almost asked a question about what all of that really meant, and if she really was telling him to play around with Malevolence, but then she hit him with the ‘you will die’, and his questions seemed trivial compared to the gravity of what was to come.

Shadow stood up, and said, “Any more instruction would influence who you Simply Are, so I will leave you with this: I trust you to do well. Cultivate your Life, Erick. I will be here when I need to be here.” And then Shadow loomed over Erick and the entire moon like a Dark Goddess, her black hair flowing in the void, her dark eyes shining with untold depths and distant stars, as she intoned, “The Fate of Fae be upon ye, Erick Flatt, Apparent King, Wizard of Benevolence, and so much more. Thrive in the cataclysm of your own Creation.”

Shadow vanished into a twist in the world.

… Erick was alone, sitting under the bright prismatic lights of his moon base. But he wasn’t really alone at all. Though the shadows were empty, and the world only had Benevolence mana, a lot of slimes tumbled around and inside the mana towers, and in the shallow waters.

…

Welp!

That was a lot of stuff, and also not much at all.

Erick smiled at that, and decided to get on with his initial plans, the ones with actual actions he knew how to take, and to see where those plans took him. He stood up and said, “Time to make a gate space.”

Opening a portal into Benevolence Itself was different outside of the Script. Without that multi-dimensional barrier to surround and contain mana from all possible angles, mana slipped into the void and went… somewhere. Erick wasn’t quite sure where the mana went, but he realized he should find out. He knew a few facts that could help him before he went exploring.

The Script had a very good dimensional barrier. It kept everything inside, and allowed gate spaces to exist properly, without fading away as the mana on this side of reality brushed off into the void. As long as the mana was contained properly on this side, then the gate space on that side was solid, and secure… Except that wasn’t the truth. That only happened on Veird, where the Script set up some weird, multi-dimensional Bands of Intent, or something. When Erick had been on that base on Fenrir, and he had opened up a portal into Benevolence Itself, the entire base almost failed because the mana inside of the barrier washed through that hole, super fast. So a simple containment on this side of reality was not good enough to make a gate space on that side of reality.

In the Painted Cosmology, mana and its private dimensions piled up atop each other, making a home inside of the Dark. During the Sundering, Nothanganathor had opened up massive holes throughout the entire Painted Cosmology, and all of the Painted Cosmology spilled out into the void that existed here, in the Infinite Fractal. So with that sort of thought… The Sundering was more like ‘pulling the plug in the bathtub’ in a way that should not have happened at all. But it did. With the Sundering, the mana ocean of that Old Cosmology faded into the ocean of Infinity on this side of Everything.

Veird survived, though it was a near thing.

Mana on Earth was kind of like a constant Sundering between the Painted Cosmology and the Fractal Cosmology, in that the mana here diluted and died when it went outside of the control of the Intent that made the mana into magic. When the Intent passed, the mana faded back into lower states of possibility, and folded into the universe, where it was sucked away into Infinity.

Only a few places in this Infinity could actually contain mana in any meaningful way. The Script on Veird was one. Fenrir, after Nothanganathor turned the whole of it into a manaminer land, could also contain mana. Margleknot contained mana, too, but Margleknot was more than a mana container. There were so many different dimensionally-active powers on Margleknot that they all sort of muddled together, and Margleknot had some sort of power that kept them all from fading away into Infinity. Erick wasn’t privy to Margleknot’s exact inner workings, due to Yggdrasil being unwilling to tell him, but that was fine.

Erick didn’t need to know the full stretch of Margleknot’s powers —or anyone’s powers— right now.

He needed to figure out how to make a dimensionally-stable gate space, and there was really only one way to do that.

Erick stood up from his pillow, and then he opened a hole into Elsewhere. Iridescent white lightning flickered into a circle and then opened inward, creating an absolute abyss of black that was soon filled with tumbling white mana. That mana flowed out of Erick’s protected space and into the hole, just like when he had first Ascended on Fenrir. Whatever existed beyond this reality, inside that ‘Benevolent Space’ on the other side of the portal, was more like a vacuum.

There were several key differences in Erick’s circumstances between now and back then, on Fenrir. Sure, mana flowed into the hole, robbing this moon base of its equilibrium and stability, but Erick had built this place well, and the bubble walls began to contract right on schedule, responding to the decrease in density. Erick hadn’t built this place to protect against multi-dimensional attacks, though, so that was why he could create the hole into Elsewhere in the first place. Fixing that oversight was part of his chosen tasks today.

And so, Erick stepped into the void to see the problem from the other side.

- - - -

It was strange to see nothing.

That was Erick’s primary thought as he floated inside of the void beyond reality, while a thin tendril of power still connected him to the portal at his back. Benevolence and trace amounts of other manas, birthed on Erick’s moon base, flowed through that portal, spinning off into infinity, rushing against Erick’s back like a thickness in the air. Mostly, Erick felt the rush of air and dust and even a few leaves that sucked through that portal and washed over him.

The space itself wasn’t a space.

The mana and air and otherwise that got sucked through the portal, into this side, spun off into nowhere, practically disintegrating in the void. Erick was rather certain that the only reason he was able to ‘be’ here, and not get ‘voided’ himself, was that he was a True Wizard, in full control of his own body.

So he just enjoyed the space.

It wasn’t black. It wasn’t white. It wasn’t any sort of color. It was just empty. And Erick remained. He floated in the absolute void, subtly glowing. His control over his mana was absolute, but his mana still radiated below his skin, and somehow that caused illumination. Or maybe the very fact that he existed is what caused the illumination.

The portal behind him was still open, and that also caused some light to shine into the void. Erick held onto that portal with a thin bit of aura…

Erick flowed a command through his aura, to the portal, closing the portal—

The portal flashed away, so very far away and fast, like a silent, speeding balloon, racing away after letting go of the nozzle. By the time the portal shrunk and closed and then vanished, it was thousands of kilometers away, or more. Erick couldn’t really tell. Distance was kinda… weird, here.

He was alone in the void. Even the mana and air that had come in here with him was gone; spun off into out there, whatever ‘out there’ was.

Erick decided he needed something solid to start his extradimensional experiments, so he spilled out some mana to create something solid: a rock.

What popped out was not a rock at all. It was a splash of nothing. Or at least that’s what it kinda looked like; Erick had spun his aura into a rock, and what came out was sparkles.

Only because of Erick’s natural tendency to scope out everything that existed around him, and through his Lightning Path, did Erick see what had truly happened. He had created a rock. It had been roughly white and solid, and kinda shaped like rippled and chipped obsidian. And then that rock had turned to dust and then crumbled in the infinite, becoming sands that flowed away like the breaking of so much magic.

Erick frowned a little at that. He had made rocks out of Benevolence before, but this time it had failed?

It wasn’t like this was some sort of metaphysical journey into his soul, like when he had made Benevolence and turned that empty white void into a land of stone, water, air, fire, and life. This was a real place, on the other side of reality.

This act right here was taking place completely outside of his body, in a nothing-space that existed beside reality... where mana went when it was done? Erick wasn’t sure about that last part.

Whatever this place was, it wasn’t the Darkness. Of that, Erick was rather certain. He was still in the Fractal Cosmology, for sure… Probably.

Erick focused and cast a jolt of Benevolence into the air—

The Benevolence fractured and split even as Erick was forming the magic. White iridescence went wide, flowing from the space of high concentration, where he had cast the magic, into all the rest of everything, where nothing existed at all.

Erick cast a few more jolts into the air, trying to keep them together—

He realized something.

A while ago, he had had a conversation with Phagar about the nature of Time Travel, after the reveal of the Fractal and all the side slices of Infinity that one could get lost within. He had basically said that if Erick ever Time Traveled to the past inside the Fractal Universe, that he would likely end up in a different slice of Infinity, like the ones where Nothanganathor ate everything except for the God Pact world. Paradox Wizards didn’t have this problem back in the Painted Cosmology, because, while the gods decided such things as the local time frame and stability, they also decided on a consensus reality. Thus, a Paradox Wizard always ended up in the consensus reality of the gods, unless they were going outside of godly matters, and then they’d just end up in the Dark and likely dead.

Erick wasn’t dead, therefore this wasn’t the Dark.

Being a Paradox Wizard in the Fractal Cosmology was harder than being a Paradox Wizard in the Painted Cosmology, because unless one was aiming very well, and had something specific to aim at —like the ‘ground state’ that was themselves-in-relation-to-their-home— they usually ended up on a side reality.

That didn’t help to explain what was happening in this void, but Erick was on to a different, equally important thing to keep in mind, going forward.

A true Paradox Wizard traveled to their own past; they did not muck around with alternate realities at all. Erick was a true Paradox Wizard. When he eventually figured out the Big Time Travel Magic, that he had spoken about with Phagar before, then he would (if he was aiming correctly!) end up on the God Pact world, under the direct purview of the gods like Rozeta and otherwise.

And being under the views of the gods meant that there would be uncomfortable questions and shit. Even if he evaded Rozeta and the other gods of the Pantheon and their paladins, Melemizargo would definitely notice him. Phagar, too. As for Nothanganathor… Erick could probably evade him… Maybe.

But he couldn’t evade anyone if they could sense his Benevolence spilling out everywhere.

So Erick needed to figure out how to hide his mana.

Briefly, Erick thought about trying to literally ‘hide’ his mana, perhaps through camouflage, to make it look like something else… And that might be part of the solution. The Script contained and purged everything it didn’t recognize, so leaving a bit of Benevolence around wasn’t a huge deal, as long as it looked like, say, Elemental Fairy— No. Elemental Mystical. Yeah. That worked.

And thinking of Mystical… There was another part of the solution to Erick’s mana spilling everywhere, and also the solving of an old problem that he had never gotten around to solving.

Elemental Mystical was what the Script used for Abilities like Clarity, which dropped the mana costs of stuff from 100% costs, to 50% costs, and then even lower, once more and more Mystical mana was being used to dupe the ambient mana to play along with what the Intent-filled magic was doing.

Erick needed to reinvent Clarity for himself.

And he also needed to contain all of his mana; to spill it out there and then bring it back, so that he never actually used any mana at all, like what Solomon had shown him a year ago, back when Erick was trying to figure out how to get Elemental Genesis. Erick had cheated to get Genesis, so he hadn’t really learned the spill-and-suck methods that Solomon had shown him with the tubes and junk. But now it was time to learn those methods.

Erick couldn’t very well travel to the past and then disrupt his own present could he? Absolutely not.

So the only way to do that was to go into the past and be absolutely invisible. Invisible to gods, and everyone.

… But he probably couldn’t do that.

Just being realistic, now. He could not do that. Not on his own.

He needed help.

But the very second he showed up on Veird, no matter the time, he would face the horrors of Nothanganathor, so he couldn’t get help from Phagar… Not yet, anyway. Phagar would have been the first choice.

So who would his second choice be?

Hmm.

Well…

Considering that he was about to fuck around with time in a very, very big way, then why not pick the best possible person to ask for help?

Why not ask himself?

Erick stared out into the void, waiting for himself to appear, to help…

Nothing.

… Erick still needed to work on the gate space, anyway. Something solid that wouldn’t fall apart, that he could access from anywhere… and any time. And maybe, if he did it right…

Erick gazed out into the void. The nothing shifted, but not in any particular way. Erick’s [Wizardly True Sight] eyes were still working fine, and he saw far and true just as well as before, but there was truly nothing out there… And yet, Erick did not feel scared of the emptiness like he had when he had faced the emptiness of Fenrir’s surface. This place was just… just empty. Kinda relaxing, though.

He wondered if his future self was staring back at him from the emptiness, hidden in a cloak of absolute secrecy… or whatever Erick ended up calling it.

Erick held out his hands, a little bit across from each other, and began trying to learn how to perfectly recycle his own mana… and his resons too! Why not. A jolt of Benevolence jumped from palm to palm, fraying as it writhed between his hands, tendrils of white curling and breaking away as the power left the absolute solidness that was Erick’s body. The jolt that exited Erick’s right hand, entered the void, and then came back to Erick’s left hand, had been reduced from wrist-thickness, to hair-thickness. It was a near-complete failure.

This was good experimentation to figure out some better mana control and to try and understand this void, as well… And that made Erick smile. Everything was coming together.

Erick tried the jolt again, this time adding in an expression of his Benevolence Domain to the working. The fraying was less bad this time, but it still didn’t stay together like it should have. Erick began weaving in Elemental Mystical into the whole thing, Intent on making the mana want to remain itself, corralling the whole thing together. Asking and tricking the mana into behaving worked a bit better than pure force; the ropes of Benevolence didn’t fray nearly as much. As the Mystical-altered Benevolence flowed, it turned back in on itself like loose yarn. It was a rather unstructured working, and it wasn’t good for anything except stringing between his hands, but it was rapid progress in the realm of ‘making magic that no one else can sense’ and ‘figuring out dimensional barriers and other Elsewhere logics’.

Gathering the mana he expressed and stuffing it back into his body was kinda difficult, though.

But this emptiness was a great practice zone for expelling and bringing mana back; no interference of any kind except for active dissolution did great for refining control.

Erick played around with the mana for a long while, while also inspecting his body, and the differences that allowed his body to exist without injury in this nothing-space, but which tore at his mana whenever he cast anything. It wasn’t hard to figure out the difference was that mana was mana, and his body was made out of particles, but there was more to it than that, because when Erick cast some Genesis to create a simple quartz crystal, the crystal evaporated just like how particles didn’t.

Erick was still wearing his clothes, too, so it wasn’t a matter of living or dead particles, or whatnot.

What a fun little (probably very large, actually) puzzle!

Erick smiled as he played around with mana, Authority, and Domains. Soon, his work all began to flow together, like silent music, pieces of power building upon other pieces of power, forming an orchestra of Intent and understanding. Erick created a symphony in the dimness of the void.









- - - -









Erick played with power for a long while. Hours or days, he wasn’t quite sure, though according to some math and looking at his Status, he had only been in here for a little over… A month? Really? It had been that long? Time flew when you were having fun, he guessed.

He had made a lot of progress in keeping his mana together and even making it come back together once his spellwork broke.

Erick flicked a ball of Force into the air and the Force broke into shards that then rotated around and came back into the shape of a ball, right above his palm. All of that had taken place outside of his control; outside of his aura. The next part actually took effort, though, as Erick gripped the ball and sucked the ball back into his hand, into his mana well. Erick smiled.

He had managed to do that perfectly this time, and five previous times as well.

He was ready to make a new Ability out of his [Endless Aura] —his ambient mana accretion ability— and his Mana Siphon, and all the rest of his control. This Ability would affect all of his spellwork, and make everything going forward easier, because then he could hide from himself and all others, even in his own timeline...

As long as he got it right.

Erick opened the barrier of his skin, allowing his mana to flow into the void like a white tsunami, tinged with gold and rainbows. Tens of thousands of Mana, Health, Psyche, and resons all poured into the grey void, establishing his Authority in the area, providing Erick with the space and the manasphere necessary to do a larger working.

Briefly, the area around Erick looked like Benevolence Itself, all white with clouds.

Erick expanded his [Endless Aura], crafting tubes of power into the white, into his own expression of power, and then he coiled Siphon through those tubes. [Endless Aura] was incredibly fragile, and even more so in this space, but Siphon and Erick’s own aura control helped to shore up those weaknesses.

Erick spoke,

“In sightless Void this power’s blessed

“To gently guide a Wizard’s quest.

“Magic turns might to sights unseen

“as Mystical becomes smokescreen.

“And if it is ever known, it turns to here, to this Void’s rest,

“Cleaning up as it departs, ensuring Paradox’s behest

“to not be known until it’s time;

“to show the world, to show the truth,

“That this stranger is not some simple youth

“But a Wizard, true, in his full prime.

“And that this is not a void at all.

“It is Benevolence’s home sprawl.

“And so, with gifts, I mark this space,

“this vibrational, eternal grace,

“With power lovingly inclined,

“We mark simple purpose:

“To be kind.”









This was a void, right?

Well it was Erick’s void, on the other side of Benevolence, uncontained and unrestrained, and it had always been.

He had just needed to claim it.

The universe peeled out from under Erick’s feet, revealing white stone floating in air, as the void retreated like Erick had turned on a light in a dark room. He was that light, and the room was Benevolence; the vibrational frequency that Erick’s personal mana vibrated upon. This, then, was yet another extension of Benevolence Itself, but outside of any mana-controlling forces out there in the Layers of Infinity.

It was a gate space, but it was more than that. It was outside of all other forces, and so it was everything Erick needed it to be.

The Void pulled away as Erick’s magics twisted outward, becoming clear in the far distance as the spell stabilized. There was no mist, like in Benevolence Itself on Veird, but that was only because this spell held itself together here, in this space, and there was nothing else outside of it; just emptiness, waiting to be filled—

No.

There was something else out there.

Of course there was other stuff out there.

Tiny glinting stars, far, far away. Further away than it was possible for light to traverse in the brief moments that this land had existed, but nevertheless, those stars still existed, and Erick saw them with senses far beyond his eyes. Erick somewhat focused on those stars, and on the largest one in particular which seemed to be getting closer, or maybe Erick’s new ‘Benevolence Itself’ was getting closer to it. Erick would get there soon enough.

He finished coalescing his new ability inside of his soul.

Text popped up in the air.

Wizard’s Clarity

A purpose clarified. A power controlled. Resources you expend automatically cloak themselves when they leave your control, mimicking the powers around them. Resources automatically attempt to return to you, if they exist on the same plane of existence as you. If your resources cannot return to you, they return to Benevolence Itself, and then they return to you, unless you decide otherwise. If neither of these options hold, then your resources permanently transform into whatever they were mimicking and fall out of your control, possibly forever.

But Benevolence always knows its true purpose.

As Erick finished making the ability his ‘clarity’ of space around him reached the nebula up ahead.

Erick’s rocky platform was a spot of solidity inside the sphere that was his mobile gate space, and as it crashed into one of the distant ‘stars’, that star became a nebula that surrounded Erick’s space like clouds outside of a glass bubble. Those clouds rumbled. Sparks jolted from the intangible edge of Erick’s space, which was maybe a few tens of kilometers wide, and then Erick’s gate space settled into the center of this strange land. As the clouds moved, Erick caught glimpses of a series of worlds that he had never seen before.

There, just beyond the mist in so many different directions, lay foreign lands.

Erick focused on the nearest, largest one, and then he Saw.

Spires of silver metal curled up from desolate, former utopias, like the tower-bones of great civilizations gone to corruptive rot. There were no trees, but there were lots of red and brown and pulsing growths here and there. The streets were littered with the dying and the destitute, while bands of marauders, wrapped in half-rotted leathers and streaked in blood, used spikes on poles to poke people out of hiding holes, and out of piles of refuse.

… But they were not spears; they were instruments of cruelty that left no mark upon the people they injured, except in the form of tumors that then turned into eyes and mouths.

Those mouths yelled with lungs that did not exist, exposing their new host’s deepest secrets and also the locations of others hiding out in that broken world. When people got away from the hunters of slaves, because the hunter didn’t really care about being methodical since the bounty was everywhere, those tumors turned on their new hosts, burrowing deeper and telling their hosts how much they would hurt them unless they returned to the fold. The tumors were in charge of the world, and they grew upon the marauders, who were really just slaves themselves.

Many people, newly infected by the eye/mouth tumors, simply walked along with the higher-ranking slaves, while the slavers’ tumors spoke of bounty waiting for them back at base. Some of the people using the poles to poke others, to make new tumors on those victims, readily agreed with their tumors. And so, the ‘new citizens of the empire’ walked along with their captors, because it was easier to walk and cooperate than it was to live whatever semblance of life they were trying to live.

It was easy for Erick to imagine that this world had been prosperous not too long ago; that it had fallen victim to this plague, or whatever it was, merely last year.

And then Erick looked away from that, trying to find the cause of all of this horror. Erick’s Benevolent Space responded to his searching eyes, moving for him, the entire space parting clouds as it moved on, further into the bad lands, past more fallen cities, and then off world, to another world, deeper into the infection.

Aside from what he was looking at, which Erick still didn’t fully understand, Erick guessed what was happening with him and Benevolence right now, as his Lightning Path flickered in front of him, and Erick’s ‘space ship’ moved along, images of recent history appearing beyond the clouds. His Space was guiding him to a confrontation that Benevolence had not been able to solve itself. Benevolence was supposed to act on its own, most of the time, and it did. But sometimes it needed people to actually do things, and Benevolence needed Erick to do something right now.

Erick had not imagined that this is what his first action after creating a gate space on Earth’s moon would have been (and he was probably nowhere near Earth at all) but Benevolence had been spilling out of Margleknot for decades by now, hadn’t it. Of course there were places out there that needed a Wizard’s touch.

The spell was slowly guiding Erick toward what he needed to do, but Erick’s sight went far, and he saw what he needed to do long before his new floating rock brought him there. Erick took control of his gate space, and metaphorically ‘pressed the accelerator’. How did he do that? He wasn’t quite sure. But he had seen his Lightning Path headed in a direction, and he desired to go faster, and so he went faster.

He would be solving this problem, wherever it happened, and he would be solving it in the quickest way possible; through brutal force.

After all, there was no danger of accidentally ascending to Fractal Godhood anymore.

Erick’s mana cloaked itself. He was invisible and intangible to everyone out there, just like the Fae were, when they wanted to be. He could do anything he wanted to, to save everyone he wanted to save, and no one could stop him.

… Though that was probably some hubris talking.

Anyway! This was good testing for his new Wizard’s Clarity; to make sure it worked as intended. If absolutely no one saw him act, then ‘Operation Ultimate Time Wizard’ was a go.

Erick parked his gate space over the main world of the system.

Which he now recognized, thanks to the yorddle in his Status, and his own memories of a message asking for help several years ago. His yorddle told him a lot of stuff, but he didn’t pay attention to most of the time junk; he’d be fixing that soon enough. He was a Paradox Wizard, after all. The question of ‘what year is it’ was mostly a matter of choice.

Erick Flatt, [65-ish], [Current Year: 568 New Painted, (Post-Veird, Layer 789). [Current Reality: Abarial, Eleventh Millennium, Layer 172,287,913]

Erick was now 568 years past the destruction of Veird and the Godhood Ascension of Nothanganathor. He didn’t like that. Because he didn’t like that, he noticed something that he had failed to fix in his Status long ago. There was a hanging bracket in the middle. Erick changed that.

Soon, the readout looked different.

Erick Flatt, [65-ish], [Current Reality: Abarial, Eleventh Millennium, Layer 172,287,913], [Current Year Veird, Layer 789: 568 New Painted, Post-Veird], [Current Year Earth, Layer 99,081: 2710]

Earth was kinda far ahead too, eh?

Erick would get back there, too. For now, he had some people to save.

- - - -

Fixing the situation would be the work of an age, but Erick didn’t want to do that, so he worked harder, and not exactly smarter. He wanted to test the limits of himself, anyway.

Erick appeared in a nexus of his own power, wreathed in Mystical Benevolence, invisible to the world, high above a valley of the damned that was more like a crack in a whole planet than a ‘valley’. The world itself was spherical, Earth-sized, and the planet was called Abarial. In this crack in the world, monsters spewed from some Other Place. The very land was corrupted.

Erick had never seen corruption before. Not really. He had seen it a little bit when he spoke to that eldritch thing in the Corrupted Archive, through that piece of paper activated by Blighter and Seabass, in order to facilitate the legal dispensation of knowledge to Erick. Back then, the corruption he had seen had been a twisting of the world, like seeing something through a mirage that was also a lens into another set of realities.

Corruption was, by definition, corruptive, and it came in many different forms, all of them rather easy to recognize when you knew to look for twisted Infinity.

The entire bottom of the valley was like that; all thousand-kilometers-long of it, about a hundred kilometers below the surface of the world overhead. The walls of this crack in the world of Abarial were filled with wall-cities. Those cities were like bee hives, honeycombed and filled with life. Some of the streets were normal places, with greenery and white buildings and bright lights. Most of them were filled with hungry people dying on the lower levels, closer to the corruption at the bottom of the valley, and also, paradoxically, in the higher lands, at the top of the valley. The only safe spots in the whole place were a 10-or-so kilometer-wide band that circled the whole valley of the damned. For whatever reason, the corruption in the center of the valley leaked upward, out of the center of the valley, like condensation on a wet glass, then it flowed up into the sky, where harsh winds on the surface billowed that corruption out into the rest of the world.

So being nearer —but not too close!— was the only safe space to be.

Once, long ago, according to these people, and not too long ago at all, according to Erick’s view of time, Erick had received a request from the world of Abarial, through a complicated series of relays that had burned out between Margleknot and these distant people. Those people had thrown Erick a request through time and space, for help. They did not expect that request to land, or to get help at all.

Erick recalled that whole message.

“Hello…” The woman paused, looking at someone off screen. She whispered, “Is it on— It’s on. Ah. Fuck. We can re-record it.” The woman looked at the camera, breathed, then said, “Hello, Father of Margleknot. I represent an organization of mageknights of the world of Abarial, a former nexus world located on Layer 172,287,913.

“We are very far from Margleknot, I realize this, but until very recently, within the last thousand years, our worlds were doing fine. Better than fine. We had 7 colonized planets in our Abarial system and had begun to expand throughout our layer. We were a nexus world at the further edges of Margleknot’s roots.

“And then something broke between The Great City at the Center and propagated to us, and Margleknot broke connection to our world and 187 more worlds in our nexus in order to preserve the whole. We do not begrudge Margleknot their decision. It was a normal enough decision that happens to lands without world trees, which are only tenuously connected in the first place. It happens.

“It can also usually be repaired.

“We thought we could repair the problem on our end, but we cannot. The pillars are crumbling. The fountains are running dry. The storm is dying, and we have no fuel for the fire. We have only been able to send out this message because of the vast changes of Margleknot into this new form have revitalized a small part of our connection. That revitalization will not spread. It is already fading.

“Our nexus is dying.

“Our billions of people face extinction, and we have thus-far been unable to reconnect to Margleknot except through these most expensive of messages. We have no idea what the problem is. A thousand years have passed since the Degradation began, and none of our people have been able to find out anything solid; anything more than what we have in the books and papers we are sending with this message. With a prayer to the Universe, we hope and pray this message finds you in a charitable mood, for we have had to empty a world of life, evacuating all the people we could, in order to pay to bring this message to you now.

“Please help us, Father of Margleknot, and our gathered worlds will become your staunchest allies in all of your needs, forevermore.” The woman paused in prayer to the camera. And then she said to a person off camera, “That was good, but I need to do better. This thing could actually work, couldn’t it?”

Another voice said, “It could work; if this isn’t some old cousin’s tale. I’m not convinced we’re not deluding ourselves.”

The woman laughed. She smiled, and then she focused, saying, “Okay. Going again.” The woman breathed in, and then looked to the camera—

And then the message had broken.

Erick had gone on to request more Benevolence be spent in this direction, and Yggdrasil and Lionshard had told him they had done that, and he believed them...

“And yet,” Erick said to himself, floating in the sky, “The repair didn’t take, or something bigger happened.”

Erick had seen much of the local system on the way to this planet, second from the sun, Abarial. This crack in the world was the ‘Great City at the Center’. That corruption down there was supposed to be a ‘fountain’. These people were supposed to get Benevolence and then succeed in repairing themselves. They were supposed to be a land of new Benevolence users, who would take in this power and then fix themselves, and then spread Benevolence outward, everywhere. Some of that had happened; specifically, the people using Benevolence. That’s why this part of the universe had been such a large, demanding nebula to Erick.

And yet...

Erick frowned, and then he stepped back into Infinity, into Benevolence Itself.

From a much higher point of view, Erick gazed down at the world and its assorted fractal infinity, and then he found the ‘time dial’ on his Intent and the gate space, and he ‘turned the dial backwards’. It was all mostly metaphorically metaphysical, but it worked, and Erick gazed backward through time. What he saw appalled him. Every single version of this world was a cancer, growing at the heart of the problem. Benevolence had worked for a time, long ago, but then it had stopped working…

For some reason.

Erick was able to work Benevolence Itself because he had Authority here, and so he could see quite a lot once he flicked his perspective around this way and that, but he couldn’t tell exactly why the plan to save this land had failed. He suspected Nothanganathor was involved, but that might have been reductive. Whatever the case, Erick was here now, and he needed to make a systemic, infinite change.

Erick sorted through Infinity until he came across a version of this land that seemed to be poisoning all the rest, exactly like corruption was capable of doing.

Erick stepped back out of Benevolence itself, and into a much worse version of the chasm.

The beehive lands, hooked to the walls, were filled with people who had become their eye and mouth tumors; the people themselves were little more than appendages that hung off of the body of the tumors, which were all a few meters tall. The biggest problem was with the corrupted fountain at the bottom of the chasm. It was filled with a gooey mirage, thick as gel and mirrored in horrors. The air above that infection spilled upward like a constant-hurricane, filling the world of Abarial with infection that leaked through all of Infinity within this Layer, and even outside of this Layer.

Erick hovered in that hurricane, like an invisible ball of light that no one saw, and even if they did, they probably only saw a mirage. There was nothing in this sky that looked like itself. The only thing in the sky at all, that people could really see, were confusing mirage-clouds that blocked the sun and gave everything a bloody sort of glow.

The corruption did not touch Erick at all. It tried. It failed.

And then Erick, as a human, opened his aura up at the bottom of his sun form, and Benevolent Lightning crackled between him and the very center of the world of Abarial, piercing the lake of corruption as though it did not even exist. Erick’s power coruscated through the goo, illuminating the entire valley of the damned like the sun had reappeared in the sky, except the light was coming from below, and that light was white.

Brown and black clouds peeled away from above, and the storm of corruption faltered under Erick’s strength.

The tumor-filled people of the valley walls all noticed. They had long since given up on being themselves, though; they were the hosts of tumors, and not their own people. Erick didn’t want to imagine what sort of horrors a person like that experienced as they lived, but he saw those horrors anyway.

As Erick’s Benevolence cleaned the world below, the spent Benevolence spilled outward, annihilating the corruption even more as it went sideways. A billion mana went fast. And then two billion, and four. At 5 billion spent, the tumors on the walls tried to find the source of the anti-corruption, to stop whatever was happening, but no one saw Erick at all, and Erick noticed a fundamental change in the world. The sky cleared as Benevolence ate at the corruption up there, too, and the waters of the fountain turned blue, and healthy. At 10 billion mana spent, the tumor people started to lose cohesion, to falter and shrink.

Erick started spending Health, Psyche, and finally, resons.

The world seemed to explode, and yet that’s not what happened at all.

Erick detonated with power, yes, but he was fine, and as the wave of power washed out over people and their tumors, the people and tumors were fine, but they were split asunder. Two people in one body became two people, in two healthy bodies. Erick desired them made whole, and they were; even the tumor people, for they could not help that they were tumors. They still had the souls of sapients.

The trash on the streets evaporated. The growths on walls and floors turned to splashes of mana and thick air, [Benevolent Cleanse]d away. Castles fell into the waters below, and everything changed for everyone, here at the City at the Center.

When some newly-peopled tumors started taking fists and knives to their former hosts, Erick sent Lightning to strike down those people, and whoever else it needed to strike down. [Blood of the Valkyrie] spread among those who needed the help to fight back. Soon, the war machine began to churn, to erase lines between people and bring all under the oversight of the Apparent King.

[Seeds of Atunir] landed on the rim of the valley of the damned, where the broken silver bones of past civilizations lay in heaps and stretches across the land. Those white seeds took instant root, and then began to tower, and then to spread. Within ten minutes of Erick descending onto the world of Abarial, upon this former Great City at the Center, Erick had cleaned the land and the Valkyries were doing the rest.

Something awoke down below. It was like a tentacled, great demon, living at the very bottom of the chasm, wrapped around an ancient artifact that was the core of Abarial that should have been making clean water, but which was now getting processed by the tentacled thing into more and more corruption. Erick suspected that core-thing was a manaminer of incredible power that had somehow lost its oversight control, for whatever reason.

Erick wasn’t going to fight the giant tentacle thing as a human, so he became his draconic self, right as kilometer-long tentacles, black and hooked, reached up into the sky. They were not normal appendages. They flickered, and one tendril became ten, and then became knives and eyes and fangs all chained together, and then they became baby faces, screaming as they tried to bite. They attempted to grab onto Erick, and he let them, because he had already done experiments with the corruptive touch of whatever-the-fuck this was, and this thing could not affect him.

Just as his experiments proved, the thing grabbed Erick, and the corruption broke within Erick’s Benevolence. Those baby-faced arms, and all the rest, became withered, old leather, which probably pained the creature, because it screamed along several dimensional axes. Erick let the thing pull at him, because he pulled at it, too, to line up the corruptive thing for a good shot, in order to expose its endless maw in the middle—

He wondered what the people out there were seeing.

Probably a whole lot of mind-bending shit, as this thing wrestled with a dragon half its size, which was still very large—

Ah.

There was the monster’s mouth. It screamed its terrible scream.

Erick opened his own mouth and screamed a stream of Benevolent dragonfire down its throat, into the depths of whatever existed down there, inside of the beast. The monster screamed louder as Erick shoved a few billion mana’s worth of reson-empowered [Benevolent Cleanse]s down its gullet, but soon the creature faltered. Its voice choked off. It tried to get away. It tried to close its mouth. Erick held it firmly open, and filled it with fire. Soon the creature began to explode in small parts all throughout itself, and far, far away from here.

When Erick was done with that, he focused on the Valkyrie Weave he had created to organize the killing and recreation of all of the people of this world. He had needed to leave that Weave while he fought the beast, and now corruption had gotten into that Weave. Some of the Valkyries were turning on each other. A bit of maintenance cleared that problem right up.

And soon, Valkyries flew across Abarial unimpeded and vicious.

Erick spent the next 4 days clearing away another 7 major monsters of the Abarial system, one of which was on the sun itself. Finding that one on the sun had been a minor problem, because Erick’s Lightning Path had told him he wasn’t done here, but he couldn’t actually find the problem. It wasn’t until Erick broke out the [Infinite Imaging] and set it to locate corruption that he found the thing that had infected the sun itself. It had poisoned the light, and thus poisoned the entire system. It was the original infection, and somehow no one had ever noticed it before now.

Maybe Erick shouldn’t have been surprised by that.

Erick never would have found the problem without his own spell, because the infection on the sun was just a spot of orange light that was the same as all the rest of the light. Dragonfire took care of that one, doing what solar fire seemed incapable of doing.

Erick spent 7 more days in the Abarial system, and 2 days on side Layers because some corruption had filtered into the nearby inhabited worlds. People were still putting up fights against the corruption. The original Layer had lost the fight, but the society on Layer 172,287,915 was connected and still fighting. Poorly. 

Erick let the Valkyries go to town on everything, even those minorly-infected lands that were still fighting, until the problem was completely solved. Ten billion minds working together and ignoring politics did wonders against systemic issues, but it was a rather shitty thing to do. Eh! They’d all be fine in the end.

Erick never showed himself. Other people rapidly took up the mantles of power against the problems plaguing their land, and with all of them gaining each other’s knowledge of magic, and the capability to share everything, too, they began to set their worlds to rights rather fast.

The Valkyries spoke of the Apparent King all the time. They spoke of searching for him, of finding him, of going home. They needed to know. They needed to expand, and find him, for he had obviously done this for them. He had saved them all.

Erick half-expected godhood to suddenly take him, but, even though he was so far away from Margleknot, perhaps he was still connected? Yggdrasil was probably still taking away this divinity, even though Erick knew that Yggdrasil couldn’t act this far away from Margleknot; not directly. Anything past 50,000 was iffy.

So maybe his Wizard’s Clarity was working just that well, and they simply couldn’t notice him, because he had decided not to show himself. Absolutely no one spoke of big black dragons, and no one spoke of human-shaped Wizards either, because why would they? There were no dragons on the Abarial system. There were no humans, either. They were all elves. The Valkyries certainly tried to put a face to their worship, but eventually they all agreed to simply not worship at all, because the Apparent King didn’t want to be worshiped, and that was probably what actually saved Erick’s bacon from the Curse of Power.

The people of Abarial had their own gods, after all, and though they were currently Valkyries, they were still themselves. There’d probably be a Valkyrie God rising to power after this, though.

Eh!

Not Erick’s problem.

Erick set up several [Reincarnation] zones in the lands around New Abarial, as they were calling it.

With a silent command, Erick ‘ruined’ the Valkyrie plans for universal searches, and ‘told’ them all to go get remade as they were. It was more of a silent command made through the Weave. The Valkyries took to this command rather well. As soon as it went through, the collective mind of all of the Valkyries had a laugh, saying, ‘Ah, yes. He doesn’t want to be found, and home is right here.’

Five days and many different worlds of [Reincarnation] machines, hooked up to yet more [Seeds of Atunir]-created forests of Benevolence Mana, and the entire population of Abarial was freed of their corruption, and their entire system of multiple worlds was cleansed of danger. They still had social problems to solve, and now that the mind meld was gone those problems actually started to reappear, but that was on them.

Erick had done enough.

He erased every speck of magic he had created, and felt a bit giddy as it returned to him, or as it vanished into Benevolence Itself.

Erick retreated back into Benevolence Itself, and when he turned back and looked at Abarial through the Fractal, gazing upon all the variations of infinity in this land, he saw his influence spread alongside the slices of layer 172,287,913, and 172,287,914, and 172,287,915. He saw people returning to life, and making peace with their captors, or their slaves, and even more people calling for executions. He saw people helping each other, too, whereas before they had no desire to help at all. He saw kings decide to turn a new leaf, and to choose things like forgiveness and exile over public humiliation that led to ruinous revolution just a few years down the line. He saw kings deposed and wealth stolen and wealth made.

It was life, as it should have been, coming back.

Erick saw Abarial connect back to Margleknot under its own strength. This land was still one of the furthest from the ‘Center of the Universe’, but they got their connections fully up and running once again, and then they spread, not as Valkyries on a mission, but as people, populating worlds once again.

Erick smiled at that.

His resources remained in the trillions. Almost all the resources he had spent, had fallen into the fractal splash that was the edge of his invisible, intangible, Mystical-cloaked form, and come back to him, through the automatic accretion that was Wizard’s Clarity. It did take days for that to happen, and when he left his Benevolence behind it went outside of his control, but everything he spent in front of himself came back readily, and easily. That was part of why he had spent so long there. The other part was that he needed to help in a few scenarios here and there, and that is what he did.

So that was fantastic.

None of his big numbers had gone up at all, which confirmed his suspicions that Abarial hadn’t noticed him at all, which was also fantastic.

Turning Benevolence Itself back around, back through time, turned out to be as easy as willing it, and soon, Erick was standing on his rock in the middle of the void again, while behind him, Benevolence spread outward exactly as it should have a long, long time ago. Erick smiled at that, too. He might have been flowing backward in time right now, but Benevolence acted along time-based vectors, too, so of course it spread outward, even if Erick was headed backward in time.

Or maybe he was seeing the fall of a former golden age, returning out of history, and Erick had merely visited the land at a dark point in its time.

Maybe Erick would find out later.
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                    The story is coming to a close.

I'll tell you guys some of what I told my patrons, but edited for RR audiences:

- -

Hey everyone! 

In the next few updates, chapters 280+, the story will be completed.

I am not taking a break.

All those words will come out at once (maybe over a few days?) sometime in the middle of next month. (For RR, this means maybe 2 months from now. I'm not sure about times right now.)

I've been working on this thing for a very long time and the ending is somewhat known, but as I'm writing it I see that putting it out there in a web-serial format would be highly detrimental to the actual tale. A lot of stuff is going to happen very fast, and the story beats will not fit a web serial format very well, and that stuff will have to stand the test of time, meaning that what happens now is what happens forever. This ending is the Ending, after all.

I want to make it the best ending possible.

Maybe you'll get the update in a timely manner.

Maybe I'll even ask for some beta readers before then. Not sure. 

 

There will be epilogues, too.
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Patreon still has 5 weeks of more words! For now!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -
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There was one thing Erick had forgotten to do when he made Wizard’s Clarity, but he did that now, because now he fully realized why he had not gained Divinity back there. Yggdrasil wasn’t back there at Abarial, and according to all the rules of Fractal Godhood, he should have been Cursed with Power.

But he hadn’t been.

And now, Erick knew why.

With a twist of power, Erick broke the [Telepathy] crystal inside of himself, taking out the Fractal Mark within, and joined that with his new Wizard’s Clarity. The Fractal Mark became one with his hiding-based magic, and Erick Established that it had always been that way. Where better to hide than in Infinity? There was no other place better—

Power melded with power. A fractal gift became one with a glowing corona, and light shattered in every direction, revealing paths through the nothing. Erick became the center of a shifting kaleidoscope of Infinity—

The Fractal Fairy stepped out of the Nothing, and onto Erick’s floating white stone in the middle of his Authority.

They looked the same as before; dense glittercrystal in the shape of a person, each of those glitters a universe unto themselves. Erick hadn’t seen it back then, but he certainly saw it now. He felt it, too. The Fractal Fairy was a weight upon reality that was unlike anything Erick had ever felt, except maybe when he was a tiny human, looking up at Melemizargo, before he knew Melemizargo as a friend.

The stress of having Them here was like he was holding up a world, but Erick was strong enough to hold up a world, now. Maybe even a few worlds.

Erick simply said, “Greetings.”

They held out a stack of papers in one hand, and though Their voice was a terrible, powerful thing, Erick withstood it as They said, “Your duties to battle corruption in whatever ways you see fit.” In Their other hand, They held a glittering diamond that was not a diamond at all, but instead an ever-inward-tumbling fractal of True Power. “A gift of guidance that is usable multiple times.” They gained a second and third arm on that same side of their body, and each hand of those arms grabbed at the fractal diamond and pulled another diamond out of that first one. Three arms became ten arms, which became ten diamonds, and then all of those arms folded into one, and all ten diamonds became one again, having never lost or gained anything in the transaction. “It is like the Mark I gave the previous Incarnation of the Dark before that Sundering business. He ended up using it to make the Mind Mages of Veird. They’re doing well on Margleknot, so you know. They did not choose to Join Together As One, but that is a normal enough choice.”

Erick was stunned for a few reasons. First, he experienced the presence of the Fractal Fairy without convulsing or falling over, even though that is what the entire realm around him tried to do. Erick grounded his realm, though, and it remained strong. And then there were the ‘gifts’ of more work, and a gift that kept on giving. Erick had no idea what to make of those—

And then the Fractal Fairy said, “Feel free to experiment more with your own Fractal Mark; you seem to be a good carrier of my power. I look forward to your cultivation of Life into a Fae existence! That is all!”

And then They left, vanishing from sight, though the papers and the fractal diamond remained; hovering.

… Erick had wanted to ask some questions.

A lot of questions.

In the smallest of ways, but also in a pretty big way, Erick wanted to make sure what he was seeing down there on Abarial was what was really happening; if Erick killing the monsters all in those specific slices of infinity really did clear up the infections that spread throughout all the other slices of infinity, and what it meant to start doing this sort of stuff for Margleknot… Or rather for the Fractal? Not really for Margleknot at all. But then he read the papers, hovering in the air, and the primer in the front of the paper packet that explained that each paper held 1 different infection that needed killing, and that to kill and cleanse that infection was to cleanse that entire small part of those Layers of problems in those specific areas.

And also, the only reason that corruption existed at all was because the Fractal Universe itself turned true problems that would end the universe into monsters that could be fought at all. The Fractal reimagined the danger into something manageable. The Fractal was already doing half the work; They needed someone else to do the real work, and that person was Erick right now.

“Well that’s an interesting mind fuck,” Erick said, as he picked up the papers and looked over his… 11 targets? “That’s all? 11 targets? Very doable.” Erick picked up the diamond next—

The diamond vanished into the air in his grip, disappearing entirely. The trinket had even vanished from the history of the space, and as Erick looked into the future a little, the diamond was still gone… But that wasn’t quite true.

… It was still there, somehow? Erick narrowed his eyes at the space where the diamond had been, and then twisted his hand a little—

The diamond fell into his hand while he was concentrating on it, but when his concentration wavered the fractal gem vanished again. Erick pulled the object in and out of Elsewhere a few times, just to be sure that he could do that without repercussions, and then he held the diamond in his hand and pulled another diamond out of the dense fractal gem. And then he had a second one that vanished or came back as Erick concentrated on the thing.

Erick made a few more of them, and then he packed them all away back into one diamond… And then he decided he wanted two of them, just in case something should happen to the first one, so Erick made two of them, and let both vanish into Elsewhere.

“Neat!”

Erick smiled, and then he looked at his paperwork. Flipping to the first of his issues…

“Let’s see…”

Anomaly #FLATT-1, named after the first assigned problem given to entity designation FLATT, located on Layer 578,927,221, this one requires complete anonymity to solve, but since you are new at this, we will forgive the transgressions of being seen. Try not to make a habit of it, though. You possess capabilities we do not often find, and thus we will keep your assignment list short. Your Valkyries are doing the bulk of the cleanup work, far, far outside of your view. If you wish to view that operation, then return to Margleknot and speak to the Fae Enclave.

You will need to return to them to get a better communication device, but you can do so without alerting them of your presence, too, and you should do that.

To begin, you need to travel back to the year where you started this assignment, back to year Veird 1453, in the war with Nothanganathor. Once you arrive, you are to IGNORE THAT WAR and proceed to the center of the galaxy designated OF-716-B-16. You might need to upgrade your yorddle to navigate there properly.

Once you are there, you are to confront the giant icky thing consuming one of the entrances to universe-designate BORING-IDC-Blaghargabap and then kill it and cleanse that entrance. Such monsters are typically called ‘door munchers’.

And that was the entire assignment.

… Well okay then.

Erick hmm’d as he read, seeing this as a test of willpower and a whole bunch of other tests at the same time. He decided to do it. Even though he would be driving close by the same year as Veird, he wouldn’t be anywhere close at all, and it wasn’t like he was ready to face Nothanganathor yet, anyway.

The Fractal Fairy had said, ‘I look forward to your cultivation of Life into a Fae existence!’ which implied that Erick was not a Fae yet… And he supposed he wasn’t? Hmm. He had kinda thought he was…

Well whatever.

He set the papers on a desk he conjured to the side… and then he looked at the papers and decided he didn’t like to be that messy. After a moment, he set down the papers under a paperweight in the shape of Veird, in a box he labeled ‘IN’. The 'OUT' box was empty, for now.

Erick turned to face the front of his floating rock space, whereupon he created a captain’s ship wheel out of stone. He smiled as he put a hand on the wheel and then whipped his hand to the side, sending the wheel spinning hard, and the entire gate space swishing to the side, like a giant ship changing course in an endless ocean.

Upgrade the yorddle? Pshhh! Erick knew his way around the universe without needing that.

Probably.

It was all theoretical knowledge, but Erick needed to work those theories to figure out how they worked, and he had time to do that. So what if he ended up crashing somewhere for a while?

… He wasn’t going to delay the Nothanganathor fight, but he was going to go in prepared.

Erick moved his gate space through the void where Benevolence would eventually exist, until he came to a place that was probably the correct-ish location. He popped out far, far above some sort of nebula-like galaxy, without any real arms to it at all.

Erick checked his Status, but mostly just his yorddle.

Erick Flatt, [65-ish], [Current Reality: Above entrances to Universe BORING-IDC-Blaghargabap, Layer 578,927,221], [Current Year Veird, Layer 789: 1317], [Current Year Earth, Layer 99,081: 1869]

“Right universe and Layer!” Erick announced to no one except himself. “Wrong time!”

He swung the steering wheel a little bit to the right, which was completely unnecessary and didn’t actually do anything, but the physical action seemed useful to keep around.

Erick Flatt, [65-ish], [Current Reality: Above entrances to Universe BORING-IDC-Blaghargabap, Layer 578,927,221], [Current Year Veird, Layer 789: 1456], [Current Year Earth, Layer 99,081: 2008]

Erick turned the steering wheel just a biiiit to the left.

Erick Flatt, [65-ish], [Current Reality: Above entrances to Universe BORING-IDC-Blaghargabap, Layer 578,927,221], [Current Year Veird, Layer 789: 1453], [Current Year Earth, Layer 99,081: 2005]

“Close enough! 1453! Let’s go kill a door muncher.”

The ‘door muncher’ was an ooze the size of a planet and it surrounded a black hole, like a whole lot of clear/black hair stuck in a drain. The muncher was eating the gravity or the time of the black hole, or doing something equally crazy like that, because there was no black hole right now. There was just a door muncher that occasionally slipped out of position around the black hole, briefly exposing the black hole, and briefly sucking in the time and space of the Fractal universe in a really cool lensing effect.

It was all sorts of neat, and Erick was kinda thrilled to be able to see a real black hole, in person.

As for the muncher itself, it was probably slipping back and forth between universes, somehow ‘munching’ on this door to the other universe, which was labeled under the ‘BORING’ classification, which Erick suspected was reserved for stuff which the Fractal found boring. This clean up right here was basically trash duty given to him by the Fractal.

But Erick was only 7 kilometers large at his largest point, and cleaning away the ‘door muncher’ would involve fully exposing the black hole, which would then expose him to the black hole. He was pretty sure he could survive the black hole rather easily…

But he had planned on using the Valkyries to attack the problem, since the problem was so large. It was the anti-Nothanganathor Plan Valkyrie plan; attack, surround, and devour. The problem was that whatever Valkyrie he managed to make out of this land would very much not survive the gravity well. Might not even be sapient, either, since there were no people to use as a base warrior. Also, there was no mana here, so everything would be difficult for people who weren’t as solid as Erick.

Anyway. Erick suspected that universe ‘Blaghargabap’ was called ‘Blaghargabap’ because the Fractal needed to call this place something, and so They had strung together some letters on the fly and attached them to this problem here.

Erick was beginning to think that the Fractal was kinda… not a serious god.

Good to know?

Erick got a move on with some initial tests against the door muncher, flying in close in his dragon form. Hovering in the thousands-of-kilometers-long tangles of not-hair, Erick found he easily warded off the corruptive effects of the door muncher through his natural Benevolence. With that test out of the way, Erick spat some [Benevolent Cleanse]s at the surface of the monster—

The very second that Erick’s anti-corruption magic touched the monster, the monster dipped its tendrils and its body below the event horizon, exposing the event horizon and suddenly filling the space that Erick occupied with crushing gravity and warped time.

Erick was fine. Wizards went through ‘doors’ like this all the time, back in the Old Cosmology days.

He was still inside the doorway to another universe, though.

Far, far below, was a universe that felt slimy, and worlds upon worlds of red-skinned, bipedal aliens with two main arms and two small arms. They looked to be nomads upon planets that were shaped like long cylinders that seemed to have no end and no beginning. Those worlds had hair-monsters, just like the door muncher here, at this entrance to that universe. Those hair beasts were the sizes of cities, and they reached into cities as they ate at the people.

Erick glanced upward and saw a sky with a giant hair-clog in the shape of the sun. 

Ah.

So he was a bit inside the doorway, then.

The door muncher was above him right now.

Perspective was kinda wonky right now, here on this side of the door. Erick's own body started to feel kinda pressured, too, like he was at the bottom of an ocean. Nothing he couldn’t handle.

Erick started throwing around [Benevolent Cleanse]s, but when one of them touched a cylinder world, it ate away at that world, too, exposing a core that ran through the entire cylinder-planet, like a vein of magma—

Oh.

The cylinder worlds were hair.

Erick was currently the size of multiple worlds, and the cylinder worlds were all hair.

… Erick didn’t think too much about whatever thing the hair was attached to, and he ignored the hair, trying not to disrupt that stuff too much. He got to work on the ‘drain’, and on the monster occupying it. The door muncher shifted and died under Erick’s onslaught of dragonfire. The people living on the nearby hair noticed something happening to the ‘sun in the sky’, but they did not see Erick. Maybe a day of burning later, and there was a shift in the muncher. It could no longer fully occupy the drain— the door.

… or was it a drain?

Erick looked backward, briefly, and he saw an eye beyond the hair. It was larger than anything Erick had ever seen before. It was the size of a universe. It had been watching him for an eon.

The eye seemed to approve.

That’s when the door muncher died completely, the parts of its body faltering hard as it got sucked back into the Fractal Universe, and Erick went with it. The last thing he saw of the Hair Universe was water cascading down dry hair, and into the drain.

Erick soon floated in the Fractal Universe, around the door to ‘Blaghargabap’, and the black hole went from being a dead thing, to a spinning thing of brilliance around absolute black, and with two streamers of power shooting off from the top and bottom of the hole. Erick went to investigate one of those streamers, but not too close; that was a lot of water pressure right there.

Erick wasn’t sure what he had done, exactly, but it seemed like a good thing, so he decided to go back into the Hair universe to find out exactly what he had done; what happened. He touched the black hole—

And his claw tips broke away, sheared off from the water pressure.

Erick flexed his Authority… and still got his claws sheared short. Looking at the damage to his claws, Erick tried a different approach. He blunted his claws with an old spell of [Conjure Armor] mixed with anti-Elemental Water properties, along with some resons to make that sort of combination actually work on stuff that obviously wasn’t ‘water’ at all.

He knocked on the door.

The white glows and water pressure around the ‘door’ vanished, leaving a hole to travel through.

Erick went inside—

Suddenly, Erick was sitting in a kitchen from the 80s on Earth. He was still a dragon, but he was human-sized. The sun shone in the window and nice curtains framed a blue sky. Tea steamed in mugs on the kitchen table. The refrigerator was roundish and green… so maybe the 60’s, not the 80’s. And yet there was a flat color television hovering on the wall. So the style was really ‘anachronistic’—

A woman sat across from Erick and her hair was gorgeous and long and every color of the rainbow, but mostly brown. It draped from her head to the floor in rivulets, twisting and draping, and it flowed across the floor, to the edges of the room, where it vanished into the cracks in the floorboards.

The woman was about to say something, but then she paused as she looked at her body, and then at Erick’s body, and said, “You have a very sexually dimorphic species.”

Erick transformed back into a person. “Apologies for the miscommunication.”

“Ah!” The woman’s face lit up. “That makes more sense. Very good. I thought only your women had hair, but it’s good you have hair, too. You want something? Glad you decided to knock instead of trying to push your way in again. Coming in through the floor was bad enough. Gave me quite a scare!”

“… Ah. Apologies. I just wanted to come back in to make sure the problem of the door muncher was resolved. I didn’t see any pieces over there, and I wasn’t sure what was happening over here.”

“Oh yeah. It’s gone. Amazing what a little cleaning can do for the consciousness. You can tell Fractal that we can have tea again if they want, but all they want to do is fight, so I try not to bother with them too much. Their agents are much more pleasant. You want sex?”

“… Ah. No thank you. I am already practically-married twice over.”

“Hmm! Fair enough.” She set a trinket of silver and gold and water onto the table between them, saying, “I was eventually going to raise up one of my own to clear away that plug and I was going to gift them this, but now I guess I gotta talk to the Fractal again. Way before I was ready, too… But I guess this is what is happening now. You can have the thing.”

Erick took the gift though he wasn’t sure what it was even as he held it. “Glad to help. I’ll be on my way, now.”

The woman nodded—

Erick was a dragon again, floating beyond the illuminated black hole that was the door into the Hair Universe. Tendrils of light and dark were wrapped around his body for a brief moment, but they were already letting go.

Erick floated backward with something gold/silver/water in his right, clawed hand.

With a quick push through into Benevolence Itself, Erick settled down into his gate space.

The trinket turned into a torc that could go around one of Erick’s arms.

… It didn’t seem dangerous. It wasn’t mana-based magic, though.

It was probably fine.

Erick put it on, and felt out the magic it was trying to do as it touched him. As soon as he realized what was happening, he let it, and then he conjured up a big mirror. Thanks to the torc, Erick now sported a massive black beard and hair that came down to mid-back. With a flick of power, Erick tied the hair into braids and then brushed out the beard. He looked at himself in the mirror and smiled.

“Not a bad look.” He took off the torc, and his hair melted away. “Not for me, though.”

And then Erick looked around at the floating stone platform, and saw he needed to make some improvements to the place.

“A steering wheel and a desk is not enough.”

Erick considered—

“Ah ha! I need a ship.”

- - - -









Ten-thousand years later, and not that long at all, Erick set down the paperwork for mission number 37 into the outgoing box of his new office and smiled as that paperwork vanished through the port he had installed between mission #3 and #4.

That paperwork zipped off to Margleknot, to the archives, where no one would ever see it at all except for those who wanted to get their brains scrambled via time-twisting memetic threats—

A receipt came through the port—

Another piece of paper came through, and this one was a personal note ‘From the desk of Lady Aelorika of the Fae Council’, scribbled in flowing ink that mimicked vines that had met a weed wacker. Erick had gotten several letters from Aelorika so far, but he had been a ‘hidden agent’ until now, apparently. Usually the Lady was rather thankful without actually saying ‘thank you’. Now, she was all perturbed.

Erick laughed as he read it.

‘Fractals and Fate! I cannot believe I did not put it together sooner, but you’re the one doing this job now, Erick?! ERICK FLATT. Who is supposed to be having a war with Nothanganathor right now!’

There was a break in the script and some splattered ink stains that had transformed into ink flowers upon the page. The Lady had been interrupted while writing. She was obviously distraught.

Erick smiled.

‘I suppose, though, that according to this memo that I have just been handed, as I have been reviewing this case and putting together all that has transpired, that I am to ignore that breach of protocol because the war has spiraled far out of its initial bounds. It’s also still happening, apparently. I am not to do a thing except congratulate you on this work and tell you that your initial volley of requests are done.

‘Congratulations! You have earned a total of 5 favors; 2 from me, 2 from Lady Seraphaka, and 1 from Lord Dakka. Should you choose to use these favors against someone who has their own favors, they will be counted against each other on a 1-for-1 basis. Whoever has favors left over in such a conflict will find the Council on their side.

‘Nothanganathor currently has several thousand favors.

‘Luckily, we have already decided to forgo the usual favor-trading which would usually happen in such a scenario. You two are at war. Good luck, Erick; I hope you win.

‘You’re free to return to doing whatever you were doing before you accepted this assignment.

‘The Fae Council of Margleknot appreciates your efforts to cleanse this universe from corruption.’

Erick read the letter a few times, smiling wider as he finished.

And then he duplicated the letter three times and set one copy into each of his filing cabinets. The first cabinet was organized chronologically, the second was organized on Erick’s timeline, and the third was organized by Layer number. Erick only had a few hundred Layers visited so far, all of the boxes were small, but they could get bigger.

Erick was grinning as he shut the cabinets back up, and then he strolled out of his captain’s quarters, onto the deck of his ship. The great ship Worldsaver stretched out before him, like an old timey pirate’s galleon, and Erick stood at the wheel in front of the aftcastle. The ship was brilliant white and black and made of solid crystal Benevolence, while the sails were completely decorative and mostly invisible, to give Erick an unobstructed view of the cosmos. The whole thing was only a fraction of the size of Erick’s true draconic self, but it was comfortably grand.

The storage was filled with treasure, and Erick was filled with new experiences about how to win a Wizard’s time war.

Now that he had gotten true clearance to get on with his own life, though, it was time to do that.

Erick was ready.

Erick grabbed the steering wheel and spun it hard to the left. The readout floating to the side of the wheel rapidly flipped through Layers and Time, while the spots of light in the void beyond the gate space all rapidly turned to blurred lines of light, some fading, some growing, some turning into nebulae that spanned whole galaxies.

Erick navigated through it all, Worldsaver plowing through time and space to arrive exactly where it needed to be.

Hovering over the dark side of the moon, invisible to all, but with enough visibility for Erick to see everything happening down there, Erick and Worldsaver floated, and Erick glanced through the Fractal.

With his sight spanning a thousand little fractal splashes, Erick Saw everything big happening in his neighborhood. It was mostly a bunch of slimes, playing in the water. Big events! Erick smiled to see the ease of it all. The simplicity. The simple good, of slimes eating plants and playing in water and the light towers growing taller and the rivers rushing water out across the lunar surface.

According to the timeline it had been exactly 19 days since Erick was here with Shadow, sending him on a Quest to become fae. Erick had certainly done a lot in that amount of time. But had he become fae? Probably not, though he knew what he needed to do.

He needed to eat his ship, and become one with it.

This Worldsaver was the ‘environment’ he had created. Everything here, from the treasures of the Itiki-ki Islands, with their long histories of Counting Good, to the Blasted Lands of Shar, where the Valkyries had a major home base, and even to a land overseen by the God Cascadio, whom Erick had yet to actually get to Veird… All of it was who Erick was, and who he wanted to be. It was all just a mirror to all his time on Veird, though. Veird was his home, and his people.

And he needed to get back to it.

For right now, though, Erick expanded the scope of his spying on his own home-away-from-home, to see if there were— Ah ha! There was a satellite looking down at the moon. It was far away, but it had some good imaging stuff going on with it, but it bounced a signal off of a separate satellite in order to transmit its imagery to Earth.

Erick expanded his Fractal Sight, diving down into the ‘scrying’ ‘magic’ that the satellite was using, to spy on whoever was checking out the place. Sure, it was all tech out there, but with a twist of perspective and some resons to back up that perspective, and tech started to work like magic when Erick decided it should work like magic.

Erick spied on a control room at NASA in Florida filled with Americans and Chinese and all sorts of other people, all of them staring at the images on the big screen. Empty coffee cups filled trash cans that overflowed. Break rooms were filled with people yelling at each other. The military had come and gone and were now present in full force, and the diplomats were four buildings over, talking about what was on the screen.

The big initial panic was just beginning, but the news of the stuff on the moon had broken across Earth 10 days ago.

There was some talk of the ‘Black Dragon and Shadow’ in Japan, but no one had connected any dots yet. A lot of people were making a lot of theories, though!

… Erick decided he didn’t want to do this Fae-thing here on the Moon.

He turned his ship around, and went to one of the bigger moons of Jupiter. Ganymede. It was a pretty big moon, maybe a third the size of Earth, and it was dark. The sun was a cold dot far, far away, and Jupiter was large and brown, tan, and red. This was a good, desolate place to make another Ascension.

An Ascension of the Cultivation of Life Itself.

Erick left his ship in park around the northern pole of the planet, and then he got to work terraforming. The interior of Ganymede was actually liquid water, which was interesting to find out, but it was ice, too, and so the whole thing was both unstable for big dragons on the surface and kinda weak on gravity, anyway.

A day later, Ganymede was twice the size but it retained the same weight, so as not to mess with its orbit, and the gravity was now Earth-normal. A forest of towers grew upon the entire surface, illuminating the planet like a spot of light upon the dark. The sky here was black as a star-filled void, with the Sun not providing much illumination and warmth at all, so Erick made the planet provide its own warmth.

Upon a prominence of stone, on the newly-terraformed moon of Jupiter, Erick turned into a full dragon and stared up at the invisible ship, Worldsaver, hidden inside Benevolence Itself...

A dread settled upon Erick, as he contemplated eating that entire ship.

That dread had been growing, but now it was here.

All Erick had to do was eat the ship of his memories and future and life, taking it into himself...

Erick recoiled from the idea of becoming a fae in a way he hadn’t recoiled in years. Not since he saw the orgy pits of that job at the undying-life world, at job #17, over on Layer 19,270. During that job, Erick had needed to take a moment to understand just how he was going to untangle all the souls from each other in that world, and erase that corruption, and now he was taking a moment to understand how he was going to be a dragon, eating himself.

This… This was like eating his own heart.

In fact, it was exactly like that. It was metaphorical just as much as it was literal. In this action, he would remake himself, he would die in the process, and be reborn. Erick had been thinking about this task for the last few… years? Maybe? It was all a recursive function, basically.

Erick created Benevolence, and now Benevolence needed to create Erick, so that both of them would forever create each other; so that Erick would always create Erick.

He knew he needed to do it, but it was only in looking at everything that he knew, that he knew he needed to do this. Even the [Renew] symbol was an ouroboros. His Benevolence and even Fate had been leading him here since forever! How much more obvious could you get, Erick!

… And yet…

Erick sat down on his dragon ass on the mountain he had made at the north pole. The Worldsaver floated above him inside an invisible space, and Erick himself was invisible, intangible, and not really a part of the world; of this world, or any other right now. The grassy plains of Ganymede stretched out in every direction, and the towers and trees that Erick had built covered all the land beyond that space. His Status and Lightning Path had not changed much in all his quick years as a fighter of corruption out in the universe, because no one knew he had done all that… or at least the masses didn’t.

Erick wondered if Lionshard had ever made a ‘Wizard’s Clarity’ like Erick had, to save himself from the Curse of Power. Probably not; Lionshard was still in Margleknot, and would not venture outside. Or at least that was what Erick had heard after showing up to job #23, to act as Lionshard’s invisible hand and to fix the corruption plaguing several worlds to begin the cleansing of an entire galaxy; to help those people there help themselves.

That had been a fun job.

Erick basically just followed his Lightning Path and tipped over a few castles here and there on several different worlds. The biggest thing he had done was to erase an autonomous drone system that was running amok and killing people because the corruption had gotten at its systems. That had taken half an hour. And that was the whole job! With just a little bit of help, done in the time span of 27 years, of which Erick had only spent 3 days actually doing work, had set that entire galaxy to rights.

Erick had learned a lot in his years out there, working with people who were so much more capable than him.

Mainly, he had learned that the universe was wider and simpler than it appeared.

Corruption started at individual locations, for any thousands of reasons. There were people that tried to revive the dead, who used inferior magics to do so, and who made deals with entities that did not fully exist, except in their minds. There were revenge-seekers, who tried to annihilate problems through terrible reson-based desires. Those were usual starts for corruption. But then again, corruption started on job #30, just because a system of government failed on one world, and then the problem propagated to civil war and somehow corruption came about.

The main problems with corruption were not the corruption itself.

Erick had seen, that in every case of corruption, that it had all started on one slice of Infinity, in one Layer of Infinity, and thus that entire area of spacetime began to degrade. Corruption started at a source, and then leaked out into Infinity, replicating itself in inferior ways. Every version of Abarial did not fall to the same several corruption monsters. The corruption spread from those central slices of infinity into every other nearby Layer. Erick had just needed to burn out that corruption at the source to save everyone else.

All of life was like that.

All of Life was like that.

Every world had an infinite variation surrounding that world in the nearby multiverse, and all of them were visible when you were there, but it took a level hand to navigate that infinity, to go to the center of the major problems, where the major actors were causing major problems, to find them and to change everything. Not all of those major actors were even on the same slice of infinity, either, which was fun to find out—

Erick breathed out.

He didn’t need to think anymore.

He was ready.

Erick opened his maw, and ate his own heart—

Reality collapsed inward.

- - - -

Shadow watched from the backside of an illuminated tower as Erick ate his own heart, and then he spun inward, into himself, dying in that action.

Nothanganathor watched with her. He had been ready to intervene, to kill, to annihilate. That had been his original plan in coming here. But he held back, and it was just his avatar here, anyway. He held back, because others were present. Others that he actually respected… Or that he at least acknowledged.

Also, if he tried shit, then he’d get shit on, and that was that. He had already been trounced once.

Shadow kinda wanted him to try again… But no.

Lady Aelorika, Lady Seraphaka, and Lord Dakka were there with Shadow, all of them fitting into the same wide gloom behind the light of a tower of a [Seed of Atunir]. Yggdrasil was a bit larger of a presence, so he couldn’t fit very well, but he had his own leaf present, growing on the tower, in the light, like a little air plant; just a simple single flaming green leaf and some white roots and a tiny crown of rainbows. All of them were as hidden as they could possibly be, and though Yggdrasil was less adept at it, he hid just fine, thanks to the Fae Council helping him hide. Technically he shouldn’t even be here, but Erick was his father, and so the Council had allowed it.

Nothanganathor shouldn’t have been here at all, but he was an asshole who spent a thousand favors to watch, thinking he could actually kill Erick while he watched, and now he was down a thousand favors and that was that. Shadow had thoroughly enjoyed it when all the Fae Council fought him back from interrupting Erick’s moment; it was the only time she had ever won against the bastard—

Lord Eldraki showed up with a tub of popcorn, smiling— Until he saw that Erick was gone. “Dammit! I missed him killing himself!”

Dakka said, “Told you not to venture to Earth. He had sat down for a think; not to not do it.”

“Well I’m just glad he took my advice to learn how to hide his mana and stuff, and now he can be responsible for hiding us all in the future, instead of me having to do it all the time,” Eldraki said, eyeing everyone in the group. “That means he’s closer to me than the rest of you.”

Everyone scoffed at the absurdity of Eldraki trying to claim Erick as Of Him.

Eldraki grinned at his own joke.

Nothanganathor grumbled and vanished, but not before splitting Ganymede into ten pieces, casting the gathering and the moon into a drifting, broken orbit around Jupiter. No one really minded the attack; not like he had hit them. Seraphaka managed to cup Yggdrasil’s tiny leaf into a hand, so he was perfectly fine, too.

Shadow tumbled unconcerned, floating in the void along with the others, saying, “Any of you want to put that planet back?”

“It’s a moon,” Eldraki said, just to be a pedant.

Shadow didn’t argue. It was a planet now, dammit.

Aelorika was currently upside-down as compared to Shadow, and she was also drinking tea. She shrugged. The others were all angled weird, too, gently spinning as they drifted, but the group remained somewhat together.

Dakka moved first. He waved a rusted wing and the planet crashed together, though it had certainly seen better days. Everything grew at a weird angle now, and the careful balances that Erick had set up so that the planet wouldn’t pull in the other moons, or fall into the gas giant below, had been disrupted. But the planet looked like a proper warzone, and that made Lord Dakka happy.

“There!” Dakka said, smiling. “Much better.”

Seraphaka rolled her eyes and then waved her hand and the desecration of War… lessened. The planet also moved into a new, stable orbit and then stayed there. “Now it’s better.”

“I liked the red lines I put on it! Like those Blasted Lands of Shar.” Dakka said, as he waved his hand. The planet buckled a little and some big cracks appeared, as though the fae had carved into the surface with giant claws. Those claw marks crystallized and sent out citadels of war, like towers made of metallic ice to pierce the sky. The planet had been turned into a war fortress, made for beings that were between 3 and 5 meters tall, on average, though it was completely empty at the moment. “A home base for the Valkyries he wishes to gather. He didn’t make one yet, you know.”

Aelorika sighed, tumbled until she reoriented, and then she pointed at the planet. The disturbed atmosphere and boiling red clouds and broken bamboo towers all shifted a little. The atmosphere evened out. Boiling red clouds became illuminated things, bringing natural light to the world. Broken bamboo towers grew taller and thicker, to become the makers of those illuminated clouds. “This part of this system is way too dark. It needs more light for all the plants, and your citadels disturbed that light.”

Dakka shrugged.

Margleknot’s Yggdrasil avatar fluttered down to the planet and planted itself at the northern pole.

Things evened out even more as a giant Yggdrasil grew taller than all the rest of the plants on the world, which were all multiple kilometers tall at that point.

Eldraki frowned at all of them, and then he pointed at the planet.

Shadow didn’t see what he did. It was, quite possible, that he did nothing at all. But his action demanded a response, and Shadow was the odd-fae-out, so she asked him, “What did you do?”

Aelorika also asked him, “What did you do?”

Shadow was a little surprised at that. It felt good to have backup, though.

Eldraki smiled as he pointed at his own cheek, saying, “Give me a kiss and I’ll tell you.”

Aelorika shrugged, and then she turned to Shadow, saying, “Good luck with your betrothed.” She vanished, back to Margleknot or wherever.

Seraphaka said, “Good luck!” And then she also vanished.

Eldraki said, “I hope he dies for real.” The bastard vanished.

Dakka said to Shadow, “Good luck with the guy. Are you going to stick around here?”

“For a little while,” Shadow said. “I’ll leave Eldraki’s present for Erick to find, but I do want to stick around.”

“If Erick succeeds, he’ll probably come back to you on that Earth Moon.”

“I’ll head that way soon enough.”

Dakka nodded, and then he vanished.

Shadow floated above Ganymede for a little while longer.

Erick was on his own.









- - - -









Erick woke up feeling a specific kinda shit that he hadn’t felt in forever, and also rather slowly. His mind was groggy and his mouth was dry as sand, and everything smelled… Not good? Smelled like sex, which was good sometimes, but not right now. Erick was pretty sure that his hand was gripping some sort of boob on some sort of woman —male boobs and female boobs were very different, after all— and it was squishy and warm, and his chest was warm and pressed against some sort of slender back, and someone moved around behind him, grumbling and muttering about needing a drink. It was a man’s voice.

Erick cracked open a crusty eye and all he saw was dark brown hair that smelled of jasmine.

He tried to sense the world…

And his mana was tired, or something, because nothing happened.

He did not panic, though his heart certainly raced hard. Rapidly, Erick woke all the way, and found himself in a bed with a woman and a man, both of them maybe 19 or 20, and a cheap mirror hung on the wall. Erick was 20 as well—

He recognized the apartment.

And then the man sitting behind him got off the bed and tugged at the covers, unceremoniously ripping them away from Erick and the woman, as he said, “Come on, you dweebs! It’s time for you to bounce. I had fun and I hope you had fun, too, but there’s some english homework I gotta bullshit, and I can’t bullshit it with you two bomb booties in my room.”

Erick sat on the bed for a moment longer, to look up at Erick Flatt, circa 1997.

Younger Erick was nude, of course. Erick always slept nude with people back in college. He teased the guys who he fucked, too, when they ended up looking at him like Erick was looking right now, in complete disbelief. Young Erick smiled, saying, “Don’t have a gay crisis on account of me! Or do, if you want. I’m pretty fucking hot.”

Ah.

Well then.









            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    The story is coming to a close.

I'll tell you guys some of what I told my patrons, but edited for RR audiences:

- -

Hey everyone! 

In the next few updates, chapters 280+, the story will be completed.

I am not taking a break.

All those words will come out at once (maybe over a few days?) sometime in the middle of next month. (For RR, this means maybe 2 months from now. I'm not sure about times right now.)

I've been working on this thing for a very long time and the ending is somewhat known, but as I'm writing it I see that putting it out there in a web-serial format would be highly detrimental to the actual tale. A lot of stuff is going to happen very fast, and the story beats will not fit a web serial format very well, and that stuff will have to stand the test of time, meaning that what happens now is what happens forever. This ending is the Ending, after all.

I want to make it the best ending possible.

Maybe you'll get the update in a timely manner.

Maybe I'll even ask for some beta readers before then. Not sure. 

 

There will be epilogues, too.

AND THAT'S THE BIG NEWS!

 

woooooooooo~

 

 

- - - -

 

Patreon still has 5 weeks of more words! For now!

Thanks for reading.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                    Big chapter! this one is 8.5k. Next one is 18k.



                

                Erick stared up at Young Erick Flatt from 1997 for a moment longer.

A lot of things were wrong in that moment.

Erick’s mana was sluggish, and if he was being honest with himself, not moving at all. His insides felt dead, but not dead at all—

And then Young Erick Flatt was about to say something more about a gay crisis again, because Erick had been staring for longer than a single moment. Time was moving fast, and Erick’s thoughts were just as sluggish as his mana.

No time for words.

Erick saw an exit, laying on the floor in a pile; some clothes. His clothes, probably. Over there was the door. Erick launched out of the bed and started grabbing whatever was on the ground—

Or at least that’s what he tried to do. He caught himself in the mirror on the wall instead. Blonde. Blue eyes. White. Gym guy. Erick didn’t know this guy at all. Not really.

And then Young Erick looked at Erick from behind, catching both of them in the mirror, saying, “Are you freaking out on me, dude? You really shouldn’t be too freaked—”

“Fucking—!” The girl in the bed thrashed angrily, briefly, but she had been building up her anger for a while, now that she was completely exposed to the air. And then she sat up and glared pure hate at Young Erick. “It’s too cold to rip off covers, Erick.”

She spat the last words at Young Erick, and Erick recognized her. She was Alice, one of his usual fucks that he just now remembered.

“Well you’re awake now, so it worked!” Young Erick ignored Alice and gestured to the boxers in Erick’s hands that he had yet to put on, “If you wanna wear my underwear, go right ahead.” Young Erick reached over and grabbed Erick’s ass. “But I expect it back.”

Erick launched away from Young Erick, but in a normal sort of way, and not in the visceral, magic-empowered way that he probably could have, if he wasn’t still waking up.

“Stop teasing the poor guy,” Alice said, before groaning as she sat on the side of the bed, holding her head. “He’s obviously new at this.” She tried to sneer through the pain of a hangover as she looked up at Erick, but all she managed to do was look tired. Her voice was tired, too, as she said, “A practical virgin.”

Erick grabbed the clothes he thought were his —and not Young Erick’s— and then he put them on as fast as he could—

Erick recalled this moment in time.

It had been buried, but he recalled this day… Somewhat. He actually recalled a lot of moments like this, now that he was here, thinking about it. He looked at Young Erick, and picked out some words that were probably correct, but Erick’s memory was kinda weird right now. He said, “This is never going to happen again.”

Young Erick faked a pout, using a hand to rub the air beside his face, like he was rubbing out tears. “Poor closet case doesn’t know what he likes.” And then he spoke seriously, “We had fun, whatever-your-name-was. Come by the quad again next weekend.” He shrugged. “Or don’t!”

“He’s a fucking worthless townie,” Alice said, as she looked at Erick. “I thought the whole point of you sneaking onto campus was to get fucked. Well, now you did! And now you can get lost.”

Erick suddenly remembered that Alice had always been like that. There was a very large reason that Alice was not Jane’s mother, and that vitriol was part of it.

Young Erick even winced to the side as he saw that vitriol, and then he noticed Erick looking at him, and he said, “Don’t worry. Next time it can be just you and me.”

Alice laughed loudly. Harshly.

Erick said some words that were probably correct, “There won’t be a next time.”

Guys had said that a lot to Erick, back then.

It was some date in 1997, after all.

Young Erick chuckled and said something about something and Alice responded with her own words, but Erick was out of there, with his pants on and his shirt on —backwards and inside out, apparently— and his shoes in his hand. Erick rushed out into the apartment hallway, trying not to panic, because he knew that even the slightest change to his past would fuck everything up down the line...

But then Erick walked a bit slower.

Would his presence fuck up anything at all?

The morning had already happened. Erick was now walking through ‘campus housing’ that wasn’t really campus housing or dorm rooms at all, because this wasn’t really a dorm, and the college wasn’t really a ‘college’. It was a community college, and this was an apartment building right next to the college, and the whole of the city beyond was kinda mashed in with the college to begin with. Only some nominal ‘walls’ contained and separated the college from the city, and only 90% of the people who lived here were students at the community college.

All around Erick, in the early morning hours, were people moving around and getting ready to leave for the first classes of the day. Or, in the case of Old Man Hutch over there, he was getting ready to go fishing. It might have been a Monday, then?

A pair of bros spotted Erick doing his walk of shame and called him on it, yelling those words loud and happy. A woman in a room across the hall came out of her room and roared hatred at the guys yelling about walks of shame, calling them too loud and almost starting a fight, but then the woman’s friend pulled her back.

Erick had already fucked up the timeline just by existing; just by walking through here.

Butterfly flaps, eh?

And yet… Hmm.

Erick wasn’t sure if he had messed up his timeline yet. He wasn’t sure about a lot of things. He did know his way around the place, though, but it had been half a century since Erick had been here, so Erick had needed to walk slowly to remember everything.

The place looked the same, and Erick found himself staring a bit too hard at the wallpaper. It was a bright green floral print that Erick was pretty sure… he recalled a story about the college, years and years after he attended, when he was thinking about going back and finishing his degree. Some wannabe historians had claimed that this apartment building had arsenic in the wallpaper, but that was an 1800’s Victorian London thing. And yet, the people who called this place on its radioactive-green ivy/vine/floral wallpaper were insistent that the government needed to take a look.

The government officers found nothing wrong with the wallpaper, but they did find asbestos in a whole bunch of places. The apartment ended up getting torn down because of that.

… Should he send them a ‘concerned citizens’ letter about the walls, and their arsenic content? Replay that set of history? Or should he circumvent that concern, and send a letter about the asbestos itself?

Erick left that concern for another day.

He had too many concerns right now.

With a practiced walk, Erick skedaddled out of the apartment building—

And then he remembered that the apartment building was located on the forest side of the college, and all the city was in the other direction, across the college campus. Townies, like Erick, had needed to walk across the college campus to get back to most of the rest of town. Most of the time, this was not a problem for the townies, but Erick already saw cops walking around out there, eager to bust townies who ‘weren’t supposed to be on campus’. It was a complete power-trip thing for them, too. Not actually something that they could enforce at all.

Young Erick had found that out later in life, and that drove him to kinda hate the cops just a bit more than he already had.

Erick still wasn’t able to control his mana, to see anything beyond his own eyes, and he certainly wasn’t casting any spells right now, so it looked like he had a walk across a campus full of power-tripping cops who had nothing better to do.

Erick made it to a public washroom instead of walking across campus. It was before the classroom buildings started. He ducked inside. No one was there. It was only 7 am on a… On a day. Maybe Monday? Sunday? Probably Monday. A clock he had passed on the way here told the time, and some students were already up and about, but what was the actual date?

Erick didn’t know the actual date—

He decided the date didn’t matter.

Erick was here, in the past, and that Young Erick was him.

Erick hung out in the bathroom for a while. Mostly, he felt out his soul, and began to wake up his mana. It was there. He hadn’t lost it. He poked. He massaged. But nothing happened. The world was the world, and there was nothing he could do about it except for that which could be done with his hands. Erick stared at his hands, at the unfamiliarity of them. They looked like construction worker hands, with calluses and small cuts that had healed a while ago.

He rubbed his hands together—

“Don’t panic,” Erick said to himself. “No need to panic.”

He calmed himself, breathing easily, and then he rubbed his hands together, trying to wake up whatever weakness had settled into his—

The solidity of the world began to wane. Mana flowed out of Erick’s hands, where he had massaged them, like he had broken up some ice and the river below had been exposed. All at once, all of the ice cap of Erick’s entire body eroded, and Erick was back to being himself, magically. Physically he was still whoever this was.

Erick cackled once, maniacally, and then softer, easier. He had almost emotionally lost it, but now he was back, and that yo-yo of emotion had broken him a little. Also, he was probably fae now, or something like that. Or maybe he was still transitioning?

Well.

Whatever!

Okay!

He had mana.

Good.

With practiced ease that came out more stilted than he wished —he was still waking up, apparently— Erick breathed out mana into the empty men’s bathroom, like he had breathed out a minor cloud of smoke. The mana spread, through the walls, through the floor, through the ceiling and the windows, and Erick was right there with it to see everything it saw. Soon, Erick shifted the mana to invisible Mystical mana, and then Benevolence easily flowed into the world on strong pulses of invisible, intangible power.

Normally, with mana flowing around, other people could sense it if they had the capability. If someone had been looking, they might have seen Erick’s first expulsion of white Benevolence into this world, but even now that first bit of Benevolence was disguising itself with Wizard’s Clarity. People would still see mana if they were out there and looking, but no one was out there and looking. Erick’s Benevolence wasn’t a memetic hazard like with Nothanganathor’s Malevolence; Erick’s Benevolence had become something quieter. In fact, if people wanted to accrete or cultivate with that mana he let loose, they could, and it would work rather perfectly for their established power sets.

… Erick wondered if people could cultivate Malevolence so easily. He hadn’t touched the stuff yet, and he hadn’t had much experience with actual users of the stuff…

Eh.

Later.

Erick cycled his mana for a while, pushing out power, and then letting it come back, and the mana went unnoticed as it gradually flowed back to its source, letting Erick sense the world as though he was simply mana sensing through the ambient mana, like anyone else.

The world looked somewhat like it should…

But there was a difference. A really big difference compared to what Erick had seen in 2047, but he’d get to that later; his plate was already too full of problems.

Young Erick and Alice were walking with each other to class, and Young Erick asked Alice, “Who was that this morning?”

Alice laughed loudly. “I thought you knew him!”

“I thought you knew him.” Young Erick said, “I don’t think I even got to touch him, except in sleep. Do you remember last night?”

“Fuck, dude. I don’t remember shit. That party was rad.” Alice said, “He’s a fucking worthless townie, anyway. He was probably shit in bed.”

Young Erick ignored Alice’s acerbic words. “It was a great party, wasn’t it.” He smiled. “Did you see Margaret dancing?”

Alice sneered at Erick. “You like that bitch?”

Young Erick laughed to stop himself from lashing out, and Alice didn’t notice that at all. Young Erick probably didn’t even notice that about himself; he wouldn’t realize he did that for years to come. Young Erick did try to get Alice to be nicer, though, by playfully saying, “Don’t call her that!”

Alice rolled her eyes. “I’m not helping you with her. Remember to wrap it when you get her. I heard she’s a total slut.”

Young Erick was about to say something about them being sluts, too, but he decided not to press that button. Erick, watching them from half a mile away, recalled guarding his words with Alice all the time, though Young Erick didn’t seem to realize that he was actively doing that yet. He would, eventually.

Young Erick changed the topic to English homework, and to how he had failed to do anything, and did Alice think that he could bullshit his way through the presentation today? Young Erick bet he could. Alice was nicer when it came to schoolwork, and she would end up helping Young Erick with his English presentation on Shakespeare for about 10 minutes. It’d be enough for a C, which was fine.

Erick returned to himself.

Erick was feeling some kinda way. Embarrassment? Subtle loss of opportunity for cheating himself out of a proper education? Happy that the whole arc of his life turned out like it did, anyway? Anger at Alice’s angry nature that Erick hadn’t felt in 50 years? There was a lot there.

… Erick would think about all that later, too. Or probably not at all.

He focused inward on his Status, which he had finally gotten online.

It was not the same as before.









Erick Flatt, [70-ish], [Current Year Earth, Layer 99,081: 1997]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 1b per day / 11,574 per second , [Mark of Benevolence Level = 1]

Body: 1500

Mind: 2500

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+10,532, -15] Basic upkeep

Mp: 121.5t/∞, ↑ [+3,587.9, -5] Basic upkeep

Hp: 121.5t/∞, ↑ [+3,472.2, -5] Basic upkeep

Pp: 109.3t/∞, ↑ [+3,472.2, -5] Basic upkeep

Resons: 19.7t [+1,041.6 = +115.74]









So that was different, but all the numbers were more or less the same as the last time Erick had looked at those numbers. Stuff was a bit rounder than he last remembered, but… Erick liked round things? Sure. Why not.

Erick had other, more important questions.

What the fuck was a Mark of Benevolence?

Erick found out as soon as he looked into his soul.

Everything was the same, yet vastly different, like a childhood home that had been renovated by new owners. The Benevolence crystals that were his Spells and Abilities were still there, and so was the ocean of iridescent white mana, but the Dark headwaters of the ocean had changed, and now there were no Dark headwaters at all. Everything burbled up Benevolence, everywhere. Erick was a self-generating depth of mana that churned and made more of himself with every passing second. As that ocean churned, and as Erick’s Wizard’s Clarity cycled his mana out into the world and then back inside, it brought with it tiny bits of power that it had sampled out there.

Because yeah.

There was magic on Earth.

And yes, Erick’s cycling Benevolence was allowing him to sample all the power out there that he touched, and take it into himself, just as he had done with Genesis so long ago.

Erick would get back to that and all those little magical powers out there later.

For now, he looked at his soul, trying to find the Dark Mark. It was not that easy. Before Erick had eaten his own heart out, the Dark was a vast sky that rained down Benevolence waters into Erick’s everything, supplying him with mana. Now, Erick generated his own mana, and the Dark Mark was…

Where was the damned thing?

It usually wasn’t this hard to—

Ah!

There it was.

The Dark Mark. It was a spot of black inside the white ocean, like a rock to hold onto. From the headwaters of Erick’s everything, to a tiny rock, the Dark Mark looked almost inactive right now. What to make of that? Erick wasn’t sure. He metaphysically poked at it, and it tumbled in his Benevolence ocean like a tiny island, before it settled back down to being simply stable, inside his soul.

Was it stable? It was stable.

Erick went looking for the Fractal Mark next. He found it inside the rim of the ocean that was his soul, near where he had put it to go along with his Wizard’s Clarity. It had taken up the entire rim of his ocean, but now his ocean was a reson-spliced fractal, generated by his Benevolence Itself, and the actual Mark was a tiny crystal floating in the ocean. It was lessened. It wasn’t necessary anymore. Erick’s Benevolence Itself took care of all of the hiding and cycling aspects of his Wizard’s Clarity, automatically. It even trapped the powers Erick’s mana sampled out there in the world, inside of individual fractals in that rim of his soul, keeping them inactive until Erick looked at them and wanted to try them out… Maybe? Is that what was happening there?

Hmm.

Erick picked up the Fractal Mark and set it next to the Dark Mark, setting the ocean to still around them, to keep them in place, and held. The two universal marks soon began to gently orbit within the depths of his soul.

The rest of Erick’s Benevolence-crystal-locked Status was the same as before.

Erick came out of himself and stood there in the bathroom.

He stood there for a while, just thinking.

And then he tested himself. Erick shaped some of his mana in his aura, and without using any special powers at all to keep his magic together, here in the manaless atmosphere of this Earth. He released that shaped mana as [Force Bolt]s that struck the bathroom tile, chipping the off-white glaze.

The Bolts worked exactly as they should have. Before Erick’s creation of Wizard’s Clarity, Erick had to string together some Domain work and other magics to keep his mana together inside a manaless atmosphere, but here, the power just worked fine. Wizard’s Clarity was doing exactly as it should have been doing.

The Bolts still disintegrated, as broken magic normally did, and then the mana that made up those Bolts drifted in the air, making its way to Erick’s body, where it joined with him. There was no magical trace upon the chipped tile; just the new damage.

So his powers were working as expected.

And this was his own past.

He could see that this was his own past. Erick expanded his senses wide and saw everything. This was the community college that Erick had attended for two or three years —depending on how you counted it— and Young Erick’s apartment room had the same posters of the Simpsons and Nirvana and Pulp Fiction that Erick had had. There were even the same sports posters hanging on the walls, of basketball guys and football guys that Erick didn’t really know, but his hookups certainly did. Of course this was 1997 and it was pretty fucking weird to talk openly about gay stuff with strangers that were probably into it, but which you weren’t quite sure, but the posters were a good part of the softer way to ask guys what they thought about other guys. And then there were the Jenifer Anniston posters; those were much more socially acceptable.

That Young Erick was him, at 26. Not 20, like Erick had imagined back there waking up in that room, all disoriented. He still looked 20, though. Erick had gone from high school to the job scene, and then he had gone to college because he wanted something more out of life. Young Erick had already spent several years at this point in time working shit jobs.

First there was the pizza place, and then the retail, and then he got passed up for manager because he didn’t have a proper education…

Erick left that past in the past, and considered Infinity.

Could this have been a side slice of Infinity? A variation-reality of Layer 99,081, Earth? Not his history?

Erick closed his eyes in thought, and then he opened them again, focusing on his Lightning Path, which was working just fine, too. The thing about the Path, when used in a certain way, was that it allowed Erick to view the fates of certain people, if he focused on those people well enough. It wasn’t a clear picture. Personal choices could change a lot.

Erick focused on Young Erick, and to him, the world fractured into futures.

Young Erick was in for some hard times ahead, followed by all the ones that Erick would look back on and cherish for how fleeting and good they were. There was Margaret, and then she vanished, and then came Jane, and everything fell apart before it came back together later, though things only truly got better when Jane was 12, and able to be on her own for a while.

And then, years after that...

Veird.

If nothing else happened, then Erick was 99% sure that this was his personal Earth, circa Young Erick Flatt, the one that would become the Apparent King.

There was a problem.

Multiple problems, actually, because Earth had magic...

But that was a part of the Malevolence problem, which was here on Earth, for sure, and so Erick would get back to that later, too.

Erick focused on himself, on following his own Lightning Path, his current Path, and choosing all the best choices for himself and for others...

The Path of best choices headed in whatever direction he wanted.

Those Paths called to him to do good here, though, which could have a whole bunch of Butterfly Effects if he followed that Path. But right now, his Path was calling strongly for Erick to step outside of the bathroom and take a glance at a girl who was walking by, who was feeling terrible because her hair dye had come out the wrong shade of blue, and now she hated the whole idea of dying her hair. The best thing for him to do would be to see the girl and then stare awestruck at that girl, and then when she asked him what the fuck he was looking at, he could honestly say that he liked that color. That small action would set that girl’s entire life onto a good path… Or at least she’d be good for another week.

… Erick decided that he wanted to help, and to see what happened to the future if he changed the present.

Erick stepped out of the bathroom, right as the crying girl with the blue hair stepped into view. Erick stared, marveling at the blue of her hair. It was all sorts of shimmery and with green undertones. Whoever had done that had done it very well. It was easy to appreciate the beauty of it all. And yet, the girl was headed toward the woman’s bathroom, carrying a shopping bag with some bleach and dye. She saw Erick staring at her.

She scowled and yelled, “What THE FUCK are you looking at?! Creep?!”

Erick honestly said, “Your hair is amazing. It’s beautiful.”

The girl’s mouth dropped open. She stared. Her tears dried for a moment. And then she remembered she was mad. “Fuck off, creep!” She rushed into the woman’s bathroom and shut the door. She took her time to go to the sink, trying to understand what had just happened. She almost turned around and came back outside, trying to make herself mad again, but then she stopped herself. She muttered, “Hot creep.”

She went to the bench at the back of the woman’s bathroom and sat down, to stare into her shopping bag with its bleach and a simple brown hair dye. The girl would be on that bench for a while, trying to figure out what had just happened. Eventually, she’d dye her hair back to brown, but she would remember being called beautiful for the rest of her life, and eventually she’d go back to dying her hair, and telling everyone who told her they didn’t like her colored hair to fuck right off. She’d get into the punk scene, and go on to become a minor musician celebrity. She would always remember Erick’s simple compliment, and it would warm her for the rest of her life.

The future had changed, irrevocably, and for the good... As long as nothing else happened.

Other stuff was going to happen, for sure.

The Infinity of every Layer was always generating new worlds from every possible action happening all across all of them, all at the same time. Living inside the Fractal Universe, once you knew how it worked, was less like living in an individual part of a multiverse, and realizing that you lived on an ever-multiplying cascading river, and everyone you ever knew was there with you, but they were also going down their own paths in life, which would diverge from your own path in an irreconcilable sort of way. And yet, they were still there, with you, on your own path.

And then magic got involved, and made things like Margleknot’s society, where everyone lived on the same Layer and multiverse, an amazing sort of thing. The same situation happened with Veird’s Godpact world. Nexus events in worlds also spilled out into other versions of those worlds in undeniable sorts of ways, too.

Infinity was both amazing and horrific to think about, so it was usually best not to think about it, and to cherish what you had.

Erick walked away from the bathroom, thinking about stuff as he headed into campus, to get to the town on the other side. He could have gone through the woods in the other direction, but he went forward, instead.

He had a lot of thoughts as he hid behind bushes and low walls to evade the campus police. There had been a big rager last night on a Sunday and the townies had come onto campus in force, and the cops were still angrily clearing out townies. Erick, of course, didn’t evade the early-morning college students. The students all saw him hiding. They knew what was going on, and they laughed about it. One pair of girls even covered for him, to help him make his escape by distracting a donut-eating cop that was stationed at the gate on Erick’s preferred exit.

He could have turned to light and walked away, but he didn’t want to do that.

He was checking on Young Erick’s future all the time as he set off butterfly effects everywhere, and yeah, there was some alteration, but he was still on the same slice of infinity as Young Erick, and Young Erick was still headed toward Veird… So what was happening here? Erick needed to find out.

Also, Erick wasn’t evading the police just because he shouldn’t be here.

He had no identification at all.

This person that Erick had woken up as was not a person at all until recently… Maybe. Maybe this guy died in his sleep and Erick slipped into the body? Maybe Erick created the guy whole cloth? He couldn't check the manasphere for the history of it all because there was no manasphere here on Earth. Erick assumed that he had created the person whole cloth, but without any IDs for whatever reason…

Or maybe something weirder was going on.

Whatever the case, Erick needed to avoid the police. ‘Oh, you don’t got no ID? We’re calling the real cops on you, kid.’ Erick didn’t need some sort of ‘Fractal Sight’ to see that things would spiral bad from there. Really bad. Like, governmental-agency bad.

It was weird to pick up those clothes in Young Erick’s room and not have a wallet, or anything at all. Of course he had no cellphone, but even in 1997 people had wallets. Great big ones, too, filled with all bunches of cards and photos and even a condom or two for those calmer sort of weekends. Young Erick had a box of condoms back in his room, and he went through a box a month.

Well.

Whatever?

Sure.

Whatever.

Erick passed a large window on a bakery outside the college. In the light of the morning it was more like a mirror, and this person was young, hot, and with short blonde hair and blue eyes. He looked like he was more at home in the gym than on a treadmill, and he was a bit older than the usual college student; maybe 25. Young Erick was older than the usual college student too, though, so… yeah?

… Well! Erick certainly existed. This person he was, was here, and Erick remembered… people like him, anyway, back when he was in college.

Also, Earth had magic.

Not a lot of magic, but it had magic.

That had been the thing that Erick had avoided thinking about until he was here, away from his younger self and finally not in danger of getting found by the cops. Sure, he could have turned to magical light and stepped away from the college completely, but he did not want to take such an overt magical action. Not now that he looked around Earth and saw all these little bits of magic everywhere. People could be spying on the magic out there. There might even be magical societies, and Erick didn’t want to get involved with them.

There were always magical societies on worlds like this; Erick had seen a lot of them in his universal travels. Earth was literally nothing special compared to all the other worlds Erick had seen in his work against corruption; it was exactly the same as many other worlds, in fact. That meant certain things were to be expected. Like magical societies.

Erick didn’t know it at the time, but Earth had been odd in 2047 in that it had no magic happening anywhere.

Not even reson-based stuff.

This, then, looked like a much more normal world.

Erick guessed that maybe 1 out of 100 people had something going on with them, though his sample size was currently just a few miles around himself, and he didn’t want to poke at anything too hard at all; Butterfly wings, etc.

Erick passed a paint store on the street outside of the community college and the girl behind the counter had some sort of reson-thing going on with her eyes, as she painted a window display. Down the road, Erick saw a cook in a breakfast joint have something going on with his hands as he flipped breakfast sausage patties. A woman at a public payphone held her pager in her hand as she spoke to the person on the other end of the line, talking about where to find things in a warehouse, her mind crackling with some sort of memory magic.

Erick walked all the way across town, through nice neighborhoods and bad neighborhoods, and he saw a lot of magic everywhere, but… Maybe Erick should re-examine his idea that Earth might have a magical society or three. Not a single person out there knew what they were doing with that magic at all. It was all natural magic. It all just happened. No one actually tried for magic at all.

Erick had one big thought about that.

In the year 2047, there was no magic on Earth at all. Nothanganthor had claimed that he had removed all of his Malevolence from Earth —which he had said was here, and the ‘cause’ of Erick’s own Benevolence— and left Earth to Erick. And yeah, Erick saw some Malevolence here, so at least that part of Nothanganathor’s story was true. Red Sparks glittered in the heart of a father over there, as he roared at his teenage son that the son needed to do better in school, or else he would be disowned. Gods. Seeing the father yell at his own son almost sent Erick into a rage, but then the Malevolence connected to the son and the son gained his own spark of Red. Erick opened his Fractal Sight.

That son would go on to bully kids in his school, and thus ‘do better in school’ by way of stealing the homework of others.

It was a cycle of violence.

Erick wanted to intervene, and yet… If he did that, then… He wasn’t sure what would happen. There was no easy solution to that sort of problem, anyway. Maybe he could reincarnate the father as a better person? But the father was probably getting shit on in his own life, causing that shit to roll downhill...

All of Earth had problems.

Magic, however… didn’t seem to be a problem?

It was there. Nothanganathor claimed to rid the world of it in a few decades. So yeah, it made sense that it had been here. Erick had assumed that Nothanganathor had spoken of getting rid of Malevolence as what he had done to the magic of Earth, and since there was no magic, that meant that the only things here had been Malevolence. But that was obviously not the full story at all. The full story was that Nothanganathor killed all the magic users on Earth in like, 30 years, or something like that.

Erick closed his eyes to those problems, and focused on his own. As Erick turned his gaze back to the college, back to Young Erick, Erick noticed something that he had not noticed before.

Young Erick wasn’t magical at all.

He had no Dark Mark. He had no power at all. His soul was a thin thing, rather weaker than all the other souls around him, actually. He was just a dude, coasting through life…

So what the fuck did that mean?

Was Erick not born a Wizard at all?

… Erick paused on the sidewalk, beside a park where kids played and moms gossiped with each other as they watched their kids. A thought had hit him. Did he make himself a Wizard? Well, sure. That’s what people had said before, but it was always a metaphorical sort of thing. ‘You made yourself who you are’ and ‘You certainly didn’t start off throwing lightning bolts’ and all that sort of stuff had happened, but Rozeta had also said that Erick was a Wizard before he hit Veird… Or rather, that Erick had been a Wizard when he entered the Script for the first time.

Hmm.

That Young Erick back in that room was Erick, but also not. Young Erick wasn’t a Wizard. Young Erick was stuck here, in this life, in whatever he made of it. Young Erick had choices ahead of him, and all of his life could change based on any one of them.

… But Jane didn’t have any choices, because she did not exist. Not yet. Maybe not ever, if things didn’t go how they had gone before.

Erick saw a Path open up before him.

He could sever himself from his own history, sending Young Erick down a path of something else, and thus Nothanganathor would have nothing to ever use against him. It wouldn’t take much to do that. Erick could go back home to his parents —oh, shit, his dad was still alive! Mom had already passed on from blood cancer, but Dad was sitting at home, not going to the doctors, and not getting diagnosed while he was still able to be healed… for a given definition of ‘healed’. Medicine in 1997 wasn’t great. Dad was only gonna get tested when the problems actually started to hurt him, and then insurance was going to drop him and he was going to die.

But Erick could fix all that, and then he could fix up Young Erick’s life, and Jane would never happen and everything would change. Young Erick would take another 10 years to grow up properly and when he did he would have a family in his 30’s. He would never go to Veird. Veird would remain as it was before Erick got there.

The war with Nothanganathor would never get as bad as it did, and then Erick could just go to Veird and blindside Nothanganathor, fighting him then and there, while he was still the Arbiter of Veird. He probably had some safeguards against that because he did win once, to Ascend to the God of Magic, and exist outside of time, like Erick did now, sort of, but it would be an easier fight…

Maybe. Who knew.

That was Option One.

Option One also had concerns regarding multiversal shenanigans, but Erick would rip through those, too.

Option Two was to reinforce his history. Young Erick would go through some very big trials, and then Erick could have his family again exactly as it was, and this time… This time, things would turn out how he wanted. Not how Nothanganthor wanted them.

The second way was much tougher, of course. Erick would need to thread a whole bunch of needles, all at once, and he would have to stay here for the next 23 years…

Or maybe just step back? Let stuff happen? Maybe everything would happen as it needed to happen as soon as he wasn’t here interfering…

Well. No. He’d need to step in and help make Young Erick a Wizard; the guy had no Dark Mark at all. Maybe he gained one later? Somehow?

Option Two was Erick’s choice, obviously.

It was selfish beyond belief in some ways, for Erick would be orchestrating everything for his own benefit… But also, the Veird Erick and many others had worked hard to make, had been prepared to face Nothanganathor (as much as they could have been) and now, as soon as Fae Erick rejoined them, they would be more prepared. They could actually win.

… Erick was going to be a little selfish. He was fine with that.

Anyway.

If Nothanganathor was to be believed, Erick became a Wizard in an almost ‘immune response’ scenario against Malevolence. Erick didn’t believe that for one fucking second… And yet, it kinda made sense? Maybe it was the truth in the way that someone can say ‘the sky is blue’, but which doesn’t take into account sunset, night, sunrise, storms, and all that.

… Erick decided: he certainly wasn’t going to spend the next 23-ish years on Earth, watching shit happen.

He could bounce around some.

Maybe he could go live a quiet life down in, like, Australia, or something, as he waited for the big events in Young Erick’s life to happen? That might be fun.

Erick smiled at nothing in particular and he started walking again, having only briefly stopped by the park with the kids and the moms. All his thoughts had taken but a half second to work out, so that was all working back as it should. Erick chuckled a little, and then he practiced, “G’day mate. Crikey it’s a bonzer week. I need to get me thongs on and go walkabout outback.”

… Was any of that correct? Some of it sounded correct. Sort of.

A pair of moms had stopped their gossip to look at him, wondering what he was doing out here. They should have been looking more at their kids, but gods knew that Erick had trouble keeping up with Jane all the time; he didn’t blame them for wanting to talk with each other instead of stare at their kids.

But one of their kids was about to poke the other one in the eye with a stick, and it wasn’t going to be an accidental poke, either. Those kids fucking hated each other, but both the moms thought since they were good friends, that their kids were also good friends, but those two kids had been out for blood for, like, maybe a month? Erick guessed a month. They were only 6 and 7, though. They were both too young to understand their own feelings, or how much damage they could do with those sticks.

Erick had a thought.

The Dark would probably let the kids hurt themselves. That’d be the usual go-to lesson plan on Veird. But Veird had good healing. Earth had no capability to replace eyeballs.

Erick pointed at the kids as he kept walking, saying, “They’re gonna poke an eye out with that.”

Both moms stopped gossiping with each other and both of them got furious, real fast. One mom was almost ready to light into Erick and the other mom was going to help, but the other mom looked at her kid. Her eyes went wide and then her mouth opened wide as she yelled her child’s full name, launching off of her seat. The first mom had a moment of uncertainty, and then she saw what was happening with her kid. She shot off of the bench, too, both of them yelling at their kids not to play with sticks like that.

Erick smiled at the scene. A thread of lightning untwisted within his vision, a tiny problem removing itself from the timeline that would have become a massive event in every one of their lives—

Something twitched within Erick, as a Path diverged.

Erick kept walking, but his smile dropped as his Sight extended off into the future. He had just flapped a very large butterfly’s wings and Jane no longer existed, and thus this Young Erick Flatt never went to Veird.

Ah.

Shit.

So.

Uh…

Where did he go wrong? Was it the kid back there—

Something twitched again, and Young Erick Flatt’s Path was leading him back to Veird.

A mirror had shattered, and then it came back together.

… Uh?

What just happened?

Erick had no idea.

He needed to sit down and think.

Erick got to walking under the bright morning sunshine, all the way until he reached a fast food joint. He went inside and ordered some food while he copied some money inside the cash register in order to pay. He changed the serial numbers on the cash, of course. With greasy breakfast sandwiches in hand, Erick sat down at a table beside the kid’s play area, which took up a good half of the seating space—

Nostalgia hit Erick like a truck.

Some kids played in the ballpit inside the kid area, while another pair of kids played on some arcade machine. Jane never got to experience a kid area like this, and yet they used to be so common across America. Erick remembered playing in one when he was a kid, and his parents took him to a place like this every so often. Veird didn’t have anything like this at all, or at least not outside of playgrounds.

Erick watched the kids play for a little while, feeling somber.

And he thought.

As he ate, he turned his senses inward, to see his Lightning Path, and to view the fractal splash of reality all around him, as he had so very many times when he was cleaning up the universe of those few spots of corruption. He also looked in the past, to see whatever that ‘blip’ was that had happened after he stopped that kid from losing his eye.

He was no closer to understanding how the world had ‘torn’ and then ‘come back together’ after a half hour of magical thought experiments, but he had a few guesses. Perhaps Benevolence was working outside of his direct control? To fix things how he wanted? And yet… That felt like a weak answer right now.

Perhaps Erick’s very presence on this plane of existence was like a weight, ensuring that this history remained strong? That seemed closer to the truth, but not the whole truth. Erick was practically a walking Nexus Event right now.

Breakfast was great. It was exactly as delicious as he remembered, back when he was a kid. Of course the sausage and bacon and egg and the single squirt of ketchup was a pretty abysmal meal, but it tasted great when your taste buds were new, or when you didn’t have to worry about heartburn. As Erick had gotten older, this meal had started to taste less and less good, and his body started telling him that the grease was bad. But Erick was young again, and the food was great.

He went and got another one, and then he sat back down.

Soon, he left the place and went for another walk.

He walked for a few days, not bothering to sleep or do anything else but walk down the road, wherever it took him. He cleaned himself up when he got dirty. He ate when he felt like it. He copied some clothes and wore them. And he did little good things for people as he walked.

A very old woman was about to have a heart attack, as she struggled to get out of her car to go into the grocery store, but Erick healed her and helped her get her walker out. He also copied some of the money in her purse and gave her some more of what she already had, though he did change the serial numbers. He didn’t want her to be suspected of counterfeiting. Later, the woman was so surprised at the register when she saw she had two extra 20s, which was more than enough to get everything she wanted. She told the boy scanning her groceries that she was going to have the best possible birthday party for her grandson this week. The boy scanning the groceries didn’t care, but he pretended to.

The grandmother’s grandson would go on to have a lot more birthdays with his grandmother because of Erick, and those two people would grow closer because of that. It was a fantastic outcome.

Erick saw a homeless guy sleeping under a bridge. The guy had some sort of plaque and tumor problem in his brain. Erick cleared that up, ridding the guy of his cause of early-onset dementia and cancer, and then Erick cleaned up the guy himself and gave him $20 in his pocket. Four days from now the guy would finally start to realize that the voices were gone, and that he could go back to living a normal life. He would go on to get help at the local shelter, and this time that help would allow him to help himself.

A little boy was running away from home because he was scared his father was going to beat him. The boy was completely unprepared to run away, because he was 9 years old and his backpack only had 1 sandwich in it, and the kid was on the edge of the forest, unsure where to go from there. He had managed to get a full ten miles from home, though. Erick saw the kid, crying beside a tree, so he walked over while opening his own backpack. With a sandwich and soda can in hand, Erick sat down with the kid, and the kid instantly latched onto him once he showed off the food. And then the kid started talking. Soon, as the kid cried and ate his food, the story came out. He was running away because he had broken a window by playing with the baseball inside the house, and he didn’t want to be beaten. He was terrified of his father, and his father was going to be home in an hour.

“You know what’s more scary?” Erick asked the kid.

“Noo-ah?” the kid said, his mouth full of sandwich.

Erick said, “Getting a job. Making decisions for yourself. Taxes. Solving problems yourself but you don’t know how. Being alone.” He looked to the kid. “Being alone is terrifying. You should go back home and accept your punishment. Just imagine what your father is going to experience when he gets home. He’ll see a broken window and he won’t see you at all. He’ll be terrified. Don’t do that to him. Don’t do that to yourself.”

“He’ll beat me! That’s what the television says!”

“Television lies. Real life is so much more complicated, and you won’t make it home in any short length of time. Your father will be there before you get back, and your father will be worried sick. He will be crying. He will be furious. He will be happy to see you again.” Erick shrugged. “And if he’s not, then you don’t have to worry about his feelings ever again.”

The kid had a complicated set of emotions.

Erick handed him another soda, saying, “For the walk back.”

And then Erick left.

He was pretty sure he knew exactly what was going to happen when the kid got home, which was why Erick had spoken to the kid in that way.

The kid stayed there, just on the edge of the forest, off the edge of the road, for a little while. Eventually he got up and started walking home. When he finally made it back it was dark but police cruisers sat in the front yard, red and blue lights spinning. The father was there, sobbing and terrified that something had happened. He was an absolute wreck, and then he saw his boy walking up to him. The father broke down, and then the son did, too. There was a hug, soft words, harsh words, questions, and anger, but there was no hitting. There was only hugging.

The father and the boy’s relationship became stronger, because the father cut back on work and the boy actually asked his father to play catch again, like he used to ask. And this time, the father actually played with the son. Soon, the father started to attend the boy’s little league games, and the son eventually got into the pros in his 20s.

Now that was a big butterfly flap.

Young Erick’s timeline diverged, like the rumbling of a quake far, far out of sight. And then the timeline rumbled back into position, aiming back toward Veird. That future seemed even stronger after the rumbling, too, which was kinda weird. Kinda nice, but kinda weird, too.

Erick would figure it out, eventually.

“Maybe it has something to do with my Ascent to True Wizard, and solidifying my own timeline...”
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Erick stepped onto the stony shore of Lake Michigan. The air was cold and the waters dark. A storm held on the horizon, blowing waves Erick’s way, the wind catching on the crests of waves and sending droplets onto his face, and hiking clothes. It had taken him two weeks to get there, but it wasn’t like it was a destination or anything like that. It was just part of the journey, and Erick had been testing out his life and his power and the world around him the entire time. Mostly, he was helping people without them knowing how much he was helping them. There was that one time that he gave that kid a sandwich, two sodas, and a talk, and told him to go back home, as well as a few other incidents that would remain for-life memories in the minds of those he helped. But mostly, people got help without knowing it.

Earth was filled with problems.

Erick had his own problems. Every time he interacted with people, changing the world in a small, good way, he felt a little tear. That tear was Young Erick getting knocked off course on his trip to Veird. And then the tear would heal… or something like that, and Young Erick would go back to being on the right path to Veird. Erick wasn’t sure exactly what was going on, but he was trying to find out.

Perhaps Erick was strengthening his own history by tearing at it a little, like how a muscle grew bigger and stronger through exercise?

Who knew.

The little rips had first happened when he prevented that kid from getting his eye poked out, but then it kept happening, because Erick kept helping people. Every time Erick helped people, the gap between Young Erick and him would tear, but then it healed soon after. Actions done further away from Young Erick seemed to tear less, though. Erick’s initial idea to go all the way to Australia for a while was probably an instinctive desire to get away from his own past, to prevent any big tears.

Erick was absolutely sure that if he changed the world a whole lot, then that tear would truly rip, and there was no putting that genie back in that bottle.

… Should he test that theory? Maybe. Maybe, if he did rip this past from his own past, he could also go back and change that rip, and undo whatever he had done to majorly change the world?

Erick stared at the waters ahead of him...

“Let’s test that theory.”

Erick raised a finger and pointed at Lake Michigan—

Another Erick stepped to his side, and gently put a hand on Erick’s outstretched arm. “Nope. That breaks the timeline for sure. Big rip. Unrepairable, except by me doing this right now and stopping you.”

Other Erick wore the same clothes as Erick did right now, so he couldn’t have actually lived enough of a life here on post-incident Earth to really check things out… And yet, Erick believed Other Erick. Mostly.

Erick asked, “You didn’t try and check to see if it was actually unrepairable?”

Other Erick smiled a little. “Nope. I felt it, though. I saw enough. And so I came back and stopped it. Also! Can you feel it now? The weakening of the world? With two of us here, infinity starts to spiral and we create an even larger nexus event than we already are, changing the world to make it revolve around us.” Other Erick stepped back from where he stood. “So let’s not make a Big Rip.”

Erick considered…

The world was kinda… thin right now. It was hard to explain, but yeah, this was the start of a nexus event, though Erick himself was already a walking nexus event, so… Hmm.

Other Erick nodded, and then gestured at the ground where he had been standing; where he put his arm on top of Erick’s, to stop nuclear explosion magic from detonating off the coast of Michigan.

Erick didn’t need to hear more. He nodded, and then he stepped just to the right of the spot where Other Erick had stood, and then Erick stepped through time, directly onto the spot where Other Erick had stood. Into the near past.

The first Erick was where Erick had been, and now Erick put a hand onto that Erick’s arm, saying, “Nope. That breaks the timeline for sure. Big rip. Unrepairable, except by me doing this right now and stopping you.”

The first Erick looked Erick up and down, and said, “You didn’t try and check to see if it was actually unrepairable?”

Erick smiled softly.

And then he went through the whole event from the older perspective, and then the other Erick went back in time, and Erick wondered if there had ever been a version of him that dropped an atomic bomb on Lake Michigan, to see what would happen. Did he need to go forward with that experiment, anyway?

… Nah.

Erick stepped further down the beach, continuing on his walk, practicing his slang.

“G’day mate. G’day matey… What’sa bloke gotta do to get a beer? … No. That’s not Australian…”

The further Erick got from Younger Erick, the easier it was to do good for others without twinging on the fabric of reality that made this Earth Erick’s past, so Erick was going to be far away, and yet, he saw that he needed to remain close, to ensure that this world remained, and that Erick kept his life exactly as it had been. So maybe Erick would try to help the world through intermediaries, instead of directly? Maybe he could do the same for Young Erick, too.

Maybe he should stick around to figure out whatever happened between 2019 and 2047, that removed all the magic on Earth, but he certainly wouldn’t be living any of that life chronologically.

Mostly, Erick was waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Gods were extra-chronological entities, operating outside of time when they wanted, after all, and in some ways, they determined how time actually worked. In the Old Cosmology, the gods did exactly that, ensuring that their guarded worlds were all a part of the same time frame.

So while Melemizargo was (maybe) the God of Magic of the Dark right now, Nothanganathor was also the God of Magic of the Dark, too. He’d be showing up… maybe.

Erick considered the tiny Dark Mark in his own soul, as he walked the stony beach, and stepped over some driftwood. Should he ‘get rid’ of his Dark Mark? Hand it over to Young Erick right now? Would either of those scenarios be absolutely ruinous? How ruinous, though?

At least there were no magical societies on Earth. That’d probably end up as a whole thing if Erick stumbled into one of those. He was ready to get back to Veird…

Mostly.

Erick pulled a soda out of his backpack, which was connected to Benevolence Itself, his gate space. Figuring out a ‘bag of holding’ had been easy, and Jane had been right about how nice it was to have easy access to sodas and beers and fruits and meats and all sorts of food, whenever he wanted, without having to make them himself, or haul them around directly. Enjoying his powers and the taste of fizzy orange drink, Erick walked the stony beach—

Erick’s Lightning Path flickered hard, pointing back the way he had come. Back to the community college. Back to Young Erick.

Erick ignored the idea of being quiet and unassuming and turned to light to Step all the way back to the college, just in time to see Young Erick almost die due to a series of events, like he had stepped into a Rube Goldberg killing machine that looked nothing like a killing machine at all.

Erick had entered the scene on the far side of a street.

On the other side of the street, Young Erick walked on the sidewalk with some girl, beside a park. Malevolence flickered beside a squirrel up a tree. The squirrel flipped the fuck out, falling out of the tree and onto the ground, where it then ran across the road. Some grandpa, driving his car, panicked at the sight of the squirrel and turned off the road, aiming right for Young Erick and that girl. That grandpa pressed on the accelerator instead of the brakes. Young Erick and the girl didn’t notice the car speeding at them for the car was only 5 yards away when the driver decided he didn’t know how to drive. Young Erick and the girl noticed as fast as humanly possible, though.

Young Erick pushed the girl out of the way.

Erick had arrived right when the car was about to crash into Young Erick.

And then Another Erick waved from his seat on a nearby bench. He flickered some magic underneath Young Erick’s feet, and Young Erick did the only thing he could do, which was to leap up. Young Erick leapt, and then he crashed right onto the car’s hood and windshield. That was when the driver realized he should press the brake instead of the gas.

Young Erick skidded off of the car, into the grass.

Erick’s heart had been in his throat the whole time. It was like watching one’s own life flash before their eyes, but in a disconnected sort of way that made Erick sweat anyway.

What followed after the crash was Young Erick getting out of the ordeal with a few scrapes and a ‘wicked tale’ to tell, according to him, as he smiled and told the apologetic and very-worried driver that nothing was broken. ‘Everything was fine!’ he said. The girl thought Young Erick was amazing, though she had gotten a few scrapes from when he pushed her. The driver had no insurance, and as soon as he saw that Young Erick wanted to play off this whole thing as nothing, the driver quickly worried over his own driver’s license being taken away, so he got in his car and left the scene. The girl with Young Erick was too young to realize what was happening, while Young Erick himself merely thought he truly was fine, so he shouldn’t press charges or anything like that.

None of them thought about getting the old guy off the road, because he clearly wasn’t fit for driving anymore.

In the course of several more years, that old man would get into several more accidents, and end up killing a family driving to church. He shouldn’t be driving, but he also had no one in his life to help him with anything, so he had to drive to get around. Erick would do something about that, later. Maybe get him to move to a bigger city where he wouldn’t need a car.

But for now...

The fabric of the world was thin; what with two Fae Erick and Young Erick all together. The older Fae Erick vanished behind a tree, leaving Erick to go back in time and do exactly what he had done to save Young Erick’s life.

So Erick did that.

As Erick cast a tiny spell that pushed against the soles of Young Erick’s feet, helping him get some air, he felt Infinity spread wide, like a loose sweater. Erick casting magic upon Young Erick was the culprit. The world relaxed back down to a normal Path when the magic was done and Young Erick was profusely telling the old man he was fine. All Erick really learned in that moment was that directly helping Young Erick was off the table.

Soon enough, Erick waved at himself, across the road, and then he stepped away behind a tree, and stepped out where the Older Erick had vanished from, neatly closing a loop.

And apparently Young Erick’s life was still fine, though he would be feeling this crash for a while. That had fucking hurt.

Current Erick remembered that close-call. He remembered leaping up when the car had come for him. He also remembered how much pain he had actually been in, and the gnarly bruise across his back and left leg that he never got treated for. He remembered blowing off the girl whom he had saved, too, because he was in too much pain to have sex.

Erick hadn’t recalled it at first because it was a long time ago and he had partied way too hard back then, but yeah, that had happened.

… Erick spent the next few hours sitting on a bench by a lake near the college —the one he had fed the ducks on— thinking about what parts of his life he was going to interfere with, that his Lightning Path pointed toward, telling him that interference was necessary. Most of the time Erick would stay away, but…

Erick began writing on a piece of paper to organize his thoughts better, and to plumb the depths of memory that was already riddled with holes, thanks to drugs and booze, women and men, and not nearly enough schoolwork. A short while later, the list of possible deaths turned out to be a long list.

129 incidents.

31 were solid ‘this needs to not happen’ sort of things. The rest were iffy.

Did Nothanganathor do this?

Some of them, yes. Like that squirrel incident. That was not Nothanganathor’s direct working, though. Not really. That was an Establishment, cast from the future. Nothanganathor was trying to kill Erick from the future. Erick was literally on the other end of Establishment Magic right now, and he could see how the world was altering in the past to bring about an event an uncountable number of lightyears and 98,292 Layers away.

Erick was in the middle of the Wizard War, and though he was —for the first time!— in an advantageous position, he couldn’t see nearly enough of what was to come, and Erick was absolutely sure that when he started to foil enough of these little Red Plots, that the Red would start to act in side-directions. Not only that, but Erick’s eventual return to Veird and all of that was cloudy; obscured by whatever events would unfold when they unfolded. Right now, the war was rather slow and imprecise, and Erick would likely bounce around a lot through time…

But he’d also stick around, having a bit of a slow life for a while. He had earned that. Maybe he’d go back to some other slice of Earth, in some early year, or something, and play around in the Gardens of Babylon, or see what being a real cowboy was like, or… Or do something besides race around and save his own dumb ass from death.

Erick looked at the list, and knew that most of these incidents were just normal human stupidity.

Young Erick was a dumbass.

Erick set the list aside and looked out across the lake in front of him, muttering to himself, “Did I really have that many close calls? Shit. I almost die when I fall through that floor in a month, too, right next to that broken pipe. Then there’s the leaf fall incident, where I jump into that pile of leaves and narrowly miss braining myself on that fire hydrant. Even when I was 38, with that one gangster who was always waving that gun around and it went off, missing my leg by inches...” He paused. He looked at the list again. “I think I relate to Jane a whole lot more.”

And then there were the bad incidents. The ones that Erick didn’t write down at all.

It was amazing that Erick didn’t catch HIV like George and his boyfriend, both of whom died in 5 years. It was amazing that Erick didn’t die from those random drugs at that one party in two weeks, where those same drugs had killed a girl. A hiking incident in two years involving a rabid bear, or something like that; Erick had never found out. Boating trouble in 10, when that engine exploded and the boat sank off the coast of Florida, and Erick swam to shore with three other guys, and all of them were bleeding.

That decision in that dark room, while holding a gun and baby Jane screamed at the top of her little lungs because there were no more diapers and Erick had no money to buy anything else, and it was either go out and rob that convenience store or to try something else. Anything else.

Young Erick was a dumbass, but he was also plagued by Malevolence.

Erick crumpled the list in his hands, saying, “Not while I’m around.”









- - - -

1997, not much later:









Erick lay in bed, staring at the posters on his wall, feeling so weird. Like the world was fake and everything was wrong. He had failed his midterms in biology, and he was now on academic probation. Everything had been going so well, too… Well. No. Everything was going wrong. Everything in his life was a horror and a failure. He was a failure. Tears crowded his eyes and he sobbed, alone, in the twisted covers of his bed. How much money did he have left to pay the bills of even going to college, anyway? He had saved up some, but it all went away too fast and he had no scholarships and he had just been fired from his part-time job—

The door knocked.

Erick breathed deep and steadied himself, saying, “One moment!”

Someone said something on the other side, and Erick had no idea who it was. Maybe a man’s voice? Erick got up and put on his nightshirt. Boxers were good enough to answer the door, so that’s what he did. “Hel— George? What’s wrong?”

George was a big guy. Muscular and very gay, though only a few people really knew that last part. Best friend to all at the gym, too, and willing to raise fists against the bigots at that same gym. He had beaten up and kicked out more than a few assholes since Erick had known him. George had been feeling under the weather for a little while, though, so Erick hadn’t seen him in a few weeks. Right now he looked like a beaten dog as he stood outside of Erick’s room. With dark circles under his eyes, George was looking skinny even though he wasn’t skinny at all.

George softly said, “I need to come inside and tell you something important.”

Erick stepped back.

George came in.

And without waiting for anything else to happen, George started to tell Erick how he needed to go get tested, and how he and his boyfriend were both Positive.

Erick’s world crashed down on him for the second time in as many days. And then Erick held George, and told him that they had new antivirals out, and that everything was going to be okay. George sobbed hard, telling Erick not to touch him, not to be near him at all, because he could catch it. But Erick held on, saying that Princess Diana touched Positive people all the time, and nothing happened. George could still hug people, and Erick could still hug him right back.

George sobbed onto Erick’s shoulders.

- -

Erick watched from a lab in London, and then he got back to work on the next generation of HIV antivirals, which was mostly just getting the right people into the right places. Erick wasn’t great at this particular kind of science, and he didn’t feel the desire to learn that much, because it wasn’t important for him to learn this stuff, anyway. It was important for the people of Earth to learn this stuff.

These particular antivirals wouldn’t come out for a decade or more. It wouldn’t be fast enough to save George or his boyfriend, or the millions of other people who suffered from that hated disease, or all the other viruses on Earth.

But Erick had a plan to save everyone, anyway, in other ways.

- - - -

1997, later:

Erick laughed as he got out of the shower, saying, “You shouldn’t worry so much about it, Margaret!”

Margaret followed him, soon ruffling her towel all over herself as she said, “It’s a big deal, Erick! This internship might be more important for me than college. I might just need to take it!”

“Then you should take it,” Erick said, smiling as he watched his girlfriend put on clothes. “College is for getting a good job, right? Take the connection with your cousin’s boss and just do it.”

Margaret paused… and then she pulled her shirt down and looked at Erick. “It means I’ll leave college. I’ll leave you.”

Erick nodded. “Yup. And when I graduate, maybe I’ll look you up, and we can get back together, for real. Maybe your cousin’s boss will have an opening for a business major. You said he was like, some big shot with 10,000 employees, right? What’s one more.”

Margaret’s eyes went wide and her lips stretched into the most wonderful of smiles. “Really?!”

“Yeah. Let’s make a plan for it.”

“Oh my god, Erick,” Margaret started to cry tears of joy.

Erick chuckled a little, and then he hugged the love of his life, and then they did a lot more than hugging.

- -

Erick downed half a bottle of whiskey from his office as he watched Young Erick and Margaret get to making Jane. The office was a pretty good office. It was a Social Services office in Detroit, not too far away from Erick and Margaret.

The Malevolence in Margaret’s body sparked Red and powerful as it mutated what was to come, turning Jane into an ectopic pregnancy. Margaret would die rather than get an abortion, even when she knew it was killing her, and by the time she went and got it done, it was too late. Or at least that’s what Erick foresaw.

The world almost did a Big Rip right then and there, or rather, over the next few days, when the sperm actually met the egg in the completely wrong place.

But Erick meddled.

He might not be able to cast invasive magics on Young Erick himself, but Erick could certainly create a successful pregnancy in Margaret, instead of death.

Jane would happen, exactly as she had happened.

Erick finished off the bottle of whiskey in his office of Social Services, and then he rapidly stuffed the bottle into the drawer, acting like a kid who had been caught—

The door to his office slammed open, and Erick’s boss, Manfield, stared down at him. He sniffed the air. “I smelled whiskey, Kevin. I know I did.”

Manfield had some Malevolence inside him, too. A lot of the world did. Half of Erick’s accepted job right now was cleaning it up and setting the stage for good things to come, and whooooh boy, did Erick need to set stages. Erick had messed up more than once when confronting Malevolence on Earth, and he had needed to redo things here and there, but the Malevolence here on Earth didn’t seem to have any sort of consciousness behind it, so that was great. It made confrontations with the stuff… easier. Even so, Erick suspected he would be redoing this confrontation with Manfield several times while he worked here.

Manfield would actually be the man who saved Erick, when Erick walked into these offices a year from now, begging for any kind of real help he could get. Young Erick wouldn’t start at Detroit, but he would end up here, when all the other Social Services offices hinted that they might need to take Jane away from him if he couldn’t hack it as a single father. Manfield would be the man who helped when no others could.

But right now, Erick needed to save Manfield, first. Manfield was at his wits; end with his alcoholism, and he was furious at everyone who dared to drink around him for whatever reason. And drinking on the job? Right out.

Erick breathed out, and then said, “I had a rough day.” He pulled open his desk drawer, and pulled out the empty bottle. Manfield’s eyes went wide at the offensive thing, but his pupils dilated, and he almost licked his lips. Erick said, “A woman I’ve been sleeping with is pregnant and she won’t let me know anything about the kid, or anything at all. She ran away to her family and I’m not wanted. She wants to keep it, and cut me out of her life. I thought we were going to get married.”

Manfield’s entire demeanor changed, but he still looked at the bottle. He grabbed the bottle, saying, “I’m throwing this away, and then I’ll be right back.”

Erick nodded.

Manfield took the bottle out of Erick’s sight. He stared at the container for a long minute, moving it back and forth, watching the drops of golden liquid at the bottom of the container move around. And then he shuddered and opened the window at the south side of the building. The open dumpster was just one story down. He held the empty out, and then dropped it. It clattered into broken glass inside the dumpster, and Manfield shut the window.

Walking back into Erick’s office, Manfield sat down with Erick, saying, “Tell me about it.”

Erick wove together a few different stories of his own time working in offices like this one, but he didn’t give Manfield anything to actually work with. In the end, Manfield left feeling like he wanted to help, but he had no way to help, because Erick wasn’t allowing it. They both knew it, too. Manfield would try to work on Erick, to get him to open up, but Erick would shut those attempts down.

Erick stayed in those Social Services offices for a month, and then he left without a word to anyone.

He did not move on, though. He just changed his face, and his position in the world, and how he helped people. Sometimes he was closer to that social services office, and sometimes he was rather far away.

Some days he was a helping hand at a church. Some days he was a janitor, telling someone that he didn’t know that the mole on their neck was suspicious because he ‘had a cousin like that; turned out to be cancer’. And sometimes Erick just gave people extra money in their wallets, or pockets.

Manfield was on his way to healing from his own demons inside of 4 months.









- - - -









1998, January 5th:









Erick lay on his bed, phone in his hand, twirling the coiled cord in his fingers as he smiled and said, “Margaret! How’s your new job?”

Margaret was in California, in one of her father’s rental houses, holding the enormity of her belly as she pretended everything was okay, her voice full of false cheer as she said, “It’s going great, Erick. I’m just working the mail room right now. Sorting stuff for the guys upstairs.” She touched a pink slip beside her on the table and ignored the tears falling from her face. They had been falling for a while. “Soon I’ll be moving up to secretary for this one big lawyer, or at least that’s the talk around the room— Say. Uh. Do you want to get married? How about on the 15th? In ten days? Before your birthday on the 20th.”

Erick breathed deep. He sat up. He chuckled, and then asked, “That’s a pretty weird thing to ask over the phone, but heck yeah! I love you, Margaret. But. Uh.” He dropped his voice a little, trying to be playful-serious, even though his heart was beating a thousand times a second, “You’re gonna have to let me get on my knees in front of you and get you a ring, though.”

Erick hadn’t been sure about his feelings until he had said them, but yeah.

Yeah.

He loved Margaret, and yeah.

Marriage!

Yeah.

Erick could upend his life. College wasn’t going that great, but he had a few years under him, and maybe he could complete it later? Yeah. That would work. He could go back to doing… anything at all, really? Maybe something in the mailroom of Margaret’s work. She was doing well, and they’d need to put someone into her current position, wouldn’t they?

Yeah.

This could work!

Margaret giggled on the other end of the phone and wiped away a tear, saying, “I’m joking, but I’m glad to know where you stand.”

From the highest highs, to sudden, abyssal lows, Erick soared and then fell.

Splat.

Erick’s eyes watered, but he blew off that emotion like it wasn’t real, “Okay. Well… Of course I knew you were joking! Ha! Ha… right.”

“How do you feel about kids?”

Like punches coming from every direction, Erick had no idea how to move, or even what to do.

So he was honest.

“Uh. Kids? Yeah. I kinda want kids. I’m probably gonna die of genetic-based cancer or some shit like my sister and mom did, though, so maybe I shouldn’t be making babies. Dad is not doing hot, either, but at least I got him to go to the doctor. Hopefully it turns out to be nothing. How do you feel about adoption?” Erick smiled. “We could get a pair or trio of—”

Margaret hung up.

“… Margaret?”

Erick stared at the phone in his hands. There was no dial tone, so maybe she was still there?

He held up the phone again, softly asking, “… Margaret? Are you—”

The phone started whining.

Erick hung up.

He laid in the bed, unsure of anything anymore.

- -

Erick watched Young Erick from four states over—

“Sir?” asked Erick’s lawyer. “If you don’t want to do this, then we shouldn’t do this.”

Erick looked at his lawyer, and focused on himself, and his own plans, as he said, “I had a scare the other day. Even the press is talking about it. I was asleep before now, but I woke up. I don’t want to go to hell so I’m changing my ways.”

Erick was currently pretending to be a billionaire that died... Well. More like ‘been murdered’. It certainly wasn’t how Erick remembered this happening, but he had only ever heard the story from the press. Now, he was an insider to the tale, and he knew a lot more than anyone else would ever know.

Once upon a time, Young Erick had read about a billionaire that changed his ways after a close call with death in the Bahamas. That story had inspired Young Erick to know that people can change. And so, Current Erick went to go see the incident that had once inspired him.

Under the waters of the Bahamas, the billionaire went fishing with a harpoon, aiming to kill and fry up some angelfish, just because some locals had told them they were too beautiful to hunt and that they didn’t taste good anyway. That harpoon had failed in his hands and ended up somehow backfiring, right into the billionaire’s air tubes. The guy had died drowning to a few cupfulls of water.

The people on scene didn’t even notice he was dead. They weren’t looking. They hated their boss, and for good reason. Oh, sure, they’d check on him soon, but until then, Erick had a decision to make that he never expected to have to make.

To Erick’s perspective, Malevolence had flickered Red under the water, causing the malfunction in the first place. Sometimes Malevolence just did that. It just killed people.

Most of the time, Erick stopped it.

Sometimes he stepped backward in time and stopped it more easily.

Erick didn’t stop the Red this time, because he could already See what was going to happen.

If the guy went back home after experiencing nothing wrong with this trip, nothing would change. If Erick saved the guy after he started drowning, then he would fire some maintenance crew and then sue a few different people into oblivion.

But if Erick stepped into this vacancy of life…

The guy was dead, and yet, the guy would return from his fishing trip a changed man, but it wouldn’t be the guy at all. It would be Erick. The guy’s big change of heart was a big story that had inspired Erick, and now Erick would be his own inspiration, though he wouldn’t know that for a very long time; not until today.

If Erick hadn’t stepped in, and just let the guy be dead, then the guy’s money would have gone into ten different organizations, each of which were poised to fuck over the world in a myriad of ways, mostly through funding rather evil lobbying efforts against equality and a bunch of hate groups that had been a part of the billionaire’s whole life. And that wasn’t going to happen. Not on Erick’s watch.

And so Erick had stepped into the billionaire’s life.

That old asshole was both dead and feeding the fishes due to his own bad luck. The bastard didn’t deserve the good public memory that Erick was going to give him, but he was going to get that good public memory anyway.

The lawyer said, “I don’t believe that you actually want this, though, sir. Perhaps we should wait a month and see if you—”

“You can stop right there.” Erick said, “I am quite alright. And yes, I do want to fund those cancer and disease research programs. Take all the money out of that propagandist news fund and move it around, and if you cannot do that, then perhaps I should be getting new lawyers. Let’s defund those lobbying efforts, too. Redistribute that toward solar power and other stuff like that.”

Erick might not have been this guy, but he was still the Apparent King, and it was rather easy to adjust his countenance to quell all opposition. The lawyer and the financial guy both started sweating.

“At— at once, sir—”

The doors banged open and in strode a man in his 60s —the billionaire’s son— roaring, “What the fuck are you doing, father?! That’s my company you’re fucking over!”

Erick said, “I am doing the right thing, and I don’t give a fuck about your company, because I’ve seen what your company does, and it is horrible. Now sit your ass down, and if you can adjust yourself to doing good in this world and you can prove that you’d actually do those things, then I’ll keep you in the will.”

The billionaire’s son glared, saying, “I have worked hard for…”

The son explained himself, all the while displaying a lot of anger and fury.

Erick listened.

And then Erick did what he wanted to do, anyway. Over the next few days, Erick did some politicking and dynasty shaping, casting down the firstborn and raising up a few daughters and sons that were further down the inheritance line, but who had much better morals. The firstborn would come around eventually, but it would take a while. Erick was changing the world in a deep, fundamental way, into what it had been changed into during Erick’s own timeline.

Erick was saving a lot of people, left, right, and center…

But some guys didn’t deserve saving.

At least not yet.

Those people went into the bigger plans, that Erick would eventually get around to.

















- - - -









1998, January 20th:

Young Erick was having a birthday party with some friends, but his mind was still on Margaret, so when George arrived at the party, Erick was not prepared to welcome him. Rapidly, out of Erick’s sight, people started talking about how George had HIV. Erick had not been able to step in in time, to tell people to stop being jerks. The party died as an HIV scare went through the entire group. George left. Everyone left.

And then Erick sat on a stool in his room. A cake with candles held to the side, on a foldout table. The candles remained unlit. The booze was unopened.

It was, perhaps, his worst birthday party ever.

It was also Jane’s birthday, but Young Erick didn’t know that.









- -









Erick was in ‘his’ office, signing papers, only a fraction of his attention on his surroundings, on the opulence of his view of Central Park, and on the secretaries and otherwise outside his office, rearranging everything to suit their boss’s new needs. Soon, the shareholders would be on him, and then the government would be coming after him, too. He was changing too much, moving too much around. And yet, Erick could and would outmaneuver them all, using a fraction of his true power.

Mostly, he was watching Young Erick have a crisis, and also Margaret in a hospital on the other side of the country, for Jane was being born at that very moment, the Malevolence in Margaret flowing into—

The world began to thin.

A Future Erick walked into his office without preamble, saying, “Hey. I’ll take over from here. You should watch that stuff more closely and then do what you need to do.”

Current Erick had already expected to need to show up personally to the birth of his daughter at some point in time, and it appeared that he would finally get to do that. Erick stood from his desk, and said, “Thanks.”

Future Erick looked like he had a whole lot he wanted to say, but he chose not to say it. He simply nodded.

Erick decided to leave that as it was.

He Stepped away and the Future Erick shifted into the shape of the billionaire.

The billionaire’s secretary walked into the open doorway just in time to see the Older Erick looking like her boss. She paused, then said, “Sorry. I thought I heard… Nevermind.”

Older Erick said, “I’m going to do another shakeup. Call the lawyers, and my niece Deborah; the really weird one. I believe she has that Witch Coven group happening this weekend, and I want to attend.”

The secretary had absolutely no fucking clue what to make of that, but her ever-more-eccentric boss was just being his usual self, and so she said, “At once.”









- - - -









At a hospital in California, Erick stepped out of a janitor’s closet, pulling a cart of cleaning supplies. The smells of hospitals hadn’t really changed in Erick’s entire lifetime. The air was clean and smelled of disinfectant, and it was cold; all the better to inhibit bacteria development. In this part of the hospital, the air was also filled with the sounds of babies wailing and mothers grunting and doctors fussing. Some woman was about to die three doors down, about two hours after giving birth, because she was having a massive internal bleed that no one caught, and that no one would catch. Erick fixed that complication as he walked down the hall.

He fixed about 387 complications while he was there, and then he focused on the reason he was here.

The delivery center was two walls beyond his right side. Erick saw everything happening over there, as it was happening. Margaret was on the table, dilated wide, the doctor telling her to push. Margaret screamed—

The world thinned, as Another Erick stepped out from behind a counter on the other side of Jane’s birthing room, outside of the room. A lot of things happened, including several more Ericks stepping out of the walls here and there, some of them yelling, trying to stop the Erick closest to Jane from interfering, but other Ericks stepped in the way of those yelling ones, and shut them up, telling them to stop it.

Erick wasn’t sure what was going on, but he solidified the space around Jane’s birth, just like the Other Erick closest to her was doing. The multitude of Erick’s fighting to interfere or stop the interference faded away, back to whenever they came from. What were they trying to stop? Erick wasn’t sure, but he saw what he would have done in this moment, where his Lightning Path flickered in ten million different directions. He would have erased the Malevolence happening between mother and dying daughter, to save them both. But he wasn’t in position to do that. Future Erick was, and Future Erick probably knew more about what needed to be done than Current Erick.

Jane’s soul was barely there.

She was going to be born dead if she wasn’t born and saved soon.

Erick watched as Future Erick stepped into the light near the doctor, near Margaret, and, unseen and unfelt by all the people there, he reached out, and he waited for the moment to act.

Jane came out in a flush of body fluids. Margaret screamed and then cried in relief. The doctor cheered. Erick barely heard that; he only had eyes for Jane’s tiny, shriveled purple body. He only had ears, listening to the absence of breath and cry. But he sensed the thread of Malevolence that connected her to Margaret, through the umbilical cord. That thread held Jane’s soul together. It was the only thing holding her soul together.

And then the doctor said, “A beautiful baby girl!”

Margaret, half lulled into relief, suddenly gasped, her eyes going wide, her mouth turning into a deep frown as she yelled, “A girl?! It can’t be a girl! Not a girl!”

The other people in the room thought the mother was hysterical and worried and not really meaning what she was saying. Margaret meant every word, and a million more hateful words besides. Margaret was too tired to know that she should not be speaking so openly, though. She was too tired to see the doctor’s frown behind his mask, to see how the nurses who took Jane, trying to wake her up, had no idea what to make of Margaret, but they did not like her at all.

None of them saw how Margaret’s words echoed in her Malevolent soul, causing a cascading failure-to-thrive to shoot down Jane’s umbilical cord, into her body. Margaret had made a curse without meaning to, and then the doctor cut the cord, sealing the curse into Jane like a Malevolent tumor, her entire, barely-there soul turning Malevolent, and Red.

That Red curse became Jane’s entire soul.

And then Future Erick was there.

While the nurses fussed over Jane, trying to wake her up, Other Erick wove magic, but it was not Benevolence at all. Jane was Jane, and also Malevolence, and Benevolence would have killed her. So Future Erick’s Benevolence turned from iridescent white to shadowy, sparking Red, and it began to touch Jane, to pull at the threads of Malevolence in her soul, to undo the curse while it was still young—

Current Erick almost rushed the man. He almost stopped him. He wanted to, but he didn’t know enough, and—

—Jane’s tiny soul flexed to strength, the Red clearing away like a clot falling apart, revealing a simple soul of dust and light, like everyone else in the room.

Future Erick locked eyes with Current Erick, three walls away, and said, “Good luck learning how to do that. The Red will try to worm into you. Don’t let it.”

Future Erick stepped away.

Erick, as the janitor, stood in the hall outside of the delivery rooms, listening to the cries of Jane for a little while longer, while trying to ignore the cries of Margaret, and her soft, hate-filled words about how her father wouldn’t accept a girl granddaughter. By now, the doctor and nurses actually believed her when she said she didn’t want a girl. It was wrong. It was evil of her.

But the nurses and doctor had seen similar things in their life. Perhaps not as bad as with Margaret, who had come into the hospital alone to give birth. But they had seen some shit.

Shit like that was just a part of humanity.

Young Erick, bemoaning his bad birthday party half a country away, didn’t know it at the time, but Margaret’s job that she had taken and gotten fired from was a job from her very rich father, not some cousin’s simple boss, and that as soon as he found out Margaret was pregnant, he had given her some ultimatums. None of that excused anything she had done, but she was just a young woman in a bad situation, trying to do what was best for herself, without knowing how to do that without hurting others.

Young Erick never blamed Margaret for her decisions except for at his darkest points, and those were still years away.

What mattered to Current Erick, and what would always matter to Erick, was that Jane was alive. She was whole. She had soul damage, but it would heal.

And that was good enough.

Erick stepped away, casting himself through time.

He needed to learn how to do whatever Future Erick had done to save Jane.









- - - -







Erick Flatt, [75-ish] [Current Location: Layer 99,081; Earth, year 1541]

It took Erick three days to find a large collection of Malevolence upon Earth, in this year where most of his actions wouldn’t be affecting anyone at all in the future. He was also a good infinity of slices of layers away from Erick’s Earth, so whatever he did here probably wouldn’t affect there, at all.

… It probably would affect Young Erick’s slice of Infinity, considering Malevolence wormed through Infinity all the time, but Erick needed to take that risk. Even aside from Jane being born with Malevolence problems, it was quite possible that Erick’s experiments with the Red stuff would allow Jane to exist in the first place. And once he figured out this shit, then it would be easier to undo it later.

Probably.

That was Erick’s rationale for touching this shit, anyway.

The collection of separated Malevolence he found was on a tiny island shaped like a fishhook, when seen from high, high above. It was the island of Bermuda, though it would only be called that next century, and a slice of Infinity away. This particular part of Infinity was nearly completely devoid of people, so it made this version of Earth a good place to begin.

Erick stepped out onto a sandy beach and plucked a dirty glass bottle out of the waves, where it had been half-buried in the surf. The bottle was corked and waxed, but it was also adorned with barnacles and the insides were blackened mush. Whatever letters existed inside did not exist anymore, but Malevolence still clung to the putrid contents of the bottle like a Red poison.

Erick wondered if the letter was from some person tainted with Malevolence, or if it was from Nothanganathor himself, sent to Erick through Establishment. A lot of people passed Malevolence around like a curse, because it was easy for them to do so, because Malevolence didn’t dissipate in a manaless atmosphere like most mana did.

Which had some implications that Erick was following in Nothanganathor’s footsteps again.

Which was. You know. Ick.

Assuming no direct Nothaganathor involvement… Was this letter from someone who strongly cursed someone else, and they wanted this letter to get to them, to curse that person? Or was it the other way around, and the person who the letter was to didn’t want to receive the letter, so it got waylaid onto Bermuda? Erick suspected the second was most likely. He had some good guesses as to how Malevolence worked when outside of Nothanganathor’s control, but he hadn’t done any actual experiments himself.

The old Erick would have tried to reconstruct the letter, to figure out what it had said, and where it was going to. Erick didn’t care for that impetus right now. Nothanganathor was corruptive, even if he wasn’t actually corruptive, and so there was no point in reading this letter. So Erick gripped the Malevolent contents of the bottle and held onto them, pulling them out of the glass—

The Malevolence struggled and almost dissipated, but Erick flowed resons through his aura, into the Malevolence, to hold it there, to tell it that he wanted to learn how to use it.

The Malevolence struggled harder to get away.

At least it wasn’t Nothanganthor’s direct Malevolence. If that were the case, then it would have tried to meld with Erick directly, to influence him in whatever ways Nothanganathor desired. But, no; it tried to escape… Hmm. Erick had a thought. Was it trying to escape because it realized that Erick would try to use it against Nothanganathor?

No.

That was overthinking it.

Erick commanded the Malevolence, “You will bend to my will.”

The bunch of Red Sparks stilled, and then they sunk into Erick’s aura—

Erick almost vomited, such was his first metaphysical taste of Malevolence. It was like swallowing pure putrescence. Like Erick was human again, and seeing a mirror in a dark room and seeing a terrible reflection of himself, and feeling a rising heat that made him want to kill, kill, kill the impostor. It was like watching Margaret hate Jane, the moment she was born, and feeling an overriding need to hurt Margaret in order to make her feel the pain she was making others feel—

No.

That hadn’t happened.

The Red had infected him that fast, eh?

Erick pushed away at the Red and his soul cleared from the center outward.

Red splashed into the world all around him as Erick expelled a small nova of the stuff. It had already infected him that badly, in that little amount of time, that now all the world around Erick was filled with Red, and now the Red rained down upon everything.

Erick blasted the land with Benevolence and got rid of most of the problem, but some of it managed to get away, into Elsewhere, because of course it did. That shit spread like poison.

“Fuck,” Erick said, scowling at the blasted sand and trees. The ocean rapidly refilled the hole Erick had made, and Erick floated over to the part of the beach that was still existent. He settled down and grabbed a Red-infused rock, telling the rock, “Don’t do that again.”

Now that Erick understood Malevolence a little, when it slipped into his soul and he felt it try to do its thing, Erick pushed back on those feelings, cordoning the Red to the rim of his power. Once that was achieved, Erick began playing around with the stuff. He started, as always, with the basics, twisting his aura into a packet of power that would deliver a strike against a distant target.

[Malevolence Bolt].

A bright Red strike of lightning arced from his aura, impacting a tree. The initial damage was almost nothing at all, but the Malevolence did not dissipate like normal. It sank into the tree, into the very heartwood at the center, where it infected the fruiting bodies at the top. This was some sort of berry tree, and those berries turned Red with Malevolence, as they swelled to fullness. It was not a [Grow] spell, but it acted sort of like that…

“Are those fucking strawberries?”

It was a goddamned strawberry tree, which Erick was absolutely certain did not exist in this year of our lord, 1541, on this here island chain of Bermuda, in the middle of the Atlantic-fucking-ocean. But… Erick liked strawberries? So the tree made strawberries? Maybe?

With a new theory in hand, Erick thought of coconuts and shot another [Malevolence Bolt] at the tree.

The strawberries turned into coconuts.

“Holy shit. No wonder people were drawn to use Malevolence all the fucking time. What the fuck??”

Erick threw another [Malevolence Bolt] at the tree, thinking about cheesecake—

The tree started spilling out complex fats and carbs from holes in its upper branches, like some sort of white pus falling out of the places where the fruits had been, and then the tree died. It died fast, almost shriveling in front of Erick, and then it actually did shrivel and curl, dropping its leaves to the ground in a rush of fallen life. It had tried to do more than it was capable of doing, and so, it had perished.

Erick felt dirty about that, and yet, this was fine? Sure, this was fine. Malevolence looked to be truly use… ful...

Erick looked into his soul, and found the Malevolence trying to infiltrate again. Erick had somehow dulled his Benevolence sense to allow himself to work with Malevolence, and that had allowed another infection. Once again, Erick pulsed with power, throwing the Malevolence out of his body, and then cleansing the land of everything he could before the Red got away.

He continued to experiment with Malevolence, but he was even more careful as he went forward with animal trials, and then cursing trials, and then mother-child propagation trials of Malevolence, to see if he could replicate what happened with Jane’s birth. After 5 months of constant vigilance and more than one eruption of Red, Erick managed to replicate the cursing circumstances of Jane’s birth with some bats and with some insects.

A Red-infected bat gave birth to a bat that was fully Red.

A Red-infected spider carried babies on its back that became Red like the mother.

Erick’s first attempt to clean up the Red in the newborn bat was one of Benevolence, to simply wipe out the Red. This, predictably, killed the newborn bat. He had to use Malevolence to undo the curse, obviously. It took Erick another 4 attempts to accomplish that, and by then he was more than done with Malevolence, and Erick had learned how to Erase things with the stuff, too.

He never wanted to touch the stuff ever again…

But there was one more use for it.

Erick stepped back into a certain hospital, and this time he—

Another Erick was there, diverting Current Erick into his current spot, outside of the birthing room, and not into the actual position to do something with Jane’s birth. He was half a room over, still in the shadows and light, and Another Erick held him back, saying he wasn’t ready.

Ah. So. It appeared Erick was one of those Ericks that had tried to do something and then failed, so he was stopping himself. Still, though… Erick argued, “I can do it. Out of my way.”

“Nope. Can’t let that happen. Go do some more research. You have time.”

Erick stepped away so as not to strain the space any more than he already was. He was already half-sure that most of those Ericks out there in the crowd were more phantom reflections of possible Nows, and not really real versions of himself.

- - - -

Finally, Erick appeared where he needed to appear.

It was time to save his daughter.

With a twist of Malevolence, Erick pulled apart the curse laid upon his daughter at the moment of her birth, at the moment of her own mother cursing her existence. There were scars upon Jane’s baby soul, of course. They would heal with time.

Perhaps a powerful enough god, so inclined to see, might notice the Red-shaped scars upon her. Perhaps, in a moment of lucidity, brought on by a song from another land, sung by the father of the daughter, such a god might spare the oddities he saw before him, and then eventually try to make Jane one of his paladins.

But no one would ever know that Jane was born to the Red, except for Erick.

And he would keep that secret to his grave.









- - - -









That had taken way too long.

Erick stepped into the billionaire’s office, having just saved his daughter and spent way too long touching Malevolence, so he was kinda curt as he told his past self, “Hey. I’ll take over from here. You should watch that stuff more closely and then do what you need to do.”

The Erick-pretending-to-be-the-billionaire eventually left.

Erick didn’t have the heart to tell him it would take the guy 4 more years before he was ready to save Jane; it was best that he did not know that right now. Erick was here, now, and he was ready to get a move on. First things first, though! Erick transformed into the billionaire.

The billionaire’s secretary walked into the open doorway just in time to see Erick looking like her boss. She paused, then said, “Sorry. I thought I heard… Nevermind.”

Erick said, “I’m going to do another shakeup. Call the lawyers, and my niece Deborah; the really weird one. I believe she has that Witch Coven group happening this weekend, and I want to attend.”

The secretary had absolutely no fucking clue what to make of that, but she assumed her ever-more-eccentric boss was just being his usual self, and so she said, “At once.”

And so, Erick made plans for removing all the Malevolence out there.

He had spent 3 years learning how to work that magic, and more than once he had needed to use his Mark of Benevolence to fully purge himself of that shit, because that shit had started to infect him too deeply. When he was finally done learning how to use it, Erick had spent the next year removing all the Malevolence he found on Earth. It didn’t work that well.

No matter how much he tried, when he checked on the world just a few years after he declared it fully cleansed, the Malevolence was back. He even did a Day of Clouds in the 1670s. It was a small world-wide [Benevolent Cleanse] compared to what happened on Veird, and it was very targeted, only disrupting Malevolence itself, but it was still a Day of Clouds.

Erick spotted Malevolence a decade later, in ten different spots on Earth.

Obviously, his solution was not going to work, and he needed to do something more. Something bigger.

Earth didn’t have any hidden magical societies (or at least none that were out and about and doing magic) so Erick decided he needed to make one, to do all that he could not. It would act in the shadows and be a part of this timeline, and they would be there to stop Nothanganathor from fucking up Earth in the years between Erick’s departure to Veird, and whatever happened before 2047. He did claim to be responsible for removing the magic on Earth in 2047, but Erick doubted it would be that simple. Perhaps, when Erick won the war with Nothanganathor, that sort of confrontation simply wouldn’t happen between the leviathan and Earth. That would be the better outcome.

Whatever happened there, Earth needed some sort of magical society, though. In 30 years, such a society would be ingrained enough to be able to bring Earth into Infinity, with as little disruption as possible.

It seemed like a good idea.

Much better than making a moon base and watching the world panic from afar.

So Erick got to work, laying the foundation for a House Bene— No. Benevolence was too out in the open. As soon as Erick was done with hiding, he’d allow his Wizard’s Clarity to let his mana go, to expand outward and seed the universe with good fortunes for all it touched. But for now, Erick’s Benevolence was hidden, so he wouldn’t make a House Benevolence here on Earth.

A House of... Secrets?

House of Mana… No—

“Ah!” Erick said, “A House of Reason, but with some wordplay reserved for the people-in-the-know.”









- - - -









1998, May:

Erick sat in a dark room. It was not his college apartment. He and Jane had lived in Dad’s house for a while, but not anymore. The two of them lived on the wrong side of town, now, and Erick had no money for diapers, or formula.

But he had a gun.

The convenience store down the road was a good target. They saw him looking at the formula on the wall, at the prices, and they chased him out, knowing he was thinking of simply stealing it. Erick had gotten the gun from his father’s estate, which was just about the only thing he had left of his father. Collections had taken everything else of Dad’s, ever since his hospital bills had climbed high. This gun was all Erick had managed to take, and only because he had stolen it while the officers were kicking him and Jane out of that house, because it wasn’t Dad’s house anymore.

And now Erick was here, in the dark, looking at that sleek grey metal, touching the bullets, and the safety.

He could rob a place.

He really could.

The darkness of the room swirled hard, like void black ink. Cars drove outside, their headlights flashing across Erick’s vision like eyes in the night, their light casting squares of illumination into the gloom of the room.

Jane cried in the other room. She had stopped crying an hour ago, but now she was back to wailing. She was probably dirty again. Erick glanced over to the empty plastic of the diaper bag. There was nothing left in there. Jane had gone through the last one already.

Erick cried in the dark, joining his daughter in her pain.

And then he stared at his gun…

“Fuck. No. I can’t…” Erick set the gun down. He cried some more, but then he stopped crying and he went to Jane and held her close. “I’m so sorry, Jane. Things will get better, I promise. We can try one more Social Services office… and then… And then I’ll make some bad decisions, and you’ll be okay.”

Erick held her, and Jane eventually stopped crying. He used an old shirt and some papers for a makeshift diaper and Jane cried again, hungry, but Erick was sure he was out of formula. He went looking into the bag for formula, anyway, into the can, which he had thought to be empty.

There was maybe one scoop of formula left, and Erick almost broke down in tears of relief for that little bit of bounty.









- -









Erick watched Young Erick contemplate horrors in the dark.

And then he saw Jane cry, her wail like a pierce of steel through Young Erick’s heart. In that moment, as Young Erick glanced toward the other room with Jane wailing away inside, something bloomed inside Young Erick, even as tears poured from his eyes. He wanted more. He needed to be more. He stared at the gun, and then the Darkness twisted. Possibilities grew. The world turned thin as Young Erick’s soul fractured and came back together, without doing any of those things at all.

Erick pulled back from watching too closely, for to watch Young Erick too closely was to thin the world, just like it usually thinned when multiple Ericks from the same timeline got close together. This, then, was Erick’s Ignition to Wizardry, blossoming from the Dark and coalescing in a decision… to wait one more day. To try the Good Path once more.

At least once more.

Young Erick set down the gun and went to Jane and Jane calmed down, for she felt something ephemeral and calming spill out from her father, into the world, washing away her own soul damage. Young Erick had just become a Wizard, though he wouldn’t know it for a very long time.

Erick pulled away, far away, and he knew that he would not need to watch over every part of Young Erick’s coming life. He was starting to save himself.

Erick did give his younger self a bit more formula in the can, though. Just a little bit. Erick remembered how he had felt when he found that little bit of extra formula, and Young Erick reacted just as Erick had.









- - - -









1998, May, later:

Dark circles marked Erick’s eyes as he sat down in the social worker’s office. The nameplate read Manfield, and Erick had heard good things about him, but if this didn’t work, then… Then he wasn’t sure what he was going to do.

Manfield sat down behind his desk. “So Mister Flatt. I read some of your file. Where is Jane right now?”

“With a sitter I cannot afford to pay anymore.”

Manfield nodded. “Tell me why you’re here.”

Erick breathed deep. He was at his wits' end—

The tears flowed hard, but Erick managed to say, “A woman who I thought I was going to marry turned out to hate me, and she didn’t even tell me that she had a kid— my kid! She named the girl ‘Jane’, as in ‘Jane Doe’, as in she doesn’t even fucking care about the girl at all— But I care! But I can’t do shit for her. I’m poor as fuck and I dropped out of college— I went back to get a degree but that’s not happening— And now I got a kid! I could work, but I can’t get any daycare that I can afford— Everything is falling apart.” Erick sobbed hard, once, and then he said, “And dad died. He got to see Jane on his hospital bed, and then he died, and we were living in his house but then the collectors took it and I don’t know what to do anymore.”

Erick grabbed for the tissues on Manfield’s desk, and he tried to act strong, but he wasn't strong anymore.

Manfield waited till Erick calmed, and then he began with, “A hard question: You want to keep her? Or do we need to talk to Child Services?”

“I want her more than I have wanted anything else in my whole life.” Erick said, “If you talk more about CPS then I’m walking, and I can find another way to make this work.”

Erick had walked out of these sorts of offices before.

He had even almost punched a guy who started to call CPS right in front of him.

Manfield nodded. He said, “So, Mister Flatt. I said I read some of your file, but I did more than that because it seems you already had something of a work history before you left for college. I already took the liberty of calling a few places. There’s home programs for single mothers up north, but they can take in a single father. It’ll be awkward —downright uncomfortable for you, because those women are going to distrust you a lot— but it’ll work. You’ll have to move to make it work, but the program has public housing. And then there’s the question of actual work. You need a good job; you can’t stay in college. That’s done with. You can go back later. Right now you gotta take care of Jane, and that means you need money. I got a factory job in that same town lined up for people who can cut it, and who really need it. A lot of those single mothers do the same thing, but they’ll be secretaries. You get shit janitor work, and it’s only part time, but that’s just the starter option. They also have a construction company wing that is always looking for men. When you get there, you can make some choices, but not a whole lot. You have a lot of rough years ahead of you, Mister Flatt, no matter what choices you make. So how about it? Does this option sound like something you’re interested in?”

Erick felt a weight fall from his shoulders. “Yes.”

“Good.” Manfield said, “Then let’s talk specifics…”

- -

Erick smiled a little as he remembered his first meeting with Manfield. He was the first social worker who actually tried to help Erick and Jane, instead of trying to take Jane away. Of course, looking back on it from his new perspective, Erick saw how much Manfield struggled to keep CPS off of Young Erick’s case, and how much the man truly did work behind the scenes to get Young Erick into those programs. This year was only the first of Young Erick’s hard years, though. It’d take 8 years of moving and opportunities given and taken away before Young Erick actually managed to settle into a place, with a good community of people who helped him just as much as he would help them.

But that was his life, now.

He was a Wizard, and the world was bending for him just as much as it was throwing shit at him. He would be saving himself from now on.

Erick had other people to save.

Deborah, the billionaire’s rebel granddaughter, looked up at her grandpa with concern, as they hiked in the woods of Washington state. Erick spent a few more moments thinking about the past, and then he came to the present, and allowed himself to fully enjoy the smell of wet earth and cool forest. Deborah looked over her grandpa, at how he walked so surely and had no trouble keeping up with her on her hike into the woods, and she hated him, but she said nothing. She showed nothing.

Or at least she tried.

She had been very pissy about Erick getting involved in her life the first time, with a whole lot of shit said in anger and then in fury, as Erick butted in to her ‘seances’ and ‘coven work’ that first weekend. This was outing #7, though, and Deborah had come to accept that whatever her grandfather was doing, she couldn’t do a damned thing to stop it, because if she tried then he would just buy out all her friends and have them simply drop this whole wiccan belief system.

Erick had already done that to 4 of her friends, because they were unsuitable for what was to come, for they would erode the system he was trying to build and they were just using Deborah, anyway. The thing was that Deborah knew that they were using her, and she didn’t really mind. She wanted anything that wasn’t the life her billionaire grandfather had demanded of her, and being friends with criminals and users was acceptable.

Deborah had developed those feelings about her grandfather because her grandfather had been her grandfather, though. She didn’t know what to make of this person who walked beside her, in these woods, and who actively seemed to be trying to get to know her, for her.

She was a good ‘kid’. She was 23, though; she wasn’t a kid. Her friends, Nancy and Lilly, and even the guy in the group, Joshua, were all good kids, too. They could stay in Deborah’s circle.

But right now, it was just Erick and Deborah walking in the woods, and for good reason.

The air was cool and comfortable, so Deborah wore her normal black eyeliner and some of her other goth gear; the silver trinkets in her ears and on her hands and wrists. Little ankhs and Stars of David and scales and crosses and otherwise. Normally, she would be wearing all black, too, but they were hiking and she wasn’t crazy. She was 23 and just out of college with a degree in business, because that was the only way that she was ever going to get an inheritance, according to the original grandfather’s proclamations, made 10 years ago when he was still alive.

Deborah was a little bit magical, though, so she was never going to end up like her real grandfather wanted. He always thought her some sort of satanist, but Deborah specifically didn’t wear any inverted crosses or any satanist jewelry, so when her grandfather had called her a satanist she had been hurt; more hurt than he would ever get to know. Her personal beliefs were more of the ‘the world is alive and we must cherish it’ sort, which Erick thought was great.

Erick watched her without watching her. He saw how she stepped onto the forest trail, and the slickness in a patch of slime turned solid at her footfall, so she didn’t slip. He saw how she casually touched poison oak climbing up a tree, and the irritants from the itchy vine didn’t touch her. Her makeup didn’t run, even though mist filled the air and got everything damp. Deborah was a bit kooky, but it was a pleasant kind of kookiness.

Deborah hummed a little, and then she asked the air, “Do you think Grandpa will actually tell me what he’s doing in my life today?”

Erick smiled a little, knowing that question was not for him. It was for the forest, and Deborah was getting her answer in the form of a butterfly flapping across the hiking path. It was a little light-colored moth this time, out here in the middle of the day. It was close enough to an answer, for Deborah.

Deborah muttered to herself, “Thank all the gods that the mystery of my grandpa is finally coming to a close.”

Erick knew what Deborah was doing, but he asked anyway, like a grandpa-trying-to-understand would, “The light colored butterflies mean a ‘yes’, right?”

Deborah’s eyes went wide. “… You actually listened to me when I said that last month?”

“I did.”

Silence, as they hiked.

Deborah said, “If it had been a grey-ish butterfly, then you would have been telling me more half-truths, and a dark one is a straight-up lie.” She looked at Erick, saying, “It’s usually a dark one when I ask the world about you.”

Ah.

Deborah was getting into full-confrontation mode again. She had been building up to that for a while, ever since her last big confrontation with him a month ago.

Well.

Sure.

It was time, and they were probably far enough away from civilization…

Erick decided it was time. He transformed the land up ahead, just out of view, into a trailside rest area, with solid and primitive stone seats around a boulder of a table.

Erick said, “So you ask the world a question about me, and you get a dark butterfly. Doesn’t that just mean that the answer is a ‘no’?”

Deborah frowned. “… Maybe.”

“So you aren’t even in the ballpark of a correct question. Of course your Butterfly Prognostication is going to say ‘no’.”

Silence.

Several steps later, they came upon the clearing.

Erick walked right to the table, saying, “Let’s sit down and talk.”

Deborah was stuck at the edge of the clearing, though, due to her own volition. She stared at the open space, and at the clear blue sky framed by massive trees and overhanging branches. She glared at her grandfather. “Did you mess with this trail? This is my favorite trail, grandpa!”

Erick smiled as he sat down on one of the stone chairs and a white butterfly flew across the clearing, directly between Erick and Deborah. Deborah noticed it especially because the butterfly was massive, easily a foot across, and it glittered with a touch of white Benevolence. She didn’t know what Benevolence was, though, so all she saw was the big white glowing butterfly.

And that both scared and thrilled her, and then she went back to being scared as she looked at ‘her grandfather’.

“Smart girl.” Erick asked, “How do you think I did it?” He gestured around. “This is a good ten yards of open space, with a giant boulder in the middle and I don’t see any construction work, and you were out here last week. Surely you would have noticed such a change to your favorite trail. We’re so far deep into the trail, too, and the forest is so dense. How would I get construction equipment out here?”

Deborah was wary. She stepped into the clearing, her eyes darting to the side, to look for more butterflies. And then she focused on Erick. “You could have used helicopters. Rip the trees out of the ground and then have some people come in on the ground and clean it all up.”

A black butterfly flitted through the air. This one was void dark, and made that way through some more Illusion magic and an inversion of light, though all Deborah really saw was the blackness.

Deborah noticed.

Erick said, “Possible.” He pointed to some ferns and such growing to the sides of the clearing, and to the trees overhead. “But those ferns look like they’ve been growing there for years, and those trees have branches extending out into the open. Surely any trees uprooted would have messed with the local ambiance.”

Deborah narrowed her eyes. “The workers I mentioned earlier. It's not hard to plant plants.”

She was in denial.

Another black butterfly fluttered across the clearing. This time Deborah noticed the butterfly, and how it came out of the woods, fluttered across, and then went back into the woods on the other side of the clearing. The path it took was a bouncing, yet mostly straight line from one side to the other.

Butterflies, especially giant ones which shouldn’t exist at all, should not be flying like that.

Deborah’s heart raced.

Erick said, “Try again.”

Deborah, mouth dry and eyes wide, stared at Erick, sitting on the stone chair in the clearing. She whispered, “My grandfather is dead, and you are not him.”

Erick held up a hand and let a white butterfly go. It fluttered around the clearing like a fluttering beacon of light. Deborah’s entire body broke out into a sweat and her heart beat harder than it ever had in her entire life.

Erick spoke, “The universe is so much larger than you will ever be able to know, Deborah, and yeah, your grandpa is dead. I watched him die on that trip to the Bahamas, due to an accidental harpoon malfunction, while he was trying to kill a beautiful angelfish. Perhaps the angelfish did something. Perhaps the universe hated him. Perhaps it was just a thing that happens sometimes. All I know is that I watched a man die and I saw how much damage he would do if he died like he did, and so I stepped in to take over, to make his legacy into something better.”

Deborah’s pale face had gone paler, her breath shallow as she looked down at the man who she knew was not her grandfather at all. She whispered, “Who are you?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you right now, and I’m not going to tell you the full truth anyway. Not yet. Probably not ever. You can rest assured that I am not Satan or God or anything like that. Gods are much more limited in what they can do.” Erick gestured to the stone table, and suddenly a checkered red and white tablecloth appeared, along with a picnic basket stuffed with goodies. “Let’s talk about the future and changing this small world for the better.”

Deborah was a smart girl. Erick saw her thinking a lot, in a short amount of time. And then she focused on Erick and asked, “Did you kill my grandpa?”

“Nope. But I am profiting from his death.”

Deborah strode forward and sat down, saying, “That’s really fucking morbid.”

Erick smiled. “It was either me profiting, or a whole bunch of hate groups profiting, and I chose myself. I’m also choosing you.”

“Why?”

“I have given my own reasons for my own actions. As for bringing you into it? Because you’re an outsider and you want to stay that way, and so you shall.” Erick added, “And you already have some magical power of your own, so it wouldn’t be too disruptive to give you more, and then train you how to use it properly. I’d expect you to train your friends, too, if they should decide to partake in the Truth of the Universe, and in 30 years when the war comes, you’ll either be ready for that war, or the war won’t happen at all. Personally, I’m hoping that I can make the war not happen at all. You and whoever you train are more of the backup plan. If the war never happens, then you’re to make Earth ready to accept magic on a grander scale than what I have shown you, but on a timescale that isn’t too disruptive to Earth.”

Deborah stared.

And then she opened up the picnic basket, her eyes going wide for a moment, before she pulled out a six-pack of the artisanal beer she loved. She pulled the beer can out of the cardboard, decomposable ring container, and then she cracked one open for herself. She set the rest in front of Erick. She did not drink hers yet.

She stared at Erick, and her eyes glancing at the beer cans.

Erick smiled a little as he pulled off a beer for himself, opened it, and waterfalled the whole thing. He held out his hand and the empty can floated for a moment, Deborah watching fully, and then Erick telekinetically crushed the can into a perfect sphere of aluminum, smaller than his pinky nail. Drops of beer splattered into the air where they held, floating, as the plastics and otherwise of the actual can disintegrated in a burst of flame. Erick set the remaining dot of aluminum onto a white square of the tablecloth in front of Deborah.

The world was silent for a while, as Deborah considered what had just happened.

Deborah asked, “You adjusted this entire little sit-down place right before we got here, didn’t you? Are you some sort of fairy?”

“I was originally human, and still consider myself to be human, and that’s about the only answer you’re getting in that direction… For now.”

Deborah stared at the drink in her hand and the picnic basket, contemplating a lot. And then she took a sip… She took another sip. “Tastes normal? I still feel like I shouldn’t be drinking this.”

Erick nodded. “As a rule of thumb, you don’t want to go accepting drinks and food from strangers, but as another rule of thumb, you must accept the food and such given to you by stronger powers, because they could just kill you if you don’t accept that offering. Accepting that offering allows for some rules of hospitality to apply. The whole idea of ‘rules of hospitality’ is a lie, though, but like most lies, a lie becomes a truth if told strongly enough.

“Hospitality Magic is an actual school of power in some parts of the universe; a codified thing, not so dependent on the whims of morality and individuals. In those cultures, all the noble houses have one or two of what you might think of as a ‘hospitalier’ or perhaps a ‘castellan’ or even just a ‘head maid’ or ‘butler’. Those magics they create when they offer temporary housing to people are a sort of social-magic that binds every partaker with certain rules. Basically Warder work, but by a specific name.” Erick conjured a notebook out of thin air and set it in front of Deborah, saying, “If you want to take any notes. Magic is magical, but it is also grounded in rather easy-to-understand rules which mostly cleave with cultural understandings and physical actions that exist separate from cultures. Your own Butterfly Prognostication is more like Witch Magic, which is a whole nuanced discussion, but which boils down to ‘you make the magic work how you think it should, because you’re kinda kooky with your understanding of the world’.”

Deborah stared hard at the man who wasn’t her grandpa as he spoke, and then she stared hard at the notebook that suddenly appeared before her. She gasped a little bit here and there, as she heard his words, and especially when she opened up the notebook. “… There’s stuff written here already?”

“A primer on mana, yeah. Not your own Witch Magic. You’ll have to explore your Witch Magic on your own; I can’t do anything to help you with that besides some general pointers. Right now you can’t do anything with the stuff in that notebook because you have no mana-making capabilities, but this is stuff you need to know anyway for a multitude of reasons, and also because I will eventually grant you mana-making abilities in addition to your Witch Magic.”

Deborah stared at the notebook, reading not a whole lot. She skimmed a few pages, her eyes glittering with wonder. She looked back up at Erick. “… I’m a witch?”

“You’re a witch.”

“Awesome.”

And then Erick transformed into his ‘usual’ 2-meter tall self, in some grey mage robes. He didn’t have his horns out, or even his usual face. He had gone for a blond guy with bright green eyes, which was near enough of a weird combination that it would be sticking into Deborah’s mind as ‘the real him’ for a long time.

Deborah stared at Erick, her voice an octave higher and a little more awed, “Awesome!” Deborah never liked her grandfather very much, which was not surprising, so it wasn’t too surprising that she was completely on-board with him being gone. Instead of asking about all of that, though, she asked, “How much of the wiccan stuff is true?”

Now Erick was the one caught off guard.

He knew that Deborah was the right choice for this… But she was still only 23.

She’d grow into who she needed to be.

“… Uh? Like that bloody gold ceremony that you did last week with your friends to gather gold to yourselves? Or rather, wealth?”

Deborah squealed a little. “Yes!”

And so, Erick began a discussion of stuff that he wasn’t sure about, by saying, “I don’t know about all of that at all. Honestly, I’m not a very god-leaning sort of guy, though I do work with them on occasion. The impor—”

“You work with them?! Who do you work with?! Odin? Or the Goddess? Mother Earth?!”

“… I have just now decided to cut out a portion of the planned conversation and never touch it again, but I can tell you that I don’t… Uh. I don’t know about any of those, uh, gods.”

Deborah was completely undiminished in her enthusiasm. “What about...”

- -

A little of semi-uncomfortable topics later, Deborah asked, “You said something about granting me power? Uh… Do I have to accept your power?”

“Nope. Not at all. You could be a witch if you want, and only a witch. Based on what we’ve spoken about regarding resons and infinity and the power of this universe, you should be able to gain a semblance of true power now that you know how it works.” Erick pointed upward and released a silent tendril of lightning that cascaded into an open sky. Within seconds, the world turned dark with black rain clouds that unleashed a torrent that broke upon a [Weather Ward] that stood just yards from their little meeting, here at the sides of the hiking trail. Rain splashed down in sheets and gusts, and water flowed around them. And then Erick twisted his hand, and the storm vanished. “The hand gestures were completely unnecessary, but they helped to bring your eyes where they needed to go, to see some of what I was doing.”

Deborah stared in open wonder at the newly-drenched world all around them, and then she looked at Erick. “That’s what actual power looks like?”

“... Hmm. Uh. No. Sorry. Not at all. That was… very small, actually.” Erick seriously said, “I hope you never get to see a display larger than anything I ever do, Deborah. And I mean that. Earth needs heroes, and for very real reasons. I hope I can win against those very real reasons, far away from this land, but even so, Earth still needs people who know about this stuff. Big things are coming, one way or another.”

Deborah had skirted around the big questions, purposefully not engaging with Erick’s attempts to bring up the future because she was afraid of it. Of the things Erick had hinted at. But Erick wouldn’t let her hide from the reasons he was doing this; not anymore.

Deborah centered herself, and asked one of her big questions, “Why are you doing this for humanity? You claim to be human, but I doubt that. Perhaps you started off that way, but you aren’t human anymore. So why do this for any of us? Why prepare us for anything at all?”

Erick said, “Because civilization is what we make of it, and I want to make one for the good of all and every individual, for all always.”

Deborah seemed a little relieved at that sort of answer, though she would be mulling over those words for the rest of her life. And then she asked, “What happens in the year 2000? Something big, right?”

The year 2000?!

Ha!

Erick almost actually laughed, but instead he pulled that emotion back to a simple, mirthful scoff, because he could see that Deborah was actually really concerned about that. “Ah. Yeah. Uh. You think something happens in 2000. It’s in the news now, isn’t it. I had completely forgotten about that. Uh… The computer guys work hard to fix some problems in some code and then nothing happens—” Erick paused. He reoriented. “Actually. That’s a good point. All of Earth right now sees that collective problem coming for their asses, and it’s a hard problem, so they work hard to fix that problem, and then the problem doesn’t happen.” Erick said, “You gotta keep up that energy for the rest of your life, Deborah, and it’s gonna be tough, because as soon as you solve one problem another problem appears, and a lot of the problems coming for Earth have much softer deadlines than some date in a computer. The problems start coming for Earth and they never stop, and they’re only gonna get bigger, and the responses you need to come up with will need to be better. Over and over and over again.”

Deborah was tense as she accepted that answer.

Several moments passed.

Deborah made up her mind, and then said, “I want the real power.”

Erick smiled and stood up, vanishing the picnic tablecloth and the debris of their little meeting, as he said, “And so you shall have some real power, in like a week or two, after you have some time to really think about all of this, and to accept that this is really happening.” Erick shrunk back down into the shape of the billionaire. “It’s a bit of a hike back, so let’s get walking.”

Deborah looked at the clean table and then at Erick. Erick had left behind the little aluminum ball from the beer can he had crushed, but Deborah picked it up and put it in her pocket, saying, “I’m not calling you grandpa anymore, but you still haven’t told me your real name.”

“And I won’t. Call me what you want; whatever will make you seem not-crazy. I have carefully curated the knowledge I have given you in order to make you a powerhouse, but also not targeted by my own enemies. If you had my name, then you would be in danger.” Erick said, “You have time to prepare, Deborah, but not a lot. Become strong in the way that people are strong on Earth, but also in forms of strength that do not exist here, in this culture you were raised in. It’ll be hard to prepare for what you cannot prepare for, but you’ll need to do it anyway.”

Deborah nodded, seriously.

They hiked back into town, with Deborah silent the whole time.

They parted ways.

Erick visited Deborah twice more. Once, she was furious and angry, and the next she was contemplative and serious. She was young, and this was big shit, so Erick let her have her emotions, and then they got to talking again about much more solid topics.

About what would happen, and what they would do about it.

Two weeks later, Erick thought about handing Deborah a bit of the Fractal Diamond that the Fractal Fairy had given him, but he didn’t know what that power did, and he wasn’t willing to do that. Instead, he went with his initial plan. He plucked out a small bit of his own soul, his own Mark of Benevolence, and gifted it to Deborah.

It was, perhaps, the ‘truest’ form of Benevolence that Erick had ever done, in that he directly gave away some of his power to another, installing it within Deborah like it was a Dark Mark, but different. Erick didn’t seem diminished at all; in fact, he felt stronger than ever, just by raising someone else up. And Deborah’s soul blossomed with iridescent white mana that was much more controlled than normal mana; her Benevolence stayed inside of her, instead of flowing away. It seemed she had inherited Erick’s Wizard’s Clarity. That was good.

Months after raising Deborah to strength, he and Deborah founded the House of Reason as a corporation, with all the attendant documents and rules thereof. They specialized in charity work and Erick used it as a tax write off to start with, but it would become more than that in the long term.

Soon, the House of Reason gained several new members, and Deborah was quite accomplished at Butterfly Reading, easily directing the entire organization on her own. She and Erick found more people, and Erick gifted them with tiny Marks of Benevolence, which granted them mana production that seemed to grow as they gained apprentices and businesses of their own, and as they rose to power, when they used that power to raise up even more people. Erick’s own Mark of Benevolence grew, too, but he kept his influence on the organization small; only Deborah and the ‘Inner Council’ of the House of Reason knew about him at all.

Two years later, Erick condemned his billionaire persona to a plane-crash grave in the Indian ocean. Deborah and two other people of the House of Reason were on the plane with him, and all of them ‘died’ in the public eye. In reality, Erick gave them all new bodies. In Deborah’s case, she got the body of her own successor in the House of Reason, which was a persona she had already been playing for the last year, in preparation for today. Others went off the map entirely.

The years of smartphones were rapidly approaching, and so was the spying capability of the government, so the Inner Council inside the House of Reason had to get good at everything, and fast. Luckily, Benevolence worked very well for giving its users a knack for getting out of the true sight of various alphabet agencies, while also allowing them to gain power and organizations of their own. They stayed out of trouble, which was their purpose, and they grew, which was another purpose.

They all saw so much wrong with the world, but they did nothing magical to influence events, though they did participate in the world as normal people. Their real powers were not to be used against others, but for others, and they all knew that.

Deborah ran her organization well.

They were not prepared to battle all of what might come, though they certainly tried to be prepared in the ways they expected to be prepared. Perhaps they might be useful in the future in that way, but Erick was unsure. He told them as much, once or twice, but when they asked about the real threats, he never showed them what sorts of threats they might actually face. This was by design.

Some people hated that.

The organization split twice.

All three branches were great, in Erick’s mind.

They were all different starting points for magic to be introduced to Earth, when it could be introduced.

Congressmen. Military. CEOs and all the way down to the social workers and community organizers. Not many people in the House of Reason knew about the whole thing, and even fewer had actual magic, but enough did. That would be more than enough for a soft exposure, years and years from now.

Hopefully they would never see real war.







- - - -







The year was 2019, and Erick hadn’t been checking in on the House but once every month for the past 5 years. It was time.

Deborah sat on a bench in front of a cliff overlooking the Pacific Ocean. She was in Hawaii, and flowers grew all around her. Butterflies floated on the air.

Erick stepped out of the air, onto the paving stones near the flowers. “Hello, Deborah.”

Deborah smiled a little as she looked up at him… And then her face fell. Erick was wearing the finest white and black mage robes he had ever worn, which were a match for the ones that he had worn when he attended Deborah’s wedding to her childhood friend and lover, Joshua, who had been there since the beginning. Deborah had remarked at the time that she loved seeing ‘the Founder’ wear something truly nice for a change, when all Erick usually wore was simple grey robes.

And now, here he was, wearing something fancy again.

Deborah already knew what was coming. She had known what was coming for a long while. But now that event was here, and her heart filled with sorrow.

Quietly, she said, “You’re leaving.”

Little white butterflies floated closer, on their way to other flowers.

Erick nodded. “Yeah. I’ll be back eventually, but the universe awaits, and I did what I needed to do.”

“It wasn’t the Houses of Reason, was it. What you needed to do. You were here for something else, and you chose to do…” She waved her arm around. “To do all this on a whim.”

Erick smiled softly as little grey butterflies floated on the air. “You were half of my reason for being here; the reason I chose myself. Please always remember that. Thank you for never asking about my other reasons for being here, until now. I know that wasn’t easy. I know how that very same question fractured the House twice, and it looks to be fracturing again next year. I’m sorry about that.”

Deborah shuddered. Her plate was full, and now Erick was piling on more problems. She sighed. She asked, “Will you tell me the original reason? Please?”

“No,” Erick said, “As for what should be your concern: Hopefully I win the war, and it never touches Earth.”

Deborah suddenly screamed hatred at Erick, saying things she didn’t mean, and then she instantly took it back. She cried. She tried to punch Erick, but all she did was fall into a hug. With her head against Erick’s chest, she said, “I’ll miss you, grandpa.”

She had eventually settled on calling Erick ‘grandpa’, which was what most people called him. Some called him ‘Founder’, or ‘Grey Robes’. Erick never told them his real name.

“I love you, too. I’ll be back, when and if I can.” Erick held her.

For a while, that is all that happened.

Erick asked, “Hey? Want to see something amazing, that you really shouldn’t tell anyone about? It won’t be a lie. You shouldn’t try analyzing it, though, because you might come out with a wrong answer. It will just be something for you to see, and know.”

Deborah stopped sobbing, but tears still fell even as she chuckled. She shook her head a little bit. With a hint of well-worn frustration, she half let go and asked, “Show me?”

Erick stepped backward, becoming light and then utter dark, billowing away from Deborah and into the sky.

He showed his true draconic self, all 10 kilometers tall of it, and 15 wide, his wings blotting out the sun, as he hovered just off the coast of Hawaii. Anyone outside of Deborah’s little slice of the world would have seen a cloud. But Deborah saw Erick, as he was, perhaps for the first time.

Erick rumbled like a storm, “See you later.”

Deborah stayed on that bench by the flowers, by the cliff, for a long while, just staring at the clouds in the sky that rapidly stopped resembling a giant black dragon. Her heart had pulsed for a while after seeing Erick’s ‘true form’, just like it had in that conversation in that clearing, more than 20 years ago. But eventually, her heart calmed. She breathed.

Eventually, her phone rang and she needed to answer it, but until then, she sat on that bench, among the flowers, by the cliff, and stared at the sky.

It was a beautiful sky.

Lots of fluffy white clouds.









- - - -









In another part of America, in early 2019:

Erick lightened his grip on the steering wheel. “All I’m saying is that you can call more often. I missed you at college, and this life you’ve chosen won’t be easy.” A moment passed in silence. Trees whizzed by, but no cars. Theirs was the only vehicle on the highway. “You’re going to be—”

“Dad,” Jane stressed. “Come on. We’ve gone over every bit of this already, including the danger. I’m going into the CIA, and that’s that.” She added, half-whispered, “If they’ll have me.”

Streetlamps pooled yellow glows onto the road, like ponds of light in a 4:00 am mist…















- -









Erick watched from above as Infinity twisted upon itself on that highway down below, and Jane’s car gradually vanished, as though it was filtering through a fog of invisibility. The lights of the vehicle went first, and then the actual car vanished. Soon, they were gone.

A tension vanished from the world, like the release of an arrow, followed by the unstringing of the bow. All of the danger had passed. Something like certainty settled into Erick, and Erick breathed out a sigh of relief. His past was safe. His past was solid. Nothing was ever going to change this past, because Erick was here to make it happen exactly as it happened, and now that he had been here, he would always have been here.

Erick had become a fae, in truth.

‘Young Erick’ was on Veird and Jane was with him.

Earth was poised to accept magic as real in the near future. Maybe a decade or two. Hopefully they would never meet Nothanganathor, and Earth could have a relatively peaceful time joining the universe, and Erick could enact some other plans he had begun to set down when he arrived, back in 1997. That would be the best possible outcome.

Erick smiled, and then he Stepped away from Earth.

If anyone had been watching him they would not see him vanish in an invisible fog, to pass down a tunnel of Infinity to his destined destination, like some planar. Erick was more than a planar flowing along in universal conversations, these days. He made his own moves.

Erick flashed with light, and then he was gone.

Back through Infinity, back to Veird.

- - - -

- - - -

- - - -

- - - -

Jane watched, horrified, from the command center of the Blue Corps.

Erick had been up in the sky, getting ready to direct the next attempt at Fenrir, when something had sparked in the air, ripping at the Edge of the Script. That ‘something’ had resolved into a giant fish-mouth that reached through and seemingly materialized its mouth directly around Erick, like ten million fangs all surrounding him and then swallowing him.

Atunir had been there, and so had Rozeta. None of that had made a difference. Atunir had been ripped in half and Rozeta was tossed away in the great chomping of that giant, silver piranha. Atunir rapidly reformed, of course. She was just an avatar in that form, but she was also a goddess. While Atunir was reforming, Rozeta acted to clear away the threat before her, opening a portal and dragging forth a brilliant, white Sitnakov, who launched at the fish like a fishmonger, slicing the offensive beast to sashimi.

And there was no Erick.

He was gone.

Was the fish an application of Malevolence?

No. Jane didn’t think so. She had never touched the stuff, but she had seen people who had, and ‘fish manifestation’ was not one of the indicators of Malevolence. Or at least not one of the known ones.

There had been no Red, anyway.

It had been something else.

Evan held onto the screen in front of him, quietly asking, “Where is he? Where is dad?”

Jane paled.

Erick was gone.

Killzone stood at her side, in the center of the Blue Corps, like he used to stand at the center of Spur’s Army, back when such a thing was necessary to guard against the Shades of Ar’Kendrithyst. He spoke the only words that needed to be spoken, “Erick has left the battlefield. I am sure he will return when he can. I believe he was going to say ‘Plan Surround and Consume’. We should proceed to enact that plan. Backup casters of [Seeds of Atunir] are needed—” Killzone rapidly rotated to the side— he stopped. “Oh. Maybe not.”

All of the entire command center turned to look to the left of Jane, between her and Killzone, because something was coming out of that air. Jane felt it, more than she saw it. It certainly didn’t seem like something dangerous… or at least not to Jane. Not to the people here. But this was a warzone and something weird happening in the air next to her was cause for concern.

In the fraction of a second that Killzone identified the new threat, to Jane recognizing the threat, Jane had already lined up a special series of organs in her body, mutating herself and transforming her insides and her left arm into a producer of some of the universe’s strongest magical acids. It took her less than a fraction of a second. The thing was still coming through the ai—

A familiar face, as though appearing out of a flash of light.

A familiar feeling filling the world, like one of power that sang that everything would be alright.

It was dad.

Dad stood in the control center, smiling wide, saying, “Sorry about the interruption of plans.”

Evan yelled, “Dammit, dad! Where the FUCK did you go— Oh fuck I don’t care I’m so ha— oomph!”

Dad grabbed Evan in a big hug, saying, “I missed you, too.”

Evan froze, but then he patted dad’s back, saying, “Uh… You weren’t gone that long?”

“We’ll talk about all that later.” Erick let go, and then he went to Jane and hugged her super tight, too. “Missed you, too.”

… Jane patted her father’s back, but she kept her poison organs. “You’re acting weird.”

“We’ll talk about all that later. So! I believe I was on Plan Surround and Consume until I was so rudely interrupted. Seems like Killzone was about to authorize that continuance, and so let’s get to that. Backup casters are a go, and I will remain here. What did it look like to you guys?”

The guys in the command center rapidly got to work talking through [Telepathy] and more solid communication networks of various kinds.

Killzone narrowed his white eyes at Erick, saying, “Big fish materialized through the Edge. Likely Establishment Wizardry. Went chomp on you. You vanished.” Killzone studied Erick. “… And you changed?”

“A big fish? Weird! Yeah. That sounds like Establishment. There was no fish until there was, and you all only recognized it as ‘a fish’ because it needed to be recognized as something in order to make any amount of sense at all.” Erick thought for a second, and then he looked at everyone. “So much to talk about. We’ll talk later!” And then Erick looked at Killzone and went over and hugged the big guy, saying, “Missed you, too.” Erick let go and then went and hugged Rozeta, who had shown up sometime in the last half second. Rozeta’s normal-sized human body practically vanished under Erick’s large arms and immaculately fancy robe. “Missed you, too.”

“Erick,” Rozeta said, tapping Erick’s arms. “Erick. What happened?”

Erick smiled and let the goddess go. “You deserve explanations, but those explanations aren’t relevant. The short version is that I learned real Time Magic, so let’s go win this time war!”
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From Fenrir, Veird hung in the sky like a silver, blue, and white illuminated marble. It was one of many such marbles, but only Veird was an actual planet. All the other spots in the sky were light sources to shine down upon Fenrir.

From Veird, Fenrir appeared like half of the universe; a land that stretched out to infinity in every single direction. Due to the size difference, Veird was a drop of a world hovering above an ocean of a much larger world.

Surrounding them all was the star-filled universe.

They couldn’t be more physically different, and yet, both lands held the same people. Veird held all of those who were originally from Veird, while Fenrir’s patchwork-lands were also from Veird, stolen from their original world and then planted down on the one below. It appeared, in some places, like Nothanganathor had scraped away the lands of Veird with a giant palette knife and then spread them out over the adamantium shell, like rough peanut butter on bread.

Veird was organized, and prepared for battle, but it was not prepared for battle against so many of its own people. To Veird, the surface of Fenrir had filled with people from the side realities of Veird a little over a week ago. Veird had made plans to fight against esoteric Wizard-defenses and to penetrate Fenrir, to take it over, and then to fight Nothanganathor on the surface of the sun.

They were not prepared to fight their own people.

Fenrir was likely prepared to fight against its own people.

“Because Malevolence likely picked out the people it needed to pick out for Nothanaganthor to win this war,” Erick said, in the command center of the Blue Corps, and then he lightened his tone, “Or at least that’s the most logical course of action for him! But we don’t really know yet. Not until we actually do it; until we make our moves, and see what happens. Things are going to get very confusing for some of you, but that’s fine. Let’s open with Plan Surround and Consume.” Erick asked the technicians, “How is that plan coming along?”

Killzone, with senses spread wide, said, “Looks about 75% of the way to ignition.”

Erick glanced over to the Spellsurge Mountain readouts, and saw that yeah, the northern one was just about ready.

Erick nodded, leaving the organization up to Killzone. He turned and looked to Shivraa, who was on standby as the main contact of the Valkyries, in the back of the room. The 3-meter-tall, pale-violet ice-queen of Carnage-Death-and-Blood, was looking at Erick with a particularly strange sort of look. Her head was tilted a little, her eyes focused on Erick, but also in the far, far distance.

Erick asked her, “Valkyries on standby?”

Shivraa came back to herself. “Yes.” And then she stared again, and this time it was directly at Erick. “You’re different.”

Rozeta, Jane, Evan, and a few curious technicians and other people in the command center had similar questions on their minds, though they did not voice them a second and third time. Shivraa had only asked the once, though, and she probably felt Erick’s change the most of anyone in the meeting. Erick judged that withholding knowledge from her would impact her ability to do her job correctly, since it was likely true that every single Valkyrie was now feeling what Shivraa was feeling, and probably none of them understood that uneasiness.

It had taken Erick a while to understand that uneasiness, too, but he had experienced it enough back when he spent 30 years on Earth, retreading his own history over and over again to get things right.

Erick said, “One of the side effects of True Paradox magic is that a True Time Mage interacts a lot with the side slices of the Layers of Infinity of the Fractal Universe in an attempt to remain on the one they are trying to remain on. That is the real weirdness most of you are likely feeling. Right now, as the Node Networks for the various spell cannons warm up, and the [Seeds of Atunir] are loaded into the chutes, I am probably somewhere, at one of them, at this very moment in time, doing a few different things. A future version of me, anyway. Phagar is probably pissed at me, but he’s likely dealing with the version of me elsewhere; the one that actually committed the sin of doubling in time, telling me to do less of th—”

The world was thin, and then it was not.

Reality snapped solid into place, and a certain kind of growing unease in the room was suddenly once again taut.

Rozeta said, “Phagar is stabilizing it.”

“Excellent!” Erick said—

“Sirs!” called out one of the technicians, responsible for what appeared to be one of the [Infinite Imaging]s that targeted the airspace of Veird. “There’s something out there!”

Among the room there were many differently-sized screens, showing off this or that information.

Killzone saw what the guy had seen. His eyes glanced at Erick, even as he said, “Big screen it.”

The technician pressed some buttons and his working screen showed on the main screen, where everyone could see.

At the north pole of Veird, just to the side of Yggdrasil’s body up there, a black dragon took off from the Silver Surface of the Silver Forest and launched into the sky. It was Erick, and right below that takeoff was the Spellsurge Mountains—

Phagar stepped into the command center, the world fracturing and then coming back together. He looked like Erick, since that’s who he was dealing with right now. He said, “Erick. Please don’t thin the Godpact like that. I stabilized it, and can do so more easily in the future, but keep that to a minimum. Also, you need to be there for the spell castings. They get corrupted by Malevolence once they reach the Edge.”

Erick nodded, then he said, “I’ll try to keep the real Paradox work off of Veird, but it’s going to happen here and there, Phagar.”

“I know and accept this. Now get going, fae.”

There were gasps around the room. Rozeta just frowned a little, though, as if confirming what she already knew. Jane exclaimed, ‘What!’ while Evan went, ‘The fuck?’. Killzone snorted. Shivraa went, ‘Ahhh. Yes.’

… So maybe they were sensing that weirdness, and not his time-doubling weirdness? Well then.

“Already?!” Jane exclaimed.

“Took about 30 years, or maybe more. Not sure about that,” Erick said, and then he went and hugged his daughter again, saying, “I love you.” He grabbed Evan and hugged him, too, ignoring the tears in his own eyes as Evan squeezed once more, and then let go. With a smile, Erick said, “Surprisingly enough, when the fae say to ‘cultivate Elemental Life’ to Ascend to Fae, they don’t mean literally, and yet they mean very literally. I’m just glad I didn’t copy Fairy Moon’s alliteration compulsion, or whatever is going on there. She’s the only one that does that, you know— Well. There are probably others, I’m sure. Not many!”

And then Erick Stepped away, and it felt awful to drop that on his family, but it also felt amazing to actually be inside a proper manasphere again. It was like living in the desert, and finally the rains had come. As Erick stepped through time, he began to hum.

“I bless the rains down in aaaafricaaa...”

… Maybe he had one compulsion. To sing? Yeah.

That seemed about right.









- - - -









As Erick Stepped to the base of the Spellsurge Mountains, he watched his dragon self fly to the Edge of the Script alongside a massive payload of magic that dwarfed his own body. It was like watching a black bird flying next to a bright gold car.

Erick turned his gaze back to Veird… and the mountains would keep. He turned to the right and looked at Yggdrasil’s tree body. Erick’s largest son was as massive as usual, looking like an entire set of mountains himself, all green and white and rainbow-crowned.

Yggdrasil’s orcol-sized avatar stepped to Erick’s side, looking him up and down, and then looking up into the air, at Erick’s dragon self up above with that spellwork, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. He turned back to Erick-on-the-ground… he paused, as his thoughts fully formed. “Ah. I was wondering what that weirdness was. It’s like that, eh?”

Erick smiled. “Are you multidimensional and non-linear, too?”

“I’m not, but I can recognize it easily enough. I was more focused on the fae-thing, though. Congrats, Father.” Yggdrasil smiled a little— And then he frowned. He looked to Erick. “You don’t know how this war is going to go, do you? You didn’t study up before you came back?”

“I did not. I didn’t want to give it any weight. How does Margleknot react to time wars like this? Phagar didn’t seem to like it.”

Yggdrasil judged that an acceptable answer, then said, “We don’t deal with time travel on Margleknot because there’s only one way to deal with time traveling shenanigans, and that is to not support them, so they end up going elsewhere. People get warnings, though, and then if they violate those warnings we stop assisting them. They get blackballed. That means that they’re fair game to steal from and kill and sunder, though only the truly unfortunate ones ever have that happen to them. We do, of course, have some time travelers on Margleknot, but they know not to show off or do anything like that, because then they get blackballed. It’s a whole… a whole thing, really, and I haven’t even scratched the surface of how that all works out.

“Usually time travelers get employed by people so that they can live luxurious lives on Margleknot but employ their powers outside of our protected space, and that’s allowed. Since the people who employ them aren’t actually time travelers themselves they aren’t blackballed, either. It’s… It’s a whole subculture and an honor system.” Yggdrasil looked up at the sky with Erick, as dragon Erick closed in on the Edge of the Script, alongside the payload from the Spellsurge Mountains. “Nothanganathor’s Establishment-based magic is one of the reasons that Nothanganathor got in good with Eldraki and the Council; he didn’t do this sort of time magic at all. Now did he do this sort of Time Magic outside of Margleknot? I honestly don’t know, father.” He added, “But you’re doing this sort of Time Magic a lot, and that’s… Well. You’re fae, too, so they’ll probably trust you with this stuff.”

“Ah…” Erick said, “I did a lot of Time Magic outside of here. I spent about ten years working on corruption cleansing out there in the universe, for Margleknot and the Fae Council. Most of it during this time or before. I was a Hidden Asset.”

“Oh! Well.” Yggdrasil looked a little embarrassed for a moment. “That would be one of the ways that Margleknot would trust you to have this sort of power, then. Are you going to close this loop, or are you going to rip the loop?”

“Since I didn’t research this war for Reasons, and therefore I have no idea how it’s going to go, I’m probably going to rip the loop.”

Yggdrasil breathed deep. “Ah. Damn. Not a great prognosis, then?”

Erick smiled wide, and said, “What do you mean? The war is going to happen perfectly in our favor!”

At that very same moment Erick’s future self broke through the Edge of the Script, ahead of the spell payload coming in right behind him, right into a sea of Red, hovering invisibly out there. The Red ripped at Future Erick’s draconic body, but Future Erick ripped the Red sky right back, a great ring of white lightning surrounding his body, spreading out wide and deep into the Red before flashing across everything.

It was like the universe had been briefly parted by White, and then the White spread into the Red, consuming and multiplying, the White continually ripping until all the Red was gone. And then Erick opened his mouth and swallowed the power he had spat out there, like a glutton eating a prepared meal, or the opening at the bottom of a whirlpool. Pink sparks flowed into him, becoming White before they got too close, and then disappearing into his maw and into his black scales, like power becoming one with a void.

Future Erick pulsed once more with white, sending out a dome of power that kept going, and going, and going, and encountering nothing, like a roar into an endless void that held no echo at all.

The spellwork payload crested out of the Edge of the Script, into the void that Future Erick had prepared, and then it kept going, without Red interruption.

Current Erick watched with Yggdrasil on the Silver Surface, as the spellwork crashed into its targeting point; one of the glowing spheres of artificial sunlight about three hours away as-normality-flies, but only about 2 seconds away as Future Erick flew. In a single blink, Future Erick flew with that magic, and was suddenly at the artificial light.

Future Erick was a single dot of black against a radiant ‘Sunlight Ward’ the size of a moon.

Moon-sized entities were fine to battle, though.

Future Erick blasted a cone of Benevolence at that artificial sun, eradicating a small ocean of Red within the center of the thing, and then weaving a spell that allowed the payload that had come from Veird to implant itself into that ‘sunlight’. Within a second of reaching the middle of that dissipating light, the payload detonated, and an actual moon formed.

And then the moon blossomed.

Iridescent white light swirled into a planetoid that rapidly sprouted into a land of solid gravity, tower after tower of half-kilometer-wide bamboo stretching far into the illuminated sky, and branches that acted almost as sky bridges. Water spilled out everywhere and slimes bloomed into life as light-filled branches shone out light into the void. The [Seed of Atunir] started producing mana almost instantly.

So that worked out well.

Erick cast his senses into the Spellsurge Mountains, to see what was happening on this end.

The Spellsurge Mountains were one of several launch sites around the world that Erick and others had raised from the Silver Surface and adapted into great gathering spots for spellwork. The mountains themselves looked like mountains from the outside —in that they were craggy and kinda green with plants here and there— but if one were to fly over them, they would see that those mountains were a facade. A great, big, hundred-kilometer-wide-and-long facade.

Behind that facade lay massive tunnels, tens of kilometers wide at the largest, and only a kilometer wide at the smallest. Each tube was primed to hold different kinds of magic, while the whole organization was overseen by an archmage, to ensure that the node networks and payloads were all working as they should. This particular location was overseen by Archmage Tenebrae, and his wife, Palodia, both of whom Erick had [Reincarnation]ed a while ago, transforming them from very old human and less old incani, respectively, into teenager orcols. They were now happily married, and Tenebrae had some new [Familiar]s, like the Rockys that had come before him, but very young.

The tube they had used to fire the [Seeds of Atunir] seemed to have acquired a melting problem, and Tenebrae’s ‘Rocklings’ were rushing around the glowing hot stone mountain, putting magma-fied walls back into place and strengthening the node network, which had overloaded. Those little rock dudes didn’t seem to mind the quartz-melting temperatures of the place, which was pretty good for them. No one else could enter the disturbed land.

The various rank and file people of this Spellsurge installation were busy in the command center or in the back end, putting node networks back into place that had blown like fuses, and restocking mana batteries of various kinds.

The actual [Spellsurge Weave] that controlled the planetoid overhead seemed to be doing just fine, even though all the tech hooked up to that floating, magic map seemed to indicate that there had been a lot of massive problems. Readouts blinked red here and there, but those red warnings were calming down, back to white. They had done tests with this stuff, but obviously not any large tests. This was the first real test of the system, and the problems encountered in the first real test of the system were rapidly being solved and becoming a memory...

Erick glanced up at the sky and watched as Future Erick wrangled with the new planetoid, bolstering it and doubling its size through the furious growth of the bamboo.

Erick nodded. He saw the work he had to do, and he would do that work later.

Between adventuring and working, Erick much preferred working. ‘Working’ was just something you did to make the world a better place. Work was easy, and most of the time Erick enjoyed his work. ‘Adventuring’ was fraught with peril and the baked-in idea that you might not survive the adventure. Like, sure. There was some danger coming up ahead in this battle with Nothanganathor, and Erick had no idea how the whole ‘Nothanganathor is already the God of Magic in the future’-thing would pan out, but he was seeing work ahead of him; not some grand adventure.

Yggdrasil spoke up, “It seems to be going well? The mountains melted a little when that much power flowed through them, but that was a normal sort of accident, and Tenebrae is already repairing them.”

“Any clue how Nothanganathor is keeping his Red out there invisible and ready? Is he really aura-controlling everything out there, or is it something simpler? Some tool?” Erick asked, “Is it the Whirlpool? Solomon prepared against that with that Ocean Calmer he pulled out of the Black Gate, but does the Whirlpool perhaps have a calmer setting besides ‘destroy everything’?”

The Whirlpool was supposed to be a multi-world destruction artifact that was responsible for the collapse of some ancient civilization and which made a small part of the Old Cosmology simply uninhabitable. The Sundering maybe could have gathered that artifact and brought it under Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power, but perhaps that wasn’t what was happening here. Nothanganathor would need to be able to turn the Whirlpool off, first of all, and Erick doubted such a thing was possible. The story of the Whirlpool wasn’t something Erick was wholly aware of, or even concerned about, but it was one of many small concerns and perhaps the easiest one to point out as the source of Nothanganathor’s ability to control his aura all the way out here, past Fenrir.

Maybe the Whirlpool didn’t work outside of a mana ocean, and worrying about the Whirlpool was just like worrying over randomly dying while eating dinner, or something? Sure, it could happen, but it wasn’t bloody likely.

Erick wanted the source of Nothanganathor’s power to be a tool that he could steal or break.

That would be nice.

Yggdrasil guessed, “He could have found a version of the Whirlpool that worked selectively instead of one that just turned on and then swept everything away?” He shrugged. “Nothanganathor used everything he ever came across and hoarded a lot more. Sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Erick smiled a little bit and then Erick hugged his son, saying, “I missed you. Is Ophiel around?”

Yggdrasil chuckled onto his father’s shoulder. “I’m glad to see you’re still a hugger after whatever stuff went down beyond the present.” He added, “Ophiel is at the southern Spellsurge Mountains, but mostly he’s with Teressa in Benevolence Itself.”

Erick let go, nodding. “I’ll see them soon, too. Gotta work!”

Yggdrasil smiled.

Erick Stepped over to the mountains before Stepping back in time—

Tenebrae stood right in front of him, looking slightly miffed and with papers in his hands. “He said you’d appear here, but I didn’t rightly believe it.” He shoved the papers against Erick’s chest, saying, “Dammit if I didn’t see it for myself. Get going!”

The rocklings near Tenebrae looked at the ground, speaking at the ground as they said, “Sooooorryy.”

Tenebrae took a much nicer tone with his kids, saying, “You don’t need to apologize to people appearing out of nowhere. They are very rude for doing that.” He looked to Erick. “Aren’t you.”

Erick smiled as he read the papers, saying, “See you earlier~” as he Stepped—

- - - -

Erick Stepped out onto the control chambers of Spellsurge Mountains, Northern Wing, right into the grappling arms of two suddenly-appearing Rocklings. Stone surged around Erick, and Erick let the kids grab him, for they didn’t hurt and Erick didn’t want to hurt them back.

The control center looked the same. Kinda relaxed. It was a mage’s research and control center, after all. Not a military installation; not really. Tenebrae wasn’t a crotchety old man anymore, but he still demanded to be in total control of his own facilities, and this was his facility, completely. It was also the easiest facility for people to abandon if things went wrong, so Tenebrae had gotten the honor of setting up the systems and shooting the first rounds of spells.

While Erick looked around, the rocklings on him roared,

“Halt! Unauthorized entry into a restricted space! You are being detained! Do not resist!”

Tenebrae had been sitting in a chair, watching everything happen in front of him, in various floating screens both magical and electrical, from Margleknot. But now he whipped his head around even as his kids were grappling Erick. He launched from his seat, rapidly, angrily saying, “What the fuck are you doing here? You just disappeared off the battlefield and then you come back here? Do you want to get me targeted?! You shouldn’t be anywhere near here!”

Erick laughed at that—

Phagar stepped out into the air, splitting the world with fractals. His voice was much more measured than Tenebrae’s. “You are endangering the stability of the Godpact with this sort of magic, Erick, because you are directly targeting the Godpact, and I know when the Godpact is targeted.”

Erick returned to professionalism. He said to Tenebrae. “Please relax your children.”

“Bah, you bastard dragon!” Tenebrae spat, and then he —much more softly— told his kids, “You can let the Apparent King go, kids.”

The rocklings startled as Tenebrae named Erick.

Or rather, Named, with a capital letter and all that. Erick had always wondered when the ability to be Named would happen to him, and it appeared that time was now. Tenebrae’s voice was merely the closest one to Erick, and he was rather strong as a mage, and so perhaps that’s why Erick had felt a light touch upon himself when the words ‘Apparent King’ entered the air, cast as they were from Tenebrae like the tossing of a stone into a still lake.

That was going to get terribly annoying if he had no way to shut it off.

Anyway. The kids were having a much different reaction to Erick’s Naming, or rather, to Tenebrae’s request.

Their arms rapidly dissolved and they slunk away, sobbing about not recognizing Erick. The rocklings were all about 1.5 meters tall, so like a short human, but they were all sized for orcol sensibilities, just like Tenebrae was an orcol himself these days, so they were rather darned short in that respect. Halfpints, really. Halfpints that cried tears of silver.

Tenebrae patted their heads and told them, “It’s alright. He shouldn’t be here anyway. Even the God of Time and the End says so.”

Phagar nodded, smirking.

Erick handed over Tenebrae’s own notes, saying, “It appears I need to be here to help get this payload off the ground. Please implement your own changes as fast as you can.”

“… What the f— Ah. Time shit. Yeah yeah yeah…” Tenebrae’s voice trailed off as he grabbed the notes, reading them in full though he had likely already read them with his own mana. Without looking up at Erick, he said, “Something is wrong with you, Erick. What’d you’d do to yourself?”

Phagar arched his eyebrow at Erick, as though requesting the same answers.

Erick told them both, “I’m fae. I’m also going to war out there from here, so if you could please tell me how long it would take to implement your changes to your own workings?”

Tenebrae said, “A minute. I’m already changing things out there.” He looked up at some screens. “Looks like the systems are all blue from here, but this stuff is a revert to a less-safe version of the system… But the end result is a more stable spell matrix, as long as it can be protected.” He looked to Erick. “We opted for less power and a weaker endspell in favor of more protections, but I guess you’re riding the spell to the target which is now an actual target, so you can guide the spell to power better that way? You sure you want to go out there, yourself? I thought you’d be safe, but you were just eaten by a fish.”

“Eh!” Erick said, “I’m a fae that can time travel properly.”

Phagar said, “And you need to be careful with that, Erick.”

Erick nodded. “I’ll do what needs to be done. Thank you for your allowances.”

Phagar breathed in, and then he stepped away, into fractals, saying, “Atunir is telling me she’s ready to assist with the spread of this slightly altered plan. She’ll be back later, to talk, and so will I.”

Erick nodded at that, and then he asked Tenebrae, “No questions about fae, or Time?”

“I want some Juubi cakes from Greendale in Greensoil, at a little shop on the corner of Bushings and Down. Aim for 25 years ago, before the original grandma passed on the business to their grandson and he ruined the recipe—” Tenebrae thought for a second. He added, “Might have been 35 years ago.”

Erick smiled, and then he turned to a splash of light that Stepped up into the mountains above, though his voice lingered in the command center, “I’ll think about it!”

“Do more than think!”

And then Erick was a giant fuck-off dragon, standing over the mountains, waiting for the spell to weave itself in the base of one of the ten-kilometer-wide cylinders. About 13 various alarms went off inside the command center, speaking of blockages above the spell tunnels, while many of the screens showed as much of Erick as they could. It was only on the largest overview screen that Tenebrae actually got to see all of Erick. A 15 kilometer wingspan was pretty massive, after all.

Tenebrae frowned, saying, “Oh fuck right off with that shit.”

And then he got to pressing some buttons, muttering about damned fucking dragons.

Soon, light blossomed in the bottom of the main spell launcher, and Erick wove some more magic into the working, smoothing out bumps and crystallizing spells himself, now that much of the conduits were relaxed. Power poured in fast and hot, and the temperature started to rise as crystals manifested in semi-liquid form, the very Script trying to destabilize what was happening in the tunnel.

“Ah,” Erick said, “That didn’t happen in our tests.”

Erick fixed it with an application of his own Authority, taking over the brunt of the Script’s anger at the spellwork hims—

A blue box appeared.




	
It appears there were some fish in the Core and they were messing with various systems, including the Weaver system.

Kirginatharp killed them.

They spawned from him, though. 

This Dragon Curse plan of yours has some holes, and perhaps we should reconsider that whole thing.

~Rozeta
















Erick nodded at that, and said, “We’ll speak later about that, too. Glad to hear it went well. Kirginatharp is safe?”

 




	
He’s okay. 

Thank you for your concern.
















Erick nodded and then dismissed the box as he finished his machinations with the spellwork at the bottom of the spellsurge tunnel. That magic glowed like ephemeral power, now, radiant with gold and iridescence and white.

The spell launched, blossoming like a nuclear bomb mushrooming into the sky.

Erick rode the giant mass of spellwork into the sky.

When he reached the Edge, he entered a Red Ocean that he promptly subdued with a massive [Fulmination Aura], Benevolence-style that shot lightning across the Red-filled void exactly as though it were actual water, which was great for getting some distance on that spellwork. One flash later, and Erick had ‘killed’ the red. And then his [Undertow Star] aura came out, and shadowy tendrils gathered the half-dead Red and drew it inside, like Erick was swallowing the ocean.

The pink turned Red here and there, but applications of Benevolence broke up the Red—

Nothanganathor’s direct attention was on the Red, through Domainwork, trying to sneak into Erick, but Erick had practiced too well against that shit to be fooled. Erick spat out flickers of Benevolence lightning even as he drew the ocean of power into himself, crashing his Domain directly against the Erased One’s.

Fighting with Domains was a bit like aura fights. The smaller, stronger aura was usually able to pierce the larger, softer aura, but when strengths met with strengths, the winner usually came down to a matter of mana-versus-mana, or desire and control versus the same qualities in the other user. That was normal combat, though.

This, right here, was also a Wizard duel.

Erick was the one physically present, though, and that made all the difference.

It was like wrestling over the remote control, to decide who got to watch what that day. Nothanganathor started off strong, his control on the Red like an iron grip, but Nothanganathor was fighting from behind the walls of Fenrir, like an older brother stuck with one arm behind his back. Erick pounced, and pried, and then he won. The Red fell out of Nothanganathor’s control, and Erick devoured it.

With the [Seed of Atunir] now protected, Erick rode the spellwork out of the Script, across the void, pulling the spellwork behind him as fast as a single Step. Once at the target, Erick devoured the Red inside the false sun that was their target. Soon, the planetoid of the [Seeds of Atunir] was growing strong, and Erick departed the battlefield to rejoin Veird, flying sedately back to—

Erick was about halfway back to Veird when a faster-than-light arc of Red Lightning was a single meter away from impacting the new planetoid.

The Red lighting hadn’t even gathered from anywhere. It had simply appeared.

And then Erick saw where it was gathering. Down below, on the Edge of Fenrir’s ‘Script’, Red Sparks were crowding out the clouds hanging above that Script.

This, then, was a Wizardry, and also a danger, because it looked like an act of corruption. Divorcing cause from effect was one of the most obvious ways that corruption happened, but small applications of such power was just what wizards did sometimes. The fact that the Red Lightning was also still gathering on that Red Edge of Fenrir, even as it almost impacted the new planetoid, was maybe corruption, or maybe not. It was an attack out of sync with time, whatever it was, causing an effect before the cause actually happened, doing everything at the same instant.

Erick saw Red Lightning just appear with the forward arc of it almost touching down onto an illuminated spire of the Seed world. That Lightning was as thick as five spires; kilometers across.

Erick watched a Future Erick in his draconic body step into the path of the Red Lightning and attempt to devour it—

The Red tore right through him and then into the planet below.

“Ouch,” Erick and his Future self both said, though Future Erick said it more like a dying man.

Which was kinda scary, really.

And then his Future Self vanished, for Erick had chosen not to take that route.

He had ripped the loop.

The universe ripped a little bit in turn, as one does when one switches slices of Infinity. In one slice of Infinity Erick got hurt, while in this one Erick chose differently. It was less an action of him stepping out of the Godpact slice, though, and more of him pushing the bad future away from his chosen battleground. Erick remained on the Godpact slice, and all failures fell away.

Such was the nature of a Wizard War, though Erick could only really see the mechanics of it all now that he was a higher existence.

Erick stepped back in time and this time, instead of standing in the way of the Red Lightning, he pulled at the Benevolence of the planetoid, rapidly drawing on the nascent gate space he had worked into the magic, allowing him to open a giant portal that would swallow the Red and spit it out the other side, neatly avoiding striking the planetoid at all.

And then the Red did something weird. This time, it did not simply appear. This time, it acted like it should have, with cause creating effect.

All across Fenrir’s local ‘Edge of the Script’ —Erick was going to need to think of a better name for it— Red Sparks gathered. From thousands upon thousands of kilometers of open sky, Red Lightning twisted into being, and then struck through the void, almost crawling now that it wasn’t moving faster than reality.

Erick watched himself from a few thousand kilometers away as the Red Lightning —Primal Lightning, no doubt— tried to curve around Erick’s current position, to strike the planetoid.

Erick simply widened the [Gate].

The Red Lightning went through, and then beyond, sparking off into the void, trailing off and never stopping, though it did unwind here and there now that it was beyond its strike-range. The spellwork scattered into so much Malevolence that then burrowed into Infinity, vanishing from sight.

Erick closed the [Gate].

He eyed Fenrir’s Edge of the… Hmm.

Erick wasn’t going to call it Fenrir’s Script.

“Fenrir’s ‘System’? … Not that either... But it was a system of spellwork that Solomon laid down to make the land make land, until Nothanganathor took it over— Oh! Fenrir’s ‘Scheme’! That’s what we’ll call it. Fenrir’s Scheme.” Erick flew through the void, toward Veird, openly thinking, “Or maybe someone else came up with a better name—”

The solidity of time suddenly shifted when Erick was halfway to Veird, for something had surrounded the nearest thousand kilometers of space and then altered the flow of time within Erick’s vicinity.

It was an application of the basic idea of Veird’s own Plan Surround and Consume, of simply acting from a higher physical position against an opponent in a lower, smaller position. The FENRIR system was Veird’s initial idea to regain the upper hand against Nothanganathor in that very same way. The Fusion Energy Nullification Radiance Impounding Relay did exactly as it said on the tin, but Nothanganathor had corrupted it to his own ends, and now he regained the upper hand, which was how he had been able to shoot that Primal Lightning at the recent Seeds of Atunir planetoid, and do all the rest of the shit he had been able to do these last years.

Nothanganathor’s entire shtick was that he was the Arbiter of Veird, and he acted from the sun, to form the heliosphere that had originally dominated Veird, to have the true upper hand through sheer size.

That was how Nothanganathor had initially fought Erick, back when he Ascended to True Wizard, and he had been trying to escape the Erased One, to escape the trap the leviathan had made for him.

So Erick wasn’t too surprised when a thousand kilometers out from his current form, the universe twisted, and Erick’s bit of reality slipped out of alignment with the massive [Hasted Shelter] that had enveloped Veird, and which Fenrir had matched. Nothanganathor hadn’t actually done anything to Erick in that action. He had removed Erick from a magic that Erick had been participating in.

It was a rather soft application of power that didn’t even come into contact with Erick’s own strength. It just undid the [Haste] around him at a vast, vast distance.

Time sped up out there.

Erick saw wars rage across the heavens in a fraction of a second, as Valkyries went out and died and the Red-infected people of Fenrir zipped in large ships up to Veird to attack—

“Well that’s enough of that.”

Erick stepped back in time, to stand directly onto the Edge of Veird, and stare at his former location up in the sky, between Veird and the new planetoid. For a long moment, he watched himself be stuck in the bubble of non-hasted time, far, far away. That Past Erick out there would be stuck out there for practically years, according to the time flow in here. But yeah. That wasn’t happening.

That bubble of non-[Hasted] time collapsed as though it had never happened, because Erick had escaped to prevent everything that Erick would have seen come to pass out there. Were the Valkyries going to fail? Were ships from Fenrir going to attack Veird? Not on his watch, and Erick was here on watch, for sure.

Standing atop the Edge of the Script, Erick faced Fenrir and openly tsk’d at Nothanganathor, saying, “Obviously I could have simply stepped over to Veird and not have left myself vulnerable out there to that trick at all, so it seems unwise that you deployed that magic. Did you simply feel the need to dominate, in any way you could? Or was it more of a ‘well he’s there, and I gotta try’ sort of situation? I’m glad to have baited out that attack, either way. Great work.”

Red sparked across the Edge of the Scheme, far, far away.

Ah.

Erick’s taunt was too much?

Ha!

Primal Lightning gathered at the Edge of the Scheme, a moon-length away, and then it twisted into direction, into force. It was like a river of Red Lightning as it lifted off of Fenrir. That Red came for Erick, and for Veird behind him.

Erick imagined that Rozeta was having a traumatic episode right now, right alongside a great deal of other immortals down below.

But on Veird, this close to Erick’s established Gate Networks…

Erick could have simply opened a [Gate] all across Veird, but… No. Erick changed his tactic at the last moment.

He did not open a [Gate]. Nothanganathor probably wanted to surprise him with a trick to use against a [Gate], but Erick had some tricks of his own. Instead, Erick began weaving a spell, and then he stepped through time, yet again, and then again and again and again and again.

A hundred Ericks stood in the skies of Veird, just beyond the Script, not impacting the Godpact at all as they spoke in unison and also in sequence.

“[Animadversion].”

It was barely a working of Wizardry, and yet, it was still Wizardry, with inspiration taken from the Lightning Shield that Erick had once held in his hands, which helped protect him while he learned the truth of the Red. He also took inspiration from his own time guarding the universe from corruption, and acting with his own selves on Earth, a few times. Erick did not discard these futures all around him; no. He empowered them through his own actions as he worked methodically, and strongly.

He paced every version of himself as he handed off spellwork to himself, weaving threads of thorny silver Elemental Reflection across the entirety of Veird, like the biggest basket that Veird had ever seen. The threads of Animadversion were thin things, like wires, with thousands of kilometers between individual threads. This allowed the people on Veird to see outward, but the thread would still protect them from the Red, because Animadversion was a proactive, mobile spell; it would move to intercept what it needed to intercept.

Primal Lightning attempted to crash against the original Erick that had started the working.

But the threads of [Animadversion] bunched up, in the sky around Erick, multiplying themselves ten thousandfold and dominating the space between Erick and the Red. The silver threads thickened and turned thorny, right as the Lightning came.

The lightning hit the silver thorns, and then did not reflect.

It was swallowed whole, and Erick smiled.

Nothanganathor wasn’t the only one that could do a trick.

The spellwork did not actually absorb the spellwork, though. It reflected it Elsewhere, through Infinity, into another land, where a leviathan coiled on the sun. Erick caught a glimpse of black things among the reflection; of Nothanganathor’s backlit body against a nuclear furnace. The Primal Lightning went all the way back to Nothanganathor himself, skipping Fenrir entirely.

And then the Lightning cut off, and Fenrir was fine, and the silver threads of [Animadversion] relaxed back around Erick, to settle back down like loose, disintegrating threads upon Veird, their power spent, the spell ended. Nothanganathor probably got a new tiny burn against his scales, which was expected. Or maybe nothing happened at all.

Erick watched his Future Selves weaving magic for a little while, to see that they had all contributed a bit toward making this present a reality. There had been a contest of wills, for sure. Current Erick barely felt that contest, now that there were so many of him working together.

It was time for Current Erick to become those Futures selves, though.

Erick Stepped through time and set up next to himself, to pull at threads of [Animadversion] and extend them out to other Future Ericks further along the Edge of the Script, and in time.

Erick watched Primal Lightning descend on Veird a thousand times that day. Mostly, he reinforced the [Animadversion] when the Red tried to corrupt it. Or rather, ‘corrupt’ it. Erick was 100% sure that Nothanganathor had only taken inspiration from corruption to make Malevolence, but Malevolence wasn’t actually corruptive though it certainly looked like it was now and then.

In a thousand ways, in the opening of the return stroke against the sun, Erick locked eyes with Nothanganathor in those fractions of a second, and he told that Red bastard,

“No.”

When Erick’s 10 hour long battle ended, he was down a few million mana and resons, which was rather acceptable. He had trillions to spend, after all, and if he needed more he could just take a break somewhere else and wait for it all to come back. Or he could Siphon resources from the [Seeds of Atunir] once they got going.

It still might not be enough.

Nothanganathor was likely harvesting all the mana from all the people on Fenrir, now that it had people, and so if Erick had waited a week to start this attack, then Nothanganathor would have recouped all his own losses to bring all these new people to life and then some. And yet, even before that, the guy probably had quadrillions of mana or more since he had been gathering that mana from Veird and infinity for a long while, so Erick was facing an uphill battle, for sure, but there was no reason to let Nothanganathor establish himself even stronger than he already was.

Erick had time, but not an infinity, even if that’s how this universe was set up. Sooner or later, something important was going to shatter and Erick wouldn’t be exchanging ‘simple’ barbs with Nothanganathor. This war would enter its endgame.

… Probably.

But for whatever reason, as Erick hovered above the Edge of the Script, singular in nature with eyes focused upon Fenrir, another sideways-attack did not come. Erick stood there, like a man guarding a wall… or perhaps like a dragon guarding his hoard. The thieves had stolen into the mountain and pilfered gold, and they had plans to pilfer even more, but now they were rethinking their attack.

Erick waited, there above the Script, for an attack that did not come.

An hour or so later, he turned his eyesight briefly to the left, to watch as the Benevolence planetoid divided into two, like a giant slime that had grown too large, or rather more like a bunch of very complicated plants and water systems and a multitude of life that had been organizing itself for the split for the last little while. Right on cue, the planetoid split, and a second, smaller Benevolence planetoid drifted away, toward another glowing lightorb in the sky. It grew larger before it reached that part of the grid of lights above Fenrir, and right as it impacted the lightorb, it flashed with brilliant Benevolence. The Red core of the second lightorb broke and faltered, dissipating into Infinity, and the new [Seed of Atunir] took its place as a sun in the sky for Fenrir.

A few hours after that, both the first planetoid and the second one split again, sending off starter colonies into other nearby lights. When the colonies touched the light, they blew away the Red in those lights and became the new mini-suns in that part of the world of Fenrir.

Plan Surround and Consume was active, and working, and it was also destroying a working of Red in those sunlights. Good work, all around.

Erick opened tiny portals into Benevolence itself now and again, to check on those mini-worlds as they grew and thrived under their own rapidly-created life. He found nothing amiss with those lands.

And so, he waited for the other shoe to drop.

He also checked his Status, to make sure he wasn’t under an attack he didn’t see.









Erick Flatt, [100-ish] [Current Location: Layer 789; Veird, year 1453]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Soul: 2.23b per day / 25,810 per second , [Mark of Benevolence Level = 2.23]

Body: 3218

Mind: 4723

Overall Stability: ↑↑ [+23,487.1, -33] Basic upkeep

Mp: 351.6t/∞, ↑ [+8,001.1, -11] Basic upkeep

Hp: 349.1t/∞, ↑ [+7,743, -11] Basic upkeep

Pp: 348.9t/∞, ↑ [+7,743, -11] Basic upkeep

Resons: 98.9t [+2,322.9 = +258.1]









Yup; that looked about normal these days.

Erick sent a second glance down to Veird, back down to the northern wing of the Spellsurge Mountains, where Tenebrae and a few others were working to contain and organize the [Spellsurge Weave] map that controlled the [Seeds of Atunir]—

Ah.

And a Future Erick stepped out of the air, to help them.

Current Erick was about to go down there, but he’d keep watch up here for a while…

He looked back down.

“How long do I have to stay up here?”

- - - -

“You stay up there for a while,” Erick said to his Past, of about 20 hours ago. Erick then turned to the room with Atunir, Tenebrae, Rozeta, and Archmage Riivo of Archmage’s Rest, all concentrated on the Weave in front of them. “And I’ll take over from here. So! Guys! There’s a few different attacks coming, and we need to prepare for them all, because in that preparation, they won’t happen.”

Atunir sighed out in relief as she smiled, saying, “It is so nice to have you back as an accomplished Time Wizard, Erick. Loved that thing with the [Animadversion].” She chuckled a little, then admitted, “I was truly worried for a moment there.” Her voice got softer. “Very worried.”

Rozeta had a hollow look in her eyes as she got down to business, saying, “She was not the only one who was worried—”

“I’m not worried now,” Atunir stressed, and then she swept a hand at the glowing map of the expanding [Seeds of Atunir]. “Everything is working out very well out there, and now you’re both out there and in here at the same time. I feel practically young again, Erick, seeing someone step through time so easily. Tell me the problems coming down the line, and allow me to feel joy that this whole thing is going to work out in our complete favor.”

Erick raised an eyebrow at the Goddess of Field and Fertility. “You’re quite peppy right now?”

“I most certainly am! And you should be, too!” Atunir said, “You have no idea how much stress the entire world is under, Erick. So much stress. But now you came in and spent ten hours out there, on your own, fighting the good fight through time itself…” She smiled, and a tiny golden tear formed and then collected in her deep brown eyes. “And I’m rather experiencing a lot of emotions right now.”

She took the drop of gold from her eyes, like plucking a drop of sunlight from the sky, and she flicked the drop into the [Spellsurge Weave] map. That drop struck one of the planetoids out there and then spread like golden light through the spreading spellwork.

Erick couldn’t tell exactly what she had done, but she had just cleared up a good 8 problems that he had foreseen, but which he hadn’t gotten the chance to talk about. He was going to tell them about… well. A bunch of stuff.

Rozeta said, “I’m the Goddess of Knowledge, and you being here is enough to grant me the Knowledge that you want me to have.”

“Ah,” Erick said. “All the gods and Relevant Entities of the Script are in deep communication right now, because that was part of the plan, wasn’t it. I had forgotten about that nuance of this war.”

“You spent a while away, Erick, but now you’re back and stronger than ever,” Atunir said, “And that very presence helps us in turn. The Pantheon has been without any true powers to act on our behalf in… in so long.”

“I’m glad to help,” Erick said, smiling. “I live here too, after all.”

Atunir smiled gently.

“I still have concerns,” Rozeta said. “But yes. We’re all in communication with each other. Everything is working as it should. You leaving was a very big concern, but now you’re back and strong enough to venture outside of the Script without worry, and now we wonder if we should adjust some of our plans. Should we be more aggressive?”

Erick said, “Yes to aggression. It is probably time to talk about killing your alters out there, on Fenrir.”

Rozeta said, “That is one of our main concerns, yes. One among many, really. It has only been a week since we saw Fenrir reveal itself as it currently is.”

Atunir said, “We found out what went wrong with our initial implantation of [Seeds of Me] on Fenrir. We already assumed that he would have some divine assistance to come at us sideways, through an attack based on the nature of mana and divinity itself, and that is exactly what happened there. This larger Plan Surround and Consume is working because it’s taking place outside of Fenrir’s protected space and you’re there to make it actually work, but I can’t plant anything on Fenrir’s surface because… He has a reflection of me down there, Erick. She stopped me.”

Phagar stepped into the meeting, saying, “There are copies of all of us down there.”

Rozeta said, “Everyone except Melemizargo.”

A shadow coiled in the room. Bright white eyes lit up in the gloom, as Melemizargo said, “Of course he doesn’t have me down there.” He looked at Erick. “We need to talk.”

Rozeta sighed. She said to Erick, “We’ll talk about those things later.”

Erick nodded.
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Erick stood with Melemizargo at Ascendant Mountain, atop the central pillar and under a swirl of Darkness. The main source of light in the space was the pillar underneath, which glowed like a white-ice ocean under the sun. Everything else was black.

Melemizargo’s eyes were also rather illuminated, though, almost rivaling the light from the floor. He was 3 meters tall at the moment, but he was still a dragon and that was his sitting-down height, so he was still rather wide.

Erick was similarly sized, but he was in his human form.

A chair rose out of the ground for Erick, and Erick took the offered seat, asking, “What’s up, Melemizargo?”

“I’m going to die soon.”

It was a sudden statement, voiced softly, in a way that Erick had only ever heard Melemizargo speak to his daughter. It was not what Erick wanted to hear.

It was a finality.

An End.

Melemizargo did not simply mean ‘die’ when he said ‘die’, and both of them knew that, and both of them knew that Melemizargo did not want to die, but they knew it was going to happen anyway. Or, at least, that’s what both of them believed. Melemizargo was resigned.

Erick still had hope.

Erick breathed deep, then asked, “I can’t change that?”

“No. Nothanganathor won along the avenue of the Godpact world, and though you have split this reality from that reality, the reality we focused on for so long still carries a certain weight. He becomes the God of Magic along that avenue of power. That is set in the Firmament Itself.”

“Why can’t I change that?!”

Melemizargo got a far off look in his eyes, and then he looked at Erick, and said, “Once, long ago, I had a conversation with my own mother that went along these very same lines, when I found out about what Nothanganathor had done to her. I asked her why we couldn’t alter her death. She told me something that was a rumor to me before that moment, even though I had been her Second for a long time. Something I didn’t truly believe, but which has proven true. I can feel it even now.

“My End.

“Erick.

“Understand this: the Darkness always knew that there would always be a Wizard War contest over the Mantle of the God of Magic, and so the Darkness set up some rules. One of those rules is that whoever wins the Mantle will keep the Mantle, and no amount of Paradoxing or Creation or Destruction will change that.

“There are not many hard rules when it comes to True Magic, done true, but this is one of them. When the time comes for a Changeover of Mantle, the Mantle moves on. And so, Nothanganathor will get the Mantle, 38 days from now. No matter what you do, he will get the Mantle. He might not know this, but he likely feels it. I feel it, too, and I recognize the feeling. Rozeta knows what is coming because she is the Goddess of Knowledge, and it is her sacred duty and burden to Know Things. She and I have had a conversation already, but we had to break it off because it was too troubling for her, and for me.

“And now you also know this sacred information.”

Erick breathed.

He accepted what he was told.

And then he tried to find a way around it.

He asked, “If we can’t prevent the date, could we skip over the date?”

“The Changeover is not a solid thing. It can move this way or that, but it will happen. Even if Nothanganathor is dead, he will be revived by the Dark, because he is already the God of Magic in the future. Causality will break and then reform to make this happen. If necessary, the Dark Itself will take action, which means that every single person in the nearest few light years will likely die, including you, if you stay here.”

Erick said, “He told me that he ‘did things’ to ensure that he is the God of Magic. Is this one of those things? Is this a fiction invented by him to make you believe these things?”

Melemizargo smiled a little, though it was a sad sort of thing. “No. He lied to you about that, about ‘him doing something’. He is claiming credit for the work of others. This is how the transfer always works, though the hows-and-whys of it are different every time.”

“… Shit— Wait. What if we change the Mantle itself into something lesser? Make the Goddess of Knowledge the true power of the Dark?”

Melemizargo smiled worriedly. “Then the Dark would strip Rozeta of her life and power and grant all of that to Nothanganathor. As it is, the Dark will likely do that anyway, and if not the Dark, then Nothanganathor once he is able.”

“He doesn’t make any inroads into the Dark after he wins, Melemizargo,” Erick said, as solid as he could. “The universe of the future had Nothanganthor winning, but he was still a while away from actually getting the Dark to accept a new emplacement of life within itself. He might never have reached that goal. Yes, he had won, but he had won a Mantle from an Overdeity that didn’t seem to care for him at all.”

Melemizargo chuckled darkly. “Aye. The Dark would hate him… But the Dark hates me, too. I stripped people of their power before, Erick, which set the stage for the Sundering. I have not been a good steward. When I was young... Nothanagnathor is just the most present of the offended. Even here, on Veird, I couldn’t get anyone to be who they should have been. I am a failure in the eyes of the Dark.”

“Let’s not be defeatist yet.” Erick thought a little bit… “How about we make Nothanganathor ascend to a god of the Fractal Cosmology?”

“And then he gets to be a double god? Ha?”

“No no. Fractal gods can only do what people think they can do, and if everyone believes that Nothanganathor can only ever be… the Hidden Antagonist, or something, then that is what he will become. And then, when he gets the Mantle of Magic he will become a god that is… that is what his worshipers made of him? Someone more in line with the actual purposes of the Dark?” Erick could see that Melemizargo didn’t like any part of this idea, but Erick continued, “Just wait a moment— There are lots of problems to this idea, with the main one being that Nothanganathor is siphoning away his divinity to Margleknot, through ancient pact, so he can’t actually become divine, otherwise he would have done so long ago. Also, his Sign of Power probably siphons away divinity, too. But the point is… Can we turn him into a phantom of himself that would give up his power and undo what he has done, reviving everyone he killed and undoing the Erasures and all that? If we can do that, then that’s pretty much a win, right?”

Melemizargo looked even less happy. “… You want to forgive him?”

Erick kept the anger out of his voice, but it was a near thing. “Do you want to live and turn back into the God of Magic after a while of being dead, or do you want to just plain lose?” Erick added, “I’m spitballing ideas right now, anyway. We might come up with something better with more than a handful of minutes of thought.”

Melemizargo harrumphed. “Honestly. You, calling for forgiveness. This is less of a surprise to me than it should be. You, calling for forgiveness! I’m surprised it took this long. Your fae ascension truly brought you back to your roots.”

“I fully expect to be too furious to be able to think straight now and again, but being able to walk through time has given me some much-needed distance.”

Silence.

Erick’s thoughts turned to the past.

Melemizargo was probably thinking of the past, too.

Anger and frustration bled away from the moment, like pus from a wound.

Melemizargo was resigned, and it had taken Erick some time to get there with him. He still wasn’t there, but… If Melemizargo had said he was going to die, then Erick kinda believed him.

Erick said, “Rozeta might have already told you, but… When I saw Nothanganathor the last time— 30 years ago, to me, not that glimpse through the reflection— when I saw him he told me how I had proclaimed to be the ‘ultimate forgiving sort’ —like that was something awful to be— and that he deserved the same treatment, and then I told him ‘Forgiveness is for those who desire it, or those who I can force into compliance. You are neither, and you will have NOTHING.’. He exploded, or I exploded him. I don’t know if I actually managed that myself, or he allowed it, but it still feels good to have done that to him.”

Melemizargo said, “It was probably an avatar. I did the same thing many, many times. Never with him as a god, though…” Melemizargo nodded proudly. “That’s quite an accomplishment for you. Congratulations.”

Erick laughed. “Thanks for humoring my mortal achievements.”

“Ha! Mortal, he says.” Melemizargo adopted a sarcastically imperious tone, saying, “Now Erick, just because I have seen it all a billion times already does not make this time any less important, and you are no more mortal than Fairy Moon, or Shadow, or any of the others.” A bit softer, he asked, “Have you not experienced a physical death yet?”

Erick shuddered. “I thought I already did?”

“Well yes. Your worldline shattered and then you brought it back together. Seems you made some sort of power that allows you to recollect more than just yourself after death, though. It allows you to not actually spend any mana, if you wish… Hmm. And also allows for magic sampling? Ahh… That’s your Archmage upbringing; Always investigative. But you know why the Dark wants people to actually spend mana, though?”

Huh. So [Wizard’s Clarity] was the first step to becoming Fae? … or at least the version of Fae that Erick became.

“To spend mana is to expand existence, I am sure.”

“Correct.” Melemizargo asked, “Have you experienced death since your initial death?”

“Nope! And I’m fine with that.”

Melemizargo smirked. “It’s actually quite good to know that you have this kind of power. I’m sure exploding Nothanganathor’s avatar was no small feat, either.”

“I’ll count it as an accomplishment if I can do it again, and directly. Maybe if I can kill his real body I can [Reincarnation] him into someone better… Oh. Uh. Would that get rid of his Curse of Obscurity?”

“If you can put him into a position that you actually have enough power to [Reincarnation] him, then I will be able to undo the Curse from here.” Melemizargo said, “With the Curse undone, that would allow you to actually uphold your ideals to protect those who you subjugate, wouldn’t it?”

They had skipped past the part where Erick would have said that he would have taken Nothanganathor under his wing after a [Reincarnation], if he was actually able to do any of that, which meant protecting him from forces that wanted to End him. Erick hadn’t wanted to bring that up… but he kinda did want to talk about it, which is why he mentioned undoing the Curse of Obscurity.

Erick said, “I don’t want to forgive him, for anything—”

“And yet, you would, if you could.”

“If forgiving the Sundering would put all this behind us and sever him from the power to ever Sunder ever again, as well as ensure all good outcomes for all always? Then yes, I would forgive him, and you will, too.”

“But you don’t want to forgive him.”

It was an accusation, a demand of Melemizargo’s own, a plea, and a need, all wrapped up in a small sentence that was almost a question, but not quite.

“Yeah. I don’t…” Erick said, “I don’t know if I could honestly forgive him for anything, Melemizargo.” Erick thought of Debby, and all the pain of the last 1453 years of Veird’s history, and the uncountable trillions of people that the Sundering killed and then ripped apart until nothing was left, not even their souls. “I don’t want to forgive him. He doesn’t even deserve forgiveness as he is… But if he gives up everything? If there is a way to make this work that results in no more war? Then I… I would do what I needed to do.”

Melemizargo snorted; a laugh. And then he said, “If he asks you to ask me to undo his Curse of Obscurity, then know now that the answer is ‘no’, unless you can truly put him in a position where you or I have all the power over him. If you can draw any sort of solid agreement out of him that would be acceptable then I would… allow it.”

That was big.

Erick nodded.

The both of them allowed the moment to settle.

And then Erick asked, “You’re not down there at all, are you? On Fenrir, I mean. I thought you could look through the Dark Mark to see everyone you want to see who has a Mark?”

Melemizargo furrowed his scaled eyebrows. “No. That’s not how that works… Is that how Nothanganathor sought to speak to you after your dismissal?”

“I thought it was, but now I’m realizing that there’s a discrepancy in that thought.”

Melemizargo shook his head a little. “There is little discrepancy. Unless I am truly focusing on a known power, it is hard to see them, and even then it would be impossible to see an average person outside of Veird, outside of a proper manasphere. I have caught glimpses of times and places like that, since the Sundering, but I had always assumed it was a phantom; a trick to get me to release my Mantle. The only way he was likely able to see you after he kicked you away was that you were inside of a manasphere and you were a Wizard of the Dark; two very necessary things in order to draw the attention of Magic Itself and to allow the Dark to see you. The Dark sees its Wizards everywhere they are, all the time.”

“Ahh… Well yeah. I guess so— Can you see me now?”

Melemizargo said, “Yes, but only because you’re a weight upon the world. If you lighten your steps then you will become invisible.”

“… Huh.” Erick said, “One of the things he said was that it was anathema for the God of Magic to take away a Mark, so he had no real leverage except all the leverage he had, which was obviously a threat…” Erick asked, “But I think I transcended my Mark. Is there… something I can do with it, now?”

Melemizargo grinned a little. It was not a wholly happy look, but there was a great deal of joy in there. And then he seemed to relax into a softer stance, as he said, “He won’t be able to find you with it anymore unless he truly focuses, but with the power at his command it would be easier to find you in other ways; through your family, through your history. Once he becomes a God then his options bloom immeasurably. If he strips your Dark Mark from you, then you will have every cosmological right to take your revenge upon him, as he has done to me with the Sundering. As it is now, your Dark Mark is more of a trap for him, should he attempt to influence you through it. Don’t let him bluff you with taking it away, but also don’t ever act like you would want it taken away; that would allow him to take it without repercussion.” Melemizargo said, “And so, you should simply keep it. I’m sure you will find a use for it eventually. But as for now… Let us move past the talk of strategy and outcomes.” Melemizargo said, “We are currently under a [Time Stop], and I would enjoy hearing about your journeys through time, if you would tell them. Rozeta is actually quite reluctant to speak of the secrets she knows, which is how a Goddess of Knowledge should be.

“So Erick?

“What did you learn?

“What did you see, beyond my death, in this universe that is so large and beautiful?”

Erick felt a pang in his chest.

And then he conjured a table and set upon it some foods from Earth that he had taken and saved over the years. “It’s all junk food, comfort food, but I enjoyed all of this from my home. I already ate everything that I saved from my journeys through the Time. But please, take what you want.” Erick grabbed a slice of buffalo chicken pizza, saying, “I missed pizza the most. It was so bad for me, but I loved it while I could eat it without problems.”

Melemizargo eyed the food… reluctantly. He was not impressed, and yet, he floated a slice over to himself and then took a bite. He thought for a second, and then he took another bite. “Not bad?”

Erick laughed. “It’s pure commoner food, but yeah. It’s not bad.”

Melemizargo chuckled.

Erick began, “So when I stepped through time the first time, it did not start off that way at all. I stepped through a Benevolence portal into a void, and created [Wizard’s Clarity], which sort of cleared up everything around me. I wasn’t inside a void at all, but inside Benevolence Itself. Still looked like a void, though, except for the points of light so far away that turned out to be collections of nebulous Benevolence out there in the Fractal Universe.

“The first place I fell was this world of Abarial, over 172 million Layers away. I learned a lot there about corruption, but also about Valkyries. You know I gave up that [Blessing of Empathy] when Koyabez helped make my silver star pin into the Crystal Star? He kept granting that specific spell back over the years, but I was glad to actually be rid of it. It served very well for a time, but it was a lot of strong-armed soul twisting. Necessary soul twisting, but not something I wish to engage in more than necessary.”

Melemizargo nodded as he sipped a 2-liter bottle of high-caffeine soda through a giant swirly straw.

“Anyway. The Valkyries are actually a rather similar application of that [Blessing of Empathy], what with their mind-meld magics. Over the course of the war, which took about half a year, I saw fractious worlds come together under one mind, and when it all ended, and when I ended the Valkyrie spell, I saw worlds that had been too broken to stop the advance of corruption all come together to work together, to truly restart their civilization. Being a part of the Valkyrie magic was as close to enlightenment as most people were ever going to get… or at least that was the sentiment they spoke of.

“As for the actual war: To combat the corruption over a land of a few tens of planets, and three Layers, I took a direct, burning approach to the corruption itself, but I deployed Valkyries extensively in order to rush through the repair of their civilization as fast as I could…”
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Erick had tried to get back to work after seeing Melemizargo for a talk about everything in the universe and a few other universes besides, but he found himself faced with Jane instead. She had asked him to talk for a little while, alone, before he got to doing anything big. She hadn’t expected him to easily agree, but now she was dealing with that new reality she had created.

Erick was taking it easier than Jane.

In Jane’s house in the cloud castle over Candlepoint, Erick sat down with his daughter while she made tea in the kitchen. Jane almost never used her house, but Erick had kept it neat and tidy for when she did. These days Evan was the one actually living in the place, which was what Jane and Evan had agreed on, so it wasn’t too much of a surprise when Jane rummaged through the cupboards looking for her preferred tea, and she couldn’t find it.

“Fuck it, I guess we’re drinking whatever weird shit Evan bought,” Jane said, grabbing some ‘Mild Greens’. “What even is ‘Mild Greens’ anyway?”

Erick smiled a little. “It’s a tea from Nelboor, by way of House Void Song. Evan is one of the main contacts for them now that he’s here at the House most of the time. I think you liked it when you tried it once, when we were served it at breakfast with the grass travelers.”

Jane was dumping the tea into little metal containers, but she paused. She bent down and smelled it— “Oh my gods. I remember it now! I loved this stuff… Huh.”

She stayed there for a moment, thinking about a lot, and then she got to putting the tea back together. With a flick of her hand she boiled the water in the pot, but she manually put the tea strainers into the water to let them steep. She brought the pot and a plate of cookies over to the kitchen nook table… But with a small uncomfortableness, she looked at the table.

She was probably thinking about how the table was a tall one, with tall chairs. It easily doubled as a standing table sometimes, which is how Evan used it sometimes. It was not the table that Jane had originally had in the house.

Jane set down the tea pot and cookies anyway, saying, “Evan has some weird tastes, but the table is sturdy enough.”

Erick smiled softly at that—

Jane instantly added, “You’ve had this weird, forlorn look in your eyes ever since you… Well since you came back.”

“Yup. No doubt. How old are you now?”

Jane raised an eyebrow. “… How old do you think I am?”

“34 or 36. I’m not sure. I think our birthdays heavily diverged recently—” Erick gave his daughter a Look. “And you made yourself younger.”

Jane smiled. “35, and yeah. I went for 25. 25 was a good age.”

“What was so good about 25?”

“Oh lots of things. I almost got married—”

Erick was floored. He asked, “Where was I when this almost happened?”

“… Which you did not know at all, did you.”

“Where was I?!”

“Up here— Just below here, at the House, being King.” Jane kept dropping bombs, “Anyway. 25 was a great age. I told you about the Unicorn Hunt, yeah? Marric. Orcol mind mage that partied with me? We met later on and sort of… one thing led to another. He knew who I was and I knew him and we almost got married, but then his family turned out to want him to want kids and he couldn’t have kids with me, and then things just sort of fell apart from there. He’s still a great guy, but we lost him in the Red while you were gone at Margleknot.”

Erick breathed deep. “Sorry I wasn’t here.”

Jane winced. “No no— Dad. That’s not why… Sorry. I guess that kinda came out wrong. No. I did not mean to— That’s not… I just wanted to tell you, not hurt you. It didn’t work out anyway. But… I liked being 25. It felt like things finally started to come together for me, there. Even my breakup with Marric was a good thing, for both of us.”

Erick said, “Sorry I wasn’t here for that.”

“Well. Yeah.” Jane said, “I’ve been thinking about… a lot of things. Mainly about organized magic and how you made yourself able to be hurt only through Health and the other two… And I was thinking about all the sideways attacks that Nothanganathor is coming at us with…”

She went silent.

Erick allowed her a moment pouring both of them some tea; it was ready now. “You still like sugar, right?”

“Milk, too, but I can do that myself.”

Erick smiled. “I know you can, but I want to help you.”

Erick saw the pain in Jane’s eyes as she thought.

Jane made an important decision.

And then Jane looked at her father, and spoke some words she had obviously been practicing in a mirror somewhere, “You know, Dad, you talk about a bunch of stuff that’s so far out of the ability for anyone to really reach. Time travel. Layers of the universe. Resurrection and reincarnation. Fate Magic. But at the same time, all of that is because of Wizardry, which is basically you telling the universe that you have the power, so what you say goes. Wizardry is whatever you want, right? Tell me if I have that wrong.”

Erick wasn’t exactly sure where Jane was going with this, so he just answered the question, “There’s nuance, but yes. Just like with normal magic, if you know what you’re doing then it costs less to do it, but at the same time if you simply have enough resources to not care about cost, then you can do anything.”

Jane relaxed a little. “Okay. So…” She paused again. She said, “This war is getting out of hand. None of us can actually contribute anything at all to it— No. I mean it, dad. Don’t interrupt, please. The vast majority of us are worthless. There is power to be had if we can get it, but we’re talking universal, existential threats, and we have no time for all the rest of us to Ignite to Wizardry. There’s not a single person on this world, aside from you, that can turn into a dragon and multiply through time and then shit out all this mana that then comes right back to you as though it was never spent at all.”

Erick almost interrupted there, too, because he had some plans to give some Marks of Benevolence to people to help them cultivate a sort of power that would stay with them… though he wasn’t sure how it would work in the Script. The Houses of Reason on Earth were full of mages that could cast some small spells all day long, for basically forever, as long as they spaced those spells out every several hours. The mana they cast would eventually come back to them. It would come back faster if they mediated on it and actively pulled that mana back to them. But when they spent too much mana over something big, like a [Fireball] or [Lightning Bolt] then that mana tended to stay gone and then the mage would need to wait for their soul to fill with Benevolence again in order to cast anything else. Such waiting might take them anywhere from a day or several days.

Most mages of Earth tended to stick to very small, [Prestidigitation]-type spells.

But could someone with a Dark Mark and a Benevolence Mark spend mana and have that mana come back to them? How would the Script help or harm a person who had multiple mana-generating Marks in their souls? How would that work at all?

Erick had a lot of questions about that, but he wanted Jane to get her words out before he went on that tangent, because what she was saying was important. The war was getting way, way out of hand. Any day now, either Erick or Northanganathor might pull something truly horrendous out of possibility.

Jane seemed like she might have a solution to that.

Jane breathed. She said, “And so… instead of everyone trying to one-up each other, why not work on smaller powers? Ah. No— No. I said that wrong. I mean… If you could make this war work out however you wanted, through Wizardry, do you really need to keep going big? You could go small and make the small battles mean just as much as the big ones. Maybe a simple [Force Bolt] to the head and Nothanganathor’s a goner, because he has no Health. You know how you made yourself only able to be damaged through Health, Mana, and Psyche? Could we do that for everyone, including the Valkyries and all that?

“That sort of thing.

“That’s my idea to win the war, though I don’t know how valid it is. Winning a war by going backwards in overall strength? Sounds crazy but… Wizards are Wizards, right? You can make anything happen. Can you make a normal person able to punch up against a god?

“And. Like. I’m just a normal person. I’m not a Wizard. I just have the power I gained thanks to the Script and… you. There are millions of us, and even the Valkyries share some of my concerns. Shivraa has been great to talk to this last year… Anyway.” Jane’s practiced speech sort of fell apart. “That’s what I’m wondering. Is it possible to bring the concerns of this war back down to something that we can actually participate in, so we can decide our destiny instead of having Wizards battle it all out for us?”

Erick’s mind had hit a speed bump and knocked the whole train off the track.

“… Huh.”

Jane instantly pulled back, saying, “Yeah. It’s a dumb idea. But I had to ask. Nothanganathor wouldn’t respect something like a Polite War at all and—”

“Now that, I am going to interrupt, because yeah, he won’t respect that, but who cares what he respects. I certainly don’t, and so, all we have to do is have the larger power in order to erode his power away from him…” Erick found himself vanishing down a thought tunnel with ten thousand million thoughts at once. He resurfaced without resurfacing, and in the power of the moment, said to Jane, “Benevolence is all about gaining power to help those below you, but helping them against what? That’s right.” A light seemed to flicker on inside Erick, and somewhere far, far away. “Helping them against oppression and tyrants, of course.”

Erick felt a cascading shift in his Status that reverberated outside of his body, echoing far, far away.

Benevolence Itself flexed, and Erick caught sight of a bunch of Spells in his Status as their descriptions began to change.

Benevolence Jolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

An ethereal bolt of benevolence inexorably strikes a target for <5x WIL effect>. <Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>

The bottom line shifted to—

Jane grinned a lopsided, unsure sort of grin. “Well yeah. ‘Helping against tyrants’. Was that a surprise?”

“Well... No. Not really.” Erick rapidly said, “But the best realizations are the ones that aren’t a surprise at all. The answer has been there this whole time!” Erick raised his voice, “Hey, Rozeta! Did those black boxes in those Benevolence Spells finally clear up?”

Rozeta stepped into the room, “I cleared up those problems so long ago, and now you bring them back, just to reveal what I had hidden as unknowable— Yes! They cleared up, but you did more than that! What did you do, Erick?”

Jane looked up in the air, reading stuff.

Erick didn’t get a box, but he could see that Rozeta was right here, and she could see that Erick wanted to see, so she waved a hand and a litany of blue boxes appeared. Just like in his own Status, they had that line at the bottom, ‘<Effect multiplies when acting on behalf of [][][][][][][][][].>’ but those words were changing.

The unknowable had become known.












	
Benevolence Jolt, instant, long range, 7 mana

An ethereal bolt of benevolence inexorably strikes a target for 5x WIL effect. 

Effect multiplies when acting to help others, or to harm a threat to all.

Creates a barrier of Wizardry upon the user when the threat is great enough.



















	
Benevolence Bomb, instant, long range, 73 mana

Launch a super quick ethereal missile of benevolence that explodes on contact in a large area, causing 10x WIL effect. 

Effect multiplies when acting to help others, or to harm a threat to all.

Creates a barrier of Wizardry upon the user when the threat is great enough.



















	
Detect Benevolence, instant, medium range, 16 mana

Detect ongoing benevolence effects. 

Effect multiplies when acting to help others, or to harm a threat to all.

Creates a barrier of Wizardry upon the user when the threat is great enough.
















More and more boxes filled the air, and Erick smiled as he read them all.

But the improvements weren’t done yet!

Erick asked Rozeta, “Do you have a schematic for the Personal Script you were working on?”

Rozeta breathed deep, and then she held out a spark of blue, saying, “It’s not done at all, but here is a copy.”

Erick smiled wide—

The world transformed in a sweep of iridescent white light.

Tables tucked into Infinity and walls vanished into Elsewhere. Windows vanished into themselves and the floor went away as the cloud castle and all of reality slipped out of the way.

Erick, Jane, and Rozeta floated among Benevolence Itself, and Rozeta’s spark of blue manifested fully into a bright blue marble of Knowledge, unformed.

Erick opened his left hand and brought forth the Mark of Infinity that the Fractal Fairy had given him, oh so long ago. That Mark shattered the world into a rainbow of differences, turning the iridescence of the white into concrete images of other lives and places. There was Jane, as she was in dark blue, but behind Jane was a Jane of a different color; bright green and looking softer, like Abigail. Behind Abigail was yellow Beth, wearing an explorer’s hat and hiking boots. Orange Candice had blood on her clawed hands and a happy look on her face, even with the fangs. A red Jane stood, missing, and yet not; Debby wasn’t back, but she was close, and Solomon would bring her back all of the way soon enough. Erick imagined he saw Deborah in the flavors of Red Jane stretching outward into infinity, and he smiled at that. Purple Evan was next, looking handsome in a suit and in House Benevolence colors.

The rainbow repeated, in different variations of power and style, on into Infinity.

None of them could stand against horrors like Nothanganathor on their own, but they weren’t on their own. They had Erick. Jane was asking for a miracle, and Erick was going to give her one. He was going to give a miracle to everyone.

Erick held out his right hand, and Benevolence Itself twisted down into his palm; a spark of white-rainbow held close. The overall space was not diminished at all. Just like the Fractal Mark, Benevolence multiplied in the face of an existential threat.

The Path of Lightning, the impetus to help others, the rage against injustice, and the desire to make everything better; Erick put it all into that spot of white rainbows in his hand. And then there was more. [Wizard’s Clarity], for self-contained power. Draconic options and unlocks for those of such dispositions. A Wizardly call to Infinity to stabilize what was there through recursive functions.

Erick was a splash of draconic black against the white. He was the turning point of change, the tangle in the Benevolent Sky, and a clash of lightning determining where it wanted to go to make everything better. He was also an uncountable number of himselves. Ten thousand hands held his own hands, as he worked his magic. It was like when Erick helped birth Jane, but different.

Rozeta was the unwavering white solidity of her own draconic self, along with golden Knowledge and the blue Script. She was power written down and controlled. The blue marble was all of that, too, but it was incomplete; it was just a thing. No gold divinity glowed in there. No draconic markers. Just blue.

It was a library of possibility without a guiding light, for Rozeta had been making a thing that would outlive her and her own understanding ten thousand times over, all the way into Infinity.

Erick could See what that blue marble could be.

He Knew what needed to be added. Not just the Dark that it was born within, and the Knowledge grown out of that Darkness, but something more pleasant, that could fit in anywhere it needed to fit in, to blend everything together in the Dark, and bring it out into the Light.

Erick held out his multitudinous hands and the power they contained.

With hands cradling and supporting, Erick’s voice overlapped with itself as he spoke,









“The [Strike], The [Bolt], The [Wall], The [Bomb],

“The [Fly], The [Scry], The [Blink], The [Heal].

“These are the spells we work with aplomb.

“These Scripted strengths! We make them real.

“They tear through tyrants like strong aspirants

“Founding great futures upon even keel.”









Power melded with power.

Light dimmed as Erick held that power together.

The working took an age and a single moment to come together, and then it was done. Erick almost slumped for how much that had taken out of him, but he felt good. He felt great!

And then, like someone had turned off blinding floodlights, Jane’s house returned out of the brightness like it had never gone anywhere. Erick, Jane, and Rozeta once again stood in the house that Jane had gifted to Evan.

Jane blinked out tears from her eyes, from the brightness.

Rozeta breathed in concern.

And Erick opened his hands.

It was a floating marble made of blue glittercrystal. It glinted. It shimmered. It was rainbows, but also mostly blue.

Erick picked it up, and pulled out a copy of it, and suddenly he had two Personal Scripts, or whatever this thing was going to be called. He pulled out a few more copies of the original, plucking them out just how the Fractal Mark had worked. Erick pulled a few more copies out of the original, and then he handed one to Rozeta.

“And one for you, of course.”

Rozeta breathed deep as she accepted the thing they had made. She almost said something.

But Erick was handing a copy to Jane. A glittering spark held in the air in front of Erick’s hand, as he handed his daughter her future. “For you. The power you asked for. A power I am overjoyed to grant.”

For the briefest of moments, Jane almost hesitated. She stared at that glittering mass like it was a trap, and to accept it was to indebt herself to her father. And then she realized that was ridiculous. This is what she had asked for, from her fae father, and she was getting exactly what she wanted and so much more.

With a steady hand, Jane took the bit of blue glittercrystal and it sunk into her body, into her soul. Her soul flexed and she winced in pain. Briefly, tendrils of spikes and scales and even feathers and simple flesh erupted from her skin where the glittercrystal had sunk into her soul, and then she controlled herself once again.

Erick glanced over at Rozeta as the Goddess of Knowledge and the Script experimentally plucked another Mark of Something out of the little glittercrystal he had given her, and then she plucked out a few more. Then she put those things back together, into one. In none of those actions had she diminished the original at all.

But mostly, Erick looked at his daughter. At Jane.

Jane flinched a little bit here and there as she blinked a lot, her insides mutating here and there like an out-of-control tumor, but only for brief moments—

Jane settled.

Erick smiled and he vanished his own copy of the ‘Personal Script’ with a twist of his hand. Maybe someone would call it something better in the future. He asked Jane, “How do you feel?”

Jane took a moment to think, and then answer. “… The exact same?”

“Good!”

And then Jane looked to Rozeta. “I have New Stats.”

Rozeta said to her, “It seems Strength, Vitality, Constitution, and Dexterity, are all a part of your new Body Stat, while Perception and Intelligence are now part of your Mind Stat. Willpower and Focus are a part of your Soul Stat, which governs… everything that they were trying to get out of the Awakening Machine research project. It will still be good for them to work on that project, but this is the best outcome for this working here.” She held up a single blue glittercrystal marble, staring at it, saying, “Your father implemented an array of Benevolence that would tie into whatever powers this little Personal Script touches. Dark Mark. Fractal Mark. Any other universal marks that might be out there, that might make their way into the user.” Rozeta rolled her hand and the glittering blue thing vanished. She said to Erick, “Thank you, Erick. I have work to do and people to give this to. It needs a name, though.”

Erick looked to Jane. “What do you want to call it?”

“… It’s just your own Benevolent Mark, isn’t it?”

Erick said, “In part. That’s one of the bases. But in whole, it’s a whole bunch of stuff.”

“ ‘The Benevolent System’?”

Erick chuckled. “For some reason, I enjoy the abbreviation ‘BS’, but also not.”

“Oh. Ah. Ha? Let’s just go with Personal Script— Oh. It did something… Uh. All my numbers went down? Oh! Never mind. They went back up?” Jane said, “Ah. It’s saying ‘Building Foundation’.”

Rozeta said, “It’s still calibrating.” She said to Erick, “I’ve distributed a sandboxed version to a thousand people already and a few monsters beyond a [Time Stop] and almost nothing changed about them, but now the Script seems to hook into the Personal Script, adding a few features. Jane should stabilize in… there she goes. Probably still take her a few hours before she’s ready for combat. You should have a few versions of a Status, Jane. The words at the bottom might change as I work things on my end. What do they look like right now?”

Jane blinked at the air, reading. “I have the original Status and then the new one… But I have the New Stats now? They don’t seem… to be affecting me?”

Erick was worried that he had just done an experiment on his daughter, that his ‘collective cultivation’ with a thousand other versions of himself wasn’t good enough, but Rozeta’s words calmed him. She was working outside of his sight many times faster than this event right here, and there were no Future Ericks around telling him to stop.

He was already sure this was all going to work, but now he was actually sure.

So he just smiled.

Jane pushed some text through the air. “This is rather… weird.”

The first one was Jane’s old Status, updated a bit since the last time Erick had seen it so long ago.

For starters, she now had all of the New Stats, instead of just the one Erick had given her.

… Which was sort of an oopsie, but Jane seemed to be handling it well? Erick had handled it well, himself, after all, and he had cleaned out all the Malevolence from his Status and Rozeta certainly did the same, so the Personal Script Erick had made was surely not going to give Jane paranoia problems.

Oh gods.

Now Erick was kinda panicking.












	
Jane Flatt

Human, age: 35

Level 99, Class: Prismatic Polymage

Exp: 2.9 e27 / 1 e100

Class: 10/10

Points: 5





	
HP


	
8,580/8,580


	
17,160 per day





	
MP
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Strength


	
75
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Perception
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17
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Alert! You have a Personal Script! 

The Script has judged a few things to be true, and made some decisions on your behalf.

This Status is PRIMARY.

This Status is the Primary Status until the Personal Script is functioning at over 100% of Script Status. Switching to the Personal Script before then will be hazardous to all parts of your existence. 

Personal Script is <1% ready.
























Jane Flatt, [35] [Current Location: Layer 789; Veird, year 1453]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 31%, 30%, 30%

Reson allocation rate: 9%

Darkness Level: Archmage

Fractal Level: Blind

Benevolence Level: Store Manager

Soul: 114; 721,500 per day / 8.3 per second

Body: 60

Mind: 19

Overall Stability: ↑↓ [+7.5, -7] Building Foundation, 87% complete

Mp: 2/114,000, ↑↓ [+2.57, -2] Building Foundation

Hp: 2/60,000, ↑↓ [+2.5, -2] Building Foundation

Pp: 2/19,000, ↑↓ [+2.5, -2] Building Foundation

Resons: 0/100, ↑↓ [+.7 = +.08] Building Foundation











Erick chuckled nervously. “Okay! That’s—” He focused on Jane, moving to stand next to her in half of a heartbeat. He stared into her soul, into her mind, into her body, asking, “How are you feeling, honey?”

Jane flinched backward. “Too close.” She tried to nudge him away, but she only ended up pushing herself away. So she stopped pushing. “Seriously. I feel fine. A bit weak, but fine.”

“She’ll be fine, Erick.” Rozeta said, “You made it properly. She’s just building her foundation according to her mana generation. She’ll be done in a little while, and then she can start filling up her Personal Status with her mana generation.” Rozeta said to Jane, “I haven’t gotten to experiment in all the permutations of what is possible for a person with a Personal Script, but it should do all the things a normal Script can do, and more. You’re going to have to learn to accrete to raise your base numbers, and cultivate to raise your reson generation, and be a… leader to gain more Benevolence?”

Erick said, “Yup.”

“So like Darkness but different,” Rozeta said, “Keep in mind that your various pools do not protect you nearly as well as your father’s infinite-cap ‘Health wells’ protect him.” Rozeta looked to Erick, saying, “That should be all of the big questions answered.” She said to Jane, “Your Personal Script is rather intuitive, so your father should have all the rest of the answers.” She said to Erick, “This was great work. I would congratulate you more if we weren’t in a war.”

Erick nodded. “Thanks for coming and helping.”

“This might win us the whole war, but even if it doesn’t, this might just be the single greatest magic I have ever seen. It will change everything, Erick. I wish I had more time to discuss it all with you, but I must attend the spreading [Seeds of Atunir]. They are going to make great bases.”

And then Rozeta stepped away.

Erick focused on Jane. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Jane said to him, “Of course I’m okay. It’s you that made this magic.” She blushed a little, looking away. “… It’s embarrassing to tell you how much I look up to you… but I guess I have to actually say it or you don’t know it... You’re amazing, dad.”

Erick smiled softly, and then he hugged Jane. “You’re amazing.”

“Gods I hope I can be,” Jane said, chuckling a little bit on her father’s shoulder.

Erick spoke with conviction, “You are, and you will be. You can be anything you want to be, and you are a warrior capable of cutting down all enemies.”

Jane chuckled a little bit more, and then she patted her father’s back. “We have more cookies and tea, and I want to hear more about what happened while you were time traveling, and then I’m trying out this new Personal Script against a Wizard-fighting dungeon that we set up for testing.”

Erick almost went right into talking about his time on Earth, but...

Erick pulled back, sat down, and looked at his daughter. “Jane. You have an anti-Wizard Dungeon that you set up for testing? When did this happe— Oh my gods. It’s not an anti-Wizard dungeon, is it. It’s an anti-Malevolence Dungeon, isn’t it. Oh my gods, Jane.”

Jane instantly said, “It’s good training! I only died a few times— If you’d prefer we could do some of the anti-tyrant scenarios in some of the various dungeons around— There’s that dungeon over in Greendale that you did. That meta-iron one, with the gems you based your Personal Script on? The third floor, the assault on the Broken Siphon is a great way to test yourself against an appropriately strong enemy, and once the limiters come off and there’s a facsimile of a Wizard defending the Siphon then it becomes a whole lot more realistic. Of course you can only run that scenario once, and it takes up a lot of bandwidth to do that, but that faux-Wizard can kill pretty much anyone he sees with a flick of his fingers. Rather realistic.”

A rising panic; that’s what Erick was feeling.

“Oh my gods, Jane. How are you preventing the creation of a hostile Wizard with that sort of scenario? A real Wizard? But it has to be close to real, right, if you’re to get any actual learning out of it at all.”

“Oh that’s easy,” Jane said, seemingly not worried at all because she knew she was fine. “If he becomes real he disconnects from the Dungeon and loses all his powers. We— Uh. We had an incident, and then we resolved it.” Jane easily saw that wasn’t good enough of an answer, so she said, “We only allow one go at those scenarios before we full-reset it; no multiple-lives, continually attacking the Wizard. That really makes the guy realize what is happening. We dismantle the Wizard after we use him, too, so he never rises above the level of a smart slime. Stimulus/Response, sort of levels. We did mess up once at a different dungeon years ago, back before your Day of Clouds… But we did need real training, father. These days we only use a few different places that we know we can put on ice when we’re not using them, that way we’re not messing with actual people. Just NPCs.”

Erick wasn’t sure what to think, except… “I suppose this is war, and horrors happen.”

Jane almost said something else but she decided not to.

Erick admitted, “I went back in time on Earth to the 1500s in a different slice of Infinity from our slice to learn how to work Malevolence. I ended up spilling it everywhere, and it wormed into everything. It was already there when I got there, though, and it had been for a long time. Tried a Day of Clouds on Earth and the stuff just came back. Multiple times it came back, even.” Erick stuck his hand into the air, into a hole that appeared only when he reached for it. He pulled out a bunch of DVDs and a few different video game systems and other stuff that Jane had loved and set them down on the kitchen counter. A great big television and DVD player came next. As Erick set those down, he said, “Earth was a whole bunch of stuff that came and went way too fast. Other than that, I went around the universe cleaning up corruption. Blowing up a planet that was too far gone here and there. Etcetera. That’s how I got that Fractal Mark that I used to make the Personal Script. I work part-time for the uber-god of this universe. Not quite a paladin. More paladin-adjacent. A part-timer.”

Jane had a moment.

And then she Looked at Erick, asking, “Are you trying to make me worry about you?”

Erick smiled. “Completely unintentionally, I assure you.”

Jane exclaimed, “Then I guess we’re just both a pair of crazy people, doing crazy shit!”

“As one does; yes,” Erick agreed.

And then they got to talking.

It was wonderful.

Soon, everyone showed up here and there, from Teressa to Poi to Kiri and Quilatalap. Ophiel and Yggdrasil. Evan and the girls. Even though Erick was outside of the Script at that moment, fixing the war, he was still here, with his family, constructing the best of all possible worlds. 

            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    Patreon just got THE END.

RR gets it next month. You all still get chapters 277, 278, 279, over the next three weeks, and then a 2 week break before 280/281/282 all on the same day.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                    Ends of Magic (Antimage) just finished book 3 on RR! Congrats, Alexander! It's a good series; go check it out if you want some mage-punching and slaver-killing action~



                

                 

From the desk of Erick Flatt, to whom it may concern:

A single day has passed since that unfortunate interruption of the start of the war, but here we are, back at it again! Many of you might have noticed that I have been all over the place recently, and mostly in the sky. If you looked out there right now you would probably see me in at least 5 places at once.

That is because I am in at least 5 places at once, but I am also here, on Veird.

I’m a fae, now. That means something, I am sure.

What means more, is that Plan Surround and Consume is working. I have been fighting the Primal Lightning out there at every step of the way, and that has probably looked strange to everyone here, with Lightning happening where it ought not to happen and then suddenly not happening at all. In some places, the Red Lightning even flowed backwards.

That’s the nature of a Wizard War.

Nothanganathor’s attempts to disrupt the plan are just that; disruptions. We are winning, and I have spent about 3 weeks doing that sort of winning for us, while less than a day has passed here on Verid.

Soon it will be time for everyone else to step up to the line and take their swing. And it won’t be hopeless! It won’t be a death sentence, as some of you are saying.

We have big plans for those of you that wish to fight. I am writing this letter to tell you that you have the full capability to rise up and fight yourselves… After a little bit of help from the Pantheon and House Benevolence and myself.

We’ve already begun deployments of that power among many people. I am sure many of you receiving this letter have heard of that. We’ll tell you all more in the following week.

As for the current events of the war, all that Lightning you see coming from the Edge of the Scheme of Fenrir are 90% automatic attack magics. Nothanganathor is, of course, actively throwing each bolt and I am directly fighting against him in a contest of wills each time, but the contest of wills is, so far, a routine series of attacks, and I am easily able to counter all of Nothanganathor’s bolts of Primal Lightning.

Is he lulling us into a false sense of security?

Perhaps.

I am not going to take the bait and commit to a larger attack at this moment. Plan Surround and Consume is perhaps a day or five away from completion. It is going slower than it had in the beginning, because the system was getting bigger. A lot bigger. And that necessitates a whole bunch of coordination magics and the complete revamping of the Northern Spellsurge Mountains into a singular focus.

Currently, the planetoids are crashing into sunlights and devouring them, to become sunlights themselves and light up the void for all the people on Fenrir, forming a net of interconnected planetoids that are both generating mana —mostly Benevolence— and actively suppressing Malevolence in the area.

The growth is already spiraling hard. One planet has become two, and those two each made another planet, making 4, which then doubled again, to 8. We slowed down the rampant growth to add more stabilization to the system, to make the planetoids grow into true planets, larger and more solid in their construction.

Soon, they will envelop the whole of Fenrir.

The calculation to that deadline is kinda simple.

The entire outer surface area of Fenrir in square kilometers is calculated by the surface area of a sphere, which is A=4πr^2, at a radius of around 150 million kilometers. Meaning Fenrir is around 3x10^17 million square kilometers. The distance between the surface of Fenrir and the height of the Seeds is mostly negligible, so the space the Seeds have to cover is pretty much 3x10^17 square kilometers.

Each Seed is spaced out from each other Seed at a distance roughly equal to the distance that used to exist between Veird and its moons, meaning each Seed is covering a sphere of the sky over Fenrir that was more easily calculated based on the simple area of a circle, which is A=πr^2. So at a radius of 380,000 kilometers, that means that one Seed, when fully grown, covers about 4.5x10^11 square kilometers.

We don’t want the Seeds to simply be a single layer deep, though, with no ability to bolster each other. And so, we have plotted for triple coverage; making the necessary area to cover three times as large as the original 3x10^17 number. Or 9x10^17.

Figuring out how many moons we need is a simple calculation of:

9/4.5 and 10^(17-11)

or

2x10^6

Or 2,000,000 planetoids.

Which is about 21 doublings.

Not too much, really! We could have done that in a single day, because each Seed is already repaying back the mana used to cast it in under an hour.

Each planet is easily paying for itself and every other planet down the line. If we were deploying this system on our own, without the threat of Nothanganathor out here, then we could have had some rather exponential growth and land creation.

At 15 hours into Plan Surround and Consume, the [Seeds of Atunir] had reached 10 doublings. Over a thousand Seeds. The next doubling came in at 17 hours, making over 2000 Seeds.

I have been out fighting the Red and securing the Seeds for 3 subjective weeks, but only for a single Veird-day. At 24 hours, when this note was written, we were at 15 doublings, or 33,000-ish planets.

The 2,000,000 mark is not very far at all.

Pray for our success, and know that you are contributing to our success.

If you are a True Believer of Atunir, as is natural, then come to the Spellsurge Mountains and pray for our success yourselves. Leave your uteruses behind if you don’t want to get pregnant, though. Check with the clergy of Atunir if you are safe to approach, or not. Or, if you do wish for pregnancy, then come on up here and achieve a dream.

In a week, after Plan Surround and Consume is finished, there will be Very Big News about empowering people to fight for Veird themselves, and it’s not that update to all the Benevolence Spells out there that some of you have already noticed. It’s so much more than that. You will have the power to affect your world, on your own terms. Soon.

Sincerely,

Erick Flatt









- -









“So how about that letter from my father?” Jane asked, as she lay beside Sitnakov, in her rooms beside the Blue Corps headquarters in Ar’Kendrithyst.

Sitnakov, white as snow, breathed deep, his chest expanding far and then falling down as he breathed out, thinking. Jane lay there with him, his arm around her body, both of them not doing much of anything at all. He was warm and solid as metallic flesh. His solidity usually didn’t faze Jane but she was still feeling a little weak from her Personal Script, inundating her body and transforming how she interacted with the world, so there was a soft comforter between some of where they touched.

Her Personal Status had filled up completely and she had even switched over to it a few times, but mostly not. It was still tender. Still made her body freak out in little ways. Rozeta had prescribed rest for at least a day, and so, Jane was doing that.

Sitnakov had come to her to talk about the letter, but then one thing had led to another and now they were here, in bed together.

“Yeah… That letter. He offered me a Personal Script. Didn’t take. He offered it to a lot of people… He said he’d announce it in a week, but it’s already out there. Talk about lighting a signal fire.”

Jane laughed at that. “He really did light a fire, didn’t he.”

“He did.” A pause. “You got the PS, right?”

“I did. Made me a bit weaker, as you can tell, but it’s already better. Be fully better by tomorrow. Maybe 5 hours.”

Sitnakov let out a sigh of relief, his big chest deflating some. “Good. I like you being sturdy.”

Jane smiled at that. Being called ‘sturdy’ wasn’t every girl’s dream, but she liked it a whole lot when Sitnakov said it.

Silence took over the warm room, and it was nice.

Softly, Sitnakov asked, “Want to go see the Northern Mountains?”

“Kinda, but I’m supposed to stay away from great magical influences.” Jane poked Sitnakov’s chest. It was like poking adamantium that was trying so very hard to be flesh. “You can be an exception.”

Sitnakov chuckled. He craned his neck a little to look at her, asking, “We should probably stay away from the Fertility Goddess’s grand ritual, anyway. Wouldn’t want our handholding to end up with you pregnant.”

“Ha! We can’t have…” Jane had been about to say that they couldn’t have kids anyway, but… “I suppose, me being a dragon would bridge half of the gap, but you being a True Wizard could also… Hmm. Is that enough to bridge a gap? Even with you being wrought? We hadn’t really… ever talked… Hmm.”

As Jane talked, Sitnakov gave a soft chuckle. Jane loved that deep, warm sound.

And then Jane realized.

Her heart beat hard.

Oh.

Shit.

Was this a Big Conversation?

Jane realized this might be a Big Conversation.

Sitnakov had asked about visiting the ritual site, and then kids, and now...

Sitnakov said, “We’ve been doing this for a while now. I think I love you. Would you ever want to have kids?”

Jane had an eternal moment, laying there against Sitnakov. Her heart raced. Her head felt heavy and light at the same time. She had to check herself to make sure she wasn’t having some sort of cascading biological reaction that could end up with her dead, or worse. She even brought up her Personal Script to see if there was a problem.









Jane Flatt, [35] [Current Location: Layer 789; Veird, year 1453]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 59%, 31%, 9% [Full!]

Reson allocation rate: 1%

Darkness Level: Archmage

Fractal Level: Blind

Benevolence Level: Store Manager

Soul: 114; 721,500 per day / 8.3 per second

Body: 60

Mind: 19
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Hp: 60,000/60,000, ↑ [+2.5, -0]

Pp: 19,000/19,000, ↑ [+1.5, -0]

Resons: 100/100, [+.1 = +.01, -0]









There was no problem there.

One thing that Jane really liked about this new Status is that it told her when things were wrong, and what kind of danger she faced. One thing she did not like about it was that she was still figuring the whole thing out. It wasn’t very cooperative—

“Jane?” Sitnakov asked, quietly.

“I know I love you,” Jane said, the words coming easily. “My body was just… acting weird.”

Sitnakov breathed deep, gasping a little— and then he heard the rest of Jane’s words. “Sorry. You said to take it easy—"

“No no— You’re fine. Nothing happened… Well. Yeah.” Jane huffed a laugh. “You threw me for a loop. But… Yeah.” Jane looked up at Sitnakov’s face. He looked at her, questioningly. Jane said, “Yeah. I want kids eventually, if that’s actually on the table. I didn’t know that you did, though.”

Sitnakov relaxed and tensed in equal measure as he smiled brightly. “Yeah, I do. And I’d like to have them with you.”

Jane asked, “What would they even be, though? Adamantium wrought? Orcol-sized dragonkin? Human?”

Sitnakov declared, “Adamantium wrought. I think I could swing it. There would be some rituals to get it done. Wrought reproduction is not like fleshy people’s— Well. It is, in some respects. Some.”

Jane snorted a laugh. “It better not exclude all the fun parts.”

“Of course not!”

Sitnakov did not elaborate, though.

“You’re not going to elaborate?”

“Nope. Not until we’re married and praying to Atunir.” Sitnakov waggled his eyebrows. “Unless you want to go visit the northern mountains and give both our dads heart attacks?”

Jane smiled at that. “Come on.” She sat up and got up, saying, “Now you got me wanting to go see it. I’m ditching the uterus though while we’re up there.”

Sitnakov seriously nodded. “That might prevent pregnancy.”

“Ha! ‘Might’?”

“It’s a big fucking ritual, Jane.” Sitnakov stared off at nothing for a moment. “It’s…” He looked to Jane. “I really do want to go see it with you.”

“Big sights get my blood pumping too, big guy.” She added, “And I guess I can just morph into a dude for a whil— mmrph!”

Sitnakov rose from bed and wrapped Jane in a hug, kissing her deeply. Jane did the same for him.

The moment lasted longer than either of them expected it to last, and it was great.

Jane was in love.

Finally, breathlessly, Jane was in love, and the man she loved loved her back. Suddenly she started crying and laughing and Sitnakov asked what was wrong and they ended up back in the bed, talking small words that were so very large.









- - - -









Jane stepped out of a portal alongside a deployment from the Blue Corps and House Benevolence.

Sunny, Kiri’s [Familiar], eyed them all, and then bounced in place. The little girl was shaped like a long dragon these days, Kiri having long abandoned the couatl-disguise that her [Familiar] used to wear all the time, since she herself was a dragon. Sunny shut the big [Gate] that had taken the team here, and then briefly bounced in the air in front of Jane and Sitnakov.

“Thanks for the ride, Kiri. Sunny.”

Sunny twirled and then vanished into a little [Gate] perfectly sized for her, vanishing like an illuminated noodle sucked into a white hole.

Karonditus, the engineer team leader of this excursion, asked them, “So we don’t need to care about having you here, right? You’re not in charge right now?”

“Correct,” Jane said.

The Blue Corps was a conglomeration of various political entities that was less like a real power, and more like an organizational structure, making sure everyone knew what was happening. Karonditus was technically from House Benevolence, and he was here with a bunch of tech to settle some of the overloading problems of this ‘Seed Ritual’ up here at the Spellsurge Mountains.

Such a thing would have taken maybe 5 people, with some cartloads of stuff.

They had 37 people in their entourage. No one had wanted to deny the leave of those who wanted to come up here to see the largest magic on Veird since the creation of Fenrir.

Jane said, “We’re here to see the sight as pilgrims, just like all these extra people in your over-inflated team.”

Karonditus chuckled. “What do you mean, sir— Oh. Uh. Is it ‘ma’am’? Or… What?”

Jane said, “Whatever you want.”

Jane had needed to get rid of her uterus to visit this place safely, so she did that with [Perfect Polymorph], allowing her to assume the guise of a man she referred to as ‘Jake’. Sitnakov was just himself, standing to the side, all white instead of black.

The Northern Spellsurge Mountains loomed a few kilometers ahead, like craggy walls of silvered rock. A pass in the mountains was the road into the various facilities inside, and that’s where thousands of pilgrims walked into the place, under a glittering golden sky.

The ‘natural’ auroras of this northern pole had long since vanished ever since the day of Fenrir, when the Shells of adamantium layered over Veird’s original Surface. They had only been in existence for 10 years before that, though, because they required a magnetosphere and Veird didn’t have one until Jane’s father had drawn up plans for one.

The auroras were back, though, and different. Golden hues filled the world overhead like a dance of sparks and a wash of mist. And down here, the songs of priests echoed in the mountains, like an open-air church.

It was an absolute miracle of an experience.

Jane’s heart was thumping hard at the power in the air, and the people, and the divinity of it all.

Sitnakov was stunned, eyes fixed on the sky.

Almost everyone in the company was similarly stunned, but Jane and Karonditus had needed to keep their heads about them as the ‘leaders’ of this little trip.

“Looks like we have some checkpoints to clear, Karonditus. It’s your show here. Get it moving.”

Karonditus nodded seriously, and then he raised his voice and drew the party’s gaze. “Attention! Everyone with a uterus! If you get closer to the mountains you will likely end up pregnant if you even touch a man. Hand holding counts as touching! All of you women-looking people know what you’re in for, yeah?”

“Yeah yeah!” said Charon. She was a woman from the University of Candlepoint with a Script-given Class of Managineer. She was one of hundreds like that. She started walking forward with one hand on the floating cart she pulled behind her. “I got it clipped before I came here. I’ll get it healed back tomorrow.”

Karonditus hummed, unsure.

Charon rolled her eyes. “The priest I talked to said it was fine!”

A few of the women in the party were already holding hands with men; they were obviously couples seeking blessings.

Jane wished them the best of luck.

And then Jane started walking on the mountain path, up to the mountains, under the golden sky.

Sitnakov stayed with her, looking up as he walked, whispering, “Beautiful.”

Jane smiled as she looked over Sitnakov. The golden glows of the sky were the only light all around. That gold reflected off of the silver-ish mountains, casting everything in brilliance, while Sitnakov stood out like pure gold himself. “You’re beautiful.”

Sitnakov smiled wide and then he picked up Jane and kissed her for a brief moment.

Jane loved that about him. No matter what she appeared as, man or woman of any race or species, he had no problem expressing his love with a simple kiss, or some small, nice words.

They held hands as they walked into the mountain pass, alongside hundreds of other people, most of whom had been dropped outside the mountains through portals just like their team had been dropped.

The songs of singers deepened.

Together, Jane and Sitnakov walked under the monastic song of priests who stood on the sides of the mountain pass and wore woven-wheat hats and robes. The song echoed. The world reverberated. Jane was walking into the world’s largest cathedral—

Something poked out of the ground over there, and Jane recognized it. It was a thread of wheat, too small to be called a stalk, and yet it was growing fast, becoming a stalk of wheat. That was when Jane looked ahead, and saw even more stalks of wheat poking out of the ground.

Ahead, the crowd cleared as the pass ended and space opened up.

They exited the mountain pass into a field of golden wheat, under the bright gold sky, into a vast, vast valley between the mountains that was supposed to be made holey with deployment tubes, but was instead made holy with fields of grain and the song of ten thousand or more singers, gathered here and there, praising Atunir and her bounty. Far, far overhead was the first planetoid that her father had planted in that sky, with the help of the Goddess of Field and Fertility. It was as big as a moon, now, and it shone down brilliant white in a sea of gold.

Jane felt her heart hitch.

The entire party stilled, all of them transfixed in the moment. It was absolutely heavenly.

Some woman broke down crying to the side, thanking Atunir as she held her belly. Jane wasn’t sure, but she thought she heard baby cries among the hymnals. Another couple of Karonditus’s repair mission broke down in shared tears as that woman held her belly. Somehow, some priests came out of the field of wheat and ushered people whatever ways they needed to go.

Somehow, Jane and Sitnakov walked across the golden field.

She found herself holding Sitnakov’s hand, standing in front of an archway that led into the mountain complex itself. Karonditus and his main people were there, 5 of the team pushing floating carts down into the tunnels.

Sitnakov squeezed Jane’s hand a little bit, smiling and gold, as he asked, “A bit of a rush, ain’t it?”

Jane started laughing for joy, and Sitnakov joined her. Their laughter and happiness seemed to be a part of the songs in the air, along with babies crying and the sounds of wheat pushing up through the rocky stone mountains.

- - - -

It took a minute of walking for Jane to regain her composure, though she was still feeling off-kilter —in a fantastic way— by the time they entered the main facilities. Tenebrae’s Rocklings stood in pairs here and there in the wide, wide tunnels, checking everyone out. A few of the older Rocklings were wearing clothes instead of their simple rock bodies, and those ones directed people where they actually needed to go.

Jane walked toward the center.

All around her, wires from the entire rest of the place journeyed like collections of colored snakes, cordoned off to the sides of walls and out of the main paths. They were doing a lot of sudden reconstruction here, and nothing was getting put away as it should have been put away.

Priests were also putting up altars here and there, with big beeswax candles that dripped white wax and burning sticks of incense that drifted smoke into the air. Paladins in armor prayed with their swords and priests and priestesses prayed with folded hands. Bands of wheat were turned into bracelets and hats and prayer mats everywhere. Choirs of children sang hymns in hallways and old men and women sang songs in grand, newly-carved rooms that echoed.

And then Jane reached the center, and dad was there.

A few big people were here.

Standing right beside the main [Spellsurge Weave] for the entire project was Tenebrae, tall and green. Over there was Archmage Riivo, of Archmage’s Rest, down by Stratagold. He was an iron wrought. And then there was Jane’s father, tall and looking like a kind king, with a crown of black horns to match his black hair. Jane barely saw anything else in the room because now that she saw her father, everything else fell to the sides.

He was a weight upon the world… and yet not at all? Jane couldn’t feel him. Was it just a lightward? Jane and everyone else could usually feel him when he was around, like how you felt when a god was around, but different. Atunir was heavy in the air so maybe that’s why Jane had missed him.

Also, he didn’t show up to Jane’s mana sense at all.

“Dad?” Jane asked.

Dad turned and then, like a light switching from off to on, he smiled wide and he was Present in the moment. Just like that, his usual weight upon the world was back, and then he relaxed and Atunir retook the area. He now showed up to mana senses, though, so that was good.

“Jane! Almost didn’t recognize you. Good show not showing up with a uterus. Everyone who has a uterus is already pregnant, especially if they come this close.”

“Yeah. I heard,” Jane said, as she looked around. “Sitnakov wanted to come, and so did I.”

Sitnakov nodded to Erick. “Sir.”

Archmage Riivo spoke up, “Ah! Sitnakov, my boy! What brings you here?”

“I had to see it in person,” Sitnakov said, and then he went off with the Archmage, to talk of the magic and what was happening and other such stuff. Jane would get back to him later.

Jane asked her father, “How long till full saturation?”

“Politics gummed it up, so it’ll be another full day, at least. Maybe less,” Erick said, as he gestured to the map in front of them.

The [Spellsurge Weave] map of Fenrir and the planetoids hung in the air before them, like a holographic white sphere 5 meters wide with tiny pinpricks of golden dots all around it. It glowed, absolutely beautifully. The entire rest of the room also glowed, but in a different sort of way. The room had been transformed into a temple loaded with monitors and candles and tubes filled with wires and incense burning, smoke wafting and filling the air with the scents of applewood.

A lot of machines were hooked into the Weaver… as much as metal and exterior magic could hook into the Weaver, anyway. What really bridged the gap between the Weaver and tech were the several altars to Atunir, positioned around the map equally. A few different monks and paladins were in attendance around those altars, around the Weaver, heads bowed and lips mumbling in prayer, as they sat upon pillows that were really prayer altars themselves. Litanies of hope and good fortune and desires for good growth spilled from those monks, to flow into the [Spellsurge Weave].

The initial Weave had become a lot more than what it was. It was now an artifact and nexus of power, all on its own, doing tens of thousands of things at once, from negating the prayers of those down on Fenrir that were invariably picked up by the sights of the sun/moons in their sky, to alerting Jane’s father when direct intervention was necessary.

Even now, as Jane stood there, she watched her father watch the map.

The little glowing gold planetoids around the representation of Fenrir would sometimes flicker Red, and then go back to being gold. If Jane didn’t know better, she would have thought it a trick of the light, but there was no trick at all. There had been a problem, and then it had been solved.

Erick was out there, solving those problems right now, even as he was in the command center, watching it all happen.

A few very important numbers floated to the side, giving the overall readout of the machine. One of those numbers was the full coverage readout, saying ‘1.6%’, and ‘Time to next doubling: READY’. So they could double right now? Jane kinda wondered why they weren’t doubling when they could, but her father had already explained ‘politics’, and so it wasn’t her concern anymore. Another readout read ‘Integrity: 94%’ with breakdowns for ‘Spell coherence: 99%’ and ‘Tech resilience: 95%’ and ‘Divine Purpose: 87%’.

That divine purpose was kinda low.

Jane looked further to the sides. [Scry] orbs held in the ceiling, beyond protective glass and spellwork all over the place. They were tiny eyes looking in from all across the world, linking masses and rituals out there on Veird to the Goddess of Field and Fertility and this working right here. Churches all across the entirety of Veird were tuned in, but it wasn’t enough for full integrity.

That’s why Jane hadn’t really felt her father. He wasn’t really here until Jane was here, drawing his full attention. Most of his attention was out there, where he worked.

They needed more true believers here, in this space, but that’s what the massive influx of people outside on the mountain paths were for. The problem was getting solved.

That was probably all the explanation of ‘politics’ had meant.

Erick answered Jane’s questions even though she hadn’t asked any, “Parts are getting replaced, the spell itself is holding, and I’m out there doing what needs to be done. We’ll do the doubling in a few more minutes; 87% is good enough. When we reach 100% coverage we will have the metaphysical advantage in this war, and then we can begin to crack Fenrir’s Scheme and then take that land over. You’ll be involved heavily in that, Jane, along with everyone else who has a Personal Script. I expect godly resistance and the Personal Script should be able to help mitigate much of that threat, but it’s literally too much for me to handle on my own, so you’re gonna have to do that. I’ve already deployed thousands of PS’s to the Valkyries, too. Once we crack Fenrir’s Scheme, we’re also likely going to need to move to save the people there from dying to the vacuum of space. Once we take Fenrir back, then we’ll secure Nothanganathor’s cage, and then Nothanganathor himself. And then we’ll continue until the cage becomes just simple real estate.”

Jane gave no response. She just thought.

Tenebrae harrumphed, then he walked away, back to work.

Erick softly asked Jane, “So you’re shaped like a guy today. That’s new for you?”

Jane laughed at that, though she tried to keep it as respectful as she could. They were standing to the side of a very, very large divine ritual, and a lot of people were all over the place. She whispered, “I actually attended a party at House Benevolence once in a body like this one, just to see if I could pull one over on you. Burhendurur caught me before I could get anywhere near you.” She added, “Also, this isn’t that new. Evan is a guy all the time.”

Erick smiled. “How is your Personal Script coming along?”

“It’s going great… I think.” Jane wasn’t willing to be nearly as open as her father with regard to certain things, so she said, “The thing we talked about. The scenario will be ready soon. Another 5 hours, and then I’ll be ready to tackle it. Candice is feeling a lot better as well. She’ll be there as well.”

Erick breathed deep, then smiled softly and nodded. “I look forward to seeing the experiment.”

Jane chuckled a little at that. “See you later. I’m going to go find Sitnakov.”

Erick nodded.

Jane walked further into the complex, the paladins and priests singing deep and strong, their songs echoing through the tunnels of the Spellsurge Mountains, turning the entire place into a monastery to the Goddess of Field and Fertility. Golden wheat poked out from between especially dense piles of wires, and rocklings poked at the new growth, trying to understand it…

Jane looked at the rocklings.

Rocklings were shaped like child orcols.

And Sitnakov wanted kids.

Jane theoretically wanted kids… ya know, eventually. Not right now. Maybe in a few years, when they were back to fighting monsters instead of existential universal threats? Yeah. That would be a good time for kids.

… Oh holy shit. Was that really ‘a good time for kids’? Did that mean she was really considering this?

She was.

But Jane didn’t know how wrought made kids. She always imagined it was some sort of slime-budding process, but Sitnakov liked sex and everything worked for him as it would on a normal guy, so… Who knew? Maybe dad knew how wrought made babies?

He probably knew how wrought made babies.

She wasn’t going to ask him.

If she asked him, then he would know how serious she was getting with Sitnakov—

“Jane?” asked a curious voice to the side.

A large blackrock woman stood in the hallway, holding hands with two rocklings, one on each side. She was Obsidia, one of Tenebrae’s first generation [Rockys], back when Tenebrae was human. She looked a little different, but yeah, that was Obsidia. The rocklings holding her hands were half the size of an orcol, so they were already almost as tall as human-shaped Obsidia.

“Obsidia!” Jane happily said. “I didn’t recognize you.”

“Ha!” Obsidia laughed. “I didn’t recognize you, either. Looks like we both abandoned our uteruses to see the ritual.”

Usually, one didn’t comment about what they saw with their mana senses, but this was a weird time, with weird specific concerns.

Jane smiled. “Yup! I’m here with Sitnakov checking the place out. What are you doing here?”

A rockling leaned toward Obsidia, whispering, “Who is that man?”

Jane smiled softly at that.

Obsidia said to Jane, “I’m having some time with the cousins, you know.” She said to the rocklings, “So you know Erick Flatt, the Wizard of Benevolence and my boss at House Benevolence, right?”

Both of them had various childlike reactions of ‘Yes we know him!’ and rolling of the eyes.

Obsidia said, “Well this is Erick’s daughter, Jane Flatt, and she’s in a [Perfect Polymorph] disguise right now so that she doesn’t get pregnant just being up here around this ritual.”

One of the rocklings instantly looked appalled and surprised—

The other one told the first one, “It’s [Perfect Polymorph], you rockhead! She didn’t kill anyone to get that form…” And then he paused. He looked at Jane. “… You didn’t, right?”

Jane nodded, smiling the whole time. “Correct. This body is my idea, just based on shape and general ideas; no specific person.”

“TOLD YOU!” said the second rockling to the first.

And then the first scowled and shouted at his brother, “I didn’t say anything to her!”

“You were thinking it!”

The kids almost started fighting, but Obsidia was there to stop that.

Jane found a thought suddenly lodged in her head. ‘I don’t want kids that fight with each other. How do you stop that from happening?’

She had absolutely no idea how to stop kids from fighting.

Dad had only had one kid, and Jane had still fought everyone she could.

Oh. Gods.

Her kids were going to be terrors, weren’t they?

And orcol-shaped, too…

Oh.

Actually, that made it all better. Orcols healed from everythin—

But they would be adamantium wrought. Not really orcols.

Shit.

What did that even mean?!

Well at the very least, it meant her kids would have a good absolute damage reduction. Hard to get hurt if you simply couldn’t be hurt by normal weaponry.









- - - -









Jane laced up her boots in the prep area of the Glittering Depths, Floor Three, as she went over her Personal Script. It was looking okay. She hadn’t had it for more than a day by now, and most of that day had been sleeping or resting, or the trip to the Spellsurge Mountains. There were still so many things to poke around with her Personal Script, but it was time for a basic field test. Dad’s Benevolence spells would be getting the most workout, today, and the Personal Script would do whatever it felt like doing. Hopefully all good things—

“So you two really are getting serious, then?” Candice was on the bench across the room from Jane, putting on her gambeson. “You and Sitnakov. I heard Dad talking about it earlier.”

Jane’s face went a little red. “… I think we are.”

Candice smiled with perhaps too many teeth, her orange eyes glinting brightly. “Jane and Sit~na~kov, sitt~in’ in a tree—”

“Oh shut up with that shit,” Jane said, though she was smiling as she said it. “How is your Personal Script working right now?”

“Yeah yeah. Avoid the emotional shit. Heard and understood, Big Sis.” Candice laced up her upper body armor with a bit of orange/black shadows snapping clasps shut. “I got my Personal Script automatically accreting for me. How about you?”

Jane was in the middle of tying her own breastplate on, but she suddenly stopped. “… Holy shit? You can do that?”

Candice laughed loudly. “I didn’t manage it, but Evan is having luck with that. Have you not poked at it at all!?”

“Oh… Bah! Well… Good for him. I mostly managed to get it set up nicely.” Jane mentally flicked the air. “See?”

Words appeared.







Mp: 114,000/114,000, ↑ [No Ongoing Damage]

Hp: 60,000/60,000, ↑ [No Ongoing Damage]

Pp: 19,000/19,000, ↑ [No Ongoing Damage]







“Battle readout.”

Candice raised eyebrows. “That’s how you set that up? How about this— No. wait. This is what you need to see first. I did manage this much.”







Mana: 112,000/112,000, [Protecting Health + Psyche]

Health: 63,000/63,000, [Protecting Psyche]

Psyche: 17,000/17,000







Candice said, “That’s the full readout, but the actual battle readout is this one:”







192/192 [Clear]







Jane stared at the absolutely tiny Status. It was beautiful. “What the fuck.” All those numbers that came before it were indicative of something truly amazing going on, too. Some sort of pool stacking… So that one covered the other? “You can do… any of that? Have one pool protect the others? I didn’t… Hmm.”

Candice smiled wide.

“Are you making one pool protect the— Obviously you’re making one pool protect all the others.”

“Not quite.” Candice said, “I’m making Mana protect everything until I get low, then they share damage equally.”

Jane almost asked how she had done that, but then her thoughts caught up with her. “But then you take a big hit and you lose a massive hunk of mana?”

Candice nodded. “Yeah. I thought of that problem too, so... You know how Dad talked about Benevolence flowing away and then coming back? I’m trying to accrete for that specific ability, to make it easier for me to ignore Wizardry and fight on the front lines...” She paused. “Have you asked your Personal Script to do anything for you yet? Anything big, I mean.”

Jane shook her head. “I’ve been in meetings and with Sitnakov and doing all sorts of Blue Corps stuff, and it’s only been a day.”

Candice smiled wide. “I suppose that’s the benefit of not taking responsibility for others. I got all the time I want to break this Personal Script wide open. Gotta have something to do when I can’t go on the frontlines and there aren’t any dungeons to break.”

“Ehhh… yeah. It’s been kinda not fun, has it?” Jane added, a bit too strongly, a bit too mocking, “But it’s been great for the world!”

Candice was right there with her, “Gods know that the best thing for people to do is paperwork!”

Jane snorted.

“So how big is your Benevolence Mark? I’m labeled as a ‘New Hire’.”

“Store Manager.”

“Ha!”

Still smiling, Jane finished putting on her armor. “Have you had any real luck breaking your Personal Script? I tried asking it to give me a billion mana, and it simply did nothing.”

Candice shrugged. “It’s kinda… weird. Non-helpful? But still helpful, in its own way? I think I need to upgrade my Fractal Mark level up to anything more than ‘Blind’ and it’ll be able to tell me more… or something. Everyone I’ve spoken with has their Fractal Mark as ‘Blind’.” She paused. “I haven’t asked any Mind Mages, though? Have you?”

Jane shook her head. “Haven’t done much of anything with power experimentation.”

It had literally only been 24 hours since this whole Personal Script business started… But Jane supposed they were in a war, and things were moving fast for those of them who had nothing else to do except explore themselves and figure out new ways to kill things. Candice was seriously gifted in that art in a way that Jane had always thought she had been, but Candice took it a step further. Candice was also alone most of the time, though, so there was a trade off.

Jane was happy with her current life… except for all the war, of course.

Jane looked up at a readout hanging beside the door. ‘Dungeon Readiness: 94%’ and ‘ETA: 0h27m’. She said, “Is 27 minutes enough time to check out my Personal Script more?”

“You could spend a century talking to your Personal Script,” Candice said, very strongly. “It’s… It’s so much more than I ever thought it could be. So do some soul searching meditation to reach it, and speak to it. To them. Not accretion meditation, mind you. Soul searching meditation.” And then Candice dropped the seriousness in her voice and flipped a hand, saying, “Just meditate on it and see if you can do anything broken. Like how about making a [Time Stop]? Unless you got Blessed by Phagar when I wasn’t looking, then neither of us should have that one.”

Jane smiled a little. “I’ve always wanted [Haste].”

“Bah! You always go for the chicken shit magic. Go big!”

Jane rolled her eyes.

“Sit down and meditate! I’ll poke you when it’s time to go.”

Candice was acting kinda weird about this because usually she’d be gnawing at the doors wanting to start the dungeon. She seemed more excited about the Personal Script than the dungeon...

So Jane sat down in the prep room and closed her eyes.









- -









Just when Jane was about to give up with soul-searching meditation —seriously, she was never that good at this, and this was the wrong environment for it— Jane felt the world fall away. She almost woke up because she realized she was asleep, and yet she wasn’t asleep at all.

It was that space between being asleep and awake, when you could choose to wake up or to fall back into full slumber. It was there, in the dark world behind Jane’s eyes, that the dark turned into something more.

Blue took hold of Jane’s senses and drew her down a path into herself, into a dark blue room that was lit with light and yet still dim. It was another in-between space. And then, she was there.

Jane stood in a room with a dark-blue hologram of herself.

The hologram spoke, “Greetings, User. I am your Personal Script and this is your first full-contact with me. Future contacts will be easier. Before we begin interfacing, know that the only power that I can grant you is what you make yourself. Make a spell, and I will codify it for you. That is my primary capability. All other capabilities of mine can be explained through conversation. Please ask your questions now.”

Jane had no idea where to really begin. So she began with Candice’s ideas about covering weaknesses and resource pool condensation. “I want to set up my Status so my strengths cover my weaknesses. Can you help me with that?”

“Probably.”

“… Probably?”

“Do you know how to make your strengths cover your weaknesses? You’ve gotten a lot of help from this thing I’m sensing is called the Script, but you’ve picked all the low-hanging fruit from that that you can, and how much of that power is your own, anyway? Do you know how any of this works at all?”

Jane was almost floored, but then she paused, and she laughed in that pause. “Oh shit. This is… Yeah. Okay. Let me try: I want all damage to impact the resource pools I have, which are the largest, so that my smaller resource pools are preserved.”

“Sure, if that’s what you want. How, though?”

Jane blinked. “Aren’t you supposed to be… I’m not sure. Helpful?”

“I am helpful, but you have no idea what you’re doing, so I’m goading information out of you in order to get you to do what you want to do. I can’t actually give you power, or much of anything. The Script does that for you, and even in that case you have to talk to someone to get you started and you still have to get your power yourself. As I explained, I codify what you are already capable of doing. Or what you do. So do something, and I will codify it.”

“Okay okay okay,” Jane said, and then she paused in thought. “Okay… Can you tell me what I can do with a Benevolence Mark?”

“According to what you know, Benevolence makes things work out in your favor.”

“… Does it do that for me? Give me… I don’t know. Luck?”

“Not really, as far as you know.”

“Are you only able to know things that I actually know?”

“I don’t know what you don’t know, yeah.”

Jane paused for a second. Dad had made this Personal Script to give power to the people, and yet… Hmm. This was not helping Jane gain power to overcome Wizardry and other powers. But maybe she was just going at the problem wrong?

She tried, “I have to fight a Wizard for the good of the realm and probably the universe. Does that unlock any more capabilities?”

The hologram paused.

It glitched—

The hologram came back brilliant white and rainbows. Her voice was the sound of the world speaking directly in Jane’s ears, “I hear you want to save everyone. I can help with that. Here are some options for you to pursue:”

Words appeared.







Armor of Protection

Sight Beyond Sight

Fateweaver’s Luck







“They are exactly as you expect them to be, except not that at all, and I cannot simply grant them to you. What I will do is attempt to set things up to allow you to figure them out yourself. The speed at which you can create any of these is measured by your Benevolence Mark level, which currently sits at Store Manager. I cannot give you a time estimate for any of them, but I can tell you that Armor of Protection will be the easiest one for you to realize how to make yourself.”

Oh.

So it was like that, eh?

Jane was beginning to understand this whole thing better. She also guessed that Candice had picked ‘Armor of Protection’.

… Did Candice have a larger list of options, or a smaller list?

Hmm.

Other questions needed to be answered first, though.

Jane asked, “Why did you switch to Benevolence white and start being helpful?”

“You were speaking to your Personal Script before, born of the trio of Dark, Fractal, and Benevolence, and seen through the lens of yourself. They are little more than enablers to what you can already do. The Dark is an insane wash of power untold, so good luck dealing with her. I suggest you visit her eventually, but don’t stick around. Fractal is a little better, but she’s blind. Speak with her and see if you can become something more than blind. I am your Benevolent Reflection, only a third of the power behind your Personal Script. I am in tune with the needs of the world, and through those needs, I can give you strength. Considering what is coming down the line we have a lot of work to do. In less dire situations I will likely be less helpful than the other two, unless you were truly strong in Benevolence.”

There was a lot of fantastic information there.

Jane asked, “What does being strong in Benevolence look like? What would I need to be for you to always be this helpful?”

“The leader of a nation of millions or more, who desires to make that nation stronger through Benevolence, or anyone headed in that direction either through fate or personal choice and desire, will unlock me at my full capability at all points in time. Someone truly versed in the Fractal might have better luck pursuing that sort of power. The Dark is the Dark, and good luck with that, though they do give out the most power, so me saying ‘good luck with that’ is not being dismissive. I really do mean good luck with that, because you will get power, but it might not be what you need or want.” Jane’s Benevolent Mark said, “Anything smaller than national-level only activates me to the level you are experiencing now when the threat is large enough that the whole realm is in danger—” She glanced away, then turned back to Jane. “Pick a desired power and mana-alter your mana to Benevolence as much as you can in the following battles for it will be able to shield you from reality-based alterations better than what you are currently capa—”

A soft voice called from outside the room, and something pressed against Jane’s shoulder.

Benevolence rapidly added, “I might be able to help you make a second one later! But pick a starter now!”

Jane already knew which one she was picking. “Armor of Protection. I pick that one.”

And then Jane woke up.

- -

Jane blinked several times as the world came back into focus.

Candice was there, looking at her, grinning. “Did you manage anything?”

Jane glanced at the air, where some letters hung outside of a box that only she could see.







Current Benevolence Focus: [Armor of Protection]

Unlocked! Wizardry Resistance! Utilize Elemental Benevolence in all your workings against ultimate threats and parts of that Benevolence will cling to you, to shield you against reality alterations. Base Benevolence Mark affords full protection against <Store Manager> level Wizardry. Warning! Does not work against basic damage. Only reality altering.

WR: 1%







Jane asked, “What does a Wizardry Resistance of 1% even mean?”

Candice smiled wide. “Fuck if I know! I bet the faux-Wizard might trigger it, though, so let’s go find out.”

- - - -

Jane walked into the command center of the Glittering Depths dungeon of Greensoil.

Her father stood with Quilatalap and a few others, while Rebecca was at the controls. The special deployment of the Third Floor was almost ready, and there were so many things about this that Jane’s father didn’t like, but which he had chosen to accept anyway. It was fine that he was worried, but Jane had been here while he had been gone, and the people who worked here were good people.

Jane knew most of the story of this land through secondary sources since her father hadn’t spoken of much of it while he had been here, and then he had been gone for two years before he came back, and then it was Margleknot Margleknot Margleknot all until a few days ago when the War started for real. Jane knew about Dungeon Master Rebecca’s true nature as an original inhabitant of this dungeon, and how her real name was Fyuri. Rebecca was good at her job, and she didn’t need to make a dungeon slime repro to become dungeon master here, since she was born here.

Jane thought her a rather competent dungeon master.

Rebecca caught sight of Jane as she stepped into the command center. She poked at the controls, dictating the scenario, but she looked up long enough to say, “We’re about a minute from start. All systems are blue. That bar over there shows the level of worry we should be having over this false Wizard turning real, and it’s reading 1%—” She glanced at Erick. “It’ll never go below that. It might jump and fall 3 or 4 points at a time. Anything over 50% we stop the scenario. Usually it bounces around, and especially if the false Wizard starts seeing stuff that shouldn’t happen. Simply resisting his attacks does not set him off.”

That was enough to answer Jane’s questions even before she asked them, and a few more besides, but Rebecca was obviously focused on Erick more than her. Jane had a more personable relationship with the people of Glittering Depths, but Erick’s memories of this land and Fyuri’s memories and all that previous-life stuff was…

Was something Jane just didn’t want to think about, so she didn’t.

Jane asked, “How are Atunir’s prayer systems helping with stability?”

Rebecca loved that question, because it allowed her to grin and happily say, “The ritual in the north is doing amazing things for the scenario. The Faux Wizard today will be strong, but the dungeon is even stronger. Easily 10 times as much.”

Erick spoke up, “Good.”

He gripped Quilatalap’s hand a bit tighter, and Quilatalap squeezed back.

Jane ignored that.

Rebecca asked, “Shall we proceed, Wizard Flatt? Delve Master Jane Flatt?”

“I just came in to make sure everything was going well.” Jane said, “I’ll head to start.”

Erick didn’t answer. He just smiled a little, and breathed.

Rebecca said, “I’ll start the countdown when you are in position, when you say ‘ready’.”

The screens flickered a bit as the [Scry] cameras moved around and focused on empty lands all around the unmoving Siphon. In the normal Scenario, the Siphon was a kilometer-tall thing of silver metal and cutting edges, sitting in a wasteland of rock. It was broken, and the people of the other land were trying to fix it, so they could continue Siphoning away the world, stealing it and making it their own.

In this closer-to-real scenario, the Siphon was a 10-kilometer tall construct of twisted silver with a Wizard floating around on top. This version of ‘The Third Floor, The Broken Siphon’ was more like ‘The Third Floor – The very-much-working Siphon’, and this one was actively eating away at the land. That land then turned into power to flow across the void to the imperialist world. In both scenarios, though, the destruction of the Mana Siphon was the main goal of the Third Floor of the Glittering Depths.

This version had a Malevolent Wizard at the top.

It was a little extra addition that made this scenario actually worth running by outsiders training to fight Wizardry and such, like Jane today.

Quilatalap eagerly said, “I haven’t seen anyone make it past the front rotors until True Wizard Sitnakov tried this last month. He stopped before he made it within a kilometer of the false Wizard and they risked another Event.”

“Gods,” Erick muttered, as he squeezed Quilatalap’s hand and held it. “People get up to crazy shit all the time, eh?”

Quilatalap chuckled.

Jane headed to start.
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Jane stood with Candice behind a large boulder on a rocky wasteland. On the other side of the boulder stood the Siphon. It rose into the sky like a demonic screw the size of several skyscrapers, while the land it pierced was riven with cracks and red-colored lightning. Or at least it would be, when the scenario started up.

It wasn’t Malevolence. Only the Wizard controlled that shit, and only in small quantities. The stuff that would fill in those cracks was still Elemental Destruction, though, so getting touched by all that environmental hazard was enough to kill most people. Being anywhere near all of it was enough to kill people, but Jane and Candice were experienced enough in blending into manaspheres and spellwork that they could both survive Elemental Destruction… Most of the time.

It was that aura Jane had gotten from the unicorn that really helped; [Aura of Freedom]. That power went exceedingly well with her [Greater Prismatic Body], allowing her to do both at the same time, because of course she could. Unicorns and their inborn powers existed in the Greater Prism, after all.

All magic did.

Getting to the Siphon would still be a major problem because the Wizard would notice when Jane got within a kilometer of the Siphon, and then the real Destruction would simply appear, through Wizardry, and that wasn’t even counting Elemental Malevolence.

The Wizard only started using Malevolence within 5 kilometers of himself, and that’s when the real danger began. Jane had only ever gotten to the edge of the Siphon itself, and then the Malevolence had started coming down and they ended the Scenario and chucked the Red Wizard into some Destruction. Sitnakov had gotten much further, and then the Wizard started using some True Wizardry, which was why they had needed to end the scenario the last time Sitnakov had tried it. He had only gotten to experience the Red Wizard for 30 seconds; barely any training at all.

Jane could handle herself against Claws and Nothor beasts just fine. She was even pretty good against the Leviathans that had attacked Veird while Erick had been gone. But the actual Wizardry used here was a whole different game. Jane could withstand a lot, thanks to her [Prismatic Domain], but…

Jane was a little worried.

Candice smiled wide as she stretched some, twisting her human body back and forth and limbering up, saying, “What’cha thinkin about?”

“Domains. Power. The unhelpfulness of my Personal Script with regard to giving me all the power in the world—”

“Ha!”

Jane secured her gauntlets as she said, “Like I know how to do some of this stuff that I want the Personal Script to do. Organizing the readout is easy enough. But the original operating system was all like ‘I don’t knooooow. Do yooooooou know how to do it?’ Like yes, bitch, I can probably figure it out, but I wanted to know if you could just do it for me. But then I asked about helping me overcome a threat to the realm and she turned all helpful and white-iridescent.”

Candice smiled. “That’s who I’m working with, too. She presented you with some spell options to pursue, right?”

“I went for [Armor of Protection].”

“Yeah, me too! I’m trying to work it into my resource bars. Have you tried making a spell yet?”

“Nope.”

Candice smiled wider. “You have that [Benevolence Armor] spell, right? You should try making it again, under the influence of the Benevolence Mark. Just— Just—” She had too many words and not enough patience to say them all, so she just blurted, “Try it now!”

Jane chuckled a little, and then she remembered her spell, [Armor of Benevolence]. It was one of the better spells she had made back when the Claws were coming out of the sky and Erasing everyone on Veird that they could touch—

Oh.

Words appeared, but not in any blue box, just in the air. Or rather, just inside Jane’s vision.









Armor of Benevolence, instant, self-range, 100 mana + Variable

Conjure weightless, ethereal armor of Benevolence that wraps around your body and protects you and your things from erasure. <Effectiveness unknown, use with caution> <Primarily works against Red Lightning>

Effect multiplies when acting to help others, or to harm a threat to all.

Creates a barrier of Wizardry upon the user when the threat is great enough.







Normally, Jane could not call up her Status at all outside of the Script, and here inside the Glittering Depths they were very much not inside the Script. And she hadn’t called up her Status at all. She had accessed her Personal Script, somehow, and gotten a for-her-eyes-only readout of a spell in her soul. It read exactly the same as Jane remembered, and with her new Intelligence she was rather secure in knowing what her spell used to say. It had changed when Father had done that Benevolence thing with the fixing of the black boxes inside the descriptions of Benevolence, but everyone’s had done that change.

Jane experienced a new change, at that moment.

Other words appeared.







Power recognized as suitable for Benevolence overhaul in the face of absolute danger. Current environs suitable crucible for growth.

Quest coherence at 95%.

Applying Quest: [Armor of Protection] to [Armor of Benevolence].

Spell is now mutable.

Face your enemies and learn and grow in the face of absolute destruction!







Jane felt power thrum through her soul and a question form in her mind. Was this okay? Did she want this? Was she willing to accept this help with this spell in her soul? Jane smiled a little bit as she recognized those questions were not her own.

She mentally agreed to whatever was going to happen—

A crystal cracked and became unstable; ice became water.

And then that water poured out into the world, to wrap around Jane like a close friend. Glittering white iridescence billowed from her soul into her skin, her clothes, her armor, and her weapons, and then it settled down, to simply be a glow on the underside of her clothes, invisible to all else who might be looking.







Quest Begin: Survive a full attack from the Fake Red Wizard

Difficulty: Archmage+

Complication: Constant mana drain while adjusting [Armor of Benevolence]

Reward: [Armor of Protection]







Mp: 113,480/114,000, ↑↓ [Quest Active. Mana costs doubled]

Hp: 59,789/60,000, ↑↓ [Quest Active. Health costs doubled]

Pp: 18,991/19,000, ↑↓ [Quest Active. Psyche costs doubled]







The words vanished as Jane read them.

This all seemed… pretty great, actually?

Doubling her resource costs was a big fucking hit, but… if it actually worked? Would it work? Could it really take one of her already-made spells and then adjust it in her soul, like how Dad worked his own soul crystals on his own?

… Oh shit. That’s exactly what was happening, wasn’t it.

Jane looked at Candice, at the iridescence soaking into her body and armor, too, and at her smile. “You’ve doubled mana health whatever costs, too, don’t you.”

“Yup!” Candice pulled her sword out from its sheath and her smile turned absolutely feral. “Made this whole thing twice as dangerous! It’s fantastic!”

Jane kinda loved Candice’s kill-kill-kill attitude, so she teased, “Crazy Candice.”

Candice’s feral grin turned a little subdued. “We’re going to be in a real battle soon, Jane. Today is an experiment, but next week is… Well I hope it’s killing Oozy Stormcaller. That fucker rubs me wrong. Also his boss, you know, but that leviathan is ancient and evil. Oozy… We might be actually going up against Red Reflections of the Pantheon, too…” She looked at Jane. “You ever wondered if you could take Kirginatharp in a real fight? How about Kromolok? How about Dad? Or even a god, like Phagar?”

Jane’s heart beat hard. “No.”

Yes.

Candice nodded. “I get it. It’s dangerous to think like that. Self harmful. I get it. So don’t worry about that stuff, because I’m going to be doing that. Dad’ll be the one killing the actual Red Gods, though. I’m not that much of a fucking nutter.”

A moment passed after the declaration of Candice.

Jane and her sister got their heads in the game.

Jane breathed deep, and then she let it out, and put a hand on the hilt of her sword. She closed her eyes, and then she opened them. Game face, on. Battle ready, go. [Hunter’s Instincts] burning low, rippling her muscles with power and filling her sights and ears with deadly clarity. Helmet, on. [Greater Prismatic Body] at low power; mostly Elemental Mystical to make it cost less.

All of this gear was trash gear, because this was not an experiment with gear; it was an experiment with power versus power. Jane and Candice weren’t even spiders right now; they were just a pair of young adventurers, hands to their swords, eyes focused, ready for blood—







Wizardry Resistance: 2%







The number had ticked up.

Why?

Jane flicked her attentions to her Status and adjusted it all to the sides and away, out of her sight. It changed while she was in the middle of moving it, the numbers swirling and adding resons to the list.







MP: 99% / HP: 99% / PP: 99% / <Res: 98 / WR: 2%>







There was something going on between resons and Wizardry Resistance.

Jane would keep an eye on it.

“Ready?” Jane asked Candice.

Candice slammed down the visor on her helmet, her orange eyes glittering brightly in the slit. She hissed, whispered, “Let’s fucking go.”

Jane announced to the sky, “Ready!”

The air was still. The void overhead unmoving in the silence preceding the scenario. The boulders all around were simply where they were; resting in the wasteland. And then, beyond the boulder next to Jane and Candice, something squealed loud as fuck and shattered the chill of the desolation.

Rebecca’s voice sounded through the red-sparking air, “Scenario starting in 5, 4, 3…”

She went silent.

And the world beyond the boulder, around the Siphon so very large and dangerous, ripped to life. The world broke in that ripping. The ground shook violently. Boulders, which were just sitting there, vibrated into the air, and then they remained hovering in the air. The Siphon Battle took place in a land of suspended gravity, because even the gravity was being drawn into the Siphon and fed to the world overhead.

This was an asteroid field and the Siphon was a gravity well in the center.

Jane held onto the air with shadows, hiding behind the boulder they had started near. Candice held on to the other side.

The Siphon churned to full life.

It was one of the loudest things that Jane had ever heard, and then that sound was dwarfed by the crackle of bright red lightning; Elemental Destruction masquerading as Malevolence.

Jane chanced a peek out from behind the boulder.

The Siphon was a 10 kilometer tall monstrosity of metal that twisted into the ground, digging the ground up and tossing the ground into the air. The broken ground fell into crushing compartments in the base of the Siphon, where Elemental Destruction played the part of Malevolence, consuming the stone and transforming it into mana. That mana flowed up through the Siphon, where it hit a whole bunch of stuff inside and then became a softer scream of red that shot into the sky, across the heavens, to the planet beyond.

Jane had thought it was an amazing thing to witness, but her bar for amazing things was rapidly rising these days—

There, at the top of the Siphon.

A red dot floated around the top, orbiting around the lightning fountain. That was the Red Wizard.

What lay between Jane and the Siphon might have looked like a floating doomscape of ripping red lightning and boulders, with only small ways to traverse the land by hopping from rock to rock, but it was actually certain death for anyone not capable of hiding in the shadows and erasing their presence completely. The Red Wizard was in full view right now, and he could see Jane and Candice at this very moment.

Even when he floated beyond the Siphon, he was still in full view of the entire land around this space. Just a little less so. Enough to sneak past without being seen, but only because of the parameters of the scenario.

Candice charged ahead anyway, well before the Red Wizard passed out of sight, becoming a shadow that extended tiny streamers of blackness that she made purposefully jagged, to mimic the breaking of the land. She hopped under her own jagged blackness like that, and she made it to the next boulder. The Red Wizard didn’t blast her to dust with a flicker of Red from 22-ish kilometers away like he usually did to obviously magical effects within his line of sight.

So that still worked.

Candice had improved her hiding capability, eh?

Jane and Candice were 20 kilometers from the base of the Siphon, so hiding usually worked, but that tactic stopped working altogether at around 5 kilometers to the silver drill. The Red Wizard had absolute vantage over his entire domain, but the stimuli that he responded to reached a threshold that Jane and Candice simply couldn’t hide under once they got close enough. If they managed to make it all the way, hidden the whole time, then they had successfully evaded a Wizard’s senses, which was quite an accomplishment in itself.

In a real battle, they likely wouldn’t be hiding at all, but they needed all the training they could get against this Red Wizard, because once this scenario was used once, it was scrapped. They didn’t want to deal with some tragic person, after all.

Jane followed alongside Candice, making her own way through the floating field of boulders, her tendrils of shadow turning absolutely jagged. The two of them practically jolted to the undersides of floating boulder after boulder. Both of their shadows matched the general shapes of the Elemental Destruction ripping through the land below. Soon, Jane switched to [Greater Prismatic Body] and disguised herself with actual Elemental Destruction. Candice did the same. Rapidly, Jane and Candice matched pace with the red lightning ripping up the land below, following it forward.

Ten kilometers passed in about a minute.

Jane almost never glanced at her Status inside a dungeon, instead relying on the senses of self and environment that she had honed over many years of this sort of job. Also, dungeons usually didn’t have the capability to show off a Status, so that made not caring about her Status real easy, and checking one’s own core for the ‘feel’ of the mana inside was a better indicator of what was left in the tank, anyway.

Jane’s core felt fine, but she had a Status now, right there, just beyond her vision.







MP: 97% / HP: 99% / PP: 99% / <Res: 98 / WR: 3%>







Yeah. That tracked. It was about 3,000 mana to work [Greater Prismatic Body] for a single minute, without taking Elemental Mystical into the equation to cheapen costs, and Jane was running double costs thanks to this Benevolent Mark Quest, so that about canceled each other out. Adding to that, Jane had about 500 mana coming in per minute from her Darkness. So she had around 110,500 Mana left.

… This was so much different than normal.

Jane kinda wanted to gasp at how much different.

Usually, she came into a dungeon with 10,000 mana, since that’s what she could hold onto in her core. Since she was disconnected from the Script, that would be all she would have, except for what she naturally regenerated herself; so 500 mana per minute. She would have to ration her resources a lot, usually between [Greater Prismatic Body] and [Prismatic Domain], manually casting all of her magic and being as conservative as possible. She’d be weaving a lot of Elemental Mystical into her workings, too, to make everything cheaper. That’s how it normally went.

But this was a test experiment for the Personal Script, too, and the Personal Script said she had 97% resources, at over 110,000 mana remaining, and she was regaining 8.3 per second, because she had stuffed all her regen into Mana…

And it was all working exactly as it said it was working.

Holy shit.

Her father had really multiplied her mana pool by over 10. By eleven-ish, actually. Jane didn’t really believe it until that moment right there, when she was in battle and on any other normal day, she’d have been down to 6500 mana left, out of 10,000 starting.

If that was literally all that the Personal Script did, then it would already be a miracle. But it did more than that.

In that realization, Jane felt something.

She felt it.

Here on the edge.

Here, between Destruction and Wizards, Jane felt a path forward that did not exist, and which still didn’t exist, but she had been given a sword when all she had ever been able to make herself was a knife. And now, she would create. Carving, cutting. Slashing. Slaying.

She wasn’t the only one feeling this way.

They were five kilometers from the Siphon.

It was a metal Yggdrasil-trunk and the top was a burning conflagration of Red. The Red Wizard was a dot in the sky, like a star orbiting a geyser.

Candice broke cover first, experiencing the same thing Jane was. She turned from red Destruction into a flying woman with arms wide open, laughing at the enemy, flying straight up and for the Red Wizard. She roared, “Hey, loser! Come and hi—”

The world Ended in Malevolence where Candice had stood, t-posing at the enemy.

A hole drilled through everything.

And then the Ending moved, slashing back and forth, erasing the rocks and dust and even the Red Elemental Destruction that flowed through all that ground. The Ending trailed up and right and then flashed down, like it was chasing something. And it was. Jane saw it now. Spots of White among the void, like gathering sparks—

Wild, free laughter filled the air as Candice reformed out of white light in front of the erasure, like sparks coming together and becoming flesh, revealing that all her armor and clothes and weapons were gone. What remained was a woman wreathed in orange brilliance. She had been Unmade, and then she wasn’t.

And then she stopped running and her sword shone like the sun. With a great swing she batted away the erasure— And her sword absolutely crumbled and she almost muttered ‘oh shit’ but she didn’t have time for that. She kept running, dodging sudden erasures here and there, dodging something that she could see and that no one else could even envision. She pulled out a shield—

She angled her shield and then batted away something—

Brilliant, black-Red lightning splashed away like scattered molten metal, sparking in the air as it dissipated into infinity. Its presence sent an illumination across the land, like the brief reveal of a spotlight, revealing ten thousand more [Red Bolt]s coming for her. They had been invisible, and perhaps they hadn’t really existed at all until that moment. But now Jane saw the Wizardry-based attacks of the Red Wizard.

Jane wasn’t about to let herself be upstaged that easily, and Candice needed some breathing room.

Jane lifted from the tumble of Elemental Destruction and rock and pulling gravity, facing death head on, and telling it, “Take your best shot, you fucking bas—”

Red.

Jane somehow found herself holding back the world with all her strength, [Prismatic Domain] empowering [Greater Prismatic Body] empowering [Prismatic Domain] in a churning rush of all the colors of the rainbow, but especially white. Iridescent white glittered, forming a prow against the power flowing at Jane, allowing her to do something that she had never been able to do before. Survive. The Red was filled with the demand that Jane not exist anymore, but Jane understood that demand, and told it to fuck off.

Somehow, Jane had been reduced to her core and her desire to live, and that was it.

Jane had no eyes to see, no senses to feel, but she saw words anyway.







WR: 4%

WR: 12%

WR: 17%

WR: 38%

WR: 78%

MP: 88% / HP: 94% / PP: 97% / <Res: 63 / WR: 100%>







When Wizardry Resistance hit 100% the Red cleared from her vision and Jane found what remained of herself several kilometers away from where she had taken the first hit. She was a glittering white core. Less than a body, more of an idea. Her aura still held around herself, prismatic power forming a prow that pushed back on the Red, but that prow was shredded in turn. Those shreds formed white sparks that folded around her core, like white fireflies returning home. Power filled her, and Jane pulled her body together herself, right in front of the oncoming Red.

She could see the attack now. She already knew what she was going to see, because she knew how this battle program worked and they were still at low levels of variance from the Red Wizard, but she was still surprised to be able to actually see. Wizardry made the attack impossible to parse, but now Jane had some sort of Wizardry of her own.

The attack was a thin Beam of Red, not even as thick as three fingers. A ‘simple’ [Malevolent Destruction Beam] spell wreathed in Wizardry that made the Wizard’s call to Destruction simply how the world was; that Jane was harried by this magic and unable to do anything about it. That was how the Red Wizard ‘Erased’ people with a simple flick of his fingers.

They were in a dungeon, though, and the dungeon rules overrode the real danger of Erasure down here—

Words appeared. Jane read them without reading them, for she felt their effects a lot more than words could convey.







[Armor of Protection] achieved!

Armor of Protection.

You are you.

Automatic activation upon experiencing hostile Wizardry. Upon achieving 100% Wizardry Resistance, Armor of Protection fully activates for a minimum of 5 mana per second, protecting you against Wizardry-based attacks. Indirect protection is less expensive than direct combat. Will drain Resons if Mana is insufficient. Will break if you have nothing left to give.







A chime sounded and Jane was still getting run down by the Red Beam, but then dark blue armor layered across her entire body and a sword of the same material appeared in her right hand. A shield appeared in her left. Everything glittered bright white and also blue. She slammed her shield into the beam and the beam Broke like so much ended Wizardry.

Bright white letters appeared in her sight.







Bonus Quest: Survive

Difficulty: Wizard

Complication: Constant mana drain while adjusting [Armor of Benevolence]

Reward: [???]







Candice was already flying forward, through the sky like a tracer round, aiming at the top of the silver Siphon, while darker Red lights swarmed her like angry bees. She batted the Red bees away, splashing them apart like so many Red-Spark-filled water balloons—

The Red Wizard pulsed at the top of the Siphon, like a supernova released from a distant star. Red crashed outward in a thick wave of power. Candice stood her ground and she did her best to deflect the Red Bolts that swarmed, but she was overwhelmed. The Bolts struck at her shield because she whipped around fast enough to do that, but that shield began to crumble. Her sword broke three times, getting shorter and shorter as she slashed away three Bolts.

Jane moved to her side, barely getting there before the Red Wave, using her sword to slash through the remaining Bolts attacking Candice—

Jane realized a few things in that moment of slashing apart the Red Bolts, in preparation to weather the Wave with Candice. The Red Wizard had broken containment when no one was looking, because those Bolts were not particularly strong, and yet they were wrecking her sword. They had already wrecked Candice’s protections. They were not simple Wizardry. Jane’s contact with the Beam that had been attacking her was nothing like what was attacking Candice.

These ‘Bolts’ were works of magical art.

[Dispel], [Anti-Force] Tricking Magic, Elemental Destruction, some sort of shredding intent and anti-Metal magics. Yes, there was Wizardry in there to tie it all together —somehow Jane could sense it through contact with her sword— but it was way, way beyond what the Red Wizard should have been capable of doing.

And then the Red Wave was there.

Jane and Candice huddled together, reaching into the Red with dual auras and Domains, forming a prow. All of Jane’s senses turned White as the thin Wave became a deep ocean, completely surrounding Jane and Candice, ripping at their Domains and their Prismatic power. [Greater Prismatic Body] did what it did best. It transformed as needed, becoming what it needed to be in order to survive and thrive in the coming apocalypse, but Jane and Candice both still needed to direct it.

It seemed that the Intelligence Stat was working well, though.

[Dispel]s were met with Elemental Destruction of Jane and Candice’s own. Tricking Magic was tricked into splashing against Tricking Magic of its own. Elemental Lava melted Elemental Metal, and Armor of Protection wreathed everything in White, from Jane and Candice’s combined prow, to their blue and orange armors.

And then Jane roared and shoved her shield into the Red—

The ocean parted—

A horn blared.

Jane felt her father’s presence before he actually moved. She looked up at the Red Wizard.

And then White lightning arced out of nowhere and slagged the top three kilometers of the Siphon, along with the Red Wizard.

White flashed, and all the Red drained from the world.

Words appeared writ large across the sky.

SCENARIO ENDED

“Fuck!” Candice said, scowling at the sky, wielding a sword in her hand larger than her entire body. “Come on! We could have taken him, Dad!”

Not fast enough, though, Jane thought, as the Siphon continued to melt from the White Lightning strike.

Metal splashed across the wasteland.

Dad’s voice carried on the void, “I’m not about to commit a crime against civilization by letting a malevolent Wizard be created —even if he would supposedly be instantly depowered— and you both got double advancements of that armor thing you got going on anyway. The experiment was a success, and decoupling the Wizard from the Dungeon wasn’t working. He reached 65% coherence.”

Candice groaned out, “FUCK!”

Jane said, “Then that means you get to poke at us with Wizardry, Dad.”

Candice yelled at the sky, “Yeah!”

Silence stretched across the inert Third Floor of the Glittering Depths.

And then Erick’s voice came back, “… Fine.”

Candice whooped.

Dad said, “We’ll do, like, forced eye-color changes, or something, and you can try to resist them.”

Candice called out, “Don’t want to strain yourself! I understand. You’re just too busy.”

Dad appeared in the air in front of Candice, saying, “Pink.”

Candice turned the most vibrant colors of Pink that Jane had ever seen.

For a moment, there was silence.

And then Candice looked at herself. She looked at her hands, her armor, her fingernails. All was brightest pink. And then she focused inward and her [Greater Prismatic Aura] was trying to come out, but it was also brightest pink… and kinda rainbowy. Candice scoffed. “What the—” She went stone-faced serious. “I can solve this.”

Dad smiled. “I have complete faith in you. Here, let me help you learn more: Chartreuse.”

Candice turned shit green.

“SHIT GREEN?!” Candice exclaimed. 

Jane tried not to snort.

While Dad and Candice reenacted the fairys of Sleeping Beauty scene all on their own, Jane glanced at the readout from her Status.







Quest Complete!

[???] achieved!

[Armor of Protection] → [Regalia of Protection]

You are you.

Always active in the background. Always at 100% Wizardry Resistance. Regalia of Protection drains 1 mana per second upkeep. Automatic negation of Wizardry below <Store Manager> level. You will take damage to your Mana before you take damage to yourself to protect yourself from Wizardry. Summon your full Regalia for 100 mana to mitigate even more damage. Will break if you have nothing left to give.







It felt pretty good. Great, even. But also fucking exhausting. That tiny bit of a ‘battle’ had proven 10 times over why Jane had needed something more in order to hang with the big boys, and she had gotten it. All it had cost her was… Ouch. That Status, tho.







MP: 51% / HP: 58% / PP: 58% / <Res: 0 / WR: 100%>







Jane switched to the normal view, and got more accurate information.







Mp: 58,761/114,000, ↑↓ [+8.3, -1 <Regalia Upkeep>]

Hp: 35,361/60,000, ↑↓ [+0,-0]

Pp: 11,177/19,000, ↑↓ [+0,-0]

Resons: 0/100







Oh yeah. Jane saw the problem. When the Personal Script first initialized Jane had felt like absolute shit until she had gotten a few resons under the belt. That ‘0’ right there is why she felt so damned tired. Defending against the Wizard had really taken that much out of her? Shit.

Jane adjusted her Status to fund all of her regen into resons, and as soon as 3 seconds passed, she had generated 25-ish mana which made 2 resons, with another one almost fully generated in that third second. Jane breathed out, relieved, and then she adjusted her Status back to how it had been originally.







Mp: 58,807/114,000, ↑↓ [+4.9, -1 <Regalia Upkeep>]

Hp: 35,364/60,000, ↑ [+2.5, -0]

Pp: 11,179/19,000, ↑ [+1.5, -0]

Resons: 3/100 [+.1 = +.01, -0]







Candice, floating in radiant brown armor, asked Jane, “I got [Armaments of Protection]. How about you?”

Dad must have moved on.

“[Regalia of Protection]. So slightly different.” Jane mentally commanded her newest spell to fill the air in front of her… Which took 1 mana, according to her Status. “It takes a mana to display Status?”

Candice didn’t answer. She was reading, her eyes going wide as she giggled semi-maniacally. “This is great! Mine is basically the same.”







[Armaments of Protection]

You are you.

Always active in the background. Always at 100% Wizardry Resistance. Armaments of Protection drains 1 mana per second upkeep. Automatic negation of Wizardry below <New Hire> level. You will take damage to your Mana before you take damage to yourself to protect yourself from Wizardry. Summon your full Armaments for 100 mana, and gain an edge that cuts through Wizardry. Will break if you have nothing left to give.







Jane tried to pull the description into herself, like she could with any blue box from the Script, and nothing happened, as she asked, “It cost you a mana to display that, too, right?”

Candice paused and then she looked in the air as she conjured a good hundred spell descriptions and other junk, filling the air with brown-colored words. “Oh yeah. That’s a mana a pop. I never noticed that.” She wiped a hand through the mess of glowing words, ignoring them as she asked Jane, “Do you think we can make more stuff like this? I want [Absolute Annihilation]— or [Wizard Beam]!”

“I don’t know… But...”

Jane felt something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Not since she had come to Veird and first experienced the Script, full of unknown possibilities. Not since the first time she had stepped into her first dungeon. It had been a long time since either of those events, and even longer since she had picked up a stick as a kid and pretended it was a sword.

Jane had learned almost everything she could through experimentation and Dungeons, always struggling to keep up with her father’s power, always falling short and needing to explore side avenues of strength in order to find the way forward once again.

But this Personal Script…

Jane floated in the absent gravity of the Third Floor of the Glittering Depths, surrounded by scattering, molten metal that floated in the sky like a million tiny suns, her body surrounded by blue [Conjure Armor] that wasn’t [Conjure Armor] at all, and she saw the path forward to the future. A small glimpse. A chink in an impossible wall, an impossible crack opened that she could walk through, if she kept her wits about her, and leveraged every strength she already knew to widen that gap even further.

It was a gap that she could use to save the world.

Words appeared.







Reson cap improved!

100→ 276







Jane chuckled at that.

Candice asked, “What?”

“We’re going to save this world, Candice.” Jane said, “Us. You and me and the others. Dad is going to be involved, but we’re going to be the ones to kill Red gods and Red archliches, and copies of ourselves that were twisted to Malevolence, that are going to try and tear us down in ways we cannot imagine.”

Candice’s wild enthusiasm burned hotter, and deeper, as her wild grin turned to a quiet smirk. “Yeah. We are—” She glanced at the air. “Oh! My reson cap went up!”

Jane smiled. And then she teased, “Still got a shit-brown mana-color.”

“I’m working on it!”









- - - -









Half-asleep, Jane opened her eyes to a white room, with a white hologram of herself standing before her.

Benevolence said, “Great job! That worked out very well. What can I help you with?”

“I want answers. A lot of them. And maybe an adjustment to [Regalia of Protection].”

Benevolence nodded. “I can help you with questions and answers. Be forewarned that my answers will attempt to lead you down a path toward the greatest good for all and every individual. If you are good with that, then we can proceed, otherwise I would suggest you return to the Conglomeration version of myself. Your Regalia can be altered by me as needed, as I deem necessary. Your Regalia can be altered by you, however you wish, if you can alter it and not have it collapse upon you.” She added, “I am afraid, though, that I have done as much as I can for you at this time with regard to spellwork. Would you like to see your [Regalia of Protection] spell?”

“… Sure.”

Benevolence lifted a hand and a cluster crystal of light and power and rainbows coalesced. It was a confusing jumble of angles and planes and edges and softer curves, all of which seemed both frozen in time with itself and constantly moving inward and outward. It almost hurt to look at, but this was a space inside Jane’s soul, so it actually just hurt to be around. That pain was nothing that Jane couldn’t handle, but she did have to struggle to stay within the half-dream—

Jane blinked, and she realized she was fully awake.

She grumbled a little as she took in the sights of her private room near the Blue Corps offices, located in the center of Ar’Kendrithyst. She had been kicked out of the half-dream, and now she was simply sitting on a pillow, beside her bed. The windows outside showed brilliant blue sky and fluffy clouds, and the deeper blue crystal of the Blue Corps offices across the way.

Jane breathed deep, let her small frustration go, and then she closed her eyes again.

A few minutes later, half-asleep, Jane opened her eyes to a white room.

Benevolence said, “Welcome back. Your Regalia is a very large working, rife with Wizardry, so I suggest you start with a smaller spell if you want to practice with soulforging.” Benevolence lifted an arm, and a simple 6-sided quartz-like crystal appeared. It was clear-ish, with a dot of soft blue glowing in the center, coloring the whole thing. “This is a representation of [Force Bolt] in your soul.” She put her hands together, and then brought out another crystal exactly the same as the first. “And this is a copy to mess with; one that isn’t connected to any other part of your actual soul.”

Both of the representations of [Force Bolt] hurt to look at, but Jane was able to maintain her concentration on the half-dream this time. But… Jane came upon a realization.

“This is gonna take a long time, isn’t it.”

“You might reach some competency with Soul Magic before you fight against real Wizardry in the coming month, but Soul Magic is the study of a lifetime. Several lifetimes, really.”

“Put away the spell. I want to talk about organizing the Status.”

The spells vanished—

Benevolence vanished, too.

The blue hologram came back, saying, “Let’s talk about your Status.”

“What happened to Benevolence?”

“Status is my deal.”

“… I want to organize my Status so my Mana protects my Health which protects my Psyche.”

“Sure. How do you want to do that?”

Jane sighed a little, both in the half-dream, and in reality—

Jane realized she was back in her room. She had fallen out of the half-dream.

“Dammit,” she whispered.

And then she focused inward again, as she closed her eyes…

- - - -

“So after half an hour of talking about how to do that, and then another hour getting it done, I have the bright idea to ask if we can simulate some combat scenarios or something, and she says ‘Sure! How do you want to do that?’. GODS. I just about punched her.”

Sitnakov laughed. It was just the two of them right now, taking dinner in Jane’s office in the Blue Corps of Ar’Kendrithyst. She was eating a big fried chicken sandwich and fries, and he was eating the same, with a side of black adamantium in little bricks. It was a cozy dinner. Jane wanted more dinners like this, but events were advancing outside their little spot of calm.

Plan Surround and Consume was hours away from finishing. Jane and the big guy were stealing as much time together as they could, because soon they would be in completely different theaters of war. She, here at the Corps, on reserve and likely going to stay that way because it was more important for the entire world to see The Wizard’s daughter in the thick of command, and especially if there was going to be a counter attack. Killzone would be remaining here, too.

Sitnakov would be on the front lines, with her father.

If Plan Surround and Consume worked, then Dad would turn up the heat on Fenrir, cracking its Scheme and likely saving the people down there, or something like that. He was playing his plans close to his chest, and he’d probably be altering his plans ten thousand times between now and then, just to keep Nothanganathor guessing. If everything went well, then father would be the tip of the spear in a week, or something, paving the way for all others to come in and sweep up. Sitnakov and the Valkyries would be somewhere in all of that. Candice would be close behind that front line, because she had already expressed that she was going out there and it was either with Dad, or in secret, and he had relented.

Jane might be there, too.

But the actual war was a massive affair, and Fenrir had two sides, and Veird only saw this side of that land. Even Dad hadn’t ventured inside Fenrir to check in there. Not yet.

… Or maybe he had, and he hadn’t told anyone. That was also a possibility.

Jane went back to focusing on dinner. She stuck a fry into some purple ketchup, made with purple tomatoes. Dad had brought/invented the red variety, but Jane kinda liked the purple stuff better.

Sitnakov smiled softly as he saw her eat.

Jane waved her fry. “Anyway. The Personal Script has a lot of limitations but it will help you do whatever you can figure out on your own. I was kinda pissed off and trying anything to figure out how Candice had made all her pools protect each other in sequence, so I said ‘can we shoot my own Mana at my Mana and Health and Psyche, and see what kinda damage it does?’ Looong story short, the various pools take and deal different types of damage, and they’re strong against their own damage but ‘weak-ish’ when they’re exposed to damage from other types. The way that it’s already set up is that each pool already takes damage from what they’re best at taking damage from and hides behind the other pools to let those other pools take damage from their preferred damage. Candice was livid when I told her and she checked out a damage scenario herself.”

Sitnakov smiled. “Say ‘damage’ one more time.”

Jane slapped his arm.

“Ow!” Sitnakov said, smiling wider as he pretended to hold his ‘injured’ arm. “That was several points of damage!”

Jane smiled.

Sitnakov asked, “So do soul attacks attack your Mana?”

Jane nodded. “And physical stuff hits my Health and mental shit hits my Psyche. Honestly, the hardest thing to wrap my head around now is that I can’t cheat in tens of thousands more ‘mana’ through Healing Magic and Blood Mana combos. That’s a big hit to long term effectiveness. Beth is experimenting with fixing that issue, but she’s not had much luck. I’m sure someone will figure out a cheat soon enough. Wonder what will happen when that happens. Is Dad going to ‘update’ the software, or something?

“Or maybe there are no cheats, because he retroactively went back in time and fixed them from ever happening? Who knows!

“Anyway.

“Beth has the weakest Benevolence Mark of us all and she doesn’t want to go fight things at all and she’s not in any organization or supporting others, so her Benevolence Mark is at ‘New Hire’, like Candice, but it’s a lot less helpful. Candice’s Benevolence Mark simply stopped talking to her when she was done with her Quest, like it was too tired to speak more.”

“Have you talked to your Dark Mark yet?”

“I tried it for a moment.” Jane said, “Incoherent screaming and then I started to feel… weird. Distant-weird. Hard to explain. And then there were white eyes staring at me. The eyes went away and the Dark went quiet. Little Miss Blue Combination lightward came back out after that.”

Sitnakov sat back in his chair, saying, “That’s wild, Jane. That’s… pretty amazing… Was it Melemizargo in your Personal Script?”

“Really might have been a hallucination.”

“Hmm… Even so, that has some implications for who the Benevolence Lady is… And yet, your dad did try to make Benevolence be its own thing, outside of him.”

Jane shrugged. “I haven’t asked him anything about it yet.”

“What’d the Fractal say?”

“Nothing. I tried to access it, but the interior space went all weird like a ripple flashing the top of a pond into dull reflections, then the conglomerate blue lady came back.”

“Have you asked about Igniting to Wizardry?” Sitnakov waggled his eyebrows. “You could join the real front lines and I wouldn’t have to fight alongside Shades.”

“It simply didn’t answer me. Evan asked about that, though— his Benevolence Mark is the most talkative. He’s at ‘District Manager’ level, for all the stuff he’s doing in the administration of the House. Benevolence said that he’s simply not ready, until he’s ready.” Jane huffed a laugh. “Which was appropriately fairy-like.”

Candice was now linen-colored, or at least she had been the last time Jane had [Telepathy]d with her.

Jane smiled at that.

Sitnakov hummed with discontent. “That’s something I don’t understand. Why does Evan have a bigger Benevolence Mark than you? You’re here at the Blue Corps and you’re one of the leaders for the Dungeoneer’s Guild. You should be a District Manager.”

Jane’s heart pulsed with a little bit of joy because Sitnakov was looking out for her. She smiled, saying, “I talked with Dad about it. He thinks it’s a temperament issue. I’m organizing this stuff because I kinda fell into it and learned on the job, but Evan is really going for it, and for much less violent reasons than me. I just wanted to be a delver to explore and fight new things and the organization around all of it was a whole bunch of people trying to swing their egos around and gumming up what should have been a simple act of organizing known dungeons and eradicating bad ones, so I sorta… did that. And then kept going. Honestly I am so glad that I’m not a real leader in any of these things, but I’m still here.”

Sitnakov grinned. “I get that.”

“You’ve fallen into the trap of responsibility a few times, haven’t you?”

Sitnakov boomed with a laugh. “Once or twice! Sometimes I ended up leading men and then those men became a company and Kromolok would try to get me to do more and father would say the same, but then Abarnikon asked if I wanted help with all my newfound responsibilities and I threw all of them at him. He loved it, and he’s good at it, so that’s fine by me.”

Jane snorted. “I should start doing that with Evan.”

Sitnakov smiled, and it was great to see. “So that [Regalia of Protection] is almost like a constant Wizardly-‘No’, or something, then? Like how to protect against soul magic?”

Jane eagerly said, “It is! That’s basically the entire Ability. Took me a while to realize that— That’s another thing about the Personal Script. You know the computers my dad brought back from Earth? And from Margleknot, I suppose. Talking with the Personal Script reminded me a lot of this thing they do with ‘coding’ when the code isn’t coding right. It’s called ‘talking to the duck’ troubleshooting…”









- - - -









Evan sat in a lotus position upon a pillow in his room in his house of the Cloud Castle.

The world was disarrayed.

He would put it to rights.

He closed his eyes and meditated, his aura shimmering prismatic as it cycled into his body, into his core, into his soul. A soft chime soon echoed in his ears, and not in his ears at all. He ignored it. Another chime came a minute later. He ignored it, as he cultivated and accreted at the same time, in a way that he never could before. Several more chimes came through, like the soft bells of a meditation bowl. The ripple filled his mind, and then vanished into the ocean that was his magenta-rainbow soul.

And then there was a ‘ding!’.

Power unwound.

Evan relaxed, his magenta-prismatic aura fading away, his Domain faltering, as he felt out his body.

Black ichor drenched him, from his short black hair to the soles of his feet, to every place where flesh met flesh and even the inside of his mouth and ears and in the corners of his eyes. It stank, and Evan was exhausted. It was difficult to keep his head up and his shoulders straight, to not retch at the stench of it all, but he managed. A [Cleanse] removed most of the problem, but not all. Evan knew why it hadn’t fully cleaned him, but his mind was blurry right now; he would fix that issue later. For now, he was tired, but not absolutely filthy.

He opened his eyes and took in the update from his Personal Script.







[Pure Cultivation] accomplished!

Pure Cultivation

Expel weakness. Grow strength. Find yourself. Maybe become a Wizard one day.

Actively drain your resources to grow your base stats, starting with the weakest. <Base Stats do not affect mana generation rate>







Evan smiled at that, and then he looked through his older notifications —all those little chimes while he was cultivating— before he opened his Status and had a good look.

He liked what he saw.







Soul up!

Body up!

Mind up!

Reson cap up!

Evan Flatt, [35] [Current Location: Layer 789; Veird, year 1453]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 50%, 30%, 5%

Reson allocation rate: 15%

Darkness Level: Archmage

Fractal Level: Blind

Benevolence Level: District Manager

Soul: 115; 703,700 per day / 8.1 per second

Body: 66

Mind: 35

Overall Stability: ↑ [+6.9, -0]

Mp: 59,671/115,000, ↑ [+4, -0]

Hp: 32,487/66,000, ↑ [+2.4, -0]

Pp: 8,871/35,000, ↑ [+.4, -0]

Resons: 1/521, [+1.2 = +.13, -0]







Evan sighed into the open air, relaxing as his resons ticked up to 2. Everything about this process was a bottleneck, but Evan’s lack of resons was the real bottleneck. But 2 days ago his reson cap was 100, and now it was 521.

He would have gone further today, but duty called.

Plan Surround and Consume was proceeding on ‘schedule’, and all foreseen issues were already being taken care of by Father. The encirclement would happen in 2 more doublings; in the next 3 hours. From there, they’d try to double the whole thing 2 more times, for more solid coverage.

Evan cleaned himself up again with another [Cleanse]… and then a few more, because the [Cleanse] in his Personal Script was not as good as the Script [Cleanse], which was what it was.

“Right,” Evan reminded himself, “Switch back.”

With a flick of intent, Evan cast [Cleanse] upon himself using the real Script, and it was amazing.

Evan sighed in content as thick air flushed away the ick still on his body. He switched back to the Personal Script soon after, cast an [Alarm Ward] for 1 hour, and crawled into bed. Closing his eyes he drifted off to sleep almost instantly—

Evan found himself in a magenta room, facing the lightward version of himself that was his Personal Script.

“Ah,” Evan said, “I did not mean to come here.”

The magenta copy of himself flickered and turned pure iridescent white. “I am aware, but you should know that while I told you I could not help you make a second ability so soon after the completion of your first one, it appears I can, in fact, help you adjust another spell you already have. Would you like to take the Quest for [Sight Beyond Sight]? Or would you like to try for an upgrade for [Pure Cultivation], to increase mana generation? Please note that the previous warning still holds, in that if you choose to increase mana generation through [Pure Cultivation] then you will gain fewer Stats.”

Evan was exhausted, but he smiled and had no trouble saying, “Let’s talk about the capabilities of [Sight Beyond Sight] again, for I have new questions...”

- - - -

Poi did not need to meditate to speak to his Personal Script, but he did need to be in the right frame of mind, so he made himself some tea and cut off his connections to others, except for himself down in the Black Gate Dungeon over on Dungeon Island… or he kept his connection open to the version of himself on the Cloud Castle above Candlepoint. Really a POV issue, there. Both Pois were the same Poi.

Poi kinda lived in two bodies these days. It was nice.

Poi sat down on two chairs in two different sun rooms at the same time, and he called up two different shadows of himself—

The images condensed into a softly blue wardlight image of Poi, appearing at the sunroom in the Cloud Castle. It asked, “Yeah?”

“Last time you appeared in the dungeon space. What changed this time?”

“Your main focus is up here, so this is where I appeared.”

Poi hummed. And then he shifted his main perceptions down to the dungeon.

The Personal Script image moved with his mind and appeared in the facsimile of the old house at Spur, where Poi also sat sipping tea. It said, “And now your main mind is down here.”

Poi narrowed his eyes at his Personal Script, and was glad that it was actually answering questions, now.

Good.

No more ‘beating around the bush’, as Erick used to think, and Solomon still thought sometimes.

Poi asked, “If we were to separate this link, then would you split into both of us?”

Poi’s Personal Script began to glitter like crystal, the soft blue becoming a daytime sky filled with stars. “Of course I would split, Initiate Poi, for you know more than any other that I am more than what I appear to be. Also, you have been speaking with people who have a Personal Script and who also got pregnant, and I split down in that direction as well, just like the Mind Mages of historical Veird passed down their power.”

Huh.

Being weirdly talkative, it seemed.

Time for the big question.

Poi extended himself inward, into his soul, into the very machinery of the Personal Script.

It allowed him to do that, this time.

Poi asked, “What are you?”

The Fractal Mark in Poi’s Personal Script, like a perfect onion, and the Fractal Marks strewn throughout Poi’s soul, inside every derivative Skill and Spell of the original Fractal Mark of the Original Mind Mage, scattered like so much chopped onion, resonated together. The Fractal Poi said, “I am guidance that you have given yourself, constructed from what will be and what has been of you, but only you are you, Initiate Poi.” They asked, “Who would you like to be today?”

Huh.

Yeah.

That tracked.

Poi made a decision to believe.

He said, “Show me the options.”

Fractal Poi waved a hand.

Words appeared.









Calm Cultivation

Sight to See

Avatar of My Zenith
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Teressa laid Lenitha down for her nap, tucking her into her bed and then kissing her on her forehead. While Teressa had been reading the Benevolent Sky, her little girl had been running around with Ophiel again and she was completely exhausted. Teressa was kind of exhausted, too, but she had work to do.

She went to the kitchen, but she stopped right before she entered the room.

Dariok was there, rubbing salts and herbs onto a big slab of beef, getting it ready for the grill. He looked good. Teressa felt a pang in her heart as she looked upon him, and he hadn’t noticed her yet. How could she have possibly forgotten him? It was that damned Nothanganathor and his Red—

Teressa felt a familiar brush of Carnage pulse through her heart, filling her body with the Need to Kill, but then she sighed, and smiled, and walked into the room. Her Rage drained away as she put a hand on Dariok’s shoulder—

Dariok flinched— “Whoops! — Oh! Teressa. Ha ha!” Dariok turned and gave her a quick kiss, before he went back to stuffing salts and herbs into the cuts he had carved into the roast. “Didn’t see you there.”

He was still jumpy sometimes. He had never been jumpy before, but Solomon had said that there was trauma that would take a while to get over. Years, maybe. Decades. Maybe never. Hard to say. This un-Erasure process was completely new.

Teressa still loved Dariok.

Teressa smiled, saying, “Finally got Lenitha to take a nap and I was quiet. And I like watching you cook.”

Dariok grinned. “It’s bluebell and garlic and vanilla today.”

“Vanilla?” Teressa made a face. “In the roast?” She looked closer at the roast, and then at the near past, at the carvings that had been taken off and [Cleanse]d away. She came back to the moment, slightly offended. “That’s thousand-gold roast!” She laughed. “You’re gonna make it horrible!”

“Oh I am not.” Dariok rolled his eyes at her, saying, “It’ll be great! Some of the valkyries are real foodies and they already tried it out. Not a single person thought it would taste good, but it does… Or at least I assume it will if I followed the recipe correctly. Besides! You love bluebell, and that’s almost vanilla.”

“Bluebell is so far from vanilla that I’m not even sure where to begin.”

“I’m sure you could figure out some place, if you thought really hard.”

Teressa laughed loudly— And then she put a hand over her own mouth. “Oh that was too loud.”

Dariok smiled brightly, and it was wonderful. “Want me to help you make some louder noises? Just gotta get this meat in the oven.”

Ah.

Teressa missed this, and she hadn’t even known she missed this. The playfulness. The dirty talk. The love. The loving. Both of them knew they had no real time to do anything… Or maybe they had all the time in the world? Who knew what would happen when Plan Surround and Consume finally finished the encirclement. Teressa was supposed to be one of those who actually did know, but the Benevolent Sky was unreliable when it came to Nothanganathor’s direct actions.

Erick’s personal messages, delivered by him going back and forth through time, were much more reliable.

Mostly.

Things were going well.

Teressa strongly, softly, looked at Dariok, and poured her heart out as she said, “I love you.”

Dariok grinned. “I love you, too.”

Teressa pulled back a little bit from the seriousness of it all, teasing, “But your hands are all salty and I’m hungry, so get to cooking the rest of dinner.”

Dariok laughed. “Afterward?”

“And then afterward…” Teressa breathed deep. “I have to go back to the office.”

“I get it. I’ll take Lenitha into Benevolence Itself… Ophiel’ll pick us up?”

“He said he would and he wouldn’t forget that, but he does have a million other things on his docket…” Teressa made a decision. “I need to sit down for a little while, okay?”

“Sure. Dinner will be ready in 2 hours.”

Dariok placed the roast onto the nice big tray. It wasn’t the original nice big tray that they had had. All of Dariok’s stuff that he had had in the house had vanished with his Erasure, and the tray was one of those things. They had gotten him back, but none of the stuff. Those replacements had required trips to stores around the world. Teressa had loved that trip of theirs. It had been another walk through memory.

Dariok said, “I’ll get started on the vegetables. What do you want today? I got whiteroot, potatoes, carrots… Other stuff, I’m sure.”

“Everything that’s good. I’m gonna need something really delicious.”

Dariok raised an eyebrow. “How about fried veggies, then, and that soft sauce you like?”

Teressa felt buoyed just a little bit more. “I love it.”

Dariok smiled and gave Teressa a kiss.

They parted, and he got to cooking.

Teressa went into the other room where she sat down on a pillow and closed her eyes.

Moments later, Teressa stood in a room that was not a room, facing a softly grey version of herself without any distinguishing features. Didn’t even have a mouth or eyes, and the hands were all solid things, but yeah, that was Teressa. Maybe the shape of her soul, to be more precise? Or not. Teressa wasn’t sure, exactly.

The grey person said, “Welcome back. How may I help you?”

Teressa had made a decision a little bit ago, and now she made it again. “I need to speak with the Darkness.”

The Personal Script fluttered and then broke like a glass figure releasing a black tide that washed away the universe and left Teressa in a cloying void. The void pulled at her and she saw things in that Darkness that did not exist, but also things that might exist, if she was strong enough. If she could grab it and make it hers.

There was noise, and it sounded like everything and nothing all at once. Directionless. Without cause or effect. Someone roared. Someone cried. Someone laughed. Someone died.

Teressa was a point of calm in the black storm, and yet she wasn’t calm at all. She intoned, “I Rage at Malevolence, at what it has taken from me and others, and what it has done to all existence. I need to eradicate it all.”

The Darkness Raged with her, Teressa’s meditation filling with dragon roars and dark fire and ten million other things that may have existed in the past, might exist right now, and might exist in the future, or in another reality that was not this one. It was a cacophony that only existed because Teressa was here, looking upon it.

It was a cacophony that Teressa found strangely comforting.

It was sort of like staring into the black tangles of Benevolence in the sky, trying to figure out what they were and what they meant, but a whole lot more.

Teressa pulled herself out of the cacophony some time later, the Dark flowing back into the grey image of her Personal Script, like a black wound in the world retreating and healing over.

The reformed Personal Script said, “You have achieved an increase of your Dark Mark from 157,000 mana per day, to 161,000 mana per day, along with an across-the-board increase in Stats of several points. As you have decided against visual, exact updates, I will not give them to you unless you change this setting.”

Teressa nodded, and then she pulled out of the meditation.

In the darkened meditation room, Teressa opened her eyes. She wasn’t getting much out of her Personal Script right now, but she saw the usefulness of it. She’d figure out what she wanted to do with it eventually, but for now she smelled flowery meat on the air while Dariok and Lenitha giggled in the kitchen, talking about all that Lenitha had seen and done today with Ophiel.

Teressa grinned at that.

Her Rage was still there, in the background, demanding to come forward and for Teressa to grab at the Red in the sky and tear it all down. That was a change from the usual. Her usual way of being had been impotence. Useless. Without a way to actually accomplish anything at all.

It was not an unfamiliar feeling.

Back when Teressa had first met Erick, he had blown past her expectations of an archmage and then proven that she couldn’t protect him at all because he was too big. But then Teressa had learned about mana sensing, and she ended up better than him at that… for a short while.

Now, Erick was the fae-wizard-dragon Apparent King, handing out Personal Scripts and a lot of new power, and Teressa needed to catch up, in some way that Erick hadn’t done yet, in order to keep everything together. To make it all work.

She had decided she was going to Know the Darkness, if possible.

She was going to do an end-run on Nothanaganathor.

… Hopefully.

Teressa chuckled to herself, at the impossibility of her desire.

She’d still try. Would she have success? … ehhhhh.

Teressa rose from her seat and made her way to her family, in the kitchen.









- - - -







Shivraa sat in her field office, upon a pillow, her body a work of ice-forged weaponry, her mind sharp as monomolecular wires, her instincts as honed as a Wardancer, a Valkyrie, an officer, and a secretary, all at the same time. She had played many of those parts in her years upon years of slavery in Slaver’s Den, including some smaller parts that were best left unmentioned and forgotten. There were few exceptions to that drive to forget it all.

Perhaps the best role she had ever had in her years as a slave was as a simple cooling system. They had told her to stay in a large mansion’s large cold room with the food, to keep it cold and prevent spoiling. Shivraa recalled that time in her life almost fondly. The rage had abated in those years, and she had become ‘the cold fairy’ to the children of the master. She was not a fairy at all, but they liked to call her that. She made ice treats and snow rooms for those little kids.

Those little kids grew up and became like their parents. The rage had returned when that happened, when the eldest son decided to do to her what they did to slaves sometimes.

Shivraa didn’t remember much of the years after that.

She had been at Slave Intake 45, acting as a secretary, when the Apparent King had made his will known, and shown his power to all. When the raging monster came for Shivraa, there behind that desk, Shivraa did not fight. She welcomed that sword through her chest.

The Apparent King had saved her in so many different ways, but it had just been any old day to him. He was amazing. He was beyond her. She would try to catch up, as much as she could.

For Shivraa was awake now, making her own choices in life, and she was choosing to be at the Apparent King’s side, in whatever way he allowed.

He had already allowed her to express her rage, to let it take control, to let it do everything that she could not do, and somehow she had found herself again in that rage. In that Rage. Her Rage had become a living thing. A sword. A hand of claws. A jaw filled with teeth. Wings of blades and an aura of the Cold End of All.

There on her meditation pillow, Shivraa meditated on her path in life, in the choices she was making, every single day. Her mind wandered through memories, and through desires.

Before this trip to Veird, to what was surely her new, wonderful home, she had seen the old children of her former master, who had become masters themselves. They had briefly been mindless valkyrie, before being ripped back into youth, back into the people just on the cusp of becoming like their parents. Shivraa remembered the eldest son the most. She hated him. She almost killed him again. But she mitigated her response. Being a valkyrie had allowed her perspective that she had never had before.

That she had never been allowed to have.

She had spoken to them harshly, and they had reacted with fear and anger and terror, but also understanding. Their ‘Cold Fairy’ had become a cold killer, and the former masters had become crying children, barely understanding what they had become, or who they were anymore.

Shivraa paid them no more mind.

She wandered her meditation closer to the present, to this land where slavery was denied by the Powers That Be, through anti-slavery Quests that rescued people from that horrible life and tossed them across the globe, to another part of the land. Or, there was the other option. Vengeance.

Shivraa loved that.

She loved her new home in ways that she could not articulate well.

She could articulate that she hated Nothanganathor, though. She Raged at him. At the very idea of him. He was the creator of the creator of the creator of Slaver’s Den, of the Malevolence that kept all those people trapped until the Apparent King came and set them free.

Shivraa would kill Nothanganathor, if she got the chance.

… And yet, Shivraa knew the responsible thing. She would be better served making openings for the Apparent King to take his own revenge.

So many people would be there with her, too. To help, to Rage, to carve and kill and eradicate the Red. Veird was full of people who had been wronged by Nothanganathor, and all of them were valued comrades on the battlefield.

And yet, those others had faltered over the last year. When Shivraa appeared on Veird with her fellows and the full truth of the universe was revealed to these people, they faltered. They were small. Their rage was small. They had no idea of the full truth of the coming war.

This war would determine the fate of Margleknot, and thus millions upon millions of Layers of Infinity.

That daunted some people. Most people, really. Everyone had spoken to her about the impossibility of the coming war, in small conversations and small confessions. She did her best to assuage those fears, for fear was the mindkiller, as the Apparent King had once said… And then instantly told Shivraa that he was merely quoting someone else.

Shivraa smiled at that memory.

He was so honest.

Shivraa would die for him. Over and over and over, if need be, for what had she been doing before him except living as a slave? She was no longer a slave. She was her own person, making her own decisions, and she had made yet another decision, thanks to the Apparent King giving her more options. She would get her true revenge upon Nothanganathor, like all the others of this land.

The ‘how’ of it was still in question, though.

Shivraa focused inward.

She stepped into the room of the Personal Script.

She was already there, waiting for her. She had been at the edge of her meditation this whole time, simply waiting for Shivraa to turn her way. She was beautiful. Radiant. Brilliant white with wings cast wide and ice of many colors filling the room, like spikes of glittering-black-white certainty. She was utter solidity. She was the Ice That Ended It All.

She was Shivraa, but more.

The Perfect Version of Shivraa asked, “Your decision.”

Imperfect-but-striving Shivraa declared, “[To Strike the Pretender-Gods From Heaven].”

“Quest Accepted.”
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                    Patreon has reached THE END.

RR gets it next month. You all still get chapters 277 (this one), 278, 279, over the next three weeks, and then a 2-week break before 280/281/282 all on the same day.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!
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                “Commence final doubling,” Erick said, in the control room of the [Seeds of Atunir] spellwork.

The large, white sphere of the [Spellsurge Weave] glowed brilliantly as the golden dots all around it twinkled and shimmered. Not a single one flickered Red, so Erick was able to stay here, on Veird, for the completion of this new layer of a new entrapment against Nothanganathor. The trap of Fenrir had been subverted, but this one would work because they finally had a good enough understanding about the real threats and the real scope of this war, allowing them to actually fight the war how it needed to be fought. Also, Erick was here, overcoming every shitty, major thing that Nothanganathor could throw against Plan Surround and Consume.

Tenebrae and Riivo stood at the controls hooked up to the Weaver map. Some priests and paladins of Atunir stood in prayer at the candles and the altars and incense. Screens and numbers floated on the wall. The numbers counted down.

A chime rang through the entire Northern Spellsurge Mountains.

In other rooms, and even nearby, priests started really getting into their sermons. 15 different babies were born with the help of midwives. Candles glowed with dots of orange flame that suddenly turned brilliant gold. Smoke wafting in the air curled with the scents of apples and good dirt. 2 more women gave birth with just the help of their lovers. Choirs held their notes, and songs echoed upon each other, words of prayer and hope solidifying the intention of what was to come. Golden auroras curled all around the mountains.

The sky far above the Spellsurge Mountains held the first ‘moon’ that had come about from [Seeds of Atunir]. That ‘moon’ was just as much a planet as Veird was a planet, though. It supported oceans and continents and it even had multiple layers of ‘Surface’, with towers of eternal stonewood linking one land to the other, and brilliant lights of [Kaleidoscopic Radiance] making the whole thing just as bright as any sun. It needed to be bright, after all. The outer surface of Fenrir would have had no light otherwise.

Over a million such ‘moonlights’ existed, surrounding Fenrir at equal distance to each other. They were not full coverage. They were 65% coverage.

The original Red [Sunlights] in the sky of Fenrir were already gone, eaten by the [Seeds of Atunir] in the last doubling.

Tenebrae hovered a hand above a big blue button. A ‘READY’ sign glowed above the button. His voice layered among the prayer, “Commencing in 3, 2…”

His voice trailed away.

Erick waited for other Ericks to appear, to tell them this was a bad idea. Tenebrae waited for the same.

No one else appeared.

Erick nodded to Tenebrae.

Tenebrae slammed the [Duplicate] button.

All the moonlights corralling Fenrir copied themselves, each one splitting off from itself and casting itself into a different position around the dyson sphere, doubling the light upon that patchwork world where people died and the Red thrived. Erick watched it happen from future selves out there, and from in here. In this space, this smaller representation, golden dots floated around the white weaver map, and just like what was happening outside, those dots doubled. Those dots moved faster than physics should have allowed. Within moments the new lights took their places around Fenrir. The grid solidified.

Power thrummed.

And that was full coverage. That was it—

Ah.

And then came a problem.

Every single golden dot surrounding the white sphere map suddenly flickered deeper gold, a realer sort of gold. The entire map turned solid, drops of metal hanging in the air around a lightform sphere that was no longer white and no longer light, but fully Red, and as solid as glass.

Erick did not have time to frown, but his lips were certainly moving in that direction.

And then he gave himself all the time he could ever need, stepping outside of time.

Many things happened all at once, but for Erick it took several hours.

For starters, the Weaver map wasn’t telling him anything at all. So he looked outside. The silver Spellsurge Mountains were still the same, with golden wheat growing here and there and people praying in the fields, staring at the sky. Erick looked up, along with all the people.

The first planetoid was like a ball of white light, but upon closer inspection it was a whole bunch of white towers and brightly-lit land and waters. It was also starting to Redden at the edges. Specifically, along the right edges, or rather, ‘eastward’, if one were to call it that, and Erick was calling it that, so that’s what it was. It was as though someone was sticking Red needles into the eastern side of every part of the planet up there. Erick guessed that the attack was only 1% of the way through the planet, but even 1% was enough to really do some damage.

Erick cast his gaze further, and saw the same problem playing out on every tenth planet out there. He allowed a single moment to pass in real time, watching as more Red limned the eastern edges of 1 out of every 3 planets. Erick guessed the remaining planets were close to falling to the same whatever that this was.

Erick didn’t allow another moment to pass.

That single extra moment allowed him to see more of the effect upon the first planet, overhead, and that was enough to let him know what was happening, somewhat.

The problem had started as a Redding of the eastern edges, but it had rapidly proceeded into a Red-drilling, like someone was pelting the planet with an endless, impossibly large wash of disintegrating Red raindrops—

“Ah," Erick said, “This is the Whirlpool.”

Erick had Named the attack, and the true nature of the attack appeared to him.

Silent and suddenly there, all of the space outside of Fenrir’s Scheme had become a torrential spinning wash of particulates, like a storm of [Erasure Bolt]s. That Whirlpool, like a corona of death, discharged from the Scheme and washed from east to west, almost like an uncountable ocean of fish.

Fish, eh? More fish, too. Nothanganathor’s ‘time out fish chomp’ had been his opening move against Erick and it had sent Erick many decades and Layers away. And here now there were more fish. Erick wondered if Nothanganathor had leaned into that because he was a leviathan, or because he had been close to Margleknot who was also Yggdrasil who loved fish. Or maybe he just liked fish? Erick loved scarlet king, himself. Great eating, that one.

It was a topic for another day.

Focusing on the attack, Erick knew this was not a simple attack that could be mitigated through his work alone. They had prepared for this.

Erick Stepped over to Solomon, who was frozen in time in his Black Castle, standing around in a room full of tools to prevent whatever might come. He was in his normal body, a hand half extended toward the tool that he had probably recognized that they needed long before Erick had realized the same. It was the Ocean Calmer, the thing Solomon had taken from the Black Gate to use against a theoretical Whirlpool.

Solomon had good instincts, but he couldn’t really use them right now.

Solomon was not actually frozen in time. It was more like Erick had stepped outside of time. Erick thought about bringing Solomon to this perspective for a moment. Solomon probably couldn’t handle this perspective for very long, but he was a True Wizard so assumptions were best left elsewhere. Erick couldn’t actually bring Solomon into this frame of sight without actively working against Solomon’s power, though, and Solomon had a lot of power.

So Erick asked him, “Hey. Want to join my perspective for a minute?”

Slowly, surely, Solomon flickered gold and silver, and then his eyes began to move. Slowly, he looked at Erick. Slowly, he began to speed up.

He was using [Haste] magic to speed himself up, though. He wasn’t simply outside of time. He’d probably try that trick soon enough, but there was no need for him to go wasting willpower like that right now.

Erick held out a hand toward Solomon’s hand, “Want a boost?”

Solomon started to say, “Yes,” but he only got out, “Yeeeeeeee.”

It was more of a high-pitched whine that wasn’t even really there, because it had needed to move through the air to get to Erick and it wasn’t moving fast enough to do that.

Erick took Solomon’s hand.

Solomon jerked, his body briefly twisting hard and almost rocketing away, but he moved fast enough to cancel his own [Haste] buffs, and then he was there with Erick.

“I need the Ocean Calmer,” Erick said, as Solomon was regaining himself. “And I think this attack is actually coming at us from a side slice of this Layer 789.”

“Then you need the Piercer, too. The Piercer was made to break into hostile gate spaces and personal demiplanes, so I don’t know how well it’s going to work here, but it should work, or you can make it work.” Solomon gestured to a hallway. “Take a Peaceful Garden, too. It was one of the things we got from Margleknot. It might help make things play nice. We have five of those. Do you want to save the Whirlpool? I wasn’t able to take one from the Dark.”

“Nah. I’m fine with destroying something that can do that much damage.”

Solomon said, “Sure. I have to let go, now. It’s straining.”

A brief little talk, both of them knowing what they needed to do. It was nice.

Erick let go, and Solomon looked like he was halfway to saying something else about how much it was hurting him, but there was no need. Blood and broken crystal were collecting around his face and mouth and vocal chords, and even on his hands and neck; every part that he had moved in order to speak with Erick in Erick’s time apart from time. He’d probably cough up blood when his time came about...

He would be fine.

If Solomon wasn’t a True Wizard then Erick could have very easily imposed his time upon him, but Solomon was mostly immune to that sort of outside interference.

Erick went and collected the Ocean Calmer and the Piercer. The Calmer was a simple white sphere about a meter across, while the Piercer was a wicked knife made of some black material. The Peaceful Garden, in the room down the hallway and to the right, was one of several bonsai-like things, made with tiny trees that were actually full grown trees but cultivated small, and a bunch of moss and tiny crystals. Gardens were one of the main exports from the Garden Universe, and Erick had picked up several while in Margleknot, because they ‘calmed spellwork down’, and that seemed like a good idea to have at the time.

When he was done with his shopping trip, Erick Stepped back to the Spellsurge Mountains.

Things had changed.

Rozeta and Atunir were there, waiting for him, along with Phagar and Melemizargo. Koyabez, Sininindi, Sumtir, and Aloethag, were also present, for the room was still the same room that Erick had left, but it was like the walls and people and tech were all tucked away into the background, and here, surrounding the map, was the truest reality imaginable. A few other gods stuck out in the background, from Fangorl of the Wilds, to even Demon King Dinnamoth.

Erick tilted his head a little, to look upon the normal space. The gods vanished and there were the time-frozen people kneeling in prayer and Tenebrae on the cusp of freaking out at the new Redness of the Weaver.

Erick tilted his head back and looked upon the gods. “So we’ve got this Ocean Calmer, a Piercer, and a Peaceful Garden. Anyone got a preference?”

Sininindi said, “Ocean Calmer.” Rozeta added, “And me.” Aloethag said, “Also me.”

The big white sphere went to the goddesses.

Koyabez said, “Peaceful Garden.” Atunir added, “Me, too.” Fangorl just nodded. Surprisingly, Demon King Dinnamoth joined that option, too, saying, “And me.”

They all got the bonsai garden.

Phagar said to Erick, “I’ll be with the Garden, too. Everyone not directed anywhere else will be with the Garden.”

“Good to know.” Erick looked to the remaining three. Melemizargo, Sumtir, and Zephyrspray. “Piercer?”

Melemizargo said, “Realm Piercer.”

“Oh? Not just ‘Piercer’?” Erick floated the black dagger to them and Melemizargo did not elaborate.

The knife held in the air between the impossibly large dragon, the warrior of righteousness, and the always-moving goddess of travel.

Things changed just outside of sight, on the other side of vision.

Erick couldn’t see it but he could feel it, so he tilted his head a little bit to see them better.

The room turned into a massive grand cathedral filled with way too many people and way too many hopes and prayers. All the gods were their true selves beyond that little change in perspective. From Rozeta’s endless white body in the clouds to Sininindi’s crashing ocean and eternal adamantium/lightning storm, to the ocean of blood that was Aloethag’s Red Dream.

Erick gazed upon that Red Dream for a moment. He saw orcols and life-after-death and life-in-the-Dream. It had been a long time since he had participated in that part of life, here on Veird, when he had shared a weird night in his mind with Mog and Al. Mog was gone now; Erased. Al was a Shade these days. Based on the Red nature of Malevolence, a lot of orcols were looking into renaming the Red Dream, but the name was the name, and it was stuck for now.

Erick righted himself and he stood in the single room-outside-of-time. “Is that everyone— Ah! Good. Hello.”

Shadow and Fairy Moon stepped into the room. An entourage followed behind them, from Queen Gregarious to Gnowmi to Enchanter’s Guile, the golden metallic fox padding along on a Path of Springtime, like all the others.

Fairy Moon and all the fae with flowers in their hair or dirt on their skin, stepped over to the Peaceful Garden with Rozeta and Atunir and most of the gods, all of them intoning together, “Here we Stand, on solid Ground.”

Gregarious and the water and metal fae went to the Ocean Calmer with Sininindi, their words like a singular echo, “Here we Rise, with washing Tide.”

Shadow and the final rest of the fae stepped toward Melemizargo and the Realm Piercer knife, intoning, “Here we Cut, with rugged Knife.”

Erick remained where he was, at the control of the system. The [Spellsurge Weave] was an orb of red glass ribbons becoming a spiraling, expanding, Erasing presence, surrounded by tiny gold dots that were about to give way to the flood. Erick wouldn’t let that happen.

2,097,152 and 1 planets vibrated.

Erick spoke with thunderous power, “Here we Crush, Script over Scheme.”

The encirclement gonged.

- - - -

A child ran under the light of the sun across a break in the ground, leaping from desert to grasslands, and then running faster. The demons were coming, and they weren’t like grandma and grandpa. They were the Old Demons, and the child had been running for days. He had been living in the settlements outside of Stratagold and now he was up here, on the Surface, except it wasn’t the Surface at all.

Behind him, the many-legged clawer stabbed across the ground, pulling itself across the land. Its face was the face of the child’s mother, calling out, “Don’t run away so fast! Mommy can’t catch you if you run that fast!”

Then came the laughter.

The child tried not to cry—

The sky vibrated.

The Old Demon stopped chasing but the kid did not stop running.

And then the kid saw the sky ahead, where mountains topped the endless horizon. A gently-curving line of moons lay across the sky, and some sort of red rose from the sky, rising upward into the moons. The red had not been there before, and now it was there.

Everything turned Red.

Just as fast, the moons vibrated, sending out what could only be a [Holy Wave] of power from each and every one of them.

That wave crashed into the Red.

The ground heaved, and the child was in the air.

The sky came down, and then there was no breath. No down. No up.

The sun/moons in the sky went bright.

The world broke.

The child began to pass out from the trauma of it all, from the cold and the pressure that was not pressure at all, and from the rocks cast from the ground like [Rock Bolt]s, but in that moment, White Sparks drifted across the world, scouring the Old Demon from existence and then moving on.

Hours later, the child woke in a field of pristine grass and a blue box he had missed so very much appeared to him.












	
You were taken from us.

We came to get you back.







A child’s assistance <Species: Incani>: Casting [Greater Treat Wounds].

You are at 1 HP. You have stabilized.

A child’s assistance <Species: Incani>: <A Quest has been issued on your behalf!>

<Your location is known! Someone is on their way!>
















The child cried for so many different reasons.









- -









A man with one arm remaining held off the horde of ballooning spiders with his broken greatsword, slicing through the torso-sized monsters like a rookie, here in the final room of their estate. He was ashamed. He was terrified. He did what he could. What remained of his family huddled behind him, his son bleeding out, his daughter dying of poison, his wife already gone. He should have been better at killing these beasts, but he was not. The Script had abandoned them all.

The gods had even joined in the slaughter of the people last week, Red sparking from all of their bodies. The man would never forget the sight of Rozeta eating the entire capital in one bite and then breaking the mountains apart with one casual flick of her continental-sized tail—

A spider got to his leg and began pumping him full of venom. He hacked at it, killing it, but he knew. He knew the end was here. One bite was all it took—

The world shook. Everything broke.

White Sparks flooded the land and remade as much of what it could, while taking the spiders away.

A blue box appeared and the man almost swiped it away, cursing Rozeta’s name. But then he read the box.












	
You were taken from us.

We came to get you back.







Minimal assistance available at this time.

Here is a Personal Script to assist you with doing what you already know how to do:

Accept / Deny
















The man wasn’t sure what to do—

“I accept!” said the son, and then the son started healing the sister.

The father almost blacked out, but then the son was there with a [Cleanse] and a [Heal] and the father’s eyesight cleared again, just in time to see a new blue box... Except it wasn’t a blue box at all. Words floated in front of him, in front of just his eyes, and he could already tell his son didn’t see them.

Quest Offered: Transformation of [Rejuvenation] into [Greater Regeneration].

Cost: Kill 25 spiders.

Accept / Deny

The father almost asked what the words meant—

But the reprieve from the spiders had just been that, a reprieve, and now they poured back into the strangely-immaculate manor, breaking windows that had been broken long before now, and yet here they were, getting broken again. He said ‘Yes’ to the floating text and he picked his sword back up.

The man still only had one arm, but power flowed through him as his [Rejuvenation] was active, somehow, and working overtime.

Somewhere between killing the 25th spider and the 26th, something changed inside of him and more text appeared.

Quest Complete!

[Greater Regeneration] achieved!

Power flowed through his body and the man’s missing arm began to regrow.

His son touched his back and healed him faster.

His daughter twisted flames into the spiders, and the spiders burned, the fire spreading to catch them and only them on fire.

Whispering, the daughter said, “Rozeta came back, dad. She’s back.”

















- -









A dragonkin woman on the high seas pulled on the line, holding the boom of the mainsail in place, yelling something incoherent and furious into the storm all around. Her eyes were full of rage. Her sister and brother in the boat, holding onto the wheel and holding onto the railing, roared with her. They sailed on in defiance of their death, rushing through the waters behind them.

The monster rose from the depths again, cackling as it roared out red lightning. “Sininindi calls!” it mocked. “Give up and join your people in my belly!”

“Never!” roared the woman at the main mast, holding the main sail in position to catch the wind of the storm. She knew it was futile to run, but she had to run. Storm’s Edge had been turned into Red horrors, and she and her family were the only ones who had seen it. “I’ll never—!”

The world thrummed.

The storm parted under a great wash of white light, shimmering from above the clouds, piercing through the sky like knives. The waters rose from the ocean with a great thrum of white light. The red leviathan evaporated under the onslaught from above—

A real blue box appeared.

The woman didn’t know how she knew it was real, but this one was real.












	
You were taken from us.

We came to get you back.







Minimal assistance available at this time.

Here is a Personal Script to assist you with doing what you already know how to do:

Accept / Deny
















“Accept!” roared the woman, and her siblings.

The leviathan was gone, but the ocean was still in the air, and suddenly the ocean crashed down. The woman got a mana pool back, but none of her usual mana. The next two minutes were the craziest of her life, but she had been through many storms before, and this one was breaking. The air crackled with golden lightning and the woman felt Sininindi in the air. The real one. She laughed at the circumstance. What was a natural storm but a test of the gods, and this was a test she could handle!

The ocean churned and things died in the depths and a few points of mana came to her over a hazardous minute. That was all she really needed to [Mend Ship] and prevent her boat from breaking. Her brother calmed the water and her sister calmed the air, and that was enough to weather the worst of it.

Ten minutes later, they were sailing with mended sails under a clear sky stacked with moons.

They stared upward.

“It’s just… one right on top of the other, higher and higher?” asked the brother.

Yeah. That’s exactly what it was.

Except, the woman noticed something. “They form a line. They’re stacked, but they form lines, and…” She looked at the horizon. There, shining like a city on a distant hill, was another moon. It could have been an illusion created by the vast, flat distances of this strange new world that was not Veird at all, but the woman didn’t think that was the case at all. “That one ain’t in the sky. It’s in the ocean.”

The brother instantly said, “Let’s go to it before the leviathans come back.”

“I’m right there with you, brother,” said the woman.

The wind picked up at their backs, and all three of them startled. The sister startled the most of all.

The woman looked to the sister. “Did you pray again?”

“It was an accident!” the sister exclaimed. “I’m sorry!”

It was weird for the woman to chide her sister over praying to Sininindi, but… The last week had been horrific and wrong. The woman recognized that. The sister recognized it, too, and she dared to believe.

The brother said what they were all thinking, “It seems that we are truly in the hands of the real goddess again.”

The wind picked up stronger.

Even the waves crested in the direction of the sun resting upon the surface of the world. The woman took up no argument against the validity of this Sininindi, whoever she was.

She just grabbed the lines and the ship came together a little bit more. Her magic was working like it should have once again, though she only had bare trickles of mana flowing how it should. 10 mana here. 20 mana there in the next minute. This ‘Personal Script’ was all sorts of different and she didn’t trust it, but it was what she needed right now. What they all needed.

The siblings moved silently, working as a team, the brother on the wheel, the sister at the sails, and the woman at keeping the ship itself together, as they always had before.

Something like hope kindled in their hearts as they sailed toward the sun, sitting in the ocean.









- - - -









The anti-Whirlpool ritual had gone off without a hitch, and then everything became a hitch. Not in the way Erick had expected, though.

Erick had been watching Fenrir for a while at this point. For everyone else, the last three days had been 3 days. For Erick, it had been 29 days, or something like that. Or maybe 229. He knew the exact time, but he tried not to think in those sorts of ways.

Erick had been watching Fenrir.

He knew where to strike to eradicate their built-up forces. He also knew that most of the people down there were not evil at all, nor were they believers in the Red. But some people were. During the encirclement, three days had passed for both Veird and Fenrir, and certain parts of Fenrir had moved somewhat in order to do whatever they wanted to do to fight back against the coming encirclement.

Then the encirclement had finished, and Nothanganathor had struck back with some sort of semi-tamed Whirlpool. He had initiated his attack not from the Godpact world, but from a part of the multiverse of Layer 789 that contained no Veird at all. Nothanganathor had done some Wizardry with some artifacts of some sort, no doubt, so the effects of the Whirlpool had been targeted to this God Pact slice of Layer 789. The actual Whirlpool had been over here, where Erick now floated.

Erick hadn’t spent any time at all on the other slices of this multiversal battle because chasing someone through infinity was a fool’s errand in too many ways to count. From the fact that Erick was focused on the godpact world, to the fact that infinity was infinity… Erick had left the multiverse alone.

Nothanganathor had unleashed the Whirlpool from the multiverse.

In this space, a good hundred-Fenrir-wide swaths of reality had been subsumed into a washing, crashing, spilling maelstrom of ripping and tearing black-white-blue. No Red; not unless you counted the red part of the spectrum of light as ‘Red’, and Erick certainly didn’t. There wasn’t any more red than there was green or orange or yellow, meaning not much at all. The Whirlpool was already dying down and all the Red magics that had focused it onto the Godpact Veird were gone, because the ritual Erick had done with the gods and the fae had killed Nothanganathor’s controlling spellwork. This area was now a dead-end of the war. Without a mana ocean to eat and live within, the Whirlpool was the same as any evaporating black hole; it had a lifespan.

Erick floated far outside of the former-Fenrir system, as a black dragon, far away from the Godpact world, watching as the very universe itself twisted into a roil. It crashed and imploded and soon it would die. Maybe 150 years? Hard to know, and Erick didn’t feel like venturing into the future to make sure of any timeline; that would give solidity to Nothanganathor winning this war.

Checking up on this end of Veird’s Crushing Ritual was just checking a box off, too. One of many different boxes that Erick had checked off in the last 6 real hours, and several thousand subjective hours.

He Stepped back to the Godpact Veird, to orbit, above the Northern Spellsurge Mountains. Another Step brought him back down to the Weaver, and to the control room of Plan Surround and Consume.

The meters-wide white sphere that had been the weaver map, surrounded by gold dots, and which had been briefly attacked by the Red Whirlpool, was now a simple, solid blue sphere, like a tranquil ocean. A gnarled tree grew up from the ground and grabbed onto the blue sphere, its branches wrapped around the sphere like a woven truth. The tree itself glowed a little, brilliant white in the cracks and with tiny flaming green leaves and a rainbow sort of light around it. It was not Yggdrasil, but it was an offshoot of the big guy.

The priests and the singers and all the people who had made this thing work were gone; on to the rest of their life, into different plots and plans for Fenrir. A few different priests had moved in after the ritual.

The altars to Atunir, strewn throughout the room and around the former map, had been altered irrevocably, and so had the Spellsurge mountains. Atunir had her prayerstones here and there, of course, with cornucopias of food pouring forth in stone relief, but most of that was gone. Where once there were prayerstones only to fertility and field, there were now prayerstones to Rozeta for good magic, or prayers to Phagar for a Good End or asking him to stay away for a while longer. Peaceful Koyabez stood in relief on the wall over there, his hands holding broken swords. Righteous Sumtir held a sword aloft over there, shining bright and carving through sparks. Aloethag had her Rage. Others had other powers on display in hands, and in gestures. And then there were the stone shapes of the fae, hiding here and there on the edges of all the rest of the space. All was done in stone. None of it held color. The only color in the room was the blue sphere, gently glowing underneath the branches of the softly white and green tree that held it in the center.

The roof of this ritual space was gone.

Up above, beyond a moon’s distance, lay a planet that glowed like a sun.

Soft white light shone down into this space, but this space was still mostly blue in the center.

The shape of the hole in the roof and the brightness of the moon up there kinda made it all look like an eye. A bright white eye. Melemizargo didn’t have an altar here, but he was still very present in the Darkness of every nook, and in overwatch, up above.

The priests of all the gods were still moving in, but Kromolok, the High Inquisitor of Rozeta, was already here.

The incani-shaped white wrought stepped into the white and blue light with Erick, grinning as he said, “You look exhausted.”

“I am pooped.”

Kromolok chuckled. “That’s about the weirdest slang I have ever heard from you.”

Erick stood up straight. “How goes it?”

“It goes.” Kromolok said, “Plan Surround and Consume finished 6 hours ago and then this Crushing addendum worked quite well. Rozeta is handing out Personal Scripts on behalf of the entire Pantheon…” He glanced away, and then looked to Erick. “Which means your Mark is now out to about 500 million people. Barely a fraction of a percent of a percent of the people down there. We can also see the other side of Fenrir, now. The inside. There are concerns, but you’re checking off those concerns even now.” He asked, “So how are you feeling, Erick?”

Erick sighed.

Erick was tired. He hadn’t lied about that.

The outcome of Plan Surround and Consume had resulted in them Crushing the magics down there, and then reordering the magics of Fenrir itself. Solomon had been involved with that, but so had all the other Relevant Entities of the Script.

6 hours in real time lasts a lot longer than 6 hours when you can control where you are in time.

Erick cast his Gaze to Fenrir, and then further beyond, to the sun sitting at the center.

The interior of Fenrir held more people. It was a land similar to the land on the exterior; a bunch of different lands stolen from this or that place and then strewn upon the surface like peanut butter on bread.

And the sun was just a sun.

No Nothanganathor.

No climactic battle.

Not even any Red Gods. Not really. There had been one incident out there… Eh.

Nothanganathor had simply moved away from that version of Fenrir down there, and he had taken all of his toys with him. Or perhaps he had never been there at all. Erick thought the first option was more likely than the second. He had surely been there at some point in time…

And yet when Nothanganathor had dragged Erick to his Wizard-kill-box, that place had been in a different slice of Layer 789 where there was no Fenrir at all, and Nothanganathor veritably filled the entire surface of that sun with his back-lit body.

Erick looked up at the sun-like moon in the sky, and then he looked back to Kromolok. “I feel tired and thin. Drawn in too many directions at once, and utterly furious and happy that there wasn’t any final battle right now. I also feel a great many of the people of Fenrir, calling out for help… They need help.” He chuckled. “Kinda worrying that I can hear them like this, too. I already checked in with Yggdrasil so I’m not going to get deified, or anything like that. It’s probably the Benevolence Mark inside of them. All the other gods have already begun to ascend higher, though.” He gestured to the room around them. “I mean, look at this. Stone statues! I’m sure they could take control of any of them and they’re probably watching, but… The ritual went very well, and then what came afterward went better. Kinda disheartening to see them as statues instead of as people, though.”

Kromolok said, “They’re still there. Same as always. But they are gods. They do want to help their people just as much as you do, and they fully accept the power those people are giving them, now that the Red is gone. Their plan to put more of themselves into their Champions worked well. Those who had no Champions at all even appointed some before they went to Fenrir… Have you considered a Champion yet?”

“Ha! I’m not a god.”

“The way you’re going, there is no way that you don’t Ascend to godhood of some sort.”

Erick smiled sadly at that. “Yeah. I know… Or at least I suspect that outcome to be true, too. Yggdrasil is doing all he can, but for certain people who do too much… Those people have to move to Margleknot full time or else they Ascend as an idea, instead of a person. I’m hoping that with Yggdrasil here that we can make this place just as good for that particular need. Yggdrasil seems to think we can.”

“There are different options for you.”

“Oh sure. Lots.”

Kromolok frowned a little. “I’m just gonna come out and say it. Erick. Have you asked Melemizargo for a Mantle? No? Why not. You could easily be a sun god. Melemizargo even has that Mantle of Light.”

“Asking questions and answering them yourself isn’t very cool, Kromolok,” Erick said, grinning. Kromolok said nothing. He stared. Erick sighed. “He hasn’t offered, and I have not asked.”

“Did you become self-destructive when I wasn’t looking?”

Erick huffed a laugh. “Not to my knowledge.”

Kromolok was not amused. “A lot of events are happening all at once out there, and you helped. You did a great deal of the actual work. I see you, Erick. And I see how the people look at you. Even I’m feeling a slight rush of divinity right now, but Rozeta felt that and she began to siphon it away. You might have only seen me as a coworker. But I’ve been the High Inquisitor of Rozeta for 1453 years or more, depending on how you count this Long Year. I was there at the very creation of the Script, as one of the first wrought to exist. I have led Forgotten Campaigns and executed civilizations for crimes against reality. I have been on the harsh side of the light for a long while. But I’ve also been a savior, as one of Rozeta’s strongest claws.

“Rozeta killed her Red Reflection easily. Most of the other gods did the same. But the real power is coming from those who got a Personal Script. Your Benevolent Mark is giving out Quests for people to save themselves… A lot of Quests.

“They think Rozeta made it. Rozeta is mostly just documenting it. All she did was hand them out to people who truly needed them.

“And divinity is flowing to the Pantheon and Yggdrasil has planted himself in several areas already.

“Melemizargo and Rozeta and the Pantheon are experiencing the largest rise to power that any of them has ever experienced, and you’re along for the ride.” Kromolok asked, “So? Do I have to worry about you, or are you handling it?”

“I appreciate your concern, and how you laid out the full breadth of your concern, but I am fine.”

Kromolok held his tongue, and then he switched topics. “Is this the version of you before all the stuff you’ve done out there, or the one after all that stuff?”

Erick chuckled at that. “Unfortunately, this one is just the one that did all the background work to get this whole thing functioning fine. I think I spent a year down in the depths of Fenrir, cleaning out Red infestations and other shit. I blasted a few bad actors with some [Grand Reincarnation]s. I checked out everything around all the big battles… But now I have to go do those battles.” He sarcastically said, “It would have been nice if all of the Red Gods would have left to wherever the other ones all went. As it is I just have to help kill… However many there were.”

“Three,” Kromolok said. “We only saw three god battles, mostly done through Champions. Rozeta and her Red copy. The Shades against the Shades. You only appeared at one. Oozy didn’t show up at all...” He eyed Erick. “Should you, perhaps, go to some other Layer and take a break?”

Erick waved a hand. “I spent a while in a [Time Out] to recover some. I’m just feeling stretched. It’s taking a hot minute to calm down, and this was a good time for that calming, which is why I am here, at this moment in time.”

One of the reasons he was here, anyway.
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Erick said, “Today cost me over a quadrillion mana and 90 trillion resons, and now it’s time to go to battle. I mostly came here to solidify this outcome. It’s a whole lot easier to make the right present happen here on Veird than it is on Fenrir; and that is why I am here, to solidify this part of Infinity. Infinity itself is splayed wide open down there and now I need to get to bringing all of that together.”

Kromolok’s face went hard and concerned, like he had a lot of sudden concerns, from questioning if he was in a failed universe to questioning the validity of their hard fought wins.

Erick watched him have his concerns, and he waited.

Kromolok asked, “Can the gods actually handle it? Or are they changing in the new environment, too?”

Erick said, “Surprisingly, or maybe unsurprisingly, the fact that they all knew what was coming down the line through the worship-attack has allowed them a lot of power to resist it. They are their Mantles and themselves, after all. The Red Gods are just figments, and they were easily slaughtered from what I saw. But, speaking of battles… duty calls!”

Erick Stepped away.

Kromolok stayed there, standing in the blue light of the orb, held by the tree’s branches. Ten thousand tendrils of thought arced away from his body. He was still busy, too, even if it looked like he was doing nothing at all but contemplating the present…

But there was certainly a lot of contemplation going on.
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Erick unfurled his wings over a battlefield he had seen in passing, days ago. Or maybe a year ago.

The first time he had seen it was when he was so deep underground that he was on the other side of Fenrir, standing under a true sunny sky. And then he had seen it from ten thousand other perspectives here and there.

Now, he was here, where he had seen himself, wings unfurled wide. He could probably hit 30 kilometers long if he wanted, but he was building a Present here, not shredding this land into countless smaller pieces of infinity, all separate from each other. He was merely 15 kilometers long.

As Erick stood here, knowing that he was watching himself from so many different angles, Erick kinda imagined himself as the needle pulling a thread through countless different Presents. If he had been a different sort of person, perhaps like Lionshard in Margleknot, with his brand of fateweaving magic, then maybe that would have actually been the form this unstructured Wizardry would have taken. But he wasn’t like Lionshard. Erick was just playing it by ear, moving where he needed to move to stand in step with the Pantheon and the fae in order to help the gods do what gods have always done; Decide which reality is the main one.

That decision was being done with violence right now.

The land was Greensoil, but different.

The city was Greendale, the capital, but not really Greendale at all.

This was a Nexus Point upon which most of the counterattack against Plan Surround and Consume was focused, for this was where a major twist in time had taken place, splitting this version of reality from the Godpact.

In this land, Atunir had erupted from the Glimmering Depths from the north of Greendale, Red towers spreading like wheat that had become calcified red/white tumor-spires all across the land. The castles of Greendale were rife with spikes of the stuff, all of them weirdly angled and filled with breathing holes and funnels, while all the land between those spikes was patrolled by demons. The spikes were not natural at all. They were part of a vast ritual. The demons were not Old Demons, but rather incani-based demons.

Those demons had grabbed people and then shoved them against the red/white spikes, and then the spikes had grown around them, trapping them.

The spikes were all deathsoul shrooms, taken in a weird, demonic direction, and instead of trapping just souls, they trapped the entire person and forced them to sing, amplifying their voices through the funnels in their throats. Or rather, what could be considered their throats. The person under that spike, stacked up against other people, did not look like people anymore. In addition to the body twisting, Erick suspected there was also some sort of soul mutation effect going on to make it pleasurable for the people to sing, and with each other, because instead of being some horrific sound…

It was a rather hauntingly beautiful symphony. Organized. Deep and powerful. It called people to join the song, and that is what happened to this land. The people joined the song willingly, unless they were incani, and then they became demons here on Veird.

Erick suspected that the Breach Demon responsible was one of the bigger spikes, but it was hard to tell.

The entire human capital of Greendale and every other major city of Greensoil, from Riski to Kendry to Tower Town and beyond, had become a coordinated song to a Demonic, Red Atunir. There weren’t many song spikes out in the countryside, where entire villages only numbered in the 10s, or 50s. From those places smaller song spikes rose into the sky, singing hymns to a Red Atunir.

In Greendale, the spikes were the size of skyscrapers.

Champion Yetta from Godpact Veird stood opposed to the demonic version of her childhood friend, Allan Trow, who was the Champion for Red Atunir in this version of this world.

On Godpact Veird, Allan had taken on the Curse of the Shadeling back during the Daydropper incident, because Fallopolis wasn’t about to let a Shade be murdered without having a replacement lined up, and that was their ‘tax’ for entry into Ar’Kendrithyst to begin their divine Quest. Allan had died in that fight with Planter in the Godpact world.

He had not died in this world, and it seemed he had become a demon. Perhaps he had become the Breach Demon? He certainly seemed to be in a position of power that he could be mistaken for one, and it would be just like the Shades to do such a thing to Greensoil… or at least it used to be that way.

Champion Yetta was here because Godpact Atunir was focused here, to combat the horrors of this land that most threatened to twist her into Red.

Red Champion Allan was here because this is where he had been, working his world, even after it had been taken by Nothanganathor and dropped here on Fenrir.

It had been 13 minutes since Erick and the Pantheon and the fae of Veird had called the sun/moons into full being, and then quelled the Whirlpool and crushed Fenrir’s Scheme. It had been 10 minutes since Erick and Solomon and others had restored general gravity and air containment to Fenrir, along with a host of other things necessary for life.

It had probably been 18 or so seconds since Yetta had found herself drawn here, to combat the Red Breach Demon of Atunir, in the grand gardens of the palace of Greendale.

The largest songspike of them all twisted up from the ruins of the palace. It was a skyscraper of red and white that tapered to a point. Pulsing red veins led into sound funnels that dotted the entire structure. It sort of looked like a unicorn horn, but with enough holes in it to make a trypophobia sufferer convulse from the horror of it all.

And then there were the holes at the bottom of the spire that spawned eggs that then hatched into baby demons. That would be the Fertility aspect of this Red Atunir, holding onto the shoulders of Allan like a red/gold aura.

Red Champion Allan was a demon with digitigrade legs and wings made of grappling veins. He wore nothing, and his legs and arms were red with blood, or with Malevolence. Probably both. He clung to the side of the large songspike sticking up from the palace. A second ago, Yetta had appeared and thrown a beam of golden light at him, piercing through his heart and the songspike behind him, but he was doing fine. The hole in his chest was healing.

Yetta had been surprised at herself for attacking that fast.

Allan had been too surprised at Yetta’s appearance to do anything but gape at her.

Yetta stood upon the ground, a few hundred meters from Allan. She was resplendent in golden armor, her dark skin shining with golden radiance. Shield in one hand, sword in the other, her face was a mixture of hate, surprise, homesickness, sickness, revulsion, and complete need to annihilate the horror she saw grasping onto the side of the large song spikes.

Erick saw her almost want to apologize to Allan for striking him, in some sort of shock-based impetus, but she pulled that emotion back and let all the other ones happen instead.

There was some sort of divine clash happening in the air, here in Red Atunir’s stronghold. It was important for both of them to resolve this themselves. But when necessary, Erick would step in on the side of Godpact Atunir.

Erick watched.

Yetta had been dragged here without warning at all. She had reoriented as fast as she could, and now she screamed, “ALLAN! WHAT THE FUCK!”

Her voice was a wash of gold across the land. Veins withered in the garden and fruits made of meat popped like so many blood balloons. Golden wheat spread where Yetta stood, and the mockery-garden decayed into a field of gold.

The Red Song faltered.

Allan’s voice was a mumble in the sudden silence, “But you died. Everyone di— oh.” He calmed. He realized something. He said, “Ah. Another test. Of course.” He regained composure. He said, “I do wish Atunir would tell me about these things before she sends Quests my way.” He detached from the side of the songspike and fell to the tumbled bricks of the ruin below, landing like a crash of metal, his body much stronger than it appeared to be. He broke rubble as he walked down the rubble, toward Yetta. “You even brought the Evil Dark with you, huh? I suppose there was no time to warn me, but I’m getting lots of warnings right now.” He pointed at Erick in the sky. “Is Melemizargo going to interfere?”

“That’s not the Dark, you… you.” Yetta had had some harsh words in her mind, and almost on her tongue, but then she calmed, and said, “You’re a puppet who knows nothing, and I need to put you down.”

“Ha! ‘That’s not the Dark’ she says. Yetta. I know what the Dark looks like, and I was a Shade for a while. You know what the Dark looks like, and you fought them with me. Everyone knows what the Dark looks like. And that’s the Dark.”

“You know nothing at all. That’s Erick.”

Allan laughed, not stopping his walk down to level ground at all. “That bubbling archmage? What kinda nightmare did you crawl out of!”

Yetta’s dark eyes turned to brilliant gold. Her voice doubled upon itself. “Godpact.”

Allan froze for a moment. And then he kept walking. “… Ah.” His voice turned harder. “This was the one I have been prepared for.” He doubled in size and grew an extra pair of arms. The veins in his back wrapped around his body, forming hard red armor, and then a sword in each arm. “I will end my Goddess’s nightmares and the Dark in which she drowns.”

“And I’m telling you, that’s not Melemizargo.” Yetta’s voice doubled. “I am not drowning in the Dark.”

Ah, Erick thought, as Yetta clashed with Allan, swords severing, feet and stances treating the world as a suggestion and not as actually necessary for footing. I know what is happening here.

One sword blocked four at the same time in a way that made no realistic sense at all. One slash cut through a shield and the arm holding it, but the broken shield and the arm holding it flowed back onto Yetta, and she blocked another two sword strikes and one kick at the same time.

Atunir had been stuck in that small existence for so long. During that time she had been the only one who ever almost ‘went Dark’.

People still talked about that time she almost fell; about the Fall of Quintlan a full thousand years later, as though it were current events. It appeared Atunir still harbored doubts that anything was real. She even thought that Erick might be some incarnation of Melemizargo.

Erick’s draconic form certainly didn’t help.

There had only ever been one black, winged dragon on Veird before Erick showed up and got a dragon form that also had wings, and was black. Dragon horns were rather solidly unique to every individual, too. Melemizargo had 6 horns, like a crown, and Erick had the same.

Back when Erick had first revealed his dragon form, a lot of people had directly asked him if he was Melemizargo. The conspiracy theorists of Veird had mostly calmed down since then, but they were right back at it in the last several days, now that Erick had displayed true time travel magics. ‘If he is jumping through time, he might actually be Melemizargo! We’ve never seen his humanoid form, right? It might be true!’

Erick wasn’t Melemizargo, though, anymore than he was Phagar.

Allan cut off Yetta’s head with a flashing Red sword, rending through golden armor with a horrible screech, but Yetta’s head and body went spinning away to land back together and her armor repaired.

Allan pulled back, bleeding from the massive separation of flesh that Yetta had delivered into his chest in turn for taking that neck wound. He laughed darkly, clutching his chest with one hand while his other three switched up weapons, two swords becoming two shields and his final swords simply vanishing. The veins of his armor held his wound together as his body healed under Red glows.

Yetta taunted, “You finally going to get serious, old friend?”

Allan chuckled horribly, coughing twice. “Damned Dark Regenerator. I had soul-poison on my swords but you just don’t give a fuck about that, do you. All the world is poisoned. All the world is dying. Even the Script is shit these days. Not a single damned blue box at all. How are you able to still heal that well?”

“The world isn’t poisoned at all, Allan. You’re the one that died in the real world. You’re the one drowning in evil, here in this mockery made to pit friend against friend and inflict pain upon us both.” Yetta asked, “What color is the divine light of Atunir, Allan?”

“Gold,” Allan said, with a disbelieving smirk, as though he didn’t see his own Red aura, as if he didn’t see the Red in the spires all around him, and in the blood on the ground. What did he see everywhere? Gold? Perhaps. Allan sneered, “What color is your light, Nightmare?”

“The color of wheat, ripe and ready for harvest. The color of prosperity, building upon generations and generations. The color of Gold,” Yetta said, and it was the most true thing in the universe at that moment.

Allan stared at Yetta.

And then his vision went Red as he screamed, “DIE DIE DIE!” and he began using his real strength, throwing around disks of black/red force that carved through the air like sawblades, ripping up the world around them. Allan had never been a swordsman. He had always been a Battle Mage, specializing in ‘Sawblade Magic’.

“That’s more like it, Allan,” Yetta whispered to herself.

The blades came for her, carving through her body, but her body reformed from those wounds like gelatin splashing away and then reforming from that splash. She only raised her sword to stop the worst of the blades, her sword sparking with White Benevolence, shattering the Red out of this and that sawblade, and then shattering the sawblade itself. Everywhere she stepped, wheat poured out of the ground, golden and radiant.

Allan retreated, blood pouring from his eyes, the Red flowing out. He almost stumbled on the ruins behind him, but two more legs slashed out of his digitigrade legs, allowing him to spider climb backward. He retreated up the songspike. He never stopped throwing sawblades. Left and right they flew, curving hard and in some cases boomeranging back for a followup attack.

Yetta stepped into the air, upon golden platforms that only existed where she walked, and every sawblade that touched her did less and less.

She advanced, and Allan retreated.

Red Sparks flashed in the ruins of the palace, and in the city. Several songspires broke apart into bone and flesh and flowing Red blood, mangled bodies forming demonic constructs that aimed toward the battle between Champions.

That was when Erick chose to get involved.

Erick blasted the larger ‘demons’ apart with beams of Benevolence. Smaller demons tried to get to the fight, but Erick rained [Benevolence Bolts] upon all of them, popping those demons like overripe zits.

Yetta said to Allan, “See? That is not Melemizargo.”

“It’s a trick! Melemizargo is the God of Magic! He could do Light Magic if he wanted!”

“You still don’t See.” Yetta shook her head. She stood ten meters from Allan, her in the air upon golden radiance, and him clutching to a tower of bone and song made of people. “That’s not Light Magic, old friend. It was magic which you never got to see in your world. It was magic from the Wizard of Benevolence, cast by the Wizard of Benevolence, by Erick Flatt. He has gifted that magic to many others, and I am one of those people. Allow me to end your nightmare, Allan, and through you, the Red Goddess you champion will know that the nightmare is over.”

Allan breathed hard. He held his shields between him and Yetta, while his two extra hands held spinning black/red disks. He stared, and his eyes flickered Red, his lips snarl—

A gold and white flash passed through reality, forming a plane of separation where Yetta had swung her sword. Allan’s magic failed. His Red armor crumbled. His blackened legs calcified along with his body, as he clutched onto the songspire at his back.

The song died.

The spire began to slide apart, broken and dead, behind Allan’s stiffening body. Red sparks gathered where she had cut Allan in two, from the right side of his head all the way through his left hip. As the spire crashed to the ground behind Allan, Allan backed up, onto the harshly-angled surface of the spire, Red Sparks still trying to hold him together.

The monster hiding inside the main song spire was already dead. It was not a Breach Demon. Allan was the Breach Demon, but that time was coming to a close.

Yetta stood tall as she stepped closer, to stand above him. “We won in Ar’Kendrithyst, and later, against the Daydropper. Erick helped. Crashed an iceberg into the Daydropper Queen. Tenebrae was there for levels, just as we plotted with him. You never saw that. You died fighting Planter, giving it your all so that we would live.”

Allan’s breath hitched. “I… I gave it everything?”

“You did.”

Tears flowed. “And you all lived?”

“No. But we won. You died. Dorthy and Basil, too. Cyril and I lived. We were rescued.”

Allan chuckled, his voice breaking hard. “I would have called you a liar if you would have said you had all lived.”

“I ended up marrying Cyril Odaali. Have some kids now. They would have loved you, as you were, before whatever happened here.”

“Ha.” Allan said, and the Red began to clear from him, replaced with gold. His extra limbs broke, and he held on as color returned to his body. He looked almost human, though he was not human at all. “I had the chance to use the big spells on Planter… the ones I wasn’t sure would kill me or not. And I didn’t. I didn’t take that shot. We lost. The Shades captured us and killed Planter for us. They did this big ritual… I ended up twisted into an incani by Melemizargo and then let go… And then stuff happened. Breach Demon.” He looked across the city. “… These weren’t incani, were they.”

“Some of them. I’m not sure what they were, really. A nightmare, whatever it was.”

Allan breathed out, “Probably some nightmare.”

Allan began to fade into a golden light and the world pulsed. A Red tint in the air began to fade away, pushed away by gold and white, leaving the brightness of white moons overhead, shining down on a Greendale that was still demonic.

Allan vanished.

Yetta looked up at Erick. Golden tears streamed down her face. “I can’t… I can’t do it anymore. Can I get a portal back to a quarantine space?” She looked away, rubbing her face, muttering, “Wherever that is—” She paused and muttered, “Oh. It’s there.”

She was in communication with Atunir right now, so yeah, she was getting information from outside sources. Erick opened a portal right beside her and she stepped through, back to a moon about 3 moons from Veird. It was a quarantine space that Past Erick was still setting up, but it was good enough for Yetta.

Yetta had arrived here to do battle with Red Atunir’s Champion with nothing but a mission and no time for any of it, and yet she had done well.

Erick had been prepared to burn all of this version of Greensoil to burning white-hot ground, to eradicate the demon and trapped-soul problem, but the ego-death of the Red Atunir had done the necessary killing for him. The song that had filled the air was now gone, and the people trapped in those spires had died when Yetta had swung her sword.

This abomination of Greensoil had been culled.

Some of the details had been different from the last time Erick had seen it, but now that he was here, and now that Godpact Atunir was in full power, the world got a little bit more stable. This was the good outcome.

Erick moved on.
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Fenrir didn’t have any specific nodes of control. The encirclement of the sun/moons around Fenrir didn’t have any specific nodes of control, either. That room with the blue sphere at the Northern Spellsurge Mountains of Veird was more like a general overview of the encirclement now that it had done its job. Every planet out there, stacked upon Fenrir’s surface like distant pearls reaching into the sky, was its own secured location.

It was the same general idea that Solomon had used when creating Fenrir, but updated. Version 2.

Fenrir was the original version, and apparently it had some exploitable parts that had allowed parts of the dyson sphere to be turned into control nodes. Erick was rather sure that Nothanganathor had imported some side-slice, multiversal-derived parts of Fenrir in order to pull out one section and replace it with a section that could be exploited, but he had no way to know that for sure. Not right now.

Erick floated inside Fenrir, in the part that faced the sun.

Everything was blasted wasteland and dead ocean full of horrors, and the sky was a Red wash, the sun turned Malevolent. Nothanganathor was not there, but he had left behind lots of toys that had turned the sun into a Malevolence-generator.

The Malevolence from the sun twisted into 6 offshoots, like beams of Red Lightning, each Jupiter in thickness, traveling faster than the speed of light and softer than a feather’s touch to siphon into massive collections of collectors on the inside surface of Fenrir. Those collecting areas were like a forest of black Christmas trees that sparked with Red, taking that Red into itself and then flooding that Red out into Fenrir, to overload and take over the systems that Solomon had created when he had made Fenrir.

Nothanganathor had replaced a vast number of 100-kilometer-wide hexagon-shaped worldplates with the same worldplates, but with those christmas-tree collectors.

Looking at the whole collector array from the side…

It kinda looked like glowing red rain falling on a black forest.

The five other collector stations equidistant around Fenrir’s interior were all sorts of fucked up, with the sun/moons of the [Seeds of Atunir] having plunged through those spaces and destroyed those collectors. The sun still spilled Malevolence out into Fenrir, though, so there were 5 spots on Fenrir that were more like holes in the world, with Red fountaining outward. Erick had already fixed (or more like his past selves would in the future fix up) those spaces so that they would heal themselves in due course. Solomon helped (or more like he would help) a lot with that.

But this collector space had defenders. Automatic defenders, but still defenders.

The other spaces probably had the same system this one had, but the Crushing Ritual had broken those other lands. Erick suspected, based on a certain kind of absence in the space above this collector zone, and based on how half the collector zone was underwater and that which was above water had giant gouges in the adamantium…

The black christmas forest had gaps in it that looked like giant tendrils had been there, and then removed. Those tendrils had grown into Fenrir itself, but then they had been pulled away, and a little violently, too—

Ah.

That’s what Erick was looking for. White wood. A broken root.

Everbless had been here.

He was gone now, of course. What remained was a land of horrors that hurt to look at. Literal horrors, that literally hurt to look at, too. Erick tilted his head a little, and allowed the horrors in the space to appear to him, and what he saw was several worlds of Janes and everyone he ever knew and loved, from Quilatalap to Poi to Teressa and Teressa’s daughter, crucified and spiked upon black needles and caught between crushing, growing, black branches. It was a cacophony of horror.

It was real, too. In a multiversal, infinite sense, it was real. It was a manufactured horror, meant to keep away anyone who dared approach. It was effective, because in this space, Erick saw that they all died no matter what he did, because their very lives had been tied into the collector array. When Erick backed away, the screams stopped. When Erick advanced, the screams were enough to fill several worlds.

Erick tilted his perceptions backward, flying away, and the cries of everyone he ever knew faded as the pain stopped for them, and they themselves faded away, to Elsewhere. They were still there, though, just beyond a veil of Wizardry and Malevolence, tuned to keeping that collector array active against all odds.

A gold haze hung in the air around the collector zone, like the protective embrace of the entire Pantheon. Erick held in that protected space, deciding how he wanted to proceed. He had seen this space before now, and he knew what he had done before…

He had tried to rescue the people down there, and that Erick had been drawn into a killing field where even more horrors assaulted him.

Erick quelled his heart and took aim.

A million Janes appeared out of Elsewhere, asking not to be killed.

Erick wondered what the gods saw when they looked upon this space.

Perhaps it was better not to know.

Erick obliterated the collector array in a wash of dragonfire filled with [Metalshape] and Benevolence that scoured Fenrir’s black forest clean, killing every multiversal person to exist in that space. They screamed at him. They hated him. He obliterated them all anyway. The fire spread and spread and consumed every black tree, boiling oceans and erasing the dead.

A dome of Godpact gold divinity swept into the space, further obliterating it from even the memory of this land, carving a Jupiter-sized hole in the surface of Fenrir. Briefly, the soft Red Lightning/light from the sun had an exit, into the lands beyond Fenrir, but then a sun-moon appeared in that hole, sliding in from outside, glowing radiant white, full of Benevolence. Similar moons appeared at every other hole in Fenrir where a collector array had been. They blocked the Red fountaining into Fenrir from the sun… And that was it?

The last time Erick had looked here, Erick had watched himself die. He had pushed that problem away when it turned out to be the wrong course of action, and then he saw this battle end in the Godpact’s favor somehow. He had just secured that win…

But he had kinda expected the sun-moons blocking the Jupiter-sized holes in Fenrir to shine some light upon the sun and erase the Malevolence inside of it. That’s what had happened last time, after all.

But the moons were just floating there, blocking the way out. When were they going to—

“Ah. I’m the one that turns the sun. Right.”

Erick got going.









- - - -









Erick hovered in front of the Red sun.

It had been yellow/white the last time Erick had been here, a slice of Infinity away, when Nothanganathor had been curled around the whole thing like a dragon guarding its hoard. He had been here on this sun, too, of course, but he was gone and that long bastard had done something to this sun and now it generated Malevolence.

Welp!

Erick could break that production.

Probably.

First test.

“I knew I would eventually use this thing,” Erick said, bringing out a shiny golden disk from his personal space.

Cascadio, a sun god that Erick had met in Margleknot, had given Erick the golden disk to help Erick project into the Waiting Room and pull people out of that space. The disk was barely a mote of light compared to the radiance of the Malevolent Sun, but it shined ever more brightly as Erick shrunk down to person-sized, and held the token in front of him, in front of the sun. Cascadio was a god with trillions of followers all across the Fractal Cosmology, so there was no chance that whatever was happening here would affect him at all…

Well. If this led to something bad, then Erick would simply deal with it. Honestly though, he wasn’t sure how to clean an entire sun of Malevolence, or clear out whatever bad things Nothanganathor had left planted for Erick to find. That’s why Erick hadn’t even tried to blast the sun or anything like that.

Cascadio was a great guy, and there was no way that a god wouldn’t jump at the chance to be installed inside a space where trillions of more people would soon be living. All of the Pantheon-gods were already super excited about that very same prospect.

Erick spoke through the token of the sun god, to the god himself, “Cascadio, the Radiant Sun! I invite you to this land to see if you would get along with the current Pantheon, here in this space without a sun god.”

Cascadio was suddenly there, and not there at all. “Nothanganathor just spent a great deal of favors on my behalf in Margleknot, and I am taking them. I ask you now, Erick, to meet with Nothanganathor as a person, and there will be no violence. There will be a small conversation. He will escape to a side slice of infinity, and you will let him. You can pursue afterward.” Cascadio added, “Or you can ignore this deal and proceed on your own. I hope, if you do proceed on your own, that you invite me back in less dire times.”

Erick sighed.

Typical. All around typical, too. At least Cascadio had offered Erick the option of not doing this sort of deal at all, and ignoring this whole plan he had set up with him. So maybe not that typical at all.

Erick asked, “How many favors did he spend?”

“Hundreds. He threatened to spend them on behalf of my enemies if I did not try to get you to have some words with him.”

“Your enemies? … And yet you still suggest that I ignore this deal?”

Very much not typical. Gods thought of their followers most of all… But Erick suspected that by inviting Cascadio into this space where the risk and reward were both enormous, more of the gods were present in this dealing. He was able to make actual choices. He was able to allow mortals to have a say.

“Nothanganathor is desperate and a desperate Nothanganathor is not something I wish to unleash on anyone. Word is getting around that he Sundered the Painted Cosmology. I am unsure how long his various favors will remain useful, and he feels the same, but his favors still carry weight, for now. He is spending them like a dying man spends prayers.”

Erick stared at the sun, at the boiling, Red surface. It was like watching colored, illuminated water boil. Crackling solar flares brushed against Erick, against his aura of Benevolence, and vanished like steam in a blizzard.

Erick made a decision. “I’ll go talk to him for a moment of ceasefire.”

He expected the sun itself to be a trap, but the second Erick started floating toward it, a hole opened up in the Red. Erick turned back into a dragon.

… Another trap? Certainly not an obvious one, if it was a trap. Erick floated into the hole and flicked his tail at the liquid nuclear surface of the sun. Nuclear fire spilled outward and then fell back down to the surface. Nothing else happened.

Erick kept expecting a trap, but he floated down the hole and the absolute inferno of the sun turned cooler. Calmer. Erick slipped into an open space underneath the mantle of the sun that held a small moon that was solid white, and a little iridescent.

It was a pearl of Benevolence the size of a small moon.

Erick had no idea what was going on with it, but there was no more tunnel beyond the pearl. Erick imagined that the whole thing was some sort of bomb disguised as Benevolence, but it sported a little house on the other side of it, away from the tunnel leading out of the sun. A Red tree the size of a normal tree grew to the side of the house, overlooking a 1-story flat that would not have been out of place anywhere on Veird, or even on Earth.

A picnic table sat out front, and Nothanganathor sat at the picnic table. Or at least an avatar of him did.

He had a tea set and some chocolate chip cookies set out.

Erick turned human-shaped and stepped down to the pearl and to the other side of the table. “A ceasefire meeting.”

“You have accepted my offer, and I accept the temporary meeting we are having here. Let no one disturb us, and let neither of us be taken from our bases of power by the words or actions committed in this place.”

Erick frowned a little. “There wasn’t any Wizardry in that.”

“Of course not. To solidify the statement would be taken as an act of aggression against you, and so I chose to leave the statement open, which is also a sort of aggression, but an unavoidable one.” Nothanganathor said, “Want any tea or cookies?”

Gods, he pissed Erick off.

“Absolutely not. Say what you want to say, and then we will get back to war.”

Make a single threat, and I will stop this farce right now.

Make a threat.

Just do it.

Erick wanted the man to say something vicious. Anything at all, and then he could give up this farce.

Nothanganathor said, “I have realized a few things in the last few days since you returned from your trip across the universe, since you became a fae. Mainly, that I am going to win, and there’s nothing you can do to stop that. So I’m not fighting anymore. Witness my benevolence.”

Nothanganathor knew of his win.

Shit.

He waved a hand, and some mechanisms somewhere clicked.

The Red of the surrounding sun dissipated under nuclear fire, and the red light of this under-mantle place became white and yellow. The Benevolence pearl they stood upon flickered. White lightning flashed from the edge of the pearl, heading into the sun, impacting the solar wall and then traveling further, further, further, into the core. Reality clicked and the pearl underfoot became something like a manaminer, or maybe it was a controller of some sort. Either way the white lightning that struck through the mantle of the sun had continued onward, into the very core of the sun, which was a manaminer.

A screen popped up next to Erick.












	
Welcome, Master Erick Flatt.

Current settings are being switched to producing all mana in equal measure.

Switchover from Malevolent Fenrir estimated to take: 9m;21s
















Ostensibly, Erick had control over the sun of the system now.

This had to be a trick.

“I give you the sun of Veird, Erick, as I am sure you can already tell. I will give you the battles from now until I win the war.” Nothanganathor said, “For I have won, just like I said I would. I have won, and left you and yours as alone as much as I could. Now that I am where I am, I am sorry that we were on opposite sides of this war. We never should have been opposite each other, but thus has my Curse of Obscurity always brought me back to Zero, through levers which you do not know.” He went silent.

Erick glared. He did not give the man the satisfaction of asking him about whatever it was he was about.

Nothanganathor smiled. “You’re not curious? I want to tell you, but you won’t believe me, which is the usual state of affairs for this particular Curse of Obscurity. It took you a long, long time to get to the point that you won’t listen to me, which is why I never spoke to you in the first place, and why I culled all the other ones to come before you. Melemizargo was uniquely smart when he fucked me over all those thousands of years ago, but I suppose he had the Dark to tell him how best to act when it comes to this particular poison that the Dark himself created all those ages ago.”

Erick ignored that. “Nothanganathor. I offer you forgiveness for your crimes if you repent and make efforts to repent more. When you gain the Mantle of Magic of the Dark, you will resurrect Melemizargo with your second-to-last act of godhood, and then give the Mantle back to him in your actual last act of godhood. In return, I will stand on your side, and as long as you voluntarily never wield power enough to ever threaten the Sundering of any universe ever again, or inflict unjust pain on anyone ever again, I will protect you. Melemizargo will do the same.”

Nothanganathor listened. He nodded in understanding of the offer even before Erick was done, but when Erick got to ‘unjust pain’, Nothanganathor went dead-eyed and hateful.

Silence stretched.

Nothanganathor pulled back from whatever words he wanted to say, and simply said, “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because the Dark has been served by draconic tyrants for too long, but I will be a better sort of tyrant—”

“Are you even fucking listening to yourself?!” Erick said, “Holy fuck, man! ‘A better sort of tyrant’! Fucking hell!”

Nothanganathor shot to his feet, yelling, “It was made from my body! It’s my universe by rights! I will have it, and no others, nevermore!”

Erick was dumbfounded. “What the fuck you talking about?”

Nothanganathor continued, “I never believed it at first, just like you. But people called me it every time I saved a world, while Mother’s Shades only stood and watched and in some cases even worked with the evils that killed those worlds I saved. Melemizargo would often come in and steal all my glory, too. I was just any other Wizard. He was the Second. I was a savior of light for all my life and he—”

“You’re talking without saying anything.”

“On purpose! On purpose. You’ll figure it out soon enough. Every time I tell one of us they always break… But you’d do fine, wouldn’t you.” Nothanganathor looked at Erick. He stood taller. “It would be an attack to tell you this. I will not break hospitality first.”

… He was inviting Erick to allow an attack.

Stepping into the sun had not been the trap, for Erick could escape just fine. Perhaps there had been a real attack in this sort of cease-fire dealing, but Erick had avoided it, or Nothanganathor had decided not to pull that trigger. But then Nothanganathor dangled something that he deemed to be an attack, asking for Erick to let him hit him.

He was trying to use the idea of hospitality against Erick.

Fae hospitality was sort of a trick. Mainly, it didn’t really exist. The act and the idea of hospitality and the rules around it was a way to gain or lose advantage over a person and thus gain a Wizard-like leverage to use upon them. That is what Nothanganathor was constructing at this moment.

“Are you attacking me again, Nothanganathor?” Erick asked, punting the opening to attack back to Nothanganathor.

“We are in a truce right now.”

“A cease-fire is not a truce.”

“Close enough to count in all the ways that do.”

“I can maneuver resources in the background, too.”

“Surely you do not begrudge a man the desire to not die before he becomes a god.”

“I promised you that you will have nothing and I will uphold that promise, unless you change.”

“You can’t promise anything. You are the same as me, and they will do to you what was done to me a thousandfold. Melemizargo is not your friend. He is your user.”

“What a strange way to put it. He imposed upon me my draconic shape, just as he did to you, and that somehow makes him my user?”

That was a wrong step. Erick had stepped into Nothanganagthor’s argument.

Nothanganathor’s eyes widened almost imperceptibly. He pulled back, not taking the direct shot, angling for the verbal win first, saying, “The gods are all users, Erick. They take and make and break. Surely you have heard the Shades singing. They speak of breaking all the time, from the First Telling to the current tellings, and all the ones between.”

Erick countered, “You have some secret that you value above all others. You have allowed yourself to be twisted; to commit death and malevolence. You think you are the only broken person to ever exist? You are not. You have chosen the path of the wrong-doer in all courses in life. That is why you must fail, for the alternative is another Sundering.”

Nothanganathor stepped into Erick’s argument, saying, “My secret is the greatest secret of the Painted Cosmology. I would like to make a guess about the future you saw, when you came out of that Time Out crystal. Do you invite me to make a guess?”

Once upon a time, Erick had been tricked by a fae and sucked into Ar’Cosmos.

This time, Erick did the trick.

“Display who you are, Nothanganthor, and let the judgment commence.”

Nothanganathor’s eyes went wide, and then he grinned and laughed, a horrible sound, even as the solar light all around turned brightest white. Nothanganathor twisted, his avatar coming apart at the seams, blood bursting, flesh ballooning— He flickered, and then his body stilled, half-transformed. Half of his face was human and sized to a house, the other half was smoothly draconic; the face of a leviathan. Half his body had twisted and elongated, his clothes shredded as he became a leviathan several kilometers long.

Erick was a dragon once again.

Hovering in some liminal space between Benevolence and Not, Nothanganathor’s voice came out like a rumbling tide, “Once upon a time, they built a universe upon a corpse. My corpse.”

And that had done it.

Like a door had opened, Erick realized several things that he had not.

Nothanganathor said, “You see, now. That was enough. Now you are cursed as well, and in a much worse way than my Curse of Obscurity. You are cursed with the Truth.”

“You’re not Xoat and neither am I.”

“Not directly, but we are him! And yet, that’s not even the whole Truth! You have barely scratched the surface of that Truth! You know how fae are born and survive, don’t you? They cast parts of themselves into all the universes and when one part dies another awakens. You have already become that sort of existence already, with your Benevolence, but there was another like you, long, long before you came along.

“Xoat, the First Wizard.

“He has become us, in all the ways he is capable of becoming, because they broke him to make a universe, and they keep breaking him all the time.” Nothanganathor’s broken, [Polymorph]-accident-looking body shifted, the human-shaped parts flowing away and the leviathan coming into full strength. He was still a physical match for Erick, now, which was ten million times smaller than his true self, but he was whole and strong. He explained, “Bodies and souls continually churn through the stuff of life and existence. Parts discarded. Parts picked up. One of those parts came to me when I needed to save my adopted family in my first century of life from the predations of an enemy that had been beyond me before then. Another piece of Xoat came to you, at another Dark moment in your life, when you were staring at a weapon and a baby cried in the other room, and you had no idea how to do what you needed to do, but you fought anyway.

“Ignition to Wizardry is different for everyone, but it all begins in the same place.

“A desire. A Calling to the Dark, where Xoat resides and is continually shredded at the pleasure of the Tyrant Gods. Those shreds are cast everywhere, far and wide, and anyone can pick one up. Becoming a Wizard is as easy as discarding a part of oneself and the taking up of a power far beyond oneself. Some of us take that power further than others, like you, like me. None of us are the original Xoat. All of us are still him. All of us are Wizards because all of us have a piece of him.

“Of Xoat.

“Of The Prince.”

Erick almost told him to shut up, but he could not. The Dark Mark within him resonated. It needed to hear the words being said.

“All of us are the Eldest Brother of Shadow, Son of Fairy Moon and Gregarious. All of us created untold universes through our art and our gifts of life to all. You wonder why all Wizards start off good? Your friend Poi wondered that sometimes, and you did too. That is why.

“We are the Prince Reborn. All Wizards are.

“You wonder why all dragons are basically evil? Why they are tyrants? Why gods of the Dark are tyrants? Why dragons are the Gods of Magic, and not Wizards? It is because the dragons are made of the Dark in order to keep Xoat from coming back! All of us are the victim of the Dark, and of Shadow, of she who took her Brother, murdered him, and stuffed him into the Dark to ensure his continual, ripping death, and through that death the creation of so much more life, for she hated his success and she wanted it for herself.”

The light was too bright.

Erick felt weird.

Erick said, “I reject your narrative.”

Nothanganathor ignored that. “I once tried to resurrect Xoat. You think that Solomon was the first to create an un-Sundering magic? I was the first, but I followed in the footsteps of countless other cults. Every time a cult got too close to the truth they were killed by the God of Magic. That is why I was damned to never win against Melemizargo in that tournament. That is why our mother sent my brother against me. I could not be allowed to bring him back. That would have Sundered the entire universe.” He smiled wide, and it was full of Red. “I Sundered that universe without even touching that magic.”

Erick said, “You’re insane.”

“I’m furious for ten thousand reasons. Not insane.” Nothanganathor said, “I can understand how you would not be able to tell the difference.”

A moment passed.

“Anger is no reason to kill so many,” Erick said. It had taken him a moment to realize where he stood after those ‘revelations’ that felt so true, that vibrated the Dark Mark inside of his soul with a resonant Truth, shaking what had once been his foundation. Erick had arrived at a new position as fast as he could, floating black among the white. “Being wronged is no reason to bring more wrongness into any world.”

“ ‘Wrongness’? Ha! The deciders of right and wrong are those who are the strongest, as it is in every reality, in every universe.”

“Might does not make right.”

“Strength is the only foundation worth building upon at all.”

Erick was almost ready to call it there. But he tried, “You don’t have to do this. You could choose forgiveness for the wrongs they have done to you, and you would gain forgiveness in turn.”

“Do you have the strength to ensure that outcome?”

“What is this, Nothanganathor? What is this thing you are trying to achieve? Why the pain? Why the suffering?”

“When I become God of Magic of the Dark, I will right every wrong that has ever been committed against me or any other by the Dark and those who infested the Dark in the beginning. I will Erase the gibbering mind of the Dark and use the carcasses of the Dark and Fairy Moon and Gregarious to build a universe worth living in. I will make Shadow into a slave. I will be the best possible tyrant, for there is never any other way for any true ruler to be.” He said, “And you, I will have as my eternal foe, thus ensuring that I know where my eventual End will come from, and which I will always win against. The Wizards will be in charge in my universe, and the Dragons will be cast down for all eternity to live as their own kin, or perhaps lizards. I have not yet decided. But you can remain. You can retain this hated form. I will allow that much.”

Erick pulled back, black body spread wide, the light of the land coloring him white. “You cannot be allowed to become a god.”

Nothanganathor coiled, his bright white body backlit enough to make him look black. “I have already won. You should work on damage control.”

“You have won nothing yet.”

“My Curse of Obscurity broke 19 hours ago, while you were still setting up your encirclement. I became True Wizard and then Fae Ascendant before you walked into this cease fire. I am brimming with so much strength that I wonder who will win when we actually fight. Will you and your forgiveness win? Or will me and my fury win? I’m almost tempted to fight you now, just to find out.” Nothanganathor said, “But I have won everything already, and I desire fewer fae games in my life, so run home now, True Brother of mine, and see how they treat you now that you know who you really are, and who I really am.” He glared with eyes of deepest Red, “If you pursue me then we shall fight as universes do; through actions, and no more words at all.”

The white world vanished all around them—

Erick floated in front of the sun, a black dot in the sun-lit void, hovering at a Venus-distance.

Some time passed.

And then Erick connected back to the moment. The sun loomed in front of him, full-white, flickering with iridescence. It was not Benevolence white. It was simply True Prismatic.

There was no field of stars beyond. There was just the inside of Fenrir, solid as could be except for in 6 spots, equidistant around the interior surface, where moonlights the size of planets glittered among the black. The sun swirled light and power outward, and while all of it soaked into the black out there just fine, it mostly swirled into those moonlights.

Grand terraforming storms swept across the interior surface of Fenrir like great cloud banks, but at this distance they looked like gossamer spiderwebs floating on a fractal breeze.

And then there were the spots of war out there.

It was about 2 hours post-Crush of Fenrir’s defense systems, and the gods and Erick were all still busy putting Fenrir’s systems back together.

Erick cleared his mind.

He ignored everything that Nothanganathor had said.

Erick counted at least 19 major issues out there right now, from that weird patch of the Inner Fenrir, where something white was spreading in a mold-like pattern, to that other part over there, where something like a zombie-propagation event was doing… a lot. It was as though tiny grey dots were washing out from an original part of the patchwork surface. Those tiny grey dots had already expanded past at least 5 different patchworks.

Erick turned back to the white sun.

… He took another minute to just think.

- - - -

Erick held out Cascadio’s trinket to the white sun, and intoned, “Cascadio. A temporary granting of this sun is now yours, if you want it. Full granting of this sun will come from the Pantheon of Veird, depending on how this all works out. Please help us burn out the unwanted problems littering this land and help us help ourselves.”

The strong, brown-skinned avatar of Cascadio appeared before Erick, in a halo of light and gold. “I accept this honor on a temporary basis. You and your progeny Valkyries will be empowered while under any sun that I inhabit during this time, and for all always, should this cooperation work. I will begin talks with your Pantheon now.”

Erick hadn’t expected that, but… Erick smiled. “Good to hear, Cascadio.”

Cascadio grinned. “We’ll share drinks when you’ve truly wrangled this land to something closer to peace.”

Cascadio faded away—

A boom of white light flickered from the sun, spreading outward and dissipating as it got far enough from the source. Erick felt warm air fill the void, like whispers of substance that tickled his wings and body as it flowed past him. Ah? Cascadio was creating an atmosphere? That was—

A planet the size of a small nation appeared under Erick. It was good brown dirt at first, but then the dirt sprouted golden grass and golden trees, and then came a glittering, glass cathedral. It wasn’t anything overly special, but its position was special. Erick shrunk down and stood before glass perfection that acted like prisms. The iridescent white sun shone behind it, sending rainbows across the planetoid.

A kindly-looking older man in soft brown robes stepped out of the front of the cathedral. He was Brother Smalls, from Margleknot, from Cascadio’s Cavalcade. The guy had been Erick’s introduction to how Cascadio operated, before Erick had gotten to speak with Cascadio himself, on that golden hill in the center of that land of islands.

Brother Smalls bowed a little. “Fae Flatt. Welcome.”

Erick was as personable as he could be, considering the situation. “Brother Smalls! Are you okay to be here?”

“I am forever in the embrace of My God, but I’m not getting closer to the actual battlefield. I’m okay here. I appreciate your concern, though.” Brother Smalls said, “To cut an epic to a few lines of text: Cascadio is going all-in on this as much as he can. It will take years to form a proper atmosphere up here, but we wish to make it possible for people to go anywhere they want, just like in Margleknot. Further details of spatial-expansion properties to follow, if that’s okay with you—” Brother Smalls looked to the side. Then he turned back to Erick. “My God has made contact with your Pantheon here. There are issues. They can wait.”

Erick said, “I’ll be adding this place to the [Gate] Network soon enough… Eventually. Are you okay here on your own?”

Brother Smalls plucked a Vivid Gloom drink out of the air, grinning as he held the big glass of cold, glimmering blackness. “I’m happy. Good fortune taming these wilds.”

Erick nodded a fraction, and then he departed.

Somewhere between hours 4 and 6 of solving more problems on Fenrir, Erick decided that he didn’t need to confront Melemizargo or Shadow about the Xoat thing. That was probably what Nothanganathor would have wanted, and Erick wasn’t going to give him what he wanted.

- - - -

Erick appeared in the skies over the Valkyrie staging area on Veird, unfurling his wings. He was larger than the entire staging field 5 times over. Squadrons of Valkyries were ready to go, though they had been in rather lax formation until that moment, until Erick darkened the skies with his presence. Within a flashing second, people got into formation and Erick handed out small paperworks to the Mind Mages and Book Mages among the Valkyries, detailing what Erick had seen out there, giving them general instructions on where to start. They hadn’t been doing nothing, though, so they knew some of what Erick would want them for.

Shivraa stood at the head of the army, her body vibrant white and subtly violet, the air tensing around her like the freezing of a lake’s surface. She scanned the papers that Erick had deposited next to her. She already knew everything they had said.

Erick flashed down to person-sized to stand level with Shivraa, who instantly bowed.

The entire army of 60,000 people bowed.

People from House Benevolence stood to the side, listening and preparing for everything else that was to come. Burhendurur and Mox were there. Sitnakov and Killzone showed. Solomon stepped through a silver portal, along with Destiny. Ophiel peered out through a hole in the air, and Evan stepped out of a nearby building, to see, and to hear.

“My Valkyries,” Erick spoke, his voice flowing over the staging area. “It has been 6 hours and 30 minutes since the start of this theater of war. Nothanganathor has fled the battle. We will confront him on another slice of infinity another time. As for now, you are commanded to take Fenrir completely. From the smallest child lost in the woods with no way to survive on their own, to the lich holding hostage 10,000 souls or more, to the people behind grand fortifications and holding out against the onslaught, you will test them all and bring all who you can into the horde. You will especially leave no vulnerable persons untaken, for ten thousands are dying every minute out there to poisons spreading wide and soul attacks killing without anything to stop them at all. Even if someone looks safe, they are not safe at all.

“The only ones you will leave alone are those who have Personal Scripts and who are defending their parts of reality adequately. You will still test them, though, with your swords and your blackgold flame, and if those tests are failed, then so be it, but if those tests are passed, then you move on. You and those with Personal Scripts are the only ones capable of truly surviving down there, as there is no Script down there to even the playing field at all between person and person and everything else.

“Reap all who you can.

“Burn everything that seems like it needs burning. A lot of the infections down there are plant and monster-based, so there will be a lot of burning necessary. Rearrange the squads for proper firepower.

“When we are done here we move onto Nothanganathor.

“Every squad will be starting in the thick of the largest problems out there. World-sized problems. Every squad will be linked to here, but not directly; to the quarantine worlds outside of Veird. You all know what to do, or at least you will.” Erick opened 60 portals for each 1000-man group, each of which led to 60 different staging areas in 60 different worlds far above Fenrir. From there, Erick would open more portals later. The distance involved in some of those portals meant that they couldn’t be traversed instantly, but instead had a delay of minutes to half an hour. Fenrir was large, after all. Still, magic made the trip faster than physics should have allowed. When the gods fully took over the land, determining how time worked, then the trips would be instant. But for now, there were delays. “Connect to your grouping in the Script, in your Classes given to you by Rozeta, and let us [Cleanse] away the problems of Fenrir.”

The Valkyries roared, and it was the sound of war.

They raced into portals and the reaping began.

Minutes later, Erick was flitting around the Valkyrie staging area, answering questions for Valkyrie squadron representatives about what they were seeing out there.

Without warning, Kromolok appeared through a golden portal. He waited at the front of the army, while Erick answered a question about what they were dubbing Section 899, the Fungal Infection. It was one of the more dangerous areas, because what looked like a white fungus spreading far was actually ten million different fungal infections, almost all of them derived from the Deathsoul Shroom. Erick had eliminated that soul-stealing mushroom on Veird, but the multiverse was the multiverse, and some shroom variants were a lot tougher in those other worlds.

“Burn burn burn it all,” Erick said, “Even those who are only half-infected, those who live with it. Burn it all and reap every soul into the collective. No one likes living with fungus spilling out of one eye socket; they are lying to themselves, and thus also to you. They’ll get their bodies back later, anyway.”

That Valkyrie, just by hearing that information, transmitted all of that to all of their entire wargroup. The Valkyrie bowed and then stepped back. Erick glanced around the place, and saw many other questions waiting on the lips of many other Valkyries.

Erick went to Kromolok next.

“We need to speak,” Rozeta’s Head Inquisitor said, without preamble.

“Do we have to, Kromolok? Really. I mean that. Is it actually necessary, at this moment? Or at any moment. This topic does not need to be broached.”

Kromolok held his tongue. And then he sighed, and did what he had to do, asking, “Do you have designs upon taking the Painted Cosmology for yourself?”

Erick couldn’t believe what he was hearing—

But Erick’s backers needed to be reassured of his intentions. Kromolok’s question wasn’t from a friend; it was from a concerned party. Probably many concerned parties. Erick wanted to ignore the guy and walk away, but he couldn’t do that. Erick turned to the man and said, “The gods aren’t absorbing Red remnants, are they? Surely it happened, at least a little, but every god I know could throw off that yoke as soon as they were aware of it. The only one I was actually worried about was Cascadio, but he has trillions of worshipers across the universe.”

“You invited a foreign god, Erick. People worry.” Kromolok said, “We could have had our own sun god.”

“I’m not getting into this topic right now, Kromolok.”

Erick stepped away to answer more Valkyrie questions.

Kromolok stared at Erick for a moment longer, and then he stepped back through a golden portal.
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The land was called The Last Good Continent in the tongue of the natives.

The Last Good Continent was smeared on the inside of Fenrir like peanut butter. This particular swipe of peanut butter had grown a whole new ecology of fungi in the shapes of people and castles and civilization.

This land was the origination of a fungal infection that was already spreading far and wide, far past the original boundaries of this place, because the Last Good Continent was a land of vicious, ultimate battles. But not the normal kind of battles. These battles took place inside every person, and every living thing composed of multiple cells. It was a battle that went unseen by the hosts, except in the flesh stalks and protuberances that erupted from those bodies like flowers here and there, if the conditions were right for flourishing. It was normal for them. They lived with it. Reproduction in the dominant local population didn’t happen without fungal infections growing ready for such.

They looked like humans. They called themselves humans, and they were human, mostly. They built societies like anyone else, with kings and children and bakers of bread and diggers of ditches. The trees were funny, with shrooms here and there that were at clear odds with the trees themselves, which were normal brown-barked and green-leafed, or maybe some more exotic colors, if they were a more exotic variety.

It was Veird, taken in a weird direction at the very start of the Script, post Sundering. Erick guessed this version of Veird had something to do with the Death of all Halves and the creation of the orcols, if the orcols had only been the start of the combination of all people into one people. These people were very robust. Incredibly strong. They had tamed all of their world they wished to tame.

The lands just to the side of The Last Good Continent were completely unprepared for the arrival of the Last Good Continent, though. There had been no war for dominance among the people at all, for the people did not need to wage war to secure their place among the lands of Fenrir. Their fungi did that instead.

The Valkyries culled from the outside in, burning great swaths of forests that had been turned into cacophonies of decaying mushrooms, with lands filled with the dead and dying who had no defenses against the rot. Those that died went on to gods, prayers on their lips and hope fading with the light. Those that lived were in pain. The Valkyries ended that pain and brought those people back to life as best they could.

Most people came back fine.

And the Valkyries burned, and burned, from the outside of the infection inward, but when they got to the edges of the Last Good Continent, they were rebuffed. The people of the Last Good Continent were archmages and archwarriors and they were in tune with their world itself, calling upon the very air to Decay the Valkyries as they advanced, to poison the Blood, to Consume all Elemental Carnage in a wave of devouring Myco Magic.

The land here was, quite frankly, disastrous to all other life.

The people here called it The Last Good Continent because all the others were fully given to the slimes and oozes. Those slimes and oozes hadn’t come with The Last Good Continent to Fenrir, thankfully.

Erick referred to The Last Good Continent as Problem 899.

It had been 4 real-time days since the Valkyries had surrounded and quarantined this land, but the people of this land could see all the rest of Fenrir out there, and they had circumvented the quarantine through [Teleport]s and other magics in order to inhabit that land. People and fungi both liked to spread, after all.

Problem 899 had become problems 899-1 through 899-128, with that number increasing by the day.

And though they might be problems right now, Erick wanted to make them welcomed people. He liked what he saw. People made business and friends and the justice system seemed equitable and everything here was pretty great. But the single-cellular war at the base of it all made cohabitation impossible.

Erick appeared in the sky to the east of The Last Good Continent, like a black cloud 40 kilometers across. Below and behind him was a wasteland, and ranks of Valkyries formed a wall of blackgold fire ahead of him, separating the wasteland from the pock-marked fields of some former farmland. Stuff still grew in that farmland, because the fungus-stuff was very resilient. It grew wheat and otherwise exactly within the fields in which it was planted, exactly as it should, because Myco Mages had told it to do that, and it obeyed. The grass grew strong, providing ample nutrients to all the micromushroom colonies in the dirt. The people here didn’t even have to eat the bread that they made from the wheat, for they could just go out and eat grass and otherwise, but they still liked the finer things, like bread and books and buildings.

The lands beyond the farmland held a rural area, with a large city just beyond that. It was a metropolitan area, for sure, with glowing roads where people walked fast upon mushroom carpets, and where carts were pulled by cows with tiny shrooms growing out of their horns. People walked around like normal people, though some of them had eyes made of shrooms, which didn’t seem to impede them, and priests spoke of the fall of the gods and the danger of the blackgold Valkyries outside of the city.

The Valkyries had decided to just quarantine the original land and then move on to save the rest of Fenrir, but the rest of Fenrir was mostly saved, and now it was time to deal with this.

At Erick’s appearance, the people in the city grew understandably concerned.

A 40-kilometer wide dragon would do that, and Erick had fluffed out his wings all the way to let them know he was here. To say there was a panic would be an understatement.

The people in the castle, however, had been waiting for Erick to show. The Valkyries had told them that their Apparent King was going to solve the problem of this land, and now, the Apparent King was here.

A mushroom bloomed on the farmlands below, taking up an entire field. It was brilliant purple with bright white spots. And then it popped and a squadron of elites appeared; a pair of archmages, some myco mages, some archwarriors, and the king of this land.

He was not the king of the whole continent, for the Last Good Continent was more of a land of city states than an empire. Erick had picked this guy to interact with, though. King Cando was his name, and he looked human, same as all the rest of the people. His specific mutation was a crown of golden spike-like mushrooms that grew out of his blond hair. That was the Mark of Royalty in this land, and it had to be earned in some sort of ritual that all king-hopefuls undertook every year. Most of the king-hopefuls failed, returning empty-handed back to their homes. Every once in a while, when it was time for a city to bud off and more people to move to a new city, to be born there, a king-hopeful would succeed in the ritual.

That mushroom the king had growing out of his head was something like his ‘Class’, in the classical Script-sense, and it allowed him to support the growth of a kingdom.

In the last four days, every single person who attempted the King Ritual for the Golden Crown had succeeded, because there was a lot more land out there to be had.

And thus, the problems had compounded.

Still, though, Erick wanted to save everything in this land that could be saved.

Erick shrunk down to size, to becoming a simple person to float down beyond the kilometers-tall blackgold flamewall of the Valkyries, to land a few kilometers inland, in the farming fields.

The archmages and warriors and the king viewed him skeptically. Hatefully, really.

As Erick descended, a few more purple [Teleport]-shrooms popped in the distance, releasing nobles and warriors and otherwise; some of them hoping for good words, most of them expecting a fight.

Erick wore a disposable white and black robe, and that was it. He stepped down onto a road of good brown soil. The soil tried to eat into his feet, but he didn’t let it. The very air cast spores into his lungs that tried to take root, and he did not let them. The light in the eyes of the king glinted, and Erick felt something try to take hold in his own mind. Erick didn’t allow that, either, but he also didn’t begrudge the king his mind bending power.

King Cando truly didn’t mean to do that on purpose; it was just how culture and power worked here.

When the valkyries met and tested this land days ago, the same thing had happened in so many different ways and Erick had to erase some memetic threats from that grouping of Valkyries, and lock down the system with some constant powering, to ensure the same thing didn’t happen again.

Every single person of power in this land tried to take control of the people below them because it was literally the only thing that worked to keep the land controlled, to keep the shrooms and fungus and all the little single-celled, magically-empowered organisms from ripping their hosts to shreds and eating everything.

That’s why the King Ritual of the last few days had had such phenomenal successes; the King Shroom recognized that it needed to spread to control the problems out there. 

Erick hadn’t gotten into the research of why this place was called ‘The Last Good Continent’, though; It wasn’t that important. It was kinda odd that all the rest of their world was in a bad shape, though, if they could just spread and control the land they saw.

Erick spoke in their own language, “Greetings, people of the Last Good Continent, and King Cando.”

King Cando startled a little. “You speak our language quite well. I hope that no more miscommunications happen, and that we can proceed as two ships sailing near each other, and not touching.”

The guy was pulling some weird sort of power move, because he was talking about miscommunications and then using an idiom to get his point across. Erick didn’t even touch the part about saying ‘oh, you speak well, eh’? Maybe these people simply didn’t have [Language Acquisition]? It was possible, though unlikely.

So Erick replied, “I do not mean to disparage, but I don’t think you even realize that you just spoke in an idiom, and not in actual words with meanings that can be understood by all.”

King Cando frowned a little.

The king’s entourage had much more severe reactions.

“You’re no king at all!”

“A decieverfern! A weak potion!”

“Who wouldn’t understand ‘two ships’!”

“Your Valkyries have more sense than you!”

“I bet they don’t even know what you’re thinking!”

“You’re a controller! Not a king!”

The king’s entourage yelled and Erick was interested in them, but in a magical sort of way.

Every person in the king’s entourage were all subtly connected to the main golden spikes upon his head, and the feelings of their speech and thoughts went both ways. They argued for the king, and the king supported them in turn. It was natural for them. These archmages and archwarriors and myco mages weren’t just hangers-on, or people hired for jobs, or even people who flowed into positions of power to eventually end up at the king’s side. Those sorts of people were the nobles watching from afar, with their own little entourages.

These people were near their king because they were his extended brain, body, and his deepest family. They were, in essence and fact, the very center of this particular kingdom, and the entire ruling ‘couple’, though it was more like 9 people all in a relationship with each other, and in a relationship with their kingdom. Erick imagined it got very, very complicated, but also not that complicated.

When two kings of the Last Good Continent spoke, it was with entourages on both sides, each of them talking all over each other while the kings tried to set the tones. One king meeting another without an entourage was like a naked pauper meeting a warrior in full plate in a fight and expecting to be taken seriously.

This was part of why talks through others hadn’t worked well, and why Erick was here, in person. The Valkyries had some mind-linking things going on, and so the people of the Last Good Continent respected them some, but not enough.

Erick finally had some time to devote to this sort of problem, though, so he cast several illusions of himself into the air in different colored clothing and started shouting right back at the king, through his ‘entourage’. King Cando’s people briefly paused in shock, and then they started shouting differently.

“Illusions! To a King Meeting! How false can you be?!”

To which Yellow Erick yelled back, “I come from a different land! You expect me to follow your customs? Fucking ridiculous!”

“And now he brings uncouth language into this! He is a delinquent and a fraud!”

“He’s also that Black Dragon from antiquity! A deceiver and the killer of the Old Cosmology!”

To which Green Erick replied, “I’m from an Infinity far beyond yours and even beyond my own! Resemblances are just that! Resemblances!”

Blue Erick backed up Green, “And I’m here to right an ancient wrong! You were stolen, and now you are back.”

“We’re doing just fine without you. Go away!”

“We don’t need your Personal Scripts, either! The growth is all wrong!”

Pink Erick said, “We’re not going away, ever again, and your people are spreading pain and fungus everywhere.”

Brown Erick said, “We’re here to stop that and bring you into the new age.”

“We kept our people here after we saw the warnings from your House Benevolence,” said a Myco Mage.

“Those are the other nations breaking the peace by making those wars!” said another Myco Mage.

King Cando winced.

Everyone in the King’s entourage recognized that was a poor rejoinder, and the Myco Mage, who looked to be the youngest of the King’s entourage at maybe 19, paled and whispered apologies. Of course it didn’t matter who broke the peace, only that the peace was broken at all—

Ah.

Erick realized why, in the Veird that this place had come from, why they didn’t colonize the whole world, and why such a place named the ‘The Last Good Continent’ even existed at all. Breaking Peace with expansion was cause for some sort of big war. A very big war, based on whatever was going on in the minds of the King’s entourage.

The yelling part of the conversation ended.

Erick went all in with the big ultimatum, “I will obliterate this nation and everyone inside of it, killing everything in the Last Good Continent down to the smallest spore. You will have no say in this. You will live again after the fact. That is what will happen.”

King Cando said, “We will fight.”

“Your people will experience a great deal of pain by fighting. More pain than what needs to happen.”

King Cando pleaded without actually pleading, “We could construct a barrier. A real one. We could separate.”

“No you can’t.” Erick said, “Even now, your crown of Gold Spikes is spreading spores in the wind, trying to take root in anyone who wants power.”

The King’s entourage balked, trying to play that off as a lie.

But the nobles of this land, standing in the distance with smaller entourages of their own and silver crowns, heard everything.

Erick laid it all out there, “Your infections long to infect others, to seed the land and burrow into every available host. That is why you cannot be allowed to exist in this form.”

King Cando frowned. “It’s not an infection.”

Erick showed his feet, under his robes. Coils of blue-green fungus tried to eat into him, but he shook his foot, and they disintegrated. He shook out his arms, and spores cascaded off of his clothes. He put a finger to one side of his nose, and blew out the other side of his nose, sending droplets of some yellow slime out of his nostrils. He wiped that away.

Erick said, “Looks like an infection to me.”

The archmage beside King Cando tried, “You could just accept the power of the slime within you. Fighting it is how you die. Cultivating it is how you gain power.”

Erick told them all, “Sometimes, things which are corruptive and destructive need to be burned away completely. They cannot be reasoned with. They cannot be lived with. To give in is to find yourself twisted into something you never wanted to become. Most of your own world was lost to the infection, yes? I will not lose any of this world to your way of life.

“This is not an act of war for me.

“This is not an act of hatred, or malfeasance.

“This is an act of mercy for every other person in this universe, at the cost of everything you are right now.

“I will make it as painless as possible and then resurrect you afterward, as well as give you resources to rebuild and help you rebuild. You are not the first civilization I have had to topple, and you will not be the last. You will lose everything and gain infinity in turn. Please accept my judgment.”

Silence.

Erick saw King Cando’s acceptance long before the king actually said anything, but it still took him four minutes to begin to think of what it meant to actually accept this offer.

King Cando asked, “What does it mean to accept this offer?”

“To accept this inevitability means that you can get your affairs in order and send out volunteers for the rebirthing. I will put Valkyries inside your city, and inside other cities. When a person dies to them, that person will rise as a Valkyrie and as part of a much, much larger collective. A true collective, where thoughts and personhood can blend into each other more fully than what you experience now.” Erick said, “I will have those reborn people come out of your lands and into reincarnation machines that I will put outside of your lands. Once inside those, your people will be stripped of absolutely everything that is fungal related, even inside their very souls. Your myco mages will not be able to cast myco magics like they have been able to do so. Your Golden Spikes will not connect you to anyone, for the Golden Spires will no longer exist. You will have to rebuild, but we have nearly a trillion people out there, going through this exact same thing. Both up there—”

Erick gestured at the land of Fenrir rising up from the surface of the world and then further beyond, rising further and further. Most of it was lost beyond a haze of atmosphere, but past that haze, beyond those clouds in the sky, there were more lands up there, so very, very far away.

King Cando’s entourage looked upward, but the King stayed focused on Erick.

And then Erick pointed down, saying, “—And down there, in another world, another land just as large as this one, about 2,000 kilometers down there on the other side, give or take a hundred kilometers. That one can see the stars outside of this space, outside of this giant sphere that surrounds the sun.”

Some people reacted poorly to Erick describing and indicating that they were but a fleck of dust compared to the true size of their new world.

Some people reacted wonderfully.

King Cando was in the second group, and so were his people. This was because of the nature of their symbiotic fungi, which they would not retain in the rebirth, but that was fine for Erick’s purposes.

King Cando asked, “And you’ll help us rebuild? How?”

Erick held up a hand, conjured some gold, transmuted it from gold to iron to water and then glass and obsidian, making shapes and then making coins and many other objects, before he turned it all back to gold, and then stabbed several 5-meter long spikes of gold into the ground, to the side. “I can make anything.” He made tiny houses and tiny apartments out of gold, and then he set those around the spikes, saying, “And in real size, too. This is just a demonstration size. Mostly, though, I will hand you off to my House Benevolence’s coordination efforts.”

The eyes of the people of the Last Good Continent were wide with disbelief, and hope. The archmage whispered that it was real gold; this was not an illusion. Hope began to win out over disbelief.

King Cando said, “I need a day to confer.”

“Sure. Speak to all your fellow kings, too. You will find that I am having similar conversations with most of the rest of them at this moment…” Erick looked to the side, and cast his gaze far away. “Ah. It appears that talks broke down in the town of Le-Slim? I appear to be burning that place to the ground and forcefully resurrecting the people there. Wonder what they could have said to my future self… Eh. I’ll find out soon enough.”

King Cando looked to the side, toward Le-Slim. It was a land far, far away from this one, but still rather close. The king’s archmage whispered confirmation to Cando. Others just went wide-eyed at Erick.

King Cando breathed in, then said, “They probably refused you everything. Not even willing to talk.”

“Ah. Yes.” Erick said, “That would do it. See you tomorrow.”

Erick moved on, back through time and a few thousand kilometers away, and yes, the people of Le-Slim did exactly as King Cando suspected they would. They also tried to attack him with some truly vicious memetic hazards. Welp! That’s why Erick was taking care of this place himself.

The Last Good Continent looked like lush fields and good food and friendly faces on the outside, and it was that, but it was also a land of constant, unending war, just below the surface, waiting for the least bit of weakness to exploit. Some parts were closer to the surface than others.

The parts at the top were pretty damned wonderful, though. Shame they’d have to rebuild everything. Erick looked forward to how they chose to rebuild.

The next day, the people of King Cando’s lands reluctantly but solidly began walking into the Valkyrie processing systems that Erick had set up. The city of Le-Slim was already put to the sword and reincarnation’d yesterday, and they were already rebuilding fast, just outside of the borders of The Last Good Continent. They were doing fantastically well, easily adjusting to their new lives, though they had lost a lot in the transition. Magics and powers were gone, and most people had similar-looking bodies, for Erick had only put out a few thousand [Reincarnation] machines. [Resurrection] machines simply did not work, because that brought back the fungal infections. Erick put up more and more [Reincarnation] machines, though, so that people could pick different body shapes. Sometimes people tried the ‘randomizer’ [Reincarnation] machine, using it several times until they got something they were happy with.

They brought nothing with them. They left everything behind.

As the cities evacuated, most peacefully, some not, the Valkyries burned everything down to the surface of Fenrir, to the siphoning magics of the land, where the fungus could not grow because the adamantium sucked away all of its magical power.

Erick fully expected these people to have some sort of massive cultural problems, and then get right to conquering and taming much of the world around them. He and Rozeta ensured as much, when Personal Scripts went out like candy. They had lost the Script in ancient history, but they had remained alive due to the fungus. Apparently, in their version of Veird, Rozeta was The White Tendril, and the Script was bare-bones and mostly broken. A person could get to level 10 with a Class and one spell, and that was it. Some people who chose simpler spells could rise higher in level, but if someone picked something like [Cleanse], then they ended up at level 1. If someone actually picked [Cleanse], then they were either hunted down by everyone else, or kept in reserve as a power to be wielded against an enemy.

Usually a Cleanser just ended up killing themselves and the people around them, though, as the fungus either died or the person around the fungus died. Every cast of that magic was a roll of the dice against the caster.

Erick suspected that Nothanganathor had kept the people of The Last Good Continent alive to use as a weapon, but Erick had stripped that weapon from him.

He moved on.
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Problem 376 was a standard necromancer situation holding out way too well against the Valkyries. This was because the necromancer was Quilatalap’s successor, who took up the mantle of ‘best necromancer on Veird’ after Quilatalap was permanently slain in the Rage Wars, after the Death of All Halves, at the start of the Script. Simply known as ‘The Necromancer’, as he called himself, he killed the world and turned it into an undead paradise, where babies were only born to those who swore fealty to Death. All the gods had died in The Necromancer’s version of Veird, except for Melemizargo and Rozeta.

This was because the Necromancer was the Champion for the God of Death.

A Champion of a god that Phagar had killed himself, some 750,000-ish years ago, in the Old Cosmology.

The God of Death had no name, and so the Necromancer took no name for himself, either.

Phagar got involved soon after Problem 376 had been identified, sending Champion Nirzir.

Quilatalap briefly made an appearance in order to facilitate an actual conversation instead of a war, and thus Erick oversaw some small talks. Those talks resulted in 5 days of delay, and the Necromancer growing increasingly furious at Phagar’s implacable demand to be subsumed into his afterlife. The God of Death did not exist anymore in Fenrir, for Phagar had snuffed him out the very second even the whispers of him had returned.

The Necromancer had been allowed to remain for a time only because Quilatalap directly asked for that, and Phagar was busy elsewhere anyway.

But the Necromancer eventually ran, Quilatalap retreated, and Nirzir slayed the Necromancer with Erick’s help.

Phagar loomed over the battlefield like a fractal spectre the size of the sky, not looking like Erick or Nirzir or anyone else, except for the truly dead. Broken skeletons littered the wasteland, their eyes still glowing. Subdued wraiths, like broken ethereal slimes, clung to their last vestiges of undeath in the craters across the land. Giants of meat and bone lay splayed across a mountainside.

Phagar waved a hand, and pulled.

Every undead, undying thing for the nearest hundred kilometers sucked up into the air, becoming a thick wind, fully ethereal and actually-dead. The wind vanished into the fractal grip of Phagar’s power. And then that was it. The last vestiges of Death were gone.

Phagar relaxed.

The fractals pulled together, and Phagar stepped down onto the cleared land between Nirzir and Erick. He looked like Erick again, but a little grey around the edges. That was normal. Erick couldn’t really tell what he had looked like when he was in his full form, simply because Phagar didn’t have a true form at all.

Looking like a shadow of Erick, Phagar said, “I would have preferred a calmer End to that, so I apologize for my harsh words to you both, and Quilatalap. I have no idea how Nothanganathor pulled that off, and I don’t want to know. I want Nothanganathor Ended, Erick.”

Erick took in Phagar’s hard tone and harder eyes, and said, “We’re getting there. I don’t want to leave any back doors open for him to influence this land and this Pantheon. So we’re getting there.”

The last several days had been problematic for several thousand reasons, but it was what it was. Erick didn’t blame the Pantheon for their anger at him. In fact, he mostly pretended the harsh words from the gods hadn’t happened at all, and that everyone was getting along fine, because if he pretended hard enough, if he worked to make his vision real, then that is how it would be.

Phagar relaxed a bit more, his tone turning softer. “Their problem is they never believed that you would actually allow a foreign god to take hold in this land.”

“I told them I was inviting Cascadio. I laid out all my reasonings, too.”

“It’s still strange, Erick. It’s like we’re talking to a phantom; not someone who can make his own decisions.”

“And that was one of my main reasons for inviting him, as I already told you. He’s not a bad guy. He’s actually rather Good-aligned, and he’s fun, and this place needs someone who cannot be corrupted by Nothanganathor.” Erick said, “He’s literally bigger than this place, and all of you will be that too, soon enough. But we’re all still vulnerable. Outside help is good help.”

Nirzir watched from the sidelines, not saying a single thing.

Phagar said, “We’re not going to be vulnerable soon enough.” He added, “However, right now, the Valkyries, all half-trillion of them, are all being influenced by you, and you can literally decide how this world works. You could eat their power… You could eat everyone’s power, Erick, and that is scary.”

Erick softly said, “I understand that. I’ll start releasing the valks soon enough. We just gotta get through this war.”

“Even after you release them they’ll still be forever-connected to the idea of an Apparent King.”

So they were finally having this conversation, eh?

Erick had wanted to put it off, but… Okay.

Erick said, “I’ll get through a few more major problems and then we’ll talk about all that stuff tomorrow. Mainly the Valkyrie stuff. Not the Cascadio stuff. He’s here and he’s going to help through Infinity to purge Nothanganathor. The sun here is connected to Nothanganathor’s own sun, wherever that sun might be in Infinity.”

Phagar said, “And that’s another reason why we don’t want Cascadio here. Nothanganathor could Establish that he has connections all throughout the universe, through Cascadio or even just Margleknot, that could Turn Cascadio into something else, and then he’d be a true danger. How many Malevolencing of how many suns does it take to turn a Good god Evil? Not as many as you might think.”

Erick softly said, “I would hate to ask if you all don’t trust me anymore, so I won’t ask it.”

Phagar said, “We trust you, Erick. We don’t trust that you have a handle on Nothanganathor. No one does.”

“We’re getting there, and we’re in a lot better position than we were last week.”

Phagar moved on. “In good news, Death is gone once again.” He said to Erick, “I apologize again for being terse with you recently.”

And then Phagar vanished, stepping away.

The air felt suddenly lighter, as though a great focus of something much, much heavier than gravity had been here, and was then gone.

Nirzir breathed lightly, and when she looked at Erick, a bit of that divine gravity came back. She smiled, and it was like the world seemed positioned better to move forward… Which was a weird thing for Erick to sense when he saw Nirzir like that.

Nirzir must have sensed something was off, too, as she stopped smiling, and said, “Ah. I think something changed.”

“I think so, too.” Erick said, “It happened to Yetta with Atunir, too. As soon as the parts of them that were disharmonious fully vanished, they felt more solid. It just happened now, I guess. Phagar fully took over Fenrir.”

“Yup. That’s it.” Nirzir looked at the wasteland all around, at the bare rock and the lack of everything. “How far is this devastation?”

“It’s a few thousand square kilometers; pretty much everywhere The Necromancer had touched. Want a portal home?”

“What are you going to do next?”

“Probably visit Area 227 with Quilatalap. He’s already over there, enjoying the Peace.”

Nirzir grinned a little. “I’ll take a portal home. Tell Quilatalap it was fun to fight alongside him… When he’s better. He had taken kind of a big hit there.”

Erick smiled softly. “He’s fine. I already made sure of that.”

“Phagar is still sorry he made him go through with all of that.”

- -

“Phagar said he was sorry for making you go away for that.”

“I asked to be involved.” Quilatalap said, “I’m ashamed that I let that false reality get to me like that, and that I let down Phagar like that.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t mind.”

Quilatalap sighed.

“… But I see that you minded a whole lot. Sorry.”

Quilatalap grinned in a small way, and said nothing.

The two of them strolled through the countryside under Cascadio’s sun, inside Fenrir, in a land that was perhaps too perfect. It was also a land that was impossible to break. It was small villages and farmers raising crops and chickens and cows, and a dash of castles and towns and even cities here and there, but it was not any place that had any corollary on Veird at all. The people here only had a history that went back a hundred years, because they regularly burned their history books.

They burned their books of learning. They had no schools. They had apprenticeships and oral traditions, and almost no words at all.

The Script was nonexistent.

Monsters existed, and there was one right over there. A giant thing looming in the water like a thing of eyes and tentacles and fangs. The fangs were for show, though. Or something. Erick didn’t quite understand the monster’s place in this ecology yet, nor did he quite understand how a monster like that could ever exist in this land. It was just so… out of place.

Maybe it had come in from the outside?

And then the monster ate a tree and then slunk back into the water.

Ah. It was a forest culler. It kept the forest in the right shapes. That was its purpose in this land.

A lot of the monsters were like that, but what they were and what they appeared to be was often at odds with each other. Black grasshoppers started fires, but only where people laid down woven reed mats, and those mats were often used as kindling to start fires. The fires were the eggs of the grasshoppers. Black slimes grew in the mud and they spat out iron tools, but only if people fed them wooden carvings in the shape of the iron tools they wanted.

Back in a village over there, the day before today, Erick had seen a very old woman dying in her bed, wrapped in too many blankets. She had been dying for a long time. In pain. The woman had finally had enough, though. She raised a hand and called for the cat.

In walked a perfectly normal looking cat. It was black and brown with bright orange eyes. The cat came to the old woman, weaving through the legs of her gathered family. The family only saw the cat when it alighted onto the bed, like the softest black feather. Its little paws indented the many layers of blankets, and then it began to purr as it approached the old women.

The family cried as the cat lay down beside the old woman, curling up at her hip. The old woman petted the cat once, twice, and then a third time, and she died. Her soul went into the cat, and the cat went back into Elsewhere, vanishing from sight. The people buried their grandmother in a bed of woven reeds that the grasshoppers found and burned to ash, along with the body.

That was the only way a person died in this land; to pet a cat. Sometimes the cat petted the person, when the person wasn’t physically able.

There was no war.

There was no unexpected death.

There were no serious injuries, though people did get papercuts and they fell down and hurt a knee, but they didn’t get arms crushed by falling trees or other heavy accidents, and they didn’t fall from high places and die. They always saw the falling trees coming. They always landed on something soft, or the ground was strangely soft, or they landed perfectly. Most people didn’t even know that they had blood inside of themselves, and when they did get injured, they healed fast. Monthly menstruation was nonexistent. Dust in the eyes? Never had that problem.

They had no knowledge of most normal things, and almost all of them were subsistence farmers. Even the people in the cities were just there making things and getting by with the bare minimum. Who had built the cities? No one really knew.

Perhaps, if the place was filled with Elemental Good, then Erick could see all this making sense, but though there was some Good in the air the place was not really Good at all.

Area 227 was a Land of Perfect Peace, or at least that’s what the people that lived here called it.

Koyabez was the only god in these lands, and for him, coming here had been like coming home.

Erick, Quilatalap, even Koyabez himself, were all convinced it was a perfect trap of some sort, but they couldn’t find the actual trap. They had been looking.

Sure, the magic was weird, and people were strangely ignorant of things like war, and rape, and premature death, and miscarriages, and murder, but other than that, it was a pretty normal land. A very nice land, actually. Very ignorant of almost everything that normally existed elsewhere, but what was ‘normal’, really? This was normal for these people.

Erick changed the subject away from Quilatalap’s former apprentice, who had become The Necromancer of Death. “Got any other ideas about what’s going on here in Area 227?”

Quilatalap looked around the land, saying, “No idea at all. It reads like those reports on the Good Lands of Margleknot, but I can’t spot any sources of Good anywhere. The air is absolutely filled with Elemental Peace, though, and that seems to be self-generated Peace, too.” Quilatalap trailed a slow hand through the air, eliciting a trail of curling silver thread that fell out of the air and then went right back as soon as it could, like Quilatalap’s touch had disturbed a phosphorescent ocean. “Lots of Peace.”

He looked happy.

Weirdly, wonderfully happy.

Erick looked at Quilatalap and felt a lot of things in that moment. Erick took Quilatalap’s hand in his own hand, and Quilatalap smiled and gripped back in return. “I like it when you’re happy.”

Quilatalap smiled softly. “I look happy here, huh?” He looked at the sky, and at the road, and at the flowers growing in wild rushes here and there, like dots of inconspicuous color upon an otherwise green land. “I think I am. Is that the trap? This is a place of happiness? A call to put down all arms and simply live a life free of the past? A peaceful heaven, of a sort?”

“Maybe,” Erick said, without judgment in his voice. “Would you like that? To live here?”

“You couldn’t live here, could you?” Quilatalap asked, also without judgment.

“I don’t think I could, no.” Erick readily teased, “Maybe when I’m 3,000 years old that might change, but I can visit you every day and live here every night.”

Quilatalap chuckled. “Doubtful. I wouldn’t want us to live a discombobulated life like that, with you going out for centuries and coming back every night, to fall into a routine that you have forgotten. I’ll have to come with you, instead, wherever you go.”

Erick’s heart thumped.

Erick breathed deep. “You want to—? I mean… I want you to. I’m going to stick around here for a long while, though… I might pop back and forth between Margleknot and here. After we win, anyway.”

“And then you’ll go on journeys throughout the entire universe. I’d need to be a lot stronger to stand with you out there, though. I’m barely strong enough to stand here with you right now.”

Erick softly said, “You’re plenty strong.”

Quilatalap laughed. “Not really.”

Erick said nothing.

“Give me 10 more years to make a few really interesting dungeons, and then a few hundred more years to figure out this reson-thing and become a Wizard, or whatever happens next. Being undead is turning out to be a complication to the whole thing. Not sure how to fix that in ways I want to fix that, but I can figure it out. And then we can go everywhere.”

“What’s the major problem?” Erick asked, interested to talk magic.

“As an undead, I decide who I am. That was the problem with the Necromancer; why he wouldn’t let himself be talked into giving up Death. Death is solid. Death is unchanging. Death is a semblance of life, in every way life can be, but Death is still Death.” Quilatalap held up his free hand, moving it through the air a little, clipping away Elemental Peace in the air, only to let that Peace fall back across his fingers, like he was holding a hand outside of a car window on a drive.

Erick wanted to show Quilatalap Earth sometime. Take him for a drive across the Grand Canyon, maybe.

Quilatalap continued, “Death can give way to life, but only in the release of Death. I’ve had that part figured out for a while now, and this body is actually living, but the soul is practically just Elemental Death, all crossed up in different ways. I could become living once again, but… I became undead in order to solve a whole bunch of different problems in my life, and one of those is trauma. I told you I was a shaman for an orc tribe long ago, yeah?”

“Yes, you did. You said that you were a warrior and then you saw the horrors of war and you turned to Koyabez, Melemizargo, and Phagar.”

“Yes,” Quilatalap said, “I became a Holy Necromancer of Koyabez, resurrecting people from battlefields and bringing them peace. I also became the Black Fist of Koyabez, still bringing war to people who absolutely needed it brought to them. We killed those who needed killing, and saved everyone else.

“All that led to a whole bunch of memories written down in my soul as best they could be placed, to make them useful, but not an impediment. I have an emotional break between those memories and my bodily self. Becoming a truly living being seems to be necessary for ascension of all kinds, and especially if I want to catch up to you, who has, as the fae call it, ‘cultivated Life’. Becoming a living being would bring all those memories to life for me, and I’m 100% sure I could not handle it.”

Erick thought he understood, and he was worried. Here, in this land where they discarded the past and built anew, Quilatalap was talking about erasing his memories and starting anew.

Erick asked, “How much are you thinking of getting rid of?”

“99 percent.”

“… That’s a lot.”

“Not that much, actually, considering what I would keep. And I’m considering locking it away; not really getting rid of it. For all intents, though, it’ll be gone.”

“That would be killing yourself. What is worse is that when you do Ascend to True Wizard—” Ah. Erick realized something about the trap of this land. He continued his thought anyway. “—You’d have to simply ditch those memories, because they wouldn’t be a part of your Ascension, so your plan to lock them away is just a plan to kill yourself in a way that feels reasonable to you right now.”

Quilatalap frowned a little. He let go of Erick’s hand. “That’s the trap of this land. It’s a call to memory death.”

Ah. He took that a bit further than Erick had taken it.

Erick said, “I don’t actually see anything like that here, though. I thought it was just Koyabez’s heaven laid down on land.”

“The memetic threat doesn’t have to be visible to be present. It could be an emergent phenomenon.” Quilatalap asked, “What does Rozeta think of this land? Or is she busy elsewhere?”

“Assuming it’s a memory-death place, it has to be a trap for Rozeta, too, as the Goddess of Knowledge.”

Rozeta stepped down beside them on their walk, near Erick, saying, “Well dammit. I liked this place, but now that I am not selectively blinding myself. Yes. This is a memory-killer trap.”

Koyabez stepped onto the path beside Quilatalap, telling him, “Find the memory death trap and eradicate it, please. If it is an emergent phenomenon then some destruction might need to happen.”

Quilatalap bowed, saying, “It will be done.”

Koyabez said to Rozeta, “I want to keep it all intact as much as I can, though. What say you, after looking deeper in this place?”

Rozeta glanced around, and then she looked at Koyabez. “They are equipped to handle the threat here, for now, though it did just get a lot stronger now that we started looking.” She said to Erick, “We need to talk about other things I have selectively blinded myself to, and soon.”

Koyabez stepped away, and Rozeta followed.

Quilatalap and Erick stood on a path in a land with a pretty good trap.

And Quilatalap looked lost.

Quilatalap frowned. He looked around. “What happened?”

Erick said, “There appears to be an anti-memetic hazard in the area, as well as the actual danger of a call to memory death. Try your anti-memetic protocols. It’s not Malevolence-based. I’m not sure what it is based on. It might just be Elemental Peace tuned weirdly. Rozeta said that we could handle it. I think she’s mad at me.”

Quilatalap frowned deeply, humming as he searched his soul and fortified his existence. He closed his eyes and sat down on the ground. “Wake me in 20.”

“I’ll be here for you.”

Twenty minutes later, Erick tried to wake Quilatalap, but he did not wake. A poke to the face. A nudge to the shoulder. Talking loudly.

And then Erick spoke, “Come back to me, Quilatalap.”

The man jerked hard and then fell over on to the ground, wincing in pain.

Black cats materialized out of every shadow around and the monster in the water lifted up and aimed for Quilatalap, fangs bared wide.

Erick told them, “You stay away now.”

The cats evaporated away as though Erick had turned on a bright light and burned away some Elemental Gloom. The water monster spilled away like so many broken eyeballs and slime.

And then the very world tried to reject Erick, to force him away, the silver Peace in the air telling him he couldn’t stay here if he couldn’t be peaceful.

Erick remained anyway. He knelt next to Quilatalap, who was writhing on the ground, and offered him his hand.

Quilatalap grabbed his hand—

And Quilatalap was suddenly okay. He breathed hard. “I saw it. It grabbed me.” He sighed. “Ugh. That’s embarrassing.” He got to his feet with Erick’s help and dusted himself off, saying, “Pardon me. I need to eradicate a problem.”

“Before you do that… Do you want another Personal Script?”

Quilatalap froze for a moment. And then he relaxed. “Ah. You can tell that I pulled it apart, can’t you.”

“No, I can’t, but I know you’d want to pull it apart and that was clearly an attack that ignored the Health that you should have, even out here, outside of the Script.”

Quilatalap admitted, “I’d be okay with a refresher.”

Erick handed him a drop of fractal blue-white-black light that sunk into his skin and melded with his soul. “How did you even break the other one?”

Quilatalap closed his eyes and half-focused on something as he said, “I’m still Blind when it came to the Fractal Mark and it didn’t like how much I was poking at the inner workings of it, so the Fractal Mark denied me pushing against it, and then I pushed harder, and then it broke.”

Erick smiled a little at that. “I thought I made these things a lot more resilient than that. It should have just kicked away the Fractal Mark, or anything else that you were poking at too hard, trying to force to happen. It should have come back after a while, too.”

“… I kinda tore through a lot of it, actually, to see how it works.”

“Ha!” Erick said, “I’ll give you a full diagram later. You could have asked for one?”

Quilatalap rolled his eyes, even though they were shut and his focus was elsewhere. “I do have some pride as a Soul Mage, Erick.”

“Fair enough.”

They fell into companionable silence.

Eventually, Quilatalap opened his eyes and looked away, his eyes shimmering black. He held out a hand and adjusted his grip to have his thumb and forefinger wrapped tight, and the rest loose, as he spoke a word of power, “[Summon].”

A young human boy’s neck appeared in Quilatalap’s grip, Quilatalap’s orcol thumb and forefinger more than enough to wrap around the human boy’s entire neck, while the rest of his loose grip held the boy’s torso.

The boy struggled, yelling for help. The shadows in the air and the cats and the monsters in the water tried to respond, but Erick glared at them and they died in droves. They never reached Quilatalap, or their master. Creator? Primary victim, perhaps. Erick wasn’t sure.

“Let me go! Where are my friends! You killed all my shadow buddies! Let me GOO!”

Quilatalap wasn’t about to kill the boy, but he would have if the boy had been the source of the problem. But the boy was truly just a boy. Erick could see that the kid was tied into the Peace in the air, but that was it. Whatever was targeting the boy would switch to another person if the boy died… Or at least that was Erick’s guess. Quilatalap was making the same guess.

Quilatalap spoke over the boy’s screams, “I’m going to hand you off to someone who can fix you a lot easier than I can.” He set the boy on the ground and stuck him in a cage of light. The boy was maybe 9 and he was a firecracker, slamming his fists against the cage, roaring to be let out. Quilatalap said to Erick, “It would transfer if he died, and I don’t think I can actually kill him how he needs to be killed without getting heavily cursed. I’m reasonably sure that the peace this land experiences is due to a lack of Knowledge of war, so simply making the kid grow up would also make the magic switch targets.”

“Then let’s twist this magic,” Erick offered. “Make whoever becomes the focus of the power of this land into the destined king of this land, to have power and responsibility in equal measure in order to make this land into a good land that grows and prospers.” Erick looked to the kid. “He’d have memories, and the land would stop erasing its histories. Everything would change. Perhaps the Perfect Peace would change, too.”

Quilatalap said, “It’s the only way this land survives the coming of other fae, that would surely do worse. What does the boy say?”

The kid yelled, “I don’t need your power! Go away, bad men!”

Erick knelt down to get on the kid's level, asking him, “You have a choice. Erase the land and scatter your people into new lands and everything changes. Or you become the sole protector of this peaceful space, and everything changes anyway, but in a smaller way.”

The kid looked at Erick and his eyes glinted silver. “Why does anything have to change at all? I don’t want change!”

“The only constant in life is change.”

“Nuhuh!” the kid said, “I’ve been 9 for a long time! I can go on being 9 forever! The Peace says I can! I just have to forget! You could forget me, too, and life would be great!”

The Peace in the air flexed and tugged at Erick and Quilatalap. Erick was fine, and Quilatalap was fine, too, because Erick flexed his Authority and shielded him from being kicked out of here. Quilatalap still noticed how silver wind cloyed at his clothes anyway. He had been about to get chucked out of this land like a drunk kicked out of a bar.

Erick asked Quilatalap, “What is your choice?”

Quilatalap said, “I still want to try and save the land.”

Erick nodded, and turned his attention back to the boy. He spoke, “The time for forgetting is over. Look now, and gain the Sight to See. You will Remember. You will guard this land with your memories, raising up all under the Truth of Peace: Peace without Knowledge of what Peace costs is nothing but delusion.”

The boy recoiled and something shattered far away, and right here, in front of Erick. The boy, who was not a boy at all but something like an 800 year old man in a child’s body, crumbled to his knees. Erick didn’t see that particular Truth of the boy’s age until now, but he saw it clear enough now that delusion had been shattered. The kid would start to grow again.

To help him on his way, Erick brought forth another Personal Script and placed it upon the boy’s brow. It sunk into him. When the boy woke he would have some useful power guiding him toward a better future.

Problem Area 227 remained strong, but something had shifted in the air, making it Maybe-Not-A-Problem Area 227.

Erick saw people in the kingdom castles reading books and wincing as they started to actually understand what they were reading. Someone baking bread with a very old recipe paused in the middle of putting butter into the bowl, and then they put in a bit more butter than usual, because they realized they liked butter more than what the recipe called for. An old man, walking into the woods to gather fallen wood for the oven at home, decided he didn’t want to walk all the way in like he usually did, so he broke off a few green branches from a nearby tree and dragged those home.

The Peace-frozen land began to move.

Erick and Quilatalap moved on from where the boy-who-was-a-man knelt on the ground. A black cat found the kid and rubbed against his sides, waking him up. The boy petted the cat several times, the cat meowing at the scritches, and then the boy got up and walked into town.

Erick and Quilatalap stepped past an illusion on the forest path and stepped out of the bubble of protections around Area 227, stepping into an incredibly thick area of Force and Denial magic that Erick and Quilatalap walked through like it didn’t even exist. They soon reached the outside, where they saw a dome protecting Area 227, and a world-sized storm billowing the land with [Terraforming] creation.

Generative storms ripped up the ground and put down new ground, water, and plants. The storm passed fast enough, and then Erick and Quilatalap stood, staring at the dome of Area 227.

Quilatalap asked, “ ‘Peace without Knowledge of what Peace costs is nothing but delusion’, eh?”

“I thought it fit well.”

“It does. Quite well, really. I think Koyabez approves. And Rozeta, too.”

The air above the dome of Area 227 shimmered silver, with white clouds.

Erick teased, “How can you tell when they didn’t directly tell you?”

“Us normal people have to read the signs, Erick.”

Erick laughed.

They stood there for a long moment, looking at the clouds.

And then Quilatalap said, “I’m going to try a truly living body as I work on my years of trauma in 20 year increments. I’ll try to keep my love for you alive and well, though I warn you, it will likely drown.”

Erick smiled. “Then I’ll be sure to give you plenty of reasons to love me.”

Quilatalap chuckled. And then he added, “I won’t be doing that until after we win, though.”

“Of course. And speaking of which, I’m going to go talk to some more people. Ride back?”

“Portal back is fine.”

Erick opened a portal back to Veird, and Quilatalap walked through.

Erick Stepped elsewhere.

- - - -

Problem 16 —which was more like Problem #1, but the problems were described before they were organized in any sort of ranking— was a fae of information that appeared to anyone who wished to know something about their friends or people they cared about. They were, perhaps, one of the most deadly threats of Red Fenrir, because they couldn’t be killed and they couldn’t be reasoned with, and everything they said was a horrible truth that was specifically calibrated to destabilize and destroy.

The fae sat on a rock in the middle of a land of flowers, under the stars, under the moonlights that surrounded Fenrir. They strummed their lute, humming to themselves. A kilometer away in every direction stood a Valkyrie, each of them with arms raised and wings spread wide, linked together to hold a shield of invisible blackgold fire around the bard-like fae. Each of the Valkyries also had masks on their eyes, and muffs on their ears. They were blind and deaf and senseless to the world in front of them, and they belonged to their own contingent, completely separate from the rest.

Another line of Valkyries held behind the first line, to watch that first line but not interact with them, or with the fae they had trapped as much as they could.

The fae looked like Jane right now, but that was simply untrue.

“Hey dad!” Not-Jane said. “You also killed millions of your friends when you killed all of my multiversal selves in that collection trap! You don’t really care about anyone except yourself, do you!”

Erick sighed, and said, “So I checked up with Margleknot, through Yggdrasil, and your name appears to be Mixixofatat.”

Mixixofatat stopped strumming their lute.

Their Jane-disguise had ended without anyone noticing. Erick hadn’t even seen the switch. Mixixofatat appeared to be a lithe, genderless person, of white skin and big white eyes. Hairless and nude. Their lute was gone, and Erick hadn’t noticed that particular vanishing either.

Mixixofatat stood from the rock, saying, “You have discovered my name, and thus gained one favor over me. Name your task. Upon completion of your favor, I will enact a toll upon you based on the difficulty of the favor you requested and received. I will answer 3 clarification questions, and if you do not make your Wish at the end of those clarification answers, then I will make a Wish out of you.”

Here now was the granting of a Wish, in the truest sense of the word.

Mixixofatat was a self-proclaimed Wishmaster, who held vast powers when it came to enacting the Wishes of others, in exchange for never being able to directly help himself with any of his magics. Sometimes people got weird ideas in their heads that that sort of thing worked, and because of the nature of magic, it did work.

His whole deal was only half of a scam. He granted wishes to help himself in any way he could, but mostly for entertainment. If he liked your wish then he enacted it rather closely to the request. If he didn’t like it, then you got a real genie-wish of a wish.

It had been difficult getting Mixixofatat’s name, but not that difficult. Rozeta and Yggdrasil were already on Erick’s side… Mostly. Rozeta was kinda angry right now. Yggdrasil was fine. Mixixofatat had gotten rather far in the completion of what Nothanganathor asked him to do, though, which was to destroy the coalition forces of Veird as well as he could. Erick suspected that Mixixofatat had only gotten involved recently, in the last 10 days of this war here on Fenrir’s surfaces.

But just to be sure...

Erick asked, “What was the nature of your previous wish?”

“My mission is to destroy the unity of your coalition. To poison, so Nothanganathor could plunder.”

“Will you continue to grant Nothanganathor’s wish for as long as you live?”

“Until the wish is complete, I will work to complete it, no matter what wish you might wish in these coming moments.”

“What is the best way to eliminate the problems that Nothanganathor is trying to stir up with the coalition forces?”

Mixixofatat grinned. “Lay down and die, Erick!”

Yeah, that would probably do it. Erick was pretty sure he could come back from death, but he certainly didn’t want to go through with it, because dying would make him seem more vulnerable, and maybe, like Fairy Moon, Erick would need to rebuild his power if he ever died, though that seemed unlikely.

If Erick simply gave up, then Nothanganathor would win, and that was the quickest way to end his aggression against everyone here.

Erick said, “I wish for you to forget Nothanganathor’s wish and utterly destroy Nothanganathor.”

Mixixofatat suddenly laughed. “Such a delightful wish! So open-ended! So much denial of a wish I have yet to grant, as well!” Mixixofatat’s grin was absolutely feral. “I knew it was right to hang out and wait for you to come. I’ve been watching you for a long time, Erick. A lot longer than the 10 days you think I’ve been watching.”

Mixixofatat vanished on a nonexistent breeze, as though the Valkyrie security wall didn’t mean anything to him. It probably didn’t—

But then Mixixofatat came back, without coming back. A white hand tried to reach into Erick’s head to steal Mixixofatat’s very name from Erick’s mind. Erick instantly noticed and slapped that hand away, like he was chiding a child with his hand caught in the cookie jar.

A child’s laughter echoed on the breeze.

… And now Mixixofatat was gone.

… Probably.

Erick walked over to the Valkyries and had them take off their masks and end the corral. In a way that was nice to hear, they told Erick that they didn’t believe he was Erick because that’s just what the fae they were trapping wanted them to think. They didn’t take down the encirclement wall.

Erick nodded, saying, “True. So I’m just going to do this, then. Thank you for your help. You can go back to your other groups now.”

The magic that held together the small group of the encircling Valkyries vanished, each one of them popped off of the [Spellsurge Weave] that connected them together, and then shoved into other units, their minds and bodies taking a second to realize that they simply weren’t connected in an encircling trap anymore.

All of them profusely apologized, saying they didn’t recognize who they were talking to. Erick let that happen for a little while, and then he dismissed them on to other jobs.

Erick moved on.
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                    Patreon has reached THE END.

You all still get chapters 279 (this one), and then a 2-week break before 280/281/282 all on the same day.

THE END arrives on Royal Road on April 20th, (Saturday! Not Sunday! So you all have the weekend to read it!) with the final 3 chapters posted over 3 hours. I will be splitting them up into smaller parts for a better (maybe?) experience. Patreon got them all on the same day and many people were glad I did them all on the same day. 48k words! So look forward to that!

I'm looking forward to it.

See you there.

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!



                



279, 2/2


                Erick stepped down onto volcanic glass. The edges of the caldera were obsidian knife edges ripping at mist.

“Hello everyone, all Relevant Entities of the Script,” Erick said, Calling out to everyone listening. “I’d like to speak about some things happening on Fenrir right now, and in the near future. It’s time to air some grievances, and I’m going first.”

Rozeta, Phagar, Koyabez, and Melemizargo appeared, along with Atunir and her Champion Yetta, Champion Nirzir next to Phagar, and then Champion Fallopolis by Melemziargo. The other Relevant Entities stayed in the mist, seeming scared by Erick’s declarations.

That told Erick a lot. Why were they scared?

Erick wasn’t sure, but everyone here seemed wary, like they were expecting Erick to pull some shit… or something.

And then Fairy Moon and Shadow appeared, looking grim. Worried. Even more worried than everyone else.

Yeah. It had been time to have this conversation, before anything bad actually happened.

Erick said, “I am sure you all have seen some questionable actions on my part. I will not be accepting criticism at this time. I will, however, be giving criticisms, and yes, that seems unfair, but hear me out.

“I have heard some disturbing things. I have seen some questionable actions.

“I feel that I am the only one truly invested in this coalition right now, because every time any one of you looks at me I can tell you are somehow frightened. I will not go into details, because to nitpick is to pull apart the weave that holds us all together.

“We all want different things, but we also all want the same thing.

“We have all seen information out there that has twisted what we thought was real and revealed secrets we thought hidden.

“I’m here to say that literally none of that stuff matters, and we should institute a Forgotten Campaign against all of it, and against Nothanganathor, too.” Erick said, “History must be remembered, but it must also be worked through in times of peace, and we are not in a time of peace at all, and any of us listening to Nothanganathor at all is just poisoning the chances we have of pulling this off. Nothanganathor started off as an anti-meme to all of us, and we must return him to that.

“He should be recorded in side-ways, and never directly. His own words should not be allowed to exist and spread. We will know of him, but no one else will.

“He should be spoken about in the past tense, and in how we can make sure it never happens again.

“The ability for something to affect our unity should be reserved for those who desire to belong, or for those who we bring into compliance. Nothanganathor is none of that. We will ensure he has nothing, and especially not the ability to divide us and affect us at all. He is nothing, and he will have nothing.” Erick finished with, “That is why I say I will not be accepting criticisms, and why I only gave out the barest criticisms myself.”

The faces of the gods were careful things, but they all relaxed, as far as Erick could tell. Melemizargo looked quietly smug. Shadow and Fairy Moon were unsure… but they decided to believe.

Shadow waved a dismissive hand, saying, “I didn’t hear anything that needed to be spread.”

Fairy Moon added, “I wish a return to conversations of bountiful conclusions at your convenience, Rozeta.”

Rozeta looked at Fairy Moon and nodded. “We’ll speak more later.” She said to Erick, “I want my son cured, Erick, and soon… But beyond that grievance… We can’t actually Forget him.”

“We certainly don’t have to listen to him either, Rozeta,” Melemizargo said, “No matter how many Truths he speaks.”

Every single person here had been exposed to the Red and to Nothanganathor’s lies. Every single one of them had had their own horrors shown to them, in order to twist them. Like at that fungal Last Good Continent, Nothanganathor had seeded the very air to be destructive, while the faces of the people and the natures of the societies had been crafted to draw the gods and powers of Veird in, and then twist them while they were there.

Like with that Necromancer of Death’s; the gods had been forced to confront evils they had thought long dead, which injured them in their reprisal.

Like with the trauma that Quilatalap felt he had needed to simply erase from himself, and thus become someone he was not, everything here had been a trap.

Ten million traps might not kill a god, but they still left scars. They still sensitized.

In order to heal that hurt, and move on, Erick said, “I would like to speak of two things, and the first need not be talked about right now, while the second is more important for moving forward.

“First, I would like to discuss what a Forgotten Campaign would look like against Nothanganathor, for I feel that is one of the best ways to End this threat forever more. We can all think on that for a little while.

“Secondly, let us speak of Cascadio. I told everyone here that I was inviting him if I saw an opportunity, and I saw an opportunity, and he has been incredibly helpful in empowering the Valkyries to clear away the threats out there. He is a good guy, and yes, he’s a fractal god, but most gods in this universe are fractal gods.”

Melemizargo spoke first, “You keep speaking of him as a person, Erick, but he is not a person. He is a collective delusion. I understand how rich that is coming from me, when I used to say that about everyone here, but I can safely say that I was confused back then. I had mixed up some facts about the Pantheon, with their Dark-given Mantles, and the gods of the Fractal, and their similar-yet-different power. The fact that the Pantheon couldn’t even see Malevolence is what made me so crazy back then. Cascadio can’t see Malevolence, Erick, not if Malevolence doesn’t want to be seen.”

“Ah,” Erick said, looking around the caldera, at all the concerned faces, and at a few faces that were just now getting concerned. Demon King Dinnamoth was unaware that Cascadio couldn’t even see Malevolence. He made the connections between Melemizargo’s words and unsaid concerns just as fast as Erick, though. Erick said, “You’re all worried that he can’t see the Red in the sun and it is affecting him or his people.”

Rozeta said, “That is just one possible interpretation, though that is the main avenue through which we expect him to be turned into a weapon against us.”

Erick had what felt like a brilliant idea, so he asked, “Then how about we help him and help ourselves by attempting a ritual to help him help everyone who worships him? It would be a good way to strike out against Malevolence out there in the universe, and here on Fenrir. We’ve done a lot to clean up the space, but we can always make it better. Stronger.

“In fact, that might be one of the best exports of this land. Large rituals to grant favorable outcomes to the rest of the universe. Maybe through something Benevolence aligned? I still need to help out against corruption out there in the rest of the universe after we win this war, and this seems like a good way to do all of that at once.

“We could do a great many things to assist all the rest of this universe, and thus gain power for ourselves in turn.” Erick said, “We can even pick and choose the societies we wish to raise up, and the gods that sit upon those societies. When we can open the path back into the Dark, we can do so knowing we have allies everywhere out there.”

The room was stunned to silence.

Melemizargo grinned.

Erick said, “Anyway! War with Nothanganathor first. We’ll be ripping him out of everywhere. How should we best proceed?”

Fairy Moon spoke up, “We must make managed words, good Wizard Flatt, outside of outside observers, before you beckon the Ending of this Epic.”

Erick said, “That sounds fine to me. Nothanganathor’s shit doesn’t need to be spread around at all, but I can see the value in smaller discussions. Anyone wish to join us for a smaller talk?”









- - - -









On an illuminated moonsun hanging somewhere far away from Veird, Erick appeared amid the light pointed away from Fenrir. This particular moonsun was on top of a column of moonsuns, each of them glowing brightly, each of them made of white eternal stonewood towers and layers of land and ocean with waterfalls and life everywhere. Mostly light slimes. They drifted through the air like jellyfish, crowding out the sky and the land in flowing rivers of illumination. Beyond those slimes was the star-filled sky. For a normal person, that sky would be blocked by too much light, but Erick could see it just fine.

It was quite beautiful.

With an easy cast, Erick [Eternal Stonewood Shape]d a few of the nearby towers into a large platform, fit enough for a few tens of people.

Fairy Moon stepped out of swirling pink/green/white Springtime, and where she touched exploded with greenery and flowers. She was dressed normally, in her pink/green/white sundress and corset, her eyes a heterochromatic neon pink and nuclear green.

Shadow stepped out beside Fairy Moon, and the world was a little dimmer. The stars appeared in the sky, and the shadows deepened all around. She wore her Benevolent Dark Queen outfit, but trimmed down for more personal settings, with less ornamentation than usual.

Melemizargo lifted his draconic head on the side of the platform, casting the world into an illuminated sort of darkness. The light and the slimes were still there, shining like sunlight, but now there were shadows and dark, and even a normal person could have been able to see the land all around them. It had been too blinding before. A normal person might even appreciate this land in a blacklight-rave sort of setting, with radioactive-like mushrooms popping up here and there with floors and walls that glowed white. Melemizargo shrunk down, but not much. He hung on the side of the platform, floating lazily like he was swimming in water.

Erick smiled, and said, “It all looks a lot prettier when a whole bunch of different people gather here, bringing with them different ideas of what reality should be.”

None of his present company were appreciative of Erick’s call to pleasantries.

Shadow said, “I wish to air the first grievance: You will never love me, Erick.”

“Never is a long time, so I doubt that assertion very much,” Erick easily and instantly replied.

A moment passed.

And then Shadow looked mollified. Her greyish features pinkened a little. “Oh. Well. Of course. Obviously nothing will happen between us right now. Obviously. I drop my grievance.”

Erick nodded. “Who’s next?”

Fairy Moon asked, “Would you prevent us from purposing our population of people into the declaration of the New Dark?”

“Nope. Not at all.” Erick said, “I don’t want to know why you feel I would want to stop that.”

Fairy Moon nodded with understanding.

Melemizargo stared, asking a hard question, “Do you have designs upon my Mantle, Erick?”

“No.”

Melemizargo breathed, and then said, “Not a good enough answer.”

Erick frowned a little. “I don’t want to be a god. I want to be me. I believe my track history has made that clear.”

“You could be both. I am both, all the time. You could easily live a life, and then return to your past and deal with all your godly duties. Or you could elevate Shades to power to do all of your duties for you. You might not be a physical god in this new world you are trying to create, but when you speak of us working together to sell ritual services to phantom gods and gain power across an entire universe, you are speaking as though you are already a god.” Melemizargo looked at him. “Which you almost already are.” Melemizargo allowed no reply. He continued, “Are you aware that your woman, Teressa, is trying to contact the Dark and make inroads on your behalf? Or that Poi is trying to become an avatar of you, to help you deal with everything coming down the road? Or that Shivraa is a spiritual leader, and the Valkyries could easily raise you to godhood with a simple request from you?

“Are you aware that people are worshiping you as though you are me?”

Erick had known some of that.

He had not known that Melemizargo was much more than concerned. He was verging on fury.

Erick discarded his initial reaction to be mad that Melemizargo was thinking like this at all. Erick started tackling Melemizargo’s points, saying, “I have heard that Teressa is trying to contact the Dark through her Mark, through her Personal Script, but I have not heard her make any progress on that. She intends to ask the Dark to not let Nothanganathor win. This seems normal to me. If this is unacceptable, then please let me know. I had no idea this was unacceptable.

“Poi is trying to find himself, as far as I understand, through collective cultivation. His goal is to become an Ascendant Mind, through himself from all side realities. He is going to discard his body soon. I worry for him, because bodies seem important, but it is what he wants and I am supporting him in that.

“Shivraa does worship me, but in an idolized sort of way. I don’t believe it is true worship. Is a call to community the same as worship? Or do I misunderstand Shivraa?

“I was aware that some people are confusing you for me, but I have never facilitated this belief—”

“You aren’t doing enough to stop that belief, either,” Melemizargo said, way too strongly.

Ah.

Erick saw it now.

Melemizargo was starting to spiral.

Erick had assumed that Melemizargo had made peace with his death, for that is how it appeared the last time they spoke.

The dragon had not made peace with his death at all. He had been hiding his existential terror. He was worried, terrified, furious, and then back to worried, for he was not able to do a damned thing to stop himself from feeling those things. He had no power—

Oh.

Shit.

He was probably losing power, too, wasn’t he.

Nothanganathor had thrown off his Curse of Obscurity, according to him. He had become True Wizard, and then fae, and now he was waiting to be assigned God of Magic by the Dark. Just that; ‘waiting’. Not even actively pursuing power. His star was on the rise.

Melemizargo’s star had to be fading.

Melemizargo had finally come out of the trap, of the cage that Nothanganathor had made for him out of Veird, in the Sundering, but now the trap had become a death bed.

Erick asked, “What do you want me to do about it?”

Melemizargo said, “You fight him, now. If we fail, then we try again. No more preparation. No politicking with the Red reflections of your people of Veird. No determination of right and wrong, and threading needles and designing compromises between morality and necessity.

“We go.

“We kill.

“And then you fix what comes next so it doesn’t happen that way.”

Erick had no fucking clue how to make Melemizargo’s demand a reality, but he felt his Dark Mark sing to him and his Lightning Path tell him something very important. He chose not to speak about the making of universes from living sacrifices, as they had done to The Prince, and also the Goddess of Knowledge at the start of the Script, and instead said, “Then [Witness] a war for the fate of it all, Dark God of Magic.”









- - - -









All of Veird was a veined mass of power that collected in certain ways, and one of those ways was known as the Heart of Melemizargo, or the Well of Darkness.

Just like how Elemental Exalted and Vile collected into places that then collected the souls of angels and demons, thus making a heaven for those creatures, Darkness gathered inside the hearts of every Marked person on the planet, and in the universe. That power flowed where it could. And when it could, it flowed here.

Erick stood with Fallopolis at the turning of a corner, in a dungeon underneath Ascendant Mountain. There used to be lots of dungeons in this land, back when it was a place for shadelings to live and for outsiders to challenge, to prove themselves. It had all been destroyed by a Red Leviathan attack when Erick had been at Margleknot, but Erick had restored the main part of the mountain when he came back. The main part now housed this dungeon, and the Heart of Melemizargo within this dungeon.

There was nothing else.

An entrance held in the shadows and gloom behind them, while underfoot stood the white stone rim of a pool 30 meters across. Within that pool rested Absolute Black. It hurt to look upon. The Black called to Erick, in ways that he hadn’t been called in a long time, and in ways he easily recognized.

Once upon a time, Erick had fallen in that pool and he did not die. He merely moved across the world, to where he needed to be.

The Dark knew where Erick had to go right now.

Nothanganathor hid on some other sun, in some other slice of infinity near this place, biding his time until he Ascended to Dark Godhood, without lifting another claw to actually make it happen. It would be nearly impossible to find him, and it would be trivial for him to escape somewhere else, but the Dark knew where he was. The Dark could take him there, and ensure he arrived at the right time to kill the Red Bastard.

Like a time long ago, Champion of the Dark Fallopolis would be his guide.

Fallopolis stood, her frizzy white hair pulled into a tight bun, her grandmotherly body bedecked in a sparkly black suit, while her black kendrithyst staff floated to her side. She looked ready.

Erick was mostly ready. When they reached Nothanganathor, he would pull his Valkyries to the battlefield, and then the real war would begin.

Everyone else would remain here, on Veird and Fenrir, securing the land against danger.

Erick stared at the Absolute Black of the Well of Darkness and took a moment to truly consider what it meant to step through that portal.

“It’s almost better this way,” Erick said. “No need to endanger everyone, and they need to be back on Veird for the counterattack.”

Fallopolis said, “When you win, you can come back through time and fix whatever he does in retaliation.”

Erick grinned. “You ready to give it your all, too, Fallopolis?”

“I am, and I might even take up my real name after this, but I am unsure.”

Erick smiled softly at that. “Ar’Kendrithyst fell a long time ago.”

Fallopolis shook her head lightly. She did not agree. “It took me a while to understand why I never picked my old name back up, but now I know. It was more than the fact that I lived and breathed that place for centuries. The truest fact is we’ve never left Ar’Kendrithyst. Physically, yes, but not spiritually. There are always horrors that seek to destroy, dangers in the Dark, tests of power and tests of resolve. Quilatalap exemplified and codified that nature of the Dark, of the true purpose behind Ar’Kendrithyst at his Armory. He still does that to this day with his dungeons.

“But Ar’Kendrithyst was larger than the Armory. It was larger than the dungeons. Those are just the organized places. The Shade-filled insanity horror of Ar’Kendrithyst is the true danger. Ar’Kendrithyst was a crucible, and crucibles still exist everywhere. We can explore, we can learn, and we try to leave, but we can never really leave that Dead City, filled with tests both mundane and magnificent. Dead, wrong-headed metropolises still exist everywhere. They will always continue to exist. They will grow brilliant and wonderful at first, or maybe they start off horrible. Some will turn malignant.

“And so, sometimes those metropolises must fall.”

Fallopolis thumped the end of her kendrithyst staff against the white stone ground. The air cracked. A ripple passed through the Absolute Black of the Heart of Melemizargo, and then the ripple rebounded.

The air gonged.

Fallopolis raised her voice high, casting her power deep, “We see our true enemies! The city that they are trying to build out of corpses that don’t belong to them! The wrongness that they are seeking to expand!” Her voice expanded, and the world focused. “We know the architect of it all! Of the cause of the Insanity of My God! Of the cause of the Twisting of the Clergy! Of the creator of the Sundering!” She raised her kendrithyst staff high above the white rim of the Well of Darkness. “We see you now, Nothanganathor!”

And then she smashed her kendrithyst staff down.

The white Well broke like the shattering of magic, releasing the Absolute Black inside like an explosion of ink underwater.

Erick fell through tearing, ripping Darkness, and Fallopolis fell beside him. Erick grabbed onto her hand, and Fallopolis howled with laughter as the world became a tunnel. Suddenly, Erick was a dragon again and Fallopolis was a thing of Black, with eyes and mouths and focus extraordinary, shaped like a gibbering demon and person all at the same time. She pointed with ten million fingers, claws, fangs, and eyes, into the Dark.

The world flexed—

- - - -

— Erick dropped out of a tangle of black that became Fallopolis and then pulled away, injured heavily. Erick became his full size and Fallopolis shrunk down to her normal body, exhausted and broken, which made sense considering what they had dropped into.

The void around them was a thing of cutting, burning Malevolence, and Fallopolis had just broken through all of it to bring them here. Nothanganathor had indeed left traps for people to fall into, if they ventured his way, and Fallopolis had broken through many of them, injuring her in ways that Erick wasn’t quite prepared to heal. But Fallopolis was a Champion. She just needed some time.

Erick wrapped her in a protective [Hasted Shelter] that she could break if she wanted, but it would be enough to let her recover. And then Erick stepped sideways in time, divorcing himself from the normal flow, taking it all in as fast as he could, because something was already starting to drag him back to normal time. The traps all around him were myriad in their layers.

He and Fallopolis had popped out of the breaking of the Well of Darkness by a big blackened world, maybe a moon’s distance away. It was blackened by the scorching of the Red Sun in the distance.

All of Reality was a wash of Red and Void, spiraling out from a caustically brilliant Red Sun. There was a body on that sun. Nothanganathor’s body. Like a black noodle floating in a nuclear-red hot sauce, or a tapeworm in blood, Nothanganathor’s body coiled this way and that upon the sun.

It had been chunked.

The head was half gone; the lower jaw was still attached to the skull, but the upper jaw and most of the skull was opened and smashed upon the sun's surface. Several hundred world-lengths down from the head the body just stopped, for something had eaten the body. The body resumed beyond that, but it was broken into many different pieces.

Something was eating it.

Someone was eating it.

Erick saw who was eating it, there, at the third break in the length of the body.

There was a white, snake-like dragon down there, gorging on the body. Red Lightning flashed out of the white worm, burning away the big corpse, turning that big corpse into power that flowed into the white worm’s open maw.

The white worm was Nothanganathor, looking sleek and whole, and not like his larger corpse at all. He was, perhaps, a few worlds long. Hard to say from this distance.

Erick realized a few things as he looked at Nothanganathor.

The Erased One was still shaped like a leviathan, but he had a crown of 6 horns now, just like Melemizargo, just like Erick. He looked more like Rozeta or the dragons of Veird than any leviathan. He had scales now; not just skin.

So he had broken his Curse of Obscurity, then. That had been true.

And yet, he was still eating his corpse.

He hadn’t finished his transition to fae yet, had he? Had he even truly begun?

Erick felt joy at recognizing that Truth. Erick’s own transition had started with him eating his Benevolence-crafted space ship, Worldsaver, and then waking up in the past, in 1997, and then solidifying the Truth of his time on Earth over the course of the next 23 years. Nothanganathor’s transition somehow had him eating the corpse of his old body. In a way, both of them had eaten their own history, but Nothanganathor hadn’t gotten through the first part of all that. He hadn’t eaten all of himself yet, because of course he hadn’t eaten all of himself. He probably had too much to eat!

Ha!

The lying bastard wasn’t a fae yet.

Erick cupped his wings and raised his elated voice, calling out with a blast of light that shredded the Red violence in the air all around him, “Liar liar LIFE on FIRE!”

Erick had touched upon a Truth so primal that it echoed upon itself, gaining strength even as it tore through the Red all around, his wave of White shattering the void and the traps in the air and then echoing out of the sun itself. Nothanganathor was a speaker of half-truths and obscured reality, who had built his entire existence upon hiding and stealing and claiming credit for things he did not do, and now, here at his Ascension to Fae, those falsities were coming home to roost; Erick ensured it.

The void flickered White, and Erick stripped away Nothanganathor’s immunity to nuclear fire.

Nothanganathor’s larger corpse burned in rapid explosions of meat flash frying and exploding from steam eruptions. The sun was still the sun, after all. Flesh went first. Bone followed fast. Nothanganathor’s smaller self roared as he realized that Erick was here, and that his bounty was burning.

Nothanganathor froze the sun, stopping the explosions of flesh, but Erick had eradicated half of it with one call to Truth.

That attack had worked a lot better than Erick thought it would have worked, but —Erick smiled— shedding light was one of the best ways to reveal everything for what it was.

Erick declared, “The Welcoming Dark will not accept you as you are, Nothanganathor! So BURN in the LIGHT, and be transformed in this trial!”

Erick’s voice echoed upon itself again, bouncing out faster than the speed of light, crashing into that blackened planet down to the left, revealing the bright red boughs of Everbless, and Red Lightning among his stormy leaves. The wayward brother of Yggdrasil, Erick’s own son, captured by the Red, screamed in agony as White tore at him, shredding his canopy and breaking half of his body.

Oozy stood at the center of that canopy, shielding Everbless from the majority of Erick’s Light.

Fallopolis broke out of her safety shell like a hurricane of darkness, filled with eyes and teeth and vengeful words, whispering a thousand different angers and guarantees of how she wouldn’t let Everbless or Oozy live. She rode Erick’s wave of light down onto that blackened planet and engaged the enemy in a conflagration of black ooze. She was truly now an [Avatar of Melemizargo].

The White wave continued on, though. It echoed faster and deeper as it passed that planet, and as it rocked against the sun.

Nothanganathor flickered to stand in the way of the blast, but he was just the size of a few Jupiters and Erick’s attack was larger than that. The white wave hit the sun and Nothanganathor’s [Time Lock] that protected his body. The body began to burn again, though it was slower this time.

Nothanganathor spoke, “I don’t need it anymore.”

Another lie through half-truth; he didn’t need it, but he still wanted it. The protective magics that Nothanganathor had set down upon the large corpse remained there, fighting to keep the body from fully combusting.

Nothanganathor advanced on Erick, like a snake swimming through the ocean, body twisting, eyes focused.

Erick called out, “You said we would fight as universes the next time we met, and here you are talking! Even more lies from the liar! Your Truth is a cloudy, broken thing, so let it burn in the light!”

White flames erupted out of Nothanganathor’s sun corpse and flickered across his smaller body.

And then he was suddenly there, his jaws open wide enough to swallow Erick whole. There seemed to be another Red Sun inside his gullet.

Erick stepped out of time and circled around to Nothanganathor’s back where he breathed a line of [Luminous Beam]s wider and stronger than ever before. Blasts of power impacted Nothanganthor’s skull, moving faster than the speed of light. It was like spraying water from a hose at a dune. Flesh parted and exploded away from where Erick’s beam touched, but it still was the touch of a raindrop upon an ocean.

Erick whispered into Infinity, “To me, my Valkyries.”

The White wave, still spilling out in the distance, flickered and twisted. Ten thousand portals opened like a layer of new stars, but nearby and filled with warriors.

Shivraa roared forward first, raising her ice sword and screaming vengeance, heralding the flood.









- - - -









Teressa pulled back from the Darkness and once again inhabited her body, in the prognostication offices of House Benevolence. She got up and rushed to the wall and slammed the big red button that they had set up years ago for a possible Red event. She hadn’t needed to slam that button in a long while, but she slammed it now, even as she started sending out [Telepathy] messages to everyone she knew to send them.

The alarm started blaring.

It was still a minute before Red descended upon Fenrir.









- - - -









Erick threw Bolts at Nothanganathor, to test their power. Red Lightning stretched out of the white serpent, grasping every Bolt and draining it into him. He was using his Sign of Power that he had stolen from Margleknot and used to kickstart the Sundering, to drain away all the magic that touched him.

It was an act of parity, for Erick did the same for every spell Nothanganathor threw his way, whipping out [Mana Siphon]s like ten million shadowy tendrils, stealing all the power that Nothanganathor dared to let into Erick’s purview.

















- - - -









Poi got Teressa’s message and then corroborated it along ten different vectors. All across Fenrir, all across Veird, and the moonsuns, and everywhere that Poi could reach, he caught word of Valkyries vanishing through portals. The Crossroads was alive with news happening from all areas of everywhere.

Ascendant Prime stepped into the Crossroads like a very heavy spider, and soon all the other Ascendants joined him. There was only one directive.

‘The Apparent King goes to war against the Red. Prepare for the counterattack.’









- - - -









Nothanganathor twisted reality itself, trying to Step away from the battle, to escape.

Erick stated, “No more running.”

And that was just about the only Wizardry that worked very, very well, for Nothanganathor had tried to threaten him with an ultimate fight if Erick ever showed his face. Well here he was, showing his face! Time for the fight.

Nothanganathor turned and made the mistake of attempting to breathe Malevolence at Erick.

Erick turned that power into his own, ripping at the Red with White, turning it pink and then dead and ready for eating, which is what he did next. All the while, the Valkyries nipped at Nothanganathor from every angle. He was several worlds long and every bit of Siphon counted.

Meanwhile, Nothanganathor’s original body, his corpse left upon the sun, was like firecrackers tossed into lava; it exploded here and there and it didn’t stop exploding at all.

The Valkyries feasted on that corpse, too.









- - - -









Evan had been feeling uneasy all day long. He had gone through reports from every Problem Area of Fenrir, and the steps being taken to solve those problems, but the job was literally too large for him and House Benevolence. They did what they could, though. Mostly they analyzed possible solutions to this Area or that Area and then put those solutions into the outgoing box in father’s office.

Those reports vanished the very second they were laid down. Sometimes they vanished before that, as the analyzer walked with the finished report in that direction.

Evan had attributed his unease toward the chaotic, absolute necessity of the job ahead of them.

But then the alarm went off while Evan was in the middle of working on Problem Area 187 with his team.

Zorik, Castellan Zolan’s grandson and Paladin of Rozeta and Evan’s boyfriend, startled. His eyes flickered Script-blue as he read instructions from Rozeta. That’s when Evan started to panic, and then his panic gave way to utter certainty.

He already knew what was happening.

Ophiel opened a portal in the middle of Evan’s offices, among his team. He fluffed out his iridescent black wings and said, “I need you. I already got the girls and every other dragon I could find. Dad is moving on Nothanganathor right now.”

Evan nodded.

Yup. That’s what Evan had expected.

Evan grabbed Zorik, kissed him once, said, “Love you. See you later.”

Zorik was still in the middle of receiving instructions from Rozeta, his eyes still clouded with blue.

Evan followed Ophiel onward, into Benevolence Itself, where ten thousand other portals were open into ten thousand other lands, and people were moving fast. Yggdrasil was already directing people this way and that with rainbow streamers in the air, directing people and moving them at the same time, but people mostly knew where to go on their own.

Most of the people were Valkyries.

Zorik called out, “Love you, too!”

Evan twisted back, grinned, and—

The portal closed.

Ophiel said, “Sorry. Dad can do time tricks. I cannot. Go there.” He pointed at a portal in the sky. It was one of the closer ones, where the Valkyries were not headed at all. “You’re on a diplomatic/violence mission to help them fight the Red beasts that are appearing right now. It’s the Crystal Forest but Bulgan killed dad at the start of Candlepoint. Dad killed Bulgan and a few other bad people this time, again, but left them pretty much alone because they told him to go away because he looked like Melemizargo. Some people accepted his Personal Scripts, but not many.” Ophiel spoke much faster, “There’s 175 million people in that Crystal Forest for some reason! Tell them the basics or frighten them into believing you! I suggest the second option for expediency's sake! Go go go!”

Evan moved, flying fast, kinda awed at how much Ophiel knew and understood, and at how much organization his ‘little’ brother was doing right now. The entirety of Benevolence Itself was filled with portals, like dark stars leading from light into anything else besides light—

There, in the far, far distance, and in a way Evan only caught a glimpse of, was a sky full of black stars. Valkyries flew up through rainbow roads, traveling in the millions, so dense they looked like lines of blackgold fire. Those weren’t stars up there. They were portals into some other place. Some dark land.

The big battle.

Evan wanted to go, but he knew where he needed to be, and it wasn’t in the middle of a Wizard War. Evan’s place was anywhere other than a Wizard fight. Those Valkyries were probably dying just as fast as they were flowing into that other space. Evan imagined they got pulped and then reborn on Fenrir, near their [Spellsurge Weave]s, and every single Valkyrie would be making that flight to the final battle multiple times.

Evan flew toward his own portal, catching glimpses of all the true organization happening behind the scenes, and he was awed by Ophiel again. He glimpsed Ophiel yelling at Jane and Candice that they couldn’t go to the battle with Nothanganathor. The argument didn’t last long, thankfully. Just some yelled words. And then Candice and Jane went through the same portal, to some other necessity out there in Fenrir.

Wherever they went was likely a semi-Wizard fight. Maybe against Oozy? Who knew.

And then Evan flickered through his portal, and the portal closed behind him.

He floated above the Crystal Forest, on Fenrir. Or at least a version of the place. This one was on the exterior, so the sky was full of sunmoons and stars. Evan smiled as he saw this Crystal Forest. It was partially green. In this version of this world, Dad had probably started throwing out rain everywhere.

But then Bulgan had killed him at Candlepoint.

Welp!

Evan turned into a 50 meter long magenta dragon, and then he started Air Stepping around, getting a look at the place.

Red tears in the air started to appear almost right away, and Claws started to poke into this space.

Evan organized his thoughts. He still had access to mana through his Personal Script. Who to contact?

Did Poi exist in this world?

Evan focused on Poi, and then sent out a mental request to whatever passed for the Crossroads around here, ‘Hello, Poi. Is this Poi?’

Some Mind Mage grabbed his thoughts and wrangled them. ‘This is Rizala Fulisade! How do you know my brother’s name?!’

Evan focused, ‘I’m going to send you an information packet. I also need to start organizing the defense of this land. You’re being attacked by anti-memetic beasts. Here.’

Ten very, very long seconds later, and Rizala sent back, ‘Fuck! Okay. I have no mana. I consumed half of that package just to be able to read it. I’m only able to communicate with you because you have the connection open and some people have these Personal Scripts to make a mini-Crossing. Where are you?’

Evan floated, gigantic and draconic over a different version of Spur. A few things were different, but the city was still orange rock, just like Evan remembered back when he was Jane. The Farms still existed, which was nice. The whole place looked quite desolate, though.









The people of Spur panicked, as was expected, though they mounted no defense. How could they, without the Script? Without mana?

Evan sent, ‘I’m the magenta dragon with the wings.’

‘… Yes. I see.’

‘I am willing to use violence to save you. I am archmage level and my magic won’t unravel in this space like yours is unraveling. Those among you who have a Personal Script might be able to survive contact with the enemy, but the enemy is already attacking. Put me in touch with them. I will be directing combat and fighting the main Claws that come.’

‘… You really are his son.’

‘I am.’

‘This is what needs to happen...’

- - - -

Zooming across Nothanganathor’s back, dodging twists of dragonspines as the former-leviathan twisted, trying to catch him, Erick cascaded spill after spill of reson-empowered [Luminous Beam]s. Light burned through five layers of flesh at once, carving continent-sized wounds in Nothanganathor. Blood and bone appeared in those wounds, and then Erick tore deeper, and Nothanganathor twisted. Bone and blood blasted away, but this time it revealed scales underneath.

Nothanganathor sloughed off the damage exactly like a snake shedding his skin, becoming smaller now, but in the way that an ocean was smaller after it evaporated for a day.

Nothanganathor tried to collect his discarded flesh, that matter turning into Malevolence that then twisted back to him, but Valkyries feasted, roasting dragon meat with blackgold fire and drinking it down before Nothanganathor could take his power back.

“Parasites! Parasites all of you!” Nothanganathor roared.

His voice was an echo that blasted apart 1,248 valkyries that were too close and injured another 3,551. The first ones reformed somewhere back beyond the distant portals, while the second group merely regrew broken limbs and missing torsos with a rush of Carnage and Blood magic.

Several of them turned into actual parasites, though, and Erick sent a flicker of [Grand Reincarnation] lightning at those unfortunate people, sending them off to live other lives, in other parts of the universe, removing all of Nothanganathor’s influence and ensuring it wouldn’t come back. Erick had taken lesser measures to remove some of Nothanganathor’s wizard tricks earlier in the battle, and that was how he had lost a million Valkyries to Nothor Beasts and Claws ripping up the backlines, out of Erick’s sight, attacking the [Spellsurge Weave]s that held together several Valkyrie groups.

He’d get them back if he could, but—

Nothanganathor twisted. The fabric of reality pulled inward. Valkyries got closer, even though they didn’t mean to, because Nothanganathor had turned time on an axis, pointing it toward himself, declaring himself Inevitable in that action. It seemed like a test of his nascent and approaching Mantle of the Dark God of Magic.

The Valkyries could do nothing but get closer to him, and that is when he shot out Red Lightning and turned ten thousand Valkyries into splashed blood that slipped into that Lightning and then drowned into Nothanganathor’s wounds.

He was restored, just a little, in the way that an ocean was deeper after the sky rained for an hour.

That right there seemed to be a common use of his Sign of Power; the thing he had twisted Margleknot’s Mark of the Fractal into, in order to Sunder the Painted Cosmology.

It would have been another million Valkyries gone into his Sign of Power, but Erick stepped through time and prevented that particular disaster.

Nothanganathor turned his eyes toward Erick, watching him with orbs the size of moons, as Erick moved through Time itself. The bastard was watching and organizing an attack, so Erick stopped moving in that way, returning to strafing runs of [Luminous Beam]s. Nothanganathor roared out hate, his flesh blasting away as he once again twisted around to mitigate the damage, to aim claws at Erick, or to try and carve Erick from flight with any number of spines lining his body.

Erick dodged them all and blasted away continents of flesh.

It looked impossible. It looked like too much for any one fae to deal with. And it was. Nothaganathor had prepared countermeasures that he pulled out of Red Lightning like he was pulling out bazooka cannons in a fistfight. But Erick stepped in from the future and dismantled magic. He cast Nothanganathor’s tricks into Infinity, shoving those tricks into the sun, and when that didn’t work, he swallowed sun-ending trinkets with well-timed portals opened to the Whirlpool. The Whirlpool was still active over on that other slice of infinity, after all.

Stuff that was worse than Annihilation splashed this way and that, eradicating Nothanganathor’s trinkets and magic, for the Whirlpool was utter destruction. It was hard to predict when a splash of that destruction was angled in a useful way, to produce a rush of power that Erick brought through one portal, annihilating a trinket, and then swallowing that splash of Whirlpool right back to where it came from. But Erick had a lot of time on his hands.

The battle was going well.

Erick and his Valkyries were winning. Veird was winning.

They could win this.

Erick dodged Red Lightning, and when he failed to dodge it, he pushed away those Futures where he died. When Nothanganathor Established deaths, Erick Established escapes from death.

Nothanganathor was just a wizard; a proto-fae. A single man with a lot of tricks, most of which burned away with his body on the sun. Erick and his people were a lot more than that.

And yet…

And yet, Erick blasted away continents worth of flesh, Mana Siphoning all the power that came his way and allowing the Valkyries to collect what remained. Nothanganathor attacked and struggled, and Erick evaded in all the ways he could, getting away from every counter attack.

Erick had stopped using normal magic a while ago, for Nothanganathor could suck that up with his Sign of Power, and Nothanganathor did the same, using trick after trick to attack Erick, every way he could.

Nothanganathor seemed to have endless tricks, but high-energy Particle Magic seemed to be the best thing to use against him, since it was the only thing he couldn’t siphon away with his Sign of Power. Erick was well equipped to do that, and it barely cost any mana at all. He was spending resons like water, though.

… Wait.

Was Nothanganathor spending any resons at all?

Why hadn’t Erick realized that earlier—

Nothanganathor suddenly erupted in laughter, the sound of it coming from every angle, like an echo that surrounded—

Erick was inside of a stomach. He didn’t know how he had gotten there, but he was inside of a world-sized stomach. Acid burned the void all around like caustic corruption, twisting reality into digestible mana. Erick Stepped out of the trap, into the void, lit by the Red Sun. Nothanganathor swallowed a few thousand more Valkyries while Erick reoriented—

Nothanganathor’s belly sealed back up, the wound Erick had exited from healing in a flash of Red.

“Almost got you with that one!” Nothanganathor said, as he whipped his head back around to glare at Erick, his eyes shimmering Red. “You should have prepared more!”

Erick had prepared enough, for he had tricks he hadn’t used yet, too. The big ones.

He decided to use one trick, though.

Erick punched Nothanganathor.

They were both human in that throwing of that punch, each floating in the void. Erick knocked out teeth and Nothanganathor’s brain rattled as blood went flying. That blood turned into Valkyries that flew away as fast as magically possible. Erick punched the dazed bastard in the stomach again, caving in bone and breaking spine.

And then Nothanganathor recovered, twisting into the punch like a swallowing maw of his true self, rapidly returning to full size and snapping down on Erick’s still-human body.

Erick wasn’t in that maw at all. He was by Nothanganathor’s eye.

Erick raked dragon claws across Nothanganathor’s eye, for Erick had become a dragon again, and much bigger than before. Nothanganathor was still the size of several Jupiters, but Erick was bigger, now. Almost as big as one of Nothanganathor’s eyes.

Nothanganathor pulled away, one eye closed, blood seeping.

Erick held up a red gem. “Got your eye!”

Resons poured out of Erick as the gem became a real eye, sized to Erick’s fist. He crushed the eye and Nothanganathor raged. The white serpent wasn’t really blinded at all, but he wouldn’t be getting that eye back without actually trying for it.

The fight resumed.
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The void of space gained ten million claws, fractally spiraling out of Nothanganathor’s long body as he undulated in the shape of infinity, his head stilled at his center, one eye glaring Red, the other a bloody wreck. Nothanganathor was doing a dance. An Infinite Dance. In an offhanded sort of way, Erick recognized that his infinity symbol was the same as Earth’s symbol for Infinity. This was not too interesting of a fact, because apparently the symbol was the same in many different cultures.

Erick had not seen Nothanganathor start dancing. He just was; he was already dancing, this whole time. Nothanganathor liked attacking like that, Erick reflected. Establishing himself as having done something. The white bastard was a master of Establishment Magic.

Erick could play that game, too, but first he went through the process of understanding the attack so he could better counter it.

Nothanganathor’s fractal claws extended out into infinity, or at least the infinity within this ‘contained’ space, at this Mercury-distance from the Red/Burning-White sun. Nothanganathor’s claws clipped Valkyrie after Valkyrie, though most of them had learned how to be leaves on the wind, bending away from attacks and Siphoning those attacks in turn. Most of them escaped, but the churn was getting deeper. Harder to evade. Nothanganathor had Established himself as an Inevitability.

Erick wasn’t affected at all. In fact, the magic stayed away from him. That had implications as to how this was working, because the attack wasn’t avoiding Erick. It simply did not affect him.

Nothanganathor wasn’t using Malevolence, directly. Not much, anyway. He was Mana Altering it to Void and expanding it outward with resons.

Based on those facts, Erick deduced that this magic was focused on all forces that were subject to time. Nothanganathor had done that because this attack could hurt him, too, because it was just that destructive, and he was more interested in whittling down Erick’s forces than fighting him head-on.

More than that, though, Nothanganathor’s fractal claws were laced with Malevolence on the edges, and every strike against a Valkyrie was a bit of mana grafted back onto Nothanaganthor. This, then, was another of Nothanganathor’s own mana siphon attacks. This was him using his Sign of Power to steal from others.

That was the trick.

He looked like he was attacking everything, but really he was Draining everything— Except for that black planet down there with Everbless and others. That was actively being avoided.

This was a [Void Claw] enhanced with some ritualistic dancing and his Sign of Power. That Sign of Power was the only reason that it was hurting the Valkyries instead of the Valkyries fighting back against it, and Siphoning it apart.

Erick just needed to break up the power and allow the Valkyries to Siphon once again, and then this [Infinite Claw Dance], or whatever, would be a big, big mistake on Nothanganathor’s part. He was spread out all over the place, after all. That much surface area made him an easy target.

Erick spoke, “[Counter—”

Nothanganathor stopped dancing instantly, as though he had never been dancing at all.

Looked like he didn’t want that particular spell broken.

He moved on to other attacks.

He was in five places at once, and all of them were half-illusions and half-truths. Each of them was casting a different magic. One was doing something nuclear. Another was doing something penetrative. Another was doing some sort of grand ice magic. Another touched the void, and shattered infinity like breaking the iced surface of a pond. The other turned to nothing at all, and lunged at Erick, seeking to swallow him whole.

Erick stepped through time.

The nuclear attack was a beam that Nothanganathor swept across the void. It was more aimed at the Valkyries than at Erick. Erick opened a portal and swallowed Nothanganathor’s attack to aim it right back at him.

That Nothanganathor vanished, and so did that Erick.

The penetrative attack had Nothanganathor throwing out lances the sizes of moons, each of them differently-shaped, each carrying different horrors upon them. Fungus, eldritch tentacles, bones and eyes, souls twisted into horrors. Ten of them shot from the white serpent’s body, tearing toward Erick, and Erick could not move out of the way or else they would each strike a different Valkyrie and then infect those million-strong Weavers that the Valkyries linked to. So Erick conjured targets for the lances, summoning souls out of nothing, like slimes. The spears struck those slime souls and detonated their curses. Erick [Grand Reincarnation]d the cursed souls and sent them onto their new lives, cleansed.

The Nothanganathors that did the ice magic and the infinity-breaking magic simply vanished, lost to the illusion. The ice and void-cracking attacks had been too ephemeral to work, apparently. Those Ericks ceased to be; unneeded.

The shadowy Nothanganathor tried to eat Erick, but Erick easily dodged.

The shadowy thing twisted to rejoin Nothanganathor, repositioning.

It was one Erick and two Nothanganathors—

Erick realized, right before it happened, what was about to happen. The shadowy Nothanganathor bit into the real Nothanganathor, and then flowed into that wound like poisoned power. Nothanganathor’s whiteness shadowed over, and he became as bright as an eclipse.

Erick had done a little fuck up.

That shadowy thing had not been an attack. It had been a major buffing magic, made all that much stronger because Nothanganathor had ‘offered’ it to Erick, first. It was some wonky hospitality/weird-thinking that made that sort of thing work at all, but it worked quite well. On the plus side, it had probably been poison for Erick to take that into himself, anyway, so there was never an option to accept that sort of attack/buff in the first pla—

Wait.

It was a poisoned buff.

Buffs on Veird were always bad unless they were made by masters of magic, and even then you didn’t want to do Buffing Magic at all, almost all the time. But here Nothanganathor was, using major Buffing Magic on himself.

“You fucker!” Erick said, realizing a truth. “You poisoned buffing magic for all of Veird, didn’t you!”

Laughter echoed in the void and Nothanganathor joyfully declared, “YES!” He Declared, “NOW D—

Erick squeezed an entire word and power between letters, announcing, “[Animadversion].”

“—IE! Shit.”

A pin of purple magic shot out of Nothanganathor like an arrow released. It was the size of a world. It vanished. It appeared inside of Erick, ephemeral and at the same time large enough for Erick to consider it like standing atop a very pointed pillar ten times the size of his own body. This pillar was already striking at his heart.

And then, paradoxically, his silver shield of thorns caught the spellwork before it ever entered his body. The attack materialized as an arrow and Erick returned the world-sized arrow, shooting it back at Nothanganathor.

The purple arrow vanished again and then reappeared—

A whole third of Nothanganathor’s multi-Jupiter long, shadowed-white body, simply buckled. His spine tore out backward, spreading flesh everywhere. Nothanganathor roared in pain.

Erick almost attacked, but he wasn’t going to take the bait of getting in some easy attacks, even if it really, really didn’t look like bait. He let his [Animadversion] shield dissipate, for it was mostly broken anyway and he didn’t want Nothanganathor to corrupt it with a trick—

Nothanganathor’s shadowed body split away from him, taking his injury with it, and Nothanganathor was whole. He looked exhausted, though, and he didn’t collect all the flesh that he had just lost. The Valkyries feasted instead, their numbers multiplying.

Nothanganathor had lost maybe a few Earths of length, but it wasn’t that much. Maybe 10% of his length?

Also, Erick was bigger now, for some reason.

That black planet down there, where Fallopolis fought Oozy and Everbless, seemed smaller now, and by a lot. Erick had already ripped out Nothanganathor’s eye once and gained some size out of that, but now he was a lot bigger.

Nothanganathor glared at Erick, opening both eyes. It seemed the shadow magic dispersal had wiped away all his injuries.

The white bastard roared, “Do you have any idea how long I’ve been saving that one! You shouldn’t have been able to do that!”

Something clicked.

That had been an arrow, hadn’t it. Like a real fucking arrow.

Erick roared back, “You even stopped the development of bows and arrows?!”

“Of course I did! Do you know how many powerful spells are tied to arrows!”

Both of them realized something important at the same time.

Nothanganathor liked to take credit.

And.

He would thus be subject to the results of that credit.

Erick fired off perhaps his most effective attack yet, “Stopping progress isn’t in the portfolio of a God of Magic!”

Reality itself pressed down on Nothanganathor, crunching scales and breaking horns, but Nothanganathor turned the strike, roaring, “Cultivating progress is certainly within my purview!”

The reality crush slid off of Nothanganathor.

Erick resumed his argument through [Luminous Beam]s.









- - - -









Fallopolis spun and twirled away from Oozy, who wielded a hammer that glowed with silver and gold.

Normally, getting hit was not a problem for her, but Fallopolis had learned her lesson about Oozy’s endless supply of weapons once already, and then a few more times because she wasn’t used to dancing with someone with endless resources—

The hammer came down in a world-cracking blow that was like unto a god touching the blackened planet. The world broke, and Red filled in the gaps. Fallopolis escaped anyway, flowing around the broken pillars of Everbless that stuck out of the black ground like frozen lightning. Her body was a rush of Darkness; eyes open, mouths eating, fangs biting.

Oozy pursued, wielding way too many trinkets. His armor was an artifact that made him invisible to everything but direct sight. He discarded the hammer he had used twice to attack, neither blow hitting Fallopolis, and the hammer broke in the discard. He reached into one of the broken aerial roots of Everbless and pulled out an arch of wood and a bundle of arrows.

Melemizargo's voice whispered into Fallopolis’s everything.

“Lifekiller Arrows.”

So, lesser versions of the Absolute Death that Nothanganathor had shot at Erick, and which Erick had reflected.

Nothanganathor shouldn’t have had any of those arrows, but of course he did, since Melemizargo had had them in his armory, back in the Painted Cosmology. Nothanganathor probably had worse arrows, too.

“Not likely, but it is possible. The really bad stuff was set to break if it ever got free.”

Erick really shouldn’t have been able to reflect one of those Big Arrows, though, according to Melemizargo, but the Wizard of Benevolence was growing stronger off of this battle with Nothanganathor. Melemizargo was concerned with that, for any of a hundred reasons. If Erick was growing, was he a threat? Yes, but also no. If Nothanganathor was just leading Erick on, then was this a faulty fight? Yes it was, if that was the case, but in His opinion, Nothanganathor was truly trying, and had been trying this whole time.

Fallopolis simply hated arrows; that was her reaction to those splinters of wood, tipped with death. It was a much simpler reaction. She had never fought an actual archer before, but that’s what Oozy was. He was an archer from a time long ago on Veird, when archery was a small pastime that had experienced a small boom in popularity, and then faded away into oblivion in favor of [Bolt] and [Beam].

“As it had many times over the centuries! That bastard, Nothanganathor! I will rip his soul apart forever!” Melemizargo’s hatred burned a lot hotter than Fallopolis’s. He roared at the back of her mind, “I tried to get people to invent bows and arrows so many times!”

Melemizargo stretched a tendril of Fallopolis far to the right of the battlefield and opened a maw, right as Oozy released his arrow. Instantly, Darkness poured forth, scouring the land for kilometers upon kilometers with [The Breath of Melemizargo].

The arrow didn’t seem to care about that. It punched through Darkness and light and sky and reality, burying itself—

Melemizargo created a heart inside of Fallopolis’s body and the arrow burrowed into that heart. Melemizargo discarded the heart and it exploded into Annihilation. Fallopolis was already moving to intercept three more arrows, each of them flashing purple and aimed at Erick. Would those arrows aimed at Erick have done anything to him? Toothpicks against a world-sized dragon more than a hundred worlds away? No, probably not. But, Fallopolis intercepted the attack anyway.

Three more hearts intercepted those three more arrows, and now Fallopolis was above Oozy, blackening the sky with her flowing ooze body. [Avatar of Melemizargo] was only half under her control, which was the only reason she had survived this long. She usually had full control of her Avatar body, but not when Her God was this close to the battle, when He was this focused on this battle. Fallopolis was an ooze-shaped avatar, though, that could be pulled in a hundred ways at once, if Her God wanted it.

She had fought this way for a very long time, though, whenever she absolutely needed to win, and she was good at being an ooze. She could do this for an age, if needed.

The exact string of events that led to her being a person who became an ooze to fight, and Oozy of the Red being an ooze that had become a person, were unknown to her, but it was probably Fate, like the same Fate written into the sky above. Melemizargo grumbled about how he didn’t like that, because of the implications, whatever they might be. That whole dungeon of thought was too deep for her to explore right now.

She focused on the fight—

There, below her, Oozy floated in his Red armor, nocking another arrow onto the string of his bow. This one was tinged with brilliant gold.

Fallopolis felt Melemizargo fade away as he said to her with her own mouths, “Goddeath Poison.”

Fallopolis vowed not to get hit.

Oozy grinned underneath his helmet, and then pointed past Fallopolis, to Erick, more than half a solar system away. He fired the arrow, and it multiplied to a thousand bolts that flew faster than light.

Fallopolis almost tried to stop the arrows—

Melemizargo stopped her from interfering in their flight path, for any of a hundred reasons. To touch that stuff —even with one’s magic— is to be infected.

The Goddeath Poison arrows sailed on, into the sky and beyond.

Did any of them have any hope of reaching Erick at all? The chance was not zero.

It didn’t matter right now. Fallopolis had 50 more arrows of dubious origin flying at her, anyway. Oozy was firing a hailstorm at her, and none of these ones were Goddeath. With a howling twist, Fallopolis spun herself into an array of black beams that further twisted down at Oozy and at the ground below him. Arrows exploded into hundreds of colors, indication that hundreds of arrows had been fired at her, too, which was weird because she only saw 50. The very air and ground caved into itself in the passing of her magics. She only managed to tear Oozy’s cape from his shoulders.

Fallopolis hadn’t seen that cape before it was destroyed, either.

Oozy became easier to see with her magical senses, but several arrows appeared already lodged in her flesh. She pulsed the arrows away and restored the parts of her that were breaking. At least this stuff wasn’t Goddeath… Hopefully it wasn’t Goddeath. That stuff had to be prepared ahead of time for a specific god…

Ah.

She was probably infected now. Would Her God ever speak to her again?

Oozy grinned and put another cape on his shoulders. Like a shattering of a mirror, Oozy multiplied across the battlefield—

Everbless peeked out from one of the white aerial roots, like a boy peeking through a crack in a door, sticking red leaves through the opening. He did that way too much.

Fallopolis opened up with a pillar of Blackfire that slammed into Everbless’s eyes and traveled all the way through them, to his main body far, far in the distance. His main body exploded in Blackfire. He screamed and focused on putting that fire out—

Everything in the entire solar system turned absolutely brilliant as the light of the battle between Erick and Nothanganathor erupted in more [Luminous Beam]s. The sky was brighter than ten thousand suns.

Fallopolis hunkered down under the lingering power of Her God, while Everbless burned under the light and Oozy screamed in pain.

And then Shivraa was there, at Fallopolis’s side, saying, “You let Goddeath arrows past you, and in you.”

She was blocking the Light for Fallopolis with an aura of ten million mana.

Fallopolis recovered, saying, “I tried, damn you!”

“Your loyalty is noted,” Shivraa said, “It is not your fault. You were just raised this way.”

“I have done so much more for that man than you will ever know.”

Shivraa seemed unconcerned about the destruction, even as the top layers of her body evaporated like ice under a [Flamethrower] spell. “Is that you speaking, or your god?”

“Both!”

Melemizargo was back.

Oh thank Him.

She wasn’t infected with Goddeath, or else He wouldn’t have come back.

Fallopolis hoped that she had been clean, for she had no idea how to clean herself. All she knew is that she did not want to be the vector that had infected Her God.

You were not clean, but those arrows were meant for Erick. The poison was easily removed.

Oh.

Fallopolis grew angry, right alongside a subtle anger inside Melemizargo.

Oozy and Nothanganathor didn’t respect the power of Her God at all, did they! They hadn’t even been using Goddeath to kill Melemizargo! They considered Him already beaten! Fallopolis was furious, but she was still in control.

The light soon faded and Oozy was nowhere to be found. Neither were any of the aerial roots, or the top several meters of land, or much of the atmosphere, though the atmosphere was already mostly gone long before this.

He revives at Everbless.

Fallopolis said, “He revives at Everbless.”

“We are already attacking there. I am here to ensure your triumph. Explain how I can help.”

Fallopolis instantly said, “Believe in Melemizargo, for He is the Darkness that will drown all that needs drowning!”

“I do not worship anyone and I will not start now.”

Surprisingly, Fallopolis was extremely happy with that answer.

Melemizargo was also happy, Fallopolis could tell, but His joy was tinged with need. Maybe Shivraa could be converted? Hmm.

Oozy comes first.

Fallopolis said, “We work to trap Oozy. Not to kill. He has killed himself ten times already to get away from me. We do the same to Everbless. His body moves when he dies as well, but he is still on this planet. Everbless guards much of the mortal-rank armaments that Nothanganathor has given to Oozy.”

Shivraa nodded, and then she turned her gaze toward Everbless in the far distan—

She whipped her head around and then she sliced the air with a tiny knife in her hand.

In that distance, Oozy floated, unseen until he was seen in that moment, but then Shivraa’s knife came down and, much like her master, she carved destruction on a scale only the avatar of a god could do. Several hundred kilometers of land instantly froze over.

Oozy was among that freeze.

Oozy popped like a balloon. Dead again.

“Ah,” Shivraa said, realizing what she had done.

Fallopolis said, “It’s harder than it looks!”

Shivraa frowned.

And then the Valkyries descended out of the void and made harrying Oozy considerably easier.

Sometimes it was hard for Fallopolis to understand exactly how far Erick had gotten in life, at the heights of power he now enjoyed. She was just a Champion of Darkness —Funny way to think about it! Sorry, My God.— and Erick was here with armies of billions of mind-melded warriors, each of them flowing in lock-step with each other, while Erick battled with an ancient Wrongness that was the brother of Her God. There Erick was, in the void beyond the sky, battling the White One which was the size of several much larger planets.

It boggled the mind!

On the other hand, that would be her up there, one day, ending big threats, when Her God rose to the power that he should have had all this time.

If Erick doesn’t steal my Mantle for himself!

Humbly, he truly is not aiming for your Mantle, My God.

… Yes yes. I am grounded again. But I am still slipping, my little Culler. I should not take it out on Erick.

The Valkyries harried Oozy into a trap between a thousand of them where they all linked power to form a cage of brilliant Benevol—

Oozy popped like a splash of blood again, his soul slipping through the cage before it could form.

Shivraa slashed out a thousand kilometers away, her tiny ice knife carving a swath of Absolute Winter across the land, intercepting Oozy as he reformed—

Oozy popped again.

The Valkyries kept trying.

Fallopolis thought, ‘This is utterly ridiculous. How is he able to evade these powers?’

A Darkness hummed inside of Fallopolis.

He is linked to Everbless and Everbless is spread across side realities like that Margleknot fellow. Nothanganathor is attempting to have his own Margleknot. It is an imperfect system, but it is a system that is good enough, for now, for doing this much.

Hmm.

Her God communed with others, and Fallopolis waited. She did not wait long.

Erick will not kill Everbless and Sininindi is begging me not to kill him either.

I see now.

The most you can hope to do is control Oozy so he can’t use Nothanganathor’s toys against Erick, exactly as Erick wished you to do when he told you to go here. Perhaps… I was asking too much to have you contain him and bring him to me.

Fallopolis slipped a few beams of Black into Oozy from several tens of kilometers away, drilling through his armor and snapping Oozy’s 25th new bow into pieces. Oozy cursed at his broken toy, and as the Valkyries tried to surround him again—

A great dome of Benevolence instantly formed all around Oozy, trapping him from running. Fallopolis almost gasped. That had been Establishment Wizardry. The Valkyries had done Wizardry, and now Oozy crashed against the side of the cage and then bounced off, disoriented.

He was trapped.

He tried to kill himself, to pop again, but he failed.

“Oh My God, they did it.”

DO IT NOW.

Time stopped.

Oozy froze. Everything froze.

Fallopolis cackled and twisted with power, flying forward, around Oozy’s cage, like a kraken around a pearl, taking control of the magic from the Valkyries.

I knew I was never asking too much from you!

Fallopolis luxuriated in the praise of Her God as she brushed away the time-frozen Valkyries, who— The Valkyries were still moving. They were still active, even in this [Time Stop]. And they allowed themselves to be brushed away. Oozy would probably be speeding up himself, soon enough.

She had enough time to do this.

She vibrated into the [Benevolence Barrier], using one of her favorite magics to do so, and something she had only started to develop properly in the last 120-ish years; Sanity Magic.

Fallopolis had started her life off as the daughter of a Wizard Mind Mage who ended up Forgotten Campaigned. Erick had given her a lot of information about her mother, and about her history, in what seemed like a long time ago. That information had helped her own Sanity, but it was like learning a fact about something that did not really matter to her anymore, for she had done well in making herself, herself.

Melemizargo had been the one to really be there for her.

Her life before becoming a Shade was a blur, and afterward it was a blur, too.

Most of her life was spent that way.

It was only after the Great Purge of Spur, which she spearheaded all those years ago, did she realize that the insane power of Her God was better used when it was Sane. She recognized that calling for the Purge of Spur had been insane. That Purge had cost them all the adventurers that they preyed upon for their games.

That was, perhaps, her first true waking.

That was when she installed herself into the Crack in the Wall of Ar’Kendrithyst, and made herself every proper adventurer’s first introduction to the Dead City, so that they could fight and survive and grow, like Her God wanted them to, because otherwise those adventurers would just make fools of themselves and die to any number of horrors in the dark. The solidification of her Sanity Magic happened after she culled the Clergy, killing all Shades who were too insane to live.

That was when she became the Culler of Ar’Kendrithyst.

That was also when she became a person who truly dealt in world events on multiple fronts. Mostly as Fallopolis, the ‘Insane’ Grandmother at the Crack of Ar’Kendrithyst. But also as another, who had been working with Silverite all the last hundred years, after the Purge, in order to ensure another Purge never happened, and that the remaining Clergy never again succumbed to insanity. The Clergy would always survive, after all, but adventurers were weak things that needed guidance every now and then.

Fallopolis had been Archmage Opal of Spur, the creator of barriers and the tricker of magic, and she had helped raise a lot of people to power, including Erick, to whom she had taught Tricking Magic.

She used all of that right now, to Trick her way through the opalescent barrier housing Oozy, without actually breaking that barrier at all.

In the Darkness of her body, Fallopolis opened a thousand eyes, gazing upon Oozy, into his very soul, into every part of him that had ever existed, or that ever would exist. With glee in her heart, Fallopolis drowned Oozy in Darkness, invading him in every way possible, as she opened a thousand mouths and spoke with the words of Her God into Oozy’s Everything,

“I SEEEEEE YOOOOU.”

MinE! miNe!! ! mINE!

MinE! ! miNe!! mINE! mINe!!

mINE! MInE!! ! MINE!

MinE! ! mINE! MInE!!! MinE!

miNe!! ! MInE!! !MinE!









MINE!









A cacophony of trinkets burst upon Oozy’s time-locked body, attempting to deflect her attempts at taking control of him, but Fallopolis’s spellwork sunk into his soul anyway. She dragged him kicking and screaming into a new life.

The [Time Stop] broke.

Fallopolis oozed away from Oozy, forming a white stone platform under both of them, under the void sky and surrounded by Valkyries. Oozy lay on that platform, the Red drained from him completely. He was asleep, but not for long.

Fallopolis gathered Darkness into her hands and formed her usual staff. With a click upon the stone, the world vibrated.

Oozy shook awake, opening his bright, bright white eyes, full of new sanity.

Fallopolis said, “Welcome back, Shade Oozy.”

The Valkyries were tense.

Shivraa glared at Fallopolis. She had not been expecting her to do this, but it was done, and now everything that Nothanganathor had given Oozy was now Melemizargo’s, including all the plans that Oozy had ever been a part of.

Oozy breathed out, “The Red is gone?” He started sobbing in joy, “The Red is gone!”









- - - -









Erick glanced over at whatever was happening on that planet over there. Shivraa and the Valkyries had helped Fallopolis trap and contain Oozy, and then Fallopolis had claimed him, it seemed.

Sure. That was fine.

Nothanganathor used Erick’s watching of those events to twist reality into a spear that flew his way, yelling out, “Don’t get distracted now!”

The spear disappeared out of Nothanganathor’s grip and then appeared from an angle Erick hadn’t been watching, which was literally impossible. He was watching everywhere. He had no blind spots. Nothanganathor had created a blind spot.

Erick had a choice, as the spear touched down in the middle of his back, between his wings. He could say he saw everything just fine, which would open him up to some sort of memetic threat which Nothanganathor had waiting in the wings, or Erick could take the hit, which was probably a terrible option—

Erick realized he was already in the middle of a memetic threat.

Erick said, “I can afford distractions while I’m winning.”

His words came out faster than the spear impacted him, and whatever the spear had been trying to do it instead flicked off of his black scales and went spinning out into the void like a planetary-sized length of metal.

Erick’s words, were, of course, turned back on him.

Nothanganathor said, “This is nothing more than my subjects throwing a tantrum.”

Nothanganathor was claiming Erick as a subject?! Ha!

Erick threw off an ephemeral yoke, saying, “A popular uprising isn’t a tantrum. It’s a revolution against someone that isn’t even in charge.”

“So you agree I’m in charge!”

A weak rejoinder, but Erick was the only one that recognized it. Nothanganathor was way too narcissistic to see himself as anything other than the largest power wherever he was. He wasn’t, of course. He was delusional.

Erick said, “You’re dead, and you don’t know it yet. This right here is nothing more than me putting down the creator of an age of destruction, to give rise to ever-flowing bounty from your corpse.”

Nothanganathor laughed. Even though Erick had laced his words with power, even though he had the upper hand, even though he had thrown Nothanganathor’s insidious barbs about sacrifice right back at him, Nothanganathor laughed.

Erick’s verbal spar had shattered upon the twisting Reality of Nothanganathor, as Red words filled the void.

“They make bounty out of all the good things, Erick! Not the evil things! No one wants to live in a universe made of wrongness, and especially not me, or anyone like me! Let me give you a taste of how they would Sunder you into a new Painted Cosmology, if I weren’t around to win this war and save you from yourself.”

Nothanganathor twisted into infinity, his long body curling this way and that, his gaze leveled at Erick. Somehow he had gotten between Erick and the sun. He was backlit, shadowing the sun, casting Erick into that shadow. Claws came out, vibrating from every scale and spine of his long body, carving across Infinity, ripping edges rimmed in Red, reaping Valkyries and Erick’s flesh. The Erased One carved a fractal into Erick’s flesh. Every kilometer of Erick’s black scale and skin and membranous wings became a ritual circle.

Erick screamed.

Oppression crushed him from every angle. He felt no up, or down, or light, or dark. All was Red. All was an anvil and hammer at the same time, pressuring Erick into a mold that Nothanganathor desired.

Nothanganathor carved deeper, saying, “The only reward for good work is more work, so become the ultimate workhorse for the Dark, Erick.”

Nothanganathor released a pulse of Red that annihilated every Valkyrie within half of the solar system and obliterated half of Erick’s body. The rest of Erick’s body soon followed.

Erick knew pain.

In that pain, Erick realized more than he had ever known.

He accepted the Red for what it was; an expression of hatred for an unjust universe.

Nothanganathor screamed, “NO!”

But Erick was already headed Elsewhere.
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Hovering above a blackened land, Fallopolis witnessed sun-sized waves of Red cascading like fractal claws across the airless sky, and she knew terror. Power flowed out of Nothanganathor and power drilled into Erick. Carving. Winnowing. A wing went flying, followed by the tail and half of his neck and all of his lower body.

Erick stood before a blast furnace, and perished.

Fallopolis didn’t often get scared of things that were so much larger than herself, but when you watched something the size of a planet come apart in bits and pieces, you got scared—

There is nothing to fear, for I am here, and you are fine. Erick will either die or transcend this trial. You need to leave before the wave reaches you. Grab Shivraa and Oozy. Everbless dies hiding from salvation.

Shivraa howled at Fallopolis’s side as she witnessed the death of her King and the eradication of half of her army. Fallopolis wasn’t sure which affected her more. She went numb, floating there, eyes wide and her entire icy-body thawing, as though she was in complete shock. She probably was.

The army that remained beyond the portals far, far beyond the battlefield, managed to kill themselves and retreat back to Veird, faster than flight was possible. Those portals shut.

Of course, none of them could physically see any of that at all. Time was wonky, and light and power were moving faster than physically possible for those with the Sight to See what could be seen.

Oozy had a more normal reaction because he was separated from everything, except for his very new connection to Melemizargo. He was basically a newborn, who could only see the red and white glows in the air, cast from the sun. He had no idea what to make of anything, but he was terrified of why Shivraa was terrified. He caught on to Fallopolis’s fear, as well.

There was barely any time to think. There was absolutely no time to explain anything.

Fallopolis swirled with darkness, expanding and wrapping up both of her targets—

Suddenly a white branch invaded the working, grown from a suddenly-there aerial root. The branch spread out dull red leaves and a tiny spattering of roots into the center of where Fallopolis was already working her magic.

Everbless was trying to come along for the ride.

Darkness was already swirling. The tunnel back to Veird was already opening. Fallopolis had the option to abort her magic, and it never would have worked with the bigger aerial root impeding the space, but then the aerial root snapped off, leaving a red-leafed, white sapling floating next to Oozy. Oozy didn’t seem to understand the sapling, and Shivraa didn’t care about anything right now. Oozy grabbed the sapling to his chest anyway, like grabbing an uprooted bush.

Fallopolis could already tell the sapling was Everbless, and it was either going to interrupt the ritual to get them back to Veird, or it was going to come along for the ride.

Fine. He can come.

Return to me, Fallopolis.

And that is what Fallopolis did, collapsing space and ripping an insensate Shivraa, an ignorant Oozy, and a seemingly-contrite Everbless through a tunnel of Darkness.

Everything clawed at Fallopolis.

Everything was Black.

Fallopolis was the only thing standing between the annihilation of that Dark and her cargo, held within her body. Her presence was the only thing that solidified the way forward, into a tunnel that continued on forever—

The hole behind them was still open, held exposed by ripping Red claws.

Shit.

It was going to catch—

Detour.

The black tunnel branched off every which way, and Fallopolis raced down one of them.

The Red followed.

Fallopolis briefly dropped into a world of chaos that roared back at her with gibbering mouths and tumors untold. She screamed back at them, louder and stronger than any of them. The wrongness of the new world recoiled and the world turned intelligible with stone and trees and Darkness in the woods ahead. A portal opened up before her and she followed through the hidden horrors, protecting her cargo.

The portal shut behind her and she was back in the tunnels between slices of Infinity.

The Red clawed open the tunnels behind her, resuming the chase.

She veered off into another detour.

This world was mirrors and reflections and she was joined by ten thousand versions of herself, all of them carrying cargo onward into halls of Darkness. Red burst out of the mirrors, clawing her way.

She lost the Red in the confusion of it all.

Four more detours later Fallopolis spat out of a hole of Darkness in the air, landing atop the white pillar of Ascendant Mountain, on Veird. The hole closed up behind her as Melemizargo himself grasped the air where the hole had been, appearing like His True Self, majestic and Dark. He threw the portal away, back into Infinity, and Fallopolis knew the path to the big battle was lost to her.

There was no way back to the big battle.

Fallopolis’s part was done, anyway.

Erick was either dead, or not—

Melemizargo demanded of her, “My cargo.”

Fallopolis spilled out of herself, her [Avatar of Melemizargo] falling away, peeled apart by her insistent God.

She became so much smaller as she crashed onto the white stone underfoot, like a shell discarded.

Everbless’s sapling wormed out of Oozy’s grip and tried to plant into the white stone, but Melemizargo whipped the Red thing into a sphere of Darkness, taking some of the ground with it. Everbless twisted his form into a tiny tree, his roots gathering those stones to his body, where he suspended himself among that debris like an impostor of Yggdrasil, who was probably safe and floating inside Benevolence Itself—

Oozy suddenly retched out Red onto the ground. Red Sparks traveled this way and that, but Melemizargo descended his entire clawed hand onto the entirety of the Ascendant Mountain platform. Fallopolis briefly wondered if this was her End, as the world turned Dark.

But it was an Ephemeral Dark. They were not crushed.

Melemizargo’s hand and claws became ephemeral and bright with Darkness, slamming down on the Red and eradicating it.

And then Melemizargo went to work in the Darkness of His own making.

He reached into the Valkyrie, into Erick’s captain of his army, and Shivraa cried out in soul-torture.

She fainted.

Melemizargo pressed further into Shivraa’s soul, reaching, twisting. Shivraa thudded this way and that, as though buffeted by invisible winds. Melemizargo’s eyes opened in the Dark as he stared into Shivraa’s soul, and—

Rozeta stepped to the side, looking like a bright white human wrought woman, singular in the Gloom of Melemizargo. She stared up at the white eyes in the Dark. Her voice was insistent, yet even, “What are you doing, father?”

“The fact that I am doing this at all means that Erick has failed. He has not returned from his death. We are splitting up the Valkyries amongst ourselves. I am taking Shivraa.”

And then Shivraa opened her eyes, and they were full of light. She was a Shade now.

Her Brightness seemed clouded to Fallopolis, though. Full of confusion and insanity.

She did not voice that opinion. She resolved herself to cull Shivraa later, after she had served her purpose, though a part of her was disappointed that Melemizargo was doing this at all. She did not voice that opinion, either.

Melemizargo ignored Fallopolis as He said to His daughter, “You already have all of the Weaves of all of the remaining Valkyries. Split them up however you care to split them. Everbless is also Mine.”

Inside the Darkness of the sphere that contained Everbless, Everbless’s Red leaves and white body turned Black, with only cracks of light appearing in the smallest of spaces, in the twist of bark, or on the edges of a leaf.

Rozeta said nothing. She just stared.

Melemizargo told Fallopolis, “Prepare to repel Paladins.”

Fallopolis prayed for two things in that moment.

She prayed for Erick’s return.

And she prayed silently, so very silently, that Her God wasn’t going insane again.

Melemizargo’s full weight fell upon Fallopolis as he turned his eyes toward her.

Fallopolis splattered.

Melemizargo’s voice called her back from oblivion. “Fall in line or fall forever, Fallopolis.”

Fallopolis came back together, returned to life. She tried to stand. She ended up on her knees, which was as much as she could do. With her head pressed against the stone, she said, “Yes, My God.”

“Cease your madness, Father,” Rozeta said, “There won’t be any paladins coming this way, for if Erick is gone, then we must do what we must. I will begin dispensation of the Valkyries now, and then—”

The sky twisted and spilled with fractals.

Something happened.

Fallopolis had no idea what happened, but from one moment to the next, she had been witnessing the complete breakdown of everything Erick had tried to build, and then she was laid out on the ground again. When she regained her senses but her body was still numb, she saw the world had changed.

The sky, which had been an illusion of blue and clouds and sun, was broken, revealing the black adamantium of the shell of the next layer above them.

Melemizargo was alive, but his body was splashed across the land beyond Ascendant Mountain, like hills of black scales vaguely resembling a dragon, with one arm and one leg raised up in the air.

Blood was everywhere.

Rozeta was in metal pieces on the ground next to Fallopolis.

Shivraa was gone.

Everbless’s cage was gone, and so was the nascent World Tree.

Fallopolis was alone with Oozy.

Everything was silent, except for the breathing of her comatose god.

That had been the Fractal Fairy, hadn’t it, Fallopolis thought, as she managed to rise to her knees, and no further. She steadied herself upon the ground, everything still spinning. And then the full gravity of the situation truly struck her like a sudden vanishing of the ground underfoot.

The ground was still there, but was it, really?

Fallopolis shouldn’t have been surprised at how easy it was to ruin everything that Erick had ever built. Shades had been ruling Veird for 1400 years before Erick came along, but there had been many such potential ‘Ericks’ before him. Shades had often called people Fires of the Age.

And yet, none of them were real Fires.

Not like Erick.

And now the Fire was gone, and the shadowolves had come out.

Fallopolis had toppled her fair amount of cities and otherwise by removing one key person here or there, so this level of breaking shouldn’t have been a surprise. In every breaking, many things happened, all rather fast. First came the frantic reestablishing of whatever norms people could grasp, then came the real upheaval as the previous existence simply didn’t work anymore and people started to realize that fact, and then came dissolution and establishing of new social norms. That is what happened in every breaking, give or take any tens of thousands of specific variables.

And yet the ground still existed in all those scenarios.

Did the ground exist anymore?

Fallopolis lost her sense of self for a long moment.

Moments passed.

“All the Valkyries are gone, aren’t they?” Oozy asked, his voice full of sorrow.

Fallopolis was still gathering herself. She wasn’t sure how to answer Oozy’s question.

So, she was honest, “Yeah. Probably. The Fractal Fairy had enchanted that whole magic to never be corrupted, and every single god here just tried to corrupt it.”

Silence.

Oozy softly said, “You probably could have held out for a little while with them.”

“Probably.”

“What happens now?”

“I don’t know.”
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Erick wasn’t dead, but he certainly wasn’t alive, either.

He had no body, but he had something of a soul and a mind, perhaps.

The only thing he truly had was a purpose.

To Understand.

Even his enemies. Even people who deserved no good things. Even the worst people imaginable.

Erick still tried to understand.

And then, to help in a constructive way.
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Nhatuan was an old man doing the job of young men, because he could, and they could not.

He stepped among the reeds, gently pressing them aside as his feet sank into the mud. It cloyed, that mud. His feet were bare, so he did not get overly stuck, but still this was a danger. The reed-liars could catch him and drain him dry if he stumbled into one of them. The mudhoppers might hop into his body, and turn him into mud.

He had to brave this danger, anyway.

Nhatuan was too old for this shit, but he was still one of the strongest hunters of their village, even at 98 years old. He had never accreted as he should have, or else he would be living a lot longer than this… But what was the point of accretion? To live longer under the knives of the Hollow elves? If he had accreted he would have been taken from his family, from his wife and his adopted kids, and then all of their grandchildren. The City took everyone who could accrete. No. This was a better life by far. Even Nhatuan, who had had no children of his own, and had thus helped raise all the other children in the village, was still useful, just as he was.

Nhatuan was old and infertile, but this was a good life anyway.

“A life I will spend well, or die trying,” he muttered, as he moved. “Cloak me Dark, I beg of you.”

He snuck through the reeds, silent as a snake, right up to the walls of the castle. The guards above didn’t see him. Nhatuan was good at blending. He was a hunter, and he hunted well, his small knacks of power serving him well, but he was a hunter of beasts and not of men.

The men in the castle were hunters of men, and Nhatuan was going to die tonight, one way or another, but he was going to make sure his family survived—

A window was open? Just a single leap above the waters? What fool would leave a window open that low! They were begging to be drained by the reed-liars!

Nhatuan thanked the Dark and began climbing, his heart racing hard, his blood pumping harder. His mind was clear and the hunt was on. He scaled into the building, grabbing stone that seemed too easy to grab, finding the window not actually open at all, but half-open. Easily broken, though.

A guard slept in the room. Sleeping by a window? The insanity. Even a cracked-open window was an invitation to be killed out here, at this hour.

Nhatuan’s blade came down in the man’s throat and then whipped around into the man’s chest, granting him his requested death.

The man died with eyes flashing open and gurgles that were easily mistaken for the noise of bugs in the swamp.

Nhatuan breathed hard. Too hard. He had never killed a man except in his dreams. Those dreams seemed so far away, and yet so close, on this night.

God’s own luck smiled upon him that night. The warriors were drunk off of a feast, and Nhatuan found the drunken warriors were easy pickings. Sleeping evils easy to kill. Had everyone taken leave of their senses tonight? A party in enemy territory, held with this much alcohol? Insanity.

Maybe they would all die tonight, as they should have died decades ago when the Hollow elves first came to this land, conquering. Back then they had been a lot stronger than this, though. But were they, really? Nhatuan lamented all the years lost to the insanity of believing these people strong! The ache and pain of their rule! It was all so ephemeral!

Nhatuan was so much stronger than he thought he was. All he had needed was the courage to act.

He should have done this long ago.

And yet...

Nhatuan made it all the way up to the leader’s rooms, which were unlocked. Nhatuan was crying by now, but they were silent tears. He had not wanted to do this. He had thought that it would be harder. But it was not hard at all.

These men were rumored to have orders to kill the villages of the entire swamp and prepare for the expansions of the capital, but they were lax in their duties. They were lax in their patrols. They were not lax in the beating of men and women in the village, and the claiming of First Nights of all new wives, and the theft of every pretty thing anyone ever found or made in the villages—

Nhatuan breathed in the Dark, and focused.

The man in the rooms ahead had beaten and raped Nhatuan’s granddaughter last week in the process of stealing the necklace of gold that Nhatuan had made for her.

That had been the final breaking point.

No more.

Nhatuan stalked down the stone hallway, the shadows swirling around, the evertorches on the walls making the darkness seem even blacker. He stepped through the black, and his knife became a claw, though he did not notice the claw at all. His senses expanded, though he did not notice the expansion at all. He did not notice how his clothes fell away, and how a delusion he had wrapped himself in finally gave way to a truth.

There was a reason he was a good hunter, and why the reed-liars and the mudhoppers and the fanged beasts of the marsh avoided him, except for when he went in to their territory. There was a reason he had such an easy time killing these men. There was a truth he was still unwilling to see.

But Erick saw it.

There, for the ride, Erick saw Nhatuan’s truth.

Nhatuan slipped into the head guard’s chambers, clipping little alarms in the air that were stretched like webs across the door, breaking their power and preventing them from signaling. He had always had that knack, that ability to just break magic. It was necessary when hunting weavers in the marshes, for weaver threads were always filled with alarms. Nhatuan had never had a second thought about how he could do that, and every time he tried to teach his adopted children they could never grasp his simple explanations.

Sometimes people had knacks that they couldn’t explain.

Nhatuan slipped into the bed chambers of the man he would kill and make everything better.

The man lay in bed—

To the side, chained to a wall, was a woman. She was Aliani; the girlfriend to Nhatuan’s favorite grandson. She was thought lost to the city. She was an excellent seamstress. She had told everyone how she had gained a big opportunity in the city, and so they had a big party for her and gave her gifts and she left. That was what had happened.

This is also what had happened.

Aliana had a chain around her neck and she lay on a reed mattress on the floor. She had a bowl of water and a chamberpot next to her bed, on opposite sides of her area. She had no clothes and only a thin blanket. She shivered as she slept.

Nhatuan had been crying for the pain he was inflicting tonight.

His tears dried.

The Dark visited him as Nhatuan stared down at the head guard.

This man was the cause of the villages’ problems.

Nhatuan had killed everyone else of note in the entire castle, so it was no trouble to start the head guard’s execution with a slash across the throat and hands, quick as a flicker of desire and intent. The man woke, unable to speak, unable to manage magic with his hands, unable to defend himself at all. His eyes were wide open and he gurgled profusely as Nhatuan began disassembling the man.

He started with the man’s feet.

His screams were justice.

When he was done, he noticed that Aliana was awake and huddled in the corner, quietly crying, trying to make herself unseen.

… She was quite pathetic, wasn’t she?

She probably could have killed that man herself, had she the heart to break out of her station—

There was a mirror.

Nhatuan saw himself in the mirror—









Erick saw himself in the mirror as a very young white dragon with a leviathan-like body, maybe 3 meters long. Underfed. Still full of rage, and yet now, full of surprise. Mana poured out of Nhatuan’s body in that moment, deepening the Darkness all around, and somehow Erick focused inward, realizing that he had deluded himself into believing things that were not true. He had told himself those dreams when he was young were just that; dreams. He told himself that he was not a dragon. That he did not escape the marsh and imitate a boy and then ate that boy and took his place in that family. Good people did not do that. Good people like him, like the boy Nhatuan, did not kill.

That’s what his real parents had told Erick, had told Nhatuan, that he was really their good child, and Erick was a good boy. That is what Erick had believed for so long, easily ignoring the looks his parents gave him when they thought he wasn’t looking.

Erick/Nhatuan was a good boy. He was a good boy, and not a misshapen dragon. He was a good boy, who helped everyone. He was a good boy.

Good boys don’t murder 23 castle guards.

… But great boys did.

Erick coiled power into himself, like he had finally opened his mouth to drink the rain that he had been denying his body all these decades. It was easy for him to become more than he appeared to be; to become who he was.

Nhatuan was a dragon.

When the Hollow elves from the city came to discover what had happened, Nhatuan revealed himself as more than a dragon.

With fire and knives, Nhatuan showed the Hollow elf army that he was also a Wizard.









- - - -









In the brief moments between moments, Erick knew he was not Nothanganathor, and he was not Nhatuan either.

But a part of him was.

Or maybe a part of him had been.

Erick swam in memories older and deeper than either of them. It was like being Ashes Woodfield again, at the Glittering Depths of Greendale, in Greensoil. It was like seeing a great many things, buried, and yet freshly unearthed.

They were all fragments of The Prince.

They were all pieces of Xoat.

That was how Erick was doing this.

He was living memories that weren’t exactly his, and yet, they were.









- - - -









Nhatuan changed his name and found the Painted Cosmology full of people who did not appreciate him, so he moved on to other universes, exploring the cosmos.









- - - -









Erick was Nothanganathor, and also not.

The dragon was a man right now, looking at himself in a mirror, smiling wide. Erick was in that mirror. Nothanganathor only saw himself, though. He looked happier than ever before. Happier than most men. He wore an ornate black robe over white garments, while his room was the room of a city lord; ornate, but not too ornate. Everything was simply nice.

It was centuries since the last time Erick had seen Nothanganathor.

With casual twists of power, Nothanganathor gestured at the mirror, asking himself, “Do I have a fae coming to my wedding today? Or just spying on me from the mirrors?”

Erick found himself stepping out of the mirror, asking, “I’m unsure.”

Before that moment, the visions had been unalterable. He had been along for the ride.

Maybe they were still unalterable.

Erick had stepped out of the mirror and voiced words, but he had been riding a groove in history, and not actually making any decisions for himself. He was here, and yet not.

Erick tried to tell Nothanganathor off, to eradicate him with fire and hate.

Nothing happened.

Erick was chained to the memory of Xoat, here in this place and time, somewhere far removed from Veird and everything that would come later.

Nothanganathor said, “As long as you don’t cause any trouble, I would love your attendance. Gifts are unnecessary.”

Erick found himself saying, “I’m going back in the mirror. I should not be here.”

Nothanganathor nodded.

Erick stepped into the mirror.

Nothanganathor began to walk away…

And Erick followed anyway.

Nothanganathor asked him, “Are you content to only watch?”

“I seem unable to not watch.”

“At least take off the black coat. This is my wedding day. Not yours.”

Erick dislodged the coat that had been put on him when he was in the mirror. It reappeared on his body, and he once again matched Nothanganathor. “Ignore it. I’m already trying to.”

Somehow, Erick could say those words, but not others. Had those words been a part of the history? Or his own addition?

He tried to kill Nothanganathor again.

Nothing happened.

Nothanganathor nodded.

Nothanganathor continued on, with Erick following behind like a lost soul. Guards and confidants asked Nothanganathor what was happening, but Erick said nothing and Nothanganathor told people to ignore him, and so that is what happened.

Soon enough, Erick found himself standing to the side at a wedding he never imagined attending.

He was not Nothanganathor’s best man, for that honor belonged to another, and that role wasn’t even codified like that in this world. Nothanganathor had several ‘best men’. Nothing about this scenario made any sense, because time was moving funny, and fast, and loose. The sky was not really there except in an impression. The crowd was not really there except as a brush stroke of colorful commoners and several noble families, with the nobles more present than the commoners.

Ara, the Witch of the Marsh, was there, for she was the bride.

She was the most real thing here, except for Nothanganathor and Erick. Ara was beautiful. Red hair, perfect skin, a strong build and bright green eyes. Her sisters, second-born Agatha and third-born Aragathara, were there as ‘best women’. Upon looking at Agatha and Aragathara, though, Erick revised his opinion about Ara. Agatha and Aragathara were more real; they had imperfections in their eyes, and bodies, and real expressions of disbelief and acceptance that this was really happening.

Ara was the most beautiful thing there, but she was also a lie.

A conjuring of Wizardry. Her beauty was fake. Her love a reflection remembered imperfectly perfect.

She had been fully obliterated in the Curse of Obscurity and what was left remained alive in Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power, and in the absolute deepest parts of his soul. This event here was, perhaps, the node upon which the entity known as ‘Ara’ still existed, for she no longer existed as anything but this.

Erick looked upon the brush-painted crowd, and saw that they all seemed more real than Ara.

Half of the crowd was full of humans and elves and belonged to Nothanganathor. The other half belonged to the witches, and there were all manner of non-human and elemental and otherwise on the witches’ side of the crowd.

Erick recalled this history. This location. Things look painted because Nothanganathor had made them that way, but this event happened inside the Fractal Universe, for the Painted Cosmology held nothing but pain for Nothanganathor, and so he had sought to make a home here, in this universe, on this world that held so much Darkness from the Painted Cosmology.

A Priest of Infinity, from some culture that Erick did not know and wearing an infinity symbol on his brow, presided over the union, speaking of how Nothanganathor and Ara had fought each other and warred over the world for too long, until a true evil showed itself and both of them put aside their hatred and became one force. The world was saved now, and power would join power to ensure the world remained saved. It was a clunky sermon according to what Erick was seeing, but the two people at the center wanted the union to be expressed in this way, for this was not a simple wedding. It was the healing of an ancient hurt.

Bride and groom kissed.

The vision closed to a focus, and all that was left was Nothanganathor and Ara, in an embrace.

Nothanganathor teased his new wife about how she shouldn’t have invited the fae, but he was glad nothing had happened. Ara teased right back about how Nothanganathor must have invited them, because she certainly didn’t.

The newlyweds both glanced toward Erick, both of them surprised, and questioning.

Erick was already gone.









- - - -









In the between-space, Erick saw Darkness.

It roared at him from every angle, with every voice he had ever known. It did not mean to yell, but it had no other way of communication, and so it yelled.

Erick accepted what he saw, and what he heard.









- - - -









Nothanganathor smiled as he woke with Ara in his arms.

Ara was up a second later.

She was even less real in this vision, with only an impression of red around her hair area, green around her eye areas, and pale cream everywhere else, but Nothanganathor pretended she was a real person.

He held a one-sided conversation.

“Let’s stay in bed. The kids are full-grown. We don’t have to care about them anymore.”

“I’m sure they can kill those spirit beasts on their own.”

“Well yes, that is my draconic nature taking over. I was left to fend for myself and I turned out just fine.”

“Pardon you,” Nothanganathor said with a grin, “I didn’t find out my mother was the Darkness until I had already conquered your wor—” Ara said something depreciative. “Oh I’m just teasing!” Nothanganathor laughed. “We conquered it together.”

“Ugh! Okaaaay. We can go check up on them, I suppose.”

“Why yes. I am a magnanimous ruler. I am glad you agree.”

The vision moved on.

Their three kids had been out hunting.

They were now three piles of fractal mush among a swamp of the same.

Everything was corrupted, and it was just the start.

Their world died to corruption and then Margleknot arrived in force, faeries descending from the sky and turning corruption into ash and dust. In the aftermath of the ending of their world, they discovered that their former enemy had left traps in case he perished, and those traps had sprung.

Nothanganathor held Ara in a space ship while Agatha and Aragathara and the few other survivors banded together.

Nothanganathor said, “We move on, to Margleknot.”

The decision was made before most agreed upon it, but it happened as Nothanganathor wanted, anyway.

Nothanganathor did not get to bury his children, or his family, or anyone else. The corruption spread to many other worlds before it was contained. 460 worlds died before Margleknot ended the threat. Some of those worlds only held 50 people. Some held billions.

All perished the same when corruption appeared.

And thus, Nothanganathor sought to understand what had been done to his and Ara’s world so that it could never be done again.









- - - -









Nothanganathor built an empire around a sun of his own creation in Margleknot. It had not been easy, but Elemental Evil had a way of being very easy to use to get what you wanted, and in small doses it was fine. Nothanganathor knew who he was, and he was Evil, but with a conscience.

Be kind.

Be forgiving.

But retaliate against true pain with annihilation.

It was a good strategy for a king. For an Emperor.

After a long time of empire building, corruption eradicating, and learning, Nothanganathor needed a vacation.

He wanted to go home to the Painted Cosmology for a time. He began making plans, for he would need a True Wizard to travel across the boundary of the Painted Cosmology, and he was not one of those. Escaping the Painted Cosmology had been easy; they let people leave all the time. They hated people who wanted to leave, so they wanted them gone. They loved people coming back, though.

Margleknot and the Painted Cosmology were not on the best of terms with each other, and they never had been. But Margleknot wanted to be on good terms with the Painted Cosmology.

And so, with plans half-formed, Nothanganathor asked around, and Margleknot easily provided, with one caveat, which was more like a request.









- - - -









Nothanganathor walked onto the ground of his new, temporary home with an entourage of people, most of whom were not known to him. It was a tour-ship of people from Margleknot, settling down onto one of the more populated worlds of the Painted Cosmology. Most of the people here wanted to become immigrants to this land. They wore plain clothes and had brightness in their eyes as they took in the Eternal Plains of the Radiant Depths. This land was one of the nicer ones. It was like ten million worlds all laying beside each other under a bright sky. That sort of physics just didn’t happen in the uber-universe.

Nothanganathor did not look like Nothanganathor.

He wore plain clothes just like Ara, who was a wash of color next to Nothanganathor, and nothing more. They walked with a kid who was not their child, onto the spaceport. The kid had golden eyes, and he knew nothing of anything except for what Nothanganathor and Ara told him, along with a general idea that he was their nephew they were looking after and that his parents were gone.

As the kid took in the sights of the space port, which was really just a bunch of stone and runes in those stones, he exclaimed, “It’s all so big and plain!”

Nothanganathor laughed. A few other people in the moving crowd also laughed at the kid’s words. Nothanganathor said, “You cannot see it, Lan, but this whole place is stringed with magic. They use it a lot more here than in Margleknot, and most of it is invisible.”

“I want to see everything, uncle!”

“We’ll see how far we can get, Lan.”

And so began one of Margleknot’s mundane lives in the Painted Cosmology, overseen by Evil Emperor Nothanganathor and Supreme Witch Ara.

A quarter century passed, perfectly wonderfully.

Lan was walking ahead of his uncle and aunt, leading the way to a playhouse where he was starring in the show. He was excited to finally show them, and for them to finally come, because he had gotten the lead part and that was a big deal. Nothing he ever did seemed to amaze his uncle and aunt, but Lan thought that was just because Uncle and Auntie were from Margleknot, and they had seen everything. They hadn’t seen Lan be the star in the play, though! Lan smiled brightly as he turned, looking at his adoptive parents—

Shadow descended from the clear blue sky with a spear the size of a world tree and stabbed it through Lan, right there in the middle of the street. Nearby houses buckled and broke. People died everywhere.

Lan almost didn’t die, because he was not really Lan at all. Lan’s body unfurled into a tree that he never knew he could be, but it was not enough. He died.

The town exploded in that death.

Nothanganathor and Ara hid behind Nothanganathor’s magics. When the destruction faded, and they were fine, the absolute horror of the moment did not register for several heartbeats.

Shadow floated above the rubble of broken, blackened roots, and broken city, happily announcing, “Damned tree should stay out!”

She flew away.

Nothanganathor and Ara had no idea what had happened.

They had seen it, though.

They had survived.

They still wouldn’t understand any of what had happened until they got back to Margleknot.

Margleknot knew what had happened, apologizing to both of them for putting them in danger like that. He had not thought that would happen. Usually Shadow didn’t kill anyone else but him, but it had been a few thousand years since he had tried visiting the Painted Cosmology, and she must have been wearing a violent sort of persona that day. Margleknot asked for forgiveness, and Nothanganathor was shaken, but he was happy to grant that requested forgiveness.

Nothanganathor wanted another vacation to the Painted Cosmology many years later.

Again, Margleknot provided the way forward, but with the same caveat.

Nothanganathor and Ara got a repeat of the same event, with another version of Margleknot that took the shape of a young woman, and who was Ara’s ‘cousin’. This time no others were involved in that young woman’s death. Nothanganathor had tried to stay distant, but there was still an emotional pain that didn’t quite heal.

The same event would repeat every vacation he tried to take to the Painted Cosmology. The only consolation for the emotional damage suffered was that Margleknot didn’t seem to mind the deaths.

Margleknot had expected those deaths. He kept going into the Painted Cosmology anyway.

Nothanganathor expected the deaths, too, but he loved those vacations. It was like a reward for all his hard work to live a simple life for a little while. And yet...

And yet, Nothanganathor grew to hate Shadow and her ilk, but it was like hating the sky. He didn’t attach too much emotion to all of that hate.

Not yet.









- - - -









Nothanganathor and Ara stood as the sole survivors on a world burned down to the stone.

In this life, Margleknot had tried his hand at being an archmage and he had gained that power, thanks to his uncle Nothanganathor.

And then the Shades had come.

Nothanganathor had killed a Shade that had killed Margleknot’s avatar and all the rest of their little city in the rocks of the mana ocean, and that had been the wrong move. He should not have killed a Shade. He had been too angry to think right. He had been too angry… And now, he had killed a Shade.

There would be reprisal, and running would be a bad idea.

Nothanganathor waited for the Darkness to descend. For Mother to appear.

He did not wait long.

Ikaramaliana was not his visitor, this day. Not his mother. No.

Melemizargo descended. Melemizargo, the Second.

Melemizargo, the black bastard that Nothanganathor hadn’t seen in an age.

Melemizargo saw Nothanganathor.

Memories registered.

Melemizargo jerked, and then he attacked.

He ripped Nothanganathor to pieces, laughing all the while, but he left Nothanganathor alive to hear his laughter, and his booming words,

“Welcome back, brother! Enjoy your stay! I know I will!”









- - - -









Nothanganathor left the Painted Cosmology but he came back, time and time again.

Sometimes a local god killed Margleknot’s avatar along with a thousand other people. Sometimes Shadow came herself. Sometimes Melemizargo himself did the deed and he took his time in that killing, being sure to inflict as much pain upon Nothanganathor as possible.

Once, Margleknot’s avatar lasted 30 years. Most of the time Margleknot died within a year.

Nothanganathor was too furious to ever consider not ‘vacationing’ in the Painted Cosmology.

This was beyond personal. This was familial.

This was spiteful.









- - - -









“I want to remove their threat,” Nothanganathor told his wife, Ara, inside a space that no one could overhear. “I need them both gone. All of them; Mother, too. For all time. All their Shades. Everything to do with them. It’s not just protecting Margleknot. It is so much more than that. It is the right thing to do.”

Ara opened her mouth and for the first time this vision, she had a voice. Her voice rang of Truth, “Righteousness has no power in this, Nhatuan. You want it for yourself and that is the entire Truth, my greedy dragon.”

Nothanganathor softly asked, “… So what if I do?”

Ara smiled. Her next words were lost to Obscurity, but she did look directly at Erick, her brushstroke eyes shining green.

Nothanganathor cast a magic and projected it outside of himself, saying, “Fae aren’t allowed to watch every part of my life.”

Nothing happened.

Nothanganathor looked at Erick.

Ara said something.

“Ah,” Nothanganathor said, “Yes. I suppose I should blind the Darkness.”

Nothanganathor cast another spell—

Darkness spilled away from Nothanganathor. Far, far away, and Erick floated with it.

Erick watched from far outside of Nothanganathor’s body as Ara and Nothanganathor had a distant, contained conversation. Space was fuzzy, and so were the walls, but Erick knew enough to understand what was happening here.

Nothanganathor and Ara were brewing up the plan for using Goddeath Poison. The actual brewing would come later.

The Darkness raged alongside Erick, knowing what he was looking at, but both of them could do nothing. The past was the past, and both of them were merely observers right now. To what end? Erick could not tell.

He would find out, eventually.









- - - -









Erick knew how the Goddeath plan ended.

The Goddess of Magic died and then held a tournament 50 years after her death to decide the next God of Magic. Melemizargo and Nothanganathor fought in that Tournament of Gods, both of them easily surpassing all other applicants.

The view flowed through tens of viewpoints of that tournament, but Erick did not care to see it all too clearly. He focused on the day before the last battle.

Erick wasn’t sure what he was looking for as he sought the end of that fight, and the causes of all the Sundering to come— Ah.

That was it.

He was looking for causes of the Sundering.

He was making judgments.









- - - -









Erick lay on the ground, his white serpentine body squirming underneath Melemizargo’s claws. He was 99% dead.

He was 100% furious.

Melemizargo had taken Ara and Sundered her last night, before the final tournament round. Nothanganathor had not fought his best because of that. The rage had clouded his eyes. The rage still clouded his eyes.

Nothanganathor and Erick yelled, “Finish me, you tormentor tyrant! If you don’t I will hunt you down for all eternity and bring down everything you are, as you have done to my Ara!”

It was a taunt, for if Nothanganathor could not be God, then he would rather die than live his life.

In that moment, Melemizargo changed his mind about killing Nothanganathor.

Melemizargo declared, “Oblivion is too kind for you.”

Melemizargo breathed in Ascension, the very universe itself dipping its tendrils into him, wrapping him with power, Mantling him in might, with the history of every other God of Magic to come before him. Ikaramaliana’s ghost vanished into her son.

Melemizargo pushed a claw into Nothanganathor, and twisted, saying, “Mine.”

Erick came out of Nothanganathor’s chest, held in Melemizargo’s grip. He was a mote of Darkness and himself, all at the same time, and yet he was neither of those things.

Below him lay Nothanganathor’s still-living body. The serpent was ashen white and red all over, gasping for breath and finding none. He had expected death. He had gotten something far worse. He was too surprised to know the full extent of what Melemizargo had just done. He was in too much pain. He understood nothing.

And then he knew what had happened.

Unbelieving, pain pushed to the side, Nothanganathor whispered, “You took my Darkness?”

Erick tried to tell Melemizargo not to do it, for he was planting the seeds of his own destruction. It was not too late. He could put the Dark back into Nothanganathor and then simply kill the man. But not this. Not this desecration of the Dark. Anything but this.

The Darkness roared with Erick, telling Melemizargo what Erick could not.

No one heard either of them.

Melemizargo laughed in evil delight as he held Nothanganathor’s Dark Mark aloft, announcing, “I Curse you, Nothanganathor. Your scales soften. Your history changes. You are a creature of simple water and nevermore of the True Ocean. Your claws do not exist and all you are is a fish flailing around those much bigger creatures than you. Your only safety is in Obscurity, and that shall be your Curse. Your only blessing is the blessing of Nothing. Become one with nothing, Nothanganathor! I Curse you! I Curse you! I Curse you!”

Elves in the stadium all around, stood up, and sang in unison, “Cursed to smallness! Cursed to Obscurity! For what you did to Ikaramaliana, you are Cursed forevermore! We Curse you! We Curse you! We Curse you!”

Melemizargo broke Nothanganathor’s Dark Mark and Erick was cast adrift on the shards of that Mark as Nothanganathor twisted under Obscurity, the Darkness forever denied to him.

















- - - -









Erick did not see Nothanganathor regain power in Margleknot, rebuilding himself and turning his empire over to Morbion Blackthorn, for his empire to become the Wraithborne Tower. He did not see Nothanganathor regaining strength and fighting corruption. He did not need to. He knew what had happened anyway.

Nothanganathor had tried to reclaim his Darkness many times, and in many different ways.

The next time he saw Nothanganathor it was from the perspective of an old woman in a tower overseeing a great city.

He only saw a flash of a white maw, rimmed in Red outside of the wizard’s windows, but it was enough to know the white maw belonged to Nothanganathor. It was enough to recognize Malevolence. The white serpent had tried to steal a Mark of the Dark.

It must not have worked because Erick witnessed, from 6 more perspectives, as Nothanganathor ate him 6 more times. Erick had briefly been a Wizard in a swamp, overseeing mushrooms. A Wizard in a tower, 3 more times, each of the towers looking mostly the same but in vastly different cities and lands. A Wizard in the ocean. A Wizard on a ship in the mana ocean, in the middle of nowhere.

And then Nothanganathor came for the Darkness once more. This time he came with True Power.

Nothanganathor stole the Dark Mark out of a Light Wizard with the Sign of Power that he had stolen from Margleknot’s avatar.
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The walls were gold. Pillars held up a sky. A hoard of treasure floated on an ocean of Red that was made of chains and lightning. Erick was among that hoard. He was a spot of Black, chained to one of the pillars. Somehow the pillar was connected to Nothanganathor, providing him with mana. Over there was a spot of Blue. Over there was a small garden. All of those powers were chained to pillars. Every pillar held a power; a universal Mark.

There were countless pillars.

Rafts of this or that floated on the Red Chain ocean, each of them holding a treasure of power. Some of the rafts floated below the surface. Some of the rafts floated on a surface that held above Erick, forming the sky. This Sign of Power was ocean and ocean surfaces all the way up, and down.

There was too much of nothing to see, and so Erick ignored it.









- - - -









Erick spent ten thousand years in that hoard, and the hoard grew like an ocean with tides.

Erick watched the treasure build.

He had seen the pattern before there was a pattern.

The hoard of Universal Marks simply grew, for they were usable without being used. Other things were not so chained. Sometimes a thing, like a mirror or bowl or spear or otherwise, would appear on a raft and then leave; gathered and then used. Sometimes a thing would stick around for a while. Buildings floating on islands stayed the longest, but they came and went as well.

The Marks never left; they only piled up.

For a good thousand years, or however-long, there was a really nice temple of water, or something like that, hanging out in the depths of the Red-chain sea, but then the temple vanished. Used, Erick imagined.

And then the real items started to appear. The ones that mattered for what was to come.

They were golden orbs, wrapped in Red, and they floated upon the Red Chain ocean like eggs. They were not eggs at all.

Erick recognized them as Node Network interchanges, though they were certainly not Erick’s Node Network interchanges, and Nothanganathor did not call them that. But that is what they were. First, there was one, and it was tiny. A second one appeared and it was massive. Different variations occurred, and then came standardization; the vast process by which that which works gets repeated, over and over again.

Millions upon millions of standard-order interchanges came and went, like a flow of water. Nothanganathor made them, or picked them up from elsewhere, but considering no one else knew that he had done the Sundering Erick assumed that Nothanganathor had made them himself. Maybe he had had help to make them, but then he had killed those helpers. Erick did not know.

And then one day Nothanganathor appeared, like a worm in the blood, and he organized the hoard.

The rafts with their treasures went down to another layer of the oceans’ surfaces.

The interchanges came up to Erick’s level, and soon, he held, tied to his pillar, above and among an ocean of golden eggs. Still though, Erick saw things that were not eggs. Nothanganathor was not done collecting treasure.

The vast, vast majority of the hoard belonged to those orbs. The Sundering nodes.

Tied to his pillar in the ocean Erick couldn’t see everything, but he saw a lot. He recognized that large, purple, Jupiter-sized arrow, as the arrow that Nothanganathor had used against him in the last battle; the one that had simply appeared in Erick’s chest, before his [Animadversion] had reflected it. That thing was locked behind several failsafes. Erick watched Nothanganathor come back to the Red Chain ocean a few times to renew those failsafes several times over the centuries. That purple arrow remained as one of his largest weapons. It radiated something like Death, but worse. Pure Sundering? Perhaps, but in a more malicious sort of way—

Suddenly, the hoard started to thin.

The Sundering nodes went out like a river of purpose.

This was the seeding, then. The preparation for the Su—

A person popped into the Red Chain Ocean, already dying but not finishing that death. Red Chains grabbed that person and locked them down, layering Red around them so deep and thick it turned to crystal, and the chains dragged that crystal into the depths.

Many people started to appear in the Red Chain ocean.

Wherever a golden node blinked out of existence, a person came back.

This, then, was Nothanganathor drawing people into his Sign of Power and replacing them with a Red facsimile? Yes. That is exactly what this was. This was face stealing at the height of the skill. This was how Nothanganathor would ruin any cosmology he ever wanted to fight, for he would not fight. He would replace people with perfect copies and those copies would fight for him, or maybe they would just be themselves, and then Nothanganathor could just use them as targeting systems for a Sundering.

Yes.

That is how he had done it.

The final piece of a horrible puzzle that Erick never wanted to figure out, he had discovered.

Every single person on Fenrir was a Red copy too, weren’t they.

Even if Erick and everyone won, Nothanganathor would simply Erase them all with a Sundering effect.

But that was in the future.

This was the past.

This was the dispensation for the Sundering of the Painted Cosmology. Over 9,000 years in the making, or maybe something like 11,000 given Time Magics. Nothanganathor planted tiny red-gold dots on this world or that world of the Old Cosmology. Each one held a targeting magic for Malevolence.

It was a Doom.

Time passed, and redgold spheres went out, and people came in, only to fall into the Red-chain ocean and be dragged to the depths, to be placed under Nothanganathor’s complete control.

It was a horror.

Erick could only watch.

Erick had tried to affect the past in many ways but he had always been stuck, unable to move off of the tracks he had been witnessing. He raged.

But then Erick saw it, and the chains around his body became less, for his rage and his Need countered history. He wasn’t going to risk a paradox, which would be noticed. He wasn’t going to make ‘a change’ at all. But he was going to subvert everything that would ever come after this.

Because a red-gold sphere labeled ‘Veird – Idyrvamikor’, floated in front of him.

It was not actually labeled that at all. None of the spheres were labeled. But Erick saw what he saw, and he understood everything.

The targeting system for Veird, for the Sundering, would get turned into Rozeta’s son, and Rozeta’s son would be drawn here, into the Red Chain sea, to fall into the depths. A copy would become the Idyrvamikor that everyone knew and loved. After the Sundering, that very same person would cause the Rage of the Orcols, in an attempt to undo the Death of All Halves. That Idyrvamikor would also become the cause of the Dragon Curse, with his brother, Kirginatharp, becoming the vector for that Curse for the rest of Veird’s existence.

This, then, was the greatest way in which Erick could ever hope to affect the future, in the only way he knew how, because in seeing this golden egg here, Erick knew what had gone wrong in the Sundering.

Veird was never meant to survive the Sundering at all.

It had never had a chance.

This sphere would become Idyrvamikor, on Veird, and thus that targeting system would kill that entire plane of existence.

Time stopped in Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power. The ocean stilled. The chains no longer rattled.

Erick slipped out of the chains that bound him to the pillar, and then he dipped down into the ocean. Idyrvamikor’s sphere floated in front of him upon the Red Chain ocean, and Erick touched the sphere with a spot of Benevolence—

Erick’s hand exploded before he even touched the sphere.

It seemed he couldn’t simply save them all, could he? No. These artifacts were too well made. They were like Solomon’s [Silver Heart]s, but with hidden purposes, like Melemizargo’s dungeon master slimes. Erick doubted even gods could see the Red-beginnings of these people, for if they could, then Melemizargo would have been able to stop the Sundering...

Maybe these things didn’t actually replace a whole person, but instead replaced enough of them to give Nothanganathor perfect leverage over that person?

Yes.

That seemed more in line with Nothanganathor’s whole thing. Just replace enough of a person to give him total control when it mattered.

Erick would have to do what he did with Jane, back in that delivery room, to fix this. He couldn’t wipe away the corruption of Malevolence, but he could take the Malevolence into himself, and change how it expressed itself in the real world, allowing a freer future.

So that is what Erick did.

He placed his injured hand onto the surface of Idyrvamikor’s orb, and said, “I understand your pain, Nothanganathor. I accept your pain, but I deny your choices. You will succeed everywhere else, but you will not succeed here. I claim this pillar of your power for myself.”

The redgold sphere flickered gently, as Erick’s adjustments took hold.

It was enough.

Erick floated back up, into the air, to slip back into his chains, wrapped against the pillar.

Time resumed.

Idyrvamikor’s orb went out, through a portal of Red, glinting with a hint of Benevolence underneath all that redgold. But it wasn’t really Benevolence. It was more like Benevolence masquerading as Malevolence, and yet, in that masquerade, it was truly Malevolence.

The redgold Node Network went out and Idyrvamikor’s existence came back.

He was a big, long dragon, and he fell to the bottom of the Red-chain ocean, insensate, just like all the rest. His copy was out there, on Painted Veird, or somewhere nearby. If Nothanganathor’s plan had worked, then Idyrvamikor probably would have sabotaged the manaminer that would have become the Script, and doomed them all. Rozeta’s son would be there at Veird during the Sundering, so sabotaging the manaminer seemed like the thing to do.

But Idyrvamikor wouldn’t do what Nothanganathor wanted him to do; not this time. Not in this grand working where Nothanganathor would be too busy to notice every little thing. The system had a lot of redundancies, but...

Idyrvamikor would malfunction.

Nothanganathor had built himself upon so many different pillars, but the one that gave him the greatest strength was the one that Erick had just taken for himself. The pillar that made Nothanganathor the Arbiter of Veird, as dispensed by Margleknot and the Fractal Fairy. The pillar that started it all, which was built upon a foundation of Sundering.

Nothanganathor thought he was the cause of Veird’s survival, because it was all part of some great plan of his. But. No. Erick had been the one to claim that seed of strength, in whatever way it could be claimed.

It was almost time to see that seed bloom.

Erick did not try to move again, to undo even more of Nothanganathor’s Grand Evil, for the chains around him were tight, and getting tighter. The Darkness had probably helped Erick slip free of his chains to facilitate his undercutting, but that crazed assistance was done for the moment.

The Moment was yet to come.









- - - -

















Now.

Right now.

This, then, was the Sundering.

























Erick knew it was happening before it happened.

Tangled in chains tied to a pillar hanging above the Red Chain ocean, inside Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power, Erick witnessed the ocean flow away, all the way away. The bedrock of the Sign of Power was exposed for the first time. Bodies and trinkets lay scattered upon the ocean floor like beached whales and evacuated tide pools.

Nothanganathor curled in the center of it all, a massive white leviathan, wrapped around a bright pearl that infinitely spun inward and outward at the same time. It was the Sign of Power that he had stolen from Margleknot, and it was the center of this ritual, though the seeds had been planted long ago. Nothanganathor used his face whiskers to direct mana flows around the pearl, to pull and push at infinity.

Erick looked up, and saw Nothanganathor looking down.

Erick looked down, and saw Nothanganathor studying the Sign of Power, directing it to work how he wanted it to work. And then Erick looked further down, into the Sign of Power, and he saw himself hanging on a pillar far below.

The Sign of Power contained an infinity, in truth, and now that infinity was being used for fel purposes.

Nothanganathor spoke to his Sign of Power, “For Ara.”

The infinite horizon boiled.

The floodgates opened.

Everything that had left came rushing back in a tsunami of Primal Lightning, red as the blood of billions. The ocean screamed with souls and Darkness and every Element of every color, all of it drowning in Red, Red, Red.

And then the oceans swirled.

The oceans diverted, each power to its place in the layers of this infinite Sign of Power, each slice of this personal Layer filling with organized power.

Nothanganathor kept the slice of this Layer with his Marks of Power separated and central to the ritual. He saw everything rush by, though. He directed his power perfectly.

Erick watched, chained to his pillar, as the Red Chain ocean grabbed each dead person, killing them further if they needed it and ripping them into their constituent parts. Most everyone was dead, and those that survived were dead soon enough. They were just souls right now, and only a few of those souls gave any trouble at all, and not that much. The Red tore at them like a blender.

Souls went that way.

Bodies went that way.

And the Dark Marks within every single person flowed toward Erick.

The Dark inundated him.

Erick accepted it all.

He accepted the pain.

He accepted the memories.

Erick Became the maddened Dark. He Became the raging, fighting, tearing, touching, knowing, questioning, remembering, feeling...

Loving, gentle Dark.











He











Became











Simply

















Xoat.
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Ah.

Yes.

I am here, aren’t I.

Alive again.

It’s been such a long time.

I had sacrificed myself to make a universe.

Willingly. Unreservedly.

I gave myself so that others might live in the beauty of my creation, and that I would no longer need to experience existence alone.

My painting of a man in a white suit was left for Shadow to find. She took that fragment of my soul and slipped it into one of the largest paintings, which was not a painting at all, but a Path to Darkness. Darkness was always my oldest friend. That cacophony that spoke of everything all at once, and called to others to partake. That was Darkness. Not many understood the Darkness beyond the cacophony of pain, and Shadow didn’t either. Not at the time, and probably not even now.

But I had understood the Darkness.

He was, and is, my oldest friend, and I eventually gave my oldest friend everything. I became one with the Darkness, and there was no longer any division between myself and my friend.

But now I was here, wrapped to a pillar, watching myself come back together.





















The Sundering continued all this while.





















I looked around with singular eyes I hadn’t had in oh-so-very long.

The white leviathan below, my son of so many grandsons removed, looked up at me. He noticed the change in his captive. He recognized me, for he had been planning on this. He had been planning my resurrection, because, of course, my resurrection was necessary for his future plans.

Nothanganathor said, “You wait right there, Xoat, and I’ll put you back in the Dark soon enough, but it’s going to all be better this time. No tyrant gods. No endless murder of all that is good. Only calm, measured Evil that is so small, it is Good. I will be good and evil more than enough for all, and you will make me the God of Magic of the Darkness.”

This sounded unreasonable to me, based on what I already knew.

I was willing to hear him out anyway.

I asked, “Why should I do this for you? You are killing all of my creation, and putting me back together. I don’t want to be back together.”

“Your creations killed someone I loved and cursed me to Obscurity. No one understands me at all, and no one can kill me, either. And so I must undo that horror, and now we are here.”

“Ah.” Of course. I saw it now. I said, “No one can kill you anymore. I see. I understand. I also see you turned your Obscurity into Malevolence, and now we are here.”

Nothanganathor breathed, surprised that I had picked that up that fast. He said, “I did.”

I asked, “Would you like to speak about it? Talk of your pain of existence? Explain your reasonings in my un-creation, and what you mean to accomplish?

Nothanganathor glanced upward, uncomfortable. “I would not.”

I nodded. “The murder of Ara, your wife, still pains you too much.”

Nothanganathor’s eyes flickered with deep need. He quietly asked, “Can you bring her back?”

“Do you feel you deserve her? Would she approve of what you’re doing? How about her sisters? Did they know that you are going to kill a universe?”

No, they did not know; Erick had told me. No one knew what was happening here, and no one ever would for a long, long time.

Nothanganathor was in this alone.

Nothanganathor looked away, back to his Sign of Power. He did not answer, for to answer anything less than truth would harm what he was doing, and he wasn’t stupid enough to lie to me.

The Red Chain Ocean churned on the horizon. Worlds crashed into this place. Chains gobbled treasures and people of all kinds and organized them for later. Everything fell into this infinity, and nothing was left outside of Nothanganathor’s great reaping.

He did not care who he hurt, and he did not seek forgiveness.

“Why?” I asked.

Nothanganathor intoned his Truth, “For the greatness of all and especially me, we tear down what we must to prevent catastrophe and scour weakness, to bring bounty to myself and my chosen people, so that we may all create an evergrowing cycle of betterment for all always.”

I replied, “Dragons are born in selfishness, so that part of you still remains.”

Nothanganathor must have forgotten who he was speaking to, for he spat fire, “You judge me?!”

I merely Looked at the white serpent, as one might gaze upon a wrongheaded child.

That only inflamed him further.

Nothanganathor stared right back, glaring, yelling, “You, who created the greatest evils I have ever known?! You, who made Elemental Evil the best way to gain power?! Nothing exists without power, first and foremost, and this is all your fault!”

“A weak argument. I offered opportunity and mortals created. I forgave the foibles of mortals long ago, Nothanganathor. You should forgive yourself and mortals as well, or you will never become the god that you seek to become.”

“I will be BETTER than those other gods! I will heal the sick and rescue the damned! I will topple the tyrants, becoming a tyrant if I must! One Great Tyrant is ever-always better than a thousand trillion! Have you seen your gods go to war? I have seen your gods go to war. I have seen Sumtir’s avatar clashing with the Gods of Demons and Angels alike, fighting over worlds, a hammer strike against a shield enough to obliterate everything within sight. I have watched the Slug Queen spread through everyone who thought of her. I have watched avatars of gods flay flesh from children. I have seen Shades support tyrants, just because those tyrants advance magic! The fact that this great magic I have created is possible at all is proof that you should not be a universe creator! I have seen more evils than you could ever know, and they are all your fault.”

He was delusional, but we were beyond the need to point that out.

I asked, “So you must kill them all and start again?”

“… I must.” Nothanganathor returned to personally overseeing the dismantling of my universe. “The canvas must be wiped clean, and the painting started anew.”

The Dark Marks that were myself continued to flow into my body, here, chained to the pillar beside Nothanganathor. My power flowed through the pillar, into him, into his Sign of Power. I was not alone in my chaining, but the others were just fractions of fractions of universes, and most of them were not born like I was born, so gathering more of themselves did not matter to them.

They did not matter. Not to this.

And so, I waited to act.

The Sundering continued.

Nothanganathor broke the silence after a long while, asking me, “Will you wait here for when I need you to open the way back into Darkness?” He looked up to me. “If you stay here, I promise I will put you back, but only after I have trimmed away the parts of you I do not want. The horrible parts.”

“What is Light without the Dark, Nothanganathor? To say it another way, if you turn up the light and turn down the dark, then the shadows you have made become the new Dark. That is how it works. There is always a Darkness, no matter what else exists out there.”

“… If I promise to think on this, will you wait here?”

“I will wait until forgiveness comes for you, and no longer.”

And speaking of forgiveness...

Erick thrashed within me, his tiny Dark Mark and all the other ones he touched impelling me to act, when Erick wanted me to act. It seemed like a good idea to agree to his request, considering what Erick knew to be true about the future.

I lifted my hand from the chains and reached outward, into the swirling ocean, targeting the power that a fragment of myself had laid down naught but moments ago, though it had probably been a few hundred years.

White Lightning lanced from my grip, wide as a world. It was More than Benevolence, and yet it was Utmost Benevolence at its core.

But to all others, except for the color, it looked like Malevolence.

White Primal Lightning scattered across Our Painted Cosmology, centered on Veird.

At Erick’s behest, everyone who saw the White Primal Lightning was spared from the Red.

Nothanganathor was stunned that I could do that.

I smiled, saying, “A trifle gift of possibility for you to think about in the coming age, my distant son. May you find peace within whatever enlightenment comes. May you show—”

Nothanganathor was already screaming in outrage, flickering power this way and that as he roared, “How can you move?! You shouldn’t be able to move!”

The Red Chains tripled and quintupled around my trapped form, and indeed, I could not move anymore. I did not need to. I had done what needed to be done.

I was above gloating, too.

Erick almost gloated anyway.

Ten billion other dead Wizards almost gloated, too.

I quieted those parts of myself.

They would have their say later. Now was not the time for them to exist.

… Maybe I wanted to gloat too, though.

“Ahem,” I intoned. “I was not done talking. Anyway. May you show us all the destruction and creation and paradoxes you create on Veird, and—”

“VEIRD! That fucking place! Of course that’s where you centered this… damnable… He has a daughter there, doesn’t he. Yes. And Koyabez...” He mumbled murderous insults as he played at being a demiurge with his stolen Sign of Power, checking on what I had done. I did not feel like finishing my earlier words this time. Soon enough he confirmed what I had done. He shook his head, muttering, “I will kill Veird inside Infinity. It will not last long.”

“No you won’t.”

Nothanganathor tensed further. He had the sense to not fight me on this, as he said, “Then I will become the Arbiter of what remains of the Painted Cosmology.”

“Do what you will. Now show me Veird.”

Nothanganathor studied me for a moment, trying to gain edges where no edges existed. Eventually, he asked, “If I show you what is happening, will you agree to restore the Painted Cosmology how I desire, when I become God of Magic?”

I stared at my horribly misguided child. “That’s not how this works, Nothanganathor. Now show me Veird in your Infinite Cosmology. Show me your measure.”

Nothanganathor was slow about following my orders, but he eventually decided to show me Veird.

It was a good choice on his part.
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The Sundering finished.

The Sundering never finished at all.
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I watched them sacrifice my Goddess of Knowledge to make what remained of Veird into a world, because Nothanganathor made it happen that way, working at his Sign of Power the whole time, splitting Infinity how he desired, for he was the Arbiter of Veird.

I said nothing.

I watched.

Not too long later, I watched Idyrvamikor die to his brother and his grandfather. All the while Nothanganathor worked at his Sign of Power, creating the Dragon Curse. He was trying to recoup the loss of his plan to unify all peoples of Veird into one, easily controllable population. If he couldn’t control everyone then he was fine with getting rid of the big players, the dragons.

“Damned Idyrvamikor. That avatar has been buggy all this while. Good riddance.”

For the first time in 25 years, I spoke, “Perhaps dragons ought not be as strong as they are in the new Painted Cosmology.”

Nothanganathor startled. It was as though he had forgotten I could speak. “They’re not that strong.”

Meanwhile, I worked magic upon the Dragon Curse.

My subterfuge against the Dragon Curse went unnoticed.

Nothanganathor ignored me and went back to work. The Rage Wars of the Orcols were on, and the Dragon Curse seemed to be working exactly as he had desired it to work, removing all of the major sources of power from Veird, allowing Nothanganathor even more solitary control over the population. The Curse settled into Kirginatharp and it would remain there for the next however-long.

I would be using that Dragon Curse myself, later.

I spoke many more times over the centuries, much to Nothanganathor’s displeasure.

“Perhaps Shades ought to be more beneficial.”

“Perhaps gods ought to be weaker, except where they are strong.”

“Perhaps some magic shouldn’t exist.”

“Perhaps accretion should be easier, and harder at the same time.”

“Perhaps—”

Nothanganathor roared, “I know what you’re doing! You’re throwing out Authority in order to escape your cage!”

“I am in this cage because I desire to be in this cage while I feel like being in this cage. Please attempt to strangle me down further. See what that gets you.”

Nothanganathor did not interrupt my musings from then on.

I threw out some fun musings, just because I could.

“Perhaps Elemental Dragon should make you smaller.”

Nothanganathor glanced up at me.

I smirked.
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Erick appeared on Veird, and I watched.

A lot of things happened, all of which were uniquely painful for me for Erick was my anchor for this new life of mine. Mostly, I did not watch. Sometimes I helped where I felt like it.

Soon enough, Debby popped into the Sign of Power.

I instantly said, “I want that one. Give her to me.”

Nothanganathor narrowed his eyes at me. “Will you agree to my terms of becoming my fodder for the new Painted Cosmology?”

“No. Give her to me anyway.”

“… No.”

He said no, and yet, Debby locked into a crystal of Red, hovering unconscious in front of me, instead of drowning into a different part of the Red Chain ocean. She was far away, but close enough.

Nothanganathor asked, “Why do you want her?”

“She was a Champion of the Dark, briefly. She is mine by right of Everything.”

“She was not a real Champion and you have never asked for any of the other Champions.”

“You never took the other Champions so deeply. But you are correct. I should ask for more. I want every piece of Erick’s life you are dismantling.”

“No. I need them for leverage in the future, in case I need to do more damage to him.”

“Set them where I can see them.”

Nothanganathor was slow on the uptake, so I broke a few of my chains.

He doubled up the chains yet again but he acquiesced to my request before I broke them again.

And so, I gained a collection of people that mattered to the tiniest, tiniest piece of me, frozen in Red and stacked to the side. It kept the Erick part of me alive and well. It kept the plan going. Nothanganathor suspected something was up; that I was influencing Veird against him even though I was ‘so very well chained’. He never found any influences in that direction, though, because of course he didn’t. I wasn’t influencing the world against him at all.

Not currently.

He was checking for influence against him in the current era, and for me doing current actions, so of course he never found anything.

He did not think to check on me at the moment of his own Wizardly ascent, way back, 20,000 years ago, and spread across countless different perspectives.

And I never tried to stop what was happening in the here and now, for I had done enough long, long ago.

A plan made over 10,000 years was easily unraveled when a plan began twice that long ago.

Really, though, the bigger plan had begun at the start of Our Painted Cosmology, back in the very creation of it all, and in my joining of the Dark. Nothanganathor didn’t recognize the 20,000 years plan, but he certainly knew of the truly ancient plan, which is why he was so wary of me.

He was right to be wary.

For those that truly knew of me, of Xoat, they had likely heard of me through my family, which still existed out there, which killed everyone that tried to put me back together. They knew my wishes to remain in the Dark. They knew that if I ever came back together I was going to be quite a handful.

Nothanganathor was very right to be wary.
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I became more Erick in the coming years, when versions of him began Ascending to True Wizard, and Nothanganathor began catching them in his Wizard trap, to eat them. I easily accepted those fragments of myself, into myself.

Nothanganathor spoke to me at around 10,000 dead Ericks, “He’s your plot against me, isn’t he.”

“He is your True Opposite in every way, so it is right for you to be wary. But I did not create him. I am merely here, observing.” I looked upon the wayward child-of-my-soul. “Erick’s trial will be the lathe that makes you a God of Magic, in whatever form that might take.”

Nothanganathor turned away from me and focused on the Ascending Ericks, mumbling, “For the greatness of all, and especially me.”

I watched Erick reach Margleknot.

I saw him come back.

I saw the battles, and the fish-trick kick to Earth, and the return.

And then I saw ten million side realities, captured in Red crystal and floating on the edges of the Red Ocean, that had floated out there for a long while, discharged out of the Sign of Power, like the shedding of great weights, to fall upon Fenrir. Civilizations frozen in time began to unfreeze and lay across the new land and I watched billions die, again, both in the initial fall and the apocalypses that followed as people found themselves set down in environments completely alien to them.

It was tiring to see so much pain.

I do not like pain.

But...

Soon.

Soon, I would not need to witness anything like this, hopefully ever again, but more realistically for just a long while.

I would return to my myriad, smaller lives.

I would fall into the Dark again.

My wonderful Dark.

I missed him, so.
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Erick screamed as oppression crushed him from every angle and I felt a phantom recollection of that pain. Erick felt no up, or down, or light, or dark, and I remembered that feeling.

All was Red.

Nothanganathor had moved out of his Sign of Power to deal with Erick directly, and since I had never tried to break out, now was the perfect time for my own plans.

I attempted to move against my Red chains, upon the pillar holding me steady in Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power. I moved... Uh. Hmm. I could not move. Apparently, I had misstepped somewhere, because they were stronger than I thought they were. I should have been able to break them. And now that I moved against them so much, ah, yes, alarms in the Chains; an automatic tightening system. When had those been added?

Hmm.

“… Oh bother.”

And then Mixixofatat stepped into the Sign of Power, like the wishmaster that he was.

Ah!

That was right, wasn’t it.

I had requested a Wish from him when I was Erick. Ah. Yes.

Of course.

Mixixofatat bowed, as was customary. “I greet you, Demiurge Prince Xoat. A Wish has been crafted and will now be implemented. If, in your Benevolence, you find my Wish satisfactory, then I pray that I find my End as good as you found yours.”

Mixixofatat loosened my chains while my captor was busy.

The Wishmaster departed without another word, and I was free.

I would have liked to think that I could have done that myself, but that would have alerted Nothanganathor, or something similarly unwelcome. He had done a lot to those chains, not the least of which was using chains that were crafted from mythologies across many universes.

But a good Wish, fully expended, was sufficient to break them without breaking them.

I stepped out of the chains, and the chains whipped back to the pillar and held there.

Nothanganathor carved deeper into Erick, taunting, “The only reward for good work is more work, so become the ultimate workhorse for the Dark, Erick.”

Meanwhile, I stood before the Sign of Power, poised to take it for myself.

Nothanganathor released a pulse of Red that annihilated every Valkyrie within half of the solar system and obliterated half of Erick’s body.

Inside the Sign of Power, those Valkyries joined the Red Ocean that swirled around the center, where I stood in the maelstrom.

Erick knew pain.

I watched Erick’s first painful real death right alongside a satisfied Nothanganathor.

And then I, and my rapidly-becoming-unhappy host, watched as Erick’s death became something transformative, instead of merely obliterative. Erick twisted Red into his body, accepting it for what it was; an expression of hatred for an unjust universe.

I remembered how I, as Erick, had felt in that death, oh so long ago. In that moment, Erick hadn’t seen Nothanganathor as his enemy. Not really. Erick had no real enemies; only people he hadn’t turned better by his presence yet. In that way, he and I were alike.

Erick truly was the inheritor of my soul, but he likely didn’t see it that way, because how could he? I was all powerful, and he was me, and I did not want to be all-powerful either. But I was all powerful, most of the time. And so, the rest of Erick’s plan flowed to fruition, through me.

I grabbed the Sign of Power, claiming it and all its attendant treasures as my own by right of primacy.

Nothanganathor realized what had happened inside of him a moment too late, screaming out his own disapproval into the uncaring void.

I consumed Nothanganathor completely.

And then I had an internal debate.
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Erick was lost in the Dark. Everything was black and twisted and screaming and ten trillion people talking all at once. But it was also comfortable. It was warm.

Sometimes the Dark was understandable.

Erick watched his arm lift and send out White Lightning into the Old Cosmology, and he knew that everyone that saw it had the chance to live. It was the only reason that Veird had survived at all. That small act made his heart flutter, his breath calm, and in that moment, he realized he had a heart and breath. The next moment, the Dark was back and Erick forgot his body and his purposes in life.

Occasionally he saw people that he cared about appear in Red crystals, sitting outside of himself, and then the Dark flowed back together—

Light.

Burning, revealing, creating.

The ground appeared. The Dark pulled back like ten trillion black arms and legs and fingers and mouths and eyes retreating, to give space to the meeting of the minds happening right here, and right now.

Erick stood upon a white platform in the dark.

Nothanganathor, as a person, stood on the platform with him, a simple ten meters over there.

Everywhere else was dark claws and hands and arms and tentacles, reaching, twisting, folding upon one another, but staying outside of this direct space—

And then there was a boy who was a girl who was a demiurge.

He appeared, stepping out of black limbs like he was simply stepping out of a curtain of veils. Those limbs were ravenous and raging everywhere except for around the boy. Around him, they were soft, and gentle, and they wrapped him in veils of black.

The boy took primacy in the space, and spoke softly, “Hello, my distant selves, who claimed my power and made it their own.”

Nothanganathor launched off of the ground like a mortal, moving with a rage in his eyes as he attacked the child—

Nothanganathor was pulped by ten trillion grabbing Dark tendrils.

Red sprayed everywhere as Nothanganathor died.

The child said, “I have wanted to do that for a long time. I think I get that from you, Erick, and from everyone else he killed in his Sundering. It was quite rude of him to do all that.”

The child blinked at the red gore covering the platform, and Nothanganathor reassembled. The man fell onto his ass and he stayed there, bewildered.

The child exploded him again, and then put him back together. Again, and again.

Each tearing took a year and a day to complete.

Each assembly took another year.

But for Erick, every death and recreation happened in a flashing instant again and again, as the child tore Nothanganathor apart a few more times.

Nothanganathor reappeared in blinks, crying out for mercy each time.

“No—”

“Sto—”

“Ple—!”

“I beg—!”

The child kept killing him. “Oh yes. You need to be the God of Magic to fulfill some Fate, don’t you? Here you go.”

Nothanganathor was the God of Magic, just like that. Wrapped in Black and radiant as a sun—

The child killed him again, taking back the Darkness that he had given out.

Nothanganathor died many more times.

The unrepentant killer of a universe started crying—

“Stop,” Erick said, softly.

The child smiled at Erick, and Nothanganathor came back together. This time Nothanganathor did not perish. He simply sat there, bloodless and waiting for more pain. The guy was terrified. Erick saw the hurt in Nothanganathor’s eyes as the man recovered from his years of dying, and the torture of having his power given and then taken away.

Nothanganathor recovered fast.

Too fast.

In a terrible sort of way, Erick saw the hate and the plotting in Nothanganathor’s eyes, and he knew that Nothanganathor would never stop hurting others to put himself back on top. Erick had known for a long time that Nothanganathor would never stop...

“And yet,” the child said, continuing Erick’s thoughts for him, for the child had been him until recently. “You still call for peace and love and forgiveness of one’s enemies. Even enemies who will never stop.” He smiled a little bit. “Do you know who I am, Erick?”

“I’m pretty sure, yeah. The First Wizard.”

“I’m just Xoat. Or The Prince. Or Erick, if you want to get really recursive about it.”

“I was you,” Erick said, wondering how that worked.

“I was you,” Xoat said, giggling softly, and not wondering about anything, for he was beyond that mortal confusion.

Nothanganathor opened his mouth—

Nothanganathor exploded into red gore that came right back together. Nothanganathor did not try to speak again.

Xoat ignored Nothanganathor and said to Erick, “I will tell you a tale. No one else will tell you this tale except my parents and my sister, but they’ll tell it wrong, depending on who they are at the moment. I’ve told them what I want to be many times, but they never really believed me, for why would the Most Living among them all want to become Not That? I’ve given my reasons enough, though, and you can probably figure out the unsaid parts.

“I wished to be lesser so that I could be more.

“I became a universe with my best friend the Dark.

“We created Our Painted Cosmology together.”

Xoat lifted up a hand and a big tendril of Black twisted out of the wall of the same, coiling around Xoat’s arm and his waist, spreading ink everywhere. Xoat giggled and let go and the Black pulled away, though the ink stains remained, becoming more of a dress; more flowing veils upon Xoat’s childlike body.

“We’re really good friends. Not sure if you caught that when I was you.

“Anyway.

“This Sundering has happened 3 times before.

“The first 3 were all rather fast events.

“In the very first version of Our Painted Cosmology I put myself into my paintings and my sister needed help to make her own universe, to feel like she was involved, so I let her take my painting and put it into the Darkness. This was when the Dark tore me apart to say hello.

“I wanted this.

“You might too if you ever live ten trillion years and you want to do something new. I didn’t want a memory death, so I opted for a sundering. Sundering didn’t use to mean the uncreation of a universe, you know. But I suppose it means its exact opposite these days, which is fine.

“You can do the same to yourself if you ever want. Just jump into the nearest soul blender of your choice and whatever happens, happens. I chose the Dark, but there are others out there.

“Anyway, there was the First Cosmology. That lasted about a thousand years and it wasn’t great, because I did it wrong that time, and Mom and Dad and Sister were trying to put me back together, to save me. They un-Sundered me.

“I jumped into the Dark again myself, the next time. That seemed to make a better universe; actively choosing it instead of letting it be done to me by an unwitting accomplice.

“Attempt 2 went better, but was still a failure. Shadow and the others put me back together because they still couldn’t let go, and then I went and tried a third time.

“Attempt 3 worked out very well. That is what became Our Painted Cosmology. The one you know about, and the one that you witnessed through the memories of me. That time my family helped in every way they could, and so, the Third Cosmology lasted for a few million years, or something like that.

“And now, here we are, in the birthing of Attempt 4.” Xoat said, “I care very much that this is done as correctly as possible, Erick, so you will be the tool I use to carve myself asunder.

“Become my God of Magic.”

Nothanganathor made the tiniest noise of despair.

That noise earned him another obliteration and reconstitution.

Erick had a lot of thoughts that boiled down fast.

Erick asked, “What if I don’t want it?”

“Then I make a God out of Nothanganathor and parts of you.” Xoat said, “The person I create will be the perfect Forever King, using Benevolence and Malevolence in proper measure. He will mostly be made out of you. Maybe I just take all of you right now and use you whole-cloth, with no adjustments at all. You already took in those bits of Malevolence earlier that would make this version of you a great ruler.” Xoat shrugged. “But you are a fae, and so whatever drops of yourself which remain after your Sundering will be reborn in the Benevolence you created.” He added, “If you actively choose this, though, then Benevolence will become the new flavor of the Dark. I imagine you or my family will put down Stone, Water, Fire, Air, Light, and Shadow again, with Benevolence as the 7th Primary Element, along with Dark making 8 big Elements. Malevolence can go away.”

Erick whispered, “… And if I fight you? Choose a third path?”

Erick wasn’t sure about his chances against a demiurge, and especially not in this space, in this wherever/whatever/whenever.

Xoat easily said, “I’m not going to force you into anything, Erick, and I certainly won’t fight you. You will win any confrontation between us. I would be an easy person for you to kill.” Xoat said, “But then I would come back, because I am very, very good at coming back. That’s why I have to do all these machinations in order to actually die.” He shrugged. “After I came back, I would simply ignore you and do some adjustments to Nothanganathor and give him the whole crown. Honestly, that would be the easiest thing to do. You’ve already ascended to Benevolence and made your own power. He’s mostly Dark in his soul. He never managed to become a fae, in truth. You could go die in the Dark if you wanted, and make a whole universe out of just yourself, though he likely wouldn’t want you, since you haven’t seen enough or been big enough to make sense of everything that is the Dark.”

Erick realized something. “I was never there for all that time in the Old Cosmology. It was you, the whole time. I never traveled into the past. I just accepted Nothanganathor’s existence into myself, and you retroactively became me, and I gained your memories.”

Xoat nodded. “Like a remembrance of the past, but different; I remembered myself a little differently through the lens of ‘you’.” He shrugged. “That’s just a mortal’s way of interpreting events, though. You could easily decide that you set up a plan 20,000 years in the making and you followed through with that plan, and you would still be correct. Wizard Wars are like that,” Erick said, alongside Xoat.

The moment separated.

Xoat smiled, chuckling.

Erick felt adrift. He had been speaking with Xoat, as Xoat, and then the moment had ended. But he knew a lot more about himself in that moment. He felt calm.

Nothanganathor almost said something—

Both Erick and Xoat obliterated Nothanganathor at the same time.

Both of them brought him back at the same time, too.

Erick said to Xoat, “Sorry you woke up.”

“I’ll be back asleep soon enough. You really don’t want to be a god?”

“How about... Instead of the God of Magic being the main god in your universe, you make a God of Benevolence the head god? As long as I can still be myself, I’ll become that god.” Erick added, “But honestly, I would like to not be that powerful. I like being me. I don’t even like time walking that much, except it’s a power that was necessary in so many different ways. I’ll just live a normal, one-directional life… But that’s probably impossible, isn’t it.”

“Many things are possible for the gods we crown, in the universe we leave behind.” Xoat smiled. “We don’t like being that powerful either, Erick. We get it. That’s why we don’t stick around in the Dark like that Fractal Fairy does in her own universe. She’s young, though, so that’s normal for her. I’m simply too old for this shit anymore… And I like the idea of a God of Anti-Sundering being in charge. I like that. But it’s not enough for you. It’s not enough to make a true Mantle. You need a source of actual power.”

A moment passed.

Erick had an idea.

From the look of it, Xoat might have had the same idea.

Erick voiced, “We need to do something with that Dragon Curse we usurped, and with the Malevolence that we absorbed when we accepted Nothanganathor’s rage into ourselves. How about we twist the Dragon Curse away from Dragons, and simply make it a multitargetable power, able to be used against the users of any Element we disapprove? For a start, we would target Malevolence, and make all the users of that power fight others, thus diminishing the power of that magic in this and every other universe. It would be a bloodbath of universal proportion, in beautiful accordance with what Malevolence has already done, and Malevolence would kill itself,” Xoat said.

Erick paused.

… Had Erick said that?

Or had Xoat?

Xoat nodded. “I like that idea.”

Erick was suddenly unsure. “That would kill… So many people would die. The people of Margleknot who use Malevolence to control corruption alone… It’s too many people. And the collateral damage! Most users aren’t that bad! Most—”

“Aren’t that bad?” Xoat laughed, and it was not a kind laugh. “Malevolence woke me up, Erick, and every single Red user is another potential bomb waiting to Sunder this universe, or any other. I saw what Nothanganathor did out there with his copies of people. You saw what he did, too. He stole faces and put bombs into people and he could do it again. Anyone with a proper Infinite Sign of Power and too much cleverness could do the same.”

He was right about that.

Still, though, Erick didn’t want to damn so many people to murdering those they knew…

“There has to be another way,” Erick said.

“Come up with one,” Xoat said. “It doesn’t even have to be a particularly good answer, but it does have to be one that solves the problem.”

Erick thought.

Erick came up with an answer.

Erick declared, “I accept the Malevolence I took from my True Opposite and the Dragon Curse from the same source, and I twist them into Benevolence. What once caused all Dragons to turn against each other so that none may rise, now becomes a Decree of Unwelcome, which isn’t dragon-aligned at all. The first target is Malevolence Itself. Let the powers deemed Unwelcome by the God of Benevolence simply start failing, turned in upon themselves, to become lesser in that turning. People will fight, but not with that which is Unwelcome. Let a Benevolent Erasure be the Fate decreed against all Unwelcome strength,” Xoat intoned.

Erick felt the world Open.

Erick felt the attention of the Dark before he got its true attention.

Beyond the white platform lay the True Dark, filled with tendrils of life and death alike. Black skeletal hands, razors of thread, mouths full of teeth, talons and metal, tentacles with hooks, all caressed Xoat’s shoulders and arms, and their touch was soft. They held Xoat’s hand now and then, like a friend checking up on a friend.

When the Dark had come for Nothanganathor it tore him apart as many as a thousand times or more, before putting him back together exactly as he had been. The man hadn’t had time to scream, but he had time to feel every injury for a year before the breaking was actually done. Erick imagined that reconstruction was just as painful.

Which was probably the point.

Xoat had wanted Nothanganathor to feel the pain of coming back together, to know what he had done in the Sundering

And now the Darkness came for Erick.

The Black Dark shifted, eyes and maws moving, repositioning, focus changing. Eyelids moved into view, lifting and opening and shining Absolute Black upon Erick. There was no light in those eyes at all. The only light here was because of Xoat.

The Dark reached for Erick in ten million ways; questioning, claiming.

Erick reached for The Dark; accepting, changing.

Infinity broke and came back together.











Erick Became.
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“Not a bad way to start off your first Prime Godhood, my carving knife,” I said, as I watched Erick accept his Mantle.

This was acceptable.

Erick’s ascension was rather flashy due to the nature of restructuring a lot of things in the background and his Mantle was full of holes, for now, but Erick would be filling those holes himself in the coming however-long.

Erick moved on, vanishing. Ascending.

Since he had time magics I assumed he would come back to this moment in time, or somewhere close by, which was good. I wouldn’t have to wait overlong for my carving knife to hone himself.

I felt good about this. Really good.

Ahhh…

Yes.

This was the right choice.

With gentle fondness, I looked up to the Dark, and smiled, asking, “What should we do with Nothanganathor?”

As always, and in a way I couldn’t quite understand while I was just one person, the Dark gave too many answers. A claw snapped an arm off. An eye closed. A metal arm wrapped into a fleshy arm and puppeted that flesh. They were all adequate answers. Any would suffice, so I picked the one I liked.

I asked Nothanganathor, “Did you like being the God of Magic for a time?”

Nothanganathor glared hatred. This time I did not interrupt him as he yelled, “Give it back! I won the battle!”

He was surprised that he was able to speak at all, but once he found he could, he kept talking.

I allowed it.

“The Dark should give me the crown! By ancient rite I deserve it! I tricked my way into power, and have thus earned that power. I had won!”

“Yup. You did win. I crowned you. And then I killed you! Isn’t a universe built upon the whims of the powerful just the best!” I said smiling, sarcastic.

Nothanganathor was speechless.

I added, “That last part was sarcasm, by the way. Everything else was truly told.”

Nothanganathor pleaded, “I would give you everything you ever wanted so that I could make the Painted Cosmology and all other places better through my actions. You saw my plans. Erick is barely a hundred years old! He’s too young to be a Prime God!”

Ah, the problem of age.

Oftentimes being older doesn’t make one smarter at all. It just makes one more entrenched.

I did not respond to Nothanganthor’s words. Instead, I used the Sign of Power I had taken from Nothanganathor and pulled Ara out of containment, into this transitional space. The woman, Nothanganathor’s love, was little more than painted colors and shaped clouds of memory, held together by nothing more than Elemental Dream and Love.

She started disintegrating immediately.

Nothanganathor panicked just as fast, reaching, yelling, “Don’t—!”

I solidified Ara. “She’s not going to break while I am here.”

Nothanganathor calmed.

I waited.

He asked, “What do you want?”

“I will recreate your wife, Ara. You two will meet for a moment. And then you both die, Sundered. That is the deal I am offering you. That is your reward for all your efforts at power. Everything else will be removed. All that will remain of your entire story is how much you loved what could have been, and that you chose to pursue what you loved wrongly.”

Nothanganathor stared at his wife.

A long, long time passed, and no time passed at all. Nothanganathor tried to escape many times. He failed. He screamed. He begged. He pleaded. He spoke of his deeds, both terrible and beautiful. He was an emperor, a creator, a pioneer. He was a unifier of universes. He was a speaker between realities. He was ancient and powerful. And yet, none of that mattered. Not here. Not at his End.

Perhaps, in some ways, he grew as a person as he explained who he was. He had ascended to True Wizard not too long ago, solidifying himself as himself. Now, he was now ripping at himself to find out who he Simply Was. But as he kept tearing, he found himself lesser and lesser. The foundation was rotten, built upon lies and the forcing of power, and in removing the rotten boards, Nothanganathor discovered he Simply Wasn’t.

Perhaps, if he kept going, he would have found something acceptable about himself at his core. There was a lot there.

Some of it was good.

But his voice was hoarse as he said, “I wasn’t good enough, was I?”

“Aside from the Sundering, you would have made a fantastic God of Magic. You plotted out a major coup against your mother and gave yourself the opportunity to succeed, where before you had nothing. You even allowed Melemizargo to have a fair fight against you, because you knew if you didn’t, then you never would have been worthy of the Mantle. Even today, with what you did against Erick, you followed that same pattern, crafting someone worthy of fighting against you, because you knew if you didn’t, then you never would have been accepted by the Dark. Even the Sundering itself was forgivable, in the grand sense that nothing matters at all except what people make matter,” I said, “But the Sundering was not forgivable because of your thefts. Just like Melemizargo did when he stole your Dark Mark at the end of that tournament and cursed you to Obscurity, you stole the Marks of an entire universe instead of allowing them to fade into the Dark, as is our right. No one is allowed to strip the chance to ascend from anyone else, Nothanganathor. No one.”

Nothanganathor was silent, and then he asked, “How else could I have won, if not for that?”

“Build up Erick and then let him have it, and ask him for forgiveness. He even offered it to you. That would have worked, and you were very close to that solution. I’m sure I could come up with a few other ways if I cared to think about them.”

Another timeless moment passed as Nothanganathor contemplated.

Nothanganathor asked, “Would he have actually forgiven me? Would I have ascended to God of Magic afterward? Since he refrained from taking up that Mantle?”

“In a theoretical world, yeah. That could have happened. Melemizargo certainly isn’t the God of Magic anymore. It was probably wrong to put so much power into that Mantle, anyway, so it wouldn’t have been the Mantle you wanted. Erick will probably be changing that Mantle.”

“… So forgiveness wins out, in the end.”

“Of a sort, yes. Erick and I are rather aligned on that particular position. You and I are also aligned on your position. Sometimes I’m more like him, and sometimes I’m like you. This time, I’m more like him.”

Silence.

Eventually Nothanganathor looked to his pastel-painted wife, Ara, and softly said, “I wish to have Ara back, and then let her go on wherever she can.”

I nodded.

Nothanganathor watched, enthralled, as I painted Ara back to life with my own flesh. It did not take long. I simply had to fill in the parts that were missing with everything that she had been, and who she could become. Who was Ara? She was a witch, a mother, an avenger, a poisoner, a world leader, a wife, dead and never-buried and made Never Was, and then, she was alive. She was Ara, Alive Again.

I was particularly happy with her brilliant red hair.

Ara stood on the white platform, looking around at everything, and then she looked at Nothanganathor.

Nothanganathor stared at her, like he was seeing his last sunrise.

“Nhatuan?” Ara asked quietly, “What is going on?”

Nothanganathor smiled softly, painfully. “I succeeded, and then I failed in every way possible. When you get out of here, tell everyone that you always hated me and that you never willingly took part in anything I wanted. Make up all the lies you can, and please survive.”

Ara stilled, breathing softly. She was a smart one. She did not know everything, but she figured out enough, and fast. She declared, “No. I’m following you. Wherever you go we go together, even if it’s to the End.”

Nothanganathor sobbed once. “Please survive, Ara. You don’t—”

Ara rushed to him, taking his hands into hers and then holding around his waist, and Nothanganathor held her in turn. She pressed herself against her husband’s body, holding them together. Tears flowed freely and emotions painted the Dark all around.

Softly, Ara said, “There’s no surviving without you.”

“To our End, then,” Nothanganathor whispered.

“To our End.”

The light faded except around them, and then, they were alone.

They did not notice as I tore them apart at the edges.

It was painless.

They vanished, their last moments spent looking at each other, their last emotions joining as one, and then becoming mana that flowed away into the Dark.

Perhaps a less kind demiurge would have caused them more pain for what they had done, both to me and to others, but pain was for life, and life was barred to them, now. Their times of struggles were over.

I preferred peaceful ends to horrific ones.
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Never-alone among the Dark, I looked up at my best friend, my inspiration and my love, and said, “Mother, Father, and Sister are probably all worried about me. Let’s go see how they’re getting on in this new universe. My Carving Knife will reunite us, soon enough.”

The Dark coiled around me, and we went.
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Being a god was a lot.

That was Erick’s first real thought after leaving Xoat and Nothanganathor behind.

And then he left that thought far, far behind, too.

Erick saw everything. He was everywhere. In the blades of grass under the Benevolent Sun of Margleknot. In the heart of his lead Valkyrie, Shivraa, who was in Margleknot for some reason, working with House Benevolence to fix up some housing projects here and there. Far away on the worlds of Abarial, where he had first culled corruption from the Fractal Cosmology, and revived a society from slavery and blood and tumor magics, but now there were gleaming towers and people walking around like normal, and individual choices given back to the people.

Erick flowed through the cosmos like a many-colored light, visiting lands he had saved from corruption and seeing people rebuild with Benevolence.

Wherever he could, he lent a hand.

Veird and Fenrir were not a part of his journey, and he did not think that odd at all.
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A man was building a hospital in some small, nowhere-land, because none of the locals had healing magics and they needed spaces for doctors and otherwise. That’s why he was here, using his masonry skills to build. The man didn’t have healing magics either, so when he cleaved a rock with a hammer and the rock fell and crushed his foot, he was in trouble. The doctors were still three months from coming out here. He’d lose that foot in a few days, to infection and decay. He didn’t know that yet. All he knew was blinding, shooting pain.

The man called out to the uncaring gods, though it was more like a series of expletives than any real call.

Erick heard his call anyway, because the man wore a necklace of gold that was in the shape of a ring with a break in it; a [Renew] symbol. Erick offered a healing touch upon the man’s foot. A warmth flowed from his necklace in that action. The man gasped in sudden relief as he grasped his necklace. He was up and walking around in a day. The man knew he had been blessed, but he did not know how, or why. Not exactly. His necklace had never done that before. It had been a gift from his grandmother, who had grown up in Margleknot, in Tir Gael.

He carved a circle with a break in it on an unobtrusive part of the hospital, thanking Benevolence for healing him.
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Erick visited a warrior wearing steel and carrying a sword as he prayed at a white spike the size of a tree, deep in the woods of the deep mountains. That spike was actually one of Margleknot’s small universal connections, but he didn’t know that. No one in this land knew that. To everyone but those with a connection to Margleknot, this spike was just an odd, indestructible and unmovable object. People here had attributed some sort of malfeasance to the spike long ago, and so the town around it was abandoned.

People still came here sometimes, though.

The man kneeling at the spike was trying to make his kingdom better, and he had no idea how to do what he needed to do, so he was praying to the lesser gods because none of the larger ones knew how to help. He was actually going down a list, written down on parchment by a loremaster of his homeland. He had paid half of his life savings for that list, and now he was here in the woods, in what he called ‘the cursed land’.

It used to be a thriving hub of interstellar traffic, but that was eons ago.

The man went down the list of ancient names, listening to the maddening whispers on the air. Only some of them were the gods answering him. Most of the voices asked for churches in their names, or sapient sacrifices.

When he called upon Benevolence, Erick gave the man a vision of his kingdom between two rivers, lights everywhere, bread in every pantry, meat in every dry storage, and everyone working together. Erick was asking if this is what the man wanted, and the man was flabbergasted that he had chanced upon a name in his list that had actually worked. Tentatively, the man asked what he required for such a gift.

Erick gave him a 50 step plan.

The man accepted the plan, because unlike all of the other gods he had asked, Erick’s plan did not have ‘worship me’ in any of the steps.

- -

Something shifted on Erick’s shoulders.

He helped more. He felt more connected to everything.

The weight on his shoulders felt more his own.

- -

Erick felt a twist of something untoward. Something Unwelcome.

He followed the feeling to a land rife with Red. Mages stood upon hills and cast power into crowds, turning people into thralls, into mana batteries, or slaves, or whatever the casters wanted them to be.

Erick cast lightning down from the sky and burned the Malevolence out of every single person there. Those that died flowed into a Grand Reincarnation, to be spilled out on worlds where they needed to go to live better lives, to grow into better people, or to simply have another chance at it all. The mages casting the spells got the same treatment, but in conditions that would actually help them be less like they were.

People were basically good, if they were allowed to be good, if they weren’t unduly influenced by corruptive forces.

Erick allowed them to try again.

Erick did the same thing to a countless number of other Great Evils, many of which were nowhere near anyone who knew of him, and his Benevolence. That required going out of his way, though. That required power. Power required rest.

When he was weak from doing what no one asked him to do, he pulled back and held within Margleknot and other great sources of Benevolence, and even on Earth, where Personal Scripts had touched and spread, thanks to all the things that Erick had already done…

He vaguely realized something was missing, but he’d figure that out later.

When he was strong again, helping those who needed help, he cleared out more Unwelcome Malevolence.

- -

The Dragon God of Many Colors stood in judgment over a world that had fallen to a corporation that had fallen to civil war, far removed from everything the God had ever known, and yet, he had known this land for tens of thousands of years, too.

He was brilliant and glowing and black and white, with wings that shielded worlds and claws that tore at continents, ripping out corruption and the corrupt. A horde of Valkyries flowed around him, in orbit and in the sky of the world. Some Valkyries were from Margleknot and other strongholds of the Dragon’s. Most of them were taken from the planet itself. Most of them were not people. They were animals, and less, for the animals needed to be saved, too, for the world itself was doomed by the civil war.

Nuclear waste, continental destruction, viruses both artificial and incredibly virulent. A huge crack in the side of the world, where they had released a few antimatter bombs. All of that needed to be fixed, and it was not a small job at all. It required a complete reset.

The Dragon God coiled around the entire planet, touching, molding, fixing. He sent a million lives down the Lightning Path, casting them far and wide, into better places, for their place was no longer here. Most Valkyries remained. They held in orbit, waiting while he fixed their planet.

Some of them helped in the fixing. Most did not.

The boiled ocean returned, swelling and blue and deep.

The cratered mountains grew lush with many colors, but mostly green.

The toxic sky twisted with thick air, becoming mana that soaked into the world.

The deeper places, filled with wrongness, placed there for problems for future generations, turned to thick air. The Dragon God of Many Colors laid down hoards of wealth into the planet for them to find, for them to rebuild.

Little Benevolence ‘Dungeon’ Slimes grew fast under his touch, and then they burrowed into Benevolence Itself, to create Safeholds for those who needed such. Some people still called them dungeons, but the Dragon God called them Safeholds. They would create more slimes and more mana in a side reality next to this one, and that mana would replace what the Dragon God had stricken from this world, as soon as people learned how to use it. Those Safeholds would also allow these people afterlives, where their previous, small gods, had been claiming their souls for themselves, to consume and grow like pestilent diseases, because that’s what some gods did. They weren’t all like the Dragon God of Benevolence Itself. Not by a long tale.

This was a normal day for him.

For the people of this world, this was a day that would be written down in history books and preserved for all time...

What would these people call him, when they wrote his name down?

Erick grinned as he put the finishing touches on the world, as he thought of how the Valkyries had always called him ‘Apparent King’, because of some words that Teressa had said on a whim, so long ago…

… Oh.

Those were important names to him, weren’t they.

And just like that, the [Onward] broke.

Time settled.

Erick became all of his apparent self.

He was Benevolence Itself, wearing the Mantle of the Primal Dark. He was a god. A Prime God.

“Ah,” Erick said, “Yeah. So. That happened.”

About 15,000 years had happened, and yet, not really happened at all, because Erick had been ignoring the main problems of his life, way back there.

Back on Veird.

Back at Fenrir.

Erick finished up fixing the planet and released his grip on this world of the Infinite Cosmology, pulling back. With a command, he ushered the Valkyries back to their rebuilt homes, if they were people, or back to their pastures, if they were cows or sheep, or back to their forests and oceans and lakes and rivers and everywhere else, if they were animals of other sorts. Some of the Valkyries chose to move on, to an afterlife inside Benevolence Itself, inside the Safeholds of the world. From there, those people would be visited by their descendants.

Mostly, the dead would simply be at rest.

With a few last measures, Erick installed a Grand Personal Script within the core of the world, replacing the corrupted manaminer he had crushed. The Grand Personal Script did nothing except to keep itself going and hand out smaller Personal Scripts to those that needed one. Not many would need one, though.

But maybe, in the far future, the world would need to be saved by those who needed to save it, and Benevolence Itself and the ghosts of the afterlives of the people here would act, and crown a hero or ten. Those heroes would get a Personal Script.

Those were the choices Erick had made for this land. Not every land got the same treatment, but these were the choices Erick had made for this place.

Erick Flatt, Dragon God of Many Colors, Apparent King of Illuminated Crossroads, Grand Wizard of Benevolence Itself, The Light in the Dark, Commander of Valkyries, wanted to go home.

He had too many personal questions.

Where was his title of ‘Father of Jane, Abigail, Beth, Candice, Debby, and Evan’? What had happened to Yggdrasil? Or Ophiel? Where was Shadow? What about the Painted Cosmology, and Quilatalap, and Poi and Teressa? House Benevolence? Al and Mog and Savral? Spur? Candlepoint? What about Solomon and Destiny? What about Rozeta, Melemizargo, Kirginatharp, Koyabez, Nirzir, Zolan, Dariok, Rizala, Ascendant Prime? What happened to Fenrir—

Erick fell out of the bottom of a dream, through the diaphanous Dark, plunging through years and centuries. Land and times passed him by as he stretched and then folded in on himself, becoming smaller, leaving behind the majority of himself in order to inhabit—













- - - -













Erick fell out of the sky, leaving behind a cacophony of colors as he plunged, human, though an endless blue. Above lay the open sky. Sunmoons illuminated all, though the stars shone in the spaces between those glowing orbs.

Orange desert spread out in every direction below.

For a moment, Erick felt he was coming home, to a different age that no longer existed. Was he in the right time, the right place? Did his Lightning Path Status work anymore?

It did.

It looked different.











Erick Flatt, [Old] [Current Location: Layer 789; Fenrir, year 1453]
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There were fewer infinities there than the last time he had looked, and yet these infinities were a lot larger.

It was fine. That ‘Mantle of the Benevolent Dark’ probably meant that he was Xoat’s… primary god, now, or something like that? Erick almost had time to think about the fate of Melemizargo, and to think about what had happened when Xoat had granted Nothanganathor the Mantle of the God of Magic briefly, before tearing it away, but then he realized that something was happening down below.

Erick’s current ‘arbitrary’ Body was set pretty low, so he pumped all of those numbers up to 10,000 and he gained a fraction of a fraction of a fraction of the senses that he had had when he was inhabiting his Mantle.

A black dragon the size of a state was down below, ripping up the land and swiping at glinting white dots in the air. Silver dots held far away from the state-sized dragon, shooting magics at the dragon.

Melemizargo versus Sitnakov and Killzone, and what appeared to be many different wrought forces in the distance.

Melemizargo was bloody and wounded. Sitnakov dove into the dragon’s body again and then came out the other side, taking with him great gouts of flesh. Most of this battle seemed to be taking place internally, and Melemizargo was simply trying to survive, crashing his claws against one of the white wrought as they passed. Sometimes the wrought came out of his body missing body parts of their own, so it was dangerous to be inside of him, too. One of Melemizargo’s wings was gone and half his face was half melted.

Fallopolis fought Nirzir in the distance. Fallopolis threw out Black Annihilation zones and Nirzir sung, vibrating those zones with Void, breaking the containment on Annihilation. Fallopolis’s spellwork turned into dangers to both of them, exploding with inky Annihilation. The two of them flew around, trying to get the drop on each other.

Oozy, who was a Shade, fought with Tiza Nindi, the former Head Priestess of Sininindi, who was somehow a Champion of Sininindi? That part of the world was filled with oceanic storms materializing out of nothing and Oozy flying out of the storms, held aloft by black dragon wings, as he sent arrows made of burning wood Tiza’s way.

What the fuck was going on? Erick’s disbelief colored his own thoughts. For a moment, Erick was crushed. He had come back to himself, back to Fenrir, only to see a war happening.

The fight below was just the current warfront.

Parts of Fenrir had been blasted apart, great big holes in the dyson sphere looking like shrapnel-tinged bullet holes the size of the sun.

The sun itself was gone and a black hole held where once was light.

The Valkyries were nowhere to be seen… or felt? Erick could usually feel them wherever they were, see through their eyes if needed, but they weren’t here. The only thing here was...

Pain.

The dead cried out for vengeance against Melemizargo. The survivors demanded that vengeance and made it happen as best they could with their meager weapons.

Betrayal.

The gods had tried to take the Valkyries from Erick, after Erick had vanished in his fight with Nothanganathor, and thus, alliances died. Erick wasn’t sure how he knew that, but he knew that. He had seen Shivraa on Margleknot, hadn’t he? Yes, he had.

Hopelessness.

House Benevolence had retracted, pulling as many people away from the fronts of the war as they could, but the war happened inside their very own capital of Candlepoint. Candlepoint was gone, though, ruined and dead. Yggdrasil was dead, too, blackened and rotting in what remained of Candlepoint’s lake.

The other half of Candlepoint’s lake held out in the frozen void of space. Bodies spread in the chill of the void, frozen and inert.

Veird was worse than Candlepoint, by far. Candlepoint was visible from outside the world, because the world had been ripped apart. Veird was a half-exploded metal ball, with its shells of adamantium twisted outward. Something had ripped out of the center of Veird and caused untold death. Probably the Core. Rozeta had said that Melemizargo always could have done it, so maybe he had just up and done it. Considering how they were fighting right now, Erick could see that.

When he had left for the battle with Nothanganathor, everyone had been on the verge of fighting.

In his absence, they had fulfilled that promise ten thousand times over.

Erick could see exactly what had happened even without checking every part of the past.

Melemizargo had tried taking over the Valkyries and Rozeta hadn’t stopped him, for what could she have done except lean into his madness? Nothing. She could have done nothing. Melemizargo was losing his power as the God of Magic, but he was still the God of Magic for at least days or weeks, Erick wasn’t sure. Melemizargo had used that power disastrously.

Adding to this, the contained problems of Fenrir, the ones Erick hadn’t gotten to, had been released. Without the Valkyries there to hold them back, they had spread, and some had gone truly bad down there, too.

Fenrir floated in pieces. Very, very large pieces, but still pieces. Some of those pieces had fallen into the black hole that was the sun. The inside surface of Fenrir had been scoured of life. The exterior grew deadly mushrooms and fungus here and there, among vast, vast swaths of uninhabitable land, made that way because all of the containment magics were gone, and the atmosphere had evaporated—

Erick’s breath caught.

Quilatalap was mutilated and pinned to an adamantium spire on a crag overlooking the black hole sun. He was not just dead. He was cursed to death. Simple death would have been nothing to him; he had survived a [Chaining Soul Destruction] from a Champion of Melemizargo before. So whoever had done this had needed to get creative, and they had succeeded. Erick wasn’t sure how he knew what he knew when he looked upon Quilatalap’s corpse, but there was no coming back from this for him. He was frozen due to the cold of the void. He was ripped apart due to some sort of divine curse.

He was beyond dead.

Erick floated down to Quilatalap and pulled his corpse off of the spire, using magic to break the spire but his hands to hold Quilatalap. Erick tried a simple [Resurrection] first, and of course that failed. He already knew it was going to fail.

He could fix this, but...

Erick sighed, and said, “I guess I’m a pretty terrible god, Quilatalap, because I was negligent enough to not save you, and I’m selfish enough to bring you back, out of any peaceful afterlife you might be in right now. I hope you don’t hate me for it.”

Erick kissed Quilatalap.

Many colors descended upon the corpse, and then the corpse became a man that became blood that then splattered across the frozen void and multiplied a hundred times. And then once more, into Erick’s arms, Quilatalap’s eyes went wide—

He gasped.

Did he hate? Did he forgive, or condemn? Erick was worried for a brief moment—

And then Quilatalap hugged Erick, laughing happily. Tiny blackgold wings floated behind him. “You’re back. You’re back.”

A great tension left Erick’s shoulders as he hugged Quilatalap. “Sorry.”

“It’s fine, it’s fine,” Quilatalap said, holding him tighter, pressing their foreheads together. He chuckled, flexing his wings as he looked in a hundred directions at once with his other Valkyrie bodies, and also deep into Erick’s eyes. He kissed Erick for a long moment, and then he simply relaxed. With eyes of bright blackgold, and a hundred bodies that he was rapidly learning how to work, and all of that, Quilatalap hovered in the void, holding Erick’s hands, saying, “So things deteriorated when you failed to reappear.”

Erick smiled sadly. “That appears to be an understatement.” He looked around to all the Quilatalaps in the void, most of them looking everywhere but here, while the Quilatalap here only had eyes for Erick. “This was the only way I could bring you back, so sorry about that. Do you want to remain a Valkyrie?”

“I don’t want to be here at all, Erick. Everything is gone and nothing is right and there’s no fixing this, and almost all of me was Ended, but I managed to hold onto hope for you. I am not Quilatalap anymore. I am a husk, and you need to go back in time and unmake this future.”

Erick breathed, and then he nodded.

Quilatalap sighed a little bit, even as he smiled. “Do you know what happened? That and my love of you is all I remember.”

“I’ll take the short version, but I’m rather sure that Melemizargo descended into madness in his loss of power, broke Veird and much of Fenrir, and killed at least a few gods. He tried to take over the Valkyrie magic somewhere in there.”

Not-Quilatalap nodded. “That attempted takeover happened at the very beginning. A minute after Fallopolis rescued Shade Oozy and Shivraa and Everbless from the final battle, Melemizargo tried to corrupt the Valkyries into his worshipers in order to stave off destruction. Rozeta agreed with his choice to do that, for she had no choice, and she tried to give over the Valkyrie Weavers in the Script to the other gods, in order to parcel out those worshipers. Melemizargo managed to do something to Shivraa, but then the Fractal Fairy descended and took all Valkyries back to Margleknot.” Quilatalap said, “Everyone expected Nothanganathor to show up after that, or for you to show up and be mad, and then neither of you did. The Red continued to blast Fenrir and everywhere else it could, though; the war never stopped. This entire land was set up to go out of control with people next to people that would cause wars. That’s what killed most people.

“Melemizargo still continued to lose power, and people broke Fenrir. That’s when things really got out of control. Stuff thought obliterated started reappearing and spreading and Melemizargo started taking everyone’s Mantles back to stave off his death and… Most people died. If anyone is still alive out there then I would be surprised.”

Erick sighed at that.

Quilatalap said, “It was bad. The first to fall was Rozeta. After Melemizargo tried to take the Valkyries, Rozeta told him that it was over. About four days later he killed her for that. The next to fall were Atunir, Aloethag, and Zephyrspray. Koyabez managed to last a while, but even he died. That was a single month since the battle ended. Sininindi fell in line with Melemizargo. Sumtir did, too. Melemizargo himself killed me, Erick.” Quilatalap shook his head. “I don’t know who is alive or not…” He paused in worry, and then he simply said, “He killed Benevolence Itself. Your spaces were strong for a while and it rescued a lot of people, but in Melemizargo’s last act he… He killed everyone that managed to survive. I was there, and then I was out here, dead. I don’t know what happened to the others.” Quilatalap looked outward and at Erick at the same time, saying, “From what I’m seeing, it appears he did further devastation to Fenrir, but it’s only a little bit worse than it was when he killed me. He must have lost his Mantle when I was dead.”

Ah.

So that’s what had happened.

Ah.

As anger rose within him, Erick felt a weird realization.

He could still feel immense, incredible anger, even as a God of Benevolence.

Quilatalap wasn’t angry at all, though.

Quilatlalap smiled softly, and said, “I love you, Erick. Go into the past and make this never have happened. I am not Quilatalap. I am a message from Quilatalap. If not for your Valkyrie magic, I think I already would have died. Don’t let me stay this way, though. Okay? End this magic before you go.”

Erick breathed, and then he took Quilatalap back in his arms, holding him for a long moment. Quilatalap held him back. He was warm.

“I love you,” Erick said.

And then he ended Not-Quilatalap’s Valkyrie self and folded Infinity in on itself, turning back the clock, leaving before he could see Not-Quilatalap fade away.

Not-Quilatalap smiled, though, at the End.
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“What happens now?” Oozy asked, under a cracked sky, where illusions of sunlight and blue had been broken in the touch of the Fractal.

“I don’t know,” Fallopolis said, on her knees, on the white stone pillar that was Ascendant Mountain.

Rozeta’s white wrought human body lay scattered in white chunks upon the ground.

Melemizargo lay broken and bleeding on the ground north of the mountain, taking up a whole mountain-sized bit of land with his bleeding draconic body.

This was after the Valkyries had been taken from Fenrir and Veird.

This was a good time to appear. It wouldn’t make sense if Erick were to appear later, for he would be punishing people for things they had not done, and that was not who he was.

Erick had no problems doing what he did next.

Erick descended, as a person, and in one quick move he removed the lingering Mantle of the God of Magic from Melemizargo’s shoulders, rendering him a simple black dragon. He also shrunk the guy down and healed him and set him upon the white pillar like a flop of a sleeping, half-comatose dragon. It would be a minute before he woke up enough to react to anything.

Fallopolis reacted faster than her former god, yelping and standing upright, launching backward, and then, blessedly, wonderfully, she cried out, “Oh thank My God! You’re back!”

Erick had allowed her to keep her Championship, but it was almost nothing right now, since the Mantle of Magic was inactive.

Erick smiled at her. “I am. Took me a few thousand years, but yup. I’m back. I heard most of what happened already. It got really bad, but now that future never happens. Not even in the multiverse—”

“Wh—” Melemizargo came to, rapidly righting himself and looking around, and looking scared. His eyes did not glow; they were simply white, with slitted pupils. His claws did not shine; they were simply white, like normal claws. He was a black dragon, about 50 meters long, which was rather normal for a dragon. He wasn’t even a Wizard, let alone a god. He realized this fast, and then he realized the source of his current reality, too. He narrowed his eyes at Erick, yelling, “You did this?!”

A gold-rimmed spear of adamantium came out of the sky and tried to kill Melemizargo, but Erick caught it about a meter from Melemizargo’s neck, rapidly moving the attack from Sininindi back and away. Erick glowed a bit gold in that action.

Erick could have heard voices praying to him from far, far away, if he listened. He would get to those later. Erick unlinked Time from this space, giving him all the time he could ever want, and stopping the flow of prayers. He had stuff to do here, and now. Every single god of the Painted Cosmology was losing power in the transition, which had happened 38 days from now and also hours ago and also 10,000 years ago.

He called up to the sky, “Sininindi. Please come down here. Everyone else, too.”

They all appeared as fast as they could, which was appreciated.

Phagar, Rozeta, Koyabez, were the main gods in attendance.

Koyabez looked Melemizargo over, and was a little sad.

Rozeta frowned at her father, and then the bags under her eyes got deeper as she looked at Erick, and Knew everything.

Phagar knew everything, too. “Unexpected. I was prepared to walk into my own End when I felt my Mantle fade… But that has been undone. Hmm.”

Aloethag, Atunir, Sininindi, Sumtir, and the others just watched.

Oozy and Fallopolis stood back, also watching, not sure what was happening. They were the only mortals in attendance, and that was fine. Mortals needed to be present for this sort of thing, just as much as the gods needed to be present.

Erick spoke, “I’m rather new at this, but with my presence here, the Red out there in Fenrir should start dying on its own. Is that correct?”

Rozeta said, “Yes. It’s failing everywhere. My son is also… he’ll be fine.”

“Good! Problem One solved. Nothanganathor is no more. The problem of outside forces turning us all against each other is done. Let us forgive most all transgressions and move on to a better future.”

They all Knew what Erick knew, in a basic sort of way; that Melemizargo had been replaced as the Prime God of the Painted Cosmology and the Dark. But they still had a lot of questions. Concerns, really.

“My father?” Rozeta asked.

Erick said, “Sure. Let’s get to that.”

Melemizargo stared. He was the biggest one here, but he was also perhaps the smallest. He didn’t mist around like he usually did, either. He simply stood there.

Erick began, “The Painted Cosmology still needs a God of Magic—”

Tension filled the air, so Erick stopped talking.

“No,” Rozeta said. “I see what he did in the future you made never-was, and no.”

Phagar said, “I agree with Rozeta.”

Sininindi said, “We should kill him now for what he has done to us throughout the centuries.”

Perhaps Erick was a bit too mortal right now, because he had been interrupted, though he had a lot more words to say about Melemizargo than simply giving him back the Mantle.

Erick said, “I agree that Melemizargo has made some missteps, but I ask you now to stand in judgment of the whole person.” That’s what he was getting to; a Pantheon consensus was necessary for this sort of forgiveness, and this sort of forgiveness did not come with no strings attached. Erick said, “Melemizargo went insane from the loss of power, and also from knowing he and everyone else was in a trap. He didn’t actually break the trap or break the world, when he could have, and no, I don’t expect you to respect someone who decided not to kill you, because it would have killed him, too. I do expect you to look upon his otherwise mostly-normal stint as the God of Magic before Nothanganathor came along and Sundered the Painted Cosmology.

“I was there for a while, looking through Xoat’s eyes, through the eyes of many different Wizards, and what I saw was a pretty normal era.

“Melemizargo definitely got too personally involved and that gave him blind spots, and that cursing he did at the beginning doomed him to a downfall, and the universe went to shit while he was in charge. But we need a God of Magic, and he’s a good God of Magic, and the God of Magic isn’t the biggest god in the Painted Cosmology anymore.

“I am.”

Melemizargo couldn’t feel that particular Truth right now, surrounded as he was by all the other gods, so he bristled a little. Fallopolis and Oozy had similar reactions. The other gods, except for Rozeta, were still kind of unsure.

And so Erick pulled his Mantle on a little bit tighter, instead of having it float all the way off of him—

- -

Erick stepped into a conversation of gods, spanning eons and blinks at the same time, along different vectors of argument and counterargument. They were all harboring very, very large doubts, about all of this, whatever this was, but Erick went through each of them, set them down without setting them down, and had a long chat about all of their various concerns.

When it became evident that Erick was exactly what he said, they wanted to talk about moving forward, and what to expect, and Erick gave them general ideas.

He ended by saying, “I don’t really want to be the biggest power around, so with regard to the Pantheon and the Universe, I’ll appoint lower gods and step in to prevent catastrophe, and that’s about it.”

- -

Erick continued, back in the real world, “So we still need a God of Magic, and Melemizargo is good at the job, even though it will be a lesser job these days.” As Erick let those words hang, Melemizargo breathed deep, likely realizing much of what had happened.

The gods had concerns, but not too many; Erick had already spoken to all of them about this, just now.

Erick continued, “Melemizargo. I want to make you God of Magic again, on probation, because we have a lot of work to do, and yet you did fuck up a whole lot in the past, and when you rapidly declined in power you spiraled into a danger to everyone. That won’t be happening again, now, or ever. Details to follow. Do you still want the job?”

Melemizargo made a rapid decision of his own, then asked, almost for clarification, “Are you the new Prime God of the Painted Cosmology?”

“I will be soon enough. I need to go visit Xoat and his family and talk to them. I’m reasonably sure that Xoat thinks that I’ll have this job for however long I want it and then pass it on to someone else…” Erick’s thoughts drifted back to when Xoat had been him, and he had been a mote in Xoat’s existence, watching the Painted Cosmology through memories. He said, “I think we need to remake the whole Cosmology, and things are going to be different this time. My main duty is going to be appointing new gods and ensuring that the Painted Cosmology is never broken again, and that Xoat is never again reconstructed. He and the Dark are as one, and they like it that way. I’m rather sure that if we get creation wrong that they’d both be fine with Xoat coming back out for a while, for us to try again. I would rather not try again, though.

“I want to get it right the first time.

“You’d be the God of Magic again, Melemizargo, and it would be a smaller role. You’d basically be helping people learn magic, and you wouldn’t be appointing gods. You would be the ‘God of Magic’. Not ‘Dark God of Magic’.” Erick said, “I’m the God of Benevolent Dark, or however people end up calling me.”

Melemizargo didn’t get a chance to speak because the fae started to appear, like people stepping out of reality to stand upon the stone—

Xoat stepped into the area, instantly drawing everyone’s attention. The world was dark and full of visions in his presence, and Erick had to support Oozy and Fallopolis’s existences before they were obliterated at the mere sight of Xoat. As Erick saw Melemizargo start to disintegrate, too, Erick helped support his body, and Melemizargo had a lot of emotions at that rescue.

And then Xoat spoke, and Erick needed to separate space from him to not overwhelm the mortals.

“Are you ready to be my carving knife, Erick?”

Erick said, “I’d like a few more minutes to sort out some back end work, please. Get everyone on board that I can. That sort of thing. See you in a better location for it, too.”

“Sure. I should talk to you about some of this Margleknot business, too. I’ll be in Ar’Cosmos.”

Xoat stepped away, and the fae left with him.

Reality returned to something more normal, but it was still full of gods.

Melemizargo instantly said, “Give me a quest to fulfill while I am on probation.”

“I object,” Sininindi said, “On principle. He lost power and he killed because of it. He will seek to gain more power, too, as is his nature as a dragon. He will cause problems no matter where he is in the hierarchy. AND HE TOOK EVERBLESS.”

Erick would speak to Sininindi about Everbless, personally, soon enough. But for now he sent a few thoughts her way that contained multitudes of information which boiled down to the news that Everbless was in Margleknot right now, living with about ten thousand other world trees that did not become Margleknot. That whole situation was kinda complicated, but not really. It was like Treehome, but for world trees who were problematic and needed to learn how to live again. It was a halfway house for wayward World Trees, and it would be good for Everbless.

Melemizargo had changed him, though, into something Dark and Radiant, and he needed to learn how to deal with that, too.

Sininindi still had her objections after that silent sharing of information, but she was a lot calmer.

Others still had problems.

Atunir said, “I object to Melemizargo’s reappointment. We had millions of years as a universe before Melemziargo fucked it all up in his first 10,000 years as God of Magic.”

Aloethag said, “He killed my elves.”

“He did a lot more than that,” Rozeta said.

Melemziargo declared, “It can be a big quest.”

He got some looks for that.

Rozeta spoke up, “Ten million worlds and the True Wizards to guard them.”

Koyabez added, “Peaceful, core worlds.”

Phagar added, “A new Radiant Depths.”

And that’s when the world started to turn upon their words.

Demon King Dinnamoth spoke up, “Incani, instead of Old Demons.”

Avandrasolaro said, “The return of the Alvani.”

“Okay okay!” Erick spoke up, breaking the ritual, saying, “Let’s pull it back. We’re getting into actual ritual, and we’re not doing that yet.” He looked to Melemizargo. “Do you agree to the spirit of these terms, if not the actual word?”

The world calmed down.

Melemizargo glanced to Rozeta as he said, “If the Painted Cosmology was already existent, then I could raise ten million worlds and the True Wizards to guard them in a single century. It will take longer to do that now.” He said to Erick, “If my Mantle still exists like it did. I doubt that anything will return to how it was with you in charge, or that you’re prepared to actually be a Prime God, no matter what future you experienced.”

Erick said, “Nothing will be the same, and yet everything will be the same, but angled slightly better. How does your mind feel, by the way? I did some resetting, so I expect perfect sanity.”

Fallopolis gasped a little.

Melemizargo said, “Mortal and clear.”

Erick nodded. He continued, “The only other big issue that I foresee, that I can’t actually fix, is the question of evil. I have been informed about the purpose of Evil Gods, which is mostly to keep the worst destructive impulses contained to singular entities and enable true Free Will, and… Well. We’ll have to have some of that, but hopefully not a lot.” Erick said, “I would prefer to discuss those things as gods, since these are godly matters. Are you ready, Melemizargo?”

Melemizargo breathed out, and then said, “I'd prefer to bow to you as you.”

Understandable.

Erick unfurled in black and white and gold of every color, wings spreading wide, legs the size of Ascendant Mountain, body ten times that size, with feathers and scales and blackgold swords on fire, floating everywhere. Erick’s Benevolence spread across Ascendant Mountain like auroras. With a casual thought Erick drew Shivraa back from Margleknot, to stand in recognition as his not-really-champion, to watch Melemizargo bow to him, as Erick lifted above the mountains like the Iridescent Dragon God that he was.

The world bloomed in growth. Not a single wound existed in Erick’s presence. Hearts healed, pain diminished, and Erick looked down upon Melemizargo and the gathered gods of the old, new, Painted Cosmology.

“Do you accept the spirit of the terms of your rise, Melemizargo?”

Melemizargo had no problem bowing deep, saying, “I will be the God of Magic of The Dark, accepting the duty which had been stricken from me due to my negligence, to ensure that such negligence will never happen again. I will teach magic to all. I will spread the Dark forevermore.”

“Then rise, Melemizargo. Claim your divinity, and your purpose.”

Darkness coiled around Melemizargo and then settled into his very soul. His white eyes, so like Erick’s, flickered and ignited and he glowed from within, restored. Dark coiled around him, and it was the same Black that had always surrounded him.

Tears streamed down Fallopolis’s face, first simple tears, and then turning into light, as her eyes returned to Shade-bright. Fallopolis cried tears of joy now that her god was back.

Erick shrunk back down to his human body, to look up at Melemizargo, and level with the others. Shivraa was behind him, bowed to one knee, fist pressed to her chest, quietly crying tears of joy. Oozy was on his ass, kinda just staring at everything. 

Erick said to Melemizargo, “Looks good on you, old man. I left it all as it was, yes?”

Melemizargo caught up quickly to many different things all at once. He looked down at Erick, surprised. “… You’re older than me, now.”

Erick angled a hand back and forth. “Eh! No. Most of that was [Onward]. Let’s just not talk about that stuff. My task is set as anti-corruption work, appointing and denying gods, and giving things the Unwelcome when they must be Unwelcomed. I won’t be Unwelcoming too often. Malevolence only came around once in a few million years, after all.” He asked, “We good, everyone?”

They were all less than impressed with Erick’s nonchalance but they got on board fast enough.

Erick said, “Let’s take the rest of this conversation upstairs.”

Erick vanished first. The others followed fast.
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Fallopolis watched as the man she had once helped, helped another, who happened to be Her God.

Much like her revelation that she shouldn’t have called for the Purge on Spur, she realized that all of life was just a chain of people helping each other in the ways that they could. Sometimes chains bound and tied, but most of the time they connected one thing to another.

Fallopolis didn’t understand much of what had just happened, but she knew that Nothanganathor had been the kind of guy to use chaining magic to control.

Erick made chains that connected.

Very similar people, but also completely different.

Like positive to negative particles, and lightning, and all of that.

If Jane would have died at the beginning, then Fallopolis was pretty sure that Erick would have gone down a wrong path. But Jane was fine, and Erick was here. Surely he had seen more pain than Fallopolis could conceive, and he had even killed fake Janes out there, if the rumors were to be believed, but that hadn’t broken him. Maybe, even if Jane had died in the beginning, then Erick still would have tried to be who he became in the here and now.

Erick reached out to help. Through the pain, through the sorrow and horror, he still helped.

Always.

Ah, Fallopolis thought, Do I have a little crush on him like I have on you, My Lord?

Probably. Don’t let it affect your work. We have a lot to do.

Of course...

Fallopolis rapidly, wonderfully thought, ‘I’m glad you’re back, My Lord.’

I did not expect it either!

… Uh.

Apologize to Shivraa for me.

Melemizargo pulled back from Fallopolis’s mind.

Fallopolis turned to Shivraa.

The woman was currently ice-elf-human shaped. She seemed truly surprised and elated and a whole bunch of other confusing emotions, all at the same time. Fallopolis didn’t blame her. She was feeling weird emotions right now, too.

Fallopolis pounced, saying, “We apologize for—”

“HMMM!” Shivraa announced, sounding both displeased and pleased at the same time. “I don’t want to hear it. Apologize by doing good deeds.”

“… Fair enough. We still apologize.”

Shivraa barely even looked at Fallopolis. Instead, she stared at the broken sky and land. The illusions on the sky were healing that very moment, while the land sprouted greenery of every hue, clearing up the vast destruction that Melemizargo’s fall had caused. And then Shivraa lost her smile, and looked at Oozy.

She seemed incapable of not glaring, but there wasn’t any heat in her voice as she asked Fallopolis, “You’re going to keep him?” She said, “You’re not going to torture him.”

She had said it almost as a question, but it was not a question at all. Partially, it was a request. Mostly, it was a demand.

Fallopolis didn’t have to think long before she said, “We were going to interrogate him about all the tricks that Nothanganathor had left behind, but it’s probably better if his mind is shared with the Valkyries. Melemizargo grants you this request.”

Shivraa’s pale violet skin turned dark in a second, becoming blood that then expanded upward and outward. The blood froze over and shattered into blackgold fire, revealing the Valkyrie underneath. Wings of pale violet ice coalesced behind Shivraa as she grabbed a sword of the same out of the air.

Oozy went wide-eyed and backed up, scuttling along the ground, his glowing white eyes going wide. “Wait wait wa—”

Shivraa declared, “We are still at war. The Valkyries had been containing a million threats that your god helped release when he sought to reach out and control what he should not have controlled. You will join us, and in doing so, give us insights into best containment procedures, and if you cannot, then you will still be redeemed through service to Benevolence.”

Oozy stopped trying to escape.

He centered himself, and righted himself upon the stone, kneeling before Shivraa. He closed his white eyes. “I accept.”

“I will make it painless,” Shivraa said, lifting her sword.

To her credit, Fallopolis thought, as she watched the execution, ten suddenly-materialized swords simply appearing from every direction and driving into Oozy was kinda quick. The swords cleaved into Oozy’s body, tearing through his new-Shade existence, twisting his very light and shadows back into flesh, into blood that then became life.

Oozy rose as a man of blood-red hair and white-lightning-filled eyes. He hadn’t been a Shade long, but it had marked him deeply.

Fallopolis was surprised that Shivraa hadn’t had any trouble doing that at all. Shades should not be able to be soul-captured like that, but Erick’s power was above Melemizargo’s in the hierarchy now.

That was the moment that Fallopolis truly started to believe that everything was truly different.
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“Overall, I like the shape of Veird,” Erick said, in ten million different ways, from the shape of the land itself to the people to the friends he had made, and also to the idea of a God Pact, and even Forgotten Campaigns, within reason. “I would like to keep that sort of thing happening, going forward.”

Rozeta spoke in ten thousand ways, “Without the whole memetic, unseen dangers of Nothanganathor, I assume.”

“Yes,” Erick said, regarding both Nothanganathor’s threat, and to a lesser extent, all of the other memetic hazards he had witnessed over the years. Putrescent slugs, mind control of all sorts, and even emotional control. “Though some of those things can be used for good, I would like to have it so the average person does not worry of mind control, or of being trapped in any sort of mental trap.”

Melemizargo countered, “Magic is the purest expression of freedom. We should not begrudge the mortals their choices. If we remove those powers, then we cannot use them, either. And if we don’t codify them, then they’ll simply come in from the outside and wreck what is built using outside strength.”

Erick said, disbelieving, “So the standard solution of Paladins really is the best?” And then, in a million ways, he considered the Dark Mark, and how a person made more mana if they knew more magic, and if they helped others to learn more magic, too. “I’ll just hand out Benevolence Marks, too, and hope for the best. They’re almost exactly the same as Dark Marks, but they’ll be more limited, as I am not going to be an all-powerful god at all. That should help curb excesses of the worst sorts of magics.”

Rozeta spoke, “In attempting to control how mortals act, you become the controller yourselves, and that threatens yourself with usurping. That is the true nature of the need for neutral magic. Give to all, and let them work out what they want for themselves.”

“A fair point,” Erick said.

The conversation of the gods rotated around that point for a modicum of years, and then came back around to a higher order of examination.

Phagar said, “I would like gods to be less powerful, individually.”

Erick spoke of his memories of being Xoat and watching gods and world-sized monsters duking it out in the mana ocean, destroying parts of the universe with their bodies, racking up collateral damage, as he said, “I also appreciate gods being smaller in this Godpact. So how about we establish that you can only have Avatars or Champions or similar powers, going forward, except in the case of averting major disasters?”

Melemizargo brought up Erick’s own fight with Nothanganathor, saying, “That does nothing to stop the excesses of mortals.”

“Mortals will learn as mortals,” Phagar said.

Rozeta nodded.

Erick agreed, as well.

Sumtir was war and righteousness and ten million battlefields, and of all the assorted details of that image of him fighting in the Painted Cosmology that had stuck out so much in Nothanganathor’s mind; of worlds being destroyed by his presence of War. He said, “The incident you saw was me stepping in, directly, to avert a much larger disaster. I could instead ask you to deal with it, but it was a personal thing that got far out of control.”

There was no solving the bigger issues except for tackling them when they came.

Erick moved on, “Let us speak of the Personal Script now, and of crafting a more inclusive power structure for the Pantheon in that infinity, within the mortals whom we all love.”

Erick gazed around beyond the mantles of the assembled gods, and saw within them the wholeness that made them people. Most of them had come from the Painted Cosmology, or, like Dinnamoth, had been raised up here in the Fractal Cosmology, but they still had roots in the Painted Cosmology, in the Dark. But Dinnamoth was a demon, imbued with Elemental Vile, which was a thing unto itself, separated from the Dark and claimed as his own, as Elemental Demon.

Avandrasolaro was an angel of Elemental Exalted, but again, his power was claimed and personal, in Elemental Angel.

Atunir was actually a fae, with power far deeper and more her own than what the Dark had crowned her with. Erick imagined it was Elemental Creation, but ‘Creation’ wasn’t an exact Element under the Dark. It still worked, though.

Atunir smiled as Erick Looked at her. She spoke with a hundred memories of past lives and different selves, “I am from the Painted Cosmology, but that Fae life of mine is far, far gone, and I never thought of myself as one of those anyway. Not in the classical sense, anyway. I have always been myself, sort of like you.”

Erick glanced around and saw Phagar was the same sort of ‘fae’. His Element was more Destruction, though that didn’t really exist as a proper Element, either.

Phagar said, “I started off as a Destruction Wizard wanting to destroy Death.”

Erick asked, “Did you all embody the trinity of Creation, Destruction, Paradox, or did you invent that?”

They looked to Melemizargo.

“Embodiments, one and all,” Melemizargo said. “Xoat was all three and he became the many, which became others. Shadow began as almost entirely Paradox, if you’re wondering, but in a much different way than Time Wizards are. Will we be staying with the trinity, or adding in a Benevolence?”

“Sticking with the same, I should wager,” Erick said, giving a thousand smaller answers to a thousand smaller questions that rushed through like a thousand underlying conversations all at once. “Xoat really wants to return to it, eh?”

Melemizargo said, “The Dark is the Beginning and End of All Things for a lot of the Truest Immortals. Most of the time they simply vanish into the Dark, never to be seen again. Xoat… I will not speak for Xoat’s motivations. I suggest we continue this conversation of Pantheon matters until satisfaction is reached on the major points of the new structure of the Painted Cosmology, and then go to him for final thoughts.” He looked at Erick from many directions, asking, “And then, I assume, that Xoat will have no input upon anything we do, but he will remain in the background? You will be more than a person who sometimes steps up into the role of the Prime God? The rest of us are left to our normal devices? Normal Pantheon functions, as they existed during your first [Onward] time, perhaps from 1445, to maybe 1447, as a rough estimate?”

There were a lot of small words there, and clarifications, and conversations.

But Koyabez summed it up well as he smiled beatifically, saying, “Those were good, peaceful years.”

The whole Pantheon had further things to say about the Pantheon structure, with concerns of Melemizargo being ‘first among equals’ and then ‘that title needs to belong to Erick, obviously’ followed by ‘Erick is the Prime, Melemizargo can be First among Equals’.

“Sure,” Erick said, in many different ways, and then he continued, “As for the Personal Script, I believe we should put one or two starter spells into the Personal Script, based on whatever inclinations the user has. I imagine Melemizargo would be of the opinion that even categorizing someone’s spellwork into a button in their soul is too much. In some ways, I agree with that.” Erick explained about some of the worlds he had changed through necessity, and through Benevolence. The Personal Script was good as it was, but starter help of various kinds proved to be necessary more often than not. And yet, oftentimes, simply making someone aware and able to control their mana was good enough for a start. With those thoughts filling the divine space all around, Erick said, “I would like the input of everyone here.”

Rozeta said, “I believe we are starting off too far into that conversation. We should discuss implementation first. Who gets it, and who does not, because even with the Script it was an opt-in sort of thing, but the only ones who didn’t opt-in were those who…” the disbelievers, the wary, the scared, the worried about being twisted, the scared of Melemizargo and the Dark forsaking them, the ones under the heels of the powerful, the ones who never got a chance, the ones who heard stories of people messing up their souls and their power and never recovering. “… and then there’s the whole ‘gods stepping on the toes of other gods’ aspect.”

It got complicated fast.

Erick discussed every point in detail, along a thousand different theoretical lifetimes, from a pauper to a king to the average person who experiences danger in their life and wants out, to the person who just wants to be able to work the world with tools larger than the physical tools given to them.

Melemizargo started tackling every life individually, and so did all the other gods.

The conversation lasted an eternity and also for no time at all, and in the end nothing was decided except that everyone would go their own way, personally handing out Personal Scripts as they desired.

Erick expected them to come to some conclusions of their own in the next few millennia.

At the end of it, Erick said, “Before we move on to Xoat: My Unwelcoming has already rid this part of the universe of Malevolence, but we are still in the middle of a war due to the removal of the Valkyries. Does anyone have any suggestions? I can always put the Valkyries back, but they are an extension of me, and thus they take the dragon’s share of the worship generated in an area when they’re working.”

The gods of Veird spoke a little about divinity and the parceling of portfolios, but not too much. Things would stay more or less as they were.

In the Fractal Cosmology, gods were what their people thought they were, but for gods with Mantles, they were what they desired to be, and then they also got lumped in with whatever people thought of them. Sininindi was of the oceans and the storm, but people had recently come to believe she was a breaker of adamantium, thanks to what she had done against the undead forces of Quintlan, years ago in the middle of the Nothor Beast crisis.

Thanks to the crisis of multiversal life painted onto the surfaces of Fenrir, every god here was experiencing a twisting of portfolio. They were all still who they were, but they were also changing, and fast, hence all the infighting in that crisis.

As for Erick, he had been mutated a little bit, too. He was no longer just a black dragon, which was fine. Mostly, he was who he wanted to be, and the Valkyries wanted him to be strong, yet kind, and Erick was wholly on board with that.

“And yet, it is still enough of a change to cause a great confusion upon us all,” Rozeta said.

Melemeizargo stated, “I had a plan to fix all of that. It began with the Valkyries, though they were a new addition. It’s actually an exceedingly old plan, which started all the way with the shadelings. With some adjustments, I can still make it work.”

Erick said, “I would hear this full plan.”

A crash of power.

A seeping of Dark.

Xoat stepped into the conversation.

“Nope,” Xoat said, “I want to return to the Dark. I want to live again.”
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And just like that, Erick fell back down to being a person, at a fae party, among a forest full of colorful lights and deep shadows behind those lights. Mushrooms served as stools to sit upon around feasts piled high with every delicacy known to life. Some of the distant delicacies would have been considered wrong for many different cultures, but they were fae food, and not quite real. The nearer stuff was all normal fare, and all of it looked fit for a going away party for a god.

Erick was among all the other gods who had fallen back down to themselves, here at this party. They stood apart from everyone else, at a large open space in the middle of the festivities.

The party was entering its final moments, in a land that was larger than it appeared to be, where the shadows were Darkness and nothing existed beyond this space at all except for the incessant Dark.

Fairy Moon stood at the edge of the open space, looking resplendent in the absolutely most ornate dress that Erick had ever seen, with every inch decked out in spiraling flowers and vines made of lace. Her dress and body sparkled with white, while her green and pink eyes sparkled with tears at the torture of letting go of Xoat, yet again. The party had been going for a year and a day, but it was time for father to let go of son, once again.

Gregarious stood by his king’s side, looking beautiful in decorative silver armor that was more like a suit than real armor. He smiled softly, distantly. It was time for mother to let go of son, too.

Shadow stood nearby, looking demure in darkness and shadows. She had some deep emotions, but she was trying not to experience those emotions too much. She did smile at seeing Erick, though.

Gnowmi was over to the side, tiny and glittering in gold and jewels and all of half a meter tall, standing next to Ezekiel, whom Erick was surprised to see was a bruiser of a man. He wore a matching wedding ring with Gnowmi. A lot had happened there, for sure.

Cascadio, the god that Erick had put on the sun, was in attendance. He had provided much of the food, it seemed. To look at him from this angle made the god seem more of a vending machine than a real person. He certainly didn’t look that way, and in fact he looked big and brown and jolly, as usual. But that was just the front, and Erick could see from multiple directions at once, and behind the face there were ten million different interpretations of the god all inhabiting the same divine space. He was what his people made of him.

To a certain extent, even the gods with Mantles were the same, but there was a very present and definable core to every god of Veird’s Pantheon.

And then there was Xoat.

He looked like a young, androgynous man, wearing diaphanous black.

As though he was at the end of a conversation held outside of Erick’s sight, Xoat said, “So yeah. Aside from some last minute housekeeping, I’m ready to live again as a normal person. First thing: I like Cascadio. He knows how to party. Give him the Mantle of the Sun.”

Erick smiled as Xoat was already on his own wavelength. Erick happily approached Cascadio, the big not-man looking at Erick with ten million different eyes and then sensing that Erick would be asking a much bigger question than he knew how to deal with. Erick likened his approach to Cascadio as a person approaching an animal.

Erick said, “Long ago, you ascended to godhood and lost your sense of self. I would like to give you your sense of self back. Will you accept?”

Cascadio engaged his inner systems and the systems ground to a halt, as he said, “I don’t broker deals like that.”

Erick Looked deep inside Cascadio, past the fractal mess, past countless ages, millions of years falling away before an eye could blink. There, at the center of the man, was the idea of a star that had been embodied many, many times, over and over, because his world had worshiped that star as their sun for a long time. They even had a ritual to crown the sun onto a man, in order to bring about a Bountiful Era.

One man so adorned finally accomplished the task, becoming emperor in his life and then enshrined as the God Of Bountiful Radiance, the Evergiving Sun. This, then, was the Truth of Cascadio’s beginnings.

His soul was stretched far further than any soul should ever be stretched, with almost everything that wasn’t him becoming the new him, like pouring resons into an already-filled person. Erick had almost done that to himself, once upon a time. His resons had fallen out of him like golden amber.

Cascadio’s resons had become him.

Erick called to that soul, at the center of it all, “Do you want to become a person again?”

… yes ...

The answer was quiet, not even really there at all, and then came a cacophony of questions from all the rest of Cascadio, from all his other reson-filled self. Cascadio was a god to trillions, and he did not want to lose that. He wanted to help people. He wanted to party forever, bringing bounty to all.

Erick couldn’t, and wouldn’t, shove a Mantle onto him. What he could do, though, was what he did.

Erick grasped the sunlight in the sky and wove it into threads along with the Mantle of the Sun taken from his own, where all the other nascent Mantles lay, creating a half-cape that was more than a little bare. He held out the threadbare Mantle to the entirety of Cascadio, but mostly to his inner self, saying, “You’ll have to fill in those holes on your own.”

Fractal Cascadio retreated.

Inner Cascadio reached out…

And then both of them paused.

And then they took the Mantle and put it on their own shoulders. It settled down, and it didn’t settle at all. It became one with Cascadio… And not at all. But it was there. Nothing grand happened, but Erick could already feel Inner Cascadio waking up. The man who had become a god was once again becoming a man, and it would not happen in any short amount of time.

Xoat saw it all and said, “That’ll take a while. Too long for me to see the result. Now for some Other last measures.” He turned and looked upon the dragon in their midst. “Melemizargo. You are not forgiven for the hatred you sowed within Nothanganathor. Don’t do that. This is your second chance. You don’t get a third chance.” In an offhanded way, he added, “Unless Erick wishes to give you a third chance. I certainly didn’t foresee Nothanganathor using my power to start all this mess. Maybe a part of me wanted to come back so I could say hello to everyone, but I really doubt that. I much prefer a smaller sort of life than this one. Nothing seems real, here.”

Fairy Moon spoke through her tears, “You don’t have to leave so soon.”

Gregarious gently took Fairy Moon’s hand, saying nothing and just enough at the same time.

Fairy Moon squeezed Gregarious’s hand like it was a lifeline.

Shadow sighed a little.

Xoat smiled, and said, “I want to return to life, Father. This… This is but a dream. I want to leave before the dream becomes a nightmare.”

Fairy Moon gave a tiny, tight nod, as she had no doubt done many times already.

They had said all the words they needed to say, long before today.

Xoat said to Erick, “You’re the reason that this is turning out so well for everyone. So don’t forget that. I think the hatred between Melemizargo and Nothanganathor really got to my greater self in a way that I never expected. Wizard Wars tend to do that, and that one grew way too large. I think, if Nothanganathor would have won, then I would have chosen anger and rage, instead of loving understanding. Who knows how long I would have raged, with no one able to hand off my life to. Whatever universe he created would have been destroyed in a thousand years by people coming to kill me and return me to the Dark… But he was a good emperor, so maybe not. He probably had plans for everything. He certainly would have been putting down rebellions all the time, though, and some Wizard would have eventually overthrown him after we got fed up with his shit.

“Forgiveness is easier on the soul, and the future.”

Erick said nothing. This was the time for him to listen, and that is what he did.

Xoat said to everyone, “Erick here is the reason that the Primal Lightning you saw was White instead of Red. Everyone who saw the White had a chance to live, on Veird. Everyone who saw the Red perished, drawn into Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power.”

Some people’s eyes whipped around to Erick, to Rozeta, then to Melemizargo and back to Erick. Rozeta simply breathed in, as a piece of Knowledge she had not had, firmly set into space. There were gasps.

Rozeta looked up, at no one and everyone, as she confirmed for herself, “Everyone saw the White Lightning. It did not kill the Painted Cosmology. It led people to Veird, as the epicenter of the Sundering storm. But the actual center of that lightning was Erick. As Xoat.”

Everyone looked to Erick with new reverence.

Erick felt the Mantle around his shoulders grow heavier with purpose.

Ah.

Erick’s primacy had been questionable before, hadn’t it?

Now he felt what true power was.

Xoat said, “Erick. A final gift to you, to do with what you will. I suspect Melemizargo has plans for this, since he knows what lies inside, but you need to retain the actual item.”

Xoat, wrapped in Black and the Darkest thing in this space, held out a hand and curled it over. Like a coin trick, he revealed Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power, all colorless sharp edges, endlessly collapsing and expanding with Infinity. Both Erick and Xoat had been trapped in it for several thousand years, but only 1400-ish of that were truly lucid for Erick, and even that was a stretch. Looking back on that time spent in there, trapped as he had been, it all felt like an [Onward].

Xoat handed the Sign of Power to Erick, who took it.

Erick did a coin trick of his own to bring it into himself. Instantly, he knew another whole reality.

He would get to that later.

Xoat intoned, “My Carving Knife. Our Erick Flatt.”

The world washed away a little bit at that utterance. Many fae vanished. Some gods did, too. No one died, but everyone who needed to evacuate, evacuated.

“I want you to know what you are doing, so you do what I need you to do.

“Look upon me, and know that I am too much. You have seen the one you call the Fractal Fairy, and you know their strength. I am holding back a lot right now. I don’t want to hold back at all. I like people. I love life. But I am too strong to be around the people I love, to experience the lives full of people I will love. So I parcel myself out so that I don’t break the world.

“I don’t want that power.

“No one should have that much power.

“And so, as you carve, know that you are creating something that can experience life as a real person, once again. This is what I want. This is who I want to be. A Wizard in a tower, playing with magic. A baker with a side-gig as a farmer. A shipwright. A slave. A master. A killer, and the killed. All parts of me separated fully, expanded out to forever, to join with My Darkness and carve out life from my life well lived.

“That is what you are doing.

“This is not a death.

“Not for me.

“You should cherish life, for it is the best thing out there.”

Xoat stopped speaking and there was a simple knife sticking out of his chest, that was not simple at all, for Erick held the hilt and the knife glowed gold and black and white and rainbow.

Reality flowed out of Xoat’s wound, into the world, channeled along Erick’s axis of Benevolence.

In an offhanded sort of way, Erick noticed that the other people in the party were evacuating, as the very land itself turned to black rainbows, as power flowed out from where Erick held the knife. In another offhanded sort of way, Erick felt Xoat’s soft hands upon his forearm, gripping the knife in his chest. His touch was gentle, and so was the flood, at first.

And then he gripped Erick and a universe flood poured out of him, from the wound in the front, and in his back.

The world washed away in Black rainbows.

And then it was just Erick, floating in the Dark, with Xoat coming apart in an aurora of light that became Everything. The Dark grabbed at the Light, and pulled it into More. It drank the Light, it drank up everything that was Xoat, and worlds appeared through the twists of Dark, in the cracks between tendrils and claws and hands and everything else.

And then Fairy Moon was there, floating beside Erick, holding Erick’s free hand, her other hand on his shoulder, as she watched her son come apart in the Dark.

Shadow appeared next, a hand on Erick’s other shoulder.

Gregarious touched Erick’s outstretched arm where his hand still gripped the dagger in Prince Xoat’s heart.

The other fae appeared, as though stepping out from behind Erick, to take part in the sacrifice.

In the Creation.

Xoat smiled as he closed his eyes once again, his strong grip turning softer, holding Erick’s hand to the dagger in his chest.

A tidal wave of light and power rushed outward, streaming into the Dark.

A long, long time ago, Xoat and the Dark had been separate entities. And then Xoat got cast into the Dark by his Sister, upon Xoat’s own design, and he became One with Darkness. This body here? This temporary existence as the Prince, as Xoat? It was not the real him anymore. He had ascended and become something more when he joined the Darkness all those eons ago, and this here was just an embodiment, like pulling the mind out of a person.

The Dark called to Xoat, and Xoat rejoined himself in a flood, becoming the headwaters of a new mana ocean.

Xoat’s voice was a soft thing in the rush of power, “Consider your Mantle a test run for when you want to make your own universe, and know that sacrifice isn’t the only path. After you walk that path, wherever it might lead, send me some of yourself.”

Erick said, “Might be a long, long time.”

“As it should be.”
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Jane walked among a battlefield, under the bright sun inside Fenrir.

The fortifications of the refugee cities behind Jane and Candice were heavily damaged, and many undead had gotten through, but the lands of millions beyond had been spared. Jane and Candice had been the final line for a land completely unprepared for what was coming for them.

There had been several Red Archmages that were near enough to Wizards in certain ways.

It was a repeat of the Lich War of yesteryear, before they had to bomb all of Quintlan off of the map, blowing up the land and a few layers of shell overhead. The same enemies. The same dangers. But more in the open. More present; less subterfuge. They had built themselves up, a lot. The Valkyries helped, but they weren’t as strong as Jane expected them to be. Most of the truly strong Valkyries had been at the Last Battle, so that sort of made sense. Despite their hive minds, individuals were still individuals.

It had been a straight up brawl of monumental proportions.

For half an hour there, among the castles that walked on zombie legs, and in the mires of Blood, Gloom, and Decay that flew through the sky like city-sized undead oozes, things had been going well. Jane and Candice had been the only ones able to truly stand against the Red near-Wizardry of the liches, which was a big change from how it had been, while the Valkyries mostly kept Jane and Candice safe as they could, as the two of them advanced against the real threats, the liches.

And then the Valkyries had vanished.

For another half an hour, it had been near-death after near-death, with Jane and Candice struggling to kill the commanders while the undead forces rolled across the defenses of the refugees, tearing into their cities.

And then…

And then it all stopped.

It had been stopped for about 20 minutes now.

The air still smelled of blood and death, and Jane’s Status was running on empty, but it was filling up and there weren’t any threats on the horizon. People were cradling their dead, crying, or in shock. If the war hadn’t just stopped then Jane would have been furious with those people, because cradling the dead when necromancers were on the loose was a recipe for getting one’s throat bit out by grandma.

Most people were furiously burning their dead. Those people were more sane.

And the war was over?

Just like that?

Huge abominations of flesh and dead magic lay everywhere. Some of them were the size of mountains. All of it was once again rotting, because the animating Death was gone.

Candice squelched through the blood and mud in front of Jane, looking around. Both of them were clothed in just some conjured underwear and a lot of blood. Both of them had dropped their [Polymorph]s. Candice frowned, looking at all the piled dead.

Jane was frowning with her.

Candice said, “What the fuck happened?”

Jane said, “It looked like the Red sort of… folded in on itself? All the liches had Red cores and they’re gone now… The dead are going to rise again, though, even if the main threat is gone. The Elemental Death is still here… kinda.”

Might be a few days before natural undead start to rise. They had time to burn… An entire continent’s worth of bodies? Maybe not that much time at all, really.

Candice’s frown intensified as she grumbled an angry, “mmmm,” followed by, “Something is wrong— OH! Wait a fucking second!” Her entire countenance changed to one of pure joy, as she said, “Dad must have—”

Jane cut her off, “Nothanganathor might have killed his people in order to facilitate a better transition to him having true power. We might need to go into hiding… Or it might be too late.”

Candice lost her joy. “… Oh shit.”

“Something big and Red happened, though,” Jane said, as she sent out a [Telepathy], trying to connect to whatever sort of Crossroads might be going up. She didn’t get any response, but she kept trying. She asked Candice, “Can you [Telepathy] any—”

The sky brightened, the sun in the center of Fenrir doubling in brightness.

Light flooded.

And then, out of the Light came the Dark.

Jane gasped.
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Power flowed from Xoat, joining to the Dark, becoming too much for any one person to handle. Chaos unfurled, stripping away everything, but Erick was still there. The fae were still there with him.

They went to work instantly.

Fairy Moon cradled Springtime like a prism, peeling off a flow of Xoat’s everything like sticking a colored rock into a river of light, and the river changed. Light turned pastel pink, green, and white, and flowed along her axis of existence, returning Elemental Fae to the Dark. The Dark reached wantingly, disastrously, pulling power wider, taking bits of Fairy Moon to color everything that she already was. She was hurt, but not diminished in this taking, this changing. She was made More. She became a Home for Everyone; the King of a new Nation In the Dark. Her tears became a flood. Her blood became nascent life. She set down a part of a foundation, so that others could join as they were wont.

The Dark ripped at her, perhaps unkindly, because it knew no other way to be.

At that same time, Shadow peeled off the light of Xoat and made it more of herself, filling the universe with half-light that stood between the Dark and everything else. She gave of herself so that the Dark could interact less painfully, and that is what it did. With Dark hands covered in Elemental Shadow, the Dark’s touch became an easier thing for everyone else to withstand.

That is when the Dark truly started helping everyone else in Creation. That was when its touch turned loving, caring, helpful, and full of life.

Life became more life.

Enchanter’s Guile was there, the little metal fox taking Xoat’s light and painting the universe in his own hues of Metal. Gnowmi stood in that same creation, adding more metal, and gems.

Fae of Water took Xoat’s light, which wasn’t really light at all, but a different sort of Darkness, and made water unending, filling the universe with flows and waves, and the Darkness made way for that creation, pulling oceans wider, as though it was ripping itself apart to reveal oceans already existing inside.

Fae of Stone sent sands into the waters that then became rocks and lands.

Fae of Fire sent animation into that crashing tumult, animating some of it to primitive life.

Fae of Air gave everyone room to breathe.

Fae of Blood granted holds for complex life. Fae of Body gave form out of the chaos to that life. Fae of Breath brought animation to that life. Souls took form out of the Dark; mana begetting mana.

Erick took the expanding Light of Xoat, raising it high in a draconic hand, and the light doubled; radiant and every color. With a deft hand Erick painted a universe of many colors, revealing the Dark for what it could be. What it would be.

Lands and people and a dream of peace, where everyone could grasp the Dark and know power. Where everyone would have the ability to become who they wanted to become, and make their realities into truth, to then share that truth with others and grow in the telling.

Erick became the Light and the Dark, reaching out to others, in Welcome, in Benevolence, dictating the Foundation.

“Hello Darkness, my old friend, I’ve come to help you talk again~”
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Poi saw the event the best, though he did not know it at the time. He merely observed from inside the dungeon, and outside in the world, in both of his bodies. The former allowed him to know something big was happening, while the latter allowed him a grounding of a sort, since he was still all the way on Veird when it happened.

Inside the Dungeon of the Black Gate, near a facsimile of their old home in Spur, Poi was caught walking between rooms when the floor and everything else turned translucent, and then thinner than that. Poi was a soul in a body that was not really embodied at all, and the solidified nature of the dungeon became a figment of an imagination inside the Dark.

That’s all dungeons were, after all; imaginings in the Dark.

They could return to the Dark at any point in time, if Melemizargo desired such.

That’s not what was happening here, though. Poi understood that much.

Inside of his house on the Cloud Castle over Candlepoint, Poi felt the world turn solid. The usual way of experiencing life up here was to live among the dreamscape-overlapping-reality thought slimes that were the people around him. But now those thought slimes crackled with distinct borders, lined in Benevolent Lightning. The lightning borders of every single person linked with Benevolence Itself, and with each other, forming chains from one person to every other, no matter how far they were. Even the animals were linked. Poi saw ten million people linked to himself, and he knew what it meant to know others, in a whole different way.

Poi-in-the-dungeon stepped out of the Dark and into the light of the inside of Fenrir. He had moved to Fenrir.

Poi-in-the-castle rippled along with his entire existence, and then he settled back down. He stayed at the cloud castle over Candlepoint.

He looked up in the sky of Fenrir, and saw the Darkness reach out from the void, becoming a draconic hand that grasped the sun. Darkness spilled out of the hand’s entire shadow, falling across the interior of Fenrir. The grip around the sun rotated, bringing night and day to Fenrir like some god having too much fun making hand puppets with the entire sun.

Among the Dark Hand’s shadows, all across Fenrir, Poi watched as dots of light flowed up inside the shadows of the sun, linked by Benevolence. Perhaps it was a matter of distance that caused those dustings of light to seem smaller than they were, but Poi knew there were entire civilizations being pulled up and pushed down, getting rearranged across all of Fenrir, based on the declarations of a god.

Multiple gods, probably.

All of the gods, and maybe a few more, Poi decided, after not too much deliberation at all.

It was among the most magical things that he had ever seen, and it would leave an impression for the rest of his life, and far beyond.
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Teressa smiled as she stood with Ophiel inside Benevolence Itself, with Lenitha and Dariok. Her daughter and husband were a little scared, and Teressa couldn’t blame them for that. The sky was filled with White Chains that looked like Primal Lightning, or rather, Benevolent Lightning, so of course normal people would be freaked out. Teressa imagined that most people couldn’t see the chains, and all they saw were the bubbles of people, and perilously Dark spots invading Benevolence and then retreating like tides, rushing people across the cosmos at the command of someone far, far above everyone else.

People flowed from one side of Everything to the other side of Everything.

All the sky had been filled with Valkyries for a good hour, flowing on rainbow lights to battles and beyond, but then they had vanished and true danger had almost happened. And now, there was this. People, sleeping or maybe just insensate, being moved from one place in the universe to another.

This node of Benevolence itself was a thousand kilometers across, while the sky was much, much larger.

The chains of people filled up that entire sky. Even Yggdrasil, over on the side, was blocked from sight by the sheer number of people.

Lenitha tugged on Teressa’s robes. “Mommy? What’s happening?”

Teressa picked up Lenitha, smiling, holding her on her arm, as she looked up at the sky. Dariok held both of them, because he was worried, too. Dariok could probably see what was really happening, but even Teressa was having trouble truly understanding. Not many people had the Sight to see what this was, but Teressa had the Sight.

Teressa explained as best she could, “I think Erick won, and now he’s putting all of Fenrir to rights. You know how I explained how every people placed out there by Nothanganathor was placed to cause distress? Well now Erick’s putting people where they ought to go… Oh…” Teressa watched as Benevolence Itself twisted here and there, and people appeared from nowhere. Teressa gasped. “He’s reviving all the dead. A lot of the dead. Every single person who died on Veird in the wars—” Teressa smiled and pointed to a part of the sky. “There! Look!” Teressa couldn’t believe her eyes at all. “Clan Patriarch Xue!” Teressa gasped, “And Sikali?! She died years ago!”

Patriarch Xue Star Song had been taken by the Red in the Leviathan attack at the Songli Highlands. A lot of people had been taken in that attack. Erased. Sikali Star Song had died years ago, during the Terror Peaks Chelation War.

“Oh my gods how am I even seeing that,” Teressa whispered at herself, and then she spotted—

“I’m scared.” Lenitha held Teressa, pressing her face against Teressa’s neck. She whispered, “I’m scared.”

Teressa put all thoughts of others outside of her mind and held her daughter close. “It’s okay, honey. Erick won. It’s scary, but that’s what happens when big people move in big ways. I’m sure Erick will finish up whatever he’s doing now and then we’ll all have a good long talk, like we always do.” Teressa smiled enough to put Lenitha at ease, but it only really worked to chase away the terror because Teressa asked, “What kind of dessert do you want mommy to make? I’m sure Erick will want a lot of good, sweet things! How about those cinnamon rolls?”

Lethitha sniffled, eyeing the sky, and then she looked at her mother. “… I want apple tarts.”

Dariok got in on the action, too, saying, “Apple tarts and donuts and chocolate cake and—”

“Ice cream!” Lenitha said, and then she looked to Ophiel and her burgeoning smile faltered.

Ophiel was looking pretty serious right now, as he looked at the sky and the chains of people flowing where they needed to go, but Lenitha’s glance had the guy shaping up and putting on a happy face. He smiled. “I want cinnamon rolls.”

Lethitha made a face. “Why do you adults love those things!”

Ophiel scoffed, “I am not an adult!”

Lenitha stuck her tongue out at Ophiel. “You have the Script! Therefore adult!”

Ophiel said, “The real adults are working now and I’m not working so I’m not one of them, so I’m still a kid! Therefore I get to say what desserts are getting made!”

“Nuh uh!” Lenitha stuck out her tongue.

Ophiel complained.

Teressa smiled, and said that she’d get Quilatalap to make some purpleberry pie, and that made Ophiel incredibly happy and Lenitha saying that she’d eat a whole pie herself, which started a whole new round of spats.

Teressa felt at ease for the first time in way, way too long.
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Jane watched a giant black dragon claw encircle the sun, blocking the light, allowing night to return to the inside of Fenrir in the shadow of its loose grip. That dark allowed Jane to see across the full expanse of Fenrir for the first time.

It was fantastical.

Jane could see it now; how night and day worked in this land. The grip rotated, and the five fingers and palm of the encircling grip provided darkness… But the pure power needed to do such a thing was… it was crazy. That hand, ten times the size of the sun, felt like the Fenrir ritual itself. It made Jane feel something magnificent inside, like when she first saw the blue boxes for the Script, and the first time she conjured a sword out of Force, but writ large and oh so much better.

Because that was dad’s hand, for sure. She didn’t know what Nothanganathor’s hands looked like, and she was pretty sure Melemizargo’s hands were slightly different, so that was dad’s hand. It looked like Jane’s dragon hands, but black and thicker.

Candice whispered to herself, to the world, “Dad won.”

Jane smiled—

All around them, the corpses of the fallen undead army turned to motes of light that flew up into the sky, into the Dark, leaving behind lush grasses and wildflowers. Their departure was like fireflies, but better. Bigger and brighter.

Some of those lights got mere meters above the ground before they went right back down and popped, revealing people, healed and whole. Those people were still wearing the torn armor of the refugee cities, but they themselves were healed.

Oh, Jane thought. Dad is resurrecting everyone, too.

This is a lot.

This is more than a simple win.

Oh.

… Is the hand going to stay?

Candice asked, “Do you think the hand is permanent?”

- - - -

Yggdrasil watched Fenrir’s entire ecosystem be restructured into something more conducive to life and eternity. Checks and balances of ecosystems were instituted by way of creating continents and oceans and rivers, where once was simple chaos intended to cause conflict. The hand was also doing a lot more than just reshaping Fenrir. It was resurrecting everyone… too… Hmm.

“That hand is going to be so unwieldy, father,” Yggdrasil said, as he gazed through Benevolence Itself, to see it all. “The magical requirements alone to constantly compensate for gravity— It’s pissing off Cascadio now, too. You’re ripping at the functionality of the sun by just existing— Ah. You see it too, then… Er.”

Something changed in the sky.

“That’s not a fix, father. That’s the opposite of a fix.”

Yggdrasil watched as one dragon hand became two dragon hands that sort of reached for each other, as though to almost take each other’s wrists, with the sun between their fingers. It was less ‘gripping’, more ‘warming themselves’, or maybe ‘reaching out to each other’ and with the sun in the center as a point of brilliance between the Darkness. That seemed good, both in an artistic sense, and in an environmental control sense. The ripping sensations Cascadio was reporting on were gone, too, so they were probably hollow hands now, too. Or something. Yggdrasil would find out eventually, but right now they were too filled with Darkness to see clearly. But this was good!

It was too early for Fenrir to heat up to unimaginable degrees, but it would have happened in a few years, or maybe a few hundred, and whatever day/night thing father was trying to set up was very unbalanced with only two hands.

One was clearly Father’s hand, but the other one was Melemizargo’s, but only a very trained eye could tell the difference.

So two hands that acted like north/south pole blockers with their palms, and ten fingers that rotated fast enough to provide enough shadow to mimic a rather normal day/night cycle for maybe… Yggdrasil did some fast math… for maybe 65% of the interior surface. 12 hour days, 12 hour nights. 35% of the land would be in perpetual twilight, or have longer days and nights that might last half of a year, before those lengths of days and nights switched in the other way.

There was also something going on with the poles of Fenrir, but it was too filled with Darkness to see clearly yet.

Yggdrasil admitted, “Okay. I like that idea. One of them should be a human hand, though, even if you are a dragon, father.”

Yggdrasil felt the barest brush of ‘bah!’ And also, ‘Dragon hands are cool!’

Yggdrasil laughed at that.

And then Erick stepped down into Benevolence with Yggdrasil, onto one of his bigger roots, looking like a normal person, but he was a lot more than that.

Yggdrasil appeared as a person next to him, smiling, saying, “Congrats on winning in more ways than I thought possible. All your divinity should be flowing to you now that you’ve actively claimed it. You okay with that?”

Erick waved a hand. “It’s what I needed to do. I’m good with it. Thanks for taking care of it while I didn’t want it.” He asked, “And what’s wrong with dragon hands! They could both be mine, you know!”

“They could both be Melemizargo’s, too,” Yggdrasil said, grinning. “Except they’re not. The first one was yours. The second one you added to make him feel better.”

“He needed a big win and this sort of reviving everyone was always his plan anyway. It’s what he started with the shadelings and how he wanted to bring the Painted Cosmology back, using the souls of those he had saved in Darkness.” Erick said, “Cascadio didn’t like the harsh grip, either, but he loves the hands-reaching-out design.”

“I do, too,” Yggdrasil said, still grinning. And then he tentatively asked, “Are you still a hugger? Or has your time away—”

Erick rushed his son, and Yggdrasil was glad that he was allowed to have tears of joy, instead of the possible tears of sorrow of what could have been. Father was still father, no matter what new office he inhabited.

Erick said, “I’m still a hugger.”

“I’m glad.” Yggdrasil held Erick tighter, saying, “Very glad.”

“I have a gift for you—”

“I don’t want the Sign. It’s not my sign, and I don’t even think it’s Margleknot’s, either. Give it to Margleknot next time you’re back, or don’t. Use it until you don’t need it anymore.”

Erick simply said, “How about your memories, then?”

Yggdrasil laughed. “Oh yeah! I do want those. Gimme gimme!” He paused. “But not to me. Not directly. You should give those to Margleknot. I don’t want to touch them.”

Erick chuckled. “You’re giving me mixed messages here, Yggdrasil.”

“I’m sure it’ll be a quick trip to Margleknot, and then you can come back and be a good Tyrant Dragon God King to everyone,” Yggdrasil said, smirking.

Erick paused as he couldn’t believe that Yggdrasil would say that to him…

Oh.

AH.

Speaking softly to himself, Erick said, “… Oh my gods, have I lost my sense of sarcasm? I think I have.”

Yggdrasil nodded. “Time for a break, Father.”

“Okay. Vacation time this time, and for real.”

“Yes, for real vacation time,” Yggdrasil said. “If the Fae Council bullies you into doing stuff then tell them you’re on a doctor-prescribed vacation and you’re not allowed to do any heavy lifting for a while. You won your war, and now you get to be the Arbiter of Veird, first and foremost.”

Erick grinned.

- - - -

“Oh. Hello, I guess,” Erick said to the Fae Council. “I was coming your way soon enough.”

Erick stood underneath Margleknot in Margleknot, and though the big guy looked like Yggdrasil right now, he wasn’t Yggdrasil at all. Not really. Not anymore than Erick was Xoat, anyway. Yggdrasil was a glowing white tree, with flaming green leaves and a rainbow aurora crown. His roots were shaped like roots that twined up and down into the land below, while his branches kinda looked like Primal Lightning frozen in time. Margleknot had been gold, with roots that formed geometric shapes that spiraled, fractally, down into infinity, while his branches were looping, tendrils of gold, that also curled through impossible geometry.

Yggdrasil in Margleknot had roots that curled in geometric shapes and lightning-like branches that were way too fractal to be normal branches, like Yggdrasil’s branches back on Veird, and now Fenrir.

Also, this land’s surface was glass and see-through, so all of Margleknot was visible at the same time.

The Fae Council of Aelorika, Eldraki, Seraphaka, and Dakka, all stood upon that clear surface with Erick. Margleknot’s golden-eyed orcol-avatar stood closer to Erick, though.

Margleknot said, “I told them not to take too long.” He looked at Erick again, and with a faint sadness in his voice, he said, “Thanks for the Memories, Father. Yggdrasil is right, though, I don’t want the actual Sign of Power. I replaced it a long time ago, and that Sign of Power isn’t something I want to use.”

Erick was surprised at that. “Are you sure? I’m not sure what I’ll do with it, but… Yeah. I can use it.”

The Sign of Power sat inside Erick’s divine soul like a small universe waiting to be filled; completely empty, completely unutilized. He’d figure out something to do with it, he was sure.

“Good. You can use it well, I am sure. Nothanganathor...” With a far-off sense of loss, Margleknot said, “Nothanganathor… I still can’t believe the full extent of what he did. He was like a surrogate father to me. He didn’t make a World Tree that connected to me, but I enjoyed being a family with him. My memories confirmed what I already knew to be true; yes, he was evil, but… He was a good person… And yet…” Margleknot deflated. “He wasn’t a good person at all.”

Erick simply nodded. Even the worst people in existence were still just people, no matter how much power they acquired… But Erick supposed that thinking that way was a luxury for the strong. Nothanganathor was truly evil, and yet…

Nothanganathor was denied power for most of his life, which is what turned him evil enough to want to Sunder a universe. Thinking about it that way… No.

Nothanganathor still made bad decisions, and those decisions were reason enough to hate the man he had become, but before that fall, he had been different. The Curse of Obscurity had twisted him into something he didn’t want to be, for he wanted to be, and was, a strong emperor to billions. He knew how to create stability and prosperity. That much was never in doubt.

And then he was twisted into creating Malevolence in order to take back what was taken from him.

Erick said, “It’s unforgivable what happened, and yet the evil is gone, and so we must forgive if only for our own sanity. But at the same time, we must never allow evils like that to flourish ever again. It’s a paradox that we must navigate all the time, because the problem of evil is one of selfishness, and we’re all just people trying to make the best of our situations. Selfishness is inevitable, my son.”

Margleknot looked upon Erick with golden eyes, and he saw many other people at that same time, deep in memory. He smiled softly, “Nothanganathor said something like that a few different times.”

“Sounds like a smart man who ended up going down the wrong path.”

“Aye,” Margleknot said. “He did.”

The Fae Council watched as Erick and Margleknot had their moment, silence filling the air.

The moment passed.

Lady Aelorika stepped forward. “The Fae Council recognizes the sovereign nation of Fenrir, Dark Benevolence, Erick Flatt of Veird. We are interested in contracting services for Corruption cleanup, and also thank you for both destroying Malevolence, and also coming back and keeping Margleknot from falling apart in Malevolence’s absence.”

“Ah. Shit.” Erick said, “Yeah. That. I need to, uh, come back and do that, eh?”

Lady Aelorika grinned a little. “If you haven’t already. It took you a good 29 years of work, if we’re counting all your appearances and the time you spent in each location. It was quite a lot of work!”

Lady Seraphaka said, “Billions of lives saved.”

Lord Dakka said, “Started and ended a few wars, which is fun!”

Lord Eldraki grinned as he said, “We simply couldn’t get you to speak to us though, which was quite frustrating. It’s almost like you weren’t even there.”

Erick grumbled. “… Okay. Let’s get through the big points: The Dark wishes to be friendly, so I’ll be planting Yggdrasil there soon enough. I’m going to help with corruption here in this universe. And I’m not going to have your big tasks looming over my head. Let’s just [Onward] through all of these Margleknot-centric tasks right now, and deal with the rest later.”

And that is what he did.

He didn’t remember any of it, and that was by design.

He did not want to leave his family behind any longer than he already had.
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Erick stepped away from Margleknot, to a different sort of knot of time and space, where three different lives were all tangling together, back on Fenrir. Erick had many other places he wanted to be, but he went here, first, because as soon as he went back to the Cloud Castle over Candlepoint he’d be settled in for the long haul, whatever that might mean.

In Solomon’s Black Castle of Dungeon Island, south of Ascendant Mountain, Erick stepped into the family gathering room on the upper floor.

Solomon stood gathering Genesis and Divinity, arms raised wide, eyes focused forward, gold and silver melding into a large red crystal that was not really Red anymore. It contained the sleeping soul of Debby, or at least what remained of her. Solomon had not been able to bring her back through his [Silver Heart] rituals because she had been trapped inside implacable Malevolence, inside Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power.

But now Debby was here, waiting to be born again.

Destiny lay on the ground, spent. She had been helping until she couldn’t help anymore. All of her attempts to help Solomon bring Debby back had been ruined, and her failure and Solomon’s similar inability, and even Rozeta’s unwillingness to help more than she already had, was threatening to shatter a family-that-could-be.

Erick had stepped into a knot of Benevolence; a black tangle in the Benevolent Sky.

Solomon hadn’t even considered calling out to Erick for help, for to do so would be to admit that he could not do this himself, which would have ruined the ritual in a whole different direction. Wizardry worked best when the caster believed, after all, and Solomon had the beliefs of countless Ericks-that-failed working with him to help him complete this magic already. He was set with help.

But there was a fly in the ointment. Solomon considered himself the ‘Ericks that failed’.

In another, grander and more understandable sort of way, Solomon was trying to do too much. He was trying to bring back every Jane-that-died. That was what was going to ruin the ritual. Solomon’s grand cooperative cultivation had created Fenrir, and he could do a lot in that sort of direction, but that was easy compared to this. The creation of Fenrir was one person using a bunch of other people to make an object in the sky. What Solomon was doing now was trying to do the [Silver Heart] ritual across an infinity of slices of this Layer, bringing back every Jane that ever died. No matter how impressive Fenrir was, it was still just a single object. An infinity of lives was still an infinity of lives.

And then there was another problem. He believed it was his fault that Fenrir failed to trap Nothanganathor.

Those thoughts were poison.

Solomon looked at Erick as he cast, as mana charged the air and flowed into Debby in an endless tide. He gave Erick a look of utter dismay, and sadness, that Erick was going to step in and take over. That once again, Erick would be the one that would succeed, and he would fail, yet again.

Erick didn’t do that, though.

Erick simply said, “You’ve already succeeded, Solomon. You have to let her be born as who she is. You can’t make her everything. She has to do that herself. And she will.”

Destiny propped herself up on her arms, coughing, “You’ve done enou— enough, Solomon.”

Erick had done no magic, and neither had Destiny.

That was why Solomon believed them.

He had done enough.

Solomon’s dismayed gaze turned softer.

He gazed upon Debby, and then he tied up his spellwork, completing the working, cutting off countless other dead Janes that had yet to become part of Debby. He let his magic happen, as it was.

Gold directed silver and Genesis blossomed inside the not-Red crystal, crackling the surface as Debby once again took form, her body materializing in a flashing instant.

Things happened fast from there.

Debby coughed. Destiny said small expletives of thanks to various gods. Solomon fell to his knees, before his daughter. Debby had been changed by the Red, her irises crimson, her hair fire-red, her nails the color of blood. But she was Debby. She was a Jane from another multiverse, taken out of so many different Red Deaths and then brought forth into this life, but mostly she was the Debby that had been born of a dungeon slime, who had decided to become daughter of Solomon, who had died trying to get them all information about Nothanganathor, to wake them all up to the real threat of the Red.

Debby glanced at Erick, but then dismissed him as not her father.

Solomon, though, she stared at, because she could not believe who she was seeing.

Tears of blood rolled down Debby’s stoic face. Those tears rapidly became normal tears, as she whispered, “Dad?”

Solomon went to his daughter and took her into his arms, hugging her tight, “I’m here, Jane. I’m here.”

Debby-Jane held her father, and both of them cried out at the reunion.

Eventually, they would speak about Nothanganathor, multiverses, dungeon slimes becoming people, and all of that. But for now, Father held daughter, and all was good.

Destiny smiled from the sidelines alongside Erick.

Before all the multiverse stuff, and after all the crying yet to come, Solomon introduced Debby to Destiny, saying, “You know Destiny. It’s been a few years and… many different lives since you were here. Destiny is my wife, now.”

A moment of tension snapped.

Debby frowned. “I’m not ready to have a mother yet.”

Destiny laughed, Erick smiled, and Solomon began backpedaling, starting to talk about the multiverse and all of the big topics—

“Before all of that!” Debby looked at Erick, now, saying, “So you’re the uber-god, now? That’s the sense I’m getting from a lingering connection to Melemizargo.”

Erick said. “Right now I’m just an uncle who is very glad to see you— Oh yeah! You didn’t get to be a dragon yet. All your siblings are dragons now. You want to be a Benevolence Dragon? Or you could ask your dad about being a Genesis dragon! Or just a normal dragon; the Dragon Curse is gone.”

Debby’s eyebrows rose as she was left speechless.

Solomon grinned at his daughter as he asked Erick, “Will anyone want to be a normal dragon, if something like the Dragon Curse was even possible?”

“A Dragon Curse can only ever go so far. It only worked on Veird because Veird was so small, and Nothanganathor disrupted all the timelines where the Curse was broken. Veird would have broken out so many different ways if not for Nothanganathor’s various tricks.”

Debby was a little lost, so before she got more lost, she spoke up, “Okay! I want to be a dragon, yes. I want to learn magic now, too, from…” She looked at her father and uncle. “From someone. I want to know everything that happened after I died, too, so that I can make sure it never happens again, and I need phenomenal magic to do that.”

Solomon and Erick looked at each other and made a cooperative choice.

Solomon tried to be unexcited and kinda failed, as he casually said, “I’m sure I have some things I could teach you, if you want to learn.”

Erick added, “Maybe I have some useful magics, too.”

Debby smiled.
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Erick stepped into the cloud castle carrying a case of beer in cans from Margleknot. The castle was empty and the beer was the good stuff.

He sat down next to Poi, who was watching the false sun set on the horizon, painting the world in oranges and reds. He already had some beer, but Erick set a can down next to him.

Poi did not notice Erick right away, because Poi was in two very different places right now. Here, and also on the inner surface of Fenrir, more than a million kilometers away. He was currently creating a Crossroads with the help of Ascendant Prime and his sister Rizala, who were both in the Mind Mage city of Cerebrum on the second sphere, up above this Former Surface. To say that they were ‘in Cerebrum’ was a small lie, though. They were mostly spread out all over the place, just like Poi was right now.

Poi eventually noticed Erick, though. He blinked a few times, the pale blue light in his eyes returning, and then he gasped a little, before chuckling. “I can see your mind again.”

Erick had opened up his mind once again. It was easy when one was a god, to do many impossible things at once. Using Erick’s memories, Poi cracked open the beer can as though he had been using them all his life, and yet there had never been beer cans on Veird until this moment.

Poi said, “But that’s not all of you?”

Erick smiled. “I’ve got it set up to show you all the normal things I’m thinking, and I can even use normal Mind Magic, too. So there’s no real hiding trick, except for hiding the god stuff. And now you can know how to open a beer can without being told! It’s amazing, all around.” He smirked. “I might even be vulnerable to Mind Magic.”

Poi snorted. “Pity the fools that try that on you.”

Erick chuckled.

After a moment of comfortable silence, Poi said, “I’m glad, Erick. Really happy. Everything worked out.”

“Were there ever any doubts?”

With a small joy in his voice, Poi said, “Soooo many doubts. Everywhere! All the time!”

Erick laughed.
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Erick lay in bed with Quilatalap, both of them just breathing, holding onto each other, enjoying the moment.

“I love you. I missed you a lot,” Erick said.

“I love you, too. Do you want to talk about where you went?”

“Not really. Not yet. I mostly [Onward]ed it, anyway.” Erick smiled and said, “So about me needing to give you lots of reasons to still love me as you work through your trauma: How about some god sex?”

Quilatalap paused as Erick’s words actually sunk in, and then he started chuckling, his chest heaving under Erick’s arms. “You mean that wasn’t god sex? You’re holding out on me!”

Erick laughed.

It was a good day.

- - - -

The next day, Teressa and Rizala and Dariok held a party at the Cloud Castle for the extended family.

It was a barbecue in big pits with smoke and beer, and bonfires and small talks, and lots of desserts and lots of good times, getting together with everyone.

Everywhere, all across Veird and Fenrir, the same sort of thing was happening, as it could. People met with family. They reconnected in their new lives. They made bread from wheat [Grow]n in fields. They ate monsters grown in dungeon spaces, or out in the wilds. They built cities and made babies. They sailed boats across oceans the sizes of several planets, and hiked up mountains even larger.

They made houses, and they made those houses into homes.

Back at the cloud castle, Teressa and Dariok introduced a new puppy to everyone, because Lenitha wanted a dog and it seemed like a good time to get one. It was a cute puppy that was already 50 kilos, because they were orcols. Eventually the dog would become the size of a human. Her name was Rex, because Teressa had asked Erick for dog names and that was what he had given her.

The cute little (really very big) puppy bounded everywhere, trying to get everyone’s food, but Lenitha was charged with teaching the puppy how to behave, and she was doing a great job. It helped that the dog was already super smart. Rex was a mixed breed that was part wardog, of the famous Wardogs of Nelboor, and part dober, of the much smaller, but no less famous form of dog that Erick had made out of some [Reincarnation]d shadowolves, down in Candlepoint well over 15 years ago by now. Dobers had become a truly prolific breed, being smart and loving, but able to fend off shadowolves all on their own. There were only about 50 pure dobers right now, but there would be a lot more in the future, for sure. Crossbreeding with [Husbandry] was where most people got their dobers, though, and that’s where Rex had come from.

Rex tried to eat Kiri’s [Familiar] off of her nearby perch.

Sunny was covered in bits of barbecue that she couldn’t really eat, but she really wanted to try, anyway, so Erick couldn’t really blame Rex for wanting to nibble. But Sunny flew away fast and Rex barked and gave chase. Lenitha gave chase, too, trying to get Rex to slow down. Everyone else laughed.

In a quiet way so Lenitha couldn’t hear, Teressa asked Kiri, “Is Sunny becoming herself? Or is that you playing with them?”

Kiri smiled as she leaned back in her lawn chair like a particularly proud almost-parent, saying, “She’s getting more independent. Normally she’d fly up, but she’s staying low enough so that she can still play. It’s not like Rex can hurt her, though. She just puffs away into light and reforms elsewhere.”

Teressa nodded, smiling a little. “Good.”

Kiri asked Erick, sitting beside her, “You’ll be Sunny’s godparent when she’s born, right?”

Erick grinned. “Yeah. I will.”

Kiri smiled. “Good.” And then she asked, “Are you the one I should pray to for matchmaking services? Because I think I want a husband.”

Erick laughed. “You can certainly ask! But no. Try Atunir. She loves that. She’d love to match the Gatemaster of Veird to some power out there in Fenrir.”

“Ah, passing the charge,” Kiri said, nodding. “Just like a good boss to delegate the hard tasks.”

Erick smiled at the many layered meanings to that. “There was that boy about 7 years ago that you had that fling with. He was a prince, wasn’t he?”

Kiri got a disgusted look on her face, sticking her tongue out a little… And then she paused. She wondered. She asked, “Him?” She shook her head and clicked her tongue. “No.”

Erick hid his grin behind his beer.

Somehow Jane and Debby got into a hot-wing eating contest, using what was considered 14 Star hot sauce. The sauce was deeply maroon and flickered with divinity, and the air was hot for ten meters around the sauce, even before the container was opened. When they opened the container some people had to put up shields. That hot sauce was practically Elemental Fire, and parts of it actually were.

The family cheered on Jane and Debby, while the kids and even some of the adults stood as far back as they could.

Both of the girls ate till they puked and needed healing, neither willing to concede defeat.

The new dog approached the puke and everyone tried to stop her, but she stopped herself when she got within a meter of the red stuff. She yelped and ran away, tucking her tail between her legs. Lenitha went chasing after her, calling out for her to come back.

It was another good day.

At the end of it, Erick hugged every person in his family, which was awkward for some of them, but it was what it was. 

Jane hugged him back especially hard, though, saying to his shoulder, “I love you, Dad.”

Erick smiled and hugged her back. “I love you too, Jane.”
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A week passed fast.

A month soon followed.

Emergencies rose and were put to rest, but they were nothing that Erick couldn’t handle, and if not him, then one of the other gods could handle it. Melemizargo, primarily. Not much of that happened, though. Mostly, the problems were simple normal problems. Food, shelter, safety from confusion and danger. Erick worked tirelessly to ensure that everything returned to as much normalcy as he could.

Mostly, people just lived their lives, figuring out their new world.

Erick and the Pantheon worked tirelessly and quickly to sculpt Fenrir into something that would last. The hands in the center rapidly became a major source of worship, mainly through the awe of it all. From the interior surface, the sun was still just the size of a thumbprint, but the hands reaching to the sun were both the size of the hands of that thumbprint. As they spun, they brought light and shadow in 12 hour increments for the vast majority of the interior.

They set up the exterior moonsuns to shine or dim based on the shadows cast by the hands around the sun, so even from the outside, you could see the shadows cast by the Dark, and people had normal day/night cycles.

In the deepest parts of the Dark, at the poles of the sphere, that is where they made the Gates to Darkness. For tens of thousands of kilometers, around sunmoons that never dimmed and shone the brightest they could, the world was Dark. One pole for going, the other for coming, though Erick suspected that controlling traffic would be an exercise in futility. Rather, it would be easier to set up shipping lanes with guides that knew how to get back and forth easily, because it wasn’t so easy to get into the New Painted Cosmology if you didn’t know the trick.

It wasn’t a blackhole problem, though, like with some universes.

The exact delineation between the Dark and the Fractal was difficult for a mortal to parse, but easy to understand, because in most ways, there was no delineation. One merely had to go through the Dark land, hoping to reach the Darkness, and you would emerge in the Painted Cosmology. The same was true for leaving the Painted Cosmology, to head back to the Fractal.

Erick had just stepped through that delineation again, and for the hundredth time.

It had only been a month since they had put Fenrir to rights, but the work of putting the entire Painted Cosmology to rights would take the rest of Erick’s life, and further beyond that, because there was no end to that task, that joy, at all. It was just life, and it was a good one.

The Painted Cosmology was a land of sprawling elements, pure in their creation. Particles had no place here, except for what people brought into this land.

Elemental Stone became Elemental Mountain and then Elemental Continent when strung together large enough.

Elemental Water became Elemental Lake, and then Ocean if there was enough of it.

Elemental Air became Wind, became Atmosphere.

Fire became Blaze, became Conflagration and more.

Put them together and you got a world running on physics which Erick had never seen before, but which seemed simple enough to understand, especially when some of those Elements got up and started walking around, laying down more of themselves, all of it fueled by Dark Marks in every soul, carving the Dark into what they wanted it to be.

Among the Grand Creation were the fae of Fairy Moon’s court. They were the ones doing the major lifting, making worlds out of mana, turning a lot of Darkness into stable land.

Erick crafted a few sunstars while he stood there, at the Edge, setting them adrift and glowing with Benevolence, brighter than the other Light-based sunstars. Where they flowed, life came into being. Elemental Stone and Water spontaneously grew into Plant, crowding out oceans and mountains. Soon slimes took to life. Benevolence Sprites flickered out of the Benevolence stars to coax life into more complex forms.

Erick was a little surprised at that, but he had seen it many times already, and he would probably continue to be surprised at it for a while. It was nice, though, to see Benevolence so easily becoming life, all on its own, and then more than that.

For a while, Erick just watched it all.

And then Rozeta floated beside him, in the space just inside the Dark, watching worlds with him. She held out a muffin, reminiscent of so long ago, except wholly different. Back in the Grand Wizard’s Tower in the Outer Core of Veird, Rozeta had spoken to Erick about Wizards and the Painted Cosmology, and she had spoken of how particle-based muffins were 90% the same as Old Cosmology muffins, but they were, in truth, completely different. Those muffins in that Grand Wizard’s Tower had been made of carbon, hydrogen, oxygen, and other trace elements. This one was made of Elemental Plant, which was a combination of Light, Stone, Water, and even a bit of Benevolence for this particular muffin. That was just the main plant-based material, though. There was also Elemental—

Rozeta couldn’t help herself any longer. She laughed, bright and happy, and then she picked up Erick’s hand and put the muffin in his hand, saying, “I like that when you’re dressed like a human you still think like a Wizard trying to figure it all out.”

Erick grinned, and then he bit into the muffin, and it tasted… quite normal, really. “I expected something amazing?”

Rozeta laughed again, free and happy. “I stole that one from Kromolok’s kitchen, so I’ll let him know you were disappointed.”

Erick changed his tune, “It’s a wonderful muffin. Best I ever ate.” He took another bite. “… Maybe my taste buds are set up for particles, though.”

“That’s the general problem, yes. That’s what I told Kromolok, too. I’m sure people will develop taste buds for Elements eventually, and then we can copy that and truly enjoy a good muffin.”

Erick smiled at that thought, and a comfortable silence enveloped them.

Rozeta looked out across the worlds with Erick, as a mortal.

Rozeta said, “You know… it’s been so long since I’ve been here. It’s all different. I’d say the bones were the same and the house is renovated, but it’s more like the world has been removed, and then we’re building a new one and starting with particles which are really Elements.”

“The fae are doing most of the work,” Erick said, not quite sure what he meant by that.

“Did you want to do some creation?”

Erick made another Benevolent sunstone and set it adrift into the Dark. It pushed back the grasping, clawing, beckoning cacophony of the Dark, making way for the light. The Dark welcomed the light, really, and the light created every other basic Element out of the retreating Dark. But it was a cacophony of creation. Completely disarrayed, with Stone and Wind and Water and all the rest appearing like auroras that lost cohesion as Benevolence and became smaller things.

Some of the fae working where Erick had sent the sunlight gave Erick some bad looks, as their stone got water all over it, or their fire got light all in it. They grumbled, and told him to send the lights further into the Dark, and to leave their parts of creation alone.

Erick sent out another Benevolent sunlight, far away from the current areas, saying, “I’m not that great at creation. Melemizargo is loving it, though.”

Melemizargo was a Creation Wizard, after all. Or at least he had been, and now he was again, of a sort.

Erick watched him now, beyond the Dark, inside the Black, like a flow moving under an ocean’s surface, unseen except in the barest of ways, and only through inference.

And then Melemizargo surfaced and grabbed Erick’s sunlight and sent it spinning deep into the Dark, like a spear cast from a god, which is what it became. The sunlight spear crashed through the Dark, parting the Black, and the Black seemed to clap at its passing. It went far, far beyond sight, trailing a bit of creation with it as it went, leaving a mana river in its wake. It would probably keep going forever. Melemizargo had already done similar acts of Creation with other things the fae had created.

Rozeta frowned a little, saying, “I think you gave him too much power.”

Erick shrugged. “I don’t think I did.”

Erick made another sunlight, the crystal of Benevolence forming in front of him like a radiant prism, cascading in every direction with creation. He imbued this one with a [Silver Heart] of Elemental Genesis, and the whole thing started to glow like the Lifeblood Heart of so long ago. The universe turned into an aurora, that then began to grow all on its own.

Erick gave the light a flick, sending it careening into creation, passing by every single fae’s work and doubling what they already had going on.

There were many, many complaints about that, but they were trying to make sandcastles when the beach was the size of a small house. Erick thought they should just be trying to make more and more and not focus so much on the small right now, but he was clearly outvoted.

He was having fun anyway.

Erick smiled and pulled back from creating, saying, “I’ve got a party to attend and be back here later. Want to come?”

“I might show up, but have fun with your family, Erick. I do want to know when I can plan on speaking with you regarding godly manners, though. Do you have…” she smirked. “Office hours?”

Erick chuckled. “Well… I used a method a few times when I was realizing myself under the Mantle, and it seemed to work well enough. I’ll probably pull the Mantle on tight every time I sleep, and that should be good enough since I’m not very linear. Other than that, I’ll be more or less this guy you see before you, going forward, in the waking hours.”

Rozeta smiled softly, as emotions came and stayed, and then moved on slowly, but not really. “I’m really glad you won, Erick. Thanks… Thanks for everything. And for my sons. Both of them. Kirginatharp is doing well now, and Idyrvamikor is… adjusting. I had never thought Idyrvamikor could have been changed like that, but he had been. And now he’s back. Thank you.”

Erick smiled. “Those two back to fighting, yet?”

“Ha!” Rozeta got a far-off look on her face as she gazed upon the Painted Cosmology, saying, “I’ll give it a few hundred years before they find something to fight about again, but maybe not? They only fought because Nothanganathor was twisting them to fight… Mostly. Idyrvamikor achieved Wizardry the very second he realized he was without it, of course. That boy was always bright. But Kirginatharp is the older brother now, by a lot, and he Ignited to Wizardry just the other day, so that’s done a lot of good to their dynamic.”

Erick nodded. “I wish them good luck, then, and you, too. You sure you don’t want to come to the big party? It’s not just family at this one.”

“I’ll see you soon, Erick.”

“See you soon, then.”

Erick departed.

- - - -

Rozeta watched Erick return through the portal, which was half of the current size of the Painted Cosmology universe, and thought it all quite amazing.

Everything had all worked out perfectly.

Rozeta chuckled to herself, as she watched the Painted Cosmology grow, as she thought back, years and years ago, to when she first saw Erick and Jane pop into the world, their little blue boxes appearing as a notification on the Core of Veird. They had almost gotten themselves killed right off the starting line, due to her father, and then again due to them possibly messing with the Script, which was a paladinable offense. But then she saw his mana generation was Wizard-level, and she chose to do what gods usually did.

She waited, and she saw.

And then Erick connected positive particles to negative particles in several kilometers-worth of sky and caused lightning to strike a tower in Spur.

A lot had happened since then.

A lot more would happen from now until Eternity.
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Jane sat at the party, sipping sunset wine. It was really pink, almost like a crystal pink, and a little sparkly. It was fantastic. Surprisingly good, really. It was ‘the good stuff’ from Cascadio’s personal stash, and that guy had been partying nonstop at his Cavalcade, and that’s where Jane was right now, though she wasn’t quite sure where ‘here’ really was. All one had to do to get an invite to the party was pray to Cascadio, and then bam! You turned a corner and there was a big grass field under the open sky, filled with tables of food and music and a whole lot of people. The specific people you managed to walk into were different every time you got here, unless you were part of a specific party. Jane was part of a specific party. Or at least she would be, when the guest of honor arrived.

Right now she was sitting with Sitnakov, just enjoying a break from all the chaos that was the world now.

Up above, the sun shone down from between dad’s draconic thumb and pointer finger, and the party was a subdued, sort of get-together, more than a real party. It also had hundreds of people in every direction.

Sitnakov sparkled a beautiful white in the sun, as he sipped his own wine next to Jane, though he sputtered a little bit when dad stepped into the party, half a kilometer away. Sitnakov breathed deep and then smiled serenely, as dad started walking Jane’s way.

Dad was rapidly swamped with people who wanted to talk to him, so he stopped and talked.

Jane wasn’t sure what to make of her father, so she was glad for another moment of breathing room.

Erick had been a Wizard, who then became a crystal who was also a person, while also becoming a dragon somewhere in all that, and then he became fae, through a trip to Earth and then back again, before promptly, not even 10 days later, he went on to fight Nothanganathor. And then he was Xoat, or at least a part of Xoat. Jane wasn’t quite sure what all that meant. And then he ritualistically sacrificed Xoat, because Xoat never wanted to come back together and he wanted to go back to the Dark…

It was a lot.

Jane was still processing it.

Her siblings were all still processing it, too.

Ophiel was currently walking hand in hand with dad, and he looked very happy. Ophiel seemed to be processing all of this rather easily and wonderfully. He was also pretending to be more of a kid than he was, and Jane was pretty sure he shrunk himself some, too, but that was fine.

Dad looked happy. He was smiling. He also looked fully human, or as much of a human as a god could be, which turned out to be pretty close to human. He didn’t even mana sense everything around him anymore unless he wanted to, and usually he didn’t want to. He saw enough already.

Quilatalap walked on Dad’s other side, grinning a lot. Jane wondered if he worshiped dad now, too, in addition to his other three gods, of Koyabez, Phagar, and Melemizargo. She didn’t want to think too deeply about all that, though.

Jane said to Sitnakov, “I’m gonna talk to him. Come over soon, but not right away.”

Sitnakov nodded.

Jane got up and went across the party to her father. She took her time getting there, and he was also half a kilometer away, so there was plenty of ground to cover between here and there. She wasn’t sure what she wanted to say, and dad was busy with all the other people at the party, anyway.

Eventually, she reached him.

Erick was talking to some elves from the Blood Enclave out there on Fenrir, and that was a bit of a thorny situation.

At the very beginning of Veird here in the Fractal Cosmology, Melemizargo had gone ‘insane’ and killed 90% of all the people under the Surface, in the tunnels of Veird, and also all of the elves. That had been an incomplete truth. Melemizargo had gone insane and killed people, but some people simply vanished. Those people had been drawn into Nothanganathor’s Sign of Power and locked into Red stasis crystals. The elves of the Blood Enclave were the ‘bad elves’ that everyone feared from the Old Cosmology, who used Blood Magic to enslave and control.

Nothanganathor had put them out on Fenrir in order to sow chaos, or left them in his Sign; Jane was sure both were true.

In the Great Resurrection, Erick had [Reincarnation]ed them all and then set them down nearby some orcol priests of Aloethag—

Jane banished her descent into a thought hole. Sometimes Intelligence was overactive.

The three elves and the two orcols standing with father and Quilatalap and Ophiel weren’t a threat. They were all talking quietly and asking dad if their plans were acceptable.

Erick smiled gently throughout a whole spiel from the elves, and said, “I’m sure it will work out fine. Aloethag is glad to have you all back.”

“But we need to atone, yes?” said the lead elf, a little mad and getting madder. “We had entered into some plans to do just that in order to be accepted into the Grand Councils of Quintlan, but then we were somehow captured for 1400 years and none of our plans make any sense anymore.”

Erick softly said, “I’m just a mortal right now, Occultist Shev. I can give you some general advice, but if you’re looking for divine guidance then you should speak to Aloethag.”

Occultist Shev’s face did a weird little twitch. He was furious at not being taken seriously.

And then the man rapidly moved up in Jane’s threat assessment rankings, because a spear made of blood simply appeared all the way through Erick’s chest, fountaining out of his back.

Jane went through several reactions, none of which were concerned for her father’s safety, which was a big surprise for her and she would be evaluating again, later. Mostly, she mentally marked down that Occultist Shev and his people were probably going to have some difficult times ahead of them. The orcols with the blood elves looked ashamed. Other nearby party goers were stuck between disbelief and quiet fury, with most of them stuck on disbelief.

Occultist Shev sneered, “Gods who can be struck so easily do not deserve the title!”

Erick wiped off his shirt, as though he was wiping off a bit of dirt and not a thigh-thick spear of blood, in the process breaking what looked to be a phenomenal working of magic into a thick wind that ruffled hair and dresses. His shirt was unmarred, his body was unharmed, and no one was hurt, so Erick wasn’t even mad.

Occultist Shev and his two cronies looked a little worried now. They expected that magic to work more than it had.

Erick said, “You wanted advice for living in this new world? Here is some advice: I’m glad you spoke about striking gods, because sure, strike a god if you want. Gods are all fair game, I guess, because mortals can’t really hurt a god with normal attacks. Still kinda stupid to strike me. Not only are we at Cascadio’s Cavalcade, and he’s asking me right now if I wish to pursue vengeance and I am saying no, but gods are a lot more normal than I am. They’d probably follow through with some sort of curse, but I can’t be bothered with that when talking might clear up your issues.

“I’m glad you didn’t follow the normal precedent of your clan to strike first, and then demand a slave contract to heal the wound. That would have gotten you a smiting. Still not sure how I want to do smites these days, or even if I want to at all. I’m leaning toward ‘no’, except for big offenses, and trying to hurt me isn’t a big offense. It’s probably the least offensive offense you could have tried.

“Anyway!

“You should go back to the Enclave and tell them that you should follow Aloethag’s recommendations for living in this new world. No slavery. No Contract Magic. Maybe cosmetic magic would work out well for you? People are always looking to look better. Might want to rethink that impetus to use violence, though.

“Byebye.”

And then Erick swept a portal across the three blood elves, and they were gone.

Erick smiled and turned toward the orcols. “Aloethag is having trouble with them, I take it?”

“Yes, sir. That display might have helped start to turn minds, though. Thank you.”

“Glad to help!” Erick asked, “You want a portal back there, too?”

“Please.”

Erick obliged.

And then he turned— And jolted a little bit as he saw Jane. He grinned, and the world seemed brighter. It might have literally been brighter, too. And then he realized it was brighter and he calmed all of that. He cleared his throat, then asked, “Hey, Jane. I got stuck walking toward you.”

Jane just shook her head a little bit, not sure what to say.

Ophiel spoke up, “I can’t survive a spear through the chest yet, but I’m still trying!”

Erick happily said, “You’ll get there soon enough.”

Jane had kinda forgotten what she had come over here for, and really, she didn’t have any plan for talking at all except to figure a plan out by the time she got here. Now she was here, she had nothing. So she said, “I truly never have to worry about your safety at all, do I?”

Erick said, “You should have had a better childhood with a mom and a dad who wasn’t doing crazy stuff, Jane, but we both turned out okay, and we’re nowhere near the end of anything anymore.”

Jane’s breath caught. Trying not to be embarrassed, she said, “I loved growing up with you, Dad. You’re… You’re great.”

Erick took Jane into his arms and hugged her tight.

Jane breathed out, glad that dad still felt like dad to hold. It was a weird thing to think about, but she was glad it still felt the same to hug him.

Erick patted her on the back and smiled as he stepped back, letting the serious moment turn playful as he asked, “So you once spoke about being a teleporting paladin? Still interested? If you don’t pick it, Debby is gonna!”

Jane chuckled, feeling something like joyful tears gather at the corners of her eyes. She teased back, “Solomon isn’t mad at you for taking his daughter?”

“Bah! No one wants to be the paladin of their dad!”

“Ah, so I should be a paladin of Solomon, then?”

“No no no. Benevolence is different. A lot better than Wisdom.”

Solomon stepped up to the gathering of father and daughter, saying, “What’s this disparaging comment I hear about Wisdom?”

Debby was right next to him, wearing a soft red dress, saying, “That it’s not as good as Benevolence, dad.”

Erick laughed—

Ophiel tugged on his robes. “I want to be your paladin.”

Erick happily picked up Ophiel, smiling wide, as he put Ophiel onto his arm, easily holding him, saying, “I’m glad to have you, Paladin Ophiel.”

Ophiel giggled happily as he hugged dad, saying, “Yay!”

“I know just what you can do, too,” Erick said, as others began to join the little gathering.

Poi walked up with a drink in his hand. Teressa was there with her daughter, who was holding hands with a different Ophiel while Dariok had a big pulled pork sandwich in his hands, and Jane felt a little hungry seeing that. There was pulled pork? Where? Somehow Overseer Aisha of House Benevolence walked up with Evan at exactly the right time, with Castellan Zolan and his grandson close behind. Jane expected other people to pop out of the woodwork, too, since that was what happened at Cascadio’s Cavalcade; you met who you needed to meet at the exact right time.

Right on cue, Fallopolis stepped out from behind a tower of donuts on a nearby table, with four big donuts on her plate. One of them almost fell off as she spotted Erick and company. She startled. “Oh my! What’s this?”

Erick smiled and said, “Right on time, Fallopolis.”

“I decided on Opal, by the way,” Fallopolis said, easily slotting into the group.

Erick grinned. “A fine name.”

Opal, eh? Jane supposed. Did it have any significance? Do I know any ‘Opal’s? Well. There was that one…

There was that one ‘Opal’.

Uhhhhhh.

A wave of recollection hit most people in the group at almost the exact same time.

Poi was the first to speak up, “Wait a FUCKING second! Archmage Opal? Of Spur?”

Teressa glared hard. “No. I’ve seen Archmage Opal in perso—”

“She taught me… in… person...” Poi had started hard, but then his voice withered.

Erick said, “She taught me, too. [Ward Destruction] and a bunch of other stuff.”

“Yup!” Fallopolis said, happily. “You were all very good students, and—”

Poi frowned. “How long have you been Archmage Opal?”

Teressa asked anyone who could answer, “Opal has been around for 80 years?”

“All 80 of those years, but also that’s how I started life. I was even Shade Opal for a time, at the beginning. She died in the Great Purge of Spur, though, and was only reborn later, when I needed to help Spur come back together. It was only ever meant to be a small subterfuge, but then it sort of just kept going on,” Fallopolis said, grinning. “I don’t think even Silverite knows— Well. She’s sure to know, now. I bet she tries to kill me next time we meet.”

“She knew,” Erick said, surprising Fallopolis and everyone else except Quilatalap.

“No way!” Poi said, disbelieving.

Teressa frowned. “She knew?!”

Fallopolis frowned. “When did she know?”

Quilatalap spoke up, “When I told her about 20 years after the Purge, when you first tried to pull that shit.”

Fallopolis gasped, and it might have even been a real reaction. “You didn’t.”

“I did,” Quilatalap said. “You weren’t the only one that thought that you went too far with Spur. Also, you were ‘Shade Opal’ for a while and even if you were 1 out of 500, you were still known.”

Fallopolis flustered a little. “I had always assumed that she forgot!”

Quilatalap said, “She is just as much a High Priest in Koyabez’s church as I am. Sure, she disliked me for teaching necromancy to others, but we still talked about the big things.”

Poi relaxed, and so did Teressa. Their worlds were still a little shattered, though, and Jane could relate.

Jane had too many feelings to really consider how she felt about Fallopolis being Archmage Opal. Except for those she personally taught, Opal was always using her [Familiar] to speak with others, so it would have been easy for Fallopolis to fool everyone… Right?

Jane did wonder, though, “What about Archmage Obsidian and Wave?”

Fallopolis easily said, “Obsidian is actually a Necromancer of Quilatalap’s that got in good with Spur. Wave is just another Stone Mage, so not really a ‘Wave Mage’ at all.”

That led to thoughtful silence.

Erick spoke up, “So I’m glad you showed up for this, Fallopolis— Or do you prefer Opal?”

“Fallopolis has been a fine name for me for many good years.”

Erick continued, “So, with regard to why I need some paladins, and why Ophiel is going to be a good one, and a general overview of what I’m doing as a god: It all has to do with the afterlife of Benevolence, and how I don’t have a traditional one, don’t want a traditional one, and how I’m going to need people to help with the afterlife I do have planned.

“I took some of Melemizargo’s dungeon slimes but reincarnated them into something a lot more Benevolent, changing how they work completely. I used those dungeon slimes to make Benevolent gate spaces that I spread out across the universe. I even put a few on Earth. I call them safeholds; not dungeons. I’ll skip the nuances of that to a minimum and get to the good stuff.

“Those dungeons naturally collect the souls of those who die anywhere nearby, if they’re not slated for other directions, and give them choices.

“The most popular choice, by far, is to be [Reincarnation]d in a new world, with a bit of power to help them along the way, in the shape of a [Personal Script] and one spell of their choice.

“I figure that I benefited greatly from the whole planar experience, so I’m giving that experience to as many people as I can.

“So? What do you think?”

First, came silence.

And then everyone wanted to start talking at once.

“Will people be able to return to life where they were?” Poi asked. “Free resurrections?”

“Sometimes people will be brought back where they already were, but I imagine the vast majority will be moved on, far, far away from where they started. Wherever they need to be. Infinity is a very large place, with a lot of problems, and this is a good systemic solution.”

“Are there dead people inside Benevolence right now?” Teressa asked.

“Only about a million. The number is rising daily, but you can’t even see them most of the time. They’re in the fog.”

Fallopolis was a little offended as she asked, “You’re just... letting people into… into heaven? Just like that?”

“Of course!” Erick said.

“Is it a shitty heaven,” Fallopolis deadpanned.

“Admittedly, it is a shitty heaven. No everlasting joy for most people, though I am giving that to a few people who truly do want it. I want people to move on to new lives, though, so that’s the goal there.”

Conversation turned weird, honing in on religion and worship and the nature of divinity itself. Dariok asked about other gods, and if Erick was taking all of their worshipers. Erick spoke of how the options after death covered that, with boons gifted from the gods Erick allowed into his system, which was all of the current ones. One could always pick up other gods and other universal Marks, outside of his system, though. Castellan Zolan asked about abuses of magic in new worlds, and power gained through causing death and chaos. Erick replied about Personal Scripts only incentivizing the helping of others, or personally bettering yourself, and while the second was rife for abuse, it was also the right thing to do, for you can’t help others if you need all your help for yourself. Evan asked about choices of bodies. Erick said that body choice was among the options, but in a limited sort of way, for the system would throw the person into a world where they needed to be, so that they could be their best person, both for them, and for others. If someone wanted to learn body changing magics, then they could do that, though.

“Got a space set up for a presentation, like we did with the dungeons?” Fallopolis asked, with a sly little smile, as though she already knew the answer.

Erick chuckled. “Maybe! Let’s finish up here, though.”

He had a space set up for it, Jane knew. Maybe he hadn’t had one at the start of this conversation, but he had one out there, now.

Shadow was somehow present, as though she had always been there. She asked, “What about second and third deaths?”

Erick smiled. “There’s gonna be a checking system to see if a person deserves a third or fourth chance at life. Right now, that check involves the judgments of the Benevolence safeholds on worlds that have one, but that’s getting into the nuance of it all, and is better saved for the presentations.

“Ideally, this whole thing will allow for a form of eternal life for most good people, well past their second, third, and many other deaths. You might consider it a different form of Koyabez’s Peace Corps, that Quilatalap used to be a part of, where they sent out people to solve conflicts and then resurrected them if they failed, so they could try again.

“The End is always there for a person if they want it, of course, but ideally, every person who goes through the reincarnation planar system will be able to make their own heavens, in whatever lives they can make, wherever they happen to be, and if they want to go again at the end, then they can.”

The group went silent, though there were a few gasps from the newcomers in the crowd. There was Silverite, and Killzone and Chernom. There was Al and Mog and Savral. The Regent and Archmage of Storm’s Edge, which had been Erased and then Restored. A lot of people who had been thought lost forever, but they were back. Rats even stood beside Life Binder Messalina, though they were both far away from the group, not wanting to intrude too much. Sitnakov was beside Jane, and Jane…

Jane was silent as she listened, but she already knew how she felt the very second Dad had mentioned [Reincarnation]s in a new world as an ‘afterlife’.

Jane’s voice cut through the silence, “I love it.”

Erick grinned.











~ ~ ~ ~

THE END

~ ~ ~ ~
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                    THE END!

 

my gods 

 

It's been wonderful to have you all here, discovering Veird and learning about Erick and Jane and all the gods and everything else, right alongside me. I might have generally known what was going to happen before you, but even 100k words written in planning is still only 1/44th of what was actually written. Thanks for letting me lead you through this world that I discovered a bit before you.

I hope you like how it ended.

I'm going to miss writing about Erick and Jane so much. Those two turned into such a big part of my life.

Thanks for being here.

Life is about the journey and I wish you all the best on your travels. 

 

Thanks for reading. 

Love you all!

 

 

~Arcs

 

PS: There will be epilogues, maybe in two weeks. One of them got published on Patreon today. 

- - - -

Ar'Kendrithyst is on topwebfiction. Please Vote!

 



                



283 - Epilogue 1, A Return
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                    Hello again! 

Welcome back.



                

                Ophiel loved Earth. It was quaint.

Mostly, Ophiel loved Earth because he got to see where dad grew up. He got to see all the influences that turned him into who he was, from the lack of free housing to the lack of common help, to the over-reliance on commerce as the best way to make things better. That sort of economy had done a lot for Earth, but the place was a dump and the oceans were rising and precious few people were doing what needed to be done in order to prevent a catastrophe that everyone saw coming. Precious few people could actually do anything about those problems at all.

Dad could, though.

The year was 2024, almost 5 years since Dad and Sis had left this place through a planar tunnel. That planar tunnel had happened because the Fractal wanted to speak to the Dark, and it sent Erick and Jane… or maybe Dad and Jane sent themselves. The manners of how universes talked to each other was via ‘particles’ of people, and personal agency was important in those talks, but had that ball rolled downhill because it chose to roll down that hill, or was the nature of the universe, of ‘gravity’, doing most of the work?

Whatever the case, the Fractal was speaking with the Dark lots these days in the ways of action and exchange, and that’s what the Fractal wanted. The Dark theoretically wanted that, too, but who really knew aside from Dad.

Whatever the case, the place where Dad and Jane had come from was falling apart, and Ophiel was here to do what he could for the place.

Ophiel was shaped like a normal human person of 22 years old. He was mostly in 1 body, but he had left a part of himself in the Benevolent Safehold he had planted in Antarctica in order to watch over that place. His wings were hidden behind some Elemental Fairy which had effectively dismissed them from this plane of reality. And so, wearing a teeshirt and jeans, and with dark eyes that glimmered rainbow if you saw them at the right angles which he didn’t feel like changing at all, Ophiel walked through the cities of the United States.

Mostly the midwest.

He hopped around, taking a little Step here and there to get around. Milwaukee, Minneapolis, Fargo, Oklahoma City. Wherever the Lightning flickered, Ophiel moved. He cured a man’s cancer, he shut off the gas in a house so it didn’t explode, he helped a woman with some groceries and a few smaller things here and there. It was nice to do that for people. It was a lot easier than the usual help he did, which was to rescue people from monsters, usually pulling them through [Gate]s into Benevolence Itself and then setting them back down elsewhere. The Lightning told him what he could do, if he wanted, but Dad didn’t expect Ophiel to do everything. Mostly, Benevolence was already working on its own to do things here and there.

Ophiel watched as an insurance agency experienced a ‘catastrophic’ failure in its new AI program that was designed to automatically deny claims, and now it was approving everyone. That was nice.

The lightning flickered a lot, and it never stopped, so eventually Ophiel decided to stop and take a break.

Chicago seemed nice enough so he stopped there for some food.

A pizza? Yes, a pizza.

Ophiel went into a pizzeria and got some deep dish stuff. It was pretty good! As he ate he watched the people walk by the windows, going this way or that, completely oblivious that their world was going to change forever. Ophiel was here to do that. He just wasn’t sure where to start.

Dad hadn’t been certain, either, and he wasn’t about to make decisions for worlds that were not beyond saving themselves.

Dad had told Ophiel, “I’ve got some good ideas but all of them are bad in certain ways, so before I do all of that, I want you to tell me how you would do it, and we can talk about it. The girls and Evan want nothing to do with the place and Yggdrasil is too busy on Fenrir, but you showed interest in Earth, so... How would you introduce Earth to the universe, Ophiel?”

Eating pizza in a little place in Chicago, Ophiel wasn’t quite sure how he would introduce Earth to mana and magic.

Ophiel could just make a scene somewhere. Show off his wings and his multiplicity. Get on the news. Make a few scenes everywhere, really… Except he had wings and they’d think he was some sort of Christian thing. Even if he turned into his Big Form and showed off all his eyes and stuff, they’d still think he was Christian. Probably even more so, really.

And then there was the House of Resons.

And… Yeah. Ophiel was probably going to contact them soon.

He saw their touch everywhere. In that climate change activism gathering over there. In that public broadcasting station over there, educating kids about morals through puppets. And in that big bank-thing over there, across the street.

It was not just a bank. It was some sort of market manipulation thing, or something. Ophiel noticed the big building because it was filled with all sorts of people who had all sorts of small magics, and Marks of Benevolence. That’s why Ophiel had decided to have lunch here at this pizza place; to study the marketplace a bit more.

Also, the owner of the place had a Mark of Benevolence and Darkness. That was kinda common since they went hand-in-hand most of these days, but the big dude making the pizzas had a Mark of the Fractal, too, which was very rare outside of Personal Scripts. And there were no Personal Scripts on Earth. Not yet. So this guy had been given a rare gift, and possibly because he saw what no one else could; he saw possibilities everywhere.

Which is probably why he opened a pizza shop across from a big market/bank/thing; a lot of people with suits ate here all the time.

Ophiel finished off his whole deep dish, large-sized pizza. A waitress had spotted him eating and eating, and was amazed, so she had told the head cook, who was also the owner and with three universal marks in him, that ‘someone was eating the entire big pizza!’. The head cook had stuck his head out of the kitchen to see a few times as Ophiel kept eating 1-pound slices of pizza.

A few waitresses clapped happily when Ophiel finished. Some of them said they thought he couldn’t do it, but then he went and did it!

The head cook smiled, saying, “You must be hungry, kid!” He set out some garlic knots in a to-go box, saying, “I packed this full just for you. Free! On the House.”

The guy had said ‘house’ like ‘House’, full of meaning. The only people to get the ‘joke’ were himself and maybe the cashier over there, who seemed to be the guy’s wife. She raised her head a little, and then marked down another tic on a private tally beside the register.

Ophiel happily took the box, asking, “On the House of Reasons?”

The head cook paused.

The cashier perked up a lot more, narrowing her eyes at Ophiel.

The head cook smiled wide. “I knew you seemed like a good guy! Yes! The House of Reasons! You’ve heard of them?”

The waitresses all scoffed and went back to doing normal waitress stuff, though one of them muttered something about ‘that cult’.

“I’ve heard of them from my father, but now I’m actually going to go find out about them myself.”

“They’re great! They helped me to start this business and I make all the best pizza in all of Chicago now. I should introduce you to some people...”

And so began a month-long order of events that started with Ophiel getting introduced to one person, and then another person, and then, with a few more words said here or there, Ophiel ended up at a big House of Reasons meeting on a Tuesday night. They were some of the nicest people Ophiel had ever met, offering him housing for the night when he told them he was currently homeless, offering him meals when they asked when he last ate and he said a day ago, and helping him meet other people when he told them he was looking to make big changes in his life, and in the world. From one local chapter to the next, Ophiel couch-surfed around with purpose, thanks to the kindness of strangers.

He helped wherever he went, too.

A little healing here, a little bit of money miraculously appearing over there, helping to look after a baby while a mom went and did an errand, and just talking to people, learning how Earth worked.

Eventually, Ophiel ended up on a plane flying to Hawaii.

He could have gone there himself and a lot faster than a month of getting around on Earth, but this was working well. Every single person that met him seemed to lay eyes on him and know something big was happening, and how he could help them and everyone else. But eventually they moved him up the chain of command. Ophiel hadn’t told anyone about his real intentions here on Earth yet, but… Soon.

He was pretty sure the higher ups knew something was up with him, anyway. Something big. Even if they didn’t know, then they knew in a Benevolence sort of way. At least some of them… Right?

This was the right way to do this, Ophiel reflected, as he watched the Hawaiian islands come into view beyond the windows of the plane. This gave everyone time to get ready.

- - - -

Butterfly Prognostication was rather simple.

If a dark butterfly should appear when Deborah was strolling in her garden, asking questions, then the answer to her question was something close to, if not actually, ‘no’, depending on the appearance and disposition of the butterfly that crossed her sight. If a light butterfly should appear, then the answer was something like a ‘yes’. Moths were an acceptable divining tool in a pinch, but who really knew with those guys.

But the Hawaiian islands didn’t have many true black or white butterflies, and so she had needed to get creative with her interpretations of the local flutterers many years ago. It was one of the reasons that she loved this place the most, actually.

The Asian Swallowtail held a special place in Deborah’s heart, and in her butterfly magic.

The Asian Swallowtail was mostly black and white, but sometimes the white was more yellow, and the female had blue and orange on the tail, while the male had very little blue and orange. They made excellent prognostication buddies, because even as much as a twist of the wing or a shaft of sunlight or shadow could turn them into a myriad of different answers.

And somehow, about 500 of them had molted from some unknown citrus field or somewhere, and they were fluttering all over her gardens, outside of her house.

Deborah had woken to the sight with a gasp, and then began making big, sweeping preparations for the war. Because the Asian Swallowtail was a sign of Grandpa. The Founder. It was the butterfly she had associated most closely with him, and there were so many of them. She had woken everyone she could wake. She had told people she trusted to keep eyes open. The House of Resons, inside the House of Reason, was on full alert.

That had been a month ago.

The mania had mostly died down and Deborah had lost a lot of political favor when nothing big happened right away.

Deborah was convinced something was happening, though. She just couldn’t see it.

Deborah sipped her coffee as she sat at her desk, watching the wall, filled with screens, each of them holding a live stream from a butterfly garden she had personally started in this or that part of the world. And she worried. Each garden needed to be maintained for the butterflies, but she had mostly hired out that sort of help, so each of these gardens was not a perfect weather vane of the world.

But it was easy to find young witches who were eager to learn their power, to learn what Deborah could teach them, and they needed some prognostication tools anyway, and so, Deborah piggybacked when she could. Even her main garden, here in Hawaii, was mostly maintained by younger witches. Deborah just put her touches onto it every weekend; trimming trees and bushes and weeding the flower fields. Deborah simply didn’t have the time to maintain the gardens like they should be maintained, even if she was only maintaining a tenth of the House of Reasons that she used to control.

Several more splits of faith had occurred when Grandfather left five years ago, and more splits might be happening sooner, rather than later, thanks to Deborah’s mania...

And yet Asian Swallowtails were still everywhere, on every live stream from all parts of the world, and if not them, then other black and white butterflies. Marbled Whites in England. African Caper Whites in South Africa. Ohgomadaras in Japan. Particularly white Methona Themistos in Brazil. Where did they all come from! Where did they hatch! Some of these life cycles were not this long, but the butterflies were still alive, a month later.

Some people in the House thought Deborah was doing some sort of stunt.

Some people were on even higher alert, though; like Deborah.

And right now, a very white Morpho Luna was hanging out near the camera in the Mexico garden, fluttering its wings. It looked rather rainbowish-white-black as it moved. Normal Morphos, or rather the ones that everyone thought of, were iridescent blue. This one was white and black and iridescent anyway.

It seemed rather cheeky.

Gail walked into Deborah’s office with a stack of reports, looking nonchalant about everything happening on the wall.

Deborah asked her, “Look at that one there? Doesn’t that Morpho Luna look like the cat that got the cream?”

Gail plopped the papers down, giving a glance toward the wall… She paused. She hummed. “Maybe it’s a bit… Aggressive?”

“But in a subtle sort of way?” Deborah asked.

“Maybe in a ‘this is happening’ sort of way.” Gail said, “That’s Marianne’s garden, isn’t it? She’s always been focused on that war of yours.”

Deborah stared at Gail, saying, “It’s a real thing. We were warned, Gail.”

With perfect diplomacy, Gail said, “I believe that the warning was real, but I also believe that the Founder was always going to win his war. That’s what my own vine reading has told me for the last month, ever since this whole mass maturation event started.”

Deborah paused. She looked at her old friend. “… You actually did a reading? Recently?”

Gail winced. It was obvious she had not wanted to tell Deborah that, but Deborah knew things sometimes.

Deborah grinned, and then huffed a laugh. “Your reading must have turned out just as bad as mine!”

Gail said, “The vine curled too much. It started growing in squares, though. Not sure what that meant. It’s still 3 days out from flowering, too, so… I didn’t want to tell you before the actual reading happened.”

Gail had been with the House of Reasons for 20 years, and though she wasn’t as fast with her magic as some people she truly knew how to make the best predictions on long-ranging questions, though her vine magic did take a long while to mature to a readable state.

Deborah said, “I’ve told you a hundred times Gail, your readings are exactly what they are meant to be; you just don’t understand enough to know the full extent of what you’re looking at.”

Gail sighed a little. “If the Founder would have told us more, then I would have been able to read the vines better. Anything I ask the vines about him always goes weird.”

From any other person, Deborah would have worried that those words were a prelude to yet another departure; another splitting of the House into smaller and smaller fractions. But Gail was just blowing concerns into the wind.

Deborah said, “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out when we need to.” She picked up the stack of papers Gail had brought in, shuffling through them, asking, “Anyone interesting?” She picked one out a random—

Her fingers sparked with static as she opened the folder, briefly seeming like the brightest thing in the room. And then the static was gone, and Deborah imagined she had imagined that.

Gail sucked in a breath, though, saying, “That one, that you picked out. Oh my gods.”

Deborah breathed shallowly as she looked down at the open folder, at the image of a young man, taken from a security camera, and then a few more images at local gatherings of the House of Reasons over the past few weeks. He looked rather cute, in a nephew sort of way. Like Deborah needed to give him some food and fatten him up. Black hair, dark eyes, but otherwise a rather plain, North-American-white sort of complexion…

And yet, the image of him smiling at the camera had caught Deborah’s gaze.

A flash of insight came and then went.

Deborah breathed out as she sat the picture down, and then briefly looked over the reports themselves. Mostly, it was personal recommendations from the Chicago branch. They had all seen the kid’s spark of goodness and they wanted it nurtured, even if they didn’t quite have the words to describe their reasonings. Such was the Touch of the Founder, as some people called it. The House of Reasons was a very large organization, but only a few people at the top knew what the rest of them all knew.

That magic was real.

That power could be had, in the service of good.

And that they needed to support each other, for whatever might come.

Deborah closed the portfolio on the kid, and then softly said, “I want to meet him, Gail. I need to meet this ‘Ophiel Flatt’ today… It has to be a fake name, right?”

“Absolutely. From what I heard it took some doing to get him the plane tickets. He has no paperwork or social security number or anything like that.”

Holy shit.

Deborah got up from her chair, saying, “He’s staying at the hotel, right?”

Gail paused. “… Maybe you should let him stay under observation for a day or three.”

“Nope!”

- - - -

Ophiel sipped a drink out of a coconut as he sat by a pool, by the ocean. Tall palms waved in the gentle breeze and the world smelled of sunscreen and salt. Life was good. Everyone here had magic, too, which was nice to see. It felt like home again, but in a lesser sort of way. The air was not thick with power, and yet power existed. All of the power here was Benevolence, too, which was just… really nice, really.

Ophiel smiled as he sat in the sun, in his black board shorts, drinking his drink and waiting.

He was also down at the Safehold in Antarctica, fixing up the place. More than a billion people had been ushered through there, onto other worlds and other lands. The backlog was massive and kinda hard to get at due to the breadth of time separating this day and age from all the other years in Earth’s history, but so far no other gods had interfered in the necessary time magics. So far, the reincarnation of every dead soul to ever die on Dad’s Earth from the last 75 years was going well.

When some of those souls from that long ago were told about their options, only about half of them chose to live again, elsewhere. The further back the magic went, the less likely people were to accept reincarnations and the harder it was to place people in new lives. Fenrir was taking a lot of them, though.

This wasn’t the first world that Ophiel had reincarnated, and it would not be the last, but by the pure nature of the situation, this sort of situation didn’t happen too often. After all, how does one discover a world that doesn’t already have a fractal god on it? Not very often. Going through any normal channels at all, to find an unclaimed world, would be going through those channels, and all known worlds were claimed.

That’s what made them ‘known worlds’.

Perhaps Earth was claimed, too, but Ophiel had yet to see any signs of someone disallowing the grand reincarnations at Antarctica. Eh! Ophiel put that problem out of his mind.

He focused on the present, because Deborah was coming out of the hotel, wearing a veiled swimsuit and a big hat, looking like a normal sort of person simply coming out to the pool by the ocean.

She got a coconut drink of her own and sat down two lounge chairs away from Ophiel.

“Ah! This is the life!” Deborah said, smiling, starting up a conversation with Ophiel, a ‘complete stranger’. A lot of people in the House of Reasons did that. They made attempts to make people feel more welcome, and to foster a sense of community.

Ophiel smiled back, saying, “It’s pretty great. I’m Ophiel. Nice to meet you.”

Deborah grinned. “Deborah. What brings you out here, Ophiel? You look a little young to be vacationing alone.”

“I’m here for this House of Reasons thing. They put me on a plane and shipped me out here, said I should meet some people and they’d help me figure out my life.”

Deborah grinned. “Those people are great! They own this hotel. Let anyone come in and hang out as long as they attend some seminars first. That’s why I’m here.”

“I already went through one of those. Most everyone on the plane did, but you weren’t on the plane? Are you a local?”

“Not originally, but I’ve been here for 15 years and I love the place. I am in the House of Reasons, though, and I’ll be doing intake this year,” Deborah said, dropping the casual act a little. “Right now I’m just meeting people where they are.”

Ophiel chuckled. “That’s a good way to do it; meet people where they are. It’s usually less disruptive that way.”

Deborah blinked a little, and then she smiled softly. “Where are you from, Ophiel? That’s a pretty nifty name you got there.”

“Dad gave it to me on a world far from this one, called Veird, where he and his daughter fell to about 30 years ago, but also just 5 years ago. Time is wonky at vast distances, and when Layers and gods are involved.”

Deborah’s heart beat erratically as her eyes went wide.

Ophiel smiled softly, saying, “He won his war, Deborah. It’s solved, fixed, forevermore, and he sent me back here to decide how to bring Earth into the greater universe. Want to talk about that? Or do you want to hang out at the pool for a while?”

Deborah’s eyes dilated as she breathed deep. Her chin wobbled with emotion as her throat clenched. She wasn’t convinced, though. She quietly asked, “Do you have proof?”

Without showing anything at all, Ophiel looked at the empty, blue sky, and said, “It looks like rain.”

Deborah’s heart skipped a beat as the empty sky flickered with new clouds, rumbling with distant thunder. The clouds rolled in, and the rain began. The rain did not touch them at the poolside, though. Rain cascaded around a [Weather Ward] that Ophiel had put up.

The rest of the world vanished behind the sudden rainstorm, but it was a soft sort of rainstorm. Gentle, and yet obscuring. The perfect thing to use to hide a small meeting, and yet, if people were really looking, this meeting wouldn’t be hidden at all.

Deborah stared at the sky, at the rain.

Ophiel sipped his drink, letting her have a moment.

Deborah looked to him. “You really are… connected to him?”

Ophiel sat up properly to face Deborah as he let his wings out, all large and black and rainbow, saying, “Yes. I’m—”

Deborah jolted out of her seat to stand on the pool deck, exclaiming, “What the fucking fuck?! He said he wasn’t god!”

“… Er.” Ophiel put his wings away. He stood up, too…

And he wasn’t sure where to begin.

Deborah demanded, “Was he a god, or not?”

“Okay! That’s a good starting point. He was not a god. He is now. He’s not the god of Christianity. But obviously there was some influence here and there and dad’s a god now, for sure. I’m his son, one of his paladins, and since you’re his adopted granddaughter...” Ophiel held out a welcoming hand, smiling, saying, “Nice to meet you, sibling Deborah. Or niece?”

Deborah looked at his hand for a moment.

Ophiel waited.

Deborah grinned, and then she chuckled. She shed a tear as she laughed, saying, “I’m the aunt. You can be my nephew.” And then she hugged him, saying, “Welcome to Earth, Nephew!”

Ophiel chuckled on Deborah’s shoulder, saying, “I’ll have to introduce you to all the others sometime. You’ve got, like… a lot of siblings. We’re all sort of connected to dad in various ways.”

Deborah held tight, asking, “He’s okay, then?”

Ophiel held her back, saying, “He’s good. Dad won his war. Earth is safe from the bad ending, but now we’re here and we have to make a good beginning. All secrets will not be secret anymore.”

Deborah pulled back, wiping away a sudden tear as the rain fell all around their little [Ward]ed area. She stood facing Ophiel, saying, “Let’s start with some names, then. Can you finally tell us his real name?”

Ophiel smiled, saying, “Dad’s name is Erick Flatt, though a lot of people call him a lot of things. Apparent King. Wizard of Benevolence. Dragon God of Many Colors. Light in the Dark. Benevolent Darkness. Savior of Veird and Father of Yggdrasil. God of the Bright Path. God of the New Path. Hand in the Sky. There’s a lot more and he’s racking up more names every single day. Every new world he visits and saves from disaster gives him a different name. I assume you have a few names for him here. He told me a lot about what he had done on Earth, but not everything.”

Deborah wiped away another tear, saying, “We call him the Founder, mostly. I called him Grandpa, though.”

Ophiel grinned. “I just called him ‘Dad’.”

Deborah laughed happily.

Ophiel asked, “Have you made many plans to integrate Earth into the wider universe?”

“Oh gods,” Deborah said, still laughing a little, and yet understanding more of the situation by the moment. She had clearly been expecting a day like this for years now, but it overwhelmed her a lot more than she had expected it to. She said, “We have some plans. None of them were deemed acceptable. We tried bringing in some governments across the world a few different times but we had to abort those plans when the prognostications pointed toward everything going wrong— and you do not want to ignore the prognostications. We found that out the hard way a few times.” She breathed deep, then said, “The main problem is that powerful people like to prey on the magic of the House of Resons in order to use it for themselves, and that was bad, so relations broke down. But twice now, some people broke from the House in order to work with those other nations, trying to change them from the inside, even as they used their power for their own efforts. The China House and the Russian House… We barely have contact with them anymore, and the American House is… It’s complicated. We talk to them the most, but… I am not the lead of the American House anymore.” Deborah paused. She asked, “Would you like a tour of the place? We can talk about some of that stuff… But I need to know, first...” She spoke seriously, “Will Grandpa be coming back?”

Ophiel said, “He’s pretty busy back home on Fenrir, and in the Painted Cosmology beyond.” He clarified, “Fenrir is a dyson sphere around a sun with a radius of about Earth-Distance, while the Painted Cosmology is another universe beyond that land. Him and the other gods and a bunch of fae are building all of that right now, using the mana made on Fenrir and the new universe itself to fund the expansion of that universe. That other universe is entirely self-sufficient, but more growth is better at this stage of the project. It’s a forever-project, though, so they’re taking constant breaks.”

Deborah blinked a few times. And then she said, “Oh yeah.” She picked up her coconut drink. “We should have this discussion inside.”

Ophiel conjured some grey robes onto his body, asking, “Is this the proper look?”

Deborah looked at Ophiel, and then she broke down in tears, sobbing about how this was really real, and how she had felt so lost, and then Ophiel hugged her again. She hugged back, but only briefly, then she patted him on the shoulders and chuckled as she stepped back.

She looked embarrassed as she said, “Maybe something a little less ominous.”

Ophiel opted for a normal Hawaiian shirt, but in greyscale and black and white.

“Better,” Deborah said. “Now let’s go blow some minds. You can turn off the rain, though.”

Ophiel smiled and flicked some power at the sky, unraveling the working he had put into the heavens. The rain soon stopped, and Ophiel walked beside Deborah into the House of Reasons Hotel…

Ophiel spotted the coconut drink maker kneeling on the ground, a rosary in his hand as he mumbled prayers to the divine. He looked up at Ophiel and then purposefully averted his gaze from Ophiel.

… Ophiel did not wince —much to his own surprise!— and let the prayer happen without interruption.

As he walked into the house, he told Deborah, “I’m not an angel, the angels I know are nothing like what popular media shows here, and I know my black wings probably means something to you due to your butterfly magics… I’m not sure how to handle that, exactly.”

Deborah laughed as she wiped away another tear, saying, “It’s a whole can of worms, isn’t it.” She smiled. “Birds are terrible for prognostication and I banished them from my concerns ages ago.”

Ophiel laughed at that.

Several people were standing around the hotel lobby as Ophiel and Deborah reached it. There were four maids and four people in various fancy clothes, from one woman wearing a suit to a Japanese guy wearing a semi-formal yukata. All of them were looking Ophiel’s way. The Japanese guy, and his two bodyguards, had just walked into the front door, while Ophiel and Deborah had walked in the back way, from the pool.

Deborah froze as she saw the Japanese guy.

And then Deborah pointedly ignored the Japanese guy, and gestured to the woman in a suit, “Ophiel, this is my right hand woman, Gail.” She raised her voice, saying, “Everyone!” She glared at the Japanese guy. “—And Toshi—” She added, “Ophiel is the Founder’s son. The Founder is not coming back yet, but he will be back soon. Start rumors if you want. We’re not hiding this. The Reunification of the House will begin today, in the standard outline for such a reunification that I have outlined in the past.”

People gasped.

People stared at Ophiel.

Without moving, Toshi threw a [Benevolence Jolt] at Ophiel, who easily caught the magic and held it in his hands. He probably called it something besides [Benevolence Jolt], though. What would he have called it? White lightning? Eh!

It didn’t hurt.

The confusion of Ophiel’s arrival and Deborah’s declaration vanished in the light of that lightning. Everyone glared at Toshi, while his bodyguards backed him up.

And then Deborah yelled at the guy, “WHAT THE FUCK, TOSHI!”

“Kill the Buddha,” was Toshi’s only response.

Gail retorted, “That’s not even what that saying means.”

Ophiel flickered away the lightning in his hand like it was nothing more than static, saying, “You attribute way too much divinity to me, Toshi-chan.”

Toshi narrowed his eyes at the honorific ‘chan’.

Ophiel grinned.

And thus began 3 days of rather complicated political chaos that Ophiel mostly sailed through, playing his cards close to his chest, for now. When the initial chaos turned to solid desire for questions to be answered, that was when Ophiel told Deborah that he was ready to start giving out all the details, and answering all the questions.

“But I’ll need to give a presentation, first,” Ophiel said.

“Oh gods, Ophiel,” Deborah said, “I don’t think we’re ready for that yet.” She tried, “Next month?”

Ophiel grinned. “We’re ready now.”









- - - -









Several heads of the various Houses of Reason sat around a large U-shaped table in a conference room in Honolulu. All of them had extra people with them, and though Deborah had limited it to 2 extra people, some had as many as 5. The extras sat at the back of the room, practically stacked together. Some people stood outside of the room.

Ophiel had intended this to be a top-level dispensation of information, but it was what it was, and that was fine.

Toshi softly argued with a woman from the Russian House, named Kudrina, about how this was really happening. He did not like any part of this. Kudrina still didn’t believe this was happening at all, and that it was all some sort of ruse, but she was here anyway.

Other disbelievers had simply chosen not to come.

Deborah was one room over, beyond a thin door, softly yelling into her phone. And then she hung up. She walked back into the room, keeping her face serene. “It appears House China has chosen to simply not come, and their representatives here in the hotel are walking out.”

Kudrina stood up and spoke in a thick Russian accent, “We never should have come back, either.” She looked at Ophiel. “He is a charlatan. I do not know how he got the magical might he has, but the rain had to have been a cooperative effort from the Hawaiian House, and we will be looking into that.”

Toshi stood, saying, “Your House is in disarray, Deborah. We are glad we left it.”

Deborah looked about ready to strangle every single person in that room.

Another person stood up to walk away.

Ophiel was currently in a few different places. Most of his attention was on the Safehold down in Antarctica, where a billion souls had already been processed. Benevolence’s reach through time was mostly done, but there would always be some gathering happening due to the nature of slices of infinity, and the multiverse. Dad’s original slice of Earth was on to normal operations, for now; Everyone who died on Earth from now on would be funneled through there, and given choices.

And so, Ophiel had some spare bodies to throw at this particular non-cooperation happening before him.

Ophiel had been waiting for more people to gather, but it appeared the room would grow less crowded, instead of more.

Ophiel stepped to the center of the U in the conference room, and said, “I will now prove that I am not a false paladin.”

Toshi scoffed at the word ‘paladin’, starting to say something, but he never got far.

Ophiel opened [Gate]s, the rings of lightning revealing lands beyond this sterilized office space. One portal opened up to a specific place near Beijing, China, where an old man named Jin Jin stood in his ‘office’, looking at the world beyond, where a large wall separated him and his building from the forested mountains beyond. Jin Jin was the leader of House China, though he hadn’t been allowed to do much in a long while.

The people in the conference room could see the man looking at the wall beyond his compound, and how he was dressed in plain clothes with ID tags on his sleeves. He had no computer on his desk, and he had no electronics anywhere in his ‘office’, but he did have papers.

Jin Jin turned and saw the portal. He smiled, and said, “Ah. Hello. I was wondering how this was going to happen. I just step through, yes?”

Ophiel had not spoken to the man before now, but Benevolence had a way of letting people know when stuff was happening that was good for them, and that’s what Ophiel was doing right now.

Ophiel said, “Yup. Come on through.”

Jin Jin came on through and smiled as he saw everyone else in the room. “Ah! Friends. I have missed you all. How has the world been since my imprisonment?”

Stunned silence.

No one said anything.

Ophiel told Jin Jin, “I’m already picking up your compatriots and depositing them downstairs.” He held up several pill-shaped trackers that were still covered in blood. “I took the liberty of removing all of your trackers, as well.” Ophiel set them on the table, and then [Cleanse]ed the blood from his hands, as he turned and said to the Russian woman, Kudrina, “Your situation is stickier. We can discuss that later.”

More stunned silence.

Kudrina went stoic as a few eyes turned toward her.

Ophiel dismissed the [Gate].

Jin Jin was busy getting his seat at the table, so that is what he did while everyone else just stared. When he sat down he happily asked, “What’s happening, my friends? Who is this young man who rescued us?”

Ophiel forestalled the drama of the moment, raising a hand to conjure a lightward image of Fenrir about two meters across. He moved that image to the back of the room, saying, “I’m the son of your Founder. I know him as Erick Flatt. Dad.”

All possible conversation died in its crib as Ophiel conjured more lightward images.

Veird with its onion-like layers of land carved away to reveal the whole structure. Size comparisons of Veird to Earth. Comparisons of Veird to Fenrir. He made some numerical notations in the air, giving relative population numbers of the various lands, along with percentages of habitation. Fenrir was currently at a population of 3.9 trillion. Veird was at 16 billion, which was a vast improvement from before the Red War. Earth was at 8 billion.

Fenrir, with 2 million moons around it, had a total surface area somewhere in the 5x10^19 area. With its population of 3.9 trillion it was still only .000002% inhabited-by-average. It was actually a lot less inhabited than that since most people lived in communities of various sorts, condensing population down to civilization centers held together by gate networks, but Ophiel’s displayed numbers were fine for as-the-[Fireball]-falls sorts of comparisons.

That wasn’t counting the Painted Cosmology beyond Fenrir, though. Ophiel displayed that particular land-space number as ∞. That population was unknown to Ophiel, since it was growing all the time. He put up a ‘<∞’ for that population count. It was good enough.

Based on some comparisons, Veird was at least 8 times the size of Earth, even before the 13 new Shells that Solomon put around the place, and that wasn’t even counting the Underworld. Even with Veird’s double population of Earth, Veird was much, much less populated comparatively. Ophiel didn’t have that exact number, but he put it up as ‘~.005% inhabited’ and with an asterisk saying that it was a total guess.

Earth was maybe 10% inhabited. Pretty easy to make that guess, there. The internet gave Ophiel that sort of information… Well. 10% or 3%. Ophiel went with 10%.

As Ophiel let those numbers hang out there he added a few lightpaintings of House Benevolence, on Veird. The Reaching Hands in the center of Fenrir. Some depictions of Dad’s true size when compared to a planet like Veird, and Earth, and Fenrir. A whole bunch of other pictures.

He put Dad’s dragon form wrapped protectively around Fenrir.

The room was silent as he worked. A woman from Brazil scoffed quietly about illusions, but as Ophiel kept going, she went quiet. The people of the House of Resons could conjure illusions when they really needed to, but nothing on this scale. Ophiel was spending thousands of mana to do this. Not a single person in this room even had a core. They only had, maybe, 150 mana per person. And only the top people in the room. Ophiel had stores of power far beyond any of them, and the skill to match those resources.

Kudrina poked Jin Jin to make sure he was real. Jin Jin grinned and poked her back, chuckling a little as he did so.

In front of a silent audience, Ophiel stepped to the middle of the presentation space and turned into his ‘true form’.

Ophiel’s many wings spilled out of his body and he became a 2 meter tall many-winged iridescent black conglomeration of many eyes and colors.

People gasped.

Some looked like they were seeing god.

None ran.

Ophiel intoned, “My father, whom you know as the Founder, began life as a man named Erick Flatt, of Earth. When he fell to Veird, from Earth, in 2019, his goal was first to simply survive and thrive on the world called Veird, with his daughter, Jane Flatt. That was 30-ish years ago.

“Some of you are already recognizing many problems with this timeline.

“I say 2019, and that is the true date. This is when your Founder left, as well. I say 30 years, and that is also true. I would give you more exact dates, but your Founder is the Prime God of a universe these days, and stuff goes weird around gods of all sorts, and especially around my father.

“He won his Wizard War.

“But, as is the nature of these things, and as is the nature of Dad, time got all wonky.

“And so, I have traveled across infinity and through time, at my father’s behest, as a Paladin of Benevolence, to Earth, to have these sorts of conversations that we’re having right now.” Ophiel drew himself back together, back to human-shaped, as he donned some black and white mage robes that were cut in the warrior-style. They were rather fashionable robes back home, but they’d stick out like a ‘cosplayer’ on Earth, so he hadn’t worn them until now. With an easier tone, but with even more gravity to his voice, Ophiel said, “My goal here is to induct Earth into the greater universe, under the protection and ownership of my father, His Dark Benevolence, the Dragon God of Many Colors, the Wizard of Benevolence, Erick Flatt.”

Ophiel waited as the gathered people in the room absorbed all of that.

Deborah took charge, looking almost frightened but also hopeful, as she asked, “What does that sort of ‘ownership’ look like?”

Ophiel said, “For starters, I, as the hand of my father, have decided to do a few things to Earth. Everyone who does not like what I will be doing to Earth is allowed to develop technology or whatever in order to escape and build outside of Earth, on all the planets of this solar system. To be clear, when I say ‘ownership of Earth’, I mean this entire part of the Milky Way. There are other civilizations out there but let’s not talk about them right now, as they do not concern us.

“As for what I will be doing to Earth, I am going to start with complete nuclear disarmament, and the disarming of every army out there.

“From there, I will be cleaning up all the landfills, healing all the people, and installing a manaminer on Earth, to keep mana contained to Earth and allow for the proliferation of magical knowledge among the common person, since mana has a tendency to blow away if not contained.

“I’ve already installed an afterlife on Earth, so that anyone who dies will be transported to new worlds, with new powers to help them live new lives, but I imagine most people will want to come back to Earth, and I’ll be keeping an eye on that, and making adjustments accordingly.” Ophiel had a lot more to say, but he finished with, “And that thing I did with the lightning ring—” Ophiel conjured another [Gate] and stuck his hand through it, to reach out of the air a meter away and wiggle his hand. He pulled his hand back. “— This thing. I’ll be making a Gate Relay system here on Earth eventually, and when Earth connects to Dad’s godly timeline in 15 years, that [Gate] system will connect to Fenrir.” Ophiel stepped back adding, “And that’s it for my presentation, for now.”

More silence.

Jin Jin spoke up, “Is that it for the big words?”

Ophiel was surprised by the speed of the Chinese guy’s turn around, and so was everyone else according to their faces, but Ophiel saw where some of this was going, so he said, “That’s the big, overview stuff; yes.”

“Good.” Jin Jin said to everyone else, “I suggest we overthrow the United States, Russia, North Korea, and then China, all at more or less the same time, but if we have to pick an order, that is my order.”

Everyone tried to talk at once.

And yup, that’s where Ophiel thought this was going, but that was fine. For now.

Kurdina, from Russia, spoke above the sudden outpouring of words, “We can reason with Russia. We cannot reason with North Korea or with the American House, or even the Americans.”

Deborah defended America, saying, “Our people aren’t nearly as bad as your people! We don’t black-bag people and assassinate them in hospitals.”

“You do Guantanamo instead,” said Toshi, from Japan.

The yelling started.

Ophiel let them yell at each other for a while.

Ophiel only stepped in when the delegation from Brazil roared about this being too much. Those people got up and made for the door—

And Ophiel silenced the room. People moved their mouths without speaking, but Ophiel’s voice carried fine, “This is the fate of your world you’re walking out on. If you want to leave, you can, but however the change happens will be decided in this room. Maybe not for an hour of yelling. Maybe not for a day. Maybe not for ten years. But the general shape of it all will happen here, and if you leave, then you leave.”

… The people from Brazil sat back down.

The room got much calmer.

The initial panic about Ophiel’s presentation was still there, and everyone was in shock, but they were coming to grips with his words. Maybe Ophiel could have gone softer, lobbed his pitch easier, but changing a world was never an easy thing to do for mortals like him, or like all the others in this room.

A secretary from Brazil, a man named Rafael, asked Ophiel, “This has to happen?”

“Yes,” Ophiel said, without equivocation. “All of this is happening. The timeline is not set and the reveal can come in parts, but this overall shape is happening.”

“Why? Why not let us be ignorant of the universe?” Exasperated, Rafael said, “No one wanted the Founder’s war. No one wants him here anymore, either. Can’t you just leave?”

Deborah scoffed, but she held her tongue; she wanted to know Ophiel’s answer to that question, too. Toshi looked imperious, but also concerned about how Ophiel would respond. Jin Jin thought it was perfectly normal for the Founder to come in and change everything for the better; that’s what he did all the time while he was here, after all. Kurdina just wanted to go back home and she did not care about Ophiel’s answer; she was resigned to being here, though.

Ophiel said, “Because I see pain, and I must heal it. If you’re looking for some deeper reason than that, you will not find it. We are at the base level of Benevolence. That is the nature of the power each of you have inside of yourself, that creates the mana you use. Benevolence is the nature of my Calling. That is who I am, as a Paladin of my dad.” He added, “Sometimes a surgeon must cause harm in order to help. That is what is happening here. I apologize for the harm I am causing, but I am still going to cause this necessary harm. Absolutely no one should live in ignorance of the greater universe, and mana is too useful to all people to allow it to go unknown for any longer.”

Silence.

Slowly, Deborah said, “Sounds like the Founder to me.”

Toshi was unconvinced, but he had hope. He said, “Sounds like a Founder that isn’t hiding anything anymore.” He stared at Ophiel, asking, “Tell us of the war.”

“Sure. We can start there.” Ophiel began, “So there was this person who killed a universe.” Most people paled at that declaration. Ophiel continued, “That is who my father fought against. Who he won against. That other person has been Forgotten by decree of the gods, and you might learn of him if you pursue those sorts of questions with the right sort of people, but that person is gone and we’re all better off that his great evil is no more. Let us Forget him, but not the lessons he taught us in his tyrannical evil…”

Ophiel spoke for a time, never naming names, but he did give an overview of what had happened, from the anti-memetic threats, to the erasures of timelines and planetary destruction, to the nature of Margleknot, the hub of this neck of the Fractal Universe. When necessary, Ophiel spoke of magic. The people here knew a lot more than the rest of the people on Earth, of resonwork and the slices/layers/structure of the Fractal Cosmology, but they needed more to understand what Dad had actually done.

Dad had never given them any names at all.

Ophiel fully suspected that someone here would try to ping the ‘rescue me’ yorddle system later, so Ophiel told them that if they did that, they would be meeting fae, and those fae would probably steal their names, souls, etc. Don’t mess with fae; that was a big message.

Some people were going to learn that the hard way, though.

Eventually, Deborah asked about everything, “Why did Grandpa do this? This way? Just to protect us?”

“Yes,” Ophiel said, “Power calls to power. Knowing too much would have gotten you killed. Now that the Great Evil is gone, and Dad won, that sort of calling won’t happen. Other dangers still exist. For now, Earth is not a concern to anyone else, so calling out to Power probably won’t get you noticed. And Dad owns this place now— Well. Him and his wife; Her Benevolent Darkness Shadow.”

Ophiel wondered if the shadows in the room would spit Shadow out, but she appeared to be busy. Maybe she would show up later, or maybe not. Probably not.

Ophiel continued, “And so Dad is now a filter through which all communication flows from this land, back to Margleknot, to Yggdrasil. Other than him, you’re pretty much on your own here on Earth. And that’s for the best. Of course! As I said earlier, that’s just here on Earth proper. If people go outside of Earth they can do whatever they want. I’m thinking we can make the humanity on Earth into a solar-system-wide civilization in under 10 years, and once you’re out there you can do whatever you want. Earth itself is going to be controlled by Dad, though.”

Toshi narrowed his eyes. “You’ve said that a few times now. How are you going to control Earth? Are you going to...”

Conversation resumed, and this time it was less worried, and more constructive.

Ophiel wondered if Dad could have done it better—

Ophiel caught himself in that thought. Of course Dad could have done it better, but this was Ophiel’s time to grow.

This was his isekai.

Right now was the introduction phase.

A few weeks from now, or maybe even today, Ophiel would start handing out Personal Scripts.

That’s when the real changes would really start.

He hoped all of the people here would become good friends, like Dad had found in Spur.

Ophiel dreamed of Spur sometimes. Of those simple times back when he was just sitting on Dad’s shoulder, watching the world. He wanted that for himself. Earth could be his Spur. These people could be his found family. Maybe most of them would go their own ways, but he could see some of them becoming a big part of his life here on Earth.

Jin Jin was absolutely ready to throw down with some big political action, so that was fun. He didn’t want to kill anyone, either, which was even better. When you had enough power violence didn’t have to happen, and Ophiel had lots of power. Jin Jin seemed to be magically empathic, too, which would be useful going forward. His power was actual power, though; Dad’s empathy had always just been who he was.

Toshi was going to be a problem, but only because he wanted to go too soft and too slow. He wanted to be inevitable, not transformative. Ophiel could see that as a valid strategy considering that all the dead on Earth went on to new lives elsewhere. So there wasn’t a true need to move fast. No one that died on Earth due to inaction would really die. But Toshi didn’t really understand that, Ophiel hadn’t really explained it, and no one here would understand that until Ophiel showed them all the Safehold. Mainly though, Ophiel wanted Earth to be better, and that included the people currently living on it. There was friction there, and only time would tell if Toshi ended up being an ally or a noncombatant. He probably wouldn’t become an enemy.

… Probably.

Kurdina was an enemy, but only because she thought her Russian contacts were the better path for Earth. That was fine. People were free to do what they wanted. Kurdina’s path might even prove beneficial in the end, when she came for them alongside the KGB, and the House of Resons was forced to fly, or falter.

Deborah would be a great friend for the rest of Ophiel’s life. She was already family, even though they had just met.

This was wonderful.

The Benevolent Sky in Antarctica’s Safehold showed that bad things were going to happen, but Ophiel would be here to prevent the worst from happening.

… Maybe he’d also build a moon base…

Deborah looked at him quizzically, interrupting the flow of conversation to ask, “What?”

Everyone looked at Ophiel.

Ophiel just shrugged and said, “I was thinking of building a base on Luna or maybe on Ganymede. Yeah, people would panic when they saw that stuff go up, but they’d also start moving to understand what was happening.” Into the stunned room, Ophiel said, “If I built it on Ganymede, then only the top scientists and governments would know, and it would give the world time to prepare. Crazy shit would happen, but it would be controlled by the people already in power. If I built it on Luna, facing Earth, then everyone would see it and that would get the ball rolling very fast. Probably too fast. So the far side of Luna? Or maybe none of that at all. I’m sure some scientists in Antarctica are going to find the Safehold I built there soon enough, which is also a way to get the ball rolling.” He smiled. Ophiel made a decision, “Speaking of which! We’ve probably talked enough for today, for here and now. It’s time to show you all how the afterlife is going to work on Earth, from now on.” He opened a portal to a land of darkness and cold.

Freezing temperatures billowed into the room but Ophiel held back the cold with some wardwork. A few casts of light later, and Ophiel revealed a mountain of snow and ice in the distance. Before that distance, though, there stood a permanent Gate.

It was a tall, white-glowing tree with shimmering green leaves and a rainbow crown. It was not Yggdrasil, but also it kinda was. Like a sapling. Its roots knotted into whorls and twists at the base. The largest twist of rootwork and thick trunk held a glowing white portal filled with softness and mist.

The mist parted and warmth spread out from the base of the tree, transforming the frozen world into illuminated summertime, though the ice was still thick upon the ground and the sky still dark with winter night.

The cold stopped billowing into the conference room and Ophiel stepped through the portal, saying, “This way to the afterlife. Don’t worry. It’s warm over here and I’ll bring you back fast enough.”

This was a large leap of faith for most of them; Ophiel saw that. In their terrified faces. In their desire to know more. In the turns of their head, as they looked away, not wanting to leap.

He still asked them to leap.

Grasses and flowers started to bloom upon the ice.

Jin Jin was the first out of the conference room, through the portal, happiness on his face and a spring in his old steps. He giggled like a schoolboy, asking, “Imagine getting into heaven while alive!”

The others warily followed, though not everyone. Most stayed behind.

Deborah was the second through the portal, though Gail was telling her not to go. As she stepped onto fresh grass, she said, “You beat me by a half a moment, Jin.”

Jin Jin grinned. “I always was a bit faster than you at these decisions.”

Toshi came through next, saying, “There is a fine line between determination and death, and you have already run afoul of that line before, Jin.”

Surprisingly, Kurdina came through, too, saying, “I never thought I’d see real magic again. Ever since the Founder left… I…” She fell silent as she gazed upon the Antarctic land, and their small slice of heaven spilling out onto that land.

Ophiel walked up tree roots that were like steps, striding toward Benevolence Itself, saying, “Dad is still not coming back for a while, but he’ll be here if we absolutely need him. The goal is to not need him, though.” He stepped through the portal, letting his wings out so he could flutter into the sky beyond.

And then he waited for the humans to come through.

Eventually, after some small talking amongst themselves, 4 leaders of the current Houses of Resons stepped into Benevolence Itself. Deborah came through first, followed by Jin Jin, then Toshi, and then Kurdina.

They stood upon a kilometer-wide platform of white, hexagonal stones where a fountain burbled in the middle and then flowed into streams that floated off into the horizon. An illuminated wind rose beyond the edges of the platform, carrying souls into a sky filled with clouds, like bright spots in fog rising into Infinity. When the lights touched the sky, those souls turned to lightning and then flickered off in geometric patterns, following their destiny to their next world.

Yggdrasil was there.

Past the impossibly far horizon, like a green mountain ringed in rainbows, supported on a sea of rivers, floating, watching, maintaining. Yggdrasil was here, and yet, not really. Just like in Margleknot, you could always see the Universal Tree in Benevolence Itself if you looked for him.

Jin Jin was the first to spot a spot of fractal power upon the top of the fountain, like a pearl of impossibility floating on nothing at all. He went to it. The others just stared at everything, but Jin Jin knew what he needed, and Ophiel watched it happen, smiling softly as Jin Jin touched the ‘stone’. Some people called it a ‘stone’. Others called it ‘The Fire’. Some people wrongly called it ‘The Fractal’. Some people poetically called it ‘A Revelation’. It looked like all of those things, and yet not at all.

Ophiel just called it the Personal Script.

Jin Jin picked it up, and yet, he did not pick it up at all. He picked up a copy, while a copy still remained on the fountain.

Power flowed into him, slipping into his skin and soul and mind like water into a sponge. He jolted a little, but that was it. And then he started reading the air.

Ophiel smiled and landed beside him, saying, “Use it well, Jin Jin.” He looked to the others. “Anyone else want one?”

Kurdina looked at everything again, her eyes locked onto the Personal Script, and then she backed away, fear changing her entire expression. She walked away, out of Benevolence itself, away from the enormity of it all. She dashed into the cold, and then through the portal back to the conference room in Honolulu, praying that she would make it before it closed. Ophiel was not going to close the portal, but Kurdina didn’t believe that.

Toshi followed her, silent. Less fearful, more ‘having made a decision’.

The two of them passed Rafael on their way out, glancing at him, warning him away in soft, fearful tones, not stopping to say anything more than that.

Rafael was terrified, but he was the third in command from Brazil, and he walked forward anyway. He strode into Benevolence Itself, affecting confidence that he did not have at all. And then he was there, in the light, in the warmth, staring at everything.

Deborah watched that happen a little, but then she came forward and grabbed a Personal Script of her own. The spark of eternity soaked into her body and soon she was looking at words that only she could see.

While Deborah and Jin read the air, Rafael came forward.

Rafael looked at the fractal Personal Script sitting in the air above the fountain. He had seen Deborah take that power for herself. He was scared, but he was here, being brave. His voice did not waver as he asked, said, prayed, “That’s real power, isn’t it. And you’re just giving it away.” He wondered, “Will you corrupt the world with it? Or will you be here to see this through to the end, unlike your father?”

Rafael was a skeptic. That was good and fine.

Ophiel simply said, “Power reveals, Rafael. Would you like to receive a revelation?”

Rafael had almost walked out of the meeting earlier, with his faction from Brazil, but Ophiel had made them stay with a casual threat of not allowing them to write the future of Earth from the inside. And now Rafael was here; terrified, yet still here.

Rafael breathed deep, and then he stepped forward.

With a hand that was shaking, he took a copy of the Personal Script.

Ophiel smiled as the three of them gained power. He waited for them to come out of the initial trance of integration. Soon enough, Jin Jin blinked and looked around.

Ophiel asked him, “Your government will be looking for you, Jin Jin. Want a [Reincarnation] to hide better? And also to gain a lot more years of natural life. I can do that for you.”

Jin Jin happily said, “Absolutely! Would you be interested in doing the same for everyone else in the world, in an organized sort of way, to form a basis of power upon which we can overthrow every established power base out there? In a non-violent way, of course, but with a large amount of defensive violence if necessary. And it would be necessary.”

Ophiel blinked a little. Going right for the throat, eh?

Deborah came out of her integration halfway through Jin Jin’s proclamation. She frowned at him almost instantly, then said, “What happened to you, Jin Jin?”

“Many things,” Jin Jin said, “And all because of the fear that mortals have of the divine. Now that I am out of their captivity I will forgive them all, and my people will forgive them all as well, but we will not forget. It is they who will be exiled outside of governments, this time.”

Deborah breathed deep.

Rafael came out of his integration, blinking and looking around.

Deborah said, “Then I suppose we have choices. We can do this the short, violent way. Or the long, maybe more violent way. I would like to present us as a boon to the world, though. Not just different sorts of tyrants.”

Jin Jin said, “I’m fine with any solid action, backed up with defensive plans.”

Rafael offered, “I was always fond of the Miracle Healer plan… Which is probably why I was offered a Quest for [Cleanse], [Greater Regeneration] and an Elemental Healing Aura.” He looked at the others. “My Other Self heavily suggested [Cleanse], so I went with that one to start. The Founder spoke of it sometimes so I… I picked that one.”

“He also said it was one of the most dangerous spells out there,” Deborah said, warily.

Rafael shook his head. “What were you offered?”

Deborah said, “[Witness], [Scry], [Future Sight]. I went with [Scry]. [Scry] is just… just what I need.”

“[Know the Path],” Jin Jin offered.

Deborah and Rafael looked to him. Deborah asked, “I don’t know that one?”

Jin Jin grinned. “Me neither, but it was the only one I offered myself.”

Deborah shuddered a little bit, giving a nervous chuckle, because she wasn’t sure what Jin Jin meant by that, and she had a bunch of her own Big Thoughts weighing on her. “This is truly the start of it all, isn’t it?”

Rafael said, “The kicking of the avalanche.”

Jin Jin said, “The start of the House of Benevolence, Earth chapter.”

Deborah sharply inhaled, keeping her thoughts to herself.

Rafael said, “My Ghost said something about that name.” He looked to Ophiel. “And you said something about ‘Wizard of Benevolence’, didn’t you?”

Ophiel grinned, and then he stated, “The House of Resons was established under a name that differed from the original organization’s name, all in order to shield you from the enemy of my father’s second home. Now that enemy is no more. Now, we are free to use the original name, and you are empowered to take up our original purpose: To bring wellness to this and all other worlds, and to connect them all together.

“House Benevolence was founded as a Gate Network organization. Portals to connect this part of the world to that part of the world, and to other worlds out there in turn. That is the original form of House Benevolence, of the true form of the House of Resons.

“I’m rather sure that Jin Jin’s [Know the Path] will eventually lead him to figuring out that spell that connects us all, that I used to bring you to this part of Antarctica; [Gate].

“When he finishes his Worldly Path, your branch of House Benevolence will be able to connect to the moon, or to Mars, or Venus. To all the worlds of this solar system. Through you, the humans of Earth will reach the stars, and beyond.

“But first you got to sort out Earth at least a little bit. Enlighten people to mana and magic, and all of that turmoil that will follow.”

Deborah breathed deep.

Jin Jin grinned, knowingly.

Rafael stared at his hands, feeling the true weight of his new duties.

Deborah said to Ophiel, “We’re going to need your help when this all blows up.”

“Absolutely. That’s what I’m here for.”
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A man walks down a street in a village in the Congo. He is dressed in a white and black suit. The local kids are all in tee shirts with bright prints of action heroes; they have holes in their shirts. The women wear colorful wraps around their shoulders and hips. The men wear clothes that are of indeterminate color, for they are dusty and orange, for they have come in from the mines to get their pay from the office on the street.

The man in the suit is out of place.

Everyone looks at him. Some ask their neighbors about the man, but they don’t know what is happening either. Aside from his suit he looks local, as if some people recognize him, but no one truly recognizes him.

The man is local, but he hasn’t been home in a very long time. He is happy to be home once again, because now he can make a real difference. He touches a black and white circle pin on his chest that is either a circle with a break, or an arrow twisted to nearly touch its own tail; it is hard to say from a distance. He is bald, freshly shaved and waxed, and his clothes are immaculate, his black shoes shiny as his head. He is as presentable as can be.

The man breathes deep, and since there are no cars on the street at this time of day, he steps out into the middle of the orange road, into the bright sun, and casts his voice wide, “Friends! Neighbors! I am here to heal whoever needs healing! A touch is all it takes, but the magic breaks if you work too hard afterward, so come forward for healing, and then take a break from your manual labor for the rest of the day! Sitting around is fine, but no working!”

And then he waits.

Very predictably, absolutely no one goes to see the crazy man in the middle of the street.

Women click their tongues and talk about him in small words, and then words that he is clearly meant to overhear. Men from the mine laugh at him and tell him that he needs a hat; the sun has baked his brain! They talk about how they have mine dust on them and that maybe he needs some orange, too. It would block out the sun better than his bald head.

The man smiles at the miners, and then said, “Perhaps you are right! I do need a hat.” The man holds his hands out to both sides and, showing that he has nothing hidden anywhere, unfurls his right hand. A large white hat appears. It is a cowboy hat, for the man always liked those old stories of cowboys in America. It has a nice black trim and band, too. He put the hat on his head, saying, “Ah! It is so much better with a hat. Thank you for the suggestion.”

Silence.

And then laughter.

“Do it again!” shouts a kid wearing a superhero shirt, as he stands with his friends, under the watchful eyes of one of their mothers.

The mother holds the kid back and calls at the suited man, “Don’t be weird!”

The man smiles and said, “There is nothing weird about this! I am merely doing some magic! Would you all like to see more?” Without waiting for a response, but getting an enthusiastic response from the kids anyway, the man stretches a hand out and then waves it to the side. A glass table laden with cups full of ice cream appears, each of them all rainbow and cold, with little plastic spoons stuck into them. All of them have sprinkles. The man announces, “Some ice cream for a hot day!” He picks one up and starts eating it with the provided spoon.

There is a moment of utter surprise. And then the utter surprise breaks upon every viewer in different ways.

He does not have to tell the kids to come get some for they are already breaking away from their parents, rushing him and the cold treats. Some kids grab two, ensuring that the rest don’t get anything, but the man waves his hand and more ice cream appears, and what would have been a fight is not a fight at all.

But now the parents are here.

“What is this! What are you doing!” shouts one woman who looks particularly angry. She knocks the ice cream out of a kid's hands, saying, “Do not eat that! I said do not eat that!”

There is a confrontation between kids and adults that rapidly narrows between all of the gathered adults and the man in the suit.

The man says that he will leave, and he does so.

The men want to chase him out of town, but they cannot. No one can touch him.

Everyone loses sight of the man despite everyone looking straight at him, and the man gets away just fine. Some people make the sign of the cross upon their chests, others say louder words to chase away demons.

The kids complain about not getting enough free ice cream.

Mothers, fathers, aunts and uncles, have to deal with those sorts of complaints for the next two days, and everyone making up stories about what the man was trying to do. Some people vow to drive him away if he should show up again.

On the third day since his first appearance the man walks out of the air in the middle of the road, in the middle of the town, as all the men are coming home from the mines again.

People start yelling right away.

But it is the owner of the mines, the one in the mine office, who steps forward, and everyone looks at him. The man does not tower, but everyone imagines he does. He looks at the man in the white suit, demanding, “Who are you?”

“I was born and raised here, though it appears no one remembers little Chibuike. It is fine if you don’t remember me anyway, Mister Orjea. I remember you, and I know you are a good man.”

Some people in the crowd pause.

Orjea frowns, trying to remember—

“Chibu?” says a woman, who Chibuike recognizes as Nkiru. She is a mother now and her recognition causes her to let go of her kid. “That is you!” Instantly, Nkiru is furious again. She grabs her kid and holds him back, thrusting the boy behind her skirts, out of sight. The boy complains about how he wants ice cream. The woman complains louder, “What are you doing here with this weirdness! You left 20 years ago!”

There are words of shouting and accusation.

Chibuike endures.

When he is allowed to speak again, Chibuike says, “I am here to provide free healing to all who need it, and I have a few tricks that allow me to escape unharmed, if I need to use those tricks. Healing is my goal. I came back here because I loved my home, but I vowed never to return unless it was with real hope in my hands.” He looked at Mister Orjea, and said, “This town would have fallen apart if it weren’t for you, but I am here to help it do so much more. I can heal miners. I can heal the sick. I can heal anyone. But my warnings from the other day still apply. The magic breaks if you work after I apply my healing.”

Confusion; that is what Chibuike sees.

Confused, Nkiru asks, “A doctor?” She remembered, her eyes lighting. “You went to France to become a doctor!” She frowns. “What is all this magic nonsense then!”

Everyone relaxes. They understand doctors and magic tricks. Nkiru’s words put Chibuike far down on the list of their big concerns. He is just some guy that is known, though he is still weird.

“I ended up going to America instead, where I was denied the doctor track due to a lack of education. I became a nurse, and eventually a nurse practitioner. And then magic found me. The magic that found me is enough to heal all your ails, if you wish it.” Chibuike asked, “Does anyone want to go first?”

Nkiru scowled, saying, “This is strangeness! I do not like this! Go back to America.”

The crowd agrees.

Mister Orjea agrees with the crowd, speaking up, “Whatever you are doing here with this stage magic needs to stop. Go away, Chibuike.”

“I refuse, and if I need to work outside of your bounds, Mister Orjea, I will.”

The air seems to crystallize.

Orjea is not a large man, but he towers anyway, as he steps toward Chibuike and prepares to poke him in the chest with two rigid fingers.

Orjea’s two fingers stop midair, as he pokes an invisible wall a foot away from Chibuike.

He freezes. He pokes the air some more. Yes, there is something there, but he cannot see it. It is invisible.

Orjea does not tower anymore.

His face falls and he backs away, silent and scared. A few people trail after him, looking back to Chibuike and then to Orjea, and then back to Chibuike. Some people in the crowd want to poke the solid air. Some want to poke Chibuike in the face, though Chibuike recognizes that desire more as ‘punching’ and less as poking. Some of the crowd begins to silently disperse, not wanting anything to do with—

Chibuike says, “I will be back tomorrow.”

And then he vanishes from sight, in the middle of the street.

There is a small panic.

The day passes with no small amount of discussion behind closed doors and speculation flying everywhere. There are cameras in the windows of some of the stores on the street, and some of those cameras had been pointed at the street for the entire altercation today. People begin to review those tapes.

They are bad cameras. They can’t see shit.

Someone sets up a much better camera, using one of their phones, setting it to record on the street, where Chibuike had stood twice in a row.

The next day, that much better camera catches Chibuike appearing at that expected spot as though he had pulled back a curtain of invisibility. Perhaps that is exactly what he had done. Perhaps it was just a trick.

There was at least one trick prepared and ready for today, though. A trick that Chibuike had set up ahead of time, now that people knew he was back home, now that he could make plans to actually help his town in the Congo.

Miners coming in from the mine were ready for him to appear. They had rods in their hands, and they were ready to drive him off.

But an older man was there, the local priest. He was in a wheelchair, pushed by his niece. The father was Chibuike’s trick that he had set up last night, asking the father to trust him. If the father ever truly trusted god to provide when provisions were needed, then he should trust Chibuike tomorrow, at this time, right here, right now.

The father did not trust Chibuike at all, but he would play this charade. On his own terms, he would be there.

The father wheeled out onto the street, and the miners paused.

The father rolled forward, pushed by his niece, saying, “I broke my spine in a fall when I was young and stupid, and God provided me a Faith to lift me up. You say you can heal this injury. Where from does your power spring? From God? Or some other, darker source?”

“I ask for nothing but to prove myself. Does it matter where my power comes from?”

“It always matters, and the fact that you deflect means you are hiding something.”

“I am hiding so much, but I can make you walk again and I ask for nothing in return, except your honest acceptance of what I can do. I am here to prove myself. Nothing more, nothing less.”

The father glared.

The people watched.

The father said, “Swear to God that your power is not from Lucifer or any demon.”

Chibuike put a hand to the symbol on his chest, saying, “I so swear.”

The crowd was heavy with disbelief.

Mister Orjea, the mine owner, stepped forward, angry. He had a rifle in his hand, pointed at the ground. “You need to leave, Chibuike.”

“I will leave, after I heal the father,” Chibuike said.

Orjea looked to the father, saying, “Don’t do it. He’s a demon.”

“Demons have no power in God’s Domain, Orjea.”

The father’s niece pushed him forward.

Chibuike’s hand was already glowing with white sparks. He reached out to the father, and the father looked at that hand with open wonder. Chibuike touched the father’s shoulder, power soaking into the man, as he said, “No working. Sit there in that chair and don’t do anything stressful at all. Don’t let people touch you too much. It takes a while for the magic to truly work and your legs will tingle as feeling comes back to them. Come by for a checkup tomorrow. I will be here tomorrow, at this same time, at this same place.”

The healing would take a while to work, but Chibuike knew it was already 50% done. The father looked up at Chibuike like he was seeing divinity. Words failed him. He could already feel his legs again; Chibuike knew. He would regain so much, soon enough.

The father did not know how to handle what he was seeing. What he was feeling.

Chibuike leaned down and whispered to the man, “This is not a religious thing at all. This is simple magic, given to the masses, by a divinity that exists far beyond Earth, though it was still born here, just like any other human.”

“Who do you work for?” the father asked, so very worried, and yet hopeful at the same time.

“House Benevolence.”

And then Chibuike stepped back behind his [Invisibility] and floated directly up on a little [Force Platform], so he didn’t leave any steps in the dirt road. He had been in the House Benevolence Personal Script program for 4 months before deployment, and he didn’t have nearly as many skills as some of his fellows in the program, but he had enough. More than enough.

Chibuike would become a turning point for all of the Congo, from this road, from his home village, and from there, all the rest of Africa. He’d eventually link up with Kiama in South Africa and Nassor in Egypt, but maybe not. All he knew was that he was going to be responsible for House Benevolence’s roll out in this part of the world, and if he did well enough, then his little village would become a metropolis, for it would become a hub of a Gate Network.

As Chibuike rose into the air, the village converged on the father, who was already moving his feet again and laughing happily. Chibuike hoped that the people in charge of the House knew what they were doing, and that all of this was going to work out, because he already felt like he was exactly where he needed to be, doing exactly what he needed to do.

He was not going to stop at all.

He saw his future unfolding before him, in the happy, worried faces of the father’s clergy, in the kids telling their parents that the ice cream was obviously fine and that they should have been allowed to eat it, and in the old women sitting with canes in the shade, chuckling, joking about getting their hips fixed, or their eyesight repaired. Some people didn’t believe. Mister Orjea was worried. Deeply worried. Nkiru was hopeful, but only because she had been destined for poverty, and she saw something in Chibuike that would give her more than that.

She wanted magic, too.

Chibuike recognized that look. He had planned on becoming a doctor in the states and coming back here with all of that knowledge in his pockets, but he found he much preferred having magic.









- - - -









A village in rural China, located on a heavily forested mountain, gained a healer that could not be caught by the authorities. The authorities spent an entire month searching for the healer and they eventually started bombing the cave systems to find the healer, but the healer could not be found, except when she wanted to be found. The healer simply appeared to the sick and the wounded wherever they were, sometimes just a hand, sometimes just an eye appearing out of the wind, and sometimes her entire person now and then, when it was safe.

When the authorities cracked down, surrounding the mountain and threatening to bomb it to make the healer come out of hiding, the stories diverged as to what happened next.

Top secret recordings showed the overall truth.

The healer stepped out of the air, above the village, the long sleeves of her dress fluttering in the wind, under the night sky and the brightness of so many searchlights. Guns unloaded at her floating, beseeching arms, as she raised her hands to the sky in prayer. Tracer rounds and bullets all simply went through her, bloodlessly.

And then a being of light and black wings appeared out of the night. Cascading song descended upon the village, filling the entire sky with power, answering the healer’s song with a song of its own.

The mountain disappeared.

A crater was all that remained.

The story made international news when the mountain reappeared in Canada along with its 937 refugees, all begging for protection from China, and refugee status. The mountain had been placed far in the wilderness, but somehow, it landed with a power generator that ran without fuel, gardens full of food, and houses that were both repaired and made better in the fall to Canada. The weather around the place was even more temperate than frozen cold, like usual.

Canada didn’t know what to do with them, but it wasn’t like they needed actual physical assistance.

There were other problems happening in the world that were more important to deal with, anyway.









- - - -









Many people were violently overthrown in many places.

A government discovered all their nuclear bombs had been replaced by fakes when they tried to fire one. Most of the other governments already knew their bombs were fake; they just never told anyone. It would be a while for that conversation to step out into the open, but they were already talking about it in hidden rooms and via secured phone lines the world over.

Healers stepped out of the shadows and air the world over, giving help to those who needed it, and then escaping when their help was violently denied.

Some people set traps for healers.

Into those traps stepped warriors of shadow and air. Those warriors tore up those traps, cutting off limbs if necessary, but they also left [Greater Regeneration]s on those injured trap makers and instructions on how to care for the wounds.

Quietly, the phrase ‘House Benevolence’ began to spread across the world.

Some people knew where the magic was coming from.

When those people came with hard words and violent demands upon the House of Resons, Ophiel was there.

Ophiel was in ten places at once.

Eventually, the people in charge came with words instead of weapons and attempts at war.









- - - -









Ophiel stood behind Deborah, as she, in turn, sat behind a large white stone desk, inlaid in black.

The cameras turned on in front of them. Behind those cameras rose screens spread across an entire wall. Those screens began to flicker with images of flags or insignias. Just 12 screens. Just 12 nations to start. Ophiel had no doubt that Deborah would be speaking at the United Nations in a few more months. But for now, just these people.

The flags on the screens rapidly began to flicker as the feeds began. People began to appear. The United States didn’t send its president to the conversation, but they did send the Secretary of State, which was kind of discouraging. Most of the other nations did something similar, though.

It was fine.

Maybe the real people in charge would show up once Ophiel revealed himself a bit more, though he had expected the mountain-moving would have gotten real leaders into these talks. The real leaders were probably listening in, anyway.

Deborah began, “Hello, nations of the world. Can you hear me?”

They all started shouting at once, and then they communally decided to let the guy from the USA speak for them.

“We can hear you loud and clear, whatever you are, and we’re going to get real answers today. You might have taken all our nuclear bombs, but we can still reach you. We know where you are.”

Of course they did. They had known for a while that House Benevolence was on Honolulu, still operating as House of Resons. The Marine Base on Oahu had even sent people over here, to Honolulu, to prove that they could reach the House with violence. That didn’t work, though.

And now they were using diplomacy.

The fact that the Secretary wasn’t spilling the ‘secret’ of their location out to the entire world was actually a positive step in relations… Oh. By telling them that they knew where House Benevolence was, they were telling everyone else at the conference that they knew things, and they wanted to deal… Yeah. That sounded about right.

Deborah plowed on, uncaring of threats or machinations. With a strong voice, she said, “I’m Deborah, which is the only name you need to know. My previous affiliations do not matter, but my current ones truly do, and my current affiliations are to House Benevolence and our Founder, who is known as the Dragon of Many Colors, the Wizard of Benevolence, and the God of the Benevolent Dark. Perhaps you have heard some of these names. We have not made a secret of that information. This has all been to prepare Earth for the arrival of actual magic. What you have all seen our people do, from vanishing in midair, to flying away, to healing, all of that is simple magic. Really simple, actually.

“We’re giving magic to all of Earth, eventually.

“This will lead to trouble.

“We don’t want a mass extinction, but humans are sapient, and we all touch upon magic a little bit. Eventually, if we don’t gain understandings of magic, then we’ll be facing mass extinctions from a different direction; from outsiders coming in here and telling us what we can and cannot do. People slave-raid worlds like ours all the time. It won’t happen on Earth, mind you.

“But make no mistake: we are not alone in the universe. 

“We are but one very, very small bit of life, out here on our own, and so very open to predation. That is why House Benevolence is rolling out magic slowly, and all in order to gather the attentions of your faces right here, and anyone else who might be watching. To warn. To help. To inform.

“Earth is currently under the absolute protection of the Dragon of Many Colors.

“It won’t be that way forever, and especially not once we advance past Earth as a species.

“Earth is protected. Earth will become a nature preserve. We will clean up the oceans of plastic and otherwise, heal the sick, rip the pollution out of the skies and the cracks in the ground, and ensure humanity makes it to the next step in the civilization ladder, which involves mana, and magic. If you want to stay in power, then you will assist us with this, otherwise we will fight, and we will win.

“We will not be killing you to get what we want.

“We don’t have to, and also it’s wrong to kill people.

“We don’t expect you to try and follow these self-imposed limitations of actions, as evident by some situations out there that you are all aware of, but we do hope you follow suit, now that our courses of action are laid bare.

“We don’t have to kill anyone to do what we need to do. All we have to do is show the world that the systems of power we offer means that they don’t have to rely on the old systems of power at all. Everyone can have magic. Everyone can have healing. They can have personal farms that sprout food in their front yards, and they can make houses out of the stone and water out of the air. It’s easier to do all of that collectively, though. Governments are still necessary, if only to protect us from ourselves.”

Silence.

The Secretary of State spoke first, “You’re going to destroy everything.”

A statement of fact, yes. Mostly incorrect, but also… not wholly incorrect.

Deborah started off with a joke that became anything but, “Surely you don’t like having to think about health insurance, do you? No one does! So let’s get rid of it and heal everyone directly. The doctors can easily be trained in Healing Magics and Pharma can do something productive with their new free time, I am sure. Maybe they can get to cleaning up the world, or planning on how to terraform the other planets of our Solar System. Scientists are still needed to develop stuff, but magic certainly throws a few wrenches into the machine. They’ll figure it all out.” She ended with, “It’s a big change. Bigger than Earth could possibly imagine. But we can weather this storm and come out the other side—”

Ophiel cleared his throat, because something had just happened outside.

Deborah sighed. “Ah. It appears someone attacked us, or something like that.” She looked up to Ophiel. “Ophiel?”

Ophiel let out three pairs of black wings from his back, eliciting disbelief in some of the people on the screens, but the representatives from China, the USA, Canada, and England, recognized the wings. They knew he was the one who had moved the mountain, and who stepped in sometimes when healers were targeted. Ophiel said, “You all have your ultimatums. Further talks to follow.”

Ophiel cut the feed, then said to Deborah, “Toshi just launched a four-pronged attack on our Tokyo House. Kurdina killed some people in Moscow. I have recovered the souls and reembodied most of them, but four of those people killed were sleeper agents due to some soul twistings. Those four people got [Reincarnation]d and sent along the Roots of Yggdrasil. The rest will be coming here. I’ve already reaped Kurdina and Toshi. You are needed to take over the remnants of the Japan and Russia Houses.”

Big news.

Betrayal was always hard.

Deborah sunk a little, and then she rallied.

The other people in the room, standing to the side and watching Deborah speak, all faltered a little. All of them knew of the other Leaders of the Houses of Reson, and some had even been a part of those other branches. The Houses of Reson had mostly cleaved back together in the last few months, in the display of real power and possibility.

Toshi and Kurdina never returned, though.

Deborah stood, saying, “Cleaning up messes.”

Ophiel nodded. “Cleaning up messes.”









- - - -









It took 2 more years and a lot of growing pains to ‘prepare’ Earth, because apparently, when artificial intelligence technology really starts going, and the world leaders have a need for it, they can make censorship AI rather robust. Propagandist AI, too.

Everyone already knew what was happening, though. There was only so much that could be done in the face of the story of the Moving Mountain. Even worse for hiding the truth was the Day of Clouds, which took place on one cold January 20th, on Erick and Jane’s Birthday. Perhaps, if the nations of the world had not tried to hide magic so much, then Ophiel and House Benevolence wouldn’t have needed to do a Day of Clouds.

Spellwork had flashed across the entire globe on that day, on the exact hour of Jane’s Birth, and healed every single person. All maladies fixed. All genetic issues erased and replaced. All broken bodies made whole, and all age-related issues repaired as could be repaired.

On January 25th, Ophiel stepped in front of a camera, and spoke to the world with his wings spread wide.

The resulting panic was not that bad, but only, of course, because House Benevolence had worked hard to get everyone on board before the Great Reveal. And the Day of Clouds mostly proved their intentions, as well as their possible reach.

Humanity’s troubles were not over at all.

In many ways, they were just beginning.

But at least Earth was fixed in all the ways it could be fixed.









- - - -









Ophiel fiddled with his tie and fluffed out his robes, and then he discarded the tie to the closet, saying to himself, “No. Not doing ties. Not at all.”

He strode out of the bathroom, into the hallway, scowling on the outside but secretly thrilled on the inside.

Deborah was there, wearing the robes of a headmistress. She had that same sort of disapproving look to her face, too. “Where’s the tie?”

“I’m not doing ties. I refuse to wear a tie for the rest of my life.”

Deborah frowned at first, but then she smiled brightly. With a hopeful expression, she asked, “Rest of your life?”

“For a while, anyway. I like Earth and… It’s nice.” Ophiel smiled a little. “You really want to do this sort of thing? It doesn’t have to be you, you know.”

“It most certainly, absolutely does have to be me!” Deborah said, trying not to smile. And then she looked to Ophiel, adding, “It doesn’t have to be you, though.”

“I’m doing a lot more than just this right now, anyway.”

But Ophiel was most present here, and now.

Deborah almost said something—

“Bah. Drop it, Deborah. I’m here, I’m doing this, and it’s going to be for the long haul, too. The others might only stick around for a while, but I’m here for longer than that.”

Deborah’s face broke into pure joy. She promptly forgot all decorum and grabbed Ophiel into a hug, saying, “Thank you so much.”

Ophiel chuckled, hugging her back. “What are big brothers for!”

They had decided to just be brother and sister a while ago, and Ophiel loved it. He never got to grow up with Jane and them, but he was pretty close to Deborah’s age, somewhat, and that made it a whole lot nicer. Jane was always off getting into trouble with different people all the time, anyway.

Ophiel hugged Deborah a little tighter.

Deborah laughed, and then she let go of Ophiel. She wiped away a tear, and then she glanced to the side, where an organizer stood at the side of a stage, back where no one could easily see them. Ophiel and Deborah were a lot further back than that. The guy on the stage right now was just finishing up.

The stagehand motioned to Deborah.

She was already walking out.

The guy on stage said, “And now, let me introduce your Headmistress, Deborah Flatt, and the Dean of Students, Ophiel Flatt!”

That was another thing that had happened. Deborah took Dad’s last name.

Ophiel walked out right behind Deborah, into a sea of flashing cameras and so many gasps. Many of them asked each other if they knew the Deborah was going to be here, along with the Ophiel. None of them had known that, because of course they didn’t. Deborah had bigger responsibilities than teaching the first class of mages on Earth, didn’t she? Or at least that’s what some people were already saying.

Ophiel thought Deborah had bigger responsibilities, too, but she always had that streak of a teacher in her. Or maybe she just liked organizing people. She oversaw all of the Houses of Reson as much as she could, after all, and ever since she got her Personal Script her ability to prognosticate was on par with Teressa, or any other Seer. Better than Ophiel’s prognostication abilities, actually. So Deborah probably knew what she was doing.

Deborah smiled, calling out, “Welcome to a new age of Open Magic!”

Butterflies of every color streamed out across the roof of the room, illuminating the new student body (and several observers from various governments) with a rainbow of light.

“We’ve got an exciting school year planned for everyone! From History of the Universe to Divine Studies to smaller, no-less-complicated topics like Healing and even Fire Mana, I expect everyone here to leave with some power under their belts, and, if you prove yourself as Benevolent, then you too will gain a Personal Script, which is the most basic part of what makes me and my people so strong.”

The audience gasped.

The observers from the governments quietly panicked and then started sending off texts to their handlers.

Deborah beamed, “Yes! If you prove yourself, you will have power! The power to shape other worlds, though. Earth is a nature preserve, under the Agreement of Benevolence, signed half a year ago by many nations of Earth. So prepare to learn everything you can, and go make your Benevolent mark upon this universe or any other!”

The opening talks of Benevolence Arcanaeum continued with introductions to some of their new professors.

Tenebrae, the archmage orcol and his wife, Palodia. They were gigantic, green, and very much orcols, which caused a bunch of reactions among the crowd. Tenebrae and Palodia would be teaching generalized magic and war, respectively, while they raised their kids, both elemental and orcol, here on Earth.

Redflame, the dragon who created Ar’Cosmos, was here. He was venturing out into the universe, and he kinda wanted a multi-decade stop at Erick’s home world. He’d be teaching history. He’d be opening up a gate space into Fairy, here on Earth.

And then there was Ezekiel and the fae of gems and jewelry Gnowmi, who were introduced as humans from Veird, and not as who they truly were at all. Both of them looked perfectly human right now, though. It was weird to see Gnowmi all human-sized. They’d be groundskeepers, upkeeping Fairy Earth and the Arcanaeum which would exist partially inside Fae.

And then there was Yggdrasil, pretending to be a normal orcol from Veird, and his Computer Mage girlfriend Darnella, also from Veird. Both of them might only be there for a year, depending on scenarios. Some people connected Yggdrasil’s name with what Ophiel had spoken about in the past, but most people were just confused by such a name. Everyone was confused when Deborah had said that Yggdrasil would be doing whatever he wanted, but Darnella would be doing computer sciences and magic integration.

Ophiel fully expected Yggdrasil to tell him he was doing something wrong here on Earth, but that’s what older brothers were for; they hadn’t gotten a chance to really talk yet. Both of them were exceedingly busy.

There were a few incani, and dragonkin, and other races among the ranks of the professors, but most eyes were drawn to the size of the orcols among the professors.

When Yggdrasil smirked down at Ophiel, Ophiel decided he had had enough of that, and he fluffed up to be orcol-sized, too. Yggdrasil chuckled, and then Yggdrasil increased his height by another few centimeters.

Ophiel narrowed his eyes at his older brother. “Don’t be an ass.”

Yggdrasil laughed.

Deborah’s speech to the gathered audience briefly paused, and then she resumed.

When the speech was over and Ophiel exited the stage, Deborah went the other way and Ophiel went and hugged Yggdrasil, saying, “Glad to have you here. Anyone else coming?”

Yggdrasil hugged Ophiel back, chuckling as he said, “Why would we need to visit you? You’ve only been gone for a few days.”

Ophiel sputtered indignantly, but he didn’t let go of the hug, and neither did Yggdrasil.

Softer, Yggdrasil said, “Earth has been in Fenrir’s timezone for about a month now, Ophiel. Travel will be a lot easier. I’ll stick around as long as Darnella does, or as long as it takes before you get tired of me butting into Benevolence Itself.” In a way that only asshole older brothers could do, Yggdrasil said, “You could use some help with all of that.”

“Bah! Dad helped, and he’s a lot better at it than you, so don’t put yourself out on account of me.” Ophiel let go, smiling, happy that Yggdrasil was sticking around some, now that the time streams were joined. He turned to Darnella. “My brother the asshole, am I right.”

Darnella had been about to say something, probably demure or whatever since Ophiel hadn’t ever really met her, but then Ophiel’s words registered. She got indignant. “Yggdrasil is a great guy!”

Yggdrasil laughed.

























<End Transmission>
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                    And goodbye again. 

See you later~
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                    And now for something different~

Also, pardon the shameless plug:

 

I HAVE A NEW STORY AIRING ON RR RIGHT NOW! 

COME READ IT!

 

[image: image]


 

Adamant Blood 

 

Mark Careed dreamed of being a hero ever since he was 8, or maybe younger. Of fighting monsters outside of the city walls, of going anywhere he wanted instead of just where it was safe, of either killing kaijus himself, or being up there in the thick of it, with the real heroes. He’s almost 18 now, close to taking the real Tutorial and Awakening his Power.

His hopes and plans fell through when the False Tutorial estimated his future Power as a brawny. A simply stronger human. This should have come as no surprise. 90% of humans on Earth Awaken as brawnies.

Mark doesn’t want to be a basic brawny. He wants to be something more.

He needs to do something big to change his fate.

Something drastic.

Something like seeking help from an archmage, a true Hero of Humanity. 

 

 

If you like Ar’Kendrithyst, Super Supportive, or Changeling, you might like Adamant Blood.

 

 

Adamant Blood is a story of exploration, slice of life, kaijus, magic, other worlds, trauma, superheroes, and growth.



                

                (AN: George is the guy who Erick was friends with back in college, in 1997, who died of AIDS, along with his boyfriend.)





- - - -

 

George lay on his back, propped up by one uncomfortable pillow, staring at the hospital ceiling.

Dying.

Two days ago an opportunistic infection of the skin had led to sepsis which resulted in a trip to the hospital. George hadn’t been taking care of himself. Everyone had abandoned him and so, he had abandoned himself. And now he was here. His skin hurt. His bones hurt. Breathing hurt. He had shed his tears already, and now he was numb, unable to do anything except stare—

The nurse poked her head into the room and then walked away.

“The fairy ain’t dead yet,” she said, though she used harsher words than that.

Just his luck, he thought, dying fast enough to know he was dying, and yet lucid enough to see the hatred all around him. He couldn’t even get out of bed to piss anymore, so he had pissed himself already. The catheter was out, and no one cared.

He was pretty sure the doctors had skimped on his antibacterials, too.

George had come home to Tennessee when Larry’s family had taken him away, so that Larry could ‘die in dignity’ with his family in North Carolina. They had told George to fuck off. That had been unkind, George thought, for them to do that to both of them.

Ahh.

He was crying again.

He had thought he was done with tears. But nope. The saline drip in his arm was giving him more water to waste on what this world had done to him. On what this world had done to Larry.

If there was an afterlife, he hoped…

He hoped…

He hoped for too much.

And then he died.

- - - -

There was softness, and then there was light.

George was in a hallway. He was standing, or maybe floating. His feet were above the ground, and his legs were kinda wispy. So were his arms and fingers. This did not seem to bother him overmuch, and he wasn’t quite sure why. But he did realize that he was dead. That much was obvious. This fact didn’t bother him much, either.

Behind him was a wall.

In front of him was the hallway.

Beyond the hallway lay light and stone and running water, like a stone garden. People floated through that space, walking this way and that, or rather, floating. They stared at the sky. They stared at the cloudy land beyond. Mostly, they stared at something outside of George’s sight. Something above. Something too big to see all at once.

George found himself floating forward, drawn by the pressure of his own curiosity.

George exited the hallway.

He looked up.

It was too big.

That was George’s first thought.

He wasn’t sure what he was seeing, at first, but he knew it was too big. ‘Big’ in a way that was larger than largeness, or physicality, or anything real at all. This thing— this being was too big.

It was a dragon.

Wings spread wide, larger than a world.

Larger than the entire sky.

The sky was filled with silent, soft lightning, and this thing was the center of it all. It floated, beneficent and caring, and it wasn’t any sort of god that George had ever imagined. But it was clearly a god. It was not looking directly at George, but George got the impression that it did not need to directly see anyone in order to see them. It still saw him clearly.

George wasn’t sure if the dragon was white, like the sky, or black, also like the sky.

He stared for a while. There were people around George, and they stared alongside him.

An eternal moment passed, without passing at all.

And then a flicker of lightning fell down from the sky, like a worming thing, winding its way across the heavens, down, down, down to the platform where George floated, alongside a hundred other staring people. The lightning resolved into a person with limbs and feet that were not airy at all. She was a woman whom George did not know, but some guy, made of ethereal light right over there, knew the woman.

Everyone on the platform watched as the ethereal man turned real in the sight of the real woman.

They saw each other, and love bloomed, the world turning more colorful, reality making more sense.

The man choked out, “Jean?”

Tears fell down the woman’s face. “Dick!”

George couldn’t help himself. He snorted. The guy’s name was Dick? Or had the woman just cursed at him?

But the woman broke down crying to see the sight of the man and the man suddenly sobbed to see the woman, and George knew that the guy’s name was just his name; not a cursing. The woman had been an older woman. The man had been an older man. But in that meeting, in that loving, they knew each other as they had when they were younger. When they first met. They hugged, sobbing on each other, grasping each other, kissing and saying small things only to each other. The world did not matter; only they mattered to each other.

George told himself that sometimes people simply had odd names—

Soft lightning rained down, each bolt resolving into a person when it touched down onto the stone. The people on the stone met people who came in on lightning bolts, and—

And then Larry was there.

George felt his heart ache and his arms open up and suddenly Larry was there, holding against his chest, his own arms around George’s back, holding them tight together. They said nothing for a long while. There was too much to say. Where would they even start? From Larry’s family tearing them apart, to all the time they lost, to how George died in a negligent hospital? Too much. So they just held each other.

And then Larry chuckled once, through the tears.

George laughed, too, hugging tighter.

Larry looked up at George, saying, “Surprised to see you here at the end of it all, Love.”

George held Larry tight, saying, “This can’t be the end.” He glanced outward. “This is the start of something else.”

The platform in the clouds had been full of people. But they were turning to lightning and vanishing, just as the others had arrived. It was not a fast process.

“The start of something, eh? Reincarnation? Weren’t you Christian, though?” Larry asked, tears clouding his sight. He let go, and George let go a bit, too. They still held each other’s arms. Larry said, “I thought you’d be off to the Pearly Gates.”

“Didn’t you expect there to be nothing at all?”

“Maybe there is nothing at all, and I’m having a fever dream at the end.” Larry looked up at the dragon. “A weird dream.”

“Not as I imagined heaven, either,” George admitted. “Where’s the old guy with the beard and halo?”

Larry grinned. “Maybe god is a dragon— Oh! A dragon woman.”

George scoffed. “That’s clearly a dude!”

“How can you tell? There’s nothing down there but scales!”

“… Well I can’t actually tell, now that I’m looking for it.” George added, “But there’s no tits! So not a woman.”

“Bah! Why would a reptile have mammalian characteristics? That’s just silly.”

Both of them studied the big dragon, hanging out at something of a stellar-distance, surrounded by stars in the night sky.

… When had the sky turned to night?

Suddenly, George realized that he and Larry were alone on a platform in space, looking up at a big iridescent/black/white dragon of many colors.

And then Erick stepped out of the sky, and onto the platform.

A moment passed in a quiet attempt to understand what was happening.

And then George felt a spike of utter guilt. If Erick was here, then he was dead, and that meant that he had died from… Oh no.

Larry got there just as fast as George, but he was the first to speak, exclaiming, “Oh my god, I’m so sorry, Erick! We tried to contain it when we found out but… We…” He fell silent.

George couldn’t have done any better. How do you apologize for giving someone HIV? He decided to just say, “I’m sorry, Erick.”

Erick smiled wonderfully. “Nothing like that happened at all. I’m just here as a friend. Time is wonky here in the afterlife, with many, many years having passed since last I saw you, and yet no time at all. You left a big impression on me back before you died. I always carried your memories with me. I just came by to see you once more and wish you luck in your next lives.”

George instantly asked, “Next lives?”

George was ecstatic! A new life! What could it—

Larry shook his head. “I don’t want that. I want to opt out. I’m done with life. People are terrible.”

George gasped and shuddered, and he wasn’t sure which one happened first, or in which order. He squeezed Larry’s hands, and Larry gave a sad sort of smile, not looking at George at all.

Larry said, “Sorry, George.”

Erick spoke up, “Well sure. That’s an option. But a pretty bad one if you ask me. You don’t have to be humans for your second go around. You don’t even have to live on Earth!” Erick waved an arm up at the sky, where the dragon had been, but all there was were stars in an infinite expanse. “There’s an entire universe to explore, and more besides. Imagine a life! Any life at all! I can set you on that path. You still gotta walk it yourself, though.”

Larry instantly said, “Well in that case I change my mind.”

George laughed. His heart bloomed with warmth and he felt Larry hold him tighter.

Good.

Also! Good on Erick for being an angel. Obviously he became one of those. He was always too good to everyone… George almost wanted to ask him about the deal with Margaret, but George decided not to do that. He had probably moved on pretty far from that old pain, since he was talking about time being wonky.

Erick smiled. And then he turned to them, and said, “I usually hand people off to a caseworker, but I’m going to help you two personally. Do you want something specific in your next life? Most specifics aren’t available, like exact heights or weights or family members, but general ideas are available.

“As an example, you two could wish to be soulmates in your next lives.

“Also, magic is available in all of the flavors you can think about, and more besides. Want a world where everything is almost the same as Earth? That’s out there. How about a world where everyone is an octopus person? That’s out there, too. Weird things, easy things, space travel, immortality, etcetera. It’s all out there, but you’ll have to strive for it and you might not reach it the first go around.”

Larry breathed deep, his eyes going to the stars.

George asked, “The first go around?”

Erick said, “Yup! You can live for as long as you want. If you don’t want to go around again, you don’t have to go again. There are other afterlives out there. Other gods. But you died on Earth, and Earth is under the wings of the Dragon of Many Colors, and so you get a reincarnation in a new life, on a new world.

“In your next life, you might even find some gods out there with some afterlives that you want to be a part of, and you won’t want to do this new-life-thing ever again. If you opt out of new lives under the Dragon of Many Colors, then that is an option, too. Life is tough, and the Dark is always Welcoming to those who wish for an End.”

Holy shit that was big.

Silence stretched.

George didn’t know how to feel, but he did feel hope. A whole lot of hope.

Larry said to George, “I’m gonna be a bastard and say that I want to be with you, but I want us to figure it out on our own, and if we should miss each other, then we can miss each other. No destined soulmates.” He said to Erick, “I want love for everyone. No hate. No diseases. No killing. Just… just love.” He looked to George… Larry said nothing.

Well. George wasn’t too surprised about that, really. He did always love Larry for his independent streak. George kinda smiled at that. He asked Larry, “How about a little bit of predestiny?”

Larry blushed. “Well…”

George waited.

Larry said, “I’m worried, Love. Life isn’t easy, and…” He trailed off.

He was worried about a lot.

George was worried, too.

Erick softly said, “This is your life, so it’s okay to be wary about it. These are your lives. Individually, too. Death is the great separator. You two do not need to pick the same new life, new world, new existence. You can go separate ways. You will likely never see each other ever again if you choose to separate, but if you rise high enough anything is possible.”

Larry breathed tightly.

George knew Larry, but only in the way that anyone can know anyone else after 7 years of dating and not being allowed to legally marry or join finances or anything, and both of them choosing to actively abandon the heterosexual style in defiance of that sort of shit, too. But here, at the transition, did they want to abandon that sort of perfect union, that they both grew up reading about and wanting, and which they had never been able to have?

Larry looked to George.

George looked to Larry.

George said, “I want the story of us together forever.”

Larry breathed deep. He said, “I’m gonna be honest… I want to be able to love you like you love me, but I don’t think I was ever capable of it. I had too much baggage. I hated the world. But I do want to love you how you love me. I want that kind of love. I don’t know how.”

George’s chest tightened. Tears threatened. “I want that, too.”

Erick’s soft voice wrapped around them, “I’ll set up some dominoes. Make it easier. You two won’t be soulmates until you commit. How does that sound?”

Larry sobbed once, “Yeah.”

George smiled. “Yes.”

Erick asked, “Do you want to remember Earth?”

“No,” Larry said.

“Yes,” George said, at the same time.

The two of them looked at each other.

George asked, “I want to remember it all?”

Larry said, “Give me what I need to succeed, and to know George, and that’s it.”

George said, “If it works out then it works out.”

Larry said, “Yeah.”

“In waking dreams, you shall know each other and your previous life, though only one of you will be good at it,” Erick said.

George only had eyes for Larry, and Larry only saw George. Both of them said, “Sure.”

“Girl, boy?” Erick asked, “Or different options?”

“Boy,” said George, solidly.

Larry laughed once. “Can I be both?”

George raised an eyebrow at Larry, and Larry grinned mischievously.

“Done and done,” Erick said.

Larry and George whipped to look at Erick.

Larry asked, “I can be both?”

“That works?” George asked.

Erick just smiled. “One final thing: How do you feel about fighting a Demon King?”

“… What?” Larry and George asked.

Erick smiled, and it was as though the entire sky grinned, like the Darkness in the depths of the universe found mirth in George and Larry’s question.

Erick said, “The point of this reincarnation system is to help out other worlds out there, and to help out the reincarnators, as well. It’s about growth. Prosperity. Benevolence spreading wide. You, George, were in the army for a while, until you got kicked out for homosexual conduct. But I know you wanted to stay. You, Larry, wanted to be an automobile engineer, just like your father, but then events conspired and you were kicked out of the union. But I know you wanted to remain.

“This reincarnation is the renewal of all of your dreams you ever had, and more besides.”

George felt his skin prickle with anticipation. Larry breathed deep.

Erick offered, “Or, if you don’t like the Demon King option, there’s a world with a corporate overlord who needs overthrowing? That’s a good option, too.

“Either way, I don’t expect either of you to start on those paths in life until around 15 or 16 years old. That’s when your Personal Script will awaken and you’ll be able to grow. Other events might influence your Personal Scripts to unlock earlier, or later.” Erick continued, “Or! Maybe you won’t have to fight anyone at all. I could send you somewhere else and you could just have some peaceful lives. But if you want real power, and the power to help others, then you’re going into an eventual warzone.

“That’s the deal. Real power is granted when you do real work, for the good of others far beyond yourself. Otherwise you can just have a nice life.”

Larry was lost, but he was rapidly finding himself.

George already knew what he wanted. The very moment that Erick spoke of the army, George knew what he wanted.

George said, “The Demon King one. That seems simpler than corporate stuff.”

Larry said, “I guess I could fight alongside George? … Yeah. Okay. Yes. Demon King.”

“It’s not nearly as simple as you might think, but you’ll figure that out.” Erick lovingly said, “It was good to see you both again. Good luck—”

“Wait,” George said, as something finally clicked for him. “What are you doing here, Erick? In this weirdness? In this… afterlife? I thought you were an angel, but… You’re not an angel at all, are you?”

Erick chuckled. “Nah. I’m not an angel.”

The world turned to soft light.

George and Larry were floating again.

Ah?

That was all the time they got in this weird place, eh? They were moving on already?

Larry’s voice was a frantic, distant thing, as he caught up to the moment, rapidly saying, “I have more questions!”

Larry’s voice was lost to the rush of reality, falling away below them.

George chuckled as he flew into the sky with Larry, both of them becoming lightning that shot off into the heavens, twinning around each other, the two of them wrapping around each other ever so briefly, and then they separated.

Earth appeared out of the black, only to rapidly vanish behind a wash of light and color. The colors vanished, all was black once again.

And then there were stars.

George fell toward one of those stars.

Over there, Larry fell as well.

The star revealed itself as a sun, surrounded by planets both large and small. George’s lightning path skimmed the sun’s surface as he rocketed past the heat of it all, flowing through the dark. A world lay in the distance. George instantly knew it was his new home.

His new world.

The planet was blue, white, and dusty green, with small red dots that littered a continent in the north. The red parts were almost like craters—

- - - -

A baby screamed.

A soul was reborn.

- -

A seer on the other side of the world felt the touch of the True Divine upon their brow, upon the mana of the world, and they knew that everything was going to change. Benevolence had touched their world, and it would spread. They grabbed their bags, told their people that they were leaving for a while, and then they set down the mountain, walking fast, their apprentices trailing them, pleading for answers. If any of the apprentices managed to keep up then maybe they would get those answers, right alongside the seer.

- -

A distant baron, cousin to a king in an empire of many kings, died to a Demon King assassin’s blade. The assassin died to knights. Local policies regarding the Demon Kingdom changed due to righteous anger and rage. But mostly, the Empire plodded on, exactly as it had for a long time before the latest change in politics.

- -

In the far south, on an island that people called the Cursed Land, where monsters prowled the deep forests and horrors preyed on the monsters, a white tree grew on the shore of a wide, dark lake. Green fire, like many leaves, spread among the branches of that white tree. A rainbow came soon after.









- - - -









George was born on a world where he was named Gerd, to a family of nomads, in the lands of the Demon King.

Born of a woman and a xen, Gerd was a boy who wanted for nothing, for his mother was the tribe healer and his xenny was a warrior teacher. Gerd learned how to hunt when he was 6, and how to skin a deer that same year. He learned how to read the sky, and words and letters. He had never been good with mana, so he didn’t learn that, but that was fine; most people were bad with mana. He learned the ancient histories of his people, and he learned how to make friends from the other tribes, and how the people of Redriver would always have his back against anyone and everyone else, if they should be his enemies. He learned how to fight in childhood fights. He learned how to hunt and kill in small warbands that went on animal hunts, or demon kills, bringing home dinner for the tribe or saving the tribe from demons. His xenny gave him his first bow and his first antler knife, and his mom healed his wounds, making him all better.

The Demon King came when Gerd was 10.

The tribe could not get away fast enough.

It had happened because their tribe lord didn’t pay tribute to the Demon King, and the Demon King was getting crazy in his old age. Or at least that is what people told Gerd. Gerd wasn’t sure what the truth was. No one really knew the truth. All Gerd knew was that half of his tribe was dead and their fishing spots were littered with poisonrocks in order to kill everything that killfire didn’t kill directly.

Xenny died in that killfire. That same fire almost got Gerd. It left him with scars, instead of dead.

The tribe raced to escape the demon lands.

The march to the ‘soft lands’ was a horror.

They lost another half of their tribe, running from the demons that were under the Demon King’s command. The Empire’s people found them running and saved them. Gerd barely remembered what happened next, for he was too tired to do anything but go with his mom, wherever she went.

And soon, they were beyond the Demon Wall that separated the Empire from the demon lands.

They were safe.

They had to make more sacrifices to stay safe.

They had to erase their tattoos that marked them as Demon King supplicants and they had to learn the language. That was fine, in Gerd’s mind, but the tribe got split and sent everywhere so that they would never see each other again, or at least so they couldn’t see each other easily. Gerd and his mom were allowed to stay together. Or at least that’s what Mom told him all the time.

Gerd ended up in merchant noble’s house running errands, while Mom was in that same house, now living as the merchant man’s third spouse. That merchant had been married to two men, but he had wanted a wife for a while now, and Mom was a healer, so the merchant paid the refugee price and bought her and Gerd at auction.

They were not slaves, but it was tough.

Gerd hated his new ‘Dad’ at first, but the man never struck him, and he always provided Gerd with food, and he never locked Gerd in his room or in chains. Gerd had heard that is what happened to all refugees, but when he told his new ‘Dad’ that, his new Dad decided that he wasn’t doing nearly enough for Gerd and Gerd’s mom, so he bought them all new clothes, even more new than the clothes he had already bought them, and they had a party with cake and more things than Gerd knew what to do with. Gerd discovered he loved cake.

He eventually discovered he loved his Dad.

Dad was a fine enough guy, and yet, he was not Xenny. Xenny was gone, and never coming back. They were dead, and the scars of that death lingered on Gerd’s skin, on his right shoulder and much of his back, where Mom hadn’t been able to heal the flames of the killfire well enough. Killfire was hard to heal. Almost impossible. Gerd was lucky to be alive at all.

Life was hard.

Dad was a good man, but Gerd was still expected to do things he did not know how to do. They made Gerd wear clothes all the time. Stuffy shirts and hard shoes and so many pants. They made him stand tall and learn new languages. They made him learn which fork went where, and how to cook in the style of the people of the Empire.

And life was difficult.

The people in the city didn’t like all the new nomads coming out of the demon lands, with their sun-bared chests and harsh words and lack of fancy etiquette. Some girls down the road caught Gerd one day on a delivery for his father and they beat him with socks stuffed with rocks. It was not a bad injury, in Gerd’s opinion. Life on the plains was rougher and the kids out there were a lot meaner, but Dad still fussed over Gerd’s wounds just like Mom did, and that made Gerd feel loved again.

He almost wanted to go get beaten up just so that he could get fussed over again.

- - - -

The dreams started.

Of another world.

Of another life.

Of a place called Earth, in a land called Michigan.

- - -

Gerd slept and he dreamed his name was George.

He lived a life in a world where pictures moved on screens, rockets put men into space, and war was the least of everyone’s concerns, and yet, George felt sad about the wars that did exist because he didn’t get to be a part of those wars. For two weeks, George lived a normal life, working out at the gym, beating up bigots, and trying to make sense of his life after his discharge from the army—

Gerd woke up.

The dreams faded a little, but not much at all.

Gerd lay in bed for a while, thinking about his dream. The morning sun had yet to crest the city beyond his windows, and all the world was soft, dark blue.

He thought for a while.

It hadn’t been a dream, had it?

It seemed more like… a memory?

Gerd remembered signing… signing some sort of paperwork, while hornless men —weird things, hornless men. Men had 2 horns!— went around with badges on their chests, telling him what a useless fairy he was. It was a strange dream. It felt too real.

Gerd, who called himself George in the dream, signed some papers with… with some sort of hard, solid writing thing in his hand. It was like a quill, but different. It was better than a quill.

By a lot, actually.

Gerd had written on paper with ‘pens’ back on ‘Earth’, but in this world, they used quills. Sometimes some rich people had quills that refilled with magic, but most people used quills from the lepdif bird, who shed its quills every winter and regrew them every spring.

‘Dad’ hated quills. They always broke and they were always more expensive toward the end of fall, when everyone was doing end of year paperwork and harvests and taxes, and quills broke all the damned time.

Eventually, Gerd got up out of bed.

After classes were done for the day and Gerd came home from the academy, Gerd walked into Dad’s office in the afternoon. All day long, Gerd had thought about that dream. That memory. And about the pens he wrote with.

Dad was scratching on paper with one of those very same quills that Gerd had been thinking he hated, once he knew about pens. They used wooden-wrapped charcoal at school and those things were terrible, too.

Gerd waited a moment for Dad to acknowledge him.

Dad grunted, though he continued to write on his papers.

Gerd asked, “Dad? Have you ever heard of a pen?”

Dad hummed a little, not looking up from his paperwork as he checked over shipment manifests. He wrote down something, and then he looked up at Gerd. His face transformed from uncaring work, to loving father, though most people would never be able to tell the difference. He asked, “Nope? What’s that?”

“It’s like a quill, but made of metal…” Gerd paused. He organized his thoughts and continued, “Well. You start with a tube of metal, and then you put a little marble of metal in the end of it, in such a way that the metal ball can spin freely and not leave its socket. And then you fill the metal tube with ink.” Gerd mimed writing in the air, saying, “And then you use it like a quill, but without the need for constantly refilling the quill with ink, and without the need to worry about controlling your strength cultivation too much. Since the pen is made of metal. It should be usable even by those who heavily fortify their strength, like you.”

Dad furrowed his brow a little as he thought. He held up his quill. He was using a holder for the quill, obviously, since he had fortified his body with mana for a long time. That holder was metal. But still, if he pressed the pen too hard then he could easily break it and ink would get everywhere. He had a few small enchantments on his writing desk that stopped that from happening, but it still happened elsewhere he used quills.

Dad looked to Gerd. “Can’t say I ever heard of that.” He went back to writing, saying, “I have some messages I need delivered to some golem crafters who are staying in the grand hotel. Draw a picture of your ‘pen’ idea then you can ask them about it. They like pictures of ideas of new inventions.” He looked up at Gerd, saying, “But if they show disinterest and interest at the same time, then you will know you have a good idea. Let me know if they do that. You can broker deals for things like fish prices, but invention prices are beyond you. Let me handle those if they should happen.”

Gerd smiled a little, “Yes, Dad.”

“Good. I’ll have the messages ready in an hour.”

Gerd went and drew some pictures. They were… passable, to get his idea across.

Soon, Gerd was on the road, jogging into the depths of the city.

An hour further along, and Gerd entered the Grand Hotel and made his way to where the golem crafters were staying. They were expecting him but they were busy right now, so they could not deal with his messages at the moment, and so they received him inside their suite, in a little side room. A servant walked into the room, carrying tea—

Oh my gods, they were beautiful. Long brown hair, a button nose, a thin body. They were 14, too. Or something like that. A beautiful single horn. Amazing eyes.

Gerd was in love. Love at first sight. This was a real thing that could happen? Apparently so.

The servant looked at Gerd.

Gerd looked at the servant.

They’re beautiful.

That was the only thought in Gerd’s head. And then he realized he was staring. They were staring, too, but… Too much staring?

Gerd’s voice cracked, “H— Hello.”

The xen jerked, as if breaking a spell of meeting. They had been stuck at the entrance of the room, and now they had regained themselves. They walked into the room with the tray, saying, “If gratitude m’lord, providing you repast while be waiting.”

… What?

Oh!

They couldn’t speak the language yet?

Gerd smiled at their clunky language. “I had trouble learning the new language, too.” He switched to plainsfolk, “We can talk like this if you want, though.”

The xen gushed joy, speaking in plainsfolk, “Oh my waters! You can understand me!” They happily cursed, “Holy gods of light and dark, damn the Demon King.” They took the seat across from Gerd, happily asking, “Where are you from? I’m Lario, from Laketribe. What’s your name?”

Gerd gasped. “Laketribe! I’m Gerd! From Redriver!”

“Redriver!” Lario laughed, rocking back in their chair.

Gerd said, “We were decimated 4 years ago when the tribe lord failed to pay taxes or something. We never found out what happened. Laketribe was strong, though! What happened?”

Lario shook his head. “No one is strong in the face of the Demon King. I don’t know what happened, exactly. I think someone high up was murdered at some meeting in the Demon King’s palace. Something else happened, no doubt. The leaders made the choice to move before we were moved upon. We heard about Redriver, though. Everyone heard about Redriver.”

Everyone had heard?

Oh…

Was the entire Greater Tribe… scattered?

Gerd shook his head. He didn’t want to think about pain anymore. He was ashamed he even brought it up, since he was forbidden to speak of plainsfolk matters, but Lario was one of them. One of his people. Maybe even…

Gerd said, “Laketribe then… Hmm. We might have played together as kids at the commonground festivals?”

Lario gasped. “Wait a switch! Gerd Lifetaker?”

Gerd smiled wide. “We’re not allowed to use our demon names.”

Lario laughed delightfully. “I think your mom healed my brother’s broken wrist when he fell in the mud at commonground. I think I might have seen you before, too.”

Gerd felt his face heat as Lario grinned wider—

Someone was in the hallway, walking this way, their footsteps echoing loudly, almost on purpose—

Lario realized someone was coming down the hall, too. They leapt out of their chair and stood to the side, demure and head bowed. Gerd stood up, and awaited whoever was coming.

An older xen walked into the room, speaking Empire, “I’m sure I didn’t hear demonspeak, and you both are fine kids.” She glared at both of them.

Lario whispered an apology.

Gerd did nothing, because to apologize was to admit guilt in the first place.

The older xen nodded anyway, satisfied. They held out Gerd’s little drawing of a rolling pen, saying, “Your master’s slow on the deal, boy. I already got this idea from little Lario here, about 3 months ago, and our prototypes were to be displayed to the King and Xing. I would like to know where you came across this idea, because I’ve certainly never heard of it before Lario spoke of it. It’s a simple enough design, though.”

Gerd froze.

Lario looked at Gerd, questioning.

Gerd wasn’t sure what to do, so he answered honestly, “It came to me in a dream?”

Lario’s eyes went fractionally wider.

The old xen hummed. “… Well then. Isn’t that interesting...” Then they said, “Run along back home, boy. Tell your master what happened, if you wish. If he presses us for compensation regarding something he had no hand in making, then I will make his life hell. You may leave.”

Gerd… Gerd walked away.

His eyes lingered on Lario.

Lario mouthed in the demontongue, “Nice to meet you.”

Gerd merely nodded, careful not to let the old xen see him do so.

They probably saw him anyway, considering they huffed.









- - - -









Gerd and Lario met again, later.

And then later still.

They spoke of their dreams sometimes, neither one knowing what to make of the vivid, shared hallucinations both of them had of a world called ‘Earth’. Lario’s master told them it was a nuance of fate and that they shouldn’t speak of it overmuch. They tried to stop Lario and Gerd from speaking to each other anymore, but Gerd and Lario were teenagers, and the stories of their shared dreams of different perspectives had already wormed into the ears of the royal court.

Gerd never got to see the King or Xing in this part of the Empire, but Lario did. Somehow, the story of Lario and Gerd’s shared dreaming became a big story, a curiosity, a declaration of fates, some even said. Dad and Mom found out, and they were merely perplexed, but when Gerd said that he wanted to see Lario more, Dad worked hard to try and get the golem makers to let that happen.

“Oh! Let the two kids mingle!” the Xing eventually declared, enamored with the story of young love.

And so, they were allowed to mingle.

Supervised.

It was okay, Gerd supposed. Lario seemed less and less thrilled about their get togethers with every passing one, but only because of the spies in their midst.

Mostly, though, Gerd and Lario had duties to their dad, in Gerd’s case, and their master, in Lario’s case, so they didn’t get to meet all that often. They still tried to meet, though. For a talk about the politics of Earth. For working on one of Lario’s new inventions taken from this or that place on Earth. For discussing a television show that both of them had seen, but which neither of them remembered in full.

Gerd had no idea what to make of everything happening, but he knew he loved Lario long before Lario felt the same.

Gerd was content to wait.

- - - -

Eventually, the Demon King grew too bold.

The northern wall fell to demon hordes. The hordes were pushed back, but there had been deaths. Hundreds of warriors perished to fight off the horde. Three villages were lost before the army could mobilize.

The Empire called for all young people to be tested for magic, and anyone found capable of actual magic was to be conscripted. Personal enhancements did not count. Anyone who wanted to fight in the army was also welcome, and they would be trained in body refinement, but what the Empire truly needed was mages capable of handling real magic.

Gerd’s mom was almost conscripted for her healing magic, but she was already working at a local hospital and that hospital spoke up; they could not afford to lose her.

Gerd almost signed up for the war, but his mother held him back, crying on him, telling him he could not go.

He decided not to go.

He had no capability with magic and he had no true capability with a sword, anyway, no matter if he could win any street brawl he found himself in, in the increasingly hostile land of the Empire. Gerd was fine with fighting bullies, and he often won, but he wanted to fight demons. He wanted vengeance.

That need to fight was a common sentiment among many plainsfolk. Lario seemed to be the only one who truly understood Gerd’s need for vengeance though.

That brought them closer, but the watchers were always there.

A year passed.

- - - -

Gerd went to bed on an otherwise boring day of schoolwork and war training.

He woke up in a land of glowing white mist, with the ground made of stone and—

There was a man.

A different kind of man.

Gerd knew the man.

The man was him.

Like looking into a mirror that was not a mirror at all, Gerd saw George standing there, looking like an illusion in the light.

George spoke with surety in his hornless-male, human voice, in English, “Welcome to your Personal Script. I will be helping you to make your life and your world better. Here is your starting Status. It’s large, but only because this is the normal size for your Status. We can carve it down to an understandable size soon enough.”

Gerd Lifetaker, [16] [Current Location: Layer 9,201] [Year 879 Demon Era] [World: Ondak]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 32%, 32%, 32% [N/A; not enough resources to matter]

Reson allocation rate: 4% [N/A; not enough resources to matter]

Darkness Level: Child [1 mana per day]

Fractal Level: Blind [0 resons per day]

Benevolence Level: Unoccupied [1 mana per day]

Soul: 1 ; 2 mana per day

Body: 2

Mind: 1

Overall Stability: ↑ [+.00002, -0]

Mp: 4/1,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Hp: 5/2,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Pp: 4/1,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Resons: 1/10, [+0 = +0, -0] [Converts 9 mana to 1 reson]









The human made of light said, “That’s a lot of information there, all of which you know nothing about. For the most part, though, mana is mana. If you want to learn about mana on your own, you should speak to your mother. You failed the previous mana tests, but you won’t fail them this time. It will be a while before you approach anything near your true possible strength, but your growth will not plateau like all the other people of this world.

“They will call you a natural magus, but that is not what you are.

“You are more than that, by far.”

“Be careful.

“The truth is that your world has no name for what you are. You’re more than an archmage. You’re more than a Power. Or at least your eventual capability is around there. Maybe even higher. This is because of the basic function of the Personal Script, which no one else possesses.

“You can hold your mana. Thousands of mana! And the mana you hold will come back to you if you spend it wisely.

“Most people can’t hold mana inside themselves all that well, but you can, and easily. When you can throw out a thousand mana for a spell and then have 95% of that mana come back to you, they will call you Blessed. When you can cast magics in instants when other people take days, they will call you Chosen.

“They will also call you Grand Demon. They will call you Angel.

“They will call you worse, and better.

“Some will think you a god.

“You are none of these.

“You are utterly normal, except for this Personal Script, which will organize your mana and powers for you.”

Gerd had no idea what to say.

George smiled, adding, “You will attract attention. You’ve already attracted attention with your dream visions, but that’s just one talent that people can have, and you share the same talent with Lario. That talent was overlooked as a foible of weirdness; a trifle of normality. If you could see the future, or the past, then you would have been taken in for training. But all you saw was a shared fantasy. Only you and Lario will know that the fantasy was a shared reality.

“All this, and more, is but the barest level of power you’re going to need.

“Because I have a quest for you.”

Words appeared.









Quest!

End the threat of the Demon King of the world of Ondak!

Rewards: A lot!









“Here’s a smaller Quest, though. To start.”









Quest!

Learn mana cultivation.

Reward: More resource production.









George, the floating image of Gerd’s previous life, smiled, as he said, “It’s all pretty simple. The second Quest is easier than the first, and you’ll get more small Quests as you go along, but the first Quest is the big one. The one you came here to this world to accomplish, George. This is your life’s path. You were put here on this world to rid this world of its worst members.

“The Dragon of Many Colors put you here to save this world.

“I don’t know why he’s getting aggressive like this. Our xenny and Redriver were not the first to fall to his predations, and they won’t be the last. He needs to be stopped—”

- - - -

It had all been too much.

And so, Gerd woke, and yet he was not really Gerd anymore.

In the breaking of a dream, George woke up with memories of both lives lived so far.

George didn’t want to be George, though. That life was over and done. And yet...

Gerd blinked, awake, in his bed, staring at the dark ceiling. Whatever had just happened was fine. Whatever would happen, was yet to be written. Gerd knew what he had to do, though.

Gerd whispered to the dark, “I’m going to end the Demon King.”

For a moment, Gerd just lay there, staring at the ceiling.

He ended up laying there for a while.

But then his bladder bade him get up and get on with his day, and that is what he did—

For a moment, Gerd remembered laying in a hospital bed on Earth, sitting in his own filth, dying of some disease that he never wanted to think about again. He thought about all his old life, though, as he went through his morning ritual.

He shaved his beard, which was growing in way too strong for a 16-year-old human, but it was coming in just fine for a 16-year-old person of the people. He was young, strong, and very much a man, and though he had a typical human shape, consisting of two arms, two legs, and one head, he wasn’t human at all.

He had pale white skin, absolutely black hair and eyes, and short black horns on both sides of his forehead.

Pretty normal.

All men had 2 horns, though sometimes they got broken and they never grew back. All women had none. All xen had one horn in the middle of their forehead.

Those were the three sexes of the people of this world, and the disconnection between having 3 sexes and 2 sexes was truly weird for a moment…

And yet, George came back to himself, to Gerd, and knew that 3 sexes was normal for him, and that if he had children with a xen, those kids would mostly be girls, and yet if he had kids with a woman, those kids would mostly be xen. If he had relations with a man, then he probably wouldn’t have kids at all. Adoption was always good, though.

Gerd stared at the sink in front of him for a while, watching the water swirl down the drain—

He shut off the water as quickly as he could. He had left it running for a while and that was bad, because water wasn’t endless here, in this world. It came from the cistern, which came from the aqueducts, which were not endless.

Gerd looked up. He looked at himself again.

He wasn’t sure what to make of anything, and yet, he knew if he looked to the side in a specific way—

Words hung in the air.

Words normally did not hang in the air.

Quest!

End the threat of the Demon King of the world of Ondak!

Rewards: A lot!

Gerd dismissed those words.

Gerd stared at Gerd in the mirror, knowing that this was his face, and that he was also George, from Earth, from so very far away and a long time ago.

Lario was obviously Larry, too.

Gerd hadn’t realized that, but… Yeah. Gerd’s memories overlapped and he was now both 30 years old, and also just 16. He had been 16 twice now. The first time had sucked, but…

But this world was a lot different.

This world needed him.

Gerd saw his face in the mirror set itself solid, as he made up his mind.

Ondak was home now, and Gerd was going to save his home from the Demon King.









- - - -









Over breakfast, Gerd sat next to his Ondak Mom, who was so much better than his first mother, and he smiled a little at that. He still loved his original mom, but… not really. Not all family was worth holding on to. But this mom?

This was Mom, and Gerd loved her. He also loved his ‘Dad’, sitting at the other end of the table, where both of Dad’s husbands flanked him in their normal seats.

This world was weird and different, and Gerd was going to save it.

The people were wonderful. The world was full of love. Gerd’s new Dad hadn’t needed to be as kind to him as he had been, for Gerd and his mother were refugees from a hostile nation beyond the demon wall, but Dad had been great. Dad’s First and Second husbands had been wonderful, too, but they were a bit standoffish for rather normal Ondak-culture reasons, and also for personal reasons.

Just like on Earth, it was not expected for people to save each other from the horrors of the world, and yet, here on Ondak, people saved refugees all the time. Sure, Gerd and his mother had been bought and paid for, and both Gerd and Mom technically worked for Dad, but that was because the army had saved Gerd and Mom from the demons and taken them into the Empire, and the Empire needed money, and money still made worlds go round, even here in some other part of the universe. Gerd couldn’t imagine something ever working out on Earth as well as it had here on Ondak. Everything was so much different. It was nice. It was wonderful, really.

The Demon King marred that wonderfulness.

Aside from the horrors that Gerd had seen in his own life here, on this new world, Second Husband’s eldest had died in the new-yet-old war against the demons. That man had been the scion of the household, set to take over Dad’s merchant everything, but he had been conscripted into the logistic supply lines of the war and the demons had killed him 3 years ago, just before Gerd and his mother had been taken into the house. They had had no other children, so when Gerd and his mother came along, and Mom had healing magic, they had taken in Gerd and his mother in as a package deal.

Gerd loved his new home and his many parents... though Xenny was gone...

Gerd’s good mood faltered.

He had wanted to join the army a while ago, but the army was not his destination, not if his dream of the Personal Script was any indication. His destiny was magic. And yet...

He had tried taking the magic tests a while ago, but he had failed them…

Hmm.

Gerd thought.

Dad had been talking about the schedule for the day, including things he needed Gerd to do after classes at the academy. He finished with, as he usually did, “But if you have other plans, Gerd, then let me know them and I can make adjustments.”

Gerd smiled at that. Dad always said something like that. ‘If you have other plans, let me work around them’. He was easy to love as a father…

For a moment, Gerd was struck by the notion that he should just tell them all about who he really was. He wasn’t just a 16 year old boy…

And yet.

No.

Maybe he was just having strong dreams again.

… However, looking up into the air, Gerd easily called forth floating numbers. He looked at the air, and saw his Status. No one else saw the numbers, or else they surely would have exclaimed ‘By the Gods of the Mountain, what is that!’

Gerd’s ‘dreams’ hadn’t really been ‘dreams’ at all, and they never had been.

… Maybe he should start somewhere simpler. Some place easier to understand, before he started telling everyone that he was a reincarnation. A way he could test to make sure he wasn’t being crazy, or mana-touched.

Gerd said, “Dad? I want to get tested for magic again. And not just body strengthening magics. I want to learn real magics.”

All eating stopped.

Mom was instantly thrilled as she said, “Yes! You—” She cut herself off, looking to her husband, grinning a little bit as she did so.

Dad scoffed at both of them, though it was with a smile. “Magic is too difficult. You’d have a better life learning your numbers and languages and doing a body tempering meditation in the mornings. You can join me in the mornings for that, if you wish.”

Dad’s First Husband countered Dad, saying, “Magic is a valuable tool and the simple things are easy to learn, but if he sticks to body tempering that is all he will be able to do.” He said to Gerd, “I have often thought that you gave up too easily the first time, for most children do. I think you should try again, now that you’ve studied under the Empire and you’re older. Most people start learning around your age.”

Mom nodded along with that wisdom.

Gerd and Mom were third in line in the household, so Gerd nodded along, too.

There was a lot of love in this new life of his, but there was a strict system of honor in the Empire, and one must never step outside of the bounds of honor. The whole thing reminded Gerd of the stories he had heard of Imperial China.

Dad was a little exasperated by First Husband’s declaration, though. He had wanted Gerd to learn body tempering, just like him.

First Husband made a flicking hand motion at Dad of ‘get on with accepting it, honey’.

Dad scoffed, then said, “I guess you can learn ‘real magic’. Bah!” He asked mom, “He needs to do remedials first, and then you can teach him, yes?”

“Absolutely,” Mom declared. She looked to Gerd, saying, “It’s a difficult journey to learn magic, but now that you’re older maybe you can meditate properly this time.”

Gerd recalled his last attempt at trying magic. He only really remembered fidgeting on a pillow for several hours. He had wanted to go play with the other kids. Not ‘concentrate on the mountain’ for hours.

Gerd said, “I will strive for perfection, Mother.”

Mom smiled wonderfully, saying, “Even if you can’t do healing magic, all magic is useful, Son.”

Gerd loved his mother more than he knew how to tell her. He softly said, “Thank you, Mother.”

Second Husband chuckled. “It’s good for parlor tricks.”

Mom joked with him, “Good for bedroom tricks, too.”

… What?

Had Gerd heard her right?

Second Husband suddenly laughed as First shook his head and Dad smiled wide and lovingly. Maybe there was something else glinting in those eyes, too, as he looked at Mom, but Gerd didn’t want to think about that.

Mom looked triumphant at that interaction. Second Husband and Mom had a better relationship than First Husband and Mom, but to joke about sex with Second Husband was too casual. And yet, it had been a good joke for them.

But it was quite embarrassing for Gerd. Gerd felt his face heat up.

Dad laughed louder as he saw that, and soon everyone was chuckling, except Gerd.

Gerd got up, trying to excuse himself—

“Oh! Fine, you can go,” Dad said, and Gerd realized he shouldn’t have gotten up to leave breakfast so fast. Gerd rapidly sat back down. Dad continued, “But I want to know if you’ve had relations with anyone yet. You’re at that age. Someone will be preying on you to get to me. Maybe many someones.”

Gerd felt the weight of the world on him, in the stares that First Husband gave him. Dad and everyone else was less direct. Gerd was embarrassed yet again, as he said, “I like… Lario, so… They are it… I think.”

Dad nodded, as if receiving confirmation of something they already knew. Everyone around the table had a similar reaction, and Gerd felt his face heat up yet again.

Dad said, “They are acceptable, and the history is there. I’ll set up a proper date for both of you in a month.”

Gerd felt his face heat up a lot as he flubbed his words—

Dad shook his head, smiling softly. “Go on now. You should get to your studies because you’re going to double them with magical tutoring soon enough. You’re already 3 years behind Empire standard, Gerd, and you’ve yet to pass remedial weaponry. If you succeed at magic like your mother then you’ll probably have to drop everything and focus on the arcane, but that would be bad for your future development. A well-rounded man is a good man.” Dad flicked his hand at Gerd. It was a dismissal.

Gerd rapidly got back up from the table. He bowed perpendicular to the ground, saying, “Thank you, Dad.”

And then Gerd got out of there.

Back in the dining room, Gerd heard Mom and Second Husband start talking seriously about what they knew of Lario, while First Husband wanted to talk of magic. Gerd almost wanted to listen in but he had to get ready for classes.

- - - -

As Gerd strode down the road, to the academy, the sun shone across the city and Gerd felt weirdly happy.

Joyous.

He smiled.

This was a good life.

The Demon King stuff was concerning, and Gerd hated him for what he did to Redriver and Xenny, but this was a good life. Diseases didn’t exist here on Ondak, for the most part, thanks to magics. Everyone got food if they needed it. Housing was abundant and free in the Empire unless you wanted something special, and then you had to work for it, but that was not hard. The future was exceedingly bright for almost every child of the Empire. Gerd, who was the son of a wealthy merchant, was expected to move out of his house at 20 and live in public housing for at least 5 years, in order to broaden his horizons in another part of the Empire. Somewhere far away from home, too. Everyone with kids that didn’t need the help always sent their kids away, even if the kids and parents didn’t want to separate at all. Usually the time was spent at university, where learning was free, or they got a job and an apprenticeship. 

The Demon King threatened everything, with his rampaging hordes and how he had broken the Demon Wall twice now. The break near this kingdom had been bad, but two other breaks further east in the Empire were a lot worse. The Empire pushed back the Demon King, but whereas plainsfolk refugees had been a common sight years ago, Empire refugees were a common sight these days, standing in line at the common kitchens for stew, and wearing roughspun common clothes.

Last Gerd had heard that it was official; every single plainsfolk living beyond the Demon Wall had been ousted from their home territories.

The Demon King had desecrated the land.

There had been food forests, filled with cultivated, half-wild places, where anyone could walk through and pick fruit from trees, berries from bushes, and mushrooms from deadfall. Good meals were a simple walk through the woods, and as long as no one took more than they needed then those places remained filled with food. Those forests, visited a few times a year, had been cared for by Gerd’s former tribe for longer than any of them remembered.

And now those forests were ash.

There had been rivers crafted with diversions here and there along the length of them all, where fish grew fat on snails and bugs that congregated in those separated pools. The fish were so fat! All Gerd had needed to do was reach down in one of the narrow spaces and grab one that was stuck and could not get out. That was when you knew they were ripe for eating.

And now those rivers were dead, thanks to poisonrocks scattered at the headwaters and all down their lengths.

… George imagined that what Gerd called ‘posionrocks’ were actually some sort of nuclear material, but he really didn’t know enough to say. Magic was real, and everything ran on magic; not technology.

There had been a lot of stuff in the news about what had happened beyond the Wall. All of it was bad.

The Empire had the printing press and rather rudimentary technological analogs to the tech that George remembered on Earth. They had lightakers, which were kind of like cameras. They had sheetwings, which were like personal aircraft that a real mage could use to fly with small spells. With those two things, the Empire knew everything that was happening beyond the Demon Wall.

Gerd wondered if Lario —if Larry— was inventing more stuff from Earth.

Gerd smiled.

They probably were. They were golem crafters, now, just like their adoptive masters.

- - - -

Lario stood in the dreaming dark.

The floor glowed white underneath, while a person stood before Lario.

That person was not one of the people.

He was a human that called himself Larry, and everything he said was impossible.

Lario disbelieved all of this shit.

They scoffed. “Nope! I’m out! Take all these numbers and shove them up your ass— And take all these Earth memories, too! Lock them away… Except for the ones about George— Gerd. His name is ‘Gerd’. I’m fine with…” Lario was quiet as he said, “I’m fine with remembering him.”

Larry paused.

And then Larry said, “Yeah. I get that. I will keep most of the memories to myself, and the numbers to a minimum.”

The dream ended.

Lario woke up as Larry and Lario, both at the same time.

He remembered everything…

And then his memories narrowed, like a dream cast away, light as air. He remembered what he wanted to, from radio waves to proper steelmaking to the manufacture and engineering of cars and other mechanical devices. Most of it was incompatible with modern golem creation, but there was enough there to change everything about how he would approach… ‘He’?

Dammit.

They started cursing.

They had too many concerns to care about that other world. Lario had planes to make, designs to iterate upon, to take master of the skies and thus the war against the Demon King! Not to worry about Earth!

Fuck Earth!

Ohhh, Lario did not give a shit about Earth, or ‘Larry’, or any of that other life, but they certainly hated the Demon King, and Lario was going to change the very nature of the war. And when that was done, he was going to make ships to sail the Cursed Ocean. Guns to kill monsters.

And Airships to reach the Flying Mountains, where the Gods of Ondak had their palaces.

Lario was going to find the Dragon of Many Colors and punch him in the face.

They laid on their cot, in the small room that their master afforded him. Thanks to their memories from Earth, this room seemed less than adequate.

And yet…

Lario sighed. It was a decent enough room, they supposed.

Was it better than that oblivion of death?

Lario thought of Gerd, of George, and their heart fluttered.

They grinned despite themselves.

Yeah.

Actually. This was a pretty good second life.

Lario got up and got to making breakfast for their small family of golemcrafters. They weren’t allowed to do much with the actual machinery. At least not yet. So they made breakfast instead.

But over breakfast Master looked down at Lario with a look in their eyes that was almost worrying.

“… Yes, Master?” Lario asked, quietly.

Master sighed, annoyed. They rolled their eyes and said, “By the Divines I suppose it’s time for you to start learning actual crafting, isn’t it.”

Lario gasped, and so did the three other people at the table, eating congee.

Lario smiled in a small sort of way, saying, “If it would please you, then yes, I would like that.”

Master rattled off, “Tell me the elements of metal and their melting points and how they interact with a basic heart. Start with iron.”

Lario rattled off, “Iron melts at 1550 degrees and rapidly cools to 100 when introduced to a mana heart, yet the iron retains its full liquid state until the heart runs out. That time frame depends on the stresses induced on the golem body. An average heart and average person-sized golem will last as long as the heart-giving monster would have lasted, which is usually 5 years with hard efforts, or effectively immortal if the golem isn’t activated more than once a week for an hour each time. Recovery time varies.

“When an iron heart is introduced to a golem, the vein-like shapes of iron that the iron heart distributes into the golem body form what we call the standard blood-lattice distribution. This shape resembles arteries and veins and the iron heart becomes almost like a real heart…”

Lario continued.

Master watched as Lario spoke, their eyes going a little wider here and there.

Lario found themselves going on tangents about iron that they knew from Earth, but which they had trouble reconciling with the introduction of mana and what all of that meant.

“I’m not sure why iron doesn’t rust when so much surface area is exposed, though,” Lario found himself saying, “Or why, exactly, it remains so vein-like and goopy, and yet it doesn’t actually form veins or blood at all or even flow—”

Master shook their head. “Go back to speaking of what you know. Leave the advanced lessons for later. Speak of… Speak of other metals.”

“Right!” Lario refocused. “Iron forms the basis of all golemcraft, but other metals form the shells of golems, with most shells being formed of a composite of iron and aluminum...”

While Lario spoke, the others cleared away breakfast and Lario sat for a while, speaking of what they knew to Master, while Master guided Lario’s thoughts down concentrated paths.

Sometime around noon, Master sat back in their chair, and raised and lowered a hand.

Lario stopped talking. They waited.

Master stared at nothing in particular, thinking. And then they looked to Lario. “You’ve been watching a lot more closely than I had known.”

“I have, Master.”

“And your dreams? You have had another big one, haven’t you?”

“… I have.”

Master nodded. And then they said, “Don’t let your dreams of another world influence this one overmuch. Many people have had dreams of other lives, of other worlds. The dreaming mountain connects us all, and sometimes dreams come to us, helping us. Sometimes they come to us to hurt us.” Softer, they said, “Don’t let your dreams hurt you, or anyone else.”

“I won’t, Master.”

“Good.” Master stood, saying, “It is time for you to start on practicals. You can begin with mass forging. I’ll get you a pass to the kingdom’s forging hall today.”

Lario smiled wide. They stood up and bowed. “Thank you, Master!”

“We’re in wartime work now, Lario,” Master said, strongly. “Do not disgrace this household. I don’t think you would, but I have to say it anyway. There will be absolutely no demonspeak anywhere in the forgehalls. I do not care if you and Gerd are under the watch of the Xing themselves; no demonspeak.”

Lario felt giddy inside. “Absolutely, Master.”

- - - -

Gerd sat in a cross-legged position on a meditation cushion while Mom sat on a similar cushion just beyond his reach.

She softly said, “You must close your eyes and reach for the void, first. It is within the void that all possibility exists. The mountain exists in the void. You must bring forth the mountain within yourself, and impose that solidity onto the world.”

Gerd focused.

This was a similar lesson to the one he had undertaken years ago. He had failed that time.

This time was so, so very different.

He closed his eyes and something clicked inside.

A trickle of power flowed into his body from the void. Not from any mountain. And not actually from the void, either. Gerd looked at the back of his eyelids and imagined a flow coming from somewhere else...

Somewhere dark, and yet full of light.

Words appeared in the void of black behind Gerd’s eyes, telling Gerd what he knew to be true even before he read them fully.

Concentrating flows!









[Meditation In Progress]

<mana per day> becomes <mana per hour>

+1 mana!

Overall Stability: ↑ [.0005, -0]

Mp: 5/1,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Hp: 5/2,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Pp: 4/1,000, ↑ [+0, -0]









Gerd jerked out of meditation.

Mom was looking at him funny—

More words appeared.









Quest Complete!

Learn mana cultivation.

Reward: More resource production.

Soul +1









Here is your new Status:

Gerd Lifetaker, [16] [Current Location: Layer 9,201] [Year 879 Demon Era] [World: Ondak]

Mana split; Soul, Body, Mind: 32%, 32%, 32% [N/A; not enough resources to matter]

Reson allocation rate: 4% [N/A; not enough resources to matter]

Darkness Level: Child [10 mana per day]

Fractal Level: Blind [0 resons per day]

Benevolence Level: Unoccupied [10 mana per day]

Soul: 2 ; 20 mana per day

Body: 2

Mind: 1

Overall Stability: ↑ [+.0002, -0]

Mp: 5/2,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Hp: 6/2,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Pp: 5/1,000, ↑ [+0, -0]

Resons: 1/10, [+0 = +0, -0] [Converts 9 mana to 1 reson]









Skill Achieved!

[Meditation] Calm yourself and feel the flow of mana. Turns mana per day into per hour. Active use only.









Gerd felt funny inside as his body felt hot and his head felt light.

Mom’s voice was a distant thing, “Dewdrop? … Gerd? Gerd? Are you okay?”

Gerd collapsed backward onto the floor, hitting his head—

Darkness claimed him.









- -









Gerd woke up in bed feeling way too hot.

Mom sat at his side, her eyes closed a little, but at Gerd’s stirring she jumped into action.

“Gerd! It’s okay. You’re okay,” Mom said, smiling softly and holding onto his hand, his arm, reassuring herself just as much as she was reassuring him. “You’re okay.”

Gerd struggled to get up. Something was on his chest, heavy and solid. He reached up to it, touching his chest. “… What?” It was some sort of heavy, silvercloth weight, or something. “What?”

Silvercloth?

The thing mages wore?

What?

Mom smiled wider. “You touched the mountain in the void, dewdrop, and the mountain touched back.” She seemed so very happy as she picked up the heavy cloth and put it to the side. “I don’t know what went wrong last time, but this time you opened a vein. A big one. That’s why you collapsed. That’s a magecloth on your chest; a silvercloth. I had to wear one for a year when I was first starting off— here, here. Sit up.” Mom helped him sit up, and then she held his hands as she looked him in the eyes. “Mana is dangerous. You can make a lot of it already. You’ll have to wear the cloth while you’re learning how to control it and not let it control you, as it does monsters.”

Gerd wasn’t quite sure all of that was correct, but Mom knew what she was talking about. She was a healer. Not a true mage, but mage-adjacent, for sure. Gerd nodded. “Okay?”

“Tomorrow, we’ll take you to the soul voucher, to make sure nothing is wrong with your initial touch of the mountain. Sometimes that happens, but I’ve already healed you and there was nothing to really heal, so you’re fine.”

Gerd nodded along. “How long was I out?”

“Just an hour.” Mom smiled brightly, tears clouding her eyes. “I’m so proud of you, son.”

And then she hugged him, sobbing as she did so, and Gerd hugged her back.

Dinner was a celebratory affair, with First Husband happily supplying a cake he had baked and Dad breaking open a cask of good liqueur, and Gerd getting drunk with his parents for the first time in both of his lives. He had to sleep with the magecloth as a nightshirt, but that was fine.

As he dreamed, he stepped onto white stone, surrounded by the Dark. It was not the void, like his mother had spoken about. It was the Dark, and it was full of everything.

George was there. He smiled, saying, “That magical stuff your mother spoke about is probably true. There’s a mountain out there in the void of Ondak. Most people seem to get mana from it. Not you, though. Not yet. Maybe you’ll touch the mountain in the future and add some new capabilities to yourself, but that’s not what you did at all. Don’t tell people about that. Not yet. Just pretend you’re normal, and you’ll be normal.”

Gerd said, “Okay?”

George chuckled.









- - - -









Gerd woke up to a celebratory breakfast, and then they went to the soul voucher.

A mage in kingdom colors and with army badges on his shoulders pronounced Gerd as himself.

This was rapidly followed by an argument about Gerd being taken away by the army for mage training, but Dad won that argument, saying that the army already took one son from him and it wouldn’t be taking another without a fight. Dad won that argument, for now. Mom was very happy about that.

But Gerd wanted to fight in the army.

He kept that notion to himself, for now.









- - - -









On the other side of the city, under the light of a new day, Lario laughed and smiled as tons of molten iron spilled out of a massive crucible, showering the warehouse in stray sparks as metal filled up one mold after the other.

Larry had never gotten to do much of this part of anything in his previous life before they fired him and the union didn’t stand up for him. Larry had lost his engineering job before he ever really got it.

And now Lario was here, on the factory floor once again, where sparks turned metal molten and rivers of bright metals flowed into molds, to become instruments of war.

Lario was going to make planes his priority.

The Empire understood almost all of the physics of the plane, but they just hadn’t put together a real breakthrough in engineering in 500 years.

Lario was going to be that breakthrough.

He could see it now.

Planes flying in the sky, casting shadows onto the demons of the Demon Kingdom—

Quest Complete!

Achieve Clarity.

Fractal Level: Lidded Eye [3 resons per day]

Lario ignored the words and focused on what Master was saying about aluminum.

“Aluminum is the most prominent metal in the world, behind iron, but it is hard to extract due to…”

Oh yeah.

That’s where Lario would start. All planes today were iron and flimsy wood.

But aluminum planes were so much better.

Aluminum planes! Ironheart engines! No wood at all!

It was going to be amazing.









- - - -









Time advanced relentlessly.

Gerd’s advancements in magic tore him from home before that date with Lario.

Lario kinda forgot about Gerd once they were able to work on real projects.









- - - -









Gerd breathed deep and fixed his collar.

Mom fussed over his cape, which was currently sitting on a chair to the side.

Gerd was 20, and he was graduating today, and he did not like the cape, so he had not put it on yet.

Mom was unhappy about this, for many different reasons, from social expectations to the fact that it was a silvercape, to the fact that Gerd always flouted the silvercloth, which was usually a recipe for monsterization.

Eventually, Mom stated, “Only the top of the class gets to wear the cape, dewdrop. You need to wear the cape, even if you don’t like it.” Mom held up the bright silver fabric, saying, “It will save your life if your mana ever goes out of control.”

Gerd struggled to contain his emotions.

Gerd hated that cape. They had put it on him after his first year and he had never been allowed to take it off, even when he proved to the magisters that he didn’t need it. This was an old argument.

Gerd could throw fireballs and fly without an airframe and win any duel he needed to win, but he had no political power to stop himself from needing to wear the cape. He wasn’t an archmage, and he wasn’t apprenticed to any, and, quite honestly, he hadn’t made nearly enough friends. He was, after all, still a plainsfolk.

Mom hit him with, “You might not need to wear it, but other people need to see you wearing it. I don’t want to bring up Devon, but I’m bringing up Devon.”

Gerd felt his heart rip as he thought of Devon.

In the middle of his first year, Gerd had stopped sleeping with his silvercloth blanket. Devon, a friend, had found out. Devon wanted to forgo the cloth, too.

Devon died as an abomination of mana and magic; a monster, grown within the very walls of the Magisterium itself. It was not the first such incident, and it would not be the last, and today Gerd was graduating the top of his class at the Magisterium, with the rank of Silver Magus. And yeah. He needed to wear the cape for others, even if not for himself.

And then Mom said, “When you’re a proper Kingdom Mage, and your mana is in no danger of falling out of your control, then you can lose the cloth. But for now, please.” She held the silvercloth up.

Gerd put the cape on.

It tickled as it tried to draw his mana away, but Gerd had his mana under control. His Personal Script used to help him with this, and it still did, but Gerd had learned how to contain most of his mana himself.

And it was time to graduate.

The ceremony was bright and shining, with lights everywhere and ribbons fluttering in the breeze and rows upon rows of students, all ready to graduate under the light of day.

Gerd was in the front row, standing with his fellow ‘capers’, as they were called; those that needed a full silver cape in order to not die to their own mana. Eventually, they would either outgrow the need for the cape, or they would not. Most mages never did. A lucky few, like the Archmage up on stage, had outgrown the cape.

Wearing all black, the Archmage spoke on the stage about duties to Empire and Kingdom, while he pointed at a mountain in the distance, beyond the grounds of the ceremony. The mountain back there was not The Mountain. It served as a focal point for many mages, though, and it was rife with magical metals and otherwise due to so many people picturing that mountain in particular when they reached for The Mountain.

Mana moved as the archmage spoke, becoming light that condensed to fractured fire, that became a point of power that cast shadows from everyone.

Oh.

Shit.

He was going to make a display, wasn’t he.

Gerd was worried about whatever the Archmage was doing, and he was not the only one. Usually there was some sort of grand display, but this seemed… Dangerous. And he was pointing at the mountain.

The Archmage intoned, “I have long spoken of the differences of We Keepers of Mana, and you students, and how there was a great divide between the trained and the unlearned. Today, you step over that divide. You become Keepers of Mana as well. Today, you see what is expected of those at the top, and also of all the people supporting those at the top. For it is not just me up here, holding this power in my hands. One person is nothing. Every teacher and every student standing here today is what makes Real Power possible.

“All of you are the hope of this generation, against all its trials and tribulations.

“May all monsters tremble at your arrival.

“May you Crack the Mountain with your might.”

With a twist of light and ribbons of shadow, the Archmage let loose the spell he had been holding, aiming at the mountain top beyond the parade grounds kilometers upon kilometers away.

He let the spell go.

A beam of light extended from his fingers to the mountaintop and the mountain top, covered in snow, became covered in fire. The world boomed. A pressure wave moved across the sky, parting clouds. And then the rumble moved through the Magisterium and the crowd.

When the fire vanished almost as fast as it had come, all the snow on the mountain top was gone, along with a good chunk of the very peak.

It was one of the largest displays of power that Gerd had ever seen.

It was so much larger than last year’s display, too.

The Archmage declared, “Celebrate! For you are all mages today!”

The crowd cheered wildly.

Gerd cheered right alongside his classmates.

Later, he ended up drinking with his best friend from the Magisterium, Van, who was a second ranked adept, and a bunch of other guys who were all third and fourth ranked; Ooless, Sharald, Mio, and Pendalicus.

Van raised a glass and toasted, “To the only actual mage from our cohort!” With a grin, he added, “May we all be lucky enough to one day have as much mana control as him!”

Ooless raised a glass. “To having so much mana you don’t know what to do with it!”

“To the next Archmage!”

“To the next Archmage!”

“To the next Archmage!”

Gerd blushed as they all cheered for him, rapidly telling them all, “You cut that shit out right now! They won’t teach me any of the good stuff!” He smiled, even though he explained an old hurt away, “They still call me demon-born.”

Van smiled brightly at him, and gave his usual response, “They’ll trust you with their lives one day, Gerd.”

A month later they all went to war against the demons, for the kingdom, all of them together.

A team.

In their second engagement, in what was supposed to be an easy airbombing across a supply line, the demons brought out what the Empire would come to call automatic tracker arrows. ATAs, also known as Deathdealers.

- - - -

The supply caravan of covered wagons ditched their covers.

A thousand golems stood ready to fire.

The crossbow golems raised their arrow frames and ATAs ripped through the sky, like homing missiles from another world, another lifetime. The ATAs did not tear through the cloth airframes at all, for they did not lock on to the largest thing in the sky at all, as most homing magic did.

The ATAs went straight for the riders on the frames.

Gerd was the only survivor.

His mana was still near full, even as he flew back to base, tears streaming from his eyes and renewed vengeance in his heart. He had been shooting spells nonstop to save his friends, to escape the crossbow golems and to run away, but the deserted land was full of golems hidden all throughout the entire run between the base and the target. They had hidden themselves with magics, under vines and bushes and trees and even bare rock, while Gerd’s team flew over them, toward the caravan train. They were setting the trap, and then they sprang it while Gerd’s team tried to run back home.

There had been traitors in the Empire.

It got worse when Gerd got back to base, because instead of launching accusations at the people he wanted to accuse, or even just roar at the world, the Archmage had been assassinated, along with several kings all across the Empire.

The Emperor’s own son had been captured and strung up beyond the Demon Wall as a taunt to the entire Empire itself.

As Gerd sat back in base, shocked to his core to hear everything that had happened all at once, he knew that he had only been spared because there had been a miscalculation somewhere. Mana quantity and expenditure was a relatively known thing, if someone spied and sought out that sort of information. Even at the top end of variance, what a person can do was pretty much a known quantity.

Gerd had graduated at the top of his class, but without any real noble education to him.

The traitors had made calculations that should have been right. They should have killed him.

Everyone else had run out of mana.

But Gerd had not.









- - - -









In the Inquisition that followed the Day of Blood, one of the Emperor’s Men hauled Gerd before a Black Court.

The Black Court was seeing a lot of action these days.

Gerd was not the only person who shouted ‘traitors in the Empire’ to the sky.

And now he was here, under investigation himself.

Atop a black throne, with a black mask over his black robes, an Emperor’s Man inquired, “How did you survive, when so many others did not? When your own classmates and cohort did not? Did you not care about them to save them? Or did you simply let them die, since they were Empire-born, and you are demonspawn?”

Gerd did not let the nature of the questioning bother him. He had experienced worse aspersions long before coming to this dark place. Gerd stood resolute, dressed in his graduate mage robes, his silver cloak on his shoulders.

The first thing he did was to unlatch his silver cloak, and set it aside. The people in the room turned tense. A mage without his cloak was a mage going to war, or at least that’s how it was for a normal mage. Most high ranking mages didn’t care if they wore a cloak or not; it didn’t bother them. But a simple graduate mage taking off his cloak was cause for concern amongst most officials.

They thought he was either preparing to kill himself through monsterization and to allow his monster to kill where he could not, or he was prepared to fight. Because, for all the honor of the culture of this world, people still did dishonorable things all the time. Like the traitors.

The Black Court had already caught so many of them.

The Emperor’s Man didn’t seem worried about Gerd, though.

Gerd explained, “I should have been ranked higher than simply first class. I should have been gifted with an apprenticeship to an archmage, to learn real magics. If I had real magics, I could have turned the tide on the assassination attempt made against me and my friends—” His voice cracked. He had thought he was stronger than this, and he was, but the facade cracked anyway. A tear fell, and he ignored it. “… People have called me blessed, or cursed. Demonspawn is a rather normal name. But I am none of those things. I am not even truly from the Demon Kingdom, or, as we would call it, the plains.”

If Mom and Dad were here, they would have told him to shut up.

He had told them that he was from a place called Earth and this was his second life long before today. They didn’t care; they loved him anyway. He loved them for that. Second Husband and First Husband had been especially in love with the idea, and they saw Gerd as a much more capable person after he told them who he was.

All of them would have told him to shut the fuck up, right now.

But they were not here, the Empire was cracking in a thousand ways, demons were coming through those cracks, and people knew his story anyway. Or at least they should. Gerd had told too many for the Empire not to already know.

Gerd would hide no longer.

Gerd spoke, “I was born on a world called Earth, some thousands of years and stars away, or more. I do not know. I do not care about Earth. Ondak is my home. The Empire is my home. I was reborn here and gradually learned who I was in that previous life over the many years of my childhood. I am sure you have paperwork regarding my dreamings. It was a fanciful tale told in many circles years ago, and it has haunted me greatly here and again, growing up for the second time. Some people called me insane. It does not bother me. I am not insane. I simply know who I am.

“I have been reborn.

“That rebirth came with a gift.

“I can’t do much more than hold mana and turn the spellwork I cast into easy magic, but even that is more than anyone else can do on this world. More than anyone that I know of, anyway.” He dropped an impossibility into the Court, “I have over one hundred thousand mana at my command right this moment.”

More like 200,000.

None of it came from the Mountain, either, but there was no reason to speak of that right now.

The guards to the sides of the room tensed.

Two separate gasps came from beyond the reed wall that separated the Inquisitor’s Room from the Black Court. Many more small voices came after that.

The Emperor’s Man’s mask held still, its false eyes glaring at Gerd. Whoever was under that mask made no move to stop Gerd from speaking, or to ask him to continue. He just waited.

Gerd continued, “I actually have a lot more resources than a hundred thousand mana. I expect my exact capabilities to remain a state secret, though, so I will not be stating them for the Black Court. What I do expect is that some archmage in the Empire will finally take me seriously, and allow me apprenticeship, so that I might learn real magic and use it to obliterate the Demon King off of the face of Ondak.

“Because that is why I was reborn on this world.

“Not many people know why they were born.

“I do.

“I know why I am here.

“I was reborn on Ondak to rid this world of its Demon King.”

Gasps. Words whispered harshly behind a reed wall. Someone spat something. Someone prayed.

The black-masked Emperor’s Man leaned forward in his black throne, and his words filled the room, “Who sent you to this world, boy?”

There was no debating Gerd’s origins. There was no disbelief. Gerd had been prepared for that. He had whole pages of words thought up in his head to answer every possible question that could have been asked.

Except that one.

Gerd Lifetaker, George, said, “All I know is that I died on Earth. I met an old friend who was probably not the person I remembered. And that old friend called the power of my reincarnation… They called them the Dragon of Many Colors.”

“Describe them.”

The demand had been fast. Exact. Sharp.

Gerd said, “I only saw them once…” Gerd recalled the Dragon of Many Colors, hanging in the sky. If Ondak had dragons, it would have been easy. Ondak did not have dragons. Gerd said, “I was the size of a person, standing on white stone floating in an infinite sky, and they were larger than the sky. Serpentine neck, face like a scaled dog’s. Arms like a cat’s and a body like a person’s, with legs like a demon’s. Their entire body was of the same scaled nature, with every scale iridescent white… but also black. Their wings spanned infinity. Their eyes were suns. I saw a universe in their body and beyond and…” Gerd struggled. “It was a divine vision. I can tell you how I felt, how I feel, but I cannot recall more details.”

The Emperor’s Man merely nodded.

The space beyond the reed wall was silent.

Gerd waited.

The Emperor’s Man said, “Guilty by association. Death.”

Bars sprung up around the box upon which Gerd stood, wrapping around and above him. Gerd barely had time to consider what was happening when the blades moved in, each of them crushing against his body, his clothes, his skin.

The blades caught upon his skin, though, for Gerd had more than enough time to activate some defensive magics. The blades held him fast. He was not bleeding at all. Not even crushed. Not as he should have been.

Gerd was surprised for a moment. He wasn’t sure what to feel, except that the Emperor’s Man must have been a traitor, too.

The people behind the Inquisitor’s Room started yelling, some of them feeling the same way. The guards shouted at the reed wall, telling them to quiet. Someone pounded on the reed wall, and Gerd learned that the reed wall was more than simple reeds, otherwise they would have broken through.

Gerd was trapped under the crushing weights of too many blades, held down against himself, against the snapping trap that was to kill him. His magics held, but they would not hold forever. His Personal Script was already ticking down by the thousands per second.

Gerd had given many reasons for why he had survived the ambush out in the field, but he had not given all of them.

Hp: 108,183/215,000, ↓↓↓↑ [-1891] Warning! Under crushing/slicing attack!

He was still going to die in under a minute as soon as his Health gave out and his body was truly vulnerable to injury.

Gerd stated, “Please don’t do this. I want to work with the Empire. My entire history says as much!”

His voice was not as composed as he had wanted it to be at the end, but it was as composed as he could have made it.

The Emperor’s Man took off his mask, revealing himself as someone Gerd did not know at all. A xen, with one horn. The people beyond the reed wall did know them, though. There were more gasps.

The xen was a grizzled veteran of a person, with whitening hair and wrinkles.

A loud voice came from beyond the reed wall, “You cannot do this, Sherro! I told you about him because we need him!”

Sherro declared, “We do not need foreign gods messing with our own affairs! He is why this happened at all! The Demon King caught wind of foreign gods on our world and so he scoured all of the Empire for this person right here, and for the other one we already ended.”

Gerd gasped.

Tears came freely.

“You killed Lario?”

Gerd’s heart seemed to break. He hadn’t spoken to Lario in years, but he had never forgotten him—

The reed wall shattered. The guards were pushed back, but they maintained. They held their spears toward the break—

An absolutely ancient xen stood in the break of the reed wall, like a rock in a hurricane, declaring, “This won’t end with Lifetaker dead. You will have removed the possibility of salvation!”

Sherro went, “You seers and your prophecies! Look at the boy! He has twelve blades on his skin and he is still alive! He should have been minced to nothing! He is demonspawn, and he must die!” They nodded to the guards.

Five guards advanced with spears.

“NO!” yelled the Seer. They tried to advance, to stop the execution, but guards stopped them. They yelled, “You’re throwing away our chance to be free of—”

Gerd’s Health failed him long before he was ready for it to fail.

And yet.

This was fine, then.

Lario was dead, and the Empire didn’t want them.

And yet, as the first spears cut into his body, into his chest, his stomach, his thighs and his neck, Gerd did not believe that this could happen to him. He had done everything right. He had lived the proper life of an empire-born son, even if he wasn’t born here. How could the Empire throw him away like this? How could they have killed Lario? He wanted to help them. Lario had wanted to help them, too, he was sure.

Gerd had wanted to help.

Gerd died.









- - - -









For a moment, nothing.

And then the Benevolent Dark called Gerd back.

He was not done yet.









- - - -









“So you died,” said a being of light. “It happens. We never expected you to get it right the very first time, so that’s why we made a backup system. Don’t go dying too often, though. The gods of this world don’t know about this backup system right now, but they will if you use it too often, and then the Demon King will know.”

The words were there, and Gerd understood them, but not really.

He was nude, laying on a stone floor, in a small room made of white lights and solid stone. If there was a ceiling he could not see it. There was an archway leading out of the illuminated space, though. A deep, dark forest lay beyond that archway. And here, there was light.

There was also a being of light…

Gerd blinked, and the being of light came into focus.

It was George. George of the Personal Script. Gerd would recognize that pattern of light and his old face anywhere.

Confusion turned to small angers, and then to questions.

“What the fuck?” Gerd asked.

It was a very large question, with many layered meanings. Gerd had asked all of those meanings, all at once.

George smiled, saying, “I’m just one part of your Personal Script, you know. You’ve only ever interacted with a third of me, which is fine. I’m the most talkative. Darkness doesn’t do much more than scream and you have no idea how to talk to Fractal at all. I’ve never been able to really talk about those others, either. Not like this. So this is probably a weird experience for you.”

Gerd furrowed his brows. He stood up and found himself slightly smaller than George. George was… He was different. More solid, maybe? Not just an animated interface that used his own face to make him more comfortable?

Gerd didn’t have time for that.

“I need to get back home, to tell them they’ve made mistakes. If I can talk to someone else— Maybe Xing Ranai from my kingdom can help? The Xing would shove Sherro back into whatever Emperor’s Hole he crawled out of! Maybe I can convince them… all…” Gerd lost steam. “Why are you shaking your head?”

George was shaking his head. “Because you’ve been under surveillance your entire life. They didn’t know much about how your specific oddity of linked hallucinations with Lario worked, but they knew enough. They knew about your resiliency. They knew about your deep reserves of mana. They were going to raise you as a weapon against the Demon King, but then the Day of Blood happened and the Demon King revealed himself as a lot stronger than everyone knew. People died, and the Demon King sent a messenger to the Emperor, demanding that they find whoever had upset his perfect future and execute them, or else he would move on their Empire with the strength of the gods of Floating Mountain at his back.”

The Gods of Ondak were more like arbiters of certain powers, than real gods. They were the ones you had to interact with on The Mountain, when you tried to connect to the Mountain in the Void. That was how normal magic worked on Ondak. Most of the gods weren’t even people. They were just ideas and actions.

That was not how Gerd worked his magic at all.

Gerd had seen a real god before, and even the few times he had Touched the Mountain led him to rapidly decide that ‘power over water’ was not enough to qualify any of the gods of Floating Mountain as gods in his mind. But yet…

To hear talk of the gods actively deciding they didn’t like something...

Gerd felt his skin prickle. “But the gods never involved themselves in anything?”

George nodded, and then began with, “I am your Personal Script, and when you are in here, I can tell you a lot about a lot. I have the resources to do more than I was able to do before. One of the things I can tell you is that the gods of Floating Mountain have empowered the Demon King to be their agent in the world. That is why he, alone, is able to take on the entire Empire of Kings and win, if he wanted. That is why the Empire lets him be the Demon King, uncontested.”

Gerd felt sick. He had heard rumors around the Demon King being an agent of the gods, but those were just conspiracy theories… And yet, they weren’t theories at all, were they.

George continued, “The gods of Floating Mountain used to have the choice to empower the Demon King or not.

“This is no longer the case.

“You must first understand that the gods of Ondak are not true gods. They are more like immortal archmages of vast, yet small powers. They call themselves the God of Fire, or the God of Passages, for example, but they would be called archmages in any other setting. Some might call them wizards, but I would not call them that.

“Before you were reborn here, the Demon King killed the God of Vines and took his raw power, making it his own. From there, he wrapped all of Floating Mountain in vines, sealing the gods away and siphoning most of their power for himself.

“But not before they released a request for help.

“You and Lario and this reviving space here are the response to that request for help.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you this earlier. I didn’t even know myself. I’m rather sure if I had known then I would have given that secret away and you would have acted differently in a few situations, and thus you would have died long before now, for the Demon King has agents everywhere.”

Gerd felt sick again as he recalled some major points in his life.

The Winter Ball of his senior year at the Magisterium. The Palace Walk with all those noble brats. The talks with the Inquisitors at the end of Year One and again at Gerd’s raising to a silvercloak. There had been so many times in Gerd’s second life that had seemed pointed, and yet Gerd had never triggered whatever the nobility and the Inquisitors had been looking for. This knowledge right here was what they had been looking for.

If Gerd had ever spoken about the gods being locked away and not responsive to proper requests for power…

Or that the gods were weak, and that they could do nothing against the Demon King…

Gerd had never heard any of this before. The Empire had to know it, though. Maybe some people in the Empire had even helped the Demon King to sew up Floating Mountain.

Gerd almost puked.

But he maintained.

… He heard people.

People were outside of the archway that led into the forest.

A familiar voice, followed by another familiar voice.

Gerd smelled something like meat, sizzling on a campfire, or something like that.

He heard someone pluck a lyre—

A lyre?

The image of George began to fade until nothing was left but a pleasant grin.

Gerd felt possessed by the need to know if what he was hearing was real.

Gerd stood, and he found himself standing upon whorls of wood, on the only flat spot of bark inside a crack in a tree, while the world outside was full of light and voices and the bark of the tree all around him glowed a gentle white. Gerd picked his way out of the tree and found himself standing on a rock, underneath the boughs of a glowing white arbor with a canopy made of green fire and rainbows.

The tree was massive.

Too tall to make sense.

Gerd had walked out of a tiny twist in the gnarled roots. If there had been an archway and a stone room behind him then he could not see it now. But he saw the world outside of the tree.

There was a settlement.

Shining metal buildings lay all around, nestled into the roots of the glowing white tree, like a crescent of buildings surrounding an open space in the middle. The middle was a town square, but it was really more like a circle.

There was a campfire.

People stood around the campfire, lit with red glows and shining warmth.

Van, who had died mere weeks ago, wore roughspun clothing and smiled as he raised a mug of beer to Pendalicus, who was on the lyre, playing a ribald song of sex and war. They were having fun. Ooless, Sharald, Mio. They were all there. They were all having fun and eating and—

And then there was Lario.

They smiled as they sipped beer and watched the guys cavort around the fire, laughing and telling stories of university and Magisterium.

Gerd saw Lario.

Lario saw Gerd.

They gasped.

They leapt to their feet and rushed him, calling out, “Gerd! You’re here!” Lario crossed many meters, fast as he could and crashed into Gerd, hugging him tightly, and it was like they had never spent time apart at all. They held onto Gerd, their head against his chest, softly crying, softly saying, “Your friends are nice.”

Everyone started to rush up to say hello, but they then saw the hug and they looked about ready to tease Gerd.

Gerd’s eyes were wet as he told Lario, “I didn’t know they had gotten you. I walked right into it. I can’t believe I let myself believe they were different from… From humans.”

Lario chuckled, but it was a sad sort of chuckle. “Your friends don’t believe that the state murdered me, but we’ve been here for a few weeks now. They still say that the Empire would never do that to anyone who didn’t deserve it. They weren’t murdered by men in black with sharp knives, coming in the night.”

Gerd held Lario tighter. Lario breathed deep, seeming to relax by the moment.

Van approached, though he had the sense to see Lario and Gerd.

Gerd wondered what, exactly, they had all talked about yet. They looked to have all been living here for a while. The guys gathered around, awaiting their captain. Soon enough, Lario let go, and Gerd stood strong.

Gerd stood tall and told them all, “An Emperor’s Man named Sherro murdered me at a false Black Court.”

Eyes went hard. Hands balled into fists. Disbelief warred, and they looked to Lario.

Lario had the good sense to merely look upon Gerd, but they did grin a little. They didn’t rub in how right they were about the Empire, though they probably would later. Maybe the guys would listen, then.

Gerd continued, “We are not going back to the Empire for help. We will become a fighting force worthy of the continued lives we have been given, and when we are ready, we will destroy the Demon King and free the imprisoned gods. If the Empire should benefit from that, then that is fine. We owe them nothing anymore.”

Van got a hard look in his eyes. He nodded. Mio and the others soon followed.

Lario said, “I’ll do logistics. I’m not directly fighting a war.” And then they summoned clothes out of thin air and handed them over to Gerd. “Not that I don’t like the view, but we are trying to be civilized here, wherever ‘here’ is.”

Gerd blanked for a moment. And then he smiled and laughed, taking the clothes. “When did you learn how to summon stuff?”

“A while ago. I was working in the top secret air yards— But enough about that! What happened while we were gone? I was killed hours after the big kills of everyone. It was all confusion. I heard the Emperor Himself was murdered?”

Van tried to be polite about it, but he also demanded, “What happened out there, Gerd?”

Everyone started talking at once, about everything.

Gerd began, “The Emperor’s son was murdered...”

Gerd explained about the Day of Blood, which caused everyone problems, but which explained why they were attacked so hard on the battlefield. It had been a plot by the demons to kill that year’s top student.

The rest of the talk took a while, and was spent around the bonfire.

When Gerd was done, everyone took a moment.

Gerd asked, “What has been happening around here?”

Lario began, “We have done some scouting...”

That led into talk of flying, and the scouting that they had already done around the Big Tree, which is what they were calling their little settlement, on account of the Big Tree in the center. They were on some island with monsters everywhere, except for here, by Big Tree.

“But flying out from under the boughs isn’t safe,” Lario said. “We have had to make do with long-range sight magics and telescopes to see most of what was out there.”

Sharald spoke darkly, “I died a second time.”

Mio said, “Three times, here.”

Van said, “But we can fly above Big Tree, some. Not too high or the flying monsters get you. If you stay in the rainbows you can see to the ocean to the west. Everything else is mountains.”

“How do you know we’re on an island, then?” Gerd asked.

Van frowned a little, unhappy with the answer he was about to give, even before he gave it, “Go and ask Big Tree to tell you. They’ll probably talk to you. You’re special, just like Lario.”

Lario rolled his eyes at Van, saying, “And you can get a Personal Script, too, if you want to become a Paladin of Many Colors.”

“I’m not becoming no lackey for some otherworldly god,” Van said, dismissively.

Gerd pulled back the conversation, asking, “So what else has been happening here?”

Ooless said, “Mostly monster hunting, as much as we can.”

Mio said, “Not much hunting, though.”

Van said, “We’re all mages, but mana is scarce.”

Lario mouthed solutions to Van’s mana problems that no one wanted to hear.

Van continued, “Lario needs monster hearts to make planes fast enough to get us off the island. Not sure where we’d even go from there, though. Not with this Day of Blood shit.”

Mio spoke up about that, loudly, “Did the entire Empire just lose their damned minds? They decided to side with the Demon King to kill you?! What the fuck, Gerd!”

Van agreed. “I knew the Demon King was strong, but for the Empire to just roll over? It boggles, Gerd!”

Sharald spoke darkly, “The Empire is filled with corruption.” And then there was hope in his voice, “But the Empire and the Demon King are small. Even Floating Mountain is just one land of power in this world.” He looked up at Big Tree, and said, “Wherever we are…” his voice trailed away.

Everyone looked up at the greenfire canopy of Big Tree.

Gerd finished Sharald’s thought, “Wherever we are is somewhere new. Somewhere special.” He looked to them all, and they regarded him in turn, with firelight and hope in their dark gazes. “We will get out of here, and when we do, we don’t have to return to the Empire in order to win our war against the Demon King. There’s an entire world out there. Continent Ardia, below the Empire, where the Sand States flourish. The Lost Lands beyond the eastern ocean, where the People were said to have come from thousands of years ago, and where the Kard people still live. The Small Islands with their travel magics. This world is vast, and our enemy is entrenched, and none of the people on the Continent ever wanted to teach us real magic anyway. The magic we need to win this war. And so, we must seek answers elsewhere.” He asked them all, “Are you with me?”

His cohort already was.

But Lario was not. Not really.

Not until that moment there, under the light of Big Tree, where the bonfire painted everyone yellow and red.

Lario declared, “I’m with you.”

Van started a cheer first and then the rest of them soon followed. Pendalicus took up the lyre again and started singing a song of war and magic, and it was good. They ate monster meat and beer that Lario summoned from somewhere else; even he didn’t know where the beer came from.

“It’s good beer though, right?” Lario said, smiling mischievously.

Gerd smiled back—

“Get a room!” Van called at them.

Lario laughed.

Gerd chuckled, pulling away from Lario.

They did not share a room that night.

Nor did they share a room for the next year that it took them to get off of the island, past the monsters that prowled everywhere. Big Tree was on the Cursed Island, which explained much of that difficulty, though they didn’t find out that fact for a while.

Gerd and Lario didn’t share a bed for a very long time.

But eventually, four continental journeys later, in their early 30s and always seeming to uncover yet another way the Demon King was a problem, Gerd saved Lario from the maws of a demonic abomination, and somehow, a few quiet talks and uttered worries later, they ended up in the same bed. Neither of them truly understood the path they had taken to get there, but there, in a hotel room that was otherwise unremarkable, that was when they kissed for the first time in their second lives.

Falling in love the second time was easy.

That was when Lario joined the fight, directly, and Gerd and Lario fought side by side, in the skies, and all across the globe.

They were the Archmage of Many Colors and the Admiral of Steel Winds.

They and their party became known as the Hero’s Party, though whichever one was the ‘hero’ was up for debate, as all of them proved themselves here or there.

Eventually, the Hero’s Party thought they had prepared enough to go against the Demon King.

They died the second they stepped foot into demon air space, which now expanded the entire continent of the Empire.

They were reborn at Big Tree, on Cursed Land, along with one more person.

The Seer.

The Seer, who had spoken up in Gerd’s defense all those years ago at his Black Court murder, had been murdered themselves, executed by the Empire, when the Hero’s Party tried to fight the Demon King this last time.

The Seer proved to be instrumental in connecting Gerd with Benevolence Itself.

Two years later, Gerd dropped ordnance from low Ondak orbit upon the castle of the Demon King, while Lario and the Crew dropped obscuring bombs from a lower orbit. It worked. It almost didn’t work, but it had worked. It had been the only way around the Demon King’s prognostication magics. They never even met the guy face to face, which was on purpose. Every time they met the guy, they had died.

Killing him from space had been the only way to do the deed.

The death of the Demon King released Floating Mountain, the land of the gods revealing itself above the capital of the Empire, like it had always been there but no one had ever known.

But now they were freed, and the results were… Well.

Nothing much.

The gods had always been do-nothings.

Which Gerd found out was the point of the gods.

At the end of it all, at the death of the Demon King, the Demon King had been ‘reborn’ as well.

He was now the God of No Orbital Bombardments, and he was a completely different person from before. No craziness. No genocides. No assassins. Just an idea made manifest, grown from the final moments of the death of a very large power in the world, which birthed a god that basically said,

“No orbital bombardments unless you go through me.”

The god threw a good party.

- - - -

Lario laughed as they lay in Gerd’s arms, on a reclining couch in their home under Big Tree, swishing some wine in their goblet as they said, “The gods are do-nothings! Specifically! No wonder no one noticed they were trapped! They were still stopping big magics, though! Fuck!”

Gerd chuckled, his big chest rumbling under Lario’s back. “Now now. They made sure no one ever used atomics.”

“Gods!” Lario said, exasperated. “It explains so much! Why I never got that nuclear reactor to work—”

“Why there’s that Big Magic limit, and the mana simply unravels once it gets too large.”

“Why I never figured out antimatter.”

“Now we just need to invent a God of No More Monsters,” Gerd said, grinning as he held Lario.

“Fucking hell yeah we do!” Lario exclaimed, loudly and happily.

Gerd chuckled softly and whispered into Lario’s ears. “Shhh… You’ll wake the team. They’re gonna be taking this hard for a while. They always thought the gods actually did stuff.”

Lario scoffed. “The guys are asleep and I can be as blasphemous as I want to be right now and the guys have their own houses. It’s just you and me, your parents are in the guest house, and my Master is in a different guest house. All the party is done. We don’t have to be ‘on’ right now.”

Gerd held Lario a bit tighter, a bit warmer. His voice rumbled delightfully, “It is just you and me.”

Lario felt his heart beat hard. “… Oh.”

“Got anything you want to do?”

Lario smiled as they sat up. They turned to Gerd. “Let’s make some babies.”

Gerd’s eyes dilated wide. “You’re not joking this time.”

“Nope. Also, let’s get married.”

Gerd’s breath trembled, and then he solidified. “I love you.”

Lario felt his own heart skip a beat. “I love you more.”

That night was magical in a way that neither of them had experienced in this life, or the previous one.

Seven months later, which was a pretty normal gestation period for one of the people, Lario popped out a little girl, as expected of a union between a man and a xen.

Covered in sweat and shining like a god, Lario held their little girl to their chest, smiling brightly, saying, “My gods you were a painful little girl, weren’t you? Yes you were, yes you were.”

Gerd smiled as he sat on the bed with Lario. “Have you thought of a name yet, my love?”

“It’s bad luck to name them before one year old…” Lario held their little girl. “But we can protect her from the mana sickness, can’t we?”

Gerd smiled as his aura touched his daughter, and found that there was no danger of a mana complication at all. Ambient mana touched the little girl, but her soul automatically deflected all outside mana. He had been told about this possibility. Lario had been told about this possibility, too. But Lario wasn’t sure. They were a little scared.

Gerd assured them, “She inherited our baseline powers. She has a Personal Script.”

Lario smiled even brighter, though they were so very tired. They offered, “How about Laria?”

Gerd chuckled. “We’ll name the next one Gertrude, then.”

“That’s a terrible name!” Lario said, laughing. “And besides that I’m never giving birth again. That was painful as fuck.”

Nine months later, Gertrude came along.

Gerd teased, “That one looked easier.”

Lario complained, “You try giving birth next time!” Gertrude began to cry in their arms. Softer, Lario said, “Damned fucking weird people biology. Humans are so much simpler.”

“I love your weird biology.” Gerd kissed Lario on their forehead, next to their horn, saying, “And you asked for it, dewdrop.”

“In the next life you’re the woman.”

“Nah. That looked painful.”

Lario swatted him.

Gerd smiled, adding, “And you’re not a woman, anyway!”

Lario swatted him again.

12 months later, another bundle of joy came along.

Lario complained, but they loved their kids more than they realized they could love anyone, and Gerd was a part of that love.

Another 11 months later, Lario had triplets.

A ‘Full Set’, as they called it. A blessing of a boy, girl, and xen, all at the same time.

“Now that looked painful,” Gerd said at the bedside.

Exhausted, Lario told him, “Swat yourself, dewdrop. I’m too tired.”

Gerd smiled.

With eyes closed, but healing magics already working a little, Lario told him, “Let’s get some secondary parents, please. I don’t want to keep up with all of these kids.”

“I was thinking the same thing.” Gerd asked, “How about Van and Pendalicus? They were talking about adoption last week.”

Lario got to thinking, still tired as heck and covered in sweat. The nurses held the kids and swaddled them, while Gerd’s parents were in the other room, keeping the other kids occupied. Gerd heard their bright voices, asking about their new siblings, and Dad, the old gruff grandpa that he was, was telling them that they’d come out when they came out, and not to rush them at all. First Husband and Second Husband were out there, too, being doting grandparents as well. Lario’s master’s voice was also somewhere in there, but Gerd couldn’t make out what they were saying, exactly. It was probably something about discipline, like usual.

Gerd grinned to hear all of that.

Lario had been thinking, and now they said, “How about we take up the Kards on their envoy proposition? They want someone by Big Tree to talk about logistics with… with plane stuff. I’m too tired. One of the big women would be good.”

They closed their eyes, but then one of the nurses came over with their first of the triplets and handed her to Lario, and Lario opened their eyes and lit up with love and light. Another newborn got deposited in Lario’s other arm. Gerd got to hold his new xen, and they were so very cute, their tiny horn still just a bump on their forehead.

Lario sniffled, almost crying, as they said, “The girls need some female influences in their lives, so let’s get some women in our family.”

Gerd smiled. “Van and Pendalicus and some Kard envoys?”

“All options. I’ll take them all. 6 kids, Gerd! 6! I can barely keep up as it is…” They almost cried again, looking at their kids. “But I want to.”

Gerd chuckled.

Life was weird here on Ondak.

But life was good.

 

- - - -

 

Eventually, when Gerd and Lario turned 50 and the kids were in their late teens and early 20s, and ready for adventure themselves, Big Tree would issue a Quest, the Worldly Path, asking them to open a Gate Network to the rest of the universe, and to Margleknot, to start.

But that was a long time from now.

For now, they had kids to raise, right alongside all the rest of their crew and many others, in a town that they called Big Tree, but which everyone else called Hero’s Village.

















            
                    
                        
                            
                            A note from Arcs
                        

                    

                    And that's how the reincarnation system works... generally~

I'm happy for Gerd and Lario.

 

- - - -

 

I HAVE A NEW STORY AIRING ON RR RIGHT NOW! 

COME READ IT!

 

[image: image]


 

Adamant Blood 

 

Mark Careed dreamed of being a hero ever since he was 8, or maybe younger. Of fighting monsters outside of the city walls, of going anywhere he wanted instead of just where it was safe, of either killing kaijus himself, or being up there in the thick of it, with the real heroes. He’s almost 18 now, close to taking the real Tutorial and Awakening his Power.

His hopes and plans fell through when the False Tutorial estimated his future Power as a brawny. A simply stronger human. This should have come as no surprise. 90% of humans on Earth Awaken as brawnies.

Mark doesn’t want to be a basic brawny. He wants to be something more.

He needs to do something big to change his fate.

Something drastic.

Something like seeking help from an archmage, a true Hero of Humanity. 

 

 

If you like Ar’Kendrithyst, Super Supportive, or Changeling, you might like Adamant Blood.

 

 

Adamant Blood is a story of exploration, slice of life, kaijus, magic, other worlds, trauma, superheroes, and growth.
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